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Lecture 1: Homer - the Singer of Tales

1.

Introduction

Aeschylus: his plays are “slices from Homer’s banquet’

Alexander Pope (from the preface to his translation of the Iliad 1715): “Homer is
universally allow'd to have had the greatest Invention of any Writer whatever”.

The language of Ionic 8th century inscriptions is significantly different. Other dialects
that are used for poetic genres are also different from their ‘originals” but not so much.
Very little information about Homer the man

Pierre Puget, c. 1693 - Rembrandt, 1663
All we know is that he wrote the Iliad and the Odyssey. Do we know that?

Previous descriptions

Alexandrians: archaic Ionic

Pope: a poetic mix of elements. “He was not satisfy'd with his Language as he found it
settled in any one Part of Greece, but searched thro' its differing Dialects... What he
most affected was the Ionic ...With this he mingled the Attic Contractions, the broader
Doric, and the feebler ZAolic.”

Thematic inconsistencies (Abbé d”Aubignac Conjectures 1715; Friedrich Augustus Wolf
Prolegomena 1795). For example: Il. 5.576 cf 1. 13.653

These inconsistencies had previously been noticed, but ignored. For example, Horace
(Ars Poetica 359):

Indignor quandoque bonus dormitat Homerus, | agrniaged when sometimes even worthy Homer nods,
Verum operi longo fas est ebrepere somnum”  bubilosg a work it is allowable if drowsiness comes o

The problems led to the great ‘Homeric Question’: Analysts vs Unitarians
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. Aside - why Homeric Studies are different today.

* Heinrich Schliemann discovers Troy in 1871.
* Michael Ventris deciphers Linear B, the oldest form of Greek in 1952.

apPLPoeve a-pi-po-re-u
KOQUG ko-ru

Eldpog qgi-si-pe-e
ddoyavov pa-ka-na

4. Parry and Lord’s Oral theory

* Meister in 1920s: Kunstsprache a detailed study of different elements
» Parry notes that epithets are “traditional” not individual
* Further: concludes that Iliad and Odyssey are oral poetry

* Always thought that Homer was a bard — cf first line of the Iliad
ufviv dede Betr Iinkniddew Ayihijog Rage — Goddess sing the rage of Peleus’ son, ashill
ovhouévny, §j nuel’ Ayaroig dhye” €0nne, murderous, doomed, that cost the Achaeans coumhbiesss.

translation Robert Fagles

* Plenty of references in Iliad to bards (&owou) e.g. 3.267; 4.17; 8.83; 8.521; 11.368
* Bards (with lyre) generally tell stories of warriors and gods at feasts e.g. Od. 8.62
» Parry and Lord went to Bosnia to research a culture where bards still perform.

* Oral poetry has very different constraints to written poetry.
1. No concept of a fixed text
2. As well as themes, language is passed down from bard to bard, so foreign and
archaic elements enter the formulae.
3. Main constraint that affects the language is the metre.

* Applied to Homer
i Modification of texts is praised:

1OV & abt Alxivoog dmauslBeto @dvnosy e Alcinous gave him an answer and spoke to him:
“B 'Odvoed, 10 utv ol T( ¢ Elonouev elcopdwVIES, “Odysseus, as we look on you we would not think you
NTEQOTAG T’ Euev %ol Eninhomov, ol T TOAAOVC To be a deceiver and cheat the way many men are
BSoxel yato uéhaivo wolvorepéag avlpdmovg, Who the black earth nourishes, and are widely désuk
Pevded T dptivovtag G0ev %€ Tig 0vdE doLto Fashioning falsehoods out of what no-one could see;
;001 O’ €mL ugv popon Emémv, vl Ot peéveg é00Nal. There is grace in your words and your thoughtaaise.
utbov & Mg 81 dodoOg EmoTauévwg o téleEag, As a singer would, you have skilfully told the tale
aavtov T Agyelwv oéo T avtod ®\dea Avyd. Of all the Argives’ sad troubles and of your own.

translation Albert Cooke

ii. Epithets all different metrical shapes

[Homer written in dactylic hexameters=6x — v ©
Typicalline: — v v — v v — v v — v v — v v — —]
dloc Odvooevg — v — —

ntoAvpunrtigc Odvooevg v — v u — —
TOAVTAQG dtog Odvooevg v — — — o — —



iii. =~ Metrical constraints also explains dialectal variants:

Ionic fueig — —
Aeolic appeg — v
[&ppeg pre-consonant — —: not found]
iv.  Formulae therefore can be used to trace where and when dactylic epic

hexameters were sung: earlier even than the Trojan War itself
V. Orality helps to explain the thematic inconsistencies.

Problem — how was it written down?

4., Homer to the Alexandrians

Linguistically fixed by 700 B.C. — later changes are essentially orthographical
Texts compiled by the Alexandrians in 250-150 B.C.

Metacharacterism

Euclidean adoption of Ionic alphabet in 403 B.C.

First texts would therefore have been written in Old Attic or Old Ionic.
Both these scripts have the following characteristics:

1. No convention of capital letters or accents

2. Punctuation and word-division rare or non-existent
e.g. 16.756 dnowvOr NV for dnorv Onnv

3. Words written unelided (scriptio plena)
e.g. ¢tvvovto aglotov (*dFépiotov) — should be étuvovt' dolotov

4. Inherited é + 6 with compensatory lengthening were written E and O
e.g. elg<*évg written EX
ToU¢ < tove written TOXL

Contracted products of & + € and 6 + 6 also written E and O
e.g. infinitives in ewv ( written E) or o-stem genitives in ov (written O)

New spellings €1 and ov for these sounds (spurious diphthongs) appeared c.
400 B.C. The transcription of the original script posed no problems if the word
was in the transcriber’s dialect, but some evidence of Atticisation here

e.g. koeloowv and pellwv Attic from KPEXON and MEZQON

(cf Ionic kpéoowv and péCwV)

5. Geminate consonants rarely written out. This explains confusion between two
forms odetAw (Attic) vs. opeAAw (Aeolic)
Also cf eloov should be ¢o0oov from EXON



Alexandrians claimed that original had been written in Old Attic which, in addition to
the above, did not distinguish E and O from H and Q.
Iliad 1.598: otvoyxoet for wvoxoet from OINOXOEI

Problem for Old Attic theory - Bav.
At 7.238 Didymus writes a scholion on a word that means “ox-hide shield’.

Pav could have arisen from a mis-reading of a script that wrote O to stand for o, ov,
or w but it is also the expected accusative form of the word PBoug cf. Sanskrit gam.
Scholars suggest that this could only have survived if the alphabet did distinguish
between o and w.

Homer was written in both Old Attic and Old Ionic scripts?
Peisistratean recension
All sources for the epic poems are remarkably similar: derive from one original?

Ancient testimonial: some kind of standardisation in 5th century Athens

Aristotle (Rhet. 1.1375b30): Solon or Peisistratus interpolates a line in Homer in order
to substantiate a claim about ownership of Salamis

Lycurgus (330 B.C.): the Athenian ‘fathers” instituted a rule that only Homer’s poems
be recited at the Great Panathenaea

Cicero: Peisistratus (c. 600-c.527 B.C.) first collected together the Homeric poems

Although we have some evidence for the pre-Alexandrian transmission of the text, we
still cannot answer why or how it was written down in the first place.
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