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MUSIC IN THE HOMERIC HYMN TO HERMES 

Maarit Kaimio 

The invention of a new instrument, the lyre, and the making of music is one 

of the central themes in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes. Consequently, we find 

many references to music in this Hymn, partly taken word for word from 
Homer or, anyway, expressions of the same types as the musical references 

found in Homer, sometimes non-Homeric in character and often problematic as 
to their meaning. One purpose of this paper is to consider afresh the 
interpretation of some such expressions. This serves as a basis for a more general 
interpretation of the musical passages, namely, to delineate which aspects of 
music and musical performance the author of this hymn describes and which 
methods of description he uses. As the dating of the hymn is not clear ,1 it 

would be interesting to see how far or nearly related it is to the Homeric world 

in this respect. 
The author has, in fact, a singularly difficult task before him: to put into 

words the charm of instrumental music. It is the sound of the instrument, never 

heard before, which mollifies the angry Apollo. The author's approach to the 

elucidation of the new phenomenon is basically four-fold: firstly, he describes 
the creation and the structure of the instrument; he then describes the musical . 

performance; thirdly, he demonstrates its effect upon the hearer; fourthly, he 

portrays the manner of playing required from the performer. 

1. The first aspect, the construction of the lyre, does not tell us 
much about the music itself.. After the encounter with the tortoise and his humo­

rous speech, Hermes proceeds to make the instrument ( 4 7-51 ). It is a primitive 

1 Allen, Halliday and Sikes (the 2nd edition with commentary, 1936, cited in this paper 
as AHS; the text according to this edition) consider, 275., mainly on the b~sis of the 
mention made of the Triphylian Pylas ( 398 ), that the Hymn is not later than the seventh 
century. Humbert (Coll. des universit~s de France, 1936, 114f.) places it in the last third of 
the sixth century, Radermacher (Der homerische Hermeshymnus, 1931, 216, 222f.) as 
contemporary with the Old Comedy. 
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lyre, 1 consisting of a sound-board made of the tortoise-shell with an ox-hide 
stretched over it~ with projecting arms connected with a cross-bridge, and seven 
strings, which are played with a plectrum. Here is our first problem: 51, the 
strings are called OVJllfJWVOV<:; Antigonus of Carystus presents the variant 
f177 A.vr€p wv , 2 strings made of sheep-gut. Alien, Hallida y and Sikes hold the 
view that this may be right, being an interpretation for the special mention 
made by the poet of female instead of male sheep. But if avJlq;wvoc:; is right, 
what does it mean? "Sounding together", said of the strings of the Greek lyre, 
probably could mean only that they were tuned in strict relation to each other. 
Such a meaning for OVJ.llfJWVO<: is, however, remarkably late. AHS, who date the 
Hymn to Hermes not later than the seventh century, consider this the first 
appearance of the adjective in the strict musical sense. The next occurrences are 
from the fifth century, in Sophocles, Aristophanes and, perhaps, Ion of Chius. 
The sense of avJ.lq;wvoc; in the certain fifth century instances is, however, not 
the same as in the Hymn. In Soph.Ichn. 254 (Page), Hermes is singing [ J.LEA.oc: ] 
~VJllfJWVov- to the music of his lyre; in Soph.OT 421, the echo produced by 
Cithaeron to the cry of Oedipus is meant; in Ar.Av. 220, the rejoicing voices of 
the gods mingle with the song of the nightit:J.gale, in Av. 659 the nightingale is 
said to be ~VJll{)wvov Movaatc:: , singing with the M uses. In all these examples, 
avwwvoc; means simply "singing with, resounding to''. It is used of two sounds 
of different kind and origin heard together, as accompaniment or complement 
of each .other.3 On the other hand, in Ion of Chius4 fr. 6,2 D evoeKaxopoe 

1 The hymn m.entions the instrument by using the names Xf),v, (in 24, 33, ·of the 
animal, also called XEAWV7] in 42, 48, and, meaning both the animal and the instrument, in 
25), ~.POPJlL'Y~ (in 64 the Homerjc formula 'P· 'YAa!.[Jvpr]v; 506), A.vp1J (423), K.t'ttaptc: (499, 
509, 515) and the ;erb K.d)apL~W (423, 425, 433, 455, 475, 476); besides, it is referred to 
as ii-&vpJ.la in 52 (in 40, of the tortoise). <.f'·:)pJ.lL'Y~ and KdiapLC: are both used in Homer, 
apparen~ly meaning the same instrument (see AHS p. 286, Wegner, Archaeologia Homerica 
Ill U, M usik und Tanz, 16 ). A.vpf} is a later term, appearing first in Archiloch us fr. 51,4 7 D. 
Radcrmacher is of the opinion that the change of terminology in the Hymn is intentional, 
A.vpr} and Ki'!JapLC: appearing only in the later part of the poem since the instrument there 
is passing into Apollo's possession (p. 7 3). I doubt if this change is really due to the fact 
that the K.t.'-&apLC: is habitually linked with Apollo. The playing is called rr'Ai}KTPC¥ 
rrEt.pryri~ELV (53; 419, 501), as ,well as K.L~api~EW, even in the latter part, and it is 
natural that at the beginning, when Hermes finds the tortoise and starts making his new 
plaything, the official names of the instrument are avoided, except in 64, where the 
concealing of the Homeric "hollow phorminx" in the rusti·c cradle may well be 
intentionally humorous. 

