










































































































































































































































This article belongs to a special issue of Oral Tradition published in honor of 
John Miles Foley’s 65th birthday and 2011 retirement. The surprise Festschrift, 
guest-edited by Lori  and Scott Garner entirely without his knowledge, 
celebrates John’s tremendous impact on studies in oral tradition through a 
series of essays contributed by his students from the University of Missouri-
Columbia (1979-present) and from NEH Summer Seminars that he has directed 
(1987-1996).
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“A Swarm in July”: Beekeeping Perspectives
on the Old English Wið Ymbe Charm

Lori Ann Garner and Kayla M. Miller
with the assistance of Chuck Crimmins and Richard Underhill

Inscribed in the margins of an eleventh-century manuscript1  of Bede’s Ecclesiastical 
History of the English People and crowded beneath a Latin prayer is a brief bit of advice for 
beekeepers in the event of a swarm (ymbe), a natural phenomenon in which a substantial portion 
of an older bee colony migrates en masse with a queen to establish a new colony. The following 
analysis of this enigmatic text has been inspired largely by three features central to John Miles 
Foley’s vast body of work: interdisciplinarity, collaboration, and comparative research. While the 
eight lines of alliterative verse that constitute the greater portion of this swarm charm have 
assured its standing within canonical Old English literature, its insights into traditional apiary 
practices of Anglo-Saxon England make it  equally appropriate subject matter for studies in 
folklore or even animal science. It is precisely such unlikely intersections that have long served 
as foci for the transdisciplinary work of John Foley, and it is thus that we now choose it as the 
subject of analysis for a volume in his honor.2

John Foley’s work has also consistently embraced genuine collaboration—collaboration 
not only within the academic community but reaching outside scholarly circles to gain the fullest 
understanding possible of oral traditions worldwide. In keeping with this goal, we build upon 
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1 The swarm charm appears in the left-hand margin on p.  182 of Cambridge College, Corpus Christi MS 41 
(hereafter, CCCC 41). A full description of this manuscript along with a link to images (searchable by manuscript 
page numbers) is publicly available online through the Parker Library: http://parkerweb.stanford.edu/parker/actions/
manuscript_description_long_display.do?ms_no=41. The manuscript itself dates to the early eleventh century, and 
the marginalia including wið ymbe was likely added by an anonymous priest or monk in the mid-eleventh century.

 2 Funding for Kayla Miller’s research in the summer of 2010 was provided by the Fellowships Program at 
Rhodes College as part of a research mentorship. Lori Garner’s research during the summer of 2011 was supported 
by a Faculty Development Endowment grant, also generously provided by Rhodes College. Thanks also to Marijane 
Osborn, Rebecca Brackmann,  Melissa Bridgman, Chris Peterson, Scott Garner, and Susan Niditch for helpful 
comments on earlier drafts and to Justin Arft and Peter Ramey for additional suggestions during copy-editing. Most 
of all, thanks to Richard Underhill and Chuck Crimmins for so generously sharing their time and expertise in the 
exploration of this subject.



work with this remedy 3 begun by James B. Spamer, who reminds us that “the original speakers 
of the charm were not Germanicists; they were beekeepers” (1978:280). Our work has also been 
heavily influenced by Marijane Osborn, who has thoroughly  researched skep beekeeping 
practices as reflected across a broad range of medieval literatures and historical records in order 
“to open the way  for further study” (2006:271, n.2). Our strategy here is to augment and 
complement such prior work by  going a step further and bringing knowledgeable and 
experienced beekeepers directly  into the discussion, sharing the text with them, inviting their 
reactions, and offering a more collaborative interpretation. That beekeeping (for purposes of 
honey and wax production) was an integral part  of life in monasteries (Rust 1999) has been well-
established and corroborates our view that the charm potentially  had a vital practical role for 
those who had easiest access to the manuscript in which it survives.4 Our ultimate goal is thus to 
shift our “default reading” of Wið Ymbe from its “artistic beauty of structure and 
treatment” (Storms 1974:132) to one that embraces the “myriad other aspects of the given 
poem’s reality” (Foley 2002:60), namely its value within beekeeping practice. 

The two beekeepers participating in our project both have extensive experience in 
beekeeping. Chuck Crimmins, Gardening and Forest Coordinator at Heifer International in 
Perryville, Arkansas, has been educating visitors on bees and beekeeping since 1994. Richard 
Underhill, founding owner of Peace Bee Farm in Proctor, Arkansas, has served as president  of 
both the Memphis Area Beekeepers Association and the Tennessee Beekeepers Association. We 
would like to establish from the outset that this comparative study presupposes neither that the 
practice of beekeeping is the same now as in Anglo-Saxon times nor that even the bees 
themselves would behave in exactly the same way. As Crimmins explains, bees in the United 
States have been bred for qualities that produce the best honey and present minimal threat to 
their handlers. Similarly, materials used to work with bees have changed radically over 
intervening centuries, and there is obviously “a considerable difference between the hives of the 
Anglo-Saxons and modern hives, which is not inconsequential in our understanding of the 
charm” (Spamer 1978:280-81), the now-familiar white boxes of the modern Langstroth hive 
differing markedly from the traditional skep or basketwork hive most likely used by Anglo-
Saxons (cf. Osborn 2005:7-9).5

In his comparative approach, John Foley’s work has always been intensely sensitive to 
cultural and generic difference at the same time that it is ever-open to insightful and meaningful 
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3 Because medical texts and classifications differed radically in Anglo-Saxon times from modern, the terms 
used to discuss these works are inherently problematic. We use remedy here as a broad category to refer to any text 
intended to effect a cure or positive outcome. The designations of charm and the native galdor (or gealdor) are 
limited to those particular texts involving verbal incantations.  In the case of Wið Ymbe,  the usages here are thus 
largely interchangeable. 

4  On the richly powerful beekeeping metaphors employed in such religious writings as Aldhelm’s,  see 
Casiday 2004.

5  Most relevant for present purposes, the Langstroth hive reduces, even eliminates, the necessity for 
swarming in honey production, since the removable frames allow for collection of honey without destroying the 
hives, whereas in skep beekeeping the original hives must be destroyed to retrieve honey, and any new honey 
depends on the successful division and reproduction of the colonies and the establishment of new hives via 
swarming.



points of unexplored or unexpected similarities.6  We here extend this model to the material 
world, limiting our comparisons to bee behaviors shared across various breeds and species and to 
problems confronting beekeepers of both medieval and modern times, most specifically those 
issues related to swarming. Crimmins and Underhill are especially sensitive to differences 
between modern and traditional beekeeping, and Heifer International and Peace Bee Farm are 
dedicated to replicating bees’ natural environments to the extent possible (for instance, in not 
supplementing bees’ honey stores with corn syrup), making their practices at least somewhat 
closer to that of pre-modern societies than those of many commercial beekeepers.

At the same time, however, their differing responses to the remedy attest both to the 
variation of beekeeping practices and the multivalence of Wið Ymbe itself. The fact that two 
beekeepers interviewed within two days and two hundred miles of each other can respond 
differently to the charm’s advice on swarms suggests that we reevaluate unilateral assertions 
regarding what the text might have meant across the hundreds of years that  we now know as the 
Anglo-Saxon period. It seems only natural that beekeepers from Aldhelm’s time to that of the 
Norman Conquest would have possessed even wider ranges of apicultural knowledge and that 
reading and listening audiences of Wið Ymbe would have had equally  diverse responses to the 
advice rendered, if not more so. 

Consistent with our goal of foregrounding the beekeeping perspective, our analysis is 
organized around those aspects of Wið Ymbe that were most salient and meaningful to Crimmins 
and Underhill—specifically the instructions for oral delivery, the opening preposition wið 
(typically understood as “against”), the directive to throw “earth” over the bees, the direct 
address to the bees as sigewif (victory-women), and the closing appeal to be mindful of the 
speaker’s well-being. Our collective efforts suggest that in early  medieval times, as in modern, 
successful swarm management involved practical knowledge obtained person-to-person through 
oral tradition, an acute awareness of bees’ honey-producing cycles in relation to swarming 
patterns, a keen sensitivity  to the uniqueness of each individual swarm, and proactive, creative 
solutions to questions of ownership with regard to creatures essentially wild.

. . . and cweð: Beekeeping as Oral Tradition

The text in the margins of CCCC 41 itself is brief enough to cite here in full:7

Wið ymbe nim eorþan, oferweorp mid þinre swiþran 

handa under þinum swiþran fet, and cwet: 

Fo ic under fot,         funde ic hit. 

Hwæt, eorðe mæg         wið ealra wihta gehwilce 
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6  See especially Foley’s discussion of genre-dependence and the need for “legitimacy” of any proposed 
comparison (1990:3). For Foley’s comparative work with healing traditions in particular, see 1980a,  1980b, and 
1981, which offer productive and insightful comparative analyses of Serbian and Old English charm remedies.

7 Edited text from Dobbie 1942. Translations, unless otherwise stated, are Lori Garner’s.



and wið andan         and wið æminde 

and wið þa micelan         mannes tungan.

And wiððon8 forweorp ofer greot, þonne hi swirman, and cweð: 

Sitte ge, sigewif,         sigað to eorþan!

Næfre ge wilde         to wuda fleogan. 

Beo ge swa gemindige         mines godes,

swa bið manna gehwilc         metes and eþeles. 

Against a swarm, take earth; throw it with your right hand under your right foot and say: “I seize it 

underfoot; I found it. Lo, earth is mighty against every being, and against hatred and against 

enmity and against the great tongue of man.” And against that, cast dust over [them] when they 

swarm and say, “Sit, victory-women, sink to earth.  May you never fly wild to the woods. Be as 

mindful of my well-being as every man is of food and home.”

Clearly, the poetic portions embedded in this text were envisioned by its scribe as an “oral 
poem,” prefaced twice in its instructions by verbs denoting speech. Not only  is this galdor (the 
native term typically rendered “charm”) oral in its performance, but it  belongs to a tradition that 
is largely  oral in its transmission and reception as well.9  As Stephen Pollington explains, Anglo-
Saxon healers working with a given remedy seem to have used “the documentary  material as a 
basis for expanding its value and relevance to their contemporaries and fellow-
countrymen” (2000:45). Lea Olsan’s research also indicates that “a much greater proportion of 
medieval charms were performed in the oral-aural environment of person-to-person contact  than 
we find documented in writing” and that “the written evidence of charms . . . represents a 
fragment of the number of charms that circulated by word of mouth” (forthcoming).10

Anne Van Arsdall’s comparative work with medieval and modern traditional medicine 
reinforces the view that  “texts are only  a reminder” for practitioners of traditional medicine even 
today  and “such must have been the case with medieval medical texts” (2002:84). Even in 
regions where literacy  is pervasive and written manuals readily available, the dominant mode of 
transmission of knowledge is still “person-to-person.” In the curandera tradition in New Mexico, 
for instance, which Van Arsdall uses as her primary comparand, some written records explicitly 
assert their subordinance to oral tradition. Michael Moore, for example, prefaces his survey of 
New Mexican remedios with the explanation that their “medicinal uses are known and 
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8 MS. wið on. Dobbie’s emendation to wiððon seems more likely than Grendon’s and Storm’s siððon both 
because it is closer to the original and because it is similar to the very common “wið ðon” phrase appearing in the 
charms, often beginning the second of two charms for the same purpose in the phrase “wið ðon ylcan,” “against the 
same.”

9 Even the Old English Herbarium, translated and adapted from a Latin source and clearly tied to literate 
culture, appeals to oral tradition in validating numerous herbal remedies, frequently claiming an herb’s efficacy 
based on what “ys sæd” (“is said”; for example,  entry for dragonwort, De Vriend 1984:60) or what “sume 
sæcgeað” (“some say”; for example, entry for brownwort, De Vriend 1984:102).

10 Many thanks to Lea Olsan for sharing this manuscript prior to its publication.



systematized by hundreds and thousands of years of usage” and that his own compilation is 
“what I have learned, observed and used as of 1977, a frozen cross-section of a moving 
stream” (Van Arsdall 2002:83).

The implications of a medieval text as a “cross-section of a moving stream,” rather than a 
manual to be followed verbatim, are profound indeed. While Wið Ymbe is generally understood 
as belonging to the same genre as medical remedies, it differs in offering advice for an 
agricultural craft rather than a cure of a physical ailment.11  This difference—which likely  would 
not have been salient to Anglo-Saxons whose compilations do not sharply  demarcate such 
categories12—makes the remedy for swarming bees an especially apt subject  for comparative 
analysis. Medieval and modern beekeeping traditions arguably have greater affinities than 
medieval and modern medical practices. While numerous regions and groups, such as 
practitioners of the curandera traditions, certainly  do embrace traditional and alternative 
medicine, most Americans today observe a fairly  rigid distinction between folklore and what is 
understood as the science of medicine, expecting medical providers to have official academic 
degrees from sanctioned institutions of higher learning. Such is not the case for beekeeping. As 
Chuck Crimmins explains (2010):13

There’s no place you can go to learn about bees as far as a university setting.  There are no 

beekeeping degrees.14 . . . It’s all pick-it-up-as-you-can, mentoring, a few classes here and

there, but nothing as far as a degree program, maybe in certain universities.  . .  . So I’ve been 

picking it up still for twenty years . . . and I still learn more every day.
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11 The bee charm, however, is not alone in this regard. Even within the metrical charms, we see advice not 
specifically medical in such texts as the land-remedy charm (Æcerbot) and the two charms for theft of cattle, one of 
which appears in the margins of this same manuscript.

12  The entry for ueneria in the Old English Herbarium, for instance, offers its remedy for swarming bees 
right alongside its cure for trouble urinating.

13 Unless otherwise stated, all quotations from Crimmins refer to a personal interview with Kayla Miller at 
Heifer Ranch in Perryville,  Arkansas, on July 15, 2010. Miller herself grew up near Heifer Ranch, where she served 
as a volunteer assisting Crimmins with care of the bees.

14  There are exceptions, to be sure. The University of Tennessee, for instance,  offers a Master Beekeeper 
certification through its Extension program and classes can count toward advanced degrees in Agriculture. Similarly, 
the Ohio State University’s Agricultural Technical Institute has offered a two-year program in beekeeping since 
1977. The difference is that such degrees and certifications are neither required nor expected for most working in 
apiculture. For instance, Richard Underhill’s expertise—which was acquired primarily through unofficial and 
personal mentoring rather than through formal or institutionalized education—has been publicly and widely 
recognized by beekeeping communities throughout the region, where he has served as president of the Memphis 
Area Beekeepers Association and even the Tennessee Beekeepers Association. Underhill himself, who began 
keeping bees after retiring from a career in electronics, explains that many beekeepers go into beekeeping precisely 
because the practice is still very traditional in nature and “low-technology.” He values and is eager to share stories 
and traditions surrounding beekeeping worldwide: “we enjoy the tradition.”



Crimmins himself began beekeeping when, he explains, “an older beekeeper, he kind of 
took me under his wing and mentored me.” While Richard Underhill15 and his wife first  became 
interested after a one-day introductory class, much of his knowledge was acquired person-to-
person from an experienced beekeeper who had been practicing for sixty-four years.

The role of texts in the transmission of this dynamic tradition provides a productive 
model for understanding how the marginalia of CCCC 41 might have functioned in the context 
of an ambient oral tradition. When asked about  beekeeping books, Crimmins explains that he 
does read beekeeping books and regularly  reads emails from beekeeping groups. Similarly, 
Underhill states that “I read quite a bit”; however, he goes on to clarify  that texts alone provide 
far from sufficient  training: “Beekeeping I consider both an art  and a science. The science you 
can get from the literature,” but equally necessary is what Underhill calls “art,” “the craft that’s 
passed on from experience” (2010a). Crimmins, too, speaks explicitly of a balance between “art” 
and “science.” Their elaboration of this relationship reflects what Barre Toelken refers to as the 
“twin laws of folklore process,” “conservatism and dynamism” (1996:39) or the “variation 
within limits” that John Miles Foley  attributes to traditional verbal art.16  For Underhill and 
Crimmins, the “science” consists of more or less static facts where the “art” involves constant 
innovation and variation to meet  situation-specific needs. Speaking of swarms specifically, 
Underhill explains that every  swarm is different. It “depends on where it’s located, how high it  is, 
what they’re hanging on,” and there are “numerous tricks that people have devised over time, 
and each occurrence involves you having to devise a plan to how you are going to capture this 
[swarm].” While much has of course changed with regard to beekeeping practices, the inherent 
variability of swarms is a phenomenon of nature connecting medieval and modern beekeepers 
and necessitating constant innovation within traditional practices during both time periods. 

Beekeepers’ use of the Internet when handling this infinite variety  of swarms is in some 
ways parallel to the role of oral-derived texts in Anglo Saxon times. Much more so than books, 
the Internet today provides a dynamic forum for exchange, through emails from beekeeping 
groups and electronic newsletters, as Crimmins explains. Oral tradition and Internet technology, 
as Foley argues, are “surprisingly similar in their structure and dynamics,” both media depending 
“not on static products but on continuous processes” (2011-:“Getting Started: How to Surf The 
Pathways Project”). Both media “invite and require active participation and support a rich 
diversity of individual, one-time-only experiences” (ibid.). It is thus quite natural that beekeepers 
already embracing oral traditional modes of communication would gravitate toward online media 
for transmission of shared and knowledge and experience. This connection between Internet 
technology and oral tradition offers a productive way to recontextualize the poetry in Wið Ymbe, 
as a starting point for necessary innovation rather than a fixed and final solution in itself.

Like Anglo-Saxon beekeeping, at least as attested in the margins of CCCC 41, modern 
American beekeeping has at times also relied on the mnemonics of poetry in its transmission of 
practical knowledge. Comparison of Wið Ymbe’s incantation with a modern Internet parallel can 
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15  Except where otherwise noted,  quotations from Richard Underhill refer to a personal interview 
conducted by Kayla Miller on July 14, 2010, at Peace Bee Farm in Proctor, Arkansas.

16  Oral tradition “thrives on its ability to vary within limits. Every context is unprecedented as well as 
generic; each poet and poem and performance is in some fashion unique” (Foley 2002:140).



help  demystify perceptions of the Old English galdor as purely  “pagan” and “magical” (Storms 
1974:133-34). To cite an example relating to swarms in particular, the following rhyme is 
referenced with a high degree of frequency on academic, professional, and hobbyist sites alike:

A swarm in May is worth a load of hay;

A swarm in June is worth a silver spoon;

A swarm in July isn’t worth a fly.

As will be discussed in more depth below, this seemingly  ubiquitous17 rhyme manifests all the 
variations and multiforms that one would expect of a living oral tradition but consistently  serves 
as a shared reference point for those seeking or giving advice on swarm management. Just as Wið 
Ymbe employs the alliterative meter characteristic of Old English verse and even the metonymic 
hwæt that activates that register of heroic poetry,18  “Swarm in May” provides a memorable point 
of reference for those teaching and learning beekeeping wisdom through its repetitive structure 
and end-line rhyme. The wisdom of living oral traditions practiced today “lends credibility  to the 
argument that by considering the presence of a common, largely  unwritten, and constantly 
evolving tradition of healing during the late classical and early medieval periods of Europe, the 
medical tradition of those times can be better understood” (Van Arsdall 2002:81-82). If we view 
the Wið Ymbe charm in its single manuscript attestation as merely a fossilized remnant of a larger 
living and dynamic tradition, we stand to learn a great deal more. Once again, a beekeeping 
perspective puts us in a much better position to understand precisely  what the text might be 
teaching us.

Wið ymbe. . . : The Value of a Swarm

A fundamental question when addressing this charm is whether the ymbe is a 
phenomenon to be embraced or avoided, a crux largely dependent on the polysemous preposition 
wið. The dominant meaning with a dative, as is reflected in most translations of the remedies, 
certainly has a sense of confrontation, “against” (cf. Bosworth and Toller, s.v. “wiþ”). However, 
then, as now, “with” had multiple senses depending on context and could also be understood as 
“marking association,” translated as “with” (Bosworth and Toller). The word’s semantic range is 
ultimately  unsurprising, since even today one can fight “with an opponent” in an oppositional 
relationship  or work together “with a colleague.” Nonetheless, the potential ambiguity created by 
the lack of additional verbal cues has led to multiple, sometimes contradictory, renderings.19

The traditional and generic contexts of similar formulaic language throughout the Old 
English remedies argue strongly for the dominant sense of “against.” Contexts of the formulaic 
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17 A search via Google for the poem’s most stable phrases (“swarm in May,” “swarm in June,” “swarm in 
July,” and “silver spoon”) produces upwards of 36,500 hits (as of March 14, 2012).

18 On the “hwæt paradigm” and its idiomatic force in Old English poetry, see Foley 1991:218-23.

19 In this particular charm (though not in all charms), Grendon (1909) translates “against”; Gordon (1926), 
Storms (1974), and Barber (2011) as “for”; and Spamer (1978) “in the case of.”



“wiþ [X]” so common in Old English remedies most definitely  imply  an oppositional 
relationship, since the object  of the preposition “wið” is virtually always undesirable, as even a 
few brief examples from the Lacnunga manuscript’s introductory pages (Harley 585) attest—wið 
færstice (“against a sudden pain”), wið heafodwræce (“against  a headache”), wið hwostan 
(“against a cough”), wið adle (“against illness”), and wið fleogendum attre (“against flying 
venom”). The swarm referenced in this particular remedy, which is syntactically parallel to 
countless ailments in this formulaic opening, appears to be a phenomenon to be avoided or 
quelled—the proverbial “swarm in July.” 

It is important to be aware, however, that  the existence of advice against swarms need not 
suggest that swarming in general was viewed negatively in Anglo-Saxon England. A beekeeper’s 
perspective suggests that, even for beekeepers who depend on swarms for ongoing honey-
production, certain kinds of swarms are to be assiduously avoided: most specifically, swarms late 
in summer after honey production has commenced, swarms that evidence overly-aggressive 
behaviors, secondary (or tertiary) swarms that threaten the stability  of the original colony and are 
themselves unlikely to survive, and swarms for which a beekeeper has insufficient space for a 
colony to thrive.

Given that swarms are a natural part  of a colony’s cycle and an essential event for 
honeybee production—especially in premodern contexts—some have argued vehemently  against 
“against.” Spamer explains that “while swarming is not necessary  for a modern beekeeper with 
the removable frames of the Langstroth hive, it was not only desirable but absolutely  necessary 
for the Anglo-Saxon beekeeper with his skep” (1978:281). With this necessity  in mind, Spamer 
suggests rendering wið ymbe as “in the case of a swarm” (281) and understands the prescribed 
remedy not  as action against a swarm but rather as an attempt “to forestall the threat of the bees 
being stolen, being lured away by a rival beekeeper using a magical spell” (1978:290). Following 
a similar logic, Storms, even though he translates “wið” as “against” in virtually all other such 
headings, here translates it as “for”: the “supposition that it was used to prevent their swarming 
at all is wrong, as the swarming of bees is a good thing in itself and is necessary to increase the 
number of hives and the productive of honey” (1974:133).

More recently, Frederick S. Holton has reverted to the argument for “against,” but with a 
different logic. He accepts the “obvious desirability of swarming” but urges us to “leave open the 
possibility, at least, that the charm really is, as stated in the text, ‘against a swarm’” (1993:42) on 
the grounds that “we do not, in fact, know to what degree the Anglo-Saxon beekeeper would 
have understood the importance or significance of swarming.”20  For Holton, the poem is most 
likely “against” a swarm, but the phrasing for him implies ignorance on the part of the 
beekeeper, the swarm perhaps being “an awesome and inauspicious event, to be combated by 
whatever means possible” (1993:42).

Such interpretations do shed important  light but also risk polarizing the issue 
unnecessarily, operating from the premise that all swarms are either good or bad, that Anglo-
Saxons either recognized the value of a swarm or they  didn’t. Perspectives of beekeepers suggest 
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20  Thanks largely to Marijane Osborn’s more recent publications on Germanic beekeeping (2005; 2006), 
especially with regard to literature,  Holton’s claim that “we know virtually nothing about the practice of Anglo-
Saxon beekeeping” (1993:42) is less true today than it was in 1993.



that the issue is far more complex, having much to do with the nature and circumstances of a 
particular swarm rather than with the inherent desirability (or lack thereof) of the abstract 
phenomenon of swarming. The reality is that not all swarms are the same. Because swarms 
themselves exist in multiforms, there exists the possibility—even likelihood—of an inherent 
polysemy in Wið Ymbe itself. 

While a swarm is most certainly a necessary and natural part  of a colony’s life cycle, a 
swarm during harvest is devastating, as Underhill explains during an interview conducted in July, 
when the threat of detrimental swarms was most fully present:

If the bees swarm and leave, we’ve lost a year’s efforts. We’ve lost the crop for the year. . .  . The 

remnant that’s left behind is not large enough to produce a surplus of honey in harvest. We must 

leave the bees 70 pounds of honey to survive over winter. . .  .21 The remnant left behind may be a 

good colony the following year. . .  . We work our bees, tend to the bees, for 49 weeks of the year 

and then for three weeks they’re making their harvest. Right now [mid-July], they are making the 

honey that will reward us for the year’s work. But if the bees swarm, we will not make anything at 

all this year.

