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FORMULAS AND THEIR RELATIVES: A SEMIOTIC APPROACH TO
VERSE MAKING IN HOMER AND MODERN GREEK FOLKSONGS*

IN a book I published a few years ago, entitled Towards a Poetics of Modern Greek
Folksong,' 1 examined certain aspects of the poetics of modern folksongs in the light of the
‘oral composition theory' of Homeric poetry, originally expounded by Milman Parry? in the late
twenties and early thirties and subsequently elaborated by Albert B. Lord.” In this paper I
propose to follow the opposite course, and inquire whether some of my findings regarding the
verse-making techniques of the modern folksongs could be applied to the Homeric epics, and
whether they could be made to cast some additional light on the making of ancient epic poetry.
More specifically, in my study of formular and otherwise similar verses in the folksongs, I was
able to distinguish five degrees of kinship, as it were, or of decreasing similarity, from identical
formulas to sense units of similar type. Can a comparable scale of similarities be found in
Homer, and, if it can, could it be used in modern discussions of ancient epic versification and
composition, without further encumbering a terminology that is not always clear or generally
agreed upon? The purpose of this exercise is not merely taxonomic; by using some basic
concepts of structural linguistics as tools, I think we may perhaps come a little closer to
understanding the verse-making process, which is a prerequisite for understanding Homer's
manner of composition and, in the last analysis, his ‘creativity' or even ‘originality’ vis a vis the
tradition to which he belonged.

It will be useful to recall here that while most Homeric specialists profess a great respect for
the Parry and Lord theory of oral composition, and the concepts of oral traditional poetry and
composition or recomposition in performance are well entrenched, particularly in the English
language specialist bibliography, very few people nowadays accept certain of its basic tenets,
such as the concept of the formula as a metrically fixed group of words; some scholars reject
the complementary principles of extension and economy of the epic language,® while others
continue to believe in them although they presuppose the metrically fixed formula. Sixty-five
years or so after the appearance of Parry's theory, many of the old and some new Homeric
questions® keep being debated, including the all-important one whether traditional (i.e.
formulaic) poetry is altogether incompatible with writing or whether monumental masterpieces
with a unified plot, such as the Iliad and the Odyssey, could have been created without any
recourse to writing (or dictating).®

* This paper has greatly benefited from the criticism of Mark W. Edwards and Odysseus Tsagarakis, for which
I am very grateful to both of them. Needless to add that they have no responsibility for my mistakes, and may not
agree with all views put forward here. My thanks also go to the anonymous referees of the Journal for their many
useful suggestions.

' T e 7O TLKT T0D EAANVIKOD dnpoTikod tparyoudiod (Herakleion 1988).

2 Adam Parry (ed.), The making of Homeric verse. The collected papers of Milman Parry (Oxford 1971;
henceforth quoted as MHV ).

* The singer of tales (Cambridge, Mass. 1960, henceforth abbreviated as ST ); Epic singers and oral tradition
(Ithaca and London 1991); The singer resumes the tale (Ithaca and London 1995).

4 Cf. H. Lloyd-Jones, ‘Remarks on the Homeric question' in History and imagination. Essays in honour of H.R.
Trevor-Roper, H. Lloyd-Jones (ed.) (New York 1982) 15-29; D. Shive, Naming Achilles (Oxford and New York
1986).

> AsG. Nagy puts it in ‘Homeric questions', TAPA cxxii (1992) 17-60.

® The dictation theory was first advocated by Lord (‘Homer's originality: Oral dictated texts', TAPA Ixxiv [1953]
124-34, repr. in his Epic singers and oral tradition [Ithaca and New York 1991] 38-48) and then was taken up by
others, ¢f. Adam Parry, The language of Achilles and other papers (Oxford 1989) 104-140; R. Janko, The lliad: A
commentary, vol. iv, books 13-16 (Cambridge 1992) 37-8. B.B. Powell in a recent monograph on Homer and the
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This paper, however, aims at a much lower target than answering the above questions. It will
attempt a comparison—at the level of phraseology and verse making—between ancient epic and
modern folk (therefore, by definition, traditional and oral) poetry, and will chart similarities and
analogies within corresponding groups of lines in the two poetic systems. Still, such similarities
cannot be taken to imply by themselves the oral character of the ancient one, although they do
point to the traditional character of both. ‘Traditional' is a concept wider than ‘oral,’
encompassing medieval poetry, also, which is extensively formulaic, and although it makes
occasional references to writing and reading it is often understood in terms of ‘oral style pressed
into the service of literate composition'.” This is not very satisfactory if only because it fails
to address the problem directly. A better answer, I think, may be sought in the semiotic
character of the formula (defined and discussed below).® Formulas and formulaic style, I
submit, are characteristic of traditional poetry and other forms of art whether oral (such as folk
poetry and music) or produced with the help of writing or some form of symbolic notation (such
as medieval poetry and music, Byzantine and Middle-Eastern music, and so on).” Such a style
may have its origin in oral composition, but retains its character as long as the society in which
art is produced remains traditional in its (collective) beliefs and practices.

Given the assumption that for all the exceptional qualities of Homer's poetry, it is nevertheless
rooted in tradition, the best way to approach and understand his art is through the study of his
traditional craftsmanship. Only that is something concrete and susceptible to analysis, while the
quality of art is always difficult to grasp and impossible to analyze in logical terms. The more,
then, we understand the traditional in Homer's works the more we will appreciate the new and
perhaps unique in them.

In this regard, the comparative study of other oral epic traditions may be invaluable, and has
been applied by Parry, Lord, and others following in their wake,'® with very interesting results.
This is what makes, as I hope, my approach and the objectives of this paper legitimate, but I
want to reiterate that its scope is limited: it is to examine certain Homeric formulas and variants
at the level of the verse, or small groups of verses, and to define their similarities and relations
in comparison with parallel phenomena encountered in modern Greek folksongs.

origin of the Greek alphabet (Cambridge 1991) pushes the assumption of dictation to an extreme conclusion by
putting forward the startling theory that the ‘genius and benefactor of mankind, who invented the Greek alphabet by
adaptation from the preexisting Phoenician syllabary' (12) did so in order to write down what Homer sang, and was
thus instrumental in facilitating the production of the Iliad and the Odyssey in a kind of joint venture and
cooperative effort with the poet (230); we may even have known his name all along: Palamedes (233-7). However,
neither the theories of dictation, nor the idea of a writing poet, nor the ‘evolutionary model' for the genesis of the
epic suggested by Nagy (see now his Poetry as performance. Homer and beyond [Cambridge 1996], especially 74-7,
110) manage to offer satisfactory answers to all the problems involved so as to be fully convincing.

7 So M. Curschmann with reference to the Nibelungenlied (‘Nibelungenlied und Nibelungenklage. Uber
Miindlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit im Prozess der Episierung' in Ch. Cormeau (ed.), Deutsche Literatur im Mittelalter.
Hugo Kuhn zum Gedenken (Stuttgart 1979) 93-4, quoted by B. Fenik, Homer and the Nibelungenlied. Comparative
studies in epic style (Cambridge, Mass. 1986) 173, 202; cf. Fenik, Digenis. Epic and popular style in the Escorial
version (Herakleion 1991) 17. See also Curschmann, ‘Oral poetry in mediaeval English, French, and German
literature: Some notes on recent research', Speculum xlii (1967) 36-52.

