
4

THE SOUND OF THAUMA : MUSIC AND THE
MARVELLOUS

ἴδιον δὲ καὶ τὸ περὶ τὰ ἔντερα τῶν προβάτων· τὰ μὲν γὰρ τῶν
κριῶν ἐστιν ἄφωνα, τὰ δὲ τῶν θηλέων εὔφωνα. ὅθεν καὶ
τὸν ποιητὴν ὑπολάβοι τις εἰρηκέναι, πολυπράγμονα πανταχοῦ
καὶ περιττὸν ὄντα:

ἑπτὰ δὲ θηλυτέρων ὀΐων ἐτανύσσατο χορδάς.

οὐχ ἧττον δὲ τούτου θαυμαστόν, καθωμιλημένον δὲ μᾶλλον τὸ περὶ
τὴν ἐν τῇ Σικελίᾳ ἄκανθαν τὴν καλουμένην κάκτον· εἰς ἣν ὅταν
ἔλαφος ἐμβῇ καὶ τραυματισθῇ, τὰ ὀστᾶ ἄφωνα καὶ ἄχρηστα πρὸς
αὐλοὺς ἴσχει. ὅθεν καὶ ὁ Φιλητᾶς ἐξηγήσατο περὶ αὐτῆς εἴπας:

γηρύσαιτο δὲ νεβρὸς ἀπὸ ζωὴν ὀλέσασα,
ὀξείης κάκτου τύμμα φυλαξαμένη.

This property of the entrails of livestock is also strange: the entrails of
rams are unmelodious, while those of ewes are melodious. From this it
is possible to understand what the poet [i.e. Homer], who is in all
respects desirous of knowledge1 and painstaking, said: ‘He strung it
with seven gut-strings from female sheep’ [= hHerm. 51]

And no less marvellous than this, but even better known, is this fact
concerning the prickly plant in Sicily called ‘cactus’. Whenever
a deer treads upon this plant and is wounded, its bones become
unmelodious and useless for the manufacture of auloi. For this reason
Philitas expounds on this plant when he says: ‘Let the fawn which has lost
its life sing, the fawn which has avoided the sting of the sharp cactus’
[= Philitas fr. 18 Sb.]

Antigonus of Carystus, Collection of Marvellous Investigations 7–8

1 While the adjective polupragmon most often denotes the quality of being ‘meddle-
some’ or ‘a busybody’ in a negative sense, in certain cases, usually in the context of
scholarly activity as in this example from Antigonus, it points to a more positive sense
of curiosity and desire for further knowledge: see Leigh (2013) on these various shades
of meaning.
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In the opening of Antigonus’ Collection of Marvellous
Investigations it is not the scientific intricacies of Aristotle’s
zoological works which are thrust to the forefront of the reader’s
attention, but rather the world of the music and poetry of the past.
A group of eight thematically connected marvels speak back and
forth to each other on the subjects of music, voice and voiceless-
ness. The first entry is derived from Timaeus, who reports that
‘cicadas sing on the Locrian side of the river Halex, but remain
silent on the Rhegian side’ (Ἄληκος καλουμένου ποταμοῦ τῶν
τεττίγων τοὺς μὲν ἐν τῇ Λοκρικῇ ᾄδειν, τοὺς δὲ ἐν τῇ Ῥηγίνων
ἀφώνους εἶναι), and that the Locrian citharode Eunomus was
aided in a contest at Delphi with the Rhegian citharode Ariston
when ‘a cicada flew onto his lyre and began to sing’ (τέττιξ ἐπὶ τὴν
λύραν ἐπιπτὰς ᾖδεν, Collection 1). This marvel is followed by two
further reports about these singing insects. The first also relates to
Rhegion and informs us that ‘when he was somewhere in this
region Heracles, who was trying to sleep, was annoyed by the
sound of the cicadas and prayed for them to become voiceless’
(Ἡρακλῆς ἔν τινι τόπῳ τῆς χώρας κατακοιμηθεὶς καὶ ἐνοχλούμενος
ὑπὸ τῶν τεττίγων ηὔξατο αὐτοὺς ἀφώνους γενέσθαι, Collection 2).
The next marvel moves away from south Italy, informing us that
‘in Cephallenia too a river separates out two banks: on one bank
cicadas are present, on the other they are absent’ (καὶ ἐν
Κεφαλληνίᾳ δὲ ποταμὸς διείργει, καὶ ἐπίταδε μὲν γίνονται τέττιγες,
ἐπέκεινα δὲ οὔ, Collection 3). Wondrous zoological silences
remain the focus of the next entry, which tells us that ‘frogs in
Seriphus do not make a sound’ (οὐδ’ ἐν Σερίφῳ δὲ οἱ βάτραχοι
φθέγγονται, Collection 4). This focus on silence strongly contrasts
with the subsequent entry, a report from Myrsilus of Methymna
concerning marvellously noisy birds in Lesbos near the tomb of
Orpheus’ head in Antissa: in this place ‘the nightingales are more
tuneful than those found elsewhere’ (τὰς ἀηδόνας εἶναι
εὐφωνοτέρας τῶν ἄλλων, Collection 5). The focus on the tuneful-
ness of certain birds continues in the next entry about partridges in
Attica and Boeotia: ‘some are melodious while others are com-
pletely weak-voiced’ (ὧν τοὺς μὲν εὐφώνους, τοὺς δὲ τελείως
ἰσχνοφώνους, Collection 6).

The Sound of Thauma: Music and the Marvellous
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The final two entries (7–8) in Antigonus’ initial grouping of mar-
vels, cited in full above, demonstrate in an especially pointed form the
paradoxographer’s multi-layered engagement with the thaumatic
power of both the oral and written poetry of the past. The successive
citations from theHomeric Hymn toHermes and from thework of the
early Hellenistic poet Philitas of Cos once again reveal the paradox-
ographer’s typically Hellenistic interest in literary games involving
his source texts, a phenomenon which was explored in the previous
chapter. At the beginning of the present chapter I want to build on this
discussion further by examining the reasons behindAntigonus’ inclu-
sion and juxtaposition of these two particular poetic citations within
the opening section of his paradoxographical collection.
Antigonus is interested in the hHerm. as a text which allows him to

play upon the connection between thauma and music as it is reflected
in both the poetic and the scientific traditions. The hymn is an
especially apt text for Antigonus to include in his marvel-collection.
Out of all the texts in our extant corpus of Homeric hymns, this one is
by far the most explicitly thaumatic. Thauma is an almost constant
reaction to Hermes’ activities and achievements, starting from the
moment of his birth, and it is the ability to see themarvellous potential
of the familiar material of the world around him, and to make use of
the marvellous in the everyday, which enables the infant god to prove
his divine parentage. Hermes’ most marvellous invention of all, the
lyre, is inherently imbued with the ability to provoke thauma in an
audience in every single performance. As an instrument created out of
the everyday familiar material of nature, which goes on to produce
exceptional marvels of culture, the lyre is depicted as an object which
transcends established boundaries and simultaneously creates new
links between previously unconnected realms. Perhaps the most
important areas which the lyre is able to connect in new ways within
theHymn are the separate realms of god andman.We see this in action
in the poem itself during Hermes’ two musical performances, each of
which has an explicitly marvellous effect within the narrative, hinting
at the complex interrelationship between musical performance,
thauma and the boundaries between gods and mortals.
This effect is complicated in the second half of the Hymn, when

Hermes’ second musical performance even manages to provoke
wonder in a fellow god, his elder brother Apollo. Mortals often
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marvel, especially at divine epiphanies, but this portrayal of
a god’s marvelling response is extremely unusual. It hints at the
significant place the lyre is presented as occupying not only in the
relationship between gods and humans but within the everyday
experience of both. As I will show below, by the end of the
narrative the Hymn has thus given us an aetiology not only of the
lyre’s existence but also of its intensely thaumatic effect. In fact,
the effect of thauma is continually associated with aetiological
accounts of the origins of various musical and choral genres in the
Greek tradition. This is a theme which will be explored further in
this chapter’s final section as I move onto the broader connections
between thauma, music, song and choreia (song-dance) in
Odyssey 8 and the Delian half of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo as
case studies of the interconnections between all of these elements
in the Greek poetic and musical tradition. The importance of
thauma in Greek conceptions of music and song will become
even clearer in the final case study at the end of this chapter,
which turns to the presentation of another wondrous musical
performance: Herodotus’ epiphanic and godlike vision of the
citharode Arion in the Histories. But before reaching back and
further examining the relationship between thauma, music and
song from early Greek hexameter poetry onwards, I will now
return to Antigonus’ reception and appropriation of the intensely
thaumatic impact of music in his own marvel-collection.

