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'""' "P\.-- 1 mrwrng prec1sc boundaries between these 
111• 1101 exclusive, since almost all of them cou ld 

, 111 Alc.aeus. Nonetheless, it may not be coinci-

h•t11'' o1rc well exampled in the material from the 
IVc'. whllsl before Stesichorus there are only a few 

'"'''Kt'-
tc· ~ti lw1 us' differences from Sappho are still notice-

i11H w1 I lomer, it takes a range of marquee-episodes 

1t111hlncs them into something new, suggesting a 
11'111 I lomcric episodes into a coherent continuum, 

h•• !! 111 do with the same characters and events as in 

p1•f1~lll' end of their story. Stesichorus does this too 
l'il I ll~l'S less familiar episodes and expressions, and 
ir1·lr different story in the Geryoneis. So perhaps we 

11 lli11K a more developed stage in a continuum of 
lit I 1111 her and more systematically the potentialities 

0111 .ind contemporaries. Certainly, if we grant to 
•1111·1 ll recomposition, then Stesichorus still stands 

11\'.1 1•xtcnt and placing it at the centre of his poetic 

, 111,lon remains the same: Stesichorus' interaction 
m b something new, as far as we can now see, in 

111 : ,11d1aic Greek world. This chapter opened with 
li.1vl' become recently (re)acquainted with a highly 
lwlwcen Homer and his predecessors, Greek and 

11111nlion of the supposed Homeric interactions in 

klwrus does not support such a picture. Textual 
1 pniod is a story of evolution, not revolution, and 
i .1 pivotal stage in what we can reconstruct of that 

URIS CAR BY 

In a much-cited obiter dictum the author of the treatise On the Sublime 

13.3) described Stesichorus as 'supremely Homeric': 

116voc 'Hp68oToc '0µ11p1KwTaToc £y i:vETo; LTTJcixopoc i!T1 orp6npov o TE 'ApxiAoxoc 

Was Herodotus alone supremely Homeric? Stesichorus [was] still earlier and 

A rchilochus ... 

'I hough the characteristic is shared with others in this passage, the asso
l iation of Stesichorus with Homer is made repeatedly in ancient sources.' 
'I he relationship with Homer, more visible since the papyrus discoveries 

from the 1950s until the 1990s, has naturally attracted considerable inter
:st. My present scope has more in common with Quintilian's looser generic 
description of Stesichorus as broadly epic rather than specifically Homeric 

In manner (Inst. 10.1.62 = Stes. Tb42 Ercoles): 

Stesichorum .. . clarissimos can en tern duces et epici carminis on era Lyra 

s11stinentem. 

Slcsichorus .. . singing of famous leaders and bearing with the lyre the weight of 
•pie song. 

My aim in this chapter is to explore the complex relationship of the 
Stesichorean corpus to the archaic hexameter epic tradition more gener
ally, both the Homeric texts and the remains of the heroic epic narrative 

tradition. 
I should start by defining my terms. Our earliest fully articulated def

inition of the cycle as an entity comes from Photius' summary of a Chres

tomatheia by a shadowy figure of uncertain date named Proclus, though 
the term may go back to the classical period. 2 Proclus uses the term epikos 

kyklos to designate the whole mass of hexameter epic texts known to writ

ers of the classical period dealing with heroic myth and to a lesser extent 

I would like to thank the editors for close reading and suggestions which have enriched both 
argument and references in this chapter. 

' Stes. Tb39- 46 Ercoles. 
2 Phot. Bibi. 319a.22- 34. For the definition, cf. Burgess (2001) 7- 46, (2005) 344- 5. For Proclus, 

see West (2013) 7- 11. 45 
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poems dealing with the gods. The upper chronological/mythological limit 
is the birth of the gods and the lower is the death of Odysseus. Since Pho
tius quotes Proclus to the effect that the poems do not owe their survival 

to their quality, the term clearly excludes the Iliad and the Odyssey, which 
were acknowledged classics from the archaic period onward,3 even though 
these form part of a broadly continuous narrative sequence with the other 

heroic epic poems. This definition also excludes the vast quantity of local 

poetry produced by the emerging city states in the archaic period. It fur
ther excludes the didactic and (narrative but non-linear) catalogue poetry 

that makes up the corpus later ascribed to Hesiod; this is difficult to fit into 

the chronological schema which, together with theme, is the other defining 
feature of the corpus. Though Proclus' starting point ('it begins with the 
coupling of Ouranos and Gaia') would make Hesiod's Theogony a possible 

applicant for membership, his dismissive remark about the quality of the 
Cycle suggests (given the status of Hesiod in the subsequent cultural trad
ition) that it might not qualify and that he has other texts in mind.4 My 

interest here is specifically in the hexameter epics dealing with heroic myth, 

which make up a set of mythic cycles with themes determined by (some
times overlapping) criteria of geography (the stories of Troy and of Thebes, 
Thessalian myth), event (the Calydonian boar hunt), or the exploits of an 
individual (Heracles). 

But that does not quite bring the level of clarity we need. The picture 
is further complicated by modern attempts to define the relationship 
between the Homeric poems and this large amalgam, which sometimes 

confuse the post-Homeric written texts available to Aristotle with the oral 
epic tradition (pre- and post-Homeric) from which they emerged. This 
caused confusion in particular for the early Neoanalysts.5 We know from 

the text of Homer that the monumental composers of the Iliad and the 

Odyssey were familiar with a large performed corpus of heroic hexameter 

' See Carey (2007). 
• Hence the form of Photius's notice (319a17-23): yey6vac1 6e Tou foouc lTOtT]Ta\ KpaTtCT01 

µev "OµT]poc, 'Hcio6oc, neicav6poc, navuac1c, fl.VTlµCI)(OC. OtEPXETat 6e TOUTWV, ~c oT6v TE, 
Ka\ yevoc Kai 1TOTpl6ac Kai Ttvac eTI\ µepouc 1Tpa~e 1 c. 61al.aµj3ave1 6e Kai mp\ TOG lleyoµevou 
ElTtKou KuKllou ... ('[Proclus says that] the best epic poets have been Homer, Hesiod, Peisander, 
Panyasis, Antimachus. He narrates their birth as far as possible and country of origin and 
their lives to some extent. He also treats the components of the so-ca ll ed Epic Cycle .. .') 
Similarly Eustathius (Praep . Ev. 1.10.40 = Phil on of Byblos FGrlfist 790 112), In speaking of the 
1heogonies, Gigantomachies, and Titanomachies composc<l hy '1 leslod und lhc Cyclic poets'. For 
the Cyclic 77Jeogony and 1ltanomachy (to which we need lo lHld th ~ (;/g1111t11111ocl1y) sec PEG 
I 8 16. 

' Pora usefu l summary of the evolut ion of neo,111ulytlrnl ' 1 llkl~111, "'''' Wlll1m k ( 1997). Pora 
recen t su11111101 y of the st11 t11s qu11cstlo11ls. sec Mon11111111I1•111/ ( .1011) 

narrative dealing with the Trojan Wnr ,111d t•.ir llt· r· t•vt•nts, including the 

wars at Thebes, the Argonauts, the d1.•1.· d ~ ot I lt·r.11. It-~ . the Ca lydonian boar
hunt, and the resultant war. As mot'l' n·~1.·nt ll l'o,1nalytical criticism rec-

gnises, behind Proclus' Epic Cycle, that is, behind the epic poems which 
survived as written texts with speci fi c titl es anc.J (usually) named authors, 

there lies an 'epic cycle',6 that is, a series of now irrecoverable performances 
and narratives which existed as fashioned text (as distinct from a mental 

storyboard) only as long as the words were heard by the audience. The 
two cycles differ roughly (but only roughly) as histoire and recit differ in 
narrative theory, as the virtual potential of the story and the instantiation 

at any moment in time. 7 How the texts came to be written down is ultim
ately unknowable. But in a world without a significant body of readers 

the motivation is likely to have been connected with performance, most 
obviously the Athenian Panathenaea and other festival venues for epic 

recitation; the existence of the latter is largely conjectural but logically 
inescapable, since rhapsodes could not make a decent living from a single 

festival.8 Our sources tend to associate the Panathenaea exclusively with 
the Homeric poems;9 but this simply reflects the eventual cultural dom
inance of those texts. Homer, both as author and as corpus, was an evolv

ing concept, and even into the fifth century the distinction between the 

authors of archaic epics was fluid.10 

Burgess has suggested that the other Trojan War epics were part of the 
ivic competitions. 11 Though this is ultimately unprovable, inclusion in the 

festivals may at least partly explain the familiarity of the tragedians with 
I he myths of the cycle. And we may have a trace of evidence in the obscure 

reference in our sources to a Cyclic Odyssey. 12 Any attempt to make sense 
of this puzzling datum must be conjectural. But it may point to an Odyssey 
purged of some components which would be otiose in a larger sequence, in 

order to allow it to be narrated together with other Nostoi; 13 or reorganised 
to form a chronological narrative sequence (perhaps shorn of the extensive 

• I use the upper and lower case as a crude but useful way of distinguishing between the 
narrative content and the ultimate textualised forms. 

1 For histoire and recit, see e.g., Genette (1972) 71. Alternative formulations of this division 
Include histoire and discours (Chatman (1978) 19), 'story' and 'discourse' (Culler (2001) 189). 

' We know of at least one olher archaic rhupso.dlc fest ival, at Sikyon in the sixth century: Hdt. 
5.67.1. 

' See especially [Pl.] Hippanh. 221\h, Anon. A.I! 11 .442 = 1182- 7 FGE, Dieuchidas FGrHist 
485 p 6. 

'" Useful discussion In GrtwloNI (JOO~) 111-1 JOO, •r1• 11 1 ~0 West (20 13) 26- 39. 
11 Burgess (2001) 14, (2004) , " ..,,.,, l'I r, I 1111 llXI ('Otly~.1e11 cyclica'). 
" Burgess (2001) 16. Potl'lltli1l 1•\110!11110 w1111il l hr llw Nfll/11/ nurrutivcs told to Telemachus, even 

I he 'IC/e111Mhy ns n whol1• 
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speeches); or it could be an alternative version of the myth, such as the Cre

tan variant hypothesised by Reece and Marks. 14 But whatever we make of 

the Cyclic Odyssey, the generation of texts of the non-Homeric hexameter 

epics may be related to the rhapsodic competitions. 

The textualisation produced a bifurcation in the Cycle which has a bear

ing on Stesichorus. It is here that the limitations of ancient and modern 

terminology manifest themselves. The terms kuklos and kuklikoi bundle 

together a lot of disparate material under a single heading. Both Aristotle, 

in his cursory discussion of archaic epic in the Poetics, and Callimachus, in 

his passing dismissal of what he calls 'cyclic poems: present a misleading 
impression of unity and consistency: 

µu6oc o' EcTiv de oux WClTEp TIVEc OloVTOI eav mpi Eva i'i" lTOAACt yap Kai &m1pa 

T&l Evi cvµpaivEl, E~ WV eviwv ouoev EcTlV EV' OVTWC OE Kai lTpO~EIC €voe lTOAAai 

Elciv, e~ WV µia ouoeµia yivETat lTpO~lC. Oio lTOVTEC eoiKOClV aµapTOVEIV 8c01 T&v 

TIOIT]T&v 'HpaKAT]iOa 0T]CT]ioa Kai Ta To1aOTa TI01fiµaTa TIETI01iJKac1v· oiovTai y6:p, 

emi Elc Tiv 6 'HpaKAfjc, EVCX Kai TOV µu6ov Elvat lTpoCiJKEJv. 0 o' "OµT]pOC wcmp 

Kai Ta &Ma 01mpepe1 Kai TouT' fo1KEv Kaf.&c ioETv, iiT01 Oia TEXVTJV ii 01a qiuc!V' 

'OouCCEIOV yap lTO!&V OUK ElTOiT]CEV OlTOVTO oca OUT&! CVVEl'\TJ, oTov lTAT]yfjVat µev 

EV T&! Dapvacc&1, µavfjva1 OE 1TpOC1TOJficac601 EV T&l 6:yEpµ&1, WV ouoev 6aTepov 

yevoµevov 6:vayKaTov Tiv ii EiKoc 66:TEpov yEvec601, &Ma mpi µiav Tip6:~1v oYav 
t.eyoµEv TI')v 'OouccE!av cvvEcTTJCEV, 6µoiwc oe Kai TI')v ' lf.16:8a. 

A plot is not single, as some think, if it is about a single person. For many and limit
less things happen to a single person, some of which make no single entity. Likewise 
there are many acts of a single person which do not make up a single action. For this 
reason it seems that all those poets are mistaken who have composed a Herakleis or 
a Theseis or poems of the sort. For they think that, since Heracles was a single man, 
so the story should be single. But Homer just as he stands out in other respects seems 
to have understood this correctly, either through skill or through natural ability. For 
in composing the Odyssey he did not tell of everything which befell him, for instance 
that he was struck on Parnassos and pretended to have gone mad at the gathering, 
none of which occurred as a necessary or probable result of the occurrence of another, 
but he created his plot around a single action of the sort we call the Odyssey, and like
wise when he composed the Iliad. (Arist. Poet. 145lal6-30) 

ex6aipw TO lTOIT]µa TO KUKA!KOV, OUOE KEAEu6w1 

xaipw, Tic lTOAAOUC WOE Kai WOE <pEpEl' 

µ1dw Kai lTEpi<pOITOV epwµEvov, ouo' OlTO KpiJVTJC 

Tiivw· C1Kxaivw TIOVTa Ta OT]µoc1a. 

" Reece (1994), Murks (2008). I owe 1he suggcs1lon 10 Ad1h111 Kl'lly, 

I detest a cyclic poem, no1 d11 I 1'11)11\' ,, 11-11111 

which carries many pt·opk lhl ~ Wll)' 111111 th.it . 

,.., ... ., .. ..--1-rrr rr111c 1....yete 

I hate too a promiscuous lt1v1'1, 11111 d11 I d1 Ink 

from a fountain . I hll lt' <1 ll lo111111011 thil1H~ · 

all./\./~ I ,l,111, I •I I 0 t I 11 II JI 

There is more than one critique implictl In the latter. 1he one that matters for 

our present purpose, and the one on which Aristotle and Callimachus agree, 

is lack of unified narrative focus; together they suggest a corpus consisting of 

long, rambling, and poorly focused poems. Neither source can be dismissed 

lightly, but the criticism is only partly justified. Though Aristotle singles out 

epics on Heracles and Thebes, the complaint applies especially to the Cypria. 
In the search for a monumental narrative, the Cypria poet has produced a 

compendium with a sharply focused beginning but a truncated ending. It 

ends where the Iliad begins and evidently owes its final shape to the need to 

accommodate the latter. It relates to the Iliad as Xenophon's Hellenica relates 

to Thucydides, as a deliberately contrived supplement, though in this case 

a prequel. This inorganic quality, so repugnant to Aristotle, is true to some 

degree of a number of the Trojan War poems in the form in which they were 

known during and after the classical period. But the Cypria took the tendency 

to an unusual length by incorporating a large quantity of material united solely 

by the need to take us from the cause of the war through to the end of the 

ninth year. 

The problem was much less acute in the other poems. The hexameter 1he

baid and Epigoni each had 7,000 lines, we are told, 15 perhaps not much shorter 

than the Cypria but (despite Aristotle) rather better focused, since each seems 

to have dealt with its own clearly defined part of the mythic tradition of civil 

war at Thebes without the compendiary quality of the Cypria. But all these 

poems are substantial in length. The other epics which make up the Trojan 

Cycle go for a much more circumscribed period and theme and a carefully 

limited scale. The Little Iliad occupied four books according to Proclus. The 

Sack of Troy amounted to two books.16 The Aithiopis had five books, likewise 

" Thebaid fr. 1 GEF, Epigoni fr. 1 GEF. 
1
• There is some highly ambiguous evidence in one of the Tabulae Iliacae that the Sack of Troy 

may have had 9,500 lines; see Tomasso (201 2) 381n.35. But apart from the unreliabUity of 1hc 
source it is quite uncertain which poem is intended; see McLeod (1985). Though it is entirely 
possible that the texts of the Cycle as they emerged in the archaic period were subseque111ly 
I rimmed to fit together more nealiy (see Burgess (200 1) 135 -48, Dowden (2004) 197 8), 
there is no solid evidence for 11 wholesale redac1lo11 on ony lnrge scale (cf. Wcsl (20 13) 22). 
'!he problem Is complkll lcd by flrodus' 1cnd cncy on occasion 10 Ignore nnrra1lve overlap In 
1he cyclic 1ex1s, us wilh 1he l ltrlt· lllotl (for whkh sec l\dly (20 1 ~) 322), h111 l1 ls lmportonl IO 



the Nostoi. The scale of the works gives the appearance of being driven by 

performance considerations. We cannot lurn book counts into precise line 

counts, especially given the diversity in the length of books of Homer. But 

on the basis of an Iliadic average of 654 lines17 we might guess at about 3,000 

(at most 4,000) lines each for the Aithiopis and the Nostoi, while at two books 

the Sack of Troy was probably no longer than a tragic play, even if we imagine 

books of over 800 lines, as with Books 2 and 24 of the Iliad, and conceivably as 

few as 1,000 lines in total. Any of the smaller epics could have been performed 

in a morning, afternoon, or evening, to provide a thematically complete 

experience, well within the normal practice of the fictionalised bard we meet 

in the Odyssey.18 And some may have been designed for variable performance. 

The Aithiopis builds its narrative by combining two distinct themes, Penthe

sileia and Memnon. The title points towards Memnon as the core component, 

with the story of the Amazon prefixed by a process of accretion.19 Presumably 

the Aithiopis could be performed as a single long poem or either section could 

be extracted for performance to give a Penthesileis (or an Amazonia) or an 
Aithiopis (i.e., the story of Memnon) proper.20 

Any attempt to map Stesichorus on to what we know of cyclic epics is 

inevitably tentative, since we know virtually nothing about his life or move

ments. But we can draw some deductions from what we have. We are told 

that the Alexandrian edition of his works was divided into twenty-six 

books.21 There is no reason to distrust this figure; it was easily ascertain

able and this kind of basic information is generally correct where we can 

check it. Since everything we know points to a specialisation in long nar

ratives, there is much to recommend the view that we have either a book 

per poem or long poems split between books, like the Oresteia which filled 

distinguish between selective reporting by Proclus and editorial intervention in circulating 
texts. There is therefore no good ground to dispute Proclus' book count either for his own or 
for earlier periods. 

