The Flight of Cyrnus: Poetic Production, πτερά, and Birds in Theognidea 237-254
In the course of eighteen lines of the Theognidean corpus the reader is sent on an aural and spatial journey: traversing the boundless sea, hearing the sounds of an aulos, penetrating luxurious banquets, and even descending into the clamor of Hades. Such travels begin after Theognis bestows wings (πτερά) upon an unnamed ‘you’ (σοὶ μέν πτέρ’ ἔδωκα 237), who is later revealed to be his beloved, Cyrnus. Attentive listeners/readers, ancient and modern alike, are certainly prone to recognize the Homeric underpinnings of πτερά. The common Homeric motif of “winged words” (ἔπεα πτερόεντα)- preceding sixty-one speeches in the Iliad alone (Martin 1989)- has garnered an exceptional level of interest from scholars (recently, Reece 2009). Theognis himself routinely demonstrates that he too is an active admirer (and in his case, imitator) of Homeric diction (Sacks 1987). While some scholars have associated the “winged words” metaphor with the course and impact of an arrow (Latacz 1968), there is a considerable body that recognizes the phrase as having a primary association with the flights of birds (Kirk 1985; Martin 1989). It is this connection that I contend Theognis has in mind when invoking the Homeric motif of the “winged word”: the name of Cyrnus is literally transformed by the author into a bird, which, bound by none of the constraints of terrestrial beings, travels across the locations described throughout the poem. In an exercise of contrast, the morose and rather plain lines of 253-4 demonstrate the small and confined world that Cyrnus has been relegated to after spurning the poet.
I will further argue that Theognis enriches the bird metaphor through his skillful use of movement and sound within the poem. Immediately after receiving the wings, Cyrnus flies (πωτήσηι 238) over the boundless sea and rises over the earth (ἀειρόμενος 238); finds himself lying (κείμενος 240) on the mouths of the guests of a banquet; goes to Hades (βῆις 244); travels over Greece (στρωφώμενος 247) and all around the islands (ἀνὰ νήσους 247); traverses the sea once again (περῶν 248); and is sent forth by the gifts of the muses (πέμψει 249). Through such itinerant diction, Theognis innovatively connects the brisk movement of the bird with the geographic scope of his poetry. 

Furthermore, the inherent sound of a bird- the waving of the wings, the singing of the song- is reflected in the multiple instances of sound-words and performative references employed throughout the work: the customary poetry recital at the banquets; the clear-voiced pipes (αὐλισκοισι λιγυφθόγγοις 241); the act of singing (ἄισσονται 243); much-lamenting Hades (πολυκωκύτους 244); fame (κλέος 245); and the very act of declaring Cyrnus a song (ἀοιδή 251). I will also cite a similar usage of the avian metaphor in Theognis 939-942 to further connect the sound words in 237-254 to the relationship between the bird motif and poetic production. In 939-942, the poet himself is the bird, normally accustomed to sing as if a nightingale (ὥσπερ ἀηδών 939), but now silenced by the abandonment of his companion. In a similar fashion to 237-254 above, when there is no love, there is no music or movement, and there is silence. In the world of Theognis, erotic rejection mutes a poet and thrusts a beloved into oblivion. In an effort to further interpret the poetic agenda of Theognis, I will also investigate the Greek tradition of the nightingale as the bird of lamentation (with particular attention to Odyssey 19.518-523). In doing so, I will aim to strengthen my argument that in 237-254 Theognis is drawing upon an established poet-bird relationship in order to emphasize the itinerant capability of his poetry. Through the employment of the rich lexicon of movement and sound in 237-254, Theognis both expands upon a common literary trope and also glorifies himself on two fronts by simultaneously revealing the potential universal trajectory of his work and also demonstrating his poetic ability through the construction of such elaborate verses. 
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