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Abstract 

 

Approaches to the Performance of the Odyssey 

 

 

 

 

Dygo Leo Tosa, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Deborah Beck 

 

This report examines different approaches to the performance of the Odyssey. The 

first approach focuses on the internal evidence of the Odyssey, looking at how the Homer’s 

poems define the singer as a type. The second approach analyzes a selection of sources 

from the classical period that attests to the performance of the Odyssey. The third 

approach uses material evidence as a means to reconstruct the music of performance. The 

internal evidence provides a consistent model for performance that can be correlated with 

external context. This model can then be used to show how the Odyssey makes use of its 

own performance. These approaches demonstrate that the material of the poem provides 

the most compelling account of performance of the Odyssey. The Odyssey presents a 

consistent model of performance that describes the performer, the manner of performance, 

and makes use of performance in its own poetry. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

 I.a. Introduction to scholarship 

 This report examines approaches to understanding how the Odyssey was 

performed and how these approaches can provide different insights into the content of the 

Odyssey itself. The Odyssey, one of the oldest works of literature in Western tradition, has 

been read and performed countless times, but the facts regarding its genesis and its original 

reception remain obscure. Scholars have therefore attempted to reconstruct how the poem 

came about, as the poem’s self-awareness suggests that its performance and its content are 

inextricably linked. While some scholars have used external sources as potential evidence 

for certain kinds of performance, the internal evidence provides a compelling model of its 

own. This report, therefore, analyzes different approaches for their strengths and 

weaknesses to better understand the relationship between the performance and content of 

the Odyssey.  

The questions regarding the composition and performance of the Odyssey have 

long been debated. Homer’s epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey, come from a murky past. 

The date of origin, the manner of composition, and even the author cannot be known for 

certain. Scholars have estimated their composition to have taken place “across at least the 

whole period from the thirteenth to the eighth century,” with material corresponding to 

archaeological evidence from the Bronze Age to the early archaic period (Morris 1986, 

82). By the classical period, the widespread familiarity of ancient authors and artists with 

Homer’s work attests to the reception and popularization of  the epics, and the 
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establishment of a standard text, but the question of how the poems were originally 

performed still remains unanswered.1 In the 20th century, scholarship led by Milman Parry 

and Albert Lord used comparative approaches, looking to contemporary oral poetic 

traditions as a means of understanding the style and composition of the poems. These 

approaches in turn had their own limitations, especially in attempting to define 

conventionalized or formulaic language,2 and some interpretations have been seen to 

distinguish problematically function from aesthetics.3 The debate has by no means settled. 

Meanwhile different approaches have been able to yield significant insights and 

observations on the content and structure of the epics. 

More recent scholarship has been able to organize and define more closely what 

questions scholars must deal with today. In 1991, Gregory Nagy gave a Presidential 

Address at the Annual Meeting of the American Philological Association titled “Homeric 

Questions,” in which he took up these continuing scholarly debates on the origin of the 

Homeric epics. While Nagy turns to the fields of linguistics and anthropology as inter-

disciplinary methods to furthering the field of philology, a direction that is not pursued in 

this report, his “primary question” emphasized that “the evidence provided by the words, 

                                                   
1 Nagy states unambiguously in his APA address, “not only does the text exist but even the ultimate 
reception of the Homeric poems is historically attested, ready to be studied emphatically” (Nagy 1992, 23). 
2 Austin observes pointedly on the reception of Parry’s work regarding formulas in oral-traditional language: 
“No two scholars, it seems, can agree on the definition of the minimum requirements for a formula. Is it to 
be a word or two, half a verse or a full verse, two syllables, four syllables or more, two repetitions or ten 
repetitions, or even a hapax legomenon? . . . There is almost universal agreement that Homer is a formulaic 
poet matched by an almost equally universal disagreement on the basic definition of formula” (Austin 1975, 
14). 
3 Austin 1975 is one approach that criticizes previous attempts to find meaning based on looking at 
formulas, see preceding note above. It would be impossible to list and categorize every approach here; a 
relatively short and recent analysis of different approaches, making use of Parry and Lord’s work in context 
of other scholarship, is Janko 1998. 
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the ipsissima verba, reflects on the context in which the words were said, the actual 

performance. The essence of performing song and poetry, an essence permanently lost 

from the paideiâ that we have inherited from the ancient Greeks, is for me the primary 

question” (Nagy 1992, 23). In these words Nagy has captured the philological impulse, 

namely, to examine the language of a work of literature in order to understand its content 

and context, combined with a positivist desire to reconstruct what has been lost through 

time. This report acknowledges that since there remains little to no historical evidence on 

how the Odyssey was performed contemporaneous to its composition, there may never be 

a complete answer to understanding its performance. Yet pursuing performance can be 

realized as a meaningful objective, and there is a need to evaluate the numerous 

approaches scholars have taken towards it. Nagy’s words also define the primary approach 

for a student of the classics, which is to value the words of the literary work itself.  In the 

eighteen years since Nagy’s speech, discussions have continued and diverged: the question 

is still relevant and important. 

I.b. Statement of purpose  

This report therefore focuses on approaches to the performance of the Odyssey. 

Numerous scholars have used different methods and source material as a means to 

understand how the Odyssey was performed. I have divided these approaches into three 

categories. The first approach looks at the Odyssey, the poem itself, for how it establishes a 

type that defines a singer and what role the performer plays in performance.  The second 

approach uses classical and later historical material as sources for some kind of 
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performance of the Odyssey. For example, Plato’s Ion quotes directly from the epic as 

examples of scenes of performance. The third approach attempts to reconstruct the 

musical accompaniment that was intrinsic to the performance of song. Each of these 

approaches is evaluated for their strengths and weaknesses in order to find the most 

effective approach to understanding the performance of the Odyssey. Other scholars have 

made use of these approaches, and selected scholars using the first method are introduced 

in section five. These approaches are not necessarily exclusive of one another and instead 

they can complement each other, as they represent different ways in which the question of 

performance must be considered. Examining the various approaches also tells us what 

exactly may be known about the performance of the Odyssey. 

My analysis will make it clear that trying to recover the performance of the 

Odyssey requires a positivist approach since there is limited historical evidence, drawing 

inferences from the material that remains. The best and most comprehensive evidence 

comes from within the poem itself, as its consistency produces a persuasive model of 

performance. This is based on how the Odyssey establishes the singer as a type, a well-

defined entity made up of repeated descriptions and qualities, creating a single model as 

the agent of performance. In addition to this internal evidence, external material helps to 

provide context, but it does not clarify the question on its own. Only the poem can provide 

a satisfactory model of its own performance. This, in turn, can be used to understand the 

content of the Odyssey itself, demonstrating at the end of this report, how a specific scene 

creates dramatic resonances between the performer and audience in the Odyssey.  
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II. ANALYSIS OF PASSAGES FROM THE ODYSSEY AND THE 
ILIAD 

II.a. The singer type in the Odyssey 

 The most information we have about the performance of the Odyssey is from 

within the Odyssey itself, when singers sing their songs. Singers, inspired by the Muses, 

perform in the halls of kings and relate the deeds of men. Through their songs, they are 

capable of bringing both joy and tears to their audiences. The poem defines who a singer  is 

and how he functions. Examining this definition is only one approach to understanding 

performance in the Odyssey, but it provides a thorough and compelling model for how a 

singer performs a poem. 

 Looking for repetitions in the language of the poem is one useful way of 

uncovering deliberate patterns in the Odyssey. These in turn can define a set of 

characteristics that belong to a specific category of events or scenes, in this case, scenes 

involving singers and their performance.4 This approach has the advantage of examining 

the poem directly without presupposing aesthetic considerations, since it concedes 

repetition as deliberate and associative without imposing definitions of formulaic 

                                                   
4 This approach can be traced back to the methodology of Walter Arend, who compiled different type scenes 
in the Iliad in his work Die typischen Scenen bei Homer (1933). Arend established that “many Homeric 
scenes are ‘typical’, i.e. consist of a set of standardized elements; thus scenes of sacrificing, feasting, or 

voyaging by ship are made up of standard motifs, and often contain standard lines” (Janko 1998, 10).4 This 
approach to Homer using type-scenes was pursued by many others, as Edwards’ defines type-scene in his 
survey of type-scenes in Homeric scholarship in almost the exact same manner: “A type-scene may be 
regarded as a recurrent block of narrative with an identifiable structure, such as sacrifice, the reception of a 
guest, the launching and beaching of a ship, the donning of armor” (Edwards 1992, 285). Edwards provides 
a comprehensive treatment of how type-scenes have been defined and used by scholars in the past century. 
The use of type here diverges from type-scene because the focus is not on the narrative scenes of 
performance but rather on the performer himself. Type-scenes also imply structuralism and other ideas 
associated with type-scene scholarship, which are not examined here. 
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language.5 A type groups together certain patterns in association, based on repetition, and 

sets certain components as building blocks for a certain scene.  

In the Odyssey, the figure of the singer forms a type, demonstrated by how certain 

elements in the poem are consistently associated with the singer, and these elements  then 

come to define the singer in turn. While the question of performance ought to be answered 

by looking at the acts of performance, examining the role of the performer provides a 

more concrete and consistent source for analysis of performance in the poem.6 Different 

scholars as well as the poem itself define a typical role7 for a singer by using different 

singers that perform and are perceived in very similar ways. 

The following sections look at the different singers of the Odyssey and identify the 

qualities that defines the singer as a single type.8 There are two named and two unnamed 

singers in the Odyssey. These singers are described in a consistent manner with the same 

adjectives and similar capacities. For example, singers are almost always qual ified as 

musicians based on the description of their performances, since they accompany 

themselves on a lyre while they sing. They are held in high regard by the narrator and the 

characters within the poem. Even in the case a singer is given unusual characteristics, the 

                                                   
5 “In the use of themes and story-patterns we can best see an interaction between oralist and ‘literary’ 
considerations” (Janko 1998, 10). Formulaic language can often be interpreted as conventionalized 
language, which can have implications of mechanical impulse rather than deliberate and careful diction. 
6 In Edwards’ compilation of different type-scenes analyzed by scholars, there is no category for singers’ 
performances, even though scenes associated with singing appear to form type-scenes, such as meals and 
entertainment (Edwards 1992, 284).  
7 Thalmann, for example, uses the term “generic” when attempting to define exactly how singers and their 
poetry function in early Greek hexameter (Thalmann 1984, xix-xx). 
8 The Greek word translated here as singer is ἀοιδός, based on the verb “to sing”, ἀείδω, and the song he 
performs is a ἀοιδή. Others have used “bard” or “poet”, but “singer” seems to be a useful English analog 
because English also uses keeps the root verb in its nouns (singer, sings, songs), and the singer’s musical 
aspects with instrumental accompaniment are shown to be intrinsic to his performance. 
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role of the singer negotiates with and reflects what the poem has defined who a singer is. 

The singer type therefore establishes a certain role and presentation for performers in the 

poem. 

The two named singers in the Odyssey  are described by numerous adjectives and a 

majority of these adjectives coincide . Phemius (Φήμιος), the son of Terpis (Τερπιάδης, 

Od. 22.330), the singer who sings in the halls of Odysseus’ home at Ithaka, is described as 

περικλυτός “far-renowned” (Od. 1.325), θεῖος “godlike” (Od. 1.336, 16.252, 17.359, 

23.133, 23.143, 24.439), ἐρίηρος “trustworthy”9 (Od. 1.346), and πολύφημος “knowing 

many songs”10 (Od. 22.376).11 The singer Demodocus (Δημόδοκος), who sings in the 

halls of Alcinous’ palace in Phaiakia, is described in the very same terms as Phemius. 