8 Cf. GM. Sifakis, “Td TpOPANPO TG TPOYOPIKOTNTAC OTH HEGOUMVIKY SNuddn ypaupoteto! in N. M.
Panayotakis (ed.), "Apygc T veoeAAnvikiic Aoyotexviag i (Venice 1993) 267-24.

® Useful in this connexion is H. van der Werf, The oldest extant part music and the origin of Western polyphony
i (Rochester NY 1993) 18 ff. (on ‘Notation in mediaeval music life'), and G. Amargianakis, An analysis of stichera
in the deuteros modes i—ii (Cahiers de I'Institut du Moyen-dge grec et latin xxii, Copenhagen 1977) (offering a
breakdown of a group of Byzantine melodies into their constitutive formulas).

1% See, for instance, W.F. Bynum, Daemon in the woods: A study of oral narrative patterns (Cambridge, Mass.
1978); J.M. Foley, Traditional oral epic: The Odyssey, Beowulf, and the Serbo-Croatian return song (Berkeley and
Los Angeles 1990).
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* k%

Parry formulated his theory and wrote all his major works before he met the South Slav
singers. But after his extensive field trips in former Yugoslavia and the vast collection of
recordings he was able to assemble, he shifted the emphasis, in his unfinished work on Chor
Huso, to ‘the theme in oral poetry at the expense of the formula'."! There is no doubt that this
change has to be attributed to the insight the field workers had into the living tradition of epic
singers in old Yugoslavia, with its fluidity and multiformity of diction,'? and the preponderance
of story and theme over the fixed expression as represented by the formula. Later on, Lord was
to state that ‘Formulas (...) serve only one purpose. They provide a means for telling a story
in song and verse. The tale's the thing'."” Besides, in studying the formulas in the Serbo-
Croatian narrative songs, Lord found the density of fixed expressions to be much smaller than
in Homer and reached the conclusion that the ‘principle of thrift' cannot be found to be
operative across a whole tradition or even the singers of the same district, but only in the songs
of one singer, and then not without exceptions and provided ‘the acoustical context' is taken into
consideration.' But despite these conclusions and the fact that, as we shall see (p. 142 below),
Lord further shifted his emphasis from the spontaneous use of ready-made formulas to the
creation of new phrases by the improvising bards, he did not revise Parry's definition of the
formula.

However, within a few years from the publication of ST Parry's definition came under attack
and the fixed metrical value as a property of the formula was questioned. J.B. Hainsworth
pointed out the flexibility and mobility of set-phrases consisting of the same word groups,
metrically modified so as to be usable in different parts of the hexameter (and thus under
various metrical conditions)."> Modifications may be slight or drastic, from elision, correption,
or alternative forms of inflexion resulting in change of metrical value, to rearrangement of word-
order, separation of the constituent words of a formula by other words (e.g., vawoikAvtol
&vdpeg and v. fiAvBov &.), or even division of set-phrases by the verse-end (e.g., d6kpuc. ...
| Bepud).

Another effort to account for conceptual and/or phonetic associations in phrases with a ‘family
resemblance' led Michael N. Nagler, at about the same time, to postulate the concept of a
preverbal, abstract, ‘template' which generates an unlimited number of ‘particular phrases (...)
in more or less similar forms in an endless variety of contexts' at the level of performance
(which he calls ‘allomorphs'). To describe this template he borrowed the terms ‘Gestalt' from
psychology and ‘sphota' from Sanskrit linguistics, and even compared its hypostasis in a ‘given
word, phrase, or sentence' (i.e. an allomorph of the template) to ‘a particular geometrical shape

[as] a hypostasis of its Platonic Form'.'®

' Adam Parry in his Introduction to MHV xli.

12 ct. ST 100, and Lord, Epic singers and oral tradition 76, 102, 130, 209; The singer resumes the tale 23 ff.,
95, 108.

13 ST 68.

1 ST 50-3. CM. Bowra (Heroic poetry (London 1952) 234 ff.) had already denied the existence of thrift in
other traditions outside Homer.

15 The flexibity of the Homeric formula (Oxford 1968). See also now his concise analysis of Homer's formulaic
style in the introduction to his volume of The Iliad: A commentary iii: books 9-12 (Cambridge 1993) 1-31.

16 “Towards a generative view of the Homeric formula', TAPA xcviii (1968) 269-311, and Spontaneity and
tradition: a study in the oral art of Homer (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1974) 13-15. Nagler's ‘Gestalt' or ‘sphota’,
though, is a concept too vague ‘and frankly mystical in tone' (Spontaneity 14) to be really useful as an analytical
tool, so it has not been used by others. Also, his use of the term ‘allomorph'’ is arbitrary because it refers to very
dissimilar forms supposedly originating from the same template; but it has the advantage of dispensing with an Ur-
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Hainsworth's all inclusive approach, which upgraded, as it were, many of the phenomena that
Parry had called simply—and somewhat vaguely—formulaic elements or relations to the level of
the formula, disconnected the recurrent word groups from the rhythmical patterns of specific
verse segments, and suggested that the coherence of recurring word groups (their ‘formular
bond’," or ‘syntagmatic solidarity' in structural-linguistic terms) is not due to their metrical
form and the convenience for spontaneous improvisation they offered, but to their meaning.
However, he seems to me far more convincing when he points out how slight changes of metre
made a formula adaptable and usable in different metrical conditions than when he includes
under his very general definition of the formula (as a repeated group of words) expressions
whose constituent words are not only separated by other words but also split between two lines
or even three lines (T€OXe ... | ... | KOAG, II. 18.82-84)."

Metre, of course, does not come into play in Nagler's notion of family resemblances. His
‘allomorph’ is unrelated to the use of the term in linguistics and refers to often very dissimilar
forms originating from the same ‘mental template'. Nagler tries to reach beyond the formula and
account for resemblances that cannot be dealt with by any theory of formulaic versification. I
wonder, however, whether such associations as those studied by Nagler might not be found in
the works of writing poets (e.g., Pindar or the tragedians), or whether they do not belong in
discussions of poetic imagery rather than the process of oral composition, if the metrical shape
of traditional phraseology is to be disregarded completely. Besides, his ‘Gestalt' or ‘sphota' (as
well as his allomorphs) lack the strict definition which would make them useful as analytical
tools,”” and cannot therefore be used by other scholars who might wish to take up the same
line of research.

Between the two extremes, Parry's ‘tight definition' of the formula (in Adam Parry's words)
and Nagler's forsaking of the term, falls a great number of contributions to the study of verse-
making techniques, the relationship of formulas to the hexameter, the history of individual
formulas, and so on,” while yet another related approach that has produced impressive results
is the study of epic narrative in terms of recurring content motifs, themes, or scenes, and their
arrangement into symmetrical or other patterns and longer narrative sequences.?!

formula from which others are derived (see p. 146 below).
" Cf. The Iliad: A commentary iii 26.

'® The phrase Te0e0 kOAG is indeed a formula that occurs many times elsewhere. But does this mean that the
two words should be taken as a formula under any circumstances? It all depends, of course, on how the formula is
defined, so even an uncommon case like this is consistent with Hainsworth's definition (which ignores metre and
versification patterns).

19 Cf. W. Ingalls, ‘Another dimension of the formula', Phoenix xxvi (1972) 115.

20 All this literature, up to the mid-eighties, is reviewed by M.W. Edwards in an invaluable critical essay:
‘Homer and oral tradition: The formula' I-II, Oral Tradition i/ii (1986) 171-230, and iii.1-2 (1988) 11-60. See also
Shive (n.4 above).