Eva Crane’s research suggests that the situation would have been similar with skep beekeeping—
the type of beekeeping practiced in medieval England and throughout most of northwest Europe. 
Then as now, “the main honey flows tended to occur in mid to late summer, after flowering in 
deciduous forests had finished” (1999:239). Traditional beekeeping thus “depended on the 
production and hiving of swarms in early summer” (239, emphasis added).

The previously discussed “Swarm in May” rhyme itself points toward the widespread 
questions among beekeepers regarding when a swarm is desirable and the ongoing use of 
traditional wisdom as expressed through poetry to help  answer. The rhyme states that a swarm’s 
value is directly tied to when it occurs, with early  spring swarms leaving time for the new 
colonies to produce a sufficient crop of honey  (May and June) and later swarms (July) being 
essentially  worthless. Closer examination of the contexts in which this rhyme is employed and its 
variation within them, however, suggests that even seemingly straightforward traditional wisdom 
is seldom simple.22

The wisdom underlying “A Swarm in May” is no exception to the dynamic nature of oral 
and—taking into account the parallels previously noted by Foley—electronic traditions. In its 

 BEEKEEPING PERSPECTIVES ON THE OLD ENGLISH WIƉ YMBE 363

21 This is less the case in some commercial beekeeping practices, which feed the bees corn syrup substitutes 
rather than allowing the bees to rely on their own production during wintering months.

22  Wolfgang Mieder reminds us that “only a specific context will reveal what a proverb really wants to 
say” (2008:13) and urges us to move beyond notions of traditional wisdom as “fixed.” “Folklore at its best,” he says, 
“addresses both tradition and innovation and shows how constancy and change are interlinked in the dynamic 
process of civilization” (1987:xii).



composition, the rhyme exhibits substantial variation, “ain’t worth a fly”23 alternating with “isn’t 
worth a fly”24  or, in a smaller number of instances, “let them fly.”25  In her comparison of 
multiforms of Old English theft charms, Lea Olsan convincingly  argues that a “less scripted” 
version may “imply a reader who does not need every word and action exactly  scripted,” 
intended for a knowledgeable “reader-performer” who can readily fill in gaps (1999:407). In this 
same fashion, numerous websites will quote only the opening line or two of “Swarm in May,” 
metonymically invoking the rest.26 While alternate versions of Wið Ymbe do not survive in extant 
manuscripts, our understanding of the text can nonetheless be enhanced by viewing it within a 
context of dynamic and ever-evolving verbal art.

Not only does the language of “Swarm in May” vary from user to user, but so too does its 
purpose, sometimes providing advice, other times challenging it. One Yahoo group member, for 
instance, quotes the rhyme only to contradict it with his personal experience of producing a “very 
strong colony” from a swarm as late as November. Another asks “but what about a swarm in 
August,”27 and an advocate of April swarms explains that “there is an old saying around here: ‘A 
swarm in MAY is not worth a bale of hay.”28  In a June 2011 Facebook post, the Bee Folks 
business in Maryland creatively invokes the rhyme in hoping for a “swarm of customers.”29 
Writing for the UK Daily Mail online, Valentine Warner puts the rhyme to use in fighting against 
the environmental threat of bee collapse: “Considering the plight of bees today, let  us hope we 
don’t have a year full of Julys.”30  Such evidence from this modern-day swarm poem cautions 
against assuming that there would ever have been a single, monolithic understanding of Wið 
Ymbe in Anglo-Saxon times.
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23  See “The Bee Journal,” http://thebeejournal.blogspot.com/2010/05/swarm-in-may.html.  Because of the 
dynamic nature of online discussion forums, URLs here and throughout this essay, where appropriate, are provided 
for home pages and discussion groups generally rather than for individual threads and isolated responses, which tend 
to be rather ephemeral. In general, homepage URLs are more stable than lengthy URLs pointing to specific posts. 
This issue of stability in online conversations is actually an aspect of the Internet’s affinity with oral tradition, both 
forms of communication being, in John Foley’s words,  “more process than product, more open pathway than closed 
canon” (Foley 2011-:“Call Numbers versus e-Addresses”).

24  See http://entomology.unl.edu/beekpg/beeswarm.shtml (University of Nebraska) and http://
pets.groups.yahoo.com/group/northwestnewjerseybeekeepers/message/438.

25  See http://forum.beemaster.com/index.php/topic,5355.0.html and http://www.sembabees.org/
toplevelpages/swarm.html.

26  See http://pets.groups.yahoo.com/group/northwestnewjerseybeekeepers (search terms: “a swarm in 
May”).

27  See http://pets.groups.yahoo.com/group/northwestnewjerseybeekeepers (search terms: “a swarm in 
August”).

28  S e e h t t p : / / w w w. b e e s o u r c e . c o m / f o r u m s / a r c h i v e / i n d e x . p h p / t - 2 5 3 0 3 5 . h t m l ?
s=bf0ac92b65ccd0fd9aff6af26ac3e03d.

29 See “The Bee Folks,” http://www.facebook.com/beefolks, posted June 5, 2011.

30 See Valentine Warner’s “Save the Great British Bee! Why the Mysterious Disappearance of Billions of 
Bees Could Mean Us Losing a Third of the Food We Eat,” http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1356391/The-
mysterious-disappearance-billions-bees-mean-losing-food-eat.html.



To further complicate the matter, not  all who use the saying claim to understand its full 
implications. One thread on a beekeeping forum using the rhyme elicits a question about the 
relative worth of a May or June swarm: “Is a silver spoon worth more than a load of hay? I 
always thought a May swarm was best.”31  The intended recipients of the poem’s proverbial 
advice also vary. While it is often given to new beekeepers, it is also provided to homeowners 
wondering how to handle a swarm on their property. One site advises a resident to contact a local 
beekeeper to collect the swarm but also warns that the beekeeper’s response will likely  vary 
depending on the time of year, since “[a] swarm in May. . . .”32  Far from conveying static, 
monolithic wisdom, the rhyme, widely  known in the beekeeping community, serves as a starting 
point for many  different kinds of discussions on how to handle swarms. Resituating Wið Ymbe 
within the context of a living tradition—with similarly diverse processes of composition, 
transmission, and reception—frees it from implications of rigid assumptions about what “the 
Anglo-Saxon beekeeper would have understood” (Holton 1993:42).

Working from the premise that, like the curandera remedies recorded by Michael Moore, 
the advice recorded in the margins of CCCC 41 represents a “frozen cross-section in a moving 
stream,” we can imagine an Anglo-Saxon world where the surviving text, much like “Swarm in 
May,” provided advice for only certain of many types of swarms and represented only  a starting 
point for audiences to adapt to their own specific beekeeping needs.

nim eorþan . . . : Practical Ritual

As our fieldwork on this “voiced text,” to use Foley’s term, continues, we now turn our 
attention to what the margins of CCCC 41 suggest one should actually  do in the event of an 
undesirable swarm. The potential efficacy  of Wið Ymbe’s physical actions in settling a swarm has 
long been recognized: “throwing grit into a swarm as soon as it takes flight, does induce it to 
settle very quickly. It  distracts the bees, and they will land in the nearest possible place. Even for 
a modern, scientific age, the cast of earth is of immediate practical value” (Spamer 1978:290). 
However, by  taking into account additional aspects of swarming patterns and cycles of honey-
production, we can develop  a more thorough understanding of why—and, more precisely, when
—it would be to the beekeeper’s advantage to avoid or control a swarm.

The bees’ instinct  to swarm is a natural response to such factors as overcrowding or 
congestion. An old queen or an especially  mild winter could also predispose a colony  to swarm. 
As Crimmins explains, “swarming is a natural way  of colonizing, redividing.” Swarming 
provides the mechanism for a colony  to reproduce itself and is part of the natural cycle of a 
honeybee colony. In late spring and early summer, when bees increase their populations most 
rapidly, the tendency to swarm is greatest. This period also marks the time when drones (male) 
begin to populate the hive, to be killed off in late fall so that winter food stores are reserved for 
fully  functioning (female) members of the hive. After weeks of preparation in the hive, a little 
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31 See http://forum.downsizer.net/archive/swarm__o_t__t_22122.html.

32 See http://www.tidewaterbeekeepers.net/bee_removal.html.



over half of the colony flies out with the old queen, leaving the new queen and the remainder of 
the colony behind. Initially, they typically swarm briefly, settling in a tightly compacted ball only 
a few feet away. After bee “scouts” locate a more ideal location for the hive, the entire colony 
moves. The goal of the beekeeper is to encourage the bees to settle in the site of the beekeeper’s 
choice. The moments during and following the swarm are crucial since “as soon as they reach it 
[the location chosen by the scouts] they own it and they  will defend it” (Underhill 2010a). Even 
though the sight of hundreds of swarming bees, which Underhill likens to the motion of a 
tornado, might be terrifying to surprised observers, the bees are actually  at their least aggressive 
during and immediately following the swarm. In her brief but insightful discussion of parallels 
between Anglo-Saxon and modern beekeeping, Osborn recounts witnessing her father “move a 
swarm in his bare hands and settle it in another hive” (2006:281). If the swarm occurs early 
enough in the season, the beekeeper’s goal is to capture the swarm so as to have two productive 
colonies. If the swarm is too late in the year, or if the beekeeper does not have ample space to 
maintain the new colony, an entire year’s work can be lost.

With such high stakes, it seems likely  that  the poetic and cryptic remedy written in the 
margin does convey practical value, even at the same time that it serves other ritual, social, or 
psychological functions for the beekeeper or larger community. As Osborn astutely observes, 
“like many a practice that may  be perceived as magic even by  the practitioner, this traditional 
gesture has a practical value as well” (2006:280). While throwing dirt over the swarm serves a 
clear ritual function and “binds the bees with sympathetic magic to the beekeeper who has just 
thrown dirt over his head” (Osborn 2006:280), the action can also be very effective in inhibiting 
flight, thus encouraging the swarm of bees to settle nearby, in a location more easily accessible to 
the beekeeper, rather than departing entirely from the beekeeper’s domain.

The extent of the ritual’s practical value, however, is determined in large part by  how one 
renders “greot,” which the Dictionary of Old English defines as “grit, gravel, sand, shingle (of 
the seashore); dirt, dust” (DOE, s.v. “greot”). Gordon translates as “gravel” (1926:88) as does 
Grendon (1909:169). Osborn translates as “dirt” (2006:279). Kevin Crossley-Holland (1999:271) 
and Marie Nelson (1984:58) both translate as “earth,” emphasizing the parallel between greot 
and eorð in the original, and, more recently, David Barber renders greot as “sand” (2011:489). 
While all are, from a safe academic distance, equally viable renderings of “greot,” from the 
perspective of a creature as small as a honeybee, the difference is one of utmost significance. For 
Crimmins, the logic of covering the swarm with light dust makes perfect sense:

I know when we catch them in a swarm, to keep them from flying away when we put them in the 

box—it’s not dirt—but we will spray them with sugar water, and it somewhat seals the wings, you 

know, makes it sticky. They’ll eat it off, or clean each other off, and get it as food. But when you 

catch a swarm on a tree branch,  you’ll pop it into the hive and you’ll spray it with the sugar water 

first. Perhaps, the dust . . .  does the same, in that they cannot fly. Because I’m assuming that what 

they’re talking about with the swarm is putting something—dust or dirt, earth—over it, dusting it, 

coating it and not throwing clods of dirt at it, you know, but fine dust particles and keeping them 

from being able to fly so that when you put them in the beehive—or bee skep back when, [or] in a 

hollow log—they will settle in, and then they would call it home. . .  .  So that might be the 

principle behind dust or earth, . . . anything just to keep them from moving.
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Such evidence indicates that the value of “earth” as a combatant  against a swarm extends well 
beyond the metaphorical realm and most likely was actually  a valuable technique for Anglo-
Saxon beekeepers in controlling undesirable swarms.

Parallels between the verbal and physical aspects of Wið Ymbe provide the remedy with 
additional practical value as a teaching aid and mnemonic device, the instructions to throw earth 
“under your right foot” paralleling the verse incantation’s half-line “I seize it underfoot” and the 
verbal command to “sink to earth” paralleling the desired result of the bees’ descent to the 
ground. Nelson has convincingly argued that Wið Ymbe, with its verbal reinforcement of a 
practical physical action, served to give “its performer confidence in his own capabilities” which 
in turn would doubtless have “helped him accomplish his specific objective” in quelling the 
swarm (1984:58). The lines of verse also surely served an educational role, enabling transmission 
of effective practices via poetry, much like the modern-day “Swarm in May.” This practical value 
does not in any way, however, diminish the remedy’s value as ritual for its performer. Shifting 
our perspective to that of the beekeeper, there are in fact numerous social and personal functions 
potentially served for the beekeeper and his or her larger community  by the seemingly tangential 
verbal incantations.

Sitte ge sigewif: On Speaking to the Bees

It is largely  Wið Ymbe’s verse incantation that  has led to assumptions that Anglo-Saxon 
beekeeping relied more heavily  on “magical enchantment” (Storms 1974:137) than science and 
that cryptic elements reflect ignorance on the part of Anglo-Saxons regarding bees and best 
beekeeping practices. Not only is the performer required to speak to the swarm of bees, but the 
bees are to be addressed in mythic, heroic terms, as sigewif, or “victory women.” Given that bees 
are ultimately responsible for the physical and societal structures that—at least in name—depend 
upon honey  mead (for example, medudream [“mead-joy”], medubenc [“mead-bench”], 
meduheall [“mead-hall”], meduburg [“mead-city”], just to name a few), the casting of bees in 
heroic terms seems like a natural extension of the “mead-hall” culture so prominent in heroic 
poetry.33

Before addressing the incantation as a speech act more broadly, let us first take up the 
question of swarming bees as sigewif, or “victory women.” This appellation has been seen by 
many as a metaphorical depiction of flying, stinging insects as powerful (often magical) female 
warriors in Germanic myth and legend known as valkyries. However, even though this reading 
can and has been supported with ample evidence from surviving literature, we needn’t stop  there 
in explaining the choice. Feminine plural forms of address for bees are actually quite frequent 
even in modern practice, which is not surprising, since the worker bees, after all, are incomplete 
females. On a public beekeeping forum, one beekeeper describes venting frustration by 
threatening the bees, using the feminine plural: “If you girls don’t calm down, I’ll requeen 
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argument that honey is referenced as dryhtgestreona (lordly treasure) in Riddle 17 (Murphy 2011:167-68).



you!”34  On this same forum, another beekeeper, convinced by the merits of speaking to bees, 
says he will “for sure . . . be talking to the girls” (emphasis added). 

Where most editors and translators interpret sigewif as a plural noun, based on the usage 
of plural verbs and pronouns, Marie Nelson renders sigewif as singular (1984:58).35  The logic is 
that the sigewif, the truly victorious woman, refers not to all of the swarming female worker 
bees, but rather the queen bee in particular (1990:27, n.11). But even if we accept the premise 
that the term would be reserved specifically for queens, nature provides a logical explanation for 
the plural usage. Competing queens are in fact a natural aspect  of new queen selection, as 
Underhill explains (2010c):

Once the queen bee emerges, she begins searching for other queens in the hive. There may be 

other queens developing in the hive, and queen bees simply don’t allow competing queens to live 

in their hive.  The first queen to emerge starts piping. Piping involves making a series of chirping 

and quacking sounds to call out to any other developing queens. Queen bees, still held in their own 

queen cells, respond to the piping. The emerged queen kills each of these potential competitors 

with her sting.

Such battles between and among potential new queens can extend into swarm stage, 
offering even further correspondences with the implied narrative underlying the incantation of 
Wið Ymbe. A phenomenon of swarming that can simultaneously  explain the plural feminine 
pronoun applied in the incantation, the warlike imagery, and the negativity toward the swarm 
implied by wið occurs at times in afterswarming, an event that  not only severely threatens the 
parent hive but also results in the swarm traveling further before alighting. In a swarm, it is the 
old queen who departs, leaving “a few thousand worker bees, a dozen or more queen 
cells” (Seeley 2010:41). On occasions when the first virgin queen to emerge feels threatened by 
other virgin queens, she might “leave in a secondary swarm, what beekeepers call an 
‘afterswarm’” (41). “This process is repeated with each emerging queen until the colony is 
weakened to the point where it cannot support further swarming. At this point if there are still 
multiple virgin queens in the nest, the workers will allow them to emerge freely” (42), and if

two or more virgin queens emerge together, they will fight to the death, seizing each other and 

attempting to sting. The battling queen bees grapple and twist, each one struggling fiercely to 

implant her venom-laden sting in her sister’s abdomen (42).

This undesirable kind of swarm has long been observed, as M. Quinby explained as early as 
1866 that “after-swarms sometimes have as many as six queens” (179). Even if the dueling 
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34  See http://forum.beemaster.com/index.php?topic=28742.0;wap2. Crimmins explains that “requeening,” 
or replacing a queen with one of known genetic background, can be a way of addressing the problem of an overly 
aggressive hive.

 35  The singular rendering represents a minority view in scholarship on this charm. Wif itself is an 
uninflected plural, but the plural imperative verbs and plural pronoun ge all suggest a plural sense. Those asserting a 
singular sense attribute the usage to scribal error or read it as a very early instance of the plural with a singular sense 
in cases of formal address (such as a “queen” bee).



queens aren’t observed in action, the aftermath is readily  visible, as one confused beekeeper asks 
on a forum what to do after finding “two dead queens at the same hive’s entrance.”36

As these various explanations suggest, allowing for a diversity of reception similar to that 
seen in modern beekeeping removes the obligation to ascertain “the exact extent to which the 
term sigewif is descriptive of the beekeeper’s conceptualization of the bees or is merely 
metaphorical or cajoling” (Spamer 1978:290). Spamer’s question invites us to consider more 
directly  why the performer would be talking to the bees at all. The practice of talking to bees is 
actually quite common, even for beekeepers who do not necessarily believe that bees can hear. 
Evidence from modern swarm management suggests that literal and figurative, even “cajoling,” 
uses of the feminine plural are not mutually  exclusive categories. For Chuck Crimmins, speaking 
to his bees is vital to his relationship with them, in part because of his role teaching classes, 
where he speaks while working with the bees:

I believe someone had said or I have read, your breath, your .  . . exhaling—bees can sense that, or 

smell that, or feel that . .  . so they get to know you. .  . . Every human has a scent and bees can tell 

that too. .  . . They can tell you’re the beekeeper after a while. . .  .  I’m talking so much during class 

that the bees know my voice and sense me.37

Sometimes even those who don’t  believe that bees can hear still speak to them. “You get very 
attached to your bees,” one such beekeeper explains, “I even sing to them.”38

Returning to Spamer’s question of whether Wið Ymbe’s incantation reflects “the 
beekeeper’s conceptualization of the bees or is merely  metaphorical or cajoling,” we do well to 
consider the enormous complexity  of “belief” and to be ever-mindful of the distinction between 
“belief” and what folklorists have referred to as “belief behavior” (Sims and Stephens 2005:56). 
The following discussion of belief in practice serves as a powerful reminder that not all 
performers of Wið Ymbe would necessarily  have held the same levels of belief, even if the ritual 
were to have been practiced in exactly the same way (which is itself unlikely)(57): 

Performers or creators of texts may express complete belief (“this is true; this really happened”), 

some doubt or skepticism (“well, I don’t know for sure,  but they say this really happened; now 

take this with a grain of salt”) or outright dismissal (“this is just an old story; everyone knows this 

is all made up”). They may experience these feelings even if they don’t state them explicitly. 

Listeners or audience members—even scholars such as anthropologists and folklorists—may also 

hold varying degrees of belief in the expressions they observe and take part in.

Such belief behavior as distinct from unquestioned belief is readily apparent in modern 
beekeepers’ tendency  to speak to bees. Talking to bees is an issue addressed on numerous 
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36 See http://forum.beemaster.com/index.php?topic=21044.0.

37 Crimmins’  explanation of the effects in terms of smell or feel rather than sound is due to the likelihood 
that bees do not possess the sense of hearing, though this question continues to be debated. For more extended 
discussion on this topic, see Dreller and Kirchner 1995.

38 See http://www.urbanbees.co.uk/blog_1/?p=438.



beekeeping forums, the question always eliciting lively  discussion and varying levels of belief in 
the power of such speech. Reflecting the conflicted awareness of many  who speak to bees, one 
woman apologetically writes on such a forum, “I admit it, I talk to the bees” but quickly 
qualifies, “I really  don’t think they listen. . . . Really. . . !”39  This aspect of belief behavior is 
important not only for the previous analysis of speech acts in this charm but also for any 
speculation regarding the charm’s intended or desired outcome, whether related to the 
beekeeper’s social community or concerned with the swarm itself.

. . . gemindige mines godes: Social Functions of Wið Ymbe 

Devoting a full chapter to the subject of ownership in her world history of beekeeping, 
Eva Crane observes that the need to establish a recognized claim is imperative among all 
beekeepers and that this was especially the case prior to moveable hive frames, since bees could 
swarm onto a neighbor’s property quite easily: “an important factor conducive to the ownership 
of bees’ nests or nest  sites in a certain region was probably  the substantial growth of a settled 
human population, which led to a need for more honey” (1999:107).40

Based on the words of the incantation and on his knowledge of bee lore, Richard 
Underhill immediately saw the dominant issue of the charm as having less to do with the swarm 
itself than with claims of ownership as witnessed by  the larger community. Beginning with the 
words “funde ic hit” (“I found it”) but even more explicitly  in the performer’s final solicitation 
that the bees be mindful of “metes and eþeles” (“food and home”) (2010a), Underhill sees 
reflected a universal concern of beekeepers: “Every beekeeper that has gathered swarms knows 
the disappointment of having a swarm take flight and fly  to the woods. The last  sentence of the 
charm speaks of the value of the honeybee as food and property.” Further corroborating this 
understanding of bees as property, Lea Olsan has demonstrated patterns linking Wið Ymbe with 
other charms and prayers inscribed in the margins of the same manuscript, many of which “are 
meant for tending to people and property.” Such texts would thus have been of great  value to 
readers concerned with pastoral care. Wið Ymbe’s particular placement within the manuscript 
reveals an even more direct connection to issues related to ownership  in the taming of wild 
creatures (Olsan, forthcoming): 

The bee charm, which provides a way of taming wild bees, is placed in the margin at the story of 

how St. Cedd tamed the wilderness where he decided to build his monastery. In particular, the 

word ‘beasts’  (wildeor) in the Old English translation on this page anticipates the animal subject 

matter of the bee charm. Moreover, the bee formula was a means of taming the wild to men’s 

civilized purposes as did Cedd’s prayers.  In a sense, it parallels Cedd’s actions with a 

contemporary practical instance.

370 LORI GARNER AND KAYLA MILLER

 39 See http://forum.beemaster.com/index.php?topic=28742.0.

 40  Crane’s discussion of ownership in medieval England focuses primarily on post-Conquest laws and 
practices but still has significant implications for earlier periods of beekeeping in England (1999:112-13).



Just as Cedd was claiming space and taming the animals under his control, the performer of Wið 
Ymbe appeals to the bees by evoking his own eþel, or homeland.

