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CHAPTER 9

On Constructive Conflict and Disruptive Peace
The Certamen Homeri et Hesiodi

Paola Bassino

From a very early period, ancient Greek audiences reflected on their major
epic poems by thinking about their authors. Inspired by a Hesiodic passage
(Op. 648-62), they dramatised the perceived differences between the poems
of Homer and those of Hesiod, and placed the two poets in open competi-
tion against each other at King Amphidamas’ funeral games at Chalcis in
Euboea. This biographical method of speculation on different epic traditions
was popular: the story of the contest between Homer and Hesiod made its
way into several works of literature, and was creatively retold to express dif-
ferent perceptions of Homeric and Hesiodic poetry from antiquity to the
Byzantine age.

Today, the Certamen Homeri et Hesiodi is the most famous version of
the contest between the two poets. It is the only extant work devoted
exclusively to that story, and the very peculiar history and stratified com-
position of the text has attracted a great deal of scholatly attention.* The
Certamen survives in a single manuscript now held in Florence (Biblioteca
Medicea Laurenziana, Plut. 56.1).> The text transmitted in the Florentine
manuscript can be dated, thanks to its mention of the emperor Hadrian

The final stages of research for this article were carried out under the aegis of a large interdisciplinary
project, directed by Prof. Barbara Graziosj at Durham University, generously funded by the European
Research Council, and entitled Living Poets: A New Approach to Ancient Poetry (www.livingpoets.
dur.ac.uk).

* The passages on the contest between Homer and Hesiod have been most recently listed in Koning
2010: 266.

* For recent scholarship on the Certamen (with discussion of previous studies) see: Graziosi 2001
and 2002: 168-80, Beecroft 2010: 61-105, Kivilo 2000 and 2010: 7-61, Koning 2010: 239-68,
Debiasi 2012.

3 'This manuscript was bought in Crete and brought to Florence in 1492 by Janus Lascaris on behalf
of Lorenzo d¢’ Medici, and thus became part of the Medicean Library. It is a miscellaneous codex
written by several hands and dated between the twelfth and the fourteenth century AD. It mainly
contains rhetorical works and was probably used in school environments. The Certamen is copied
at 152-197. Fryde 1996 provides an exhaustive summary of the known information about the manu-
script; see esp. p. 784, with cross-references therein.
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(33),* to the second century AD. However, Nietzsche, its first modern
editor, showed that the author of our text must have made extensive use
of sources dating from a much earlier period, especially of the now lost
Museum by Alcidamas (fourth century BC)5 A few papyrus fragments
discovered after Nietzsche’s death confirmed his hypothesis.® Alcidamas
must, in turn, have included materials that circulated in éatlier centu-
ries: the story of Homer being unable to solve a riddle (321-38) was, for
example, already known to Heraclitus in the sixth century BC.7

Because it draws on texts and oral traditions that developed over hun-
dreds of years, the Certamen yields unique insights into the processes of
the reception and canonisation of early Greek epic. In particular, this text
offers an analysis of the theme of conflict and its role in shaping both the
epic tradition and the reception of it. In this chapter I examine how sec-
tions of the Certamen describe a series of approaches to what we may call
constructive conflict, where poetic competitions appear as powerful driv-
ing forces behind the creation and performance of epic poetry. I will then
argue that the Certamen offers an extensive reflection on the poetics of con-
flict and the divine, one that distinguishes between experience of conflict
and representation of it, as well as an exploration of the disruptive poten-
tial of peace in an epic poem.

Conflict and the Performance of Epic Poetry

In the Certamen, Homer and  Hesiod are engaged in a diverse range of
poetic games. In the first two rounds of the competition, Hesiod asks
Homer what is the best and the finest thing for mortals (75-89); he then

4 Line numbers are from Allen 1912.

5 Alcidamas’ Museum is mentioned ar 240 as one of the sources for the story of Hesiod’s death.
Nietzsche suggested that the same work was used as a source for the agonistic section of the
Certamen as well, based on the fact that the verses uttered by Homer at 78—9 are quoted by Stobaeus
(4.52.22) as coming &k AAkid&pavTtos Mouaeiou (sce Nietzsche 1870). Nietzsche was in many ways
the initiator of modern scholarship on the Cerzamen: he also published (Nietzsche 1871) the first
critical edition of the text based on an inspection of the manuscript after Stephanus’ editio prin-
ceps (Homeri et Hesiodi Certamen. Matronis et aliorum parodiae. Homericorum heroum epitaphia.
Excudebat Henr. Stephanus, Geneva 1573). On the impact of Nietzsche’s work on the Certamen see
most recently Latacz 2014: 12-19.

PPetr. I 25 (1), first published in Mahaffy 1891, repotts a text similar to 69102, thus showing that
some verses exchanged in the Certamen, including the couplet attributed to Alcidamas by Stobacus
(see note 5), were circulating in connection with the competition between Homer and Hesiod at
least in the third century BC; PMich. inv. 2754 (second century AD), first published in Winter
1925, contains in lines 1-14 an account of the death of Homer in a version that is similar to 32738
and, following an otherwise unknown text in praise of Homer in lines 1523, a subscriptio attribut-
ing the text to Alcidamas. On these and the other papyri related to the Certamen see Bassino 2012.
Heraclit. 22 B 56 DK.
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proposes an &mopov, that is, a question to which there seems to be no
possible answer (97-101), followed by a series of nonsensical verses to
which Homer has to respond (107-37). After an arithmetical problem
(140-5), the competition develops into a series of philosophical questions
(151—75), and ends with a performance of what the two poets reckon to
be the finest passages from their own respective works (180—204). These
verses show how the concept of ‘constructive competition’ was crucial to
many of the people involved in the creation and performance of the epic
poems: the poets, the traditional thapsodes, and new ‘Homeric experts’ of
a sophistic bent.

