Metapoetic Discourse in the Archaic Poets


The archaic Greek lyric, iambic, and elegiac poets are seldom credited with any degree of professionalism.  A systematic poetics is considered absent from poetry until well into the fifth century, if not until the academic poets of the Hellenistic period [see Yatromanolakis 2009].  This paper argues for the presence of metapoetic statements in archaic Greek poetry—one element of a developed poetics hinting at a more mature poetic professionalism than has been recognized.


References to the craft of poetry and to individual poetic sensibilities are rare, but not lacking, in archaic Greek poetry.  Metaphors of poetic composition resembling that in Callimachus epigram 28 (in which epic poetry is a public fountain, a trodden path, and a prostitute) suggest that archaic poets played with their genres.  The general in Archilochus 114 is a metaphor for poetic composition.  Archilochus gives preference to the “iambic” general of lines 3-4 over the “epic” general of lines 1-2, using variations in the metrical line to represent each genre.  Dio Chrysostom reads a similar metaphor in Phocylides 4, about the superiority of a small, well-ordered town to a large, chaotic city.  I further argue that Anacreon 2W builds on this metaphor in order to make a programmatic statement about the subject matter of elegiac verse.  Sappho 150 is recorded by the testimonia as a biographical moment in which the poet chides her daughter for excessive weeping, but it is just as likely to have been intended as a programmatic statement about the inappropriateness of lament in lyric verse.


Ibycus 286 is a generalized erotic complaint, but its subtle reference to the Muses suggests a parallel between the poem’s two types of eros and its two poetic rhythms [cf. Tortorelli 2004: 375].  I discuss the evidence in several of Alcaeus’ Oxyrhynchus fragments that Horace’s sailing metaphors for poetic production (Odes 1.3, 1.15, et al.) found their source in Alcaeus’ fragments concerning storm-tossed ships.


Such references to the craft of poetry are frequently allied to allusions both to specific poets and to their adaptation of shared traditional material.  I offer a reading of Ibycus 282a as a critique of epic style and as a recusatio in favor of the lyric genres.  I discuss Ibycus 288 and the poet’s conflation of poetry, roses, beauty, and persuasion, concluding that this fragment can be read with Sappho 55 as part of a tradition of seduction poetry in which peitho stands in a metonymic relationship to the lyric genre.


I close with the related suggestion that Alcaeus’ use of material from Hesiod’s Erga develops a poetic program which adapts the advisory genres to make a generic statement about the role of the lyric poet as an advisor, or a sophos.
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