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Introduction
Margaret Foster, Leslie Kurke, and Naomi Weiss

Our music in those days was divided according to its own forms and postures. There was a form of song comprising prayers sung to the gods, called
“hymns”; opposite to this was another form of song which someone might
well call “dirges.” “Paeans” were another. Then there was yet another called
the “dithyramb,” which was about the birth of Dionysus, I believe. They
gave the name “laws” [nomoi] to another form of song—this sort was for
the kithara, they used also to say. Once these, and certain others, had been
arranged, it was not allowed to misuse one form of song for another …. But
later, with the passage of time, the poets became rulers and held sway
over unmusical lawlessness. Although by nature poetic, the poets were
ignorant about what is just and lawful for the Muse. In a sort of Bacchic
frenzy, more overwhelmed by pleasure than they should have been, they
jumbled together dirges with hymns and paeans with dithyrambs; they
used kithara sounds to imitate the sounds of the aulos—they confounded
everything.
Plato, Laws 700a9–e1, tr. Pangle

5

10

Ἔν˻τι μὲν χρυσαλακάτου τεκέων Λατοῦς ἀοιδαί
ὥ[ρ]˻ιαι παιάνιδες· ἐντὶ [δὲ] καί
θ˻άλλοντος ἐκ κισσοῦ στεφάνων {ἐκ} Διο[νύ]σου
β˻ρομι⟨ο⟩παιόμεναι· τὸ δὲ κοίμισαν τρεῖς
τ̣˻[έκεα] Καλλιόπας, ὥς οἱ σταθῇ μνάμα⟨τ’⟩ ἀποφθιμένων·
ἁ μὲν εὐχαίταν Λίνον αἴλινον ὕμνει,
ἁ δ’ Ὑμέναιον, ⟨ὃν⟩ ἐν γάμοισι χροϊζόμενον
νυκτὶ σὺν πρώτᾳ λάβεν ἔσχατος ὕπνος·
ἁ δὲ ⟨ ⟩ Ἰάλεμον ὠμοβόλῳ
νούσῳ πεδαθέντα σθένος·
υἱὸν Οἰάγρου ⟨δὲ⟩
Ὀρφέα χρυσάορα1

1 The text of this fragment is quoted in the scholia to Eur. Rhes. 895, preserved in only one
thirteenth-century ms which seems to have been copied from an already damaged or corrupted text, so the text of the fragment is very troubled. We mainly follow the texts of Maehler
2001 and Race 1997, which are very similar (Race simply includes a few more supplements in
© margaret foster et al., 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_002
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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There are songs for the children of gold-spindled Leto, paean [songs] in
due season, and there are also [songs] for Dionysus’ crowns of flourishing ivy, [songs] smitten with wine/drunkeness. But, [in contrast to those],
[other songs] put to sleep three sons of Calliope, in order that memorials
of the dead be set up for her: one [song] sang ailinon for Linus with beautiful hair; another [sang] of Hymenaeus, whom the last sleep took when his
skin was touched in marriage together with the first night. And another
sang Ialemus, shackled in strength by flesh-rending disease. But the son
of Oeagrus, Orpheus with his golden lyre …
Pindar, fr. 128c SM

The conference on which this volume was based was organized originally to
revisit and interrogate the question of genre, what it means, and how to think
about it for archaic and classical Greek poetry. Coming together almost fifty
years after the performance model of lyric genre first developed, our speakers
were encouraged to engage with a wide array of scholarship, theory, and comparative material in the hope that a more holistic understanding of the concept
and its relevance to the study of ancient texts might emerge.2 In this same spirit
we do not begin this introduction to the volume with one particular definition
of genre, since we want to foreground and allow for the different approaches of
our contributors, which together push beyond current dominant trends within
the field.
We begin instead with a famous passage of Plato’s Laws, juxtaposed to a
much less familiar fragment of Pindar, because both seem to offer us tantalizing views of an illud tempus of perfect, pure emic genre. These texts seem
to speak of a world of clear, recognizable, and distinct generic forms based
on addressee or figure celebrated/commemorated; context or occasion of performance; and singers and audience.3 The two together point to a system of
specific song types in which the umbrella term “lyric” (including poetry composed in melic, iambic, and elegiac meters) is too broad to be meaningful, while
his text), except in lines 3–5 (to Καλλιόπας), which follow Cannatà Fera 1990, and line 8, which
includes in the text the suggested emendations of Henry 1999. Thanks to Donald Mastronarde
for sharing with us his new transcription of the scholion and Pindar fragment, examined
under UV light, and for extensive discussion of the textual difficulties and merits of different proposed emendations.
2 On literary genre in general: Dubrow 1982; Fowler 1982; Frow 2015. On genre in anthropology/ sociolinguistics: Briggs and Bauman 1992; Bauman 2000. On genre within Classics: Conte
1994; Depew and Obbink 2000a; Barchiesi 2001; Bakola, Prauscello, and Telò 2013; Maslov 2015:
40–97, 246–317.
3 Calame 1974 also juxtaposes these two texts, in the service of a somewhat different argument.
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Plato here in the Laws and Pindar also limn a generic system that precedes and
seems to operate at a skew line to the much later tripartite division of epic,
drama, and lyric as the three “natural kinds” of mimetic poetry.4 The latter system itself ultimately depends on and goes back to models developed by Plato
in the Republic and Aristotle in the Poetics, which make mimesis—“imitation”
or “representation”—the defining feature of verbal art.5 Thus our two quoted
passages suggest a rift or gap between an emic poetic genre system and the
theories of poetry later developed within the culture,6 while they also seem to
open up a window onto a precious archaic system of song in performance that
preceded and was innocent of the Classicizing systems and definitions (“the
three natural kinds”) later imposed upon it.
And yet, slight discrepancies between these two texts already suggest cracks
in the surface of our pure genre world, or perhaps better—multiple sedimented
layers within a centuries-long stratigraphy of genre.7 Thus the Laws passage
uses the Greek term humnos narrowly as a technical term for a song comprising prayer to a god (akin to our “hymn”), while the same term functions as
a much more general term for choral song in Pindar and throughout archaic
Greek poetry.8 A.E. Harvey, in a foundational article in 1955, “The Classification
of Greek Lyric Poetry,” called attention to the fact that all that we have of archaic
and classical Greek lyric poetry comes to us mediated through the editorial
work of Hellenistic Greek scholars, who of necessity had to sort and classify a
great mass of heterogeneous material into books (papyrus rolls of 1,000–2,000
lines) organized by kind. Where we can discern the terms of that classification system best (in the cases of Pindar and Bacchylides), it is clear that there
is some divergence or misfit between the original performance occasions of
many of these preserved texts and the broader generic labels that the Hellenistic scholars developed to organize them into books (e.g., “epinician” was not a
functional category in the archaic and classical period; Pindar himself designated his victory odes as ἐγκώμιοι ὕμνοι or ἐπικώμιοι ὕμνοι).9
4 For these three as the “natural kinds,” see Genette 1992.
5 Although, as Genette 1992 notes, Plato and Aristotle themselves do not develop the threefold
model of “natural kinds,” since they basically omit lyric from their systems as not obviously
mimetic in the way that epic and drama are.
6 Cf. Ford 2002, Farrell 2003.
7 For the terms “sedimentation” and “stratigraphy,” cf. Maslov 2015: 22–33, following Veselovsky
and Jameson 1981.
8 On this discrepancy, cf. Harvey 1955: 165–168. Calame 1974: 119–120 helpfully reframes this as
an issue of signifier vs. signified—the signifier humnos (or paean, or dithyramb) endures, but
what it signifies shifts over time. For the meaning of humnos in early Greek poetry, see also
Maslov 2015: 294–307.
9 Harvey 1955: 158–164; cf. Agócs 2012: 194–197, Maslov 2015: 279–280.

4

foster, kurke, and weiss

Harvey therefore advocated cautious skepticism about the generic labels
we have inherited for various earlier Greek poetic texts: is a “paean” always a
“paean”? Does it have to have a refrain? Is a dithyramb always a dithyramb?
Can we accept one Hellenistic definition that a dithyramb is always a narrative
poem? Harvey himself did not advocate the complete rejection of the generic
terms that have come down to us, citing this very passage of Plato’s Laws to stabilize the system and argue that many of its terms preexisted the work of the
Hellenistic scholars (mainly in the domain of choral lyric).10
All of this means that in the domain of early Greek poetic forms, we inherit
phenomena of kaleidoscopic complexity: an abundance of material (most of it
preserved in fragmentary form) in different meters (iambic, elegiac, and melic),
much of it quoted and embedded in other Greek texts which frame, contextualize, and sometimes label these poetic scraps by genre (possibly anachronistically). Given the wild heterogeneity and fragmentation of what has come down
to us and the uneven stratigraphy of generic labels, how do we make sense of
all this material?
Harvey himself pointed one way forward, by contrasting Hellenistic taxonomies with the original purpose and occasion of a given ancient song.11 Such
an approach to genre in archaic and classical Greek poetry was given additional
impetus and support by the development of models for the oral composition
of Homeric poetry—the argument that the highly formulaic nature of Homeric epic gave evidence that this poetry was orally composed in performance by
skilled bards in a centuries-long tradition. Oral formulaic theory, developed in
relation to Homer by Milman Parry and Albert Lord, prompted much more
expansive interest in orality within Greek studies, as constituting forms of culture, poetic composition, and performance radically different from those of the
modern literate world. The extension of the model of orality beyond Homer
to all of archaic and classical Greek poetry down to the end of the fifth century BCE had a profound impact on the modeling of poetic performance and
poetic kinds for this period.12 Bruno Gentili, inspired by the work of Parry, Lord,
and especially Eric Havelock, insisted on the sheer difference or strangeness of
Greek poetic production compared to modern poetry. For Gentili, Greek poetry

10

11
12

Harvey 1955: 164–174. Although Harvey does not note the connection with choral lyric,
because he does not accept choral vs. monody as a real distinction (159 n. 3), and because
he wants to argue for the connection of threnos with elegy, Calame 1974 notes the predominance of choral lyric forms here.
Harvey 1955: 159–160.
See Lord 1960 [2000]; Parry 1971. The oral model was significantly extended beyond Homer
by Havelock 1963, 1982.
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was “an essentially practical art,” “closely linked to the realities of social and
political life,” always composed for performance before a specific audience and
on a specific occasion.13 Performance, audience, memory, and practical function became the key terms, and Gentili drew on comparative oral theory and
anthropology to help him imagine how archaic and classical Greek poems functioned within their original contexts of performance.
Within this turn to orality and performance, Claude Calame and Gregory
Nagy developed innovative models of genre, and these models still represent
an influential paradigm within the field.14 Claude Calame, a student of Gentili,
in 1974 offered “Réflexions sur les genres littéraires en Grèce archaïque.” Here he
identified genre not just with a set of immanent formal features to be discerned
through structuralist/semiotic analysis of the poetic system, but also with occasion and the “horizons of expectation” of audiences à la H.R. Jauss.15 Gregory
Nagy, a student of Albert Lord, extended Calame’s analysis in the mid-1990s
with an important article entitled “Genre and Occasion” (on which he elaborates with reference to Sappho in this volume).16 Here Nagy simultaneously
correlated genre with occasion and performance with the Austinian “performative,” allowing him to define (Greek) genre as “the set of rules that produce
a speech act.”17 Nagy, however, dissociated the “speech act” from Austin’s philosophical context of individual agency and judgment, identifying it instead as
“myth” (a narrative significant for a community) performed as “ritual.” Within
these terms, “the occasion is the genre,” but Nagy also added that “if the occasion is destabilized or even lost, the genre can compensate for it, even re-create
it.”18
Nagy combined the latter idea (genre as a compensation for or recreation
of occasion) with a bold and thoroughgoing reconceptualization of mimesis
in early Greek poetry. For Nagy, the primary meaning of mimesis in the early
13
14

15
16
17
18

Quotations from Gentili 1988: 3; see also A.T. Cole’s Translator’s Introduction to that volume.
We will not attempt to summarize here all the relevant work of Calame and Nagy, since
both are incredibly prolific scholars who have over decades (and hundreds of publications) developed, elaborated, and nuanced their thinking on genre. We will instead focus
on a couple of their earliest and most influential articles on the topic. For a fuller bibliography of Nagy’s work, see his Keynote in this volume; for a representative selection of
Calame’s work, see the volume bibliography.
Calame 1974.
Nagy 1994–1995. This article represents a concise summary of the much more expansive
presentation of these arguments in Nagy 1990 and Nagy 1996.
Nagy 1994–1995: 13. Nagy draws the term “speech act” from Austin 1975; in thinking of genre
in terms of the principles producing a speech act, he draws on Todorov 1990.
Nagy 1994–1995: 13 (emphasis in original).
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Greek context was “ritual reenactment,” whereby the choral performers of a
song for the duration of the performance actually became and embodied the
mythical figures whose stories they sang. This model of mimesis endured into
Attic tragedy, but when the myth-ritual-performance system came to be destabilized or eroded, the primary meaning of mimesis was lost and a secondary
meaning, “imitation,” came to the fore.19 Hence, Plato’s critique of poetry in
the Republic as “mere” mimesis (“imitation”) is simply a misunderstanding of
the older system. By this reorientation, Nagy reconciled the older Greek system
of genre based on occasion and performance with the Platonic/Aristotelian
model of verbal art defined as mimesis—two systems that otherwise seem to
operate at skew lines to each other.
The revolutionary oralist/performance/occasion paradigm of Gentili, Calame, and Nagy can be seen, in turn, as a reaction to older approaches to Greek
poetry. It was first a rejection of an idealist Hegelian, teleological reading of the
slow unfolding or “discovery” of the Greek Geist through the progressive stages
of epic, lyric, and tragedy. This approach, mainly associated with Bruno Snell
and Hermann Fränkel, celebrated Greek lyric as the earliest revelation of the
subjective “I” in moments of high emotional intensity, in contrast to the serene
third-person narration and objective distance of epic.20 At the same time, the
emphasis on song in performance also represented a rejection of New Criticism
and other kinds of formalism, with their turn away from history and context.
New Criticism, a powerful movement outside of Classics in the 1950s, remained
the dominant paradigm for the close reading of poetry within Classics even
into the 1960s and 70s, while the work of Elroy Bundy in the early 1960s, pursuing rigorous rhetorical, topological analysis of Pindaric epinician, spawned
another strain of formalism native to the field of Greek poetry.21 Although
Bundy insisted that everything in epinician served the purpose of praising the
victor, both “victor” and “praise” became completely bland generic categories,
and Bundy and his followers ranged freely over all of Greek literature and across
all its genres to find comparanda for different motifs and motif sequences in the
odes.22
In response to all this, the approaches of Gentili, Calame, and Nagy represented a return to a different kind of history and context, combined (especially
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Nagy 1994–1995; cf. Nagy 1996 chs. 1–4. For similar arguments, see Jones 1962 on tragedy
as masked drama, and Vernant 1991 chs. 9–10 on the image in Greek culture (“from the
presentification of the invisible to the imitation of appearance”).
See (e.g.) Snell 1946; Fränkel 1975.
Bundy 1986 [1962].
For this characterization of Bundyist formalism, cf. Cole 1988: xvi.
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in the case of Calame and Nagy) with structuralist/semiotic methodologies.
Their ideas of history—all different from the older Hegelian, teleological model
of Snell and Fränkel—were also different from each other. And along with different versions of history, we find different models of the lyric “I.” For Gentili,
the historical context for melic, iambic, and elegiac poems is local and specific,
their speakers engaged in quotidian political and social struggles that their
verses perform before different interested audiences.23 Calame draws more
heavily on the history of religion, invoking anthropological models of initiation
and rites of passage to situate and make sense of the poetic remains of Alcman
and Sappho. In this anthropological modeling, the focus shifts from the historical and biographical ego to the essential communal functions of poetry in
performance, with the ego filling the social/structural role of chorus leader or
chorodidaskalos.24 For Nagy, the influence of oral formulaic theory, the study
of Homer, and structuralist and Indo-European linguistics are paramount, so
that history is itself embedded in the language and meters of Greek poetry
and its traditional formulae. Thus Nagy effectively mines the deep history in
texts, reconstructing elements and motifs all the way back to Indo-European,
through the reading of all of Greek poetry together as one continuous “macrotext” or signifying system.25 Consonant with these reading strategies, the “I”
for Nagy becomes a “generic I,” a traditional speaking position thrown up or
generated by each separate genre over hundreds of years of performance. We
should therefore think of “Homer” as the arch-poet of heroic epic; “Hesiod” as
the equivalent for theogonic poetry; “Theognis” as the alibi or placeholder for
disaffected aristocrats in sympotic elegy throughout the Greek world; and “Sappho” as the lyric “sister” speaking for a long traditon of women’s song on archaic
Lesbos.26
The oralist/performance/occasion paradigm has been an exceptionally productive model within Greek literary studies, stimulating a wide array of significant scholarship over the last forty-five years or more. As we have noted, it
remains an influential paradigm in approaches to genre for archaic and classical Greek poetry, especially in north American and continental scholarship.
The conference upon which this volume is based opened with this paradigm,
with a Keynote Address by Gregory Nagy, and several of the papers here take
their cue from the fundamental work of Nagy and Calame.
23
24
25
26

Gentili 1988; for a similar modeling of the “historical I,” cf. Rösler 1980, 1985.
See esp. Calame 1977, 1983, 1997a.
See esp. Nagy 1974, 1979/1999.
For the “generic I,” see Nagy 1994–1995: 20; for Homer and Hesiod, see Nagy 1982; for Theognis, Nagy 1985; for Sappho, Nagy 2016 and in this volume.

8

foster, kurke, and weiss

And yet, like any paradigm, it has its limits—inevitably, in complementary
distribution to the things the model fits better are the things it occludes or
ignores.27 Thus one might say that this paradigm represents an overweighting
of the anthropological, the ritual, and the communal over against the literary,
the fictional or fictive, and the tussle or dialectic of individual instantiation
and tradition. This overweighting inevitably produces two different effects or
tendencies—occlusions or blindspots on different scales—both of which have
unnecessarily isolated the study of archaic and classical Greek poetry from
important trends in the literary humanities. First of all (as Andrew Ford notes
in his contribution to the volume), the structuralist method of Calame and
Nagy does not deal well with the individual poem—with the texture of the
literary in all its specificity and complexity.28 This isolates us from a broader
movement within the humanities, where there has been a significant return to
formalism and theoretically-informed formalist analysis.29 At the same time,
the insistence of this anthropological/performance paradigm that archaic and
classical Greek poetry is radically strange and different from all that came after
it has succeeded only too well. For it has cut us off from significant conversations about the longue durée of literary history current throughout the broader
humanities. Here one might think of the heated debates around the transhistorical existence of “the lyric” and lyric history represented by Jonathan Culler’s
2015 Theory of the Lyric and the New Lyric Studies advocated by Virginia Jackson and Yopie Prins.30
Indeed, a similar discontent with the influential anthropological occasion/
performance model animates another recent volume (also based on a conference in 2015), Textual Events: Performance and the Lyric in Early Greece, edited
by Felix Budelmann and Tom Phillips.31 The editors and contributors to this
volume push back against the sociopolitical or ideological reading of archaic
Greek lyric, aiming instead to recuperate all the formal, sensuous, and imaginative powers and effects of these texts that they contend such readings elide.
Instead, they offer the concepts of archaic Greek poetry read as “literature” and
as “textual events,” where by “event” they mean the power of highly-wrought
27
28
29
30

31

See de Man 1983 on the necessary inter-implication of “blindness” and “insight” in any
theoretical approach.
Cf. Culler 1975: vii–viii, 113–130, 258–259, explicitly acknowledging that his “structuralist
poetics” has no interest in offering new readings of individual poems.
See, e.g., Best and Marcus 2009; Felski 2015; Levine 2015.
For the debate, see Jackson 2005; Yaeger 2008; Jackson and Prins 2014; Culler 2015. Another
relevant trend is the Russian-influenced “Historical Poetics” of Boris Maslov and Ilya
Krieger; see Maslov 2015; Krieger and Maslov 2016.
Budelmann and Phillips 2018, based on an Oxford conference in March 2015.
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literary texts to conjure other worlds and new possibilities of feeling, perception, and thought.32 We are very much in sympathy with the “New Formalist”
turn that the Textual Events volume offers. At the same time, our volume can
be read as complementary to that of Budelmann and Phillips, zeroing in on
related issues that they do not tackle explicitly, through engagement with a
wider range of texts and theoretical approaches. Thus, for example, as Budelmann and Phillips note in their introduction, they do not “attempt to address
… head-on” “the challenges posed by genre in Greek lyric and by Greek lyric
as a genre,” even while “genre is a thread that runs through” the essays in the
volume.33
In contrast, the purpose of this volume is explicitly to revisit the concept of
genre in archaic and classical Greek poetry nearly fifty years after the significant
interventions of Gentili and Calame, and nearly thirty years after Nagy’s influential work of the 1990s. The essays in the volume illustrate the different ways in
which we can expand upon the advances we have made within this paradigm,
while also moving beyond the anthropological occasion/performance model.
In many cases, the essays build on theories, models, and lines of argument
already current in the field—some of which have themselves developed out
of the older paradigm; others derive from the interaction or creative borrowing of Greek studies from other disciplines (including Latin literary studies, art
history, dance theory, and affect theory, among others).
We begin with the Keynote Address of Gregory Nagy.34 In a return to his
study on genre and occasion, Nagy refines his formulation of the paradigmatic
term “occasion” by identifying it as an instance of mimesis in the sense of “ritual
reenactment.” Turning to Sappho, Nagy understands the experiences and emotions that constitute Sappho’s songs as belonging above all to the personae who
inhabit her song world. An event expressed by a given song, such as a familial
crisis or a bout of unrequited love, does not itself prompt the occasion of its
own choral performance. Rather, for Nagy, it is the mimesis of such events, performed by a singing and dancing chorus, that comprises the occasion.
32

33

34

See Budelmann and Phillips 2018a: for “literature” or the “literary,” see pp. 9–15; for “textual
events,” see pp. 6–10, 23–26. For this concept of “event,” they follow the philosopher Alain
Badiou; see Badiou 2013 and Payne 2018.
Budelmann and Phillips 2018a: 19–22; all quotations from p. 19. Likewise, they note that
they will not explicitly tackle the “much discussed issue of lyric mimesis” (p. 9, n. 12), which
this introduction and many of our contributors consider from different angles.
Appropriately enough, given his focus on oral performance and occasion, Nagy has opted
to preserve the oral, lecture quality of his talk at the original conference. We have therefore labeled Nagy’s contribution as a “Keynote,” and tried, as much as possible, to preserve
its performative qualities in the text.
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Nagy’s Keynote is followed by three contributions that engage with and/or
critique the anthropological/performance paradigm from different perspectives. Andrew Ford challenges an illud tempus or “pre-lapsarian” model of a
perfect fit between text and performance occasion in archaic Greece. He argues
that we need to move beyond both the idea of poetry as mimesis and that
of lyric mimesis as ritual reenactment, proposing instead that we think of
genre in terms of “generification”—the ongoing process of its production. Timothy Power rethinks the “choral hypothesis” for Sappho’s lyrics, which has long
been a crucial component of the anthropological/performance paradigm of
Calame and Nagy, arguing instead for a model of “parachorality” that would
allow for a more substantial fictive component in the setting of Sapphic song.
Finally, Francesca Schironi’s paper reconsiders the centrality of performance
by turning to an entirely different body of material—the scholia, especially
those on Pindar—and investigating how the issue of mimesis (or “speaking personae”) was conceptualized in Alexandrian scholarship. As Schironi discovers,
references to performance (in our sense) are largely absent from the scholia;
they view the chorus instead simply as one more speaking persona. Thus for
these ancient readers at least, all early Greek poetry (including Homer) is read
mimetically as if it were drama.
We then proceed to two clusters of papers whose approaches in many cases
develop out of the anthropological paradigm, but also offer ways beyond it, in
dialogue with a variety of other disciplines, theories, and methods. The papers
in the first cluster—those of Steiner, Weiss, and Foster—all complicate the
notion of “pure” genre from different perspectives. The remaining papers of
Griffith, Telò, Estrin, and Olsen all engage with ideas of affect, materiality, and
embodied experience to reconsider in different ways current approaches to
genre in the study of Greek poetry.
Rather than summarize each essay here, we will lay out programmatically
three themes or methodological trends that figure prominently in the rest of
the volume. These three themes are not mutually exclusive; often individual
essays instantiate two or even three of them at once, and in doing so together
herald a new, integrated approach to genre in archaic and classical Greek
poetry.

Genre Mixing
As far back as we can go, there is no “before” of pure or pristine genre that
we can locate in our texts. Traditionally, scholars have recognized that, in the
Hellenistic and Roman periods, there was constant complex genre mixing,
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generic self-consciousness, and dynamic play with genre within texts, but the
current oralist/performance model has tended to exempt archaic Greece as
an illud tempus of pure genre in performance.35 And yet, Homer and tragedy
have always presented significant exceptions to this model. Thus, as Richard
Martin has argued, Homeric epic is better defined as a “super-genre” that subsumes within it a multiplicity of “genres of discourse,” emic speech genres like
flyting, advising, remembering, and mourning as well as lyric forms more narrowly defined, like paean, threnos, and Linus song.36 In her essay in this volume,
Naomi Weiss proposes that we extend the term “super-genre” to Attic tragedy
as well, since (as has become more and more apparent in recent years) tragedy
is the ultimate appropriative cultural system, folding into itself all the multifarious resources of the Greek “song culture” for its complex multimedia art.37
But genre mixing, complexity, and dynamic play are also evident in our preserved examples of archaic elegiac, iambic, and melic poetry (even if not, in
most cases, on the same scale as in Homer and tragedy). Nor can all of these
effects be put down to the fragmentary state of our remains, or to the underspecification or “indeterminacy” of genre.38 This is patently true for the epinicia
of Pindar and Bacchylides, as well as their other choral songs.39 So, for example, scholars still debate whether Bacchylides 17 is a paean or a dithyramb,
or an amalgam of both, while Margaret Foster explores the complex, “polyphonic” genre mixing of Bacchylides 16.40 But for a much earlier example, we
might consider the Cologne Epode of Archilochus. In the influential reading
of Gregory Nagy, the Cologne Epode is blame poetry—but blame poetry mas-

35

36
37

38
39

40

Examples of the earlier consensus: Kroll 1924; Rossi 1971; Zetzel 1983; Barchiesi 2000; Farrell 2003; etc. This is also the framework of Nagy 1994–1995, who quotes Williams 1968 for
this point.
Martin 1989, 2005.
On the incorporation of different genres within tragedy, see esp. Herington 1985, from
whom we draw the phrase “song culture” (although Herington focuses mainly on epic in
tragedy); Nagy 1990: 382–413; Rutherford 1994–1995; Swift 2010; Kurke 2013b; Weiss 2018.
For a more political approach to the appropriative nature of Attic tragedy, see Kowalzig
2006, 2007a; Foster 2017.
For “generic indeterminacy,” see Carey 1995: 97 and n. 21; Rutherford 2001: 3–10, 90–91;
Currie 2005: 21–24; Lowe 2007.
For genre mixing in different Pindaric epinicia, see Kurke 1988, 1990, 2013b; Carey 1995;
Maslov 2015; for genre mixture in Bacchylides, Fearn 2007: 87–160. See also Barchiesi 2001:
153 on the prevalence of genre mixture or “transgeneric texts” in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE, as well as Phillips 2018 and Thomas 2018, considering genre mixture within
Pindar’s ninth paean and the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, respectively.
On the genre(s) of Bacchylides 17, see Schmidt 1990; Zimmermann 1992: 91–93; Van Oeveren 1999; Kowalzig 2007b: 88–94; Calame 2009; Tsagalis 2009; D’Alessio 2013.
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querading as erotic idyll. This tale of man and maid dallying in a meadow
works all the more effectively as blame because of its seductive narrative surface; in the course of the poem, the speaking ego manages to destroy the
reputations of both the older sister, Neoboule (by what he says about her)
and the unnamed younger sister (by what he does to her in the course of the
poem).41
We see such generic play in this poetry because, as Boris Maslov has convincingly argued, by the time we encounter the whole Greek system, it is
already a literary system, subject to the mediation of multiple levels of dynamic
genre production and proliferation.42 Another way of formulating this might
be to say, in Bakhtin’s terms, that the texts as we encounter them are always
already participants in “secondary genres,” literary forms that have absorbed
“primary genres” of spontaneous verbal interaction like greeting, prayer, victory
announcement, or the “Ie Paian” cry.43 Such a model of primary and secondary
genres can help elucidate Nagy’s double definition of genre as both occasion
and compensation for a lost occasion.44 In Bakhtin’s terms, Nagy’s first definition applies to primary speech genres, the second to secondary or derived
speech genres once they have developed into literary forms. In these terms, the
illud tempus of pure, unmediated genre as performance and occasion is not
directly available to us; it can only be a scholarly mirage.
Importantly, as Maslov also notes, there need be no necessary or strict correlation between the crystallization of a complex second-order literary system
and a broader cultural shift from orality to literacy.45 The too-rigid dichotomy
between these two terms (orality and literacy) dominated past scholarship,
and with it an unexamined equation of “oral” (oral composition, oral performance, oral transmission) with the immediacy of pure, performative emic
genres of song. And yet, there has been a seismic shift in thinking about orality and literacy beyond Classics and within it from the days of Eric Havelock

41
42
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44
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Nagy 1976.
Maslov 2015: 9–22, 36–116. For the idea that literary discourse is more highly “genred,”
Maslov follows Silverstein 1993.
On “primary” and “secondary genres,” see Bakhtin 1986, esp. 60–67 and the lucid summary
of Maslov 2015: 42–47. This distinction is already acknowledged in Harvey 1955: 172–174,
who notes the difference between the spontaneous, ritual paean—which may be simply
the “Ie Paian” refrain—and the “literary” paeans of Pindar and Simonides.
Nagy 1994–1995: 13, discussed above, p. 5.
Bakhtin, in his general formulation of the categories “primary” and “secondary genre,” had
mainly aligned secondary genres with the written (vs. the oral), but, as Maslov 2015: 43
notes, secondary genres like epic or aetiological myth may develop independently of writing.
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and Walter J. Ong.46 There is now a recognition that the two forms interact
unevenly, coexisting and cooperating for long periods of time, and that there
are significant continuities as well as differences between oral and literate
cultures.47 But this broader shift in the cultural and sociological modeling of
the orality-literacy interface has rarely penetrated the discourse on the genres of archaic Greek poetry. Indeed, even within a pure oralist model, the
extraordinary generic mixture and generic self-consciousness of Homeric epic
should itself call into question the alignment of orality with pure performance
genre.
So, for example, Andrew Ford’s essay in this volume argues that, as far back as
we can go, we find our poets always already engaged in self-conscious play with
genre. Ford suggests that the poets are themselves “ethnographers of genre,” citing Pindar fr. 128c SM (to which we will return) and Homer’s elaborate, punning
allusion to two different accounts of the generic origins of Linus song embedded in Iliad 18. Ford is thus extending backward in time the model of generic
play and generic complexity much more commonly associated by scholars with
Hellenistic and Roman poetry.48 Ford usefully introduces the term “generification” to suggest that, from the point of view of production, genre is a dynamic
process, always in flux, which is only crystallized retrospectively through reception.49
We might combine Ford’s concept of dynamic, ongoing “generification” with
two important points made by Joseph Farrell in his article “Classical Genre in
Theory and Practice.”50 First, Farrell notes a significant gap between ancient literary theory and ancient poetic practice when it comes to genre. The ancient
theory of genre was essentializing and moralizing, assuming unproblematic,
clear boundaries between genres and a hierarchy of genres or literary kinds
neatly correlated with the social status and moral character of the poets who
worked within them. In contrast, ancient poetic practice was consistently more
sophisticated and more complex than ancient theory—and even the explicit
statements of ancient poets—allowed.51 Second, as one element of such com46
47
48

49
50
51

For the traditional model of orality vs. literacy, see Havelock 1963, 1982; Ong 1982; cf. Goody
and Watt 1968; Miller 1994.
Harris 1989; Thomas 1989, 1992; Kirk forthcoming.
See esp. the discussions of Barchiesi 2000, 2001 and Farrell 2003; both Barchiesi and
Farrell acknowledge that the same kind of generic play and generic complexity can be
found in archaic and classical Greek poetry, although both focus more on Roman material.
Cf. Todorov 1990: 13–21; this is, in a sense, already the point of Harvey 1955.
Farrell 2003.
Farrell 2003: 386–396; note esp. Farrell’s discussion of the weird misfit between Horace’s
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plex generic play or self-consciousness within poetic texts, Farrell notes that
genre is often articulated within a dyadic structure of contrast or difference.
Thus, for example, in Pindar’s second Pythian ode, the speaking “I” elaborately
contrasts himself with the noxious Archilochus, “fattening himself on heavyworded hatreds” (Pyth. 2.55–56). The name “Archilochus” here stands for blame
poetry, which Pindar, the consummate praise poet, eschews or disavows.52 In
one sense, Farrell’s point is a structuralist one: we might say that genre is a system of differences with no positive terms.53 That is to say, genres can only be
defined and articulated in a contrastive system with other adjacent or opposed
genre categories. And yet, in deconstructive terms, as Farrell points out, each
genre then seems inevitably to subsume or include its “other,” in a necessary
inter-implication of discourses.54
With the conceptual apparatus provided by Maslov, Ford, and Farrell, we
might return to the passages from Plato’s Laws and Pindar quoted at the start.
These passages have generally been read, together or separately, to stabilize
and substantiate the existence of an unproblematic system of pure, unmixed
emic genres.55 But we should perhaps pry these two passages apart and recognize how profoundly different they are in their goals and models of genre.
To consider the passage from Plato’s Laws first: given the misfit convincingly
demonstrated by Farrell between ancient theory and ancient practice, why
should we believe Plato at all? Why accept that there was ever a time of pure,
unmixed or “uncontaminated” genres?56 Plato’s goal here is obviously political,

52
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explicit injunctions against genre-mixing and his own (deeply mixed and hybridized)
form in the Ars Poetica (pp. 393–395).
Farrell 2003: 387–388, following Nagy 1979: 222–228. Cf. Barchiesi 2001: 156 on how Roman
poets “tend to stage programmatic respect to a traditional genre, precisely to be able to dramatize their work as deviation or genre-bending; the whole process is part of the semiotics
of poetry, not a disinterested confession or the disclosure of a true laboratory. To this end,
they need genres to be perceived as strong, pure, and sufficiently unmixed; they practice
a reconstructive approach to genre, not a capricious reshuffling.”
This is famously Saussure’s definition of language as a structuralist system (Saussure 1972
[1916]).
Farrell 2003: 387–389: “Our Pindaric illustration indicates a persistent tendency on the
part of Greek and Roman poets to declare their generic allegiances (or to comment on the
generic constraints that they faced) in dyadic terms. Such declarations frequently take the
form, ‘I am doing X, which is to say, the opposite of Y.’ This habit discloses a keen awareness on the poets’ part that the different genres in question are more than casually linked.
Indeed, each necessarily includes the other within its conceptual framework, as an opposite to be sure, but one that is very like a twin.” (quote from pp. 388–389). For a broader
deconstruction of genre along similar lines, see Derrida 1980.
So, e.g., Harvey 1955; Calame 1974; Rutherford 1994–1995.
Cf. Barchiesi 2001: 153: “Are we encouraged to construct an age of generic purity as a foil
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as he extends the essentializing modeling of genre from poets to audiences, and
from moral/ethical capacities to political forms and their degeneration.57 The
period of distinct musical genres is presented as emblematic of a reverence for
“ancient laws” more broadly, which the Athenian Stranger aims to replicate in
the new colony of Magnesia; the dissolution of such laws marks the beginning
of “excessive freedom” in the wake of the Persian Wars. Despite the loose historical framing, this is a nostalgic myth about the Athenian past rather than an
historical (let alone Panhellenic) reality. Plato here adopts the sort of dyadic
approach to genre discussed by Farrell, constructing a Golden Age of pristine
genres in order to stage its subsequent breakdown.
Pindar’s threnos fragment is up to something else entirely. First, against the
taxonomic, genre-stabilizing reading of this fragment, we should note that our
text is not a treatise offering objective evidence for the ancient Greek genre
system, but a poem—in fact, a threnos or mourning song composed on commission for the family of a deceased individual.58 Papyrus fragments of Pindar’s
threnoi confirm that this is the beginning of the poem, which offers an elaborate
priamel of different occasions/genres of song: paeans for Apollo and Artemis,
dithyrambs for Dionysus, then three different mourning songs named for and
originally sung over three mortal sons of Calliope who died prematurely—
Linus, Hymenaeus, and Ialemus. Finally, the poet mentions Orpheus as “son
of Oeagrus,” just at the point where our fragment breaks off.
This moment is, as Ford notes in his essay in the volume, an instance of Pindar’s own poetic anthropology or meta-narrative about the aetiology of genre
in particular occasions.59 But what has not been emphasized enough is how
extraordinary it is for Pindar to construct a priamel from different kinds or
genres of lyric song. There are several parallels in Pindar for an opening priamel that serves to focus in on the poet’s theme or topic, but what is unique
here is the use of different occasions/genres of song for that opening focus-
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precisely because we work too hard on the Kreuzung model in Alexandrian literature? Is
respect for genre always a ‘good old days’ feature, as Plato wants us to believe when his
agenda is indicting generic anarchy in the Laws?”
For a strong political reading of this passage of Plato, see Rancière 2004, with discussion
and explication by Hallward 2006, Halpern 2011. See also Folch 2015: 121: “[this] eclectic
generic history … is not about genres per se, but a theory of moral and political psychology worked out in generic terms.”
That it is a threnos is confirmed by POxy 2447, fr. 4b, which preserves the first few letters
of the first lines of fr. 128c SM in what is clearly a book of threnoi. See Cannatà Fera 1990:
137.
Cf. Ford 2002: 15–16.
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ing device.60 As such, the priamel bespeaks a remarkable level of poetic selfconsciousness, and offers an excellent example of Farrell’s point that ancient
poets often articulate genre through explicit contrast and differentiation from
neighboring or opposed genres. Here, however, it is not a simple “dyadic structure,” but something much more complicated, as we shall see in a moment. In
addition, since the terms of the priamel are also the very medium of song and
we have no explicit introductory statement like, “What kind of song should I
sing?,”61 we might read the opening lines as a deliberate misdirection that is
potentially also transgressive. For when the song begins, we may think we are
hearing a paean. If so, this would seem to be a violation of a religious taboo, not
to invoke Apollo or sing his characteristic song-type in the context of death and
mourning.62 On this reading, Pindar is not simply cataloguing, but also promiscuously mixing “hymns with dirges, paeans with dithyrambs”—precisely the
decadent miscegenation of genres the Athenian Stranger of Plato’s Laws so
deplores. The opening is thus, at the very least, unsettling—a weird and intense
generic mise-en-abîme.
But, given what we know of Pindar’s practice in priamels elsewhere, this may
be an even more complicated example of genre mixture or genre hybridization. As Maria Cannatà Fera notes in discussing this fragment and its priamel
opening, Pindar’s priamels tend to pivot or shift topic or domain on their third
term.63 As she analyzes this priamel, the structure is (A) songs to gods (subtypes
paean and dithyramb); (B) mourning songs for mortal men (subtypes Linus
song, Hymenaeus, Ialemus song); and (C) Orpheus. Although we have lost the
context, this progression makes it very likely that the mention of Orpheus here
has some other function; he is not simply an example of yet another dead mortal for whom songs mourn.64
60
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63
64

Contrast the parallel opening priamels cited by Cannatà Fera 1990: 138: Ol.11.1–4, Ol.1.1–4;
the former specifies different times when rain and winds are useful, the latter names and
contrasts water, gold, and the sun.
For parallels for this kind of set-up, see Pind. Ol.13.11–23, Nem.10.1–18, Isthm.7.1–15. For a
similar conceit, cf. Homeric Hymn to Apollo (III), lines 19–50, 207–216.
For the taboo on mixing Apollo/paean with death and mourning, see Aesch. Ag. 1072–
1079, fr. 161 TrGF. For such transgressive, “chthonic paeans” in tragedy, see (e.g.) Aesch. Cho.
149–151; Soph. Trach. 205–224; Eur. Hel. 174–178, IA 1475–1531, with discussion by Rutherford 1994–1995 and Weiss 2014.
Cannatà Fera 1990: 139–144; for this characteristic pivot in Pindaric (and Bacchylidean)
priamels, see also Carson 1984: 116–119.
Cannatà Fera 1990: 143–144; as Cannatà Fera notes, unlike the other three, Orpheus’ name
does not correspond to the name of a particular song-type. Ford 2002: 16 in a somewhat
different way from Cannatà Fera recognizes the mention of Orpheus as a moment of thematic shift or mediation: on Ford’s reading, Orpheus, in his attempt to rescue Eurydice
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Cannatà Fera’s intuition gains support from the imagery and epithets of
these opening lines. Leto, mother of Apollo and Artemis, is “gold-spindled” in
line 1; as often in Pindar, the divine is associated with the incorruptible glitter of
gold.65 At the same time, songs in honor of the gods are aligned with seasonal
renewal and repetition: paean songs are ὥριαι (“in due season,” line 2), while
the dithyramb of Dionysus is associated with the flourishing vegetation of his
crown(s) (line 3).66 In contrast, with the three dead sons of Calliope, the epithets and imagery focus on their mortal bodies and progressively emphasize
the vulnerability of human flesh and skin. Linus may be εὐχαίταν, “with lovely
hair” (line 6), underscoring his youthful beauty,67 while Hymenaeus dies or disappears at the moment of “having his skin touched in marriage” (ἐν γάμοισι χροϊζόμενον, line 7). Finally, everything in the two lines devoted to Ialemus is about
the vulnerability of mortal body and mortal flesh—he is “shackled in strength”
(πεδαθέντα σθένος, line 10) by a disease that “strikes raw flesh” (ὠμοβόλῳ), or perhaps “eats raw flesh,” (ὠμοβόρῳ).68 Pindar may also be contrasting the cyclical,
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from the underworld, crosses the mortal-immortal divide constructed by the earlier terms
of the priamel.
For the classic study of gold in Pindar, see Duchemin 1970. Leto is likewise “gold-spindled”
at Nem. 6.36; for other goddesses to whom the same epithet is applied, see Ol. 6.104
(Amphitrite); Nem. 5.36 (Nereids); fr. 29.1 SM (Melia).
Indeed, we even find a contrast within the different types of divine songs, since paeans
are seasonal, sung in the spring (ὥριαι), while the “flourishing ivy” of Dionysus’ crowns is
evergreen.
We say “may” because there are three different plausible readings here: (1) We follow
Maehler 2001, who emends the ms εὐχέταν to εὐχαίταν. In addition to contributing to the
sequence of bodily epithets, εὐχαίταν produces the aural effect of αἴ … αἴ framing the name
of Linus in the line, thus miming the mourning exclamation over the dead son. (2) Cannatà
Fera (1987: 19–20, 1990: 150–152) defends the ms reading εὐχέταν. Although this adjective
is otherwise attested only in late Greek, Cannatà Fera contends that it is characteristically
Pindaric to derive such an adjective from the verb εὔχομαι, meaning “vaunt” or “boast.”
Thus, she argues, the derived adjective means “vaunting” or “boastful,” and she connects
it with the tradition that Linus was killed by Apollo for “likening himself to him in song”
(Paus. 9.29.6; cf. Carm. Pop. fr. 880 PMG and the report of Philochorus preserved in the
scholia to Iliad 18.570). With this epithet, as Cannatà Fera 1987: 20 points out, the poet
alludes to the cause of Linus’ death, just as he does more explicitly with Hymenaeus and
Ialemus in the following lines. (3) Ford (this volume) reads ἀχέταν (“clear-sounding” or
“resounding”), which had been taken to be the ms reading before Cannatà Fera’s careful
reinspection of the text, and notes that “the epithet underscores [the] sonic power” of
Linus’ name as a refrain. As Donald Mastronarde points out to us, the ms reading εὐχέταν would represent a very easy corruption phonetically and paleographically from either
εὐχαίταν or ἀχέταν.
These are both emendations for the text’s nonce-word ὁμοβόλῳ; ὠμοβόλῳ is Hermann’s
proposal, ὠμοβόρῳ is Schneidewin’s.
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seasonal temporality of songs to the gods with brief, circumscribed mortal time
and its sudden foreclosure. Reading νυκτί at the beginning of line 8, Hymenaeus
disappears suddenly “one night”; Pindar may emphasize the abruptness of his
disappearance by the juxtaposition of “first” and “last” in the same line.69
But with Orpheus, everything changes. We seem to shift again from mortal,
vulnerable bodies to immortal, golden attributes. Orpheus is χρυσάορα, which
in this context presumably means “with golden lyre.”70 The “gold” sends us
back to Leto’s epithet in the opening line, while the possession of a golden lyre
strongly identifies Orpheus with Apollo himself.71 It seems likely that the mention of Orpheus (the third term of the priamel) leads into or introduces Pindar’s
own song. The play of epithets suggests that Orpheus stands here for the transcendence of mortality through the immortal power of song, in what would
simultaneously be the conjuncture or synthesis of the two different generic
types in a new form of lyric.
Thus Plato’s Laws represents pure ideology, lamenting a lost Golden Age of
pristine, unmixed genre, while Pindar’s fragment boldly enacts a dazzling genre
mixture to transubstantiate a dead body into immortal song. Within the complex literary and cultural space of genre, ancient theory and ancient practice
go their separate ways and pursue their different ends.
Several of the papers in the volume offer readings of such generic selfconsciousness and dynamic generification or genre hybridity in archaic and
classical Greek poetry. In addition to Ford’s analysis of Homer as playful ethnographer of the Linus song, Timothy Power argues for a complex dialectic of
the broad categories of choral and monodic song within the poems of Sappho, while Mario Telò tracks the intermittent engagement of rough, abrasive
iambic with the soft, luxurious phonics, thematics, and affect of Sapphic monody in his contribution. Naomi Weiss, as already mentioned, explores tragedy
69
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Donald Mastronarde, based on his own inspection of the ms under UV light, confirms
the reading νυκτί for the beginning of the line. The rest of line 8 is problematic (there
is no subject to govern λάβεν), so it is difficult to tell what “first” and “last” refer to here.
Maehler 2001 reads … σύμπρωτον λάβεν ἔσχατος ὕμνων; we follow the proposed emendations of Henry 1999: 14 (“whom his last sleep took together with his first night”).
Note that the two words Ὀρφέα χρυσάορα do not appear in the text of this fragment as it
is transcribed by the scholiast to Euripides’ Rhesus; the phrase is preserved by a scholion
to Iliad 15.256 (4.67.16 Erbse), and was added to the text of fr. 128c SM by Bergk, who is followed in this by all subsequent editors. Snell then suggested on the basis of the meter and
the exact responsion of χρυσ-, that these words may form the beginning of the antistrophe.
The other traditional meaning of the epithet χρυσάορα, “with golden sword,” may
also be relevant, given ὠμοβόλῳ/ὠμοβόρῳ. The implication is that Orpheus’ lyre is also a
weapon or defense against the ravages of mortality.
Cf. Pind. Pyth. 5.104, where the same epithet is assigned to Apollo himself.

introduction

19

as a “super-genre,” while Margaret Foster offers a detailed reading of a particular instance where different genres seem to cohabit within a single composition
of Bacchylides without losing a sense of their own generic autonomy. Finally,
Deborah Steiner describes what she calls the “genre contamination” of early
hexameter and choral song through choruses as catalogues and catalogues as
dancing choreuts.

The Ritual and the Fictional
Our second point is very closely connected with our first. If the texts we have
are always already literary and instantiations of secondary genres not entirely
subsumable to a single original performance occasion, we need to allow more
scope in our interpretations for elements of the fictive or fictional as a complement to ritual elements within archaic and classical Greek poetry. Here scholars in different areas and periods of literary studies provide potentially powerful models to think with. Thus, for example, Roland Greene proposes that “lyric
discourse is defined by the dialectical play of ritual and fictional phenomena,
or correlative modes of apprehension that are nearly always available in every
lyric, though particular specimens, collections, and schools may try to protect
one at the expense of the other.”72 He acknowledges that his is a phenomenological approach, concerned with the “modes of apprehension” of lyric by its
audience(s). By “ritual element,” Greene means “the poem’s office as directions
for a performance”—all those qualities of sound, prosody, rhetoric, semantics,
and symbolism that enable it to take over any speaker, making it compulsory,
communal, and eminently repeatable.73 In contrast, Greene defines lyric’s fictional mode or capacity as:
the poem’s other identity for apprehension, not as potentially immediate
but as represented speech. … A lyric’s fictional capacities are enlisted in
various ways: where the reader is able to construe the poem as a ‘speaking, addressing, expressing, [or] alluding’ within a hypothetical context
that articulates and holds the boundaries between self and things, subject
and object, and so on; where the history evoked by the work is not merely
72
73

Greene 1991: 5.
Greene 1991: 5–10; quotation from p. 5. Note that for Greene, “ritual” is actually a metaphorical category, whereas for us dealing with archaic and classical Greek poetry, it is literal.
Culler 2015 depends heavily on Greene’s “ritual element” for his model of lyric while disavowing Greene’s “fictional mode” as its complement.
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coextensive with its performance; where the poem’s voice is posited not
as the reader-auditor but as a character; where temporality has been
addressed through some formal strategy equivalent to a plot; and where
the fortunes of tone, rhetoric, and meter are susceptible to analysis within
that plot.74
Greene formulates his model of lyric discourse as an interaction or dialectic
of ritual and fictional modes in the context of reading lyric sequences, starting
with Petrarch’s Canzoniere and tracing out what he defines as a long tradition
of “Post-Petrarchism.” Because he is reading lyric sequences, Greene is particularly interested in counterposing the fictional, narrative capacity of lyric to
its ritual dimension, but nonetheless, he insists that both modes of apprehension are available in the reading of individual lyrics as well.75 As we shall see,
the concept of lyric sequence may in fact be relevant for iambic and for lyric
monody, but even on the level of the individual poem, Greene’s notion of ritual
and fictional elements “interrogating” each other, or helping to establish each
other’s primacy, promises to be useful in the reading of archaic Greek poetry.
Another way of getting at certain kinds of complexity that the oralist/performance/occasion paradigm has perhaps discouraged us from exploring (and
one entirely consonant with Greene’s model) is Eve Sedgwick’s concept of the
“periperformative.” Writing mainly about the nineteenth-/twentieth-century
novel, Sedgwick is interested in narrative moments that seem to pullulate
around actual performative utterances, where the latter are defined as the public, official, efficacious speech constituted by the first-person singular, present
indicative active verb.76 Sedgwick’s prime example of the performative is the
matrimonial, “I now pronounce you man and wife,” or “I do,” but her model
applies to other performatives embedded in poetry and narrative as well.77 In
relation to these, she is fascinated by the unofficial, private statements referring to performatives that seem to spring up in spatial proximity to them. These
periperformatives are unauthorized, often negated and katachrestic; they can
be expressions of affect and subjectivity in relation to the performative. They
also borrow from or mobilize many different speech genres simultaneously,
74
75
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Greene 1991: 10; the quotation within his quotation is from Smith 1978: 28.
Greene 1991 passim; see esp. 11–17.
Sedgwick 2003, following and elaborating the definition of the “performative utterance”
by the philosopher Austin (1975). For further discussion of periperformatives applied to
the poetry of Cavafy, see Sedgwick 2011: 53–67.
Matrimonial performatives are more relevant for the nineteenth-century novel, whereas
for Cavafy’s lyric, Sedgwick is much more attuned to the ritual performative of prayer and
its periperformative deformations.
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whereas (as she notes) the performative utterance derives its efficacy from
being just one thing (a valid marriage ceremony cannot also be an oath-taking
or a christening).78 And as the performative clearly aligns with ritual, so Sedgwick’s periperformative roughly overlaps with Greene’s “fictional mode.”
In fact, something like Greene’s axis or model has already emerged within
the field of archaic Greek poetry from the current intense interest in reperformance. Already in his 1994–1995 article “Genre and Occasion,” Gregory Nagy
had proposed that individual Pindaric epinicia were characterized by an overloading of cues for different occasions and performance contexts, such that
each epinician incorporated its own past performance history and anticipated
its posterity in reperformance via deictics and other signals. Subsequent scholarly focus on deictics and reperformance in Greek poetry has fully borne out
Nagy’s contention, leading to a recognition that some of the deictics and performance cues within any particular setting have to be fictive.79 This has led in turn
to an acknowledgment among Pindarists that within any given poem, Deixis ad
oculos and Deixis am Phantasma are formally indistinguishable, and are meant
to be, in order to facilitate multiple performances in multiple venues.80 In addition, other studies have recognized that it is not just place or occasion that can
shimmer in and out of fictionality within the Pindaric ode, but also its temporality, shifting between the moment of composition and that of performance,
and the speaking ego, which can oscillate between a member of the communal
komos and the professional poet who stands apart from it.81
Nagy’s own approach to such overloading or oscillation has been to subsume the fictional within the ritual, insisting that all such shifting references
are to different ritual occasions, so that the poem itself “absolutize(s) occasion.”82 Thus for Nagy (as for Calame), it is ritual all the way down.83 Such an
78
79
80
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83

Sedgwick 2003: 67–80.
On deixis, see especially Felson 1999; essays collected in Felson, ed. 2004; Edmunds 2008;
Athanassaki 2011.
See esp. Bonifazi 2004, Ferrari 2012; cf. Morrison 2007, 2012 on reperformance. For a different articulation of the complex fictive settings of Pindaric epinicia, see Agócs 2012, and
for a different approach to reperformance, see the essays of Hunter and Uhlig 2017, which
develop theories from modern performance studies to emphasize that there is always a
gap or mediation in “performance”; that all performance is reperformance.
For temporality, see especially D’Alessio 2004, followed by Morrison 2007. For somewhat
different approaches to epinician temporality, cf. Budelmann 2017, Spelman 2018. For the
shifting positionality of the Pindaric ego, see Morgan 1993; Kurke 2005; Currie 2013; Maslov
2015: 97–116.
Nagy 1994–1995: 19; see also his Keynote in this volume.
This is also perhaps the motivation behind the insistence of scholars of the anthropological/oral/ritual school that Sappho too must be choral: thus Calame 1977, 2009c; Lardinois
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approach tends to gloss over complexities we might better grasp with something like Greene’s model: “even to privilege one [ritual or fictional element] is
usually a matter not of ignoring the other, but of subsuming it so that it helps
rather than hinders the establishment of the other’s primacy.”84 Thus we might
rather say that Pindaric poetics mobilizes the fictional to buttress and assert
the ritual authority of epinician as a latecomer genre of choral poetry.
Following Greene’s model of lyric discourse as a dialectic of ritual and fictional elements would also allow us to keep both meanings of mimesis in play
for archaic Greek poetry—that is, both the ritual meaning (“reenactment”)
and its sense as fictional “imitation,” which for Nagy represents an abrupt
diachronic shift. Following Greene’s model, we might say that it is precisely the
shimmering oscillation of ritual “reenactment” and fictional “imitation” that
characterizes this poetry and leads inevitably to full-scale drama that is also
still ritual.85 Alternatively, in Sedgwick’s terms, we might think about choral
lyric as the domain of the performative par excellence—as scripts for ritual or
for ritualization.86 In these terms, we might see Pindar’s generically overstuffed
epinicia as urgently soliciting the special authority of choral poetry by posing
as multiple performatives simultaneously.
In contrast to choral lyric, Greek monodic or sympotic forms seem to have
encouraged or accommodated more extreme forms of fictionalization, and this
may have much to do with the temporary license and ludic space provided by
the ancient symposium as a context secluded from the public sphere.87 Within
iambic, such fictionalization has often been recognized, though usually under

84

85

86

87

1996; Nagy 2007, 2016, etc. For critiques of ritualist/choralist readings of Sappho, see Yatromanolakis 2004, D’Alessio 2018, and the essay by Power in this volume.
Greene 1991: 12. Note that Greene is talking here about the practices and priorities of
both poets and critics. So we might say that this style of deploying the fictional to help
promote the primacy of the ritual mode characterizes both Greek choral poetry and the
Nagy/Calame reading thereof.
This is also perhaps a useful conceptual framework to apply to Henrichs’ concept of
“choral projection,” which strikingly occurs in both non-dramatic and dramatic choral
poetry (Henrichs 1994–1995, 1996a, 1996b). On the continuity of this phenomenon between archaic lyric and classical drama see Power 2000; Weiss 2018; also Kowalzig 2007b:
13–55 on the fusion of past and present, myth and ritual, through the “hinge” of choral
performance.
For “ritualization,” see Bell 1992; for application of the concept to Greek choral poetry,
see Kurke 2005, 2007; Kowalzig 2007b: 40–43. This is perhaps what ultimately motivates
Nagy’s identification of performance and the Austinian performative (as noted above,
p. 5)—and why his model in fact works best for choral poetry.
For this, see esp. the essays collected in Murray, ed. 1990; Kurke 1996; Morris 1996, 2000:
178–184; Neer 2002: 9–26; Collins 2004.
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the rubric of poetic “persona.”88 Thus one compelling reading of the fragments
of Archilochus and Hipponax sees the iambist as a generically low figure, a
scapegoat with the power to scapegoat others, often cast in the role of a burlesque or picaresque Odysseus traversing a nightmare world of filth, violence,
and sex.89 And here, the concept of lyric sequence may be important, as scholars have noted implied narratives that arc across many individual fragments.90
In a very different register, monodic lyric too seems to open up a space for
fiction or fictionalization. For this, we need look no further than Sappho fr. 1 V.
We are accustomed to refer to this poem as the “Hymn to Aphrodite,” but in
fact, the quicksilver movement of this song effortlessly eludes any straightforward ritual reading. Although it begins as a word-perfect cletic hymn, it
rapidly morphs into narrative of a past epiphany of Aphrodite (which cannot be assumed to be a normal part of a real ritual hymn).91 As scholars have
long recognized, the speaker “Sappho” here thus assumes the role of an epic
hero—an amatory Diomedes or Odysseus, enjoying a close, intimate relation
to a patron goddess.92 And, as in the case of iambic, it is suggestive that Sapphic monody seems interested in exploring the fictive and narrative capacities
of the lyric sequence—whether this be through multiple poems of love and
separation, or (as the newest papyrus finds make abundantly clear) through
multiple snapshots of an ongoing family drama.93 Nor is this kind of fictionalized lyric sequence restricted to Sapphic monody. Such a model would well
accommodate the narrative thrust of Alcaeus’ στασιωτικά, which, as far as we
can tell, were organized already in the Hellenistic edition in a chronological
and thematic sequence (first exile; betrayal of Pittacus; second exile, etc.).94
Sedgwick’s periperformative provides a complementary way of thinking
about iambic and monody in relation to public ritual performative utterances
(including choral lyric). Thus we might take iambic βωμολοχία (literally, “skulking around the altar”) as emblematic of this—on the disreputable fringes of
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See already Dover 1964; West 1974: 26–33; Nagy 1976, 1979: 243–252.
Miralles and Portulas 1983, 1988. See also Seidenstücker 1978; Rosen 1988; Miller 1994: 9–36.
Miralles and Portulas 1983, 1988.
On lyric, narrative, and anti-narrative in this poem, see Purves 2014.
This fictive or narrative element is implicit in the readings of Rissman 1983; Winkler 1990;
Hutchinson 2001: 149–160.
On Sappho’s Brothers Song as part of an extended song cycle on (fictional) brothers and
family relations, see Lardinois 2016; Peponi 2016.
On the organizational principles of the Hellenistic edition of Alcaeus, see Acosta-Hughes
2010: 134–140; cf. Hutchinson 2001: 192–194, discussing a particular sequence of “exile
poems” in a sanctuary.
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ritual, but not the ritual itself.95 Likewise for Sappho and Alcaeus: Timothy
Power, in his essay in the volume, argues forcefully for what he calls Sappho’s
“parachorality”—her frequent conjuring within monodic song of choral forms
and choral value. This, as he notes, seems to be a particular feature of Sapphic song, which frequently mentions choruses and choral song, although it
is never clear that the chorus mentioned is actually performing the composition. In addition to offering a clear instance of the fictional element in Sappho,
Power’s concept of parachorality neatly aligns with Sedgwick’s periperformative.96
Given this alignment and Power’s reading of Sappho fr. 17 V as extended
parachorality unmarked by any frame, we are tempted to suggest that πλάσιον,
the mysterious first word of this poem, is the “nearby” of the periperformative.
That is, not in the temenos of Hera, where choruses sing, but nearby.97 At the
same time, Sedgwick’s subtle analysis gives us a different vocabulary to characterize those non-speech acts that crowd around the performative and refer to
it. For Sedgwick, these moments are often peculiarly imbued with affect, and
they may ironize or negate the pure force of the performative, as much as simply invoke its power. Such a model might usefully be applied to a reading of
Alcaeus fr. 130B V, with which Power ends his discussion (as a striking instance
of Alcaean parachorality). Here the speaking ego portrays himself as a miserable exile out in the wilds, longing to hear one performative utterance that is
distinctly male and civic (the summoning of the assembly and the boule) while
almost inadvertently stumbling into a very different performative, the ritual
“uncanny echo of the sacred, yearly ululation of the women” (fr. 130B, lines 19–
20). It is difficult to gauge the tone and mood of our speaker, fictively isolated
and suspended in a no-man’s land between two gendered ritual cries. Power
opts for a more optimistic community-building reading of Alcaeus’s closural
parachoral gesture, but we might follow the interpretations of Anne Pippin
Burnett and Anne Carson, to parse the ego’s alienated periperformative in the
middle of the song as more self-ironizing and bitterly negative.98
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Note Hipponax’s periperformative play with prayers in frr. 34, 35, 36, and 38 W.
Cf. Yatromanolakis 2004 for analogous arguments about Sappho’s poetry framed in terms
of a distinction between performative and descriptive contexts. See also the important
discussion of D’Alessio 2018; D’Alessio notes that Sapphic lyric seems to favor a position
of “marginality” in relation to communal, ritual performances (discussing esp. Sappho frr.
17, 22, 27, and the Brothers Song).
Cf. D’Alessio 2018: 45 for a similar reading of the mysterious opening word of Sappho fr. 17.
Thus Burnett 1983: 176–181; Carson 1995: 119–126; such a reading of Alcaeus might productively engage with Sedgwick’s (2011) reading of periperformatives in Cavafy.
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In addition to Power’s essay, several other contributions to the volume also
engage the issue of the interplay of ritual and fictive elements within archaic
and classical Greek poetry. Olsen approaches this issue through the performance and reperformance of Pindaric paean, while Weiss considers how enactments and evocations of different ritual performances track and drive the dramatic narrative of a tragedy.

Materiality, Affect, and the Body
Finally, several of our contributors bring to bear on the issue of genre in archaic
and classical Greek poetry new theoretical approaches concerned with materiality, affect, and the body and bodiliness. All these critical movements (closely
connected with each other) comprise the “material turn,” itself a reaction to
the abstraction and logocentrism of the “linguistic turn” represented by structuralism, semiotics, deconstruction and other versions of poststructuralism.
At the same time, these versions of the material turn aim to further poststructuralism’s critique and decentering of the unquestioned hegemony of the
individual autonomous subject. Thus the “New Materialisms” reject the hierarchy of subject and object, positing a more equal, horizontal relation between
them; the agency of objects; and even the objecthood of human bodies as
“walking minerals.”99 In like manner, affect theory aims both to materialize
and to depersonalize “emotion,” substituting for the model of internal, private feelings “affects” that circulate freely and contagiously among bodies, and
between subjects and objects.100 While materiality, affect, and bodies are all
hot topics throughout the humanities at large, attention to them also represents an organic and logical development of the oralist/ performance/ occasion
paradigm. So, for example, Claude Calame’s emphasis throughout his work
on the initiatory function of ritual song and dance already points us to the
importance of the body, embodied practices, and embodied knowledge. In a
sense, his model of the functioning of “choruses of young women” is analogous to Bourdieu’s habitus, the slow, sedimented bodily inculcation of all that
“goes without saying because it comes without saying,” or to Catherine Bell’s
notion that the goal of repeated ritual acts is the formation of “ritualized bodies.”101
99
100
101

See (e.g.) Gell 1998; Latour 2005; Bennett 2010.
See (e.g.) Deleuze and Guattari 1987; Sedgwick 2003; Ahmed 2004; Altieri 2007; Seigworth
and Gregg 2010.
For the connections among habitus, bodily practices, and the experience of doxa, see
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In these terms, the focus on materiality, affect, and the bodily gives us new
ways of grounding and specifying what exactly performance does and how it
does it. To consider affect first: Mario Telò provides this concise definition in
his essay in the volume:
Affect theory views emotion as a boundless exchange of feeling, circulating beyond bodily boundaries, blurring the distinction between subject
and object, the source or producer and the target or receiver. Feeling, in
this perspective, becomes a dispossessed, impersonal, contagious force.
This model of affect helps us think in new ways about the sensory crossover or
intimate bodily identification of performers and audiences that several scholars have argued for as a distinctive feature of Greek poetry in performance.102
At the same time, because theorists of affect are interested in tracking at the
micro-level the psychic and bodily effects of form, they offer us finer instruments to analyze the interaction of elements of performance and literary/formal features within Greek poetry.103 Telò puts all these aspects of affect theory
to work in his contribution to the volume, capturing a distinctive iambic affect
of horror—the rough, sado-masochistic thrills of pleasurable pain generated
in performer and audience alike by the materiality of iambic language (specifically, the rough rho and broken rhythms of Archilochus, Hipponax, and their
later imitators).
Similarly, Seth Estrin in his essay in the volume focuses on the materiality
and bodily effects produced by the distinctive structure of funerary elegy, read
in intimate connection with its material support in the context of a particular
monument (the Ambracian polyandrion). For Estrin, both the formal structure of the elegiac couplet and the materiality of the stone cenotaph enact a
disjunctive logic of presence and absence that elicits in the reader/viewer of
the inscribed monument the same experience of loss and mourning felt by the
philoi and fellow citizens of the dead. The speaking, mourning monument thus
takes over its reader, controlling his movements, and thereby interpellates him
as mourner and citizen. Olsen’s paper also focuses on embodied practices and
embodied experience, to reconstruct how the specifics of “embodied cultural
knowledge” contribute to the distinctive “feel” of paean even in individual, sympotic reperformance. Her paper also moves beyond something like Bourdieu’s
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Bourdieu 1977: 78–95, 164–171, 1990: 52–79 (quotation taken from Bourdieu 1977: 167). For
the formation of “ritualized bodies” as the goal of ritualization, see Bell 1992: 94–117.
See Peponi 2009, 2012; Kurke 2012, 2013a; Olsen 2017.
See (e.g.) Ablow, ed. 2010; Brinkema 2014.
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model of habitus or Bell’s of the formation of ritualized bodies, since Olsen borrows from dance theory the theoretical tools to track not just the proper social
formation of bodies but also their potential resistance.
All three essays offer us new definitions of genre attentive to bodies and
affect—what we might call the somatics and atmospherics of genre. Thus Telò
boldly proposes that we think of genre as “the material environment created by
the unlimited circulation of lyric affect, inside and outside the poetic frame.”
For Estrin, the funerary elegy and the mourning monument configure a particular “structure of feeling,” a generic form that also structures the viewer’s
experience. And Olsen adapts the concept of “embodied cultural knowledge”
from dance theory to propose that we think of a genre like paean as a distinctive
structure of somatic memory.
In light of the theoretical work done by these papers, we can see the importance of the themes of materiality, affect, and the bodily also in other contributions to the volume. Sarah Olsen’s notion of genre as an archive or repertory
of “embodied cultural knowledge” that conjures up particular memories and
affects in (re)performance is suggestive for Deborah Steiner’s essay. For the
latter, too, is very much about the bodiliness—the somatics—of catalogues,
which may perhaps have evoked strong associations of choral performance in
their ancient audiences. Likewise, Olsen’s model of genre is very relevant for
Mark Griffith’s contribution on Korybantic (and other ecstatic) performances
as a lyric genre. For, as Griffith compellingly demonstrates, these ubiquitous
“subliterary” performances do indeed constitute a genre—a genre most of all
defined by a particular configuration of the bodily and affective states they
elicit in their participants. In addition, Griffith’s close reading of Aristotle’s
Politics Book 8 reinforces an important point made by Schironi’s paper: modern scholars tend to think that ancient theorists of literature almost entirely
ignore the domain of performance, so that their essentializing, moralizing taxonomies of genre have little to contribute to modern analysis, but we have
perhaps been looking in the wrong places. Just as Schironi briefly considers
ancient treatises on dance that are much more engaged with the performative
and bodily aspects of Greek song than, for example, the scholia to Pindar, Griffith showcases Aristotle as an astute theorist of the bodily and affective powers
of music in performance. That is to say, if we look beyond the Poetics, Aristotle
seems to anticipate in striking ways many of our current critical and theoretical concerns. Finally, that the bodily and affective may also, to some extent,
lurk behind the familiar categories of the Poetics is suggested in turn by Naomi
Weiss’ essay in the volume. For, as she notes, the play within tragedy of different embedded lyric genres that anticipate or stage the turns of the plot were
likely to have cued the embodied memory of many audience members, thus
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grounding (for example) Aristotle’s characteristic tragic emotions of pity and
fear in the audience’s kinesthetic bodily reactions.
The multiple points of intersection among these different approaches demonstrate the breadth and inclusivity of the volume as a whole, which aims
neither to promote nor foreclose any one definition of genre. We hope that the
papers here, read individually and especially together, will open up new ways
of thinking about genre in archaic and classical Greek poetry.

part 1
Keynote Address

∵

chapter 1

Genre, Occasion, and Choral Mimesis Revisited,
with Special Reference to the “Newest Sappho”*
Gregory Nagy

Introduction
This essay is the third part of a tripartite project. The first part, “Genre and Occasion,” was published in Mètis (1994–1995), and the second part, “Transmission
of Archaic Greek Sympotic Songs: From Lesbos to Alexandria,” was published
ten years later in Critical Inquiry (2004). Eleven years still later, I delivered the
present essay, “Genre, Occasion, and Choral Mimesis Revisited,” as a keynote
lecture at the University of California, Berkeley, on the occasion of the conference on which this volume is based.
The subtitle of my essay refers to the “newest Sappho,” by which I mean the
new fragments of Sappho as published in a 2016 book edited by Anton Bierl
and André Lardinois, The Newest Sappho (P. Obbink and P. GC Inv. 105, frs. 1–
5). This book contains not only the new fragments of Sappho as edited by Dirk
Obbink but also a set of chapters that comment extensively on those fragments.
I focus here on two of those chapters in that book: (1) chapter 11 by Leslie Kurke,
“Gendered Spheres and Mythic Models in Sappho’s Brothers Poem,” and (2)
chapter 21 by myself, “A Poetics of Sisterly Affect in the Brothers Song and in
Other Songs of Sappho.”
My essay here, just like my keynote lecture as indicated above, is dedicated to
two people named Leslie/Lesley. I start with the first of the two, my friend Leslie
Kurke. I focus on her interpretation of a song that is part of the new set of Sappho fragments that I already mentioned. In this Sappho fragment, containing
a large part of a text now known as the Brothers Song, we read near the beginning that a female speaker, evidently the character of Sappho, is in the process
of speaking to someone. In chapter 11 of the book that I also already mentioned, The Newest Sappho, Kurke argues that this someone to whom Sappho is
speaking is Sappho’s mother. This reading meshes with that of Dirk Obbink in
* This essay was preliminarily published online in Classical Inquiries (October 1, 2015), http://
classical‑inquiries.chs.harvard.edu/genre‑occasion‑and‑choral‑mimesis‑revisited‑with‑
special‑reference‑to‑the‑newest‑sappho/.
© gregory nagy, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_003
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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chapter 2 of the same book.1 I am quite persuaded by Kurke’s argument, though
my own argument here will be slightly different from hers.
Let me draw attention to a detail. I started speaking above about the character of Sappho. One reason for my referring to Sappho this way is that, as I
argue in chapter 21 of the book The Newest Sappho, the name of Sappho actually
means “sister.”2 Linguists call this kind of name a nomen loquens or “speaking
name,” which is a form of identification where a given person is named after a
primary characteristic of that person. In various regions of the United States,
for example, women are given the name Sissy or even Sister. But there is also a
deeper reason for my speaking about the character of Sappho, not simply about
Sappho. It is because the speaking persona of Sappho is a mimetic speaker.
The word mimetic comes from the ancient Greek concept of mimesis, which
I define as meaning primarily “reenactment” and secondarily “imitation.” We
may also translate this word as “representation,” in the sense that any imitation of an original something or someone can be seen as a representation of
that something or someone. I argue, then, that the speaking done by Sappho in
her songs is achieved by way of a process that I call mimesis in the title of this
chapter. In terms of my argument—and I cannot emphasize this enough—the
name of Sappho meant “sister” not necessarily because (1) she was a historical person who was simply named that way or because (2) she was a fictitious
sister—a character of “fiction” who was created by her own songs. Rather, Sappho meant “sister” primarily because her identity was reenacted and kept on
being reenacted by way of the singing and the dancing performed on festive
occasions by the girls and the women of the island of Lesbos.
I just said girls and women, not just girls, and we will see later on why I said it
this way. These girls and these women, as we will also see, are bonded together
on festive occasions by way of a system of social grouping that is known in
ancient Greek as the choros. This word is usually translated as “chorus,” but such
a translation can be misleading, since the modern word “chorus” is ordinarily understood to mean simply a group that sings. By contrast, the Greek term
refers to a group that dances as well as sings. That is why, when I say choral
mimesis in the title of this chapter, I mean a reenactment by way of a group
that sings and dances. In the case of Sappho, as I have been arguing since 1990,
her songs reveal her to be a choral personality, that is, someone who performs
in a dancing as well as singing group known as a choros “chorus.”3
1 See also Obbink 2014: 41.
2 See also §§ 156–162 of the online version, available at https://chs.harvard.edu/CHS/article/
display/5983.
3 Nagy 2016: 456. I first used this expression choral personality in Nagy 1990: 370, with reference
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In another work on choral mimesis, centering on the Delian Maidens in the
Homeric Hymn to Apollo, I emphasized the mimetic power of the chorus in
performance.4 And, as I also emphasized in that work, there is an astounding variety to be found in this power of the chorus to reenact, to imitate, to
represent different kinds of persons or places or things.5 In my present work,
however, I limit my scope of interest to the choral character of Sappho herself in the songs that are attributed to her. Even in this limited sphere, as we
will see, there is a remarkable variety of roles that are played out in the words
spoken by Sappho as a prima donna who leads the choral singing and dancing.

Genre and Occasion
Now that I have contextualized the term choral mimesis in the title of this essay,
I need to elaborate on my relevant use of the terms genre and occasion. In an
essay I mentioned at the beginning, “Genre and Occasion” (1994–1995), I outlined the essentials of what I will now summarize here.
Of the two terms genre and occasion, the first is more problematic than the
second. It would be more useful, I argued, to confront a more fundamental
challenge, which is, to arrive at a definition of poetry itself in an archaic social
context where the technology of writing was involved in neither the composition nor the performance of any given poem or song. Within such a context,
definitions of genre have to be correlated with questions of occasion.6 And the
occasion is captured, longterm, in a process that I have already described as
mimesis.7
What I just said applies to both poetry and song. I should add that, as in my
earlier work, I treat poetry here as a subcategory of song and of songmaking in
general. That is why, for example, I prefer to say “the Brothers Song” instead of

4
5
6

7

to Calame 1977: 367–377 (also 126–127). See also Lardinois 1996 and the remarks of Calame
2009c: 5; also Ferrari 2014: 17.
Nagy 2013b.
In Nagy 2013b: 245–246, I give examples from the songmaking of Pindar.
In Nagy 1994–1995: 12, I draw attention to the perceptive use of the term occasion in Calame
1974: 116, 120, 121. In the same article, he provides a particularly useful critique of various concepts of genre in both the pre-Alexandrian and the Alexandrian eras. Important also is his
assessment of Rossi 1971. To my mind, any argumentation that cites Rossi 1971 without citing
Calame 1974 is incomplete.
Nagy 1996: 59–103.
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“the Brothers Poem” in referring to what I am about to quote and to translate.
And I should also add that, as I argued already in a book published in 1990, Pindar’s Homer, the term “lyric” is too broad a category to qualify as a “genre” in
ancient Greek verbal art; as for “epic,” this term is too imprecise and can likewise be disqualified as a “genre”—at least, with reference to the earliest attested
phases of Greek songmaking.8

Correlating Genre and Occasion with Composition and
Performance
In order to achieve a more accurate taxonomy of Greek songmaking in its earliest phases, two factors must be consistently kept in mind: composition and
performance. Only in this way, I think, can we arrive at a basis for considering the utility of a concept such as genre—and of the related concept, occasion.9
For the moment, I define occasion as the context of performing something
that is composed or precomposed. And I define genre as a set of rules that generate such a performance.10
A genre, as a set of rules that generate a given performance of a given composition, can equate itself with the occasion of performance.11 To this extent,
the occasion is the genre.12 For example, a song of lament—that is, a song that
follows the generic rules for composing and performing a lament—can equate
itself with the occasion of ritually grieving for the dead.13 Moreover, if the occasion is destabilized or even lost, the genre can compensate for it, even recreate
it.14
I referred above to the act of lamentation for the dead as a ritual. I justify my
use of this term here because, as is most evident in the earliest attestations of

8
9
10

11
12
13
14

Nagy 1990: 17–115.
Nagy 1994–1995: 12.
This formulation is a compressed version of what I said in Nagy 1994–1995: 13, where I also
introduced the notion of performance as a speech act, as analyzed in Nagy 1990: 31. In my
compressed presentation here, I force myself to make do without using the term speech
act.
Nagy 1994–1995: 13. There but not here, I consider the factor of performance in the context
of a speech act.
Nagy 1994–1995: 13, following Nagy 1990: 362.
Nagy 1994–1995: 13, following Nagy 1979: 79–93 on the Homeric use of ἄχος and πένθος,
both meaning “grief,” as programmatic indicators of ritual songs of lament.
Nagy 1990: 9, 362 n. 127.
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ancient Greek songmaking, the occasions for the performances of songs such
as laments are in fact occasions of ritual. And here I understand ritual in the
broadest possible sense of the term. I now offer a working definition: ritual in
any given traditional society is doing things and saying things in a way that fits
the cosmic order as viewed by that society. Correspondingly, I must add, myth in
any given traditional society is saying things that ultimately connect with the ritual world of that society. In terms of these general working definitions of ritual
and myth, ritual frames myth in traditional societies: myth is performed, and
the performance is ritual. To put it another way, performance frames the composition of myth, and we cannot fully grasp the essence of such composition
without knowing about its performative frame.15
These broad definitions are meant to address the worries of experts in literature who are unfamiliar with anthropological approaches to customary events
in traditional societies. Such unfamiliarity leads to a narrow understanding of
ritual. It is as if ritual were confined to events that involve making direct contact
with something that is overtly sacred, as in the case of sacrificing to superhuman powers. But ritual can in fact include a wide variety of events that are
framed by such acts as sacrifice. The trouble is, many of these events would
no longer seem to have anything to do with ritual in the narrow sense of the
word as understood by the modern mind.
One such event would be the singing of a song about unrequited love in the
traditional world of songmaking. To the modern mind, the act of singing such a
song may seem nothing more than a form of artistic self-expression. In a traditional society, on the other hand, the singing may be framed in the context of,
say, a celebration that is inaugurated by a sacrifice. Such celebrations, as we will
see in the case of songs attributed to Sappho, include events like the singing of
songs about unrequited love.
But what happens if the frame is lost? That is, what happens if the occasion
for performing a given genre of song—like a love song—becomes obsolete?
Such obsolescence seems in fact inevitable when we consider the eventual
breakdown of older conventions in the history of ancient Greek song culture.
So, if we face up to the historical realities, the question is most justifiable: to
repeat, what happens if the occasion for performing a given genre of song
becomes obsolete? My answer, as I work it out in this essay, is that there are
two possible outcomes:
1. If the occasion becomes obsolete, then the corresponding genre may become obsolete as well.

15

Nagy 1994–1995: 14, following Nagy 1990: 8–9, 31–33.
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2. Even if the occasion becomes obsolete, the corresponding genre may remain
current by way of compensating for the obsolescence of the occasion. And
the compensation may take place by way of some alternative occasion of
performance.16
In this essay, I concentrate on a historical example where both outcomes are
attested, and this example involves the songmaking of Sappho.

Genre and Occasion in the Songmaking of Sappho
On the island of Lesbos around 600BCE, which is the historical situation that
leads ultimately to the texts recording the songs attributed to Sappho, the primary genre that mediated the relevant songmaking can be described as choral
lyric song, and the kind of occasion that called for such song can best be
described as festive performances by groups of girls and, as we will soon see, of
women as well. At this point, I must emphasize again that the original Greek
word for such a group was χορός.
But there is more to it. In the case of Sappho, we can detect alternative kinds
of occasion for performing her songs. Here I summarize briefly my relevant
findings as presented in two lengthy pieces of research, published in 2007 and
2016. The 2007 piece is entitled “Did Sappho and Alcaeus ever meet?”17 As for
the 2016 piece, which is chapter 21 in the Newest Sappho book, I have already
referred to it at the beginning and will now refer to its title only in an abbreviated form: “A Poetics of Sisterly Affect.”18
Besides the primary kind of occasion for the performing of Sappho’s songs,
which was the singing and dancing of female choroi “choruses,” there were
also secondary kinds of occasion. Already in the same era, around 600 BCE
on Lesbos, the songs of Sappho could also be sung and danced by male performers in a kind of informal singing and dancing group known as the komos,
which can be translated roughly as “a gathering of revelers.” Further, these songs
could even be sung monodically—that is, solo—by male performers at occasions that could be either public or private. In the case of public occasions, the
monodic performers would be professional singers who competed with each
other at festivals.19 Timothy Power has done important research on this kind of

16
17
18
19

Nagy 1994–1995: 13–14, following Nagy 1990: 9, 362.
Nagy 2007.
Nagy 2016.
I make the argument in both Nagy 2007 and Nagy 2016.

genre, occasion, and choral mimesis revisited

37

public occasion.20 As for private occasions, the word for this kind of venue was
sumposion or “symposium”: here I single out the arguments of Ewen Bowie in
chapter 6 of the 2016 Newest Sappho book, “How did Sappho’s Songs get into the
Male Sympotic Repertoire?”21 So we see here a variety of different occasions for
performing the songs of Sappho, and all these occasions could have coexisted
with each other at the same time and in the same place, that is, around 600 BCE
on the island of Lesbos.22
Of all the possible occasions for singing the songs of Sappho, however, I
think only two survived beyond the original setting as dated at around 600 BCE.
These two kinds of occasion were the public concert and the private symposium, since the songs of Sappho kept on being performed for centuries beyond
600BCE in places like Samos and Athens by professional solo singers at public festivals and by amateur solo singers at private symposia.23 And the textual
recording of Sappho’s songs seems to derive from this ongoing phase of performing the songs. But the actual wording of the songs themselves, as I argue,
goes back all the way to the choral lyric phase of the tradition, dating back
roughly to 600BCE.

Diachronic Sappho
I used the term “original setting” above in referring to the performances of
female choruses on the island of Lesbos at around 600 BCE. But this term is for
me inadequate, since my own reconstruction of such performances depends
on a diachronic perspective, which I combine with a synchronic perspective in
analyzing the texts reflecting the songmaking attributed to Sappho. The terms
synchronic and diachronic, as I use them here, come from linguistics.24 When
linguists use the word synchronic, they are thinking of a given system or structure as it exists in a given time and space; when they use diachronic, they are
thinking of that system as it evolves through time. I must add that a historical
perspective is not the same thing as a diachronic perspective:

20
21
22
23
24

On singing to the accompaniment of the kithara in monodically performing the songs of
Sappho, see Power 2010: 258–263, followed by Nagy 2011c: 155–158.
In chapter 17 of the same book, Renate Schlesier argues that the performers of Sappho’s
songs at symposia could be courtesans (Schlesier 2016).
Again, Nagy 2007, 2015.
Nagy 2007.
See Nagy 2011b § 11, with reference to Saussure 1972: 117.
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Both synchronic and diachronic perspectives are a matter of model building. We can build synchronic models to describe and explain the workings
of a structure as we see it attested in a given historical context. We can
likewise build diachronic models to describe and explain how that given
structure may have evolved from one of its phases into other phases. What
we have built, however, is a set of models to be tested on historical realities. The models are not the same thing as the realities themselves. And
the realities of history as a process are not dependent on such models. History may either confirm or upset any or all aspects of our models, since
the contingencies of history do not need to follow the rules of existing
structures.25
From a diachronic perspective, the system that we know as Sappho’s poetics
can be viewed, I argue, as an evolving medium. So, when I say “diachronic Sappho” in the title of this section, I am referring to a model of a poetic system
as I reconstruct it through time. By contrast, when we speak of a “historical
Sappho,” we are imagining the existence of a person who lived in a historically
identifiable era. I say “imagining” because for me the existence of such a historical person is not at all proven to be a fact if we rely simply on the words that are
attributed to Sappho in the texts ascribed to her. What she says about herself
and about anyone and anything else in her songs is a function of her songmaking: it is not some kind of reportage about her historical circumstances. In terms
of my argument, the words of Sappho can be used as evidence for understanding the history of the songmaking attributed to her, but I insist that whatever
the persona of Sappho says about herself cannot be used as factual evidence
about the life and times of Sappho.

A Diachronic View of Sappho’s Occasions
From a diachronic point of view, the earliest transmission of Sappho’s songmaking depended on an ongoing tradition of performing her songs in a setting
that corresponded to a primary occasion, which was the choral lyric singing and
dancing of girls and even of women at festive events. In the two lengthy pieces
of mine that I mentioned above, “Did Sappho and Alcaeus ever meet” and “A
Poetics of Sisterly Affect,” I explored in some detail the historical evidence for
identifying a location for such a primary occasion, which was a sacred precinct

25

Nagy 2011b § 16.
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located in the middle of the island of Lesbos. The ancient Greek name for this
precinct was Messon, meaning “middle place,” and this name survives in Modern Greek as Mesa, referring to the very same place that had once been a venue,
as I see it, for the songs of Sappho—and even of Alcaeus.
Festive choral lyric performance, as the primary genre for Sappho’s songs,
was also the primary occasion for these songs. Further, this occasion is captured, longterm, in the process of mimesis.

An Occasion for a Song of Sappho
Here I return to the work of Leslie Kurke on the Brothers Song of Sappho in
chapter 11 of the 2016 Newest Sappho book. As I noted from the start, Kurke
thinks that the woman who is being addressed by the speaking persona of
Sappho in this song is the mother of Sappho. She points to the fact that Martin West, in his reconstruction of Song 9 of Sappho by way of a new papyrus
fragment, thinks that this other song, which features the speaker addressing
someone as “mother,” immediately preceded the Brothers Song in the textual
tradition of Sappho’s collected songs.26 I quote here only the relevant wording
of the new Sappho fragment:27
πάμ]παν οὐκ ἔχη[ϲθα πόθεν δυναίμαν,
μ]ᾶτερ, ἐόρταν
φαιδί]μαν ὤραι τέλε[ϲαι; τὸ δ’ ἐϲτί
χάρμ’ ἐ]π̣ αμέρων
… Don’t you have the resources for me to be able, Mother, to celebrate
[teleîn] at the right season [ōrā] the festival [eortā], which is a delight
[charma] for [us] mortals, creatures of the day that we are?
Sappho fr. 9. 2–5

In terms of Kurke’s argument, Sappho here is speaking to her mother on the
occasion of a festival that she desires to celebrate. As I infer from the wording
of this fragment, the occasion for any given song of Sappho may at times be a
festival, and the genre of such a festive song is normally choral singing and dancing. In what follows, I will try to link the terms choral and mimesis as featured
in the title of my essay.
26
27

West 2014: 7.
I follow here the text as restored by West 2014. But the translation is my own.
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Kurke thinks that Sappho is speaking to her mother not only here in Song 9
but also in the Brothers Song. Let me now quote for you the surviving part of
the Brothers Song:
5

10

15

20

ἀλλ’ ἄϊ θρύληϲθα Χάραξον ἔλθην
νᾶϊ ϲὺν πλήαι. τὰ μέν̣ οἴο̣μα̣ι Ζεῦϲ
οἶδε ϲύμπαντέϲ τε θέοι· ϲὲ δ̣’ οὐ χρῆ
ταῦτα νόηϲθαι,
ἀλλὰ καὶ πέμπην ἔμε καὶ κέλεϲθαι
πόλλα λίϲϲεϲθαι
̣
βαϲίλ̣̣ η̣αν Ἤ̣ ραν
ἐξίκεϲθαι τυίδε ϲάαν ἄγοντα
νᾶα Χάραξον
κἄμμ’ ἐπεύρην ἀρτ̣εμ̣́ εαϲ. τὰ δ’ ἄλλα
πάντα δαιμόνεϲϲ̣ιν ἐπι ̣τ̣ρόπωμεν·
εὔδιαι ̣ γ̣ὰρ̣ ἐκ μεγάλαν ἀήτα̣ν̣
αἶψα πέλ̣ ̣ ο̣νται.
τῶν κε βόλληται βαϲίλευϲ Ὀλύμπω
δαίμον’ ἐκ πόνων ἐπάρωγον ἤδη
περτρόπην, κῆνοι μ̣ άκαρεϲ πέλονται
καὶ πολύολβοι·
κ̣ ἄμμεϲ, αἴ κε ϝὰν κεφάλα̣ν ἀέρρ̣η
Λάρι ̣χος καὶ δή ποτ’ ἄνη̣ ρ γένηται,
καὶ μάλ’ ἐκ πόλλαν βαρ̣υθυ̣μίαν̣ κεν
αἶψα λύθειμεν.
But you are always saying, in a chattering way [thruleîn], that Charaxos
will come
in a ship full of goods. These things I think Zeus
knows, and so also do all the gods. But you shouldn’t have
these things on your mind.
Instead, send [pempein] me off and instruct [kelesthai] me
to implore [lissesthai] Queen Hera over and over again [polla]
that he should come back here [tuide] bringing back [agein] safely
his ship, I mean Charaxos,
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and that he should find us unharmed. As for everything else,
let us leave it to the superhuman powers [daimones],
since bright skies after great storms
can happen quickly.
Those mortals, whoever they are, whom the king of Olympus wishes
to rescue from their pains [ponoi] by sending as a long-awaited helper a
superhuman force [daimōn]
to steer them away from such pains—those mortals are blessed
[makares]
and have great bliss [olbos].
We too, if he ever gets to lift his head up high,
I mean, Larichos, and finally mans up,
will get past the many cares that weigh heavily on our heart,
breaking free from them just as quickly.
Sappho, Brothers Song

In this song, as in the fragment from the other song I quoted, Sappho Song 9,
we read about a festival. As we saw also in Sappho Song 9, the word for such
a festival is eorta. As for the Brothers Song, there is a corresponding reference
to a festival, expressed by way of the word pempein “send,” which is a terminus
technicus, as Kurke calls it, for the idea of organizing a sacred procession that
culminates in a festival that is celebrated at the precinct of a divinity. In this
case, the festival is sacred to Hera, and Sappho is pictured as readying herself
to lead a procession that will be heading off for the festival. Kurke refers to my
chapter in the same volume, where I make the argument about the word pempein as such a terminus technicus.28 Comparing a passage from the Electra of
Euripides with reference to the festival of Hera at Argos (vv. 167–174), I argue
that the Brothers Song features the speaking persona of Sappho as a choral
leader who wishes to be sent in a procession to the sacred precinct at Messon, where a festival of the goddess Hera will be celebrated, just as the same
speaking persona of Sappho in Song 9 had wished that her mother should find
the means for her to celebrate this festival.29 We see here a validation of a formula proposed by Anton Bierl concerning processions as represented in Greek
theater: he argues that any procession that leads into a choral performance will
thereby become part of the choral performance.30
28
29
30

Nagy 2016: 459.
Nagy 2016: 460–461.
Bierl 2009: 57 n. 152, 107, 272–273, 284, 294–295, 318–319. See also Bierl 2011.
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The choral essence of the performance that is represented in the Brothers
Song is likewise evident in another song of Sappho that has now been supplemented by the newly-found fragments:
πλάϲιον δη μ̣ [ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ̣ ̣ ο̣ ιϲ’ α̣[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ω
πότνι’ Ἦρα, ϲὰ χ[αρίε]ϲ̣ϲ’ ἐ̣ όρτ[α]
τὰν ἀράταν Ἀτρέϊδαι ̣ π̣ο̣ή ϲαν
τόι βαϲίληεϲ,
5

10

15

ἐκτελέϲϲαντεϲ μ[εγά]λ̣ οιϲ ἀέθλοιϲ̣
ἄψερον δέ̣
πρῶτα μὲν πὲρ Ε̣ ι[λιον]·
̣̓́
τυίδ’ ἀπορμάθεν[τεϲ, ὄ]δ̣ο̣ν γὰρ̣ εὔρη̣ [ν]
οὐκ ἐδ[ύναντο,]
πρὶν ϲὲ καὶ Δί’ ἀντ[ίαον] π̣ εδέλθην̣
καὶ Θυώναϲ ἰμε̣[ρόεντα] π̣ αῖδα·
νῦν δὲ κ[αί ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ] ̣ ̣ π̣ όημεν
κὰτ τὸ πάλ̣ [αιον
ἄγνα καὶ κα̣[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ὄ]χλοϲ
παρθέ[νων ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ γ]υναίκων
ἀμφιϲ̣ [̣
μέτρ’ ὀλ̣ ̣ [ολύγαϲ].31
Close by, …,
O Queen [potnia] Hera, … your … festival [eortā],
which, vowed-in-prayer [arâsthai], the Sons of Atreus did arrange
[poieîn]
for you,32 kings that they were,

5

after first having completed [ekteleîn] great labors [aethloi],
around Troy, and, next [apseron],
after having set forth to come here [tuide], since finding the way
was not possible for them

31

On the restoration of this line, I follow Ferrari 2014: 18. Otherwise I mostly follow Obbink
2016a.
West 2014: 4 suggests that we read π̣ ο̣ή ϲάν τοι, not π̣ ο̣ή ϲαν τοί. But I defend the accentuation
preserved in the new papyrus, τόι. This reading τόι (in the new P.GC inv. 105 fr. 2) differs
from the reading τοι (PSI 123 and POxy. 1231). As I argue, we see here an emphatic use of
the pronoun, “for you,” not an enclitic use.
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until they would approach you (Hera) and Zeus lord of suppliants
[antiaos]
and (Dionysus) the lovely son of Thyone.
And now [nun de] we are arranging [poieîn] [the festival],
in accordance with the ancient way …
holy [agna] and … a throng [okhlos]
of girls [parthenoi] … and women [gunaikes]
on either side …
the measured sound of ululation [ololūgā].
Sappho fr. 17.1–16

Here it is made explicit that the festival in progress, while the speaker is represented as speaking, is in honor of the goddess Hera. Here is the way I describe
it in chapter 21 of the Newest Sappho book, “A Poetics of Sisterly Affect”:
Although the first line of Song 17 here is too fragmentary to be understood for sure, the next line makes it clear that the persona of Sappho
is praying to Hera herself, speaking to her about the eortā “festival” (2:
ἐόρτ[α]) that is being arranged in honor of the goddess. The speaking
Sappho goes on to say that the festival that “we” in the present are arranging (11: πόημεν), as “we” offer supplications to Hera, is being arranged
“in accordance with the ancient way” (12: κὰτ τὸ πάλ̣ [αιον]) of arranging
the festival, just as the heroes of the past had arranged it (3: π̣ ο̣ή ϲαν). In
these contexts, I am translating the word poieîn “make” in the specific
sense of “arrange,” with reference to the observance of a ritual. I find in
Thucydides (2.15.2) a striking parallel in wording: “and the Athenians, continuing what he [= Theseus] started, even now arrange [poieîn] for the
goddess [= Athena], at public expense, the festival [heortē] named the
Sunoikia” (καὶ ξυνοίκια ἐξ ἐκείνου Ἀθηναῖοι ἔτι καὶ νῦν τῇ θεῷ ἑορτὴν δημοτελῆ ποιοῦϲιν).
Comparing these three songs, I now highlight the significance of the word ora
(hora) in Sappho Song 9. As I have argued in another project, hora in the sense
of “season, seasonal recurrence” is linguistically and even thematically related
to Hera, which is the name for the goddess of seasons.33 So, the use of the word
ora (hora) in Song 9 points to Hera as the honorand of the eorta (heorte).
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Now I return to the relevant wording in the Brothers Song (5–7): πέμπην
ἔμε καὶ κέλεϲθαι / πόλλα λίϲ̣ ϲεϲθαι βαϲίλ̣ ̣ η̣αν Ἤ̣ ραν, “send [pempein] me off and
instruct [kelesthai] me / to implore [lissesthai] Queen Hera over and over again
[polla].” I understand such an act of instructing someone to do something as a
choral act, and I interpret the relation between the instructor and the instructee
as a choral relationship between the mother as a woman and the daughter as a
girl. The woman chorally authorizes the girl. And such a choral relationship is
formalized in the distinction between gunaikes “women” and parthenoi “girls”
at the end of Song 17 of Sappho. This song refers explicitly to a choral performance at the sacred precinct of the goddess Hera on the occasion of her festival,
which is called an eorta. As I argued in “A Poetics of Sisterly Affect,” the occasion of Song 17 marks the performance of Sappho herself as the prima donna
who leads the choral singing and dancing at the festival of Hera. As the prima
donna, she is the main celebrant, as marked by the programmatic use of the
verb poiein at line 11 of this song in the sense of “celebrate a festival.”
In the Brothers Song, then, if Kurke is right, there is a mother involved. And
then there are the brothers. In this Brothers Song, the brother called Charaxos
is mentioned by name, and so too is another brother called Larichos. And then
there is also another song where one of the two brothers is mentioned without being named, and it must be Charaxos. Here is the relevant part of the
song:
Πότνιαι Νηρήιδεϲ ἀβλάβη[ν μοι]
τὸν καϲίγνητον δ[ό]τε τυίδ’ ἴκεϲθα[ι]
κὤττι ϝῶ̣ ι ̣ θύμωι κε θέληι γένεϲθαι
κῆνο τελέϲθην,
5

10

ὄϲϲα δὲ πρόϲθ’ ἄμβροτε πάντα λῦϲα[ι]
καὶ φίλοιϲι ϝοῖϲι χάραν γένεϲθαι
κὠνίαν ἔχθροιϲι, γένοιτο δ’ ἄμμι
μηδάμα μηδ’ εἶϲ·
τὰν καϲιγνήταν δὲ θέλοι πόηϲθα̣ι
[μέ]ϲδονοϲ τίμαϲ, [ὀν]ίαν δὲ λύγραν
[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ̣ [ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ οτοιϲι π[ά]ροιθ’ ἀχεύων
O Queen Nereids, unharmed [ablabēs]
may my brother, please grant it, arrive to me here [tuide],
and whatever thing he wants in his heart [thūmos] to happen,
let that thing be fulfilled [telesthēn].
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And however many mistakes he made in the past, undo them all.
Let him become a joy [kharā] to those who are near-and-dear [philoi] to
him,
and let him be a pain [oniā] to those who are enemies [ekhthroi]. As for
us,
may we have no enemies, not a single one.
But may he wish to make his sister [kasignētā]
worthy of more honor [tīmā]. The catastrophic [lugrā] pain [oniā]
… in the past, he was feeling sorrow [akheuōn] …
Sappho fr. 5.1–1134

Here I recapitulate what I said in chapter 21 of the Newest Sappho book.35 I start
with the fact that the loving sister in Song 5 is expressing a wish that her errant
brother should become a χάρα or “joy” to her loved ones (6), not an ὀνία or “pain”
(7)—a pain that is then described as λυγρά “catastrophic” (10).36 It should be
the other way around, she is saying, so that the family will have the joy—while
the enemies will have the pain.
Later on in Song 5, the speaking persona of Sappho turns to Aphrodite,
addressing her as Kupris and describing her with the epithet ϲέμνα “holy” (ϲὺ
[δ]ὲ̣ Κύπ̣ [ρ]ι ̣ ϲ̣[έμ]να, 18). Although the fragmentary state of the papyrus here
prevents us from seeing the full context, it is clear that the sister is praying to
the goddess to prevent further misfortune from happening to her brother, who
“in the past was feeling sorrow” (π[ά]ροιθ’ ἀχεύων, 11).
But the pain that torments the family because of the brother’s misfortunes is
not the only kind of torment we find in the poetics of Sappho. The same word
ὀνία “pain” that refers to the torment experienced by the family of Sappho refers
also to the torment of erotic love experienced by Sappho herself. In Song 1 of
Sappho, her speaking persona prays to Aphrodite to release her from such torment:
μή μ’ ἄϲαιϲι μηδ’ ὀνίαιϲι δάμνα,
πότνια, θῦμον

34
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For the text here, I generally follow what is printed in Obbink 2016a, though I occasionally
commit to one of two possible readings considered by the editor, as at line 11.
Nagy 2016: 450–452.
It is possible, of course, that [ὀν]ίαν … λύγραν is a genitive plural, not an accusative singular.
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Do not dominate with hurts [asai] and pains [oniai],
O Queen [potnia], my heart [thūmos].
Sappho fr. 1.3–4

Similarly in the first six lines of the Kupris Song the speaking persona of Sappho once again turns to Aphrodite, that is, to Kupris, and she prays yet again
that the goddess may release her from the torment of an erotic love that is quite
unrequited:
πῶϲ κε δή τιϲ οὐ θαμέω̣ ϲ ̣ ἄϲαιτ̣ο,
Κύπρι, δέϲ̣π̣ο̣ι ̣ν̣’, ὄττινα [δ]ὴ̣ φι ̣λ̣ [ησι,]
[κωὐ] θέλοι μάλιϲτα πάθα̣ν̣ χ̣άλ̣ [αϲϲαι;]
[ποῖ]ον ἔχηϲθα
5

5

[νῶν] ϲ̣άλοιϲί μ’ ἀλεμά̣τω
̣ ̣ ϲ ̣ δ̣αΐϲ̣̣ δ̣[ην]
[ἰμέ]ρω⟨ι⟩ λύ{ι ̣}ϲαντι γ̣όν’ ωμε̣-[
How can someone not be hurt [asasthai, verb of the noun asa “hurt”]
over and over again,
O Queen Kupris [Aphrodite], whenever one loves [phileîn] whatever
person
and wishes very much not to let go of the passion?
[What kind of purpose] do you have
[in mind], uncaringly rending me apart
in my [desire] as my knees buckle?
Sappho, Kupris Song 1–6

The ending of this song was already known before the discovery of the new
supplements for the beginning as I just quoted it. At this ending, we find the
persona of Sappho declaring the poetics of her own self-awareness:
…ἔγω δ’ ἔμ’ αὔται
τοῦτο ϲυνοίδα
And I—aware of my own self—
I know this.
Sappho fr. 26.11–12

We have just seen, then, some powerful examples of singing about unrequited
love. To the modern mind, as I said at the beginning of this essay, the act
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of singing such songs may seem nothing more than a form of artistic selfexpression. But we can see from comparing these texts with each other that
the medium for expressing the emotions in such songs is in fact choral.