17 Thus Heiden (2008) 67 n. I. 
18 The Hesiodic Shield, whether or not it was ever thought of as part of the (or a) Cycle, 

represents the likely lower limit on the scale, since it could be performed in an hour or so. 
19 See West (2013) 133. 
20 Separate circulation of the story of Penthesileia may be implied by the Hesychian Life of Homer 

(§6) : <'xvacpepETa1 5e elc auT6v Kai i'iAAa Ttva Trott']µma· 11.µa~ovia, 'l/11ac MtKp<'x, N6cT01, KTA. 

A possible parallel, as Ettore Cingano observes to me, is the :A.µcp1ap6ou e~e/\ac1c attributed to 
Homer by the same source, which may have been a detachable incident within the Thebaid; 
cf. Severyns (1928) 164. My formulation describes the process of accretion and the prospect 
for uncoupling, not the Aithiopis itself as a narrative. It need not Imply that the two incidents 
were merely juxtaposed in the poem; it wou ld have been perfectly po~slhlc to Integrate two 
originally separate stories thematica lly, since both foll (with the ca~c of I I c~tor) Into a story 
pattern whereby a si ngle champion checks the Gieck lldv1111,c, on ly lo fnll In bottle. 

11 Su. c 1095 Stes. Tb2 Ercoles. Por the co1pu8, s1•c PlnMhm (201411) IH 1 t 

-----------•r --· ~/ ---

two volumcs.22 'lhls Is a substantial output, but not implausibly so. Pindar 

for instance, active throughout the Greek world and across the full range of 

lyric forms, was edited into seventeen books. Aleman, with a virtual mon

opoly on Spartan maiden songs, managed six books. Stesichorus, on simple 

arithmetic of this sort, is significantly more productive than either. If how

ever we turn this into outputs or commissions, then the Stesichorean cor

pus looks less swollen. Compared with the output of tragic and comic poets 

where we know it - approximately 90 for Aeschylus, 123 for Sophocles, 92 

for Euripides - it is a modest figure. 23 

I am however less interested in biography than occasions, places, and move

ments. Before the age of the book, lyric song comes into being for an occasion. 

It requires an audience, and, in the case of long narrative lyric, an audience 

prepared to sit, listen, and watch for hours. One obvious possibility is a local 

context which would stimulate repeated demand for long lyric epics. Athen

ian tragedy and comedy offer an immediate analogy, since whatever view we 

take of the frequency of reperformance and scale of circulation of plays as text, 

the primary market was performance before the Athenian theatre audience; 

and during the fifth century alone we can reasonably posit 900 tragedies pro

duced for this market. It is conceivable that we have in the Stesichorean corpus 

the product of a lifetime of composition aimed in the first instance at a local 

market in the manner of Alcman's partheneia. But the developed panhellenic 

dialect used in the poems does not favour the hypothesis of purely parochial 

performance. 24 Likewise, the corpus draws on the whole array of Greek myths, 

not on themes specifically catering for the interests of the west Greek diaspora. 

It is difficult to take the further step of tying specific poems to particular exter

nal locations. Though performative context can and did influence content, it 

is always risky extrapolating context from mythic narrative. The treatment of 

Helen in the Palinode, however we understand that composition, may point 

to performance in a location with strong attachment to Helen, as has been 

suggested;25 Sparta is the most obvious candidate, or perhaps Tarentum. But 

11 Stes. frr. l 75a, 176 F. 
11 For the ancient evidence, see Sommerstein (2010) 13, (2012) 191-3, L. Parker (2007) xx n. 27. 
14 The classic argument fo r a mobile Stesichorus is Burkert (1987) 51-2 = (2001-11) I 

209- 11 =Cairns (2001) 106- 8. His idea of mobile Stesichorean choruses is an unnecessary 
refinement; with the exception of theoric performances the norm seems to be a combination 
of external poet and local chorus. 

1~ See especially Bowrn (1934) 11 5 11 6 (1961) 106 7, (1936) 124-9, (1961) 111- 16, though 
the idea goes back to the nineteenth ~c 111u1 y (Hee l'lnglass and Kelly, Chapter l , this volume, 
p. 3). 111e suggestion of l\e1•1 rot\ (lOOll) l h111 lht• let inlnology of fr. 9 Ia itself suggests a 
rejection of the panhcllr11ll. w 1Nl1111 l111 1111 q1ld111tl1 vc1Nlon would be consistent with this; 
I find not hing In the lunM1111111• 11ml "Ith It Jlt1l11IN 111 t•lt hcr direction, whether In content or In 
perfonnoncc. 
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the passionate rejection of the journey to 'l'roy whll h op1.·11cd the revisionist 

version al fr. 9 la F. could as easily be a rhctork ,11 hid for audience attention 

as a reflection of piety or geographical partisanship."' Stesichorus' interest in 

Athenian myth may allow us to tie some of his compositions to performance 

in Athens.27 But the rewriting of Helen had sufficient panhellenic appeal (as 

did Helen herself) to interest Herodotus and Euripides (and their audiences). 

Myth travelled around the Greek world and struck a chord far beyond its place 

of origin. Much localised myth (and most myth is localised) has panhellenic 

appeal. One did not have to be Theban or Epirote to enjoy the Thebaid or the 

story of the Calydonian boar hunt. Despite their preference for local myths, 

the clients of Pindar and Bacchylides (and their audiences) were also inter

ested in other Greek myths irrespective of origin. And some of Stesichorus' 

output makes no sense if one tries to tie it to a specific geographical market -

there is no obvious local demand for the Geryoneis.28 But though we may hesi

tate to tie particular compositions to particular locations away from Himera 

or its vicinity, we can conclude that the narrative content does not suggest an 

author focused solely on a local market in the west.29 

Probably therefore we have a poet active in multiple locations, not just in 

and around Himera. If we accept (as I do) the case for choral performance, 

then we have to assume that the works were performed on a highly formal 

ised occasion. But the reconstruction of the occasion does not rest on the 

manner of performance. The opening of the Oresteia gives us a clue to some 

at least of the occasions: 

To16:5E XPil Xaphwv 8aµwµaTa KaAA1K6µwv 

uµ veiv <Ppuy1ov µEAOC E~EUpovTa<c> &13pwc 

fipoc lmpxoµE vou. 

Such are the lovely-haired Graces' gifts to the public 

that we must sing, devising an elegant Phrygian melody, 

at the arrival of spring. 

Stesichorus fr. 173 F. 

26 Similarly Morgan (201 2) 45-6, Finglass (2014a) 27-9. 
27 See Finglass {2013c) on fr. 90.15-30 (he is however cautious on this point, p. 47), and Bowie, 

Chapter 7, this volume. 
28 Caution is perhaps needed here, since Curtis (2011) xi suggests a local festival of Heracles, 

which cannot be disproved; his other suggestion, a cult of Geryon, is less convincing. 
29 The point is noted by Burkert (n. 24). His further observation, that the lack of a deictic 

frame in what survives tying the narratives to a performance context (the nearest we get is 
the reference to a season in frr. 173-4 F.) points to poetry which Is designed to travel, has 
little force when taken alone (since it need only indicate design lo accommodate widespread 
reperformance). But it combines with the lack of loca l spcdlicl ty In t h ~ myths to create an 
overall impression of a strategic detachment from uny on~ lorntlon. 

'lhe noun dam omata, as the Arist11plt1111l1 111 h11ll11 rl ~htl y note immediately 

after citing our fragm ent, must d1.·~ l f-1 11 1 111' 11hl1'l ti. 111111posed for public per

formance (8aµwµcm ) 8~ Ta b11µoclw 1'xil1b111vo ): the verb from which it 

derives must mean 'give to the pcopk: '11rnkl' for the people' or the like.30 

'lhis is a text for the whole population, not something for an elite context. 

In this case at least we are evidentl y dealing with a civic festival. And the 

generalising T0108e 8aµ wµaTa suggests that this mode of performance is 

not unusual. How far we can press this passage is uncertain. It is entirely 

possible that we are dealing with works commissioned for performance on 

their own at public festivals. The obstacle here is that the lyric songs that we 

have in textual form which were certainly created for such contexts, whether 

they consist of free- standing narrative or contextualised myths in the man

ner of Aleman or the later panhellenic choral composers, are invariably far 

shorter than the long narratives of Stesichorus. It is therefore on the whole 

easier to imagine competitive performances. Though our ancient sources 

treat the work of Stesichorus as a singlehanded transposition of epic mater

ia l into lyric form, we should probably imagine a number of rivals, most of 

whom are now nameless.31 The parallel which suggests itself inevitably is 

the performance of hexameter epic at the Athenian Panathenaea. How far 

this comparison extends is uncertain. If we push the analogy to the limit, 

we can posit competitions in epic-lyric (either choral or citharodic) along 

the lines of the rhapsodic contests or the dithyrambic competitions in Ath

ens. And Athens itself may have been a significant (though not exclusive) 

market.32 The silence of our sources is not an insuperable barrier, since we 

do not have to suppose that such competitions were long-lived. Indeed, 

since (unlike the rhapsodic competitions) as choral songs they occupy the 

same narrative and performative space as tragedy, such performances were 

competing with tragedy for popularity (both with poets and with the pub

lic) and were unlikely (at least in Athens) to survive the rise of tragedy as 

the Athenian form par excellence. They might (on this hypothesis) form 

part of the cultural amalgam from which tragedy eventually emerged as a 

distinct performance mode. Our knowledge of recitation competitions in 

other Greek states is limited, but it is sufficient to indicate that Athens was 

"' The verb occurs at Pind. I. 8.8. 
11 See on this subject Burkert (1987) 51 2 (2001 11 ) I 209- 11 =Cairns (2001 ) 106- 8; two lyric 

poets who may fa ll into this ct11e1101 y uml who 11rc no med are Xanthus and Xenocritus (or -
ates), for whom see Kelly, ( 'hupt1•1 ) 11 1111 W1•,t, < l111p ter 4, this volume. 

'1 For Athens as a venue fo1 S!!•Nl1 li111 r1111 p1•1 l111111111111• Ht·e llowlc, Chapter 7, th is volu me, and for 

possible evidence for 1w11111111111111• 111 Atl1111•, Mi'!' fl •, 
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ar from unique in fostering a culLun.• of n·dt11tlw 111 pnformaLive compe
tition in civic festivals. 33 

If there were competitions of this sort for longer lyric narratives, the 

stimulus may have come from the rhapsodic competitions. The extension 

to lyric would reflect the increased significance attached to lyric song in 

the early archaic period. If so, this attempt of lyric to invade the territory 

of epic was one of a number of short-lived evolutionary developments in 

the public role oflyric; the victory ode, though it differs dramatically from 

the Stesichorean corpus in scale and its explicit occasionality, offers an ana

logy of sorts as a lyric form which emerged from the vibrant performance 

culture of the archaic period but whose life cycle spanned no more than a 

century. We cannot rule out the possibility that the lyric epics were them

selves offered in direct competition with epic performances on the same 

programme. But on any reconstruction of the original mode of perform

ance, whether choral or solo, this is on balance unlikely, since our evidence 

for Greek musical and poetic competitions suggests that they do not usually 
mix different forms together in this way. 

This is then, as far as we can tell, a lyric-epic poet operative across polis 

boundaries. Though he gets only passing mentions in the recent collection 

of essays on the wandering poets of early Greece,34 Stesichorus represents 

an evolutionary leap. As far as we can see, he is the point where poetic 

mobility leaps the genre gap. Though we have some evidence for lyric poets, 

especially from western Greece, operating in mainland Greece as early as 

the seventh century,35 it is in the sixth century that the phenomenon oflyric 

poetic mobility becomes widespread. This is in a sense the missing link 

between the rhapsodes as international performers of epic and the pan

hellenic lyricists. After Stesichorus, lyric mobility accelerates. The divide 

between the lyric poets, even Stesichorus, and the rhapsodes is great. It is 

relatively rare that we get names for rhapsodes. And though we should be 

sceptical of neat divisions between creative poets and reproductive rhap

sodes, 36 the rhapsode, unlike the lyric poet, is working with material which 

is traditional to a much greater extent and in a much more obvious way 

than the lyric poet; and in the sixth century, as texts are solidifying, the gap 

between producer and performer is widening. In contrast lyric poets have 

" For a case for choral competitions in the west from the archaic period, see Morgan (2012); for 
the Greek world more generally, see Rhodes (2003) 108. For rhapsodic competitions outside 
Athens, seep. 47 above. 

34 Wilson (2009) 69, Bowie (2009) 105, 123, 124. 
" See West, Chapter 4, this volume. 
"' So rightly I lunter and Rutherford (2009b) 6. 

names, origins, and biograph 1t·1. ( howc·viJr dl 11 tn1 ti'd 111HI misconstrued), 

.rnd their work is both incont row rt lhly 1111d 11ltc•11 11s'l'rtlvcly original in 

form as well as in content. 'I here Is 1111111 11 ~ hltt 111 prcstlgc,37 since mobile 

lyric poets are personally invited to till' ~< H1rt s of the powerful to add the 

lustre of their name; there is probably also (though this is harder to ver

ify) a shift in socio-economic stalus. But despite the differences in form, in 

standing, and in the relationship between poet and content, ultimately it is 

probably the rhapsode who helps us to explain the dramatic increase in the 

movement of lyric poets. 

Though ancient sources describe Stesichorus as 'most Homeric: it is not 

the Homer text as we understand it but the cycle (with lower case) as the 

body of heroic narrative before, after, and around Homer which leaps out 

when one looks at the surviving titles/themes of the lost works. Troy is 

prominent: Helen, Palinode (whether we take these as one poem or two) , 

Sack of Troy/Wooden Horse (probably one poem38
), Nostoi, Oresteia. Hera

cles: Geryoneis, Cerberus, Cycnus. Theban myths: Thebais (or whatever the 

poem on the Lille papyrus was called) and Eriphyle between them handled 

the tale of the Seven and presumably some at least of the story of the Epig

oni, while Europa took the myth back to the origin of Thebes. Pelopon

nesian myth was more thinly covered, with the tale of Scylla for Megara. 

North-western Greece (Calydon) was covered in the Boarhunters (Syothe
rai) and Iolkos in the Games for Pelias. Collectively these poems excerpted 

from all the major mythic cycles of Greece and all the major centres rep

resented in heroic hexameter epic poetry. In terms of the geographical dis

tribution of mythic content there is a visible concerted attempt to generate 

u narrative corpus which at least touches on all the major cycles across the 

whole of Greece. 

However, the relationship with the various mythic thesauroi which 

made up the performed hexameter narrative corpus is both more precise 

and more subtle than this, in that the corpus indicates a careful position 

ing in relation to the strands in the tradition. Though in his use of specific 

motifs Stesichorus often seems to be gesturing overtly towards the Hom

eric epics, in scale and to some degree in focus he aligns himself with the 

non-Homeric archaic epic poems. And this takes us from the epic cycle 

ns histoire to the Epic Cycle as recit. As noted above, if we exclude the 

:ypria, the Trojan cyclic epics in th eir final form vacillate between two 

and five books, taking up o n the rTomcric model perhaps 1,000 to 3,000 

" See on thi s especial ly Gold hill ( 111111) t I ~ ~ I !I, 
'' For th is pocrn, FinKlass {20 1111) 
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(at most 4,000) lines. How the two books of Stcsichorus' Oresteia relate 

to books of Homer as later understood is difficult to say. But 1,000 to 

1,500 lines would seem a good bet, since it is unlikely that the scale was 

widely divergent. Stesichorus' Geryoneis would seem to support this. We 

know from line numbering (a stichometric letter N opposite fr. 25.36 F.) 
that it contained at least 1,300 lines. In performance time these poems 

would occupy an evening or half a morning. Choral performance pre

sumably slows down the delivery significantly; so a choral Stesichorus 

will take longer than a monodic or rhapsodic performance. But either way 

Stesichorus seems to mirror the average performance scale of many if not 

most39 of the songs which turned into what we know as the Epic Cycle as 
we (do not quite) have it. 

Stesichorus' narrative method also follows the pattern of the smaller 

epics belonging to the Cycle and the building blocks which make up the 

slightly larger poems. He likes to choose sharply defined moments in a lar

ger narrative, like the cyclic Sack of Troy or the separable but conjoined 

stories of the aristeiai and deaths of Memnon and Penthesileia. 

It is impossible to say whether Stesichorus knew from personal experi

ence any of the poems which Aristotle knew as the Cycle. 40 But it is strik

ing that Stesichorus composed a Sack of Troy. Whether he called it by 

this title or not is immaterial since, regardless of who imposed it, the 

title (here and elsewhere in the corpus) reflects the content of the poem 

and in this case it overlaps with a known Cyclic Epic (upper case). He 

also probably composed a Nostoi. 41 From the title42 we can be sure that it 

was not an Agamemnonos nostos or Menelaou nostos or any other single 

return from Troy which might have claimed its own distinct narrative 

treatment. The overlap in title and theme is highly suggestive. It sug

gests that the texts of what became the Cycle were already crystallising 

or had crystallised at the time he wrote. This is consistent with the evi

dence from iconography. If Stesichorus did know of something like these 

poems, then it is worth noting that the Stesichorean text positions itself 

as much against as alongside the Cycle. Though his poems are compar

able in length with a significant strand of the Cyclic poems, they seem in 

general to lack the episodic quality which offended Aristotle. Instead he 

opts for a sharp narrative focus. His Heracles poems, for instance, take 

' 9 I return to this question below. 
• 0 If so, his choic~ of form may involve a pointed rejection of the sca le of a 'Jhcbairl or a Cypria. 
" The title is restored by a seemingly inescapable conjecture In fr. 169 P. 
" Again it is immaterial whether this title was given hy Stcskhor llN or 1111 Al1· ~ 1111drlan editor, 

since In either case it must derive from the content. 

a single exploit which ca n be told In d1•1 ,dl, tl11: 1•11i111111tcr· with Gcryon 

or Cycnus, the abduction of Cerberus; t hl'Y 11vold the mis take castigated 

by Aristotle of trying to tell the whok 1. tory. Wl' l..ln sec why Stesicho

rus had such a profound influence on I hl' tragic playwrights,43 since the 

narrative principle (tight timescale, elaboration of a single incident) is 

broadly the same. Also important for tragedy is the Stesichorean focus 

on moments of choice, which his tight narrative frame allows: Geryon 

deciding whether to face Heracles, the Trojans deciding whether or not 

to admit the wooden horse to the city, the sons of Oedipus faced with 

a choice between fratricidal strife and peaceful resolution. There was 

also potential for these moments of what Aristotle would later term pro
hairesis44 in the lost poems (Orestes and Alcmaeon faced with the choice 

between matricide and betrayal of a father), though here we cannot be 
sure if the potential was exploited. 

