CHAPTER 1

Homer and Questions
of Oral Poetry

Parry and Lord studied oral poetry, and their work provides the key
to the primary Homeric question of performance, as we are about to
sce. It can even be said that their work on oral poctry permanently
changed the very nature of any Homeric question.,

The term oral poetry may not fully capture the concept behind it
in view of the semantic difficulties conjured up by both individnal
words, oral and poetry. Still, the composite term oral poetry has a histor-
ical validity in that both Parry and Lord had used 1t to designate the
overall concept that they were developing. I propose to continue the
use of this term, with the understanding that oral is not simply the op-
posite of written and that the poetry of oral poetry is here meant in the
broadest possible sense of the word, in that poetry in the context of
this expression is not necessarily to be distinguished from singing
or song.! If indced oral is not to be understood simply as the opposite
of writlen, it 18 even possible to speak of oral literature, a term actually
used and defended by Albert Lord.2 Where I draw the line is at the
usage of “write” instead of “compose™ as applied to figures like Ho-
mer. There is more to be said about this usage presently.

Pertinent to this question is a work by Ruth Finnegan, entitled
“What Is Oral Literature Anyway?”* We mav note the contentious
tone in this question, as it is framed and developed by Finnegan. It

1. CE N 1gqoas17-51.

2. See Lord 1ggr:2—4.16. On the disadvantages of the term, see Martin (198¢:.4), who
also quotes Herzdeld 1g85b: 202 "Even the recognition of folk texts as “oral literatare’. © .
merely projected an elegant oxvmoron: by delining textuality in terms of “hterature.” a
purely verbocentric conception, icleftarbitvaton o the control of “high culwire.™”

4. Finnegan 176,
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has to do with her understandable intent, as an anthropologist who
specializes in African traditions, to broaden the concept of oral po-
ctrv or oral “literature” as developed by Panv and Lord in order to
apply it beyond the specific instances studied by them, certainly be-
vond Homer and bevond Greek civilization. We may also note a
downright hostile tone toward the work of Parry and Lord when the
same sort of question is invoked by some classicists who seek not a
broader application of the term oral poetry but rather a discontinua-
tion of anv application at all in the case of Homer, let alone any later
Greek hiterature. I write this in an era when scholarly works are pro-
duced with tides like Homer: Beyond Oral Poetry.?

The question of formulating the dichotomy of oral and written
seermns to me I any case irrelevant to another quesuon, whether
Homeric poetry can actually refer to wriung. It seems to me seif-
cvident that even an oral traditon can refer to a written tradition
without necessarily being influenced by it. I should add in this regard
my own conviction that Homeric poetry does indeed refer 1o the
technology of writing, aud that such references in no way require us
to assume that writing was used for the creation of Homeric poetry.
The most striking example 1s the menuon of a diptvch containing
“baneful signs” (semata lugra) that Bellerophon is earrving to the king
of Lycia ({liad 6168, 176, 178).% Another example, to be discussed
Fater on, 1s a reference made by Homeric poetry to the wording of an
imagined epigram commemorating a fallen warnor (llad 7.8g-¢o) .

Having considered the implications of oral poetry, let us move to a
more precise term, oral traditional poetry. 1 propose to use the concept
of tradition or traditional in conjnncuon with oral poetry in such a way
as to focus on the perception of tradition by the given society n
which rhe given tradition operates, not on any perception by the
outside observer who is looking in, as it were, on the given tradition.
My approach to tradition is intended 1o avoid any sithations where
“the term is apparently also used (and manipulated?) in an emotive
sense, not seldom linked with deeply felt and powerful acadennc,

4. Bremer, de Jong, and Kalfl 1987.
5. N 1ggob:z2o7. For an archacological attestation of awriting tabletin the format of a dip-
tveh made of boxwood, with ivory hinge, dated o the late fourteenth or carly thirteenth

cenuury B.C.E., see Bass 1ggo.