4.1 Homer the Proto-Paradoxographer: Poetry, Music and
Science in Antigonus’ Collection of Marvellous Investigations

For Antigonus, hHerm. is an ideal text through which to explore
how familiar, everyday aspects of the natural world around us are
able to induce thauma. In this respect, the paradoxographer has
picked up on the potential of this poem to stand as an antecedent to
his own poetics: just as the Hymn describes the combination of
disparate parts of everyday nature to produce a stunning instru-
ment of thaumatic effect, so too does Antigonus’ own work
involve the dismemberment and reassembly of previous poetic
and scientific texts, which are then bound together to induce
wonder in the reader. Perhaps this is why Antigonus is so keen

4.1 Homer the Proto-Paradoxographer
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to cast the poet of hHerm. – whom he here designates as
Homer – as a sort of ‘proto-paradoxographer’.2 In one of the
relatively rare explicit authorial comments in his Collection
Antigonus here praises the poet as ‘in all respects desirous of
knowledge and painstaking’ (πολυπράγμονα πανταχοῦ καὶ
περιττὸν ὄντα). As Matthew Leigh has recently pointed out,
these two terms take on an unusually positive sense here: rather
than denoting a pedantic and useless sort of scholarship, as they do
often elsewhere, they have become terms of approbation, reflect-
ing a sense of intellectual and scholarly rigour on the part of the
poet which could equally be extended to the art of the paradoxo-
grapher himself.3 In this way, Antigonus tries to cast Homer in his
own image, making the poet into a sort of (accidental or otherwise)
protos heuretes (first inventor) of paradoxography itself.
Furthermore, by casting the poet in his own image in this way,
Antigonus lays claim to the authority of the Homeric poetic
tradition for the sort of inquisitive Aristotelian interest in natural
wonders which the paradoxographer’s collection espouses, almost
as if the poet of the Hymn understood that there is ‘something
wonderful in all aspects of the natural world’, even in the ‘study of
the lowest animals’, long before Aristotle formulated it as such in
his De partibus animalium (645a15–17).4

Antigonus is helped in his aim of fusing the Homeric and
Aristotelian traditions by the fact that the line he cites does exhibit
a sort of scientific concern prescient of the interests shown in
Aristotle’s biological works. The thing which allows Antigonus
to link the poet to his claim that ewes produce moremelodious gut-
strings than rams is the detail that Hermes chose ‘female sheep’
(θηλυτέρων ὀΐων) rather than rams to string the first lyre. There is
no other extant source for this claim about the relation between
sex, gut-strings and sound, with the exception of a mention in
a later paradoxographical collection, the Paradoxographus

2 It is not uncommon for ancient authors to attribute Homeric Hymns to Homer, as
Antigonus does here. See e.g. Thuc. 3.104 and Ar. Av. Σ ad. 575. On the widespread
attribution of Homeric Hymns to Homer in antiquity, see Faulkner (2011) 175–8.

3 Leigh (2013) 189–90 on Antigonus’ citation of the hHerm. here, and pp. 188–94 on
Antigonus and ‘the aesthetic of the paradoxographer’ in general.

4 On this Aristotelian formulation in the De partibus animalium, see Chapter 3, Section 4.
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Palatinus (c. third century CE?), which uses Antigonus’ collection
as one of its sources.5 Despite the lack of evidence for this precise
claim about the nature of gut-strings according to sex, this idea
does have a sort of plausible Aristotelian flavouring. There is
certainly plenty of interest in the differences between ewes and
rams, and the differences between the sounds created by the voices
of male and female animals, in Aristotle’s biological works.6

Theophrastus of Eresus is even said to have produced a treatise
entitledOn the Different Sounds Produced by Animals of the Same
Species (Περὶ ἑτεροφωνίας ζῴων τῶν ὁμογενῶν).7Antigonus seems
to have extended this Peripatetic interest here in order to make his
claim even more marvellous: according to Homer, there is appar-
ently not only a difference between the voices of male and female
animals but even between the sounds their bodies make when used
to provide the ‘voice’ of an instrument.8

The juxtaposition of the presentation of Homer as a sort of
‘proto-paradoxographer’ with the next marvel concerning

5 Paradoxographus Palatinus 20: ἐπὶ τῶν ἐντέρων τῶν προβάτων φησὶν Ἀντίγονος τὰ μὲν
τῶν κριῶν ἄφωνα εἶναι, τὰ δὲ τῶν θηλέων ἔμφωνα· οὐ λεληθέναι δὲ τοῦτο τὸν ποιητήν. φησὶ
γάρ· ἑπτὰ δὲ θηλυτέρων οἴων ἐτανύσσατο χορδάς (On the entrails of livestock Antigonus
says that those of rams are unmelodious, while those of ewes are melodious. Nor did this
escape the notice of the Poet [i.e. Homer]. For he says: ‘He strung it with seven gut-
strings from female sheep’). Clearly the author of the Paradoxographus Palatinus is
using Antigonus’ paradoxographical collection in order to present the same claim in
a truncated form.

6 On the differences between the sounds created by the voices of male and female animals
in general, cf. e.g. Arist. Hist. an. 538b12 (female animals have sharper and thinner
voices than male animals, except for the cow, which has a deeper voice than the bull);
544b32 (the female animal has a sharper voice than the male, and the younger animal has
a sharper voice than the elder); 545a22 (male animals which are gelded assume the voices
of their female equivalents); 581a17 (the voices of male humans begin shrilly but deepen
upon maturation); 581b6 (women have higher voices than men, younger women have
higher voices than older women, boys have higher voices than men, and as a result girls’
auloi are tuned more sharply than those of boys).

7 This treatise is mentioned as a work of Theophrastus at Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae
320a and Diog. Laert. 5.2.43.

8 Antigonus’ claim that Homer really wrote θηλυτέρων ὀΐων has been subject to some
doubt. It is intriguing that all of the manuscript copies of the poem read συμφώνους
(harmonious) rather than θηλυτέρων (female), a reading which only Antigonus transmits.
Most editors and commentators have dismissed Antigonus’ reading, usually on the basis
that συμφώνους makes more thematic sense in relation to a lyre (see e.g. Càssola (1975)
520; West (2003) 116; Thomas (2020) 170–3; Richardson (2010) 162). Vergados ((2007)
737–42 and (2013) 269–70) has recently proved the exception to this general tendency,
supporting Antigonus’ reading on the basis that paradoxographers tend to transmit their
texts fairly faithfully.
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Philitas of Cos’ knowledge about the type of deer bone needed for
the manufacture of melodious auloi again demonstrates that the
connections between entries in Antigonus’ paradoxographical
collection are both sophisticated and thematically motivated.
Moreover, this entry also focuses on the wondrous creation of
a ‘living’ voice out of a dead and voiceless animal.9 In contrast to
the positioning of ‘Homer’ in the previous entry, the presentation
of Philitas as another kind of ‘proto-paradoxographer’ with scien-
tific interests which dictate his poetic output is perhaps less sur-
prising, given the Hellenistic poet’s reputation for scholarly
activity. Famed in antiquity as a ‘poet and scholar’ (ποιητὴς ἅμα
καὶ κριτικός, Strabo, Geography 14.2.19), Philitas certainly did
exhibit an interest in philological and grammatical scholarship in
the testimonia and fragments of writings relating to his work
which remain to us.10 But even so, Antigonus slightly exaggerates
the Coan’s status as a writer who prefigures his own paradoxo-
graphical and natural scientific interests, since there is no evidence
from these relatively meagre remains that Philitas was chiefly
interested in natural science in the same way as, for example,
Aristotle was. That is not to say that Philitas was not at all
interested in this kind of technical or scientific material concerning
the natural world, just as many subsequent Hellenistic poets were,
but it is clear that he cannot be held up as an obvious paradoxo-
graphical predecessor for Antigonus in the same way as a figure
such as Aristotle or Callimachus can be.11

9 Antigonus may also be drawing a connection between the hHerm. and Philitas’ poem
here: both Spanoudakis (2002) 209 and Lightfoot (2009) 49 n. 12 suggest that Philitas’
words may be from a sympotic context, as they seem to constitute a call for music on the
aulos in a riddling form; the hHerm. can itself be seen as a sort of aetiological narrative
for the future place of the lyre at the symposium. At the end of the first group of entries of
his Collection Antigonus thus juxtaposes two examples of instruments which derive
from the natural world and yet find a home in a later sympotic context.

10 On Philitas’ life, works and famed status as the archetypal Hellenistic scholar-poet, see
e.g. Pfeiffer (1968) 88–93, Sbardella (2000) 3–75, Dettori (2000) 19–49 and
Spanoudakis (2002) 19–74.