Several passages from Hesiod’s extant corpus present autobiographi-
cal and metapoetic statements, through which the poet shapes his artistic
voice and identity.® The story of the contest between Homer and Hesiod
originates from Works and Days 64862, in which Hesiod boasts of his
victory in a poetic contest:

Beifw 87N Tol pétpa ToAugAoicPoio Boddoons,
oUTE T1 vauTiAing otooiouévos olTé T1 ynédv:

ol ydp T ToTe vii Y EmémAwy edpéa TrdVTOY,
£l uf) &5 EGBoraw & AdAiBos, f ot Ayotol
HEivOVTES YeElpdva TTOAUY oUv Aady &yeipay
‘EAGDos €€ iepfis Tpolny & kaAAryUvaika.

#va & Eycv i &eBAa Salppovos Augid&pavTos
XoAkiBa T’ el 2mépnoar T& 8 MpomeppaBudva TTOAA
GON’ Ebecav Traides peyadfitopos FO& pé oyt
Uuve vikfoavte épety Tpimod MTdEvTA.

TOV uév Eyw Movlors ‘EhikevidSeoo’ &vébnka,
EvB& pe 1O TpddTOV Aryupfis EméPnoav &oidiis.
TOooOY Tol VN&Y ye TeTelpnual ToAuydupwy’
GM& kol &5 2péw Znvds véov ofytdyolo®

Moloal yap & &8i8afav dBéopaTov Jpvov &eider.

I 'shall show you the measures of the much-roaring sea, I who have no exper-
tise at all in either seafaring or boats. For never yet did [ sail the broad sea
in a boat, except to Euboea from Aulis, where once the Achaeans, waiting
through the winter, gathered together a great host to sail from holy Greece
to Troy with its beautiful women. There I myself crossed over into Chalcis
for the games of valorous Amphidamas — that great-hearted man’s sons had
announced and established many prizes — and there, I declare, I gained vic-

tory with a hymn, and carried off a tripod with handles. This I dedicated

¥ Some are explored in Canevaro’s chapter in this volume.
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to the Heliconian Muses, where they first set me upon the path of clear-
sounding song. This is as much experience of many-bolted ships as I have
acquired; yet even so I shall speak forth the mind of aegis-holding Zeus, for
the Muses taught me to sing an inconceivable hymn,

Hesiod, Works and Days 64862

These lines contain a programmatic statement: Hesiod isasserting his
authority as a didactic poet by claiming that, thanks to the Muses, he is
able to give instructions on sailing even though he has little experience
of it. But what substantiates Hesiod’s assertion of poetic authority is the
mention of his triumph in the contest at Chalcis, and this suggests the
centrality of competition as a means of establishing one’s poetic creden-
tials. In order to affirm his poetic authority, Hesiod contrasts it with that
of other poets and other poetic traditions; and although Hesiod does not
explicitly mention his rival(s) in the contest, Homer’s name was supplied
by virtue of these lines’” competitive stance towards heroic epic.”

The story told in the Certamen was, therefore, inspired by a Hesiodic
passage in which competition between epic traditions is envisaged as a
crucial element, one that is able to shape an archaic poet’s artistic identity.
But the processes at work behind the composition of major poems in the
archaic period, as llustrated by the Works and Days, are also reflected in
individual sections of our text, especially in those concerning the char-
acterisation of the figure of Hesiod. In the Cerzamen it is always Hesiod
who asks questions, with Homer successfully replying — and receiving the
general approval of the public. For instance, after Homer has answered
the very first round of questions, we read:

pnbevtwr Bt TV ETMAY, oUTtw 09odpds ool Haupachijvar OO TEY
EAAMveov  Tols  oTiyous @oTe Ypoools alTols Tpocayopeubiival, kai
Bl kol vOv &v Tols xowdis Buciocns wpd THV Belmvwy Kol omwovddv
TpokaTeUXeoHal TEVTAS.

And after the verses were spoken, they say that the lines were so deeply
admired by the Greeks that they were called ‘golden’, and even now

9 Throughout this chapter, the text and translation of the Works and Days are taken from Most 2006.

© As has been noted, Hesiod in this passage is reacting competitively to the tradidon of heroic epic,
of which Homer is presented, in the story of the Chalcidean contest, as the representative par excel-
lence. By showing his awareness of the right time for sailing, Hesiod differentiates himself from the
epic heroes who had to wait before sailing from Aulis to Troy; furthermore, the formulae with the
epic epithets koAAryUvang and iepr) are reversed by comparison with the heroic epics. Sce Rosen
1990 and 1997: 478—9, Graziosi 2002: 169~70.
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all people perform them in the common sacrifices before meals and
libations.

Certamen 9o—4"

Homer’s success encourages Hesiod to pose questions of increasing dif-
ficulty. Hence, he turns to a more complicated — and spectacular — form
of inquisition:

O 8¢ HoloBos dyBeobels émi Tfj ‘Ounpou edmpepia &l Thy 6V &mdpwy
opunoey ETepAdTNO ...

Hesiod, annoyed by Homers success, turned to posing insoluble
challenges ...