6. See p. 36 below.
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moral, or political values.”” Whereas a given tradition may be per-
ceived in absolute terms within a given society, it can be analyzed in
relative terms by the outside observer using empirical criteria: what
may seem ancient and immutable to members of a given society can
in fact be contemporary and ever-changing from the standpoint of
empiricist observation.® Morcover, I recognize that tradition 1s not

just an inherited system: as with language itself, tradition comes 1o

life in the here-and-now of real people m real situations.” A particu-
tarly compelling example of the changeability of tradition is the case
of orally transmitted gencalogies among the Tiv of Nigeria:

Early British administrators among the Tiv of Nigeria were aware
ol the great importance attached 10 these gencalogies, which were
continually discussed in court cases where the rights and duties of
one man towards another were in dispute. (]()nsc(lllcl]ll) they took
the rouble to write down the long lists of names and prescerve
them for posterity, so that future administrators might refer 1o
them in giving judgement. Forty vears later, when the Bohannans
carried out anthropological ficld work in the arca, their successors
were still using the same gencalogies. However, these written pedi-
grees now gave rise to many disagreements: the Tiv maintained
that they were incorrect, while the officials regarded them as state-
ments of fact, as records of what had actually happened. and counld
not agree that the unlettered indigenes could be beaer informed
about the past than their own literate predecessors. What neither
party realized was that in any society of this kind changes take
place which require a constant readjustment in the gencalogies iff
thev are to continue to carry out their function as mnemonics off
social relationships.’”

7. Finmegan 1gg1:1006.

8. Itis from this perspective that [ have used the word tradiion iy v previous work as well,
[SHEN
Peradotto 1ggo: 100 .20 Ewould add the observaton, derived from mv reference to m
own work just given, that there can be different levels of rigidite or tlexibiline in different
radittions. even m different phases of the same given traditon. \lso, that there are situa
tions where the empincal methods of disciplines such as linguistics can be applicd o de-
termine what aspects ol a given vadition are older or newer.

g, CLN 1ggoac 17 no 20 with hibliographv on the usetul concepts ol parofe and langue
1o, Goodyvand Watt 196832, following the work of Bohannan 19520 cf. Morris 1G86:87.

Further discussion can be found in Jensen 1980:g8 —gg and Thomas 198g: 178 ~17g 1. 58
and 188 85

N 197424, and more explicitlv in N 1ggoa:37-61, 7o—72 (ch. pposgg g1, Pace
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In sum, there is certainly no need to think of tradition as rigid and
unchanging. Still. there is a need to develop empirical criteria for de-
termining what 1s older and what i1s newer within tradituon, and for
the past twenty vears or so I have been publishing works that applv
historical linguistics as well as other approaches for the purpose of
coming to terms with the archacology, as it were, of traditon. This is
just the opposite of romanticizing tradition as a concept.'! The aim,
rather, is to study traditon empirically, and thereby to determine ob-

jectively both what is being preserved and what is being changed.

I approach mv Homeric Questions by applying the concept of oral
tradinonal poetrv to Homer. For this purpose, 1 find it essential to in-
troduce an inventory of ten further concepts. Each of these ten con-
cepts derives from the necessity of having to confront the reality of
performance 1n oral poetry, either directly in hiving oral traditons or
mdirectlv in texts that reveal clear traces of such traditions. The cen-
trality of performance to the concept of oral poetry will become ap-
parcut as the discussion proceeds.

Some of the terms used in the inventory that follows will be new to
those who have not worked with oral poetry. Most of these terms
[ have taken from the disciplines of linguistics and anthropology.
Other concepts that I use mav be traditional for classicists but stll re-
quire some reassessnent in terms of oral poeury.