Modern-day parallels can help  us better understand precisely what such connections 
might have meant in practical terms for the charm’s earliest  audiences. Underhill compares the 
rituals in Wið Ymbe to a traditional belief still held and practiced in parts of both England and the 
United States that banging pots and pans in a practice known as “tanging” would help  calm a 
swarm. Underhill believes that such practices are “coincidental to what actually occurs with the 
bees.” What we call a “swarm” is “the culmination of a whole series of events that have occurred 
in the hive and take about a month of preparation, but the actual swarm is short,” usually  about 
five minutes, or, the length of time to gather and bang the pots and pans. Underhill believes that 
“the communication was not actually banging the pots and pans to tell the bees to settle the 
swarm down but the banging of the pots and pans was to declare to your neighbor that you were 
claiming that swarm—because a swarm is valuable” (2010a). In an online discussion forum, 
Grant Jackson of Missouri further explains the practice as a way  to alleviate concerns of 
trespassing:

“Tanging,” or banging those pots, was the way you could legally hop a fence and chase the swarm, 

basically communicating to everyone within earshot that this was your swarm . . .  and further, you 

were trespassing in a non-offensive way in hopes of retrieving your swarm.41

The theory that audible rituals involved in such practices as tanging or the incantation in Wið 
Ymbe are more effective as announcements of ownership than swarm control is especially logical 
when one considers the inevitability  of swarming at this stage of a colony’s cycle. As Crimmins 
explains, after the preparation is underway, the swarm is unavoidable: “you can’t stop it. . . . That 
queen’s gonna swarm.” However, as early  as 1866 even Quinby, who staunchly  defended his 
book against oral tradition as an “investigation of apiarian science” (147), recognized that bees 
preparing to swarm wait for good weather, and unexpected inclement weather occasionally 
causes a swarm to retreat back into the parent hive (173). A thread on the question of “tanging” 
applies this awareness of behavior to explain the apparent success of tanging beyond mere 
coincidence, suggesting that “the sound vibrations may mimic thunder.”42

Jackson’s discussion of tanging, however, elucidates the complex relationship between 
belief and ritual, demonstrating that the former need not precede the latter. Jackson believes, as 
Underhill does, that the bees will settle regardless after a few minutes and that  the relationship  is 
not one of cause and effect. Still, he “openly admit[s] that I bang pots,” once again demonstrating 
the subtle but crucial distinction between belief and belief behavior: “Lots of swarm chasers try 
it and the swarms settle.” A “query and reply” column of the British Bee Journal (Queries 1890) 
reflects that, at least for some, the practice of “tanging” was seen as potentially binding legally 
even in the relatively recent past. The writer asks “your much esteemed Journal” to determine 
whether a neighbor into whose yard a swarm landed “has a claim on the swarm as he ‘tanged’ 
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42  If this kind of disturbance does in fact encourage retreat, it seems equally plausible that bees might be 
similarly swayed by the combination of sand being thrown on them and the vibrations of a loud voice.



them” (1890:392). For Underhill, the incantation would have had much the same binding effect, 
provided the incantation were recited loudly enough. If a runaway swarm of bees appeared to 
settle in response to the performer’s words, the apparent success could indicate ownership. 
Further, if we leave open the possibility that certain aspects of human nature are shared by 
medieval and modern beekeepers, an Anglo-Saxon beekeeper reciting the Wið Ymbe incantation 
might have done so without necessarily believing its efficacy  at a literal level, just as Grant 
Jackson continues to “tang” bees even at the same time that he provides reasons for why it 
doesn’t actually “work.”

Concerns of ownership were arguably even more an issue in medieval times than modern. 
“Bee-theft” (“beoþeof”) was considered a serious enough crime in the laws of Alfred 
(Attenborough 1922:68-69) to be included alongside theft of gold and horses (“goldþeof” and the 
“stodþeof” [ibid., section 9, 2]). Bees were precious as a source of honey, used for mead and 
sweetening, and also wax, a by-product of honey-production that could be used for candles and 
sealant. For these and other reasons, Spamer logically asserts “that a beekeeper would have been 
very concerned about someone stealing his bees” (1978:282) and that “the best opportunity for 
stealing bees is precisely  when they  swarm” (283), since they are at their calmest during this 
period, their stomachs full of honey and their full efforts focused on protecting their queen and 
locating a new home. One of a beekeeper’s first concerns would thus “naturally  be to insure that 
it would not  be stolen” (283). Spamer’s suggestion that the incantation serves as a “counter-
charm” against “any possible spell drawing the swarm away” (283) does not preclude the 
incantation’s effect on anyone within earshot of the recitation or the effect of the performer’s 
voice on the bees’ themselves. As with the other aspects of the remedy, a modern beekeepers’ 
perspective here serves to complement prior interpretations and provide additional levels at 
which Wið Ymbe seems to have been operating. 

Conclusion

While certainly many aspects of beekeeping have changed between medieval and modern 
times, the potential desirability of a swarm has been maintained. Discussions with beekeepers 
and examination of modern manuals all suggest that the questions of whether a swarm is good or 
bad, or whether the Anglo-Saxons knew a swarm was good or bad, are unnecessarily  reductive. 
Discussions with beekeepers indicate that the issues are much more complex and that  whether or 
not a swarm is desirable depends on numerous factors, such as what space the beekeeper has to 
accommodate a new swarm, the level of aggressiveness in the new swarming colony, and, 
perhaps most importantly, at what time of year the swarm occurs.

As Underhill explains in a blog post after being introduced to the charm during his 
interview with Kayla Miller, “the language of English-speaking people has changed 
considerably . . . ; however, I recognize some issues with dealing with honey bees . . . persist 
over hundreds of years” (2010b). As has been amply demonstrated in prior scholarship, the Old 
English Wið Ymbe includes elements that had already  persisted in Germanic traditions for 
hundreds of years, even at the time it was inscribed in the margins of CCCC 41. It  was only “one 
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of many ‘swarm charms’ that exist throughout Europe” (Osborn 2006:278), and the remedy 
“including the full earth-casting sequence, is one of great antiquity” (Hamp 1981:340). 

Indeed, what Halpern and Foley’s own collaborative work with Desanka, a Serbian healer 
(or bajalica) demonstrated with regard to Serbian charms is equally  applicable to modern and 
Anglo-Saxon beekeeping rituals (1978:924): 

Each performance, each act of recollection, results in a new composition. The fundamental truth of 

the charm, and the source of its phenomenological power,  lies in the ritual act of making the 

collective wisdom of the past the living inheritance of the present.

In short, not only  can the swarm charm be read as a polysemous text; its layers of verbal and 
physical rituals demand that it be read so. We come much closer to understanding the text as it 
might have been experienced by its earliest audiences when we view the charm not as a stable 
text, but rather like the swarm of bees itself—untamed, ever-changing, and richly rewarding in 
its inherent diversity.

Rhodes College
Memphis, TN
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Cicero the Homerist

Carolyn Higbie

In six letters1 written to Atticus over a span of fourteen years (59-45 BCE), Cicero quotes 
Iliad 6.442 in whole or in part: αἰδέομαι  Τρῶας καὶ  Τρῳάδας ἑλκεσιπέπλους (“I hesitate before 
Trojan men and Trojan women with their trailing dresses”).2  Cicero uses the line to express his 
hesitation to the reactions of others to a decision, political or literary, that he feels he must make. 
He clearly depends upon Atticus’ deep  knowledge of Greek literature, as he never names the 
poet, cites the scene or book, or identifies the speaker. He assumes that Atticus will know the 
passage, in which Hector explains to Andromache why  he must return to the fighting or be 
shamed in front of his fellow Trojans.

Cicero presents himself as Hector attempting to defend Troy against the Greeks, so he 
surely knows that the battle will be lost and Hector killed, despite all of his efforts on both the 
battlefield and in the city.3 If Cicero is Hector, then Rome is Troy, but who might be the enemy? 
Perhaps in the earliest citation of the passage in a letter to Atticus in 59 BCE (25.1), Catiline 
could play the role of Achilles. In the later ones, which come in a five-year span at the end of 
Cicero’s letters to Atticus (50-45 BCE), he might have cast Julius Caesar or his assassins in the 
role. Whether we wish to make a specific link between the Homeric verse and either the 
Catilinarian conspiracy  or the end of Caesar’s dictatorship, we can see Cicero identifying himself 
as part of the Trojan ancestry that lies behind Rome, even though he himself is a novus homo.4

After he quotes the sentence in full for the first  time in a letter to Atticus (25.1), Cicero 
never again uses the whole remark, but rather borrows only a phrase or two, usually αἰδέομαι 
Τρῶας. The Homeric verse seems to have become a private aphorism, perhaps shared between 
Cicero and Atticus from their school days, and its use can stand as a token of their easy 
familiarity  not only with the Homeric poems but also with the Alexandrian scholarship  that 
regularized their form. Such knowledge would have been the natural result of the kind of 
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1 I am grateful to Timothy Boyd and John Dugan for reading drafts and making this essay better. The two 
anonymous readers for Oral Tradition offered many suggestions for improving it as well. Lori and Scott Garner 
have been kind, but firm editors,  for which I am thankful. I am deeply indebted to John Foley for offering me the 
chance to participate in his 1989 NEH Summer Seminar that enabled me to gain a broad perspective on the field of 
oral tradition.

2  Ad Att. 25.1, 124.4,  135.3, 166.2, 321, 332. For the enumeration of Cicero’s letters, I have followed 
Shackleton Bailey 1978a and 1978b. See Steele 1900:387-410, espec. 394-95, on Cicero’s quotations of Homer.

3 I am grateful to one of the anonymous readers for pointing this possible line of inquiry out to me.

4 See Dugan 2005:7-13.



education that an upper-class Roman male could have received. Early in their schooling, little 
boys would have been given passages of Homer to rework or paraphrase; at every stage in their 
education, they would have read the epics. Most schoolboys would not have read much more of 
the Iliad than books 1-6 and fewer would have read any of the Odyssey (perhaps books 1, 4, 6, 9, 
11, and 18), if the few surviving papyri are any guide.5  Cicero, however, cites or quotes from 
eleven books of the Iliad and nine of the Odyssey, refers to many other Greek authors, and even 
composes in Greek (see Ad Att. 19, for example). He also makes casual reference to Aristarchus 
as an editor, revealing not only his knowledge of the texts that had been the subject of study in 
Alexandria through the second century BCE, but also some knowledge of the scholarship on 
those works. He is even eager to obtain a copy of a work by Tyrannio, probably his Περὶ  τῆς 
Ὁμηρικῆς Προσῳδίας, devoted to Homeric accentuation (Ad Att. 306.2). In no extant work, 
however, despite his evident familiarity with Alexandrian scholarship, does Cicero refer to a 
passage in the Homeric poems by book number, even though the book divisions had been 
established by that time (Higbie 2010).

While Cicero may  enjoy a shared literary reference in letters to Atticus or to other 
similarly  educated colleagues, his use of Homeric citations depends on genre and audience 
expectations. The knowledge of the Homeric texts and scholarship on them that Cicero displays 
in his letters is not found in either his philosophical works or his orations. He seems to be well 
aware that the literary sophistication and knowledge of Greek that  can be shared between equals 
would not be suitable for works with a wider circulation and acknowledges tacitly, at least, the 
complex Roman feelings of military  superiority, if not literary, over some conquered peoples. 
This attitude may  lie behind Cicero’s advice in De Officiis 1.31.111: Romans should not sprinkle 
their native tongue with Greek words, which exposes them to mockery, just as they  should not 
introduce foreign ways into their behavior in general.6 Public speakers might thus put themselves 
at some political risk by exhibiting too much knowledge of Greek. Cicero, as a novus homo, 
perhaps felt  this danger more acutely than the nobiles with a stronger family  tradition of service 
to Rome behind them and so monitored his use of Greek carefully, especially  since he was 
known to be such a philhellene.7  In this essay, I survey Cicero’s uses of the Homeric epics and 
scholarship  on them, showing how he tailors his presentation of his knowledge to his audience 
and occasion. In doing so, he shapes—or hopes to—his audience’s regard for himself.

In his letters, Cicero may  cite Homer by name or simply use a passage from the epics 
without identifying the poet or book number, presumably expecting that either the narrative itself 
or the distinctive dialect forms and meter will be known to his recipient. In general, Cicero uses 
the Homeric epics as a decorative element, to add a literary elegance. Once, however, in response 
to Atticus’ critique of On the Republic 3.25, he cites the Homeric catalogue of ships, among other 
authorities, to make a scholarly point and to explain what he had written (Ad Att. 116.3=6.2.3):
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5  See Morgan 1998, especially Tables 11-12; Clarke 1968:18-22 discusses the evidence available for 
Cicero’s education; cf. Corbeill 2002, Cribiore 2001.

6 Cicero puts a similar remark in Antonius’ conversation with Catulus, De Oratore 2.36.153.

7 I am grateful to one of the anonymous readers for suggesting this point to me. See Guite 1962; Corbeill 
2002:23 quotes the remark that Cicero puts in his own grandfather’s mouth (De Oratore 2.265): “Our people are like 
Syrian slaves: the better they know Greek, the worse they get.”



Arcadiae censebat esse Lepreon quoddam maritimum; Tenea autem et Aliphera et Tritia νεόκτιστα 

ei videbantur, idque τῷ τῶν νεῶν καταλόγῳ confirmabat, ubi mentio non fit istorum. itaque istum 

ego locum totidem verbis a Dicaearcho transtuli.

[Dionysius] thought that Arcadia included a place on the coast called Lepreon, while Tenea, 

Aliphera, and Tritia were recent foundations in his opinion, which he supported by the Catalogue 

of Ships [τῷ τῶν  νεῶν  καταλόγῳ], where they are not mentioned. So I took the passage over from 

Dicaearchus just as it stood.8

Because Cicero, like other intellectuals of his time, regards the Homeric catalogue of 
ships as a reliable source of geographical and thus, on occasion, political information, he uses it 
to defend a point that he has made. He does not actually say that he has checked the passage in 
Iliad 2, but cites Dicaearchus, one of the intellectuals in Aristotle’s world. By doing so, Cicero 
also presents his credentials as a scholar.9

In some lighthearted remarks in his letters, Cicero further displays his acquaintance with 
Alexandrian scholarship  on Homer. Cicero writes to Atticus in 61 BCE, describing a meeting of 
the Senate at  which both Pompey and Crassus spoke. Cicero describes Crassus’ speech (Ad Att. 
14.3):

quid multa?  totum hunc locum, quem ego varie meis orationibus, quarum tu Aristarchus es, soleo 

pingere, de flamma, de ferro (nosti illas ληκύθους), valde graviter pertexuit.

In short, he [Crassus] worked up the whole theme which I am in the habit of embroidering in my 

speeches one way or another, all about fire, sword, etc. (you are their Aristarchus and know my 

colour-box), really most impressively.

With this seemingly casual remark, it is clear that if Atticus is cast in the role of Aristarchus, then 
Cicero sees himself playing Homer.

Atticus is not the only correspondent with whom Cicero can allude to Aristarchus. In 50 
BCE, he writes to Appius Pulcher and, in the conclusion of his letter, apologizes for an earlier 
letter that upset him (Ad Fam. 74.5):

sed si, ut scribis, eae litterae non fuerunt disertae,  scito meas non fuisse, ut enim Aristarchus 

Homeri versum negat quem non probat, sic tu (libet enim mihi iocari),  quod disertum non erit, ne 

putaris meum.

But if the letter was, as you say, not well-expressed, you may be sure I did not write it. Just as 

Aristarchus denies the authenticity of any Homeric line which he does not like,  so I would request 
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9 Kim (2010:47-84) examines how ancient scholars like Strabo regarded the Homeric epics as a source of 
accurate geographical and historical information, but also believed them to be adorned with mythology. Smethurst 
(1952) discusses the evidence for Cicero’s use of Dicaearchus in developing his theory of the mixed constitution.



you (being in jocular vein), if you find any piece of writing not well-expressed, not to believe I 

wrote it.

Cicero expects that Appius Pulcher will understand the reference and appreciate the humorous 
parallel that he is making: as in his letter to Atticus, he puts himself in the role of Homer.

Four years later, Cicero jokes about Aristarchus’ use of the obelus in a story  he tells to 
Dolabella about some sort of financial disagreement between two men in their circle (Ad Fam. 
217.1=9.10.1):

profert alter, opinor, duobus versiculis expensum Niciae, alter Aristarchus hos ὀβελίζει; ego 

tamquam criticus antiquus iudicaturus sum utrum sint τοῦ ποιητοῦ an παρεμβεβλημένοι.

[Vidius], I believe, is producing a couple of lines registering a payment to Nicias, who on his side 

Aristarchus-like obelizes these same. My job is to describe like a critic of old whether they are the 

poet’s own or interpolated.

Again, Cicero applies the terms of literary  scholarship, specifically obelizations, to another area 
of life—a dispute over a financial transaction—to make a small joke. This time, however, he 
portrays himself as a fellow critic of Aristarchus and not the poet. Cicero clearly knows the 
editorial work of the Alexandrian scholars on the text of Homer and expects that his 
correspondents will as well.10  The literary joke may  be even more appropriate if Syme’s 
identification of one of the two men involved in the financial dispute is correct  (1961:25-27): 
Nicias may be a well known literary man from the island of Kos who seems to have enjoyed a 
certain amount of high living among a literary set in Rome.11

Cicero’s essays show a different use of Homer: his references to the poet are much less 
detailed and he makes no references to Homeric scholarship. He does not  often cite either poem 
or specific passages in them, but instead uses Homer as a convenient literary allusion or as part 
of literary history (see, for example, De Optimo Genere Oratorum 2.6, Topica 55). Ennius’ 
dream in which Homer appears to him is referred to three times in Cicero’s works (Academica 
2.51, 2.88; Republic 6.10), and Homeric gods and events are useful in discussions about the 
differences between poetry and history  (Republic 1.18-19; compare De Natura Deorum 2.70-71). 
But, though there are numerous references to the Trojan War, they  are not scholarly; instead the 
citations serve as evidence of Cicero’s—or his characters’—range and depth of knowledge. 
These citations may also suggest what Cicero and his literary  friends saw as a general, and 
therefore acceptable, knowledge of the Homeric epics.

The difference between being able to refer casually to a range of Greek texts and showing 
oneself to be too knowledgeable can be seen in Cicero’s De Oratore. Written in 55-54 BCE, the 
work purports to be a record of a conversation among several Roman orators and politicians in 
91 BCE. Throughout the lengthy dialogue, itself modeled on Plato’s works, the various speakers 
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10 See also Cicero’s remarks to Papirius Paetus (Ad Fam. 190.4).

11 Suetonius quotes this passage in his portrait of Nicias (De Grammaticis 14.2); see Kaster 1995:ad loc. for 
a discussion of the identification of Nicias.



reveal an ambivalent regard for Greek literature and its place in Roman life and education: 
although they freely refer to authors like Aristotle, Greek historians, and orators, they do not 
quote from any  of these texts, but only summarize or mention them; nor do they  give a specific 
reference to any particular Greek text, but merely  refer casually to a work (for example, at 
2.341).

In the third book of the dialogue, Cicero gives Crassus two opportunities to cite Homer. 
When he wants to make a point about teachers and their subjects, Crassus trots out a surely 
expected reference to Phoenix (3.15.57): 

ut ille apud Homerum Phoenix qui se a Peleo patre Achilli iuveni comitem esse datum dicit ad 

bellum ut illum efficeret “oratorem verborum actoremque rerum.” 

just as in Homer, Phoenix says that he was given to the young Achilles by his father Peleus to be a 

companion for war, so that he might make of him “both a speaker of words and a doer of deeds.” 

By his casual mention of the passage somewhere in the Homeric epics—“apud Homerum”—and 
by paraphrasing the famous line in Latin and not  quoting the Homeric original (Il. 9.443), 
Crassus strikes a balance between showing his knowledge of the Greek epic and not appearing to 
be too much of a Graeculus. 
 Later, when Cicero has Crassus refer to Pisistratus and the “Homeri libros confusos,” it is 
in the context of a conversation about the decline in public figures: previous generations of 
Roman leaders are presented as knowledgeable about many things in various fields, while 
current leaders either lack any expertise at all or specialize in one particular area only (3.132-36). 
Crassus turns from Roman public figures to Greeks for “doctrinae exempla,” and begins by 
citing those Greek figures known as “sapientes,” the wise men: six of the seven were also 
political leaders. Without naming all seven, Crassus singles out Pisistratus for particular praise 
(3.34.137):

Quis doctior eisdem illis temporibus aut cuius eloquentia litteris instructior fuisse traditur quam 

Pisistrati? qui primus Homeri libros confusos antea sic disposuisse dicitur ut nunc habemus. Non 

fuit ille quidem civibus suis utilis, sed ita eloquentia floruit ut litteris doctrinaque praestaret.

Who is described as having been more learned in those times or whose eloquence was better 

trained by literature than Pisistratus? He is said to have been the first to organize the previously 

confused books of Homer in the way we have them now. Certainly, he was not useful to his own 

citizens, but he was so remarkable in his eloquence that he excelled in literature and learning.

From this praise of Pisistratus, Crassus then turns to briefer mentions of later Greek 
figures, but instead of citing a literary accomplishment for each, he names their teachers 
(3.34.138-41): Pericles, taught by  Anaxagoras; Critias and Alcibiades, who talked with Socrates; 
Dio of Syracuse, taught by Plato; Timotheus, son of Conon, taught by  Isocrates; Epaminondas, 
by the Pythagorean Lysis; Agesilaus, by Xenophon; Archytas of Taranto, by  Philolaus; Alexander 
the Great, by Aristotle. Crassus argues for the importance of broad literary training, especially  of 
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skill in oratory, for a public figure to be successful. Pisistratus, although he heads Crassus’ list, 
does not follow the pattern that  he has outlined, since Crassus identifies no teacher for the 
Athenian leader and says that, although he did not serve his fellow citizens in any way, he did 
organize the books of Homer. Perhaps because of the place which the poems of Homer held for 
subsequent generations not only of Greeks but also of Romans, Crassus is moved to put the 
Athenian tyrant at the head of his list for what he believed he did for education.12

Cicero, in his extant speeches, does not quote any  Greek and refers only infrequently  to 
Greek poets.13  When he supports the poet  Archias’ claim to Roman citizenship, throughout the 
speech he expresses his love for the study of literature, but also claims a practical value for that 
love: literature has provided relief for him from the stresses of public life, in the way that others 
relax at banquets, or gambling, or sports (see Pro Archia Poeta 1-2, 12-16). Cicero also points 
out the service that literary  men such as Archias can provide to military and civilian leaders, 
since they can immortalize their deeds for later generations to learn about (Pro Archia Poeta 5, 
11, 14, 19-22, 24, 31).

In only one surviving speech, In Pisonem, does Cicero refer to the critic Aristarchus and 
he does so as part of his refutation of Piso’s attack on him.14 From Cicero’s diatribe, it seems that 
Piso had accused Cicero of everything from governmental mismanagement  to bad poetry, and so 
Cicero attempts to answer the literary criticism with this image (73):

Verum tamen, quoniam te non Aristarchum, sed Phalarin grammaticum habemus, qui non notam 

apponas ad malum versum, sed poetam armis persequare, scire cupio quid tandem in isto versu 

reprehendas: cedant arma togae.

Nevertheless, because we regard you not as an Aristarchus, but as a Phalaris as a critic, you who 

do not place a mark beside a bad line of poetry, but assault the poet with weapons, I long to know, 

finally, what you object to in this verse: “let weapons yield to the toga.”

Cicero’s remark depends on his audience of Roman senators knowing a certain amount of Greek 
literary  and political history. He casts Piso as Phalaris, the sixth-century tyrant of Acragas, who 
had acquired a reputation for brutality  and was said to have used violence on the poet 
Stesichorus,15 rather than as Aristarchus, who merely marked any verse of the Homeric epics that 
he found objectionable. Cicero further asserts that Piso has misunderstood the line, obliquely 
attacking Piso’s literary acumen.
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12  Because so little evidence survives for the transmission of the Homeric poems, this remark in the De 
Oratore has been given more prominence in modern scholarship than it deserves and has not been placed in its 
context. An exception is Boyd 1995.  Fantham (2004) does not discuss this passage in any detail, but see 248-49 and 
261 for brief observations about Romans and Greek literary culture.

13  On Cicero’s citations of Latin authors as well as Greek, see Shackleton Bailey 1983 and Radin 
1911:209-17.

14 See Dugan 2005:21-74, in which he uses both the Pro Archia Poeta and In Pisonem to study how Cicero 
combines the worlds of literature and politics in his presentation of himself.

15 But for his political opposition, rather than his poetry.



All of this suggests that Cicero knows his Homer and Greek scholarship on the epics, but 
is also well aware of his audience’s expectations and biases. He uses Homer and the epics, even 
Alexandrian scholarship on the poems, throughout his work, though in his public persona he 
maintains a façade of only passing acquaintanceship, choosing to refer only vaguely to this 
material. He can employ Aristarchus and the obelus in jokes in letters to friends, but nowhere 
does he betray any knowledge of Homeric book divisions, used at least as early as the 
Alexandrians as a convenient way of referring to a place in the poems (Higbie 2010). Cicero 
clearly  knows about book divisions in general, since he routinely  refers to his own works in such 
terms,16 but he does not refer to any part of the Homeric texts by  book number, preferring instead 
the traditional reference to a scene or section—the catalogue of ships—if he cites anything 
specific at all.

From Cicero’s practice, it may be fair to say that among educated, upper-class Romans 
there is an etiquette for the citation of Greek poets like Homer: the form of the citation and even 
the knowledge of Greek revealed in such a citation itself depended both on genre and on 
audience. Cicero does not cite the Homeric poems by book number in his extant works of any 
genre, despite his knowledge of their work and his own use of book divisions in his works and 
citation of them in others. It is also significant that Cicero never mentions any  scholar of Homer 
other than Aristarchus. Not once does he refer to Zenodotus, Aristophanes of Byzantium, or 
Crates. It is as though Aristarchus, the last of the generations to work on the texts of ancient 
Greek literature before the breakup of the library  in Alexandria, came to symbolize those 
scholars who came before him. To refer to Aristarchus, therefore, is to refer to literary critics and 
scholars. Cicero’s failure to cite Crates is perhaps, in contrast, the greater oddity, if we accept 
both Crates’ general importance to the history of literary scholarship in Rome and his particular 
value as a Stoic philosopher to Cicero himself.17

Cicero uses Homer in different ways and refers to the poet in varying degrees of 
specificity, depending on his purpose in making the reference and on the conventions of the 
genre in which he is writing. To friends and associates in his letters, an audience that shared his 
background and education, if not  his extraordinary ability with language, Cicero displays the 
range and depth of his knowledge of Greek, especially Homer. When he composes his rhetorical 
and philosophical works, although he may  be presumed to be addressing much the same 
audience as those who receive his letters, a different convention seems to govern his presentation 
of his knowledge of Greek: he does not quote Homer or other Greek authors very often or in any 
detail. In his speeches, Cicero makes the least use of his Greek learning, perhaps because he 
fears to seem to be not Roman enough. Cicero knows his audiences well, presenting himself in 
his letters, essays, and speeches as one who knows Greek, but also knows when to use it—and 
when not.

