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ORALITY AND LITERACY.  
UNMARKED AND MARKED ELEMENTS  

IN VERBAL COMMUNICATION

Introductory comments marking the occasion of 
an international conference on orality and literacy, 

University of Wrocław 2019.12.04–06

§0. It is such an honor for me that my friend Karol Zieliński 
has asked me to say some introductory comments marking 
the occasion of the splendid conference that he has so valiantly 
organized at the University of Wrocław. The text of what I am 
saying has been preserved by way of audio-and-video, that is, 
by way of a technological pre-recording that can be heard-
and-seen at the conference. And this text is also preserved in 
a one-page handout that I have prepared for those attending. 
Further, the same text is available online in Classical Inquiries, 
https://classicalinquiries.chs.harvard.edu, where the posting 
dated 2019.12.04 is meant to be simultaneous with the audio-
and-video pre-recording.

§1. The hoped-for simultaneity of the posting and the pre-
recording creates an illusion that is instructively relevant to 
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questions about orality and literacy. The illusion that is being 
attempted here is that I am performing “orally,” here and now, 
what I have to say here and now. But the here-and-now of oral 
performance is in this case really a there-and-then of written 
composition. What I have to say has already been written and 
read by me, and, further, my words had already been written 
down by me even before I ever had a chance to read them 
into a microphone and a camera. It is all something that is 
pre-recorded. To say it another way, this pre-recorded thing 
is a text that needed technology for its reproduction – and 
I mean not only the electronic technology of audio-and-video 
for recording with microphone and camera but also the more 
basic technology of writing. And of course this more basic 
technology needed the cognitive aptitude of being able to read 
the writing. To which I add something that is almost needless 
to say: the writing itself, just as much as the reading, required 
its own set of cognitive aptitudes. So, what can we learn from 
the illusion that I playfully attempted here? To me the answer 
to my own question is most telling in its simplicity: it is a mis-
take to use the terms “oral,” “orally,” and “orality” as a foil for 
“literacy,” which, as I understand it depends on the technology 
of writing.

§2. For me the best way to contrast “orality” and literacy 
is in terms of “markedness theory,” for which I offer a sum-
mary in Bibliography (NAGY 1990, pp. 5–8). To show how this 
theory works, let us take as an example the functional op-
position of unmarked “day” and marked “night.” When this 
opposition is absent, the idea of “day” can include the idea of 
“night,” as when I say “I worked on this problem for seven 
days”. What I just said can mean that I worked on this problem 
for seven days and seven nights. But when I say “I worked on 
this problem for seven nights,” then I am excluding the days 
from the week and including only the nights. As we see here 
most clearly, the idea of “day” as the unmarked member of 
the opposition can include the idea of “night” when there is no 
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opposition, whereas the idea of “night” as the marked member 
of the opposition excludes the idea of “day” when the opposi-
tion is in effect.

§3. With this example in mind, let us now contrast “orality” 
and literacy in terms of “markedness theory.” In what follows, 
I quote a formulation that I offered in Bibliography (NAGY 
1990, p. 8): The descriptive term oral as in oral poetry has 
come to have an overly narrow meaning, restricted by our 
own cultural preconceptions about writing and reading. We 
feel the need to define oral in terms of written: if something 
is oral, we tend to assume a conflict with the notion of written. 
From the general standpoint of social anthropology, however, 
it is written that has to be defined in terms of oral. Written is 
not something that is not oral, rather it is something in addi-
tion to being oral, and that additional something varies from 
society to society. It is dangerous to universalize the phenom-
enon of literacy. To restate the problem in terms of the distinc-
tion between marked and unmarked: if we juxtapose oral and 
written, it is written that functions as the marked member of 
the opposition, while oral is unmarked. The definition of writ-
ten is predicated on the given of oral.

§4. This formulation, as I just quoted it, is cited (with ap-
proval) by Albert Lord (LORD 1995, p. 105n26).  I followed up 
with this further formulation (NAGY 2001, p. 535): [T]he only 
universal distinction between oral and literary traditions is the 
historical anteriority of the first to the second. Beyond this ob-
vious observation, it is pointless to insist on any universalizing 
definitions for the “oral” of “oral tradition.” “Oral tradition” and 
“oral poetry” are terms that depend on the concepts of “written 
tradition” and “written poetry.” In cultures that do not depend 
on the technology of writing, the concept of orality is mean-
ingless. (I cite again the book by Lord [LORD 1995, p. 105n26]).

§5. In terms of markedness theory, then, as I argued in an 
article (NAGY 2017b), we cannot assume that the written and 
the oral “are as different as night and day.” 

Orality and literacy…
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§6. I hope that the convergences as well as the divergences 
between oral and written traditions will emerge in the splen-
did conference that is humbly introduced by my words here. 
And I hope that the ensuing debates will be friendly as well 
as productive. An example of what I mean by “friendly” is sig-
naled in Bibliography (MUELLNER 2011). That said, let the 
debates begin!
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ΘΥΜΌΣ IN HOMER: PHILOLOGICAL,  
ORAL-POETIC, AND COGNITIVE APPROACHES

Abstract

Thomas Jahn’s deft deployment of Parry’s oral-formulaic theory 
has shown that in a large number of occurrences, when used adver-
bially (with a preposition, in the instrumental dative, or in some other 
analogous use of an oblique case, e.g. ἐν(ὶ) θυμῷ, κατὰ θυμόν, θυμῷ, 
etc.), the usage of the words denoting the so-called “psychic organs” 
can be less a matter of semantic specificity than of metrical conveni-
ence, so that these terms exhibit substantial degrees of overlap and 
redundancy. Thus we need to treat the “psychic organs” as a family 
(of which θυμός is by far the most representative member) rather 
than as wholly independent variables. But careful philology can sup-
plement this picture by demonstrating that even in non-formulaic 
and more marked contexts (e.g. when personified as agents or in-
terlocutors) the relevant terms may be interchangeable in function. 
Once that has been established, approaches drawn from the cogni-
tive sciences can help us pin down the ways in which the “psychic 
organs” can, via metonymy and metaphor, capture aspects of mental 

1 For grants in support of the research that led to this short paper I am 
grateful to the Leverhulme Trust (via the International Research Network 
Grant, Emotions thlrough Time, 2016–18) and the European Research Coun-
cil (Advanced Grant 74108, Honour in Classical Greece, 2018–22).
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functioning in Homer without ever detracting from the agency of the 
person as a whole.

Keywords: Homer, orality, psychology, mind, deliberation, θυμός, 
conceptual metaphor, metonymy, cognitive humanities

For an older tradition of scholarship, the existence in the 
Homeric poems of a plurality of “psychic organs” θυμός,  
φρένες, κραδίη, ἦτορ, κῆρ, and more, illustrated the primitive-
ness of Homeric concepts of self and agency. For Bruno Snell, 
famously, the explanation of mental process in terms of the 
promptings of θυμός, other organs, and the gods makes Ho-
meric man “a battleground of arbitrary forces and uncanny 
powers”; “Homeric man has not yet awakened to the fact that 
he possesses in his own soul the source of his powers.”2 This 
is an approach that involves taking the plurality of terms as 
a plurality of agents that detracts from the agency of the per-
son. Arthur Adkins summarizes this view succinctly when he 
endorses the claim that “Homeric Man … has a psychology 
and a physiology in which the parts are more evident than 
the whole.”3

Such views are vulnerable to criticism on a variety of fronts. 
The dominant approach has been to attack them as flawed in-
tellectual history, arguing that they make untenable assump-
tions (a) about the primitiveness of Homeric conceptions of 
agency, (b) about the explanatory power of Cartesian, Kantian, 
and Hegelian conceptions, and (c) about the teleological na-
ture of the historical processes that link them. This is the view 
taken by scholars such as Arbogast Schmitt, Bernard Williams, 
and Christopher Gill.4

But the most significant contribution so far to the refuta-
tion of Snell’s approach is the 1987 monograph by Thomas 

2 SNELL 1953, 19–22 (quotations pp. 21–22).
3 ADKINS 1970, 26.
4 SCHMITT 1990; WILLIAMS 1993; GILL 1996.
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Jahn.5 Unlike Snell and others, Jahn does not start from the 
assumption that a plurality of terms presupposes a plurality of 
functions, but instead explores the functional similarity of the 
so-called “psychic organs” (p. 245). He is not the first to have 
taken a functionalist approach, but his method is systematic 
where earlier accounts were not. Taking every single instance 
of each of the relevant terms into account, Jahn shows (first) 
that each of the “psychic organs” is implicated in all three main 
areas of psychological functioning (reason, emotion, volition) 
and (second) that, in respect of a large number of more spe-
cific functions (e.g. deliberating, desiring, being afraid, being 
angry, etc.), there is no function that is not represented by 
more than one (and normally by several) of the relevant terms 
(see his table, pp. 186–192). Having shown that these terms, in 
so far as they denote psychological functions, are functionally 
equivalent, Jahn then explains why they are so (pp. 247ff.). No 
locution in which these terms appear in the nominative case 
as subject of a verb is metrically identical to any of the others; 
in the oblique cases, too, metrical identity is for the most part 
avoided – there are a few exceptions, but oblique-case formulas 
are very numerous, and the general pattern remains impres-
sive. The so-called “psychic organs”, in so far as they are used 
to denote psychological functioning, form a flexible system of 
alternatives which embodies Parry’s principles of extension 
and economy. This is a system which, with only a few excep-
tions, does not generate metrically identical ways of expressing 
the same basic idea.

It is important to recognize what Jahn does and does not 
claim. He regards the relevant terms as interchangeable, but 
only in so far as they are used in connexion with psychologi-
cal functions. As physical entities (in the chest) they are not 

5 JAHN 1987. For earlier functionalist approaches, cf. CLAUS 1981, 25, 
45–46 (cf. 16–21, 27–28, 37, 39–41, 47 on adverbial uses); BREMMER 1983, 
53–63. On Jahn’s findings, see VAN DER MIJE 1991, 2011; SCHMITT 1990, 
175; PELLICCIA 1995, 99–103; CLARKE 1999, 63–66.

Θυμός in Homer…
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interchangeable (pp. 17–18, 296–297). This makes a consider-
able difference when it comes to θυμός – though everything 
that the θυμός can do as a psychological entity is paralleled  
in the case of at least one of the other “organs”, as a phys-
ical entity – e.g. in its regular conceptualization as a kind 
of breath – θυμός can do things (such as leave the body) 
that the other “psychic organs”, rooted as they are as physi- 
cal organs in the chest, cannot.6 This helps explain why to  
take away a person’s θυμός means to kill that person, while 
a god’s removal of a person’s φρένες means only that the per-
son’s judge ment was impaired.7

Secondly, though Jahn shows with copious examples that 
oblique-case adverbial formulas such as ἐνὶ θυμῷ, ἐνὶ φρεσί, 
κατὰ θυμὸν ἀμύμονα, κατὰ φρένα, κατὰ φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυ-
μόν, etc.) in effect add nothing to the verbs that they modify, 
he is also at pains to show that this is not true in every case 
(even of adverbial uses). There are what he calls prägnant 
cases (pp. 213–246), in which the reference to internal psycho-
logical functioning is not redundant, but pointed. For example, 
forms of the verb χαίρειν are found with θυμός, φρήν, κῆρ, 
ἦτορ, and with none of these.8 Normally, locutions such as 
χαῖρε δὲ θυμῷ (x7) and χαίρων ἐνὶ θυμῷ (x2) simply specify 
(pleonastically) that the internal psychological event of rejoic-
ing is an internal psychological event (see JAHN 1987, 225). 

6 θυμός as breath: dying warriors breath out their θυμός (Il. 4. 522–524, 
13. 653–654); the θυμός of the dying horse, Pedasus, is breathed out and 
flies off (Il. 16. 468–469; breathed out: cf. Od. 5. 468; flies off: cf. Od. 10. 163, 
19. 454); sacrificial animals lie gasping on the ground, short of θυμός (Il. 3. 
293–294; cf. Il. 8. 368). θυμός leaves or is lost in death (x23 Il., x6 Od.); killer 
(or cause of death) removes one’s θυμός (x25 Il., x9 Od.). θυμός and ψυχή 
leave body together, in death (Il. 11. 334), in swoon (Il. 5. 696–698). Contrast 
Il. 22. 466–475, Od. 24. 345–350: ψυχή breathed out/departs in swoon, θυμός 
breathed back in (for “gathering one’s θυμός” (etc.) as getting one’s breath 
back, cf. Il. 21. 417, Od. 5. 458).

7 Il. 6. 234, 9. 377, 17. 470, 18. 311, 19. 317.
8 χαίρειν found with θυμός (x7 Il., x7 Od.), φρήν (x2 Il.), κῆρ (x2 Od.), ἦτορ 

(Il. 23. 647), but more frequently (x87) with none. Cf. ἰαίνω (with θυμός, φρήν, 
κραδίη, κῆρ, ἦτορ, and none); γηθέω (with θυμός, φρήν, κῆρ, ἦτορ, and none).
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But still the adverbial phrase can be meaningful, as when 
Odysseus, after killing the Suitors, tells Eurycleia ἐν θυμῷ, 
γρηῦ, χαῖρε καὶ ἴσχεο μηδ’ ὀλόλυζε (Od. 22. 411): here ἐν 
θυμῷ is opposed to an alternative mode of χαίρειν, i.e. ὀλο-
λύζειν, and identifies silent rejoicing as an inner psychologi-
cal experience.9 This sense is clearest when the verb, as here, 
denotes outward (audible, visible, etc.) behaviour (cf. Od. 20. 
301, μείδησε δὲ θυμῷ), but even when used with verbs that 
actually denote inner psychological experience the relevant 
locutions can have the same force, specifying that these are 
indeed internal processes (of a certain intensity and phenom-
enological character). But the point is that this “pregnant” or 
meaningful function can be discharged by any of the “psychic 
organs” – locutions using (e.g.) φρήν/φρένες (in both nomina-
tive and oblique cases) can be used to specify interiority in the 
same, non-redundant way.10 Functionally, again, these terms 
constitute a single system. In meaningful (prägnant) senses, 
the relevant locutions are, as Jahn puts it, funktionsgleich;  
in the other cases they are funktionslos – i.e. “he deliberat- 
ed in his θυμός” not only means the same as “he deliberated 
in his φρένες”, but both of these just mean “he deliberated”. 
But again, this does not mean that θυμός and φρένες have, in 
themselves, the same meaning, any more than πόδας ὠκύς 
and δῖος mean the same thing, even though πόδας ὠκὺς Ἀχιλ-
λεύς and δῖος Ἀχιλλεύς (as noun-epithet formulas) carry the 
same semantic value as the simple Ἀχιλλεύς.

In Jahn’s thesis, oral-formulaic theory plays a big part, but 
not the only part. We also need the inductive method that 
means that we do not classify and generalize until we have 

9 On such prägnant (i.e. meaning-laden) cases, see JAHN 1987, 213–246. 
10 For φρήν with reference to undetectable inner experiences, see e.g. Od. 

4. 675–676 (οὐδ’ ἄρα Πηνελόπεια πολὺν χρόνον ἦεν ἄπυστος | μύθων, οὓς 
μνηστῆρες ἐνὶ φρεσὶ βυσσοδόμευον); 4. 777 (ἀλλ’ ἄγε σιγῇ τοῖον ἀναστάντες 
τελέωμεν | μῦθον, ὃ δὴ καὶ πᾶσιν ἐνὶ φρεσὶν ἤραρεν ἥμιν); 17. 65–66 (ἀμφὶ 
δέ μιν μνηστῆρες ἀγήνορες ἠγερέθοντο | ἔσθλ’ ἀγορεύοντες, κακὰ δὲ φρεσὶ 
βυσσοδόμευον); 17. 238 (ἀλλ’ ἐπετόλμησε, φρεσὶ δ’ ἔσχετο).

Θυμός in Homer…
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collected all the relevant instances; and – especially in distin-
guishing the meaningful cases – we need the close attention 
to context that is characteristic of good philology.11 But there 
are also some details that remain to be worked out. Though 
he cites all instances of the relevant terms, Jahn does not (as 
van der Mije and Pelliccia point out), demonstrate his thesis 
as fully for the nominative-case locutions as he does for the 
oblique-case examples. But even if his findings were true only 
for those cases (the vast majority), he would still have proved 
his point.12 We might, perhaps, want to think further about 
how narrowly we should distinguish one function from anoth-
er. Jahn distinguishes at two levels: between reason, emotion, 
and volition; and between sub-categories such as deliberation, 
joy, anger, and fear. But we might want to look more closely 
at the behaviour of specific locutions within the latter set of 
categories, to see whether some cluster more with one term 
than with another. And we might also want to be open to the 
idea that even preponderance in the association of a particu-
lar function or set of functions with one “organ” rather than 
another might create specific associations and expectations  
in the minds of audiences.13 But this would merely qualify 
Jahn’s thesis. As psychological entities, the various so-called 
organs at the least overlap in their functions and certain-
ly do not exist to isolate distinct capacities or motivations. 
One occasionally encounters outright rejection of Jahn’s 

11 JAHN 1987, 231, 296, 298.
12 In fact, PELLICCIA (1995, 99–103) is able to demonstrate that the 

nominative system also shows a “tendency to semantic degradation”, at least 
“in peripheral contexts” (p. 103).

13 VAN DER MIJE 2011, using the example of θυμός and φρήν a as object 
of the verb πείθειν (and compounds) as a case-study, pursues the possibility 
that in particular combinations each term may take on different connotations 
(of “rational persuasion” in the case of φρήν and of “emotional persuasion” 
in that of θυμός). It is in itself likely that such effects should occur; but there 
is a suspicion of subjectivity in the nuances that van der Mije detects. One 
might contrast this study with my discussion of deliberation below, in which 
the kinds of distinction that van der Mije argues for in the case of persuasion 
do not seem to be operative.
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findings,14 but this is dismissal, not refutation. There is no at-
tempt to provide the substantive arguments and evidence that 
would be needed to disprove a case as detailed and careful 
as Jahn’s is. The most searching and critical review of Jahn’s 
book (by Sebastiaan van der Mije) in fact accepts its basic  
premises.15

Jahn’s dissertation was written before the cognitive turn had 
made much impact on Classics. But his findings are enhanced 
if we adopt a cognitive approach. First, the use of (real or pu-
tative) parts of the body to think and talk about mental func-
tioning is a basic mechanism of human cognition. It reflects 
(a) the embodied nature of cognition itself; (b) the experien-
tial (phenomenological) immediacy of the body and its expe-
riences in the conceptualization of the mind; and (c) the role 
of metonymy or synecdoche in using parts of the body and 
bodily movements as labels for the psychological activities of 
the whole person.16 But as well as metonymy, the use of these 
physical entities involves metaphor, from the basic ontologi-
cal metaphors that turn activities (such as thinking, feeling, 
and wanting) into objects or agents, to the more specific va-
rieties of these in which we see ourselves as bounded con-
tainers for such objects or agents or the internal objects be-
come containers for our thoughts and feelings. In deploying 
these mechanisms of thought, human beings in all cultures 
move from the concrete – accessed by the senses and expe-
rienced in the course of our interaction, as embodied human 
beings, with our physical and social environments – to the  
abstract.17

14 E.g. JEREMIAH 2012, 11–15; SEAFORD 2017, 12. Occasionally, too, 
discussions of relevant topics (e.g. RUSSO 2012) simply take no account of 
Jahn’s work.

15 VAN DER MIJE 1991. 
16 See further CAIRNS 2013, 2014.
17 See esp. LAKOFF AND JOHNSON 1980. For conceptual metaphor in 

Homer, see now ZANKER 2019.
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One very important way in which this approach intersects 
with Jahn’s concerns the issue of real and metaphorical agen-
cy. Jahn’s findings show that to say that a person thinks, feels, 
and desires with the θυμός (etc.) is simply to say that thinking, 
feeling, and desiring are internal psychological events. The 
thoughts, feelings, and desires – and the reasons that motiv- 
ate them – are those of the person, not of the so-called psychic 
organ. Jahn’s findings in this regard suggest, and he himself 
assumes, that functional identity also pertains between cases 
in which an agent (e.g.) thinks or desires with, in, or in respect 
of his θυμός and cases in which the θυμός itself is the subject. 
I think this is incontrovertible: but Jahn’s analysis does not 
quite prove it, first because, as he notes, the adverbial and the 
nominatival uses of the relevant terms constitute different sys-
tems, so that we cannot extrapolate from one to the other in 
purely oral-poetic terms, and second because far from all cases 
in which the “organ” is the subject of a verb are formulaic.

But two simple facts about conceptual metaphors for cog-
nitive-affective processes will show that Jahn’s intuitions are 
right. First, when conceptual metaphor maps from one do-
main to another, the mapping is not total: time may be money, 
but though one can spend it, save it, or borrow it, one can-
not bequeath it to one’s children; I can give you an idea, but 
this does not mean that you now have it and I no longer do. 
In accordance with what Lakoff and Johnson call the “invari-
ance principle”, important structural features of the target 
domain must remain unaffected by the mapping process. 
The motivation of conceptual metaphors for things like de-
liberation and emotion is to explain aspects of our behaviour 
as agents. And so replacing our agency with that of a meta-
phorical agent would violate the invariance principle. Beyond 
that, agency detection is a fundamental aspect of the human 
cognitive tool-kit: we understand from a very early age that 
some of the entities we encounter out there in the world have 
minds and some do not; we have robust and deeply engrained 
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mechanisms for distinguishing between agents and objects.18 
To be sure, our agent-detection capacities are hyper-active, 
and we attribute agency metaphorically to all kinds of things 
that do not really have it.19 This is a sign that our minds have 
evolved in particular to face the challenges of our social envi-
ronments. But still real agency is prior to metaphorical agen-
cy. There can be no concept of anthropomorphic gods or of 
agent-like aspects of the personality without a robust concep-
tion of personal agency.

In order to illustrate the combination of this approach with 
Jahn’s, I concentrate on one single area, deliberation, and of-
fer one worked example, which will also show how Jahn’s 
oralist theory and conceptual metaphor theory together can 
be combined with traditional close reading to do something 
that Jahn in fact never does – to examine a single substantial 
passage in detail.

There are two Homeric verbs that mean “to deliberate”: 
μερμηρίζω and ὁρμαίνω.20 The former occurs 41 times in the 
Iliad and the Odyssey, in 13 verb-forms occurring at four dif-
ferent points in the hexameter line, though line-end prepon-
derates (23 cases). In 38 cases the human agent is subject. In 
22 of these there is no pleonastic adverbial phrase referring 
to a “psychic organ”. In the remaining 16 the adverbial phrase 
varies between θυμός and φρήν/φρένες.21 In three cases, the 
“psychic organ” is subject: θυμός twice and ἦτορ once, in each 
case with a further adverbial phrase. With ὁρμαίνω, we also 

18 On humans’ “innate primary intersubjectivity”, see TREVARTHEN 
1979, 1998; DISSAYANAKE 2000 passim; DECETY AND MELTZOFF 2011; 
GALLAGHER 2020. On our capacity for attributing mental states to others, see 
the different approaches of (e.g.) BARON-COHEN 1995, 1999; GÄRDENFORS 
2003, 83–109; NICHOLS AND STICH 2003; GALLAGHER 2020. For the classic 
demonstration of the way we intuitively distinguish agents and objects, see 
HEIDER AND SIMMEL 1944.

19 BOYER 2001.
20 See JAHN 1987, 272–283.
21 κατὰ φρένα x1; κατὰ φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυμὸν x6; φρεσὶ x3; ἐνὶ φρεσὶ x3; 

(ἐμὸν) κατὰ θυμὸν ἀμύμονα x2; μετὰ φρεσὶ x1.
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have 13 verb forms at five points in the line – 29 cases in total. 
In 26 of these, the human agent is subject, and in 11 of these 
there is no pleonastic adverbial phrase referring to a “psychic 
organ”. In the remaining 15 cases the adverbial phrase varies 
between θυμός and φρήν/φρένες.22 In three cases, the “psychic 
organ” (κῆρ in each case) is subject, once with a further adver-
bial phrase, twice without. And so the standard Homeric way to 
refer to deliberation is to use the simple verbs μερμηρίζω and 
ὁρμαίνω, with the person as subject. Deliberation is something 
a human agent does; the presumption must be that when the 
θυμός, the ἦτορ, or the κῆρ does it, these metaphorical agents 
represent ways of thinking and talking about human agency.

There are, of course, other ways of talking about delibera-
tion, but in these too the pattern is the same – the θυμός can 
be divided or the person him- or herself can be divided.23 
However it is expressed, deliberation typically involves either 
two alternatives or means-end reasoning. These are typically 
expressed propositionally, as indirect questions (whether to 
do x or y; how to do z). Sometimes there is also a conclusion 
in the form of a decision to do what “seemed better”, which 
is equally propositional. And so the content of deliberation is 
at least implicitly discursive – it lends itself to formulation in 
terms of speech.24 Accordingly, deliberation can be expressed 
not by indirect deliberative questions, but by direct speech.25 
Whether this is actual speech or speech representing thought, 
it is clear that the thought in question is the agent’s own.

The same is true in that subset of cases in which the agent’s 
deliberation is followed by direct speech described in the speech- 
introduction formula as an address to the θυμός. These  
speeches are attributed, in two different formulas, to humans 

22 κατὰ φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυμὸν x8; ἀνὰ θυμὸν x3; φρεσὶν x2 (or 3); ἐνὶ 
φρεσὶν x1; κατὰ φρένα x1; κατὰ θυμὸν x1 (possibly).

23 Person divided: Il. 14. 20: Nestor δαϊζόμενος κατὰ θυμὸν διχθάδια. 
θυμός divided: Il. 9. 8, 15. 629: ἐδαΐζετο θυμὸς ἐνὶ στήθεσσιν Ἀχαιῶν.

24 See PELLICCIA 1995, passim.
25 See e.g. Od. 6. 117–127.
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and to gods.26 As Pelliccia shows, these are all speeches which 
either have no addressee or audience or have no audience and 
an addressee who is not meant to hear, and so the θυμός is just 
a sounding-board for the agent’s thoughts, expressed as direct 
speech; the two cases in Odyssey 5 in which the supposed ad-
dress to the θυμός is recapitulated in a regular deliberation for-
mula (with the agent as subject) makes this especially clear. 27

In a smaller sub-set of these speeches, the speech introduced 
by the narrator as an address to the θυμός contains the line 
ἀλλὰ τίη μοι ταῦτα φίλος διελέξατο θυμός;28 But the question 
is never answered; it serves only as the conclusion of the rumi-
nations that were introduced by the narrator as an address to 
the θυμός. But that is the narrator’s perspective: these speeches 
are not actually addressed to the θυμός by their speakers: in 
fact they all begin ὤ μοι ἐγώ(ν). Just as the θυμός is not actu-
ally addressed, so no actual speech is attributed to it: the θυμός 
simply performs two conventional functions, first as sounding 
board for the speaker’s deliberations, then as source of the re-
jected alternative.29 The metaphor of the θυμός as a partner in 
dialogue does not really endow it with agency, and the mapping 
from person to personification respects the limitation that in-
ternal psychological experience is always some agent’s internal 
psychological experience. In the longest of these passages, Hec-
tor’s monologue in Il. 22. 98–130, the apparent “dialogue” with 
the θυμός clearly represents Hector’s emotional turmoil as he 
reflects on his situation: he addresses himself; blames himself 

26 (a) humans, ὀχθήσας δ’ ἄρα εἶπε πρὸς ὃν μεγαλήτορα θυμόν (x7 Il., 
x4 Od.); (b) gods, with κινήσας δὲ κάρη προτὶ ὃν μυθήσατο θυμόν (2 x each 
poem). On these, see PELLICCIA 1995, 121–123, 136–146, 200–203, 212–213, 
and passim; cf. GILL 1996, 58, 187. Contrast SULLIVAN 1995, 58, 69, for 
whom these addresses “emphasize the distinctness of person and thumos”.

27 εἷος ὁ ταῦθ’ ὥρμαινε κατὰ φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυμόν, Od. 5. 365 (picking 
up the address to the θυμός at 355) and 424 (picking up the address to the 
θυμός at 407). 

28 Il. 11. 407, 17. 97, 21. 562, 22. 122. 
29 See PELLICCIA 1995, 203–211, 267. On the “self-distancing” that this 

represents, cf. GILL 1996, 187–188.

Θυμός in Homer…



24 Douglas Cairns

for his previous decisions (νῦν δ’ ἐπεὶ ὤλεσα λαὸν ἀτασθα-
λίῃσιν ἐμῇσιν, 104); weighs his options (105–121); and comes 
eventually (122–130) to a decision that, given his past mistakes 
and his present circumstances, he regards as “better” for him 
(βέλτερον αὖτ’ ἔριδι ξυνελαυνέμεν ὅττι τάχιστα, 129). The in-
volvement of the θυμός in no way detracts from his own sense 
of agency and responsibility, and it should not detract from our 
sense of him as a responsible human agent either.

I conclude with a highly individual passage of Odyssey 20 
that will illustrate all the points I have made so far. At the be-
ginning of that Book, Odysseus is lying sleepless in the ante-
chamber of his own house, plotting harm for the Suitors in 
his θυμός (μνηστῆρσι κακὰ φρονέων ἐνὶ θυμῷ, 5): in line 5 the 
reference to the θυμός merely indicates, redundantly, that plot-
ting is an internal mental process. Then the θυμός in Odysseus’ 
chest is aroused by laughter of his unfaithful female servants 
(τοῦ δ’ ὠρίνετο θυμὸς ἐνὶ στήθεσσι φίλοισι, 9): θυμός is the 
subject of the verb ὠρίνετο, but this means only that this is 
an internal, psychological form of arousal (as opposed to, e.g., 
arousing another person from their slumbers).This demon-
strates, however, that one of the functions of these metaphors 
is to capture something of the phenomenology of subjective 
psychological experience. There is a process of planning and 
an experience of anger here: both of these have an intentional 
(“cognitive”) and a phenomenal (“affective”) aspect in a way that 
is typical of Homeric psychology.30

Internal, silent, but still emotionally charged deliberation 
continues, as Odysseus ponders (πολλὰ δὲ μερμήριζε κατὰ 
φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυμόν, 10) whether to kill the women on the 
spot or let them sleep with the Suitors one last time (10–13). 
This is the point at which “the heart within him barks” (κραδίη 
δέ οἱ ἔνδον ὑλάκτει, 13). We shall come back to these lines 
presently. But first let us notice the unity that underpins the 

30 See CAIRNS 2019.
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shifts in the whole passage between Odysseus and his “psychic 
organs”. The reflections of Odysseus in 5 and 9–13 involve the 
θυμός in its regular adverbial function, amplifying, more or 
less tautologously, the interiority of mental events. The θυμός 
is then itself aroused in 9, before this is represented as the in-
dignation of the κραδίη in 13–21. These are stages of a single 
mental process. Just as there is no functional difference be-
tween θυμός in 9 and κραδίη in 13–21, so the address to the 
κραδίη in 18–21 is immediately summarized as a rebuke to  
the ἦτορ in 22. The heart, once again called κραδίη, obeys  
in the next line, but Odysseus himself tosses and turns, delib-
erating how to obtain his revenge (28–30).31 But after Athena 
appears in the guise of a mortal woman and reminds him of 
how close to his goals he is (30–35), the very same process  
of deliberation is attributed to the θυμός in 37–40,32 before de-
liberation becomes, once again, an act of Odysseus himself in 
41–43.33 Throughout, the reflections and motivations that this 
passage represents, whether attributed to Odysseus, his θυμός, 
his κραδίη, or his ἦτορ, are those of Odysseus himself.

Το return to the barking heart: we have been focusing on 
Homeric occurrences of conceptual metaphor. It is a feature 
of that mode of thought that the use of metaphor need not 
be deliberate or conscious. Nor does a person even need to 
know what metaphor is in order to use metaphors of this type. 
But this passage illustrates two important points: that there is 
a continuity between the background conceptual metaphors of 
everyday life and the developed metaphors of poets and other 
literary artists,34 and that Homer does indeed have a concept 

31 ὣς ἄρ’ ὅ γ’ ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα ἑλίσσετο μερμηρίζων, | ὅππως δὴ μνηστῆρσιν 
ἀναιδέσι χεῖρας ἐφήσει, | μοῦνος ἐὼν πολέσι.

32 ναὶ δὴ ταῦτά γε πάντα, θεά, κατὰ μοῖραν ἔειπες· | ἀλλά τί μοι τόδε 
θυμὸς ἐνὶ φρεσὶ μερμηρίζει, | ὅππως δὴ μνηστῆρσιν ἀναιδέσι χεῖρας ἐφήσω, | 
μοῦνος ἐών· οἱ δ’ αἰὲν ἀολλέες ἔνδον ἔασι.

33 πρὸς δ’ ἔτι καὶ τόδε μεῖζον ἐνὶ φρεσὶ μερμηρίζω· | εἴ περ γὰρ κτείναιμι 
Διός τε σέθεν τε ἕκητι, | πῇ κεν ὑπεκπροφύγοιμι; τά σε φράζεσθαι ἄνωγα.

34 See LAKOFF AND TURNER 1989.
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of metaphor. We can say this with confidence, because, in this 
passage, the understanding that the barking of the heart is 
a mapping from one domain (animal behaviour) to another 
(psychological experience) is made crystal-clear by the simile 
that follows – the heart barks like a female dog defending her 
pups (14–16).35

At the same time, these are clearly experiences of Odysseus 
as agent, and the thoughts are his thoughts: the heart barks, but 
Odysseus is the one who resents the women’s offences (ὥς ῥα 
τοῦ ἔνδον ὑλάκτει ἀγαιομένου κακὰ ἔργα, 16). Then, however, 
in a (unique) variation on the speech-introduction formula in 
which a character is said to address his θυμός, Odysseus beats 
his breast and addresses his heart (στῆθος δὲ πλήξας κραδίην 
ἠνίπαπε μύθῳ, 17). In an even more striking variation, the 
“psychic organ” is then – here and here alone – actually ad-
dressed and spoken to, using second-person verbs (18–21):

“τέτλαθι δή, κραδίη· καὶ κύντερον ἄλλο ποτ’ ἔτλης,
ἤματι τῷ, ὅτε μοι μένος ἄσχετος ἤσθιε Κύκλωψ
ἰφθίμους ἑτάρους· σὺ δ’ ἐτόλμας, ὄφρα σε μῆτις
ἐξάγαγ’ ἐξ ἄντροιο ὀϊόμενον θανέεσθαι.”

This takes personification of the heart further than personi-
fication of the θυμός is ever taken. But still, though the heart is 
addressed, it does not itself speak. But it does seem to listen: af-
ter Odysseus has “restrained the dear heart [ἦτορ] in his chest” 
(22), the κραδίη obeys and endures (τῷ δὲ μάλ’ ἐν πείσῃ κραδίη 

35 See LEIDL 2003, 38 (with reference to Porphyry, Homeric Questions 6). 
A conscious and knowing approach to the use of such imagery is also 
suggested by the pun, κύντερον (“more dog-like”, i.e. worse), in 18. We 
see the same phenomenon at Od. 19. 204–207, where Penelope’s skin or 
cheeks (in a common metaphor for grief, love, etc.) “melt” (τήκετο, 204, 
208) in a way that is compared to melting snow on a mountain (205–207). 
In this case, the metaphor is a familiar, conventional one, while in the 
case of the barking heart it is a novel one (albeit based in conventional 
metonymies and personifications); in both cases, the amplification by means 
of a simile indicates deliberate, artistic use of metaphorical concepts that in 
other contexts might be used in a purely conventional way.
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μένε τετληυῖα | νωλεμέως, 23–24). There appear to be two in-
terlocutors, even if one of them merely listens and obeys. But 
the lines in which Odysseus reminds the κραδίη of “its” past 
(18–21) show that this is so only by means of a developed poetic 
metaphor. This is clear not only because the experiences of the 
heart are transparently those of Odysseus himself, and not only 
because the personified μῆτις in line 20 is itself also, like the 
heart, clearly an avatar of Odysseus (a reference to the way in 
which he outwitted the Cyclops by calling himself Outis and the 
pun by which this becomes μή τις/Mêtis at 9. 410). Apart from 
those indications, the persistence of Odysseus as operative agent, 
despite the personification of κραδίη and μῆτις, is also clearly 
demonstrated by the masculine participle, ὀϊόμενον, in 21, which 
betrays the fact that all this is Odysseus’ way of addressing him-
self. The participle agrees in sense with σε, i.e. the heart, in 20: 
“you”, the heart, endured, and μῆτις led “you” out of the cave,  
but the thought of imminent death is attributed to the only agent 
on the scene who is capable both of entertaining that thought 
and of being qualified by ὀϊόμενον, i.e. Odysseus himself.36

The personification of the barking heart in this passage 
is singular and striking. It dramatizes the phenomenology of 
Odysseus’ experience and conveys it all the more vividly and 
effectively to the audience. But though these metaphors of self-
division contribute to this vivid dramatization of the process 
of deliberation and impulse control, they also leave Odysseus, 
the real agent, in control throughout: these are ways of talking 
about Odysseus’ agency. In that, the passage bears out all that 
I have argued above about the functions of the θυμός. None 

36 Cf. HALLIWELL 1990, 40 n. 9; PELLICCIA 1995, 223 n. 203. The truth is 
already apparent to Eustathius, some 800 years earlier, who observes (2. 224 
Stallbaum) that Odysseus’ address to his heart involves synecdoche and so 
is tantamount to a form of self-address (τὸ δὲ, τέτλαθι κραδίη, ἀπὸ μέρους 
ἀντὶ τοῦ, σὺ, ὦ Ὀδυσσεῦ), correctly adducing the gender of the participle,  
ὀϊόμενον, as conclusive proof of the contention that the κραδίη is a transpar-
ent figure for an aspect of Odysseus’ personality (ὀϊόμενον θανέεσθαι, σὲ 
δηλονότι τὸν Ὀδυσσέα).
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of these “psychic organs” detracts from the agency of the per-
son. In understanding that, oral formulaic theory makes a big 
contribution, but we also need a grasp of the way that the evo-
lution of human cognition has equipped us to create models 
of the mind out of the more basic ways in which we interact 
with the natural and social environments.
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This paper will consider the ancient lists of the Nereids’ 
names, making a comparison between catalogues in epic po-
etry, which were orally composed, and their reception in clas-
sical times. My focus will be on the way in which such cata-
logues of proper names were composed, partly relying on 
tradition and partly varying and innovating on it with the ad-
dition of names nowhere else attested that can be thus consid-
ered as the poet’s own invention.1

Even though the Nereids are recurrent characters in clas- 
sical literature, only four texts preserve their names in the 
form of a catalogue, namely the Iliad, the Theogony and  
the works of two mythographers, Apollodorus and Hyginus. 
In narratives, these deities always act as a group and very few 
have a specific personality, the only exceptions being Thetis 
(wife of Peleus and mother of Achilles), Amphitrite (wife of 
Poseidon, but not mentioned in the Homeric catalogue) and – 
only in later sources – Psamathe (who begot Phokos from 
Aiakos, after turning herself into a seal).2 Due to the lack  
of a precise background for each one of them, the freedom of 
poets when dealing with these characters is undeniable. Along 
with their names, which share the same features but, as it will 
be shown, are not repeated identically in the four catalogues, 
even their number fluctuates: Hesiod states that there are fifty 
Nereids (Theog. 264), a number not shared by the other cata-
logues and in open contrast with another tradition that calls 
for one hundred Nereids.3

1. The Catalogue of Nereids in the Iliad
When Thetis, from the depths of the sea, hears the cry of 

grief of her son Achilles, despaired for Patroclus’ death, she 
1 For the sake of conciseness, this work will focus only on the catalogues 

of the Nereids, leaving aside the catalogues of the Oceanids, even if they sha-
re many features that will be observed in the following pages.

2 Apoll. Bibl. III 12, 6; Schol. vet ad Eur. Andr. 687.
3 Plat. Criti. 116e. For ancient traditions about the Nereids see BARRIN-

GER 1995, esp. 4–5.
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starts wailing and is soon surrounded by her sisters named 
one by one (Il. XVIII 35–49):

σμερδαλέον δ᾽ ᾤμωξεν· ἄκουσε δὲ πότνια μήτηρ
ἡμένη ἐν βένθεσσιν ἁλὸς παρὰ πατρὶ γέροντι,
κώκυσέν τ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἔπειτα· θεαὶ δέ μιν ἀμφαγέροντο
πᾶσαι ὅσαι κατὰ βένθος ἁλὸς Νηρηΐδες ἦσαν.
ἔνθ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἔην Γλαύκη τε Θάλειά τε Κυμοδόκη τε
Νησαίη Σπειώ τε Θόη θ᾽ Ἁλίη τε βοῶπις   40
Κυμοθόη τε καὶ Ἀκταίη καὶ Λιμνώρεια
καὶ Μελίτη καὶ Ἴαιρα καὶ Ἀμφιθόη καὶ Ἀγαυὴ
Δωτώ τε Πρωτώ τε Φέρουσά τε Δυναμένη τε
Δεξαμένη τε καὶ Ἀμφινόμη καὶ Καλλιάνειρα
Δωρὶς καὶ Πανόπη καὶ ἀγακλειτὴ Γαλάτεια   45
Νημερτής τε καὶ Ἀψευδὴς καὶ Καλλιάνασσα·
ἔνθα δ᾽ ἔην Κλυμένη Ἰάνειρά τε καὶ Ἰάνασσα
Μαῖρα καὶ Ὠρείθυια ἐϋπλόκαμός τ᾽ Ἀμάθεια
ἄλλαι θ᾽ αἳ κατὰ βένθος ἁλὸς Νηρηΐδες ἦσαν.

After the enumeration of the names, the narration contin-
ues with Thetis’ lamentation over Achilles’ misfortunes, while 
her companions beat their breasts in despair (XVIII 50–51). 
When Thetis reaches out to her son to comfort him, her sis-
ters accompany her, and they attend the dialogue between 
them. Then, they are dismissed by Thetis and go back to the 
sea (XVIII 140–146).

The sudden disappearance of the Nereids and their lack 
of active participation posed some interpretive questions con- 
cerning this passage. Ancient commentators considered it to be 
an interpolation,4 whereas more recently the scene has been 
interpreted by the Neoanalysis as reminiscent of a funeral 
scene, probably the one contained in a lost Achilleis on the oc-
casion of the death of Achilles himself.5 According to this view,  

4 Schol. vet. ad Il. XVIII 39; the same view is shared by LEAF 1902 II, 273.
5 The mourning of Thetis surrounded by her sisters in occasion of 

her son’s death is recalled also in the Odyssey (XXIV 47–59) and Proclus 
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the mournful procession of the Nereids was then adapted  
to the context of the Iliad and transferred to the death of 
Patroclus instead. Naming all the participants then would be 
a way to amplify Thetis’ sorrow for the gloomy destiny await-
ing her son and make it more visible to the listeners.6

However, the list of the Nereids’ names could also serve 
a different purpose, namely to interrupt the mourning of 
Achilles at the news of Patroclus’ death, both diverting the au-
dience’s attention and creating suspense about the outcome of 
such a sorrowful moment.7 Much attention has been dedicated 
by recent studies to the effects of Homeric catalogues on the 
ancient listeners (suspense, surprise, recollection of other sto-
ries, emotional engagement).8 In the case of a completely in-
vented list,9 the audience would be enthralled by the novelty of 
the list itself and the beauty of its imagery. Even though a link 
between the catalogue of Nereids and the mythical tradition is 
undisputable, it seems nonetheless to have been harmoniously 
arranged in order to convey very evocative images. Some fea-
tures of the text may support this view.

First of all, the line that opens the catalogue (πᾶσαι ὅσαι 
κατὰ βένθος ἁλὸς Νηρηΐδες ἦσαν, XVIII 38) together with 
a very similar formulation at the end (ἄλλαι θ᾽ αἳ κατὰ βένθος 
ἁλὸς Νηρηΐδες ἦσαν, XVIII 49), suggests that the poet did not 
name the totality of Nereids, but many others are known to 
him. Expressions of this kind, which appear very often at the 

mentions this scene in his summary of the Aethiopis (Procl. Chrest. 172 
Seve.). KAKRIDIS 1949, 70–75; KULLMANN 1960, 36–37 and 331–332; RU-
THERFORD 2019, 95. 

6 GAERTNER 2001, 302–303; CORAY 2016, 32. According to MINCHIN 
2001, 94 “the beauty of the list (…) serves to highlight its pathos”.

7 This thesis was first supported by SCHADEWALDT 19512, 248–250. Cp. 
OWEN 19892, 177. KELLY (2007, 123–124) insists on the function of catalogues 
as a preparation to major events (in this case the meeting between Thetis 
and Achilles).

8 Cp. MINCHIN 1996, 19–20 and 76–77; GAERTNER 2001, 298–305.
9 Such as the names of the Phaeacians (Od. VIII 111–119), on which see 

KANAVOU 2015, 120–123.
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end of catalogues, suggest to the listener that such lists could 
never be completed because an oral poet would never be able 
to tell all the names he knows.10 At the same time, thus, such 
utterances emphasize the largeness of the Nereids’ group, 
whose number could be expanded even further, as we will see.

Picking up only some entries from an indefinite range of 
possibilities, the poet of the Iliad inserted thirty-three names 
in ten lines, adding only three epithets (βοῶπις, ἀγακλειτή, 
ἐϋπλόκαμος), and obtaining, in this way, the simplest form of 
a catalogue.11 These names are not just juxtaposed, but they 
share features, which make the whole list totally coherent. It is 
possible to detect a consistent use of phonetic assonance, espe-
cially evident in names that appear close to each other (Δωτώ 
τε Πρωτώ 43, Δυναμένη τε Δεξαμένη 43–44, Νημερτής τε καὶ 
Ἀψευδής 46, Ἰάνειρά τε καὶ Ἰάνασσα 47).