Certamen 94—

Hesiod then turns to a yet more sophisticated poetic game, the ‘ambig-
uous propositions’, discussed below. Finally, consumed by envy (p8ovésv),
he asks Homer philosophical questions:

kord TavTa 81 1ol Opfipou UmepTepolivtos glovidy & Holodos &pynran
TéAW ...

Since Homer was constantly holding the lead, the envious Hesiod starts again ...
Certamen 149—50

Both the opponent’s success as Hesiod’s main source of motivation for
creating poetic challenges of increasing difficulty, and the characterisation
of Hesiod himself, recall the description of poetic endeavour in the Works
and Days. Not far from the very beginning of the poem, Hesiod famously
claims:

... &yabny & “Epis fde PpoToiow.
Kol KepOpeUS Kepopel KOTEEL Kal TEKTOVL TEKTGWV,
kal TTwXos TTwyd ¢hoviel kol &oidds dordé.

... and this Strife is good for mortals. And potter is angry with potter, and
builder with builder, and beggar begrudges beggar, and poet poet.
Works and Days 2.4—6

The Hesiodic passage identifies ¢86vos as an important element in
archaic poetic competitions, and, on a general level, the presence of
@Bovév at Cert. 149 reflects the centrality of this element for an epic
poet. But at the same time, it is not impossible that the author of the

" Throughout this chapter, the text and translation of the Certamen are my own.
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Certamen had this specific Hesiodic passage in mind, and intended to
make a pointed reference to it: the Certamen may be setting in action
a perceptive reading of a Hesiodic passage, one that leaves the reader
room for interpretation. In the Warks and Days, ¢f6vos is connected
to the Good Strife that encourages productivity and self-improvement.
"Thus, Hesiod may be seen as acting in accordance with his own teach-
ing, since he is constantly stimulated to do better by the success of his
opponent.” However, the contrast with Homer's peaceful yer successful
attitude throughout the contest is made very clear in the Cersamen, and
a reader may wonder whether Hesiod, while competing against Homer,
is calling into question his own conception of ¢B6vos by giving it a neg-
ative connotation.”

Competition was crucial not only to the epic poets, but also to the tra-
ditional performers of the epic poems: the rhapsodes. As Collins argues,™
the exchanges of verses in the Certamen give us an idea of the range of
technical skills that were employed in an accomplished rhapsode’s perfor-
mance. In fact Alcidamas, who elsewhere shows interest in contemporary
rhapsodic performances (On Sophists 14), seems here to be ‘manipulating
a rhapsodic framework’, and the verses in the Certamen may indirecily
reflect actual rhapsodic recitals of set pieces as we know them from the
extant evidence. At the Panathenaic festivals rhapsodes used to perform
in turn, taking over the recitation from the previous performer — just
as Homer and Hesiod in the Certamen. This rule, as Plato explains, was
introduced by Hipparchus:

T8V TlewoloTpdTou Taidwy Ay TpeoPuTtatos Kol copwTaToS, &5 EMa
Te TOM& koAd Epya coglas &medeifors xai T& Opfipou Ewn mpddTos
Exopoey el THY yiiv TauTnvi, kad flvdykaos Tous paywedols Mavabnvaiols
E§ UmoMjyews #geffis adTd Buévan, dotep Vv BTl oide Trololol.

[Hipparchus] was the oldest and wisest of Pisistratus’ sons, and besides
the many other fine works of wisdom he delivered, he was the first to
bring Homer’s epics to this country, and he forced the rhapsodes at the

12

See, e.g., Koning 2010: 257-8.

 See, e.g., Clay 2003: 179 on Hesiod being 2 ‘bad sport’ here.

* Collins 2004, esp. Part I1L: Epic Competition in Performance: Homer and the Rhapsodes (167-222).

% Collins 2004: 189. In this respect, it is important to note that in the Certamen the verb paywdie
is used twice in connection with Homer: rorfieavta yap Tov Mepyimmy “Ounpor wepiépyeafon
Koré woAW poaperBoiivie (55-6: ‘For after composing the Margires, Homer wandeted from town
to town and performed his poems’); ékei@ey 8t wropayevdpsvos £is KépwBov fppowde té
wonjuara (286-7: 'As he went from there to Corinth, he performed his poems’).
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Panathenaea to perform them by turn-taking and in succession, as they still
do now.

Plato, Hipparchus 228bs—cr'¢

Such recitation by turn-taking, as Collins points out, might have
allowed for the display of various improvisational techniques; perform-
ers could stop their recitation at a point where the next rhapsode would
find it difficult to take over, thus challenging him to find suitable con-
nections to the previous verse or scene.” A passage from the lliad may
be adduced to illustrate Collins’ argument. Diomedes has just wounded
Aphrodite:

... pée & &pPpoTov oipa Peolo
ixoop, olds Twép T Péel pardpeoot Beoiow
ol yd&p oiTov ESouc’, o0 Tivous’ oifoTra oivov
Tolvek’ dvadpoves elor kad d8&varor koAéovtal.

... the goddess’ deathless blood flowed;
this was ichor, the kind of blood that flows in the blessed gods,
for they eat no bread, and do not drink gleaming wine,
and so are without blood, and men call them immortals.

lliad 5.339—42"
The first verse suggests that the goddess Aphrodite sheds real blood — just
like an ordinary mortal. Although it is defined as &uppoTtov (‘immortal’),
this blood still creates a problem, which is then resolved by the next line
in enjambment. This is not normal blood, we are told, but iywp, a differ-
ent, immortal substance.