2 Apparently a real variant, not his own conjecture, see AHS LXVII. 
3 So also in Anth.Pal. 9,584,15, of the cicada singing the notes of the broken rseventh 

string. 
4 The authorship of the fragment is spurious; Ion of Chius, who died 422, seems too 

early to praise Timotheus' invention of the eleven-stringed lyre. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 
(Timotheos, Die Perser, 1903, 75 n. 1) regards ~on of Samus, around the turn of the 
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I s;,' I I jl I ;) I ( I Is;,- • • d AVpa, u€K af3aJ10Va Ta~tV EXOtOa Et<: OVJl<.()WVOVOa<; apJ10Vta<: TptOuOV<;, lt lS USe 

to denote the pleasing musical relations between the strings, and such sense is 
also required of the metaphor used of good cooking in Machon 2,9 Kock (1. 476 
Gow)l warrep A.vpav ~rrlretv' EW<: av 'hove:; u, I eit1' brr&rav ~Or} rrdvra OVJ.l<.()WVEiV 

ooKff<: I ei'aare 8t2L rraa{:)v t Nu<.n"Aaloa<: Mvu6vto<: t; so also in another cooking 
"symphony" of the comedy, Damoxenus' 'Lvvrpo<.pOt 51,54.2 In this 
light, oowwvo<: referring to the tuning of the strings seems remarkably o~t of 
place in a hymn of the seventh century; even in a fifth century hymn it would 
be used in a more specific sense than usual. Perhaps we should believe in 
tJ'Y}AVTEpwv after all. In that case, the construction of the lyre is described 
purely technically, without any reference to the sound at all. 

2. Directly after Hermes has perfected the instrument, there follows the first 
description of the performance and the sound of the lyre: 53 trArJKTP4? 

~1f€Lp~TL~€ i<ara JlEAO<:, h o' 6rro xetpo<: I OJ.1€pOaA~OV I<OVcL~'Y}0€ 0 tJ€0<: 8' vrro 

KaAOV &toev I e~ aVToaxeo{r]<: 1T€LPWJ.1€VO<:' hUT€ K.OVpOL I ~~r]TaL t!aA.{pat 
rrapat.{36A.a Keprop€ovatv, I UJl'{JL D.{a Kpov{or]v KTA. The 11. 53-54 are repeated, 
with slight variations, in 419-420 and 501-502. In 53, the MSS. have J.1Epo<:, in 
the other instances J.lEAo<:, which is accepted by AHS in the text also in 53. 
Radermacher, on the other hand, thinks that the variation is quite intentional: 
in the first passage, Hermes tests each ''part", i.e. string in turn, elsewhere J.lEAO<: 
is used "da es sich urn ganz anderes handelt" - he does not say what is actually 
happening there: he is probably thinking of a similar distinction as Humbert, who 
also retains the MSS. readings and translates 53 ''tour a tour", 419 
"harmonieusement", and 501 "selon la melodie". In fact, surely in all 
instances one and. the same thing is meant, the tuning of the strings, 
a natural enough action preliminary to the singing and playing itself. 
The same word is, therefore, to · be expected in all three instances, 
but should it be J.1EAo<:3 or f.1Epo<:? 4 The latter is, as AHS remark, 
not a Homeric word, but there are many other non-Homeric 

century, as the author; Diehl RE IX p. 1867 is of the opinion that the author can be dated 
to the fourth century at the earliest. 

1 The third century B.C.; see Gow, Mach on: The Fragments, 196 5, Sff. 

2 According to Gow ( 143), Damoxen us' play was written long after the death of 
Epicurus in 270 B.C. 

3 As in AHS. 
4 As· in Weiher, Homerische Hymn en 19612 (Tusculum-Bocherei), Evelyn-White, Hesiod, 

the Homeric Hymns and Homerica, 19362 (Loeb Classical Library). 
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expressions in the Hymn, and neither is the phrase K ara j.l,EAO<; Homeric 1 ; in early 
writers, the word in the sense "limb, parf' always appears in the plural. In 
references to music, we find only the expression ~v J..LEAEt c.piJ€r-ryEailat (Pl.Sph. 
227D), cf. EJlJ..LE"Ar]c;, and the opposite rrapa J..L€A.oc; (Pind. Nem. 7,69, Pl. Phlb. 
28B, Lg. 696D, etc.) .. Thus, I find the interpretation of JJE"Aoc; as a musical term 
- "song, music, melody"- improbable in this context; as to Kara f.le"Aoc; I j..Lepoc:; 
in the sense ''limb for limb, part for part", I prefer the latter, which, although 
non-Homeric, occurs quite frequently in the fifth century. 

When played upon with the plectrum, the lyre OJ..LEp8aA.€ov K.ova{3r]OE (54, 
420, 502 2 ). The formula is commonly used in Homer of resounding elements 
to emphasize the loudness of a noise - arms echoing with blows or movements, 
ships, houses, the ground resounding to a noise. 3 In this formula, the adverb 
has in Homer already lost its original sense of a "terrible'' sound, which is still 
present in other Homeric formulas using this word, e.g. OJ..LEpo aA.ea Uixwv, 
OJ1Ep8aA.€ov 8' 0J.1w~Ev, OJ1Ep8aA.€ov o' €{36r}aEv: these are all used in scenes of 
intense emotion, e.g. rage or grief. But the sense of this echo-formula is in 
Homer, as here, simply "loudly"; however, this is the first time that it is 
connected with an aesthetically pleasing sound. 

Then the god begins to sing - 54 K.aA.ov a€tO€V (-O€V 502) is a Homeric 
formula, 4 used with vrr6 referring to singing to the accompaniment of an 
instrument also in IL 18,570. Th,e following description of the performance 
concentrates entirely upon the singing - the manner is described as improvising, 
as youths improvise bold songs at festivals, and the theme of the song is 
narrated (57-61 ). 

