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THE HOMERIC HYMN TO HERMES AND ARCHAIC IAMBOGRAPHY 

Justin Boner  

New College of Florida, 2009 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The Homeric Hymn to Hermes is often marginalized in considerations of the Homeric 

Hymns and archaic Greek poetry in general on the basis of its anomalous diction and 

content. This thesis aims to restore some centrality to the hymn by situating it in relation 

to archaic iambic poetry and the archaic Greek concept of blame more generally. This 

thesis argues that iambic poetry’s verbal invective and obscenity account for much of the 

hymn’s non-epic diction and playful tone. The first chapter provides a reconstruction of 

iambic poetry and details its poets, conventions, and principal characteristics. The second 

chapter highlights iambic language in the hymn. And the third chapter strengthens the 

relationship between the hymn and iambic poetry by situating both inside of a like 

sympotic performance context. 
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Introduction 
 

 
 N. J. Richardson opens a recent essay on the Homeric Hymn to Hermes with a 

lament from Martin L. West, who criticizes the integrity of the hymn in relation to the 

other major Homeric Hymns. He writes that that the hymn is  

the most untraditional in its language, with many late words and expressions, and 
many used in slapdash and inaccurate ways; and it is the most incompetent in 
construction, with many narrative inconsistencies and redundancies and no 
command of the even tempo appropriate to epic storytelling.1  

 
Notwithstanding the fact that the state of the text is manifestly corrupt in some places, 

and that very little external evidence can soundly date the hymn, one consequence of this 

account, and others like it, is the unnecessary relegation of the hymn to a marginal status 

in the study of the Homeric Hymns and of archaic Greek literature, in general. Indeed, the 

hymn’s playful tone and non-epic diction have led some scholars to question its 

authenticity and even to eliminate a third of the text on these grounds.2 Others take the 

hymn’s non-epic diction as a sign of a rather late dating, and exclude the hymn altogether 

from the archaic period.3 But, as Richard Janko observed early on, the anomalous form 

and content of the hymn are “not necessarily a function of lateness, but may be connected 

with the humorous tone, drawing on words from the lower register of the language.”4 

This register, however, is not so low as to escape appearing in other archaic poetry. In 

fact, the non-epic genre of poetry, known as iambic or blame poetry, is particularly 

concerned with a “low” register of humor, language, and content, and is characterized by 

abusive invective and obscenity. In this thesis, I suggest that many of the problems 

                                                
1 Richardson 2007, 83.  
2 Clay 1989, 144 n.150. 
3 Janko 1982, 133, “Hoekstra considered the diction of Herm so definitely post-Homeric that he omitted it 
altogether from his study.” 
4 Janko 1982, 136.  
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attendant with the study of the Homeric Hymn to Hermes are best addressed by situating 

the hymn in relation to archaic iambic poetry. I argue that much of the hymn’s humorous 

tone, “low” content, and non-epic diction find direct connections to the themes and 

language of iambic poetry and figure the character of Hermes as a practitioner of blame. 

In this way, I restore some centrality to the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, placing it in 

dialogue not only with the other Homeric Hymns but another genre of archaic Greek 

literature more broadly.  

 

The Homeric Hymns  
 
 The Homeric Hymn to Hermes survives in tandem with a group of hymns known 

as the Homeric Hymns.5 The Homeric Hymns receive their name for the two marked 

traits, which more or less unify them. To begin with, all thirty-three poems seem to have 

been composed as hymns in honor of specific deities. Each praises one deity and most 

recount a significant episode in the god’s life. The Hymn to Demeter, for example, 

recounts the rape and seizure of Demeter’s daughter, Persephone, and serves as an aition 

for the founding of a cult of these two goddesses at Eleusis. Almost all narrate and praise 

the birth of a god, and others, like the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, narrate some of the 

god’s laudable deeds. The hymns are known as Homeric because they share the same 

meter, dactylic hexameter, and similar language as the Homeric epics, the Iliad and 

Odyssey. And at one point in antiquity, they were attributed to Homer himself.6 

 This title has also prompted a set of assumptions, which, up until recently, had 

governed the scholarship on the hymns. A significant example of this has been the 

                                                
5 Vergados 2007, 111.  
6 Richardson 2003, vii.  
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impetus to treat the hymns as only prooimia to the performance of longer epic poems.7 

Jenny Strauss Clay notes that this proem theory “relegates the hymns to a kind of hors 

d’oeuvre of epic.”8 And while remarkable headway has been made in the study of 

specific hymns, Clay was the first to treat the hymns together as a unified whole.9  

In her The Politics of Olympus: Form and Meaning in the Major Homeric Hymns, 

Clay makes the distinction between the longer and shorter Homeric Hymns. She excludes 

the shorter hymns from her account, on the grounds of their late dating, and argues that 

the longer hymns, to Apollo, Hermes, Aphrodite, and Demeter, are all unified by a shared 

Panhellenizing agenda. By this, she means that, in a variety of ways, all of these hymns 

eschew regionally specific allusions in favor of references, which would have been 

intelligible to a wide, and, hence, Panhellenic audience. Clay cites the Homeric Hymn to 

Hermes for an example, remarking on Hermes’ theft of Apollo’s cattle: “The 

geographical setting varies in different versions of the myth, but in this hymn the cows 

are originally situated in Pieria near Olympus, and their destination is in the vicinity of 

Olympia.”10 And as it turns out, this is not the only instance, in which the Homeric Hymn 

to Hermes successfully meets the criteria of Clay’s model. Clay further details the unity 

of the Homeric Hymns, writing:  

at the core of each lies a concern with the acquisition or redistribution of timai 
within the Olympian cosmos. As critical chapters in the early history of the 
Olympian family, all four hymns begin from a point of crisis in the Olympian 
hierarchy. The birth of a new divinity (Apollo, Hermes) offers an ideal topic, for 
such an event inevitably precipitates a crisis within the existing hierarchy, which 
is only resolved when the new god establishes his sphere of influence and is 
integrated into the Olympian order.11  

                                                
7 Clay 1989, 3.  
8 Ibid., 3-4. 
9 Cf. Richardson 1974 and Foley 1994 on the Homeric Hymn to Demeter in particular.  
10 Clay, 1989, 10.  
11 Ibid., 15.  
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This acquisition of timai, or divine honors, figures centrally in the Homeric Hymn to 

Hermes. As a newly born god, Hermes is uncertain of his immortality, and much of what 

advances the hymn’s plot is his quest for an equal place among the Olympian gods. For 

example, Hermes sacrifices two of Apollo’s cattle and offers the meat, divided into 

twelve portions, to the gods. Yet it is not until after Hermes and Apollo have exchanged 

their godly domains at the end of the hymn, that Hermes gains admittance into the divine 

community. Clay articulates Hermes’ specific role as a transgressor of boundaries inside 

of the Homeric Hymns’ divine order. She relies on Kahn’s observations, writing that  

the nature of the movement that constitutes Hermes’ typical mode of action is 
characterized by penetration and passage between boundaries and limits and 
hence also by mediation between a host of oppositions: among them, inner/outer, 
gods/men, life/death, and male/female. Yet although Hermes crosses or penetrates 
boundaries, he does not destroy them or even call them into question. His 
characteristic activity is passing and piercing. The limits, once traversed, remain 
intact.12 

 
 While Clay’s model for the generic unity of the major Homeric Hymns has 

certainly done much to restore some centrality to the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, it 

nevertheless does not fully account for some of the hymn’s other anomalies in language, 

form, and content. To begin with, a significant amount of the hymn’s diction is non-

epic.13 More significantly, much of the hymn’s tone relies on humor of a sort not often 

found in other epic poetry, including the Homeric Hymns.  

 The fart-omen of the baby Hermes is an illustrative example of this humor (293-

300). Having reproached Hermes for the theft of his cattle, Apollo attempts to carry 

Hermes off in search of the cows. Hermes sneezes and lets out a fart as an omen, and is 

                                                
12 Ibid., 99.  
13 For a useful discussion of the hymn’s relationship to the epic poetry of Homer and Hesiod, including an 
exact list of words, cf. Vergados 2007, 32-40. 
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immediately dropped by Apollo. While sneezes were prophetic in the ancient world, the 

fart here is certainly parodic.14 In this episode the hymn deploys “high” epic diction to 

express a lowly and grotesque bodily function.15 The effect is humorous but also betrays 

some non-epic tropes, in that language describing bodily functions is in most all cases 

relegated to a “lower” register of the Greek language, and rarely appears in epic poetry. 

Iambic poetry most clearly epitomizes this register.  

 

Iambic Poetry and archaic Greek ψόγος or ‘blame’ 
 
 Archaic Greek iambic poetry is a non-epic genre of poetry, which survives in the 

fragments of three poets, Archilochus, Semonides, and Hipponax. This poetry is 

characterized by abusive invective and obscene language, and is perhaps best understood 

as a particular of the universal archaic Greek concept of blame (ψόγος). In his The Best 

of the Achaeans: Concepts of the Hero in Archaic Greek Poetry, Gregory Nagy 

demonstrates that, at the heart of archaic Greek poetry and society, resided the distinction 

between praise and blame.16 This trope is manifest in the various genres of Greek poetry, 

and to each term in the praise-blame opposition belongs a distinctive system (set) of 

vocabulary.17 The praise poetry (ἔπαινος) of Pindar and Bacchylides lauds its subjects 

with compliments, merited by their praiseworthy character. Pindar’s poetry, for instance, 

praises victors of various athletic festivals. Likewise, the blame poetry (ψόγος) of 

Archilochus, Semonides, and Hipponax ridicules its subjects, on the basis of their 
                                                
14 Katz 1999, 315. 
15 Bain 2007, 51. Line 279 reads τλήµονα γαστρὸς ἔριθον ἀτάσθαλον ἀγγελιώτην / wretched servent of 
the stomach, presumptuous messenger, where Katz 1999, 318 contends that “merely upon hearing 
τλήµονα, the audience of the Hymn to Hermes would associate this word with a lofty ‘spirit’ and thus find 
amusement in the rather less positive sort of wind invoked by γαστρὸς ἔριθον. 
16 Ibid, 222, extends this trope beyond just archaic Greek society to the whole of Indo-European society. 
17 Ibid, 223 writes “. . . the actual antithesis between ainos/epainos and psogos is in itself a poetic 
tradition.” cf. also 223-224 and 263-264 for comprehensive lists of words of blame, specifically. 
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reprehensible deeds and characters. Nagy points to an explicit formulation of the 

dynamics of this distinction between praise and blame in Pindar.18 His, and others’, 

treatments of the conventions of archaic blame and iambography also rely heavily on 

Homer’s Iliad 2.213-278, which recounts an abusive quarrel between Thersites and 

Odysseus.19  

 In the foreward to a recent collection of essays on iambic poetry, entitled Iambic 

Ideas: Essays on a Poetic Tradition from Archaic Greece to the Late Roman Empire, 

Nagy refigures the question of iambic genre. He writes “that the ‘iambic idea’ is 

impossible to define in absolute terms: rather, the form . . . of iambic keeps on varying in 

response to a vast variety of historical contingencies . . . In the end, what is most 

characteristic about the ‘iambic’ is its own inherent variability.”20 With Nagy, I contend 

that the iambic poetry of even archaic Greece is best understood in this looser sense. 

While it certainly designates one type of poetry, it is part and parcel of a larger trope of 

blame. But while blame becomes manifest in a variety of ways in other literature of the 

archaic period, iambic poetry serves as its clearest representative.  

Mining this poetry for its conventions may shed more light onto blame in the 

Homeric Hymn to Hermes, which shares much of its language. In the first chapter, I take 

up this task and provide a reconstruction of archaic iambic poetry. Confronting the 

scattered and fragmentary nature of the evidence for this poetry, I detail its poets, 

conventions, and principal characteristics. In the second chapter, I move from the 

                                                
18 Ibid, 223, quotes Pindar N. 7.61-63, “ξεῖνός εἰµι· σκοτεινὸν ἀπέχων ψόγον, / ὕδατος ὥτε ῥοὰς φίλον 
ἐς ἄνδρ' ἄγων / κλέος ἐτήτυµον αἰνέσω / I am a guest-stranger. Keeping away dark blame [psogos] / and 
bringing genuine kleos, like streams of water, to a man who is philos, / I will praise [verb aineo] him.” 
19 Cf. Ibid, 259-263 and Rosen 2003, who differs from Nagy, but is dependent on the Thersites myth all the 
same. 
20 Nagy 2001, ix.  
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fragments of the iambic poets to the text of the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, and argue that 

it contains many references to iambic blame in its language and narrative. Finally, in the 

third chapter, I strengthen the connection between the Homeric Hymn to Hermes and 

archaic iambic poetry, by arguing for a like performance setting, the symposium, for 

both.  

 

The Homeric Hymn to Hermes: Summary, Date, and Provenance 
 
 The Homeric Hymn to Hermes details the birth of the god Hermes, his acquisition 

of a divine and mature status, and recounts a pivotal conflict with his older divine half-

brother Apollo. The narrative deals with his κλυτὰ ἔργα (16), “remarkable deeds,” (and 

inventions), all of which emphasize Hermes’ speed and cunning. His first deed is the 

invention of the lyre from a tortoise shell (39-51). With this lyre, he performs two songs, 

one at the beginning of the hymn (52-61) and one toward the end (418-435), both of 

which mark transformations in the status of the god. His second deed is the primary 

conflict of the hymn’s narrative. Prompted by a strong craving for meat (64), Hermes 

steals Apollo’s cattle (64-149) and sacrifices two of them (115-137), after inventing a 

specific way of producing fire (111-114) as well as a pair of unique sandals (82-86), 

which he used to cover up his tracks. While driving the cattle out from Apollo’s fields, he 

passes an old mortal man, whom he urges not to reveal what he has witnessed (87-93). 

The old man, however, reveals this information, later, when Apollo passes him (187-

212). But even after being caught, Hermes continues to lie in a set of confrontations with 

his mother Maia, brother Apollo, and father Zeus. The hymn ends in the affirmation of 
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the god’s wily-minded character, an exchange of godly domains between Apollo and 

Hermes, and the confirmation of Hermes’ growth and immortality. 

The Hymn’s structure, composition, and origin are often contested. The state of 

our text has suffered a rough transmission and is often inconsistent and corrupt.21 

Specifically, much controversy concerns the authenticity of the Hymn’s conclusion, to 

which problem various solutions have been suggested.22 In this final episode, Apollo 

grants to Hermes domain over the oracle of certain Bee Maidens. References in Apollo’s 

speech to events and details not otherwise present in the hymn indicate the textual 

problems.23 However, Clay convincingly argues for the authenticity of this episode, while 

also allowing for a gap in our text.24 

The dating of the Hymn also suffers from the poor state of our text. Scholars have 

used various textual clues to date it, all of which remain ultimately inconclusive.25 Many, 

however, agree with a late 6th century B.C.E. dating, and arrive so with recourse to 

historical and linguistic markers in the text.26 Sarah Iles Johnston arrives at the same date 

                                                
21 Vergados 2007, 26; Janko 1982, 133. 
22 Clay 1989, 144 n. 150, 145; Janko 142-143. 
23 For example, at line 533, Apollo alludes to a request Hermes had presumably made earlier in the 
narrative. However, no such trace survives in our text:  

µαντείην δὲ φέριστε διοτρεφὲς ἣν ἐρεείνεις  
οὔτε σε θέσφατόν ἐστι δαήµεναι οὔτε τιν' ἄλλον 
ἀθανάτων·  
“It is not lawful for either you, best of those reared by Zeus, or some other one of the immortals to 
learn the divination, after which you were inquiring.” 