Demodocus is similarly περικλυτός “far-renowned” (Od. 8.83, 8.367, 8.521), θεῖος 

“godlike” (Od. 8.43, 8.47, 8.87, 8.539, 13.27), and ἐρίηρος “trustworthy” (Od. 8.62, 

8.471). In addition to these adjectives, Demodocus is also described as λαοῖσι τετιμένος 

“honored by the people” (Od. 8.472, 13.28), perhaps as an etymological explanation of 

his name,12 and a ἥρως “hero”13 (Od. 8.483). Phemius’ description as πολύφημος could 

                                                   
9 ἐρίηρος is literally “very-heroic”, with the ἐρί- strengthening prefix. The translation “faithful” or 
“trustworthy” has become conventional because the adjective often modifies faithful or trustworthy 
companions. 
10 This literal rendering of “many-voiced” seems accurate at Od. 2.150 describing the assembly (ἀγορὴν 
πολύφημον), but for the description of a singer, would it mean that he was capable of changing his voice? 
This does not seem necessary concerning the two characters named Polyphemus: a Lapithai hero, Il. 1.264, 
and the Cyclops, Od. 1.70 and elsewhere, suggesting a more generic meaning of “much-renown”. This 
epithet also seems to echo the singer’s name. 
11 Greek texts of the Odyssey and the Iliad are based on the Oxford Classical Text editions, ed. Allen (1917). 
All translations in this report are mine, except where noted. 
12 “Demodokos’ contact with the ‘common people’ is shown by the epithet laoisi tetimenos, which itself 
underlines the meaning of his name, Demo-dokos,” “About the name Demodokos, scholiast Q (Od. 8.44) 
says oikeion to onoma dia ten para toi demoi hypodochen” (Scully 1981, 74 and n.13). Cf. “The 
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also be related to his name, based on the word φήμη (“speech”).14 While adjectives 

modifying characters in the Odyssey can overlap, where one adjective can be used for 

different characters, it is not common for two characters to share the same set of adjectives 

so closely. Austin, for example, has argued that certain epithets are used deliberately with 

specific characters in certain situations.15 In fact, it is possible to refer to certain divinities 

and heroes by their unique epithets without mentioning their names. In other words, the 

limited set of adjectives used to describe both Phemius and Demodocus demonstrates a 

deliberate close association between the two characters, suggesting they represent a single 

role. Such a single role establishes how the singer is a single well-defined entity rather than 

a diversity of different singers, which implies that the poem presents a unified 

representation how singers perform. 

Phemius and Demodocus also have similar relationships to the Muses, based on 

their shared adjective θεῖος (“godlike”). While this adjective is used throughout the 

Odyssey to modify a multitude of characters, the narrator explains the reason why 

Phemius and Demodocus are godlike.  Phemius’ “godlike” nature is attributed to his 

ability to sing, as Telemachus explains: ἐπεὶ τό γε καλὸν ἀκουέμεν ἐστὶν ἀοιδοῦ / 

                                                                                                                                                       
importance of Demodokos as a public figure is emphasized by his name, which literally means ‘esteemed by 
the people.’ Homer stresses the literal meaning when in Od. 8.472 he begins a line with the proper name, 
immediately followed by a phrase meaning ‘honored by the people.’ He is even called a ‘hero’” (Maas 1989, 
5). 
13 This term appears commonly with mortal male characters, and may not have any heroic or martial 
connotations. It may be a shortening of ἐρίηρος, a more common description of Phemius and Demodocus. 
14 Cf. von Kamptz, “liederreich” (“rich in songs”) or “berühmt” (“famous”) based on φήμη, “Wort, Rede; 
Vorzeichen” (word, speech; sign) (von Kamptz 1958, 88). 
15 “True formulaic economy should also demand that Achilleus, whose name is the metrical equivalent of 
Odysseus, should be polymetis, but in the Iliad when he is about to speak he is always πόδας ὠκὺς 
Ἀχιλλεύς,” Austin notes, reflecting on how Odysseus, Achilles, Telemachus, and Penelope each seem to 
have certain epithets associated with their names when they are about to speak (Austin 1975, 39-40). 
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τοιοῦδ' οἷος ὅδ' ἐστί, θεοῖς ἐναλίγκιος αὐδήν “since it is certainly a fine thing to listen to 

a singer / such as this one, like the gods in his voice” (Od. 1.370-1). Demodocus’ 

“godlike” nature is attributed to the fact that a god gave him the gift of delighting with 

song, which allows him to sing in whatever way his heart rouses him to (τῷ γάρ ῥα θεὸς 

πέρι δῶκεν ἀοιδὴν / τέρπειν, ὅππῃ θυμὸς ἐποτρύνῃσιν ἀείδειν, Od. 8.44-5). 

Demodocus’ talent in song is a gift from a Muse, although it came at the cost of his 

eyesight (τὸν πέρι Μοῦσ' ἐφίλησε, δίδου δ' ἀγαθόν τε κακόν τε: / ὀφθαλμῶν μὲν 

ἄμερσε, δίδου δ' ἡδεῖαν ἀοιδήν, Od. 8.63-4).16 These details may indicate a difference 

between the two singers, as there is certainly no indication that Phemius is blind. 17 But the 

two singers are perceived in their singing capacities to be identical. Odysseus repeats 

Telemachus’ praise for Phemius when Odysseus hears Demodocus’ performance, 

attributing the singer’s “godlike” nature to his voice: ἤτοι μὲν τόδε καλὸν ἀκουέμεν ἐστὶν 

ἀοιδοῦ / τοιοῦδ' οἷος ὅδ' ἐστί, θεοῖς ἐναλίγκιος αὐδήν “surely this is a fine thing to 

listen to a singer / such as this one, like the gods in his voice” (Od. 9.3-4). The sense given 

in the first half of Odysseus’ words shows how a singer’s divine voice can be characteristic 

of singers in general, while reference to the present singer’s performance praises the singer.  

Both Phemius and Demodocus demonstrate their proficiency in accompanying 

their songs with a musical instrument. Phemius receives a κίθαριν περικαλλέα “very 

                                                   
16 At Od. 8.107-8, the herald leads Demodocus to attend the games despite Demodocus being blind, but this  
does not imply that he is actually watching them. 
17 The herald Medon and Phemius leave the house for the Altar of Zeus, and πάντοσε παπταίνοντε (“they 
look around in all directions”, Od. 22.380), with the verb in the dual form, showing that Phemius is not 
blind. 
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beautiful kithara”18 (Od. 1.153) from the herald and sings beautifully while he plays (ὁ 

φορμίζων ἀνεβάλλετο καλὸν ἀείδειν, Od. 1.155).19 The effectiveness of his 

performance is demonstrated when the suitors listen to Phemius in silence (σιωπῇ / εἵατ' 

ἀκούοντες, 1.325-6)20 and evokes emotional reactions from Penelope and Telemachus 

(Od. 1.328-59). Demodocus also receives a stringed instrument from a herald, a 

φόρμιγγα λίγειαν “clear-toned phorminx” (Od. 8.261), and he plays while he sings (ὁ 

φορμίζων ἀνεβάλλετο καλὸν ἀείδειν, Od. 8.266). This verb to play the lyre, φορμίζω, 

is associated exclusively with singers; the other instance in the Odyssey where this verb 

occurs is when the unnamed singer in Menelaus’ hall sings (θεῖος ἀοιδὸς / φορμίζων, 

Od. 4.17-8). The same adjective applied to Phemius and Demodocus, θεῖος, occurs here. 

In the manner of type scenes, components of a single type are deliberately associative. It 

becomes clear through these descriptions that singers form a type that is qualified by their 

performance of song with musical accompaniment on a stringed instrument. 

                                                   
18 The kithara/-is (κίθαρις) and phorminx (φόρμιγξ) seem to be interchangeable in the Odyssey and may 
not actually represent any physical differentiation, “[κίθαρις], a lyre (hardly to be distinguinshed from the 
φόρμιγξ; cf. Il. 18.569 with 570 and Od. 1.153 with 155)” (Cunliffe 1977, 277). This is confirmed by the 
material evidence, which will be discussed in section four, cf. (Maas 1989, 4-5). Note that the specific word 
“lyre” (λύρα) is absent in the texts and only appears once in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, a work dated to 
a later period. 
19 Anderson footnotes that: “A. B. Lord, in Wace and Stubbings 1969, 183, points out that if Demodocus 
had been a retainer, his lyre would have been ready to hand, and he could have dispensed with assistance 
from the herald. He seems to have been called in, as Jugoslav singers were called in by the local aristocracy of 
beys and pashas until 1919” (Anderson 1994, 31). Although comparative evidence can afford additional 
perspectives on ancient practices, since the singers of the Odyssey have little presence beyond their 
professional roles, it is not possible to substantiate their social status with certainty. 
20 “The suitors’ response to the song is silence . . . which shows that they—normally rowdy and arrogant—
are enthralled by its charm” (Bartol 2007, 239 n.55). While silence can be a common reaction to speeches in 
the Odyssey, the poem also demonstrates that silence is one way in which a song can be properly received. 
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The consistency of this type may originate from a historical occupational role that 

singers played, which is suggested by how singers are perceived by the narrator and the 

characters within the Odyssey. For instance, the narrator indicates that Phemius plays 

under their compulsion rather than by free will (ὅς ῥ' ἤειδε παρὰ μνηστῆρσιν ἀνάγκῃ, 

Od. 1.154). The character Eumaeus suggests that singers like Phemius hold an 

occupational role of a δημιοεργός (Od. 17.383), like a seer, doctor, or builder (μάντιν ἢ 

ἰητῆρα κακῶν ἢ τέκτονα δούρων, Od. 17.384), who work “for the common weal, not 

for himself or for a private employer” (Cunliffe 1977, 90).21 When Odysseus praises 

Demodocus, he describes the excellence of singers as a whole:  

 
κῆρυξ, τῆ δή, τοῦτο πόρε κρέας, ὄφρα φάγῃσι, 
Δημοδόκῳ: καί μιν προσπτύξομαι ἀχνύμενός περ: 
πᾶσι γὰρ ἀνθρώποισιν ἐπιχθονίοισιν ἀοιδοὶ 
τιμῆς ἔμμοροί εἰσι καὶ αἰδοῦς, οὕνεκ' ἄρα σφέας 
οἴμας Μοῦσ' ἐδίδαξε, φίλησε δὲ φῦλον ἀοιδῶν. 
 
“Herald, take this meat here to Demodocus so that 
he may eat; and I, despite my grief, shall applaud him warmly;  
for singers, among all men upon the earth, 
deserve honor and respect, because the Muse 
taught them songs, and loves the tribe of singers.” 
[Od. 8.477-81] 
 

 
In this passage, while Demodocus is the specified recipient of the meat, Odysseus 

generalizes for all singers, designating a φῦλον ἀοιδῶν “tribe of singers” (Od. 8.481). The 

                                                   
21 δημιοεργός is used to designate any professional, “a skilled workman, handicraftsman” (cf. LSJ entry for 
δημιουργός) in later use. Also cf. Od. 19.135, which specifies heralds as also δημιοεργοί. 
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name of Phemius’ father, Terpis, suggests that his father may have been an entertainer,22 

and so Odysseus may be implying that Demodocus also belongs to a physical bloodline of 

singers. The word for tribe, φῦλον, can also be used to designate “a race or class of persons 

having common characteristics,” like a group of δημιοεργοὶ, although the Lexicon cites 

only this passage as an instance of this definition (Cunliffe 1977, 414).23 Singers are 

consistently defined by their qualities and actions, but the Odyssey does have two 

examples where this characterization is not so simple. The poem establishes a single type 

for singers and this produces a unified role for the agent of performance. Exceptions to the 

characterizations above introduce additional complexities associated with a performer’s 

role. These complexities demonstrate limitations to the singer type within the Odyssey 

where singers acting in atypical ways must acquire atypical traits. 