Rethinking Mimesis
As I have already argued, mimesis involved primarily reenactment and secondarily imitation.37 But now I rethink the formulation:
If you re-enact an archetypal action in ritual, it only stands to reason
that you have to imitate those who re-enacted before you and who served
as your immediate models. But the ultimate model is still the archetypal
action or figure that you are re-enacting in ritual, which is coextensive
with the whole line of imitators who re-enact the way in which their ultimate model acted, each imitating each one’s predecessor.38
When it is your turn, your moment to reenact something in this forward movement of mimesis, you become the ultimate model in that very moment. As a
way of understanding occasion, then, I propose to equate it with the moment
of mimesis.39
Things started changing, however, by the middle of the fifth century BCE. By
now the primary meaning of mimesis as “reenactment” was becoming lost or at
least destabilized, and the secondary meaning was encroaching on the primary
meaning.40
My interpretation of mimesis as an authoritative “reenactment, impersonation” is supported by the celebrated description of mimesis in the Poetics of
Aristotle as the mental process of identifying the representing “this,” as in the
ritual of acting a drama, with the represented “that,” as in the myth that is being
acted out by a drama: in Greek this mental process can be expressed by way
of the equation οὗτος ἐκεῖνος “so this is that!”41 The same equation, restated as
τοῦτο ἐκεῖνο “this thing is that thing” in Aristotle’s Rhetoric,42 makes it clear that
the media of representation that Aristotle has in mind are not just the visual
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See further Nagy 1994–1995: 14; also already 1990: 42–44, 373–375, especially 42 n. 125.
Nagy 1996: 56.
Nagy 1994–1995: 15.
Nagy 1990: 339–381, taking into account the acute observations of Nehamas 1982.
Arist. Poet. 1448b17. Nagy 1990: 44.
Arist. Rh. 1371b9.
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arts but also the verbal arts, primarily the art of songmaking and poetry as performed in drama.43 So long as the represented “that” remains absolute—that is,
absolutized by the myth—the representing “this” remains a reenacting “this.”44
So long as “this” imitates an absolute “that,” it reenacts as it imitates; the reenactment remains primary, and the imitation remains secondary.45 Once you
start imitating something that is no longer absolute, however, you can no longer
reenact the absolute: then you can only make a copy, and your model may be
also just a copy. I have just described here the general mentality induced by the
destabilization of the conceptual world of mimesis.46
Earlier, I made the claim that genre can compensate for the occasion. But
now, applying the semantics of mimesis, I extend the argument by claiming
that genre can even absolutize the occasion. A striking example is the “epinician moment” as dramatized in the epinician songs (“victory odes”) of Pindar.47
Seth Schein has analyzed Pindar’s Pythian 6 as an illustration of that moment,48
and he quotes in this context the remarks of Hans-Georg Gadamer, who has this
to say about the element of the occasional in the epinician songs of Pindar:
The occasional in such works has acquired so permanent a form that, even
without being realised or understood, it is still part of the total meaning.
Someone might explain to us the particular historical context, but this
would be only secondary for the poem as a whole. He would only be filling out the meaning that exists in the poem itself.49
With this formulation in mind, I tried to rethink the essentials of Pindaric songmaking in my 1994 essay “Genre and Occasion.” I argued that any given Pindaric
composition defies the realization of all the signs of occasionality that it gives
out about itself. This defiance is not the result of any failure to adhere to the
given occasion of real performance. Rather, it is a mark of success in retaining
aspects of occasionality that extend through time. If we think of occasion as a
performative frame, even a ritual frame, then what we see in a Pindaric composition is an absolutized occasion. Moreover, this occasion is absolutized by
deriving from the diachrony of countless previous occasions. In other words,
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Nagy 1994–1995: 15–16.
Nagy 1990: 42–44.
Nagy 1994–1995: 16, following Nagy 1990: 42–44. See also Nagy 1996: 55–56.
Cf. Nehamas 1982.
Nagy 1990: 381.
Schein 1987: 246–247.
Gadamer 1975: 129.
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a Pindaric composition refers to itself as an absolute occasion that cannot be
duplicated by any single actual occasion. Only an open-ended series of actual
occasions, occurring in a continuum of time, could provide all the features of an
absolutized occasion.50

Occasions for the Songs of Sappho
I now turn from the occasions for the songmaking of Pindar, as sketched in
my essay “Genre and Occasion,” to occasions for the songmaking of Sappho.
As the title for my current essay indicates, where I speak of choral mimesis, I
am concentrating here on choral occasions for Sappho’s songmaking, not on
monodic occasions, which would be appropriate for concerts featuring professional male singers or for symposia featuring amateur male singers. And the
primary occasion for a choral performance would be a festival, the word for
which is ἐορτά (the Aeolic equivalent of Attic ἑορτή) in the diction of Sappho’s
songmaking. We see the word in line 3 of Song 9 and in line 2 of Song 17.
In the discursive framework of a chorus, what Sappho says when she speaks
by way of choral song is not simply some kind of reportage about her historical life and times. What she says, rather, is a mimesis of situations as sung and
danced by a chorus led by a prima donna. Such situations are exemplified, as
we have seen, by choral songs about unrequited love. And the choral mimesis is
not only the act of talking about persons in the third person, thus representing
those persons, such as the two brothers named Charaxos and Larichos in the
Brothers Song. Nor is it only the act of addressing persons in the second person,
thus also representing those persons, such as the mother in Song 9. It is also the
act of representing a person even in the first person, and this represented person does not have to be the same person as the representing performers who
say “I” or “we” when they perform in the chorus.
Choral performance at a festival is not some ad hoc event. It is a seasonally recurring event, celebrated in honor of the god or goddess whose sacred
precinct is the venue for the celebration. But this is not to say that the chorus
sings and dances only about the festival. True, the chorus can sing and dance
about its own context by referring to the festival, as we see in Song 17, for example, but it can also sing about anything and everything that can happen to any
persons in the third person or to the addressees in the second person or even
to the self, who can be pictured as the main speaker, that is, as the prima donna
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of the singing and the dancing of the chorus. The things that happen, however,
do not have to be things that are being experienced then and there in the context of the performance. The things that happen do not even have to be things
experienced in the past by the choral persons who are speaking in the first person as they sing and dance their song. The experiences may belong primarily
to the persons who figure in the mimetic world of the song that is being sung
and danced and only secondarily to the persons who perform the song in the
here and now of the festival.
This formulation, I argue, can apply to choral performance not only on the
occasion of seasonally recurring festivals but also on the occasion of ad hoc
events like laments performed at funerals or love songs performed at weddings.
On such occasions as well, choral mimesis can allow for the modeling of identities on preexisting identities. In this essay, however, I concentrated on the
seasonally recurring event of a festival held at the sacred precinct of Messon,
as described by the words of Sappho in Song 17.
In terms of my overall argument, moreover, the Brothers Song likewise has
as its occasion the sacred precinct of Messon. Here we see the persona of a
sister who is singing about her experiencing πόνοι “pains” (line 18) caused by
two brothers named Charaxos and Larichos. In the case of the second brother
to be mentioned, Larichos (line 22), the sister is upset that the brother cannot
seem to achieve adulthood: he fails to “man up” (line 22). That is the pain. In the
case of the first brother to be mentioned, Charaxos (lines 5, 12), the pain that
he causes can be reconstructed by combining the references here in the Brothers Song with references in other songs of Sappho, and I am convinced that
these references add up to a story about a disastrous love affair that depletes
the wealth of the whole family. As we reconstruct the story, Charaxos has fallen
in love with a courtesan from Naucratis whose name in the songs of Sappho is
Doricha.
These three names, Doricha and Larichos and Charaxos, can all be explained
in terms of generic namings, much as the name of Sappho herself can be
explained as generically meaning “sister.” In chapter 4 of the Newest Sappho
book, “Sappho, Iambist: Abusing the Brother,” Richard P. Martin argues persuasively that Doricha means something like “tiny little gift,” derived from doron
“gift.” Such a meaning, combined with a diminutive suffix like -icha, would
produce a fitting name for a courtesan or prostitute. Similarly, I would argue
that Larichos is a diminutive name derived from the adjective laros, which in
Odyssey 2.350 is associated with the delicious taste of wine.51 It is as if the name
51
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of this brother meant something like “tiny little delicacy.”52 Such an interpretation can supplement, I think, the argumentation of André Lardinois in chapter 7 of the Newest Sappho book. He highlights the testimony of Athenaeus, who
says: Ϲαπφώ τε ἡ καλὴ πολλαχοῦ Λάριχον τὸν ἀδελφὸν ἐπαινεῖ ὡϲ οἰνοχοοῦντα ἐν τῷ
πρυτανείῳ τοῖϲ Μυτιληναίοιϲ: “The beautiful Sappho in many contexts praises
her brother Larichos, because he poured the wine for the Mytilenaeans in their
presidential hall.”53 In the Scholia T for Iliad 20.234, we read further: ἔθοϲ γὰρ ἦν,
ὡϲ καὶ Ϲαπφώ φηϲι, νέουϲ εὐγενεῖϲ εὐπρεπεῖϲ οἰνοχοεῖν: “For it was the custom, as
even Sappho says, for good-looking young aristocrats to serve as wine-pourers.”
And then there is Charaxos, which I think is a diminutive name derived from
the noun χαρά “delight, joy.” We have seen this word χαρά in line 6 of Song 5,
where the voice of Sappho wishes that Charaxos become a “joy” to her and to
the whole family. It is as if the name of Charaxos were a wish-fulfillment for the
sister who has experienced so much pain in worrying about her errant brother.
And here we may consider also the festive context of χαρά “delight” in Song 9.
So, Charaxos is the would-be “tiny little joy” or “tiny little delight” for the family.
This theme seems to be picked up by the poet Posidippus when he describes
Charaxos as χαρίεις “charming” (χαρίεντα … Χάραξον).54
To talk this way about your brothers is a sisterly thing to do. And the intimacy
of such talk, replete with diminutives, can be imitated in choral song. Such talk
can sound like baby talk, and I think that the verb θρυλεῖν, which is conventionally translated as “chatter,” can refer to such baby talk. As I argued in “A Poetics
of Sisterly Affect,” even the name of Sappho conveys the impression of such
baby-talk as imitated in the mimetic performances of female choruses.55 I find
it significant that Electra in the Euripidean drama that is named after her uses
this word θρυλεῖν at line 910 when she tells her brother Orestes about her strong
desire to “chatter” on and on to him about all the things she has experienced
since the separation of these two siblings. And such talk is not just sisterly talk:
it can also be motherly talk, as imitated in choral song. That is the sense of
θρυλεῖν at line 5 of the Brothers Song. Such baby-talk points to the intimate
conversations that can take place between mothers and daughters, between
women and girls, in choral performance.
52
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In chapter 14 of the 2016 New Sappho book, “ ‘All you Need is Love’: Some Thoughts on
the Structure, Texture, and Meaning of the Brothers Song as well as on Its Relation to the
Kypris Song (P. Sapph. Obbink),” Anton Bierl has already drawn attention to the association of Larichos with the adjective laros.
Ath. 10.425a.
Posidippus 122 AB, line 2, quoted in Ath. 13.596c. On this association of Charaxos and χαρίεις “charming,” see also Burris, Fish, and Obbink 2014: 24.
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Such relationships—between mother and daughter, between sister and
brothers—are not “fictional” in the songs of Sappho. But they are not “historical,” either. Rather, such relationships are simply mimetic. To speak of a “fictional” or a “biographical” relationship, either way, is to set up a false dichotomy.
And the same goes for the idea of a “fictional” or a “biographical” Sappho. All
these personae are primarily mimetic, and their occasion is what happens by
way of choral performance. The crisis of worrying over an errant brother—or
of suffering from an unrequited love—is not the occasion for choral performance. The occasion is the mimesis of such emotional crises. And such occasions can happen at festivals, even if such festivals take place only once every
year.

A Second Lesley
Here I finally arrive at a point where I can introduce the second Lesley to
whom I dedicate this essay. She is Lesley Gore, who recorded in 1963 a song
that became wildly popular and stayed that way for a long time. The title of
the song is “It’s My Party.” Gore is pictured on the album cover, a girl wearing
a mischievous half-smile. Her looks in this picture do not match the feelings
that she is singing about in her song, which is all about crying—crying about
unrequited love.
It’s my party and I’ll cry if I want to
Cry if I want to
Cry if I want to
You would cry too, if it happened to you
Nobody knows where my Johnny has gone
But Judy left the same time
Why was he holding her hand
When he’s supposed to be mine?
It’s my party and I’ll cry if I want to
Cry if I want to
Cry if I want to
You would cry too, if it happened to you
Play all my records, keep dancing all night
But leave me alone for awhile
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Till Johnny’s dancing with me
I’ve got no reason to smile
It’s my party and I’ll cry if I want to
Cry if I want to
Cry if I want to
You would cry too, if it happened to you
Judy and Johnny just walked through the door
Like a queen with her king
Oh, what a birthday surprise
Judy’s wearing his ring
It’s my party and I’ll cry if I want to
Cry if I want to
Cry if I want to
You would cry too, if it happened to you
Oh, it’s my party and I’ll cry if I want to
I like to compare this song about an emotional crisis with some songs attributed
to Sappho, who dates all the way back to 600 BCE or thereabouts. My favorite
part of the song sung by Lesley Gore is where the singer tells her listeners that
she doesn’t mind if they play all her records all night, dancing all the while to
the music of the song, but she wants to be left alone for a while, because she
has no reason to smile. Back then in 1963, records would be played at occasions like birthday parties, and young people could indeed dance all night long
to the songs that were sung on the records. But the occasion for the singing
recorded on records is not the sadness of a lonely speaker who sings about unrequited love. Rather, the occasion is the performance of her song as a recorded
double-track for a vinyl disk that makes 45 revolutions per minute every time
the song is played on the record-player. And, as the record gets played and
replayed over and over again, the sadness of the girl who is pictured in the song
recurs over and over again. So also the singer in the songs of Sappho implores
Aphrodite over and over again to free her from the sadness of unrequited love,
or she prays to Hera over and over again to make things all better for her family and thus ease her anxieties. Each time a chorus sings and dances her songs,
the sadness and the worries recur. And the occasion is the mimesis of these
emotions by way of song and dance. The emotions themselves are not the occasion.
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For all we know, the occasion for such singing could be a yearly festival,
where the song could get performed and reperformed every year, over and over
again, just as the sadness of the girl who is pictured in the song recurs over and
over again. But that will not stop the singer from wearing a mischievous halfsmile.
As the blues singer Rubin Lacy once said, you don’t have to have the blues to
sing the blues:
I’ve sung ’em on many a day and never thought I had ’em. What did I want
to have the blues for, when I had everything I wanted, all the liquor, all the
money I needed, and more gals than I needed? What did I need with the
blues? I was playin’ ’em because everybody loved to hear me play ’em and
I loved to play ’em. I could play ’em, yeah.56
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chapter 2

Linus: The Rise and Fall of Lyric Genres
Andrew Ford*

Schemes for classifying works of art according to genre flourish outside the
academy—in bookstores, on music-streaming services, on Netflix; yet in literary studies genre criticism has been facing increasing resistance since the 1980s
when Frederic Jameson pronounced it “thoroughly discredited by modern literary theory and practice.”1 Suspicion hangs over the word in academic criticism,
where it often seems that no sooner is a genre mentioned than its integrity
as a concept is undermined and any normative authority it might have had is
dismissed. One senses at times a Nietzschean disdain for genres as cobwebs
spun out by desiccated pedants which supermen-poets brush through without a thought. Such attitudes have, to be sure, some grounds: it would be naïve
now to regard genres as pure and timeless essences rather than hybrid, politically conditioned and contingent groupings of works that are always evolving and always changing their “laws.” Demystifications of genre can, however,
overshadow its other, productive side, the possibilities it offers to sharpen and
enrich a message and to provide orientation for an audience hearing a song for
the first time. The fact that the authority and perpetuation of genres depend
on poets and audiences at least as much as on scholars is not always acknowledged, nor is the reality that genres are omnipresent and inescapable: we greet
no song without a frame.
The status of genre is no less suspect in the study of those Greeks who laid
out many of the basic lines and much of the terminology used in Europeanderived criticism. In the article on “genre” for the current Oxford Classical Dictionary, for example, Glenn Most and Gian-Biagio Conte aim for a balanced
presentation but find little positive to say about ancient genres. They note that
genre can be useful for poets and critics if it be regarded as “a system of literary projection inscribed within the texts, serving to communicate certain
expectations to readers and to guide their understanding.” Yet they find ancient
* Thanks to the participants and organizers of the conference at Berkeley for stimulating the
thoughts in this essay, which I had the opportunity to present to the Classics Department of
New York University in December 2015. Particular thanks are also due to Stephen Menn and
to the editors of this volume for searching and productive criticism.
1 Jameson 1981: 91, a much-cited tag.
© andrew ford, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_004
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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discussions of specific genres “for the most part unsatisfactory”: these are characterized as “one-sidedly formal” and “more interested in classifying existing
works than in understanding the mechanisms of literary production and reception.” The systems the ancients built up, they write, are more relevant to “the
needs of the school and the library” than to the interpreter, for they not only
ignore some important genres such as the novel but “bungle” others—and here
they name lyric poetry.
Indeed, out of all classical genres, lyric seems to be the most suspect, both
as a coherent general category and for its endlessly enumerable subvarieties.
To take the latter problem first, consider a text from late in the process, the
“Manual of Literature” compiled by an Imperial-era grammarian called Proclus.
Proclus’ discussion of lyric summarizes much from Didymus’ On the Lyric Poets,
which in turn drew on Alexandrian monographs on individual poets, themselves carrying forward studies of many of these same figures among the Peripatetics. By the early first century BCE a canon of nine (or ten) lyric poets had
been fixed, and the phrase “lyric poetry” (ἡ λυρικὴ ποίησις) had entered the critical lexicon.2 The harvest of all this for Proclus was a complete system of poetic
genres that identified lyric as a class of poems that, for all their variety, were distinct from epic, elegy, and iambus. Only after surveying these latter forms does
Proclus take up “melic” poetry (the reason for his choice of term will emerge
below) and remark: “Melic is the genre with the most subdivisions and distinct
kinds [πολυμερεστάτη τε καὶ διαφόρους ἔχει τομάς]: for it is divisible into poems
to gods, poems to men, poems to gods and men, and those for occasional events
in life.”3 Under these four subdivisions he compiles 28 lyric genres, though
even these are not enough to capture the full variety of ancient lyric: Proclus
leaves out a number of song names that are found in earlier authors, and other
lists exist.4 The inadequacies of this scheme might suggest that lyric/melic is
a catch-all category for “leftover” forms and so ancient lyric genres can safely
be disregarded as unreal; but, as we will see, this vocabulary and its notional
authority were a resource for poets as early as Homer, and some of these labels
guided the production and reception of Greek poetry for a millennium.
For all its problems of definition, the question of genre imposes itself at
a time when studies of Greek lyric are flourishing. To document this in the
present volume would be superfluous, but it is worth highlighting how important notions of genre have been to the present revival. Beginning in the late
2 Färber 1936: 1–7. On Proclus: Severyns 1938; West 2013: 7–11.
3 Procl. ap. Phot. Bibl. 319b32–35 Bekker.
4 E.g. 24 lyric genres in the (mostly overlapping) Scholia Londinensia in Dionysii Thracis Artem
Grammaticam 3.450.10–451.27 Hilgard.
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1970s, Claude Calame, Wolfgang Rösler, and Bruno Gentili moved beyond older
notions of genre based solely on form and content and stressed the importance
of the context of performance for defining kinds of poetry.5 This broader conception of genre tied to occasions of Greek social, political, and religious life
remains central in many areas of research, such as Pindaric victory songs or
the interactions between lyric and tragedy.6 It is also important, I will argue,
to the current exploration of “chorality” as a modality that may migrate among
several traditionally distinct lyric forms. As we investigate these aspects of lyric,
it is crucial to avoid a one-dimensional attitude to genre lest, as often happens
when we think in terms of “lyric,” we fall into replicating memes from an outmoded Romantic theory and adopt its unhelpful dialectic between liberty and
restraint, with genres playing the role of tyrannical impositions upon the spontaneous freedom of artists.7 This essay accordingly suggests some benefits for
readers of Greek poetry in attending to ancient ways of classifying lyric song.
In what follows I will first put the problems of defining lyric genres in context
by comparing recent debates in modern literary studies, where lyric has also
been undergoing a contentious revival. While classicists have been concerned
with relating specific lyric texts to performance situations, moderns have been
looking at the problem from the other end and questioning whether these varied song practices constitute a coherent category of literature. In modern European literatures it is only late that an idea of “the lyric” comes onto the critical
scene, and the grounds on which it does so are so dubious as to raise questions
about whether it makes sense to speak of “the lyric” at all. These debates suggest
that one promising way forward is to pay more attention to the historical processes by which ideas of lyric and its genres were constructed, moving the focus
away from substantive definitions to the processes by which distinct kinds of
nondramatic and nonnarrative song were identified and named. On this basis, I
will then turn to the Greeks and outline their methods for lyric “generification”
in the archaic and classical periods; generification is as old as song, or at least
as old as the second song, and I will stress how it was the work of poets, audiences, and critics all together as they pursued not only taxonomic but ritual,
pedagogic, communicative, and aesthetic aims.8

5 Calame 1977; Rösler 1980; Gentili 1984.
6 On Pindar, see most recently Morgan 2015: 1 ff. (on allegedly “impure” epinicia) and Maslov
2015: ch. 1, esp. 62–76. On tragedy and lyric, see Swift 2010; Gagné and Hopman 2013b; Andújar
et al. 2018, as well as Foster’s and Weiss’ essays (this volume).
7 As in Croce’s 1902 influential repudiation of genre. See Duff 2009 for a valuably complex picture of genre in Romantic theory.
8 As Leslie Kurke points out to me, Bell 1992 made a comparable move in replacing the term
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Surveying the parameters governing early lyric generification will show that
the norms that prevailed in the period between Homer and Pindar were radically changed when Plato and Aristotle devised new literary systems based on
what each called mimesis. The shift was momentous for, whether one translates
mimesis as “imitating” or “representing,” lyric poetry was marginalized in the
new systems and as a result was never adequately incorporated into a synoptic
scheme of literary forms with a special task of its own. At this point the ancient
story joins up with the modern one, for the conception of poetry as mimesis
developed in the classical period persisted through the eighteenth century and
continued to determine the (non-)status of lyric. Here classicists have proposed
a new way forward by defining a new notion of mimesis as neither “imitation”
nor “representation” but “ritual reenactment.” I will examine the merits and
limitations of this suggestion and, in a final section, will take up one very old
lyric form—the Linus-song—to argue that, despite the problems attaching to
traditional Greek notions of genre, a sensitivity to lyric generification provides
readers with valuable perspectives that neither mimetic nor ritual approaches
afford.

The Rise of Modern Lyric
The arrival of the modern conception of lyric can be placed around 1800 when
lyric was elevated into a full-fledged genre that could be set beside epic and
drama as one of the three “natural forms,” in Goethe’s words, of serious literary production.9 Adumbrations of the idea can be found in eighteenth-century
texts and earlier, but what most held lyric back from being recognized as a general class of literature was the orientation of classical theory toward mimesis,
the “imitation” or “representation” of life and action. Mimesis in this sense had
been, since Aristotle, the obvious function of epic or drama; some other kinds
of poetry, such as satire or idyll, could also be said to “imitate” life as well, but
a great deal of nonepic and nondramatic verse (e.g. sonnets, elegies, “Pindaric”
and other odes) had very little in the way of plot or characters, making it unclear
what such poetry “imitated.” The 1800 turning point (whose arrival and causes
are variously pinpointed by historians of criticism) was made possible by the
“ritual” with “ritualization” in order to grasp ritual as a form of social activity and so better to
understand how such acts are differentiated from others and imbued with social value.
9 The account here draws especially on Abrams 1953; Guillén 1971; and Genette 1986; insightful
shorter synopses: Patey 1993; Calame 1998a; Jackson and Prins 2014: 11–16; and the contributions of Goldhill and Güthenke in Billings et al. 2013.
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development in Romantic thought of a more robust conception of the inward,
individual subject; this made it possible for lyric to be seen as mimetic, for it
could be said to express the inner life of the poet, what Hegel called Erlebnis,
“lived experience.” Once lyric was endowed with mimetic content, it became
eligible to be integrated among the classical genres and inscribed in a great
dialectical history: an age of epic objectivity gave way to lyrical subjectivity in
the seventh century BCE, followed by their synthesis in classical drama.
When lyric was elevated to the noble ranks of literature, it was assigned the
expression of inward thought and feeling as its particular province, and this
conception has proved hard to eradicate even as it has been steadily dismantled over the last half century. The New Critical pedagogy of the 1960s was
committed to an ideal of the autonomous work of art that reduced the lyric
“I” to a persona, at best a fictional representation of any individual’s real-life
speech. René Wellek in a classic article of 1967 exposed the roots of lyric ideology in German Romanticism and challenged its overvaluation of expressiveness, which he thought threatened to engulf all other art in a single aesthetic
project. Because any genre must be constantly transformed as it interacts with
other genres, Wellek advised abandoning attempts to define “the lyric” and
urged instead a focus on the variety of its narrower forms.10 Finally, scholars
like Ralph Cohen and Jameson rejected essentialist approaches to literary form
altogether and presented genres rather as social institutions, negotiable and
self-interested.11 As a result, substantive definitions of lyric genres lost their normativity and were seen as open-ended processes, groupings of texts that were
subject to repeated modification as new ends arose that needed to be fulfilled.
Still, one could argue for the utility of some general, if evolving, notion
of lyric until Virginia Jackson led a “new lyric studies” movement in the past
decade.12 These critics deplore what Jackson calls the “supersizing” of lyric in
the nineteenth century as a distorting homogenization of diverse writing, performance, and publishing practices and one that now tyrannizes literary study.
A specialist in Emily Dickinson attentive to the materiality of every scrap she
jotted, Jackson protested against the editors and pedagogues who would hide
the particularity of her work behind a screen of idealized “lyric.” Quite apart
from the injustice this perspective does to Dickinson, Jackson claimed, the collapsing of heterogeneous practices into a single reductive idea has had wider
pernicious effects, leading to a current tendency among critics to “lyricize” their
10
11
12

Wellek 1967.
Cohen and White 2003; Jameson 1981.
Jackson 2005; cf. Yeager 2008 and the excellent anthology of lyric criticism by Jackson and
Prins 2014.
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objects of study, in a term taken from Mary Poovey; this generalizing of lyric
ideology to all literary expression, predicted by Wellek, can be seen in the common tendency now to equate “poetry” with lyric, a nearly complete reversal of
the classical relegation of lyric to leftover status.
Most recently, Jonathan Culler has entered the fray with a book that in some
respects pushes back against this trend. It is entitled Theory of the Lyric and its
thesis is epitomized in the definite article: Culler argues that it is not enough
to dissolve the category of lyric into an unassimilable variety of nonepic, nondramatic poetic practices, for to do so precludes any appreciation of how
lyric poets create for themselves a larger tradition of their own. Acknowledging the need for critical attention to the historical processes that brought an
idea of “the lyric” to the fore, he aims to revive the idea of lyric as a “set of
norms and structural possibilities” that has “persisted since the days of Sappho, despite lyric’s different social functions and manifestations.”13 I think that
current Greek lyric studies can profitably attend to both Jackson and Culler,
accepting a process-theory of genre while also looking out for continuities that
are maintained or reasserted in the transformations of lyric through history.
As Culler argues, an overarching history of lyric need not blur the specificity
of each poet and era but may in fact counteract the tendency of lyricization to
reduce all poetic production to a single formula.

The Rise of Archaic Lyric Genres
The prevailing account of Greek lyric genres, again shrewdly epitomized by
Most and Conte, is that in archaic Greece poetic kinds were defined and named
partly in view of their form and content but primarily by “communally recognized, often ritually sanctioned situations of performance.” But at a time that
is usually located in the later fifth century and associated with the bookish
Euripides, a fall occurred as such songs passed beyond their generative performative contexts and became the object of a more purely formal and aesthetic
attention. Although this was a happy fall to the extent that it “facilitated artistic
experimentation with genres,” a vital link with social life was broken, and the
subsequent rigidification and formalization of genres in Alexandria was a way
of compensating for this lost significance. Heirs to Hellenistic poetics, we moderns misread early lyric texts if we ignore how their words related to the world
and content ourselves with connecting words to words about words. Among

13

Culler 2015: 83–85.

linus: the rise and fall of lyric genres

63

classicists’ versions of this story is W.R. Johnson’s nostalgic The Idea of Lyric,
which holds up the ancients as a model of engaged, communitarian song that
we have lost since Whitman.14
Such stories imply that a richer appreciation of genre in the archaic period
may provide a path back to the bright, pre-fallen songworld, but the journey is
not easy: to seek out some presumed essence of “the lyric” behind these texts
would be to fall back into Romantic modernism, but neither can we take shelter
in the historically attested, emic subgenres, for Harvey showed in a landmark
article that their definitions usually go no further back than Hellenistic scholarship.15 Some light, however, may come from considering what I am calling
lyric “generification” in the archaic and classical periods, observing both how
certain forms of Greek song became recognized as distinct and nameable genres and how far this repertoire of nonepic, nondramatic songs was thought of
as a coherent class.
A good enough place to begin is the representation of lyric in Homer. As
expected, when he names kinds of nonepic song these are closely tied to specific sociopolitical occasions. Soldiers sing the paean when distressed or triumphant; matching male and female choruses sing the humenaios at weddings
and the Linus-song at harvest; at funerals, female kin of the deceased dominate
the dirge, threnos. These genres are socially defined not only by the occasions
they accompany but by the way performing roles are assigned according to gender, status, and kinship. All this fits well with the idea of the social origins of
Greek lyric genres, but it is crucial in using such evidence to keep in mind that
Homer’s agenda was something other than supplying us with raw ethnographic
data. To see this it suffices to consider his description of the paean that the
Greek soldiers perform in Iliad 1 to beg Apollo to stop the plague. After the delegation led by Odysseus has returned Chryseis to her father, the old man prays
and sacrifices, there is a meal, and then kouroi serve wine to inaugurate a paean
(1.469–474 West):
But when they had put aside the desire for food and drink, the youths
crowned the wine-jars with drink and served out to all, first pouring drops
for libation into the cups. All day they supplicated the god with song and
dance, the young men of Achaea, finely singing the paean-song, singing
and dancing for Hekaergos, and the god rejoiced as he listened.

14
15

Johnson 1982.
Harvey 1955.
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This looks like a text-book paean as Proclus defines it: “a lyric genre (εἶδος
ᾠδῆς) now addressed to all the gods but in ancient times addressed to Apollo
and Artemis in order to stop plague and disease.”16 The song name “paean,”
taken from its refrain, epitomizes its original function to invoke Apollo Paian
as healer. Does Homer’s scenario, then, prove that under the fussy Hellenistic classifications may lie real, ancient lyric forms that emerged from highly
charged occasions of communal life? This may be, but a second look at the
scene brings out elements that belong to paeans in a quite different spirit: this
all-male group singing goes on for hours and comes after a meal as a separate service, marked off with libations; all this is more suggestive of the paeans
that inaugurated archaic symposia, and indeed Homer’s metaphor in saying the
kouroi “crowned the wine-jars with drink” (κρητῆρας ἐπεστέψαντο ποτοῖο, 470)
can evoke the garlands worn on such occasions. There is no doubt that occasion
counted for much in early Greek conceptions of lyric, but already in Homer’s
time a single song-kind could be used on different occasions; moreover, if a
poet’s description of paeanic performance could take the liberty of mixing
distinct uses of the form, we may suspect that actual musical arrangements
could be flexible as well.17 The methodological upshot is that, in investigating early generification, we must not expect poets to be transparent reporters
nor that we will be presented with the original, uncontaminated essence of
songs.
If occasion was often the dominant factor in defining archaic lyric kinds,
formal and thematic features were indispensable as well. The most basic and
long-lasting formal distinction that Greeks made within what we call “poetry”
was between μέλος, “song” requiring full melodic presentation, and ἔπος, “verse”
that may have been chanted but was not sung; as recitable verse, epos included
hexameters, elegiacs, and iambo-trochaic stichoi, whereas Alcman’s strophes or
Sapphic stanzas counted as melos. Although general verbs meaning “to sing,”
such as ὑμνεῖν and ἀείδειν, may be used equally of the performance of melos
and epos, the key point is that melos is never used of songs composed in stichic
form. (This is why Proclus uses “melic poetry” when he takes up lyric after
treating epic, elegy, and iambus.) This formal distinction, rather than some
assumed “expressive” function, is the strongest justification we have for continuing to speak of Greek lyric poetry, and it is the reason that Page’s Poetae
Melici Graeci and Lobel’s collection of what he called the μέλη of Sappho and
Alcaeus are in separate volumes from West’s Iambi et Elegi Graeci. It should

16
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Procl. ap. Phot. Bibl. 320a20–24 Bekker.
Further on the paean in Il. 1: Ford 2006: 289–291; Wecowski 2014: 208–209.
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be noted, however, that the distinction between sung melos and recited epe
was not purely formal for the Greeks, for each kind carried with it social
implications, connoting, for example, certain skills, education, and experience
required of potential performers and a range of roles available to audiences.
Singable form was fundamental to lyric generification, but not as form for its
own sake.
After occasion and form, the third and final parameter in defining archaic
lyric kinds was “content,” the range of topics conventionally thought appropriate to song in a given context and performative mode. Again, content was
implicated in values beyond the literary, for the most basic and enduring distinction operating in this area was a religious hierarchy that segregated songs
to gods from those for mortals. A well-known passage from the Homeric Hymn
to Apollo can illustrate this (156–164):

160

πρὸς δὲ τόδε μέγα θαῦμα, ὅου κλέος οὔποτ’ ὀλεῖται,
κοῦραι Δηλιάδες Ἑκατηβελέταο θεράπναι·
αἵ τ’ ἐπεὶ ἂρ πρῶτον μὲν Ἀπόλλων’ ὑμνήσωσιν,
αὖτις δ’ αὖ Λητώ τε καὶ Ἄρτεμιν ἰοχέαιραν,
μνησάμεναι ἀνδρῶν τε παλαιῶν ἠδὲ γυναικῶν
ὕμνον ἀείδουσιν, θέλγουσι δὲ φῦλ’ ἀνθρώπων.
πάντων δ’ ἀνθρώπων φωνὰς καὶ κρεμβαλιαστὺν
μιμεῖσθ’ ἴσασιν· φαίη δέ κεν αὐτὸς ἕκαστος
φθέγγεσθ’· οὕτω σφιν καλὴ συνάρηρεν ἀοιδή.
And there is this great wonder besides—and its renown shall never
perish—the girls of Delos, handmaidens of the Far-shooter; for when they
have first sung Apollo, and then Leto and Artemis who delights in arrows,
they sing a song of men and women of the past, and enchant the tribes
of men. And they know how to imitate the voices of all men and their
clattering sounds: each would say that he himself were singing, so finely
is their song fitted together.

This group of unmarried females favors certain themes that are clearly articulated and organized. First to be mentioned are their songs18 in honor of the
island’s patron Apollo: quite context-appropriate. Distinct from these (αὖτις δ’
αὖ, 159) are songs for his virgin sister and mother: quite appropriate to the performers’ gender and status. Only after these songs for the gods do we come to

18

ὑμνήσωσιν in 158 should not be translated “hymns,” as 161 shows.
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songs of early mortals in 160.19 The basic underlying distinction between songs
for gods and songs of mortals underlies Proclus’ primary division of lyric kinds
quoted above and structures Plato’s history of song in the Laws (700a–e). Plato’s
speaker imagines that clear-cut generic distinctions prevailed in the musical
culture of early Athens: one kind of lyric (εἶδος ᾠδῆς) consisting of prayers to
the gods was termed “hymns” and included paeans, dithyrambs, and kitharodic nomes; another, opposite kind (τὸ ἐναντίον … ᾠ δῆς ἕτερον εἶδος) “was mostly
termed dirges.” Plato’s history goes on to include a fall in which poets began to
mix these pristine forms, “blending dirges with hymns and paeans with dithyrambs” (κεραννύντες δὲ θρήνους τε ὕμνοις καὶ παίωνας διθυράμβοις). Predictably, the
result of this neglect of “what is right and proper in the realm of the Muses”
(περὶ τὸ δίκαιον τῆς Μούσης καὶ τὸ νόμιμον) is chaos and political decline.
All three parameters are at work in a very rich story Pindar tells of lyric generification, a difficult fragment beginning a dirge:20

5

10

Ἔν˻τι μὲν χρυσαλακάτου τεκέων Λατοῦς ἀοιδαί
ὥ[ρ]˻ιαι παιάνιδες· ἐντὶ [δὲ] καί
θ˻άλλοντος ἐκ κισσοῦ στέφανον {ἐκ} Διο[νύ]σου
ο̣[ ˻βρομι⟨ ⟩? παιόμεναι· †τὸ δὲ κοιμίσαν†
τ̣˻ρεῖς [ ] Καλλιόπας, ὥς οἱ σταθῇ μνάμα⟨τ’⟩ ἀποφθιμένων·
ἁ μὲν ἀχέταν Λίνον αἴλινον ὕμνει,
ἁ δ’ Ὑμέναιον, ⟨ὃν⟩ ἐν γάμοισι χροϊζόμενον
νυκτὶ σὺν πρώτᾳ λάβεν ἔσχατος ὕπνος·
ἁ δὲ ⟨ ⟩ Ἰάλεμον ὠμοβόλῳ
νούσῳ {ὅτι} πεδαθέντα σθένος·
υἱὸν Οἰάγρου ⟨δὲ⟩
Ὀρφέα χρυσάορα
There are songs for children of Leto of the golden distaff,
paeans in due season. There are other songs … from flourishing ivy
… a garland of Dionysus
…..
three … of Calliope so there might be set up for her memorials of the
dead:

19
20

Cf. Hes. Theog. 100–101 where heroic song (κλεῖα προτέρων ἀνθρώπων) is distinguished, husteron proteron, from songs about the gods (μάκαράς τε θεοὺς οἳ Ὄλυμπον ἔχουσιν).
Pi. fr. 128c SM (= 56 Cannatà Fera) with the text of Henry 1999 at vv. 6–8. Cf. Calame 1998a:
101 for a different interpretation.
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one sang for clear-sounding Linus, ailinon;
another for Hymenaeus, whom the last sleep took on that first night
when
his skin was touched in marriage;
another for Ialemus when his strength was strapped by wasting disease;
but the son of Oeagrus,
Orpheus of the golden sword …
The opening four verses appear to distinguish paeans to Apollo and Artemis
from Dionysus’ dithyramb and then to set against these songs lamenting death
in 5–10. Under the latter head Pindar collects three subvarieties which, as
expected, show a similarity of form (refrain), theme, and occasion. Like Homer,
Pindar is more than a simple reporter; he is actively synthesizing myths to provide an aetiology for each variety of threnos: Pindar makes Linus, Hymenaeus,
and Ialemus children of the Muse Calliope, and suggests that upon each one’s
untimely demise his name was ceaselessly repeated in grief until the specific
instance of mourning was transmogrified into a genre, a song-type that bore the
name of its original object. (The importance of the refrain is doubly encoded
in the phrase ἀχέταν Λίνον αἴλινον, in which Linus’ name is repeated and the
epithet underscores its sonic power.) The mention of Orpheus as the fragment
breaks off is suggestive, since he was a singer who tried to cross the god-mortal
divide, but the structure of the opening relies on the basic distinction made by
Plato and Proclus between seasonally recurring songs to the gods and dirges,
the quintessential expression of mortality.
Pindar’s text bespeaks an age of anthropological interest in the varieties of
song-types and singing practices before Herodotus and Plato. His testimony
reveals that, well before Euripides came on the scene, the process of lyric generification itself might be a topic for a poet’s conscious reflection and reimagination. The history implied by Pindar’s syncrisis has a double message for
classicists: on the one hand we are reassured to see that he uses the same three
parameters to identify lyric genres as we do, but on the other it is worrying that
his mythological scenario of how threnodic genres arose is the same as our “historical” model that traces lyric genres to the generalization of early cultic acts.

The Rise of Classical Greek Lyric
A fundamental change between archaic and classical taxonomy came when
Plato and Aristotle, the granddaddies of the Greek genre system, downplayed
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the importance of social occasion in defining genres and replaced it with something each called mimesis. Mimesis, conventionally translated as “imitation,”
was given a different meaning by each author, but in both it denoted an enunciative mode of discourse, an immanent linguistic property. They thus removed
the social determinants from archaic lyric genres and left the genre as a whole
with only a formal definition. These well-known passages have momentous
implications for the philosophers’ views of poetry, but we will confine ourselves
to observing how well lyric poetry fits into each one’s system.
In the third book of the Republic (392c–394c), Socrates proposes that all of
what we call literature21 falls into one of three basic kinds. This novel scheme
(which may be Plato’s invention) neglects performative context altogether and
gives little importance to the formal melos/epos opposition; Plato’s overriding consideration is the discourse’s mode of enunciation. As Socrates explains
(394b–c), there is one kind of poetry and tale-telling that consists entirely of
“imitation” (διὰ μιμήσεως ὅλη), which he uses in Book 3 in the sense of impersonation; this is found in drama where everything is spoken in the persona of
a character who is not the author. A second kind of literature works purely
through narration (ἀπαγγελία), with everything being delivered in the persona
of the author/performer; this is exemplified by the dithyramb, a genre of lyric.
Finally, there is the mode that mixes narration with the impersonation of characters, exemplified in Homeric epic.
Since the nineteenth century, this passage has been claimed as support for
the tripartition of literature into drama, lyric, and epic. The importance of Gérard Genette’s Architext is to have overthrown that claim, arguing that Plato’s
second class, pure narrative with no admixture of impersonation, hardly corresponds to our idea of lyric. He points out that, at the start of Plato’s discussion
(392d), poetry and tale-telling (πάντα ὅσα ὑπὸ μυθολόγων ἢ ποιητῶν λέγεται)
are preemptively defined as διήγησις in a broad sense, “giving an account” of
something. Thereby Plato leaves out of account all nonrepresentational poetry,
including prayers, expressions of desire, enmity, or despondency—in short, he
leaves out a good deal of what we would call lyric. To be sure, Socrates cites
the dithyramb as an example of unmixed poetic narrative (394b–c), but his
phrasing is curiously non-committal—the mode is “best exemplified, I suppose, in dithyramb” (μάλιστά που ἐν διθυράμβοις)—and one is tempted to suppose that this is because classical dithyramb neither always eschewed mimetic
speech—Bacchylides’ dithyrambs are a counterexample—nor seems always to

21

Plato includes mimetic prose beside poetry: τῆς ποιήσεώς τε καὶ μυθολογίας (394b10). Cf.
392d, quoted in the text below.

linus: the rise and fall of lyric genres

69

have been bent on telling a story, to judge from Pindar’s dithyrambs. However
we work out that problem,22 the significant point is that Plato’s definition of
poetry as mimesis limits his recognition of lyric to those forms that were ostensibly narrative.
Aristotle’s single most important difference from Republic 3 is to redefine
mimesis as “representation” rather than “impersonation,” but lyric will be as ill
served in his scheme.23 The first three chapters of the Poetics set out a comprehensive grid on which one can locate all the major genres of poetry recognized
in Aristotle’s day (with a place for mimetic prose as well). Like Plato, Aristotle replaces occasion with mimetic mode, but he gives equal weight to form
and content. Chapter 1 identifies literary forms according to how they combine
three “media of representation”: speech, rhythm, and melody; this entails a definition of lyric in formal terms as mimesis that uses all three media throughout
(1447b24–26). (Epic, by contrast, never uses melos, and drama uses it only in the
parts we call odes or arias.) The content or “objects of representation” discussed
in chapter 2 are social/ethical rather than theological: people better, worse, or
like us. It is in chapter 3 that Plato’s modes are revised (1448a19–24):
The third difference in these arts has to do with the manner in which any
one of these objects may be represented; for it is possible to represent the
same objects in the same medium but in different modes. Thus they may
be represented either in narration (whether the narrator speaks at times
in an assumed role, which is Homer’s way, or always in his own person
without change) or in a mode in which the characters are presented as
functioning and in action.
As the Hutton translation here reprinted makes clear, Aristotle turns Plato’s tripartite classification of literature into a bipartite one: pure narrative and mixed
narrative are lumped together into a single modal class that he opposes to dramatic mimesis/impersonation. The pure narrative class, the ostensible home
for lyric in Plato’s scheme, is folded in with epic and other mixed forms with
the result that any distinctness lyric discourse may have is swallowed up.
Aristotle does not, as some charge, neglect lyric entirely, for we have seen it
defined formally in chapter 1 where dithyramb and the kitharodic nome are
its exemplars. Still, it is true that the Poetics as we have it pays scant attention to lyric forms except as an element in drama. To the extent that Aristotle’s
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neglect of Pindar & Co. needs an explanation, the most important cause lies
in his commitment to mimesis. Different as their notions of mimesis are, Plato
and Aristotle agree in defining poetry as mimesis in one enunciative mode or
another; as a consequence, both have trouble taking account of the many kinds
of lyric poetry that present no proper narratives but are rather rhetorical presentations of ethical points of view or expressions of conventional attitudes or
emotive responses to situations; neither Plato nor Aristotle would think they
“imitated” or “represented” anything much at all.24 It was this lack of an identifiable object of lyric mimesis that would keep the genre on the sidelines until
1800.
To sum up: in Greek literary history the musical form of lyric always singled
it out as an empirically distinct class of poetry, but the various forms of song
were not synthesized into anything like a super-genre in the classical age: Plato
barely notices lyric in Republic 3, and Aristotle recognizes it mainly as a formal
possibility in Poetics 1, while epic representation and dramatic impersonation
claim his attention. There is force to Genette’s argument that when modern
critics found their tripartite scheme anticipated in Aristotle and Plato, this was
merely a “retrospective fiction,” an appeal to authority in hopes of naturalizing their own approach and thereby disguising, even from themselves, their
innovative conception of lyric. What debarred Plato and Aristotle from bringing all lyrics together into a single substantive category, and what hid lyric so
long from modern theory, was their assumption that poetry is mimesis, and so
lyric theory must come to terms with that concept.

New Notions of Mimesis
The focus in Plato and Aristotle on poetry as mimesis, as verbal representations
of characters in action, marginalized lyric in both classical and later European
poetics, a marginalization that was only undone at the cost of reducing all lyric
to self-expression. As we still stand in the shadow of that theory, it is good to be
reminded by Earl Miner, the great scholar of comparative poetics, that Western criticism is an outlier in this regard: “Lyric,” he says, “is the foundational
genre for the poetics or systematic literary assumptions of cultures throughout
the world” and the poetics it inspires are affective/expressive, not mimetic.25
Recent work on Greek lyric, however, has found a way to bypass the limitations
24
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of the classical literary system by positing a new account of mimesis that does
not depend on making expressiveness the essence of lyric and that reduces lyric
taxonomy to a subsidiary problem.
The most influential theorist of the new model has been Gregory Nagy, who
in a series of works has profoundly redescribed the turn from archaic to classical genre by redefining archaic mimesis. Nagy agrees with the usual account
that occasion provided a necessary frame for early poetic speech acts, and he
agrees that, when the performative occasion for a given kind of song was lost
or felt to be lost, a sense of genre could compensate for that loss, even substitute for it in a way. But for Nagy a more important force shaping archaic poetry
was mimesis, which originally meant neither Plato’s mimicking of another nor
Aristotle’s representation of action in speech; Nagy’s archaic mimesis was a ritual process by which a mythical origin was recaptured through the performer’s
impersonation in the sense of reenactment. A convenient illustration of Nagy’s
complex argument is the Hymn to Apollo above. Nagy points out that this portrayal of the Delian Maidens appears in a rhapsode’s hexametric hymn, so that
we have an intergeneric exchange: a rhapsode “imitates” a choir whom he will
subsequently (166–173) bid to “imitate” his discourse in turn; for Nagy, the statement that the girls “know how to imitate” the voices of all people (μιμεῖσθ’
ἴσασιν, 163) means more than copying local dialects or language: mimesis refers
to the power of any chorus to reenact the founding performers of their song and
to communicate that power to others who will reenact them in turn: as he puts
it, “These Maidens are models of mimesis by practicing mimesis.”26 So mimesis is a magico-ritual process in which “mimetors” are not belated “copiers” of
earlier models, but reenactors of earlier reenactors on the same level. Pindar’s
threnodic fragment may be taken as an instance of mimesis in this sense, for
he draws his new song into the genre of threnos by briefly reenacting the aboriginal divine refrains.
Nagy’s focus on reenactment puts the putative origin of any lyric genre in
brackets and indeed undercuts the usual account of how genres arise. On the
usual account, genres arise out of real-life occasions that become generalized
when repeated in other situations; a ritual-generated song, by dint of repetition
in other, nonritual contexts, turns into art. But Nagy reverses this: ritual mimesis was never an imitation of “real-life” song events but itself generated the
“original” event by conferring “absolute” status upon the putative model. The
founding event is not to be sought in prehistory but stands before us as nothing
more than the whole line of ritual reenactments of “absolute” models viewed
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diachronically. Genre is thus a byproduct of ritual utterance; in fact it is a mirage
created by a magical speech act that claims both to reproduce the speech act
of a mythic model and to serve as a model for later occurrences of the song.27
Nagy’s powerful account avoids the naiveté of seeking the essence of any
genre in its putative original form; in addition, he warns that the determinative
role accorded to “occasion” in the usual account may be a fantasy, a founding
myth for the idea of genre. One must agree with Nagy to the extent that, whatever may have transpired in prehistory, we only have access to song genres as
retrospective projections from later presents. One may still question, however,
the historical shift posited in this model, for Nagy’s history depends, like Pindar’s, Plato’s, and the “modern” theory of lyric, on a fall that has rendered a vital
aspect of song in its original settings opaque to us. For Nagy, the great change
was “caused by a gradual weakening of ritual practices” around the middle of
the fifth century and is reflected in a contemporaneous shift in the semantics
of the mimesis-words:28 when an originally secondary sense of “imitate” prevailed over an original primary sense of “ritually reenact,” the work of poets as
“reenacting” archetypal originals was forgotten and came to be replaced by the
classical idea that poets “imitated” poets who had sung similar songs before.
Ritual fell into art, poetry into technique, opening the path to Plato and Aristotle and their formal redescription of magico-ritual song as melos, whose power
their belated mentalities could not properly appreciate.
This and allied conceptions of ritual mimesis influence many current studies
of Greek lyric. In the shorter, “monodic” songs of Sappho and Alcaeus, for example, the speaking voice is increasingly seen not simply as a persona (far less as
an historical personage) but as a traditional role, generic in the full sense of the
term. Similarly, the overt occasionality of Pindaric epinician need not point to
performance contexts but can be reabsorbed into the texts as a generic function
of the praise-poet’s role.29 So influential is this approach that ritual mimesis has
become supersized itself and is now seen as the motor driving a wide range
of archaic poetry. Much current work on Greek chorality endows that performative mode with a power that Albert Henrichs named “choral projection”:
a dramatic chorus can toggle back and forth between their occasion-defined
role as performers in an Athenian Dionysiac festival and their mimetic role as
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singers/actors in a heroic-age drama.30 More generally, something of the ritual
idea of mimesis is invoked in Barbara Kowalzig’s anthropological and sociological studies of chorality; for her, choral singing is not one performative mode
among others but a “socially effective mechanism” for putting religious tradition to use. She is close to Nagy when she writes, “In choral performance ritual
and art dissolve into each other: the difference between past and present is collapsed, as is the difference between the performing chorus and their mythical
analogues.”31
This line of approach to Greek lyric derives from structural anthropology and
linguistics and regards poetry in the first instance as a species of human behavior and thence as a sublimated form of political and social activity. As such, it
can bring out important operations of these works that a literary approach to
genre would miss; but the reverse is also true, and I am not prepared to consign
so much Greek lyric poetry to ritual: supersizing the idea of ritual mimesis and
putting reenactment at the core of archaic lyric risks, in Genette’s terms, stressing fiction over diction, gliding over what made each song unique and distinct,
even from others composed for the same addressee on the same occasion. In
addition, downplaying specific genres in favor of a generalized mimesis pervading all archaic song will overlook the ways that poets exploited traditional conceptions of lyric kinds to enrich their creations and invest them with authority.
To illustrate, I conclude by tracing how one tiny archaic genre, the Linus-song,
was generified from the pre-Hellenic Near East to Hellenistic Alexandria. It will
be a story that does not rely on a fall, or at least one that puts the fall back before
the story begins.

Linus Generified
The first remarkable feature of the Greek Linus-song is that its very name—and
this epitomizes a key point I have argued—shows that it was already remade
before it appears on our screens in ostensibly pristine form. In myth, Linus was
an early-slain musical hero, the child of a Muse whose lamentation for her son
gave rise, as Pindar suggests, to the Linus-song, a prototypical dirge. Philology
takes the opposite view, interpreting the figure Linus as the personification of a
very old ritual refrain, αἴλινον αἴλινον, which in its (Phoenician?) original meant
something like “Woe, woe is us.”32 A partially demythicized account is given by
30
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Herodotus (2.79) who tells us that the song for Linus is performed in Phoenicia, Cyprus, and elsewhere under various names; he traces its origin to Egypt
where the original name/refrain was Maneros. Egyptian informants persuaded
Herodotus that Maneros was the son of their first king and that the lamentation that arose upon his early death was for a long time the only song in this
ancient kingdom.33 Herodotus’ generification begins (like Pindar’s) by setting
the Greek Linus-song beside other songs with comparable refrains in presumably similar tones. Like modern scholars (and unlike Pindar), he realizes that
the Linus-song has an historical and not divine origin; for him, in fact, the name
Linus is already a translation (ἔστι δὲ Αἰγυπτιστὶ ὁ Λίνος καλεύμενος Μανερῶς),
and his song is but a Greek derivative of a type to be found in other cultures.
Bearing in mind that the oldest kinds of Greek song we hear of have a backstory, let us turn to the earliest mentions of the Linus-song, first a fragment of
Hesiod (fr. 305 M–W):
Οὐρανίη δ’ ἄρ’ ἔτικτε Λίνον πολυήρατον υἱόν·
ὃν δή, ὅσοι βροτοί εἰσιν ἀοιδοὶ καὶ κιθαρισταί,
πάντες μὲν θρηνεῦσιν ἐν εἰλαπίναις τε χοροῖς τε,
ἀρχόμενοι δὲ Λίνον καὶ λήγοντες καλέουσιν.
Urania then gave birth to Linus, her exceedingly lovely son, he whom all
mortal singers and kithara players lament at their festive choruses, calling
“Linus” as they begin and end.
The song is a variety of dirge invoking Linus, a Muse’s offspring celebrated by
those who play and sing to the kithara; all of them, Hesiod says, are wont to call
on Linus “as they begin and end.” Taking Hesiod as a reporter would suggest
that such performances in his day regularly featured the refrain αἴλινον αἴλινον;
the mention of choruses suggests a call-and-response performative mode. We
thus picture the Linus-song as an antiphonal lament for a figure that kitharasingers portrayed as the patron of their art.
We hear more about the song in Homer: when Hephaestus represents a city
at peace on Achilles’ shield in Iliad 18, he decorates it with two songs, a wedding
song (491–497) and the Linus-song. The latter accompanies a grape harvest
(565–572):
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μία δ’ οἴη ἀταρπιτὸς ἦεν ἐπ’ αὐτήν,
τῇ νίσοντο φορῆες, ὅτε τρυγόῳεν ἀλωήν.
παρθενικαὶ δὲ καὶ ἠΐθεοι ἀταλὰ φρονέοντες
πλεκτοῖς ἐν ταλάροισι φέρον μελιηδέα καρπόν.
τοῖσιν δ’ ἐν μέσσοισι πάϊς φόρμιγγι λιγείῃ
570 ἱμερόεν κιθάριζε, λίνον δ’ ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄειδε
λεπταλέῃ φωνῇ· τοὶ δὲ ῥήσσοντες ἁμαρτῇ
μολπῇ τ’ ἰυγμῷ τε ποσὶ σκαίροντες ἕποντο.

565

And one single path led thereto [the vineyard], which the vintagers took
whenever they gathered the vintage. And maidens and youths in childish
glee were bearing the honey-sweet fruit in wicker baskets. And in their
midst a boy played the kithara delightfully on a clear-toned lyre, and sang
beautifully in accompaniment the Linus-song with his delicate voice; and
his fellows beating the earth in unison followed on with bounding feet
dancing and shouting.
Formally, this looks like a rustic version of Hesiod’s Linus-song: paired choruses
of unmarried boys and girls carry fruit in baskets and frisk about a boy who
plays a lyre; as he sings, the choristers dance and “shout out,” very probably its
ritual refrain (ἰυγμῷ, 572, is an onomatopoeic word).
If we press further and ask what the boy sings, grammar leaves room for
interpretation: my translation follows most modern commentators in taking
it that the boy “sang in accompaniment to … his clear sounding lyre” (φόρμιγγι
λιγείῃ / … ὑπὸ … ἄειδε, 569–570), and sang with a delicate voice (λεπταλέῃ φωνῇ,
571).34 As for what he sings, reading a proper name in 570 and translating Λίνον
δ’ ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄειδε as “he sang about beautiful Linus” runs into the objection
that the verb ἀείδειν in epic does not normally take a personal object: when ἀείδειν governs an accusative this will be the name of a song-type (such as paean,
Il. 1.174) or an abstract statement of theme (such as “Achilles’ wrath,” Il. 1.1).35
Hence most read λίνον as the name of a lyric genre: “he sang the Linus-song
beautifully.”36 This reading is entirely plausible, for we have already seen in the
case of the paean that by Homer’s day proper names of patron figures had been
generalized into names of the songs honoring them.
On this reading, Homer testifies to the importance of occasionality in the
archaic genre system by embedding the Linus-song in a context. Mark Edwards,
34
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however, comments: “The [Linus] song is always referred to as a dirge, and it
seems odd to sing it here on what is obviously a cheerful occasion” (1991: 225).
An explanation is not far to seek: a dirge to accompany vintaging makes perfect
sense ethnologically, for Linus belongs, like the early-dying Adonis, to Easternstyle fertility cults featuring songs of lamentation at harvest.37 Hence, presumably, Hesiod is untroubled by the idea of a festive song lamenting Linus (θρηνεῦσιν ἐν εἰλαπίναις). But Homer is quite insistent about the merriment of his
occasion: the chorus is youthfully gay (ἀταλὰ φρονέοντες) and frisks about like
calves (σκαίροντες, cf. Od. 10.412); the singing is called “beautiful” (καλόν) and
the lyre-playing “delightful” (ἱμερόεν). This picture struck at least some readers
as anomalous and may be the reason that Zenodotus suggested a different construal of the text. A scholiast informs us that Zenodotus proposed to read not
λίνον or Λίνον in the accusative, but λίνος, which he apparently took as an alternate nominative form of the word λίνον, -ου, “flax-string”: “the boy played the
lyre delightfully, and the flax-string sang beautifully in accompaniment to his
delicate voice” (570–571). The scholiast filters Zenodotus to us through his critic
Aristarchus, so we cannot be sure of his intentions, but other ancient commentators raise the possibility that he meant to restore consistency of occasion to
the Linus-song by emending away this incongruously cheerful example: on his
reading, Homer says nothing about a Linus-song but only mentions a singing
string. Zenodotus could have pointed to a good Homeric parallel for the syntax: when Odysseus strings his bow in the Odyssey and tests it by plucking the
string, “the cord sang beautifully in accompaniment” (ἡ [sc. νευρή] δ’ ὑπὸ καλὸν
ἄεισε, Od. 21.411).
But the great Aristarchus would have none of this, as the same scholiast
informs us: he took λίνον as the accusative of λίνος, which he explained was
the name of a song genre (γένος τι ὕμνου); Homer’s phrase “is the equivalent of
saying ‘the boy sang a paean’ or some such genre.”38 As I said, modern commentators side with Aristarchus, but Zenodotus’ “string theory” had earlier
supporters. One was the cultural historian Philochorus of Athens in the third
century BCE. He related a myth in which Linus was killed by Apollo because he
replaced his kithara’s flax-string (λίνον καταλύσας) with gut-strings (χορδαῖς).39
Thus an old story of pastoral-agricultural antagonism provided an alternative
aetiology for the Linus-song, deriving its name not from the slain hero but from
37
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the instrument of his devotees (in its imagined earliest form). Earlier still, Heraclides of Pontus noticed this passage and commented that, though Homer was
aware of gut-strung lyres, he kept the word λίνον.40 I suggest, then, that for some
exegetes the Linus scene raised worries about the consistency of occasion in an
old lyric genre, and this worry is explicit in the Attic Glossary of Aristophanes
of Byzantium. Listing a series of folk genres, Aristophanes says the himaios was
a miller’s song, the humenaios went with weddings, and ialemos with occasions of mourning; “but linos and ailinos are sung not merely on occasions of
mourning but also ‘upon a happy song,’ as Euripides has it [in Heracles 348].”41
Aristophanes seems to have agreed with Aristarchus and modern commentators in recognizing a Linus-song in Iliad 18, but, like Edwards, he realized he
was admitting a usage that fit ill with other data about the genre.
On the usual account of archaic generification, the name of the Linus-song
preserves its organic connection to a social occasion of pre-Homeric antiquity;
and as that connection faded, some later scholars explained the song’s name
from the instrument still used in such celebrations. Nagy rightly cautions that
the alleged origin may be a mythic projection from the present, though the
persistence of λίνον, a non-Indo-European word, as a name for vegetable fabrics today inclines me to keep the historical scenario alive as a possibility. I
would, however, add a complicating suggestion: the string-etymology need not
be regarded as the fruit of a post-archaic, “fallen” phase in the generification
of the Linus-song, for it is animadverted to in Homer’s text itself. Like Pindar,
Homer may have been less concerned to document archaic song customs than
to enter into ongoing negotiations about the contexts and history of a form. The
Linus-song was, after all, already old and exotic for Homer and may have been
more talked about than actually heard, since not enough examples survived
to find their way into Proclus’ handbook. Homer seems aware of the antiquity
of the song, inscribing it, along with the humenaios, on a divine artifact made
while the Trojan War was still in progress; he also seems aware of the type’s
ethnographic affinities in placing it at a harvest festival. But with the phrase
λεπταλέῃ φωνῇ in 18.571 Homer’s text also gestures toward the alternate reading
that would silence the Linus-song while making the lyre-string sing. The epithet, an extended form of λεπτός, is a hapax in Homer and slightly oddly used,
as Edwards also notes (on 18.571–572): “The meaning here is not obvious, but
presumably complimentary.”42 Literally “peeled” or “husked” (Il. 20.497), λεπτός
40
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could be extended to mean “thin” in connection with voice, but a thin voice
seems hardly wanted for an outdoor festive song, so the word is usually further
extended to mean “fine” or “delicate” with the implication of “pleasing,” as the
D scholiast has it (λεπτῇ, ἡδείᾳ).43 In epic, the word λεπτός is mostly used of garments and other woven fabrics. Indeed, the Iliad applies λεπτός to λίνον in 9.661
describing a finely woven bedspread of linen (ῥῆγός τε λίνοιό τε λεπτὸν ἄωτον).
So the boy in Iliad 18 may well be, as Aristarchus held, singing the Linus-song,
but with a voice that is fine-spun as a linen thread.44 Supported by the syntactic parallel from Odyssey 21, λεπταλέῃ φωνῇ leaves us uncertain whether the
lovely Linus-song derives from a kithara string or from a dying god.45 Homer’s
epithet λεπταλέῃ, then, suggests an aetiology to explain why, as Hesiod attests,
Linus was a patron of kithara players; but at the same time, by occluding Linus,
it could transport us to a pre-Iliadic songworld in which the proper name had
yet to be generated.
This look at the archaic Linus-song suggests that the histories we tell about
the generification of lyric can go back well beyond our earliest texts and so
may not be fully captured in a “before and after” scenario. We are accustomed
to think that a devotion to poetry that was λεπτός in the sense of “subtle”
marked the new aesthetic of Callimachus and his Roman heirs (whose tenuis
glosses λεπτός), though we must also allow that antecedents for this use of
the word are already found in Attic comedy.46 But the λεπταλέη voice of the
Linus-song encourages us at least to lengthen this history and perhaps too
not to seek a turning point at which early communal genres “fell” to become
belated abstractions. It was already impossible for Homer to speak about any
kind of song without being also an ethnographer of song, for the choice to represent a harvest- or a wedding-song required a name under which to locate it,
an address in the social imaginaire where old, nonepic song was to be found.
For reasons we can only guess at, the Iliad poet declined to take the opportunity his ecphrasis afforded to depict an early epic poet singing epic, though
the Odyssey frequently indulges in such self-regarding ironies. On Hephaestus’
shield, Homer apparently wanted to represent song sub specie aeternitatis, and
in casting about for an old song the activity of harvesting, like marrying, was a
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good place to look. It is not at all surprising, then, to find Homer not only evoking lyric genres but participating in their ongoing redefinition. We do not have
to wait for the iconoclastic Euripides to find the productive power of poetic
genres reflecting on genre. Indeed, it seems that precisely because these were
Homer’s issues, Euripides was provoked to step in and reexamine Linus’ genre
in his Heracles.
In arguing that the Linus-song was not confined to occasions of lament,
Aristophanes of Byzantium cited as an example the extraordinary first stasimon of that play, which begins by declaring itself a generic hybrid (HF 348–
358):
αἴλινον μὲν ἐπ’ εὐτυχεῖ
μολπᾷ Φοῖβος ἰαχεῖ
350 τὰν καλλίφθογγον κιθάραν
ἐλαύνων πλήκτρῳ χρυσέῳ·
ἐγὼ δὲ τὸν γᾶς ἐνέρων τ’
ἐς ὄρφναν μολόντα παῖδ’,
εἴτε Διός νιν εἴπω
εἴτ’ Ἀμφιτρύωνος ἶνιν,
355 ὑμνῆσαι στεφάνωμα μόχθων δι’ εὐλογίας θέλω.
γενναίων δ’ ἀρεταὶ πόνων
τοῖς θανοῦσιν ἄγαλμα.
Ailinon cries out Phoebus upon a happy song, striking his fair-sounding
lyre with a plectrum of gold; but for that one who has entered the darkness of the earth and of the dead—whether I am to call him child of Zeus
or of Amphitryon—I wish to sing a song of praise as a crown on his labors:
the noble struggles of the good are their delight when they die.
Although they have heard that Heracles is dead, the old men of Thebes announce that they will sing a congratulatory song, “crowning his labors with
praise” (355–356), and the long decorative ode that follows celebrates his triumphs when one would have expected a dirge.47 An excuse for this mismatch
of song to occasion is the fact that one may doubt, as the singer does, whether
the deceased is to be praised as a mortal or as semidivine (352–355); the age-old
47

On epinician elements in this ostensible dirge, see Swift 2010: 121–129. Weiss’ essay (this
volume) brings out the “polyphony” and generic “malleability” of the other lyrics in this
play.
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shibboleth expressed in Proclus, Plato, and earlier does not work here. But like
a good mimetic choir, the chorus can take Phoebus as their model, who mixes
messages when he “cries out ailinon upon a happy song” (348–349).
As a matter of literary history, it is not clear what Euripides might be referring to here: Fränkel assumed certain Apolline songs must have used the ailinon refrain; but it may simply be, as Bond suggested, that Phoebus stands
metonymically for the kithara music he inspires and that ailinon was relatively
common as an ephumnion in that repertoire (or was thought to have been so
once, with Hesiod fr. 305 M–W in mind).48 Whatever practices the chorus is
claiming as precedent, it would be too simple to sum up the Heracles stasimon
as a characteristically “modern” mixing of pure genres. Euripides does indeed
produce a lyric not quite like any that has come before, but his crossing dirge
with epinician is not arbitrary defiance of generic convention but a desperate
engagement with the limits of those conventions: facing the unprecedented
challenge of singing a god-man, he reaches back to the roots of lyric to claim as
precedent the Linus-song’s notorious instability between mourning and celebration.
My aim has been to defend the relevance of genre-aware criticism to Greek
lyric not simply by pointing out that even travesties of genre depend on genre,
nor by reiterating what everyone allows in theory—that generic “constraints”
can be productive and are in any case always at work. I began by acknowledging that classical and classically derived conceptualizations of lyric genre are
not directly useful in exploring how lyric poets worked with genre because of
their attachment to notions of poetry as mimesis. I then argued that we can
compensate for these limitations to an extent by turning away from genres as
literary essences and attending instead to generification, to representations in
Greek lyric of how song genres arise, claim authority, and are modified. But I
also submit that we need not go further and construct from such representations a history of lyric generification as a story of fall from an original fullness
of meaning, a story that in itself must incur suspicion as a Romantic trope. As
Nagy’s analysis suggests, the usual fall story is less valuable as history than as a
poetic move in the texts themselves, hinting to audiences that, amid the endless variety and confusion of speech, the primordial form of this song is about
to reappear and to exert its ritual power. But by the same token Nagy’s own
fall story from ritual to romance must also be regarded as an effect of the text.
A look at the Linus-song suggests that poets early learned to revise and exploit

48

Fränkel 1950 at Ag. 121; Bond 1981: 151.
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lyric history not because they had fallen out of touch with an organic song community but as a way of complicating the response of an audience who wanted
the new song to work like the old: the tactic of invoking an unspoiled version
of the present song in the past is a risky one that may seem to concede that
the dream of unfallen speech has already been confounded by history and that
no lyric now can be quite perfect nor completely efficacious. But this gambit
can also be a way of suggesting that, in the messy congeries of the present, that
same old song may be rising once again on this occasion in this season.
Lyric genres do rise and fall in history—Who sings the Linus-song now?—
but they are not mere phantoms from the past. If we attend to the work done
by traditional genres in our texts, pausing to grant them some power before
dissolving them into other genres or rushing past them as of no consequence
to true poets, we will be able to notice how lyrics may reenact both the original
state and its fall concurrently. Generification arises as a topic of song in many
Greek lyrics because any occasion that calls for song calls for the (re)establishment of a form in which to sing with authority. Thus to pause any history of lyric
on the fall is to give an incomplete account. To read ancient lyrics in ancient
terms is to be open to the possibility that old genres can come to life again, like
Linus, and to recognize that even in their late, revised, and reconstituted forms
they are not cut off from the wellsprings of lyric.

chapter 3

Sappho’s Parachoral Monody
Timothy Power*

Choral Sappho
Scholars have long been open to the possibility that Sappho composed some
of her songs, above all certain epithalamia, for female (or in some cases mixed)
choruses to sing on more or less public occasions, though the tendency has
been to view any such songs as the exception to the primarily monodic output of this “supreme artist of the individual song to the lyre.”1 It is only over the
past two decades or so that a more expansive “choralist” assessment of Sappho’s
poetry has emerged. It has now become increasingly accepted among contemporary students of archaic Greek poetry that the composition and performance
of choral melic were integral to Sappho’s musico-poetic activity, just as much,
if not more so than her production of monody, and that a respectable number
of the extant fragments, perhaps considerably more than previously thought,
may derive from originally choral rather than solo songs.2 The once-canonical
image of Sappho as a solo performer in a private setting has not been entirely
discarded, but it has been fundamentally complicated.3
The choral reassessment of Sappho owes much to Malcolm Davies’ 1988
article “Monody, Choral Lyric, and the Tyranny of the Handbook,” in which
he assails the misleading division between those poets deemed exclusively
choral and those deemed exclusively monodic that has since the nineteenth
century been a persistent feature of histories of Greek literature. As Davies

* My thanks go to the editors for their invaluable comments and corrections. I am grateful also
to the participants in the Network conference at Berkeley and to audiences at Bard College
and UCLA for their responses to earlier versions of this paper.
1 Lesky 1966: 141–142; cf. Page 1955: 119. An early, proto-choralist exception to the “exceptionalist” view of Sappho’s choral activity is Latte 1953.
2 See e.g. Lardinois 1994, 1996 (discussed below), and 2001; Aloni 1997; Nagy 2007, 2016; Calame
2009c; Ferrari 2010; Caciagli 2011; Bierl 2016a, 2016c; Ladianou 2016. The solo reperformance of
Sappho’s songs is generally agreed to have been the rule, at least in the archaic and classical
periods. Gell. NA 19.9.4 attests to choral reperformances of Sappho (and Anacreon) at dinner
parties in the second century CE. See Ladianou 2016: 359.
3 Schlesier 2013 and Bowie 2016, however, in presenting arguments for a “sympotic Sappho”
have revived the view of a dedicatedly monodic Sappho.
© timothy power, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_005
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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shows, our identification of the performance genre of fragments of archaic lyric
has been unfairly prejudiced by our too-rigid categorizations of their poets as
either choral or monodic, when in fact most worked in both media, and by the
not-always-definitive criteria of form and content that have long been used to
differentiate monody from choral lyric: length of poems and strophes; meter
and dialect; first-person statements; intimate and personal versus “communal”
expression.
Davies was primarily concerned to show that many extant fragments of
Stesichorus and Ibycus that have usually been deemed choral may rather derive
from monodic songs. Although he cites in passing K.O. Müller’s observation
that “it is probable that the Aeolic poets sometimes composed poems for choral
exhibition, for choruses were undoubtedly performed in Lesbos, as well as in
other parts of Greece,” Davies does not make the case for a choral Sappho; in
fact, he seems content to keep her securely in the monodic camp with Alcaeus
and Anacreon.4
Eight years after Davies, however, André Lardinois took up this case with
vigor in his “Who Sang Sappho’s Songs,” which remains the most sustained
and detailed argument for Sappho’s activity as a choral poet.5 Taking his cue
from Davies’ critique of the totalizing segregation of “monodic” from “choral”
poets and building on Claude Calame’s study of the pervasive role of choreia
in the lives of women and girls in early Greece, Lardinois fundamentally challenged the monodic construction of Sappho—the solo singer performing for
her exclusive group—on philological, historical, and anthropological grounds.6
He demonstrated that many of the elements of form and content in Sapphic
texts that scholars had long reflexively taken to be generic markers of monody are hardly definitive indices of solo performance, and find clear parallels
in choral texts (or texts generally believed to be choral). Brief strophes? Choral
songs (if such they are) of Alcman had those, too (e.g. 14a), as they did the
seemingly “personal” expressions of erotic desire that would seem to mark so
many of Sappho’s songs as monodic. While not denying that Sappho did compose monody—fragment 1, with its persistent assertions of Sappho’s own “I,” is
difficult for all but the most extreme “choralist” to read as anything but monody, for instance (though, as Lardinois argues, we cannot rule out the pos-

4 Müller 1840: 165 (quoted by Davies 1988: 59). For Davies’ monodic bias, see Cingano 2003: 32–
33.
5 Lardinois 1996, anticipated by Lardinois 1994.
6 Calame had already made strong arguments for Sappho’s role as chorus leader in his Les
Choeurs de jeunes filles en Grèce archaïque (1977a: 1.127, 369–370 [cf. 1997a: 65, 212]).
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sibility that a mute chorus danced as Sappho sang this or other apparently solo
songs)—Lardinois shows that much of what has been assumed to be monodic
may well have been choral, and may in fact more likely have been choral than
solo, at least in initial performance.
Furthermore, Lardinois argues compellingly from a comparative angle that,
given what we know about the prominence of female choruses in the societies
of early Sparta and elsewhere in Greece, it would be hard to believe that choral
melic did not in some significant way inform Sappho’s activity as composer
and performer. While it is true that in the earliest stage of reception that we
can observe, Attic iconography of the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, Sappho is
depicted as a monodic lyre-singer, that depiction is as likely to be a reflection of
the mode in which her songs were reperformed in the Athenian contexts of the
male symposium and perhaps too the aristocratic gynaeceum as any authentic
indication of how they were first delivered on Lesbos.7 Learned Hellenistic and
Imperial readers of Sappho, who knew her corpus far better than we do, certainly had no problem imagining her as a chorus leader with a public profile. A
prime example is an anonymous epigram that depicts Sappho leading a female
chorus on her lyre at Hera’s “shining temenos,” presumably the same sanctuary
precinct that appears to be the setting for Sappho’s fragment 17, which I shall
discuss below.8
Whether or not we are sold on the specifics of their arguments, we must
recognize the importance of the essential contribution made by Davies and
Lardinois, which is to disrupt the largely unexamined orthodoxies and inherited assumptions about archaic lyric poets and poetic genres that often determine our assessments of original performance modality and occasion. The
crucial takeaway from reading both is the recognition, now itself something
of an orthodoxy, that we—those of us who believe in the interpretive value
of attempting to reconstruct as best we can the reality of a given fragment’s
initial performance, even when such attempts necessarily remain fraught with
uncertainty—should deal with each archaic lyric text on its own basis, regardless of the “baggage” its author or (when known) its poetic genre brings along,
trying to remain simultaneously as skeptical and open-minded as possible in

7 Something similar would hold for what may be a still earlier point of reception: Anacr.
fr. 358. Chamaeleon fr. 10 Koepke (ap. Ath. 13.599c) claimed that the Lesbian woman who
is Anacreon’s elusive object of desire in this song is meant to be Sappho. But this sympotic,
monodic reception of Sappho, if that is what fr. 358 represents, tells us nothing definite about
the original performance of Sappho’s own songs.
8 Anth. Pal. 9.189. Cf. Lardinois 1994: 75; Ladianou 2016: 359–361.
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our use of both text-internal and external factors to form hypotheses about its
original conditions of performance.9
This, of course, is easier said than done. Methodological purity is impossible. Assumptions will persist, both inherited and personal. Arguments will tend
inevitably toward circularity as testimonia about performance, when rhetorically advantageous, are brandished as evidence to support reconstructions
or, when inconvenient, written off as late, unreliable, or both. And what will
seem to one reader an indubitable sign of monodic or choral execution will
seem eminently ambiguous to another. Thus Davies’ own critique of received
assumptions about monodic and choral performance itself begins with and
builds on a counter-assumption—a “growing perception,” as Davies puts it—
about the performance of Stesichorus, that “in the light of his epic-style and
immensely long narrative poems he is unlikely to have been a choral lyric
[poet].”10 Others, however, will perceive (and have perceived) these criteria to
be hardly decisive for monody, and indeed quite consistent with choral song.
Others too will question the selective treatment by Davies, and Stesichorean
“monodists” more generally, of the testimonia: notices that associate Stesichorus with Homer and the kithara are enlisted to confirm the belief that his triadic
songs must have been monodic (or specifically solo kitharodic), while those
that reasonably enough associate triadic structure with choral execution are
dismissed as irrelevant.11
Lardinois’ opposite tack of choralizing a monodic Sappho also builds on
the sort of received assumptions against which he cogently warns. First and
foremost is that long-held belief that Sappho did compose some choral songs,
which for Lardinois forms a sort of given baseline for his more expansive choralist arguments. Yet it must be emphasized that we can hardly be sure she did.12
A case in point is fragment 140, which Lardinois, following Page, who is gen-

9

10

11
12

While I agree that we should not necessarily want to privilege “one ‘primary’ performance
over all the others” (Agócs: 2012: 192), I think we should also not want to pretend that
a fragment’s original performance medium bears no essential relationship to its textual
identity and “literary” distinctiveness.
Davies 1988: 53. The perception’s initial growth spurt dates to West 1971, which presented
the theretofore most concerted arguments for a monodic Stesichorus. See now also West
2015. Willi 2008: 76–82 remains a convenient summary of the debate over Stesichorean
performance.
See West 1971: 312–313 and Lefkowitz 1991: 193–194, in the context of a monodist argument
for the solo performance of Pindar’s epinicia.
See Stehle 1997: 274, and now D’Alessio 2018, whose critique of choralist assumptions,
though differently oriented—and more radically skeptical—complements the one offered in this chapter.
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erally a staunch monodist, adduces as a near-unassailable example of “genuine
choral song.” In his view, the fragment, which presents us with two verses of a
dialogic lament sung by a group of korai and Aphrodite, is likely to come from
a cultic Adonis song performed by “a person (or group) impersonating the goddess Aphrodite” and a chorus of girls impersonating the mythical korai:13
κατθνάσκει, Κυθέρη’, ἄβρος Ἄδωνις· τί κε θεῖμεν;
καττύπτεσθε, κόραι, καὶ κατερείκεσθε χίτωνας.
Delicate Adonis is dying, Cythera. What should we do?
Beat your breasts, girls, and rend your garments.
But pieces of Sappho’s (very probably) monodic poetry could involve dramatic mimesis, simulated voices, and imaginary situations, such as we see
in fragments 1 (Aphrodite makes an epiphany and converses with Sappho),
65 (Sappho addressed, probably by Aphrodite), 94 (stylized dialogue between
Sappho and friend), 95 (apparently another epiphanic situation, with Sappho
addressing a divinity, probably Hermes), 133 (Sappho addressed, perhaps by
Aphrodite), and 137 (dramatic dialogue). It is just as likely, then, that fragment
140 derives from a monodic song, in which a solo singer voiced both sides of
the exchange.14 Or we could even imagine a solo singer “quoting” the exchange
in a mythical narrative such as we see in fragment 44.
Lardinois also accepts the consensus that certain of the epithalamia grouped
together in the Alexandrian edition of Sappho (in the ninth book, or, more
probably, the eighth)15 were chorally performed. Since there can be no doubt
that both the literary and iconographical evidence proves choruses routinely
sang at weddings, the inference that the Sapphic epithalamia were mostly
choral is reasonable and probably correct in the main. But other scenarios consistent with monodic performance are imaginable, and the “clear indications
of choral performance” Lardinois finds in the textual remains of these wedding

13
14

15

Lardinois 1996: 152. Cf. Page 1955: 119 n. 1; Lardinois 2001: 77.
See Lidov 2016: 100–109 on the mimetic adaptability of the singing ego in Sapphic poetry
and Yatromanolakis 2004: 59 on Sappho’s “polyphony” and “diverse poetic personae.” Dramatic mimesis and imaginary situations are recurring features of archaic lyric monody in
general. Alc. fr. 10 and Anacr. 385 and 432, for example, present female speaking characters. Fictive encounters are of course stock in trade for composers of iambic poetry, e.g.
Archil. fr. 122 (a father speaking to his daughter) or the Cologne Epode. See Albert 1988:
51–54; Slings 1990; D’Alessio 2009: 115–117 and 2018: 62.
See Dale 2011: 55–67, building on Yatromanolakis 1999: 193–194.
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songs may not be so clear to others.16 For instance, while the “dialogue-form” of
fragment 114, an exchange between a bride and her personified (lost) virginity,
may well support a choral reading, its decontextualized two lines may, as with
fragment 140a, equally well represent a monodic dramatization or quotation.17
Lardinois himself acknowledges that Sappho may have composed (very probably) solo songs such as fragment 44 for performance at the wedding banquet.
Fragment 114 could conceivably have been part of such a song. Or perhaps the
song was not at all a “functional” epithalamium meant to be performed during the course of a wedding event, but merely treated matrimonial matters for
some other narrative or rhetorical purpose, on some other occasion.
This last suspicion could of course be aroused by any of Sappho’s (apparent)
epithalamia, but especially by the two songs (fragments 27 and 30) with nuptial
imagery and references that are included, apart from the epithalamia, in Book 1
of the Alexandrian edition. As Dale observes of fragment 30, “The language
and imagery here are not incompatible with wedding songs, but it does not
follow that the fragment must then be from an epithalamium.”18 For Lardinois,
however, these were pragmatic wedding songs, separated from the other epithalamia only because of their meter (Sapphic stanzas, which they share with
other songs in Book 1), not their function, and, as such, are very likely to have
been chorally executed. This line of argumentation has important “choralizing”
ramifications for the rest of the Sapphic corpus: if accepted, it proves that “there
can be no question of any clear, metrical division between Sappho’s choral and
monodic poetry, since we possess wedding songs (fragments 27, 30) as well as
supposedly monodic songs (fragment 1), in the same Sapphic stanza.”19
Lardinois finds in the two fragments features that are “very hard to explain”
as anything other than signs of choral performance: the first-person plurals
at fragments 27.8 and 30.9, which would seem to indicate choral performers,
and the fact that fragment 30 seems to conform to the genre of “διεγερτικόν,
a song traditionally sung the morning after the wedding night by friends of
the bride and groom.”20 But it must be noted that in neither fragment do we

16
17
18
19

20

Lardinois 1996: 151 n. 4.
Cf. West 1970: 327.
Dale 2011: 57. Cf. Lasserre 1989: 36–38.
Lardinois 1996: 157; cf. Tognazzi 2009: 55 n. 1. A similar argumentative logic dissociating
performance mode and metrical/structural form is at work in the monodists’ reduction
of triadic structure to a “purely musical principle of composition” (West 2015: 79, restating West 1971: 313), indiscriminate of performance mode (so already Crusius 1888: 9–14; cf.
Cingano 2003: 23–24).
Lardinois 1996: 158 n. 39. Ferrari 2010: 113–114 imagines a different scenario: fr. 30 is not a
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find a first-person plural performative statement that outright clinches the
choral performance of the song itself. Choruses seem to be present in both,
but in neither—and this is true of all the Sapphic fragments in which indices
of chorality are present—can a choral group be confidently identified as the
actual performer.21 Fragment 30 runs as follows (with the supplement of Lobel
in line 6):
νύκτ[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ] ̣ [

5

πάρθενοι δ[
παννυχίσδοι ̣[σ]α̣ι ̣[
σὰν ἀείδοισ̣ [ι]ν φ[ιλότατα καὶ νύμφας ἰοκόλπω.
ἀλλ’ ἐγέρθε̣ι ̣ς ἠϊθ[έοις
στεῖχε σοὶς ὐμάλικ̣ [ας
ἤπερ ὄσσον ἀ λιγ̣ύφω̣ [νος
ὔπνον [ἴ]δωμεν.
night … maidens … celebrating through the night … they sing your love
and your violet-robed bride’s.
But wake up and go (get?) the young men who are your age, so that we
may see (as little) sleep as the bright-voiced (bird).

The speaker who in the second stanza calls upon (probably) the groom to
fetch his peers, presumably in order to form a mixed chorus with the maidens
(parthenoi) who are mentioned in the first stanza, is difficult to identify with
those maidens. The maidens are singing at a pannuchis, as parthenaic wedding
choruses were indeed wont to do, but their choral singing is described by the

21

“waking song,” but meant to be performed after the wedding banquet; the groom is to be
roused (ἐγέρθε̣ι ̣ς) from the party to join his friends in the wedding procession. Cf. Aloni
1997: 61.
Cf. Ladianou 2016: 343; D’Alessio 2018: 57, “Sappho’s poems very rarely use indexical markers to embed themselves pragmatically within their own contexts of performance.” But of
course such vagueness is not inconsistent with choral lyric. Pindar’s choral epinicia, for
example, demonstrate ambiguity in their performative self-presentation, for a range of
possible reasons, including the prospect of their own monodic reperformance. See Morrison 2012; Currie 2017.
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third-person plural verb ἀείδοισ̣ [ι]ν, not a first-person plural.22 Self-reference
is thus unlikely. It seems preferable to postulate scenarios made possible by
monodic performance. One is that the persona loquens throughout is the song’s
solo singer, who both describes the scene and plays the role of a master of ceremonies or chorus leader within it, arranging the performance of the διεγερτικόν,
whether in actuality (if we think this a functional hymeneal song), or, as I think
more probable, merely in the song’s imaginary.23 The first-person plural ἴδωμεν
in line 9 would accordingly represent not the parthenaic chorus alone, but the
entire cast of characters assembled for the διεγερτικόν, the mixed chorus, the
married couple, and the speaker.24
Another possibility is that in the first preserved stanza we hear the voice
of the solo singer qua narrator, while in the second we hear a simulated choral
voice. That is, the second stanza might represent a quotation, embedded within
the monodic song, of the choral song performed by the parthenoi who are
evoked in the first stanza.25 It would thus be the “singing” maiden chorus,
given voice by the soloist, that commands the groom to rise and muster his
own choral contingent. Such stylized injunctions to perform, delivered in the
course of a musical performance itself, are not uncommon in choral lyric
(see e.g. the female chorus’ song at Ar. Thesm. 953–958). To the monodic
simulation would accordingly have been added a touch of choral verisimilitude.26
Fragment 27 is slightly better preserved than fragment 30, but the implied
setting and speech situation are still frustratingly hazy:

5

22
23

24
25

26

̣ ̣ ̣ ] ̣ καὶ γὰρ δ̣ὴ σὺ πάις ποτ[
̣ ̣ ̣ ]ι ̣κ̣ ης μέλπεσθ’ ἄγι ταῦτα[
̣ ̣ ] ζάλεξαι, κἄμμ’ ἀπὺ τωδεκ[
ἄ]δρα χάρισσαι·

Some prefer to read the third-person plural optative ἀείδοιε̣ν instead of indicative ἀείδοισ̣ [ι]ν: Page 1955: 125–126; Lasserre 1989: 38. But see Ferrari 2010: 112 n. 6.
Dale 2011: 57 suggests a related possibility: the fragment belongs to “a mythological narrative with direct speech,” in which the speaker would be an embedded character impersonated by, but not identical to, the narrating performer. Lasserre 1989: 38 believes Sappho
herself sang fr. 30 on an actual wedding occasion.
Ferrari 2010: 114 offers a similar reading.
As fr. 1.18–24 indicates, Sappho did not always feel the need to put introductory (and closing) formulae around quoted speech. See also frs. 114, 137, and 140, with Führer 1967: 2–3.
But conceivably the verb ἀείδοισ̣ [ι]ν might serve to introduce the quoted song.
For choral song’s textualized projection of its present performance into the future, see
D’Alessio 2004.
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σ]τείχομεν γὰρ ἐς γάμον· εὖ δε[
κα]ὶ σὺ τοῦτ’, ἀλλ’ ὄττι τάχιστα[
πα]ρ̣[θ]ένοις ἄπ[π]εμπε, θέοι[
]εν ἔχοιεν
] ὄδος ̣ μ[έ]γαν εἰς Ὄλ[υμπον
ἀ]νθρω[π ]αίκ.[
for you too were once a child … to sing and dance, come, these things …
converse … and grant us from … (generous?) favors.
For we are going to a wedding; and you also (know?) this well; but as
quickly as possible send off (the) maidens, gods … may they have …
… road to great Olympus … mortals …

As with fragment 30, much depends on whether we can identify the voice uttering the first-person plural in the phrase σ]τείχομεν γὰρ ἐς γάμον (as well as the
first-person-plural dative pronoun ἄμμι in line 6) with the parthenoi mentioned
in line 10. On one reading, there is no identification: the speaker is an individual voiced in performance by a solo singer, and the “we” encompasses both
her and the parthenoi to whom she refers. But self-reference does seem less
problematic than in fragment 30, and it must remain a distinct possibility that
the “we” belongs to the maidens themselves, and that it is they who command
the addressee to send them on their way (ἄπ[π]εμπε, 10), emphatically specifying their own maiden status as they do so (i.e. [us] parthenoi). The addressee
may well be the bride, who in her younger days “sang and danced” (μέλπεσθ’,
5) in a chorus, but has now aged out of the group.27 Choral song and dance is
exactly what we imagine the parthenoi intend to perform when they arrive at
the wedding ceremony (γάμον), and what indeed they are currently performing
on some ritual occasion immediately prior to it, perhaps during the wedding
procession itself. Fragment 27, then, would be the choral song Sappho composed for performance on such an occasion.28
But again, keeping in mind the mimetic and imaginary capacities of monody, we must remain open to the possibility that the choral voice need not be
27
28

Aloni 1997: 57. Tognazzi 2009 argues that the bride’s mother is the addressee; Ferrari 2010:
32 proposes one of Sappho’s rivals.
Cf. Aloni 1997: 56–57; Tognazzi 2009: 54–55. Caciagli 2009 admits the possibility of a choral
speaker, but remains agnostic.
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“real,” but rather simulated by a monodic singer, and the performance occasion entirely imagined. Such a simulation may have been part of a stand-alone
narrative situation related in the song. (We are missing the first stanza, which
could have provided the set up.) But we might entertain a further possibility,
that the monodically represented choral song may have been an episode in a
larger narrative cycle of songs concerning a girl’s marriage, in which the chorus itself was a “character.”29 Page thought that fragment 27 was likely placed
immediately before fragment 30 at the end of the first book of the Alexandrian
collection.30 Might we be tempted to see in this (possible) late editorial ordering some recognition of Sappho’s own narrative sequencing of these two songs,
one involving a parthenaic chorus singing for the bride before the wedding ceremony, the other, the night and the morning after?
At any rate, we should want to let go of the certainty that fragments 27 and
30 are transcripts of songs that were actually performed, whether by a chorus
or a soloist, on a specific wedding occasion. Yes, they might represent generic
templates that Sappho designed to be performed and reperformed at any wedding celebration. But the real possibility that these were monodic songs about
weddings rather than “wedding songs” proper, and were performed probably in
some connection to a wedding event—as preparation or commemoration—
but not actually as an occasional and functional part of one, offers, I think, a
compelling alternative scenario.31

Parachoral Sappho
Despite the impression the previous pages may have given (and the following
pages may give), I am not interested in mounting a monodist counter-critique
of the choralist critique of monodist complacency. In subjecting certain appar-

29

30
31

That Sappho composed sets of thematically and narratively related songs seems now more
probable after the discovery of the Brothers Song and the fragments from the Green Collection, which together point to a cycle of songs, all in Sapphic stanzas, devoted to matters
relating to Charaxos’ (mis)adventures. See Lardinois 2014: 192, 194 and 2016; Neri 2015: 67–
68; Obbink 2016c: 211; Peponi 2016: 234; Boedeker 2016b: 194. Archilochus’ cycle of iambic
poems concerning the Lycambids has been discussed as a parallel: Lardinois 2016: 184.
Page 1955: 126. See now too Obbink 2016a: 44–45 for the placement of these songs (probably out of alphabetical order) at the end of Book 1.
Lasserre 1989: 134 comes to a similar conclusion in respect to fr. 27; cf. too Caciagli 2009 for
27’s intermediary status between public and private. D’Alessio 2018: 46–50 discusses “the
way in which pragmatic self-referentiality” in frs. 27 and 30 is “far from straightforward”
(47).
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ently choral fragments to a monodist rereading, my intentions are much in
the spirit of the choralist project: to explore viable (if inevitably conjectural)
alternatives to established interpretive assumptions.32 In fact, I find myself in
sympathy with both Lardinois’ general outlook—not only his rejection of truisms, but his recognition of the liberating potential inherent in our very lack
of certainty about Sapphic performance, which allows, or rather compels us to
read the poetry with a view to alternative performance modes and representational possibilities—as well as his specific arguments for the choral execution
of certain Sapphic compositions.
Even for those who remain immune to some or all of those arguments, they
are nonetheless a salutary reminder of how thoroughly steeped in choral culture Sappho and her audience must have been, and how much of her poetry
that choral skeptics would still consider monody engages with that culture.
For if Sappho’s poetry was not in fact as choral as Lardinois and other choralists would have it, it is still the case that much of it is marked by discursive
and conceptual tendencies we might call “parachoral.” By this I mean that
Sappho’s (probable) monodies routinely position themselves in meaningful
relation to choreia, integrating, through allusion, descriptive reference, and
mnemonic evocation, or indeed through outright simulation, the language,
imagery, tropes, and postures of choral performance and occasion, and, by
extension, their broader cultural contexts and connotations.33 The debate over
a choral versus monodic Sappho remains important to our understanding of
the poetry. It can, however, have the undesirable side effect of overshadowing
the emotional, symbolic, and rhetorical work choral song-and-dance does as
an expressive and ideational resource, a discourse, within Sappho’s poetics.