The other descriptions of the performance upon the lyre are similarly 
constructed and do not say much more about the music itself. When Hermes 
presents his new invention to Apollo, we are given the technical detail that the 
lyre was held upon the left arm (418 = 499 ~rr' aptaTEpa XEtp6c;, 433 
€rrwA.€vtov). The music is - after verses 419f. repeated from 53f. -
described mainly with laudatory adjectives and adverbs denoting aesthetic 
pleasure. ~paT6c; appears three times, twice of the instrumental music, once of 

1 It appears in fact only in Strabo 2,1,30, where i} K.ara JlEAO\ ropi] is distinguished 
from Kara p€poc;, but these are geographical terms. 

2 In 502, the other MSS. except M have LJlEPOEV ; there is hardly any need to change 
the texr of the formula. 

3 11.2,334,-466; 13,498; 15,648; 16,277; 21,255, 593; Od. 10,399; 17,542. 

4 Ka"Aov with iu:t'8w Il. 1,473; 18,570; Od. 1,155; 8,266; 10,227; 19,519; 21,411. 
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the song: ~parrz ... lwil I l9-E01TE0[17~ evonif~ (421), eparov K.Ll9-api~wv (423),1 
~pari~ o€ o[ €anEro c.pwv~ (426). The repetition may well be intentional, 
emphasizing the irresistibly enthralling quality of Bermes' music in this scene of 
reconciliation with Apollo. The adjective does not characterize music in Homer; 
it is linked with Aphrodite's gifts in 11. 3 ,64, and ~parELVO~ is common in other 
contexts, especially as an epithet in geographical names. l9-earr€atoc: is used in 
our hymn of the sound of the lyre in a general appreciative sense, "wonderful"; 
in this sense it is used in 11. 2,599f. 2 The music of the lyre is further described 
by AL'YEW<:. Ktl9-ap{~wv (425). The adverb denotes a clear, far-ringing sound; it is 
everywhere in the Hymns connected with music and conveys everywhere a 
strongly positive appreciation. 3 Such a sense, partly denoting the musical 
quality of clearness, partly the aesthetic pleasure, is already familiar in Homer -
as the epithet for the phorminx (twice in the Iliad, seven times in the Odyssey), 
for the Muse Od. 24,62, characterizing the song of the Sirens Od. 12,44, 183 
and of Circe 10,254. Positively appreciative, too, is the use of the word in 
connection with a good public speaker ('At '}'V<; ... a'YOP17TrlC:., four times in the 
Iliad, once in the Odyssey, AL'YEW<:. 11. 3,214) or a herald (the epithet 
A.c/yvc.pl9-o'Y'YO<:. 11. 2,50, 422; 9,10; 23,39; Od. 2,6). It may be noted that the 
speakers whose voice is so characterized are all men; it is, therefore, doubtful 
whether the notion of shrillness and a high-pitched voice was originally linked 
with the adjective in addition to the sense of clearness, loudness, which is 
certain .. 4 AL'YEW~ KL{}ap[~wv, as well as all the other examples of this word in 
the Hymns, belongs to the sphere of the phorminx and the Muses, where the 

1 Also in h. Ap.515; the second person singular in Apollo's speech hoHermo 455. 

2 1 The Muses deprive Thamyris of his "divine" or "wonderful" song. The song is there 
thought of as really being divine, a gift from the gods; Hermes' music is of course also 
divine, since he is divine himself, but this sense is hardly felt to be pregnant here. Elsewhere 
in the Iliad, tJ€a1f€awc; in connection with sounds simply means "loud" and refers mainly 
to human shouting (e.g. the formulas i]xfl iJcarrrat'n, {}t·anE at{.y o' OJ.lao CJ?); in the Odyssey, 
it is linked with supernatural, but not pleasant sounds in 11,43, 633 (the uncanny sounds 
of the dead), 24,48f. (the Nereids); it is perhaps used with aesthetic appreciation in 12,158 
as the epithet of the Sirens. 

3 Adjectives and adverbs based on At'ytk. AtfVpoc; occur in the Hymns in connection 
with the lyre h.Herm.478, XXI,3, the Muse XIV,1, XVII,1, the Muses' singing XIX,24, the 
Nymphs XIX, 19, the song of the swan (followed by a reference to the minstrel) XXI,l. 

4 In other Homeric contexts, the group At')'tk does not contain a positive aesthetic 
appreciation of the sound, but seems to refer mainly to the loud, piercing character of the 
sound - so in connection with crying and wailing (the formulas KAaiov o€ At"fl~c; with 
variations - always referring to men, except in Od.21,56 to Penelope - and A.(y i:Kwwc: 
invariably referring to women, as KWKVW. always does), with certain birds, which, whatever 
species they represent, are certainly not song-birds (11.19,350; 14,290), with the las~ 
(11.11 ,5 31) and with winds (the formulas At'YfWV a:VEJ.1WV A.au/J7]pa KEAEv{}a' Al')'tl\ 0 vpoc;. 
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word even in Homer had grown pale and become a vague term of approbation, 
saying in fact nothing particular about the quality of sound. 

After such references to the music of the lyre, the author passes to Hermes' 

song: with a sweet voice, he sang a prelude ft'TlPVEr' dJ.l{joA.aonv 426); then comes 
the enumeration of his themes 427-432, all of which he sang Kara KOOJ.lOV (433) 
- that, too, a term of praise found in Homer (Od. 7 ,489). 

