Tyrtaeus 12 (West): Implacable Excellence and Glory 


Recent scholarship on Tyrtaeus 12 (West) has focused on the purpose of the poem, and on its redefinition of ἀρετή “excellence” (cf. Luginbill 2002).  Within the priamel of the poem, one type of ἀρετή is set apart from others, but the nature of this separation and its connection to the goals of the poem remain contested.  In this paper I will demonstrate how specific diction within the poem creates a theme of “steadfastness” after the priamel of verses 1-10 which characterizes the ἀρετή described.  I will argue that Tyrtaeus is not redefining ἀρετή in a general way, but rather extolling a specific kind of ἀρετή, with a persuasive bent (cf. Luginbill 2002).


In this paper I will demonstrate how Tyrtaeus advocates “steadfastness” in battle through his selection of verbs and participles in verses 11-33.  For example, in verse 16 (ὃστις ἀνὴρ διαβάς ἐν προμάχοισι μένῃ, “If any man remains, planting himself firmly among the fore-fighters,” my translation), the act of remaining in place in battle (ἐν προμάχοισι μένῃ) is emphasized through the addition of the participle διαβάς with its intensifying prefix δια-.  The adverb νωλεμέως “unceasingly” (17), in pronounced enjambment, further defines the ἀρετή of a man good in war.  The unity of tone in this section and throughout verses 11-33 suggest a narrowly formulated concept of ἀρετή that is appropriate to war.


I will argue that the purpose of Tyrtaeus 12 (West) is to persuade men of the value of this steadfast ἀρετή by examining the specific diction which Tyrtaeus uses in those passages where he discusses the rewards for such excellent action in warfare.  I will demonstrate how Tyrtaeus uses a similar tone to describe the benefits received by the man who fights in the manner prescribed.      Finally, this paper seeks to contribute to the understanding of the nature, purpose and context for the performance of Tyrtaeus’ poetic exhortations to ἀρετή.
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