21 To the earliest major study of this kind, W. Arend, Die typische Scenen bei Homer (Berlin 1933), many more
and very good ones can now be added, e.g., J.I. Armstrong, ‘The arming motif in the lliad', AJP Ixxix (1958) 337-54;
N. Austin, ‘“The function of digressions in the Iliad', GRBS vii (1966) 295-312; M.W. Edwards, ‘Type-scenes and
Homeric hospitality', TAPA cv (1975) 51-72, ‘The structure of Homeric catalogues', TAPA cx (1980) 81-105, and
Homer, poet of the Iliad (Baltimore 1987); B.C. Fenik, Typical battle scenes in the Illiad, Hermes Einzelschriften xxi
(Wiesbaden 1968), Studies in the Odyssey, Hermes Einzelschriften xxx (Wiesbaden 1974); G.S. Kirk, ‘The formal
duels in books 3 and 7 of the Iliad' in B.C. Fenik (ed.), Homer: Tradition and invention (Leiden 1978) 18-40; O.
Tsagarakis, ‘Oral composition, type-scenes and narrative inconsistencies in Homer', Grazer Beitrige viii (1979) 23
ff.; Form and content in Homer, Hermes Einzelschriften xlvii (Wiesbaden 1982). For a survey of this literature on
type scenes, see M.W. Edwards, Oral Tradition vii.2 (1992) 284-330. See also the recent monograph of S. Reece
on The stranger's welcome. Oral theory and the aesthetics of the Homeric hospitality scene (Ann Arbor 1993), and
Lord on arming scenes in The singer resumes the tale 75-95 (and passim on themes in other traditions).
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Regarding the modern Greek examples quoted below, a few simple facts should be stated here
for the benefit of classical scholars who have no familiarity with the modern language and
traditional poetry: (a) The dactylic hexameter did not survive Graeco-Roman antiquity (as a
popular metre, that is). (b) The medieval-Greek epic tradition survives mostly in fragments, in
the so-called ‘acritic' songs (concerning the guardians of the eastern frontier, acrai, of
Byzantium) handed down through the mainstream of narrative folksong (chiefly ballads and
songs inspired by historical events).” (c) The commonest line in the medieval epic tradition
and in modern narrative folksongs is the fifteen-syllable iambic (called ‘political’, i.e. non-
ecclesiastical, verse in the Byzantine era), which has exactly the same form as the ancient
iambic tetrameter catalectic, except for the fact that the rhythm is dynamic and based on the
periodic alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables. So if we read, for instance, line 288 of
Aristophanes' Wealth, in which all stresses happen to fall on long syllables, with the modern
Greek pronunciation, it would sound exactly like a political verse:

a¢ fidopon kol tépmouon | xoi BovdAouon yopedoou.

Like all long metrical lines, the fifteen-syllable iambic has an obligatory diaeresis, after the
eighth syllable, that divides it into two balancing, though unequal, halves, and some other
secondary, frequent though not obligatory, points of further subdivision of the hemistichs into
smaller cola or segments. Each of these metrical lengths constitutes a rhythmical basis to which
a phrase or sentence has to be accommodated. The smallest of the segments may not be long
enough to contain a poetic utterance with a discrete meaning. The longer ones, however, such
as a hemistich of the verse (like the longer segments of the hexameter on either side of the main
caesura), not to mention the whole verse itself, offer a variety of possibilities to the singer who
can formulate or articulate his units of meaning so as to fit these rhythmical vehicles.

* k%

To begin with, there is a distinct gain if we give to Parry's terminology a semiological twist.
His formula can then be understood as a poetic ‘sign, that is to say, as a unit of significance
whose content and form are isometric (or coextensive) and inseparable, like the two sides of a
sheet of paper.” A poetic sign is a word group that carries a poetic meaning which is
something more than the sum of its parts (i.e. its literal meaning) and has been established by
repeated use of the sign in the poetic corpus. As the words, many common expressions, and
idioms, of a natural language are verbal signs that belong to the lexicon of the language, so the
formulas are poetic signs that belong to the poetic or literary language of Homeric poetry, or
of the modern folksongs, and so on, as semiotic systems. The advantage of this description over
Parry's definition is that it acknowledges the importance of meaning alongside form, whereas
Parry's ‘essential idea' refers to a core, descriptive, meaning only, and ignores the poetic

2 Only one major work, the epic/romance of Digenes Akrites, whose origins go back to medieval epic tradition,
has survived in fifteenth century mss., as has the shorter lay of Armoures, alongside the acritic songs. Critical edition:
S. Alexiou, Bao{Aglog ALyevilg “Axpltng kol 10 dopa 100 " AppotpT (Athens 1985); traditional style: B. Fenik,
Digenis (n. 7 above); historical context, discussion of problems, bibliography: R. Beaton and D. Ricks (eds.),
Digenes Acrites. New approaches to Byzantine heroic poetry (London 1993).

2 This metaphor was, of course, used by Ferdinand de Saussure in his original definition of the linguistic sign
in Cours de linguistique générale (Paris 1916; many reprints).
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meaning. As he writes, ‘the essential idea of the words fjpog & MpryEvelo $6vn Podo-
d6xtuloc 'Hag is “when day broke”; (...) that of moA0TAag &log 'Odvooelg is
“Odysseus”.”* Unfortunately, this disregards the deep, diachronic, resonance of the formulas
as well as their great perfection and polish that has resulted from their repeated use; and vice
versa, their repeated use is due to the fact that formulas give a perfect form to thoughts, images,
and concepts which are vital to the world of traditional poetry, and are the most distinctive
markers of its style.”> Therefore, no translator would easily part from ‘the young Dawn ... with
her rosy fingers' (in Lattimore's wording), no matter how often he must refer to a new daybreak.

Often repeated typical expressions such as, for example, poyovov dipyvpéniov (silver-
nailed sword), otvono. mw6vTov (the wine-dark sea), &mea. mtepOevToL Tpoon0da (he/she
addressed [him] in winged words), kol GAe00orto xApo péAonvay (and avoided the dark death),
1OV 8 6k6T0G booe kGALYe (and a mist of darkness closed over both eyes), TOVOHVAAOG
¢hain, and its modern equivalent, £éA10v TAXTOOUAANYV (an olive-tree stretching its foliage);*
or, to quote a few modern examples, Bével OV A0 TPpOS®RO (she puts on the sun as her
face), K1 1| YA@ooo Tov andovoroAel (his tongue sounds like a nightingale), ox0Bet, driel
1OV podpo 1oL (he bends, kisses his horse), Tocé ' yer Avéxog 10 onadl (for pasha Liakos
has his sword), ToTGuLOL, ALYOOTEWETE (rivers, lessen your water), 6étv TepdikoOA OAL{BeTon
(like a small partridge she grieves), puploAoyd xkoi Afet (she laments and says), omoOLd
Eeyopvopévo (swords bared), o8 papuopévio T6BAo (on a marble table), 6€ popuopévio
dAGvio (in marble threshing-floors), and so forth—all these expressions are felt to be parts of
a poetic language either because they are remembered as verse-parts from repeated hearings, or
because they contain glosses, are impossible or unlikely to occur in everyday speech, have a
certain rhythmical shape, imply a poetic context and convey a specific meaning easily grasped
by people who are familiar with the poetic tradition to which they belong. Any one of these
reasons or combination thereof is enough to mark the above utterances as poetical, even when
they contain no special vocabulary or syntax that could not be used in common speech.