24 Clay 1989, 144, states “I feel convinced that the text contains at least one major gap at line 568 and a 
transposition of six lines (507-12) that belong at the end of the poem between lines 575 and 576.” 
Remarking on the structural symmetry of the hymn, Clay 143 adds “Finally, we may note that the poem as 
a whole appears to be constructed in three triads: kluta erga (lyre, theft, dais); followed by three verbal 
confrontations (Maia, Apollo, Zeus); and culminates in Apollo’s three gifts (cattle, wand, bee oracle).” 
25 Cf. both Janko 1982, 140-143 and Vergados 2007, 9-31 for comprehensive overviews of these attempts. 
26 Cf. Janko 1982, 142-143, and Vergados 2007, 26, where he writes “The linguistic point rests on the form 
κατάκειαι (254). The 2nd singular form κεῖοι is attested for Arcadian (Tegea, Mantinea). The original 
second singular ending –αι (after the loss of intervocalic –σ-) changed into –οι, probably under the 
influence of the secondary endings. Homer has the later form κεῖσαι, where the –σ- has been restored by 
analogy. It has been suggested that the change from *κεῖαι to κεῖοι must have taken place around 600 at 
the earliest; thus, κατάκειαι (if genuine) must precede that date. Athough this form cannot be used on its 
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using extra-textual evidence and an argument, which places the Hymn’s performance 

context at adolescent male athletic festivals.27 The Hymn’s provenance is also difficult to 

determine.28 Its language betrays the marks of no one single dialect, and geographical 

references inside of the Hymn point to no one direction over another. While Boeotia is a 

popular designation, if Clay is right that a fundamental generic trope of the longer 

Homeric Hymns is Panhellenism, our text would purposely have obscured locale, making 

this effort that much more difficult.29 While Clay rejects the designation of the Hymn to 

performance at any one specific festival, Iles Johnston provides some compelling 

arguments for exact locales.30 I find that the Hymn’s linguistic relationship to the archaic 

Greek iambic poetry, discussed below, also points to a late 6th century B.C.E. dating.31 

 

A Note on Text and Translation 

 All translations in this thesis are mine unless noted otherwise. For the iambic 

poetry, I use both volumes of Martin L. West’s Iambi et Elegi Graeci ante Alexandrum 

Cantati. For the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, I use T. W. Allen’s Oxford text reprinted in 

Julia Haig Gaisser’s Bryn Mawr Commentary on the Homeric Hymn to Hermes. Any 

deviations from these editions are footnoted and explained.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
own as an absolute and definitive argument for the Hymn’s provenance or date—since the poet was 
working with a Kunstsprache that consisted of different layers, and our text is at places manifestly 
corrupt—it may nevertheless point to a date around the end of the seventh or the beginning of the sixth 
century BC.” 
27 Iles Johnston 2002, 110-111. 
28 Clay 1989, 7 writes “[The Hymn to] Hermes has been linked to Athens on linguistic and other grounds, 
but its composition has also been localized in Boeotia and Arcadia because both are mentioned in the 
course of the poem.” 
29 Ibid., 10. 
30 Iles Johnston 2002, 128-130. 
31 Hermes’ prominence in the surviving fragments of Hipponax, who is composing at about this time, is 
also suggestive. 
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Chapter One: Archaic Iambic Poetry 
 

 
 The Homeric Hymn to Hermes shares much of its non-epic diction and humorous 

tone with what survives of archaic iambic poetry. However, what survives of iambic 

poetry is, in fact, very fragmented and obscure. In this chapter, I provide a reconstruction 

of iambic poetry, its poets, and generic characteristics. I include primary discussions of 

the three iambic poets canonically attributed to the archaic period, Archilochus of Paros, 

Semonides of Amorgos, and Hipponax of Ephesos. Their fragments are characterized by 

abusive speech, directed most often at others, and are colored by obscenity. They often 

include mention of the body, its functions, and sex, and promote a general misogyny. An 

examination of what prompts blame establishes that blame in iambic poetry is exchanged 

and must be provoked. This overview lays the groundwork for an examination of iambic 

diction in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes. 

 

The Poets: 
 
 1. Archilochus, born on Paros, an island in the Cylcades, is our earliest surviving 

non-epic poet.32 His early seventh century dating is generally accepted, on the grounds of 

his testimonia’s consistency, and because of other like biographical references in his 

fragments. The Lydian ruler Gyges, for example, is a common referent in testimonia of 

the poet’s life, and gets a mention in Archilochus fr. 19.33  

                                                
32 Gerber 1999, 5. 
33 For Gyges as a dating referent in testimonia, cf. Test. 5 (Tatian. ad. Graecos 31 (p. 58 Whittaker)); Test. 
6 (Proclus ap. Phot. bibl. (v.158.27 Henry)); Test. 7 (Herodotus 1.12). In addition to his appearance in fr. 
19.1 (οὔ µοι τὰ Γύγεω τοῦ πολυχρύσου µέλει / “the possessions of Gyges rich in gold are of no concern to 
me” (Gerber 1999, 93), Gentili 1988, 292-293 n.28, points us to fr. 23, “J. Strauss Clay takes the fragment, 
very plausibly, as part of a dialogue in iambic trimeters between Gyges and the wife of Candaules 
(‘Archilochus and Gyges: An Interpretation of Fr. 23 West,’ Quad. Urb., n.s. 24 [53] (1986): 7ff.).” 
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The publication of the Mnesiepes Inscription in 1952, attesting to an established 

cult of Archilochus on Paros, gave solid confirmation of the longstanding association of 

the poet with Paros.34 Some of Archilochus’ fragments agree with testimonia, which 

record hostile relations between Paros and one of its neighboring islands, Naxos.35 In 

these, and other like fragments, the poet is figured as a soldier. Whether or not this 

reflected a biographical reality, many have found the dual occupation of Archilochus as 

both poet and soldier to be a significant interpretive device of his poetry.36 

Biographically, he is also closely associated with the colonization of another neighboring 

island, Thasos. The Sosthenes Inscription identifies Archilochus’ father, Telesicles as the 

island’s first colonizer.37 And another tradition records Archilochus’ migration from 

Paros to Thasos as a result of poverty.38  

Archilochus’ poetry survives in a variety of meters and styles and is composed on 

a variety of subjects and themes. Testimonia record a feud between the poet and 

Lycambes and his daughters, which a number of Archilochus’ fragments preserve.39 

                                                
34 For a full discussion of the Mnesiepes Inscription, and the cult of Archilochus, cf. Clay 2004. The 
inscription recounts the Dichterweihe (the becoming of a poet) of Archilochus with the Muses, and details 
some key points in his biographical tradition.  
35 Mnesiepis inscriptio, B(E2) col.I.4-14; For Naxos in Archilochus, cf. fr. 89. It would seem that any 
biographical involvement of the poet with Naxos would be military. 
36 Cf. Archil. fr. 1: 
 εἰµ ὶ δ' ἐγὼ θεράπων µὲν Ἐνυαλίοιο ἄνακτος 

     καὶ Μουσέων ἐρατὸν δῶρον ἐπιστάµενος 
I am a servant of the lord Enyalios 
     and of the Muses, knowing (their) lovely gift 

Cf. Burnett 1983, 33-36, for a discussion of this duality. 
37 Cf. Sosthenis inscriptio, col. IVa. 14-22, IG XII 5 n. 445 (+ Suppl. Pp. 212-14; W. Peek, ZPE 59 (1985) 
13-22), Archil. Test. 66 (Steph. Byz. s.v. Θάσος (p. 303 Meineke)). Cf. also Archil. frr. 91, about which 
Gerber 1999, 134-135 n.1 states that the island mentioned “is presumably Thasos, since the tattered end of 
the fragment seems to include a mention of it,” 93a, 102. 
38 Compton 2006, 50. 
39 Archil. Test. 19 (P.Dublin inv. 193a); Test. 20 (Anth. Pal. 7.351 = HE 1555-64); Test. 21 (Anth. Pal. 
7.352 = HE 4742-49); Test. 22 (Anth. Pal. 7.71 = FGE 197-202); Test. 23 (Anth. Pal. 7.69); Test. 24 (Eust. 
in Hom. Od. 11.277 (1684.45)); Test. 25 (Hor. epod. 6.11-14); Test. 26 (Pseudacronis schol. ad loc. Hor. 
epod. 6.11-14 (i.404 Keller)); Test. 27 (Hor. epist. 1.19.23-31); Test. 28 (Ov. Ibis 53-54); Test. 29 (Schol. 
C ad loc. (p. 10 La penna)); Test. 31 (Schol. ad loc. (pp. 156 sq. La Penna); Test. 32 (Mart. 7.12.5-8).  
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Lycambes had once promised his daughter’s hand in marriage to Archilochus. He 

revoked the marriage, and so broke his oath. In an angered response, Archilochus then 

composed his most violent iambics against the man and his daughters, words which, as 

tradition has it, prompted them to hang themselves. 

 

 2. Much less sufficient evidence survives for the life of Semonides than for the 

life of Archilochus, or even Hipponax. The Suda tells us that Semonides was born in the 

late seventh century.40 While he resided in Amorgos, having allegedly been sent there 

during its colonization, he was born initially at Samos.41 We are told that he composed 

both elegiac and iambic verse. However, only his iambic trimeters have survived.42 

Semonides fr. 7 famously provides for us the longest extant example of archaic iambic 

poetry; it is a caustic genealogy of different types of women and correlates each to a 

different type of animal. Though misogynistic, the poem includes no overt obscenity and 

direct invective of the sort that both Archilochus and Hipponax employ in their poems. 

Nevertheless, he is often named in the same breath as those two poets as the one of the 

earliest and “best” iambic poets.43 

 
                                                
40 Semonides Test. 1 (Suda (iv.363.1 Adler)). Gerber 1999, 295 gives us the date corresponding to the Suda 
as 693 B.C.E., “if Eratosthenes’ dating of the war is being followed. Perhaps here, in contrast to the Suda’s 
common practice, γέγονε means ‘was born’ rather than ‘flourished,’ since this would make the date agree 
with those sources which assign the poet’s floruit to the 660s.” Archil. Test. 6 (Proclus ap. Phot. bibl. 
(v.158.27 Henry)) reports that Semonides lived during the rule of Argaeus of Macedon, between 684-647 
B.C.E. 
41 Semonides Test. 1 (Suda (iv.363.1 Adler)), Test. 2 (Suda (iv.360.7 Adler)). 
42 Suda (iv.363.1 Adler) says he wrote “elegiac poetry in two books and iambics.” Translation, Gerber 
1999, 295. 
43 Archil. Test. 6 (Proclus ap. Phot. bibl. (v.158.27 Henry) writes “Of the iambic poets Archilochus of Paros 
was the best, then Semonides of Amorgos or, as some say, of Samos, and Hipponax of Ephesus.” Ananius 
Test. 1 (Tzetz. in Lyc. (ii.18 Scheer)), however, writes “The most distinguished iambic writers are Ananius, 
Archilochus, and Hipponax.” Translation, Gerber 1999, 501 – Gerber writes “Tzetzes is the only source to 
include Ananius instead of Semonides as one of the three early iambographers,” suggesting that this may 
betray a confusion or mixing-up of the poets’ names by Tzetzes. Gerber’s translation. 
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 3. Hipponax, the Suda tells us, was banished from Ephesos, his birthplace, by the 

tyrants Athenagoras and Comas, after which time “he settled in Clazomenae.”44 His 

dating is relatively certain, and most sources place him squarely inside the middle of the 

6th century B.C.E.45 Like Archilochus and Semonides, he is also, by tradition, one of the 

early iambic poets. And like Archilochus, he composed in a variety of meters. However, 

the subject matter of his surviving fragments, while variegated, is more consistently 

obscene and abusive, and concerns itself  particularly with the body, sex, and food. 

 In much the same way that Archilochus comes down to us couched inside the 

tradition of his feud with Lycambes, so Hipponax is transmitted alongside a similar 

tradition.46 In this tradition, Boupalos, a Chian sculptor, and his brother Athenis, create an 

ugly and deformed statue of Hipponax. Insulted by this, Hipponax verbally assails the 

sculptors with his obscene iambics, prompting them to hang themselves, in a manner 

similar to Lycambes and his daughters.  

 

Iambos 
 
 The exact referent of the term ἴαµβος (and its derivatives) in the ancient world is 

uncertain. While the term almost certainly refers to a type of poetry, whether it marks 

specifically meter or content remains unclear. As late as Aristotle, we find both possible 

                                                
44 Hipponax Test. 3 (Suda (ii.665.16 Adler)). That he is understood to have been banished may also be 
suggestive, when viewed alongside the prominent theme of the pharmakos, somewhat of a scapegoat 
figure, in his fragments. Clazomenae receives corroborative mention also in Hipp. fr. 1, ὦ Κλαζοµένιοι / 
“Clazomenians,”. 
45 Hipp. Test. 1 (Plin. NH 36.4.11), puts him in the 60th Olympiad, from 540-537 B.C.E. (Gerber 1999, 
343), Archil. Test. 6 (Proclus ap. Phot. bibl. (v.158.27 Henry)) places him as a contemporary of the rule of 
the Persian king Darius from 522-486 (Gerber 35). 
46 Hipp. Test. 1; Test. 3; Test. 4 (Plin. NH 36.4.12); Test. 6; Test. 8; Test. 11 (Pseudacronis schol. (i.404 
Keller) ad Hor. epod. 6.14 (v. Arch. test. 25). 
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meanings in a single sentence.47 Most scholars, however, like West following Dover, 

agree that ἴαµβος refers primarily to content or occasion, and secondarily to meter 

 The earliest attestation of the word occurs at Archilochus fr. 215: 

καί µ' οὔτ' ἰάµβων οὔτε τερπωλέων µέλει. 
 

  and neither iambi nor pleasures are a concern to me.  
 
Tzetzes tells us that these lines were composed in response to the death of Archilochus’ 

sisters’ husband.48 We may assume here that ἰάµβων, because of its parallel position with 

respect to τερπωλέων, refers to something comparable (whether similar or adversary) to 

τερπωλέων.49 Martin West argues that τερπωλέων marks some kind of occasion.50 On 

this reading, ἰάµβων would refer more probably to a comparable occasion than to 

specifically meter. 

 The application of the term ἴαµβος to poets, whose work survives in a variety of 

meters other than iambic, also suggests that the term’s primary referent was content or 

                                                
47 At Poetics 1448b10, Aristotle writes: ἐν οἷς κατὰ τὸ ἁρµόττον καὶ τὸ ἰαµβεῖον ἦλθε µέτρον--διὸ κα ὶ 
ἰαµβεῖον καλεῖται νῦν, ὅτι ἐν τῷ µέτρῳ τούτῳ ἰάµβιζον ἀλλήλους / “For these things [Margites and 
similar poems] the iambic meter arrived as something fitting—on which account the iambic is now so 
called, that they [poets of a lowly nature] assail each other in this meter.” Here, the iambic meter cannot be 
divorced from its iambic function. Whether the genre received its name from the meter used, or the meter 
from the genre is still unclear, although recourse to my discussion of Archil. fr. 215 (below) suggests still 
that function is the term’s primary referent. Further evidence comes from the passage in Aristotle’s Poetics, 
out from which the above quote comes. In it, Aristotle divides the nature of man into two; serious 
(σεµνότεροι) and base (εὐτελέστεροι). He corresponds tragedy and its poetic antecedents to the serious 
nature, and comedy and its antecedents, one of which is the iambic poetry, to the base nature. 
48 Tzetz. alleg. Hom. Ω 125 sqq (Archil. fr. 215). 
49 Ewen Bowie 2001, 3 notes that ἰάµβων must not necessarily be comparable to τερπωλέων. However, 
Archil. fr. 11, cited also as a response to his sister’s husband’s death, displays a similar parallelism:  
 οὔτέ τι γὰρ κλαίων ἰήσοµαι, οὔτε κάκιον 

     θήσω τερπωλὰς καὶ θαλίας ἐφέπων. 
For I will heal nothing while weeping, nor will I make it worse,  
     seeking out pleasures and festivities. 

