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In Search of Patterns in Classical
and Modern Greek Literature*

by DIA M.L. PHILIPPIDES

The passage below (Euripides’s Medea 476-513),! the first of
the play’s three major confrontations between Medea, the wronged
wife, and Jason, the husband who had betrayed her trust (the full
confrontation actually runs ll. 446-626), is an illustration of an
extraordinary incidence of metrical variation in the dialogue meter
(the iambic trimeter) of ancient Greek tragedy:

£€omod 6, og ioacty ‘EAAMvev 6cot

TAVTOV GLVEIGEPN GOV "ApyDOV GKAPOG,

TEUPOEVTA TADP®Y TVPTVOWOV ETIGTATIV

{evylaiot kal oepovvta davdoiov yomv:

dpdrovtd 0°, O¢ TayyPVoOV GUTEXWDY OEPAG 480
onelpaig Eomle moAvmAdkoig dunvog Qv,

KTEWVAG’ AVEGYOV GOl PAOC COTNHPLOV.

a0 08 maTépa Kol OOLOVG TPOdOVG’ EUOVC

v [InAdty gic Toikov ikdunv

oLV 601, TPOBVLIOG LAALOV T| COPOTEPQ 485
Tediov T’ dnéxtewy’, domep Ahyiotov Bavely,

o0V V1T aVTOL, TAvTe, 8’ EEETAOV dOUOV.

Kol Tad0” Ve’ MUV, O KAKIGT® AvEpAV, TadmvV
TPOVOWMKOC IUOC, Kave &’ EKTHOM AEYN,

naidwv yeydtmv: i yop 60’ droug T, 490
GLYYVOGTOV IV 601 T0Dd’ Epachijvar Aéyouc.

OpKmV 08 POV TIOTIG, 0VO’ Exm Habely

€l Bg0V¢ vouilelg Tovg 10T’ ovK Apye £TL,

1 kv keloBot O’ avBpamolg ta vov,

Di1A M.L. PHILIPPIDES is Professor of Classical Studies and Modern Greek
at Boston College.

33



With the help of the concordance, such paradigmatic tables (or
formulaic systems) can easily be constructed, e.g.:

12 xpotel Tov otV AyKAaAn ToL, LE dAKpLa TOV EPIAELE
CEp. E 13)
KL €lye TN OTNV AYKAAN TG, KAaiyovtag TV £pilele
(CEp. T 1200)
KL €l€ TOV TNV AYKAAN TOV, 1E OTAAYVOG TOV EQilele
CEp. E 14006)
KOl GTAOVIKO GUYVLIO GUYVIQ 6TO GTOWA TOV EQIAELE
(CEp. E 118)
YOVOTIGTY, TPEUAIEVT, GTA TOSW TOV EPIAELE
CEp. A 390)
3’ 16° dyKkdAeg TOV TOVE KPATEL, PIAEL TOV €1G TA YEIAN
CEp. A 1907), etc.
He holds him in his arms, being in tears he
kissed him
she had her in her arms, she cried and kissed her
he had him in his arms, he compassionately
kissed him
compassionately, repeatedly, he kissed him in the
mouth
on her knees, trembling, she kissed his feet
In his arms he holds him, he kisses him in the
lips

Formulas, allomorphs and synonyms are easier to find in half-
line and whole-line lengths, but often come in couplets, also,
because the rhyming couplet is a typical carrier of meaning. For
instance:

13 mepudlm&e 6An TV Avpeld Kol SHvoUNY, av EXEls,
Kol v 6€ HABm VA PMAETS, V10Tl KOKO KOTEYELGS.
(Ep. B 2347-48)
IMepualmée 6An v avtpeld, Baie ) dHvaur cov,
AEY® 6oL €60 Tapd ToTE PapicKm Kol PAETNGOV.
(CEp. A 1775-76)
muster all the courage and strength, if you have,
and I will teach you to speak (well), for you are
ill-advised.
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Muster all your courage, do your best,
I warn you that now more than ever I smite so
take care.

14 Ty téyvn kol ) ddvaun topa tote pnaldvou

Kol ToD VO, KAROVV KOTavid KaAHtepn EQLMVOU.
(CEp. B 2285-86)

napa Tote O Pokprrog ) dvvaun palmvel,

T’ "Apiotov divel komavid, Yo TavTo TOV CAOVEL
(CEp. A 1869-70)
Their craft and strength they muster more than

ever

and aim at where they’ll make the best blow.
more than ever Rotokritos musters his strength,
gives a blow to Aristos and finishes him for ever.

15 Kol Aéyet kol ToD @IAOL ToV: « ATOYE KAVEL YpEia

va det&ope ) dHvaun KL OAN pog v avtpeio.
(Ep. A 529-30)

L0 GTO KOVTOPOYTOTN O ETOVTO KAVEL YpEiol

va det&ope K €0V K £y OAN pag TV Avpela.
(CEp. B 1689-90), etc.
and he tells his friend: “Tonight we need
that we show all our strength and courage.
but in this tilt we both need
to show, both you and I, all our courage.”

I have only been scratching the surface, but should not fail to
mention here the most characteristic elements of modern Greek
formulaic style: not repeated groups of words with a specific mean-
ing, but patterns of relationships of meaning, noticeable between
various segments of the line. The dominant such patterns, which
serve as foundations of verse construction and receptacles of mean-
ing, are the parallelism (often also in the form of antithesis) and
the tricolon crescendo, both of which are of venerable antiquity,
and characteristic of oral and popular poetry since the time of
Homer. They are everpresent in folksongs, frequent in the Byzan-
tine vernacular poetry, where their density is directly proportion-
ate to the degree of demoticism of the linguistic register (the closer
to spoken demotic the language of a poem the more lines are mod-
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