Location, Movement, and Memory in Theogony 80-103


In Theogony 80-103 where Hesiod elaborates on the gifts of the Muses in two parallel passages on kings and poets, significant detail is given to words denoting location and movement.  The passages describe an afflicted audience who receives relief thanks to the deft use of the ‘gifts of the goddesses’ (δῶρα θεάων, 103).  Both passages pay special attention to the places where the gifts take effect via their kingly or poetic mediators: the kings work in the public meeting place (ἀγορῆφι, 89 and ἀγῶνα, 91) and the poets in the heart (θυμῷ, 98 and κραδίην, 99).  These locations are both problematic for the afflicted.  As Hesiod writes in the Works and Days, the assembly is a hotbed for abuse and wrong doing (27-9).  Similarly, ‘thumos’ and ‘kradiē’ are both seen in Homeric and Hesiodic poetry as non-rational seats of emotion that can have disastrous consequences when afflicted (cf. Achilles, Ajax).  Without the Muses’ gifts and their administrators, the abuses and sorrow would seemingly fester and grow worse.


Both passages also describe the effect of the gifts of the muses in terms of movement.  The king uses ‘straight’ judgements (ἰθείῃσι δίκῃσιν, 86) to protect the people being ‘harmed’ (λαοῖς / βλαπτομένοις, 88-89).  In addition, all beseech him as he is ‘going’ to the assembly (ἐρχόμενον δ' ἀν' ἀγῶνα...ἱλάσκονται, 91), and he produces ‘metatropa’ deeds (μετάτροπα ἔργα, 89).  Movement in the song of the poet on the other hand is more subtle.  The ostensible parallel is in the last line of the passage where the aggrieved listener does not remember his anxieties and forgets his griefs, for the gifts have quickly ‘turned them aside’ (αἶψ' ὅ γε δυσφροσυνέων ἐπιλήθεται οὐδέ τι κηδέων / μέμνηται· ταχέως δὲ παρέτραπε δῶρα θεάων, 102-3).  The verb ‘paretrepe,’ with its counterpart in the ‘metatropa’ deeds of the king, is puzzlingly vague: what exactly is being turned aside, and through what process?  


In his 2002 article, E. Bakker differentiates the ancient notion of memory and the verb “μιμνήσκω,” to recall to memory, from modern understandings of the word, stating that “memory not only provides access to a reality that is ontologically prior; it also makes that reality present and is, as such, a strong mental experience.”  Following Bakker’s work, this paper proposes that the Muses’ song, as administered by the poet, displaces the remembered grief with its song of the ‘glories’ of men before and the blessed gods who hold Olympus’ (κλεῖα προτέρων ἀνθρώπων / ...μάκαράς τε θεοὺς οἳ Ὄλυμπον ἔχουσιν, 100-1).  This dislodging of the ‘memory’ of pain draws the grieving listener’s attention from the earthly realm of grief and death to Olympus and the sonorous realm of the Muses.  Corresponding to both the Muses and the people ‘looking’ to the king (ἴδωσι, 82 and ὁρῶσι, 85 respectively), the poet’s audience looks to the song of the Muses.  With their emphasis on vocabulary of place and movement, these two passages, and especially that of the poet, are shown to be an analogue to the constant movement and the ascent of the Muses themselves to Olympus and thus provide a suitable ending to the ‘Hymn to the Muses’ and a prelude to the Theogony.
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