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Strawinsky (1882-1971) eine fünfteilige Kantate Canticum sacrum in honorem 
sancti Marci nominis in der Basilica uraufgeführt hatte. Wie sehr sich der im or-
thodoxen Glauben aufgewachsene Musiker der byzantinischen Kirche verbunden 
fühlte, beweist die Tatsache, daß er verfügte, nach seinem Tode zusammen mit 
seiner Frau Vera auf der Friedhofsinsel San Michele bestattet zu werden.

3.2. Hugo von Hofmannsthal

Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1874-1929) hatte sich schon als Sechzehnjähriger 
mit Venedig befaßt. Die Stadt galt ihm in seiner Jugendzeit die „Traumstadt sei-
nes Lebens“61. In seinem frühen Gedicht Siehst du die Stadt? schildert er Venedig 
bei Nacht im Mondlicht62. In veränderter Form übernahm er diesen Text in sein 
Drama Tod des Tizian (1892, aufgeführt 1901)63. Im September 1898 reiste er zum 

61 Hierzu von Seuffert 1937, 146-160.
62 H.von Hofmannsthal, Siehst du die Stadt, Sämtliche Werke II 27 mit Kommentar 

226-228: entstanden im Oktober 1890.
63 Der Tod des Tizian (Sämtliche Werke III), 45, 5-29 mit Erläuterung 392f.

Abb. 3: Die fünf Kuppeln von San Marco
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ersten Mal in die Stadt, um das ebendort spielende Werk Der Abenteurer und die 
Sängerin zu verfassen64. In dem letztgenannten Schauspiel will der von Casanova 
inspirierte lebenslustige Baron Weidenstamm ein prachtvolles Fest veranstalten 
und verspricht65: 

Ich will den Campanile um und um
in Rosen und Narzissen wickeln. Droben
auf seiner höchsten Spitze sollen Flammen
von Sandelholz genährt mit Rosenöl
den Leib der Nacht mit Riesenarmen fassen.

Venedig wird hier zum Inbegriff der Sinnenlust und allem voran der Campa-
nile. Die «Flammen»66 oben auf dem Glockenturm, die ursprünglich der Orientie-
rung des Schiffsverkehrs dienten, sollen jetzt in einem gewagten erotischen Bild 
die Nacht umfassen. Das ist eine völlig andere Vorstellung als jene, die man dem 
Dichter Housman untergeschoben hat. Der Glockenturm verkörpert in seiner Vi-
rilität eine äußerste Steigerung des Venezianischen und seine Umwickelung mit 
Blumen eine äußerste Steigerung des Ästhetischen67. Das Objekt der Flammen ist 
hier eben jene Nacht, in der sich Hofmannsthal Venedig schon in seinem frühen 
Gedicht Siehst du die Stadt? vorgestellt hat68.

Zwischen August 1902 und Juli 1904, in einer Periode künstlerischer Unsi-
cherheit69, kehrte der Dichter mehrfach in der Stadt zurück70, um sein histori-
sierendes Trauerspiel Das gerettete Venedig zu schreiben (gedruckt 1905). Dort 
blicken die Aufständischen des Jahres 1618 vom Glockenturm aus auf die Stadt, 
die sie sich nach einer alten Metapher wie eine Kurtisane vorstellen71:

64 H.von Hofmannsthal, Der Abenteurer und die Sängerin oder Die Geschenke des Le-
bens. Vgl. die Erläuterungen 417.

65  H.von Hofmannsthal (Sämtliche Werke V), 106, 10-14. Zu den «Riesenarmen» vgl. 
das Drama Das gerettete Venedig (Sämtliche Werke IV), 36, 23-24 «Sie hat wundervolle 
Arme, / das sind der Liebe stärkste Ketten».

66 Zu Feuer, Rauch und Flammen bei Hofmannsthal vgl. von Seuffert 1937, 152f.
67 Requadt 1962, 220f.
68 Vgl. den Anfang der zweiten Strophe (Vers 5): «Der laue Nachtwind [...]» und ganz 

am Schluß (Vers 11f.) «ihr Wiederschein / […] gleitend durch die Nacht».
69 Vgl. Hofmannsthal selbst: «Im August [1902], während ich den Brief des Lord Chan-

dos schrieb». Den Chandosbrief hat er auf den 18. Oktober 1902 datiert.
70 Von Ende Oktober bis November 1902 und vom Januar bis Februar 1904, vgl. die 

Erläuterungen 150-153. 
71 H.von Hofmannsthal, Das gerettete Venedig (Sämtliche Werke IV), 75, 7-12 mit Er-

läuterung 266 mit Zitat: «[…] che questa Città sia durata tanto tempo vergine». Zu dem 
Topos Pabst 1955, 225; Petriconi 1958, 88 über E.T.A.Hoffmannn; Requadt 1962, 211-213 
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Da liegt sie, unsern Griffen ausgeliefert,
die adriat’sche Metze! Schaut sie an,
wie sie auf ihren Inseln wie auf Kissen
sich windet und die Brüste und den Hals
preisgibt dem kühlen Meere, wie so offen
für jeden kühnen, wilden Stoß …

Reckte sich die flammende Bewegung beim «Abenteurer» von unten nach 
oben in die Nacht empor, so fällt nun der imperiale Blick von oben nach unten 
auf die Lagune hinab. Das erotische Objekt ist nicht wie bei Freud die vermälte 
Basilika, sondern die in der Lagunenlandschaft weithin ausgestreckte Stadt.

Hofmannsthal hat dieses Trauerspiel zwar Stefan George gewidmet, doch als 
er das düstere Venedigbild von dem englischen Dramatiker Thomas Otway über-
nahm, hatte er schon begonnen, sich von dem Ästhetizismus seines Mentors ab-
zukehren. Er hätte diese Abkehr passend auch mit dem kurz vorher eingestürzten 
Campanile vergleichen können, doch er tat es nicht.

3.3. Rainer Maria Rilke

Eine Abkehr von einem vorbehaltlosem Ästhetizismus findet sich auch bei 
dem ein Jahr jüngeren Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926)72. Dieser hat sich insgesamt 
zehnmal mehr oder weniger lange in Venedig aufgehalten73, das erste Mal als jun-
ger Student 1897 von München aus, eingeladen von seinem Kommilitonen Nathan 

über das Gedicht Die Laute von Rilke. Im fünften Aufzug kommt Pierre noch einmal auf 
den Vergleich zurück, er sagt auf Napoleon vorausweisend (138, 32-41):

	 Ihr Herren von Venedig, werd’ ich sagen,
	 so bleibt denn eure aufgeputzte Puppe
	 vom Staat für diesmal unversehrt, behält
	 die Flitterkrone auf dem Haupt und fristet
	 ein schmachvoll Leben hin, indes sein schönes
	 ihm angetrautes adrastisches Weib
	 schamlos vor seinen welken Augen buhlend,
	 von jedem frechen kräftigen Korsaren,
	 von jedem Spanier, Franzos und Türken
	 sich pflügen läßt. 

Im Folgenden heißt es noch einmal (139, 14-16) «wie ich vom Turm / auf dies Phantom 
von glorreichem Venedig / herabgesehen hab».

72 Über das ambivalente Verhältnis Rilkes zu Venedig Requadt 1962, 195f.; Surowska 
1990, 40f., vgl. dort 34 auch über Hofmannsthal, Der Tor und der Tod.

73 Vgl. die Übersicht bei Storck 1990, 31 Anm. 29. Über die Aufenthalte nach dem Er-
sten Weltkrieg Haustedt 2006, 203-208.
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Sulzberger74. Noch bevor er in der Stadt angekommen ist, schreibt er an seine da-
malige Bekannte75: «Am Sonntag muß ich den Marcusthurm besteigen». Doch in 
den folgenden Briefen ist von einer Besteigung nicht mehr die Rede, stattdessen 
schildert Rilke ausführlich die Mosaiken der zugehörigen Kirche San Marco76.

Im Jahre 1908 schreibt Rilke aus Capri einen vielzitierten langen Brief an Gi-
sela Maria Elisabeth von der Heydt, in dem er für sie ein Besuchsprogramm für 
Venedig skizziert. Zum Abschied solle sie «gegen Abend» den Campanile von 
San Giorgio besteigen und den Rundblick zu genießen77. Diesem Rat folgend hat 
B.Haustedt kürzlich ihren kurzen Führer Mit Rilke in Venedig (2006) eben mit 
dieser Passage beschlossen78. So korrespondiert denn die in der Vorfreude anti-
zipierte Besteigung des Campanile von San Marco (1897) mit der aus der Rück-
schau (1908) empfohlenen Besteigung des Turmes von San Giorgio bei einem 
imaginierten Abschied79.

Es zeigte sich, daß A.E.Housman in jenem Jahre (1908), als Rilke den Brief aus 
Capri schrieb, den Wiederaufbau des Campanile beobachtet hat. Die Forschung 
hat bisher zu wenig berücksichtigt, daß der Campanile von San Marco damals 
noch nicht wieder zugänglich war und der Turm von San Giorgio als eine Art 
Ersatz für den Zwillingsturm genutzt wurde. Bei seinem letzten Venedigbesuch 
1920, nach dem Kriege80, geht Rilke auf den Einsturz des Markusturms nicht ein, 
obwohl doch Housmans Bild „Is not rebuilt in me“ gut auf seine Stimmung ge-
passt hätte, wenn er der Fürstin gesteht81: «daß sich das Leben nicht in der Weise, 

74 Wir sind darüber durch seine Tagebuchbriefe gut informiert: Schnack 1996, 58f.; 
Storck 1990.

75  Am 27. März 1897 an Nora Mathilde Goudstikker, vgl. Storck 1990, 23, danach 
Haustedt 2006, 70. Der 28. März war in jenem Jahr der Sonntag Laetare (drei Wochen 
vor Ostern).

76 Am 28. März 1897 an dieselbe, vgl. Storck 1990, 24. Im Jahre 1908 kommt er darauf 
zurück: am 24. März 1908 an Elisabeth von der Heydt (1986, 147). 

77 Am 24. März 1908, hrsg. Schnack - Scharffenberg 1986, 150. Dem Aufenthalt auf 
Capri ging die dritte Venedigreise vom 19.-30. November 1907 voraus, die als eine beson
ders fruchtbare Zeit gilt: Schnack 1996, 292-295.

78 Haustedt 2006, 201-202 und 208f.
79 Das Gefühl des Abschieds verbindet Rilke sonst mit dem Giardino Eden, nicht weit 

von San Giorgio auf der Giudecca gelegen: Exner 1990, 61f. 
80 Über diesem Besuch vom 23. Juni - 13. Juli 1920 vgl. Schnack 1996, 695f. Welchen 

tiefen Einschnitt das Ende der Donaumonarchie für die österreichische Literatur bedeu-
tete, zeigt Magris 1966, 239: Erinnerung und Sehnsucht, und 286 nach Mittner 1960, 330, 
der in seinem Titel Robert Musil e l’unità irreparabile del tempo perduto Verg. georg.III 284 
fugit irreparabile tempus mit Prousts Recherche di Temps perdu verbindet.

81 Brief an Marie Fürstin von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe vom 23. Juli 1920 (S. 611).
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wie ich meinte, an die Bruchstellen der Vorkriegszeit wird ansetzen lassen». Das 
Ansetzen an die Bruchstücke bezieht sich kaum auf die Trümmer des Campanile, 
sondern erinnert an die Grundbedeutung des Wortes ‚Fragment‘, von dem E.Zinn 
festgestellt hat, daß es seine übertragene literarische Bedeutung erst in der Renais-
sance bekommen hat, und zwar nach einem Christuswort colligite fragmenta82 das 
auch zu einem geflügelten Wort geworden ist. Zusammen mit der Aufforderung 
zum Sammeln verweist es auf eine prästabilierte Einheit83.

Dabei hätte – auch abgesehen von der Resignation nach Housmans Art – eine 
Verbindung zu dem eingestürzten Turm gut zu jenem Venedigbild gepaßt, das Ril-
kes Romanfigur Malte Laurids Brigge in den 1908-1910 in Paris vollendeten Auf-
zeichnungen gegen Ende entwickelt. Der Schreiber kritisiert bei einem Besuch «im 
Herbst» die Vorurteile der anderen Venedigpilger und stellt ihrem «weichen» und 
«opiatischen» Venedigbild das harte, der Natur abgetrotzte Venedig gegenüber84. 
Der resolute Wiederaufbau des Turms zeugt eben von jener energischen Willens-
stärke der Venezianer. Und Malte reist nicht zusammen mit den anderen Gästen 
ab, sondern er bleibt bis zur kalten Jahreszeit, bis zum Spätherbst in Venedig. 

Tatsächlich hatte sich Rilke ein Vierteljahr vor der Beschreibung im März 
1908, im Herbst des Jahres 1907 vom 19. bis 30. November zum dritten Mal in 
Venedig aufgehalten85. Dabei überrascht der Vergleich der Insel San Giorgio mit 
dem Mond86: «Aber gegen Abend einmal, müssen Sie San Giorgio Maggiore besu-
chen, diesen Mond, der immer bleich scheinend, der Sonne gegenübersteht, der 
Venedig ist». Abgesehen davon, daß der Vergleich einer Insel mit einem (wan-
dernden) Stern schon in der Antike zu finden ist (die Götter betrachten von oben 
die im blauen Meer schwimmende Insel Delos wie einen Stern am Himmel)87, 
dürfte diese Metapher auf eine reale Beobachtung zurückgehen. In einem Brief, 
den Rilke wiederum erst später (1920) bei jenem letzten Venedigaufenthalt an 

82 Joh. 6,12 συναγάγετε τὰ κλάσματα, ἵνα μή τι ἀπόληται, Vulgata: colligite quae su-
peraverunt fragmenta, ne pereant.

83 Zinn 1959. Eine frühe Stelle findet sich schon bei Boccaccio im Proömium zu der 
Genealogia deorum, dazu Hübner 1999, 323f.

84 Rilke, Sämtliche Werke VI 931-933, dazu Surowska 1990, 40f. Von da aus übertragen 
Sinne auf Rilkes Wille zur Kunst: Exner 1990, 63-66.

85 Vgl. Schnack 1996, 292-294, s.o.: Abreise «dans la gondole froide».
86 Am 24. März 1908, hrsg. Schnack -Scharffenberg 1986, 150, s.o.
87 Snell 1946, 128-130 zu Pindars Zeushymnos, frg. 33c über die zuvor umhergetriebe-

ne und bei der Niederkunft Ledas zur Ruhe gekommene Insel Delos: τηλέφαντον κυανέας 
χθονὸς ἄστρον, dazu Snell: «Wenn die Himmlischen zur Erde schauen, so wird unsere 
Erde, zumal das Meer, zu ihrem Himmel». Zur bewegten Insel vgl. ferner Rilkes Wort-
schöpfung des «Inselschiffs» in Bezug auf den Insel-Verlag bei Schnack 1996, 695.
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Nanny Wunderly-Volkart geschrieben hat, schildert er, wie er des abends von der 
Piazzetta aus den Mondaufgang über San Giorgio abgepaßt hat88: «auf der Piazza, 
wo man im allgemeinen Gedräng Ungestörtheit hat und über der Lagune und 
der still glänzenden Façade von S. Giorgio Maggiore das Schauspiel des Mondes 
abwarten mag». Von der Riva aus kann man tatsächlich den Vollmond über San 
Giorgio aufgehen sehen. Bedenkt man, daß jener Brief aus Capri von dem No-
vemberaufenthalt des Vorjahres zehrt, dann versteht sich, daß «die Abende auf 
dem Marcus-Platz» im Sommer des Jahres 1920 Erlebnisse aus dem Herbst des 
Jahres 1907 bei schon früh einsetzender Dunkelheit wiederholen, die auch in das 
Venedigbild des Malte eingegangen sind. Typisch für Rilke ist zum einen die Tat-
sache, daß spätere Texte frühere, zunächst rätselhafte Assoziationen erklären kön-
nen, und zum anderen die Vertauschung der Bewegung von Mond und Insel: Die 
Bahn des Mondes über der Insel samt Campanile wird in seiner Vorstellung zu 
einem Kreisen der Insel um den Stadtkern von Venedig, dessen «paron de casa» 
damals (1907) noch nicht wieder in die Höhe ragte. 

Zwischen die Texte von 1908 und 1920 fällt nicht nur die die Vollendung des 
Malte und eine persönliche Lebens- und Schaffenskrise Rilkes sowie der sich an-
schließende Erste Weltkrieg mit dem Ende der habsburger Monarchie, sondern 
auch die Wiedereinweihung des Campanile von San Marco am Markustag 1912, 
die Rilke aus der Nähe, wenn auch nicht aus allernächster Nähe erlebt hat. Vom 
22. Oktober 1911 bis zum 9. Mai 1912 weilte er in Duino auf dem Schloß der Für-
stin Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe89. Er schuf dort die ersten beiden Du-
ineser Elegien und konzipierte weitere, die ihn noch zehn Jahre lang beschäftigen 
sollten. Im März 1912 fuhr er von dort aus nach Venedig, fühlte sich aber nicht 
wohl und wich auf den Lido aus, wo er sich eine bessere Luft versprach90. Zu Os-
tern wieder nach Duino zurückgekehrt, gesteht er91: «eigentlich wollte ich gleich 
nach den Campanile-Feierlichkeiten wieder nach Venedig». Die Inauguration des 
neuen Turms mit ihrem Rummel, der ja in dem erhaltenen Film lebendig zu ver-

88 Brief an Nanny vom 5. Juli 1920 (S. 262), zitiert bei B.Haustedt 2006, 71. 
89 Schnack 1996, 386-403. Es sei nicht verschwiegen, daß der Editor jenes Briefwech-

sels, Ernst Zinn, mir im November 1973 seine zweibändige Ausgabe als ‚Viaticum‘ sowie 
den damals sehr seltenen, weil noch nicht nachgedruckten Führer von Lorenzetti mit nach 
Venedig gab, wo ich nach dem Abschluß einer Arbeit über Manilius eine Stelle als Lektor 
der damals jungen Universität antrat. Zu den wenigen damals mitgenommenen Büchern 
zählte auch Prousts Recherche. 

90 Er wird diese «Flucht» im Jahre 1920 wiederholen: Brief an die Fürstin vom 28. Juni 
1920 (S. 606). Über die beruhigende Wirkung, die der Lido auf Rilke ausübte, Surowska 
1990, 34; Haustedt 2006, 175.

91 Schnack 1996, 401f.; Rilke an Marie von Thurn und Taxis am Karfreitag, den 05. 
April 1902.
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folgen ist, hat ihn also gar nicht interessiert92, er ist ihm geradezu ausgewichen. 
Erst 14 Tage nach der Einweihung, am 9. Mai, zog er von Duino nach Venedig 
um, wo er dann den ganzen Sommer lang bis Anfang September bleiben sollte93. 

3.4. Marcel Proust

Das letzte Beispiel entstammt der Recherche Marcel Prousts (1871-1922). Es 
kommt der wehmütigen Stimmung Housmans näher als die vorigen. Venedig 
spielt in der Recherche bekanntlich eine entscheidende Rolle, denn die Stadt steht 
für das ständige Oszillieren zwischen Illusion und Wirklichkeit94. Ein Interpret hat 
zunächst drei Ebenen unterscheiden: erstens Prousts tatsächliche Reise zusammen 
mit seiner Mutter Jeanne nach Venedig im Mai 1900 (also etwa vier Monate vor 
Housmans erstem Besuch)95, und zweitens – innerhalb des Romans – noch zwei 
weitere Reisen: zum einen die imaginierte, von dem Vater geplante, aber wegen 
Krankheit nicht zustande gekommene Reise und zum anderen die schließlich ver-
wirklichte Reise der Romanfigur namens Marcel zusammen mit seiner Mutter. Ge-
rade hier durchdringen Autobiographie und Realität unauflöslich einander. 

92 So wurde der Campanile in der Ausgabe des Briefwechsels (1951), 1031f. auch nicht 
in den Index der Örtlichkeiten aufgenommen.

93 Vgl. Schnack 1996, 405-411: Sommer in Venedig. Danach folgte ein neuerlicher Auf-
enthalt in Duino zusammen mit der Fürstin vom 11. September bis zum 9. Oktober. 

94 Vgl. das Kapitel Venedig: Schein und Wirklichkeit bei Requadt 1962, 187-251, beson-
ders 199 über die Einbettung der Stadt in die Wirklichkeitsproblematik.

95 Vgl. jüngst Heumann 2019. Eine zweite Reise im Oktober desselben Jahres ist um-
stritten: Pabst 2018. 

Abb. 4: Damaliges  Hôtel de l’Europe (rechts)
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Während seines tatsächlichen Aufenthalts logierte Proust im Hôtel de l’Europe, 
einem ehemaligen Palazzo Giustinian (Abb. 4)96 und konnte auf der anderen Seite 
von den oberen Etagen aus den damals noch aufrecht stehenden Campanile sehen 
(Abb. 5)97.
      

Tatsächlich betrachtet die Romanfigur Marcel aus einem Fenster die Turm-
spitze mit dem goldenen Engel98. Besser zu sehen war auf der anderen Seite nach 
Südosten über die Lagune hinweg die Insel San Giorgio Maggiore mit dem Bru-
dercampanile. Diesen betrachtet Marcel von der Gondel aus99. Er wurde so von 
Monet im Jahre 1908 gemalt, der ebenfalls Hôtel de l’Europe logierte.

96 Am Eingang (bzw. Ende) zum Canal Grande, einem der vielen Giustiniani-Paläste 
(heute von der Biennale besetzt): Lorenzetti (126), 611: rechte Seite Nr. 3. Brusegan 2005, 
182f. Die zeitgenössische Abbildung ist übernommen von Heumann 2019.

97 Heumann 2019: von der Dachterrasse aus. Auf der anderen Seite falle der Blick auf 
San Giorgio Maggiore, wie von Turner 1840 gemalt. 

98 M.Proust, La Fugitive (ed. P.Clarac - A.Ferré) III 623 «je voyais flamboyer […] l’Ange 
d’or du campanile de Saint-Marc».

99 Proust, ibid. III 625 und 887. 

Abb. 5: Palazzo Giustinan und der Campanile von San Giorgio Maggiore
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Gegen Ende des Romans schildert der Autor, wie schwer Marcel der Abschied 
von dieser Stadt fiel100. Seine Mutter war schon zum Bahnhof vorausgefahren, aber 
der Sohn zögert noch lange im Hotel. Um einen Abschied handelt es sich ja auch 
bei Housmans Fare well, der bei seinem letzten Besuch 1926 seinen endgültigen 
Abschied von der Stadt sogar deutlich zum Ausdruck bringt. Eine solche Situati-
onsbeschreibung liegt bei Venedig zwar nahe und wird auch von anderen Dich-
tern wie etwa Friedrich Nietzsche101 und in weiterem Sinn auch bei Rilke102 stark 
empfunden, doch schildert Proust eine besonders quälende und herzzerreißende 
Trennung von der Stadt, sie sich über Seiten hinzieht.

Im Hinblick auf die Suche nach der verlorenen Zeit wird jedoch nicht der ein-
gestürzte und wieder aufgebaute Campanile genannt, sondern entscheidend ist 
die Wiedererinnerung an ein Erlebnis der zugehörigen Kirche. Auch hier geht es 
um eine Art ‚Baufälligkeit‘, denn Marcel erinnert sich daran, wie ihm die unglei-
che Höhe zweier ungleicher Bodensteine im Baptisterium von San Marco aufge-
fallen sei, und diese Erinnerung hat Marcels Berufung zum Schriftsteller letztlich 
ausgelöst103. Proust wird an seiner Recherche bis zu seinem frühzeitigen Lebens-
ende arbeiten und den letzten Teil nur als Fragment hinterlassen. A.E.Housman 
aber tritt mit der Edition des ersten Maniliusbuches samt der lateinischen Dedi-
kation an seinen Jugendfreund Jackson als selbstbewußter Latinist auf104. Zur Zeit 
des Einsturzes des Markusturms hatte er die erste Etappe geschafft, doch er stand 
erst am Anfang einer gewaltigen Aufgabe, die ihn fast dreißig Jahre in Anspruch 
nehmen sollte. Im Gegensatz zu Proust hat er dieses Unternehmen glücklich zum 
Abschluß gebracht.

100 Proust, ibid. III 651-655. In weiterem Sinne zum Abschied von Venedig Requadt 
1962, 195f. über Rilke und 313 über Grillparzer. Über Rilke s.o. Vgl. auch Freuds Postkar-
te an seine Frau vom 3. September 1897 (S. 76 Tögel) «Abschied von Venedig» und eine 
zweite Karte am selben Tag (S. 77 Tögel) «Ade [sic!], liebes Meer».

101  Nietzsche, Die letzte Nacht an der Rialtobrücke.
102 So in einem Brief an die Fürstin vom 25.-26. Juni 1920, vgl. Requadt 1962, 195f. 
103 Hölz 1972, 94-97: in Verbindung mit der Osterzeit und der Paradiesesvorstellung.
104 Vgl. Hopkinson 2011, 221 Anm. 6 und 232f. zu der schillernden Formulierung einer 

«dubitation of immortality» in Vers 21: 
o victure meis dicam periturene chartis,

wozu noch in Vers 8 die Unsterblichkeit Astronomica des Manilius kommt:
intulit aeternis carmina sideribus.

Gegen Ende der Praefatio zum letzten Buch (1930, p. XXXVI) wird Housman sich auf eine 
Stufe mit Joseph Justus Scaliger und Richard Bentley stellen.
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4. Zusammenfassung

Dem Einsturz und Wiederaufbau des venezianischen Campanile haben die 
vier Zeitgenossen Housmans insgesamt nur wenig Aufmerksamkeit gewidmet. 
Das Ereignis dient weder als Zeichen des allgemeinen Dekadenzgefühls jener Zeit 
noch als Zeichen für die individuelle Erschöpfung. Freud konzentriert sich ganz 
auf die übrig gebliebene «Witwe», die Basilika von San Marco, Hofmannsthal 
greift in die Vergangenheit zurück: zu der Verschwörung des Jahres 1618 sowie 
in die Casanova-Zeit kurz vor dem Fall der Republik, Rilke weicht den Feierlich-
keiten zur Wiedereinweihung des Turmes geradezu aus. Marcel Proust hätte die 
Polarität zwischen der ‚verlorenen‘ Zeit des realen Besuchs kurz vor dem Einsturz 
des Campanile und dem ‚wiedergefundenen‘ Venedig in Le Temps retrouvé pas-
send mit dem Schicksal des originalgetreu wieder aufgebauten Campanile ver-
gleichen können, zumal seine Kunst ja darin besteht, immer wieder Disparates zu 
assoziieren. Doch auch bei ihm ist das Ergebnis negativ.

Housman hat als einziger den Sturz und den Wiederaufbau des Turmes in ei-
nem Gedicht aufgegriffen. Ein anderes Gedicht, das lateinische Widmungsgedicht 
an Moses J. Jackson dürfte in der Zeit seiner ersten Venedigbesuche seit 1900 kurz 
vor dem Einsturz des Turmes entstanden sein, dessen Wiederaufbau er mit Inter-
esse verfolgt hat. Sein späteres Gedicht verlegt Fall und Wiederaufbau des Turms 
nach dem Vorbild manilianischer Prognosen in sein Inneres, doch auch hier im 
umgekehrten Sinne: der Wiederaufbau findet gerade nicht statt. Somit ist die Re-
aktion auch bei ihm wie bei seinen Zeitgenossen – wenn auch in anderem Sinne 
– negativ: Er verfällt in tiefe Resignation. Während Prousts Marcel mit der Erfah-
rung eines ‚Baumangels‘ im Baptisterium der zugehörigen Kirche zu einer beglü-
ckenden Erfüllung und Berufung findet, bleibt dem englischen Dichterphilologen 
eine Repristination der Vergangenheit versagt.

Ich danke Lucio Cristante und Vanni Veronesi für die Aufklärung über die Genese der 
Fotomontage des Einsturz des Campanile, S. 2, die im Zuge des frühen Experimentierens mit 
der damals neuen Technik und des aufkommenden Futurismus entstanden ist.
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LORENZA SAVIGNAGO

L’alcmanio acataletto: 
pregiudizi novecenteschi e conseguenze ecdotiche

Riassunto
L’articolo esamina alcune incongruenze nella teoria 
metrica e nella pratica ecdotica novecentesche rela-
tive al tetrametro dattilico acataletto, richiamando 
l’attenzione su passi euripidei che non sembrano 
essere stati adeguatamente considerati dal punto di 
visto metrico.

Abstract
This paper examines some inconsistencies in Twen-
tieth-Century metrical theory and ecdotic practice con-
cerning the dactylic acatalectic tetrameter. It also draws 
attention to some Euripidean passages that do not seem 
to have been properly considered from a metrical point 
of view. 
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La teoria metrica del secolo scorso ha a più riprese, e non senza contraddizioni, 
ribadito l’impossibilità per l’alcmanio di configurarsi come verso indipendente1: 
esso, quando si presenti nella forma acataletta con terminazione dattilica ‘pura’, 
sarebbe sempre e comunque un colon2, legato da sinafia metrico-prosodica alla 
sequenza successiva. Di seguito si propongono alcune fra le enunciazioni più nette 
e autorevoli formulate in proposito nel Novecento3.

Dale 1968, 26: N o  c o l o n  w i t h  f i n a l  d a c t y l , not even the dimeter 
and tetrameter […], c a n  e v e r  c l o s e  a  p e r i o d ,  s i n c e  i t  i s  a 
p r i n c i p l e  o f  G r e e k  m e t r i c  t h a t  n o  σ τ ί χ ο ς  a n d  n o  p e -
r i o d  c a n  e n d  o n  a  p u r e  s h o r t  s y l l a b l e .

Korzeniewski 1968, 74: A k a t a l e k t i s c h e  D a k t y l e n ,  a l s o  m e i s t 
T e t r a m e t e r ,  s i n d  k e i n e  s e l b s t ä n d i g e n  V e r s e  wie bei-
spielsweise der daktylische Hexameter, sondern sie können nur innerhalb 
eines Systems vorkommen, weil k e i n  g r i e c h i s c h e r  V e r s  m i t 
e i n e r  e c h t e n  D o p p e l k ü r z e  e n d e n  k a n n .

1 Una nutrita sintesi della questione si può leggere in Tessier 2012, 97ss. Cf. anche Tes-
sier 2011 e Tessier 2014, in part. il cap. II dedicato alla “vexatissima quaestio dell’esistenza 
nella poesia greca di versi dattilici acataletti” (ibid., 10). 

2 Si intenda colon nell’accezione invalsa presso i moderni (nella teoria antica, come è 
noto, la distinzione fra colon e stichos si basava su un criterio di mera estensione).