The other descriptions of the performance upon the lyre occur in 47 6ff., 
where Hermes promises his lyre to Apollo and exhorts him to play, and in 
499ff., where Apollo tries the instrument. The latter passage repeats almost 
word for word the lines 5 3f., without further details as to the manner of the 
performance or the contents of the song. In the former passage, the playing is 
described mainly in 4 7 8f. e&p.oA1T€L /.lET a xep alv ex wv ALrV!.pWVOV ~ra{p fJV I I< aA.a 

J<al eo J<ara K.6apov ~rrLarapevoc;l'_- fJ/yopeVELV. e01J.OA1TEW is a new compound, 
but otherwise the characterizations are Homeric, of the common type relating to 
the general impression of aesthetic pleasantness or correctness; of AL'YV!.pwvoc;, see 
above p. 00. 

Thus, when describing the musical performance, the author of the Hymn is 
very conventional. The sound of the lyre is referred to with vague aesthetic 
characterizations already found in Homer or closely resembling the Homeric 
types of expression. Similar laudatory expressions describe the singing, and in 
fact, the singing is more in the foreground in the passages even though it is the 

lyre which is new, not the skilful song. Instead of dwelling in greater detail 

upon the music, the author goes on to enumerate the themes of the song, in a 
manner typical of epic descriptions of singing. 2 

3. As the lyre proves to _be the means of placating Apollo, it is natural that 
the poet dwells upon Apollo's reaction to the music. When Hermes starts 
demonstrating his skill to Apollo, the effect of the music upon him is 

1l'VOL'Q v1ro AL7VPfl, adverbs in 11.19,218; Od.4,567) - the winds are always brisk breezes or 
heavy gales mostly having a definitely negative effect, except in Od.4,5 6 7, where the 
refreshing breezes of the Zephyr in Elysium are described. 

The etymology of the word is not clear, see Frisk II 121f., Walde-Pokorny II 399, van 
Windekens, Glotta 35. (1956) 208ff.; as there definitely are instances where·. the word does 
not refer to a quality of sound, but to quickness and flexibility (e.g. Xenophon Cyn.4,1, 
Hesychius), 1 am not sure that we are to understand the Homeric usages of the lash and the 
wind as references to a sound. 

1 c7naTCiJ.u:voc:: is Barnes' conjecture of MSS. e7rtaTaJ1EVw<:: , a form apparently 
springing from a desire to help the metre (see AHS, who cite metrical parallels). 
Radermacher prefers Ludwig's certainly less probable suggestion €trtOTQ.IlEVrw, referring to 
the lyre. But Hermes is here referring to Apollo's talent, also emphasized in 480 Ei;Kn'M( 
and 489, as he prepares his arguments about the importance of good technical skill ( 482ff.). 

2 Cf. e.g. Il. 9,189, Od.8,266ff., 499ff., etc., Hes.Theog.43ff., 66f., 105ff. 
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described: 420ff. 1€A.aaa€ 8€ 4>oi{3o<; 'A 1ToA.A.wv I 'Yfl{)'r}aa<;, ~paTi? 8 € 8 dr <.pp€va<; 
J.f'\ .Cl' l ~ I _G_ I ,) ('. I '\ \ rt d I {} N .) I r 
tti\VV Wtt v€07TE0t1]\ EV01T1]\, Kat JltV 11\VK.V\ tfJEpO<; '[/PEt VJ14J aK.OVa~OVTa. 

The reaction of smiling at something delightful is expressed with a Homeric 
formula.l Laughing or smiling as a reaction to music is expressed in Hes. 
Theog. 40, where the house of Zeus "smiles" as the lily-like voice of the Muses 
permeates the air.2 The following words of our Hymn seem to show a more 
developed insight into and expression of the _effect of music upon human soul­
at least, such an impression is readily formed by translations of the passage into 
modern languages, cf. Evelyn-White "for the sweet throb of the marvellous 
music went to his heart, and a soft longing took hold on his soul as he 
listened", Humbert "les accents seduisants de cette voix divine allerent au fond. 
de son coeur' et le doux desir s'empara de son ~me, pendant qu'il ecoutait"' etc. 
A modern listener with. a preference for romantic music could well describe the 
effect of, say, a melody of Tchaikowsky as going straight to his heart and 
evoking a vague feeling of indefinable longing in his soul, but there is no 
indication in the Greek lines of any similar effects. The end of 421 is modelled 
upon the phrase 7T€pl <.pp€va<; f]A.v{}' l~ in 11. 10,139, where Nestor awakens 
Odysseus with his shout; it means simply that Odysseus heard his call, <.fJPEVE\ 

being in Homer the seat of perception and thought as well as of the emotions, cf. 
especially Od. 1,328 TOV 0' D1TEpwt6{}Ev <.fJPEOL avv{}ETO {)€a7TtV eun8~v I K.OVPfl 

'IKaploto. Thus, here, too, the phrase in all probability means that Apollo heard 
the sounds of the lyre, the main emphasis in this line being upon the pleasing 
quality of the sound, not upon its effect on Apollo. ('Yi\VKV\) YJ1Epo<: f]pEt (or 
atpEi) is also a Homeric formula, 3 the object of the longing (weeping, food, 
sexual satisfaction) being expressed in the genitive. Music is mentioned as the 
creator of the longing in Od. 23,144, where the singer taking his lyre arouses 
the longing for song and dance. Here, it may seem that Apollo is not longing to 
do anything but hear the music, but, in fact, his longing has a clear, concrete 
object: to get hold of this marvellous instrument and play it himself.. The 
author emphasizes his longing again in 434 TOV 8' €po<; ~v aT~{}Eaatv 

1 "(EAaaae 8€ +subject completing the line in 11.21,408 of Athene laughing at Ares' fall, 
Od.17,542 of Penelope at the well-omened sneeze of Telemachus; Il. 19,362 metaphorically 
of the earth glittering with bronze. 