With regards to non-consecutive names, the repetition of 
the same root in different anthroponyms stresses the link from 
each figure to the others. Consider for instance θοός “swift”, 
appearing in Θόη, Κυμοθόη, Ἀμφιθόη or κῦμα “wave” used as 
first member of compound in Κυμοδόκη and Κυμοθόη. Again, 
Καλλιάνειρα and Καλλιάνασσα, similar both in meaning and 
in formation, appear in the same position of the verse and the 
latter is further echoed by Ἰάνασσα in the following line.

As a whole, they all are “speaking names”, related to eas-
ily identifiable semantic areas. Maritime images are the most 
relevant, occurring close to each other and at the beginning 
of the catalogue (lines 39–41): apart from the two names built 

10 A very similar structure recurs at Hym. Hom. Ap. 92–95. The inabil-
ity of the poet to enumerate exhaustively all the names is sometimes expli- 
citly stated, e.g. Il. XVII 260–261. Cp. KELLY 2007, 123–124.

11 Cp. EDWARDS 1980, 99. Many scholars use the term ‘list’ in a specific 
sense, referring only to the simplest form of a catalogue, the one composed 
by bare names with no further elaboration, whereas a proper ‘catalogue’ 
would include some lines of explanation for each entry (MINCHIN 1996, 4–5; 
2001, 74–76; SAMMONS 2010, 5–12). In this paper ‘catalogue’ and ‘list’ will be 
used as synonyms.
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from the word κῦμα (Κυμοδόκη, “she who holds the wave” and 
Κυμοθόη, “swift wave”), the sea is evoked by many of its com-
ponents. Γλαύκη is the “brightly gleaming”,12 Νησαίη, Σπειώ, 
Ἁλίη, Ἀκταίη are readily derived respectively from νῆσος 
„island”, σπέος “cave”, ἅλς “sea” and ἀκτή “coast”. Λιμνώρεια, 
from λίμνη “marsh”, should be interpreted as “mistress of the 
marshes.”13 Further on, finally, there is Ἀμάθεια (49), clearly 
derived from ἄμαθος “sand”. Even though less evidently, other 
names of Nereids may carry an allusion to the sea. Θόη, “the 
swift”, may refer to the quick succession of the waves, and 
also Ἀμφιθόη, “the very swift”. Γαλάτεια, a common name for 
a nymph, should probably be interpreted as “milky sea foam”.14 
Finally, Μαῖρα, from the root of the verb μαρμαίρω, has prob-
ably the meaning of “the glimmering” and Ὠρείθυια (“moun-
tain-rushing”) may convey the idea of wind rushing down to 
the sea from a mountain.15

Even if names semantically related to the sea would be 
more expected for a group of sea Nymphs, the majority of 
them carry more general denominations, based on moral or 
physical features, which could belong to every minor god- 
dess. A group of five names suggesting a helping attitude ap-
pear in a row (lines 43–44). Δωτώ, echoed further on by Δωρίς 
(45), is “the giver” and Πρωτώ is “the first (to help).”16 Immedi-
ately after, three participles of verbs appear after one another:  
Φέρουσα “the bringer”; Δυναμένη “the mighty”; Δεξαμένη 
“she who receives.”17

12 As remarked by WEST 1966, 238, γλαυκή is an epithet of the sea in Il. 
XVI 34 and it is used as a kenning of the sea in Hes. Theog. 440.

13 Cp. CORAY 2016, 35.
14 It is mainly interpreted as a derivative of γάλα (“milk”).
15 Cp. EDWARDS 1991, 150.
16 VON KAMPTZ 1982, 126. For different (and more conjectural) interpre-

tations cp. EDWARDS 1991, 149.
17 Proper names in a participial form must have been quite widespread 

for minor deities in catalogic poetry (see CASSIO 2005, 34–35 with more 
examples). 



37

Although such names may still be related specifically to 
the Nereids and express their good will towards the seamen, 
all the other names refer to even more generic qualities. In 
fact, the second Nereid to be mentioned is Θάλεια, which is 
a very common name for a Nymph18 and thus may be remi-
niscent of other characters. In the same way, Ἀμφινόμη seems 
to be derived from the masculine Ἀμφίνομος, with a broad 
semantic reference to pastures and animals. A reference to 
moral virtues is implicit in names such as Μελίτη “the sweet 
(as honey)” and even more clearly in Νημερτής “the infallible” 
and Ἀψευδής “the one without deception”. Such attributes may 
have been influenced also by the popular belief in Greek cul-
ture that sea-divinities had a special knowledge concerning the 
future: Nereus himself in the Theogony is defined as ἀψευδής 
(233) and νημερτής (235) and Proteus in the Odyssey is intro-
duced as γέρων ἅλιος νημερτής (Od. IV 384–385).

Names conveying the idea of beauty or power may be suit-
able for any high-ranking woman, such as Ἀγαυή “the admira-
ble”, Καλλιάνειρα “the beautiful woman”, Πανόπη “all-seeing”, 
Καλλιάνασσα “beautiful mistress” and Κλυμένη “the famous”. 
As a formant of compounds names, the root of *ϝίς (“strength”) 
is repeated: Ἴαιρα “the vigorous”, Ἰάνειρα “the forceful”,19  
Ἰάνασσα “the mighty queen” (cp. Ἰφιάνασσα).

Echoes in sounds, repetitions of roots and “speaking names” 
in general were essential features of long lists of obscure char-
acters. They served the twofold purpose of helping the poet 
recall or create all the names and holding the listeners’ at-
tention during oral performance. The comparison with other 
catalogues of Nereids will show that even if the names are not 
always the same, their features are mostly constant, defining 
the sense in which a poet could “invent”, while still being at-
tached to mythical tradition.

18 It is bestowed to a Muse (Theog. 77) and to a Grace (Theog. 909), see 
further on § 7.

19 VON KAMPTZ 1982, 102 and 121. 
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2. The Catalogue of Nereids in the Theogony
The relationship between the Homeric Catalogue and the 

mythological tradition has often been discussed. In particu-
lar, many scholars believed that Homer was drawing his list 
from a broader one20 and this view was supported by the 
comparison with the other catalogue of Nereids belonging to 
an oral poem, the one included in the Theogony of Hesiod. 
After a recollection of the qualities of Nereus and the men-
tion of his siblings, Hesiod gives a list of fifty Nereids (Theog. 
243–264):21

Πρωτώ τ’ Εὐκράντη τε Σαώ τ’ Ἀμφιτρίτη τε
Εὐδώρη τε Θέτις τε Γαλήνη τε Γλαύκη τε,
Κυμοθόη Σπειώ τε Θόη θ᾽ Ἁλίη τ’ ἐρόεσσα   245
Πασιθέη τ’ Ἐρατώ τε καὶ Εὐνίκη ῥοδόπηχυς
καὶ Μελίτη χαρίεσσα καὶ Εὐλιμένη καὶ Ἀγαυὴ
Δωτώ τε Πρωτώ τε Φέρουσά τε Δυναμένη τε
Νησαίη τε καὶ Ἀκταίη καὶ Πρωτομέδεια,
Δωρὶς καὶ Πανόπη καὶ εὐειδὴς Γαλάτεια   250
Ἱπποθόη τ’ ἐρόεσσα καὶ Ἱππονόη ῥοδόπηχυς
Κυμοδόκη θ’, ἣ κύματ’ ἐν ἠεροειδέι πόντῳ
πνοιάς τε ζαέων ἀνέμων σὺν Κυματολήγῃ
ῥεῖα πρηΰνει καὶ ἐυσφύρῳ Ἀμφιτρίτῃ,
Κυμώ τ’ Ἠιόνη τε ἐυστέφανός θ’ Ἁλιμήδη   255
Γλαυκονόμη τε φιλομμειδὴς καὶ Ποντοπόρεια
Λειαγόρη τε καὶ Εὐαγόρη καὶ Λαομέδεια
Πουλυνόη τε καὶ Αὐτονόη καὶ Λυσιάνασσα
Εὐάρνη τε φυὴν ἐρατὴ καὶ εἶδος ἄμωμος
καὶ Ψαμάθη χαρίεσσα δέμας δίη τε Μενίππη   260
Νησώ τ’ Εὐπόμπη τε Θεμιστώ τε Προνόη τε

20 The last line in the Homeric catalogue (XVIII 49) was interpreted by 
some scholars as a hint to the fact that the poet was shortening a longer 
list that circulated at that time, see KAKRIDIS 1949, 75. Cp. TSAGALIS 2010, 
324–328. 

21 The text is given according to the edition by RICCIARDELLI, 2018, who 
preserves the proper names in the form attested by the manuscripts, reject-
ing some modern emendations. See further on note 25.
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Νημερτής θ’, ἣ πατρὸς ἔχει νόον ἀθανάτοιο.
αὗται μὲν Νηρῆος ἀμύμονος ἐξεγένοντο
κοῦραι πεντήκοντα, ἀμύμονα ἔργ’ εἰδυῖαι

In contrast to the Homeric list, Hesiod makes a larger use 
of epithets, all of which are semantically connected to the 
idea of beauty. Moreover, some names are further explained 
through a relative clause (at lines 252–254 and 262) and in one 
case the epithet itself does not consist of only one word, but it 
is expanded (line 259).

However, there are similarities between the two lists. One 
line is identical in both texts (Il. XVIII 43 = Hes. Theog. 248); two 
other lines differ only in one or two words (Il. XVIII 40 ≈ Hes. 
Theog. 245; Il. XVIII 45 ≈ Hes. Theog. 250). As a whole, there 
are eighteen names in common, fifteen names appear only in 
the Homeric catalogue and thirty-two names appear only in He- 
siod’s catalogue.

Scholars sought to explain these differences by trying to 
determine which catalogue was composed earlier, assuming 
that one catalogue is dependent upon the other22 or that they 
both derive from a common source.23

However, given the difficulties in gaining certainty on such 
issues, it seems to be preferable not to deal with the mutual  
relationship of these catalogues and their connection with 
a specific source, but rather presume that they both derive 

22 In particular, the most widespread opinion is that the author of Book 
XVIII drew from the Theogony, since all the names mentioned in the Iliad 
appear in the first half of Hesiod’s catalogue, cp. West 2011, 344. Others 
(SOLMSEN 1949, 45–46; BUTTERWORTH 1986, 34–44) share the opposite 
view, arguing that the internal coherence of the Homeric Catalogue shows its 
earlier composition. For a complete recollection about the debate on this is-
sue see CORAY 2016, 33–34. Interestingly, the number of Hesiod’s new names 
(thirty-two) is almost equal to the totality of the Homeric names (thirty-three). 
This coincidence may point to a conscious aemulatio by Hesiod of the previ-
ous list or, more likely, it may be an indication of the average length of such 
catalogues of proper names in oral recitations. 

23 See KAKRIDIS (1949, 71–75 and 83–95), who postulates the existence of 
an epic Achilleis as a model for this part of the Iliad. 
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from the same epic tradition: similarities and differences be-
tween the two lists could suggest that the two poets combined 
some more popular names with less known or invented ones 
that still share the same features.

In fact, assonances due to the repetition of the same roots 
are easily noticeable also in Hesiod’s list. Some of them are 
the same used in the Homeric catalogue, such as κῦμα, 
appearing in Κυμοθόη, Κυμοδόκη, Κυματολήγη, Κυμώ, while 
other formations stem out from different terms, like νόη 
(Πουλυνόη,24 Αὐτονόη and Προνόη) or ἵππος (Ἱπποθόη, 
Ἱππονόη and Μενίππη). The prefix ἐυ- is consistently reiterated 
through the entire catalogue, appearing both in proper names 
and in epithets (Εὐκράντη, Εὐδώρη, Εὐνίκη, εὐειδής, Εὐλιμένη, 
εὔσφυρος, ἐυστέφανος, Εὐαγόρη, Εὐάρνη, Εὐπόμπη). 
Moreover, two names are repeated (Πρωτώ, line 243 and 248; 
Ἀμφιτρίτη, line 243 and 254)25 and others are almost the same: 
Νησώ and Νησαίη, Ἱπποθόη and Ἱππονόη.

An analysis of the meaning of these forms shows that 
they belong to the same semantic areas as the Homeric 
ones. With regards to the names that did not appear in the 
Iliadic catalogue, some of them are related to the sea, such 
as Γαλήνη “calm sea”, Εὐλιμένη “safe harbour”, Κυματολήγη 
“who gathers the waves”, Κυμώ “wave”, Ἁλιμήδη “concerned 
with the sea”, Ἠιόνη “from the coast”, Ποντοπόρεια “who 
travels the sea”, Ψαμάθη “sand”, Νησώ “island”, but also in 
this case the majority seem to be related to more general 
aspects of personality26. Again, a group of names referring to 

24 Πουλυνόη is a correction for Πολυνόμη. See infra, note 43.
25 If Πρωτώ and Ἀμφιτρίτη are counted only once, the total number of 

fifty is respected. Some editors instead write Πλωτώ (e.g. RZACH 1908) or 
Πρωθώ (WEST 1966) in line 243 in order to avoid the repetition, even though 
the form Πρωτώ is attested by all manuscripts. With this correction it is nec-
essary to alter Θόη θ᾽ Ἁλίη (line 245) in θοὴ Θαλίη in order to maintain the 
total number as fifty; for a discussion on this issue see WEST 1966, 239; RIC-
CIARDELLI 2018, 134. 

26 MC INERNEY (2004, 32–34), in his analysis of this catalogue, interprets 
such names as a recollection of political virtues useful to men in public life.
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a helping attitude (towards the mariners) is easily recognisable: 
Εὐκράντη “good sovereign”; Σαώ “saver”; Εὐδώρη “generous”; 
Πρωτομέδεια “the first one to help”; Λυσιάνασσα “lady who 
releases”; Εὐπόμπη “who safely accompanies”. Also in this 
list there could be a reference to the power of sea-creatures 
to fairly interpret the future in names like Θεμιστώ “fair”, 
Προνόη “who knows in advance”, but the remainder seem to 
be generic appellations pointing to ordinary virtues (consider 
for instance Πασιθέη “all divine”, or Ἐρατώ “lovely”).27

From the above comparison, it emerges that the two lists 
differ in the way they approach the same traditional material, 
renovating it and representing it in a new form. A restricted 
group of names was probably traditional and repeated each 
time a catalogue of Nereids was performed, but some others, 
with the same features, could be added by the poet. Moreover, 
in later times, the epic catalogues were not perceived as canon-
ical sources preserving the names of the daughters of Nereus, 
but poets felt free to vary the list.

3. The Nereids in vase-painting
In the 5th century, the Nereids were a popular subject in 

vase-painting. Very often the figures are painted one next to 
the other and are labelled by inscriptions preserving their 
names, as if the painter was portraying a catalogue (or he was 
reminiscent of one).28 As for the names, some of them are the 
same as those appearing in the Iliad or in the Theogony, but 
it is also possible to spot some names that did not appear in 
previous lists.29

27 As a whole, as Solmsen noted, the only names which “seem to disturb 
the pattern of the other names” (because they are not transparent in their 
meaning) are the ones fully linked to Greek mythology: Thetis and Amphi-
trite (SOLMSEN 1949, 46). 

28 In contrast to literary texts, in vase-inscriptions the collective form 
Νηρηίδες is never used. 

29 For a full list of the names of the Nereids in vase-paintings see LIMC 
VI/1, 820.
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Α quick survey will show that the “new names” are usually 
very similar to the epic ones, either from a phonetic point 
of view or because they are “speaking names” related to the 
same semantic areas.30 Moreover, all of them are compat-
ible with the hexameter for their metrical form. For instance, 
on an attic epinetron31 together with Μελίτη and Εὐλιμένη 
(the first appearing in both catalogues and the second only in  
Hesiod’s), there are ΑΛΤΙΣ, ΑΥΡΑ and ΝΑΩ, never attested 
elsewhere. These names may sound familiar and are easily un-
derstandable, because ΑΛΤΙΣ recalls Ἀλίη (Theog. 245), αὔρα 
means “breeze” and νάω as a verb means “flow”32 (and it is 
also quite similar to Σαώ, Theog. 243).

The assonance with names belonging to the epic tradi-
tion had probably a considerable impact on the composition 
of such inscriptions (considering that the painter might have 
remembered poorly what he heard), but some forms appear-
ing on vase-paintings are rather new creations. On an attic 
cup preserved in Munich,33 for instance, Thetis is accompa-
nied by ΓΛΑΥΚΟ and ΚΥΜΑΤΟΘΑΙ, easily comparable re-
spectively to Γλαύκη (Il. XVIII 39, Theog. 244) and Κυμοθόη  
(Il. XVIII 41, Theog. 245). In addition, there are ΕΡΑΤΟ (already 
Ἐρατώ in Theog. 246), but also ΧΟΡΟ and ΙΡΙΣΙΑ. The first 
name, derived from χορός (“dance”), may be a hint to the im-
age of dancing Nereids (recurring also in literary texts);34 while 
the second one probably recalls ἴρις (“rainbow”).35

Usually in these inscriptions there is no recognisable adher-
ence to a specific literary list and, even when a reminiscence 

30 The text of the inscriptions is given according to AVI (https://avi.unibas.ch).
31 Attic epinetron (from Euboea), Athens Nat. Mus. 1629, 440 a.C., BA 

216971, AVI 0804.
32 ΝΑΩ recurs also on a dinos from Vulci (Würzburg L540, 460 a.C., BA 

213890).
33 Attic Cup, Munich, Antikensamml. J331, 510 a. C, BA 201289, AVI 5321.
34 For the dancing Nereids see BARRINGER 1995, 83–87.
35 According to KRETSCHMER 1894, 202 the reference is to the god-

dess Ἴρις.
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of the Iliadic catalogue could be assumed, the resulting list 
turns out to be different. In fact, on a pyxis in the British Mu-
seum36 there are three Nereids with Homeric names appear-
ing in a row, namely ΓΛΑΥΚΕ, ΘΑΛΕΙΑ and ΚΥΜΟΔΟΚΕ. 
These are the first three names of the Homeric Catalogue of 
Nereids (Γλαύκη τε Θάλειά τε Κυμοδόκη τε, Il. XVIII 39), so it 
is possible that the painter remembered this verse. However, 
next to ΚΥΜΟΔΟΚΕ there are ΚΥΜΟΘΕΑ (formed on κῦμα, 
but not part of a literary list) and ΓΑΛΕΝΕ, not in the catalogue 
by Homer but only in the one by Hesiod (Theog. 244). After 
them, the following character is ΠΟΝΤΟΜΕΔΕΑ, a name that 
is not part of a literary catalogue, but it is easily interpretable 
as a compound from πόντος and -*μεδ, “the one who rules the 
sea”. The remaining label is ΔΟΣΩ, which could be a mistake 
for Δωτώ (Il. XVIII 43) or a different form, maybe influenced 
by the epithet Δώς (or Δωσώ) given to Demeter.37

These forms attested by vase-inscriptions could be variously 
interpreted. Names different from the literary ones could suggest 
either that in oral recitation the list was still varied, or that the 
painter had other sources or finally that he was himself adapt-
ing what he remembered from the traditional names he had  
previously heard because he was not concerned with the ex-
act form of a name, but rather its meaning or its sound. The 
third option seems to be the most likely one, especially because 
names different from the epic ones usually appear only once. 
However, the form ΠΟΝΤΟΜΕΔΕΑ is a significant exception. 
In fact, a very similar name appears also on an attic amphora:38 
here there are only two figures, one is labelled ΘΕΤΙΣ and  
the other is ΠΟΝΤΜΕΔΑ, which could be a misspelling of  
Ποντ<ο>μεδ<ε>α, and, in any case, is a very similar form.

36 Pyxis, London, British Museum E774, 430 a.C., BA 216969, AVI 4650.
37 In Hom. Hymn. Dem. 122 the manuscripts have Δώς, the correction 

Δωσώ is accepted by most editors, cp. RICHARDSON 1979, 188. 
38 Attic Amphora, Munich Staatl. Antikensamml. 1415, 500 a.C., BA 4652, 

AVI 5151.
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Another parallel may confirm the suggestion that these 
vases preserve a mythical tradition different from the liter-
ary one. In fact, on a fragment of Corinthian crater from the 
6th century B.C.39 it is possible to read ΠΟΝΤΟΜΕΔΟΙΣΑ,40 
another form deriving from πόντος and -*μεδ, but not attest-
ed in the literary versions of the catalogue. The ending of this 
form in -οισα suggests a lesbian origin, even if such aeolicisms 
entered Corinthian poetic language quite early.41 Anyway, the 
appearance of such a form on a Corinthian vase-painting may 
reveal a certain degree of familiarity of the poet with literary 
traditions.42

Even though its origin remains uncertain, this name sin-
gularly survives in literary texts. In the catalogue of Nereids 
drawn by the mythographer Apollodorus (see §4) the form 
Ποντομέδουσα appears, which, from a phonetic point of view, 
corresponds to Ποντομέδοισα in the attic dialect. This coinci-
dence may suggest that this list circulated broadly in ancient 
times and was varied adding new names or adjusting them to 
the local dialects43.

39 Geneva, priv. (WATCHER 2001, 98, no. 96B). For the inscription see 
CHAMAY 1990, 31–33. 

40 The spelling on the vase is ΠΝΟΤΟΜΕΔΟΙΣΑ, but it is highly prob-
able that the first two letters have been inverted by mistake. A first member 
*πνουτο- from πνέω could be possible, but a noun such as *πνοῦτος is never 
attested as such or as the first member in compound names. Conversely, the 
similarity with proper names built on ποντο- strongly points at a mistake by 
the painter. Cp. WACHTER 1990, 45.

41 Cp. μοῖσα and ἔχοισα in Eumelus’ verses (Paus. IV 33, 2). In addition to 
ΠΟΝΤΟΜΕΔΟΙΣΑ, there are a few other Corinthian inscriptions from the 
VI century attesting an ending -οισα but the overall evidence is too scanty to 
assume that these forms belonged to the spoken dialect also and are not in- 
fluenced by the literary language (see CASSIO 2005, 24). On forms ending 
in -οισα in doric dialect see SCHWYZER 1934 I, 110; CASSIO 2005, 22–38; 
ADRADOS 2005, 109–110. 

42 On the literary tradition that may lay behind this lesbian form see 
WACHTER 2001, 300–302.

43 WACHTER 1990, 42–44 links these forms with Hesiod’s Πρωτομέδεια 
(Theog. 249), suggesting that they all could derive from the same antecedent. 
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4. The Catalogue of Nereids by Apollodorus
Apollodorus in his recollection of the daughters of Nereus 

enumerates a total of 45 names (Apoll. Bibl. I 2, 7):

Νηρέως δὲ καὶ Δωρίδος Νηρηίδες, ὧν τὰ ὀνόματα Κυμοθόη Σπειὼ 
Γλαυκονόμη Ναυσιθόη Ἁλίη, Ἐρατὼ Σαὼ Ἀμφιτρίτη Εὐνίκη  
Θέτις, Εὐλιμένη Ἀγαύη Εὐδώρη Δωτὼ Φέρουσα, Γαλάτεια Ἀκταίη 
Ποντομέδουσα Ἱπποθόη Λυσιάνασσα, Κυμὼ Ἠιόνη Ἁλιμήδη  
Πληξαύρη Εὐκράντη, Πρωτὼ Καλυψὼ Πανόπη Κραντὼ Νεόμηρις, 
Ἱππονόη Ἰάνειρα Πολυνόμη Αὐτονόη Μελίτη, Διώνη Νησαίη Δηρὼ 
Εὐαγόρη Ψαμάθη, Εὐμόλπη Ἰόνη Δυναμένη Κητὼ Λιμνώρεια.

This catalogue is the result of a mixture of names from 
Homer and from Hesiod, with the addition of names given to 
another group of sea-nymphs, the Oceanids. Such names come 
from Hesiod’s catalogue of Oceanids: Πληξαύρη (Theog. 353), 
Καλυψώ (Theog. 359), Διώνη (Theog. 353). Like the Nereids, 
the Oceanids are minor deities carrying speaking names most-
ly connected to water and nature for their meaning. Due to 
strong affinities between the two groups, their names were 
often confused in ancient times, which is probably the reason 
why in Apollodorus’ list of Nereids we find also names that 
elsewhere are given to Oceanids.

In Apollodorus’ list there are also names which do not ap-
pear in any other literary text: Ποντομέδουσα, Ναυσιθόη, 
Κραντώ, Νεόμηρις, Πολυνόμη, Δηρώ, Εὐμόλπη, Ἰόνη, Κητώ. 
While for Ποντομέδουσα it is possible to trace back some evi-
dence of its circulation before its appearance in the list drawn 
by Apollodorus, there is nothing similar for the others. Howev-
er, since it is highly improbable that the mythographer himself 
invented them, it is likely that they were involved in an analo-
gous process and that they were part of a poetic catalogue 
that is now lost. This can be firstly supported by the fact that  
all of them are compatible with the hexameter regarding their 
metrical structure (apart from Πολυνόμη, on which, however, 
see note 43). As for their meaning, then, some of them clearly 

Homeric catalogues between tradition and invention



46 Isabella Nova

derive from marine imagery (Ναυσιθόη, “swift ship” and Κητώ 
“sea-monster”) others are generic but nonetheless very trans-
parent (Κραντώ, “the one who accomplishes”, Πολυνόμη “of 
many names”44, Εὐμόλπη “beautiful song”). Νεόμηρις and Ἰόνη 
are likely to be derived from names of plants: Ἰόνη from ἴον 
(“violet”) and Νεόμηρις from μηρίς (“sea-starwort” a plant 
which grows close to salt marshes45). The only name which 
sounds hardly suitable for a Nereid, or a nymph, is Δηρώ (re-
lated to δῆρις “battle”?).

As a whole, the combination of names by Apollodorus sug-
gests that the list of Nereids’ names was never a fixed one in 
ancient times and, above all, that the catalogues by Homer and 
Hesiod were not considered as normative in this respect. Cen-
turies passed between the epic catalogues and the recollection 
of Apollodorus, but thanks to the hints given by vase inscrip-
tions the overall tendency is clear: apart from a few names, 
which are constantly repeated, new ones sharing the same 
features (a clear meaning, the adaptability to the hexameter) 
could be inserted in the list and at that point they acquired the 
same level of “traditionality” as the others.

A comparison with the development of catalogues of 
Nymphs in Latin literature will help to conclude this picture.

5. A Catalogue of Nymphs in the Georgics
As Thetis heard the cry of Achilles from the depths of the 

sea, so Cyrene in Book IV of the Georgics hears the lament 
of grief of her son Aristaeus from under a river. In close 

44 Πολυνόμη is never found in Apollodorus’ manuscripts, where the form 
given is Πουλυνόη. Πολυνόμη, conversely, is attested uniformly in the text 
tradition of the Theogony (258). Since the form Πολυνόμη would not fit into 
the hexameter, modern editors assume that Apollodorus’ manuscripts pre-
serve the original form belonging to Hesiod’s text and thus they restore 
Πουλυνόη in line 258. Presuming also that the two forms have been inverted, 
the form Πολυνόμη is currently printed in Apollodorus’ editions. For the tex-
tual problem see WEST 1966, 241. 

45 This form is attested only by Dioscorides, which quotes it as an alterna-
tive name of the better known tripolium (Diosc. IV132).
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resemblance to the Homeric scene, Cyrene is surrounded 
by Nymphs and the poet lists their names (Verg. Georg. IV 
333–356):

At mater sonitum thalamo sub fluminis alti
sensit. Eam circum Milesia vellera Nymphae
carpebant hyali saturo fucata colore,    335
Drymoque Xanthoque Ligeaque Phyllodoceque,
caesariem effusae nitidam per candida colla,
[Nesaee Spioque Thaliaque Cymodoceque,]46

Cydippeque et flava Lycorias, altera virgo,
altera tum primos Lucinae experta labores,   340
Clioque et Beroe soror, Oceanitides ambae,
ambae auro, pictis incinctae pellibus ambae,
atque Ephyre atque Opis et Asia Deiopea
et tandem positis velox Arethusa sagittis.
Inter quas curam Clymene narrabat inanem   345
Vulcani Martisque dolos et dulcia furta

The names are mostly unattested elsewhere in Latin litera-
ture, and even the two nymhps defined as Oceanitides bear 
names that do not belong to any other catalogue of these dei-
ties (Clio is the name of a Muse according to Hes. Theog. 77 
and Beroe is never attested elsewhere). As a whole, it seems 
that Virgil conceived the catalogue as a kind of intellectual 
game: the proper names are mostly invented, but they are de-
rived from roots of Greek words transferred into Latin.

Considering the first names (line 336), the intellectual 
wordplay is clear: Drymo recalls δρυμός (“thicket”), Xantho 
means “blond”, Ligea (“with a light voice”) in the Greek form 
Λίγεια is the name of a Siren (Lyc. Alex. 726). Phyllodoce 
(“she who holds the leaves”) may be a variation of forms like 

46 Line 338 is considered interpolated by all modern editors because it 
seems to be imported from Verg. Aen. V 826 (where Virgil draws a short cata-
logue of Nereids recalling the names which appeared in Il. XVIII 39–40) and 
the earliest manuscripts do not include it, cp. THOMAS 1988, 208.
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Κυματολήγη47 (a Nereid in Hes. Theog. 253). As for the fol-
lowing ones, while Cydippe is a common name for a Nymph, 
Lycorias may recall refined Greek forms as Λυκωρεύς (an epi-
thet of Apollo in Call. H. 2, 19 and Ap. Rhod. IV 1490)48. Playing 
with different mythical traditions, after unexpectedly mention-
ing Clio and Beroe as Oceanids, Virgil lists Ephyre, who is one 
of the daughters of Oceanus according to Paus. II 1, 1. Opis, 
in the form Ὦπις or Οὖπις is an epithet of Artemis49 and De-
iopea is the name of a Nymph (used also in Aen. I 72). Finally, 
the last two names Arethusa and Clymene are the most famil-
iar as names of minor deities, the latter appearing also in the 
Homeric catalogue of Nereids (Il. XVIII 47).

The intended effect of this list is still the entertainment of 
the listeners or readers, but at a very sophisticated level.50 
Contrary to the lists in Greek epic poetry, in this case there 
is no repetition of roots and sounds, but, on the other hand, 
it is possible to recognise a regular pattern in the disposition 
of the proper names over the lines. The order is as follows: 
four proper names (336) followed by one line of description 
(337); then two names (339) and one line of description (340);  
again two names (341) and one line of description (342);  
finally four names, one of which is an epithet (343). The last 

47 Cp. MYNORS 1990, 303.
48 Cp. also the proper name Lycoris, used as a pseudonym for Gallus’ mis-

tress (e.g. Verg. Ecl. 2, 2 and 22).
49 E.g. Her. IV 35, 1; Call. H. 3, 204; Opis is also the name of one of her 

Nymphs, cp. Aen. XI 352–353, or a different deity, cp. Plaut. Bacch. 892.
50 With regards to Latin literature, poets’ awareness of the entertaining 

aim of the catalogues can be proved also by a “negative” example. Describ- 
ing the exceptional beauty of Arachne’s tapestry, Ovid recounts that even 
nymphs abandoned their mountains and rivers in order to see the opus 
mirabile (met. IV 14–16). Although a catalogue of nymphs could have been 
easily inserted at this point, the poet decided not to do it and only mention 
them very briefly. A possible reason behind this can be found in the attractive 
power of the catalogue itself: Ovid wished not to divert the focus of his nar-
ration from the extraordinary weaving capabilities of the girl and, therefore, 
did not add elements that could distract his audience. 
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two names, which are the most famous, are on one line each 
(344 and 345).51

6. The Catalogue of Nereids by Hyginus
Even if this list by Virgil seems to have been composed 

as an intellectual game, it gained a considerable status in the 
mythical tradition: in fact Hyginus in his own catalogue of Ne-
reids added the names he found in Virgil to the names that ap-
peared in the Iliad. Leaving out the names from the Theogony 
of Hesiod, he added, instead, three names not belonging to 
any previous catalogue, for a total of forty-nine names (Hyg. 
Praef. VIII):

Ex Nereo et Doride Nereides quinquaginta, Glauce Thalia Cy-
modoce Nesaea Spio Thoe Cymothoe Actaea Limnoria Melite 
Iaera Amphithoe Agaue Doto Proto Pherusa Dynamene Dexa-
mene Amphinome Callianassa Doris Panope Galatea Nemertes 
Apseudes Clymene Ianira [Panopaea] Ianassa Maera Orithy-
ia Amathia Drymo Xantho Ligea Phyllodoce Cydippe Lycorias 
Cleio Beroe Ephyre Opis Asia Deiopea Arethusa [Clymene] 
Creneis Eurydice Leucothoe.

The names are given in the same order as they appear in 
the sources available to Hyginus: this is the reason why editors 
add Panopaea and Clymene, assuming that the mythographer 
skipped those names while copying the lists he had at his dis-
posal. The integration of these two names has relevant conse-
quences on the total number as well: at the beginning Hyginus 
states that there are fifty Nereids (Nereides quinquaginta), but 
then he enumerates forty-seven names, which can be raised 
to forty-nine with the addition of Panopaea and Clymene. 
With this correction the total may still be interpreted as 50, 

51 Such techniques for the disposition of items in a catalogue are typical 
of Virgil, cp. KYRIAKIDIS 2007, 11–38 (who does not consider the passage 
from the Georgics). 
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considering that Hyginus also had Thetis in mind, though he 
did not mention her.

Despite the fact that Hyginus seems to be following his 
sources so closely, the last three names are never attested else-
where as names of Nereids. Moreover, while Eurydice and 
Leucothoe are familiar names in classical mythology, Creneis is 
never attested elsewhere, even if, assuming it derives from κρή-
νη (“spring”) in Greek, it sounds very suited to a water-nymph.

In conclusion, Hyginus seems to be innovating on the 
mythical tradition in two respects. Firstly, he adds to a cata-
logue of Nereids the names he found in Virgil as companions 
of Cyrene: the introduction of those nymphs in a group of 
Nereids is probably due to the authority of Virgil as a point 
of reference in Latin literature and to the analogy of that ex-
cerpt of the Georgics with the Homeric passage in which the 
Nereids appear. Moreover, as already noted for Apollodorus, 
Hyginus too had access to sources different than the canonical 
ones and preserved “new names”, unknown to previous cata-
logues of Nereids.

7. Conclusion
The process outlined in the previous pages suggests that, 

as a whole, lists of proper names were never a fixed unity in 
mythical tradition, but they continued to evolve thanks to poets 
adding new names. A quotation from Seneca shows that also 
ancient writers were aware of such issues (Seneca de benefi-
ciis I, 3):

Quemadmodum nomenclatori memoriae loco audacia est et, 
cuicumque nomen non potest reddere, imponit, ita poetae non 
putant ad rem pertinere verum dicere, sed aut necessitate co-
acti aut decore corrupti id quemque vocari iubent, quod belle 
facit ad versum. Nec illis fraudi est, si aliud in censum detule-
runt; proximus enim poeta suum illas ferre nomen iubet. Hoc 
ut scias ita esse, ecce Thalia, de qua cum maxime agitur, apud 
Hesiodum Charis est, apud Homerum Musa.
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While debating the qualities and names of the Graces, Sen-
eca describes the role of poets in naming characters with the 
aid of two images related to Roman society.52 The first one is 
a comparison with the role of the nomenclator (a slave with the 
duty of remembering for his master the names of people they 
encountered): whenever he is unable to remember a name, 
he invents it, in the same way as poets invent for a character 
a name that suits the verse well (belle facit ad versum).53 The 
second image is developed through legal terms. When a poet 
declares something that is not true (like a false name or a new 
one), he should not be charged with fraud, as if he asserted 
something false in front of a censor. In fact, the following poet 
will do the same and he will give his characters the names he 
likes. Then Seneca gives an example: Thalia is considered to 
be one of the Charites by Hesiod (Hes. Theog. 909) and, in his 
opinion, there is a Muse named in the same way by Homer.

Actually, in the Homeric poems there is no Muse named 
Thalia (Homer does not even mention the names of the Muses), 
but according to the classical tradition she is the Muse of co- 
medy and this may be the reason why Seneca himself got 
confused. In any case, in the Iliad a character with this name 
existed, and she was, again, one of the Nereids (Il. XVIII 39).

Despite this lapse, Seneca’s reasoning is altogether clear 
and it sheds light on the fluidity of catalogues in ancient times, 
confirming that even poets belonging to a writing culture felt 
free to add new names to a list of mythological characters, as 
it was the case for the Nereids. A catalogue of fifty daughters 
of Nereus probably never existed in a fixed form throughout 
antiquity, but it continued to evolve thanks to poets adding new 
names to it.

52 For a commentary to the passage in question see ZEYL 1974, 157–159; 
PICONE 2013, 74.

53 The license of the nomenclator is evoked elsewhere by Seneca (e.g. Sen. 
Ep. 27, 5). For the importance of people in charge of reminding in ancient 
Greek and Latin cultures see Bettini 2000, 39–51. 
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AS A TRANSITIONAL TEXT

Abstract

Hesiod’s Works and Days shows a number of peculiarities. Both 
the Winter segment and the Nautilia contain doublets; significant 
narrative details are omitted in both the myths; there are internal 
contradictions; the poem hints at material that is not developed, such 
as Pandora’s deceptive speech and bird-omens. This paper suggests 
that the poem is a transitional text that establishes a definitive ver-
sion of a poem previously performed with extensive variation. Such 
a version required compromises if it was to convey the poet’s thought 
without being open to misunderstanding and still be performable in 
one sitting.

Keywords: transitional text, Myth of Races, Pandora, doublets, 
abbreviation, performance time

This speculative paper proposes that some of the peculiari-
ties of the mythical narratives in Hesiod’s Works and Days are 
reflections of the transition between oral composition and the  
fixation of the text. The argument rests on the premise that  
the poem is the work of a single author, who deliberately 
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attempted to produce a single and authoritative script, which, 
however it was produced, would be a transitional text: unlike 
an oral performance collected by an ethnographer through 
dictation, it would represent a deliberate attempt to limit the 
variability of future performances. Although Lord’s The Sing-
er of Tales argued against the possibility of such texts (those 
composed in writing with oral techniques), studies of oral po-
etries around the world and more sophisticated methodologies 
have blurred the lines between oral and written.1 J.M. Foley’s 
term “oral-derived” is the safest way to describe the poem.2 
Nonetheless, the argument here is relevant for the interpreter  
who sees the poem as the result of a process of gradual fixa-
tion without a single author, since such a reader must still en-
gage with the peculiarities of the extant text in order to under-
stand how the process could produce it.

Works and Days is obviously an oral-derived text, but there 
is no good evidence about whether the poet was literate or 
not.3 However, both Theogony and Works and Days show an 
individual poet’s sometimes very idiosyncratic use of mostly 
traditional materials, sometime at the end of the 8th or in the 
early 7th century BCE. Many scholars attribute the Hesiodic 
poems to an evolutionary process.4 However, repeated perfor-
mances of a fluid work over time by different performers will 
tend to erase local and individual peculiarities and result in 
a text that represents an approximate cultural consensus, but 

1 LORD 1960, 124–138; LORD 1986, and 1995, 105 and 212–237 modify 
this view.

2 FOLEY 1990: 5–8. FOLEY 1999: 17–18, discusses how too sharp a division 
between oral and literate is misleading.

3 Lit HAVELOCK 1982, 208–219; WEST 1978, 44, cf. WEST 1966, 40–41; 
MOST 1993; BLÜMER 2001, 1. 126–127; GOLLA 2016, 239–246.

4 GRIFFITH (1983) influentially argued that Hesiod’s “personality” is 
a function of the poetry. This approach has been developed especially by 
NAGY (1990), 29–63; see LAMBERTON (1988), 22–27; ROSEN (1990), MAR-
TIN (1992). KONING 2018 sees the autobiographical material as traditional 
but argues for a single poet. THOMAS 2005, 87–127, takes a strongly bio-
graphical approach.
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some of the advice in Works and Days is eccentric or eso-
teric, while some of the genealogies in the Theogony present 
divinities who neither received cult nor appear elsewhere.5 So, 
single authorship seems more likely.

Whatever we imagine as its origin, Works and Days as 
we have it is (mostly–the transmission has of course not been 
perfect) a version generated to be a transmissible, relatively 
final version (not necessarily ensuring truly word-for-word re-
performance).6 It is meant to present everything that the poet 
thought was essential, while dropping or shortening material 
where it seemed necessary in order to have a work perform-
able on most occasions. Even if our version was not the work of 
a single poet who was also responsible for its mixture of tradi-
tional and original content, it was surely created in order to be 
a reproducible and performance-ready text, and the composer 
selected and arranged its various components accordingly. At 
its conclusion, the poem implies that it has treated bird-omens, 
which have barely been mentioned. Sometimes the poem pres-
ents advice that probably originated in a different context and 
is slightly askew where it is now located, but was too themati-
cally significant to be omitted. In some cases, the poem seems 
to present what could have been alternative versions, but these 
are not accidents of transmission, whether in rhapsodic perfor-
mance or in ancient editing. These characteristics represent an 
aesthetic that is not ours.7 While the discussion will focus on 
the two mythical narratives, it will use examples from several 
parts of the poem to demonstrate this characteristic aesthetic 
and to point to passages where the poet has made choices about 
how material that could have been fluid in performance would 
be fixed. The argument is inevitably circular: it begins from the 

5 SCODEL 2016.
6 CANEVARO 2015 argues that the poem is designed both to function as 

a unified work and to be a source from which parts could be taken for sepa-
rate performance.

7 In SCODEL 2019 I compared Hesiod’s juxtapositions with the two ver-
sions of creation in Genesis. 

Works and days as a transitional text



58 Ruth Scodel

premise that some of the peculiarities of the text arose because 
the poet created a “final” version, and tries to show that this 
premises makes the most satisfactory sense of them.

Theogony and Works and Days could each easily be per-
formed in a single session. The Theogony is both unified and 
readily open to modification. It tells a single, coherent story of 
how Zeus came to reign, although it is far from certain where 
that story should conclude. Still, many of its catalogues and 
episodes could be lengthened or shortened as needed. Works 
and Days is less obviously coherent. It is a unique combination 
of a wisdom text, which teaches justice and work as the right 
way to become prosperous, with a description of the farmer’s 
seasonal tasks and the seasons for sailing, along with esoteric 
ritual precepts and lucky and unlucky days of the month. We 
can easily imagine performances of only the sermon on jus-
tice or only the Almanac, but it is also easy to imagine various 
combinations of the material. Many readers have wished the 
Days were not in the text.8

The poem is a unity, in that it artfully weaves together its dif-
ferent components and speaks with a single voice. However, it 
is simply not the case that nothing could be removed or added. 
To be sure, if one of the three main segments were absent, it 
would be a very different poem. Similarly, if one sub-section or 
another were not there, or if another were, we would not no-
tice anything amiss. Nevertheless, they contribute to the effect 
of the whole. Some sections, including the narratives, probably 
had to be abbreviated in order to fit them into a single perfor-
mance. The explanation offered here tries to respect the nature 
of the poem, not forcing unity onto the text, but expecting that 
the connections between parts make sense.

It is unlikely that Hesiod created such a variegated com-
position all at once, and there are possible traces of how he 

8 LARDINOIS 1998 defends the Days against editors such as WILAMOW-
ITZ 1928 and SOLMSEN 1970.
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developed his poem over time. At verse 405, for example, the 
poet tells you the most basic things that the farmer needs:

Οἶκον μὲν πρώτιστα γυναῖκά τε βοῦν τ’ ἀροτῆρα,   
{κτητήν, οὐ γαμετήν, ἥτις καὶ βουσὶν ἕποιτο,}9 
χρήματα δ’ εἰν οἴκωι πάντ’ ἄρμενα ποιήσασθαι, 
μὴ σὺ μὲν αἰτῆις ἄλλον, ὃ δ’ ἀρνῆται, σὺ δὲ τητᾷ (WD 405–408)

a house first of all, a woman, and an ox for plowing {–the woman 
one you purchase, not marry, one who can follow with the oxen–} 
and arrange everything well in the house, lest you ask someone 
else and he refuse, and you are deprived10

After a warning about how bad delay is, he turns to the 
first seasonal task. When the summer heat eases and autumn 
begins, it is time to collect wood (422: τῆμος ἄρ’ ὑλοτομεῖν 
μεμνημένος ὥριον ἔργον, “So at that time be mindful and cut 
wood, the seasonal task”). But the actual instruction about wood 
is very peculiar, for he tells his audience how much to cut for 
a mortar, how much for a wagon, and what to bring home  
for a plow (420–436), and then digresses into how old the farm-
er’s oxen should be when he obtains them, which in turn leads 
to the ideal age for a plowman (436–447). The other seasonal 
tasks that fill this section of the poem are all annual–sowing, 
pruning vines, harvesting, but only the selection of the plow-
man could be annual.11 No farmer makes these tools every 
year, or obtains new oxen. Hesiod himself refers to the “hun-
dred pieces” of a wagon (456), an exaggeration, but building 
a wagon was clearly a big enterprise. The farmer might break 

9 This verse is spurious, though it is defended by ERCOLANI 2010 (287–
289, with bibliography). A wife is a basic need for a household, a maid is not; 
women plow only in emergencies (and herding is not relevant here). Aristo-
tle quotes 405 (Po.l 1252b10) and so does the author of the Oeconomica in 
Aristotle’s corpus (1343a21), both clearly understanding ‘wife’.

10 All translations are from MOST 2018; I have added brackets to the 
translation of 406.

11 There is a helpful discussion of this passage in NICOLAI 1964, 96–100.

Works and days as a transitional text
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an ard and have to replace it, so that the poem advises having 
two, but that surely is not a frequent problem. He surely gath-
ers wood every year, but for fuel and perhaps repairs.