3 Qui e di seguito lo spazieggiato è nostro.

Incontri di filologia classica XXI (2021-2022), 33-50DOI: 10.13137/2464-8760/34127
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West 1982, 43: T h e  ‘ a c a t a l e c t i c ’  t e t r a m e t e r , though always 
bounded by caesura, c a n n o t  e n d  a  p e r i o d ; it might be described as 
a prepositive colon. It is perhaps best understood as a piece of dactylic ex-
pansion which has achieved sufficient substance to be felt as a separate colon 
b u t  w h i c h  o f  i t s  n a t u r e  c a n n o t  e x i s t  i n d e p e n d e n t l y .

Da queste premesse, e assumendo a quadro teorico il sistema enucleato da Böckh 
per la determinazione dei confini di verso4, discenderebbero le seguenti limitazioni:

a.	 in quanto colon che mai può assurgere al rango di verso o, meglio, di sequen-
za indipendente, l’alcmanio acataletto non sarebbe soggetto ad adiaphoria 
finale e pertanto non potrebbe presentarsi nella forma desinente in cretico 
(longa in brevi)5 né ricorrere in finale assoluta;

b.	 gli eventuali iati finali di sequenza sarebbero sempre e solo breviantes.

Se l’observatio non smentisce la globale validità di queste restrizioni, non manca-
no, né sono sfuggite alla critica, occorrenze in cui l’alcmanio pare contravvenirvi. 
Si aggiunga che il celeberrimo passo di Paul Maas in cui è sancita l’impossibilità 
per un verso di terminare con una breve in purezza o con un biceps, sovente as-
sunto a dogma nelle teorizzazioni seriori, presenta contestualmente un’eccezione 
che riguarda appunto le sequenze dattiliche (Maas 1962, 29, § 34 nella traduzione 
di Lloyd-Jones):

T h e  l a s t  e l e m e n t  o f  t h e  l i n e  ( a n d  a l s o ,  c o n s e q u e n -
t l y ,  t h e  l a s t  e l e m e n t  o f  t h e  s t r o p h e  o r  s y s t e m )  i s 
n e v e r  a  b r e v e  o r  a  d i s y l l a b i c  b i c e p s ; it is always anceps in 
so far as any last syllable of a line may be prosodically long or short (Aristei-
des Quintilianus I. 21, p. 44, uses the term ἀδιάφορος). But since internal 
responsion very often requires a longum, and hardly ever a breve, at this 
place, and since we have to reckon with the possibility that even a short final 
syllable may have been made prosodically long by the presence of a pause 
after it (brevis in longo), every final element is noted as a longum. […] How 
Alcman’s dactylic dimeters [sic] ended is not made clear by Hephaestion 
ch. 7. 4; but in view of Archilochus fr. 116 [sic]6 and Theocritus, epigr. 20. 
2, o n e  c a n  h a r d l y  d e n y  t h a t  t h e r e  m a y  h a v e  b e e n 
d a c t y l i c  r u n s  t h a t  e n d e d  w i t h  a  d i s y l l a b i c  b i c e p s .

4 Come recepito dalla dottrina metrica novecentesca, non senza appropriazioni indebi-
te, omissioni e fraintendimenti: vd. Tessier 2012 (in sintesi, 119ss.).

5 Prescindiamo qui dalle testimonianze della lirica eolica, per cui cf. Dale 1969, 192 e 
Gentili - Lomiento 2003, 106.

6 Ma correttamente fr. 115 [Bergk4 = IEG 190] in Maas 1929.
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A buon diritto Maas ritiene si possano individuare delle occorrenze di alcmanii 
che, sfuggendo alla norma poc’anzi enunciata, fornirebbero prova dell’esistenza di 
daktylische Reihen desinenti in doppia breve. Va tuttavia rilevato che gli esempi 
addotti (Archil. IEG 190, Theocr. Epigr. 20,2), pur pertinenti alla presente discus-
sione, non si direbbero tali rispetto all’argomentazione maasiana; in entrambi i 
casi, infatti, il tetrametro dattilico acataletto, che in composizione con un itifallico 
costituisce la sequenza d’esordio di un asinarteto, non è chiuso da biceps ma pre-
senta terminazione cretica. L’incoerenza, del resto, non dev’essere sfuggita al tra-
duttore anglosassone, che chiosa: «But can   strictly be called a biceps?» (Lloyd-
Jones, ap. Maas 1962, 29, nt. 1).

Quanto poi alla testimonianza di Efestione, essa viene chiamata in causa non 
più che per i suoi aspetti omissivi: «How Alcman’s dactylic dimeters [re vera te-
trametri] ended is not made clear by Hephaestion ch. 7. 4» (= p. 22,12ss. Consbr.). 

Ἀλκμὰν δὲ καὶ ὅλας στροφὰς τούτῳ τῷ μέτρῳ κατεμέτρησε· (PMGF 27)

Μῶσ’ ἄγε Καλλιόπα, θύγατερ Διός,  
ἄρχ’ ἐρατῶν ἐπέων, ἐπὶ δ’ ἵμερον  
ὕμνῳ καὶ χαρίεντα τίθει χορόν.  

Se certo è innegabile che il passo efestioneo non esplicita in che modo terminas-
sero gli alcmanii presso l’autore eponimo, pare legittimo ipotizzare che le “intere 
strofe” da Alcmane composte in questo metro prevedessero delle forme di arti-
colazione ritmica interna7; inoltre l’omissione imputata a Efestione potrebbe in 
realtà non risultare tale alla luce di ulteriori precisazioni reperibili, anche a poche 
righe di distanza, nello stesso Enchiridion: andrebbe infatti almeno menzionata 
l’apertura della sezione dedicata ai dattili, dove si afferma che le sequenze acatalet-
te ammettono nell’ultima sede tanto il dattilo puro quanto il cretico in virtù dell’a-
diaphoria finale (τὸ δακτυλικὸν δέχεται δακτύλους καὶ σπονδείους κατὰ πᾶσαν 
χώραν πλὴν τῆς τελευταίας· ἐπὶ ταύτης δέ, εἰ μὲν ἀκατάληκτον εἴη, δάκτυλον ἕξει 
ἢ διὰ τὴν  ἀδιάφορον κρητικόν: p. 20,18 – 21,1 Consbr.); analoga affermazione 
ricorre nuovamente più avanti (p. 49,25 – 50,6 Consbr.) là dove, nel trattare degli 
asinarteti, Efestione cita due versi archilochei aperti da alcmanio, uno dei quali 
con finale dattilica pura (IEG 188,1), l’altro con terminazione cretica διὰ τὴν […] 
ἀδιάφορον (IEG 190)8. Il che equivale a dire che per il metricologo di età imperia-

7 Si aggiunga l’acuta osservazione di Palumbo Stracca 1979, 55: «Poiché Efestione di-
stingue nettamente tra sequenza dattilica acataletta e catalettica […], è da escludere che la 
strofe terminasse con 4da^, altrimenti l’avrebbe rilevato: terminava dunque con il biceps, 
contro la norma. Si noti che il v. 3, se è fine di periodo, presenta la terminazione cretica».

8 Sulle testimonianze archilochee cf. infra § 1. Un caso di dipodia dattilica con finale 
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le le sequenze dattiliche, lungi dal costituire eccezione, erano soggette allo stesso 
trattamento riservato agli altri metri.

Andrà inoltre ricordato che il sistema normativo maasiano prevede per i dattili 
un’ulteriore deviazione dalla ‘norma’. La si può leggere nel successivo paragrafo 
35 della Griechische Metrik (Maas 1962, 29s.), dove è enunciato un altro fin troppo 
fecondo postulato novecentesco, poi compendiato nell’efficace formulazione di 
Dale «anceps iuxta anceps is impossible» (ma per coprire la globalità dei fenomeni 
posti all’attenzione da Maas vi si dovrebbe integrare «brevis/biceps iuxta anceps is 
impossible»)9:

A n  a n c e p s  n e v e r  o c c u r s  n e x t  t o  a  b r e v e  o r  a n o -
t h e r  a n c e p s  (except in the aeolic basis and in anaclasis) […]. Thus, 
in lyric poetry, in any apparent instances of the sequences 
  ×, ×  ,   ×, &c.
there is regularly pause […] between  and × or between × and , 
s o  t h a t  t h e  e l e m e n t  b e f o r e  t h a t  p a u s e  i s  a  l o n g u m 
i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  [ … ]  b r e v i s  i n  l o n g o . 
T h e r e  i s  o n e  e x c e p t i o n  t o  t h e  r u l e : Sophocles often has 
runs of dactyls ending with    followed after a diaeresis, but w i t h 
n o  p a u s e , by ×   . Cf. Ar. Nub. 290~313, Eur. Alc. 463~473.

Si enuncia qui, con un non inconsueto tono dogmatico, un ulteriore divieto ge-
nerale di cui, al pari del precedente, invano si cercherebbe giustificazione nelle 
fonti antiche e che di nuovo verrebbe disatteso solo dalle sequenze dattiliche; a 
fare ‘eccezione’, in questo caso, sarebbero numerose occorrenze sofoclee10 ed epi-
sodiche attestazioni in altri autori drammatici, nelle quali, dopo un run of dactyls 
terminante in doppia breve, ricorrerebbe «with no pause» una sequenza aperta da 
anceps (così nella terminologia maasiana, di fatto un elemento libero: del giambo 
nei versi tragici, di un enoplio nel caso aristofaneo)11. Va da sé che la pretesa infra-
zione del postulato «biceps iuxta anceps is impossible» verrebbe meno ammetten-
do che una terminazione dattilica pura possa costituire fine di sequenza (in senso 
boeckhiano), cioè quanto Maas stesso prospetta come possibile nel precedente § 
34 («one can hardly deny that there may have been dactylic runs that ended with a 
disyllabic biceps») senza tuttavia fornirne, come si è visto, esempi adeguati. Questi 
alcmanii chiusi da doppia breve e seguiti da strutture non omologhe si direbbero 

cretica si trova in Pind. Ol. 14, s. 6, secondo la colometria degli scholia metrica vetera, su 
cui cf. Lomiento 1998, 119s.

9 Dale 1968, 106, nt. 2. Cf. anche Dale 1956, 196.
10 Un elenco sarà poi fornito da Raven 1965, 229.
11 Sugli usi improprii del termine anceps è d’obbligo rinviare a Rossi 1963.
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viceversa i candidati esemplari ad avere natura di sequenze autonome sulla base 
di quel ‘quarto criterio’ di Böckh che si usa sintetizzare con cognitio metrorum. 
L’autonomia sarebbe marcata dalla metabola ritmica: dal ritmo discendente dei 
tetrametri dattilici a quello ascendente dell’enoplio/paremiaco nell’esempio ari-
stofaneo, da ritmo discendente e γένος ἴσον del dattilo a ritmo ascendente e γένος 
διπλάσιον del giambo negli esempi tragici12.

Come si vedrà più avanti, nel corso del Novecento sono state assunte, anche 
in ambito anglosassone, posizioni teoriche meno nette di quelle sin qui riportate; 
nondimeno i due interdetti enunciati da Maas hanno prodotto conseguenze ecdo-
tiche tuttora persistenti. Prendendo le mosse dai frammenti archilochei di cui si 
è detto, se ne propone qualche esempio tratto da passi di poesia arcaica che sono 
stati al centro di molte cure esegetiche ma che in alcune edizioni correnti (e.g. IEG 
e PMGF) recano ancora traccia della pseudo-dottrina maasiana; a seguire si esa-
mineranno delle occorrenze di alcmanii euripidei che non sembrano essere stati 
adeguatamente considerati dal punto di visto metrico.

1.	 Arch. IEG 190

καὶ βήσσας ὀρέων †δυσπαιπάλους οἷος ἦν ἐπ’ ἤβης.
          |      	      4da ithyph

Il frammento è citato nell’Enchiridion fra gli asinarteti composti da tetrametro 
dattilico e itifallico13. Mentre nel fr. 188.1, altro verso addotto a esempio da Efe-
stione, il tetrametro ha l’attesa finale pura in doppia breve, l’alcmanio che apre 
l’archilocheo del fr. 190 presenta terminazione cretica, come il metricologo di età 
imperiale non tralascia di osservare (Hephaest. 49,25 – 50,6 Consbr.):

Ἓν μὲν δὴ τοῦτο τῶν παρ’ Ἀρχιλόχῳ ἀσυναρτήτων· ἄλλο δὲ τὸ ἐκ δακτυλικῆς 
τετραποδίας καὶ τοῦ αὐτοῦ ἰθυφαλλικοῦ (Archil. 100 [Bergk4 = 188 W.])

οὐκέθ’ ὁμῶς θάλλεις ἁπαλὸν χρόα· κάρφεται γὰρ ἤδη·	
           |      

γίνεται δὲ ὁ τελευταῖος τῆς τετραποδίας διὰ τὴν ἐπὶ τέλους ἀδιάφορον καὶ 
κρητικός (Archil. 115 [Bergk4 = 190 W.])

καὶ βήσσας ὀρέων δυσπαιπάλους οἷος ἦν ἐπ’ ἤβης.
          |      

12 Il passo dell’Alcesti citato da Maas è discusso infra.
13 Analogo asinarteto (4da ithyph) è anche in AP XIII 28 Beckby: notevole il v. 9, con 

sinafia verbale fra le due strutture ritmiche.
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Questo (scil. eftemimere anapestico e emiolio trocaico, chiamato itifallico) 
è uno degli asinarteti di Archiloco; un altro è composto da una tetrapodia 
dattilica e dallo stesso itifallico (Archil. 188 W.):

οὐκέθ’ ὁμῶς θάλλεις ἁπαλὸν χρόα· κάρφεται γὰρ ἤδη· 	
           |      

L’ultimo piede della tetrapodia può anche essere un cretico, in virtù dell’indif-
ferenza finale (Archil. 190 W.):

καὶ βήσσας ὀρέων δυσπαιπάλους οἷος ἦν ἐπ’ ἤβης.
          |      

Chi è stato indotto a ipotizzare una corruttela in δυσπαιπάλους per la difficoltà 
posta dal longum clausolare ha destituito di valore probante tanto la fonte teo-
rica – «I do not believe in the metre of δυσπαιπάλους, although that is certainly 
what Hephaestion read»14 – quanto il parallelo fornito, pur in differente contesto 
metrico-ritmico, dal celebre epodo di Colonia, Archil. IEG 196a, nel quale fra hem 
e 2ia ricorrono non occasionalmente iato (P.Köln II 58, r. 3 e 17) e brevis in longo 
(P.Köln II 58, r. 1 [V̆ C/V], 7 [V̆ C/V], 21 [V̆ /C], 33 [V̆ C/V]15)16. 

2.	 Alcm. PMGF S5(b), ii, 15-19 (241 Calame)17

15	 ταὶ δ’ ὅτ̣ε̣ δὴ ποταμῶι καλλιρρόωι [	             	 4da ||H

ἀράσαντ’ ἐρατὸν τελέσαι γάμον	             	 4da
καὶ τὰ πασῆν ἃ γυναιξὶ καὶ ἀνδρά[σι  	              [?	 4da

]α̣τα κω̣ριδίας τ’ εὐνᾶς̣ [λα]χῆν	   ]         [] 	 4da
] . [΄] . ọ[

Dopo una probabile terminazione di strofe al v. 14, marcata dalla catalessi del 
dimetro giambico e nel P.Oxy. 3213 segnalata dall’accumulo di paragraphos e co-

14 West 1974, 135. Diversamente Fraenkel 1918, 175s.
15 Si ricorre alla numerazione dei righi della mise en page papiracea anziché a quella dei versi 

da West adottata in IEG, dove hemiepe e dimetri giambici vengono disposti su righi distinti.
16 Revocando in dubbio l’intera dottrina antica degli asinarteti: si veda l’affermazione in 

tal senso in Merkelbach - West 1974, 102: «Es ist also eigentlich eine dreizeilige Kurzstro-
phe, aber man hat die zwei kürzeren Kola immer in einer Zeile geschrieben. Diese Praxis 
hat die antike Theorie von den asynartetischen Versen veranlasst». Ma cf. Palumbo Strac-
ca 1979, 55ss. e da ultimo Swift 2019, 356.

17 Di cui si riproduce l’analisi metrica (Calame 1983, 223).

https://papyri.uni-koeln.de/publications/p-koeln-2
https://papyri.uni-koeln.de/publications/p-koeln-2
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ronide18, il frammento trasmette quattro tetrametri ad andamento dattilico che 
presentano in clausola differenti configurazioni prosodiche: se v. 15 termina con 
vocale lunga in iato, brevians a giudizio di Lobel19 e West20, segnale ‘böckhiano’ di 
fine verso per Calame21, l’ultima sillaba dei v. 16 e 18 è chiusa e rimane tale anche 
se computata in sinafia prosodica con quanto segue; il confine fra i v. 17/18 non è 
invece determinabile per via di due pur minime lacune che privano il primo della 
porzione terminale, il secondo dell’esordio; v. 17 verosimilmente si chiude con 
ἀνδρά[σι, e in tal caso la sequenza si configurerebbe come tetrametro dattilico 
‘puro’22, oppure ἀνδρά[σιν, evenienza questa che dà luogo a esiti prosodici diversi 
a seconda che il supplemento accolto a v. 18 abbia incipit vocalico (ἔσχατα West, 
ἄισματα Luppe) o consonantico (χάρματα dub. Lobel, φίλτατα/φίντατα Brown) e 
che sia o meno operante la sinafia ritmico-prosodica23.

L’ed. pr. riconosceva nel passo due coppie di alcmanii, ciascuna delle quali 
composta da un tetrametro dattilico ‘puro’ (v. 15 e 17) e da una sequenza dattilica 
di identica estensione ma con sostituzione cretica nell’ultimo metron (v. 16 e 18)24. 
Non così West (cui ancora rinvia, per il metro, PMGF, app. cr. ad loc.) che, limita-
tamente ai v. 16 e 18, nega trattarsi di tetrametri dattilici (West 1977, 39): 

The cretic close seen in τελέσαι γάμον and εὐνᾶς [τυ]χῆν must be re-
garded as an essential feature of these periods and not as an alternative 
admissible in dactylic tetrameters generally. T h e  t r u e  d a c t y l i c 
t e t r a m e t e r  i s  a  m e a s u r e  t h a t  s t a n d s  i n  s y n a p h e i a 
w i t h  w h a t e v e r  f o l l o w s  i t  (though marked off from it by cae-

18 In genere riservato alla fine del componimento, «but we find the same combination 
in P.Oxy. 2387 fr. 3 ii 3» (West 1977, 38, nt. 2).

19 Lobel 1977, 17.
20 West 1977, 39.
21 Calame 1983, 223.
22 A meno di non ipotizzare sinafia prosodica e un attacco con gruppo consonantico al 

successivo v. 18, ma non si ravvisa una possibile integrazione che risponda a questa evenienza.
23 Fra le proposte di integrazione, quelle a esordio consonantico darebbero luogo a una 

clausola cretica anche al v. 17, nell’ipotesi di sinafia ritmico-prosodica e ny efelcistico a 
fine v. 16; ma χάρμ]ατα «does not seem to me very attractive and I should say was too 
long», per ammissione dello stesso editore (Lobel 1977, 17), mentre φίλτατα (o φίντατα) 
di Brown pare da escludere per ragioni paleografiche: nell’ampia porzione interlineare 
conservata fra i rr. 17/18 del frammento ossirinchita di Ibico non si trova traccia della 
lettera phi, che in altri testi trascritti dal medesimo scriba (A5 presso Johnson 2004, 20s.) 
viene generalmente vergata con l’asta che infrange il bilineo superiore (cf. e.g. P.Oxy. 3676, 
col. II, r. 6; P.Oxy. 3710, col. I, rr. 3, 7 etc.).

24 Lobel 1977, 17.
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sura), a n d  t h i s  s y n a p h e i a  i s  i n c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  t h e 
p e r i o d - e n d  i m p l i e d  b y     |. […] I think we should consider 
the verse  ⏔    ⏔    not as a sort of dactylic tetrameter that 
has been trodden on at the end, but as a hemiepes linked by a biceps ele-
ment to a cretic close, D ⏕ e. Similar conjunctions occur in two Stesi-
chorean poems: in the third line of the strophe of the Iliu Persis we have 
D ⏕ e , and in the fifth line of the strophe of the new poem which for 
the moment we had better call the ‘Thebaid’ we have ⏓ D  e .

In altri termini: poiché «the true dactylic tetrameter» è atteso essere in sinafia con 
quanto segue, né può ammettere longa in brevi, a eventuali sequenze con longum 
finale non sarebbe lecito attribuire natura di alcmanio. Ma l’argomento appare 
circolare nonché basato su una premessa (i.e. l’alcmanio non può mai essere con-
siderato sequenza autonoma) priva di sostegni teorici al di fuori delle apodittiche 
enunciazioni moderne riportate in apertura e che pertanto parrebbe più prudente 
sottoporre di volta in volta alla prova dei dati. Quanto ai paralleli stesicorei ad-
dotti da West, il terzo colon strofico di PMGF S88ss. (       ⏕    ) e 
il quinto colon strofico di PMGF 222b (            ) si configurano 
rispettivamente come hemm reizia e pros reizia25 e, più in generale, il contesto di 
kat’enoplion-epitriti in cui essi ricorrono non si direbbe paragonabile, per quanto 
conservato, alla natura ritmica del passo alcmanico.

3.	 Ibyc. PMGF S151, 24/25 ~ 28/29
									       

εὖ Ἑλικων̣ίδ[ες] ἐ̣μβαίεν †λόγω[ι,	   ⏔      ⏔   	 4da ||
θνατ[ὸ]ς† …
~
Αἰγαῖον διὰ [πό]ν̣τον ἀπ’ Ἄργεος
ἠλύθο̣[ν …

Sul verso così si esprime West (1966, 152):

λόγ[ῳ is unavoidable in 24; and  s i n c e  t h e  l a s t  s y l l a b l e  m u s t 
b e  s h o r t,  θνατός must be replaced by a word beginning with a vowel.

La presenza di singolarità rispetto al quadro teorico postulato si traduce nella 
necessità di emendare il testo tràdito (cruces in PMGF); West propone αὐτός in 

25 Come lascia supporre la presenza, in entrambi i casi, di un elemento libero bisillabico.
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luogo di θνατός26, che consente di eludere in sinafia metrico-prosodica la pre-
sunta difficoltà metrica. Ma, come è stato adeguatamente puntualizzato, l’ipotesi 
di intrusione di θνατός, oltre ad essere a stento giustificabile27, priverebbe il pas-
so ibiceo di una viceversa pregnante riformulazione epica (Od. VI,201)28 e di un 
termine centrale nella recusatio del poeta29. Piuttosto che intervenire su un testo 
altrimenti sano, pare pertanto prudente concludere, con Woodbury, «it may be 
our understanding of the metre that needs improvement»30.

Ai comportamenti eccezionali dei dattili, su cui si focalizzano (come si è visto 
non senza ambiguità) le sin troppo stringate osservazioni di Maas, dedica qualche 
attenzione senz’altro più cauta Parker 1997, 53s., che inoltre include nella sua ri-
flessione anche i casi di alcmanii chiusi da doppia breve e seguiti da iato (eviden-
temente haud brevians):

It is worth noting a  f e w  o d d i t i e s  which Aristophanes’ dactyls share 
with those of the tragedians […]. In Attic drama, there are a  f e w  p a s s a -
g e s  i n  w h i c h      i s  f o l l o w e d  b y  h i a t u s ,  a n d  s o ,  p r e -
s u m a b l y ,  b y  v e r s e - e n d .  […] Another oddity sometimes found in 
the dactyls of later tragedy is the sequence . . .    × . . ., which contravenes 
the general principle in Greek metre that short and anceps do not stand side 
by side within the same verse […]. W h e r e  t h e r e  i s  w o r d - e n d 
( a s  i n  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  c a s e s )  b e t w e e n  d a c t y l  a n d 
a n c e p s ,  w e  h a v e  t h e  o p t i o n  o f  a s s u m i n g  v e r s e - e n d 
a f t e r     .

Le osservazioni di Parker sono state più recentemente riproposte da Lourenço 
2011, 65:

Generally speaking, we are more likely to encounter a spondee at period-
end than a dactyl; however, “in Attic drama, there are a few passages in 
which      i s  f o l l o w e d  b y  h i a t u s,  and so, presumably, by verse-
end” (Parker 1997: 53). The only instances of this I have been able to find in 

26 West 1966, 153.
27 «The change yields excellent sense (“unaided”), but the process of corruption 

amounts to a complex shift from a marginal or interlinear comment on διερὸς below (in 
which case we might expect rather θνητός)» (Woodbury 1985, 197, nt. 10).

28 Gentili 1967, 177 e Woodbury 1985, 197, nt. 10. L’interpretazione testuale e metrica 
del frammento ha dato luogo a un dibattito fra Bruno Gentili e Martin West ben sinte-
tizzato da Gostoli 1979, 93s., cui si rinvia anche per la puntuale analisi metrica del passo.

29 Gentili 1967, 177s.
30 Woodbury 1985, 197, nt. 10.
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Euripides are Alc. 464~474, Med. 137, Hcld. 624 (with correption), Tr. 825-6 
(correption) and Ba. 585.

Va tuttavia osservato che, con l’unica eccezione di Bacch. 585 (su cui avremo 
modo di tornare in seguito), i passi citati non sembrano rappresentare l’esemplifi-
cazione del fenomeno descritto da Parker («    […] followed by hiatus, and so, 
presumably, by verse-end»): in Alc. 464/465 ~ 474/475, infatti, non vi è alcuno iato 
finale di sequenza, mentre gli iati di Med. 136/137, Hcld. 624/625, Tr. 825/827 non 
possono considerarsi pertinenti in quanto potenzialmente breviantes. 

Limitatamente a Hcld. 624/625 e Tr. 825/827, parrebbe ritenerli tali anche 
Lourenço 2011, 65 (citato supra), che segnala appunto, non senza contrad-
dizione con quanto appena enunciato, l’applicazione di correptio. Si noti 
tuttavia che nella seconda sezione del saggio, dedicata alle scansioni dei 
melica euripidei, solo nel caso di Hcld. 624 lo iato viene senz’altro trattato 
come brevians (è quanto si può desumere dall’omissione di segnali di fine 
verso: Lourenço 2011, 157), mentre gli alcmanii di Med. 136 e Tr. 825 sono 
accompagnati da doppia barra:

Med. 136				          (Lourenço 2011, 147)
ἔκλυον, οὐδὲ συνήδομαι, ὦ γύναι,	                      4da ||H 
ἄλγεσι δώματος,			               		      2da
ἐπεί…

Tr. 825 ~ 845 			          (Lourenço 2011, 240)
825	 ἁ δέ σε γειναμένα πυρὶ δαίεται,      	                    4da ||H

ἠϊόνες δ’ ἅλιαι			                 		    D ||H

ἴακχον…
~

845	 κῆδος ἀναψάμενος. τὸ μὲν οὖν Διὸς	                       4da 
οὐκέτ’ ὄνειδος ἐρῶ·			                   	     D ||H

τὸ…

Andrà inoltre osservato che l’articolazione proposta per Med. 136 e Tr. 825 
dà luogo a un’ulteriore ambiguità. Poiché la doppia barra apposta in ra-
gione dello iato lascia presupporre un’interpretazione dell’alcmanio come 
sequenza autonoma, il dittongo finale di sequenza dovrebbe, nello schema 
metrico accluso, essere piuttosto computato secondo la sua quantità natura-
le: saremmo pertanto in presenza di quella chiusa cretica διὰ τὴν ἀδιάφορον 
che, come si è visto, la scienza metrica da Maas in avanti tende a rigettare. 
Che poi di fatto lo iato sia da Lourenço interpretato come brevians è sugge-
rito dal trattamento antistrofico del passo delle Troiane (v. 845/846), dove 
non viene riproposta la doppia barra desumibile dal respondens strofico 
(come viceversa avviene, con l’attesa simmetria ritmica, nel caso dell’hemie-
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pes seguente). Quella che si può senz’altro ritenere una mera svista è però 
forse anche segno di una diffusa incertezza esegetica che investe il finale 
delle sequenze dattiliche e, più in generale, di esitazioni nell’esercizio della 
prassi snelliana delle doppie barre e nell’applicazione degli indicia böckhia-
ni (nello specifico: iato brevians o seiungens?).

Il caso dell’Alcesti è comunque di un qualche interesse e, lo si è visto, era già 
stato posto all’attenzione da Maas31 come esempio di alcmanio desinente in dop-
pia breve ‘iuxta anceps’.

Alc. 464/465 ~ 474/475 			   (Lourenço 2011, 142)
… εἰ δέ τι	  	                4da

καινὸν ἕλοιτο πόσις λέχος, ἦ μάλ’ ἂν		                 4da
465	 ἔμοιγ’ ἂν εἴη στυγη-			         	             ia + cr ∫

θεὶς τέκνοις τε τοῖς σοῖς.			                                 ithyph
~		

… τὸ γὰρ		                 4da
ἐν βιότωι σπάνιον μέρος· ἦ γὰρ ἂν		                 4da

475	 ἔμοιγ’ ἄλυπος δι’ αἰ-			         	             ia + cr ∫
ῶνος ἂν ξυνείη.				                                  ithyph

Chi intenda eludere l’inammissibile (beninteso, maasianamente) adiaphoros fina-
le32 deve postulare che il v. 464 giaccia in sinafia ritmico-prosodica con la successi-
va sequenza a esordio giambico. Così, nella pratica, Lourenço 2011, 65 (ma prima 
di lui già Dale)33, che coerentemente commenta34:

A n o t h e r  d i s c o n c e r t i n g  f e a t u r e  o f  t r a g i c  d a c t y l s  i s 
t h e  p e r m i s s i b i l i t y  o f  b r e u i s  i u x t a  a n c e p s, which is not a 
valid licence in other forms of lyric.

31 Maas 1962, 29s., par. 35, cit. supra. Cf. anche Parker 1997, 54.
32 Sulla questione dell’effettiva quantità delle «sillabe imperniate su vocale breve e chiu-

se, in fin di verso, da consonante semplice» vd. Tessier 2012, 105ss., con testimonianze 
antiche e loro ricezione (non sempre fortunata) presso i moderni.

33 La scelta di Lourenço è infatti in linea con l’analogo trattamento riservato al passo da 
Dale 1971, 42s., che nella prima strofe del secondo stasimo dell’Alcesti (v. 455-465 ~ 466-
476) non pone altre doppie barre se non fra i v. 457/458 ~ 468/469, dove si registra un caso 
di ‘anceps iuxta anceps’ fra enop e sync ia trim. Dale, ibid., chiosa: «Dactylic tetrameter 
forms period with a colon opening in anceps»; vd. anche Dale 1954, 92, che ritiene il passo 
dell’Alcesti l’unica occorrenza euripidea del fenomeno (altre ne individua Parker 1997, 54).

