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NOTES ON THE NAME OF HOMER 
AND THE HOMERIC QUESTION 

Holger Thesleff 

The Homeric question has a distinctly onomasuc aspect which is often 
forgotten today. 

After the battles of the analysts and the unitarians had ebbed during 
the first decades of this century into skirmishing between neo-analysts and 
neo-unitarians, a somewhat fragile consensus came to prevail among Ho
meric scholars as to the name and identity of Homer. It is believed that 
oo~YlQO; was the name of a prominent singer of heroic epics about whom 
practically nothing is known (pace Wilamowitz), but to whose original 
genius we owe the Iliad (or at least a 'Wrath-poem' of some kind) and, 
perhaps more indirectly, the Odyssey. In spite of the innumerable varieties 
of this view, most specialists would now agree with what was also 
believed in antiquity: Homer was a real historical person, and he was a 
poet; he was not "a mere personification of the genius of epic poetry, or 
the mythical eponymous ancestor of the Homeridae", nor was he just 
a reciter of traditional epics, nor indeed a Lonnrothian redactor. 1 The 
notoriously impersonal Homeric anonymity is considered a matter of style 
and tradition; contrast Hesiod who speaks in person, and the elegists~ 

iambographers and lyric poets. But Homer was an innovator. This is the 
matn reason why his name was preserved, contrary to the practice of 

1 E. R. Dodds in Fifty Years, ed. M. Platnauer, 1954, 2. For more evidence 
about this consensus, see e g. A. Lesky, RE Suppl. XI, 1967, 687ff., and A. 
Heubeck, Die homerische Frage, Ertrage der Forschung 27, 1974, esp. 213ff. 
It is remarkable how reluctant many (and not only Continental) scholars have 
been to accept the theories of oral composition; see G. S. Kirk, Homer and 
the oral tradition, 1976, and Homer, tradition and invention, ed. B. C. Fenik, 
Cincinn.Class.St. 2, 1978. 
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oral epics all over the world which tends to forget the names of the 
actual poets, although the names of good reciters are often remembered. 2 

Thus his case is not directly comparable to, say, Phemius or D~emodocus, 
or Arctinus, Lesches and Creophy lus and a few other early singers, mythical 
or real, whose names we incidentally happen to know. 

From time to time scholars have found difficulties in accepting this 
view.. The chief queries are: the obvious lack of agreement in antiquity 
about the biographical facts concerning Homer, and the accretion of 
fictitious legends around him; the likewise ancient tendency to attribute 
to Homer obviously different heroic epics; and the explanation of the 
name itself which seems to have been a stumbling block already in the 
4th century B.C. It is the last-mentioned problem that will principally 
concern us here. 

One of the theories current in the 19th century was supposed to 
solve all these difficulties at a single stroke. The core of it consisted in 
the assumption that e' O~'Y}QO~ was not originally a proper name at all 
but a generic appellative meaning something like "corn poser (of epic 
poems)". The o~'Y}QOL were poets who 'put together' the large epics. As 
has been often stated since, and as will be seen below, this theory is not 
acceptable as such. It is an interesting theory, however. Its protagonist, F. G. 
Welcker, was an example of a Hegelian Romantic who managed to believe 
at the same time in a collective national 'Geist' manifesting itself in poetry, 
and in the contribution of individual genius. He was also a formidably 
learned man, and he supported his theory with a copious set of arguments. 
They were all swept aside with more force than fairness by a younger 
generation of scholars, beginning with Theodor Bergk and the young Wila
mowitz, who tried to prove the existence of an individual Homer. 3 But 

2 Cf. C. M. Bowra in A Companion to Homer, ed. Wace & Stubbings, 1962, 41. 
3 See Welcker's Der epische Cyclus oder die Homerischen Dichter, Bd. I, Rhein. 

Mus.Suppl. 1, 1835, esp. 122-198; for his dislike of "der Wolf" [F. A. Wolf} 
and his appreciation of the different, but individual, achievements of the poets 
of the Iliad and the Odyssey, see p. 127. One of his arguments (which has 
some roots in the opinions of ancient grammarians and which will be discussed 
below) was the linguistic derivation of ~'O~lllQO; from o~oi} and UQO.QL()XElV. 

The theory of 'Homer' as a generic denomination was later in the 19th century 
elaborated by several others, notably A. Holtzmann (Z . .f.vergl.Sprachf. 2, 1852, 
483-491) who following the fashion of the time adduced Sanskrit parallels, 
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seen tn a modern perspective Welcker's arguments are not merely (what 
Paul Shorey once called) 'part of the history of the aberrations of the 
human mind'; they are rather (what Hegelians would have called) part 
of the dialectics of history. I would emphasize the fact that some of them 
are still worth re-reading today. 

In any case, it is the generation of scholars contemporary with and 
following Wilamowitz (e.g. Eduard Meyer, and Allen, Jebb, Bury, Murray 
and Mazon) whose opinions still form the backbone of today's reference 
works. Their and their followers' interpretation of the evidence - clear
cut, data-based, optimistic and sometimes over-positivistic as it was -
had from the outset reacted against the Romantic view of the nature 
of Homeric poetry, as indeed the Romantic view, generally speaking, 
had reacted against the often over-naive belief of the 18th century in the 
individual personality of one Homer (and of one Ossian, of course). With 
the neo-unitarian fashion of the 1920s and 30s, that continued up to the 
1950s and even later, the tendency to individualize Homer became even 
more manifest, especially among those who tended to minimize the 
importance of the discoveries of Parry and Lord. I have the impression 
that a reaction is again likely to come.. Disregarding for a moment the 
question of Homer's name, a sifting and weighing of the various other 
pros and cons for the view of the generic Homer v~rsus the individual 
one, suggests to me that the solution to a considerable extent depends on the 
general attitude of the critic. The changes in the attitudes to Greek epic 
poetry that necessarily follow from the more recent theories and studies 

and G. ·Curtius who in a Kiel Programm of 1855, De nomine Homeri, discussed 
under the same aspect the whole group of words that are apparently cognate 
with O!J-'Y\QO~; see below. This method of making Homer an 'abstraction', this 
"inverted metaphysic which must hail from the land of Hegel ... commended 
itself to the Anglo-German mind of Grote" and other British scholars too, 
wrote the venomous Th. W. Allen who bitterly opposed such views (Cl.Q. 1, 
1907, 142f.). For further references to this line of explanation, see Raddatz, 
RE VIII, 1913, 2199f. The pages on Homer in Th. Bergk's Griechische Litera
turgeschichte, Bd. I, 1872, esp. 440-447, 930f., are sometimes taken to be 
the first typical symptoms of a reaction; Wilamowitz' emphatic statements in 
his early Homerische Untersuchungen, Philol.Unters. 1, 1884, 378, repeated 
and elaborated notably in Die Ilias und Homer, 1916, 356££., have been even 
more influential. 
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of oral compos1t1on, and also from modern notions of group work and 
collective achievement, might be expected to turn the scales again. There 
have been only few signs of this so far. 4 But some reflections of such 
new attitudes can be seen in the discussion of e' O~Y)QO~ as a proper name. 