2 Sellschopp, Stilistische Untersuchungen zu Hesiod, 1934, 83, interprets this as 
referring to the sound of laughter, meaning that the house of Zeus is echoing to the song, 
but this is improbable; cf. the smile of the personified Sky, Earth and Sea as a reaction to 
the wonderful smell of the narcissus h.Dem.13f., and of the personified Earth at Apollo's 
birth h.Ap.118. 

3 Il. 3,446; 11,89; 14,328; Od. 22,500. 
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tLJl~xavoc; 1 dlvvro {}uJ16v, directly introducing the speech of Apollo, where he 
hints at a bargain, saying that Hermes' music is worth fifty cows ( 437 ), talks 
of an easy chance of reconciliation ( 438) and promises gifts and glory to 
Hermes ( 458ff. ). Herrnes understands him immediately ("but since you are so 
set on playing the lyre ... '' 4 75) and is willing to comply with his wish. 

Apollo's following speech to Hermes largely re fleets the effect of the strange 
music upon him. He emphasizes his amazement and wonder. In Homer, such 
amazement is not expressed in connection with music, though frequently in 
connection with other works of art.2 The expressions used in the Hymn are -

except for {}€antv tLotlS~v 422, cf. Od. 8,498 - for the most part non-Homeric, 
although not very far from Homeric usages - {}aujlara ~Pia 440, 
{}avpaa[nv ... ve~i.parov 6aaav 443,3 8wpov drav6v 442,4 KAvra Jl~f>ea 
456.5 Apollo's wonder susceptibility to the charm of the music is summed 

up in the 11. 447ff.: r{c; r€xvn, r(c; povaa dpr]xav€wv peA.ef>wvwv, I r{c; rp[(3oc;; 

d ~ \ (f I I I I ) , ' ')I ' Os:-TPEKEW\ rap apa rpta rravra napEOTLV EVi.ppOOVV'rJV Kat epwra l<aL 77uVJ10V 

V1fVOV tf...{a{}aL. The first and last of the questions are apparently clear: "What is 
this skill? - What is this practice?" - referring to the new technique of playing 

and Hermes' practical skill in it. 6 povaa &Jlnxav€wv JlEAEo wvwv is rather 
problematic; it has aroused suspicion, firstly, because of the unusual pl.fem.gen. 

- which, however, can be explained as a Ionic form from clJ1rixavoc; or as the 
genitive of a nominative ending with -77\, otherwise not found of this 
adjective 7 - and secondly, with regard to the sense of the genitive with Jlovaa. 

It has been understood (if accepted at all) in the qualitative sense (Ilgen; Weiher 
translates "welche Meisterschaft voll miihsamer Sorgen") - but such a thought 
of the terrible pains at learning to play is quite out of place in Apollo's admiring 
speech. The most natural thought is provided if we take the genitive as objective 

1 iltliJxavoc:; in the sense "irresistible, overwhelming", found only in the Hymns and in 
Hesiod, see Scholz, LfrgE 632f. 

2 .~E.g. in the formula DaiJJ..La lotiaDaL frequently denoting astonishment at fine 
craftmanship - in the Iliad mainly of arms (5,725; 10,439 etc.), in the Odyssey also of 
other exquisite objects (purple yarn 6 5306, clothes 8,366 etc.). 

3 The adjectives formed on DavJla. &avjla~w do not occur in Homer; {)avJJaank h.Dem. 
10, {)avj.laroc:; also h.Herm.80, VII,34, {JavJ..Laa·wc:; only here. 

4 (ryav6c:; is used in Homer as a laudatory epithet of persons, not of things. 

5 Resembles the frequent Homeric formula l K.AVTa rcvxEa. 

6 rp$oc:; is apparently used for rptf]i}' see AHS, Frisk p. 931, although it has also 
been interpreted metaphorically as ,,path, way" (LS rp$oc:; I 2, Humbert, Evelyn-White); 
Radermacher suggests combining p.Ef...Eowvwv rptj3oc:;!> comparing Hesychius s.v. rpt{3ovre<: • 
A.cwvvrEc:;. The opposition between nixl!'17 and rpt,J31] as the theoretic and the practical, 

experimental skill of an art or craft is current at least in the fifth century writers. 

7 See Schuch, LfrgE 631, AHS. 
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(Franke, AHS), "a music to expel overwhelming cares" - a sentiment 

encountered frequently enough, 1 . which would no doubt be most appropriate 

here in Apollo's mouth, since the music in fact has just freed him of his 

cares. 2 J.1ovaa in the sense "song, music" is frequently used by the fifth 

century poets, and probably as early as in Od. 24,62, where the "clear muse'', 

referring to the wailing songs of the Muses and the Nereids, reduces the 

Achaeans to tears. The genitive is unparalleled, but perhaps not impossible in 

view of the use of ~1T4JOrl with the genitive. 3 
In the next verse ( 449), Apollo declares that one can draw from the music, 

according to one's wishes, mirth, love, and sweet sleep. These things, then, are 

created by music, or, at least, music greatly assists us in attaining them. In 

Homer, the effects of music are referred to only terms of the delight, the 

charm, or, alternatively, the sorrowful emotions created by it.4 The 

Hymn describes, in fact, the occasions for which Hermes' music seems to be 

exactly suited: festive occasions, free of care; erotic encounters;S the hour of 

going to sleep, requiring a soothing lullaby. Apollo in fact anticipates the 

counsels of Hermes in 480ff., where the latter tells him to bring the instrument 

confidently into feast, dance and revels (probably including nightly serenades), 

to be eO<.ppoaVVflV vvK r6~ TE Km r]paro~.. Only the soothing 1 ullaby is not 

mentioned here; but it is certainly not an unusual idea. Thus, when Apollo 

praises the effects of the new music, he sums them up as propagating the three 

main joys of life: banqueting (where one eats well), love, and sleep.6 

In the next verses (450ff.), Apollo confesses that the new music surpasses 

everything he has ever heard in the feasts of young men or even among the 

Muses, for all that they are experts in music: r'ffat xopo{ re p{'AovaL K al &'Y A.ao<; 

olJ.lO~ CwLoij~ I Kat J10A1T~ TE{)aA.vZa Kat LJ1ep6eL<; ~pOJlO~ avA.wv (45lf.). The 