1. FILLDWORK

The fundamental empirical given for the study of oral poetry is
the procedure of collecting evidence about the performance of hv-
g oral tracditions as recorded, observed, and described in their
native sewting. Let us call this procedure fieldwork.!? “Although
much talked about in negative criticism,” Lord says in his intro-
duction o Epie Singers and Oral Tradition, “living oral-tracditonal lit-
crature 1s sull not very well known, and I try over and over again in
the course of this book to acquaint the reader with some of the
best of what I have had the privilege to experience and to demon-
strate the details of its excellence.” " Lord spoke from experience,

11, Lace Llovd-Jones (1gg2:57), who claims that my approach romanticizes tradition; his
arguments have been anticipated by the counterarguments in N 1gQoac 1.

12. For an enlightening introduction to the term, sce Neul 1984:6-7, 9.

19. Lord 1ggi e,
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and this background of experience is his fieldwork. It is this back-
ground that conlers on him an authority that the vast majority
of his critics who are classicists utterly tack. Paradoxically, Lord’s
modesty about his experience in fieldwork, which is a salient fea-
ture of his scholarship, is matched by the arrogance displayed by
those of his critics who at times seem to take a grim sort of pride in
their unfamiliarity with nonclassical forms of poetry like the South
Slavic oral traditions. It is as if such marvels of the so-called West-
ern world as the Homeric poems should be rescued from those
who truly understand the workings of oral wraditons. Lord’s Epic
Singers and Oral Tradition lays claim, once and for all, to the legiti-
macy and importance of exploring the heritage of “Western™ hiter-
ature in oral traditional literature.

2 SYNCHRONY VERSUS DIACHRONY

The terms synchrony and diachrony come from linguistics.'* Field-
work in the study of oral poetry as it is performed requires a svn-
chronic perspective, for purposes of describing the actual svstemn
perpetuated by the tradition. When it comes to delving into the
principles of organization underlying the tradwion, that 1s, the
reality of cultural continuity, the diachronic perspectve is also
needed. Techniques of linguistic reconstruction can help explain
otherwise opaque aspects of the language as itis current in the tra-
dition: that is to say, the diachronic approach is necded o supple-
nient the synchronic, as well as vice versa.!?

3. COMPOSITION-IN-PERFORMANCE

The svnchronic analysis of living oral traditions reveals that com-
position and performance are in varying degrees aspects of one
process. The Homeric text, of and by iwself, could never have re-
vealed such a reality. The findamentatl statement is by Lord: “An
oral poem is composed not for but in performance.™"

14. For a usetul summary, with bibhiographs, sce Ducrot and Todorov 1972 t37-1 140 ¢l
N 1ggoa: .

15. N 1ggobreo—v1.

16, Lord 1g6o: 28 My use of the wernt performance 1s not intended o convey anv connota-

tions of a stage presence, asitwere, on the partof the performer. have in mind rather the
performative dimension of an utterance. as analvzed from an anthropological perspecuve.
For a pragmauc applicaion of the word performative, see, for example, Tambiah 1985:
12— 160, Cfo Martin 198307 231 "authoritauve sel=presentation 1o an audience.”



€l

18

HOMERIC QUESTIONS

4- DIFFUSION

Both synchronic and diachronic perspectives reveal this aspect of
oral tradition, interactive with the aspects of composition and per-
formance. Patterns of diffusion can be either centrifugal or cen-
ripetal. (Sce the discussion in Chapter 2.) 17

5. THEME
For purposes of this presentation, a working definition of theme is a

basic unat of content.’®

6. FORMULA

Another working definition, to be debated at length in the discus-
sion that follows: the formulais a fixed phrase conditioned by the tradi-
tional themes of oral poetry.!" The formula is to the form as the theme
is 1o the content.® This formulation presupposes that torm and
content conceptually overlap. Parrv’s own definition 1s worded as
follows: the formula 1s “a group of words which is regularly em-
ployed under the same nictrical conditions to express a given es-
sential wdea.”?!

7. EcoNxoMy (THRIFT)

As Parry argues, Homeric language tends to be “free of phrases
which, having the same metrical value and expressing the same idea,
could replace one another.”?2 This principle of economy or thrift is
an observable reality on the level of performance .

t7. The word will not be used i the sense ot a “diffusionist” approach, [amiliar to linguists
and folklorists.