11 For example, in the fragment cited by Antigonus the use of τύμμα for thorn has been
regarded as indicative of an interest in the use of medical terminology (see Sbardella
(2000) 148, Spanoudakis (2002) 215 and Manakidou (2012) 115). But, as Bing (2003)
342–3 points out, Philitas’ interest in the relationship between the dead fawn and the
cactus thorn in this fragment is probably predominantly lexical, and not paradoxogra-
phical or ‘scientific’ as Antigonus seems to suggest.
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Antigonus is nevertheless keen to reinforce this impression:
soon after the mention of the deer-bone auloi, the paradoxogra-
pher is even more explicit in his praise of his predecessor’s
supposed scholarly and scientific interests. A little later in the
Collection of Marvellous Investigations, Philitas is again men-
tioned in connection with Antigonus’ discussion of ‘unusual simi-
larities and differences between animal species and their ways of
birth’ (ἴδια δὲ καὶ περὶ τὰς συγκρίσεις καὶ ἀλλοιώσεις τῶν ζῴων, ἔτι
δὲ γενέσεις, 19). As his first example of this type of marvel, he
plunges into a lengthy entry on a topic which is a staple of both
paradoxographical collections proper and texts which aim at indu-
cing a temporary paradoxographical flavour: the process known as
bugonia, the spontaneous generation of bees from dead oxen.12

Antigonus begins this entry about the spontaneous generation of
living creatures from dead animals by noting that ‘if you bury an
ox in certain locations in Egypt so that its horns protrude out from
the ground, and then saw the horns off later, people say that bees
fly out’ (ἐν Αἰγύπτῳ τὸν βοῦν ἐὰν κατορύξῃς ἐν τόποις τισίν, ὥστε
αὐτὰ τὰ κέρατα τῆς γῆς ὑπερέχειν, εἶθ᾿ ὕστερον ἀποπρίσῃς,
λέγουσιν μελίττας ἐκπέτεσθαι, 19).13 He then notes that
Philitas took a particular interest in this phenomenon precisely
because he ‘took trouble over things’ (ὢν περίεργος, 19) – like
a paradoxographer himself, or so Antigonus seems to hint. Once
again, we see that by using the literary texts of the past in this way
to cast their authors as proto-paradoxographers, Antigonus is
taking pains to invent a tradition for his own miscellanistic mode
of writing. At the same time, this return to and reuse of familiar
texts of the literary past allows the paradoxographer to offer
a wondrous new view on these works which potentially surprises
and stimulates our interest anew. Moreover, for Antigonus, the
presence of these marvels buried within the texts of the past is
itself part of the thauma of his own collection: the opening section

12 Virgil’s two versions of the generation of ox-born bees at Georgics 4.281–314 and
4.538–58 are of course the best-known poetic descriptions of the phenomenon in ancient
literature: on Virgil and bugonia, see e.g. Kitchell (1989) 193–206, Habinek (1990)
209–23 and Morgan (1999) 105–49.

13 For other epigrams on spontaneous generation attributed to Archelaus which Antigonus
transmits along with Philitas’ verses at Collection of Marvellous Investigations 19, see
Chapter 3, Section 2.
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of the Collection of Marvellous Investigations thus not only hits
upon the thaumatic potential of music but implicitly promotes the
world of the text itself as an equally wondrous realm capable of
preserving the paradoxographical interests of the past, present and
future.

4.2 Giving Voice to the Dead: Thauma and the Lyre
in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes

It seems then that Antigonus clearly saw the thaumatic potential of
the hHerm. while compiling his collection of marvels. But what
can we say about the place of thauma in the hHerm. itself?
Hermes’ stringing of the lyre with seven melodious (and possibly
distinctly female) strings in line 51 of the Hymn, which Antigonus
cites, is the culmination of a long description of the tortoise’s
wondrous transformation from voiceless living animal to inani-
mate, yet articulate object. This process begins with Hermes’ first
address to the tortoise at the moment he stumbles upon it by
chance (30–8):

σύμβολον ἤδη μοι μέγ’ ὀνήσιμον, οὐκ ὀνοτάζω.
χαῖρε φυὴν ἐρόεσσα χοροιτύπε δαιτὸς ἑταίρη,
ἀσπασίη προφανεῖσα· πόθεν τόδε καλὸν ἄθυρμα
αἰόλον ὄστρακον ἕσσο χέλυς ὄρεσι ζώουσα;
ἀλλ’ οἴσω σ’ εἰς δῶμα λαβών· ὄφελός τί μοι ἔσσῃ,
οὐδ’ ἀποτιμήσω· σὺ δέ με πρώτιστον ὀνήσεις.
οἴκοι βέλτερον εἶναι, ἐπεὶ βλαβερὸν τὸ θύρηφιν·
ἦ γὰρ ἐπηλυσίης πολυπήμονος ἔσσεαι ἔχμα
ζώουσ’· ἢν δὲ θάνῃς τότε κεν μάλα καλὸν ἀείδοις.

Here’s a sign in front of me, a great source of profit: I do not dismiss it! Hail my
companion of the feast who beats out the dance, lovely in form, welcome is your
manifestation!Where did you get this beautiful plaything from, this dappled shell
you have put on, tortoise living in the mountains? But taking you up I shall carry
you into the house. You will be of some benefit to me, I shall not dishonour you.
You will profit me first of all. ‘Better to be at home, since outside is harmful’ [=
Hesiod, Works and Days 365]. For you will be a defence against woeful attack
while you live, but if you die, then you will be able to sing beautifully.

Hermes’ persistent anthropomorphisation of the tortoise is imme-
diately clear from his initial address to the animal as his
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‘companion of the feast who beats out the dance’ (χοροιτύπε
δαιτὸς ἑταίρη). This hints at the future status of the dead tortoise:
she will ‘beat out the dance’ as a lyre in symposia yet to come,
a paradoxically energetic manoeuvre for a lifeless animal, and
encourage dancing in others. There is a hint here as well that the
tortoise has been eroticised and already cast as a sort of sympotic
hetaira when Hermes first bumps into her seductively ‘sashaying
along’ (σαῦλα ποσὶν βαίνουσα, 28) outside Maia’s cave.14

This anthropomorphisation of a living animal which will
become a strangely vocal inanimate object reflects Hermes’
famed ability to cross boundaries, since the lyre itself is an object
which embodies the transgression of various conceptual borders.15

The tortoise suits Hermes’ purpose in this respect since it is
already an animal which skirts boundaries by its very nature, as
the infant god’s speech makes clear. As a creature which paradox-
ically carries its own home on its back, the tortoise is constantly
poised on the boundary between inside and outside, as Hermes’
bantering use of the Hesiodic line ‘better to be at home, since
outside is harmful’ (οἴκοι βέλτερον εἶναι, ἐπεὶ βλαβερὸν τὸ θύρηφιν,
36 = Works and Days 365) draws out.16 Moreover, Hermes’
promise to take the living tortoise which dwells outside in the
mountains (χέλυς ὄρεσι ζώουσα, 33) into the house (οἴσω σ’ εἰς
δῶμα, 34), for Hesiod a place of safety, is undercut by the fact that
the animal’s transition into a lyre which is played indoors at the
feast will involve prising it forcibly away from the home on its
back.
The antithesis between inside and outside is not the only one

which is overturned here. The tortoise is by definition a liminal
animal which also hovers between the status of animal/hetaira and
living/dead from the very moment of Hermes’ first encounter with
his future lyre. But it is the animal’s ability to provide a living
voice through its death that is emphasised most in the next section

14 See Thomas (2015) 364–5 and (2020) 156; cf. Vergados (2013) 248. For the continued
eroticisation of the tortoise lyre later on in the Hymn, see lines 475–8.

15 On Hermes’ ability to cross borders in general, see Vernant (1983) 127–75; on borders
and Hermes in the hHerm. specifically, cf. Kahn (1978) and Clay (2006) 98–103.