University at Buffalo
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16From his remarks in letters, we can see that Cicero constructs his longer works in book-length units (see, 
for instance, Ad Att. 321 and De Oratore 3.1.1) and sets up individual books with prefaces (for example, Ad Att. 
89.2; 414.6). 

17I am grateful to one of the anonymous readers for pointing this out to me.
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Toward a Ritual Poetics: Dream of the Rood as a Case Study

Heather Maring

Oral-traditional and ritualistic practices rarely fall into mutually exclusive categories. 
Nevertheless, scholars tend to analyze oral-related Old English verse as if it were purely verbal, 
and tend not to seek out the potential connections between the once living tradition from which 
written texts stemmed and relevant  ritual scenarios. But ritualization permeates multiple modes 
of expression. As Stanley Tambiah writes, “Although neither linguistically nor ostensively can 
we demarcate a bounded domain of ritual (separated off from other domains) in any society, yet 
every  society has named and marked out enactments, performances, and festivities which we can 
identify as typical or focal examples of ‘ritual’ events” (1981:116). Inattention to ritual on the 
part of most scholars interested in orality arises partly out of necessity: lacking ethnographic 
records for the performance of oral tradition in Anglo-Saxon England, we cannot speak with any 
confidence about the performance contexts or about the poets who composed the majority  of the 
surviving poetic works.1  Nonetheless, many  scholars interested in “voices from the past” have 
been able to trace “the telltale compositional stamp” that oral-related poems bear (Foley 
2002:47),2 with that  oral-traditional “stamp” legible in the specialized idioms—such as formulaic 
phraseology, themes, and type-scenes—that recur throughout the Old English corpus.3 I want to 
suggest that it  is also possible to trace ritualistic features, whether linguistic, imagistic, gestural, 
or acoustic, that enhance and inform the meaning of Old English poems such as Dream of the 
Rood.4  Just  as it is important to learn to hear the oral tradition that  resounds in many textualized 
medieval works, so, I argue, it is important to recognize the ritual features that these poems 

Oral Tradition, 26/2 (2011): 391-410

1 See Amodio 2004:chs. 1 and 2; Frank 2003.

2 Foley defines “voices from the past” as a category that “offers a slot for those poetic oral traditions that 
time has eclipsed and which we can now consult only in textual form.” He continues, “Built into that capsule 
definition is a necessary flexibility. Any given poem’s original composition may have been oral or 
written” (2002:46). 

3  Old English verse employs idioms such as hwæt (a communal call to listen to narrative), numerous 
formulaic systems, themes, and type-scenes—all of which indicate a dedicated register of oral (or oral-related) 
poetry requiring different interpretive measures than literary ones. Since Francis Magoun’s seminal 1953 essay, 
scholars have traced the presence of oral-related idioms and clarified the tradition-specific features of Old English, 
distinct from those found in Ancient Greek and South Slavic verse.  For overviews of scholarship on orality and Old 
English literature, see Olsen 1986 and 1988, and Amodio 2004. See also the searchable online bibliographies hosted 
by Oral Tradition at http://journal.oraltradition.org/ and http://www.oraltradition.org/bibliography/.

4  While my focus is on verse, the discussion does not intentionally exclude prose. For examples of Old 
English vernacular poetics operating within prose, see, for example, Zacher 2009 and Beechy 2010.



incorporate. My hypothesis is that ritual features, when integrated within oral-related poems, 
preserve their association with lived, emergent ritual processes. These features do not necessarily 
operate as purely allusive signs, but may behave metonymically, just as oral-traditional idioms 
do. 

Scholarship Bridging Old English Poetry and Ritual

What might happen if we allow for the possibility that Old English poems may enact a 
“ritual poetics” that rhetorically functions in a manner similar to oral poetics, metonymically 
invoking the whole by means of the part? The leap from oral tradition to ritual is not a huge one, 
since both rely  upon performativity, that is, the process of bringing a poem or rite fully  into being 
via performance, and both use stylized forms of communication in contrast  to “everyday” speech 
and actions.5  Roy Liuzza (2008) has also posited connections between poetry  and ritual while 
questioning the categorical distinctions scholars often make between Anglo-Saxon prayers and 
charms, the first usually associated with sanctioned Christian practices (including rites) and the 
second with “Germanic” cultural relics. Using Lea Olsan’s definition of the charm,6 he concludes 
(318-19):

Instead of a dichotomy, we might imagine a spectrum of practices, with an episcopal consecration 

(for example) at one end and a ceremony for the relief of elf-shot in horses at the other, and most 

forms of popular devotion somewhere in the middle. The defining criteria seem to have more to do 

with the specificity of the occasion and the extrinsic loci of authority than with the intrinsic nature 

of the performance. . . .

The metrical and prosimetrical charms, due to their quasi-magical character and their 
incorporation of utterances that conform to the expectations of Old English meter, have long 
been treated as literary oddities. Liuzza urges us to perceive prayers and charms on a continuum 
of performative utterances whose aim is to bring to bear in the world the efficacy of divine 
power.7  Liuzza situates prayers and charms on a ritualistic continuum, from practices authorized 
by institutions such as the Church or the crown, to those that appear to belong to popular culture. 

Karl Reichl offers another model for thinking about the relationship  between verbal art 
and ritual. He draws attention to the problem of inking a dividing line between oral epic and 
ritual, since “in the performance of epic a number of ritual aspects can be discerned also in 
traditions where a framework of religious rite and ritual for the epic does not exist” (2003:253). 
Even though in some cultures the oral performance of epic may not be embedded within an 

392 TOWARD A RITUAL POETICS

5 The recitation of formulas is commonly practiced in many ritualized events, such as legal cases, funerals, 
and liturgical ceremonies.

6 “Oral performance to accomplish a purpose by means of performative speech in a ritual context” (Olsan 
1999:403; quoted in Liuzza 2008:295). 

7 See Jolly 1996 for a book-length study that makes a strong case for treating the Old English charms as 
part of a continuum from folk to institutionalized Christian activity.



overtly religious rite, the performance settings for epics tend to be highly structured, in ways that 
reinforce social hierarchies and cultural values. According to Reichl, the relatively fixed 
performance settings and “act sequence” (the temporal unfolding of the performance according 
to a series of relatively invariant acts8) justify treating Turkic epic, at least, as a species of ritual. 
Both Liuzza and Reichl’s examples show how we could begin to rethink the relationship between 
oral tradition and ritual practices in Old English literature. Liuzza offers the figure of the 
spectrum as a model for imagining and interpreting a range of verbal sayings that  were deemed 
to have practical (and spiritual) efficacy. Reichl’s work expands the figure of the spectrum, 
treating religious rites (even those without words) and the performance of oral epic as events 
lying along a ritual spectrum. Ritual theorists also recognize that ritualistic activities vary in their 
relationship  to sacrality and in the degree to which every action and word must accord with a 
fixed pattern, and approach everything from liturgies to baseball games as ritualistic events. 
However, according to Catherine Bell (1997), rituals do share many characteristics in common, 
including formalism, traditionalism, invariance, rule-governance, sacral symbolism, and 
performance, which help to distinguish ritualistic from non-ritualistic practices.

Because they  often unfold in relatively  invariable performance settings according to 
specific sets of rules, the oral performances of living traditions are arguably ritualistic, if not full-
blown rituals themselves. The use of tradition-specific (and often highly formalized) verse styles 
and a prescribed act sequence means that many oral-traditional performances cross the liminal 
threshold between ordinary and special, between unmarked actions and the ritualistic. For 
example, Zuni tales (telapnaawe) may only be recounted while the snakes hibernate and after 
sundown, since they make time elapse more quickly and can attract the “smile” of a snake 
(Tedlock 1999:xxvi-xxvii). Serbian epic has been typically performed in coffee houses during 
Ramadan for an audience of men (Foley 2002:209). When Turkic epic is performed in a yurt, the 
placement of the singer and those of greater prominence follows tacit rules: the singer sits “in the 
place of honor . . . opposite the entrance; the other participants are placed according to the sitting 
order of the yurt, the most distinguished members of the gathering sitting to the singer’s right 
and left” (Reichl 2003:257). In the field of medieval literature, Anglo-Saxonists have elucidated 
some of the potential performance settings or ritualistic conditions for the composition and/or 
performance of Old English verse and prose:9  Pat Connor (2008) makes a case for reading Old 
English literature at guild feasts; Robert Luyster (1998) examines the possible role of the 
consecrated grove and Scandinavian fertility rites in the short  elegiac poem, “The Wife’s 
Lament”; Lori Ann Garner (2004) has focused on the performance of Old English metrical 
charms, arguing that performance itself negates the seeming dichotomy between “living ritual” 
and “static text”; Peter Lucas (1992) posits the Paschal Vigil of Holy Saturday as a source for the 
metrical saint’s life, Guthlac B; Thomas D. Hill (2002) has investigated the relationship  of Exeter 
Book Riddle 45 to a long-standing tradition involving the kneading of dough, sexually explicit 
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8  In the case of Turkic epic, the act sequence begins with a prelude or selection of short songs (terma) 
during which the singer warms up, followed by the composition in performance from sunrise to sunset of epic verse. 
At midnight there is a break, during which the singer leaves and payments from the guests are collected (Reichl 
2003:258-60).

9 This overview of scholarship on performance settings, while hardly comprehensive, may provide a sense 
of the wide variety of genres and contexts that have been explored.



gestures, and/or chanting; and John Niles (1999, 2007) has argued that the audiences of the 
heroic poems Beowulf and Widsith were Anglo-Saxon nobility. 

Of these authors, Niles is the only one to theorize the role of ritual in relationship  to Old 
English verse. In Homo Narrans he provides a useful introduction to ritual studies and its 
applicability to the study of oral-related texts. He first quotes Steven Lukes’s definition of ritual: 
“ritual is ‘rule-governed activity of a symbolic character which draws the attention of its 
participants to objects of thought and feeling which they hold to be of special 
significance.’” (1999:121). The focus of this definition accords with Niles’s interest in the social 
reflexivity of early  medieval texts such as Beowulf, which may at first glance seem timelessly 
mythic, but which in fact use heightened discourse to imaginatively think through contemporary 
issues such as lineage, kingship, and nation building. Niles’s approach to the study  of oral-related 
texts accords largely with a functionalist  methodology developed in the early twentieth century 
that focuses on the social utility  of oral traditions.10  In this vein, he writes that an oral narrative 
such as Beowulf “can thus serve important functions of education and acculturation in the society 
in which it occurs. . . . For adults, it confirms the nexus of understandings that constitute their 
knowledge of the past and of the world around them, their social structure, and their moral 
action” (1999:129).11  By  calling attention to the power of ritualistic activities to educate and 
acculturate, Niles’s approach to oral tradition cum ritual echoes Bronislaw Malinowski, who 
wrote that myth (which is often difficult to distinguish from oral tradition) carries “the normative 
power of fixing custom, of sanctioning modes of behavior, of giving dignity  and importance to 
an institution” (quoted by Zumwalt 1998:81). For Niles, defining Beowulf as ritualistic allows 
him to interpret the poem as “a socially symbolic act” (142). 

Immanent Art and Ritual Studies

While focusing on the social symbolism of oral-related verse, its setting, or its place 
within a sequence of acts can contribute greatly to our understanding of Anglo-Saxon poetic 
forms, there remain other methods for exploring the relationship between ritual and oral-related 
poetry. An approach to studying ritualistic features within oral-related poems in traditional poetic 
terms could, for instance, examine the role of metonymic signifiers embedded in poems 
themselves.12  This methodology, which I will elaborate upon in the following paragraphs, would 
thus take into account the modes of signification shared by both oral traditions and rituals. 
Unlike Reichl, who asserts that ritual features “will not be found in particular linguistic forms or 
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10  Like the anthropologist Ruth Benedict, and following Fredric Jameson, he also asserts that narratives 
serve as wish fulfillment for a society (1999:143). 

11  More specifically,  he concludes that Beowulf “legitimized Anglo-Saxon institutions of kingship and 
thaneship, confirmed Christian ideals of sacrifice, and promoted a common culture among the English and the 
Danes” (1999:142).

12  Niles equates the heightened rhetoric of epic verse with “ritualized discourse,” a designation that he 
leaves unexplored.  His chapter “Beowulf as Ritualized Discourse” (1999) constitutes an important step toward 
acknowledging the socially embedded character of early medieval verse, but it does not examine ritualized discourse 
per se. 



poetic techniques” (2003:257), I suggest that the ritualistic may be located in the formal, as well 
as the functional, aspects of oral-traditional and oral-related poetry  (ibid. 256). John Miles 
Foley’s approach to interpreting oral and oral-related works of verbal art, called “immanent art,” 
provides an important analytical tool for investigating ritual poetics in medieval verse.13  The 
immanent art approach treats medieval oral-related texts as works that still resonate today 
through oral metonyms for those who learn to recognize them. I want to extend the application of 
immanent art to ritualized idioms, by treating ritual not as a concrete product, but as a practice 
that mobilizes bodies and artifacts to create events laden with meaning. 

Performance and Tradition

This description of ritual largely accords with the work of Bell, who writes that 
“ritualization” is a specialized type of practice (à la Bourdieu) “that  is designated and 
orchestrated to distinguish and privilege what is being done in comparison to other, usually more 
quotidian, activities” (1992:74). Richard Bauman makes a similar distinction between  
normative, less highly  marked speech and verbal art  by drawing attention to the manner in which 
performance itself is “constitutive of the domain of verbal art” (1977:11). Performance—whether 
of ritual or oral tradition—sets up interpretive frames (see Goffman 1974) that  cause participants 
to adjust their expectations. Studies of ritualization and oral tradition share this central tenet of 
performance theory: that rituals and oral traditions live in their generation in real time by 
tradition bearers for communities. In Bell’s theorization of ritual, rather than existing a priori to 
a ritual event (which would amount to any  performance being dead on arrival), meaning is 
created by ritualized bodies involved in the performance of a rite. Signification emerges or is 
generated by the interaction between ritual agents. For Bell, although meaning arises in the 
performance context, it can never be fully  captured by discursive analysis: “strategies, 
signification, and the experience of meaningfulness are found in the endless circularity of the 
references mobilized, during the course of which some differentiations come to dominate 
others” (1992:116). These strategies and significations reference culturally- and generically-
specific traditions, and for this reason no universal definition of ritual will suffice.

In the immanent art approach, the specialized idioms of an oral tradition resonate most 
fully  only  through the process of their enactment (in performance or a simulacrum of 
performance) in relationship to both a knowledgeable audience and to the tradition, which both 
the verbal “text” and the audience share. As Foley has described, such a traditional context 
differs in both degree and kind from the post-Gutenberg literary  scenario so familiar to many 
readers, where an author’s individual idiolect is prized far above the use of a shared, communal 
poetic language. In fact, it may  be difficult  for readers of literature with no direct experience of 
oral traditions to understand how oral metonyms communicate because of strong aesthetic bias 
against “unoriginal” phraseology, unless such phraseology appears to be ironic or re-purposed in 
a clever and highly individualistic way. Such is seldom the case in oral traditions, since recurring 
phraseology serves as a highly efficient and powerful mode of communication. 
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13  Foley’s approach was originally developed for describing and interpreting oral-traditional verse rather 
than rituals. 



The communicative strategies explored by immanent art apply, I would argue, to both 
oral and ritual traditions. Immanent art shows how the significance of an idiom depends upon its 
creation through performance and a shared tradition—that malleable, “dynamic, multivalent 
body of meaning that preserves much that a group  has transmitted and invented” (Foley 
1995:xii). Foley  describes the interlinked phenomena of performance and tradition as “the 
enabling event” and “the enabling referent” (28). In other words, performance (or practice) is the 
primary medium for communication, but without the tradition a great  deal of the communicative 
signal may be lost. Most works of non-oral-derived literature suffer no comparable degree of 
communication blackout when removed from their literary milieu. Their “enabling referents” 
inhere within the work itself, rather than depending primarily  on tradition with its own 
specialized language for creating meaning. Foley summarizes the communicative mode of oral 
traditions in the following way: “empowerment of the communicative act results from the keying 
of performance—whether in the first instance by an actual experienced event or in the textual 
instance by  its rhetorical vestige—and from the shared immersion in traditional context that is 
the performer’s and audience’s experiential heritage” (28).14  Since written medieval texts may 
evidence “rhetorical vestiges,” we may discover oral—and, as I hope to show, ritualistic—idioms 
resonating for readers and auditors possessing the “experiential heritage.”

Although Foley describes oral-traditional performances (in real time and on the page), his 
immanent art approach could also apply  to many ritual contexts in which actions and words are 
endowed with significance. Jonathan Z. Smith comments on the communicative richness that 
arises when one inhabits a ritual space: “When one enters a temple, one enters a marked-off 
space in which, at least in principle, nothing is accidental; everything, at least potentially, is of 
significance. The temple serves as a focusing lens, marking and revealing significance” (1982:54).15 
In ritual, both demarcated space and the tradition-specific features of performance help to cue 
ritual practice and “reveal” significance. Roy  Rappaport in his chapter entitled “Enactments of 
Meaning” emphasizes the importance of performance (where Bell would use the term 
“practice”16) to ritual communication: “Performance is not merely one way to present or express 
liturgical orders but is itself a crucial aspect  or component of the messages those orders 
carry” (1999:118).17  According to Rappaport, sanctioned behavior informs the performance of 
rituals (whether new or ancient). Thus, we may observe that in both oral-traditional performance 
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14 See also Foley 1991. 

15  We could draw a broad comparison between the “marked-off space” of the temple “which serves as a 
focusing lens” and the idiomatic language of an oral tradition, which may be “marked-off” by such features as 
meter, prosody, special speech styles, and formulaic opening and closing phrases.

16 In her textbook on ritual, Bell surveys studies that have emphasized ritual’s performative dimension. She 
describes how this approach values the efficacy of performance, demonstrating “that ritual does what it does by 
virtue of its dynamic, diachronic, and physical characteristics” (1997:75). In Ritual Theory,  Ritual Practice, Bell 
critiques implementations of performance theory for naturalizing a subject-object dichotomy created in the first 
place by the theorist, for essentializing the performance model of ritual, for insisting upon a feature of ritual that in 
itself is too broad a descriptor, and for treating rituals primarily as texts in need of interpretation by the theorist or 
scholar (1992:42-45). 

17  Rappaport’s Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity (1999) provides one of the most 
comprehensive studies of ritual since Emile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912/2001).



and ritualization, acts of communication arise due to the “enabling event” of performance within 
a marked off space and are endowed with highly resonant significance due to the “enabling 
referent” of tradition. Immanent art also privileges the memetic richness of a shared tradition. 
The collective memories from which tradition is constructed, together with performance (or its 
“rhetorical vestiges”), create a crucible for the “richly contexted array  of meanings” that emerge 
in oral traditions (Foley 1995:28)—and also in ritualizations.

A Metonymic Register

According to Foley, tradition and performance set up the conditions for a highly resonant 
and efficient mode of communication. The poetic register of a particular tradition or genre within 
a tradition usually does not have the broad functionality  of everyday language. The trade-off is a 
specialized way of speaking with a “density of associative, metonymic meaning accruing to and 
implied by linguistic integers” (1995:16). Building on the work of Lord and Parry, Foley 
describes how the basic linguistic units of many oral-traditional poetic languages exceed the 
print-bound notion of what constitutes a “word.” In the South Slavic tradition, for instance, a 
“word” may be a formulaic unit, a line or pair of lines, a type-scene, and even an entire story 
pattern. In Old English verse, scholars have identified formulaic systems, themes, type-scenes, 
and conventions—all of which could be termed oral-related idioms. Such poetic words constitute 
(along with music and paralinguistic features) the specialized register of an oral tradition. Foley 
explains why oral idioms may be called metonyms: “Because registers are more highly coded 
than everyday language, because their ‘words’ resonate with traditional implications beyond the 
scope of multipurpose street language, they  convey enormously more than grammars and 
dictionaries (based as they  are on everyday language) can record” (2002:116). For this reason, 
registers also self-referentially point to the tradition from which they  emerge, allowing them to 
“persist beyond live performance and into texts” (116). Furthermore, for traditional participants, 
every instantiation of an oral idiom recalls past experiences of similar performances. 

Ritualized actions and words, like their oral-traditional kin, bear especially weighty 
connotations due to the narrow focus of the canon (or, in oral-traditional terms, the register). 
Signs are invested with greater significance. Rappaport explains: “It follows that the acceptance 
of an order, because it is in its nature highly restrictive, is therefore more socially consequential 
and significant than the affirmation of a more or less unrestrictive code” (1999:127).18 Accepting 
a ritual order means accepting the traditional ramifications that have accrued to that order. For 
instance, following the order to kneel when praying can indicate the dedication of the body and 
mind, in a position of servitude, humility, or vulnerability, to the object of prayer; kneeling also 
indicates dedication to the encompassing ritual tradition. According to Bell, the ritual process 
itself accords symbols with their sacrality, and allows them to index a system or experience “of a 
greater, higher, or more universalized reality—the group, the nation, humankind, the power of 
God, or the balance of the cosmos” (1997:159). Like Rappaport, she argues that the resonance of 
ritual symbols depends upon ritual practice itself: “in actuality, ritual-like action effectively 
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18 In Rappaport’s terminology, “acceptance” does not denote faith or belief; it means participation—ranging 
from passive attendance to the playing of a supportive role in a liturgy.



creates the sacred by explicitly  differentiating such a realm from a profane one” (157), but 
Rappaport’s explanation of ritual significance more closely dovetails with immanent art because 
he explains that such symbols, in a circular manner, draw their potency from the same sacred or 
extra-mundane tradition that they performatively create. 

Case Study: Dream of the Rood

When studying an early medieval poem, we may listen for the “vestige” of a ritualized 
word or symbol that invests the poem with a significance that both narrowly refers 
metonymically to its own embeddedness with a specific ritual and also escapes the attempt to 
nail down its “ritual meaning.” I will argue that ritual metonyms invest  Dream of the Rood 
(Vercelli Codex CXVII) with the extra-textual associations of the specific liturgical situations to 
which these signs refer. Dream of the Rood, the well-known tenth-century dream vision of the 
Holy Cross narrating its experience of Christ’s crucifixion to a Dreamer, has long attracted 
scholarship  attesting to its ties with ritualized and devotional scenarios. In 1919 Howard Patch 
suggested that the author of the poem “could hardly  rid his mind of all the echoes of the hymns 
and responsive utterances and the liturgical offices which he was accustomed to hear at  various 
times during the church year” (233). Subsequent scholarship on ritual and Dream of the Rood has 
generally  assumed that in one way or another Christian liturgical and devotional practices inform 
its lines, and the majority of scholars who have written about ritual in this poem have focused 
their attention on the relationship between the poem and the Adoratio crucis or Veneration of the 
Cross.19  In particular, Éamonn Ó Carragáin and Sarah Larratt Keefer have demonstrated in great 
detail the various relationships between Dream of the Rood, the Ruthwell Cross, and the 
ceremonies of Holy  Week, especially  the Adoratio crucis on Holy Friday  before Easter. Their 
findings, in addition to those of Patch and Peggy Samuels, serve as the basis for this essay’s 
exploration of ritual metonym in Dream of the Rood; however, in the work of these scholars the 
references in Dream of the Rood to Holy Week are treated as allusions rather than metonyms.20 
M. Bradford Bedingfield’s summary of scholarship on the relationship between liturgy and 
Dream of the Rood epitomizes this typical literary approach toward the study of medieval verse, 
and toward liturgical features in Dream of the Rood more particularly (2002:137):
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19  See,  for example, Patch 1919; Ó Carragáin 1982, 1983, 2005, 2010; Samuels 1988; Hill 1993; 
Bedingfield 2002; and Keefer 2005, 2008. For other liturgical and ritualistic sources: Patch explores verbal and 
imagistic associations with a wide array of hymns; Julia Bolton Holloway (1984) has argued that pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem served as the creative and spiritual model for Dream of the Rood (and the Ruthwell and Bewcastle 
Crosses, and the Adoratio crucis); Earl R. Anderson (1989) has also described the poem’s association with the 
symbolism of the canonical hours; and Murray McGillivray (2005) has shown that the introit and gradual of the 
Christmas Day Mass may explain the use of the phrase “engel dryhtnes” (“angel of the Lord”) as an epithet for 
Christ.