The first example is when Phemius describe himself in a manner which seems to be 

contradictory to his type as a singer. Elsewhere, as described above, he seems to embody 

the typical characteristics of a singer in every way. Yet in Book 22 of the Odyssey, Phemius 

is given a speech of his own in order to plead for his life (Od. 22.344-353). Phemius pleads 

to Odysseus not to kill him, since while he had been with the other suitors, he had been 

forced to sing for the suitors (ἀνάγκῃ, Od. 22.331 and 22.353). Phemius describes himself 

as follows: 

 
αὐτοδίδακτος δ' εἰμί, θεὸς δέ μοι ἐν φρεσὶν οἴμας 

                                                   
22 Cf. the name of the legendary musician Terpander (Terp-ander), and numerous uses of the verb τέρπω 
associated with enjoyment derived from song, ex. Od. 1.347, 4.17, 8.91. Scodel also makes this observation 
based on the patrynomic (Scodel 1998, 173). 
23 Cf. the “race and tribe of women” (γένος καὶ φῦλα γυναικῶν, Hesiod Theogony 591). 
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παντοίας ἐνέφυσεν: ἔοικα δέ τοι παραείδειν 
ὥς τε θεῷ: τῶ μή με λιλαίεο δειροτομῆσαι. 
 
I am self-taught, but a god inspires in my mind songs 
of all sorts; and I am fit to sing before you 
as before (even) a god; therefore don’t desire to cut my throat. 
[Od. 22.347-349] 
 
 

The adjective “self-taught” (αὐτοδίδακτος, Od. 22.347) appears nowhere else in the 

Odyssey or the Iliad, not just for singers but as a hapax legomenon, marking out Phemius 

as a unique character in his abilities. If Phemius learned his song on his own, he is making 

some kind of distinction between the source of his inspiration and the manner or content 

of his performance. After all, Phemius claims in the same line that the god inspires the 

songs in him, and the narrator’s note of Phemius as the son of Terpis within 18 lines 

(Τερπιάδης, Od. 22.330) suggests he belongs to a family line of singers.24 In this scene, 

Phemius needs to put down his phorminx (ὁ φόρμιγγα γλαφυρὴν κατέθηκε χαμᾶζε, 

Od. 22.340) before he pleads to Odysseus. Phemius is trying distance himself by denying 

his complicity with the impiety of the suitors, although he had just been performing for 

them in Odysseus’ and Telemachus’ presence. He emphasizes that he sang unwillingly 

(ἐγὼ οὔ τι ἑκὼν, Od. 22.351). Telemachus vouches for the singer’s innocence to solve the 

                                                   
24 This distinction has been discussed by others, see “Phemius’ double claim” (Anderson 1994, 29 n.11). In a 
solution suggested by Dodds, Phemius is making a distinction between what he says and how he says it; 
Phemius is self-taught in his composition, but the Muses provide him with his material (Dodds 1951, 80). No 
other singer in the Odyssey, however, makes such a distinction, and Dodd’s explanation is derived from 
applying a comparative oral-traditional theory of the composition of the poem to the singers within the 
poem: Dodds cites a “Kirghiz minstrel” who makes a similar claim to be a parallel (Dodds 1951, 23 n.63). 
The distinction is plausible, but is not firmly established by the text of the Odyssey itself. Teaching the art of 
performance and the act of performance are related but different aspects of a singer’s qualities, and perhaps 
the distinction made here presents a unique moment when a character is forced to make such a statement. 
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issue quickly (ἀναίτιον, Od. 22.356),25 sparing Phemius’ life alongside that of the 

herald’s, but the danger is real. In an earlier scene, Odysseus had put a sword through 

Leiodes’ neck who had pled at Odysseus’ knees that he had committed no crime (Od. 

22.310-29). This scene appears to illustrate a moment when a singer, who fulfilled and 

defined all the characteristics of his type, must take up a different type in an extraordinary 

situation. Another example of an extraordinary situation can help explain how a singer in 

danger of his life is still grounded in his singer type. 

 The second example of an atypical singer is the unnamed singer in Agamemnon’s 

hall (Od. 3.267 ff.), who also appears to have had a very different role from the other 

singers of the Odyssey. On the one hand, the “anonymity of the singer at Mycenae 

suggests that the function of the bard there can also be considered generic, that is, 

characteristic of the singer’s craft and appropriate to his art,” as “the name of the singer is 

clearly subordinate to the function,” reinforcing the underlying singer-type (Scully 1981, 

74).26 On the other hand, “unlike that of all other singers in the Odyssey (Demodokos, 

Phemius and the bard at Lacedaimonia), the function of the Agamemnon-bard is not to 

entertain, or to soothe (or to glorify through song the deeds of men), but to guard and 

protect” (Scully 1981, 74). This singer had been left by Agamemnon to prevent Aegisthus 

from charming Clytemnestra, but once the singer is taken away to a desert island and left 

to become spoils and prey for the birds (κάλλιπεν οἰωνοῖσιν ἕλωρ καὶ κύρμα γενέσθαι, 

                                                   
25 Telemachus had also defended the singer from accusations of his mother at the beginning of the Odyssey, 
οὔ νύ τ' ἀοιδοὶ / αἴτιοι (Od. 1.347-8). 
26 The obscurity of this singer caused confusion for later interpolations. For example, “Demetrius of 
Phalerum seems even to regard the unnamed Homeric aoidos and Demodocus, the famous bard of the 
Phaeacians, as being identical,” citing the scholia ad Od. 3.265 (= FGrH 228 F32a) (Bartol 2007, 234). 
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Od. 3.271), Aegisthus is free to act out his deeds. The singer’s original place in the palace 

or hall of a king seems appropriate, but Agamemnon’s intended purpose of guarding 

Clytemnestra, as well as the singer’s removal to an isolated and barren location, are 

unparalleled by any other singer.27 The singer is then forcefully separated from any 

audience whatsoever.28 The brevity of this anecdote by Nestor and the fact that this singer 

appears nowhere else in the Odyssey has puzzled scholars, both from the present and past. 

No other account of the Aegisthus story mentions this singer29 and even the Alexandrians 

are “floundering in quagmires of conjecture” because there was “nothing in the Epic Cycle 

or anywhere else to assist them” (Page 1972, 129). It is clear some kind of context is 

needed that could help identify the role or background of this unnamed singer. 

There is one haunting detail that suggests some sort of singer related to the story of 

Aegisthus, as Scully notices that in the rendition of the Orestes story on a calyx-crater by 

the Dokimasia painter (ca. 470-450 B.C.E.),30 Aegisthus is shown to be holding a lyre in 

his left hand (Scully 1981, 68-69). Perhaps already in the 5th century B.C.E., artists were 

unsure of how to understand Agamemnon’s unnamed singer and conflated the image with 

Aegisthus to turn him into some sort of singer as well.31 An alternative explanation I 

                                                   
27 Phemius must exit the household in the last books of the Odyssey, and Demodokos joins the Phaiakians to 
spectate their games, but in both cases the singer is accompanied, usually with the herald (Od. 8.105-6). 
28 One supposes that Aegisthus also took away his lyre, but this is not in the text. 
29 The two best sources today for the nostos of Agamemnon are Aeschylus’ Oresteia and Pindar’s Pythian 11 
(ll. 17-37), and both make no mention of this singer. Other fragments and records further show that this 
singer is “without parallel in all surviving literary accounts of the tale” (Scully 1981, 68). 
30 Also known as the “Boston Krater,” now in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. 
31 Scully believes that this image of Aegisthus is the result of the painter’s confusion with the story, but 
provides a few alternate explanations. One is that just as Helen had been seduced by Paris, who is noted for 
his musical talents (Il. 3.54-55), Clytemnestra was also the victim of a musician, or there was a possible lost 
account by Simonides or Stesichorus (Scully 1981, 69 n.4). 



16 

 

propose is that Aegisthus took the singer’s lyre having killed him, just as Achilles, after 

sacking the city of Eëtion, gained possession of a lyre (Il. 9.190). This singer has attracted 

the attention of many scholars, including those in antiquity, since his obscurity is placed in 

the well known tradition of the Oresteia. 

 In antiquity, commentators attempted to find a moral purpose for singers as a 

whole as a way to explain the unnamed singer’s presence, since a moral quality of singers, 

implicit in Phemius and Demodocus, could have influenced Agamemnon’s assignment. In 

the 2nd century C.E., Athenaeus32 explained the presence of the singer in the hall of 

Agamemnon by claiming that singers as a type were wise and knowledgeable, and his “first 

duty was to recount the virtues of the female, inspiring a high ambition towards nobility of 

character” (Page 1972, 127): 

 
σῶφρον δέ τι ἦν τὸ τῶν ἀοιδῶν γένος καὶ φιλοσόφων διάθεσιν ἐπέχον. 
Ἀγαμέμνων γοῦν τὸν ἀοιδὸν καταλείπει τῇ  λυταιμνήστρ  φύλακα καὶ 
παραινετῆρά τινα· ὃς πρῶτον μεν ἀρετὴν γυναικῶν διερχόμενος ἐνέβαλλέ 
τινα φιλοτιμίαν εἰς καλοκἀγαθίαν, εἶτα διατριβὴν παρέχων ἡδεῖαν 
ἀπεπλάνα τὴν διάνοιαν φαύλων ἐπινοιῶν. διὸ Αἴγισθος οὐ πρότερον 
διέφθειρε τὴν γυναῖκα πρὶν τὸν ἀοιδὸν ἀποκτεῖναι ἐν νήσῳ ἐρήμῃ. 
 
The race of singers was wise and possessed the disposition of philosophers. And so 
Agamemnon left behind a singer as a guard and a counselor for Clytemnestra; he 
was to first, by narrating the excellence of women, instill some emulation for 
nobleness and goodness, and then by providing sweet entertainment, divert her 
mind from indecent thoughts. That is why Aegisthus did not corrupt 
Agamemnon’s wife before he killed the singer on a desert island.  
[Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae 1.14b]33 
 

 
                                                   
32 Athenaeus of Naucratis in Egypt. Only one work is extant, the Deipnosophistai, “probably completed in 
the years immediately following the death of Commodus in 192 CE” (OCD, 3rd rev., 1996). 
33 Text from (Athenaeus 1927), which is an edited version of Kaibel’s Teubner edition (1887). 



