Wooden Actors and Stone Dancers: Niobe in Loukillios A.P. 11. 253 and 254

In his landmark study of Loukillios’ work, Robert (1968: 181-291) argued that the poet satirized unsuccessful athletes by employing language typical of victory inscriptions. He demonstrated how Loukillios’ athlete epigrams portray types rather than real competitors and make their satirical point via the popular and recognizable vocabulary of athletic achievement (ἔχειν ἀγῶνα; κηρύσσεσθαι; τιμῆς ἕνεκα etc.).


My paper contends that the same principle is at work in Loukillios’ two epigrams about pantomime dancers, A.P. 11.253 and 254. Like the athlete epigrams, these two poems use a recognizable discourse of praise to mock incompetent performers. By focusing on the figure of Niobe, Loukillios plays upon pantomime’s two main characteristics: its capacity for verisimilitude and its resemblance to statuary. Both elements are usually portrayed as positive, but Loukillios transforms them into evidence of inflexible technique and overly literal role-playing.


In A.P. 11.254 Loukillios jokes that a dancer has enacted Niobe ὡς λίθος. Verisimilitude is patently ridiculous in this satirical context, but the joke depends on the widespread idea that pantomimes were masters of imitation. Lucian stresses this pantomimic quality in his On the Dance, where he rationalizes Proteus as a pantomime artist “able to shape and change himself into everything” (πρὸς πάντα σχηματίζεσθαι καὶ μεταβάλλεσθαι δυνάμενον, De Salt. 19). Libanius (Or. 64.62) and Choricius (Or. 21.1) make similar points. All these writers represent dancing as a kind of metamorphosis, an idea Loukillios takes to ridiculous extremes.


The second idea Loukillios plays upon is pantomime’s relationship to the plastic arts, especially sculpture. Representing dancers as live statuary is a common theme in works about pantomime (Lada-Richards 2003 and 2004). Lucian associates the two arts (De Salt. 35) and Libanius declares that the dancer trumps the sculptor because he embodies gods rather than depicting them in stone (οὐκ ἐν λίθῳ μιμούμενος, ἀλλ᾽ἐν αὑτῷ παριστάς, Or. 64.116). A.P. 11.253 adapts this motif. Loukillios refers to the process of fashioning human forms from raw material when he asks the dancer “from what mill-stone quarry did your father hew you?” (ἐκ ποίων ὁ πατήρ…σε μύλου κόψατο λατομιῶν;) Again, Loukillios compares the dancer to Niobe and ends by declaring him αὐτομάτως λίθινος (“naturally stony”). Here, the joke seems to be about lack of flexibility. The epigram achieves its point by adopting common descriptions of pantomime and inflating them into hyperbole.


Niobe is thus the perfect figure for Loukillios to use in these satirical sketches. As a human statue, she represents a fundamental element of the pantomime’s art, while her metamorphosis can be made to evoke the dancer, whose own body, shaped according to the demands of each role, was the art’s medium. As in his epigrams about athletes, so here: Loukillios satirizes dancers by appropriating and warping the practice’s commonly acknowledged characteristics.
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