32

33

In this respect, I would agree with Caciagli 2016: 446 that “the point is not actually to divine
the one correct context for a poem, but simply to raise the question about the context.”
Cf. Yatromanolakis 2009a: 218; Budelmann and Phillips 2018: 14.
See Bierl’s remarks on what he calls the “virtual chorus” in Sappho: “Sappho thus assumes
a living choral culture for the reception of her poetry, even when the songs are performed
by an individual singer. I designate this phenomenon as the ‘virtual chorus’: although
her songs may not have been sung by a chorus, Sappho nonetheless notionally employs
the girls’ chorus of her circle as a cultural and visual reference point” (2016a: 311; cf. Bierl
2008). Relevant too are the remarks on Sappho’s choral themes and imagery in Nagy 1990:
370–371 and Ladianou 2016, and, more generally, Yatromanolakis’ characterization of her
poetry as a “communicative, performative event that could absorb elements of diverse ritual discourses” (2004: 63). See also the approach taken by D’Alessio, who emphasizes the
occasional “marginality” of Sappho’s texts, which rarely “present themselves as straightforward scripts of ritual performances, to be staged. They rather evoke such performances,
or look at them sideways” (2018: 61).
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In fragments 27 and 30, we saw, representations of choral performance play
an important structural and atmospheric role in the hymeneal mise-en-scène
while not reflecting the performance of the songs themselves, which was probably monodic. There are notable parachoral moments too in fragments 16 (reminiscence of Anactoria’s “lovely step and the brilliant sparkle of her face,” 17–18),
94 (shared memories of participating in a choros, 27–28, perhaps in a sacred
grove), and 96 (recollections of delight taken in Atthis’ song and dance in the
chorus [molpa, 5]; cf. the reference to bygone melpesthai in fragment 27.5).
These are songs in which choral performance serves as a flashpoint of memory and desire, and an enduring testament to the bonds that continue to tie
now-distant friends.34
The recently restored fragment 58 presents a still more vivid case of parachorality: the singer addresses her younger companions, paides, in the persona
of an Alcman-like kitharistes or chorus leader addressing a parthenaic chorus,
both lamenting that she is now too old to dance along with her friends and
accepting that transition as an inevitability.35 Sappho may well have taken on
the role of kitharistes in actual choral performances on Lesbos, as we see her
doing in the epigram mentioned earlier, but in the monodic fragment 58 choreia is treated as a figure of thought, a situational metaphor for the social and
affective dynamics of Sappho’s group (or any analogous group), not to mention
for the human condition itself.

Fragment 17: A Parachoral Monody
I would like to propose that in another song, fragment 17, Sappho offers us
a particularly rich example of “parachoral monody.” This reading admittedly
goes against the grain. Fragment 17 is a text that even decided monodists have
long taken to be a contender for choral performance on a public ceremonial
occasion.36 With the expanded reconstruction of the fragment afforded by
34

35
36

The parachoral reading of fr. 94.27–28 depends on Lobel’s supplement χ]όρ̣ ος, which gains
support from ψόφος ‘sound’ in the next line. One would like to have a better sense of the
context in which χόρος appears, alongside the musical terms ἀρμονίας and λίγηα, at fr. 70.9–
11. On Ferrari’s reconstruction, an exiled Sappho envisions an idealized scene of choral
music-making such as she and her companions used to enjoy (2010: 19–22). Music and
memory are more certainly entwined in fr. 71.5–6, but choral language, if it was there,
leaves no traces in this lacunose fragment.
Cf. Alcm. fr. 26, with Lardinois 1996: 169 and Bierl 2016a: 323–324. On the representation
of performance in fr. 58, see also Boehringer 2013.
E.g. West 1970: 327; Fränkel 1975: 181; Williamson 1995: 136; Stehle 1997: 275.
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the recently published papyrus from the Green Collection, the case for performance by a chorus on a festival occasion seems even stronger. Here is the
latest version of the text as edited by Dirk Obbink (along with Obbink’s translation, which includes some minor supplements not presented in the Greek
text; I have left out those in the first and second-to-last stanza):37
πλάϲιον δη μ̣ [ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ οιϲ α[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ω
πότνι’ Ἦρα, ϲὰ χ[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ϲ̣ ̣ ἐορτ[ ] ̣
τὰν ἀράταν Ἀτρ[έϊδα]ι ̣ π̣ο̣ή ϲαντ’ οἰ βαϲίληεϲ,
5

10

15

20

ἐκτελέϲϲαντεϲ μ[εγά]λ̣ οιϲ ἀέθλοιϲ̣
πρῶτα μὲν πὲρ Ἴ̣[λ̣ ιον]· ἄψερον δέ̣
τυίδ’ ἀπορμάθεν[τεϲ, ὄ]δ̣ο̣ν γὰρ̣ εὔρη̣ [ν]
οὐκ ἐδ[ύναντο,]
πρὶν ϲὲ καὶ Δί’ ἀντ[ίαον] π̣ εδέλθην̣
καὶ Θυώναϲ ἰμε̣[ρόεντα] π̣ αῖδα·
νῦν δὲ κ[ c.12
] ̣ ̣ π̣ όημεν
κὰτ τὸ πάλ̣ [αιον,
ἄγνα καὶ κα̣[ c.12 ὄ]χ̣λοϲ
παρθέ[νων c.12 γ]υναίκων
ἀμφιϲ̣ ̣ [
μέτρ’ ὀλ̣ ̣ [
παϲ[
[̣ ̣ ] ̣ νιλ[
ἔμμενα̣[ι
[Ἦ]ρ’ ἀπίκε[ϲθαι.]
Near here, indeed, [
]
your [ ] festival, revered Hera,
which the Kings, the Atreidai, established
on a vow,

37

Obbink 2016a: 19–20, 29–30.
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since they had accomplished heroic exploits
in the beginning at Troy, but later on
putting in just here: for they could not
find their way
before they had approached you, and Suppliant
Zeus and Thyone’s soothing child.
Now we, too, [continue] to perform [these things]
just like of o[ld]
that are pure and [
] throng
of unmarried women [ ] wives
around [
]
measures[
.]
Each […
[…
to be […
[He]ra, to come back.

We now have explicit mention of a festival (ἐόρτ[ ], 2), one presumably devoted
to Hera, who is also invoked in line 2, and celebrated at a shared sanctuary of
Hera, Zeus, and Dionysus (cf. 9–10) that would appear to be the one located
at Messon.38 We have too the first-person plural πόημεν (11), which may be
appealingly interpreted as a performative verb linking a singing chorus’ present
(νῦν δὲ κ[αί, 11) ritual-cultic performance with performance in the foundational
mythical past (κὰτ τὸ πάλ̣ [αιον, 12), when the Atreid kings made sacrifice at the
sanctuary.39 Such aetiological grounding in myth of here-and-now cult and ritual, including choral song itself, is a recurring feature of archaic choral poetry.40
Furthermore, we can now read ὄ]χ̣λοϲ | παρθέ[νων … γ]υναίκων in lines 13–
14, as well as μέτρα in line 16, a word with musical and orchestic connotations, and perhaps also another such word, the infinitive ὀλ̣ ̣ [ολύϲδην “to raise

38
39
40

Full discussion in Caciagli 2016. For the pan-Lesbian sanctuary at Messon, see also Caciagli
2010 and Boedeker 2016b.
Calame 2009c: 4–5 already argued for the choral execution of fr. 17 along these lines, working with a far more exiguous text.
E.g. Bacchyl. 20.1–6, with D’Alessio 2013: 124–125. On the aetiological habit in early choral
lyric, see Kowalzig 2007b. Calame 2009c: 5 comments on the “cultic effectiveness” of the
mythical episode in fr. 17.
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the ololuge cry,” immediately after it.41 All this is tempting to take as a performing chorus’ self-descriptions, whether explicitly hic et nunc, or perhaps, if
the text again looked back in time, via the indirect self-reference afforded by
“choral projection” into the past.42 In the latter case, Sappho’s chorus would
be aligning its own performance with, and suggesting its ritualized reenactment of, the mythically paradigmatic female choruses that danced and sang
on the originary occasion of the Atreids’ visit, much like the “throng” of Trojan women and girls (ὄχλος | γυναίκων τ’ ἄμα παρθενίκα[ν], 14–15) singing at
the wedding of Hector and Andromache in fragment 44, who are conceivably
meant to represent a glorious prototype for wedding choruses on Sappho’s Lesbos.43
Obviously, we are still missing critical parts of the first and last stanza, which
might point us toward or further away from the idea that the song was intended
for actual choral execution. Scholars have offered various reconstructions of
the song’s first two lines that would push our understanding of the text in a
more choral direction; these are ingenious, yet entirely speculative, and so best
left out of this discussion.44 As they stand, it is impossible to know what to
make of the adverb πλάσιον “nearby,” but, if it does refer deictically to the spatial relation of persona cantans to festival site, then we might be looking at the
text of a prosodion: the chorus sings either as it approaches the sanctuary of
Hera, anticipating the festivities to come, or as it moves in a procession toward
the altar within the sanctuary itself.
The final stanza demands even greater feats of speculation, but the presence of ἀπίκε[σθαι in line 20 could indicate that it included a prayer to Hera
to secure a homecoming for Sappho’s brother Charaxos, echoing the prayer for
nostos offered up by the Atreids. But even such a personal touch in an other41

42
43

44

The presence of μέτρα will be of interest to students of ancient music, if indeed it does have
its musico-poetic meaning of “meters, measures,” which is otherwise securely attested
only in the fifth century. Cf. Ford 2002: 18. (If ἀρμονίας at fr. 70.9 has a technical musical
sense, it would likewise be the earliest attestation of that musical term; see Franklin 2003:
302 n. 11.)
See Henrichs 1996a for “choral projection.”
This performance resembles in other details too the one adumbrated in fr. 17. The Trojan
women also ululate (γύναικες δ’ ἐλέλυσδον, 44.31); the Trojan maidens sing a “holy song”
(ἄειδον μέλος ἄγν[ον, 44.26), while in fr. 17 we find ἄγνα in close proximity to the παρθέ[νων
(13–14). Both frs. 17 and 44 in turn recall the evocation of women’s choral performance
at Messon in Alc. fr. 130b.17–20 (discussed below). Intertextual engagement between two
or more of these texts is possible, but all three might draw independently upon a common mythopoetic language of choreia, reflective of epichoric choral practice on Lesbos.
Cf. Gentili 1988: 219–220.
See the apparatus criticus at Obbink 2016a: 20.
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wise publically oriented song would not drastically compromise a hypothesis
of choral delivery before a festival audience.
In their commentary on the augmented text of fragment 17, Burris, Fish, and
Obbink conclude that 17 “is (or at least is presented as) a choral song intended
for cultic performance.” They propose that the most likely performance site
would be Messon, perhaps during the Kallisteia festival for Hera.45 While there
is indeed much to recommend reading fragment 17 as the choral “real thing,”
I would like to expand upon that parenthetical note of caution, “(or at least is
presented as).” As Burris, Fish, and Obbink realize, just as nothing in fragment
17 seems to dictate against a choral reading, so nothing guarantees it.46 We
should remain receptive to the possibility that the song is a monodic simulation of choral performance, and that its cultic-festive setting and choral indices
are purely imaginary textual effects, fictions conjured up by the solo singer in
collusion with her audience, presumably a more private than communal and
festive one.47 On this reading, fragment 17 would represent an extreme example of parachorality, a complete paroidia, so to speak, of a cultic choral song,
in the performance of which Sappho, or indeed any singer of fragment 17, fully
assumed the role of a chorus.
A monodic “choral fiction” of this extent—and there would seem to be no
nonmimetic frame around the fiction, as far as we can tell—is not, to my knowledge, elsewhere attested.48 But, as we have seen, relevant instances of situational mimeticism and dramatic impersonation are well attested for archaic
monody, including Sappho’s own poetry, so it is far from being out of the question. Solon, performing his “Salamis Elegy” at the symposium—as he very likely

45
46
47

48

Burris, Fish, and Obbink 2014: 5. But a variety of festivals must have been held in Hera’s
sanctuary at Messon; see Caciagli 2016: 428–429.
On this last point, see Neri 2014: 21. D’Alessio 2018: 45 presses it further: on his cautious
reading, nothing in 17 even implies its choral performance.
I hesitate to speculate any further about the nature of that audience, or the site where
such a monodic performance would have taken place. At home in Mytilene? At a festivalrelated gathering at or near Messon itself? Bowie 2016: 153, 156 thinks of a solo performance of fr. 17 by Sappho at a Mytilenean symposium. Caciagli 2016: 447–448 thinks of a
semi-public first performance at Messon (though it is unclear to me whether he believes
the song was performed by a chorus). Obbink 2016c: 212 proposes a recurring ritual performance occasion for the Charaxos songs. For D’Alessio 2018: 45, the most that can be said
regarding context is that 17 “look[s] at cultic performance from the margin.”
As D’Alessio 2009: 116 notes, we have fragments of songs that seem to have been “entirely
constructed as speeches by fictional or typical characters,” and so lack (as far as we can
tell) introductory and/or closing formulae. In Alc. fr. 10b, a woman’s voice commences the
poem, as perhaps too in Anacr. 385. Theognidean elegy offers further instances: 257–260;
579–582; 861–864. On this last elegiac poem, see Martin 2001.
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did, despite the anecdotal traditions that have him singing the poem in the
agora49—could play from the very beginning of his song the role of a herald,
just arrived from Salamis to impart an urgent message to his audience (fr. 1.1–
2). A solo singer giving voice to an imaginary chorus might require more of her
audience’s phantasia, but the impersonation would surely not create undue
confusion. If we look beyond archaic lyric to Attic drama, we find a comparable
text in Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae: Agathon’s bravura monodic rendition of an antiphonal choral hymn, in which he sings the parts of both chorus
leader and female chorus (101–129). Indeed, fragment 140a, if it was monodic
rather than choral, would seem to give us already in Sappho an analogous
example of a chorus in dialogue with a chorus leader, with both parts played
by the solo singer. As I argued in the previous section, fragments 27 and 30 may
have involved monodic quotations of choral song.
But, if this scenario passes the probability test, the next question we must
ask is: what motivates this parachoral posturing? If we believe fragment 17 to
be monodic and we do not try to answer this question, then we default to a tacit
assumption about its composition that essentially resembles Page’s assessment
of the non-political hymns of Alcaeus (fragments 307, 308, and 34), according
to which they were mere “literary exercises, designed for the entertainment of
an audience … [rather] than devotional cult-songs.”50 On a monodic reading,
fragment 17 would conform in part to Page’s characterization of the Alcaean
hymns, in that it only pretends to be a public cult song. (It should be noted,
however, that none of these hymns includes indications of chorality, real or
imagined; their model seems rather to be solo citharodic or rhapsodic hymns.)
It seems unlikely, however, that Sappho intended fragment 17 to be a freestanding literary exercise or divertissement. Such categories seem hardly applicable
to archaic poetry, which, though pleasurable, typically served as a pragmatic
medium of communication responsive to specific social occasions, situations,
and concerns. Page in fact concluded that fragment 17 did address a particular
issue that was a concern to Sappho: “The theme of this poem … was probably
some personal matter, to which the allusion to the Atreidae was subsidiary. Sappho needs the help of Hera, as the Atreidae needed it in the famous story …. The
last two stanzas explained the cause of Sappho’s anxiety.”51 “Last two stanzas”
aside—we now know that the second-to-last stanza of fragment 17 probably
did not refer to any personal matters—Page’s conclusion remains compelling.

49
50
51

Bowie 1986: 18–19.
Page 1955: 244.
Page 1955: 61–62.
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Any number of “personal matters” could have motivated Sappho’s hymn
to Hera.52 But there is reason to believe that the final stanza of fragment 17
included a prayer to Hera for her brother’s arrival on Lesbos, or, even if Charaxos
was not named, that the song was nevertheless intended to be an implicit
expression of Sappho’s hopes for her brother’s safety.53 Although fragment 17
was apparently not placed alongside the other poems concerning Charaxos
beginning with the letter Π in the first book of the Alexandrian Sappho edition,
it nevertheless seems reasonable to read the song, which tells a myth concerned
with homecoming from sea, in the context of prayers for his safe return that are
expressed in other songs: the Brothers Song (ἀπίκε[σθαι at 17.20 recalls ἐξίκεσθαι
τυίδε in the prayer to Hera at line 11), fragment 5 (τυίδ’ ἴκεσθα[ι, 2), fragment 15
(prayer to Aphrodite that Charaxos reach harbor), and perhaps fragment 9 as
well.54 In fragment 9, Sappho possibly evokes Hera as “Mother” in line 3—a cult
title akin to πάντων γενέθλαν “Generator of all,” as Alcaeus calls her (fr. 129.7)—
in the context of a prayer for Charaxos.55
If Charaxos was in fact a real person, and fragment 17 represents a genuine attempt to win for him divine protection, then perhaps what Sappho was
doing with this parachoral monody was to lay claim for her solo song to what
Leslie Kurke calls “choral value,” that privileged ideology of religious and social
efficacy attributed to choruses in early Greek culture, and thus to lend the
impression of such religious efficacy and social moment to her solo prayer to
Hera.56 (A.E. Peponi has suggested to me the apt metaphor of “amplification” to
describe the intended effect.) The imagined site and occasion of performance, a
potently sacred and storied festival at the geographical and sociopolitical centerpoint of Lesbos, Messon, would complement this virtual transfer of genre
and value.
Much the same interpretation applies, I would argue, if Charaxos is a construct of Sappho’s poetic imagination, a character in a fictive family drama that
played out over a cycle of interlinked poems and that had some paradigmatic

52
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54
55
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See the review of proposals in Neri 2014: 13.
So already Caciagli 2011: 155–157. See now Caciagli 2016; cf. Boedeker 2016b; Bierl 2016a:
324. As Lidov 2016: 67 notes, “It is improbable that this [final stanza] is a cletic prayer,
asking for Hera’s arrival, because final prayers are usually imperative.”
For the separation of fr. 17 from the other Charaxos songs beginning with Π, see Lardinois
2016: 173. It may have been kept apart for reasons we cannot grasp; see Neri 2014: 22 n. 76.
See Lardinois 2016: 172–173, who notes too that ἀβλα[β at fr. 9.9 is “reminiscent of ἀβλάβην
(‘unharmed’) in the opening line of fragment 5.” Cf. Dale 2015: 20. West 2014: 7–8, however,
reconstructs a domestic scenario for fr. 9, in which Sappho addresses her own mother. See
now D’Alessio 2018: 55–56.
Kurke 2012.
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value for her Mytilenean audience.57 In this case, of course, fragment 17’s choral
fiction is not a response to real events, but rather a “naturalistic” response to
demands in Sappho’s imaginary world. In other words, since the social value
and cultural significance of chorality and the Messon sanctuary would be as
self-evident on a fictionalized Lesbos as the real one, the mobilization of a (fictional) chorus to beseech Hera for a brother’s safe return would be a logical
development in the story.58
It is unclear how the Charaxos story, whatever its relation to reality, was articulated across the various poems concerned with it. An appealing argument has
been made for its presentation in vignettes that were “meant to operate as distinct and self-standing facets of a narrative that was never explicitly organized
as such.”59 If we do assume a place for Charaxos in fragment 17, however, we will
not want to discount a close narrative connection between fragment 17 and the
Brothers Song. The parachoral orientation of the latter is arguably clear enough:
its opening exchange, in which the persona loquens tells the addressee to “send
me and bid me to beseech Queen Hera over and over again that Charaxos
may arrive here” (ἀλλὰ καὶ πέμπην ἔμε καὶ κέλεσθαι | πόλλα λίσσεσθαι βασίλ̣̣ α̣ν
Ἤ̣ ραν | ἐξίκεσθαι τυίδε, 9–11), turns on the planning of a ritual action that is
implicitly choral.60 As Gregory Nagy has shown, πέμπην “send” is ritually and
performatively marked: the speaker refers to a pompe, a formal procession to
Hera’s sanctuary, presumably at Messon, where the prayer for Charaxos will be
delivered with a kind of concentrated intensity (πόλλα).61 We can assume that
this heightened supplication of the goddess, at a site known for its choruses, is
intended to take the form of choral song; pempein is in fact used precisely for
the ritual dispatch of choruses (Xen. Mem. 3.3.12; Eur. El. 432–434).62 Might this
57
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For Charaxos as fictional and the Charaxos songs as socially relevant fictions, see Lardinois
2016; Lidov 2016; Obbink 2016c: 213. On the “cycle,” see n. 29 above.
I should add that, even if Charaxos (whether real or imaginary) played no role at all in fr. 17,
but some other “personal matter” motivated the song—for instance, Sappho’s own imminent departure into exile (thus Tsomis 2001: 45)—the rhetoric of parachorality would have
the same purpose, the enrichment of a monodic prayer.
Peponi 2016: 234.
Kurke 2016: 249 observes how the Brothers Song itself takes on a choral guise, its solo
persona loquens blending into a collective persona cantans as the song proceeds from the
first-person singular in line 9 to consistent first-person plurals in and after the prayer at 11–
13: “[I]f we read the quoted prayer as extending through the whole poem, we must imagine
its words doubled and voiced simultaneously by ego and su, the two voices fusing as a kind
of chorus.”
Nagy 2016: 459–460; cf. Kurke 2016: 242. For Messon as the probable destination, see
Boedeker 2016b; Obbink 2016c. For πόλλα, see Bierl 2016a: 366.
See Nagy 2016: 460: “the procession is in fact already a chorus in the making.” I would also
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projected choral prayer find its realization, as it were, in the cult hymn to Hera
evoked in fragment 17? The texts permit no certain answer, but a parachoral
“sequencing” between these two Sapphic monodies remains an intriguing possibility.63

Parachoral Alcaeus?
It is instructive to compare Sappho fragment 17 with Alcaeus fragment 129,
which, through vivid deixis, locates its performer (and, by extension, its audience) at a cult site most scholars now agree is Messon:64
] ̣ ̣ ρά ̣ α τόδε Λέσβιοι
̣ ̣ ̣ ] ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ εὔδειλον τέμενος μέγα
ξῦνον κά[τε]σσαν, ἐν δὲ βώμοις
ἀθανάτων μακάρων ἔθηκαν
5

10

15

κἀπωνύμασσαν ἀντίαον Δία
σὲ δ’ Αἰολήιαν [κ]υδαλίμαν θέον
πάντων γενέθλαν, τὸν δὲ τέρτον
τόνδε κεμήλιον ὠνύμασσ[α]ν
Ζόννυσσον ὠμήσταν. ἄ[γ̣ι]τ̣’ εὔνοον
θῦμον σκέθοντες ἀμμετέρα[ς] ἄρας
ἀκούσατ’, ἐκ δὲ τῶν̣[δ]ε̣ μ̣ οχ̣́ ̣ θ̣ων
ἀργαλέας τε φύγας ῤ[ύεσθε·
τὸν ῎Υρραον δὲ πα[ῖδ]α πεδελθέτ̣ ω
̣ ̣
κήνων Ἐ[ρίννυ]ς ὤς ποτ’ ἀπώμνυμεν
τόμοντες ἄ ̣ ̣ [
´̣ ̣ ] ν ̣ ̣
μηδάμα μηδ’ ἔνα τὼν ἐταίρων
ἀλλ’ ἢ θάνοντες γᾶν ἐπιέμμενοι
κείσεσθ’ ὐπ’ ἄνδρων οἲ τότ’ ἐπικ ̣ ´̣ η̣ ν

63
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draw attention to Sappho fr. 27, in which apopempein (10) probably does not mean “dismiss” the girls, but rather “send them off” by way of a wedding procession. Cf. D’Alessio
2018: 49 n. 43.
Cf. Neri 2015: 56; Caciagli 2016: 435.
See Robert 1960: 300; Nagy 1993.
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ἤπειτα κακκτάνοντες αὔτοις
δᾶμον ὐπὲξ ἀχέων ῤύεσθαι.
κήνων ὀ φύσκων οὐ διελέξατο
πρὸς θῦμον, ἀλλὰ βραϊδίως πόσιν
ἔ]μβαις ἐπ’ ὀρκίοισι δάπτει
τὰν πόλιν ἄμμι δέδ̣ ̣[ ̣ ] ̣ ̣ [ ̣ ] ̣ ί ̣ αις

25

οὐ κὰν νόμον [ ]̣ ον̣ ̣ ̣ [
] ´̣ [ ]
γλαύκας ἀ[ ̣ ] ̣ ̣ [ ̣ ] ̣ ̣ [
γεγρά ̣ [
Μύρσιλ̣ [ο
… the Lesbians established this great and conspicuous sanctuary
precinct as a common one and in it they put altars of the blessed
immortals,
and they gave Zeus the title God of Suppliants and you [Hera], the Aeolian, Glorious Goddess, Generator of all, and the third, this one, they
named Kemelios,
Dionysus, Eater of Raw Flesh. Come, having a favorable spirit hear our
prayer, and from these troubles and from difficult exile rescue us.
The son of Hyrrhas [Pittacus] let their Erinys pursue, since once we
swore an oath, cutting … at no point any one of our companions (to
abandon?),
but either to lie clothed in earth, killed by men who at that time …
or else having killed them to rescue the people from their woes.
Pot Belly did not speak to the heart of those men, but casually stepping
upon the oaths he devours our city …
not according to law … gray … written (?) … Myrsilus …

The setting at Messon, “this great and conspicuous sanctuary” (τόδε … εὔδειλον
τέμενος μέγα, 1–2), lends an immediacy to and suggests the efficacy of Alcaeus’
prayer to Hera (and by association Zeus and Dionysus) for the political salvation of his faction and the punishment of his enemy Pittacus. This setting was,
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in my view, purely imaginary even on first performance, as I am inclined to
believe about Sappho fragment 17 as well.65
Others take the descriptive setting as the actual performance context, arguing that the song was composed for a gathering of Alcaeus and his companions
in the sanctuary precinct itself, where they sought asylum.66 This is certainly
possible; as often in archaic lyric, there is no way for us to distinguish with certainty deixis am Phantasma from ad oculos. Yet the thickly laid-on deixis in
fragment 129, especially the τόνδε in line 8, would seem to exceed the requirements of a pragmatic communicative situation within the sanctuary itself. We
are, I think, dealing with “imaginary deictic over-determination,” which aims to
produce a reality effect rather than to delineate a visible reality.67 The intention
behind this was arguably to ensure that whenever and wherever fragment 129
was reperformed, Alcaeus’ Messon would be vividly conjured up. But Alcaeus
could just as well have been intent on creating the illusion of a “real” Messon in
the song’s primary performance, in Mytilene or wherever else. Of course, even
on a first performance at Messon, the emphatic deictic gestures of fragment 129
would conceivably have rendered the visible shrine already hyper-real, a fiction
in the making.
The deictic ἐν δέ “and in it” at line 3 also contributes to the fictivization of the
shrine. This phrase belongs to the ecphrastic register of archaic poetry, appearing in vivid descriptions of imaginary artifacts, places, or scenes.68 It recurs
throughout the ecphrasis of Achilles’ shield in Iliad 18 (e.g. 18.561, ἐν δ’ ἐτίθει);
in Pindar fragment 70b.10, 12, and 15, it draws the mind’s eye to elements of the
divine choral dance imagined by the poet. Sappho’s description of the sacred
grove that is the setting for the hymnic fragment 2 recalls fragment 129 in its
ecphrastic use of ἐν δέ (β̣ῶμοι δ’ ἔ⟨ν⟩ι … ἐν δ’ ὔδωρ … ἐν δὲ λείμων, 3, 5, 9) and its
emphatic deixis (1, 13). Sappho sets a scene that is, if not outright imaginary—
and the dreamlike tenor of the song as a whole does suggest fantasy rather than
reality—then at least heavily aestheticized and mediated.69

65
66
67

68
69

Cf. Burnett 1983: 159–161 and Gagné 2013: 219. On gaps between performative and descriptive setting in the Lesbian poets, see Yatromanolakis 2004 and D’Alessio 2018.
Rösler 1980: 195–196 and Vetta 1981: 495; see too Caciagli 2016: 444.
“Deictic over-determination”: Edmunds 2012 (who applies the phrase to deictic elements
in fr. 130b); “reality effect”: Barthes 1989: 141–148. On the “superfluous” τόνδε, see Hutchinson 2001: 198. D’Alessio 2009: 115–118 discusses imaginary deixis.
See Furley and Bremer 2001b: 145.
See Bowie 2016: 154–155, who notes how the final stanza of fr. 2, in which Aphrodite is
requested to serve wine to the celebrants in the grove, “undermines any literalist interpretation” of the performance context described in the song. Cf. Burnett 1983: 264; D’Alessio
2018: 36–38.
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Whatever the original performance setting of fragment 129, Messon’s status
as a rhetorical and symbolic resource within the song stands apart; that status
indeed transcends any performance occasion, even one at Messon itself. The
same could be said for Sappho fragment 17. Both songs capitalize on the religious potency of Messon to enhance their appeal to the gods (whether real or
virtual). In both songs, too, episodes from the illustrious myth-history of the
site provide a backdrop against which their messages resonate, taking on a
mythically enriched dimension. In fragment 17, the Atreids’ prayer for nostos
may be the model for a choral prayer at Messon for Charaxos. Alcaeus looks
even further back, imbricating the deictic evocation of the present-day shrine
at Messon with an account of its foundation by a distant generation of Lesbian
ancestors (fr. 129.1–9). The history lesson is pointed: the political cooperation
and piety symbolized by the establishment of this commonly held (ξῦνον, 3)
precinct, where now the song is notionally performed, stand in sharp contrast
to the transgressions of Alcaeus’ enemies.70
There may be another parallel between the two songs: parachorality. Alcaeus
has not invited the same choralist scrutiny Sappho has. Choral language and
imagery are all but absent from the fragments, while a number of them clearly
point to sympotic contexts of performance. Two exceptional cases are fragment
130b.17–20 (discussed below) and fragment 249.2, which mentions a χ[ό]ρον,
in an obscure context. There is accordingly little cause to challenge the consensus view that fragment 129 was a sympotic monody; the fragment lacks the
festive, musical, and performative references that in Sappho fragment 17 suggest “actual” choral performance. Fragment 129 might nevertheless send more
muted parachoral signals. While its consistent use of first-person plural forms
is not unparalleled in Alcaeus (see fragment 6), in the context of a monody that
integrates formal and generic elements of cult hymn—in the archaic period a
choral genre above all—and that situates its performance at a traditional site
of choral performance, these forms arguably create the subtle impression of
a choral song.71 Such notional “amplification” of the monodic voice would, as
in fragment 17, have added heft to the prayer delivered in the song, while also
70

71

Cf. Edmunds 2012 on “the irony that [Alcaeus] and his comrades find themselves outcasts
in a temenos that … stands for the Lesbians as a people.” Could Messon’s mythic associations with homecoming, foregrounded in Sappho fr. 17, also have influenced Alcaeus’
choice to situate this and other exile songs there? The remarks in Lidov 2016: 62 are germane.
On the choral norm of archaic cult songs, see Furley and Bremer 2001a: 25–26. If Hera was
directly invoked in the first or second line of fr. 129 (see Rösler 1980: 196–197; Hutchinson
2001: 195), its hymnic character would have been communicated from the start, and listeners might thereby have been made more sensitive to parachoral cues as the song pro-
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affirming the ties that bind Alcaeus’ sympotic group. It would be as if its members, through the representative voice of the solo performer, sing together as
a chorus. (One could imagine a scenario in which Alcaeus’ companions actually sang fragment 129 in unison at a sympotic gathering, rendering it a de
facto choral song. But the “choralized” reperformance at symposia of lengthier lyric monodies such as fragment 129 does not seem to have been common
practice.)72 In a song that ostensibly aims to reverse the political violence and
marginalization endured by Alcaeus’ hetaireia, the implicit casting of the hetaireia in the role of a chorus, a perennial symbol of collective harmony, singing
at the “common” shrine at Messon would be especially appropriate.
Parachorality plays a more explicit part in the companion piece to fragment
129, fragment 130b. This song is a monody probably intended for sympotic performance first in Mytilene: it is addressed to one Agesilaïdas (4), presumably
a member of Alcaeus’ hetaireia, and it refers to the citizens of Mytilene with a
proximal deictic (τωνδέων, 6).73 It is set, however, in a sacred precinct (μακάρων
τέμενος θέων, 13; cf. fragment 129.2) that appears to be the one at Messon.74 Like
fragment 129, fragment 130b treats the theme of exile, but in the case of this
song it seems even harder to defend the view that it emerged during an actual
period of exile at Messon; it reads rather as a dramatized representation of the
experience of exile, its scenario imaginary. The monodic singer takes the part
of a “wretched ego” (1) lamenting his absence from Mytilene. He depicts his life
in the environs of the temenos, where he has taken up residence (1, 10, 16), as
one of loneliness and desolation (9–10). Yet he is a witness to “gatherings” (συνόδοισι, 15) at the sanctuary; the second to last stanza describes one. “I dwell,” he
says, “keeping my feet away from troubles” (16),
ὄππαι Λ[εσβί]αδες κριννόμεναι φύαν
πώλεντ’ ἐλκεσίπεπλοι, περὶ δὲ βρέμει

72
73

74

gressed. Nagy 1993: 223 comments on the choral ambience of fr. 129’s dramatic setting at
Messon.
The unison singing of a paean to mark the commencement of the symposium is attested
(e.g. Plut. Quaest. conv. 615b), but such pieces were surely simple and short.
D’Alessio 2018: 44 takes a different view of this deictic, arguing that it implies a situation
in which the citizens are present at the same festival as the speaker. This view is not necessarily inconsistent, however, with the reading of fr. 130b offered here.
Frs. 129–131, preserved on the same papyrus (POxy. 2165), all seem to deal with exile from
Mytilene; frs. 129 and 130b, and probably the lacunose fr. 130a, at least, are set at Messon. An
Alexandrian editor presumably grouped together the songs because of their shared theme
and setting (Hutchinson 2001: 193); before that they may already have been performed in
sequence by symposiasts (Edmunds 2012).
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ἄχω θεσπεσία γυναίκων
ἴρα[ς ὀ]λολύγας ἐνιαυσίας
where the Lesbian women, judged for their beauty,
go about in their trailing robes, and around resonates
the marvelous sound of women’s
sacred yearly cry (ololuga).
Alc. 130b.17–20

This “beauty contest” may well be the festival for Hera called the Kallisteia,
which has been thought a possible context for Sappho fragment 17. Regardless of whether we want to make a specific connection between the two fragments, however, it is important to stress that the women’s ritual performance
described by Alcaeus in all likelihood took the form, like that in fragment 17, of
choreia. “The marvelous sound of women’s sacred yearly cry” may refer specifically to some extraordinary ululation that was characteristic of the festival.
But it can also be understood as a metonymy for annually recurring songs performed at the festival by female choruses. In Sappho fragment 44.25–31, similar language appears in a scene that is clearly choral: at the arrival of Hector
and Andromache, Trojan maidens “sang a holy song, and the marvelous sound
reached heaven” (ἄειδον μέλος ἄγν̣[ον, ἴκα]νε δ’ ἐς α̣ιθ̣̣̓́ [ερα | ἄχω θεσπεσία̣, 26–27),
while older women ululated (γύναικες δ’ ἐλέλυσδον ὄσαι προγενέστερα[ι, 31) and
men sang a choral paean.75
We have, then, in fragment 130b choral performance embedded in monodic
song. The text in fact presents us with a situation that is parachoral in an almost
literal sense: the speaker stands by as the women conduct their festival. This
situation is often read as emblematic of the speaker’s alienation from Mytilenean political life and from human society more generally. Anne Carson, for
instance, detects a contrast between the men’s soundscape of the city recalled
at the beginning of the song—the speaker “longs to hear the assembly called
by the herald, and the council” (3–5)—and the “otherworldly echo of women
shrieking” described in the penultimate stanza. The speaker’s “exposure” to the
ololuga—a ritual cry uttered only by women—is a “condition of his political
nakedness” as an exile.76
Carson’s interpretation, though insightful, risks overestimating Alcaeus’
“othering” of the women’s song. Hutchinson by contrast emphasizes the “attrac75
76

For the similarities between the performances described in fr. 130b and Sappho frs. 17 and
44, see n. 43 above. For choruses at the Kallisteia, see Nagy 1993, 2007, 2016.
Carson 1995: 125.
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tiveness” of the festival described by Alcaeus: the speaker delights in the spectacle before him, even as its very beauty underscores the misery of his exile.
What is more, the festival represents a poignant “image of the community” that
is denied to him.77 Edmunds notes how the specifically choral dimension of
the festival highlights the speaker’s social exclusion: “The picture of the annual
women’s festival, with the ‘sacred ululation,’ which is choral and communal,
contrasts with the self-representation of Alcaeus, who is isolated, a vox clamantis in deserto.”78 Edmunds’ remark suggests a possible “meta-performative”
aspect to the parachoral scene, a tension that emerges between the monodic
song’s own solo performance—isomorphic with the speaker’s vox clamantis—
and the collective voice of the women’s chorus it evokes.
Might the very evocation of that choral voice, however, also offer a resolution
to this formal tension, and point toward a closing of the gap between isolation and community even as it dramatizes it? In other words, while it is natural
to interpret the parachoral situation in fragment 130b as reinforcing a sense
of alienation, it is also possible to read it as marking an optimistic turn. On
this reading, the festive choreia performed in concert by all the Lesbian women
at Messon—with its “sacred yearly cry,” indicative of order, piety, and institutional stability—prompts hope for the speaker’s reintegration into Mytilenean
society, and indeed offers to Mytilene itself, now consumed by stasiotic violence (6–9), a vision of a more harmonious politics in which such reintegration
would be stable and lasting.79 It is as if the women’s constitutive exclusion from
civic life grants their choral ritual a transcendence of the political that is in turn
exemplary for men’s inclusion in civic life.
The final stanza is largely lost, but it clearly began with a prayer to the gods
for deliverance “from the many” present woes (21–22).80 The prayer is voiced
against the backdrop of the just-described women’s festival, with its cry that fills
the entire sanctuary. Rather than assuming that Alcaeus meant only to contrast
the two vocalizations, we might better hear them as blended or continuous: the
solo prayer emerges from the resonance of the choral cry, drawing upon its sublime and sacred energy. Once again, it is a matter of a monodic song, within its
textual imaginary, availing itself of choral value.

77
78
79
80

Hutchinson 2001: 213.
Edmunds 2012; see also Nagy 1993: 222–223.
Cf. Power 2018: 28–29.
Cf. Hutchinson 2001: 213: “an abrupt call for delivery.”
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Conclusion
There can be no question that choralist readings of Sappho have productively
upended quaint and complacent images of Sappho singing “feminine monody for a feminine audience” in the gynaeceum or the schoolroom, and have
opened up new avenues for reconstructing Sappho’s performance contexts and
the interpretation of her songs.81 Yet we should nevertheless be willing to take a
page from the choralists’ own challenge to reflexive assumptions about Sapphic
performance and regard anew, from a post-choralist vantage point, as it were,
Sappho the monodist, considering the possibility of whether apparently choral
songs of hers were not chorally performed, but rather represent sophisticated
products of her monodic artistry.
In the first section of this paper, I proposed that some of the “wedding songs”
commonly regarded as choral may in fact have been monodic, involving choruses as “characters” represented or quoted within a solo song rather than as
actual performers. In the second, I introduced the concept of parachorality to
describe such representations, and Sappho’s more general tendency to engage
with choreia, a musical performance practice charged with profound social
and cultural meaning and value, to create emotional, thematic, rhetorical, and
narrative effects within her monodic poetry. In section three, I explored the
possibility that fragment 17, a song generally regarded as an authentic choral
cult hymn to Hera delivered at the goddess’ sanctuary at Messon, was actually
a parachoral production, a monodic simulation of public choral performance.
The goal of this simulation, I argued, would have been to add rhetorical and
religious bolster to Sappho’s solo, probably private prayer for the return of her
brother Charaxos. In the final section, I turned to Alcaeus fragments 129 and
130b, which also represent themselves as being performed at Messon. As in
Sappho fragment 17, that performance setting is likely to be imaginary, a fiction intended to serve the communicative agenda of the songs. Furthermore,
I proposed that fragment 129 wears the mask of a choral song, though in a
less mimetically committed fashion than fragment 17. Parachorality informs
fragment 130b in a more obvious way: its evocation of women’s choreia at
Messon—an outside take on the sort of performance Sappho represents from
the inside—involves a complex semiotics, at once emblematizing the speaker’s
social alienation and offering a model of political accord.
81

Vetta 1992: 208.

chapter 4

The Speaking Persona: Ancient Commentators on
Choral Performance
Francesca Schironi*

One influential modern approach to genre in Greek lyric poetry is to focus on
performance.1 On the other hand, while distinguishing lyric poetry either by
meter or by eide (i.e., content, purpose, and occasion),2 ancient commentators seem to have had much less interest in purely performative questions.3 For
them, genre mostly was an issue of “speaking persona,” as most clearly outlined
by Proclus in his Prolegomena to Hesiod:
Procli Proleg. Hes. 5.8–15 Gaisford:4 ἰστέον ὅτι πᾶσα ποίησις τρεῖς ἔχει χαρακτῆρας· διηγηματικὸν, δραματικὸν, καὶ μικτόν· καὶ διηγηματικὸν μέν ἐστιν ἐν ᾧ
ὁ ποιητὴς μόνος φαίνεται φθεγγόμενος, ὥσπερ ἐνταῦθα ὁ ποιητὴς Ἡσίοδος μόνος
ἐν παντὶ τῷ συγγράμματι φαίνεται διαλεγόμενος· δραματικὸν δὲ ἐν ᾧ οὐδαμοῦ ὁ
ποιητὴς φθέγγεται, ὥσπερ ἐν ταῖς κωμῳδίαις ὁρῶμεν, καὶ ταῖς τραγῳδίαις γενόμενον· μικτὸν δὲ, ἐν ᾧ ὅ τε ποιητὴς διαλέγεται, καὶ πρόσωπα εἰσῆκται διαλεγόμενα,
οἷον ἐν τῇ Ἰλιάδι ἐμφαίνεται.
It is important to note that poetry as a whole is of three types: narrative, dramatic, and mixed. Narrative is [the type] in which only the poet
appears to be speaking, as here the poet Hesiod alone appears to be speaking throughout the entire poem. Dramatic [is the type] in which the poet

* I would like to thank Giambattista D’Alessio, Meg Foster, Leslie Kurke, Monica Negri, and
Naomi Weiss for their help and suggestions.
1 See, for example, Calame 1974, 1977 [1997a/2001, in English]; Gentili 1984 [1988, in English];
Lardinois 1994, 1996; Nagy 1990, 1994–1995, 1996.
2 See Färber 1936 (which is still the most complete collection of ancient sources on lyric poetry);
Irigoin 1952: 31–75; Harvey 1955; Negri 2004.
3 As Rutherford 2001: 107 rightly observes, “most cases of eidographic indeterminacy arose
because Hellenistic classifiers tended to neglect the performance scenario of songs in favour
of formal features, and to the extent that they were concerned with performance, they may
sometimes have misinterpreted it.”
4 Gaisford 1823: 5.
© francesca schironi, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_006
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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never speaks, as we see to be the case in comedies and tragedies; mixed
[is the type] in which the poet speaks and introduces characters speaking,
as is clear in the Iliad.5
The division among narrative, dramatic, and mixed genres is fairly common in
antiquity and derives from Plato, who famously in the Republic (392d–394d)
distinguishes between dramatic imitation (tragedy and comedy), narrative
(dithyrambs), and a mix between dramatic and narrative (epic poetry).6 Aristotle, too, seems to have the same definition in mind when (Poet. 1448a20–24)
he says that it is possible to present things by narrating and becoming another
person, as Homer does (i.e., Plato’s mixed type) or by remaining the same (i.e.,
Plato’s narrative), or by representing people who act (i.e., Plato’s dramatic).7
Aside from tragedy and comedy, which are easy to label as “dramatic” (δραματικόν), this conceptualization of literary genres gives unexpected results when
compared to our theory of genres. Whereas we label dithyramb and epinician
poetry as “choral lyric” and consider Homer and Hesiod as belonging to “epic”
because we look at the performative aspects of each genre, ancient exegetes
saw these texts mostly from the point of view of the speaking persona—
and this changed everything. In this perspective, Hesiod is now coupled with
dithyramb as examples of “narrative” poetry (διηγηματικόν) because the poet
is the only speaking voice. Homer, on the other hand, belongs to the “mixed”
genre (μικτόν) because he alternates narrative parts, where he is the speaking
persona, with dramatic ones, where he introduces his characters, who speak
directly within the text.
Starting from these premises, in what follows I will examine the attitudes
towards choral performance in exegetical literature, and especially in the scholia to Pindar, to see whether these sources can give us a clue as to which genre
Pindar’s poems belonged and why. This analysis will also show that while Hel-

5 All translations are mine.
6 Pl. Rep. 394b8–c5: καὶ οἶμαί σοι ἤδη δηλοῦν ὃ ἔμπροσθεν οὐχ οἷός τ’ ἦ, ὅτι τῆς ποιήσεώς τε καὶ μυθολογίας ἡ μὲν διὰ μιμήσεως ὅλη ἐστίν, ὥσπερ σὺ λέγεις, τραγῳδία τε καὶ κωμῳδία, ἡ δὲ δι’ ἀπαγγελίας
αὐτοῦ τοῦ ποιητοῦ—εὕροις δ’ ἂν αὐτὴν μάλιστά που ἐν διθυράμβοις—ἡ δ’ αὖ δι’ ἀμφοτέρων ἔν τε τῇ
τῶν ἐπῶν ποιήσει, πολλαχοῦ δὲ καὶ ἄλλοθι, εἴ μοι μανθάνεις (“And now I think I can clarify to you
what I was unable to before, that one type of poetry and story-telling is completely through
imitation—as you say, tragedy and comedy; another happens through the narrative of the
poet himself—you may find it especially in dithyrambs; and one happens through both [i.e.,
narrative and imitation], and [this happens] in epic poetry and in many other genres, if you
understand me”).
7 On this classification, see Färber 1936: 3–7; Haslam 1972: 20–24; Nünlist 2009: 94–99 (with
further bibliography).
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lenistic and later scholars might not have read lyric poetry with a specific interest in performance per se (rather their focus was indeed on explanations of
words, myths, and characters referred to in the lyric texts), they did take an
interest in the chorus. Yet their attitude towards choral performance was very
different from ours and was determined by a different conceptualization of
poetic genres, in which the “speaking persona” was more important than the
performative aspects of each type of text.

The Chorus Speaks to and Is Addressed by the Poet
Dances and choral performances were common in the Hellenistic period and
many contemporary inscriptions testify to their popularity.8 Thus, at least from
their own experience, the Alexandrian scholars were well acquainted with the
fact that lyric poetry was sung and danced.9 The question is whether they bothered to discuss performative aspects beyond questions of prosody or meter,
which were important simply for editing lyric poems.10 Music and dancing are
a different matter because, even if related to the rhythm of the text, they are
external to it from an editorial or exegetical point of view.
The scholia to Pindar offer some interesting evidence when it comes to the
chorus’ actions and performative acts. In what follows I will focus on this corpus11 and other evidence from the fourth century BCE to the Byzantine period
to examine how ancient commentators looked at the choral performance of
lyric poetry.12
8
9

10
11

12

As shown by Chaniotis 2009 in his survey of the evidence available (inscriptions, papyri,
and ancient authors); cf. also Prauscello 2006: 104–116.
See Pretagostini 2009, who surveys the evidence for musical and choral performances in
Callimachus and Theocritus. On the idea of the “chorus” in Greek authors from Plato to
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, see Peponi 2013c.
On Aristophanes’ editorial criteria for Pindar’s and Bacchylides’ poems, see Irigoin 1952:
35–48 and Negri 2004: 152–176.
I will not consider fragments of commentaries on papyrus. In preparing this article, however, I surveyed all the marginalia to lyric poetry collected by McNamee 2007 as well
as several fragments of papyrus hypomnemata on the main lyric poets, and did not find
any specific notes on performance (with the exception of minor notations which I quote
below in nn. 16 and 51). As for the Pindar scholia, I have disregarded notes discussing
prosody and meter as well as those discussing the “external” realities of the Pindaric odes,
such as the specific festival or occasion, because the former have more to do with the
editorial activity and the latter with the historical context of the ode rather than with its
performance. Some scholia discussing cultic contexts connected with Pindaric odes have
been recently studied by Ferrari 2012.
I follow the edition and line numeration of Snell-Maehler for Pindar’s text. However, the
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Most often the scholia mention the chorus when they need to explain who is
speaking in an ode—which suggests that ancient scholars included the chorus
among the “speaking personae” in a lyric poem. Thus a λόγος can be attributed
to the chorus (e.g. Sch. N. 9.1a: κωμάσομεν παρ’ Ἀπόλλωνος: ἀπὸ τοῦ χοροῦ ὁ
λόγος).13 Aside from other cases of first-person statements,14 addresses or sentences within the poem are also attributed to the chorus.15
Yet the chorus is not the only speaker in Pindar’s odes. So, for example, commentators are sometimes in doubt whether to attribute the words to the poet
or to the chorus.16 In other instances, they note exchanges between the chorus
and some other speaking persona, most often the poet. This especially occurs
when an imperative is used. When this occurs, scholiasts usually understand it
as addressed by the poet to himself or to the chorus, as happens, for instance, in
a series of scholia to Olympian 9 all discussing second-person singular imperatives (ἐπίνειμαι at line 6,17 ἵει at line 11,18 and ὤρυσαι at line 10919). Considering an
imperative singular as addressed to the multitude of the chorus members was
not a problem. Indeed, according to Aristarchus, this was typical of Pindar:20
Sch. O. 14.27c: Ὀλυμπιόνικος ἁ Μινύεια: ὁ δὲ Ἀρίσταρχος· ἰδίως, φησὶ, προτάξας τὰ ὀνόματα τῶν Χαρίτων ἑνικῶς ἐφώνησε· σεῦ ἕκατι, ὦ Χάρι. προσφωνοῦσί
τε οἱ ποιηταὶ τοὺς χοροὺς τοὺς ἐκ πλήθους συνεστῶτας ἑνικῶς.

13

14
15
16

17

18
19
20

scholia edited by Drachmann 1903–1927 follow the previous numeration (which supposedly goes back to Aristophanes of Byzantium), so there is a discrepancy between the line
references in the scholia and the lines of Pindar.
κῶμος, “revel,” and derivatives are often “translated” in the scholia with “chorus” and
derivatives. See, for example, Sch. N. 9.1b (on κωμάσομεν παρ’ Ἀπόλλωνος): ὁ δὲ νοῦς οὕτω·
χορεύσωμεν, ὦ Μοῦσαι, καὶ ὑμνήσωμεν ἐκ Σικυῶνος ἥκοντες καὶ παρὰ τοῦ ἐκεῖσε Ἀπόλλωνος εἰς
τὴν καλλίστην Αἴτνην; Sch. O. 14.21d (on ἰδοῖσα τόνδε κῶμον): … θεασάμεναι τοῦτον τὸν χορόν;
Sch. N. 3.6a (on τέκτονες κώμων νεανίαι): … οἱ νεανίαι οἱ τῶν ἡδυτάτων ὕμνων τέκτονες καὶ χορευταί. There are, however, exceptions: see below, n. 23.
E.g., Sch. P. 9.172 (where the commentator takes εἶδον as first person singular rather than
third person plural, as correct); Sch. I. 7.51a.
E.g., Sch. O. 4.7h; Sch. O. 8.66; Sch. P. 8.140c (briefly discussed below).
E.g., Sch. P. 5.96a; Sch. P. 6.1a (but see Sch. P. 6.1e). In Pae. 8 in POxy. 5.841, two scholia
discuss whether it is the poet or the chorus speaking in the incipit; cf. D’Alessio 1991: 101;
Rutherford 2001: 212, 216; McNamee 2007: 321.
Sch. O. 9.11a (ἐπίνειμαι: ἤτοι τῷ χορῷ ἢ ἑαυτῷ παρακελεύεται ὁ ποιητής); Sch. O. 9.11c (τὸ δὲ
ἐπίνειμαι ἢ πρὸς ἑαυτὸν ἢ πρὸς τὸν χορόν); Sch. O. 9.11d (ἡ δὲ παρακέλευσις ἢ ὡς πρὸς ἑαυτὸν ἢ
ὡς πρὸς τὸν χορόν).
Sch. O. 9.17b (πάλιν δὲ ἢ πρὸς ἑαυτὸν ἢ πρὸς τὸν χορὸν λέγει).
Sch. O. 9.163b (ὄρθιον ὤρυσαι [θαρσέων]: λέγει δὲ πρὸς τὸν χορὸν περὶ τοῦ νενικηκότος).
On Aristarchus’ Pindaric studies, see Horn 1883 and Irigoin 1952: 51–56.
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“[For I have come singing of Asopichus in Lydian mode with my art,
because] the Minyan land is victorious at Olympia [thanks to you (σεῦ
ἕκατι)]”: Aristarchus says: having mentioned the names of the Charites
[above] (i.e., at lines 13–15) in his typical manner [Pindar] has [now]
addressed them in the singular: “thanks to you, Charis.” And the poets
address the choruses, which consist of a multitude of people, using the singular.21
When, however, the imperative is followed by a vocative singular and also a
reference to “companions,” then the guess is that Pindar addresses the chorodidaskalos. This, for example, is the case with Olympian 6, where after a long
passage with a speaking I (82–87), we read “Now, Aeneas, exhort your companions first to sing Hera the Maiden” (87–88). The scholiast concludes that Aeneas
was the chorodidaskalos “whom he [i.e., Pindar] used because he himself had
a thin voice and was not able to speak at length to the chorus by himself in
public” (Sch. O. 6.148a).22
Finally, another speaking persona appears in the scholia: the laudandus, who
can sometimes speak directly in the poem. For example, when in Pythian 9 we
read (88–89): “I will celebrate them (i.e., Heracles and Iphicles) with a revel, as
I have experienced a good thing, in accomplishment of my prayer,” the ancient
commentator concludes that “the words are addressed to Heracles and Iphicles by the one who is praised in the hymn” (Sch. P. 9.156b: ὁ λόγος παρὰ τοῦ
ὑμνουμένου πρὸς τὸν Ἡρακλέα καὶ Ἰφικλέα).23
As is clear, most of these attributions are deduced from the text itself on
the basis of common sense or using factual information connected with details
concerning the poet, the chorus, or the laudandus.
This attitude of deducing speakers on the basis of textual clues emerges most
clearly when we look at Pythian 8, whose scholia have been studied by many

21

22

23

Yet, even when the plural imperative is used, ancient commentators suggest that Pindar
is giving commands to the chorus or deities in the plural, as for example in Sch. O. 10.1a
(τὸν Ὀλυμπιονίκαν [ἀνάγνωτέ μοι]: ὁ λόγος πρὸς τὰς Μούσας, ἢ πρὸς τοὺς τοῦ χοροῦ); cf. also
Sch. O. 10.1d, h, i.
Cf. also Sch. O. 6.149a. But when later on (92–93) the singular imperative is not followed by
a vocative singular (“tell [εἶπον] them to remember Syracuse and Ortygia, which Hieron
rules with a pure scepter”), Aristarchus concluded that the poet is now addressing the
chorus as a whole (Sch. O. 6.158b).
Even if the first-person verb here is κωμάσομαι, “I will celebrate with a revel,” the commentator concludes that the speaking persona is not the chorus, as is usual (see n. 13 above).
This is so presumably because the reference to a recent success clearly points to the victor.
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scholars.24 According to the scholia, the first part of the ode up to line 55 is
considered to be sung by Pindar (with some direct words by Amphiaraus at
lines 44–55).25 Then (55–66) the chorus speaks (perhaps in the victor’s persona), then Pindar again (67–69), and finally the chorus in its own persona
(70–100). Edwin Floyd, who studied this case, thought that the ancients were
correct in this reconstruction and suggested that they had a score to look at.26 I
do not think that we necessarily need to assume that they had a score to come
up with this line attribution. On closer analysis, we see that all the scholia indicating a speaker do so because there is a reference in the text that suggests that
speaker. References to a “lyre,” the “gentle voice” (31), or the “art” (34) suggest
that Pindar is the speaker (Sch. P. 8.40a, Sch. P. 8.40b, Sch. P. 8.43a on line 31;
and Sch. P. 8.46b on line 34). The claim that the hero Alcmeon is a neighbor
(57–58) excludes, in these commentators’ minds, Pindar as the speaking voice.
Two possibilities are thus suggested: either the chorus speaks impersonating
the victor, who lived next to a heroon of Alcmeon (Sch. P. 8.78a), or the chorus
is simply speaking in its own persona because the chorus members, just like
Aristomenes, are from Aegina (Sch. P. 8.83a)—so Alcmeon can be both neighbor and guardian of either Aristomenes or the chorus members.27 Then, the
“harmony” at line 68 suggests Pindar again (Sch. P. 8.95a). Finally, the mention of a komos (70) and the fact that Aegina is called “mother” (98) suggest
that this is the chorus speaking (Sch. P. 8.99a on line 70 and Sch. P. 8.140c on
line 98), since Pindar is not from Aegina and (presumably) does not revel.28 All
the exchanges are thus deduced from the text and some special keywords connected with each one of the three characters “onstage”: the poet, the chorus,
and the victor.

24
25
26

27

28

Floyd 1965; Lefkowitz 1975: 179–184; and Meijering 1987: 121–122 (who reads them in a
slightly different way).
Cf. Sch. P. 8.1b and Sch. P. 8.10a.
In particular Floyd (194) suggested the following division: 1–55 sung by the coryphaeus; 55–
66 sung by the chorus (in persona victoris); 67–69 sung by the coryphaeus; 70–100 sung by
the chorus (in propria persona). In other words, the coryphaeus would sing alone when
impersonating Pindar.
Unless, as Sch. P. 8.78b suggests, the neighbor is Amphiaraus, who died at Thebes, and
thus can be considered as Pindar’s neighbor—in this case, Pindar would be speaking; cf.
Lefkowitz 1975: 180; Hubbard 1993; Pfeijffer 1999b: 540–545.
In fact, Aristomenes could also utter these words, since he is from Aegina too. This is probably why Sch. P. 8.140c suggests the chorus as a hypothesis (τοῦτο ἐκ τοῦ χοροῦ λέγοιτο ἄν).
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The Chorus, Pindar, and Other Characters
As our survey has shown, ancient scholars seem above all to see the chorus as
mainly a speaking persona in an ode, alternating lines with the poet and sometimes with the victor himself. This idea was used to explain many first-person
statements, personal references, and imperatives in the text. The ambiguous
first-person statements in Pindar are still hotly debated among modern scholars,29 so it is not surprising that the ancients, too, found it problematic to deal
with the Pindaric speaking voice. Yet their way of approaching the “speaking
I” in lyric poetry seems to be profoundly different from ours. In this regard, a
scholium to Nemean 7 gives some interesting clues. The explanation here is
again triggered by a reference in the text, when Aegina is defined as “my [illustrious] native land” (85: ἐμᾷ … πάτρᾳ):
Sch. N. 7.123a: λέγοντι γὰρ Αἰακόν [νιν ὑπὸ ματροδόκοις γοναῖς φυτεῦσαι, /
ἐμᾷ μὲν πολίαρχον εὐωνύμῳ πάτρᾳ]: … ἰδίως δὲ ἐπὶ ταύτης φαίνεται τῆς ᾠδῆς
ἀνεστραμμένος ὁ Πίνδαρος· ὁτὲ μὲν γὰρ αὐτὸς ἐκ τοῦ ἰδίου προσώπου διαλέγεται πρὸς τοὺς μεμφομένους περὶ τοῦ Νεοπτολέμου, ὁτὲ δὲ παράγει τὸν χορὸν
τῶν Αἰγινητῶν διαλεγόμενον· ἐμᾷ μὲν πολίαρχον· οὐ γὰρ Αἰγινήτης ὁ Πίνδαρος.
“For they say that by the seeds received by the mother, he generated Aeacus, prince in my illustrious land”: … Pindar seems to have used an alternation [of speakers] in this song, as is typical of him. For sometimes in
his own persona he himself addresses those who censure Neoptolemus,
sometimes, on the other hand, he introduces the chorus of the Aeginetans
talking [as happens here]: “prince in my [illustrious land].” For Pindar is
not from Aegina.
Since Pindar is not from Aegina, the commentator deduces that this is the
chorus speaking, while elsewhere in the poem Pindar has spoken in his own
persona. While this is the usual problem involving a “speaking I,” what is interesting in this note is the use of a specific formula of ancient scholarship on
Homer (ἐκ τοῦ ἰδίου/ποιητικοῦ προσώπου) to indicate the opposition between
Homer and his characters. For example, a very close parallel to this phrasing
can be found in the following scholium in which Aristarchus discusses the use
of trumpets in a Homeric simile:

29

Among the most famous and recent studies, see Lefkowitz 1991; D’Alessio 1994; Currie 2013.
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Sch. Il. 21.388a3 (Aristonicus): [ἀμφὶ δ’ ἐσάλπιζεν:] ὅτι ἐκ τοῦ ἰδίου προσώπου
οἶδε σαλπιγκτάς, τοὺς μέντοι ἥρωας οὐκ εἰσάγει χρωμένους.
[“And [great heaven] trumpeted around”:] because speaking in his own
persona he knows trumpets, but he does not introduce heroes as using
them.
Aristarchus correctly notes that the trumpet is unknown to the Homeric
heroes, and so Homer never introduces characters using it; however, a metaphorical use of the derived verb σαλπίζειν in the narrative shows that Homer
knew this instrument.30 While this is not a question of deciding who is speaking, the theoretical background is the same: Aristarchus, just like the anonymous commentator in Sch. N. 7.123a, sees the poet either speaking in his own
persona (ἐκ τοῦ ἰδίου προσώπου) or introducing characters who do or say something (ἥρωας … εἰσάγει χρωμένους and παράγει τὸν χορὸν … διαλεγόμενον).31
In fact, the Aristarchean scholia oppose the formula ἐκ τοῦ ἰδίου/ποιητικοῦ
προσώπου (when the poet speaks in in own persona) to ἐξ ἡρωϊκοῦ προσώπου
(when his characters, i.e., the Homeric heroes, are speaking). For instance,
Aristarchus explains that Ephyra is a byname for Corinth and is the name used
by the characters. On the other hand, when Homer speaks in his own persona
(i.e., in the narrative), he calls it Corinth:
Sch. Il. 2.570a1 (Aristonicus): ἀφνειόν τε Κόρινθον: ἡ διπλῆ δέ, ὅτι ἐκ τοῦ ἰδίου
προσώπου Κόρινθον· ὅταν δὲ ἡρωϊκῷ προσώπῳ περιτιθῇ τὸν λόγον, Ἔφυραν
λέγει· “ἔστι πόλις Ἐφύρη” (Il. 6.152).
“And wealthy Corinth”: the diple32 [is placed here] because [he says]
“Corinth” speaking in his own persona; when he makes his heroic characters speak, he says “Ephyra”: “there is a city called Ephyra” (Il. 6.152).33

30
31

32
33

See Schironi 2018: 334.
The technical meaning of εἰσάγειν and παράγειν in the scholia is indeed that of “introducing a character” in the sense of “putting him/her onstage.” See Meijering 1987: 127, who
rightly notes that “Greek literary theory does not draw a very sharp line between presenting a scene literally on the stage and presenting a narrative scene to the mind’s eye.” In
this article I offer a possible answer for why this is so.
On the diple, a critical sign used by Aristarchus, see Schironi 2018: 49–52.
See also Sch. Il. 6.152b (Aristonicus) and Sch. Il. 13.301b (Aristonicus); cf. Schironi 2018: 298
and 511.
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Since in victory odes “real” heroes normally do not speak, in the Pindar
scholia we find a variant of these formulas, παρὰ τοῦ νικηφόρου, to indicate
that the laudandus is the speaking persona. This happens in the scholia discussing I. 7.39–42, lines which contain two first-person statements. The first
one (39: “I will sing [ἀείσομαι] adorning the hair with a wreath; may the envy
of the immortals not disturb us”) obviously pointed to the poet, who “sings,”
as the speaking voice (Sch. I. 7.53a). The question, on the other hand, was how
to interpret the following statement (40–42): “by pursuing the pleasure that
comes day by day I will peacefully approach (ἔπειμι) old age and my appointed
time.” For Aristarchus, these words, too, were spoken by the poet (Sch. I. 7.55a),
but another anonymous commentator suggested adding a period at the end of
line 39, so as to consider lines 40–42 as spoken by the victor:
Sch. I. 7.55b: … ἐὰν δὲ κατὰ τὸ φθόνος θῶμεν τὴν τελείαν, ἔσται ὁ νοῦς τοιοῦτος·
εἴθε, ὅπερ τερπνὸν, ἐφ’ ἑκάστης ἡμέρας μεταδιώκων καὶ δεξάμενος μεθ’ ἡσυχίας
ἐπί τε τὸ γῆρας καὶ τὸν μεμοιραμένον χρόνον παραγενοίμην. καὶ ἔσται ὁ λόγος
ὡς παρὰ τοῦ νικηφόρου, ἐκεῖνο μέντοι ὡς παρὰ τοῦ ποιητικοῦ προσώπου.
… However, if we put the full stop after “envy,” this will be the meaning: “I
wish that pursuing what is pleasurable every single day and receiving it in
peace, I would reach old age and my appointed time.” And the words will
be as spoken by the victor; on the other hand, that solution [i.e., Aristarchus’
solution] is [that the words are] as spoken by the persona of the poet.34
Needless to say, just as in the cases analyzed above, both solutions are derived
from the text; in fact, while the first action (“I will sing”) clearly points to the
poet, the second one (“I will approach old age, etc.”) could fit both the poet
(as Aristarchus suggests) and the laudandus (as the anonymous commentator prefers). Yet this scholium is interesting because it uses labels common in
Homeric criticism, here adapting them to Pindar’s specific context (where the
victor is also a speaker). In addition, it proves that Aristarchus, who conceptualized Homer’s speaking voices in that way, also took an interest in the question
of who was speaking in Pindar, so here the connection between Homeric and
Pindaric exegesis becomes clear.
Indeed the same formulas are used in the scholia to Pindar even in the
absence of a first-person statement, as in the Homeric examples just discussed:
34

For other cases of the formula (or variations of it) to indicate the victor as the speaking
persona, see also Sch. N. 10.73b (ἐκ τοῦ Θειαίου προσώπου) and Sch. P. 8.78a (ὡς ἀπὸ τοῦ
χοροῦ τὸ πρόσωπον μιμουμένου τοῦ νενικηκότος).

118

schironi

Sch. O. 9.94b: εὐφράνθη τε ἰδὼν ἥρως θετὸν υἱόν: θετὸν δὲ λέγει ὁ ποιητὴς ἐκ
τοῦ ἰδίου προσώπου … ὁ γὰρ Λοκρὸς ἴδιον αὐτὸν ἐνόμιζεν.
“And the hero rejoiced at seeing his adopted son”: the poet says “adopted”
speaking in his own persona … for Locrus considered the baby as his own.
The hero mentioned here is Locrus; Zeus impregnated the daughter of Opous
of Elis and gave her as a bride to Locrus. Hence the baby is an “adopted” son for
Locrus. Yet this is valid only from the point of view of an omniscient narrator,
that is, Pindar, and not for Locrus, who considered the baby to be his own son;
so in this line—the commentator concludes—it is Pindar speaking.35
The use of these formulas typical of Homeric scholarship with reference to
Pindar’s poems suggests that the exchanges between the poet, the chorus, and
the laudandus are not seen so much from a performative point of view, but
instead are viewed like the exchanges in speaking-personae in the Homeric
poems. This is especially clear because, just as with the Homeric lines, in Pindar,
too, these “line attributions” are not limited to first-person statements but even
concern what we would consider “impersonal” statements within the narrative
parts. In commenting on both Homer and Pindar, scholars considered certain
words or expressions (e.g. “trumpets,” “Ephyra,” or “adopted”) suitable only to
a certain category of speakers, and this is how they attributed the lines. If this
is true, that is, if the question of who was speaking in the lyric text was conceived by the ancient grammarians as a question of “characters,” we can look
at all these notes discussing changes of speakers from a different perspective.

Change of Speakers and Ancient Editions
Normally (and not surprisingly) ancient discussions about changes of speakers
are frequent in dramatic texts.36 Similarly, papyri of dramatic texts often signal changes of speakers either by paragraphoi or by characters’ names, as in a
papyrus of Euripides’Hypsipyle (POxy. 6.852, second-third centuries CE). In the
case of actors’ texts there are letters denoting actors’ roles. POxy. 27.2458 (third
century CE), for example, contains a fragment from Euripides’ Cresphontes with
the stage indications A and Γ for the two actors.37
35
36
37

For other cases of the formula ἐκ/ἀπὸ τοῦ ποιητικοῦ προσώπου or variations of it, see Sch.
O. 6.88c; Sch. O. 13.100c; Sch. P. 4.67b.
Cf. Nünlist 2009: 338–343.
Cf. Gammacurta 2006: 95–110. See also POxy. 3.413; P.Hibeh 2.180; PSI 10.1176; P.Ryl. 3.484;
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As for lyric poetry, I have analyzed elsewhere cases in which ancient editors
and commentators indicated the change of speakers.38 The most interesting
example among those I discussed was the Louvre papyrus of Alcman (first
century CE), which has three marginal notes as well as paragraphoi at lines 35–
63 of the Partheneion that signal a semi-choral exchange between the girls on
the side of Agido (αἱ π(ρὸς) τῆ(ς) Ἀγιδοῦς) and the girls on the side of Hagesichora (αἱ π(ρὸς) τῆς Ἁγησιχόρ(ας)), who alternate in singing the beauty contest
between Agido and Hagesichora.39 The commentator does not speak of “semichorus A” and “semi-chorus B,” which would suggest a “performance” text, as in
the papyri with actor’s notes. Rather, the Alcman papyrus uses the names of the
“characters” in the poem, Agido and Hagesichora, and this seems to point more
to a “reader’s text,” just as in dramatic papyri where the characters’ names, and
not the actors’ sigla, are marked. The scribe of the Alcman papyrus comments
upon a written text, even if he probably knew that it was originally performed.
In fact, the interest in speakers is not limited to performative texts. Speaker
indications appear also in some Homeric papyri.40 These can signal changes of
speakers simply with paragraphoi. For example, P.Berol. inv. 7807 (second-third
centuries CE) has a paragraphos to mark the beginning of Achilles’ famous
speech in Iliad 9 (308). P.Mich. inv. 2810 (second century CE), on the other hand,
marks every change of speaker in Iliad 1 with slanting paragraphoi. In particular, here also changes of addressees within a speech are marked, as at line 334,
Achilles first addresses the heralds and at line 337 he then speaks to Patroclus,
both marked in the manuscript (fig. 4.1).
In some Homeric papyri, the scribes even added the names of the speakers in
the margin. For example, P.Strasb. gr. inv. 31–32 verso, a fragment of a roll dating
to the early third century CE, has the names of the speakers and the addressees
throughout Iliad 1.41 Most interestingly, here the scribe has also marked when
Homer, “the poet,” is speaking. For example in column v, lines 1–20, covering
Iliad 1.317–336, we read (see also fig. 4.2):42

38
39
40
41
42

P.Berol. inv. 13876; P.Berol. inv. 21119; P.Varsov. 2; P.Lit.Lond. 97, studied by Gammacurta
2006: 7–94.
Schironi 2016.
See discussion in Schironi 2016: 33–38. For an image of the papyrus, see Römer 2013, tab.
I–VII.
They have been recently studied by Azzarello 2008.
Edited by Schwartz 1954: 45–62.
I reproduce the text of the papyrus as edited by Schwartz 1954: 49, but have added diacritics and readings aids; I have also eliminated the many itacistic errors present in the
papyrus. On the other hand, I have added the three paragraphoi which the scribe used
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figure 4.1 P.Mich. inv. 2810 (second century CE), fr. A, with Il. 1.308–375 (cols. X–XI)
Image courtesy of the University of Michigan Papyrology Collection

320

κνίση δ’ οὐραν̣[ὸν ἷκε]ν ἑ[λισσομ]ένη π[ε]ρ[ὶ] κ[απνῷ].
[Ὣς] οἳ μὲν [τ]ὰ πένοντ[ο κ]α̣τα̣ ̣̀ στρατόν· [οὐ]δ’ Ἀ̣ [γαμέμνων]
λῆγ’ ἔριδ[ο]ς ̣ τὴν π[ρῶ]τον ἐπη[πε]ίλησ’ Ἀχ[ι]λλ[ῆϊ],
[ἀ]λλ’ ὅ γε Τ[αλ]θύ̣βιόν τε κ[αὶ] Εὐρυβά[τη]ν̣ προσέει ̣[πε,]
ὼ
[τώ] οἱ ἔσαν κήρ[υκ]ε̣ καὶ ὀτρηρ[[ ̣]] θερά[ποντε·]
–

to mark the change of speakers (in addition to the names in the margin); Schwartz transcribed only one of them (the one between lines 325 and 326), but the digital image of the
papyrus clearly shows that paragraphoi are also present between lines 321 and 322 and
lines 333 and 334.

the speaking persona

121

Ἀγαμ[έμ(νων)]
[ἔ]ρχε̣σ̣θον κλισί[ην] Πηλ[[εη]][ϊά]δεω Ἀχιλλῆ[ο]ς·
πρ(ὸς) κήρυκ̣ α[ς] χειρὸς ἑλόντ’ ἀγέμεν Βρ[ισ]ηΐδα καλλι[πάρ]ῃ̣ον·
εἰ [δ]ὲ καὶ μὴ δώῃσιν ἐγὼ δέ κεν αὐτὸς ἕλ[ωμαι]
ἐλθὼν [σ]ὺμ πλεόν̣[ε]σσ[ι· τό] οἱ καὶ ῥί[γ]ιον [ἔσται.]
325
–
Ὣς [εἰ]πὼν π[ρο]ΐει, κ[ρατερὸν] δ’ ἐπ[ὶ] μῦ[θον ἔτελλε·]
Πο(ιητής)
τὼ δ’ ἀέκ̣ [οντε β]άτην παρ[ὰ θῖν’ ἁλὸς] ἀτ̣[ρυγέτοιο,]
Μυ[ρ]μι[δόνω]ν ἐ[̣ π]ί τε κλι[σίας καὶ ν]ῆας ἱ[κέσθην,]
̣
τὸν δ’ ε[ὗρ]ον παρά τε κλισίῃ [καὶ νη]ῒ μ̣ [ελαίνῃ]
ἥμενον· [ο]ὐδ’ ἄρα τώ γε ἰδὼν γ[ή]θ[ησ]εν Ἀ[χιλλεύς.]
330
τὼ μὲν τα[ρ]βήσ̣ αντε καὶ αἰδομ[ένω] βασ[ιλῆα]
[σ]τήτην, οὐδέ τί μιν προσεφώ̣ νεον οὐδ’ ἐ[ρέοντο·]
αὐτὰρ ὃ ἔγνω ᾗσ[ι]ν ἐνὶ φρεσὶ φώνη̣ σέν τε·
–
χαίρετ[[αιε]], κήρυκες, Διὸς ἄγγελοι ἠδὲ καὶ ἀνδρ[ῶν,]
Ἀχιλλεὺς
335 πρ(ὸς) κήρυκας ἆσσον ἴτ’· οὔ τί μοι ὔμμες ἐπαίτιοι, ἀλλ’ Ἀγαμέ[μνων,]
ὃ σφῶϊν προΐει Βρισηΐδος εἵνεκα κού[ρης.]

Agamemnon
to the heralds

Poet

Achilles
to the heralds

And the smell reached the heaven, rolling with the smoke.
In this way they were busy in the camp. But Agamemnon
did not stop from the strife he started when he first threatened Achilles,
but he spoke to Talthybius and Eurybates
who were his two heralds and quick servants:
“Go to the hut of Achilles, son of Peleus.
Taking fair-cheeked Briseis by the hand, lead her away.
If he does not give her, I myself will take her,
coming with more men. This will be even worse for him.”
After he said so, he sent them away and gave them a stern order.
The two men unwillingly went along the shore of the barren sea
and arrived to the huts and ships of the Myrmidons.
They found him sitting near his hut and black ship;
and Achilles did not rejoice upon seeing them.
They, feeling fear and respect for the lord,
stood still and did not address him nor did they ask anything.
But he realized this in his heart and spoke to them:
“Greetings, heralds, messengers of Zeus and of men,
Come closer. You are not guilty towards me, but Agamemnon,
Who sent you two for the girl, Briseis.”

In this ancient edition of the Iliad, Homer is equated with his characters, which
is exactly what we have seen for Pindar and the chorus. The type of phrasing
is also similar, as the papyrus has Ἀγαμέμνων πρὸς κήρυκας and Ἀχιλλεὺς πρὸς
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figure 4.2 P.Strasb. gr. inv. 31–32 verso (early third century CE), v, lines 1–20 (Il. 1.317–336).
Image courtesy of BNU Strasbourg

κήρυκας, phrases which parallel what we read in the Pindar scholia when they
explain that the poet is talking to the chorus: πρὸς τὸν χορὸν [λέγει ὁ ποιητής].43
The famous Bankes Homer (P.Lit.Lond. 28, second century CE), a luxury edition
of Iliad 24, works in almost the same way but has only the name of the speakers,
not that of the addressees. Here, too, different speakers are named: Cassandra,
Priam, Andromache, Hecuba, and again the poet.44
With Homer it is quite easy to find out who is speaking because the omniscient narrator introduces speakers. So in theory there is no need to indicate
changes of speakers in an edition, unless the text itself is conceived as an
43
44

See above nn. 17, 18 and 19.
In POxy. 2.223 (third century CE), containing Iliad 5, at cols. ix–xiii (Il. 5.204–290) the
“poet” is listed together with other speaking characters: “Pandarus,” “Aeneas,” “Sthenelus
to Diomedes,” “Diomedes.” The rest of the papyrus often has the left margin missing, so
other indications might have been lost.
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exchange of speaking roles from the start, where the poet intervenes among
characters. At the level of exegesis, on the other hand, since with Homer usually
there is no problem in identifying characters, this is not an urgent problem and
so there are not many scholia discussing who is speaking.45 In the case of drama
and lyric poetry, on the other hand, the identification of speakers is a problem
because there is no external narrator to introduce them, and so sometimes the
exact attribution of lines among characters may be unclear (a problem which
modern editors of tragedy and comedy still face). The ancients tried to solve
these uncertainties by using clues from the text itself. For instance, the ancient
scholar of the Alcman papyrus could certainly have derived the notion of the
two semi-choruses from just reading the poem, especially for the lines containing the “beauty contest”—even though Pollux’s Onomasticon (4.107, p. 233.4–9
Bethe) confirms the presence of semi-choruses in Sparta, and Sosibius, the Hellenistic authority for ancient Sparta, says that gymnopaidiai were performed
by triple choruses, one of boys, one of men, and one of old men, and that they
also sang odes by Alcman (Ath. 15.678b–c).46 Similarly, our analysis of the Pindar scholia has shown that all notes discussing the chorus’ words are derived
from the text itself. This, of course, does not mean that ancient scholars did
not know how lyric poetry was performed originally, that is, with a chorus that
danced and spoke all the words of the poem. They were also aware that Pindar
was most likely absent from the scene and that the victor, even when present,
was simply sitting and enjoying the performance, without uttering a word. Yet
they conceived of both Pindar and the victor as active speaking personae, as
“characters,” who did not actually need to perform the ode to be part of its text,
just like the chorus. The notes in the Alcman papyrus as well as those on Pindar
do not betray any interest in performance, but rather an interest in clarifying
the text seen as an exchange among speaking personae; the aim is to give each
line to the proper character using the text itself as evidence.

Beyond Speaking, What Does the Chorus Do?
As we have seen, in the Pindar scholia the chorus is an important speaking persona. Yet, from a performative point of view, a chorus should be also
45

46

Those scholia discussing who is speaking often do so when direct speeches are not introduced by a verb of saying; see Aristarchus in Sch. Il. 4.303a; 16.203a; 23.855a. On the other
hand, the Homeric scholia very often consider whether Homeric speeches fit the characters who say them; cf. Schironi 2018: 429–433, 435–437, 456–461.
See Schironi 2016: 46–49.

124

schironi

(or mostly?) dancing. The way ancient scholiasts discuss choral dancing or
physical movements is, however, quite disappointing if we are looking for
insights into ancient choral performance. Where scholia talk about movements
of the chorus it is because some word for movement occurs in the text.47
Verbs of movement suggest to the ancient scholars’ mind that someone is
engaged in physical movement, whether or not connected with dancing. This
is not an interest in performance, but rather in explaining each word in the
text.
When it comes to “real” dancing and dance steps, the results are even more
disappointing. A search for words linked with the root χορ- for the noun “chorus” and its derivatives yields nothing aside from the scholia discussing the
chorus as a speaking (or moving) character which I have just surveyed. If we
look for more technical words connected with dancing, we are plunged into
purely antiquarian notes. A typical case occurs at Pythian 2, when at line 69 Pindar mentions the “Castoreion.” This odd reference prompts a long explanation
to clarify that the Castoreion is an armed dance; the commentator discusses
its origin and its difference from the pyrrhic dance, quoting many learned
sources:
Sch. P. 2.127: τὸ Καστόρειον: τὸν ἐπίνικον ἐπὶ μισθῷ συντάξας ὁ Πίνδαρος ἐκ
περιττοῦ συνέπεμψεν αὐτῷ προῖκα ὑπόρχημα, οὗ ἡ ἀρχή (fr. 105a Maehler)·
“Σύνες ὅ τοι λέγω ζαθέων ἱερῶν ἐπώνυμε,” ὃ δὴ Καστόρειον εἶπε διὰ τὸ τὴν
ἔνοπλον ὄρχησιν κατ’ ἐνίους τοὺς Διοσκούρους εὑρεῖν· ὀρχηστικοὶ γάρ τινες οἱ
Διόσκουροι. ὁ δὲ Ἐπίχαρμος (fr. 92 PCG) τὴν Ἀθηνᾶν φησι τοῖς Διοσκούροις τὸν
ἐνόπλιον νόμον ἐπαυλῆσαι, ἐξ ἐκείνου δὲ τοὺς Λάκωνας μετ’ αὐλοῦ τοῖς πολεμίοις προσιέναι. τινὲς δὲ ῥυθμόν τινά φασι τὸ Καστόρειον, χρῆσθαι δὲ αὐτῷ τοὺς
Λάκωνας ἐν ταῖς πρὸς τοὺς πολεμίους συμβολαῖς. διέλκεται δὲ ἡ τῆς πυρρίχης ὄρχησις, πρὸς ἣν τὰ ὑπορχήματα ἐγράφησαν. ἔνιοι μὲν οὖν φασι τὴν ἔνοπλον
ὄρχησιν πρῶτον Κούρητας εὑρηκέναι καὶ ὑπορχήσασθαι, αὖθις δὲ Πύρριχον
Κρῆτα συντάξασθαι, Θαλήταν δὲ πρῶτον τὰ εἰς αὐτὴν ὑπορχήματα· Σωσίβιος
δὲ, τὰ ὑπορχηματικὰ πάντα μέλη Κρηταϊκὰ λέγεσθαι. ἔνιοι δὲ οὐκ ἀπὸ Πυρρίχου τοῦ Κρητὸς τὴν πυρρίχην ὠνομάσθαι, ἀλλὰ ἀπὸ τοῦ παιδὸς τοῦ Ἀχιλλέως
Πύρρου ἐν τοῖς ὅπλοις ὀρχησαμένου ἐπὶ τῇ κατὰ Εὐρυπύλου τοῦ Τηλέφου νίκῃ.
Ἀριστοτέλης δὲ (fr. 519 Rose) πρῶτον Ἀχιλλέα ἐπὶ τῇ τοῦ Πατρόκλου πυρᾷ τῇ
πυρρίχῃ κεχρῆσθαι, ἣν παρὰ Κυπρίοις φησὶ πρύλιν λέγεσθαι, ὥστε παρὰ τὴν
πυρὰν τῆς πυρρίχης τὸ ὄνομα θέσθαι.

47

E.g. Sch. P. 2.6b (on which cf. Prauscello 2006: 40–43); Sch. N. 1.29a; Sch. I. 1.6d.
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The Castoreion: having composed the epinician for money, in addition
Pindar sent him a hyporchema as a gift, whose incipit was: “Understand
what I tell you, you whose name means holy temples.”48 He called it
Castoreion because according to some the Dioscuroi invented the armed
dance; for the Dioscuroi were dancers of a sort. And Epicharmus says that
Athena played the martial melody on the pipe as an accompaniment for
the Dioscuri, and that because of this the Laconians approach the enemies with the accompaniment of the pipe. Some say that the Castoreion is
some sort of rhythm and that the Laconians use it when they engage with
their enemies. The pyrrhic dance is different [from the Castoreion] and
for it [i.e., for the pyrrhic dance] [poets] wrote hyporchemata. Some say
that the Curetes first invented the armed dance and danced it, and then
the Cretan Pyrrhichus organized it and Thales was the first to compose
hyporchemata for it; Sosibius, however, says that all the hyporchematic
songs are called Cretan. But some say that the pyrrhic dance is not named
after Pyrrhichus the Cretan, but after the son of Achilles, Pyrrhus, who
danced in his armor upon his victory over Eurypylus, son of Telephus.
Aristotle, on the other hand, says that Achilles first danced the pyrrhic
dance on the pyre of Patroclus, which, he says, the Cyprians call “prylis,”
so that the name “pyrrhic” derives from “pyre.”
Again, the learned scholium derives from the necessity of explaining an obscure reference in the text. This is mostly an antiquarian note focusing on the
mythical origin of the dance and quoting a lot of learned authorities, but without any description of the steps or what this dance looks like. The interest is
broadly historical, not performance-oriented. Otherwise, the explanations are
text-derived. For example, there are several scholia discussing the “Archilochus
song,” which Pindar mentions in the opening of Olympian 9, saying that the
hymn is sung at Olympia, has a refrain sung three times, and is celebrated by the
victor and his philoi (4: κωμάζοντι φίλοις Ἐφαρμόστῳ σὺν ἑταίροις). All the “explanations” in the preserved scholia simply rephrase what Pindar has already said
in these opening lines (Sch. O. 9.1a–k). Or they contain an “educated guess,” for
example that the song is “triple” (2: καλλίνικος ὁ τριπλόος κεχλαδώς) not because
it has three refrains but because it is performed once at the time of the victory,
then in the gymnasium, and then at home, or because (Aristarchus’ opinion) it
had three strophes (Sch. O. 9.3a–l). The few other examples discussing choral

48

There is wordplay here between Ἱέρων, “Hieron,” and ἱερῶν, “temples.”
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dancing in the scholia are all along these same lines: they try to explain the
words used in the text, and never go beyond them.49
This result on the chorus’ movements in the Pindar scholia parallels the situation concerning the musical element. As noted by Lucia Prauscello,50 scholia seem to guess references to musical modes based on ethnic qualifiers.51 In
addition, just as with the scholia commenting on choral dance, none of these
scholia actually explains what these harmonies are from a musical point of
view.52

The Chorus Dances … in Theory
The conclusions reached on the basis of the Pindar scholia do not, however,
mean that in their work ancient critics took no interest at all in choral dancing,
music, and more generally the performative aspects of lyric poetry. We simply do not find annotations on these elements in their exegetical and editorial
practice, but elsewhere. Didymus, the famous Alexandrian scholar, seems to
have taken both music and choral performance into account when discussing
the different genres of choral lyric in his lost work on Lyric Poets. We have only
some fragments,53 and one of them is particularly interesting:

49

50
51

52

53

See also, e.g., Sch. N. 3.1c. All occurrences of the root στρ- (which covers στρέφειν, στροφή,
στροφός, etc.) refer to metrical division, so they are not relevant here. The only exception
is Sch. N. 5.70a: ἔνθα μιν εὔφρονες ἶλαι: ἶλαι αἱ τάξεις καὶ αἱ συστροφαὶ τῶν νέων αἱ ἐν χορῷ
γινόμεναι (“ ‘where joyous troops (ἶλαι) [receive the god Poseidon]’: ἶλαι are the lines and
the turns of the youths, those happening in the chorus”). Here too the reference to the
movements and turns of the chorus is suggested by the text itself (ἶλαι, “troops,” often of
soldiers). I suspect that the military meaning of ἶλαι suggested to the mind of the scholiast
the marching movements and the twists of the chorus dancers.
Prauscello 2012: 77–82 (esp. 79).
Dorian mode (Sch. O. 1.26a, c, g; Sch. O. 3.9a, c, d); Aeolian mode (Sch. O. 1.164b; Sch. P.
2.125c and 128a; Sch. N. 3.136a); Lydian mode (Sch. O. 5.44a, c, g, i; Sch. O. 14.23c; Sch. N. 4.71;
Sch. N. 8.24a, b); Locrian mode (Sch. O. 10.17k and 10.18b). Among papyri, POxy. 26.2449 has
(perhaps) a reference to a musical mode (harmonia) as a gloss to χορδαί in a note added
in the lower margin; cf. McNamee 2007: 348.
My survey also confirms the conclusions reached by Prauscello 2006 about Greek music
and Alexandrian commentators. Reacting especially against Thomas Fleming and
E. Christian Kopff but also against the Gentili school that claimed that Alexandrian grammarians systematically used musical scores in order to edit lyric poetry, Prauscello has
shown that the evidence does not support this claim. See especially Prauscello 2006: 7–
121. The connection between music and scholarly practice is also very thin in the papyri
surveyed by Martinelli 2009a.
They are collected and discussed by Grandolini 1999.
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EM 690.33–36: Προσόδια: παρὰ τὸ προσιόντας ναοῖς ἢ βωμοῖς πρὸς αὐλὸν ᾄδειν·
ἰδίᾳ δὲ τῶν ὕμνων· ὅτι τοὺς ὕμνους πρὸς κιθάραν ἑστῶτες ᾄδουσιν. οὕτω Δίδυμος
ἐν τῷ περὶ λυρικῶν ποιητῶν.54
προσόδια Färber: προσῳδίαι Gaisford | ἰδίᾳ Kaibel: διὰ codd.
Prosodia (προσόδια): from “to sing (ᾄδειν) to the accompaniment of the pipe
going towards (προσιόντας) temples or altars.” They are different from the
hymns. Because they sing hymns standing in place and to the accompaniment of the kithara. Thus Didymus in On Lyric Poets.
The etymology of the prosodion is connected with the movements of the chorus, which goes towards temples and altars. And prosodia are opposed to hymns
exactly because the chorus behaves differently and the musical accompaniment is different. A related passage is found in the so-called Byzantine Capitula:
Capitula ad praefat. sch. Pind. f (3.311.3–14 Drachmann): τριαδικαὶ δὲ αἱ
συνεστῶσαι ἔκ τε στροφῆς καὶ ἀντιστρόφου καὶ ἐπῳδοῦ … κέκληται δὲ ἡ μὲν
στροφή, καθό φησι Πτολεμαῖος ἐν τῷ περὶ στατικῆς ποιήσεως, διὰ τὸ τοὺς ᾄδοντας κύκλῳ κινεῖσθαι περὶ τὸν βωμὸν, σημαίνοντας τὴν ζωϊδίου κίνησιν· ἀντίστροφος δὲ διὰ τὸ ἀναστρέφοντας αὐτοὺς εὐρύθμως κινεῖσθαι, ἄχρις ἂν ἔλθωσιν ἐπ’
ἐκεῖνον τὸν τόπον, ἀφ’ οὗ ἤρξαντο πρῶτον κινεῖσθαι· ᾐνίσσοντο δὲ διὰ τούτου
τὴν τοῦ ἡλίου κίνησιν, ἐπειδὴ τὴν ἐναντίαν οὗτος δοκεῖ τῷ κόσμῳ ποιεῖσθαι·
ἐπῳδὸς δὲ, ἐπειδὴ ἱστάμενοι ἐπῇδον, διὰ τούτου τὸ ἔμμονον καὶ στερρὸν τῆς γῆς
παριστῶντες.
ζωϊδίου Negri: τοῦ βίου cod.: ἡλίου Boissonade
The odes organized in strophe, antistrophe, and epode are triadic … It
is called strophe, as Ptolemaeus says in his On Stationary Poetry, because
those who sing move around the altar in a circle, signifying the movement
of the zodiac. The antistrophe [is so called] because they move in the opposite direction according to the rhythm until they reach the spot from which
they first started moving. With this movement they hinted at the movement of the sun, because this seems to move in the opposite direction

54

Cf. Grandolini 1999: 12. See also EM 777.8–10.
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from the cosmos. The epode [is so called] because they sang it standing
still, representing in this way the firm stillness of the earth.
Monica Negri has proven conclusively that this Ptolemy is not Claudius Ptolemaeus but Ptolemy Epithetes, a grammarian contemporary with Aristarchus.55
In his treatise entitled On Stationary Poetry he explained the terms strophe,
antistrophe, and epode on the basis of choral movements, not very differently
from Didymus. The analogy between celestial and choral movements is very
well attested in antiquity, both in tragedy56 and in other sources which give
a cosmological interpretation of the chorus, as in the passage above.57 This
doctrine, probably derived from Pythagorean sources,58 is beyond the scope
of this analysis. The note in the Capitula, however, is interesting for our inquiry
because it proves that Alexandrian grammarians did take into consideration
the chorus’ movements and music when defining and framing choral lyric as
a genre. As for Ptolemy, the very title of his monograph, On Stationary Poetry
(Περὶ Στατικῆς Ποιήσεως), suggests that choral performance was actually central when discussing lyric poetry from a theoretical perspective, so that it was
at the basis of its technical terminology. Some dramatic scholia also explain the
word stasimon with reference to choral movement (or, rather, lack thereof), for
example the following:59
Sch. Aristoph. Ran. 1281a: στάσιμον, μέλος ὃ ᾄδουσιν ἱστάμενοι οἱ χορευταί.
Stasimon, a song which the choreutai sing standing still.
Sch. Eur. Phoen. 202: τοῦτο τὸ μέλος στάσιμον λέγεται. ὅταν γὰρ ὁ χορὸς μετὰ
τὴν πάροδον λέγῃ τι μέλος πρὸς τὴν ὑπόθεσιν ἀνῆκον ἀκίνητος μένων, στάσιμον
λέγεται τὸ ᾆσμα.
This song is called stasimon. For when after the parodos, the chorus, standing without moving, delivers a song connected to the content of the play,
the song is called stasimon.
55
56
57

58
59

Negri 2001, against Montanari 1988: 107–109.
E.g., Eur. El. 464–469, Soph. Ant. 1146–1152. For a survey and discussion of star imagery in
tragedy, see Csapo 2008.
Cf. Färber 1936: 20–22 (who still believed that the theory came from Claudius Ptolemaeus).
Many of the scholia discussing the triadic structure of choral dancing are analyzed by
Briand 2009.
Cf. Negri 2001: 126–127.
All these examples are discussed by Negri 2001: 135–136; my analysis is very much indebted
to hers.
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Interestingly enough, Aristotle gives a different definition of stasimon when
he says that it is the part of the chorus’ song without anapaests and trochees
(Poet. 1452b.23–24: στάσιμον δὲ μέλος χοροῦ τὸ ἄνευ ἀναπαίστου καὶ τροχαίου).
Here Aristotle does not take the movements of the chorus into consideration
but only the metrical patterns of the lines. Of course, meter and dancing steps
were connected, but this connection is absent in Aristotle’s definition. This suggests that the same phenomenon (the choral performance) could be looked at
in two very different ways by Greek scholars: it could be considered as a dancing
body which physically moved on a floor (so Didymus and Ptolemy Epithetes)
or it could be seen in more abstract terms, as a portion of a text, characterized by a specific metrical pattern (so Aristotle). The latter characteristic was of
course originally an aural phenomenon connected with performance and with
the dancing steps. Yet a metrical pattern was also something which (unlike the
dancing) could be reproduced and “seen” in a written text, at least since the
time when the Greek alphabet, as well as new writing conventions, allowed
scribes to signal long and short syllables more accurately.60 Metrical patterns,
unlike dancing steps, were the focus of Aristotle when describing the chorus.
But this is the point of view of a “reader” rather than a “spectator” of lyric poetry.

Conclusions
In this article I have tried to show that the question to ask is not if ancient
scholars had an interest in performance but rather when and how this interest
emerges.
Ancient commentators did take an interest in music and choral dancing at a
theoretical level to distinguish between different types of lyric poetry, as Didymus and Ptolemy Epithetes do. In the exegetical practice on specific authors
and odes, however, they do not seem to have been interested in the most purely
performative aspects of lyric poetry, such as the music and the choral performance. The performance-related references in the scholia originate from the
text. These textual references then lead the commentator to guess the chorus’
activities or the musical element. Yet these explanations are mostly antiquar-

60

This happened with the adoption of the Ionic alphabet, which differentiated between ε
vs. η and ο vs. ω and which was introduced in Athens at the end of the fifth century. In fact,
such an alphabet may have been widely used even earlier than 403/402BCE and beyond
Attica; see D’Angour 1999: 120–123. In addition, Aristotle (Soph. el. 177b4–7) seems to know
reading signs (παράσημα) which made it possible to disambiguate words also in terms of
vowel length.
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ian (origin of a dance or of a musical mode) or deduced from clues in the text
itself. Nevertheless, even if most often the explanations are text-derived, we
cannot exclude the possibility that sometimes grammarians could have used
additional evidence to support their analyses. The idea of semi-choruses, for
example, suggested by the text of Alcman’s partheneion, could have been supported by the historical research of Sosibius, who is in fact also quoted in the
scholium on the Castoreion (above, pp. 124–125). Yet the exegetes’ interest in
the extratextual realities of a lyric passage, sometimes backed up by antiquarian sources, started only from the text itself, when it required some explanation
beyond the linguistic one.
These data seem to match what Nünlist has found in his study of performance-related notes in dramatic scholia.61 If his analysis gives the impression
that there are quite a few notes discussing stage action in dramatic scholia, this
is simply because to understand a dramatic plot a reader must visualize what is
happening onstage.62 In addition, most notes discussing stage action in scholia
to Greek drama can be deduced from the text itself, just as with Pindar.
In my view, this “textual” attitude towards performance arose from two different and coexisting factors. On the one hand, the lack of interest in performance is inherited from Aristotle. Just as he defined a stasimon in terms of
meter and not of dance, so he famously excluded spectacle, that is, performance, from the technical parts of tragedy:
Poet. 1450b15–20: τῶν δὲ λοιπῶν ἡ μελοποιία μέγιστον τῶν ἡδυσμάτων, ἡ δὲ
ὄψις ψυχαγωγικὸν μέν, ἀτεχνότατον δὲ καὶ ἥκιστα οἰκεῖον τῆς ποιητικῆς· ἡ γὰρ τῆς
τραγῳδίας δύναμις καὶ ἄνευ ἀγῶνος καὶ ὑποκριτῶν ἔστιν, ἔτι δὲ κυριωτέρα περὶ
τὴν ἀπεργασίαν τῶν ὄψεων ἡ τοῦ σκευοποιοῦ τέχνη τῆς τῶν ποιητῶν ἐστιν.
Of the other [parts], song is the greatest element to spice up poetry. Spectacle is something that appeals to our imagination but lacks any technical
expertise and is the least peculiar to poetic art. For the potential of tragedy
exists even without performance and actors; moreover, to produce spectacles the technical expertise of the one who makes stage equipment is
more important than the technical expertise of the poets.
Poet. 1453b1–8: ἔστιν μὲν οὖν τὸ φοβερὸν καὶ ἐλεεινὸν ἐκ τῆς ὄψεως γίγνεσθαι,
ἔστιν δὲ καὶ ἐξ αὐτῆς τῆς συστάσεως τῶν πραγμάτων, ὅπερ ἐστὶ πρότερον καὶ
61
62

Nünlist 2009: 338–365.
As Nünlist 2009: 365, himself recognizes: “most of the relevant notes primarily serve the
needs of a reading audience.”
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ποιητοῦ ἀμείνονος. δεῖ γὰρ καὶ ἄνευ τοῦ ὁρᾶν οὕτω συνεστάναι τὸν μῦθον ὥστε τὸν
ἀκούοντα τὰ πράγματα γινόμενα καὶ φρίττειν καὶ ἐλεεῖν ἐκ τῶν συμβαινόντων· ἅπερ
ἂν πάθοι τις ἀκούων τὸν τοῦ Οἰδίπου μῦθον. τὸ δὲ διὰ τῆς ὄψεως τοῦτο παρασκευάζειν ἀτεχνότερον καὶ χορηγίας δεόμενόν ἐστιν.
What causes fear and pity can happen through spectacle, but also from
the structure of the incidents itself, which is superior and [the mark] of
a better poet. For the plot should be put together in a way that, even without watching, one who hears the events that unfold in it will shiver with fear
and feel pity at what happens; this is what someone listening to the plot
of Oedipus would feel. To obtain this effect through spectacle requires less
technical skill and needs abundant means for the production.63
If, following Aristotle, performance was not considered really part of dramatic
poetry, at least from a technical point of view, then later “literary critics” might
have concluded that the performative aspects of archaic and classical poetry
did not belong to the exegetical practice. This attitude explains what we read in
the lyric and dramatic scholia. Scholars knew that these genres, especially lyric
poetry, had music and dancing. They therefore had to deal with these elements,
but took them into account only in theoretical discussions, when “framing” the
different types of lyric poetry. However, music and choral performance did not
impact their exegetical and editorial practice. What really mattered to them
was the text, and the text itself gave all the answers they needed.
In addition, there was the lesson of the Alexandrians and in particular of
Aristarchus, who inaugurated the practice of clarifying an author from the
author himself.64 Even if we might not like the many text-derived explanations
in the Pindar scholia, for the ancients this was sound methodology because
it meant to “clarify Pindar from Pindar,” following the teaching of the most
renowned of the grammarians, Aristarchus.

