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THE HOMERIC TEXT 
 

Barbara Graziosi and Johannes Haubold 
 

Two major editions of the Iliad appeared at the end of the twentieth century: 
Helmut van Thiel’s for Olms (1996), and Martin West’s for Teubner (1998-
2000). They are radically different in their methodological assumptions, and 
hence in the texts they offer. Helmut van Thiel trusts the direct transmission, 
i.e. the best medieval manuscripts.1 He takes the position that ancient variants 
reported in the Homeric scholia are usually ‘suggestions’ of ancient scholars 
(for example Zenodotus) ‘towards the improvement of the text, or…delibera-
tions about it’,2 and that they are therefore of little significance when constitut-
ing the text. He also insists that modern editors not indulge in conjectures of 
their own. What they should do, rather, is represent the medieval transmission 
as faithfully as possible. He concedes that this is a modest aim, but one which 
he considers appropriate, given what can and cannot be known about the Ho-
meric text. According to him, ‘laurels in textual criticism are not to be won 
from the text of Homer’.3 Martin West would surely disagree: his edition offers 
a dazzling display of editorial ambition. He does not trust the medieval manu-
scripts, and sees his task as that of exposing and mending their shortcomings. In 
order to restore what he thinks was the original wording of the Homeric text, 
West makes use of weakly attested ancient variants; and, above all, employs his 
own critical acumen to weed out corruption and modernisation.4  

Unsurprisingly, these two editions have sparked a lively debate.5 One im-
portant contributor is Gregory Nagy, who argues, in several successive publica-
tions, that the Homeric text evolved over a long period of time, from a stage of 
relative fluidity in the Dark Age to one of relative stability in the late Hellenis-
tic period.6 He consequently advocates an inclusive approach to variant read-
ings, which he broadly regards as equally valid realisations of a developing 
multitext.7 Nagy’s approach has found many adherents, but also staunch critics. 
Margalit Finkelberg, among others, has pointed out that the degree of textual 
variation found in the Homeric poems is quite modest compared to the fluidity 
and multiformity that prevails in other oral traditions, including some ancient 
Greek traditions.8 Quotations of Homer in classical authors display some diver-
gences that go beyond single words—but, it must be said, not much beyond 
                                                

1. Van Thiel sets out his editorial principles in the introduction to his Odyssey edition, van Thiel 
(1991), xxi-xxxiii; see also van Thiel (1996), III-XII.  

2. Van Thiel (1991), xxviii. 
3. Van Thiel (1991), xxiv. 
4. For his editorial principles, see West (1998), V-XXXVII and West (2001a). 
5. E.g. Apthorp (1993); Janko (1994 and 2000); Nagy (2000 and 2003); Nardelli (2001); 

Rengakos (2002); West (2001b and 2004). 
6. For example Nagy (1996a, 1996b and (2004). 
7. On Nagy’s multitext, see http://www.homermultitext.org/, with discussion in Dué and Ebbott 

(2004) and Dué (2009).  
8. See Finkelberg (2000), with earlier literature. 
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single words.9 Early Ptolemaic papyri also differ from the medieval manu-
scripts in some of their readings (‘horizontal variation’) and in the number of 
lines (‘vertical variation’); though again even these so-called ‘wild papyri’ are 
not as wild as all that.10 What we have, at least from the classical period on-
ward, is an essentially stable Homeric text. More importantly, where variant 
readings do exist, it is often possible to discriminate between them—or at least 
that was our experience when commenting on Iliad 6.11 Editors see their task 
precisely as making distinctions; Nagy’s multitext approach shifts the onus of 
critical assessment to the reader, or rather the academic user of his online col-
lection of ancient and medieval sources. 

Both van Thiel and West seek to separate the Homeric text from ancient at-
tempts to ‘explain’, ‘improve’, and ‘modernise’ it (to use the terms they employ 
in setting out their task), even if they do so in different ways. One way of con-
ceptualising their work is to say that they attempt to draw a line between the 
composition of the text and its later receptions. In this article, we wish to ex-
plore that notional line, and hope to show that such an exploration improves our 
understanding of the Homeric text.12 

At a general and rather theoretical level, it is possible to argue that any at-
tempt to separate composition from reception is doomed to failure—not least 
because a modern edition is itself an act of reception. As Vallance argues, ‘tex-
tual criticism is a particularly artful and radical form of commentary’, in which 
‘the critic comments on texts by rewriting them’.13 This point, however, is un-
likely to carry much weight with textual critics. They may reasonably object 
that, although what they do is indeed a form of reception, they must hold on to 
the aim of recovering an original text, in order to be able to work at all. The 
form of reception (or composition) in which they engage depends, they would 
argue, on a separation between the ancient text and later corruptions, as well as 
later attempts to explain, improve, and modernise it (even if their own work 
constitutes precisely one such attempt). There is, in this approach, the tendency 
to privilege the relationship between the original text and its latest edition, 

                                                
9. For the early quotations of Homer see Ludwich (1898); Allen (1924), 249-70; Haslam 

(1997), 74-77; Olson and Sens (1999), 13-15; Dué (2001). Labarbe (1949) collects and discusses 
Homeric quotations in Plato; cf. Lohse (1964/1965/1967). For an up-to-date collection of refer-
ences see West’s edition of the Iliad. 

10. See S. West (1967); Haslam (1997); Bird (2010). 
11. Iliad 6 may not, of course, be representative of the poem as a whole: it is a specific and 

tightly composed episode, which may therefore display an especially low incidence of variants. 
Still, when working on an edition and commentary of it (Graziosi and Haubold [2010]), we found 
that variants generally catered to Hellenistic tastes: they seemed motivated by a desire to elucidate 
the text (see notes on lines 4, 21, 31, 71, 76, 148, 226, 237, 241, 252, 266, 285, 321f., 415, 511); 
make Homeric language more context-specific (112); or address perceived lapses of decorum (135, 
160). Our findings tally with the more general argument, made by Fantuzzi (2001), 174-77, that 
Hellenistic scholars adjusted Homeric poetry to the sensibilities of their age; see also van der Valk 
(1963-4), vol. I; Janko (1992), 22-29. For different views, see Rengakos (1993); Dué and Ebbott 
(2012). 

12. Graziosi (2013b) offers some preliminary observations that serve as a basis for this article. 
13. Vallance (1999), 224. 
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which seeks to establish itself as the most faithful rendition of that text. What 
happened in between the original and its latest reconstruction is often acknowl-
edged, but is typically subordinated to that primary relationship.  

It is not difficult to see how badly this model fits Homer, where debates 
about what might constitute ‘the original text’ are rife. Those who hold that 
Homeric epic developed over a long period of time, through a fluid process of 
recomposition in performance, may find Nagy’s multitext approach instinctive-
ly attractive. Still, the task of (re)constructing a text out of ancient and medieval 
testimonies remains, at the very least so that modern readers are provided with 
something to read. Moreover, the differences between variants (many of which, 
as van Thiel points out, seem indeed to be Hellenistic attempts to improve a 
transmitted text, rather than equally valid realisations of a fluid tradition) risk 
being obscured by a multitext approach to editing. This article aims to explore 
the Homeric text by setting up a dialogue between fields of scholarship that 
seldom talk to each other: textual criticism and reception studies.14  

Composition as Commentary 

It may be helpful to start by asking where composition of the Homeric text 
ends and explanation of its meaning begins. The question quickly reveals that 
even the earliest text of the Iliad we can possibly reconstruct is shaped by at-
tempts to explain and comment on an earlier poetic tradition. Some epic ex-
pressions, for example, must have sounded obscure even to the earliest audi-
ences of Homeric poetry, because internal glosses attempt to explain their 
meaning. The epithet δαΐφρων may serve as an example, since the Iliad be-
trays some uncertainty about what it might mean. Two popular etymologies are 
suggested in the text: one points to the meaning ‘warlike’ (cf. ἐν δαΐ = ‘in bat-
tle’); the other to ‘wise’ (cf. δαήμων = ‘knowledgeable, understanding’). At Il. 
5.277, for example, we find this pair of epithets used as near synonyms: 
καρτερόθυμε δαΐφρον; a little later in the text, at 6.162, the epithet is ex-
plained differently, in the sequence ἀγαθὰ φρονέοντα δαΐφρονα; and at 
11.482 δαΐφρονα ποικιλομήτην again work as near synonyms, but point to 
‘resourceful’ rather than ‘wise’ or ‘warlike’. Later poets exploited the ambigui-
ties inherent in Homeric language. Cairns has shown how Bacchylides in Ode 5 
built an entire cluster of themes around Homeric etymologies of δαΐφρων.15 
The Homeric scholia, too, pick up the different explanations of the word 
δαΐφρων offered in the Homeric text;16 and LSJ follow suit, suggesting the 
following translations: ‘warlike’, ‘fiery’, ‘wise’, ‘prudent’. In the case of 
δαΐφρων, then, reception is clearly linked to composition already in the Iliad: 
the poem includes explanations of the epithet for the benefit of audiences dur-

                                                
14. A welcome exception to this general dearth of dialogue is Battezzato (2003). 
15. Cairns (2010), 55f. 
16. See, for example, ΣbT ad Il. 2.23a. 
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ing live performance. Internal glosses were seized on by ancient poets and 
scholars, and they eventually made their way into modern dictionaries.17 