Here, however, the existence of a Nostoi complicates the picture. We do 

not know the scale or contents of Stesichorus' poem. The name suggests 

something more diverse in theme than the rest of the Stesichorean cor

pus and therefore possibly on a scale comparable with the Cyclic poem.45 It 

seems that we have a flirtation with more than one of the narrative models 

ffered by the cycle, despite the dominant trend noted above. 

When we turn from the cyclic poems to Homer, the picture becomes 

more complicated still. One very striking feature which the Stesichorean 

corpus shares with the Epic Cycle (upper case) in the form in which we have 

it is a tendency to avoid overlap with the Homeric epics, by which I mean 

simply the tale of Achilles and the tale of Odysseus. The natural conclusion 

is that the Iliad and the Odyssey in some form have established themselves 

already as significant works and that there is a disinclination, at least when 

the texts of the Cycle are assuming their monumental form, to invade the 

narrative space occupied by the Homeric poems. As a cultural phenom

enon this persists through late archaic lyric with few exceptions and into 

Greek tragedy, again with relatively few exceptions. There is one striking 

exception in the case of Stesichorus. The fragment attributed to his Nostoi 
draws on a narrative very close to our Odyssey. The incident narrated in the 
papyrus fragment relates to Telemachus' stay in Sparta: 

" For more on Stesichorus and tragedy, sec Swift, Chupter 8, this volume. 
" Arist. Poet. 1450b8- 10; cf. l!N I 1I .1u10 11 ~ npoalptCIC &v el11 j3ouil.EUTlKi') ope~rc TWV ~'!'· i')µTv 

('prohairesis is a deliberate ~hok1• of th lr111• within our power') . 
" Finglass (20 14a) 18 i \l ld1•111lli1·H 11111111•1•11 p111•111 H, ut l1•11st two of which occupied at least two 

books, giving us a total of Hl\lt01•11l0 1111w11 h1111~ • lhl• wou ld theoretically allow a Nostoi offive 
books. Sec however n. 11 
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10 

UI IT]ov t l~Jcx lqwcxc TEpcxc 15oTccx vup1p11 , 

c;i9~ 9·ne1Jqi' 'Elle vex qic.v va 1 iroT[I I 11 ex it> " OfiU1;rn iJ v· 
"TTJAEµcxx', [T\] r1c 85' 6:µ\ v &yye;\[oj c C.:1pcxv<'>OLv 

51' cxl6epo(c 1.h]puyeTcxc KaTeirrc;rro, ~& 51 
l.. q>OtVi;i)KEKAcxy~ (c 

l. .. C uµ ETEpOUC 56µouC 1Tpo<pcxJ .. ... Jvc 

J. ... av ye &vi]p 

130] y?-9ic '.A.6avac 

J. i:i1c cxvTa AcxKepv~a Kopwvcx 

- v-x-v J.ll' ou5' eyw c' epu(~J0 

- vu navh?-91!9 c' i8oica <piAou iraT[p)oc vi9y 

]~o.L.h . .. c ~cell[ 

JU ?m>Y µ( 

Seeing the sudden portent from the gods the lady 
Helen spoke thus to the son of Odysseus: 
Telemachus, this is some messenger to us from heaven 
that darted through the boundless air and went 
shrieking with bloody . . . 
Just so] to your halls . . . 
... . .. .... .. ]the man 
.. ..... .. ] by the contrivance of Athena 
......... .. ?no] chattering crow this 
....... ...... .. ] nor will I keep you 
.... .. Pen]elope seeing you, the son of a dear father 

Stes. fr. 170.1 -13 F. 

Enough of the text survives to make clear that Helen responds to an eagle por

tent with a prophecy much as in Odyssey 15.160- 78. From Proclus' summary 

it seems that any link with the Odyssey in the hexameter Nostoi was fleeting. 

Odysseus is given a cameo role in this epic in Proclus' summary, where he 

narrates the homecoming of Achilles' son Neoptolemus (arg. 4 GEF): 

NeoTIT6Aeµoc 8e 8h18oc v•ro6eµevTJC m~fi t iroteiTcxt Ti]v iropeicxv· Kai irapayev6µevoc 

eic 8patKTJV '08vcda KCXTaAaµ~avet ev Tfit Ma pc.vveia1, Kai TO Aom6v avue1 Tfic 

68ou Kai TeAevn'jccxvTa <Doiv1Ka 6aTITet. 

Neoptolemus on the advice of Thetis makes his journey on foot. And arriving in 
Thrace he catches up with Odysseus in Maroneia, and completes the rest of his jour
ney and buries Phoenix on his death. 

This serves to anchor the narrative to the Odyssey by creating a link with the 

narrative of Odysseus' return as told in Homer.46 But it seems that Odysseus 

'
6 Hom. Od. 9.196- 211. The encounter also (because of th ~ u ~ ~· Ill whkh OdyM~~u s eventua lly 

puts the wine he receives in Thrace) offered scope for on 1• h•w1111 ph•11• 11f 11111•1 t~xtuo l 

foreshadowing, though we cannot tell if this oppottun lty w111 fl l1i.pnl 

played on ly an incidental role in th is pm•111 ; .111d II t hl )'S't' ll S had no more 

than a tangential part, there was no rou111 lor ' l t· l1· 11111l hw .. Stcsichorus how

ever clearly includes at least one ind dt•nt ln1111 11111· Odyssey in his narra

tive. How this fitted in is impossible to 1rny. One possible reconstruction 

is that Telemachus' visit was foca li scd in Slcs ichorus through Menelaus' 

return in a kind of inversion of the Odyssey focus. Another possibility is 

that the returns of the heroes were framed by Telemachus' visit to Sparta in 

the manner of Homer's Telemacheia.47 In this case Telemachus' visit served 

as the narrative anchor by providing a starting point and end point of the 

poem. But apart from this detour into Homeric airspace, Stesichorus obeys 

the unspoken rule of the Trojan epics which survived through the classical 

period, which is to work around and with the Homeric texts rather than 

Invade their narrative space. 

The problem with my story so far is that Homer is a constant unspoken 

presence in Stesichorus. If his scale and focus is Cyclic, Stesichorus' nar

rative technique is fundamentally Homeric. Some of the features which 

strike us as Homeric are probably generic, and modern scholars still strug

gle to distinguish the two. But even if we exclude as generic components 

shared features such as divine councils and feasts which recur as typical 

scenes in Homer, we are left with a pronounced Homeric residue. Aristotle 

is emphatic that one feature which distinguished the two Homeric epics 

from the other archaic material was the extensive use of direct speech,48 

which pushed the primary focaliser into the background and through char

acter focalisation in speech allowed for more complex characterisation and 

more sustained exploration of emotion and motivation. Again we need 

to be a little cautious in evaluating Aristotle's testimony. Evidence drawn 

from the fragments of the Cycle which seem to support Aristotle is actually 

17 I was encouraged to see that the same idea had occurred independently to Martin West; 
see Chapter 4. If this approximates to the truth, then if much of the story was dealt with 
through character speech, as in Books 3 and 4 of the Odyssey, it becomes easier to fi t the 
narrative within the known maximum for Stesichorus of two books, with careful selection of 
returners and differential allocation of narrative space to different returns; on this tentative 
reconstruction, the probability raised above that the Stesichorean Nostoi achieved something 
like the scale of the Cyclic Nostoi recedes. 

" Arist. Poet. l 460a5- ll "0µ11poc Se &Ma •e Tro'Ma &~toc Eira1veic6m Kai 61) Kai o'Tl µ6voc 
TClV TrOIT\TWV OUK 6yvoeT 0 6eT TrOIETv auT6v. aU'TOV yap 6ei 'TOV 'ITOIT1Ti)V eMxicw lleye1v· OU 
yap k'Tl KCXTa TaU'Ta µ1µ11 • i)c. ol µ~v ovv ex'Mo1 av•ol µev 61' OAOU 6ywvl~OVTat, µ1µ00v.m 
6~ 6::>-tya Ka\ 6l>.1y6KtC' 6 St 6::>-lya qipo 1µ1 ac6111 voe cvOvc elc6yet &v6pa ii yuvaiKa ii &Mo 'Tl 
t'i6oc , Kai ou6ev' 6{)011 6M' fxov1a ~iOoc. (' I lmm•1 11111011g his claims to praise is the only poet 
who is not ignorant of whnt lw m11Nt d11 I 111 th1• p111•1 hhmclf must say as little as possible. It 
Is not in th is respect that he 1 ~ 1 111·~ 1· 11t • I h1• 111111•11 ;!11 th1• performing themselves throughout , 
while they represent 011 11 N11 111ll •uil , 11 11111 111..l y 11111 l11• 11lti•1 u brief Introduction immediately 
brings in a man or wom11 n 111 ~ 11111 1111 1hn ,1111il 1111111 • h111 11111•1 k ss hut 11 11 with character'. ) 
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ambiguous.49 We can detect at least one po1>1ilhk t•xteption in the Sack of 
Troy, where the Trojans evidently debate before bringing the wooden horse 
within the walls.so We are looking at a difference of degree, not simple pres

ence or absence. But Aristotle was both widely and deeply read in Greek 
literature and he had a full text, where we have only fragments and sum
maries. So the contrast must be broadly sound, even if exaggerated to make 

a point. One of the most noteworthy features of the Stesichorean fragments 

is the high density of direct discourse. The Geryoneis, in the small amount 
which survives, has no fewer than three character speeches (frr. 13, 15, 

16-17 F.) and implies more; the Eriphyle has two (fr. 93), as does the Sack 
of Troy (fr. 103, possibly a third at fr. 115); the Nostoi (if that is what it is) 
has one (fr. 170), the Theban poem (fr. 97) at least two, conceivably three. 
This is a remarkably high density for such a small sample. One cannot rule 

out the possibility, as always with fragmentary corpora, that our percep
tion is skewed by the accident of survival. But the consistency across the 

fragments suggests rather that the frequency of direct speech is a defin
ing feature of Stesichorean narrative, another factor which goes some way 
to explaining Stesichorus' profound influence on the tragedians. It is even 

possible, if unprovable, that the ratio of speech to action approximated to 
Homer's one-to-one.st 

This impression that Stesichorus is profoundly influenced by Homer is 

increased by the identifiable intertextual gestures towards Homer in some
thing like the form in which we have them,s2 however this form may have 
been experienced by Stesichorus or his audience.53 The Geryoneis con

tains three such forms, again in a very short compass. Stesichorus fr. 15 

49 Griffin (1977) 49 (in a section omitted, however, from the reprint in Cairns (2001)) contrasts 

the spare dry narrative of Oedipus' curse in Thebaid frr. 2-3 GEF with the quarrel of Achilles 

and Agamemnon in Iliad I. Though seemingly reasonable, the comparison fails to note that 

the Thebaid almost certainly focused on the fratricidal quarrel (as indicated by fr. I). The 

curse was probably a framing epanalepsis. If so, the appropriate comparison would be with the 

encounter between Agamemnon and Chryses, not that between Agamemnon and Achilles. 
50 Iliu Persis arg. I GEF twct Ta mp\ Tov 1lf1Tov ol T pwec uir6TITwc exoVTec irep1cT6vTec 

13ouA£uovTai o Tl XPTJ iro1eiv· Kai Toic µev ooKei KOTaKpT]µvicm auT6v, Toic oe KaTa<pMye1v, 

ol OE lep6v auTOV ecpacav oeiv Tf\l l\611ven 6v0Te6fjva1· Kai Tl;>.oc VIK? ii TOUTWV yvwµTj . ('The 

Trojans being suspicious of the horse stand around it and deliberate what action to take. Some 

wish to hurl it over the cliffs, others to burn it, while others said it was sacred and should be 

dedicated to Athene; and in the end it was the view of the last that prevailed.') 
51 Griffin (1986) 37, citing Schmid (1929) 92-3 n . 7, gives the following figures for direct 

speech: 45 per cent in the J/iad, 67 per cent in the Odyssey, 55 per cent overa ll . 
51 Sec fu rther Carey (2007) 144 n. 12. 
53 My use of the term 'lntertextual' does not imply the clr, ulo1lo11 or even the genera l availability 

ofphyslcn l texts, merely the emergence ofn fixc<l fo1111 . I do howl·v~ 1 ~upposc that there were 

wri tt en tex ts 111 exis tence; sec Carey (2007) 136 Ii. 

F. (Geryon's contemplation of h ls 1111 '11ol lil1• 111111t11llty11ml It~ Implications for 
his choice) has visible afliniticl. with 11111111·1 ·N l//1111 I ).T.U 8, Stes. fr. 17 (his 

mother's appeal) with Jl. 22.79 81), ~h·~ Ir I ~> ( tht• dl'lllh of the first of Gery

on's bodies) with Il. 8.300 8; ~·1 t IH' N11.~ l11 / 1w;.,,1Hl' has a pronounced similar
ity to our Odyssey, noted above. ' I he obvious way to avoid the imperative of 
Occam's Razor, which would make so mething like our Homer the intertext, 

is to argue for a stock motif. But none of these looks like a stock motif. 

Here, for the sake of argument, I will single out one, the simile which marks 
Geryon's death. The Homeric epic has a stereotyped way of expressing the 
death of a warrior, the falling tree. Its recurrence suggests that we are deal

ing with an element drawn from the tradition. It falls into the formalistic 
(not quite formulaic) tendency ably studied by Scott,ss as part of the epic 

stock of serviceable topoi to be reshaped and recycled. The poppy image 
shared by Homer with Stesichorus is visibly an extension of this formalis 

tic usage; but it is nonetheless a one-off in the Homeric text. Though one 
could counter that we have here a common motif otherwise unattested in 
surviving epic, Homer's general practice does not favour this alternative, 
since there is a pronounced tendency to generate unique images alongside 

the standard motifs. So the presence of a theme or motif in a simile is not 
in itself indicative of a traditional background. And the agreement with 
Homer on the use of speeches suggests (again by a not unreasonable appli

cation of Occam's Razor) that we should not be looking for an unattested 

lost source when there is otherwise reason to believe that Stesichorus knew 

something like our Homer. 
The combination of Cyclic scale and Homeric effects and echoes strongly 

suggests that I have so far understated the boldness of the Stesichorean cor
pus. What we seem to have is a poetic project which involves not merely 
stretching lyric modes for epic manner and content but also a strategic 

attempt to bridge the perceptible divide within the epic tradition. As often, 
one is struck by the impression that a poetic sensibility often associated 
with the Hellenistic poets is already present in the archaic period.s6 More 

importantly for my present purpose, we are looking at a complex position
ing within the options offered by the heroic narrative tradition, a strategy of 

combining elements from different strands in a creative synthesis. 
All of this shows a calculated and sophisticated engagement with the oral 

mythic tradition as represented in hexameter poetry in order to map on to 
the full range of the rhapsodic repertoire. When one combines this with 

~ See fur ther Kelly, Chnprcr 2, rill s volume. 

" Scott ( 1974) 70 I. •• Co 1111 11Ht l\1• ll y, C:hnprcr 2, this vo lume. 
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the mythic range, one is struck by the ,1111hlti1111s 11,1ture of the corpus. At 
this point, however, it is worth underlining the formal differences between 

Stesichorus and the hexameter epic narratives, both the Homer text and 
those which became what we know as the Cycle. We do not know how 

long the creative stage of Greek oral epic lasted. Probably it continued into 
the fifth century and there was no clear transition point between creative 

and reproductive. But all the hexameter epics which Stesichorus will have 

encountered were the product of an oral culture, whether the performers 
he saw composed or recited from memory or both. They used the oral for
mulaic system, as did Homer. Stesichorus' poetry is rich in Homeric-epic 

terminology but it is not formulaic; and it is difficult to see how a formulaic 
system would work as comfortably in the complex periods of Stesichorus as 
it did in archaic hexameter epic with its built-in metrical predictability; nor 

can one see what it could add to the process of composition. We are used to 
the notion from the study of oral poetry that each performance is unique, in 

that the poet lacks the notion of a canonical version. But each Stesichorean 
composition is unique in a way that no two hexameter performances can 

ever have been, since in each song not just the version of the story given but 
the metrical form and the language - at a granular level - are distinctive. 

The alignment with the hexameter heroic tradition also pointedly draws 
attention to the distinctiveness of the lyric offering. It is difficult not to feel 

that some of what we are seeing is a generic rivalry of the sort we find, for 
instance, in Aeschylus when he retells the story of the wrath of Achilles 
(usually avoided by tragedy) in his Myrmidons trilogy. That is, alongside a 

bold experimentation with form we may have not merely a bold statement 

of the poetic ingenuity of the author but also a claim for the superiority 
of the medium, where each composition is more than a conduit (however 
innovative) for the tradition. The boldness of the experiment will not have 

been lost on the original audience(s), whose encounter with the epic trad
ition was mediated through recurrent exposure to performance in real 

time and space. But even for the modern who is compelled to simulate that 
experience by sifting through the fractured tesserae in edited collections of 

fragments, it is difficult to miss. 