Following, I read ἰάµβων as adversary to τερπωλέων in much the same way that κλαίων and ἐφέπων are 
juxtaposed above. 
50 West 1974, 25. 
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occasion.51 We know, for example, that Archilochus composed epodes, as well as other 

poetry in a variety of meters, including trochaic tetrameter.52 Hipponax, too, deviates 

from the iambic trimeter.53 While testimonia often directly connect the poetic invective 

with the iambic trimeter, our clearest and longest surviving example of poetic invective is 

found at Archilochus fr. 196a, an epode.54 

 We can glean more about the domain of the term ἴαµβος from its etymology. 

Though more obscure and difficult than the word’s usage, ἴαµβος and its derivatives have 

relationships to cult practice and myth. Significant connections to the cult practices of 

Demeter and Dionysus occur. For example, the -αµβ- root of ἴαµβος finds home in a 

number of other words associated with Dionysiac worship, namely διθύραµβος, 

θρίαµβος, and ἴθυµβος, all of which “like ἴαµβος . . . can denote either person or a type 

of composition.”55 These connections strengthen the relationship between iambic 

composition and aischrologia, or ritual jesting, a predecessor to poetic invective, and 

lend stronger justification to the centering of invective (verbal abuse or obscenity) in any 

account of iambic poetry.56  

 Perhaps most suggestive is the account of the mythical maidservant, named 

Iambe, in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter.57 In a scene, which may function aitiologically 

                                                
51 Herennius Philo, de diversis verborum significationibus (p. 186 Palmieri, 73 Nickau, Ammonius), Ath. 
2.57d = Eust. In Hom. Od. 11.299 (1686.51), Tzetz. Chil. 10.370-374 (pp. 402 sq. Leone), Tzetz. In Lyc. 
219 (p. 102.16 Scheer), Tzetz. ad. Chil. 1.147 (p. 547 Leone), Tzetz. Chil. 5.728 sqq (pp. 196 sq. Leone).  
52 On West’s divisions (1989): Elegy, Archil. frr. 1-17; Tetrameter, frr. 88-167; Epode, frr. 168-204. 
Relevant testimonia includes Ps.-Plut. de musica 28.1140f-1141b (p. 124 Lasserre). 
53 On West’s divisions again (1989): Epode, Hipp. frr. 115-118; Tetrameter, frr. 120-127; Hexameter, frr. 
128-129a. 
54 Testimonia: Anth. Pal. 1.352 = HE 4742-49; Schol. C ad loc. (p. 10 La Penna); Schol. ad loc. (pp. 156 sq. 
La Penna); Luc. Pseudolog. 1 (iii.133.6 Macleod). 
55 West 1974, 23; See also Archil. fr. 120, discussed below.  
56 Cf. Richardson 1974, 213-217 for a full discussion of aischrologia in various regional centers of Demeter 
worship. Cf. also Burnett 1983, 57 n.9. 
57 Hymn. Dem. 192-205. 
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to establish the link between ἴαµβος as meter and aischrologia, Iambe verbally assails the 

grieving Demeter. Mourning the abduction of Persephone, and incognito as an old mortal 

woman, Demeter refuses food, 

πρίν γ' ὅτε δὴ χλεύῃς µιν Ἰάµβη κέδν' εἰδυ ῖα 
πολλὰ παρὰ σκώπτουσ' ἐτρέψατο πότνιαν ἁγνὴν 
µειδῆσαι γελάσαι τε καὶ ἵλαον σχεῖν θυµόν·58 
 
until Iambe, knowing her duties,  
mocking her [Demeter] much with jests, 
turned the sacred mistress to smile, to laugh, and to hold a cheerful heart.  
 

Aside from the obvious etymological link between ἴαµβος and Iambe in their root -αµβ-, 

both the participle used to describe Iambe’s action, σκώπτουσ’, and the jests (χλεύῃς), 

with which she executes her mockery, are frequently employed in accounts of ἴαµβος.59 

This relationship between ἴαµβος and Iambe was also exploited as an aition in later 

testimonia of the poets.60 

 Outside of myth and etymology, we find evidence linking the iambic poets 

themselves (or their characters or personae) to the worship of Demeter and Dionysus. 

While each cult will be treated separately as the evidence allows, West does suggest the 

possible interrelatedness of both the deities and their respective cults in myth and 

practice.61 Presence of a cult to Demeter on Paros is attested early. The Homeric Hymn to 

Demeter lists Paros “immediately after Eleusis as a cult center of Demeter.”62 Pausanias 

also tells us that Archilochus’ grandfather, Tellis, played a significant role in the early 

                                                
58 Ibid. 201-204. 
59 For σκώπτω, see Nagy 1979, 245.3.4, 288.10.7, and 303.3.4, where he points to the word’s application to 
Archilochus’ iambic poetry in the Mnesiepes inscription (A(E1) col. II.30). For χλεύη, see Pollux 4. 104 
πο ίηµα ἐπὶ χλεύῃ καὶ γέλωτι συγκείµενον, to which West 1974, 23 points, when discussing the ἴθυµβος 
and its relation to ἴαµβος.  
60 Cf. specifically Choerob. ad Hephaest. 3.1. (p. 214.8 Consbruch), discussed below.  
61 West 1974, 24-25. Cf. also Compton 2006, 51 n.46. Brown 1988, 479 also points to the “report in Et. 
Mag. P. 463.28 that Iambe was a Bacchant.” 
62 Hymn. Dem. 491, Compton 2006 51 n.46. 
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introduction of the rites of Demeter to Thasos from Paros.63 Archilochus fr. 169 preserves 

the goddess’ name in what appears to be a description of worship.64 

 Hipponax’ relationship to Demeter is a bit more obscure. Most strikingly, we find 

reference to the ritual drink, the kykeon (κυκεών) at Hipponax fr. 39. The kykeon happens 

also to be the drink Demeter takes at Hymn. Dem. 210, and has strong cultic 

associations.65 Strengthening this connection is the aition which Choeroboscus recounts. 

In it Hipponax meets a certain Iambe washing wool by the sea. When he moves to touch 

her trough, she bitingly scolds him, and later he names his poetic meter after her. While 

Choeroboscus dinstinguishes this Iambe from the Iambe in the Hymn to Demeter, both 

figures’ similar verbal behavior suggest a confusion on the part of Choeroboscus. And 

both Rosen and Brown compellingly argue that the trimeter line preserved in this account 

may actually come from a poem of Hipponax.66 

 Dionysus also plays a significant role in the poetry of Archilochus and Hipponax. 

The speaker in Archilochus fr. 120 explicitly engages in a Dionysiac activity. 

Archilochus writes:  

 ὡς Διωνύσου ἄνακτος καλὸν ἐξάρξαι µέλος 
οἶδα διθύραµβον οἴνῳ συγκεραυνωθεὶς φρένας. 
 

                                                
63 Paus. 10.20.3 
64 Archil. fr. 169, Δήµητρί τε χεῖρας ἀνέξων / “and about to raise their hands up to Demeter”. Also, if 
West’s emendation of Δω in Δω]τάδεω in Archil. fr. 57 is correct, Lycambes’ (mock?) patronymic 
resembles Δώς, the incognito name which Demeter gives herself in the presence of mortals. West 1974, 26-
27, writes that this “is significant if iambus had to do with the rites of Demeter, for we think of the name 
Δώς . . . that the goddess assumes in Hymn. Dem. 122 for the period before she reveals her true identity, a 
period during which Iambe’s jesting takes place. There is also an Aeolic form of her name Δω-µάτηρ.” Cf. 
also Hymn. Dem. 122. 
65 Rosen 1987, 419 writes: “This scene contains the aition for three central features of the preliminary rites 
prescribed for Eleusinian initiates: fasting, aischrologia, and the drinking of the kykeon. Richardson has 
shown that the hymn itself emphasizes by verbal parallelism and repetition the fact that these three 
elements reflect actual cultic practices.” In this same article (421), he argues that Hipponax’ evocation of 
the kykeon is deliberate, and “inspires the speaker with iambographic aischrologia, allowing him to attack 
his ἐχθρο ί with invective sanctioned by the myth of Iambe and Demeter.” 
66 Rosen 1988a, 175, and Brown 1988, 479. 
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So I know (how) to lead the beautiful song of lord Dionysus, 
the dithyramb, having been thunderstruck with wine in my mind. 
 

The dithyramb is strongly tied to Dionysiac worship.67 Archilochus fr. 251 also records 

mention of Dionysus, in what West suggests is probably “another cult song locally 

attributed to Archilochus.”68 The Mnesiepes Inscription, which preserves this fragment, 

records a Parian tradition, which attributes to Archilochus the introduction of the cult of 

Dionysus to Paros.69 Further suggestive evidence comes to us in testimonia about a work 

of Archilochus, known as the Iobacchoi, recalling Bacchus, another name of Dionysus.70 

 Just as with Demeter, evidence for Hipponax’ relationship to Dionysus is scant. 

The most suggestive connection concerns Hipponax’ fragments about the pharmakos, “a 

human embodiment of evil who was expelled from the Greek city at moments of crisis 

and disaster.”71 Compton astutely points out that pharmakoi can have another name, the 

sumbakkhoi, suggesting “an ecstatic, perhaps Dionysiac, aspect of the pharmakos.”72 

 

Generic Characteristics 
 
 Much of the evidence reviewed above may tempt us to draw a strict genealogy 

from cults of Demeter and Dionysus, with which iambic poetry is associated, to the 

invective of iambic poetry itself. However, in doing so, we might reduce the dynamics of 
                                                
67 West 1974, 23.  
68 Ibid. 25. Diskin Clay 2004, 20 details the philological evidence: “Three of Archilochus’ words seem to 
be associated with the cult of Dionysus and innocent: οὐλαί (barley groats), ὄµφακες  (small, unripe 
grapes), and σῦκα (figs). Unmilled barley groats are used during sacrifice as they are salted and thrown at 
the head of the sacrificial victim and into the flame of the altar; they are important too in the cult of 
Demeter . . . Ὄµφακες or unripe grapes is also a word for the small hard breasts of a pubescent girl. . . . We 
know of a cult of Dionysos Ὀµφακίτης in Lakonia. There is also a cult of Dionysos of the fig tree in Naxos 
(Διόνυσος Συκίτης), and island which, like neighboring Paros, has a name for its remarkable figs.” Gerber 
1999, 249 n.2 also notes that Οἰφολίῳ  in line 5 can denote sexual intercourse. 
69 Clay 2004, 16-22 on the Mnesiepes Inscription (A(E) col. III.1-57). 
70 Hephaest. Ench. 15.16 (pp. 52 sq. Consbruch), and Steph. Byz. P. 166.11 Meineke. Cf. also Burnett 
1983, 23, 25. 
71 Compton 2006, 3. Cf. Hipp. frr. 6.2, 7.1, 8.2, 9.2, 10.2, 34.2, 39.4, 92.4, 104.49, 172.1. 
72 Compton 2006, 6.  
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the poetry to a confined (and presumably cultic) sphere. Turning to the fragments 

themselves can fill out our understanding of iambic poetry overall. And while they can’t 

alone account for such factors as context and occasion, their recurrent themes and content 

may shed light onto what is distinctive about ἴαµβος more generally. In a survey of the 

surviving iambic fragments, the most prevalent and distinctive characteristics include 

obscene and abusive language and a preoccupation with the grotesque, particularly sex 

and the body.  

I rely on Jeffrey Henderson’s definition of obscenity for my descriptive account 

of this characteristic of our surviving fragments. He writes:  

By “obscenity” we mean verbal reference to areas of human activity or parts of 
the human body that are protected by certain taboos agreed upon by prevailing 
social custom and subject to emotional aversion and inhibition. These are in fact 
the sexual and excremental areas.73 
 

Obscenity, on this account, and sex specifically, abounds in the fragments of Archilochus 

and Hipponax. These references take the form of anything from playful allusion and 

double entendre to explicit sexual narrative.74 The fragments of Archilochus prefer 

playful allusion, and a number of fragments involve the metaphoric use of various 

flowers and plants for genitalia. Fragments 30 and 32, for example, both exploit the 

double entendre of the myrtle tree, which can stand in for either male or female 

genitalia.75 Fr. 30 reads:  

 ἔχουσα θαλλὸν µυρσίνης ἐτέρπετο 
ῥοδῆς τε καλὸν ἄνθος. 
 

                                                
73 Henderson 1991, 2. 
74 For possible allusions to sex and/or genitalia, narrative and not, and explicitly and not, cf. Archil. frr. 23, 
30, 31, 32, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 40, 41, 42, 43, 45, 46, 49, 54, 57, 66, 67, 82, 115-119, 125, 140, 142?, 146?, 
152, 178?, 180?, 186, 191, 196, 196a, 207, 208, 219?, 222, 241?, 246, 247, 251, 252, 262, 273, and 277; 
Sem. frr. 7, 8, 9?, 12, 16, 17, 35; Hipp. frr. 2a, 12,  14?, 15, 16, 17, 20?, 21, 22?, 24?, 30, 41?, 44?, 56, 57, 
59, 62, 65?, 68, 70, 78, 79?, 84, 92?, 104, 105?, 114a, 114b, 124, 135, 135a, 135b. 
75 Gerber 1999, 107.  
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She was delighting in taking the bush of myrtle 
and the lovely flower of the rose bush.  
 

And fr. 32 reads:  
 
 διὲξ τὸ µύρτον 
 
 right through the myrtle spray.76 
 
Hipponax, on the other hand, often addresses sexual activity with explicit obscenity. 

Fragment 84, for example, presumably describes the sexual consummation of a lewd 

affair:  

   ]ῶνο[ 
    δ' ἦλθεν οι[ 
   ]ειου[.]ακεσ[ 
   γληχῶνος[ 
   κ]αί µ' εἴρετ' ὁ[ 
   ]εἰπασ.[ 
   κοὐδιψ[ 
>)ἄ' ἐστεγυ[ 
>)χαµαὶ ᾽πιφ[ 
>)ἐκδύντες α[ 
>)ἐδάκνοµέν τε κἀφ[ιλέοµεν 
>)διὲκ θυρέων βλέ[ποντες 
>)µὴ ἥµεας λάβ[ 
>)γυµνοὺς ἐρυ.[ 
>)ἔσπευδε δ' ἡ µ[ὲν 
>)ἐγὼ δ' ἐβίνε[ον             ]τε κα[ὶ 
    ἐπ' ἄκρον ἕλκων ὥσπερ ἀλλᾶντα ψήχων, 
    κλαίειν κελεύ[ων Βού]παλον 
    ]κ[αί] µ' αὐτίκ' ἐξ[. .(.)]σεν ἐκ δεπ[ 
    ]καὶ δὴ ᾽πι τοῖς ἔργοισιν εἴχοµ[εν 
    ]ἐγὼ µὲν ὥσπ[ερ ῥ]υσὸν ἱστι . .[ 
    σφάζειν ὑπέτ[. . . . . . .]φαλουτ[ 
 
. . . (she?) came . . . pennyroyal . . . and asked me . . . saying . . . and not . . . but . . 
. on the ground . . . with our clothes off . . . we were biting and kissing (?) . . . 
looking through the doors . . . in case we be caught naked . . . she was in a hurry . 
. . and I was fucking . . . pulling out to the tip as though drying(?) a sausage . . . 