In other cases, it is harder to establish the exact relationship between the way 
a word is used and framed in the Iliad, and its subsequent reception. The term 
φύλοπις sounds grand, epic and essentially obsolete to later Greek authors: 
Theocritus, for example, uses it to characterise the subject matter glorified by 
the ancient bards, ἀοιδοί.18 In Hesiod’s Works and Days, it pertains to the age 
of the heroes;19 and it seems that already in the Iliad the word is beginning to 
sound grand but obscure, and hence to attract attention. It regularly features in 
the standard formula ἔγειρε δὲ φύλοπιν αἰνήν; but otherwise is often accom-
panied by internal glosses such as μάχη or πόλεμος, suggesting that it can be 
conceived as battle, or an aspect of war. Ancient commentators felt reminded of 
the shouting that is characteristic of Homeric battle (φύλοπις > φῦλα, ‘tribes’ 
+ ὄψ, ‘voice’; cf. common βοὴν ἀγαθός etc.);20 but at Il. 16.255f. Achilles 
wants to watch (rather than hear) the φύλοπις of Achaeans and Trojans. More 
generally there seems to be a degree of fuzziness about the exact meaning of 
this word in the Iliad, and some experimentation as to how it might be used. 
Here we may be witnessing the beginnings of speculation about a specific word 
in the Homeric text. 

Sometimes, the Homeric habit of explaining words, and offering etymolo-
gies for them, has direct implications for editors of the Iliad. West, as we have 
already suggested, is rather quick to emend the transmitted text on the assump-
tion that Homer used correct Greek—by which he means ‘correct’ by the 
standards of modern linguistic scholarship. So, for example, he rejects the 
transmitted form πνεύμων (‘lung’) at Iliad 4.528 on the ground that it arose by 
popular etymology from older πλεύμων, which is morphologically correct and 
therefore what he prints.21 He has slim textual support for his choice, howev-
er.22 So, one straightforward question is whether West is right to print 
πλεύμων, or whether editors should follow the manuscript consensus and print 
πνεύμων, as van Thiel for one does. Grammatical correctness is an obvious 
criterion for judging the Homeric text, but the crucial issue here (and an issue 
which West does not address) concerns the text’s own criteria of correctness; 
or, to put it differently, what early audiences may have considered acceptable in 

                                                
17. Ancient readers frequently comment on the Homeric practice of internal glossing; see Erbse 

(1969-88), i. 87 ad v. 279 h (ἐξηγεῖται δὲ συνήθως σαφηνίζων ἑαυτὸν ὁ ποιητής); cf. ΣAT ad 
Il. 6.43; ΣT ad Il. 18.265a2; and the other passages collected in Erbse’s Index III, s.v. ἐξηγεῖσθαι. 

18. Theocritus, Idyll 16.50. 
19. Hesiod, WD 161. 
20. See e.g. ΣbT ad Il. 6.1c. 
21. πνεύμων = ‘the breather’, as if from πνέω; see West (1998), XXXIV: ‘πλεύμων (Δ 528 = 

Μ 189a) verum est, non πνεύμων, quod ex etymologia populari invasit.’ 
22. The form πλεύμων is transmitted in Photius and Eustathius (two Byzantine scholars) and 

perhaps in one manuscript (fortasse ante correcturam, West). One papyrus also has it in an other-
wise identical plus verse elsewhere in the poem: Il. 12.189a. 
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terms of morphological formation.23 Were their criteria for what is grammatical 
the same as ours? That would be surprising. Assuming that πνεύμων is indeed 
a corruption, or rather an etymologising version of πλεύμων, it is still neces-
sary to decide whether it could feature in the Iliad—or, to put it differently, 
whether the earliest audiences of the Iliad could have made sense of it, and per-
haps even appreciated it as an etymologising version of πλεύμων. West rejects 
this possibility: popular etymology, he implies, is below the Iliad. But, as a 
matter of fact, there is plenty of it in the poem. Rank’s extensive study of ety-
mologising figures in Homer (1952) only discusses part of the evidence; there 
would in fact be room for an even more extensive study.24  

Leumann’s brilliant study Homerische Wörter (1950) is relevant here, in that 
it examines in detail what we might call the creative aspects of Homeric word 
formation.25 One of Leumann’s prime exhibits is the adjective ὀκρυόεις.26 He 
builds on Payne Knight’s observation that ὀκρυόεις must have arisen from 
wrong word division in formulaic phrases such as (πολέμου) ἐπιδημίοο 
κρυόεντος, whence derived first ἐπιδημίο’ ὀκρυόεντος and then ἐπιδημίου 
ὀκρυόεντος (i.e. reinterpreting ἐπιδημίο’ as ἐπιδημίō). As Leumann ob-
serves, similar cases of wrong word division are common in Greek epic, and 
can also be observed in other traditions.27 At one level, these are what we might 
call ‘mistakes’, which crept in as the spoken language moved away from the 
inherited idiom of epic; but at another level they can be seen as creative acts of 
reception, often motivated by a transparent rationale. What occasioned the in-
vention of ὀκρυόεις was, in the first place, the fact that uncontracted genitives 
in -οο became obsolete at some point in the development of the Greek lan-
guage. As Chantraine demonstrates, this must have happened before the Iliad 
and Odyssey were written down for the first time: in those poems, there are 
only two forms that legitimately represent the genitive singular of the second 
declension, one in -ō/ου and one in -οιο.28 In view of this, it seems safe to as-
sume that the adjective ὀκρυόεις was already a separate word when the Iliad 
was composed. Indeed, Leumann shows that it was beginning to develop a se-
mantic range of its own: Homeric κρυόεις is used in association with the bat-
tlefield, where it means something like ‘dreadful’ or ‘cruel’ (it is used of ἰωκή, 

                                                
23. The issue is raised with characteristic clear-sightedness in Leumann (1950), 24f.; see also 

Giangrande (1970) on the specific issue of Doric forms in Homer. On Aristarchus’ understanding 
of grammar, see Matthaios (1999); earlier perceptions of Greek grammar and the Homeric text are 
of course even harder to reconstruct: the starting point must be the Homeric text itself, and there-
fore circular arguments about how it should be edited are always a risk. 

24. An instructive example of Homeric etymologising which Rank does not consider is Od. 
11.38-9, glossing ἀταλός as the opposite of πολύτλητος. 

25. On Leumann’s superb monograph, see Dihle (1970). On Homeric word formation, see also 
Risch (1974) and Hackstein (2002). 

26. Leumann (1950), 49f. 
27. For Homer see Leumann (1950), 36-156; for an example from South Slavic epic see Danek 

(2003), 67: irakli sapuna (‘soap from Iraq’) > i rakli sapuna (‘and rakli soap’, explained by per-
formers as a brand of soap). 

28. Chantraine (1948-53), i.47; see also Wachter (2000), 79f. n.24. 
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‘rout’, at Il. 5.740 and φόβος, ‘flight’, at Il. 9.2; cf. its application to πόλεμος 
in Hes. Th. 936). ὀκρυόεις at Il. 9.64 conforms to this pattern, but at Il. 6.344 
Helen uses ὀκρυόεις to describe herself, in conjunction with the epithet 
κακομήχανος, ‘devising evil’, which functions as an internal gloss. What we 
see here is a specific act of reception within a larger pattern of linguistic evolu-
tion.29 Leumann concludes: ‘it is historically wrong to read κακομηχάνοο 
κρυόεσσης at Il. 6.344’. West disregards the warning, and prints precisely 
κακομηχάνοο κρυόεσσης. 

One feature of ὀκρυόεις, which Leumann does not discuss, is its relation-
ship to the similar adjective ὀκριόεις, ‘rough’, or ‘jagged’, always of stones 
used as weapons.30 This word also occurs at the end of the hexameter line, and 
must have encouraged the formation of ὀκρυόεις. A general moral can be 
drawn from this: in order to understand the oddities of the Homeric text, it is 
crucial to pay attention to sound and metre, as well as ancient attempts to ex-
plain obsolete vocabulary on the go, in the course of live performance.31  

Spoken Word and Epic Diction 

Milman Parry argued that, while adhering to time-honoured forms of expres-
sion, epic bards strove to bring their art in line with a changing linguistic envi-
ronment.32 A good example of the uneasy compromises they struck is diectasis, 
which accounts for artificially ‘extended’ forms such as ὁρόω, ὁράαις etc.33 At 
an early stage of development, Greek epic must have featured the uncontracted 
forms ὁράω, ὁράεις, etc. in line with the spoken language that surrounded it. 
But, at some point, spoken language switched to contracted forms (ὁρῶ, ὁρᾶις 
etc.), and this development then influenced the pronunciation of epic. Perform-
ers also started to use contracted forms, but since these did not fit into the epic 
hexameter, they artificially re-extended them, using the vowel colour that re-
sulted from contraction but retaining the metrical shape of older uncontracted 
forms.  