4 I Epic, lyric, and lyric t..•pi 

M. L. WEST 

In discussing classical literature we constantly operate with the concept 
of genre. It has heuristic value, or as we used to say, it is good to think 

with; and it is also good for the avoidance of thought. It is not a concept of 
modern devising. It is something we have inherited from ancient literary 

criticism. And it is something that, to some extent, obviously reflects real
ity. When Callimachus in his thirteenth Iambus, in reply to a critic, asks 
'Who has said, "You are to compose elegiacs, you hexameters, and you have 

drawn tragedy in the divine lottery"?; 1 the premise is that these various 

genres exist and that a poet commits himself to writing in one or another 
of them, and generally limits himself to one. Callimachus is speaking up 

for the freedom to write in several genres, but not challenging the notion 
of genres as givens. 

Indeed, there are many works of Greek literature that we can assign to a 

genre without a moment's thought. The Iliad is an epic, Sophocles' Ajax is 
a tragedy, Aristophanes' Birds is a comedy, Xenophon's Hellenica is history. 

But things are not always clear cut. What are the boundaries of epic, for 
example? The Iliad is an epic, but what about the Shield of Heracles, a poem 

of 480 lines? Is it an epic, or is it not big enough? Should we recognise a sep
arate category of epic lay or epyllion? Paley's edition of the Hesiodic poems 

bore the title The Epics of Hesiod. They are similar to the Homeric poems in 
metre and language, but few nowadays would call them epics. Nor would 
we apply this label to the hexameter poems of Parmenides and Empedo
cles. The formal features of extension, hexameter metre, Ionian dialect, and 

a more or less traditional style of morphology and diction are clearly not 
sufficient to define epic. An epic must be narrative in form, and it must be 

a coherent narrative, not a series of separate tales. It is usually a story from 
the mythical period, but this is not essential: we do not deny the title of epic 
to Choerilus' poem on the Persian Wars or to Lucan's Bellum Civile. What 
about the Korinthiaka attributed to Tiumclus, which told the story of Cor

inth's origins and the history of its kingship over several generations? In my 

Loeb edition of Greek cpk fnig1nrnt 11 (WW) I assigned it to a category of 

I ( .di /11 ft , ~11) . 1 \ll 11111i fl 1•1, 



··;cncalogical and antiquarian cpki.: 111HI It w1111ld lrnw been churlish and 

antisocial to exclude it from the volume. But It l.1~ lml t ht• kind of unity that 

Aristotle called for, and it was not really an epic as we would understand it. 

Our histories of Greek literature, after dealing with epic and other early 

hexameter poetry such as the Homeric Hymns and the Hesiodic corpus, 

often go on to something labelled Lyric Poetry. They can claim some ancient 
' 

backing for 'lyric' as a genre. Just as there was an ancient canon of five prin-

cipal epic poets (Homer, Hesiod, Pisander, Panyassis, Antimachus), there 

was a canon of nine ;\up1Kol: Aleman, Alcaeus, Sappho, Stesichorus, Ibycus, 

Anacreon, Simonides, Bacchylides, and Pindar. All of these are what we 

sometimes call melic poets. But modern collections or selections or discus

sions of 'the lyric poets' often herd the melic poets together with the early 

elegists and iambographers. There may be some excuse for this if all sung 

poetry is 'lyric: as elegy does seem to have been sung, and the same will 

have been true of the epodes of Archilochus and Hipponax, if not their 

trimeters. But sung delivery is not something distinctive enough to define 

a genre, and it is clearly right to treat iambus and elegy as separate genres; 

with elegy one may debate whether further subdivision is called for. 

As for melic poetry, we already find Pindar recognising different genres 

within it. His third Dirge (fr. 128c S-M) begins: 

EVTt µEV xpucaf.aK6:Tou TEKEWV /\aTouc 6:018ai 

wptat 1Tatavi8EC' EVTl [8E] Kai 

66:MovTOc EK Ktccou CTEcpavov L\.10[vv]cou 

o[ ] t~poµmm6µEvatt. 

There are, for the children of gold-distaff Leto, songs 
of seasonal paean type; there are also 
ones that seek(?) a garland from the springing ivy of Dionysus. 

That is, there are paeans, and there are dithyrambs. The text here becomes 

very corrupt, but there followed a reference to three types of song estab

lished in commemoration of deceased sons of Calliope: Linos, Hymenaios, 

and Ialemos, this last perhaps representing the type of dirge that Pindar is 

writing at the moment. Then something was said about Orpheus, but the 

survey oflyric genres seems to be taken no further. It is not comprehensive, 

as it omits, for example, epinikia, hymns, and partheneia, but so far as it 

goes it is remarkable enough. Pindar distinguishes five lyric genres, and he 

speaks of them not as constructs of human convention but as givens: there 
are songs of paean type, there are also ones that weave a garland of ivy. He 

seems to say that three further types of song were estnbllshccl by the Muse 

herself, or by another deity on the Muse's behnlf. 

We find a much more elaborntt• 111111t11111y 1111111'11~ p11\'lry, distinguishing 

more than two dozen types, in lhi.' < '/111 •, /1111111//1)' ol Prod us as summarised 

by Photius (Bibi. 319b32- 320a9): 

ITEp\ 8e µEAtKt;C 1TOti')CEwC q>11CIV (SC. 6 \ Jp6KAOc ) WC. ITOAUµEpECTCxT11 TE Kai 

51acp6pouc EXE! Toµ6:c. & µev yap a vTi'\C µEµtp1CTOI eeoic, & 8E <avepw1TOIC, 

& 8e eeoic Kai> avepw1TOIC , & Se elc TOC 1TpOC1Tt1TTOuCaC 1TEplCTCxCElC. Kai Ek 

Ornuc µEv avacpepEc6a1 uµvov , Tipoc681ov, TiatO:va, 616vpaµ~ov, v6µov, 6:8c.uv!8ia, 

16~aKxov, U1Topxi')µaTa ' Ek 81: avepw1TOUC eyKwµia, E1TiVlKOV, CKOAta, epC.UTlKCx, 

h n0at.6:µia, vµEvaiouc , ciMouc, 0pi')vouc, E1TlKi)8Eta" Ek eeouc 8E Kai O:v0pw1TOUC 

rrap6ev1a, 8mpv11cpop1K6:, Tpmo811cpop1K6:, wcxocpoplKCx, EUKTlKCx .. . TO 81: E!c TCxC 

rrpocTimTovcac mp1cT6:ce1C ouK EcTl µev Ei811 Tt;c µEf.1Kt;c, vTI' auTwv 81: Twv 

iro111Twv E1TtKEXeip11Ta1· TovTc.uv 8E EcTt 1TpayµaTtK6:, eµTiop1K6:, C:mocToA1K6:, 

yvc.uµof.oytK6:, yEc.upy1K6:, E1TlCTaATtK6:. 

oncerning melic poetry he (Proclus) says that it has very many parts and dif
ferent subdivisions. Some of it is apportioned to gods, some to <men, some to 
both gods and> men, and some is for occasional circumstances. To the gods are 
referred the hymn, prosodion, paean, dithyramb, nome, Adonidia, Iobacchos, 
hyporchema; to men, encomia, epinicians, skolia, erotica, epithalamia, hymenaea, 
silloi, threnoi, epikedeia; to men and gods, parthenia, daphnephorika, tripode
phorika, oschophorika, euktika ... while those for occasional circumstances are 
not (established) forms of melic but have been undertaken by the poets them
selves. They include pragmatika, emporika, apostolika, gnomologika, georgika, 

epistaltika. 

Proclus, not the Neoplatonist but a compiler of probably the second century 

AD,2 appears to have taken all this over from Didymus' work TIEpl t\up1Kwv 

TI01T)TWV, since his sections on elegy, hymn, and prosodion, as reported by 

Photius, correspond very closely to fragments of Didymus' work quoted in 

lexica. Didymus made his distinctions on the basis of a poem's performance 

context and apparent purpose. We cannot suppose that each of his types 

was marked by unique formal features. 
So there were genres recognised by ancient poets, and genres recognised 

by ancient scholars. We modern scholars are not bound to use the same 

categories. We can invent our own if it seems useful to do so. And we are 

not bound to assign everything to a definite category, ancient or modern. 

To return to epic. We think of the hexameter metre as being one of its 

essential formal features. But it is a contingent feature. If the Odyssey had 

happened to be composed in elegiacs, we wou ld still have recognised it as 

being an epic, but we would hnw r111 nwd ''different concept of the defining 

I \"\li'~ I ( ~ Ill ~\) 7o l I , 
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features of epic. We would say 1h 11 1 1•ph w11 ~ 111111poscd in hexameters or 
elegiacs. 

In fact we know of three elegiac poems t hut we re quasi-epic in substance, 

though we would not be inclined to call them ep ics: the poem of Mimner

mus that bore the epic-style title Smyrneis, and Simonides' elegies on the 

battles of Artemisium and Plataea. Mimnermus' poem, according to Pau

sanias (9.29.4 = Mimn. fr. 13 IEG), was about the Smyrnaeans' heroic bat

tle against the Lydians under Gyges, which took place a generation before 

Mimnermus was writing, and it had a prooimion in which the poet dis

tinguished older Muses born from Ouranos from the younger ones born 

from Zeus. Another fragment (fr. 13a IEG) implies an ample narrative with 
speeches: 

WC o'i Trap l3cxc1;\fioc, ETrE[i p') e [ v]EISe~cxTo µ069y, 
ii['i~]c;xv KoiATJt[c &]cnic1 <ppcx~c:'xµevo1 . 

So when the king had given his command 

they charged, protected by their convex shields. 

This Smyrneis must have been of some considerable length. Of the two 

Simonides elegies, we know more about the Plataea poem (frr. 10- 17 IEG) 

than the other. Like Mimnermus' poem, it began with a prooimion, and this 

prooimion, like that of an epic rhapsode, took the form of a hymn (surpris

ingly, a hymn to Achilles) which was linked to the following n arrative by 

a farewell and transition on the same pattern as those seen in m any of the 

Homeric Hymns and in Hesiod's Theogony. The hymn occupied some thirty 

lines at least, and the link passage ten (fr. 11 .19- 28 IEG). The narrative part 

must have been much longer, hardly less than a hundred lines, perhaps sev
eral hundred. 

As I say, we would not call these poems epics. They are elegies, in view 

not only of their metre but also of their probable performance context 

and dimensions: they may have been some hundreds of lines long, but not 

thousands. Yet they are elegies that have been endowed with the form and 

spirit of epic, albeit on a reduced scale. If we felt the need to create a genre 

name for them we might call them examples of epic elegy (rather than ele
giac epic). 3 

What now about Stesichorus? He was one of the nine canonical /\uptKoi, 
,,._,' and we can agree that he was a lyric poet.4 So which of the twenty-eight 1 

3 
On this question see further Sider (2006). 

• The term Aup1Kol TrOIT)TOl goes back at least to the first century nc (cf. Cle. Or. J 83 and 
Didymus, as mentioned above). Por°Stesichorus as one ofthl• 110 111•111 lyt/rl, cf. Quint. lnst. 
I 0.1.61 2 Stes. Tb42 Ercoles, Anon. A.P. 9. 184 , 9.57 1 I llM IJO I, ll04 I I FGE = Stes. 

types of lyric listed by Didy111u 11 did ltr plili tli1rt It 1 ~ 1101 obvious that 

his work fits any of them. l li s h1111011 .. 1'1tll11mli• 111 dt·"~ rlhed by Conon as 

'hymns to Helen': 

KOKEi6ev e~16vTcx &n cxyyet.Ae1v cxuTov I 1qc1x6pc...i1 'I .Mvq 1<1i\tve1 Tflv elc cxuTf)v &18e1v, 

fl qnl.ei Tac O\j)Etc, n cxf.1vw16!cxv. ITricfxopoc b' cxvTlt<cx ilµvo uc 'Ef.evric cvvTc'xne1 Kcxi 
Tf)v O\jJtV &vcxKoµi~ETm . (Conon FGrl list 26 F l.xv111 = Ta30(a) Ercoles) 

And when he departed from there, Helen instructed him to give Stesichorus the 

message to sing the Palinode to her if he valued his eyesight. Stesichorus without 
delay composed hymns to Helen and recovered his sight. 

In the Suda entry on Stesichorus (fr. 9ld F.) the poem is characterised as an 

'encomium' of Helen. But it clearly belonged neither to the genre of 'hymn' 

as generally understood nor to that of 'encomium' as seen in the works of 

Pindar and Bacchylides. Athenaeus, perhaps following the Peripatetic Cha

maeleon, says that Stesichorus, being ou µnpiwc epwT1K6c, invented the 

type of songs anciently called nai8E1a or na181Ka.5 But again this makes no 

sense in relation to our other evidence for his work. 

We have only a small fraction of his reuvre. But we have enough to form - - -a clear impression of its character. So far as we can see - and disregarding 

a few titles that may belong to his fourth-century namesake6 - Stesichorus' 

compositions wt;re very long narrative poems on mythical theme~, often 

themes that we know had been treated in epic, such as exploits of Heracles, 

the quarrel of Oedipus' sons, the sack of Troy, the story of Orestes. By 'very 

long' I mean much longer than any other lyric poems of which we have any 

knowledge. The Geryoneis contained at least 1,300 verses,7 perhaps closer 

to 2,000. The Oresteia was divided into more than one book. In fr. 170 F. 

we have a fragment of a narrative about Telemachus' visit to Sparta that 

was clearly on an ample scale: a portent appeared, and Helen interpreted it 

in a speech extending over many lines. Extended speeches in the Homeric 

manner also appear in the fragments of the Geryoneis, Eriphyle, Iliou Persis, 
and Thebais (to use that unattested title for the poem of the Lille papyrus, 

fr. 97). There were debates among the gods (fr. 18), and Homeric-type simi

les: 'Geryon bent his neck.aslant, even as a poppy whose delicate structure 

Tb3(a), Tb3(b) Ercoles. He pcrso11 olly Is dcslg11 a1ed as a ;\up1K6c in his Suda entry 
(c 1095 = Stes. Tb2 Ercolcs). l\urlkr writers ' oil him u µ£A0Tro16c. 

' A then. 13.601 a = Stcs. Tb"7 l \ 11. olt·~ . 
• West (1970) 206 = (20 11 I 1) I I 101) 10. 

Sec Finglass and Kelly, Ch11p1t•1 I , 1lil• v11h1t11t'. p 



decays, and its petals soon fall ' (fr. 19.'14 ·7, 011 whld1 sec Kelly, Chapter 2, 

this volume, pp. 35- 7). 

The style and diction too have much in common with the epic. Formulaic 

I 
phrases and ornamental epithets abound, very often paralleled in Homer. 

The sentences flow in an easy and unforced manner, not knotted up with 
elliptical syntax or challenging metaphors. 

Stesichorus' affinity with epic is a recurrent motif in the ancient testimo

nia. Simonides (fr. 273 Poltera) cited Homer and Stesichorus together as 

authority for Meleager's record-breaking javelin-throw at the funeral games 

for Pelias. Antipater of Thessalonica in an epigram claims Stesichorus to 

be a reincarnation of Homer, and in an anonymous epigram on the nine 

lyric poets he is described as drawing from the Homeric stream; 'the obvi

ous thing to say about Stesichorus' is Page's jaded comment.8 Dio of Prusa 

represents Alexander as having commended Stesichorus and Pindar, Stesi

chorus because he imitated Horner and gave a worthy account of the sack 

of Troy, Pindar because of his grandeur of spirit and because he praised 

Alexander's homonymous ancestor.9 In another place Dio refers to a set

tled view among the Greeks that Stesichorus was an imitator of Homer and 

wrote very similar poetry. 10 Quintilian speaks of him as 

singing of mighty wars and famous kings, and sustaining on his lyre the weight of 

epic song; he gives his characters the due dignity in action and speech, and if he had 

only held himself in, he might have been Homer's closest rival, but he floods and 

overflows. This is something to be criticised, but it is a fault of abundance. 11 

I have mentioned elegies of Mimnermus and Simonides with an epic char

acter, one feature of which was the presence of an epic-style prooimion. 

How did Stesichorus' poems begin? Chamaeleon recorded the incipits of 

what he claimed were two divergent Palinodes (fr. 90.6- 11 F.). One began 

8eup' avTE 6ea qHMµoi\m, the other xpuc6nTepe nap6€ve, or as we may eas

ily supplement it, xpuc6nTepe nap6€ve <Moica>.12 In both cases, then, an 

invocation of the Muse. Another exordium, closely imitated by Aristoph
anes, comes from the Oresteia: 13 

Moiccx, cu µfv rroMµovc cmwccxµ evcx m8' eµeo 
KAEio1ccx 6Ewv TE yaµov c O:v8pwv TE 8cxiTcxc 

Kcxi 6cx/..icxc µcxKapwv. 

8 Ant. Thess. A.P. 7.75 = 483- 6 GP = Stes. Tb39 Ercoles; Anon. A. P. 9. 184 11 94- 1203 
FGE = Stes. Tb3(a) Ercoles; Page, FGE p. 342. 

9 Dio Or. 2.33 = fr. 98 F. '° Dio Or. 55.7 = Stes. Tb I l\r, oles. 
11 Quint. In st. 10. 1.62 = Stes. Tb42 Ercoles. 12 1 h u ~ Wl'sl ( llill'I) I I 
11 Ar. flax 775 80. l'or the ult ribut ion to Steslchorus, sl'l' l\11wli•, < h11p11•1 1, 1 h l ~ vo lume. 

Join me, Muse, in rejecting sltll i1·N ot l1111tl1•, 

and celebrate weddings of gods and lrn 1111u1•IR ot men 

and feasts of the blessed. 
Stcs. fr. 172 E 

An appeal to the Muse and an indication of subject-matter, which was no 

doubt narrowed down in what followed. Somewhere else (fr. 278) Stesi- / 

1.: horus called the Muse apxeciµoi\noc, 'beginner of song', no doubt at the 

beginning of a song. 14 Patrick Finglass has recently made an exempli gra-
1/a reconstruction of most of the opening triad of the Sack of Troy (fr. 

I 00), using a fair amount of conjectural supplement but achieving a per

suasive overall result.15 The Muse Calliope is called upon to sing of the 

sack of Troy and to inspire the poet, whose heart(?) is yearning to sing. 