34 Menzionando Alc. 464 ~ 474 fra gli esempi pertinenti all’enunciato teorico.
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Va comunque segnalato che Lourenço 2011, 132 si propone programmatica-
mente di indicare fine di verso solo dove ne ricorrano indizi certi: 

In indicating period-end (||), I  h a v e  p r e f e r r e d  t o  err on the side of 
caution and  s i g n a l  i t  o n l y  w h e n  c e r t a i n. 

Si tratta di una prassi prudenziale piuttosto diffusa, improntata a quel ‘pavor se-
iungendi’ o ‘hyperböckhismus’, nella felice formulazione di Tessier, che caratterizza 
tanta parte della ricezione novecentesca del metodo böckhiano. Essa si traduce in 
«‘incertezza sticometrica’ di fronte a sequenze chiuse da fine di parola, ma non da 
iato e/o brevis in longo (ossia quelli che Böckh chiamava certiora indicia)» e nella 
«conseguente reticenza nell’adozione della ‘doppia barra’ di fine verso negli schemi 
metrici»35. Continua Tessier (2012, 119):

È appena il caso di ricordare che, invece, il corpo vivo delle analisi di B. evi-
denzia un notevole senso della misura stichica, sorretto da un’analisi ritmica 
di grande sensibilità e in ciò consiste precisamente quel ‘criterio’ finale noto 
come metrorum cognitio et usus veterum doctrinae comparatio diligens, che 
non è dunque solamente un soggettivo facile escamotage.

Ciò che pare, appunto, assente nelle valutazioni correnti della prima coppia stro-
fica del secondo stasimo dell’Alcesti è l’adozione del ‘quarto criterio’ böckhiano, 
in base al quale si ravviserebbe nella transizione da ritmo dattilico discendente a 
ritmo giambico ascendente un chiaro segnale di fine sequenza. 

Portando a esempio, fra altri, Soph. Phil. 142/143 ~ 157/158 (4da/2ia^) – se-
quenza del tutto paragonabile ad Alc. 464/465 ~ 474/475 – Böckh 1811, 70 afferma:

Quum dactylicis in thesin desinentibus subiiciatur versus a thesi incipiens, 
non potest rhythmus ex dactylico systemate uno tenore transire in clausu-
lam, s e d  t e r m i n a t u r  p l e n o  d a c t y l o . 

Oltre a un’esemplare applicazione della cognitio metrorum, nell’enunciato di 
Böckh si trova anche esplicitata in maniera inequivoca la possibilità per l’alcmanio 
di configurarsi come sequenza indipendente.

Un’occorrenza di iato finale con valore demarcativo e non breviante si può 
invece ravvisare al v. 585 delle Baccanti.

35 Molti gli esempi che si potrebbero addurre di scansioni che eccedono in cautela po-
nendo fine di verso solo laddove si possano riscontrare iato o brevis in longo. Nello specifi-
co delle sequenze dattiliche, non di rado articolate in lunghe successioni in cui non figura 
nessuno dei certa indicia böckhiani, cf. e.g. Hcld. 610ss. ~ 621ss. (Lourenço 2011, 157; 
Wilkins 1993, 129), Andr. 1173ss. ~ 1186ss. (Stevens 1971, 236).
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4.	 Bacch. 585/586 Dodds = Diggle
					                  	 (Lourenço 2011, 327)

585	 Δι. <σεῖε> πέδον χθονός,  Ἔννοσι πότνια.	               4da
Χο. ἆ ἆ, 					      
τάχα τὰ Πενθέως μέλαθρα διατι-		                   2tr ∫

νάξεται πεσήμασιν.			         	              lecyth ||

<σεῖε> Wilamowitz |  Ἔννοσι Murray : ἔνοσι LP

Al v. 585 è generalmente recepita l’integrazione di Wilamowitz σεῖε, richiesta 
da un enunciato altrimenti incompleto, mentre l’assetto delle battute oggi comu-
nemente adottato fa proprie le scelte di Bruhn36. Mantenendo il tràdito  Ἔνοσι, 
l’ultimo metron della sequenza sarebbe interpretabile come trocheo soluto con 
correptio in πότνια, «but trochees seem to belong to the Chorus»37, mentre la fisio-
nomia dattilica assunta con la correzione di Murray  Ἔννοσι, accolta sia da Dodds 
che da Diggle, sarebbe in linea con «the remaining utterance of the Voice»38.

Al di là di qualsiasi valutazione sulla bontà degli interventi moderni, preme qui 
sottolineare che chi li accoglie implicitamente legittima l’autonomia ritmica di una 
sequenza dattilica pura in patente contrasto con la ‘norma’ maasiana: essa risulta 
infatti demarcata non solo da iato (haud brevians per evidenti ragioni prosodiche) 
ma anche da alternanza di persona canens39 che, da un punto di vista prettamente 
performativo, rende senz’altro ardua la continuità metrico-musicale40.

5.	 Bacch. 595/596 Dodds = Diggle
						      (Lourenço 2011, 327)

Δι. ἅπτε κεραύνιον αἴθοπα λαμπάδα,		             	 4da
595	 σύμφλεγε σύμφλεγε δώματα Πενθέος.	            	 4da

Χο. ἆ ἆ,
πῦρ οὐ λεύσσεις, οὐδ’ αὐγάζηι		         		  4da
…

36 Di Tyrwhitt nei successivi v. 594ss., discussi infra § 5.
37 Dodds 1960, 150; così in Dale 1983, 330 (ma cf. 331, nota ad loc.).
38 Dodds 1960, 149.
39 Per un analogo caso di finale dattilica pura con iato non brevians in coincidenza con 

un cambio di personaggio cf. Soph. Phil. 1205/1206 (προπέμψατε ⸬ ὡς), su cui vd. Tessier 
2012, 102.

40 A meno di non voler ipotizzare che Dioniso si unisse al grido con cui ha inizio l’in-
tervento corale, come Wilamowitz riteneva dovesse avvenire in Aesch. Pers. 1043, dove 
però è lo stesso Serse che invita il coro a unirsi a lui nel lamento (ἴυζε μέλος ὁμοῦ τιθείς); 
ma è ipotesi che non si saprebbe sostanziare.
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Al v. 595 si riscontra una situazione analoga, con un tetrametro dattilico acata-
letto a chiudere la battuta di Dioniso e identico lamento in avvio della replica co-
rale. La finale dattilica pura che le analisi metriche correnti vi attribuiscono, senza 
indicazioni di autonomia ritmica (Dodds 1960, 150; Dale 1983, 330; Lourenço 
2011, 327), presuppone una sinafia ritmico-prosodica operante in coincidenza del 
cambio di battuta, soluzione che certo risolverebbe la presunta singolarità metrica 
(una finale assoluta di sequenza comporterebbe, secondo gli interpreti moderni, 
il tanto vituperato tetrametro dattilico a chiusa cretica) ma a prezzo di porre più 
complessi interrogativi sulla resa musicale e performativa41.

6.	 Med. 135/136 Diggle
						      (Lourenço 2011, 147)

Χο. ἔκλυον φωνάν, ἔκλυον δὲ βοὰν 		            	 2an
τᾶς δυστάνου Κολχίδος· οὐδέπω		           	 2an ||H

ἤπιος; ἀλλ’, ὦ γεραιά, λέξον.			            	 2an ||B

135	 ἀμφιπύλου γὰρ ἔσω μελάθρου γόον		             	 4da
ἔκλυον, οὐδὲ συνήδομαι, ὦ γύναι,		             	 4da ||H42

ἄλγεσι δώματος,				         		  2da
ἐπεί μοι φιλία κέκραται.			           		 hippon

135 γόον Elmsley : βοάν codd.

Nelle edizioni correnti è recepita la congettura di Elmsley γόον (v. 135) in luo-
go del tràdito βοάν che interromperebbe «the flow of dactyls»43. La corruttela si 
lascia ricondurre a una facile ripetizione dell’ἔκλυον δὲ βοάν trasmesso al prece-
dente v. 132. Di altro avviso Wilamowitz, che riteneva la congettura di Elmsley 
«wohl sprachlich anstößig»44, pur riconducendo la sequenza alla forma dattilica 
attesa tramite correzione in μελάθροιο del genitivo dei codici. 

Non si può fare a meno di sospettare che nelle edizioni post-maasiane la con-
servazione del testo tràdito sia stata ostacolata dal consueto pregiudizio metrico 

41 In verità la discussione potrebbe essere considerata chiusa ammettendo sinizesi in 
Πενθέος (L: Πενθέως P) con conseguente scansione bisillabica dell’ultimo metron.

42 Anche in questo caso si rileva un’incongruenza nella notazione proposta da Lou-
renço 2011, 147: va da sé che, se lo iato è demarcativo, il dittongo finale di γύναι andrebbe 
scandito come longum o notato con longa in brevi; se è invece brevians, la doppia barra di 
fine sequenza risulta fuorviante. Così anche nel dimetro anapestico al v. 133 (ma cf. ibid., 
45, nt. 74).

43 Diggle 1984, 55.
44 Wilamowitz 1880, 511.
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teso a rigettare qualsiasi sequenza dattilica desinente in cretico45. Non pare pertan-
to da escludere che la ripetizione di βοάν consegnataci dalla paradosis sia da man-
tenere46: essa contribuirebbe a sottolineare «das wesentliche Moment des lauten 
Rufens»47, ulteriormente marcato dall’eccezionale (ma forse non troppo) chiusa 
cretica trasmessa dai codici.

45 Un’efficace restituzione del dettato tradizionale in Hcld. 619, sfigurato dai moderni 
per analogo pregiudizio metrico, si deve a Fileni 2006, 53ss.

46 Per una panoramica sulle ripetizioni nella dizione tragica cf. i contributi di Avezzù 
1974, 65ss. e Pickering 2000 (focalizzato su anadiplosi e anafora il primo, dedicato alle 
ripetizioni nei trimetri giambici il secondo).

47 Wilamowitz 1880, 511.
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MICHELE SACCOMANNO

Sovrani macedoni e modello omerico: 
sulla natura politica dei Makedonika di Duride*

Riassunto
L’articolo offre una nuova analisi dei FF 15, 41a e 
49 di Duride di Samo (FGrHist 76). L’autore indaga 
la funzione delle allusioni omeriche presenti nei tre 
frammenti alla luce del contesto storico e del dibat-
tito politico di IV-III secolo a.C. Sembra che Duride 
prendesse di mira la vulgata che celebrava Alessandro 
come un ‘nuovo eroe omerico’: parodizzando una 
scena di banchetto del re con i suoi hetairoi, egli par-
rebbe aver suggerito che dietro l’apparente arete del 
sovrano si nascondesse un animo dissoluto, corrotto 
dai costumi e dalle ricchezze asiatiche (F 49). A simili 
meccanismi di ribaltamento/parodia Duride potrebbe 
aver fatto ricorso in più di un’occasione, e non solo 
parlando di Alessandro; questo, almeno, lascia crede-
re il possibile accostamento polemico tra Agamennone 
e Demetrio attestato in F 15. Dalla rilettura dei testi 
emergono così la vocazione politica dei Makedonika 
e l’interesse dello storico per gli ethe dei dynamenoi: 
a questo riguardo, si suggerisce che Duride realiz-
zasse i propri approfondimenti psicologici attraverso 
l’analisi di aneddoti e dettagli biografici, ricorrendo 
talvolta anche a modelli analogici. L’autore conclude 
rilevando la distanza tra il profilo di Duride delineato 
in questo articolo e quello della tradizione moderna, 
che ritrae il Samio come esponente di una storiogra-
fia ‘tragica’ o ‘artistica’ disinteressata alla dimensione 
pragmatica del racconto storico.
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the function of the Homeric allusions found within these 
three fragments in the light of the historical context and 
the political debate of the 4th-3rd century BCE. Duris 
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a banquet scene of the king with his hetairoi, Duris im-
plies that behind the apparent arete of the ruler lurks a 
dissolute soul, corrupted by Asian customs and wealth 
(F 49). Duris might have employed such parodical/re-
versing technique on more than one occasion, and not 
exclusively when dealing with Alexander, as can be seen 
from F 15, in which a polemical comparison between 
Agamemnon and Demetrius can be found. Hence, a new 
reading of FF 15, 41a and 49 allows to re-assess the po-
litical vocation of the Makedonika, as well as the histo-
rian’s interest in the ethe of the dynamenoi. With this 
respect, the present study suggests that Duris managed to 
provide a psychological depth of his characters through 
the analysis of anecdotes and biographical details, some-
times even making use of analogical models. The author 
concludes by detecting the distance between the profile 
of Duris outlined in this article and that of the modern 
tradition, which portrays the Samian as an exponent of 
a ‘tragic’ or ‘artistic’ historiography disinterested in the 
pragmatic dimension of historical narrative.

Parole chiave
Duride di Samo, Omero, Alessandro III di Macedonia

Keywords
Duris of Samos, Homer, Alexander III of Macedon

Dottorato Scienze dell’Antichità Trieste-Udine-Venezia michele.saccomanno@unive.it

Per tentacolarità degli interessi ed eterogeneità della produzione, poche figure 
si avvicinano all’ideale di polymathes di età ellenistica quanto Duride di Samo, 
poligrafo di fine IV-inizio III secolo a.C. noto ai moderni soprattutto per i suoi 
lavori storiografici1. Complici il suo arruolamento forzato tra le fila del Peripato e 
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tito ringraziamento anche ai revisori per gli utili suggerimenti.
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la svalutazione della storiografia post-tucididea, più di un secolo fa sulla sua opera 
è stato apposto il marchio della ‘storiografia tragica’, presunto tentativo – distil-
lato tra le mura del Liceo – di avvicinare il discorso storico alla poesia, mutuando 
dal teatro tragico moduli narrativi e finalità2. Conseguenza è stata la costruzione 
e rapida diffusione di una vera e propria vulgata: per decenni Duride è stato de-
scritto come un inattendibile affabulatore e un falsario, amante degli aneddoti e 
degli sfoggi eruditi, esteta più interessato alle questioni formali che alle questioni 
‘sostanziali’. Un artista, più che uno storico3.

Valutazioni positive – a tratti entusiastiche – come quella di Hulleman, primo 
editore dei frammenti duridei, sono a lungo rimaste in ombra rispetto al coro qua-
si unanime dei detrattori dello storico di Samo4. Almeno sino alla seconda metà 
del secolo scorso, quando si è messa in discussione la liceità del concetto di ‘storio-
grafia tragica’ e sono stati sperimentati nuovi approcci e soluzioni esegetiche con 
cui riconsiderare la tradizione duridea5. Da allora lo scenario si è fatto magmatico, 
e la comunità scientifica si è grossomodo ripartita tra sostenitori dell’immagine 
‘tradizionale’ (i.e. otto-novecentesca) di Duride6 e quanti tentano di percorrere la 
strada di una sua più o meno spinta ‘rivalutazione’7.

In questo contributo non si tornerà sulla supposta tragicità della scrittura stori-
ca del Samio, né su questioni controverse e delicate come quelle della mimesi du-
ridea. Più semplicemente, ci si soffermerà su alcuni frammenti dei Makedonika8 

 1 Per un inquadramento di Duride cf. Kebric 1977; Pédech 1989, 257-389; Landucci 
Gattinoni 1997; Knoepfler 2001, 30-35; Pownall 2009 e i contributi raccolti in Naas - Si-
mon 2015. Chi scrive sta lavorando a una monografia sulla storiografia di Duride.

2 Schwartz 1896, 113-116; 1897, 560-563, e 1905. Per la fortuna del concetto di ‘storio-
grafia tragica’ cf. la lunga lista di lavori citati in Seibert 1983, 15-19; Spoerri 1994, 909-913; 
sulla sua inconsistenza, invece, vd. Walbank 1955 e 1960; Marincola 2003; Schepens 2005 
e Kebric 2015. Circa la falsa notizia - basata su un’interpolazione moderna ad Ath. IV 128a 
= FGrHist 76 T 1 - del discepolato di Duride ad Atene presso Teofrasto, vd. Dalby 1991.

3 «Grand artiste», per riprendere le parole di Pédech 1989, 389.
4 Hulleman 1841, 41-66.
5 Vd. le importanti riflessioni di Ferrero 1963 e Strasburger 1966, 77-82.
6 Cf. e.g. Flach 1973, 14-24; Meister 1975, 109-126; Torraca 1988; Gehrke 2001, 299; 

Zangara 2007, 76s.
7 Tra questi, Landucci Gattinoni 1997; Pownall 2009; Baron 2013, 247-255; 2016; 2017; 

Parmeggiani 2016a; Hau 2020 e 2021.
8 Si tratta del lavoro più noto di Duride. Scandita in ventitré o più libri, l’opera riper-

correva la storia dell’ascesa della Macedonia di Filippo, della conquista dell’impero ache-
menide da parte di Alessandro e delle guerre tra diadochi, almeno sino alla morte di Lisi-
maco (281 a.C.). Punto d’esordio era il 370 a.C. (cf. T 5 = Diod. Sic. XV 60,3-6; vd. invece 
F 55 = Plin. nat. VIII 143 per un riferimento alla morte di Lisimaco e quindi agli eventi 
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in apparenza di modesto valore – aneddoti, note di costume, allusioni omeriche; e 
si cercherà di mostrare che ciò che a lungo è stato derubricato a vezzo erudito po-
trebbe invece nascondere la traccia della dimensione politica della storiografia du-
ridea. Si partirà con l’analisi dei FF 41a, 49 e 14 (§1), testi afferenti ad Alessandro 
e riletti alla luce del probabile rapporto di emulazione istituito tra il re macedone e 
gli eroi omerici. Nel §2, centrato sull’analisi di F 15, si tenterà di ampliare il raggio 
della discussione, ipotizzando che il focus politico con cui Duride avrebbe inqua-
drato Alessandro caratterizzasse i Makedonika più di quanto non si sia fino ad ora 
riconosciuto. E per concludere, al §3 si cercherà di capire se quanto inferito dalla 
rilettura dei frammenti, messo a confronto con la vulgata su Duride, possa con-
durre verso una migliore messa a fuoco del profilo dello storico e della sua opera.

1. Come gli eroi antichi. La politica dell’immagine di Alessandro

Jacoby ricavò le note stringate che nei Fragmente portano il titolo di Duride 
F 41a dal primo libro degli Stromata di Clemente Alessandrino. Qui, all’interno 
di una vertiginosa rassegna cronologica, Clemente toccava sommariamente al-
cuni dei più importanti avvenimenti della storia greca. E arrivato a parlare della 
kathodos degli Eraclidi, affermava (Strom. I 139,4 Stählin = FGrHist 76 F 41a [in 
grassetto il testo stampato da Jacoby])9:

[...] ἀπὸ τούτου ἐπὶ Εὐαίνετον ἄρχοντα, ἐφ’ οὗ φασιν Ἀλέξανδρον εἰς τὴν 
Ἀσίαν διαβῆναι, ὡς μὲν Φανίας ἔτη ἑπτακόσια δεκαπέντε, ὡς δὲ Ἔφορος 
ἑπτακόσια τριάκοντα πέντε, ὡς δὲ Τίμαιος καὶ Κλείταρχος ὀκτακόσια εἴκο-
σι, ὡς δὲ Ἐρατοσθένης ἑπτακόσια ἑβδομήκοντα [τέσσαρα], ὡς δὲ Δοῦρις, 
ἀπὸ Τροίας ἁλώσεως ἐπὶ τὴν Ἀλεξάνδρου εἰς Ἀσίαν διάβασιν ἔτη χίλια. 

[...] Da questo (sc. il ritorno degli Eraclidi) all’arcontato di Euainetos – durante 
il quale dicono che Alessandro abbia attraversato l’Asia – come sostiene Fania, 
settecentoquindici anni; secondo Eforo, settecentotrentacinque; ottocentoven-
ti per Timeo e Clitarco; settecentosettanta per Eratostene; ancora, come dice 
Duride, dalla presa di Troia alla diabasi di Alessandro in Asia, mille anni.

subito successivi a Curupedio). L’ultimo libro di cui si ha menzione è il XXIII: F 15 = 
Ath. XII 546c-d; ma cf. Kebric 1977, 52; Pédech 1989, 336s.; Landucci Gattinoni 1997, 74 
e Knoepfler 2001, 33 per ipotesi sull’esistenza di un libro XXIV. Jacoby 1926, 117, invece, 
parlava di ventisei libri.

9 Il frammento nel suo formato jacobiano prosegue, con un appunto che però appare 
attribuibile, più che a Duride, a Clemente, che così riprende il filo della propria rassegna: 
ἐντεῦθεν ἐπὶ  Ἡγησίαν τὸν Ἀθήνησιν ἄρχοντα, ἐφ᾽ οὗ θνήσκει Ἀλέξανδρος, ἔτη ῑᾱ.
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Non è chiaro se Clemente (o chi per lui) abbia ricavato le informazioni poi 
attribuite a Fania, Eforo e agli altri storici attraverso un qualche tipo di computo. 
È piuttosto perspicuo, invece, che il solenne riferimento agli ἔτη χίλια tra la presa 
di Troia e la campagna di Alessandro apparisse, forse corredato da alcuni dettagli 
che F 41a non conserva10, all’interno dell’opera di Duride: mille è cifra troppo net-
ta ed evocativa per essere figlia di un freddo calcolo da cronografi. In millenni si 
misurano le epoche, e in effetti nella citazione di Clemente Duride sembra marca-
re un discrimine storico di primaria rilevanza11, la simbolica transizione da un’età 
conclusa a una incipiente. Si tratta di qualcosa di più complesso di un semplice 
ammiccamento a Omero: quello che si intravede è l’esito di un bilancio, di una 
rilettura – magari anche sommaria – della storia dei Greci, stimolata dal confron-
to delle spedizioni asiatiche di Agamennone e Alessandro. Duride sembrerebbe 
aver presentato la distruzione di Troia come l’innesco di una catena di guerre 
costantemente rinnovate tra Europei e Asiatici12, cui Alessandro pose fine. È una 
prospettiva che eleva il conflitto Oriente-Occidente a grande costante storica, e 
assegna alla strateia asiatica di Alessandro il ruolo di cesura fondamentale, fatto-
re di discontinuità di una storia dei Greci e dei barbari scandita entro due cicli: 
quello inaugurato da Agamennone e ormai concluso dei Medika, e quello nuovo, 
avviato da Alessandro vincitore dell’impero achemenide, segnato dall’egemonia 
macedone universale. 

Non sappiamo quanto Duride sviluppasse l’accenno di meditazione che il 
frammento conserva, né è possibile stabilire quanto tale meditazione fosse origi-
nale, quanto eventualmente in debito con i lavori di altri autori13. Quello che è cer-

10 F 41b = Tzet. Posthom. 770 ricorda che Duride ed Ellanico avrebbero menzionato 
momento specifico (metà nottata) e giorno (il dodicesimo del mese di Targelione) della 
presa di Ilio (cf. Callisth. FGrHist 124 F 10a = schol. Hec. 910 [ed. Dindorf]).

11 Cf. Pédech 1989, 323, 346; Burkert 1995, 143; Landucci Gattinoni 1997, 66, 102s.; 
Pownall 2009, ad F 41a. 

12 L’immagine ricorda i primi paragrafi delle Storie di Erodoto (I 1-5; cf. soprattutto I 
4-5,1, con la guerra di Troia presentata come primo vero atto di ostilità tra Greci e Persiani), 
e forse trattiene qualcosa anche da Eforo, attento a distinguere tra diversi e ampliati (rispetto 
alla tradizione di V secolo) Medika: Parmeggiani 2011, 717s., 720-722. In essa c’è probabil-
mente anche qualcosa della retorica panellenica di Alessandro, volta a presentare guerra 
troiana, Medika e spedizione del 334 in un’unica linea di continuità: Flower 2000, 108s.

13 È ancora Clemente (Strom. I 139,3) a ricordare che alcuni contavano centoventi/
centottanta anni tra la caduta di Troia e il ritorno degli Eraclidi, e che da quest’ultimo 
evento alla diabasi di Alessandro per Timeo e Clitarco intercorrevano ottocentoventi anni 
(potenzialmente, per un totale di mille anni dalla distruzione della città asiatica all’inizio 
della spedizione di Alessandro). Cf. inoltre la sincronia tra presa di Troia e battaglia del 
Granico istituita in Plut. Cam. 19,7 (che qualche moderno ha ascritto a Callistene: Wallace 



SULLA NATURA POLITICA DEI MAKEDONIKA DI DURIDE

- 55 -

to è che l’implicito parallelo tra Alessandro e Agamennone di F 41a non sorpren-
de: era quasi d’obbligo, per uno storico di fine IV secolo, riflettere sui rapporti tra 
Argeadi ed epos antico. Non è un caso che tanti tra gli scrittori di praxeis dell’età di 
Alessandro, tra cui lo stesso Duride, siano stati anche studiosi di poesia omerica14: 
al tempo del Samio Omero era materia di dibattito pubblico; e per questo la sua 
conoscenza approfondita, specialistica, era necessaria allo storiografo.

Già Filippo iniziò ad attingere a piene mani dal serbatoio della tradizione anti-
ca, proponendo se stesso come nuovo Agamennone e raffigurando i propri hetai-
roi come athletai omerici15. Obiettivo era accreditare la casa reale e la Macedonia 
– la cui appartenenza alla grecità era discussa e contestata – di fronte al diffidente 
mondo delle poleis, parzialmente costretto entro l’orbita argeade dopo Cheronea e 
ora da convincere ad accettare di buon grado una posizione subalterna tra i ranghi 
macedoni, in vista di una campagna a est. In gioco c’era l’accettazione del regno (o 
almeno dei suoi sovrani) all’interno del consesso greco, passo necessario e logica-
mente conseguente all’ingresso dei Macedoni nell’anfizionia delfica sancito dalla 
vittoria nella terza guerra sacra16. Il nodo era identitario e quindi politico: anche da 
esso derivano il ritratto di Alessandro ‘nuovo Achille’ promosso da Anassimene17, 
i frequenti richiami omerici con cui Callistene dettagliava il racconto della spedi-

2020, 126). L’impresa del 334-331, inaspettato e clamoroso rovesciamento dei tradizionali 
rapporti di forza tra Oriente e Occidente (Tuplin 2014), dovette del resto stimolare molti 
alla rilettura critica del passato: cf. e.g. la scelta di Zoilo di raccontare gli eventi dalla teo-
gonia alla morte di Filippo - e di realizzare così un compendio della storia del mondo sino 
ad Alessandro, ideale punto di avvio di un’era nuova (Zoilos FGrHist 71 T 1 = Suda ζ 130 
Adler s.v. Ζωίλος Ἀμφιπολίτης). 

14 Callistene: FGrHist 124 T 10 = Strab. XIII 1,27 e F 53 = Strab. XII 3,5; Zoilo: FGrHist 
71 T 1 = Suda ζ 130 Adler s.v. Ζωίλος Ἀμφιπολίτης; Anassimene: FGrHist 72 T 13 = Dion.
Hal. Is. 19,3, I p. 122 Usener - Radermacher e T 20 = Suda τ 626 Adler s.v. Τιμόλαος; Du-
ride: FGrHist 76 F 30 = schol. Il. XXI, 499 (ed. Dindorf).

15 Diod. Sic. XVI 87 e soprattutto Theopomp. FGrHist 115 F 225a-c, su cui Parmeggiani 
2016b e 2020. Sul possibile accostamento isocrateo tra Agamennone e Filippo vd. Isocr. 
XII 72-89 e cf. Weißenberger 2003, 101-103; Olbrycht 2010, 348 e Parmeggiani 2011, 622s.

16 Per il riassetto dell’anfizionia dopo il conflitto focese vd. Mari 2002, 106-118.
17 Anaximen. FGrHist 72 T 27 = Gnomol.Vat. 78, p. 35 Sternbach e Niceph. Basil. Enc. 

Io. 6,170-179, p. 95 Maisano, con commento in Parmeggiani 2017, 38-45. Per il rapporto 
Achille-Alessandro cf. anche Diod. Sic. XVII 17,3; 97,3; Curt. IV 6,29; Plut. Alex. 5,8; 15,8-
9; Arr. An. I 12,1-2; VII 14,4 e Ameling 1988; Cohen 1995; Flower 2000, 107-110; Müller 
2006; Bowden 2018; Hölscher 2020, 25-27. La pretesa discendenza dell’Argeade da Andro-
maca, invece, sarebbe stata utile a legittimare la conquista dei territori asiatici: Strab. XIII 
1,27; Flower 2000, 109s.
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zione del Macedone in Asia18, e probabilmente la riflessione che soggiace dietro 
Duride F 41a.

F 41a potrebbe provenire dal racconto dei primi atti della diabasis di Alessandro 
in Asia. È possibile che Duride tornasse sull’imitatio degli eroi omerici del re anche 
in altre occasioni. Così, almeno, lascerebbe credere Ath. I 17f = FGrHist 76 F 4919:

καθέζονται δ᾽ ἐν τοῖς συνδείπνοις οἱ ἥρωες, οὐ κατακέκλινται. τοῦτο δὲ καὶ 
παρ᾽ Ἀλεξάνδρωι τῶι βασιλεῖ ἐνίοτε ἦν, ὥς φησι Δοῦρις. ἑστιῶν γοῦν ποτε 
ἡγεμόνας εἰς ἑξακισχιλίους ἐκάθισεν ἐπὶ δίφρων ἀργυρῶν καὶ κλιντήρων, 
ἁλουργοῖς περιστρώσας ἱματίοις.

Gli eroi nei banchetti stanno seduti, non sdraiati. Questo avveniva talvolta 
anche presso il re Alessandro, come dice Duride. Una volta, dunque, offrendo 
un banchetto a circa seimila ufficiali, li fece sedere su sgabelli d’argento e su 
divani ricoperti di drappi di porpora

F 49 è incastonato all’interno di una discussione dei deipnosophistai sulle abi-
tudini conviviali degli eroi omerici (I 8e-25f)20: Ateneo sta parlando della pratica, 
pluriattestata in Iliade e Odissea21, di mangiare da seduti (καθέζονται δ᾽ ἐν τοῖς 
συνδείπνοις οἱ ἥρωες, οὐ κατακέκλινται). È un costume su cui il Naucratita torna 
più volte, spesso contrapponendo la postura a tavola degli antichi – esempio di so-
brio rigore – a quella dei ‘moderni’, adagiati mollemente alle klinai del banchetto 
reclinato, impostosi in Grecia dal VII secolo e in Macedonia tra V e IV secolo22. 
Non è dimostrabile che Duride condividesse la polemica moraleggiante di Ateneo 

18 Pearson 1960, 40-46 (anche sui possibili intenti encomiastici di Callistene); Prandi 
1985, 76-82; Flower 2000, 105, 107s.; Mangia 2009, 318s., 322-326.