Partly as a result of Parry’s work, diectasis is now so well understood that 
editors no longer feel tempted to eradicate examples of it, or to impose con-
sistency. The Iliad occasionally testifies to ‘mixed’ forms such as the participle 
ναιετάωσα, which shows some of the features of diectasis (contraction of old-
er ναιετάουσα and compensatory lengthening) while retaining the original 
stem vowel alpha.34 Clearly, changes in the spoken language were implemented 

                                                
29. It seems significant that this happened in the speech of a Homeric character; for further dis-

cussion see below, pp. 000-000. 
30. Kretschmer (1912), 308. 
31.The opening chapters of Chantraine (1948-53), vol. I, make the point in instructive detail. 
32. Parry (1932); for a more recent treatment of this issue see Wachter 2012. 
33. Discussion in Chantraine (1948-53), i.75-83; cf. Wachter (2012), 71f. 
34. Aristarchus worried about these forms, but Parry explained that they arose for reasons of 

sound: the root of the verb contained an alpha, and so the stem retained it too; see Parry (1932), 34. 
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piecemeal, and according to what sounded possible to epic performers and their 
earliest audiences. The results can seem capricious, to modern eyes.  

The famously inconsistent treatment of digamma is another case in point. 
Words such as ἄναξ, Ἴλιος or ἄστυ are often used metrically as though they 
were still pronounced wanax, Wilios, wastu. But, on occasion, they are used as 
if they started with a vowel. We can imagine that bards at some point ceased to 
pronounce digamma, but still knew that these words somehow behaved as if 
they started with a consonant. On occasion, for example when it caused met-
rical difficulties, they chose to ignore that inherited piece of knowledge.35 

The case of μοι and μευ after κλῦθι/κέκλυτε (‘listen’) should, in our view, 
be treated in the same way as digamma, or instances of diectasis. The form μευ 
(> μεο) with Ionic contraction looks relatively recent,36 and syntactically too 
the genitive appears to be late. West argues for restoring μοι everywhere, on 
the ground that it was replaced by μευ under the pressure of spoken language.37 
His analysis may well be correct in principle, but the issue is when that pressure 
started to be felt. As Janko points out in his review of West’s edition, ‘one can 
disagree, not about the sequence of phonetic changes, but where Homer falls in 
relation to them’.38  

Equally important as the question of how we date particular phonetic and 
grammatical changes is the issue of whether the Homeric text was ever con-
sistent in matters such as the use of digamma, or the dative after κλῦθι.39 Medi-
eval manuscripts report a mixture of forms, and there is no reason to suppose 
that such a mixture would have sounded unacceptable to early audiences of the 
Iliad. Babylonian readers of the first millennium were sanguine about incon-
sistencies of spelling and form in the classic texts of their tradition.40 Similarly, 
in current English, some expressions admit the use of different prepositions 
(e.g. ‘on/at this level’). In Homer, metre played an important regulatory role—
but it has already become clear that metre does not explain all unusual features 
of the text, and there are some cases where even the most basic rules of metre 
were jettisoned under the pressure of the spoken language. For example, at 
some point in the epic tradition, the formulaic line ἕως ὃ ταῦθ’ ὥρμαινε κατὰ 
φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυμόν must have been ἧος ὃ ταῦθ’ ὥρμαινε… Then Ionic 
metathesis set in and changed the singers’ pronunciation to ἕως—and this cre-

                                                
35. Wachter (2012), 70f. 
36. Though it was older than has often been claimed: see Wachter (2000), 80 n.25; Passa 

(2001). 
37. See West (1998), XXXII: ‘At praestat μοι, quod antiquius videtur syntagma quodque geni-

tivo vulgari cessurum erat.’  
38. Janko (2000), 1. 
39. See West (1998), XXXII: ‘Non est credibile, poetam modo hoc modo illud dixisse.’ Van 

Thiel (1991), xxiv-xxv, disagrees, retaining inconsistency, with this argument: ‘We cannot assume 
that the creators and users of the Homeric language consistently dispensed with possible alterna-
tives with an eye to a kind of economy whose laws we determine intrepidly.’ See further Meier-
Brügger (1986). 

40. For brief overviews, see von Soden (1995), 298f.; Huehnergard (2011), 595-98. For a de-
tailed case study, see George (2003) 418-43. 
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ated a serious breach of metrical regularity, because the resulting verse now 
starts with a short syllable.41 Accordingly, some editors emend the transmitted 
ἕως,42 but here West rightly argues that the issue is not one of faulty transmis-
sion, but rather of mistaken assumptions, on our part, about what is possible in 
Homeric metre: as he points out, the bards did not wonder whether their verses 
were ‘metrical’ in the sense of fitting into some abstract scheme.43 They rather 
struck a balance between the tradition they inherited and the knowledge and 
expectations of their audiences. Modern expectations of consistency should not 
obscure the question of what sounded possible.  

Pronunciation as Commentary 

Since early bards and audiences seem to have converged on an unstable 
compromise between the epic tradition they inherited and the language they 
spoke, modern attempts to arrive at the purest, most consistent, and earliest 
sounding text seem misguided in principle. Precisely because general patterns 
cannot be assumed, each instance of what looks anomalous to us needs to be 
considered carefully before it is emended. There are, for example, two expres-
sions in Homer which look similar but, according to the medieval manuscripts, 
were written and (more to the point) pronounced differently: ἀρηΐφιλος, and 
Διὶ φίλος. West objects to the apparent inconsistency and writes both 
ἀρηΐφιλος and διίφιλος as single words.44 This, however, seems to us prob-
lematic not only because of the evidence in the manuscript tradition, but also 
because the expressions seem to mean different things in the Iliad. The epithet 
ἀρηΐφιλος is used in Homer primarily of Menelaos and the Achaeans. Neither 
is particularly ‘dear to Ares’, who of course fights on the Trojan side. The ex-
pression, then, has little narrative force in the poem, and in fact serves as a met-
rically useful alternative for the common epithet ἀρήϊος, ‘warlike’ (again most 
commonly used of Menelaos and the Achaeans).45 The manuscript spelling 
ἀρηΐφιλος, as one word, thus rightly treats φίλος as quasi enclitic, soft-
pedalling any suggestion of personal affection on the part of the god Ares. The 
situation is quite different for Διὶ φίλος. This expression is used of people who 

                                                
41. For Ionic metathesis and its impact on the language of epic see Meister (1921), 146-76; 

Chantraine (1948-53), i.68-73; Wachter (2000), 77f. 
42. Von der Mühll in his 1962 Odyssey for Teubner is the most recent editor to emend ἕως. He 

resorts to the (unattested) compromise form εἷος, which he thinks is more in tune with the Ionic-
Attic veneer of the transmitted text of Homer: ‘cum necessarium sit traditas voces ἕως εἵως τέως 
τείως trochaica forma eloqui, non tamen sanas illas et bonas ἧος et τῆος posui sed εἷος et τεῖος, 
quae cum toto nostro Homero, ut est Ionico-Atticus, magis consentire videntur.’ (Von der Mühll 
[1962], VII). 

43. West (1967), 139: ‘Die Rhapsoden haben sicher nicht überlegt, ob ihre Verse “metrisch” 
waren, d.h. ob sie in irgendein abstraktes Schema hineinpaßten.’ 

44. West (1998), XXVIII: ‘ἀρηΐφιλος, διίφιλος olim binae fuerunt voces …, sed tam arcte 
coaluerunt ut pro compositis habere par sit singulo accentu praeditis, cum φιλος quasi encliticum 
sit factum. […] Codices Homerici saepe διὶ φίλος separatim praebent; compositum agnoscit Cho-
eroboscus Orthogr. 192.16.’ See also LfgrE s.v. διίφιλος. 

45. Cf. also ἀρηΐφατος, ‘killed in battle’, ἀρηΐθοος, ‘swift in battle’. 
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are actually dear to Zeus, primarily Achilles and Hector. It hardly ever occurs 
in the plural, because Zeus’ affections tend to focus on individuals. There is 
only one exception, at Iliad 8.517, and it confirms the rule: heralds as a group 
are under Zeus’s special care. So Διὶ φίλος has clear thematic resonance in the 
Iliad—it actually means ‘dear to Zeus’—whereas ἀρηΐφιλος does not mean 
‘dear to Ares’, but rather ‘warlike’. Of course, there was no word division in 
the early texts of Homer but, as West recognises, the argument is not about how 
we divide up words on a page, but rather how they were pronounced in perfor-
mance: φίλος loses its emphasis in ἀρηΐφιλος but retains it in Διὶ φίλος.46 

The different spellings of the manuscript tradition preserve knowledge about 
how these words were uttered in performance.47 As every actor knows, pronun-
ciation and interpretation go together; and here the manuscripts preserve an oral 
interpretation of the text which West sacrifices in the name of morphological 
consistency. 