                                                
76 Translation, Gerber 1999, 105. 
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bidding Bupalus go to hell . . . and at once she . . . me and I(?) . . . And after our 
exertions we had (a rest?). I . . . like a wrinkled sail . . .77 

 
βινῶ (‘to fuck’) in line 16 above “was apparently in use as the primary vulgar term for 

sexual congress throughout antiquity,” and occurs again at Archilochus fr. 152.2:78 

        ]ναιδε· τισ[ 
γυναῖ]κα βινέων 
       ].ρε κεινος[ 
 
. . . fucking a (woman) . . . that 
 

 Such scenes as those mentioned above are usually marked by an emphasis on the 

body. Whether specifically genital or not, many of the surviving fragments include 

mention of the body, and its parts and functions.79 The violence of Hipponax fr. 22, for 

example, depends on a mention of mucus in the nose of a just beaten person:  

 {καὶ} τὴν ῥῖνα καὶ τὴν µύξαν ἐξαράξασα. 
 
 she, having bashed the nose and knocked out the mucus. 
 
Hipponax fr. 73 is markedly scatological:  
 
 .]ων λ[ 

τῷ πλ[ 
ὤµειξε δ' αἷµα καὶ χολὴν ἐτίλησεν· 
ἐγὼ δεγ[                        οἱ δέ µεο ὀδόντες 
ἐν ταῖς γνάθοισι πάντες <εκ>κεκινέαται. 
φοιτῶ δ[ 
δέδοικ' α[ 
κεῖνος δ[  
καλῶς· .[ 
.]αύρωσ[ 
]ισαν µε[ 
]δυ[. .].[ 
 

                                                
77 Translation, Ibid. 419.  
78 Bain 1999, 54.  
79 For all mention of the body, its parts, and function cf. Archil. frr. 31, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 48, 54, 66, 
67, 82, 107, 117, 118, 119, 140, 188, 190, 191, 206, 209, 217, 222, 233, 234, 237, 238, 239, 240, 241, 247, 
249, 252, 263, 265, 273, 276; Sem frr. 7, 12, 16?, 17, 18, 19, 30, 35, 40; Hipp. frr. 2a, 10, 12, 19, 21, 22, 
24?, 29a, 70, 73, 78, 82, 84, 92, 102, 103, 104, 114a-c, 118, 124, 135, 138.  
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. . . he pissed blood and shat bile; but I . . . and all the teeth in my jaws have been 
dislodged. I roam about . . . I am afraid . . . (but?) he . . . well . . .80  
 

In the cases of both sex and body, women make a central appearance and almost always 

appear negatively. The surviving fragments showcase violence enacted on women both in 

the obscene accounts of their sexual bodies and acts and in the intolerant tones of many 

of the portrayals of females. Semonides fr. 7, for example, is indicative of the general 

misogyny at hand in archaic iambic poetry. This tirade against women as wives 

corresponds a particular animal to each type of wife. At one point, remarking on the 

woman whose nature is derived from the dog, Semonides writes: 

τὴν δ' ἐκ κυνός, λιτοργόν, αὐτοµήτορα, 
ἣ πάντ' ἀκοῦσαι, πάντα δ' εἰδέναι θέλει, 
πάντῃ δὲ παπταίνουσα καὶ πλανωµένη 
λέληκεν, ἣν καὶ µηδέν' ἀνθρώπων ὁραῖ. 
παύσειε δ' ἄν µιν οὔτ' ἀπειλήσας ἀνήρ,  
οὐδ' εἰ χολωθεὶς ἐξαράξειεν λίθῳ 
ὀδόντας, οὐδ' ἂν µειλίχως µυθεόµενος, 
οὐδ' εἰ παρὰ ξείνοισιν ἡµένη τύχῃ, 
ἀλλ' ἐµπέδως ἄπρηκτον αὑονὴν ἔχει. (12-20).  
 
Another is from a bitch, shameless, the same as her mother, 
who wishes to hear all things, and to know all things, 
and peering and pacing everywhere 
she shrieks, even if she sees no one.  
Her husband couldn’t stop her either by threatening her, 
or if, having become angry, he should, with a stone, knock out  
her teeth, or by speaking gently, 
or if she happens to be sitting among guests, 
but stubbornly she holds onto her incorrigible cry. 
 

In a more obscene manner, a character in Archilochus fr. 196a vehemently denigrates 

Lycambes’ daughter Neoboule:  

       Νεοβούλη[ν 
       ἄ]λλος ἀνὴρ ἐχέτω· 
      αἰαῖ, πέπειρα, δὶς τόση, 

                                                
80 Translation, Gerber 1999, 409. 
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ἄν]θος δ' ἀπερρύηκε παρθενήιον 
     κ]αὶ χάρις ἣ πρὶν ἐπῆν· 
     κόρον γὰρ ουκ[ 
..]ης δὲ µέτρ' ἔφηνε µαινόλις γυνή. 
     ἐς] κόρακας ἄπεχε· 
     µὴ τοῦτ' εφ.ιταν[ 
ὅ]πως ἐγὼ γυναῖκα τ[ο]ιαύτην ἔχων 
     γεί]τοσι χάρµ' ἔσοµαι· (24-34). 
 
As for Neoboule, let (some?) other man have her. Ugh, she’s overripe, twice your 
age, and her girlhood’s flower has lost its bloom as has the charm which formerly 
was on it. For (her desire is?) insatiable, and the sex-mad woman has revealed the 
full measure of her (infatuation?). To hell with her! (Let) no (one bid?) this, that I 
have such a wife and become a laughing stock to my neighbors.81  
 

Due to the very fragmentary nature of many of these texts, it is often hard to understand 

why the objects of these attacks merit such abuse. In the case of Neoboule, we are told 

that her father, Lycambes had broken an oath with Archilochus. This upset Archilochus 

so, that he naturally sought to shame Lycambes in any way possible. What this anecdote 

may tell us seems self-evident. Blame is always prompted and the iambic poet does not 

launch blame without provocation. The case of Hipponax and Boupalus provides another 

illustrative example. Boupalus insults Hipponax with an ugly sculpture, utilizing his own 

form of art to make the insult. Hipponax mirrors this attack with invective, couched in his 

own art of poetry.82 Again, iambic invective here is provoked and exchanged. 

 This iambic exchange may also be supported by the presence of reported speech 

in the surviving iambic fragments. While only conjectural, the evidence still implies that 

emphasis, exchange, or conversation played a role in the activity of blame. Quoting 

                                                
81 Translation, Gerber 1999, 213.  
82 Hipp. fr. 12 is a famous example of this particular iambic exchange:  

τούτοισι θηπέων τοὺς Ἐρυθραίων παῖδας 
ὁ µητροκο ίτης Βούπαλος σὺν Ἀρήτῃ 
+καὶ ὑφέλξων τὸν δυσώνυµον+ ἄρτον. 
Deceiving the children of the Eruthraeans with these (words) 
Boupalus, that mother-fucker with Arete 
and drawing back his ill-named foreskin. 
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mechanisms provide the most direct evidence for reported speech in narrative in iambic 

poetry. Nagy, following Führer, has demonstrated that such dialogue, or speech, relies 

heavily on epic quotation formulae.83 The constraints of these formulae for iambic poetry 

are relatively flexible, as far as we can tell, while “quote frames for dialogues . . . and for 

speeches . . . are de rigueur in Epos.”84 For example, while epic poetry would generally 

require both opening and closing quotation frames, Hipponax fr. 36 uses only a loose 

opening frame, and does not close the speech before continuing the narrative.85 Hipponax 

writes:  

ἐµοὶ δὲ Πλοῦτος--ἔστι γὰρ λίην τυφλός— 
ἐς τᾠκι' ἐλθὼν οὐδάµ' εἶπεν "Ἱππῶναξ, 
δίδωµί τοι µνέας ἀργύρου τριήκοντα 
καὶ πόλλ' ἔτ' ἄλλα"· δείλαιος γὰρ τὰς φρένας. 
 

 Wealth—for he is totally blind— 
 never said to me, having come into my house, “Hipponax, 
 I give to you thirty minas of silver 
 and still many other things,” for he is cowardly at heart. 
 
Archilochus frr. 23 and 196a, however, give a picture of a more stringent iambic poetry. 

The speeches preserved in the fragments are framed both by opening and by closing 

mechanisms, and the speech words used are conventionally epic.86 Both fragments record 

the end of a speech, to which the first person narrator replies, but the state of both texts is 

                                                
83 Nagy 1978, 246-252, 256-257; Führer 1967. 
84 Ibid. 247.  
85 Or ending the poem, this is uncertain. On quoting mechanisms, Führer 1967, 1, “Diese recht eigentlich 
episch-homerische Technik besteht im Normal-fall darin, daß eine direkte Rede sowohl eingeführt als auch 
abgeschlossen wird.” 
86 Führer 1967, 10 attests that the speech word used at Hipp. fr.36, εἶπεν, is conventionally epic; “Im 
Bereich der Redeverben läßt sich bereits von der nachhomerischen Epik an beobachten, wie die 
altehrwürdigen silbenreichen Komposita . . . des Heldenepos allmählich abzusterben beginnen, während 
das handlichere Simplex εἶπε . . . der lebendigen Sprache unaufhaltsam vordringt, in einigem Abstand 
gefolgt von ἔφη.” However, it barely survives elsewhere in the iambic poetry. For εἶπεν in the iambic 
fragments, cf. Archil. fr. 49.9, επ[ (this fragment could involve some sort of abuse, φιλῆτα (7), and possibly 
includes a vocative, ὦ[, often characteristic, though not necessarily, of speech; Sem. 7.10, εἶπε (though no 
extended speech follows); Hipp. 63.2, ἀνεῖπεν (like Sem. 7.10 above, no extended speech follows). 
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too fragmentary to speculate much further. At any rate, the exchange of speech does 

occur in iambic fragments, and may reflect a more general convention of exchanging 

blame. 

This chapter has sought to reconstruct the general characteristics of iambic poetry. 

It surveyed the difficult evidence and has highlighted a few prevalent tropes present in 

the surviving fragments. The invective and obscenity detailed above serve as the basis for 

comparison of the Homeric Hymn to Hermes to iambic poetry in chapter two. 
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Chapter Two: Iambic Language in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes 
 

 
 In the previous chapter, I provided a reconstruction of archaic iambic poetry, 

which highlighted its abusive invective and obscene language. In this chapter, I contend 

that the Homeric Hymn to Hermes shares some of these characteristics. An examination 

of three pivotal confrontations in the hymn between the protagonist Hermes and various 

characters, namely, the tortoise, Hermes’ mother Maia, and his brother Apollo, reveals 

the hymn’s reliance on iambic language and tropes. The speeches in these confrontations 

include much diction characteristic of iambic poetry and archaic blame more generally. 

They are also figured as speeches of blame in that each is prompted and that both 

characters engage in what I will term an iambic exchange with one another. Furthermore, 

each exchange effects and/or indicates transformations in the characters and statuses of 

each of the speakers. Complementing this textual evidence is Hermes’ presence in 

archaic iambic poetry itself, which strengthens the relationship of both the god and the 

hymn to archaic blame (ψόγος). 

 
 
Iambic Exchange in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes 
 
 Three confrontations between Hermes and his various antagonists advance the 

Homeric Hymn to Hermes’ plot. These confrontations are pivotal for two reasons. Firstly, 

they effect transformations in the various characters’ statuses and relationships to one 

another. Secondly, they emphasize the centrality, specificity, and dynamics of Hermes’ 

domain over speech.87 The performative and instrumental power of speech in the hymn 

                                                
87 cf. Clay 1989, 106, who notes, “Speech, insofar as it involves communication or mediation between 
individuals, belongs to Hermes’ domain. But the rhetoric of Hermes is of a peculiar sort; persuasive, 
seductive, and deceptive, it is characteristically ambiguous and riddling, concealing as much as revealing, 
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recalls that same power which later authors attribute to the invective of the archaic iambic 

poets. Furthermore, the dialogic confrontations between Hermes, the tortoise, his mother, 

and his brother Apollo, evoke that language of blame, which Nagy has argued is central 

to any discussion of archaic Greek poetry and society, and characteristic, in particular, of 

archaic iambic poetry.88 

 The first confrontation of the hymn occurs between Hermes and the tortoise, 

introduces language of blame into the poem, and marks transformations in both 

characters. After the newborn Hermes has leapt up out of his sacred cradle and has 

bounded across the threshold of the cave to the court doors, he comes upon the tortoise, 

grazing on fresh grass (20-27).89 Pleased by this, Hermes speaks out, in order to entice 

the tortoise into his cave, where he will make her into a lyre.90 

 The lines surrounding Hermes’ speech contain double entendre of the sort found 

in the fragments of the iambic poets:  

ἣ ῥά οἱ ἀντεβόλησεν ἐπ' αὐλείῃσι θύρῃσι 
 βοσκοµένη προπάροιθε δόµων ἐριθηλέα ποίην, 

σαῦλα ποσὶν βαίνουσα· Διὸς δ' ἐριούνιος υἱὸς 
ἀθρήσας ἐγέλασσε καὶ αὐτίκα µῦθον ἔειπε· (26-29). 

 
 She [the tortoise] met him upon the doors of the court 
 feeding before the halls on fresh-flourishing grass 

promiscuously swaggering on her feet. The luck-bringing son of Zeus,  
 having caught sight of her, laughed and immediately gave (this) speech. 
 

                                                                                                                                            
and abounding in double and ulterior meanings.” Clay 110-111 elsewhere states “Hermes’ domain, then, is 
not the sphere of language that lays claim to truth, but rather that use of language whose goal extends 
outside itself and which is a means to an end; persuasion, seductive rhetoric, lies, oaths, perjuries, and even 
magical incantations.” Cf. also Tzifopoulos 2000 for a more detailed account of proverbial speech in the 
Hymn. I focus on only one aspect of Hermes’ speech, that which resembles the language of blame.  
88 Nagy 1979, 222, 243.  
89 Vergados 2007, 142-143 encourages readers to note “that the tortoise meets Hermes rather than vice 
versa. Hermes’ statues were located at the entrance to the house, thus everyone coming from outside would 
encounter Hermes as they entered.” 
90 This incident introduces Hermes’ first κλυτὸν ἔργον; cf. line 25, Ἑρµῆς τοι πρώτιστα χέλυν τεκτήνατ' 
ἀοιδόν / Hermes, you know, was the first to make the tortoise into a singer. 
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The language used to describes the tortoise’s first position and activity (27) carries erotic 

connotations. The grass on which the tortoise is feeding (ἐριθηλέα ποίην) recalls that at 

Iliad 14.347, νεοθήλεα ποίην, where Zeus and Hera make love, and the -θηλέα ποίην 

even occurs in the same metrical sedes:91 

Ἦ ῥα, καὶ ἀγκὰς ἔµαρπτε Κρόνου παῖς ἣν παράκοιτιν· 
τοῖσι δ' ὑπὸ χθὼν δῖα φύεν νεοθήλεα ποίην, 
λωτόν θ' ἑρσήεντα ἰδὲ κρόκον ἠδ' ὑάκινθον 
πυκνὸν καὶ µαλακόν, ὃς ἀπὸ χθονὸς ὑψόσ' ἔεργε. 
τῷ ἔνι λεξάσθην, ἐπὶ δὲ νεφέλην ἕσσαντο  
καλὴν χρυσείην· στιλπναὶ δ' ἀπέπιπτον ἔερσαι. 
 