I le urges her to tell of how, beside the waters of Simois, a man endowed 

with skill by Athena won glory by finding a way to take the citadel with

out man-breaking battle. (This was Epeius, the man who built the wooden 

horse.) The daughter of Zeus elevated him to honour after taking pity 

on him as he served the proud kings as a menial water-carrier. It is a 

prooimion thoroughly epic in manner, except that the person of the poet 

t•merges a little more prominently than in the Homeric poems. It led in 

to the story: the building of the horse was the essential preliminary to the 

sack of Troy. 
So were Stesichorus' poems essentially nothing but epics written in lyric l 

metre? If they were to be rewritten in hexameters and in Ionic dialect, 

would they be indistinguishable from epics? Not altogether. Besides the 

heroic narrative they seem to have contained some elements that would not 

have been at home in an epic. We do not see these elements breaking in on 
the narrative; once the story was in progress, so far as we can see, it contin

ued uninterrupted on its course to its end, or to whatever stopping-point 

Stesichorus chose to make. But before and after the narrative he seems to 

have exercised the lyric poet's freedom to speak of other matters. I have 

mentioned Aristophanes' quotation of what was probably the opening of 

the Oresteia, Moica CV µev noi\€µouc anc.vcaµ€va m5' eµfo, etc. Aristoph

i\11CS makes it, with slight adaptation, the beginning of a lyric strophe of 

his own. He begins the antistrophe with a sentence embodying two more 
fragments from the Oresteia, the first of which presumably responded in 

the original to the prev ious quolal ion as it does in Aristophanes, and so was 

" l'o r other Stesichorcun l11v111111l11m 111 tlt r M11 -1'. 1111111 11 prnhuhly at the start of their poems, see 
frr. 277 and 279 wi th 1'1t111h1 N- ( .1111111) I '• 

" Plngluss (20 I 3u) 14 I ~ . 
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still part of the prooimion. The schollast provld1.•s lht.• correct Stesichorean 

wording (frr. 173- 4): 

To1a5e XPii Xo:phwv 5o:µwµOTo: Ko:AA1K6µc.vv 

uµVEiV <Ppuy1ov µEAOC E~Eup6VTO:<C> af3pWC 

~poc brepxoµevou ... 

OKO: ~poc 

&:ipo:i Ket.o:cfi1 xer.1cwv. 

Such are the lovely-haired Graces' gifts to the public 

that we must sing, devising an elegant Phrygian melody, 

at the arrival of spring ... 

when the swallow in 

springtime rings out. 

The prooimion of this poem, then, mentioned the circumstances of per-

i formance, a springtime occasion on which a crowd came together to listen 

to the song, and it referred to the poet's composition of a melody in a par

ticular mode, the Phrygian. This goes rather beyond what could be found 

in an epic prooimion, though it is true that in the Homeric Hymns, which 

' 
served as prooimia for the epic rhapsode, there are occasional references to 

the festival or contest at which the poem was being performed. 16 

Much more interesting is a papyrus text that does not appear under Stesi

chorus' name in any edition, though in my opinion it should: P.Oxy. 2735 

fr. 1. When Lobel published the fragments of this papyrus in 1968 he saw 

that it had to be either Stesichorus or Ibycus, and of the two he 'incline[d] 

towards Stesichorus, on the general ground that manuscripts of his poems 

have turned up in Oxyrhynchus many times more often than those of Iby

cus ... and for the particular reason that there is a chance that fr. 11 has 

a connexion with the J\et-a hri DeAiat which Stesichorus wrote'. 17 In the 

following year I published a discussion in which I assumed Stesichorean 

authorship, observing that the metrical scheme of the strophe appeared 

to be largely identical with that of the strophe of the Iliou Persis.18 Denys 

Page, however, favoured Ibycus. In SLG he printed the fragments under 

Ibycus' name as S 166, and a series of other scholars have followed his lead. 19 

I shall return to the question of authorship after discussing fragment 1 of 

the papyrus. Here is the text. 

16 Hom. Hym. 3.146-76, 6.19-20, 26.12-13. 
17 Lobel (1968) 9. 
18 West (1969) 142-9 = (2011 - 13) II 98- 105 (with supplemcntury note on p. I 06) . 
19 Barron (1984) 20, Cavallini (1993} 38-40, 49-50, 64 ·5, ( 1997) 11 7, I )11vlt•s 111 t>MGF, 

Wilkinson (20 13) 88- 93; Pinglass (2014b) mentions It 11111 0 1111'111111 1111•111'1011jcw1rnlly 

ascribed to Stcsichorus'. 

10 

15 

35 

40 

-vv-vv).80t<)OV lX1•1' 

_.., un' a]y~111111mt !hlt11tjv 
vv-=] af3po n!cxiy1(.)( 
..,..,_ n6]~oc oT6 1' fpwroc. I 

- vv 0)10 KO:T' ako:v WC (v---vv

v v-v)OTOV TEAOC O:ccp[u--

-vu)a 5uvo:c1c· KpO:T[-vu-uv--

-v ]yyo1 µeya 5ai-

- - ) 1TOAVV oAf3ov ECW[KO:V 0:cp61TOV 

ok K' Ee) EAWC\V EXEV, TOiC 8' o:[ ih' &vex m'xd ef36:Aov 

f3ou;\o:]ic1 Mo1pexv. 

o'i 8' &pa) Tuv5o:pi8[01]c1 f.o:ye[T01 cuv11r.u6ov k

cuµev )c;n, c6:;\myyoc oK' ev KE[AEvcµ6v 

K6:CTOpi) 6' hmo86:µw1 KO:i n[u~ &yo:6&1 noAUCEUKEI 

np6cppov J EC &vT16fo1 

nomvuo)v 6n6:ovEC, ok1v ki;r[ETo 

-uv )Ei µEy6:t-o: Xpuc01y1c [loic1 µ6:xo:v 

Ee lTWAU) KO:Cfo. 

Ko:i To) tJEV ou cpo:T6v kT1v e[ 

- uu)c.vv TEKEECC\" cE 8' o:u[ 

-uu)ev KO:Ta8epKETOI &[ef.1oc 

-uu'ha KOAAICTOV emx6[oviwv 

0:6o:v6:T J 01c evat-iyK1ov ET8o [ c 

........ = Jc &Moc ovT&c 

vu oih'] &v' '16:ovo:c oih' sx [ 

-vv K)v51&ve1po:v o:[l]ey [---uu -

-uv /\o:Kh5o:iµovo: vo:io[--

-uv he TE xopoiC lTilTO(lci TE - uu--

lTCxp µev 6p)exv f3a6uv Ev-

pwTo:v, mp)i T' &µcpl TE, 6o:uµo: [K&Meoc, 

-vv) i'.)keo: AO:XVOEVT' e~ [o:TCxV vu-
__ .., K6:)nouc· 

ev6o: 1TO:Ao:i)µoCUVOI TE KO:i 8p(6µc.v1 --uu

vv- Tox)yTaT' tc &yC>V' ~1TaC [K -

-vv- Jv rror{pwv 181'\pa [T v-uv--

"' I VICX 

1.,,. Ot1:'ly J 11 J<'in', r<:.T1 8£ [ 
-vv j h I u jjill't:d IJ 'j lll ~11 1 

str. 

ant. 

ep. 

str. 

ant. 
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Up to line 2 1, which ends an anlistroplH•, ~ • 11111 rnllv1• Iii In progress. A mili 

tary expedition is being prepared under tlw l1·11dnshlp of the Tyndaridai 
(1 5- 21 ). At the trumpet's summons variou 11 lc11dcrs (Aa ye[w1) come to join 

Castor and Polydeuces, and the goddess of the golden aegis, Athena, escorts 
them as they go to battle. 

But the narrative is taken no further. In the epode the poet declares (22-3) 
that 'that cannot be told properly by the children of mortals: or perhaps it 

was 'except by the children of immortals'. Then comes a second-person pro
noun, cE 8' au or OUTE: Stesichorus is turning to address an individual, 
something that no epic poet ever does (except when he apostrophises a 

character in his narrative such as Patroclus or Eumaeus, which is clearly 
not what is happening here). Then in 24 we have 'the sun looks upon: ]Ev 
KaTa8epKETm &[eA1oc, and in 25- 6 'most handsome of earthly men, like in 

appearance to immortals: KOAA!CTOV Einxe[ovic.uv, I &eav6:T]o1c evaAiyKlOV 
d8o[c, accusatives that apparently agree with the ce in 23. The wondrously 

good-looking man or boy is the person that the poet is addressing. 

In the following strophe and antistrophe, probably the last of the poem, 
we discern remnants of what looks like a more general encomium of 

Sparta and its beauties. There is mention of Lacedaemon (30), of xopoi, of 
horse-racing (31), of the Eurotas (32- 3), ofleafy groves and gardens (34- 5), 
of wrestling and foot-races ( 36- 7), of the gods and Them is ( 40- 1). The poet 

evidently visited Sparta at a time of games that had musical as well as ath

letic components, and he performed a song on a legend of local interest, 
involving the Tyndaridai. 

What was the military undertaking that they were to lead? Eleonora Cav

allini has persuasively identified it as the expedition to Attica to recover the 
young Helen, whom Theseus abducted.20 We know that Stesichorus dealt 

with this story, though all we know of his version is that Theseus made 
Helen pregnant and she gave birth in Argos to Iphigeneia, whom Clytem
nestra adopted (fr. 86). Herodotus mentions that the Tyndaridai invaded 

Attica to recover their sister with a large force,21 and the situation described 
in the papyrus is in accord with this. If it seems strange that Athena should 
be supporting the Dioscuri in an invasion of Attica, it is to be remembered 

that she was a major goddess at Sparta too. It was said that her bronze-faced 

2° Cavallini (1993) 49, (1997), (1999). 
21 Hd t. 9.73.2 cuv CTpcrroO n7'.1\6e'i. According to Apollodorus (Ep it. 1.23), it was an army of 

Lacedaemonians and Arcadians. This must be connected with the statement In Steph. Byz. e 23 
(I l 130 Billerbeck) that Echemos ofTegea (the husband of I lei en's slst1•1 Tl mond ra) took part 
in the expedition. 

temple there was begun by Ty 111h11 1· 11'1!mnnurrmrum~nrrr-111annco m 

develop it using the spo ils fro111 Aph ld11 11 (111111 
val, the Athanaia, had games ,1s,m l,11t·d with II , 111 l1•ust In the fifth century 

(JG VI 1 213.10), and this would lw 111w " "'""~other possibilities for the 
occasion of our poem's pe r fo rm ,1n ~l'. 

To come back to the question of aut horshlp. Short ly after the papyrus 
was published, Page remarked th at of the two contenders, Stesichorus and 
Ihycus, 'Love .. . and handsome young men .. . would seem a little more at 
home in Ibycus'.22 Two years later he added further arguments. Firstly: more 

than one poem is represented in the fragments of 2735, but a single poem 
of Stesichorus would have filled a roll, or more than one. But then he 
notes: 'Mr Lobel thinks that the fragments may indeed represent more than 

one roll; if they do, this argument loses its force:23 Secondly: fragment 11 of 
the papyrus contains allusions to two Stesichorean themes, the Games for 
Pclias and Geryones, but the brevity of the references does not fit Stesicho

rus' diffuse style. 
It is certainly true that the fragment does not appear to be a fragment 

•it her of the Games for Pelias or of the Geryoneis, and it is hard to explain 

what the two subjects are doing in close proximity. It still seems at least 

as likely that Stesichorus referred to two themes of his own as that Ibycus 
referred to them. If Stesichorus did so, it will have been in a non-narrative 
section of one of his compositions, probably at the beginning or end; and it 

Is just such non-narrative sections that we are looking for. 
As regards fr. 1 of the papyrus, several considerations speak in favour 

of Stesichorus. The metrical scheme of the strophe, as mentioned above, is 

largely the same as that of the strophe of the Sack of Troy. 24 We have other 
evidence of Stesichorus' interest in Sparta, but none of Ibycus'. Stesichorus 
placed Agamemnon's palace at Sparta (fr. 177), and he described Telema

chus' stay in Sparta with Menelaus and Helen (fr. 170). We have even more 
evidence of Stesichorus' interest in Helen, who formed the main subject of 

more than one of his poems, and we know that he told of her abduction by 

'lheseus (fr. 86). Nothing of the sort is attributed to Ibycus. 
When Page says that love and handsome young men would be more at 

home in Ibycus, he forgets that Stesichorus is said to have been ou µnp!c.uc 
pc.uT1K6c and to have invented the type of songs anciently called nal8E1a or 

'1Ta18iK6: (Athen. 13.60la = Stes. Tb0 7 Ercoles, cited above). The fragments 
<lid not seem to give any support to this statement, and it has been suspected 

Ji Page( 1969) 71. 21 Pojldl'171) 1ll , 
" Wilkinson (20 13) 811 9~ 111 1\Kl'l llll 11'11•11•111r 1111111' m1•1rc of lhe piece. 



01 being erroneous, prompted men:ly hy 1lw l 111111111111 "'sodation of Stesi-

horus with lbycus.25 Stesichorus' pot•lry t.l't'nll'd to hl· 1111 heroic narrative. 

But the fragment we are concerned with wa., a hnok narrative. If at its 

close it turned into a tribute to Sparta and to a handsome young patron, 

we should not lose faith in Stesichorus' authorship but rather welcome this 

revelation of how he ended a poem. We see a reflection of the same tech

nique in lbycus' Polycrates ode (fr. Sl51 PMGF), which seems to have been 

a small-scale essay in the Stesichorean manner, with triadic structure and 

dactylic rhythms. Ibycus breaks off his narrative with the Achaeans gath

ered to attack Troy. Just like Stesichorus, he excuses himself by saying that 

the story would require more than mortal powers to tell, and he ends with 

a direct address to Polycrates and praise of his good looks. 

Stesichorus' heroic poems, then, were differentiated from epic poems in 

having opening and concluding sections that related to the poet's immedi

ate surroundings, as lyric compositions commonly do. In at least two works 

he named earlier poets as authorities for the subject-matter: this is again 

something that can be paralleled in other lyric poets but would be out of 

place in epic. In the Argument to the pseudo-Hesiodic Shield, in a discus

sion of the poem's authenticity, it is stated that 'Stesichorus too says it is by 

Hesiod' (Stes. fr. 168 F.) . This must certainly refer to Stesichorus' Cycnus, 
which, like the Hesiodic poem, gave an account of Heracles' defeat of the 

brigand Cycnus, a son of Ares. Stesichorus, presumably in either the open

ing or the closing section of his poem, must have mentioned Hesiod as an 

authority for the tale. Elsewhere we hear of an obscure melic poet named 

Xanthus, from whom, according to Megaclides of Athens, Stesichorus 

adapted much, including the Oresteia. Megaclides said that this Xanthus 

was older than Stesichorus, 'as Stesichorus himself testifies' (frr. 171, 281). 

The implication is that Stesichorus somewhere named him as a predecessor. 

What about the epic material itself: did its treatment differ in any signifi

cant way from what a rhapsode would have done? Here we are seriously 

hampered by having only fragments . They give the impression that Stesi

chorus is telling his stories in a fairly thorough and leisurely way, scene 

succeeding scene, with ample dialogue. But did this thoroughness and con

tinuity obtain on the large scale, or were there leaps and omissions? The 

Iliou Persis began with the making of the wooden horse by Epeius (fr. 100 

F.), and we have Dio of Prusa's statement that, according to Alexander, 

Stesichorus gave a worthy account of the sack (fr. 98) . Other testimonia 

indicate that it contained plenty of detail of the fates of individuals, and the 

15 See especially Cingano ( 1990) J(H II , 

nrtist of the Tabula Ilia en Cap/111/11111 1q11 1Jfi1,!11l "d II 11f1Wliijf his major 11ter-

1ry source for the event (fr. I O'i). 
On the other hand, whal art• w1• lo 111.llu• 111 lhl• 'll·k rnachus narrative, i 

fr. 170? It is based on an episodt• ol t lw Ody\\1')' (I 'i. 160 78), but Stesicho- /l 

rus cannot have composed a whole < >tly.rn•y, or we should certainly have 

found mention of it somewhere. Did he write a separate Telemachy? But a 

'lc lemachy does not make much sense as a free -standing entity; there was 

l"ertainly never an epic Telemachy independent of the Odyssey. The only 

11ttested Stesichorean title with which anyone has been able to associate the 

'lclemachus fragment is Nostoi. But it is impossible to conceive a compre

hensive Stesichorean Nostoi that had a similar coverage to the Cyclic Nostoi 
nnd also took in Odysseus' return, with Telemachus' Spartan visit as part of 

that. In the Odyssey Telemachus hears part of the story of the Returns from 

Menelaus and another part from Nestor in Pylos. Might Stesichorus have 

used Telemachus' journey as the frame for his whole account of the Nostoi, 
11s a means of linking Odysseus' return with them ?26 Alternatively, since in 

the Cyclic Nostoi the story of Agamemnon's homecoming and his aven

ging by Orestes formed the frame of the whole poem, could what Pausanias 

refers to as Stesichorus' Nostoi have been the same as his Oresteia? But that 

would leave the Telemachus fragment unaccounted for. 
One further observation about Stesichorus' narrative style. In the piece 

;1bout Sparta discussed above, the closing stretch of narrative is interrupted 

In lines 11-14 by a fragmentary passage of gnomic reflection, apparently 

something on the lines of 'the gods give great prosperity to those they wish 

lo have it, whereas for others they bring failure by the will of the Fates'. This 

ls something we never find in epic, where sententious remarks are often 

enough put in characters' speeches but never made in the poet's own per

sona. It is another lyric feature. 
So what Stesichorus wrote, even if we disregard the lyric metre and Doric 

dialect, was not exactly epic. If we call it lyric epic, that will suggest the right 

kind of qualification. 
What sort of tradition, if any, lay behind it? Was it Stesichorus' unique 

Invention, or was he developing something that others had done? And 

how should we judge its relationship to hexameter epic? Did it represent 

a regional offshoot or a parallel growth from Mycenaean or Submyce

naean roots? 
In the Telemachus fragment we can see that Stesichorus is adapting a 

passage of the Odyssey. ' I here can be no doubt about the relationship: the 

1• < I ( 1111•y, < h11p11•1 \,till• volume, p. 59. 
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epic model is primary, the lyric poem is sc1..01u.lury and derivative. We have 

seen that in his Cycnus too Stesichorus acknowledged an epic predecessor, 

a Hesiod, whether or not what he had in view was the Shield that has come 

down to us under Hesiod's name. No doubt there were other cases too in 

which he based his poems in whole or in part on particular epic poems. 