63
64

On the problematic status of the chorus and choral performance in the Poetics, see Halliwell 1986: 238–252; cf. also Peponi 2013c: 23–26; Weiss 2018: 3–6.
The maxim “to clarify Homer from Homer,” often ascribed to Aristarchus, is not by him but
rather is used by Porphyry to define his own methodology in the Homeric Questions (QH
Il. 297.16–17 Scharder = QH I, 56.3–6 Sodano): ἀξιῶν δὲ ἐγὼ Ὅμηρον ἐξ Ὁμήρου σαφηνίζειν
αὐτὸν ἐξηγούμενον ἑαυτὸν ὑπεδείκνυον, ποτὲ μὲν παρακειμένως, ἄλλοτε δ’ ἐν ἄλλοις (“Considering it right to explain Homer from Homer, I have shown that Homer interprets himself
sometimes in passages which are nearby, sometimes in other [more remote] passages”).
Cf. Pfeiffer 1968: 226–227, and Porter 1992: 73–80. Aristarchus did, however, consistently
apply the principle of clarifying Homer from Homer in his philological activity; see Schironi 2018.
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Finally, the ancients looked at genres according to the speakers. The distinction among dramatic, narrative, and “mixed” genres is familiar to modern readers above all from Plato and Aristotle; yet, as we have seen, it is also reflected in
some ancient editions attested in papyrus fragments, which signal the speakers
within the poem: they are the Homeric heroes as well as “the poet,” i.e., Homer.
The previous analysis suggests that Pindar’s epinicians, too, belonged to the
“mixed” genre, because the poet behaves like Homer, intruding in the text with
his own voice as well as introducing characters who speak in their own personae: the chorus and the victor. Alcman’s partheneion, in contrast, might have
been considered “dramatic,” with the girls of Agido and those of Hagesichora
as the only speakers, as P. Louvre suggests.65
In the Homeric poems and Pindar’s victory odes, both belonging to the
“mixed” type, the poets were speakers just like their characters or, in the case
of Pindar’s odes, the “real” performers in the chorus. Yet this dialogue among
characters (whether it was purely dramatic or mixed) was firmly set on the
page. And one could simply explain these texts with the text itself. Clarifying
an author from the author himself was a very good principle when applied by
Aristarchus to Homer, as it avoided allegorical readings extraneous to the text.
However, because of the influence of Aristotle and Aristarchus and because
both Homer and choral poetry were considered “dialogues among speakers,”
this principle was unfortunately applied to Pindar and Alcman, who might
instead have benefited from a look beyond the text.
65

A similar reconstruction was suggested by Rutherford 2001: 101, for some lyric genres,
when he hypothesized that while the dithyramb belonged to the diegetic (or narrative)
genre, the hyporchema belonged to the mimetic (or dramatic) genre, and the paean to
the mixed genre.
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chapter 5

Chorus Lines: Catalogues and Choruses in Archaic
and Early Classical Hexameter Poetry and Choral
Lyric
Deborah Steiner

5

10

Μουσάων Ἑλικωνιάδων ἀρχώμεθ’ ἀείδειν,
αἵ θ’ Ἑλικῶνος ἔχουσιν ὄρος μέγα τε ζάθεόν τε
καί τε περὶ κρήνην ἰοειδέα πόσσ’ ἁπαλοῖσιν
ὀρχεῦνται καὶ βωμὸν ἐρισθενέος Κρονίωνος·
καί τε λοεσσάμεναι τέρενα χρόα Περμησσοῖο
ἢ Ἵππου κρήνης ἢ Ὀλμειοῦ ζαθέοιο
ἀκροτάτῳ Ἑλικῶνι χοροὺς ἐνεποιήσαντο
καλοὺς ἱμερόεντας, ἐπερρώσαντο δὲ ποσσίν.
ἔνθεν ἀπορνύμεναι, κεκαλυμμέναι ἠέρι πολλῷ,
ἐννύχιαι στεῖχον περικαλλέα ὄσσαν ἱεῖσαι,
Let us begin to sing from the Heliconian Muses, who possess the great and
holy mountain of Helicon and dance with supple feet about the violetdark spring and the altar of Cronus’ broad-strengthed son. And having
washed their tender skin in Permessus or the spring of Hippocrene or holy
Olmeius, they perform fair, desire-instigating choral dances and ply their
feet. Setting out from there, enshrouded in much mist, they process by
night, emitting their very beautiful voice.
Hes. Theog. 1–10

Hesiod’s Theogony opens in a manner that sharply differentiates it from its
Homeric counterparts: in place of the singular “goddess” or “Muse” whom the
Iliad and Odyssey proems invoke, Hesiod’s divinities form a plurality. More than
this, the opening vignette depicts the Muses engaged in a particularized activity, performing a ring dance around a body of water and altar with the “tender
feet” distinctive of choral maidens in archaic epic and lyric poetry.1

1 Cf. Alcm. fr. 3.10.
© deborah steiner, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_007
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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The divinities’ presentation as an archetypal chorus continues through this
opening visualization: a few lines on, we meet them “making dances,” plying
their feet in the manner of Iliadic and other choral dancers,2 and like the prototypical chorus on the shield of Achilles, and those that follow in the lyric
corpus, the Muses’ ensemble is both beautiful and desire-instigating.3 Even as
the performers sing—thereby satisfying the later Platonic definition of choreia
as “song-dance” (Leg. 654a)—their motion changes: now, marching (στείχω regularly denotes orderly, ranked movement) down from the Heliconian heights,
the deities process. Here poetic content and choral formation coincide. Just as
the Muses perform a reverse Theogony, beginning at the succession struggle’s
end as they move from the mountain to lower land, so they invert the regular
sequence that determines the movements of a chorus: first the linear procession to the sacred site, and then the ring dance, typically performed around
an altar or other center point, on reaching its destination. The Heliconian
Muses, by contrast, quit the “altar of Cronus’ son” and the divinely-inhabited
bodies of water (so often the site of choral dancing, particularly by nymphs)
so as to descend into the mortal, secular realm. The song sung by the goddesses as they journey downwards—a last-to-first inventory of the Olympians
and those preceding them—already supplies the template for the mode of
discourse that Hesiod will adopt in the poem that follows: the catalogue or
list.
The Theogony’s opening scene succinctly exemplifies the larger phenomenon explored in this chapter, the copresence of choruses and catalogues in
archaic and early classical poetry. For all that the catalogue is regularly viewed
as an element integral to hexameter poetry and among the hallmarks of that
genre, both in Hesiod’s proem and elsewhere, choruses regularly appear when
such lists occur, whether as performers of the itemized accounts and/or as the
subjects of a poet or internal speaker’s “catalogic” presentation. In the twofold
argument made here, the coincidence between troupes of singer-dancers and
a catalogue depends in no small part on the “incipient chorality”4 that the
enumerative device possessed in the archaic Greek imaginary, and calls into
question the assumption that several of the catalogues in choral poetry necessarily derive from prior hexameter sources; rather, I propose, both Homeric
and Hesiodic lists may take their cue from, or be informed by, choral performances staged before a civic audience on ritual occasions. More broadly, in
2 E.g. Il. 24.616, Hymn. Hom. Ven. 261.
3 Il. 18.490–561; Alcm. fr. 3. For representations of maiden choruses in the lyric and dramatic
corpus recapitulating the terms used here, see Swift 2016b.
4 I borrow the expression from Power 2011: 75.
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the bilateral exchanges my discussion suggests, the introduction of a catalogue
within hexameter and choral poems offers an instance of what might be styled
“generic contamination” or boundary crossing, whereby a composer in one
genre embeds within his or her piece a mode of discourse drawn from a very
different performance tradition. On these occasions, I argue, the list’s generic
underpinnings remain discernible in its diction, design, speaker/singer, and/or
the manner or context of its presentation.
The discussion that follows falls into two sections, the first given over to
close readings of three passages, one from hexameter epic, two from fifthcentury choral compositions, that variously illustrate the generic exchanges
between lyric and hexameter song and feature indicators of the stylistic hybridity that results from these poetic interactions. Part two goes on to propose
some underlying reasons for the phenomenon just observed. Drawing attention to continuities between the morphologies of catalogues and choruses—
the designs and formations both adopt, the relations between the individuals
or items in a list and the singer-dancers making up the choral ensemble, the
hierarchies structuring the two assemblages—in both the poetic and visual
repertoires, it suggests that these features may explain the reasons why, as my
opening example from Hesiod and the passages treated in section one demonstrate, hexameter epic looks regularly to a chorus to perform a list and choral
lyric to the monodic genre when incorporating a catalogue into its song and
dance.

“Generic Contamination” in Homer, Bacchylides, and Corinna
A single overarching question informs my close readings of three passages from
archaic and classical poetry: if my claim for generic commingling is correct,
then how might we discern in these lines their authors’ acts of appropriation
and what structural, stylistic, dictional and other generic “fingerprints” reveal
their borrowings? Or, more specifically, what in the epic passage points to its
choral derivation or, as argued here, coexistence in the form of a composition
performed by a chorus before a civic audience; and, conversely, where do the
choral poets acknowledge the hexameter tradition’s use of the catalogue and
their debts to that genre? Through a detailed examination of each passage, I
hope also to suggest some of the reasons fueling a poet’s choice to import elements from a different generic and performance tradition and to observe the
dividends that the practice pays.
For the chorality informing the most “purple” of all Homeric catalogues, my
reading takes its cue from a treatment of the passage by Bruce Heiden and
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builds on his discussion.5 As part of a larger argument that aims to demonstrate
the curiously populist orientation of the Catalogue of Ships, its privileging of
the common soldiers and communities they have left behind over the aristocratic heroes who dominate the remainder of the poem, Heiden suggests that
the Catalogue does indeed conform to its characterization in Cedric Whitman,
who styles it a “hymn to the army.”6 For Heiden, the designation is more than
merely rhetorical. Rather, the list exhibits its “hymnal” and collective dimensions by its inclusion of features more typical of lyric than hexameter poetry
and most closely parallels a lyric lament, a threnody such as would be performed by a civic chorus at a funerary ritual on behalf of those who had lost
their lives fighting abroad. Among the chief lyric giveaways identified by Heiden are: the introduction of the refrains so characteristic of choral laments and
which invest the movements described with a “rhythmic performance dimension comparable to dance”;7 the ways in which the poet invites us to view the
vessels not just as soldiers advancing in their ranks but as members of choral
collectives who process in “stichic” formations (the expression νέες ἐστιχόωντο
closes four of the entries); and the use of diction suggesting parallels between
the structure of the crews and those of choral ensembles and identifying those
who assemble the contingents as choregoi-like leaders to the troops that “follow”.8 While Heiden focuses all but exclusively on the appeal to the Muses and
the subsequent inventory, I want first to look at the events immediately preceding the invocation before noting some additional elements in the list consistent
with a lyric composition.
The preliminaries to the Catalogue prepare the ground for what follows,
alerting us to the way in which the poet prefaces his enumeration by ordering
its multiple items and by suggesting the presence of a chorus leader. Following
Nestor’s proposal that the heterogeneous mass of assembled troops be divided
by tribe and phratry (362) and the army’s sacrifice and meal, the leaders carry
out the proposed sortition (κρίνοντες, 446). A simile citing herdsmen allows the
audience to visualize the action, with the addition of a fresh term evocative of
a decking out that introduces an aesthetic dimension to the arrangement (474–
476):

5
6
7
8

Heiden 2008, esp. 145–152.
Whitman 1958: 262, cited by Heiden 2008: 129.
Heiden 2008: 149.
Heiden 2008: 149.
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Just as goatherds easily divide up (διακρίνωσιν) the broad herds of goats
when they mingle on the plain, even so the leaders divided and marshaled
them here and there (διεκόσμεον ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα).
Thucydides uses διεκόσμει of the organization-cum-arraying of the Panathenaic
procession (6.57.1), while Xenophon of Ephesus’ description of the pompe celebrating the Ephesia selects the verb in its uncompounded form for the simultaneous ornamentation and orderly positioning of the chorus in the line (Ephesiaca 1.2.4). The Athenian Xenophon, speaking of how the good housekeeper
groups her different pots and pans according to their kind prior to their inventorying, spells out, albeit half fancifully, connections between the act of division, orderliness, and the aesthetic and expressly rhythmic harmony (so εὔρυθμον, a term regularly used in the context of mousike and groups of performers
moving in time) that results, and a choral arrangement (Oec. 8.19–20):
No serious man will smile when I claim that there is beauty in the order
even of pots and pans set out in neat array (εὔρυθμον φαίνεσθαι εὐκρινῶς
κειμένας). There is nothing, in short, that does not gain in beauty when
set out in order (κατὰ κόσμον). For each set looks like a chorus (χορός) of
utensils, and the space between the sets is beautiful to see, when each set
is kept clear of it, just as a circular chorus (κύκλιος χορός) is a beautiful
spectacle in itself.
Indeed, kosmos belongs among the defining features of a chorus, the quality succinctly foregrounded in the account given by the messenger in Euripides’ Bacchae, where he remarks of the maenadic troupe responding to Agave’s
choregic summons: “they started up, upright, wondrous to behold in their
orderliness” (θαῦμ’ ἰδεῖν εὐκοσμίας, 693).
Choral ordering frequently depends on the choregos, and so the troops’ disposition in Iliad 2 ends by spotlighting this figure standing among the soldiery
(477–481):
Lord Agamemnon there among them, like to Zeus delighting in thunder
with regard to his eyes and head, and to Ares in his waist and Poseidon in
his chest, just as a bull is preeminent among the herds. For he is conspicuous among the gathered cows (βόεσσι μεταπρέπει ἀγρομένῃσι).
The term used of Agamemnon, μεταπρέπει, regularly signals the choregos, distinguishing Nausikaa as she leads her attendants in their dance (Od. 6.109).
With a very similar expression, Agido is styled ἐκπρεπής in Alcman’s Parthe-
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neion (fr. 1.46), and even as the Homeric hero-bull is conspicuous among the
cows, so this chorus-leader “appears outstanding as if one placed among a
grazing herd a perfect horse, a prize-winner” (45–48).9 It is the fourth-century
Xenophon again who explicitly compares a company of soldiers, where each
man occupies his appointed place within the larger group, and the well-functioning choral ensemble. Approving his son’s proposal to arrange competitions
in the warlike exercises required of soldiers in battle, Cambyses remarks that,
by virtue of this regimen, “you might see military companies that are just like
choruses” (ὥσπερ χοροὺς τὰς τάξεις … θεάσῃ, Cyropaedia 1.6.18; note the verb of
spectatorship appropriate to chorus viewers). Still more apposite is the return
to the analogy in Cyropaedia 3.3.70: in disarray following the failure of a first
assault, the troops “halted in their regular position, knowing much more accurately than a chorus each one the spot in which he should stand” (πολὺ μᾶλλον
χοροῦ ἀκριβῶς).10
The Iliadic scene of the troops’ arrangement closes just before the invocation to the choral Muses, the transition point between the narrative and the
start of the Catalogue. In the divinely channeled list that follows, the chorality latent in the preceding episode becomes more marked. Not only, as Heiden
well observes, do the naval contingents resemble members of choral collectives processing in their ranked formations, but we witness the stationing of
these assemblages when they reach their destination, where they stand waiting to perform anew. In his account of the Boeotian contingent at 525, the poet
notes how the ships’ leaders “placed the ranks” (στίχας ἵστασαν), an action that
has a second sounding when Ajax similarly positions his twelve ships alongside another group: “and he, leading [twelve ships], positioned them where the
ranks of Athenians were placed” (στῆσε δ’ ἄγων ἵν’ Ἀθηναίων ἵσταντο φάλαγγες,
558). The verb used in both phrases has a choral dimension of its own, supplying the vox propria for the setting up, deploying, or instituting of a chorus in the
technical expression common from the late archaic period on: χορὸν ἵστησι.11
The kosmesis that occurred in the troops’ sorting-cum-decking-out now determines Menestheus’ conduct; the Athenian hero receives special mention for his
skill in arranging/adorning (κοσμῆσαι, 554) his company,12 an activity placed in
9
10
11

12

For the suggestion that it is the poet-choregos who positions Agido here, see Peponi 2004:
313–315.
Cf. Xen. Mem. 3.4.4.
See Nagy 1990: 361–362; Calame 1997a: 45; and particularly Myers 2007; note too Peponi
2004: 315; Kavoulaki 2011: 371–373. The first extant usage of the term appears in Pind.
fr. 52b.99.
Cf. Pind. Pyth. 9.118 for a choregos who similarly adorns (κοσμήσαις) his lead dancer in an
agonistic event.
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an agonistic context—only Nestor can “vie” (ἔριζεν, 555) with him. The combination of terms positions the heroes as rival choregoi seeking to outdo one
another with the brilliance of their choruses and their aesthetically pleasing
deployment. Indeed, later poets and prose-writers would respond to and realize the choral dimension discernible in the Homeric enumeration: both the
parodos of Euripides’Iphigenia at Aulis and Thucydides’ account of the Sicilian
armada gathered at the Piraeus (6.30–32) acknowledge their Homeric “catalogic” template while casting their respective fleets, crews, and expedition leaders as so many rivalrous participants in a choral performance.13
If Heiden’s larger claim is correct—that together the accumulation of choral
terminology and the Catalogue’s generically heterogeneous stylistic features
turn the list into something approximating a collective song-and-dance that
celebrates those whose death at Troy their townsmen in their homelands
mourn in choral performances14—then the possibility of a further convergence
between a choral performance and a distinctly different poetic tradition opens
up. As Joseph Day reminds us, these laments might be transcribed in monumental form, now assuming the shape of inscribed epitaphs—this a genre with
conventions of its own which may incorporate a roll call of the dead—where
individuals would encounter and vocalize them anew.15 It is no happenstance
that the inscription on the Ambracian cenotaph analyzed by Seth Estrin in this
volume and that, in Day’s suggestion, would originally have taken the form of a
choral performance, lists the names of the four citizens who died abroad while
engaged on a mission for their polis.
As for the impetus behind the Homeric poet’s incorporation of a choral
threnos, the embedding of this different genre not only suits the nature of those
whom the aoidos begins by invoking as overseers of the catalogue to come, the
collective Muses who regularly perform laments on the occasion of funerary
rites (e.g. Odyssey 24.60–61). More than this, the act of transference allows the
monodic singer to meet the challenge rehearsed in that invocation, effectively
granting him the multiplicity of tongues and mouths (δέκα μὲν γλῶσσαι, δέκα δὲ
στόματ’, 489) that he cites as prerequisites for the performance of so outsized a
catalogue, thereby appropriating for his single person the vocal capacities that
belong to a choral ensemble.
The amalgamation of the two distinct genres and performance traditions
is no less evident in my examples from choral poetry, both featuring a single
13
14
15

See Steiner 2018 for these and other examples and, on the Iphigenia at Aulis, Weiss 2018:
193–205.
Heiden 2008: 150–151.
Day 2007.
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parthenaic group, the nine daughters of the river god Asopos. As I detail elsewhere, in compositions by fifth-century choral poets as well as in a Euripidean
stasimon (HF 781–789), these maidens repeatedly serve as objects of “choral
projection,” supplying one among the archetypal troupes of singer-dancers
whom latter-day ensembles select as models.16 But a paradigmatic chorality—
also visible in contemporary artistic representations where her sister Asopids
dance in choruses during the abduction of Aegina17—is not the only characteristic assigned to this sorority. Instead, as the passages from works by Bacchylides and Corinna treated here illustrate, poets may also choose to frame
them within a catalogue, introducing Asopos’ daughters and their histories in
the form of a list. In the standard view, this mode of presentation results from
both composers’ debt to a preexisting hexameter source, the Pseudo-Hesiodic
Catalogue of Women, where, following Martin West’s broadly accepted reconstruction,18 the Asopids were a central presence in the poem’s fourth book. In
place of this straightforward act of appropriation, I suggest that Bacchylides
and Corinna are no mere followers: maintaining the sorority’s signature chorality, they also draw on the hexameter tradition to which the maidens simultaneously belong, thereby engaging in that “transgenericity” (in Michel Briand’s
phrase)19 already practiced in the Catalogue of Ships.
Bacchylides’ ninth ode, composed on behalf of the Nemean victory of Automedes from Phleious, exploits the multiplicity of rivers, or water sources, all
bearing the name Asopos: one formed the southern limit of Boeotia, the second, a spring, was located on Aegina,20 and the third, featured in the song for
the Phleian victor, traced its course through Phleious and originally formed the
border between Thebes and Plataea.21 This is the Asopos who, along with his
progeny, receives explicit praise in lines 40–52, where the singers rehearse how
the river-god’s renown has traveled to the far points of the earth, further stoked
by the fame of his daughters. Invoking the deity, the singers hail their addressee
before beginning their celebration (47–65):

16
17

18
19
20
21

Steiner forthcoming. Among the examples I cite, note particularly Bacchyl. 13.77–95 SM
and Pind. Nem. 3.1–16.
E.g. a red-figure stamnos of ca. 475–425 (Bochum, Ruhr Universistät, Kunstsammlungen
S1172), or a column-krater of ca. 460 attributed to the Boreas Painter (New York, Metropolitan Museum 96.19.1).
West 1985: 100–103. See too Larson 2002: 139–140.
Briand used this phrase in his paper at the conference on which this volume is based.
See Fearn 2007: 102–105, building on Privitera 1988.
Hdt. 7.199–200 also mentions the existence of a Thessalian Asopos that flowed into the
Gulf of Malis. For discussion see Kowalzig 2007b: 195–201 and Nagy 2011a: 52–54 (drawing
on West 1985: 162–163).
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στείχει δι’ εὐρείας κελε[ύ]θου
μυρία πάντᾳ φάτις
σᾶς γενεᾶς λιπαροζώνων θυγατρῶν, ἃς θε̣[ο]ί
σὺν τύχαις ᾤκισσαν ἀρχαγοὺς ἀπορθήτων ἀγυιᾶν.
τίς γὰρ οὐκ οἶδεν κυανοπλοκάμου
Θήβας ἐΰδμα[τον πόλι]ν,
ἢ τὰν μεγαλώνυ]μον Αἴγιναν, μεγ[ίστ]ου
Ζην]ὸ̣ς ̣ [ἃ πλαθεῖσα λ]έχ̣ ει τέκεν ἥρω
̣ ̣ ]̣ δ̣ε̣ σ̣ ω̣[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ου,
ὃς γ]ᾶς βασά[νοισιν Ἀχ]αιῶν
]α̣
]υ̣[
τ[– – ⏑ – – – ⏑ – –
̣ λον [ ̣ ]̣ ´̣ [
α̣[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ω̣ [ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ε]ὔ̣π̣επ
ἠ[δὲ Πειράν]α̣ν̣ ἑλ̣ ̣ ικοστέφα̣[νον
κ[ούραν, ὅ]σαι τ’ ἄλλαι θεῶν
ε̣[ὐναῖς ἐδ]άμησαν ἀριγνώτ[ο]ις π̣ [α]λαι ̣[οῦ
παῖδες αἰ]δ̣ο[ῖ]α̣ι ποταμοῦ κε[λ]άδοντος·
On a wide path travel in all directions the countless reports of your
progeny, the shining-girdled daughters whom the gods with good fortune
have settled as rulers of unsacked streets. For who does not know of the
well-built town of dark-haired Thebe or of the renowned Aegina, who
(came to) the bed of great Zeus and bore the hero … whom the land of
the Achaeans by the tests …? … fair-robed … and (Peirene the maiden) of
the twining garland, and all those who were mastered in far-conspicuous
beds of the gods, venerable daughters of the ancient sounding river.

While the personified river serves, as so often, as the perfect means of establishing a “natural” connection and two-way vector between the victor’s home and
the site of his win, Asopos’ multiple daughters occupy the chief portion of the
celebration. As G.B. D’Alessio observes of the lines,22 this is the “passage which
comes closest to a Hesiodic catalogue in the preserved songs of Pindar and Bacchylides,” and he further notes that the ἤ, retained by some editors at the start

22

D’Alessio 2005: 237–238.
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of line 62 in place of the ἢ[δέ printed by Jebb and used here, suggests “that the
list may have been coordinated through the disjunctive particle, recalling the ἤ
οἵη formula” of the Catalogue of Women that gave the work its alternate name,
the Ehoiai.
A catalogue structure continues to inform the passage. Despite the lines’
lacunose condition, we can assume that the singers would have listed at least
some of the river’s progeny: with Thebe heading the enumeration and Aegina
next in line, two or even three other daughters would have been named, each
accompanied by an epithet.23 David Fearn suggests the inclusion of Cleona in
line 61, and Peirene, the Corinthian spring, seems a likely candidate for 62.24
The catalogue ends in the fashion typical of hexameter lists, with a summary
reference to “all those other venerable daughters of the ancient sounding river.”
But alongside the choice of a (Pseudo-Hesiodic) catalogue format for the
Asopids’ presentation, with all the authority and aggrandizement that the hexameter and now canonical Panhellenic source would lend the home-based
ensemble in the current composition, the maidens’ choral character is no less
prominent. Bracketing the geographical-mythical excursus are references to
Automedes’ victory and its celebration in song and dance on his arrival home.
In lines 27–36 (fully cited below), the singers recall the laudandus’ winning cast
with the discus before pivoting to the moment of his return to Phleious and
the “purple-eddying Asopos” ([Ἀσωπό]ν … πορφυροδίναν̣, 39), a phrase which
acts as lead-in for the account of Asopos and his daughters. A second matching
mention of the river (ποταμοῦ κε[λ]άδοντος, 65) concludes the description of
the Asopids, signposting this embedded section’s end and a return to where
the song left off as the singers resume praising Automedes. With the river
and its epithet in final position in the line, the lacunose phrase that follows
moves directly back to the present occasion where the “shouts of pipes” (αὐ]λ̣ ῶν
βοαί, 68) of the ongoing performance simultaneously pick up on the noise just
emitted by the water. The bookending of the section introducing the Asopids
between two celebrations of the victor not only alerts us to the connections
that the poem suggests between the objects of praise, the Asopos, its offspring,
and the local boy made good; it also draws attention to choreia as the critical mechanism for the propagation of renown, a counterpart to the extensive
(epic) river/genealogical network that Bacchylides has traced out and that, like
the water course with its self-multiplication in its progeny, is both synchronic
and diachronic in scope.

23
24

Maehler 1982: 1.186 makes various proposals concerning the other names.
Fearn 2003: 361.
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The interfaces between the present-day festivities and the nine Asopids
are also visible in the diction of the framed passage, which depicts the maidens in terms that align them with Bacchylides’ choreuts and their ongoing
performance, and positions the mythical sorority as the originary chorus on
whom Automedes’ celebrants now model themselves. Styled “shining-girdled”
(λιπαρο-/ζώνων, 49–50) and, in Peirene’s case, “of the twirling garland” (ἑλ̣ ̣ ικοστέφα̣[νον, 62),25 the Asopids’ accessories correspond not just to the radiance of
the current singer-dancers (the sine qua non of any chorus worth watching),26
but perhaps to their circular choreography too. Fresh rotations belong to the
maidens’ watery progenitor, who, in a striking hapax, has displayed its “purple
eddies.” Sound as well as movement and sparkle links the different sections:
the noise emitted by the river, then echoed by the clamorous pipes, supplies an
audible and musical counterpart to the φάτις featured in the description of the
river and his daughters’ renown.
Nor is this choral “mapping” confined to the Phleian chorus members; while
Automodes resembles the parthenoi and their father insofar as he, like them,
supplies the object of choral encomium, the visualization of the athlete (his
hair similarly garlanded, στεφάνῳ, 23) at the moment of his triumph in the
lines immediately preceding the Asopids’ introduction positions him as leaddancer/choregos of the celebratory band (27–36):

30

35

πενταέθλοισιν γὰρ ἐνέπρεπεν ὡς
ἄστρων διακρίνει φάη
νυκτὸς διχομηνίδο[ς] εὐφεγγὴς σελάνα·
τοῖος Ἑλλάνων δι’ ἀπ̣ [εί]ρονα κύκλον
φαῖνε̣ θαυμ̣ [α]στὸν δέμ̣ ας
δίσκον τροχοειδέα ῥίπτων,
καὶ μελαμφύλλου κλάδον
ἀκτέας ἐς αἰπεινὰν προπέμπων
αἰθέρ’ ἐκ χειρὸς βοὰν ὤτρυνε λαῶν,
ἢ τε[λε]υτάσας ἀμάρυγμα πάλας·
For among the pentathletes he was conspicuous, as the fair-shining moon
stands distinguished from (i.e. outshines) the light of the stars in the
midmonth night, even so in the boundless circle of the Greeks did he
display his awesome form as he cast the wheel-shaped discus, and send-

25
26

For the choral association of ἑλίσσω and its cognates, see Csapo 1999–2000.
See Kurke 2012: 228–229.
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ing forth from his hand the shoot of the dark-leaved elder into the sheer
heavens he stirred up the acclamation of the crowd, or when he completed the flashings of the wrestling.
Each and every phrase suits a choregos as portrayed in the earlier lyric (and
hexameter) tradition. No less pertinent to choreia than the “conspicuousness”
already treated above that sets Automedes apart from the other contestants
are the associations of the nighttime sky illuminated by the moon and attendant stars;27 whether on the first band of the Iliadic shield or in Alcman’s
first Partheneion, these constellations are paradigmatic choral dancers, the less
brilliant celestial bodies following the lead of, or circling about, their stellar
choregos. As commentators note, here Bacchylides also echoes the conceit in
Sappho fragment 96.6–10 V, a choral song in which the performers praise a now
departed chorus member,28 the former première of their troupe; it was in her
song-and-dance (μόλπᾳ, 5) that the sorrowing Atthis left on Lesbos chiefly took
delight. Just as Automedes stands out in his dazzle, so this parthenos-turnedbride maintains her choral preeminence in her new home: “she is conspicuous
(ἐμπρέπεται) among the Lydian wives like the rosy-fingered moon … outshining
all the stars” (πάντα περ⟨ρ⟩έχοισ’ ἄστρα).
Automedes’ likeness to the (literally) star performer in a choral band extends
to the delineation of the events—a virtual victory catalogue—in which he triumphed. First off is his discus throw (30–32), the moment that supplies the
tenor for the lunar simile. The description privileges circularity: the athlete in
the midst of his fellow contestants stands equivalent to the moon with its circlet of subordinate astral bodies as he throws the rounded discus (a move which
requires the body to describe an arch and then turn about its axis) while positioned in the center of the crowd sounding its acclaim. The scene recalls not
just Odyssey 8.370–380, where the chorus encircling the troupe’s star performers staging their acrobatic pas de deux likewise raises an approbatory sound; if
the Homeric account of the chorus on Achilles’ shield (cited in section two)
reflects traditional notions of choral dancing, then the spin of the potter’s
wheel (τροχόν, Il. 18.600) supplies a canonical comparandum for the gyrating
chorus, this reflected in the Asopids and their “purple-eddying” (πορφυροδίναν̣)
father.29
Two further details in the visualization draw on choral terminology, practices, and audience response. Even as Automedes’ bodily form is “wondrous”
27
28
29

For discussion and examples, see Ferrari 2008 and Csapo 2008.
For the fragment as chorally performed, see Lardinois 1996: 161–162.
For δινέω as an indicator of circular (and, in his view, dithyrambic) dancing, see Csapo
1999–2000: 418–424 and 2008: 273–274.
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(θαυμ̣ [α]στόν, 31) in the eyes of the spectators, so thauma is Odysseus’ sensation as he watches the Phaeacian youths dance (θαύμαζε δὲ θυμῷ, Od. 8.265), a
response shared by the Ionians gathered on Delos who witness the extraordinary and paradigmatic song-dance of the Deliades, styled a “great thauma” in
and of itself (Hymn. Hom. Ap. 156).30 Most striking of all is the unprecedented
noun that Bacchylides selects for Automedes’ wrestling moves, ἀμάρυγμα (36).
Here, I suggest, the poet nods to a second Sapphic intertext, the evocation
of Anactoria at the close of fragment 16 V:31 recalling the departed maiden,
the persona loquens describes her longing to see “the desire-causing step and
brilliant sparkle of [Anactoria’s] face” (ἔρατόν τε βᾶμα / κἀμάρυχμα λάμπρον …
προσώπω, 17–18). The snapshot recalls the girl as she once performed as the
leader of the ensemble, endowed, again, with the sparkle distinct to choral
dancers;32 already in Homeric song and the hymnic repertoire, the cognate
noun μαρμαρυγή appears in the formulaic phrase μαρμαρυγαί … ποδῶν, where
it evokes the twinkle emanating from a dancer’s feet as he/she performs as
chorus member or choregos (e.g. Od. 8.265, Hymn. Hom. Ap. 203). Bacchylides
may also anticipate the soon to be echoed Ehoiai in his diction here: ἀμάρυγμα
finds a still closer match in the formulaic phrase so frequent in the Catalogue
of Women, Χαρίτων ἀμαρύγματα, an expression repeatedly applied to heroines
celebrated for their beauty. As Fearn comments, Automedes is “thus attracted
into the language register associated with the kinds of feminine mythological archetypes who appear in Bacchylides’ central myth, the Asopids,”33 and,
I would add, more expressly to their Pseudo-Hesiodic representation. If Fearn’s
further suggestion that we might imagine Automedes as a member of a group
of youths charged with celebrating the local heroines in choral performances is
correct,34 then the mythical and real-world choruses become still more closely
affiliated; just as such epichoric groups danced and sang on behalf of Aegina
and her sisters on that island,35 so the Phleians may have done the same for the
Asopids.

30
31
32
33

34
35

For thauma as a prime response to choral performances, see Neer 2010: 62–63 citing Bacchyl. 17.117–139 SM and Kurke 2012: 223, 227.
Also cited by Fearn 2003: 364 in passing; see too Cairns 2010: 256.
Typically Sappho reworks the hexameter formula, attributing the sparkle to the face while
replacing the expected “feet” with the reference to the dancer’s step.
Fearn 2003: 364. Very relevant is Fearn’s further point that the “objectification” of Automedes positions him, like the Asopids, as a focus of erotic longing; that role is also suited
to my reading of the laudandus as chorus leader insofar as choristers regularly express
desire for their choregos.
Fearn 2003: 364.
See Steiner forthcoming for the Aeginetan choral celebrations.
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Commentators regularly observe that the Hesiodic Catalogue still more fully
informs the final work considered here, this one composed by a poet who, like
the Catalogue’s supposed author, was native to Boeotia. Of course any mention of Corinna comes surrounded by debates concerning her date, the manner
in which her songs were performed, and their intended audience, and I make
two assumptions, closely argued for by other scholars,36 in the reading that
follows: first, that Corinna belongs to the fifth century, and second, that her
poems were most likely composed for choruses of parthenoi in Tanagra and
perhaps elsewhere in Boeotia. Among the more extensive fragments is the socalled “Daughters of Asopos,” a work whose extant portion occupies columns
two to four of fragment 654. The Asopids are introduced in the early portion of
the text, presented as a list narrating the abductions and marriages of at least
some of the nine that the lines then number. The term ὧν, “of these,” suggests
the start of the inventory, with Aegina in first position, then followed, in rapid
succession, by Corcyra, Salamis, “lovely Euboea,” Sinope and Thespia:

35

40

ὧν Ἤγ[ιναν γε]νέθλαν
ἀ]γαθῶν
Δεὺς[
πατρ̣ο̣[
ἐ]ς,
Κορκού[ραν δὲ κὴ Σαλαμῖ-]
ν’ εἰδ[’ Εὔβοιαν ἐράνναν]
Ποτι[δάων κλέψε πα]τείρ,
Σιν[ώπαν δὲ Λατοΐδα]ς
Θέσ[πιαν τ’ ἔ]σ̣ τι̣ ν ἔχων·
Of these (daughters) Zeus, giver of good things, (took) his child Aegina
… from her father’s … while Corcyra (and Salamis) and (lovely Euboea)
(were stolen) by father Poseidon, and (Leto’s son) is in possession of
Sinope and Thespia …

36

Here I follow, among others, Stehle 1997: esp. 101–104; Larson 2002; Collins 2006: 19–20
(with an overview of the argument); Lardinois 2011: 165–168. The case for the choral character of Corinna’s poetry rests on admittedly slender grounds. Fr. 655.1–16, which opens
with an invocation to Terpsichora (“she who delights in choruses”) and is spoken in the
voice of a poet or that of the collective chorus, which announces that it proclaims the legends of its homeland, Tanagra in Boeotia, offers the most compelling evidence. In Stehle’s
reading, the fragment suggests that Corinna addresses two audiences for whom different
songs are performed: first the collective audience made up of the women of Tanagra, and
then the parthenoi with whom the stories “from our fathers’ time” seem to be connected.
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As Campbell’s note points out, the catalogue would have ended with Tanagra, whom Hermes stole. Fresh enumerative design follows when the singers
remark at 12–18 of the next column:

15

τᾶν δὲ πήδω[ν τρῖς μ]ὲν ἔχι
Δεὺς πατεὶ[ρ πάντω]ν βασιλεύς,
τρῖς δὲ πόντ[ω γᾶμε] μέδων
Π[οτιδάων, τ]ᾶν δὲ δουῖν
Φῦβος λέκτ[ρα] κρατούνι,
τᾶν δ’ ἴαν Μή[ας] ἀγαθὸς
πῆς Ἑρμᾶς·
And of your daughters father Zeus, king of all, has three; and Poseidon,
ruler of the sea, married three; and Phoebus is master of the beds of two
of them, of one Hermes, good son of Maia.

A marked degree of the repetition characteristic of lists structures this account,
with τᾶν δέ standing at the start at each entry naming a god and the number
of his conquests, almost like an inscribed victory list. In counterpoint to this
homogeneity, but very much in keeping with catalogue design, the numbers
diminish, three apiece for the two “top” deities, two for Apollo, one for Hermes.
The close of the list is, typically again, resumptive, reassembling the sisters into
their collective nine.
As already noted, it has been commonplace to remark on the broader overlap between the subject matter, theme, and arrangement of Corinna’s extant
poetry and that of the Pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue, and nowhere more than
in fragment 654, a composition whose themes are very much in sync with
those of its hexameter precedent. The later poet’s concern with genealogy and
ancestry through maternity emphatically here recalls the Ehoiai, and Jennifer
Larson notes that line 9 “hints at familiarity with the Catalogue”; as she further
remarks, “both the Catalogue and Asopid daughters provide a marked, hierarchical catalogue of progenitor gods who beget a race of semidivine heroes.”37
The enumeration of the Asopids also points back to the Odyssean catalogue
of heroines at 11.225–332, and not least for the Boeotian focus prominent in
both; among those whom Odysseus encounters is Antiope, another daughter of
Asopos in the Pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue (frs. 38–42), who has strong links to

37

Larson 2002: 50–51 with additional parallels.
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Boeotian sites and cults. The sequence of four that follows—Alkmene, Megara,
Epikaste, and Chloris—all share connections to the region.38
But as I argued for Bacchylides’ composition for Automedes, Corinna’s song
simultaneously taps into the chorality associated with the Asopids in the lyric
and visual traditions. With Tanagra concluding the enumeration, the initial list
seems designed as a sequence culminating in a final city, singled out by the
performers for the closing and privileged position. Since Tanagra was the site
of choral performances of Corinna’s poetry by parthenoi in fragment 655 (see
n. 36), the passage offers a fresh instance of choral projection, with the role of
the Asopids reenacted by the latter-day ensemble of maidens in Tanagra also
on the threshold of marriage and whose choregos, perhaps decked out in extra
finery or with an added accessory, takes on the leading role afforded the local
and hence preeminent daughter.39
Putting all these pieces together, the Asopids seem firmly grounded in two
generic traditions, both visible in the songs of Bacchylides and Corinna. First,
that of the genealogical poetry—the sources’ chief interest in the maidens
seems to be their role as the mothers of the heroes whose lineage reaches down
to historical times—that so readily lends itself to catalogue form. The tendency
to figure the river’s many daughters in the linear structure characteristic of
these poetic (and inscribed) lists extends to visual representations: Asopos and
his daughters appeared in the now lost bronze statue group that Pausanias saw
at Olympia, which depicted Aegina being abducted from the company of her
sisters; Pausanias names Nemea, Harpina, Corcyra, and Thebe, with Asopos
seemingly positioned last in the line. The language of the passage, complete
with the term διακοσμέω used in other sources for the marshaling-cum-arraying
of choral processions, leaves no doubt as to the group’s linear presentation
while, perhaps, also reflecting the choral formation that the images’ deployment brought to the visitor’s mind (5.22.6.1–10):
The Philesians also dedicated a Zeus and the daughters of Asopos and
Asopos himself, and the images are divided and marshaled (διακεκόσμηται) thus: Nemea is the first of the sisters and after her comes Zeus seizing
Aegina; next to Aegina stands Harpina … after her is Corcyra with Thebe
next; last of all comes Asopos.

38
39

See Larson 2000: 198–200.
Beyond that fragment, we have no references to choral activity in Tanagra, whether by
parthenoi or other groups; note, however, Calame 1997a: 135 n. 131, citing Schachter 1981–
1994: 1.179–180 and 185–186.
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Presumably reading off each name as inscribed beneath the successive
images, Pausanias effectively performs a mini-catalogue, complete with internal repetition and a superlative name cap for the last item listed, even as his
enumeration might call a choral collective and its performance to mind.40
As for the second generic tradition in which Asopos’ daughters are embedded, that of choral songs, some in the form of the partheneia performed by
maidens in the regions with which the mythical sisters were most closely associated, others by youths equating themselves with those standing choruses, this
can be explained on several grounds. First, most simply, because the Asopids
form an epichoric company, as do the participants in the corresponding realworld ensembles. And second, because the heroines’ “histories” offer a prime
instance of the types of myths, themes, and concerns regularly articulated in
partheneia, whose composers typically select topics and motifs calibrated to
their singer-dancers’ gender and time of life. Wayne Ingalls details the contents of such works—those of Alcman, Sappho, Tlesilla, and Corinna among
them—and argues that the issue of female sexuality, its positive and negative consequences and the need for its containment, are writ large in these
pieces that served a paideutic function for their performers and audiences.41
Suggestive of a song designed for a chorus of parthenoi is not only the subject
matter of Corinna’s fragment, a group of maidens destined for marriage and
abstracted one by one from their sorority, but also its resolution. In the conversation between Asopos and a local seer in which the list just cited appears,
the father learns that the gods will ultimately give him the compensation that
recasts these abductions as sanctioned unions.42
It is here that the two poetic genres coalesce. It needs no demonstration that
unions between maidens, gods, and heroes, some legitimate and orderly, others
marked by violence or the transgression of regular matrimonial practices, are
the central concerns of the Pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue. Courtship protocols
both observed and violated (so the tale of Mestre) and marriage contests (that
of Helen most obviously) also occupy a major place in the work,43 as they do in
the extant poetry composed on behalf of maiden choruses. In light of their suit40

41
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Cf. the Geneleos group from the Heraion at Samos depicting the dedicator’s three daughters who are, in the view of Karakasi 2003: 28–29 and Day 2010: 193, depicted as dancers in
the choruses that celebrated the goddess; here too a viewer, moving from one figure to the
next as he/she reproduced the dancers’ processional motions, would read off the identifying inscriptions on the images’ bodies (see IG 12.6.2.559 for these), effectively enunciating
a genealogical catalogue.
Ingalls 2000.
See Lardinois 2011: 166.
As closely argued and detailed by Ormand 2014.
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ability to parthenaic choral performances, it does not seem wholly implausible
that the Pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue’s presentation of the Asopids, along with
other maidenly sororities, draws on the lyric repertoire and may have incorporated the choral compositions’ diction, imagery, and themes into the hexameter
account.

Choral and Catalogue Morphologies
If, as argued above, archaic and early classical sources demonstrate intimate
connections between the “set-piece” catalogue and its choral performance, toggling together generic elements from each tradition within their songs in ways
that amplify and extend the scope of their accounts of individuals and events,
then how might we explain that affinity? Moving beyond the intuitive notion
that a multiplicity of items requires plural performers, do deeper relations exist
between catalogue poetry and choruses and are these discernible in the textual
and visual evidence?44 In attempting some answers, I focus on the “morphology” (to borrow the term of Claude Calame)45 of the chorus—its make-up,
the interactions between its different members, organization, formations, and
movements through space—and suggest that catalogues in archaic sources
possess closely corresponding features.
In Benjamin Sammons’ definition, a catalogue, whether made up of two or
multiple members, is “a list of items which are specified in discrete entries … no
explicit relation is made except for the shared suitability to the catalogue’s specified rubric.”46 He further defines a rubric as “a stated category or class which
legitimates the involvement or exclusion of potential items.”47 This “rubric”
squares with Calame’s delineation of the three most broad-based features that
determine membership of a chorus: ties of kinship, locality, and age,48 each of
which maps still more narrowly onto common criteria for inclusion in a catalogue. Just as so many real and mythical choruses form sororities with a parent
or other relation by way of a lead member (in addition to the Muses and Graces,

44
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Here I try to build on the insights of Carruesco 2010 and his more generalized and textbased explanation; the overlap is based on “la similitud morfólogica de una unidad articulada a partir de una pluralidad de miembros, como en el más profunda de la función, que
es precisamente la capacidad activa de generar esa articulación” (2010: 386).
Calame 1997a.
Sammons 2010: 9 (emphasis in original).
Sammons 2010: 9.
Calame 1997a: 26–34.
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we encounter the Pleiades, Nereids, Asopids, and Hyades), so kinship ties unite
the members of the extended family groupings that structure the Catalogue of
Women, or the list of ancestors in Glaucus’ genealogical recitation at Iliad 6.145–
211. There are any number of examples of “epichoric” choruses, among them the
Deliades, Caryatides, and the maidens on Aegina in Bacchylides 13, who celebrate a local (τ’ ἐ[πιχωρίαν, 92) festival in song and dance and style themselves
neighbors (89). Analogous to these are the entries in some catalogues, or parts
thereof, whose presence is determined by geographical proximity: the suitors
enumerated by Telemachus at Odyssey 16.247–253 all come from nearby islands
(they belong to the same age class too) while the several women clustered at
the start of Odysseus’ heroine list (Od. 11.225–332) share a Boeotian origin.
Beyond membership of an overarching “rubric,” studies of the catalogue in
early poetry have isolated a variety of syntactic structuring principles. Most
simply, parataxis, sustained by bare connectives, these often repeated in a
rhythmic sequence marked by the occurrence of the expression in the same
position in the hexameter line. While Dolon’s list of the Trojan allies in Iliad
10.428–434 uses the conjunctions καί and πρός to link the different contingents
introduced sequentially, τε and καί, sometimes combined, coordinate the list
of Nereid names at Iliad 18.38–49. Ticking off his liaisons in Iliad 14.317–327,
Zeus introduces each conquest with οὐδέ, anticipating the structure of the second catalogue in Alcman’s first Partheneion (64–77). Representations of choruses on Geometric and early classical vases exhibit a corresponding parataxis
through visual means: using repeated elements to link the totality of choreuts
into an ensemble, they simultaneously distinguish one performer from the next
by giving each some particularized and on occasion unique feature, much as
epithets singularize each individual or item in a poetic catalogue. The chorus
of the “twice-seven” occupying the top band of the familiar François Vase of
ca. 570 (fig. 5.1),49 and whose storied bands stacked one onto the other recall
the catalogue of scenes on the Iliadic shield of Achilles,50 offers a prime example of this simple arrangement. Each chorister wears a different dress and bears
a different name, while interlinked hands connect each discrete member to
the adjacent individual. Much like the epithets given each Hippocoontid in
the first of the two catalogues in Alcman’s first maiden song (1–12) are the
different shield devices distinguishing each dolphin rider in the chorus on a
red-figure psykter by Oltos of ca. 520–510 (fig. 5.2);51 in this instance too, indi-

49
50
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Florence, Museo Archeologico 4209.
Notopoulos 1949: 22 styles the work the “locus classicus for parataxis in vase painting.”
New York, Metropolitan Museum 1989.281.69.
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figure 5.1 Attic black-figure volute krater (François Vase), ca. 570BCE. Florence, Museo
Archeologico 4209
Photo courtesy of Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici della
Toscana

viduation coexists with the homogeneity established by the riders’ identical
poses, mounts, and costumes, and the refrain inscribed in the same position
above each rider, which functions like the repeated elements observed in the
shaping of poetic catalogues. Enunciation of the inscriptions would reinforce
the collective quality of the chorus, the blending of all voices into one and their
rhythmic unity: each dipinto reads “on the dolphin.”
A second simple organizational device within lists is a “first to last” structure,
accentuated by such temporal expressions as πρῶτος, ἔπειτα, and τότε.52 This
may also coincide with another frequent feature of Homeric catalogues, the
suggestion that the speaker visually scans the scene, whether in the mind’s eye
and/or while performing the list. Both focalization and linearity are emphatic
in Odysseus’ enumeration of heroines before the Phaeacians (Od. 11.225–332).
Not only does the speaker introduce each of the women by remarking that he
“saw” her, but the preliminaries to the successive encounters alert us to the
interlocutors’ organization into a line. Initially appearing in a disorderly mass
and in great numbers (ὅσσαι, Od. 11.227, this a standard term for introducing
a catalogue), the shades circle around the pit (so ἀμφ’ at 228), and assemble

52

Perceau 2002: 98 with examples.
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figure 5.2 Attic red-figure psykter attributed to Oltos, ca. 520–510BCE.
New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art 1989.281.69
Photo courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of
Art / Art Resource, NY

in crowds (ἀολλέες ἠγερέθοντο, 228), remaining undifferentiated until Odysseus
positions them in linear order, “one by one” (προμνηστῖναι, 233), prior to questioning each shade in turn.
Again choral morphology—each chorister positioned one after the next—
offers a close analogue. In the case of Alcman’s parthenaic ensemble, its second
catalogue may reflect the performers’ current formation; quite plausibly, the
singers list their members’ accessories and names in accordance with their
position within the chorus line, much as with the ordering of the inscribed
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figure 5.3 Attic black-figure Little Master lip kylix, ca. 550BCE. Tarquinia, Museo Nazionale
Tarquinese RC 4194
Photo courtesy of Nimatallah / Art Resource, NY

names on the François Vase.53 A mid-sixth-century cup from Tarquinia rings
a change on the iconographic design (fig. 5.3).54 In his depiction of a chorus
of Nereids circle-dancing around the vessel’s rim while Heracles wrestles with
Triton in the tondo, the artist visually echoes the crook of the nymphs’ arms by
placing what look like sequences of letters in identical position between each
pair and that seem to name, just as Hesiod does in the Theogony (see below),
each of the Nereid dancers. On closer inspection, the notations turn out to be
no more than nonsense inscriptions that reinforce the performers’ homogeneity. But individuation also enters into the design: each of the nymphs wears a
differently patterned gown.
Beyond these straightforward devices, many lists display a more refined and
complex artistry. Poets may introduce hierarchy and a progressive diminishment or elaboration through the addition or subtraction of epithets and/or by
53
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For the intensely “spectacularized” nature of a chorus whose members are both viewers
and more frequently viewed, see Swift 2016b. Note too Peponi 2004.
Museo Nazionale Tarquiniese RC 4194.
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including additional information concerning more privileged member(s). In
the terms Christopher Faraone uses of this gradual auxesis, and the correspondingly expanded space allotted an item standing solo in a line or extending over
more than one, such lists culminate in a “superlative name cap” flagged by πλεῖστον, μάλιστα, or other superlatives.55 There is ranking here, a move from less
significant objects, places, or individuals to those whose distinction depends,
among other properties, on their value, superior craftsmanship, social status,
and prior or subsequent importance in the narrative. Often the individual singled out occupies the first or last place in the birth order, a placement that
coincides with his or her position in the list; so Cronus is both last born of the
offspring of Oceanus and Gaia and the closing entry in that catalogue. Indeed,
the passage well illustrates the ordering devices that Faraone identifies: a simple connective joins the first eight names, distributed four per line, while only
two names, complete with epithets marking their greater importance, appear
in the third line; granted two lines and two superlatives is the final child, who
will succeed his father (Hes. Theog. 133–138).
Artists deploy analogous devices to indicate hierarchies in choral collectives,
similarly alerting viewers to divisions between one or several members and the
rest. Painters distinguish the choregos most simply by assigning him or her the
lead or last position in the line, a primacy sometimes underscored by the addition of an accessory, more elaborate clothing, or augmented stature. Preeminence within an overall unity appears on a black-figure kylix from Argos, dated
to ca. 600–550 (fig. 5.4),56 where a single mantle covers nine female choristers
with identically styled hair; at the line’s head stands a maiden who, uniquely,
carries a garland. The “specialness” accorded the third dancer on a late eighthcentury Geometric hydria from Aegina,57 whose skirt is chequered differently
from those worn by the rest, might be a visual device for establishing leadership
when the dancers form a ring, as they frequently do as they circle around the
neck or shoulder of a vase. Faraone well explains the privileging of Calliope,
introduced last and given an entire line with a superlative in Hesiod’s list of
the nine Muses at Theogony 76–79, noting that it suits the thematics of the passage in which she appears.58 Kleitias, the painter of the François Vase, may be
responding to the Hesiodic account (or to a work drawn from the same source
as the Theogony) in similarly according front rank status to Calliope, while
55
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Faraone 2013: 294, 295–298. Here I summarize Faraone’s argument and draw on some of
his examples.
Berlin, Antikensammlung F 3993.
Berlin, Antikensammlung F 31312.
Faraone 2013: 300–301.
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figure 5.4 Attic black-figure kylix from Argos, ca. 600–550BCE. Berlin, Antikensammlung
Staatliche Museum F 3993
Photo courtesy of bpk Bildagentur / Antikensammlung Staatliche Museum / Art Resource, NY

also reworking the poetic template. Where Hesiod positions the preeminent
goddess in the final marked position in the catalogue, the visual conventions
informing the representation of choruses determine the placement of the figure labeled Kal(l)iope at the front of the troupe of Muses attending the wedding
of Peleus and Thetis on the vase; so located, she occupies the spot reserved
for the chorus-leader. Scanning the vase from left to right in accordance with
the arrangement of the procession, the viewer would encounter this Muse as
the terminus and culminating figure in the ensemble.59 Several further devices
distinguish this goddess: standing separate from her sisters, she alone faces outwards and plays the syrinx.
The topmost band of the François Vase anticipates the arrangement in the
wedding scene below, again signaling the primacy afforded the choregos, the
correlate to the singling out of the catalogue’s first or last entry. Whereas the
other youths wear cloaks and himatia, processing empty-handed, Theseus,
positioned at the head of the line, stands out by virtue of his full-length robe
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Here I build on the reading in Giuliani 2013: 122–123.
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and the lyre that he carries. And while all the other names appear above the
choreuts, similarly positioned, his alone occurs beneath, written retrograde.
This visual particularizing of Theseus’ identity concludes the written catalogue
displayed within the scene: a viewer reading off the list of names, even reciting
these in rhythmic fashion so that the sounds coincide with the chorus’ processional step, performs a catalogue reminiscent of the enumerations in Alcman’s
first Partheneion.60 On a Corinthian aryballos dated to the early sixth century
(fig. 5.5),61 image and text freshly declare the star role of the lead dancer/choregos; he too occupies the start of the chorus line, where, viewing from left to
right, the audience sees him before the rest of the ensemble. Alone among his
otherwise indistinguishable and still static followers lined up in pairs behind
their leader, “Pyrrhias” is named in the accompanying inscription that accentuates the height of his leap, the tricky bibasis, and contrasts with the lettering
that keeps the other dancers on the ground.
Ring composition and internal patterning act as other structural devices in
poetic catalogues. The first occurs several times in the Theogony, as exemplified by the list of Nereids enclosed by the double mention of Nereus, “who bore
them,” at lines 240 and 263.62 The name of the last listed daughter, Nemertes,
prepares the way in sound and sense for the second mention of her also “infallible” father by introducing the quality of “unerringness” that he possesses. Two
rings, a larger one surrounding a smaller, structure the itemization of Oceanus’
progeny, daughters and sons; lines 337 and 367–368 frame the larger circle,
while 346 and 362–363 bookend the internal ring. A similar arrangement is visible in Alcman’s first Partheneion, where chorus line and catalogue design coincide. Prior to its self-introduction, the chorus draws attention to its choregoi,
first Hagesichora, then Agido; following the closure of the list of the individual
choristers’ adornments and names, the singers return to the point of departure, naming Hagesichora first and Agido second. An early seventh-century
oinochoe from Pithekoussai (fig. 5.6)63 supplies a visual parallel. Here two all
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In several respects my reading complements that of Olsen 2015. As she argues, the scene
carefully differentiates between the orderly chorus under Theseus’ leadership and the
more haphazardly arranged crew members still on the boat, who do not form part of
the “twice seven” elite Athenians. Reinforcing the distinction, I would add, is the absence
of the inscriptions identifying the crew members; perusing the vase, a viewer would be
unable to “catalogue” these heterogeneous individuals.
Corinth, Archaeological Museum C 54-1.
See Faraone 2013: 308–309 for close analysis.
London, British Museum 1849,0518.18. The “archaizing” Minoan dress of the two female
dancers suggests a Cretan scene, as does the gesture of the central figure, presumably Theseus, who places one of his hands on the breast of the figure to his left.
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figure 5.5 Middle Corinthian black-figure aryballos, ca. 560BCE. Corinth, Archaeological
Museum, C-1954-1
Photo courtesy of American School of Classical Studies at
Athens, Corinth Excavation

but identical male figures, both executing the same step, frame what may be a
representation of the geranos; reinforcing the symmetrical design are the oars
each youth holds, which form the boundaries to the scene.
Additional patterns in poetic catalogues depend on verbal, acoustic, and
rhythmic relations between the different parts. Anadiplosis, homeoteleuton,
and isocolon are common stylistic features that create affinities between two or
more items sometimes separated by other elements in the sequence. For all the
apparent parataxis in the catalogue of Nereids at Iliad 18.38–49, the poet introduces internal combinations, repetitions, variations, and progressions through
the placement of the names and their assonance and alliteration: so Κυμοδόκη
τε appears at the end of 39 while Κυμοθόη τε begins 41. Picking up on the suffix
of her sister’s name, but introducing a new prefix, Ἀμφιθόη enters at 42 followed
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figure 5.6 Late Geometric oinochoe (probably Etrurian), ca. 700–680BCE. London, British
Museum 1849,0518.18
Photo courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum

by the phrase καὶ Καλλιάνειρα at 44; this nymph is then audibly paired with Καλλιάνασσα, also preceded by καί and standing in verse-final position in 46.
Such internal forms of iteration and alternation characterize visual representations of choral collectives, prompting viewers to perceive relations between discrete choreuts sometimes adjacent, sometimes positioned at different points in the file. A Polledrara hydria from the Grotta of Isis at Vulci, dated
to ca. 575–550,64 shows on its lower register the dance executed by the Athenian
maidens (probably, once again, the geranos with its twists, turns, and combination of linear and circular dancing) rescued by Theseus from the Cretan maze.
Here the painter devises an interlinking arrangement evocative of the performance’s intricacy: each chorister places one hand on the wrist of the next figure
in the line while reaching with the other past her immediate neighbor so as to
grasp the back-stretched arm of the next-but-one member of the troupe.
As the examples from the poetic sources already cited demonstrate, two
chief structural principles are visible in catalogues from the hexameter repertoire: one linear or paratactic, which may additionally involve the progressive
amplification or diminishment of the members in a ranked arrangement, the
other determined by the creation of units of repetition and patterning that turn
linearity into several circles or one grand ring. These overarching structures not
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London, British Museum 1859,0227.50.
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only neatly dovetail with the two principal choral formations, processional and
circular, but their frequent copresence within a single catalogue parallels the
ways in which choral dancing commonly involves switchings-off between the
performance modes. The Hesiodic presentation of the Muses’ circular dance
followed by a processional descent cited at this chapter’s start corresponds
to the motions of the chorus on the shield of Achilles in Iliad 18; here the
youths and maidens sometimes turn in circles, as the simile of the spinning
potter’s wheel clearly indicates, and then regroup into lines or stichoi (599–
602):

600

οἱ δ’ ὁτὲ μὲν θρέξασκον ἐπισταμένοισι πόδεσσι
ῥεῖα μάλ’, ὡς ὅτε τις τροχὸν ἄρμενον ἐν παλάμῃσιν
ἑζόμενος κεραμεὺς πειρήσεται, αἴ κε θέῃσιν·
ἄλλοτε δ’ αὖ θρέξασκον ἐπὶ στίχας ἀλλήλοισι.
And at times they were running on well-skilled feet, very smoothly, as
when a potter who is seated tests the wheel fitted to his hands, to see if it
runs; and at others they were running in rows up to one another.

Nor do lines and circles exhaust the structural options available to archaic poets
and artists in presenting catalogues and choruses. In one early instance, two
groups of choral dancers, one female, the other male, circle around the neck of
a loutrophoros of ca. 700 by the Analatos Painter (fig. 5.7)65 while a phorminx
player appears at the juncture between the two. So too on a diminutive lekythos
by the Amasis Painter (fig. 5.8)66 four youths and eight dancing maidens are
shown around the shoulder of the vase; in this instance, a bride seated on a
throne supplies the point at which the two groups converge. We might compare catalogues with gender divisions, such as that of the sons and daughters of
Oceanus at Hesiod Theogony 337–370, where Tethys’ role in giving birth to them
(346) serves as the “meeting point” between the two sets of progeny. A second
lekythos, also by Amasis and again with a nuptial theme,67 shows only women
dancers; nine choristers grouped in two companies of three and six perform
a ring dance, their subdivision indicated by the seated auletes and lyre-player
bracketing each ensemble. As in the hexameter descriptions of choral dancing, linear and circular motion here coexist: the interlinked hands of the six,

65
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Paris, Louvre CA 2985.
New York, Metropolitan Museum 31.11.10.
New York, Metropolitan Museum 56.11.1.

chorus lines: catalogues and choruses

163

figure 5.7
Protoattic black-figure loutrophoros attributed to the Analatos
Painter, ca. 700BCE. Paris, Musée
du Louvre CA 2985
Photo courtesy of RMNGrand Palais / Art Resource,
NY
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figure 5.8 Attic black-figure lekythos attributed to Amasis, ca. 550–530BCE.
New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art 31.11.10
Image courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of
Art / Art Resource, NY
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together with the more vigorous step three of their number perform, suggest
a ring dance while the smaller, measured motions of the trio evoke a processional formation. The musicians are the place at which the lines converge.
These visual representations may propose a different choral formation: the
convergence of two discrete choral lines so as to fashion a “v.”68 Echoing this
deployment is a passage from Euripides’ Helen, where the chorus projects its
identity onto a flock of cranes that adopts the same distinctive delta-shape in
its migratory flights (1479–1484).
Granted, the reciprocal relations between choral compositions and catalogues identified through this chapter’s course form part of a well-documented
and much more widespread phenomenon, whereby different genres, some
contemporary, some chronologically distinct, draw on, incorporate, and rework
the diction, subject matter, conceits, performers, and performative contexts
native to other generic traditions. But where, I have suggested, this particular instance of “generic contamination” and interchange stands distinct is in
the deeper structural similarities that exist between the two modes explored
here and that result from affinities discernible in the membership, organization, hierarchy, and the visual deployments common to both sets of collectives;
this in turn scrambles straightforward notions of appropriation and borrowing
and the agonism that so frequently characterizes relations between poetic traditions in antiquity.
The overlaps illustrated here open up a further possibility only touched
on in passing and that would direct us towards the Nachleben of the intersections my argument has proposed. Subsequently preserved in the form of
written lists, publicly displayed and inscribed in marble, bronze, or on some
other durable matter, might a catalogue both visually and audibly (whether
simply glanced at or enunciated à haute voix) have offered a synoptic, miniaturized, and metonymic reenactment of a choral performance? Well beyond this
chapter’s scope are the Hellenistic inscriptions that minutely record and inventory the choruses that took part in civic and Panhellenic festivals and sacred
embassies, detailing the types of songs they sang, their accessories, the groups’
positioning within a larger procession, the names of their leaders, provenance,
and the rest. A consideration of the visual dimensions of these lists, their layout,
the design of the lettering and placement of particular words, and an exploration of the units of rhythmic repetition they frequently include, might reveal
additional areas where choruses and catalogues quite literally share a common
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For discussion of this somewhat debated formation, see Crowhurst 1963: 293–298 and
Calame 1997a: 37.
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space. Through this assemblage of alphabetic notations, typically erected at the
sites where the choruses would have performed and might still perform, both
individuals and communities could maintain in “lithic” form the sounds and
motions executed by a choral troupe and thereby acquire “scripts” for the reenactment of the event.

chapter 6

Generic Hybridity in Athenian Tragedy
Naomi Weiss*

Though we often view tragedy primarily in terms of the character and actions of
its protagonists, it was, first and foremost, a choral genre. Even Aristotle, who
in the Poetics largely avoids discussion of the chorus altogether, tells us that
tragedy developed “from the leaders of the dithyramb” (ἀπὸ τῶν ἐξαρχόντων
τὸν διθύραμβον, 1449a10–11), thus demonstrating that its origins were thought
to be choral. In his Laws Plato, who, unlike Aristotle, had grown up in Athens,
presumably regularly attending the theater and even participating in various
choruses himself, clearly views tragedy in terms of choral song and dance—a
combination called choreia, which the Athenian Stranger presents as vital to
the city’s social, ethical, and physical fabric. The choral nature of this genre
also becomes evident when we consider how many tragedies (especially those
of Aeschylus) are named after their choruses, and how much of a tragedy could
consist in choreia: in Aeschylus’ Supplices, for example, the chorus sings for
more than half the play; in Agamemnon and Choephoroi for just under half.
Though later tragedy tends to include less choral song, on average it still occupies at least 15 percent of Sophoclean and Euripidean drama.1
The predominance of choreia in Aeschylus’ surviving plays suggests not only
that it played a big part in early tragedy, but that early tragedy was by its very
nature an amalgamation of different types of choral song, interspersed with
actors’ dialogue (and occasionally actors’ song). Supplices, with its high proportion of choreia, demonstrates this mix well. Initially lament seems to dominate
the play, as the maidens mourn their plight and seek protection in Argos—
indeed, in their parodos they characterize themselves as continuously lamenting, claiming “while living I honor myself with dirges” (ζῶσα γόοις με τιμῶ,

* Many thanks to the participants of the conference on lyric genres at Berkeley for their stimulating comments on the initial version of this paper, and to my coeditors for the astute and
helpful feedback that led to its final form.
1 These figures include recitative within the category of choral song. For percentages of song
(choral and solo) in the surviving plays of Sophocles and Euripides, see Csapo 1999–2000:
410–411. On tragedy as a choral event see Bacon 1994–1995; Gagné and Hopman 2013a: 19–
22. Kowalzig 2007a (esp. 225–226) emphasizes that the Athenians thought of their dramatic
contests as the “choroi of Dionysus.”
© naomi weiss, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_008
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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116). As Laura Swift has recently shown, however, the chorus’ songs also evoke
parthenaic and hymeneal performances, especially in the exodos, which, like
some marriage songs, is split between two choruses, the Danaid maidens and
most likely the male attendants, and is full of references to both marriage and
virginity.2 They can resemble hymns too, such as when the maidens sing to Zeus
in the second stasimon, addressing him as “King of kings, most blessed of the
blessed and sovereignty most perfect of the perfect” (ἄναξ ἀνάκτων, μακάρων /
μακάρτατε καὶ τελέων / τελειότατον κράτος, 524–526). But when in the same song
they describe the maddened wanderings of Io through Asia and her arrival in
Egypt, where she bore to Zeus their ancestor, Epaphus, they evoke a narrative
style more akin to the dithyramb; indeed, Bacchylides makes this very story
the subject of his fifth dithyramb.3 However, even while we should recognize
that these different sorts of choral performance are present in the tragedy, any
attempt to label each one according to the particular “nondramatic” lyric genre
that it evokes is ultimately unsatisfying, for it is the complex mix of choral styles
that makes up the one tragic play. If we separate out and try to categorize the
generic strands of a drama we run the risk of missing the all-encompassing
capacity of tragedy—its ability to embrace, combine, and transform multiple
lyric genres.4
Tragedy, then, is a hybrid genre. We might, to borrow Richard Martin’s influential term for epic, even call it a “super-genre,” one which includes and appropriates a wide variety of lyric subgenres (and nonlyric too, such as oratory),
integrating them within the dramatic narrative of a play.5 These lyric subgenres are “nondramatic” in the sense that they concern discrete performances of
choreia that do not form part of larger dramatic narratives featuring a group of
actors assuming a variety of roles. Even the dithyramb, which was performed in
the same theatrical space as “dramatic” genres, is still in this way distinct from
tragedy, comedy, and satyr play. One way to explore the hybridity of tragedy
would be to track allusions to nondramatic lyric through linguistic markers
and particular types of imagery in a systematic way, separating out one genre
2 Swift 2010: 280–290. She argues convincingly against the traditional reading of this song,
which assigns the second chorus to the group of female attendants named at Supp. 977–979;
cf. McCall 1976.
3 Bacch. 19 (Io, for the Athenians). On this dithyramb’s relationship to tragedy, specifically Supplices, see esp. Maehler 2004: 206–209; Battezzato 2013: 96. In addition, the story of Io somewhat resembles that of Dionysus’ birth to Semele (also impregnated by Zeus), which seems
to have been a frequent subject within the dithyrambic genre, as Timotheus’ Birthpangs of
Semele in particular attests (fr. 792; see too Pind. fr. 70b. 29–32; Eur. Bacch. 88–106).
4 My approach here therefore contrasts with that of Swift 2010.
5 Martin 2005: 17.

generic hybridity in athenian tragedy

169

from another: parthenaic from hymenaeal, dithyrambic from paeanic, epinician from lament, and so on.6 Instead, however, I want to focus here on the
malleability of lyric genres within the context of the theater, and on the ways
in which generic allusion and interaction might work in performance. My aim
is in part to come to a better understanding of what tragedy itself is as a genre,
and of how ancient practitioners and theorists of tragedy promoted and played
with ideas of what sort of genre it was and how as a genre it developed. But
I am primarily concerned with the question of how useful the notion of distinct lyric genres ultimately is for our appreciation of what tragedy can achieve
in performance. I suggest that it is useful, perhaps even vital, since the evocation of nondramatic lyric genres within tragic choreia can guide the audience’s
reception of the dramatic action, and so help to shape the entire plot of a play.
But at the same time we must be conscious of how these evocations of genre
interact with others, creating a musical narrative in tandem with the dramatic
one through the combination of different types of song.

Turning to Lament: Euripides’ Heracles and Sophocles’ Trachiniae
Most extant fifth-century tragedies exhibit a conflation or juxtaposition of different choral genres, and often a transition from one to another can complement or even anticipate the direction of the dramatic narrative. This transition
is typically to or from lament: from more joyful forms of song (or combinations
of song) to lament or vice-versa, depending on the outcome of the plot. Two
powerful examples of the former type of musical structure are Euripides’ Heracles and Sophocles’ Trachiniae, both of which mark the reversal of Heracles’
fortunes through a shift from the jubilant conflation of celebratory forms of
mousike (music, song, dance) to lament and then, ultimately, to choral silence.
In the second stasimon of Euripides’ play, after lamenting old age and praising
youth, the chorus explicitly points to its own generic mixing as it celebrates
Heracles’ achievements:
680

ἔτι τὰν Ἡρακλέους
καλλίνικον ἀείδω
παρά τε Βρόμιον οἰνοδόταν
παρά τε χέλυος ἑπτατόνου
μολπὰν καὶ Λίβυν αὐλόν.

6 As in Swift 2010.
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οὔπω καταπαύσομεν
Μούσας αἵ μ’ ἐχόρευσαν.

παιᾶνα μὲν Δηλιάδες
⟨ναῶν⟩ ὑμνοῦσ’ ἀμφὶ πύλας
τὸν Λατοῦς εὔπαιδα γόνον,
690 εἱλίσσουσαι καλλίχοροι·
παιᾶνας δ’ἐπὶ σοῖς μελάθροις
κύκνος ὣς γέρων ἀοιδὸς
πολιᾶν ἐκ γενύων
κελαδήσω.
Still I sing the kallinikos ⟨song⟩ of Heracles, both in the company of
Bromios the wine-giver and in the company of the music of the sevenstringed tortoise-shell and the Libyan aulos. Not yet will we put an end to
the Muses, who set us dancing.
The Delian Maidens sing a paean around the gates ⟨of the temples⟩ for
the noble child of Leto, whirling, beautiful choruses; so paeans upon your
halls I shall cry out like a swan, aged singer, from my grey cheeks.
Eur. HF 680–694

This polyphonic image is an incongruous one. Here we have old men claiming to sing both an epinician song of victory (kallinikos) and Dionysiac mousike
(“in the company of Bromios”), and to combine two instruments, the kithara
and aulos, in “a very rare tragic image of harmonious union.”7 They encourage
the audience to see and hear them as a maiden chorus, like the Muses or the
Delian Maidens, yet outside tragedy the paean, the song that they then claim
to sing, would typically be performed by men.8 Although there are examples
within Athenian tragedy of female choruses performing paeans, the muddling
of genders here seems to be deliberately marked, pointing to the unlikelihood
of this group of old Thebans being able to sing and dance as it claims to.
7 Wilson 1999–2000: 435. On the generic hybridity here, see also Carey 2012: 29–30. Other scholars have tended to focus almost exclusively on the epinician character of this ode: see Parry
1965; Rehm 1996–1997: 53; Swift 2010: 129–131.
8 On this contradictory image, see Henrichs 1996a: 59–60. On the gender of paeanic performers,
see Calame 1997a: 76–79; Rutherford 2001: 58–59; Swift 2010: 64–65. For examples of female
choruses performing paeans in tragedy, see Aesch. Cho. 149–151; Soph. Trach. 205–224; Eur.
Hel. 174–178, IA 1475–1531. On this phenomenon see Rutherford 1994–1995: 120, 2001: 113; Weiss
2014: 125–126.
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This unlikelihood becomes even clearer when the chorus then depicts itself
as a swan, singing from grey cheeks: not only does this image underscore
the men’s age, it also introduces a note of lament, since the swan typically
mourns its own impending death.9 The extreme mixing of genres here undercuts the chorus’ celebratory festivity, as the overload of different forms of choral
performance—or at least verbal allusions to these different forms—ends with
a reference to lament.
Though it appears celebratory, then, the ode foreshadows with this note of
unease the interruption of the chorus’ next, even more exuberant song by the
appearance of Iris and Lyssa, who herald the bloody reversal in Heracles’ fortune. This reversal is marked, as Peter Wilson has shown, by an emphasis on the
madness brought on by Dionysiac mousike, of which the aulos, the very instrument being played in the theater, is the main agent: Lyssa even declares to the
chorus that she will “pipe [it] down with fear” (καταυλήσω φόβῳ, 871).10 Following the messenger’s account of Heracles’ murder of his wife and children,
lament then takes over, though the chorus questions even this as an appropriate form of song given the enormity of the hero’s suffering:
μονότεκνον Πρόκνης φόνον ἔχω λέξαι
θυόμενον Μούσαις· σὺ δὲ τέκνα τρίγον’, ὦ
δάιε, τεκόμενος
λυσσάδι συγκατειργάσω μοίρᾳ.
αἰαῖ, τίνα στεναγμὸν
ἢ γόον ἢ φθιτῶν ᾠδὰν ἢ τίν’ Ἅιδα χορὸν ἀχήσω;
I can tell of Procne’s murder of her only child, sacrificed for the Muses.
But you, wretched man, sired three children and killed them all together
by your raging mad fate. Aiai, what groan or wail or song for the dead or
what chorus of Hades shall I cry out?
Eur. HF 1021–1027

After an antiphonal exchange of mourning with Amphitryon, the chorus is then
virtually silent for the last third of the play, as the focus turns instead to the
exchange between the old man, Heracles, and Theseus.
9

10

Cf. Aesch. Ag. 1444–1446; Pl. Phd. 84e–85a; Arist. Hist. an. 615b2–6. At Eur. El. 151–156 Electra compares herself to a swan in mourning her father’s death, which she seems to equate
with her own. On the bird’s association with self-lament see Arnott 2007: 123.
Wilson 1999–2000: 435–439.
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The musical structure of Sophocles’ Trachiniae is very similar to that of
Euripides’ play: multiple lyric genres are embedded within the chorus’ expressions of premature jubilation, and these transition into markedly different
forms after Deianeira unwittingly poisons Heracles. In the first stasimon, following the news of the hero’s imminent arrival, the chorus excitedly combines
different types of song, and in doing so refers directly to its own performance:11
ἀνολολυξάτω δόμος
ἐφεστίοις ἀλαλαγαῖς
ὁ μελλόνυμφος· ἐν δὲ κοινὸς ἀρσένων
ἴτω κλαγγὰ τὸν εὐφαρέτραν
Ἀπόλλω προστάταν,
210 ὁμοῦ δὲ παιᾶνα παιᾶν’ ἀνάγετ’, ὦ παρθένοι,
βοᾶτε τὰν ὁμόσπορον
Ἄρτεμιν Ὀρτυγίαν, ἐλαφαβόλον, ἀμφίπυρον,
215 γείτονάς τε Νύμφας.
αἴρομαι οὐδ’ ἀπώσομαι
τὸν αὐλόν, ὦ τύραννε τᾶς ἐμᾶς φρενός.
ἰδού μ’ ἀναταράσσει,
εὐοῖ,
ὁ κισσὸς ἄρτι Βακχίαν
220 ὑποστρέφων ἅμιλλαν.
ἰὼ ἰὼ Παιάν·
ἴδε ἴδ’, ὦ φίλα γύναι·
τάδ’ ἀντίπρῳρα δή σοι
βλέπειν πάρεστ’ ἐναργῆ.

205

Let the house raise a shout of ololuge, with shouts of alalai by the hearth,
[the house] that is to be united in marriage. And let the collective cry of
men go up to the one of the fair quiver, Apollo the protector, and you,
O maidens, together raise up the paean, the paean, call upon his sister
Artemis the Ortygian, deer-shooter, bearer of the double torch, and the
neighboring nymphs. I’m lifted up and will not reject the aulos, O tyrant
of my mind. Look, the ivy shakes me up, euoi, turning me round just now
in the Bacchic contest. Io io Paian! Look, look, O dear lady: You can see
these things clearly, right in front of you. (Soph. Trach. 205–224)

11

On the generic “fusion” at work in this ode, see also Foster’s paper in this volume.
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We cannot generically classify this ode, or at least not simply. As both Albert
Henrichs and Timothy Power have shown, it includes elements of hymenaeal,
parthenaic, paeanic, and dithyrambic song, and shifts from one to the other
rapidly, such as when the chorus follows its cry for Dionysus (εὐοῖ, 218) as
it rejoices in the “Bacchic contest” (Βακχίαν / … ἅμιλλαν, 219–220) with the
paeanic refrain ἰὼ ἰὼ Παιάν (221).12 As in the second stasimon of Euripides’
Heracles, there is a confusion of gender as well as genre here, since these
maidens sing a paean, emphasizing this particular type of song above all; they
mark this mix by beginning with the ritual cry of ὀλολυγή, which is typically
a female utterance, and ending with ἰὼ ἰὼ Παιάν.13 In its ecstatic anticipation
of Heracles’ arrival the chorus thus transforms itself into multiple performers of multiple songs. Also as in Euripides’ ode, however, the extreme nature
of its genre (and gender) mixing here adds an unsettling note to their performance, so that, while the audience is encouraged to feel similar excitement
through such mousike, it may also have a premonition of the inevitable reversal that is soon to come. Thus it is not simply the prematurely exuberant tone of
the song that heralds a tragic reversal, causing it to be a so-called “joy-beforedisaster ode,” but the vertiginous overload of different song types combined
within it.14
The mix of genres in this performance allows the chorus to call on multiple divine participants to join its choreia in celebration of Heracles’ return—
Apollo, Artemis, the nymphs, and Dionysus, who becomes synonymous with
the aulos as the “tyrant of my mind” (τύραννε τᾶς ἐμᾶς φρενός, 217). The result is a
sense of multiple epiphanies, culminating in the chorus’ direction to Deianeira
to “look, look” (ἴδε ἴδ’, 222) and see “these things” (τάδ’, 223) before her, so that the
divine epiphanies generated through its choreia culminate in what we expect
to be Heracles’ own long-awaited appearance. Instead, however, a procession of
captives enters, and the hero’s own triumphant epiphany can only be imagined
musically by the chorus, as it is again four hundred lines later:
ὁ καλλιβόας τάχ’ ὑμὶν αὐλὸς οὐκ ἀναρσίαν
ἀχῶν καναχὰν ἐπάνεισιν, ἀλλὰ θείας
ἀντίλυρον μούσας.

12
13
14

Henrichs 1994–1995: 79–84; Power 2012: 293–295. Cf. Rutherford 1994–1995: 120; Battezzato
2005a: 163.
On these gender divisions, see Henrichs 1994–1995: 104–105, n. 99.
On the device of “premature choral jubilation” here, see esp. Henrichs 1994–1995: 79–
84.
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Soon the beautiful shout of the aulos will rise up for you again, not
sounding out an unharmonious clamor, but [the sound of] divine music,
responding to the lyre.
Soph. Trach. 640–642

When Heracles does finally come on stage, however, the chorus’ mousike is
markedly different. In contrast to its earlier jubilant and multi-genre, multigod performance, now, as the dying hero is carried in, the chorus sings a lament,
marking it as such by comparing its song to the “shrill-voiced nightingale” (ὀξύφωνος ὡς ἀηδών, 963), the archetypal figure of mourning. Soon, however, as in
Euripides’ tragedy, the chorus ceases singing altogether. First it breaks off its
lament as it turns to look at the long-awaited Heracles, and focuses on the
silence of his entrance instead: the steps of those carrying him are “noiseless”
(ἄψοφος, 967); he himself is “speechless” (ἀναύδατος, 968).15 The drama then
centers on Heracles’ own painful singing, followed by the intimate exchange
between him and his son. This shift away from the chorus’ song and dance,
with its inclusion of multiple forms of choreia, stresses the poignant contrast
between the public, divine celebration that it previously envisaged and the reality of Heracles’ fate.

Moving on from Lament: Euripides’ Helen and Iphigenia in Tauris
In Heracles and Trachiniae, then, we see the dramatic effects of multiple lyric
forms giving way first to lament and then to choral silence. Two tragedies
by Euripides, Helen and Iphigenia in Tauris, demonstrate the opposite choral
structure, whereby an important turning point in the dramatic narrative is
marked by a shift from lament into other musical forms. These tragedies have
remarkably similar plot structures: both begin with the plight of the central
heroine in a barbarian land (Egypt, Tauris), then look toward a more positive outcome once she is reunited with a newly arrived Greek hero (Menelaus,
Orestes), with whom she finally travels back to Greece.16 They also have very

15
16

Cf. Scott 1996: 15; Henrichs 1994–1995: 85.
On the structural similarities between Helen and IT, see esp. Platnauer 1938: xv–vi; Matthiessen 1964; Mastronarde 2010: 73–74; Marshall 2014: 45–49. Based on these similarities, as well as what remains of Andromeda, Wright (2005: 43–55) has argued that they
were all performed together as an “escape trilogy.” This argument has rightly been met
with some skepticism: Foley 2006; Gregory 2006; Kyriakou 2006; Marshall 2009, 2014:
12.
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similar musical narratives, beginning with an antiphonal lament sung by the
heroine and her chorus, then transitioning to other types of song as she prepares for her escape.
This is not to say that the laments performed early on in Helen are themselves a “pure” generic form. On the contrary, the parodos that Helen sings
with the chorus, though she frames it as one of mourning, asking “what sort
of lament should I strive for or what music should I follow, with tears or dirges
or mourning?” (ποῖον ἁμιλλαθῶ γόον ἢ τίνα μοῦσαν ἐπέλθω / δάκρυσιν ἢ θρήνοις
ἢ πένθεσιν; Hel. 165–166), incorporates parthenaic and paeanic elements as
well: she addresses the chorus as Sirens, archetypal parthenaic singers (and
ones with strong funereal associations), calling them “winged maidens, virgin
daughters of Earth” (πτεροφόροι νεάνιδες, / παρθένοι Χθονὸς κόραι, 167–168), then
describes her song as a “paean for the perished dead” (παιᾶνα / νέκυσιν ὀλομένοις, 177–178).17 The chorus in turn portrays Helen as a parthenos or new bride
(nymphe) by describing her cry as that of a Naiad nymph (184–190).18 Nevertheless, lament remains the dominant genre at play not just in this song, but also in
Helen’s next lyric exchange with the chorus (330–385) and in the long-delayed
first stasimon (1106–1164).
The transition from lament to other song types in Helen begins with the socalled “Great Mother Ode,” in which the chorus describes the frantic search of
Cybele for her daughter, Kore. In the second strophe of this ode it sings of how
Zeus finally consoled the goddess by means of a musical performance that is
very different from those previously evoked in the play:

1340
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18

ἐπεὶ δ’ ἔπαυσ’ εἰλαπίνας
θεοῖς βροτείῳ τε γένει,
Ζεὺς μειλίσσων στυγίους
Ματρὸς ὀργὰς ἐνέπει·

On paeans in chthonic contexts, see Rutherford 1994–1995: 119–124, 2001: 118–120; also
Swift 2010: 71–72. Rutherford stresses, contra Kannicht 1969: 2. 70, that the chthonic παιᾶνα
in Hel. 177 is not simply an oxymoron, but that the song itself is a “generic hybrid” (1994–
1995: 124). Ford (2010: 290–294) suggests that, like the description of the nightingale’s song
in Ar. Av. 209–222, the transformation of Helen’s song from a solo cry into a choral paean
to the dead shows “a solitary outpouring of sorrow being sublimated into a fundamentally different kind of song” (293), marking Helen’s own transformation from individual
mourner into chorus leader.
As many have noted, the chorus’ description of their clothes-washing also recalls the
account of the companions of Nausicaa, a maiden on the point of marriage, in the Odyssey
(6.85–109): see Foley 2001: 306 n. 10; Burian 2007: 10–11; Ford 2010: 294; Murnaghan 2013:
174. On the parthenaic motifs in this song, see also Swift 2010: 225–226.
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Βᾶτε, σεμναὶ Χάριτες,
ἴτε, τὰν περὶ παρθένῳ
Δηὼ θυμωσαμέναν
λύπαν ἐξαλλάξατ’† ἀλαλᾷ
Μοῦσαί θ’ ὕμνοισι χορῶν.
χαλκοῦ δ’ αὐδὰν χθονίαν
τύπανά τ’ ἔλαβε βυρσοτενῆ
καλλίστα τότε πρῶτα μακάρων Κύπρις· γέλασεν δὲ θεὰ
δέξατό τ’ ἐς χέρας
βαρύβρομον αὐλὸν
τερφθεῖσ’ ἀλαλαγμῷ.
But when she stopped feasts for gods and the mortal race, Zeus, trying
to soothe the grim wrath of the Mother, says, “Step forth, holy Graces,
go, and take Deo, who is angered for her daughter, away from her griefs
with the cry of alala, and you, Muses, with the songs of choruses.” And
the earthy voice of bronze and the drums of stretched hide then for the
first time Cypris, loveliest of the blessed ones, took up; and the goddess
laughed and took into her hands the deep-roaring aulos, delighting in
the alala cry.
Eur. Hel. 1337–1352

This story of how song, dance, and instrumental music achieved the appeasement of the Great Mother provides an aetiology for the instruments and choral
performances associated with her cult, which is syncretized with the rites of
both Demeter and Dionysus:19 here the choruses cry alala, Aphrodite takes up
the cymbals (“the earthy voice of bronze”) and drum (tympanon), and the Great
Mother delights in the aulos; earlier in the ode, as the goddess searches for
her daughter, the chorus sings of the “roaring castanets (krotala), sending forth
their piercing din” (κρόταλα δὲ βρόμια διαπρύσιον / ἱέντα κέλαδον, 1308–1309);
in the final antistrophe it refers to the “whirling, circular shaking of the rhombos” (ῥόμβου θ’ εἱλισσομένα / κύκλιος ἔνοσις, 1362–1363). The story also functions,
however, as a sort of aition for the Dionysiac performance of Athenian citizens
in the orchestra, singing and dancing to the tune of the aulos that causes the
goddess so much delight. The ode thus tracks—even enacts—the transition
19

On the syncretism of the Great Mother, Demeter, and Dionysus, see Parker 1996: 188–189,
2005: 344–345; Roller 1996: 312–313, 1999: 174–176; Allan 2004: 143–146, 2008: 29; Currie
2005: 394–396; D’Alessio 2013: 130–131; Battezzato 2013: 106; Prauscello 2013: 78.
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from lament to the beginnings of Dionysiac mousike, including the mousike of
the theater itself.20 This generic shift simultaneously mirrors the movement of
the plot: now, as Helen and Menelaus put into action their plan to escape from
Egypt back to Greece, the chorus abandons its mourning songs and looks forward to Helen’s resumption of cultic mousike in Sparta, which it describes and
performs itself in the following stasimon.21
In Iphigenia in Tauris the initial dominance of responsive lament contrasts
sharply with the chorus’ third and final stasimon, a hymn to Apollo (1234–
1282). We are primed early on in the play to notice the difference, when, singing
the parodos responsively with Iphigenia, the chorus highlights the contrast
between laments and paeans:
ἀντιψάλμους ᾠ δὰς ὕμνων τ’
Ἀσιητᾶν σοι βάρβαρον ἀχάν,
δέσποιν’, ἐξαυδάσω, τὰν ἐν
θρήνοις μοῦσαν νέκυσιν μέλεον,
τὰν ἐν μολπαῖς Ἅιδας ὑμνεῖ
δίχα παιάνων.
Antiphonal songs and barbarian cry of Asian songs I shall shout out to
you, mistress, the music in dirges for the dead, wretched, which Hades
hymns in songs, remote from paeans.
Eur. IT 179–185

Lament in tragedy is typically characterized by what it is not: Iphigenia has just
described her mourning song as “unmusical” (οὐκ εὔμουσος, 145) and “lyreless”
(ἄλυρος, 146).22 Here the chorus again highlights the apparent absence of musicality in its performance as well as its sombre tone by calling it “remote from
paeans” (δίχα παιάνων, 185). But its final ode, though often labeled “dithyrambic”
on account of its mythical narrative, is more (or also) reminiscent of a paean:23
it lacks the ritual refrain of ἰὼ ἰὼ Παιάν, but the theme of Apollo’s birth and
aetiology of his seat at Delphi is a common paeanic one.24 This musical shift
20
21
22
23
24

Ford 2010 argues that the play enacts a “genealogy of song,” tracing it back to “the inarticulate grieving of abandoned women” (285). Cf. Murnaghan 2013; Steiner 2013: 177–181.
For a fuller discussion of the musical structure of Helen, see Weiss 2018: 140–190.
On the characterization of lament as “unmusical” in tragedy, see Segal 1993: 16–20; Wilson
1999–2000: 433–439; Loraux 2002: 54–65; Weiss 2017.
On this ode as “dithyrambic,” see esp. Panagl 1971: 119–132; Cropp 2000: 247; Kyriakou 2006:
391.
The dactylo-epitrite rhythm is also common to several extant paeans, though in general

178

weiss

marks the dramatic one, as Iphigenia, having successfully tricked Thoas into letting her carry out a purification ceremony in the sea, has gone with Orestes and
Pylades to their ship. Yet the change in music, suggesting a quick, positive resolution to the plot, also somewhat misleads us, so that the messenger’s report
that follows comes as more of a surprise: even the singing of paeans (1403–1404)
failed to prevent the ship from being driven back to land. Iphigenia, Orestes,
and Pylades do eventually escape, but only thanks to Athena’s intervention.
Between the lament at the start of Iphigenia in Tauris and the paean at its end
comes a variety of different song types, as we would expect, and such mixing of
lyric genres relates directly to the themes and action of the play. In the second
stasimon, for example, the chorus begins with a lament for its own abandonment, likening its singing to that of the mourning halcyon bird: “I compare
myself to you in my lament, a wingless bird …” (ἐγώ σοι παραβάλλομαι / θρήνους,
ἄπτερος ὄρνις, 1094–1095). But then, in the second strophe, it contrasts its own
journey to Tauris on a slave ship with a vivid description of Iphigenia’s escape
back to Greece on a fifty-oared ship, accompanied by Pan with his syrinx and
Apollo with his lyre:

1125

1130

καὶ σὲ μέν, πότνι’, Ἀργεία
πεντηκόντερος οἶκον ἄξει·
συρίζων θ’ ὁ κηρόδετος
Πανὸς οὐρείου κάλαμος
κώπαις ἐπιθωύξει,
ὁ Φοῖβός θ’ ὁ μάντις ἔχων
κέλαδον ἑπτατόνου λύρας
ἀείδων ἄξει λιπαρὰν
εὖ σ’ Ἀθηναίων ἐπὶ γᾶν.
†ἐμὲ δ’ αὐτοῦ λιποῦσα
βήσῃ ῥοθίοις πλάταις.
And you, lady, an Argive ship with fifty rowers shall bring home, and the
wax-bound reed of Pan, the mountain god, will blow and shout out to
the oars, while Phoebus the prophet, holding the noisy seven-stringed
lyre, will sing and lead you safely to the gleaming land of Athens. †But
me you shall leave here and make your way with splashing oars …
Eur. IT 1123–1133

surviving songs of this type display a wide range of meters: see Rutherford 2001: 78–79.
On the narrative of Apollo’s birth and establishment of the oracle at Delphi as a paeanic
theme, see ibid: 74–75.
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Previously in the first stasimon the chorus mentioned “choruses of fifty
Nereids sing[ing] in a circle” (πεντήκοντα κορᾶν / Νηρήιδων ⟨– ⏑⟩ χοροὶ / μέλπουσιν ἐγκύκλιοι, 427–429). In doing so, it evoked the dithyramb, which was danced
by fifty choreuts in a circular formation to the accompaniment of the aulos, and
with which Nereids are often associated in Greek literature and art.25 The dramatic chorus’ own dancing (perhaps also circular) to the aulos in the orchestra,
combined with its verbal description of the Nereids, would strengthen the suggestion of such a performance.26 Now it picks up on this generic allusion again
with the image of the fifty-oared ship, which encourages the audience to link
oars with dithyrambic dancers, though here dancing to the musical accompaniment of Pan with his syrinx and Apollo with his lyre rather than the aulos. As
Barbara Kowalzig has demonstrated, the emphasis on musical, maritime travel
is also characteristic of the dithyramb.27 The musical journey to Athens that
the chorus envisages here looks forward to and proleptically enacts the voyage
of Iphigenia, Orestes, and Pylades soon to occur offstage, even as, like the third
stasimon, it elides the difficulties of their first attempt.
In the final antistrophe of the second stasimon the women evoke another
lyric genre, this time partheneion. First they express the wish to fly like a
bird (1138–1142), evoking the sort of avian imagery that we commonly find in
parthenaic song, such as Alcman’s first Partheneion.28 Then they explicitly confirm this generic echo when they imagine returning to the parthenaic choruses
in which they once took part:

1145

χοροῖς δ’ ἐνσταίην, ὅθι καὶ
†παρθένος εὐδοκίμων γάμων
παρὰ πόδ’ εἱλίσσουσα φίλας
ματέρος ἡλίκων θιάσους
If only I could take my stand in choruses, where also †as a maiden at
glorious weddings, whirling my foot alongside the bands of my dear
mother’s companions …
Eur. IT 1143–1146

25
26
27
28

On the circular formation of the dithyramb, see D’Angour 1997. On the association of (fifty)
Nereids with the dithyramb, see Csapo 2003.
On the overlap between such descriptions of mousike and the chorus’ own performance,
see Weiss 2018.
Kowalzig 2013.
Alcm. fr. 1 PMG 60, 86. On avian imagery in partheneia, see Steiner forthcoming: ch. 3;
Weiss 2018: 29–30.
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Though this wish expresses the loss of their former status as marriageable
young girls in Greece, the chorus also briefly (re)enacts such choreia through its
own song and dance, combined with its vivid description of its former movement. The parthenaic theme and performance here are thus folded into the
maidens’ lament for their current situation in Tauris. At the same time, however, this evocation of partheneia also encourages the audience to look forward
to the chorus’ own departure, separate from Iphigenia’s, which Athena orders
at the end of the tragedy.