20 Ó Carragáin (2010) also suggests that Holy Week rituals were influenced by a poetic tradition in which 
crosses were dramatized, a tradition from which Dream of the Rood eventually emerged. 



The general consensus of those looking to place The Dream of the Rood in some sort of liturgical 

context is that, due to the individual genius of the poet of the Vercelli version (and due to the fact 

that we know little about the liturgical forms at the stages of the poem’s development), we can find 

only echoes of the liturgy, not direct borrowings, and that we must therefore discuss the poem and 

the liturgy in terms of analogues, not sources.

By using the immanent art  approach, another path opens up  before us, one that does not require 
that we analyze “echoes of the liturgy” as either analogues or direct quotations of specific 
sources. Instead, clear references to ritualization may operate as idioms with metonymic force. 

Dream of the Rood and Liturgical Metonyms

Specific verses in Dream of the Rood echo the ceremonies of Holy Week, in particular the 
Adoratio crucis or Veneration of the Cross at  the Nones Office on Good Friday. Ó Carragáin 
traces the similarities between Christ and rood in the Gospel of the Mass (Luke 22:1-23) on the 
Wednesday of Holy Week in which Christ is implicitly compared to the green wood (viridi ligno) 
of the forest: “this identification was probably inspired by  early  Christian liturgy  and 
iconography, which regularly presented the glorified cross as a symbol of Christ” (2010:149-51; 
see also Ó Carragáin 2005:311-16). Keefer remarks that lines 55b-56a of Dream of the Rood, 
“Weop eal gesceaft, / cwiðdon Cyninges fyll” (“All creation wept, mourned the fall of the 
king”),21  contain an “eerie echo” of the Dum fabricator mundi antiphon that “recounts the 
moment of Christ’s death on the cross when creation cried out in anguish” (2008:240) through 
the phrase “terre motus enim factus fuerit magnus quia mortem filii dei clamabat mundus se 
sustinere non posse” (“all the great earth was shaken because the world cried out at the death of 
the Son of God which it could not  bear”) (Keefer 2008:212, n. 17).22  This antiphon is sung as 
part of the adoration of the unveiled cross during the Veneration of the Cross ritual (ibid.:212).

I would also call attention to other parts of the synaxis that have vernacular echoes in the 
poem, since the verbal, rhetorical, and imagistic parallels function cumulatively as metonyms for 
the ritual event of the Adoratio. For instance, the hymn Pange lingua gloriosi of Venantius 
Fortunatus was sung with the stanza Crux fidelis (“O faithful cross”) serving as a refrain (Keefer 
2008:212-14). The first line of this stanza may be found in the vernacular poetic idiom of Dream 
of the Rood (ll. 90-91):23

Hymn:  Crux fidelis inter omnes arbor una nobilis

“O faithful cross, among all others a singular tree”

Poem:  Hwæt, me þa geweorðode     wuldres Ealdor 

ofer holmwudu,         heofonrices Weard.
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21 The Old English text is from Swanton 1996. All Old English translations are my own.

22 Translation from the Latin is by Keefer.

23 Patch (1919:252) links different verses from the Pange lingua to Dream of the Rood. 



“Listen, the Lord of glory then honored me over sea-wood, the 

Guardian of heaven.”

Like the Advent Lyrics (Christ I), Dream of the Rood appears to invest  its verse with vernacular 
translations of liturgical antiphons and hymns. Scholars have sometimes described these 
liturgical references as occasions for meditation. But these references also participate in a 
communication strategy typical to oral-related verse: metonymic referentiality. As metonyms for 
Latin verses and their liturgical contexts, these translations invoke generally the Latin liturgy  and 
specifically the moments in which their referents arise. Such lines in Dream of the Rood as 
“weop eal gesceaft” (l. 155b) and “Hwæt, me þa geweorðode wuldres Ealdor . . .” (l. 90) 
function as ritual metonyms that  link the vernacular poem to sacred liturgy, bringing to bear the 
promise of redemption associated with participation in the liturgy.

Furthermore, the poem invokes the entire sequence of the Adoratio by following the steps 
in which the ritual unfolds. Keefer describes the sequence of the ritual, based on composite 
sources, as follows:24 “(1) a procession and responsory  that brings forward the shrouded cross as 
emblem of Christ  crucified and then unveils it; (2) the adoration proper, with individual prayers, 
sung psalms, and antiphons; (3) the singing of the Pange lingua (and the unique Depositio 
crucis) to complete the Veneration ritual proper” (2008:208).25  She writes that the rood’s first 
appearance to the Dreamer resembles the revelation of the cross in the Veneration ritual: “Just as 
the crux gemmata is unveiled through vision to reveal the True Cross for the Visionary in The 
Dream of the Rood, so the processional cross or jeweled cross reliquary of Good Friday  is 
unveiled to become, for its viewers, the Rood on which Christ died: Ecce lignum crucis” (240). 
The dream vision genre itself helps to frame the extraordinary context in which the Holy Cross 
could be unveiled to the minds of both the Dreamer and the poem’s audience. Descriptively, the 
poem enacts a process of unveiling by first presenting a “syllicre treow” (“uncanny tree”), then 
revealing that  the tree was in fact the “beama beorhtost” (“brightest of trees”) covered in gold 
and adorned with five jewels, upon which all creation gazes. The mysteriousness of the “tree” is 
then emphasized again in such lines as “syllic wæs se sigebeam” (“uncanny  was the victory-
tree,” 13a) and the manner in which it shifts between bloody and bejeweled states. Such a 
transition, Patch has noted (1919:249-51), could signify the shift  in ritual usage from a Lenten to 
Easter cross. Not least, the poem’s deployment of the riddle genre, when the Cross recounts its 
origins, further emphasizes the mental path from mystery and confusion to revelation. For an 
audience familiar with the Veneration ritual, the connection between the mysterious slow-reveal 
of the “syllicre treow” and the unveiling would, however, probably  not be clear until the poem 
metonymically signals the subsequent parts of the Veneration sequence.
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24 Her sources are “Roman ordines, continental service books, and customaries,” as well as the Regularis 
Concordia and two recently discovered eleventh-century manuscripts: Oxford, Bodl. Lib., Bodley 120, and CCCC 
422, which she describes as “the only witnesses for an Anglo-Saxon Veneration of the Cross service which 
demonstrate actual practice of the Good Friday service, a practice that confirms the better-known prescription of 
church ritual as it was laid out in the tenth century” (2008:206).

25 As a consequence of these ritualized representations of the events of the crucifixion, “the congregation is 
actively drawn into a dramatic recreation of the past within the present” (Keefer 2008:210).



By invoking the second and third steps in the Adoratio crucis sequence, Dream of the 
Rood calls forth sense memories of bodily participation in ritual. In the second part, the members 
of the clergy  and the congregation approach “the unveiled cross and pray at its foot” (Keefer 
2008:210), a process that is echoed in the representation of the Dreamer prostrate at the foot of 
the cross (ll. 24-25): “Hwæðre ic þær licgende   lange hwile / beheold hreowcearig   Hælendes 
treow” (“Yet lying there for a long while I, troubled with sorrow, beheld the tree of the Healer”). 
Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu, Catherine Bell writes that one of the outcomes of ritualization is the 
creation of “ritualized bodies,” or “a body invested with a ‘sense’ of ritual” (1992:98). In the 
Veneration ritual the placement of the cross above the body creates the perception of a 
naturalized hierarchy, with the human body in the lowest position, the cross above, and beyond 
the God of heaven.26  Thus, the ritualized body engenders the felt  perception of the cross as 
mediator between humanity and Christ. In the third part of the sequence, the Pange lingua is 
sung, and, as we have seen, Dream of the Rood translates the most prominent line of the 
recurring refrain from this hymn. In terms of ritual poetics, then, the poem invokes the ritualized 
body at  the Veneration of the Cross. The lines that recall the Dum fabricator mundi antiphon and 
the Pange lingua gloriosi metonymically  call forth the lived experience of intoning or listening 
to them. Above all, the mirrored sequence of steps in the Veneration ritual and the multi-layered 
invocation of both the ritualized body  and its acoustic environment all contribute to invoking an 
experience of the Veneration of the Cross, while locating this experience in the personal, first-
person narrative of the Dreamer.27 

Crosses that Speak

Another important metonym operates in Dream of the Rood to link the narrative of the 
talking Holy Cross with direct experiences of ritualized crosses of stone and wood that “speak.” 
Two artifacts suggestively point toward the possibility that, in the Anglo-Saxon Christian 
tradition, material crosses could be invested with first-person identities and represented as 
speakers. Both the Brussels Cross (early 11th century) and the Ruthwell Cross (late 7th-early 8th 
century) have inscriptions that represent them speaking directly to the reader or auditor. The 
Brussels Cross states, “Rod is min nama; geo ic ricne cyning bær byfigynde, blod 
bestemed” (“Rood is my name; I once bore the powerful king, trembling, soaked with blood”), 
recalling some of the sentiments and lexical choices in lines 36b (“bifian”), 42a (“bifode”), 44 
(“Rod wæs ic aræred. Ahof ic ricne Cyning”), and 48b (“eall ic wæs mid blode bestemed”) of 
Dream of the Rood. Even more intriguingly, the Ruthwell Cross carries a runic inscription whose 
lines directly overlap  with a handful of those in Dream of the Rood (ll. 39, 40b-41a, 42b, 44b-45, 
48-49a, 56b-59, 62b-64a). Verses from the Ruthwell Cross appear in italics interlineally 
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26  Cf. ll. 155b-56 of Dream of the Rood describing Christ’s ascension to heaven: “þa heora Wealdend 
cwom, / ælmihtig God,  þær his eðel wæs” (“then their Ruler came, almighty God, where his homeland was”).

27 From the perspective of ritual studies, these lines would invoke, for Christians, the obligation “to act in 
conformity to form” (Rappaport 1999:136), that is, to approach the cross with reverence.



(Swanton 1996:94-97):28

Ongyrede hine þa geong hæleð,   (þæt wæs God ælmihtig), 

 [+ Ond]geredæ hinæ God almehttig

. . . gestah he on gealgan heanne, 

 þa he walde on galgu gistiga

modig on manigra gesyhðe . . . 

 [m]odig f[ore allæ] men.

. . . ne dorste ic hwæðre bugan to eorðan, 

 [B]ug[a  ic ni dorstæ ……………….]

. . . Ahof ic ricne Cyning, 

 [Ahof] ic riicnæ Kyniŋc,

heofona Hlaford;   hyldan me ne dorste. 

 heafunæs Hlafard, hælda ic ni dorstæ.

. . . 

Bysmeredon hie unc butu ætgædere.   Eall ic wæs mid blode bestemed, 

 Bismærædu uŋket men ba ætgad[re]; ic [wæs] miþ blodæ [b]istemi[d], 

begoten of þæs guman sidan. . . .

 bi[goten of …………………………..]

. . . Crist wæs on rode. 

+ Krist wæs on rodi.

Hwæðere þær fuse   feorran cwoman 

 Hweþræ þer fusæ fearran kwomu

to þam æðelinge.   Ic þæt eall beheold. 

 æþþilæ til anum.  Ic þæt al bih[eald]

Sare ic wæs mid [sorgum] gedrefed,   hnag ic. . . .

 Sar[æ] ic wæs mi[þ] sorgum gidræ[fi]d, h[n]ag [ic ……….]

. . . 
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28 Ó Carragáin (2010:138-42) contrasts the Ruthwell and Dream of the Rood verses.



. . . mid strælum forwundod. 

 miþ strelum giwundad.

Aledon hie ðær limwerigne,   gestodon him æt his lices heafdum; 

 Alegdun hiæ hinæ limwærignæ, gistoddun him [. . .] licæs [hea]f[du]m;

beheoldon hie ðær. . . .  

 [bi]hea[l]du[n] hi[æ] þe[r …………………………]

 In the following translation, words that appear only  in Dream of the Rood are in bold; 
those that occur only on the Ruthwell Cross are in italics and, when necessary, in parentheses. 
When the translations overlap directly, no italicization or bolding is used.

The young hero unclothed himself then: that was God almighty .  . . .  When he leaped (wished to 

leap) onto the high gallows, mighty in the sight of  many (before all men). . . . Yet I did not dare to 

bow down to the earth.  . .  . I lifted the powerful king, the lord of heavens, nor did I dare to 

bend. . . . They mocked us both together. I was all drenched with blood, poured forth from the 

man’s side. . .  . Christ was on the rood. Yet they swiftly came from afar to the lord (nobles 

[came] to the one).29 I beheld all that.  In pain, I was distressed with sorrow, I bent . . . deeply 

wounded with arrows. There they laid down the limb-weary one, stood at his head,  they beheld 

there. . . .

For audiences with the “experiential heritage” linking poem and standing cross, the lexical 
echoes in Dream of the Rood could have served as a ritualistic metonym for being in the 
presence of the Ruthwell Cross or others like it. The cross’s presence would have been associated 
with specific ritualizations (the Mass, Lauds, Vespers, the ceremonies of Holy  Week, and so on). 
Although the lines on the Ruthwell Cross and in the Vercelli Codex were inscribed during 
different centuries, using different dialects and different alphabets, their lexical similarities 
suggest a shared tradition.30  Two possibilities present themselves: first, that the “ekphrastic” 
verses on the Ruthwell Cross directly inspired Dream of the Rood; second, that lost  oral, written, 
or etched versions of these texts could connect them across centuries and dialects. Either 
possibility creates the conditions for a relationship between the longer poem, in manuscript form 
(the book itself being an object highly invested with ritualistic potential), and a cross (or crosses 
and reliquaries containing crosses) employed in ritualized situations. 
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29 On the translation of this line of the Ruthwell inscription, see Bammesberger 2009. 

30 Ó Carragáin treats Dream of the Rood as part of a larger tradition, including the verses on the Ruthwell 
Cross and the distich on the Brussels Cross. He suggests, in addition, that “some versions of the dream-vision frame 
of the Vercelli poem existed as early as the end of the seventh century (perhaps a generation before the Ruthwell 
Cross) in sung, oral forms” from which the Ruthwell tituli were excerpted (2010:141). Although no surviving 
testaments to these oral songs and their content exist,  it is evident from the similarities between Dream of the Rood 
and the Ruthwell Cross verses that these poems were more than religious lyric (in a narrow sense); they engage the 
reader or auditor in the spectrum of ritualistic functions that feature the cross, ranging from the Exaltation of the 
Cross on Good Friday during Holy Week to personal devotion.



To generate a sense of what the metonymic invocation of the Ruthwell Cross (or others 
like it) may, at least in part, denote, we need to consider how the Ruthwell Cross could have been 
used and perceived by Anglo-Saxons. Etched vine scrolls emphasize that the Ruthwell Cross is 
“fundamentally  a tree: an image, central to pre-Christian Germanic religion, which in Christian 
culture became the arbor vitae, an image of the mysterium fidei” (Ó Carragáin 2005:286). Like 
Christ, the figure of the Ruthwell Cross unifies seemingly opposite states: it is inert  stone, but 
also living wood (arbor vitae); a bringer of death and a token of eternal life; a massive figure of 
stony silence and a speaking object.31 The four sides of the cross announce to the ear and eye its 
vital role in Christ’s sacred history. As an emblem of doubleness and a synthesis of 
contradictions, it easily  fulfills the role of Christ’s simulacrum. From the perspective of ritual 
poetics, the metonymic invocation of the inscriptions on the Ruthwell Cross calls into the 
acoustic and imaginative experience of Dream of the Rood the experiential knowledge of a 
silent-speaking cross. In both sets of verses, those on the cross and those in the Vercelli 
manuscript, the rood is identified as Christ’s companion when he conquered death. In a parallel 
move, the metonymic reference in Dream of the Rood to the inscribed stone cross (that  speaks 
using first-person narration) re-creates the cross-as-companion association in the mind of the 
audience. They, like the Dreamer, may “in breostum bereð   beacna selest” (“in the breast carry 
the best of signs,” 118), since by hearing or reading about the speaking Cross, the lived 
experience of being in the presence of ritual crosses is called to mind—the mind in Anglo-Saxon 
verse and prose being synonymous with the heart.32

By exploring the possibilities of a ritual poetics in medieval verse, we may glimpse how 
poems that already use the traditional referentiality  of an oral poetics may likewise engage a 
ritual referentiality in order to evoke experiences of specific ritualized objects and ceremonies. 
By wedding the findings of immanent art  to ritual theories of signification, in what I am calling 
“ritual poetics,” we may discover that lines of verse carry a metonymic force linking the spoken 
or oral-related written word to the vivid, multilayered experience of ritualized situations. I have 
sought to demonstrate that Dream of the Rood not only alludes to liturgical sources and the runic 
inscription on the Ruthwell Cross; it may also invoke for its audience the lived sensory 
experience of ritual, for both aesthetic and religious effect. By metonymically  summoning the 
Adoratio crucis ritual, the poem evokes the ritualized bodies of participants, the sensory memory 
of obedience and humility before the cross, and experiences of revelation and adoration. 

In the third phase of the Adoratio, the cross undergoes a ritual burial or Depositio crucis, 
an act that viscerally yokes the cross to Christ’s personal narrative. There are strong theological 
parallels between the Depositio crucis ritual and Dream of the Rood since both treat the Cross as 
a representation of “the physical body and by  implication the human nature of Christ” (Hill 
1993:299). In addition to expressing theological congruence with this ritual, the poem also 
metonymically invokes the Depositio crucis in the verses: “Ða us man fyllan ongan / ealle to 
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31  As Keefer notes, “the cross, as understood within the Christian aesthetic, becomes the paradox of 
simplicity in design, enclosing within its own semantics a great complexity of truths” (2008:204).

32  See Locket 2011, as well as Mize 2010:137-51, who writes that the phrase in breostum is one of 
“numerous examples” through which “The Dream of the Rood represents the dreamer’s understanding of and 
devotion to the True Cross, gained through his visio crucis, as a mental object contained within the enclosure of his 
heart” (150). 



eorðan;   þæt wæs egeslic wyrd! / Bedealf us man on deopan seaþe.” (ll. 73b-75a; “then one 
began to fell us, utterly, to the earth; that was a terrible fate! He buried us in a deep pit.”) While 
these lines surely reflect the Inventio legend (represented in Elene and other Anglo-Saxon texts), 
they  also accord with the third phase of the Adoratio crucis, when, as described in the Regularis 
Concordia (1953:44-45), the deacons place the venerated cross, wrapped in a napkin, within an 
altar transformed to represent a sepulcher. Bedingfield illustrates for the ritual participants the 
strong association between Christ and Cross that this ritual and earlier adoration of the Cross 
confers: “In the Adoratio and the Depositio, then, the participants watch in awe Christ dead on 
the Cross, taken down, and buried, yet all the while burning with conquering power, with the 
promise of Harrowing and Resurrection” (2002:132). The close identification of Christ with the 
Cross, enacted by this ritual, suggests that as a consequence, adoring, touching, kissing, and 
gazing upon the cross, as well as making the sign of the cross with one’s own body, may all be a 
means to connect with Christ. The Dreamer expresses as much when he characterizes the rood as 
the vehicle that would transport him to Christ’s heavenly abode (ll. 122-43b). Dream of the Rood 
draws on the ritual tradition to evoke physically, sensorially, memorially, and spiritually the 
wretchedness and wonder that Christians may experience in the Cross’s presence, and their 
desire to move along the metonymic trajectory from Holy Cross to Christ. As the Cross 
concludes in Dream of the Rood (119-21),

Ac ðurh ða rode sceal   rice gesecan 

of eorðwege   æghwylc sawl, 

seo þe mid Wealdende   wunian þenceð.

“But each soul must seek the kingdom, from the earth-way, via the rood—the soul who intends to 

dwell with the Ruler.”

Arizona State University
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Oral Tradition and Sappho

R. Scott Garner

 Over the last several decades there has developed among scholars an increasing 
willingness to examine the many possibilities that existed for the oral performance of non-epic 
poetry  in the song culture of the early Greek world.1 However, perhaps because archaic lyric and 
elegiac poets are often considered to have been individual artisans displaying unique brands of 
creativity, philosophy, and emotion,2  there has been an unfortunate reluctance by scholars to 
delve beyond the ancient performance arena itself and consider how other aspects of the poetic 
process are themselves indebted to oral traditional practices. In a recent monograph, I attempted 
to redress part of this scholarly  imbalance by  demonstrating that much of archaic Greek elegy 
should be viewed in light of the oral-formulaic techniques that lay  at its compositional core 
(Garner 2011). In this essay I would like to build on those earlier arguments in order to raise the 
possibility that  Sappho’s stanzaic poetry also might be understood as oral, traditional, and even 
formulaic. 

Of course, the idea that Sappho’s poems are to one degree or another related to oral 
traditional compositional techniques is not novel. Milman Parry himself raised the idea as early 
as 1932 (29-30):

The same forces which created the poetic epic language of Homer created the poetic lyric 

language of Sappho and Alcaeus. The scant remains of these two poets do not allow us to show, as 

we can do for Homer, that their diction is formulaic,  and so oral and traditional. We do know, 

however, that Solon and Theognis were still following an oral tradition of iambic poetry, and that 

they lived at that time, always so precious for our own knowledge of oral poetries of the past and 

present, when verse-making was oral but writing known and used as a means of recording and 

keeping. All that we know of the use of writing in Greece at the beginning of the sixth century 

Oral Tradition, 26/2 (2011): 413-444

 1  See, for example, Nagy 1990a, 1990b; Gentili 1988; for Sappho in particular and her awareness of 
positioning herself within this performance-based society, see Lardinois 2008 and the bibliography therein.  On the 
dominant early Greek cultural mindset being steeped in orality more generally,  see Havelock 1963, 1982; Thomas 
1989.

 2  Sappho in particular is especially often put forward as the epitome of this Greek poetic individuality. 
Thus, for instance, Bowra once stated that “Sappho seems to have been sure of herself and her art” (1961:246) and 
Svenbro claimed that Sappho 1 more specifically “is the poem of an individual” (1975:49). Such issues are also at 
the heart of more recent debates concerning Sappho’s position within or against masculine norms of behavior; see, 
for example, Skinner 1993, 2002; Greene 2002; Winkler 2002.



points to the same thing for Sappho and Alcaeus. Yet while we may feel some doubt as to the way 

in which they made their verses, there is not the least doubt that their poetic language was drawn 

from an oral tradition: only in an oral poetry does one ever find such a variety of forms that have 

each one its own metrical value.

For Parry  it was this last distinctive characteristic of coexisting metrical by-forms and the 
corresponding thrift with which they were employed that constituted firm evidence that a given 
poet was working within a formulaic oral tradition.3 But since the output of poets such as Sappho 
and Alcaeus was not preserved in large enough quantities for such analysis to be conclusive in 
the same way that it  was for Homer, Parry made no further effort to detail any possible 
relationship  between the Lesbian poets and oral-formulaic compositional techniques, and in fact 
only a handful of other scholars since Parry’s time have pursued the issue in any depth, either in 
relation to Sappho specifically or with respect to early Greek lyric more broadly.4  Instead, the 
few recent attempts to analyze the relationship between lyric and oral traditional poetic 
techniques have tended either to proceed in the quite problematic direction of exploring 
intertextual parallels between lyric and epic5  or to limit their analysis to diachronic issues of 
metrical development.6  The result, then, has been that some scholars have dismissed altogether 
the oral traditional nature of such poetry while others have accepted the idea of a predominantly 
oral context for performance and transmission of the poems but have done so without taking the 
additional step of considering the specific expressive means by which these poems achieved their 
desired effects within such traditional arenas.7
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 3 See especially Parry 1930 and 1932.

 4 Though “lyric” originally designated only poetry sung to the lyre or another stringed instrument,  here and 
throughout this essay I use the term synonymously with “non-epic” to include iambic and elegiac poetry as well. 
(Cf. Gentili 1988:32.) My choice in this matter is not meant to diminish the role that instrumental accompaniment or 
lack of it helped determine issues of genre in the ancient world, but is instead aimed at underlining the variability 
with which such accompaniment actually seems to have occurred in the early Greek poetic landscape and the 
interdependence that such genres had on each other. See further Gentili 1988:32-49, Garner 2011:4-6.

 5  As a small representative sample of works exemplifying this approach in conjunction with Sappho in 
particular, see Page 1955, Harvey 1957, Svenbro 1975, Hooker 1977, Rissman 1983, and Schrenk 1994.  More 
recently,  Winkler (2002) has similarly suggested that “Sappho’s use of Homeric passages is a way of allowing us, 
even encouraging us,  to approach her consciousness as a woman and poet reading Homer” (46), though elsewhere 
he argues that archaic lyric “was not composed for private reading but for performance to an audience” (41).

 6  See, for example,  West 1973, Nagy 1974 (with further theoretical refinements found in Nagy 1979, 
1990b:439-64, 1996, and 1998), Haslam 1976, Berg 1978, and Bowie 1981.

