Alcaeus’ Ethnic Invective 

 Although it is generally accepted that Alcaeus’ vilification of Pittakos as kakopatridas (fr. 348) does not refer to low birth but to his foreign roots, the arguments for that position are primarily based on extratextual testimonies, such as Diog. Laert. 1.74 (on Pittacus’ Thracian origins). In this paper I argue that Alcaeus’ poetry itself makes it clear that he employs pervasively the “vocabulary of barbarism” by depicting Pittacus’ ways as the antithesis of the Greek (aristocratic) norms. Thus the stereotype that associates the barbarians with despotism, heavy drinking, slave mentality, absence of justice, greed, physical deformity, cunning and deception, among other things, does not appear ex nihilo after the Persian wars (as, e.g., in E. Hall, Inventing the Barbarian, 1989; ed. B. Cohen, Not the Classical Ideal, 2000), but is already visible in archaic poetry. Alcaeus’ treatment of Pittacus provides an excellent example of this, as he presents him as: a heavy drinker of undiluted wine (fr. 70); a slave, blatantly contrasted to the eleutheroi of Alcaeus’ hetaireia (fr. 72); a man with no sense of justice, as indicated by his perjury to his companions (frr. 67, 129, 306g); a greedy autocrat who becomes wealthy by devouring the resources of the city (fr. 70). To these we might add Pittacus’ inability to abide by the reciprocities of equitable philia or to trust anyone, hence his need for the quintessentially oriental practice of bodyguards (fr. 5.12); his comparison to Locrian Ajax (fr. 298), who by dragging Cassandra from Athena’s temple, earned for himself such notoriety that he was treated as a barbarian (Heracl. 131); Pittacus’ trampling on his oaths with his flat feet (fr. 129.22-3), which provides an eloquent contrast of his physical and moral deformity to the beauty and goodness (kalokagathia) of the true Greek aristocrat; Pittacus’ depiction as a fox (fr. 69), an animal which, besides its general associations with cunning and deception –often barbarian traits– is particularly connected to Thrace, being an important part of its native religion. Thus, by displaying strong affinities with the fifth-century stereotype of the barbarians, the portrait of Pittacus not only clarifies beyond reasonable doubt the meaning of kakopatridas but also strongly suggests that Alcaeus, like other archaic poets, is capable of playing the ethnicity card much more deftly than is usually recognized.