A poem of any size, though, cannot consist entirely of fixed formulas, any more than common
speech can consist of clichés and idioms only.”’ If, as we know from modern linguistics, all
users of natural languages are creative, in the sense that they produce speech on the basis of
their linguistic competence (i.e. internalized knowledge of vocabulary and grammar) and do not
repeat ready-made phrases they have memorized (except when they are trying to master a new
language), so also the traditional artist, poet or singer, does not manipulate ready-made phrases
like the pieces of a puzzle or a pack of playing-cards,”® but composes his work by using cre-
atively his traditional resources: the vocabulary and grammar of poetic language,” including
formulas and versification patterns, images, similes, metaphors, and other figures of speech,
elements of content (such as motifs or themes), story patterns, and, last but not least, music.
Taken together they constitute a poetic universe (a poetic langue in the Saussurean sense)

2 MHV 13-14.

%5 This is another way of referring to what Foley describes as ‘traditional referentiality', see his Immanent art:
From structure to meaning in traditional oral epic (Bloomington and Indianapolis 1991), chps. 1-2, esp. pp. 6-10,
38-60.

% Cf. Sifakis, Greece & Rome xxxix (1992) 151.

%" On formulas as idioms of poetic language, see P. Kiparsky's very interesting article on ‘Oral poetry: Some
linguistic and typological considerations' in B.A Stolz & R.S. Shannon III (eds.), Oral literature and the formula
(Ann Arbor 1976) 73-106.

%% This unfortunate metaphor was used by A. van Gennep, La question d’'Homére (Paris 1909) 52, quoted by
Hainsworth, The flexibility of the Homeric formula 15, n. 1.

? As Hainsworth says, the ‘@oidof were masters of a special form of language, not jugglers of formulas', The
Iliad: A commentary iii (Cambridge 1993) 16.
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which, however, is a secondary system of signification and communication that depends on, and
is constantly nourished by, the primary system of the natural language. So a poet draws on both
systems at the same time in order to form his utterances. Therefore, although he has to be a
craftsman, he is by no means a mechanic, and has lots of space to develop his creativity.

This kind of creativity, inherent in oral performance, became apparent to Parry and Lord in
former Yugoslavia, and later on Lord, in his description of the process of oral composition,
shifted the emphasis from exact repetition to analogical formation of new phrases (although he
remained always faithful to Parry's original terminology); from memory, therefore, to creative
improvisation, from parole or specific phraseology to langue and the competence to create
anew. The art of the oral singer, he writes, ‘consists not so much in learning through repetition
the time-worn formulas as in the ability to compose and recompose the phrases for the idea of
the moment on the pattern established by the basic formulas'.*® For the singer ‘does not
“memorize” formulas, any more than we as children “memorize” language' (p. 36); he ‘cannot,
and does not, remember enough to sing a song; he must, and does, learn to create phrases. (...)
I believe that we are justified in considering that the creating of phrases is the true art of the
singer on the level of line formation, and it is this facility rather than his memory of relatively
fixed formulas that marks him as a skillful singer in performance' (emphasis mine).*'

Let us now look at some groups of verses that could be considered as formulaic systems
according to Parry's terminology:

e, vaL Bp® TOV KON pov o1’ duméd viL kAadetel (A 111, Fauriel)™
(God, if only I would find my old man in the vineyard pruning)

©¢ pov, va Ppd v Evdovkid ot Bpoon va yovuilet (A 311)
(God, if only I would find Evthouki4 at the fountain filling up)

©¢ pov, va Bpd ™ NikoAod 010 oTpdua va Kowdton (A 190)

(God, if only I would find Nikolod in bed asleep)

«"Qpa Ko, kadoyepe» «KoAdg 0 malikdpio.» (A 238, Peloponnese)

(‘Good time of day to you, monk'. “Welcome, lads'.)

«Ie18 60V Xapb 6oV, Xapovio.» «KoA@G tov Tov AeBévin.» (Pol. 214)%
(‘Hail to you, Charon'. “Welcome, lad'.)

«IToAMLG TO ET1), QdEVTH poV.» «KaA®S TOV kP Tavvéxn» (A 119, Naupaktos)
(‘Many years to you, my lord'. ‘“Welcome, master Yannakis'.)

Kt 1] Avepn) €npOPoiev amd 10 TopaBOpL (A 411, Nisyros)
(and the lass looked out from the window)

Kt 0 XGpog 0V &yvavieye Gmd ynAn poxoOia (Pol. 214)
(and Charon regarded him from a high ridge)

Zopoxnvog Trive wpel amd 10 pepoPiyit (A 4, Crete)

(A Saracen spots her from the look-out)

0 575,

3! Lord did not use Saussure's terms, langue and parole (but cf. ST 279, n. 7), and could not have used N.
Chomsky's notions of competence, creativity and performance (which corresponds to Saussure's parole), see Aspects
of the theory of syntax (Boston 1965) 6-8, Language and mind (New York 1972), cf. J. Lyons, Semantics
(Cambridge 1977) 77, 107, 265). He shows no awareness of L. Hjelmslev's connotative semiotics (‘Pour une
sémantique structurale' in Essais linguistiques (Copenhagen 1959)), but was able to point out that ‘in studying the
patterns and systems of oral narrative verse we are in reality observing the “grammar” of the poetry, a grammar
superimposed, as it were, on the grammar of the language concerned' (ST 36).

32 <A" stands for the Academy of Athens standard anthology of folksongs: 'EAANvVikd dnpotikd tparyotdia,
G.K. Spyridakis (ed.) et al., i (Athens 1962). References are to pages followed by the place of origin of the variant
quoted (or, if not known, the name of one of the early folksong editors).

33 N.G. Politis, ' Exhoyod 6md to Tpoyoddi 100 EAANVIKOD Ao (Athens 1914) 214.
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The first of these groups is a proper formulaic system (in Parry's sense) because all lines
begin with the same four-syllable formula, and then proceed differently but follow the same
syntactical pattern. The other two verse groups contain some formulas, but obviously the
similarity of their members lies in their metrical form and a substratum of meaning. This
substratum in the above three line-groups is as follows: (@) Someone (not mentioned in the lines
under examination) prays to God to find Subject X (towards whom he is moving) / being
involved in a normal occupation. (b) Greeting and addressing by name; / welcoming response.
(c) Subject X regards someone / from a vantage point.

Such verse systems, which could easily be expanded by the addition of many more examples,
are paradigmatic planes or fields—or, more simply, tables of syntagmatically similar phrases—,
the terms of which form columns of identical, or synonymous, or variant, entities. If all terms
of the syntagmatic, or horizontal, order in (say) two examples are synonymous, or partly
identical and partly synonymous, we have also synonymous poetic signs (if all terms are
identical we have the same formula); if one or more terms vary, yet we have the same
syntagmatic order and underlying general sense, as is the case with all the above examples, we
have different signs of the same type, variants of the same type (type here refers to both the
form and content of these units of signification).

