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THE NEW SIMONIDES AND HOMER’S HEMITHEOI

JENNY STRAUSS CLAY

The proem to Simonides’ recently discovered “Battle of Plataea” is
addressed to the hero Achilles.1 How long it was and whether it dealt with
the hero’s birth and other exploits remains unclear. Fr. 10 surely deals with
Achilles, but its precise contents are obscure. The beginning lines of the far
more extensive fr. 11 apparently describe the hero’s death in an epic simile
adapted from Homer.2 The damaged lines that follow (9–14) provide a brief
summary of the end of the Trojan war, the destruction of Troy, and the
return of the Greeks:

]s³eoËsa pe³[rikle¢w ê]st[u kaye›len,
10 Pr]i³ãmou pais‹ x[ ]om³[

e·nekÉ ÉAlejã]n³d³r³o³io kakÒfr[ono]w, …w t³Ú³n³[
]i³ ye¤hw ërma kaye›le D¤³k³[hw.

to‹ d¢ pÒli]n p°rsantew éo¤dimon [o‡kadÉ ·]konto
f°rtatoi ≤r]≈vn³ èg°maxoi Danao¤[ 3

Before breaking off, Simonides credits Homer with the heroes’ renown:

15 oÂsin §pÉ éyã]n³aton k°xutai kl°ow én³[drÚw] ßkhti
˘w parÉ fiop]lokãmvn d°jato Pier¤d[vn

pçsan élh]ye¤hn, ka‹ §p≈numon ıp³[lot°r]oisin
po¤hsÉ ≤m]i³y³°vn »kÊmoron geneÆ³[n.

1 First published in Parsons 1992a; cf. West 1992.118–22.
2 See the discussion of Barchiesi in this volume.
3 I omit some of the more speculative supplements included in W2.



244 Jenny Strauss Clay

At first glance, the claims on Homer’s behalf seem exaggerated. As Aloni
notes, the incidents alluded to—the death of Achilles, the fall and sack of
Troy, and the returns of the heroes—are actually not recounted in Homer.4

Yet there is no reason to think that Simonides ascribed an Iliou Persis to
Homer. To be sure, by exaggerating Homer’s accomplishment, Simonides
can rhetorically magnify his own. As Homer granted immortal fame to the
heroes, so too will Simonides to the Plataean heroes he celebrates.

Lloyd-Jones has observed that the diction of these lines is
peculiarly evocative of the epic, both in the choice of éo¤dimow, a Homeric
hapax, which occurs when Helen tells Hector that Zeus set an evil destiny
upon herself and Paris, to make them éo¤dimoi for men to come (Il.  6.357–
58), as well as the epithet »kÊmorow, which in four out of its five
occurrences is used by Thetis of her son.5 For Simonides, not just Achilles
but the whole race of the heroes is »kÊmorow. As he says in his Threnoi
(523 PMG):

~oÈd¢ går o„ prÒterÒn potÉ §p°lonto,
ye«n dÉ §j énãktvn §g°nonyÉ uÂew ≤m¤yeoi,
êponon oÈdÉ êfyiton oÈdÉ ék¤ndunon b¤on
§w g∞raw §j¤konto tel°santew.~

In addition to the many verbal echoes of Homer that have already
been observed by others, fr. 11 as a whole contains another, I believe more
precise, allusion. The two passages are linked not only by the similarity of
their contents, but also by the term ≤m¤yeow, a hapax in Homer and
surprisingly rare elsewhere. Hesiod uses it almost as the terminus technicus
to refer to his fourth race, the race of heroes who fought at Thebes and at
Troy: éndr«n ≤r≈vn ye›on g°now, o„ kal°ontai | ≤m¤yeoi, prot°rh geneØ
katÉ épe¤rona ga›an (Works and Days 159–60).6 Similarly, the Hesiodic
Catalogue of Women closely links the suitors of Helen and the Trojan War
with Zeus’ plan to destroy the cuxåw ≤miy°vn (fr. 204.100 Merkelbach-
West).7 In Alcaeus 42.13 Voigt, Achilles is called one of the hemitheoi, as is

4 Aloni 1994.15; on differences from Homer, see also Stehle’s paper in this volume.
5 Lloyd-Jones 1994.2–3.
6 A. Capra and M. Curti 1995.28–29 argue that §p≈numon in line 13 does not mean

“famous” but retains its usual sense. They translate, “The short-lived race, which takes its
name from the half-gods,” and supply a verb of singing at the beginning of line 14.

7 For a recent discussion of this controversial fragment, see Koenen 1994.26–34.
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one of Alcman’s Hippocoontids in the Louvre Partheneion (3.7 Calame).
Callinus’ praise of the brave warrior implies that, if he survives, he will be
êjiow ≤miy°vn (1.19 W); he becomes the equal of those legendary heroes
of the past. Whenever the term is used in these passages, it suggests a
retrospective vision, looking back at the legendary past from the vantage of
the present. But the comprehensive vision of the Trojan War with which
Simonides brings his proem to a close most closely resembles Homer’s
similarly synoptic view at the beginning of the twelfth book of the Iliad.

In Iliad 12, Homer momentarily pulls back from the immediate
action on the battle field to distance himself from the heroes who fought
before Troy. From that unique vantage, those who participated in the Trojan
war belong to an earlier generation and to a different world, the ≤miy°vn
g°now éndr«n. As he begins his narrative of the assault on the Achaean
wall, Homer looks forward to a future time when it will have disappeared
(12.10–16):

10 ˆfra m¢n ÜEktvr zvÚw ¶hn ka‹ mÆniÉ ÉAxilleÁw
ka‹ Priãmoio ênaktow épÒryhtow pÒliw ¶plen,
tÒfra d¢ ka‹ m°ga te›xow ÉAxai«n ¶mpedon  ∑en.
aÈtår §pe‹ katå m¢n Tr≈vn yãnon ˜ssoi êristoi,
pollo‹ dÉ ÉArge¤vn ofl m¢n dãmen, ofl d¢ l¤ponto,

15 p°ryeto d¢ Priãmoio pÒliw dekãtƒ §niaut“,
ÉArge›oi dÉ §n  nhus‹ f¤lhn §w patr¤dÉ  ¶bhsan . . .

At that point the gods in concert will destroy the wall, kãppeson §n
kon¤˙si ka‹ ≤miy°vn g°now éndr«n (12.23). In characterizing Homer’s
accomplishment as making a name among men to come for the ≤miy°vn
»kÊmoron geneÆn, Simonides likewise distances himself from the heroes of
Troy and, above all, Achilles. In the next line, the poet will salute Achilles
and take his leave of the hero, before turning to the task at hand. In echoing
the Homeric passage and in using the expression ≤m¤yeoi, Simonides both
links himself with, and dissociates himself from, Homer and his subject
matter. Troy and the race of the ≤m¤yeoi, celebrated by his illustrious
predecessor, may be dead and gone, but Simonides will grant the same
immortal kl°ow to his contemporaries.
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