16 See Vergados (2013) 24 on Hermes’ citation of theWorks and Days and how it relates to
the distinction between outside and inside which the tortoise inherently blurs in this
Hymn.
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of hHerm, as Hermes sets about turning his ‘lovely plaything’
(ἐρατεινὸν ἄθυρμα, 40) into a singer once he has first ‘gouged out
the life of the mountain-dwelling tortoise’ (αἰῶν᾿ ἐξετόρησεν
ὀρεσκώιοιο χελώνης, 42).17 This strange transition from silent
living animal to singing dead instrument is reinforced by the
repetition of the phrase ‘lovely plaything’ (ἐρατεινὸν ἄθυρμα) in
line 52 at the moment Hermes begins to play the lyre for the very
first time. Hermes’ opening address to the tortoise therefore
clearly hints at her future function as an instrument. The import-
ance of the tortoise’s ability to sing beautifully in death, a quality
which the infant god predicts on their first encounter (ἢν δὲ θάνῃς
τότε κεν μάλα καλὸν ἀείδοις, 38), becomes clearer as theHymn goes
on, since we will see that the lyre possesses a voice which can be
used in variety of contexts to make even the gods marvel, and
which turns Hermes himself into a source of wonder. The hHerm.
seems to suggest that the lyre inspires this thaumatic response at
least in part due to its inherently paradoxical nature as a dead
animal which is able to replicate the voice of an animate
creature.18

The marvellous paradoxes surrounding the lyre’s creation
remain an important aspect of the literary tradition surrounding
the instrument’s invention by Hermes. Sophocles picks up on this
in his version of the story of Hermes’ theft of Apollo’s cattle in the
satyr-play Ichneutai. In this play the satyr-chorus’ astonished and
fearful reaction to the lyre is stressed several times. After being

17 Burkert (1983) 39 places an even greater significance on the connection between death
and song here, claiming that ‘[a]ny new creation, even the birth of music, requires ritual
killing. Underlying the practical use of bone-flutes, turtle-shell lyres, and the tympanon
covered with cowhide is the idea that the overwhelming power of music comes from
a transformation of and overcoming of death.’ The paradox of the beautiful ‘living
voice’ of an instrument emanating from the dead body of an animal is also present in the
riddling lines referring to a conch-shell trumpet which Athenaeus cites
(Deipnosophistae 457a) and attributes to Theognis (1229–30): ἤδη γάρ με κέκληκε
θαλάσσιος οἴκαδε νεκρός, | τεθνηκὼς ζωῷ φθεγγόμενος στόματι (For already a corpse
from the sea has called me homewards, speaking with a living mouth though dead).

18 There is perhaps a further note of irony here if the author of the Hymn is implicitly
contrasting the unimpressive voices of real-life tortoises with the beautiful future voice
of the tortoise-lyre. The nature of the voice of the tortoise was certainly a matter of
interest in later Greek texts: Aristotle, for example, discusses animal voices at Hist. an.
536a and claims that all oviparous quadrupeds have weak voices, and the tortoise’s
voice in particular consists of a low hiss; on this and later Greek views concerning the
tortoise’s voice, see Vergados (2013) 258.
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frightened by the overwhelming new sound of Hermes’ instrument,
the satyrs beg the nymph Cyllene to tell them ‘who in the regions
below the ground spoke wondrously with a divine voice’ (ἐν τόποις
τοῖσ[δε τίς νέρθε γᾶς ὧδ᾿ ἀγαστῶς | ἐγήρυσε θέσπιν αὐδά[ν,
249–50).19 Cyllene replies that the contrivance they heard making
the noise belongs toHermes, whose astonishing abilities and incred-
ibly swift growth over the course of six days are ‘amazing’, so much
so that they have left the goddess gripped with ‘wonder and fear’
(ἀγα]στός, ὥστε θαῦμα καὶ φόβος μ᾿ ἔχει, 278). This thauma at
Hermes himself is paralleled by the satyrs’ wonder at the lyre,
a reaction caused in part by the paradox of the instrument’s status
as an inanimate object with a voice (299–300):

ΧΟ: καὶ πῶς πίθωμαι τοῦ θανόντος φθέγμα τοιοῦτον βρέμειν;
ΚΥ: πιθοῦ· θανὼν γὰρ ἔσχε φωνήν, ζῶν δ᾿ ἄναυδος ἦν ὁ θήρ.

Chorus: Yet how am I to believe that such a voice roars out of
something dead?

Cyllene: Believe it! The creature possesses a voice while dead,
but while living it was voiceless.

The lyre even has the ability to create wonder by transforming the
satyrs themselves into an astonishing visual and aural spectacle, as
Cyllene’s labelling of the satyr-chorus’ new, unexpected and wild
lyre-inspired choreia as a thauma suggests.20 In Ichneutai as in the
hHerm. the lyre floats between various antitheses – living/dead,
animate/inanimate, voiced/voiceless, animal/instrument – in a way
which accounts to a great extent for its thaumatic effect. As noted in
Chapter 2, the strange collapse of boundaries between animate and
inanimate, and living and dead, is a primary means of creating
wonder when it comes to gazing at visual objects; here the transgres-
sion of that boundary stretches into the aural realm as well.

19 As noted by Lämmle (2013) 432–5, the wonder and fear of the Ichneutai’s satyr-chorus
at the acoustic effects of this ‘voice from below the ground’, and the riddling effect of
their subsequent stichomythia with Cyllene, is at times suggestive of ancient mystery
cult.

20 Ichn. 229–30: ποῖ στροφαὶ νέαι | μανιῶν στρέφουσι; θαῦμα γάρ (To where are the new
whirlings of madness whirling you? It is a wonder!). I am grateful to Rebecca Lämmle
for drawing my attention to the significance of these lines. On the satyr-chorus’ novel
choreia here, see Lämmle (2013) 232–3 and (2019) 34–5.
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4.3 Hermes’ Signs and Songs: Thaumata and Semata

But how is the potentially wondrous aural effect of the lyre
articulated in the hHerm.? Over the course of the Hymn, the
marvellous results of Hermes’ performances with the lyre are
increasingly emphasised. Immediately following the description
of the stretching of the sheep-gut strings which Antigonus later
cites in his paradoxographical collection comes the account of
Hermes’ first performance (52–9):

αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ δὴ τεῦξε φέρων ἐρατεινὸν ἄθυρμα
πλήκτρῳ ἐπειρήτιζε κατὰ μέλος, ἡ δ’ ὑπὸ χειρὸς
σμερδαλέον κονάβησε· θεὸς δ’ ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄειδεν
ἐξ αὐτοσχεδίης πειρώμενος, ἠΰτε κοῦροι
ἡβηταὶ θαλίῃσι παραιβόλα κερτομέουσιν,
ἀμφὶ Δία Κρονίδην καὶ Μαιάδα καλλιπέδιλον
ὡς πάρος ὠρίζεσκον ἑταιρείῃ φιλότητι,
ἥν τ’ αὐτοῦ γενεὴν ὀνομακλυτὸν ἐξονομάζων.

But when he had crafted it, after taking up the lovely plaything he started to try it
out in a tuned scale with a plectrum, and by his hand it resounded terrifyingly.
And the god tried it out improvisationally and sang beautifully in accompani-
ment, just as young men in the prime of youth taunt each other with banter at
feasts: he sang about how Zeus son of Cronus and Maia with beautiful sandals
used to flirt with friendly intimacy, and named his own renowned lineage.

The simile describing Hermes’ first experimental song again hints at
a possible sympotic context for the future use of the lyre, just as
Hermes’ initial teasing address to the tortoise prefigured the future use
of the instrument. Now during the god’s first performance his extem-
pore singing is compared to the impromptu sung banter which young
men hurl at each other at the symposium. It is not such banter,
however, which Hermes goes on to offer in this case, but a hymn
very much like the hHerm. itself.21 Hermes must sing for himself
because as an infant god who has not yet confirmed his place among
the Olympians (at least in the eyes of the other gods), he does not
seem, at least at this point in the narrative of the poem, to have anyone
(human or otherwise) to sing praises of what the poet will soon come

21 For example, Hermes’ hymn here begins with his own conception and an account of his
lineage, just as the hHerm. itself begins with the conception of the god (see lines 3–12).
On the strongly hymnic features of Hermes’ first song, see Vergados (2013) 4–12 and
Thomas (2020) 177–81.
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to term his thaumata erga (‘wondrous deeds’, 80, 440). His own
description of Maia’s seduction by Zeus thus provides him with
a weighty genealogy and acts as implicit self-praise which justifies
his claim to a place on Olympus.22 This also creates amise en abyme
effect, as the poet of the hHerm. describes Hermes performing
nothing other than the present hymn to Hermes. I will return to the
significance of this mise en abyme effect for the thaumatic power of
theHymn as awhole below, but for now it isworth turning to the other
thaumata erga which Hermes undertakes before he picks up his lyre
and sings for the second time.
Before we reach Hermes’ second thaumatic performance it is

made clear that the young god’s verbal thaumata are repeatedly
and explicitly paralleled by his ability to manipulate visual semata
(signs) throughout the narrative. This ability to exploit semata is
enabled by Hermes’ facility for the creation of marvellous inven-
tions which combine previously disparate familiar objects of the
natural world: first the lyre, and then the deceptive sandals which
allow the infant god to mislead Apollo in the search for his cattle
by further confusing the twisting tracks which Hermes has forced
the livestock to create by walking backwards.23 The sandals are
ingeniously created through the connection of disparate parts and
specifically parallel the lyre in their wondrous effect as objects of
Hermes’ skill (metis).24 In fact, they are first explicitly named as
thaumata at the very moment of their creation (79–81):

σάνδαλα δ’ αὐτίκα ῥιψὶν ἐπὶ ψαμάθοις ἁλίῃσιν
ἄφραστ’ ἠδ’ ἀνόητα διέπλεκε, θαυματὰ ἔργα,
συμμίσγων μυρίκας καὶ μυρσινοειδέας ὄζους.