An old make-shift, which is also part of the majority's consensus today, 
is to abstain from all abstruse etymologizing and to explain 'Homer' 
as a real proper name that may have originally had one of the meanings 
attested or supposed for the noun o~Y)QO~ - 'Hostage', 'Bail', 'Attendant' 
or even 'Blind' - but with the implication that this meaning was not 
manifestly felt in the name, and "sans cautionner les h~gendes rattachees 
a ce nom". 5 

By far the most obvious meaning of the noun is "hostage". Here, however, 

we instantly meet with serious difficulties. Certainly o~Y)QO~ meaning 
"hostage" had predominantly negative connotations in Greek, much more 
so than e.g. "security", "surety" or "pledge" would have in English (not 
to speak of "tokens of love" or the like): a Mr. Pledge would perhaps 
provoke a smile at times, but he would be accepted. Hostages are different. 
The taking of hostages is normally connected with violence and insecurity 
- the situation of a Polybius would hardly have applied to the conditions 
of archaic ~Greek (as it would certainly not apply to late 20th century 
terrorism). This fact has not been sufficiently_ appreciated by those who 
manipulate notions such a "Bi.irge", "bail" or "surety" into the noun o~Y)Qo~: 

4 Among such signs, note Minna Skafte ] ensen, The Homeric question and the 
oral-formulaic theory, Opuscula Graecolatina, Suppl.Mus.Tusc. 20, 1980, an 
original but eccentric attempt to revive the theory of a Pisistratidean redaction, 
which again pushes 'Homer' very far back in time and gives him an air of 
collective anonymity. Jensen (who is certainly too harshly treated by P. V. 
]ones in Cl.R. 31, 1981, 284£.) does not, however, discuss the name or identity 
of her 'Homer'. One of her precursors was E. Bickel (see below, n. 38) who 
dated his 'Homaros' about 1000 B.~C. ~Cf. also R. Bohme, Peisistratos und se in 
homerischer Dichter, 1983. On the other hand it is customary now to place 
'Homer' towards the end of the oral tradition, as e.g. Kirk does (see above, 
n. 1). 

5 Chantraine, Dict.etym., 1980, s.v. OJ.tY)QO~. Frisk, Gr.etym.Wb. s.v., even more 
cautiously avoids taking a position, though he prefers not to side with Birt, see 

below. 
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in the extant texts such a neutral meaning is not found. 6 As a proper 
name, 'Hostage' would have had a remarkably sinister undertone. 

Pejorative names, to be sure, are not uncommon in Greece. In most 
cases such names are probably humorously hypocoristic in origin, when 
referring for instance to slight physical defects or oddities. 7 O·minously 
sinister names are very much contrary to Greek practice, and to what might 
be expected. As a matter of fact, the rather obviously fictitious stories 
current in antiquity about how Homer - formerly Melesigenes 8 - came 
to be called 'Hostage' or 'Blind', 9 reflect a feeling that it was far from 

natural for anybody to have, or to be given, such a name. 
The same uneasiness, not to say bewilderment, lies behind much of 

what has been written since the 18th century about the meaning and 
implications of the name of Homer. Some references were given above. 
The most interesting of the more recent contributions are the following: 
- The veteran scholar Theodor Birt, in an article written shortly before 
his death (Philologus 87, 1932, 376----382), resumed and supported with 
new arguments the old assumption that the adjective o~llQO~ has been 
current in the sense of "blind" (cf. below ( 3)), and that Homer came to 
be called 'The Blind One' because he was the most famous blind poet 
knownw Birt's argumentation was respectfully accepted by the linguist 
Paul Kretschmer (Glotta 22, 1934, 264), but it has not~ met with much 
approval since then. - 0. Szemerenyi (Glotta 33, 1954, 263-266; the 

6 In my view LSJ misleadingly stress the neutral aspect by giving the meanings 
"pledge, surety" l:::efore "hostage", though 'etymologically' they may be right. 
The situation of a volunteering hostage (such as is implied in some of the 
stories about Homer, cf. below under (2) and ( 4)) cannot, in archaic Greece, 
have been very much different from that of hostages taken by force; cf. e.g. 
Hdt. 1,64,1; 6,99; 7,165; 9,90. Occasional metaphorical uses such as Plat.Tht. 
202e are irrelevant here. 

7 Such as ~i~-tmv, IIA.6:rmv, Mc{h)cr-ra;, Alcrxeimv; note KaA.A.cucrxeo; (the father 
of Critias). AtcrxuA.o; and Alcrx,iv11; probably have more to do with alcrx,vv11 
than with aicrx,o;. Cf. Bechtel, Die hist. Personennamen des Griechischen, 
1917, 477ff.; Hug, RE IliA, 1929, 1821ff. (I owe the latter reference to 
Heikki Solin). 

8 Of course from the verb !lEAELV, though 'etymologized' as meaning "Son of the 
river Meles (near Smyrna)", Ps.-Hdt. V.Hom. 3,30 Allen. 

9 See the references in Raddatz (above, n. 3) and Jacoby, Bermes 68, 1933, esp. 
p. 13f. 
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reference is sometimes wrongly quoted) tried to derive the noun O~Y}QOs, 
not in the usual manner from -ar- (as in UQUQ (axw), but from -er- (as in 
EQXO~at), which would produce an original sense of "going together" 
(whence "hostage"), "follower", "companion". This would (although Sze
merenyi does not make the inference himself) give some support to the 
old theory 1 0 that Homer's name meant 'Companion' or 'Attendant', and 
would free us from relying on the legends. - M. Durante, in an extensive 
article in 195 7, 11 adducing also Sanskrit parallels, argued that c' 0 ~aQOs 
referred to a 'Singer of a nav~yuQ t~' (cf. also Zcu~ c 0 ~aQ to~, below ( 6), 
and the poet Thamyris, a remote parallel to Orpheus, in whose name some 
scholars have, not very convincingly, found the adverb {}a~a; cf. Hsch. s.v.). 
He also produced some evidence for the assumption that the term CO~Y}QLDY}c; 
was not originally thought of as a patronymic. - L. G. Pocock, in 1967,12 

on somewhat similar grounds but rather more in passing (and in fact 
varying and old theory of Fick), suggested that Homer's name was 
derived from a non-attested word *o~Y}Qta meaning "meeting". - G. 
Bonfante, in 1968 (La Parola del Passato 23, 360f.), was inclined to 
discard altogether all previous explanations. Considering the (late!) occur

ences of the name c' 0~11Qoc; C' O~agoc;) in Northern Greece (cf. below 
( 1)), he suggested a non-Greek 'Pelasgian' origin for it. - Finally L. D~eroy, 
in 1972 (L'Antiquite Classique 41, 427-_ 439), following Durante and 
others in insisting on the name being generic, argued in detail for an 
earlier sense of o~ Y}QOc; being "rem pla<_;ant", "porteparole", "avocat" or 
"avoue"; thus any "recitateur de poemes epiques" (who was not considered 

the author of the poem!) could be called o~11Qoc;. He also adduced M ye. 
u-me-ta and argued that o~Y}Qoc; contains an original -e-: so the correct 
etymology would be 'copulative' o-+ *mer as in ~11g6c; (cf. Lat. membrum), 
and the original meaning would, consequently, be "qui fait partie d'un 
meme ensemble organise", "qui est membre d'un meme corps". 