At the end of the agricultural calendar, the poet jumps from 
the vintage and winemaking (609–614) to fall plowing as the 
beginning of a new cycle (614–617) – woodcutting does not re-
appear. However, after the section about seafaring, a sequence 
of general maxims begins with advice about when to marry:

Ὡραῖος δὲ γυναῖκα τεὸν ποτὶ οἶκον ἄγεσθαι,  
μήτε τριηκόντων ἐτέων μάλα πόλλ’ ἀπολείπων  
μήτ’ ἐπιθεὶς μάλα πολλά· (WD 695–697)

Lead a wife to your house when you are in good season, neither 
falling very many years short of thirty nor having added very 
many

It continues with advice about whom to marry (697–705). 
I think, therefore, that this is a relic of a performance ver-
sion that addressed the fundamentals of the farmer’s life, and 
that may or may not have included the calendar. After say- 
ing that you need a house, a wife, and tools, it addressed the 
tools and marriage. Homebuilding in the extant poem receives 
only a single maxim at 746–747. The section about tools has 
been put into an extended series arranged according to the 
calendar, but it only partially fits there, and the calendar and 
its pendant on seafaring mean that actual advice about mar-
riage is delayed for a long time. In the process of creating the 
extant version, the material about infrastructure was dispersed, 
and tool-making, because it begins with wood-cutting, which is 
seasonal, was drawn into the calendar. Nothing, however, sug-
gests that a fuller treatment of the basic needs of the farmer 
was dropped only as a fixed version was created; this could be 
an earlier development.

The famous problem of the final verses of the poem is dif-
ferent:
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εὐδαίμων τε καὶ ὄλβιος ὃς τάδε πάντα 
εἰδὼς ἐργάζηται ἀναίτιος ἀθανάτοισιν, 
ὄρνιθας κρίνων καὶ ὑπερβασίας ἀλεείνων. (826–828)
Happy and blessed is he who knows all these things and does his 
work without giving offense to the immortals, distinguishing the 
birds and avoiding trespasses.

It seems the right conclusion for this poem that the speak-
er delivers a makarismos of the person who follows its pre-
cepts: he works, ἐργάζηται, he does so effectively because he 
knows the rules, τάδε πάντα εἰδώς, and he will be successful 
because he avoids offending the gods. But the birds are miss-
ing, ὄρνιθας κρίνων. There was in fact a poem about bird-
divination that was in some copies attached to the Works and 
Days, but the envoi surely does not look to a further treatment 
of bird-omens, but to a topic the poem has already covered.12 
Such a treatment would not necessarily constitute an indepen-
dent segment. There has been one mention of bird-signs in the 
immediately preceding section:

Ἐν δὲ τετάρτηι μηνὸς ἄγεσθ’ εἰς οἶκον ἄκοιτιν 
οἰωνοὺς κρίνας οἳ ἐπ’ ἔργματι τούτωι ἄριστοι (WD 800–801)
On the fourth day of the month lead a wife to your house, after 
you have distinguished the bird-omens that are the best for this 
kind of work.

Line 801, in an oral style, positively invites expansion into 
a catalogue of the birds that provide the best omens for a wed-
ding. This verse does something the poem generally avoids. 
While it assumes that the audience member knows, for ex-
ample, how to prune vines, if it mentions specific choices, it is 

12 According to the Sch. 828a, some copies attached a poem called Orni-
thomanteia to the end of WD (and perhaps other material also–see WEST 
1978 on 828 (p. 364). West thinks that Hesiod may have composed the Orni-
thomanteia). On this poem as a sequel, see SCHWARTZ 1960, 245–246, and 
CINGANO 2009, 130.

Works and days as a transitional text



62 Ruth Scodel

generally explicit about them. Hesiod tells his audience which 
wood is best for each part of the plow (435–436). The entry 
from the Days is exceptionally unhelpful, marking a condi-
tion without explaining how to meet it. Yet, what was dropped 
following 801 was probably only a few lines. Nowhere else is 
there a visible trace of such an omission. 746–747, warning 
against constructing a roof that would be inviting to crows, 
suggests an interest in birds and their omens that the poem 
does not develop. It is entirely possible that Hesiod chose not to 
expand Days or other passages with advice about bird-omens 
that was in his repertory, or that some performances would 
have included a distinct segment on bird-omens following the 
Days. The poem ends with advice that only the farmer who had 
already mastered the earlier teachings of the poem would be 
likely to heed, in a display of recondite knowledge. The existing 
conclusion reminds the audience that there is even more to be 
learned, but does not extend the poem in order to include it.

The section on seafaring, the Nautilia, is notoriously com-
posed of two parts, each of which could be completely indepen-
dent.13 At line 618 Hesiod says Εἰ δέ σε ναυτιλίης δυσπεμφέλου 
ἵμερος αἱρεῖ (“But if desire for storm-tossed seafaring seizes 
you”). He then proceeds to explain that you should not sail 
in the autumn, but should secure your boat and wait for the 
proper season, as did the father of Perses, the addressee, and 
Hesiod himself. Perses needs to be mindful of the right sea-
son for everything, but especially when seafaring is concerned. 
Hesiod concludes with the advice to praise a small ship, but 
choose a bigger one so that you can load more cargo. But then, 
at 646–647 he says

Εὖτ’ ἂν ἐπ’ ἐμπορίην τρέψας ἀεσίφρονα θυμὸν 
βούληαι {δὲ} χρέα τε προφυγεῖν καὶ λιμὸν ἀτερπέα

13 SOLMSEN 1982, 31–32, argues that Hesiod intended the second to re-
place the first, but the rhapsodic tradition included both the earlier and later 
versions. See also ROSSI 1997, 52–53.
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If you turn your foolish spirit to commerce and decide to flee 
debts and joyless hunger

He then explains that he has almost no experience with sea-
faring, having only taken the ferry to Euboea, where he won 
a poetry contest; as a skilled poet, he has access to knowledge 
from the Muses. He then describes the good season for sail-
ing, in the summer, and the spring sailing season, which he 
does not trust. He concludes with a warning against venturing 
too much or overloading a wagon. To summarize, each of the 
two parts opens with an address to Perses, so that the second 
sounds as if the poet were starting over with instruction about 
sailing. Each includes instructions about when to sail; each in-
cludes autobiographical material; and each ends with advice 
about how much to venture, but the advice is almost contradic-
tory: the first section points to the greater profit you can obtain 
by selling more, while the second warns against risking too 
much. They contrast in other ways, too. The first warns against 
sailing out of season, and tells Perses to wait until sailing is 
seasonable (630–631). Only the second actually explains when 
that time is (662–687).

The two passages look very much like doublets. Yet we can 
see why the poet wanted both. They repeat, yet complement 
each other. It is foolish to send cargo to sea unless you can 
venture enough to make a good profit, but you should never 
risk a catastrophic loss. The apparent contradiction is typical 
of this poem: the poet often seems to worry that his listeners 
will take his advice too far or forget other considerations. For 
example, at 320–326, he warns Perses about unjust gains, but 
then turns to other crimes that the gods punish. The warnings 
against abusing the vulnerable seem to be a corrective to any-
one who thought that the gods were only concerned with those 
who stole property from other households. The doubling is not 
unique, either. Even the section on agriculture seems to start 
twice: at 383–387 the poet gives the first signs about when to 

Works and days as a transitional text
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do farm work, the rising and setting of the Pleiades for reap- 
ing and plowing. The astronomical signs, however, are mis- 
leading as an indicator of what will follow, since the section 
quickly becomes an extended warning to Perses against lazi-
ness, with basic advice on what a household needs and the im-
portance of preparation (405–413). Then the calendar begins, 
with a full description of the time of year, including the night-
time visibility of Sirius (414–419).

There are other segments that look as if they would be 
included according to the performer’s estimate of a particu-
lar performance occasion. The extended segment on winter, 
493–563, is formed of a series of shorter sections. 536–546, for 
example, instructions on winter clothing, could be included or 
dropped depending on how long the performance needed to 
be.14 This section again seems to contradict itself: while it first 
warns against winter idleness (493–503), and says that a man 
who is undeterred by cold can provide his household with 
much benefit (μέγα οἶκον ὀφέλλοι, 495), it then seems to ad-
vise not going outside during Lenaeon (ἀλεύασθαι, 504–505), 
with a long description of how nasty the month is (504–535). 
At 536, however, it becomes clear that the farmer is supposed 
to work outside, with an extended treatment of winter clothes 
and the importance of not staying out too late (536–558). As so 
often, the speaker balances his advice, not by directly qualify-
ing what he has already said, but by giving further, different 
advice. Once the poet decided to expand on the worst winter 
month, he seems to have decided that he needed a full sec-
tion on how to go outside safely in winter. Yet the poet never 
explains what outdoor work the farmer is or should be doing 
during the cold weather. Here, as with the birds, we expect 
more information, and other ancient agricultural manuals do 
not propose outdoor chores in winter (Vergil, G. 1. 259–267 

14 ROSSI 1997, 51–52, argues that in 493–563, as in the Nautilia, rhapsodists 
performed both 493–523 and 524–563, where originally the second segment 
was intended to replace the first.
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suggests indoor work for days of cold rain). Hesiod’s empha-
sis on going outside is unusual, and makes it surprising that 
he does not explain. While the extensive treatment of the pre- 
cautions to be used when working outside in winter fits his 
continuing theme of the importance of caution and prepara-
tion, we cannot know why he chose not to name any winter 
tasks. Perhaps a catalogue or an example of winter chores 
would have made this section too disproportionate, or perhaps 
the particular tasks would depend too much on local condi-
tions, such as what edible plants might be foraged in the area 
in winter.

The Myth of Races is formally introduced as “another [or 
“second”] account” (ἕτερον λόγον), and some scholars have 
thought that it is intended to replace the Prometheus-Pandora 
narrative.15 However, it would seem odd for a poet to have in-
cluded such an extended story only to reject it, and we would 
expect an explicit clarification if that were the intention. Yet the 
two stories could not both be true accounts of the remote hu-
man past.16 Prometheus-Pandora offers a single moment when 
a unified humanity goes from happiness to frequent misery; 
the Myth of Races presents one singularly blessed human-
ity, one that suffers in its lifetime but at least in part receives 
a desirable afterlife (the heroes), and three whose character 
causes their misery and destruction, although one of these is 
also favored after death. Since there is no reason to believe 
that Hesiod or other archaic Greeks did not intuitively un-
derstand the law of non-contradiction, there must have been 
strong reasons to include both these narratives. Both, how-
ever, present perplexing aspects; they omit significant details. 
The Prometheus-Pandora story, for example, is introduced as 
an explanation of how either the gods (WD 42) or Zeus alone 

15 MOST 1993: 90; BALLABRIGA 1998. 
16 SOURVINOU-INWOOD 1997 attempts reconciliation, putting Pandora 

in the Bronze Race. CURRIE 2012 rightly argues against any reductive ap-
proach to Hesiod’s treatment of the past.
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(WD 47) hid sustenance, βίος, but the narrative never explicitly 
explains when or how that happened.

Despite their contradictions, the two narratives comple-
ment each other.17 Prometheus-Pandora is about deception, 
a game at which Zeus always wins in the end. Prometheus 
tricks Zeus, Zeus hides fire, Prometheus steals fire, and Zeus 
hides evils for humanity in the attractive Pandora, tricking Epi-
metheus.18 Hesiod warns his brother against perjury and false-
hood, so the warning that deception is not successful applies 
in the present. The emphasis in the Myth of Races, in contrast, 
is on violence: the Silver people cannot refrain from violence 
against each other, while the Bronze Race and the Heroes per-
ish in war. Even in the dismal future of the Iron Race, where 
perjury will be prevalent, violence rules: δίκη δ’ ἐν χερσί (192). 
The Myth of Races thereby supplements the first story and 
ensures that its emphasis on deceit does not give the audience 
the false impression that force is more acceptable than fraud.

Furthermore, the members of the various races of the sec-
ond narrative have fates, in both life and death, that mostly 
correspond to their characters. It is a peculiarity of the Pan-
dora-story that the misfortunes of humanity are caused by di-
vinities, and even if the characters were not gods, the people 
of the present would still suffer for mistakes that were not 
their own.19 In this story, mortals have no control over their 
fates, since the evils released by Pandora circulate in silence 
and attack unpredictably. The basic message of the Myth of 
the Races (WD 109–201), however, is that people are largely 

17 I have discussed the connections between the two myths more fully in 
SCODEL 2019 in the context of the poet’s claim to speak the truth. 

18 This argument considers the narrative only as it appears in Works and 
Days, although much interpretation has tended to elide the differences be-
tween the narratives of the Theogony and this poem, often influenced by 
VERNANT 1980; see BEALL 1991.

19 VERDENIUS 1985 on WD 49 (p. 45) points out that Hesiod says the 
gods punish entire communities for the crimes of individuals (WD 240, 261). 
I think, however, that Hesiod in these passages implies that the larger com-
munity needs to respond to wrongdoing.
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responsible for their own lives. The Golden Race lives in peace 
and contentment, while the Silver is violent and impious.20 It 
is not entirely clear to what extent each Race has a fixed na-
ture that it cannot escape, but whether or not the Race has 
a real choice in how it lives, its way of life determines its fate. 
Both the Bronze Men and the Heroes die in war. The Bronze 
Men, however, seem to do nothing but fight, and do not even 
eat grain–they must live entirely on meat. They perish and are 
unremembered. The Heroes are said to be more just, and bet-
ter. Their wars are the famous struggles at Troy and Thebes,  
so they are the heroes whose names are so important in Greek 
legend. At least some of them are transported to the Isles of 
the Blest, where they have three harvests a year (while the 
Bronze Men did not grow crops at all). We can easily under-
stand, therefore, that the composer of this profoundly didactic 
poem needed both myths, because each conveys an important 
aspect of the human condition. Many of the difficulties of life, 
including not only the hard work that agriculture requires, but 
disease and accidents, are simply givens of the human condi-
tion. Many others, however, are self-inflicted, by mistakes and 
wrongdoing by both individuals and social systems. Even if 
the earlier Races were constrained by an inherent character, 
which is not entirely clear, the people of the poet’s own time 
could choose how to live.

The Myth of Races concludes with a quick turn to the pres-
ent, which almost instantly turns to the future:

νῦν γὰρ δὴ γένος ἐστὶ σιδήρεον· οὐδέ ποτ’ ἦμαρ 
παύσονται καμάτου καὶ ὀιζύος οὐδέ τι νύκτωρ 
φθειρόμενοι· χαλεπὰς δὲ θεοὶ δώσουσι μερίμνας 
ἀλλ’ ἔμπης καὶ τοῖσι μεμείξεται ἐσθλὰ κακοῖσιν. (WD 176–179)
For now the race is indeed one of iron. And they will not ce-
ase from toil and distress by day, nor from being worn out by 

20 Interpreting the myth of races in pairs was the most important insight 
of Vernant 1983.
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suffering at night, and the gods will give them grievous cares. Yet 
all the same, for these people too good things will be mingled 
with evil ones.

These verses would seem to imply that lives of mortals now 
are painful and difficult because of the cares that the gods give 
them. The poem does not specify exactly why people will suf-
fer day and night, but the language Hesiod uses suggests labor 
and pain rather than social miseries. However, the future is far 
worse, and Hesiod’s description of that evil future confirms the 
emphasis of the entire myth on human choice rather than ex-
ternal conditions. Apart from the prediction that babies will be 
born with gray hair, the future is described entirely as a time 
of social and moral collapse:

οὐδὲ πατὴρ παίδεσσιν ὁμοίιος οὐδέ τι παῖδες, 
οὐδὲ ξεῖνος ξεινοδόκωι καὶ ἑταῖρος ἑταίρωι, 
οὐδὲ κασίγνητος φίλος ἔσσεται, ὡς τὸ πάρος περ. (WD 182–184)
Father will not be like-minded with sons, nor sons at all, nor gu-
est with host, nor comrade with comrade, nor will the brother 
be dear, as he once was.

Hesiod does not hint at any material change in the world; 
instead he expands on how violent and unjust men will be, and 
how nobody will support and protect the honest man. The en-
tire difference between a world in which there are still goods 
mixed with evils and one that is all bad is human behavior.

The poet’s need to balance different aspects of reality can 
help explain why he repeats and seems to contradict himself. 
He also includes or ignores details in a way that can mysti-
fy a modern reader, but sometimes we can understand why 
he may have expanded or contracted a narrative. So, for ex-
ample, in the Theogony’s version of the Prometheus-story  
the creation and adornment of the woman are narrated,  
and the narrative ends when gods and men behold the woman 
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with wonder (Th. 585–589). It then explains that she is the ori-
gin of the race of women (genos), and expatiates at length on 
what a burden women are, concluding with the moral that it 
is not possible to fool or escape the mind of Zeus. Some em-
phasis on her adornment is essential, since Hesiod describes 
women as a luxury (593). Epimetheus has been mentioned 
earlier in the catalogue of children of Iapetus, and called “an 
evil for men from the beginning” because he first accepted the 
woman (511–513), but he does not reappear in the actual narra-
tive about her. His folly is not especially significant in this con-
text. This narrative is relatively expansive about the sacrifice 
(535–561), probably because it is an action for ritual practice, 
and it offers three short direct speeches, first of Zeus, then of 
Prometheus, then of Zeus. Since direct speech is not frequent 
in the Theogony, the confrontation over the sacrifice is very 
salient. However, the Theogony does not provide any motives 
for Prometheus, or any explanation of why Prometheus is re-
sponsible for the division of the sacrificial animal, or indeed 
where human beings came from at all, let alone why the reg-
ulation of divine-mortal relations through sacrifice happened 
at this point. For Hesiod, this narrative is about the power of 
Zeus, and this background is simply not important enough 
when he has material that he regards as necessary and limited 
performance time.

The Prometheus-Pandora story in Works and Days has 
a different function and is, not surprisingly, substantially differ-
ent, although it shares verses with the narrative in the Theog-
ony. It assumes the narrative about the sacrificial division as 
the initial cause of the anger of Zeus that leads him to hide 
fire.21 It expands the adornment of Pandora, narrating both 
the commands of Zeus and how these are fulfilled. It then tells 
how Epimetheus, despite a prior warning from Prometheus, 

21 CLAY 2003, 118, emphatically rejects the usual understanding that the 
“deception” of WD 48 is the division at Mecone, arguing that this narrative 
begins with the hiding of fire, without any explicit motivation.

Works and days as a transitional text
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accepted her, and how by opening the jar she brought trouble 
on humanity.

Her adornment receives so much attention because  
Pandora’s attractions so bedazzle Epimetheus that he forgets 
the warning of Prometheus – they are crucial to the point. The 
narrator comments (WD 89), αὐτὰρ ὃ δεξάμενος, ὅτε δὴ κα-
κὸν εἶχ’, ἐνόησε – “but he, having accepted her, recognized the 
evil as evil when he had it” (“it was only after he accepted her, 
when he already had the evil, that he understood”). One of the 
core themes of Works and Days, especially in the first part, 
is that gains from fraud and perjury or violence, which look 
easy and quick compared to the hard slog of earning prosper-
ity, do not last (213–218, 265–266, 282–285, and most explicitly 
320–326). So the expansion is meaningful.

The narrative, however, also has some significant gaps. 
Both the Theogony and the Works and Days explain that Pro-
metheus stole fire (Th. 565–567, WD 50–51) and transported it 
in a hollow stalk of giant fennel, and both emphasize his suc-
cess in trickery (ἐξαπάτησεν, Th. 565, λαθών, WD 52). Neither, 
however, explains where Zeus hid fire, how Prometheus found 
it, or how he fooled Zeus. The details might be very entertain-
ing, but the poet seems to be in a hurry to reach the segment 
about the creation of the woman, and tells the earlier parts of 
the story very quickly, noting the thematically important deceit 
without explaining how it was accomplished.

The narrative of WD seems more awkwardly abbreviated in 
the considerable emphasis that it places on Pandora’s sneaki-
ness and verbal skill. First Zeus orders Hermes to give her 
a shameless intelligence and thievish character:

ἐν δὲ θέμεν κύνεόν τε νόον καὶ ἐπίκλοπον ἦθος  
Ἑρμείην ἤνωγε (WD 67–68)
and he ordered Hermes, the intermediary, the killer of Argus, to 
put a dog’s mind and a thievish character into her.
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Hermes improves on the command, by giving her a rhe-
torical ability that makes her mental characteristics more ef-
fective:

ἐν δ’ ἄρα οἱ στήθεσσι διάκτορος Ἀργεϊφόντης 
ψεύδεά θ’ αἱμυλίους τε λόγους καὶ ἐπίκλοπον ἦθος 
τεῦξε Διὸς βουλῆισι βαρυκτύπου (WD 77–79)
Then into her breast the intermediary, the killer of Argus, set 
lies and guileful words and a thievish character, by the plans of 
deep-thundering Zeus

He also gives her a voice (WD 79–80). The attention given 
to her physical attractions obviously prepares for the way the 
narrative actually unfolds–Epimetheus, we can safely infer, is 
overwhelmed by her seductive beauty, which makes him for-
get that he was warned against accepting a gift from Zeus. Her 
bad qualities of mind and her ability to deceive with speech, 
however, do not appear in the narrative as it is presented They 
are all the more salient because they did not appear at all in 
the version of the Theogony, although they would be appro-
priate to the overt misogyny of that version, since all women 
have presumably inherited them. To be sure, they serve in 
part to link Pandora with the sexy and sweet–talking woman 
who endangers the farmer in Hesiod’s own world (WD 373–
374), and to the danger of verbal deceit more generally. Still, 
I would suggest that this careful preparation for a narrative 
element that does not appear is another result of abbreviation. 
In a version in which this narrative was more extensive, Pan-
dora would have used her cunning speech.

That leads to the next question. Pandora alters the previ-
ously fortunate human condition by opening a jar. This jar 
is introduced without explanation – Sch. vet 94a complains: 
“what jar (ποίου πίθου)?”22 Some interpreters assume that the 

22 Sch. WD 89 reports a version in which satyrs bring the jar to Pro-
metheus, who gave it to Epimetheus, usually thought to be see SOMMER-
STEIN 2018, 281–282.
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jar was originally in the possession of Zeus and that Pandora 
brought it with her as a dowry.23 The poet’s failure to explain 
the jar may be a slip, like the failure of the Odyssey-narrator 
to explain that the Cyclops had one eye, even though the de-
tail is essential to the plot. However, the narrator omits not 
only where the jar came from, but exactly what it contained. 
Although most interpreters believe that the jar contained the 
evils that now roam the world, some have argued that suste-
nance, or sustenance-protecting forces, were inside it, and Pan-
dora scattered them so that they were lost.24 

To be sure, omissions are characteristic of traditional nar-
ratives. If everybody knows the story, it is a flaw but not a real 
problem if the narrator forgets something. In this instance, 
however, different origins for the jar would give the entire nar-
rative slightly different nuances. If the jar came from Zeus as 
a dowry, it brings this version closer to the story in the Theog-
ony, both because Pandora brings all the troubles with her, 
and because the only reason to stress her manipulative speech 
would be to imply that women today are not to be trusted. If, 
however, the poet’s stress on Pandora’s manipulative speech 
implies that Pandora used her skill to get access to the jar, 
which was already in the possession of Epimetheus, she em-
bodies poetic justice: Prometheus stole what Zeus had hidden, 
and Zeus, through Pandora, uncovers what Epimetheus had 
hidden. If the story of Pandora and the jar was traditional and 
often told, the extant version could be using a sort of narrato-
logical traditional referentiality: manipulative speech evokes an 
entire sequence of story that the present narrative fails to de-
velop.25 Moderns, however, are not familiar with the story that 

23 BLÜMER 2001, 180–181 (though I disagree with much of his argument). 
So CLAY 2003, 125. WILAMOWITZ 1928, 51–52, suggests that Hesiod must 
assume that his audience knows the detail from another, lost poem.

24 So NEITZEL 1976; MUSÄUS [2004], 30–44, KRAJCZYNSKI and RÖSLER 
2006; BEALL 1989 thinks of protective spirits.

25 For traditional referentiality, see FOLEY 1991, 7 and 137–139; for its ap-
plication, KELLY 2007, 44–66.
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the poet assumes that the audience knows. Also, if Pandora 
needs her skill in speech to get to the jar, it cannot be a sort 
of cornucopia, because she would have access to it anyway–su-
pervising food stores is a wife’s job in the Greek world–and it 
unlikely to have been in her possession all along.

The second myth is explicitly presented as a short version:

Εἰ δ’ ἐθέλεις, ἕτερόν τοι ἐγὼ λόγον ἐκκορυφώσω 
εὖ καὶ ἐπισταμένως· σὺ δ’ ἐνὶ φρεσὶ βάλλεο σῆισιν 
ὡς ὁμόθεν γεγάασι θεοὶ θνητοί τ’ ἄνθρωποι (WD 106–108)26

If you wish, I shall recapitulate another story, correctly and skill-
fully, and you lay it up in your spirit: how the gods and mortal 
human beings came about from the same origin.

Strikingly, the verb ἐκκορυφώσω, “give the headings,” im-
plies that a fuller version of this narrative would be possible. 
Whether anyone ever told a more extended version is a differ-
ent question. There is certainly much in these accounts of the 
Races that is left in mystery: why the Golden Race vanished, 
for example. We do not learn why the gods created human be-
ings at all, or why they made such unsatisfactory ones. More 
significantly, the myth says very little about the material con-
ditions of any Race after the Golden, who lived in abundance:

καρπὸν δ’ ἔφερε ζείδωρος ἄρουρα 
αὐτομάτη πολλόν τε καὶ ἄφθονον· (WD 117–118)
the grain-giving field bore crops of its own accord, much and 
unstinting,

The formal, awkward introduction of the Myth of Races re-
flects the poet’s awareness of both contradiction and comple-
mentarity in the two narratives. This complementarity provides 
at least one reason for the omissions. If the Myth of Races 

26 108 has often been doubted, since neither narrative actually traces hu-
mans and gods to the same origin; it is athetized by ERCOLANI 2010 ad 
loc, p. 167.
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were told without Prometheus-Pandora, it could have included 
an account of material degeneration (the present world does 
not have self-growing crops), but in its present content that 
theme has been addressed already. The poet does not need to 
explain that life in his own time is difficult because only hard 
work produces food. Since the poem so directly addresses the 
theme of justice, it could perhaps function without a mythic 
support for that theme, so a performance with Prometheus-
Pandora but without the Myth of Races would be possible. 
But it is also possible that not every performance developed 
every theme.

So I am suggesting that if the poet performed only part of 
what is now Works and Days, he might well have included 
only one of the narratives, while those included could have 
been longer and easier to interpret. In any single and fleeting 
performance, it would not be so important that the message of 
each segment be correctly weighed in relation to all the oth-
ers. Some audiences might hear different versions of the poem 
on different occasions, and these would balance each other. 
Audiences who knew the poet would be less likely to misun-
derstand. Sometimes, the poet might find one aspect especial-
ly relevant to a particular audience on a particular occasion, 
and might choose to develop one segment and omit another. 
The time available for a performance would differ, and the 
performance would adapt. Indeed, a poet who frequently per-
formed for the same audiences in a limited region, as Hesiod 
must have if he actually lived in Ascra, would have an incen-
tive to maintain his audience’s engagement either by perform-
ing different works or by varying those that were within his 
repertoire. Once a composer seeks to fix future performance, 
however, including performances not under the composer’s 
control and even after his death, the poet would want to ad-
dress a generic audience. The project of creating such a ver-
sion almost demands that the poet consider especially carefully 
what he wants to convey. It would not be surprising if the poet 
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felt that it was essential to balance the poem’s messages, so 
that no audience could be misled.

We tend to assume that writing brings more logic to poetic 
and narrative composition, but the fixed form of an archaic 
text may seem less coherent than a version produced for 
a particular occasion because it has to present a complicated 
message in a limited time.
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Abstract

This paper focuses on the deictic usage of selected ancient Greek 
particles, whereby particles primarily represent sounds functioning as 
symbols.1 In the study of Greek particles, little words with no stable 
thesis in prosody, much attention has been given to their auxiliary or 
nuancing semantic function, sometimes to the effect that a particle 
was awarded its own independent semantics. This approach, I argue, 
only suits written composition. From a prosodic point of view, the 
point of view of oral composition and performance, such semantic 
value is unexpected and often untenable, as rhythmical and intonatio-
nal clisis resist any adverbial meaning. Usage as particles is the direct 
result of phonetic reduction, itself the effect of intonational variance. 
Particles are thus the printed representations of phonemes, of sound. 
In writing, particles primarily serve prosodic ends. I will argue that 
the clitic character and the unstable thesis of particles both serve as 
indicators for intonational deixis.

Keywords: particles, deixis, phonation, aural symbols, prosody of 
ancient Greek

1 I thank the anonymous reviewers and the editor of Quaestiones Orali-
tatis for their helpful suggestions and comments.
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Introduction
This article aims to demonstrate the deictic-phonetic usage 

of selected ancient Greek particles, whereby particles primar-
ily represent sounds functioning as symbols – a phenomenon 
known from other languages, and not exclusive for ancient 
Greek. As aural symbols, particles structure narrative while 
highlighting the narrative’s illocutionary force. Particles do 
not represent semantics per se, but merely strengthen the 
text’s explicit message and/or implicit meaning (= illocution-
ary force).2 Particles’ main characteristic is prosodic:3 as little 
words with fixed orthography, particles feature as ‘parts’ or 
syllables of lexical words without being lexicals themselves, 
much like pre- and suffixes.4 Their status as ‘affix’ is mirrored 
by their realization as clitic: unable to feature as independent, 
prosodically demarcated phonation, or as independently pho-
nated lexemes, particles resemble phonemes like syllables and 
morphemes like affixes.5 Rather than adding meaning (as most 
[combinations of] syllables do) or delineating syntactical func-
tion (as many suffixes do), particles are rather indicative of 
larger scale structure, meaning, and intent, much like the de-
ictic affixes that strengthen tense (the augment), or aspect (re- 
duplication in present tense and in [plu]perfect tense). In all in-
stances, their role in, and contribution to, prosody is more im-
portant than their exact shape or contribution to meaning. Par-
ticles are aural signallers, markers of progression, retardation,  

2 Cf. the approach of particles in questions in SICKING 1997.
3 SLUITER 1997, p. 234: ‘Conjunctions’ (σύνδεσμοι) were a recognized lin-

guistic category from Aristotle onwards (Poet. 1456b39ff.), but the subcategory 
of παραπληρωματικοί was a later addition to linguistic theory. Summariz- 
ing the relatively late locus classicus on the topic (Ap. Dysc. coni. 247.22 – 
258.26), the group can provisionally be defined as consisting of particles with 
a wide range of meanings, but sharing the characteristic that they are also 
(and even predominantly) used without any distinguishable semantic or syn-
tactic impact or purpose, to ‘fill out’ or embellish metre and style.’

4 CABLE 2019 discusses the advantage of categories in meter analogous 
to the concept of the phoneme over that of the syllable, cf. GURD 2016, 8.

5 Cf. WAANDERS 1997.
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and pause through their effect on intonation patterns and 
boundaries.6 As such, particles are deictic in their contribu-
tion to, and effect on, phonation, rather than vehicles for 
meaning. What they do contribute to meaning, may better 
be analysed as the ‘framing’ or ‘staging’ of the constituents 
they phonologically and phonetically adhere to.7 In ancient 
Greek, however, particles play a role that goes well beyond 
an effect on the phonation of intonational patterning: as clitic 
phonemes, they appear in orthography and syllabification, as 
affixes (e.g. ἔγωγε) and ‘little words’ – to an extent that ex-
ceeds the occurrence of comparable phenomena in written 
languages generally.8 This heightened visualization of deictic 
phonation is a remarkable instance of the interplay between 
oral and written tradition; it elicits the question why particles 
were materially preserved as written symbols too. In this 
article, I will briefly discuss the semantics and the shape of 
particles, before starting to argue that, and demonstrate how, 
the clitic character and the unstable thesis of particles both 
serve as indicators for what may be labelled ‘intonational de-
ixis’. To that end I will analyse the way in which shape and 
prosodic characteristics enable the particles to function as 
the demarcation of intonational phrases and rhythmical uni-
ties in various metrical surface structures. As rhythm brings 
out the constituent phrases in the metrical surface structure, 
particles are applied to signal and emphasize the phonologi-
cal demarcation. Flexible and adaptable, particles are suited to 
‘fill out’ meter and rhythm, more than lexical words are. My 
analysis is both a deviation from, and an addition to existing 
particle studies, that mostly focus on the syntax and seman-
tics of particles: particles’ mouldability and docility to rhythm, 
I argue, evidences that their prosodic qualities and usefulness 

6 In Discourse Analysis known as embedded sequencing, cf. SLINGS 1997.
7 Cf. BAKKER 1997; BLANKENBORG forthcoming, pp. 280–283.
8 STEDE AND SCHMITZ 2000, p. 125; PISTOR 2016.

Particles as deictic phonation
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outbalance syntactical function and semantic value.9 Particles’ 
ubiquity in written Greek points at the status of ancient Greek 
text as performable and a performance.

Particles’ shape and semantics
The study of Greek particles greatly benefitted from Den-

niston’s The Greek Particles, first published in 1934.10 Among 
the many virtues of the project is Denniston’s attempt to de-
fine what particles are.11 His treatment of ‘particle’ focuses 
on two distinct features of the object of investigation, but is 
clouded by the non-exclusiveness of the features he attributes 
to his inherited list of particles.12 First, particles are indeclin-
able little words, but of course, so are combiners, preposi-
tions, and adverbs. Secondly, particles as a word class have 
much in common with word classes like combiners and ad-
verbs: ‘they are in most cases naturally translated by adverbs’, 
and have a ‘function as establishing a relationship between 
separate ideas’.13 Whereas Denniston chose to investigate the 
matter no further, I argue that what separates particles from 
the other word classes is mainly a syntactical matter, and it is 
identifiable by default: unlike combiners, particles cannot start 
subordinate clauses;14 and unlike adverbs, particles do not add 
their own specific and identifiable meaning (they work 

9 Particles’ lexical representation thus facilitates phraseology in written 
text, cf. FONTAINE 2017.

10 DENNISTON 1934.
11 DENNISTON 1934, xxxvii: ‘I will define it as a word expressing a mode 

of thought, considered either in isolation or in relation to another thought, or 
a mood of emotion’. On page xxxix, he adds that ‘particles may be compared 
to the marks of expression in a musical score, which suggest interpretation 
rather than dictate it’. Earlier on that same page, Denniston notes that ‘often 
they cannot be appropriately translated into a modern language, and their 
effect must be suggested by inflexions of the voice in speaking, or by italics, 
exclamation marks, or inverted commas in writing’. 

12 Inherited from Bäumlein, Untersuchungen über griechische Parti-
keln (1861).

13 DENNISTON 1934, xxxix.
14 Particles rather ‘introduce’ embedded discourse, cf. DE JONG 1997.
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non-propositionally) to the word group or to the sentence. 
Many particle studies appeared since Denniston’s The Greek 
Particles, but the attempt to define particles as a separate non-
lexical category of words kept on going without any definite 
outcome. In the recent particle overview study by Bonifazi et 
alii,15 the term particle is still an ‘infelicitous’ choice of word. 
In the Introduction, its use is nonetheless defended as the 
authors ‘have decided to retain the word “particle” instead of 
choosing some other term for the following reasons. First, 
“particle” is neutral with respect to the notions “conjunctions” 
and “adverbs.” We want to explore the relationship between 
the connective and adverbial functions of particles in a prag-
matic perspective (…), instead of regarding their syntactic role 
as either conjunctions or adverbs as their raison d’être. Sec-
ond, “particle” does not require a priori distinctions between 
words that have a propositional meaning and those that are 
only used non-propositionally.  On the one hand, the same 
lexical item can be used both propositionally and non-propo-
sitionally depending on genre or context. On the other hand, 
words can come to have a non-propositional value over time 
(e.g. τοι, ἰδού, λοιπόν). Third, on a metascientific level it makes 
sense to retain a term that has survived centuries of scholar-
ship, even if problems and unresolved questions continue to 
exist. Rather than working on a closed group of lexical items, 
we focus on particles in terms of a core and a periphery. The 
core consists of the list inherited from earlier scholarship, of 
which we have selected those that are most frequent in our 
corpus. The periphery potentially includes all other words or 
phrases that work non-propositionally in our corpus. By exten-
sion, discussions of other adverbials, connectives, and phrases 
used as metalanguage are mostly subsidiary, and our analys- 
es primarily concern the “core” particles, such as δή and τε.’16

15 BONIFAZI 2016, Introduction.
16 BONIFAZI 2016, 1.4, §10–11.
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A different approach to particles comes from Devine and 
Stephens, who define particles as non-propositional words 
with specific prosodic qualities: particles are clitic, susceptible 
to phonetic reduction, and without a stable thesis in prosody.17  
At first, their outlook on particles may look like the usual 
word-class confusion: there is still no clear distinction between 
word classes, though pronouns, prepositions, articles, and con-
junctions are (invariably) excluded based on their propositional 
working, despite their clitic character. In my view, however, 
the approach of Devine and Stephens brings out the most im-
portant characteristic in order to classify indeclinable words as 
particles. Since the differentiation between word classes does 
not provide a useful clue (in terminology from antiquity, what 
we refer to as ‘particles’ belong to the class of the sundesmoi 
‘function words’)18, particles are to be identified as such based 
on their prosodic properties. Regardless of the observation 
that certain prosodic properties are shared by other word 
classes (such as clisis), susceptibility to phonetic reduction and 
the unstable thesis do not only define particles, they actually 
mark the transition of words from various word classes into 
particles.19 Hence my argument to identify little words as par-
ticles primarily on the basis of prosodic considerations. Parti-
cles do not necessarily differ from words in other word classes 
with regard to their shape and orthography – on the contrary, 
since they are indeclinable like prepositions and adverbs, or 
of identical shape as pronouns and modifiers. What turns such 
words from existing and identifiable lexical word classes into 
particles is their transformation over time, a transformation 
on the level of phonetics rather than phonology. As Bonifazi et 
alii put it, ‘words can come to have a non-propositional value 

17 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 352–363.
18 BONIFAZI 2016, I.2.2.
19 Cf. DENNISTON 1934, xxxvii: ‘A few Greek particles can be clearly seen 

to have been, at an earlier stage, other parts of speech’; BONIFAZI 2016, cited 
above; WAANDERS 1997.
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over time’. Devine and Stephens have shown that this ‘having 
a non-propositional value over time’ is induced, and indicated, 
by prosodic signaling:20 whereas non-lexical words (mainly 
clitics) are severely restricted in their placement in both the 
word group and in the sentence, particles regularly undergo 
phonetic reduction21 resulting in elision, permanent crasis, and 
quantitative shortening.22 Usage of little words as particles is 
the direct result of phonetic reduction, itself the effect of into-
national variance.23 Furthermore, particles do not claim a sta-
ble thesis, an observation that is convincingly made in metri-
cal text with regard to non-monosyllabic particles.24 In itself, 
an unstable thesis is the result of rhythmical refooting, a pho-
netic process that exploits the possibility to adapt rhythmical 
phrasing to rhythmical word shapes.25 Particles are a distinct 
category of phonemes in that they have worked the other way 
around, adapting their shape as a rhythmical word type to 
the requirements of the rhythmical phrasing (e.g. ἀλλ(ά) –‘/–, 
ἀλλά –‘◡/– –‘). As a result, particles are flexible with regard 
to their mapping onto a metrical grid; a flexibility that reflects 
their non-propositional meaning.

20 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 355. French discourse particles sharing 
the same pragmatic function also share similar prosodic patterns (LEE 2019).

21 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 357: ‘a quite general tendency to reduce 
and compress accentual excursions in nonlexical words’.

22 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 262–263. Phonetically, prosodic reduc-
tion maximizes the difference between stresses (or prominent) and unstresses 
(non-prominent) syllables, FLETCHER 2010.

23 LIBERMANN AND PIERREHUMBERT 1984.
24 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 372: ‘Monosyllabic clitics never take 

an accent, and disyllabic clitics are accented only on their final syllable; this 
accent is the grave (within the phrase) if the final nucleus contains a short 
vowel and the circumflex if it contains a long vowel; the latter is the only 
condition under which an accentual High followed by a postaccentual fall is 
induced within the clitic word by secondary accentuation. The quantities of the 
syllables of the enclitic have no effect on its accentuation.’ In modern Tokyo 
Japanese, bimoraic particles are accentually unstable depending on semantic 
property: only particles of contrast and/or limitation tend to retain their pro-
sodic independence (MAEKAWE 2006).

25 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 272–273.
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Particles, I therefore argue, are prosodically identifiable, 
or rather, identifiable prosodically. In ancient Greek, status 
as particle is easiest evidenced in metrical text: poetry and 
rhythmical prose. Particles are appositive and clitic (either 
pro- or enclitic), and in that capacity markers of discourse.26 
Especially because of aural characteristic, since particles con-
tribute to demarcation in the intonation pattern.27 At the same 
time, as mentioned above, particles add to the intensity of the 
lexical word they form a phonetic word with.28 Particles liter-
ally extend the lexical into a phonetic word, thus enlarging the 
constituents of the clause and the sentence.29 In every respect, 
particles are tools for phonation rather than representatives 
of a specific word class.

With regard to semantics, much attention has been given 
to particles’ auxiliary or nuancing semantic function,30 some-
times to the effect that a particle was awarded its own inde-
pendent semantics.31 This approach, I argue, only suits writ-
ten composition and more often than not defies the attempt 
to identify independent semantics.32 From a prosodic point of 
view, the point of view of oral composition and performance, 
such semantic value is not to be expected and seems unten-
able, as rhythmical and intonational clisis resist any adverbial 
meaning.33 For certain nuancing and discourse particles, how-
ever, not even auxiliary semantics can be readily established. 
Particles like δέ, μέν, γάρ, γε, δή and ὦ, for example, serve 

26 TAYLOR 2006; COUPER-KUHLEN 2003; HIRSCHBERG 2006.
27 COUPER-KUHLEN 2003; BONIFAZI AND ELMER 2012, 297–298.
28 THIJS 2017 discusses as a case in point attitudinal μήν, demarcating di-

rect speech in Plato, as targeting the illocution, rather than the propositional 
content, e.g. Ποῖα μήν, ἔφη λέγεις; (Pl. R. 523b), Ἀλλὰ μὴν μὴ ὄν γε οὐχ ἕν 
τι ἀλλὰ μηδὲν ὀρθότατ’ ἂν προσαγορεύοιτο; – Πάνυ γε (Pl. R. 478c), Δοκεῖ 
μήν. – Ἄκουε δή, ὦ Σώκρατες, … (Pl. Ti. 20d), Σκόπει μήν, ἔφη, … (Pl. Euthd. 
283c), Πῶς γάρ; – Οὐδὲ μὴν πόλλα γε· (Pl. Prm. 165e).

29 Cf. SLUITER 1997.
30 BAZANELLA 2006; BAZANELLA AND MORRA 2010.
31 Cf. BECK 2012, p. 67: ἄν ‘would’.
32 Cf. GEORGE 2009.
33 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 303–306.
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pragmatic purposes as signals, on a par (and possibly in com-
bination) with gestures.34 They remain, however, the printed 
representations of phonemes, of sound; reduced morphemes 
perhaps, appositive and/or accentual clitic, but visible. Men-
tioned particles (δέ, μέν, γάρ, γε, δή, ὦ) do not have independ-
ent or auxiliary semantics, and their value in spoken discourse 
is their sound in combination with their effect on intonational 
patterning: as syntactically pre- and postpositive (appositive), 
and prosodically pro- or enclitic, particles δέ, μέν, γάρ, γε, 
δή, and ὦ are phonologically realized as the initial syllable 
in a rising intonational trajectory,35 or the closing syllable in 
a falling trajectory (the ‘slope’).36 Phonetically, as a phonetic 
word-initial syllable-shaped sound, the particle ὦ functions as 
attention-drawing phonation in order to focus the audience on 
the commencement of semantically valuable utterances to fol-
low. Word-concluding syllable-shaped sounds δέ, μέν, γάρ, γε, 
δή, οὖν, τε, ἄρ(α) provide right-hand intonational demarcation 
for the extended phonetic word37 without contributing to (pho-
netic-)word-level semantics.38

It is in itself remarkable that ancient Greek has retained 
intonational phonation in writing, though (on a smaller scale) 
phonation for pragmatic purposes only is known from oth-
er languages, also in their written representation.39 In Eng-
lish, for example, the utterance-initial “Well, …” indicates that 
speaker demands or reclaims attention,40 whereas phona-
tion-continuing but meaningless “uh” indicates speaker’s resil-
ience to remain the audience’s focus of attention, even despite 

34 BOLLY AND DEGAND 2013, 216–217.
35 In case of an accentuated proclitic, the accent is realized as secondary, 

cf. DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 189–190, 363.
36 In case of an accentuated enclitic, the accent is realized as secondary, 

cf. DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 187–188, 386–373.
37 GOLDSTEIN 2014.
38 As the right-branch demarcation of the intonational phrase is phoneti-

cally signaled by tonal downtrend; GOLDSTEIN 2014, 254.
39 GEORGE 2009, VATRI 2012.
40 AIJMER 2002, 251–275; 2009.
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a (temporary) lack of semantics.41 In writing, the different 
instances of deictic phonation, merely indicating the drawing 
of, or continuing claim on, audience’s attention, may or may 
not be presented;42 if they are, written attention-particles pri-
marily serve prosodic ends.43 The various degrees of repre- 
sen tation in writing are commonly tied to varying levels of 
‘orality’: the denser the written text with phonation particles, 
the closer the text’s resemblance to unplanned, non-stylized 
speech.44 As it is widely observed and attested that unplanned 
speech displays ubiquitous use of attention-focused particle-like 
phonation (‘sounds’)45, texts that abound with particles seem to 
resemble, or represent, written-out transcripts of orally deliv-
ered, or deliverable, speech.46 It is tempting to assume that the 
abundance of particles in certain Greek authors, particularly 
authors of prose, serves a function in facilitating the reading 
out loud of the written text in performance.47 Below I will ar-
gue that in non-metrical text particles thus supplemented part 
of the structuring impulse that stemmed from metrical rhythm 
in poetry; a feature of written text that helped bridge the gap 
with oral delivery that was both its source (as writing took 
down what had been said) and its outcome, as written versions 
served as screenplays and rehearsal texts for, for example, ac-
tors and orators.48

41 AIJMER 2002, 97–151; BOLDEN 2006; ARGAMAN 2010; BARA 2010.
42 A well-known example in ancient Greek is the deictic morpheme –ι in, 

e.g., οὑτωσί.
43 Primarily ‘tonal downtrend’, cf. GOLDSTEIN 2014.
44 To the extent, and with the risk, of ‘stylistic stigmatization’, BRINTON 

1996, 267–268.
45 A case in point is offered by the analysis of Dutch particle ‘hoor’ in MA-

ZELAND AND PLUG 2010.
46 Statistics on particle distribution over various text types in DUHOUX 

2006; criticism on his findings in GEORGE 2009.
47 Cf. Denniston’s well-known claim that “Greek conversation was full of 

particles: at moments of excitement the dialogue of tragedy and comedy fa-
irly bristles with them”, DENNISTON 1934, lxxii–lxxiii.

