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The passage below (Euripides’s Medea 476-513),1 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:

œswsá s#, ‡j æsasin `Ell˙nwn Õsoi
ta§tòn suneisébhsan 'ArgΩon skáfoj,
pemfqénta taúrwn purpnówn ™pistáthn
zeúglaisi kaì speroûnta qanásimon gúhn•
drákontá q#, Öj págcruson ¡mpécwn déraj 480

speíraij œsJze poluplókoij ¥upnoj Ón,
kteínas# ¡néscon soì fáoj swt˙rion.
a§tÍ dè patéra kaì dómouj prodoûs# ™moùj
tÍn Phli∂tin e¢j 'Iwlkòn ›kómhn
sùn soí, próqumoj mâllon ˇ sofwtéra• 485

Pelían t# ¡péktein#, Øsper ¥lgiston qaneîn,
paídwn flp# a§toû, pánta d# ™xeîlon dómon.
kaì taûq# flf# ‹m∂n, ˛ kákist# ¡ndr∂n, paqën
proÜdwkaj ‹mâj, kainà d# ™kt˙sw léch,
paídwn geg∑twn• e¢ gàr Ãsq# ¥paij œti, 490

suggnwstòn Ãn soi toûd# ™rasq∆nai lécouj.
Õrkwn dè froúdh pístij, o§d# œcw maqeîn
e¢ qeoùj nomízeij toùj tót# o§k ¥rcein œti,
ˇ kainà keîsqai qésmi# ¡nqr∑poij tà nûn,
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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 TÍn técnh kaì tÍ dúnamh parà potè maz∑nou
kaì poû nà kámoun kopanià kalúterh xam∑nou.

('Er. B 2285-86)
parà potè fi R∑kritoj tÍ dúnamh maz∑nei,
t# 'Arístou dínei kopaniá, già pánta tón s∑nei.

('Er. D 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 Arístos and finishes him for ever.

15 kaì légei kaì toû fílou tou: {'Apóye kánei creía
nà deíxome tÍ dúnamh ki Õlh maj tÍn ¡ntreía.

('Er. A 529-30)
mà stò kontaroctúphma ™toûto kánei creía
nà deíxome ki ™sù ki ™gë Õlh maj tÍn ¡ntreía.

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

12 krateî ton stÍn ¡gkálh tou, mè dákrua tòn ™fíleie
('Er. E 13)

ki eÙce th stÍn ¡gkálh thj, klaígontaj tÍn ™fíleie
('Er. G 1200)

ki eÙce ton stÍn ¡gkálh tou, mè splácnoj tòn ™fíleie
('Er. E 1406)

kaì splacnikà sucnià sucnià stò stóma tòn ™fíleie
('Er. E 118)

gonatist˙, tremámenh, stà pódia tòn ™fíleie
('Er. D 390)

S# ts# ¡gkálej tou tóne krateî, fileî ton e¢j tà ceílh
('Er. D 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 permázwxe Õlh tÍn ¡ntreià kaì dúnamhn, ¨n œceij,
kaì nà sè máqw nà mileîj, giatì kakà katéceij.

('Er. B 2347-48)
Permázwxe Õlh tÍn ¡ntreiá, bále tÍ dúnam˙ sou,
légw sou ™dà parà potè barískw kaì blep˙sou.

('Er. D 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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