Polymetry in Greek Epitaphs

Early Greek funerary epigrams were usually composed in just one meter, whether hexameters, elegiacs, or trimeters (Wallace 1984). However, polymetric rhythmical patterns became fashionable during the Hellenistic and Imperial periods. The often elaborate funerary poems that adopted these new patterns included two or three sections in different meters. Some were even bilingual, with sections in Greek composed in a different meter from those in Latin.

Fantuzzi & Hunter (2004) explain the appearance of new poetic forms in the Hellenistic period as an experimentation brought about by the disappearance of the traditional occasions (viz. festivals, private gatherings, and ceremonies) that produced the various genres of Greek poetry. Accordingly, Hellenistic poetry was able to free itself from the rigid conventions of genre and meter by discarding the original functional association of occasion and purpose and thereby allow new possibilities. However, as Bing (2001) has pointed out, Hellenistic and later poets show a keen awareness of their cultural and poetic heritage and they try to recreate the lost poetic occasions by evoking them. In the case of polymetric epitaphs, the occasion of the poem—the commemoration of the deceased—has not disappeared, but remains forever embodied in the very stone that bears the inscription. 

In this paper, I will present three polymetric epitaphs from the Imperial period to demonstrate the strong continuity between these texts and the Greek literary tradition. I proceed to address questions about the unity of the poems and show that polymetry is no mere “accident” or a degeneration from earlier poetry, but rather a rhythmical strategy that the composers selected by design. Since epitaphs are physical objects that are displayed for an observing public, the layout of the poems on the stones in a single block of text, or in regular patterns, reveals that all sections of the epitaph, despite variations in meter or language, form a single, cohesive poem.

The epitaphs discussed are those of Demetria (Thasos, IG XII 8, 600, 2nd cent. AD), Nikokrates (Megara, IG VII 115-117, 2nd-4th cent. AD), and Nedymos (Thebes, IG VII 2543-2545, 3rd-4th cent. AD). The epitaphs of Demetria and Nikokrates are both inscribed as a single block of text, while that of Nedymos is inscribed on three panels alternating with rosettes on the sides of the sarcophagus. These compact layouts show that the poems were intended as unified wholes, despite the fact that the epitaphs of Demetria and Nedymos are composed in trimeters and elegiacs, and that of Nikokrates in elegiacs, hexameters, and trimeters. The presence of the name of the deceased in all the sections shows the intention of the composer to use this particular combination of meters for the reason that the names had to be altered (i.e. some syllables shortened or lengthened) to conform to each rhythm (see Kassel 1975). 

 The literary characteristics of these poems suggest a strong continuity with the past. Homeric genitives regularly appear: Καλλιτύχοιο (epitaph of Nikokrates), υἱοῖο, ἀθανάτοιο (epitaph of Nedymos), as well as such phrases as ἐπεὶ γέρας έστὶ θανοῦσι and τὸ γὰρ γέρας ἐστὶ θανόντων, which are direct allusions to the Iliad (16.457; 16.675; 23.9) and Odyssey (24.190; 24.296). The Homeric epithet κλυτόμητιν (epitaph of Nikokrates) recalls the Homeric Hymn to Hephaestus (line 1). Expressions such as μοῖραν ὀλέθρου and μοῖρ’ἐκίχανεν (epitaph of Demetria) as well as the use of the “speaking-stone” device in the epitaph of Nedymos recall the earliest metrical Greek epitaphs as well as Archaic Greek poetry (cf. IG XII 9. 286; Mimnermus 6.1-2 West; Callinus 1.14-15 West; Iliad 17.478 and 22.303). Finally, the phrase χορὸν εὐρύν (epitaph of Demetria) is reminiscent of Callimachus’ Hymn to Artemis (242), and Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica (2.701). All these literary devices and allusions show the composers’ desire to integrate polymetric inscriptions into the centuries-old tradition of epitaph-writing as well as into the broader framework of the Greek literary tradition.
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