The similarities between cases such as this and the techniques used
in the exchange of verses in the Certamen are apparent. At 107-37, the
section of the contest devoted to the exchange of ‘ambiguous proposi-
tions (102-3: &ugiporol yvépai), Hesiod challenges Homer with non-
sensical and problematic claims, and Homer has to complete the verse
with another one in a manner that restores normality. Just as the Iliadic
line states a theological impropriety, Hesiod’s verses present, more or less
explicitly, improper views on issues that mattered to the Greeks, such as
the behaviour of heroes and the nature of the gods. Homer re-elaborates

¢ My rext and translation (Bassino 2013).

7 Note that verbal games and challenges of this kind did not occur only in rhapsodic contests: see
Collins 2004 on verse-capping in tragic and comic stichomythia, and sympotic performance
of elegy.

® Throughout this chapter, the text of the Jliad is from van Thiel 1996; translations are from
Verity 2011
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the inappropriate and unpopular views expressed by Hesiod’s claims and
turns them into commonly held values.

This very same section of the Certamen, illustrating how rhapsodes may
have interacted with each other in the context of traditional epic perfor-
mances, is also representative of the antagonism between a conservative
and an innovative approach to epic, championed respectively by rhapsodes
and sophists. As has been noted, the contents of the challenges in the
Certamen reflect typically sophistic preoccupations.” But sophistic influ-
ences on this text can also be detected in terms of syntax. Usually, epic
hexameters (such as most of those found in the Homeric and Hesiodic
poems) stand on their own grammatically, and express a self-contained
thought; enjambment may expand or elaborate on that thought, but
rarely causes a substantial change in the syntax of the previous line.> In
the Certamen, too, Hesiod’s verses stand on their own grammatically and
express ideas that can be conceived in principle, but (as in the verse about
Aphrodite’s blood from /fiad s) are problematic at the level of content.
Unlike the Iliadic line, however, the impropriety is here resolved at the
level of syntax: Homer's verse enjambs an element of Hesiod’s, and gives
it a new syntactical structure by reinterpreting it as requiring necessary
enjambment. The final result is that each proper unit of thought is now
contained in two lines, rather than in one, as is generally the case in the
Homeric poems. The peculiar use of enjambment in the Certamen and
the complex syntax typical of prose seem to represent the interactions
between traditional rhapsodes and new intellectual influences.

Here are some examples. Lines 113-14 address what we might call the
proper division of roles between men and women:

(Hes.) oUtos &vhp &wdpds 1" dyafol kol dvdAkiSos ot
(Hom.) pntpds, &mel moAepos XoAewods TEHOTIoL yuvansiv,

(Hes.) ‘This man is the son of a good man and a coward
(Hom.) mother, since war is hard for all women.
Certamen 113—14

Hesiod applies two opposite adjectives to the same person: a father is said
to be both good and a coward — a contradiction in terms. Homer then
enjambs the second adjective, &véAkidos (‘coward’), with a new, feminine
noun, pntpods (‘mother’). The man is now said to be the son of a good
man and a coward mother: war, as Homer goes on to explain, is hard for

¥ See Graziosi 2001.
* On Homeric enjambment see, c.g., Kitk 1966, Parry 1971, Higbie 1990, Bakker 1990, Clark 1997.
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women. As Graziosi suggests, the play on the double value of dvodxis as
both a feminine and masculine adjective may reflect early fifth-century
concerns about Homeric language.” For example, Protagoras (8o A 28—29
DK) remarked that the word pfiviv (‘wrath’) in 7. 1.1 should be masculine,
although Homer uses it as feminine. In this exchange Homer is correct-
ing Hesiod’s language — as well as changing his syntax — because &vaikis
is an adjective for women.* When it is applied to a Homeric ‘good man’
(&yoBds &vip), it is always used as a rebuke to blame his lack of &x?
and inability to wage war, which explains why Homer, in the Certamen,
prefers to separate the adjective &vawis from the ‘good man’ of Hesiod's
line.”

In another exchange, the two poets give examples of improper and
proper thoughts about the gods:

(Hes.) odtdp &mel Sundn yépw ApTepis loxtonpa
(Hom.) KoAMoTto karémeuey &’ dpyupéolo Blo<ios>.

(Hes.) As she had yielded to marriage, Artemis shooter of arrows
(Hom.) killed Callisto {with an arrow] from her silver bow.
Certamen 117-18

Artemis, the virgin goddess, cannot yield to marriage, as Hesiod’s vetse
suggests. Homer therefore enjambs ‘had yielded to marriage’ (pnén
yéue) with another subject, Callisto (Kedhiote). He thus clarifies that it
was not the goddess, but Callisto, who got married. But since Callisto had
sworn to preserve her virginity in honour of Artemis, the goddess shot her
with an arrow. This exchange, too, may be seen as reflecting fifth-century
sophistic concerns about language. Homer’s answer suggests solving the
impropriety by means of a different distribution of words among the sen-
tences in the couplet — that is, moving an imaginary comma from the end
of the verse to after y&uw; in a similar vein, a fragment from Democritus
(68 B 22 DK) deals with the possibility of alternative word division in the
Homeric poems.* This section of the Certamen, therefore, shows how the
rhapsodes who composed these lines established a constructive dialogue
with new intellectual developments, and responded to sophistic chal-
lenges by exploiting possibilities inherent in the Homeric tradition, such
as enjambment.

2 Graziosi 2001: 67.

 See, ¢.g., JI. 5330, where évaiAiag is used in connection with Aphrodite, and 5.349-50.