Immediately on the sands of the seashore he began to weave together sandals,
unthought of and unimaginable, marvellous works, mixing together tamarisk and
myrtle twigs.

Hermes’ thaumata erga and the poet’s own art are here aligned, as
innovative and unusual compound words (ἄφραστ’ ἠδ’ ἀνόητα)

22 See Vergados (2013) 4–5.
23 On the relationship between Hermes’ wondrous inventions, see Clay (2006) 113:

‘Hermes’ sandals, the θαυματὰ ἔργα, resemble the god’s other inventions in that
disparate things . . . are joined together . . . to produce something new and unheard of.’

24 On thauma as a natural reaction tometis in the hHerm., see Kahn (1978) 106–9 and Clay
(2006) 131–2.
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are used to express the novelty of Hermes’ invention.25 By this
point in the narrative we might already begin to suspect that the
bard of the hHerm. is as inventive as Hermes: the creation of
the sandals is one of the first hints that we are meant to wonder
at the bard’s thaumata erga most of all in this Hymn.
The parallel created between the wondrous sandals and the

wondrous lyre is reinforced further by the fact that a few lines
later Hermes is said to have ‘improvised’ (αὐτοτροπήσας, 86) the
sandals, just as his invention of hymnic song on the lyre arises in
an improvisatory manner (cf. ἐξ αὐτοσχεδίης πειρώμενος, 55). It is
Hermes’ ability to make something appear out of nothing, to
metamorphose a product of culture out of nature, which creates
a sense of wonder in those who are on the receiving end of such
transformations. But it is not only the inventions themselves but
also the products and the effects they facilitate that cause thauma
in this Hymn. In the case of the lyre, these products consist of the
instrument’s melodies and the vocal performance it enables; in that
of the sandals, the concealment of the cow tracks and the increase
of confusion this entails.
We see this in action when Apollo is explicitly struck by wonder

at the semata which Hermes’ invention has created during the
cattle rustling (218–25):

ἴχνιά τ᾿ εἰσενόησεν Ἑκηβόλος εἶπέ τε μῦθον·
ὢ πόποι ἦ μέγα θαῦμα τόδ’ ὀφθαλμοῖσιν ὁρῶμαι·
ἴχνια μὲν τάδε γ’ ἐστὶ βοῶν ὀρθοκραιράων,
ἀλλὰ πάλιν τέτραπται ἐς ἀσφοδελὸν λειμῶνα·
βήματα δ’ οὔτ’ ἀνδρὸς τάδε γίγνεται οὔτε γυναικὸς
οὔτε λύκων πολιῶν οὔτ’ ἄρκτων οὔτε λεόντων·
οὔτε τι κενταύρου λασιαύχενος ἔλπομαι εἶναι
ὅς τις τοῖα πέλωρα βιβᾷ ποσὶ καρπαλίμοισιν.

And the god who shoots from afar noticed the tracks and said: ‘Oh! What a great
marvel I see with my eyes! These are indeed the tracks of the straight-horned
cattle, but they are turned backwards towards the asphodel meadow. And these
footsteps come from neither a man nor a woman nor grey wolves nor bears nor

25 Shelmerdine (1981) 111 suggests that the poet is using deliberately novel adjectives to
describe Hermes’ novel invention here seeing as neither ἄφραστος nor ἀνόητος appear
anywhere else in Homer, Hesiod or any of the other Hymns.
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lions. Nor do I think that a shaggy-necked centaur is the one who makes such
monstrous tracks with his swift feet’.

Apollo’s exclamation at the sight of the tracks plays with thauma
in an especially rich manner. The formulaic line ‘Oh!What a great
marvel I see with my eyes!’ (ὢ πόποι ἦ μέγα θαῦμα τόδ’
ὀφθαλμοῖσιν ὁρῶμαι) is uttered only by mortals in the Iliad and
the Odyssey, often as a result of the recognition of divine
presence.26 Throughout the hHerm. Apollo’s ceaseless wonder at
Hermes’ works is reminiscent of the marvelling response of mor-
tals at the actions or presence of gods.27 As well as contributing to
the humorous tone of the Hymn as a whole, the fact that Apollo
reacts to Hermes’ actions in a typically ‘mortal’ way emphasises
that the young god is actually worthy of his place on Olympus after
all, as his fellow god reacts to his deeds with awe. This is later
confirmed when Apollo’s initial astonishment at the misleading
semata created by the cattle and Hermes’ marvellous shoes is
reiterated by his later description (342–3) of the confusing cattle’s
trail created by the infant god: ‘the tracks were doubly monstrous,
the sort of thing worthy of wonder, the work of a glorious god’ (τὰ
δ’ ἄρ’ ἴχνια δοιὰ πέλωρα | οἷά τ’ ἀγάσσασθαι καὶ ἀγαυοῦ δαίμονος
ἔργα). The monstrous and wondrous tracks thus prompt Apollo’s
recognition of Hermes’ non-mortal nature for the first time by
creating a feeling of wonder reminiscent of the way mortals react
to divine epiphanies.28 It is by wielding the power of thauma, then,
that Hermes is able to turn the tables on his elder brother and firmly

26 Cf. Il. 15.286, where this line is uttered by the Achaean Thoas, who is amazed that
Hector has survived Ajax’s attack and realises that one of the gods has saved him (τις
αὖτε θεῶν ἐρρύσατο καὶ ἐσάωσεν, 15.290); cf. Il. 20.344, where Achilles has just had
a mist shed over his eyes by Poseidon and is amazed that his spear has missed Aeneas,
whom he (rightly) assumes must be dear to one of the immortal gods. Cf. also the slight
variant of this line atOd. 19.36, where Telemachus says ‘Oh father! What a great marvel
I see with my eyes!’ (ὦ πάτερ, ἦ μέγα θαῦμα τόδ᾿ ὀφθαλμοῖσιν ὁρῶμαι) when, led by
Athene, he sets off with Odysseus to remove the shields and helmets from the hall before
they kill the suitors and sees the house glowing, with the result that he supposes that
there is ‘surely one of the gods who hold wide heaven inside’ (ἦ μάλα τις θεὸς ἔνδον, οἳ
οὐρανὸν εὐρὺν ἔχουσι, 19.40).

27 On the unusual nature of the way in which Apollo reacts with thauma not only at the
visual effect of Hermes’ deeds but even to the very sound of Hermes’ performance on
the lyre, see Lather (2017) 140–4.

28 See Vergados (2013) 463–4; cf. Turkeltaub (2003) 31–2 on thauma as an element of
epiphany scenes in epic poetry and Platt (2011) 56–7, 64–5, 68–72 on thauma and divine
epiphany in general, especially in the Homeric Hymns.
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assert himself as the more powerful god at this point in theHymn –
a paradoxical achievement given that Hermes is still only
one day old.
The marvellous semata created by the combination of the

deceptively reversed cow tracks and Hermes’ wonderful shoes
are structurally parallel with the marvellous product of his other
thaumatic invention in the poem: the music of the lyre and the song
which accompanies it.29 Both the visual semata and the musical
performances are thaumata produced by Hermes, and both are
types of epiphanic manifestations of the god’s power. The effect of
Hermes’ first performance on an audience is not made clear to us
within the Hymn, as no internal audience is present. This is
possibly a reflection of his stature at this early point in the poem,
since the infant god has not yet gained enough power to command
an audience of his fellow gods.30 This is not the case, however,
after Hermes’ second performance, where we find the lyre’s future
patron, Apollo, praising the astonishing musical performance in
the strongest terms (439–46):

νῦν δ’ ἄγε μοι τόδε εἰπὲ πολύτροπε Μαιάδος υἱὲ
ἦ σοί γ’ ἐκ γενετῆς τάδ’ ἅμ’ ἕσπετο θαυματὰ ἔργα
ἦέ τις ἀθανάτων ἠὲ θνητῶν ἀνθρώπων
δῶρον ἀγαυὸν ἔδωκε καὶ ἔφρασε θέσπιν ἀοιδήν;
θαυμασίην γὰρ τήνδε νεήφατον ὄσσαν ἀκούω,
ἣν οὔ πώ ποτέ φημι δαήμεναι οὔτε τιν’ ἀνδρῶν,
οὔτε τιν’ ἀθανάτων οἳ Ὀλύμπια δώματ’ ἔχουσι,
νόσφι σέθεν φηλῆτα Διὸς καὶ Μαιάδος υἱέ.