18. Cf. N 1990b:g n. 10, following Lord 1g60:68—g8: for an aliered working definition,
see Lord 1ggr:26—27

19. N 19gob:2q.

20, CEL Lovd vgguiga—7.4.

21 Parry 130 [(1971:272]

22, Parry 1930 [1¢71:276] (italics mine).

29. N 1ggob:z.q, following Lord 1g60:54.
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8. TRADITION VERSUS INNOVATION

To repeat, oral tradition comes to life in performance, and the
here-and-now of cach new performance is an opportunity for
innovation, whether or not any such innovation is explicitly ac-
knowledged in the tradition.?4

9. UNITY AND ORGANIZATION

In termis of oral poetics, the unity and organization of the Ho-
meric poeuis is a result of the performance tradition itself, not a cause
eftected by a composer who is above tradition.® (Related concepts
are unitarians versns analysts, and neoanalysts.)

10. AUTHOR AND TEXT

In terms of oral poetics, authorship is determined by the authority of
performance and textuality, by the degree of a composition's invari-
ability from performance to performance. The very concept of text
can be derived metaphorically from the concept of composition-in-
perfornance. 8

In the wake of this inventory of ten concepts that I find essential
for approaching my Homeric Questions, [ also offer, before proceed-
ing any further, a list of ten examples of usage that I find commonly
being applied in misleading ways by somne contemporary experts in
Homeric poetry. My aim 18 not to quarrel with anyone in partcular
but rather o promote more precise usage concerning oral poetics
in general. The sequence of the following ten examples of what
strikes me as misteading usage corresponds roughly to the sequence
of the preceding inventory of ten crucial concepts pertaining to oral
poctics.

1. “Oral theory.”

Itis a major misunderstanding, [ submit, to speak of “the oral theory™
of Milinan Parry or Albert Lord. Parrv and Lord had investugated the

2.4. CILN 1ggoazs5-56.
25N 1g79:0-7.
26, N 1ggoas59; see further discussion betow. It is hazardous 1o rewroject o the ancient

world our contemporary noutons of the “author™—nowably the mdiadual author. On the

semantic problems ol retrojecting onr notions of the individual. see Fleld rgg1.
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empirical reality of oral poeury, as ascertained from the living tradi-
tions of South Slavic oral poetry as well as other living traditions. The
existence of oral poctry is a fact, ascertained by way of ieldwork. The
applicaton of what we know inductivelv about oral poetry to the text
of the Iliad and the Odyssey, or to any other text, is not an attempt to
prove a “theorv” about oral poetry. If we are going to use the word
theory at all in such a context, it would be more reasonable to say that
Parrv and Lord had various theories about the affinity of Homeric po-
etrv with what we know about oral poetrv.

2. “The world of Homer.”

To sav in Homeric criticism that the “world” or “worldview” that
emerges from the structure of the /liad and the Odyssey 1s the con-
struct of one man at one time and place, or however many men from
however many different times and places, risks the flattening out of
the process ol oral poetic creation, which requires analysis in the di-
niensions of both diachrony and synchrony.*” This caveat i1s relevant
to the queston of whether the overall perspective of Homeric poetry
1s grounded in, say, an age dating back to before the middle of the thir-
teenth century B.C.E. or, alternatively, in the cighth century .=

3. “Homer + [verb].”

To sav in Hlomerie criticism that “Homer does this™ or “the poet
mtends that” can lead to problems. Not necessarily, but 1t can.

27. A model for a combmed synchronic and diachronic approach is Sherratt 19go. Re-
acting to Marun’s application (198g:7-10), with regard to the problem of Homerice
composition/performance, of a wide range of comparative evidence about different kinds
of performer-audience mteraction, Griffin (1991 :5) invokes “the unambiguous evidence,
on the subject of Homeric performance, ol the Flomeric poems,” referring to the deserip-
tons of performances like those of Phemios in Odyssey 1. One response is 1o ask this ques-
ton: how exactly arc such performances as those of Phemios "Homeric™? In other words,
how docs the Homeric representation of poetry correspond o the essence of Homeric po-
coy iselfz Can we simply assume that there is no gap between the two kinds ol “poetry™
The results of my own study of the question suggest that there is indeed a gap (see cspe-
ciallv N 1ggoaz2r, 1.4, where 1 develop the concept of “diachronic skewing™).