10 Refuted by Wilamowitz, Hom.Unters. 3 78, cf. die Ilias und Homer 366. But 
the theory is not so impossible after all, as will be argued below. 

11 Il nome di Omero, Atti della Accad.Naz. dei Lincei, anno 354, Ser. VIII, Rendi
conti, Cl. di Sc.mor., stor. e filol., vol. 12, 195 7, 94-111. 

12 In connection with various notes on the Odyssey, in Studi Micenei ed Eg.-Anat. 4 
(== Incunabula Gr. 23), 92-104. 
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In order to make yet another, and a slightly more critical, approach 
to what we may and may not infer about c'O~llQO~ as a proper name, it will 
be necessary to review once more the linguistic evidence.13 The facts are 
briefly as follows: 

(1) c'O~llQO~ as the proper name of 'Homer' considered as an individual 
can possibly be traced back to the mid-7th century B.C., if the reference 

in Pausanias 9,9,5 holds good: TU o£ EJtfl ta1h~cl [the 811Bat~J l{aAALVO~ 
[KaA.at:vo; Mss.]' &cptXO~EVO~ autwv £; ~v{l~llV, ECpY)CJEV Cf O~'flQOV tOV 
JtOt~aavta Etvav KaA.A.tvcp o£ JtOAAOL TE X(XL a~tOL A.6you xata tauta 
£yvwaav. The curious Ps.-Hesiodean fragment 3 57 West will be discussed 
below. Theagenes (Vors.I6 p. 51£.) is said to have allegorized Homer's gods 
in the late 6th century. The mentions of Homer in Xenophanes fr. 10 
and 11 D·K and Simonides fr. 59 Page bring us up to about 500 B.C. 
Of the derivatives connected with the name, only c' O~Y]QLOll~ will concern 
us here; it is found for the first time in Pindar (Nem. 2,1) and Hellanicus 

(fr. 20 Jacoby). The rest co~~QELO~, CO~t11QLXO~, co~llQLOt~~' etc.) offer 
nothing of interest in this connection. Some ten cases are known of 
persons other than Homer carrying the name c'O~llQO~ (West Greek or 
Pseudo-Doric CfO~ago~); 14 since most of these cases are late and none 
is earlier than the classical age, these persons were almost certainly named 
after the famous poet, the 'teacher of Hellas'.15 

(2) o~llQO~, as a noun, occurs with the well-attested meaning of 
"hostage" since the middle of the 5th century B.C .. (first in IG 12 39.47 
and Herodotus; in Lysias etc. also n.pl. o~llQa). Corresponding derivatives 

are O~llQEUELV (later o~~QE'U~a; also O~llQEL' £yyuataL, axoAo'UttEt: Hsch.) 
and O~llQELa. Cf. a~YlQOV 0!-lY)QOL Hsch., E.M. 

( 3) O~'flQO~ is in some of the traditions about the life of Homer said 
to have been a Cumaean (i.e. 'Aeolic'?) word for "blind": see Ps.-Hdt. 

13 It was first collected by G. Curtius (see above, n. 3); cf. now LSJ (with Suppl.), 
Frisk and Chantraine. 

14 The list given by Allen, Cl.Q. 1, 1907, 142, seems still to be approximately 
complete; add Collitz, Samml. IV p. 1033 C'O~aQo~, Crete, 3rd c.B.C.), SEG 
II 547.9, XII 120.140. 

15 On this point I am inclined to side with Wilamowitz against e.g. Allen (above, 
n. 3), Mazon (Introd. a l'Iliade, 1942, 262f.) or Bonfante. Perhaps the same 
applies to the proper name Homerios (Styra, 5th c. B.C.) which Bechtel, Die 
hist. Personennamen 5 32, wants to derive from the epithet of Zeus Homarios. 
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V.Hom. 13 (164 Allen); cf. o~EQQO~ [sic Latte]· -rvcpA6~ Hsch., and Ps.
Plut. V.Hom. 2 (21 Allen, from Ephorus [fr.1 Jacoby]) referring to 
6~Y}QEUELV in the sense of "guiding the blind" which is also said to be 
Ionic. Cf. ( 4) and ( 5). 

( 4) The verb 6~Y}QEW occurs twice in early epic poetry: in Od. 16,468 
it is commonly understood as meaning "to meet" (e.g. LS J), and in 
Hes. Theog. 39 the sense "to agree" is regarded as more suitable; but see 
below. In the 4th century B.C. this verb was said to have been used 

naQa TOt~ &Qzatot~ in the sense of ·axoAov{}c:'i:v and to explain O~Y}QO~ 

meaning "hostage" (Theopompus fr. 300 Jacoby, in Suid. and Harpocr., 
and Aristotle fr. 76 Rose, in Ps.-Plut. V.Hom. 3,39ff. Alien; cf. also 

6~Y}QEiJaav -ro av~BoA.c:iJaat, ov~cpwvc:'i:v Hsch.). Cf. o~Y}QEUW (2),. (3) and (5). 

( 5) 6~ ~QY)~, 6~ Y}QEUW, 6~aQE~, o~ Y}QET11~, 6~ 11Q11T~Q and 6~ ~QY}Ot~ 
occur occasionally in late sources in various senses apparently to be derived 

from 6~o- and the root of UQUQLOxw: 6~~Q11~ "mixed" Nicander Alexiph. 
70 (cf. 261); 6~11QEUW "to share in" Oppianus H. 1,421 (cf. ( 4)); and 

Hesychius gives the glosses 6~aQ£~· o~oiJ, av~cpwvw~; o~t11QETaL~ (o~Y}QL

Tat~ Phot.)· 6~ot!J~cpoL~, 6~oyvw~oatv; 6~11Q11'tllQE~ 16 · ax6Aov{}ot, 01JV~yo
QOL; and 6~0UQ110L~ ("neighbourhood"?) said to be Attic for 6~~QY}OL~ 

(not found elsewhere). 

( 6) eo~aQLO~ (presumably -a-; also written :J A~UQLO~) is attested as 
an epithet of Zeus in various West Greek cities. It is usually interpreted 
as the 'God of Confederations' (cf. Pape-Benseler s.vv. eo~aQLO~, eo~a

YVQLO~, and Bolte, RE VIII, 1913, 2143f.) and understood as containing 
the root of UQUQLOXUJ. But eo~Y}QEWV as the name of a month in Ios 
probably refers to the tradition of Homer's death on that island (Ps.-Hdt. 
V.Hom. 34ff., etc.), or possibly, more generally, to rhapsodic contests. 

(7) 6~aQTEW and 6~UQTTI (once o~aQT~511v), also written &~-, 
are common in poetry in the sense of "to act together", "to accompany", 
and "at the same time". Here again a derivation from the root of 

UQUQLOXW seems probable. 
Considering this evidence it is reasonable to make three points at the 

outset. 