19 Per il frammento Jacoby immaginava due possibili contesti: quello delle feste di Sal-
mo o, più probabilmente, delle nozze di Susa, il cui racconto Duride avrebbe tratto da 
Carete: Jacoby 1926, 125; 1927-1930, 434. Cf. Kebric 1977, 42, nt. 51; Pédech 1989, 329; 
Landucci Gattinoni 1997, 77, 113; Giovannelli-Jouanna 2007, 232; F. Pownall 2009, ad F 
49; Baron 2016, 76.

20 Sulla base di Suda ο 251 Adler s.v. Ὅμηρος la paternità di questa sezione è spesso 
parzialmente attribuita a Dioscoride (la cui cronologia è dibattuta, e oscilla per i moderni 
tra IV e I secolo a.C.), autore di un trattato sulle abitudini e i costumi degli eroi omerici. 
Cf. Weber 1888-1889, 87-97; Heath 2000, 342-352 e Weçowski 2014, 191.

21 E.g. Il. XV 100; Od. I 145; III 471.
22 Ath. I 11f; V 192e; VIII 363f; X 428b; XI 459c-460a. Sul banchetto reclinato vd. 

Dentzer 1982, mentre sulla sua diffusione in Grecia cf. Murray 1983a, 263 e Weçowski 
2014, 160s. Cf. Carney 2007, 143-145 per una rapida discussione delle evidenze archeolo-
giche e letterarie che provano l’adozione del banquet couché anche tra i Macedoni.
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verso la moda del banquet couché di importazione orientale. È ragionevole crede-
re, però, che come il Naucratita il Samio cogliesse bene la differenza tra le diverse 
disposizioni conviviali evocate dei verbi kathezomai e kataklinomai; e che quindi 
per una precisa ragione, trovatosi a parlare degli hegemones di Alessandro a ta-
vola, scegliesse di impiegare il primo verbo in luogo del secondo. Duride era pur 
sempre autore di Problemata Homerika: difficilmente ai suoi occhi allenati nello 
studio dell’epos antico quello di F 49 non si sarà configurato come un implicito 
parallelo tra eroi omerici ed hetairoi di Alessandro23. 

Che la scena descritta in F 49 fosse tutt’altro che ordinaria lo dimostra comun-
que una rapida rassegna delle descrizioni dei deipna del figlio di Filippo: sono 
sdraiati i suoi ospiti nei racconti delle nozze di Susa di Ateneo (Ath. XII 538b = 
Chares FGrHist 124 F 4) e di Eliano (VH VIII 7)24; sempre distesi, perché raccol-
ti all’interno di una tenda dalla capacità di cento klinai, pranzano presso Dion i 
philoi e gli hegemones del re, appena prima di attraversare l’Ellesponto (Diod. Sic. 
XVII 16,4) – la skene hekatontaklinos ritorna, in contesto asiatico, in Ath. XII 539f 
= Phylarc. FGrHist 81 F 41; Ael. VH IX 3; Polyaen. IV 3,24 e nel già citato Carete 
F 425. Ancora, l’Alessandro di cui Plutarco illustra le abitudini alimentari e sim-
posiali è kataklinomenos (Alex. 23,6), e i Macedoni che banchettando celebrano 
la risoluzione diplomatica del conflitto con Malli e Ossidraci sono descritti da 
Curzio Rufo distesi su aurei lecti (IX 7,15).

Per comprendere le possibili ragioni all’origine del quadretto di Duride è 
necessario riflettere sulle funzioni ricoperte da simposio e deipnon al tempo di 

23 Tomlinson 1993, 1498 pensava che Alessandro avesse fatto sedere i suoi hegemones 
per una semplice questione di spazio: il luogo scelto per il banchetto non sarebbe stato 
abbastanza capiente da contenere klinai per tutti. Improbabile che Duride non pensasse 
all’uso omerico ma piuttosto al nomos macedone ricordato da Egesandro (ancora citato da 
Ateneo, I 18a; cf. Giovannelli-Jouanna 2007, 232s.). Sostenendo che in Macedonia man-
giava coricato soltanto chi era riuscito a colpire un orso con una rete, Egesandro introdu-
ceva per i pasti macedoni una condizione di fatto simile a quella dei simposi greci, dove al 
pais e alla donna non era concesso sdraiarsi. La finalità di Egesandro è chiara, e appare dif-
ferente da quella di Duride: ridicolizzare Cassandro, descritto a trentacinque anni ancora 
seduto a tavola, come donne e bambini. Su questo vd. Briant 1991, 225; Hatzopoulos 1994, 
93s. e Vössing 2004, 68. Forse è proprio per una impropria contaminazione tra le citazioni 
di Duride ed Egesandro che alcuni moderni hanno letto in Duride F 49 un riferimento a 
convitati sia seduti che sdraiati: Carney 2007, 144s. e Weçoswki 2014, 119, nt. 31.

24 Nel racconto di Arr. An. VII 4,6-7 gli sposi sono invece kathemenoi su thronoi: qui 
però Arriano non descrive il banchetto, ma il rito matrimoniale che lo precede; e che pe-
raltro, specifica lo storico, è celebrato secondo gli usi persiani. Sui contatti tra Carete F 4 e 
Ael. VH VIII 7 vd. Prandi 2005, 87.

25 Sulla tenda di Alessandro vd. la bibliografia in Mari 2018, 308 nt. 32.
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Alessandro26: in un contesto dove gli spazi costituzionalmente adibiti al dibattito 
pubblico scarseggiano, la politica si fa soprattutto nei momenti conviviali. Si pensi 
soltanto alla scelta del re e del suo entourage di introdurre la proskynesis per la pri-
ma volta entro il circolo ristretto dei philoi a simposio, e alla conseguente reazione 
di chiusura di Callistene27; o all’alterco post-simposiale tra Clito e Alessandro28, 
nella sostanza uno scontro sull’opportunità o meno di orientalizzare la monarchia 
e discostarsi dalla tradizione macedone: la tavola di Alessandro era a tutti gli ef-
fetti un luogo istituzionale, lo spazio entro cui si mettevano a punto linguaggio e 
rappresentazioni del potere, dove si avviavano le sperimentazioni politiche, non 
sempre accolte nell’entusiasmo generale. Quanto al banchetto, era l’ideale prosce-
nio da cui il sovrano diffondeva la propria immagine e insieme rinsaldava le rela-
zioni con l’esercito. Una sorta di simposio allargato, con una platea più ampia a 
cui recapitare messaggi politici, luogo d’elezione per stringere (o disfare) rapporti 
personali, e insieme selezionare l’elite del regno.

Nel corso del deipnon, all’interno di una cornice ricca di simbolismi, Alessan-
dro si mostrava ai suoi: occupando il centro della scena, mettendo generosamente 
a disposizione degli invitati la propria ricchezza, illustrando le gerarchie della cor-
te, misurabili con geometrica precisione nella distanza tra monarca e suoi convi-
tati. È sufficiente ricordare il modo in cui i rapporti di potere di corte e impero si 
specchiano nella rigida sistemazione dei partecipanti ai festeggiamenti delle nozze 
di Susa descritte da Carete29; o pensare alla girandola di travestimenti – ora da 
Ammone, ora da Artemide, ora da Ermes – con cui l’Alessandro efippeo si presen-
tava abitualmente a banchetto (Ath. XII 537e = Ephipp. FGrHist 126 F 5): tentati-
vo, denunciato dallo storico, di promuovere tra hetairoi e soldati la trasformazio-

26 Fondamentali gli studi sul simposio di Murray 1983a-b e 1996. Vd. poi sul simposio 
di Alessandro Borza 1983, 54s.; 1990, 241s. e Pownall 2010, 55s., 62-65 (con ulteriore bi-
bliografia). Sulla dimensione politica del deipnon di Alessandro cf. invece Carney 2007, 
162; Weber 2009, 88s., 94; Gomez - Mestre 2009, 221. Per i Macedoni il confine tra sim-
posio e banchetto era forse meno marcato di quanto non fosse per i Greci: così lasciano 
intendere le Efemeridi reali citate da Arriano in An. VII 24,4-25,1 (sulle Ephemerides vd. 
ora Bearzot 2021).

27 Arr. An. IV 10,5-12,5; Plut. Alex. 54,4-6; Mor. 454e, 623f; Ath. X 434d. Cf. Prandi 
1985, 25-29.

28 Arr. An. IV 8-9; Plut. Alex. 50,1-51,11; Mor. 71c; Curt. VIII 1,19-2,12; Iust. XII 6,1-
16; Sen. Ep. 83,19; De ira III 17,1; Bosworth 1988, 114-116; King 2013, 108.

29 Ath. XII 538c-539a: Alessandro è steso su un divano dai piedi dorati, accanto a lui, 
all’interno della tenda, i philoi su klinai d’argento, mentre il resto dell’esercito è alloggiato 
poco distante, nel cortile, con ospiti stranieri e occasionali. Su Carete F 4 vd. Cagnazzi 
2015, 141-156.
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ne della monarchia macedone in autocrazia orientale fondata sulla divinizzazione 
del sovrano30.

Sotto lo stesso filtro politico va posto il singolare dettaglio del pasto omerizzan-
te di F 49: quello di Duride è un Alessandro che vuole presentare sé e i propri he-
gemones come eredi della diaita e quindi dell’ideale omerico, nuovi eroi – custodi 
delle più antiche tradizioni occidentali – alla conquista dell’Asia, nel solco degli 
Achei a Troia. L’immagine avrebbe fatto parte di una politica del consenso in gra-
do di fornire al re un vantaggio duplice. Primo: come suo padre Filippo, attraverso 
l’imitazione di pratiche omeriche Alessandro poteva legittimarsi di fronte ai Greci 
e presentare come panellenica l’azione militare verso est – narrazione utile a pun-
tellare l’egemonia argeade sulla grecità balcanica e asiatica. Secondo: Alessandro 
non doveva badare soltanto alle frizioni tra Greci e Macedoni. La conquista dello 
spazio achemenide aveva generato una nuova faglia di conflitto, quella tra Mace-
doni e Persiani. Si torna ancora al bivio est-ovest di fronte al quale si ritrovò il re 
una volta sconfitto Dario; differentemente da Efippo, Duride parrebbe descrivere 
un Alessandro che si mostra ai suoi come rassicurante interprete di una regalità 
vecchio stampo, insensibile alle sirene asiatiche. 

C’è corrispondenza tra la simbologia di F 49 e quella evocata dall’Alessandro fi-
nalmente venuto a capo della rivolta di Opi (324 a.C.) nel racconto di Arriano (An. 
VII 8-11)31. Alla parte macedone dell’esercito che lamenta l’eccessiva orientaliz-
zazione della monarchia e del regno, minacciando la diserzione, Alessandro ram-
menta chi si trova davvero ai vertici dell’impero (ὑμεῖς σατράπαι, ὑμεῖς στρατηγοί, 
ὑμεῖς ταξιάρχαι [9,8]). Seguono la decisione del re di conferire a Persiani posizioni 
di guida e largo peso nei diversi corpi dell’esercito (11,1-3), il ravvedimento dei 
Macedoni e infine la pacificazione, celebrata con un banchetto dove Alessandro 
e novemila commensali siedono (καθήμενός τε αὐτὸς καὶ πάντων καθημένων) 
disposti secondo un ordine che è prima di tutto conferma dell’insostituibile cen-
tralità dell’elemento europeo e fotografia dei rapporti di forza dell’impero: attorno 

30 Ma cfr. Weber 2009, 93s. per un’interpretazione più sfumata del gioco di travesti-
menti descritto da Efippo («Whether there was an explicit demand for divinity linked with 
it is impossible to say») e Prandi 2016, ad F 5 per la possibilità che con il suo rilievo lo sto-
rico di Olinto volesse soltanto descrivere gli esperimenti politici di Alessandro, senza par-
ticolari accenti critici (il frammento del resto passa attraverso l’ingombrante diaframma di 
Ateneo). La questione incrocia quella dell’ostilità dell’opera efippea verso il Temenide, di 
recente messa in discussione: Gadaleta 2001 e Prandi 2016 (Biographical Essay).

31 Sulla rivolta e la sua risoluzione vd. Diod. Sic. XVII 108,3; 109; Curt. X 2,8-3,14; Plut. 
Alex. 71,3-9; Iust. XII 11,4-12,7; Carney 1996, 36-41. Per la scena di banchetto conclusiva 
cf. Tarn 1948, 434-448; Badian 1958, 428-432; Goukowski 1978, 183; Bosworth 1980, 2; 
Emme 2013, 53.
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al sovrano i Macedoni, solo dopo i Persiani e a seguire altri ethne, per ordine di 
axiosis e arete (11,8-9). Naturalmente non si sta sostenendo che Duride sia la fonte 
di Arriano, né che in F 49 si descriva il deipnon di Opi; semmai, che la scelta della 
disposizione conviviale omerica fosse funzionale a veicolare un preciso messaggio 
politico – vicinanza al modello di regalità occidentale, rifiuto di quello acheme-
nide – richiamato all’occorrenza da Alessandro per compiacere e rassicurare un 
pubblico specifico, quello dell’esercito macedone e più in generale della compo-
nente europea della corte e del suo seguito.

Il discorso di Duride presentava forse un ulteriore passaggio. Alcuni dettagli 
suggeriscono che il Samio non descrivesse con neutralità il tentativo di Alessandro 
di specchiare la propria impresa su quella di Agamennone e compagni. Il primo 
elemento stridente è nel numero dei convitati del pasto di F 49. La dais omerica 
ha una prerequisito: una schiera ridotta di partecipanti, messi nelle condizioni 
di interagire tra loro e con l’organizzatore del deipnon32. Impeccabile esempio di 
sovrano a tavola è il Cleomene di Filarco, che si intrattiene cordialmente con tutti 
i suoi ospiti, accuratamente selezionati, all’interno di un contesto dimesso33. In F 
49 ci sono invece seimila convitati, una platea tanto ampia da impedire una vera 
interazione tra hetairoi e sovrano, utile piuttosto a celebrare la generosità del re 
e le gerarchie da lui stabilite34. A voler imitare gli eroi antichi, con numeri del 
genere, si rischia di fare come l’Antioco epimanes di Polibio, che cerca comica-
mente di conversare con tutti i suoi mille e più invitati35. Con numeri del genere, 
soprattutto, si spendono enormi quantità di denaro. Ateneo menziona seimila tra 
diphroi e klinteres d’argento, altrettanti drappi di porpora, e lascia immaginare 
la presenza di cibo e vino per tutti gli ospiti: un consuntivo abnorme. In Omero 
talvolta si menzionano suppellettili di metallo prezioso a tavola e tessuti di diversa 
natura a coprire le sedie36, ma mai all’interno di una scena conviviale appare una 

32 Murray 1996, 16, 25s.; Weçoski 2014, 196-214; Caciagli 2018, 58, 73-76.
33 Phylarc. FGrHist 81 F 44 = Ath. IV 141f-142f; cf. Weçowski 2014, 115 e Landucci 

Gattinoni 2017, ad F 44.
34 Ampliamento della platea del banchetto e generose distribuzioni di cibo erano tratti 

tipici dei deipna macedoni, specie di quelli regali, che Duride conosceva bene (cf. la chio-
sa, riferita al Falereo, in F 10: καὶ ταῖς μὲν δαπάναις ταῖς εἰς τὰ δεῖπνα τοὺς Μακεδόνας 
ὑπερέβαλε): Carney 2007, 149s.; Mari 2018, 297, nt. 3, 306-310.

35 Polyb. XXX 26,4-6 (ed. Douglas Olson) = Ath. IV 195d-e (cf. Ath. X 439c-d).
36 Coperte, panni, drappi, mantelli sopra i seggi: Il. IX 200 (qui di porpora, all’interno 

di un contesto che sembra per certi versi anticipare quello del banchetto reclinato di età 
arcaica: Caciagli 2018, 67); Od. I 130; IV 124; VII 96-97; XVII 32, 179; XIX 58, 97-101; XX 
150-151 (drappi di porpora), 249; XXI 177, 182. Cf. van Wees 1995, 151, nt. 8 per la lista 
dei passi e 149-151 per riferimenti su suppellettili e mobilio del megaron omerico.
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quantità di oggetti di valore paragonabile a quella di F 49. Al più, qualcosa di si-
mile si ritrova nel lussuoso pasto – in verità poco eroico e calato in un’atmosfera 
mitica – offerto a Odisseo da Circe37. Con una differenza sostanziale: il Macedone 
ha molti più ospiti della divinità; la sua, in prospettiva, è un’esibizione di munifi-
cenza persino superiore. L’impressione di sfarzo si ritrova fin nei dettagli più insi-
gnificanti: anche il diphros, in Omero il più modesto dei seggi, lo sgabello spesso 
riservato ai servi38, in F 49 è d’argento; ciò che per gli antichi era un oggetto umile, 
per Alessandro diviene un bene di pregio da ostentare. 

Per la straordinaria ricchezza che presenta, quello di F 49 sembra un banchetto 
omerico rovesciato, svuotato dei suoi contenuti originari, dove a contare è solo il 
lusso e lo sfoggio di denaro del re. Ma se non a Omero, a quale modello Duride 
poteva ricondurre il pasto di Alessandro? Un’alternativa ci sarebbe: più che a un 
basileus antico, la mensa di F 49 si addice a un ricco autocrate asiatico. Sottotraccia 
si intravede una synkrisis tra la spesa sostenuta dal figlio di Filippo e quella, no-
toriamente proibitiva, dei banchetti dei re achemenidi39: è un tema che la storio-
grafia di fine IV secolo parrebbe aver sviluppato, anche con puntigliosa acribia da 
contabili, se si vuol credere ad Ateneo di nuovo alle prese con Efippo40. 

C’è dunque un’ambiguità di fondo in F 49. Duride potrebbe aver segnalato uno 
scarto tra ciò che Alessandro desiderava mostrare e far credere ai suoi, e ciò che 
Alessandro era davvero. Il tentativo dell’Argeade di presentarsi al mondo greco 
come nuovo guerriero omerico era forse smascherato, l’uso composto di sedersi a 
tavola accostato ironicamente allo sfrenato lusso di un banchetto che di omerico 
aveva appena il nome: presentando gli hegemones del re come la parodia orienta-
leggiante di un circolo di eroi greci, Duride avrebbe rivelato che l’adesione di Ales-

37 Od. X 348-372.
38 In Od. XVII 330 Eumeo siede sul diphros solitamente utilizzato dallo scalco addetto 

alla distribuzione del cibo durante i banchetti dei pretendenti; in XIX 97 Odisseo travestito 
da ptochos è fatto accomodare su di un diphros. Seggi per gli aristoi e ospiti di prestigio 
sono i genere thronoi e klismoi: in Il. XXIV 515 a Priamo è offerto un thronos, mentre al 
suo kerux un diphros (578). Vd. anche Ath. V 192e-f; Richter 1926, 38 e Dentzer 1982, 446.

39 Cf. Ath. IV 143f-146b (su cui Lion 2013) e soprattutto Hdt. IX 82: il banchetto di F 49 
ricorda quello che si fece preparare Pausania con le suppellettili di Serse.

40 Ephipp. FGrHist 126 F 2 = Ath. IV 146c-d (il condizionale è d’obbligo, visti i non 
chiari confini tra citante e citato: vd. gli appunti di Prandi 2016, ad F 2); cf. anche Plut. 
Alex. 23,10 e Curt. VI 2,1-2; IX 7,15. Per i costi dei deipna dei sovrani persiani vd. inoltre 
Theopomp. FGrHist 115 F 113 = Ath. IV 145a. Un confronto tra le spese degli Acheme-
nidi e di Alessandro (non specificatamente riferito al momento del banchetto, anche se si 
menziona la tenda del re dalla capacità di cento klinai) si trova in Phylarc. FGrHist 81 F 41 
= Ath. XII 539d (su cui cf. Landucci Gattinoni 2017, ad F 41).
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sandro agli ideali antichi era soltanto formale, un’operazione di cosmesi contrad-
detta dai fatti. A denunciare la doppiezza del Macedone potrebbero essere anche i 
riferimenti (di Ateneo o di Duride?) all’episodicità con cui i banchetti omerizzanti 
erano allestiti (ἐνίοτε [...] ποτε). Notando che gli hetairoi di Alessandro consu-
mavano i pasti da seduti solamente in alcune puntuali occasioni, Duride poteva 
insinuare che quella di F 49 fosse l’eccezione – magari esibita a bella posta – e che 
la regola fosse un’altra: c’è da chiedersi se nei klinteres, quasi inattestati in Ome-
ro41, ed etimologicamente vicini alle klinai del banchetto reclinato, non si debba 
cogliere una neanche troppo velata allusione al fatto che gli uomini della corte di 
Alessandro fossero soliti pasteggiare secondo le norme del banquet couché, como-
damente adagiati su divanetti d’argento foderati di teli di porpora42. 

È un’interpretazione che esce rafforzata dalla descrizione di Alessandro presente 
in F 14. Qui Duride riflette polemicamente sull’ethos degli uomini politici, e ritrova 
negli abbigliamenti di Pausania, Dionisio I di Siracusa e Alessandro i segni di una 
degenerazione culminata in Demetrio Poliorcete (Ath. XII 535e = FGrHist 76 F 14)43:

Δοῦρις δ᾽ ἐν τῆι δευτέραι καὶ εἰκοστῆι τῶν Ἱστοριῶν Παυσανίας μέν φησίν ὁ 
τῶν Σπαρτιατῶν βασιλεὺς καταθέμενος τὸν πάτριον τρίβωνα τὴν Περσικὴν 
ἐνεδύετο στολήν. ὁ δὲ Σικελίας τύραννος Διονύσιος ξυστίδα καὶ χρυσοῦν 
στέφανον <ἔτι δ’> ἐπιπόρπημα μετελάμβανε τραγικόν. Ἀλέξανδρος δ᾽ ὡς 
τῆς Ἀσίας ἐκυρίευσεν Περσικαῖς ἐχρῆτο στολαῖς. Δημήτριος δὲ πάντας 
ὑπερέβαλεν. κτλ. 

41 L’unica apparizione del klinter è in Od. XVIII 190, in ambito non conviviale: su di 
esso dorme, anaklintheisa, Penelope. Probabilmente il klinter era un sedile dallo schienale 
reclinato: Tomlinson 1980, 224; van Wees 1995, 151, nt. 9; Schmitt Pantel 2011, 306.

42 È interessante notare che questa non sarebbe stata l’unica occasione in cui si accusò 
Alessandro di celare la propria ekbarbarosis dietro la mimesi degli eroi antichi. In Curt. 
IV 6,29 (per questo passo cf. la citazione da Egesia in Dion. Hal. de comp. verb. 18,25-26 e 
Haake 2020, 84-95) Alessandro trascina l’ex governatore di Gaza Betide attorno alle mura 
della città da poco conquistata. Il Macedone dichiara ai suoi di aver seguito l’esempio di 
Achille con Ettore, ma differentemente dal Troiano Betide è legato al carro ancora vivo, e 
il supplizio cui è sottoposto appare allo storico come inutile crudeltà barbarica (Ira deinde 
vertit in rabiem, iam tum peregrinos ritus nova subeunte fortuna). Ancora in Curzio (VIII 
4,23-26) Alessandro legittima il proprio rapporto con Roxane sostenendo che anche lui, 
come Achille, aveva diritto a unirsi a una prigioniera – e di nuovo il giudizio di Curzio è 
netto: il re cercò di nascondere l’intemperanza che sempre meno riusciva a dominare (il 
riferimento è ai deteriori influssi orientali cui Alessandro era ormai da lungo tempo espo-
sto) dietro un’imitatio Achillis di facciata.

43 Per un inquadramento del frammento cf. Kebric 1977, 21, 34; Pédech 1989, 334, 
Landucci Gattinoni 1997, 129s.; Pownall 2009, ad F 14.
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Duride nel ventiduesimo libro delle Storie dice: Pausania, il re degli Spartani, 
deposto il mantello patrio indossava la veste persiana; il tiranno della  Sici-
lia Dionisio adottava la sistide, la corona d’oro e un manto da tragedia con 
fermaglio. Alessandro, come si impadronì dell’Asia, vestiva gli abiti persiani. 
Demetrio superò tutti: [...].

È evidente che a interessare Duride non fossero i diversi tipi di vestiario, ma le 
attitudini politiche rivelate dai costumi indossati: dietro l’adozione della stole per-
sike c’è la prova della conversione di Alessandro al modello orientale (con tutto 
ciò che esso comportava: tutt’altro che da escludere, qui, una critica alle sperimen-
tazioni religiose promosse dal figlio di Filippo). L’immagine ben si intona a quella 
dell’Alessandro alla ricerca di un maquillage omerico di F 49: ciò che è nascosto 
e ambiguamente sotteso in F 49, in F 14 è chiaramente rivelato. L’origine dei due 
frammenti è in fondo irrilevante: che essi furono tratti o meno dalla stessa pagina 
dei Makedonika, il loro confronto è utile per restituire all’Alessandro durideo un 
profilo coerente.

2. Sovrano ideale o paradigma negativo? L’esemplarità di Agamennone

Quella prospettata per F 49 è una vera operazione di disvelamento: al piano 
del phaneros, della doxa promossa dalla storiografia cortigiana – Alessandro nuo-
vo eroe omerico, campione dell’Occidente – Duride poteva contrapporre un più 
vero e nascosto aphanes44, quello di Alessandro sovrano orientalizzante, traviato 
dall’oro degli achemenidi. La riflessione forse trascendeva persino i limiti della ca-
ratterizzazione del figlio di Filippo. Altri frammenti lasciano infatti sospettare che 
all’interno dei Makedonika Duride si confrontasse, con un’ampiezza di sguardo 
fino a ora impensata, con la strategia del consenso dei dynamenoi della sua con-
temporaneità più stretta. Si prenda F 15 = Ath. XII 546c-d:

καὶ Δοῦρις δέ φησιν ἐν τῆι κγ´ τῶν Ἱστοριῶν ὡς ἦν τὸ παλαιὸν τοῖς 
δυνάσταις ἐπιθυμία τῆς μέθης. διὸ ποιεῖν τὸν Ὅμηρον τῶι Ἀγαμέμνονι 
λοιδορούμενον τὸν Ἀχιλλέα καὶ λέγοντα· «οἰνοβαρές, κυνὸς ὄμματ᾽ ἔχων». 
καὶ τὸν θάνατον δ᾽ ἀποσημαίνων τοῦ βασιλέως φησίν· «ὡς ἀμφὶ κρητῆρα 
τραπέζας τε πληθούσας κείμεθα», δεικνύων καὶ τὸν θάνατον αὐτοῦ παρ᾽ 
αὐταῖς ταῖς ἐπιθυμίαις τῆς μέθης γενόμενον.

E Duride nel ventitreesimo libro delle Storie dice che in antico i potenti ama-

44 Vattuone 2007, 146-152.
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vano bere all’eccesso. Perciò Omero descrive Achille che insulta Agamennone 
dicendo: «Ubriacone dagli occhi di cane» (Il. I 225), e riferendosi alla morte 
del sovrano dice: «attorno alla coppa e alle tavole imbandite / giacevamo» 
(Od. XI 419-420), mostrando che anche la sua morte era avvenuta negli stessi 
momenti di passione per il bere.

Per via della sua attribuzione al ventitreesimo libro delle Storie, i moderni 
hanno visto nel frammento un’allusione alla prigionia dorata e alla morte tra gli 
eccessi di Demetrio Poliorcete (285-283 a.C.), il cui racconto Duride avrebbe im-
preziosito con le due citazioni omeriche45. Ma lo storico samio forse puntava a 
qualcosa di più profondo. Di recente Condello ha notato che più che di una vaga 
considerazione sui dynastai dell’antichità, F 15 ha tutto l’aspetto di una valutazio-
ne mirata su Agamennone: Ateneo potrebbe aver generalizzato – e non sarebbe la 
prima volta – un discorso che in origine toccava nello specifico l’ethos e la diaita 
del figlio di Atreo46. L’ipotesi è suggestiva, e permetterebbe di inserire la voce di 
Duride all’interno del dibattito antico sulla figura di Agamennone; nello specifico, 
accanto ai detrattori dell’Acheo, a quanti cioè gli ascrissero una natura viziosa47. 
Ritratto, anche questo, tutto politico, che porta il segno di discussioni avvenute 
soprattutto nel IV secolo, quando – si è già detto – l’imitatio Agamemnonis diven-
ne una strategia dei re macedoni. Per intuire la natura pragmatica della questione 
basta guardare a schol. Il. I 225b (ed. Erbse): qui l’oinoposia dell’Acheo è nella 
sostanza spia di ameleia, apistia e apeiria, rivela una mancanza di paideia e quindi 
una leadership scadente; in gioco c’è la valutazione politica di Agamennone, e per 
analogia di quanti Agamennone dichiaravano di volerlo imitare. L’impressione è 
insomma che la rappresentazione dell’Atreide ubriacone non nascesse semplice-
mente da una rilettura capziosa e ipercritica dei versi omerici, ma dal rovescia-
mento (o quantomeno da un’attenta analisi) della retorica di sovrani come Filippo 

45 Cf. Plut. Dem. 52 e Jacoby 1926, 120; Kebric 1977, 51; Pédech 1989, 334; Landucci 
Gattinoni 1997, 131; Pownall 2009, ad F 15. Accuse a Duride di aver mistificato a fini mo-
ralistici i versi di Omero in Bowra 1957, 393; Stelluto 1995, 66 e Pownall 2013, 49s.

46 Condello 2020, 14, nt. 27 (cf. anche nt. 34 per bibliografia sulle abitudini citazionali 
di Ateneo).

47 Cf. schol. Il. I 225b (ed. Erbse) e Ath. I 11a-b (all’interno della stessa sezione, attribu-
ita dai moderni a Dioscoride, in cui appare anche F 49 [cf. n. 20]); V 178d; X 433b. Sia lo 
scoliasta che Ateneo citano uno dei due versi richiamati da Duride in F 15. È interessante, 
poi, rilevare che qualcuno parlò di un Agamennone divenuto intemperante a causa del 
prolungato contatto con il mondo orientale; e che a questa accusa di akrasia ed ekbarba-
rosis si saldassero, estremizzati, motivi già presenti nel discorso di Tersite (Il. II 226-228): 
Ath. XIII 556c-e. 
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e Alessandro48. Un paragone tra Alessandro e Agamennone è presupposto dallo 
stesso Duride F 41a (vd. supra §1), nell’immagine del Macedone che conclude la 
guerra millenaria iniziata dall’Acheo. Ed è ben testimoniato da Plutarco (de Alex. 
m. fort. aut virt. 331c-d) 49:

Καὶ μὴν εἴ ποτε γένοιτο τῶν Ὁμήρου σύγκρισις ἐπῶν ἐν ταῖς διατριβαῖς 
ἢ παρὰ τὰ συμπόσια, ἄλλον ἄλλου στίχον προκρίνοντος, αὐτὸς ὡς 
διαφέροντα πάντων ἐνέκρινε τοῦτον, «ἀμφότερον βασιλεύς τ’ ἀγαθὸς 
κρατερός τ’ αἰχμητής·» ὃν ἄλλος ἔπαινον τῷ χρόνῳ προέλαβε, τοῦτον αὑτῷ 
νόμον κεῖσθαι λογιζόμενος, ὥστ’ εἰπεῖν  Ὅμηρον ὅτι τῷ αὐτῷ μέτρῳ τὴν μὲν 
Ἀγαμέμνονος ἀνδραγαθίαν κεκόσμηκε, τὴν δ’ Ἀλεξάνδρου μεμάντευται. 
διαβὰς τοίνυν τὸν Ἑλλήσποντον ἐθεᾶτο τὴν Τροίαν ἀνατυπούμενος τὰς 
ἡρωικὰς πράξεις· καί τινος αὐτῷ τῶν ἐγχωρίων κτλ. 