17 

 

Athenaeus then goes on to pair the role of Agamemnon’s singer with Phemius and 

Demodocus (Athenaeaus 1.14c), stating that the singers sing songs which are supposed to 

deter people from overstepping their bounds. One translator of Athenaeus goes as far to 

translate the first line of the excerpt above as “Yet there was certain sobriety in the minstrel 

tribe, who took the place of philosophers in our time” (Athenaeus 1927, 61).  The phrase 

“in our time makes clear that Athenaeus bases how singers were supposed to function on 

his own view, rather than the period contemporaneous to the performance of the poem. As 

Page puts it bluntly, Athenaeus’ view is “plainly the fiction of a late era,” since “the Heroic 

minstrel is not a moralist or teacher” (Page 1972, 127). The singer, as stressed in the earlier 

sections, defines a type in the description of his skills and abilities, but his moral role is by 

no means predetermined and was left up to interpretation. σῶφρον (“wise”  or “prudent”) 

is never once a quality of the singer in the Odyssey, and the additional interpolations of 

instilling excellence and diverting from evil are similarly unattested.  

Page’s solution to finding a historical interpretation for the singer’s role is not 

without its own problems. Page proposes that the singer is a vestige from the Dark Age, 

whose role would have been closer to a priest than a poet, represented by singers unknown 

to Homer but attested to in tradition, such as Olen, Orpheus and Musaeus. 34 Plato’s Ion 

also claims that Orpheus and Museaus were similar sources of inspiration for later poets as 

                                                   
34 Ὠλήν θ’, ὃς γένετο πρῶτος Φοίβοιο προφάτας, / πρῶτος δ’ ἀρχαίων ἐπέων τεκτήνατ’ ἀοιδάν. 
“Olen, he was both the first prophet of Apollo and the first to make song(s) of ancient epics,” quoted by Boio 
(Page 1972, 130). 
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Homer, perhaps indirectly suggesting that they were contemporaneous.35 However, since 

little is known for certain about these figures from historical and literary sources, just as 

there is little historical evidence of Homer, it does not help in better defining the singer’s 

role in the Odyssey as a whole. These figures are also absent in the Odyssey, implying that 

the unnamed singer was modeled on a mysterious and unknown historical basis. It is clear 

that such a model is unconvincing. 

Scully provides an alternative explanation using the Odyssey itself for evidence by 

comparing the parallels between the households of Agamemnon and Odysseus, which can 

be augmented with evidence of the singer type from above. He argues that during the 

Trojan War, the unnamed singer may have played a role parallel to Mentor, and would 

have exerted authority over the household in the public arena, since the kings were away 

and must have assigned trusted figures with certain duties. The singer’s functions in the 

Odyssey are “threefold”: “to delight”,36 “to charm”,37 and to “glorify the deeds of gods 

and men”38 (Scully 1981, 75-76). These functions are fulfilled by relating stories of the 

past, and hence the singer becomes a voice of social traditions willingly heard by his 

audience.39 The Odyssey stresses the relationship of the singer with the divine Muses as 

                                                   
35 ἐνθουσιάζουσιν, οἱ μὲν ἐξ ρφέως, οἱ δὲ ἐκ Μουσαίου: οἱ δὲ πολλοὶ ἐξ μήρου κατέχονταί τε καὶ 
ἔχονται (“they are inspired, possessed and held, some by Orpheus, some by Musaeus, and most by Homer,” 
Ion 536b). 
36 τί τ' ἄρα φθονέεις ἐρίηρον ἀοιδὸν / τέρπειν ὅππῃ οἱ νόος ὄρνυται; (“Why do you begrudge the 
faithful singer / singing in whatever way his mind compels him?”, Od. 1.346-7). 
37 πολλὰ γὰρ ἄλλα βροτῶν θελκτήρια οἶδας (“knowing many other things that charm mortals,” Od. 
1.337). 
38 ἔργ' ἀνδρῶν τε θεῶν τε, τά τε κλείουσιν ἀοιδοί: (“singers glorify the deeds of gods and men,” Od. 
1.338). 
39 A noticeably more nuanced interpretation of Athenaeus’ description of a singer as “wise,” and the 
unnamed singer as “guard,” and “adviser.” Cf. Scodel’s description of song: “All songs potentially serve the 
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shown earlier. Meanwhile since Athena takes up the guise of Mentor more than once, 40 

Mentor’s voice could appear to be in line with the will of the god(s). Both singers and 

Mentor, therefore, carry the authority of the divine in preserving social tradition. Scully’s 

interpretation then applies this model of the singer to the unnamed singer in Agamemnon’s 

court. The unnamed singer therefore acts within his normal capacities of performing songs 

as a means of both public discourse and entertainment, as atypical as he may seem acting 

as a guardian for Clytemnestra. Despite the fact that Phemius is never given Mentor’s 

responsibilities per se, this interpretation opens up grounds for examining the unnamed 

singer’s role in relation to Odysseus and the main narrative. The singer is not explicitly 

responsible for anything41 but his position is valuable for society and protected by the 

gods. 

The appearance of the unnamed singer in Agamemnon’s hall also foreshadows a 

decision Odysseus must make on his return. As seen in the example earlier of Phemius’ 

atypical speech in pleading for his life, in both situations a singer is threatened with 

death.42 The fact that Aegisthus had to abandon the singer on a deserted island correlates 

with Phemius’ claim that the singer is protected by the gods (Od. 22.345-6). Aegisthus was 

forced to remove the singer from his position without directly killing him in Agamemnon’s 

court, a crime that he commits on the king himself. In the end, however, Agamemnon’s 

singer is removed from all of his possible functions by being left to isolation, reducing his 

                                                                                                                                                       
cause of social control, simply be reminding their hearers that their actions may be remembered and judged” 
(Scodel 1998, 183). 
40 Ex. Od. 2.268, 2.401, 22.206, 24.503, 24.548. 
41 As Telemachus claims, οὔ νύ τ' ἀοιδοὶ / αἴτιοι (Od. 1.347-8). 
42 Athenaeus makes it clear that Aegisthus killed the singer: τὸν ἀοιδὸν ἀποκτεῖναι (see quote above). 
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status to a mere mortal. His description in Nestor’s story is merely ἀοιδὸς ἀνήρ “a singer, 

a man” (Od. 3.267). Contrasting this with description of the unnamed singer in Menelaus’ 

court as θεῖος ἀοιδὸς “a divine singer” (Od. 4.17), it is clear how the singer is defined by 

his function. The single type which emerges from the Odyssey establishes that the agent of 

performance has specific qualities as well as certain social considerations, based upon the 

divinely-inspired content that he performs. A singer appears atypical when his ability to 

perform is threatened, implying that a singer’s divinity is lost without his performance. 

From these various singers, the characters’ descriptions, and the speeches regarding 

singers, it is clear that singers have a specific role in the Odyssey as performers who sing 

with an inspired voice accompanied by a musical instrument. They are respected for their 

gift of song, and they are divine in either their source of inspiration or their voice. These 

characteristics form the defining qualities of a singer, establishing the singer as a type in the 

Odyssey. The singer functions as a voice of traditional and divine authority. 

The establishment of the singer type is furthered strengthened by comparisons with 

the Iliad, where similar characteristics are maintained. In fact, the singers in the Iliad 

appear to have the same roles that they have in the Odyssey, although there are far fewer 

performances of singers in the Iliad than in the Odyssey. There are also some additional 

details that are not mentioned in the Odyssey, which enable a further refining of the 

singer-type in the Homeric epics. 
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II.b. The singer type in the Iliad 

While the Iliad differs greatly in content from the Odyssey, offering few occasions 

for singing at evening banquets in a king’s hall, there are some digressions which afford 

moments of performance.  In Book 18, on the Shield of Achilles, hence technically not a 

performance in the narrative of the poem but rather an ekphrasis, a youth beautifully sings 

a lovely Linos43 song44 while he plays a phorminx (πάϊς φόρμιγγι λιγείῃ / ἱμερόεν 

κιθάριζε, λίνον δ' ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄειδε, Il. 18.569-70). Meanwhile, the youth does sing and 

play in the same manner as the singers in the Odyssey, accompanying his song on the 

phorminx. This same youth is later called a θεῖος ἀοιδὸς / φορμίζων “godlike singer 

playing the phorminx” (Il. 18.604-5), using the same adjective to describe ἀοιδὸς as seen 

with Phemius, Demodocus and others, as well as the same participle for his musical 

accompaniment. Although the young singer does not seem to be in the presence of any 

specific king or court, his setting is compared to one from Knossos (τῷ ἴκελον οἷόν ποτ' 

ἐνὶ  νωσῷ εὐρείῃ, Il. 18.591), the site of the palace of Minos.45 While the scene is a visual 

one represented on Achilles’ shield, the performance is complete with musical details 

including instruments and an audience of a divine singer. 

                                                   
43 “Hesiod makes [Linos] the son of the Muse Urania and calls him ‘skilled in every kind of wisdom’ (Frag. 
305-6) . . . During the Hellenic era, varied traditions clustered about his name. He was celebrated as a master 
musician and composer, even as the inventor of music. But in the end, we do not know whether Linos was a 
real person” (Anderson 1994, 29). 
44 “Another such traditional song [after the reaper’s song called the Lityreses] was the Linos, performed at 
the time of vintage,” while Herodotus states that “the Linos, under different names, was widely sung in the 
Near East, including Cyprus, Phoenicia, and Egypt” (M. L. West 1992, 28 and 46). 
45 The setting would be fitting, as the material evidence suggests (in section four) that Mycenaean stringed 
instruments were similar to their Minoan predecessors, and that the Homeric singer was based on a 
Mycenaean model. 
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The Iliad briefly mentions the character Thamyris, who is not identified as a 

singer, but is hinted to have been one in the past. Appearing in a geographical digression 

for Dorion in the Peloponnese in the Catalogue of Ships in Book 2,46 the Muses blinded 

him as well as took away his inspired song because he had boasted that he could beat the 

Muses themselves: 

 
. . . ἔνθά τε Μοῦσαι 
ἀντόμεναι Θάμυριν τὸν Θρήϊκα παῦσαν ἀοιδῆς 
Οἰχαλίηθεν ἰόντα παρ' Εὐρύτου Οἰχαλιῆος: 
στεῦτο γὰρ εὐχόμενος νικησέμεν εἴ περ ἂν αὐταὶ 
Μοῦσαι ἀείδοιεν κοῦραι Διὸς αἰγιόχοιο: 
αἳ δὲ χολωσάμεναι πηρὸν θέσαν, αὐτὰρ ἀοιδὴν 
θεσπεσίην ἀφέλοντο καὶ ἐκλέλαθον κιθαριστύν. 
 
   . . . then the Muses 
meeting Thamyris the Thracian, prevented him from singing, 
coming from Oichilia, away from Oichilian Eurytos, 
since he declared boasting that he would win, even if the Muses themselves, 
daughters of aegis-bearing Zeus, were singing; 
angered they made him lame, and deprived him of 
inspired song and made the kithara-player forget everything. 
[Il. 2.594-600] 
 

 
Demodocus was also said to have also been blinded by the Muses in exchange for his song, 

suggesting that Thamyris was originally a singer like Demodocus, but he was deprived of 

his music (both song and musical accompaniment) because he committed hubris against 

the Muses. While there are no other mentions of Thamyris nor of this word κιθαριστύς 

elsewhere in the Iliad nor the Odyssey, so that it is not possible to describe in what sort of 

                                                   
46 Anderson believes that the Catalogue of Ships is “much older than the rest of book, older even than that 
Iliad as a whole,” and so this scene actually identifies Thamyris as the “first identifiable bard” in the 
Homeric world (Anderson 1994, 29). 
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capacities Thamyris might have performed, the suggestion of a kithara and the attribution 

of (his lack of) song, as well as a relationship to the Muses, all fit into the parameters of a 

Homeric singer as illustrated by the other singers. Just as when Page suggested several early 

candidates for singers as early models for the singer in Agamemnon’s court, the first singers 

are obscure and it is difficult to reconstruct more than what is known from literary sources. 