16 This is the reading accepted by Latte. The form O!l Y](Ytf}QE£ g1ven by LSJ 
and adopted by Deroy among others, seems to be a modern corruption. 
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First, there is hardly sufficient ground for distrusting altogether the 

connections between the name and the other uses of the word o~ Y)QO~ 
and its cognates (as Bonfante did). Surely a non-Greek origin for the 

name remains a remote possibility (cf. e.g. ITavliaacn~). But the rather 
wide register of uses attested for the noun and its cognates in early Greek 

(as will be further demonstrated below) makes it probable that the 
origin of the name is Greek. 

Second, the evidence for o~Y)QO~ actually meaning "blind" (3) is very 
scanty, and B·irt's additional arguments are not at all convincing.1 7 The 

explanation of this meaning rests chiefly on the (rather artificial) etymological 

argument that a blind person is 'accompanied or guided by somebody 

else' with whom he is 'fitted together' (o~o- and -ag- in a passive sense), 

and upon the (rather circular) inference from the legends about Homer 

being blind. The legends are not consistent even on this point (cf. for 

instance P·s.-Plut. V.Hom. 4,63 Alien); and it has been rightly doubted 

whether there are any features in the Homeric poems and the Homeric 

manner of description which might indicate that the poet ( qua innovatory 

poet) was blind. On the contrary, a close examination of the evidence 

may suggest that he was not. Blindness, however, is a traditional, often 

legendary characteristic of god-chosen bards; witness, in Greek legends, 

Thamyris, D·emodocus, Stesichorus, and the notoriously anonyme 'blind 

man from Chios' who appears to be proud of his stigma.18 Considering 

all this, the assumption that Melesigenes the poet was called 'The Blind 

One' does not seem as natural than assuming, vice versa, with Frisk and 

others that the name of Homer, once he had become famous and the 

legends had begun to imply his blindness, was occasionally used 19 as a 

word for 'blind'. Cf. for instance ~IALU~ xaxwv D·emosth. 19,148, OUtCD~ 

Ei Kg6vos Plat. Euthd. 287b, and Lucian's ITgo~'YlitEus EL 
Third, the chiefly semantically founded doubts of some scholars regarding 

the derivation of o~Y)QOs and its cognates from the root of &gagtaxw 

are not really warranted. This root had a wide range of application in 

17 For a detailed refutation, see F. Jacoby, Hermes 68, 1933, 13f. 
18 For the supposed identification of this poet with Homer, see below, n. 31. 
19 First in Kyme? cf. the references under ( 3). Hesychius' o~-tEQQO~ is problematic; 

does it come from a Lesbian poem, or a graffito? 
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early Greek. 2 o Though no other instances are found of derivatives of 
ae- terminating in -Y}QO~, in my view there seem to be no formal difficulties 
about o~ -Y}QO~ thus explained; the compound is of the same type as 
~ET~OQO~ (from -aEQ-), O'tQUTY}y6~ (from -ay-). 21 The alternative solu
tions offered by Szemerenyi and D:eroy (see above) are too complicated 
and too narrowly based to be convincing, and they lead to a series of 
additional complications. To D~eroy's explanation in particular it could be 
objected (apart from Myc. u-me-ta 2 2 and other problematic points) that 
o- can hardly be regarded as a variant of 'copulative' a-. 2 3 

We may, then, focus our attention upon o~Y}QO~ taken as a derivative of 

o~(o)- and ae-· 
Though we have almost dispensed with the notion "blind" (explained 

as 'accompanied by another person', with &g- in a passive sense), we are 
still left with the well-attested and well-defined meaning "hostage" (2). 
This is usually explained as 'follower', i.e. 'one who is forced to accompany' 
or the like. 2 4 Some support for this etymology may seem to be found 
in the use of some of the formally cognate words listed under ( 4), (5) 
and (7). Yet it is open to serious objections. Apart from the difficulties 
involved with o~o- (see below), this explanation would simply identify 
hostages with all kinds of captives and prisoners of war. It should be 
made clear, however, that what is characteristic of a hostage, is his or 

20 See e.g. Lex.d.friihgr.Epos s.v., and words such as xaA.x~eYI~' £tn1e11~' xa;-t{)eYI~' 

a ea. 
21 The closest parallel is probably the Pythagorean term O!J.-axoot which is likely 

to be early though it is not found before Iamblichus; cf. xaT'i)xoo~ Hdt., 
noA.vilxoo~ P'lat. But £eb1eo£ (cf. below) comes from ~ea (B) where there is 
a digamma; cf. £nt11eo~ and perhaps nol,:tnleos (usually derived from *£ea. 
"earth"); nae11eo; is probably a variant of nae~oeo~. The suffix of nov11e6~, 
AlJJtlle6~ etc. is probably irrelevant. 

22 Deroy 43 3 wrongly accepts the reading O!J. YleTflec~ in Hsch. (see above, n. 16) 
which makes a connection with u-me-ta look somewhat possible. 

23 C. ]. Ruijgh, Mnemosyne 14, 1961, 201, rather convincingly argued that 
(psilotic!) 'Aeolic' o- was generalized from O!J.- (as in o~t-ULX~to~) analogously 
with privative &v- : &-. 

24 E.g. Frisk and Chantraine; cf. Birt 3 77, referring to an Ethiopian custom. But 
(contrary to what Frisk states) Curtius was in fact inclined to see an active 
sense in O!J.Yieo~, 'one who fits the conflicting parties together into concord' 
(following .Eustathius in Il. p. 4,3 3). 
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her being used as a 'pledge', representing more or less symbolically the 
dependence of one party upon another party in potential or actual negotia
tions: in this respect D·eroy was after all on the right track when connecting 
the meaning 'otage' with the meaning 'rempla~ant'. The idea of dependence 
and potential transaction is rather clearly present in Lat. ob-ses, 'one who 
is sitting opposite (his own party, i.e. on the winning side, so as to be 
used as a pledge)'. 

I would suggest that one should not think of an explicitly passive 
sense in o~Y)QOs at all. I believe an indication of where an explanation 
of the meaning "hostage" is to be looked for can be seen in the word 
av~BoA.ov, "tally", an object 'fitting together' with another object of which 

it actually constitutes a part, with BaAAELV (cf. 1Jn£QBoAos, -xa-raBoA. ~, etc.) 
indefinitely conceived as both transitive and intransitive (somewhat like 
Eng. "fit"). The parallel admittedly is somewhat risky in view of auv-. 
To be sure, as will be pointed out below, o~- does not denote the same as 
auv-. Possibly, considering the fact that o~Y}QOL (o~tY)Qa) are mostly spoken 
of in plural, we may think of o~- as referring to the 'joint . function' 
of a body of hostages, and of the element -Y)Q- as more directly corresponding 

to the idea of a av~BoA.ov. A group of 01-!llQOt may have been conceived 
of as 'jointly fitting' into an arrangement - as pledges who 'mutually and 
jointly (o~-, with special reference to the active part _played by human 
pledges) 'fit in' ( -llQ-) with both parties when claims as to power and 
dependence are put forward. More probably, however, since hostages are 
normally dignitaries or family members of dignitaries, the o~Y)QOt could 
be thought of as 'co-operating' with the winning party (indirectly of course, 
since there is a great difference between collaborators and hostages), 
implying a (perhaps secondary) association with such 'co-operative' o~Y)QOt 
as will be discussed below. The precise connotations of this word cannot 
be determined, but I believe the rise of the meaning "hostage" should 
be looked for somewhere in this direction. 2 5 In any case, whatever be 

25 In Il. 1,136 the phase agc;avT£; (c:;\ y'Q·P.) xa.-ca {hJ~ov is used in negotia
tions for an agreement; cf. Od. 4,777; 10,553 and the (post-Homeric) use 
of UQ!-!£VO~ in the abstract sense of 'agreeable'. Also the noun £yy{rrt "pledge", 
originally 'what is put in one's hand', illustrates the idea of 'fitting' somewhere 
a token of an agreement, actual or potential. Note further the explanation of 
011- 'Y)QE ( u) £LV as au~t~o?viicraL ( au~tPa \sT · ~.u~d ) in the references to the stories 
about Homer volunteering as a hostage, above ( 4). 
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the exact truth, hostages are persons who are involved with the 1nterests 
of both parties in a conflict. 