28. On the world of Homeric poetry in the second millennium B.C.E., scc Vermeule 1986,
esp. p. 85 1. 28, For the perspective of the eighth century B.c.k, see Morris 1986, Com-
menting on Moses Finley's tide, The World of Odysseus (1977), Catenacel (1ggg:21) sug-
gests that a more apt title would be The Possible World of Odysseus, citing further bibliogra-
phy on theories of “possible worlds.”
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Granted, such usage corresponds to the spirit of conventional Greek
references to the creaton of epic poetry by Homer. For the ancient
Greeks, however, Homer was not just the creator of epic par excel-
lence: he was also the culture hero of epic itset? Greek institutions
tend to be traditonally retrojected, by the Greeks themselves, cach
to a protocreator, a culture hero who is credited with the sum total of
a given cultural institution.® It was a common practice to auribute
any major achievement of soctety, even if this achievement may have
been realized only through a tengthy period of social evolution, o
the episodic and personal accomplishment of a culture hero who is
pictured as having made his monumental contribution in an earher
cra of the given society®! Greek myths about lawgivers, for example,
whether the lawgivers are historical figures or not, tend to recon-
struct these figures as the originators of the sum total of customary
law as it evolved through tme.® So also with Homer: he is retro-
jected as the onginal gemus of epic.

Thus the usage of saying that “Homer does this” or “the poet -
tends that” may become risky for modern expertsf they start think-
mg of “Homer” i overly personalized terms, without regard for the
traditonal dynanncs of composition and pertormance, and without
regard for synchrony and diachrony.®® To say that "Homer wrote™ is
the ultimate risk.

Suffice it to note for now that the generie characterizations of
Homer and other early poets seem to be a traditional function of the

2. N 1ggoa78-81. On the meaning of Homeros, sce Chapter 5, pp. 89-90.
g0, G Klemginther 1439,

31, For an iluminating discussion of culture heroes m Chinese traditions, see Raphals
1992540 Yi invenes the bow; Zhu, wrmor: Xi Zhong, the carrage, Qiao Chu, the boat.

32N 198535 and N 1ggoat 70, 468

3. CELN tggoa: 550 especially with relerence 1o Plato Jon 533d-526d. In the Homerw
Fhvmi to Apollo, the dramatized first-person speaker claims the identin of Homer: see the
deratled discussion i No1ggoacg75-977 (expanding on N 1g7g:8-9) and N 1ggoabiay
(el Clav 1g3g: 33 with o 1 and pop5 with no 116).

3. Carev {1992 285) argues that, “in bis approach to Greek Dterature in general, Nan
overemphasizes the radition at the expense of the individual.” Twould counterargue tha
mvapproach gives dae credn to tracdition in contexts wheye many contemporarny classicists
overemphasize the indwidual poet at the expense of tradition: sce especially Norgqgoa:

_ \
TO— 80,

21
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poetry that represents them. This is not to say that the poeuc tradi-
tion actually creates the poct; rather, the tradition has the capacity to
ransform even historical figures into generic characters who repre-
sentand are represented by the tradition.® We mav recall the formu-
lavon of Paul Zumthor: “Le poéte est situé dans son langage plutdt
que son langage en lul. "%

4- “Homer’s poetry is artistically superior to all other
poetry of his time.”