Meanwhile a consistent type for singers does emerge in the Odyssey that correlates with the 

little that can be found in the Iliad. 

There is one final scene to consider which illustrates how singers function in the 

Homeric world. Near the end of the Iliad, singers hold a specialized function in singing a 

dirge for the fallen Hector (ἀοιδοὺς / θρήνων ἐξάρχους, οἵ τε στονόεσσαν ἀοιδὴν / οἳ 

μὲν ἄρ' ἐθρήνεον, Il. 24.720-2). This scene, as referenced by both Autenrieth and 

Cunliffe,47 is the only scene which shows singers specifically as leaders of funeral song 

(θρήνων ἐξάρχους, Il. 24.721).48 Both of these words, θρήνων and ἐξάρχους, are not 

found elsewhere in the Iliad or the Odyssey, which makes it difficult to compare what 

other figures or occasions could hold similar functions. Fortunately, the specific verb for 

                                                   
47 Autenrieth’s Homeric Dictionary defines the ἀοιδός as a singer: a “singer (of funeral ode), Il. 24.720; 
elsewh. singer and poet, regarded with special favor by the gods . . . hence θεῖος . . . and highly honored” 
(Autenrieth 1984, 42). Cunliffe’s Lexicon uses a similar definition: “A minstrel or bard Il. 18.604: Od. 
1.325, etc.—A singer of a dirge: ἀοιδοὺς / θρήνων ἐξάρχους Il. 24.720-1” (Cunliffe 1977, 41). These 
definitions appear to divide the capabilities of a singer to entertain as well as to mourn, although the single 
instance of the mourning singer makes this differentiation suspect. These distinctions are not given in the LSJ 
definition: ἀοιδός  (ἀείδω) A. singer, minstrel, bard, Il. 24.720, Od. 3.270, al. . . . 2. fem., songstress, 
“πολύϊδρις ἀ.” Id.15.97; of the nightingale, Hes. Op.208; of the Sphinx, . . . 3. enchanter, S. Tr.1000. [Yes 
I know I need to look this up in a better source!!] 
48 Anderson dismisses the presence of these singers here, “in the Iliad that word [aoidos] occurs once only 
(24.720), clearly with the meaning of “mourner” (Anderson 1994, 29). See footnote above as well. 
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singing this funeral song ἐθρήνεον, from θρηνέω, is used once elsewhere in the Odyssey, 

in the description of Achilles’ funeral: 

 
Μοῦσαι δ' ἐννέα πᾶσαι ἀμειβόμεναι ὀπὶ καλῇ 
θρήνεον: ἔνθα κεν οὔ τιν' ἀδάκρυτόν γ' ἐνόησας 
Ἀργείων: τοῖον γὰρ ἐπώρορε Μοῦσα λίγεια. 
 
All nine Muses sang a dirge to answer with a beautiful voice; 
then you would have noticed not one of the Argives without tears; 
so greatly the clear-toned Muse came over them. 
[Od. 24.60-2] 
 
 
The Muses here are acting in the same capacity as the singers are in the Iliad, and 

as a singer’s inspiration was attributed to the Muses in the Odyssey, this association is not 

surprising. The adjective describing the Muse as λίγεια “clear-toned” (Od. 24.62) is used 

often to describe the musical instruments of the singers (cf. φόρμιγγα λίγειαν, Od. 8.67, 

8.105, 8.254, etc.).49 In other words, while the dictionary entries by Autenrieth and 

Cunliffe separate the function of the singers in their funeral capacity and then elsewhere in 

the Odyssey, the crossover between the Muses mourning for Achilles and the singers 

mourning for Hector, with the attribution of both Demodocus’ and Phemius’ skill in song 

to the Muses, suggests that the mourning songs are a part of the singers’ repertoire rather 

than a separate function.50 Mourning a dead hero would also fit in with the three functions 

                                                   
49 It can be used with other a miscellany of other things as well, including for an assembly speaker 
(specifically for Nestor, λιγὺς  Πυλίων ἀγορητής, Il. 1.248 and elsewhere), the winds (λιγέων  ἀνέμων, 
Il. 13.334 and elsewhere), and in adverb form, a description of crying loudly (κλαῖον δὲ λιγέως, Od. 
10.240 and elsewhere). The evidence is not conclusive, but the coincidences are suggestive. 
50 I disagree with the dictionary entries as well as Anderson, who claims that the word aoidos used here is 
“clearly with the meaning ‘mourner’” (Anderson 1994, 29). As the parallel funeral scenes show, the Muses, 
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Scully identifies, especially in glorifying the deeds of the dead and having a cathartic 

function. The singer is versatile in his effects, but also well defined by the manner of his 

performance.  

In conclusion to this section, it is clear that singers are well defined in their 

relationship with the Muses and in their musical capacities of performance; these qualities 

establish the singer as a type in the Odyssey. These qualities are further reinforced by 

examples in the Iliad, where such consistency is maintained. Singers were closely associated 

with the divine, and specifically the Muses, for their abilities to sing and accompany 

themselves on a musical instrument. This association, based on their status as performers, 

protected them and brought them honor. The internal evidence creates a consistent model 

for who a singer is, and it is representative of the single model of performance in the 

Odyssey. As mentioned earlier, there is no exact type-scene for performances per se, but 

the descriptions regarding a singer provide concrete details of how a performer is perceived 

and what he does. 

However compelling a model internal evidence provides, external evidence is 

essential in grounding it to actual performance. Athenaeus’ own interpretations of the 

singers in the Odyssey, for example, show how episodes in the poem are subject to much 

interpretation since it lacks the context that a historical model would have. As singers of 

the Odyssey were distanced from his own time, he was apt to interpret them 

anachronistically. Historical models can provide contextual information based on actual 

                                                                                                                                                       
closely associated with song and inspiring songs, are mourning in the same manner as singers would mourn 
for Hector. 
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observed performances, and suggest elements in style and content that are preserved from 

an older period. These approaches have their own issues however, and must be examined 

carefully in order to see if they are useful in reconstructing performance of the Odyssey.  
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III. CLASSICAL SOURCES FOR PERFORMANCE 

 While there are no historical sources contemporary to Homer, there are classical 

sources that attest to performers and performances of the Iliad and the Odyssey. These 

sources can be literary, epigraphic, and visual representations, providing a wide spectrum 

of evidence. Classical sources, especially documents which record historical events, attest to 

observed,51 actual performances, which are unavailable from Homer’s time. On the other 

hand, they are limited in that they record specific occasions which took place much later 

than the original performances of the poem. While the question as to how the Odyssey 

could have been performed can be answered by the anecdotes of itinerant rhapsodes such 

as the figure of Ion, the fact that rhapsodes do not perform with any musical 

accompaniment distinguishes them from the singer type found in the poem itself. On the 

other hand, there may have been changes in performance over time due to changes in 

music that led to rhapsodes abandoning musical accompaniment, although still preserving 

the same manner and content of the original performance. Plato’s dialogues therefore 

provide a good starting point for examining how classical sources may have preserved at 

least some aspects of the poem’s original performances in the archaic period.  

Classical sources preserved the performance and reception of the Odyssey in 

historical times, in the form of rhapsodes (ῥαψῳδοί) rather than of singers. In Plato’s Ion, 

the character Ion is a rhapsode who does not seem to compose any poetry of his own but 

rather interprets and recites poems by earlier poets such as Homer, Hesiod, and 

                                                   
51 It is possible that Plato invents all of the performances he records in his works, but at the very least 
epigraphic evidence records the strong possibility that performances of Homer took place. 
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Archilochus. This can be seen in Ion’s claim that he is able to interpret Homer specifically 

better than anyone (Ion 530c-d, 531a).52 The character Socrates reinforces this notion by 

suggesting that the rhapsode is the “interpreter” of the poet for his audience (τὸν γὰρ 

ῥαψῳδὸν ἑρμηνέα δεῖ τοῦ ποιητοῦ τῆς διανοίας γίγνεσθαι τοῖς ἀκούουσι, Ion 530c). 

Compared to the description of singers in the Odyssey, the vocabulary of performance has 

changed. 

For Socrates and Ion, the original composer of the poem is the ποιητής (“poet”), 

its performer is the ῥαψῳδός (“rhapsode”), and he acts as the ἑρμηνεύς (“interpreter”) of 

the poet’s διανοία (“thought” or “purpose”). Socrates further groups rhapsodes in the 

same category with stage actors (ὑμεῖς οἱ ῥαψῳδοὶ καὶ ὑποκριταὶ, Ion 532d). An 

interpreter or actor implies the act of mimesis rather than direct inspiration by the Muses, 

a point which Socrates illustrates in a simile by comparing rings chained to a magnet as 

analogous to how the Muses inspire poets and their poems consequently inspire rhapsodes 

to recite them (Ion 533c-534e). Socrates stresses that poets are divinely inspired, which 

follows the singer type in the Odyssey, and Ion’s role is subordinate to the works of the 

earlier poets. In other words, already in Plato’s time there was  a distinct separation 

between his contemporary performances of the Odyssey and what was imagined to be 

poetic works of direct inspiration by the Muses. 

Classical sources also present scholars with the challenge of deciding to what degree 

rhapsodes reflected original performances because there were different types of 

                                                   
52 Socrates asks whether Ion is familiar with the poets Hesiod and Archilochus and Ion claims to know 
Homer best because Homer is the best poet (Ion 531a). Herington suggests that the works of these poets 
would be in the “the standard repertoire of a contemporary rhapsode” (Herington 1985, 10). 
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performance which emerged after Homer’s time with different combinations of voice and 

instrumentation.  The singer type of the Odyssey is defined by his ability to sing while he 

accompanies himself on a phorminx or kithara. There is no indication, however, that Ion 

plays a stringed instrument at any point. A rhapsode “does not normally seem to play an 

instrument,” but instead he holds a staff, as one etymology connected ῥαψῳδός with the 

ῥάβδος “rod, staff” (West 1981, 114) implies.53 A more appropriate designation for a 

singer who accompanies himself on a string instrument is a kitharode, self-evident in the 

compound word.54 On the other hand, Plato, in Socrates’ words, considers Phemius to be 

a rhapsode, and also includes Thamyris and Orpheus in this same group: 

 
ἀλλὰ μήν, ὥς γ᾽ ἐγὼ οἶμαι, οὐδ᾽ ἐν αὐλήσει γε οὐδὲ ἐν κιθαρίσει οὐδὲ ἐν 
κιθαρῳδί  οὐδὲ ἐν ῥαψῳδί  οὐδεπώποτ᾽ εἶδες ἄνδρα ὅστις περὶ μὲν 
λύμπου δεινός ἐστιν ἐξηγεῖσθαι ἢ περὶ Θαμύρου ἢ περὶ ρφέως ἢ περὶ 
Φημίου τοῦ Ἰθακησίου ῥαψῳδοῦ, περὶ δὲ Ἴωνος τοῦ φεσίου [ῥαψῳδοῦ] 
ἀπορεῖ καὶ οὐκ ἔχει συμβαλέσθαι ἅ τε εὖ ῥαψῳδεῖ καὶ ἃ μή. 
 
But certainly, I think, that you have never seen, any man, in aulos-playing or in 
kithara-playing or in kithara-singing (“kitharodizing”) or in rhapsodizing, being 
well-versed in discussing Olympus or Thamyris or Orpheus or Phemius the 
rhapsode of Ithaka, who is at a loss and is unable to put in a word about what 
things he rhapsodizes well and what he does not. 