Now, what about the element o~(o)-? Compounds with o~o- as their 
first element are very common and productive in poetry, and probably 
were so in living speech in the archaic age. The great majority are so

called bahuvrihis with a nominal second element (o~l)At~, o~6cpQWV, 

o~61!JYJcpo~, etc.). The derivatives of verbal stems have often a 'passive' sense, 

as Birt pointed out (1932.376, e.g. o~6tgo1:poc;, o~6crtoAo~), but 'active' 
senses also occur (as in the Pythagorean term o~Hl'X.OOt "jointly listening 
pupils"). What is typical of the o~o- compounds, however, is not the 
active or passive notion of their second element, but the fact that o~o
normally implies 'together with (somebody)', 'jointly', 'eo-'. They coordinate 

two or several subjects (normally persons). They normally denote that 
somebody shares a function or quality with somebody else. 2 6 The element 

o~o- is by no means a synonym of avv-. As a 'hostage', a o~YJQO~ is acting 
'jointly' with some other person or party. Thus o~YJQO~ cannot possibly 
mean just "angefugt" (Birt) or "fitting" or "fitted together". Nor does 
the old idea of seing in Homer a 'Composer' of epic poetry correspond 
to the linguistic facts. The first element of Cl 0 ~ -YJQO~ rather suggests a 
'Joint Composer'! 

Then there are the two highly interesting early cases of the verb 

O~YJQEW ( 4). Though often commented upon, their full implications have 
not to my mind been correctly understood. 

The general context of Od. 16,468 runs as follows: Telemachus, returning 
to Ithaca, has left the ship before it reached the town and walked to the 
hut of Eumaeus (end of Song 15) where he meets his father. Before the 
&vayvwgt<Jt~ scene he sends away Eumaeus to inform Penelope that her 
son has safely returned (16,130). His friends also, as soon as their ship 
has landed in the harbour, send a 'X.llQ1J~ to the palace to comfort Penelope 

(328). Then we are told that the two messengers crvvavt~tYJV ... -rl)~ 

autY)~ EVE'X.' ayyEALYJ~ at the palace (333f.), but whereas the 'X.llQ1J~ pro
claimed his message in public, Eumaeus gave Penelope a private record 
of all that he knew, and returned instantly (338-341). Back in his hut, 

26 Adducing o~ou "together", "in the same place", as the supposed first element 
of compounds (e.g. Hsch. s.v. O~llQO~, followed by Welcker) would not do. 
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he is asked by Telemachus about the doings of the su1tors. He answers 
that he does not know very much because he was in such a hurry: 

taxurra ~-t£ rfrv~-to; &vwyct I &yyEALY}v £tn6v-ra naA.tv bcuQ~ &nov££aitat. I 
w fl/Yj(!rJOc o£ 1-!0L naQ ~ ETULQWV ayyEAor; wxur;, I Xr})QV~, or; oi) ngGrror; £nor; 
afl ~-tYltQL E£tn£v ( 466-469). But, he adds, he has reason to believe that 
all the suitors are back in town. - As ·Deroy (1972.433) and others have 
rightly observed, the commonly accepted translation of ffi~-t ~QY}<J£, "met", 
is hardly appropriate. This sense is conveyed by avvavt~tY}V at 332. At 
468, however, the idea appears to be a somewhat annoyed 'did the same 
thing as I C~-tot) was supposed to do, before I had a chance (ngwtor;)'. 

Why did the poet (or the singer) not use ffi~-taQtY}<J£, "acted together"? 2 7 

Perhaps because O!-!Y}QELV meant to him 'reciting the same (important 
and beautiful) message' (note £nor; 469), and because he wanted the 
slightly comical figure of Eumaeus to use, in his agitated state, a high
toned word not strictly to the point. 

This idea of 'telling the same story', 'proclaiming the same truth', may 
also be present in the other early instance of O!-!Y}QEW. In the Theogony, 
after the invocatory prooimion and the initiation passage, Hesiod goes 

on to describe the song of the Muses: tcxi L1ti natgi I U~-tVEU<Jat t£gnovat 

~-t£yav v6ov £vto; ~OA.u~-tnov, ! ELQEuaat ta t~ £6vta ta t~ £aa6~-tcva n:g6 

t~ £6vta, I cpwvfl OflrJ(!EVO(Xt• tWV ()~ &xa~ator; QEEL auo~ (36-39). Note 
the asyndetic coupling of the three weighty participles (all with 'Ionic' 

-Eu- for -£ov-), u~-tv£uaat, ELQEUOat, and O~Y}QEuaat. The first refers to the 
general character of the Muses' song, the second to its contents, and the 
third apparently to the manner of performance. Here O~Y}QEW is often 
translated "agreeing". West (ad 1.) suggests "with voices in tune" and 
thinks that the adjective 8~-t~QY}r; (attested in Nicander, see (5)) may have 
been used in early Greek in the meaning 'fitted together in the musical 

sense' (cf. UQ~-tOVLa, the interesting (J1JVUQ11QEV aot6~ H.Hom.Ap. 1,164, 2 8 

and £n£wv ... tExtovcr; ota aocpot I UQ~oaav Pind. Pyth. 3,113f.). I am 
not so sure there exists sufficiently early evidence of the root ag- referring 
specifically to music (outside Pythagoreanism, perhaps); the supposedly 

27 Being a much more common word, O!-lUQ'tEW would probably have left a trace 
in the text tradition if it had been used in this passage. 

28 See below; cf. also Lex.d.friihgr .Epos I, s. 1181. 



306 Holger Thesleff 

early o~ ~Q11~ would, at any rate, rather refer to persons and would mean 
'fitting jointly' (because of o~-); and the deriving of a verb in -£w from 
a sigmatic stem is not really recommendable since an -o- stem would be 
the normal basis. 29 Why not take o~Y)QEW in the sense of "agreeing in 
speech", "using the same words", with cpwvfl extending the agreement to 
the manner of the performance, i.e. the singing? As in the Homeric passage, 

however, the verb is likely to convey a special point since o~a(YtEW is 
not used. I suggest this point is the idea of 'proclaiming the same truth'. 

