The Certamen and its Frame:  A Tale of Two Homers


Most scholarship on the Contest Between Homer and Hesiod has concerned itself principally with questions of dating and authenticity, and particularly with the question of whether the embedded account of the contest itself can be dated to Alcidamas and the fourth century BC (Nietzsche 1870; Kirk 1950; West 1967), or to earlier sources (Richardson 1981; Janko 1982). More recent scholarship (Compton; Gigante; Pòrtulas (1996); Graziosi; Beecroft) has begun to look at the Certamen (and at the Lives of Homer more generally) as a literary work in its own right, whether, with Compton (1990), in terms of patterns of poetic biography reminiscent of the mythic narratives of hero-cult; with Gigante (1996), as a proto-novelistic genre; with Graziosi (2002), as a means of negotiating the relationship between the poets’ respective genres and their values in the context of democratic Athens; or, with Beecroft (2010), as one of a variety of genealogical and other strategies used to narrate literary history as the sequential evolution of genres.


Rather less attention has, however, been paid to the Certamen’s internal coherence, and to its status as a work of literature with multiple compositional layers. That we should not take that coherence for granted is demonstrated, e.g. by the fact that the frame-narrative (set in the time of the emperor Hadrian) asserts that Homer was born on Ithaca as the son of Telemachus and Nestor’s daughter Polycaste, while the narrative of the contest itself claims that Homer’s mother was from Ios; an inconsistency greatly complicated by the citation of the Delphic oracle as the authority for both. This inconsistency in the relationship between narratives is further complicated by the tendency for the Hadrianic frame-narrative to suggest multiple possibilities for Homer’s parentage and place of birth, a technique common to Hellenistic and later accounts of Homer’s life, even while it asserts the truth of one eccentric and unorthodox account. This paper will take as its point of departure this and other inconsistencies between the Hadrianic frame and the core narrative of the contest, and will examine ways in which the total work can thus be understood as a product (in its present form) of the Hadrianic era, incorporating earlier material, but implicitly challenging that material as part of its own agenda. In particular, I will suggest that, by framing the contest-narrative with an account which associates Homer’s birth with Ithaca, the unknown author of our larger text emphasizes the Odyssean rather than the Iliadic dimension of Homer’s work. This in turn calls into question the wisdom of King Panedes’ awarding of victory in the contest to Hesiod, due to a preference for Hesiod’s ethical content, while suggesting a distinctive reading of the Homeric corpus generally.
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