 See also Kirk 1990: 97. For &vekis as a rebuke for warriors, together with dmrréAspos (unwaslike’),
see I/, 2.201, 935, 9.41.

24 Graziosi 2001: 66—7.
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The Certamen reflects at least three different aspects of the epic tradi-
r%on, all of which were shaped by constructive competition: the composi-
tion of major poems in the archaic period as illustrated by the Works and
Days; competitions in the recital of set pieces, where one rthapsode fol-
lowed another; competition between new intellectual developments of the
classical period and the restoration of traditional epic values:

Conflict as an Epic Theme

At the end of the competition, after Homer has brilliantly answered all
the questions proposed by Hesiod, King Panoides asks the two poets to
perform what they consider to be the finest passages from their poetry
(178). The choice of the works from which the passages have been drawn,
the choice of the passages themselves and the final verdict effectively set
up and develop a contrast between war and peace in poetry, and between
ethics and aesthetics. Hesiod chooses as his finest piece of poetry Warks
and Days 383-92, the opening of the farmer’s calendar:

TTANié&Beov ATAaysvéwy EmiTeAopevdcov

8pxect &ufTou, &pdTod TE Bucopevdwy’

of 87 Tol vikTas Te kol fjuaTa TeooapdkovTa
KekpUPaTaL, abs 88 TrepimAopévou EviauTol
aivovTal, T& TPGTE Xpaccopévolo o1d1pou.
oUTds Tor TEdlwy TéAeTaL vduos, of Te fBoAdoong
gyyuh vatetdouo’, of T &ykea PriooTevta
TOVTOU KupaivovTos &moéTpodl Tiova X&pov
VALOUCTY" YUMVOV OTIEIPELY, YUpvoy & PBowTelv,
yupvdy T &udew, 81" & Hpiol TEVTA TrEAGYTOL

When the Atlas-born Pleiades rise, start the harvest, and the ploughing, when
they set. For forty nights and days they lie hidden, and after the year has gone
round again they appear, for the first time, when the iron is sharpened. This
is the law of the land for those who dwell close to the sea as well as those who
inhabit the winding valleys, fertile terrain distant from the swelling sea. Sow
naked and plough naked, and harvest naked when everything is in due season.

Certamen 180—9

Homer describes a battle scene by stitching together two passages from
Iliad 13 (126-33 and 339—44).

&ugt 8 &p’ AlavTas Solous ioTavto pdhayyes
KapTepad, & olT’ &v Kkev "Apns dvéoauTo peTeABoY,
olte K ABnvain Acoocdos. of y&p &proTol
kpwtvtes Tpédds Te kol “Extopa Siov Euuvov
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gpélavTes Sdpu Boupl, oGros TAKel TpofeAUpven’
&oris &p’ &oTrid’ Epeide, kOpUs KOPUY, dvipa & vhp,
wabov 8 immdkopol képubes AapTrpoiol g&Aolot
veudyTwY 6§ TUKvol EpécTacav GAANAoIoLY.

Eppifey ¢ payn ¢bioipppoTos EyyEinot

pakpads, &s eiyov Tapeaixpoas. oot 8 &uepdev
adyh YoAkein kopUbwv &To AcpTopevdwy
BopTiKWY TE VEOCUTIKTWV OAKEWY Te QOEWDY
Epyoptveoy &uudls. udha kev Opacurdpdios €in

8s TéTe ynbfiosiey iBow Tovoy oud’ drdyorTo.

Around the two Ajaxes the battle lines stood strong, and neither would Ares
have found fault, had he joined them, nor Athena who rouses the people.
For the best chosen men were awaiting the Trojans and godly Hector, join-
ing spear close to spear, shield to overlapping shield; shield pushed on shield,
helmet on helmet, man on man, and the horsehair crests on the bright helmet
ridges touched as they were bending forward; so compact they stood against
each other. The deadly bartle bristled with the long skin-cutting spears they
were holding. The gleam of the bronze from the bright helmets, the newly
polished corslets, and the shining shields dazzled the eyes as they came close
against each other. The man who enjoyed watching this struggle and did not
feel consternation would have been most bold of heart.

Certamen 191204

Neither the Warks and Days nor the lliad has so far been mentioned
in the Certamen, and the fact that the finest passages come from these
two works is never discussed.” But the narrative reasons for the choice
of Works and Days and the lliad as the sources for the poets’ finest pas-
sages are more important than consistency in the loose framework in
which the contest episode is set: the choice of those two works allows
the Certamen to take up and further elaborate the traditional opposi-
tion berween Homer and Hesiod based on their different subject matters,
namely war and peace. This was an established opposition already in the
fifth century. This is how Aristophanes, for example, characterised the
two poets:

... HoloBos &¢
yfis Epyaocias, Kapmddy dpas, &péroug 6 Bt Beios ‘Opnpos
&rod ToU Ty kol KAtos Eoyev TAY ToUT, &1 xphioT £d{Batev,
T&els, GpeTds, OTAicels &udpdv;

% Homer is said to have composed the fliad and the Odyssey after the contest (275~6), while no work
by Hesiod is ever mentioned in the text.
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... Hesiod on agriculture, the seasons for crops, and ploughing. And where
did the godlike Homer get respect and renown if not by giving good instruc-
tion in the tactics, virtues, and weaponry of men?