Let us now look at some series of Homeric verses:*

¢ ddTo, peidnoev 8¢ TorvTAog dlog " Odvaceng (Od. 23.111)
(So she spoke, and much-enduring noble Odysseus / smiled)

G 06T0, piymoev 8¢ Podmg mo6Tvia “Hpn (2. 15.34)

(He spoke, and the lady the ox-eyed goddess Hera was frightened)
¢ dpéto, YNnoev 8¢ Bed YAaokdmig “Adnvn (Il. 17.567)

(So he spoke, and the goddess grey-eyed Athene was happy)

etc.

The general sense underlying all these examples is that (in inverse order) ‘Subject X has an
emotional reaction to what someone (not mentioned in the same line) has said'. All examples
are variants of the same type. In the following series, which overlaps with the former, the first
term of the (inverse) syntagmatic order is different, and the general sense becomes: ‘Subject X
reacts emotionally at the sight of someone' (previously mentioned):

™v pgv 18dv Menoce todvtAag diog *Odvocetg (Od. 5.486, 24.504)
(Seeing this, long-suffering great Odysseus was happy)

10V 8¢ 1ddv pimoe Ponv &yodOg Atopidng (Z1. 5.596, 11.345)
(Diomedes of the great war cry shivered as he saw him)

T00g 3¢ 180V vetkeooev Bvas dvdpdv " Ayoutuvov (1. 4.336)
(Seeing these the lord of men Agamemnon scolded them)

Tov &8 1ddv bkrewpe Mevortiov drkipog viog (11, 11.813)
(And the strong son of Menoitios looked on him in pity)

Tov &8 18dv éAénce natp Gvdpdv Te Bedv te (1. 15.12)
(Then the father of gods and men seeing Hektor pitied him)

etc.

34 ‘Syntagmatic' coincides here with ‘syntactic', but the former is more general than the latter. Syntagmatic and
paradigmatic relations in structural linguistics constitute the two axes of relationships of a verbal utterance. The
former are relations in praesentia and hold together the terms of an utterance (a linguistic syntagm); the latter
(actually called ‘rapports mémoriels' or ‘associatifs' by Saussure) are relations in absentia and refer to synonyms,
homonyms, antonyms, etc., of each term in the syntagm, which may be recalled or connoted in the process of verbal
communication.

3% All translations quoted below are by Richmond Lattimore. I made no changes to them even when the same
Homeric phrases, quoted next to each other, appear to differ in the translations.
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In the following series we have: ‘Subject X addresses someone in manner Y':*

Vv & &p’ Vrodpa 16dV TpocEdn TOdaG hkdg TAYIAAEDG (11 1.148, etc.)
(Then looking darkly at him Achilleus of the swift feet spoke)

Vv 88 péy dxOioacg mpoctdn vedeAnyepéto Zeog (Il. 1.517, etc.)
(Deeply troubled, Zeus who gathers the clouds answered her)

v 8¢ yorlwoopévn npoctdn AevkdAevog “Hpn (Il. 24.55)

(Then bitterly Hera of the white arms answered him, saying)

1OV & EmkepTopév TPootdn TOSaG KOG AXIAAEDG (1. 24.649)
(Achilleus / of the swift feet now looked at Priam and said, sarcastic:)
v 8’ 0V tapPricag npoctdn kopuvbaioAog “Extwp (1. 20.430)
(But with no fear Hektor of the shining helm answered him)

WV & Empeldnioog Tpocédn moAdunTg ' Odvoceng (11. 10.400)
(Then Odysseus the resourceful smiled and spoke to him)

etc.

In the next field the following syntagmatic structure can be seen: ‘Pronoun (or subject
carried over from previous line), place X as first object, transitive verb, place Y as second
object, qualification of the latter":

ol 8¢ TToAoV T’ £vépovto kol *Apfivny épatetviv (Il 2.591)
(They who dwelt about Pylos and lovely Arene)

ol & "Apyog T’ elyov Tipuved te Tergioecoav (Il. 2.559)
(They who held Argos and Tiryns of the huge walls)

ol T’ elyov ®6inv 1§ 'EALGSa kohAryOvanko (11, 2.683)
(those who held Phthia and Hellas the land of fair women)
IMepinv & ¢mPaoco xoi "Huadinv épateviiv (1. 14.226)
(and [Hera] crossed over Pieria and Emathia the lovely)
"Apfivny {kave kol " Apyudény épatewvijv (H. Apoll. 422)
([the ship] reached Arene and lovely Argyphee)

KvArfivng pedéovra kol " Apxading moivpiilov (H. Herm. 2)
(who rules over Kyllene and Arcadia of many flocks)

If the members of the above field seem too close to each other in form (particularly the four
examples from Iliad 16), the examples of the next table have very different referents and come
from distant contexts (much like the modern examples quoted above, p. 142), yet they are no
less variants of the same type:

ovAopévny, | popi’ " Ayxonoig &Aye’ Eémkev (Il 1.2)

(and its devastation, which put pains thousandfold upon the Achaians)
ovlopévny, §) T aidv anovia Epya psumAev (I1. 5.876)

(accursed, whose mind is fixed forever on unjust action)

ovAopévny, | moAAL kiK' dvBphmolol 8idwot (Od. 17.287, cf. 474)
(a cursed thing, which bestows many evils on men)

TPAOKTNG, B¢ M MOALA KGK™ &vOphToLeY £hpYeL (Od. 14.289)

(a gnawer at others' goods, and many were the hurts he inflicted | on men)

Now what is most important to notice is that regardless of the number of formulas included
in a paradigmatic plane or table such as those shown above (which, of course, could easily be

3 Or ‘A addressed him with qualification, see M.W. Edwards, ‘Homeric speech introductions', HSCP 1xxiv
(1970) 7. Eight more categories of speech introductions are studied by Edwards (pp. 1-36).
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multiplied),” it constitutes a productive matrix that could generate ever more examples through
a process of inventive poetic improvisation. Therefore, even if some of them appear to be
unique, they are no less traditional for that, because the matrix that has generated them belongs
to the poetic langue as much as any formula.®® All are variants of the same type.

I would now like to introduce and define two more terms, allomorphs and poetic synonyms,
using examples from both Homer and modern folksongs. The following table contains four
passages from different folksongs. I have numbered the hemistichs to facilitate reference to
them:

A. ' Kod 10 poyoipt vtoo "cupev 2 &’ dpyopd dovkdpt,

3 ymAd ynAd to méToke, 4 umfvel 1o otV kopdia tln.
(And he drew his knife / from a silver sheath, // high up he threw it, / he thrusts it into her heart. Beloved
brothers and unfaithful wife, A 373, Crete)

B. ' 10 poryoupbkl tov EByoke o dipyupd onképt,

? oTOV 0VpOVO TO EGUpPE ‘koi otV Kopdid Tov *dévn.
(He drew his little knife / from its silver sheath, // to the sky he pulled it / and it showed in his heart. Wicked
mother-in-law, A 349, Aigina)

C. 'ByoAler T dplupopdyorpo 2 "mod T YPLOHV TOV péom,

? 610V obpovov 10 métale  * xoi otv koptlid TO T dEy .
(He draws his silver knife / from his golden waist, // up to the sky he threw it / and she got it in the heart.
Woman and Death, A 424, Kalymnos)

D. ' Tavé eig TV koE0OAAaY Tov, > Bplok’ dpkupd dNKapL
3 1lai pEg 6T’ ApKLPOYTIKAPO 4 Bpiok® Gpxupod payonpt-
* 67OV 0VpaVOV TO TMETOLE, ot ¥ x6uon to Sy,
" e EovadimAbler 1o, 8 elg 10 xoppi T AvERM.