Genre and Audience Response
The combinations and interactions of different genres in a tragedy therefore
affect the audience’s reception not just of an individual song, but of the dramatic narrative as a whole. Generic allusions are not—or at least need not
be—merely discrete and temporary, confined to the one lyric performance
without any bearing on the rest of the drama.29 On the contrary, as the above
analysis of Sophocles’ Trachiniae and Euripides’ Heracles, Helen, and Iphigenia
in Tauris has suggested, they can be intricately connected to the plot and be part
of a larger musical pattern at play through the course of a tragedy. It is therefore worth pausing here to consider the process by which evocations of genre
in choral lyric—verbal, musical, and/or choreographic—encourage the audience to anticipate an event or movement in the drama as a whole. Genre and
audience response are closely tied together. If we apply Jauss’ influential terms
concerning the response of a reader to that of an audience in the theater, we
might think of lyric genres, especially as they are deployed in tragedy, as “horizons of expectation,” familiar to the audience from other performances, which
are then “varied, corrected, altered, or even just reproduced” within a play.30
The ways in which these can guide a specific response from the audience can
be similar, then, to how a text “awakens memories of that which was already
read, brings the reader to a specific emotional attitude, and with its beginning
arouses expectations for the ‘middle and end,’ which can then be maintained

29

30

Contra Swift 2010: 72 on the paean: “[t]he genre is evoked in order to create a moment of
tension or irony; once over, the allusion is no longer relevant, and we are not meant to
keep it in mind later during the play.”
Jauss 1982: 23. On genre as a set or system of expectations, dependent on the reader’s (and
author’s) own generic repertoire, see also esp. Culler 1975: 113–130; Dubrow 1982; Fowler
1982; Todorov 1990.

generic hybridity in athenian tragedy

181

intact or altered, reoriented, or even fulfilled ironically in the course of the reading according to specific rules of the genre or type of text.”31
The original audiences of classical tragedy would, we can imagine, be especially receptive to evocations of particular types of song, given their own experience of and participation in the “generic system” of song culture both within
Attica and, in the case of visitors and metics, elsewhere in Greece.32 Many Athenian spectators would at some point have been musical performers themselves,
both in and outside the theater, of at least some of the song types represented
and included within any given tragedy:33 they may have sung and danced, for
example, in one of the twenty dithyrambic choruses that performed yearly in
Athens (involving a total of one thousand choreuts each year). Some genres
might have been known to certain audience members from their experience of
being spectators of choreia more than performers, and through their familiarity with allusions to particular forms of song not just in previous plays (tragic,
satyric, and comic) but in other media as well, such as inscribed paeans or vase
paintings depicting parthenaic or Dionysiac mousike.
The nature of the audience’s previous engagement with various lyric genres within and outside the theater suggests that the performance of choreia in
tragedy could go beyond Jauss’ textual model in its ability to direct an audience’s response. As Sarah Olsen demonstrates in this volume, choreia could
work on the audience physically, activating its somatic memory (or “embodied cultural knowledge”) of a song type as a past performer and/or spectator.34
This is memory of particular emotions combined with bodily and sensorial
participation—the ecstasy of Dionysiac ritual, for example, or the grief and pity
of lament.35 When the audience of a tragedy would hear (and see) a turn toward
a Dionysiac or paeanic song instead of a lament, or, conversely, the hint of a
lament amid more celebratory mousike, it would therefore not only be primed
to notice that turn but to feel and participate in it. The audience’s response
would include adjusting its expectations for the ensuing action within the
drama: so when it experiences the new form of choreia in Helen, for instance, it
can begin to look toward the plot’s happy resolution. Often, of course, the per-
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Jauss 1982: 23.
On ancient Greek “song culture” and its connection to Athenian audiences’ experiences
of tragedy, see Herington 1985: 3–5; Bacon 1994–1995; Revermann 2006.
Cf. Revermann 2006 on the “competence” of audiences of tragedy in fifth-century Athens;
also Gagné and Hopman 2013a: 26; Peponi 2013a: 212–213.
Olsen takes the term “embodied cultural knowledge” from Sklar 2008. Cf. Olsen 2017 on
kinesthetic empathy in choreia; also Weiss 2018: 235–241.
Cf. Estrin (this volume) on genre as a “structure of feeling.”
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formance of a particular song type in a tragedy cannot be taken entirely at such
face value, as we saw in the case of the evocations of the dithyramb and paean
in Iphigenia in Tauris. A more extreme example is the jubilant first stasimon of
Sophocles’ Trachiniae that I discussed above: the audience knows of Heracles’
imminent fate but must to some degree be carried along with and brought into
the performance of ecstatic choreia, which prompts it to hope for an outcome
(and a form of epiphany) that it realizes will be impossible.

The Hybridity of Tragic Song: Euripides’ Troades
The combination of multiple genres within one song, like the first stasimon of
Trachiniae, can also shape the audience’s expectations for what tragedy itself is
and can be. As we have seen in this tragedy and also in Heracles and Iphigenia
in Tauris, different lyric genres can be so intertwined with or embedded within
one another that it is often hard to distinguish them. Even in a play where one
genre does seem to dominate—and in tragedy, that genre is often lament—we
can find a complex generic hybridity within a single song.
Such a mix of generic consistency and hybridity is especially pronounced in
Euripides’ Troades. Lament pervades this tragedy: it opens and closes with the
antiphonal mourning of Hecuba and the chorus, and sung lament repeatedly
interrupts spoken dialogue throughout.36 But the first stasimon, in which the
chorus sings of the night the Trojans brought the horse within their walls, is
rather different, combining an extraordinary array of musical genres. It begins
with an evocation of epic:
ἀμφί μοι Ἴλιον, ὦ
Μοῦσα, καινῶν ὕμνων
ἆισον σὺν δακρύοις ᾠδὰν ἐπικήδειον·
515 νῦν γὰρ μέλος ἐς Τροίαν ἰαχήσω,
τετραβάμονος ὡς ὑπ’ ἀπήνας
Ἀργείων ὀλόμαν τάλαινα δοριάλωτος,
ὅτ’ ἔλιπον ἵππον οὐράνια
520 βρέμοντα χρυσεοφάλαρον ἔνοπλον ἐν πύλαις Ἀχαιοί·
ἀνὰ δ’ ἐβόασεν λεὼς
Τρωϊάδος ἀπὸ πέτρας σταθείς·

36

On lament in Troades, see Suter 2003; Weiss 2018: 100–139.
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Ἴτ’, ὦ πεπαυμένοι πόνων,
τόδ’ ἱερὸν ἀνάγετε ξόανον
Ἰλιάδι Διογενεῖ κόρᾳ.
τίς οὐκ ἔβα νεανίδων,
τίς οὐ γεραιὸς ἐκ δόμων;
κεχαρμένοι δ’ ἀοιδαῖς
530 δόλιον ἔσχον ἄταν.

525

About Troy, O Muse, sing for me a funeral ode of new songs, with tears:
for now I will cry out a song to Troy, telling how as a result of a four-footed
vehicle I was ruined, [becoming] the Argives’ wretched captive, when the
Achaeans left at our gates the horse, making a rumbling noise up to the
sky, with its trappings of gold and armed [within]; and the people shouted
out from the Trojan rock, standing there, “Go, you who have ceased from
toils, bring this holy image to [the shrine of] the Zeus-born maiden of
Troy!” Who of the young women didn’t come, what old man didn’t [come]
from his house? Rejoicing with songs they received treacherous ruin.
Eur. Tro. 511–530

Despite framing the song as “funereal” (ἐπικήδειον, 513), the chorus’ opening
address to the Muse is instead typical of epic and the Homeric hymns.37 Within
the first three lines some dactylic rhythms also creep in, creating a sense of the
tragic appropriation of epic and hymnic style. Yet this evocation of epic is by
no means uniform or fixed, as the chorus’ proclamation of “new songs” (καινῶν
ὕμνων, 512) suggests: we have here not only a surprising mix of epic and lament,
but also a song delivered from a first-person, female perspective, thus further
deviating from traditional epic treatments of Troy’s fall. Other lyric genres are
present too: Wilamowitz suggested that the ode’s opening phrase (ἀμφί μοι, 511)
evokes a kitharodic proimion; several scholars have argued that the rare compound adjectives (such as χρυσεοφάλαρον, 520; ἀμβροτοπώλου, 536) and riddling
phrases (such as τετραβάμονος … ὑπ’ ἀπήνας at 516) that follow have a dithyrambic flavor.38
37

38

Cf. esp. Hom. Hymn 19.1, 20.1, 33.1; this use of ἀμφί with the accusative of a song’s subject
also occurs at Hom. Hymn 7.1, 22.1. On the novelty of this epic address within tragic lyric,
see Neitzel 1967: 44; Lee 1976: 164; Hose 1991: 303; Quijada 2006: 844; D’Angour 2011: 194.
On further parallels between the Troades first stasimon and the Iliad, see Sansone 2009.
Torrance (2013: 219–228) argues that the “new songs” denote a new version of Demodocus’
song about the wooden horse and destruction of Troy (Od. 8.426–534).
On the ode’s “dithyrambic” language, see Wilamowitz 1921: 174; Neitzel 1967: 45; Battezzato
2005b: 17. Cf. Kranz 1933: 243.
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Such rich mixing of genres continues through the rest of the ode. In the
final lines we can detect a trace of epinician, when, in a horrible distortion
of a victory song, the women claim that the bloodshed at Troy has produced
a child-bearing garland (στέφανον, 565) for Greece. At the ode’s center we find
partheneia, this time in the chorus’ description of its own choreia on the night
of Troy’s destruction:
ἐπὶ δὲ πόνῳ καὶ χαρᾷ
νύχιον ἐπεὶ κνέφας παρῆν,
Λίβυς τε λωτὸς ἐκτύπει
545 Φρύγιά τε μέλεα, παρθένοι δ’
ἄειρον ἅμα κρότον ποδῶν
βοάν τ’ ἔμελπον εὔφρον’, ἐν
δόμοις δὲ παμφαὲς σέλας
πυρὸς μέλαιναν αἴγλαν
550 †ἔδωκεν ὕπνῳ†.

555

ἐγὼ δὲ τὰν ὀρεστέραν
τότ’ ἀμφὶ μέλαθρα παρθένον
Διὸς κόραν ἐμελπόμαν
χοροῖσι.
And nighttime darkness came upon their toil and joy, and when the
Libyan lotos pipe was sounding as well as Phrygian songs, and maidens
raised together the beat of their feet and sang and danced a cheerful
cry, and in the halls an all-blazing gleam of fire †shed a dark glow on
sleep.†
And I to the mountain maiden, the daughter of Zeus, around the halls I
was singing and dancing then in choruses.
Eur. Tro. 544–547

This is more than a verbal signpost toward the parthenaic genre: the chorus
also enacts such partheneia—and the “Phrygian songs” (Φρύγια … μέλεα, 545)
more broadly—through its own song and dance to the accompaniment of the
aulos, to which the “Libyan lotos pipe” (Λίβυς … λωτός, 544) refers.
The question of what exactly are the “new songs” that the chorus announces
at the start of the first stasimon has been much debated. Luigi Battezzato, in
his nuanced reading of this ode, has argued that it enacts the Greeks’ victory
over the Trojans by replacing the women’s Phrygian mousike with distinctively
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Greek forms.39 Given the chorus’ return (with Hecuba) to lament later in the
play, and given the extreme mixing of genres throughout the ode, I do not
think that such a replacement of one form of mousike for another is quite as
evident as he suggests. Nevertheless, the combination of epic, hymnic, kitharodic, dithyrambic, epinician, and parthenaic elements here does point to the
beginnings of these “new” song types in the wake of Troy’s fall. Indeed, the idea
that such songs have their roots here recurs later in the tragedy, when Hecuba
remarks that the Trojan women’s sufferings will provide “songs for the music of
men to come” (μούσαις ἀοιδὰς … ὑστέρων βροτῶν, 1245). The combination of multiple genres in the first stasimon also points to the hybridity of tragedy itself,
creating a musical aetiology for the very performance being produced there in
the Theater of Dionysus out of Troy’s destruction. As in Helen, then, the mousike
of the theater is here fashioned out of lament. The “new songs” heralded by the
chorus refer to the total amalgam of different lyric forms presented within this
ode—an especially pronounced version of a typical tragic trait.

Musical Innovation and the Myth of Generic Purity
It is tempting to view songs like this one in Euripides’ Troades in the light of
a famous passage in Plato’s Laws, in which the confusion of musical genres
appears to be linked to the “New Music”—that is, to the period of musical
innovation in the fifth and early fourth centuries BCE that has come to dominate many modern discussions of Greek mousike.40 In Book 2 the Athenian
Stranger compares the current “life of excessive freedom” (τοῦ ἐλευθέρου λίαν …
βίου, 700a8) with the “old laws” (παλαιοὶ νόμοι, 700a3) of the past, to which the
demos strictly adhered:
διῃρημένη γὰρ δὴ τότε ἦν ἡμῖν ἡ μουσικὴ κατὰ εἴδη τε ἑαυτῆς ἄττα καὶ σχήματα, καί τι ἦν εἶδος ᾠδῆς εὐχαὶ πρὸς θεούς, ὄνομα δὲ ὕμνοι ἐπεκαλοῦντο· καὶ
τούτῳ δὴ τὸ ἐναντίον ἦν ᾠδῆς ἕτερον εἶδος—θρήνους δέ τις ἂν αὐτοὺς μάλιστα
ἐκάλεσεν—καὶ παίωνες ἕτερον, καὶ ἄλλο, Διονύσου γένεσις οἶμαι, διθύραμβος
λεγόμενος. νόμους τε αὐτὸ τοῦτο τοὔνομα ἐκάλουν, ᾠδὴν ὥς τινα ἑτέραν· ἐπέλεγον δὲ κιθαρῳδικούς. τούτων δὴ διατεταγμένων καὶ ἄλλων τινῶν, οὐκ ἐξῆν ἄλλο
εἰς ἄλλο καταχρῆσθαι μέλους εἶδος.

39
40

Battezzato 2005b.
See e.g. Csapo 1999–2000, 2004; D’Angour 2006, 2007.
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For at that time among us mousike was divided according to its various
forms and styles, and one form of song was prayers to gods, and they were
called “hymns”; and, in contrast to this, there was another form of song—
one would have best called them “dirges”—and another [called] “paeans,”
and another, I think originating from Dionysus, called “dithyramb.” They
used to call one particular one “nomes,” as another [type of] song; and
they called them in addition “kitharodic.” Since these and other types
were categorized, it was not possible to misapply one form of song to
another.
Pl. Leg. 700a9–c1

According to this narrative, the strict separation of different lyric genres later
gave way to a licentious blurring of categories that is, the Athenian claims,
indicative of a general lawlessness (παρανομία, 701a6, cf. 700d3):41
μετὰ δὲ ταῦτα, προϊόντος τοῦ χρόνου, ἄρχοντες μὲν τῆς ἀμούσου παρανομίας
ποιηταὶ ἐγίγνοντο φύσει μὲν ποιητικοί, ἀγνώμονες δὲ περὶ τὸ δίκαιον τῆς Μούσης καὶ τὸ νόμιμον, βακχεύοντες καὶ μᾶλλον τοῦ δέοντος κατεχόμενοι ὑφ’ ἡδονῆς, κεραννύντες δὲ θρήνους τε ὕμνοις καὶ παίωνας διθυράμβοις, καὶ αὐλῳδίας
δὴ ταῖς κιθαρῳδίαις μιμούμενοι, καὶ πάντα εἰς πάντα συνάγοντες.
But afterwards, as time went on, there arose leaders of unmusical lawlessness, poets who, though by nature poetical, were ignorant about what is
just and lawful in music, being full of Bacchic frenzy and possessed by
pleasure more than is fitting, and they mixed both dirges with hymns and
paeans with dithyrambs, and represented aulos songs with kithara songs,
and brought together everything with everything.
Pl. Leg. 700d2–e1

Might we view Euripides, then, as one of these “leaders of unmusical lawlessness” (ἄρχοντες μὲν τῆς ἀμούσου παρανομίας, 700d3)? Certainly he is often linked
in modern scholarship to the “New Music,” and one characteristic of this period
of musical innovation may have been experimentation with the mixing of genres, as the Athenian Stranger here claims. And yet, as we have seen in the cases
of Supplices and Trachiniae (both tragedies for which the date of production
is much debated), Aeschylus and Sophocles also play with combining different
lyric genres in their work.42
41
42

On this narrative and the myth of generic purity, see also the Introduction to this volume.
Though previously regarded as an extremely early work of Aeschylus, Supplices is now
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Indeed, as Battezzato has noted, the parodos of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon
exhibits an especially complex degree of generic play, combining epic, kitharodic, paeanic, and epinician elements within one song.43 At one point, for
example, the chorus seems to perform a paean, singing “I call on the healer
Paean” (ἰήιον δὲ καλέω Παιᾶνα, 146). A few lines later it gives itself the performative direction “utter ailinon ailinon, but let the good win out” (αἴλινον αἴλινον
εἰπέ, τὸ δ’ εὖ νικάτω, 159); the combination of this ritual cry of lament following the chorus’ account of Calchas’ prophecy with the hopeful wish for better
things to come demonstrates how closely the mix of song types here (lament
and paean) is tied to the song’s content and emotional impact. Later in the parodos the chorus evokes the paean again by remembering how Iphigenia used
lovingly to sing such a song for her father in his banqueting halls (240–247).
In doing so, it, like the chorus of Troades, enacts this paean through its own
performance, so that this scene of the past, which contrasts so painfully with
the present of the dramatic narrative, comes to life. Genres and genders are
not just combined but subverted here, since, as I have already mentioned, performances of paeans outside tragedy were both choral and exclusively male.
The embeddedness of this solo paean, sung by Iphigenia in her father’s honor,
within a choral ode performed by Argive men, is suggestive of how with her
singular sacrifice she acts on behalf of the entire community, displacing the
army as Greece’s savior. At the same time, the men’s voices envelop Iphigenia’s,
effectively silencing her much as the “war-loving chieftains” (φιλόμαχοι βραβῆς,
230) did when they disregarded her “pleas and cries of ‘Father’ ” (λιτὰς … καὶ
κληδόνας πατρὼιους, 228) at the moment of her sacrifice.44
In his later plays Euripides may especially revel in mixing up genres, but we
can see that this was not just a late fifth-century phenomenon, and indeed
there is no suggestion in Plato’s Laws that it was one. The Athenian Stranger
does not give any precise indication of chronology when he complains about
the gradual degeneracy in morals and music: he simply claims that the blurring
of categories happened “afterwards, as time went on” (μετὰ δὲ ταῦτα, προϊόντος
τοῦ χρόνου, 700d2–3). But surviving archaic and classical lyric poetry frequently
demonstrates how porous the distinction between different song types could

43
44

generally thought to be a late play, dated perhaps to the 460s BCE: see esp. Garvie 1969.
On the date of Trachiniae, see esp. Easterling 1982: 19–23, with further bibliography (she
concludes that any date between 457 and 430 is possible).
Battezzato 2011: 180.
For a similar reading of the Agamemnon parodos, see Weiss 2018: 39–40. Euripides develops the motif of Iphigenia’s paean at the end of Iphigenia in Aulis: see Weiss 2014 on Eur.
IA 1475–1531; also Weiss 2018: 224–231. Wohl (1998: 77–78) interprets the silencing of Iphigenia in this scene as a violent enforcement of her virginity.
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be, thus undermining this diachronic narrative of generic purity giving way to
laxity, as well as demonstrating that such experimentation was not necessarily recent. Bacchylides 17, for example, was marked as a dithyramb within the
Alexandrian edition of his songs, but contains an invocation of Apollo at the
end (130–132) that seems strongly paeanic, and many scholars have debated
to which genre(s) it therefore belongs.45 The generic reach of lyric poetry
stretched beyond songs typically classified as “lyric” as well, as Sappho’s appropriation of Homeric epic clearly demonstrates. Another later and especially
hybrid example is Timotheus’ Persians (fr. 791), a kitharodic nomos that also
combines elements of paean, lament and dithyramb. Timotheus’ display here
may, like the declaration of “new songs” in Euripides’ Troades, be an especially
self-conscious one—he calls his songs “new” (νέος, 211) and his muse “newlywrought” (νεοτευχής, 203) within just eight lines—but we should not therefore
assume that the older lyric poets were any less self-aware in their use of multiple, overlapping genres.46
These examples also demonstrate that generic hybridity was by no means
confined to the theater in archaic and classical Greece. The Athenian Stranger
does seem to have theater especially in mind as the site for generic hybridity—
it led, he claims, to a “theatrocracy” (θεατροκρατία, 701a3) of noisy theatergoers.
Yet he also describes this phenomenon as something which happened within
each nondramatic song type: in contrast to their previously strict separation,
now dirges, hymns, paeans, dithyrambs, aulos songs, and kithara songs were
all mixed up with each other. Since the lyric genres from which the tragedians
fashioned their own choreia were seldom themselves fixed, it is then no surprise
that Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides all experimented with the effects of
combining different types of song.
Nevertheless, the idea that tragedy, in addition to nondramatic song types,
was once generically “purer” is evident not just in Plato’s Laws but also in the
remark by Aristotle in his Poetics with which I began, when he refers to its
dithyrambic origins. At work here seems to be the notion that tragedy came
from one sort of choral song. We see this also in Euripides’ Bacchae, a play
45

46

On the question of the genre of Bacchylides 17, see esp. Schmidt 1990; Zimmermann 1992:
91–93; Calame 2009a; Tsagalis 2009; D’Alessio 2013: 119–122. Cf. Foster in this volume on
the “sequence of generically distinct songs” in Bacchylides 16.
On the dynamic play with genre already evident in archaic elegaic, iambic, and melic
poetry, see esp. the Introduction to this volume and also the paper by Ford, both of which
focus on Pind. fr. 128c SM. Cf. Farrell 2003: 389: “denying these poets an awareness about
the instability of generic categories stems from nothing more than a misguided desire to
believe that the practice of ancient poets was perfectly congruent with the (after all, rather
primitive and simplistic) theories of ancient literary critics.”
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which, for all its apparently “new musical” display, is in many respects most
innovative in the archaizing nature of its mousike: not only does the chorus sing and dance for almost a quarter of the play—an amount of choreia
unmatched by any other surviving Euripidean or Sophoclean tragedy—but
its performance retains a strong Dionysiac flavor, and indeed at many points
resembles a dithyramb.47 The chorus makes the connection between this particular type of choral song and its own performance especially clear when it
calls Dionysus by his name “Dithyrambus” (Διθύραμβ’, 526) in the second stasimon. Here, then, Euripides provides a sense of tragedy’s aetiology not in terms
of generic hybridity but by creating a play that consistently feels like a cult song
for Dionysus—perhaps the sort of song from which tragedy as a whole was
imagined to have developed.
The extraordinary (and surely deliberate) impression of generic consistency
in the Bacchae, in contrast with the majority of our surviving tragedies, confirms that by the time of its production in 405 BCE tragedy had for a long time
been a hybrid genre. Using Bakhtin’s terminology, we might then view tragedy
itself as a “secondary genre,” formed through the combination, assimilation,
and transformation of various nondramatic genres of choral lyric.48 But given
the capacious and flexible nature of the generic character of different forms of
nondramatic choral lyric, it is problematic to view these in turn as “primary”
or “simple,” so in the end it is perhaps more helpful still to think of tragedy
as a “super-genre” instead. There seem to have been few (if any) limits set on
the range of choral lyric that tragedy could include within a performance, and
indeed in a song like the first stasimon of Troades Euripides gives the impression of drawing on almost every sort of lyric category of which we, as a modern
audience, are aware. Certainly for its original Athenian audience allusions to
other types of song would have been apparent as well—after all, this is the
poet who, according to the character of Aeschylus in Aristophanes’Frogs, “takes
material from everything: from whore songs, drinking songs by Meletus, Carian pipe tunes, dirges, and choral dances” (ἀπὸ πάντων μεταφέρει, πορνῳδιῶν, /
σκολίων Μελήτου, Καρικῶν αὐλημάτων, / θρήνων, χορειῶν, 1301–1303). A “tragic”
song can, it seems, be almost anything in terms of the forms and styles it
includes, evokes, appropriates, and combines. In the end, what makes it “tragic”
is its incorporation within a tragedy. If we believe Aristotle in the Poetics, the
47

48

On the Bacchae as dithyrambic and “new musical,” see esp. Zimmermann 1992: 134; Csapo
1999–2000: 426. Battezzato (2005a: 163–164) also notes the remarkable generic consistency of Bacchae, especially in the parodos. On the mix of traditional and innovative
mousike at work in the play, see Weiss 2018: 241–245.
Bakhtin 1986a.
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choral songs in tragedy became increasingly irrelevant to the plot, “thrown in”
as embolima regardless of their context (1456a27–31)—in which case, at least in
those plays surviving from the late 400s, we might expect to be able simply to
remove such songs as distinct and generically classifiable without affecting the
surrounding drama. But the extant fifth-century tragedies, even Euripides’ latest plays, suggest that what also makes a song “tragic” is its deep connection to
the dramatic narrative, in large part as a result of the different generic strands
at work, their complex interactions with each other, and their resonances for
the audience.

chapter 7

Athens and Apolline Polyphony in Bacchylides’ Ode
16
Margaret Foster*

“Despite the address to Pythian Apollo and the reference to paeans and choirs
of Delphians, this ode is certainly not a paean since its main part (13–35) has
nothing to do with Apollo.”1 So begins Herwig Maehler’s commentary on Bacchylides’ Ode 16 (= Dithyramb 2). Ode 16 comprises a single triad:
[ΗΡΑΚΛΗΣ (VEL ΔΗΙΑΝΕΙΡΑ?)
ΕΙΣ ΔΕΛΦΟΥΣ]

5

10

15

̣ ̣ ]̣ ι ̣ου ̣ ι ̣ο̣ ̣ ̣ ἐ̣ πεῖ
ὁλκ]άδ’ ἔπεμψεν ἐμοὶ χρυσέαν
Πιερ]ίαθεν̣ ἐ[̣ ΰθ]ρον̣ο̣ς [Ο]ὐρανία,
πολυφ]άτων γέμουσαν ὕμνων
̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ν̣ει̣ ̣τ̣ι ̣ς ἐπ
̣ ̣ ’ ἀνθεμόεντι Ἕβρωι
̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ἀ]γάλλεται ἢ δολιχαύχενι κύ[κνωι
̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ δεια̣̈ ⟦νι⟧ φρένα τερπόμενος
̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ δ̣’ ἵκηι π̣ αιηόνων
ἄνθεα πεδοιχνεῖν,
Πύθι’ Ἄπολλον,
τόσα χοροὶ Δελφῶν
σὸν κελάδησαν παρ’ ἀγακλέα ναόν.
πρίν γε κλέομεν λιπεῖν
Οἰχαλίαν πυρὶ δαπτομέναν
Ἀμφιτρυωνιάδαν θρασυμη̣ δέα φῶ-

* I am grateful to audiences at UC Berkeley, Indiana University, University of Michigan, and the
Society for Classical Studies for their comments on previous versions of this paper. I wish to
thank especially Leslie Kurke and Naomi Weiss for their careful readings of earlier drafts of
the paper. Their perceptive and generous suggestions have made it better.
1 Maehler 2004: 164.
© margaret foster, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_009
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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θ’, ἵκετο δ’ ἀμφικύμον’ ἀκτάν·
ἔνθ’ ἀπὸ λαΐδος εὐρυνεφεῖ Κηναίωι
Ζηνὶ θύεν βαρυαχέας ἐννέα ταύρους
δύο τ’ ὀρσιάλωι δαμασίχθονι μέ[λλε † κόραι τ’ † ὀβριμοδερκεῖ ⟨δ’⟩ ἄζυγα
παρθένωι Ἀθάναι
ὑψικέραν βοῦν.
τότ’ ἄμαχος δαίμων
Δαϊανείραι πολύδακρυν ὕφανε
μῆτιν ἐπίφρον’ ἐπεὶ
πύθετ’ ἀγγελίαν ταλαπενθέα,
Ἰόλαν ὅτι λευκώλενον
Διὸς υἱὸς ἀταρβομάχας
ἄλοχον λιπαρὸ[ν] π̣ οτὶ δόμον πέμ̣ [π]οι.
ἆ δύσμορος, ἆ τάλ[αι]ν’, οἷον ἐμήσατ[ο·
φθόνος εὐρυβίας νιν ἀπώλεσεν,
δνόφεόν τε κάλυμμα τῶν
ὕστερον ἐρχομένων,
ὅτ’ ἐπὶ ῥοδόεντι Λυκόρμαι
δέξατο Νέσσου πάρα δαιμόνιον τέρ[ας.
[HERACLES (or DEIANEIRA?); FOR DELPHI]
… since fine-throned Ourania has sent me from Pieria a golden cargo ship
loaded with renowned songs … upon the banks of the flowery Hebrus
[he? someone [τις]?] takes pleasure in … or in the long-necked swan …
delighting his heart … you come to pursue flowers of paeans, Pythian
Apollo, as many as the choruses of Delphians are accustomed to sing
beside your far-famed temple. But, first, we sing how the son of Amphitryon, the bold-planning mortal, left Oechalia devoured by fire and arrived at the promontory washed by waves; there from his spoils he was
about to sacrifice nine deep-bellowing bulls to Zeus of Cenaeum, lord
of spreading clouds, and two to the sea-rouser and earth-shaker, and a
high-horned cow, unyoked, to the maiden Athena with the mighty glance.
At that moment an irresistible daimon wove for Deianeira a sorrowful
shrewd plan when she heard the distressing news that the intrepid son
of Zeus was sending to his gleaming home white-armed Iole to be his
wife. Ah, ill-fated, wretched woman, what a plan she devised! Widely powerful jealousy destroyed her and the murky veil covering what was to
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come when by the banks of rosy Lycormas she received from Nessus the
fateful marvel.2
Ode 16’s fragmentary strophe ranges over several figures and locations, including the Muse Ourania and Pieria and a swan at the Hebrus River, before coming
to rest on an appeal to Pythian Apollo to pursue “flowers of paeans” (8–9) and a
closing image of Delphian choruses singing around the god’s temple. The poem
then abruptly switches gears: with the onset of the antistrophe, it launches into
a mythic narrative from which it never returns. The antistrophe and epode narrate the myth of Heracles and Deianeira or, more precisely, the events leading
up to the hero’s death at his wife’s unwitting hands. The antistrophe centers on
Heracles as he prepares to sacrifice to the gods at Cenaeum just before he is poisoned by Deianeira’s gift of the deadly robe. The epode turns to Deianeira, her
new awareness of Iole and resulting jealousy, and her ignorance of the future
and true nature of the gift she once accepted from the centaur Nessus at the
Lycormas River.
Maehler’s paradoxical statement (“Despite the address to Pythian Apollo
and the reference to paeans … this ode is certainly not a paean”) captures well
Ode 16’s resistance to generic classification along clear-cut taxonomic lines.
Nevertheless, a broad scholarly consensus prevails concerning a number of the
poem’s features. First, since the poem’s discovery in the late nineteenth century, scholars have almost unanimously agreed that the absent Apollo invoked
in the strophe is returning to Delphi from his winter residence among the mythical, northern Hyperboreans. Second, based on the assumption that the ode’s
internal chorus is awaiting Apollo’s return from the Hyperboreans to Delphi,
most scholars also understand Delphi as the site of the ode’s present performance.3 Third, since Dionysus is said to preside over Delphi in Apollo’s absence,
scholars argue that Dionysus must be the god whom Ode 16 ultimately celebrates.4
This reconstructed scenario for Ode 16—that a chorus, after signaling Apollo’s imminent arrival, sings in the meantime for Dionysus—seems to hold up
from the perspective of genre. Plutarch records that while Apollo is absent from
Delphi during the three winter months, the Delphians leave off performing

2 The Greek text is from Maehler 2003, although at the end of line 10 I replace Maehler’s period
with a comma. The translation, discussed in detail below, is my own.
3 On Delphi as the site of Ode 16’s performance, see, e.g., Burnett 1985: 125; Platter 1994: 337;
Rutherford 1994–1995: 117; Maehler 1997: 150–151 and 2004: 165–166; Pfeijffer 1999a: 55; Wilson
2000: 322 n. 115; Fearn 2007: 237.
4 See, e.g., Fearn 2007: 237.
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paeans with their sacrifices and instead sing dithyrambs in honor of Dionysus
(Mor. 389c). Accordingly, scholars will point to the strophe’s “paeanic-like elements,” including its reference to “flowers of paeans” (8–9), before assigning the
extended mythic narrative of the antistrophe and epode to Dionysus’ genre of
dithyramb.5 Ian Rutherford captures well this understanding of the underlying
myth and ritual context of Ode 16 and its implications for the poem’s genre(s)
when he designates Ode 16 as “a vital piece of evidence for a general contrast
between paeans and dithyrambs in the fifth century.”6
Alongside discussions of Apollo and Dionysus’ Delphic time-share and their
respective genres, a debate has raged over the intertextual relationship between
Ode 16 and Sophocles’ Trachiniae.7 For the mythic narrative of Bacchylides’
poem not only closely coincides with the plot of the tragedy but also exhibits
thematic and dictional parallels strongly suggesting that one text sought to
evoke the other. The most convincing arguments have demonstrated that Trachiniae is the earlier text and that Bacchylides presents a version of the myth of
Heracles and Deianeira that meticulously corresponds to, even requires knowledge of, the idiosyncratic version of the myth found in the Sophoclean tragedy.8
And yet while many scholars agree on Trachiniae’s chronological priority, far
less attention has been devoted to considering the function of such a farreaching intertextual allusion to a tragedy within a nondramatic lyric poem.9
Further, Ode 16’s extensive appropriation of Trachiniae has never been convincingly related to the belief that the ode was performed at Delphi. Scholars
will point to a loose association between the poem’s tragic material and Dionysus’ presence at Delphi, but this vague Dionysiac connection does not satisfactorily explain why Bacchylides should wish for his lyric poem to interact
so precisely with Trachiniae in particular. The result is that, in the secondary
literature, Ode 16 is devoid of any compelling ritual occasion for its performance. What is more, from a formal perspective, Ode 16 also remains a severely

5 Quotation from Rutherford (1994–1995: 116). Maehler (1997: 160) suggests that lines 1–10 could
either be a cletic hymn or a paean. By contrast, Burnett (1985: 123) seems to view the entire
poem as a paean. For the connection between mythic narratives and the genre of dithyramb,
see especially D’Alessio 2013.
6 Rutherford 1994–1995: 117. For similar sentiments, see Campbell 1992: 213 and Maehler 2004:
165.
7 Kenyon 1897: 148; Stoessl 1945: 58–63; Kamerbeek 1959: 5–7; Schwinge 1962: 130–132; Hoey 1979;
Burnett 1985: 194–195 n. 27; March 1987: 62–66; Davies 1991: xxxii–xxxiii; Maehler 1997: 151–156
and 2004: 166–167; Pfeijffer 1999a: 51–55; Carawan 2000; Riemer 2000; Kyriakou 2011: 535–538.
8 See especially March 1987: 62–66; Pfeijffer 1999a: 52; Maehler 2004: 167. For the various ways
in which Ode 16 alludes to Trachiniae, see Part II below.
9 Pfeijffer 1999a presents an exception to this tendency.
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disjointed poem: its strophe recalling Apollo from the Hyperboreans seems
irreconcilably at odds with the “dithyrambic” antistrophe and epode that is
both in honor of Dionysus and somehow connected to Sophocles’ Trachiniae.
These interconnected problems merit a careful reexamination of Ode 16, especially its fragmentary strophe, and merit as well a concerted effort to situate
the poem within the evolving and dynamic generic economy of fifth-century
choral song.
This paper offers a new reading of Ode 16 and argues that the poem does not
await Apollo’s Delphic homecoming and is not a dithyrambic poem in honor of
Dionysus. The paper falls into two parts. Part I begins with a formal analysis of
the fragmentary strophe followed by a consideration of its relationship to the
antistrophe and epode. Just as the poem itself is divided into three stanzas, so
too the opening strophe consists of three scenes or vignettes. These vignettes
map onto three distinct sites, Pieria (1–4), the Hebrus River (5–7), and Delphi
(8–12). Taking each of these vignettes in turn, I will argue through a series of
close readings that, contrary to the established view, the strophe does not relate
an episode from the myth of Apollo’s return from the Hyperboreans nor does
it indicate that the poem’s present performance takes place at Delphi. Rather
than tracking Apollo’s own movements, the strophe showcases the movement
of music by presenting a sequence of generically distinct songs, all tied to discrete geographical locations and all sung in honor of Apollo. When we turn to
the opening of the antistrophe, we find that this sequence of songs continues
here as Bacchylides shifts from simply listing different song types to presenting an entire song itself, that is, the song comprising the mythic narrative of
the antistrophe and epode. Viewed from this angle, Ode 16 can be seen as a
polyphony of independent songs, all, including the mythic narrative, sung in
honor of Apollo, and yet all presented as in some sense autonomous and separate from one another.10
Part II contextualizes this sequence of autonomous songs by suggesting a
new ritual occasion for Ode 16, an occasion that places the poem’s performance
in Athens, not Delphi. Other scholars have mentioned Athens in passing as the
possible site of Ode 16’s performance, but I offer a more specific context, the
Athenian Thargelia. This proposal brings with it a new way of understanding

10

My use of the term polyphony derives from its technical sense: Merriam-Webster defines
polyphony as “a musical composition employing two or more simultaneous but relatively
independent melodic lines.” I modify this definition slightly in reference to Ode 16: its
“independent melodic lines” are the autonomous songs (note the πολυφ]άτων … ὕμνων at
line 4) within it that, although they do not occur simultaneously, all share the space of a
single poem.
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Ode 16’s explicit allusions to Sophocles’ Trachiniae and, more generally, to the
genre of tragedy. After reviewing Ode 16’s connection to Trachiniae, I will conclude by suggesting that the new formal and historicizing interpretations of
Ode 16 explored here allow us to glimpse a larger cultural phenomenon at work:
they allow us to understand the poem as a conscious response to tragedy as
the “super-genre” of the Athenian empire and to view the poem itself as a vehicle for moving this distinctively Athenian generic form beyond the borders of
Attica.11

Part I: A Cargo Ship of Songs
Vignette 1: Pieria
The ode’s own point of departure coincides with the departure of a cargo ship,
dispatched from Pieria and brimming with songs (1–4):
̣ ̣ ]̣ ι ̣ου ̣ ι ̣ο̣ ̣ ̣ ἐ̣ πεῖ
ὁλκ]άδ’ ἔπεμψεν ἐμοὶ χρυσέαν
Πιερ]ίαθεν̣ ἐ[̣ ΰθ]ρονος [Ο]ὐρανία,
πολυφ]άτων γέμουσαν ὕμνων
since fine-throned Ourania has sent me from Pieria a golden cargo ship
loaded with renowned songs
Boris Maslov’s work on Pindar’s epinicia allows us to make two crucial observations about the metapoetic function of these opening lines. First, in contrast
to Pindar, Bacchylides always explicitly names the Muse he calls upon to sanction his poetry, and the name he most often bestows upon her is Ourania.12
As Maslov asserts, this tactic operates as a metapoetic way for Bacchylides to
signal, and so authorize, his individual poetic “brand.”13 By announcing that
it is his personal Muse Ourania who has sent “hymns to me,” Bacchylides
announces his singular poetic authority.14
Second, Maslov’s insights into the semantics of ὕμνος illuminate the nature
of the songs (ὕμνοι, 4) stowed aboard this cargo ship. Even as ὕμνος comes
11
12
13
14

I borrow the term “super-genre” in reference to tragedy from Weiss (this volume).
Maslov 2015: 99–100.
Quotation from Maslov 2015: 100.
The announcement of a Greek lyric poet’s “brand” is, as Maslov (2015: 99–100) notes, a
sphragis-like moment. Since Bacchylides is showcasing in this way his individual poetic
authority, ἐμοί (2) must refer to the poet and not to the chorus (contra Maehler 2004: 168).
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to refer generally to songs of praise in the fifth century, it never fully loses its
associations with choral lyric and cult.15 These associations suggest that we are
meant in Ode 16 to imagine the Muse’s freight as songs that are tied to a cult
location and that anticipate performances by choruses, associations that the
unmarked ἀοιδή, for instance, would not necessarily convey. Yet more pertinent
still is Maslov’s detection of a further semantic dimension to ὕμνος. This more
enigmatic nuance is activated when the word appears within a particular cluster of textual elements found in several Pindaric epinicia. In Olympian 1 and
Nemean 1, ὕμνος occurs at the beginning of the poem and as part of a construction that includes -θεν (whence) + epithet + ὕμνος (O. 1.8–10 and N. 1.4–6).16
Note, for instance, the construction found in Olympian 1.8–10: ὅθεν ὁ πολύφατος
ὕμνος ἀμφιβάλλεται / σοφῶν μητίεσσι, κελαδεῖν / Κρόνου παῖδ’ … (“From there a
renowned ὕμνος enfolds the thoughts of wise men so that they sing the child of
Cronus …”). Similarly, at the opening of Nemean 3, a ὕμνος (again with an epithet) is said to come from the Muse (10–12). A second ὕμνος later in the same
poem travels out from Zeus’ cult to its human chorus (65–66).17 In these examples, the word’s general cultic associations are more explicitly defined: ὕμνος is
not just connected to cult but is shown to derive from cult.
This observation has significant implications, as Maslov recognizes. For it
exposes how a ὕμνος can perform an agent-like function as it mediates between
its divine cultic origin and the world of its poet and chorus. Moreover, it reveals
how, in its role as mediator, a ὕμνος is conceived of as something initially independent of and prior to the poet’s own creation. That is, in these epinician
contexts, ὕμνος possesses a striking degree of autonomy.18 Such a semantic force
produces a paradox insofar as Pindar can foreground a ὕμνος’ autonomy and
agency within an epinician at the same time as he asserts his own active role as
poet in the epinician’s creation.19 Maslov accounts for this paradox by positing
a twofold signification of the meaning of ὕμνος: the word seems simultaneously
to denote the “text that evokes, and instantiates, goodwill/graciousness/praise”

15
16
17
18

19

Maslov 2015: 292–293, 302.
The two Pindaric examples also both exhibit a present-tense finite verb + purpose infinitive.
For these lines, see Maslov 2015: 304.
Thus Maslov (2015: 305) calls the poet both an “epiphenomenon” and a “passive conduit”
of the ὕμνος. See too Maslov 2015: 303: “hymnos belongs to the divine sphere; it is then
appropriated by the poet who, finally, adapts it to real-life performance. Notably, even at
this last stage of materialization hymnos retains an autonomy and agent-like quality: it
possesses the chorus” (emphasis in original).
Maslov 2015: 304.
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as well as “goodwill, disposition to praise itself.”20 That is, because ὕμνος signifies the verbal act of divinely generated praise, and not just the text that is the
product of that act, the word can point to or embody a stage in its own evolution that predates the eventual poetic composition of the ὕμνος by the poet.
To return to Ode 16, I draw attention to how the ὕμνοι of line 4 share a number of formal features with these epinician instances of the word. Ode 16’s ὕμνοι
also appear at the opening of the poem and also arise from a specific cultic location, Pieria (Πιερ]ίαθεν̣, 3; cf. Olympian 1’s ὅθεν, 8). As in Nemean 3.10–12, they
announce that they come from a Muse and, as in Olympian 1.8, they seem to
be called πολύφατοι. Given these formal similarities, I suggest that Bacchylides’
ὕμνοι express a comparable semantic nuance to the Pindaric examples. For Ode
16’s ὕμνοι also perform a mediating, agent-like function, as the image of the ship
of songs sailing out from Ourania to the poet captures so well. Moreover, as in
Pindar’s epinicia, these ὕμνοι are initially independent of the poet, since they
are sent to him by Ourania. As such, they can be seen to possess a degree of
autonomy. In fact, I would extend Maslov’s argument further here and argue
that in the case of Ode 16, which presents a plurality of ὕμνοι, we should understand these songs not merely as autonomous in relation to the poet but also as
autonomous in relation to one another.
It is perhaps because of this shared semantic nuance with Pindar’s epinicia that the opening of Ode 16 achieves its epinician resonance. In addition to
sharing the cluster of formal features that also attend the ὕμνοι of Olympian
1 and Nemeans 1 and 3, Bacchylides’ choice of the word ὁλκάς (cargo ship, 2)
may also trigger Ode 16’s initial epinician sound. The word is extremely rare
in poetry but does occur prominently in the opening lines of Nemean 5 where
Pindar connects it to his own song. In short, by linking ὁλκάς so closely with
ὕμνος in his metaphorical cargo ship of songs, Bacchylides may be directing
us to apply to these particular ὕμνοι the associations of autonomy and agency
found in epinician.21 Maslov posits the antiquity, even the pre-Greek nature, of
this semantic dimension of ὕμνος, but it may well be that this nuance comes to
be associated with the genre of epinician.22 If this is the case, then Bacchylides
20
21

22

Quotation from Maslov 2015: 303.
In Nemean 5, Pindar enjoins his song to “go forth from Aegina on every cargo ship and
boat” to announce Pytheas’ victory (ἀλλ’ ἐπὶ πάσας ὁλκάδος ἔν τ’ ἀκάτῳ, γλυκεῖ’ ἀοιδά, / στεῖχ’
ἀπ’ Αἰγίνας, 2–3). Nemean 5 is an early epinician (ca. 483BCE) and must predate Ode 16.
If Bacchylides is indeed responding to this particular Pindaric image, he simultaneously
inverts it: rather than a single song traveling on every ship, in Ode 16 a single cargo ship
contains a multiplicity of songs. This inversion may help to signal that Bacchylides’ poem
is ultimately up to something different than its epinician predecessor.
Maslov 2015: 305–307.
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conjures this genre as a way to assert the agent-like and autonomous properties
of his cargo ship of ὕμνοι.23
Bacchylides thus contructs the opening of Ode 16 as a metapoetic frame
in which he asserts his own literary authority. At the same time, through a
cluster of dictional cues, he directs us to apply to his ὕμνοι a function and meaning of the word found in epinician. In so doing, Bacchylides activates ὕμνος’
capacity for autonomy. Yet, in so far as these ὕμνοι are stored together aboard a
single cargo ship, he also reveals their potential for collaboration. In this way,
Ode 16’s metapoetic opening establishes one of the poem’s central themes: the
polyphony of autonomous songs. I turn now to trace this theme in the rest of
the poem.
Vignette 2: The Hebrus River
Following this metapoetic opening, the fragmentary lines of Ode 16 resurface
next at the banks of the northern Hebrus River (5–7):
̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ν̣ει̣ ̣τ̣ι ̣ς ἐπ
̣ ̣ ’ ἀνθεμόεντι Ἕβρωι
̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ἀ]γάλλεται ἢ δολιχαύχενι κύ[κνωι
̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ δεϊα⟦νι⟧
̣
φρένα τερπόμενος
upon the banks of the flowery Hebrus [he? someone [τις]?] takes pleasure
in … or in the long-necked swan … delighting his heart …
For Maehler and others, these lines explicitly call to mind Alcaeus fr. 307c.
Alcaeus fr. 307c comes to us in the form of a prose summary by the fourthcentury CE rhetorician Himerius. Because this fragment has traditionally
played a leading role in the interpretation of Ode 16, I quote it here in full
(Alcaeus fr. 307c = Himerius Orations 48.10–11 [pp. 200–201 Colonna]):
ἐθέλω δὲ ὑμῖν καὶ Ἀλκαίου τινὰ λόγον εἰπεῖν, ὃν ἐκεῖνος ᾖσεν ἐν μέλεσι παιᾶνα
γράφων Ἀπόλλωνι. ἐρῶ δὲ ὑμῖν οὐ κατὰ τὰ μέλη τὰ Λέσβια, ἐπεὶ μηδὲ ποιητικός τις ἐγώ, ἀλλὰ τὸ μέτρον αὐτὸ λύσας εἰς λόγον τῆς λύρας. ὅτε Ἀπόλλων
ἐγένετο, κοσμήσας αὐτὸν ὁ Ζεὺς μίτρᾳ τε χρυσῇ καὶ λύρᾳ δούς τε ἐπὶ τούτοις
ἅρμα ἐλαύνειν, κύκνοι δὲ ἦσαν τὸ ἅρμα, εἰς Δελφοὺς πέμπει ⟨καὶ⟩ Κασταλίας
νάματα, ἐκεῖθεν προφητεύ⟨σ⟩οντα δίκην καὶ θέμιν τοῖς Ἕλλησιν. ὁ δὲ ἐπιβὰς ἐπὶ
23

At another level, this epinician resonance may anticipate the poem’s own encapsulation
of Trachiniae and that poem’s leveraging and subsequent complication of Heracles’ status
as an epinician hero. See Swift 2011 for how Trachiniae makes uses of epinician language
as well as Heracles’ traditional characterization in epinician for its own tragic ends.
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τῶν ἁρμάτων ἐφῆκε τοὺς κύκνους ἐς Ὑπερβορέους πέτεσθαι. Δελφοὶ μὲν οὖν,
ὡς ᾔσθοντο, παιᾶνα συνθέντες καὶ μέλος καὶ χοροὺς ἠϊθέων περὶ τὸν τρίποδα
στήσαντες, ἐκάλουν τὸν θεὸν ἐξ Ὑπερβορέων ἐλθεῖν. ὁ δὲ ἔτος ὅλον παρὰ τοῖς
ἐκεῖ θεμιστεύσας ἀνθρώποις, ἐπειδὴ καιρὸν ἐνόμιζε καὶ τοὺς Δελφικοὺς ἠχῆσαι
τρίποδας, αὖθις κελεύει τοῖς κύκνοις ἐξ Ὑπερβορέων ἀφίπτασθαι. ἦν μὲν οὖν
θέρος καὶ τοῦ θέρους τὸ μέσον αὐτὸ ὅτε ἐξ Ὑπερβορέων Ἀλκαῖος ἄγει τὸν Ἀπόλλωνα· ὅθεν δὴ θέρους ἐκλάμποντος καὶ ἐπιδημοῦντος Ἀπόλλωνος θερινόν τι καὶ
ἡ λύρα περὶ τὸν θεὸν ἁβρύνεται. ᾄδουσι μὲν ἀηδόνες αὐτῷ ὁποῖον εἰκὸς ᾆσαι
παρ’ Ἀλκαίῳ τὰς ὄρνιθας, ᾄδουσι δὲ καὶ χελιδόνες καὶ τέττιγες, οὐ τὴν ἑαυτῶν
τύχην τὴν ἐν ἀνθρώποις ἀγγέλλουσαι ἀλλὰ πάντα τὰ μέλη κατὰ θεοῦ φθεγγόμεναι. ῥεῖ καὶ ἀργυροῖς ἡ Κασταλία κατὰ ποίησιν νάμασι καὶ Κηφισσὸς μέγας
αἴρεται πορφύρων τοῖς κύμασι, τὸν Ἐνιπέα τοῦ Ὁμήρου μιμούμενος. βιάζεται
μὲν γὰρ Ἀλκαῖος ὁμοίως Ὁμήρῳ ποιῆσαι καὶ ὕδωρ θεῶν ἐπιδημίαν αἰσθέσθαι
δυνάμενον.
I wish to tell you a tale of Alcaeus, which he sang in lyric verse when
he wrote a paean to Apollo; and I shall tell it not in the Lesbian verses,
since I have nothing of the poet in me, but changing the actual metre
of the lyre into prose. When Apollo was born, Zeus equipped him with
golden headband and lyre and gave him also a chariot of swans to drive,
and sent him to Delphi and the spring of Castalia, thence to declare justice and right for the Greeks; but when Apollo mounted the chariot he
directed the swans to fly to the land of the Hyperboreans. Now when the
Delphians learned this, they composed a paean and a tune and arranged
dancing choirs of youths around the tripod and called on the god to come
from the Hyperboreans. Apollo, however, delivered law among the men
of that region for a full year; but when he thought it was time that the
tripods of Delphi should ring out too, he ordered his swans to fly back
again from the Hyperboreans. Now it was summer and indeed the very
middle of summer when Alcaeus brings Apollo back from the Hyperboreans: so what with the blaze of summer and the presence of Apollo the
poet’s lyre also adopts a summer wantonness in the account of the god:
nightingales sing for him the kind 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 great Cephisus rises in flood,
surging with his waves, in imitation of Homer’s Enipeus: for Alcaeus is
compelled just like Homer to give even water the power to sense the presence of gods.
Trans. D.A. Campbell

athens and apolline polyphony in bacchylides’ ode 16

201

Alcaeus’ account, as paraphrased by Himerius, encourages Maehler to
reconstruct Ode 16’s scene at the Hebrus River as a stopover for Apollo as
the god travels south on his swan chariot from the Hyperboreans to Delphi.24
Even a cursory reading of Himerius’ text, however, reveals several discrepancies
between it and Ode 16. Himerius’ paraphrase does not mention the Hebrus or,
more generally, a sojourn of Apollo en route to Delphi. Ode 16, in turn, refers
neither to the Hyperboreans nor to a swan chariot.
I note as well a more substantial issue. The long-accepted view that Apollo
breaks his southward journey on the banks of the Hebrus in Ode 16 relies on
taking the god as the subject of this vignette’s main verb, ἀ]γάλλεται (6). Yet this
reading is not secure. The first visible traces of the fragmentary line 5 seem to be
ν̣ει̣ ̣τ̣ι ̣ς. If τ̣ι ̣ς (someone) is part of the correct restoration here, then it would be
the subject of ἀ]γάλλεται. This restoration causes problems for Maehler’s image
of Apollo at the Hebrus even as he takes τις seriously as a possible option. As he
remarks, “τις would have to refer to Apollo, which would be odd: why would the
god not be named?”25 Rather than attempt to reconcile Apollo with τις, however, we should instead consider the possibility that this “someone” refers to
someone other than the god. In so doing, we might compare this τις to its other,
frequent occurrences within the Bacchylidean corpus, including in Odes 3.21–
22 (θεὸν θ[εό]ν τις / ἀγλαϊζέτω), 3.97–98 (καὶ μελιγλώσσου τις ὑμνήσει χάριν / Κηΐας
ἀηδόνος), 5.190 (εἴ τις εὖ πράσσοι βροτῶ[ν), 13.83–84 (τό γε σὸν̣ [κράτος ὑμ]νεῖ / καί
τις ὑψαυχὴς κό[ρα), 13.199–200 (ε̣ἰ μή τινα θερσι̣[ε]πὴς / φθόνος βιᾶται), and fr. 11.2
(θυμὸν εἴ τις ἔχων ἀπενθῆ). In these instances, τις is used in gnomic statements
(as in Ode 5.190 and fr. 11.2, where the τις is also preceded by εἴ, as it seems to
be in Ode 16) and is also found in contexts of celebratory singing (for example,
Odes 3.97–98 and 13.83–84). It is conceivable that a generic “someone,” and not
Apollo, is the subject in these lines in Ode 16 and that the scene depicts a customary or habitual event. Although the τις does not seem to be singing himself
in this passage, as he/she is in Odes 3 and 13, he is delighting in music: as we will
soon see, this vignette’s collocation of the swan and the Hebrus is evocative of
song and is an image linked specifically to Apolline music.
For now, we cannot determine with any certainty the subject of this vignette.
On the one hand, Apollo may still indeed govern both ἀ]γάλλεται and ἵκηι, as
most editors assume. On the other, as the parallels discussed below demonstrate, swans and rivers do not require Apollo’s physical presence in order to
be paired together, and the subject who enjoys the swan’s music may well be
24
25

Maehler 2004: 165–166. See also Calame 2013: 344 on these lines: “The god clearly breaks
his journey [from the Hyperboreans to Delphi] to enjoy the melodious song of a swan.”
Maehler 2004: 168.
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an unnamed τις instead.26 We should, therefore, not assume that Apollo himself is at the Hebrus and accordingly use that assumption as a way of reconstructing the strophe’s larger scenario of the god’s return from the Hyperboreans.
I turn instead to two other possible parallels for this vignette. First, the
undateable, brief Homeric Hymn to Apollo (21) offers a swan at another northern river, the Peneus (21.1–5):
Φοῖβε σὲ μὲν καὶ κύκνος ὑπὸ πτερύγων λίγ’ ἀείδει
ὄχθῃ ἐπιθρῴσκων ποταμὸν πάρα δινήεντα
Πηνειόν· σὲ δ’ ἀοιδὸς ἔχων φόρμιγγα λίγειαν
ἡδυεπὴς πρῶτόν τε καὶ ὕστατον αἰὲν ἀείδει.
Καὶ σὺ μὲν οὕτω χαῖρε ἄναξ, ἵλαμαι δέ σ’ ἀοιδῇ.
Phoebus, even the swan sings of you in a clear tone to the beating of its
wings as he alights upon the bank beside the eddying Peneus River; and
the sweet-speaking bard, holding his clear-toned lyre, always sings of you
both first and last. So too, greetings, lord; I seek your blessing with my
song.
Second, a choral ode in Aristophanes’ Birds places swans on the banks of the
Hebrus, the same river found in Ode 16 (769–784):
τοιάδε κύκνοι,
τιοτιοτιοτιοτίγξ,
συμμιγῆ βοὴν ὁμοῦ πτεροῖσι κρέκοντες ἴαχον Ἀπόλλω,
τιοτιοτιοτιοτίγξ,
ὄχθῳ ἐφεζόμενοι παρ’ Ἕβρον ποταμόν,
τιοτιοτιοτιοτίγξ,
διὰ δ’ αἰθέριον νέφος ἦλθε βοά·
26

Understanding τις as the subject of ἀ]γάλλεται also eliminates the need to explain why
Apollo is first referred to here in the third person and then, only two lines later, in the second person with ἵκηι (8). A survey of Bacchylides’ extant epinicia and dithyrambs suggests
that such a shift from the third to second person is unparalleled, although editors pass over
this discrepancy and thus must not view it as particularly abrupt. Ode 19.8–14 may be a
rough analogue. Morphologically, ἵκηι could also be a third person singular (present subjunctive, from ἵκω), although I find it more likely that this verb (with its attendant image
of pursuing flowers of paeans) belongs with the vocative address to Pythian Apollo in the
following line.
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πτῆξε δὲ ποικίλα φῦλα τὰ θηρῶν,
κύματά τ’ ἔσβεσε νήνεμος αἴθρη,
τοτοτοτοτοτοτοτοτοτίγξ·
πᾶς δ’ ἐπεκτύπησ’ Ὄλυμπος·
εἷλε δὲ θάμβος ἄνακτας· Ὀλυμπιάδες δὲ μέλος Χάριτες
Μοῦσαί τ’ ἐπωλόλυξαν,
τιοτιοτιοτίγξ.
Just so did swans—
tio tio tio tio tinx!—
beating wings in unison
raise a harmonious whoop for Apollo—
tio tio tio tio tinx!—
gathered on the bank by Hebrus River—
tio tio tio tio tinx!
their whooping pierced the cloud of heaven;
the manifold tribes of beasts were cowed,
and the cloudless clear air quenched the waves—
to to to to to to to to to tinx!—
All Olympus reverberated,
amazement seized its lords, and the Olympian
Graces and Muses
replied in cheerful song—
tio tio tio tio tinx!
Trans. J. Henderson

In both passages, we encounter swan(s) honoring Apollo through the sound
created by their wings alighting on a river bank. The quality of these sounds
is characterized in both passages as musical: in the Homeric hymn, the swan’s
wings are linked to its ability to sing (ἀείδει) while, with greater detail, Aristophanes portrays swans raising a harmonious shout (συμμιγῆ βοήν) to the musical accompaniment of their wings (ὁμοῦ πτεροῖσι κρέκοντες).27 Both passages,
then, foreground the river bank not because it is a resting place for a southbound Apollo but because it is a place that generates a particular kind of music
for the god through the sound of swans alighting upon it. It is also worth noting that these passages both juxtapose swan music to another form of singing

27

For συμμιγῆ having the musical resonance of “harmonious,” see Dunbar 2002: 322; for the
musical connotations of κρέκοντες, see Dunbar 2002: 290, 322.
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performed by another kind of singer. Thus, in the Homeric hymn’s paratactic
sequence, we are told that the swan sings for Apollo (ἀείδει, 1), and the bard
sings for him as well (ἀείδει, 4). In Birds, the Muses and Graces on Olympus
raise a song of joy in response (μέλος … ἐπωλόλυξαν, 782–783) to the swans’ own
musical outburst for Apollo.
In light of these juxtapositions, I note that Alcaeus fr. 307c itself presents
a similar string of discrete but comparable forms of singing. This feature of
the fragment is typically overlooked in favor of tracking the course of Apollo’s
own travels within the passage. Yet, in Himerius’ paraphrase, Alcaeus’ closing
image includes assorted creatures performing in honor of the god’s return from
the Hyperboreans: “Nightingales sing for him the kind 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 gods in all their songs.”28
A passage from Plutarch conforms to this pattern as well. In connecting
swans to Apollo, Plutarch lists their singing as one of the various types of musical songs and sounds that please the god: τὸν οὖν Πύθιον, εἰ δὴ μουσικῇ θ’ ἥδεται
καὶ κύκνων φωναῖς καὶ κιθάρας ψόφοις … (“Therefore, if the Pythian god plainly
finds pleasure in music and the songs of swans and the sound of lyres …,” Mor.
387c). These instances, then, all suggest that the music made by swans can
occur as part of a larger motif that presents a pairing or sequence of different
Apolline forms of music-making.
To return to Ode 16, it is not likely that the poem’s reference to the swan and
the Hebrus depict a resting place at the river as Apollo returns from the Hyperboreans, a reconstructed mythic scenario lacking extant parallels.29 Rather, the
swan and the river seem to signal the poem’s interest in the kind of music swans
are known to make upon river banks in Apollo’s honor, a connection for which
parallels do exist. We are further encouraged to understand the swan in Ode
16 as a reference to swan music if we accept Maehler’s restorations for the
beginning of line 7. On the papyrus, the last letter of the first visible word in
the line, ν, was crossed out and replaced by a superscript iota ( ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ δεϊα⟦νι⟧).
̣
Maehler suggests that the letters ϊαι of this cluster thus represent ἰᾶι (voice)
and connects the word to the swan in the line above. In addition, he proposes
μελια]δε⟨ῖ⟩ (honey-sweet) for the preceding lacuna, citing a number of other

28

29

See also Pl. Phd. 84e–85b, in which the singing of swans is mentioned in relation to a series
of other birds’ singing (that of the nightingale, swallow, and hoopoe) and swan song is
again connected to Apollo.
Alcaeus fr. 43 does mention the Hebrus River but in a completely different context and
one that does not mention Apollo: it relates instead the course of the river and describes
it as a place where young women bathe.
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parallels for the mellifluous singing of swans.30 If Maehler is correct, such a
restoration would form another connection with both the Homeric hymn and
the Birds passages. In both of these passages, the sound of swan wings on the
river bank form the accompaniment to the swans’ own cries or singing. In Ode
16, we might have a similar collocation of the swan’s voice (ἰᾶι) and the music
of their alighting upon the Hebrus.
Second, I would suggest that the motif of presenting pairs or larger sequences of songs for Apollo found in the examples above seems to occur in
Ode 16 as well. For Bacchylides clearly contrasts the swan in line 6 to another
entity, also in the dative ( ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ἀ]γάλλεται ἢ δολιχαύχενι κύ[κνωι, [he/someone
delights in … or in the long-necked swan …, 6]). To fill the lacuna, Maehler offers
μούσαι (muse) and μολπᾶι (song) as possible restorations.31 These suggestions
are intriguing because either possibility would bolster what appears to be the
overarching import of these lines, namely, their concern with music or, more
specifically, with the juxtaposition of different types of music.
I have proposed in this section that the vignette comprising lines 5–7 does
not in fact depict a scene from the myth of Apollo and the Hyperboreans or
model itself on the version of the myth found in Alcaeus fr. 307c. Rather, I
would argue that these lines, however fragmentary, reveal themselves to be
one instantiation of a widespread motif that links swan music to other forms
of singing in honor of Apollo by other discrete types of singers. Put another
way, Ode 16 partakes in a larger cultural tendency to present Apollo as a god
who inspires instances of polyphony by rousing a veritable cosmos of diverse
singers (insects, swans, bards, the Muses themselves) to delight him with their
own distinctive music.
Vignette 3: Delphi
With this conclusion in mind, let us turn to the final vignette of the strophe
as well as to the opening line of the antistrophe that moves the poem into
its mythic narrative. Before considering the interpretation of these lines, it is
worth reviewing Maehler’s analyses of this portion of the poem since they best
represent a generally accepted approach to this problematic and lacunose passage. As we will see, the established approach to the strophe’s ending and the
beginning of the antistrophe has far-reaching implications for our sense of Ode
16 as a whole and, more broadly still, for our understanding of the relationship
between ancient categories of genre.
30
31

According to Maehler (2004: 168), since diaeresis frequently occurs over intial iota in this
papyrus, the ϊ (in ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ δεϊα⟦νι⟧)
̣
could well be the beginning of a new word.
On the lacuna of line 6, Maehler (2004: 168) notes, “a dative seems likely in the gap.”
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The two primary issues within this portion are the opening lacuna of line 8
and the meaning of τόσα in line 11 (8–13):
̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ]̣ δ̣’ ἵκηι π̣ αιηόνων
ἄνθεα πεδοιχνεῖν,
Πύθι’ Ἄπολλον,
τόσα χοροὶ Δελφῶν
σὸν κελάδησαν παρ’ ἀγακλέα ναόν.
πρίν γε κλέομεν λιπεῖν
… you come to pursue flowers of paeans, Pythian Apollo, as many as the
choruses of Delphians are accustomed to sing beside your far-famed temple. But, first, we sing [how the son of Amphitryon] left [Oechalia] …
Maehler’s own translation of this stretch of lines is again linked to his view
of the strophe’s close kinship with Alcaeus fr. 307c. First, following Paul Maas,
Maehler argues that only two syllables are required in the lacuna of line 8 and
restores πρὶν τό]δ̣’.32 His restoration of τό]δ̣’ (here) is informed by his supposition that the present poem was performed at Delphi as the Delphians await
Apollo’s return from the Hyperboreans. Maehler’s translation of lines 8–10 thus
reads “until you come here, Pythian Apollo, to go after flowers of paeans.”33
Second, Maehler takes τόσα as a demonstrative pronoun and accordingly
translates the subordinate clause as “these things (or ‘this much’) (τόσα) the
Delphian choirs sang (κελάδησαν).”34 This translation of τόσα allows Maehler
to interpret the preceding lines of the strophe as a quotation of what was sung
and, drawing on the paradigmatic Alcaeus fragment, to suggest that the entire
strophe can be characterized as a kind of cletic hymn performed by the Delphians to recall Apollo from the Hyperboreans.35 The Alcaeus passage does
mention that the Delphians composed a paean and a song and set up choruses for the absent Apollo. Yet it is unclear from Himerius’ summary whether
32

33
34

35

Maas 1921: 23 n. 2. As Maehler (2004: 168) notes, this use of πρίν paired with ἵκῃ would
be in keeping with other uses of πρίν with the subjunctive (without ἄν) that denote an
anticipated or recurring event.
Maehler 2004: 168.
Maehler 2004: 169. He cites several parallels in which this demonstrative pronoun follows
a direct speech. See also Uhlig 2017, who discusses this passage as an example of oratio
recta and connects this feature to the poem’s own conceptualization of reperformance.
As Maehler (2004: 169) concludes, the strophe is “rather similar to Alcaeus’ hymn.” See
also Maehler 2004: 164–165. Cf. the similar assessment by Burnett 1985: 193 n. 14.
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the Alcaeus fragment was itself considered a cletic hymn, as Maehler seems to
assume. If it were a cletic hymn, it would present itself as a strangely ineffective
version of one, since part of the point of mentioning the Delphians’ singing in
the passage seems to be to highlight its inadequacy at attracting the god’s attention: in the summary, Apollo appears to ignore the Delphians when, following
the Delphians’ choral solicitations, he decides to remain among the Hyperboreans for an entire year instead of heading straightaway to Delphi. That is to say,
the Alcaeus fragment once again seems not to correspond with what is taking
place in Ode 16.
We are on firmer ground, at least in terms of the state of the papyrus, when
we move from the strophe to the antistrophe. The end of the strophe is followed
by a strong break, marked by the antistrophe’s opening πρίν γε κλέομεν. This
use of πρίν seems best taken as an adverb and Maehler translates the phrase as
“beforehand, we tell …”36 This phrase initiates the extended mythic narrative
of the antistrophe and epode.
Maehler’s analysis of the transition between the strophe and antistrophe
again exemplifies the traditional line of interpretation. His analysis relies on
connecting the mythic scenario of Alcaeus fr. 307c to a passage from Plutarch
referred to briefly above (Mor. 389c). In Plutarch’s passage, the Delphians cease
from singing paeans during the three winter months when Apollo is absent
and instead sing dithyrambs for Dionysus. According to Maehler’s argument,
since the strophe, like the Alcaeus fragment, envisions Apollo returning from
the Hyperboreans, the antistrophe and epode consequently cast themselves
as a performance taking place in the interim at Delphi. Enlisting Plutarch’s
assertion that the Delphians honor Dionysus with dithyrambs while Apollo
is away, Maehler concludes, “If, as seems likely, this statement reflects fifthcentury practice, B[acchylides’] ode could well be such a dithyramb, performed
at Delphi during the winter months before Apollo’s return.”37 While Maehler
goes further than most scholars in his careful efforts to excavate Ode 16’s ritual
occasion, I emphasize again that there is seemingly universal acceptance that
36

37

See Maehler 1997: 160–161 and 2004: 169, where he presents his justification for taking πρίν
as an adverb instead of a conjunction and also makes the case for understanding κλέομεν
as a present indictive instead of an imperfect (i.e., πρίν γ’ ἐκλέομεν).
Maehler 2004: 165. In light of this conclusion, Maehler (1997: 150) proposes a possible ritual occasion: he tentatively suggests the performance context of the Delphic Theoxeny,
which celebrated Apollo, Leto, and Dionysus together, as the original occasion for Ode
16. If, as he speculates, the Theoxeny began before Apollo’s return and culminated in his
epiphany (although there is no evidence for this scenario), Ode 16 could have been performed at the beginning of the Theoxeny before the god’s return. This scenario is picked
up and more forcefully asserted by Calame 2013: 344.
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the poem was performed at Delphi.38 This acceptance extends to the restoration of the poem’s title as ΕΙΣ ΔΕΛΦΟΥΣ (For Delphi), albeit in brackets, in the
major editions of Bacchylides, including the Budé, Loeb, and Teubner.
In short, the traditional interpretation, exemplified by Maehler but articulated by numerous scholars, can be summarized as follows: Ode 16 was performed at Delphi by a chorus awaiting Apollo’s return from the Hyperboreans,
a return solicited by the strophe’s invocation. This reconstruction, in turn, elicits a particular understanding of the poem’s genre(s): following the strophe’s
explicit reference to Apollo’s genre of the paean, the poem then shifts generically to the dithyrambic mythic narrative of the antistrophe and epode and, in
so doing, implicitly honors Dionysus, the god in residence at Delphi during the
present performance.
Before offering an alternative reading, I would like to identify several interrelated problems with this reconstruction. First, this argument relies heavily
on both the Alcaeus and Plutarch passages to reconstruct the original performance context of Ode 16 and, in so doing, necessarily views them as complementary texts. We have already found that the Alcaeus fragment in and of itself
poses problems as a paradigm for Ode 16. But I note here a further issue, namely,
that Alcaeus and Plutarch are not telling quite the same myth. Alcaeus’ myth
emphasizes Apollo’s initial avoidance of Delphi in favor of the Hyperboreans
and asserts that, after a year among the Hyperboreans, his eventual arrival to
Delphi took place in mid-summer. By contrast, Plutarch’s anecdote concerns
Apollo’s annual return from the Hyperboreans and places this yearly event
at the end of winter. Alcaeus and Plutarch deploy Apollo’s connection to the
Hyperboreans for different aetiological ends. Accordingly, their joint explanatory power for illuminating Ode 16 should be questioned.
Second, this reconstructed context produces an internal temporal disjunction or incoherence between the strophe’s τόσα … κελάδησαν (these things …
they sang, 11–12) and the antistrophe’s opening πρίν γε κλέομεν (beforehand, we
tell, 13). For it is not clear how something taking place in present time (“beforehand, we (now) tell”) could occur before something that has happened in the
past (“these things the Delphians sang”). The phrase “beforehand, we tell” does
make logical sense in relation to the invocation to Apollo, and a paraphrase of
that progression would be “until Apollo comes, we (now) tell (this mythic narrative).” But to privilege this progression is to ignore the intervening τόσα clause
38

Pfeijffer’s (1999a: 55) comment is representative: “The fact that this ode was performed at
Delphi with all probability …” See also Burnett (1985: 193 n. 14): “The place [of the performance] must be Delphi …”; Fearn (2007: 237): “In the case of Bacchylides 16, the poem’s
opening points us to a Dionysiac festival context at Delphi …”
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that, following Maehler’s translation, places the cletic address to Apollo in past
time. Maehler’s proposed sequence strains or obscures the temporal relationship between the strophe and the antistrophe-epode.39
Third and more importantly, this reconstruction rests on an understanding
of generic categories as clear-cut and mutually exclusive, with genres neatly
mapped onto their respective gods. Because the strophe mentions paeans and
Apollo and because, it is argued, Apollo is absent from Delphi for the present
performance, the antistrophe and epode must necessarily be a dithyramb in
honor of Dionysus.40
Finally, and in conjunction with this third concern, it is not evident how the
antistrophe and epode’s mythic narrative relates to a Delphic context. As we
will see in Part II, scholars have demonstrated that this portion of the poem
presents a version of the myth of Heracles and Deianeira that closely corresponds to, even depends upon, Sophocles’ Trachiniae. The standard interpretation of Ode 16, which places the poem at Delphi, cannot account for this
relationship between Ode 16 and Trachiniae beyond pointing to a loose association between the poem’s tragic material and Dionysus’ purported presence
at Delphi during the poem’s original performance.41 Yet, this vague Dionysiac
connection does not satisfactorily address Bacchylides’ citation of Sophocles’
idiosyncratic tragic version of a myth or, more generally, why he would wish for
this particular lyric poem to interact so closely with the genre of tragedy.
How else, then, can we view the relationship between the strophe and antistrophe-epode in a way that attends to these related concerns, especially those
of genre and performance context? I suggest that the conclusions reached in
the previous section offer a means of addressing them. For it is possible to
extend the vision of Apolline polyphony encountered there to the remainder
of the poem as well. Ode 16 as a whole appears to be structured as a sequence of
different musical performances in honor of Apollo. In order to track this sequence within Ode 16, however, it is necessary to modify slightly Maehler’s
translation of lines 8–13 by recuperating two observations made long ago by
Richard Jebb. First, Jebb takes τόσα not as a demonstrative pronoun but instead
39

40
41

Maehler (1997: 160–161) himself considers the various possibilities for the temporal relationship between the strophe and line 13’s πρίν γε κλέομεν but ultimately produces a reading that focuses on the relationship between Apollo’s arrival and what the chorus is now
singing and, in so doing, seems to ignore the intervening τόσα clause.
See again Rutherford 1994–1995: 117: “This text is a vital piece of evidence for a general
contrast between paeans and dithyrambs in the fifth century.”
Thus Rutherford (1994–1995: 118) points to this poem as an example of how the “implied
Dionysiac context of the genre [of dithyramb] accommodates the uses of the ‘themes of
transgression and disaster.’ ”
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as a relative pronoun with π̣ αιηόνων ἄνθεα as its antecedent.42 This use of
the relative without a correlating demonstrative pronoun is rare, but, as Jebb
observes, Bacchylides uses the same construction in Ode 1 (1.145–148):43
̣ ̣ π̣ ]α̣τρίων
τ’ οὐκ [˘̣] [̣ – – – κ]α̣λῶν,
τόσα Παν[θείδαι κλυτό]τοξος Ἀπό[λλων ὤπασε]ν,
… his father’s fine achievements, all those which the famous archer Apollo
granted to Pantheides …
Second, Jebb maintains that κελάδησαν (12), the verb within the relative clause,
must be a gnomic aorist.44 I note that the force of the gnomic aorist, which
emphasizes the customary nature of κελάδησαν, would correspond well to
Maehler’s restoration of πρίν with the subjunctive to denote a habitual occurrence in the opening lacuna of line 8.45
Incorporating Jebb’s interpretations, then, I translate lines 8–13 as follows:46
“[before] (as you habitually do) you come to pursue flowers of paeans, Pythian
Apollo, as many paeans as the choruses of Delphians are accustomed to sing
around your famous temple, before (you do that), we now tell how …” Taking κελάδησαν as a gnomic aorist relieves the temporal discordance between

42
43

44
45

46

Jebb 1905: 371.
See Jebb 1905: 246–247 (N.B., in Jebb’s edition of Ode 1, line 147 = line 37). See also Maehler
1982: 19 on Ode 1.147. Maehler (1997: 159–160) also considers the possibility that τόσα is a
relative pronoun but, in the end, favors taking it as a demonstrative.
Maehler raises this possibility in his 1997 commentary but the translation in his 2004 edition suggests that he does not ultimately interpret it as such.
See above n. 32. This use of the subjective + πρίν occurs without ἄν. Further, as noted above,
if we read τις at line 5 in the second vignette and take it to refer to a general, customary
action, then the second vignette corresponds to the third in presenting another habitual
action related to Apolline music.
Jebb (1905: 371) like Maehler takes πρίν in line 13 as adverbial. In the opening lacuna of
the corrupt line 8, Jebb (1905: 370) restores μέχρι Πυθῶνά[δ’ ἵκῃ (until you come to Pytho),
with the supposition that five syllables should fit the textual gap. I remain agnostic about
the number of syllables that belong in this lacuna, although for my own interpretation
I much prefer Πυθῶνά[δ’ to τό]δ̣’. I also note that τό]δ̣’ (here) in line 8 is not secure since
Maehler places a dot under the delta, the one letter of this word that he does not restore.
Nevertheless, I would emphasize that Maehler and Jebb, despite their differences over the
length of the lacuna, both agree that a temporal conjunction belongs in the gap.
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the end of the strophe and the beginning of the antistrophe that was observed
above for Maehler’s scenario. Moreover, this translation emphasizes the inseparable link between the singing of paeans by choruses and the site of Delphi.47
Because of the lacuna, we cannot be certain of the location to which Apollo is
being called in the invocation at line 8 (“before you come …”). What is apparent,
however, is the form of music Apollo can expect to find in his honor at Delphi. As the subordinate clause declares, the paean is the song for Apollo there,
a category of song whose habitual, predictable performance around Apollo’s
Delphic temple the gnomic aorist underscores.
With the aid of Jebb’s interpretation, the final image in the strophe can be
read against the preceding cluster of song type-singer-locations in lines 5–7.
A sequence now materializes in the poem’s movement from the music made
by swans at the Hebrus River to paeans sung by choruses at Delphi. In other
words, in this progression, the strophe offers another instance of the motif of
juxtaposing different forms of singing in honor of Apollo. Crucially, in Ode 16’s
own permutation of this pattern, each shift in song type and singer is accompanied by a corresponding shift in geographical location.
With this permutation in mind, I suggest that Ode 16 then continues this
Apolline motif with the opening of the antistrophe, where the poem undergoes
yet another shift on all three fronts. As the antistrophe begins, the poem restarts
not only by introducing another kind of song performed by other singers but
also by conjuring a new physical space. Thus we move from a reference to
paeans to a mythic narrative of Heracles and Deianeira, from a reference to
a chorus of Delphians to the first-person plural κλέομεν. And, at the same time,
we move, in an attendant shift in location, from a reference to Delphi to the site
of the present performance. For here I would revive an old conjecture that the
performance of Ode 16 originally took place not at Delphi but at Athens.48
In Part II, I will address in greater detail the evidence for Athens as the site of
the poem’s performance and propose a specific Athenian ritual occasion. But,
for now, taking Athens as the location of the chorus presently singing (κλέομεν), we might note that the motif of sequencing songs for Apollo in Ode 16
assumes the shape of an ascending tricolon: first, the music of swans at the
Hebrus; second, paeans by choruses at Delphi; finally and most elaborately, a
mythic narrative comprising the antistrophe and epode by a chorus at Athens.
Accordingly, an expanded translation of lines 8–13 might read: “[before] (as
you habitually do) you come to pursue flowers of paeans, Pythian Apollo, as
47
48

It is worth noting that this argument still holds even if τόσα is taken as a demonstrative.
The possibility of Athens as the site of Ode 16’s performance was first suggested by Kamerbeek 1959: 6. See also March 1987: 63 n. 65; Maehler 2004: 165, 170.
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many paeans as the choruses of Delphians are accustomed to sing around your
famous temple, before (you do that), we (here in Athens) now sing (for you)
how …” As this translation underscores, viewing the entirety of Ode 16 as a song
in honor of Apollo frees us from trying to excavate a discernible connection
between the antistrophe-epode and Dionysus.
These observations yield several related ones in turn. In the case of the culminating element of the tricolon, the poem ceases simply to identify or name
different types of Apolline song as it does in the strophe and instead becomes
a type of song, as it opens up into the mythic narrative for the remainder of
the poem. Put another way, the strophe functions as a kind of priamel to the
antistrophe-epode, presenting a list of different song types as the lead-up to the
actual song the chorus will now sing.49 Further, following their shared cultic origin on Pieria, Ode 16’s sequence of individual songs moves from the Hebrus in
Thrace, to Delphi, to Athens. This geographical progression implies that place
is profoundly connected to, even the determining factor for, the type of song
performed at each of the locations in the poem. Since the different songs presented within Ode 16 are all in honor of Apollo, the poem seems to imply that
the god himself does not entirely govern the type of music that will be sung for
him as much as the physical environment and its inhabitants do. The importance accorded to physical space and community has implications for Ode 16’s
conceptualization of genre, as we will see in Part II’s discussion of Athens as the
site of the poem’s performance. Before turning to Part II, it is worth observing
how this sequence of songs relates both to the antistrophe and epode’s mythic
narrative and to the poem’s opening metapoetic frame.
The autonomy of song as an operating principle within Ode 16 appears to
inform the correlation between the antistrophe and epode. For, despite jointly
comprising a unified mythic narrative, the two stanzas nevertheless operate
independently of one another in at least one important respect, namely, their
focalization. At first glance, it is curious that in a mythic narrative of such
“extreme brevity” and with so much mythic ground to cover (Heracles’s preparations for a sacrifice at Cenaeum, Deianeira’s learning of Iole, and the centaur
Nessus’ fateful gift) Bacchylides devotes the antistrophe to cataloguing preparations for a sacrifice that will never occur. The antistrophe enters its myth at
the point at which Heracles is apportioning sacrificial victims to Zeus, Poseidon, and Athena, unaware of his own impending immolation (13–22):50

49
50

See the discussion in this volume’s introduction of Pindar fr. 128c SM as another priamel
that presents a series of distinct kinds of song.
Quotation from Platter 1994: 338.
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πρίν γε κλέομεν λιπεῖν
Οἰχαλίαν πυρὶ δαπτομέναν
Ἀμφιτρυωνιάδαν θρασυμη̣ δέα φῶθ’, ἵκετο δ’ ἀμφικύμον’ ἀκτάν·
ἔνθ’ ἀπὸ λαΐδος εὐρυνεφεῖ Κηναίωι
Ζηνὶ θύεν βαρυαχέας ἐννέα ταύρους
δύο τ’ ὀρσιάλωι δαμασίχθονι μέ[λλε † κόραι τ’ † ὀβριμοδερκεῖ ⟨δ’⟩ ἄζυγα
παρθένωι Ἀθάναι
ὑψικέραν βοῦν.
But, first, we sing how the son of Amphitryon, the bold-planning mortal,
left Oechalia devoured by fire and arrived at the promontory washed by
waves; there from his spoils he was about to sacrifice nine deep-bellowing
bulls to Zeus of Cenaeum, lord of spreading clouds, and two to the searouser and earth-shaker, and a high-horned cow, unyoked, to the maiden
Athena with the mighty glance.
With these ornate enumerations of animals and gods, the antistrophe is seemingly unaware that this sacrifice will never occur and that its relevance will soon
be superseded by the revelation of Heracles as the actual sacrifice. But if we
understand the antistrophe as focalized through Heracles, then the care allotted to these futile preparations makes greater sense. As the passage’s focalizer,
Heracles is, as it were, flaunting or parading these sacrificial victims from his
own private store (ἀπὸ λαΐδος, 17).51
In the shift from antistrophe to epode, however, we move from Heracles’
“external action” to Deianeira’s “internal realm of intellect and emotion,” as
Anne Pippin Burnett has observed.52 Accompanying this shift is a commensurate shift in focalization: the epode does not simply narrate Deianeira’s emotional and intellectual experience as she learns that her husband is sending
home a new wife but is also focalized through her experience. The transition between the antistrophe and epode crystalizes this shift in focalization
through its paradoxical “sorrowful shrewd plan” (πολύδακρυν… // μῆτιν ἐπίφρον’,
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And we might note the trick of the grammar with θύεν (18): we initially assume that Heracles is actually making all of these sacrifices (taking θύεν as an unaugmented imperfect
indicative [“he was sacrificing”]) until, upon reaching the delayed μέ[λ]λε in the following line, we double back and reinterpret it as a Doric infinitive. Heracles is only “about to
sacrifice” all of these victims. I owe this observation to Leslie Kurke.
Burnett 1985: 125.
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24–25).53 The phrase bridges the two stanzas with the first adjective πολύδακρυν left dangling in the antistrophe until its noun, μῆτιν, appears in the
epode. Following the appearance of μῆτιν, however, we encounter the plan’s
second defining term, ἐπίφρον’. The resulting phrase, straddling the strophe
break, begins as “sorrowful” in Heracles’ antistrophe before transforming into
something “shrewd” in Deianeira’s epode. That is, while his wife’s plan will be
sorrowful for Heracles at Cenaeum, in her own epode, Deianeira, still ignorant
of her plan’s fatal consequences, perceives it as a resourceful response to the
news of Iole. What is more, this news of Iole, as it is summarized in the epode
(25–29), also seems filtered through Deianeira’s perspective since it is characterized as “distressing” (ταλαπενθέα, 26).54
Thus, just as the strophe offers vignettes of discrete songs by discrete singers,
the antistrophe and epode, though comprising a shared song, simultaneously
display a degree of cognitive dissonance between their respective protagonists.55 Further, like the strophe’s vignettes, Heracles in his antistrophe and
Deianeira in her epode occupy separate geographical spaces, with Heracles at
Cenaeum and Deianeira, it can be assumed, at Trachis. A temporal disjunction
also obtains between them, with Heracles’ antistrophe focused on the future
(μέ[λ]λε, 19–20) and Deianeira’s epode moving backwards in time from present
to past events.56 The antistrophe and epode may share a mythic narrative, the
theme of ignorance, and verbal similarities (θρασυμη̣ δέα, 15; μῆτιν, 25; οἷον ἐμήσατ[ο, 30), and yet each stanza also maintains in part its own integrity and
autonomy. Ode 16 is a poem in which not only its individual songs (those at the
Hebrus, Delphi, and Athens) but also its structural parts (strophe, antistrophe,
and epode) are entangled with but also somehow impermeable to one another.
To return to the image with which this section began, we are now in a position to see that the introductory cargo ship of ὕμνοι anticipates the tricolon of
songs that emerges as the poem subsequently moves to the Hebrus, then to
Delphi, and on to Athens. For, like these opening autonomous ὕμνοι, the songs
within the poem’s sequence of physical settings are cast as distinct from one
another, even as they share a divine point of departure on Pieria, the impulse
to honor Apollo, and the space of Ode 16.57 We might even think of the poem
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My thanks to Leslie Kurke for this point.
See also Pfeijffer (1999a: 54).
Platter (1994: 339) refers to Heracles and Deianeira in this poem as “independent actors.”
I owe these last two points to Naomi Weiss.
The discrete parts of the poem are connected in other ways as well, including through
recurring imagery: note that the banks of the flowery Hebrus (5) and the banks of the rosy
Lycormas (34) bookend the poem.
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itself as a kind of metaphorical cargo ship freighted with ὕμνοι, each one bound
for its proper geographical destination. In this way, the metapoetic frame anticipates well the model of song at work in the rest of the poem.