                                                   
53 West cites the scholiast to Pindar’s Nemean 2.2, Eustathius, and the scholiast to Plato’s Ion (West 1981, 
114 n.10). This is more likely to be a folk etymology, however, with a better etymology based on the verb 
ῥάπτω, to sew or stitch together, which can be seen from Hesiod Fr. 265 where he names Homer and 
himself as ἐν νεαροῖς ὕμνοις ῥάψαντες ἀοιδήν (“stitching together a song in new hymns”), and as Pindar 
calls epic poets ῥαπτῶν ἐπέων ἀοιδοί (“singers of stitched words”). Herington cites a vase painting 
identified as a rhapsode, illustrating a man with a staff with the words ὧδέ ποτ’ ἐν Τύρινθι (“Thus once in 
Tiryns”) coming out of his mouth, but then shows how the figure wears the “ordinary civil dress of an 
Athenian gentleman”, differing from the ornate garments ascribed to rhapsodes by Ion (Herington 1985, 12-
14). 
54 A problem with this is that some sources from antiquity considered Homer to be a rhapsode (most 
conspicuously Plato, as discussed below, but also in the Contest of Homer and Hesiod 5 and 17) (West 1981, 
114 n.7).  It seems more likely that this was a later interpolation because contemporary rhapsodes recited 
Homer. 
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[Plato, Ion 533b-c] 
 
 

The character Socrates here groups together four different kinds of performances to follow 

the same sort of rule regarding how an expert would be able to comment on their 

excellence. Plato also groups together different kinds of performers together in his Laws: 

 
ἀγωνιστικῆς μὲν οὖν ἀνθρώπων τε καὶ ἵππων τοὺς αὐτούς, μουσικῆς δὲ 
ἑτέρους μὲν τοὺς περὶ μονῳδίαν τε καὶ μιμητικήν, οἷον ῥαψῳδῶν καὶ 
κιθαρῳδῶν καὶ αὐλητῶν καὶ πάντων τῶν τοιούτων ἀθλοθέτας ἑτέρους 
πρέπον ἂν εἴη γίγνεσθαι, τῶν δὲ περὶ χορῳδίαν ἄλλους. 
 
The same men can judge both competitions of men and horses, but separate judges 
are needed in musical competitions for solo performances and mimetic ones, [i.e.] 
that it would be right for there to be one set of judges for the rhapsodes, kitharodes, 
aulos-players, and all other such performers, while  there is another set for dance-
singing. 
[Plato, Laws VI.764d-e] 
 
 

Plato again groups together different kinds of musical performers under the same category, 

at least in comparison to other kinds of performance such as tragedy or dance. Thus when 

Plato makes Homer the author of rhapsodic compositions elsewhere (Laws 658b and 

Republic 600d), it is possible that rhapsody is being used as a general term for any 

performance of epic poetry as opposed to dramatic performances such as tragedy or 

comedy. It would also suggest that these different kinds of musicians and singers had 

similarities in the way they competed or performed. This makes some of the confusion in 

the classical period understandable, although it certainly does not clarify if  either 
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rhapsodes or kitharodes, or both, performed like the singers in the Odyssey.55 It will be 

suggested in the following section (section four), examining visual representations and 

archaeological artifacts from around the Greek world, that music, musical instruments, 

and their performance underwent large scale changes from Homer’s time to the classical 

period, which likely led to these different types of performers. Literary evidence does 

suggest that kitharodes performed in a manner singing epic poetry with musical 

accompaniment. 

 Kitharodes are attested by numerous sources during the classical period, with 

noticeable similarities and differences from the Homeric singer type. Herodotus, for 

example, tells the story of Arion of Methymna: 

 
Ἀρίονα τὸν Μηθυμναῖον ἐπὶ δελφῖνος ἐξενειχθέντα ἐπὶ Ταίναρον, ἐόντα 
κιθαρῳδὸν τῶν τότε ἐόντων οὐδενὸς δεύτερον, καὶ διθύραμβον πρῶτον 
ἀνθρώπων τῶν ἡμεῖς ἴδμεν ποιήσαντά τε καὶ ὀνομάσαντα καὶ διδάξαντα ἐν 
 ορίνθῳ. 
 
Arion of Methymna was borne on the back of a dolphin to Taenaros, a kitharode 
second to none of his time, and the first person we know to have composed and 
named the dithyramb, and he taught in Corinth. 
[Herodotus 1.23] 
 

 
In the story (Herodotus 1.24), Arion hired a crew to sail back to Corinth after winning 

many contests in Italy and Sicily, but the crew conspired to take his wealth, giving the 

kitharode the choice of committing suicide or jumping in the water. Arion offered to 

                                                   
55 West postulates that there may have been a “dual tradition from the time of Homer, sung delivery to the 
accompaniment of the phorminx on the one hand, recitation in speech tones on the other,” but concludes in 
his study that “the dual-tradition hypothesis is supported by no ancient testimony, and it lacks intrinsic 
possibility” (West 1981, 114 and 115). Despite these observations, West reconstructs how a singer would 
sing the Iliad with speech tones and musical accompaniment, apparently using both traditions at once. 
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provide a free performance before he killed himself, and the crew was delighted to hear the 

last performance of the best singer of men (ἀκούσεσθαι τοῦ ἀρίστου ἀνθρώπων 

ἀοιδοῦ, Herodotus 1.24.5). He put on his regalia or costume (τὸν δὲ ἐνδύντα τε πᾶσαν 

τὴν σκευὴν), took up his kithara (καὶ λαβόντα τὴν κιθάρην), and went through a hymn 

to Apollo (διεξελθεῖν νόμον τὸν ὄρθιον). After his performance, however, Arion jumped 

into the water. Saved by a dolphin, he returned to Corinth, where he was able to confront 

the ship’s crew, dressed up in his regalia, before the king. The way in which the crew 

perceived the kitharode as a singer (ἀοιδοῦ) and resisted from outright killing the singer 

echoes the divine protection afforded to singers in the Odyssey. Aegisthus and Odysseus 

hesitate from committing physical violence to the singer, and instead find ways to remove 

them from the scene. The kitharode plays a kithara and keeping with the verb (διεξελθεῖν, 

“to go through”), there is a sense that he starts at the beginning and performs, dressed in 

his regalia, a work impressive enough to distract his captors. 

The νόμον τὸν ὄρθιον presents an important detail, in that instead of the typical 

ἀοιδή (“song”) of the Odyssey, “all ancient authorities agree that the work performed by 

the kitharode was called, for whatever reason, a nomos56” (Herington 1985, 19). Through 

Heraclitus Ponticus, pseudo-Plutarch claims that “It is recorded of Terpander ‘being a 

composer of kitharodic nomes, he set to music in each nome hexameter verses of his own 

and of Homer’s, and sang them in the contests (De Musica 1132c)” (Herington 1985, 19). 

This confirms that Homer and hexameters were performed by kitharodes, although 

                                                   
56 “In this musical-poetic context we translate the word as nome, although of course it is precisely the same 
as the Greek word for ‘law’ (Herington 1985, 19). 
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Terpander’s set his own music to verses implies that the music was composed much after 

the poems. 

Herodotus also seems to make the kitharode’s regalia (σκευή) a significant aspect of 

his profession or role. The Odyssey, however, describes the beauty of the instrument rather 

than the singer himself. Herington observes that Herodotus’ description corresponds to  

how kitharodes are costumed in their representations on classical vase paintings 

(Herington 1985, 17). Plato’s Ion also suggests that the rhapsode was “gorgeously dressed 

and adorned with golden garlands (Ion 530b6-8, 532d2-5),” which attests to rhapsodes 

and kitharodes sharing similarities in appearance in the classical period (Herington 1985, 

10). On the other hand, epigraphic evidence from the classical period concerning the 

Panathenaia suggests that performers of different musical instruments competed in 

separate categories, with distinctions between instrumentals and accompanied singing. 

Rhapsodes and kitharodes, therefore, are not likely to be one and the same. 

Inscriptions from the classical period provide evidence for kitharodes competing 

for monetary prizes at the Panathenaia festival. IG II2 2311 is a slab of Pentelic marble 

from the Acropolis that lists the prizes for placing in different contests. In the first column 

are mentioned kitharodes, aulos-singers (aulodes), kithara-players (kitharisteis), and aulos-

players (auleteis), differentiating  instrumental performance from singing with 

accompanied musical performance. On the lower portion of the same slab are prizes 

awarded for athletic events such as the pentathlon and pankration. But the fragmentary 

nature of this inscription, in addition to the dearth of other literary and archaeological 
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evidence regarding the musical aspects of the  Panathenaia, provides little for us to work 

with (Herington 1985, 85). For example, while the victors for the athletic contests have 

survived, the records of the victors of the musical contests have not. IG II2 2312-7 list the 

athletic victors, in most cases with their tribe and patronymic, with the event name 

underneath each entry, such as the pentathlon and pankration. As the prizes for the 

musical victors appear to be more valuable57 and prizes were given out to up to fifth place 

for kitharodes (IG II2 2311 col.1 ll.4-11),58 the single inscription regarding musical victors 

preserves the great appreciation for musical performance in Athens despite the lack of any 

other information. Parke59 suggests that the section on rhapsodes would have appeared 

above the section for kitharodes, while Davison60 has suggested that evidence for rhapsodic 

competitions “are known only in the literary tradition” (Nagy 2000, 43). The inscription 

therefore provides positive but very limited partial evidence to attest to performance in 

antiquity. At the very least historically, kitharodes did compete at the Panathenaia for cash 

prizes, in the same manner as Ion proclaims to make money reciting passages from 

Homer. Further, the way in which various musical performers are grouped together in 

                                                   
57 The first place victor would receives a crown of gold worth 1000 drachmas in addition to 500 silver 
drachmas, while winners of athletic competitions took home amphoras of oil. Ion appears to be able to make 
a living off of competing in contests and travels around the Greek world reciting poetry (Ion 535e, 541b, 
535c) to large groups of people (πλέον ἢ ἐν δισμυρίοις ἀνθρώποις, “more than twenty thousand people” at 
a single event, Ion 535d). Although more specifically Ion claims that his money depends on making his 
audience cry and laugh (Ion 535e), and this could simply be a remark on how he fares at public competitions 
rather than his complete livelihood. And of course Socrates (or Plato) may be exaggerating here for 
argument’s sake. Herington suggests that “Plato, like his contemporary Xenophon, is clearly scornful of the 
rhapsodes and could well have exaggerated the emotionalism of Ion’s performance” (Herington 1985, 13). 
58 Aulodes only placed up to two places, kitharisteis placed up to third. The text breaks off after the second 
place for auleteis. 
59 Parke has published a close analysis of this inscription (Parke 1977, 35). 
60 Davison has published a comprehensive analysis of what is known about the Panathenaia (Davison 1968, 
56 n.2). 
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Plato’s works suggests that kitharodes and rhapsodes performed in similar modes of 

competition. Finally, inscriptions from Hellenistic and much later times attest to rhapsodes 

performing in competitions.61 It is not clear whether rhapsodes perform in the same 

manner as the Odyssey’s singers, and the lack of accompanying music suggests that a dual-

tradition emerged in the classical period. Yet the very existence of evidence of performers 

in at least one form or another strongly suggests that classical sources preserve at least some 

aspects of historical performance of the Odyssey. 