 7  For a fuller account of these methodologies being applied to early non-epic Greek poetry, see Garner 
2003:389-91. The few notable exceptions to this pattern of scholarly inattention toward oral traditional practices 
being present in lyric have been found in discussions of elegy, most notably in the work of Giannini (1973:61) and 
Barnes (1984:ch. 3; 1995).  Even in these perceptive studies,  however, only isolated aspects of meter and 
enjambement are considered without further discussion of the larger processes involved.



Sappho and Oral Performance

Before we look into the specifics of traditional compositional techniques used by Sappho, 
what can we first say  with certainty concerning the original performance arena for her poems? 
We know from both internal and external testimonia, for instance, that the usual means for 
presenting lyric poetry to an audience in archaic Greece involved active performance, with 
performance modes varying from monodic to choral and with instrumental accompaniment (or 
the lack thereof) further helping to define the performance arena.8  For Sappho in particular this 
connection between music and poetic production is made even stronger by  the depictions of the 
poet within archaic and classical vase painting, where musical instruments and singing play 
prominent roles, even when Sappho is pictured as reading the poetry from a book while sitting.9 
Positioning Sappho’s works within a more specific performance frame, though, is a much more 
difficult task. On one end of the spectrum, it  has been argued that the majority of Sappho’s 
poems must have been private monodic poems for limited audiences within an intimate thíasos 
and that much of the significance of the poems is thus hidden from anyone outside that original 
religious group; however, it has also been put forward that Sappho’s poems, however intimate 
they  may  seem, were actually the remains of great choral activity  on the island of Lesbos and 
that their content should be viewed primarily with this larger audience in mind.10  Unfortunately 
scant evidence remains as a basis for such speculation, and in all likelihood many of Sappho’s 
songs were probably  performed and re-performed in a variety of different contexts such as 
weddings and funerals where the line between private and public would have already been 
blurred for the audiences involved. However, even if we imagine these poems as being 
performed for the most intimate of audiences, it is quite clear—as André Lardinois (2008) has 
observed—that Sappho herself imagined her own fame and that of her subjects as carrying on 
through the memory of her poetry’s actual performances rather than through its textualized 
transmission.11 
 Nevertheless, at least  in the cases of the poems that have survived to us today, 
textualization did indeed enter into the picture at some point. When and how this process 
occurred is, however, unknown, though at least three possible scenarios exist:
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 8 See further Bowra 1961:3-4, Campbell 1964, Herrington 1985:192-200, Gentili 1988:24-49, Nagy 1990b:
19-20, Gerber 1997 (espec. pp. 96-97), Garner 2011:4-6.

 9 Yatromanolakis (2001) provides a catalogue of vases from 610-540 BCE on which Sappho is positively 
labeled or more tentatively identified. For a fuller discussion of these vase depictions alongside the relevant literary 
evidence, see also Yatromanolakis 2007.

 10  This lively debate concerning issues of Sappho’s audience and the circumstances of performance has 
now extended over several decades,  and the above possibilities are only the most disparate of the many contexts that 
have been envisioned for Sappho’s performances. A few of the more important forays into this discussion are 
represented by Merkelbach 1957; Calame 1977:367-72, 1996; Hallett 1979; Gentili 1988; Parker 1993; Lardinois 
1994; and Stehle 1997:262-318. Cf. more recently Ferrari 2010:31-38.

 11 See especially fragments 16 and 94.



(1) Sappho’s poems were originally performed and transmitted orally (whether or 
not previous written composition was involved) before being fixed in 
written form at a much later point.

(2) Sappho’s poems were originally performed orally  and were written down 
quickly afterward by Sappho herself or another individual present as either 
a performer or an audience member.

(3) Sappho’s poems were originally composed as written works and were always 
transmitted as such.

Scenario 1 is closest to the view held by  scholars such as Nagy  (1990b) and Gentili (1988:19) 
who view the fossilizing of lyric poetry in written form as a product of cultural change that 
occurred only later in the Greek world, with few readers of poetry existing in large numbers 
before the fifth century.12  Under such circumstances, the transition of works into written form 
would be rather separate from the original processes of poetic composition and performance; 
accordingly, poets such as Sappho would rarely have been composing with the idea of written 
dissemination of their works as a primary goal. Instead, the impetus for such textualization 
would have been likely to arrive from an external source, perhaps in Sappho’s case as the result 
of prominent families on Lesbos wishing to create poetic texts as possessions that heightened 
their status by strengthening their connections to the poet.13 

On the other hand, Scenarios 2 and 3 imagine Sappho herself as the motivating force 
behind our texts, with the qualitative difference between the two scenarios being only whether 
the written words were initially the scripts or the revisions of the original performances.14  The 
pre-existence of written texts might seem especially likely  if we view Sappho’s output  as 
primarily  choral, since textualized versions might act as aids for teaching complex pieces to a 
company for singing and dancing in a group performance, but comparative evidence has shown 
that even choral output regularly occurs without reliance on writing.15  One might also point to 
the lack of internal and external references linking written composition with Sapphic poetry as 
evidence that standardized written texts came only later, but such evidence is regularly  lacking 
for the entirety  of the early  Greek poetic corpus and could simply be coincidental or the 
byproduct of lyric poems being primarily  situated in the oral performance arena. In any case, it  is 
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 12 Cf. Ford 2003.

 13 The suggestion is that of Davison (1968:101).

 14 These two scenarios would then fall much more in line with the view held by Gerber concerning early 
Greek lyric more generally (1997:3-4): “In spite of the prodigious capability of the early Greeks to preserve poetry 
orally, it seems difficult to believe that contemporary copies of lyric poetry did not exist,  especially for longer 
poems.” Gerber does, however, admit that the evidence is slender for such written transmission without prior oral 
circulation. 

 15  Cf., for example, Gentili’s discussion (1988:20-21) of a non-written choral tradition in the Gilbert 
Islands. Similarly, many of the traditional songs underlying the Finnish Kalevala circulated orally through group 
performance long before (and also after) they were collected and standardized by Lönnrot in the nineteenth century.



now impossible to determine at exactly  what point writing entered into the composition or 
transmission of Sappho’s poetry, and the very fact that her output has survived to us through such 
a variety of sources—including literary  quotations, inscriptions, and scattered papyri—indicates 
that the circumstances of textualization may have varied quite a lot from one poem to the next.
 But although we cannot now locate the specific role of writing in the history  of our 
surviving texts, wherever and whenever the written word came into the poetic process it did so—
as we have seen—within an environment where the oral performance of poetry  must still have 
been common and probably even the norm, and it is ultimately the societal expectations of these 
original audiences (rather than the written or oral nature of the compositional process itself) that 
would have been more likely to determine the particular mode of expression that Sappho 
employed to communicate meaningfully among her contemporaries. Even if those closest to the 
poet could appreciate her art through written texts, many of Sappho’s poems seem to have gained 
fame quickly  throughout the Greek world in locations far removed from their original 
production, and the dominant aesthetic that would have unified these widely  diverse audiences 
would have been one steeped in oral performance along with the interpretive frame that it 
provided. For any given tradition, it is always possible for the boundaries themselves between 
oral and written to become blurred, or even for oral composition to give way  entirely to the 
written mode. However, as long as the context of oral performance remains intact, the process of 
creating meaningful art will continue to make use of many enabling devices from the traditional 
compositional register. As Foley  has maintained (1999:17), “since these forms constitute a real 
and singularly expressive language, rather than a standard kit of handy compositional tools, there 
is no reason why they should immediately  cede place to an entirely new, unrelated mode of 
expression.” Indeed, the persistence of these traditional forms of oral communication must have 
been especially important in ancient Greece, where the general acquisition of literacy  was a 
particularly slow and uneven process, and it  becomes even more likely that whatever success 
Sappho attained in her poetry was arrived at only by the meshing of her own individual genius 
with what must have been a thriving and pervasive oral tradition on the island of Lesbos around 
the beginning of the sixth century.16

Traditional Structuring Techniques in Lesbian Stanzaic Poetry

Our driving question thus moves away from whether or not  Sappho used writing to 
compose her poetry  and focuses instead on what techniques of oral traditional composition she 
might have employed and to what degree she might have relied on them to infuse her poems with 
meaning accessible to a wide range of audiences. As a starting point for investigating such 
issues, we might note that in both early  Greece and traditions from around the world, one of the 
most common characteristics of oral and oral-derived poetry is the regularity with which it 
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 16  Foley has previously explained that tradition and individual talent act as complementary and not 
oppositional forces (1999:xii): “tradition provides the language, but it is the speaker who breaks the silence, whether 
eloquently or otherwise. Remove the language and all connection to the traditional context is lost, but remove the 
performing poet and the silence resumes.  As with any medium, while an artistic heritage is always theoretically in 
the public domain, artistic brilliance is the achievement of relatively few. The tradition and the poet both matter.”



partitions its phraseology into formulaic semantic units. That  such semantic partitioning was 
used as a structuring principle in traditional Greek epic poetry has been demonstrated by 
numerous scholars, going back at least as far as Fränkel, who in his 1926 work showed that 
Homeric hexameters normally comprise four semantic units (or cola) that stand as the basic 
constituents of the line. Although the caesurae that set the boundaries for these colonic units have 
been somewhat debated, Fränkel’s original schema for breaking down the hexameter remains the 
most commonly accepted arrangement by scholars today, though many (including myself) prefer 
to consider at least some of the A breaks as secondary  rather than primary juncture points in the 
line: 17

⎯⏐∪⏐∪⏐⎯⏐∪ ∪ ⎯⏐∪⏐∪ ⎯⏐∪ ∪⏐⎯ ∪ ∪ ⎯ ∪

    1    2    3    4            1    2        1        2

             A           B               C

Within such a system, the first phraseological element starts at the beginning of the line and 
continues on to one of four possible stopping points (A 1-4), after which the next unit continues 
on until one of the two possible mid-line juncture points (B 1-2); the third element then starts 
from one of these two positions and fills out the line up to either the hepthemimeral caesura or 
bucolic diaeresis (C 1-2), with a final phrase then completing the rest of the hexameter. Similarly, 
early Greek elegy also displays four-part structuring tendencies in both the hexameter and so-
called “pentameter” portions of each couplet:18

⎯⏐∪⏐∪⏐⎯⏐∪ ∪ ⎯⏐∪⏐∪ ⎯⏐∪ ∪⏐⎯ ∪ ∪ ⎯ ∪

    1    2    3    4            1    2        1        2

             A           B              C

     ⎯ ∪⏐∪⏐⎯⏐∪ ∪ ⎯⏐⎯  ∪⏐∪⏐⎯⏐∪⏐∪ ⎯

                           1    2     3                        1   2     3   4

      D                  E                  F

Both early  Greek epic and elegy thus had built-in structuring principles for their traditional 
phraseology that necessitated and at the same time enabled semantic and metrical coordination.19 
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 17 For a fuller discussion of the scholarship involved in determining such breaks, see Foley 1990:73-80. Cf. 
also the arguments made for varying divisions as proposed by Porter (1951), Peabody (1975), Foley (1990), Russo 
(1997), Clark (2004), Garner (2011:6-9). See Kirk 1966 and 1985:18-24 for possible doubts concerning the true 
applicability of such a four-part structuring system for Homer.

 18 For the evidence of such structuring, see Garner 2011:9-17.

 19 It should be mentioned, however, that this colonic structuring of the hexameter is not absolutely rigid in 
its employment within all Homeric lines. For instance, semantic unit endings do not occur universally in all lines at 
one of the B caesurae; a small but significant 1% of hexameters have these breaks “blocked,” with the semantic unit 
continuing on until at least the C caesura. Blockages for the A and C caesurae occur in fully 10% of all lines.  (See 
further Foley 1990:79-82.) Archaic elegy contains a similar number of digressions from these structural norms, 
though in the hexameter portion there does seem to be a slightly less rigid standard of employment. (Cf. Garner 
2011:9-11, 16.)



As it turns out, Lesbian stanzaic poetry  also exhibits regularized structuring principles for 
its phraseology, though the organizational patterns differ somewhat from those found in early 
Greek epic and elegy.20  On the island of Lesbos, rather than lines comprising four separate 
phraseological parts, it is tripartite structures that dominate the various poetic forms. There are of 
course some Aeolic meters that do not seem to be organized in three parts,21  and in some cases 
the evidence is too fragmentary  to determine any underlying structural tendencies, but in general 
the three-part division is the one that dominates the poetic landscape. For instance, if Plutarch’s 
quotation of the “Miller’s Song” from Eresus is considered authentic (Septem sapientium 
convivium 14),22

ἄλει, μύλα, ἄλει· 

καὶ γὰρ Πιττακὸς ἄλει 

μεγάλας Μυτιλάνας βασιλεύων.

(Grind, mill, grind / for even Pittakos grinds / ruling over great Mytilene.)

we have at least one example of what may be considered a Lesbian folksong to be sung in 
conjunction with the grinding of corn.23  Although the poem is simple and does not employ any 
recognizable meter, the tripartite organization is obvious—even if nearly  all of the units consist 
of a single word.24  Of the three lines, the only place where the three-part division might be 
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 20  The following discussion draws heavily from and builds upon my remarks concerning Alcaic and 
Sapphic stanzas found in Garner 2003:51-57.

 21  At least some counter-examples to such Lesbian tripartite structuring still show regularized 
phraseological organization. For instance,  the possible Lesbian folksong quoted by Hephaestion (Campbell 
1982:171-72 [Sappho fr. 168B]) does not adhere to the three-part structuring tradition and instead seems to consist 
of only two phraseological elements that balance each other out on each side of the line:

δέδυκε μὲν ἀ σελάννα 
καὶ Πληΐαδες· μέσαι δὲ 
νύκτες, παρὰ δ’ ἔρχετ’ ὢρα· 
ἐγὼ δὲ μόνα καθεύδω. 

Such structuring, however, seems to have been the exception rather than the rule, and it had very little influence on 
Lesbian poetry as a whole.

22 See Campbell 1967 (Carm. pop. 869).

 23  This specific type of song is mentioned by Athenaeus (xiv.618c).  Cf. the discussion of this poem by 
Bowra (1961:143-44).

 24  As will become clear in the analyses that follow, I do not avoid considering the possibility that single 
words can act as integers of traditional phraseology, though I often omit them as evidence for actual formula 
employment since less controversial examples can be used instead. Such worries, though, are mitigated when such 
isolated words appear to fill out entire cola on a recurring basis in one or more types of early Greek verse. 
Additionally, as Foley has shown (1990:44-50), comparative evidence suggests that traditional oral poets most often 
do not themselves recognize the distinction between individual lexemes and longer phraseological units that work 
together as a single traditional “word,” and thus there seems to be little reason to deny their importance in relation to 
the verse-structuring techniques used on Lesbos.



criticized is the distinction of καὶ  γὰρ as a self-contained unit. However, such employment is 
quite common in Homer where the phrase appears 28 times as the introductory colon in the 
hexameter. Thus, even in a most basic form, Lesbian poetry has the ability to arrange itself in 
what our evidence is displaying as a quite pervasive traditional structure for early  Greek non-epic 
poetry in general.
 More important for our purposes here, though, are the structures of the most influential 
verse forms of Lesbian poetry—the Alcaic and Sapphic stanzas. Unfortunately there is not 
enough extant poetry of these forms to produce exact colometry  schemes such as those given for 
the hexameter and elegiac couplet, but the overall structuring methods in these stanzaic forms are 
still quite apparent. First, in the Alcaic stanza we have a regularized tripartite scheme. Though 
these divisions are easy enough to make in each surviving fragment that we have, I here provide 
only a few of the more straightforward examples taken from the work of Alcaeus:25

 Alcaeus 72.7-10:  κῆνος δὲ τούτων οὐκ ἐπελάθετο 

ὤνηρ ἐπεὶ δὴ πρῶτον ὀνέτροπε, 

παίσαις γὰρ ὀννώρινε νύκτας, 

τὼ δὲ πίθω πατάγεσκ’ ὀ πύθμην. 

(But that man did not forget these things when he first created a 

disturbance, for he kept whole nights awake, and the bottom of the jar 

went on ringing.)

 Alcaeus 129.1-12:   . . . τόδε Λέσβιοι

         ]. . . εὔδειλον τέμενος μέγα

ξῦνον κά[τε]σσαν ἐν δὲ βώμοις

ἀθανάτων μακάρων ἔθηκαν

κἀπωνύμασσαν ἀντίαον Δία

σὲ δ’ Αἰολήιαν [κ]υδαλίμαν θέον

πάντων γενέθλαν, τὸν δὲ τέρτον

τόνδε κεμήλιον ὠνύμασς[α]ν

Ζόννυσσον ὠμήσταν. ἄ[γι]τ̣’ εὔνοον

θῦμον σκέθοντες ἀμμετέρα[ς] ἄρας

ἀκούσατ’, ἐκ δὲ τῶν ̣ [δ]ε̣ μ ̣ό ̣χ̣θ ̣ων

ἀγαλέας τε φύγας. . . . 

(The Lesbians established this great conspicuous precinct to be held in 

common, and put in it altars of the blessed immortals, and they entitled 

Zeus God of Suppliants and you, the Aeolian, Glorious Goddess, 

Mother of all,  and this third they named Kemelios, Dionysus, eater of 
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 25 Except where indicated, citations and quotations from Alcaeus and Sappho refer to Lobel and Page 1955. 
Translations—also except where noted—are taken from Campbell 1982.



raw flesh.  Come, with gracious spirit hear our prayer, and rescue us 

from these hardships and from grievous exile. . . .)

 Alcaeus 6.1-3:   τόδ’ αὖ]τε κῦμα τὼ π[ρ]οτέρ[ω †νέμω†

στείχει,] παρέξει δ’ ἄ[μμι πόνον π]όλυν

ἄντλην ἐπ]εί κε νᾶ[ος ἔμβαι . . . . 

(This wave in turn comes [like?] the previous one,  and it will give us 

much trouble to bale out when it enters the ship’s. . . .)

The above divisions are based first on major syntactic divisions and a practice of keeping 
together inseparable prepositive and postpositive elements, and in those cases where juncture 
points are still uncertain, my methodology has been whenever possible to compare the Alcaic 
phraseology  with similar recurring elements that fill out entire cola in other archaic Greek meters 
or to make divisions on the basis of syntactic parallels if the phrase (or sometimes the individual 
word) is not found elsewhere as a unit.26 Though the results may seem a bit subjective, it  is worth 
noting that  every  Alcaic stanza that  has survived to us from archaic Lesbos can be divided in this 
tripartite fashion.
 Finally, the structuring of the Sapphic stanza is slightly  more complex. The first two lines 
of each stanza consistently  divide into three portions just as do their Alcaic counterparts, but  the 
third and fourth lines—in actuality a single line as far as metrical analysis is concerned27—
together comprise four semantic units. Again, the following examples (which I present with the 
third and fourth lines combined but with their conventional line numbering) are representative:

Sappho 1.9-16:   ἄρμ’ ὐπασδεύξαισα· κάλοι δέ σ’ ἆγον

ὤκεες στροῦθοι περὶ γᾶς μελαίνας

πύκνα δίννεντες πτέρ’ ἀπ’ ὠράνω ἴθερος διὰ μέσσω·28

αἶψα δ’ ἐξίκοντο· σὺ δ’, ὦ μάκαιρα,

μειδιαίσαισ’ ἀθανάτωι προσώπωι

ἤρε’ ὄττι δηὖτε πέπονθα κὤττι δηὖτε κάλημμι
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 26  Importantly, in those cases where I have separated words from their modifiers, it is nearly always the 
case that these items fill out cola individually somewhere else in the corpus. Also, as is the case for Homeric phrase 
structuring, strings of more than one enclitic are allowed to be separated from each other. On specific points of 
phraseological parallels, see further the discussion below. For a similar methodology being used to establish the 
structuring tendencies of archaic Greek elegy and further details on the guiding principles being used, see Garner 
2011:6-17.

 27 Cf. West 1982:32.

28 Though Lobel and Page print ὠράνωἴθερος as a single word, I have inserted the space between the 
lexemes to present more clearly the phraseological juncture that occurs at that point.



(with chariot yoked: beautiful swift sparrows whirring fast-beating 

wings brought you above the dark earth down from heaven through the 

mid-air, and soon they arrived; and you, blessed one, with a smile on 

your immortal face asked what was the matter with me this time and 

why I was calling this time. . . .)

 Sappho 1.21-28:  καὶ γὰρ αἰ φεύγει, ταχέως διώξει,

αἰ δὲ δῶρα μὴ δέκετ’, ἀλλὰ δώσει,

αἰ δὲ μὴ φίλει, ταχέως φιλήσει κωὐκ ἐθέλοισα.

ἔλθε μοι καὶ νῦν, χαλέπαν δὲ λῦσον

ἐκ μερίμναν, ὄσσα δέ μοι τέλεσσαι

θῦμος ἰμέρρει, τέλεσον, σὺ δ’ αὔτα σύμμαχος ἔσσο.

(‘If she runs away,  soon she shall pursue; if she does not accept gifts, 

why, she shall give them instead; and if she does not love, soon she 

shall love even against her will.’ Come to me now again and deliver me 

from oppressive anxieties; fulfil all that my heart longs to fulfil, and 

you yourself be my fellow-fighter.)

 Sappho 16.1-4:   ο]ἰ μὲν ἰππήων στρότον οἰ δὲ πέσδων

οἰ δὲ νάων φαῖσ’ ἐπ[ὶ] γᾶν μέλαι[ν]αν

ἔ]μμεναι κάλλιστον, ἔγω δὲ κῆν’ ὄττω τις ἔραται·

(Some say a host of cavalry, others of infantry, and others of ships, is 

the most beautiful thing on the black earth, but I say it is whatsoever a 

person loves.)

 Sappho 31.1-4:  φαίνεταί μοι κῆνος ἴσος θέοισιν

ἔμμεν’ ὤνηρ, ὄττις ἐνάντιός τοι

ἰσδάνει καὶ πλάσιον ἆδυ φωνείσας ὐπακούει

(He seems as fortunate as the gods to me, the man who sits opposite 

you and listens nearby to your sweet voice. . . .)

Sapphic stanzas, however, provide one final feature that needs explaining. Though the majority 
of the stanzas have final lines whose component parts are arranged in the customary paratactic 
fashion, a few stanzas actually  demonstrate a type of expansion in which one semantic unit is 
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split into two parts that surround a different internal phraseological element. This phenomenon 
appears three times, for instance, within Sappho 1:29

Sappho 1.1-8:   ποικιλόθρον’ ἀθανάτ’ Aφρόδιτα,

παῖ Δίος δολόπλοκε, λίσσομαί σε,

μή μ’ ἄσαισι μηδ’ ὀνίαισι δάμνα, πότνια, θῦμον,

ˈ-------------------ˈ

ἀλλὰ τυίδ’ ἔλθ’, αἴ ποτα κἀτέρωτα

τὰς ἔμας αὔδας ἀίοισα πήλοι

ἔκλυες, πάτρος δὲ δόμον λίποισα χρύσιον ἦλθες

ˈ-------------------ˈ

(Ornate-throned immortal Aphrodite, wile-weaving daughter of Zeus, I 

entreat you: do not overpower my heart, mistress, with ache and 

anguish, but come here, if ever in the past you heard my voice from 

afar and acquiesced and came, leaving your father’s golden house. . . .)

Sappho 1.17-20:   κὤττι μοι μάλιστα θέλω γένεσθαι

μαινόλαι θύμωι· τίνα δηὖτε πείθω

.].σάγην ἐς σὰν φιλότατα; τίς σ’, ὦ Ψάπφ’, ἀδικήει;

ˈ---------------------ˈ

(. . . and what in my maddened heart I most wished to happen for 

myself: ‘Whom am I to persuade this time to lead you back to her  

love?30 Who wrongs you, Sappho?’)

Such overriding of paratactic structuring tendencies should not surprise us greatly, though, since 
even in Homer we find internal expansion as a method by  which the poet added flexibility to his 
verse form.31  The phraseological expansion in Sappho is made even more interesting since it 
occurs in that portion of the verse that is most similar to the epic hexameter in general, both in 
terms of length (and its attendant four-part divisions) and with respect to rhythm (with the 
possibility of a concluding adonean in both poetries). Further, even though the partitioning 
systems in Lesbian lyric may seem less rigid than those that can be defined for other early Greek 
meters, we should also remember that the Sapphic and Alcaic stanzas allowed much less 
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 29 That the expanded units should be viewed as integral and not as two separate units is assured in at least 
two of these cases by similar phrases occurring elsewhere in early Greek poetry, with δάμνα . . . θῦμον paralleled 
by θυμὸν ἐδάμνα (a Homeric line-ending at Iliad 14.439) and λίποισα . . . ἦλθες being similar (though with a 
reversal of lexemes) to ἦλθε λιπὼν (Scutum 81).