Aristophanes, Frogs 1033—6*

The choice of a passage from Works and Days for Hesiod is an obvious
one: as we have seen, it is in that work, at verses 648—62, that Hesiod
famously proclaims his victory in a poetic competition. The selection of
Works and Days 38392, then, proves most appropriate for this context
in many ways. On a general level, as Koning observes, this passage from
Works and Days ‘underlines like no other Hesiod’s image of the peace-
loving farmer poet; it is difficult to find another passage in his work that
is so quiet and peaceful’.*” In fact the passages dealing with quarrels and
conflicts in Hesiod’s works are many, from the quarrel with Perses in
the Works and Days to the fights among the gods in the 7heogony. The
Certamen, however, avoids mention of this kind of material — indeed,
Hesiod’s performance stops just before the reference to the poet’s quarrel
with his foolish’ brother Perses, where Perses is warned not to go begging
to his brother’s house, because the latter is not willing to give him any
further help.”® The Cerramen’s selection, therefore, presents as the core of
Hesiod’s poetry a description of the cyclic rise of the Pleiades, a constella-
tion that every year, in the same way, guides men in their productive agri-
cultural activities. West proposes that, in an alleged ‘original’ version of
the story of the contest, Hesiod might have performed a longer selection
than the one presented here in the Certamen, and might have included the
rebuke to Perses as well.” But, leaving aside the question of what other
versions may have circulated, it is important to note that according to our
extant Certamen the core of Hesiodic poetry is Works and Days 381-92,

6 Text and translation: Henderson 2002. On the relationships between Frogs and the Certamen
see note 39 below. Other relevant sources are discussed by Graziosi 2002: 168~84 and Koning
2010: 269-84.

Koning 2010: 252.

The Certamen seems to modify 2 hoc the Hesiodic text to leave out the rebuke to Perses. While in
the Certamen the quotation ends with the verse yupvéy 7 &udew, 87 &v Hpiax wéovta TEARYTAL
in the Works and Days the passage goes on as follow: yupvdy & &udew, 6 x dpro mewt’ 26éAnoba
| 2pye xopiZeoBon AnpfiTepos, & Tor ExaoTa | Gpr’ &éEnTon, ph s T& péTale xoTilwov |
TTGoons dAoTpious ofkous Kod pundiv &vioosis- | s ked viv w0 EW AABes By BF Tor oUK
tmSwow | 008 Empetphiow” Epydleo, viyme Tiépon ... (‘Harvest naked, if you want to bring in all
of Demeter’s works in due season, so that cach crop may grow for you in its season, lest being in
need later you go as a beggar to other people’s houses and achieve nothing — just as now you have
come to me. But I shall not give you anything extra, nor measure out extra for you. Work, foolish
Perses ...").

29 West 1967: 442 n. 3.
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which does not include the conflict with Perses: the selection is carefully
tailored to suit this version of the story. Just how appropriate the selection
is for Hesiod is demonstrated by the way in which other ancient sources
underline the ethical value of these verses, thus making them particularly
compatible with the final verdict. According to the judge of the competi-
tion, it is just (208: Bikcnov) for Hesiod to win because he sings of peace
and agriculture; according to a scholium to Warks and Days 3812, these
verses encourage a life of agriculture and the just (3ikonov) income that
derives from jt.*

The appropriateness of the passages chosen by Homer and Hesiod as a
means of highlighting the contrasts described above emerges fully when
the two passages are read together. They respond to each other in a
number of details which are used in one context as symbols of peace, and
in the other as means of describing war. Both passages start by presenting
an image of non-human entities and then focus on men: Hesiod men-
tions the constellation of the Pleaides that regulates the productive cycle
of agriculture (180), while Homer mentions the gods Ares and Athena
rejoicing in the spectacle of the battle (192—3). The Hesiodic man works
in order to ensure a means of life for himself, while the Homeric fight-
ers strive in the ‘deadly battle’ (199: uéxn ¢ioiuBpoTos). Iron is sharp-
ened in the Hesiodic passage to reap (184), but the Homeric Topeoixpoas
(200: ‘skin-cutting’) indicates that in other contexts metal can be an
instrument of death.’” The Hesiodic man is emphatically and repeatedly
said to be naked, while the Homeric heroes ate covered by their armour.
The image of the battle that in the Homeric passage ‘bristled with long
spears’ (199—200: Zppifev 8¢ paxn boiuppoTos gyxeinor | paxpais)
recalls the image of a Hesiodic grain field, and responds to the literal
reaping in Hesiod’s finest passage.

As with Hesiod’s performance, the question has been raised of whether
an ‘original’ performance by Homer could have been longer than the

® % Op. 381—2 Pertusi: 7o 88 prfinodpeva Tév ptv xaxompayi@dy dwdysl Tov drpoatiy, dyel B
#ml tov yeopywdy Plov kal Tov ik TolTou Bikaov mopoy (My translation: "What will be said
distances the listener from wrongful deeds, and brings [him] closer to a life of agriculture and the
just income that derives from it').