48 GONZÁLEZ 2013, ch. 14 [retrieved 02.09.2020]. <https://chs.harvard.edu/
CHS/article/display/6123.14-the-aristotelian-tekhn%C4%93-of-hypokrisis>.
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Phonation-deixis particles in ancient Greek
In ancient Greek, the prosodic contour of particles reflects 

their intonational-deictic usage. By showing how particles flex-
ibly fill out, and demarcate, the rhythmical unities in the met-
rical surface structure, and emphasizing particles’ significance 
for illocution rather than propositional content, I will demon-
strate that their importance and role is primarily prosodic. 
I will argue that the clitic character and the unstable thesis of 
particles both serve as indicators for intonational deixis.

To start with particles’ clitic character: it is not a character-
istic of particles exclusively. Words from other word classes 
may be clitic as well.49 Furthermore, clisis is defined on vari-
ous levels, and to varying degrees.50 To start with the latter, cli-
sis may be identified on three different levels, only the first of 
which, accentual clisis, should be considered clisis proper.51 In 
that capacity, clisis refers to the disposition of words that cannot 
be used without an accentuated word immediately preceding 
or following, on which the non-accentuated word ‘leans’.52 For 
non-accentuated words, such ‘leaning’ is necessary as ancient 
Greek is uttered, and understood, as consisting of phonetic 
words, each organised, or uttered, around at least one accentu-
ated syllable.53 Within the phonetic word, there may be more 
than one accent, but only one accent is primary: the accentual 
summit separating the rising intonational trajectory from the 
slope. Other accents may occur, like the oxytonon accent on 
the adjective, as secondary: within the rising or falling trajec-
tory, without changing its course from rising to falling, or vice 
versa.54 A phonetic word hence comprises of at least one lexi-
cal word, and possibly several non-lexicals carrying secondary 
accent, or no accent at all. The terminology clisis is also used 

49 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 303–323.
50 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 303–305.
51 BLANKENBORG forthcoming, “Glossary” s.v. Clisis.
52 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 352–364.
53 GOLDSTEIN 2014.
54 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 368–373.
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for the disposition of syntactical pre- and postpositives, words 
that either ‘lean’ on other words to specify or supplement their 
lexical or case meaning (like pre- and postpositions, and various 
pronouns and forms of the verb ειμί), and words that are sug-
gestive of a much wider scope (usually to follow the prepositive) 
like conjunctions and connectors.55 Such ‘syntactical clisis’ is of-
ten a correlate of proper, accentual clisis, but not necessarily so.

As mentioned above, enclisis of δέ, μεν, γάρ, and γε pro-
longs, stretches, and deepens the intonational slope of the pho-
netic word.56 Reverse, proclisis contributes to the rising trajec-
tory of the intonation pattern.57 Clitic particles thus not only 
demarcate the intonation boundaries of the phonetic word, 
but also enable the phonetic word, the unit of both utterance 
and perception, to expand to a seize that fits the rhythmical 
impulse, the natural unit of unplanned speech.58 This becomes 
particularly noticeable in ancient Greek’s poetry. Both its short-
er and longer metrical surface structures (some of which may 
encompass tens of syllables divided over multiple verses) com-
prise of rhythmically characterised cola, compositional spurts 
that tend to keep together syntactically coherent units.59 The 
prosodic boundaries separating these spurts may be ortho-
graphically realised in various ways: either as a space, or as 
a space with complimentary printed punctuation suggestive of 
pause, preparatory emphasis, or silence.60 In all instances, how-
ever, the printed space reflects phonetic word end, and hence 
intonational closure.61 Prosodic bridges prevent or subdue 

55 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 303.
56 TAYLOR 2006; AUER 1999, 35–54; BARTH-WEINGARTEN 2010, 191–212; 

BONIFAZI AND ELMER 2012, 299–300; cf. BONIFAZI 2016, 1.5 §21.
57 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 356–361; GOLDSTEIN 2014.
58 Terminology ‘rhythmical impulse’ in PORTER 1951. 
59 BAKKER 1997, building on the work of Chafe (W.L. Chafe, Discourse, 

Consciousness, and Time: The Flow and Displacement of Conscious Expe-
rience in Speech and Writing, Chicago 1994).

60 Even the absence of printed punctuation may suggest emphasis, as in 
the case of enjambment; cf. BLANKENBORG 2014, 4.7.

61 SCHEPPERS 2011, 21–24.
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intonational closure at metrical boundaries. Particles equally 
support the timely start and completion of phonetic words 
within the rhythmical spurts of poetry. Examples from various 
(sub)genres illustrate this capacity of particles:

[1] Il.16.325–339a:62

δούπησεν δὲ1 πεσών, κατὰ δὲ2 σκότος ὄσσε κάλυψεν 
ὣς τὼ μὲν3 δοιοῖσι κασιγνήτοισι δαμέντε
βήτην εἰς Ἔρεβος Σαρπηδόνος ἐσθλοὶ ἑταῖροι
υἷες ἀκοντισταὶ Ἀμισωδάρου, ὅς ῥα4 Χίμαιραν
θρέψεν ἀμαιμακέτην πολέσιν κακὸν ἀνθρώποισιν.
Αἴας δὲ3 Κλεόβουλον Ὀϊλιάδης ἐπορούσας 
ζωὸν ἕλε βλαφθέντα κατὰ κλόνον: ἀλλά οἱ5 αὖθι
λῦσε μένος πλήξας ξίφει αὐχένα κωπήεντι.
πᾶν δ’6 ὑπεθερμάνθη ξίφος αἵματι: τὸν δὲ4 κατ’ ὄσσε
ἔλλαβε πορφύρεος θάνατος καὶ7 μοῖρα κραταιή.
Πηνέλεως δὲ1 Λύκων τε8 συνέδραμον: ἔγχεσι μὲν γὰρ9 
ἤμβροτον ἀλλήλων, μέλεον δ’6 ἠκόντισαν ἄμφω:
τὼ δ’6 αὖτις ξιφέεσσι συνέδραμον. ἔνθα Λύκων μὲν9

ἱπποκόμου κόρυθος φάλον ἤλασεν, ἀμφὶ δὲ5 καυλὸν
φάσγανον ἐρραίσθη
1 Despite Meyer’s Law: demarcation in a particle is allowed; 2 heph-
themimeral caesura through lengthening of the syllable; 3 trithemimeral 
caesura through lengthening of the syllable; 4 following the 5th trochee; 
5 demarcation of the fifth foot; 6 elision frustrates demarcation63; 7 pro-
clitic καί strengthens the hephthemimeral caesura; 8 trochaic caesura; 
9 verse end.

[2] E. Med.23–16:64

πρώτας δὲ1 Θήβας τῆσδε γῆς Ἑλληνίδος 
ἀνωλόλυξα, νεβρίδ᾽ ἐξάψας χροὸς 
θύρσον τε2 δοὺς ἐς χεῖρα, κίσσινον βέλος: 

62 Text after M.L. West, Homeri Ilias, Munich–Leipzig 1998–2000.
63 BLANKENBORG forthcoming, 100–102.
64 Text after J. Mossman, Euripides: Medea, Liverpool 2011.
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ἐπεί μ᾽3 ἀδελφαὶ μητρός, ἃς ἥκιστα χρῆν, 
Διόνυσον οὐκ ἔφασκον ἐκφῦναι Διός, 
Σεμέλην δὲ2 νυμφευθεῖσαν ἐκ θνητοῦ τινος 
ἐς Ζῆν᾽ ἀναφέρειν τὴν ἁμαρτίαν λέχους, 
Κάδμου σοφίσμαθ᾽, ὧν νιν4 οὕνεκα κτανεῖν 
Ζῆν᾽ ἐξεκαυχῶνθ᾽, ὅτι γάμους ἐψεύσατο. 
τοιγάρ νιν1 αὐτὰς ἐκ δόμων ᾤστρησ᾽ ἐγὼ 
μανίαις, ὄρος δ᾽3 οἰκοῦσι παράκοποι φρενῶν: 
σκευήν τ᾽3 ἔχειν ἠνάγκασ᾽ ὀργίων ἐμῶν, 
καὶ πᾶν τὸ θῆλυ σπέρμα Καδμείων, ὅσαι 
γυναῖκες ἦσαν, ἐξέμηνα δωμάτων:

1 Following the first trochee, preparing for a prepausal spondaic word; 
2 following the first trochee, preparing for a (4th) epitrite-shaped rhy-
thmical phrase; 3 elision frustrates demarcation; 4 hephthemimeral ca-
esura.

[3] Sapph. ‘Brothers Song’ (5)1–(24)20:65

ἀλλ’ ἄϊ θρύλησθα Χάραξον ἔλθην
νᾶϊ σὺν πλήαι. τὰ μὲν1 οἴομαι Ζεῦς
οἶδε σύμπαντές τε2 θεοί· σὲ δ’3 οὐ χρῆ
ταῦτα νόησθαι,
ἀλλὰ καὶ4 πέμπην ἔμε καὶ κέλεσθαι
πόλλα λίσσεσθαι βασίληαν Ἥραν
ἐξίκεσθαι τυίδε σάαν ἄγοντα
νᾶα Χάραξον
κἄμμ’ ἐπεύρην ἀρτέμεας. τὰ δ’3 ἄλλα
πάντα δαιμόνεσσιν ἐπιτρόπωμεν·
εὔδιαι γὰρ5 ἐκ μεγάλαν ἀήταν
αἶψα πέλονται
τῶν κε6 βόλληται βασίλευς Ὀλύμπω
δαίμον’ ἐκ πόνων ἐπάρωγον ἤδη
περτρόπην, κῆνοι μάκαρες πέλονται
καὶ πολύολβοι·

65 Text after OBBINK 2014 (reconstructed, many textual uncertainties 
remain [not indicated in my citation]).
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κἄμμες7, αἴ κε5 Ϝὰν κεφάλαν ἀέρρη
Λάριχος καὶ δή ποτ’3 ἄνηρ γένηται,
καὶ8 μάλ’ ἐκ πόλλαν βαρυθυμίαν κεν9

αἶψα λύθειμεν.
1 Bringing out the rhythmical dactyl in choriamb surface structure; 
2 splitting the choriamb, suggestive of trochaic continuation; 3 elision 
frustrates demarcation; 4 prepositive καί prevents word-end before the 
anceps element on position 4; 5 right-branch demarcation of the rhythmi-
cally light anceps, left-branch demarcation of the choriamb; 6 following 
the first trochee; 7 left-branch demarcating phonetic reduction (crasis); 
8  left-branch demarcating proclisis; 9 emphatic verse end, left-branch 
demarcation of the dodrans/adonius.

Together with other means of prosodic start and comple-
tion (like the start or completion of a phonetic word with 
a lexical, accentuated word), particles audibly demarcate, but 
without adding to, or enhancing, the phonetic word’s seman-
tics.66 Thus particles are prosodically demarcating and atten-
tionally sensitive, rather than semantically nuancing.67 In re-
cent research, examples abound of seemingly superfluous or 
‘random’ particles in particularly the first extant instances of 
ancient Greek poetry (e.g. the use of γάρ in Homer’s Iliad 
and Odyssey), and of ancient Greek prose (the use of γάρ in 
Herodotus’ Histories).68 In their attempt to reflect (rather than 
visualize) the conventions and practicalities of oral presenta-
tion and aural reception, both text types fill out and demarcate 
their constituents by means of, among other non-lexicals, pho-
nation particles.

The other indicator of particles’ intonational deixis is the 
variability of the thesis of both monosyllabic and polysyllabic 

66 SCHEPPERS 2011, 48–49.
67 The frequently used label pragmatic does not fully cover such 

characterization of particles, as ‘intentionally sensitive’ refers to particles’ 
function as drawing/requesting audience attention, rather than help structure 
discourse information, cf. BONIFAZI 2016, I 3.3.

68 BLANKENBORG 2014, 2.2.2.
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particles:69 this variability enables the particle to contribute to 
demarcation depending on the text’s rhythm.70 Again, particu-
larly in metrical text evidence can be found for the prosodic 
motivation behind particles’ signalling continuation of phona-
tion. Particles’ flexibility with regard to their patterning onto 
the metrical grid gives them a serious advantage when com-
pared to lexical words and non-flexible pre- and postpositives. 
Whereas such words are restricted in their possibilities for 
location, as syllables cannot randomly be refooted from thesis 
to arsis or vice versa, such refooting is without serious prob-
lems for particles: cf. the lengthening of δέ on the prepausal 
thesis of Il.16.330 (cited above, and, as for the other examples, 
passim), the lengthening ‘by position’ of μέν on the prepausal 
thesis of Il.16.326, and the rhythmical indeterminacy of γάρ 
(Il.16.35) and μέν (Il.16.37) on the metrically indifferent verse-
final position. It is actually in accordance with particles’ prosod-
ic quality as mere phonation: in their prosodic shape, particles 
are not fixed rhythmical words.

In prose, the clitic character of particles is not disputed. Nor 
is their capacity to demarcate phonetic words or ‘phonation 
impulses’.71 It is more difficult to trace particles’ unstable thesis, 
though. Following the well-established practice from the study 
of prose rhythm (identifying first [–◡◡◡ ] and fourth paeons 
[◡◡◡–] and cretics [–◡– ] in accordance with the alleged sys-
tem of Hegesias), one might expect to find similar rhythmical 
patterning with right-demarcating enclitic particles as word-
final syllables.72 Especially with regard to particles in prose, 

69 DEVINE AND STEPHENS 1994, 288–291, 304–323.
70 WENNERSTROM 2001, 20–25; COUPER-KUHLEN 2003, 2005; HIRSCH-

BERG 2006, 5.3.
71 SCHEPPERS 2011, 21–24; GOLDSTEIN 2014.
72 Paeons and cretics, however, characterize parentheses and clausulae, 

rather than the minor phrase (HUTCHINSON 2018, 26–27). From the particles 
in poetry, it may be expected that right branching particles form the final 
syllable of spondaic (|––|), iambic (◡–) or trochaic (–◡) shaped minor phrases. 
Together with the last syllables of the preceding sentence – together with 
which the minor phrase may form a rhythmical unit if the sentence does 
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further research is necessary to establish the criteria for the 
identification of phonation particles.

Concluding remarks
The notion that ancient Greek particles in writing represent 

attention-guiding sounds from oral performance and aural 
perception, is both trodden ground and new territory: trod-
den ground as other languages feature such ‘written sounds’ 
as well, be it much less frequently, and usually in what resem-
bles the verbatim writing-out of a spoken version of naturally 
unplanned speech. Ancient Greek is new territory in that it 
applies particles so lavishly in writing, and in that particles so 
strongly maintain the attention-structuring function they had 
in spoken language. From the point of view of intonational pat-
terning and rhythmical demarcation, written particles appear 
to have become indispensable, to the extent that scholars have 
assumed and identified independent semantics in their applica-
tion. That particles are indispensable also becomes clear from 
their correlation with the application of other structure-repre-
senting devices in ancient Greek, especially meter: it has often 
been observed and noted that ancient Greek orthography and 
phonology take great pains to strictly align with metrical sur-
face structure, and vice versa; Greek meter itself extremely 
precisely mirrors rhythm, its ontological reason for being, it-
self an inherent characteristic of language. Particles are thus 
a step in a process via which ancient Greek expresses sound 
in written signs: rhythm is expressed in meter, meter ration-
alised in phonology, phonology apt to exactly expressing what 
sound-symbols/syllables constituted the rising or falling accen-
tual and intonational trajectory of phonetic words. And it was 
two-way traffic: because of their perseverance in written forms 
of Greek, particles continued to help shape ancient Greek as 

not end in a clausula – clause-combining rhythmical phrases are expected 
to turn out either dactylic (as adoneus) or as epitrites (fourth epitrite: –––◡). 

Particles as deictic phonation
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built up from phonetic-word constituents in reading out loud 
and oral performance, presumably even in the case of prose.
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MORAL ENGAGEMENT

Abstract

The article investigates Polybius’ of Megalopolis conception of 
emotional response of the reader of a historical narrative, and explo-
res the implications of that conception for the structure of selected 
parts of the Histories. The argument falls into three parts. First, Po-
lybius’ focus on two particular emotions (pity and anger), the notions 
of the reasons and purposes, and the implications of their moral qu-
alification are analyzed. The narrative strategy of Polybius is put into 
theory on the basis of his methodological considerations scattered 
around the Histories (Pol. 2.56.13; 16; 3.6.73; 31.7–11). In the second 
part the theory is verified on a sample of an account from the Hi-
stories about the preliminaries to the Hannibalic War (Pol. 3.9–33). It 
is demonstrated how the strategy of evoking appropriate emotions 
influences shaping of the narrative of the antecedent events of the 
War, and how anger and pity, as the pivotal feelings, drive the actions 
of both the sides of the story, i.e. the Romans and the Carthaginians. 
The chronological shifts, the position and the emphasis on particu-
lar elements in the narrative, plus Polybius’ interventions into it, are 
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explained in terms of the expected emotional and moral impact of 
the scrutinized text on the prospective recipient. Further, it is argu- 
ed that in Polybius the idea of the emotional component guiding hu-
man choices and actions combined with the expected emotional im-
pact of the narrative on the reader provide the main lines for structu-
ring the account. In this context, it is stressed that Polybius advocates 
an ethical rather than purely emotional, long-lasting rather than 
momentary effect of a historical narrative. The last part of the paper 
discusses the tradition in which such strategy should be situated. Ma-
rincola’s reading in terms of judicial rhetoric is questioned, and the 
originality of Polybius’ conception, taking the probable expectations 
of average readers into account, is put forward.

Keywords: Polybius, historical narrative, narrative strategy, emo-
tions, morality, reader’s perspective

Polybius of Megalopolis was long read as an author par-
ticularly critical of historical narratives aimed at stirring emo-
tions, advocating a purely rational approach to history-writ-
ing.1 In recent years this paradigm began to change, and new 
studies have suggested that Polybius had not polemicized 
against stirring emotions as such, but rather stipulated that 
these have to go together with description of “context”, which 
arouses “appropriate emotions” in the audience.2 It seems to 
have been a step in the right direction. However, little atten-
tion has been paid to the consequences of that step for our 

1 Polybius’ objection to tragic, sensational or emotional history-writing is 
a well-known and intensely studied topic (see literature cited below, p. 104 
n. 6). The historian was considered as sole Hellenistic true continuator of 
Thucydides in terms of objectivity and rationalism. As such, he was contrasted 
with the tendencies in historiography in that time, esp. the “rhetorical” and 
“tragic” currents. See e.g. SCHADEWALDT 1982, 227: “harte Sachlichkeit” of 
Polybius as a factor of usefulness and continuation of Thucydides’ methodol-
ogy. Cf. GELZER 1964, 155–156; PETZOLD 1969, 7–8; GENTILI, CERRI 1988, 
26–27; HOSE 2009, 189–191; KLOFT 2013, 19. On Polybius’ life, education and 
work still fundamental is ZIEGLER 1952, cols. 1444–1471. 

2 See MARINCOLA 2013, 73–90, esp. 80; ECKSTEIN 2013, 318. Cf. the 
idea adumbrated in MARINCOLA 2003, 300 (“context is king”). The notion of 
context is usually equated with description of causes, cf. below, pp. 106–109.
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understanding of the role of emotions in historical narratives 
as conceived by Polybius and of the relation between emo-
tions and structuring of narrative.

The aim of this paper is to investigate how Polybius con-
ceives of emotional impact of historical account on the au-
dience and how this conception influences, in his theory 
and practice, the shaping of the narrative. The article also 
addresses the question of the tradition to which the investi-
gated narrative strategy belongs or makes use of, in particu-
lar whether it can be associated with oral forms of delivery 
or rather should be categorized as depending strictly on the 
written word.

My point of departure are Polybius’ remarks about emo-
tions in a historical narrative, found in the censure of Phylar-
chus’ description of the capture and destruction of Mantinea 
in book two.3 Polybius criticizes Phylarchus for his sensational 
descriptions, giving us some indications of how he understands 
the place of emotions in historical narrative.4 Let me cite the 
relevant passus (Pol. 2.56.13; 16 = part of FGrHist 81 T 3):

13. χωρίς τε τούτων τὰς πλείστας ἡμῖν ἐξηγεῖται τῶν περιπε-
τειῶν, οὐχ ὑποτιθεὶς αἰτίαν καὶ τρόπον τοῖς γινομένοις, ὧν χω-
ρὶς οὔτ’ ἐλεεῖν εὐλόγως οὔτ’ ὀργίζεσθαι καθηκόντως δυνατὸν 

3 A third-century historian Phylarchus of Athens, Polybius’ historiographi-
cal adversary, described the capture of the Mantinean polis by the Achaean 
and Macedonian army in the course of the so-called Cleomenean war in 
223 BC. Phylarchus – according to Polybius – wrote that the polis suffered 
greatly because of the actions of the Achaean League and the Macedonians. 
On these events see: WALBANK 1957, 260–261; MCCASLIN 1989, 77–101; 
HAGEMANS, KOSMETATOU 2005, 123–139; PRETZLER 2005, 22, 24. Gener-
al comments on this part of Phylarchus’ account see: MEISTER 1975, 98–99; 
GABBA 1957, 7. All dates in this paper, if not indicated otherwise, refer to the 
period before Christ.

4 For detailed analyses of this critique see: JACOBY 1926a, 132–143; GAB-
BA 1957, 5–13; MEISTER 1975, 93–126; BONCQUET 1982–1983, 277–291; 
MCCASLIN 1989, 77–101; SCHEPENS 2005, 141–164; ECKSTEIN 2013, 314–
338; THORNTON 2013, 353–374; FARRINGTON 2016, 159–182. On Polybius’ 
polemics in general see: KOERNER 1957; WALBANK 1962, 1–12; MARIN-
COLA 2001, 134–136.

Emotion and reason in constructing…
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ἐπ’ οὐδενὶ τῶν συμβαινόντων. […] 16. οὕτως ἐν παντὶ τὸ τέλος 
κεῖται τῆς διαλήψεως ὑπὲρ τούτων οὐκ ἐν τοῖς τελουμένοις, ἀλλ’ 
ἐν ταῖς αἰτίαις καὶ προαιρέσεσι τῶν πραττόντων καὶ ταῖς τούτων 
διαφοραῖς.5

13. Apart from this, Phylarchus simply narrates most of such 
catastrophes and does not even suggest their causes or the na-
ture of these causes, without which it is impossible in any case 
to feel either legitimate pity or proper anger. […] 16. So in eve-
ry such case the final criterion of good and evil lies not in what 
is done, but in the different reasons and different purposes of  
the doer.

Polybius points to his adversary’s improper way of describ-
ing the events, which makes it closer to tragedy than history.6 
As he put it, it is wrong to “simply narrate” (ἐξηγεῖται) histori-
cal occurrences. What does it mean? To elucidate that, I shall 
highlight two elements the cited passage contains: a) The focus 
on pity and anger as the emotions evoked by the narrative and 
b) The Polybian understanding and implications of “the differ-
ent reasons and purposes”.

As we can see, Polybius mentions the feelings of “reason-
able pity” (ἐλεεῖν εὐλόγως) and “appropriate anger” (ὀργίζε-
σθαι καθηκόντως);7 two particular emotions are thus s p e c i -
f i e d  and q u a l i f i e d. Polybius’ primary focus on those two 
passions rather than any other, in the emotional response of 

5 Greek text of Polybius’ Histories is Pédech’s and DE FOUCAULT’S (Budé 
edition); translations are those of PATON, with slight alterations where indi-
cated. The more recent translation by WATERFIELD (2010) raises doubts in 
numerous instances, hence the older translation by Paton is preferred. 

6 On Polybius’ discussion of the differences between historiography and 
tragedy see: MOHM 1977, 139–144; GIGANTE 1951, 43–45; HAU 2016, 142. On 
the idea of “tragic history”, in large part “created” by the Polybian discussion 
in question, see: ZEGERS 1959; KEBRIC 1977, 15–17; SACKS 1981, 144–170; 
FORNARA 1983, 124–134; FROMENTIN 2001, 77–92; ZANGARA 2007, 70–75; 
MARINCOLA 2009, 445–460. The theory of a distinct “school of tragic histo-
riography” is now widely rejected.

7 Precisely: “to feel pity reasonably” and “to be appropriately angry” i.e. 
Polybius uses verbs in infinitive qualified with adverbs. 
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the reader, is striking.8 Note how often he mentions these feel-
ings in the critique:

2.56.7: σπουδάζων δ’ εἰς ἔλεον ἐκκαλεῖσθαι τοὺς ἀναγινώσκο-
ντας καὶ συμπαθεῖς ποιεῖν
In his eagerness to arouse the pity and attention of his readers […]

2.56.14: ὧν χωρὶς οὔτ’ ἐλεεῖν εὐλόγως οὔτ’ ὀργίζεσθαι καθηκό-
ντως
[…] without which it is impossible in any case to feel either legi-
timate pity or proper anger.

2.58.8–9: πηλίκης ὀργῆς ἐστιν ἄξιον;
Against such men, one asks oneself, can any indignation be too 
strong?

2.58.15: φανερὸν ὅτι καὶ τὴν αἰτίαν τῆς ὀργῆς ἀνάγκη διαφέρου-
σαν γεγονέναι περὶ τούτους
[…] we must evidently infer that there was some exceptional cause 
for anger against them.

2.59.4–5: καίπερ ὁ συγγραφεὺς βουλόμενος αὔξειν αὐτοῦ τὴν 
δόξαν καὶπαραστήσασθαι τοὺς ἀκούοντας εἰς τὸ μᾶλλον αὐτῷ 
συναγανακτεῖν ἐφ’ οἷς ἔπαθεν οὐ μόνον αὐτόν φησι
Our author, it is true, with the view of magnifying his importan-
ce and moving his readers to share his own indignation at his 
fate, tells us […]

Therefore, first there are the emotions of the recipients of 
the narrative. Those feelings are exclusively anger and pity.9 

8 In this article I am using the words reader/listener/recipient interchange-
ably, since it is not at all certain which form (silent reading/recitation) of re-
ception Polybius thought for historiographical text as the most proper and 
commendable. This is a problem to be debated, tentatively addressed below 
pp. 117–120.

9 In all the following instances Polybius has in mind emotions of the po-
tential recipients of Phylarchus’ text, e.g. Pol. 2.56.7: ἔλεον ἐκκαλεῖσθαι τοὺς 
ἀναγινώσκοντας; cf. 2.56.14; 2.58.8–9; 2.58.15; 2.59.4–5.

Emotion and reason in constructing…
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Second, they correspond directly with the emotions of the spec-
tators/witnesses “inside” the story in question.10 We have thus 
specific emotional relation or connection at work: the emotions 
of the reader are supposed to be parallel to those of the direct 
witnesses within the narrated story. These emotions are, on the 
one hand, at the victims of the narrated story – pity for them, 
on the other hand at the wrongdoers – anger at them.11

Further, in the paragraph 16 cited above, Polybius mentions 
what can be called context necessary to produce “appropriate 
emotions”: it is the r e a s on s  and  pu r po s e s  of the agents 
(working translation of ‘αἴτιαι καὶ προαιρέσεις τῶν πραττό-
ντων’). Since the Polybian notions of αἰτία and προαίρεσις 
seem to be the main qualifier of the “appropriate” emotions 
produced by the narrative, we shall clarify their sense. To do 
so, we need to look into the distinction drawn between ἀρχή, 
αἰτία and πρόφασις in book three (3.6.7):

ἐγὼ δὲ παντὸς ἀρχὰς μὲν εἶναί φημι τὰς πρώτας ἐπιβολὰς καὶ 
πράξεις τῶν ἤδη κεκριμένων, αἰτίας δὲ τὰς προκαθηγουμένας 
τῶν κρίσεων καὶ διαλήψεων· λέγω δ’ ἐπινοίας καὶ διαθέσεις καὶ 
τοὺς περὶ ταῦτα συλλογισμοὺς καὶ δι’ ὧν· ἐπὶ τὸ κρῖναί τι καὶ προ-
θέσθαι παραγινόμεθα.
By the beginning of anything I mean the first attempt to execute 
and put in action plans on which we have decided, by its causes 
what is most initiatory in our judgments and opinions, that is to 
say our notions of things, our state of mind, our reasoning abo-
ut these, and everything through which we reach decisions and 
projects.

Therefore, αἰτία is defined as “mental processes” of the per-
son who acts and the circumstances that contribute to these 

10 Pol. 2.56.6: πάντας εἰς ἐπίστασιν καὶ δάκρυα τοὺς Ἕλληνας ἀγαγεῖν; 
2.58.11: οὐκ ἔλεον εἰκὸς ἦν … παρὰ τῶν Ἑλλήνων; 2.59.2–3: τοὺς δ’ ἀπιστοῦ-
ντας, τοὺς δ’ ἀγανακτοῦντας ἐπὶ τοῖς γινομένοις. 

11 Cf. the stress on emotional connection between the reader and the vic-
tims by using verbs with the prefix συν- : συμπαθεῖς (“suffer together with”, 
Pol. 2.56.7); συναγανακτεῖν (“share the anger/indignation with”, 2.59.5).
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processes (cf. Pol. 2.38; 3.1; 3.9). In the chapter where emotions 
in history are discussed, Polybius refers precisely to αἰτία, not 
to any other of the three terms.12 As for προαίρεσις, Polybius 
does not define it explicitly anywhere. This very important no-
tion has been poorly recognized by scholars. From various 
mentions of the term in the Histories, we can assume that it 
probably should be understood as choice of a given course of 
action, combined with motivations behind it. As such, it is the 
chief criterion of moral judgement.13 Polybius emphasizes that 
omission of προαίρεσις of historical figures in a narrative re-
sults in false moral judgment of their deeds and ultimately pro-
duces inappropriate emotional response of the reader.14 The 
concept is crucial in ethical theory of Aristotle, as the proper 
criterion for assessing moral virtue and revealing individual’s 
ἦθος. For the philosopher, not one’s actions in themselves, but 
προαίρεσις is the proper criterion for assessing moral vir-
tue and ἦθος.15 The parallel between Polybius’ and Aristotle’s 

12 See DEROW 1994, 86–90; cf. PEDECH 1964, 204–253, part. p. 86: “la 
cause est donc un ensemble d’operations mentales qui precedent l’action”.

13 Rendering of the word as “motivation” is not perfect, but arguably grasps  
the sense in the context in question. προαίρεσις is a frequent word in Poly-
bius’ Histories, he tends to use it very frequently (over 160 instances, much 
more than in any extant ancient text). The word consists of: προ (“before”, 
“prior to”) + αἵρεσις, from αἱρέω (“take”, “grasp”, “prefer”). See FRISK 1960–
1972, 596 (on προ) and 43–44 on αἱρέω. In the LSJ προαίρεσις has 9 groups 
of meanings, with primary sense of “choosing”, “purpose”, “resolution”. With-
in the immediate context of the critique (2.56–63), προαίρεσις seems to be 
the Leitmotif and occurs regularly in relation to historical actors’ conduct. 
GLOCKMANN, HELMS 2005, 718 qualify most of the senses of προαίρεσις 
from that section as indicating purpose or motivation (“Zweck”, “Beweggr-
und”, “Absicht”). In Polybius, προαίρεσις implies conscious and free choice, 
contrasted with ἀνάγκη, necessity or constraint (3.63: ἢ κατὰ προαίρεσιν ἢ 
κατ᾽ ἀνάγκην). The phrase κατὰ προαίρεσιν is used in the context of delib-
erate lying, condemned morally (esp. in the critique of Timaeus in book 12). 
A systematic study of προαίρεσις in Polybius is a desideratum.

14 Through the critique, Polybius numerous times stresses Phylarchus’ 
alleged omissions of προαίρεσις of a given figure and states what it actually 
was (2.57; 2.58; 2.59; 2.60; 2.61).

15 προαίρεσις is a central concept in Aristotle’s ethical theory. It is de-
scribed as the starting point of every action (Eth. Nic. 1139a 31: πράξεως 
μὲν οὖν ἀρχὴ προαίρεσις; full discussion: 1111b 4–1115a 3). προαίρεσις is 
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understanding of προαίρεσις is remarkable. I shall stress the 
ethical implication for Polybius’ narrative strategy of evoking 
emotions in the final section of this paper.

To recapitulate, Polybius seems to say that it is not “bare 
facts”, but the reasons and motivations of the agents that 
should be revealed in the narrative and evoke emotions in 
the audience. It follows that in Polybius’ view historian is sup-
posed to direct his reader towards emotional engagement on 
the right side. From the use of προαίρεσις in this context we 
can state that “right” means mo r a l l y  r i g h t. But that cannot 
be achieved by mere description of facts, be them tragic and 
terrifying per se. In the case of Mantinea, Polybius implies, 
Phylarchus manipulated his narrative in such a way that the  
reader is likely to feel anger at the Achaeans and pity for  
the Mantineans, whereas it should be the opposite: he should 
be rather angry at the Mantineans, and feel no pity for them 
at all. This is because he neither described the mental pro-
cesses (reasons, αἰτίαι) nor the motivations (προαιρέσεις) of 
the agents involved, but “simply narrates” the events, i.e. the 
destruction of the polis.

How exactly is the historian supposed to display these rea-
sons and motivations to the reader? How does this require-
ment impact construction of a narrative? It is hard to deduce 
that from the discussed criticism of Phylarchus, because the 
conception in question is embedded and implicit in the criti-
cism. Therefore, I shall try to establish a connection of that dis-
cussion with certain programmatic statements in book three 

the intent generated by conscious deliberation, and as such considered by 
Aristotle as defining/revealing one’s ἦθος, person’s moral disposition or char-
acter (Eth. Nic. 1111b 4–6; Rh. 1366 a 15: τὰ μὲν γὰρ ἤθη φανερὰ κατὰ τὴν 
προαίρεσιν; cf. Poet. 1450b 8–10). See JOACHIM 1954, 107–111; KUHN 1960, 
123–140; GRIMALDI 1972, 143–147; CHAMBERLAIN 1984, 147–157; WO-
ERTHER 2005, 89–90; STEIGER 2014, 45–46; 50. On the προαίρεσις – ἦθος 
connection in the Rhetoric see GRIMALDI 1980, 188, 212, 296. On ἦθος in 
ancient rhetorical theory in general see: SATTLER 1947, 55–65; FANTHAM 
1973, 262–275; GILL 1984, 149–166; CAREY 1994, 34–43.



109

(3.31.1–10). Through reading this passage in interconnection 
with the one about Phylarchus we are able to hypothesize 
how – in Polybius’ thinking – the requirements to affect the 
audience with proper emotions influence the shaping of nar-
rative. Let me cite in extenso the part most relevant for my 
purpose (3.31.7–11):

7. πρὸς μὲν γὰρ τὸ παρὸν ἀεί πως ἁρμοζόμενοι καὶ συνυποκρι-
νόμενοι τοιαῦτα καὶ λέγουσι καὶ πράττουσι πάντες ὥστε δυσθε-
ώρητον εἶναι τὴν ἑκάστου προαίρεσιν καὶ λίαν ἐν πολλοῖς ἐπι-
σκοτεῖσθαι τὴν ἀλήθειαν. 8. τὰ δὲ παρεληλυθότα τῶν ἔργων, ἐξ 
αὐτῶν τῶν πραγμάτων λαμβάνοντα τὴν δοκιμασίαν, ἀληθινῶς 
ἐμφαίνει τὰς ἑκάστων αἱρέσεις καὶ διαλήψεις καὶ δηλοῖ παρ’ οἷς 
μὲν χάριν, εὐεργεσίαν, βοήθειαν ἡμῖν ὑπάρχουσαν, παρ’ οἷς δὲ 
τἀναντία τούτων. 9. ἐξ ὧν καὶ τὸν ἐλεήσοντα καὶ τὸν συνοργιού-
μενον, ἔτι δὲ τὸν δικαιώσοντα, πολλάκις καὶ ἐπὶ πολλῶν εὑρεῖν 
ἔστιν. 10. ἅπερ ἔχει μεγίστας ἐπικουρίας καὶ κοινῇ καὶ κατ’ ἰδίαν 
πρὸς τὸν ἀνθρώπινον βίον. 11. διόπερ οὐχ οὕτως ἐστὶ φροντιστέ-
ον τῆς αὐτῶν τῶν πράξεων ἐξηγήσεως οὔτε τοῖς γράφουσιν οὔτε 
τοῖς ἀναγινώσκουσιν τὰς ἱστορίας, ὡς τῶν πρότερον καὶ τῶν ἅμα 
καὶ τῶν ἐπιγινομένων τοῖς ἔργοις.
7. For all men are given to adapt themselves to the present and 
assume a character suited to the times, so that from their words 
and actions it is difficult to judge of the motivation [προαίρεσιν] 
of each, and in many cases the truth is quite overcast. 8. But me-
n’s past actions, bringing to bear the test of actual fact, indicate 
truly the principles and opinions of each, and show us where we 
may look for gratitude, kindness, and help, and where for the 
reverse. 9. It is by this means that we shall often and in many 
circumstances find those who will compassionate our distresses, 
who will share our anger or join us in being avenged on our ene-
mies. 10. All which is most helpful to life both in public and in 
private. 11. Therefore both writers and readers of history should 
not pay so much attention to the actual narrative of events, as to 
what precedes, what accompanies, and what follows each. transl. 
by Paton with alterations
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In this passus, again, two emotions as resulting from his-
torical narrative are specified: anger and pity. We can now 
firmly state that it is not about “any” emotions; Polybius’ insis-
tence on these two specific feelings is manifest. Further, the 
idea of knowing the motivation (προαίρεσις) of the doer, as 
the condition for evoking proper feelings in the reader, is also 
explicitly stressed.16 Polybius adds that the n a r r a t i v e  o f  
b a r e  f a c t s  w o u l d  n o t  r e v e a l  t h e  m o t i v a t i o n s  
o f  t h e  a g en t s, it falsifies these or renders them “impercep-
tible” (δυσθεώρητον) for the reader. When a reader does not 
see them clearly, his feelings – roused by such narrative – are 
inaccurate. They are caused solely by the “view” of the situa-
tion in its immediate setting (ἅμα: “at once”). As a result, Poly- 
bius implies, the reader can never be sure if what he is ex- 
periencing is in proper relation to reality. Hence, Polybius  
postulates that both the historian and the reader focus not  
only on the immediate scene, but on its antecedents (the past) 
and on the consequences (what followed the described events), 
that they take into account τῶν πρότερον καὶ τῶν ἅμα καὶ τῶν 
ἐπιγινομένων τοῖς ἔργοις. In sum, Polybius is more explicit 
here on how the imperative to show the true reasons and in-
tentions of the protagonists of a story entails specific construc-
tion of the narrative. He suggests a narrative strategy which 
produces adequate emotions (specifically anger and pity) in the 
reader. However, how exactly historian is supposed to construe 
such narrative is not explicated by Polybius either in the cited 
chapter or anywhere else in the Histories.

Lacking explicit discussion, we need to try and enquire 
into a sample of Polybius’ narrative which arguably puts these 
principles into practice. This will be a representative piece of 

16 Polybius also uses here the words αἱρέσεις καὶ διαλήψεις. In the open-
ing statement of the critique, Polybius says he will discuss Phylarchus’ προαί-
ρεσις, whereas in 2.56.9 he concludes using the word αἵρεσις. The two terms 
are probably synonymous for him. See SCHEPENS 2005, 143–144. Cf. MAU-
ERSBERGER 2000, 26–27.
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his work, namely the first chapters of book three, to which 
the above remarks on the narrative strategy in question are 
a comment. As we know, the third book is actually the begin-
ning of the History proper, the entire two preceding books are 
a “preparation” (προκατασκευή, cf. Pol. 2.71). In book three, 
after a general introduction and some remarks on method and 
causality (those analysed above, from Pol. 3.6.), Polybius pro-
ceeds to his proper subject, beginning with the Second Punic 
War (or the Hannibalic War). He criticizes Fabius Pictor for 
defining the capture of Saguntum by Hannibal as the cause 
of the War (3.8–3.9.5).17 Instead, Polybius points to Hamilcar’s 
anger (θυμός/ὀργή) at the Romans, passed on by him to his 
son Hannibal, as the primary αἰτία of the conflict (3.9.6–3.15).18 
The true reason of the War is thus psychological and emo-
tional. There is θυμός and ὀργή used interchangeably; θυμός 
may imply more savage, aggressive and irrational character 
of the feeling (cf. θυμοῦ βιαίου at 3.15.9). Although the overall 
sense of both words is anger or wrath, the exact equivalence 
in English should not be assumed too easily.19 In the context 

17 Saguntum was a Hellenized Iberian coastal city with diplomatic contacts 
with Rome. After great tension within the city government, culminating in 
the assassination of the supporters of Carthage, in 219 Hannibal laid siege  
to the city. Following a prolonged siege of eight months and a bloody strug-
gle, the Carthaginians finally took control of it. See WALBANK 1957, 319–324.

18 Pol. 3.9.6: τοῦ γε Ῥωμαίων καὶ Καρχηδονίων πολέμου … νομιστέον 
πρῶτον μὲν αἴτιον γεγονέναι τὸν Ἀμίλκου θυμὸν τοῦ Βάρκα μὲν ἐπικαλου-
μένου (“To return to the war between Rome and Carthage … we must regard 
its first cause as being the indignation of Hamilcar surnamed Barcas”); 3.9.7: 
ἔμενεν ἐπὶ τῆς ὀργῆς, τηρῶν ἀεὶ πρὸς ἐπίθεσιν (“he maintained his resolve 
and waited for an opportunity to strike”); 3.10.5: Ἀμίλκας γὰρ προςλαβὼν τοῖς 
ἰδίοις θυμοῖς τὴν ἐπὶ τούτοις ὀργὴν τῶν πολιτῶν (“Hamilcar, with the anger 
felt by all his compatriots at this last outrage added to his old indignation”); 
3.15.8–9: καθόλου δ’ ἦν πλήρης ἀλογίας καὶ θυμοῦ βιαίου· διὸ καὶ ταῖς μὲν 
ἀληθιναῖς αἰτίαις οὐκ ἐχρῆτο, κατέφευγε δ’ εἰς προφάσεις ἀλόγους (“[Hanni-
bal] being wholly under the influence of unreasoning and violent anger, he 
did not allege the true reasons, but took refuge in groundless pretexts”).

19 On the interchangeability of the words in Polybius see the excellent pa-
per by ERSKINE 2015, 1–23 (for but one modest improvement needed see 
below p. 114 n. 20). Cf. ECKSTEIN 1995, 122–123 and 137, for the associa-
tions of θυμός with barbaric element and with reckless mob. For the senses 
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of Polybius’ conception discussed above, it is remarkable that 
anger comes to the fore in the narrative. In an endeavor to 
make this clear for his reader, Polybius makes great leaps in 
his narrative: back into the years 244–241 (3.9.6–10), but then 
into the future (to the year 193; 3.11–12). He relates the story 
of how Hannibal swore to his father that he would nurture his 
anger at the Romans forever, and how the Carthaginian re-
counted that story on the court of Antiochus. There are thus 
two “extra” stories embedded in the account proper, and the 
narrative line is shifting chronologically. We can say that, abid-
ing by his principles cited above (at 2.56.13; 16 and 3.31.7–11), 
Polybius does not “simply narrate” the War, he recounts what 
happened long before it and long after it as well.

After displaying the proper αἰτία and its roots to the reader, 
Polybius proceeds to the events leading to the outbreak of the 
War, which further mounted the anger of the Carthaginians, 
then to the events in Illyria (3.16). Next, the siege and capture 
of Saguntum by Hannibal is described (3.17), then again he 
goes back to Illyria (3.18–19, elimination of Demetrius of Phar-
os = the second Illyrian War 219/218). The narrative climaxes 
with the Saguntum case: in chapter 20, the Roman embassy 
arrives to Carthage with an ultimatum. Polybius sets the scene 
in the Carthaginian “senate” (συνέδριον). The Carthaginians, 
although unwilling to choose between two unacceptable pro-
posals of the ambassadors, make their best orator defend their 
actions in Saguntum. The Carthaginian speaker argues that  
the former treaty with Hasdrubal is invalid, that Saguntum 
was no formal ally of the Romans, and bases his defense on 
a treaty signed after the War of Sicily. He insists that there is 
no mention of Iberian territory or cities in the treaty, i.e. noth-
ing that could be referred to in the Saguntum case (3.21). The 
Roman legates – Polybius narrates – refraining from entering 

of θυμός from Homer to Galen see CAIRNS 2019. Cf. LYNCH, MILES 1980, 
3–9; HARRIS 2001, 53–54.