Still more important in this connection is the apparently never 
emphasized fact that O~Y)QEW is a denominative formation, and that it 

derives from a noun (0!-!Y)QO~ rather than O~~QY)~, see above) that had 
a special, otherwise not attested sense. We may infer, tentatively, that 

there existed persons called o~Y)QOL who were not only 'co-operators' but 
were 'agreeing in words', 'telling the same story'. 

Before following further the drift of this argument, it may be noted 

that the verb O~Y)QEW was never a common word. When its proper 
sense was later forgotten, early instances such as the two which have 

been preserved were perhaps wrongly interpreted as &xoA.ou1t£w ( 4). 
Probably the seemingly cognate and well-known o~aQTEW (7) influenced 
such interpretations. 

We have no direct evidence of a noun *o~aQTO~ (or -To~) from which 
this O~UQTECD derived, but the adverb o~aQTTI represents the same s~em. If 
it was connected with the root of &QaQtaxw, the noun or adjective *o~aQTO~ 
may have had the rather 'passive' sense of "jointly fitted" (e.g. in the same 
company). This would help to explain the formal differentiation between 

O~Y)QO~ and *o~aQTO~. And the words listed under (5) and ( 6) suggest 
that early Greek employed still other combinations of o~(o)- and the root 

-aQ-· 

After these considerations of the linguistic evidence we may return 
to the Homeric question. 

It seems reasonable now to disregard the vague and theoretical possibility 
that somebody actually could have been given the name 'Hostage' (and 

29 The (hJO'!-!EVEWV type would of course offer a parallel, but the normal basis 1s 
-o-, as in olvox.o£w from oLvox.6o~; cf. Schwyzer Gr.Gr. I, 724, 726. 
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'The Blind One' seems practically out of the question). However, the 
possibility must be faced that I-Iomer' s name is a proper name based on 
a non-attested use of the noun O!-!YJQO~. What about 'Co-operator'? 

The meaning 'co-operator' is indeed possible, and a person could presum
ably be given such a name. It would seem to suit a son of a craftsman 

in particular. If this is so, the two early instances of O!-!YJ(H~W would 
perhaps contain a play on the proper name of Homer, and this would 
explain the assJciation with oral communication in particular. Presumably 
some believers in the personality and individuality of one Homer would 
be inclined to accept this line of thought. 

If, on the other hand, one is not altogether averse to the idea of 
'collective achievement' as explaining the rise of Homeric epics, one may 
find it tempting to proceed in the following manner. We may imagine 
a body of singers called, or calling themselves, o~YJQOL meaning 'Co
operators (in the art of singing epics)', 'Joint composers (of epics)', or 
perhaps 'Those who perform (the same epics) in the same manner', and 
hence 'Those who proclaim the same truth (about the past)'. In this word 
the element o~- may refer to the joint effort of singers and/ or to the 
similar result, i.e. the reproducing of a traditional song with a specifically 
difficult and complex structure. I would prefer to imagine that both 
aspects are in some way relevant. The element -YJQ-) then, refers to the 
'composing' as such. We may recall the passage in the Homeric Hymn to 
the D~elian Apollo, 163f., where the maiden chorus of D·elos is said to 
be able to imitate all kinds of human speech and dance ( cpwva~ rtai 

'X.Qc!JBaALa<JTUV). OUTW ocptv 'X.UA~ (JUVUQ'flQEV aoLO~. We also recall the 
passage in Pindar's Third Pythian, referred to by West (above), which 
likewise implies a 'putting together' of words (rather than music, in fact). 

And the same idea of &QaQLO''X.ELV is also present in the term (>a1pcp·56~ 

where (>cutTELV apparently refers to the 'stitching together' of EJtY) (and 
epic formulae), and not to a 'combining of songs' as has been sometimes 
believed. 3 o 

The term ga1fJcp06~ is not found in extant texts before Herodotus, but 
it is alluded to in a famous and notoriously problematic fragment of 
(Ps.-)Hesiod, 357 Merkelbach-West, which has some further bearing on 

30 See the discussion of the problem by H. Patzer, Hermes 80, 1952, 314-325. 
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the present theme. The fragment is quoted from Philochorus (328 F 212 
Jacoby) by the scholiast to Pind. Nem. 2,1 who is mainly concerned with 
the COf.!Y)QLbat. The three verses quoted read as follows: 

EV ~i]A<p 'tO'tE JtQW'tOV tyw xai (/O~flQO~ aoLOOL 

f.tEAJtO~EV' EV VEUQOL~ Uf.tVOL~ QU<f>avt'E~ aoLOf]v' 
<Poi:~ov 'An:6A.A.wva xguoaogov, ov 'tEXE Afl'tW. 

Obviously this has something to do with the Homeric Hymn to Apollo 
where the poet, the anonymous rucpAo~ &v~Q ( 172) from Chios expresses 
his hope that he will always be remembered as &v~Q ~bta-ro~ aotbwv ( 169) 
by the maidens of D·elos (whose song xaA~ (J'UVUQY)QEV, 164). The blind 
man has sometimes since antiquity been identified with Homer (or it is 
thought that the poet hoped to be identified with him), 3l though most 
scholars find such an identification impossible. At any rate it is customary 
to assume that the Hesiodean fragment 3 57 (or the piece of poem from 
which it derives) was fabricated in order to connect Hesiod with the 
Delian contests (and perhaps to father on him the Hymn to the Pythian 
Apollo which follows after the Delian hymn in the manuscript tradition). 
This would, it is thought, imply a secondary extension of the well-known 
legend of the contest of Homer and Hesiod at Chalcis. 3 2 The historical 
core consists of Hesiod's victory at Chalcis. Hesiod, Erga 657, mentions 
this but does not mention his competitors; from the classical period (or 
possibly the late 6th century) onwards there occur references to a story 
implying that this contest was a duel between Homer and Hesiod; and 
later (D,io Chrysost. Or. 2,11) the tripod which Hesiod received as a 
prize (Erga, I.e.) was said to have been provided with the inscription 

CHo(o6o~ MouoaL~ CEALXWVLOL 'tov6' avE'lt'Y]XEV 
Vf.tVQl VLxf]oa~ tv XaA.x(OL 'ltEi:ov ('OJ.t'Y]QOV 

31 The first explicit identification occurs in Simonides (ap. Stob. 4,34,28, fr. 8 
West, sometimes and probably wrongly taken for Semonides of Amorgus); cf. 
the Certamen story (towards the end, 315ff. Alien). In modern times Wade
Gery among others (The poet of the Iliad, 1952, 21) has accepted the identifica
tion. Wilamowitz' assumption (Die Ilias und Homer 368) that the original 
text contained the name of the poet has not met with much approval. 

32 For the texts relating to the Certamen story, see in addition to Alien's edition 
of Homer (Vol. V p. 218ff.),. Legende von Homer, i.ibers. u. erl. v. W. Schade

waldt, 1959. Cf. also n. 36. 
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(alluding to the wording of the Erga passage). In the Erga Hesiod adds 
that crossing the Euri pus (from Boeotia to Chalcis) was the only sea voyage 
he ever made ( 660, cf. 650), and we have reason to believe him. It hardly 
had occurred to him to go to D'elos. 