The preeminence of the fliad and the Odyssey as the definttive epies
of the Greeks is a historical fact, at least by the fifth century. Or, as
can be argued, it is a historical eventuality. The attribudon of their
preeminence, however, to artistic superiority over other epics is
merely an assumption. What little evidence we have about other
epics cones from the fragments and ancient plot-outhines of the so-
called Cycle. If the poeury of the Cycle were fully attested, it is quite
possible that we would conclude that the lliad and the Odyssey are in-
deed artisucally superior. The question, however, might still remain:
by whose standards? The more basic question 1s not why but how the
Hiad and the Odyssey became preeminent.®” One available answer, ex-
plored further below, is based on the concept of greater diffusion for

the epic traditions of the lliad and the Odyssey in comparison to other
epic traditions.

5. “The formula made the poet say it that way.”

Such a requirenient of oral poetry is often assumed, withonut just-
fication, by both proponents and opponents of the idea that Ho-
merie pocetry is based on oral poetry. I disagree. To assume that what-
ever is being meant in Homerie poetry is determined by such formal
considerations as formmnla or meter (as when experts say that the for-
mula or meter made the poet say this or that) is to misunderstand
the relationship of form and content in oral poetics. Diachronically,

35. N 1ggoaz 7o, i response to Grithith 1984538 n. Be.
46, Zumthor 1g72:68.

37. N 1ggoa:72 and . gg, with bibliography.
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the content—Ilet us call it theme—determines the form, even 1f the
form affects the content synchronically.®

6. “The meter made the poet say it that way.”

I suggest that this kind of reasoning stems from misunderstandings
of Parry’s defimtion of the formula as “a group of words which is reg-
ularly employed under the same mectrical conditions o express a
given essential idea,” which I have already quoted above. T have writ-
ten at length about the relationship of formula and meter, and I start
here by repeating my central argument that formula shaped meter,
from a diachronic point of view, rathier than the other way around.™

A convenient way to cxamine any possible misunderstandings
about the relationship between formula and meter 1s to consider
the attempted refutation of Parry’s concept of the formula in Ruth
Finnegan’s book on oral poctry.® Ironically, Finnegan’s book scems
to be misreading Parry’s concept at the very point where it atlempts
to undermine its validity. In her description of Homeric epithets,
Finnegan says that they “are often combined with other formulaic
phrases—repeated word-groups—which have the nght metrical qual-
ities to fit the [given) part of the line.™ ! She addnces the words of
Parry himself: “In composing [the poct] will do no more than put to-
gether for his needs phrases which he has often heard or used him-
self, and which, groupmg themselves in accordance with a fixed pattern
of thought [iralics mine), come naturally to make the sentence and
the verse.”#2

As one critic has noticed, “We see here that Parry i1s saying much
more than Finnegan.”* The formula is "not just a phrase that the
poet s free to choose according to his metrical needs, since the for-

38, 5ce a derailed discussion in N 1ggob: 18 =95, explaining the vesubts of N 1g74.

309. N 19g0b:18—95.

to. Finnegan 1977,
1. Ibid., 5.

2. Parrv 1930 [ 1971270

1I©

43 Davidson 1994 :62.
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mulas are regulated by the traditional themes of the poet’s composi-
non.”* By contrast. as this crine has pointed out,* Finnegan assumes
that formulas have a hfe independent of themes: “As well as for-
mulaic phrases and sequences [italics mine], the bard has in his
repertoire a number of set themes which he can draw on to form the
structure of his poem.”™ " The assumption here is that formulas are
merely stock phrases repeated simply to fill metrical needs: the oral
poct “can select what he wishes from the common stock of formulae,
and can choose shghtly different terms that it his metre . .. and vary
the details. ™ Such a definiton overvalues tradinonal form and un-
dervalues, m contrast to the views of Parry and Lord, the role of
traditnonal content.®™ Using the premise that formulas are simply a
matter of repeated phraseology that fits the meter, Finnegan faults
the Parrv-Lord approach to oral poetry: “Does it really add 1o our un-
derstanding of the style or process of composition in a given piece to
name certain repcated patterns of words, sounds or meanings as ‘for-
mulae’ Or to suggest that the charactenstic of oral style is that such
formnlae are “all-pervasive’ (as in Lord [1960]:47)2™" In Light of
what can be adduced from the writings of Parry and Lord, however,
Finnegan's criticism seems unfounded.