On the other hand, he named Xanthus as one of his forerunners, and this 

Xanthus, according to Megaclides and Aelian, was a lyric poet, a µei\ono16c, 

and quite a major source for Stesichorus. Here perhaps is faint evidence for 

an earlier tradition of extended lyric narrative on heroic themes. 

Another name too comes into the picture: a poet from Locri called 

Xenocritus or Xenocrates. Whereas with Xanthus we have a couple of scraps 

of information about things that were said in his poems, with Xenocritus 

we have nothing at all. But pseudo-Plutarch, who is reproducing sources 

from the fourth century BC, here probably Heraclides Ponticus, describes 

him as a poet of heroic narrative songs (De mus. 1134ef): 

1TEpi 81: zEvoKphou, 8c i')v To yevoc EK /\oKpwv Twv Ev ' ITai\iai, 6:µcp1cj3T]TEiT01 El 

1T01CxVC..:>V 1T01T]Ti]C yeyovEv· TjpwlKWV yap U1T06ECEWY 1Tp6:yµaTa exoucwv 1T01T]Ti]V 

y Eyovevai cpaciv auT6v· 816 Kai Tivac 816up6:µj3ouc Kai\ETv auTou Tac u1To6ecE1C . 

As to Xenocritus, who was a native of Italian Locri, it is disputed whether he was a 

poet of paeans. For they say he was a poet of heroic themes embodying action; so 

some call his narratives dithyrambs. 

These songs of Xenocritus did not fit easily into conventional genre classi

fications. He was anyway a lyric poet and musician. He is said to have been 

the inventor of the Locrian mode, and blind from birth. Glaucus of Rhe

gium, writing around 400 B c, discussed him in a treatment of early musical 

history (ps.-Plut. De musica 1134bc, f). He considered him to be later than 

Thaletas of Crete, who was active sometime in the seventh century. That 

he came from south Italy, from Locri, is significant, seeing that Locri is 

one of the places with which Stesichorus is most closely associated.27 We 

do not know where Xanthus hailed from, but the fact that Xenocritus and 

Stesichorus both came from the same area may suggest that their genus of 

heroic narrative lyric was a regional phenomenon. Ibycus came from the 

same part of the world, from Rhegium, and although his Poly crates ode was 

27 Cf. West (1971) 302-5 = (2011 - 13) II 79- 82 . My statement there that Matauros, said to have 
been Stcs ichorus' birthplace, was a Locrian foundati on should be modified. It was originally 
founded from Zancle (thu s Solinus 2. 11 a Za ne/ens/bus Mct1111111111 lou1lt1111 ) uml then taken 
over by Locri in the six th centu ry, perhaps in Stcslcho1 us' llfr tl11 11• (d Wi ll i (2008) 54 n. 16, 
Flnglass (20140) 13 n. 82). 

composed in Samos, its echm~s ol ""'"I' l1111 cu11 port1·y 111.1y he supposed to 

reflect his Italian roots. 
When we find what appears to lw 11 Im.II trndltlon in archaic Greek lit

erature we have to ask whether that w .1s thi.' only locality where the type of 

literature in question existed, or rather the only locality where it was written 

down. We recognise a distinctive Lesbian lyric because Alcaeus and Sap

pho made large collections of their songs in written form. It would surely 

look less distinctive if a dozen contemporary lyricists in Cyme, Phocaea, 

Smyrna, and Chios had done likewise. Still, with Stesichorus we are dealing 

with a poet of the mid-sixth century, a time when the practice of writing 

poetry down was well establishec:Gind its benefits for the poet who sought 

wide and enduring celebrity were thoroughly appreciated. Of course, we 

have lost much of the greater part of the poetry that was written down dur

ing that period. But we know that hexameter epic was being produced in 

many places in Ionia and mainland Greece. There is no sign that anyone 

from those parts was producing lyric epic. So the probability is that it really 

was a local development in south Italy. 
However, there is some evidence for a kindred phenomenon that was 

more widespread: the performance of hexameter epic by citharodes.28 The 

typical and traditional performer of epic song was the rhapsode who accom

panied himself, if at all, on a rude four-stringed phorminx and, as I believe, 

used its four notes as a frame upon which to melodise the text according 

to the word accents. Now, according to pseudo-Plutarch's De musica, that 

magpie's nest of ancient musicological learning, Terpander, the famous 

Lesbian musician to whom so many innovations were ascribed, composed 

citharodic prooimia in hexameters: l 132d, mnoiTJTOI 5€ TW! Tepn6:v5pw1 

Kai npooiµ10 K16apw15!K<'x ev foeciv . A couple of pages later (1133c) we 

read that the ancient citharodes, after discharging their duty to the gods as 

they pleased (that is, with a prefatory invocation or short hymn), passed at 

once to the poetry of Homer and the rest, 'and this is clear from Terpander's 

prooimia'. In another passage, at l 132c, Heraclides Ponticus (fr. 157 Wehrli 

Stes. Tb22 Ercoles) is given as the authority for the more explicit state

ment that Terpander, when he composed citharodic nomes, used melody as 

a clothing for verses, both his own and Homer's. 
All this must be taken not as evidence for Terpander's personal achieve

ments but for classical c itharodes' practices that were supposed to go back 

to Terpander and may indeed have gone back to the seventh century. The 

'prooimia ofTerpander' wt• rc th t• ci tharodcs' counterpart to the 'Hymns/ 

1• l'or wlrnt l111l11w 1, ' r. W1·~ t (Pill) \()7 1) (2011 13) 11 86 90. 
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prool mia of Homer' with which the rhnpsodt•1< p1di1( l•d recitations of epic. 

1he citharodes likewise used prooimin addr"l'SSL'd lo the gods, closing with 

formulae of transition, to preface excerpts from the epics. But while in the 

rhapsodes' performances the musical aspect was subsidiary and remained 

undeveloped, the citharodes, being skilled in making more elaborate and 

interesting music, applied their art to the performance of excerpts from 

epic, perhaps keeping strictly to the hexameter form, perhaps varying 

it from time to time. It was presumably this kind of performance that 

Heraclides Ponticus had in mind when he treated Homer's Phemius and 

Demodocus as citharodes ([Plut.] 1132b = fr. 157 Wehrli = Stes. Tb22 

Ercoles), whereas Plato (Ion 533b) calls Phemius at least a rhapsode. Cha

maeleon (fr. 27 Giordano = Stes. Tb21 Ercoles), writing about Stesicho

rus, recorded that people - he must mean citharodes - used to set to 

music not only Homer but also Hesiod, Archilochus, Mimnermus, and 
Phocylides. 

But this melodising of Homer was not the citharode's most typical 

activity. And it was different in kind from what Stesichorus was doing. 

Although he used epic models, he was creating poems of his own, with 

individual introductions and concluding sections, in architectonic musical 

structures with large, repeating strophes, varied by epodes at every third 
stop. 

What is the significance of this triadic structure? The traditional assump

tion is that it has an essential connection with dancing and that Stesicho

rus' poetry was choral lyric, sung and danced by a chorus. His very name 

seemed to imply, did it not, that he wrote for and directed choruses. 

In the penultimate paragraph of a paper on the Geryoneis delivered at the 

Oxford Triennial in 1968, Spencer Barrett raised his voice in protest against 
this view. These were his words:29 

And now I would like first to say very briefly something that I have felt for a long 
time and become convinced of after working on these fragments: that I do not 
believe for a moment that this was choral lyric, as it has so often been said to be. 
Choral presentation of a work of this kind and this length would surely be intoler
able. It will have been delivered, surely, like the epic on which it is based, by a single 
performer, accompanying himself doubtless on the lyre. 

I have argued for the same view,30 pointing out that in one of the Oresteia 
fragments (fr. 173) Stesichorus identifies composer and singer: 

29 Barrett (2007) 22- 3. 
30 West (1971) 309 = (2011 - 13) Ir 89- 90. For more recent dl N1 ll NNl 1111• ul ti lt' question, see Wi lli 

(2008) 76 82, Pinglass (20 I 4n) 30- 2. 

To168e XPfi XapfTwv 8cx1u;1111111' ~·:rA/\t~(•ll• • tV 

uµv eiv <Dpuyrov µ~ '.>.oc 'f.1 upc\v tr(·•1') 1\~ 1 11 ':1C 

Such are the lovely h,llrt:d ( :ml t•\' ~ lll N to !h t• publi 
that we must sing, devising on ck8ll lll Jll11·yginn melody 

Barrett's argument from the immense length of Steslchorus' poems is also 

weighty. The Geryoneis at least contained fifty triads or more and must have 

taken well over an hour to perform. For Stesichorus to hold the whole text 

in his head and to sing and play his instrument for that length of time would 

have been an impressive feat. For a chorus to sing it while dancing without a 

pause would surely have been beyond human stamina. The triadic structure 

an be understood as a purely musical principle of composition, an alterna

tion of melodies to alleviate the monotony of monostrophy. 

Wilamowitz thought that 'Stesichorus' was a surname applied to more 

than one poet, and that it did not necessarily imply writing for a singing 

chorus, perhaps only for a dancing one: 

Wenn fa11cixopoc erst Beiname ist, besagt es nicht, daB dieser Mann Reigen ges
tcllt hat, sondern der, nach welchem er benannt war. Darin braucht noch nicht die 
A.bfassung von Liedern fi.ir den Chorgesang zu liegen, wie die Scene im e lehrt ... 
Der Name beweist also durchaus noch nicht die Existenz der spateren chorischen 
Lyrik. Die Suidasvita hat einen Nachtrag eKll1'J611 Si: h11cixopoc 0T1 npwToc 
K16apw18iat xop6v EcT1lCEV, enei TOI np6TEpov Tetciac EKaAeho. Darin ist eben 
Jene homerische Art der Verbindung von Kitharodie und Reigen gut bezeichnet.31 

When he refers to 'die Scene im e' he means Demodocus' second song in 

Odyssey 8 (258-369) , the one about Ares and Aphrodite, throughout which 

the young Phaeacian dancers appear to be performing. However, a series of 

scholars, beginning with Thiersch (1821) 63- 9, have argued that the song 

is interpolated - not in my view by an alien hand but by the original poet. 32 

Before it begins, Demodocus takes his place in the middle of the arena, the 

dancers form up round him and dance, and Odysseus admires the spec

tacle (264-5). Then the bard launches into his song of Ares and Aphrodite. 

When it ends, Alcinous calls upon two individual dancers to do a special 

display, which they do while the others clap to the rhythm (379 emAiiKeov ). 

If the song (266-366) is taken out, this follows straight on from the first 

dance, for which Demodocus was evidently supplying a musical accom

paniment on his lyre but not singing. A number of late eighth- and early 

seventh-century vase-pnintings show groups of dancers accompanied by 

11 Wilamowltz (1913) 2311 , d tl1111 811 1 111111
1 S t e•~· 't'hl tlr~o l cs. 

•i Explai ned more full y In W1••I (Jiii t ) 11 1
1 

79

Giuliana
Highlight

Giuliana
Highlight

Giuliana
Highlight

Giuliana
Highlight

Giuliana
Highlight



80 M. L. West 

hand-clapping and by a lyre-player or an aulete;33 the lyre-player might be 
singing, but the aulete cannot be. 

1 So evidence for a soloist with a cithara accompanying non-singing danc-

t 
ers but singing himself reduces to that sentence in the Suda about the origin 
of Stesichorus' name. But I do not rule it out as the form that his perfor
mances took. He does after all mention xopoi as a feature of Sparta and so 
perhaps of the occasion on which he performed there. 

33 Wegner (1 968) 23- 4 with plates II, III, V, VI. 
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5 Stesichorus, master of narrative 

P. J. FINGLASS 

Stesichorus' long mythological narratives offered great scope to the poet 
to develop plots, characters, and themes beyond what would have been 

possible in shorter works. These lengthy lyrics also required considerable 
planning and organisation on the part of the poet, in order to prevent 
them from becoming diffuse or meandering. They thus offer us a particu

lar opportunity to assess and appreciate Stesichorus' poetic technique. In a 
discussion of Bacchylidean artistry, Fearn refers in passing to 'the already 

narratologically complex lyric narratives of Stesichorus, especially evident 
in the Lille fragment': 1 yet to date there has been no real attempt to investi
gate this aspect of his oeuvre. A full study of this subject would demand a 

small monograph; this chapter concentrates on three of Stesichorus' works, 

Cycnus, 1hebais, and Helen, and attempts to discover glimpses of narrative 
artistry that have survived from the wreckage of his poetry.2 

Cycnus 

The Pindaric scholia preserve a narrative from Stesichorus' Cycnus. 3 Cyc
nus, son of Ares, lives in the approaches to Thessaly, where he spends the 

time beheading passing travellers in order to build a temple to Apollo out 

I am grateful to Adrian Kelly for helpful comments, and for permission to cite some of them 
below, where they are distinguished by his initials. 
1 Fearn (2012) 331 n. 37. 
2 I have not discussed the Geryoneis, although it offers considerable scope fo r such an analysis, 

because it is by far the best known of Stesichorus' works, and it is partly my aim to emphasise 
that the less familiar poems have much to offer too. The narrative of the Sack of Troy also 
deserves investigation: fo r this poem, see Finglass (2013a), which shows how this narrative 
began and analyses possible reasons fo r its remarkable opening. Some narrative features in the 
Games for Pelias, Boarhunters, and Oresteia are discussed in Finglass (2014a) 58-60. 

3 Stes. fr. 166a F. frpernri 5£ Kai uTIEXWPflCEv ev Tiji np6c Tov KuKvov µaxfii 6 µiyicToc 'Hpal<Aijc, 
rrapopµi]caVTOC "Aprnc TOV KUKVOV. eµaxecmo 8e 'Hpal<Aijc CTI KaKO~EVOC ~v KuKvoc Kai EV 
rrap65w1 Tijc 8 Ecca1'iac oiKwv mrEKapm6µE 1 Tove rrap16vTaC vaov TWl f\rr6i\i\wv1 j3ouA6µEvoc 
EK TWV KEcpaAwv oiKo8oµijcm, Kai aUTw1 rrap16vT1 Em j3ouilcOca1 Ti6ei\rice. cucTacric oliv aliTolc 
µaxric ecpuya8EUCEV 'Hpal<Aijc, cuµj3aMoµevou "ApEOC TWl rrm8i KuKVWl. ai\i\' VCTEpov 'Hpal<Aijc 
Kai TOUTOV OTTEKTEIVE. L TflclXOpOC EV TWl emypacpoµevw1 KuKVW l lcTopel. 83 
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01 Lheir skulls. As Heracles approaches hi s 11111111•, Cy~ nus at Lacks and puts 

him Lo flight with the assistance of his fotht•r An·1>. 1 .. 1Ler, however, Hera
cles encounters Cycnus alone, and defeats him. 'I he scholia provide a fur

ther detail, unattributed to any poet: Athena causes the fleeing Heracles to 

recover his valour.4 Since this fits what seems to be a distinctive element 
of Stesichorus' version of the myth, and since the Pindaric scholia to this 

poem are already known to cite Stesichorus' poem, we may infer that this 
detail too is taken from Stesichorus. 

The myth of Heracles and Cycnus was extremely popular in archaic art: so 
popular that it has recently merited an Italian monograph of no fewer than 
665 pages.5 The epic Thebaid makes reference to a version of the story; in 
the course of an account of the history of Adrastus' horse Arion, it describes 

how Heracles rode the steed to victory against Cycnus in a horse-race in 
the sanctuary of Pagasaean Apollo.6 But in its most famous occurrence, the 
meeting of Heracles and Cycnus is entirely violent. In the Aspis attributed to 

Hesiod, Heracles and Iolaus are travelling to Trachis when they encounter 
Cycnus and his father Ares, who are mounted on chariots, in the sanctu
ary of Apollo at Pagasae. Cycnus prays to Apollo to help him kill Heracles, 

but so far from listening to his request, the god urges on the son of Zeus to 

attack him. A conversation between Heracles and Iolaus is followed by the 
arming of the former; the description of his shield forms the longest sec

tion of the poem. As Iolaus drives Heracles into battle on a chariot drawn 

by Arion, Athena prophesies his victory against Cycnus and advises him on 
to deal with Ares. Heracles warns Cycnus not to fight with him, but to no 
effect; a succession of similes marks the beginning of the conflict. Cycnus' 

spear-cast is warded off by the great shield, and Heracles kills him with a 
blow under the chin. Now Ares enters the fray, again to the accompani

ment of similes. Athena fails to persuade him to withdraw; she then assists 
her protege by taking the force from the god's spear, which falls harmlessly 
on Heracles' shield. As earlier instructed by Athena, Heracles strikes Ares 

under his shield, on his thigh; Phobos and Deimos take up their wounded 
master into their chariot and transport him to Olympus. Heracles despoils 
Cycnus and travels on to Trachis. The king of that city, Ceyx, buries Cycnus, 

but his tomb was later washed away by the river Anaurus. This was Apollo's 
punishment, because Cycnus used to rob pilgrims of their offerings on the 
way to Delphi. 