With that the son of Cronus caught his wife in his arms 
and under them now the holy earth burst with fresh green grass, 
crocus and hyacinth, clover soaked with dew, so thick and soft 
it lifted their bodies off the hard, packed ground . . .  
Folded deep in that bed they lay and round them wrapped 
A marvelous cloud of gold, and glistening showers of dew 
Rained down around them both.92 
 

The poet of the hymn modifies the compound adjective with the inseparable prefix ἐρι-, 

which, while having the intensifying meaning of ‘very’ or ‘much’, aurally recalls the ἐρα- 

root of so many of the erotic adjectives which abound in the hymn. The scene from the 

Iliad above also includes a catalogue of flowers reminiscent of those at the scene of 

Persephone’s abduction in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter (6-8).93 On this, Richardson 

notes “Girls were traditionally carried off while picking flowers.”94 This is an especially 

appropriate evocation for a scene, in which the tortoise, poised as female, will be carried 

off by Hermes to be transformed into a lyre. 

 The initial description of the tortoise, in fact, identifies it with the female 

                                                
91 I owe this connection to Vergados 2007, 143. 
92 Translation, Fagles 1990, 381. 
93 The crocus and hyacinth are present in both scenes, as are the adjectives καλός and µαλακός at h.Dem. 6 
and 7, and Il. 14.11 and 9, respectively. 
94 Richardson 1974, 140. 
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courtesan, the hetaira (ἑταίρη). In line 25, σαῦλα ποσὶν βαίνουσα evokes the 

promiscuous gait of the female courtesan. Though late, Clement of Alexandria makes this 

connection between the swaggering gait and the courtesan’s promiscuity, quoting the 6th 

century B.C.E. sympotic poet Anakreon: 

αἱ δὲ γυναικεῖοι κινήσεις καὶ θρύψεις καὶ χλιδαὶ κολουστέαι παντελῶς· 
τὸ γὰρ ἁβροδίαιτον τῆς περὶ τὸν περίπατον κινήσεως καὶ τὸ  

σαῦλα βαίνειν  
ὥς φησιν Ἀνακρέων, κοµιδῇ ἑταιρικά.  
 
Womanly movements and indulgences and luxuries must be curtailed entirely; for 
luxuriousness of movement in walking about and ‘going swaggeringly’ (as 
Anakreon says) are altogether meretricious [lit. ‘hetairic’].95 
 

An earlier occurrence of this phrase with a similar sense appears at Semonides fr. 18:  
 

καὶ σαῦλα βαίνων ἵππος ὣς +κορωνίτης 
 

 and walking with a swagger just like a horse with an arched neck 
 
The Etymologicum Genuinum, from which this quote comes, glosses σαῦλα with τὸν 

τρυθερόν (‘effeminate’), securing this link.96 Gerber remarks on this fragment, “whatever 

the correct reading of the last word is, the fragment presumably describes a man who puts 

on airs.”97 This fragment secures mockery within the semantic range of this phrase,98 and 

the identification of the tortoise with the hetaira is made concrete in Hermes’ opening 

address to the tortoise. 

 Hermes’ first speech in the hymn furthers this playful connection, while it is, at 

the same time, characterized by the language of ψόγος. This speech also marks a 

transformation in both Hermes and the tortoise: both are given speech. Presumably, 

                                                
95 Text and translation quoted from Kurke 1997, 115. Anakreon fr. 138 Gentili = 458 PMG. 
96 Et. Gen. (pp. 22-23 Calame) = Et. Mag. 270.44 = Zon. (p.539 T.). 
97 Gerber 1999, 325. 
98 Though only conjectural, the swagger in the tortoise’s walk may also evoke the choliambic meter of 
Hipponax. 
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Hermes has not yet spoken in his life before this point, and the tortoise will be made into 

a singer (25). While this episode does not qualify exactly as a confrontation, because only 

Hermes speaks, the monologue’s diction nevertheless introduces the theme of blame, 

which sets the tone for all of the hymn’s subsequent confrontations. Upon seeing the 

tortoise, Hermes cries out: 

 σύµβολον99 ἤδη µοι µέγ' ὀνήσιµον, οὐκ ὀνοτάζω. 
χαῖρε φυὴν ἐρόεσσα χοροιτύπε δαιτὸς ἑταίρη (30-31). 

 
 A presage of great use you already are to me, I don’t blame you.  

Hello there, companion of the feast, one who beats the dance, lovely with respect  
  to (your) nature. 

 
The poet’s choice to negate a word of blame (ὀνοτάζω), rather than to supply a word of 

praise, since what he is implying is praise, is suggestive.100 This word signals two things. 

First, it calls attention to and foreshadows the continuous appearance of language of 

blame in later confrontations in the hymn. And second, it characterizes Hermes’ speech 

as wily, persuasive, and seductive.101  

 The sequence following Hermes’ speech details his construction and invention of 

the lyre from various materials around him. Upon finishing, he immediately begins to 

play it and sing a loosely hymnic song. The simile, which the text draws at this point with 

Hermes’ singing, is instructive:  

αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ δὴ τεῦξε φέρων ἐρατεινὸν ἄθυρµα 
πλήκτρῳ ἐπειρήτιζε κατὰ µέλος, ἡ δ' ὑπὸ χειρὸς 

                                                
99 The exact meaning of σύµβολον is uncertain. I would just like to note that the only earlier attestation of 
this word occurs at Archilochus fr. 218: µετέρχοµαί σε σύµβολον ποιεόµενος / “I go in search of you, 
considering it an omen” (Gerber’s translation (1999, 229)). 
100 Vergados 2007, 147 notes “As Richardson ad. loc. suggests ὀνήσιµον, ὀνοτάζω, and ὀνήσεις later in 
35 may be a word-play.” While the exact semantics of this play may be impossible to reconstruct, it is 
worth recalling the word of blame, ὄνειδος (‘blame’), which Nagy 1979, 223 tells us is in currency at this 
time. The ὀν- of ὀνοτάζω, the ὀνή- of ὀνήσιµον, and the ὀνή- of ὀνήσεις, may altogether evoke the ὄνει- 
of ὄνειδος. 
101 Cf. οὖδ' ἀποτιµήσω in line 35, which in a similar manner to οὐκ ὀνοτάζω in line 30, entices the tortoise 
into his cave with a lie. 
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σµερδαλέον κονάβησε· θεὸς δ' ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄειδεν 
ἐξ αὐτοσχεδίης πειρώµενος, ἠύτε κοῦροι 
ἡβηταὶ θαλίῃσι παραιβόλα κερτοµέουσιν (52-56). 

 
 But when he had finished carrying the lovely play-thing  
 he tried it out in tune with a plectrum, and under his hand 
 it resounded awesomely; the god then sang in accompaniment beautifully 
 extemporaneously, trying his skill, just like young boys  
 in the prime of youth, at festivals, jeer out mocking words 
 
The simile highlights and legitimates the language of blame used up until this point and 

later in the hymn, by situating the language of the mythic Hermes inside the 

contemporary cultural practice of blaming. The activity of the young boys (παραιβόλα 

κερτοµέουσιν) is described in language specific to the archaic Greek ψόγος. Nagy 

includes the verb κερτοµεῖν in his list of traditional blame diction, and identifies it as 

central to understanding the Thersites episode, which he uses as a model for iambic 

blame. There, it appears alongside the participle ὀνειδίζων (‘to blame,’ ‘reproach’) at Il. 

2.255-256, phonetically recalled in its nominal form in lines 30 (ὀνήσιµον, ὀνοτάζω) and 

35 (ὀνήσεις) of the hymn above. And Nagy writes that the “participle (κερτοµέων: II 

256) is equated with the participle of oneidizo ‘make oneidos’.”102  

Archilochus fr. 134 makes this connection stronger. Archilochus writes: 

 οὐ γὰρ ἐσθλὰ κατθανοῦσι κερτοµεῖν ἐπ' ἀνδράσιν 
 

 for it is not good to jeer against dead men 
 
This fragment seems to outline the boundaries of appropriate occasion for the activity of 

jeering (κερτοµεῖν), the specificity of which can be further attested in the words’ later 

occurrences in the hymn.103 

                                                
102 Nagy 1979, 263. 
103 Not all accept the nature of the language in this episode (and in the Hymn) as iambic. Vergados 2007, 88 
n.202, for instance, in response to Compton 2006, 43 n.7, writes “I do not think that this is the implication 
of κερτοµέουσιν here. The song is not satirical in the manner of Archilochus (I assume this to be 
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The semantics of κερτοµεῖν provide insights into the mechanics of iambic 

exchange and the word’s significant presence in the hymn merits further investigation. 

Much recent debate has surrounded the exact meaning and use of the word.104 The most 

satisfactory explanation is given by Clay, who posits that “κερτοµέω involves a complex 

dynamic between speaker and his addressee; in speech-act theory it signals an indirect 

but intentional perlocutionary act, and means ‘to provoke or goad someone indirectly into 

doing something’, ‘intentionally trying to elicit a response that one expects, anticipates, 

or desires’.”105 Vergados helpfully domesticates this definition, by highlighting the 

word’s dialogic qualities, when he writes that “κερτοµεῖν is used of speech whose aim is 

to manipulate the listener and implicitly suggest a course of action that he should follow. 

The idea behind παραιβόλα κερτοµέουσιν is that the verbal attacks are meant to cause the 

addressees to respond with other similar jeers and thus continue the game.”106 Although 

the iambic abuse found in the archaic iambic poets might not usually be considered part 

of a ‘game’, the dialogic process that this activity in the hymn evokes is reminiscent of 

the exchange of iambic insult discussed in the first chapter. 

The structure of Hermes and Maia’s exchange recalls the performative power of 

the word κερτοµεῖν and its language is also characterized by the ψόγος. After stealing 

Apollo’s cattle and sacrificing two of them, Hermes returns to Maia’s cave. However, he 

does not escape the notice of his mother, who confronts him angrily. Whereas Hermes’ 

                                                                                                                                            
Compton’s understanding since he makes this reference to h.Herm. in the context of his discussion of the 
Mnesiepes inscription), but comic in a manner reminiscent of the Lay of Ares and Aphrodite at Od. 8.266-
366.” To this, I will argue that the semantic range of κερτοµεῖν is wide enough to include both the satirical 
and the comic, and that to preclude the comic from the effects of blame and abuse would be too literal a 
simplification of the function of blame in its performance context. 
104 Cf. Clay 1999, 618-621 and Clarke 2001, 329-338, both of whom ground their discussions in the 
appearance of the word at Il. 24.649. 
105 Clay 1999, 618-619. 
106 Vergados 2007, 169. 
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encounter with the tortoise marked his acquisition of speech, his confrontation with Maia 

marks his initial departure from infancy. It also effects a transformation in the degree of 

divine status of both Maia and Hermes, when Hermes promises that both will no longer 

remain unworshipped among the immortal gods (168-169).107 Maia speaks out:108 

τίπτε σὺ ποικιλοµῆτα πόθεν τόδε νυκτὸς ἐν ὥρῃ 
ἔρχῃ ἀναιδείην ἐπιειµένε; νῦν σε µάλ' οἴω 
ἢ τάχ' ἀµήχανα δεσµὰ περὶ πλευρῇσιν ἔχοντα 
Λητοίδου ὑπὸ χερσὶ διὲκ προθύροιο περήσειν, 
ἢ σὲ φέροντα µεταξὺ κατ' ἄγκεα φηλητεύσειν, 
ἔρρε πάλιν· µεγάλην σε πατὴρ ἐφύτευσε µέριµναν 
θνητοῖς ἀνθρώποισι καὶ ἀθανάτοισι θεοῖσι. (155-161). 
 
When and from where have you come at this time of night 
wrapped in impudence? Now I’m very sure that you will either, 
quickly possessing unbreakable bonds around your ribs, 
pierce through the front door by the hand of the son of Leto 
or thieve around between and down the valleys.  
Be gone! Your father raised you to be a great worry  
for mortal men and deathless gods. 
 

Like Hermes’ speech to the tortoise, Maia begins her question with the πόθεν τόδε of 

which is a verbal echo of line 32.109 Lines 158-159 anticipate a comic threat reminiscent 

of those which Hipponax launches at Boupalus. In fr. 120, Hipponax writes 

 λάβετέ µεο ταἰµάτια, κόψω Βουπάλῳ τὸν ὀφθαλµόν.  

 Take my cloak, I’m going to punch Boupalus in the eye! 

 Hermes’ response to his mother, which details his lofty ambitions to acquire the 

same status as Apollo, takes up his mothers’ scolding, and identifies her words with 

abuse. The conniving nature of his response is marked by the opening quoting 

                                                
107 νῶι µετ' ἀθανάτοισιν ἀδώρητοι καὶ ἄλιστοι / αὐτοῦ τῇδε µένοντες ἀνεξόµεθ', ὡς σὺ κελεύεις. / We 
will no longer continue to be giftless and prayerless among the immortals / remaining here in this place, 
just as you order. 
108 The quoting mechanism which introduces Maia’s speech resembles that which introduces Hermes’ first 
speech. 
109 line 31 . . . πόθεν τόδε καλὸν ἄθυρµα / αἰόλον ὄστρακον ἕσσο χέλυς ὄρεσι ζώουσα; 
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mechanism:  

 Τὴν δ' Ἑρµῆς µύθοισιν ἀµείβετο κερδαλέοισι· (162). 
 
 Hermes replied to her with scheming words 
 
The adjective κερδαλέοισι identifies his speech as scheming, while the speech verb 

ἀµείβετο recalls those few quoting mechanisms, the verb of which is ἐγὠνταµειβόµην, 

extant in the fragments of the iambic poetry at Archilochus frr. 23.7 and 196a.9. With 

this verb, the following speech also affirms Hermes’ domain over those things, which can 

be exchanged (i.e. trade, words).110 

The first three lines of Hermes retort acknowledge the abusive tone of Maia’s 

speech, and much like Hermes’ first speech to the tortoise, evoke the language of the 

ψόγος: 

µῆτερ ἐµὴ τί µε ταῦτα +τιτύσκεαι+111 ἠύτε τέκνον 
νήπιον, ὃς µάλα παῦρα µετὰ φρεσὶν αἴσυλα οἶδε, 
ταρβαλέον καὶ µητρὸς ὑπαιδείδοικεν ἐνιπάς; (163-165).  
 
My mother, why do you scold me for these things as if I were a foolish child, 
who knows very little of evil things in his heart 

                                                
110 This aspect of Hermes’ godly domain is secured at lines 516-517: ἐπαµο ίβιµα ἔργα) (τιµὴν γὰρ πὰρ 
Ζηνὸς ἔχεις ἐπαµο ίβιµα ἔργα / θήσειν ἀνθρώποισι κατὰ χθόνα πουλυβότειραν / for you shall have the 
honor on behalf of Zeus / to establish affairs of exchange among men down on the much-nourishing earth. 
On this point, Clay 1989, 145 writes “The cows themselves have become an emblem of the young god’s 
prerogative; not only were they first stolen and used as the vehicle of the first mutually agreed-upon barter, 
but in their newly domesticated condition, they also become the very standard by which trade is conducted. 
In other words, they have become χρήµατα (cf. 400); and with their newly acquired ability to reproduce 
and increase, they become circulating goods and a common basis for all commercial activity. But in 
addition to the movement of material goods, epamoibima erga encompass verbal communication, for 
words, too, are a medium of exchange. The common Greek word for ‘to reply’ or ‘to answer,’ ἀµείβοµαι, 
contains the same root as epamoibima. All verbal exchanges, conversations, and acts of communicating 
belong to Hermes’ domain. Just as theft and trade are but two aspects of the same phenomenon, so the 
verbal sphere under Hermes’ patronage embraces lies, deceptions, and perjuries, as well as oaths, contracts, 
and instruction, which, as we have seen, is described as a dialogue. What unites the various manifestations 
of epamoibima erga is movement and passage.” 
111 +τιτύσκεαι+ is difficult. While it comes from the verb τεύχειν, meaning to “make” or “prepare”, this 
sense is not adequate to the context. Gaisser 1983, 15 notes that the double accusative construction which it 
takes here “is not found elsewhere . . . AS [T. W. Allen and E. E. Sikes] suggests something along the lines 
of ‘dress down,’ ‘scold.’” I accept the meaning ‘scold’ on grounds of context, and the reiteration of verbal 
abuses (ἐνιπάς) two lines later. 
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and fearfully cowers at the abuses of even his mother? 
 