If we may understand the formula as “the building-block of a sys-
tern of traditional oral poetic expression,”™ then it seems no longer

1.4 Ibid., in response 1o the claims of Finnegan 1g77:62 about the metrical conditioning
of formulas. On the relationship of formula and mewer. see N 19gob:18-g5: of. Lord
1G9 1:79—7.1. For further eriticism of Finnegan's interpretation of Parmy’s understanding of
the formula, sce Miller 1g82h:ge.

15 Davidson 1gg.q:62.

i6. Finnegan 1g757:6.4.

7. Ibid., He.

13, See Davidson 1ggq:60-62 and N 19gob:18-45; of. Lord 1991:79-74. For a wide-
ranging critique of various definitons of the fornula, with special reference to Austin
1975 (11-80), Finnegan 1977 (5.4-55, 73-806), Kiparsky 1970, and Nagler 1974 (29),
see Miller 1982a:35-43. (1 leave open, however, the question of whether or not there was
a distinct Acolic phase in the development of Homerie diction.)

19. Finnegan 1g77:71.

50. Davidson 1gq.q:6z.
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reasonable to find fault with Lord’s observaton that formulas are
“all-pervasive”™ in oral poetry.”!

7. “The poet had only one way of saying it.”

Once again, such a requirement of oral poetry is often assumed,
without justification, by both proponents and opponents. But the
principle of economy or thrift is a tendency, not a constant, as [ have
argued in carlier work.®?

8. “Homer had a new way of saying it.”

This is a specific instance of number g above. Granted, to the extent
that the performer controls or “owns” the performance in conjunc-
tion with the audience, the opportunity for innovation is there. Such
imnovation, however, takes place within the tradition, not beyond it
Given that performance itself is a key aspect of oral tradition, and
that tradition comes to hfe in the context of performance and u the
person of the pertformer, 1 disagree with those who concentrate so
much on the person that they forget about the tradition in which
that person performs—a tradition that can be inductvely observed
from the rules inherent even in the context of performance.™ As in

51. Martin (198¢:92) observes: "Onh a deracinated, print cuhure would view Homerie
formulas as devices 1o aid the composition of pocuv.” Rather, formulas “belong o the
‘composition’, if vou like. of personal identity in a traditonal world™ (ibid.) . All this 1s not
to say that we cannot find gaps in Parrv's argumentation. For an attempt at pinpointing
such gaps, [ cite the subde arguments of Lynn-George 1988:55-81. The issues raised by
Lynn-George call for an Auscinandersetzung, the scope of which would surpass what is be-

g attempted w this presentation.

52. N 1ggob:2 | (firstwritten in 1g76). See also Martin 1g8¢:8 n. 50 disputing Shive 187
on the questions of economy and extension. § nonce that Janko (1982:2.4) uses the CxXpres-
sion “the tendeney to economy™ in the following formulation: “The tendency 1o econonn
is onlv properly applied within the poety of the same composer. and even there. as Ed-
wards has shown [ Janko (p. 231 no16) cites Edwards 19710 Chy 5]0 00 was less strict than
has been thought.” Actually, the more basic pointis that the principle of economy is to be
obscrved ou the level of indrvidual performeance: Lord 1g6o:53-754; ¢f. Lord 19g1:73-74.
For a demonstration of the remarkable degrees of economy in Homeric composition, see
also Visser 187, who shows that each of twentv-five expressions for “he killed™ in the /liad
occupies a distinet metneal slot

53 Again. N 1ggoa:7q. There are, of course, arcas where nules do not apply, inviting {ree
variation. I borrow the concept of free variant from the field of deseriptive linguistics. This
concept is partcularly useiuwd for describing those aspects of tradifion where innovation is
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the case of number g, the risk 1s to make "Homer™ overlv personal-
ized, without regard for the tradiuonal dvnamics of compositon and
performance, and without regard tor sviichrony and diachrony.