Sound and Grammar 

A focus on sound can help shed light on some of the more localised incon-
sistencies in the morphology of Homeric words. One example is γόον at Il. 
6.500. The context is important: 
 

ὣς ἄρα φωνήσας κόρυθ’ εἵλετο φαίδιμος Ἕκτωρ   
ἵππουριν· ἄλοχος δὲ φίλη οἶκόνδε βεβήκει     
ἐντροπαλιζομένη, θαλερὸν κατὰ δάκρυ χέουσα.  
αἶψα δ’ ἔπειθ’ ἵκανε δόμους εὖ ναιετάοντας  
Ἕκτορος ἀνδροφόνοιο, κιχήσατο δ’ ἔνδοθι πολλὰς  
ἀμφιπόλους, τῆισιν δὲ γόον πάσηισιν ἐνῶρσεν.   
αἳ μὲν ἔτι ζωὸν γόον Ἕκτορα ὧι ἐνὶ οἴκωι·   

(Il. 6.494-500) 
 
So speaking illustrious Hector picked up his helmet 
with its horsehair crest, and his dear wife set off for home,  
often turning round to look at him, and weeping warm tears. 
Very soon she came to the well-appointed house 
of man-slaying Hector, and inside it she found many 
maidservants, and roused up lamentation in them all. 
So they wept for Hector in his house while he was still alive.48 
  

                                                
46. Scansion further contributes to differentiating the two expressions: ἀρηΐφιλος, with short 

iota, fits comfortably into a pattern of word formation that is both common and semantically flexi-
ble; Διὶ φίλος, by contrast, retains the long iota of the old dative Δι(ϝ)εί. We are grateful to an 
anonymous referee for drawing our attention to this. 

47. On the relationship between the earliest texts of Homer and oral performance, see the judi-
cious and helpful assessment by Cassio (2002). 

48. Translations are based on Verity (2011). 
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The form γόον is unique in Greek, and difficult to explain in purely grammati-
cal terms. Formally, it represents a third person plural aorist or imperfect of the 
root *γο-, but elsewhere Homer uses forms of γοάω, which leads us to expect 
(ἐ)γόησαν or (ἐ)γόων here.49 Neither is metrically possible, and there is no 
question of changing the transmitted text.50 Chantraine notes that γόον looks as 
though it was derived directly from the noun γόος, and compares the verb 
κτυπέω, whose aorist ἔκτυπε/κτύπε, ‘he thundered’, likewise seems to derive 
from a noun (κτύπος, ‘crashing noise, thunder’).51 Leumann suggests it is a 
linguistic relic.52 He may be right, historically, but for Homeric audiences the 
real point of γόον at 6.500 is surely its sound: it echoes the noun γόον in the 
line immediately above, and resonates with ζωόν too. To ancient scholars, the 
phenomenon was known as parechesis, the deliberate ‘echoing’ of one word by 
another.53  

Olaf Hackstein has argued, in detail, that such echoing effects were popular, 
and were sometimes created even at the expense of grammatical regularity.54 
Here is an example: 
 

ὅσσα τοι ἐκπέποται καὶ ἐδήδοται ἐν μεγάροισι 
(Od. 22.56) 

 
all that has been drunk and eaten in your halls 

 
The form ἐδήδοται has been subject to emendation ever since antiquity.55 The 
problem is that the reduplicated perfect stem *ἐδήδ- ought not to contain the 
theme vowel omicron before the person ending (ἐδήδ-ο-ται). From the point of 
view of modern grammar its intrusion is hard to defend. From the point of view 
of Homeric grammar, however, it is entirely transparent: in order to reinforce 
the thematic parallel between eating and drinking at the level of sound, 
ἐκπέποται (with a reduplicated stem πεπο-) inspires the ad hoc formation of 
ἐδήδοται, which echoes it. Hackstein rightly points out that such manipulations 
are common in spoken language. More importantly, they are a hallmark of 
Homeric style. Ancient readers considered them so characteristic of Homeric 

                                                
49. Cf. common γοόωντα, γοόωσα, etc. with diectasis (Il. 5.413 etc.); also γοάασκεν (Od. 

8.92), γοάοιμεν (Il. 24.664), γοάοιεν (Od. 24.190), γοήσεται (Il. 21.124, 22.353), γοήμεναι (Il. 
14.502), γόων (Od. 10.567).  

50. Previous attempts such as Meister’s γόων, read as one syllable, can be safely discarded; see 
Meister (1921), 61, and Leumann’s discussion at Leumann (1950), 187.  

51. Chantraine (1948-53), i.392. 
52. Leumann (1950), 186f. 
53. See Hermogenes, De Inventione 4.7 (Rabe): ‘Parechesis is the beautiful effect created by 

similar words which mean different things but sound the same. It arises when one uses two, three or 
four verbs or nouns which have a similar sound but a different meaning, as may be seen...most 
clearly...in Homer: ἤτοι ὅ γ’ ἐς πεδίον τὸ Ἀλήϊον οἶος ἀλᾶτο.’ 

54. Hackstein (2007). 
55. Hackstein (2007), 105. 
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epic that they sometimes detected them even where modern scholars see noth-
ing unusual in the text.  

The following example (not discussed by Hackstein) is a case in point:  
 

                    ... ὃ δ’ ἄρα ὧι παιδὶ ὄπασσε  
γηράς· ἀλλ’ οὐχ υἱὸς ἐν ἔντεσι πατρὸς ἐγήρα.   

                          (Il. 17.196f.)  
 
                   ... and he left them to his son 
when he grew old; but the son did not grow old in his father’s ar- 
    mour. 

 
From a modern perspective γηράς is simply the correct Homeric form of the 
aorist participle of γηράσκω. Some Hellenistic scholars shared this view (ΣA 
ad Il. 17.197a), but not all. According to some, γηράς was a deliberately short-
ened version of an expected sigmatic aorist γηράσας: 
 

γηράς: ἀποκοπὴ τοῦ γηράσας, ὡς ὑποφθάς, ἐπιπλώς.  
(ΣbT ad Il. 17.197b) 

 
γηράς: shortened form of γηράσας, like ὑποφθάς, ἐπιπλώς. 

 
By the standards of modern historical grammar it is impossible to interpret 
γηράς in this way, but the question that concerns us here is whether ancient 
audiences may, in fact, have heard or assumed precisely such an interpretation. 
From Aristotle onwards, scholars certainly knew—or thought they knew—that 
Homeric epic presented cases of ad hoc shortening of expected forms.56 They 
disagreed about the details, but clearly recognised the general feature. It seems 
likely that early Homeric audiences, just like their Hellenistic counterparts, 
accepted that Homer could contract words for ad hoc metrical reasons, or poet-

                                                
56. For Aristotle see Poetics 1458a4-5. For Hellenistic scholarship see Index III to Erbse’s Iliad 

scholia: Erbse (1969-88), vi. 271f. (s.vv. ἀποκοπή, ἀποκόπτειν). Examples of alleged apokope in 
the Iliad include ὅτι > ὅ (ΣAbT ad Il. 1.120bc); μινυνθάδιος > μίνυνθα (ΣbT ad Il. 1.416); 
ἤρανα > ἦρα (ΣAT ad Il. 1.572ab); δάκρυον > δάκρυ (Σb ad Il. 2.269e); ἔκτανε(ν) > ἔκτα 
(ΣAb ad Il. 2.662a and ΣA ad Il. 6.205b); παρά > πάρ (ΣT ad Il. 4.1b); κέρατα > κέρα (ΣAbT ad 
Il. 4.109a); κρῖμνον/κριθή > κρῖ (ΣAT ad Il. 5.196a); ἐάαι > ἔα (ΣAbT ad Il. 5.256a1b); 
ἁμαρτήδην > ἁμαρτή (ΣAT ad Il. 5.656ab1 and ΣAT ad Il. 23.162, quoting Aristarchus); σέλαι > 
σέλα (ΣT ad Il. 8.562-3a); καθίσθανε > καθίσθα (ΣA ad Il. 9.202a); τρόφιμον > τρόφι (ΣA ad 
Il. 11.307a, quoting Herodianus); κυκειῶνα > κυκειῶ (ΣA ad Il. 11.641); ἔπλετο > ἔπλε (ΣT ad 
Il. 12.11a2 quoting Zenodotus); ἄλλοτε > ἄλλο (ΣA ad Il. 14.249b with Eusth. 983, 17); ? > δαΐ 
(ΣA ad Il. 14.387a1); ὕπαιθα > ὑπαί (ΣA ad Il. 15.4a, quoting Tyrannion); ἠλεέ > ἠλέ (ΣAbT ad 
Il. 15.128ab); σφῶϊ > σφώ (ΣT ad Il. 15.146b); Μηκιστῆα > Μηκιστῆ (ΣAbT ad Il. 15.339); ἐπὶ 
κάρα/ἐπικαρσίως(?) > ἐπικάρ (ΣA ad Il. 16.392a); δείλαιε > δείλ(?) (ΣA ad Il. 17.201c, quoting 
a group of ‘exegetes’, οἱ ἐξηγησάμενοι). Few, if any, of these interpretations would be acceptable 
to modern scholars. Many were controversial already in antiquity, but the underlying principle was 
widely accepted, and was in turn grounded in the theory of morphological pathe; see Herodianus’ 
discussion at ΣA ad Il. 5.256b and more generally Aristotle, Poetics 1460b.10. 
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ic effect.57 It is therefore worth asking whether they could have regarded γηράς 
as one such case.  