113

into argument make only a general brief statement: that it is 
too late for legal dispute, and that the Carthaginians should 
hand over to them the ones responsible for the deed, oth-
erwise they admit complicity in the injustice. This equals de-
claring war on Carthage. Why follow such course of action? 
Polybius interrupts the account at this juncture, and does not 
continue it until chapter 33; which gives 11 intervening chap-
ters disrupting the line of the story. As we learn from eight 
chapters later, the Romans are angry over Saguntum (see 
below), but before informing his reader about that, Polybius 
makes an intervention (παρέκβασις), breaking the main nar-
rative thread. What is the function of this excursus?

In terms of contents, the intervening chapters 3.22–27 are 
a survey of the contractual obligations of Rome and Carthage 
from the earliest times (507–228). Polybius’ conclusion that fol-
lows (3.28) is that the Romans did not contravene any treaty 
in taking the army across to Sicily. Polybius then proceeds to 
a final judgment on which side is to blame for the outbreak 
of the Hannibalic War. Next comes Polybius’ own response to 
the speech of the Carthaginian speaker in the council (3.28–
29), for which the Roman ambassadors then gave no reply, 
because – we are informed after a long wait – they were too 
angry at the Carthaginians due to the fate of Saguntum (3.29.1):

Τὰ μὲν οὖν ὑπὸ Καρχηδονίων τότε ῥηθέντα δεδηλώκαμεν, τὰ δ’ 
ὑπὸ Ῥωμαίων λεγόμενα νῦν ἐροῦμεν· οἷς τότε μὲν οὐκ ἐχρήσαντο 
διὰ τὸν ἐπὶ τῇ Ζακανθαίων ἀπωλείᾳ θυμόν· λέγεται δὲ πολλάκις 
καὶ ὑπὸ πολλῶν παρ’ αὐτοῖς.
I have already stated what the Carthaginians alleged, and will 
now give the reply of the Romans a reply indeed which they did 
not make at the time owing to their indignation at the loss of Sa-
guntum, but it has been given on many occasions and by many 
different people in Rome.

Therefore, it is a n g e r  again that underlies the deed, in 
this case, of the other side: the Romans. It is clear that they 
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are not free from this emotional motivation from the very 
onset of the War.20 The Polybian verdict is that Saguntum is 
definitely a charge against the Carthaginians (3.30), in other 
words: that Romans’ anger was “appropriate” and adequate to 
the circumstances, and their action i.e. declaring war, is justi-
fied. Importantly, that account is followed by the digression on 
method discussed above (3.31–32). It is only after this additional 
reflection on method that Polybius returns to the main thread 
of the narrative (3.33 onwards).

To sum up, in ch. 21 Polybius interrupts the flow of the nar-
rative of the preliminaries of the War and, making a great leap 
into the past, takes the reader from the immediate situation (the 
visit of the Roman embassy in Carthage after the capture of 
Saguntum) to the earliest times of the Roman relations, treaties  
and oaths with Carthage – from the year 507, through treati- 
ses of 348, 279, 241, the end of the Sicilian War, 238 at the end 
of the Libyan War; lastly the treaty with Hasdrubal in 228. What 
is this break of the narrative flow in light of the principles of 
evoking emotions outlined above? Of course, we might call it 
simply “creating context”, but this would explain little in terms of 
the emotional impact of the text, which, in light of the stress on 
the Romans’ anger, seems to be a vital component of Polybius’ 
narrative strategy. We shall rather understand this digression as 
an attempt to get the reader closer to the perspective and feel-
ing of the protagonists of the story (i.e. the Romans, especially 
the ambassadors in the Carthaginian συνέδριον). The digres-
sion, expounding the background of the Roman-Carthaginian 

20 This crucial passage has been somewhat played down by ERSKINE 
2015, 4–6, which mentions it only in p. 3 n. 9, but does not discuss it in  
the main argument and further states: “What is curious, however, is that the 
Romans only begin to get angry in the latter half of the history. The earliest 
incident discussed in section 2 above is the Aetolian reaction to Roman anger 
in book 21.” (p. 12). Underrating Polybius’ mention of Roman anger in the  
passus in question – which is about the preliminaries to the war starting  
the proper narrative of the Histories – can lead to miscomprehension of our 
historian’s conception of the War in terms of its underlying emotional factors. 
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relations, can serve as a display of the motivations behind the 
Romans’ behavior in the Carthaginian council. To state this 
in the Polybian terminology, the intervention in the chapters 
3.22–27 e x p l a i n s  t h e i r  π ρ ο α ί ρ ε σ ι ς, it makes the read-
er understand why the Romans are angry at the moment of 
the meeting in the συνέδριον. Polybius resorts to a digression 
because it (the Romans’ προαίρεσις) was not evident from the 
course of the narrative as it ran. The potential reader, learning 
only the Carthaginian speaker’s arguments (the Romans did 
not defend their case!), could have been inclined to follow his 
line of thought. In consequence, the Roman decision caused 
by their anger would have seemed incomprehensible, if not 
entirely wrong to him.

We can now see better how Polybius’ psychological concept 
of causality is inextricably interwoven with the emotional com-
ponent of human choices and actions, and how it influences 
his narrative strategy. To put it in Polybius’ words of 2.56 and 
3.31: had he described the “bare facts” of the moment, i.e. the 
Roman reaction and behavior in the Carthaginian council as it 
was, the reader would have got it all wrong and had an inap-
propriate feeling about the events. He would have been unlikely 
to understand, not to mention to share, the Roman anger in the 
moment of the visit in Carthage. As a consequence, Polybius’ 
reader would have gone through the entire subsequent narra-
tive about the Hannibalic War with this feeling initially evoked 
in him. Perhaps he would have read the rest of the story shar-
ing the Carthaginian anger, rather than the Roman. As it seems, 
Polybius was aware of that possibility of evoking “inappropri-
ate emotions” in the reader, and intended to prevent it, since he 
regards the Roman anger rather than the Carthaginian as ap-
propriate given the legal state of affairs at the time. So, in order 
to make his reader engage emotionally on the right side, he 
weaves into his narrative the history of legal relations between 
Carthage and Rome from the end of the sixth century onwards. 
Owing to this, the reader has the adequate contact with the past 

Emotion and reason in constructing…



116 Marcin Kurpios

reality, he knows what emotions the historical agents felt and 
why, and is mo r e  l i k e l y  t o  s h a r e  t h i s  f e e l i n g  w i t h 
t h em.21 As a result of such structuring of the narrative, the 
reader can feel – in Polybian terms – appropriate anger at  
the Carthaginians and justified pity for the Saguntians.

We can suppose that Polybius was aware that emotional re-
sponse of his audiences is inevitable. Hence, instead of attempt-
ing to create a purely dispassionate account, which would have 
been futile, he decides to control the emotions of his reader. 
In other words, Polybius structures his narrative according to 
the expected and – from his point of view – desirable emo-
tional response of his audience; that response is probably pre-
conceived and defined before the historian begins to write the 
narrative. This takes me to the final question I would like to 
pose in this article: In what tradition such narrative strategy 
could be situated?

J. Marincola has suggested that we should understand such 
strategy in terms of judicial rhetoric. The focus on anger and 
pity in the narrative reflects, in his view, a courtroom situation  
where two conflicting sides endeavor to evoke these emo-
tions in the judges.22 In Marincola’s reading, this is the pattern 
which Polybius follows and the latter has “assumed the role 
of a prosecutor”.23 Does Polybius’ strategy really depend or is 
based on such “courtroom psychology”? The proposed analogy 
seems attractive at first glance, but is valid only on a general 
level. First of all, Marincola seems to rely too much on Quin-
tilian in his argument.24. To be sure, evoking anger and pity in 
the judges in court i s  e s s e n t i a l. However, emotional impact 
as conceived by Polybius is to be produced through specific 

21 Cf. above pp. 106 n. 10, on the parallel between the emotions of the au-
dience and the direct witnesses within the narrative. 

22 MARINCOLA 2003, 308.
23 MARINCOLA 2003, 301–302.
24 Marincola’s evidence for the analogy seems scanty; he adduces only 

LAUSBERG 1998, § 207–208, and does not quote or elaborate on any of the 
texts itemized there.
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means. It is not – as Quintilian recommends in this context – 
ἐνάργεια resulting from a relatively short piece of a text, evok-
ing momentary πάθος in the audience.25 In this method, emo-
tions are produced through insertion of striking details and 
use of linguistic fireworks in the narrative, which bring the 
described events before the listeners’ eyes, so that they could 
participate emotionally in those.26 But as demonstrated above, 
in the Polybian theory and – even more evidently – in his prac-
tice, anger and pity are produced through large textual units, 
and the source of the feelings is not striking vocabulary or 
linguistic apparatus, but rather additional information, chron-
ological leaps and other means which lead to understanding 
of the given protagonist’s frame of mind. Feelings aroused in 
this way should last long, rather than fade away after a brief 
moment. In sum, for Polybius it is not just about momentary 
πάθος, even if it is directed at the right side.27

Rather, when Polybius structures his narrative with the 
aim of evoking anger and pity in his reader, he does so with 
constant attentiveness to reason and morality. It is worth re-
minding how Polybius qualified the feelings in the passage 

25 Quint. Inst. 6.2.29–36, when discussing the emotions (with emphasis on 
pity and anger) in the judicial setting, advices to induce them primarily by 
φαντασίαι and ἐνάργεια (evidentia) i.e. creating suggestive images in the 
judges’ minds. At 6.2.10, Quintilian describes πάθος as momentary in contrast 
to ἦθος as continuous.

26 Ps.-Dem. Eloc. 214: ἐκ τῆς ἐναργείας πάθος; cf. Ps.-Longin. Subl. 15.1. 
On ἐνάργεια and its tools in general see Ps.-Dem. Eloc. 209–220. Dion. Hal. 
Pomp. 3.17; Lys. 7. Cf. WALKER 1993, 369; ZANGARA 2007, 61–62; BERARDI 
2012, 20, 67–69. Cf. Quint. Inst. 4.2.63–64: ἐνάργεια = evidentia; cf. ch. 8.3.79; 
Luc. Hist. Conscr. 51: For φαντασία see Ps.-Longin. Subl. 15.2, as term de-
scribing the image created in the recipient’s mind through ἐνάργεια, leading 
to πάθος. Ps.-Demetrius, which provides the most elaborate analysis of the 
techniques in producing ἐνάργεια, enumerates e.g. repetitions, description 
of marginal details, harsh collocations of sound, imitation etc. Ps.-Dem. Eloc. 
214: ἐκ τῆς ἐναργείας πάθος; Ps.-Longin. Subl. 15.1.

27 Hence Polybius’ insistence on the lasting character of the effect pro-
duced through his strategy (2.56.11; 3.31–32). We can thus ask whether Poly-
bius means πάθος in strict sense at all, as this was conceived as short-lived 
ex definitione (see above, n. 26). 
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quoted in the opening to this paper: ἐλεεῖν εὐλόγως/ὀργίζεσθαι  
καθηκόντως (“to feel legitimate pity or proper anger”, 2.56.13). 
These two components: λόγος and τὸ καθῆκον are both vi-
tal in the Polybian conception and narrative strategy when it 
comes to evoking emotions. Emotional response needs to be 
in harmony with reason and with moral judgment cast on the 
protagonist of the story. Polybius endeavours to engage his 
reader morally through adequate emotions which are rooted 
in intellectual analysis. This is definitely far from the court-
room situation where orator is supposed to strike his audi-
ence with fleeting emotion to impair its judgment and induce 
to a decision based on that confused state of mind. The con-
ceptual framework within which προαίρεσις is crucial shows 
that for Polybius the emotional experience of the reader has 
ethical implications. The final aim of exercising the emotions of 
pity and anger by appropriate means can be conducing to an 
ethical alignment between the emotions and the reason.28 The 
result of the Polybian strategy, if correctly applied, is p e r f e c t 
mo r a l  a n d  emo t i o n a l  c o nn e c t i o n  between the his-
torian, his reader and the protagonist of the narrated events, 
particularly the given protagonist’s ἦθος.29 In one word, the 
strategy is focused on ἦθος and ethical-emotional connection 
rather than simply on “appropriately” created πάθος. None-
theless, a casual reader – Polybius implies – would be rather 
seeking for a kind of sensational and brief description, e.g. of 
the kind Phylarchus allegedly gave about the suffering of the 

28 This is not unlike what Halliwell argues for the ultimate goal of tragedy 
in Aristotle’s theory (HALLIWELL 1986, 201). To be sure, Aristotle means 
fear instead of anger and his framework is different; Halliwell interprets the 
notion of κάθαρσις. I owe this observation to David Elmer’s discussion of  
the theme of jealousies in Khariton’s Kallirhoe (forthcoming).

29 If we look closely to the Polybian text, we see that the relation between 
historian and his reader is fundamental, Pol. 2.56.7: τοὺς ἀναγινώσκοντας; 
2.56.10: τοὺς ἐντυγχάνοντας; 2.56.11: τοὺς ἀκούοντας […] τοὺς φιλομαθοῦ-
ντας; 2.56.12: τῶν θεωμένων […] τῶν φιλομαθούντων. ISNARDI 1955, 102–
110, stressed Polybian awareness of relation with his readers, and showed it 
defines his moral outlook on historical writing.
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Mantineans. And he probably is right in such an assumption – 
here is why.

The standard tool for evoking emotions, ἐνάργεια, was 
originally developed in and associated with epic poetry, being 
strictly linked to orality and thereby to the aural dimension of 
experiencing a text. Importantly, as a direct heir to epics, his-
toriography took over the stylistic apparatus of ἐνάργεια and 
made constant use of it, which has long-standing tradition from 
Thucydides onwards.30 This is of crucial importance for our 
understanding of ancient recipients’ perception of a historical 
narrative in Polybius’ time. When he was writing, wide audi-
ences, naturally brought up on epic poetry, were still trained 
to react to historical narratives along the patterns typical for 
oral delivery, at least when it came to producing emotional en-
gagement. In other words, an average reader of Polybius’ text 
would expect from his account the usual stylistic devices pro-
ducing ἐνάργεια, i.e. suggestive images deriving from listening 
to given passages, rather than long lectures and analysis of the 
type offered by the historian.

Polybius seems to have been aware how hard the narrative 
he proposes was to follow for average audience, his work is 
thus directed primarily at those “eager to learn” (2.56.12: φιλο-
μαθοῦντας) and it “differs to its advantage as much from the 
works on particular episodes as learning does from listening”  
(3.32.10). Articulating this stark distinction between learn- 
ing and listening, Polybius proposes an inventive way of  
evoking emotions and a completely different function thereof. 

30 On the aural character of the experience through ἐνάργεια see the 
discussion of Ps.-Demetrius quoted in n. 26 above. In that and other treatises, 
ἐνάργεια is connected strictly with epic and historiography. Ps.-Demetrius 
proceeds from the definition of ἐνάργεια, through an example from the Iliad, 
to Ctesias the historian, praised for being such a virtuoso that one may call 
him a ποιητὴς. See MARINI 2007, 261; ZANGARA 2007, 80–81; NÜNLIST 
2011, 198, n. 13; BERARDI 2012, 38–39; 45 n. 142. On historiography as the 
heir of epic see e.g. NENCI 1955, 17–21; RENGAKOS 2006, 183–209; MON-
TANARI 2013, 1–32, part. 31–32.
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His narrative strategy can be regarded as a challenge to the 
wide audience’s expectations, to their competence, and there-
with to the tradition of oral delivery in general. Polybius’ nar-
rative demands an educated, patient and investigative reader, 
rather than a listener waiting to be stricken by sudden emo-
tion. For the latter, the Histories – at least in parts where Poly-
bius puts the strategy in question into practice – seems to have 
been an account unsuitable for recitation, not to mention for 
an entertaining one.
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Abstract

The paper is a contribution to the ongoing scholarly debate on 
the possible editorial revision of Cicero’s consular orations. It focu-
ses on one particular feature of the speaker’s rhetorical strategy, na-
mely the use of the example of the Gracchi brothers. The analysis of 
three passages from the Catilinarians shows that some of Cicero’s 
references to the past tribunes of the plebs are more relevant to the 
political climate of 60 bce than to the original setting of the speeches. 
It is argued that, due to its various uses of the same historical exem-
plum, the text as we have it would be a good model for the aspiring 
orators and the students of rhetoric.
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It is highly unlikely that any extant oration of Cicero is an 
exact reproduction of his original performance. With the ex-
ception of the Post reditum in senatu, which was delivered 
de scripto (“from manuscript”),2 his usual practice was to write 
down the speech after its delivery.3 Drafts and notes prepared 
beforehand were sometimes used on specific occasions (e.g. 
motions proposed in the senate), but otherwise a Roman was 
expected to speak extempore.4 If someone decided to publish 
his speech, it would have been not only difficult to render it 
word for word, but also somewhat misguided: why pass over 
the opportunity to polish the “final version” and not take ad-
vantage of second thoughts?

Throughout the past century of scholarship, many aspects 
of Ciceronian oratory have been looked at with a view to de-
termining the degree to which the written version of a speech 
agrees with its original, e.g. Cicero’s reactions to his opponents’ 
and the audience’s behavior; the arguments from outside the 
case (extra causam); chronological inconsistency (anachro-
nism); the speaker’s treatment of the legal issues, etc.5 Despite 
the growing interest of classical scholars in the so-called exem-
plary discourse,6 however, historical exempla have not, to the  
best of my knowledge, been studied from this viewpoint. 
Therefore, the general objective of this paper is to investigate 
whether or not the study of exemplum can contribute to the 
debate. Because there is no way of knowing how the audience 
responded to particular exempla,7 our best point of departure 
seems to be the rhetorical theory. Although an orator did not 

2 Cic. Planc. 74; cf. HELM 1979, 2 with n. 5.
3 Cf. Cic. Tusc. IV 55; HUMBERT 1925/1972, 1.
4 Cf. Cic. Brut. 91 with DOUGLAS 1966, 78 ad loc.; Quint. Inst. X 7, 30 

with HUMBERT 1925/1972, loc. cit.; HELM 1979, 1; FUHRMANN 1990, 55; 
BLÄNSDORF 2001, 209–210.

5 See HUMBERT 1925/1972 and the discussion of STROH 1975, 31–54.
6 For an overview of the recent works on the exemplary discourse/ his-

torical exempla in Roman (republican) culture, see esp. the introductory re-
marks in BÜCHER 2006 and ROLLER 2018.

7 See STEMMLER 2000, 148 with n. 21.
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always “obey the precepts”, the rhetorical handbooks provide 
us at least with a general view of the audience’s expectations.8 
In the present inquiry into possible editorial revisions, there-
fore, not only the historical background of a given oration, 
but also the speaker’s use of exempla in relation to rhetorical 
theory is taken into account. As a case study, I have chosen the 
brothers Gracchi for several reasons: the way in which Cicero 
refers to them has often been brought forward to demonstrate 
that exempla are flexible; Quintilian’s illustration of one type 
of exemplum was most likely inspired by Cicero’s use of the 
Gracchi; and finally, they appear three times in Cicero’s Cat-
ilinarians, a body of speeches that has been regarded as con-
siderably revised for publication.9 Due to space limitations, this 
paper focuses on these three passages. My goal is not so much 
to show how the speaker adapted “the use of (historical) exem-
pla in order to suit the audience’s preconceptions,”10 because 
this aspect of Roman exemplary discourse is well researched,11 
but rather how he could later adjust them to the new circum-
stances, when the speech was to be published. As the written 
version was often aimed at students of rhetoric, I argue that 
the changes Cicero made are largely due to didactic consider-
ations. In what follows, I will first outline briefly the problem of 
editorial revision in the Catilinarian orations and then move 
on to the analysis of the passages in question.

8 See DOUGLAS 1973, 98–99; CRAIG 1993, 3–8.
9 As opposed, for instance, to the Pro Cornelio of 67 bce, of which only 

fragments survive. If we can believe Nepos (fr. 38 MARSHALL ap. Hieron. 
Contra Ioann. Ierosol. 12 [PL 23.381 MIGNE] = T10 CRAWFORD), the pub-
lished version of this speech corresponded almost exactly to its original. 
That being the case, the example of the Gracchi invoked by Cicero (Corn. 
2 fr. 5 CRAWFORD ap. Asc. 80.7 C = 62.16 St) would have also remained 
unchanged. For the commentary on this fragment, see CRAWFORD 21994, 
140–141.

10 VAN DER BLOM 2010, 125.
11 Cf. n. 5 above and the works of H. VAN DER BLOM herself (esp. 2010 

and 2011). Add e.g. SCHOENBERGER 1910; RAMBAUD 1953, 25–54; DAVID 
1980, 1998; ROBINSON 1986, 1994; STINGER 1993; HÖLKESKAMP 1996 = 
2004; STEMMLER 2000; CASAMENTO 2011; URBAN 2011.

The example of the Gracchi and Cicero…



130 Damian Pierzak

The Publication of Cicero’s Catilinarians: An Overview 
of the Problem

Cicero’s consular orations have been shown, on the strength 
of external evidence, to have been published no sooner than 
three years after their delivery. Such inference can be drawn 
from a letter to Atticus of June 60 bce, which is worth quoting 
here at length (II 1, 3 = 21 SB):

I’ll send my little speeches, both those you ask for and some 
more besides, since it appears that you too find pleasure in the-
se performances which the enthusiasm of my young admirers 
prompts me to put on paper [scribimus adulescentulorum stu-
diis excitati]. Remembering what a brilliant show your country-
man Demosthenes made in his so-called Philippics and how he 
turned away from this argumentative, forensic type of oratory to 
appear in the more elevated role of statesman, I thought it would 
be a good thing for me too to have some speeches to my name 
which might be called ‘Consular’. […]12 I shall see that you get 
the whole corpus, and since you like my writings as well as my 
doings the same compositions will show you both what I did and 
what I said.13

According to most scholars, this paragraph implies that 
the orationes consulares were still unpublished at the time 
when this letter was written, since Atticus had not seen them 
so far.14 Given that over two years had elapsed between their 
delivery and publication, it is often assumed that Cicero made 
considerable revisions to adjust the text to the current political 

12 At this point Cicero enumerates the ten speeches in question, with the 
exclusion of the Pro C. Pisone and the Pro Murena, which he must have 
considered strictly ‘forensic’. Cf. KRÖNER 1990, 66; CAPE 2002, 118–119.

13 Tr. D. R. SHACKLETON BAILEY.
14 The view of LAURAND (1936/1965, 9–10 with notes), that Atticus may 

have requested these speeches because he wanted either to reread them or 
make copies of them, has been rejected. See FUCHS 1959, 463; SETTLE 1962, 
137–141; BERRY 1996, 55, n. 258; CAPE 2002, 116–120; DYCK 2008, 10 and 
now somewhat carefully LA BUA 2019, 29–30. 
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circumstances. The Catilinarians are perhaps the best case in 
point, as the authenticity of the last three speeches had been 
questioned even in the past.15 For a long time since, there have 
been numerous attempts, for instance, to isolate later additions 
and to detect anachronistic expressions. The scholarly debate 
as to when these speeches were first published and to what 
extent their written version corresponds to the delivered one 
is still ongoing.16 The customary approach to the problem has 
been to determine, on the basis of both internal and exter-
nal evidence, whether certain passages should be considered 
revisions or not.17 The present study confines itself to an ex-
amination of those portions of the text where the Gracchi are 
referred to as historical exempla. Here is a brief summary of 
these passages:

15 Johann Caspar VON ORELLI (1787–1849) would ascribe them to Tiro, 
who had supposedly interpolated the passage of the letter to Atticus quoted 
above in order to present his compositions as written by Cicero himself. 
This view was rightly rejected long ago. Cf. LAURAND 1936/1965, 10, n. 1; 
BROŻEK 1960, 65.

16 The scholarship on the subject up to the 1950s is reviewed by FUCHS 
1959, 463–464, n. 3. According to SETTLE 1962, 136–137, some passages that 
tend to be thought of as additions may in fact have been incorporated into 
the Catilinarians from several unpublished orations which Cicero delivered 
in connection with the conspiracy between September and December 5, 63 
bce. See further BROŻEK 1960, 64–66, 68; MEIER 1968, 98 (n. 46); BAT-
STONE 1994, 214, n. 7 for a brief discussion of more recent research and 
DYCK 2008, 11–12 for some examples. A different position was taken e.g. by 
MCDERMOTT 1972, who argued for publication of the consular speeches in 
63 bce, soon after their delivery. In general terms, CAPE 1995, 257–259; 2002, 
114–120 upholds this view, but not without some reservations (n. 20): “[…] it 
seems best to say that the speeches were published fairly soon after delivery, 
probably in 63 or early 62, but quick publication does not rule out the likeli-
hood that Cicero edited them”. Recently, MARTIN 2011 has supported the 
historicity of the fourth Catilinarian by calling attention to the exhortative 
strategy of the speech. According to HELM 1979, 6–8 (who depends largely 
on STROH 1975 and whose conclusions are described by MARTIN 2011, 314, 
n. 21 as “ein extremer Fall”), the speeches were published in 60 bce, but the 
changes resulting from Cicero’s editorial revision date back to the period 
soon after delivery. 

17 See above all HELM 1979, 94–264.
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1. Following the famous exordium of the first oration is 
a list of people killed by their fellow citizens so that or-
der might be restored to the state (Cat. 1, 3 and 4). The 
speaker praises P. Scipio Nasica and L. Opimius for hav-
ing the courage to dispose of Tiberius and Caius Grac-
chus respectively. In order to emphasize the seriousness 
of the crisis caused by Catiline, Cicero says of Scipio, 
the pontifex maximus, that he Ti. Gracchum med i o -
c r i t e r  labefactantem statum rei publicae p r i v a t u s 
interfecit (§ 3). By employing the adverb mediocriter in 
connection with Tiberius, he plays down the danger the 
republic was facing back in 133 bce; by describing Scipio 
explicitly as privatus, on the other hand, he stresses his 
own responsibilities as a consul.18 Similarly, C. Gracchus 
was killed propter quasdam seditionum suspiciones 
(§ 4), meaning that the so-called scu, which was issued 
against him, is definitely more appropriate for the pres-
ent situation. Thus, by quoting earlier instances of the 
extreme measures taken by the senate, Cicero views  
the senatus consultum ultimum within the framework 
of the mos maiorum,19 a well-established procedure, 
which he himself should have used against Catiline. This 
part of the exordium serves to exonerate the senate on 
the one hand, and to make the consul’s duty appear as 
urgent as possible, on the other.20

2. Towards the end of the same speech, Cicero uses these 
exempla once again for personal motives. He says that 

18 Cf. ROBINSON 1986, 52–53; BÜCHER 2006, 239–240. 
19 See BÜCHER 2006, 240; cf. BÜCHER 2009, 100. The circumstances 

under which the so-called scu was issued against the Gracchi have recently 
been explored by APPEL 2013, 22–116. For a summary of the legal aspects 
of Cat. 1, see e.g. MACKENDRICK 1995, 64–65. The complex problem of 
whether or not the scu was a legally sanctioned procedure during the final 
years of the republic need not be addressed in the present paper. For the 
sake of convenience, when speaking of the scu in the following analysis, 
I omit the qualification “so-called”.

20 Cf. STINGER 1993, 119–120; BATSTONE 1994, 231–232.
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the distinguished men of the past not only did not de- 
file themselves by killing Saturninus and the Gracchi, 
but even enhanced their standing (Cat. 1, 29). This state-
ment allowed the speaker both to juxtapose himself with 
his illustrious predecessors and to curb in advance the 
criticism (invidia) which his policy was likely to attract.21

3. Cicero mentions all three notorious tribunes for the third 
time at the beginning of the fourth Catilinarian (§ 4). Again, 
he belittles the danger the republic was facing because of 
their actions, in order to present the conspirators cap- 
tured inside Rome as a much greater threat. This is com-
mon to all three passages: the brothers deserved punish-
ment even though their motives may have been just be-
cause their activity was harmful to the state; Catiline and 
his followers, by contrast, attempted a coup and planned 
to slaughter members of the upper class, with no such 
just motive. Unlike him, Tiberius Gracchus only sought 
a second term as tribune of the plebs, while his younger 
brother’s project concerned redistribution of public land.22

In general, the speaker avoided mentioning the Gracchi in 
the speeches before the people (Cat. 2, 3), lest he alienate the 
crowds. When addressing the senators, on the other hand, he 
presented the brothers’ activity as only moderately harmful, 
but still highly objectionable.23

The First Catilinarian and Quintilian’s Discussion of 
Exempla

After receiving reports about Manlius’ designs to start the 
revolt by the end of October, Cicero persuaded the senate 
to pass the consultum ultimum on October 21.24 We know  

21 Cf. ROBINSON 1986, 54; BÜCHER 2006, 241.
22 Cf. STINGER 1993, 127; Dyck 2008, 215 ad loc.
23 See BÜCHER 2009, 105 and my remarks below.
24 See Sal. Cat. 29, 2; Plut. Cic. 15, 5 with MAGNINO 1963, 52 ad loc., who 

notes that Cassius Dio (XXXVII 31, 2) wrongly dates the event to October 22. 
Cf. for instance the discussions of MEIER 1968, 99; GELZER 1969, 84–85; 
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that the first Catilinarian was delivered on November 8.25  
By that time, the speaker must have deemed it appropriate to 
compare the present situation with previous occurrences of 
the scu. According to some scholars, however, the example 
of L. Opimius could not have served Cicero’s purpose well, 
because the scu was issued in 63 bce under entirely different 
circumstances than in 121 bce.26 The implication to be drawn is 
that the exemplum would not improve the original argument. 
This is where rhetorical theory comes to our aid.

If we were to ascribe the first Catilinarian to one of the three  
main genres of oratory, it would probably fall under the cat-
egory of the “deliberative kind.”27 When it comes to the ge-
nus deliberativum (δημηγορικόν), Quintilian (Inst. V 11, 10), 
in his discussion of exempla, observes that the best choice 
for this kind of oratory are the so-called imparia (‘unequal 
examples’).28 Whether ‘from greater to lesser’ (a maiore ad 
minus) or the other way around, the two occurrences com-
pared by means of such exempla are unequal (‘dissimilar’) 
to one another with regard to at least one29 of the following 
qualities: the status of the agents, the nature of the actions they 
perform, or the circumstances in which the actions take place. 
In practical oratory, this inequality normally manifests itself in 

MITCHELL 1979, 232–233, and above all APPEL 2013, 169–225 with second-
ary literature.

25 E.g. HELM 1979, 97 (with n. 6 for the scholarship up to the 1970s); BON-
NEFOND-COUDRY 1989, 206 (Nov. 8, hesitatingly); MACKENDRICK 1995, 
58; BLÄNSDORF 2001, 212; MARINONE 22004, 87 with n. 9 for an overview 
of the other possibilities suggested by various scholars.

26 See APPEL 2013, 202–203, following DRUMMOND 1995, 96.
27 On the controversial issue of exactly which genre of rhetoric the first 

Catilinarian belongs to (whether epideictic/ invective or deliberative), see 
HELM 1979, 110; BATSTONE 1994, 218–219 and DYCK 2008, 12–13. MAC-
KENDRICK 1995, loc. cit., for instance, defines its purpose as “invective, 
warning”.

28 Cf. Arist. Rh. 1368a 29–31; Rhet. Her. III 9; COUSIN 1935/1967, 289–290; 
MARTIN 1974, 121; PRICE 1975, 170, 173; ZORZETTI 1980, 44; LAUSBERG 
31990, 55 (§ 61.2), 124 (§ 228); GAZICH 1990, 93; DEMOEN 1997, 131 with 
n. 18 and more recently FRANCHET D’ESPÈREY 2010, 68.

29 Cf. KASTER 2006, 203 on Cic. Sest. 37.
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the form of an argument a fortiori.30 For Cicero, therefore, to 
say that Tiberius Gracchus was killed “even though he was not 
seriously undermining the constitution of the Republic”, as was 
his brother, “on vague suspicions of treason”, would make an 
excellent argument a fortiori,31 given that Catiline, “whose aim 
it is to carry fire and the sword throughout the whole world 
[orbem terrae caede atque incendiis vastare cupientem],”32 
is still alive (1, 3–4). Similarly, by lumping together various his-
torical figures slain for threatening the well-being of the state, 
the speaker manages to justify the extreme measures cur-
rently being taken as belonging to the mos maiorum, as has 
already been stressed. Nothing in the text, whether looked at 
as reflecting the actual performance or as a result of edito-
rial revision, seems out of place from a rhetorical perspective.

That is not the case with the other passage from the same 
speech (1, 29). Previously, the men who were killed served 
as points of reference and Catiline, who was depicted as de-
serving to die, as a designate, respectively. Now, the focus is 
switched from the objects of the action to the agents.33 The 
passage in question runs as follows:

If our leading men and most distinguished citizens have been ho-
noured rather than besmirched by the blood of Saturninus, the 
Gracchi, Flaccus, and of many before them, I certainly had no 
call to fear that any wave of unpopularity would flood over me 
b e c au s e  I  h av e  e x e c u t e d  t h i s  mu r d e r e r  o f  c i t i -
z e n s  [certe verendum mihi non erat ne quid h o c  p a r r i c i da 
c i v i um  i n t e r f e c t o  invidiae in posteritatem redundaret]. If, 

30 Cf. LEEMAN et al. 1989, 113 on Cic. De or. II 172.
31 On Tiberius, cf. HELM 1979, 103: “Wenn selbst ein Privatmann einen 

Revolutionär getötet hat, um  w i e v i e l  g e r e ch t f e r t i g t e r  w ä r e  e s, 
wenn der Konsul Cicero ebenso handelte!” (emphasis added). In fact, Quintil-
ian did quote Cic. Cat. 1, 3 as an example of amplification based on compari-
son which incrementum ex minoribus [= ex minore ad maius] petit (Inst. 
VIII 4, 9). Cf. LAUSBERG 31990, 222 (§ 404).

32 For the Catilinarians, I quote the translations of C. MACDONALD. 
33 Cf. BÜCHER 2009, 105.
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however, it did seriously threaten me, I have always been of the 
opinion that unpopularity derived from doing what is right is not 
unpopularity but honour.

This is how Cicero addresses the complaints raised against 
him by the patria in the second speech which he ascribes to 
her in Cat. 1 (§ 27–29) by way of prosopopoeia.34 The imagi-
nary charge to be taken on here is one of inertia, the consul’s 
idleness in the face of a major threat to the state.35 By hav-
ing the fatherland itself ponder over what course of action is 
most appropriate, the speaker creates an illusion that all his 
fellow citizens (§ 27: si mecum patria, […] si cuncta Italia, 
si omnis res publica) share the same views and expectations. 
With the words quid tandem te impedit? mosne maiorum? at 
persaepe e t i am  p r i v a t i  in hac re publica p e rn i c i o s o s 
c i v e s  mo r t e  mu l t a run t  (§  28), the figure of the pa- 
tria picks up the example which I have discussed in the previ-
ous paragraphs. Next, she mentions the laws which have been 
passed concerning the punishment of Roman citizens,36 and, 
finally, the latter half of her speech (§ 28–29) is devoted to the 
consul’s fear of invidia, ‘unpopularity’. Seen from this perspec-
tive, Cicero’s exemplum seems to be aimed directly at soothing 
these concerns. At this point in 63 bce, however, he had not yet 
been confronted with the question of how to deal with some-
one convicted of attempting a coup. His immediate purpose 
during this meeting of the senate was to denounce Catiline’s 

34 See e.g. Quint. Inst. IX 2, 32, XII 10, 61; cf. on the subject DRAHEIM 
1917, 1063; NISBET 1964, 62–63; HELM 1979, 105, 144; STINGER 1993, 121–
122; MACKENDRICK 1995, 73; CAPE 2002, 144–145; DYCK 2008, 99 on Cat. 
1, 18.1–2 and on the prosopopoeia in general e.g. MARTIN 1974, 292–293; 
MAY 1988, 166; LAUSBERG 31990, 411–413 (§ 826–829).

35 See BATSTONE 1994, 255–256.
36 The three leges Porciae of the early second century bce, which allowed 

a citizen whom a magistrate had subjected to a degrading punishment to ap-
peal to the people (provocatio). Cf. GREENIDGE 1901/1971, 320–323; RO-
TONDI 1912, 268–269, and more recently WILLIAMSON 2005, 212.
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plans and to force him to leave the city.37 Only later, after the 
execution of the conspirators, did this wave of unpopularity 
(invidia) flood over him. A large share in creating this politi- 
cal atmosphere belonged to P. Clodius Pulcher, whom Cicero 
had antagonized in 61 bce.38 Cicero’s words, which follow the 
example quoted above, that there are some wicked and igno-
rant people who would consider his actions cruel and tyranni-
cal should he condemn Catiline (§ 30: si in hunc animadver-
tissem, c r ud e l i t e r  e t  r e g i e  factum dicerent),39 would 
have been therefore more apt in the context of 60 bce.40 Cice-
ro is careful enough to mention only one, hypothetical victim 
(hoc parricida […] interfecto), but the “later” audience would 
have easily read this as a synecdoche and the entire passage 
as the speaker’s justification of the decisions he made after Ca-
tiline left Rome. This exemplum would resonate much better 
with the audience aware of the events that took place in De-
cember, when the conspirators captured inside the city were 
sentenced to death. It would be also more transparent for the 
students of rhetoric, able to draw an exact parallel between  
the respective points of reference and designates.

This passage is what Quintilian might have had in mind 
when discussing the (totum) simile type of exemplum. At 
Inst. V 11, 6 he divides similar examples into either tota or ex 

37 See Sal. Cat. 31, 4–7; Plut. Cic. 16, 3–5. Cf. Cic. Cat. 2, 1; Mur. 6, etc.; 
DRAHEIM 1917, 1063; HELM 1979, 109; CAPE 2002, 145.

38 For more details, see e.g. Cic. Sull. 7 with BERRY 1996, 145 on 7.10; 
Att. I 16, 7–8 = 16 SB, I 19, 6 = 19 SB with the comments of BROŻEK 1960, 
74; DRAHEIM 1917, 1062; HELM 1979, 8 (sources listed in n. 20); BENNER 
1987, 41, n. 17; KRÖNER 1990, 65; CRAWFORD 21994, 227–233; MARTIN 
2011, 307–308.

39 Cf. Cic. Sull. 29; HELM 1979, 112–113.
40 Cf. BATSTONE 1994, 245, n. 58 and 252, n. 69. At pp. 263–264 the schol-

ar provides a convenient list of all the occurrences of the word invidia in 
the first Catilinarian oration. Similarly, Cicero’s words at Cat. 4, 20 (quod si 
aliquando a l i c u i u s  f u r o r e  et scelere c on c i t a t a  manu s  ista plus 
valuerit quam vestra ac rei publicae dignitas) are possibly an allusion to 
Clodius’ activity. See FUCHS 1959, 466 with n. 2. A completely different view 
is held by G. MARTIN (below, n. 44).
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parte similia, the latter of which are called imparia (the pre-
vious reference to the Gracchi, as we saw, belongs to this cat-
egory). The example of the former is as follows: iure occisus 
est Saturninus sicut Gracchi. Given that Cicero evokes the 
Gracchi on numerous other occasions, on what grounds can 
we identify Cat. 1, 29 as Quintilian’s source? By looking at how 
Cicero employs this exemplum elsewhere, we can exclude 
most of the other possibilities. In general, they were evoked in 
the orations as either a positive or negative exemplum depend-
ing on what kind of audience was being addressed, the senate 
or the people.41 In the consular speeches, however, a certain 
change of attitude towards the Gracchi is apparent. Before 
the late sixties bce, Cicero tended to portray them in bright-
er colors, whereas from the fifties onwards their image was 
becoming less favorable.42 In his Catilinarians, as F. Bücher 
observes,43 Cicero for the first time speaks of the death of the 
Gracchi as justified. Later on, he usually describes them sim-
ply as troublemakers (seditiosi), without explicit reference to 
their killing. The only exception among the extant speeches is 
Mil. 8, but here the names of C. Gracchus and L. Saturninus 
are absent. Instead, Cicero lists the men responsible for their 
deaths. If the passage under discussion indeed underlies Quin-
tilian’s iure occisus est Saturninus sicut Gracchi, it would fol-
low that his example lacks the designate (in this case Catiline) 
and has two points of reference.44 If one takes Cat. 1, 29 out 
of its historical context, as Quintilian might have done for edu-
cational purposes, it is a good example of a totum simile type. 

41 On the flexibility of the Gracchi exemplum, see SCHOENBERGER 
1910, 18–22; MACKENDRICK 1995, 463, n. 7; VAN DER BLOM 2010, 103–107, 
following BÜCHER 2006, 295; and now MANUWALD 2018, xlvii, 168.

42 On Cicero’s use of the Gracchi in his orations, see above all ROBINSON 
1986, 41–82; 1994 and BÜCHER 2009. For Cicero’s overall judgment on the 
brothers, consult BÉRANGER 1972. The scholarship up to 2005 is reviewed 
by SANTANGELO 2007, 488.

43 BÜCHER 2009, 110–111. Cf. ROBINSON 1986, 76.
44 Cf. BÜCHER 2006, 283; VAN DER BLOM 2010, 107.



139

For the audience of 63 bce, however, this may have seemed 
a far-fetched parallel, even if only hypothetical.

As befits a speech which is deliberative in tone, both pas-
sages I have discussed so far can be classified as coming un-
der the status qualitatis: at Cat. 1, 3/4 Cicero argues that kill-
ing Catiline is the best thing to do, whereas at § 29 he speaks 
as though Catiline were already dead. The first exemplum 
is concerned with the future (Catilina interficiendus est), 
while the second aims at justifying an action that took place 
in the past (Catilina iure interfectus est/sit). Again, given that 
none of this had yet happened, why would Cicero get ahead 
of himself in trying to prevent in that way the unpopularity 
resulting from his actions? Unlike the first example, this one 
might have proved counterproductive in the original setting 
of 63 bce. When it comes to the “secondary audience”, on 
the other hand, this argument is valid, in that the speaker ad-
dresses a real charge of acting with cruelty and abusing his 
power as a magistrate.45

A Display for Students? The Fourth Catilinarian
The debate on the punishment of the conspirators held in 

custody took place during the meeting of the senate, convened 
by Cicero, on December 5. After the consul reported on the 
threat still looming over the state and stressed the necessity 
of adopting immediate measures, the senators were asked to 

45 For similar reasoning cf. HELM 1979, 106, 109–111, for whom Cicero’s 
statements at Cat. 1, 12 and 30, that he will have Catiline executed (under 
the authority of the scu) only after the latter leaves Rome, are pointless un-
less the audience is already aware of the execution of the conspirators. On 
this ground he specifies December 5, 63 bce as the terminus post quem  
for the revision of this speech. DRAHEIM 1917, 1063–1064, on the other 
hand, considered the whole passages of Cat. 1 containing exempla (§ 2–6, 
22–32) to be later additions. Contra MARTIN 2011, 308–312, who argues 
that Cicero had already had good reasons to be concerned about the con-
sequences of punishing the conspirators in 63 bce, and that driving Catiline 
“into exile” could be regarded by the populares as an act above the law on 
the part of the presiding consul. 
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express their opinions, in order of rank (first the consuls elect, 
then the princeps senatus, the consulars, etc.).46 Cicero, who 
presided over the proceedings, took an active part in the de-
bate as the fate of the Catilinarians was being determined.47 
The words he allegedly spoke that day came down to us as  
the fourth Catilinarian oration, which is the only (wholly) 
extant example of this kind of oratory. This speech was con-
sidered by some48 to be an amalgam of what Cicero had actu-
ally said in front of the senate on December 5 – the so-called 
deliberative kernel – and of themes characteristic of judicial 
speeches, introduced for the benefit of aspiring orators, espe-
cially in the exordium and the peroration. A. Lintott49 has gone 
so far as to say that “the fourth [i.e. Catilinarian oration] is 
manifestly a cento” and that “whether its elements are genu-
ine or invented, In Catilinam 4 as a whole is fiction – a com-
bination of an introductory relatio with an interrogatio in the 
course of a debate”. In the exordium, before referring the ac-
tual case to the senate, Cicero assures the audience that his 
own personal safety is of less importance than the well-being 
of the entire community. Then follows another reference to 
the Gracchi and Saturninus (Cat. 4, 4):

It is no Tiberius Gracchus that is brought to trial before the bar 
of your severity for wishing to become a tribune a second time, 
no Gaius Gracchus for attempting to incite to violence those who 

46 Cf. CAPE 1995, 260, with n. 26 (scholarship on the subject); MARTIN 
2011, 312–313.

47 See e.g. MEIER 1968, 100–101; HELM 1979, 206–210; BONNEFOND-
COUDRY 1989, 502, 550–551; CAPE 1995, passim; 2002, 150–151; DYCK 2008, 
208. The course of these proceedings is somewhat oversimplified by DRA-
HEIM 1917, 1062 and STINGER 1993, 127. Besides Cicero, the crucial contrib-
utors to the debate included D. Iunius Silanus, C. Iulius Caesar, Ti. Claudius 
Nero, and M. Porcius Cato, whose respective standpoints need not be sum-
marized for my present purposes. Caesar’s part will be touched upon later on. 

48 See WINTERBOTTOM 1982, 62; cf. DYCK 2008, loc. cit. This view, 
however, has recently been criticized by MARTIN 2011, 308 and passim, who 
defends the internal consistency of the speech.