Part II: Athens
In the previous section, I proposed that we resuscitate an older argument that
Ode 16 was first performed in Athens. I will lay out the case for this option in
greater detail now. A performance context in Athens will clarify the poem’s own
capacity for generic flexibility as well as its relationship to the genre of tragedy.
Scholars often note that Bacchylides seems to have enjoyed a greater rapport with Athens than Pindar, especially in the case of his Dithyrambs.58 Ode 16
itself exhibits an extensive connection to Sophocles’ Trachiniae. And yet, Ode
16 has always been treated as an outlier to Bacchylides’ Athenian Dithyrambs
because of a pervasive scholarly conviction that it was performed at Delphi.
This is not to suggest that a Delphic audience could not be familiar with a
Sophoclean tragedy. Nevertheless, Bacchylides’ and Ode 16’s own close association with Athens encourages us to look for a suitable ritual occasion there
for the poem’s original performance.
The Thargelia at Athens
I will pursue the possibility that Ode 16 was performed in Athens by suggesting
a specific Athenian ritual occasion that would accommodate such a performance: the Thargelia. The Athenian Thargelia was an annual spring festival
that took place over two days during the month of Thargelion.59 The first day
included a scapegoat ritual involving the expulsion of pharmakoi. On the second day, a procession carried a stew of first fruits in a vessel called the thargelos
through the purified city.60 The destination of this procession was the sanctuary of Apollo Pythios, located to the southeast of the Acropolis, beyond the city
walls, on the banks of the Ilissos River. Following the procession, the Athenians
held choral performances, the festival’s main attraction and sole competitive
event. During the classical period, these contests featured five choruses of boys
and five of men, a smaller-scale counterpart to the choral competitions of the
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See, e.g., Fearn 2007: 234–241 and Calame 2013: 350.
For discussions of the Thargelia, see especially Wilson 2000: 32–34 and 2007.
For the “ritual logic” underpinning these two distinct days of the festival, see Wilson 2007:
152, following Parker 1983: 25.
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Great Dionysia held two months before.61 Epigraphic and literary evidence
refer to these Thargelian performances simply as κύκλιοι χοροί (circular choruses).62 I will return to this designation while considering questions of genre
below.
Both the cult of Apollo Pythios and its festival were of great antiquity in
Athens and appear to date back as far as the eighth century.63 In the sixth century, the elder Peisistratus erected the first temple in the sanctuary known as
the Pythion, while his grandson, the younger Peisistratus, dedicated an altar,
described by Thucydides, whose find-spot has helped to identify the approximate location of the sanctuary.64 A choregic dedication reveals that the choral
contests were well underway by the mid-fifth century, and Peter Wilson notes
a general increase in activity for the cult at this time.65 I propose that this festival of the Athenian Thargelia occasioned the first performance of Ode 16, not
long before the mid-fifth century, when both the cult and its annual festival
were in full swing. This proposal frees us from trying to excavate a meaningful
connection between the poem and Delphi: we are no longer tied to Delphi, for
instance, in order to make sense of the invocation to Pythian Apollo at line 10,
since this address is equally at home at the Thargelia with its cult of Apollo
Pythios. In this context, it is also tempting to relate the prominence of river
banks in Ode 16 (“upon the flowery Hebrus” [5] and “upon the rosy Lycormas”
[34]) to the Pythion’s setting on the banks of the Ilissos.66
We cannot ascribe any extant song with certainty to the Thargelia, but scholars have long contended that Bacchylides’ Ode 18 was originally performed
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Wilson 2007: 151. Although the scapegoat ritual has monopolized modern scholarship on
the Thargelia, Parker (1996: 95), followed by Wilson (2000: 32–33), asserts that it was the
choral competitions that would have been a fifth-century Athenian’s primary association
with the Thargelia.
Wilson 2000: 33; Fearn 2007: 235.
Wilson 2007: 153.
Thuc. 6.54.6 and Wilson 2007:153–154. The Peisistratids’ interest in establishing a cult of
Apollo Pythios at Athens may have been due to their fraught relationship with Delphi
(Wilson 2007: 153). The prize for the choral competitions was a tripod, and Wilson (2000:
16) makes the intriguing suggestion that the Thargelia, given its link to Delphi through the
cult of Pythian Apollo, was the first choral competition in which tripods were awarded, a
prize that later also migrated to the Great Dionysia.
IG I3 963 with Wilson 2007: 154–155.
Himerius tantalizingly connects many of the elements explored here for Ode 16 and the
Thargelia (springtime, swans, the Hebrus, and the Ilissos) in his Orations 47.3–4 (pp. 190–
191 Colonna): “Now, boys, it is truly spring … And if swans ever made a song with the Zephyr
by the banks of the Ilissos, as they do on the Cayster and the Hebrus, now more than before
they will fill the banks with music.”
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there.67 Building on a supposition that goes back to Jebb, Wilson compellingly
argues for Ode 18’s performance by a boys’ chorus at the Thargelia on both
aetiological and formal grounds.68 It is also worth noting that, in addition to
Ode 18, three of the other five extant poems from the Alexandrian edition
of Bacchylides’ Dithyrambs, Odes 15, 17, and 19, are connected in some way
to Athens. As David Fearn and others have argued, the imagery and characters of Ode 15 call to mind the Panathenaea, while many view Ode 17 as
a celebration of Athenian maritime hegemony.69 Ode 19 explicitly enjoins
the poet to “weave something new in much-loved blessed Athens” (8–10). If
we understand Ode 16 as composed for an Athenian chorus in an Athenian
cultic context, then Odes 15–19, that is, all of the surviving poems collected
under the rubric of Bacchylides’ Dithyrambs, save the Spartan Ode 20, concern
Athens.
As Giambattista D’Alessio shows, the Athenians themselves most likely
would have called all of these poems not dithyrambs but κύκλιοι χοροί. Their
later classification by the Alexandrians as dithyrambs did not have to do with
any connection to Dionysiac cult but rather with the poems’ extended mythic
narratives and a later association that developed between the term dithyramb
and the presence of these mythic narratives within certain poems.70 Given Ode
16’s likely original designation as a κύκλιος χορός and, as I have proposed, its original performance context at the Thargelia, I consider below the implications of
these conclusions for our understanding of the poem’s genre(s).
Ode 16 and Sophocles’ Trachiniae
Before turning to questions of genre, I must first address the intertextual relationship between Ode 16 and Trachiniae. It is well known that the mythic narrative of Ode 16 coincides with the plot of Sophocles’ Trachiniae. Yet, as Jennifer
March perceives, the correspondence runs deeper than simply a shared storyline, since the two texts exhibit “distinct similarities of vocabulary, content and

67
68
69

70

Wilson 2007: 174.
Wilson 2007: 173–174 and below.
On the performance context of Ode 15 as the Panathenaea, see Maehler 2004: 157–158;
Fearn 2007: 257–337. See Fearn 2007: 242, with earlier bibliography, for this interpretation
of Ode 17.
D’Alessio 2013: 120–122. Thus also Wilson 2007: 174–175 on Bacchylides’Dithyrambs: “Many
of these [‘dithyrambs’] are in all probability what (at least in an Athenian context) would
be termed kyklioi khoroi, for they demonstrate characteristics which prompted the employment of the broader and less explicit category of kyklios khoros, in particular the inclusion of extensive heroic narrative which might have little or nothing to do with Dionysos.”
See also Fearn 2007: 237–238.
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treatment.”71 Numerous scholars and those who, to my mind, have also presented the most compelling arguments, agree on the direction that this intertextual dynamic takes and consider Trachiniae as the source text evoked by the
later Ode 16.72 The relative priority of Trachiniae holds up from a chronological
standpoint. Trachiniae is considered one of Sophocles’ earlier plays while Ode
16, for stylistic and metrical reasons, is thought to have been composed late in
Bacchylides’ career. The two poets’ careers coincided for at least two decades
in the 460s and 450s, allowing for the two texts to have been composed around
the same time, with the lyric poem post-dating the tragedy.73
I review here the more salient intersections between the two texts as well
as some of the arguments for Trachiniae as the source text for Ode 16. The
lyric poem and the tragedy exhibit a remarkable degree of shared vocabulary,
a comparable overarching arrangement, and a similarly distinctive treatment
of Deianeira.
First, Jennifer March detects the following dictional parallels: Ode 16.16
(ἀμφικύμον’ ἀκτάν) ~ Trach. 752 (ἀκτή … ἀμφίκλυστος); 16.17–18 (Κηναίωι / Ζηνί)
~ Trach. 753 (Κήναιον … Διί); 16.17 (ἀπὸ λαΐδος) ~ Trach. 761 (λείας); 16.18–20 (θύεν
… μέ[λ]λε) ~ Trach. 756 (μέλλοντι … τεύχειν σφαγάς); 16.25–29 condenses Trach.
351–368, 380–382; 16.32–33 reworks Trach. 592–593. In addition, as Peter Riemer
notices, Bacchylides describes Deianeira as δύσμορος (30), a word that is strikingly Sophoclean: δύσμορος is frequently used by Sophocles, including three
times in Trachiniae alone, but is rare in the extant works of other tragedians.74
Second, in terms of their similar arrangement, the diptych structure of Ode
16’s antistrophe, devoted to Heracles, and epode, devoted to Deianeira, mirrors
in reverse order Trachiniae’s own configuration, with half of the play devoted to
Deianeira and half to Heracles.75 Third, a number of scholars also observe that
Bacchylides portrays Deianeira in a distinctly tragic, or more precisely, Sopho-
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March 1987: 62.
In addition to March 1987, see Pfeijffer 1999a: 52, Riemer 2000, and Maehler 2004: 167.
Contra Kyriakou 2011 and Carawan 2000. As Pfeijffer (1999a: 52) rightly asserts, the dictional parallels between the two texts are too close for the theory of a common source for
both texts to be plausible (cf. Davies 1991: xxxii; Zimmermann 1992: 74–76; Kyriakou 2011:
538).
On the issue of the relative dating of the two texts, see Pfeijffer 1999a: 52 and Riemer 2000:
170–173, both with earlier bibliography.
Riemer 2000: 177. Of the three times δύσμορος appears in Trachiniae, it is used by Deianeira
herself to describe Iole (466), by Hyllus in describing Lichas in his speech to Heracles
(775, notably the very speech which Ode 16 encapsulates; see below), and by Heracles in
describing himself (1005).
Riemer 2000: 173; Kyriakou 2011: 537.
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clean manner.76 In Trachiniae, Deianeira is characterized as a passive, fearful
woman who, deluded by the belief that Nessus has entrusted her with a lovecharm, unwittingly kills Heracles. This Deianeira stands in stark contrast to
pre-Sophoclean versions of the mythic character, including that of Bacchylides’
own earlier Ode 5, as a woman who actively desires to kill her husband and
whose self-conscious murderous tendencies cast her as another Clytemnestra.77
These observations make the tragedy’s relative priority probable, but, as Ilja
Leonard Pfeijffer rightly argues, Ode 16’s evocation of Trachiniae is not only possible but also “highly functional.”78 For Bacchylides’ treatment of the myth of
Heracles and Deianeira is so allusive that, without prior knowledge of Sophocles’ idiosyncratic tragedy, the precise meaning of several of Ode 16’s references
would be difficult or even impossible to discern. Thus Bacchylides’ audience
would have no way of knowing to what Deianeira’s μῆτιν (25) and Nessus’ δαιμόνιον τέρ[ας (35) referred without a familiarity with the plot of Trachiniae,
since Deianeira’s plan of using Nessus’ poisoned blood as a love charm seems
to have been Sophocles’ innovation.79 Moreover, as Pfeijffer observes, Ode 16’s
dictional similarities with the tragedy conjure, above all, one crucial scene, the
beginning of Hyllus’ speech to Deianeira (Trach. 750–762). The opening of this
speech, just like Ode 16’s antistrophe, narrates Heracles’ preparations for sacrifice at Cenaeum. As Pfeijffer emphasizes, what Hyllus’s speech and Ode 16 both
capture in these lines are Heracles and Deianeira in their “final moment[s] of
ignorance” before they learn of the deadly properties of Deianeira’s gift.80
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See Kamerbeek 1959: 6; Schwinge 1962: 132; Hoey 1979: 215; Easterling 1982: 16; March 1987:
63; Pfeijffer 1999a: 52; Maehler 2004: 166–167.
See especially March 1987: 62–71 and Carawan 2000: 191–195. We might note here that
Deianeira’s very name (“Man-slayer”) suggests a more ruthless, pre-Sophoclean past.
See Pfeijffer 1999a: 51–55, with quotation from p. 55.
Maehler 1997: 155–156 and 2004: 167.
Pfeijffer 1999a: 53. Pfeijffer (1999a: 53–55) argues that the function of Bacchylides’ allusions is to thematize the ignorance experienced by Heracles and Deianeira in this scene.
Without recourse to Trachiniae, these allusions make the audience of Ode 16 themselves
ignorant of exactly what the antistrophe and epode are narrating. In this way, by placing
the precise meaning of these allusions “outside the text,” Bacchylides effects the audience’s
empathy for Heracles’ and Deianeira’s own ignorance. Yet, by triggering their knowledge
of Trachiniae as the source text, Bacchylides’ audience also experiences dramatic irony.
That is, through Trachiniae, the audience is also able to make sense of Ode 16’s narrative
so that they anticipate the looming events that the characters, without knowledge of the
future, cannot (i.e., Heracles’ death by the poisoned robe, Deianeira’s awareness of her
actions).
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In short, Ode 16, beyond merely evoking Trachiniae through its intertextual
allusions, depends on Trachiniae in order to be understood fully. Further, what
Pfeijffer’s study especially highlights is the way in which Ode 16’s mythic narrative does not just relay a portion of Trachiniae but encapsulates, in a highly
compressed fashion, the tragedy in its entirety. As Pfeijffer perceives, Hyllus’
speech, on which Ode 16’s narrative is based, forms the “dramatic centre” of
the play.81 What is more, Ode 16’s concluding sentence calls to mind the entire
narrative arc of Trachiniae by alluding both to its end (Deianeira’s death) and its
inception (the moment she accepts the fateful gift from the centaur Nessus).82
We might even compare the disjunction in the focalization between Heracles
in the antistrophe and Deianeira in the epode to the fact that in Trachiniae
the husband and wife never meet on stage. Finally, Deianeira’s own qualities in
Ode 16, equal parts ignorance and jealousy, embody the Sophoclean characterization of her “in a nutshell.”83 Bacchylides does not merely allude to Trachiniae
but captures it in its totality so that Ode 16’s antistrophe and epode become, as
it were, a Trachiniae in miniature.
How can we account for Ode 16’s prominent embedding of Trachiniae? We
can approach an answer from two different angles, one that attends to Ode
16’s specific ritual occasion and, at a more general or abstract level, one that
considers questions of genre. For the purposes of this paper, I will focus on
some questions of genre but before doing so I would like to offer briefly a way
of accounting for this feature that engages with its ritual occasion.
I return again to the observation that Ode 16’s antistrophe and epode appropriate, above all, language from the beginning of Hyllus’ speech to Deianeira
(Trach. 750–762). Accordingly, we can say that Trachiniae’s Hyllus himself is
evoked at this moment in the lyric poem. As other scholars have noted, in
Trachiniae, Hyllus is an ephebic character whose successful transition to adult
male status crucially requires Heracles’ recognition of him as his son and heir.84
As Victoria Wohl asserts, “legitimacy is identity for Hyllus—hence the urgency
of the repeated exhortations for him to be “a true son” (1064, 1129, 1157–1158,
1200–1201, 1204–1205, 1250–1251).”85 Given this characterization of Trachiniae’s
Hyllus, the Thargelia possesses tantalizing explanatory power for the promi81
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Pfeijffer 1999a: 53.
Pfeijffer 1999a: 54.
Hoey 1979: 215, quoted by Pfeijffer 1999a: 54.
See especially Wohl 1998: 11–16.
Wohl 1998: 12. Trachiniae’s obsessive concern with the bond between father and son is even
registered at the dictional level: by Wohl’s (1998: 14) count, the word “father” and its cognates occur twenty-three times in the last 307 lines of the play. In this context, I also note
that, in Ode 16, Heracles’ own patrilineage is doubly determined. Even in the compressed
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nence of Hyllus’ speech in Ode 16. For the occasion of the Thargelia seems to
have been the context in which at least one Atttic phratry gathered to receive
new constituents by publicly acknowledging legitimate and adopted sons presented by their fathers.86 Wilson in fact applies a comparable logic to bolster
an older suggestion that Bacchylides’ Ode 18 was performed at the Thargelia.
That ode portrays Theseus as a “boy on the cusp of manhood” (παῖδα … πρώθηβον, 56–57) and showcases explicitly a father’s (Aegeus’) recognition of his
legitimate son (Theseus).87
Bacchylides’ choice of Trachiniae as the specific tragedy to embed in his
lyric poem may thus be informed by Hyllus’ ephebic characterization in the
tragedy as well as the significance it places on the father-son relationship,
both of which suggest fitting mythical counterparts to an important ritual
component of the Thargelia. Now, however, I would like to spend the remainder of the paper thinking about Ode 16’s inclusion of Trachiniae in terms of
genre. In the next section, I will propose that Bacchylides uses the play as a
representative of the genre of tragedy in order to respond to tragedy’s status as
a “super-genre.”
Genre at Athens
If Ode 16 was indeed performed at the Thargelia, fifth-century Athenians would
have referred to it as a κύκλιος χορός. As Wilson notes, this “blandly modal form
of expression” places emphasis on the configuration of the chorus itself and, in
so doing, avoids specific associations with a particular genre or cult, a point to
which I will return below.88 The phenomenon of designating certain songs simply as κύκλιοι χοροί also provides further evidence for the complex and shifting
nature of Greek lyric genres and their frequent tendency to resist assignment
to unambiguous generic categories.89
Given the challenge of determining the genre of a poem designated as a
κύκλιος χορός, it is difficult and not especially productive from an etic standpoint to attempt to assign Ode 16 a generic label. What we can do instead
is consider whether Ode 16 itself tells us anything about genre. As we have
already seen, Ode 16 presents us with a vision of Apolline polyphony, a vision

86
87
88
89

narrative of the ode’s antistrophe, Bacchylides makes room to mention Heracles’ own two
fathers: Heracles is identified as the “son of Amphitryon” (15) and is about to sacrifice to
his immortal father, Zeus (18).
See Wilson 2007: 174, citing Lambert 1993: 216–217 and Parker 1996: 104–109.
Wilson 2007: 172–174.
Wilson 2007: 168. For a detailed discussion of the phenomenon of the κύκλιος χορός and
its relationship to dithyramb, see Fearn 2007: 163–225; D’Alessio 2013.
See also the Introduction and Weiss in this volume.
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in which the poem’s polyphony comprises the sum total of interconnected but
autonomous songs. At the level of genre, we might also think of this same vision
as one of generic hybridity. The only explicit reference within the poem to genre
is the reference to paeans at line 8. But, as Bacchylides stages it, this form of
singing for Apollo is marked off, and so implicitly set up as distinct, from both
the preceding description of swan song and the song that erupts at line 13, the
mythic narrative of Heracles and Deianeria. That is to say, Ode 16’s sequence
of autonomous songs seems also to be a sequence of generically differentiated
songs.90
In Part I we found that this sequence of songs was inextricably bound to a
sequence of separate geographical spaces, as the poem moved from the Hebrus
to Delphi and, finally, to Athens. I would refine that description here and suggest that in Ode 16 geographical location also appears inextricably bound to,
perhaps even a generative force behind, individual genres. In other words,
generic hybridity is achieved in the poem precisely by moving between physical
spaces. One effect of this movement, I suggest, is to drive home the differences
between songs.
If Ode 16 indeed conceives of the relationship between genre and location
in this way, then the poem simultaneously positions itself in sharp contrast
to the form of generic hybridity found in Attic tragedy, including Trachiniae.
As Naomi Weiss demonstrates, tragedy can be thought of as a hybrid genre
or, more aptly still, as a “super-genre” that commandeers and incorporates an
array of different lyric genres by putting them to work in the service of a given
play’s own narrative.91 Weiss’ insight can be connected to Barbara Kowalzig’s
observation that a number of tragic choral odes of Sophocles and Euripides
initially give the impression of honoring the cult of a particular god before
transforming into a song for Dionysus, the god in whose honor the tragedy itself
is being performed.92 A choral ode from Trachiniae displays both of these qualities (205–224):
205

ἀνολολυξάτω δόμος
ἐφεστίοις ἀλαλαγαῖς
ὁ μελλόνυμφος· ἐν δὲ κοινὸς ἀρσένων
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Recall here as well the epinician resonance of the strophe’s metapoetic opening which
evokes yet another genre in this poem and is also tied to a distinct location (Pieria).
Weiss (this volume). See too her helpful characterization of early tragedy as an “amalgamation of different types of choral song, interspersed with actors’ dialogue (and occasionally
actors’ song)” (Weiss [this volume] p. 167).
Kowalzig 2007a. Other examples of such songs noted by Kowalzig are Soph. OT 151–215
and Ajax 693–718.
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ἴτω κλαγγὰ τὸν εὐφαρέτραν
Ἀπόλλω προστάταν,
210 ὁμοῦ δὲ παιᾶνα παιᾶν’ ἀνάγετ’, ὦ παρθένοι,
βοᾶτε τὰν ὁμόσπορον
Ἄρτεμιν Ὀρτυγίαν, ἐλαφαβόλον, ἀμφίπυρον,
γείτονάς τε Νύμφας.
215 αἴρομαι οὐδ’ ἀπώσομαι
τὸν αὐλόν, ὦ τύραννε τᾶς ἐμᾶς φρενός.
ἰδού μ’ ἀναταράσσει,
εὐοῖ,
ὁ κισσὸς ἄρτι Βακχίαν
220 ὑποστρέφων ἅμιλλαν.
ἰὼ ἰὼ Παιάν·
ἴδε ἴδ’, ὦ φίλα γύναι·
τάδ’ ἀντίπρῳρα δή σοι
βλέπειν πάρεστ’ ἐναργῆ.
Let the house that is about to be ready for marriage utter a shout of
ololuge, with shouts of alalai at the hearth! And let a shared song from
the men go up for Apollo of the beautiful quiver, the guardian, and you,
maidens, lift up together a paean, a paean, call upon his sister Artemis
of Ortygia, shooter of deer, bearer of twin torches, and her neighbors the
Nymphs. I am raised up and I will not spurn the aulos, tyrant of my mind.
See, it rouses me to frenzy—euoi!—the ivy whirling me around just now
in the Bacchic competition. Io, io, Paian! See, see, dear woman: you can
behold these things face to face with clarity.
The choral ode’s opening invocations to Apollo and Artemis and the appeals for
paeans yield to Dionysus’ aulos and ivy, the movements of Bacchic dance, and
the god’s ritual cry of euoi. The passage thus showcases well Dionysus’ intrusive tendencies in certain tragic choral odes. And yet, in this instance, it is also
worth noting that the choral ode’s paeanic element is not lost, since the chorus returns to Apollo with a final outburst of io, io, Paian. The final product is
a fusion of paeanic and dithyrambic markers, a kind of generic synthesis or, to
use Weiss’ term, amalgamation.93 This oscillation, in other words, differs sig-
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See Weiss (this volume) for further discussion of the significance of this ode’s generic
hybridity.
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nificantly from the interest in maintaining boundaries between autonomous
songs that I have suggested for Ode 16.
Tragedy’s capacity for generic fusion can also be related to Kowalzig’s and
Leslie Kurke’s work on exposing the ways in which tragedy boldly alters myths
and rewrites cultic aetiologies of gods and heroes more readily associated with
other Greek communities.94 That is, Attic tragedy routinely extracts and combines material from other locations. For example, Kowalzig reveals how Ajax
undergoes a process of “Athenianization” in Sophocles’ play while Euripides’s
Hippolytus takes a Troezenian myth and turns it into an explicitly Athenian
one.95
Tragedy does not necessarily observe the local nature of myth and cult.96
We can view tragedy, then, as a genre that both freely mixes lyric genres and
freely usurps non-Athenian mythic and cultic traditions that belong to other
places. By contrast, in its sequence of songs, Ode 16 maintains, even valorizes,
the integrity of what tragedy collapses, namely, the autonomy of generically
different songs and the inviolable relationships between these songs and the
individual communities to which they belong.97 From this perspective, Ode 16’s
extended evocation of Trachiniae amplifies its own divergence from tragedy’s
construction as a super-genre.
The distinction between Ode 16’s and tragedy’s approaches to genre is
thrown into still greater relief if we incorporate Wilson’s proposal for the performance venue of the Thargelia’s choral contests. Following Claudine Leduc,
Wilson questions whether the sanctuary of the Pythion and the neighboring
banks of the Ilissos would have provided sufficient space for choruses of fifty
men and boys and a large gathering of spectators.98 As Wilson notes, “The
alternative would be to imagine that the performances were held in the theatre of Dionysos, at least from a date when that had become ‘the’ place for
large-scale choral contest in Athens.”99 This possibility is supported by evidence suggesting that the Athenian assembly met at the theater of Dionysus
following the Thargelia to review conduct at the festival, especially any charges
94
95
96

97
98
99

See Kowalzig 2004 and 2006; Kurke 2013b.
Kowalzig 2006. See also Anderson 2015, who argues that Aeschylus in his Eleusinians shifts
the burial place of the Seven against Thebes from Thebes to Eleusis.
See especially Kurke 2013b and her discussion of Pindar’s Pythian 11 as a response to
“tragedy’s tendency to displace and deracinate for its own purposes cults that properly
belong to other communities” (132).
See Weiss (this volume), however, for the ways in which tragedy also leverages the distinctions between different lyric genres in order to shape its dramatic narratives.
Wilson 2007: 163, following Leduc 2001: 24–25.
Wilson 2007: 163.
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of misconduct.100 This choice of location for the assembly could imply that
the Thargelia’s choral performances had also taken place there. It is also worth
recalling that the Thargelia took place only two months after the Great Dionysia
and thus followed closely on its heels in the calendar of major Athenian religious festivals. From the perspective of fifth-century Athenians, this (possible) spatial and (definite) temporal correspondence would have intensified the
potency of Ode 16 as a deliberate response to tragedy in general and Trachiniae
in particular.101
At the same time, I would contend that Ode 16 does not ultimately position
itself as hostile to tragedy’s agenda of genre mixing and appropriation. In this
respect, Ode 16 differs from several of Pindar’s epinicia that do engage in what
we might call a polemics of genre with Attic tragedy.102 In these epinician examples, Pindar overhauls and rehabilitates imagery and themes from tragedy and
then reincorporates them into an epinician ideology. By contrast, Bacchylides
does not reject Trachiniae but rather captures it in its entirety, rendering its
central dramatic features and characterizations in miniature. Ode 16 seems to
set itself up not as a denunciation of but as a counterbalance to tragedy’s own
generic hybridity. In order to clarify this distinction, I turn finally to a crucial
paradox within the poem.
As I argued above, with the onset of the antistrophe, Ode 16 not only shifts
to a new type of song and a new group of singers but also shifts to a new
location—Athens. Yet Athens, unlike the two other locations of performances
in the poem, the banks of the Hebrus and Delphi, is not identified by name.
Instead, the antistrophe switches locations, not by explicitly naming Athens
but by opening up into the type of choral performance that is performed in and
distinctive to Athens, namely, Attic tragedy. At the level of genre, we can view
100

101

102

Wilson 2007: 163, citing Dem. 21.10 (the law of Evagoras) with MacDowell 1990 and Scafuro
2004. As noted above, epigraphic evidence seems to indicate that the choral contests of
the Thargelia were in full-swing by the mid-fifth century and thus would have counted as
a “large-scale choral contest” necessitating the larger space of the theater of Dionysus.
Although, as I understand it, the whole of Ode 16 is in honor of Apollo, Dionysus does
seem to lurk beneath the surface of the poem in several important ways. With its evocation of Trachiniae, Dionysus is implicitly present as the god whom that tragedy honored.
We might also think of Dionysus as present if the choral contests of the Thargelia, even
as they honored Apollo Pythios, were performed at the theater of Dionysus. Finally, as
scholars have noted, the Thargelia itself appears to have contained a number of Dionysiac
components, including an association between the god and the Thargelia’s scapegoat ritual (see Wilson 2007).
See especially Kurke 2013b for Pindar’s ideological response to tragedy’s strategies, including its dissolution of traditional ties between cults and communities in Pythian 11. See also
Foster 2017 on Pythian 8.
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Ode 16’s antistrophe and epode as a highly compressed distillation or snapshot
of a tragedy, a distinctly Athenian form of song.103 I would like to connect this
detail back to a key aspect of Wilson’s understanding of the κύκλιος χορός at the
Thargelia. Wilson contends that in fifth-century Athens the use of this modal
term and thus the avoidance of classification by genre for certain choral lyric
songs allowed these songs to be exported to other performance settings within
the Athenian empire:
The effect (and probably the aim) was to make the extremely malleable
circular chorus available at the heart of the league and empire to forge
and validate in performed myth the city’s hegemonic cultural and political identity—and, moreover, to involve the allied states themselves in the
performance.104
Building on this point, I suggest that by excluding the name of Athens from
the poem, Bacchylides makes the tragedy embedded in Ode 16 accessible to
non-Athenian audiences and opens it up for export to other communities.
This move, however, creates a paradox: on the one hand, as we have seen,
Ode 16 establishes and privileges the autonomy of independent locations and
their attendant, distinctive songs. In so doing, it positions itself in contrast to
tragedy’s strategy of collapsing these very distinctions and of upending the relationship between individual places and song. On the other hand, by not explicitly identifying Athens, the poem allows for the location of the present performance in the hic et nunc to be anywhere. What this means is that the poem’s
chorus, wherever it may be, sings in the antistrophe and epode a miniature
tragedy, a uniquely Athenian song. Thus, while the poem promotes the integrity
of distinct locations, it simultaneously allows for places beyond Athens to partake in, even to appear willing to produce, a genre distinctive to Athens. We
might think of Ode 16’s strategy as the inverse of tragedy’s own tendencies.
Just as tragedy as a super-genre appropriates and folds into itself other songs
with mythic and cultic material more readily tied to other communities, Ode
16 finds a means for tragedy to enter these other communities, to be exported
beyond the theater of Dionysus.105 This final suggestion complicates Ode 16’s

103

104
105

One can see now why scholars have traditionally considered this portion of Ode 16 a
dithyramb. But I would emphasize that Bacchylides is not enlisting the genre of dithyramb
here but that of tragedy itself. This evocation of tragedy is in play even as the poem itself
is ultimately in honor of Apollo, not Dionysus.
Wilson 2007: 175–182, quotation from 175.
In this context, it is worth mentioning an Athenian administrative account that lists
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vision of Apolline polyphony as some number of autonomous songs. For even
as the poem valorizes individual songs and their rootedness in particular physical spaces, it simultaneously leaves us with the impression that the cosmos
these songs inhabit ultimately skews Athenian, that Athenian songs get to be
sung everywhere.
I hope to have shown how an overreliance on Alcaeus fr. 307c as a paradigm for
Ode 16’s strophe has led to the entrenched assumption that the poem was performed for Dionysus at Delphi by a Delphian chorus awaiting Apollo’s return
from the Hyperboreans. By attending closely to the strophe and drawing on
new parallels, I have painted a different picture, namely that the poem presents
a sequence of generically distinct songs, all tied to discrete locations and all
sung in honor of Apollo. As such, the poem as a whole amounts to what we
might think of as an instance of Apolline polyphony and deploys a motif of
singers performing their own distinctive songs for the god. Once we set aside
the myth of the Hyperboreans, it also becomes easier to see that there is no
indication of the poem’s performance at Delphi. Instead, I proposed Athens
as the site of the poem’s performance and the Thargelia, the annual festival of
the Athenian cult of Apollo Pythios, as its specific ritual occasion. Continuing
with the poem’s connection to Athens, I argued that Bacchylides’ intertextual
reliance on Sophocles’ Trachiniae allows us to see the poem as a conscious
response to tragedy’s conflations. Ode 16 insists on a polyphony of autonomous
songs in opposition to tragedy’s amalgamations and appropriations. Yet, in the
end, it does not oppose that genre’s strategies. Rather, Ode 16’s encapsulation
of the genre of tragedy within itself offers a way of transmitting, of exporting
tragedy beyond the borders of Athens while, or perhaps even because, it simultaneously promotes the importance of the autonomy of song and its attachment to particular places.
A final, fitting detail concerning the Thargelia must be mentioned. The
Thargelia’s choral contests for Apollo Pythios consisted of five choruses of men
and five of boys. As such, they seem to have imitated on a smaller scale the
ten choruses each of men and boys at the Great Dionysia.106 A remarkable and
unparalleled feature accounts for the difference between the five choruses at
the Thargelia and the ten choruses at the Great Dionysia in each age category.

106

expenses for exporting from Athens tripods as prizes, sacrificial bulls, and choruses on
a cargo ship to the Delian festival (IG II2 1635a, especially 33–39 with Wilson 2007: 175).
We might see Ode 16 as another piece of cargo to be exported abroad, an image that recalls
and gives a new dimension to the poem’s own opening image of a cargo ship of songs.
Wilson 2007: 156.

228

foster

In contrast to the Great Dionysia, where each of the ten Cleisthenic tribes provided a chorus of men and a chorus of boys, at the Thargelia, the ten tribes
were paired off in order to make a total of five choruses for each age group.
This pairing was random and accomplished by lot until roughly the 370s.107
Consequently, each Thargelian chorus comprised a tribal pair who performed
as a “team.”108 This unique feature of the Thargelia perfectly captures the relationship between autonomy and polyphony that I have explored in Ode 16. For
each Cleisthenic tribe within the pair surely viewed itself as autonomous, its
membership in a particular tribe an irreducible aspect of its identity. And yet,
for the sake of the competition, each tribe worked together to sing and dance as
a single chorus with its tribal partner. That is, even at the level of its performers,
Ode 16 offers a vision of synchronized autonomous parts singing and dancing
in polyphonous collaboration in honor of Apollo.
107
108

Wilson 2007: 156.
Wilson 2007: 156.
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chapter 8

Is Korybantic Performance a (Lyric) Genre?
Mark Griffith*

Introduction
Korybantic rites and other celebrations of similar type, involving loud and
exciting music and strong emotional affect, were widely practiced throughout
the Greek world, but they are not normally discussed as examples of “Greek
lyric,” either by ancient or by modern critics. In this chapter, I want to explore
not just the reasons for this omission but also some key characteristics of Korybantic performance1 that serve to illustrate the extent to which the study and
interpretation of Greek “song culture,” by focusing—for obvious reasons—
so intensively on the verbal aspects of that culture’s high-end achievements
(i.e., the surviving poetry of Sappho, Pindar, Anacreon, et al.), has tended to
underestimate the abundance and significance of some of the popular song
and dance forms that do not survive as written texts. Elite biases, ancient and
modern, have thus, I suggest, rather distorted our picture of the archaic and
classical music scene overall, and have unduly marginalized certain types of
lyric performance that deserve to be included more squarely within our critical
assessments and definitions. My discussion will also, I hope, contribute another
relevant dimension to this volume’s range of approaches to the question of
what constitutes a “lyric genre,” and what poetic, social, and performative criteria should be invoked in answering such a question.

Some Working Definitions of “Genre,” “Lyric,” and “Song”
Defining what we might mean by a “genre” of “lyric poetry” in the context of
ancient Greek song culture is open to many different approaches and biases.
This whole volume is testimony to that range of difference. Whether we prefer
* I am very grateful to the three Editors, especially Naomi Weiss, for constructive criticism and
advice at various stages of the writing and revising of this chapter.
1 As will become clear during the course of this chapter, I will be lumping together under
the term “Korybantic” a fairly wide range of related performance-types, almost all of them
involving vocalizing and dancing accompanied by double-pipes (auloi) and/or percussion
instruments as components of an exciting and mood-altering ceremony.
© mark griffith, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_010
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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to emphasize occasion, content, purpose and social function, formal structure,
rhetorical strategies, verbal registers and metrical distinctions, persona of the
author/singer, or any other set of conventions and poetic/performative “rules,”
may be largely a matter of taste and critical allegiance.2 By any definition,
however, specific conventions and distinguishing marks, or actual rules, were
always involved in the performance of any particular type of “song” created,
performed, and reperformed in archaic and classical Greece, even while—
notoriously—there will always remain a number of poems and song-types that
resist easy classification into any one generic category.
“Song” involves a combination of words and music. Greek “song-culture” can
and should therefore be discussed in terms both of its verbal content and of its
melodic, rhythmic, and textural elements.3 Unfortunately, however, almost all
of the musical components of our surviving lyric poems are lost to us, except
for their metrical structures and a few verbal self-references.4 Consequently we
are in the habit of discussing them almost exclusively in terms of their verbal
elements, i.e., treating them simply as “poems” and works of literature, even
though it will often have been the musical (and visual) elements that made the
strongest impact on the ears, eyes, and minds of their original audiences.5
Sidestepping questions (explored by several other chapters in this volume)
about the validity or stability of “generic” categories of lyric poetry within the
song-culture of the archaic and classical periods, as defined by themselves or
by Hellenistic and later critics, I want in this chapter to focus instead on some
of the musical differences that might sometimes serve to categorize particular

2 My own critical debts and allegiances with regard to genre theory are mostly to the following:
Färber 1932; Frye 1957; Olson 1969, 1976 (i.e., the school of “Chicago Critics,” who, following
Aristotle, treated lyric poetry for the most part as a branch of rhetoric); likewise Cairns 2007
(first ed. 1972); also Rotstein 2010, 2012. For further discussion see too Herington 1985; Conte
1992; Nagy 1994–1995, 2016; Calame 1998a; Ford (this volume).
3 In the Greek context, one might say also that song usually involved bodily movement, often
in the form(s) of “dance,” as well as some kind of audience response. These corporeal aspects
of song-performance will accordingly be considered (intermittently) in what follows.
4 See Prauscello 2012 for Pindaric self-references to “Dorian,” “Aeolian,” “Lydian,” and other
melodies. Within the lyrics of Greek tragedy, such self-reference is not uncommon: see esp.
Weiss 2018. No actual melodies survive for any non-dramatic Greek songs composed earlier
than the Hellenistic period. For full discussion of ancient Greek melodies and instruments,
see Barker 1984, 1989 passim; West 1992; Matthieson 1999; Pöhlmann and West 2001; Hagel
2010.
5 So e.g. Hes. Theog. 1–115; cf. Naerebout 1997; Peponi 2012; Butler and Purves 2013; also Martinelli 2009b; Schironi (this volume) for discussion of ancient scholarly comments about the
musical and choreographic elements of archaic lyric, showing that their comments, limited
as they are, are almost entirely derived from the words of the written texts themselves.
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types of vocal performance within this or that clearly identifiable type, and on
audience affect (the aesthetic/emotional impact on the listeners) as a measure
of these differences.
However we choose to define “genre,” we can generally expect to understand any particular song better and enjoy it more if we recognize what kind
of poem/utterance/performance it is, and this usually entails being somewhat familiar with the musical as well as verbal idiom(s) within which it is
composed. In the ancient Greek world, musical categories (i.e., differentiation in terms of tonos, harmonia, rhythm; formal compositional structures;
solo voice vs. chorus; also choice of accompanying instruments) were normally
established by quite objective criteria and were somewhat consistently recognized.6 In particular, musical genres were publicly registered and announced
as categories for competition at the various musical festivals (μουσικοὶ ἀγῶνες)
observed all over the Greek world.7
Ancient discussions of poetry and literary form, and ancient categories for
musical competition, did not apparently recognize “Korybantic,” or other kinds
of Bacchic/ecstatic performance, as a “genre.” But in discussions of music and
its effects this kind of subliterary performance sometimes loomed quite large.
My chapter is intended as an ethnomusicological inquiry into this discrepancy,
focusing on this one particular genre, or type, of Greek musico-religious performance, with a view to clarifying some questions about the nature, purpose(s),
and critical reception of a widespread and culturally important phenomenon
that has tended to fly somewhat under the radar of modern scholars writing
about ancient Greek song culture. I will suggest that whereas Korybantic and
other such performance was regarded by most elite writers in antiquity (if it
was mentioned at all) as merely a kind of crude psychotherapy and/or vulgar religious extravaganza, of negligible social or artistic worth, the evidence
(especially that provided by Plato and by Aristotle in the Politics) suggests that
it was in fact widely experienced and enjoyed by all levels of society, and might
properly be classified (by us moderns) as a distinct and socially important lyric
genre.
Ancient Greek “song culture” has been much discussed and analyzed, since
at least the 1970s, in reaction against a previous—and long-standing—overemphasis on the “literary” qualities of the surviving texts. As is by now widely
recognized, the texts that we refer to generally as “archaic/classical Greek lyric
poetry” were not composed originally nor primarily to be read on the page,
6 See esp. Arist. Pol. bk. 8; [Arist.] Pr. chs. 11, 19, De Audib., P. Hibeh 1.13; further West 1992; Rotstein 2012.
7 Kotsidu 1991; Manieri 2009; Power 2010; Rotstein 2012; etc.
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but to be performed—sung, and often danced as well, i.e., to be heard and
seen.8 The range of different types of musical performance, even of vocal performance, was broad, and the processes whereby some (relatively few) of these
songs ever came to be written down and preserved were many and various.
Most musical-poetic performances surely never existed as reading-texts, and
the literary texts that we happen to possess will have tended to be, on the whole,
the cream of the crop, selected by contemporaries and by later critics/scholars/educators precisely because of their superior verbal quality and prestige.9
But in the case of many, perhaps most, of the public and private performances
that comprised “Greek song culture,” the chief point and impact of the performances, I would suggest, resided less in the details of the words that were
sung—the verbal text—than in other aspects, such as the melody, rhythms,
choreography, instrumental and vocal timbres, the physical attributes (including costumes as well as gestures) of the performers, and the collective energy
of the whole group.
As we all know, a song with only minimal words—and these quite predictable, repetitive, and often banal, perhaps improvised and variable—can
still be a powerful and engaging form of cultural expression, celebration, and
communication. Some popular songs are poetic (verbal) masterpieces; but in
many other cases, it is the quality of the voice(s) and instrumental accompaniment, the affective interplay between sounds (music) and sights (bodily
movement, whether as formal “dance” or in other kinds of corporeal expression) that make a “song” into a classic, a hit, a cultural statement.10 In a record
store, the 45s or LPs or CDs containing these various different kinds of songs
have always been placed in separate “bins”—they belong to different genres;
and Grammies are likewise awarded to singers and groups according to various
categories that usually have more to do with musical idiom and style than the
actual verbal content.11
8
9
10

11

Poems that were inscribed on stone or bronze—i.e., for reading—were generally composed in non-lyric meters, usually hexameters or elegiac couplets.
See esp. Pfeiffer 1968; Reynolds and Wilson 1991; Rutherford 2001: 137–158; Acosta-Hughes
2010 for the ancient reception and textual transmission of the Greek “lyric” corpus.
If we look back, e.g., to the era of the 1960s and 1970s, Bob Dylan and Leonard Cohen
can be seen occupying one end of this spectrum—these are “wordsmiths, poets” whose
actual singing voices are quite limited. On the other end, e.g. the Isley Brothers’ “Twist and
Shout” (subsequently taken over by the Beatles), or James Brown’s “Cold Sweat” spoke to
their audiences largely by other means than words. In all four of these cases, their songs
quickly became and have remained classics.
See, e.g., the scores of separate categories listed in the article “Popular Music Genre” on
Wikipedia, accessed June 23, 2016: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_popular_music
_genres.
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For ancient musical festivals and contests we are fairly well informed as to
the different categories of performance, both instrumental and vocal: prizes
were normally awarded for kitharoidia, kitharistike, auloidia, auletike, and rhapsoidia, sometimes for dithyrambos, for tragoidia and/or satyr-play and/or
komoidia, and even for sophistike.12 Virtually none of the texts (words) for any
of those thousands of aulodic or kitharodic songs (and very few indeed even
of the large-scale choral dithyrambs) have survived; but it is clear that the solo
musical events were very popular in their day, and the names of many of the
victorious singers and instrumentalists are recorded on stone and, in the case
of the most distinguished, in anecdotes and “histories” of Greek musical culture (as we learn from such late sources as Athenaeus and pseudo-Plutarch’s
On Music).13
We are entitled, then, to regard kitharody or aulody not only as musical genres but perhaps as lyric genres as well (since they involved songs). The generic
conventions for kitharodic performance were apparently somewhat standardized: a kitharoidikos nomos was a suite of movements, often similar to the musical structure of a purely instrumental competition piece for kithara or auloi.14
The surviving fragments of Timotheus and other fifth- and fourth-century performers give us further clues about the language, typical themes, and idioms
of such poems.15 But these authors too represent the literary high-flyers, and
we get a strong impression from descriptions of musical performances of that
era that for the most part the audience and judges were more interested in the
quality of voice, melody, and delivery, and in instrumental virtuosity, than in
subtleties of linguistic structure, imagery, and argument.16

12

13

14
15
16

Kotsidu 1991; Csapo and Slater 1995; Wilson 2000; Le Guen 2001; Manieri 2009; Power 2010;
Rotstein 2012; Kowalzig and Wilson 2013; LeVen 2014. Most of our direct epigraphic evidence about festival competitions comes from the third century BCE or later, but the basic
categories were mostly in place already by the sixth century. For choral contests, see Wilson 2000 (tragedy, comedy and dithyramb); Kowalzig and Wilson 2013 (dithyramb); for
Paean, see Rutherford 2001; also in general Kowalzig 2007b.
For kitharoidia in particular, see Power 2010. In general, for a prosopography of Dionysian
Artists, see Stefanis 1988; Le Guen 2001. For Athenaeus, pseudo-Plutarch et al. on ancient
Greek musicians, see esp. Barker 1984: 205–303; West 1992; Olson 2012; and the papers in
Gentili 2012.
Power 2010: 185–234.
See Campbell 1993 vol. 5; LeVen 2014.
Even in the Theater of Dionysus at Athens, the musical (i.e. auditory and choreographic)
effects often dominated the audience’s experience, from the time of Phrynichus, Pratinas,
and Aeschylus through into later centuries. Cf. e.g., Pratinas (TrGF 1) 4 fr. 3, “Aeschylus”
vs. “Euripides” in Aristophanes’ Frogs, and Aristotle’s discussion of ἡδυσμένος λόγος and
μελοποιία (Poet. 6.1449b25–34), with e.g. Sifakis 2001.

236

griffith

These examples should suffice to remind us that ancient Greek “song culture” operated along a spectrum, just as, for example, contemporary rock,
pop, folk, soul, hip-hop, and techno music does, with some kinds of songs
(song-genres) relying more on their words, others more on their rhythms,
melodies, harmonies or vocal-instrumental timbres (and/or the performers’
physical appearance), while several occupy a middle ground in which words
and music are evenly balanced. In this chapter I will be focusing on some of the
Greek song-types that existed on the less verbal and more rhythmic-textural
(and corporeal) end of that spectrum, in particular “Korybantic” and other
“enthusiastic/orgiastic” performances, and exploring the question whether or
not such performances should be regarded as constituting a recognizable and
distinctive “lyric genre”—and, if so, what further implications this might have
for our overall understanding of the different possible statuses and functions
of “lyric genres” within Greek song culture at large.
One way of thinking about the spectrum of song-types that I have outlined
here, and the place of korybantic-type performance within it, is in terms of
a “grid” of performance practices, on which we can plot the various different
forms, instruments, and concepts of ancient Greek musical culture. In Table 8.1,
I have organized and presented such a grid so as to illustrate at a glance how the
forms of music-making that were most socially respectable, morally approved,
and aesthetically admired (at least among our elite literary sources) tend to
coalesce around particular instruments, particular divinities, particular types
of melody, and a restricted and distinct range of uses of the human voice, while
other instruments, divinities, tunings, and modes of vocalizing are associated
more or less definitely with non-elite, and in several cases non-Greek, musical
performance.17
The instruments, vocal sounds, and tunings/styles that are located towards
the left-hand side of the grid are generally described by our elite sources as
being more appropriate to “high” musical art and to male citizen performance
and listening, while those on the right-hand side are generally regarded as
more feminine and/or exotic and foreign, more déclassé or morally suspect,
and hence to be either ignored completely in the educationalists’ and moralists’ accounts or to be classified as unsuitable for male citizen performance.
In parallel with these tendencies, and providing a vital form of cultural justification for them, we may align the religious elements, with Apollo (and his

17

This grid, or spectrum (which obviously owes much to Bourdieu 1987 and 1990), is largely
synchronic and is intended more as a heuristic than as a rigorously analytic device.
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IMAGINED CHARACTERISTICS
Male
Female
Greek (esp. “Dorian”)
foreign/barbaros/Asian (or “Ionian”)
strong, free, direct, dominant
weak, delicate, slavish
regular/regulated, measured
irregular, wild/uncontrolled, promiscuous
rational, civilized
emotional, irrational (“natural”?)
normal—tight, tense, straight
bent, slack, deviant, “queer”
simple, plain
adorned, intricate, cosmetically enhanced
orthos, ithus, gumnos, haplous
poikilos, polychordos
INSTRUMENTS USED: STRINGS vs. PIPES and PERCUSSION
pipes (auloi)
percussion (tumpanon,
lyres (lura, kithara)a
seistron, etc.)

Dorian

Apollo, Hermes
(Zeus, Athena …)

TYPES of TUNINGS/SCALES (harmoniai, tonoi)
Phrygian
Ionian/Iasti
Lydian, etc.
MUSICAL DIVINITIES
Dionysus, Aphrodite
Rhea, Cybele, Sabazius, Bendis, et al.
Kouretes, Korybantes

USES of VOICE and LANGUAGE
logos (words, language, ratio)
audē (human voice)
phōnē (animal/human/
instrumental “voice”)
DANCE and/or OTHER CORPOREAL ACTIVITY
symmetrical, disciplined,
unpredictable, free-form,
restricted, restrained
unrestricted, abandoned

paean

TYPICAL SONG-TYPE/LYRIC GENRE
threnos
dithyramb
Korybantic ceremony

a Several (important) differences can be mapped within the broad range of stringed instruments: but these differences are not significant for the purposes of my chapter. See further
Maas and Snyder 1989; West 1992: 49–60, 70–80; Bundrick 2005: 13–34, 103–131; Griffith 2017.
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parents)18 at the left end, and more exotic divinities such as Cybele, Sabazius,
Dionysus, and the Korybants at the right:19 for different religious ceremonies
and rituals might employ distinctly different instruments and different kinds
of human vocalizing.
So, for example, a paean to Apollo, composed in Dorian mode, sung in regular strophic stanzas by a stationary soloist or by a chorus dancing in formation
to the accompaniment of kithara or lyre, would be located securely at the left
end of the grid, while an aulos- and percussion-fueled song in astrophic metrical units (perhaps even improvised) addressed to Cybele or Dionysus, with
frequent non- or semi-verbal vocalizings and ululations, would sit at the opposite (right) end. Not quite so far to the right we might locate e.g. a “Carian
lament”20 or a Euripidean monody in the theater—though the fact that the
latter is performed by a male actor who is only artfully pretending to be a
lamenting woman or foreigner might modify an audience’s assessment.
Several of the key oppositions in this schema correspond closely to oppositions outlined in Book 3 of Plato’s Republic, where Socrates explains why in
the ideal city of Kallipolis the young future guardians and philosopher-kings
should not play or listen to any instrument except for the seven-string lyre or
kithara, should not sing or hear songs in which the melodic or rhythmic elements dominate over the verbal ones, and should only be exposed to Dorian
or Phrygian tunings (no Lydian, Ionian, etc.).21 Multi-stringed instruments are
explicitly banned, as are the pipes (auloi);22 and percussion instruments are
18

19

20
21

22

In the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, Zeus and Leto do not join the other (young) Olympian
divinities in dancing, singing, and “sporting” (παίζουσι) together when their son performs
on the kithara (182–206): Apollo’s parents prefer to sit, listen, and watch, rejoicing in
the whole auditory/visual/social experience (204–206). Aristotle likewise observes (Pol.
8.5.1339b6–10) that Zeus himself does not ever play an instrument (similarly, Aristotle’s
mature citizens enjoying their leisure [διαγωγή]: see below, p. 244).
The Greeks regarded several of their divinities as being highly musical, but not all in the
same ways. As Nietzsche and many others have noted, Apollinian music tended to be different in flavor, instrumentation, and effects from Dionysian music, and as we shall see,
“Korybantic” performance belongs quite far to the right side of our spectrum, overlapping
with the music of Dionysus and Cybele. On the complex issue of the gendering of Greek
music in general, see Griffith 2017 and forthcoming.
Pl. Leg. 7.800e, Ar. Ran. 1296, etc.; cf. Prauscello 2014: 183–191.
Pl. Rep. 3.397–402a; see further e.g. Anderson 1966; Barker 1984: 124–136; Wallace 2005;
Pelosi 2010: 36–48. On the unexpected favor shown here to Phrygian (as well as to the
anticipated Dorian) mode, see e.g. Gostoli 1995.
All of these banned instruments were apparently common in the music-making of Assyria, Phrygia, and elsewhere in the Near East during the ninth to seventh centuries BCE,
i.e., the prime sources of early Greek music (Franklin 2002). In Athenian vase paintings of
the classical period, multi-stringed instruments are always played by women (Bundrick
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not even mentioned.23 The musical regulations for the citizens of Magnesia in
Plato’s Laws seem to follow similar restrictions,24 though there the main focus
is on dance and choral performance and less attention is paid to the citizens’
actual playing of musical instruments.
The guidelines proposed by Aristotle in the Politics for the musical education of young (male) citizens in school are likewise strictly in favor of lyre and
kithara over pipes, and of Dorian melodies over any other.25 But Aristotle, as we
shall see, has a much broader interest in the overall music scene of a typical—
or ideal—community, and of the different possible—and desirable—functions for various kinds of music than we find anywhere in Plato. Aristotle consequently will serve as one of our chief guides in locating and interpreting the
nature of “sacred, orgiastic” (including “Korybantic”) music and of the psychosocial function(s) of such performances in classical Greece.
In the rest of this chapter, therefore, I will first sketch the place occupied by
Korybantic and other “enthusiastic” kinds of music within Aristotle’s culturalpolitical universe. Then, after surveying briefly the nature of “trance” musical
performances as a world-wide phenomenon, I will discuss the particular forms
that such performances (including Korybantic ceremonies) seem to have taken
in the ancient Greek world, noting the common elements of intense audience
affect, widespread corporeal and kinetic engagement, and predominance of
female and non-elite participation, all of which doubtless contributed to the
relatively déclassé and/or neglected status of such musical activity among the
writings of most ancient critics. I will conclude with some remarks about the
place of these performances—and other performances that belong on the farright-hand side of our “grid”—within our broader understanding of ancient
concepts of genre.

23

24
25

2005: 30–33). For discussion of the growing disapproval of the auloi among elite Athenian
intellectuals from the mid-5th century onwards, see Wilson 1999; Martin 2003; Bundrick
2005.
Percussion instruments (wooden or ceramic clappers and castanets [κρόταλα, κρέμβαλα],
frame-drums [τύμπανα], cymbals [κύμβαλα], rattles and shakers [σεῖστρα], as well as
wooden or bronze bull-roarers [ῥόμβοι]) were all quite extensively used in Greek and other
Near Eastern musics: West 1992: 122–128; Mathiesen 1999: 162–177; Bundrick 2005: 46–48;
Kolotourou 2011. But for the most part Greek educationalists and music theorists disregard them, and when these instruments are mentioned in high literature they are usually
treated as belonging to women or foreigners (or both). See further below, p. 258.
Pl. Leg. 653c–660c, 664b–671a, 700a–701b, 798d–802e, 812b–e; see Barker 1984: 140–168;
Peponi 2013b; Prauscello 2014.
Arist. Pol. 1341a10–41b8; 1342a29–42b17; see Newman 1902; Dreizehnter 1970; Lord 1982;
Kraut 1997 ad loc.; also Barker 1984: 172–182.
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Aristotle and the Genre of “Enthusiastic” (including Korybantic)
Music
Aristotle is generally our most helpful source of information and ideas about
social aspects of ancient Greek musical performance and listening.26 In Book 8
of the Politics, Aristotle seeks to describe and explain the different psychological and cultural functions that various kinds of music can serve, and in
the course of his discussion he provides interesting perspectives on the effects
and value of Korybantic and other kinds of what he terms “enthusiastic” and
“sacred” music-making. Aristotle is also valuable to us, of course, as the first
author whose work survives to have undertaken a somewhat systematic analysis of artistic and poetic “genres,” i.e., the Poetics. Unlike Plato, Aristotle can
generally be trusted to report fairly straightforwardly what he takes to be the
commonly held opinions of his contemporaries (ἔνδοξα) and to take these seriously as deserving discussion. His own tastes and opinions also seem to be in
many respects normal and typically Greek (in contrast, again, to Plato’s): sexist,
racist, elitist though Aristotle may be, he nonetheless belongs among the Greek
mainstream in most of his basic assumptions about the nature and purpose of
human existence. In particular, he recognizes the positive value of pleasure,
bodily as well as spiritual/mental, and of material processes and goods as well
as intellectual ones; and he is especially interested in the pleasures provided by
music.
Aristotle emphasizes the importance and pervasiveness of music in human
communities, and devotes considerable attention to the question of how it
ought to be deployed in his model polis: indeed the Politics ends with his discussion of music.27 He recognizes that music in general is enjoyable (for everyone,
of all ages and character-types: 1340a1–5; 1342b17–32) in acoustic/sensory terms
(i.e., the sounds of music are pleasant to our ears), and that it contributes to
the well-being of the various (disparate) members of any given society—even
while he also argues, like Plato, that certain kinds of music, listened to in the
correct manner, may provide a superior benefit to those who are discriminating
enough to appreciate them. In his (rather rambling, and in places disjointed)

26

27

In addition to his remarks in Politics Book 8 about the educational and political functions
of music (discussed in what follows), Aristotle is also valuable to us as a theorist of acoustics, aesthetics, and psychology. See esp. Ar. Poet., De an. 2.8; also ps.-Arist. De audib. and
Pr. (mainly chs. 11 and 19), both clearly Peripatetic but not authentically Aristotelian.
This discussion occurs in the course of Aristotle’s larger discussion of citizen education,
which has led some commentators—mistakenly—to try to limit Aristotle’s comments to
their potential educational implications.
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analysis, Aristotle ends up laying out a basic framework in which musics of various kinds, performed by different practitioners and for different audiences, are
to be classified in five basic categories, each of which serves a somewhat different social function—though it seems that in some cases the same musical
performance might fall into more than one category, depending on its audience.28
Aristotle’s categories of musical types, or functions, are not as neatly laid
out for us as we might wish. In fact, he deploys two different systems for categorizing music: one in terms of types of melodies (μέλη, ἁρμονίαι), according
to the way that “some philosophers distinguish/define things” (1341b32–34: ὡς
διαιροῦσί τινες τῶν ἐν φιλοσοφίᾳ), and the other in terms of his own observation of music’s psycho-social effects. According to the first system, there are
three basic types (we might say, “genres”) of melody: “ethical,” “practical,” and
“enthusiastic.”29 According to the second system, which forms the organizing
principle for most of Aristotle’s discussion in Politics Book 8, there are four main
functions for music in society: (1) relaxation, release of stress, fun (ἀνάπαυσις, ἄνεσις, παιδιά); (2) ethical improvement, especially for the young (παιδεία);
(3) development and refinement of good taste in leisured/aesthetic critique
and appreciation (διαγωγή); and (4) arousal of strong emotion and affective
states (ἐνθουσιασμός).30 My focus will therefore be mainly on these four categories that Aristotle discusses in detail—especially the category of “enthusiastic” music.
28

29

30

This whole lengthy passage (1339a11–1342b32) presents several minor detours and also a
number of textual difficulties and uncertainties, even while the main threads of Aristotle’s argument remain fairly clear and self-consistent. Scholars disagree as to how relevant
Aristotle’s remarks in the Poetics about ῥυθμός and ἁρμονία, and about μέλος and ἡδυσμένος
λόγος, or his and his students’ discussions of the effects of sound on the body and soul in
any of his more technical works (De an. esp. 2.8, De audib., Pr., esp. chs 11 and 19), are for
the interpretation of the Politics. My own opinion is that there is no good reason not to
read these works and these passages in light of one another. In general, for commentary
and interpretation of the musical content of Politics 8, see esp. Newman 1902; Lord 1982;
Barker 1984: 170–182; Kraut 1997; Sifakis 2001; Halliwell 2011: 236–249.
Of these three categories, “ethical” and “enthusiastic” are discussed in detail by Aristotle,
and will be discussed also in this chapter. But “practical” (πρακτικός), as a term applied to
harmoniai, is never explained by Aristotle in the Politics (see n. 30). It presumably refers
to non-“enthusiastic” (i.e., non-Phrygian) music that is played in contexts of everyday life
and work (rather than for relaxation and entertainment), e.g., in factories, for healing, on
ships (to help rowers keep time), for gymnastic and athletic training sessions, etc. Barker
(1984: 180) prefers, however, to translate πρακτικός as “invigorating.”
In two—or possibly three—places (1341b34; 42a4; 42a15?), Aristotle does use the term
“practical” as a possible fifth category, but without any explanation: see n. 29; also n. 39
below on the disputed reading at 1342a15 (πρακτικά or καθαρτικά).
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But before we examine in more detail these four categories, we need to pause
to clarify an important question concerning the short-term vs. long-term “ethical” impact of music on the soul, according to Aristotle. As he launches himself
into his discussion of the role of music in the education of young future citizens, he characteristically pauses to raise some fundamental questions:
It isn’t easy to define what power/effect/value (δύναμις) music has, nor
why (τίνος … χάριν) we should engage with it, whether (1) for the sake
of fun (παιδιά) and relaxation (ἀνάπαυσις) … or rather (2) whether one
must suppose that music contributes to virtue (ἀρετή), inasmuch as it
is able … to form/affect people’s character (τὸ ἦθος ποιόν τι ποιεῖν, lit. “to
render [someone’s] character of such-and-such a kind”) by accustoming
them (ἐθίζουσαν) to be able to enjoy [things] correctly (χαίρειν ὀρθῶς) … or
whether (3) it contributes to leisure activity (διαγωγή) and to intelligent
thought (φρόνησις).31
Arist. Pol. 1339a14–26

A little later (1340a14–28) Aristotle observes as a basic fact that “music is something enjoyable” (τῶν ἡδέων, lit. “[one] of the pleasant [things]”), while also
suggesting that acoustic/musical stimuli make an unusually strong affective
impact on the soul; and he goes on to claim (following the strong critical currents of his day stemming from Damon of Oea and Plato) that the moods or
emotions present in and conveyed by melodies and rhythms are “similar to”
(ὁμοιώματα) or “expressive/imitative of” (μιμήματα) actual moods and emotions
that are produced by events in the real world.32 Then he adds: “For we change
[in] our soul when we listen to such [affective rhythms and melodies]” (μεταβάλλομεν γὰρ τὴν ψυχὴν ἀκροώμενοι τοιούτων).
31

32

It is noticeable that here Aristotle omits “enthusiastic” music from his list and proposes
only three functions, one of several indications that his discussion in Book 8 of the Politics exists in a somewhat preliminary, unrevised, and even muddled state. But as I will
attempt to demonstrate in what follows, not only does he credit “the philosophers” with
including enthusiastic music as one of the three basic types (above, n. 29) but he also
himself devotes considerable attention to this a little later on (below, pp. 245–248).
Aristotle suggests that when music is/sounds “angry” or “mild,” “courageous” or “restrained,” these affective qualities in the music constitute “likenesses of the actual natures”
of those states in the real world (ὁμοιώματα μάλιστα παρὰ τὰς ἀληθινὰς φύσεις, 1340a18).
This question, how and in what sense music can be or can sound (i.e., strike listeners
as being) “emotional,” and how music is able to trigger the strong affective states that it
demonstrably does, continues to be hotly debated by musicologists, neuroscientists, and
philosophers: see e.g. Meyer 1956; Kivy 1989, 1990; Patel 2008; Juslin and Sloboda 2001;
Bicknell 2009.
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Does Aristotle think that every moment spent listening to an affecting, emotionally arousing piece of music (or watching an affecting tragedy, for that
matter), produces a lasting effect (a “change”) in the “character” of a person’s
soul? (This appears to be e.g. Plato’s view, and is one of Socrates’ chief reasons
for banning most tragic performances from Kallipolis.) Or does Aristotle make
a distinction between habitual listening to certain types of character-building
music (especially for the young), on the one hand, and occasional listening
to various kinds of more or less affecting music (or watching pity- and fearinducing tragedies in the theater) by adults, on the other? I believe that the
latter is Aristotle’s position (though he may indeed vacillate a bit, during the
course of his discussion in Politics 8). For Aristotle, listening to emotionally
arousing music of a “non-ethical” kind can be both enjoyable and worthwhile
for all kinds of people, and this is because the affective state that is produced
by the music is short-term and transitory. (The same is true for the enjoyment
of tragedy.) Aristotle thus recognizes that one major “genre” of music—which
must necessarily include songs as well as purely instrumental performances—
is designed and experienced primarily for its affective qualities, rather than for
its verbal (intellectual) content or ethical impact. We shall return to this issue
at the end of this chapter. But first we need to survey in a little more detail Aristotle’s account of the four (or five) basic functions for music in society.
The first and most obvious function of music that he outlines is also the
most pervasive: (1) Relaxation, release of stress, fun (ἀνάπαυσις, ἄνεσις, παιδιά).
Music is greatly enjoyed by absolutely everyone (1339b20), young or old, male
or female, gentleman, laborer, or slave, and its ability to provide harmless pleasure (like, e.g., sleep, or drinking, or dancing, as Aristotle suggests at 1339a17–21)
is recognized as a benefit by all, especially by those whose lives are full of stress
and hard work (πρὸς ἄνεσίν τε καὶ πρὸς τὴν τῆς συντονίας ἀνάπαυσιν, 1341b41).
Thus music in general is recreational, relaxing and enjoyable, with no harmful
side-effects—definitely a social good.33
(2) Like Plato’s Socrates and many other ancient philosophers and educational theorists, Aristotle also is committed to the notion that certain kinds of
music can provide ethical improvement, especially for the young (Pol. 1339a20ff.
33

Aristotle does not go into detail in the Politics about the physiological and psychological mechanisms through which such “relaxation” is provided by music, nor why playing
and/or listening to music is such “fun” (παιδιά) for humans. But he appears to relate these
effects to the natural human delight in rhythm, harmony, and mimesis (as in Poet. ch. 4),
while recognizing (as in De an. 2.8) that sounds of all kinds cause “movement” (κίνησις)
and “change” within the human ear and hence in the soul (ψυχή), a process of stimulation
that can be inherently—and harmlessly—pleasurable, just like other sensory experiences
(taste, smell, touch, and sight). See further Sifakis 2001; Griffith 2018.
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and passim). Specifically, he recommends that musical pieces composed in the
Dorian mode and performed on stringed instruments (cf. Pl. Rep. 397a–402a,
discussed above) should be taught in school as a component of the characterformation of future citizens (1341a10–42b17).34 Accordingly, he disapproves of
aulos-music within an educational program (1341a17–24) because “the aulos is
not an ‘ethical’ instrument but rather an ‘orgiastic’ one,” i.e. it is not good for
building a virtuous character but rather for arousing emotional responses. So,
he explains (1341a22–24), “the proper occasions (καιρούς) for using the aulos
are those in which the performance (θεωρία) is designed to produce emotional
stimulation-and-release (κάθαρσιν) rather than instruction (μάθησιν).”
(3) Rather nebulous—but important for Aristotle’s elitist aesthetics—is
music’s function as an object of leisured, aesthetic critique and appreciation,
conducive to “intelligent thinking” (φρόνησις). Some music, according to Aristotle, should be designed and played in a refined style so as to be appreciated
(though not actually performed) by highly discriminating, leisured listeners, for
its own sake. This music will be performed, it appears, by professional musicians who themselves presumably lack the aesthetic discrimination of their
elite audience, yet can perform the appropriate pieces with the requisite skill.
Aristotle’s rather evasive label for this psycho-social function, or activity, is
διαγωγή (lit. “pastime”), and this kind of “appreciation” of music, he insists,
should be quite distinct from—and is superior to—the cruder “relaxation,
fun” (ἄνεσις, παιδιά) that the lower and less refined social classes find in their
music-listening. The question, whether or not Aristotle succeeds in drawing
a valid distinction between these categories (1) and (3), need not concern us
here.35
34

35

Belief in the ethical effects of music was widespread in antiquity, but by no means universal. Thus whereas Plato takes it for granted in the Republic and the Laws that Dorian
melodies will produce courageous and self-disciplined character in those who perform
and listen to them, while Ionian or Lydian will produce more dissolute characters, other
authors from around the same date pour scorn on the idea that musical tunings affect
character and social behavior (e.g., the author of P.Hibeh 1.13, focusing on alleged differences in character between communities in different regions of Greece who are brought
up on enharmonic vs diatonic tunings; see e.g. Barker 1984: 183–185).
In the end this distinction may be thought to amount to nothing more than a mystification
of certain arbitrarily preferred kinds/modes of “relaxation” and “fun,” i.e. a typical upperclass fetishizing of (high) “art” vs. (low, vulgar, cheap) “entertainment.” See e.g. Bourdieu
1987; also Ford 2004. Kidd 2016 argues that Aristotle here and elsewhere always distinguishes between “play” (παιδιά), as involving purely corporeal effects of ἄνεσις, ἀνάπαυσις,
etc., and the higher-grade psychic effects of “leisure” (σχολή, διαγωγή). But given Aristotle’s account of sound and hearing (De an. 2.8), it is hard to see how corporeal and psychic
responses can be thus kept completely separate.
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(4) Aristotle’s most important category for our purposes is music’s capacity to be especially affective and emotionally arousing. He frequently employs
for this capacity and its results in listeners the vivid Greek term ἐνθουσιασμός
(lit. “the state of being ἔνθεος” = “having god inside one”) along with the adjective ἐνθουσιαστικός; and like many Greek authors he leaves open the question
whether the term is to be understood literally or figuratively.36 Other, less colorful terms that Aristotle uses in the Politics, apparently interchangeably with
ἐνθουσιαστικός, to refer to highly exciting music are: ὀργιαστικός (lit. “belonging to sacred/special ritual”), ἱερός (lit. “sacred”), βακχικός (lit. “Dionysian”),
and παθητικός (lit. “pathos-inducing,” i.e. affective, emotional).37 He repeatedly
makes clear that this/these kind(s) of music is/are played (mostly, or always) by
the pipes (auloi) and in the Phrygian mode (harmonia or tonos).38 It becomes
clear as Aristotle’s discussion proceeds that he thinks virtually all listeners find
music of this kind to be exciting, affective, and mood-altering, even while he
notes that certain especially impressionable or unstable people may be stimulated to an exceptional degree and may experience an extreme state of emotional “release” as a result (κάθαρσις). This is the point at which Aristotle mentions what must be Korybantic or Korybantic-type performances:
It is clear, therefore, that all the musical modes (ἁρμονίαις) should be
employed [sc. in an ideal city], but not all in the same way. In education
(παιδείαν) the modes most expressive of character (ταῖς ἠθικωτάταις) are
to be preferred, but in listening to the performances of others we may
admit the “practical” modes (πρακτικαῖς) and the “affective” modes (ἐνθουσιαστικαῖς) also. For any affect/emotional state (πάθος) that exists very
strongly (ἰσχυρῶς) in some people’s souls (περὶ ἐνίας συμβαίνει … ψυχάς),
exists [also] to some degree in all [souls] (τοῦτο ἐν πάσαις ὑπάρχει), differing only in degree (τῷ δὲ ἧττον … καὶ τῷ μᾶλλον): for example, pity, fear,
and also ἐνθουσιασμός. Some people become possessed (κατοκώχιμοι) by

36

37

38

Similar ambiguity between literal and figurative reference surrounds other such terms, e.g.
μανία (“madness”), κατέχομαι (“possession”), ἔκστασις (“ecstasy”), especially in contexts of
artistic creativity and religious fervor: see further Burkert 1987: 112–113; Halliwell 2011: 166–
179; Peponi 2012: 20–23.
Modern scholars have employed various translations for the kind of altered mental state
that is entailed in Aristotle’s ἐνθουσιασμός, from “inspiration, excitement,” to “possession,
ecstasy,” to outright “frenzy.”
See esp. 1342b1–5: “Among the modes (ἁρμονιῶν) the Phrygian has the same impact/effect/
status (δύναμιν) as the aulos does among the instruments (ὀργάνων): for both of them are
‘orgiastic’ and ‘pathetic’ …” Thereupon Aristotle proceeds to discuss the dithyrambic performances of Philoxenus and others (1342b6 ff.).
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this movement (κινήσεως, sc. of the soul by musical stimuli), and from
sacred melodies (ἐκ τῶν δ’ ἱερῶν μελῶν) we see them restored (καθισταμένους) when they employ the melodies that especially arouse the soul
(τοῖς ἐξοργιάζουσι τὴν ψυχὴν μέλεσι), as if (ὥσπερ) they have undergone
a healing process (ἰατρείας) and a “release” (καθάρσεως). Those who are
prone to feelings of pity and fear and those who are in general very emotional (τοὺς ὅλως παθητικούς) must necessarily undergo exactly this same
experience (ταὐτὸ δὴ τοῦτο … πάσχειν), and everyone else too according
to the degree to which each one possesses such [tendencies]; and to all
of them a kind/degree of “stimulation-and-release” occurs (πᾶσι γίγνεσθαί
τινα κάθαρσιν) and they experience delight and a feeling of lightness (κουφίζεσθαι μεθ’ ἡδονῆς).39
Ar. Pol. 1342a1–15

Aristotle does not mention Korybants specifically here, but it seems clear that
he has in mind a spectrum of “enthusiastic/orgiastic” musical performances
and experiences, ranging from all-out healing rituals in which people are “possessed … and restored …, as if undergoing a healing” (which sounds very Korybantic) to somewhat milder and more restrained enjoyment of e.g. “high art”
auletic recitals or tragic and dithyrambic songs; and somewhere between these
two extremes we might expect to situate a wide variety of other “Bacchic,
sacred” musical events. Aristotle appears to consider it normal and natural
that one and the same musical performance might elicit differing degrees of
arousal within a group of listeners, depending on their individual personalities
and dispositions; and even the more restrained listeners might still enjoy some
degree of pleasurable “release of emotion” (τινα κάθαρσιν) and “lightening” of
their mood (κουφίζεσθαι).
As he continues (1342a16–28), Aristotle explains that musicians competing
in the theater and at festivals should be allowed to use the more affective
modes and melodies, particularly for the “relaxing entertainment” (ἀνάπαυσιν) of the lower-class, less sophisticated elements in the audience (“craftsmen, laborers, and such like”); yet he acknowledges that there is also a more

39

The next sentence presents a problem of reading and interpretation. In the MSS, we have
“Similarly, ‘kathartic’ melodies (τὰ μέλη τὰ καθαρτικά) provide harmless pleasure to people.” The force of “similarly” (ὁμοίως) is then hard to grasp, since it seems that Aristotle has
already been discussing “kathartic” melodies in the preceding sentence. So several editors
and translators (including Ross in his 1957 OCT) follow Sauppe in reading πρακτικά for
καθαρτικά (picking up on 1342a4, just above). The main thrust of Aristotle’s argument is
not affected by our choice of reading.
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“educated and free” contingent within those audiences (ἐλεύθερος καὶ πεπαιδευμένος), even while he implies that these discriminating listeners will be less
affected than the vulgar lower classes by the “extremely strained and colorful”
melodies (σύντονα καὶ παρακεχρωσμένα). He sums up: “What belongs naturally
to each [class of people] provides pleasure to them” (ποιεῖ δὲ τὴν ἡδονὴν ἑκάστοις τὸ κατὰ φύσιν οἰκεῖον). Thus overall, even while Aristotle’s snobbish outlook leads him to insist that the more emotionally affective types of music
appeal more to the lower classes, it is quite clear that (unlike Plato) he does
not consider the more extreme forms of emotional arousal and relief to be
appropriate only for defective human beings. One does not have to be a baby,
or demented and pathologically fearful (as e.g. at Leg. 790c–791b), to enjoy—
and benefit from—listening to (and perhaps even participating in?)40 these
exciting, “enthusiastic” music-forms and songs, even though they surely would
not be so suitable for the leisured discussion-sessions and critical appreciation
(διαγωγή) of Aristotle’s citizens, nor obviously for the teaching of children in
school.41 And from the Poetics we learn that Aristotle thinks that attending the
theater to watch and listen to tragedies being performed can be both highly
pleasurable and quite “philosophical,” even while he is fully aware that all the
music played there is accompanied by the auloi and much of it is in Phrygian
harmonia.
It is remarkable—but should not be surprising to us—that Aristotle is so
comfortable in acknowledging that enthusiastic/orgiastic/sacred/Bacchic/
pathos-inducing music is going to be widely available and highly valued in his
(and any) polis. He seems to take this for granted as a normal social fact. This
does not mean that he thinks most of his population will need or will want
to engage in full-scale Korybantic therapy (a process which we will discuss
below). Rather, he stipulates that, even while most people will not actually fall
into ecstatic trance states in listening to Phrygian music played on the auloi
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At 1342a3–4 Aristotle stipulates that in the context of education, students should only be
exposed to “ethical” harmoniai, but that adults should be allowed to listen to all kinds.
(He has also previously proposed that boys should only learn to play instruments well
enough to be able as adults to appreciate and critique music played by others.) So the
actual performing of e.g. Phrygian tunes on the auloi should be left to others (ἑτέρων χειρουργούντων). Aristotle does not say much in the Politics directly about the relative merits
of listening/watching vs. performing, for those who seek only “relaxation, fun”—but his
remark about the relaxing effects of dance (1339a17–21) includes the comment “some people think …,” as if he himself is dubious. Aristotle never engages in direct discussion of the
social value of dance and choral performance within a community, as Plato does (see esp.
Peponi 2013b; Prauscello 2014).
Aulos-music at gentlemen’s symposia was of course absolutely normal, almost mandatory.
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(i.e. such states are just for actual “patients” seeking a katharsis-type cure),
most people nonetheless do get affected by such music to some (more limited) degree, and they derive harmless pleasure from listening to it. As Aristotle
phrases it (1340a8–14), music of the affective genre, such as Olympus’ aulosmelodies, “by common agreement makes [people’s] souls ‘enthusiastic,’ and
enthousiasmos is an affective reaction of the ethos involving the soul” (ὁ δ’ ἐνθουσιασμὸς τοῦ περὶ τὴν ψυχὴν ἤθους πάθος ἐστίν)—a curious phrase that appears to
mean by pathos a temporary stimulation and alteration of physiological and
mental state. Such “arousal/alteration” occurs for a relatively short period of
time, and the whole process of arousal and subsequent calm does not bring
about permanent change in the character, disposition (ἦθος) of the listener;
hence such music does not fall into the “ethical,” i.e. character-building, category.42 The auditory stimulation of “enthusiastic” music provides for almost
everyone harmless excitement and pleasure—in Aristotle’s terms, “fun” (παιδιά) and “release, relaxation” (ἄνεσις).43 In the field of musical performance,
then, we can say that “enthusiastic” music comprises a large but distinct genre
with a specific function; and within this genre, actual Korybantic-type performances (which obviously entail additional activities beyond simply listening
to “musical” sounds) constitute a particular, relatively small, sub-set. We may
observe too that Aristotle seems to recognize that the large and capacious genre
of “enthusiastic” music overlaps to some degree with the genre of competitive
“theater music” and thus also with the (“literary”) genres of dithyramb, tragedy,
and comedy, i.e., genres which include high-art, virtuoso specimens of enthusiastic, aulos-accompanied song-types.

42

43

Aristotle seems to hold the same opinion about going to the theater: watching (and listening to) a good tragedy arouses quite strong emotions (πάθη)—especially pity and fear—in
the audience members; but the resultant “katharsis of such emotions” does not alter their
character permanently in the way that Plato’s Socrates asserts in the Republic. For further
discussion of this (controversial) issue, see esp. Halliwell 1998; Sifakis 2001; also Bernays
1857/2015.
For a full and fascinating exploration of Aristotle’s katharsis, see esp. the long discussion
of Bernays 1857/2015 (which has often been consulted by subsequent scholars only in
abbreviated form, and consequently misrepresented and misinterpreted: cf. Porter 2015).
Bernays argues convincingly that the katharsis provided by music or drama according to
Aristotle entails a process of stimulus-and-release/relief of emotions/affect that is relatively brief, short-term, and self-contained; the process is in itself exciting, pleasurable,
experience-enhancing, and repeatable. Thus his position is not so far from that of Halliwell 2011: 236–265 as the latter suggests.
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Musical Genres and Emotional Arousal
(Possession/Trance/Ecstasy): Comparative Evidence
The Greeks were not unusual in their appetite for musically induced possession or trance, nor in their recognition that such kinds of musical experience
fall into a distinct category. Rituals designed to elicit or facilitate altered states
of consciousness through music are widespread and well-documented, from
many different regions of the world. The most wide-ranging investigation of
this phenomenon remains that of Gilbert Rouget (1980/1985), though several
important studies since then have shed further light on particular contexts and
on some of the neurological, physiological and psychological processes that are
involved.44 This is not the place to try to discuss in detail all the various aspects
of this rich and complex topic; but a brief summary of the current state of
anthropological and neuroscientific knowledge concerning strong emotional
arousal in response to music should help us see the ancient Greek phenomena
in appropriate context(s).
Listening to and enjoying music in general for humans—and apparently
the same is true of several animal species as well—depends on fairly elaborate neurological processes of expectation-arousal and satisfaction. A series of
acoustic stimuli provokes listeners, on the basis of their previous experience of
the conventions of the musical “language” of their particular society, to recognize formal patterns as they develop and are elaborated, modified, and perhaps
challenged before finally resolving themselves into a (somewhat intelligible
and reassuring) cadence and “sense of an ending.”45 The neurological processes
involved in listening to music have much in common with listening to and
interpreting human speech, though of course in the case of music, factors of
pitch, regular rhythm (meter, “beat”), and tonal timbre tend to be more finely
and precisely calibrated.46 Anticipation, tension, build-up of emotion/affect,

44

45
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Rouget’s book was first published (in French) in 1980; the second edition (significantly
revised, and in English translation) appeared in 1985. Rouget discusses ancient Greek
(1985: 187–226) and Arab culture (255–314), as well as many different kinds of possession,
trance, shamanism, exorcism, initiation, etc. that involve music in various parts of the
world. His book is surprisingly seldom mentioned in Anglophone classicists’ discussions
of ancient Greek music. Among more recent publications I have found useful especially
the following: Becker 2001, 2008; Juslin and Sloboda 2001; Nettl 2005: 244–258; Bicknell
2009. See too Keil and Feld 1994; Sacks 2008.
Meyer 1956.
Meyer 1956; Kivy 1989, 1990; Davies 2003; Levitin 2006; Patel 2008. For non-human (animal) responses to music, see e.g. Wallin et al. 2000; Marler and Slabbekoorn 2004;
Kroodsma 2005.
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and release—along with inherently pleasurable regularities of rhythm, variations in vocal or instrumental textures, and possible memories or associations
imported from previous social contexts—all combine to make the process of
responding to music both intensely personal/individual and yet also to a large
degree (in most human societies) communal, predictable, and programmable.
And among the various different kinds of music that any particular society
may have developed, there are usually certain types that lend themselves especially well to a program of lengthy build-up of mood and sustained expectation,
and the response to these musical types more often than not involves not only
“passive” listening but also active bodily movements of some kind (dancing,
swaying, hand-clapping, foot-stomping, etc.) on the part of the listeners/participants.47 In these respects such kinds of performance may be said to conform to
the parameters of a “genre,” with performers and participants/listeners alike all
operating within a recognized and adaptable set of expectations and “rules”—
rules that include a significant—though variable—component of embodied
audience response.48
Musically-induced states of altered consciousness that we refer to as “possession,” or “trance,” or “ecstasy,”49 are an empirically observable and welldocumented phenomenon. Those who enter such a state display an accelerated
heart-rate, lighter and more uneven pulse, shallower breathing, increased body
temperature, and significantly altered patterns of brain activity. In most cases,
those “possessed” respond corporeally to the music by dancing and/or vocalizing or gesturing.50 Musical “possession” in many cultures is induced through
regular and carefully controlled mechanisms, whether as a religious ceremony,
a form of therapy, or simply entertainment, and it is usually a collective event.
But at the same time it is a subjective process, in that any individual who enters
into the process will only become “possessed” if s/he wants to. Unlike, for example, magic spells or drugs, one cannot through purely musical and performative
means make someone succumb to these effects if that person is not already so
disposed.

47
48
49

50

Rouget 1985: 114–119, 201–206, and passim; Becker 2001.
Compare the chapters by Olsen, Estrin, and Weiss in this volume.
The terms “trance,” “ecstasy,” “possession” are unfortunately not defined or employed consistently by most anthropologists or musicologists. Objectively, there is more than one
kind of emotional arousal that can arise from music and that might be classified as
“ecstatic.” Rouget 1985 makes a strong distinction between the “ecstasy” of a listener who
enters an altered state of extreme quietness and contemplation and the state of “trance”
in which bodily movement and active participation in the musicking are usual.
Becker 2001.
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Almost all trance-inducing performances deploy some acoustic effects, and
most of them use designated instruments and/or a singing style of some distinctive kind: that is to say, there is usually a recognizable “soundscape” and
character to trance music within a given society. But this sound can be very
different from one culture to another. Thus, even though some scholars have
claimed that particular musical instruments, or particular rhythmic patterns,
are the universal key to producing altered mental and physiological states, in
fact the processes are quite variable and culturally specific.51 Usually a professional group of experts leads and supervises the performance; these may or
may not be the musicians themselves. Sometimes the musicians enter a trance
state along with the listeners/dancers; but sometimes the musical performers
remain in a calmer and more distanced mood while the dancers and/or other
listeners become “possessed.”
Even while trance music can come in many forms (as can the physical manifestations of a “possession” state), usually such music is designed so as to
maintain a steady rhythm and/or repetitive melodic pattern, thus prolonging
the in-between stages of “listening,” i.e., deferring the “sense of an ending” and
resultant release of tension, so that listeners are drawn into participating continuously in these regular and perhaps gradually intensifying patterns. In some
trance performance traditions, singing (often more or less improvised) is an
important component and the words may be central to the experience; in others, the emotional impact is provided almost entirely by instrumental music
instead, even while sometimes the participants may add improvised or repetitive vocalizing of their own. The duration of a single trance performance is
usually rather extended (as compared with other types of song or instrumental
recitation); and this may allow each of the members of the congregation/group
to arrive at her/his state of heightened consciousness or trance at different
moments in the ceremony. Thus while the whole performance will usually
begin at a relatively low level of volume and intensity, the build-up will be sustained long enough for the whole group to get engaged, though not necessarily
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So for example the once widely-believed claim that drums are key to trance-inducing
has been shown to be unfounded; likewise the claim that 5/8 or 11/8 rhythms invariably
have such effects on all listeners: see Rouget 1985: 73–94, 169–176; Becker 2001; Bicknell
2009: 77–79. In all ancient Greek contexts, as Rouget notes, the almost mandatory acoustic ingredient is the pipes (auloi), while percussion instruments are prominent in some
ceremonies but not in all “enthusiastic” music-making: see further below. In general, the
musical idiom through which trance is effected may allow for many variations, depending
on the specific focus of a performance and its participants: see e.g. Rouget 1985: 100–102
(tarantism) and passim.
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all at the same moment or with the same degree of intensity.52 But again one
must bear in mind that the overall character of the music and of the associated
dance and movements, or even the overall purpose of such “possession,” may
be different from one culture to another.53
The use of music for healing purposes in general is a broader phenomenon
than “trance music” and “possession” ritual, since there are countless different
processes through which people may find music effective in a process of bodily
or mental therapy, in contexts of, for example, trauma, memory loss, depression, and various kinds of social dysfunction. Music therapy of various kinds
was known and practiced quite extensively by the Greeks (as by most other
societies); but in this chapter I am considering only the types of musical therapy that employed trance/possession.54
Finally, a note on demographics and language. Trance/possession performances are most commonly found among socially disadvantaged or marginalized communities, rather than as a component of “high” culture or mainstream
religion.55 Many of the best known and most socially impactful modern contexts of possession/trance performance (leaving aside Western disco/techno/
house/trance forms of dance music)56 are most widely practiced by women
and/or the socially disadvantaged: e.g., North African zar (Sudan/Egypt, Morocco, Mali, etc.); Haitian voudun; American Pentecostal ceremonies. In some

52
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Becker 2001 discusses several examples, including (at 146) Sufi qawwal performances in
Pakistan and North India and (at 149–150) Pentecostal performances in the USA.
Becker 2001: 141–143 offers a helpful analysis of the different processes and effects of a
silent, physically motionless Western listener responding to and appreciating a piece of
classical music—even a highly “emotional” piece—vs. the engagement of a Sufi celebrant
during a mevlevi (Dervish) or qawwal performance, or (146–149) the interaction between
musicians, masked dancer, and audience in a Balinese bebuten gamelan performance
designed to arouse the participants’ anger to the point where they can collectively defeat
and exorcize the evil witch Rangda who is threatening the whole community. In this latter case the emotional arousal is not inherently pleasant, but the overall social outcome
of the performance is one that brings calm and satisfaction to all.
On music therapies in the modern world, see Becker 2001; Bunt and Pavlicevic 2001; Sacks
2008; Yinger 2017. For ancient Greece, see Jeanmaire 1949; Barker 1984: index s.v. “healing.”
See Rouget 1985 passim. Exceptions obviously exist, such as the Ottoman version of the
Sufi dancing of the Mevlevi orders (Dervishes). Several Persian and Arabic writings in
the Sufi tradition acknowledge the possibilities of attaining closer access to God through
such musical processes (e.g. Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali’s Alchemy of Happiness [Kimiya-yi
Saʾādat]). By contrast, modern Salafi and Wahabi doctrine presents a very different view
of music’s value.
I leave these aside not because they are irrelevant, but because the sociological, demographic, religious, and aesthetic elements seem to be too complex and shifting to be easily
summarized.
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cases, the ceremonies are conducted in a language that is not that of the dominant culture and that may not even be well understood by many of the celebrants: thus the “foreignness” of the divinities who are imagined to control
the event is underlined, and the special expertise of the ministrants is duly
authorized as well.57 The sense of “escape” from normality and of liberation
from the pressures of the dominant culture outside the performance event may
also temporarily be enhanced. These features seem clearly to have been true of
classical Greece, at least for certain forms of ecstatic music-making in Attica, a
point to which we will return towards the end of this chapter.

Korybantic and Other “Enthusiastic” Musical Performances in
Classical Greece
Bearing in mind the comparative material that we have surveyed, as well as
Aristotle’s statements about “enthusiastic” types of music from the previous
section, it is time now for us to focus directly on ancient Greek Korybantic-type
rituals, to see whether these should qualify as a distinct “genre” of performance,
and if so, whether they should count as “lyric.” In this section I consider a number of ritualized, mood-altering, and in some cases trance-inducing ancient
musical performances, which seem to fall roughly into three separate but overlapping categories.
In the first category we may place initiation ceremonies that were specifically said to be conducted by or for the Korybantes or similar entities (Kouretes,
Kabeiroi, Dactyls), with ministrants (i.e., designated officials or priests) presiding over a sequence of organized events, some of them musical. A second
category—perhaps not always distinct from the first—comprises therapeutic
rituals performed in the name of the Korybantes that employed music and
other sounds and sights to induce extreme affective states, including terror,
disorientation, and even hallucinations, in one or more participants, resulting in behaviors that might lead observers to conclude that these participants
were temporarily “out of their minds.” A third, broader category consists of
a range of exciting, musically-enhanced performances of the kind that were
generally described (for example, by Plato and by Aristotle, as we have seen)
57

Rouget 1985. In the ancient Greek context, cf. Parker 2005 on the Athenians’ growing
penchant in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE for Bendis-festivals and other Thracianor Phrygian-tinged performances; also Wilson 2009 on the exotic (especially Thracian)
associations of Thamyris and Orpheus as imagined “originators” of Greek musicality, and
G. Martin 2009.
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as “orgiastic,” “enthusiastic,” “sacred,” or “Bacchic,” and that are usually associated with divinities such as Cybele or Rhea (the Great Mother), Sabazius,
or Dionysus—whether or not the Korybantes or similar daimonic entities are
explicitly involved as components of the ceremony.58
These categories are not hard and fast. The second should perhaps be considered only a sub-division or modified—or intensified—version of the first,
while the distinction between the first (specifically “Korybantic/Kouretic” etc.)
and the third (“Bacchic/Sabazian/Cybelean/orgiastic/enthusiastic,” etc.) is by
no means always clear or absolute. As we shall see, there was a strong tendency
in antiquity to blur some of these distinctions and indulge in what Bourdieu
calls the “fuzzy logic” by which analogous or similar-looking behaviors end
up being lumped together in the social imagination as being all the “same”—
in this case, musical and performative elements that all cluster to the right
end of our grid (Table 1)—even when in some cases they may involve some
significantly different features and functions. As we shall see, Greek authors,
including especially Plato and (less so) Aristotle, often slide rather casually and
fuzzily from one set of terms to another in describing “Bacchic” and “Korybantic” performances, without making a clear distinction. For the purposes of our
discussion of lyric genres it may not matter much in the end whether a particular (type of) performance was or was not specifically “Korybantic,” or should be
categorized as more indeterminately “Bacchic.” But a brief survey of the different types will help us come to recognize both the broader contours and some
of the recurrent and distinctive features of the rather capacious musical genre
that Aristotle referred to as “enthusiastic.”
The various different groups of minor divinities (daimones) that were named
Korybantes (or Kyrbantes), Kouretes, Kabeiroi, or Idaean Daktyloi, must originally have been quite separate cultural entities, celebrated in different places
by different people, each with their particular melodies, dances, etc., during
the Archaic period and into the early Classical period.59 But these distinctions
became conflated and confused as time went on, even while separate local cults
for one or other group persisted60 and aetiological myths continued to circu58
59
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The purely figurative use of κορυβαντιάω, to denote extreme excitement of any kind, will
crop up here and there (esp. in Plato), but does not need a separate category.
For full discussion and references, see esp. Poerner 1913; Burkert 1985: 80, 173, 280–285,
297; Parker 1996, 2005: 120–121, 373–374; Bowden 2010; Bremmer 2014. Ustinova 1992–
1998 attempts to treat Korybantic cult as a more or less self-contained and distinct phenomenon, and focuses largely on Athens.
So for example Plato’s Socrates remarks (Ion 536c2–4): “The Korybantic devotees have a
quick ear for only one tune, the tune of that god by whom they are possessed, whoever
he may be (τοῦ θεοῦ ἐξ ὅτου ἂν κατέχωνται),” with Linforth’s commentary (1946: 138–139),

is korybantic performance a (lyric) genre?

255

late linking each to different origins and locations. By the late fifth century BCE
there was also a habit of referring generically to any kind of psychotherapeutic
treatments for mental or spiritual distress that involved music or other loud
sounds along with ritualistic/ecstatic movement and dance as “Korybantic.”
Hence (more broadly) anyone who was behaving in a very eccentric manner
might be said figuratively to be “Korybanting” even when no real connection to
daimonic (Korybantic or other) musical ritual was present.
Let us begin by quickly surveying the particular names and aetiologies for
these various daimones, since these on the face of it do provide some evidence about their musical and performance characteristics. The Korybantes
or Kyrbantes seem to have originated in Anatolia, as associates of Cybele the
Great Mother. Sometimes described as wearing triple-crested helmets, they are
imagined as dancing and making percussive music among her retinue.61 Late
(perhaps Orphic) sources describe them singing and dancing noisily around
the enthroned baby Dionysus, protecting him from the Titans.62 The Kouretes
were imagined as youthful armed warriors (hence perhaps kouroi), and were
primarily associated with Crete and the birth of Zeus, and thus also with Rhea,
i.e., another version of the Great Mother. Their noisy clashing of shields and
vocalizing are supposed to have drowned out the cries of baby Zeus and/or
to have frightened away Kronos when he was seeking to capture and destroy
his son.63 The Kabeiroi are most fully attested in Lemnos and Samothrace,
apparently as metal-working daimones—the number varies, from two, three,
or four to a whole band—while another branch of their cult (a sixth-century
BCE Kabeirion) was established also at Thebes.64 Jan Bremmer and others have
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observing that there must have been many different versions of Korybantic performance,
each one favoring “one particular tune.”
Immisch 1897; Poerner 1913; Schwenn 1922; Linforth 1946; Burkert 1985: 80, 173, 280–285;
Parker 1996, 2005; Bremmer 2014: 48–53. “Kyrbantes” was said to be the Phrygian form of
the name, but the etymology is unknown (see Bremmer 2014: 48–49). We may note that
early Iron Age illustrations of Phrygian (or “neo-Hittite”) music-makers depict extensive
use of cymbals, frame-drums, and double-pipe, and in some cases several of the performers appear to be wearing distinctive head-gear (though not helmets). In the classical
period and later, at Erythrae (an Ionian Greek city in western Anatolia) an annual dual
priesthood for the Korybantes is recorded, to be held by a man and woman: see Herrmann
2002.
Burkert 1984: 297; Edmonds 2006.
Harrison 1912; Poerner 1913; Jeanmaire 1939; Burkert 1985: 280. One of the earliest attestations of the Kouretes occurs at Eur. Cretans fr. 472.9–19 TrGF; see also the Palaikastro
Hymn (discussed below, n. 73).
Poerner 1913; Hemberg 1950; Burkert 1985: 281–285; Daumas 1998; Blakely 2006; Constantakopoulou 2015: 281–284.
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suggested that the Samothracian mystery cults were modeled to some extent
on the Eleusinian Mysteries;65 but the Kabeiroi themselves, as metal-workers,
seem to have no Eleusinian equivalent, and the Theban Kabeirion does not
much resemble anything from Eleusis.66 As for the Idaean Dactyls—likewise
metal-working daimones—these were of course connected to Mount Ida (on
Crete) and to the Great Mother, but they otherwise seem to have little by way
of a distinctive identity.67
Some have seen all or most of these cults as being connected with male adolescent rites of passage, but the evidence for this is very thin. Walter Burkert,
Sandra Blakely, and others have suggested instead that several of these cults
may have begun as craft guilds (ὀργεῶνες) for metal-workers, noting that Hephaestus continues to be prominent in the cult of the Kabeiroi. But then the
connections with Cybele and Rhea are not easy to explain. Probably there were
several different origins and specific ritual functions for these various cults, and
only later did homogenizing aetiologies (and names) come to be assigned.68
But whatever the precise origins of each particular cult, we can observe that
the performative elements (choice of instruments, use of nonverbal vocalizing, unchoreographed dance and movement) and divine sources (Asian, Cretan, Thracian) for all of them belong squarely on the right end of our grid
(Table 8.1).
As many scholars, ancient and modern, have pointed out, a blurring of distinctions between these various groups, their names, origins, and characteristics, had begun already by the fifth century BCE,69 and such blurring was
doubtless especially pervasive in a multicultural environment such as classical Athens. Thus in Euripides’ Bacchae, the chorus of Asian Bacchantes sing of
Crete and the joyous music of the Phrygian mother:
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Bremmer 2014: 22–36, with further references.
The iconography (vase paintings and figurines) from the Theban Kabeirion presents
many scenes of drinking and carousing, several of them involving pygmy-like and other
grotesque (fat, ithyphallic) human or daimonic figures. Many of the scenes show pipeplayers as well; see Daumas 1998. The singular name Κάβιρος is sometimes found, along
with παῖς (“child” or “son”), but there is scant evidence for any sort of coming-of-age ritual.
Burkert 1985: 173. On the Dactyls as metal-working daimones, see Blakely 2006.
For adolescent rites of passages (kouroi ~ Kouretes, etc.), see esp. Harrison 1912; Jeanmaire
1939. On metal-working, see Burkert 1985: 281–285; Blakely 2006. For emphasis on the wide
range of different functions served by “mystery cults” in general, see Burkert 1987; Bowden
2010.
So already in Pherecydes (FGrH 3 fr. 48 = fr. 48 Fowler) the Kabeiroi and Korybantes are
combined; see further Hemberg 1950: 304; Bremmer 2014.
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O holy places of Crete,
the caves of the dancing Kouretes,
there where Zeus was born, where helmed in triple tier
the Korybantes invented this leather drum;
and with their intense god-filled dance (βακχείᾳ)
they mixed the drum-beat with the sweet cry of the Phrygian pipes.
Then, from them to Rhea’s hands the holy drum was handed down,
to give the beat for Bacchantes’ dances,
and, taking up from the Mother, the raving/inspired (μαινόμενοι) Satyrs
now accompany the festivals
in which every other year Dionysus delights!
Eur. Bacch. 120–134, tr. W. Arrowsmith, adapted

This is quite a delicious jumble: Kouretes and Korybantes and Satyrs all
together, or in sequence; Crete and Phrygia, Rhea and Cybele (the Mother) and
the Bacchantes, along with Dionysus himself—all one great musical party. This
chorus has been performing all over Asia, we are told (Bacch. 13–22, 55–59, etc.),
and is now beginning the process of importing their new musical styles into
mainland Greece. Presumably the theater audience at this point is hearing and
seeing a performance that was designed by Euripides and his musical collaborators to recall to some extent “Korybantic” song, whether or not a full panoply
of percussion was employed in the production in addition to the standard theatrical double-pipes (auloi). But the description leaves open the possibility that
the musical elements may have been modified during the course of the transmission of these instruments from the Korybantes to the Bacchantes, Satyrs,
and Dionysus. Nowhere in this description is there any suggestion of initiation, θρόνωσις, or terror and confusion being aroused among the participants
(as, for example, Plato tends to describe Korybantic rituals), nor of healing the
mentally ill—instead the celebrations seem not only exuberant but entirely
cheerful.
In another choral song from tragedy—but a completely different imagined
context—a famously obscure, but highly evocative, passage in Euripides’Helen
(1337–1352) narrates the invention (or so it appears) of a new kind of music, long
ago, to cheer up the distraught Deo/Demeter when she had lost her daughter
Persephone and was bitterly blighting the crops all over the world.70 Here there

70

Elements of Rhea, Cybele, and Demeter seem to be combined in this passage, even while
the mention in 1342–1343 of “Deo” and “the Girl” (πάρθενος) makes Demeter obviously the
prime referent. See further Allan 2008 ad loc.
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is no mention of Korybantes, nor of any male participants at all in the musicmaking (indeed, the context requires that “Deo” be comforted only by female
companions). But the insistence on the “chthonian voice of bronze” (either a
rhombos or cymbals, or possibly a gong) and “skin-strung drums” (tumpana), as
well as “deep-sounding auloi,” suggests a similar soundscape to that described
in the Bacchae passage. This scene takes place on Mount Ida (Hel. 1324)—but
which one? Is this the Great Mother in Anatolia? Or is Demeter-Rhea imagined
here as being in Crete? In either case, she is surrounded by exciting, semiarticulate female vocalizing (1344 ἀλαλᾷ, 1352 ἀλαλαγμῷ ) and double-pipes in
combination, and the result is a transformation of her mood and of her relationship to her surroundings. It even appears that the Mother herself begins to
play the pipes.71 Whether this scene is entirely Euripides’ invention, or is based
on actual Greek musical practices and/or cult reenactments known to his Athenian audience, it is only intelligible if that audience is already familiar with the
idea that such combinations of voices and instruments, producing music that
apparently relies much more heavily on rhythms, melodies, and timbres than
on words, could conventionally be expected to have strong and positive affective impact, in particular on someone in a deeply depressed state.
In a later period (first century BCE), Strabo observes explicitly (Geography
10.3.7) that those various Kouretes, Korybantes, Kabeiroi, Daktyloi, and even
Telchines were generally regarded as being either all “the same” (τοὺς αὐτούς)
or as “closely related” (συγγενεῖς) to one another, and that several observers
“differentiate only certain small matters in which they differ in respect to one
another; roughly speaking and in general (τύπῳ), they represent them, one and
all, as a kind of inspired people (ἐνθουσιαστικούς) and as subject to Bacchic
frenzy/affect (βακχικούς).” Strabo is not particularly interested in the musical
aspects of these cults/performances, but he confirms that the typical instruments employed are cymbals, tumpana, and metal shields, along with auloi; the
participants cry out loudly (βοῆς) and are transported/excited (ἐκπλήττοντας)
also by the movement/costume (σχήματι)72 of the attendants. In what follows
(10.4), Strabo expands his account, noting that such rites were “common” to
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The precise interpretation of 1350–1351 δέξατό τ’ ἐς χέρας / βαρύβρομον αὐλόν is disputed;
some critics prefer to take this as Deo “welcoming” the sound of the instrument rather
than actually playing it. See further on this passage Weiss in this volume.
Σχήματι in Strabo’s account here is ambiguous, as to whether it means the “costume” of the
attendants (πρόπολοι, διάκονοι) or their “movement” (and perhaps also the movement of
the celebrants themselves?): σχῆμα can often mean “dance-step, choreography” or “physical arrangement, gesture.” In either case, a strong visual and corporeal component of the
ceremony seems to be entailed.
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Hellenes and to barbaroi; some were public, others were mystery-cults; some
employed music, others did not; some produced ἐνθουσιασμός, others did not.
Several Hellenistic and later writers provide quite detailed aetiologies for
one or other of these differently-named spirits and their musical activities,
but these tell us little about the actual musical and performance characteristics of the rituals as practiced in the classical period.73 From that period, we
do find Euripides and Aristophanes (both in the 420s) including references to
“Korybantic” possession as a form of mental distraction as if this is something
already quite familiar to their Athenian audience. But unfortunately these references are brief and not easily interpreted. In Euripides’ Hippolytus (141–147)
the Chorus speculate about the reasons for Phaedra’s distress as she tosses and
turns wildly on her bed, and propose the Korybantes as one of several possible
causes.74 The references in Aristophanes’ Wasps (5–10, 118–123) are even more
difficult to sort out. At the beginning of the play two bored and sleepy slaves,
who have been ordered, with threats from their master, to stay awake all night
on guard duty, are comparing notes as to whether their sleepiness is due to
a Korybantic state (8–9) or to Sabazius (10). Sabazius was a Thracian and/or
Anatolian divinity similar in attributes and characteristics to Dionysus, and his
rituals were especially popular with the laboring classes in Athens, including
slaves, and with women.75 The notion that one might enter a state of pleasant
drowsiness and thus “escape anxiety” (ἀπομερμηρίσαι, 5) with the help of Korybantic ritual or devotion to Sabazius suits the situation well, though in this case
the drowsiness does not seem to have been triggered by any musical or communal performance.
A little later in the play, Xanthias describes how Bdelycleon tried to “cure,
purge” (κάθαιρ’, 118) his father of his obsession with jury duty by various therapeutic means:
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For example: Callim. Hymn 1 (to Zeus) 46–57 (on Kyrbantes, Kouretes, the nurse Amaltheia, and baby Zeus); Aratus, Phaen. 30–35 (Dictaean Kouretes); Nonnus, Dion. 46.13–
18 (Rhea, Korybantes, and baby/kouros Zeus). At least one account (apparently from a
lyric poet, of unknown date) suggests that these entities were not in fact daimones, but
were the very first human beings (PMG/Campbell 985a and 985b; paraphrased by Hippol.
Haer. 5.17). Another fascinating lyric poem of the Hellenistic era, the so-called Palaikastro Hymn to the Kouretes (IC 3.2) refers to Rhea, the birth of Zeus and the “shield-bearing
[nurses],” but otherwise contains no “Korybantic” or ecstatic elements (pace Harrison 1912;
see Fontenrose 1966 and esp. Alonge 2008).
It seems that the implication here is that her condition is involuntary; Pan and Hecate are
also mentioned as possible sources of her mental distraction.
Parker 1996: 161–162, 191–194, 2005: 325. See below for discussion of the involvement of
Aeschines and his mother Glaucothea in running a Sabazius cult in Athens.
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Then he tried a Korybantic treatment (ἐκορυβάντιζ’); but his father rushed
into the Common Court, tumpanon and all, and resumed his jury activity!
Ar. Vesp. 119–120

In this (ludicrous and exaggerated) scenario, old Philocleon was apparently
quite willing to join a Korybantic group, but the strength of the possession that
he underwent there was not sufficient to overpower his maniacal desire to keep
judging cases and he simply channeled the ritual energy into continued activity in the lawcourts. Although the two slaves’ enjoyment of Sabazian and/or
Korybantic release in the earlier scene seems to entail a very different process
from the “rituals” (τελεταῖς, 121) that the old man has experienced, in both cases
the affected person has clearly entered an altered state and hence for some
hours responded to his situation very differently from those who were not thus
“possessed,” though in the one case the result was frenetic activity, in the other
sleepiness—presumably successive phases of the Korybantic/Sabazian ritual
process.
Of all classical Greek authors the one who most frequently and prominently
mentions “Korybantic” things is Plato, as Ivan Linforth observed in his careful and much-cited 1946 article. Plato’s dialogues include seven passages where
the term crops up, whether in a shorter or longer discussion: Crito 54d; Euthydemus 277d–e; Phaedrus 228b–d; Ion 533d–536d (twice); Symposium 215c–e; Laws
790c–791b. Unfortunately for our purposes, the discussions are mostly facetious, so that it is difficult to determine how much is metaphorical, how much
literal in these Korybantic references, and how seriously to take what is said by
Socrates or by the Athenian Visitor in the Laws, or by their various interlocutors. Linforth is certainly right, however, in observing that Plato (like Euripides
and Aristophanes) takes for granted that his Athenian and wider Greek reading
public is pretty familiar with Korybantic activity, and his descriptions are vivid
and often amusing.
There is no need to go through all these passages in detail here.76 For the
most part, Plato refers to “Korybantic” behavior as a humorous foil for more
creditable, rational activities of the kind recommended by Socrates or the Athenian Visitor. That is to say, people who indulge in Korybantism, whether literally
or metaphorically, are over-excitable, and are engaging with the world in a
quaint and intellectually defective way, one that is characteristic of children or
76

The most thorough, nuanced, and judicious—and best known—discussion remains that
of Linforth 1946, though he has small interest in the musical aspects of any of the passages
and perhaps also understates the degree of Plato’s purposeful unreliability. See also Dodds
1951: 77–79; Rouget 1985: 187–220; Ustinova 1992–1998; Parker 1996, 2005; Edmonds 2006.
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over-impressionable and neurotic adults. Thus in Phaedrus (228b–d), the terms
“Korybantic” and “Bacchic” appear to be used interchangeably (and metaphorically) to describe reactions of extreme delight at listening to a speech composed by Lysias. Similarly, in Ion (533e–534a) Socrates describes the sources
and effects of artistic creativity with an amusing comparison to both Korybantic and Dionysian ecstasy, as he claims that lyric poets, like participants in
Korybantic rites, are “possessed” (κατεχόμενοι) and “not in their right minds”
(οὐκ ἔμφρονες).77
A passage from Plato’s Euthydemus (277d–e) provides a rather detailed—
and again humorous—description of a Korybantic initiation process. Socrates
suggests that, just as in the preliminary stages of Korybantic ritual a person is
surrounded by swirling motion and confusing sounds, as s/he is carried around
and “enthroned” in preparation for his (or her) culminating initiation, so has his
young Athenian gentleman-friend Clinias been subjected by the two unscrupulous sophists, Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, to a purposely confusing hubbub of clever arguments as a warm-up for their big, revelatory performance of
sophistry to follow.78 The actual process whereby the enthroned person is gradually rendered more and more excited in anticipation, before attaining the final
state of initiated bliss, is not explained here. Some other accounts describe the
initiand’s state as one of terror (recalling the rituals of the Eleusinian Mysteries), but most trance rituals, especially if conducted with music and dancing,
involve a more positive anticipatory mood, as well as movement (rather than
inert sitting) on the part of the main participants. If the “enthronement” (θρόνωσις) is meant to recall that of baby Zeus or Dionysus, it is not clear whether the
“baby/initiand” is supposed to be more terrified or comforted by the music—
after all, it should, in mythical terms, be the (absent) father Kronos or the
murderous Titans, not the musical Korybantes, that are to be feared.
An even more extended—and whimsical—account of Korybantic procedure is provided by a well-known passage in the Laws (790c–791b) which refers
to the healing power of such ritual. Here the Athenian Visitor explains how
the expert ministrants and musician(s) of the Korybantic and/or Bacchic ritu77
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For discussion of Plato’s notions of creative “madness” and “possession” in Ion and Phaedrus see e.g. Dodds 1951: 64–101; Rouget 1985: 188–201; Halliwell 2011; cf. too [Longinus]
Subl. 39.2.
Socrates includes a phrase “[as you know], if in fact you’ve actually been initiated [yourself]” (εἰ ἄρα καὶ τετέλεσαι). The implication is that it would not be all that unusual for
a well-brought-up young gentleman such as Clinias to have experienced this ceremony
as an initiand. For discussion of the θρόνωσις ceremony (which is mentioned by several
other authors as well, some of them probably influenced by Plato), see further Ustinova
1992–1998; Edmonds 2006.
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als,79 just like mothers and nurses of new-born babies, calm the agitated celebrants by means of incessant “shaking” and “movement”: this, he suggests,
is also the explanation for adult pleasure and satisfaction in choral dancing
to music. Plato puns here on the words for “nursing” (τιθήνησιν) and “moving”
(κίνησιν), suggesting that dance-movements and the power of the double-pipes
to “induce trance-states” (ἀτεχνῶς οἷον καταυλοῦσι, 790e)80 provide effective
treatment for people who suffer from acute mental-spiritual instability (i.e.,
are like babies), with the implication that normal, healthy adults would find
no occasion for such treatment. Clearly we should not swallow too much of
Plato’s tongue-in-cheek analogy here.81 Nonetheless, its observations about the
effectiveness of trance music and dance (especially the reference to auloi and
καταυλέω) in drastically altering the physiological and mental state of participants, bringing them to a pitch of excitement and exhilaration, and finally
leaving them exhausted and pleasantly calm, squares well with other references to this kind of performance, including Aristotle’s account from the Politics.
The Symposium presents another vivid and famous simile, as Alcibiades
compares the effect of listening to Socrates’ voice to being possessed by Korybantic music (215e). Strikingly, as Linforth observes, this explicitly “Korybantic” reference follows more or less continuously upon an extended reference
(215d) to the aulos-compositions of Marsyas and Olympus, which generally
make everyone “overwhelmed and possessed” (ἐκπεπληγμένοι ἐσμὲν καὶ κατεχόμεθα). Marsyas the satyr and his (human) student Olympus have nothing
really to do with Korybants (and Alcibiades makes no mention of percussion instruments, nor of dancing, nor of θρόνωσις—it is Socrates’ vocal-verbal
impact that Plato wishes to highlight). Thus once again we seem to be dealing with a spectrum of musical-ritual responses, causing varying degrees of
affective arousal that range from the almost universal experience of listening
to pipe-music in Phrygian mode82 to the more extreme and particular experi-
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The Visitor specifies “the women who officiate in the healing rituals of the Korybants” (αἱ
περὶ τὰ τῶν Κορυβάντων ἰάματα τελοῦσαι); see Linforth 1946: 130–131 for discussion of the
interpretation and translation of this phrase. Elsewhere in the same passage the Visitor
describes the participants in these rituals as being “in the grip of Bacchic frenzy” (τῶν
ἐκφρόνων βακχειῶν).
The term καταυλέω means specifically to “play the auloi to get someone to enter a trance
state,” i.e., “to entrance them with the pipes”; cf. Eur. HF 867–879, 892–899; Pl. Rep. 411a.
See further Rouget 1985: 201–202.
The Visitor concludes by underscoring his frivolity with a mock-solemn claim: “… this
account has a somewhat persuasive logic to it” (πιθανὸν λόγον ἔχει τινά, 791b2).
The semi-mythical Phrygian piper Olympus was widely regarded as the source of the basic
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ences specific to Korybantic ritual.83 Within everyday fifth- and fourth-century
BCE Athenian discourse, the terms “Korybantic” and “Bacchic”—or in some
cases “Sabazian”—or even “aulos-musically-affective” and “enthusiastic” can all
apparently be employed almost interchangeably.
A particularly vivid sidelight on Sabazius-cult in Athens, and on the larger
phenomenon of “enthusiastic” performances in general, is provided by the
remarks of Demosthenes in the course of his notorious character-assassination
of his rival Aeschines, in his speech On the Crown. Here he harps on the abject
poverty of Aeschines’ whole family and the demeaning occupations that they
took up in order to earn a living. Aeschines’ father had been a school teacher,
and his mother, assisted by Aeschines himself as a young man, was leader of a
Sabazius cult:
You assisted your mother in her rituals (τελούσῃ) and at night you would
read out loud the [sacred] books and helped prepare all the paraphernalia—the fawn-skins, the mixing bowl … washing and purifying the participants …, and you were especially proud of the fact that nobody ever
had vocalized so mightily as you (μηδένα πώποτε τηλικοῦτ’ ὀλόλυξαι) ….
Then during the day you’d lead the ritual groups (θιάσους) through the
streets … squeezing the snakes and raising them above your head, crying
out “euoi saboi!” and dancing (ἐπορχούμενος) [to the strains of] “hues attes
attes hues!,” being hailed by all the old women as “leader” (ἔξαρχος), “master of ceremonies” (προηγεμών) …
Dem. 18.259–260

The performances clearly had much in common with Dionysian celebrations
(mixing bowl, fawn-skins, snakes, etc.), while the ululations and foreign-sounding ritual incantations seem to provide a rather “Thracian” flavor, even while
Aeschines’ family were themselves completely Athenian.84 Demosthenes tells
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Greek aulos-repertoire, much as Terpander was credited with having founded the kithararepertoire. The tunes attributed to Olympus were not all in Phrygian harmonia: some were
e.g. in Dorian (Barker 2012). See further Barker 1984, 2012; West 1992: 105, 163–164, 181.
The disturbing impact of the pipes is also mentioned by Socrates in a Korybantic context
near the end of Crito (54d), though the reference is rather obscure; cf. (contra Harte 1999)
Griffith 2017 n. 13.
G. Martin 2009: 106–117 argues that the foreign-sounding ingredients in this description
are largely an artificial invention, either by the Athenians in general (who generally liked
to mix all kinds of “exotic” features into their Dionysus-celebrations) or by Demosthenes
for rhetorical effect, and that there is little or nothing specific to Sabazius in this description, except possibly the snakes. He suggests that Demosthenes’ account is a “hotchpotch
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us nothing about the musical aspects of these celebrations (e.g., what instruments were used to accompany the chanting and dancing), and he is more
concerned to highlight the incongruity of an adult Athenian man participating in such activities—and even taking a leading role in them—than to discuss
their effect on the (mainly female?) celebrants who paid (apparently with cakes
rather than cash) to participate in the thiasos.
Altogether, the evidence concerning specific Korybantic rituals is thus quite
various and some of it is confusingly inconsistent, even while the “fuzzy logic”
of cultural analogy can be observed in the various more or less casual references
of our classical sources, jumbling together the multifarious phenomena in
rather consistent and predictable ways. We see that both male and female musicians and conductors/ministers/leaders of the ceremonies are attested, but we
do not know quite how they were supposed to relate to the mythical daimones
whose cult they were promoting.85 The original Korybantes (and Kouretes,
Kabeiroi, etc.) themselves are male, while the nurturing goat Amaltheia is
female and the whole idea of “nurses” for baby Zeus or Dionysus implies some
female presence (such as the Meliae nymphs; cf. Plato’s remarks in the Laws
passage). Similarly many of the more plainly Dionysian groups of celebrants
in myth include both satyrs and nymphs (or maenads), whether or not the
god himself, or a male priest, personally presides over the drinking and dancing.86
How many of these Korybantic-style rites (τελεταί, ὄργια) involved any kind
of “initiation” and/or “enthronement”? How similar or different was an initiation-type Korybantic ritual from a healing-type ritual? (Might they be two
stages of the same ceremony?) In the case of healing ceremonies, we can
assume that if an individual was selected to be thus healed s/he must usually
have been recognized as being in a particularly troubled mental/spiritual state,
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of various rites,” with intentional exaggeration and absurd details included for humorous
effect. On Greek incantations (ἐπῳδαί) in general, see Furley 1993.
In Hellenistic and later times, we find inscriptions recording e.g. that citizens X and Y
served as the Kabeiroi in a given year, i.e., that this was an annual office; see Herrmann
2002. But this is presumably not the original pattern: human priests and ministers cannot
normally become the actual gods or daimones being invoked, even if they may mimetically
represent them in some respects.
See e.g. Parker 2005: 306–312, Scullion n.d. for discussion as to whether, and if so in what
capacity, men could and did participate along with female celebrants in Dionysiac rituals at Athens. In the case of the Eleusinian Mysteries, the chief ministers of the cult were
male (from the aristocratic Eumolpid clan), but the initiates were both male and female
(including slaves), all apparently celebrating together. For discussion of the musical components of the Eleusinian (and other) Mysteries, see esp. Hardie 2004.
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whereas if a largish group met up for a celebration not all of the participants
would be in the same state of spiritual need, though it is possible that different individuals would find themselves engaged and excited to different degrees
during the course of a performance (as often happens in such trance contexts).
In the case of initiation ceremonies, we might also conjecture that the initiand
(e.g., someone like Socrates’ young friend Clinias) may not always have been
selected because of their state of mental disturbance, i.e., was not always seeking the same kind or degree of therapeutic treatment and cure. Many may have
attended such ceremonies in a spirit more of “play” than of initiation, and those
who enjoyed Dionysian celebrations were certainly not confined to women and
those at the margins of society.
Further questions present themselves: were these ceremonies usually public
or private? Were they conducted indoors or outdoors, at night or by day? Were
they usually domestic and focused primarily on one person’s cure or initiation?
Or were they group sessions, in which many might join in as the mood took
them, like other kinds of Dionysian thiasoi?87 Did the participants recognize a
significant difference in function and performance character between specifically “Korybantic” rituals (and their equivalents: Kabeiroi, Kouretes, Dactyls),
and other orgiastic and “enthusiastic” celebrations involving such individual
gods as Sabazius and Bendis, Cybele, and even Adonis? As we have seen, casual
parlance could apparently refer to almost any such cult performances as “Bacchic.”88
Even if we cannot answer all these questions in the present state of the evidence, enough common features and procedures are identifiable amidst this
multifarious range of names and cults for us to regard them collectively as
a single broad “type” of religious and musical event—a genre, analogous, for
example, to our contemporary genre of “Electronic” popular music, with its
many sub-categories and multiple additional sub-divisions.89 Even while the
particular divinities might vary, and only a rather small proportion of these

87

88

89

Rouget 1985: 103 asserts “Every, or almost every possession cult has two aspects, that of its
private rituals, reserved for the initiates or those being initiated, and that of its public rites,
in which both adepts and followers of the cult take part and which more or less always take
the form of a performance in which possession dances constitute the main element.” This
seems to square well with our evidence for ancient Korybantic and generally Dionysian
rituals.
I will leave out of consideration here so-called “Orphic” documents, since whatever musical elements may or may not have been involved, these do not seem to have had much in
common with Korybantic-style ritual. See further Edmonds 2008, 2013.
Within the “Electronic” category, “House,” for example, includes “Acid,” “Rave,” “Tribal,” etc.
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Dionysian/Cybelean-type performances might be classified as strictly “Korybantic,” the common elements of the genre can be fairly definitely specified:
loud music (almost always involving auloi, and often also animal-skin-drums
and metal percussion instruments), vigorous movement (whether dance or
other gestures), and an unusual degree of emotional arousal and altered mental-spiritual states (ἐνθουσιασμός, κατοκωχή, ἔκπληξις) among the participating
group, culminating in a “release” and a pleasant, prolonged mood of exhausted
calm or sleep. Vocalizing of one kind or another was often included, but not
always: in any case the music that was being performed did not depend on
words for much—if any—of its effect. Women comprised a high proportion of
the participants and performers, and elements that were regarded by elites as
“non-Greek” and/or “banausic” (low-class, vulgar) were prominent. With regard
to “Greek song culture” as a whole, this range of performances thus consistently
occupies a far-right position on our grid, even while it appears already by the
fifth century BCE, and probably earlier, to be quite deeply embedded within the
social fabric—i.e., not a new foreign import nor a marginal activity confined to
social misfits.