9. “The poem is so obviously unified and organized that
the poet must have become somehow emancipated from
the oral tradition.”

Such a reaction stems from descriptions of oral poeuv in terms of
tmprovisation (or extemporization) —terms that can easily be misunder-
stood. To many, for example, such terms suggest that “anvthing
goes.” A most useful response, with vigorous criticism of a wide vari-
ety of misunderstandings, is the work of D. Gary Miller.> His key ar-
gument is this: “Mental operations ‘generate’ as hittle as possible;
thev search for stored expressions of varying degrees of suitability to
the speaker’s goal.”» Also valuable is his refutation of the following
three common assumptions about “improvising oral poets™

1. “Oral poets do not plan.”

2. “Oral poetry is characterized by a ‘loose,” unorganized struc-
ture.”

3. “An oral poet could not sec the whole epic sequence in the
beginning.

H6

most likelv to take place (thanks to Loukia Athanassaki, Dece. yo, 19Go); see also Marun
108151 n. 1.

51 Miller 1g82hi5-8,
55. Ihid., 7.

56, These three assumpuions are restated and then refuted by Miller (1g82b:go—gi1). |
agree with Miller (p. 46) that “muach paper has been wasted” on the “pscudo-issue™ of
“whether improvisation-compositon involves memorization or not” (he provides bibliog-
raphy), “partly out of misunderstanding Lord, and partly out of misconceptions about the
nature of language in general and improvisation in particular.” For more on the pitfalls of
using the concept of memorization, sce Lord 1991 :236-297. L am sympatheuc, however,
1o the idea of a dichotomy of improvisation versus memorization as discussed by Jensen
1g80: 13, provided that the two terms are used in a diachronic context, referring respec-
tively to relatively more fluid versus more static phases ol oral tradinon. On the distinction
of thuid versus static phases, see pp. 1, 131 below.
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Refusing to consider the possibility that there are principles of
unity and organizaton at work in a living oral tradition is symp-
tomatic of a lack of appreciation for oral tradition itself, with empha-
sis on the word tradition. There is a common pattern of thinking that
serves to compensate for this lack: itis manifested m the assumption
that the poet must have somehow broken free of oral traditon. This
assumpuon entails an unquestioning elevation of a reconstructed
single individual to the rank of a genius or at least a transcendent au-
thor, who can then be given all or most of the credit tor any observ-
able principles of unity and organization.”” Unity and coherence may
be the effect of something traditional, rather than the cause of some-
thing untraditional >

10. “Homer wrote.”

This 1s the most extreme version of the reacuon deseribed in nuinber
g. This way of thinking, as 1 will argue below, does not stem solely
from a lack of firsthand knowledge about oral poetry. Those who
make this claim, or those who simply make this assumption, have
conceptualized authorship without having first thought through the
historical realities of the era that produced Homeric poetry.

Having come 1o the end of this fist of ten examiples of what I conr-
sider musleading nsage concerning oral poetics, let ns return to the
primary quesuon of my Homneric Questions, concerning performance.
For me, the key element i the triad of composition, performance,
and diftusion will throughout be the second. Without performance,
oral wtaditon 1s not oral. Without performance, tradition 1s no
longer the same. Without performance, the very idea of Flomer loses
s mtegrity. More than that, the very essence of the classics becomes
imcomplete.

57, The concepts of wnity and single awthor are not necessarily the same thing. T can justify,

atlcast in werms ol my “evolutionary model,” to he discussed below, the doubts expressed
by Sealey (1957 :330) about a “single author™ of the fliad and the Odyssev—as 1l he were a
Instorical realuy: Still, T have no doubts that the notion of such a single author was indeed
A nstovical realitv i the ancient world. Further, Twill argue that this notion was connected

with the notion of a unified and singular corpus of heroic pocury.

55N 1g79 i 78-70. On uniy and coherence in the sirnciure of evolving institutions
hke the Ohvimpics, el ibid., 7.
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