# On this point see also Hunter 2009 and 2014: 30215, Koning 2010: 253.

Homer’s ‘skin-cutting spears’ (199-200) will have been made not of iren, but of bronze (which is

mentioned in relation to helmets, corslets, and shiclds at 201). But the two passages are relared to

cach other in that they present two very opposite activities — one productive and one destructive —
for which men can use sharpened metals. Remarkably, the text draws cthis contrast by referring
to two metals which are particularly important to the two pocts and are representative of their
poetry: bronze, as mentioned above, is the meral of which weapons are made in the Homeric
poems; iron marks the present age of human labour and toil in Hesiod's Warks and Days (174-201).
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one presented here, especially since the Certamen stitches together two
sequences of verses from Book 13 of the Jlizd, where they are separated by
some two .hund.red lm<?s that may have been included in the Cerramen’s
source or in other versions of the story. But also in this case, it should
be noted that. it is to the selection as it stands that the Certamen entrusts
the presentation of the core of Homeric poetry, whatever other versions
may have circulated. I suggest that the verses selected as Homer’s finest
have been presented as we see them in order to provide us with a means
of exploring the relationship between the Muses, the poet, and the audi-
ence: the poet allows the audience to share the divine gaze on something
that their human nature would not in reality choose to witness — the
sight of war and death. In Homer’s passage we are presented with a close
comparison between two perspectives on war: the view of the gods and
the view of humans. In the first few verses, the gods are presented as
spectators who enjoy the sight of battle (191-3). In the second section,
the reaction of a person who watches the spectacle from within would
be quite different: a man who is not bold of heart would not enjoy it,
given that for men, including the human spectator and those who are
fighting, war means death (203—4). Only a god — or a Homeric audience
who listen to the description of the events — can enjoy it.* Indeed, the

public in the Certamen claim that these verses are ‘extraordinary beyond
expectation’:

Baupdoavtes 8¢ kol 2v ToUTe TOV “Opnpov of “EAAnves Emfivouy, s Trapd
T6 Tpoofikov yeyovdTwy TV Emdv, Kol ékéAevov B18éven TNV vikny.

On this occasion too, the Greeks in admiration praised Homer, as his verses

were extraordinary beyond expectation, and they asked [Panoides] to award
him the victory.

Certamen 205—7

The internal and the external spectator of this scene differ in that while
the former is quite literally risking his life, the latter is safe and, there-
fore, in a position to enjoy the aesthetic pleasure derived from the sight
of the magnificent spectacle — precisely as are Ares and Athena. Thanks to
the mediation of the poet, the position of the external spectator is equal
to that of the gods. The power of this description, moreover, strikes the
readers’ feelings in such a way as to bring about subsequent reflection on

# 'The idea was proposed in Nietzsche 1870: 528-32.

3 As Janko 1992: 89 notes in his commentary on this lliadic passage, ‘if we were really watching it, we
could not enjoy it as we enjoy this description’.
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what they have been hearing during the epic performance. In order for
this to be a productive reflection on human nature and suffering, and not
to cross the boundary into personal tragedy, detachment is needed.”

By putting at the centre of Homeric poetry its ability to allow humans
to see and experience conflict safely, and thus allowing them to partake in
the divine perspective, the Certamen is actually giving a perceptive reading
of the Homeric epics themselves. As recent studies have shown, the ability
to turn listeners into spectators is a crucial feature of Homer's poetry, and
was already recognised in antiquity. The verses presented in the Certamen
are indeed only a selection of those that affect this transformation. The
reaction to the sight of war by gods can be found also, for instance, in
Book 17, where Athena and Ares are presented as spectators to a similar
battle scene and, exactly as in the scene described in the Certamen’s selec-
tion, they do not find fault with the sight of the savage struggle before
their eyes.

... mepl & ol pédhos dpwpet
&ypros: oUdé K "Apns Aaooados oUdt K ABfvn
Tév ye 180lc’ dvooant’, 008 sl pédar uw xSAos ikor

... So a savage struggle arose over him,
and neither Ares who drives the soldiery on nor Athena
could have made light of it as they watched, not even if they

were deeply angry. Hiad 17.397-9
/1 397

But even more relevant is this passage:

284 Kev oUKéTL Epyov dvilp dvdoanTo peTeABG,
8¢ Tig £ &PAnTos kol &vouTaTos &L XoAKSD
Swevol katd piooov, &yotr 8¢ & Tlalhds Abnvn
Xepos EAoUio”, altap Perécy &epUKol Epeany
oMol y&p Tpdev kod Aoty fijport kelve
Tpnvies &v Kovinol Tap’ dAMAoIoL TéTAWTO.

Then no longer could any man have faulted their war-work as he
entered the action — anyone who, as yet uninjured and unstabbed by
piercing bronze, was roaming in the thick of battle, with Pallas Athena
taking him by the hand and holding off the missiles’ onset;
for on that day many men of the Trojans and Achaeans
lay sprawled next to each other, face down in the dust.

Iliad 4.539-44

3 On this point sce Macleod 1983.
% See especially Graziosi/Haubold 2010: 18, Clay z011: 1-37.
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A man who entered the battlefield under divine protection would enjoy
the spectacle of war work. The selection of passages in the Certamen
articulates the difference between the representation and experience of
conflict — a difference that remains important through the centuries.
Eustathius, commenting on the passage quoted above, remarks that the
man watching the battle scene in safety can be identified with the public
who listens to the poet’s performance:

TotolTos 5'&v eln Beathis & Tol ToinTolU &kpoaTis, &5 U T&HY Tol ToAépou
KOKGY peTexel, MK Tol T&Y Tolepik@y dinyfioewy KoTd volv dmolalst
koAoU Bedparos, &kivduvos THY péynv Trepticov.

A spectator of this sort would be the man who listens to the poet, one who has
no part in the evils of war, but enjoys the beautiful spectacle of the war narra-
tives in his mind, and is safe while going around the battle.