E se accadeva che nel corso di una riunione o di un banchetto si aprisse una 

48 Si potrebbe pensare che qui Duride utilizzasse l’ironia, e sottoponesse Agamennone 
a una sorta di detorsio in comicum per colpire i sovrani macedoni. Meccanismi di ribal-
tamento non troppo dissimili sembrano tornare anche in Diod. Sic. XVI 87: racconta 
Diodoro che subito dopo la battaglia di Cheronea Filippo ubriaco improvvisò un poco 
dignitoso komos davanti ai prigionieri ateniesi; e che tra questi Demade prese la parola 
rimproverando al Macedone di imitare Tersite proprio quando la tyche gli concedeva di 
impersonare Agamennone (Βασιλεῦ, τῆς τύχης σοι περιθείσης πρόσωπον Ἀγαμέμνονος 
αὐτὸς οὐκ αἰσχύνῃ πράττων ἔργα Θερσίτου;). Sul testo, Parmeggiani 2016b, 401 (ma vd. 
anche Moloney 2015, 53-55, più scettico sulla possibilità che Filippo abbia cercato di rifarsi 
ad Agamennone). Cf. infine il motteggio con cui Demostene paragonò Alessandro a Mar-
gite: Dem. III 160 (cf. Marsyas FGrHist 135 F 3 = Harp. μ 6 (ed. Keaney) s.v. Μαργίτης), 
per cui vd. Lane Fox 1973, 60s.

49 In generale, l’Alessandro del de fortuna aut virtute sembra opposto a quello di Du-
ride. Plutarco descrive un re filosofo, modello di temperanza (326e, 327e-f, 332d, 339a), 
composto e dalla tavola frugale (338d), che da Agamennone e da altri eroi omerici trasse 
tutte le virtù, non i vizi (343a-b: una precisazione interessante, che sembra tradire una 
reazione di Plutarco alla vulgata che rivisitava in negativo il rapporto di emulazione tra 
Alessandro e gli eroi omerici facendo di questi ultimi i modelli di corruzione di cui il 
Macedone avrebbe seguito l’esempio). Torna anche la questione del vestiario persiano: 
non un segno di cedimento al lusso orientale, ma un equilibrato tentativo di coniugare 
Oriente e Occidente (330a-d). Ci sono tutti i temi toccati da Duride, ma rivisitati in segno 
opposto: non stupirebbe che nello stilare un ritratto elogiativo di Alessandro Plutarco 
sentisse la necessità di replicare proprio a certe velenose (e forse più fortunate di quanto 
il biografo avrebbe voluto) argomentazioni duridee. Sul de fortuna - un’opera del corpus 
Plutarcheum da approcciare con particolare cautela - cf. Muccioli 2012, 194-202, riferi-
menti bibliografici inclusi.
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discussione sui versi di Omero, mentre c’era chi preferiva un verso chi un 
altro, egli sceglieva sempre lo stesso, considerandolo il più bello di tutti: «un 
re giusto e al tempo stesso un guerriero valoroso» (Il. III, 179). Riteneva che 
quell’elogio, che altri prima di lui un tempo avevano ricevuto, dovesse rap-
presentare per lui un principio guida. Cosicché disse che Omero in uno stesso 
verso aveva lodato il coraggio di Agamennone e profetizzato quello di Ales-
sandro. Attraversato l’Ellesponto, andò a visitare il sito di Troia, ripercorren-
do con l’immaginazione quelle eroiche imprese; e quando uno degli abitanti 
[...](trad. Cecchet).

È quindi accertata l’esistenza di una tradizione che descriveva Alessandro sulle 
orme di Agamennone; ed è anche accertato che Duride conoscesse questa tradi-
zione, e che fosse interessato agli ethe di entrambi. Ma non c’è bisogno per questo 
di immaginare che F 15 parlasse di Alessandro in luogo del Poliorcete. Duride 
avrebbe potuto servirsi di Agamennone proprio per tenere i due Macedoni all’in-
terno della stessa riflessione. F 15 proviene dal ventitreesimo libro – uno degli 
ultimi, forse l’ultimo libro dei Makedonika50. Un contesto ideale per una ricapito-
lazione finale, che poteva ben muovere dalla caratterizzazione di un personaggio 
– Demetrio – già in F 14 (dal libro XXII, appena prima del XXIII da cui Ateneo 
avrebbe estratto i contenuti di F 15) presentato come summa e punto di arrivo 
di un processo diacronicamente esteso e dai molti interpreti (tra questi, figurava 
anche Alessandro: cf. §1). Come con F 14, partendo da Demetrio Duride poteva 
allora riavvolgere il nastro del proprio racconto, e portare all’evidenza la costante 
del quasi secolo di storia (370-280) descritto in più di venti libri: da Filippo al 
Poliorcete, passando per Alessandro, la natura più intima dei dynatoi era sem-
pre la stessa. Di questo discorso Agamennone sarebbe stato il perfetto collante: 
ritorto contro quanti aspiravano a raccoglierne l’eredità politica, egli veniva forse 
trasfigurato a ideal-tipo di dynamenos vizioso, sintesi e paradigma negativo su cui 
specchiare novanta anni di sovrani e leader51. 

E dunque come Agamennone Alessandro (la cui morte imputabile all’alcol po-
teva facilmente ricordare quella attribuita all’Atride in F 15) e Filippo, dedito al 
vino e philargyros al punto da dormire con un phialion dorato sotto il cuscino52; 

50 Cf. nt. 8.
51 Non solo Filippo e Alessandro, cf. il gioco di identificazioni Antigono Monoftalmo-

Agamennone e Antagora-Omero in Plut. Mor. 182f e 668d: un riferimento stringato, ma 
comunque il segno del riuso della figura dell’Atreide ancora dopo Filippo e Alessandro.

52 F 37a = Ath. VI  231b-c: σπάνιος γὰρ ὄντως ἦν τὸ παλαιὸν παρὰ τοῖς Ἕλλησιν ὁ μὲν 
χρυσὸς [...] διὸ καὶ Φίλιππον τὸν τοῦ μεγάλου βασιλέως Ἀλεξάνδρου πατέρα φησὶν Δοῦρις 
ὁ Σάμιος φιάλιον χρυσοῦν κεκτημένον ἀεὶ τοῦτ᾽ ἔχειν κείμενον ὑπὸ τὸ προσκεφάλαιον. 
«L’oro era davvero raro nei tempi antichi tra i Greci, [...] perciò Duride di Samo dice che 
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come Agamennone il Falereo, accusato di dilapidare le entrate di Atene in festini 
e banchetti (F 10)53, e Poliperconte, di cui Duride ricordava la non propriamen-

persino Filippo, il padre del re Alessandro, quando dormiva teneva sempre sotto il cuscino 
una piccola tazzina d’oro in suo possesso». Il phialion di Filippo, una coppetta, ma d’oro, 
ricorda i diphroi di argento di Alessandro in F 49 (con annessa polemica): oggetti umili 
soltanto all’apparenza, il cui materiale prezioso rivela la reale natura dell’animo di chi li 
possiede. Lettura avvalorata da Plin. nat. XXXIII 50: qui l’aneddoto è presentato come 
manifestazione di avidità. Cf. anche Kebric 1977, 21s., 63; Pownall 2009 ad F 37a; 2013, 
48, concordi nel ravvisare nel frammento i resti di una valutazione negativa del re. Jacoby 
1926, 123s. pensava invece (sulla scorta di F 37b, su cui si tornerà subito) a un confronto di 
Duride tra le ricchezze di Filippo e quelle di Alessandro e dei diadochi. Altre interpretazio-
ni in Müller 1848, 470; Pédech 1989, 386s.; Landucci Gattinoni 1997, 98s. e Giovannelli-
Jouanna 2007, 231s.: il primo guardava al frammento soltanto come a una nota sulla scarsa 
dotazione economica di Filippo, gli altri tre come a parte di un ritratto elogiativo del re, di 
cui Duride avrebbe esaltato la sobrietà. Quanto a Müller, non si può in effetti escludere che 
Duride parlasse, oltre che dell’ethos di Filippo, anche delle precarie condizioni economiche 
della Macedonia negli anni del suo regno (Duride poteva ad esempio presentare l’Argeade 
come un beone incapace di gestire il proprio patrimonio, e i Macedoni come un popolo 
povero e arretrato: su quest’ultima interpretazione ‘etnografica’ vd. Baron 2016, 71s.). Ma 
la considerazione sulla rarità di oro e argento potrebbe anche essere di Ateneo, che così 
avrebbe raccordato la citazione dello storico di Samo al proprio racconto; oppure potrebbe 
provenire da Agatarchide: F 37b rivela che il frammento durideo passava anche attraverso 
il diaframma dello storico di II secolo, che citava Duride per contrapporre la ricchezza dei 
philoi di Alessandro alle esigue risorse di Filippo (ma cf. Giovannelli-Jouanna 2007, 221). 
Ciò che senza troppe ambiguità si può attribuire a Duride è la scena di Filippo a letto con 
la tazzina dorata; sul resto è necessaria cautela. Duride sembrava in ogni caso consapevole 
del tentativo del re di identificarsi con Agamennone: testimone ne è il possibile - cf. Jacoby 
1926, 118 e il più cauto giudizio di Baron 2011, 104-108 - parallelo tra terza guerra sacra 
e guerra di Troia adombrato in F 2 = Ath. XIII 560b. Su F 2 e su altri frammenti duridei 
dedicati a Filippo e contenenti allusioni omeriche ho intenzione di tornare il prima pos-
sibile in altra sede.

53 F 10 = Ath. XII 542b-e: Δημήτριος δ᾽ ὁ Φαληρεύς, ὥς φησι Δοῦρις ἐν τῆι ἑκκαιδεκάτηι 
τῶν Ἱστοριῶν, χιλίων καὶ διακοσίων ταλάντων κατ᾽ ἐνιαυτὸν κύριος γενόμενος καὶ ἀπὸ 
τούτων βραχέα δαπανῶν εἰς τοὺς στρατιώτας καὶ τὴν τῆς πόλεως διοίκησιν τὰ λοιπὰ πάντα 
διὰ τὴν ἔμφυτον ἀκρασίαν ἠφάνιζεν, θοίνας καθ᾽ ἑκάστην ἡμέραν λαμπρὰς ἐπιτελῶν καὶ 
πλῆθός τι συνδείπνων ἔχων. καὶ ταῖς μὲν δαπάναις ταῖς εἰς τὰ δεῖπνα τοὺς Μακεδόνας 
ὑπερέβαλε, τῆι δὲ καθαρειότητι Κυπρίους καὶ Φοίνικας κτλ. «Demetrio del Falero, come 
dice Duride nel sedicesimo libro delle Storie, disponendo ogni anno di milleduecento ta-
lenti e spendendo pochi di questi per i soldati e l’amministrazione della città, tutta la parte 
restante la faceva sparire per via della sua innata sfrenatezza, pagando ogni giorno splen-
didi festini e ricevendo una folla di convitati. E in spese per i banchetti superò i Macedoni, 
in raffinatezza i Ciprioti e i Fenici [...]».
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te rispettabile abitudine di ubriacarsi e danzare in pubblico (F 12)54. Come Aga-
mennone Demetrio, consumato dalla sua stessa dissipatezza, ideale chiusura del 
cerchio. In fondo, poteva notare Duride, per comprendere un tempo che doveva 
sembrare eccezionalmente pieno di novità a chi lo viveva – si pensi all’aprosdo-
keton della dissoluzione dell’impero achemenide – bastava sì tornare ad Omero, 
ma non nel modo auspicato da certe riletture tendenziose dell’epos antico. Omero 
aveva già intuito e quindi descritto tutto, perché la natura dei potenti non cambia, 
e nel constatarlo Duride poteva anche spegnere cinicamente i trionfalismi di chi 
aveva celebrato le gesta di Alessandro e poi dei suoi epigoni come la premessa per 
la costituzione di un mondo nuovo (F 41a, §1): niente di davvero inedito si sareb-
be prospettato, la discontinuità era solo apparente, il nuovo Agamennone aveva 
stessi difetti e stesse debolezze del vecchio.

3. Conclusione. Dalla storiografia artistica alla storiografia politica

Da F 49 a F 15, l’itinerario di frammenti proposto parrebbe rivelare un Duride 
differente da quello a cui siamo stati abituati, il Duride più artista che storico, 
l’esteta interessato soltanto alle questioni formali e agli sfoggi di erudizione. Non 
sembrano sterili sfoggi di erudizione le allusioni omeriche presenti nei Makedoni-
ka, ma puntuali riferimenti al dibattito politico – spesso animato da schermaglie 
combattute a colpi di epos antico – e alle strategie del consenso di dynatoi in cerca 
di legittimazione, da Filippo a Demetrio. Duride sembrerebbe aver preso le di-
stanze da queste rappresentazioni ‘agiografiche’, talvolta rovesciandole (è il caso 
di Alessandro con F 49, §1), talvolta disarticolandole, decostruendo cioè la stessa 
tradizione antica e risignificando in chiave negativa i modelli eroici adottati dal 
leader di turno (è ciò che lascia intravedere la probabile critica dell’imitatio Aga-
memnonis desumibile da F 15, §2). 

C’è anche altro. Le notazioni aneddotiche e di costume contenute in certi fram-
menti duridei, in apparenza di modesto valore (il vestiario di Alessandro, la de-

54 F 12 = Ath. IV 155c: Δοῦρις δ᾽ ὁ Σάμιος ἐν τῆι τῶν Ἱστοριῶν ιζ´ Πολυσπέρχοντά 
φησιν εἰ μεθυσθείη καίτοι πρεσβύτερον ὄντα ὀρχεῖσθαι, οὐδενὸς Μακεδόνων ὄντα 
δεύτερον οὐτε κατὰ τὴν στρατηγίαν οὐτε κατὰ τὴν ἀξίωσιν, καὶ ἐνδυόμενον αὐτὸν 
κροκωτὸν καὶ ὑποδούμενον Σικυώνια διατελεῖν ὀρχούμενον. «Duride di Samo nel dicias-
settesimo libro delle Storie dice che se Poli(s)perconte si ubriacava ballava, pur essendo 
anziano e secondo a nessuno tra i Macedoni per capacità militari e reputazione, e che 
indossando una veste di croco e sandali di Sicione danzava incessantemente». Sul ritratto 
durideo di Poliperconte vd. Pownall 2013, 50. Sull’inappropriatezza del danzare in pub-
blico alterati dal vino è celebre l’esempio di Ippoclide alla corte di Clistene in Hdt. VI 129.
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scrizione del banchetto coi suoi hegemones, l’affezione di Filippo per una piccola 
coppa), trovano nuovo significato se inquadrate come resti di più complessi ap-
profondimenti psicologici finalizzati al racconto e all’intendimento dei pragmata: 
Duride indagava gli ethe degli uomini politici, ne sondava i recessi più nascosti per 
rivelare le disposizioni e le aspirazioni personali che poi si traducono in gesti e fatti 
storici. E di questi ethe sembrerebbe aver evidenziato le costanti: non limitandosi 
a un epainos/psogos di maniera, ma cercando di mettere in luce la continuità dei 
processi storici e la loro ricorsività, impiegando modelli analogici anche per sottoli-
neare la prevedibilità della natura umana. Abbiamo appena i cenni di questi ritratti 
psicologici, ma sbaglieremmo a ritenere che Duride si fermasse alle accuse di intem-
peranza, di amore per il denaro o per il vino. Come mostra il dibattito attorno ad 
Agamennone, dietro considerazioni che un primo frettoloso sguardo derubriche-
rebbe a spigolature moralistiche si annidava spesso una più strutturata valutazione 
sulla paideia, sulle qualità personali e la capacità del personaggio in questione di far-
si guida o essere guidato dai propri eccessi. I giudizi di Duride erano probabilmente 
più sfaccettati di quanto i suoi testimoni ci permettono di intuire55.

 È quasi un paradosso: la familiarità con i contenuti eruditi, aneddotici e bio-
grafici gli è costata l’accusa di trascurare l’elemento pragmatico, ma Duride po-
trebbe essersi servito proprio di aneddoti, dettagli biografici ed eruditi per mettere 
a fuoco i fatti politici. Si sarebbe tentati di guardare a questa apparente inclusione 
nel discorso storico di nuovi tipi di tekmeria come al segno di una prospettiva 
eziologica ampliata, che si nutriva anche della dimensione biografica per illumi-
nare quella evenemenziale, sfondo imprescindibile di una narrazione di cui inizia 
a risaltare il valore più propriamente storiografico, al di là degli steccati e delle 
categorizzazioni moderne. Moltissimo sfugge, anche perché la tradizione di Du-
ride, frutto di una selezione che ha privilegiato i mirabilia, i quadretti a effetto e 
le curiosità, non rappresenta fedelmente contenuti, toni e moduli originali dell’o-
pera del Samio56. Ma due punti sembrano comunque emergere dalla rilettura dei 
frammenti con accettabile margine di probabilità: la natura politica e la vocazione 
contemporaneistica della storiografia duridea.

55 Cf. e.g. la ridicola danza di Poliperconte in F 12 (nt. precedente), cui però si accom-
pagna un riconoscimento - se nell’appunto di Duride non c’è dell’ironia - della strategia 
e axiosis del Macedone. Su F 12 vd. Jacoby 1926, 119; Kebric 1977, 21, 34; Pédech 1989, 
333s., 351; Landucci Gattinoni 1997, 125s.; Giovannelli-Jouanna 2007, 228s.; Pownall 
2009, ad F 12.

56 Giovannelli-Jouanna 2007, 235s.; Pownall 2013, 44; Baron 2013, 247-255 e Hau 2021, 259.
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The Punishment Scenes on Minerva’s Tapestry
in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (VI 87-100):

Allusion, Integration, and Metadiscourse

Abstract
This article provides a range of new insights into the 
quartet of punishment scenes on Minerva’s tapestry in 
the Arachne-Minerva weaving contest in Book VI of 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The article firstly provides a 
comprehensive description of the mythological and lit-
erary history of the contents of each of the four punish-
ment scenes in turn. It then examines the intricate inter-
nal architecture of Minerva’s tapestry, which has been 
overlooked in existing scholarship. It discusses how the 
four punishment scenes relate to each other, their con-
ceptual and physical layout on the tapestry itself, and 
why Ovid chose those particular mythological stories as 
the contents of the punishment scenes. The article then 
elaborates on the contributions of these new insights to 
broader interpretations of the episode as a whole.

Riassunto
Il presente contributo fornisce una serie di nuove intui-
zioni sul quartetto di scene di punizione trapunte sull’a-
razzo di Minerva, all’interno del concorso di tessitura 
Arachne-Minerva raccontato nel libro VI delle Meta-
morfosi di Ovidio. L’articolo fornisce in primo luogo 
una descrizione completa della storia mitologica e lette-
raria di ciascuna delle quattro scene di punizione, quin-
di esamina l’intricata architettura interna dell’arazzo di 
Minerva (generalmente trascurata negli studi) e discute 
come le quattro scene di punizione si relazionino tra 
loro, per poi analizzarne la disposizione concettuale e 
fisica sull’arazzo stesso, così da comprendere il motivo 
della scelta ovidiana. Queste nuove intuizioni vengono 
quindi rielaborate in modo da fornire una esegesi com-
plessiva dell’episodio.

Keywords
Metamorphoses, Arachne, mythology
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This article undertakes a close reading of the four punishment scenes on Min-
erva’s tapestry in the Arachne-Minerva weaving contest in Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
(VI 87-100)1.  Previous scholarship on the intensely studied myth of Minerva and 
Arachne has advanced a variety of interpretations of the weaving contest. It has 
examined how this episode fits into the Metamorphoses as a whole; the similari-
ties, differences, and general relationship between the two tapestries and how this 
informs the audience’s interpretation of the episode; why the scenes on Arachne’s 
tapestry were chosen and how they relate to Arachne’s punishment; and how the 
weaving contest relates to the other contests narrated throughout Books V and VI 
of the Metamorphoses2. More targeted studies have explored how Ovid integrates 

1 I am grateful to Tom Harrison, Gianfranco Agosti, David Larmour, and Peter I. Barta 
for their help and advice at various stages of this project. All translations are my own.

2 For an overview of the most important secondary works, see Yoong 2015, 1-8, with 
references. For previous scholarship on the role of Arachne in this myth and in classical 
mythology in general, Segal 1971; Leach 1974; Lateiner 1984; Ahl 1985; Harries 1990; Jop-

Incontri di filologia classica XXI (2021-2022), 79-123DOI: 10.13137/2464-8760/34129
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Minerva’s tapestry into the weaving contest, the ways in which the tapestry reflects 
its Augustan political context, Ovid’s metapoetic discourse in his ekphrasis of the 
tapestry, Ovid’s characterisation of Minerva and Arachne as poetic weavers, and 
Ovid’s mobilisation of the interplay between the internal and external audienc-
es who are viewing the tapestry3. In view of the key importance of this episode 
for our understanding of the Metamorphoses as a whole, extraordinarily little at-
tention has been given to the quartet of punishment scenes which frame Miner-
va’s tapestry, with many commentaries and guidebooks on the Metamorphoses 
wrongly claiming that the myths in Minerva’s punishment scenes are unknown or 
poorly understood4. In particular, these punishment scenes have received much 
less attention in the secondary literature than have Arachne’s tapestry and other 
aspects of the weaving contest. Almost none of the most important recent works 
have examined the references and allusions and the nature of the choices made by 
Ovid in his construction of Minerva’s punishment scenes. O’Bryhim’s relatively 
brief treatment of this topic misses a large number of the allusions and intertexts 
present in the episode, and does not tackle the broader implications of the punish-
ment scenes for our understanding of Book VI in its cultural and literary-histori-
cal context5. At best, this topic has been treated tangentially in the context of larger 
studies. The often-cited commentaries of Bömer and Rosati also miss a number of 
important points, and do not consider broader questions of the internal structure 
of the tapestry and how the punishment scenes relate to one another, and to other 
myths in the Metamorphoses and elsewhere6.

The myths depicted in the four punishment scenes on Minerva’s tapestry have 
long been noted for their obscurity, and for their largely unexplored allusions and 

lin 1991; Janan 1994; Vostral 1995; Scheid and Svenbro 1996; Segal 1998; Kruger 2001; 
Fantham 2004; Oliensis 2004; Feldherr 2010; Heath 2011; McAuley 2012.

3 On Augustan political propaganda, see further Zanker 1988; Powell 1992; Galinsky 
1996, 2005; Miller 2009; Newby 2016. I use the term ‘Graeco-Roman’ to refer to the cul-
tural division between the classical world and lands which, by the time of Ovid, had his-
torically been either outside, or on the periphery, of Greek, Etruscan, and Roman culture. 
The poet continuously constructs and develops this division in various ways throughout 
his narration of the myth of Minerva and Arachne. The usage of the term ‘Graeco-Roman’ 
in this article specifically denotes the Greek, Etruscan, and Roman cultural and mytholog-
ical milieu to which the various components of this myth allude. Many of the referenced 
myths and traditions incorporate settings and characters which, during the prior history 
of Greek literature, were geographically and culturally distinct from the Hellenic and Ro-
man worlds. See further Wheeler 2000, 48-60; Solodow 2014, 185-186.

4 See, for example, Janan 2009, 109.
5 See O’Bryhim 2014.
6 See Bömer 1969; Rosati 2009.
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interconnections7. The description of Minerva’s tapestry is packed with references 
to unfamiliar myths narrated at a quick pace, and there has been no systematic 
study of the obscure mythical stories and figures depicted on the tapestry.  There-
fore, this article supplements and elaborates on existing scholarship by exploring 
the wider mythological context of Minerva’s tapestry. This article examines the 
cultural, thematic, and mythological allusions present in each of the punishment 
scenes on the tapestry, how the scenes relate to each other, and the reasons why 
these four scenes were chosen by Ovid8. By slowing down the reader’s observation 
of the tapestry through a close reading, the article discusses the associations and 
references made in each scene, and analyses the cultural and political resonances 
of the details mentioned by Ovid, connecting them to possible sources, and indi-
cating their significance. This article reveals the intricate internal architecture of 
the four punishment scenes, and unpicks and explains the densely layered refer-
ences and allusions in Minerva’s tapestry as a productive addition to the second-
ary literature on the myth of Minerva and Arachne. I then consider the ways in 
which this new close reading contributes to literary-theoretical approaches to this 
episode, and how it illuminates wider readings of the weaving contest as a whole. 
This close reading will sharpen and deepen our understanding of Minerva’s tap-
estry within the myth itself and in the broader sociopolitical context of the Meta-
morphoses. This systematic study of the literary allusions and references made in 
the four punishment scenes will also provide a useful point of departure for future 
studies of the myth of Minerva and Arachne. 

Minerva’s tapestry contains a multi-layered patchwork of stories which are 
connected to each other; those stories in turn allude to other stories in the broader 
mythological tradition, and they also connect to other stories elsewhere in the 
Metamorphoses. There is a resulting web of narratives and sub-narratives with-
in Minerva’s tapestry itself, between Minerva’s tapestry and the broader weaving 
contest, between Minerva’s tapestry and the Metamorphoses as a whole, and be-
tween Minerva’s tapestry and broader Greek and Roman mythological traditions. 
This web is highly complex, and is interconnected in a variety of ways. The mean-
ing found in mythology resides not in the isolated elements which enter into the 
composition of a myth, but in the way those elements are combined. It is therefore 
essential to investigate thoroughly the mythological traditions from which Ovid 
draws in his composition of each of the punishment scenes, and the allusions and 

7 On the myth of Minerva and Arachne, see Ahl 1985; Fantham 2004; Feldherr 2010; 
Heath 2011; Harries 1990; Janan 1994; Joplin 1991; Kruger 2001; Lateiner 1984; Leach 
1974; McAuley 2012; Oliensis 2004; Segal 1971; Segal 1998; Scheid and Svenbro 1996; 
Vostral 1995.

8 Line numbers accord to Anderson 1972.



MAXWELL STOCKER

- 82 -

references made in each scene.  In Minerva’s tapestry, the four punishment scenes 
which surround the central image of the contest between Minerva and Neptune 
over the naming of Athens (VI 70-82) are as follows:

1.	 Myth of Rhodope and Haemus (VI 87-89)
2.	 Myth of Juno and Gerana (VI 90-92)
3.	 Myth of Juno and Antigone of Troy (VI 93-97)
4.	 Myth of the Daughters of Kinyras (VI 98-100)

1. Scene One: Myth of Rhodope and Haemus (VI 87-89).

Threiciam Rhodopen habet angulus unus et Haemum
nunc gelidi montes, mortalia corpora quondam,
nomina summorum sibi qui tribuere deorum.

One corner has Thracian Rhodope and Haemus,
now icy mountains, once mortal bodies,
who assigned to themselves the names of the highest gods. 

The first punishment scene in the ekphrasis depicts Rhodope and Haemus, a 
Thracian king and queen who were punished by being transformed into moun-
tains for appropriating the names of Jupiter and Juno to describe themselves. The 
Thracian mountains were associated with ice and snow from the Homeric poems 
onwards, and Mount Haemus features in mythological contexts from the early 
fifth century BCE in the fragments of Pherecydes of Athens, who himself drew 
on older, Archaic-Period sources. Mount Haemus was associated with blood, 
contest, and battles involving the gods in Callimachus, Vergil, Lucan, Pomponi-
us Mela, Statius, Lucian, and Claudian9. The appearance of Haemus in the first 
punishment scene therefore lends an ominous and threatening undertone to the 
narrative. Mount Haemus is notably mentioned by Pseudo-Apollodorus as one of 
the sites of the confrontation between Zeus and Typhon10. By the time of Ovid, 
therefore, Haemus was already associated with a contest between an Olympian 
god and an enemy who was eventually defeated, and was an appropriate char-
acter for Minerva to feature on her tapestry. Haemus and Rhodope were closely 

9 See Hijmans 1978, 408-409, with primary references.
10 Apollod. I 6,3. In this section, Apollodorus also claims that Typhon’s blood (αἷμα, 

-ατος, τό) was splattered onto Mount Haemus during his contest against Zeus, and that 
this is the origin of the name of the mountain.
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associated with Thrace and the Thracians long before and long after Ovid. In his 
list of noteworthy characters in Thracian culture, Lucian mentions Haemus and 
Rhodope in the same phrase, as two associated entities, alongside Orpheus and 
Lycurgus (Luc. Salt. 51). The use of the adjective Threiciam in initial position, as 
the very first word of the first punishment scene, signals instantly to the external 
audience that Minerva is going to be speaking of barbarian lands and characters 
in her punishment scenes. 

From the Archaic Period to the composition of the Metamorphoses, Rhodope 
and Haemus are described only as mountains in the surviving sources. Ovid’s 
account is the earliest surviving attestation of the myth of Rhodope and Haemus 
as king and queen, and no previous attestation survives of the myth of Rhodope 
and Haemus as characters rather than solely as mountains. It is uncertain whether 
the myth of Rhodope and Haemus as human characters is an Ovidian invention 
or part of a pre-Ovid tradition unattested in the surviving sources. Mountains 
feature prominently in Greek and Roman mythology, but the distinction between 
mountains and sentient human characters was always a blurred one. Since moun-
tains were humanised in Greek mythology as in the myth of Cithaeron and Hel-
icon discussed below, the two categories are not mutually exclusive. Due to the 
fragmentary nature of the surviving evidence, one should leave open the possibil-
ity of a lost pre-Ovidian tradition of Mount Haemus and Rhodope as a Thracian 
king and queen. The myth is also narrated in Pseudo-Plutarch’s On Rivers, written 
during the third century CE, and in Lactantius Placidus’ Narrationes Fabularum 
Ovidianarum, written during the fourth century CE11. These accounts specify that 
Haemus and Rhodope were brother and sister who fell in love with one another, 
and whose crime was to name themselves after the famously incestuous divine 
couple Zeus and Hera. Pseudo-Plutarch’s account then relates the following:

γεννῶνται δ’ ἐν αὐτοῖς λίθοι φιλάδελφοι λεγόμενοι, κοραξοὶ τὴν χρόαν, ἀν-
θρωπόμιμοι, οὔτοι τεθέντες χωρὶς ἀλλήλων καὶ ὀνομασθέντες διαλύονται 
παραχρῆμα †καὶ ἰδιας† καθῶς ἱστορεῖ Θράσυλλος Μενδήσιος ἐν γ’ περὶ Λί-
θων. μέμνηται δὲ τούτων ἀκριβέστερον <…> ἐν τοῖς Θρακικοῖς. 