 30 Campbell’s translation is based on the emendation ἄψ σ’ ἄγην ἐς �ὰν. . . .

 31  Cf. Hainsworth 1968:74-109 where Ch. 6 is devoted to the expansion of Homeric formulas in general 
and Ch. 7 discusses particular formulas with elements separated by variable units.



flexibility metrically  than did the hexameter or elegiac couplet, where alternations between 
dactyls and spondees are commonplace. In fact, because of the few metrical variations allowed 
within the Sapphic stanza, the number of different possible metrical types for its colon-length 
phrases (34) is quite comparable to that found in the Homeric hexameter (26), and the number 
actually employed within the Sapphic corpus is limited even further with only 24 attested 
variations. The structuring of phraseology within Lesbian stanzaic poetry, then, seems to be 
leading us further down the path of viewing Sappho’s work as being even more steeped in 
traditional processes than it might first appear.

Traditional Phraseology in Sappho

But even if the stanzaic verse forms employed by Sappho had the capacity to make use of 
traditional phraseology, do we have any evidence that she indeed used such phrases in oral 
traditional—or even formulaic—ways? As we have already seen, even though Lesbian stanzaic 
poetry  does exhibit several metrical by-forms, not  enough poetry of this type remains to 
demonstrate any possible thrift that would be in line with the oral-formulaic practices apparent in 
other early Greek poetic genres. Additionally, we might look for similarities between the stanza-
ending internal expansion techniques in Sappho and the traditional practice of tmesis in the 
Homeric hexameter,32  but this approach also ultimately leaves our main question unanswered. 
We might, however, attempt to locate any formulaic usage in Sappho through the regularity with 
which traditional colon-length phrases are placed within her stanzas. As O’Neill (1942) showed 
long ago for the early Greek hexameter, poets using oral-formulaic techniques tend to employ 
systematic—though not completely  universal—placement of phraseology  at specific positions 
within the verse.33  Again, not enough Lesbian poetry remains for us to determine whether 
Sappho was regularly consistent herself in the localization of formulas. But we can, on the other 
hand, check to see whether there are similarities between the metrical placements of formulas 
shared by Sappho and early Greek epic, with any correspondences between the two poetries not 
only adding to our evidence that Sappho was employing oral-formulaic verse-making techniques 
but also indicating that she was doing so through a lyric tradition that was interacting with—and 
not just parallel to—its epic counterpart.
 But what do we mean by “formula” when we are talking about phraseology shared 
between two different meters? Traditional definitions of formula for Greek poetry  are all meant 
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 32 On tmesis as an inherited technique from Indo-European poetry,  see Horrocks 1980, 1981. Aeolic poetry 
seems to retain many such characteristics of Indo-European metrical practice, as it is conservative with respect to 
resolution and contraction, often maintains a single line-initial double anceps, and matches the oldest Indian poetic 
forms in the metrical shape of many of its cola. Cf. West 1982:29-30.

 33  The origin of such localization practices in Homer is a murky matter at best and is wrapped up in 
complex questions of metrical and linguistic development from Indo-European practice onward. (See the references 
provided in note 6 as well as in Russo 1997:espec. note 8.) Specifically, default Greek (and possibly Indo-European) 
syntactic patterns themselves may have acted as a possible systematizing influence on Greek verse so that its 
localization tendencies are more apparent than a random distribution might suggest (cf. Peabody 1975:30-167 on 
Hesiod), but rather than separate poetic processes from everyday linguistic realities, we would instead do well to 
recall Foley’s formulation that “oral tradition works like language, only more so” (1999:6).



to analyze phraseology occurring within a given verse form and are therefore difficult  to apply 
beyond that  single meter.34  For that reason, I have previously proposed a different type of 
formula—the lexical formula—that allows for comparison among various metrical forms. As I 
defined it in a previous study aimed at comparing Greek epic and elegiac forms (2011:21), a 
lexical formula is “a group of two or more lexemes that appear together regularly in order to fill 
out completely a traditionally defined colon or cola either by  themselves or in conjunction with 
prepositive or postpositive words.”35  Any set of phraseology  found to meet this definition will 
consist of only  the most systematic and mechanical elements that could be determined to be 
shared by different poetries, but even though it will be inadequate for demonstrating the full 
flexibility of a traditional system at work, it  can at least  provide a glimpse of just how 
regularized Sappho’s traditional diction is.
 I have listed in the appendix the lexical formulas shared by early Greek epic and 
Sappho’s stanzas.36  Though only 15 assured examples of shared lexical formulas can be gleaned 
from the small amount of surviving poetry, the patterned usage is almost startling in its 
regularity:

1) For single-colon-length phrases in epic, their positioning in the hexameter is 
nearly always mirrored directly in the Sapphic stanza. 

A) If a lexical formula is primarily localized at the first, second, or third 
position within the hexameter, it tends to appear as the first, second, or 
third element respectively  within an individual line in the Sapphic stanza 
as well.37

B) If a formula is primarily localized at the end of a hexameter, it will tend 
to appear as the final element in a Sapphic stanza line as well.38  (Such 
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 34 See further Garner 2011:19-21.

 35 Within this definition, metrically nonequivalent forms, dialectal by-forms, and differently prefixed verb 
forms are all able to be considered part of the same formula family. Such allowances are especially important for 
comparison of Lesbian and Homeric poetry, as the study of formula families variously employing isometrical or 
metrically non-equivalent Aeolic and Ionic forms could have further ramifications for investigations into the 
diachronic development of the respective verse forms. For the application of this system to early Greek elegy, see 
Garner 2011:21-38.

 36  In the appendix and the discussion that follows, the following editions of hexameter works have been 
used: Monro and Allen 1920 (Iliad), Allen 1917 (Odyssey), Allen et al.  1936 (Homeric Hymns), West 1966 
(Theogony), Solmsen 1970 (Works and Days, Scutum).

 37 Such is the case for three of the four lexical formulas primarily localized in the hexameter at a non-final 
position. The one formula not fitting into this pattern appears at Sappho 1.13, where ὦ μάκαιρα acts as the final 
element in the line but its closest parallel, ὦ μάκαρ, appears in a line-initial position at Iliad 3.182. However, even 
in this case, it is possible that Sappho is mirroring hexameter usage, as the plural μάκαρες often appears by itself as 
the third unit in a Homeric line.

 38 The only exceptions are αἶψα δ’ ἐξίκοντο (Sappho 1.13) and δῶρα μὴ δέκετ’ (Sappho 1.22),  but both 
of these cases involve internal expansion of one type or another from their Homeric parallels.



localization occurs consistently at the end of both tripartite39 and four-part 
lines,40 and it may even be a final element of a stanza that then undergoes 
internal expansion.41)

2) Phrases filling out  two cola together in the hexameter appear in line-initial 
position within the Sapphic stanza.42

Of these patterned employments, perhaps the most interesting is the localizing of hexameter line-
ending units within the various possible line-final environments of the Sapphic stanza, as such 
usage shows the Sapphic tendency to prioritize line position over metrical environment. Also, it 
should be stressed that even though the patterns given above show how hexameter formulas 
adapt to their Sapphic environment, we could also express the relationship  in the opposite 
direction to demonstrate how Sapphic formulas localize into the hexameter. If the two types of 
poetry  were actively  sharing formulaic phraseology—as indeed seems to be the case—the 
likelihood would not be that one genre provided the diction for another in a hierarchical fashion 
but instead that there was a common poetic language that continually evolved and situated itself 
within the specific needs of any individual performance context or poetic form; the degree to 
which two different poetries had similar diction would be directly related to the amount of 
contact the practitioners and audience members of one genre had with the other. Consequently, I 
would suggest that  the high correspondence rates for Sappho and epic were caused much more 
by Sappho’s contemporaries being fluent in two different but related poetic idioms rather than 
through any wish by the poet to emulate Homer or other hexameter poets in particular. 

Sappho 1

If, then, we have evidence that Sappho’s poetry was composed in accordance with oral 
traditional verse-structuring techniques and the patterned usage of oral-formulaic phraseology, 
and we know that poetry of Sappho’s period was much more commonly transmitted through 
performance than via textualization, it would seem that we ourselves should default to 
interpreting her poetry not as works of a literate composer creating texts to be read privately but 
as pieces of art that were meant to be interpreted primarily through the traditional context of oral 
performance with all of its attendant strategies for aesthetic expression. And as an example of 
just how stark the interpretive difference can be if we drop our literate presuppositions and move 
closer toward this more realistic poetic scenario, I would like to close with a renewed 
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 39 For instance, περὶ  γᾶς μελαίνας (Sappho 1.10) / ἐπὶ  γᾶν μέλαιναν (Sappho 16.2) and ἴσος θέοισιν 
(Sappho 31.1).

 40 Examples are κωὐκ ἐθέλοισα (Sappho 1.24) and οὐκ ἐδύναντο (Sappho 17.8).

 41 Sappho 1.3-4: δάμνα . . . θῦμον.

 42 Appearing at Sappho 1.9 (ἄρμ’ ὐπασδεύξαισα) and Sappho 2.5 (ἐν δ’ ὔδωρ ψῦχρον).



examination of the first (as well as longest and most complete) poem in the Sapphic corpus. 
Much of the poem has already appeared as evidence throughout this essay, but I provide it here 
in the full form which has come down to us (with the third and fourth lines again split apart):

ποικιλόθρον’ ἀθανάτ’ Aφρόδιτα,

παῖ Δίος δολόπλοκε, λίσσομαί σε,

μή μ’ ἄσαισι μηδ’ ὀνίαισι δάμνα, 

πότνια, θῦμον,

�           

ἀλλὰ τυίδ’ ἔλθ’, αἴ ποτα κἀτέρωτα   5

τὰς ἔμας αὔδας ἀίοισα πήλοι

ἔκλυες, πάτρος δὲ δόμον λίποισα 

χρύσιον ἦλθες

ἄρμ’ ὐπασδεύξαισα· κάλοι δέ σ’ ἆγον

ὤκεες στροῦθοι περὶ γᾶς μελαίνας   10

πύκνα δίννεντες πτέρ’ ἀπ’ ὠράνωἴθε-

ρος διὰ μέσσω·

αἶψα δ’ ἐξίκοντο· σὺ δ’, ὦ μάκαιρα,

μειδιαίσαισ’ ἀθανάτωι προσώπωι � � �

ἤρε’ ὄττι δηὖτε πέπονθα κὤττι �    15

δηὖτε κάλημμι

�

� κὤττι μοι μάλιστα θέλω γένεσθαι

μαινόλαι θύμωι· τίνα δηὖτε πείθω

.].σάγην ἐς σὰν φιλότατα; τίς σ’, ὦ 

Ψάπφ’, ἀδικήει;      20

 

 καὶ γὰρ αἰ φεύγει, ταχέως διώξει,

αἰ δὲ δῶρα μὴ δέκετ’, ἀλλὰ δώσει,

αἰ δὲ μὴ φίλει, ταχέως φιλήσει 

κωὐκ ἐθέλοισα.

ἔλθε μοι καὶ νῦν, χαλέπαν δὲ λῦσον   25

ἐκ μερίμναν, ὄσσα δέ μοι τέλεσσαι

θῦμος ἰμέρρει, τέλεσον, σὺ δ’ αὔτα 

σύμμαχος ἔσσο.

(Ornate-throned immortal Aphrodite, wile-weaving daughter of Zeus, I entreat you: do not 

overpower my heart, mistress, with ache and anguish, but come here, if ever in the past you heard 

my voice from afar and acquiesced and came, leaving your father’s golden house, with chariot 

yoked: beautiful swift sparrows whirring fast-beating wings brought you above the dark earth 
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down from heaven through the mid-air, and soon they arrived; and you, blessed one, with a smile 

on your immortal face asked what was the matter with me this time and why I was calling this 

time and what in my maddened heart I most wished to happen for myself: ‘Whom am I to 

persuade this time to lead you back to her love? Who wrongs you, Sappho? If she runs away, soon 

she shall pursue; if she does not accept gifts, why, she shall give them instead; and if she does not 

love, soon she shall love even against her will.’ Come to me now again and deliver me from 

oppressive anxieties; fulfil all that my heart longs to fulfil, and you yourself be my fellow-fighter.)

Whether this poem was conceived as a personal prayer or as a hymnic effort has been 
debated in the same manner as the general performance contexts for Sappho’s poetry,43  but 
ultimately  the uncertainty here lies in the fact that both forms draw on the same traditional type-
scene structure that is common not only in early  Greek epic but also in lyric, with over twenty 
examples able to be drawn from archaic non-epic poetry.44  That such structuring pervades lyric 
as well as epic provides yet  another indication of traditional interaction between the different  art 
forms, but it also allows us to observe important differences in the ways that varying genres were 
able to make use of the same traditional material and techniques. The first  of these differences 
becomes apparent  immediately: in a Homeric prayer, the type-scene is always introduced by the 
praying individual first making a prayer-related gesture—usually involving the raising of hands
—and the poet also using specific verbs (for example, εὔχομαι  or ἀράομαι) to indicate that a 
prayer is about to occur; in many cases there is also an indication as to which deity is about to be 
addressed.45  In Sappho 1, the audience has none of this context to assist in interpreting the 
prayer. Instead, the original audiences would have been forced to draw upon the immediate 
performance context, their previous experiences with Sappho’s poetic tradition, and possibly 
their own acquaintance with Sappho’s particular compositions in order to interpret  each new 
piece of information as it came forth in the poem. Whereas Greek epic tends to be determinative 
and direct  the audience members’ interpretation through previous and subsequent narrative 
context, Greek lyric was by necessity a more privately participatory  experience with poets 
having less ability  or desire to steer audience members’ individualistic interpretations—
interpretations that were not limited by traditional compositional techniques but enabled by them 
in the first place.
 Nevertheless, Sappho’s audience did not have to wait long for the patterned prayer type-
scene to make itself clear, as the poem opens immediately  in the traditional manner of a request 
for divine assistance by  invoking the goddess Aphrodite in a string of epithets (lines 1-2). Of 
these epithets, ποικιλόθρονος is the most interesting, not only because the introductory word 
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 43 In addition to the works provided in note 10 of this article for the possible performance environments of 
Sappho’s poems more generally, see also Cameron 1939 and Segal 1974 for discussions of this poem in particular.

 44 Alcaeus 129; Alcman 81; Anacreon 348, 357; Ananius 1; Archilochus 26, 106, 108; Callinus 2; Hipponax 
3a, 32, 40; Sappho 1, 2,  5, 15, 17, 33; Solon 13; Theognis 11-14. Anacreon 348 is included, even though the actual 
request is now missing from our remaining fragment.  I do not here include simple invocations, since these briefer 
appeals to the divine follow a differing though related type-scene structure.

 45  For a full discussion of the traditional template for Homeric prayers, see Morrison 1991 (who draws 
heavily on the analysis of Arend 1933).  For scholarship on Homeric prayer type-scenes more generally,  see Edwards 
1992:315.



helps set the tone for the entire poem but also since it is the one word from this poem that is most 
disputed in meaning. The traditional interpretation of the word has been “elaborate-throned,” a 
meaning supported by similar descriptions in Homer:46

 Od. 1.130-32:         αὐτὴν δ’ ἐς θρόνον εἷσεν ἄγων, ὑπὸ λῖτα πετάσσας, � 

καλὸν δαιδάλεον· ὑπὸ δὲ θρῆνυς ποσὶν ἦεν. 

πὰρ δ’ αὐτὸς κλισμὸν θέτο ποικίλον. . . .

(And leading her, he seated her upon a beautiful, elaborate chair, 

spreading out a cloth underneath, and under her feet was a footstool. 

For himself he set an elaborate couch beside her. . . .) 

   

Il. 18.389-90:   τὴν μὲν ἔπειτα καθεῖσεν ἐπὶ θρόνου ἀργυροήλου 

καλοῦ δαιδαλέου. . . .

(He then seated her on a beautiful and elaborate silver-studded 

chair. . . .)

However, even though these two examples and others throughout  the Homeric corpus describe 
situations in which goddesses are shown proper respect by being seated upon intricate chairs,47 
the phrases themselves are not exact parallels, and some scholars, such as Lawler (1948) and 
Burnett (1983:250-51), have posited a different meaning for ποικιλόθρονος, deriving the 
compound not from the noun θρόνος but  from the word θρόνα (“flowers embroidered on 
cloth,” “herbs used as drugs and charms” [LSJ: s.v. θρόνον]) and thereby defining 
ποικιλόθρονος as something like “elaborately clad with love-charms.”48  As with the other 
interpretation of “elaborate-throned,” this derived meaning would also be well-suited to 
Aphrodite’s character and is supported by a passage from the Iliad (22.440-41):49

ἀλλ’ ἥ γ’ ἱστὸν ὕφαινε μυχῷ δόμου ὑψηλοῖο 

δίπλακα πορφυρέην, ἐν δὲ θρόνα ποικίλ’ ἔπασσε. 
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 46 Supporters of this meaning include Page (1955:5), Cameron (1939:2), and Greene (2002:86).

 47 Od. 1.130-32 involves Athena being given her proper seat by Telemachos, and in Il.  18.389-90 Thetis is 
seated by Charis (a wife of Hephaistos and therefore parallel to Aphrodite herself).

 48 Skinner (2002:67) also entertains this possibility in her discussion of the poem.

 49 Burnett draws from narrative context to support this reading (1983:250-51): “An Aphrodite addressed as 
‘elaborate-throned’ would have to divest herself of her epithet almost as soon as it had been bestowed, since it is not 
a description that could follow her into the scene of epiphany. Flowers, on the other hand, are almost required by 
that central scene, since they are the chief ingredients in the sort of amorous magic that Aphrodite there promises to 
work.”



(But she was weaving a web in the inner recess of the high house, a bright double robe,  and on it 

she sprinkled elaborately embroidered flowers.50)

So scholarship on this poem has, in general, focused on one of these two possible 
interpretations for ποικιλόθρονος, accepting it either as a term related to the respectful seating 
of the goddess in an arrival scene or as a particularized epithet illustrative of Aphrodite’s magical 
powers.51 Either of these interpretations is, of course, possible—especially if we were to accept a 
primarily  text-based context for poetic composition and transmission—however, neither 
suggested meaning harmonizes completely  with traditional practices. In neither case do we have 
cited phraseological parallels occurring in traditionally appropriate colon-length positions. The 
usage at  Iliad 22.441 of θρόνα ποικίλ’ requires a verb to fill out the remainder of the line-
ending colon, while the parallel phrases for “elaborate-throned” do not even fall within a single 
line. Additionally, if one wishes to see the reception of a guest as being referred to—or perhaps 
predicted by—ποικιλόθρονος, there is the additional difficulty of the placement of this detail so 
much earlier than the arrival scene in the poem, since the seating of a guest  usually takes place 
only after the actual greeting by  the host.52  However, in an oral traditional poetic environment 
there is a third interpretative possibility for epithets, since they  are not always specific, context-
aware modifiers but are often metonymic pathways that  index the entire set of traits and actions 
that have been traditionally encoded for a given individual’s character.53  It  is true that 
ποικιλόθρονος does not occur elsewhere in Greek poetry, thus perhaps calling its “traditional” 
nature into question; nevertheless, we should at least allow for the possibility  that  this opening 
word of the poem is not meant to do anything but refer metonymically to the totality of 
Aphrodite’s character by means of a specific trait, whatever that characteristic might actually be. 
A reference to seating or flowers may or may not have been completely  irrelevant to the poet and 
audience; however, the important fact is that Aphrodite is named immediately  by means of an 
epithet that Sappho’s audience would recognize—regardless of the specific interpretation by  the 
individual audience members—and that this word together with its further elaboration by other 
descriptive epithets thus allows Sappho to complete the first element involved in the traditional 
prayer type-scene—that of identifying the divinity to be asked for a favor.
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 50 For Homer, however, θρόνα is more likely to denote an embroidered pattern more generally.

 51 A third possibility of accepting a textual variant of ποικιλόφρον’  (“full of various wiles”) also exists; cf. 
Winkler 2002:42-44.

 52 See Reece 1993:6-7. If, however, we wish to view this epithet as a collapsing of the greeting and seating 
of the guest, an interesting situation develops,  since seating is normally followed by a feast in the hospitality type-
scene. There,  of course, is no actual feast present in Sappho 1, but the descriptions of love and the fulfillment that it 
can bring might be seen as a sort of metaphorical feast. Such a transfer of literal feasting to the realm of love is not 
unparalleled in early Greek poetry, as the reunion and lovemaking between Penelope and Odysseus in the Odyssey 
also occur after traditional markers that indicate a feast is to follow. See Foley 1999:185-86.

 53  Foley has well illustrated this type of “traditional referentiality” related to Homeric epithets in his 
discussion (1999:209-11) of Achilles being called “swift-footed” even in narrative contexts where the epithet is 
irrelevant or even contradictory to the ongoing action.



 After further establishing a traditional prayer context through her employment of the 
conventional verb λίσσομαι  (“entreat”), Sappho completes her first stanza by narrowing the 
focus even further by establishing that this particular prayer will concern the mitigation of love’s 
anguish. At this point, the poet then provides in rapid succession three separate markers that a 
tradition-aware audience would immediately have interpreted as indicators of this prayer’s 
eventual success. The first of these markers occurs on a more general level, as Sappho now 
embarks upon the depiction of a previous epiphany provided by  Aphrodite, the mentioning of 
which helps to forge a link between petitioner and divinity. In Homeric prayers, there are thirteen 
similar narrations of previous interactions between petitioner and divinity, and in each case there 
is a successful outcome for the prayer.54  In addition, within the transition from her general 
request for help to this former appearance of Aphrodite, Sappho includes two further forecasters 
of success by  employing αἴ  ποτα (line 5) and ἔκλυες (line 7). The phrase αἴ  ποτα is a dialectal 
variant of εἴ  ποτε, a phrase that I have elsewhere shown to have strong connections with 
successful prayer and supplication within the Homeric epics and Hymns.55  Forms of κλύω also 
forecast success in Homeric prayers, as all 12 uses of the verb in prayers—similarly  always 
occurring in a line-initial position—result in divine favors being granted.56

 So here Sappho seems to be using at least three conventional signals to imply a favorable 
response to her prayer, with these signals only being effective because of their repeated usage 
within recognizable poetic environments in either the epic or lyric traditions. We do not need to 
assume along with Rissman (1983) that such elements are meant to remind the audience of 
specific, fixed scenes from within the Iliad or Odyssey, or that their usage is even meant to bring 
to mind epic contexts more generally. Given that such standardized prayers appear outside of the 
epic tradition in lyric—and perhaps even in undocumented prayers from daily  life in Greece—
the much greater possibility  is that these markers of successful prayers were just as at home in 
non-epic environments as they were in Homeric poetry. The specific indication of a successful 
prayer may have been more likely  to come from epic environments with its ability to direct 
interpretation through ensuing narrative, but the overall extralexical meaning for the signals 
necessarily drew from repeated employment within each of the different poetic traditions that 
were not always parallel but instead interacting with each other through the shared experiences 
of poets and audience members.
 On the other hand, even though these traditional signals within Sappho’s prayer may be 
similar to those of epic, their employment and implied meaning again work in a fashion quite 
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 54  See Lang 1975 for an extended treatment of the different relationships that can be called upon within 
Homeric prayers and their effects upon the prayers’ results. This direct tradition-enabled link between concrete 
services offered in the past and a successful prayer thus seems to offset the individual importance that Burnett 
(1983:253) imparts to Sappho’s description of personal epiphany with her remark that “ordinarily, when a petitioner 
makes reference to past benefactions, he does so in terms as vague as possible, which is only common sense, since 
he does not want to offer any point that might be challenged or denied.” The question of specificity in Homeric 
prayer is not one of what the petitioner wants to avoid saying but rather what the individual has the ability to say 
truthfully.

 55 See Garner 1996. See also the related usage of εἴ κοτε at Callinus 2.

 56  The occurrences are at Iliad 1.37, 1.451, 5.115, 10.278, 16.514,  23.770; Odyssey 2.262, 3.55, 4.762, 
5.445, 6.324, and 9.528.



different from the corresponding elements in Homer. Such predictive elements in lyric rely much 
more heavily  than do their epic counterparts on the audience’s awareness of traditional meaning 
in order to fill narrative gaps of indeterminacy,57 since those gaps of interpretation must be filled 
not only within the poem itself but also beyond it. Therefore, when Sappho’s poem reaches its 
end without Aphrodite’s reaction being provided, audience members who draw from their 
knowledge of similar usages of these markers in previous traditional contexts will likely reach 
the conclusion that Sappho’s prayer was successful. If, on the other hand, there is an individual 
who is unaware of such associations, the gap of indeterminacy widens and the task of 
interpretation becomes even greater.
 In the scene of Aphrodite’s arrival (lines 6-14) that these successful prayer markers help 
to introduce, several similarities have been observed—most notably by Svenbro (1975),  
Rissman (1983:9-10), and Winkler (2002:44-53)—with an episode at Iliad 5.720-72 where 
Athena arms for battle, has her chariot and horses readied, and travels down from Olympus to 
earth. In addition to the thematic context shared by both poems of a goddess coming to the aid of 
a mortal, there are two phraseological parallels that occur:58  δάμνησι  (746) ~ δάμνα (3), and 
πύλαι  μύκον οὐρανοῦ (749) ~ πάτρος δὲ δόμον λίποισα (7). However, rather than seeing 
these phraseological similarities as direct evidence for Sappho’s adaptation of a preexisting 
Homeric episode for a specific personal purpose,59 it seems preferable—especially in light of our 
findings that  formulaic phraseology can indeed be shared traditionally  among different meters 
and genres—to view these expressions as traditional elements employed similarly for two full-
blown scenes of a divinity’s arrival. This reading is bolstered by the fact that Sappho’s arrival 
scene also shares phraseological similarities with other Homeric scenes having nothing to do 
with Iliad 5.720-72 in particular. πύκνα δίννεντες πτέρ’ (11) is comparable with Odyssey 2.151 
(ἔνθ’ ἐπιδινηθέντε τιναξάσθην πτερὰ πυκνά) and αἶψα δ’ ἐξίκοντο (13) resembles Iliad 
5.367 (αἶψα δ’ ἔπειθ’ ἵκοντο . . . ).60  Also important is the usage of περὶ  γᾶς μελαίνας (10), 
since, as Harvey has shown (1957:216-17), γῆ μέλαινα was undoubtedly a fixed element of 
traditional poetic diction within the sphere of lyric poetry.61
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 57 The term is Iser’s (1971) and was used in its original form with respect to implied readers of texts,  but 
Foley has well applied the concept to oral traditional texts also (1991:espec. 38-95).