But now come on and tell me this, son of Maia with many wiles: did these
marvellous works follow straight from your birth, or did one of the immortals or
one of mortal men bestow this glorious gift and show you divine singing? For
I hear this marvellous newly-spoken/newly-slain voice, which I say that no
mortal or immortal who holds Olympus has ever yet learnt, with the exception
of you, tricky son of Zeus and Maia.

Apollo’s first mention of Hermes’ ‘marvellous works’ relates both
to his preceding song, as the reference to his ‘divine singing’

29 Cf. Steiner (1994) 44 on the lyre and the cattle tracks as the two ‘message-bearing tokens
of the first half of the poem’.

30 See Clay (2006) 103–51 and Vergados (2013) 4–5 on Hermes’ process of maturation
and its relation to his two songs in the hHerm.
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(θέσπιν ἀοιδήν) in the following lines makes clear, and also to the
‘glorious gift’ (δῶρον ἀγαυόν) of the lyre itself. It also covers all of
the infant Hermes’ other inventions and actions in the Hymn. But
at this point, the particular cause of Apollo’s present wonder is the
‘wondrous voice’ (θαυμασίην . . . ὄσσαν) of the instrument he has
just heard.31 The quality of this wondrous voice is described as
νεήφατον, a word which, as Oliver Thomas has pointed out, could
mean both ‘newly-slain’ and ‘newly-spoken’.32 Once again, the
lyre’s ability to straddle boundaries is what lends it its thaumatic
power. In the hHerm., this power is something that affects even
gods. This is important, since elsewhere in the Homeric Hymns
thauma is a topos of the human response to, and recognition of, the
epiphanic revelation of god to man.33 The hHerm. self-reflexively
turns this topos on its head: Hermes’ powerful performance is the
final piece of evidence which ensures Apollo’s recognition of his
younger half-brother as a god truly deserving of his place on
Olympus. The very end of Apollo’s long praise of Hermes
reinforces the importance of thauma in this process of quasi-
epiphanic revelation and recognition when the god once again
returns to the astonishing nature of the performance he has just
experienced in line 455: ‘I am astonished, son of Zeus, at how
lovely your lyre-playing is’ (θαυμάζω, Διὸς υἱέ, τάδ᾿ ὡς ἐρατὸν
κιθαρίζεις). Wonder, then, is certainly the keynote effect of
Hermes’ musical performances as a whole, as Apollo’s repeated
emphasis on his astonished response demonstrates. Furthermore,
since this is an aetiological narrative about the invention of the
lyre, the hHerm. suggests that this wonder carries over into every
subsequent divine or human performance with the instrument.
This, I suggest, is really where the power of wonder and divine

31 On the particular association of the word ὄσσα with the divine, see Ford (1992) 175–6.
32 See Thomas (2020) 389.
33 On thauma as a usual response to divine epiphany in theHomeric Hymns, see especially

Platt (2011) 64–70 and Richardson (2010) 102 on hAp. 134–9. For examples from the
Hymns, cf. Anchises’ sense of wonder at Aphrodite’s sudden appearance before him
(despite the fact that she initially presents herself in human form) at hAph. 84–5,
Dionysus’ wondrous manifestations (line 34) and the pirates astonished response (line
50) in the hDion., and the Cretan sailors’ wonder at Apollo in dolphin guise at hAp.
414–5.
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epiphany in the hHerm. comes into play, as the next section will
demonstrate.

4.4 Collapsing Boundaries: Epiphanic
Thauma, Choreia and Song

Unlike the other major Homeric Hymns, the hHerm. does not
describe to its audience a moment of epiphanic and wonder-
inducing revelation of god to mortal within the narrative itself.34

In other Homeric Hymns, in particular those to Demeter (2),
Apollo (3), Aphrodite (5), and Dionysus (7), epiphanic thauma
is indeed a constant keynote of the meetings of gods and mortals.
Why, then, is thauma not explicitly connected to the epiphanic
revelation of the titular god to mortals in the hHerm.? It seems that
the answer lies in the nature of Hermes himself in thisHymn. Since
Hermes is a figure who delights in boundaries and who has not yet
quite proven his own place on Olympus at the beginning of the
narrative, it is fitting that he is hymned in a way which probes the
boundaries between mortal and divine much more intensely and
self-referentially than other hymns through the mise en abyme
effect employed, which also makes the god’s wondrous inventions
obvious paradigms for ritual and sung praise of the gods in the real
world. Another way in which the Hymn self-referentially explores
the boundaries between the realms of gods and mortal is by
depicting thauma as a paradigmatic response to music and as
a signifier of the meeting point between the divine and human
realms.
We also see this in the Odyssey when the poet describes

Odysseus’ wonder at the skilful dancing of the Phaeacian youths,
accompanied by the bard Demodocus’ lyre-playing. This scene
becomes an archetypal depiction of the astonishing effects of
marvellous choreia on its audience (8.261–5):

κῆρυξ δ᾿ ἐγγύθεν ἦλθε φέρων φόρμιγγα λίγειαν
Δημοδόκῳ· ὁ δ᾿ ἔπειτα κί᾿ ἐς μέσον· ἀμφὶ δὲ κοῦροι
πρωθῆβαι ἵσταντο, δαήμονες ὀρχηθμοῖο,

34 On the unusual treatment of the epiphany theme in this poem, see Vergados (2011)
82–104 and Cursaru (2012) 42–8.
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πέπληγον δὲ χορὸν θεῖον ποσίν. αὐτὰρ Ὀδυσσεὺς
μαρμαρυγὰς θηεῖτο ποδῶν, θαύμαζε δὲ θυμῷ.

And the herald approached bearing the clear-voiced lyre for Demodocus. And he
then moved into the middle, and the boys in the prime of youth, skilled in
dancing, took up their positions around him, and they struck the sacred dancing
floor with their feet. And Odysseus was gazing at the flashing of the feet, and he
was marvelling in his heart.

The Phaeacians’ excellence and frequent indulgence in choreia,
like their love of constant and carefree feasting, is one of the most
notable manifestations of their suprahuman qualities and uncanny
closeness to the gods.35 The wondrous effect that the blurring of
the boundaries between the mortal and human realms is able to
provoke is similarly depicted in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo,
where the description of the marvellous performance of the
Delian Maidens depicts the potential which the thauma of suc-
cessful human choral activity has to mediate between the realms of
men and gods (149–64):

οἳ δέ σε πυγμαχίηι τε καὶ ὀρχηστυῖ καὶ ἀοιδῆι
μνησάμενοι τέρπουσιν, ὅταν καθέσωσιν ἀγῶνα.
φαίη κ᾿ ἀθανάτους καὶ ἀγήρως ἔμμεναι ἀνήρ,
ὃς τότ᾿ ἐπαντιάσει᾿, ὅτ᾿ Ἰάονες ἁθρόοι εἶεν·
πάντων γάρ κεν ἴδοιτο χάριν, τέρψαιτο δὲ θυμόν
ἄνδράς τ᾿ εἰσορόων καλλιζώνους τε γυναῖκας
νῆάς τ᾿ ὠκείας ἠδ᾿ αὐτῶν κτήματα πολλά.
πρὸς δὲ τόδε μέγα θαῦμα, ὅου κλέος οὔποτ’ ὀλεῖται,
κοῦραι Δηλιάδες Ἑκατηβελέταο θεράπναι·
αἵ τ’ ἐπεὶ ἂρ πρῶτον μὲν Ἀπόλλων’ ὑμνήσωσιν,
αὖτις δ’ αὖ Λητώ τε καὶ Ἄρτεμιν ἰοχέαιραν,
μνησάμεναι ἀνδρῶν τε παλαιῶν ἠδὲ γυναικῶν
ὕμνον ἀείδουσιν, θέλγουσι δὲ φῦλ’ ἀνθρώπων.
πάντων δ’ ἀνθρώπων φωνὰς καὶ κρεμβαλιαστὺν
μιμεῖσθ’ ἴσασιν· φαίη δέ κεν αὐτὸς ἕκαστος
φθέγγεσθ’· οὕτω σφιν καλὴ συνάρηρεν ἀοιδή.