And there are stones on these [mountains] called philadelphoi (“sibling-lov-
ers”), crow-like in colour, human-shaped, which, if they are placed separately 
from one another and named, they instantly dissolve themselves, as Thrasyl-
lus of Mendes records in On Stones. And he has also made mention of these 
things more specifically in On the Thracians.

11 Ps.-Plut. Fluv. 11,3-4; ps.Lact. Plac. fab. Ov. VI 1; Serv. auct. Aen. Ι 317; Schol. Ov. Ib. 561.
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The act of naming instigates metamorphosis both with these stones found on the 
mountainsides, and in the original punishment of Rhodope and Haemus them-
selves. The curiously distinctive word choice which describes the stones as being 
the colour of a crow may recall the bird-transformations of the second and third 
punishment scenes. This portion of the myth is attributed to two lost works of 
Thrasyllus of Mendes, who lived during the late first century BCE and the early 
first century CE, and who was active at the same time as Ovid. It is therefore pos-
sible that the content of Pseudo-Plutarch’s account was already part of the myth-
ological tradition of Rhodope and Haemus when Ovid composed his first pun-
ishment scene.  Furthermore, in the early third century CE, Philostratus recorded 
a tradition in which Haemus was a minor ally of the Trojans during the Trojan 
War, and was killed in battle by Palamedes12. It is unclear how this tradition relates 
to the broader tradition of Haemus and Rhodope, beyond the shared non-Greek 
identity of Haemus himself. 

The appearance of Haemus in Minerva’s first punishment scene is also linked 
to the two other appearances of Haemus in the Metamorphoses through the 
shared context of hubristic transgressions by mortals against the gods, for which 
the mortal character in question is then punished. In the earlier story of Phaethon 
in Book ΙΙ, Haemus features in a series of Near Eastern, Thracian, and northern 
Greek mountains which were burned during Phaethon’s failed attempt to ride the 
chariot of Zeus (Ov. met. ΙΙ 219), an example of a mortal’s hubristic action against 
a deity which ended in disaster. Later, at the beginning of the Orpheus Cycle in 
Book Χ, Orpheus (a non-Greek lyre-player like Kinyras, who is depicted in the 
fourth punishment scene) reposes on Mount Rhodope and Mount Haemus after 
he returns from his journey to the Underworld in search of Eurydice (Ov. met. Χ 
77)13. Like Rhodope and Haemus themselves, Orpheus was guilty of hubris and 
transgression against the gods, for which he was punished14. These intratextual 
links are strengthened by the fact that, both in the first punishment scene and in 
the stories of Phaethon and Orpheus, it is Zeus who punishes the mortal charac-
ter for his hubristic transgression. This pattern is also strengthened by the later 
connection of Haemus in Statius’ Thebaid with this central theme of hubristic 
transgressions by mortals against the gods which meet with deadly consequences. 
Juno states that the horses of Oenomaus would have been appropriately stabled 
at Mount Haemus (Ι 273), since the figure of Oenomaus is closely associated with 

12 Tzetz. Antehom. 273; Philostr. Her. 15,16.
13 See also Pomponius Mela ΙΙ 17.
14 For other associations between Haemus and Orpheus, see Hijmans 1978, 410, with 

primary references.
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dolos and hubris in his mythological background, being tricked by the Lydian 
prince Pelops, and dying in the chariot race against him. This is an example, par-
allel to that of Arachne, of a Lydian figure outsmarting a more powerful Greek 
figure. The house of Atreus is, in general, characterised by transgressive struggles 
for unattainable objects15. 

Haemus was associated with the god Boreas from the Archaic Period onwards, 
and later appears as the son of Boreas and the princess Orithyia16. Although the 
earliest surviving attestations of the myth of Boreas and Orithyia in the sixth cen-
tury BCE predate its earliest surviving association with Haemus, it is impossible to 
ascertain whether this is an accident of preservation. In the myth, Boreas, the god 
of the north wind who resided in Thrace, abducted the Athenian princess Orithyia 
from the Ilissos River in Attica, carried her back to Thrace, and raped her, and she 
resided at Mount Haemus thereafter as a mountain-nymph17. Callimachus, whose 
poems were important intertexts for the two tapestries, also states that Boreas him-
self resided on Mount Haemus, and was the son of the Strymon River, also located 
in Thrace (Hymn 4, 26-65). Haemus was therefore the product of the rape of an 
Athenian woman by a foreign god, which took place in a foreign country. Haemus’ 
heritage thus prefigures the central thematic concern of Arachne’s tapestry (the 
rape of women by Greek gods), but inverts the order, since Haemus was conceived 
through the rape of a Greek woman by a non-Greek god. Haemus’s fate, of course, 
also prefigures the fate of Arachne herself, in being transformed as a punishment 
for hubris by a Graeco-Roman deity. The first punishment scene thus engages in a 
dialogue with Arachne’s tapestry on multiple levels of allusion, and it links forward 
to Ovid’s narration of Boreas’ abduction of Orithyia from Erechtheus at the end of 
Book VI (met. VI 675-721). Moreover, Haemus was also associated with Bacchus 
by Valerius Flaccus, Statius, and Lucian18. If this association existed prior to Ovid 
as seems probable, then we may posit that, through these mythological allusions, 
Minerva is making reference to the Bacchic mode in which her antagonist is weav-
ing her own tapestry, warning that punishment and metamorphosis await. 

Mount Rhodope was mentioned twice each by Herodotus and Thucydides19. 

15 See Dodson-Robinson 2019, 16-17.
16 Serv. Aen. I 321; Steph. Byz. A 131, p. 97, 1-3 Billerbeck.
17 Ap.Rh. I 212, II 23; Apollod. III 15,2, 3,196, 3,199; Simon. fr. 534 Campbell from 

Scholiast on A.R. I 211-215c; Pind. Pith. 4,8; Aesch. Fr. 23; Q.S. I 166; Hdt. VII 189; Plat. 
Phdr. 229b-d; Strab. VII 3,1; Paus. I 19,5, I 38,2, III 15,1-4, V 19,1; Diod. Sic. IV 43,3; Hyg. 
fab. 14, 19, 157; Ov. fast. V 203; epist. 16,345, 18,37; Prop. I 20, II 26, III 6; Stat. Theb. XII 
630; Nonn. Dion. I 134, II 686, XXXVII 155, XLVII 302; Suda Γ 46 Γαμβρὸς Ἐρεχθῆος; 

18 Val. Fl. I 726; Stat. Theb. IV 652; Lucian. Salt. 51. See Hijmans 1978, 409-410.
19 Hdt. IV 49, VIII 116; Thuc. II 96, II 98.
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Within the Metamorphoses, Rhodope appears alongside Haemus in the two con-
texts mentioned above, and also in the myth of Tereus and Procne later in Book 
VI, as the setting for a Thracian festival to Bacchus20. Rhodope is also mentioned 
twice in Vergil’s Georgics, as a general indicator of Thrace21. There are at least two 
other characters in Greek literature also named Rhodope and spelled identically; 
the most notable one was one of the Oceanids and a playmate of Persephone be-
fore her abduction by Hades22. It is notable that the near-homophonous Rhodopis 
(the courtesan who went to Egypt during the 26th Dynasty and whose story was 
related by Herodotus, Strabo, and Aelian) was also Thracian in the Herodotean 
account (Hdt. II 134,1-3). The two occurrences of Rhodope in Hyginus’ Fabulae 
parallel the fate of Arachne in the weaving contest. Mount Rhodope features as 
the setting for the victory of a Greek deity over a Thracian mortal; Lycurgus, the 
king of Edonis in southern Thrace, was thrown to the panthers on Mount Rho-
dope after denying the divinity of Dionysus (Hyg. fab. 132). In another version of 
this myth which Hyginus also records, Lycurgus commits suicide after blasphem-
ing Dionysus; suicide was similarly attempted by Arachne after uttering words to 
which a Graeco-Roman deity took offence (Hyg. fab. 242). Therefore, Mount Rho-
dope was the setting in which a Thracian king who denied the divine power of the 
Greek god Dionysus was killed. Minerva is doubly threatening Arachne here; not 
only is the story of Rhodope and Haemus a cautionary tale in itself, but Rhodope 
also has a backstory as the setting in which non-Greek mortals who denied the 
divine power of Greek deities were killed. Moreover, in another tradition, Rho-
dope was the mother of the giant Athos by Poseidon; Athos challenged Poseidon, 
and Poseidon threw a rock at him, burying him and creating Mount Athos23. So, 
apart from Haemus, Rhodope was also associated with another mythical figure 
who challenged a god and was metamorphosed into a mountain. 

Thrace is therefore significant as the setting for the first punishment scene in 
terms of the themes of artistic prowess and divine punishment. Strabo, writing 
contemporaneously with Ovid, emphasised the longstanding association between 
Thracian mythological characters, musical prowess, and the lyre, and he also stat-
ed that Thracian music was of Near Eastern origin (Strab. X 3,17). A long-lasting 
Greek and Roman tradition portrayed Orpheus as a Thracian lyre-player of un-
paralleled talent24. A thematic parallel to the Arachne-Minerva weaving contest is 

20 Ov. met. II 219, VI 589: nox conscia sacris, nocte sonat Rhodope tinnitibus aeris acuti.  
Also Ov. met. X 77.

21 Verg. Georg. III 462, IV 461.
22 Hom. Hymn Dem. 423; Hyg. fab. 142.
23 Scholia on Theocritus, Idyll. 7,76.
24 Ibyc. fr. 306 Campbell; Pind. Pith. 4,315; Aesch. Ag. 1612; Ar. Ran. 1032; Eur. Hipp. 



THE PUNISHMENT SCENES ON MINERVA’S TAPESTRY IN OVID’S METAMORPHOSES (VI 87-100):

- 87 -

the story of Thamyris, a Thracian singer who, after boasting that his musical ability 
surpassed that of the Muses, was blinded and rendered unable to play the lyre as 
punishment25. Moreover, from the Archaic Period onwards, both Thrace and Tha-
myris were associated with the kithara, a variety of lyre26. The Thracian setting of 
the first punishment scene thus prefigures the lyre-playing Cypriot king Kinyras 
in the final punishment scene, and Ovid’s description of the punishment scenes 
begins and ends with allusions to non-Greek lyre-playing characters in an ABBA 
chiastic structure. Since Thrace was associated with artistic skill and mythical ar-
tistic contests, but here functions as the setting of Greek subjugation of foreign 
characters, the first punishment scene metapoetically reflects the weaving contest 
in which the scene itself features. This victory of the Olympian gods in a foreign 
land associated with artistic contests prefigures the coming victory of Minerva 
over the Lydian Arachne, and also links forward to the two final myths of Book VI: 
the myth of Tereus, Procne, and Philomela, and the myth of Erechtheus, Boreas, 
and Orithyia. 

The myth of Rhodope and Haemus shares extensive parallels with Corinna’s 
description of a singing contest between the two Boeotian mountains of Cithaer-
on and Helicon (Fr. 654.i.12-34). Both myths belonged to the same Graeco-Ro-
man mythological tradition of personifying mountains. In Corinna fragment 
654 and in earlier and later occurrences, Cithaeron and Helicon feature both as 
mountains and as humans, and the two were paired from the Archaic Period 
onwards27. The surviving fragment of Corinna’s poem begins with the end of the 
second of the two songs, which relates the myth of Rhea concealing her young-
est son Zeus from Cronus in a cave on Mount Ida; this is based on the Hesiodic 
version of the myth, and the mountain-themed song metapoetically mirrors the 
contest between mountains in which it features. It is uncertain whether the sec-
ond song was sung by Cithaeron or Helicon28. The gods then vote democratically 
on the winner of the contest, who is proclaimed to be Cithaeron. After his defeat, 
Helicon rips out a part of himself in the form of a rock, and throws it down the 
mountainside, where it shatters into innumerable pieces. The song in Corinna’s 
poem shares with the myth of Rhodope and Haemus the theme of a transgres-

953; Bacch. 561; Med. 543; Rhes. 944, 946; Plat. Apol. 41a; Ion 533c; Leg. 677d; Prt. 315a, 
316d; Symp. 179d; Diod. Sic. IV 25.

25 Hom. Il. II 581, 2.594-600; Eur. Rhes. 915; Apollod. I 3,3; Strab. VII 35; Diod. Sic. III 
67; Plin. nat. VII 207.

26 See further Tsiafakis 2000, 379.
27 Hom. Epigr. 6; Stat. Theb. IX 446; Paus. IX 1,1, IX 3,1; Philostr. Imag. I 14; Ant. Lib. 

Met. 9,1. See Larmour 2005, 26-31; Larmour 2008, 54-55.
28 See further Larmour 2005, 28-29.



MAXWELL STOCKER

- 88 -

sion against Zeus involving a mountain. The angry and violent end to the contest 
uses the imagery of the physicality of the mountains themselves, as does Ovid 
in the first punishment scene. Corinna blurs the distinction between the geo-
graphical and human qualities of Helicon as Ovid does for Haemus. The contest 
also results in the metamorphosis of the defeated party, since Helicon inflicts a 
physical change upon himself as a mountain (654.i.33-34). Ovid’s equivocal por-
trayal of Minerva may also be prefigured in Corinna’s characterisation of Rhea 
and Hermes and Corinna’s implied reference to Metis, which hints that Cithaer-
on might have won the contest unjustly, and thus that the actions of the gods are 
morally ambiguous, and that the reader ought to sympathise with the defeated 
character29. In Hesiod’s Theogony, an important source text for Corinna Frag-
ment 654, both the Muses and Athena are the daughters of Zeus, and the Muses’ 
role in Corinna’s poem emphasises their incontestable divine power, similarly to 
Ovid’s depiction of Minerva’s final and unchallengeable victory over Arachne30. 
Moreover, the tradition in which Cithaeron helps to reconcile Hera and Zeus 
echoes the situation in the first punishment scene in which these two deities, who 
usually had a volatile relationship, were working together and acting in concert to 
punish Rhodope and Haemus31. Ovid also engaged intertextually with Corinna’s 
poetry elsewhere in the Metamorphoses32.

Corinna Fragment 654 also has important resonances in the contest of the 
Pierides and the Muses (V 295-678), in which the Muses recount to Minerva a 
story in which the nine daughters of Pierus had challenged them to a singing 
contest, believing themselves to be of superior ability. Pierus was linguistically 
and mythologically associated with a mountain of the same name, like Haemus, 
Rhodope, Cithaeron, and Helicon.  After the judgment of the nymphs of Helicon 
declared the Pierides to be the losers, they were turned into birds as punishment, a 
fate which was to occur in the second and third punishment scenes on Minerva’s 
tapestry (V 662-678). The myth of Minerva and Arachne then begins immediately 
after this episode. The Muses and Athena/Minerva were both closely associated 
with artistry, poetry, and weaving. They preside respectively over the contest in 
the myth of the Pierides which is recounted to Minerva, over the Arachne-Miner-
va weaving contest, and over the contest between Cithaeron and Helicon. The first 
punishment scene and these other contests to which Ovid alludes share a central 
thematic concern with the fickle and unreliable nature of the gods who oversee the 

29 See Larmour 2005, 30.
30 Hes. Theog. 1-13. See Larmour 2005, 29.
31 Paus. IX 3,1.
32 See Ziogas 2013, 7.
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contests, and who bear associations with artistry and weaving. Ovid also associates 
Minerva and the Muses directly with each other at the very beginning of Book VI 
when Minerva expresses agreement with the Muses’ song. Minerva approves of 
their actions in the preceding myth, and expresses her desire to receive praise in 
turn. These extensive overlaps between the two episodes make for a smooth and 
natural transition to the weaving contest with Arachne.

2. Scene Two: Myth of Juno and Gerana (VI 90-92).

altera Pygmaeae fatum miserabile matris 
pars habet: hanc Iuno victam certamine iussit
esse gruem populisque suis indicere bellum.

Another part has the wretched fate of the Pygmaean mother:
Juno ordered her, who had been defeated in a contest,
to be a crane and to declare war on her own people.

The second punishment scene on Minerva’s tapestry concerns Gerana (Pyg-
meae mater), a queen of the Pygmy people of central Africa, whom Antoninus 
Liberalis named “Oenoe”. Gerana (Γεράνα, meaning “crane woman”) was the wife 
of the Pygmy king Nicodamas, and the mother of Mopsus. After being defeated 
by Juno in a beauty contest, Gerana was transformed into a crane (grus) as pun-
ishment for her arrogance. The Pygmies were an exotic ethnic group of dwarves 
who were located by Greek and Roman authors in various lands at the fringes 
of the known world: sub-Saharan Africa, India, Scythia, and Thrace33. They are 
likely based on the central African pygmies, who were imported by Egyptian elites 
and traders throughout the Dynastic Period, and who were famously described by 
Herodotus34. Until the 20th century CE, these peoples, who are now restricted to 
the Congo Basin, lived as far north as what is now the White Nile and Khartoum 
states of Sudan35. They are most commonly associated with the ethnographical 
and mythological tradition of the geranomachy, in which the Pygmies engaged in 
a continuous war with the cranes. The cranes migrated south every year and at-
tacked the Pygmies’ fields, causing death and destruction, and the Pygmies in turn 
attacked the cranes’ nests and young. The geranomachy is described as an ethno-
graphic reality throughout Greek and Roman literature from the eighth century 

33 See Arafat 2020.
34 See Scobie 1975, 123.
35 See Dasen 1993, 27.



MAXWELL STOCKER

- 90 -

BCE onwards, and in Greek art from the sixth century BCE onwards, although 
possible Late Mycenaean forerunners have been identified36. The poet of the Iliad 
mentions the geranomachy in a manner which assumes the external audience’s 
prior familiarity with the story. It therefore dates at least to the Early Iron Age, 
and may have emerged through Mycenaean Greek reception of Egyptian culture 
in the Palatial Bronze Age. Egypt is the only other Eastern Mediterranean culture 
in which dwarves and pygmies feature repeatedly in cultural representations over 
the long term. The Greek geranomachy was shaped partly by direct knowledge of 
central African pygmies, and it may have originally emerged from Egyptian and 
Nubian oral traditions of pygmy peoples who lived around the White Nile37.

Cranes functioned as a symbol of transition and movement between lands, cul-
tures, and seasons throughout Greek and Roman literature38. In Hesiod’s Works 
and Days, the time of ploughing and of the winter rains are heralded by the call of 
the crane migrating from one land to another, and, in Aristophanes’ Birds, when 
the Chorus lists various birds whose behaviour marks the turning of seasons, they 
describe the crane migrating to Libya39. Moreover, Plato uses the crane in a gener-
alising example of the human action of self-definition through isolating an Other 
(Plat. Plt. 263d). Occurrences in Cicero, Martial, Celsus, and Lucretius likewise 
emphasize the repeated act of crossing between lands and peoples40. The crane 
therefore indicates foreignness, distant lands, and cross-cultural transition, as well 
as the idea of repetitive and cyclical behaviour. 

The myth of Gerana posits an alternative, mythical reason for the ethnographic 
geranomachy. Although the geranomachy itself dates at least to the Early Iron 
Age, the story of the metamorphosis of Gerana has no surviving attestation prior 
to the late Classical Period. It is attested in more detail in three post-Ovidian ac-
counts: in Antoninus Liberalis’ Metamorphoses (16) from the second century CE, 
in which the Pygmy queen is named Oenoe, and in Claudius Aelianus’ De Natura 
Animalium (XV 29) and Athenaeus’ Deipnosophistae (IX 393e-f) from the early 
third century CE, in which the Pygmy queen is named Gerana. Antoninus Liber-
alis and Athenaeus attribute the story to the Greek author Boio’s Ornithogonia, 

36 See Dasen 1993, 183, with references.  Hom. Il. III 3-6; Hes. Cat. fr. 98,9, 98,18, 99, 
101 Most; Ael. NA XV 29; Ath. IX 393e-f, Arist. Hist. an. VIII 12, Strab. I 42, XVII 821; 
Plin. nat. IV 44, V 109, VI 70, VI 187, VII 26; Philostr. VA III 45-47, VI 1, VI 23-25; Ctesias 
Ind. (III C, 688 Jacoby) F45, 21-24 apud Phot. Bibl. 72, 21-50a and F45fα apud Excerpt. 
Const. De nat. an. II 67 (see Nichols 2008, 112, 118); Ant. Lib. Met. 16.

37 See Dasen 1993, 177-178; Ovadiah - Mucznik 2017, 153, with references.
38 See Dan 2014, 45.
39 Hes. Op. 448-450; Ar. Av. 709-710.
40 Cic. nat. deor. II 49,125; Mart. XIII 75; Cels. II 18; Lucr. IV 181; Plin. nat. X 30-31.
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a lost poem from the late Classical or early Hellenistic Period which describes 
the metamorphoses of various mythical figures into birds, and which was directly 
used by Ovid elsewhere in his composition of the Metamorphoses41. Since Boio 
was mentioned by the Atthidographer Philochorus (c. 340-261BCE), the Orni-
thogonia must have been written during the late Classical Period or the first dec-
ades of the Hellenistic Period42. The myth of Hera and Gerana therefore dates to 
the early Hellenistic Period at the latest. 

These accounts specify that Gerana was marvellously beautiful, that she pro-
claimed herself more beautiful than the Greek goddesses, and that she refused 
to worship Hera. Her beauty induced the Pygmies to worship her as a goddess, 
and they brought her gifts to celebrate the birth of her child. Athenaeus relates 
that Gerana had a daughter, Chelone, who was later transformed into a tortoise. 
Antoninus Liberalis mentions not a daughter but a son, Mopsus. Ovid adds the 
detail, not made explicit in the other accounts, that she challenged Hera to a beau-
ty contest. Claudius Aelianus’ statement that Gerana declared herself more beau-
tiful than the goddesses Hera, Athena, Artemis, and Aphrodite (XV 29) prefigures 
the fourth punishment scene, in which Aphrodite also features as the offended 
deity. Hera turned Gerana into a crane, and, when the transformed Gerana tried 
to return to her people and to her child Mopsus, the Pygmies violently repelled 
her, leading to the war between the Pygmies and the cranes; Hera therefore made 
her an enemy of her own people. In view of this background, and since Ovid left 
Gerana unnamed so that he could make an intratextual allusion to the myth of 
Pygmalion in Book X as discussed further below, we may conclude that Ovid was 
drawing on a pre-existing tradition of the metamorphosis of Gerana which has 
since been lost. Gerana is the most geographically distant of all the punished char-
acters on Minerva’s tapestry, and this is mirrored in Ovid’s ekphrasis by his use of 
the imprecise phrase altera… pars to introduce Gerana’s position on the tapestry, 
instead of the more specific noun angulus, which refers directly to a specific corner 
of the tapestry43.

The second punishment scene connects back to the first scene, and it also con-
nects forward to the fourth scene, which itself mirrors the myth of Pygmalion 
in Book X. A parallel literary tradition located the Pygmies in Thrace from the 
fourth century BCE onwards, and, throughout Greek history, the itinerant cranes 
were conceived as Thracian birds, since Thrace was their point of departure for 
their annual migratory journey south to Africa where the Pygmies, Libyans, and 

41 Boio ap. Ant. Lib. Met. 16 et ap. Ath. IX 393e-f. 
42 Ath. IX 393e-f.
43 Ov. met. VI 87, 90-91.
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Ethiopians lived44. The myth of Juno and Gerana therefore alludes heavily to the 
Thracian setting of the first punishment scene, from which the audience’s atten-
tion migrates, as if with the flight of the cranes, to the African setting of the sec-
ond punishment scene. Allusions to Libya also occur in the extensive parallels 
between the myths of the Pygmy Gerana and the Libyan Lamia, in the widespread 
image of the crane flying south over Libya in the autumn, and in the mythological 
background of Gerana’s son, Mopsus45. There are at least four separate figures in 
Greek mythology named “Mopsus”. Since Mopsus is the son of Gerana and is part 
of the myth described in the second punishment scene, the identities and mytho-
logical backgrounds of homonymous characters are naturally drawn into the web 
of meaning created in this scene. Crucially, the stories and connotations of those 
characters intersect meaningfully with the Arachne-Minerva weaving contest as 
a whole. After being exiled from Thrace by Lycurgus, the Thracian command-
er Mopsus fought a successful battle alongside the Scythian commander Sipylus 
against the Amazons, and they then pursued the surviving Amazons to Libya. 
In the context of the numerous other Thracian and Libyan allusions in the myth 
of Gerana, it is remarkable that this rather more prominent character in Greek 
mythology who shares the name “Mopsus” also has Thracian and Libyan associa-
tions. Moreover, the Argonaut Mopsus, another separate character, was the son of 
the seer Ampyx, who was the father of the seer Idmon, who shares the same name 
as the father of Arachne, Idmon46. Through this range of allusions, the myth of 
Juno and Gerana combines and represents a broad range of associations relating 
to central Africa, Libya, and Thrace. 

Ovid also draws a phonetic allusion between the Pygmeae mater (Gerana) 
and Pygmalion, which serves to connect the first, second, and fourth punishment 
scenes and the myth of Pygmalion in Book X.  More specifically, the second pun-
ishment scene acts as a bridge connecting the first scene with the fourth scene 
and the Pygmalion episode. The name “Pygmalion” (Πυγμαλίων) is shared by two 
pre-Homeric Eastern Mediterranean kings, one historical and the other fictional47. 
The historical Pygmalion was a Phoenician king who ruled Tyre during the late 
ninth and early eighth centuries BCE.  In the second punishment scene, however, 
Ovid prefigures the myth which he will later narrate in Book X about the mythical 
Cypriot king Pygmalion.  In a tradition whose earliest surviving attestation dates 
to the third century BCE, Pygmalion fetishised an ivory cult-statue of Aphrodite, 

44 See Dan 2014, 41.
45 See Fontenrose 1990, 100-101.
46 Ap.Rh. I 65-68, I 1502-1536; Ov. met. IV 618- 621, VIII 316; Hyg. fab. 14,2, 128, 172; 

Tzetzes Ad Lyc. 980.
47 See Cross 1972, 13-19; Dasen 2013, 84-85.  
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taking it to bed, and acting as if it were alive48. However, Ovid himself narrates the 
slightly different myth of how Pygmalion was repulsed by the shamelessness of the 
Propoetides on Cyprus, and resolved to remain single and unmarried. Pygmalion 
then made an ivory sculpture of a woman of ideal beauty, and fell in love with his 
own sculpture, treating it as if it were a living person. After praying to Aphro-
dite for a wife like the ivory statue but stopping short of saying explicitly that the 
statue itself was what he desired, Aphrodite animated the statue, and Pygmalion 
then married the woman, later fathering a daughter, Paphos, the future mother 
of Kinyras (10.243-297)49. Pygmalion’s grandson by this statue was therefore the 
character who features in the fourth punishment scene: Kinyras. As is discussed 
later in this article, there is extensive parallelism and mirroring between the fourth 
punishment scene and the myth of Pygmalion in Book X, and the phonetic allu-
sion between Gerana and Pygmalion anticipates those later parallels. The second 
punishment scene thus “sets up” the close parallelism between the fourth punish-
ment scene and the Pygmalion episode which is to follow. 

The Pygmeae mater and the alluded Pygmalion both refer back to Thrace. The 
artist Minerva weaves the story of the Pygmeae mater which contains Thracian 
allusions; this story links forward to the myth of Pygmalion told by the Thracian 
artist Orpheus, who is also alluded to in the first punishment scene. Ovid therefore 
connects back to the Thracian setting of the first punishment scene twice over: in 
the mythological background of the geranomachy, and in his phonetic allusion to 
his later story of Pygmalion which was sung by a Thracian artist. The second pun-
ishment scene therefore carries the key figure of the Thracian artist forward from 
the first punishment scene into its prefiguration of the Pygmalion episode. In the 
context of the visually based analysis suggested by the medium of the tapestry 
itself, it is appropriate that Ovid should have Minerva allude to Pygmalion in her 
tapestry, since Minerva’s weaving and Pygmalion’s sculpture are paradigmatic ex-
amples in the Metamorphoses of the relationship between verbal and visual artist-
ry. Both Gerana and Pygmalion have strong narcissistic tendencies, and both their 
stories are defined by an attempt to claim something unobtainable: greater beauty 
than that of Hera, and an idealised woman and life-partner of one’s own creation. 
Pygmalion, of course, also strongly foreshadows Arachne herself, as they are both 
prominent examples in the Metamorphoses of non-Greek artists who are robbed 
of their abilities to signify and to produce their art, and who are destroyed. Ovid’s 
prefiguration of Pygmalion perhaps explains why he chose to refer to Gerana as 
Pygmeae mater rather than by her name. The second punishment scene is notably 

48 Clem. Alex. Protr. 4,57,3. See Hard 2020, 570.
49 See Hard 2020, 570.
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the only one out of the four punishment scenes in which the protagonist of the 
scene is not mentioned by name; she is referred to more vaguely by the phrase 
Pygmeae mater, which captures the phonetic allusion with Pygmalion. 

3. Scene Three: Myth of Juno and Antigone of Troy (VI 93-97)

pinxit et Antigonen ausam contendere quondam
cum magni consorte Iovis, quam regia Iuno
in volucrem vertit, nec profuit Ilion illi 
Laomedonve pater, sumptis quin candida pennis
ipsa sibi plaudat crepitante ciconia rostro.

She also embroidered Antigone who had once dared to compete
with the great consort of Jupiter, whom regal Juno
turned into a bird, and neither Troy nor her father Laomedon 
could help her, but that she took on white feathers and applauded 
herself with a clattering beak as a stork.

The third punishment scene describes Juno’s transformation of the Trojan 
princess Antigone into a stork after Antigone had boasted that she was more 
beautiful than Juno. This punishment scene is the only surviving attestation of this 
version of the myth. In another version of this story, which is attested from the 
fourth century CE onwards but which draws on earlier traditions, Juno turns An-
tigone’s hair into snakes to punish her for her boast, but the gods took pity on her, 
and transformed her into a stork, a bird which eats snakes50. Antigone’s metamor-
phosed form in this alternative tradition most notably resembles the snake-haired 
head of Medusa, which had the power to lithify those who made eye-contact with 
her. This prefigures the lithification which is to befall Kinyras’ daughters in the 
next punishment scene, and it also reflects the fact that Minerva herself has the 
power to lithify her enemies, since Perseus gave her Medusa’s head to use on her 
shield.  This reminds us that, when we go on to read the fourth punishment scene, 
Minerva herself possesses the power of lithification which she depicts Aphrodite 
using in that scene. Thus, Minerva, the weaver of the tapestry, has the power to 
metamorphose transgressive mortals into both inorganic objects (first and fourth 
scenes) and animals (Arachne, and therefore the second and third scenes). Min-
erva is more than an artist in this weaving contest; she herself possesses the met-
amorphic powers exercised by Hera/Juno and Aphrodite/Venus on her tapestry.