Plato’s dialogue, in addition to the existence of performers in the classical period, 

also preserves elements regarding the reception and performance of Homer, even if the 

medium of performance was different from the original performance of the Odyssey. In 

the dialogue both Ion and Socrates recite sections from the Iliad and the Odyssey, as well 

as make offhand references to specific sections from the poems (Ion 535b-c). They 

demonstrate a thorough knowledge of the poems and suggests Plato expected his readers to 

recognize the same scenes.62 Each of the excerpts is direct quotation, suggesting that the 

version of the texts that we have today did not change in many ways since the 4 th century 

BCE. It could be possible that a later editor may have revised the texts of both Homer and 

Plato to be congruent, but scholars have demonstrated how the texts of Homer appear to 

preserve many aspects of its original style. 

                                                   
61 E.g., SIG3 711 L31, 958.35, 959.9; IG vii 1773.17, 1776.15 (West 1981, 114 n.13). 
62 Ion responds to Socrates’ mention of certain scenes that they are ὡς ἐναργές μοι τοῦτο, ὦ Σώκρατες, 
τὸ τεκμήριον εἶπες (“as this is manifest to me, Socrates, this proof you mention”, Ion 535c). The word 
ἐναργές (“visible”, “manifest”) denotes the vividness in how these scenes would resonate with the reader. 
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If the texts preserved some features of their original performance, then information 

about the manner of performance can be deduced from stylistic features. Janko, following 

Lord’s research which showed the similarities in style between the Odyssey and the South 

Slavic poetry, observed that “writing a commentary on 3,000 verses of the Iliad only 

strengthened my view that the Iliad and Odyssey are texts orally composed in 

performance, written down by dictation from the same performance” (Janko 1998, 135). 

Janko demonstrates this view of texts as oral dictation by showing that the poet “did not 

use writing to improve his texts” to correct problematic sections in the logic of the 

narrative (Janko 1998, 141). Later editors of the texts like Aristarchus and Zenodotus 

attempted to correct problems in the logic of the narrative, but the original lines have also 

survived in the historical record. The Alexandrians, notorious for being composers of 

highly refined poetry, would notice these vestiges of its original performance if the 

rhapsodes of their time continued to preserve them in their performances of the Odyssey. 

Meanwhile, Alexandrian scholars and the grammatical tradition “record a number of 

particular accentuations that cannot have been established either from the living Greek 

language or from theory and analogy, but must have been preserved by a continuous 

tradition of oral performance from early times” (West 1981, 114).63 Later on, when 

Aristophanes of Byzantium introduced the separation of verses along with accent and 

                                                   
63 Examples include ἀλεωρή, δηιοτής; see Wackernagel, J. Kleine Schriften (1955), pp. 880-1, 1102-7, 
1154-78 (West 1981, 114 n.12). The system of accents devised by the Alexandrian grammarians at the close 
of the third century BCE indicate changes in pitch; the accents were named oxeia (“high-pitched”), bareia 
(“low-pitched”), and perispōmenos (“turned around”), which signified the prosōidia (“singing in 
accompaniment [sc. Words]” (Anderson 1994, 44). English “accent”, after all, derives from Latin accentus, 
or ad + cantus, from canere, “to sing”. 
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breathing marks, which exist in our text today, “he wished to make the written text reflect 

somewhat more accurately the oral performance” (Daitz 1991, 153). In both of these 

cases, it appears that editors wanted to record faithfully record elements of observed 

rhapsodic performance in their text. Daitz argues that even if rhapsodes were performing 

without musical accompaniment, they still performed the Odyssey in a manner that 

preserved its original style if they were to preserve its meter. 

Daitz attempts to find traces of how the content of the poems reflect a manner of 

performance, focusing on where there would be pauses in reading aloud hexameter verses. 

While he does cite observations by Cicero, Quintilian, Dionysios, and Nicanor regarding 

the pronunciation of verse, the most relevant evidence he provides are observations on the 

text of the Odyssey itself. For example, citing Cicero’s On the Orator 3.196,64 he notes 

how “rhythmic distortion . . . would presumably not have been tolerated by keen-eared 

ancient audiences,” demonstrating how a Roman audience would have perceived and 

reacted to the use of rhythm in performance. Further, the text of Homer contains stylistic 

patterns that imply its preservation of performance. There are no hypermetric lines in the 

Odyssey or the Iliad, there is a strong tendency to minimize hiatus, and there are “many 

cases in Homer where elision occurs at a full stop (period or semicolon), e.g. Il. 1.52 

βάλλ': αἰεὶ δὲ” (Daitz 1991, 155). All of these observations suggest that the language of 

the poem is marked with a distinct lack of internal pause but were read with some sort of 

                                                   
64 “If even a small mistake is made, e.g., (a syllable or vowel) made too short by cutting it off, or too long by 
prolonging it, the whole theater shouts its disapproval (Trans. Daitz)” (Daitz 1991, 154 n.7). 
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external pause65 (Daitz 1991, 155). Classical sources can provide concrete observations on 

the Odyssey’s original performance. 

This approach to reconstructing elements of performance based on the text is 

compelling, but unfortunately Daitz passes over these ideas in an abbreviated and 

generalized manner. Consequently it is not at all clear whether his observations are derived 

from the Odyssey, the Iliad, or all Greek and Latin poetry in general. It is not the objective 

of this paper to reproduce or test Daitz’s observations, and so his observations cannot be 

verified here. Yet if his claims were to hold true, the preservation of external pauses in the 

text reflects something that would not have changed from its original performance. 

Something like line-end pauses are also relatively less important regarding the performance 

of the text, as modern readers may assume brief pauses in their reading based on their 

experience of a modern language.66 Reconstructions often lack the substance of internal 

evidence without extensive linguistic analysis and the more-or-less secure contexts of 

historical material, but they can provide possibilities to fill in the gaps. This is especially 

true in the case where very there is little historical material but from a wide variety of 

sources. 

In conclusion, classical sources have preserved certain aspects of performance of 

the Odyssey based on classical performances by rhapsodes and kitharodes. Authors such as 

Plato identified Homer and Phemius as rhapsodes, but rhapsodes differ from the Homeric 

                                                   
65 Internal pauses are pauses within a line of hexameter, external pauses are at the end of a line of 
hexameter. 
66 For example, the literary device of enjambment, i.e. the lack of a line-end pause at the end of a metrical 
line, assumes the significance of a line break. 
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singer type because they are specifically interpreters of Homer’s poetry rather than 

originally inspired by the Muses, and they also perform without a musical instrument. 

Kitharodes, on the other hand, perform with a musical instrument but they appear to 

perform and adapt musical numbers (nomes) to accompany poems instead. Yet despite 

these differences, performances of the Odyssey and the Iliad continued through Hellenistic 

times in one form or another, allowing scribes to record many of the features of the 

original performance such as accents and external pauses. In other words, even though the 

agent of performance changed during the classical period, the material that he performed 

remained stable, and this is recorded in historical and literary sources. The following 

section briefly examines what can be reconstructed regarding the musical aspect of the 

singer by studying material evidence such as visual representations.  
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IV. MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS AND THE MUSIC OF THE ODYSSEY 

 The existence of visual representations of singers and their instruments in the 

material record attests to a historic model that could have been the basis for the singer type 

that appears in the Odyssey. As this report’s primary analysis focuses on the literary 

sources, especially the poem itself, for evidence, the following is necessarily abbreviated 

because it relies on the interpretation of experts on ancient music rather than the primary 

sources for information regarding material evidence.67 There is only a limited amount of 

material evidence on the state of music before the archaic period, but the existence of 

ancient lyres and visual depictions of their performance is important in itself. This has 

allowed specialists to identify ancient musical instruments and in some cases recreate what 

they sounded like using knowledge of ancient music theory. This in turn allows for the 

reconstruction of music to accompany the Odyssey itself. As it is often assumed that one 

would not know what an actual phorminx sounded like without finding one intact, 

archaeologists have in fact found the remains of lyres that match visual descriptions. In 

effect, it is possible to build some of the external context for the singer type. 

 Scholars specializing in the field of ancient music have made tremendous progress 

in organizing the material evidence concerning ancient stringed instruments. Maas and 

Snyder have compiled a catalog of stringed instruments found in the Greek world, divided 

by time period and instrument, which provides a clear overview of how different musical 

instruments were depicted and how music and musicians changed over time (Maas 1989). 

                                                   
67 An analysis of primary sources would have ideally included images referenced in this section. 
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At the same time, the literary record, including Homer and Plato among others, provides 

general correspondence between visual representations and the physical remains. Scholars 

have also focused on specific time periods and examined every single representation in 

detail; for example, Younger provides physical descriptions and potential musical 

capacities of various instruments of the Aegean Bronze Age (Younger 1998). These 

sources have been used to compare the descriptions of music in the Odyssey with the 

material record in order to determine if there is a historical model that matches with the 

literary one. 

 The singer type of the Odyssey fits best with the material evidence of Mycenaean 

Greece.68 Maas and Snyder identify seven Mycenaean sources from around the Greek 

world provide physical fragments of a lyre.69 While some of these representations are 

fragmentary and only display the upper or lower half of an instrument, together they form 

a consistent image of two bridged arms with strings across its middle. It appears that the 

Mycenaeans used a lyre that had a general shape very similar to the one used by Minoans 

in the early Bronze Age,70 and the number of strings represented in visual depictions was 

based on the size of the space and medium rather than technical accuracy. As a whole, 

                                                   
68 There is relatively recent Linear B epigraphic evidence from Thebes that lists “lyre-players,” but whether 
these lyre players sang while they played is not clear; classical sources would suggest that a “lyre-player” 
would be different from a “lyre-singer”, i.e. kitharisteis and kitharodoi (Younger 1998, 18). 
69 These are: “the ivory remains of two actual instruments found in a Mycenaean tholos tomb at Menidi 
north of Athens”, a “bronze votive offering . . . in the shape of a lyre, from the Amyklaion sanctuary near 
Sparta”, fragments found at Mycenae “that appear to include plectra and part of the arm of a lyre”, and 
“three Mycenaean vase sherds” from Nauplia, Tiryns, and Skopelos near Euboea (Maas 1989, 7). I follow 
the expert’s descriptions for technical precision. 
70 The lyre-player on the Hagia Triada sarcophagus is representative of the few depictions of Minoan 
(Cretan Bronze Age) lyre. Maas and Snyder assert that “Nearly all these sources [from the Minoan world] 
create essentially the same picture” (Maas 1989, 2). 
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Mycenaean stringed instruments were of non-Greek origin and formed a single type. Maas 

and Snyder admit that “despite his elaborate descriptions of some objects, Homer is not at 

all helpful in providing a detailed picture of what the phorminx looked like or exactly how 

it was played,” (Maas 1989, 6-7). But some details do emerge that can be linked with the 

Mycenaean model: the instrument had a kollops on which a singer would string his lyre 

(Od. 21.408),71 there was some sort of zugon or bridge (Il. 9.187), and it had a generally 

hollow or curved (glaphuros) shape (Od. 8.257). 