(He reaches into his waist, / he finds a silver sheath, // and in the silver sheath / he finds a silver knife; // up
to the sky he threw it, / he got it down on the ground, // again he throws it, / it climbed into his body. Woman
and Death, A 424, Cyprus)

All the above line groups are carriers of the same meaning, which is not apparent to us unless
we place them in their context. In fact, they exemplify a theme, namely the execution of a just
or unavoidable killing or suicide, and the hesitation of an unwilling killer to carry out his action:
at the last moment he throws his knife up into the air. But the knife miraculously reaches its
target precisely because the killing is just and unavoidable. The fact that the identity of the killer
or the nature of his action—suicide or the killing of someone else—is not revealed in these lines
makes them reducible to the same paraphrase,” and therefore variant forms of the same sense
unit (or motif) which, if we want to be precise, is part of the ‘theme of unwilling killer'. Such
variants differ from each other not in content, but in wording, syntax, length (and, therefore, in
metrical and syntagmatic form). Line groups A—C and D are variant forms of the same poetic

37 Some of Joseph A. Russo's ‘phrase-patterns' would be useful here. However, in his well known paper on ‘The
structural formula in Homeric verse' (Yale Classical Studies xx (1966) 2191240), Russo is mainly interested in the
localization of various types of grammatical/syntactical phrase-patterns to particular parts of the hexameter, and not
in a common meaning underlying them. So his groups of examples do not constitute paradigmatic matrices in the
sense indicated above.

B suppose that this is a way of explaining the genesis of unique ‘formulaic' expressions which Hainsworth
rightly refuses to call formulas (cf. The lliad: A commentary iii 17).

3% ‘He drew his knife from its sheath, threw it up into the air, but the knife [reaching its originally intended
destination] pierced through his/her body.'
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meaning, despite the fact that D is twice as long as A—C; they are, therefore, poetic synonyms.
Examples such as those quoted above abound in folk poetry, including the Serbo-Croatian epic
narratives, and this is what led Lord to the conclusion that the principle of epic economy is not
operative across a whole tradition, but only in the songs of one singer (cf. p. 138 above).

Within the above poetic synonyms, some formulas can be located (AYB? C*/D°), but more
common are hemistichs that are synonymous rather than identical with each other in regard of
meaning (A'/B'/C', A’/B*/C?, etc.). These synonymous phrases, which are alternative forms of
the same literal, as well as poetic, signatum or ‘signified', I propose to call allomorphs. The
methodological advantage of this term is that it does not necessarily imply an original form or
prototype (as the ‘allophone’ does not imply an original phoneme),” even though the existence
of such a prototype cannot be ruled out. Allomorphs, however, should not be taken to be
variations of original forms (whose traces were probably lost early in the tradition) but to be
generated in exactly the same way as the ‘variants of the same type' that we have already seen,
namely, by a paradigmatic matrix of synonymous phrases that recall one another and facilitate
the production of additional ones at the level of poetic performance (e.g., ynAd ymAd 10
nétoge, 0TOV ovpavov 10 TETake, oTOV 0VpovO TO EGUPE, etc.).

Let us now turn to some Homeric examples. To begin with, here belong the metrically
equivalent synonymous formulas, often discussed in connection with the rule of epic economy
as if they represent exceptions to it; whereas allomorphs point in the opposite direction, which
is to say that metrical synonyms are, not only equivalent, but equal constituent elements of the
tradition and inherent in the process of improvisation. It should be said, however, in fairness
to Parry, that this is much more apparent in the case of predicates than in noun-epithet
equivalent formulas. The examples of the following table are one-line units describing the
moment of death of Homeric heroes. They all are poetically synonymous, and contain formulas,
allomorphs, as well as expressions which differ in content but are poetically and functionally
equivalent:

a "fipune & €€ Oxfwv,? oTuYEPOG & Epoal v okotog eldev (I 5.47)
(He dropped from the chariot, and the hateful darkness took hold of him)

b " fipune & €€ Oxtwv,’ kotd & OPBoANMY KEYLT dixAOg (1. 16.344)
(and the darkness drifted over his eyes as he crashed from the chariot)

c ' Sovmnoev 8 mechv, ? xord 88 ok6TOg dooe kGAvyev (I 16.325)
(He fell, thunderously, and darkness closed over both eyes)

d "wOE & Epun’ oludEag, * 8Gvatog 8¢ mv dudekAvyev (1. 5.68)
(He dropped, screaming, to his knees, and death was a mist about him)

e 'O & Epum olpdEag, 2 vedEAn 8¢ v dpoekdAvyey (11 20.417)
(and he dropped, moaning, on one knee as the dark mist gathered / about him)

f ' dovmnoev 8¢ mechV, * x86va & HANCE MoV HETONQ (Od. 22.94)
(He fell, thunderously, and took the earth full on his forehead)

0 The term ‘allomorph' is borrowed from linguistics, where it actually means an alternative morpheme. But it
is a convenient term to suggest an alternative morphe (form), also, and in this limited sense it is a much more
specific term than Nagler's allomorph (cf. pp. 138, 139 above). On the other hand, my allomorphs and their respective
generative matrix constitute a much wider category than Hainsworth's examples of substitution (The Iliad: A
commentary iii 15).
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g ' fipune 82 mpnviig, * xB6va & HAcce TOVTL ueTORE (Od. 22.296)
(He fell then headlong, and took the earth full on his forehead)

h "'fipune & ¢€ Oytav, ? dpafnoe 88 1e0ye’ &’ ovT® (I1. 8.260)
(He fell from the chariot, and his armour clattered upon him)

i ' fipune 82 mpnviig, * dpaPnoe 88 tedye’ & outd (Il 5.58)
(He dropped forward on his face and his armour clattered upon him)

Jj ! ovrnoev 8 mechv, 2 dpapnoe 88 1e0ye’ ¢n’ ot (Il 5.42, 540, etc.)
(He fell, thunderously, and his armour clattered upon him)

All the above examples can be reduced to the same general paraphrase: ‘He [the warrior
previously identified, and mortally hit] fell down and died'. They are, therefore, variant forms
of the same meaning, i.e. poetic synonyms. Several hemistichs in the table are formulas (a'/b'/h',
ciflt, dlle', g'li', f3g*, h*i*j?), others are allomorphs (a*/b*/c*d */e?); still others are
poetically synonymous phrases, referring to the same poetic meaning with regard to the final
fall of a warrior which precedes and signals his death (a'/b'/h' = c'If '/j ' = d '/e' = g'/i"). The
difference between these phrases and the allomorphs is that the former connote and announce
the death of the warrior at the poetic level, but denote his fall in a variety of ways at the
linguistic level; therefore, they are poetic synonyms, but different linguistic signs, which
however fulfill the same poetic function in similar environments. By the same token, the
hemistichs a’—e* (referring to death as a cloud or darkness enveloping the dying warrior) and
f?=j ? (referring to the warrior hitting the ground with his forehead, and to the clatter of his
armour), although linguistically very different, are poetically synonymous, also, as they all
connote the warrior's moment of death. I propose to call such units functional equivalents.