The form γηράσας, or indeed any other form of the sigmatic aorist of 
γηράσκω, never features in Homer. The text does, however, betray signs that 
the old aorist ἐγήρα was beginning to be reinterpreted as an imperfect.58 In 
Herodotus, this trend leads to a restructuring of the verbal paradigm, whereby 
κατεγήρα (reinterpreted as an imperfect) comes to stand side by side with the 
sigmatic aorists κατεγήρασαν (3rd pers. pl.) and γηράσασαν (part.).59 We do 
not know when these developments took hold in the spoken language, and 
therefore how exactly Homer’s earliest audiences would have analysed the 
form γηράς. The punning grammar of Il. 17.197 may suggest that the form was 
remarkable already in the earliest history of the text, but Hesiod still used the 
root aorist of γηράσκω competently and freely.60 The alleged parallel 
ὑποφθάς does little to support the scholiast’s claim: there is no reason to be-
lieve that early Homeric audiences regarded that form as derived from 
ὑποφθάσας.61 The other parallel, however, does lend weight to the scholiast’s 
position, and also helps us make sense of ἐπιπλώς in its own right. 

The form ἐπιπλώς occurs at Il. 6.291 and comes with a well-known textual 
problem attached to it: 
 

αὐτὴ δ’ ἐς θάλαμον κατεβήσετο κηώεντα,  
ἔνθ’ ἔσαν οἱ πέπλοι παμποίκιλοι, ἔργα γυναικῶν  
Σιδονίων, τὰς αὐτὸς Ἀλέξανδρος θεοειδὴς   
ἤγαγε Σιδονίηθεν, ἐπιπλὼς εὐρέα πόντον,  
τὴν ὁδὸν ἣν Ἑλένην περ ἀνήγαγεν εὐπατέρειαν.  

(Il. 6.288-92) 
 
She herself went down into a sweet-smelling chamber 
where her robes were stored: richly embroidered work of  
Sidonian women whom Alexander himself, who looked like a god, 
had brought from Sidon, when he sailed over the wide sea 
on the voyage which brought well-born Helen to his home. 

 
 

                                                
57. The evidence is not entirely clear-cut (see Chantraine (1948-53), i.105-12), but it is certainly 

sufficient to suggest that early listeners accepted at least the possibility of ad hoc abridgment. 
58. LfgrE s.v. γηράσκω, ἐγήρα B 1; according to the Lexikon, the Iliad regards ἐγήρα as an 

aorist, while the Odyssey treats it as an imperfect. 
59. Hdt. 2.146 (κατεγήρασαν) and 7.114 (γηράσασαν). Intriguingly, one manuscript of He-

rodotus preserves the variant reading γηράσαν: haplography, hyper-correction or genuine tradi-
tion? 

60. Hes. Op. 188 and fr. 304.2 MW. 
61. Here too, however, we see a trend from the root aorist towards sigmatic forms. Homer uses 

only the root aorist. Herodotus retains the participle φθάς (Hdt. 3.71) and the infinitive φθῆναι 
(Hdt. 6.115), but sigmatic aorists encroach in inflected forms such as ἔφθασα (Hdt. 7.161; cf. 
Aeschyl. Pers. 752).  
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Grammatically, the transmitted ἐπιπλώς must be the participle aorist of 
ἐπιπλέω/-ώω, ‘sail across’. Like γηράς at Il. 17.197 it is best analysed as a 
root aorist, but the omega is irregular: we would expect ἐπιπλούς (cf. classical 
γνούς). West restores ἐπιπλούς and argues that an error of transcription meant 
that original ‘ο’ was misinterpreted as omega instead of intended ō/ου. This 
suggestion is, however, problematic for two reasons. First, as Alfred Heubeck 
has convincingly argued, the earliest texts of Homer did in fact distinguish be-
tween omicron and omega.62 But even if it were true that ἐπιπλώς arose from 
confusion of ō and ω, perhaps at some later stage and under the influence of 
Athenian texts, we would still need to explain why the error crept in here and 
not elsewhere, and why it was allowed to persist.  

An answer can be pieced together by considering an ancient explanation: 
 
ἐπιπλώσας: ὁ Ἀπολλώνιος σχηματίζει τὸ ἐπιπλώσας οὕτως· πλέω 
καὶ ἐπιπλώω, οὗ ἀόριστος ἐπέπλωσα, μετοχὴ ἐπιπλώσας, εἶτα 
ἀποκοπὴ ἐπιπλώς. καὶ το ἐπέπλως δὲ ῥῆμα “τοῦνεκα γὰρ καὶ 
πόντον ἐπέπλως” (γ 15) ὁμοίως ἐκ τοῦ †ἐπιπλώσας [ἐπέπλωσας? 
Erbse] ἀπεκόπη· ὅτι γὰρ τὸ ἐπέπλως οὐκ ἔστιν ἀπὸ θέματος τοῦ 
πλῶμι δῆλον ἐκ τοῦ μηδὲ<ν> εἶναι ὡς ἀπὸ τῶν εἰς μι κίνημα, οὐκ 
ἀπαρέμφατον ἐπιπλῶναι, οὐκ εὐκτικὸν ἐπιπλοίην, οὐ προστακ-
τικὸν ἐπίπλοθι, οὐκ ἄλλο οὐδέν. ἔδει δὲ καὶ τὴν μετοχὴν εἶναι 
ἐπιπλούς ὡς βιούς καὶ γνούς· ὅτι γὰρ οὐ Δωρικῶς ἐτράπη εἰς τὸ ω 
ὡς βοῦς βῶς, δῆλον ἐκ τοῦ μὴ προκεῖσθαι αὐτοῦ ἐν χρήσει τὸ 
κοινόν.  

(ΣA ad Il. 3.47a) 
 
Apollonius [Dyscolus] analyses ἐπιπλώσας as follows: πλέω and ἐπι-
πλώω, of which the aorist is ἐπέπλωσα, the participle ἐπιπλώσας, 
whence the shortened form ἐπιπλώς. The form ἐπέπλως in the phrase 
τοῦνεκα γὰρ καὶ πόντον ἐπέπλως (Od. 3.15) is likewise a shortened 
form of ἐπιπλώσας [or rather ἐπέπλωσας? Erbse]. That ἐπέπλως does 
not derive from πλῶμι is evident from the fact that no forms of this verb 
exist which follow the conjugation of verbs in μι: neither the infinitive 
ἐπιπλῶναι, nor the optative ἐπιπλοίην, nor the imperative ἐπίπλοθι are 
attested, nor any other relevant form. Moreover, the participle should 
have been ἐπιπλούς as in βιούς and γνούς. That ἐπιπλώς is not a Doric 
form of ἐπιπλούς, cf. βοῦς > βῶς, can be seen from the fact that the 
normal form [i.e. ἐπιπλούς] itself is not attested.63 

 
Ancient grammarians were clearly interested in the problems posed by 
ἐπιπλέω/ἐπιπλώω and its various forms. Like West, Apollonius Dyscolus 

                                                
62. Heubeck (1979), 164-69; cf. Janko (1992), 35-37. 
63. Cf. ΣT ad Il. 6.291c. 
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points out that the expected form of the aorist participle is ἐπιπλούς, but unlike 
West he thinks he can explain the transmitted ἐπιπλώς: he suggests that it is a 
shortened form of the sigmatic aorist ἐπιπλώσας—just like the scholiast who 
tried to explain γηράς. To the modern reader, this explanation is far from satis-
factory, and even in antiquity not everyone agreed.64 But there are some obser-
vations that lend strength to Apollonius’ argument. First, sigmatic ἐπιπλώσας 
does occur in Homeric epic: it would have been the more familiar form to an-
cient audiences, and presumably closer to how they spoke.65 Secondly, the Ho-
meric text itself invites comparison between ἐπιπλώς and ἐπιπλώσας. The 
latter form occurs at Il. 3.47, where we hear for the first time about the voyage 
of Paris. When the same trip is mentioned again in Iliad 6, Homer uses 
ἐπιπλώς. Somebody reading, or listening to, the opening books of the Iliad 
moves from ἐπιπλώσας to ἐπιπλώς, precisely along the lines Apollonius sug-
gests. Neither form occurs elsewhere in the epics (just as Paris’ voyage is not 
mentioned again), so they are thematically linked. Parechesis between the par-
ticiple ἐπιπλώς and the finite forms ἐπέπλως (Od. 3.15), ἐπέπλων (Hes. Op. 
615), ἀπέπλω (Od. 14.339) and παρέπλω (Od. 12.69), all placed after the main 
caesura, helps justify the unusual form, if further justification were needed.66 It 
is of course possible that, when pressed, a rhapsode might have explained 
ἐπιπλώς as a rare dialect form, just as later grammarians did.67 And it is even 
possible that someone, at some point in the history of the text, simply made a 
mistake, which was then interpreted as an acceptable form. But Apollonius’ 
analysis seems in tune with the experiences of audiences in performance: for 
them, the form ἐπιπλώς would have sounded plausible. That, and a more gen-
eral sense of the malleability of Homeric language, suggests that the transmit-
ted ἐπιπλώς at Il. 6.291 should not be emended. West refers to ancient spelling 
conventions in order to explain how ἐπιπλώς came about—but his arguments 
are historically problematic, and in any case fail to explain why ω obtained in 
this particular case. We may make better progress by considering the ancient 
reception of epic: pronunciation in performance, and ancient views about Ho-
meric grammar. 