1 Cf. e.g. Hes.Theog. 55, Soph.Ichn. 253 (Page, Lit.Pap.). 

2 Schuch in LfrgE 632 suggests that clJ.lr}Xavtiwv J.lEAEOwvwv is said "wohl vom 
Schicksal der Menschen, das neben dem seligen Leben der Gotter und dem Sein der Dinge 
Gegenstand gottlichen Gesanges ist". The life of men is mentioned as the theme in two of 
his references (Hes. Theog.SO, hoAPo289ffo), but Hermes, in this hymn, has not sung a 
word of the cares of mortal men, and there is, therefore, no logical reason why Apollo 
should mention such things. 

3 E.g. Aesch.Eum. 649. 

4 E.g. Il.9,185; Od.8,367f., 521ff.; 1,340ff.; 12,44. 

5 Cf. Il.3,55f., where lyre and love, locks and comeliness are all mentioned 
contemptuously together by Hector as tokens of the sensuous luxury preferred by Paris. 

6 Cf. e.g. the list of longed-for but unattainable joys compiled by the soldiers of Ajax 
in Soph.Ajax 1199ff. - they must lie without wreaths, wine-bowls, music, love, sleep, in 
the cold and wet. 
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qualifications are again not expressed in Homeric formulas, although they are 
not far removed from the way music is described in Homer. &'Y A.a6<; belongs in 
fact to the province of sight, "splendid, shining, bright" (LS), and is applied by 
Homer to different kinds of presents and prizes, and also frequently to gods and 
heroes, once metaphorically to EOxoc; ''shining fame".l , Here the metaphoric 
use has been extended still farther: "fame" is a kind of "prize", but here, purely 
aesthetic pleasure seems to be meant. For the use of oTJ.loc; for Homeric ofp.17 -
or perhaps VJ1Voc; Zwt8i7c; as in Od. 8,429 - see AHS. TEt9-aA.v7:a is also a new 
characterization for music, although t9-a'A..Epoc; is used of the human voice in 
Homer; 2 iJ.1ep6etc; is a Homeric characterization for song and instrumental 
music, although it is not used of the sound of flutes. 3 

The delight produced by music is, moreover, expressed in Hermes' 
exhortation to Apollo: sing and play and (476) d'YA.a·iac; tLA.e'YVve. lL'Y'Adl:11 in 
Homer is used of shining appearance, fame, position, luxury, in Ps.-Hes.Scut. of 
festive splendour;4 thus, it is more natural that here it means a splendid, 
delightful performance, 5 not specifically the delight felt by the player himself. 
In 5 06, the delight of both the player 6 and the audience is mentioned: the 

1 I I , J/ I z I gods return to Olymp TEP7TOJ1€VOL '{)OpJ.lryyt, xap'rl 8 apa J.11JTtera eve;. 
Thus, the author describes the delightful effects of music more thoroughly 

than we find anywhere in Homer, but this is naturally due to the importance of 
this .aspect in regard to his theme. The ideas themselves are by no means 
unusual; they are found in Homer and in the seventh to fifth century poets. The 
expressions are often non-Homeric, but not very far removed from the Homeric 
sphere of thought. 

4. The author makes his most original contribution to the description of 
instrumental music when, through Hermes, he gives ad vice as to the manner of 
playing the lyre 482ff. :7 g, TL<; llv aiJr~v I TEXV[l K al GOlfJLV 0 eoa1]jlevo<; 

l~epeelvv I lpt9-€'Y'YOJ1eVfl rra;vroia vo~ xap{evra 0 LO aaKEL I peia avVJ7f}e£vaLV 

af}vpOJlEVfJ paA.aKflatv, I Ep'Yaal'rlV l{J€V'YOVaa ovr]rraf}ov· I Se; o€ K€V aiJr~v I vfft:c; 
) ' ' - ). r '\ ,..., ) , I , ,1, '" )! , , ewv ro rrpwrov tTrt'JalfJe,\wc; epee LV[], f.la'+' avrwc; Kev tnetra J..l€71JOpa re 

1 See Mette, LfrgE 75ff. 

2 Il. 1 7,696; 23,397; Od. 17 ,518; 18,304. 

3 11. 18,570; Od. 1,421; 17,528; 18,304. 

4 See Mette, LfrgE 7 4f. 
5 Cf. the Homeric examples of Ct'YAOO €'p'Ya etc. in LfrgE CL'YAaO~ B I 1 b. 
6 Already expressed in 11.9,186, where Achilles delights himselfwith his lyre. 
7 Cf. Radermacher p. 157: "Jetzt spricht nicht mehr Hermes, jetzt spricht der Dichter 

selbst von einer ihm vertrauten Kunst under tut es mit warmer Empfindung." 
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{}pv)\[~oL. The good and the bad lyre-player are distinguished by their handling 

of the instrument; a bad player cannot produce good music, but Apollo is sure 

to play well. The playing is represented as a dialogue between the player and 

the personified lyre; how it will respond depends on the manner in which the 

request is made. AHS refer to an example of personification of the instrument 

in Plato, Lg. 656D. In Homer, the nearest thing to personification is in Od. 