And mindful of you [Apollo] they [the Ionians] delight you with boxing and
dancing and song, whenever they have set up a gathering. A man present then
when the Ionians are gathered would think that they were immortal and unaging:

35 On Demodocus’ lyre-playing and the dance of the Phaeacians as the archetypal scene of
wonder-inducing choreia, see e.g. Power (2011) 82–5, Kurke (2012) 228 and (2013)
153–4, and Olsen (2017) 5–11.
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he would see the charm of everything, and be delighted in his heart while looking
at the men and the women with beautiful girdles, and the swift ships and their
many possessions. And in addition there is this great wonder, the fame of which
will never come to an end: the Delian Maidens, servants of the Far-Shooter. After
they have first hymnedApollo, they then in turn hymn Leto and Artemis pourer of
arrows, and then mindful of the men and women of the past they sing a song, and
they enchant the tribes of men. And they know how to imitate the voices and
rhythmic rattling of castanets of all men. Each man would think he himself is
speaking – so beautifully does their song hang together.36

In the hAp. the events of the Ionian festival on Delos are focalised
through the eyes of a deliberately anonymous ‘everyman’,
a hypothetical spectator who demonstrates the desired and ideal
effect that witnessing the festival and the accompanying perform-
ance of the Delian Maidens would have on anyone who happened
to be present. Within the ritual space of the festival, the Ionian
participants seem to become ‘immortal and unaging’ (ἀθανάτους
καὶ ἀγήρως, 151), two attributes which only the gods, or objects
created by the gods, can truly possess.37 The Ionians are thus
portrayed as closer to the gods than mortals ordinarily are during
the festival itself, seemingly occupying a liminal space between
gods and men (similar to the state of the Phaeacians in the
Odyssey) which the ritual activity in honour of Apollo has opened
up.38 Moreover, the Delian Maidens’ wonder-provoking perform-
ance creates an impression of divine presence which draws the
audience in and causes the Ionian spectators to ‘fuse’ or ‘merge’ in
some sense with the choreuts themselves.39

This ability which the thauma arising from song, dance and
music for the gods has to create a space within which the divine
and human realms might touch upon one another is thus essential
to the self-reflexive workings of the hHerm. as a narrative which
both describes and enacts the confirmation of the young Hermes’

36 Here reading κρεμβαλιαστύν (‘rhythmic rattling of castanets’) rather than the common
variant βαμβαλιστύν (‘chatter, incomprehensible babble’) in line 162: for summaries of
the arguments for the former and against the latter, see Peponi (2009) 41–60.

37 See Kurke (2012) 225 on the overtones of divinity associated with this phrase in early
hexameter poetry.

38 On the features of Phaeacia in the Odyssey which suggest a festival setting involving
poetic contests, see especially Ford (1992) 116–20.

39 See especially Kurke (2012) 223–4 and (2013) 146–60 on the significance of thauma in
the hAp. for the creation of this kind of impression of divine presence.
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status as a divinity. This is because a human performance is
conceived of as a fragment or echo of an eternal, divine music –
just as the Phaeacians’ endless dance, song and feasting echo the
enviable and marvellous lifestyle of the gods, so too does mortal
choreia, especially in a festival context, simultaneously represent
and provide a form of vicarious access to the gods’ wondrous
musical activities. For this reason Hermes’ wondrous lyre-
playing, with its ability to astonish even the gods, is simultan-
eously one of the means by which he eventually proves his right to
inhabit the divine rather than the mortal realm, and a mode of
playfully signalling the young god’s temporarily indeterminate
status, as he partakes of an activity seemingly more befitting the
human realm and hymns himself with the lyre. Furthermore,
thauma is associated within the narrative of the hHerm. not with
the description of a god’s revelation to a mortal, but with the
inventions and actions of Hermes himself. Since the lyre is the
foremost of these inventions it becomes visually manifest evi-
dence of Hermes’ power and symbolic of the thaumatic power of
the entire bardic tradition. The thauma associated with the mani-
festation of a god is thus transferred to the instrument itself, and
the aetiological nature of theHymnmakes clear that all subsequent
lyre performances partake of this effect. Moreover, the mise en
abyme effect created by the two wondrous performances described
in the narrative further reinforces this effect. For this reason, as the
Hymn progresses, it becomes clear that we are ultimately supposed
to wonder at the epiphanic embodiment of Hermes we see made
manifest before us as the Hymn is performed: the singer himself.
By performing the Hymn the bard brings the realms of men and
gods closer together by becoming a visually manifest stand-in for
Hermes the lyre player. The audience’s marvelling response to the
bard is thus a reflection of Apollo’s wondering response to
Hermes, and vice versa.40

This sense that a solo performer may in some manner represent
a wondrous epiphanic manifestation of a god through the medium
of musical or poetic performance is not confined to the hHerm.

40 Cf. Vergados (2013) 13: ‘If the god’s song causes wonder in his audience, the poet’s
performance lays claim to a similar effect.’
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alone. In Herodotus’ Histories, this wonder-inducing aspect of
music and song is strongly hinted at in another literary representa-
tion of lyre-playing: the famous story of Arion and the dolphin
(1.23–4). At the very beginning of this account, Herodotus
describes the well-known narrative concerning the abduction,
sea dive and subsequent rescue of the citharode Arion by dolphins
as a ‘very great wonder’ (θῶμα μέγιστον, 1.23).41 The reasons for
this wonder become clear in the description of Arion’s musical
performance at Histories 1.24. Here the marvellous collapse of
firm boundaries between humans, gods and animals is described in
a way which makes us reflect further on the nature and effect of
musical performance in Greek thought. This begins when Arion
beseeches the pirates to allow him to dress himself in his citharo-
dic costume and sing on the quarter deck of the ship’s stern before
killing himself as they have demanded:

τοὺς δὲ ἐν τῷ πελάγεϊ ἐπιβουλεύειν τὸν Ἀρίονα ἐκβαλόντας ἔχειν τὰ χρήματα. τὸν
δὲ συνέντα τοῦτο λίσσεσθαι, χρήματα μέν σφι προϊέντα, ψυχὴν δὲ παραιτεόμενον.
οὔκων δὴ πείθειν αὐτὸν τούτοισι, ἀλλὰ κελεύειν τοὺς πορθμέας ἢ αὐτὸν διαχρᾶσθαί
μιν,ὡς ἂν ταφῆς ἐν γῇ τύχῃ, ἢ ἐκπηδᾶν ἐς τὴν θάλασσαν τὴν ταχίστην· ἀπειληθέντα
δὴ τὸν Ἀρίονα ἐς ἀπορίην παραιτήσασθαι, ἐπειδή σφι οὕτω δοκέοι, περιιδεῖν αὐτὸν
ἐν τῇ σκευῇ πάσῃ στάντα ἐν τοῖσι ἑδωλίοισι ἀεῖσαι· ἀείσας δὲ ὑπεδέκετο ἑωυτὸν
κατεργάσασθαι. καὶ τοῖσι ἐσελθεῖν γὰρ ἡδονὴν εἰ μέλλοιεν ἀκούσεσθαι τοῦ ἀρίστου
ἀνθρώπων ἀοιδοῦ, ἀναχωρῆσαι ἐκ τῆς πρύμνης ἐς μέσην νέα. τὸν δὲ ἐνδύντα τε
πᾶσαν τὴν σκευὴν καὶ λαβόντα τὴν κιθάρην, στάντα ἐν τοῖσι ἑδωλίοισι διεξελθεῖν
νόμον τὸν ὄρθιον, τελευτῶντος δὲ τοῦ νόμου ῥῖψαί μιν ἐς τὴν θάλασσαν ἑωυτὸν ὡς
εἶχε σὺν τῇ σκευῇ πάσῃ.

But when they were at sea, the pirates plotted to throw Arion overboard and take
his money. When he realised this, he entreated them and offered his money to
them, begging for his life. But he did not persuade them: instead the sailors
ordered him to either kill himself, so that he might be buried on land, or to cast
himself into the sea immediately. Arion, being between a rock and hard place,
begged them (since their will was such) to allow him to stand on the quarterdeck
in his full citharodic costume and sing. And after singing, he promised, he would
finish himself off. The sailors, pleased by the opportunity of hearing the best
singer in the world, withdrew from the stern to the middle of the ship. Arion, after
putting on his full garb and taking up his cithara, stood on the quarterdeck and
went through the nomos orthios [a high-pitched song in honour of Apollo] in full,

41 On the significance of wonder in Herodotus’ account of the Arion story, see Munson
(2001) 251–5.
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and after finishing the nomos he cast himself into the sea clad in his full citharodic
costume.

