
Alcman, Homer, and the Materiality of Beauty


Alcman’s first partheneion (1PMG) is largely about visual display (Calame 1977, Puelma 1977, Clark 1996, Stehle 1997, Peponi 2004). In the song, a chorus of parthenoi emphasize the visual aspects of their performance by drawing attention to their own appearances and those of their leaders. This thematization of the visual is made clear through explicit references to vision (e.g. ὁρῶ, 40, δοκεῖ, 45, ὁρῆις, 55, αὕτα, 57) as well as through an emphasis on beauty. In this paper, I would like to discuss three passages, the importance of which has been underestimated. I will show how these passages foreground the issue of visuality (lines 45-9, 51-5, 66-7) by drawing attention to the visual through reference to the Homeric poems and by highlighting the interaction between the visual and material. The latter focus complements recently published work on the importance of materiality in Greek aesthetics (e.g. Porter 2010).


The first two passages have been recognized as allusions to Homer although never discussed (Page 1951) whereas the underlying allusion of the third passage has never been noticed. In the first (45-9), the khoregos Hagesichora is compared to a horse in language that strongly evokes Agamemnon’s comparison to a bull (Il.2.477-483). In the second (51-5), Hagesichora is described through the employment of floral and metallic images that strongly recall a Homeric simile comparing Odysseus to a statue (Od.6.229-235). In third and so far unnoticed allusion of lines 66-7, Alcman refers to a jewelry item (ποικίλος δράκων παγχρύσιος) in language to that of Odysseus, when he describes a brooch depicting a golden ποικίλον ἐλλόν (fawn) (Od.19.225f). In the third case, both Homer’s and Alcman’s lines play on the paradoxical contrast between poikilos (many-colored) and khrusos (gold-one color) in referring to a piece of animal-shaped jewelry. 


In each Homeric passage, visuality is a key theme. This focus on vision parallels the visual presentation of the chorus in Alcman. But the Homeric passages do something which Alcman does not do explicitly: they present material objects specifically as the object of vision. In Il.2.477-483, Agamemnon visually stands out (ἐκπρεπέ’) because of his exemplary physical body (ὄμματα καὶ κεφαλὴν...ζώνην, στέρνον). In Od.6.229-235, Odysseus’s body is beautiful like a statue, a material art object meant to be viewed (κάρητος...κόμας...ὡς δ’ ὅτε τις χρυσὸν περιχεύεται ἀργύρῳ ἀνὴρ ἴδρις). Finally, Od.19.225f. describes a material object contemplated by an audience (θαυμάζεσκον ἅπαντες) based on the visual qualities of its workmanship. In each instance, visual response is explicitly linked to the material, with beauty described through reference to the physical. I suggest that Alcman alludes to these Homeric passages in order to subtly draw attention to the materiality of his own objects of vision.


Given the early date of the Alcmanic song, allusions to the Homeric songs might seem doubtful. It should be noted, however, that Od. 6.229-235, for example, appears again at Od.23.156-62, suggesting that the lines are formulaic and that the image is likely part of an

established poetic repertoire. Alcman could very well be interacting with well-known epic tropes. The ancient critics, moreover, seem to believe that Alcman did have knowledge of the Homeric epics (cf. fr. 80, 81 PMG). Aristarchus, for instance, is said to have understood fr.81 in particular to be a conscious reshaping of the Odyssey (Schol. Hom. Od. 6.244s). 


In conclusion, I suggest that Alcman further enhances the material dimension of the visual in choral performance through the deliberate evocation of and interaction with established images likely derived from epic poetry. By focusing on the materiality of beauty, Alcman constructs an aesthetics of performance defined as much by the material as it is by the verbal.
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