ἐνιπάς at line 165 is a word specific to blame.112 Archilochus may have also exploited 

this word. In a testimonium of Archilochus, Critias claims that Archilochus announced in 

his poetry that his mother was a slave-woman named Enipo.113 Nagy remarks that this 

very detail “reflects on the function of Archilochean poetry, in that Enipo is derived from 

a word used in Epos to designate ‘blame’.”114 I would argue that this word links all three, 

Archilochus, the iambic poetry, and the Hymn together. With the word, Hermes assigns 

Maia’s speech to the iambic genre. Hermes also corrects his mother’s assumption that he 

is, in fact, a child, and calls attention to his growth. He is not a foolish child, but is only 

like one. The ἠύτε at 163 launches the simile, which includes ἐνιπάς, and an earlier 

instance of a like simile just before Maia’s speech at lines 151-152 marks the distinction. 

 In the meantime, Apollo has become enraged at the theft of his cows and 

straightaway sets out in search of them. He comes upon the same old man as Hermes 

earlier had, and demands him as a witness to the theft of his cattle (185-200). Against 

Hermes’ orders, he reveals to Apollo that he has, in fact, seen a young child leading the 

cattle backwards down the road (201-211).  

 Apollo arrives at Maia’s cave, eager to confront Hermes, who is now pretending 

to be a scared child, bundled up and crouching in his cradle (237-242). Apollo’s address 

here is colored by a tone, which, like the two prior confrontations, is also characteristic of 

the ψόγος. His speech begins with a mocking address, an accusation, and an imperative: 

Ὦ παῖ ὃς ἐν λίκνῳ κατάκειαι, µήνυέ µοι βοῦς 
θᾶττον· ἐπεὶ τάχα νῶι διοισόµεθ' οὐ κατὰ κόσµον. (254-255) 

 
                                                
112 Nagy 1979, 247. 
113 Archilochus Test. 33 (Critias 88 B 44 D.-K ap. Aelian. V.H. 10.13 (= fr. 295 West)). 
114 Nagy 1979, 247. 
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 Child who lies in his cradle, return to me my cows 
 quickly. Or else we will soon argue with no rules intact. 
 
The second line of his speech launches a sequence of vituperative threats, one of which 

Maia had earlier anticipated:  

 ῥίψω γάρ σε βαλὼν ἐς Τάρταρον ἠερόεντα, 
εἰς ζόφον αἰνόµορον καὶ ἀµήχανον· οὐδέ σε µήτηρ 
ἐς φάος οὐδὲ πατὴρ ἀναλύσεται, ἀλλ' ὑπὸ γαίῃ 
ἐρρήσεις ὀλίγοισι µετ' ἀνδράσιν ἡγεµονεύων. (256-259). 
 
I will throw you, hurling you into gloomy Tartaros 
into the ill-fated and impossible gloom; nor will either your mother  
or father (be able to) free you up into the light. But under the earth 
you will roam, being the leader among small men.  

 
And as in Hermes’ response to his mother earlier, Hermes here is self-conscious of the 

genre inside of which he is quarrelling. His speech opens with the same quoting 

mechanism as at line 162, and, in much the same way that he identifies Maia’s words as 

ἐνιπάς, he recognizes Apollo’s speech to be particularly harsh: 

Λητοίδη τίνα τοῦτον ἀπηνέα µῦθον ἔειπας . . . ; (261). 
 

Son of Leto, what sort of harsh speech have you given here? 
 
He confirms the exact nature of their exchange a few lines later:  
 

µή τις τοῦτο πύθοιτο πόθεν τόδε νεῖκος ἐτύχθη (269) 
 
May no one learn this thing, from where this quarrel took place 

 
The word νεῖκος is significant, and rather than just designating any given quarrel, Nagy 

concludes that “in the diction of praise poetry . . . eris and neikos also can have a far 

more specific function: designating the opposite of praise poetry.”115 Here, then, νεῖκος, 

designates Hermes’ and Apollo’s exchange as just that, the opposite of praise: blame. 

                                                
115 Nagy 1979, 224. Cf. Ibid, 224-228 for a fuller discussion. 



 37 

Once Hermes’ has finished speaking, he comically and mischievously wriggles 

his eyebrows around and whistles. In response to this, Apollo laughs lightly (278-281)116, 

in much the same way that Hermes laughs in response to the tortoise’s swaggering walk 

earlier. This laughter initiates another speech of blame. Apollo threatens Hermes and 

even calls him a prince of thieves, a similar title which appears in a fragment of 

Hipponax (see below).  

The hymn concludes this confrontation with Hermes’ fart-omen. Here, the scene 

is preoccupied with a low bodily function and couches it parodically in high epic 

language. To this decisive insult, Apollo makes one last short speech before he takes 

Hermes before Zeus for trial. This speech is introduced by κερτοµεῖν in the quoting 

mechanism at line 300  

Ἑρµῆν κερτοµέων, καί µιν πρὸς µῦθον ἔειπε 

Jeering at Hermes, he [Apollo] spoke forth this speech to him  

and is marked as a speech of blame by the word. 

  

Hermes and archaic Iambic Poetry 
 
 The iambic confrontations reviewed above reveal that much of the anomalous 

language and tone of the hymn can be better understood in light of archaic iambic poetry. 

The hymn’s playful tone and abusive diction find many philological and thematic 

parallels in the poetry of Archilochus, Semonides and Hipponax, and archaic psogos 

more generally. These connections, however, are not simply the invention of the hymn 

alone. Rather, evidence, external to the hymn, suggests that Hermes was a deity who 

                                                
116 Line 281: τὸν δ' ἁπαλὸν γελάσας προσέφη ἑκάεργος Ἀπόλλων. / Far shooting Apollo, having laughed 
lightly, spoke forth. 
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played a prominent role in relation to archaic psogos. To begin with, Hermes’ presence in 

a number of iambic fragments figures the god as a model for or patron of the iambic poet. 

Moreover, that the iambic poet often invokes Hermes suggests that there is something 

particular to the nature of the god, which would prompt such invocations.  

 Hermes has a strong presence in the fragments of Hipponax specifically. He 

appears by name in five fragments, but is a discernable subject of at least three more. 117 

While only conjectural, one fragment, in particular, may draw the connection between 

Hermes and the language of blame. The speaker of Hipponax fr. 3a orders Hermes to 

mock him: 

 Ἑρµῆ κυνάγχα, µηιονιστὶ Κανδαῦλα,  
φωρῶν ἑταῖρε, δεῦρό µοι σκαπαρδεῦσαι. 
 
Hermes, dog-throttler, Kandaules in Maionian, 
companion of thieves, come here and rebuke me.  

 
σκαπαρδεῦσαι has received much attention for its obscure meaning. Gerber loosely 

understands the verb to have the sense of “to help” and translates the last part of the 

fragment “come give me a hand,” with the justification that “if the verb is cognate with 

σκάπτειν (‘dig’), it may allude to the practice of thieves digging through the wall of a 

house.”118 West, on the other hand, sticks closely to the root of the verb for his 

translation, “come and help me pull this rope,” and notes that σκαπέρδα refers to a game 

of tug-of-war.119 Hesychius, however, glosses the word with λοιδορῆσαι (‘to verbally 

abuse,’ ‘reproach’), which is at home in a context of blame. He also glosses this 

alongside the words καπαρδεῦσαι and µαντεύσασθαι, both of which mean ‘to divine,’ or 

‘to prophesy.’ I contend that, because all three of these words are words of speech, and 
                                                
117 Cf. Hipp. frr. 3, 3a, 32, 34, 35, 47, 54, 79.  
118 Gerber 1999, 357 n.3.  
119 West 1974,  
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because speech inheres in a domain particular to Hermes, the mention of such a word of 

blame would be just as fitting to the god as the fragment’s other references, such as the 

thieves. And even if West is right to stick closely to the word’s root for meaning, the 

notion of tug-of-war is agonistic in similar ways to iambic invective; one participant 

responds to the tug of another’s insult.  

 Hipponax calls on Hermes’ aid in other fragments as well. Fr. 32 figures 

Hipponax as poor and inadequately clothed:  

Ἑρµῆ, φίλ' Ἑρµῆ, Μαιαδεῦ, Κυλλήνιε, 
ἐπεύχοµαί τοι, κάρτα γὰρ κακῶς ῥιγῶ 
καὶ βαµβαλύζω . . .  
δὸς χλαῖναν Ἱππώνακτι καὶ χρυσοῦ 
στατῆρας ἑξήκοντα τοὐτέρου τοίχου. 
 
Hermes, dear Hermes, son of Maia, Cyllenian, I pray to you, for I am shivering 
violently and terribly and my teeth are chattering . . . Give Hipponax a cloak, 
tunic, sandals, felt shoes and 60 gold staters on the other side.120  

 
A similar concern is voiced in fr. 34, and we are left wondering what it is about Hermes, 

in particular, that makes him the appropriate deity to supplicate. Mirales and Pòrtulas 

point to an answer to this question in their book Archilochus and the Iambic Poetry. They 

contend that the iambic poet models himself after the trickster figure, and write that  

there is a mimetic process . . . between the iambographer and the mythical 
trickster; and Hermes is the god who presides over this game of ritual 
interferences between the time of the genesis and the world of the festival. That is 
why we shall, with a precise intention, use Hermes as a standpoint for opposing 
both iambographers [Archilochus and Hipponax] in connection with the 
trickster.121 

 
While it is outside of the scope of this present investigation, a deeper look at Hermes’ 

character may reveal an even stronger connection between iambic poetry and the god. In 

this chapter, I have simply chronicled the iambic language in the hymn. The presence of 
                                                
120 Translation, Gerber 1999, 337. 
121 Miralles and Pòrtulas 1983, 14. 



 40 

Hermes in iambic poetry confirms the close connection suggested by the iambic language 

in the hymn. 
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Chapter Three: The Sympotic Setting of Archaic Iambic Poetry and the Homeric 
Hymn to Hermes 

 

 In this chapter, I turn from the textual and linguistic relationship between the 

Homeric Hymn to Hermes and archaic iambic poetry to an account of their respective 

performance contexts. In line with recent scholarship, which has begun to recognize the 

centrality of performance and occasion to any full account of archaic Greek poetry, I 

argue that performance setting governs the ways, which different texts can relate to one 

another. In the case of iambic poetry and the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, the symposium, 

an all-male gathering, which revolved around drinking and entertainment, serves as the 

common performance setting. I argue that iambic poetry’s principle performance 

occasion was the symposium, where it reaffirmed the friendships and identities of the 

men present. While the performance setting of the hymn is harder to establish, the text 

nevertheless consistently alludes to sympotic themes and activities. The prevalence of 

this allusion strengthens the hymn’s relationship to iambic poetry in that it evokes a 

setting in which the iambic language of the hymn can be identified as iambic. 

 

The Symposium 
 
 Much recent scholarship has sought to refigure the symposium as a significant site 

of cultural production in archaic Greece.122 Emerging out of the consumption-oriented 

feast (δεῖπνον), the symposium fostered the development and maintenance of small, elite 

groups of males.123 While it became “the expression of the aristocratic mode of life,” it 

nevertheless placed an emphasis on the shared aspects of wine drinking and 

                                                
122 cf. Murray 1990 for a useful and comprehensive bibliography, and Stehle 1997, chapter 5, 213-261.  
123 Murray 1990, 6; Kurke 2000, 64-67. 
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entertainment, and created an ideal environment for the construction and exclusion of 

identities along the axes of class, gender, and ethnicity.124  

 A typical symposium accommodated somewhere between fourteen to twenty-two 

men.125 These men would gather into the andron, an exclusively male quarter of the 

household, to partake in the communal (ritual) drinking of wine.126 The prominent 

presence of the krater, a large bowl for mixing wine, in archaic vase paintings indicate 

that drinking was at the center of all sympotic activity.127 In addition to drinking, men 

entertained each other with song and games and were entertained by others, including 

both male and female dancers, flute-players and courtesans (ἑταῖραι).128 

 The symposium is now widely held to be home to a large amount of surviving 

archaic poetry. Much elegiac poetry, in particular, seems to have been performed for the 

occasion of the symposium. Mention of drink and cheer abound in the poetry of 

Anakreon and of the Theognidean corpus.129 Prominent themes of this poetry range from 

the martial to the lamentable to the erotic, and all assume a similar audience. These songs 

were presumably performed in accompaniment to an instrument and “both the pipes and 

                                                
124 Schmitt-Pantel 1990, 15; Kurke 2000, 66-67. 
125 Stehle 1997, 211. Cf. Bergquist 1990 for the archaeological evidence of couches and couch 
arrangement. Stehle 1997, 214 gives us a typology of those present and writes “Among groups that met in 
symposia, we can distinguish dinner parties, institutionalized gatherings, and the unformalized self-defining 
interest group.” 
126 Murray 1990, 6. 
127 Lissarague 1990, 201 writes “In short, if the krater has been used to produce such an organization of the 
image, it is because the krater is the starting-point for the distribution of the wine. In their depictions the 
painters stress the importance of the distribution and the sharing of the drink, without showing any practice 
of the essential mixing of the wine and water. . . . In fact, the images offer no indication of the nature of the 
wine consumed by the drinkers; they endeavour, above all, to show the group of drinkers in its function as a 
group, assembled around the krater.” 
128 Pellizer 1990, 177-195. 
129 West 1974, 12.  
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the lyre are mentioned as concomitants of the symposium.”130 In whatever form, this 

poetry appears to be as nearly central to sympotic activity as drinking.  

 

The Sympotic Performance of Archaic Iambic Poetry 
 
 Any reconstruction of the performance setting for archaic iambic poetry will 

always be somewhat conjectural. Few testimonia of ἰάµβος allude directly to 

performance context, and the obscure nature of our fragments themselves shed little 

definitive light on this issue. Suggestions range anywhere from public festivals to poetic 

contests to symposia, and I contend that all of these possibilities must not be ruled out. 