17 ,270f. ~V OE 7€ \jJOPJlL'Y~ I f(TrVEL, Bv apa oaLTL {}eo'[ 7TOLT(aav ~Tal,PT(V' cf. 
h.Herm. 4 78 ALr(J\jJwvov tTaLpT(v. But in the early lyric, there are symptoms of 

parallel thinking, emerging at first in the invocation addressed, not to the Muses, 

but to the instrument, as in Sappho 118LP; the form of the verse is not clear, 

but the sense is given by Hermog. Id. 2,4 (p. 334 Rabe) CL"fE x€"-v 87a JlOL AE"fE 

\jJWV!uaaa 0 € "fLVEO, by Eust. 9,41 U"fE JlOL, ora X~ AV' \jJWVaEaaa 'Y~VOLo;l or in 
other expressions eliminating the part of the player and making the instrument 

speak for itself, as Theogn. 7 61 \jJDPJlL'Y~ o' c{{) t.p{}E"f"fOL{}, LEpov Jl{l\oc; r]o € Kat 

a0)\6c;. In our passage, it is mainly the verses 485486 with the words avvr]{}eta 

and ~pryaa{r] which have been interpreted in different ways. avv1]?JetaL is 

understood by Radermacher and AHS as "practice": 2 the lyre likes being 

played upon (pass.) "easily, gently" and"with tender practice" ,The author may 

mean predominantly the gentle "touch" of a player skilful enough to bring out 

the finest qualities of the instrument, but he does not say so in technical terms; 

I would rather understand avv?]{}eLa even more generally than ''practice", in the 

sense "habitual acquaintance, intimacy", as better suited to the general 

personified tone of the passage. 
The lyre abhors ''toilsome working" (i.e. handling): this phrase anticipates 

the figure of the unskilled player, introduced in the following clause. 

Radermacher understands Ep"faO[TJ as "Handwerkstatigkeit", which produces a 

hard and heavy touch, unsuitable to the handling of a musical instrument, and 

sees here a certain Hellenic disdain for rough work (p. 159). This is surely a 

far-fetched idea. Ep"faa[TJ is frequently used in the sense "practice" applied to all 

the arts, as is seen from the references offered by AHS. It seems to me that 

tpryaa{r] - "practice, working on the technical details" - as such, even without 

the epithet, is a notion less pleasing to the lyre than avv~?Jetat, intimacy with 

the player .3 

1 Later e.g. Bacch.fr.20B,lff., Pind.Nem.4,44, Ion of Chius (?) 6 D. 

2 For this sense, cf. especially Plat.Lg.65 6D. 

3 It is improbable that €p"(aOLfl would refer to the working of the lyre itself, and not 
to that of the player; there is no reason to depict the lyre as downright lazy, willing to 
shun work; on the other hand, everything in the passage of personification centres upon the 
problem of how the lyre should be treated and addressed. 
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The unskilled player flings his request at the lyre ern~rupe"'Aw<:, a word used 
by Homer in connection with anger, in the sense ''vehement, violent'': 1 here, 
the adverb refers to the opposite of the gentle treatment of 485. The 

consequence of such a rough request is that Jla\j; avrwc:: 1<. ev €1Tetra JlET~opa re 

{)pvA.{~oL. There is some doubt as to the subject of the clause. Taken separately, 
the subject seems to be the same as that of the relative clause, i.e. the player; 

the parallel · ro 1rpwrov I E1TELTa favours this. However, the whole concept 
of the playing as a dialogue consisting of requests and responses indicates that 
this line refers to the response of the lyre; after the second relative clause, 

parallel to 482, the hearer certainly expects a parallel change of subject, and so 
it is easily understood even if it is not mentioned. The request-response theme 

is sustained in the next line aol. o' al.Jrccy per6v Jart o ar7J1evat bTTL pevoLvij..c::. 

{)puf...[~w 2 is not found elsewhere; it is interpreted as a musical term, ''make a 

false note" (LS), '~einen Misston auf der Kithara hervorbringen" (Frisk p. 687)0 

Certainly, a faulty musical performance is meant here, but the word is, in my 

opinion, used metaphorically, as is the rest of the context, with the same 
meaning here - as it probably usually has - as {)pv"'A€w "make a confused 
noise, chatter, babble" (LS), ''schwatzen, viel Gerede machen" (Frisk p. 687). 3 
The passage of Dionysius of Halicamassus, where he uses {)pvAL"ff.UJ<: of a false 

note played by a flutist, points in the same direction: De comp. verb. 55-56 
(Usener-Radermacher p. 39) OOJllfJOV EJ11TVevaa<: ~ Jl~ 1TLEaa<: ro ar6pa {)pvA..L"fJlOV 
~\ ' "\ I ) ,, )/"\ H ) I"\ • h f 77 TflV I<.Ut\OVJlEVflV EKJ1Et\ELQV flVI\flOE. . ere, EI<.Jl€1\ELa IS t e proper term Or a 
false note apparently produced in this case by false "Ansatz"; {)pvAL"fJ16<:, 

"babble", is a descriptive word used for the sound,and not necessarily (although, 
as far as we know, it does not occur elsewhere) an "apparently rare word"4 
nor a technical term needing elucidation. 