The functional equivalents a'—j ' and the allomorphs a’-¢* are also metrically equivalent,
respectively, and practically interchangeable among the verses quoted above. A question that
has now to be asked is whether such units always appear in the same metrical form. This
question has already been answered in the negative with reference to poetic synonyms (of which
both allomorphs and functional equivalents are subcategories).” As regards allomorphs in
particular, the answer should be the same as in the case of the formulas. Consider, for instance,
the following examples:

—————< — | 18A0g Bavartolo kdAvyev (Il. 5.553, 16.502, 22.361)
—————~ — | B6vartog 3¢ mv GudexdAvyev (see d above)

————ww — | vedEAn &€ v dudekGAVYEY (see e above)

——~ —| Bovétov 88 pEAoy vEdog apdekGAvyey (Il 16.350, Od. 4.180)
——~ | dpuéi 3¢ ol BGvartog x0T0 Bupopaiotic (I 13.544, etc.)

The notion of death as darkness enveloping the dying warrior is present in all examples. So
the answer to the above question depends on whether we accept that formulas retain their
identity when they are metrically adapted and expanded. Although I, for one, would not accept
all of Hainsworth's examples, it is very difficult to deny the virtual identity of the following pair
of phrases (except for their metrical shape):

—————— — | xotd & 3POAuGV KEYLT AYADG (see b above)
K6p PG ol dPOcApdV KEXLT AYA0G, | ——— — (1L 20.421)

4 Cf. p. 146 above. As we shall see a little later (p. 149 and Table of Ship-setting-sail Theme), poetic synonyms
are flexible and come in a variety of forms.
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So if formulas can attain a considerable degree of elasticity by means of simple metrical
adaptation, or the combination and interchange of synonyms,* allomorphs should by definition
be considered even more adaptable. Actually, I submit, many modified or expanded phrases
should better (i.e., more accurately) be considered as allomorphs rather than as formulas (e.g.,
poipa xpotont], OGvortog Kol poipa kportont, TopdOPeog BGvartog Kol poipo kparronty,
vnéAvoe 88 yoila, OnEAvoe pévog kol dpoddua yoio, etc.). On the other hand, metrical
modification of both formulas and allomorphs entails a change of context and new ‘neighbours'
for them. Or, to be precise, it is the requirements of a new environment that bring about metri-
cal adaptation of a phrase. But the proximity and interrelationship of formulas and other phrases
is an aspect of Homeric style that needs further study before the great divide between Parry's
original definition of the formula and later definitions (since Hainsworth) that ignore metrical
shapes and values can be bridged.*

To summarize: formulas, allomorphs, functional equivalents (the last two categories being
poetic synonyms), and variants of the same type, represent distinct grades of relationship in the
phraseology and versification of traditional poetry. Interrelated examples of each category—-
whether whole lines, more lines than one, or various verse segments—constitute systems of either
metrically interchangable examples or similar units of varying lengths, which recall one another
and thus constitute a reproductive matrix that generates even more examples. Systems overlap,
and units from different systems are combined by the singer in the process of composition.
However, it must be recognized, and emphasized, that these considerable resources and aids of
improvisation do not account for the majority of verses, and that the traditional singer must be
able incessantly to recast anew his poetic utterances in the form of new verses or verse-
segments, not only by adroitly handling the aforementioned materials, but also on the basis of
associations of additional words and notions which have to be metrically shaped or reshaped
before they can fit his compositional plan.

Such notional or conceptual associations, which indicate a more distant relationship on our
scale of kinship, are mostly traditional, too, and belong to the ideological environment of the
artist and the formative influences he receives during his upbringing and training, alongside
narrative motifs or themes and story patterns (although they are seldom discussed in connection
with formulaic or traditional poetic diction). Consider, for instance, how gods come down from
the top of Mt. Olympus to visit their favoured mortals:

a 1 O Epor’, 008’ dimiBnoe Bed YAowkdmg *A61vn,
2 B 8¢ kot OvAOpmolo kaprivev dtéacoa (Il 2.167-8)
(So she [Hera] spoke, nor did the goddess grey-eyed Athene / disobey her, but went in speed down the
peaks of Olympos).

b 1 &g eimdv dtpuve hpog pepavioy “ABHVNY,
2 Bi} 88 kot” OvAOpmoo xapfivev atEaoca (Il. 4.73-4, etc.)
(Speaking so he [Zeus] stirred up Athene, who was eager before this, / and she went in a flash down
the pinnacles of Olympos).

c “Hpn & &t&aoa Ainev piov OvAOumolo (11 14.225, 20.114)
(while Hera in a flash of speed left the horn of Olympos).

“ Hainsworth, The flexibility of the Homeric formula 82.

“ Cf. P. Chantraine's pioneering work on ‘Remarques sur I'emploi des formules dans le premier chant de 1Tliade'
(REG xlv (1932) 121-54), ‘an article on the “play of formulae”,' which however ‘remains the only work of its kind,
an excellent source for observing how formulae are used', as M.W. Edwards says (Oral Tradition ifii (1986) 198).
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d 1 & tpn€ dg dAto kot OVAOuTOL VigdevTog (I1. 18.616)
(And she [Thetis] like a hawk came sweeping down from the snows of Olympos).

e 1 &g Edat’, 008° &pol TOTPdG BVNKOVOTNOEV ' ATOAAWV,
2 B &2 kot 'I8atwv Opwv tpnkt Eowkdg (I1. 15.236-7)
(He [Zeus)] spoke so, and Apollo, not disregarding his father, / came down along the mountains of Ida
in the likeness of a rapid / hawk).

Although lines al and b1 are allomorphs, el is not, because Apollo has taken the place of
Athena (a change of subject that has resulted in a change of verb as well, 00’ ... &vnxo0oTN-
oev for 008’ &m{OnGe); therefore, el is a variant of the same type as al (cf. pp. 143 ff. for this
category). However, lines a2/b2, c, d, and e2, are more distant relatives in that they are
connected only by associations of words and notions: the verbs &{com and &Alopon, meaning
to dart or speed downwards in a flash, the mountain-tops, the simile of the hawk. But they lack
a common syntagmatic order (so they are not variants of the same type) and, because they may
differ in verb and/or subject and adverbial complement, they lack a common signified (so they
are not synonyms). I propose to call them content or notional associates.

Here is a schematic classification of all types of relationship discussed in this paper (with
references to the pages where these terms are discussed and defined):

Typical elements of composition in traditional poetry

theme/motif variants (145, 150 ff.)
|

same type variants (143-145) notional associates (148-149)
l

poetic synonyms (145-148)
|

|
formulas (138-142, 146-148)

allomorphs (145-148)

functional equivalents (146-147)

In my next, and last, set of examples, I have tabulated a number of instances of the same
theme, that of a ship setting sail (usually at daybreak),” which occurs many times in the
Odyssey and can be expected to contain many typical elements. Yet, as is also the case with
other typical themes and scenes, such as, for example, arming scenes and duels in the /liad, not
any two instances of the theme are exactly alike.