Eustathius, Commentary on the Iliad 506.6-87

The spectator in Eustathius’ passage is essentially in the same position as
the audience who listen to Homer in the Certamen; Homer plays the role
of Athena, taking the audience by the hand and leading them through ter-
rain they could not otherwise enjoy.”®

After emphasising how Homer’s poetry, rather than Hesiod’s, is divinely
inspired, on the ground that it allows the audience to experience some-
thing that the gods enjoy, the text awards the victory to Hesiod:

Boupdoavtes 8% kol #v ToUTw Tév “Opnpov ol “EMNAnves &mmvouv, cog
Topd TO Tpoofikov yeyovdTwy THV &MY, kal fkéAevov B18bvan THv
vikny. 6 8¢ Pactets Tov Holodov oTepdvwoey eimemv Sikatov elvon ToV
gt yewpylav kol eipfyny mwpokoAoUpevay vikdv, ou TOV TwoAépous kol
opayds SiefiovTa.

7 Text: van der Valk 1971; my translation.

# There is another hint at Homer’s privileged connection with the divine in his finest passage as
presented in our Certamen, this too connected to the possibility of seeing the spectacle of war:
although ‘eyes were dazzied by the glint of bronze’ (200-1) from the arms, Homer is still able
to see the battlefield and describe it for us. A passage from one of Homers ancient biographics
explicidy presents Homer's exceptional visual ability as a gift from the Muses: éA8évta ydp &mi
oV AxiAMéws Tapov slfaobon BedoacBon TOV fipwa ToloUTov Omoios wpofiAev Emi ThHv
péxny Tols SeuTépols SAols kekoopmuivos 6@BivTos BE aUTd ToU AxiAMéws Tuphwlfiven
Tov ‘Opnpov UTd Tiis T@V dmAwy alyfis. #AenBévra 88 Uo Oémidos kai Mouoéy Tipnbiivan
Tpds olitéw TH TonTiki. ((When he went to the tomb of Achilles, he prayed that he might see
the hero just as he was when he proceeded to battle adorned in his second ser of armour. When
he saw Achilles, Homer was blinded by the gleam of his armour; but Thetis and the Muses, feel-
ing pity for him, honoured him with the gift of poetry’, Anonymous Life of Homer 6.5; text
and translation are from Bassino 2013.) It is therefore thanks to the Muses that Homer sees and
describes for us Achilles’ armour in Book 18, and the battle in Book 13. Homer appears as a
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On this occasion too, the Greeks in admiration praised Homer, as his verses
were extraordinary beyond expectation, and they asked [Panoides] to award
him the victory. Bur the king crowned Hesiod, saying that it was just for
the one who promoted agriculture and peace to win, and not the one who
expounded wars and slaughters.

Certamen 205—10

Panoides’ controversial verdict represents a form of literary criticism;
more specifically, it engages with the complex issue of whether we should
judge poetry on the basis of its aesthetic or ethical values.” Panoides
decides to value agriculture and peace over war, and it is hard to disagree
with him from an ethical point of view. But it is the audience who give
an aesthetic judgement: they take into account the Badpa that poetry
produces, the ‘wonder’ derived from the experience of sharing the divine
gaze on human mortality — and indeed human killing. In Hesiod’s pas-
sage there is nothing to produce this reaction; his verses describe what a
human spectator can watch by himself, without needing a divine guide
or protection, and do not provoke that mixture of pleasure and fear that
underpins the greatness of Homer's verses. There is no reason to remark
on the stable cycle of the seasons and make it the object of a poem,
except that two separate conflicts provide suitable occasions: within
the Hesiodic poem, instruction is needed because of a conflict between
brothers, and Perses inability to do what is expected; within the
Certamen, the passage is recited because of a conflict between poets. In
fact, Panoides judgement in favour of peace turns to be divisive, in that

divinely inspired poet throughout the Certamen, where we twice find the formula 9¢tos "Opnpos,
‘divine Homer' (309 and 338).

% The debate on whether poctry should be judged on the basis of aesthetic or ethical values can be
traced to at least the fifth century BC, and is at the core of the ‘earliest sustained piece of liter-
ary criticism surviving in the Western tradition’ (Sommerstein 1996: 14): the competition between
Aeschylus and Euripides in Aristophanes’ Frags. In this play, Dionysus famously chooses the win-
ner, Aeschylus, on the basis of his ability to offer useful advice to Athens at a difficult time for the
city. The similarity to the contest of Homer and Hesiod is striking — both competitions end with
the victory of the poct who benefits the community. However, it is not casy to unfold the precise
relationship between the two episodes. The tradition of the contest between Homer and Hesiod
must have already been in circulation at the time of Aristophanes, and the final verdict must, as
always, have been in favour of Hesiod. Aristophanes may thus have been inspired by the tradition
of the contest between the two great epic poets. But the figure of Panoides is not attested before the
third century BC (PPetr. 1 25 (1)), and it is impossible to know precisely which version of the final
verdict Aristophanes might have known. See Heldmann 1982, O'Sullivan 1992, Sommerstein 1996,
Cavalli 1999, Rosen 2004.
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it runs counter to general consensus.*> Ultimately, the Certamen seems
to suggest that while the aim of true art is to create peace and consen-
sus, as embodied by Homer’s performance and the public’s unanimously

positive reaction to it, favouring peace as the object of art disrupts aes-
thetic appreciation.

*° Here, too, the Certamen seems to draw inspiration from the Homeric epics themselves. As Elmer
2013: 220 has pointed out, the whole episode is ‘constructed in terms that are carefully taken over
from the Zliads portrayal of consensus and its discontents” it recalls the opening assembly of the
Iiiad, an ‘example of injustice but also a violation of social norms’ where the king, Agamemnon,
‘defies collective will in favour of his own inclination’.