The emphasis placed on Arion’s appearance in this passage is strik-
ing. The fact that Arion performs these actions in his complete
citharodic costume (skeue) is stressed no fewer than three times (τῇ
σκευῇ πάσῃ . . . πᾶσαν τὴν σκευὴν . . . τῇ σκευῇ πάσῃ) in a few
lines.42This suggests that his visual appearance is as significant as the
music which emanates from the lyre.43 Here we once again catch
sight of the original visual reference of thauma: it is not the aural
aspect of Arion’s song alone which provides its wondrous impact,
impressing the pirates and drawing the dolphin towards him, but the
whole sensory experience of the citharodic performance.
The importance of the combination of the visual and aural

aspects of Arion’s performance becomes clear once the potential
meaning of his citharodic skeue is examined. Timothy Power has
suggested that the citharode’s skeue is not only essential in mark-
ing the performer out from other people and signifying that he is ‘a
musical magician capable of wonders’ but that the skeue even
suggests that the musician is to be seen for the duration of the
performance as some sort of epiphanic manifestation of a god (in
this case, Apollo).44 Several details in Herodotus’ description of
Arion’s reappearance after his marvellous dive and rescue
reinforce this suggestion (1.24):

καὶ τοὺς μὲν ἀποπλέειν ἐς Κόρινθον, τὸν δὲ δελφῖνα λέγουσι ὑπολαβόντα ἐξενεῖκαι
ἐπὶ Ταίναρον. ἀποβάντα δὲ αὐτὸν χωρέειν ἐς Κόρινθον σὺν τῇ σκευῇ, καὶ
ἀπικόμενον ἀπηγέεσθαι πᾶν τὸ γεγονός. Περίανδρον δὲ ὑπὸ ἀπιστίης Ἀρίονα μὲν
ἐν φυλακῇ ἔχειν οὐδαμῇ μετιέντα, ἀνακῶς δὲ ἔχειν τῶν πορθμέων. ὡς δὲ ἄρα
παρεῖναι αὐτούς, κληθέντας ἱστορέεσθαι εἴ τι λέγοιεν περὶ Ἀρίονος. φαμένων δὲ
ἐκείνων ὡς εἴη τε σῶς περὶ Ἰταλίην καί μιν εὖ πρήσσοντα λίποιεν ἐν Τάραντι,
ἐπιφανῆναί σφι τὸν Ἀρίονα ὥσπερ ἔχων ἐξεπήδησε· καὶ τοὺς ἐκπλαγέντας οὐκ
ἔχειν ἔτι ἐλεγχομένους ἀρνέεσθαι.

And the pirates sailed away to Corinth, but they say that the dolphin picked Arion
up on its back and dropped him off at Taenarum. After landing there he went to

42 On the unusual nature of Herodotus’ repeated emphasis on Arion’s skeue, see Power
(2010) 25–7, Gray (2001) 14–15 n. 15 and Herington (1985) 16–17.

43 Cf. Power (2010) 11: ‘A powerful visual impact is made even before the music begins.
The kithara alone inspires wonder and curiosity.’

44 See Power (2010) 25.
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Corinth with his citharodic costume and on arrival narrated everything that had
happened. Periander, being of a naturally suspicious disposition, put him under
guard and did not release him, and kept a careful eye out for the sailors. When
they arrived, they were summoned and asked if they had anything to say about
Arion. After they said that he was safe in Italy and that they had left him doing
well at Taras, Arion appeared, looking just as he did when he had leapt overboard.
And the pirates were astonished and, being confuted, were not able to deny it any
longer.

It seems then that Herodotus is playing here with various senses
and causes of wonder in his description of this ‘very great wonder’
(θῶμα μέγιστον, 1.23). First, he explores the nature of seemingly
unbelievable stories and the marvelling reaction they provoke.
Periander’s explicit disbelief of Arion’s story (Περίανδρον δὲ ὑπὸ
ἀπιστίης), and his testing of both Arion and the pirates, echo the
reader’s potential scepticism concerning Herodotus’ own narra-
tion of thaumata in the Histories. The fact that Arion’s story turns
out to be true, despite the seemingly unbelievable element of his
rescue by a dolphin, is a warning to us at this early point in the
Histories to be careful about our own potential disbelief of
Herodotus’ more unlikely accounts.45

Furthermore, Herodotus again draws attention to the citharodic
skeue here (ἀποβάντα δὲ αὐτὸν χωρέειν ἐς Κόρινθον σὺν τῇ σκευῇ).
It is specifically as a citharode with all his accoutrements that
Arion approaches Periander’s court, and it is in his citharodic
skeue that he will confront the pirates once again. The sense that
there is something godlike in the appearance of the musician is
also emphasised by the fact that the moment of Arion’s reappear-
ance is explicitly staged as a sort of quasi-divine epiphany
(ἐπιφανῆναί σφι τὸν Ἀρίονα); at the same time, his sudden
reappearance causes a natural sense of astonishment purely due
to the fact that the pirates think that he is already dead – are they
afraid because they think Arion is a god, or a ghost, or both?46

45 On the way in which Periander’s initial disbelief tallies with the reader’s (and possibly
Herodotus’ own) initial scepticism about Arion’s story, see Packman (1991) 400; cf.
also Munson (2001) 252.

46 See Power (2010) 27: ‘The second surprise appearance of Arion in front of the sailors is
configured as a divine epiphany – specifically, Arion in the fullness of his citharodic
persona resembles none other than Apollo kitharoidos.’Cf. Lonsdale (1993) 93–4 on the
‘quasi-divine status’ of Arion in Herodotus’ tale and Munson (2001) 253 on Arion’s
status as ‘an almost sacral figure’ in Herodotus’ account.
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Arion therefore transgresses several seeming boundaries with his
sudden epiphany here, being both alive and dead, human and divine.
No wonder the pirates are astonished. Moreover, the result of
Arion’s sudden appearance is the same as the archetypal response
to divine epiphany itself: astonished wonder and paralysing fear, as
the pirates’ reaction (τοὺς ἐκπλαγέντας) makes clear. Arion is not
just a human singer in the moment of his citharodic performance of
a nomos to Apollo, but a representation of the god himself, who
allows those watching and listening to access, in some sense, the
divine realm.
This becomes clear from another aspect of the Arion story. Just

as thauma is presented as an integral aspect of the birth of both the
hymnic genre and the later sympotic uses of the lyre in the hHerm.,
so too is it shown to be an essential aspect of the aetiology of
dithyramb itself in book 1 of the Histories. In Herodotus’ account
Arion is presented as the protos heuretes of this mode of song: ‘the
first man of those we know who made and named the dithyramb
and taught it in Corinth’ (διθύραμβον πρῶτον ἀνθρώπων τῶν ἡμεῖς
ἴδμεν ποιήσαντά τε καὶ ὀνομάσαντα καὶ διδάξαντα ἐν Κορίνθῳ,
1.23).47 Arion’s status as a marvellous performer in Herodotus’
account suggests that thauma implicitly bleeds over into the genre
of dithyramb itself.48 As both an emotion and cognitive state
which, in Richard Neer’s terms, inherently acts as a ‘synapse’
between outside and inside, wonder becomes in this way the
paradigmatic response to music and song which brings gods and
men into closer contact with one another. Thauma is the response

47 See D’Alessio (2013) 113–18 for a discussion of what this passage means in relation to
the genesis of dithyramb; on the relation between Herodotus’ passage about Arion and
his aetiology of the dithyrambic genre, see Lonsdale (1993) 93–4, Csapo (2003) 91–2,
Csapo and Miller (2007) 10–11, Steiner (2011) 304, Pavlou (2012) 517–18, Kowalzig
(2013) 34, and Hedreen (2013) 187.

48 In Bacchylides 17, thauma plays a similarly important role in the aetiological account of
the paean, with Theseus’wonder-inducing reappearance on the deck of the ship after his
dive into the sea framed as a marvellous quasi-divine epiphany. Theseus’ astonishing
reappearance, like the typical epiphanic appearance of a god, is a cause of ‘wonder for
everyone’ (θαῦμα πάντεσσι, 123) who witnesses it and can be read as an aetiology of the
paean itself because it acts as the immediate cause of the outbreak of the Athenians’
choral song within the poem and casts Theseus as a de facto choregos (see Calame
(1996) 207–8, Fearn (2007) 255, and Pavlou (2012) 537 n. 95 on Theseus as choregos in
Bacchylides 17; cf. also Hedreen (2011) 494 on the depiction of Theseus leading a dance
as choregos on his arrival in Crete on the François Vase).
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that this blurring of the boundaries between mortal and divine
provokes, and as a result it becomes integral to all subsequent acts
of ritual music-making, dance and song.49

49 See also Ford (1992) 6, 55, 91, 195–6, 200 on the audience’s experience of epic
performance as a kind of ‘divine epiphany’.

The Sound of Thauma: Music and the Marvellous

106

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009003551.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009003551.004