It is also very unlikely that per~opa would, for once, be used here in a 
precise musical sense - AHS suggest "high, i.e. off the note, perhaps Sharp", 

although they remark that the word is not applied elsewhere to musical notes.S 

1 Il.9,516, 5 25; Od.6,330. 
2 MSS. {)pva!v·; may be it should be corrected to {)pvA.A.-, see AHS, Radermacher. 
3 tJpvA.oc; means a kind of murmur. Fritz p. 687 compares {)pvX€w with the many 

verbs expressing sound which end with -Ew, eg. K.OJ.17rEW, KE"Aa8ew, {3oJ.1pEw, 8ovrriw, polj38ew 

4 Radermacher p. 159. 

5 The basic meaning of J1En!wpoc: "raised off the ground, in mid-air" has probably 
induced AHS to interpret it as "high, above the normal pitch" in the musical sense; but it 
should be noted that while our expressions for differences in musical pitch are imbued with 
the metaphorical use of "high" and "low", it is quite another matter in ancient Greek - if 
the relations of pitch were ever expressed in images of different points on a vertical line 
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It is in accord with the general personification of the lyre that it is said to 

"babble idly'' - J.1Er~opoc: in a metaphorical sense "wavering, inconstant, 

thoughtless", see LS J1Erflopoc; II, cf. also the usages of J.1Erlwpoc; III 1 . If the 
subject of the clause is the player, the adverb could also refer to a bad, 
pompous style of performance. 

As a comparison, we may finally glance briefly at the expressions used in 

Sophocles' Ichneutae, where the situation is very nearly the same - the satyrs 

hear the music of the lyre for the first time, and Cyllene explains to them what 

it is. At first, the satyrs comment upon the unknown t/;6\{Joc; which frightens 
them with its strangeness (110f., 151 Page). Then, when placating Cyllene, they 
ask her in polite Homeric terms about the origin of the divine sound ( {)ea1nv 

avoa[v 196) which holds them in amazement, and then, less politely, what is 70 
r.p{)€rJ.la ... rov{)' lJrrEp \{JWVEL and who is "scraping" it ( TL\ rror' avrQ 

·owxapaaaErm 207). Cyllene then explains what this sound is which rings out 

from the invisible instrument (llr.pav€Lo' 8 rrEu{}v VJ]{}E'YJ.la J.117xavf} ~PEfl[ov 231): 
Hermes has invented this f}oovflc; I €J1J.1€0TOV a[ 'Y'YCX and plays (oovEi) it (235). 
The satyrs are amazed at how a dead animal can produce such a loud sound; 
Cyllene describes the tortoise and explains that the varied sounds are caused by 

its shell - VJWvE7 flEV dt.6]A.o[v VJ]op{vfl aV'}''}'Ovoc; rwv barpaKwv (250). Then 
Cyllene tells ofHermes' delight in his playing: Kal rovro A.vrrfl\ gar' ilKEarpov Kat 

\11 I I I I I i'' ) '\ I I [ - '" ] I 1Tapa"f/VKTflpLOV KELV<.tJ J.lOVOV, XULPEL u a1\VWV KaL TL 7Tp00\{JWV WV J.lEt\0\ 

~VJ.l\{)WVOV 0 J ~a{pEL rap alJrov aloA.LaJ.la rijc; A.vpac; (25 3ff. ). Finally' the satyrs 
describe the music of the lyre: 257ff. o(p{)o)l/;ciA.aKTO\ TLc; OJ.l\{JU KaTOLXVEL rorrov, 

I ' /i' ' ~\ i' ' ' , , )I I ' ~ .<l 'r 1Tp€TrTa\u UVruLa TOVOV \{JUOJ.lUT E"f XWP ETraVv€J.lL~ EL. 
One may note how Sophocles always keeps the sound of the instrument in 

the foreground; Hermes' singing is secondary - he likes singing to it (255), no 

more. We hear that the music is, apart from being strange and (on one occasion} 

to please Cyllene) divinely beautiful, also loud 2 and full of changes ( awA.oc;, 

aldA.taJJa ); the expressions used by the chorus in the passage cited last ("voice 

that goes forth over the land", "fantasies that the strings make to flit arolllld us 

everywhere", in Page's translation) are remarkably original in comparison with 

(here I am not able to go into the problem posed by different expressions used for pitch 
in Greek), the expressions most commonly used by musical writers for high and low 
pitch, o~vc; and {3apvc;, are in any case metaphors from quite other areas of thought. 

1 Plato several times combines the notions of J..lETEWpOAO)'La and aooA.eaxLa ' cf. 
Crat.401C, Phdr.270A, Plt.299B; in the last-mentioned passage they are used in a 
completely negative sense. 

2 Implied in verbs like {3pEJ.1EL. 8ovEL and in the usage rouivoe ... "'(apvv ( 237 ), 
t.piJE"'(J.La TOWVTov ( 2 39). 
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those used in the Hymn to Hermes. Even allowing for the great differences of 
style adopted with different genre and metre, I fmd that Sophocles' way of 
describing the strange music as a whole is much more modern than that of the 
author of the Hymn, in that he is capable of describing music as music, using 
expressions free from the fetters of tradition, creating new images to describe 
the per~ption and effect of music, inserting into his description suggestions of 
the melodic movements of the music. 

The author of the Hymn to Hermes, in accordance with his theme, dedicates, 
it is true, much more attention to the description of music and its effects than 
we fmd anywhere in Homer, even in the Odyssey, which is far richer in 
references to musical matters and their aesthetic value than the Iliad. On the 
other hand, especially when he should be describing the instrumental music, the 
author resorts to the traditional epic means of describing music and, in fact, 
song, not instrumental music. His expressions are largely non-Homeric, but such 
that the Homeric vocabulary and phraseology is often used in modified form 
and sense, or the expressions chosen, though consisting of different words, do 
not differ much from the Homeric sphere of thought. If we think of the date of 
the Hymn, this aspect, then, does not afford any good reason for placing it very 
late, namely the end of the fifth or even the fourth century. Neither can we, of 
course, defend an earlier dating, e.g. seventh century, on these grounds alone; 
the epic flavour of the descriptions of music may be due to a large extent to 
the epic form and metre of the Hymn. On the whole, however, the general 
tenor·· of the references to music seems to be well in accord with the sixth or 
early fifth century writers. 