Grammar in Character Speech 

The suggestion that what sounds good is allowed to influence Homeric 
grammar finds confirmation in character speech, where the phenomenon seems 
even more prominent than in the main narrative. The words of characters are 

                                                
64. For the alternative explanation, dismissed by Apollonius, according to which ἐπιπλώς is a 

Doric form, see Giangrande (1970), 261.  
65. Herodotus uses only sigmatic aorists of πλέω: first pers. sg. ἔπλωσα (Hdt. 4.148), inf. 

πλῶσαι (Hdt. 1.24), part. πλώσας (Hdt. 4.156, 8.49).  
66. As Hackstein (2007), 104, observes, epic parechesis may include entire formulaic patterns. 
67. The two explanations need not have been mutually exclusive. For a similar alternative be-

tween apokope and Doric dialect see Herodianus’ discussion of the form Μηκιστῆ in ΣAbT ad Il. 
15.339. 
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spoken out loud not just in the context of actual performances, of course, but 
also within the fiction of the narrative, so this may not be too surprising. More 
generally, Homeric characters speak in a more lively and personal way than the 
narrator. Ruth Scodel points out that they often treat myth in a tendentious and 
self-serving fashion: much like the lyric poets, but unlike the poet of the Iliad, 
they recognisably adapt traditional stories to suit their own ends.68 In a land-
mark article, Jasper Griffin made a more specific point about the language of 
Achilles: the poet feels himself into this character to the point that he adopts a 
particular form of language whenever Achilles speaks, complete with its own 
distinctive vocabulary.69 Effects of this kind, and especially the use of focalisa-
tion, have has been further studied by Irene de Jong and others, and are now 
well understood.70 But the possible implications for Homeric grammar, and the 
Homeric text, have not so far been much explored.  

Do Homeric characters twist grammar more radically than the main narra-
tor? The question can be explored by considering a well-known textual crux at 
Iliad 1.291. Achilles has just insulted Agamemnon, who now bitterly complains 
to Nestor: 
 

“εἰ δέ μιν αἰχμητὴν ἔθεσαν θεοὶ αἰὲν ἐόντες 
τοὔνεκά οἱ προθέουσιν ὀνείδεα μυθήσασθαι;” 

(Il. 1.290f.) 
 
‘If the gods who live forever have made him a spearman, 
do they therefore also make him utter insults?’ 

  
The verb in line 291 is a problem: context requires a form of τίθημι, or perhaps 
ἵημι, but προθέουσιν is not easily derived from either. Aristarchus was puz-
zled (his unconvincing explanation is reported in ΣA ad Il. 1.291b), and mod-
ern scholars have not fared much better.71 There may, however, be a way of 
explaining this enigmatic form. As Hackstein points out, προθέουσιν may be 
understood as an extreme case of parechesis: 
 

εἰ δέ μιν αἰχμητὴν ἔθεσαν θεοὶ αἰὲν ἐόντες 
τοὔνεκά οἱ προθέουσιν ὀνείδεα μυθήσασθαι 

 
Hackstein shows that the point of προθέουσιν is play on the root θε-, which 
suggests an association with τίθημι rather than ἵημι. Grammatically, that leaves 

                                                
68. Scodel (2002). 
69. Griffin (1986). Finkelberg (2012) notes that the language of character speech is less tradi-

tional than that of the main narrative, and explains the phenomenon not only as an aspect of charac-
terisation but also as a means through which the poet reflects on inherited tradition. 

70. De Jong (2004). 
71. See Chantraine’s complaint that the form is ‘extrêmement déconcertante’ (Chantraine 

[1948-53], i.459 n.1). More recent discussion in Kirk (1985), 82; Latacz (2000), 113f.; Hackstein 
(2002), 112-17, and (2007), 109-11. 
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us with two problems: first, προθέουσιν has a thematic ending (τιθέω etc.) 
when we would have expected an athematic one (τίθημι etc.). Secondly, 
προθέουσιν looks like a truncated version of προτιθέουσιν. The unusual end-
ing can certainly be explained: the bards heard forms like τιθέω in the language 
around them, and occasionally used them in their own poetry (Il. 13.732, Od. 
1.192). But the loss of an entire syllable from the middle of the verb is startling. 
We can concede that verbal forms in epic are often shortened or extended, and 
that parechesis helps that process.72 It is also true that the exuberance of Ho-
meric language may be relevant here: the verb τίθημι, in particular, takes so 
many different forms in Homer—some of them by no means straightforward—
that one more may have managed to slip into the general variety. Still, the ad 
hoc creation of a present προ-θέ-ουσιν does seem like an extreme case of 
morphological violation.  

It is the context of the speech that helps to explain the form. Hackstein de-
scribes it well: ‘Notons que l’échange violent des paroles entre Achille et Aga-
memnon est très rapide. Nous nous trouvons dans la dispute entre ces deux hé-
ros et nous y voyons une langue extrêmement émotionelle, pleine d’invec-
tives.’73 Agamemnon’s language is shaped by his hatred, and his sense of impo-
tence. Achilles has just called him a ‘drunkard with the eyes of a dog and the 
heart of a deer’ (Il. 1.225). Nestor did his best to soften the blow, but Agamem-
non is outraged almost beyond words (or beyond words that make grammatical 
sense). A fourfold anaphora (πάντων...πάντων...πάντεσσι...πᾶσι) suggests the 
stuttering anger that has taken hold of him, an anger that boils over towards the 
end of his speech. The form προθέουσιν in the concluding line not only makes 
for a vivid contrast with preceding ἔθεσαν but also suggests, at the level of 
grammar, what Agamemnon feels and fears: Achilles is divinely favoured, to 
be sure, but the gods could not possibly condone his present insults. In point of 
fact, they do. That possibility is so abhorrent to Agamemnon that his very lan-
guage becomes shortened and harsh, insisting on θε- (‘but the gods, the 
gods...’).  

It makes sense for editors to follow the example of the poet, and feel them-
selves into the state of mind of Homeric characters. Hector’s speech to Hecuba 
in Iliad 6 is another case in point. The situation is, again, fraught: Hector tells 
his mother that the only thing that would make him happy would be to see Paris 
dead and buried. Saying this out loud is an admission of defeat—moral defeat 
in the first instance: Paris caused the war, and Paris was wrong to do so. At the 
same time, Hector acknowledges his own personal defeat and impotence: al-
though his task is to kill the Achaeans, he actually wishes that his own brother 
was dead. It is particularly painful that he admits this to Hecuba, who is after all 
the mother of both Hector and Paris. What is worse, according to one tradition, 

                                                
72. For the present case, it seems relevant that word play on θεός and τίθημι is common in ep-

ic; see θεοὶ θέσαν at Il. 9.637, Od. 11.274, 555, 23.11; and θῆκε θεός/θεά at Il. 1.55, 24.538, Od. 
5.427, 15.234, 18.158, 21.1.  

73. Hackstein (2007), 111. 
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it was precisely Hecuba who saved Paris from death in infancy, when a prophe-
cy revealed that he would bring about the destruction of Troy.74 She should not 
have to hear Hector say he wishes his own brother was dead; and he should not 
have to feel what he is saying. As it turns out, his language is also harsh—
particularly at the end of his increasingly desperate speech: 
 

“εἰ κεῖνόν γε ἴδοιμι κατελθόντ’ Ἄϊδος εἴσω,  
φαίην κεν φρέν’ ἀτέρπου ὀϊζύος ἐκλελαθέσθαι.”  

(Il. 6.284f.) 
     
‘If I saw him go down to the House of Hades, 
then indeed would I think of forgetting my joyless suffering.’ 
  

The form ἀτέρπου at Il. 6.285 is problematic, because it seems to derive from 
an adjective ἄτερπος. The expected form of that word, in Homer as throughout 
Greek literature, is ἀτερπής, ἀτερποῦς. Zenodotus proposed the alternative 
reading φίλον ἦτορ, probably in order to avoid the strange ἀτέρπου.75 West 
follows Zenodotus, on the ground that φρέν’ ἀτέρπου is problematic by the 
standards of modern grammar, whereas φίλον ἦτορ is unobjectionable. Most 
editors, by contrast, retain the transmitted form. Although West’s position 
seems sensible, it does actually raise some difficulties. At a basic level, it ig-
nores the fact that Homeric adjectives often inflect according to more than one 
pattern.76 More importantly, it fails to consider that Hector’s speech contains 
several other oddities too. He has just said that he would like to see Paris go 
down to the House of Hades—‘the invisible one’ (A-ides) according to punning 
interpretations found in the Iliad.77 Hector’s longing to see Paris in ‘the invisi-
ble realm’ captures the desperate and impossible nature of his desires. 