4 Sles. fr. 167 F. 'HpcxKAECX Tpcmfrrcx clivlppc.icrv ~ A011v ... 
5 7 ardini (2009). 6 1/tebnltl fr. 11 ( ;i I 

'thanks to the Pin<lar lc sd111l h1, w 1• 111 1• 111 11 p.-i ~ lll1111 to compare at leasl 
the broad narrative oulllnt• ol ~ h' ~ h 1111111 ~· p111•111 with that of the Aspis. 
We do not know which poc lll Wil' wr 1111•11 hn1l. ' I ht• Argument to the Aspis 
daims that Stesichorus said th ,11 the pot•rn wns by Hesiod.7 This infor

mation may involve reckless inference from some aspect of Stesichorus' 
treatment of the same myth; we cannot be certain that Stesichorus actually 

ref erred to the poem as Hesiod's. But it at least suggests that Stesichorus' 
,1ccount came later. We might think of the papyrus which describes how 

Stesichorus blamed Homer in one of his Palinodes, Hesiod in the other:8 

whether or not Stesichorus actually named these poets, this still implies 

that he drew attention in some way to his own distinctive treatment of 

myth. It seems more likely than not that Stesichorus' poem came after the 

I fesiodic Aspis. 
The most obvious difference between the two versions is the flight of 

l Ieracles. This apparently trivial detail is significant from the point of view 
of the poem's narrative. In the Aspis the encounter between Heracles and 
Cycnus is brief in the extreme - merely two blows.9 The poet's emphasis 

falls instead on the arming before the battle, and in particular on a single 
piece of Heracles' gear: ecphrasis takes priority over narrative. Stesichorus 

makes the battle more interesting by incorporating a reversal of fortune. 
Such a simple choice may not immediately seem like a stroke of narra
tive genius. Yet it allows the poet considerably more scope for a sophis

ticated structure: say, something like the following. Heracles sets out to 
kill Cycnus, and is confident of victory against him. But the intervention 
of Cycnus' father makes the battle more evenly matched, and in the end 

fighting against the god is too much even for Heracles. He retreats, but 
Lhe goddess Athena appears to him (perhaps spontaneously, perhaps in 
answer to his prayer) , revives his valour, and tells him how he can attack 

ycnus without his father intervening. 10 This may involve some form of 
Lrickery on Heracles' part, or Athena herself may ensure that Ares is kept 
out of the fight. The climactic encounter ensues, and this time Heracles is 

victorious. 
Such a narrative may not be complicated enough: Stesichorus could 

have introduced still more twists in the plot in his quest for an interesting 

story. But the key fac tor was probably his decision to have Heracles retreat, 

' Sles. fr. 168 F. 8 Ibid. fr. 90.1 6. 
' 'As often in epic combat n11rr.lllVl', 11.t111ll 1•11w1 111 1 ~rs nrc exceedingly terse' (A DK). 

111 Compare how in the //1111/ I >lunwd1·~ 111 11y• 111 Alhl'IHI uftcr being wounded; she heals 
and encourages him, 11ml 1 11 l vl•1·~ hl111 u11 l111w111 d1•11 I wi th the gods on the field or baule 
(5. 11 4 ·32}; a similar p,111t•111111' 111 11111·1• 1111111111'1111111•• l11 il'1 (793 836). 



which allows (or rather, requires) consldt•r,1hll• 1111rrative elaboration, as 

well as, perhaps, a greater level of characlcrisullon . 'J he audience sees Hera

cles' reactions to good and bad fortune, making him potentially a figure 

of greater depth. Narrative variation and deplh of characterisation thereby 

replace the massive ecphrasis which so dominated the epic Aspis to the 

exclusion of these other aspects. Mutatis mutandis, we might compare how 

Euripides and Sophocles, faced with the problem of how to react to Aes

chylus' Choephoroi when writing their Electra plays, omitted the great static 

kommos scene and instead placed greater emphasis on the psychology of a 

character comparatively neglected by Aeschylus. So too the long descrip

tion of the individual warriors and their shields in Aeschylus' Seven against 

Thebes is conspicuously omitted by Euripides in his Phoenissae. 11 

Heracles' victory against Cycnus at the second attempt is paralleled in 

several myths when he has to return to a foe to defeat him, usually with 

a bigger force. 12 His escape from Cycnus does not brand him as a coward, 

given Ares' support for his son. In Nemean One Pindar excuses Amphiaraus' 

flight during the assault on Thebes by noting that 'amid panics caused by 

divinity, even the sons of gods take flight: 13 In the Iliad Aeneas, son of Aph

rodite, retreats from Achilles, blaming the gods' favouritism. 14 In general, 

prudent warriors avoided conflict with divinity, as Diomedes notes in Iliad 

6, admittedly after recently violating this very principle by fighting Ares 

and Aphrodite. 15 Stesichorus may have portrayed Heracles' flight as a delib

erate tactic to encourage Cycnus to pursue and thus separate himself from 

his father. This is unlikely, however, if Athena's intervention (mentioned 

above) is Stesichorean: a Heracles sufficiently self-possessed to engage in 

such calculation would not have needed a goddess to restore his fighting 

spirit. Athena's involvement would give the fight a pleasing symmetry: al 

11 See Eur. Phoen. 751 - 2. For this issue, see Mastronarde (1994) ad lac., Torrance (2013) 102- 4. 
12 I owe this point to Malcolm Davies. So, e.g., Laomedon denies Heracles his wages for building 

the walls of Troy, and so he returns later with an army and sacks the city (Hom. II. 5.638-42, 
648- 51, Finglass (2011) on Soph. Aj. 434- 6, Apollod. 2.5.9, 2.6.4); Heracles gets into a fight 
with the Meropes on Cos and is forced to flee from their superior numbers (/..€yaai T&'> t 
TIA1)6e1 KCXTCXTrovouµevoc ... KCXTaq>uyeiv) before returning to defeat them (Plut. Quaest. Gr. 
304de; the source is late, but the myth may have been pre-Stesichorean) . Cf. Arch ii. fr. 259 
IEG, Pher. fr. 79a EGM with Fowler (II §8.4.2), Paus. Atl. o 30 (p. 201 Erbse) ou5e 'HpaK/..fj c 
Tipoc 5uo, ,,. 32 (p. 205 Erbse), Davies (2004) 35. 

13 Pind. N. 9.27 Iv yap 501µovio1c1 qi6!301c qieuyovTt Kai TiaTScc Oca.v. 

" Hom. JI. 20.89- 102, 188- 94 and cf. Cypria arg. 11 Gli/o', compilrl'd hy llrllswell (1998) on Pind . 
N. 9.27. 

15 Hom. II. 6.128- 41 ; at 5. 129- 32 Diomedes had hct• 11 11lv1• 11 p 1· 1111 1~-1 1111 hy Al hcno lo attack 
Aphrodite. Por epic and elegiac attitudes 10 Ol14 h1 , Nt't' 11111111•1 .,w ill ( 1111 2) 14 7 ·51 (discussing 
omonll other texts the Archllochus 'l'elcphus 1°11•11)'• l't h )· I 'llM) 

lirst Heracles is driven back by Cycnus 11 s~ l 1> 1t·d hy An·s, before he encoun 

tl'rs his own divine supporter and vanqulslws hi ~ foe. 

'llrebais 

I .l'l us now turn to the fragment of the poem preserved on the Lille papyrus, 

111<l which for want of a better name I will call the 1hebais.16 This fragment 

dt•scribes a single key event in the Theban myth: the division of Oedipus' 

property by lot between his sons Eteocles and Polynices. The extant part of 

Stcsichorus' poem begins at line 176 and ends at line 303, although almost 

no text is preserved until line 201. Before the beginning of the papyrus, Tir

l'liit1s prophesies a grim future for the two princes: conflict over the succes-

lon will lead to their mutual slaughter. The Queen then delivers a speech 

of which thirty-one lines are preserved, but which may be much longer. She 

urges on her sons the uncertainty of the future and the mutability of mortal 

Affairs, and prays that the gods will not fulfil all Tiresias' predictions. She 

proposes that one brother should rule the city, while the other takes Oedi

pus' property and departs. 

After the Queen's speech, Tiresias supports her proposal, and her sons 

ohey: a section of some fourteen lines repeats in more elaborate form the 

division advocated by the Queen. The actual sortition lasts only half as long; 

l\tcocles is evidently the winner. There follows a substantial speech from 

Tiresias, of thirty-eight lines. The division features again here: perhaps the 

~t·cr orders the brothers to abide by their agreement. He also refers to Pol

ynices' future connexion with Adrastus, king of Argos. After the speech 

Polyn ices swiftly departs, and the final thirteen lines of the papyrus describe 

his Journey into the Peloponnese as far as Cleonae. 

'I his substantial fragment allows us some ground from which to speculate 

11houl the rest of the content of the poem; having done that, I will consider 

the style and pacing of the narrative in the fragment that actually survives. 

So, first, the content. It has been noted that the Queen's speech probably 

lwgins shortly before line 201, because the strong negative commands in 

'O 1- 3 probably come towards Lhe slart of what she has to say.17 Allowing, 

" Sics. fr. 97. 
' Cf. Maingon (1989) 49: ' It I ~ po~~l hl 1• 1h 1111hr ht•t1l 1111l1111 of the speech li es not much before line 

lOl , given that ... it Is co m111011 lt 11 1• pl1 •Jl l'n h1•• t111 t11tlllll' n": with a strong prohibition or 
llC!lallve statement con,cr 11 111 14 111 1 1111 Y1'l •••N II 11111 li 111 11 1111 11•111ilrcs correction.' 1 n support oft his 
view, I l11t chlnson (20() 1) 10111p111 1·N ll11n .'111 I wll h 1111• 111•w11fvc lmpcnit lves ot fr. 15.5 7 11., 
Imm the st11rt of Gc 1 yo11'~ 1 1• 1 1 l y 111 hi• 1111111111 1Ii i•'1 111111 11~11 y 1h 1 t1 lmp••n1t lws <K~u r only 111 
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say, only five more lines for Lhe Qucl•n':-. NIH' t' ~ h lwyond whaL is preserved 

on the papyrus, and, say, thirty for Tircs i,1 .. : th.it lc,1ves Jusl 165 lines at Lh" 

beginning of the work, some of which will have been Laken up by the proem 

and scene-setting.18 Under the latter heading, Lhe audience would need 

information about the parentage of Oedipus' sons and the disasters that 

had befallen his family; Stesichorus will have had to indicate in some way 

at a relatively early stage the version of the myth that he has chosen from 

the competing variants. It is here that the identity of the Queen will hav" 

been clarified: is the mother of Oedipus' children also Oedipus' mother, or 

a woman whom he marries after his mother's suicide?19 The latter option 

seems much more likely.20 It is improbable that an archaic poet could hav 

portrayed a woman who had committed incest (albeit unknowingly) exer 

cising moral and/or political authority within the state: this is Stesichorus, 

not Euripides.21 Here too the audience will have learned about Oedipus' 

death. This would provide impetus for the plot, immediately presenting th 

characters with an insoluble dilemma: which of the two ambitious sons is 

to succeed their father? Oedipus is unlikely to have appeared as a character, 

however, as opposed to being mentioned in the narrative or by the char 

acters. If he had, he would have had to appear on his deathbed, delivering 

a final speech; such a speech would have expressed anger against his sons, 

perhaps including a paternal curse. This would have overshadowed Tiresias' 

prophecy to an unacceptable degree; in particular, it would be odd for th" 

Queen to refer only to Tiresias' words and not to Oedipus'.22 

the start of speeches; but the Queen's forceful response to Tiresias will not have long delayed 
her contradiction of h is prophecy. 

18 Cf. fr. 100 (the start of the Sack of Troy) , where the invocation to the Muse takes up the firs t 

eight lines, and where by line 20 only one piece of the plot, Athena's appearance to Epeius, is in 
place; and frr. 172- 3 (from the opening of the Oresteia), where the poet's introduction of his 

poem lasts at least into the firs t antistrophe. 
19 This point must have been made clear early on; it has a fund amental impact on the nature of 

the Queen's relationship with her sons, and thus on her response to Tiresias. 
20 The former option is not attested before Pherecydes (fr. 95 EGM), where however the four 

child ren who are the products of incest (with his wife and mother Jocasta) do not include 
Polynices and Eteocles; Pherecydes makes these his offspring from a subsequent marriage, 

to Euryganea. The latter option is implied by Hom. Od. 11 .271- 80, where Oedipus' wife and 
mothe r Epicaste kills herself shortly after her marriage (see Finglass (201 4c)) , and is explicit in 

th e Oedipodea (fr. I GEF) and the Pisander scholium (PEG I 17- 19), which, like Pherecydes, 

make Euryganea the mother of Eteocles and Polyn ices. 
21 See further Finglass (2014c); contras t the presentation of Jocasta In Eur ipides' Phoenissae, 

compared with Stesichorus' Queen by Finglass (forthco111 l1111 I) 
22 Cf. Burnell (1988) 11 1: ' it is plain that no curse Is Irr q11 1•N tl1111 , Im It IN ~pcd fico llyTeires ias's 

prophecy ... not some damaging word from Ocd lp11 M, 111111 ll11• q111•1•11 h rrpc~ lo render 
I ncffect Ive.' 

Tiresias may have been sum t11 0 11 1•d to t hr p 11h1l t' to ~Ive advice, as in 

Sophocles' Oedipus the King, or he nwy h11v1· u mw 111 hi s own volition, as in 

ntigone. Whichever is the case, the form lt y ol hl r-. prophecies surprises and 

dlMtresses the Queen: her sons arc lo die ,1t l'1H:h other's hands, and the city is 

to he captured.23 The readiness wiLh wh ich Lhe brothers accept the division 

ol property proposed by her and supported by Tiresias suggests that their 

nmily is not yet at irrational levels. They are still capable of reaching an 

1tweement, temporary though it will turn out to be. 

By the end of the fragment, the poem is little more than 300 lines old, and 

!Jolyn ices has only just left Thebes. It is hard to imagine that the work as a 

whole was shorter than, say, 1,000 lines, and it was probably much longer.24 

l'olynices' arrival at Argos was presumably followed by his encounter with 

Adrastus, and with his daughter. This was probably a major episode in the 

work: Polynices' arrival in Argos will have contrasted with his de facto ban

l•hment from Thebes. At some point between Polynices' reception at Argos 

nd his decision to muster an army against his native city, the agreement 

ht lween him and Eteocles must have broken down. The reason for this is 

unknown. Polynices may have chafed at losing out to his brother; or Ete

od es may have withheld some part of Oedipus' possessions, whether the 

flocks and herds, or the cup of Laius,25 or some other item, and thus pro

voked an attack;26 or he may have been persuaded by an ambitious Adrastus 

or hy Tydeus. 27 

' I Ines 211- 17; thus Macinnes (2007) 98. The disjunction at 216- 17 does not mean that Tiresias 

predicted that either the brothers would die or the city would be captured, bu t that for the 
<iucen, seeing either of these events, which were both predicted by Tiresias, would be equally 

uhhorrent. 
' Burnett (1988) 11 1 claims that 'the storytelling part of the poem finds its fo rmal termination 

111 th e notion of Polyneices' arrival in the city of the Seven [sic: not all the Seven were from 

Argos]. And if this is so, then the poem too is probably near its end. A prayer for divine favor, 

some praise of a present occas ion, and the music can cease: But this would be a bizarre place 

to end a work - at least, a work by an archaic rather than a postmodernist poet. It is not so 

much that the plot is incomplete (sin ce from at least the Iliad onwards poets did end works in 
<Ounterintuitive places) , as the fact that nothing significant has happened yet; there has been 

~ I most no development of either the characters or the plot. A poem as short as the one that 

Burnett posits would also be inconsistent with what we know about the length of Stesichorus' 

works: the Geryoneis lasted at least 1,300 li nes, and the Helen and Oresteia both took up at least 

two books in the Alexandrian edi tion . As for the closing prayer and/or praise that Burnett 
posi ts, we do not have the ending of any Stcslchorcan poem and so cannot comment on 

whether such material fea tured In the " H1duslons lo hi s wo rks. 

I hus Robertson (I 986) 50. 
1 lne 283 can be restored so thnt 'J'l11•s l11s w,1111 ~ I 11•od1·s to respect Polynices' portion, which 

would suggest that he later foil s 111 du Ml; l1111 th1• •11pph·1111·111 Is far from certain. 
I owe th is suggestion to Ahlll ~0111111 r 1 • l1 • l11 , 111 1•111.- l1111111 11olynkcs hy 't'ydeus is implied in 

Acsch. Sept. 570 ·5. 
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'fhe actual siege by the Seven will h,1v1• h1•1•11 lh1• di max of the poem. Lel 

us put this the other way round - is II posslhk• to lnrnglnc the poem finish 
ing before Polynices launches his auack? I lardly it would be bizarre to 

have all these warnings from Tiresias, and the Queen's impassioned pleas, 

only for the work to break off before we witness the fight and its conse
quences, however these were actually described. Nor is it clear where any 

earlier end point would fall. We may guess that the poet paid attention to 

both perspectives during the attack: that of the Argive attackers (whom the 
audience will have got to know in the scenes involving Polynices and Adras
tus) and of the Theban defenders (Stesichorus will not have neglected the 

impact of the war on the Queen, whose anguish over the potential conflict 
between her sons is so movingly portrayed in our fragment). Speculation 
beyond this point is unfruitful: for example, we have no way of knowing 

whether figures like Tydeus, Capaneus, and Amphiaraus were prominenl 
in Stesichorus' narrative. 

If the above suppositions are correct, the basic plot will have shown 
similarities to, and differences from, that of the epic Thebaid. Both poems 

describe how the enmity between Oedipus' sons leads to the destruction of 
Thebes. But Stesichorus' poem will have begun at a later stage than the epic 

does: after the death of Oedipus. Moreover, his focus is not on any curses 
uttered by Oedipus against his sons, but on the dire prophecies of Tiresias. 
These crucial differences suggest that Stesichorus' poem was no mere lyric 

version of the epic, and there were no doubt more differences in the parts 
that we lack. 