The words oatiJav-r£~ .&otb~v of the fragment seem to refer to the 
technical process of composing epic hexameter. But the task (here represented 
by the preposition £v) now was to produce vEagot 1J~-tvot: indeed, the 
'Homeric' hymn type can be regarded as an innovation, and the Hesiodean 
school quite naturally was interested in having a share in it. 3 3 Linguistically 
the whole fragment is clumsy, partly because it is loaded with too much 
information. The Attic correptio in the first verse is a minor problem, 
since -ro ng&-rov can be read. But there is one point that sounds distinctly 

strange to my ears: £yw xat e' O~Y}QO~ &otoot ~EAJto~Ev, "I and Homer, 
as singers, sang ... ". I wonder whether any rhapsode, however mediocre, 
would have produced such a piece of appositional syntax. 3 4 

Perhaps we should emend this into £yw xat o~'Y)QOL &otboi 1-!EAJto~Ev, 

"I and the Homeric singers sang". 3 5 The o~'Y)QOL would be the 'joint 
singers', the 'guild' who followed the 'Homeric tradition', i.e. the 'establish
ment' of Ionian epic singers. It is to be noted that neither Hesiod in 
Erga, nor the poet of the Hymn to Apollo, imply that the contest in 
question comprised only two singers. In fact several singers must have 
normally taken part in such contests. The Hesiodean fragment is certainly 
post-Hesiodic (first of all because of the reference to D'elos), and it is 

33 The fragment might have been inserted after Erga 659, with one or two 
verses preceding it, implying that 'from Chalcis I crossed to Delos'. - Possibly 
these ambitions of the Hesiodean school occasioned the playful coining of 
the term &Qvcpb6~, meaning §a'\}'cpb6~ (Eustathius in Il. p. 6,27): cf. Hes. 
Theog. 23, 26. 

34 E.g. Schwyzer Gr.Gr. II, 613ff. gives nothing of the kind. The notorious 
A:ux.aq.!iaL~ in Alcaeus fr. 130,25 LP is far from clear. The normal way of 
expressing "being", "acting as", "in the position of" would of course be using 
w~ or a participle or both; note the fact that Greek does not use absolute 
constructions (such as the genitive absolute) with nouns alone. 

35 Another solution would be O!-!llQO~ &oL66~, referring to the blind man from 
Chios, but this is linguistically less satisfactory, I think. Reading o JtllQO~ 
&:oL66~, with reference both to the Thamyris story, Il. 2,599, and to the Chian 
rhapsode, would probably be too fanciful. 
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probably (though not necessarily) later than the Homeric Hymn; but, if 
O!-!l1QOL is read, it is earlier than the rise of the legends about the one 
1t£t:o~ c' 0!-!l'lQO~, author of the Iliad, etc., who once met the unknown 
shepherd from Ascra - and was beaten by him. The Certamen story 
cannot reasonably be traced further back in time than to the late 6th 
century B.C. 3 6 I find it important to note that the fragment does not 
suggest a duel at all: it only intimates that Hesiod, too, has learnt to 
compose hymns of the 'D·elian type'. 

Very similarly, Pindar Nem. 2,1-2 employs CO!-!l'lQtC>at ... &otC>ot in 
in the general sense of 'reciters of Homeric epics' whose (>an-ra EJtl') begin 
with a JtQOOL!-!LOV (a 'hymn') - i.e. rhapsodes of the same category as 
the blind man from Chios. The parallel is noteworthy, whether Pindar 
has the Hesiodean fragment in mind or not. 

Pindar does not seem to imply that the Homeridae are descendants of 
Homer. The well-informed scholion to this passage, like most later discus
sions of the term, takes it for granted that co!-!l'lQtC>at originally referred 
to a clan who considered Homer as their ancestor, and that the general 
use is secondary. Sometimes, however, it has been argued - most 
recently by Durante3 7 - that the term could have denoted from the 
beginning some kind of membership of a 'guild'. I am not so sure about 
this. Yet I think the term is very likely to r~fer to a mythical ancestor 
rather than to a historical one. The ancient sources tend to date Homer 
about 1000 B.C. (cf. e.g. Ps.-Hdt. V.Hom. 38, Philostr. Heroic. 18,2). 
If the Chian Homeridae of about 500 B.C. had been the real descendants 
of a historical person who had lived only six or seven generations before 
(to choose Wilamowitz' dating), they would presumably have been able 
to produce pedigrees which could have soon put an end to the ever 
more flourishing and conflicting legends about the life and home-city of 
Homer. The case of the Homeridae is not very different from, say, the 
~ AaxA 11Jtu1C>at, or from Socrates as the 'descendant' of Daedalus (Plat. 

36 For references to the discussion, see F. Jacoby, Bermes 68, 1933, 1-50, A. 
Lesky, RE Suppl. XI, 1967, 688f. 

37 Cf. also Jacoby (above, n. 36) p. 35 with references. The traditional opposite 
view has been forcibly argued by Allen (see above, n. 3). Wilamowitz, Die 
Ilias und Homer 365f., is remarkably vague on this point. 
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Euthphr. 11bc, Alc.I 121a; for mythical ancestors of craftsmen, cf. also 
Plat.Lg. XI 920e). 

Though I cannot help being in some sympathy with the 'inverted 
metaphysic' (Alien) which extrapolates a symbolic Homer from the Homer
idae, I believe the truth is not a simple as that. We have found some 
reason for the assumption that rhapsodes of the Ionian schools were 
called O~Y}QOL aotbo( long after the time when the supposed ancestor of 
the Homeridae lived. Pindar and later authors (e.g. Plat. Ion 5 30d, Phaedr. 
252b) substitute O~Y}QOL with eo~Y}QLOaL (aotbot). We can see traces of 
two tendencies here. 

The double process might be tentatively reconstructed as follows: Singers 
of a specific category who preserved the oral tradition of complex 
epic poems such as the (Proto-)Iliad and the (Proto-)Odyssey, were at 
an early date called o~Y}QOL, 'co-operators' or 'members of a traditional 
guild of epic singers'. In the 8th and 7th centuries, and possibly under 
the direct influence of the more personal grip of the Hesiodean school, 
it became more and more common to imagine one great e/O~Y}QO~ of the 

past, a JtQGrto~ EUQEt~~' and to create legends about him. So a group of 
0~11QOL at Chios began to call themselves eo~11QLbat at some time in the 
course of the 6th century. There may have been several reasons for this. 
One was the growing popularity of the Homeric epics.~ Another reason, at 
any rate, was the ever more manifest tendency to individualization reflected 
throughout cultural life in Greece: a need was felt for a personal Homer, 
the heros of epics, and he had to be provided with biographical data. 
A third reason may have been the claims of various cities to have a 
share in these legends - possibly an indication, as such, of the originally 
generic sense of the term Of.lY}QO~. Still another reason can perhaps be 
seen in the change in methods of warfare. It had become more common 
to take hostages in war (the Homeric epics apparently are not familiar 
with this practice), and once the term Of.l11QO~ was established in this 
sense in ordinary language, calling rhapsodes Of.l11QOL was felt to be 
slightly strange or ridiculous. The application of the word to rhapsodes 
disappeared from living speech and was forgotten. All singers of the 
'Homeric' schools now called themselves e0f.l11Qtbat (witness Pindar). And 
after the term 0~11QOL had been replaced by e0~11QL6at, the identity of the 
one 1tEt:o~ ef Of-111(>0~, the 'ancestor' of the Homeridae, became even more.~ 
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emphasized. Mentions of rhapsodic o~YlQOL which perchance occurred in 
old texts were given a new interpretation or changed (as in the Ps.-Hesio
dean fragment; cf. below, n. 39). 