Earlier on in the speech, Hector claimed that he wanted the earth to swallow 
up Paris (Il. 6.281f.): there is nothing ungrammatical about that expression, 
except that Hector uses it in an unprecedented and unidiomatic manner. In Ho-
meric epic, speakers otherwise apply it to themselves, to express extreme 
shame, and hence the desire to disappear from the face of the earth (cf. Il. 
4.182, 8.150, 17.415-17). That Hector should apply those words to Paris rather 
than himself reveals his predicament: he identifies with his brother, and loathes 
him. At this point, normal use of language breaks down. κέ in line 281 is de-
cidedly unorthodox Greek, even by the flexible standards of Homeric grammar. 
But that, as Kirk ad loc. points out, is precisely the point: Hector feels that he 

                                                
74. On the relationship between that tradition and the Iliad, see Graziosi and Haubold (2010), 7 

and 155f. 
75. We know that Zenodotus had views on adjectival declension; see Graziosi and Haubold 

(2010), notes to lines 266 and 285. 
76. E.g. common ἐρίηρες ἑταῖροι as against ἐρίηρος ἑταῖρος at Il. 4.266; for further examples 

of heteroclisis in Homeric adjectives see Chantraine (1948-53), i.252-54.  
77. E.g. Il. 5.845, 24.244-46; for discussion of the post-Homeric reception see Rank (1952), 36. 
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needs to say things which cannot rightly be said.78 In the context of this speech, 
the strange form ἀτέρπου is not as out of place as it would be in a plain-sailing 
narrative context. 

Paris has the capacity of twisting Helen’s words, as well as those of his 
brother. A little after Hector’s outburst, Helen also expresses the thought that 
Paris deserves a bad end: 
 

“τούτωι δ’ οὔτ’ ἂρ νῦν φρένες ἔμπεδοι οὔτ’ ἂρ ὀπίσσω  
ἔσσονται· τῶ καί μιν ἐπαυρήσεσθαι ὀΐω.”  

(Il. 6.352f.) 
 
‘His mind is not sound now, nor ever  
will be. Therefore he will surely reap his reward.’ 
 

Helen’s entire speech is tinged with regret, self-pity and, increasingly, contempt 
for Paris. Two unreal wishes with ὀφέλλω set the tone, each of them drawn out 
beyond what is grammatically comfortable.79 By the time we get to the lines 
cited above, some modern scholars have had enough, and demand a text that 
they can actually construe. Following Herwerden, West restores τοῦ for trans-
mitted τῶ, to provide a genitive that goes with ἐπαυρήσεσθαι: ‘for that (τοῦ) 
he will get his reward’. West again raises the possibility of a transcription error 
from an older text in which omicron was used to spell both long ō (~ ου in later 
texts) and omega—but there are difficulties with arguments of this kind, as has 
already emerged. The choice here is then between a transmitted text that looks 
syntactically awkward, and one which is grammatically smooth but is unattest-
ed. Of course, a difficult but comprehensible text should never be emended in 
favour of something simpler. But is Helen’s τῶ understandable? Much depends 
on what we think possible in Homeric Greek. Modern grammatical standards 
do not easily map on to ancient theories, so here it makes sense to try and ex-
plain Homer by reference to Homer, as Aristarchus insisted we should. 

Helen relentlessly attacks Paris (Il. 6.349-53)—until she concludes with a 
thought about his comeuppance. She then turns her attention to Hector: she has 
already suggested that, given she is in Troy, she would much rather have a 
strong and dependable husband (like Hector) rather than the one she has—and 
now she invites Hector to sit next to her for a while, and find some respite in 
her company. She is not really interested in what Paris does at this point, or in 
the precise mechanisms of his punishment. What she wants, above all, is to be 
done with him and turn to Hector. Transmitted τῶ καί has an immediate and 
powerful effect in this context. Andromache uses the same turn of phrase to 
sum up her feelings for her dead husband: 
 

                                                
78. Kirk (1990), 197; also Stoevesandt (2008), 98; Graziosi and Haubold (2010), 156f. 
79. Graziosi and Haubold (2010), 177f. 



THE HOMERIC TEXT 

 23 

“… οὐ γὰρ μείλιχος ἔσκε πατὴρ τεὸς ἐν δαὶ λυγρῆι. 
τῶ καί μιν λαοὶ μὲν ὀδύρονται κατὰ ἄστυ.” 

(Il. 24.739f.) 
 
‘… for your father was not gentle in dreadful battle, 
therefore the people lament him throughout the city.’ 

 
Andromache’s speech shows that τῶ καί is idiomatic in contexts where one 
character judges another. The expression at 6.353 is not a mistake, but rather 
articulates a shift of focus from Paris to Hector. 

The text proposed by Herwerden and West does not have the same forward 
thrust: the referent of τοῦ remains unclear until we realise that it goes with 
ἐπαυρήσεσθαι and work out that it refers back to Paris’ lack of understanding. 
That moment of uncertainty is brief, but it suffices to create a rhetorical weak-
ness in Helen’s speech, which is further underlined by the fact that elsewhere in 
epic ἐπαυρίσκω takes concrete and well defined genitives: a thing, a person, 
not a complex verbal idea, as would be the case here.80 This does not mean that 
τοῦ would be unidiomatic. It is even possible that ancient audiences who heard 
τῶ would, with hindsight, have taken the word to be τοῦ. Our point is that 
standards of grammatical correctness are contextual. The transmitted text is not 
a slip of the pen, or a simple error: it fits the resonant patterns of early Greek 
epic. Nor does West’s emendation straightforwardly restore grammatical cor-
rectness. In truth, the real difference between τῶ and τοῦ is not that one is idi-
omatic and the other is not, but that they are idiomatic in different ways: τῶ 
sounds right in the heat of the moment, when it is said and heard, whereas τοῦ 
can be construed with hindsight, and with a level head. In his 1973 introduction 
to textual criticism, West suggests that the editor of a classical text should start 
by making a translation.81 If he or she cannot construe a sentence, there will be 
something wrong with it. This advice is useful, of course, but privileges modern 
rather than ancient contexts of reception. Homeric linguistic usage is sometimes 
more expressive, and more rhetorically inflected, than scholars facing a transla-
tion task might be prepared to accept. Helen’s speech needed to sound right in 
performance, rather than prove acceptable to classicists working at a desk. 

Speech-Framing Lines as Commentary 

In his unforgettable portrait of the rhapsode Ion, Plato gives a good impres-
sion of the degree to which Homeric performers identified with the characters 
they portrayed. Plato’s Ion claims that when he performs a sad passage his eyes 
‘fill with tears’, and when the narrative becomes frightening his own hair stands 
on end, and his heart leaps (Ion 535c). He also insists that he hardly perceives 
the here-and-now of his own performance, feeling rather that he is himself in 

                                                
80. Graziosi and Haubold (2010), 178. 
81. West (1973), 57 n.9. 
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ancient Troy—even if he later admits that he checks whether his audience are 
crying when he is because, if they are, they will pay him better (535b-e).82 Later 
in the dialogue, when Socrates presses the rhapsode to identify, as precisely as 
possible, his area of expertise, Ion claims that he knows exactly how a man 
would speak, as well as the kind of thing a woman might say, or a slave, or a 
freeman, or someone receiving orders, or someone giving them (Ion 540b). 
Plato’s dialogue suggests that rhapsodes paid great attention to Homeric 
speeches, and this makes sense. Given that speeches represent a large propor-
tion of the Homeric poems, the ability to deliver them must have been crucial to 
the success of a rhapsode’s career.83 

Performers, as well as scholars, must have devoted a lot of thought to the 
precise tone and thrust of particular speeches—and it seems that traces of their 
interpretations have left their mark on the textual transmission of the Iliad. In 
her 1967 book on the Ptolemaic papyri, Stephanie West observes that lines 
which introduce and round off speeches display a greater degree of textual var-
iation than average. She does not explore the phenomenon, or attempt to ex-
plain it, but surely two factors are relevant.84 The first is that speech-
introductory and speech-concluding lines are usually composed on the basis of 
a nuanced system of formulae, and can therefore be easily modified on the 
hoof.85 The other is that, by framing a speech, these lines provide a first form of 
commentary on it: they tell audiences something about the speech they are 
about to hear, and afterwards give some indication of the effect it had.86 For 
example, at the beginning of Iliad 6, Adrestos grabs Menelaos’ knees and begs 
him to spare his life. Menelaos, who is depicted as a rather soft man in the Ili-
ad, is ‘persuaded’ or ‘moved’ (according to a different variant) to save him, but 
Agamemnon intervenes, with an exceptionally brutal speech, and thus either 
‘turns Menelaos’ purpose’ or ‘persuades’ him that Adrestos should be killed, 
like all other Trojans. In order to investigate the interaction between these three 
characters, it is useful to report the passage in full:  
 

Ἄδρηστον δ’ ἂρ ἔπειτα βοὴν ἀγαθὸς Μενέλαος  
ζωὸν ἕλ’· ἵππω γάρ οἱ ἀτυζομένω πεδίοιο  
ὄζωι ἐνὶ βλαφθέντε μυρικίνωι ἀγκύλον ἅρμα  
ἄξαντ’ ἐν πρώτωι ῥυμῶι αὐτὼ μὲν ἐβήτην    
πρὸς πόλιν, ἧι περ οἱ ἄλλοι ἀτυζόμενοι φοβέοντο,  
αὐτὸς δ’ ἐκ δίφροιο παρὰ τροχὸν ἐξεκυλίσθη  