 58  Svenbro 1975:39. Svenbro also mentions three parallels from outside the epiphany, though none are 
exact: πέπλον . . . ποικίλον (734-35) ~ ποικιλόθρον’ (1); Ἀθηναίη  κούρη Διὸς (733) ~ ’Aφρόδιτα, παῖ  Δίος 
(1-2); ἐς πόλεμον (737) ~ σύμμαχος (28).

 59 For instance, Winkler (2002:46) states: “Sappho’s use of Homeric passages is a way of allowing us, even 
encouraging us, to approach her consciousness as a woman and poet reading Homer. The Homeric hero is not just a 
starting point for Sappho’s discourse about her own love, rather Diomedes as he exists in the Iliad is central to what 
Sappho is saying about the distance between Homer’s world and her own.”

 60 Cf. Rissman 1983:10.

 61 Also, as has often been observed, the placement of χρύσιον in line 8 is quite ambiguous since it could 
plausibly be a modifier of either δόμον or ἄρμα.  However, the observation that χρύσιον is in the first place likely 
an element purposely used by Sappho to expand a traditional phrase makes it more probable that any ambiguity was 
actually intended by Sappho, thereby creating a much more fluid transition in her removal of Aphrodite from 
Olympos to earth. 



 After yet another traditional referencing of Aphrodite in line 14 with μειδιαίσαισ’ 
ἀθανάτωι  προσώπωι  (cf. h. Hymn 10.2-3: ἐφ’ ἱμερτῷ δὲ προσώπῳ / αἰεὶ  μειδιάει), Sappho 
goes on to report Aphrodite’s earlier speech to her, moving quickly through indirect  to direct 
speech. Here, the traditional nature of the actual vocabulary  within the goddess’s words is less 
readily apparent, as fewer parallels to phraseology in early Greek poetry can be found. However, 
not only  does the phraseological structuring of the passage stay within traditional expectations, 
but here we also have several rhetorical features that are most easily  explained as byproducts of 
an oral performance context for either this poem in particular or this type of poetry more 
generally. For instance, in recognizing the similarity between Aphrodite’s words and incantation, 
Segal (1974:148) has made note of the triple recurrence of δηὖτε with its ritualistic effect of 
repetition, as well as several other traditional features of incantation located specifically  in the 
direct speech of the goddess (149):

Aphrodite,  appropriately, speaks in a language which itself imitates the incantatory, hypnotic effect 

of love’s thelxis. That effect depends on the repetition of the simple sentence structure (“if she 

flees, soon she will pursue; if she doesn’t receive gifts, she will give them; if she doesn’t love, 

soon will she love . .  .”). The rhythmical echo between the first and third lines, ταχέως διώξει  . . .  

ταχέως φιλήσει, almost seems to assure the success of this spell-like promise.

 Other repetitions and alliterations contribute to this effect of incantation: the three-fold 

repetition of αἰ, the double repetition of δέ . . . δέ and of φίλει  . . .  φιλήσει; the analogous 

repetition (with an etymological play) of δῶρα . .  . δώσει  (22); the alliteration and rhyme of 

διώξει  .  . . δώσει  (at the end of two successive lines); the strong d- alliteration in διώξει  . . . 

δὲ . . .  δῶρα . .  . δέκετ’ . . . δώσει  .  . . δὲ; the triple rhyme of -σει  in the first three lines and the 

brilliant variation upon that in the assonance -λησει  / -λοισα (φιλήσει  .  . . ἐθέλοισα) between the 

last two lines (23-24).

Additionally, Cameron (1939:8-9) has observed that the antithetical form of expression found 
here is paralleled by  magical papyri that, although greatly separated from Sappho in time, 
“preserve old formulae and in this matter tradition was strong.” Finally, Aphrodite’s words end 
with κωὐκ ἐθέλοισα, referring to a female who does not wish to be pursued. This phrase 
resonates traditionally alongside usages of οὐκ ἐθελ- such as those found in Homeric epic where 
an individual is placed in an unhappy situation against  his or her will62  and is quite striking as a 
traditional phrase because of its conventionally  enhanced use of the verb ἐθέλω rather than the 
usual Lesbian form θέλω.63

After Aphrodite’s speech, Sappho then concludes her prayer with a restatement of her 
wish for divine assistance and does so in traditional manner. First, we have a verbal echo of the 
wish that led into the scene of epiphany—ἀλλὰ τυίδ’ ἔλθ’ (5)—in ἔλθε μοι  καὶ  νῦν, a phrase 
that effects a sort of ring composition framing the appearance of Aphrodite. Next, there is the 
exhortation ὄσσα δέ μοι  τέλεσσαι  / θῦμος ἰμέρρει, τέλεσον (26-27), which is quite similar to a 
formulaic statement found three times within the Homeric corpus (Odyssey 5.89-90; Iliad 
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 62 Cf.  Rissman 1983:17, Dawson 1966:48. See also the appearances of this phrase in the appendix to this 
essay.

 63 See Page 1955:10-11.



14.195-96, 18.426-27): τελέσαι  δέ με θυμὸς ἄνωγεν, / εἰ  δύναμαι  τελέσαι  γε καὶ  εἰ 
τετελεσμένον ἐστίν. Finally, we should observe that the placement of these two commands as 
well as that which ends the poem—σὺ δ’ αὔτα σύμμαχος ἔσσο (27-28)—follow the traditional 
structuring of prayers both in Homer and in early  Greek poetry in general, where the ultimate 
wish from the petitioner comes only  after the reference (if one occurs) to past interaction 
between mortal and divinity.
 From beginning to end, then, Sappho 1 is a work wholly  indebted to oral traditional 
poetic techniques in terms of its phraseological thematic structuring, its rhetoric, and even its 
extralexical encoding of formulaic phraseology, and it was the combination of Sappho’s 
individual poetic talents with these traditional possibilities that imparted such a powerful impact 
to her verses. Of course, some traditional aspects of the poem are now more easily observable 
than others—and many specialized meanings will remain hidden altogether—since the further 
we are removed chronologically and culturally from the poem’s original performance contexts 
and their ambient, dynamic tradition, the more obscured some traditional elements become. 
Nevertheless, recognizing these traditional characteristics and meanings for what they were can 
still help us approach that much closer to appreciating Sappho’s poetry  on the same terms that  it 
must originally have been understood within its original sixth-century Lesbian context.

Rhodes College
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Appendix: Instances of lexical formulas shared by both 
the Sapphic stanza and the epic hexameter

(line positions for the hexameter according to Fränkel 1926)

Sappho 1.5: ἀλλὰ τυίδ’ ἔλθ’, αἴ ποτα κἀτέρωτα

Il. 1.39: Σμινθεῦ εἴ ποτέ τοι χαρίεντ’ ἐπὶ νηὸν ἔρεψα, [A3-B1]

Il. 1.340: καὶ πρὸς τοῦ βασιλῆος ἀπηνέος εἴ ποτε δ’ αὖτε [C2-X]

Il. 1.394: ἐλθοῦσ’ Οὔλυμπονδὲ Δία λίσαι, εἴ ποτε δή τι [C2-X]

Il. 1.503: Ζεῦ πάτερ εἴ ποτε δή σε μετ’ ἀθανάτοισιν ὄνησα [A3-B2]

Il. 15.372: Ζεῦ πάτερ εἴ ποτέ τίς τοι ἐν Ἄργεΐ περ πολυπύρῳ [A3-B2]

Il. 22.83: αὐτήν, εἴ ποτέ τοι λαθικηδέα μαζὸν ἐπέσχον· [A3-B1]

Od. 3.98 (= Od. 4.328): λίσσομαι, εἴ ποτέ τοί τι πατὴρ ἐμός, ἐσθλὸς Ὀδυσσεύς, [A3-B2]

h. Demeter 64: Ἠέλι’ αἴδεσσαί με θεὰν σύ περ, εἴ ποτε δή σευ [C2-X]

Sappho 1.13: αἶψα δ’ ἐξίκοντο· σὺ δ’, ὦ μάκαιρα, 

Il. 18.532: βάντες ἀερσιπόδων μετεκίαθον, αἶψα δ’ ἵκοντο. [C2-X]

Od. 19.458: ἔσχεθον, αἶψα δ’ ἵκοντο φίλου πρὸς δώματα πατρός. [A3-B2]

Od. 24.13: ἤϊσαν· αἶψα δ’ ἵκοντο κατ’ ἀσφοδελὸν λειμῶνα, [A3-B2]

h. Apollo 520: ἄκμητοι δὲ λόφον προσέβαν ποσίν, αἶψα δ’ ἵκοντο [C2-X]
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Sappho 1.11-12: πύκνα δίννεντες πτέρ’ ἀπ’ ὠράνωἴθερος διὰ μέσσω· 

Theogony 414: ἡ δὲ καὶ ἀστερόεντος ἀπ’ οὐρανοῦ ἔμμορε τιμῆς, [B2-C2]

Theogony 689: φαῖνε βίην· ἄμυδις δ’ ἄρ’ ἀπ’ οὐρανοῦ ἠδ’ ἀπ’ Ὀλύμπου [B2-C2]

Sappho 1.9: ἄρμ’ ὐπασδεύξαισα· κάλοι δέ σ’ ἆγον

Il. 24.14: ἀλλ’ ὅ γ’ ἐπεὶ ζεύξειεν ὑφ’ ἅρμασιν ὠκέας ἵππους, [A2-C2]

Od. 3.478: καρπαλίμως δ’ ἔζευξαν ὑφ’ ἅρμασιν ὠκέας ἵππους. [A4-C2]

Sappho 1.10: ὤκεες στροῦθοι περὶ γᾶς μελαίνας

Sappho 16.2: οἰ δὲ νάων φαῖσ’ ἐπὶ γᾶν μέλαιναν 

Il. 2.699: ζωὸς ἐών· τότε δ’ ἤδη ἔχεν κάτα γαῖα μέλαινα. [C1-X]

Il. 15.715: ἀνδρῶν μαρναμένων· ῥέε δ’ αἵματι γαῖα μέλαινα. [C2-X]

Il. 17.416: νῆας ἔπι γλαφυράς, ἀλλ’ αὐτοῦ γαῖα μέλαινα [C2-X]

Il. 20.494: κτεινομένους ἐφέπων· ῥέε δ’ αἵματι γαῖα μέλαινα. [C2-X]

Od. 11.365: βόσκει γαῖα μέλαινα πολυσπερέας ἀνθρώπους [A3-B2]

Od. 19.111: εὐδικίας ἀνέχῃσι, φέρῃσι δὲ γαῖα μέλαινα [C2-X]

h. Apollo 369: πύσει γαῖα μέλαινα καὶ ἠλέκτωρ Ὑπερίων. [A3-B2]

Theogony 69: ἀμβροσίῃ μολπῇ· περὶ δ’ ἴαχε γαῖα μέλαινα [C2-X]

Sappho 1.3-4: μή μ’ ἄσαισι μηδ’ ὀνίαισι δάμνα, πότνια, θῦμον, 

Il. 14.439: νὺξ ἐκάλυψε μέλαινα· βέλος δ’ ἔτι θυμὸν ἐδάμνα. [C2-X]

Sappho 1.22: αἰ δὲ δῶρα μὴ δέκετ’, ἀλλὰ δώσει,

h. Hermes 549: φήμ’ ἁλίην ὁδὸν εἶσιν, ἐγὼ δέ κε δῶρα δεχοίμην. [C2-X]

Sappho 31.1: φαίνεταί μοι κῆνος ἴσος θέοισιν

Od. 11.304: τεθνᾶσιν· τιμὴν δὲ λελόγχασιν ἶσα θεοῖσι. [C2-X]

Od. 11.484: πρὶν μὲν γάρ σε ζωὸν ἐτίομεν ἶσα θεοῖσιν [C2-X]

Od. 15.520: τὸν νῦν ἶσα θεῷ Ἰθακήσιοι εἰσορόωσι· [A3-B1]

h. Hymn 5.214: ὡς ἔοι ἀθάνατος καὶ ἀγήρως ἶσα θεοῖσιν. [C2-X]

Sappho 1.7-8: ἔκλυες, πάτρος δὲ δόμον λίποισα χρύσιον ἦλθες 

Scutum 81: ἦλθε λιπὼν Τίρυνθον, ἐυκτίμενον πτολίεθρον, [0-A4]

Sappho 17.8: οὐκ ἐδύναντο

Il. 3.236: δοιὼ δ’ οὐ δύναμαι ἰδέειν κοσμήτορε λαῶν [A3-B1]

Il. 8.299: τοῦτον δ’ οὐ δύναμαι βαλέειν κύνα λυσσητῆρα. [A3-B1]

Il. 9.551: τόφρα δὲ Κουρήτεσσι κακῶς ἦν, οὐδ ὲδύναντο [C2-X]

Il. 11.116: ἡ δ’ εἴ πέρ τε τύχῃσι μάλα σχεδόν, οὐ δύναταί σφι [C2-X]

Il. 13.552: οὔταζον σάκος εὐρὺ παναίολον, οὐδὲ δύναντο [C2-X]

Il. 13.634: Τρωσίν, τῶν μένος αἰὲν ἀτάσθαλον, οὐδὲ δύνανται [C2-X]

Il. 13.687: σπουδῇ ἐπαΐσσοντα νεῶν ἔχον, οὐδὲ δύναντο [C2-X]

Il. 15.22: λῦσαι δ’ οὐκ ἐδύναντο παρασταδόν· ὃν δὲ λάβοιμι [A3-B2]
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Il. 15.406: Τρῶας ἐπερχομένους μένον ἔμπεδον, οὐδ’ ἐδύναντο [C2-X]

Il. 15.416: τὼ δὲ μιῆς περὶ νηὸς ἔχον πόνον, οὐδὲ δύναντο [C2-X]

Il. 15.651: κτεῖν’· οἳ δ’ οὐκ ἐδύναντο καὶ ἀχνύμενοί περ ἑταίρου [A1-B2]

Il. 16.107: ἔμπεδον αἰὲν ἔχων σάκος αἰόλον· οὐδ ὲδύναντο [C2-X]

Il. 16.520: ἔγχος δ’ οὐ δύναμαι σχεῖν ἔμπεδον, οὐδὲ μάχεσθαι [A3-B1]

Il. 18.163: ὥς ῥα τὸν οὐκ ἐδύναντο δύω Αἴαντε κορυστὰ [A3-B2]

Il. 22.47: οὐ δύναμαι ἰδέειν Τρώων εἰς ἄστυ ἀλέντων, [0-A4]

Il. 22.201: ὣς ὃ τὸν οὐ δύνατο μάρψαι ποσίν, οὐδ’ ὃς ἀλύξαι. [A3-B1]

Il. 23.465: ἠὲ τὸν ἡνίοχον φύγον ἡνία, οὐδὲ δυνάσθη [C2-X]

Il. 24.403 (=Od. 17.144): ἀσχαλόωσι γὰρ οἵδε καθήμενοι, οὐδὲ δύνανται [C2-X]

Od. 4.558 (=Od. 5.15): ἴσχει· ὁ δ’ οὐ δύναται ἣν πατρίδα γαῖαν ἱκέσθαι· [A2-B1]

Od. 5.319: τὸν δ’ ἄρ’ ὑπόβρυχα θῆκε πολὺν χρόνον, οὐδὲ δυνάσθη [C2-X]

Od. 13.331: τῶ σε καὶ οὐ δύναμαι προλιπεῖν δύστηνον ἐόντα, [A2-B1]

Od. 18.230: ἀλλά τοι οὐ δύναμαι πεπνυμένα πάντα νοῆσαι· [A3-B1]

Od. 21.184: τῷ ῥα νέοι θάλποντες ἐπειρῶντ’, οὐδ’ ἐδύναντο [C2-X]

h. Apollo 192: ζώουσ’ ἀφραδέες καὶ ἀμήχανοι, οὐδὲ δύνανται [C2-X]

h. Hymn 5.7: τρισσὰς δ’ οὐ δύναται πεπιθεῖν φρένας οὐδ’ ἀπατῆσαι· [A3-B1]

h. Hymn 5.33: τάων οὐ δύναται πεπιθεῖν φρένας οὐδ’ ἀπατῆσαι· [A3-B1]

Works and Days 134: ἀφραδίῃς· ὕβριν γὰρ ἀτάσθαλον οὐκ ἐδύναντο [C2-X]

Sappho 1.24: κωὐκ ἐθέλοισα.

Il. 1.112: οὐκ ἔθελον δέξασθαι, ἐπεὶ πολὺ βούλομαι αὐτὴν [0-A4]

Il. 3.241: νῦν αὖτ’ οὐκ ἐθέλουσι μάχην καταδύμεναι ἀνδρῶν [A3-B2]

Il. 3.289: τίνειν οὐκ ἐθέλωσιν Ἀλεξάνδροιο πεσόντος, [A3-B2]

Il. 4.300: ὄφρα καὶ οὐκ ἐθέλων τις ἀναγκαίῃ πολεμίζοι. [A2-B1]

Il. 5.233: μὴ τὼ μὲν δείσαντε ματήσετον, οὐδ’ ἐθέλητον [C2-X]

Il. 6.165: ὅς μ’ ἔθελεν φιλότητι μιγήμεναι οὐκ ἐθελούσῃ. [C2-X]

Il. 9.356: νῦν δ’ ἐπεὶ οὐκ ἐθέλω πολεμιζέμεν Ἕκτορι δίῳ [A1-B1]

Il. 9.444: ὡς ἂν ἔπειτ’ ἀπὸ σεῖο, φίλον τέκος, οὐκ ἐθέλοιμι [C2-X]

Il. 9.678: κεῖνός γ’ οὐκ ἐθέλει σβέσσαι χόλον, ἀλλ’ ἔτι μᾶλλον [A3-B1]

Il. 10.311 (= Il. 10.398): φύξιν βουλεύουσι μετὰ σφίσιν, οὐδ’ ἐθέλουσι [C2-X]

Il. 12.171: ὣς οἵ γ’ οὐκ ἐθέλουσι πυλάων καὶ δύ’ ἐόντε [A3-B2]

Il. 13.106: μίμνειν οὐκ ἐθέλεσκον ἐναντίον, οὐδ’ ἠβαιόν· [A3-B2]

Il. 13.109: οἳ κείνῳ ἐρίσαντες ἀμυνέμεν οὐκ ἐθέλουσι [C2-X]

Il. 13.572: ἰλλάσιν οὐκ ἐθέλοντα βίῃ δήσαντες ἄγουσιν· [A3-B2]

Il. 15.215: Ἰλίου αἰπεινῆς πεφιδήσεται, οὐδ’ ἐθελήσει [C2-X]

Il. 17.66: πολλὰ μάλ’ ἰύζουσιν ἀπόπροθεν οὐδ’ ἐθέλουσιν [C2-X]

Il. 18.262: οἷος κείνου θυμὸς ὑπέρβιος, οὐκ ἐθελήσει [C2-X]

Il. 18.434: πολλὰ μάλ’ οὐκ ἐθέλουσα. ὃ μὲν δὴ γήραϊ λυγρῷ [A3-B2]

Il. 21.36: ἦγε λαβὼν ἐκ πατρὸς ἀλωῆς οὐκ ἐθέλοντα [C2-X]

Il. 21.366: οὐδ’ ἔθελε προρέειν, ἀλλ’ ἴσχετο· τεῖρε δ’ ἀϋτμὴ [0-A4]

Il. 21.580: οὐκ ἔθελεν φεύγειν, πρὶν πειρήσαιτ’ Ἀχιλῆος. [0-A4]

Il. 23.88: νήπιος, οὐκ ἐθέλων, ἀμφ’ ἀστραγάλοισι χολωθείς· [A3-B1]
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Il. 24.289: ὀτρύνει ἐπὶ νῆας ἐμεῖο μὲν οὐκ ἐθελούσης. [C2-X]

Od. 2.50: μητέρι μοι μνηστῆρες ἐπέχραον οὐκ ἐθελούσῃ, [C2-X]

Od. 5.99: Ζεὺς ἐμέ γ’ ἠνώγει δεῦρ’ ἐλθέμεν οὐκ ἐθέλοντα· [C2-X]

Od. 7.305: ἀλλ’ ἐγὼ οὐκ ἔθελον δείσας αἰσχυνόμενός τε, [A3-B1]

Od. 8.223: ἀνδράσι δὲ προτέροισιν ἐριζέμεν οὐκ ἐθελήσω, [C2-X]

Od. 10.573: ῥεῖα παρεξελθοῦσα· τίς ἂν θεὸν οὐκ ἐθέλοντα [C2-X]

Od. 13.277: πόλλ’ ἀεκαζομένους, οὐδ’ ἤθελον ἐξαπατῆσαι. [B1-C2]

Od. 13.341: ἀλλά τοι οὐκ ἐθέλησα Ποσειδάωνι μάχεσθαι [A3-B2]

Od. 14.125: ψεύδοντ’ οὐδ’ ἐθέλουσιν ἀληθέα μυθήσασθαι. [A3-B2]

Od. 17.226: ἀλλ’ ἐπεὶ οὖν δὴ ἔργα κάκ’ ἔμμαθεν, οὐκ ἐθελήσει [C2-X]

Od. 18.328: οὐδ’ ἐθέλεις εὕδειν χαλκήϊον ἐς δόμον ἐλθὼν [0-A4]

Od. 18.362: ἀλλ’ ἐπεὶ οὖν δὴ ἔργα κάκ’ ἔμμαθες, οὐκ ἐθελήσεις [C2-X]

Od. 20.141: οὐκ ἔθελ’ ἐν λέκτροισι καὶ ἐν ῥήγεσσι καθεύδειν, [0-A3]

Od. 22.31: ἴσκεν ἕκαστος ἀνήρ, ἐπεὶ ἦ φάσαν οὐκ ἐθέλοντα [C2-X]

Od. 24.307: πλάγξ’ ἀπὸ Σικανίης δεῦρ’ ἐλθέμεν οὐκ ἐθέλοντα· [C2-X]

h. Demeter 124: ἤλυθον οὐκ ἐθέλουσα, βίῃ δ’ ἀέκουσαν ἀνάγκῃ [A3-B2]

h. Apollo 473: ἀλλά τις ἀθανάτων δεῦρ’ ἤγαγεν οὐκ ἐθέλοντας. [C2-X]

h. Hymn 5.25: ἡ δὲ μάλ’ οὐκ ἔθελεν ἀλλὰ στερεῶς ἀπέειπεν, [A3-B1]

Sappho 1.2: παῖ Δίος δολόπλοκε, λίσσομαί σε,

Il. 13.825: εἰ γὰρ ἐγὼν οὕτω γε Διὸς πάϊς αἰγιόχοιο [B2-C2]

Od. 8.488: ἢ σέ γε Μοῦσ’ ἐδίδαξε, Διὸς πάϊς, ἢ σέ γ’ Ἀπόλλων· [B2-C2]

Od. 11.604: παῖδα Διὸς μεγάλοιο καὶ Ἥρης χρυσοπεδίλου. [0-A4]

Theogony 952: παῖδα Διὸς μεγάλοιο καὶ Ἥρης χρυσοπεδίλου, [0-A4]

Scutum 371: παῖς τε Διὸς μεγάλου καὶ Ἐνυαλίοιο ἄνακτος· [0-A4]

Sappho 2.5: ἐν δ’ ὔδωρ ψῦχρον κελάδει δι’ ὔσδων

Od. 9.392: εἰν ὕδατι ψυχρῷ βάπτῃ μεγάλα ἰάχοντα [0-B1]

Sappho 1.13: αἶψα δ’ ἐξίκοντο· σὺ δ’, ὦ μάκαιρα,

Il. 3.182: ὦ μάκαρ Ἀτρεΐδη μοιρηγενὲς ὀλβιόδαιμον, [0-A3]
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