49 LINTOTT 2008, 17. Cf. FUCHS 1959; MEIER 1968, 100.
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sought agrarian reform, no Lucius Saturninus for the murder of 
Gaius Memmius. There are in custody men who stayed back in 
Rome to burn the city, to massacre you all [ad vestram omnium 
caedem], to welcome Catiline […].

At first sight, the speaker seems simply to reiterate the 
argument from lesser to greater (a minore ad maius)50 ad-
vanced originally at the beginning of the first oration. The 
motives of the past tribunes of the plebs were far less malign 
than those behind Catiline’s conspiracy. “The implication”, as 
A.W. Robinson observes,51 “is that, although the Gracchi de-
served the fate they met, the conspirators deserve it much 
more”. (How) would this exemplum fit into Cicero’s original 
line of argumentation? First of all, it is worth noting that, ac-
cording to some scholars,52 the speaker’s preliminary re-
port most likely began with the words institui referre ad 
vos at § 6, followed by a survey of the conspirators’ designs. 
Ch. Helm further argues that the example of the Gracchi and 
Saturninus could hardly be reconciled with Cicero’s rhetori-
cal goal at the time, since the opinions on them varied, and 
what the consul required was agreement among all senators, 
including those who supported the interests of the people. As 
a consequence, the words ad vestram omnium caedem (§ 4, 
quoted above), as well as the whole sentence with which this 
paragraph ends,53 should also be regarded as later additions, 

50 Cf. Schol. Clun. ad loc. (270 St): Tiberius Gracchus, tribunus plebi se-
ditiosissimus, studio repetendi tribunatum multa commisit audacter eo-
que penas luit. Sed licet alia maiora commiserit, d e l e g i t  o r a t o r  q u od 
l e v i u s  e r a t,  u t  e s s e t  q u o  c o n i u r a t o r u m  s p e s  v i d e r e t u r 
auda c i o r.

51 ROBINSON 1986, 55. Cf. STINGER 1993, loc. cit.
52 See HELM 1979, 216–218, following CHAMBALU 1888, 20–21.
53 Cic. Cat. 4, 4 fin.: id est initum consilium ut interfectis omnibus nemo 

ne ad deplorandum quidem populi Romani nomen atque ad lamentandam 
tanti imperi calamitatem relinquatur. The original audience would easily 
recognize it as a silly exaggeration, as they knew what both the Allobroges 
and the conspirators captured at Rome had revealed about Catiline’s and his 
supporters’ intentions. 
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serving to highlight the contrast between the points of refer-
ence and the designate.54

So far, therefore, we have established why this exemplum 
was unsuitable to the original setting of the senate meeting 
on December 5, which raises the question of why he incor-
porated it into the final version of the speech. This exemplum 
stands out in terms of its use of the emphatic negatives ar-
ranged in an anaphoric sequence (n o n  Ti.  Gracchus […], 
non  C. Gracchus […], non  L. Saturninus […]).55 It looks as 
if Cicero was challenging the view that the present situation 
was analogical to the riots in which the brothers Gracchi and 
Saturninus were involved. This kind of refutation of inappropri-
ate exempla56 would fit well into an oration purporting to form 
part of a senatorial debate. In fact, later on in the same speech 
(§ 13) Cicero does question Caesar’s standpoint by reminding 
the audience that L. Caesar (cos. 64) argued for death penalty 
for Lentulus, his brother-in-law.57 L. Caesar also recalled that 
his maternal grandfather, M. Fulvius Flaccus, the supporter 
of C.  Gracchus, was slain by a consul’s order. Here, once 
again, the speaker plays down the latter’s measures by asking:  
“What deed had those men done (quorum quod simile fac-
tum), what plan to destroy the Republic had they made as ter-
rible as the plots of these conspirators?” This argument gains 
strength if we assume that someone, presumably C. Caesar, 
had already made the connection between the Gracchi and 
the conspirators to suggest that none of them deserved capital 
punishment. Cicero would challenge his statement by denying 
the similarity between the brothers and Catiline’s followers. 
Unlike the latter, who wanted to burn the city and massacre 
all the senators, Tiberius merely wished “to become a tribune 
a second time”, and Caius only attempted “to incite to violence 

54 See HELM 1979, 218–219.
55 Cf. SCHOENBERGER 1910, 64.
56 See e.g. Arist. Rh. 1403a 5–9; Rhet. Her. II 46; Cic. Inv. I 82.
57 Cf. ROBINSON 1986, loc. cit.; CAPE 1995, 269; BÜCHER 2006, 241.
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those who sought agrarian reform”. The argument which 
Quintilian offers as an illustration of refutatio is very instruc-
tive in this context. If we are unable to show that something 
did not happen, it will be crucial to demonstrate that what did 
happen does not under any circumstances match the present 
situation (Inst. V 13, 24):

[…] if, after the murder of Tiberius Gracchus, Nasica were de-
fended by the example of Ahala, who killed Maelius, we could 
argue that Maelius aimed to be king [regni adfectatorem], whe-
reas Gracchus had only brought forward popular laws, and that 
Ahala was Master of the Horse [magistrum equitum], and Nasica 
simply a private citizen [privatum].58

This is, I think, how Quintilian understood the notion of dis-
similarity, i.e. either a faulty exemplum itself or an argument 
advanced to counter a faulty exemplum.59 Perhaps, therefore, 
Cicero formulated his argument in this way to make it appear 
to reinforce L. Caesar’s impartial input to the ongoing debate 
and, at the same time, to strongly oppose C. Caesar’s proposal. 
This exemplum, as was suggested above, could prove harmful 
to his case during the actual meeting of the senate in 63 bce 
but, given Caesar’s increasing power and influence in the fol-
lowing years, a deft argument directed at him would certainly 
entertain Cicero’s “young admirers”.60

58 Tr. D.A. RUSSELL.
59 Similarly PRICE 1975, 158–163, who divided the dissimilia into (1) faulty 

exempla, easy to refute for the opponent, and (2) those which include a “non” 
proviso, i.e. “it is not the case that…”, and for whom “a ‘dissimile’ argument 
is one in which there is one point of dissimilarity between illustrans [= the 
point of reference] and illustrandum [the designate] which is not in the main 
verb”.

60 Contra CAPE 1995, 269–272, who maintains that Cicero, by usurping 
a popularis vocabulary and turning Caesar’s argument around, aims to ap-
pear “popular” while supporting an “unpopular” solution. “[T]his position”, we 
read at p. 271, “does not reflect a later attempt to justify Cicero’s actions or 
throw responsibility onto the Senate, […] it was the role a presiding magistrate 
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This brings us back to the question of why Cicero published 
his consular orations. At the beginning of the abovemention- 
ed paragraph of the letter to Atticus, as we have seen, he states 
clearly that it was the enthusiasm of his young admirers that 
prompted him to put these orations on paper (scribimus ad-
ulescentulorum studiis excitati).61 According to one expert, 
moreover, by the year 60 bce he was one of the few speak-
ers, if not indeed the only one, whose orations could serve 
as a model for the students of rhetoric.62 Changes made “for 
the benefit” of the students could not be significant because, 
as W. Stroh points out, only then can a written version of the 
speech fulfill its pedagogical function, when it stays true to its 
original, delivered in a certain historical reality.63 Minor re-
visions such as those we are currently discussing, however, 
would hardly dissociate a speech from reality, especially be-
cause the use of exempla in general, and that of the Gracchi 
in particular, was flexible (cf. n. 40).

was expected to play”. The scholar, however, does not take the exempla into 
account in his discussion.

61 LEEMAN 1982, 198–199 saw the educational value of a given oration 
as a main reason for its publication (cf. BROŻEK 1960, 68–69; FUHRMANN 
1990, 55–56; VASALY 1993, 9 with n. 12; contra VAN DER BLOM 2010, 184, 
n. 39), while NARDUCCI 1997, 166–167 (quoting Cic. Att. II 1, 2–3 = 21 SB) 
considered the political and pedagogical factors equally important. With ref-
erence to this passage, MANUWALD 2007, 58 wrote that “A combination of 
self-presentation and self-fashioning, […] education of young orators and lit-
erary intentions, […] seems to be the most plausible motivation for the pub-
lication of Cicero’s speeches”.

62 See SETTLE 1962, 128–129. Cf. BÜCHER 2006, 63–64.
63 See STROH 1975, 53 (with reference to LAURAND 1936/1965, 15–16): 

“Aber […] gerade die oratio scripta kann ihren neuen Zweck, den Zweck 
der Belehrung durch das Musterhafte, nur dann erreichen, wenn sie ihrem 
Wesen nach münd l i c h e  R ed e  i n  h i s t o r i s c h e r  S i t u a t i o n  bleibt, 
anders gesagt: wenn sie dem Schüler zeigt, wie unter bestimmten Umstän-
den, vor bestimmten Zuhörern, in bestimmter Angelegenheit zu reden ist” 
(original emphasis). For the impact the young readers may have had on Ci-
cero’ editorial practice, see KRÖNER 1990 and ACHARD 2000. Cf. recently 
the general discussion in LA BUA 2019, 27–30.
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Conclusions: Exempla and Fictional Orality
I have already called attention to A. Lintott’s remark that 

the fourth Catilinarian “as a whole is fiction”. In what sense 
does this notion apply to Ciceronian oratory in general? Ac-
cording to M. Fuhrmann, the text of a Roman speech should 
be thought of as fictional orality (“fiktive Mündlichkeit”), be-
cause, in the course of the process of publication, the speech 
becomes detached from its original purpose. The written ver-
sion, however, in order to preserve authenticity, cannot de-
viate significantly from its original. By putting his words on 
paper, a speaker aims either to display his rhetorical skills 
or to promote certain ideas but, as has just been pointed out, 
he may also have young students in mind.64 Since the use of 
exempla was a deeply rooted practice of Roman orators, it 
is hard to tell whether a given historical exemplum better 
suits the speaker’s original or secondary purpose. In ancient 
rhetorical theory there is but one piece of information that 
I can find about the relation between the oratio scripta and 
habita with regard to exemplum. Namely, the ‘teachers of 
rhetoric’ recommended its use in the spoken version. Quin-
tilian, who disagrees with this assessment, expressed the fol-
lowing opinion in the last book of The Orator’s Education  
(Inst. XII 10, 51):

These subtle teachers (as they have persuaded themselves and 
others that they are) have pronounced that the Example is more 
suited to the spoken word, and the Enthymeme to the written 
[παράδειγμα dicendo, ἐνθύμημα scribendo esse aptius tradi-
derunt]. In my view, however, speaking well and writing well are 
one and the same thing, and a written speech is nothing but the 
record of a spoken pleading.65

64 See FUHRMANN 1990, 55–56, 61.
65 Tr. D. A. RUSSELL. Cf. on this passage HELM 1979, 9, n. 22; LA BUA 

2019, 39.
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It is difficult to identify those self-proclaimed teachers.66 
Aristotle had said of παραδείγματα that they are more suit-
able to speeches in the assembly (Rh. 1418a 1–2), while a little 
earlier (1413b 3–10) he stressed the differences between the 
delivery and the oration recorded in writing.67 At any rate, it 
is precisely because rhetorical theory recommended exempla 
for oral performances that they occur so frequently in the 
published speeches. Given that one of the main features of 
exemplum was its flexibility, however, a speaker could invoke 
the same historical character in a number of ways, depend-
ing on his rhetorical goal. If the purpose of a written version 
of the speech does not coincide with its original purpose in 
every respect, the author can easily adapt his use of exempla 
so that they fit the circumstances under which the process of 
revision takes place.

This was most likely the case with the example of the Grac-
chi in Cicero’s Catilinarians. Some arguments which he ad-
vances in connection to this historical exemplum are clearly 
more relevant to the political climate of 60 bce, when his po-
sition was growing weaker and Caesar’s influence stronger. 
This holds especially true for the fourth Catilinarian and for 
Cicero’s response to the patria in his first oration delivered in 
front of the senate (§ 29). In the latter passage, the example 
of the Gracchi serves to justify ex post his execution of the 
conspirators; in the former (Cat. 4, 4), its inclusion helps main-
tain the illusion of an exchange of opinions with Caesar. One 
of them is simply dispensable, whereas the other seems to 
weaken Cicero’s argument during the debate concerning the 
punishment of the conspirators, as it would certainly alienate 
those of the senators who were sympathetic to popularis views. 
One of the reasons why Cicero changed the original exempla 
or introduced one that he had not employed by the end of 63 

66 Cf. COUSIN 1935/1967, 670; AUSTIN 21954, 193 ad loc.: “masters in  
finesse”.

67 Cf. BLÄNSDORF 2001, 207.
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bce was the fact that the political situation was different later 
in the 60s bce. The reworking of the Gracchi exemplum is best 
explained, however, as being the result of Cicero’s educational 
purpose. Cat. 1 can be viewed as an oration in which the same 
example was employed in two different ways, once as an ar-
gument a fortiori (impar) and then a second time as a totum 
simile. In Cat. 4 the brothers are referred to for yet another 
purpose, namely to refute an argument advanced by one of the 
opponents (dissimile). Thus, the example of the Gracchi oc-
curs three times in the published version of the Catilinarian 
orations, and each time its use falls under a different category 
within Quintilian’s classification. Should a student of rhetoric 
need a model of how to employ exemplum efficiently, reading 
these two orations would certainly be a good place to start. Un-
like many other rhetorical devices, historical exempla were 
by no means static. If a speaker modified and/or added them 
during the editorial revision, it would not ostensibly change his 
main argument. Therefore, they certainly deserve the attention 
of those who are studying fictional orality in Cicero.
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Abstract

The essay is concerned with the most important words encounte-
red in the Middle English dialects which were used to describe the 
aural sensation and the cognitive impact of the sonic stimuli. The ar-
gument traces the way in which this particular lexical group functions 
in the formulaic, as well as habitual collocative structures in both the 
alliterative and the rhymed poetry of the English later Middle Ages. 
The analysis of the particular lexical items seeks to relate the semantic 
nuance which reflects the medieval cognitive specificity to the patterns 
of systemic distribution of lexical material in the two distinct poetic 
traditions which relate in various degree and ways to the legacy of the 
oral culture which was prevalent at the dawn of the medieval period.
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The present argument is concerned with the distribution, 
function as well as the semantic context and range of the most 
common lexical material which was used to account for the 
aural sensation as it was experienced and conceived of during 
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the Middle English period. The aim of the analysis is to dis- 
cuss the issue in question in the context of the methods of po-
etic composition related to the use of mental grids and prosod-
ic systems of formulaic distribution of lexical material which 
reflect the specificity of the partly oral cultural environment 
of England throughout the later Middle Ages. The underlying 
idea is thus to provide a short overview of the way in which 
this specific semantic group of vocabulary functioned in the 
various dialects and poetic tradition existing during the Middle 
English period. The aim of the argument is to describe and 
classify the different types of stimuli related to the sense of 
hearing which operated within the patterns of systemic dis-
tribution of formulaic material in both alliterative poetry and 
rhymed poetry.

As regards the alliterative tradition the argument will focus 
on the evidence for formulaic patterns of lexical distribution in 
six alliterative poems: William of Palerne, The Wars of Alex-
ander (otherwise known as Alexander C – the most complete 
variant of the Middle English renditions of the story), Sir Ga-
wain and the Green Knight, Patience, Cleanness, and Gest 
Hystoriale of the Destruction of Troy. The choice is here de-
termined by the fact that the selected items constitute a fairly 
uniform body of texts in terms of their literary tradition and 
cultural environment. All were composed during the late four-
teenth and early fifteenth century in the West Midland, North 
Midland, or Northwest Midland dialects which places them at 
the geographical centre of the late fourteenth century revival 
of alliterative poetry (PEARSALL 1982: 37–53). The other, more 
immediate reason for the selection is that the rate of the ap-
pearance of the lexical items chosen for the present analysis 
is significantly higher than in other compatible body of verse 
(i.e. any other group of texts to be selected from what is col-
lectively treated as representing the Alliterative Revival).

Consequently, the selected poems may be expected to share 
a common method of formulaic composition which is the 
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result of their relatively recent emergence from centuries of 
functioning in the oral, or partly oral, cultural environment 
into the realm of literate culture.1

Secondly, the relatively high frequency of the use of uni-
form lexical material automatically indicates the possibility 
that it functions as part of the formulaic structures which may 
be relic from the times of the predominant oral composition 
of the alliterative verse. These would have been undergo-
ing a process of being transformed into habitual collocations 
which fulfil the role of conventionalised stylistic devices used 
with the view to answer to the cultural and literary decorum 
of oral delivery.2

Subsequently, the argument seeks to augment the anal-
ysis by taking a contrastive look at the distribution of the 
same semantic items in the poetic work of Geoffrey Chau-
cer and John Gower in order to account for the possible evi-
dence of formulaic patterns in the rhymed poetry composed 

1 The terms “oral” and “literate” are used here in the classical Lord/Parry 
sense as is current in oral formulaic studies. The argument developed in the 
course of the present article assumes the pattern of coexistence of the oral 
and literate cultures throughout the Middle Ages to consist in a dynamic pro-
cess of a gradual evolution whereby the consecutive stages of composition, 
transmission, and delivery are gradually transformed by the steady introduc-
tion of the literate modes of cultural interaction and the introduction of writ-
ing. This model represents the current critical consensus and has been con-
vincingly articulated in the work of DUGGAN 1977, 223–247, AMODIO 2004, 
3–18, 79–128; BRADBURY 1994, 39–64, HARTLE 1999, 13–24, and in Pascual’s 
refutation of Weiskott’s argument (PASCUAL 2017) where the argument is in 
favour of an oral transmission of the art of alliterative composition between 
the Old English period and the Alliterative Revival. A theoretical framework 
for the analysis of the process itself has been developed by FINNEGAN 1992, 
113–134. The transition from oral performance to oral delivery is acknow-
ledged by Joyce Coleman with her concept of aurality (i.e. COLEMAN 1995, 
66, or COLEMAN 2007, 66–85), which corresponds terminologically to oral 
delivery and implicitly supports the scholarly consensus on the XIV c. cultural 
context. Coleman, however, does not seem to be familiar with the evolution-
ary model proposed in oral-formulaic studies and she likewise creates her 
own definition of “orality”, which implicitly confuses “oral delivery” with “oral 
performance” (COLEMAN 2007, 69).

2 Compare Lawton’s polemic with Duggan’s argument (LAWTON 1982, 6).

On the formulaic context of the aural experience…



158 Bartłomiej Błaszkiewicz

contemporaneously in the East Midland dialect.3 The selection 
of texts is meant to reflect the fact that we have here the most 
substantial sample of East Midland rhymed verse composed by 
the individual poets would be accomplished enough to incor-
porate the full scope of the nuances of poetic decorum forged 
within their resident cultural environment.

Needless to say, the perceptibly formulaic character of 
much of the English rhymed verse (i.e. poetry which met-
rically belongs to the category of accentual-syllabic verse) 
of the later medieval period does not constitute a testimo-
ny to elements of oral performance being employed at 
the stage of the composition of the verse, but merely re-
flects a regressive tendency to rely on habitual collocations  
with a view to perpetuate the traditional poetic decorum. The use 
of these collocations is primarily a proof of the continued appeal  
of conventional aesthetics which had originated in the more 
oral environment of the early Middle Ages, and it also mirrors 
the norms and customs still valid for the stages of the trans-
mission and delivery of the poetic text, which were still largely 
oral in the XIV c. (VITZ 1999, 165–189; AMODIO 2004, 93–98; 
BRANTLEY 2007, 1–25).

The thrust of the argument pursued throughout the present 
discussion is that the late Middle English alliterative poetics are 
rooted in the relatively recent tradition of oral, or partly oral, 
composition and functions in the continuing environment of 
oral delivery, which presupposes the continuation of the aes-
thetics of the oral formulaic composition. Given this fact, one 
may expect formulaic patterns of lexical and syntactic distribu-
tion to retain their relevance to the methods of poetic compo- 
sition prevalent during the period in question. For the purpose 
of such discussion the analysis adopts here the concept of the 
formulaic “mental grid” as defined by Carruthers (1994, 80–155), 

3 The issue of the oral roots of medieval rhymed poetry has been exten-
sively discussed in QUINN & HALL 1982 and in VITZ 1999, 1–138.
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and the analysis stems from the premise that the reliance on 
inherent systematisation evident in medieval mnemonic tech-
niques is evidenced in the systemic nature of the distribution of  
lexical material in the context of contemporaneous methods  
of poetic composition. Hence it is the underlying assumption of 
the following argument that the collocative and syntactic pat-
terns which have the effect of binding a particular lexical item 
to a specific metrical position in a line of verse echo the formu-
laic structures which once determined the distribution of poetic 
phrases in the conditions of oral composition. This metrical and 
syntactic regularity is still evident in the metrical status, allitera-
tive rank, and stylistic effect of the vocabulary of poems com-
mitted to manuscript in the course of the Alliterative Revival.

Evidently, the relation of the late fourteenth century rhymed 
poetry to the oral cultural heritage is less immediate and the 
continuum between composition and delivery more decisively 
defined by the literate habits of mind. Yet a juxtaposition of the 
distribution patterns of selected items from the same seman-
tic group in the two respective traditions of verse composition 
may offer some insight into the extent to which the composi-
tion of late Middle English rhymed verse exhibited regularities 
in the distribution of lexical material which may have reflected 
a continued reliance on aesthetics rooted in the heritage of the 
oral culture.

One may begin here with a brief account of the semantic 
range of the most common Middle English words used to de-
scribe the most basic acoustic phenomena as they were under-
stood and classified during the period. The first crucial thing 
in this context is the prevalent tendency in medieval cognitive 
model to perceive both the visual and the acoustic space as 
a series of two-dimensional planes, without recourse to the no-
tion of perspective and thus all manner of acoustic phenomena 
will be construed of within a basically two-dimensional cogni-
tive model (ZUMTHOR 1983, 1–47, 51–55; MARTIN 1977, 154; 
GUREWICZ 1973, 37).

On the formulaic context of the aural experience…
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In such a context the word “noyse” was used most frequent-
ly to denote any continuous loud sound which either does not 
contain a rationally comprehensible component, or its poten- 
tial existence is less relevant to the listener than is the em-
phatic expansive formation of an acoustic space that it entails. 
The chief feature of this kind of acoustic phenomenon is its 
negative, intrusive character which causes it to expand by im-
posing itself unduly upon the person’s attention, to the effect 
of obscuring, or obliterating, other sonic stimuli. This semantic 
propensity is to a large extent reinforced by the fact that fre-
quently this relatively common word had its potentially loose 
semantic field reinforced by the addition of strongly pejora-
tive adjectives which tended to amplify the negative connota-
tions which are frequently contextual. Thus the Middle English 
Dictionary defines noyse as a “loud and unpleasant sound”. 
Consequently, according the Middle English Dictionary,4 of 
the 191 recorded cases of the use of the word, 158 cases carry 
a pejorative sense and only 33 evoke a positive connotation.

By contrast, the word “soun” was mostly used for the ar-
ticulate form of expression, which in practice means primarily 
human speech. When applied to animals it is opposed to noise, 
containing no idea of brutishness. Consequently, the word 
was used to denote the vocal sound of a rational human utter-
ance concentrating on its acoustic quality. The second sense in 
which the term is used in Middle English is connected with 
cases when one speaks of the sense of a rational judgement, 
and it consequently directs the focus of attention to the seman-
tic content of the utterance.

According to the Middle English Dictionary, of the 145 re-
corded examples, 28 convey a very generalised, semantically 

4 Based on 3,000,000 quotations from textual sources spanning the period 
between the XIth to the XVth c., the MED remains the most comprehensive 
corpus available for quantitative studies of lexical material. Hence the hope 
that an argument which is valid for this corpus captures some vital part of the  
reality behind the available manuscripts.
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neutral sense, 106 connect the word with the idea of harmoni-
ous music or rational utterance (human or divine), while only 
11 cases of the word’s use connote pejoratively.

Another lexical item is “stevene” which usually denotes 
loud, collective, articulate, rational and non-invasive expres- 
sion, used primarily of the tonal specificity of human ex- 
pression. In such meaning it is used in the 147 cases record-
ed in the Middle English Dictionary (and we disregard here, 
obviously, the other sense of “command/order” in which the 
word also sometimes appears).

Thus, although “stevene” is routinely translated into Mod-
ern English as voice, the word did originally possess a distinct 
semantic specificity, because it is used more frequently in re-
lation to the semantic import of a rational utterance, and its 
official sonorous quality (hence it is very commonly used in 
reference to the speech of a divine agent). This may, however, 
be the simple reflection of the fact that “stevene” is, in fact, the 
direct, poetic equivalent of the word “voyse”, or such was, at 
least, its function in the poetic decorum of the time, and this is 
consequently the reason for its disappearance after the Middle 
English period.

In contrast, the word “rurde” is far less common (for MED 
records only 30 cases of its use) and occurs most often in the 
context of a loud collective noisy sound, and indeed, as shall 
be demonstrated in the course of the following argument, it 
may be effectively treated as the high alliterative rank equiva-
lent of “noyse”.

Finally, another compatible case of a less frequent lexical 
item denoting a form of sound is the word “murmur” which 
describes loud, inarticulate sound made mostly by crowds of 
people. It is used almost exclusively in pejorative connotations, 
and its primary semantic function is to imply menace.

Now, what one needs to bear in mind while embarking on 
the analysis of the prosodic characteristics of the various types 
of verse forms adopted for the composition of poetics texts 
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which make use of systemic distribution of formulaic material 
is that the density of the formulaic structures varies within the 
metrical construction of the poetic units.

Specifically in the case of the Middle English alliterative po-
etry, the aspect of formulaic distribution is intimately related to 
the issue of the metrical patterns used in composition of the 
alliterative line and the question of alliterative rank.

The present argument accepts the model for the basic pat-
tern of the Middle English alliterative line as defined in the 
2007 study by Putter/Jefferson/Stokes (2007, 145–216). Within 
this approach all varieties of the Middle English alliterative line 
conform to the basic pattern of four-beat accentual rhythm, 
with the a-verse containing two lifts marked by two alliterating 
staves made of stressed syllables separated by a more flexible 
pattern of dips made of a number of unaccented syllables. Con-
versely, the b-verses are composed upon a two-accent frame5 
whereby the alliterating syllable in the first lift staves with the 
two lifts of a-verse, while the fourth stressed syllable does not 
stave and does not, usually, alliterate.

What this entails for the study of formulaic patterns is that, 
within the four-beat accentual scheme of the most standard 
form of the Middle English alliterative line, the specific charac-
ter and construction of formulaic structures used in the com-
position of the line will inevitably differ, because of the diver-
gences in the pattern of alliteration, and consequent different 
syntactic structure used.

The key question in this context is the issue of alliterative 
rank. This particular aspect of alliterative composition was dis-
cussed in Borroff (BORROFF 1962, 52–90) and, more recently, 
by Cronan (CRONAN 1986, 145–158), and Roper (ROPER 2012, 
82–93). Borroff’ recognised the continued high alliterative fre-
quency of archaic words attributing the fact to their usefulness 
in the technical composition of alliterative verse. The studies 

5 See also RUSSOM 2004, 275–304.
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by Cronan and Roper extend the scope of analysis by discuss-
ing the phenomenon in the context of the stylistic effect of the 
lexical material and also their high poetic, “heroic”, register, as 
well as the tendency for the more figurative sense of a given 
word to possess a higher rate of appearance as an alliterat- 
ing stave (CRONAN 1986, 154), as well as the mutual rein- 
forcing connection between the alliterative rank and semantic 
stretch (ROPER 2012, 91).

The importance of this aspect of alternative composition 
for oral-formulaic studies is that the question of alliterative 
rank constitutes one of the most evident correlatives of the 
issue of the distribution of possible formulaic structures. Thus, 
the average higher alliterative rank of the a-verses will cus-
tomarily make their exhibit a greater density of formulaic 
phrases, while, in the post-caesura b-verses, formulaic phrases 
will incorporate more conventional low rank expressions into 
the context of the high rank poetic words which belong to the  
formulaic alliterative cluster used for the composition of  
the particular line of verse.

Conversely, in the context of the various forms of rhymed 
poetry, the most distinctively formulaic characters will be vis-
ible in the context of the rhyme-words in the line-final position, 
or, secondly, in the syntactic make-up of the three-beat “wheel” 
lines which are routinely used to provide a reiterative backstop 
for the sequences of four-beat narrative lines of varying num-
ber and rhyme pattern (as is the case in the many varieties of 
tail-rhyme). Hence, this last pattern is most ubiquitously used in 
the various types of the tail-rhyme stanza which was in wide-
spread use in the composition of the popular form of courtly 
romance (FEWSTER 1987, 6–13; ZAERR 2012, 151–140).

Now with the above in mind, one may look consecutively  
at the way in which the nouns used to account for the varie- 
ty of the contemporaneous aural experience function in the 
context of the different kinds of formulaic systems which may 
still be traced in Middle English poetry.

On the formulaic context of the aural experience…
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Let us first consider the word “noyse”. The initial observa-
tion to be made here is that within the group of alliterative 
poems commonly associated with the phenomenon of the Al-
literative Revival there are a number of longer poems in which 
the word does not appear at all (i.e. the alliterative Morte Ar-
thure, Joseph of Arimathie, Wynnere and Wastoure, or The 
Parlement of the Thre Ages). If we now take a look at the po-
ems where “noyse” is part of the poet’s vocabulary and appears 
more than once, we shall observe that, within each particular 
poem, the metrical distribution of “noyse” is strictly determined 
by the word’s function within the formulaic collocations and 
syntactic patterns, and these determine the word’s alliterative 
rank and its stylistic import.

Thus, if we look at the word “noyse” in the poems where 
it appears most frequently, we shall see that its prosodic func-
tion is decisively determined by its uniformly low alternative 
rank. Thus, the word is by far most frequently used as part of 
the fourth lift in the b-verse, typically as the fourth non-allit-
erating stave. This as may be observed in Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight:6

Braches bayed þerfore and breme noyse maked (Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight, l. 1142),

Þat buskkez after þis bor with bost and wyth noyse (Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight, l. 1448),

Biȝonde þe broke, in a bonk, a wonder breme noyse (Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight, l. 2200),

Wylde wordez hym warp wyth a wrast noyce; (Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight, l. 1423),

6 The examples used in this study ware generated with the help of the 
corpus of Middle English verse at https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/med/ and 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary. Additionally, critical 
editions of the texts were consulted and thoroughly double checked for spell-
ing variants.
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Wreȝande hym ful weterly with a wroth noyse (Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight, l. 1706),

And woried me þis wyly wyth a wroth noyse (Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight, l. 1905).

The metrical position of the word “noyse” determines here 
its low alliterative rank, but it does not mean that the word 
remains outside the poem’s formulaic patterns because the 
fourth lifts are here composed on the basis of adverbial phras-
es (within which “noyse” is always accompanied by a qualifying 
adjective) which connect the word to the alliterative pattern 
determining the staving of the first three lifts. This, in turn, 
connects “noyse” with the specific alliterative cluster which is 
utilised in the composition of the particular line. An additional 
circumstance here may be the usefulness of “noyse” for main-
taining the obligatory line-ending of a lift followed by one un-
stressed syllable.

Although the majority of lines where “noyse” is used con-
form to this uniform pattern, in the other three lines where 
“noyse” appears in Sir Gawain, the word functions as part of 
the a-verse:

An other noyse ful newe neȝed biliue, (Sir Gawain and the Gre-
en Knight, l. 132),

For unethe was the noyce not a whyle sesed (Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight, l. 134),

Nwe nakryn noyse with þe noble pipes (Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight, l. 118).

At the first look it might seem justifiable to classify the 
three lines as more characteristic of the literate poetic com-
position, for none of them includes any recognisable formu-
laic structures, or patterns of syntactic or lexical associations 
which would have been repeated anywhere else in the poem. 
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Yet, we may find an evident formulaic variant of the last of the 
above lines being “recomposed” in Cleanness and The Siege 
of Jerusalem:

And ay þe nakeryn noyse, notes of pipes, (Cleanness, l. 1413).

With nakerers & grete noyce neȝen þe walles (The Siege of Je-
rusalem, 1179),

& þe nakerer noyse alle þe nyȝt-tyme (The Siege of Jerusalem, 
852).

The conclusion must here be that, within its own “native” 
alliterative [n] cluster the word “noyse” may be used as the sec-
ond alliterating stave in the second lift of the a-verse, because 
now the fact that it conforms in alliteration with its formulaic 
adjective causes the whole noun phrase to become a natural 
metrical candidate for two alliterating staves of the a-verse.

If we now consider the second poem where “noyse” enjoys 
a high rate of occurrence, i.e. William of Palerne, we shall 
observe a parallel distributive tendency:

For fei fat misseden here mete wold make gret noyse, (William 
of Palerne, l. 1827),

& ran l forf for al fat route wif so rude a noyse, (William of Pa-
lerne, l. 2375),

& sewed him sadly wij so selkouf noyse, (William of Palerne, l. 
2388),

& darked stiile in hire den for drede, boute noyse. (William of 
Palerne, l. 2543),

& grisiliche gapande with a grym noyse, (William of Palerne, l. 
4343),

buskes in to fe baf boute more noyse, (William of Palerne, l. 
4453).
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The above sample represents all but one example of the 
use of “noyse” from the poem and, as may be easily seen, we 
have here an exact repetition of the pattern we encountered 
in Sir Gawain. Both the metrical position and prosodic func-
tion of the word are here strictly determined by the formu-
laic structures which channel the vocabulary of each of the 
alliterative clusters into the composition of the consecutive 
lines of verse. This demonstrates the extent to which the dis-
tribution of the lexical material and parallelism in syntactic 
structures relies on a preconceived formulaic grid which is 
uniform for the various poets of the period and must conse-
quently descend from an original environment of some form 
of oral composition.

Again, the line which constitutes the sole case when “noyse” 
is used in the a-verse is composed on a different alliterative 
cluster and it does not bear any formulaic similarity to other 
lines of the poem (i.e. no syntactic, or lexical patterns of asso-
ciation are repeated elsewhere):

whan be noyse was slaked of be semli hurnes, (William of Pa-
lerne, l. 4568).

The uniform nature of this tendency for “noyse” to func-
tion within strict patterns of formulaic distribution may be 
further confirmed by a look at other contemporaneous allit-
erative works. Thus, in the Gest Hystoriale of the Destruction 
of Troy we shall again find the same sort of regularity in the 
distribution of ”noyse” within the prosodic pattern of the line. 
Of the four lines where the word is used, three conform to the 
already familiar pattern:

And he gird him agayne with a grym noyse (Gest Hystoriale of 
the Destruction of Troy, l. 3.097),

As þe welkyn shold walt, a wonderfull noyse (Gest Hystoriale, 
l. 3.909),

On the formulaic context of the aural experience…
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And lay gronond on ground with a grym noyse (Gest Hystoriale, 
l. 27. 10981).

Again, the sole line with “noyse” used to compose the a-verse 
outside the [n] cluster does not contain recognisably formulaic 
material:

Made an ugsom noyse, þat noyet þe pepull, Gest Hystoriale, 
(l. 35. 13734).

Indeed the uniformity of the tendency to treat “noyse” as 
a lexical item carrying low alliterative rank and also one con-
fined to the position of the fourth lift in the b-verse may be 
further testified by looking at the remaining poems where the 
word makes an appearance:

Þe god man glyfte wyth þat glam and gloped for noyse (Clean-
ness, l. 849),

Þenne þe rebaudez so ronk rerd such a noyse (Cleanness, l. 873),

Symbales and sonetez sware þe noyse (Cleanness, l. 1415),

For þai hadd herd neuire of how ne of mans noyse (Wars of Ale-
xander, l.2.4732),

Is Þis ryghtwys, Þou renk, alle Þy ronk noyse (Patience, 490).

Although the syntactic patterns appear to be relatively loos-
er in the two poems in terms of their formulaic nature, still 
the metrical template remains essentially unchanged. Another 
observation which needs to be made in this context is that it 
is quite apparent from the examination of all the above ex-
amples that it is the repeated association of the noun “noyse” 
with the various adjectives with which the word comes into 
contact in the numerous lines composed on different allit-
erative clusters that is the reason for the development of the 



169

habitual collocation link between the adjective and the noun 
in the noun phrase of the fourth lift. Moreover, the resultant 
connection between “noyse” and mostly pejorative adjectives 
like “grym”, “ronk”, “rude”, “wroth”, or “breme” has the corre-
sponding effect of reinforcing the negative semantic connota-
tions of the word. Thus the formulaic patterns immanent in 
the art of alliterative composition have the effect of reinforc- 
ing the semantic range of a word and creating habitual col-
location well beyond the advent of the literate culture (as the 
continued presence of collocations like “grim noise”, or “rude 
noise” testifies). Thus “noyse” is, on the whole, more pejorative 
when used in the low rank position.

If one turns now to the way “noyse” is employed in the 
realm of rhymed poetry, one shall discover that, although 
the word exhibits a high frequency of use, it never becomes 
a part of any rhyme cluster and is consequently not used in 
the line-final, rhyme position, as the selection from Chaucer 
will plainly illustrate:

The noyse vp ros whanne it was first aspied. (Troilus and Cri-
seyde, l.85),

Þat with þe noyse of hire he gan a-wake (Troilus and Criseyde, 
l. 70),

Heren noyse of reynes nor of þondre. (Troilus and Criseyde, l. 
662),

The noyse of peple vp stirte þanne at onys (Troilus and Crisey-
de, l. 183),

And with a sorwful noyse he seyde þus (Troilus and Criseyde, 
l. 374),

I nylde sette at al þe noyse a grote (Troilus and Criseyde, l. 586),

And þer-with-al he sholde a noyse make (Troilus and Criseyde, 
l. 257)
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Of hors and harneys noyse and claterynge (The Knight’s Tale, 
2492),

Ffor he by noyse of folk knew hire comynge (The Clerk’s Tale, 
912)

Ne neuer sweete noyse schul ȝe make (The Manciple’s Tale, 300).

Thus, although the question of poetic rank is not nearly 
as much of a prominent factor in determining a given word’s 
prosodic value in the case of rhymed poetry, yet the nominally 
common quality of “noyse” seems to be reflected in its poetic 
status within the line of verse. Admittedly, all the poems quote 
above share the same meter, but the situation will remain the 
same if one considers poems which, instead of the iambic pen-
tameter line, are composed in either octosyllabic or four-bear 
accentual pattern:

Who it was that the noyse made. (Guy of Warwick [XIV c. ver-
sion], l. 4867),

the noyse anone arosse in the Citee. (Guy of Warwick [XIV c. 
version], l. 2897),

Noyse, weping, and grete cry.(Guy of Warwick [XIV c. version], 
l. 4864),

And herde gret noyse & gret cry (Bevis of Hampton, l. 65),

And harde moche noyse & great aray, (Bevis of Hampton, l. 2682),

This noyse aros, the lord it herde, (John Gower Confessio Aman-
tis, II. 3239),

The whiche of so gret noyse craken (John Gower Confessio 
Amantis, VII. 305).

Interestingly, when the author of the later, 15th c. version of 
the romance of Guy of Warwick uses “noyse” in the line-final, 
or rhyme position for five couplets he is not able to develop 
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a rhyme cluster, but achieves merely a collocative rhym-
ing pair by rhyming “noyse” with the proper name of “Gor- 
moyse”. This in itself is a testimony of the transition from  
the more oral based methods of rhymed verse composition  
to the more conventional forms of literate versification. While 
it has been described as a mark of the accomplished oral- 
derived style of poetic composition to seek for variation of 
rhyme pairs within one rhyme cluster, it is typical of the later, 
conventionalised literate style which is frequently reliant on 
habitual pairs of rhyme words.7

All in all, one may conclude that the low register, pedestrian 
quality of “noyse” may be perceived as the result of its relative 
lack of prominence in the metrical structures in both allitera-
tive and rhymed verse of the period.

Turning now one’s attention to the word “soun” one will  
observe the opposite situation, for the word is now routinely 
used in the metrically prominent position in the alliterative 
poetic line, i.e. providing the staving syllable in any of the first 
three lifts. It is also a frequently used component part of the 
[-oun] rhyme cluster in the case of rhymed verse.

In the case of alliterative poetry, as may be gauged on the 
example of those poems where the word is used, it becomes 
visible that the inherently positive semantic range of “soun” 
is definitely a factor here, and it is likewise to be noticed that 
in the alliterative poems where the word is part of the poet’s 
vocabulary, “soun” is used exclusively in one of the alliterative 
staves in either of the two lifts of the a-verse, where it denotes 
the act of human speech:

Þe soun of oure Souerayn Þen swey in his ere, (Patience, l. 429),

The grete soun of Sodamas synkkez in myn erez, (Cleanness, l. 
689),

7 Compare the argument presented by Quinn and Hall (QUINN & HALL 
1982, 111) that the evidence of fixed pairs of rhyme words is a sign of the 
inferior poetic skills of the trouvere.
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Þe segge herde þat soun to Segor þat ȝede, (Cleanness, l. 973),

And sothely sende to Sare a soun and an hayre. (Cleanness, 666),

Moni semly syre soun , and swyþe rych maydenes, (Cleanness, 
1299),

Þat all þe soile of þa sidis of þe sound ryngis. (Wars of Alexan-
der, 3867).

It may also be important in this context that the word 
“sound” understood in the other of the senses current in Mid-
dle English, i.e. “a body of water” and as the adjective meaning 
“safe and secure” is used with a relatively high rate of frequen-
cy (25 times) in the course of Gest Hystoriale. In these cases 
the word remains in a strong bond with other words of the 
[s] alliterative cluster – most predictably, of course, with “saile”. 
“Sound” is there used in the same pattern of distribution as  
in the examples above. Although this semantic change rele-
gates these examples from the scope of the present argument, 
the phenomenon may still be significant in the case of orally 
delivered poetry.

Now, in the case of rhymed verse, one may observe that, 
although the word is frequently used in the rhyme, line-final 
position, its meaning is, in the overwhelming majority of cas-
es, different, for it now denotes the basic quality of the neutral 
sonic impulse which is divorced from the automatic connec-
tion to human speech. Similarly, it customarily functions in 
pejorative connotations and does not possess the formulaic 
sonority of expression it normally has in the case of allitera-
tive verse:

The rumblynge of a fart, and every soun, / Nis but of eir rever-
beracioun, (The Summoner’s Tale, l. 2233–4),

Sche leyde hyre mouth to þe watyr adoun / Be-wrey me not þou 
watyr with thyn soun (The Wife of Bath’s Tale, l. 973–4),
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ffulfyld of dunge & of corrupcioun / At eythyr ende of the foul is 
the soun (The Pardoner’s Tale, l. 535–6),

That myȝt a lete a fart of swych a soun / The frere vp-stirte as 
doth a wood lyoun (The Summoner’s Tale, l. 2151–2),

But fyrst I make a protestacyoun / That I am dronke I knowe it 
be myn soun (The Summoner’s Tale, l. 2233–4),

Bot tho sche ran so up and doun, / Sche made many a wonder 
soun, (John Gower Confessio Amantis, V. 4098),

Which hath the vois of every soun, / The chiere and the condi-
cioun (John Gower Confessio Amantis, IV. 3045),

That of the noise and of the soun / Men feeren hem in al the toun 
(John Gower Confessio Amantis, III. 453).

Now, to a large extent, this change in semantic range is 
dictated by the fact that this is the standard sense of the word 
in the East Midland dialect of Gower and Chaucer, which ap-
proximates much closer to the modern meaning of the word 
“sound”, while the northern dialects in which the alliterative 
poetry would be primarily composed preserves more directly 
the Old English semantic context of the word. This also re-
mains the decisive factor which determined the word’s survival 
into Modern English in the latter sense. It will duly account 
for the common feel that “soun” has in rhymed poetry and 
this, in its turn, results in the high percentage of cases when 
“soun” appears in non-rhyme position in the line as in the ex-
amples below:

Or soun of belle whil þat þey ben I-runge (Troilus and Crisey-
de, 2. 805),

The blisful soun and in þat yonder place. (Troilus and Criseyde, 
5. 580),
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That equally þe soun of it wele wende (The Summoner’s Tale, l. 
2273).

What is also interesting is that some influence, or echo, of 
the status of “soun” in alliterative poetry may be behind the 
tendency for the word to appear in alliterative pairs which em-
bellish a number of lines in Chaucer:

That hereth soun whan men þe strenges plye. (Troilus and Cri-
seyde, 1.732),

As of þe soun or sonour of a fart (The Summoner’s Tale, l. 2152),

And manye a soun of sundery melodye (The Clerk’s Tale, 2712).

A still different pattern of formulaic distribution may be 
traced in the case of the word “voyse”. In the context of the 
alliterative verse, the distribution of this particular lexical item 
appears to be a little more elusive, because whenever the word 
forms a part of the poet’s vocabulary, “voyse” appears to be 
consistently used in two positions only. It may be used for the 
first lift in the b-verse, being part of the alliterative cluster:

His vertuse & his vysage, his voise he remenbris. (Wars of Ale-
xander, 2958),

Says þaim hys vision & as þe voyce biddes; (Wars of Alexander, 
1508)8,

Alternatively, it may become the second short dip, being 
the head of the noun phrase where the adjective provides the 
second staving syllable:

Dryues vp a dede voyce & dymly he spekis, (Wars of Alexan-
der, 718),

8 Compare also the alliterative Morte Arthure: Brothely in the vale with 
voyce he ascryez (Morte Arthure, 2046).
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Syne kestyn vp a clene voyce & cried all at onys, (Wars of Ale-
xander, 2345).

Although such a pattern of metrical placement makes the 
question of the word’s alliterative rank more difficult to ascer-
tain, yet, at the same time, it provides a clear testimony for the 
rigid nature of the mental grid which determines the place-
ment of a particular lexical item.