Conclusions: Enthusiastic Performance as a Lyric Genre
Greek song-culture offered multiple venues and occasions for musical performances, often of a non- or subliterary kind and supported by aulos-playing, that
could be enjoyed by people from all social classes, in small or larger groups.
These events—which in many cases might be regarded as “religious” celebrations (hence Aristotle’s use of the term “sacred” [ἱερός] and “Bacchic” interchangeably with “enthusiastic”)—provided entertaining and stimulating auditory experiences that in their intensity often went beyond the casual “fun, play”
of more neutral listening, and thus beyond the milder forms of relaxation outlined by Aristotle under the category of παιδιά and ἄνεσις. These occasions provided escape from the drudgery of work and the stresses of everyday reality, and
in some cases also served as an opportunity for some kind of healing of spiritual
ills and/or for achieving a state of divine possession (ἐνθουσιασμός, κατοκωχή)
in the company of a group of like-minded companions. The words of the songs
that were performed at these events were, for the most part, relatively unimportant: the emphasis was more on the melodies, rhythms, vocal and instrumental
timbres, i.e., the overall auditory stimulation and the strong—and pleasant—
emotional affect (pathos) that these could induce—and sometimes also on
the opportunities for dancing. Spontaneous, improvised participation in the
music-making by the celebrants themselves might often constitute a feature
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of some of these performances, which consequently might or might not be
counted as “choral,” depending on one’s definition.90
Some of the occasions at which Aristotle’s most “enthusiastic” and emotionally affective kinds of music were performed involved ritual celebrations explicitly linked to the Korybants, Kouretes, Kabeiroi, or other local daimones of
this kind. Others were less specific, more vaguely/generically “Bacchic,” including several in honor of Cybele, Sabazius, etc. For most of these “enthusiastic”
and “sacred” performances, the polis (or deme) as such usually had little to do
with the organization and design of the events: they were organized instead by
local associations (ὀργεῶνες, θίασοι) or particular families or professional “ministrants” (πρόπολοι, διάκονοι) of this or that deity. Whether we consider these
performances to be private or public, they seem to have been available to virtually every member of any Greek community, male and female, including metics
and slaves, and to have been ubiquitous. I suggest that we should expand our
idea of Greek “lyric genres” so as to include these somewhat déclassé/subliterary and even nonverbal types of performance, and that we should recognize, as
Aristotle seems to have done, that it was specifically their emotional/affective
impact on listeners (and on performers) that justified their being considered a
distinctive genre of their own.
Modern scholars tend to treat these various “Bacchic” and orgiastic ceremonies as aspects of “Greek religion,” and to discuss them in terms of the
belief-systems and ethnic/gender/social identities that they might have represented and fostered. Their subliterary (and in some cases completely nonverbal) nature has meant that they have not generally been included in ancient
or modern discussions of Greek song-culture (let alone lyric poetry), or only
as a marginal postscript to it. Yet the evidence suggests that these “Bacchic”—
including more specifically Korybantic-type—occasions constituted a significant fraction of the “songs” and performances that would have been heard and
seen from month to month in any given community. We should acknowledge
the distinctive artistic, performative, and affective dimensions of such celebrations, and regard them as constituting a vibrant genre within Greek song culture, running in parallel to the more mainstream and socially elevated cultural
forms that we find most prominently discussed and defined in our surviving
literary sources.
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See e.g. Budelmann and Power 2015, for discussion of various forms of women’s “choral
performance” in Athens that have mostly passed below the historians’ and cultural critics’
radar, including semi-formal “Bacchic” events.
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Most of our ancient sources that discuss the history of Greek poetry or music
focus on high-end productions and performances, just as American and European music historians and critics tended until quite recently to focus only
on the Western European art music tradition (“Classical” music). Discussions
of the Greek symposium have tended likewise to focus more on the verbal
exchanges and poetic sophistication of the male symposiasts than on the musical contributions of the professional and/or slave musicians, who in most cases
were presumably rather more accomplished on their instruments than the
actual guests.91 The fact that “Bacchic” musical events in general, outside the
theater and other competitive festival contexts, were so readily available to
such a wide range of people, in terms of gender, ethnicity, and social class,
together with the high degree of emotional (and often corporeal) engagement
that many of these performances entailed, meant that our elite sources consistently relegate them to the margins of their discussions and/or write as if they
catered only to the vulgar or the demented. But on closer inspection it looks
as if all kinds of people enjoyed such performances, in one context or another,
and they deserve a more prominent position among our standard lists of Greek
“lyric genres.”
The Athenian theater—and in due course, theaters all over the Greek
world—made the most of this type of music and performance too, incorporating it readily into dithyrambs and (especially) dramas, in which highly
emotional rituals and songs could be mimetically reproduced in more or less
authentic styles. The aulos-fueled music of the Athenian theater92 depended
on a well-trained cluster of experts who between them could provide virtuoso pipe-playing, elaborate choreography, and an extensive range of melodies
for the delight of thousands of audience-members. How closely these theater
performances resembled the less culturally exalted and less heavily (finan-
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Many scholars write as if the αὐλητρίδες who played at these symposia were little more
than cheap prostitutes, whose musical skills were secondary or negligible; but see e.g.
Goldman 2015.
The dithyrambs and dramas performed in the Theater of Dionysus seem mostly to have
employed Phrygian and Lydian harmoniai, though other modes could be used as well. The
same is probably true of the music performed at symposia. But it is obvious that not all
Phrygian melodies on the auloi were thought to have an “enthusiastic” effect, and we do
not hear of people becoming possessed and going into a quasi-Korybantic trance at the
theater or at a symposium. So it was only certain particular types of pipe-melody that
were especially suited for producing this kind of pathos (affect, effect), and—crucially,
as we noted above—it was only those who were positively seeking the trance effect who
would find themselves so transported by music.
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cially) subsidized genre of actual (non-mimetic) orgiastic/enthusiastic ritual
performance, we cannot tell. In those real-life cases, the degree of vocal and
choreographic training, coordination, and uniformity shared by the performers would usually, one may conjecture, have been much smaller than in the case
of dithyramb or tragedy—though the participation of women must have added
a significantly fuller and richer dimension to the soundscape than the all-male
performers in the theater could ever have attained. As we noted above, some
Korybantic/orgiastic performances may have dispensed with verbal song completely, confining the vocalizations to shouts, ululations, and other more or less
inarticulate cries, and inviting the celebrants (unlike the theater audiences) to
enter or exit the music-making as the mood struck them. In the case of the two
Euripidean examples that I discussed above, i.e., the mixed-status celebrants
of Cybele/Rhea/Dionysus in Bacchae and the female friends who come to console Deo/Cybele/Rhea with their music in Helen, it is the nonverbal textures of
the music that seem most prominent and salient, and it is these (above all, the
auloi) that are cited as being most characteristic of this genre of mood-altering
performance.
The fact that many of these kinds of performances were conducted by
non-citizens—often by non-Greeks (or by Greeks pretending to be nonGreeks)93—adds another dimension to this genre, and will have added to its
déclassé status. And, to return to my grid (Table 8.1), this fact must have significantly affected the ways in which language was and was not employed in
the different types of Korybantic and Bacchic musical performance. Clearly the
melody, the timbre of the auloi and percussion, and the rhythm of the music
and corporeality of the dance, were largely what induced in a listener the exhilaration and ascension to a state of altered consciousness and perhaps trance/
healing, while the actual words uttered by the ministrants or by the participants themselves do not seem generally to have been very important, or even
always to have been coherent Greek. Foreigners and slaves—those with limited
capabilities as users of the Greek language—would thus be just as capable of
accessing these trance states as anyone else. The Korybantes (whatever/whoever they are supposed originally to have been) were not Greek. The Kouretes
and Dactyls were Cretan (i.e., only borderline-Greek). The Kabeiroi seem not
even to have been entirely anthropoid. The exotic character of these daimones
was essential to the imagined origin and effect of their music, whether or not

93

This should be the topic for a separate paper; but meanwhile see Parker 1996: 170–175
(young men dressing up as Thracians to celebrate the goddess Bendis) and Power 2010:
47–48, 257 (a fashion for “Thracian chic” among kitharodes in Athens).
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Cybele or Rhea or Dionysus or Sabazius was directly invoked as well. The music
over which all of these daimonic entities presided was appreciated particularly
because it was different from that of the Olympian hierarchy, and the ἐνθουσιασμός that it could instil was a precious cultural asset. Even Greek gentlemen
might engage in a little “enthusiasm” from time to time. They recognized that
this might be good for them, and as Aristotle noted, this musical genre constituted a vital component of their “song culture.”

chapter 9

Iambic Horror: Shivers and Brokenness in
Archilochus and Hipponax
Mario Telò*

Now, the letter rho, as I was saying, seemed to the name giver a good
instrument for the representation of motion…. Through this letter, he imitates motion first of all in the words ῥεῖν (“to flow”) and ῥοῇ (“flow”), then
in τρόμῳ (“trembling”) … and in such verbs as κρούειν (“to strike”), θραύειν
(“to crush”) … θρύπτειν (“to break”)…. He saw, I think, that the tongue in
this [letter] was least at rest, and most shaken (σειομένην)….
Do you think we were right to say that the rho resembles motion, movement, and harshness (σκληρότητι)?
Plat. Crat. 426d–e, 434c

∵
The Romantic fetishization of feeling, as Gérard Genette has told us, was decisive in shaping the modern notion of lyric as a coherent and inclusive genre.
While the obvious mimetic quality of epic and drama made them easy for Plato
and Aristotle to categorize, the illusion of non-representational spontaneity
created by the speaking “I,” The Architext suggests, prevented lyric from attaining autonomous, all-encompassing generic dignity in antiquity.1 In order to
claim a belated place beside epic and drama, ancient lyric, in the hands of the
Romantics, had to be granted full mimetic status; it had to be conceptualized as

* I am very grateful to Meg Foster, Leslie Kurke, and Naomi Weiss for improving this chapter
with their suggestions. Special thanks are owed to Leslie for encouraging me to participate
in the conference on which this volume is based. Thanks also to all the participants for their
illuminating comments, and to Emily Gowers, Mark Griffith, and Alex Press.
1 Genette 1992: 60–67.
© mario telò, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_011
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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a “representation of feeling rather than as feeling itself”—to quote the editors
of the recent Lyric Theory Reader.2
Although this schema and especially the notion of lyric as a unified category,
in ancient as well as modern literature, are controversial, Genette’s narrative
invites us to test how a renewed emphasis on feeling and its transmission—
what social scientists and increasingly literary scholars call “affect”—may help
us reconsider our understanding of Greek lyric forms in terms of genre. Sharing
ancient literary criticism’s preoccupation with the affective power of literary
mimesis, we can try to locate a sense of genre in the ways lyric’s representations
of feeling achieve sensory immediacy, becoming embodiments and projections
of “feeling itself.” We can heuristically identify genre with the distinctive energies that a lyric form arguably diffuses to its audiences through the materiality
of language—the affective force of recurring imagery or sounds.3 Affect theory
views emotion as a boundless exchange of feeling, circulating beyond bodily
boundaries, blurring the distinction between subject and object, the source
or producer and the target or receiver. Feeling, in this perspective, becomes
a dispossessed, impersonal, contagious force.4 The “sensuous dimension of literary experience,”5 which the idea of affect helps us conceptualize, can contribute to a lyric text’s construction of the frame of reference that governs its
reception—precisely what we call genre.6 While scholarship on archaic Greek
lyric has usually emphasized the pragmatics of genre—how a poetic form communicates, socially and culturally, with an audience through its performative
occasion—my emphasis is rather on physiology and psychology. Not just fixing the horizon of expectations through social context, ideology, themes, and
style, genre can be viewed as a genuinely aesthetic category, a notional, if problematic, demarcation of the quality of intensities that pass between text and
recipients, turning form into bodily and psychic engagement.7 Genre can also

2 Jackson and Prins 2014: 12. For the link between genre and mimesis in archaic Greek lyric, see
esp. Nagy 1994–1995.
3 On poetic sound as feeling, see, among others, Stewart 2002: 100–101 and Gumbrecht 2012: 4,
13.
4 Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 257 have observed that “we know nothing about a body until we
know what it can do … what its affects are, how they can or cannot enter into composition
with other affects.” Seigworth and Gregg 2010: 1 remark that affect “is found in those intensities that pass body to body …, in those resonances that circulate about [and] between …
bodies” and “sometimes stick to [them].”
5 In the phrase of Altieri 2007.
6 For this definition of genre, see, e.g., Depew and Obbink 2000a: 6.
7 On embodiment, see Olsen and Estrin (this volume).
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be seen as the material environment created by the unlimited circulation of
lyric affect, inside and outside the poetic frame.8
Applying this interpretive framework to the case study of one particular
Greek lyric genre (or subgenre), iambos, I will explore unfamiliar connections
in the extant corpora of Archilochus and Hipponax and in selected expressions
of their ancient reception, tying together topographical and bodily images that
set up what I call the generic texture of iambos—the tactile experience that this
lyric form appears to channel to its audience. The generic affect of Archilochus’
and Hipponax’s iambos amounts to hairy, bristly, prickly roughness—horror
in the Latin sense of the word, with a sensual charge. In their treatment
of the “affective fallacy,” Wimsatt and Beardsley famously stigmatized aesthetic responses such as the “shiver down the spine” and “tears, prickles, or
other physiological symptoms.”9 I will be concerned precisely with how shivers and prickles shape iambos’ generic affect in the physical perceptions that
its archaic practitioners and their later followers have of it. Iambos’ powers of
horror emerge from the unexpected textural continuity of disparate objects
and sensations—rocky landscapes, shaggy skin, spiny plants, teeth-chattering
coldness—as well as from recurring sounds, such as rho, which, in line with
the trembling and breaking ascribed to it in Plato’s Cratylus, almost functions
as a generic phonestheme.10 Rho and other broken sounds convert language
into sensation, invective discourse into emotional, fleshy investment. Iambic
horror, in fact, can produce an edgy feeling of pushing the boundaries of pain
and pleasure in an audience that, while touching the iambic texture, identifies
with the target of aggression and with the poet himself, whose relationship to
his own abjection may be marked by queasy enjoyment as much as aversion.11
A function of an ever-present and intrinsically ambiguous “you” (both target
and audience), this mimetic dynamic realizes the lyric dimension of iambos
and enables us to materialize its projected generic identity, to perceive such

8

9
10

11

Affect is what brings out, in Deleuze’s words, “the atmospheric quality” of discourse (1994:
24). While affect has been identified with form itself (see Brinkema 2014), in my analysis I
maintain a notional distinction between affect as emotional, psychosomatic content and
lyric form as the conveyor of such content.
Wimsatt and Beardsley 1949: 43, 47.
Julia Kristeva’s examples of texts with the “powers of horror” include Celine’s London
Bridge, with its descriptions of “piercing,” “quaking,” and “shaking”: see Kristeva 1982: 148.
By phonestheme, Firth 1964 meant a pairing of phoneme and meaning such as, in English,
the consonant cluster gl-, which tends to appear in words relating to light and vision.
On the reflexivity between the iambic poet and his target, see, among others, Miralles and
Pòrtulas 1983, but this reflexivity involves the audience as well.
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an identity as a manifestation of “feeling itself.”12 Linda Williams has assimilated the experience of horror films—a “body genre” par excellence—to “a
roller-coaster ride of sadomasochistic thrills.”13 Figuring an audience’s material
experience of the genre, not just its roughness against satirical targets, the surfaces that we will touch upon here reveal the masochistic side of iambic thrills,
teasing us with frissons, jolts, and spasms, titillating sensations of aestheticized
abjection that disrupt corporeality yet expand its limits. Iambos’ distinctive
projection toward a “you,” in its double valence of target and audience, produces a poetic frame predicated on a programmatic transgression of that frame
(in the etymological sense of “stepping out or beyond” it).14 In its formal inclination to step outside of its own discursive frame, iambos is emblematic of lyric
affect. As an impulse to push past the frame of the body, the masochistic thrills
promised by iambos affectively realize the stepping beyond that is intrinsic to
its discursive form.
A journey through the textures of iambos might begin with Archilochus’ programmatic description of Thasos, in which topographical and animal imagery
figure the generic feel of iambos (fr. 21):
ἥδε δ’ ὥστ’ ὄνου ῥάχις
ἕστηκεν ὕλης ἀγρίης ἐπιστεφής
This [island] stands like the spine of a donkey, garlanded with a wild forest
Noting that Archilochus seems to efface Thasos’ abundance of fruit trees and
vines, and dwell instead on “the roughness and unevenness” (τὸ τραχὺ καὶ ἀνώμαλον) of the landscape, Plutarch, the fragment’s source (De exil. 604c), sees this
emphasis as satiric “slander” (διέβαλε). The victim of Archilochean aggression,
in Plutarch’s view, Thasos is itself cast as an aggressor, its Thracian wildness
matching the iambographer’s verbal roughness, as showcased by the verbal res12

13
14

According to Culler 1977, 2015: 186–243, the apostrophe (the inscription of a “you” within
a poem’s discursive framework) is an essential device for creating the impression of temporal presentness, a fundamental dimension of the “lyric event.” Waters 2003 has seen
the apostrophe as tactile, a marker of lyric’s aspiration to direct feeling beyond the closed
space of the poem, to establish an affective relation with its audience. Regarding the sensual implications of the overlap between satiric addressee and audience, I have found the
analysis of the Priapea offered by Young 2015a particularly illuminating.
Williams 1991: 7.
As Leslie Kurke points out to me, this iambic “stepping out or beyond” previews, in a sense,
the parabasis of Old Comedy.
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onance of Archilochus’ simile (ῥάχις), Plutarch’s metadescription (τραχύς), and
the place name (Θρᾴκη).15 Whatever Archilochus might have thought of his
second home—the place where his Parian father allegedly founded a colony—
the exiled poet found in the island a reflection of iambic τραχύτης.16 Hipponax’s
birthplace, Ephesus, performs the same self-reflexive function. Its urban topography, as we see in fragment 50.2, includes a place situated “between Rough and
Scabby Promontory” (μεταξὺ Τρηχέης τε καὶ Λεπρῆς ἀκτῆς).17 Ephesus appears
to be an obstacle course through pointed surfaces like the rocks and forests of
Thasos, as well as iambos’ harmful sounds. In the Archilochean fragment, ῥάχις,
which causes savage terrain to slip into animal physicality, contains a substantial phonemic portion of τραχύς, an aural reflection of the unity of Thasos’ sharp
edges and a donkey’s bristly hide.18 Through this insistent combination of aspirated rho and velar consonants corresponding to Archilochus’ and Hipponax’s
topographical and animal surfaces (Θρᾴκη; ῥάχις; ἀγρίης; Τρηχέης), iambos’ texture, its affect of harshness, thus emerges. In a fragment of Aristophanes, the
“hardness” (σκληρότης) of Aeschylean tragedy is compared to the tough skin of
pigs and cows.19 Almost a crypt word for τραχύς, the spine of the Archilochean
donkey, isolated at the end of the line, similarly embodies a generic sensation,
enabling us to experience, almost physically, the edgy quality of iambos, its
character as a locus horridus, its Thracian position—on the fringes of literary
pleasure.
The convergence of asinine body, locus horridus, and novelistic texture in
Apuleius’ Metamorphoses can help us understand how, in the Archilochean
fragment, the donkey’s skin materializes the iambic persona’s double role as
an agent of abuse and an abject victim. Some of Apuleius’ descriptions of

15
16

17
18

19

On τραχύς as a designation of an angry voice, see, e.g., [Aesch.] PV 311, 1048.
On the relation between the persona loquens and Archilochus’ autobiography in this fragment, see Bowie 2009: 108–109; for a more skeptical approach, see Owen 2003. The reception of Archilochus takes his association with Thasos as a generic marker, as shown by
Cratin. fr. 6 KA, on which see Telò 2014: 311–312. For τραχύς as a landscape quality that
transfers virility to inhabitants in Hdt. 1.71.2, see Purves 2013b: 31–32. On landscape as a
reflection of literary-critical categories, see esp. Worman 2015a, 2015b; on “generic topography” in Pindar, see Kurke 2013b: 120.
The Ephesian topography alluded to here is discussed by Strab. 14.1.4, the source of the
fragment.
Ῥάχις is almost an anagram of the Latin acris, feminine of acer, a common onomatopoetic
designation of satiric roughness: see esp. Gowers 1993: 131–132. In discussing the aesthetics of πυκνότης in Homeric narrative, Purves 2013a: 58 connects the thick bristliness of the
boar’s back in Od. 19.446 with “the thickly-charged environment” of the scene.
Ar. fr. 663 KA.
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loci horridi—mountains, rocks, torrents, and thickets—are entangled with language used for the donkey’s body.20 In particular, Lucius’ metamorphosis takes
place through a thickening of hair, marked by the verb horripilo, into a virtual
thicket, and a hardening of skin—both folding the human-turned-animal into
the frightful landscape.21 Lucius’ transformation equips him with the power to
kick, but also makes him a slave, by definition subject to beating and flogging.22
The donkey’s horrid landscape—the spiky rocks and craggy mountain paths—
complements his abusers’ sticks and whips.23 As Jason König has observed,
Apuleius’ novel presents “an obsessive and gruesome fascination with the
extreme vulnerability of human and asinine bodies to the physicality of landscape.”24 The landscape, which victimizes the protagonist even after co-opting
him, reifies not just the notorious asperity of Apuleius’ style, but also his text’s
narrative texture.25 Before the final redemption, the novel’s ceaseless obstacles
and travails are like rough edges whose abrasions accrue on the bristly skin of
the novel’s animal protagonist and victim. The horrid terrain of Archilochus’
Thasos empathically connects his audience with the target of iambic invective, who is forced to pass through the cutting crags and prickly vegetation of
his satire. However, Thasos’ donkey-like bristliness also mimetically channels
to the audience the downtrodden affect of the satirist, who, besides kicking, is
himself a victim of blows, like the Apuleian Lucius.
This iambic abjection concentrated in Thasos also takes a human shape, a
grotesque female figure emanating a prickly sensuality. Fragment 22 continues
the portrait of Thasos by contrasting the island with the region of Siris—an
icon of southern Italian abundance and fertility named after the first wife of
King Metapontus:26

20
21
22
23
24
25

26

On the locus horridus in Apuleius, see esp. Schiesaro 1993; König 2013.
Cf. 3.24, where duratur, which designates the hardening of Lucius’ skin, echoes the description of petrified humans in 2.1.
For the connection between Lucius’ donkey skin and slavery, see Fitzgerald 2000: 100.
See 7.17.4.
König 2013: 231.
Selden 2014: 239–245 has recognized distinctive Afro-Asiatic elements in Apuleius’ style,
whose harsh twists and turns could be viewed as a reflection of the rugged Libyan landscape. The horrid nature of Apuleius’ loci horridi is enhanced by the concentration of
moody sound effects, noted by De Biasi 1990: 14–15, including a prevalence of r.
This is the identification proposed by Athenaeus (12.523d), who cites the fragment. Against
the tenuous hypothesis that Archilochus may refer instead to a river in the Propontis
called Syros or Sirios, see Moscati Castelnuovo 1989: 43–47. According to Σ Dion. Perieg.
461, when Metapontus replaced Siris with another woman, he sent her off into the eponymous region.
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οὐ γάρ τι καλὸς χῶρος οὐδ’ ἐφίμερος
οὐδ’ ἐρατός, οἷος ἀμφὶ Σίριος ῥοάς.
For it is not at all a beautiful, desirable, or lovely land, like the one around
Siris’ stream.
The adjectives ἐφίμερος and ἐρατός signpost the aesthetics of habrosune, a quality proper to erotically charged bodies and loci amoeni but also to the soft poetic
texture that several lyric voices, privileging these imagistically interchangeable subjects, claim for themselves.27 In Sappho fragment 16 V, Anactoria’s
“lovely stride” (ἔρατον … βᾶμα) points to the poem’s own soft, rhythmic pace, as
Yopie Prins has suggested.28 Alcman indirectly maps the alluring topography of
Cyprus—Aphrodite’s body turned into an island (Κύπρον ἱμερτάν, fr. 55)—onto
captivating (ἐρατῶν) verses of a song, on which desire (ἵμερος) is to be deposited
as a quasi-tactile layer (fr. 27).29 Archilochus irreverently purports to enter this
generic landscape in the last section of the Cologne Epode, where the account
of the sexual encounter proceeds through references to a locus amoenus, soft
surfaces (of a female body and a cloak), and gentle touching—possibly deceptive flirtations with other lyric genres’ sensoria, which are then overturned by
the iambic coarseness of the final act.30 Against this background, the comparison of Thasos with Siris, a counterpart of Alcman’s Cyprus, invites us to view the
27

28
29
30

On the complex materiality of lyric habrosune, see Kurke 1992, 2007: 147–152; on the aesthetics of softness in Sappho and Alcman, expressed by the recurring adjectives μαλθακός
and ἁπαλός, see also Burnett 1983: 299 and MacLachlan 1993: 63 n. 17. In Sappho, softness
is one of the sensory domains where, as Prins 1999: 98 observes, “the language of place
shades into the language of the body.”
See Prins 1999: 128, who presents Anactoria as “a figure fleshed out by the rhythms of Sappho and bodied forth as rhythm itself.”
Alcm. fr. 27: Μῶσ’ ἄγε Καλλιόπα, θύγατερ Διὸς, / ἄρχ’ ἐρατῶν Ϝεπέων, ἐπὶ δ’ ἵμερον / ὕμνῳ καὶ
χαρίεντα τίθη χορόν.
Cf. 196a.42–43 ἐν ἄνθε[σιν / τηλ]εθάεσσι (a phrase that is resonant with Sapph. fr. 2.9–10
τέθαλεν / … ἄνθεσιν); 44–45 μαλθακῇ … / χλαί]νῃ; 48 ἠπίως ἐφηψάμη̣ ν; 51 ἀμφαφώμενος; 53 ἐπιψαύ[ων (in line 6, Archilochus refers to a καλὴ τέρεινα παρθένος). Burnett 1983: 89 observes
in the poem “an astonishing confluence of abuse with … sensual detail”—an aspect of its
self-consciously “insidious” nature, in the words of Kurke 2000: 71. Even when infiltrating other lyric territories, the iambicist cannot entirely leave aside his innate roughness;
conversely, ostensibly soft lyricists represent the violence, the “roughness” of love (see for
example, Sappho fr. 31 V) and occasionally seem even to be able to assume an iambic guise
(see Brown 1984 on Anacreon, and Rosenmeyer 2006 and Martin 2016 on Sappho). Besides
the Archilochean poem’s well-known engagement with epic seduction scenes (on which
see Swift 2015), there is, thus, an intralyric dimension, a self-positioning that tries to negotiate the complex play of difference and similarity at the root of the notion of genre itself.
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former as a female surface—a reading also suggested by the following passage
from Semonides’ misogynistic tirade (fr. 7.50–54):
τὴν δ’ ἐκ γαλῆς, δύστηνον οἰζυρὸν γένος·
κείνῃ γὰρ οὔ τι καλὸν οὐδ’ ἐπίμερον
πρόσεστιν οὐδὲ τερπνὸν οὐδ’ ἐράσμιον.
εὐνῆς δ’ ἀληνής ἐστιν ἀφροδισίης,
τὸν δ’ ἄνδρα τὸν περῶντα ναυσίῃ διδοῖ.31
Another woman is from the weasel, a wretched and woeful creature; she
has nothing that is beautiful or desirable or pleasant or lovely. But she is
mad for the sexual bed, and gives the man who penetrates her to nausea.
The three negated terms οὔ τι καλὸν οὐδ’ ἐπίμερον … οὐδ’ ἐράσμιον establish an
unexpected link between this presumably bristly weasel-woman and Archilochus’ donkey-like Thasos, as does the onomatopoetic adjective οἰζυρόν,
derived from the exclamation of grief οἴ. Archilochus calls Thasos a “three times
woeful (τρισοιζυρήν) town” (fr. 228) and the place where “the woe (ὀϊζύς) of
all Greeks has run together” (fr. 102). The textural kinship of the weasel with
the Thasian donkey, in turn, alerts us to a possible identification between the
Semonidean abuser and his target. In general, the iambicist shares with the
weasel a trickster mind and sexual voraciousness; more importantly, in the passage above, Semonides makes his audience experience, even vocalize the sensation he attributes to the female/animal target’s lover.32 The line that speaks
of sexual nausea in the company of the weasel woman ends with διδοῖ, where
the stress, grammatical and metrical, on the last syllable enacts the affective
dynamic, exposing the listener/reader to the sound of the pain (οἴ) conveyed
by οἰζυρός. It is as though listening or reading allowed one to feel the disagreeable conclusion of an intimate encounter that resembles a ramble through
Thasos’ craggy landscape. The grammatical structure of the last sentence, with
the dative ναυσίῃ governed by διδοῖ, suggests that this sensory experience is
tantamount to intercourse with nausea itself, personified and domineering.

31

32

In the text, I preserve the transmitted reading ἀληνής, meaning μαινόμενος, as suggested by
Hesych. s.v.: see Bettini 2013: 162. Περῶντα is West’s emendation of παρόντα, which other
editors retain in the appropriate dialectal form παρεόντα. Regardless of the text, the line
clearly describes sexual intimacy between the weasel-woman and τὸν ἄνδρα.
On the weasel as a sexually voracious trickster, see Bettini 2013: 162–163, who also points
out the animal’s foul smell. On “the iambic poet as a trickster,” see Miralles and Pòrtulas
1983: 11–50.
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Conversely, in light of Semonides, Thasos’ savage vegetation starts to resemble,
as the adjective ἐπιστεφής suggests, the rough garland specifically of a woman.33
The iambicist presents a hairy, uneven, masculine surface as female in lieu of
conventional lyric softness—not unlike ἡ νῆσος itself, which bears the duality
of feminine gender in a male form.34 Although the iambicist often fantasizes
about tender, fragrant female bodies or lovely tresses and may even seem to
valorize Siris in comparison with the donkey-(or weasel-)like Thasos, he ends
up aestheticizing sensual edginess as generic difference, titillating his audience
with coarse textures, perhaps even stimulating a queasy delight.35
Bristly Thasos may lurk behind Archilochus’ famous contrast of generals,
suggesting another connection between iambic landscape and human surfaces. In his First Tarsian Speech, Dio Chrysostom (33.17) cites these lines, which
have traditionally been read as an Archilochean intervention on the theme of
epic heroism (fr. 114):36
οὐ φιλέω μέγαν στρατηγὸν οὐδὲ διαπεπλιγμένον
οὐδὲ βοστρύχοισι γαῦρον οὐδ’ ὑπεξυρημένον,
ἀλλά μοι σμικρός τις εἴη καὶ περὶ κνήμας ἰδεῖν
ῥοικός, ἀσφαλέως βεβηκὼς ποσσί, καρδίης πλέως.

33

34

35

36

For an example of ἐπιστεφής used of a woman, cf. Euphor. 94 P. Εὐμενίδες ναρκίσσου
ἐπιστεφέες πλοκαμῖδας. On the erotics of garlands in Sappho, see Burnett 1983: 296–
297.
On the transgender dimension of the iambic persona in Horace, see most recently Gowers
2016, who mentions Lamia, a female figure with male genitals, among iambos’ mythological ancestors.
In fr. 119 Hipponax expresses a desire for a “tender” παρθένος, as Archilochus does in the
Cologne Epode (see n. 30). In frs. 30–31, Archilochus provides other snapshots of fantasized female habrosune, probably looking ahead to a scenario of iambic coarseness (see
Swift 2016a: 255–259). In fr. 188, he opposes young, “tender skin” (ἁπαλὸν χρόα) to the wrinkles of old age, which are imputed to wintry winds. The bodily and natural roughness
apparently deplored here is precisely the generic feel of iambos that we are reconstructing (on coldness and shivers, see below). Horace’s widely recognized appropriation of the
Archilochean wrinkles in Epod. 8.3–4 belongs to a similar stew of miasmic misogyny. Yet,
as Richlin 1992: 113 observes, “Horace clearly enjoys … a thorough stare at ugliness, wallowing in the foulness he creates and rejects.” Moreover, the decrepit female bodies so vividly
detailed here are “uncomfortably” similar to that of the invective poet himself, as Oliensis
1998: 75 has noted. A generalized preference for the rough, uneven surface and sensation
may well transcend gender divisions, as we will see in Archilochus’ preference—sexual or
otherwise—for the “bent” general over the smooth, shaved one, with his legs apart. Greek
archaic iambos offers itself to its audience precisely as an ugly body pushing sensory experience to the edge.
See, for example, Toohey 1988.
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I do not love a big general, with legs apart, proud of his curls, and partly
shaved. Let me have one who is small, looks bent around the shins, stands
firmly on his feet, and is full of heart.
Critics have noted the lack of parallelism in the portraits of the two strategoi—
for example, the lack of an antonym for ὑπεξυρημένον (“shaved”). Dio himself, in
his paraphrase, presents Archilochus’ preferred general, “mulish” or “perhaps
even donkeylike,” in Mark Griffith’s words, as “hairy” (δασύς) on his shins.37
Certainly, as Tom Hawkins observes, this added detail, playing on the classic
opposition of effeminate smoothness and virile hairiness, fits the moralistic
agenda shaping Dio’s reperformance of Archilochean iambos in Roman Cilicia.38 Going a step further, we might detect in Dio’s invocation of Archilochus’
preferred general, wrapped in a critique of the unmanliness of the Tarsians,
a residue of the original Thasian texture of iambos, which is similarly cast
as a series of negatives (οὐ … καλὸς … οὐδ’ ἐφίμερος / οὐδ’ ἐρατός). Dio likens
the two generals, one slick and the other hairy, to urban landscapes: the former to an imperial, sumptuous locus amoenus—rivers, baths, fountains, porticoes, and fancy houses; the latter to a small town built “on a rock” (ἐπὶ
πέτρας). This alignment of hairiness with a rugged landscape recreates Thasos’
iambic topography, the “unevenness” that Plutarch had criticized Archilochus
for emphasizing—also expressed in the bent, though firmly planted, legs of the
preferred general. The Archilochean phrase ἀσφαλέως βεβηκὼς ποσσί would be
apt for the stabilization of the originally floating Delos, for example, which both
Pindar and Callimachus anthropomorphize, respectively assigning it “steely
sandals” (ἀδαμαντοπέδιλοι fr. 33d8) and “roots of feet” (ποδῶν … ῥίζας Hymn
4.54).39 The unshakability goes along with the island’s rough, rocky geology,
unsuitable for cultivation, like Thasos’.40
Discovering reflections of Thasos’ rockiness in the asperity of Archilochus’
description, we may supplement Dio’s moralistic take on the general’s shaggy
body with an appreciation of its “powers of horror,” its scratchy (dis)pleasures.
The smoothness of the freshly shaved general is matched by the glossy verbal and rhythmic surface of the first two lines, organized into symmetrical
units of syntax and meter joined by polysyndeton and internal echo (στρατη-

37
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Griffith 2006: 314. Some modern critics have tried to insert Dio’s δασύς in Archilochus’ text:
see Pisani 1938.
See Hawkins 2014: 206–214.
On these two passages, see Nishimura-Jensen 2000: 289–292.
As emerges from Σ Call. Hymn 4.11a, b, which gloss ἄτροπος, said of Delos, as ἀκίνητος καὶ
ἄσειστος, but also as ἀγεώργητος (“uncultivable”), explained in turn as τραχεῖα.
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γόν … γαῦρον; διαπεπλιγμένον … ὑπεξυρημένον). Conversely, the portrait of the
hairy one is a Thasian thicket of qualifiers, unevenly linked (first by καί and
then with asyndeton), disrupting the previous lines’ seamless continuity with
a sharp enjambment. Closely resembling ῥάχις, the marker of the asinine feel
of Archilochus’ home, ῥοικός captures Thasian δασύτης. As an aspirated consonant, rho is, according to ancient grammarians, a quintessentially hairy sound,
δασύ or hispidum. It is the so-called canine letter, which Genette included in his
Voyage en Cratylie, following the lead of this passage of Persius (1.107–110):41
Sed quid opus teneras mordaci radere vero
auriculas? Vide sis ne maiorum tibi forte
limina frigescant: sonat hic de nare canina
littera.
But what is the need of scraping tender little ears with biting truth? See
to it that the thresholds of your betters do not, by chance, become cold
for you: here the snarl of a doggy rrrr sounds from the nose.
Bundles of rhotic energy, radere and frigescant render satiric invective’s
scratchiness and the shivers of the abject satirist.42 The initial rho of ῥοικός
and ῥάχις in Archilochus affects both the iambicist and his targets, victims of
his ῥιγηλὸν ὄνειδος (“chilling insult”),43 while releasing generic shivering on the
audience. The sequence of aspiration in ῥάχις, besides reproducing the feel of
asinine skin, may suggest the goosebumps caused by Thracian rigors, while
ῥικνός, an alternative form of ῥοικός, can, in fact, mean πεφρικώς (“shriveled
with cold”).44 Archilochus’ celebration of his general’s courage and “unshaken”
temper is central to Dio’s moralistic reading. Still, the texture of ῥοικός, which
σμικρός anticipates, hints at a not-so-firm figure who perhaps, like the iambi-

41
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Cf. Genette 1995: 37–38. On rho as hispidum, cf. Terent. Maur. GL VI 333, 262 K. In De
comp. verb. 14, p. 54. 13 U.-R., Dionysus of Halicarnassus defines rho as the liquid sound
that “roughens (τραχύνει) the ear.” The canine r is also discussed in Lucil. 377 M., to which
Persius alludes. Dionysius’ treatment of “rough” sounds has been widely discussed; most
recently, Purves forthcoming has called attention to the temporal dimension of such
sounds, their effect of slowing down a text. Porter 2010: 371–397 offers an extensive discussion of the aesthetics of another notoriously “harsh” consonant, sigma.
On this passage, see Bramble 1974: 151–152 and esp. Keane 2006: 93. On the shivering Hipponax, see below.
This is the characterization of Archilochean iambos that we find in an epigram by Dioscorides (AP 7.351.5–6), spoken in the voice of Lycambes’ daughters.
Cf. Soph. fr. 1091 R2.
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cist, trembles while attacking. The iambic phonestheme rho, which growlingly
initiates ῥοικός and ῥάχις, feels like an encounter with hispid body parts that
slides into shudders, the generic sensation of horror.
Turning our attention to one of Archilochus’ widely recognized animal alter
egos, we can appreciate other ways in which iambic affect emerges from the
friction of scratchy surfaces—a stick, a trap spring, or a fox’s tail. Fragments
185–187 relate to the Aesopic tale of the fox who brings down a pompous monkey elected king of the animals.45 The fable, deployed to attack a “herald’s son”
(ὦ Κηρυκίδη), is presented, in fragment 185, as the message on a leather strip
wrapped around a herald’s stick—a σκυτάλη that, like the iambicist, shouts in
distress (ἀχνυμένη).46 After luring his target into a trap, the fox scornfully points
out his fall, from top to bottom (fr. 187):
τοιήνδε δ’, ὦ πίθηκε, τὴν πυγὴν ἔχων.
monkey, with a tush like that
As has been observed, πυγήν reconfigures πυκνόν, employed in fr. 185 to express
the fox’s (and satirist’s) intellectual primacy (πυκνὸν ἔχουσα νόον).47 But aside
from signaling a mind-body opposition, the intratextual pun may point to
a physical contrast—between the monkey’s smooth πυγή and the fox’s own
πυκνός tail. Thus, the epic μήδεα πυκνά, first rendered as πυκνὸν … νόον, devolves
into a bodily extremity, coarse in both its register and materiality. The fox’s tail is
not just shaggy, but pointed, a stand-in for other sharp vulpine edges—tongue,
teeth, claws, ears, snout, and, figuratively, mind. His base self-aggrandizement,
then, helps us see the fox, whom Theocritus calls δασύκερκος (“bushy-tailed”),
as another bristly animal analogue for Thasos—like the shaggy general, who is
similarly positioned against a shamefully smooth adversary.48 We can tease out
further implications by considering the trap that defeats the monkey (186):

45

46

47
48

On the place of this fable in the Aesopic tradition, see van Dijk 1997: 144–147; on Archilochus’ treatment of this fable in relation to his satiric agenda, see esp. Rosen 1988: 17–18;
Bowie 2008: 133–136; Steiner 2010: 99–100, 2012b: 19–29, 2014b, and 2016; Pappas 2014.
I take ἀχνυμένη σκυτάλη as a nominative. The classic discussion of the Archilochean σκυτάλη is West 1988. On the interpretation of ἀχνυμένη, see Pappas 2014. On the rich imagery
of the σκυτάλη in Pindar’s Olympian 6, see Neer and Kurke 2019, ch. 8.
See Pappas 2014: 28.
Cf. Theocr. 5.112 (Σ ad loc. glosses δασυκέρκος [Doric accusative plural] as δασυπύγους).
The connection of the monkey with the “shaved” (ὑπεξυρημένον) general is perhaps reinforced by Aristophanes’ appropriation of the Archilochean line in Ach. 119–120, in which
an ambassador is addressed as “smooth-assed,” a “monkey, with a beard like that”: πρωκτὸν
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ῥόπτρῳ ἐρειδόμενον
pressing on the trap spring
A piece of bent wood that sets a trap in motion when touched, the ῥόπτρον
brings to mind the crooked legs ascribed to the ῥοικός Archilochean general.49
The semantic connection corresponds with the textural consistency of the two
words, which both incorporate the letter rho (ῥο) itself, making palpable the
contact of some body—monkey, satiric target, or listener/reader—with the
rough and curved surface of iambos. In this moment of contact, triggering
iambic horror, the ῥόπτρον, in a way, realizes the generic affect of the similarly
curved fox’s tail and the σκυτάλη, the doleful stick that resembles the shaggy
general’s firmly planted legs.
The hedgehog (ἐχῖνος) supplies another embodiment of iambic horror, a
further example of how this generic feel arises from animals’ bodies and a
corresponding rough sound. The apparent confrontation of fox and hedgehog
in fragment 201 has caused much disagreement over which of the two has a
stronger claim as an authorial alter ego.50 Like the fox, the “rough hedgehog”
(τρηχὺς ἐχῖνος)51 combines a thick, bristly hide with a thick, Odyssean, and thus
Archilochean, mind;52 its spiky surface provides another bodily surrogate of
Thasos’ topography.53 What modern interpreters see as a problem—the apt-
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ἐξυρημένε. / τοιόνδε γ’, ὦ πίθηκε, τὸν πώγων’ ἔχων. The substitution of the surprisingly lessvulgar πώγων’ for πυγήν, referring here precisely to the lack of a beard, may be informed
by the earlier contrast between the monkey’s smoothness and the beard-like shagginess
of the fox’s tail. A self-aggrandizing allusion to vulpine bristliness may also be the point
of one of the fragments that map the fable of the vixen and the eagle onto Archilochus’
dispute with Lycambes. In fr. 178, the vixen is probably warning the hubristic eagle, whiterumped according to ancient interpreters, that punishment awaits him: μή τευ μελαμπύγου
τύχῃς. The “black-rumped” (μελαμπύγου) punisher evoked here is, according to ancient
and modern critics, a different type of eagle, proverbially braver than the vixen’s enemy
and an agent of Zeus himself. If we consider that Luc. Pseudol. 32 connects μελάμπυγος
with δασύς, thus interpreting the epithet as “hairy-tailed,” it becomes attractive to think
that the “black-rumped” punisher may well be the “hairy-tailed” vixen herself.
The source of the fragment (Et. Mag. 715.44) glosses ῥόπτρον as “the bent piece of wood in
a trap.”
For an account of the various positions, see Corrêa 2001: 85–89, who reacts against the
prevailing identification of the Archilochean persona with the hedgehog; see also Bowra
1940 and, most recently, Swift 2019: 386.
Opp. Hal. 2.360.
On the Odyssean Archilochus, see esp. Seidensticker 1978. As Meg Foster points out to me,
in Od. 13.242 Ithaca is described as τρηχεῖα.
An archipelago in the Ionian sea is called Ἐχῖναι or Ἐχινάδες; see also Strab. 12.3.11, where

284

telò

ness of both animals as iambic stand-ins—may be precisely the point of the
poem, which could be considered a varied display of generic τραχύτης or a
dramatization of iambos’ boundary-crossing between aggressor and target.54
The word ἐχῖνος, from the Indo-European root *heghis, is itself an expression
of δασύτης in the sense of “aspiration,” the letter χ capturing the sensation of
the animal’s spines—but there is an additional relation with the idea of aspiration as iambic. In the fragment mentioned above, the hedgehog is said to
know “one big thing” (ἓν μέγα) while the fox knows many (πολλά), an echo
of fragment 126, where the poet, too, professes to know “one big thing” (ἓν δ’
ἐπίσταμαι μέγα), how to repay attackers with harm. Whenever the hedgehog
feels under attack, it rolls itself up into a ball—in Pliny’s description, folding
together multiple bodily parts into one.55 With the posture that enables the
hedgehog’s spiky (passive) aggression, it not only knows one thing but becomes
one thing (ἕν), and thus a prickly reflection of the sound of the word, which,
like the rolling rho, sends forth an iambic intensity that threatens to scratch
and tear the iambicist’s enemies but is inevitably felt also on his audience’s
skin.56
This double directionality of iambic feeling has implications for some of
Hipponax’s poems and their ancient reception. The powers of horror ostensibly mobilized against targets or the self-abusing iambicist appear to impinge
on the readers of the Hipponactean corpus. We will see how iambos’ sadomasochistic power, its ability to stimulate an audience’s desire to push roughly
against the human body’s limits, contributes to creating a persistent sense of
itself as a genre.
The pharmakos fragments, with their imagistic and phonic display of beating and flogging, seem to have shaped ancient readers’ perception of the feel
of Hipponactean iambos, of its affective legacy. Tzetzes, the main source of
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Sinope is said to be inaccessible “because of the prickly (ἐχινώδη) surface of the rock.”
In Archil. fr. 190 we find the adjective δυσπαίπαλος, a synonym of τραχύς and ἀνώμαλος,
modifying βήσσας ὀρέων (“mountain glens”), which West 1974: 134 interprets as “rocky
glens … of the woman’s body.” This adjective refers to the hedgehog’s skin in Opp. Hal.
2.369.
Payne 2010: 30–31 is an exception, regarding the alleged problem as an expression of the
shifting complexity of Archilochus’ animal alignments.
Plin. NH 8.133 ubi vero sensere venantem, contracto ore pedibusque ac parti omne inferiore
… convolvuntur in formam pilae, ne quid comprehendi possit praeter aculeos.
In Hor. Ep. 5.27–28 the bristly hair of an iambic witch, Sagana, is compared to the hedgehog’s spiny skin: horret capillis ut marinus asperis / echinus aut currens aper. In these lines,
the echinus, probably appropriated from the Archilochean fable, becomes an objective
correlative of sonic roughness amid a host of r’s, including the geminated r’s of horret and
currens.
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the pharmakos cycle, informs us that the ritual included the use of squills, wild
fig branches, and “other wild plants” (ἄλλοις τῶν ἀγρίων) against the scapegoat
(Chil. 5.736). We find a glimpse of this practice and its effects in two short fragments, where an iambic victim or the iambographer himself may lie behind
the beaten pharmakos—the uncertainty reflects iambos’ distinctively mimetic
violence (frs. 6, 10):57
βάλλοντες ἐν χειμῶνι καὶ ῥαπίζοντες
κράδῃσι καὶ σκίλλῃσιν ὥσπερ φαρμακόν.
In the winter, hitting and flogging [him] with fig branches and onions like
a scapegoat.
λιμῷ γένηται ξηρός· ἐν δὲ τῷ θύμῳ
φαρμακὸς ἀχθεὶς ἑπτάκις ῥαπισθείη.
In order for him to become withered with starvation; and having been led
off, a scapegoat, may he be flogged seven times on his penis.
With its rhotic force, the verb ῥαπίζω materializes flogging as an aspirated vibration, which, in the first fragment, is prolonged and intensified through the initial sounds of the word for fig branches, κράδῃσι. Here the programmatic force
of this painful vibration is underscored by the word’s occurrence at the end of
the line—the point where a rupture occurs, which is suggestive of the bodily
laceration caused by flogging: the marked breaking of the rhythmic flow caused
by the choliambic meter.58 In the second fragment, ῥαπισθείη—the culmination of a sequence of aspirated sounds (θύμῳ, φαρμακός, ἀχθείς)—intimates
the withering effects of genital flagellation, merging the dryness (ξηρός) of a
starving mouth with the dryness of impotence, a typical iambic punishment.59
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See Miralles and Pòrtulas 1988: 136.
In [Demetr.] De eloc. 301, we read that Hipponax “broke” (ἔθραυσεν) the meter in order to
slander his enemies (θραύω is another onomatopoetic verb cited by Plato in Cratylus: see
the epigraph of this chapter). West 1974: 30 refers to the choliamb as “a deliberate crashing incorrectness”: see also Boedeker 2016a: 58. A more extreme form of the meter, with
a concentration of long syllables before the final spondee, was referred to in antiquity as
ἰσχιορρωγικόν (“hip-breaking”): see below.
In fr. 84.21, ῥ]υ̣σ̣όν (“wrinkled”), describing a flaccid penis during intercourse, looks back
to line 17, ἐπ’ ἄκρον ἕλκ[ων ὥσπε]ρ ἀλλᾶ[ντα ψύχων (“pulling out to the tip as though drying
a sausage”), where ψύχω means ξηραίνω (Hesych. ψ 274); according to Hephaest. Ench. 5.4,
as a result of the spondaic foot that precedes ψύχων, the line becomes “rougher” (τραχύ-
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This iambic violence is in the background of a Hellenistic epigram by Alcaeus
of Messene (AP 7.536 = HE 76–81), where Hipponax’s tomb site, covered with
brambles and prickly pears, resembles Thasos, Archilochus’ locus horridus:60
οὐδὲ θανὼν ὁ πρέσβυς ἑῷ ἐπιτέτροφε τύμβῳ
βότρυν ἀπ’ οἰνάνθης ἥμερον, ἀλλὰ βάτον
καὶ πνιγόεσσαν ἄχερδον ἀποστύφουσαν ὁδιτῶν
χείλεα καὶ δίψει καρφαλέον φάρυγα.
And not even in death does the old man rear upon his tomb a cultivated
grape cluster from a tender vine, but a bramble bush and a choking wild
pear that constricts travelers’ lips and throats, withered with thirst.
The passers-by—images of future readers of Hipponax—are in the same physical condition as the scapegoat, as they approach the iambic thicket with throats
that are “withered with thirst” (δίψει καρφαλέον), while he is “withered with starvation” (λιμῷ … ξηρός), and end up suffering the constricting, choking astringency of the prickly pear (ἄχερδος)—not just a variant of the plants employed
in the ritual, but also a “transgender” female like Thasos (πνιγόεσσαν ἄχερδον)
and a counterpart of the hedgehog (ἐχῖνος), even in terms of aspirated phonetics.61 The verb used to describe the effect of the wild pear, ἀποστύφω, strikingly resembles the rare Archilochean verb ἀποστυπάζω, “to drive away with a
stick”62—as though the blows of a wooden stick, as on the scapegoat’s genitals, related in some way to a rough oral sensation, the same constriction of
the lips that would be caused by the shift in pronunciation from π to φ.63 The
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τερον), an effect enhanced by the sequence of psi and chi. The representation of a genital
rupture also produces rhotic roughness in Archil. fr. 252: ἀλλ’ ἀπερρώγασι μύκεω τένοντες.
For a general discussion of the Hellenistic epigrams on Archilochus and Hipponax, see
Rosen 2007.
In Hor. Epod. 14.4, we find the phrase arente fauce in a context that emphasizes sexual
and poetic impotence (see Oliensis 1998: 89–91), perhaps refashioning the Hipponactean
nexus of dryness in the genitals and throat. The hissing viper that we see in Hippon. fr. 79.11
(ἔχιδνα συρίζει), at the end of a choliamb, corresponds to the Archilochean hedgehog.
Cf. Archil. fr. 47 ]̣ ε παρθέν̣οι / θυρέων ἀπεστύπαζον (“the maidens drove [me/you?] away
from the doors with cudgels”). The source of the fragment glosses ἀποστυπάζειν as στύπει
παίειν and ξυλοκοπεῖν.
The epigram’s correlative οὐδέ … ἀλλά recalls the priamels of Archilochus’ island and general fragments, the resemblance to the latter reinforced by βότρυς (line 2), which is cognate
with βόστρυχος (“curl,” a distinctive element of the στρατηγός whom Archilochus rejects).
In Callimachus’Iamb. 4, based on a botanical fable, Hipponax is allegorized as thorny flora
and dry wood. A bramble, “the roughness (τὸ τρηχύ 96) of the walls,” which is able to “suf-
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articulatory strain imposed on the reader mimics the violence of the text, as
in Hipponax fragment 22, where a representation of torture entails the jugular spasm of a tight, virtually unpronounceable sequence of xi’s: τὴν ῥῖνα καὶ
τὴν μύξαν ἐξαράξασα (“shattering the nose and the mucus”).64 The travails of
the pharmakos are deeply implicated in Hipponactean readers’ iambic experience, modeling the material feel of the genre’s contact with its audiences across
space and time. The verb ῥαπίζω appears again at the end of a choliambic line in
a rather obscure fragment (fr. 40), in which a mysterious speaker begs Athena to
stop his master from flogging him: καί με δεσπότεω βεβροῦ / λαχόντα λίσσομαί σε
μὴ ῥαπίζεσθαι (“since I have been allotted a crazy master, I beg you that I not be
flogged”). Through the rhotic force of the verb ῥαπίζω, the prayer actualizes the
flagellation it seeks to avert, displacing it phonically onto readers, pharmakoslike victims of iambos’ powers of horror.
The mismatch between the iambicist’s request for mercy and its effects
within and outside the lyric frame is evident in Hipponax’s self-presentation as
a shivering beggar, which as we will see, looms large in iambos’ generic legacy
as an affective experience. Hipponax’s shivering image emerges in the following addresses to Hermes—first a prayer for help and then a reproach (32 and
34):
Ἑρμῆ, φίλ’ Ἑρμῆ, Μαιαδεῦ, Κυλλήνιε,
ἐπεύχομαί τοι, κάρτα γὰρ κακῶς ῥιγῶ
καὶ βαμβαλύζω …
δὸς χλαῖναν Ἱππώνακτι καὶ κυπασσίσκον
καὶ σαμβαλίσκα κἀσκερίσκα καὶ χρυσοῦ
στατῆρας ἑξήκοντα τοὐτέρου τοίχου.
Hermes, dear Hermes, son of Maia, Cyllenian, I entreat you, for I am shivering fiercely, badly, and my teeth are chattering … give Hipponax a cloak

64

focate,” is one of two alter egos of the Hipponactean persona: see D’Alessio 1996: 17–18.
From the Diegesis we know that the bramble stands for the addressee of the poem, the son
of Charitades (Χαριτάδεω) from Thrace. This identification with a Thracian, whose name
starts with an aspirated consonant, recreates the pun between τραχύς and Θρᾷξ, Θρᾳκός
that we found in Archilochus’ island fragment. The other iambic alter ego, a “sun-struck”
olive tree, which recalls the wooden stick used in the pharmakos ritual and the withered
pharmakos himself, declares: “I do not mutter (γρύζω) anything harsh against you” (60–
61)—circulating, notwithstanding the negation, the harsh energy of γρύζω, at the end of
the choliamb.
West 1974: 143 interprets τὴν ῥῖνα and τὴν μύξαν as metaphors for the male sexual organ,
but see the reservations of Degani 1983: 43.

288

telò

and a little tunic and little sandals and little felt shoes, and 60 gold staters
from the other side of the wall.
ἐμοὶ γὰρ οὐκ ἔδωκας οὔτέ κω χλαῖναν
δασεῖαν ἐν χειμῶνι φάρμακον ῥίγεος,
οὔτ’ ἀσκέρῃσι τοὺς πόδας δασείῃσι
ἔκρυψας, ὥς μοι μὴ χίμετλα ῥήγνυται.
For you haven’t given me a shaggy cloak yet as a remedy against cold in
winter, nor did you cover my feet in shaggy felt shoes, so that chilblains
might not break for me.
Although as a modifier of χλαῖναν and ἀσκέρῃσι in the second fragment, δασύς
suggests, according to commentators, a protective, healing “thickness” for the
shivering speaker, its technical meaning of “aspirated” alerts us to the possibility that Hipponax may, on some level, be looking to augment his shivers and
horror—the physiological analogs of phonetic aspiration, as we have seen.65
Though the grammatical sense of the adjective postdates Hipponax, δασύς
(chosen instead of πυκνός, the modifier of χλαῖνα in the Odyssey) indicates a
“shaggy” version of a customarily “soft” cloak—something between the conventional urbane garment and an animal skin.66 The χλαῖνα δασεῖα that the iambicist wishes for might thus be a pharmakon in the full, contradictory sense—a
Derridean drug that is not “simply beneficial” but “can worsen the ill instead of
remedy[ing] it.”67 The prayer and the reproach themselves, while pleading for
relief from cold, supply a pharmakon to the audience, engendering shudders
through the harsh sibilant and velar sounds of κυπασσίσκον, σαμβαλίσκα, and
κἀσκερίσκα (in the former) and through the sequences (in the latter) of words
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On the therapeutic materiality of the χλαῖνα, see Telò 2016.
See Hom. Od. 14.521, 529. The χλαῖνα requested by Hipponax is usually identified with the
typical prize at the Hermaia, the athletic games of Pellene: see Degani 1971: 103. This textile is qualified as soft in Pind. Nem. 10.44–45; see also Archil. fr. 196a.44–45 (see in n. 23).
In asking for a “shaggy” χλαῖνα, perhaps Hipponax is playing with his audience’s textural expectations and imagining something vaguely similar to the χιτὼν δασύς listed as the
costume of satyrs in Poll. 4.118—although, as Mark Griffith points out to me, there is countervailing imagery in satyr drama of the creatures’ smooth bodies and bald heads that goes
along with their tendency to settle back into infantile pleasure taking and comfort seeking.
See Derrida 1981: 97, 99, in which he refers to the discussion of relieving an itch in Plato’s
Philebus as “a painful pleasure, linked as much to the malady as to its treatment” and thus
“a pharmakon in itself.” See also Peponi 2002: 145–155 and 2012: 116–117.
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beginning with aspirated consonants: χειμῶνι φάρμακον ῥίγεος; χίμετλα ῥήγνυται. In particular, ῥίγος, which, together with ῥιγῶ in the prayer, brings us back
to frigescunt in Persius’ discussion of the canine r, has a quasi-programmatic
force. We find it, arguably, in encrypted form in fragment 54 as κριγή, a word
that seems to conflate an owl’s shriek with the teeth-chattering chills it provokes (κριγή δὲ νεκρῶν ἄγγελός τε καὶ κῆρυξ).68 Together, ῥίγεος and ῥήγνυται—
both located where the choliamb breaks—capture the rough iambic energy of
Hipponax’s poem, a request for a pharmakon that is itself capable of extending
the pharmakos-like sensations it apparently seeks to suppress.
The convergence of ῥίγεος and ῥήγνυται is central to the first Strasbourg
epode (fr. 115), attributed by most scholars to Hipponax. Here all the elements
of the generic texture we have sampled so far congeal around the velar and
rhotic sounds in ἄκρος (Latin acer, related to ἀκίς “pointed object”), creating a
sense of lyric materiality, scratchy and shuddering intensities that cut across
thematic and imagistic boundaries:
̣[

5

10

15

68

69

η[
π [̣
]ν[ ̣ ̣ ]̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ [̣
κύμ[ατι] πλα[ζόμ]ενος·
κἀν Σαλμυδ[ησσ]ῷι ̣ γυμνὸν εὐφρονέσ̣ ̣ τ[̣ ατα]
Θρήϊκες ἀκρό[κ]ομοι
λάβοιεν—ἔνθ⟨α πόλλ’⟩ ἀναπλήσει κακὰ
δούλιον ἄρτον ἔδων—
ῥίγει πεπηγότ’ αὐτόν· ἐκ δὲ τοῦ χν<ό>ου
φυκία πόλλ’ ἐπι ̣χ⟨έ⟩οι,
κροτέοι δ’ ὀδόντας, ὡς [κ]ύ̣ων ἐπὶ̣ στόμα
κείμενος ἀκρασίῃ
ἄκρον παρὰ ῥηγμῖνα κυμα[ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ·̣
ταῦτ’ ἐθέλοιμ’ ἂ̣ν ἰδεῖν,̣
ὅς μ’ ἠδίκησε, λ̣ [ὰ]ξ δ’ ἐφ’ ὁρκίοισ’ ἔβη,
τὸ πρὶν ἑταῖρος [ἐ]ών.69

See Degani 1982: 257 for the distinction between κρίγη, “screech owl” and κριγή, defined
by Σ Ar. Av. 1521 as “the shrill produced by the teeth of the dead.” This dental sound is similar to the chattering teeth described by βαμβαλύζω in Hipponax’s prayer to Hermes. In
Hor. Ep. 5 a strix, a screech owl, with a name phonically reminiscent of κρίγη, appears in a
packed catalogue of the iambic images and sounds we have discussed: trementi … ore (11);
Thracum (14); horret capillis … asperis / echinus (27–28), on which see n. 56.
The text here follows Degani 1983.
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5 εὐφρονέσ̣ ̣ τ[ατα] Diels
Masson: ἐπέχ̣ οι West

7 ἀναπλήσει Π: ἀναπλήσαι West

10 ἐπιχ⟨έ⟩οι

… struck by the waves. And at Salmydessus may Thracians with hair standing up on end most merrily take him while he’s naked—there he will have
a full share of many evils, eating slavish bread—stiffened from cold. And
out of the foam, may he shed much seaweed and may his teeth chatter as
he lies face down, dog-like, at the very breaking of the wave, depleted…. I
would wish to see these things [happen to the one] who wronged me and
trod his oaths underfoot, though formerly a comrade.
Standing on end and making the sea shudder, the waves that will crash on the
curse victim express the same material horror as the hair of the ἀκρό[κ]ομοι
Thracians—inhabitants of the cold land where Hipponax’s enemy will be shipwrecked, near Archilochus’ Thasos.70 Ἀκρόκομοι indicates upright hair, similar to bristly, trembling stalks or a lion’s shaggy mane—perhaps also sexual
arousal, an impression reinforced by the nakedness and proneness of the victim.71 The image converges with another hint of iambic texture: the castaway’s
emergence from the sea, “shedding” (ἐπιχ⟨έ⟩οι) a salty crust of seaweed (9–10),
a kind of marine fur comparable to a fox’s coat or a δασεῖα χλαῖνα.72 The phrase
ἄκρον παρὰ ῥηγμῖνα merges the landscape with human bodies: not just with
ἀκρό[κ]ομοι Thracians, but—through the related ῥηγμίν/ῥήγνυμι—also with the
shipwrecked man’s skin, beaten, like Odysseus’, by waves and “broken,” like Hipponax’s, by shivers.73 Hipponax’s own symptoms, epitomized, as we have seen,
by ῥίγεος/ῥήγνυται in fragment 34, are, in fact, conjured by the shared sounds
of ῥηγμῖνα and ῥίγει (9), as well as the chattering teeth conveyed by κροτέοι—
an onomatopoetic verb that incorporates ἄκρος. The scratchy sounds (κ and ρ)
70

71

72
73

In Il. 4.424–426 a simile presents a wave that “rises to a crest,” breaks on the shore (χέρσῳ
ῥηγνύμενον), and, striking against a cliff (ἄκρας), “comes to a head”; on the personification
of these waves, which “get their crests up,” see Martin 1997: 154–156. In Hor. Epod. 10, whose
intertextual debt to Hipponax’s poem is widely acknowledged, the vehicle of iambic retaliation is “rough waves” (horridis … fluctibus 3–4); see also Epod. 2.6 and 13.1–3. I owe these
references to Emily Gowers.
For trembling stalks, see Nonn. Dion. 11.502 στάχυν ἀκροκόμοισι περιφρίσσοντα κορύμβοις;
Aristotle uses the adjectives εὐθύτρίξ and εὐθύτριχος, synonyms of ἀκρόκομος, both for Thracians and lions: see GA 782b34 and HA 629b35.
On the interpretation of ἐπιχ⟨έ⟩οι, see Nicolosi 2007: 68–69 and Swift 2019, 427.
Odysseus’ shipwreck is the main subtext of Hipponax’s description. The iambic target’s
frozen body (ῥίγει πεπηγότ’, 9) absorbs the wave that hits Odysseus in Od. 5.388–389 κύματι
πηγῷ / πλάζετο (ψυχρός is among the glosses suggested by Σ ad loc. for πηγός, which is cognate with πήγνυμι).
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of this word, whose Latin counterpart, acer, is used by Horace to describe Hipponax himself,74 are pervasive throughout the poem: see Θρήϊκες (6), ὁρκίοισ’
(15), and ἀκρασίῃ—which the line break separates from ἄκρον (12–13).75 Denoting the weariness of Hipponax’s enemy, ἀκρᾰσία puns on ἀκρᾱσία, a synonym
of ἀνωμαλία, meaning “unevenness,” a feature of the iambographer’s shaking
skin or, as we have previously seen, of Archilochus’ Thracian island.76 While
delivering his curse and vocalizing the sounds that spread its harming power,
the poet/performer (re-)experiences his own iambic pathology, eliding again
the distance between aggressor and victim. It is as though the somatic horror,
the vibrations of Hipponax’s body, were directed outward, exposing the listeners/readers to a quasi-physical force similar to the waves’ flogging the target
(πλα[ζόμ]ενος,̣ 4), to incessant blows of barbed plants on the pharmakos’ genitals, or to the prick of pointed objects.77
We can see the diachronic reach of Hipponax’s shudders in a passage of
Plutarch, where a hypocritical Stoic who vaunts his autarkeia is seen at people’s
doors invoking the iambographer: “Give Hipponax a cloak, for I’m shivering
fiercely, badly, and my teeth are chattering” (δὸς χλαῖναν Ἱππώνακτι, κάρτα γὰρ
κακῶς ῥιγῶ καὶ βαμβαλύζω).78 The Stoic’s odd request for a cloak for Hipponax,
rather than himself, is not simply a matter of theatrical impersonation.79 The
pompous philosopher’s formulation suggests that his hypothermia depends on
Hipponax’s chills—as though they have been transmitted by contagion. Far
from indicating citational “confusion” or an attempt to involve interlocutors
and audience in a decoding game, the inversion of the original Hipponactean
order—“I’m shivering fiercely, badly, and my teeth are chattering” followed by
“give Hipponax a cloak”—may underline this transmissibility: “give Hipponax
a cloak because I’m shivering fiercely, badly, and my teeth are chattering.”80
In another Hellenistic epigram warning passersby about the dangers of Hip74
75
76
77

78
79
80

Hor. Epod. 6.14.
On the phonic symbolism of cr as indicating “brokenness” in English, see Genette 1995: 37.
Cf. Hesych. α 2543 ἀκρασίας· ἀνωμαλίας. παρὰ τὸ μὴ συγκεκρᾶσθαι.
On the equivalence between πλάζω and πλήττω, see Nicolosi 2007: 43–44. Commenting
on Epod. 10.3–4, which translates the beginning of Hipponax’s poem (see n. 70), Oliensis
1998: 92 n. 70 suggests that the resemblance between verberes and verba brings together
Horace’s own “tongue-lashing” and the lashing of wind and waves. On whipping produced
by sound in Catullus’ iambics, see esp. Young 2015b: 69–70. For a parallel outside classical
literature, cf. Prins 2013: 106–108, where she observes that in A.J. Swinburne’s poem On the
Flogging Block, “the beating of the body is performed in the beat of the poem.”
Plut. Stoic. Parad. 6.1058d.
Cf. Hawkins 2014: 216–219, who sees in the Stoic’s impersonation of Hipponax a dramatization of the iambographer’s own programmatic assumption of a mask.
In the edition of West the adverb confuse introduces the Plutarch passage as a testimo-
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ponax’s final resting place (AP 7.405 = GP 2861–2866), including the poet-aswasp (4), the tomb is qualified as φρικτός—“frightful” in Gerber’s translation,81
but also, more specifically, “making one’s skin shiver.”82 Like this tomb, Hipponax’s poem perpetuates a generic tradition through affect—that is to say, by
converting the poet’s own staged abjection, his shivers and shudders materialized by formal δασύτης, into a pharmakon for readers-as-targets.
A comparable dynamic of generic affect is observable in one of Catullus’
iambic experiments, in which the poet feels on his own skin and spreads Hipponactean shivers, closely aligning them with their pharmakon. In poem 44,
written in choliambics, Catullus oddly addresses his own farm (o funde noster, 1), thanking it (as though it were a god) for helping him overcome a recent
illness—a cough, whose origins and consequences are detailed in these lines:
10

15

20

nam, Sestianus dum volo esse conviva,
orationem in Antium petitorem
plenam veneni et pestilentiae legi.
hic me gravedo frigida et frequens tussis
quassavit usque, dum in tuum sinum fugi,
et me recuravi otioque et urtica.
quare refectus maximas tibi grates
ago, meum quod non es ulta peccatum.
nec deprecor iam, si nefaria scripta
Sesti recepso, quin gravedinem et tussim
non mihi, sed ipsi Sestio ferat frigus,
qui tunc vocat me, cum malum librum legi.
For since I wished to be Sestius’ dinner guest, I read his oration against the
candidate Antius, full of poison and plague. At that point, a chilling head
cold and a constant cough shook me, until finally I fled to your bosom,
and cured myself with leisure and nettle. Therefore, restored, I thank you
enormously because you did not punish my mistake. Now, if I ever shall
have accepted again Sestius’ foul scripts, I offer no prayer to prevent the

81
82

nium. Hawkins 2014: 218 observes that the Stoic’s “Hipponactean display throws the onus
of connecting the dots onto the audience.”
Gerber 1999.
This reading is supported by the surrounding language—τὸν χαλαζεπῆ τάφον / τὸν φρικτὸν
Ἱππώνακτος, οὗ τε χἀ τέφρα / ἰαμβιάζει (1–3)—in which the adjective χαλαζεπῆ (“hurling
abuse as thick as hail” LSJ), together with the proliferation of aspirated sounds, recreates
the texture of Hipponactean shivering, casting the tomb, and the iambic tradition, as an
archive of shudders.
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chill from bringing a head cold and cough not to me, but to Sestius himself, since he invites me only when I have read a baneful book.
Brent Vine has recognized in ferat frigus at the end of line 20 “a faint but clear
lexical and metrical echo of the mot clé”83 of Hipponax’s shivering addresses
to Hermes, which, as we have seen, present lines closing with ῥίγεος and ῥιγῶ,
cognates with frigus. In triggering the rhythmical breach distinctive of the
choliamb, frigus like tussis bodies forth the cough that provides the poem’s
generative conceit. Although cough and chills are said to have been caused
by the frigid orator Sestius’ speech “full of venenum,” this narrative may playfully cover up the real culprit—the venomous Hipponax. The lyric influence
of Hipponax, whose beggarly persona is already reflected in Catullus’ selfpresentation as a parasite enslaved to his belly (venter, 8), may have made
Catullus catch a cold, realizing the threat raised by Hipponax’s φρικτός tomb, an
archive of shivers. The appropriation of a generic form, then, has physiological
consequences.84 The feel of iambos is passed on to Catullus’ readers through
tussis, used three times in a final trochee (the rhythmical cough);85 the rhotic,
fricative, and guttural sounds that rework and extend the Hipponactean tag
ferat frigus (gravedo/gravedinem, frigida, frequens);86 and quassavit. The last
of these, a shaking, possibly reminiscent of the Hipponactean ῥήγνυται in fragment 34, translates the shiver roughening Hipponax’s skin into fractured syntax, the sharp enjambment that separates the verb in line 14 from the subject
tussis (possibly etymologically connected with tundo, “thrust, knock”).87 Allied
with the salubrious fundus—the poem’s Hermes-like addressee—the remedy
for Catullus’ illness, “nettle” (urtica), equally contributes to this materialization
of generic sensation. Like Hipponax’s δασεῖα χλαῖνα, the urtica exemplifies the
duplicity of a φάρμακον (or, the Latin equivalent, venenum) as both drug and
83
84

85
86
87

Vine 2009: 215.
Young 2015b: 116–120 has viewed Catullus’ translation of Sapph. fr. 31 V in poem 51 as a
“virulently contagious” experience whereby the Roman poet “allow[s] the form of erotic
selfhood [Sappho] modeled to seep under his skin and into his own poem.” In poem 36
Catullus uses the phrase truces vibrare iambos (5), which is usually taken as an allusion to
the possible derivation of ἴαμβος from ἰάπτειν. One may also see a subliminal reference to
the bodily vibrations, the horrores produced by the genre.
In line 7, as well as lines 13 and 19.
Gravedo is glossed as κατάρρους in GL s.v.
In Sen. Ep. 95.17 fevers are described as accompanied “by much shaking (quassatione) of
limbs.” In English, the phoneme qu- has been judged a phonestheme of the idea of “shaking” (quake, quiver, quaver, quash): see Marchand 1959: 258. The iterative verb quassavit
could also render βαμβαλύζω in fr. 32, where the reduplication (βαμβα-) onomatopoetically expresses the continuous movement of chattering teeth.

294

telò

poison—delivering therapeutically burning stings that, along with the shivers
themselves, channel iambic affect.88 Sensually akin to the hedgehog, the nettle
belongs among Hipponax’s prickly flora. Indeed, the appearance of urtica in the
same marked metrical position as frigus and tussis underscores this collapsing
of remedy and illness, which may potentially turn the wholesome fundus into
a Hipponactean thorny garden, if we consider the medicinal plant, as much as
the otium, a product of the farm. We can see something similar in the proximity
of refectus (preceded by quare) and recuravi (15–16), which, through the repetition of re, emphasize recovery while diffusing a rhotic sensation (cf. frequens
tussis 13) that perhaps evocatively reaches back to the Hipponactean ῥήγνυται.
At the formal level, it is through sound that the vitality of Catullus’ ostensibly
cured illness lingers and remains transmissible to other victims (Sestius as well
as listeners/readers). There is, in a sense, a homology between the sounds and
the urtica, which, in its own way, keeps the illness alive, redoubling it by applying an iambic sting to iambic chills. The correspondence between urtica and
frigus, burning remedy and chilly illness, in turn, invites us to consider a further aspect of aesthetic duplicity. Not only can the curative pharmakon act as
a prickly venom, but shivers, pungent sensations, bodily lacerations, and aspirated intensities can themselves be thought of as healing, a cleansing through
and as pain that would cast iambos’ feel—its “attractive aversion[s]”89—as a
quasi-cathartic force.
Hipponax’s shaggy χλαῖνα and Catullus’ urtica, which roughens his villa’s
comforting (and seductive) bosom (in tuum sinum 14),90 are emblematic of
iambos’ masochistic asperity, the way this genre projects the painful pleasures
of edgy experiences. The iambographer’s request for bodily protection in the
form of an “aspirated” textile reinscribes pain within pleasure. As shown by
the outburst of aspirated sounds—materializations of somatic horror on the
page—it also feels theatrically insincere, a masochist’s disingenuous plea to
end the game. If the iambographer’s own chilly shudders ceased reverberating on the reader, the poem would be depleted of its generic vitality. Coldness,
which, as we have seen, is central to the iambic imaginary (of Hipponax as well
as Archilochus) and to the symbolism of rho/r, is the feeling of social exclusion, bringing pockets of death into our bodies.91 This impulse may underlie the

88
89
90
91

The presence of recuravi and urtica in the same line (15) makes us see in the former’s phonetic configuration the latter’s burning force, captured by its etymological link with uro.
I borrow this phrase from Korsmeyer 2011.
In line 17 es ulta signals a shift of address from the fundus to the villa (see Fordyce 1961:
201), eroticized by in tuum sinum fugi (14).
See Clare 2013: 176: “[Coldness] is the bit of death inside of me that I struggle to guard
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pushing of aesthetic boundaries fostered by the imaginary contact with iambic
surfaces—brambles and wood, Thasos’ craggy landscape, bushy or spiny animals, frigid temperatures. At the same time, since the iambographer is always
positioned on the line between attacker and victim, sadistic and masochistic impulses, the audience’s absorption of the sensations he generates and
ostensibly feels may result in something comparable to the Freudian notion
of reflexive masochism. Such a notion is predicated on “two contrary images of
self—the image of the one who pleasurably inflicts pain … and that of the one
who pleasurably suffers that pain.”92 Kaja Silverman has seen this dynamic at
work in T.E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom, an account of his experience as
a member of the British Forces of North Africa during the Arab revolt of 1916–
1918. In this book, physical pain often feels like eroticized pleasure, one that “is
compatible with—indeed, perhaps a requisite for—extreme virility.”93 A sharp
crust of snow that gashes wrists and ankles until they bleed, “harsh stalks of
wormwood stabbing into wounded” feet, skin torn away in “ragged sheets” by
burning rocks, a body kicked by nailed boots, and genitals exposed to “the full
length of [the] whip”;94 these images, which recall the spiky surfaces of iambos’ generic imaginary (brambles and wood, craggy landscapes, frigid temperatures), articulate a corporeal model of subjectivity, whereby sexually charged
physical pain, enervating flagellation, paradoxically entails a self-aggrandizing
sense of dominance, “the illusion of a contained and autonomous self.”95 This
notion is captured in the feel of the R.A.F. uniform, described by Lawrence
in another novel—“tightly … [gripping] the flesh,” causing a form of sexual
pleasure while impounding and constricting.96 A similar dynamic lurks behind
Hipponax’s request for a χλαῖνα whose scratchiness, in this case, subjects the
iambicist to a kind of self-inflicted, perhaps self-fortifying, discomfort.97

92
93

94
95
96
97

myself from.” Deleuze 1991: 52 sees coldness as the programmatic antisensual, frozen condition of the masochist, who, although he feels, is constantly engaged in “the disavowal of
sensuality.” The characters we see in Leopold Von Sacher-Masoch’s Venus in Furs are frequently cold, especially the women, “so chilled that they must be wrapped in furs and set
before the fire” (MacKendrick 1999: 59).
Silverman 1992: 325. Reflexive masochism is elaborated by Freud 1915, who sees it as a
defense against the castrating power of so-called feminine masochism.
Silverman 1992: 327. In a fable preserved by Babrius (95.74) but probably containing much
older Aesopic material, a fox—an emblem of iambic bristliness, as we have seen—blames
a deer for not being able to “endure the scratch” of a lion’s paw: see Kurke 2011: 154–155.
Lawrence 1962: 509, 454, 487, 308.
Silverman 1992: 326.
Lawrence 1955: 56.
Iambos’ generic imaginary includes other hints of masochism. In Pythian 2, which polemically engages with Archilochus (see esp. Brown 2006), Pindar refers to abusers, probably
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An alternative to this paradigm—equally suitable to iambos’ sympotic male
homosociality, but conceivable for other readerly contexts across time, space,
and gender—is Leo Bersani’s idea of “sexuality as productive masochism.”98
Programmatically contesting the ideal of the unified self, the masochistic “selfshattering” that Bersani sees as intrinsic to the experience of sexuality could
exemplify an equation between “self-divestiture” and “self-expansiveness, …
something like ego-dissemination rather than ego-annihilation.”99 “Shattering,” expressed by the root of the verb ῥήγνυμι (*rheg- or *rhog-), is the imagistic
domain that connects iambos’ form, its distinctive sounds and rhythm, with its
vision of a body exposed to “sadomasochistic thrills”—a vision not altogether
different from the representation of love travails in Sappho fragment 31, where
the body trembles and the tongue is splintered.100 An extreme variant of the
choliamb called by ancient grammarians ἰσχιορρωγικόν (“broken-hipped”)101
seems a metrical expression of the shivering Hipponax’s chillblain-wracked
feet (fr. 34.4 χίμετλα ῥήγνυται), the broken neck in one of his tumultuous sexual scenes (fr. 104.39 λο̣φορ̣ρῶγας)̣ ,102 or the ruptured genitals of Archilochus
himself or of one of his targets (fr. 252 ἀλλ’ ἀπερρώγασι μύκεω τένοντες). In these
shattered corporealities we can perceive, as disabilities studies have shown us,
the potential for an expansive disruption, that is to say, the possibility of an

98
99

100

101

102

the iambographers, as inflicting upon themselves a piercing wound (91): ἐνέπαξαν ἕλκος
ὀδυναρόν. The verb ἐμπήγνυμι suggests penetrating spikes or, in any case, a contact with
the pointed surfaces we have examined above. In fr. 193, Archilochus presents himself as
“pierced (πεπαρμένος) in his bones” by longing.
Bersani 1986: 63.
Bersani and Phillips 2008: 57. The notion of “self-shattering” is discussed in Bersani’s
famous essay “Is the Rectum a Grave?” (Bersani 2009: 3–30). For a feminist critique of
the notion of “productive masochism,” see Booth 2014.
Fr. 31.9 γλῶσσα ἔαγε; 13–14 τρόμος δὲ / παῖσαν ἄγρει. These elements in Sappho’s symptomology are discussed at length by Bonanno 1993, O’Higgins 1990, and esp. Prins 1999: 27–51.
On the poem as a whole, see esp. Carson 1998: 12–17. Cf. also fr. 47 for the image of Eros as
a shaking force (ἐτίναξε). On iambos and soft lyric genres, see n. 30.
The extant Hipponactean corpus presents thirteen certain examples of this version of the
meter, marked by the presence of five long syllables from the fourth foot to the end. If
the usual version of the choliamb displays “formlessness and incapacity” (Payne 2010:
38), the ischiorrhogic pushes further in the direction of self-imposed disability (and selfovercoming).
In the same poem (104 W = 107 Deg.), we find ]ρ̣ρήσσων (line 7), most likely a form of ῥήσσω,
cognate with ῥήγνυμι; in the following line, we read, in the same metrical position, ήρ]αξε,
probably a form of ἐξαράσσω, the verb that indicates “shattering” in fragment 22. We thus
find a metrically recursive concentration of r sounds to represent bodily roughness (the
same metrical position in line 11 is occupied by ῥύδην).
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enhanced notion of embodiment,103 the idea of “a body … that opens itself up
rather than seals itself”104 or “attempts to escape from itself,” in Deleuze’s theorization of the spasm.105 This self-divestiture is the physical counterpart of the
formal trespassing that defines iambos, with its constant projection toward a
“you,” its inbuilt temptation to break the frame. The rho itself, the sound that,
as I have argued, captures iambos’ horror, rests upon a shaking (σειομένην in
Plato’s account), a breaking of vocal bounds, that results in enhancement or,
we might say, phonic prosthesis.106 Appreciating its programmatic force, heeding its masochistic texture, we can sense iambos’ generic affect—a “remapping
and reintensifying”107 of feeling itself through the obtrusion of piercing pleasures that break through the fourth wall of the performance and the page of
the text.
103

104
105

106

107

See esp. Braidotti 2013: 146 and Goodley et al. 2014: 348, who observe that “disability crips
what it means to be a human being … [calling] for new … ways of relating, living, and
dying.” In this perspective, disability is central to theorizations of human enhancement.
The citation is from Grosz 1994: 201.
Deleuze 2003: 16, analyzing the spasms represented in Francis Bacon’s work as an “approximation of horror or abjection,” where “the body exerts itself … or waits to escape from
itself.”
In Archil. fr. 128 we find the first occurrence in Greek literature of the term ῥυσμός, referring
to the vicissitudes of human life. According to Benveniste 1971: 285–286, the pre-Platonic
use of this term exhibits a tension between the etymological meaning—“flowing”—and
the idea of a fixed, regular, patterned form, which still permeates contemporary accounts
of rhythm (see Ristani 2016). The rho that launches ῥυσμός could itself be seen as an image
of the body in flux.
I borrow this phrase from Sweetman 1999: 179, who considers the expansion of bodily faculties afforded by piercing and tattooing.

chapter 10

Experiencing Elegy: Materiality and Visuality in the
Ambracian Polyandrion
Seth Estrin*

Introduction
To talk about a poem’s genre is not simply to place it in an analytic category or
performance context, but to bring to the surface structures that underlie it. The
structural nature of genre allows it to intersect with features of a poem’s performance that would have been immediately accessible to audiences in antiquity,
but that today can only be discursively reconstructed. Our ability to understand how a poem’s genre relates to the visual and auditory spectacle of its
performance is, in most cases, limited by the nature of the evidence at our disposal, which often comes from secondary accounts or literary reimaginations.1
In this respect, poems inscribed on stone monuments offer a unique opportunity to consider how genre relates to the visual and material experience of
poetry.2
Even within the large corpus of archaic inscriptions, there is no other
poem whose visual impact can rival that of the one discovered chiseled into

* Thanks to the organizers of the Berkeley conference and to the participants for their discussion. Nikolaos Papazarkadas and Mario Telò especially offered important feedback. Before
the conference, Deborah Steiner kindly shared with me a chapter of her forthcoming monograph that includes a stimulating analysis of the Ambracian monument from a perspective
similar to the one presented here (though with different arguments and conclusions). I am
grateful to Leslie Kurke for her help with this paper at multiple stages and to Niall Atkinson,
Joseph Day, Margaret Foster, Naomi Weiss, and the volume’s readers for their comments on
earlier versions. Finally, I owe thanks to various people who helped me study and publish the
monuments in this paper: Kevin Daly and Ioanna Damanaki at the American School of Classical Studies in Athens, Barbara Papadopoulou of the Ephorate of Antiquities of Arta, the staff
at the Archaeological Museum of Arta, and Leonidas Bournias at the Kerameikos Museum in
Athens.
1 E.g. Kurke 2012: 220 on choreia: “it is by its very nature evanescent and therefore more or less
invisible in the archaeological record.”
2 On the materiality of inscription in classical antiquity, see most recently the papers collected
in Petrovic, Petrovic, and Thomas 2019.
© seth estrin, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_012
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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the surface of a cenotaph in the modern city of Arta, ancient Ambracia (SEG
41.540A, 44.463):3
1

5

10

Ἄνδρας [τ]ούσδ ᾿[ἐ]σλοὺς ὀλοφύρομαι, hοῖσι Πυραιβο͂ν ⁝ →
παῖδες ἐμετίσαντ’ ἀ[λ]κινόεντα φόνον, [⁝]
ἀνγε[λί]αν με‹τ›ιόντας ἀπ’ εὐρυχόροι[ο Ϙορίνθου ⁝]
[missing pentameter
missing hexameter]
←
πατρίδ’ ἀν’ ἱμερτὰν πένθος ἔθαλλ̣ε τότε. ⁝
Τόδε δ᾿ ἀπ’ Ἀνπρακίας, Ναυσίστρατο‹ν›, αὐτὰ παθόντε, ⁝
Καλλίταν τ’ Ἀΐδα δôμα μέλαν κατέχΕ. [⁝]
→
κα|È μὰν Ἀραθθίονα καÈ Εὔξενον ἴστε, πολῖταΕ, [⁝]
hος μετὰ το͂νδ’ ἀνδρο͂ν Κ̣ ὰρ ἔκιχεν θανάτου. ⁝ vacat
I mourn these good men, for whom the sons of the Pyraiboi
devised a painful slaughter,
while they were escorting an embassy from [the Corinthia] with wide
dancing places
----then in their lovely fatherland grief blossomed.
And these two from Ambracia, who suffered the same things, Nausistratos
and Kallitas the black house of Hades holds back.
And here again, fellow citizens, (you) know Araththion and Euxenos,
whom the Ker of death overtook with these men.