This double tendency, the individualization of one 'Homer', and the 
replacing of the generic term with the 'Homeridae', is not yet reflected 
in the D1elian hymn. Here the poet makes just one move towards 
individualization. By introducing himself anonymously he in fact advertises 
not only himself but his guild in Chios; but he does not give any in
formation about Homer or the Homeridae, nor indeed does he assume 
the role of Homer, as was believed later. His silence about Homer is 
illuminating, I think. It is possible that Callinus took the next step by 
mentioning Homer as the author of the Theba1s, but we do not know 
exactly what he said; nor can we be sure about Theagenes. But to 
Xenophanes and Simonides, as to Pindar (Pyth. 4,277, Nem. 7,21, etc.), 
some 150 years after Callinus, Homer was an individual poet. 

Some further inferences can perhaps be drawn from what the poet 
of the Odyssey tells us about the two EQLYlQOL aot5ot, Phemius and Demo
docus. The epithet EQL11QO~, which is normally coupled with £-raiQOL, is 
used three times with aot56~ (Od. 1,346; 8,62. 471; it probably means 
"much-pleasing" in this formula). I do not find it unthinkable that it 
contributed to the coining of, or at least all~des to, the term o~YlQOL 

aot5ot, though it is not etymologically cognate with the latter. Phemius 
and Demodocus, however, are no o~YlQOL. Both have a large repertoire, 
but their best songs are new to the listeners or concern recent events 
(1,351f.; 8,73. 489ff.). Both are {}£'Lot (note 8,43; 23,133), and they have 
received their song (o't~Y) 8,74. 481; 22,347) as a precious gift from the 
Muse or Apollo (note 8,44. 488f. 498, and 22,347f. where the curious 
av-ro5t5ax-ro~ seems to imply this); D,emodocus (like Thamyris in Il. 2,599; 
cf. Orpheus) was even blinded by the Muse (8,63f.). They belong to the 

heroic past (note ~QQl ~11~ob6xQ) 8,483, with a pun on o~YlQO~?). Ob
viously the poet has no intention of identifying himself with Phemius or 
Demodocus, although he cannot totally disregard himself when mentioning 
the fame and social esteem of good singers (note 1,325; 8,83. 479ff. 497f.; 
cf. the Chian singer). His attitude to the Trojan War is revealing. This was, 
in the perspective of the Odyssey, a recent event which Phemius and 
Demodocus were acquainted with because of their exceptional poetic gift 
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(cf. 1,326, 8,487ff.). In particular the quarrel of Odysseus and Achilles 
was famous at that time (-r6-r' (i:ga 8,74; in fact this quarrel was the 
Jt~~a-ro~ UQXll, 81); perhaps we are to understand that the Iliad had not 
yet taken shape. Yet the poet does not seem to doubt the existence of the 
Trojan legends, as a general thematic cycle, already in the mythical past 
with which he is concerned. This becomes particularly clear when he 
introduces the interesting term -x.6cr~o~ (8,492, cf. 489) which here means 
something like 'well-arranged ready theme' or 'story complex'. Upon Odys
seus' request D~emodocus goes on singing the -x.6cr~o~ of the Wooden 
Horse 'beginning at the point' (£v{}£v £Awv 500) when Agamemnon and 
his men pretend to be sailing away from Troy. Here we get a sudden 

glimpse of the world of Homer the o~'Y)QOs· 

So we have come back to a position not really new, but somewhat 
more precise than the usual one: Homer's nam~ is likely to have meant 
'Co-operator'. 

The additional, more tentative theory revived here of the o~'Y)QOL as 
'co-operative singers' - I can well imagine how shocking many colleagues 
will find this idea - does in fact tell less of the genesis of the Homeric 
poems than of the name of Homer. It does not exclude the existence of one 
or (rather) several remarkable poets who at different stages left their mark 
on the Iliad and the Odyssey as we have them. By emphasizing the 
aspects of 'tradition' and 'collective achievement', this theory allows for, 

say, a ~Y}vL~ poem by a very early Homer, as well as for the cultural 
outlook and refined compositional technique of a rather late ,Homer of 
the Odyssey. And in any case it suggests the existence at a comparatively 
early date of a belief that behind this 'Homeric' tradition there lay 
a remarkable achievement, an original innovation, which was worth being 
'co-operative' about. Calling this innovatory genius 'Homer' seems after 
all quite appropriate. I am sure, however, that he should not be given 
as late a date as is usual today. 

When applying the theory of oral composition and oral tradition -
a theory obviously and definitely unavoidable today - to the extensive 
and highly refined Greek epics, it is also unavoidable, I think, to assume 
the existence of one and later several bodies of singers, 'guilds', who were 
able ' to preserve and to control the tradition, to keep it alive for all 
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the different occas1ons at which performances were given, and sometimes 
to improve on it. Here we have the joint effort to which the term 
O~'flQOL may have referred originally. 3 8 'Self-taught' singers such as Phemius 
or Hesiod lacked this attachment, and they had to rely exclusively on the 
Muses for their inspiration. Is the term a1rro6t6ax-ro~ (Od. 22,347) in
tended as a deliberate contrast to the term O~'flQO~? 

The Homeric epics were no t£QOL AoyoL. Variations and changes were 
quite possible to make in the story (and not only in the formulation of 
the text), and were certainly expected. Great singers may have made great 
improvements on the traditional themes and the traditional formulations, 
and their innovations were of course to a varying extent imitated by 
other members of the same or a rival 'guild'. However, even geniuses 
do not produce perfect pieces of art (whatever we think 'perfection' to 
be). After each great Homer there came several minor Homers, 3 9 some 
of whom may yet have improved considerably on their predecessors' work. 

And this is the very heart of the Homeric question which the onomastic 
problems do not really affect. 

38 A somewhat similar view of the Homeric epics as a joint achievement of several 
brilliant poets was argued by E. Bickel in his rather eccentric book Homer, 
Die Losung der homerischen Frage, 1949. - As to the term o~YJQOL cf. again 
Pythag. O!-!ax.oot. Q:n the other hand it is hardly possible to see in it a reference 
to contests of (two or more) singers, or to a 'pair of singers' (as the pair 
of laulaja and puoltaja who traditionally performed Finnish folk songs). Nor 
is the religious aspect so prominent in Homeric poetry as to suggest that the 
term could refer to a 'singing together with the Muses' (cf. Thamyris and De
modocus again, and Musaeus); on the contrary the Homeric poets were real 
JtOLYJ'tUL, proud of their achievement however anonymus they were (witness the 
Blind man from Chi os). 

39 After all the Anon.V.Hes. p. 223. Alien is not so wrong in stating t'O!-!YJQOL 
yO.Q noA.A.oi ycy6vacrtv. 




