Twin Prophecies and Divergent Fates in the Cypria

One of the defects attributed to the lost poems of the Epic Cycle is excessive use of prophecies as a proleptic device (e.g., Griffin 1977:48, Kullmann 1960:221, Davies 1989:38-39). Often cited in this regard is a passage from Proclus’s summary of the cyclic Cypria that seems to describe how Paris’s departure for Sparta was the occasion for prophecies from both Helenus and Cassandra.  I argue that a closer reading of Proclus and consideration of oral-compositional techniques suggest that the two prophecies occupied artfully juxtaposed and complementary narrative episodes.  My reconstruction buttresses the view that Aeneas played a prominent role in the Cypria’s account of Helen’s abduction, a point that accords well with early artistic depictions of the story.  I argue further that Aeneas’s fated survival of the Trojan War was probably referenced in the poem.

The relevant portion of Proclus’s summary runs as follows (arg. 9-11 Bernabé):  ἔπειτα δὲ Ἀφροδίτης ὑποθεμένης ναυπηγεῖται, καὶ Ἕλενος περὶ τῶν μελλόντων αὐτοῖς προθεσπίζει, καὶ ἡ Ἀφροδίτη Αἰνείαν συμπλεῖν αὐτῷ κελεύει. καὶ Κασσάνδρα περὶ τῶν μελλόντων προδηλοῖ.  (“Then at Aphrodite’s suggestion Paris has ships built, and Helenus prophesies to them concerning future events, and Aphrodite orders Aeneas to sail with him. And Cassandra prophesies concerning future events.”)  It is not always recognized that Proclus’s terse style conceals at least two narrative episodes in which the prophecies may have been delivered to different internal audiences (cf. Kullmann 1960:212, Sistakou 2008:104).  These two scenes ought to be viewed as parallel but variegated narrative “doublets” as defined in Fenik’s discussion of oral-compositional techniques in Homeric epic (Fenik 1974:133-71; cf. Scodel 1984:55n.14).  In one episode, Aphrodite urges Paris to build ships, he does so, and Helenus prophesies to “them,” meaning either Paris and his companions or the Trojans in general (cf. Bethe 1922:227-28, Severyns 1950:587).  In another, Aphrodite “orders” her son to accompany Paris, and Cassandra delivers a prophecy.  But to whom does Cassandra prophesy?  My hypothesis is that this second prophecy was addressed to Aeneas.  This is made probable by the general flow of the summary and Aeneas’s presence on the scene as the addressee of a preceding speech from Aphrodite.  Moreover, it is not hard to imagine why Aeneas should have received a separate prophecy.  Already the Iliad, the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite and the cyclic Ilioupersis reflect an interest in his fated survival of the Trojan War and subsequent kingship over the Trojans (Il. 20.300-308; H. Hymn 5.196-97; Ilioupersis arg.8-9 Bernabé).  The poet of the Cypria would not have missed an opportunity to highlight the irony of Aeneas’s participation in the originating act of the war; a separate prophecy in which his survival was predicted would have provided the perfect opportunity.  

This hypothesis accords well with other indications that Aeneas in the Cypria was no mere assistant to Paris but a significant character, in particular his later role in the poem (arg. 61-62 Bernabé; cf. fr. 31) and the fact that he regularly appears on early artwork depicting Paris’s journey and perhaps reflecting the Cypria (Ghali-Kahil 1955:52-53, cf. Kopff 1981:934).  Yet Proclus’s κελεύει implies that he was at first reluctant to accompany his cousin, and he may thus have had a more positive characterization contrasting with the frivolity of Paris.  Indeed, it has been argued that just such a contrast is discernible in some early artistic depictions (Galinsky 1969:40-41).  Far from an excessive use of prophecy, my reconstruction suggests a masterful use of narrative doublets to highlight parallels and contrasts between the situations of Aeneas and Paris.  Two separate scenes of prophecy would have set the stage for contrasting characterization of two heroes thrown together by their shared closeness to Aphrodite:  Paris, mortal protégé of the goddess, will have departed in full knowledge of the dire consequences for his city and people; Aeneas, Aphrodite’s son, will have gone as a reluctant participant on an ignoble mission, holding in mind the promised compensation of future greatness after the fall of Troy.
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