                                                
82. On this statement, see further Graziosi (2013a). 
83. On the way in which speeches are framed and presented in Homer, see further Beck (2005) 

and (2012). 
84. For further exploration of both factors, see Edwards (1970), Beck (2012). 
85. See Riggsby (1992). 
86. Plutarch makes this point in De audiendis poetis 19b-c: we are grateful to an anonymous 

referee for pointing this out. 
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πρηνὴς ἐν κονίηισιν ἐπὶ στόμα· πὰρ δέ οἱ ἔστη  
Ἀτρείδης Μενέλαος ἔχων δολιχόσκιον ἔγχος.  
Ἄδρηστος δ’ ἂρ ἔπειτα λαβὼν ἐλίσσετο γούνων·   
“ζώγρει, Ἀτρέος υἱέ, σὺ δ’ ἄξια δέξαι ἄποινα.  
πολλὰ δ’ ἐν ἀφνειοῦ πατρὸς κειμήλια κεῖται,  
χαλκός τε χρυσός τε πολύκμητός τε σίδηρος·  
τῶν κέν τοι χαρίσαιτο πατὴρ ἀπερείσι’ ἄποινα  
εἴ κεν ἐμὲ ζωὸν πεπύθοιτ’ ἐπὶ νηυσὶν Ἀχαιῶν.”    
ὣς φάτο, τῷ δ’ ἄρα θυμὸν ἐνὶ στήθεσσιν ἔπειθε/ὄρινε 
καὶ δή μιν τάχ’ ἔμελλε θοὰς ἐπὶ νῆας Ἀχαιῶν  
δώσειν ὧι θεράποντι καταξέμεν. ἀλλ’ Ἀγαμέμνων  
ἀντίος ἦλθε θέων, καὶ ὁμοκλήσας ἔπος ηὔδα·  
“ὦ πέπον ὦ Μενέλαε, τίη δὲ σὺ κήδεαι οὕτως   
ἀνδρῶν; ἦ σοὶ ἄριστα πεποίηται κατὰ οἶκον  
πρὸς Τρώων; τῶν μή τις ὑπεκφύγοι αἰπὺν ὄλεθρον  
χεῖράς θ’ ἡμετέρας· μηδ’ ὅν τινα γαστέρι μήτηρ  
κοῦρον ἐόντα φέροι, μηδ’ ὃς φύγοι, ἀλλ’ ἅμα πάντες  
Ἰλίου ἐξαπολοίατ’ ἀκήδεστοι καὶ ἄφαντοι.”    
ὣς εἰπὼν ἔτρεψεν/παρέπεισεν ἀδελφειοῦ φρένας ἥρως,  
αἴσιμα παρειπών· ὃ δ’ ἀπὸ ἕθεν ὤσατο χειρὶ  
ἥρω’ Ἄδρηστον. τὸν δὲ κρείων Ἀγαμέμνων  
οὖτα κατὰ λαπάρην· ὃ δ’ ἀνετράπετ’, Ἀτρείδης δὲ 
λὰξ ἐν στήθεσι βὰς ἐξέσπασε μείλινον ἔγχος.   

(Il. 6.37-65) 
  
Next Menelaos, master of the war-cry, captured Adrestos  
alive. His horses, bolting in panic over the plain, had tripped over 
a tamarisk branch and broken the pole away where it was joined  
to the curved chariot, and had run off on by themselves towards  
the city, where the rest of the Trojans were fleeing in terror. 
Adrestos was whirled out of the chariot next to the wheel, 
head first on to his face in the dust. Menelaos Atreus’ son 
stood over him, holding his far-shadowing spear, 
and Adrestus grasped him by the knees, entreating him:  
‘Son of Atreus, take me alive, and accept a fitting ransom; 
there is much treasure stored up in my rich father’s house, 
bronze and gold and elaborately worked iron, from which 
my father would gladly give you a boundless ransom, 
if he learnt that I was alive by the ships of the Achaeans.’  
So he spoke, and would have persuaded/moved Menelaos’ heart in  
    his breast; 
he was about to hand him over to his attendant to escort 
to the swift ships of the Achaeans, but Agamemnon 
ran up and stood before him, and berated him loudly: 



BARBARA GRAZIOSI AND JOHANNES HAUBOLD 

 26 

‘My dear brother Menelaus, why so concerned for other men?  
Can it be that you were so generously treated by Trojans 
back in your own home? Let not one of them escape sheer ruin 
at our hands, not even the man-child which a mother 
carries in her womb, not even him, but let them all 
be obliterated from Troy, to vanish unremembered.’   
So speaking the hero turned his brother’s purpose/persuaded him; 
urging what is right(?); and Menelaus thrust the hero 
Adrestus from him with his hand, and lord Agamemnon 
stabbed him in the side. Adrestus fell back, and Atreus’ son 
set his heel on his chest and pulled out the ash spear.  
  

Interpretation is difficult, partly because the authorial comment in line 62 is 
itself hard to fathom. On one reading, the poet seems to claim that Agamemnon 
speaks what is right (αἴσιμα παρειπών), but ancient and modern readers alike 
find his speech exceptionally savage; indeed some scholiasts accused him of 
‘beastliness’ (θηριότης).87 When Agamemnon insists that even male foetuses 
still in their mothers’ wombs should be killed, it is hard not to think of Astya-
nax, especially as this passage immediately precedes the scene where Hector 
and Andromache smile at their baby boy.  

Issues of interpretation are, we claim, related to the textual variants. At line 
51, one unedited Oxyrhynchus papyrus (1044 West) reads ἔπειθε, as do some 
of the more important manuscripts. Most manuscripts, however, have ὄρινε. 
Elsewhere in the Iliad, θυμὸν ὀρίνω is used when a highly emotional act of 
supplication is successful (cf. 9.595 and 24.465-67), so the uncertainty here 
concerns the emotional impact of Adrestos’ speech on Menelaos. Now, it may 
be that one reading is preferable to the other—ἔπειθε may be the more compel-
ling option, because Adrestos does not make an especially strong appeal for 
pity; on the other hand, perhaps the point is precisely that Menelaos is easily 
moved. In any case, what the variants betray is a long-standing uncertainty 
about interpretation. Ten lines later, there is again variation in the speech-
concluding line: Agamemnon ‘changes’ Menelaos’ mind or—according to 
some manuscripts—‘persuades him’. Here too there is, perhaps, a way of pre-
ferring one reading to the other: παρέπεισεν is otherwise used in the Iliad 
when the speaker has a restraining effect on the addressee (cf. e.g. 7.120, 
13.788, 23.606), and this is not the case here. Still, the variants at the end of 
both speeches suggest that their tone, and Menelaos’ precise reaction to them, 
was debated. It seems that what we have here are early, rhapsodic variants, 
framing the two speeches in performance. These variants, then, are best taken 

                                                
87. On the poet’s comment, see Goldhill (1990), 376; Graziosi and Haubold (2010), note to line 

62; Bostock (2015), with further literature. Bostock argues that the comment is neutral (‘changing 
Menelaos’ mind as to what was appropriate in the circumstances’). On ancient and modern reac-
tions to Agamemnon’s speech, see ΣbT ad Il. 6.62a, Fenik (1986), 26; Kirk (1990), 191; Yamagata 
(1994), 118; Wilson (2002), 166f.; Stoevesandt (2004), 152-55. 
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as a flexible and somewhat fluid interpretative ‘frame’ around the speeches of 
Adrestos and Agamemnon. Variations in speech-introductory and speech-
concluding lines may, more generally, be treated as evidence for the reception 
of Homeric speeches on the part of rhapsodes and their audiences. 

Conclusion 

The reception and composition of Homeric epic are intertwined. Explana-
tions of obscure epic words like δαΐφρων are already contained in the Iliad 
itself: they affect its composition, therefore, and not just the ways in which the 
poem is explained by later scholars. Similar arguments can be made about other 
aspects of the transmitted text. The evidence may not support a model of mul-
titextuality on a grand scale, but does suggest live explanation in performance 
ranging from pronunciation to the framing of controversial speeches. Editors 
who fail to engage with ancient reception—by asking, for example, what might 
or might not have sounded grammatical to ancient audiences—miss important 
evidence for the constitution of the text, and are in danger of excluding forms 
which in fact have a justification. Conversely, however, students of reception 
cannot simply take the latest edition of the Iliad as a given (as they often do): 
crucial evidence emerges from consideration of the apparatus criticus. 

It is by aligning textual choices with a detailed understanding of the early re-
ception of epic that research on the text of Homer may most profitably advance. 
This makes for slow work. One advantage of following general editorial princi-
ples and stable grammatical rules is that they allow for swift progress on indi-
vidual problems. There is, however, nothing swift about the Homeric tradition. 
The Iliad and Odyssey have been the focus of intense interest for almost three 
millennia: well attested oddities in medieval manuscripts are not usually simple 
mistakes, and often reward attention. This is one of the lessons that can be 
learnt from van Thiel’s cautious approach. West, for his part, offers the most 
complete and reliable account of the ancient testimonies, and therefore crucially 
enables further explorations of the text, including those presented here. The 
range of examples we offer suggest that, when confronted with Homeric epic, it 
makes little sense to draw a line between composition and reception according 
to strict principles (such as that of reconstructing the most consistent or earliest 
possible version of the poem)—or refuse to draw any line at all, again on prin-
ciple. Rather, it seems to us that progress may be made by considering this line 
and, as Newton might have said, thinking on it. 
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