However, I argue that the most popular and appropriate venue for the performance of 

archaic iambic poetry was the symposium. The fragments of Archilochus, Semonides, 

and Hipponax include references to sympotic practice and espouse a gamut of sympotic 

themes. In addition, the language of psogos and the conventions of iambic exchange, 

serve the function of reiterating philotes, ‘friendship,’ the significant site of maintenance 

of which was the symposium.131 

 Before turning to the symposium, however, it is necessary to review the other 

possible occasions for iambic performance. Krystyna Bartol argues that “Aristotle’s 

Politics 1336b20-2 . . . proves that in the fourth century B.C. there was more than one 

type of occasion for the presentation of iambic poetry.”132 In this passage, Aristotle 

prohibits youths from attending iambic performances, until they have reached the age at 

which it is appropriate to attend symposia. Bartol notes that “this implies there was an 

                                                
130 Ibid. 12.  
131 Nagy 1979, 241, 251.  
132 Bartol 1992, 65. 
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occasion for watching such performances other than symposia.”133 And while Aristotle is 

writing late, Heraclitus of Ephesos, writing much closer to our sources in the late sixth-

century B.C.E. confirms this statement. Diogenes Laertius introduces this fragment, in 

which Heraclitus alludes to performance at poetic festivals, stating that Heraclitus “used 

to say that Homer deserved to be thrown out of the contests and to be beaten, and 

Archilochus too.”134 Similarly, in Plato’s Ion (531a1-2), Socrates identifies Archilochus 

with Homer and Hesiod, in a discussion about rhapsodic contests.135 While much later, 

the Mnesiepes Inscription, suggests this as well.136 

 Bartol continues to note, however, that Aristotle’s passage “may suggest that the 

symposium itself offered an opportunity for becoming familiar with iambic poetry.”137 

This may not be far from the truth. Indeed, aspects of archaic psogos match a variety of 

sympotic practices. West cites Theognis 453-456 as an example of abuse at symposium, 

and proposes that “this practice of witty denigration of one’s fellow guests is perhaps 

related to the practice of sending round a loving-cup and obliging each man, after passing 

the cup on to his neigbour on the right, to sing or speak in praise of him while he 

drinks.”138 And one anonymous elegiac poem gives a procedural account for mockery at 

symposia:  

χρὴ δ', ὅταν εἰς τοιοῦτο συνέλθωµεν φίλοι ἄνδρες 
     πρᾶγµα, γελᾶν παίζειν χρησαµένους ἀρετῇ, 
ἥδεσθαί τε συνόντας, ἐς ἀλλήλους τε φ[λ]υαρεῖν 
     καὶ σκώπτειν τοιαῦθ' οἷα γέλωτα φέρειν. 

                                                
133 Bartol 1992, 67. 
134 cf. Heraclitus DK 42, τόν τε Ὅµηρον ἔφασκεν ἄξιον ἐκ τῶν ἀγώνων ἐκβάλλεσθαι καὶ ῥαπίζεσθαι, 
καὶ Ἀρχίλοχον ὁµο ίως. 
135 Plato Ion. 531a1-2. 
136 Mnesiepes Inscription A(E1), col. III, line 17, “τεῖ δ' ἑορ[τεῖ / [at] the festival”. The text is very corrupt, 
but suggestive nevertheless. Line 20 reads “[αὐτο]σχεδιασ[“ and reminds us of the same word αὐτοσχεδίης 
‘extemporaneously’ at h.h.Hermes 55, used there of the performance of blaming at festivals. 
137 Bartol 1992, 67. 
138 West 1974, 16.  
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ἡ δὲ σπουδὴ ἑπέσθω, ἀλούωµέν [τε λ]εγόντων 
     ἐν µέρει· ἥδ' ἀρετὴ συµποσίου πέλεται.139  
 

…and whenever friends come together for this sort of an affair, they should laugh and 
joke in accordance with arête, take pleasure as they convene, and insult and jeer in such a 
way as to bring laughter. Let seriousness follow after, and let us listen to people speaking 
in their turn: this is the arête of the symposium.140  
 
Much of the diction in this fragment, specifically φ[λ]υαρεῖν in line 5 and σκώπτειν in 

line 6, recalls the language of psogos listed by Nagy. φ[λ]υαρεῖν may even appear in a 

pun in Hipponax, in a fragment which strikingly implicates Hermes in both mockery and 

the symposium. Fr. 47 reads:  

παρ' ὧ σὺ λευκόπεπλον ἡµέρην µείνας 
πρὸς µὲν κυνήσεις τὸν Φλυησίων Ἑρµῆν. 

 
 having remained at the side of him, white-robed day 
 before him you will kiss Hermes of the Phlyesians.  
 
As a people, the Phlyesians of Hipponax’ verse are not attested elsewhere in our literary 

record.141 I propose that, instead of assuming a people lost to our record, we understand 

the word as referring to a made-up people, whose name indicates their characteristic 

mockery. The stems of Φλυησίων and of φ[λ]υαρεῖν are nearly identical. The Doric 

dialect, in which Hipponax is composing, even though usually characterized by a long α, 

can involve the lengthening of an Ionic α to an η.142 If we shorten the η of Φλυησίων to 

an α, we are left with the same base as the verb φ[λ]υαρεῖν, which would recall an entire 

family of words, including φλυάρηµα, φλυαρία, and φλύαρος, all of which have the 

sense of speaking in jests or babbling. If this is a standard activity of symposia, 

Hipponax’ verse would have been at home there, punning on the appropriateness of the 

                                                
139 Adesp. Eleg. fr. 27.3-8W. 
140 Translation, Rosen 2003, 133. 
141 Gerber 1999, 391. 
142 Buck 1955, 161. 
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nature of his own poetry to a setting, which championed such behavior. Punning on 

words to create names and places is a characteristic feature of iambic poetry, and appears 

elsewhere in Hipponax’ poetry.143 And Hermes here would serve as the patron deity of a 

people, who jest. We may even figure the Phlyesians as the symposiasts themselves, who 

regularly engage in mockery.  

 Other fragments of archaic iambic poetry speak to sympotic themes as well. 

Drinking, the central activity of the symposium appears in a number of fragments of 

Archilochus and Hipponax, and points to sympotic performance. Archilochus fr. 4, for 

example, exhorts men on watch on a ship to start drinking:  

δεῖπνον δ' ου[ 
     οὔτ' ἐµοὶ ωσαῖ[ 
ἀλλ' ἀγε σὺν κώθωνι θοῆς διὰ σέλµατα νηὸς 
     φοίτα καὶ κοίλων πώµατ' ἀφὲλκε κάδων, 
ἄγρει δ' οἶνον ἐρυθρὸν ἀπὸ τρυγός· οὐδὲ γὰρ ἡµεῖς 
     νηφέµεν ἐν φυλακῇ τῇδε δυνησόµεθα. (4-9).  

 
 a meal . . .  
      nor for me . . .  
 but come on with a cup through the rows of the swift ship 
      wander to and fro and draw out drinks from the hollow wine-vessel, 
 draw out red wine from the lees; for we will not 
      be able to go on without drink on this watch.  
 
Presumably, Archilochus’ audience is not actually on a ship. However, we may figure 

both the ship and watch as metaphor for the common entertainment setting of the 

symposium. Both settings are all male, and performance at symposia would draw the men 

together evoking a shared history, experience, and purpose. The wine would link the 

entire picture back to the poet and audience’s present activity, and strengthen the 

connection between their shared duty at sea and their present revelry. Similarly, 

                                                
143 Cf. Hipponax fr. 92.15, where τοῦ Πυγέλησι[ recalls πυγεῶνα ‘ass’ in line 2, in the formation of a 
proper noun. 
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Archilochus fr. 125 links drinking with battle, and again marks the shared masculine 

identity of all those present:  

     µάχης δὲ τῆς σῆς, ὥστε διψέων πιεῖν, 
ὣς ἐρέω. 

 
 Just as when I am thirsty to drink, so I long for your battle 
 
As Gerber notes, µάχη here “may be either erotic or martial,” creating a semi-erotic 

undertone at home at the symposium.144 Introducing fragment 124, Athenaeus suggests 

that Archilochus also concerned himself with sympotic etiquette and writes that “the 

Parian poet speaks about Perikles as bursting in uninvited to symposia.”145 This would 

certainly have been a concern of fellow symposiasts, who were concerned with 

maintaining a very specific set of relations in the intimate setting of the symposium. 

 We might imagine Hipponax similarly addressing a sympotic audience at fr. 67, 

when he heeds a negative consequence of drinking:  

ὀλίγα φρονέουσιν οἱ χάλιν πεπωκότες. 
 
Those, having drunk the strongest of wine, think very little. 
 

Semonides fr. 1 opens with another sympotic address. The ὦ παῖ of line 1 echoes the 

conventional opening of a number of elegiac fragments.146  

 
 
Sympotic Play in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes 
 
 The performance context of the Homeric Hymns, including the Homeric Hymn to 

Hermes, is not often substantially addressed. Because of its epic themes and composition, 

                                                
144 Gerber 1999, 165 n.1. 
145 ὅτι περὶ Περικλέους φησὶν Ἀρχίλοχος ὁ Πάριος ποιήτης ὡς ἀκλήτου ἐπεισπαίνοντος εἰς τὰ 
συµπόσια. 
146 Bremmer 1990, 137. 



 48 

it is assumed to have introduced the recital of longer epic cycles.147 While not an 

impossibility, Clay notes that this proem theory perhaps incorrectly “relegates the hymns 

to a kind of hors d’oeuvre of epic.”148 In order to correct the types of value-laden 

assumptions that come along with this explanation, some recent efforts, in fact, have 

attempted to mine the hymn for richer clues for performance context.149  

 Performance at poetic contests has been a popular conclusion drawn from such 

investigations. The case for poetic competition is usually based on narrative clues, such 

as explicit conflict or contest. For instance, Richardson notes that the Hymn to Aphrodite 

“closes with a prayer to the goddess for ‘victory in this contest’, and several of them 

[Homeric Hymns] end by asking the deity to grant favour or honour to the poet’s 

song.”150 And, while the antagonism between Apollo and Hermes in the Hymn to Hermes 

does not revolve around music specifically, the text’s emphasis on their competitive 

exchanges and music throughout would be appropriate to an agonal setting. 

 Another probable venue for the Homeric Hymns may be the festival. The festival 

at lines 146-150 in the Hymn to Apollo and at lines 55-56 in the Hymn to Hermes are 

suggestive allusions.151 And more recently, Sarah Iles Johnston has argued compellingly 

for performance at athletic festivals for the Hymn to Hermes.152 Specifically, she argues 

that the initiatory narrative of the hymn resonates soundly with the initiatory function of 

athletic festivals. Both festival and hymn rear male youths into adulthood, emphasizing 

                                                
147 Clay 1989, 3-4. 
148 Ibid. 4. 
149 Iles Johnston 2002, most notably. 
150 Richardson 2003, xi-xii. 
151 Ibid. xi. 
152 cf. Iles Johnston 2002. 
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the types of prowess youths must exhibit in order to successfully attain a normative 

masculinity. 

 Iles Johnston’s reading of the hymn against a variety of extra-textual evidence, 

like vase-paintings, epigraphic texts, and Indo-European mythological traditions, in order 

to expand the social context inside of which the hymn was at play can serve as a strong 

model for investigating the performative dynamics of the Homeric Hymn to Hermes.153 

Her effort to revitalize or recall the network of social associations, which the hymn would 

have enacted, is successful, and her reading of the hymn’s narrative confirms such 

associations; she writes  

The protagonists’ actions, even if they could not or would not be imitated by the 
listeners, exemplified qualities that the listeners were meant to develop and 
deploy in situations they encountered in their own lives. The narration of these 
stories within the symposium, a setting that itself fostered maturation, further 
underscored the centrality of these qualities to manhood.154  
 

Hermes exemplifies physical prowess and cunning, when he steals his brother’s cattle 

and reverses the tracks they leave behind, while his brother Apollo “as an older male, 

already rich in honor and responsibilities within his group, the Olympians . . . exemplifies 

the goal towards which Hermes is striving.”155 

It is important to underscore the relationship Iles Johnston draws between the 

hymn and the symposium. To her, this relationship is associative. The text recalls the 

experiences of those present in the audience at symposia. And I argue that this association 

is not as loose or coincidental as it may seem. In fact, the hymn itself consistently evokes 

the symposium more explicitly in a variety of instances throughout, in both language and 

narrative. These instances can suggest two things. Either the hymn was performed in a 

                                                
153 Ibid. 119. 
154 Ibid. 119. 
155 Ibid. 120. 
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sympotic setting, or the audience of the hymn at another venue was familiar enough with 

the protocol and themes of symposia, that the associations Iles Johnston indicates above 

would have been highlighted and strengthened.  

Three aspects of the Homeric Hymn to Hermes clearly evoke the symposium. 

First, Hermes’ “sacrifice” of Apollo’s cattle at the river Alpheus (115-137), is described 

in language particular not to sacrifice, but to the dais, the ancestor feast to the 

symposium. Second, the text’s continuous evocation of the hetaira, whose forum is the 

symposium, both recalls sympotic behavior and etiquette and speaks to an audience that 

would have been very familiar with the female courtesan. Furthermore, the erotic 

language of these allusions finds an appropriate home at the intimate all-male gathering. 

And lastly, the iambic banter, characteristic of the pivotal speeches in the hymn, is a 

common and expected mode of interaction and entertainment at the symposium. 

I begin my discussion with Hermes’ sacrifice of Apollo’s cattle. After Hermes has 

stolen Apollo’s cattle, he leads them to the side of the Alphaeus river (101-102). There, 

he selects two of the fifty cattle, throws them onto their backs and pierces them in a 

manner reminiscent of his earlier slaughter of the tortoise. He then divides the meat into 

twelve equal portions (126-129), and unable to eat any of it on his own, hides the 

evidence of his crime and rushes home. 

At first glance, this scene seems to describe a sacrifice; the presence of cows, the 

divine, and fire all point to this reading. However, much controversy stems from this 

single passage, because the exact practices it describes and the language with which it 

describes them are unattested elsewhere. Vergados notes that  

This “ritual” is significantly aberrant from anything we know about Greek 
sacrifical customs. To begin with, Hermes sacrifices at night and in a place that is 
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not consecrated. He slaughters two animals that he stole, rather than animals 
designated for sacrificial purposes. In addition, instead of an altar, he sacrifices in 
a pit . . . normally reserved for chthonic offerings . . . Nor does the way in which 
Hermes kills the two animals correspond to the usual Homeric manner . . . In 
addition, whereas normally efforts are made to ensure that the victim assents to its 
own killing . . . here we have a complete reversal: the cows are panting, 
presumably protesting against their treatment.156  

 
In order to explain these aberrances, Clay argues that the scene actually describes a dais, 

a feast or banquet, and ancestor of the symposium. She suggests that this reading 

accommodates the overall narrative themes of the hymn, and accomplishes much on the 

narrative level. Specifically, it helps to mark and secure an irrefutably divine status for 

Hermes, and, at the same time, appeals to a canon of gods appropriate to the 

Panhellenizing program, which Clay assigns to the genre of the longer Homeric Hymns. 

 Clay, like Vergados above, begins to note the scene’s divergence from traditional 

sacrifice. Traditional sacrifice involves the transference of mortal meat, in fragrance, to 

the divine realm of the gods. Clay writes “In sacrificial ritual, the victim is removed from 

the mortal sphere and submits to becoming the possession of the gods.”157 The reverse, 

however, is true of the scene in the hymn. Hermes wrenches Apollo’s cattle from the 

divine realm and drives them into the mortal world, in order to offer them back up again.  