The Ambracian monument, usually dated to the second half of the sixth century BCE, is a massive structure, 12.40m long and 2.50 m high, built of imposing
ashlar masonry made from local limestone (figs. 10.1–2).4 It consists of a rectilinear crepidoma, 0.40m high, surmounted by five courses of stone, each

3 Ed. princ. Andreou 1986; Bousquet 1992; Cassio 1994; D’Alessio 1995; Day 2007; Randone 2013;
Graninger 2014. I follow the text in Cassio 1994: 103, D’Alessio 1995: 26, Day 2007: 30, and Day
2019: 238. While the inscription has received significant scholarly attention, the monument’s
architecture and the finds within it await full publication. In addition to the preliminary publication of the archaeology of the monument in Andreou 1986, I rely on my own observations
of the monument.
4 For the dimensions see Andreou 1986: 425.
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The Ambracian polyandrion. Second half of sixth century BCE. Ephorate of
Antiquities of Arta
Photo: author. Copyright © Hellenic Ministry of Culture and
Sports

between 0.32m and 0.36m tall, which are framed by a large rounded torus
molding. An additional sixth course of the same height sits on top, more or less
at eye level, bearing the three lines of inscription, which, when the monument
was complete, ran boustrophedon twice across the length of the façade and
once more to its center, just below a cutting on the monument’s upper surface
for a now-lost stele.5
If the monument’s size and scale demand to be seen, this is an inscription
that demands to be read. The letters are not only unusually large but unusually fine in their carving, generously spaced out and oriented in stoichedon
style both horizontally and vertically. The poem itself, originally composed of
five elegiac couplets, is the longest surviving example of inscribed funerary
epigram of the archaic period, and its language and imagery are among the

5 Andreou 1986: 438. A number of stelai were found during the course of excavation, one of
which Andreou (1986: 438–445) associated with this cutting and which is now on display
in the Archaeological Museum of Arta. But as Matthaiou (1990–1991) notes, and as my own
observations have confirmed, its dimensions are too large. See also Bousquet 1992: 605–606.
The other stelai remain unpublished.
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The Ambracian polyandrion. Second half of sixth century BCE. Ephorate of
Antiquities of Arta
Photo: author. Copyright © Hellenic Ministry of Culture and
Sports

most sophisticated of poems of this kind.6 The combination of monument and
poem presents a unique opportunity to experience a relatively complex work
of archaic poetry in the same format, in the same location, and as a function of
the same monument as it was experienced in antiquity.
Since its discovery, the Ambracian monument has been recognized for its
potential to provide insight into how archaic elegy relates to mourning and
funerary ritual.7 This relationship is usually considered at the level of semantic content, and the Ambracian poem has often been treated as a document of
the kind of poetry performed at funerals. In contrast, this paper explores how
the monument itself structures a relationship between genre and mourning
in order to highlight effects of an elegiac poem that we could not anticipate
without access to the monument on which it was inscribed. The monument’s
elegiac couplets, I will argue, do not record mourning so much as they configure
mourning, giving it material shape and form in the here and now. When expe6 For more detailed readings of the poem itself, see Bousquet 1992; Cassio 1994; D’Alessio 1995;
Day 2007 and 2019; Faraone 2008: 133–136; Randone 2013; Steiner forthcoming.
7 For the debate over the relationship between elegy and mourning or threnody, see Bowie
1986; Aloni 2009.
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rienced as a feature of the monument, elegy—which is to say genre itself—can
structure viewers’ feelings and emotions, their ability to empathize and mourn,
their engagement with their built environment, and, ultimately, their capacity
to become citizens.

Elegy and the Structure of Mourning
The poem opens with a first-person voice—a mourner whose grief tears them
apart, casting them between a state of active engagement with the deceased,
whom they recognize as still present, and a state of helplessness, of acknowledgment of the absence of the deceased. The dialectic emerges in the very
first couplet. The first line states “I mourn these good men,” pointing to the
deceased as a visible presence within the speaker’s time and space. The gesture
towards the dead suggests their immediate presence as something visible to
the first-person mourner, and so, once we acknowledge this voice, to us as well.
And yet, towards what can this deictic actually gesture? Not the bodies of the
deceased, since the monument, according to its excavators, is a cenotaph.8 And
the suggestion that it pointed to the deceased as somehow embodied within
the now-lost stele or, even less likely, statues that stood above the monument,
is mere speculation. Instead, just as the first-person voice introduces a previously invisible mourner, the deictic at the very beginning of the poem opens up
a new form of visual experience, one contingent upon memories and visions
of the deceased that continue to haunt the mind of the mourner.
The visual experience so dramatically initiated in the first line is immediately undercut by the second line, in which we learn that “these men” cannot,
in fact, be present in any tangible form, because they have been slaughtered
while on an embassy from far-away Corinth. Where the deictic in the first line
points to the men as persons who are here, present to the extent that they can
be mourned, this vivid description of the slaughter emphasizes their inaccessibility, their existence only as corpses, which, as the next line makes clear, are
not here in Ambracia, and so cannot, in fact, be pointed towards.
This push and pull between the first and second lines of the couplet is not
merely a feature of its semantic content. Instead, it is embedded in the metrical structure of elegy, in which hexameter and pentameter lines are set against
one another. In many elegiac poems, form and content are aligned, with the

8 Andreou 1986. This point has been contested by Matthaiou (1990–1991), whose arguments
have in turn been rebutted by the excavators (Andreou and Andreou 1988).
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pentameter offering a complement or corrective to the assertion of the hexameter in what Gregory Nagy has called “the supplementary function of elegy.”9
For Nagy, this supplementary function arises from the origins of elegy in the
context of lament, where one mourning voice was picked up or supplemented
by that of another mourner, leading to a communalizing effect that originated
in the very structure of the couplet. Nagy applies this model to the funeral
where multiple mourners are present and different laments are heard. Yet the
embeddedness of this supplementary function in the generic structure of the
couplet itself allows it to generate an experience of grief even outside of the
context of a funeral—in the encounter, for instance, between a passerby and a
funerary monument that offers mournful poetry governed by the same metrical structure.
In the Ambracian poem, the supplementary nature of the first couplet initiates a pattern that occurs throughout the other remaining lines in which a
disjunctive statement pits visible presence of the dead against the poignant
reality of their absence. Where the hexameter points to the deceased and so,
fittingly, draws on techniques of visualization associated with epic poetry, the
pentameter that follows—the overtly nonepic feature of elegy—pulls us back
to reality. When we turn to the next complete couplet, in lines 7 and 8, we see
this same structure at work.10 The hexameter opens once again with a deictic
that gestures towards two more men, Nausistratos and Kallitas, introduced as
if present.11 Yet the pentameter reminds us that “dark Hades” holds them back,
forever out of reach. The use in this context of the verb κατέχω (“to hold back,”
or, in reference to a burial, “to cover”) finds a parallel in a fourth-century Attic
funerary epigram (CEG 479), inscribed on a stele carved with relief images of a
man and a woman:12
σῶμα μὲν ἐντὸς γῆ κατέχει, τὴν σωφ|ροσύνην δέ,
Χρυσάνθη, τὴν σὴν ὀ |κατέκρυψε τάφος.

9
10

11

12

Nagy 2010: 20. On the structure of elegy see also Faraone 2008.
The second and third couplets are too incomplete to comment on their structure. Nonetheless, the pentameter of the third couplet, with its statement that “sadness blossomed
then” (πένθος ἔθαλλ̣ε τότε), is entirely consistent with the pattern in its focus on absence,
here imagined as not only material but temporal.
A different reading of τόδε, as a genitive singular τοῦδε, was offered by Matthaiou (1990–
1991: 310). While rejected by most commentators, it has recently been accepted and developed by Graninger (2014: 229–230).
Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek 1595. Clairmont 1993: vol. 2, no. 282b. On epigrams
of the fourth century with similar language see Tsagalis 2008: 125.
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The earth holds back your body within it, but your moderation,
Chrusanthe, your tomb has not hidden.
The disjunction the epigram draws between the body that is hidden beneath
the earth and the moderation of the deceased that is still visible at her tomb
is surely a reference to the relief below—a visual presence that compels us to
remember Chrusanthe even as it cannot render her actually present.13 Where
Chrusanthe’s monument is able to compartmentalize what is held back and
what is present as if the deceased has been divided up at the moment of her
death, the Ambracian poem confuses the two states in a single mourning voice
that swings from pointing to fellow Ambraciate citizens as present to announcing that the deceased themselves—not merely their bodies—are held back,
out of sight.
The hexameter of the final couplet is even more forceful than the deictics
in previous lines, commanding us directly to “know” (or reminding us that we
know, if the verb is taken as indicative) the deceased by addressing us as “citizens” and so naming us as participants in the ideological system of the city.14
No longer are the deceased visible only to the mourning voice. Instead, we, as
citizens affected by their death, are responsible for knowing them, for assuring
their continued presence. And yet as we move to the final pentameter, we read
that the fate of death has overtaken them, holding them back in the same place
as the men named earlier. The object of our cognitive attention and emotional
engagement once again slips away.

The Monument’s Grief and the Viewer’s Pity
This interpretation of the generic structure of the Ambracian poem as itself
articulating grief depends on an interpretive move so far taken for granted: the
identification of the first-person voice of ὀλοφύρομαι (“I lament”) in the first
line as that of the monument.15 In contrast, most scholars, following Albio
Cesare Cassio, have placed this first-person voice in the body of the viewer

13
14

15

For this formulation on another Classical Attic stele (CEG 534) see Estrin 2018: 116.
For the ambiguity of the mood of the verb and its relation to the identity implied by
“citizens,” see Graninger 2014: 231–236. Randone 2013 argues that this couplet is a later
addition.
Interestingly, the verb occurs here in Ionic rather than local spelling, suggesting that its
function is derived from a previously established tradition. On the spelling see Cassio 1994:
104; Day 2007: 40.
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who reads the poem.16 The text of the poem, in this interpretation, is similar to—perhaps even identical with—the poem that was performed at the
funeral of the men named in it. Whoever happens across the monument could
take on the mourning voice by reading the inscription out loud, and so reenact the sort of performance, if not the exact performance, that took place
at the funeral. When the monument is treated as a record of a prior performance, the meaning of the poem is located in a time and space outside of our
encounter with the monument. The monument itself, in turn, is understood as
configured so as to reactivate the aesthetics of this hypothetical original performance.17
Cassio supports this hypothesis by pointing to other funerary monuments in
which a first-person voice expresses distress in the face of death, such as a late
sixth-century epigram for the dead Smikuthos inscribed on a stele base from
the Kerameikos in Athens (CEG 51; fig. 10.3):18
οἰκτίρο προσορο͂[ν] | παιδὸς τόδε σε͂μα | θανόντος ⁝
Σμικύθ[ο] | hός τε φίλον ὄλεσε|ν ἔλπ’ ἀγαθέν.
I feel pity as I look at this sema of a son who is dead
of Smikuthos who destroyed his loved ones’ good hope.
There are important differences—ones that are often overlooked—between
the voice of the Ambracian monument and that of epigrams such as Smikuthos’. The Ambracian monument mourns, as we have seen, using the verb
ὀλοφύρομαι, a term that implies audible lamentation. But Smikuthos’ epigram,
like many others that give voice to the anonymous bystander, expresses a less
demonstrative and more distanced emotion: pity (οἶκτος).19 True mourning, as

16
17

18
19

Cassio 1994; Day 2007: 30–31, 40; Faraone 2008: 133–136; Randone 2013: 34; Steiner forthcoming.
Joseph Day has suggested that the reader of the Ambracian poem might “replicate a processional ritual, or perhaps a choral performance” (2007: 40). Yet in his overall approach to
archaic dedicatory inscriptions, fully developed in his recent monograph (2010), he compellingly argues that the significance of the inscribed monument was only revealed in
the dynamics of an encounter with it. Following this account, we can see how the act of
reading might have allowed readers to draw on the rhetorical force of an imagined earlier
performance, without necessarily replicating one that had actually happened.
Kerameikos Museum I 327. See Day 2007: 40–41. For the base, see Kissas 2000: 41–42, cat.
A.7.
On pity in archaic funerary epigram see Sourvinou-Inwood 1995: 176; Tueller 2010.
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figure 10.3

Inscribed stele base of Smikuthos. Late sixth century BCE. Ephorate of Antiquities of Athens—Kerameikos Museum I 327
Photo: E. Bardani. Copyright © Hellenic Ministry of Culture
and Sports

expressed on the Ambracian monument, is reserved in such epigrams for family members—a fact the reader of Smikuthos’ epigram seems to acknowledge
by pointing to the destruction of their good hopes.
A closer parallel is found on a mid-sixth-century base now in New York but
said to be from Athens, whose inscribed epigram for Chairedemos (CEG 14)
expresses the grief of a bereaved father using a form of ὀλοφύρομαι:20
Χαιρεδέμο τόδε σε͂μα πατὲρ ἔστε[σε | θ]ανόντος
Ἀνφιχάρ⟨ε⟩ς ἀγαθὸν παῖδα ὀ|λοφυρόμενο[ς].
Of Chairedemos, dead, this sema his father
Amphichares set up, mourning a good son.

20

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 16.174.6. See Day 1989: 25. For the base, see Kissas
2000: 43, cat. A.9.
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Taken together, inscriptions like those of Smikuthos and Chairedemos make
clear a distinction between the trauma experienced by those in mourning—
family directly affected by the death—and the more detached and analytic
expressions of pity, reserved for those who empathize with the bereaved but
who have not themselves suffered loss.21
The distinction between grief and pity affects not only the intensity of the
emotional experience but also its object. As an emotion experienced by those
who are actually bereaved, grief is directed towards the deceased, as is the case
with Chairedemos’ father. Pity, in contrast, is generated by and usually oriented
towards the monument itself, named as a sema or mnema, as in Smikuthos’ epigram, where the speaker is standing before the monument and looking directly
at it (προσορο͂[ν]).22 The connection between our pity and our visual experience
of the monument as a material object is similarly made explicit in an epigram
for a man named Kleoitos (CEG 68):
παιδὸς ἀποφθιμένοιο Κλεοίτο το͂ Μεν|εσαίχμο ⁝
μνε͂μ’ ἐσορο͂ν οἴκτιρ’ὸς καλὸς | ὂν ἔθανε.
Of a son who died, Kleoitos the son of Menesaichmos,
looking on the mnema have pity that he died being so beautiful.
Kleoitos’ epigram frames the pity felt by the passerby as a function of looking
at the monument (mnema), which, as the cutting in the base indicates, would
have consisted of an unusually large stele (fig. 10.4).23 The phrase “being so
beautiful” indicates that it is the beauty of this stele that provides the measure of Kleoitos’ own beauty: he is accessible as an object of pity only insofar
as we extrapolate him from the appearance of the monument. And yet the
monument’s ability to provide access to Kleoitos is undercut by both the content of the epigram and its orthograde configuration on the low and relatively
wide base.24 The second line break dramatically divides the final phrase of the
epigram, ὸς καλὸς | ὂν ἔθανε (“so beautiful | being, he died”), with the first two
words at far right and the last two at far left. The physical severing of the phrase
21
22

23

24

On this distinction more generally in Greek literature, see Konstan 2001.
This is also true of other epigrams cited by Cassio (CEG 470, and Peek 1976: 93 n. 1) as well
as CEG 27 and CEG 28. An exception is CEG 13, where the deceased himself is an object of
pity. For epigrams that induce the passerby to feel pity, see Tueller 2010.
Athens, Epigraphical Museum 10641. For the base and its cuttings see Kissas 2000: 249 cat.
C4. Compare the archaic stele of Mnasitheos (SEG 49.505, 56.508, 59.466), which speaks
in the first person as the “beautiful” (καλόν) mnema of the deceased (see Estrin 2016).
The base is 0.735 m in width (Kissas 2000: 249).
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figure 10.4

Inscribed stele base of Kleoitos. Third quarter of the sixth century BCE.
Athens, Epigraphical Museum 10641
Photo: author/Magdalena Glotzer

materializes the split between the monument’s beauty and the man’s death—
a visual effect that might have, in turn, structured our visual experience of the
monument above, including any sculpted or painted image it contained. Yet
the epigram suggests that it is not an image of the deceased but the entirety
of the monument (mnema) itself that is both the source and the object of our
pity.
While pity arises from an experience of the monument itself, the objects of
the verbs of mourning—in the Ambracian inscription, the epigram of Chairedemos, and others—are the deceased, unmediated by the monument. If in
Smikuthos’ epigram “this sema” is the thing that itself triggers pity, in Chairedemos’ epigram “this sema” is the material residue, rather than the cause, of
mourning. “This sema,” in other words, stands between grief and pity, between
mourner and passerby: it has been set up by the first in order to affect the
second. Understood in these terms, the mourning expressed by the Ambracian monument’s voice speaks to a deeply felt personal grief, suggesting that it
shares an intimate connection with the deceased that no passerby could establish simply through the act of reading aloud. It is this trauma reserved for the
mourner, I argue, that is expressed in the Ambracian poem by the first-person
voice that simultaneously points to the deceased and laments their absence.
The monument of Smikuthos and others that articulate pity in similar terms
come primarily from Attica, and so pity as an emotion felt by the anonymous
viewer has often been seen as a phenomenon particular to that region.25 Yet
25

Tueller 2010: 42–46. There are, however, important exceptions, such as an early fifthcentury monument from Sinope (CEG 174B) and a Hellenistic one from Amphipolis (CEG
724), suggesting a wider spread both geographically and chronologically than is generally
acknowledged.

experiencing elegy

309

even if the formulaic expression of pity found in archaic funerary epigram originated in Attica, literary evidence from the archaic period upholds a broader
cultural distinction between a mourner’s grief and a stranger’s pity—a distinction between different forms of emotional behavior that extended beyond
Attica and of which the language in Attic epigrams is merely an expression.26
To return to Smikuthos’ epigram, while it contrasts with the Ambracian poem
in the identification of the first-person voice, they are linked at a more structural level by their exploration of grief through the supplementary function of
the elegiac couplet—through a hexameter that opens up a visual spectacle that
is subsequently undermined in the pentameter.
In Smikuthos’ epigram, the first line asserts the physical presence of the
monument, which is pointed to with a deictic marker, and the emotional presence of the viewer, who offers pity in the first person. The second, in contrast,
describes what is absent: the good hopes of Smikuthos’ family destroyed by his
death. These good hopes were presumably not anticipated by the viewer who
never knew Smikuthos, and so reference the family’s grief that is distinct from
the viewer’s pity. The very structure of elegy, in other words, is able to suggest
analogies between the different emotions of the bereaved family member and
the pitiful passerby by formalizing the conflicting experiences of presence and
absence that arise in the face of death.
If the voice of the Ambracian monument that mourns in the first person
does not immediately become our own, instead it initiates an encounter with
a monument that itself mourns. This capacity for monuments to mourn is
clear from other funerary epigrams, such as a six-line inscription on a monument for Anaxilas set up in the Athenian Kerameikos (CEG 58), one of the
longest preserved inscribed epigrams from the archaic period after the Ambracian poem:27
1

δακρυόεν πολυπενθὲς Ἀναχσίλα ἐδ’ ὀλοφ|υδνὸν
λάινον ἕστεκα μνε͂μα καταφθιμέ|{με}νο:

26

There has been unfortunately little overlap between the scholarship on pity in funerary epigram and the numerous studies of pity in Greek literature and culture that have
appeared in recent years, such as Kim 2000; Konstan 2001; Sternberg 2005, 2006; Munteanu 2012. An exception is O’Sullivan 2008. At the same time, several recent epigraphic
studies address the emotional nature of the experience of reading inscriptions in more
general terms: Tsagalis 2008; Day 2010; Chaniotis 2012.
Athens, Kerameikos Museum I 388. For the base see Kissas 2000: 62–63 cat. A.29. For the
length of these inscriptions see Bowie 2010: 361–363. More generally on monuments from
the archaic period that speak and/or mourn in the first person, see Christian 2015: 28–45,
141–144.

27
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Ναχσίο ὃν τίεσκον Ἀθεναῖοι μετέοικον
ἔχ|σοχα σοφροσύνες ἕνεκεν ἐδ’ ἀρετε͂ς.:
το͂ι μ’ ἐπὶ Τιμ|όμαχος γεραρὸν κτέρας οἷα θανόντι
θε͂κεν Ἀ|ρίστονος παιδὶ χαριζόμενος.
Tearful, exceedingly sorrowful, and mournful
I stand here as a stone mnema of the deceased Anaxilas,
a Naxian whom the Athenians honored as a metic
especially on account of his good character and excellence.
Timomachos set me up over him having performed a reverent funeral
honor,
thereby gratifying the son of Ariston, who died.

Using an adjectival form of the same verb of mourning found on the Ambracian
monument (ὀλοφύρομαι), Anaxilas’ monument (mnema) mourns in its opening hexameter, and even sheds tears. Yet the following pentameter consists of
images of static stone and death, and the first-person voice goes on to explain
how, as a stone monument, it is something that has been set up as a funeral
honor. There is no ambiguity here: this is a mourning block of stone, a fullyformed social agent, occupying the same space as us, but caught in a paralytic
state of lamentation. The monument’s abrupt transition from describing its
animated mourning (ὀλοφυδνόν) at the end of the first line to highlighting its
stone materiality (λάινον) at the beginning of the next once again enables it to
embed this disjunctive emotional state in its very generic structure. The tension
between the monument’s stone materiality and sense of agency would have
been simultaneously acted out by the now-lost statue that once stood above
it, which was most likely a kouros—a monument that is simultaneously alive
and inanimate, mortal and never-aging, and that, as epigrams on bases of other
kouroi testify, demands our pity.28 Informing both the epigram and the statue,
this tension between the monument’s materiality and its capacity for animation is at the heart of how it communicates the pain caused by death.

28

The epigram for the kouros monument of Kroisos (CEG 27) famously demands pity.
Richard Neer has remarked on the relationship between the formal appearance of a
kouros and mourning, arguing that the “pose of a kouros is not a ‘mere’ formal device,
but the means by which the statue expresses its peculiar temporal predicament: that of
mourning” (2010: 42). Anaxilas’ base is sometimes assumed to have supported a seated
statue, but parallels for inscribed blocks of its size and proportions much more frequently
belong to the kind of stepped base that supported a kouros; see Kissas 2000: 62–63, cat.
A.29.
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We can see the distinction between mourning and pity at the site of the
funerary monument at work in a passage from the Iliad where Achilles’
horses—the only animals in the Iliad endowed with human qualities such as
speech—encounter the corpse of Patroclus and begin to mourn.29
ἀλλ’ ὥς τε στήλη μένει ἔμπεδον, ἥ τ’ ἐπὶ τύμβῳ
ἀνέρος ἑστήκῃ τεθνηότος ἠὲ γυναικός,
ὣς μένον ἀσφαλέως περικαλλέα δίφρον ἔχοντες,
οὔδει ἐνισκίμψαντε καρήατα· δάκρυα δέ σφι
θερμὰ κατὰ βλεφάρων χαμάδις ῥέε μυρομένοισιν
ἡνιόχοιο πόθῳ· θαλερὴ δ’ ἐμιαίνετο χαίτη
ζεύγλης ἐξεριποῦσα παρὰ ζυγὸν ἀμφοτέρωθεν.
Il. 17.434–440

… but still as stands a grave monument which is set over
the mounded tomb of a dead man or lady, they stood there
holding motionless in its place the fair-wrought chariot,
leaning their heads along the ground, and warm tears were running
earthward from underneath the lids of the mourning horses
who longed for their charioteer, while their bright manes were made
dirty
as they streamed down either side of the yoke from under the yoke pad.
Trans. R. Lattimore

The metaphoric comparison of the horses to a stele underscores not simply their lack of movement, but the channeling of all their emotional and
affective engagement towards Patroclus. As in Anaxilas’ epigram, the descriptive language of the horses’ outward stillness (μένει ἔμπεδον … ἑστήκῃ … μένον
ἀσφαλέως) contrasts sharply with their inner emotional turmoil—a turmoil so
potent that it overwhelms their solid, unmoving forms, staining their bodies
with tears. Like the structure of the elegiac couplet, the paradoxical ontology of
the weeping stone monument serves to formalize the traumatic effects of grief.
Where grief brings the stone monument of Anaxilas closer to life, it works on
the living horses from the opposite direction, bringing out the monument-like
qualities of sentient beings.30
29
30

For a comparison between the movements of the viewer of the Ambracian monument
and Achilles’ horses in this passage, see Steiner forthcoming.
For related observations on the blending of animate and inanimate in Homeric poetry,
see Purves 2015.
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Just as Anaxilas’ monument calls out in its grief to those who pass by it, so
too do the horses attract the attention of a bystander:
μυρομένω δ’ ἄρα τώ γε ἰδὼν ἐλέησε Κρονίων,
κινήσας δὲ κάρη προτὶ ὃν μυθήσατο θυμόν·
ἆ δειλώ, τί σφῶϊ δόμεν Πηλῆϊ ἄνακτι
θνητῷ, ὑμεῖς δ’ ἐστὸν ἀγήρω τ’ ἀθανάτω τε;
ἦ ἵνα δυστήνοισι μετ’ ἀνδράσιν ἄλγε’ ἔχητον;
Il. 17.441–445

As he watched the mourning horses the son of Kronos pitied them
and stirred his head and spoke to his own spirit: “Poor wretches,
why then did we ever give you to the lord Peleus,
a mortal man, and you yourselves are immortal and ageless?
Only so that among unhappy men you also might be grieved?”
Trans. R. Lattimore

Where the true mourners are assimilated with the monument itself, Zeus, as
an onlooker not directly affected by Patroclus’ death, feels pity instead.31 The
language Zeus uses to describe his pity attends precisely to the tensions we find
in inscribed funerary epigram, suggesting that the metaphoric comparison of
the horses to a stele focalizes Zeus’ own experience as viewer. The epigrams
of Smikuthos and Kleoitos generate pity by asking the viewer to attend to the
gap between the material presence of the stele above and the absence of the
deceased in the lives of those who erected the monument. In the same way,
Zeus explains that his pity arises from the tension he observes between the
horses’ immortality and their experience of grief—an emotional experience
normally reserved for mortals. That the horses appear stele-like in this moment
suggests that it is precisely this tragic tension between the existence of the
stone monument as a permanent, immortal, and unfeeling object, outside of
the realm of human experience, and its status as a social agent endowed with
human emotion that engenders pity in the viewer. It is this tension that is built
into the Ambracian poem at the level of genre.

31

A similar episode occurs at Il. 16.1–5, where the weeping Patroclus is described as looking
like water streaming over rock—a sight that inspires pity in Achilles. See Christian 2015:
145–146.
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Movement and Agency
What is the status of a monument that mourns? It is certainly not identical to
that of a human mourner, and my claim is not that the monument has somehow come to life or taken on human agency. Rather, the mourning monument
draws us into an intersubjective, empathetic relationship with what makes it
nonhuman: its stone materiality, its durability, its monumentality, its embeddedness in its surrounding landscape. In so doing it puts into question a strict
binary between human and thing, exposing mourning as a state that affects
both.32 When after the initial cry grief reappears in the poem, in line 6, it is
as something that “blossoms,” overtaking the beautiful fatherland of the men
who died as if growing from the earth. Like the description of Achilles’ horses as
inert yet stained with their own tears, this image of mourning as emerging from
the inanimate of its own accord compels us to look for grief not only in the metrical structure of the poem but in the very materiality of the monument. The
result is a tension between the monument’s materiality and its animation that
amplifies the same tension inherent in the structure of elegy through which it
expresses its grief.
The strategies a monument could employ to suggest an interplay between
its inscribed epigram and its materiality are perhaps more obvious in the case
of those that were decorated with figurative elements. The viewer of the monument of Smikuthos, for instance, encounters an epigram inscribed in five
lines of clear, carefully carved letters on a base that supported a marble stele
(see fig. 10.3). As we read each line downwards, our eyes move from the stele
above—now lost but likely painted or carved with a vivid, life-size image of a
young man like Smikuthos himself—towards the ground where his dead body
lies. In the process, we move from our own emotional reaction to what we see
in the first line (“I feel pity as I look at …”) towards the loss that haunts the
bereaved family. The very generic structure of the elegiac couplet here helps
integrate the work of the epigram into a more holistic visual and emotional
experience from which it cannot be separated.
Instead of figurative imagery, the Ambracian monument uses the configuration of its stones and of the poem across its face to activate the structure

32

Compare Jane Bennett’s observations that material things are not static and immobile in
binary opposition to humans, but rather their “rate of speed and pace of change are slow
compared to the duration and velocity of the human bodies participating in and perceiving them. ‘Objects’ appear as such because their becoming proceeds at a speed or a level
below the threshold of human discernment” (Bennett 2010: 58). We might say that genre
makes the “becoming” of the monument discernable as such.
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of elegy. The integral role of the monument’s material presence is established
through its ability to control readers’ movements, with the layout of the inscription requiring a reader to walk a distance of almost 30 m, crisscrossing the
monument’s façade twice.33 Those who see the inscription as a record of a performance interpret this choreographed path as recreating, either symbolically
or literally, the funeral procession that might have accompanied the poem’s
original performance, before it was inscribed. Yet rather than remove us to
an imagined earlier performance, our encounter with a mourning monument
compels us to directly confront the built structure before us, from which the
voice emerges. As we finish reading, we are left standing almost directly in the
center of the monument, surrounded by it on either side, our bodies aligned
with the stele above.
This act of walking makes us acutely aware of its sheer physicality and draws
our eyes towards details of its visual configuration.34 But it might do much
more than that. For in retracing our steps and submitting the animation of
our own bodies to the control of the monument, we reciprocate and amplify
the animate presence of the first-person voice in a way that coincides with
attitudes towards the agency and vitality of nonhuman matter as expressed
in early Greek literature, such as the passage of the Iliad discussed above, as
well as in pre-Socratic philosophy and scientific writing.35 Thales’ understanding of magnets, as recorded by Aristotle, provides a way of thinking about
this relationship between motion and agency: “Thales, too, seems, from what
they record, to have supposed that the soul was something motive, since he
said that the stone [i.e., the magnet] has a soul because it moves iron” (trans.
Collins).36 If a stone appears to have a soul when it causes something else
to move, animation is not an inherent property of stone, but a quality that
33
34

35

36

Day 2019: 241–242.
This emphasis on the material structure of the monument is made explicit in some
inscribed epigrams, such as that of another large-scale archaic funerary monument, the
tomb of Menekrates, perhaps dating as early as the late seventh century, on Corfu, another
Corinthian colony (CEG 143). The circular tomb was ringed around its circumference
with six lines of hexameter that describe how it was constructed through the grief of the
deceased’s family and community, linking the materiality of the monument and the grief
that occasioned it for the viewer who walked around it to read the poem. See Bousquet
1992: 605; Bowie 2010: 310.
See, for instance, Alex Purves’ account of “the lively and permeable boundary between
human and nonhuman in early Greek epic, one that suggests that objects can have their
own life form, their own energy, vitality, and even creativity” (Purves 2015: 75).
ἔοικε δὲ καὶ Θαλῆς ἐξ ὧν ἀπομνημονεύουσι κινητικόν τι τὴν ψυχὴν ὑπολαβεῖν, εἴπερ τὸν λίθον
ἔφη ψυχὴν ἔχειν, ὅτι τὸν σίδηρον κινεῖ. (11 A 22 D–K = Arist. De an. 405a19–21). See Collins
2003: 37–38.
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emerges as a function of the presence of the thing moved. By recognizing that a
stone monument has caused our bodies to move, we not only recognize its animate potential, but the materiality of our own bodies. Inherent in the fabric of
the monument yet only perceived through the embodied act of reading, genre
provides a mechanism for awakening what Thales might call the monument’s
soul.37
Acknowledging the authority of the monument encourages us to see the
same tension between animation and immobility—itself an elaboration of
the disjunction between presence and absence we first saw in the structure
of the elegiac couplet—in the configuration of the inscription. The text we
read, carved in unusually careful stoichedon, forms a visually consistent pattern aligned with the size and orientation of the horizontal blocks that make
up the monument.38 As we move across its front, abstract letterforms transform
into a unified poem, bringing forth the animate first-person voice.
But just as it gives structure to the content of the poem, genre reconfigures this regulated appearance. Tricola have been carved between the hexameter and pentameter lines, in the gap between the regularly spaced letters. These give visual and material presence to the tension between presence
and absence—and the grief caused by that tension—that is embedded in the
poem’s very genre.39 We can see in the break between the third and fourth couplets, for instance, how a tricolon marks a gap between the visually similar
words τότε, the temporal adverb meaning “then,” pointing in the pentameter
to mourning in the past at the end of the third couplet, and τόδε, a deictic
adjective meaning “these two” which opens the following couplet by pointing to two deceased men (fig. 10.5). As we read the poem, the tricolon breaks
up the text at metrical, semantic, and visual levels, giving material weight to
the disjunctive effects of the poem by making them visible on the surface of
the stone itself. The mourning voice and its disjunctive effects only emerge
by upsetting the regularity and solidity of the poem as a visual feature of the
monument.
This tension between the visual unity of the text and its fragmentation
through genre is amplified by the configuration of the thick molding carved in a

37

38
39

Considering the wall-like qualities of the monument as discussed below, we might compare Thales’ account of the stone’s soul with the description of Ajax in the D scholion on
the Iliad (Schol. D. Il. 6.5) as an “ensouled wall” (ἔμψυχον τεῖχος). See Purves 2015: 75.
On the high quality of the carving see Bousquet 1992: 597–599, 604.
Tricola are lacking after lines 8 and 9—one of the features that has led Randone (2013:
45) to argue that the final couplet is inscribed by a different hand and is possibly a later
addition to the monument.
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figure 10.5

Detail of inscription of Ambracian polyandrion. Ephorate of Antiquities of
Arta
Photo: author. Copyright © Hellenic Ministry of Culture and
Sports

deep, convex torus around the edges of the monument.40 The gap between the
strict right angle of the crepidoma’s edge and the rounded curve of the molding
running above it creates a line of shadow that makes the bulk of the monument
appear to sit on top of—rather than extend out of—its base. It is this structure,
encased by the molding, that in turn supports the uppermost course of stones
on which the inscription is carved.
Even though the monument follows the cuboid structure of its base, the
molding gives it a shape and form of its own. Running both up and down,
from both left and right, the molding follows the orientation and regularity
of the inscribed letters and the viewer’s movement across the façade. Particularly unusual is the upright orientation of the molding at the outer edges,
where vertical stretches join the lateral ones to complete a rectangle across the
front surface, surrounding the recessed inner face (see fig. 10.2). This formation
enables viewers to follow the molding not only horizontally but, at the edges of
the monument, vertically as they move their eyes downwards and backwards
according to the boustrophedon layout of the inscription.

40

On the molding see Andreou 1986: 426.
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Complex planning was required to give the appearance of a unified rectangle across the monument’s face. The horizontal sections at the bottom and
top constitute a discrete course of stones, with their outer edges above and
below corresponding with the edges of the blocks from which they are formed.
In contrast, the vertical sections of the molding emerge from the corners of
the blocks at the ends of the second, third, and fourth courses. In this sense,
their orientation works against that of the horizontal ashlar blocks of the
monument—a virtuoso display of craftsmanship that would have wasted a significant amount of stone. The interplay of the molding with the flat surface it
encompasses continues around the sides, so that vertical sections of the molding trace three-quarters of a cylinder that joins two perpendicular faces. The
four extremities of the façade mark where not two but three stretches of molding converge from different angles, creating something like an exoskeleton—an
autonomous plastic form that contrasts with the flat, horizontal blocks from
which it is, in fact, materially formed.
The patterning is deceptively simple, but the effect depends on strategies
of negotiating the relationships between parts and the whole that are hallmarks of archaic sculptural practice—what Richard Neer has called “joining.”41
In archaic sculpture, for Neer, representations of physical bodies and visual
images emerge by integrating and synthesizing discrete sculptural flourishes
through practices of carving and viewing. So, for instance, a sculpture might
be articulated with individual anatomical elements—a pair of eyes, a nose, a
chin, and so forth—which come together to form a representation of a human
face only through the eyes of a viewer. A viewer who visualizes the molding
of the Ambracian monument as a continuous entity, surrounding and moving
across the surfaces of the monument, must synthesize distinct stone blocks in
a similar fashion.42
The viewer’s experience of negotiating between how the molding is visualized (as something independent of the interior of the monument) and how
it has been constructed (as configured from the monument’s blocks) can be
understood as operating according to the same disjunctive structure as the
poem. Reading the inscription requires us to disrupt the regular stoichedon pat-

41
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Neer 2010: 40–46.
To adopt the theoretical language of Whitney Davis’ recent work on visuality (2017), we
might say that a viewer will pictorialize the monument—that is, understand its visual
coherence as an intended aspect of its configuration—only from particular standpoints
in time and space. Because these standpoints constantly shift as the viewer reads the epigram and moves across the monument’s façade, any visualization of the monument is
inevitably unstable and its appearance is continuously renegotiated.
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terning of the text according to the inherent tension of elegy. Simultaneously,
following the molding with our eyes compels us to reconfigure the monument
itself according to new structures, joining some blocks together to follow its
winding form while breaking up others into discrete elements of flat surface
and molding. The transformation of distinct blocks into composite forms offers
the possibility of opening up new realities, of encountering something that
is not actually there, as in the hexameter lines. But seeing only the blocks of
stone in themselves means seeing what is here and now, as in the pentameter
lines, and so acknowledging the form traced by the molding as marking out an
absence as much as a presence. The carving of the monument and the articulation of its molding, in other words, not only provides a visual formalization of
our own movements, changing directions with us as we transform stone blocks
into a mourning voice, but gives material substance to the mourning voice we
encounter in the poem.

A City That Mourns
The interpretation of the monument so far presented indicates that it was configured in every aspect for a viewer who was not already a mourner—a viewer
who perhaps had no prior knowledge of the slaughter commemorated by the
monument. As we have seen, the couplets of the poem create a gradual buildup of intensity for the viewer who reads them and moves across the façade, culminating in the strong political overtones in the final couplet, where the viewer
is addressed in the plural as “citizens” and asked to know the deceased directly.
If the initial lines invite us to confront the disjunctive structure of mourning
from an outsider’s perspective, by the time we reach this final couplet we are
asked to experience them as if we are ourselves, in a sense, bereaved.43 A private grief, such as the one expressed on the monument of Smikuthos, generates
pity. But the Ambracian monument instantiates a public loss, its anonymous
first-person voice not that of a bereaved parent suffering an individual tragedy,
but that of a monument that forms part of the built landscape of the city we
ourselves inhabit.44 The passerby who reads the monument moves from an

43

44

Even if Randone 2013 is right to argue that this couplet is by a different hand than the first
four, it is close enough not only in its overall appearance but also in its disjunctive structure that any reader would have experienced it as continuing and amplifying the effects
of the first four couplets. For an argument that the five couplets form a unified structure,
see Faraone 2008: 133–136.
On public elegiac epigram see Aloni 2009: 181–182.
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encounter with a mourning voice to a submission to that voice’s—and so the
city’s—physical, emotional, and social control. The eventual transformation of
our emotional engagement from pity into mourning is the same process as our
transformation from stranger into citizen.45
In its presentation of an individual mourning voice as assimilating its grief
into the broader civic community, the Ambracian poem is similar to other
archaic elegiac poems that attempt to reconcile the concerns of the city with
the mutability of the fate of the individual.46 The speaker of Archilochus fragment 13, for instance, explains to his fellow symposiasts the difficulty of engaging in civic affairs or festivities when we are afflicted by grief.47 The pain of grief
is difficult to put aside, as he says:
… ἀλλὰ θεοὶ γὰρ ἀνηκέστοισι κακοῖσιν,
ὦ φίλ’, ἐπὶ κρατερὴν τλημοσύνην ἔθεσαν
φάρμακον.
Archil. fr. 13 W, 5–7

… but the gods, over our incurable misfortunes,
my friend, have set up strong endurance
—a magical antidote.
Grief does not go away—its effects are literally without cure. And yet the gods
temporarily mask this sorrow by placing a sort of protective shell over it that
works through its strength, its endurance, and its magical properties.48 The
materiality of the cover is underscored by the use of the verb ἐπιτίθημι (“to
place on top”), a verb commonly used in funerary epigrams—as, for instance,
in Anaxilas’ epigram discussed earlier—to describe how the visible monument
has been placed over the corpse.49 Where in the sympotic context Archilochus
can use this cover to put aside mourning and take up festivities, the stone monument works from the other end, pockmarking its smooth, solid surface with
traces of mourning. Elegiac poetry, in both the sympotic and the cemetery con-

45
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We find a similar transformation from pity to mourning in the epigram on the base of an
archaic funerary monument from Attica inscribed for Tetichos (CEG 13).
For comparison of the language of the poem with elegy from other contexts see Cassio
1994; Faraone 2008: 135; Bowie 2010: 322, 356.
See Steiner 2012a.
See Steiner 2012a: 34.
For this use of ἐπιτίθημι, see also CEG 32, CEG 35, CEG 53, CEG 138, and CEG 169.
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text, works to make individual grief resonate more broadly by giving mourning a structure that can unite singer and audience and integrate grief into civic
culture as a shared experience.
Only when we consider the Ambracian monument as a function of that
civic culture can we evaluate the impact of its politicization of mourning. The
monument forms part of the city’s largest cemetery, located along the most
important road between the port and the city.50 This road was monumental
in scale, ranging from 10m to 12m in width and paved in part with large stone
slabs. Excavations of sections of this road have revealed three-sided funerary
enclosures ranging in date from the archaic to the end of the Roman period, a
number of them likewise fronted with impressive built walls marked with stelai
and rivaling the polyandrion in size and scale.
Apart from its inscription, what distinguishes the polyandrion from other
funerary enclosures is the fact that it is a cenotaph for a group of men not linked
by family ties, but by their sacrifice for their city. Where the other funeral plots
contain numerous inhumations and vessels for cremated remains, the polyandrion, according to its excavators, contained no burials contemporary with its
construction.51 The walls, in this sense, are not functional, and do not create an
interior space—indeed, in contrast to the smooth outer surface of the stones,
on their inside faces they are left roughly carved and unfinished. Instead, they
are closer to the defensive walls built around the city of Ambracia itself in the
archaic period, constructed from blocks that are likewise commonly dressed
on the outside but not on the inside, and filled with rubble—walls made to
appear as solid when they are not.52 The monument is built, in other words,
as an empty shell, something whose meaning is contained neither only in its
visible appearance nor in what it contains inside, but instead in the dialectic
interactions between finished exterior and empty interior—between what we
can point to and what is held back.53
At the level of civic performance, close parallels between how the materiality of the monument enacts the rhetorical effects of its inscribed poem can
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For the location of the monument within the city and cemetery, see Angeli 2013.
The excavations have not been fully published and unfortunately it is impossible to know
at the moment which, if any, monuments predate or were contemporary with the polyandrion. See Angeli 2013 for an overview.
On the fortification walls of Ambracia, see Angeli 2013: 179–180.
Compare the role of the Achaean wall in Homer’s Iliad which, as James Porter (2011)
and Karen Bassi (2016: 40–63) have separately argued, moves between fact and fiction,
between the visible and the invisible, to construct a layered epic past through the material present.
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be found in choral poetry.54 In a fragment of Pindar (fr. 194.1–3 Maehler), for
instance, the chorus describes itself as stamping out a foundation for its songs
and exhorting itself to “build a wall (τειχίζωμεν) that serves as an adornment
(κόσμος) giving voice to words.” In his discussion of choreia and the language
of craft, Timothy Power highlights how in this passage “the chorus is notionally
constructing itself through its very performance as an intricately crafted thing
of beauty … that yet has voice.”55 Like the mourning voice embedded in the
Ambracian monument, the chorus conceives of itself as something between
human and nonhuman, something that combines the solidity and materiality
of a built structure with the animation of a human being. The material foundations of the chorus’ performance not only ensure its continued presence, but,
as Power argues, articulate the political character of choreia, which emerges
as a foundational act that allows the city to take form. Embedding its speaking
voice not simply in a crafted chorus but in an actual material construction—an
elaborate walled adornment to the city—only enhances the Ambracian poem’s
ability to unite its citizens in a common emotional experience.
As Power and others have shown in recent years, choreia often draws explicitly on the language of craft to achieve this sense of civic unity.56 Such imagery
serves to heighten the visual and emotional effects of performance by giving
a formalized structure to the relationship between audience members and
choreuts. The stone Ambracian monument works in similar terms, drawing
us towards it through its ability to speak and make us move. So, for instance,
the monument’s ability to open up new forms of visual experience through its
first-person voice and its use of deictic gestures is analogous to how AnastasiaErasmia Peponi has described Alcman’s first Partheneion, where deixis and
movement likewise take hold of and extend the audience’s gaze from what
is materially present into a realm of psychic imagination.57 As in the Ambracian poem, where each surviving couplet presents a new pair of men, the
Partheneion introduces young girls sequentially, pointing to them with demonstratives and deictics and asking the audience to visualize them through color54
55
56

57

Steiner forthcoming likewise explores the relationship between the monument and choral
performance.
Power 2011: 96.
Peponi 2009; Power 2011; Kurke 2012, 2013a; Neer and Kurke 2014; Steiner 2014a: 31–33,
forthcoming; Weiss 2016. In particular, the notion of “joining” outlined above in terms of
the monument’s construction finds close parallels in Kurke’s exploration of the relationship between craft and choreia (Kurke 2012: 230, 2013a: 156–157). More generally on the
relationship between aesthetics and the architecture of both built monuments and poetry
in ancient Greece, see Porter 2010: 453–523.
Peponi 2004, 2015.
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ful metaphors and imagery. Where these effects serve to transform the visual
experience of the dancers who are present into something visionary and
dream-like, in the Ambracian monument, as we have seen, such possibilities
are undercut almost as soon as they are presented through the structure of
elegy. Nonetheless, the comparison highlights the rhetorical effectiveness of
the Ambracian monument’s voice as constructing the monument itself as a
vibrant material presence with which we can empathetically engage.
The Ambracian monument’s control of the viewer’s body is suggestive of the
effects of chorality that make use of physical attraction and kinesthetic movement to create bonds between audience and performers. In a recent discussion
of choral mimesis, Leslie Kurke points to a passage in Plato’s Ion (533d–536d)
where Socrates makes the analogy between the individual involved in a poetic
performance and an iron ring in a chain attracted to a magnetic stone.58 The
magnetic stone in this metaphor is the divine source—the Muse—that does
not simply inspire but kinesthetically attracts the poet. This attraction initiates a literal chain reaction of rings physically linked to one another and drawn
together through the magnetic force imparted from one to the next. If, following Thales, the physical pull of the stone monument that makes us move is
similar to that of a magnetic stone that moves iron, we can see how our movements as we read the inscription draw on the same structures of agency and
efficacy as choral performance.
For Kurke, this understanding of choreia as operating according to the logic
of magnetic attraction speaks to its ability to generate an “intersubjective
fusion and merging of chorus and audience.”59 In her account, “[i]nsofar as
the chorus serves to represent and draw in the whole community, its bodying forth of magical unity animated by a higher power is closely linked to
moral effects: the affirmation of proper communal (civic) order as part of a
proper, hierarchized cosmic order.”60 In the context of choreia, as in the context of inscribed monuments dedicated to deities, such “intersubjective fusion”
between the chorus and its material environment serves as a mechanism to
connect its members with the divine.61 But the goal of the Ambracian monument is to link us with the men whose slaughter it commemorates—a connection that can never be fully achieved. In the Ion, Socrates describes how
each element—whether poet, audience member or choreut—is “possessed” or
“held” (κατέχεται) by the next in the magnetic chain. In the Ambracian poem,
58
59
60
61

Kurke 2013a: 151–152.
Kurke 2012: 231.
Kurke 2012: 231.
On the ability of inscribed epigrams to connect a reader with a named deity, see Day 2010.
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in contrast, the same verb (κατέχΕ) is used to describe how the dead, even as
they are pointed to, are held back from us in Hades.62 Even as it draws on aesthetic devices also found in choral performance, the disjunctive structure at
the heart of the Ambracian monument complicates any sense of assimilation.
Thinking through choreia allows us to appreciate how the monument questions a binary between human and nonhuman not just by asserting its own
agency, but by compelling the reader to confront their own materiality. In reading the poem we adopt the same disjunctive structure that configures the entire
monument, from the shape of its stones to the genre of its inscribed poem.
Our mourning makes us stone-like agents whose devotion to the deceased
constricts our bodily independence. Yet the more we adopt the structure of
the mourning monument, the more deeply we internalize its inherently broken relationship with the deceased. For the mourner—whether made of stone
or of flesh and bones—a sense of emotional and even visual proximity never
transforms into a true connection, and the sense of fusion is always painfully
incomplete.
Such comparisons with choreia do not necessarily suggest that the configuration of the monument mimics the effects of a choral performance that took
place at a prior funeral. Instead, I offer them in order to show how the monument’s very materiality is able to align the social value of carved and inscribed
stone with that of other poetic practices. The aesthetic effects of the monument, in this sense, are like those of a choral performance not because one
records or imitates the other, but because both are shaped according to a shared
basic structure—a structure rooted in genre as a stable feature of the poem,
whether it is experienced as carved or sung.63 Yet even if the genre is shared
between the different contexts, the monument, as a built material presence,
amplifies the structure of elegy on its own terms, giving architectural form to
the poetic language of mourning. In so doing, it presents not only Ambracia’s
citizens—including those of us who read the poem—but the very material fabric of the city as shaped by the structure of elegy.

62

63

These uses of the verb κατέχω find close parallels in curse inscriptions of the Classical
period, where those writing a curse ask Hermes or Persephone to “hold back” (κατέχε)
the target of their curse (see Eidinow 2007: 147). Although emerging in a very different
context, the shared use of the verb is suggestive of the animate potentiality of the material object, whether curse tablet or cenotaph, in generating intersubjective connections
between individuals in ways that parallel those achieved in choral performance.
See also Sarah Olsen’s contribution to this volume, which draws on the concept of genre
as a form of embodied cultural knowledge to examine it as a stable feature across different
performance contexts.
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Conclusion
When we examine the poem inscribed on the Ambracian polyandrion in isolation, apart from the medium through which it was experienced, it is easy
to understand the relationship between its genre and its content as primarily taxonomic: elegy is the genre of lamentation. In contrast, I hope to have
shown that genre only becomes visible—only matters—in the context of an
encounter with the inscribed monument as a material object, one that asserts
itself as a mourner in the first person. The structure of the elegiac couplet, I
have argued, does not communicate lamentation so much as it provides a formalization of mourning that is simultaneously enacted at multiple levels in the
configuration of the poem and the monument as a whole.
Understood this way, the choice to inscribe a massive civic cenotaph with a
poem in elegiac couplets is significant not because elegy is generically associated with funerary ritual, but because the metrical structure of the couplet—its
most basic generic feature—is what enables a community of individuals to
experience these deaths on an empathetic level as fellow citizens. It is only as
we read the text, as we reorient our movement, as we perceive the tricola that
create fissures in the regular pattern of the text, as we mark out the disjunctive structure and content of the couplets on the surface, as we understand
that the carefully carved façade we see has no interior, that the dead that we
are commanded to know remain forever out of reach—it is only through this
process that we come to terms with the monument, and it is only through this
encounter that the genre of the poem gains any real meaning.

chapter 11

Pindar, Paean 6: Genre as Embodied Cultural
Knowledge
Sarah Olsen*

By linking genre with occasion, scholars of Greek song invigorated the study of
performance, ritual, and society in archaic and classical Greece. Recent attention to the reperformance of choral song has not diminished the importance
of original performance context. Rather, studies of reperformance have consistently uncovered additional layers of meaning within individual songs, highlighting how the force of a song, a myth, or an image may shift in relation to
different audiences and places of performance.1 In this chapter, however, I want
to focus on what remains the same. How does an archaic choral song retain its
fundamental generic quality across multiple occasions for performance? How
might we preserve the insights gained from the “performance context” model
of Greek song genre while also acknowledging the richness and complexity of
reperformance? I will argue that understanding genre as a form of “embodied
cultural knowledge” can explain how an archaic Greek choral song can be both
an artifact of a specific performance occasion and a flexible expressive mode,
adaptable to multiple situations and singers.
I owe the concept of “embodied cultural knowledge” to dance theorist
Deirdre Sklar, whose observations I will discuss at greater length below. In
essence, this phrase refers to the somatic and sensory experiences that an individual accrues in the course of living and moving within a particular society—
the ways in which one’s body both participates in and resists the process of
acculturation.2 Given that the embodied presence and experience of both performers and audience members are a crucial element of Greek choral song as
* I am grateful to the editors of this volume, Meg Foster, Leslie Kurke, and Naomi Weiss, for their
expert guidance and feedback in the preparation of this paper, and to all the participants in
the 2015 conference on lyric genre at UC Berkeley, whose lively papers and stimulating questions have informed this work. Special thanks to Erin Lam for her insightful comments on an
early draft of the project.
1 On performance context, occasion, and Greek song genre, see Bowie 1986; Nagy 1994–1995. On
the reperformance of archaic choral song (especially Pindar) see, e.g., Currie 2004; Hubbard
2004; Kurke 2005; Morrison 2007, 2012; Athanassaki 2012.
2 Sklar 2008.
© sarah olsen, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004412590_013
This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 License.
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an “occasional” phenomenon, I thus propose that genre was a form of embodied cultural knowledge for ancient Greeks. A married woman might remember
what it felt like to perform as a young girl in a maiden chorus—nimble, active,
perhaps filled with the simultaneous anticipation and anxiety of a particular performance and the major life transition it would facilitate. A frequent
festival attendee could access the kinesthetic sensation—wearied limbs, the
particular tilt of the climbing body—of approaching the steep shrine at Delphi.
Terms like partheneion, prosodion, and paean—or related words and patterns
of imagery—translate those visceral experiences into a common descriptive
language. By the same token, an audience listening to the reperformance of a
specific song-genre, even in a different setting and under different formal conditions, may be prompted to engage in sensorial memory of that genre as it
would have originally been performed.
In this paper, I will focus on the paean, a notoriously difficult genre to define.
Paeans have confounded categorization within the occasional model because
of their apparent diversity and flexibility: while they were often performed by a
chorus as part of religious festival, we also find evidence for paeans performed
at symposia and in military contexts.3 In addition, a choral paean could be
reperformed solo at a symposium, accomplishing the kind of shift in context
and formal performance conditions that I am interested in exploring here.4
I will take Pindar’s Paean 6 as my case study, though I intend my observations and claims to extend to Greek choral song in a broader sense as well. For
that reason, I will begin by sketching out some salient features of choreia in
general and Delphic paean specifically, drawing on the performance paradigm
offered by the Homeric Hymn to Apollo. The Hymn offers one mythic account
of the original paean performance at Delphi and demonstrates that choreia, as
3 For a thorough overview of the various performance contexts attested for the paean, see
Rutherford 2001: 3–136.
4 On the reperformance of paeans, see Rutherford 2001: 176, who posits three potential reperformance scenarios for Pindar’s paeans: 1. repeated (presumably choral) performance in the
same cult context as the original performance; 2. choral reperformance elsewhere; 3. performance at symposia (Rutherford gives as an example the performances of Simonides’ mele
referenced in Ar. Nub. 1355–1358, on which see also Nagy 1990: 107–108). On paeans at symposia more generally, Rutherford stresses the flexibility of the genre and suggests that a
“symposium-paean” should not be considered categorically different from other forms, and
that one kind (e.g., an apotropaic paean for Poseidon) could be reperformed at a symposium
(2001: 50–52). On the likely absence of dance when a choral paean is reperformed at symposia, see Rutherford 2001: 18. Athenian familiarity with Pindar’s paeans is supported by the
apparent intertextual relationship between Paean 9 and the parodos to Antigone, as discussed
by Rutherford 2001: 199–200 and Budelmann 2013: 84. Sympotic reperformance would be the
most likely scenario for preserving and disseminating that knowledge.
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an expressive and embodied ritual mode, creates a delicate balance between
divine authority and the flexibility of individual experience. This is consistent
with Sklar’s conceptualization of embodied cultural knowledge, and at the end
of my discussion of the Homeric Hymn, I will reflect further on the ramifications of her model for our understanding of Greek performance in general. I
will then turn to Paean 6, first outlining the various possibilities for the performance and reperformance of this song and then zooming in on sympotic
performance in particular, in order to illuminate how Paean 6 preserves and
engages embodied choral experience even when reperformed in a sympotic
setting. I will ultimately argue that Pindar uses the imagery of embodiment to
allude to the invention of the paean itself, thereby reinstantiating the genre
at each occasion of performance and drawing upon the audience’s embodied
knowledge in order to create generic continuity across differing performance
contexts.

Embodying the Divine: Paeanic Choreia at Delphi in the Homeric
Hymn to Apollo
The dynamics of embodiment at work in paeanic choreia in Paean 6 are largely
consistent with the elements of choral performance as depicted elsewhere in
early Greek literature, but one parallel is particularly illuminating: the representation of paeanic procession in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo.5 The final part
of the Hymn to Apollo chronicles the god’s arrival at Delphi and installation
of a crew of Cretan sailors as his priests. This portion of the hymn also offers
one account of the very first performance of paeans at Delphi, and as such,
provides an illuminating intertext for Pindar’s paean. In particular, the Hymn
to Apollo emphasizes the god’s power over the bodies of his followers, a potent
vision of divine authority. At the same time, the Hymn stresses the preservation
of individual autonomy and local ties within the larger confines of the chorus.
It thereby sets out a reassuring ritual model for the performance of paeans at
Delphi.
On one level, Apollo’s treatment of the Cretan sailors in the Homeric Hymn
is brutal. By steering them to Krisa, a port town close to Delphi, the god rup5 On the conceptualization of choreia in archaic and classical Greece, especially as a ritual and
social institution, see Stehle 1997: 17–25; Kowalzig 2007b: 43–55; Kurke 2013a; Peponi 2013a. I
understand the Homeric Hymn to Apollo as a paradigm of performance likely to be familiar to
a range of audiences in the late archaic and classical periods (on the Hymn as a performance
paradigm, see especially Lonsdale 1995).
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tures the men’s ties to their homes and families. When the leader of the men
addresses Apollo, he stresses their own lack of will. He claims, “we came here,
not at all willingly” (κατήλθομεν οὔ τι ἑκόντες, 471), and concludes “but someone of the immortals led us here, though we did not will it” (ἀλλά τις ἀθανάτων
δεῦρ’ ἤγαγεν οὐκ ἐθέλοντας, 473).6 The poem thus emphasizes the triumph of
divine will over human intention, reminding its audience that men have no
power to alter the plans of the gods. The Cretan leader also mentions his men’s
original plans, further highlighting Apollo’s disruption of their lives. The man
says, “for we were sailing the great sea, with another intention in mind, / to
[go to] Pylos from Crete, where we claim our family (genos) is from” (ἄλλῃ γὰρ
φρονέοντες ἐπεπλέομεν μέγα λαῖτμα / εἰς Πύλον ἐκ Κρήτης, ἔνθεν γένος εὐχόμεθ’
εἶναι, 469–470). Even as he states their intended goal, the leader simultaneously emphasizes his men’s origins. He reminds the god and the audience that
they are from Crete (ἐκ Κρήτης), tied to the island by familial origin (ἔνθεν γένος
εὐχόμεθ’ εἶναι). Furthermore, in identifying their destination by name (Pylos),
he contrasts it with their actual location (Krisa), a place unknown to them
and unnamed. Apollo has interrupted a journey from familiar and familial territory to a known destination. His transportation of the Cretans to a place
unknown and insignificant to them represents an ultimately permanent break
from their local and personal priorities. It is no surprise, then, that the leader
of the men interrogates Apollo, asking, “what people, what land is this? Which
mortal men dwell here?” (τίς δῆμος; τίς γαῖα; τίνες βροτοὶ ἐγγεγάασιν; 468). The
Cretans are disoriented, having arrived in an unfamiliar place. They have lost
their bearings and must ask Apollo for even the most basic information about
Krisa.
Apollo then informs the men that their affiliation with Knossos has ended,
that their homes and wives are now lost to them:
ξεῖνοι, τοὶ Κνωσὸν πολυδένδρεον ἀμφινέμεσθε
τὸ πρίν, ἀτὰρ νῦν οὐκ ἔθ’ ὑπότροποι αὖθις ἔσεσθε
ἔς τε πόλιν ἐρατὴν καὶ δώματα καλὰ ἕκαστος
ἔς τε φίλας ἀλόχους.
Strangers, you inhabited Knossos, thick with trees,
previously, but now you will not return again

6 Translations, where not otherwise indicated, are my own. I have used Allen’s (1912) text of the
Homeric Hymn to Apollo.
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to the lovely city, and each to your fine halls
and dear wives.
475–478

The god acknowledges the men’s affection for their homeland, remarking on
the landscape (πολυδένδρεον, “thick with trees”) of Knossos and referring to
their “lovely city” (πόλιν ἐρατήν), “fine homes” (δώματα καλά) and “dear wives”
(φίλας ἀλόχους). Yet even as he reminds the audience of the Cretans’ connection to their homeland, he permanently severs those very ties. He emphasizes
that their habitation of Knossos was “previous” (τὸ πρίν), and that “they will not
now return again” (ἀτὰρ νῦν οὐκ ἔθ’ ὑπότροποι αὖθις ἔσεσθε) to all those wonderful things.
If lines 388–485 were all that remained of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, Delphi might seem a rather forbidding place. In this episode, Apollo presents himself as a god ready to disrupt local and personal ties and prevent his followers
from returning home again. The foundation myth itself—Apollo’s claim to Delphi and his importation of the Cretan sailors—is relentlessly focused on the
needs of the god and his panhellenic shrine. How can such a totalizing account
be reconciled with the likely realities of Apolline worship at Delphi? As Paean 6
itself demonstrates, Delphi would have had to accommodate worshippers from
a variety of geographic locations and subgroup affiliations, the vast majority of
whom would not, like the Cretan sailors in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, remain
permanently at Delphi as Apollo’s priests.7 Rather, they would hope and plan
to return home safely to their own towns or cities.
The representation of ritual procession in the Homeric Hymn ameliorates
the complete rupture of the local and the personal accomplished by Apollo’s
initial relocation of the Cretan sailors. The poem thus offers a model of such ritual that supports and maintains local and personal identity while still emphasizing the ultimate authority of the god.
After informing the men of their permanent resettlement, Apollo gives them
a set of specific instructions for prayer, sacrifice, feast, libations, and, finally,
a musical procession to Delphi itself (487–501). The Cretans follow Apollo’s
instructions. Yet, after the procession has taken place, the leader of the Cretans
again questions Apollo, emphasizing his local and personal affiliations just as
he did in his first address to the god, prior to participation in the ordained ritual
activities. In both speeches, the man is identified as the Κρητῶν ἀγός (“leader

7 On the likely original performance context of Paean 6, see Kurke 2005. On the performance
of paeans at Delphi in general, see Rutherford 2001: 24–29.
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of the Cretans,” 463 and 525). When the man first speaks, this label seems natural enough—he is the preeminent figure among a group of men originating
on the island of Crete. Yet by the time he speaks again, Apollo has informed the
men that they will never return to Knossos, effectively stripping them of their
local affiliations. The persistence of this marker of personal and local identity
(Κρητῶν ἀγός) suggests that the act of ritual procession has not, by itself, accomplished Apollo’s goals. The man continues to be the leader of the Cretans, not
yet a Delphic priest.
The poem also creates distinct spheres of leadership for both the Cretan man
and the god himself. The leader of the Cretans is persistently referred to as such
(Κρητῶν ἀγός), his position relative to his men and their local identity clear.
Yet while the noun ἀγός marks the man, Apollo is repeatedly characterized by
forms of the verb ἄγω. The Cretans acknowledge that the god “had led them
here” (δεῦρ’ ἤγαγεν, 473; also: ἤγαγες, 527). Similarly, Apollo takes up a position
of leadership in the procession:
…ἦρχε δ’ ἄρα σφιν ἄναξ Διὸς υἱὸς Ἀπόλλων
φόρμιγγ’ ἐν χείρεσσιν ἔχων ἐρατὸν κιθαρίζων
καλὰ καὶ ὕψι βιβάς· οἱ δὲ ῥήσσοντες ἕποντο
Κρῆτες πρὸς Πυθὼ καὶ ἰηπαιήον’ ἄειδον,
οἷοί τε Κρητῶν παιήονες οἷσί τε Μοῦσα
ἐν στήθεσσιν ἔθηκε θεὰ μελίγηρυν ἀοιδήν.
And the lord Apollo, the son of Zeus, began for them,
having in his hands a lovely lyre, strumming
well and stepping high. And the Cretans followed, stamping their feet,
toward Pytho and they were singing a paean,
and they were like paeans8 of the Cretans, even those for whom the
Muse,
the goddess, placed sweet song in their breasts.
514–519

While the verb ἄγω does not appear in this description, the word ἦρχε has a
similar force, as Apollo “begins,” or leads off, the procession.9 Apollo’s leadership, in this episode, is primarily spatial. In the form of a dolphin, he leads the

8 Or, “like the paean-singers”; see Rutherford 2001: 74; Richardson 2010: 148.
9 For ἐξάρχω and related verbal forms as terms for choral leadership, see Archil. fr. 120W, [Hes.]
Sc. 205–206; Homeric Hymn to Artemis 14–18; Pind. Nem. 2.25.
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men to Krisa. As a god, he leads them in musical procession to the sanctuary
itself. The Cretan leader, however, retains a kind of political leadership defined
by his relationship to his group.
As the passage above also indicates, the ritual accommodates specifically
Cretan modes of expression. The men sing paeans to Apollo in the mode typical of their homeland, expressing themselves as Cretans even as they process
to their new and permanent home (517–519). The paean itself thus represents
both the authority of the god and the preservation of local modes of expression
within a choral context. This is consistent with Catherine Bell’s conceptualization of “ritualization,” a framework for understanding choreia that has been
particularly fruitful in the study of archaic and classical Greek performance.10
Bell identifies two major dimensions of ritualization. The first, she argues, is
the “projection and embodiment of a structured environment,” accomplished
by “ritualized agents,” i.e., participants.11 These ritualized agents, however, “do
not see themselves as projecting schemes; they see themselves only as acting
in a socially instinctive response to how things are.”12 I would argue that the
procession to Delphi, both as depicted in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo and in
a more general conceptual sense, clearly and visibly embodies a specifically
structured worldview. The movement of a procession delineates a relationship between center and periphery, as the processional group moves from the
margins to the center, or, occasionally, vice-versa.13 The participants use their
own bodies and movements to display and enact a specific spatial relationship.
In the Homeric Hymn, the Cretan sailors’ organized movement towards Delphi emphasizes the site’s position as the omphalos, the center of the Greek
world. We will see that this spatial organization is highlighted in Paean 6 as well,
for that song opens by mentioning landmarks near the entrance of the shrine
(e.g., the “water by the bronze gates,” ὕδατι … ἐπὶ χαλκοπύλῳ, 7), but also twice
refers to Delphi as omphalos (χθονὸς ὀμφαλόν, 17; παρ’ ὀμφαλὸν εὐρύν, 120). In
the Hymn, Apollo’s position at the head of the procession symbolically asserts
his role as the agos, or leader. As Bell suggests, the Cretan men act in basically
socially instinctive ways—they obey Apollo’s commands, and, in a very prac-

10
11
12
13

On the utility of Bell’s model for the study of ancient Greek ritual practices, especially
choreia, see Kurke 2005; Kowalzig 2007b: 32–43; Mackil 2013: 152–156; Olsen 2015.
Bell 1992: 207.
Bell 1992: 208.
Procession from a polis to a rural shrine is an example of the latter: see de Polignac 1984,
esp. 101–108, for conceptual analysis of processional routes generally. For related readings
of poetic representations of processions, see Dougherty 1994; Connor 2000.
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tical sense, they follow him to Delphi because he is the only one who knows
where he is. But their actions project and embody a specific sense of social and
cosmic order.
Bell, however, also identifies a second key dimension of ritualization. She
contends that “a participant, as a ritualized agent and social body, naturally
brings to such activities a self-constituting history that is a patchwork of compliance, resistance, misunderstanding, and redemptive personal appropriation
of the hegemonic order.”14 She thus asserts that an individual’s experience as a
participant in a ritual practice is actually far more complicated than the apparent projection of a particular cosmic scheme. Bell makes the related observation that “ritualized practices, of necessity, require the external consent of participants while simultaneously tolerating a fair degree of internal resistance.”15
This second aspect of ritualization helps articulate how the model constructed
by the Homeric Hymn to Apollo is able to leave space for the personal and the
local even within the larger framework of divine, choral worship.
As we have seen, Apollo’s transformation of the Cretan sailors into Delphic priests is a powerful act of divine authority. By interrupting the men in
the midst of their journey, Apollo displaces their personal agency in favor of
a migration accompanied by significant political and religious symbolism. By
participating in a ritual that symbolically affirms Apollo’s leadership and the
centrality of Delphi, the Cretans do exactly what Bell suggests when she says
that “specific relations of domination and subordination are generated and
orchestrated by the participants themselves simply by participating.”16 But Bell
also remarks that ritual participants bring their own “self-constituting histories,” their own patterns of both “compliance and resistance,” to their ritualized
practice.17 This is what happens when the Cretan sailors incorporate their local
traditions into the processional celebrations (518–519). Even as the men symbolically affirm Delphi’s centrality and Apollo’s authority, they also maintain
certain elements of their local affiliations and identities. A striking moment of
temporal confusion in the narrative may even be read as part of this strategy.
On the one hand, Apollo has just established his shrine at Delphi, and so this
procession constitutes the first performance of a paean in honor of Apollo at
this site. Yet the Hymn also describes the processional song as “like the paeans
of the Cretans” (οἷοί τε Κρητῶν παιήονες, 518), implying preexisting paean traditions on Crete. Paeanic invention and innovation is thus ascribed to both the
14
15
16
17

Bell 1992: 208.
Bell 1992: 221.
Bell 1992: 208.
Bell 1992: 208.
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Cretans and Apollo, another way in which the Hymn presents choreia as a delicate balancing act, a ritual practice that symbolically affirms certain notions
of cosmic and social order while simultaneously maintaining “the autonomy
of individuals [and] subgroups.”18
Bell’s model of ritualization is consistent with Sklar’s understanding of
kinesthesia as embodied cultural knowledge. Specifically, Sklar explores how
embodied sensory perception figures into the experience of memory.19 She
suggests that our memories of embodied experiences—like dance or performance—are not pure or unmediated. Rather, different people “access memory via different sensory modalities,” and one can often access or experience
memory via one mode, but represent or describe it in another.20 For Sklar, the
distinction between an individual’s personal experience of embodied remembrance and the often-verbal representation thereof is crucial. The former is
generally more visceral and kinesthetic, whereas the latter is heavily conditioned by cultural hierarchies of sense perception—for example, in much of
western culture, an emphasis on the primacy of vision and visual metaphor.21
Sklar argues that kinesthesia, the sensation of one’s own bodily presence, tension, and movement, constitutes an important form of cultural knowledge.22
Significantly, she suggests that embodied recollection and perception constitute an intimate and individual kind of knowledge, forming experiences that
can both conform to and resist dominant ideological narratives.23
Sklar’s conception of embodied remembrance may be understood as one
form of the “self-constituting” personal history that a participant, in Bell’s

18
19

20

21

22
23

Bell 1992: 222.
E.g., Sklar recounts a teaching anecdote (meditative remembering of an incident related
to dance), which concludes with her asking students: “What was your dominant mode of
remembering? What sensory modality emerged to trigger memory? Sound, like music or
words in your mind’s ears? A visual image of a setting or of yourself moving? A kinesthetic
sensation of movement or of a particular dynamic of movement? And which sense was
easiest to fill out once you tried to retrieve the event in detail?” (2008: 86).
“Richard Bandler and John Grinder … have shown that different people access memory via
different sensory modalities. Further, the sensory mode by which an individual accesses a
memory is often different from the one in which he or she represents the memory” (Sklar
2008: 86).
Sklar specifically suggests kinesthesia “has been entirely omitted from the western sensorium” (2008: 87). For recent approaches to sense perception and hierarchies thereof in
the ancient world, see, e.g., Porter 2010; Peponi 2012; Butler and Purves 2013; Bradley 2014;
Squire 2015.
Sklar 2008.
See especially Sklar 2008: 91. On this point, see also Noland, who characterizes gesture as
a vital site for both the “embodiment” and “testing” of “cultural conditioning” (2009: 2).
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model, can bring to ritual observance. The Cretan men outwardly embody
the divine authority of Apollo, as their procession points toward his shrine
and makes visible his performative leadership. Yet they remain linked with
their community of origin through the political organization of their group
under their established agos and the Cretan quality of their paean. Moreover, the Hymn links the local with the personal. The men’s ties to Crete are
expressed specifically in terms of their “fine homes” (δώματα καλά, 477) and
“dear wives” (φίλας ἀλόχους, 478).24 These words must conjure individual and
varied memories—each man surely possesses his own home, his own wife.
Likewise, we might imagine that each man experiences the paean in his own
personal way: just as ritual choreia accommodates both divine panhellenism
and local performance idiom, so too may it allow for individual variations
within a shared experience. “Paean,” like “home” or “wife,” is a term that can
encompass both common and personal meaning. Moreover, Sklar’s analysis
suggests that it is a conscious and active engagement with embodied experience that enables the process of “personal appropriation” described by Bell.25
The Homeric Hymn to Apollo shows that paeanic choreia has the potential to
facilitate that kind of ritual balancing act, but as hexameter solo song, its representation remains paradigmatic rather than actively engaged with immediate
experience. In the second part of this paper, I will trace patterns of sensory
and kinesthetic engagement in an actual paean, demonstrating how the interplay of personal and communal serves to define generic experience within the
parameters of live performance.

Embodying the Paean: The Dynamics of Pindar, Paean 6
As I demonstrated above, the Homeric Hymn to Apollo offers a paradigm for
paeanic choreia as a form of communal, embodied worship that leaves space
for personal experience and appropriation. Pindar’s sixth paean puts that
model into practice in the service of preserving communal chorality and its
embodied essence across diverse contexts for performance. To develop this
claim, I will first comment briefly on the transmission and performance history
of Paean 6, then turn to a close reading of the song that attends specifically to
issues of sense perception, somatic experience, and the generic construction
of the paean.
24
25

Cf. also the leader’s reference to Crete as their place of familial (genos) origin: ἐκ Κρήτης,
ἔνθεν γένος εὐχόμεθ’ εἶναι, 470.
Sklar 2008: 91, cf. n. 16; Bell 1992: 208.
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Performance and Reperformance: The Possibilities for Paean 6
Paean 6 is a particularly good candidate for the analysis of performance dynamics due to the debate surrounding its original conditions of performance and
its unusual transmission history. In order to avoid devoting too much time to
a survey of these issues, I will begin by noting that I concur with Ian Rutherford’s hypothesis, taken up in greater detail by Leslie Kurke, that the original
performance of this paean may have been split between a Delphian chorus,
performing the first two triads, and an Aeginetan one, performing the final
triad.26 This scenario resolves several problems pertaining to this song, including the double transmission of the third triad: in the papyri, we find both the
“full” paean (three triads) as well as the third triad alone, apparently as a prosodion, or processional song.27
There are also multiple possibilities for the reperformance of Paean 6. First,
it is likely that the third triad alone was reperformed as a choral song (and perhaps also as sympotic, solo song) on Aegina by Aeginetans.28 Second, the entire
song could have been reperformed, either by a chorus or at a symposium, in
any number of locations. And third, I will suggest here that the first two triads alone could plausibly function as a sympotic paean in their own right. In
fact, the omission of the third triad removes the most explicit references to
the original Aeginetan theoria, thereby creating a song that evokes paeanic,
Apollonian performance in a general sense and enables the singer to sidestep
thorny questions of Aeginetan politics and affiliation. To be sure, we do not find
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Rutherford 2001: 337–338; Kurke 2005.
POxy. 841 has all three triads, with the marginal title (discovered and discussed by Rutherford 1997) identifying the third triad as a prosodion—in a sense, therefore, we do not have
a version of the paean that actually presents the song as a single cohesive whole. POxy.
1792 has just the third triad, with a different colometry: D’Alessio 1997 argues that this is
a volume of prosodia. Recent discussions (with earlier bibliography) include Rutherford
2001: 333–338; Currie 2005: 322–325; Kurke 2005.
See Kurke 2005: 119–124 for one scenario, closely connected with the sacred landscape
of Aegina. On the ideological force of such reperformance (not necessarily exclusive of
Kurke’s approach), see Fearn: “yet the separate transmission of the closing section of
Paean 6 as an Aeginetan prosodion might also be a sign that original theoric thrust of
the paean was capable of redirection for epichoric effect by Aeginetan elite administration, through separate and repeated subsequent performances. The reference to ‘the
excellence of righteous networking’, τὰν θεμίξενον ἀρετ[άν, at line 131 in the prosodion section emphasizes the theoric impact of the Delphic paean, but through re-performance,
could serve separately, though in a subtle way, to celebrate the current Aeginetan theoric administrators as organizers of the ongoing tradition of ritual pilgrimage” (2011a:
203).
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the first two triads transmitted independently. But the fact that the third was
apparently seen as “detachable” suggests that the first two could also comprise
a proper song in their own right. I will discuss below how the internal logic
of the song supports this hypothesis, and my reading here will be limited to
the first two triads as a complete sympotic song.29 I will begin, however, with a
consideration of the sensory and somatic imagery of the first triad of Paean
6, exploring how the song works to activate the embodied memories of its
listeners.
Song and Sense Perception
In this section, I will be looking closely at the ways in which Pindar’s Paean
6, as reperformed at a symposium, rekindles somatic memories of choral performance in its audience. First, however, I want to comment briefly on the
distinctions I am drawing between the poet, the speaking ego of the song, and
the sympotic singer. Kurke has examined the unique qualities of this paean’s
ego in its choral context, arguing that the first triad in particular serves to establish the speaker as an “authoritative outsider”—distinct from the chorus—who
effectively mediates between the various groups involved in the ritual performance of the song.30 On one level, even when relocated from Delphi to a symposium elsewhere, the characterization of the speaking voice retains this role.
But the distinctiveness of this paean’s speaking voice also facilitates the transition from Delphi to such sympotic contexts. As Kurke notes, the speaking ego
is positioned outside of the Delphian chorus, as a figure possessed of his own
independent mantic authority and “honors” (τιμ̣ [α]ῖς, 11).31 Yet his relationship
to the Delphian chorus is also positive, consolidated via the imagery of reciprocal kinship (ἔταις, 10). A solo singer can thus seamlessly take up this song (at
least in its first triad), adopting a fictive position as the singular internal speaker
who is nevertheless figured in positive relation to the larger (now also fictive)
chorus.
Beginning with the first triad of Paean 6, let us now consider how it operates,
not as choral song with a prominent, poetic ego, but as the address of a sympotic singer to his immediate comrades. Since the song does not lose its strong
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I do not mean to suggest that this is the only configuration of the song available for sympotic reperformance, merely that this is the version I have chosen to focus on as my “case
study” for this paper.
Kurke 2005, esp. 104–119.
Kurke 2005: 104–105.
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sense of place, time, and occasion, I want to suggest that it creates a fictional
space wherein the singer presents himself as authoritative speaker, enabling
the audience to imagine themselves as choral performers.
It is plausible that sympotic audience members would be inclined to imagine themselves as choreuts, since Greek men of the late archaic and early classical periods had many opportunities to watch and perform choreia. Paeans in
particular were performed at major festivals as well as more intimate sympotic
settings.32 I suggested above that choral performance modes constituted a kind
of “embodied cultural knowledge” for ancient Greeks—experiences that could
be—and certainly were—spoken about and described at length, but would
also have been viscerally, kinesthetically “known.” In a sympotic context, the
rich sensory imagery of the first triad of Paean 6 serves to cue the audience’s
embodied remembrance of their own past performance experiences, including but not limited to paeanic ones, thereby drawing them into a particular
relationship with the song itself.33
The speaking voice of the song first locates his appeal to the gods within
“holy time” (ἐν ζαθέῳ … χρόνῳ, 5).34 This recalls, for the audience, the special
temporality of ritual performance—the time set apart from ordinary life for the
express purpose of worship and celebration.35 The speaker then remarks that
“having heard, by the water from the bronze gates, the murmur of the Kastalian
spring devoid of men’s choral performance, I have come” (ὕδατι γὰρ ἐπὶ χαλκοπύλῳ / ψόφον ἀϊὼν Κασταλίας/ ὀρφανὸν ἀνδρῶν χορεύσιος ἦλθον, 7–9, trans. Race,
modified). The listening symposiasts are relocated to the entrance of the sanctuary at Delphi, prompted to imagine the specific features of architecture and
landscape—bronze gates, murmuring spring of Kastalia—that they have pre-
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See Rutherford 2001: 23–83 for an overview of paeanic performance contexts and configurations. I focus here on elite listeners with personal experience of choral paean—the
audience most explicitly addressed by this song. But a study of the possible effects of such
songs upon other audiences present at a symposium (servants, slaves, hired entertainers)
would be another desirable (if largely speculative) project.
See Eckerman 2014 for the analysis of a similarly sensory evocation of space and place in
Pindar’s Pythian 6.
I use Rutherford’s (2001) text of Paean 6. Longer translations are by Race (1997), occasionally modified.
E.g., Kurke suggests that “we can see the elaborate form and production of choral song
and dance as precisely a means of ‘making special the everyday’—a cultural practice
that marks off and differentiates a particular space and time from the ordinary, while it
serves to form and reproduce ritualized bodies in action” (2005: 84). Cf. also Kowalzig,
who observes that “the ability to transcend time is not only a feature of ritual, but one of
its strategies” (2007b: 41).
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sumably seen and heard during their own trips to the shrine.36 The song thus
engages the listener’s visual and aural memory of the approach to the sanctuary.
While Pindar’s chosen word for “sound”—ψόφον, line 8—may be used for a
fairly wide range of noises, two distinctive uses are relevant here. On the one
hand, it has clear musical connotations. Sappho, for example, describes the
psophos of castanets that accompanies the song of maidens in a wedding procession for Hector and Andromache (fr. 44.24–26). Euripides, in Bacchae, refers
to the “psophos of the Lydian lotos-pipe,” and in Cyclops, mentions the “psophos
of the Asian kithara.”37 At the same time, it is also used pejoratively to refer to
weak, ineffective, or “empty” noise. In Euripides’Heracles, for example, Amphitryon laments that he has become “nothing but the psophos of the tongue” (οὐδὲν
ὄντα πλὴν γλώσσης ψόφον, 229). In Rhesus, Odysseus asks Diomedes whether
“some empty psophos rings through [his] ears” (ἢ κενὸς ψόφος / στάζει δι’ ὤτων;
565–566). In Paean 6, the reference to the psophos of the Kastalian spring may
thus endow the gurgling water with its own latent musicality. But linked further with the adjective ὀρφανόν—“devoid,” specifically, here, of chorality—the
sound of the spring is subordinated to the superior musicality of the coming
choreia. The language of the song turns the audience’s attention to sound in
general while simultaneously reinforcing the preeminence of choral song and
dance. The song’s first ten lines thus employ visual and aural imagery in order to
recreate for the audience the experience of heightened sensation that accrues
in the moments of performance.
Paean 6 now pivots to a vivid image of another, projected chorus, as the
speaker explains:
ἤτορι δὲ φίλῳ παῖς ἅτε ματέρι κεδνᾷ
πειθόμενος κατέβαν
στεφάνων καὶ θαλιᾶν τροφὸν ἄλσος Ἀπόλλωνος,
τόθι Λατοΐδαν
θαμινὰ Δελφῶν κόραι
χθονὸς ὀμφαλὸν παρὰ σκιάεντα μελπ̣ [ό]μεναι
ποδὶ κροτέο[ντι γᾶν θο]ῷ
for in heeding my own heart, as a child
obeys his dear mother, I have come
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On this imagery, see also Eckerman 2014: 36–37.
λωτοῦ ψόφῳ (Eur. Bacch. 687); ἥδιον ψόφον / κιθάρας (Eur. Cyc. 443–444).
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to Apollo’s precinct, nurse of crowns
and feasts, where the maidens of Delphi
often sing to Leto’s son
at the shady navel of the earth
and beat the ground with a rapid foot.
12–18, trans. Race

These lines continue the pattern of attention to sensory perception, prompting
their audience to recall their own embodied experiences of Delphic festivity—
cool shade (17), the combined sonic-and-visual experience of choreia (18). Even
if the paean is not specifically invoked, the Delphic setting and references to
Apollo gesture toward the genre.
But these lines also feature distinctly feminine focalization, as they thrice
appeal to female roles and maternal-feminine descriptive terms. As Eva Stehle
has noted, “images of nurture prevail.”38 The speaker first figures himself as a
“child” obedient to his “dear mother” (12). He then describes Apollo’s sanctuary as the “nurse” (14) of crowns and feasts. And while he initially refers to the
god by his own proper name (Ἀπόλλωνος, 14), he follows this with an immediate reference to the god via his matronymic—Λατοΐδαν, “son of Leto” (15). This
turn to the feminine strengthens the parallel between the described chorus of
maidens (κόραι, 16) and the original chorus of Paean 6 itself, both of whom sing
and dance for Apollo at Delphi. By invoking a series of feminine descriptors in
the lines preceding the description of the girls’ chorus, the singers of Paean
6 are placed in a close, empathetic relationship with these projected female
performers—singing, for the space of these few lines, in a notably femaleoriented mode.
The song also encourages its performers and listeners to imagine their viewing of the Delphian korai as a thoroughly embodied experience. The girls are
described as “[beating] the ground with a rapid foot,” using the word κροτέο[ντι,
from the synesthetic verb κροτέω. By “synesthetic,” I mean that this verb is used
to denote both sound (a rattling or beating noise) and motion (the action of
rattling or beating). It thus prompts the listener to imagine, simultaneously,
the sound of the dance and the motion of the bodies in performance—again,
rich sensory imagery packed into a single word. But κροτέω can also mean
“to applaud.”39 It thus effects a kind of collapse between the performers and
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Stehle 1997: 142.
Cf. Hdt. 2.60, wherein audience members “clap their hands” (τὰς χεῖρας κροτέουσι) in
response to a musical performance.
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the audience—casting the motion of the dancing foot (κροτέω) as analogous to
the embodied response of the audience (presumably applauding, κροτέω). The
description encourages its performers and listeners to imagine a shared experience of embodied or kinesthetic empathy, whether in the actual moment of
performance or in the recollection, prompted perhaps by the reperformance of
this song, of prior experiences of spectatorship.40
The next thirty lines of the song are missing. But sensory imagery resurfaces
in the surviving eleven lines of the triad, wherein the speaker “longs [perhaps to
sing?] the sweet essence of honey” (ἔρα[ται] δέ μο[ι] / γλῶσσα μέλιτος ἄω̣ τον γλυκύν, 58–59)—vividly evoking taste, possibly combined in a synesthetic image
of taste, vocalization, and sound. The references to the “virgin Muses” (παρθένοι … Μο[ῖ]σαι, 54) and their mother Mnemosyne (Μναμοσ[ύν]ᾳ, 56) create
a kind of ring composition when combined with the song’s opening invocation to the Pierian Muses (Πιερίδων, 6) and earlier mention of the maiden
performers of Delphi (16–17). The naming of Mnemosyne, or Memory, may further act as a kind of metacommentary on the work of recollection that the
song encourages in its listeners. Given this return to multisensory imagery, we
might reasonably posit that the theme persisted throughout this portion of the
song.
The first triad of Paean 6 thus engages the embodied memory of the audience on multiple levels, reminding them of what it feels like to watch and
perform choreia at Delphi. The abundant references to Apollo and Delphi point
to the paean and may well have primed the audience to situate their embodied
recollections within the framework of that specific genre. Yet many of the features that I have discussed here are characteristic of Greek choral performance
broadly, not the paean in particular. The performers are invited to feel empathy with maiden song (lines 12–18), and at least in the extant text, there is no
characteristic paean-cry (ie paian). This song, in a reperformance context, thus
relies upon shared cultural knowledge of choreia and its sensory experience,
as well as a general knowledge of Delphic topography, but it does not yet insist
that the listener focus specifically on the experience of the paean. This changes,
however, in the second triad, which chronicles Apollo’s conflict with Achilles
and Neoptolemus and builds toward the explicit invocation of the paean and
its characteristic refrain.
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On kinesthetic empathy in archaic Greek poetry, see Olsen 2017.
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Divine Action, Mortal Bodies
The early, fragmentary portion of the second triad addresses events from the
Trojan War. While the state of the papyrus prevents us from fully restoring
the text, there is a reference to Apollo, “the far-shooter,” acting “in the mortal
body of Paris” (Πάριος ἑ[καβόλος βροτη- / σίῳ δέμαϊ θεός, 79–80). This description
stresses that Paris retains his corporeality (δέμαϊ), but his agency is transferred
to Apollo. This is significant because it is consistent with the somatic experience of choral performance as generally conceptualized in ancient Greece—
human bodies move and dance, but their choreographed action is conceived as
intimately linked with divine will.41 Likewise, in the final episode of the triad,
the song claims that Apollo killed Neoptolemus at Delphi (κτάνεν / ⟨ἐν⟩ τεμέ]νεϊ
φίλῳ, 119–120), although a version of the same myth in Pindar’s Nemean 7 features a mortal man as the killer of Neoptolemus.42 As Rutherford observes,
the discrepancy is minimized if we understand Apollo as capable of acting via
the bodies of his followers.43 The song’s assumption of continuity between the
body of the god and the bodies of mortals has particular relevance for the study
of ritual performance.
As we saw in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, the choral performance of paean
may be conceived as a way of granting the god ultimate authority over the bodies of his followers—the ability to direct and organize their movements in order
to project a particular image of divine order. At the same time, performers may
retain important markers of individual and local identity. Likewise, the imagery
of the first triad of Paean 6 encourages the communal appreciation of choreia
and embeds its listeners within the performance landscape of Delphi. But its
attention to sensory experience (cool shade, the sensation of the foot striking
the earth) also prompts listeners to turn inward, toward the recollection of personal kinesthetic experience. The second triad continues in the same vein by
highlighting the complex relationship between divine authority and human
bodies, as when Apollo acts “in the mortal body” of Paris (79–80). As in the
Homeric Hymn to Apollo, the god exercises control over a man’s body without
entirely usurping his personal identity. The comparison I have drawn with the
Homeric Hymn to Apollo was intended to highlight how choreia in general, and
the paean in particular, maintain a balance between individual and local iden-
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See especially Kurke 2013a.
On the relationship between Nemean 7 and Paean 6 (both contra the notion that Nemean
7 is an “apology” for Paean 6), see Burnett 1998: 504–514; Currie 2005: 315, 321–331.
Rutherford 2001: 314.
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tities and the articulation of divine authority through communal action. I have
now traced how Paean 6 gestures in a similar direction through the sensory
imagery of the first triad and the relationship between the god and the mortal body mentioned at the beginning of the second. I will now contrast those
patterns with the negative depiction of Neoptolemus in the later portion of the
second triad of Paean 6.
A Transgressive Leap: Neoptolemus and Apollo
Paean 6 alleges that Apollo denied Neoptolemus a safe homecoming because
“he killed aged Priam, who had leapt up on the altar of Zeus Herkeios” (γέ[ρον]θ̣’
ὅ̣[τι] Πρίαμον / π[ρ]ὸς ἑρκεῖον ἤναρε / βωμὸν ἐ[πεν]θορόντα, 113–115). Neoptolemus’ fatal transgression is thus aligned with his active physical pursuit of
Priam, who, despite being “aged” (γέ[ρον]θ̣’, 113), is described as “having leapt”
(ἐ[πεν]θορόντα) onto the altar. In this brief description, Pindar has compacted
a rich tradition surrounding Neoptolemus’ actions at both Troy and Delphi.
The sources I am about to discuss mostly postdate Pindar’s sixth paean. But
given the commonalities among them, I would posit that they all draw upon
an early tradition—likely part of the epic cycle. For example, both Neoptolemus and his father Achilles are frequently associated with leaping and even
dancing—in Neoptolemus’ case, usually in a negative, destructive, or transgressive way. Archilochus reports that Pyrrhus (an alternate name for Neoptolemus) “danced, exulting in the slaughter of Eurypylus” (ἐφησθέντα γὰρ τῷ
Εὐρυπύλου φόνῳ ὀρχήσασθαί φησιν Ἀρχίλοχος, Archil. fr. 304 W). Lucian links
Neoptolemus’ skill in armed dance with his prowess in battle, and remarks that
“while Troy had been, until that point, impregnable, his dancing destroyed it
and tore it to the ground” (τοιγαροῦν τὴν Ἴλιον, τέως ἀνάλωτον οὖσαν, ἡ ἐκείνου ὀρχηστικὴ καθεῖλεν καὶ εἰς ἔδαφος κατέρριψεν, Luc. Salt. 9).44 And Vergil, in
his account of Priam’s death, stresses that Neoptolemus deliberately dragged
(traxit, 551) Priam to the altar to kill him, a stunning act of violence and transgression of Greek social norms.45 Neoptolemus is thus associated with inappropriate kinds of movement: dancing in celebration of slaughter and killing
within the sanctuary of a god.
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See Borthwick 1967 for many other relevant parallels.
Verg. Aen. 2.550–551 (hoc dicens altaria ad ipsa trementem / traxit et in multo lapsantem
sanguine nati). On the death of Priam in Greek art, see Anderson 1997 passim (with discussion of Homer and the epic cycle as well); Hedreen 2001: 64–90. On the depiction of
Neoptolemus’ murder of Priam as an act of sacrilege, see Miller 1993: 452; Rehm 2002:
247–248.

pindar, paean 6: genre as embodied cultural knowledge

343

In Paean 6, Neoptolemus murders Priam on the altar of Zeus at Troy (113–
115), and Apollo retaliates by slaying Neoptolemus at Delphi (119–120). Given
the association of Neoptolemus with jumping, leaping, and dancing, it is tempting to read the unlikely description of the elderly Priam “having leapt” (ἐ[πεν]θορόντα, 115) toward the altar as a kind of transference of the killer’s properties onto the victim. The description underscores Neoptolemus’ transgressive
movement and action, striding into the sacred space of Troy and slaying its
king upon the altar. Euripides, in Andromache, describes Neoptolemus similarly leaping and fighting at the altar at Delphi (1135–1140), immediately prior
to his death.
By highlighting the inappropriate action of Neoptolemus at the altar of
Zeus at Troy, the chorus of Paean 6 calls attention to its own proper movement within the divine space of Apollo at Delphi. A subsequent sympotic
audience is thereby encouraged to consider its own corporeal allegiance, and
ideally engage in an embodied, kinesthetic remembrance of correct ritual performance. Through their bodies and actions, paean-performers and followers
of Apollo manifest the authority of the god while still retaining their individual
identities and personal experiences. Neoptolemus, by contrast, is fatally out of
sync with the god, engaging in transgressive kinds of motion and action and
suffering death as a consequence.46
Experiencing the Origins of the Paean
But in his depiction of Neoptolemus, Pindar does not just draw a contrast
between communal choral ritual and an individual act of violent transgression. He also alludes to the origins of the paean, thereby drawing the performing chorus and the listening audience into a closer relationship with
the genre itself. As I discussed above, the Homeric Hymn to Apollo offers one
account of the first performance of paeans at Delphi, and Paean 6 is similar
to the Hymn in its representation of choreia as a form of communal embodiment that reinforces cosmic order while leaving space for individual kinesthetic experience. But Pindar’s sixth paean alludes to a different aetiology for
paean performance at Delphi—one which serves to cement the links between
the performing chorus and the imaginative and empathetic sympotic audience.
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See Kurke 2005: 100 on Neoptolemus’ transgressions at Delphi, as well as Kowalzig 2007b:
192–201 for another angle on Neoptolemus’ fraught relationship with Delphi and role as a
paradigm figure for failed theoria.
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Rutherford suggests that “the conflict between Apollo and Neoptolemus [in
Paean 6] is analogous to the Pythoctonia.”47 That is, Apollo’s defeat of the transgressive hero at Delphi reenacts his defeat of the monster Pytho and reinstates
the god’s authority over the shrine. Moreover, Apollo’s defeat of Pytho is specifically relevant to the paean itself: in one version of that myth, Apollo’s triumph
over the serpent is also the origin of the paean. According to Atheneaus, for
example, Leto calls upon her son to “shoot, child!” (ἵε παῖ) when the monster
attacks, referring to Apollo’s skill with the bow. Athenaeus then claims that this
phrase is modified over time, such that the rough breathing on the initial word
(ἵε παῖ) becomes smooth (ἴε παῖ), and is eventually transformed into the characteristic paean cry (ἰὴ παιών).48 I am not concerned here with the plausibility of
this transformation on linguistic grounds; rather, I want to suggest that it constitutes one of several origin-myths for the paean likely familiar to an archaic
audience. While I have drawn from Athenaeus’ explanation here, Rutherford
makes a compelling case that this aetiology would have been known to Pindar
(and his audiences).49
Rutherford further argues that, if Apollo’s conflict with Neoptolemus is analogous to the Pythoctonia origin-myth of the paean, then “the present song [that
is, Paean 6 itself] is analogous to the original παιάν … thus Pindar recalls the
origins of the genre.”50 I would expand this point to say that Paean 6 takes
its performers and audiences along on a descriptive journey culminating in
the reinvention of the paean. The strong sensory evocation of Delphic festivity
and choreia in the opening triad and the assimilation of the follower’s body to
the body of the god in the second triad work together, such that the listener is
encouraged to imagine himself as Apollo’s embodied agent. The contrast with
the transgressive corporeality of Neoptolemus—who has no divine patron in
this song—thus acquires an additional force: Apollo and his followers, through
the performance of paean, repeatedly triumph over their enemies.
The final lines of the second triad—“sing now, young men, sing now the measures of paeans” (⟨ἰὴ⟩ ἰῆτε νῦν, μέτρα π̣ αιηό- / ν]ων ἰῆτε, νέοι, 121–122)—represent
an important climax, dense with meaning: the moment when the song fully
comes into being as a paean.51 The original choral performers reenact the exhilarating moment of generic innovation, crying out in response to Apollo’s defeat
of Neoptolemus just as Leto cries out at the moment of her son’s triumph over
47
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Rutherford 2001: 319. See also Rutherford 1991 for an earlier formulation of this argument.
Ath. 15.701c–e.
See Rutherford 2001: 35–26, 318–319.
Rutherford 2001: 319.
See further Rutherford 2001: 315–320.
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Pytho. The term μέτρα highlights the regulated, communal motion of the chorus, revisiting the earlier contrast between the organized movement of ritual
and the violent actions of a transgressive individual like Neoptolemus. And
the vocative νέοι, “young men,” does double duty: in the original performance
context, it functions as choral self-address, shifting attention from mythic narrative back to contemporary ritual context. In a subsequent sympotic context,
it opens the song up for further reflection and engagement, addressing the
singer’s fellow symposiasts (νέοι) as potential performers in their own right. The
paean-cry at the end of the second triad thus concludes the song with a powerful affirmation of the genre. These two triads stand alone as a complete song,
with a length and internal logic appropriate to a symposium.

Conclusion
Mikhail Bakhtin posits that an utterance’s conception of its addressee—its
addressivity—is a constitutive marker of speech genre.52 On one level, this is
consistent with the occasional model of Greek song genre, which maintains
that a song’s conception and representation of its audience is an important
component of the larger framework of “performance context.”53 In this chapter,
I have argued that choral song genre is constituted, not by a merely abstracted
sense of the addressed audience, but rather by conscious reference to the audience as an embodied presence. In Paean 6, we can see how visual, sonic, and
kinesthetic cues encourage a process of embodied remembrance of Delphic
choreia that culminates with the explicit performance of the paean refrain.
Throughout the song, the balance between communal and individual experience characteristic of Greek choral performance is rekindled in the body of the
listener, even if that listener now reclines at a symposium instead of standing in
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Bakhtin 1986b: 95–99. We might compare this with Frow’s analysis of “generic cues” (2015:
119–124), wherein the author provides a nursery rhyme as an example and observes that
its genre “is defined, above all, by its situation of address: it is characteristically spoken or
sung, to or by a child, and is usually short, strongly rhythmical, and may involve a play with
nonsense words; it may accompany such activities as skipping, slapping, or counting, or
being sung to sleep. In a sense it is a conglomerate genre, and may include such kinds as
ballads, riddles, proverbs, street cries, skipping songs, lullabies, or counting out rhymes”
(2015: 120). Cf. also Jauss 1982 on how the expectations of an audience or reader condition
the reception of a literary work (especially as discussed by Weiss in this volume).
E.g., the surviving portions of Alcman’s partheneia display a keen awareness of their
intended audience and its role in constituting the particular identity of the performing
parthenoi (see Stehle 1997: 71–93; Peponi 2004).
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the shade at Delphi. Paean 6 thus relies upon the complicity and engagement
of the audience in its process of reconstituting and reinstantiating the choral
paean within the imaginative space of the symposium. In this sense, the notoriously flexible paean genre displays a crucial continuity in its addressivity. On
the one hand, the occasion of Paean 6 may have shifted significantly over the
life of the song: from Delphi to a symposium, from performance by a DelphianAeginetan chorus to that of a solo singer from (or in) another place entirely. At
the same time, the way in which it conceives of and addresses the embodied,
sensory presence of its audience remains remarkably consistent.
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