Each horizontal course, or row, of the Table contains a passage divided into line groups
corresponding to steps in the action described (rows are numbered with Roman numerals: I, 1I,
II1, etc.). The vertical columns correspond to thematic units or motifs in the narrative sequence
(numbered with lower-case letters of the Latin alphabet: a, b, ¢, etc.). Line groups representing
similar motifs are placed below each other in the same columns so as to facilitate comparison.
We can see at a glance that our theme variants are unequal. The longest one is IX (2.416-431),
which consists of fifteen lines divided into eight motifs; the shortest one is II (9.76-78),
consisting of three lines and three motifs. None of the ten passages includes all content motifs,
nor do motifs always follow the same order, so my grouping them under the symbols a, b, etc.
(suggesting a typical sequence) appears, and to some extent is, arbitrary. The general,
comprehensive, narrative line of the Ship-setting-sail theme, which can be extrapolated from the

* Arend also discusses ship departures, op. cit. (n. 21) 81-86.
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examples quoted in the Table, is as follows: Either at daybreak of a new day (motif a), or as
a travelling party reaches the seashore (b), sailors under command of their leader drag the ship
into the water, or go aboard and cast off the stern cables; while passengers take their seats at
the stern, sailors manage the gear of the ship and put forth to sea (c¢); men set up the mast and
hoist the sails on it (d); a god sends a fair stern wind (e); oarsmen sit at the oar benches (f), and
dash the oars in the sea in good order (g); the wind blows into the sails and a wave rises with
a big sound at the cutwater (h); the ship swiftly cuts her way across the waves (i); sailors make
fast the running gear (j), and sit, while the wind and the steersman drive the good ship (k).

A closer look at the actual variants will reveal that motif a occurs in passages/rows I-III and
X; lines Ia and Xa are repetitions of the same formula (fpog & Mpryévela O6vn
p08086xTVA0G “HMC), lines Ila and Illa are two variants of the same type (GAL’ 81e O
tpitov fuop E0mAGKopog tAec’ "Hag / GAL’ Ote &7 £Pdopov Mpap énl Zedg Ofxe
Kpoviwv).

The next motif (b) is a frequent formula elsewhere, but occurs only once in the theme
instances tabulated here (IVb). I shall bypass motif ¢ for the moment because it is the most
complex one.

d occurs in seven out of the ten passages. In all cases we have poetic synonyms, which in VIII
and IX take the form of the same three-line group of formulas, while in I, II, III, IV, and X,
they appear as one-line allomorphs (e.g., €v &’ 1oT0V¢ TIOépecOa Kol iotior viyvoiv élong [1d]
= 1610V oTnoduevol avé 8’ iotia Aevx’ éphoavteg [IId] = ol & lotdv otficovt’ dva 6’
lotia Asvkd nétacoov [Xd]).

Motif e is represented by three variants: A three-line group of formulas (IV, VI), a two-line
version (VIII), and a one-line version (X). I hesitate to call them synonyms because they feature
three different gods sending the fair wind, but we can easily pinpoint the kind of relationship
they have with each other: toiowv & txpevov obpov tet ekbepyog " AmdAAmY (Xe) is a variant
of the same type as Toiowv & {xuevov oDpov el YAoavkamig “A6rvn (VIle'?); toiow &
tkuevov odpov / tet (Vile, IXe, Xe) and fplv & ad koté6mode vedg kvavomp@poto /
txuevov ovpov ter (IVe, Vle) are allomorphs; AGBpov Eranytlovta 8" ailbépog, ddpa
téxioto (VIe) and axpony ZEpvpov, xkeAddovt’ éni olvona névtov (IXe) are one-line
functional equivalents, and so on.

fis represented by two allomorphs (If, IXf = V/-VIIf, five instances in all). It is often combined
with g (a formula that occurs in I, V, and VI), but is sandwiched between ¢ and e in IX.

The rest of the vertical columns, 4 to k, show the usual mixture of formulas (IXA/Xh, IXi/Xi,
IVj/V1j, TkNVK/VIK), allomorphs (vidg dvOcele 6éovoa Bardoong dAuvpdv Hdwp [VIII ]
= 1N & &Oeev xotd kOpo drampriccoovoa kéAevBov [IXi/Xi]; fuelg & OmAo Exaota
novnoduevol xotd vijo [IVj/VIj] = dnodpevor & &pa SmAo Bonyv dvd vijor pédouvo
[IXj]), or functional equivalents (fueba- TV & &veudg te KuPepvitng T’ 10vve [IIk/IVA/VIK]
and otioovto xkpatipog Emotedpéag oivolo [IXKk]).

To go back to column c of the Table, it includes a number of distinct content variants rather
than poetic synonyms: dragging a ship into the sea from a sandy beach (I, IV), going aboard
a ship and putting forth on the sea (III), putting forth to the sea towards a specific destination
(X), Telemachos ordering his men to go aboard and get hold of the tackle (VII-IX), etc. A close
look at these variants will again reveal several formulas, allomorphs, etc. I shall omit the former
and concentrate on the other categories. Ic/IVc and Illc are functional equivalents. V¢ and Vic
are poetic synonyms, whose first lines are allomorphs: ®¢ elndv dvd vinog €fnv, Exédevoa
& ¢radpovug (V) = adtap €ydv ént vija kiawv dtpuvov etaipovg (VI). The four lines of VIIc
and the last two lines of VIIIc/IXc are also poetic synonyms; the expression €noTpoOvVog
¢kédevoey / OnAwv &ntecBon (VII/IX) corresponds with the notional variant ¢motpOvag
¢xédevoey / ‘gykoopeite 10 1e0Xe’, £taipot, vii pedatlvy, / avtol T dupolvopev, tva
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npficcmuev 680io’ (VII), while the expressions Tol & ¢ocvpéves énibovto (VII), tol &
otpOvovtog Bkovoov (IX), and &¢ £00’, ol & &po 10D pédo ugv kAbov 19’ €nibovto
(VII) are allomorphs.

Such tables can easily be constructed and relationships between groups of lines, lines, or
shorter expressions, pointed out. I know I have only scratched the surface, but I believe that this
kind of analysis, despite its limited scope, not only helps to dispel the idea of the traditional
poet composing his works automatically, by putting together ready made building blocks (this
notion, after all, has long been given up by Homeric scholars), but also allows a glimpse into
the process of composition at the level of epic grammar and versification.

At this (low) level of composition, Homer's creativity ‘is within the tradition, not in the sense
of being within limits but in the sense of being within potentials that can be realized by superior
individuals'. So Lord, who speaks, however, of Homer's originality.* Yet, to the extent that
originality can be distinguished from creativity in traditional cultures, it is more easily
discernible at the higher levels of composition, i.e. in the arrangement of motifs, themes, or
scenes, and in the general design of Homer's tales whose unity was praised by Aristotle in
antiquity.*

As regards the ever elusive relationship between tradition and an exceptional creator, I should
like to end this paper with a quotation from Béla Barték (1881-1945), referring to J.S. Bach.
Bart6k spent fifteen years of intensive field research in the regions of the former Austro-
Hungarian empire, and became an expert in, and admirer of, folk music (and of course a great
collector of it), but he never met, as he writes, any peasant who could, or was ever inclined, to
compose an original melody, although all bearers of genuine folk music were precisely inclined
to adapt and alter what they received from their predecessors or outside sources. But here is
what he has to say about Bach: ‘The work of Bach is a summing up of the music of some
hundred-odd years before him. His musical material is themes and motives used by his
predecessors. (...) Is this plagiarism? By no means. For an artist it is not only right to have his
roots in the art of some former times, it is a necessity'.*’

G. M. SIFAKIS
Department of Classics, New York University
The Institute for Mediterranean Studies, Rethymnon, Crete

4 Epic singers and oral tradition 78.
4 poet. 1451° 28.
4 Essays, ed. by B. Suchoff (New York and London 1976) 346.
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