 The scene begins to clearly resemble the dais, once Hermes begins to cut out the 

twelve portions of meat. The word µοίρας “portion” at line 128 is characteristic of 

descriptions of the dais.158 And the egalitarian nature of this apportionment recalls the 

symposium, where similar emphasis is placed on the shared and equal participation of all 

men present. It is exactly this equality with the rest of the divine gods that Hermes 

intends to enact in this scene. Clay writes  

                                                
156 Vergados 2007, 207-208. 
157 Clay 1989, 120-121. 
158 Nagy 1979, 128. 
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We could say that Hermes simply omits the sacrifice, that is, the offering to the 
gods, except that the meat has already been desacralized; no part of it could 
properly be offered to the gods. As at a dais, all the edible meat is divided into 
equal portions. Hermes aims not at establishing a vertical hierarchy based on 
distinctions of rank and status, but a horizontal distribution affirming equality. 
Acting not as a priest or sacrificer, but as a host who gives a feast among philoi 
deemed to be equals, by his hospitality Hermes creates a bond of philotes.159 

 
 The relationship of the dais to the symposium during the archaic period is rather 

fluid. The word dais served as an umbrella term for a variety of aristocratic occasions of 

commensality, initially involving sacrifice.160 Like the symposium, the dais involved an 

emphasis on the equality of its participants, also all men; the word itself is related to 

δαίοµαι, which means “to divide or apportion.”161 And while Nagy argues that the dais 

functioned to establish social order and hierarchy in the archaic city, Schmitt-Pantel 

recognizes that it shares more characteristics with the egalitarian symposium.162 Clay, in 

fact, argues that the symposium evolved out of the dais.163  

 Food and drink are not the only things shared at symposia, nor are they the only 

sympotic allusions made in the text. The Homeric Hymn to Hermes consistently alludes 

to the hetaira, whom Kurke defines as “a ‘courtesan’ or ‘mistress’, often supported by 

one or two men alone, serving as their companion at symposia and revels, as well as 

servicing their sexual desires.”164 These allusions function to evoke the symposium in 

two ways. First, the very word hetaira recalls its male counterpart, the hetairos, a guest at 

the symposium, sharing in both the social and political lives of other men. The hetairos 

belonged also to larger more civically oriented groups, known as hetairoi, who were 

                                                
159 Clay 1989, 121. 
160 Schmitt-Pantel 1990, 22. 
161 Nagy 1979, 128. 
162 Nagy 1979, 128; Schmitt-Pantel 1990, 121-123. 
163 Schmitt-Pantel 1990, 23; Clay 1989, 7. 
164 Kurke 1997, 107-108. 
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together also at home at symposia.165 Second, the word hetaira occurs twice in the hymn 

at episodes that revolve specifically around music. As noted above, music is a prevalent 

form of entertainment at the symposium, and its appearance alongside the hetaira in the 

hymn only strengthens the sympotic allusion, recalling the shared network of 

entertainment at symposia. 

 The word hetaira appears twice in the Hymn in its female form (31, 478), and 

twice in its male form (290, 436). Both of its occurrences in the female refer directly to 

the lyre, and recall both the erotic and musical aspects of the symposium. The adjective 

χοροιτύπε, for instance, which appears in Hermes’ address to the tortoise at line 31, has 

the sense of “making the beat to the dance,” and in strongly linking the performance of 

the hetaira, music, and dance together, alludes exclusively to sympotic activity.166 The 

two male occurrences of the word figure Hermes, the protagonist, as an attendant of the 

symposium, and recall the companion’s relation to the hetaira. 

I focus here on the hetaira’s second appearance, which extends and concentrates 

the hymn’s evocation of sympotic themes. In this instance, the hetaira is figured again as 

the lyre, after Hermes has performed his second song in the hymn:  

εὐµόλπει µετὰ χερσὶν ἔχων λιγύφωνον ἑταίρην 
καλὰ καὶ εὖ κατὰ κόσµον ἐπισταµένην167 ἀγορεύειν. (478-479). 

                                                
165 Stehle 1997, 214. 
166 For the semantics of this adjective, cf. Vergados 2007, 148, “χορο ίτυπε is Matthiae’s suggestion for the 
MSS χοροιτύπε, which I consider preferable. χορο ίτυπε would mean ‘beaten or played during the dance’ 
and would refer to the tortoise as an instrument alone. The active noun offers a richer sense: ‘marking the 
beat for the dance’; the tortoise is thus envisioned both as a lyre (marking the rhythm by its music) and as a 
dancing girl or hetaira (marking the rhythm by her movements or the clapping of her hands). Moreover, it 
is best not to punctuate after χοροιτύπε . . . and take χοροιτύπε δαιτὸς ἑταίρη as one sense unit. With these 
two slight modifications of Càssola’s text we acquire a richer image of the tortoise as being both the lyre 
and a hetaira, which is in keeping with Hermes’ description of the lyre in his speech to Apollo (475ff.). 
Furthermore, the passive sense of χορο ίτυπε is problematic, since τύπτειν is not used of playing an 
instrument in archaic poetry (κρούειν or κρέκειν are used instead).” 
167 I follow Vergados’ emendation in line 479, where ἐπισταµένην is retained in favor of ἐπιστάµενος, as it 
fits with the rest of the hetairaic allusions. Vergados 2007, 342 writes “Barnes, ἐπισταµένως codd., which 
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Take this clear-voiced companion in your hands and sing well 
As she knows well how to speak out beautifully and in harmony. 
 
This second song is a pivotal moment in the narrative of the hymn. First, Hermes’ 

second song necessarily prompts comparison with his earlier performance. The difference 

between the two songs marks essential developments in Hermes’ character, indicating 

Hermes’ acquisition of a divine status. Iles Johnston summarizes these differences and 

their effects:  

The god’s first song, performed before he raids the cattle, exalts his mother and 
her home—these are, after all, the only things that he knows well enough to 
describe at this point in his life. His second song, performed after the raid, is quite 
different: it takes in the entire cosmos and all of its divine inhabitants, the 
maturing god’s proper milieu. It is the raid, and its consequent effects, that have 
enabled Hermes to move from the small domestic sphere of his birth into the 
larger social sphere of the gods, where he is determined to make his career.168  

 
And it is the profound effect that this performance has on Apollo that prompts the gods’ 

exchange of domains. And even Apollo’s impetus to exchange is, in fact, figured as the 

purchasing of a hetaira, when, in the first lines of his response to Hermes’ song, he puts a 

price to the instrument.169 

 The style of this second performance also recalls sympotic practice. As Hermes 

begins to play, he stands to the left of Apollo (424). This detail not only places Apollo in 

a position of honor, but also figures both gods as attendants of a symposium. For it is 

traditional practice at symposia that both music and dialogue proceed from one 

                                                                                                                                            
Allen (1898) and AHS, following Gemoll, changed to ἐπιστάµενος. The short –ος could have been changed 
to –ως for metrical reasons (although –ος is admissible here), but the feminine gives better sense. It is not a 
question of how well Apollo knows howto sing, as Allen maintains (note that ἀγορεύειν is used and not 
‘sing’), but of the ‘companion’s’ abilities. The corruption may have arison due to εὖ καὶ ἐπισταµένως 
(390).” 
168 Iles Johnston 2002, 124. 
169 Lines 436-437, Βουφόνε µηχανιῶτα πονεύµενε δαιτὸς ἑταῖρε / πεντήκοντα βοῶν ἀντάξια ταῦτα 
µέµηλας. / Cow-slaying, trickstering laborer, companion of the feast / you have taken a care to these things 
which are worth the price of fifty cows. 
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participant to the next, from the left to the right.170 And so, after Hermes has finished 

playing, and after both gods have exchanged words with one another, Hermes passes the 

lyre to Apollo on his right (496-502):171  

Ὣς εἰπὼν ὤρεξ', ὁ δ' ἐδέξατο Φοῖβος Ἀπόλλων, 
Ἑρµῇ δ' ἐγγυάλιζεν ἔχων µάστιγα φαεινήν, 
βουκολίας τ' ἐπέτελλεν· ἔδεκτο δὲ Μαιάδος υἱὸς  
γηθήσας· κίθαριν δὲ λαβὼν ἐπ' ἀριστερὰ χειρὸς 
Λητοῦς ἀγλαὸς υἱὸς ἄναξ ἑκάεργος Ἀπόλλων 
πλήκτρῳ ἐπειρήτιζε κατὰ µέλος, ἡ δ' ὑπὸ νέρθεν 
σµερδαλέον κονάβησε, θεὸς δ' ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄεισεν. (496-502).  
 
Having spoken thusly, he [Hermes] stretched out [his hand with the lyre], and 
Phoebus Apollo received it, and holding it, he placed his shining whip into 
Hermes’ hand, and ordained him in tending to cattle. The son of Maia received 
this, having rejoiced. And taking the kithara up in his left hand, 
the glorious son of Leto far-reaching lord Apollo 
tried it [the lyre] out in tune with a plectrum, and underneath [his hand] 
it resounded awesomely; and the god sang in accompaniment beautifully. 
 

The Hymn repeats the same lines at 501-502 which describe Hermes’ two performances 

(53-54, 418-420) in order to effect a strong identification of Apollo with Hermes. Here, 

the language of the symposium helps emphasize the now equal status of Hermes with 

Apollo. The egalitarian setting of the symposium, evoked earlier at Hermes’ sacrifice of 

Apollo’s cattle, is an appropriate place for the acquisition of Hermes’ initial, plot-driving 

goal, a place among the gods of Olympus. 

 Returning to Hermes’ second song, and the ensuing dialogue, I note the high 

concentration of erotic diction and tone. In line with the figuration of the lyre as a hetaira 

at 478, the surrounding scene abounds with words beginning in the erotic stem ἐρ-. ἐρατή 

                                                
170 cf. Vergados 2007, 333-334, and also Plato’s Symp. 177d3, where Exymachus proposes “δοκεῖ γάρ µοι 
χρῆναι ἕκαστον ἡµῶν λόγον εἰπε ῖν ἔπαινον Ἔρωτος ἐπὶ δεξιὰ ὡς ἂν δύνηται κάλλιστον / For it seems to 
me that it is necessary for each of us to give a speech in praise of Eros, and next the one on the right, to the 
best of his ability.” 
171 Vergados 2007, 333-334 remarks “In other words, Hermes acts out the ἐνδέξια ἔργα that Apollo 
professes to be his own domain at 454, and both performances are preceeded by sympotic references.” 
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(421), ᾕρει (422), ἐρατόν (423), ἐρατή (426), ἐρεµνήν (427), and γλυκὺς ἵµερος back at 

422 all strengthen the sympotic connection between the lyre and hetaira. Hermes’ speech 

to Apollo after his song takes this connection even further.  

 After Apollo’s awe-struck response to Hermes’ second song, Hermes instructs 

Apollo on how to care for the lyre. The lyre, figured again as a hetaira, becomes the 

subject of advice, advice-giving being a particularly appropriate form of discourse for 

symposia. West writes that “from about the late sixth century throughout the fifth we find 

a tradition of elegy containing advice on the conduct of the symposium itself, the 

emphasis being on moderation and orderliness.”172 Here, Hermes tells Apollo how and 

how not to treat the lyre.  

εὐµόλπει µετὰ χερσὶν ἔχων λιγύφωνον ἑταίρην 
καλὰ καὶ εὖ κατὰ κόσµον ἐπισταµένην ἀγορεύειν. 
εὔκηλος µὲν ἔπειτα φέρειν εἰς δαῖτα θάλειαν 
καὶ χορὸν ἱµερόεντα καὶ ἐς φιλοκυδέα κῶµον,  
εὐφροσύνην νυκτός τε καὶ ἤµατος. ὅς τις ἂν αὐτὴν 
τέχνῃ καὶ σοφίῃ δεδαηµέµος ἐξερεείνῃ 
φθεγγοµένη παντοῖα νόῳ χαρίεντα διδάσκει 
ῥεῖα συνηθείῃσιν ἀθυροµένη µαλακῇσιν, 
ἐργασίην φεύγουσα δυήπαθον· ὃς δέ κεν αὐτὴν  
νῆις ἐὼν τὸ πρῶτον ἐπιζαφελῶς ἐρεείνῃ, 
µὰψ αὔτως κεν ἔπειτα µετήορά τε θρυλίζοι. 
σοὶ δ' αὐτάγρετόν ἐστι δαήµεναι ὅττι µενοινᾷς. 
καί τοι ἐγὼ δώσω ταύτην Διὸς ἀγλαὲ κοῦρε· (478-490).  
 
Take this clear-voiced companion in your hands and sing well 
as she knows well how to speak out beautifully and in harmony. 
Then, with ease, carry her to the festive feast 
and to the lovely dance and into the luck-loving revel, 
she is a pleasure both night and day. Whoever  
skilled in art and wisdom inquires of her, 
she, sounding out in all sorts of ways, teaches grace to the mind 
being easily played in soft communions, 
fleeing much-suffering labor. But whoever  
being unskilled questions her violently in the first place, 

                                                
172 West 1974, 15. He cites “Anacr. eleg. 2, Xenoph. 1, Th. 845, 971, Eue. 2, 8a, Crit. 6.” 
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to no other end would she then say false things.  
But it is up to you to learn whatever it is you desire. 
And I will give this one to you, bright youth of Zeus. 
 

This speech also abounds with references to the syposium. Apollo is ordered to bring the 

lyre/hetaira to both the feast (δαῖτα) and the κῶµος, or sympotic revel. The κῶµος takes 

place immediately after the symposium, when the all participants leave the andron and 

revel publicly in the streets.173 And both places are an appropriate place for the lyre and 

the hetaira.  

Apollo is figured as a κοῦρος, a male youth, in line 490. This detail is significant 

for two reasons. First, κοῦροι effect parts of their maturation into male adulthood by 

participating in symposia. There, they take subordinate positions to adult males, and 

model their own behavior after those of their elders. For instance, vases often represent 

youths sitting, while their elders recline; and when they are not sitting, they are often 

pictured as wine-pourers.174 Second, that Hermes is also represented as a wine-pourer in 

both Alcaeus and Sappho and as a κοῦρος in a number of vase paintings links him 

substantially with both the symposium and youths.175 Indeed, a number of scholars have 

linked Hermes with processes of male initiation in antiquity.176 And Bremmer notes that 

Hermes was “connected with the youth still in the process of being educated.”177  

Furthermore, some vase paintings depict youths holding lyres at symposia, and 

others depict adults handing lyres over to youths.178 Marinatos details votive offerings to 

Hermes Kedrites at the sanctuary at Kato Syme, which depict male youths holding both 

                                                
173 Cf. Lissarrague 1990 for a discussion of the κῶµος. 
174 Bremmer 1990, 137-139.  
175 Ibid.  
176 cf. Iles Johnston 2002 and 2003; Marinatos 2003; Bremmer 1990; Walcott 1979.  
177 Bremmer 1990, 141.  
178 Ibid. 138.  
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cups and lyres, signs of the symposium.179 This external evidence confirms that the 

episode at hand in the hymn is a sympotic scene. Apollo is figured as the youth, whose 

maturation Hermes governs. And the lyre, as an educative gesture, is the instrument, with 

which he effects this maturation.  

In this chapter, I have shown that iambic poetry and the Homeric Hymn to 

Hermes concern themselves with a like performance context. Whether or not the hymn 

was performed at the symposium, the heavy sympotic allusion throughout the hymn in 

language and narrative suggests at the very least that it had an audience familiar enough 

with symposia, that the iambic language would have been marked as just that, iambic.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
179 Marinatos 2003, 132.  
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Conclusion 
 
 

 This thesis has detailed the relationship between the Homeric Hymn to Hermes 

and archaic iambic poetry, in order to better situate the hymn in relation to the Homeric 

Hymns and archaic Greek literature more broadly. While scholars have often dismissed 

the hymn based on their distrust in its authenticity and archaic dating, the relationship 

between the hymn and iambic poetry squarely locates the hymn inside of the archaic 

period. The sympotic allusion, which abounds in the hymn, as well as the sympotic 

performance context of iambic poetry, point to a more nuanced relationship between 

poet, genre, and occasion.  

 This study has sought to restore centrality to a single archaic text, which had often 

been questioned and dismissed on the basis of its anomalous characteristics. Instead of 

attempting to reconcile these characteristics with the remainder of epic poetry from the 

archaic period, I sought answers where they were least expected. The fact that archaic 

iambic poetry occupied a much lower register of language, epitomized in its obscenity 

and invective, and still found its way into an epic poem speaks to the variety of ways 

texts could be in dialogue with one another in the archaic period. And while the Homeric 

Hymn to Hermes can continue to be approached inside the context of the other Homeric 

Hymns, this thesis suggests, and even encourages, that the scope of investigation into this 

poem, and many others, be widened.  
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