50 Serv. Georg. II 520; Serv. Aen. I 27, ps.Lact. fab. Ov. VI 1; Vat. Myth. I 79, II 69.
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Ovid emphasises metamorphic continuity by using plaudat to convey that An-
tigone continues boasting even as a stork (VI 97). Prefiguring Arachne, Antigone 
of Troy continues to perform the action which led to her metamorphosis in the first 
place. The verb profuit implies a gnomic statement about the powerlessness of bar-
barians against the divine power of Graeco-Roman deities (VI 95). The adjective 
candidus, with which Ovid describes the colour of the stork into which Antigone 
is transformed, was widely used to describe both the Roman gods and the toga, 
an important symbol of Roman citizenship. An Anatolian character is therefore 
depicted as being brought under Roman control in both the act and the outcome 
of her metamorphosis. Antigone’s punishment links back to the bird-metamor-
phosis of the preceding punishment scene, since Gerana and Antigone of Troy are 
both transformed into birds which look almost identical to one another (VI 92, VI 
97). The noun ciconia also carried the double meaning of a derisory hand gesture, 
signifying the defiance of Antigone, like that of Arachne, in her hubristic challenge 
against the goddess51. Since both cranes and storks were eaten as prized delicacies 
in Augustan Rome, the disturbing possibility of being eaten post-metamorphosis 
might also be regarded as an implicit part of their punishment52. The stork was a 
foreign bird from the Roman viewpoint, but was also associated with pietas and 
concordia, and Antigone’s origin in the ancestral homeland of the Roman people 
accounts for her embodiment of both Roman and barbarian associations in her 
post-metamorphic state53. The stork’s association with the internal quality of pi-
etas also mirrors the external concept of victoria, which crowns the central scene 
of the tapestry in the form of the goddess Victoria, who was heavily promoted by 
Augustus (VI 82)54. The choice of a stork therefore highlights the continuity be-
tween Antigone’s pre-metamorphic and post-metamorphic states.

The third punishment scene links forward to the story of Laomedon and the 
foundation of Troy at the beginning of the Trojan Cycle in Book XI. The bird-met-
amorphosis of Antigone of Troy is in keeping with the fates of her relatives, since 
all of Laomedon’s other children meet miserable or violent deaths. Antigone’s 
hubristic crime is appropriate in the context of the broader Trojan problem of 
hubristic and unrealistic judgments which contradict reality. Laomedon angered 
Apollo and Poseidon for failing to pay them for their help in building Troy, and 

51 For previous occurrences of the noun ciconia, see Plaut. Truc. 691; Hor. sat. II 2,49; 
Pers. 1,58.

52 Hor. sat. II 8,87; Plin. nat. X 30-31. On the fashion for eating storks in Rome particu-
larly during the late first century BCE and early first century CE, see Connors 1998, 58-60.

53 Petron. 55,6. See Plaza 2006, 122-123; Courtney 2013, 89.
54 Contra Dufallo 2013, 166, who claims that Ovid does not refer to Augustan symbols 

or iconography in his ekphrases of the tapestries.



MAXWELL STOCKER

- 96 -

they punished him by flooding the fields around the city, and by chaining his 
daughter Hesione to a rock to be killed by a sea-monster. In this respect, Antigone 
is, as her name suggests, ‘in place of her parents’ in sharing a similar fate for a 
hubristic transgression. Ovid’s formulation that Troy and Laomedon could not 
‘help’ Antigone may allude to the fact that her sister Hesione was in fact helped.  
Heracles made a deal with their father Laomedon that he would save Hesione if 
Laomedon would give him the magical horses granted to him by Zeus as com-
pensation for Zeus’ kidnapping of Ganymede; Laomedon agreed, Heracles saved 
Hesione from the monster, but Laomedon reneged on the agreement, and was 
later killed by Heracles. Antigone’s fate therefore parallels that of her sister He-
sione, who is also punished by the gods. In the cases of Antigone of Troy and 
Arachne, the eventual problem is present already in their father; Laomedon was 
hubristic and so was Antigone, and Idmon was a weaver and taught Arachne how 
to weave, which was what eventually got Arachne into trouble. Ovid’s deployment 
of Antigone of Troy in the third punishment scene alludes thematically to the ho-
monymous Antigone of Thebes in two meaningful ways. Like Arachne, Antigone 
of Thebes was punished for going against the wishes of a higher authority (Creon), 
and she subsequently hung herself. Antigone also shares with Niobe an Anatolian 
royal heritage, prefiguring the next episode in Book VI. In view of the importance 
of Troy in the foundation myth of Rome, the myth of Antigone of Troy may re-
flect on contemporaneous debates in Augustan Rome about the Roman relation-
ship to Greece and the dangers of hubris and overreaching ambition55. 

4. Scene Four: Myth of the Daughters of Kinyras (VI 98-100)

qui superest solus Cinyran habet angulus orbum,
isque gradus templi, natarum membra suarum,
amplectens saxoque iacens lacrimare videtur. 

The sole corner which remains has bereft Kinyras,
and, embracing the steps of the temple, the limbs of his own daughters, 
and lying on the stone, he seems to cry.

In the otherwise unattested myth depicted in the fourth punishment scene, the 
Cypriot priest-king Kinyras grieves for his daughters, who have been metamor-
phosed into the steps of a temple by Aphrodite for an unspecified crime. Kinyras 
was worshipped on Cyprus as a foundational cultural figure from Late Bronze 

55 See Dufallo 2013, 168.
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Age onwards, and was the focus of his own mythopoetic cycle56. He is heavily 
linked in all subsequent Greek traditions with Late Bronze Age Cyprus. The fourth 
punishment scene is based on cult-narratives and traditions concerning Kinyras 
and his family which emerged in the context of Cypriot sanctuaries of Aphrodite. 
As Franklin has demonstrated, the fourth punishment scene should be situated 
within a range of stories relating to Kinyras’ children from the broader Kinyras 
poetic tradition, in which his children are invariably associated with ‘angered or 
grieving gods, and metamorphoses into objects or processes of cult’57. The image 
of Kinyras clasping the temple steps and weeping stems originally from Babylo-
nian cult practice, in which architectural elements of temples were mythologised 
and personified as family members of the deity in question, and in which temple 
singers engaged in ritual lamentation, ceremonially weeping and beseeching to 
avert divine anger during the construction or repair of part of the temple58. This 
originally Babylonian image was preserved, along with many other aspects of the 
cult of the lyre-playing king, in its transfer from Babylonian to Ugaritic, Canaan-
ite, Cypriot, and Greek culture in the mid- and late second millennium BCE. It 
was reinterpreted and recontextualised in Ovid’s punishment scene, in which the 
daughters are implied to have been metamorphosed on account of a hubristic 
transgression. Anderson reasonably proposes that the daughters of Kinyras were 
punished for having boasted that they were more beautiful than a goddess59. The 
setting of the punishment scene in the context of Cyprus and the Kinyras poet-
ic tradition means that Aphrodite is almost certainly the offended goddess. The 
closest parallel in Greek and Roman literature to this punishment scene is the 
lithification of the Propoetides in Book X of the Metamorphoses. The Propoetides 
of Amathus, a Cypriot city associated with Kinyras, denied the divinity of Aph-
rodite, and were made to prostitute themselves until they were transformed into 
stone through lack of shame. Their blushes (X 241) recall that of Arachne prior to 
the weaving contest. We may assume, therefore, that Kinyras’ daughters offended 
Aphrodite, possibly through claims of superior beauty, and were then forced to 
prostitute themselves until they became the steps of her temple in Paphos. 

Kinyras was the focus of an extensive and manifold mythological tradition across 
multiple Mediterranean and Near Eastern cultures, originating in Mesopotamian 
lyre-cultures and deification of musical instruments in the third millennium BCE. 
From the Archaic Period onwards, Kinyras became a principal symbol for inter-

56 See Franklin 2015.
57 Franklin 2015, 280.
58 See Franklin 2015, 281.
59 See Anderson 1972, 164.
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flow between Greek and non-Greek cultures. Kinyras was the mythical founder of 
the temple of Aphrodite at Paphos, which is probably the very temple described in 
the fourth punishment scene. Elsewhere in the Kinyras tradition, Kinyras himself 
is punished by the gods for an act of hubristic transgression, like his daughters in 
this punishment scene, and indeed like Arachne. In Lucian’s True Histories from 
the mid-second century CE, Kinyras features as a handsome boy who, after falling 
in love with Helen, attempts to carry her off to the Cheese Island outside the Land 
of the Dead, but is apprehended by a company of heroes sent by Rhadamanthus, 
and is bound by the genitals and suspended above a fire as punishment (II 25-26, II 
31)60. Kinyras is therefore punished by Greek gods and heroes for a transgression 
involving Helen, one of the most important symbols of cross-cultural interaction 
between East and West in Greek and Roman literature. Kinyras experiences met-
amorphic continuity in the sexual connotations of his punishment, which link his 
fate in Lucian’s parody to the punishments of Helen and of Myrrha in other tradi-
tions. Moreover, the Greek figures of Rhadamanthus and Menelaus resonantly suc-
ceed in inflicting punishment upon a non-Greek character61. Therefore, although 
his daughters are represented in their post-metamorphic state, Kinyras himself is 
also an appropriate figure for Minerva to feature on her tapestry. Ovid and Lucian 
both drew on an older tradition in which the character of Kinyras was linked to the 
idea of punitive metamorphoses with sexual connotations. 

Kinyras provides the additional dimension of a character who is himself artis-
tically productive, whereas the previous three characters in the tapestry are not. 
In his ekphrasis, Ovid describes the artist Minerva depicting another artist who is 
punished for hubris in other mythological traditions. Eustathius states that Kinyras 
reneged on a promise to Agamemnon to supply ships to assist him, instead sending 
artistic representations of ships which were sculpted from earth; as punishment, 
Kinyras was then defeated in a musical contest against Apollo, and subsequently 
killed62. His daughters, like Arachne, then attempted to commit suicide, and were 
transformed into animals by a goddess; they threw themselves into the sea in their 
grief at Kinyras’ death, and were transformed into halcyons. Kinyras thus partici-
pated indirectly in the Trojan War, but on the opposite side from Laomedon and 
Antigone of Troy, linking back to the third punishment scene. Ovid’s inclusion of 
Kinyras encapsulates the larger contest between the Graeco-Roman and barbarian 
worlds, and prefigures the defeat and transformation of Arachne in artistic terms. 
As Antigone of Troy in the third scene prefigures Arachne’s geographical and cul-

60 See Franklin 2015.
61 See further Georgiadou and Larmour 1998, 209-215.
62 Hyg. fab. 242, Plin. nat. VII 49, Eust. Il. XI 20-23, p. 139, 7-16 Van der Valk.
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tural background, Kinyras in the fourth scene prefigures Arachne’s status as an 
artist. Kinyras is unique on Minerva’s tapestry in not being metamorphosed in the 
scene itself; his punishment is not transformation but bereavement, foreshadow-
ing the presumable grief of Idmon after the metamorphosis of Arachne. In more 
precise terms, Kinyras foreshadows Niobe as a lone parent grieving and ‘seeming 
to weep’ (VI 100) for his children63. In these multiple respects, Kinyras is an appro-
priate figure to bring the ekphrasis of Minerva’s tapestry to a close.

The fourth punishment scene connects forward to the centrepiece of the Or-
pheus Cycle in Book X, in its prefiguration of the paired myths of Pygmalion and 
myth of Kinyras and Myrrha. Kinyras and Pygmalion are the two most notable 
Cypriot figures in Greek mythology, and their mythologies are closely intertwined. 
They are both Cypriot artists who are devoted to Aphrodite, the goddess who in-
flicts the metamorphosis upon women as a punishment in both cases. Kinyras’ 
daughters and the Propoetides are both victims of lithification, and are both 
groups of young Cypriot women who are unnamed and defined as the daughters 
of a named male character64. In the fourth punishment scene, Aphrodite turns a 
group of women into stone, but later does the opposite, granting Pygmalion’s wish 
by turning his statue into a woman. The punishing lithification of the Propoetides, 
who drove Pygmalion away from women, comes full circle in the reverse lithifi-
cation of Pygmalion’s statue, which brings Pygmalion back to women. With the 
exception of the Athenian princess Aglaurus, all the female victims of lithification 
in the Metamorphoses are non-Greek: the Phrygian Niobe, the Phoenician com-
panions of Ino, and the Cypriot Propoetides and daughters of Kinyras65. Amidst 
these strong parallels, the Phoenician companions of Ino are distinguished by 
their double metamorphosis involving bird-transformation and lithification66. 
This serves to highlight even further the strong mirroring between the daughters 
of Kinyras and the Propoetides, both of whom undergo only lithification. 

Kinyras’ inconsolable grief in the fourth punishment scene links forward to 
the myth of Myrrha and Kinyras, which immediately follows the myth of Pygmal-
ion. It links specifically to the statement of the Thracian artist Orpheus within that 
myth that it would have been better for Kinyras if he had never had any children, 
made in reference to Myrrha’s incestuous relationship with her father, Kinyras (X 
298-9). The theme of incest in the myth of Myrrha and Kinyras is also present in 
the word choice of amplectens in relation to Kinyras’ daughters. Both myths are 

63 See Feldherr 2010, 303.
64 See Sharrock 2020, 9.
65 See Sharrock 2020, 9.
66 See Sharrock 2020, 9.
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centrally concerned with the daughters of Kinyras behaving improperly in a way 
which results in their metamorphosis. Strikingly, both myths end with the motif of 
tears which are prompted by the metamorphic change: Kinyras weeps for his trans-
formed daughters, and sap oozes from the myrrh tree into which Myrrha has been 
transformed. It is also notable that both the very brief fourth punishment scene and 
the much lengthier story of Myrrha and Kinyras in Book X withhold from describ-
ing the crime itself; the prostitution of Kinyras daughters’ and Myrrha’s incestuous 
love are not explicitly described, and the external audience is left to imagine it. 

5. Narrative structure, chiasmus, and parallelism in the four punishment scenes

The Arachne-Minerva weaving contest and Minerva’s punishment scenes have 
a vast interpretive potential and a plurality of meaning. The issues present within 
this episode, and within Minerva’s tapestry in particular, can be addressed through 
a range of thematic lenses and literary-theoretical approaches, including those of 
gender studies, politics and power relations, postcolonialism, new historicism, and 
biographical criticism. In the most important recent study, Yoong carried out a 
detailed and perceptive close reading of the myth of the contest between Miner-
va and Neptune, which features in the central scene of Minerva’s tapestry, and 
which precedes the ekphrasis of the quartet of punishment scenes. Yoong analysed 
the reasons for Ovid’s selection of words and images, the metapoetic discourse 
in Ovid’s description of Minerva as poet-weaver, and the reception of the scene 
by internal and external audiences67. Yoong argues that Ovid’s thematisation of 
Minerva’s tapestry as a vetus argumentum (VI 69) determined the presentation and 
composition of the tapestry, and that Ovid’s ekphrasis reflects the divine powers 
of Minerva herself. Yoong’s approach demonstrates how Ovid spatially divides up 
the narrative of his ekphrasis in order to mirror the well-ordered and structured 
tapestry of Minerva described in that ekphrasis. However, the intricate structur-
al complexity of the punishment scenes on Minerva’s tapestry has not been ful-
ly described in previous scholarship. The following section will therefore provide 
some additional observations in light of the close reading of the punishment scenes 
above. It discusses how the quartet of punishment scenes fits into the broader ep-
isode, and explores the internal chiastic and conceptual structures by which the 
four punishment scenes are organised and integrated with one another. 

There is a parallelism of metamorphoses happening on multiple levels within 
the narrative: Minerva to other characters elsewhere in the Metamorphoses, Min-

67 See Yoong 2015, 22-28.
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erva to Arachne in this particular episode, and Juno/Aphrodite to the characters 
in the punishment scenes. The four punishment scenes are therefore integrated 
into the broader weaving contest in a multi-layered structure which operates on 
three levels:

1.	 At the broadest, overarching level, Minerva’s divine power remains domi-
nant from the beginning to the end of the episode;

2.	 Within the narrative of this episode, Minerva weaves the punishment 
scenes, and later imposes metamorphosis on Arachne;

3.	 In the sub-narratives of Minerva’s punishment scenes, Minerva weaves im-
ages of other characters who had comparable metamorphoses for compara-
ble crimes imposed on them.

This structure is underpinned on each level by the importance of metamorphic 
continuity, which is central to Ovid’s characterisation of Minerva, Arachne, and 
the characters which feature in the punishment scenes.  Metamorphic continuity 
entails a strong perceptual and thematic connection between crime, metamor-
phosis, and outcome. Simultaneously, as Sharrock has observed, there is a striking 
disjuncture between the conceptual continuity of the metamorphosis from the 
external audience’s viewpoint and the jarring and disruptive experience of the 
metamorphosis for the character in question. The punished character continues 
acting out their crime in the animal or object which they become after the meta-
morphosis, ensuring fit of metamorphic outcome, as follows:

1.	 Rhodope and Haemus unduly aggrandised themselves in terms of status 
and importance by comparing themselves to Jupiter and Juno, and they 
were accordingly transformed into large prominent features in the land-
scape (mountains). Rhodope and Haemus compared themselves to two 
deities who reside at the top of mountains, and they themselves were trans-
formed into mountains. 

2.	 The African queen Gerana offends a foreign goddess (Juno), and that god-
dess robs Gerana of her cultural identity (a Pygmy) and makes Gerana her-
self a foreign character (a crane). Gerana transgresses against the principal 
goddess of a foreign people (the Greeks), and that goddess causes Gerana 
to fight against her own people; Juno repays the assault on her own cul-
ture with an assault on Gerana’s culture. Gerana’s cross-cultural offence is 
punished with another cross-cultural offence visited on her own people in 
perpetuity. Gerana thought too highly of herself, and therefore she would 
fly high as a crane. 
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3.	 Antigone of Troy loudly boasted that she was more beautiful than Juno, and 
she was transformed into a bird described by Ovid in terms of its beak and 
its plumage.

4.	 The daughters of Kinyras prostituted themselves, displayed their beautiful 
legs, and became metaphorically “hard” through lack of shame, and they 
were transformed into temple steps which were physically hard, beautiful, 
and visible at all times. Just as legs are the lower parts of the human body, 
steps are the lower parts of temples.

In each of the tales of metamorphosis in the punishment scenes, the punishment 
reflects the nature and theme of the crime, and the metamorphosis is decided on 
the basis of the character’s hubristic action. The character therefore becomes a 
metamorphosed version of their own transgression. There is also thematic paral-
lelism between different narrative levels within the episode. The fate of the char-
acters in the four punishment scenes foreshadows the fate of Arachne, for whom 
Ovid uses the same technique of metamorphic continuity through crime, meta-
morphosis, and outcome. The mortal woman Arachne’s hubristic crime centres 
on the act of weaving, and she is transformed into an animal principally known 
for its activity of weaving webs. Arachne continues weaving as a spider, and she 
also continues hanging (her method of attempted suicide) as a spider. Moreover, 
as Yoong has demonstrated, Minerva uses the same or similar language as is used 
by Arachne in her initial statement prior to the weaving contest. In language as 
well as content, Minerva is responding directly to Arachne’s hubris. Arachne’s 
metamorphosis transforms her into a spider, a creature strikingly less elevated 
than the mountains, crane, stork, and temple steps which feature in the four pun-
ishment scenes on Minerva’s tapestry. In comparison to the punishments inflict-
ed by Juno, Jupiter, and Venus, Minerva takes things a step further with Arach-
ne. This all leads me to agree with those previous studies which have argued that 
Arachne’s metamorphosis should be viewed as a punishment akin to those in the 
four punishment scenes, rather than as an act of pity68. Minerva herself embodies 
the broadest, overarching, and undisturbed continuity as the supremely power-
ful character in the narrative. Although Minerva loses the weaving contest and 
is characterised equivocally in her irate reaction to Arachne’s tapestry, Minerva 
begins and ends the episode with her divine power – the object of Arachne’s trans-
gression – dominant and victorious. Graeco-Roman and Augustan primacy then 
maintains its thread of continuity into the following myth of Latona and Niobe. 

68 See Ziogas 2013, 103.
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6. Structural relationships within the quartet of punishment scenes

When the relationships between the four punishment scenes are viewed from 
a variety of different conceptual and thematic angles, Ovid’s ekphrasis displays 
an identifiable principle and pattern of arrangement in all cases. A close analysis 
reveals a dense mosaic of overlapping chiastic structures in the architecture of the 
four punishment scenes, a mosaic which has never been elucidated in previous 
scholarship. Minerva’s representation of ‘aesthetic balance’ in her tapestry is much 
more complex and intricate than has previously been acknowledged69. Firstly, the 
punished characters are described in descending order of status: a Thracian king 
and queen, an African queen, a Trojan princess and sister of Priam, and a group 
of Cypriot princesses. They are all royal figures, in keeping with Minerva’s epic 
mode, whereas Arachne is non-royal. An ABBA structure is used in relation to 
the number of characters punished in each scene: more than one (scene 1), one 
(scene 2), one (scene 3), and more than one (scene 4). The shared metamorphosis 
of Rhodope and Haemus is a rare instance of the normally antagonistic Jupiter 
and Juno acting in concert in punishing those who dared to arrogate their names, 
emphasising the unity of the gods against transgressing mortals.  The fact that 
Arachne’s mother is dead by the time of the weaving contest (VI 10) is mirrored 
in the lack of mention of the mothers of the metamorphosed characters in the four 
punishment scenes. The stories of the metamorphosed female characters include 
mention of their husbands (Haemus) and fathers (Laomedon, Kinyras), but not 
their mothers. In an AABB structure, Rhodope’s husband is named but her father 
is not mentioned by name; Gerana’s husband is named in the pre-existing tradi-
tion but her father is not mentioned by name; Antigone’s father is mentioned by 
name, and the father of the Cypriot princesses is mentioned by name. 

The ekphrasis of Minerva’s tapestry is divided into several sections which spa-
tially reflect how the tapestry would physically have appeared, and form is thus 
made to reflect content70. Yoong has shown how Ovid replicates the spatial and 
conceptual organisation of Minerva’s tapestry in his ekphrasis of it, but Yoong’s 
analysis can be taken further71. Athens, the site of the Athena-Neptune contest, 
is in the geographical centre of these five locations, mirroring its central position 
on Minerva’s tapestry. The twelve Olympians, seated in the centre of Minerva’s 
tapestry, are the internal audience of the punishment scenes. The non-Greek geo-
graphical locations and the obscure nature of each of the myths in the punishment 

69 Oliensis 2004, 287.
70 See Yoong 2015, 22-23.
71 See Yoong 2015, 33.
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scenes are metapoetically mirrored by their location on the margins of Minerva’s 
tapestry (VI 85). The sequence of the punishment scenes is structured and narrat-
ed centripetally in geographical terms. Ovid’s ekphrasis narrates, respectively, the 
northernmost Thrace, the southernmost central Africa, the second-northernmost 
Troy, and the second-southernmost Cyprus. After the two tapestries have been 
described, Ovid takes us back to the geographical centre for the metamorphosis of 
Arachne in her native Lydia, which, like Athens, has Thrace and Troy to its north, 
and Africa and Cyprus to its south. This centripetal focus mirrors ekphrastically 
the Graeco-Roman political focus of Minerva’s tapestry. This ABAB structure is 
also used in how Ovid names the punished characters: the northern Rhodope and 
Haemus are named, the southern Gerana is not named, the northern Antigone of 
Troy is named, and the southern daughters of Kinyras are not named. 

In his creation of a tapestry which succinctly represented and encapsulated al-
most the entire non-Greek world in only fourteen lines of densely allusive poetry, 
Ovid used an ABAB pattern in order to interconnect and integrate the cross-cul-
tural allusions which are present in each of the punishment scenes. The range of 
cross-cultural allusions in the four scenes is structured as follows: specific and 
obscure (scene 1), broader and more widely attested (scene 2), specific and ob-
scure (scene 3), and broader and more widely attested (scene 4). Scenes 1 and 3 
are relatively self-contained, they do not allude to other non-Greek lands and peo-
ples, and they have no surviving attestations prior to the Metamorphoses (and are 
possibly Ovidian creations). Scenes 2 and 4 allude back to the non-Greek cultural 
and geographical settings of scenes 1 and 3 respectively, they allude outwards to 
a range of other non-Greek lands and cultures besides, and Ovid modelled them 
heavily on pre-existing traditions which have survived to us. 

1.	 The myth of Rhodope and Haemus is situated in Thrace. It has relatively few 
cross-cultural allusions to lands and cultures beyond Thrace and Greece. It 
is seemingly obscure, with no surviving attestations prior to Ovid. 

2.	 The myth of Juno and Gerana (and the geranomachy more broadly) links 
back to the Thracian setting of the first scene. It has a wide range of oth-
er cross-cultural allusions to central Africa, Libya, India, and Scythia. It is 
certainly not original to Ovid, dating back at least to the early Hellenistic 
Period. 

Ovid repeats the same pattern for the third and fourth punishment scenes. The 
verb pinxit, with Minerva as implied subject, in initial position at the beginning of 
the third scene suggests a break with what has gone before, since there is no verb 
in initial position in any of the other three punishment scenes (VI 93). 
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3.	 The myth of Juno and Antigone of Troy is situated in Troy. It has few 
cross-cultural allusions beyond its Trojan setting. It is seemingly obscure, 
with no surviving attestations prior to Ovid. 

4.	 The figure of Kinyras links back to the Homeric and Trojan setting of the 
third scene. Kinyras has a wealth of other cross-cultural allusions to Cy-
prus, Mesopotamia, the Levant, Mycenaean Greece, and southern Anatolia. 
Although the myth of the daughters of Kinyras itself has no surviving at-
testations prior to Ovid, it draws on Cypriot and Near Eastern images and 
traditions which were transmitted from the Middle and Late Bronze Age. 
Moreover, the Kinyras scene links back to the theme of the father-daugh-
ter relationship which was introduced by Antigone and Laomedon in the 
preceding punishment scene. 

Ovid-as-narrator characterises both tapestries as displaying a vetus argumentum 
(VI 69), ‘an ancient matter/subject/theme’. Therefore, in Ovid’s ekphrasis, the cen-
tral scene and the four punishment scenes are defined in terms of their antiquity.  
Since only two of the four myths draw on a demonstrably longstanding tradition 
as discussed above, we may surmise that it is the general subject matter of the 
punishment scenes which Ovid describes as vetus, and not the four myths them-
selves. Similarly, as Yoong has shown, Ovid signals in his ekphrasis that Minerva’s 
tapestry signifies the narrative style of Greek and Roman epic poetry72. However, 
although Ovid associates the divine powers of Minerva with Greek and Roman 
heroic epic, the content of the punishment scenes is not particularly epic-oriented, 
being addressed to the Hellenistic and Callimachean Arachne, and focussing on 
non-Greek women and on the punitive actions of goddesses. Therefore, Ovid’s 
ekphrasis and the contents of the four punishment scenes themselves are not in 
perfect concordance with one another. 

The second and third punishment scenes share a number of additional par-
allels which they do not share with the first and fourth scenes. The idea of com-
petition is explicitly mentioned only in the second and third punishment scenes. 
Gerana had been ‘defeated in a contest’ (victam certamine; VI 91), the same noun 
which is earlier used to describe the contest between Minerva and Arachne, and 
Antigone of Troy similarly had ‘dared to compete’ (ausam contendere; VI 93) with 
Juno. The second and third punishment scenes are the only ones which feature a 
single female figure who is punished, like Arachne, as opposed to a male and a 
female figure together (myth of Rhodope and Haemus) and a group of female fig-
ures (myth of the daughters of Kinyras). The second and third punishment scenes 

72 See Yoong 2015, 35.
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are also the only ones in which the transgressor is transformed into an animal as 
is Arachne, and not into an inanimate object. Since the second and third scenes 
feature in the centre of Ovid’s ekphrasis of the quartet, and are flanked by the first 
and fourth scenes, the presence of these parallels creates yet another chiastic struc-
ture (ABBA) in the quartet of punishment scenes. 

Ovid uses an AABA structure in the number of lines accorded to the ekphra-
sis of each individual punishment scene. The myth of Antigone of Troy is given 
pride of place among the punishment scenes in appearing in third place out of 
four, and in being given five lines, whereas each of the other three myths are de-
scribed with three lines. The first reason for this is that, out of all the characters 
on Minerva’s tapestry, Antigone of Troy is the one who most closely parallels 
Arachne. They share animal-metamorphosis and west Anatolian cultural origins, 
they are both identified and situated in the mythological world in terms of their 
fathers, and they both feature as single characters in the narrative, rather than as a 
pair or group of metamorphosed characters as in the first and fourth punishment 
scenes. The additional two lines about the transformed Antigone of Troy behaving 
like a stork, flapping her wings and squawking, thematically foreshadow the later 
lines describing the transformed Arachne behaving like a spider; the particularly 
close parallel between Antigone and Arachne is therefore doubly emphasised. The 
second reason is that, out of the four punishment scenes, the myth of Juno and 
Antigone of Troy most closely reflects the generic concerns of Minerva’s tapestry 
as a whole. As Yoong has demonstrated, Minerva’s tapestry is characterised prin-
cipally by its embodiment of the epic mode, as opposed to the Hellenistic, Calli-
machean mode of Arachne’s tapestry. The myth of Antigone of Troy is the most 
“epic” of the four punishment scenes in terms of its content and characters, its 
Trojan setting, its mention of Laomedon, and Antigone’s status as the sister of Pri-
am. These two factors explain why Ovid provides a longer ekphrasis of the third 
punishment scene than he does of the other three punishment scenes. The fourth 
punishment scene then focusses principally on Kinyras himself, rather than on his 
daughters, who are the metamorphosed characters. We must remember, however, 
that Kinyras himself is also being punished, if not metamorphosed. Fittingly for 
the close of the quartet, the final sentence of the ekphrasis of the fourth punish-
ment scene focusses on those who are left behind after the metamorphosis, with 
its description of Kinyras grieving for his transformed daughters, conveying a 
sense of finality and a predestined outcome as the remainder of the episode is then 
narrated to the external audience. This also foreshadows the presumable grief of 
Idmon for his metamorphosed daughter, and the fear and discord in Lydia caused 
by Arachne’s metamorphosis.