If one looks now at the way “voyse” functions in the rhymed 
poetry of the period, one will observe that, although the fre-
quency of the word’s use is very high, it does not achieve any 
greater prominence in the structures of poetic composition. 
Thus, while, in the course of Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and 
Criseyde the word “voyse” is used 23 times, it never once ap-
pears in a rhymed position:

Þat it an heuene it was hire voys to here (2. 826)

An chaunged voys right for his verrey drede. (3. 92)

And after syker doth here voys out rynge. (3.1237)

Þat swych a voys was of hym and a steuene. (3.1723).

Moreover, there appears a distinct tendency throughout the 
poem to use “voyse” for the construction of lines built around 
adverbial qualifying expressions which seem to echo the three-
beat tag lines, which provide the complement ending for the 
main narrative flow, and which are so characteristic of the tail-
rhyme stanza:

So wommanly wiþ voys melodious (5.577)

with soft voys he of his lady dere. (5. 636)

With sterne voys and myghty lymes square. (5 .801)

With petous voys and tenderly wepynge (1.111)
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With brokyn vois al hois for shright Criseyde (4.1147)

with sorwful vois and herte of blisse al bare (4. 1168).

Now, the interesting thing is that, whenever “voyse” is used 
within the tag-like adverbial phases its semantic range ap-
pears to be confined to the expression of the idea of specific 
kind of the acoustic quality of the sonic phenomenon, i.e. to 
describe the tone, intonation and the emotion conveyed by the 
person who produces the sounds described. In other words, 
it concerns the physical characteristics of the utterance. Con-
trastively, whenever the word “voyse” is not tied to any sort 
of syntactic conventionalism, the range of its meaning seems 
to widen so as to concern more the semantic content of the 
speech produced, or the effect it has on the environment. This 
would constitute more evidence that the syntactic parallelism, 
which is in itself an ornamental device which functions in lit-
erate poetry as a relic of the formulaic style, has a percepti-
ble impact upon the semantic range of its component words. 
Consequently, it may be expected that the meaning of a given 
word will remain more focused if the word functions within 
fixed syntactic phrases coined around a traditionalised seman-
tic range,9 even if no systemic use of formulae forms a part of 
the verse’s composition.10

Generally, as one may observe that, in Chaucer’s verse, the 
word “voyse” never loses the pedestrian quality of a low register 
lexical item. While in the whole of The Canterbury Tales the 
word is used 28 times, it is rhymed on only once. The fact that 
its semantic range fluctuates in correspondence to the syntactic 
construction it appears in constitutes further testimony to its 
relatively weak register position in which it routinely appears 
despite its regularly positive semantic connotation.

9 On this aspect, see also LESTER 1996, 127.
10 On the impact of the oral tradition on Chaucer see PARKS 1994, 149–

173.
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Needless to say, the most immediate circumstance, which 
may be the most mundane reason for the absence of words 
like “noyse”, or “voyse” from the line-final position, is the rela-
tive scarcity of rhyme words which could have been used to 
create a rhyme cluster. Nevertheless, potential Middle English 
rhyme pairs, such as “choice”, or “crois”, were at the disposal 
of the poet. Anyhow, regardless of whether it was the result of 
the lack of a wider array of rhyme words, or matters of taste, 
“voyse” did not enjoy the kind of prosodic prominence that 
the line-final position bestows on a lexical item in the context 
of rhymed verse.

If one now considers the function and distribution of  
the word “stevene”, a very different picture will emerge  
from the analysis. The word makes a regular appearance 
in both alliterative and rhymed poetry. Commenting on the 
word’s position and function in the realm of alliterative po-
etry, we must again state that in each poem where the word 
is used its metrical position appears to be subject to strict 
prosodic regularity. Nevertheless, this time the mental grid 
which governs the rank and distribution of this lexical item 
varies with each of the particular poems in which the word 
“stevene” appears. Among the poems selected for the pres-
ent study “stevene” makes the most frequent and pronounced 
appearance in Cleanness. There the word is used most fre-
quently and, in the clear majority of case, it is treated as 
a word carrying high alliterative rank, and providing one of 
the alliterating lifts:

Never steven hem astel, so stoken is hor tonge; (Cleanness, 1542),

At a stylle stollen steven, unstered wyth syȝt, (Cleanness, 706),

Þay stel out on a stylle nyȝt er any steven rysed, (Cleanness, 
1202),

Er al wer stawed and stoken as þe steven wolde (Cleanness, 360),
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Stelen stylly þe toun er any steven rysed. (Cleanness, 1778),

Sturnen trumpen strake steven in halle, (Cleanness, 1402).

It is only in two lines of the poem that the word is not part 
of the line’s alliterative cluster, but is relegated to a low rank 
position within the fourth lift:

And sone ȝederly forȝete ȝisterday steven (Cleanness, 463),

Ȝet he cryed hym after wyth careful steven: (Cleanness, 770).

Here, as was the case above with “noyse”, “steven” is at-
tached to the alliterative cluster through its adjoining adjective. 
It may be yet important that “stevene” is much more emphati-
cally attached to the b-verse than was the case with other high 
rank items.

If we consider the word’s metrical distribution in The Wars 
of Alexander, we shall also find “stevene” in the two respective 
positions, and the ratio of the lines is similar:

Steryn steuyn vp strake, strakid þar trumpis. (Wars of Alexan-
der, 1386),

His steuyn stiffe was [&] steryn þat stonayd many, (Wars of Ale-
xander, 611),

Sa stithe a steuyn in þe stoure of stedis & ellis, (Wars of Alexan-
der, 1251),

“Sir, anec,” quod all men with a sterne steven, (Wars of Alexan-
der, 1131),

(as against:)

And þai him swiftly swarid with a swete steuyn, (Wars of Ale-
xander, 4192),
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“Sire Alexander, athill kyng” quod all with a  steuyn, (Wars of 
Alexander, 1831).

Nevertheless, if we take a look at Gest Hystoriale, we shall 
find that the poet’s mental grid does not include the possibility 
of “steven” functioning in a position of a high alliterative rank, 
and, consequently, the word functions throughout the poem 
only as the fourth non-alliterating lift, forming the adverbial 
phrases in which the line terminates:

A faire man in feturs & hade of furse steuyn. (Gest Hystoriale, 
3865),

And the tyde men of Troy, with a tore steuyn, (Gest Hystoriale, 
6505),

Þan Pantasilia the pert with a pure  steuyn, (Gest Hystoriale, 
10898).

The conclusion here must be that, while “steven” appears to 
be uniquely flexible in terms of its alliterative rank, it is, nev-
ertheless, invariably subject to definite regulations governing 
metrical distribution within each particular poem.

Now, in the case of rhymed poetry, “stevene” is likewise 
invariably employed as a word which fulfils an active role in 
the prosody of the verse. Thus if one looks again at Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales, one will observe that “stevene” is a frequ-
ently used word, which, moreover, is used exclusively in the 
rhymed position in the poetic line:

It is ful fair a man to bere hym evene, / For al day meeteth men 
at unset stevene. (The Knight’s Tale, 1523–4),

The voys of peple touchede the hevene, / So loude cride they with 
murie stevene, (The Knight’s Tale, 2562),

Ther is no fowel that fleeth under the hevene / That she ne shal 
wel understonde his stevene, (The Squire’s Tale, 149–50),
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That it was pryme, and crew with blisful stevene. / The sonne, he 
seyde, is clomben up on-evene (The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, 3197–8),

For trewely, ye have as myrie a stevene / As any aungel hath that 
is in hevene (The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, 32291–2).

As one may notice, the relatively narrow lexical choice 
which offers itself within this particular rhyme cluster (for 
one basically has to make do here with four basic words, “sw-
evene”, “sevene”, “hevene”, stevene”, and the semantic varia-
tions on “evene”) has the effect that, in the majority of in-
stances of its use, “stevene” appears in a rhymed couplet with 
“hevene” which further strengthens its positive semantic con-
notations.

Indeed the closeness of this conventional link may be fur-
ther proved when one looks at John Gower’s Confessio Aman-
tis. In this particular work the poet’s system of conventional 
collocations is so tight that, as the word “stevene” appears 
7 times in the course of the long poem, it does so always in 
a formulaic rhyme pair with the word “hevene”:

Thei ben, that with so swete a stevene / Lik to the melodie of he-
vene (1, 493–4),

And wailende in his bestly stevene / He made his pleignte unto 
the hevene. (1,3025–6),

And thanne hire handes to the hevene / Sche strawhte, and with 
a milde stevene (2, 11055–6),

Ayein his trowthe brak his stevene?” / And tho hire yhe up to the 
hevene (4. 847–8),

And criden alle with o stevene, / “Ha, wher was evere under the 
hevene (5. 3765–6),

Begunne with so loude a stevene, / That thei were herd unto the 
hevene; (5. 5933),
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Whan I here of hir vois the stevene, / Me thenkth it is a blisse 
of hevene. (6. 873–4).

Although the link between the two rhymed words is an im-
portant element in defining the conventional character of Gow-
er’s manner of verse composition, it is also visible that, unlike 
in the case of the alliterative verse, the use of rhymed colloca-
tive pairs does not necessarily entail the use of a rigid syntactic 
pattern, or imposed any specific limitations upon the semantic 
range of the words used. Thus here one may see that “stevene” 
appears in a whole variety of meanings, sometimes referring 
to the acoustic quality of a speech act, sometimes denoting the 
specificity of tone and emotion expressed, sometimes being 
used in the sense of the semantic content of an utterance. In 
fact, the variation within the syntactic patterns of the couplets 
which are generated with the use of the conventional rhyme 
collocation is much wider than would be that case in formulaic 
verse, for both poets make use of such typically literate fea-
tures of style as enjambment and hypotaxis. It is thus visible 
that the use of fixed rhyme pairs is here more a poetic device 
providing a sense of a poetic decorum reminiscent of oral style 
to an otherwise literate composition.

Another vital circumstance in this context is that the juxta-
position of the examples from Chaucer and Gower proves 
that the syntactic flexibility of lines generated with the help 
of the formulaic rhyme pairs allows making use of them to 
compose verse composed in different meters. Hence, with the 
use of the rhyme pair, a large number of syntactically varied 
patterns could be generated for both the iambic pentameter 
lines of Chaucer’s verse and the iambic tetrameter lines of 
Gower. This would, of course, be impossible if the more rigid 
formulaic patterns were employed in the composition of the 
verse, and it is this flexibility that emerges as the primary ad-
vantage of the way in which formulaic elements function on 
the composition of rhymed verse.
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Another example of a word which originally derived from 
Old English is “rurde” [OE reorde] In this case the link with 
alliterative poetry is even more emphatic as the word appears 
almost only in the northern alliterative tradition and, moreover, 
it is used exclusively as a high alliterative rank word providing 
the staving syllable in the first three lifts, which is the same 
prosodic function its etymological parent word had in Anglo-
Saxon verse. Thus, from among the poems under consider-
ation in the present argument “rurde” is used most consistently 
in the high rank position in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 
and Gest Hystoriale:

Rocheres roungen bi rys for rurde of her hornes (Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight, 1698),

Ȝet he rusched on þat rurde rapely a þrowe. ((Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight, 2219),

And wyth a rynkande rurde he to þe renk sayde (Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight, 2337),

Þe rich rurd þat þer watz raysed for Renaude saule (Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight, 1916),

the ruerde wax ranke of þat rught fare. (Gest Hystoriale, 13902),

The rewerd & the russhyng of þe ranke sorow (Gest Hystoria-
le, 11949),

Þan the ruerde wax ranke of þat rught fare, (Gest Hystoriale, 
13902),

Herd þe rurde & þe ryfte of þe rank schippis (Gest Hystoriale, 
32. 12697).

It is only in The Wars of Alexander that the poetic gird 
allows also for the occasional use of the word outside the al-
literative cluster, to provide the fourth lift (and the last short 
dip). Thus we get:
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And with a renyst reryd · þis reson he said, (Wars of Alexan-
der, 3870), 

With slike a rowste & rerid · þe romance it wittnes, (Wars of Ale-
xander, 488),

With slike a reryd þan it rynnes. (Wars of Alexander, 2900),

against:

Artaxenses is at hand & has ane ost reryd, (Wars of Alexander, 
81),

When he hed tight vp þis trame · & þis teld reryd, (Wars of Ale-
xander, 1373).

Also in poems which make an occasional use of the word, 
“rurde” is thought of as a word of high alliterative rank, as may 
be seen in the examples below:

Þe rurd schal ryse to Hym Þat rawÞe schal haue; (Patience, 396),

With a roghlych rurd rowned in his ere. (Patience, 64),

Rwly wyth a loud rurd rored for drede. (Cleanness, 390).

The fact that “rurde” is so deeply rooted in the practice of 
formulaic composition of alliterative verse may be seen in in 
strong collocative connection functioning here between “rurde” 
and its qualifying adjectives from the same alliterative cluster, 
like “ranke” or “rynkande”. This connection continues to func-
tion after the high rank alliterative vocabulary comes into con-
tact with the accentual/syllabic pattern brought in by contact 
with the rhyme verse, as may be seen in Pearl: Wyth a rown-
ande rourde raykande aryȝt (Pearl, l. 112).

Interestingly, however, the semantic context is here differ-
ent than the original context in Old English. Whereas in Old 
English poetry “reorde” referred to human speech, here we 
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have “rurde” function as the high rank equivalent of “noyse”, 
adopting all its pejorative connotations. These are emphasised 
by the formulaic connection the word develops with adjectives 
like “ranke”, or “rynkande”.

Turning one’s attention to the final item in the present over-
view of the palette of words which served to the medieval au-
ral experience, which is “murmur”, one encounters a still dif-
ferent case as regards the question of formulaic function and 
distribution. Within Middle English, “murmur” appears most 
typically in the negative sense of voicing a clandestine, sedi-
tious dissent. As such, it is invariably used as a high register 
poetic word, but the only alliterative poem in the present cor-
pus which makes use of it is Gest Hystoriale of the Destruc-
tion of Troy:

Made murmur full mekyll in the mene tyme, (7196),

Made myche murmur & menit hom sore, (7612),

The murmur was mykill of his mayn knightes 910662),

The murmur was mykell of þe mayn pepull, (11903).

As one may observe, the word appears only in fixed syn-
tactic structures of limited semantic range. The defining for-
mulaic link to the adjective/adverb “myche/mykell” limits the 
word’s semantic function to descriptions of crowd annoyance, 
and it also appears to strictly determine the word’s place in 
the prosodic pattern of the verse, for “murmur’ is used here 
exclusively in the first of the three alternative accent positions 
within the line.

The word “murmur” is also occasionally used in rhymed 
poetry, although it never appears in the end-line, rhymed po-
sition in the corpus that we discuss here. The interesting thing 
about the word’s use in the context of rhymed verse is that 
it frequently appears in the company of other words which 
are linked to it by what would be classified as ornamental 
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alliteration as it functions in literate poetry (i.e. not staving, or 
related to a beat pattern11):

The murmur sleþ myn herte and my corage (The Clerk’s Tale, 
628),

Swich murmur was among hem comunly (The Clerk’s Tale, 726),

As by continueel murmur and grucching (The Wife of Bath’s 
Tale, 406),

Here name is Murmur and Compleignte: (John Gower, Confessio 
Amantis, 1.1345),

With many a Murmur, god it wot, (John Gower, Confessio Aman-
tis 1.1389).

This is indeed a unique example of a situation when a word 
with a potentially high poetic rank and function in alliterative 
verse seems to, as it were, attract, alliterative embellishment 
whenever used in the context of the rhymed poetic tradition. 
Although it has no prosodic function in the context of rhymed 
verse, it nevertheless contributes to the effect of extra sonority 
bestowed on “murmur” in the context of oral delivery of the par-
ticular poems, for which they were anyway meant in the cultural 
context of the epoch. Thus it comes as no surprise that Murmur 
becomes the name for the personified abstraction signifying ill-
favoured grumpiness in John Gower’s moral allegory.12

In the course of the above argument we have thus traced 
the prosodic context of the variety of words which collectively 
defined the range and specificity of the late medieval aural 
perception. It could be observed that each of the expressions 
functioned in a uniquely specific way in the prosodic context of 
the alliterative and the rhymed verse tradition during the Mid-
dle English period. One could also notice how the individual 

11 On this see LESTER 1996, 107.
12 This well in accordance with the implicitly moral contexts in which the 

word most routinely appears in Gower, see CRAUN 1997, 113–156.

On the formulaic context of the aural experience…
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semantic range and context of each of the words discussed 
during the analysis evolved under the metrical conditions of 
any particular poetic tradition. The presented analysis was in-
deed designed not only to present how the medieval speci-
ficity as regards the aural cognition translated itself into the 
contemporaneous lexical variety, but also to demonstrate the 
extent to which the specific prosodic context of a given poetic 
tradition, especially the question of poetic register, could play 
a decisive role in modelling the mutual semantic relationship of 
the group of words the above discussion was concerned with.  
Thus the argument hopefully contributes in its small way to-
wards the understanding of the multicausality which character-
ises the determining factors which condition the art of poetic 
composition in the unique context of the residual orality char-
acterising much of the later medieval culture.
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Abstract

The Jeu d’Adam is the oldest theatrical text written in a vernacular 
language that has come down to us in its entirety. Composed around 
the mid-twelfth century, it has survived in only a single witness (Tours, 
Bibliothèque municipale, ms. n° 927, cc. 20r–40r) datable to the second 
quarter of the thirteenth century. The peculiarity that better characte-
rizes the Jeu d’Adam is undoubtedly its large apparatus of Latin stage 
directions, aimed to regulate its staging scrupulously.

The zeal lavished in the attempt to regulate diction by a pervasive 
and careful use of punctuation marks is very important. Considering 
the dating of the code, it appears sufficiently diversified, contem-
plating the punctus planus, placed both at the foot of the letter and  
in the middle position, the virgula (´), the punctus elevatus (.´)  
and the punctus interrogativus (two points with one or two virgulae 
on their top).

The iterated use of the punctus interrogativus to indicate an inter-
rogative or exclamatory intonation – extremely rare in the other ma-
nuscripts of the same time – is motivated both by the will to suggest 
in turn the appropriate intonation for the sentences in the form of 
direct speech, and by the ‘paraliturgical character of the Jeu, shaped 



192 Sonia Maura Barillari

by the concrete needs of the staging without however never abdica-
ting its edifying purposes.

Keywords: Jeu d’Adam, medieval theatre, director’s notes, punc-
tuation, mise en page

I think that talking about ‘theatrical literature’ is wrong: of 
course, the texts written for the theatre can be read, studied, 
analysed in their written form, but they have been written 
for the theatre anyway, that is, to be recited by actors, and 
to be enjoyed in the body of their voice. Often, especially  
in the past, they were composed for specific circumstances, 
and then readjusted when these had changed, see for instance 
the fluctuating physiognomy of the first prints of Shake-
speare’s plays.

Also for this reason very little survived of medieval theatri-
cal texts: they were written on manuscripts of little value and 
small dimensions, easy to handle and suitable to be carried 
in a bag, they were of little interest for the bibliophiles who 
enriched their libraries with precious codices adorned with 
miniatures.

From this perspective, it is interesting to study the only 
manuscript that has transmitted the oldest theatrical work in 
vernacular language, the Jeu d’Adam, which with its rubrics, 
its mise en page and its wise and innovative use of punctuation 
can tell us a lot about the attention paid by the author and by 
the scribe to the dimension of orality.

1. The Tours’ manuscript
As is known, the Jeu d’Adam1 or, as the incipitary title in 

the manuscript reports, Ordo representacionis Ade, is the 
oldest theatrical text written in a vernacular language that has 

1 The use of this denomination is in part due to Alfred Jeanroy who trans-
lated the text in JEANROY 1937.
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come down to us in its entirety.2 Composed around the mid-
twelfth century, it has survived in only a single witness (Tours, 
Bibliothèque municipale, ms. n° 927, cc. 20r–40r) datable to the 
second quarter of the thirteenth century.3 It is the result of 
the assembly of two distinct units, formed respectively from 
cc. 1–46 (headless) and 47–229. While it contains for the ma-
jority old French texts – specifically Anglo-Norman4 – it was 
written in the South East of France5 by Provencal scribes, as 
suggests, in the first unity,6 the rhyme hahan: pan (instead of  
pain)7 in the Jeu (vv. 435–436), the spelling tarzera instead  
of tardera8 that appears in the following vv. 558 and 918, and 
the confusion / assimilation of the substantives cuer < cor  

2 The Auto de los Reyes Magos is composed approximately in the same 
period but there are only 147 verses of it left. Cf. Bertolucci, Alvar, Asperti 
1999, 150–152.

3 The dating has long been debated: according to Victor Luzarche the first 
part was composed in the second half of the twelfth century (opinion shared 
by Foerster) and the second one in the early thirteenth century; Delisle and 
Dorange indicate half of the thirteenth as the term post quem; Marichal  
and Gachet – based on the nature of the writing material – definitively set the 
date at the second quarter of the thirteenth century. Cf. AEBISCHER 1964, 14.

4 Exceptions are a liturgical drama de Resurrectione (headless) and a se-
ries of hymns that celebrate the Virgin or Resurrection, both in Latin. To 
these must be added the first four stanzas of the Epître farcie de S. Etienne 
in Provençal language, transcribed by a slightly later hand in the space left 
free at the bottom of the last text in the manuscript.

5 And it remained there, kept in the library of the castle of Sault en 
Provence, until the seventeenth century when the lineage of the Agouts who 
owned it became extinct, their book patrimony passed first to the family of 
Créqui then to the family of the Villery that in 1716 sold it to the monastery 
of Marmoutier. Cf. AYMARD 1940, 72–75; BARILLARI 2017, 454–455.

6 The hypothesis that the scribe resided in places far from the northern 
regions enough to not have any notion of their toponomastic is supported 
by the double recurrence of the wrong form mannetic in place of nannet-
ics in the hymn for the arrival of a new bishop in Nantes (O sedes apos-
tolica: c. 14).

7 Hahan (of which the graphic variant ahain is attested) can in fact rhyme 
with pain in the ancient-French pronunciation but not in the Provencal one. 
We can hypothesize a derivation of hahan (deverbal) from lat. *afannare, 
postulated on the basis of prov. afanar. Cf. BARILLARI 2019, 82.

8 It must be remembered that the passage of d and the dr group (prima-
ry and secondary) intervocalic to z has been a characteristic feature of the 
Provencal since ancient times. Cf. BARILLARI 2019, 82.

Orality in writing: the case of Jeu d’Adam…
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and cors < corpus.9 And as in the second one reveals the 
word coq which in the Vie de saint George corrects a previous 
gal, expunged and crossed off, the evident fruit of an extempo-
rary and instinctive translation by the writer.10

A further confirmation of this is provided by the nature of  
the writing support: both quires are handwritten on sheets  
of cotton fibre paper11 whose Hispano-Arab origin12 is con-
firmed by the fact that they are not ribbed, by the absence 
of watermarks as well as by the mediocre shredding of the 
long filaments of linen, hemp or rags from which they were  
made, finally by a very accentuated coating which has certainly 
favoured the preservation of the book.13

The reasons that, at this chronological level, can explain 
why two Occitan clerics transcribed two collections of texts 
written in langue d’oil in all probability lie in the intense cat-
echesis activity exercised by the Church in a region still reel-
ing from the offensive against Cathars.14 A catechesis aimed 
both to reinforce the faith of the northern invaders called to 
restore orthodoxy, and to contrast with the ‘errors’ of those 
who still, more or less openly, embraced the creed, or the mo-
rality, professed by the ‘good Christians’.15

9 It is due to the substantial homophony of the Provençal results of cor 
> cor and corpus > cors. Cors appears in fact in vv. 19 and 900 of the Jeu 
with the meaning ‘body’ and in v. 28 with the meaning ‘heart’. Cf. BARILLARI 
2019, 82.

10 Cf. AEBISCHER 1964, 14–15; and NOOMEN 1971, 6.
11 This makes it the oldest Oitanian vernacular manuscript that has come 

down to us written on paper.
12 It should be borne in mind that the use of paper as library material was, 

in the era in which the two manuscripts were written, completely exceptional 
for the Christian West, which gradually learned its manufacturing techniques 
by the Arabs settled in the Iberian Peninsula. 

13 Cf. H. GACHET 1938, 6. The meticulous analysis of the manuscript per-
formed by Gachet is extremely important also because it was made before 
the indispensable restoration of the manuscript, after which some of the data 
collected by the scholar are less perspicuous. 

14 Cf. BARILLARI 2017, 456–460.
15 In this way the followers of what the inquisitors called Cathar heresy 

designated themselves.
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In fact the ‘crusade’16 led by Louis VIII had succeeded in 
assigning the dominion of Languedoc to the crown of France, 
but it had not been able to eradicate heresy, a goal achieved 
only in the next decades through an intense activity of preach-
ing and a widespread inquisitorial practice also entrusted to 
the preaching Orders.17 The military offensive was followed 
by another, more effective, ‘cultural’ one: already in 1229, 
when the signing of the Treaty of Paris put an end to hos-
tilities, a University was opened in the Dominican convent of 
Toulouse. Among the magistri called mostly from Paris there 
were the Cistercian Hélinand of Froidmont, John of Garland 
and Roland of Cremona, who will, however, abandon the city 
after a few years, discouraged by a tenaciously hostile cli-
mate.18

It is difficult to establish when the Anglo-Norman19 anti-
graph of Jeu had arrived in the lands of Midi: if in this these 
years20 or previously, while the House of Plantagenet – per-
haps John, or Henry III21 – reigned there, a period in which 
relations between this geographical area and England were 
particularly intense. What is certain is that the contents of 
the first section of the manuscript,22 for their purely liturgical 

16 In truth is improper talk about a crusade because the Pope’s call did 
not mention a penitential pilgrimage and, above all, it did not have as its aim 
the liberation of the Holy Land: it is no coincidence that both in the canons 
of the III Lateran Council and in those of the IV the fight against heresy is 
treated separately from the armed peregrinatio to Jerusalem. Cfr. DEM-
URGER 2010, 128.

17 In fact in 1233 Gregory IX instituted a ‘monastic’ inquisition, delegated to 
the Dominican Order, to support the episcopal and secular one. Cf. ROQUE-
BERT 2002, 320.

18 Cf. DELARUELLE 1953, 355–374.
19 The high presence of Anglo-Norman spellings – in the face of the lower 

incidence of the Francian ones – in fact suggests not only that the work has 
been repeatedly copied in England but has also been composed there. 

20 Some transcriptions of the manuscript in the continental area are 
proved by rhymes like joie : poie : oie : afoloie (vv. 57–60).

21 This is the opinion of Paul Studer: STUDER 1918, xxxiv.
22 Namely, in addition to the Jeu, a liturgical drama de Resurrectione 

(headless), 33 hymns – both accompanied by musical notation – and Les 
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features,23 are well suited to providing an agile aid to the 
practices of the ritual. Its origin, and its use, in the ecclesi-
astical sphere, and not monastic, is proved by the presence 
of three hymns: Jam ver exoritur, celebrating the arrival of 
spring and the resurrection of Christ, O sedes apostolica, 
which greets the arrival of a new bishop in Nantes, and Ve 
mundo a scandalis, on the injustice of the exactions towards 
the clergy.24

The subsidiary function for the exercise of the priestly of-
fice, which is the dominant feature of this small collection  
of texts, is reflected in the material characteristics of the manu-
script: drawn up on a ‘poor’ and perishable matter such as pa-
per at the time, small in size, and therefore handy and easily 
transportable, laid out in a littera textualis currens with a fast, 
irregular and rather neglected cursus, it is evident that it was 
conceived and created as an instrument of current use, handy 
also in view of an itinerant activity of its owner.

2. The ‘director’s notes’
Conventionally the Jeu d’Adam is divided into three parts, 

on the bases of thematic-content criteria25: the story of Adam 
and Eve up to the expulsion from the earthly paradise and 
their short stay on earth (the longest one, contemplating 
591 verses)26, the story of Cain and Abel (very short, only 
154 verses),27 and the Ordo prophetarum, composed of 200 
verses28 marked by the subsequent appearance of eleven 

quinze signes du Jugement dernier, a dit composed by 362 verses (couplets 
of octosyllabes) in which the signs preceding the end of the world and the 
last Judgment are evoked.

23 With the only exception of Les quinze signes du Jugement dernier.
24 Hymns that according to Léopold Delisle would lead more precisely to 

the field of scholae: DELISLE 1873, 92.
25 About the structure of the Jeu d’Adam cf. BARILLARI 2014.
26 Vv. 1–590. 
27 Vv. 591–744.
28 Vv. 745–944.
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prophets called to announce the next coming of Christ and 
then dragged to hell one after another by the devils.29

The peculiarity that better characterizes the Jeu d’Adam 
is undoubtedly its large apparatus of Latin stage directions, 
aimed to scrupulously regulate its staging. First of all, it takes 
into consideration the scenography, describing in detail the two 
most relevant mansiones: the earthly paradise, surrounded by 
drapes of precious cloth and adorned with a delicious green-
ery garnished with fragrant flowers and trees full of fruits, and 
the hell from which great smoke and a great din rise, allud- 
ing to the usual demonic equipment suitable for inflicting pain-
ful tortures on the damned.30

The same precision characterizes the description of cos-
tumes: Salvator, later named Figura, wears a dalmatic31 – like 
a bishop – and after the fall he also wears a stole,32 a holy gar-
ment usually used in the sacrament of confession. In the Gar-
den of Eden Adam wears a tunica rubea33 but after the sin he 

29 A prescription explicitly expressed for the two first prophets but envis-
aged for all, as the following stage direction suggests – in accordance with 
a common practice of the liturgical Ordines – applies to «similiter omnes 
prophetae», to indicate that what has been said, although not repeated, also 
must be applied to all the subsequent scenes.

30 The same attention to the scenic furniture is not found in the stage di-
rections concerning the heaven and the earth, the former simply defined by 
the substantive ecclesia, that does not require further clarification, the lat-
ter qualified through a few essential concrete things: the briars planted by 
the devil in the fields sown by Adam and Eve, the «duo magni lapides» that 
represent the altars where Cain and Abel make their offerings to God, the 
scamnum on which some prophets sit.

31 With regard to the symbolic meanings attributed to dalmatic, it may be 
interesting to note that it is the vestment worn by the figure of Ecclesia in 
the Deposition by Benedetto Antelami that we can see in the transept of the 
Cathedral of Parma. A detail very significant because the work, dated 1178, 
is roughly coeval with the Jeu.

32 On the meaning of the use of these two liturgical vestments to identify 
Figure in relation to the parenetic values of the Jeu cf. JUSTICE 1987, 861–
862; and MUIR 1973, 38.

33 This colour could be allusive to red clay with which Adam was moulded, 
in accordance with the etymology conventionally associated with its name, 
starting from what St. Jerome says in the Liber de nominibus hebraicis: 
«Adam, homo, sive terrenus, aut indigena, vel terra rubra».

Orality in writing: the case of Jeu d’Adam…
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has on poor clothes interwoven with fig leaves. Cain’s dress 
is also red; perhaps to emphasize his being the elder brother, 
while Eve, the angel34 and Abel wear white clothes. Finally, the 
prophets are recognisable by their own attributes: Abraham 
has a flowing beard and loose garments; Moses holds the tab-
lets of the Law; Aaron wears episcopal vestments, he holds 
a flowering rod from which a fruit hangs, David is adorned by 
the royal signs and the diadem…

With regard to acting practice the most interesting aspect is 
the meticulous attention paid to the modalities of recitation,35 
starting with an exact definition of the timing of the action: it 
is underlined at the beginning how Adam should to be «bene 
instructus, quando respondere debeat, ne ad respondendum 
nimis sit velox aud nimis tardus»,36 when Figura enters the 
stage after the murder of Abel has to wait till the end of  
the choir’s chant: «interim ab ecclesia veniet Figura ad Chaym 
et postquam chorus finierit responsorium … dicet ei» before 
starting to talk. And directions such as «interea», «vicissim», 
«diucius», «nondum», «statim», «interim», «aliquantulum», 
«sepius», «postquam», «modico facto intervallo», «facta ali-
quantula mora», masterfully regulate the succession of charac-
ters’ gestures, gestures that must be «convenientes rei de qua 
loquuntur» and «competentes» to become a faithful reflection 
of the words spoken and the concepts conveyed by them.

The location of the protagonists is specified with equal care 
(«propius», «demissiori», «aliquantulum remota», «remotus»…) 

34 Actually, in the text we found «albis indutus», a lectio that raises the 
question of whether the substantive vestibus should be considered implied  
(or negligently omitted), or it is an incorrect transcription for «alba indutus», 
wearing an alba, the white alb worn by priests, deacons and subdeacons un-
der the other vestments, and most often by the angels in liturgical plays to 
suggest their celestial belonging.

35 It should be borne in mind that knowledge about the acting practice in 
the Middle Ages is very limited, and the evidences in this regard are skeletal 
and late. Studies about it are equally rare and episodic: PETIT DE JULLE-
VILLE 1885; DOMINGUEZ 2007; BOUHAÏK-GIRONÈS 2010.

36 All quotes are taken from BARILLARI 2010.
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and the action too is meticulously described by adverbs, adjec-
tives, participles, predicates suitable for suggesting postures 
(«vultu demisso», «non erecti», «aliquantulum curvati», «in-
curvati», «versa facie», «caput inclinans»…) and states of mind: 
«attencius», «honeste», «hilaris», «gaudens», «tristis», «leto vul-
tu», «diligenter», «moleste ferens», «multum tristes», «minaci 
vultu», «tristes et confusi», «fatigati», «flebiliter», «cum magna 
indignatione», «gaudentes», «blande», «amicabiliter», «quasi 
subsannans», «micius», «quasi placuerit», «torvum vultum», 
«callide», «quasi furibundus», «minacem», «iratus», «alta voce», 
«simulans dolorem», «admiracione simulans et timorem»37.

An annotation in the initial stage direction is noteworthy 
for its rich theoretical implications: «in rithmis nec sillabam 
addant nec demant, sed omnes firmiter pronuncient et dicantur 
seriatim que dicenda sunt». In fact, it is indicative both of the 
centrality attributed to the written text to which – although in 
a vernacular language – a high degree of authority is indirectly 
conferred, and – consequently – of the importance that is given 
to acting as an essential means to facilitate the understanding 
and assimilation of even complex contents.

3. The ars punctuandi
From this perspective, the attention lavished on the attempt 

to regulate diction by a pervasive and careful use of punc-
tuation marks38 is very important. Considering the dating of  
the codex, it appears sufficiently diversified, contemplating the 
punctus planus, placed both at the foot of the letter and in 
the middle position, the virgula (´), the punctus elevatus (.´) 
and the punctus interrogativus (two points with one or two 

37 In this regard, it can be said that the author of the Jeu already prefig-
ures the precepts formulated about the recitation by Geoffry of Vinsauf in 
the Poetria nova (1210) where he maintains that the actors have to imitate, 
to interpret the feelings of the text that they interpret.

38 On the use of punctuation marks in medieval vernacular manu-
scripts – especially Provencal and French – cfr. M. CARERI 1986; CARERI 
1992; CARERI 2008. It is also useful to consult LAVRENTIEV 2007.

Orality in writing: the case of Jeu d’Adam…
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virgulae on their top). It should be noted that the function 
that these signs partly depends on the characteristics of the 
mise en page:39 in the leaves where the scriptio continua is 
adopted (20r–25r), the punctus planus, as well as indicating the 
abbreviations of capital letters alternating with the virgula,40 
has, like the punctus elevatus,41 mainly a metrical function.42 
On the contrary, in the leaves where the lines are lined up, it 
has very few occurrences, whereas in the prose of the stage 
directions, it reveals syntactic functionalities as a demarcator 
of clauses or syntagms.

The iterated use of the punctus interrogativus is very sig-
nificant, appearing 65 times of which 48 occur in sentences 
where a question is asked: «sire?» (v. 1), «estas tu bien?» 
(v. 114), «e moi que chalt?» (v. 117), «por quei non?» (v. 118), 
«voldras l’oïr?» (v. 126), «creras me tu?» (v. 131), «del tut en 
tut?» (v. 132), «de quel chose?» (v. 133), «criens le tu tant?» 
(v.  135), «que te poet faire?» (v. 137), «n’es tu en gloire?» 
(v. 140), «quel est cist grant trespassement?» (v. 143), «li quels 
est ço?» (v. 151), «veez le tu la?» (v. 151), «sez tu por quoi?» 
(v. 153), «e jo en quei?» (v. 160), «creras me tu?» (v. 169), «nel 
feras?» (v. 171), «Adam, que fais?» (v. 173), «changeras tun 
sens?» (v. 173), «es tu encore en fol porpens?» (v. 175), «ne 
munteras james plus halt?» (v. 180), «altre honor ne te voldra 
atraire?» (v. 186), «e  jo coment?» (v. 197), «et tu pur quoi?» 
(v. 206), «orras me tu?» (v. 213), «celeras m’en?» (v. 215), «quel 
savor a?» (v. 252), «est tel li fruiz?» (v. 259), «ne me crerras?» 
(v. 262), «e tu coment?» (v. 282), «est il tant bon?» (v. 295), «dont 
me vendra iloc aïe?» (v. 336), «por quei nel arst, e moi oscist?» 

39 Cf. infra, § 4.
40 Virgula is also used in the stage directions like a hyphen to indicate the 

division of a word when it continues in the next line.
41 With a significant difference: in the case in which the punctus planus 

appears mainly marks the end of a period, while the punctus elevatus marks 
the end of a proposition. 

42 Exceptions are the points aimed to signal the end of the lines of a char-
acter if it is in the middle of the verse.
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(v. 364), «e tu por quoi?» (v. 400), «cum l’as tu ja si tost perdue?» 
(v. 447), «ore di de quoi?» (v. 624), «quoi offriras tu?» (v. 643), 
«fras le tu ensi?» (v. 661), «por quoi?» (v. 668), «sui jo mesfait?» 
(v. 681), «dis tu que non?» (v. 683), «por quoi?» (v. 698), «u est 
ton frere Abel?» (v. 723), «en livre est escrit?» (v. 891), «e tu 
coment?» (v. 893), «sui jo donc malades?» (v. 903), «nonne mi-
simus tres pueros in fornace ligatos?» (the first words spoken 
by Nebuchadnezzar).

In 13 other cases it indicates an exclamatory intonation:43 
«Adam!» (v. 81), «jol toi comand por maindre e por garder!» 
(v. 85), «si frai bien!» (v. 213), «por ço fait bon traire a toi!» 
(v. 235), «primes le pren e a Adam le done!» (v. 263), «nel lais-
ser mais venir sor toi!» (v. 287), «manjue, Adam. Ne sez que 
est!» (v. 293), «manjue, ten!» (v. 299), «tel vergoine ai jo, sire, 
de toi!» (v. 399), «le fruit manjas, dunt jo t’oi dit!» (v. 413), «la 
femme que tu me donas!» (v. 417), «ço est de ton pru!» (v. 625), 
«tant m’est plus bel!» (v. 625), «or en vien donc, bon le fras!» 
(v. 674), «trop te faïs de Deu privé!» (v. 699), «jo sai bien, tu 
l’as occis!» (v. 732). In only one occurrence (v. 209) it merely 
separates two verses in a leaf where the scriptio continua is 
adopted.

Where the lines are laid out in a column, the punctus el-
evatus seems to have a similar function to the punctus inter-
rogativus, bearing an interrogative value («tot tens poez vivre 
si tu tiens mon sermon», v. 51,44 «e tu por quoi?», v. 400; «por 
quei trespassas mon devé?», v. 403; «cum l’as tu ja si tost per-
due?», v. 447; «as tu fait gain ou perte?», v. 449) or an exclama-
tory one («n’en serrai trait por home né!», v. 377; «or te voi 
mult triste e morne!», v. 397; «jo de mon blé», v. 649), exactly 
as it occours for the colon («certes non sui!», v. 683; «e jo 
coment?», v. 685; «est ço fable ou prophecie?», v. 884.

43 The use of the same sign to identify both interrogative and exclamatory 
sentences is also noted by Maria Careri: CARERI 2008, 33.

44 Only in this case the punctus elevatus repeated two times.
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Although the punctus interrogativus is not present in all 
cases where a question is posed, or where is an exclamation, 
its almost exclusive use in such circumstances, and above all 
in conjunction with a thick and fast exchange of words,45 sug-
gests that it – just like the punctus elevatus and the colon – 
can be interpreted as a graphic expedient indicating a change 
in the timbre, or in the vocal setting during a reading aloud 
(as is found in many ecclesiastical texts intended for public 
reading), in this case coinciding with theatrical recitation. 
A graphic expedient whose frequency is motivated by the de-
sire to suggest the appropriate intonation for the sentences 
formulated as direct speech,46 and by the ‘paraliturgical’47 
character of the Jeu, shaped by staging requirements without, 
however, never abdicating its edifying purposes. In fact, it is 
well known that the use of punctus interrogativus in writing 
practice is attributable to the innovations introduced from the 
second half of the eighth century by the scribes in liturgi-
cal texts combining the traditional distinctiones and the new 
positurae endowed with values   similar to the ‘eco-phonetic’ 
signs used in coeval Hebrew and Byzantine manuscripts.48 The 
positurae system, typical of the monastic culture and proper 
to it, radiated from the Carolingian court establishing itself 
with the spread of the Cistercian order as an efficient support 
to liturgical practice and reading aloud for its aptitude to facili-
tate both a more immediate understanding of the reader and 

45 It should be borne in mind that, in the ordo prophetarum, the punctus 
interrogativus appears, if we exclude the aforementioned short Latin line of 
Nebuchadnezzar, exclusively in the only dialogue there present, where Isaiah 
contrasts with Judeus. 

46 About this see the careful analysis of the manuscripts of Chrétien de 
Troyes’ Erec et Enide: GASPARRI, HASENHOR, RUBY 1993.

47 A definition proposed by Roger Dragonetti and adopted by Rosanna 
Brusegan: cfr. BRUSEGAN 1980, 80.

48 Cf. PARKES 2012, 35–36. The oldest examples of punctus interroga-
tivus are found in the manuscripts copied in Corbie at the time of Abbot 
Maurdramme (772–781): VEZIN 1980.
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an oral fruition of the texts by the listeners.49 An attitude that 
is well suited for theatrical acting combined with parenetic 
and didactic intentions, fulfilling the purpose of guiding the 
staging so that it is adheres as closely as possible to the text.

4. The mise en page
The entire manuscript is written on a single column, the 

writing mirror is 130 × 80 mm. in size and there are between 
27 and 29 lines per page. There are traces of the lining, per-
formed with a dry point. The Jeu begins about halfway through 
the c. 20r of which it occupies the last 17 lines50 and – as stated 
above – up to the third of c. 25v the verses are written one af-
ter the other, as if it were a text in prose, separated by a punc-
tuation mark. This is perhaps due to the fact that the scribe 
had initially reproduced the type of writing adopted by an An-
glo-Norman antigraph and he had subsequently abandoned it 
in favour of his usual conventions, based on the transcription 
of lyrical texts.51 But more likely the reason lies in the need 
to adopt a distribution of the text that makes it easier to read 
for acting.

In this regard, it should be noted that the passage to the 
verses put in column at the beginning of c. 25v shows a curious 
anomaly: the first three lines, in prose because they are part of 
a stage direction, are obviously written – like any other – in the 
scriptio continua, but the next two, while being the final part 
of the same stage direction, do not fill up all the writing mirror 
but only a length equal to that of the following octosyllabes. 
The fact that this is not accidental but the result of a choice 
consciously pursued by the extensor seems confirmed by the 
segmentation of the last word («in | cipiens») before moving 

49 VEZIN 1980, 40.
50 At the bottom of the last of the 30 Latin hymns transcribed in the previ-

ous pages, all with musical notation: Vinea meam plantavi, the final part of 
which occupies the first eight lines of the leaf.

51 Cf. VAN EMDEN 1996, v; and LEGGE 1963, 312–313.
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on to the next line even though there was enough space to 
end it without starting a new line: «Maxi | mum simulans do-
lorem in | cipiens lamentacionem suam»: almost a sort of sign 
of the scribe’s decision to give the pages an appearance suit-
able for their use on the stage. Or, if you will, it is the concrete 
and instinctive outcome that marks the urgency of this deci-
sion, anticipating the need to put it in practice at the debut of  
Adam’s lament, perhaps suggested by the extreme length  
of this speech divided into two parts – one in form of mono-
logue (vv. 315–357), the other addressed to Eva (vv. 357–386) – 
separated by the short stage direction «tunc aspiciet Evam 
uxorem suam et dicet» (c. 26r).

The same hesitation can also be found at c. 27r where, con-
trary to the case just examined, the speech of Figure, preceded 
by the rubric .f., («Adam ubi es», first hemistich of v. 388), is 
incorporated within the two stage directions that respectively 
precede it and follow it. The second hemistich, that is Adam’s 
answer, is instead written in a new line, as in the majority of 
cases in which the octosyllabe is broken by a stage direction 
(such as aforementioned v. 357) or by a rubric, if the octosyl-
labe contains the lines (or parts of line) of two different char-
acters.