Since the papyrus is the longest individual fragment of Stesichorus' 

poetry, it affords us a valuable chance to appreciate his poetic technique. In 
particular, we can observe the interplay between speech and narrative. In 
103 lines (i.e., from 201 until 303 ), there are fully 69 lines of speech: 66 per 

cent of the surviving text. This exceeds the proportion of speech found in 
the Homeric poems, which is 55 per cent in all ( 45 per cent in the Iliad, 67 
per cent in the Odyssey).28 

The speeches cover a range of emotions. Tiresias' speech before the start 
of the fragment is presumably horrifyingly certain in its predictions. The 

Queen passionately rejects Tiresias' prophecy, employing strong impera
tives and a forceful statement about the nature of the universe in order to 
deny his version of the future (201 - 8). But her prayer to Apollo to averl 
Tiresias' predictions (209-10), and her claim that she would prefer death 

" For the figures, see Griffi11 (1986) 37, citing Schmid (I '1211) l/J \ 11 7 'I ht• fiRurc for Lhe 
dyssey Includes Odysseus' Apologoi, four bookH 1 1111 ~ l " tl1111 ul11111 ~ t wli11lly of speech. 

to seeing the mutual slaughter ol lwr ~11 11 ~ ('), I I co 17), l11dkate that she is far 
from certain that Tiresias is wronK. 111tlll'1111111 p11rt of the speech (218- 31) 
he sets out her plan to avoid Lht.• l'vils p111ph1•skd by 'f'ircsias;29 she relies 

not on prayers (which might not be llllswcrcd) , or overconfidence (which 
would be misplaced), but on a practical plan aimed al preventing the con
tlkt.30 Her words recall Homeric speeches where an initial problem is set 

out and the speaker then proposes what can be done about it.31 Throughout 
11hc is direct and focused; the speech has no digressions, despite its length, 
.1s if to emphasise the gravity of the situation, the intensity of her emotion, 

1111d the efficient manner in which she acts on that feeling. 32 

Tiresias' subsequent speech (254-90) is mostly lost, but seems to have 

offered a more hopeful version of the future than his earlier contribution. 
I le predicts Polynices' favourable reception in Argos (254-80), and, per

h11ps, warns one or both of the brothers to abide by the agreement (281-90). 
'I he irony is that, despite the Queen's wise proposal and Tiresias' support for 

It, Tiresias' original prophecy will hold: the subsequent elaborate speeches 

might just as well not have been delivered. 
Despite the high proportion of speech in the fragment, a surprising 

11rnount of action takes place: the agreement to divide the property by sor
t It ion, the sortition itself, and reaction to it, including Polynices' departure 

1111d journey into the Peloponnese. All these events are covered in merely 
thirty-four lines. Someone less concerned with speeches could easily have 

described them in greater detail; the absence of such detail reflects the 

poet's choice. 

' llurnett (1988) 112 and Massimilla (1990a), elaborating Peron (1979) 81- 2, argue that the 
Queen's sortition proposal was inspired by a dream from Zeus, but this is unlikely. Such a 
dream would have allowed her to counter Tiresias' prophecy with greater confidence, and 
would have been mentioned in what survives of her speech. 

" Maingon (1989) 51-2 compares exchanges in Homer such as JI. 18.249- 309, where Polydamas' 
,inticipation of disaster unless the Trojans retreat is contemptuously dismissed by Hector. But 
there Polydamas' prediction is conditional, and he himself offers an escape route from disaster; 
I lector rejects his judgement. The Queen is faced by an unconditional prophecy of woe; her 
renction is not simply to silence Tiresias (despite 201-3), but to offer an apparent way out of 
future trouble. Therefore she does not show the arrogance and foolhardiness that make Hector 
.1 n unattractive character at this point. Cf. Macinnes (2007) 99: 'although [the Queen] attempts 
to si lence the prophet, she does not chide him, as Agamemnon does Calchas .. ., nor bully him, 
11s Hector does Polydamas ... lnstcod she wil l aucmpt to seduce him and the audience with her 
logic: 

" 'I hus Maingon (1989) 50 I, dt lr1H I lnlll . I/, 12.11 I 79 (Polydamas' plan for crossing the ditch) . 
11 Cf. Burnell (1988) 11 3: 'the ll111•1 11'fll•1 t th r llh'llt1il clynomism ofa woman engaged in making 

n crucial decision while und1•1 1lw p11•01111• 11i • l11111H1·~ t emotion: Contrast Maingon (t989) 52, 
who goes too far in ottrlhut 11114 111 t hr I )11r1•11 \1'1111l1d1•11n•, per hops hyhristic, that her solut ion 
wil l prcvoil' ond In clt1lrnlnH '1hr11 I• 1111d1111r11111l p11th11• h1•1e'. 
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If Lhe reslriclion of narralive propi.'111111 t hlrd nl 1 lw Iota I is surprising, SO 

is lhc pacing of lhat narrative. A signlfi1:11111 Sl'll 11111 1111:rcly repeats and elab 

orales content from the Queen's speech con cerning lhc proposed division . 

A key point of the plot, the momenl of sorlllion, is covered in almost no 

time at all. There is barely any description of the brothers' emotional rear
tions to Eteocles' success: the loser, it seems, merely leaps up in annoyanc~. 

Thus line 251, perhaps to be restored along the lines 'Polynices' lot leapt oul 

of the helmet, and he himself jumped up in anger: 33 By contrast, Polynices' 

journey south attracts considerable detail; the names of the towns through 

which he travels are lavished on the audience, despite the relative lack o 

importance of such information. Polynices' decision to accept the result o 

the sortition, and his emotional state as he leaves, go unelaborated. 

More generally, the brothers appear strangely passive throughout. The 

speeches are delivered by Tiresias (before the start of the fragment), by the 

Queen, and then by Tiresias again. One or both of the brothers may have 

spoken before Tiresias' first speech, but there is no guarantee of this; the 

poem may reach its 300th line without either actually saying anything. They 

meekly acquiesce in the suggestions made by their elders. 

Without the rest of the poem, it is impossible to explain the unusual con 

tent and pacing of the fragment. It is possible that Stesichorus is simply 

a bad poet (or that this is not one of his better works); that he has failed 

to note the capacity of his subject-matter to generate interest and emotion 

in his audience. But it is also possible to imagine why Stesichorus chose 

to write this section in the way that he did. The swift acquiescence of the 

brothers in their mother's proposal, so swift that it does not even require 

words, may contrast with later recriminations and insults during their con

flict over the city. Silent for now, the pair will later be only too voluble. 

Similarly, their current extreme passivity will yield to a headstrong rush to 

battle. Perhaps they will ignore their mother's later pleas for them to come 

to terms, just as they now obey her suggestions unquestioningly. The rapid 

agreement might also underscore the irony of the situation: a problem that 

appears to have been solved with surprising ease will turn out to be fatal. 

In other words, the explanation for the brothers' lack of prominence in this 

fragment may lie in the shaping of the poem as a whole. This is necessarily 

speculative; but it is worth speculating if the alternative is to assume that 

the unusual features of our fragment are merely the result of Stesichorean 

incompetence. 

" 1 hus Fin glass (20 I 3b). Bakker (201 2) argues thot I he 101 t 1 ~1· ll IN tl 11• H11h)cc1 of the verb 
avtOoptv, but then a1h6c is hard to undersrnnd · wh111 drn·• 'thr 1111 1111•11" mea n? 

Helen 

We lurn finally to the Helen. ' I his pm•111l1o 111!1101- t ,1lways considered along

Nldc lhe Palinode or Palinodes, because of lht: f'a sdnaling problems involved 

In Slesichorus' apparent relrac lion of his earlier work.34 Such investigation 

I~ important, but it has diverted scholars from considering the Helen as an 

Independent lyric in its own right. This was a long poem, taking up at least 

two books of the Alexandrian edition. The wedding of Helen and Menelaus, 

which probably concluded with an epithalamium song (fr. 84 F.), took place 

In the first book; here too probably occurred the joyful procession which 

presumably came from the account of the ceremony (fr. 88). From fragments 

not specifically attributed to the Helen, but likely to have appeared there on 

~rounds of sense, we learn that Helen's father, Tyndareus, forgot to make 

offorings to Aphrodite at a sacrifice, thereby incurring the goddess's wrath, 

which manifested itself in the affliction of his daughters with promiscuity (fr. 
14!1); that the young Helen bore Iphigenia to Theseus after being abducted by 

him, gave Iphigenia to her sister Clytemnestra to adopt, and was rescued by 

ht•r brothers, the Dioscuri (fr. 86); and that Tyndareus forced Helen's suitors 

to swear to help her husband, whosoever that should be, to rescue her if she 

was abducted after her marriage (fr. 87). These fragments are probably from 

the first book, since they refer to events that occur before the wedding. 

'Che poem also featured Helen's abduction by Paris and arrival at Troy, as 

we can infer from the likely relationship between the Helen and the Palin-
111/es (since the latter explicitly rejects Helen's arrival at Troy, the former is 

likely to have included that very element of the myth). The reference to the 

NUilors' oaths supports this reconstruction, since in narrative terms their 

mention makes it likely that they will have to be acted upon, rather than 

Rim ply featuring as a loose end. Perhaps the first book finished with Helen's 

marriage, with the second describing her seduction by Paris: a wedding 

would make a suitable point for a Hellenistic editor to insert a book division, 

hul lhat is just an educated guess. According to several sources, Stesichorus 

offended Helen by his portrayal, and wrote a Palinode ('Retraction-song') 

hy way of apology, in which he denied that Helen ever came to Troy. The 

poem which featured the original offence is never specified, but the Helen 
Is overwhelmingly the mosl likely candidate.35 Indeed, it is probably not 

" See Kelly (2007c), although I do 1101 lullow him In every detail; see Davies and Finglass (2014 ) 
111/ loc. 

'' () f other possibilit ies t11non11 tit In l• t1 11w11 1 1111~ . th11 0 11 '.1 l!'i11 ls not likely to have concentrated 
on 1 lclen's wickedness whc11 ( l~1n11111' • tr ,,~ w1111ld 111>1k1• 11 1110rc relevant target; and the Sack~ 
'l'roy contained too 111ud111th1•1 11f.11111 .d f111 I lrl• ti. 11 11 1• 111l' 111 h11Vl' been especia lly prominent. 
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named in our sources because they ulrl'.1dy 1111•11tl1111 1 lclcn when describ

ing Stcsichorus' offence, and so adding the ho1110nymous title would seem 
unnecessary. 

Hence the Helen covered many episodes in the life of the protagonist: her 
father's incurring of the disfavour of Aphrodite, her abduction by Theseus 

and giving birth to Iphigenia, her wooing by the suitors, her marriage to 
Menelaus, her abduction by Paris, her journey from Sparta, and her arriva l 

at Troy. The beginning of the effort to recover Helen is likely to have fea
tured too. The suitors who swore the oath were presumably asked to act on 

it, and the reference to the young Iphigenia would be more effective if the 
sacrifice was to feature somehow; both of these point to the inclusion of the 
troops' mustering at Aulis. It is conceivable that the poem then briefly cov

ered the Trojan War, the death of Paris, Helen's marriage to Deiphobus, and 
her recovery by Menelaus. This would involve a marvellously swift account 

of an entire conflict after Homer had devoted a lengthy epic to a tiny part 
of it, and would contrast not only with Homer's already classic version, but 

also with the detailed account of Helen's early life in Stesichorus' own poem. 
Nevertheless, we cannot rule it out - we have already seen how in terms of 

pacing Stesichorus can surprise us. Alternatively, Stesichorus brought th 
story to an end not long after the arrival at Troy of Helen, or of the Greek 
forces. That would not be such a natural end point for the story, but would 

allow for a more manageable poetic prospectus, and so is probably the like 
lier option. 

Enough content survives to suggest some broader narrative princi
ples.36 Through her three lovers, Theseus, Menelaus, and Paris, Helen's 

sexual experience encompasses the pre-marital, the marital, and th" 
extra-marital.37 Her legitimate relationship with her husband is thus bal 

anced by less salubrious relationships both before and after her wedding. 

But these two other associations are not exactly parallel. In the case of th" 
former, Helen's culpability is partially limited because ofheryouth,38 and th" 

36 See Finglass (2013c) 46- 7. 
" The combination oflovers is paralleled by the Cypria, but that poem may be later than 

Stesichorus: West (2013) 63- 5 suggests a date between 580 and 550 (West (2012) 228, 240, 
a paper written six years before West (2013), had put it as late as 520 on linguistic grounds), 
whereas Finglass (2014a) 1- 6 argues that poems by Stesichorus might date to any time 
between 610 and 540. Moreover, it was so full of different events and narrative lines that any 
shaping would have been tricky. 

38 Stesichorus' Helen is at least old enough to bea r a child to ' I hc~c u .1, contra ry to other accounts 
which make her a child at the time of the abduction (c.11. I 11'1111 11 , Ir. IM!b /iGM, Diod. 4.63.2, 
Apollod. Ep. l .23). This fact, together with the dn11h l1• Ht.1t11li11 d whk h 1· 11 ~urcd that women 
were judged more harshly than men in 111all c r~ nl H1·~ 11 11 l 1111 11 11ll ty, 111 11 k1 •1 It likely that she 
Incurred at least some blame for the Incident 

rnnflict that directly results from hi•1· 111p1• Ii. l11 l1•I 1111d ~mall scale (although 

t•e below for the role oflphigcnla <11 llH· hq.:11111111~ of ll much greater war). 
I he latter, by contrast, involves the ndult I kkn's willing participation in the 
Id of seduction, as well as a brench of the marriage contract and the laws of 
hospitality; and her departure for Troy precipitates the greatest war of the 

.1~e of heroes. The former event thus foreshadows the latter, which in turn 
tukes up and intensifies motifs first found earlier in the poem; Helen's pre

rncity portends her later immoral conduct. 39 The placing of the two affairs 
on either side of her union with Menelaus allows for a still more elaborate 

Jl•velopment: through her marriage, Helen seems at first to have recov

rred from her youthful escapade, only to fall subsequently into a much 
Mruvcr offence. The impressive detail of the wedding pageant would have 
hc.•en heavy with irony: what was intended as the beginning of a new life 

for Helen would turn out to be merely a temporary respite in her colourful 

rnrecr. 
Such narrative foreshadowing, which ensures that Helen's abandon

ment of her husband takes place within a broader framework, is visible in 

other ways. The emphasis on Tyndareus' forgetfulness and its effects on his 
J11ughters prepares us for a narrative centred on a woman of easy virtue. 

So too the oath that Tyndareus makes the suitors swear both makes sense 
lier her abduction by Theseus, and anticipates her elopement with Paris. 

'I he two episodes show contrasting sides to Tyndareus: his initial lapse of 
mt•mory causes disaster, but his forethought will in time help to avert the 
rnnscquences of that catastrophe. At the same time, that 'averting of the 

~11nsequences' (i.e., the recovery of Helen) leads to unimaginably greater 

ufforing for Greeks and Trojans alike, and an even more appalling loss 
of reputation for his daughter; from this perspective, then, we see 'not so 

much contrasting sides, but continuity in error: indeed, the deepening of its 

rnnsequences, despite his attempts to obviate them'.40 

'I his intriguing relationship between father and daughter may have been 
p11rnlleled by the relationship between Helen and her daughter, Iphigenia. 

A!I argued above, the sacrifice of the latter may well have occurred in the 
pol•m; the unusual account of Iphigenia's parentage suggests that she is 

hl'lng included in the work for some definite purpose, not as a narrative 
dl•ad end. Tragedy would later exploil the horrific paradox that one sister's 

lhls may In fact 'increase the llkl'll l111111 l th11t .,h·~l1 l111111N IH 1101tryi ng 10 exculpate Helen's 
.1rllcr encounter wi th ' l hcsr u~ h1•11111 "1' 11 11 11 1 y11111 h hy In 1• ll 1•• t hhowlng that her behaviour 

111i cr 111arrl uge was forc~h 11 d 11w1•d hy hn 1•111 II" 1 1 u 11 111111' (At lt<.:) . 

'" fhus AD K. 
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crime led lo the killing of the other slNll'1·':. d11u1-1hll'r, and th al a father had lo 
sacrifice his daughter to recover his brother's wile.11 Stesichorus confronts 
his audience with a story at least as disturbing. A daughter is sacrificed in 

order to recover her adulterous mother; that daughter is herself the product 
of a precocious and premarital relationship on her mother's part. The fruits 
of one offence are thus offered up to deal with the consequences of another. 
A woman doomed to promiscuity by the sin of her father herself dooms her 

offspring by still more culpable misconduct.42 The line of moral causation 
is more direct than in tragedy: 'Helen's offence means that Helen's daughter 

(and presumably Helen herself as the mother) pays the price:43 

Such preparation gives welcome shaping to the narrative, but in addition 
encourages consideration of the moral issues at stake. To what extent has 

Tyndareus doomed his daughter by his conduct? Is this a case not so much 
of foreshadowing as of predestination? Is Aphrodite herself to blame, for an 
excessive and mistargeted response to Tyndareus' offence, and for (we may 

presume) assisting Paris to win Helen from her husband? How does th" 
relationship between Tyndareus and Helen compare to that between Helen 
and Iphigenia? Stesichorus is unlikely to have presented Helen as beyond 

reproach; but we need not assume that his portrayal was as biased against 
her as is implied by accounts of the composition of the Palinode. On th" 
contrary, the remains of the Helen suggest a work of considerable sophisti 

cation in terms of both narrative and ethics. 

Conclusion 

The great majority of the poems discussed in this chapter has been lost, 

never to be recovered. But in each case, enough survives to allow som" 

controlled speculation concerning the content and shaping of the works in 
question. This analysis sheds light on how Stesichorus organises his poems 
in order to achieve particular literary effects, and on themes and character 

isation within those poems. If at least some of the hypotheses ventured in 
this chapter are not far from the truth, we can perhaps agree that Stesich 
rus' lengthy narratives deserve a more positive assessment than Quintilian's 
often quoted remark redundat atque effunditur.44 

41 See Pi nglass (2007) on Soph. El. 539, referrlnjl lo 11111 11 llH I '1, 01 Mii 9, IA 120 1-2. 
" Cf. Grossa rdi (20 12) 10 with Finglass (20 11d). 
" ' I hus A l)K. " Quin I. Inst. I 0.1.62 S11·~ I h·I ~ I I• 1111 

By way of a codicil, it is worth l' 111ph 1 1 h l ~ l11~ tlrnl p.1pyrus evidence sur

vives for only one of the three poc1m dlM 11 "1t•d 111 this chapter. The Lille 
pupyrus is a great boon for anyo ne illl l' n:stl'd 111 Stcsichorean narrative, as 

uc the other papyri; but the poems attested only in quotations remain a 
rkh hunting-ground. This may sound paradoxical, since the latter frag

ments have been available to scholars for centuries, and are less extensive 
I h.111 the papyri. Yet they have often been neglected by scholars investigating 
Stl•s ichorus' literary qualities, and are largely unfamiliar to scholars work

In~ in other areas of the subject whose expertise might shed light on their 
Interpretation. Sometimes the glamour of new papyri can unfairly outshine 

the treasure to be found in the fragments that we already have. 

""' I 
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