There is an ABBA chiastic structure across the four punishment scenes in the 
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category of metamorphic destination, in the post-metamorphic fate of the punished 
character, and in the removal of agency from the punished character. Minerva rep-
resents all the characters in the punishment scenes post-metamorphosis. The meta-
morphic destinations are, respectively, inorganic (scene 1), animal (scene 2), animal 
(scene 3), and inorganic (scene 4). Arachne’s tapestry ripostes to this theme in re-
verse, depicting the gods taking both animal and inorganic forms in order to seduce 
and rape women of lower status73. Metaphorically, the metamorphic destinations 
are high (scene 1), low (scene 2), low (scene 3), and high (scene 4). Mountains are 
high and impressive, storks are a low form of life, cranes are also a low form of 
life, and temples are beautiful and impressive. Moreover, mountains are walked on 
(scene 1), cranes are eaten (scene 2), storks are eaten (scene 3), and temple steps are 
walked on (scene 4). This is degrading and threatening to Arachne in general terms, 
but we may also notice that spiders are often walked on by humans, and eaten by 
larger animals. Arachne’s punishment is therefore anticipated by the two categories 
of metamorphic outcome which feature in Minerva’s punishment scenes. 

The same structure applies to the removal of agency from the punished charac-
ters. As Sharrock has demonstrated, throughout the Metamorphoses, ‘solid inorganic 
substances constitute a metamorphic destination which… generally freezes the vic-
tim and removes his/her agency’74. Accordingly, in the first and fourth scenes, agen-
cy is removed completely from the transformed Rhodope, Haemus, and daughters of 
Kinyras. In the second and third scenes, what agency is left is a self-destructive one; 
Gerana brings on her own destruction as a crane, and Antigone of Troy applauds 
herself as a stork in a darkly humorous image. There is an important disjuncture 
between the Arachne-Minerva disagreement and the contents of the punishment 
scenes, however. Although their disagreement arises over Arachne’s productive abil-
ities and her refusal to acknowledge the divine powers of Minerva in relation to 
weaving, the women in Minerva’s punishment scenes are not themselves artistically 
productive. Minerva’s tapestry focusses on their hubris, and not on the idea of poet-
ic/needlework production. This apparent disjuncture nonetheless serves a narrative 
purpose, because, with Arachne’s metamorphosis, Minerva brings Arachne down to 
the level of the punished women on her tapestry by confiscating her capacity for ar-
tistic production. Spiders, of course, weave webs. However, unlike the two tapestries, 
which contain webs of mythological meaning and signification, spiders weave webs 
devoid of meaning, and comprised merely of individual lines of silk. Minerva there-
fore depicts non-artistic women in her punishment scenes to prefigure her coming 
confiscation of Arachne’s ability to produce art. 

73 See Sharrock 2020, 14.
74 Sharrock 2020, 8.
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Finally, Ovid uses an AABB structure in his description of the physical actions 
of the punished characters post-metamorphosis: no action is described with Rho-
dope and Haemus as mountains, no action is described with Gerana as a crane, 
action is supplied with Antigone of Troy who flaps her wings and squawks, and 
action is also supplied with Kinyras who weeps and clasps the temple steps. The 
action supplied in the last two punishment scenes continues with Arachne her-
self, who spins as a spider. Ovid also portrays the theme of grieving for the met-
amorphosed character with the same AABB structural principle. No grieving is 
described in the first two punishment scenes, it is implied that Laomedon grieves 
for Antigone since he cannot ‘help’ her, and Kinyras grieves for his daughters75.

7. Gender dynamics in the four punishment scenes

The issue of gender is vital to the weaving contest as a whole.  Although it 
has been explored mostly in relation to Arachne’s tapestry, it is also fundamental 
to Minerva’s punishment scenes and to the dialogue between the two tapestries 
themselves. Indeed, the text actively invites the reader to read the two tapestries 
alongside and against one another. Unlike the preceding contest between the 
Pierides and the Muses, the weaving contest is narrated not by Minerva but by 
Ovid himself, creating a sense of distance and of greater reliability, as well as a 
sense that the two tapestries – described by the poet one after the other – are com-
parable to one another76. Ovid also denotes both Minerva’s and Arachne’s tapestry 
as an opus, drawing an equivalence between the two works (VI 130). Arachne’s 
tapestry does not introduce the important issue of gender into the weaving contest 
as many previous studies have argued, since gender dynamics are already an im-
portant element of Minerva’s tapestry. Ovid’s misogynistic portrayals of women 
have long been recognised in scholarship, and the close reading of the punish-
ment scenes above sheds further light on how Ovid used misogyny as a governing 
principle for the dynamic between Minerva and Arachne. This dynamic itself has 
sexual undertones, with Minerva being likened to a rapist in a number of ways 
during the weaving contest and later in Book VI77. Minerva is portrayed as a witch 
in her unOlympian use of magic juice in the metamorphosis of Arachne, which 
closely resembles Ovid’s coming portrayal of the witch Medea at the beginning of 

75 See Harries 1990, 73.
76 On this sense of an unfiltered report by the primary narrator, see Johnson 2008, 76.
77 See Oliensis 2004, 289-290.
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Book VII78. Ovid has Arachne call Minerva weak-minded, old, and worn out (VI 
37-38). Arachne herself is angry, and ignores the advice of an old woman who 
is attempting to impart wisdom, another gender-based trope79. In the apparent 
obscurity of the myths on Minerva’s tapestry and in the Callimachean mass of 
stories on Arachne’s tapestry which are reeled off in quick succession one after 
the other, Ovid may have been hinting at the idea of gossip between women. The 
activity of needlework was strongly connected to women and femininity, and we 
may interpret the tapestries themselves as an alternative means of signifying wom-
anness within a patriarchal discourse which was male-controlled. Ovid portrays 
the interaction between Minerva and Arachne through the themes of needlework, 
hysteria, gossip, anger, witchery, feminine co-misery, and the classic Daedalic 
scenario of a powerful, older, and slighted prima donna bullying and victimising 
a more talented but less powerful younger woman of foreign origin. These are 
misogynistic signifiers of femininity, and sexist caricatures of discourse between 
women. Ovid portrays both Minerva and Arachne misogynistically, despite their 
differences in status and cultural origin. The misogynistic element is also present 
within Minerva’s punishment scenes.  In three out of the four scenes, the female 
victim of metamorphosis is described alongside her husband or father: the Thra-
cian king Haemus, the Trojan king Laomedon, and the Cypriot king Kinyras. In 
the fourth scene, the transformed female characters (unnamed) are even subordi-
nated to their non-metamorphosed father (named) in terms of their prominence 
in Ovid’s ekphrasis of the scene. 

Surprisingly little attention has been given to the obscurity of the myths which 
Ovid chose for Minerva’s punishment scenes, beyond simply pointing out that 
they are obscure. Obscurity is a contingent concept in view of the fragmentary 
nature of the surviving literary corpus, and we must allow for the possibility that 
these myths may have featured in the vast body of Archaic Greek epic and lyric 
poetry which has not survived. It is impossible to be certain whether the myths on 
Minerva’s tapestry were obscure in the first century CE, or whether they merely 
seem little-attested to us now because of the fragmentary nature of the surviving 
evidence and accidents of preservation. The common and valid interpretation – 
that of a Graeco-Roman deity punishing a series of non-Graeco-Roman charac-
ters for their hubris and transgression, with its obvious political resonance in the 
Augustan context – is not fully adequate as an explanation for Ovid’s choices of 
scene, as there are many better-attested examples of this narrative pattern from 
Greek and Roman mythology. If these myths were in fact obscure at Ovid’s time, 

78 See Oliensis 2004, 289.
79 See Oliensis 2004, 288.
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then is Minerva trying to show Arachne how clever she is, demonstrating her di-
vine power and knowledge, with Ovid showing his external audience how erudite 
he himself is in the process? Minerva – along with her Greek counterpart, Athena 
– is, after all, the goddess who governs poetry and weaving, and her divine powers 
of weaving and cunning intelligence (μῆτις) are closely interconnected in her char-
acterisation from the early Archaic Period onwards80. The weaving contest arose 
over the matter of ‘acknowledgement of, and respect for, Minerva’s divine power’, 
and Minerva’s tapestry should therefore be regarded as a demonstration of Min-
erva’s divine power81. It follows that the divine attributes of Minerva (feminine, 
epic, metamorphic, violent) were themselves a factor in the selection of the four 
punishment scenes. Moreover, as Yoong has argued, it is Ovid himself who is the 
winner of the weaving contest in a larger sense, since the nominal winner, Arach-
ne, is changed into a spider, and Ovid emerges having demonstrated his mastery 
of these two poetic forms82. It is therefore appropriate to seek an Ovid-centric 
explanation for the apparent obscurity of the myths on Minerva’s tapestry. 

Another factor which explains why the myths in Minerva’s punishment scenes 
are so obscure is the generic dimension of Minerva’s tapestry, which was designed 
to embody the Homeric and Vergilian epic mode. Although metamorphosis is an 
important feature of Greek mythology, it was not a traditional subject of epic po-
etry prior to Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Like death in Classical Greek tragedy, it hap-
pened “offstage”. What metamorphoses do occur in Greek epic are mostly centred 
around Athena/Minerva, making her an appropriate selector of other feminine, 
epic-related metamorphoses within Ovid’s weaving contest. It is overwhelmingly 
male rather than female deities who exercise agency in epic poetry with the nota-
ble exceptions of Athena/Minerva herself and Hera/Juno, who are, accordingly, 
the goddesses present in the punishment scenes. Since Ovid was trying to find 
examples of feminine metamorphoses which would be appropriate for the epic 
mode, this greatly restricted the range of choices available to him in his creation 
of Minerva’s tapestry, as there was not a great deal to choose from. Ovid was aim-
ing to unite three different criteria simultaneously, in trying to find pre-existing 
epic examples of female metamorphoses in which a goddess punishes a woman 
for hubris.  The obscurity of the examples (two of which may even be Ovidian 
inventions) may result from the three narrow criteria (metamorphosis, epic, and 
hubristic women) which Ovid was aiming to satisfy. 

Although Minerva’s punishment scenes depict hubristic transgressions compa-

80 Ov. fast. III 833. See Yoong 2015, 4-5.
81 Yoong 2015, 7.
82 See Yoong 2015, 11-12.
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rable to Arachne’s own transgression, there are distinct sexual undertones to each 
of the female characters who are punished in those scenes, anticipating the sexual 
violations which are key to Arachne’s tapestry. Gender, sexuality, and power are 
inextricably bound together not only in Arachne’s tapestry as has been extensively 
studied, but also in the punishment scenes on Minerva’s tapestry. Rhodope had an 
incestuous relationship with her brother Haemus, like Jupiter and Juno. Gerana’s 
hubris centres around her physical beauty. The body of the pygmy was sexualised 
in Greek and Roman art from the Classical Period onwards, and Pygmies are often 
depicted in Greek art with an exaggeratedly large phallus83. Moreover, the brains 
of cranes (into which Gerana was transformed) were considered an aphrodisiac 
in Roman culture, highlighting the metamorphic continuity of the sexual element 
of Gerana’s transgression through to her post-metamorphic state84. Antigone of 
Troy similarly boasted that she was more physically beautiful than Hera. The prob-
able crime of Kinyras’ daughters is explicitly sexual. The fourth punishment scene 
specifically places emphasis on their limbs, and the broader tradition of Kinyras 
and his daughters in Ovidian poetry and elsewhere has strong sexual elements. 
Furthermore, Minerva emphasises feminine rather than masculine divine power. 
In three out of the four scenes, Minerva depicts Juno – a female deity – punishing 
women; Juno is a higher authority than Minerva, and is also a goddess of the epic 
mode in which Minerva is weaving. Juno’s three acts of punishment are framed at 
either end of the ekphrasis of the punishment scenes by two notoriously unfaithful 
deities also punishing hubristic mortals: Jupiter and Aphrodite. By choosing to 
include these two deities in her punishment scenes, Minerva prefigures Arachne’s 
later point about unjust deities violating mortals. Jupiter and Aphrodite them-
selves are not punished for their sexual transgressions, but they exact punishment 
on mortals who do the same thing. They exemplify the caelestia crimina which 
Arachne targets in her own tapestry (VI 131), and so Minerva somewhat under-
mines her own argument here. As both tapestries are being woven simultaneously 
in the weaving contest, the virgin Minerva is arguing that mortal women commit 
sexual transgressions, as well as male gods. Minerva sets up the sexual theme in 
advance, and then Arachne ripostes to it by pointing out that, whereas mortal 
women are punished for their sexually charged acts of hubris, male gods are not. 

Minerva’s tapestry depicts Greek gods and goddesses metamorphosing and 
punishing both male and female but exclusively non-Greek mortals. Arachne’s 
tapestry, by contrast, depicts Greek gods metamorphosing themselves in order to 
violate female but variously Greek and non-Greek mortals. As has been observed 

83 See Clarke 2017.
84 Ael. NA I 44.
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in previous scholarship, this is ambiguous because the punishments which Arach-
ne depicts could equally have been viewed by audiences as praiseworthy exem-
plars of Graeco-Roman power, virility, and supremacy. In either case, Minerva’s 
non-Greek focus is present also in Arachne’s tapestry. Elite women functioned 
as important conduits of cross-cultural interaction in the ancient Mediterranean 
world, and many of the myths on Arachne’s tapestry depict elite women being 
transported across cultural and geographical boundaries. On both tapestries, all 
characters are punished exclusively by Graeco-Roman deities; the unifying fac-
tor of both tapestries is divine power. Arachne weaves a tapestry which ironi-
cally agrees with Minerva’s initial warning about the impossibility of resisting 
divine power. Metamorphosis is punishment in Minerva’s punishment scenes, 
but self-metamorphosis is the means of punishing others in Arachne’s scenes85. 
Minerva unites both uses of metamorphosis in her actions towards Arachne. Min-
erva’s self-metamorphosis as an old woman is the literary technique by which 
the contest gets underway, and she later metamorphoses Arachne as punishment. 
Both uses of metamorphosis by Minerva bracket the weaving contest itself, and 
imply that Minerva’s divine power encompasses the contents of both tapestries. 

8. Political and cross-cultural dynamics in the four punishment scenes

Minerva’s four punishment scenes are integrated with Arachne’s tapestry and 
the remainder of the weaving contest in a dialogue which presents a variety of in-
terpretive possibilities from gender, political, and cross-cultural perspectives. This 
dialogue illuminates Ovid’s views on the relationship between artistry and power, 
the control of narratives, and the use of brute force to quell dissent. The spatiality 
and internal architecture of Minerva’s tapestry mirrors its own discourse on the 
relationship between the Graeco-Roman and barbarian worlds, and has extensive 
Augustan resonances. The tapestry is structured in terms of a centre with four 
corners, functioning as a microcosm of the Augustan imperium, and blending 
cross-cultural and political concerns. One of the foundational events of the Greek 
world is described first, and is woven in the centre of the tapestry. It is given by 
far the largest number of lines in Ovid’s overall ekphrasis of Minerva’s tapestry, 
and is physically much larger than the four other scenes depicting the defeat and 
transformation of non-Greek characters by Greek deities. The quartet of punish-
ment scenes which relate to the barbarian world, by contrast, are much smaller 
(brevibus distincta sigillis) than the Athenian centrepiece, and are located mar-

85 See Feldherr 2006, 175.
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ginally around the central image (VI 86). Ovid ends his ekphrasis of the tapestry’s 
central scene with the sentence ‘operis Victoria finis’, hinting that the result of the 
coming contest is a foregone conclusion, and that a Graeco-Roman triumph is 
inevitable (VI 82). The cult of the goddess Victoria became particularly promi-
nent during the Julio-Claudian Dynasty, and was associated with Augustus’ con-
quest of Egypt86. Augustus had erected an altar to Victoria in the Senate House in 
29BCE87. Victoria was popular in the Roman army, and one of her principal roles 
was to determine who would be successful in a contest or battle. She therefore 
acts as an explicitly Augustan introduction to the punishment scenes which are 
described next. All four of the punishment scenes on Minerva’s tapestry depict a 
Graeco-Roman triumph over a selection of non-Graeco-Roman characters. The 
four scenes and their constituent characters were deliberately chosen to provide as 
diverse an array of geographical and cultural allusions as possible. The non-Greek 
characters in the four punishment scenes convey the idea that Minerva’s power 
transcends cultural boundaries, and especially the geographical boundaries of the 
Mediterranean Sea. The origin of Gerana and Kinyras in distant lands across the 
sea links back to Minerva’s victory over the god of the sea, Neptune, depicted in 
the central scene of her tapestry. Gerana’s metamorphosis results in her warring 
against her own people, and this foreshadows the only mentioned consequence of 
Arachne’s metamorphosis, which is disturbance and fear throughout her home-
land of Lydia88.

Minerva herself encapsulates Rome and its Greek heritage in strikingly broad 
terms. She combines and embodies Roman, Etruscan, and Greek cultural and 
mythological attributes, since she links Roman and Greek divinities very closely in 
her association with Athena and with power over Athens. In addition, Minerva was 
originally an Etruscan deity, and symbolised Rome’s Etruscan heritage. The myth 
of Athena and Arachne was politically convenient for Ovid’s purposes because it 
included both a thoroughly Roman, Etruscan, and Greek deity and an explicitly 
Near Eastern character. The presence of Minerva in the contest aggrandises the dif-
ference between the Graeco-Roman and non-Graeco-Roman worlds, integrating 
Roman, Etruscan, and Greek elements from the outset, prior to the victory of this 
hybrid character over a weaker, hubristic Near Eastern character89. Politically, the 
triumph of a Roman goddess over Thracian, Cypriot, Near Eastern, and African 
characters favourably reflects Augustan ideology, and anticipates the more explicit 

86 See Hellerman 2005, 67-68.
87 See Jones 2007, 155.
88 See Ov. met. VI 91-92, VI 146-148.
89 This myth of Arachne’s metamorphosis into a spider unknown in any previous sources, 

except for a brief allusion in Verg. Georg. IV 246-247. See further Anderson 1972, 151-152.
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praise of Augustus which features towards the end of the Metamorphoses. Minerva 
weaves punishment scenes which feature Jupiter and Juno as the triumphant dei-
ties who impose punishment. This evocation of the Capitoline Triad in the punish-
ment scenes further heightens the Augustan overtones of the tapestry. 

This contest has overwhelmingly been analysed as part of an Augustan-era Ro-
man poem, in a post-Hellenistic literary context, and in terms of the interplay be-
tween the Greek Athena and the Roman Minerva. While this is certainly a valid 
approach to the myth as it features in the Metamorphoses, it does obscure the fact 
that this weaving contest was originally part of the Greek myth of Athena and 
Arachne, which is attested on a Corinthian vase from the late Archaic Period90. 
The myth of Athena/Minerva and Arachne therefore dates to the Early Iron Age or 
early Archaic Period, when the bulk of the known corpus of Greek mythology was 
in formation. Yoong demonstrates that Ovid’s composition of the two tapestries 
was influenced by the pre-existing mythological tradition of the divine conflict be-
tween Minerva and Arachne. However, the implications of this Archaic-Period 
context for our understanding of the weaving contest have not been adequately 
explored in previous scholarship, although a full discussion is beyond the scope of 
this article. Since Ovid provides the only surviving literary representation of the 
Arachne-Athena/Minerva weaving contest, it is impossible to know how much of 
Ovid’s account was part of the pre-existing Greek tradition, and how much of it 
was an Ovidian invention. The political and cross-cultural dimensions of the origi-
nal Archaic Greek myth would have been considerably different. If we assume that 
the original dynamic was between a Greek goddess and a Lydian woman, then we 
may conclude that this dynamic was preserved but radically reinterpreted by Ovid 
in his Augustan context. Although the myth of Minerva and Arachne dates to the 
Archaic Period and far predates the first century CE, the matter of Arachne’s non-
Greek, Lydian origin took on a new meaning and signification in the Augustan 
context, in which Anatolia was a colonised region within the Roman Empire. 

Minerva frames the punishment scenes with an olive-wreath pattern. This con-
jures an image of Minerva as winner of the Olympic Games, in which the olive 
wreath was awarded as a symbol of victory, and it also has Augustan resonances. 
The olive wreath symbolised victory and peace during the Julio-Claudian Dynas-
ty, and its inclusion in the tapestry highlights these themes in Minerva’s triumph 
over a barbarian figure, echoing Augustus’ recent victory over Egypt and the Pax 
Romana. Minerva’s victory over both Graeco-Roman (Neptune) and barbarian 
(Arachne) characters echoes Augustus’ own era-defining victories in the Final 
War of the Roman Republic, over both Roman (Marcus Antonius) and barbarian 
(Cleopatra VII) figures. The context in which the weaving contest arose was one 

90 See Johnson 2008, 79.
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in which Minerva and her adversary knew of each other already, and in which 
the barbarian character did not like the Greek goddess (VI 20-25), reflecting the 
tense political situation between Egypt and Rome during the reign of Cleopatra 
VII. Minerva’s appearance also provokes immediate submission and supplication 
among Arachne’s Anatolian compatriots (VI 44-45), reflecting the contempora-
neous political realities of Roman imperial domination over Arachne’s Lydian 
homeland and over Thrace, Troy, and Cyprus from the punishment scenes. Min-
erva only once speaks in dialogue prior to Ovid’s ekphrasis of her tapestry, and she 
does so to offer terms of surrender to a barbarian figure, terms which are promptly 
rejected (VI 32-33). The resulting contest ends with the defeat of the barbarian 
figure. This model – of offering terms of surrender before a ruthless military con-
quest – reflects Roman victories over the Greek city-states, Anatolia, and Ptole-
maic Egypt over the preceding two centuries, linking back to Rome’s Republican 
past which was a critical concern of Augustan ideology, and echoing Augustan 
power in the present. Minerva’s political and cultural supremacy continues in the 
following contest of Latona and Niobe, another Anatolian character. Moreover, it 
is Ovid who narrates the weaving contest; the Graeco-Roman and Augustan figure 
of Minerva does not narrate the contents of her own tapestry. This emphasises the 
objectivity with which the inevitable Graeco-Roman triumph occurs, since the 
goddess herself does not play a role in narrating the manner of her own victory.

In her rage, Minerva hits Arachne on the head with an Anatolian tool of weav-
ing – a Cytoriaco radium de monte (VI 132). Mount Cytorus, located in Paphlago-
nia, was a principal source of boxwood for the wider Mediterranean region, and 
Minerva therefore uses a Near Eastern weapon to defeat a Near Eastern enemy, 
emphasising the totality of Roman power over barbarians. The epithet Idmonius 
refers to Arachne’s father Idmon, whose Lydian origin was stated earlier in the 
episode, suggesting that the most important aspect of Arachne’s identity at the 
moment of her punishment is her Near Eastern cultural origin (VI 133). Minerva 
hits Arachne on the head four times (VI 133), numerically mirroring the num-
ber of punishment scenes on Minerva’s tapestry, and she hits Arachne with the 
same instrument which she had used to weave those punishment scenes. Minerva 
uses the radius to actualise the message of those punishment scenes: that hubristic 
mortals will be punished. 

Minerva’s tapestry spatially and structurally reflects a Graeco-Roman-centric 
worldview, whereas the Lydian Arachne structures her tapestry very differently, 
in a less rigid and less structured manner, with twenty-one separate scenes listed 
one after another91. Yoong convincingly argues that the metadiscursive contest 
of weaving and poetics between Minerva and Arachne is shaped by a dichotomy 

91 Ov. met. VI 103-128. See Anderson 1972, 164-165.
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between Minerva’s ‘structured order’ (embodied in the epic mode) and Arach-
ne’s ‘uncontrolled liberation’ (embodied in the Bacchic mode)92. Ovid used epic 
styles and techniques from Homeric and Vergilian poetry in his construction of 
Minerva’s tapestry, whereas he composed Arachne’s tapestry with Hellenistic and 
Neoteric poetic techniques, using the Arachne-Minerva episode as an opportu-
nity to experiment with these contrasting styles. Yoong shows in his analysis that 
Arachne’s tapestry displays extensive intertextuality with Callimachean poetry in 
particular93. The Lydian and non-elite Arachne focalises from a different culture 
and social background than Minerva, and uses the Hellenistic and Callimachean 
mode which developed principally in Ptolemaic Egypt. From the perspective of 
Ovid and Minerva, Arachne’s Lydian and barbarian identity is linked to her weav-
ing of a Hellenistic, Callimachean tapestry. Minerva embodies the epic mode, 
whereas Arachne embodies the Alexandrian, Callimachean mode associated with 
Egypt, which had been under Graeco-Roman rule for centuries by Ovid’s time. 
This generic division explains the conspicuous absence of Egypt from Minerva’s 
punishment scenes. The mythical figures selected by Ovid for the four punishment 
scenes represent Minervan and Augustan dominion over the whole of the known 
world as representable within the confines of the canon of Greek mythology, in 
which Punic North Africa and Brittania, for example, obviously did not feature. 
If (as is undoubtedly true) Minerva’s tapestry was meant to represent the entire 
known world beyond Greece, it is strange that Egypt is the only major Eastern 
Mediterranean culture which is not featured or alluded to in Minerva’s tapestry, 
especially given the importance of Egypt in the Roman Empire at the time of Ovid. 
The four punishment scenes were carefully selected so that Ovid/Minerva could 
allude to the entire barbarian world except Egypt, leaving the Egyptian association 
to Arachne’s Alexandrian tapestry. 

In broader terms, the Arachne-Minerva weaving contest is highly problematic 
in that it comes across to the reader as a statement of the entire civilisation being 
in crisis. Minerva is the very goddess who stands for the principles of civilisation, 
law, and social order, but, in her own behaviour in this episode, she behaves like 
a maniac, being portrayed with the sexist and stereotypical image of the hysterical 
woman, and lashing out at Arachne in a fit of irrational rage, whereas suppos-
edly she stands for the values of order, planning, and calculation. This irascible 
Minerva contrasts with the primary traits of Athena, who embodies reason, ra-
tionality, cunning, and intelligence. This contrast between Minerva and Athena 
surfaces particularly strongly in their attitudes towards contest. Minerva’s abrupt 

92 Yoong 2015, 2.
93 See Yoong 2015, 85.
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and violent response to Arachne’s victory has often been viewed as the most prob-
lematic aspect of the weaving contest, and how we choose to interpret Minerva’s 
anger has important implications for how we understand the episode as a whole. 
Minerva’s anger and jealousy, although easily explicable in misogynistic gender 
terms, are much more problematic in political terms. Ovid was being intentionally 
subversive in having the Graeco-Roman Minerva, weaver of an epic and Augustan 
tapestry, make instant recourse to violence to achieve her victory. Nonetheless, 
Minerva’s use of violence could also be seen as an admirable gesture of Roman 
strength over a barbarian enemy. 

The Augustan attitude to Egypt provides an explanatory model through which 
the anger of Minerva can be understood. The irascible Roman Minerva of Ovid’s 
weaving contest contrasts with the wise and rational Greek Athena, as the far more 
militaristic culture of late Republican Rome had contrasted with Hellenistic Greek 
culture in contemporaneous Roman attitudes to Greece. The defining political 
and military achievement which heralded the Augustan age was the Roman con-
quest of Egypt, an event which loomed large in the culture and literature of early 
Imperial Rome. Minerva, in her double-edged and equivocal attitude to Arach-
ne, resembles Augustus, who borrowed extensively from the older and artistically 
rich culture of Egypt, while having conquered and annexed it. In this Augustan 
political context, Arachne’s embodiment of the Alexandrian and Callimachean 
mode – a poetic style which was developed in Hellenistic Egypt – is not accidental. 
Ovid’s ascription of the Alexandrian mode to a barbarian, non-Greek character 
makes the political point – especially applicable to Augustus – that one’s acknowl-
edgement of an extraordinary artistic talent and one’s ruthless subjugation of the 
same person or culture need not sit awkwardly with one another. This explains 
the otherwise bizarre idea of Alexandrian/Callimachean as Other. Regardless of 
the aesthetic superiority of Arachne’s tapestry and the subversive possibility that 
Arachne’s artistic prowess may outshine that of Minerva, Minerva’s divine power 
over Arachne is dominant from the beginning to the end of the episode. Similarly, 
throughout the period of Roman expansion in the Mediterranean from the third 
century BCE onwards, the Romans engaged in cross-cultural exchange and re-
ception with other societies which had a much older artistic and cultural heritage 
than their own, but the looming, ubiquitous presence of Roman military domina-
tion nonetheless underpinned Roman hegemony over the entire region.

This article has shown that the quartet of punishment scenes functions as a 
metaphorical linchpin for the Arachne-Minerva episode as a whole. The pun-
ishment scenes unite the central scene of Minerva’s tapestry (the inevitability of 
Graeco-Roman victory) with the themes of Arachne’s tapestry (the oppressive and 
unaccountable power of the gods). Minerva’s punishment scenes comment meta-
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poetically on the political and literary-cultural context of the Metamorphoses in 
general, complementing Yoong’s argument that the Arachne-Minerva weaving 
contest encapsulates the themes of the whole poem. Through Arachne’s victory and 
Minerva’s destruction of her tapestry and assault and transformation of Arachne 
herself, Ovid argues that the only way of winning against divine power is through 
art itself, and this is where Arachne fundamentally differs, even if only for a mo-
ment, from the women in Minerva’s punishment scenes. This metapoetically com-
ments on the transitoriness of both art and life, with Arachne’s art and humanness 
both being destroyed by Minerva. This also clearly foreshadows the closing lines of 
the Metamorphoses, in which Ovid claims that he will live for as long as his poetry 
continues to be read. After his close reading of Arachne’s tapestry, Yoong made 
the point that Ovid challenges the reader’s intertextual and intratextual knowledge 
through his web of mythological allusions and references within Arachne’s tapes-
try, since the poet refers meaningfully to other mythical episodes within the Met-
amorphoses, and to other Greek and Roman myths more broadly94. This point can 
also be extended to Minerva’s tapestry, and for the same reason. This close reading 
has revealed that Minerva’s tapestry is considerably more complex than has previ-
ously been acknowledged. Although Minerva’s tapestry has long been associated 
with uniformity, hierarchy, and linearity, in contrast to Arachne’s non-linear in-
terweaving of knots and webs, this analysis demonstrates that Minerva weaves a 
complex array of overlapping knots and webs in her tapestry as well95. The myths 
and figures in Minerva’s punishment scenes were carefully selected to embody an 
extraordinarily intricate web of interconnected allusions, cross-cultural referenc-
es, and genealogical connections. In view of this, older descriptions of Minerva’s 
work as artistically inferior or lacking in subtlety are no longer valid96. Oliensis’ 
argument that Minerva’s tapestry downplays the medium in favour of the content 
likewise seems difficult to maintain97. In broader terms, this discussion opens up 
new interpretive possibilities for how we understand the dynamic between Miner-
va and Arachne from gender, political, and postcolonial perspectives. 

94 See Yoong 2015, 57.
95 See Vincent 1994, 361.
96 See Harries 1990, 75.
97 See Oliensis 2004, 293.
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