The c. 27r is also the first leaf in which the solution to insert 
the rubrics essential to understand who must pronounce a line 
is adopted, in the absence of an explicit stage direction to that 
end – whether they are the name per extenso or only its ini-
tial – on the right margin of the leaf, a solution certainly put 
forward or induced by the verses laid out in the column. The 
decision to place the rubrics on the right, and clearly detached 
from the verses, is also certainly due to the desire to make 
the articulation of the dialogues more immediately perceivable, 
even in terms of simple visual impact, allowing for easy iden-
tification at a glance at the beginning and end of each speech, 
therefore, consequently, promoting a less hesitant diction and 
a more fluid representation.
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Also the placement of these rubrics at the end of the previ-
ous verse – so before the speech that begin in the next line – 
seems to respond to the same needs: the prolepsis of the ru-
brics, in good evidence at the extremity of the leaf, clearly 
emphasizes the close of one speech and indicates with equal 
clarity the character to whom the next speech is assigned be-
fore the eye begins to read. A mise en page intended without 
a doubt to facilitate the task of the meneur de jeu,52 assum-
ing that at this chronological height it could be similar to that 
played by the figure appearing on the scene of the Martyre de 
Sainte-Appoline in the well-known illumination of the Heures 
d’Etienne Chevalier (1461):53 a man with a long garment hold-
ing in his left hand a stage book and in the right one a rod that 
he uses to direct the performance.54

There is an exception to the marginal placement of rubrics 
at the bottom of c. 32r where at the end of a short stage di-
rection («iterum alloquatur Abel fratrem suum Chaim | qui 
micius usual respondit dicet | Abel») in which the name Abel, 
exceeding the margins of the writing mirror, is written in the 
next line on the right – hence in accordance with the prac-
tice described above about rubrics and not with the modalities 
adopted in all other stage directions55 – the two short lines, 
and related rubrics, follow one another without interruption 
(«Chaim, bel frere, entent | a moi. Chaim. Volentiers ore di 
de | quoi:´ Abel.»; vv. 623–624).56

52 I use this locution in purely conventional terms to indicate the person 
who in the Middle Ages staged a theatrical text and guided its execution. On 
the true historical and lexical validity of this locution, whose pervasive use can 
be traced back to Gustave Cohen (COHEN 1906), cf. KIPLING 2006.

53 Cf. DOMINGUEZ 2004.
54 Cf. REY-FLAUD 1980, 27–33.
55 In accordance with these modalities, Abel should have been on the next 

line written at right, leaving the rest of the line empty and starting a new line 
with the speech he pronounced. 

56 The beginning of a new line after entent, so before the end of, is due 
to the presence of the name Abel on the right edge that limits the available 
space of the line. 
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To this double anomaly – a name belonging to a stage di-
rections treated as if it were a rubric of its own and the use 
of continuous writing for two verses that incorporate the ru-
brics – a third one is added: after the rubric «Abel» at the 
end of v. 624, that is at the end of Cain’s reply, the remaining 
two-thirds of the line are left blank and the first hemistich  
of the octosyllabe to which the rubric refers are regularly 
written on the next page. Ultimately, it is as if vv. 623–624 
were treated as part of their previous stage direction, showing 
a sort of indecision of the scribe on the mise en page to be 
achieved, indecision perhaps also nourished by the fact that 
starting from c. 30r the verses are décasyllabes,57 therefore 
they occupy almost entirely the writing mirror as do the stage  
directions.

These anomalies suggest that the solution of placing the 
rubrics at the edge of the leaf was conceived and introduced 
by writer of the codex in the face of an antigraph that did not 
contemplate it: a valid expedient aimed – as well as the verses 
laid out in column – to make the manuscript more suited to 
a real staging of the text. Rubrics would therefore provide an 
indication about the role he played in the transmission of the 
text and about its cultural individuality: not just a scribe but 
also rather a figure well aware of the problems inherent in the 
scenic representation.
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Abstract

‘The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth’ may not be the best known 
work of Tolkien, but it has nonetheless managed to provoke a con-
siderable amount of academic discussion, both on account of its lite-
rary merits and the critical light it sheds upon the concept of hero-
ism. Apart from that, it is also unusual in that it came to be captured 
on tape twice within just a year of its publication, first by the author 
himself, and then, a few months later, by the BBC. The article seeks 
to examine only the first of these recordings (without, however, disre-
garding the latter), taking into consideration such performative traits 
as the use of distinct voices for each of the characters, sound effects 
produced by use of various domestic appliances and/or elements of 
furniture, chanting and declaiming funerary songs and prayers, as 
well as, no less significantly, different household and street noises 
which could be heard from time to time in the background.
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It may come as something of a surprise, given the writer’s 
alleged dislike of modern technology,1 but the audio record-
ings of Tolkien’s voice are not, in fact, so rare. True enough, he 
did not, like his friend and colleague C.S. Lewis, regularly ap-
pear on the radio.2 Nor was he particularly enthusiastic about 
the tape recorder when it was first shown to him in late August 
1952 by his friend George Sayer, the head of the English De-
partment at Malvern College, Worcestershire.3 The very idea 
of his voice being taped was, at that time, not a complete nov-
elty to him, though. As early as in April 1930,4 Tolkien record-
ed two short audio segments, ‘At the Tobacconist’s’ (3:18) and 
‘Wireless’ (2:50) on side B of the Linguaphone gramophone 
record English course. On 14 January 1938 he also appeared 
on the radio, discussing the Old English epic poem Beowulf 
in the sixth instalment of the BBC series Poetry Will Out.5  

1 It ought to be emphasised, though, that for Tolkien it was very often 
“the use of a thing [that] determine[d] its worth, not the thing itself” (WOOD 
2003, 31).

2 Between 1941 and 1944, Lewis made a series of talks about the Christian 
Faith for the BBC. A revised edition of the transcripts was ultimately pub-
lished in 1952 under the title of Mere Christianity.

3 According to Sayer, he ‘had never seen one [i.e. tape recorder] before 
and said whimsically that he ought to cast out any devil that might be in it 
by recording a prayer, the Lord’s Prayer in Gothic’ (quoted in SCULL and 
HAMMOND 2017a, 409). Following that, he was, however, delighted to be able 
to record some of the poems and prose passages from The Hobbit and The 
Lord of the Rings (409; TOLKIEN 1981, 164). The recordings were ultimately 
issued on gramophone by Caedmon Records in 1975.

4 There is some inconsistency concerning the dating of the recordings. 
In the first edition of their Chronology, Scull and Hammond claim that they 
were made “by June 1930” (SCULL and HAMMONS 2006, 153). This is later 
corrected by the authors to “July 1929” (http://www.hammondandscull.com/
addenda/chronology.html; accessed 6 June 2020). Finally, the second edition 
of Chronology has “April 1930” (SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 163, 840).

5 It was aired on the BBC National Programme at 10.45 p.m. (SCULL and 
HAMMOND 2017a, 226).
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Following the aforementioned introduction to the tape ma-
chine in 1952, Tolkien’s voice is known to have been recorded 
at least ten times, including six more appearances on the ra-
dio (1953, 1954,6 1957, 1964, 1965 and 1971),7 a speech he gave  
as a Guest of Honour at a Hobbit-maaltijd in Rotterdam 
(1958),8 a 1967 session resulting in the production of a gramo-
phone record entitled Poems and Songs of Middle Earth [sic], 
and a BBC2 television documentary Tolkien in Oxford.9 Last 
but not least, we known of some of his private tape recordings, 
including at least three passages from his own Modern English 
translation of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (1953)10 and 
the alliterative verse-drama ‘The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth 
Beorhthelm’s Son’ (by 3 May 1954),11 the latter of which is the 
main subject of the present article.

Despite its unusual length,12 ‘The Homecoming’ remains 
perhaps one of the least known recordings of Tolkien, the 

6 Of the first two, the former was an introduction to Tolkien’s own transla-
tion of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, aired on 6 December 1953 (SCULL 
and HAMMOND 2017a, 440), and the latter, broadcast on 3 January 1954, 
a pre-recorded talk on “the meaning of the poem and its place in the litera-
ture of the Chaucerian period” (443), published posthumously (in an abridged 
form) as part of the introduction to the collection of Tolkien’s translations of 
three major fourteenth-century poems, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 
Pearl and Sir Orfeo (1975).

7 The last of them was, however, recorded on 20 January 1965 (SCULL and 
HAMMOND 2017a, 661).

8 The recording was discovered thirty-five years later by René van Ros-
senberg. For a valuable insight into all the speeches made on that occasion, 
see his contribution to the recently-published booklet Tolkien and the Neth-
erlands (2018, 40–54), containing a revised edition of the paper that was origi-
nally published in 1995.

9 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 752. The entire interview, parts of which 
appear in the film, was published by Stuart D. Lee in the form of a transcript 
in the fifteenth volume of Tolkien Studies (2018, 115–176).

10 SCULL and HAMMOND 2013; accessed 6 June 2020; SCULL and HAM-
MOND 2017a, 430.

11 SCULL and HAMMOND 2013; accessed 6 June 2020; SCULL and HAM-
MOND 2017c, 1063.

12 At 26 minutes and 30 seconds, it is, to the best of my knowledge, the 
second longest recording of Tolkien reading from a single work of his own 
authorship, almost as long as the passage from The Hobbit (most of the fifth 
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principal reason for this being, of course, that it has never re-
ally been distributed commercially. It was only once released 
in 1992, as an audio cassette by HarperCollins, to commemo-
rate the centenary of Tolkien’s birth (and the near-millennial 
anniversary of the battle of Maldon).13 It was then present-
ed as a limited edition gift to the participants of the Tolk-
ien Centenary Conference, held at Keeble College, Oxford 
(16–24 August).14 Apart from ‘The Homecoming of Beorht-
noth Beorhthelm’s Son’, the alliterative dialogue/play which 
forms the central piece of Tolkien’s 1953 publication of the 
same title,15 it also contains a short, two-minute, introduction 
by Christopher Tolkien. The writer’s youngest son and liter-
ary executor can also be heard, reading the two accompanying 
essays ‘Beorhtnoth’s Death’ (a little more than eight minutes 
in length) and ‘Ofermod’ (eighteen and a half minutes).16 The 
total playing time of the cassette is thus approximately fifty-
five minutes.

Limited as it is in its documentary value (after all, we only 
get to hear the author’s voice; the non-verbal aspects are re-
duced to just a few additional sounds he makes every now 
and then), the recording does, however, provide us with an in-
valuable insight into Tolkien’s skills as an oral performer. We 
might still be a long way from even a roughly complete pic-
ture of him as a dedicated lecturer17 or beloved reader/teller 

chapter ‘Riddles in the Dark’) that he taped in 1952 (nearly thirty minutes of 
uninterrupted reading; TOLKIEN 2007a). It is also probably the only record-
ing in which Tolkien could actually be heard singing.

13 The battle of Maldon is reported to have been fought on 10 or 11 Au-
gust 991.

14 Also distributed on that occasion was a souvenir booklet (edited by 
Wayne G. Hammond), aptly titled Tolkien Centenary Conference 1992.

15 Treated as a quasi-literary text, ‘The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth’ cer-
tainly eludes conventional generic classifications. Tolkien himself would call 
it “a dramatic dialogue” (TOLKIEN 1981, 219) or “a poem” (306).

16 With one exception, he does not, however, read the footnotes.
17 According to Carpenter, for instance, “[h]e would come silently into the 

room, fix the audience with his gaze, and suddenly begin to declaim in a re-
sounding voice the opening lines of the poem [i.e. Beowulf] in the original 
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of tales to his own children,18 two of the many roles in which 
he is known to have excelled as a public speaker.19 Yet, given 
the scarcity of the recorded material and inevitable deficiency 
of the sometimes much later recollections of Tolkien’s former 
students or other people in his academic and social circles, this 
is, perhaps, as close as we can now get to conceiving him as 
a genuine homo narrans (to use the term that probably origi-
nated in the works of the German ethnologist and Folklorist 
Kurt Ranke).

‘The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth’ on the BBC
‘The Homecoming’ was originally published in 1953, in the 

sixth volume of Essays and Studies (New Series), an annual 
journal devoted to the general study of English Philology.20 
Despite its unusual form, it was accepted as an academic text, 
doubtlessly on account of its exceptional value as a piece of 

Anglo-Saxon, commencing with a great cry of ‘Hwæt!’ […], which some un-
dergraduates took to be ‘Quiet!’ It was not so much a recitation as a dramatic 
performance, an impersonation of an Anglo-Saxon bard in a mead hall, and 
it impressed generations of students because it brought home to them that 
Beowulf was not just a set text to be read for the purposes of an examination 
but a powerful piece of dramatic poetry” (133).

18 The earliest memories that John Tolkien (b. 1917) had of his father as 
a storyteller go back to 1924 and 1925. When the boy was unable to sleep, he 
“would sit upon the bed and tell him wonderful stories, which he never wrote 
down” (TOLKIEN and TOLKIEN 1992, 48). Christopher (b. 1924), for his own 
part, recollects his father sing (to the boy’s delight) some of the verses that 
were later published in The Adventures of Tom Bombadil (TOLKIEN 2002, 
142). In the 1930s, together with their middle brother Michael (b. 1920), they 
were also quite regularly invited into their father’s study to be read chap-
ters from The Hobbit (TOLKIEN and TOLKIEN 1992, 58). Last but not least, 
some of the narratives known to have started as impromptu tales (in par-
ticular, Roverandom and Farmer Giles of Ham) were ultimately recorded 
and published (also posthumously), thus testifying to Tolkien’s great sensitiv-
ity as a father and a sense of humour as a philologist (NEUBAUER 2016b; 
NEUBAUER 2019).

19 Throughout his life, Tolkien was also an active member of various de-
bating societies and literary groups.

20 TOLKIEN 1953, 1–18. Its central part is believed to have been in exist-
ence at least since 1945, although the earliest drafts of ‘The Homecoming’ 
should, perhaps, be dated to the 1930s. See HONNEGER 2007, 189–199.
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literary criticism focusing on the heroic stratum of The Battle 
of Maldon, a now incomplete alliterative Old English poem of  
unknown authorship.21 Indeed, its impact upon the subsequent 
studies of Maldon could only be compared with that of the 
other of Tolkien’s famous essays, ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and 
the Critics’ (1937), a ground-breaking study of the famed An-
glo-Saxon epic. Stephen Pollington even argues that, since the 
publication of ‘The Homecoming’, the “views of […] Professor 
Tolkien have been widely regarded as the definite statement 
on the subject [of ofermod],22 and no treatment of the poem 
is complete without some references to the professor and his 
paper”.23 Notwithstanding all that, its central part, the dramatic 
dialogue in which two fictional retainers, Torhthelm and Tíd-
wald, set out for their nocturnal quest after the battle to re-
trieve the body of their fallen lord and end up arguing about 
the nature of heroic commitment, could still be enjoyed as a lit-
erary text, which explains the fact why it came to be published 
a number of times in various collections of Tolkien’s shorter 
pieces: The Tolkien Reader (1966), Tree and Leaf (1975) and 
Poems and Stories (1980).

Following the relative success of Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight (aired on the BBC in four episodes between 6 and 
31 December 1953),24 Tolkien inquired of the producer (as 
well as a novelist and critic, later also managing director) 

21 The poem is also of an uncertain date, although scholars are generally 
unanimous in that it was composed at the turn of the tenth and eleventh cen-
turies. The terminus post quem in this case is, of course, the day when the 
battle was fought.

22 Variously translated as “overconfidence”, “excessive courage”, or “over-
mastering pride”, ofermod is a key concept to the understanding of the heroic 
ideal in early Germanic literature.

23 POLLINGTON 1989, 66. Some intriguing reverberations of the poem 
may also be found in Tolkien’s masterpiece, The Lord of the Rings (NEU-
BAUER 2020).

24 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 440–443. Tolkien’s translation was gen-
erally praised, but some (deserved) criticism was levied at the readers by the 
author himself (441), his aunt Jane Neave (442) and colleague A.P. Rossiter 
(442).
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P.H.  Newby, about the possibility of broadcasting his soon-
to-be-published ‘Homecoming’, preferably in August, on the 
anniversary of the battle of Maldon.25 He had already made 
a recording of it – the very recording that this article deals 
with – and “thinks it sounds very good”.26 Newby was a bit cau-
tious at first, fearing that it would require “dramatic treatment 
in broadcasting, with sound effects, a choir of monks, etc.”27 
Nonetheless, he did eventually send a copy of ‘The Homecom-
ing’ (i.e. the volume of Essays and Studies he had received 
from Tolkien) to the Controller of the Third Programme, who, 
he hoped, would be able to “persuade the Features Department 
to use it”.28

Throughout his whole life, Tolkien is known to have always 
been very conscientious about the works that came from his 
pen, particularly with regard to the narrative and stylistic con-
sistency of his fiction and clarity of argument in the academic 
publications. While being meticulous in one’s attention to de-
tails could in itself be a laudable thing, ‘niggling’ for months – 
in some cases, even years29 – over a manuscript could be 
a trying experience for any publisher. Similarly, before Tolk-
ien finally recorded his talks on Beowulf (January 1938) and 
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (July–November 1953), they 
first had to be discussed and rehearsed at least a few times.30 
Fortunately, when it comes to the planned broadcast of ‘The 
Homecoming of Beorhtnoth’, the preparations did not really 
take too long (although the initial plans for August proved 

25 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 452.
26 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 452.
27 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 455.
28 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 455.
29 Most notably, it took him nearly two decades to have The Lord of the 

Rings finally published in 1954–5. The Silmarillion, written in stages for much 
of his life and never really completed, is another case in point. Perhaps the 
most famous (though not the only) academic work of his never to be brought 
to an end is Tolkien’s Clarendon edition of Chaucer’s poetry and prose, on 
which he is known to have worked from 1922 until 1928 (BOWERS 2019).

30 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 220, 226 and 425, 437.
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to be too optimistic) and, after some correspondence had 
been exchanged between Tolkien and the producer Rayner 
Heppenstall,31 the play was eventually aired on 3 December 
1954.32 The parts of Torhthelm and Tídwald were read by, 
respectively, Felix Felton and Frank Duncan, two English ac-
tors who would also soon be heard in the 1955 adaptation of 
The Lord of the Rings. The third voice was that of the Welsh-
man Gareth Jones, probably responsible for all the additional 
sounds, including the hooting of an owl and the shrieks of the 
corpse stripper that Torhthelm slays mistakenly taking him 
for a Danish warrior.33

The play did not, however, meet the author’s expectations. 
Ten days later, on 13 December, Tolkien wrote to Heppenstall, 
pouring words of criticism on the broadcast of his ‘Homecom-
ing’. The letter does not survive in the BBC archive, but from 
the producer’s reply Scull and Hammond understand that what 
Tolkien was principally dissatisfied with was the metric quality 
of the readers’ verse. Apparently, Felton and Duncan ignored 
the alliterative texture and delivered their lines as if it had been 
written in iambic pentameter.34 What a disappointment for the 
man who had previously “tested [the performative quality of 
‘The Homecoming’] by recording the whole thing on tape”!35

31 The foremost issues raised in the producer’s inquiry included his con-
cerns about the visual stage directions, the use of Gregorian chant at the end 
of the play, and the quality of speech of the two readers (SCULL and HAM-
MOND 2017a, 461). In his reply (four weeks later), Tolkien assured Heppen-
stall that he was actually considering “some additional lines” (463) to clarify 
certain narrative ambiguities. He also explained how the Latin verses should 
be pronounced and justified his recommendation for Torhthelm and Tíd- 
wald to use non-regional accents (463).

32 According to SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, it was broadcast on the 
BBC Third Programme at 10.15 p.m. (470). A week earlier, on 26 November, 
it was announced in the weekly magazine Radio Times and described as an 
‘epilogue’ to The Battle of Maldon (470).

33 Radio Times, issue 1620, 26 November 1954, 43.
34 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 470.
35 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 463.
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Tolkien and the Tape Recorder
This brings us back to the recording that Tolkien is be-

lieved to have made shortly before the idea of broadcast-
ing his ‘Homecoming’ was even taken into consideration by 
P.H. Newby of the BBC. Following the above-related ‘session’ 
with George Sayer, he soon came up with an idea of actually 
using a tape recording machine in his work. On 6 July 1953, 
he wrote to the Secretary of Faculties, inquiring about the pos-
sibility of obtaining a grant towards the purchase of a tape re-
corder.36 It could be used, he argued,

[f]or seminars or small classes [, as such machines] are extraor-
dinarily effective in the exhibition of phonetics and of linguistic 
change; and for “practical philology”, the reconstruction of past 
forms of speech and literary modes (a department in which [he 
has] long been especially interested and active) they have become 
an indispensable assistant.37

It would have to be a portable one, “primarily for his profes-
sorial use”,38 small enough to be “transported easily to lecture 
rooms, or lent to other members of the School”.39 On 16 Octo-
ber, Tolkien’s application was forwarded to the General Board 
with a strong support of the English Faculty Board.40 The re-
quest proved to be successful, and, less than three weeks later, 
on 4 December, he was authorised to purchase a tape recorder 
with a grant of £100. The machine, a reel-to-reel Ferranti (the 
size of a small-sized suitcase), was to be lent to Tolkien “on the 
understanding that when it [was] not in use it [would] be kept 
in the English Faculty Library”.41 Scull and Hammond notice, 

36 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 424.
37 Oxford University Archives FA 4/5/1/2 E(53)24, quoted in SCULL and 

HAMMOND 2017a, 424.
38 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 424.
39 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 424.
40 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 436.
41 Oxford University Archives FA 4/5/1/2, quoted in SCULL and HAM-

MOND 2017a, 440.
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though, that the “arrangement was not generally followed”42 
and it was not until May or June 1960, almost a year after Tolk-
ien’s retirement, that his colleague C.L. Wrenn came to collect 
it from him to be deposited in the English Faculty Library.43

As has been implicitly assumed above, Tolkien’s own re-
cording of ‘The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth’ cannot be dated 
with any greater precision. It would have to have been made 
at some point between the decision of the General Board to 
purchase the machine was announced at the English Faculty 
Board meeting on 4 December 1953 and the letter which Tolk-
ien sent on 3 May the following year to P.H. Newby, in which 
he informs the radio producer that he had already “made [his 
own] recording of the dialogue [i.e. ‘The Homecoming’].”44  
This time frame should be somewhat narrower, of course, as it 
is hard to expect that the tape recorder was instantly delivered 
to the writer’s door and that the first thing he did after that  
was to rush into his study to have the play put on tape. Nor 
would, perhaps, Tolkien write his letter concerning the puta-
tive broadcast of ‘The Homecoming’ right after he had pressed  
the ‘stop’ button on the tape recorder.45 Consequently, it is 
quite fair to assume that the said recording would have been 
made in the first four months of 1954.46

There could be no doubt, however, as to the actual place 
of the recording. Since 30 March 1953, Tolkien and his wife 
Edith had been living at 76 Sandfield Road, in the Oxford 
suburb of Headington,47 following more than two decades at 
Northmoor Road (first 22, and then 20; 1925–47) as well as two 

42 SCULL and HAMMOND 2013; accessed 6 June 2020.
43 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 588.
44 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 452.
45 Needless to argue, the latter is obviously much more likely than the 

former.
46 In the introduction on the audio cassette, Christopher Tolkien errone-

ously dates the recording to “some time after” the BBC broadcast of ‘The 
Homecoming’, i.e. after 3 December 1954 (TOLKIEN 1992, 0:37). He is also 
incorrect in saying that it was “his own [i.e. his father’s] tape recorder” (0:41).

47 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 418.
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three-year spans at 3 Manor Road (1947–50) and 99 Holywell 
Street (1950–3). It was, in all likelihood, recorded in his study, 
in a former garage, at the side of the house,48 filled, Carpenter 
recalls, with countless bookshelves, on which crammed were 
“dictionaries, works on etymology and philology, [as well as] 
editions of texts in many languages”.49 In other words, an ex-
cellent ‘recording studio’, almost soundproofed from the usual 
commotion of central Oxford, the accumulated volumes suc-
cessfully supressing any diffused sound reflections.

Excellent as it was, it was, however, certainly not perfect. To 
begin with, Tolkien was probably oblivious to the fact that, be-
sides his own voice (as well as the sound effects he intended to 
make), the microphone would also catch a lot of background 
noises, such as the constant ticking of a clock,50 or the usual 
sounds of road traffic.51 It should be borne in mind, though, 
that in the early months of 1954, sound recording was still very 
much a novelty to him (or, in fact, to most people in the 1950s). 
The quality of the recording, 26 minutes and 30 seconds in all, 
is, however, surprisingly good. Tolkien’s voice can be heard 
quite clearly, indeed far more clearly than on the Caedmon 
gramophone record of 1975 (containing the recordings made 
by George Sayer in 1952), several years later re-issued on CD 
as Essential Tolkien.52 Still, if any commercial release of ‘The 
Homecoming’ is ever planned, some remastering to eliminate 

48 CARPENTER 1977, 4.
49 CARPENTER 1977, 4.
50 It is, perhaps, the same “shiny blue alarm clock” that Carpenter men-

tions in the opening chapter of his Biography (1977, 4).
51 There are at least two such instances, clearly audible for a few sec-

onds and beginning at about 10:42 and 24:41 of ‘The Homecoming’ (TOLK-
IEN 1992). There is also an unidentifiable single sound at 12:14, resembling 
a phone or doorbell ring. It is quite ironic that, in one of his letters (25 August 
1954), Rayner Heppenstall actually mentions the possibility of adding a spe-
cially recorded Gregorian chant to the BBC production and asks Tolkien 
whether he knows of any monks in Oxford “whose grounds are not plagued 
by the sound of motor horns” (SCULL and HAMMOND, 2017a, 461).

52 TOLKIEN 2007a. According to Sayer, in 1952, the writer’s voice was so 
poor that he had to put “the microphone very close to him really” (SAYER 
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the numerous recording flows which can be heard on the tape 
should certainly be considered.

Voices in the Dark
Tolkien’s endeavours to make it sound ‘professional’ can be 

heard very clearly from the very first minute of the record-
ing. He was, of course, only testing it “by recording the whole 
thing on tape”,53 but it is certainly not an impromptu reading 
with no clear purpose in mind. Amateur as they were, his per-
formative skills are remarkably good, not in the least because, 
as a youth, he would appear on stage at least a number of 
times, most memorably, perhaps on account of the photograph 
reproduced by John Garth in his booklet Tolkien at Exeter 
College,54 as the god Hermes in the Peace, the savagely satiri-
cal play of Aristophanes, acted in the original Greek to bid the 
students’ farewell to King Edward’s School in Birmingham on 
16 July 1911.55 As an audio recording, ‘The Homecoming’ does 
not obviously rely so much upon acting and stage movement, 
nonetheless certain measures had to be taken by Tolkien to 
somehow enliven the narrative and the most important of 
them was the voices of the two protagonists.

The older, and thus far more experienced, of the two retain-
ers, Tídwald is a voice of pragmatism in ‘The Homecoming’.56 
He is the one to pick holes in the way in which his youth-
ful companion envisions the glory of combat, the “fears” and 
“fancies” of the ardent gleeman.57 Not surprisingly, then, the 

1980, 2). Two years later, perhaps after a few trial recordings, Tolkien was 
much more confident with the recording equipment and its basic functions.

53 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 463.
54 GARTH 2015, 6.
55 GARTH 2004, 18. SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 32. A good summary 

of his other public performances and recitations, both as a youth and as a ma-
ture man may be found in SCULL and HAMMOND 2017c, 315–317.

56 For a brief but hopefully informative analysis of the onomastic symbol-
ism in ‘The Homecoming’, see my contribution to Hither Shore (NEUBAUER 
2016a, 56–66).

57 TOLKIEN 1953, 4.
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voice that Tolkien adapts for him is significantly ‘older’, some-
what slower and perceptibly deeper, not unlike, perhaps, “the 
voice of Gandalf” that W.H. Auden recalls to have heard many 
a time as an undergraduate.58 Torhthelm, on the other hand,  
is a young “son of a minstrel”59 (and, as can be inferred, him-
self an aspiring poet), “whose head is full of old lays concerning 
the heroes of northern antiquity”.60 As may be expected, the 
voice which Tolkien chose to use in his vocal impersonation of 
Torhthelm is markedly, though not excessively, different. It is 
not quite the kind of voice one would normally expect to hear 
from a man in his late teens or early twenties, of course, the 
writer’s vocal range being, in fact, rather narrow, ranging from 
low tenor to baritone. Nonetheless, a slightly higher pitch and 
more rapid, emotional manner of articulation of Torhthelm is, 
perhaps, as close as Tolkien could get to perceptibly rejuve-
nating the timbre of his voice without sounding ridiculous.61

Another vital piece of the puzzle which might have been 
taken into consideration prior to the recording of ‘The Home-
coming’ (or, as for that matter, any recording of it) was the 
possible differences in speech patterns between the two prin-
cipal characters. These could mean either certain region-
al dialectal discrepancies, or differences in social standing.62 
Not surprisingly, it would be rather difficult for just a single, 
non-professional reader to replicate even some of them, con-
stantly switching between one variation to the other. Besides, 
it should be borne in mind that ‘The Homecoming’ was pri-
marily meant to be a piece of argumentative discourse, and 

58 It was, Auden wrote to Tolkien many years later, “an unforgettable ex-
perience [to hear him] recite Beowulf” (quoted in CARPENTER 1977, 133). 

59 TOLKIEN 1953, 2.
60 TOLKIEN 1953, 2.
61 It should be observed, though, that on at least a few occasions Tolkien 

does not quite manage to adjust his voice on time, as he shifts from one char-
acter to another without, at first, any audible difference.

62 Both of them would be detectable to a philologically-trained ear around 
the time of the historical battle of Maldon (FENNELL 2001, 85–93).
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no dialectal and/or social distinctions were probably ever in-
tended to be given much prominence by the author. Indeed 
in reply to Heppenstall’s letter concerning the dialects that the 
radio readers should adopt, Tolkien replied that no such “tone 
or rural quality [was] required at all”63 and that one of them, 
Torhthelm “requires a younger lighter voice, [while] the other 
[Tídwald,] an older and deeper [one]”.64 As for the dialectal 
differences, the author said, “any modern East Anglian char-
acteristics would be anachronistic, since […] the fusion of the 
Danish and English elements that eventually produced them 
[had not yet been] accomplished”65 by the last decade of the 
tenth century. Finally, the social standing was not meant to be 
marked in any notable way, the major “difference between 
[Torhthelm and Tídwald being] one of temper, and matter, 
[rather] than ‘class’.”66

It ought to be stressed that the above recommendations 
were solely concerned with the planned BBC production, Tolk-
ien’s own reading having, by that time, already been taped.67 It 
might be quite safely assumed, though, that, consciously or not, 
they had also been taken into consideration at the time when 
he was only ‘testing’ it on tape. The key features of Tolkien’s 
recording are, after all, in the main consistent with what, a few 
months later, the author wrote in his letter to Rayner Hep-
penstall. Moreover, some of them – particularly the adoption 
of different voices for different characters – could already be 
heard in the recording made two years earlier by George Say-
er, when, without any prior consideration, Tolkien acted out the 
parts of Bilbo and Gollum with great enthusiasm and vigour, 
hissing and whining almost as convincingly as Wolfe Morris 

63 TOLKIEN 1981, 187.
64 TOLKIEN 1981, 187.
65 TOLKIEN 1981, 187.
66 TOLKIEN 1981, 187.
67 The letter is dated 22 September 1954, four and a half months after the 

one Tolkien sent to P.H. Newby, claiming to have already made his recording 
(SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 452).
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and Peter Woodthorpe in the BBC Radio dramatisations of, re-
spectively, The Hobbit (1968) and The Lord of the Rings (1981).

It is also hard to resist the impression that this very tech-
nique of reading – particularly as regards using different vocal 
registers for different characters – must have featured rather 
prominently in Tolkien’s repertoire, both as a father and as 
a teacher. When it comes to the former, it would doubtlessly 
be employed on a regular basis, during the evening reading 
sessions in the writer’s study.68 As for the latter, it was, it ap-
pears, used every now and then to facilitate the students’ un-
derstanding of Beowulf, The Battle of Maldon, or other nar-
rative poems he would read in the original Old English.69 It 
should come as no surprise then that, not only on account of 
Tolkien’s performative skills, he would sometimes be likened 
to a wizard, by his own children and by the students.70

The Sound Effects
Perhaps the most intriguing of all the performative features 

of Tolkien’s own reading of ‘The Homecoming’ are the addi-
tional sounds he makes from time to time to lend more sono-
rous realism to this ‘monological dialogue’. In a more or less 
explicit way, they could all be found, of course, in the text that 
first came out in print in 1953. What is more, they are perhaps 

68 Apart from his own writings, The Hobbit, Farmer Giles of Ham, Mr. 
Bliss, or Roverandom, Tolkien appears to have also entertained his children 
with some of the already established classics of children’s literature (such as 
those of Kenneth Grahame or Edith Nesbit, both of whom are mentioned 
and/or referenced in his academic writings and personal letters).

69 In the opinion of Professor John McKinnell, a former student of Tolk-
ien, his intention was to give his listeners a sense of what it would have been 
like in live performance. “Pausing for translation,” McKinnell claims, “would 
have ruined the natural flow of it [and] he was [indeed] a very gifted per-
former of it. His delivery was rapid and exciting” (private correspondence). 

70 Shortly after the death of his father, Michael Tolkien wrote an article 
for The Sunday Telegraph (9 September 1973), quite appropriately titled 
‘J.R.R. Tolkien – The Wizard Father’. The opinion of W.H. Auden, claiming 
that the Professor’s voice was very much like that of Gandalf, has already 
been quoted.
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so obvious to the reader (and only the reader) that their being 
integral, and thus significant, part of the narrative could eas-
ily go unnoticed to an amateur performer, still relatively new  
to the latest developments in audio technology. These are (in 
the order of appearance): the hooting of an owl (twice), the 
sounds of heaving (when the two characters move and lift  
the bodies of their fallen companions) and shuffling of feet 
(several times when Torhthelm and Tídwald are heard carry-
ing the body of Beorhtnoth), unintelligible voices (clearly more 
gibberish than any meaningful utterance) and chuckling of the 
corpse strippers, thuds of a sword and cries of one of the scav-
engers, Tídwald gulping down some liquid (not explicitly stated 
in the ‘stage directions’, but perfectly clear from the context), 
cracking of a whip (once the body of the lord has been put 
on top of the waggon), as well as creaking and rattling of the 
vehicle and clapping of the hoofs (while the whole expedition 
is on their way to the abbey at Ely).71

Quite intriguing might also be the nature of these sounds, 
as some of them are uttered by Tolkien himself, either vocally 
(e.g. hooting, chuckling, screaming) or by means of some bodi-
ly activity (shuffling of feet or finger snapping). Other sounds 
are produced using all sorts of props, neither of which would 
probably be part of standard theatrical equipment. According 
to Christopher Tolkien, for instance, “the creaking and bump-
ing of the waggon wheels [were] achieved by moving a piece 
of furniture in his [father’s] study.”72 It is not in the least clear 
what the said ‘piece of furniture’ was in real life. Even the two 
long sequences (fifteen seconds at about 17:28 and more than 
half a minute at 19:36) without any words spoken by the char-
acters are not particularly revealing as to what actually pro-
duced the sounds. Those of the bumping waggon could have 

71 With very few exceptions, all of them are rather explicitly announced 
in the text.

72 TOLKIEN 1992.
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been indeed anything from an armchair to a writing desk,73 
but the somewhat exaggerated creaking of the wheels remains 
quite a mystery. It does not seem to be the sound of an old 
pushchair, shopping trolley, or bicycle. Nor is it very likely that 
this, in the long run, irritating noise was actually produced by 
any piece of movable furniture that the Tolkiens kept at home. 
That is to say, it may well have been some significantly smaller 
device (e.g. a planetary pencil sharpener or a meat mincer) 
that could be operated manually while simultaneously moving 
a larger piece of furniture.

No such domestic ingenuity would obviously be called into 
exercise during the poetic performances of Greek rhapsoidoi 
or Anglo-Saxon scopas. Nonetheless, the dynamics of their 
performative acts are generally believed to have gone beyond 
the mere words, as they often accompanied themselves on 
some stringed instrument,74 modulating the tone, pitch, and 
rhythm of their voice, and/or making all sorts gestures to ac-
centuate certain elements of their versified discourse.75 Tolk-
ien was surely aware of all that, and, while he was in a lecture 
room, in front of his students, or at home, in the company of 
his own children, he may have even thought of himself as 
a kind of treasurer of the ancient poetic craft. It is just as likely, 
though, that the ideas he had for any of the aforelisted para-
textual components of his recording may have been modelled 

73 One such desk, or, in fact, a writing bureau with drop down lid and 
green baize inset, was to be seen at the Tolkien exhibition in Oxford in  
the summer of 2018 (Tolkien. Maker of Middle-earth). It is reproduced in the 
catalogue on p. 283. According to Catherine McIlwaine, “[t]here were numer-
ous desks and writing tables in the Tolkien family home. Some were in the 
study and others were in his bedroom […]. His main writing desk, given to 
him by his wife Edith in 1927, is now housed at the Wade Center in Wheaton 
College, Illinois but other desks and chairs have been kept by the family” 
(2018, 283). Perhaps one of them can now be heard on the recording, play-
ing the part of the waggon.

74 PURVES 2019, 29–32; NIST 1967, 27–43.
75 An excellent demonstration of all these performative techniques (as well 

as general poetic stagecraft) could be seen in Benjamin Bagby’s live perfor-
mances of Beowulf (BAGBY 2007).
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upon some contemporary performative practices, such as the 
radio plays that Tolkien heard on air, or dramatic pieces he 
saw on stage.

The Office of the Dead
The improvisational elements in Tolkien’s own recording 

of ‘The Homecoming’ are naturally scarce, since, for the most 
part, he restricts himself to only reading the lines spoken by 
Tídwald and Torhthelm. Nevertheless, by the end of it, he ap-
pears to have been carried away and adds a few lines of text, 
chipping in words which are not to be found in the published 
version of his work. These are not, however, the “additional 
lines”76 that Tolkien writes about in his correspondence with 
Rayner Heppenstall, the otherwise unrecorded supplementary 
material to make up for the obvious absence of any stage di-
rections, so vital in the audio rendering of what is, after all, only 
a ‘philologically-inspired’ dialogue with very limited action.77 
Moreover, the said words are not even in English, but Latin, 
and should be familiar to anyone acquainted with the pre-con-
ciliar Office of the Dead.78 They are, of course, the mournful 
words of the monks of Ely, whither, according to the Liber 
Eliensis, the body of Beorhtnoth was taken after the battle, and 
where his tomb may still be found today, behind the presbytery 
of what is now the Anglican Cathedral.79

Tolkien’s addendum is thus of an essentially ‘liturgical’ 
character and it is only improvisational in the sense that  
the lines are not expressis verbis in the published version of 

76 SCULL and HAMMOND, 2017a, 463.
77 Besides, as has been observed, the above-referred letter was sent on 

22 September 1954, at least five months after ‘The Homecoming’ had been 
taped.

78 Tolkien was generally unwilling (to say the least) to welcome the litur-
gical reforms that were implemented in the Roman Catholic Church in the 
wake of the Second Vatican Council. See, for instance, his letter to son Mi-
chael (TOLKIEN 1981, 393–395).

79 KENNEDY 1991, 65; DEEGAN and RUBIN 1991, 289–292.
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‘The Homecoming’. They are, in fact, merely alluded to (albeit 
indirectly) in the stage directions. First, we are told that, once 
the rambling of the cart has died away, ‘[t]here is complete 
silence for a while [but slowly] the sound of voices chant-
ing begins to be heard. Soon the words, though faint, can be 
distinguished”.80 After a while, the group of monks passes 
across the scene and “the chanting fades away into silence”.81 
This means that whatever is supplemented (by Tolkien, or, in-
deed, any other performer) must be consistent with the infor-
mation provided by the author. That is to say, they ought to 
be the chanting voices of the monks, barely distinguishable at 
first, and, after a while, “fad[ing] away into silence”.82 Accord-
ingly, the choice of words is hardly optional and must strictly 
comply with what can actually be ‘heard’ in the published text.

In Tolkien’s recording, the initial words are indeed rather 
hard to be distinguished. Soon, however, the melodic line turns 
into that of the Dies irae, at least from the second tristich of 
the sequence and the words Quantus tremor est futurus.83 
This continues uninterruptedly until Iudicandi responsura (the 
end of the fourth tristich), and then cuts to some of the follow-
ing stanzas (usually in pairs): Rex tremendæ maiestatis… (8), 
Iuste iudex ultionis… and Ingemisco, tamquam reus (11, 12), 
Preces meæ non sunt dignæ… and Inter oves locum præsta… 
(14, 15), and, finally, Lacrimosa dies illa… together with Pie 
Iesu Domine… (18, 18).84 All this is followed by a chiefly in-
audible recitation (doubtlessly, though, from the Officium De-
functorum) and culminates with the two compositions (both 

80 TOLKIEN 1953, 12.
81 TOLKIEN 1953, 13.
82 TOLKIEN 1953, 13.
83 The words dies irae “the day of wrath” or dies illa “that day”, both from 

the opening line of the sequence, could be heard at the very beginning of the 
monks’ chant. What follows, though, is anyone’s guess, but it does not seem 
to be the any of the following two lines: Solvet saeculum in favilla / Teste 
David cum Sibylla.

84 Some of the stanzas are (partly) recited (1?, 2, 3, 11, 12, 14, 15), and some 
chanted (3, 4, 8, 18, 19).
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of them quite competently chanted) that can be found in the 
published version of ‘The Homecoming’. The first of them is 
the Dirige, Domine, the antiphon sung at the beginning of the 
Matins of the Office for the Dead,85 and the second the so-
called Minor (or Trinitarian) Doxology Gloria Patri,86 a requi-
site part of several liturgical practices, usually performed at the 
conclusion of psalms and prayers, public as well as private.87

Singing liturgical songs was not in the least a novelty to 
Tolkien. Shortly before her untimely death in 1904 (when the 
future writer was less than two months short of his twelfth 
birthday), his mother Mabel assigned her two sons to the 
guardianship of Father Francis Morgan, with the intention to 
have them brought up as Catholics.88 The Birmingham Ora-
tory, where ‘Uncle Curro’ (as he was known to the young Tolk-
iens) lived, soon became a second home to the boys, and they 
would habitually begin the day by serving the morning Mass as 
altar boys. Together or separately, they would also attend other 
services, including funerals. No doubt, half a century later, the 
words of the Officium were still deeply ingrained in the writ-
er’s heart, particularly that, in his later years, Tolkien is also 
known to have provided regular altar service.89 It would have 
been quite natural for him, then, to expand on the ‘original’ 
chanting of the monks, bringing new life into the unavoidably 
constricted stage directions of the published ‘Homecoming’.  

85 Dirige, Domine, in conspectu tuo viam meam. Introibo in domum 
tuam: adorabo ad templum sanctum tuum in timore tuo. Domine, deduc 
me in institutia tua: propter inimicos meos dirige in conspectus tuo viam 
meam (TOLKIEN 1953, 13).

86 Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto, Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, 
et semper, et in saecula saeculorum (TOLKIEN 1953, 13).

87 Both the Dirige, Domine and the Gloria Patri would normally be heard 
during the funeral rites in the early Middle Ages. Tolkien’s use of the Dies 
irae in connection with the events of 991 is, however, largely anachronis-
tic, the sequence being almost unequivocally dated to the thirteenth century.

88 CARPENTER 1977, 32.
89 He did, for instance, serve at the memorial Masses for his friends and 

fellow Inklings Charles Williams (19 May 1945) and C.S. Lewis (26 November 
1963) (SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 310 and 644).
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Of course, whether it was a premeditated act upon his part 
or not will probably never be known. If it had indeed been 
planned in advance, it would mean that Tolkien undertook 
quite a serious effort to make his recording sound as authen-
tically as possible (regardless of the anachronistic inclusion 
of the Dies irae). If, on the other hand, this intriguing textual 
expansion had been a wholly spontaneous act, a spur-of-the-
moment addition to what suddenly seemed to him insufficient, 
it would provide an intriguing testimony to his ingenuity as 
a teller of tales, the ‘narrative’ flexibility that could otherwise 
be detected in some of Tolkien’s earlier works, written with his 
own children in mind.90 This way or the other, it can clearly 
be seen that he thoroughly enjoyed the process of recording 
‘The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth’, regardless of whether he 
was, at that time, only testing “the whole thing on tape”91 or not.

Conclusion
On many grounds, ‘The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth 

Beorhthelm’s Son’ is one of the most unusual works ever 
penned by J.R.R. Tolkien. One of the main issues which could 
be taken into consideration is, of course, the fact that it can- 
not be so easily classified as a work of fiction, not only on ac-
count of the two short essays preceding and postceding the 
central dialogue. Yet even as a quasi-literary text – or, as Thom-
as Honegger calls it, a “work of informed literary fiction”92 – it 
is still quite odd in that it is completely deprived of any ele-
ments of fantasy. It is all the more intriguing that so soon af-
ter its publication in Essays and Studies (less than fourteen 
months, in fact) it came to be recorded twice, first by the 

90 See, for instance, some of the metatextual additions in the earliest 
known version of Farmer Giles of Ham (“What is a blunderbuss, Daddy?”; 
TOLKIEN 1999, 82), or even The Hobbit (“what is a hobbit?”; TOLKIEN 
2007b, 4), which may have well been inspired by some genuine questions 
asked by the writer’s own children during their bedtime reading rituals.

91 SCULL and HAMMOND 2017a, 463.
92 HONEGGER 2007, 189.
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author himself and then, probably a few months later, by three 
professional readers on the BBC. Obviously, at that time, the 
latter was of a far greater impact, having been broadcast twice 
on the national radio (3 December 1954 and 17 June 1955) and 
written about in the national press (Radio Times, 26 Novem-
ber 1954). In comparison, the former was then only a piece 
of private recording, chiefly experimental in its character and 
not expected to be heard by the general public.93 Now, almost 
seven decades later, their roles have been reversed. Not many 
people actually remember the two broadcasts, and it is not 
quite certain whether they are still to be found in the BBC ar-
chives. Tolkien’s own recording, on the other hand, has con-
siderably grown in significance (despite its limited availability) 
and become an invaluable source of information with regard 
to the writer’s skills as a performer, a notable feature in itself, 
but also a good point of reference for any further discussion 
concerning his teaching career and family life.
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