The language of the Odyssey also reflects a single type of lyre in the 

interchangeability of phorminx and kithara. Maas and Snyder posit that both words have 

non-Greek origins, with proposed but uncertain etymologies based on Near-Eastern 

words.72 Even then, Homer blurs “any major distinction that may at one time have existed 

between the terms,” suggesting that his poetry reflects a time when there was little 

difference between these names (Maas 1989, 4).73 In the archaic period and after wards, 

sources used these terms and others for different kinds of stringed instruments, suggesting 

                                                   
71 The technical details concerning the kollops are often misinterpreted from anachronistic expectations of 
pegs on stringed instruments. “The kollops over which the string is pulled was probably not actually a ‘peg’ 
(as it is usually translated) but rather a roll of rough leather, its friction helping to hold the string in place at 
the crossbar. The wooden pins through the leather that aid in securing and tuning the strings are seen in 
examples from later periods, but not in early examples” (Maas 1989, 6). 
72 For phorminx, “recent etymologists have proposed a connection with the Sanskrit word for “bee” 
(bhramara-h) and for kithara, “others have tried to show a connection between kitharis and the Hebrew 
kinnor” (Maas 1989, 4 and 220). Cf. Chantraine, on phorminx, “sans étymologie, malgré plusieurs 
hypotheses; doit être un emprunt méditerranéen ou oriental;” and on kithara, etymology “inconnue. 
Emprunt oriental probable” (Chantraine 1983, 1222 and 530). 
73 One would also think that a singer would know the differences between various instruments as an expert. 
In archaic times, instruments such as the tortoise-shell lyre (chelys-lyra) and the barbitos were introduced 
from the East, while the phorminx disappeared in favor of the kithara in the classical period. Maas and 
Snyder’s work has an in-depth survey of these changes (Maas 1989, 26). Younger’s more recent overview of 
Bronze Age instruments, however, suggests that tortoise shell fragments drilled with small holes found at the 
Mycenaean Sanctuary at Phylakopi can be reconstructed as lyres, and differentiation between the phorminx 
and the kithara already existed in the Bronze Age (Younger 1998, 17). 
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that differentiation occurred at a later stage rather than before. Such differentiation is 

perhaps analogous to the split between rhapsodes and kitharodes, originally known as 

singers (aoidoi) in the Odyssey.74 In any case, the material remains have allowed for 

scholars to hypothesize what this instrument likely to have been used by singers would 

have sounded like. 

 Reconstructions of the musical instrument have allowed scholars to recreate the 

music of the Odyssey. One such reconstruction by West “began a new era” because of the 

imaginative possibilities based on known facts about ancient music (Anderson 1994, 43). 

West begins by postulating that since Terpander was widely recognized to have “increased 

the number of strings on the lyre from four to seven,” and since “everyone put Homer 

before Terpander,” it must be the case that the “Homeric phorminx was believed to have 

had four strings” (West 1981, 115). “Four strings means four notes,” on an instrument like 

the phorminx, a limitation that was true of classical cithara, while sources recorded a 

“citharodic nome . . . called the τετραοίδιος νόμος, which may or may not have been 

based on four notes” (West 1981, 116). Using ancient music theory, based on writings of 

Pseudo-Plutarch, Aristoxenus, and Aristides Quintilianus,75 to draft potential musical 

                                                   
74 “In the eighth century the bard always ‘sang’, and normally accompanied himself . . . the spread of the 
cithara in the following century caused a schism. Some adopted it, and evolved a more elaborate heptatonic 
style of vocal melody to go with it. Others, out of conservatism, or finding the new instrument technically too 
demanding, persevered in the traditional style . . . For musical interest, however, they could not compete 
with the citharodes, and they soon disencumbered themselves of their obsolescent instruments” (West 1981, 
124). 
75 Aristides Quintilianus used a notation system unknown from anywhere else to record various musical 
scales in great precision. See (Barker 1989) for more details. 
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scales,76 and working backwards from seven-stringed lyres to select what would have been 

the original four strings, West suggests that a Homeric phorminx could be tuned to the 

notes e, f, a, and d’. From here, West develops a manner of performance based on the 

clues that can be found from classical sources. “The accent might dictate when he went up 

or down [with notes],” and “he probably made short pauses between sections of his 

narrative, perhaps after every line, and filled the hiatus with instrumental flourishes” 

(West 1981, 121-122). For example, Aristophanes’ Frogs (1281 ff.) suggests that choruses 

in Aeschylus could be “made into citharodic nomes by adding 

φλαττοθραττοφλαττοθρατ after each period” (West 1981, 122).77 Admitting that “we 

cannot know exactly how Homer was sung, how Homer sang,” West produces , for the 

sake of example, a reconstruction of the first five lines of the Iliad complete with musical 

notation and line-ending flourishes. From here, two scholars Danek and Hagel have gone 

as far as to produce an audio production which uses West’s methodology to perform the 

whole of Demodokos’ song about Ares and Aphrodite (Od. 8.267-366).78 Each step makes 

use of literary and historical sources to produce a coherent model of how the Odyssey 

could have been performed, which could then be reproduced today. Even with the 

                                                   
76 West admits that “our understanding of the archaic and classical modes remain extremely sketchy. 
Although they underlie Aristoxenus’ neat scheme of octave species and keys, we should really have no 
conception of what they were like but for the precious page of Aristides Quintilianus that preserves the scales 
of hoi pani palaiotatoi.” (West 1981, 129). 
77 Aristophanes is being intentionally absurd with his parody of kitharodic accompaniment, but the 
“onomatopoetic imitation” suggests that it could be possible that there was “musical accompaniment for the 
choral odes in Greek drama” (Maas 1989, 59). Note that this would still be in a different genre altogether, 
rather than the performance of Homer. 
78 Computer audio files and additional bibliography are available online: http://www.oeaw.ac.at/kal/sh/. 
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sparseness of evidence and the separation in time and context from Homer’s  Mycenaean 

origins, a systematic analysis produces stunning and audible results. 

 While the positivist reconstruction is encouraging and useful, there are parts of 

West’s methodology that have made some false assumptions. For example, Maas and 

Snyder argue that Strabo’s remarks on Terpander as the inventor of the seven-string lyre 

have been misinterpreted: 

 
ἡμεῖς τοι τετράγηρυν ἀποστέρξαντες ἀοιδὰν ἑπτατόνῳ φόρμιγγι νεοὺς 
κελαδήσομεν ὕμνους. 
 
Putting aside the four voiced song, 
We will sing you new hymns on a seven-toned phorminx. 
[Strabo 13.618, Trans. Maas and Snyder] 
 

 
In the quote, these words by no means imply that a four-stringed phorminx was replaced 

with a seven-stringed one. Such implications were originally suggested in an article by 

Deubner,79 and no doubt influenced West when he rejects the fact that “seven- and eight-

stringed lyres had earlier been in use among the Minoans and the Mycenaeans” (West 

1981, 116 n.20). Further, scholars have doubted the authenticity of this quote (Strabo 

himself doubtfully attributes these words to Terpander), and it is uncertain “whether the 

lines . . . preserve a genuine memory of tetratonic song or are a literary-historical forgery” 

(West 1981, 116). In other words, if the singer type in the Odyssey was based on 

Mycenaean models, it would have been perfectly possible to play with seven notes rather 

than four. After all, later kitharodes performed on seven-stringed kitharas following the 

                                                   
79 (Deubner 1929). 
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tradition of Terpander, the first kitharode, and this more than likely indicates that seven 

notes were needed for accompanying the Odyssey. Historical reconstructions must make 

the most of the available material, but imaginative inductions can easily mislead scholars 

in their pursuits. It is the mere possibility of reconstruction, however, that is of importance 

here; that an external context is possible from the material evidence when a historic one is 

not from the literary material. This shows how much of the performance of the Odyssey 

can be realized. 

In conclusion to this section, scholars have been able to identify musical 

instruments from Homer’s period based on physical remains and visual depictions. 

Changes in the performance of music and the introduction of new instruments may have 

caused the singers of the Odyssey to become either rhapsodes or kitharodes in the classical 

period. Being able to identify the musical instruments has allowed scholars to reconstruct 

the music that may have accompanied the verses of the Odyssey. Their works allow 

modern audiences to perceive what has been lost over thousands of years, rewarding a 

positivist approach. Yet since these reconstructions rely on limited evidence, new or revised 

interpretations based on new material can show how older views make problematic 

assumptions. Nonetheless, from the material evidence, we can reconstruct an external 

context that helps us imagine how singers could perform.   
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V. APPROACHES TO THE PERFORMANCE OF THE ODYSSEY 

 This report now returns to the internal evidence of the poem for performance and 

looks at how scholars have made use of the singer and what that tells us about the 

Odyssey. Other scholars have examined the various singers as I have done in section two, 

using the text of the poem as a source for understanding the relationships between the 

poet, the poem, and his audience. These observations also illuminate how the content of 

the poem can provide models to better understand motivations and intentions of both the 

poet and his characters. 

I have selected three scholars that make use of the singer in the Odyssey  who use 

very different approaches to develop their own models of performance. First, Thalmann 

argues for the self-awareness of the Odyssey and how Odysseus can be seen as a singer in 

his own right. Next, I examine how Scodel argues that the poet of the Odyssey takes great 

care to idealize and distinguish a singer’s song from a character’s narrative and how this 

tells us something about the poet’s own motives. At the end, I examine Ready’s recent 

article on making thematic interpretations regarding the role of a singer as a way to 

identify Odysseus’ motives and why the poet makes comparisons between Odysseus and a 

singer. In the epilogue, I present my own interpretation that makes use of these various 

approaches to interpret a key scene at the end of the Odyssey and how it demonstrates 

relationships between the poet and audience using the figure of the singer.  

 Thalmann uses the figure of the singer as one of the unifying elements of all early 

Greek hexameter, exemplified by the self-awareness of the poetry of its own performance. 



48 

 

By analyzing the vocabulary of singers, singing and their songs in early Greek hexameter, 

including the Odyssey and the Homeric Hymns, Thalmann is able to compile descriptions 

of who performed and how performance took place.  In some of the Homeric Hymns such 

as the Hymn to Apollo, there is a clear self-awareness of the poet as the agent of 

performance. Having argued for similarities in style, such as ring-composition, across all 

early Greek hexameter, he interprets scenes of performance in the Odyssey to have the 

same kinds of self-awareness. “The Odyssey is the supreme example of hexameter poetry’s 

tendency to self-reflection . . . it contains the most detailed description of poetic 

performances in all our hexameter texts” (Thalmann 1984, 158). Thalmann argues that 

the significance of such a self-awareness is that all the major characters of the story define 

themselves “by their behavior as members of an audience” (Thalmann 1984, 158). This is 

especially true in the case of Odysseus, since “everywhere else in the Homeric poems 

certain outstanding men act, and others—professional singers—spread their fame. On the 

other hand, singers do not act. Knowledge comes to them not directly, from experience, 

but through inspiration . . . Odysseus alone both achieves in traditional heroic fashion and 

tells the story of his own experiences”; he is an “extraordinary . . epic hero” (Thalmann 

1984, 174). Thalmann identifies the singer as directly related to the poet himself, and this 

relationship in turn is reflected in the activity of the protagonist, blurring the lines between 

internal and external performance of the poem.  

Thalmann therefore takes self-awareness as a defining feature of early Greek 

hexameter, because it is a direct result of closely related performances in the poem as 
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reflective of the performance of the poem itself. The way in which Odysseus, the central 

character of the Odyssey, surpasses both singers and heroes by taking up both roles 

provides the poem itself with an internal energy that drives the narrative of the poem. It is 

as if Odysseus sings the story from within. Thalmann concludes, “the Odyssey draws 

attention to itself as a poem in the process of being completed . . . when the poem was 

publicly performed, when there was genuine correspondence between the songs within the 

narrative and the actual song . . . the members of the audience must have felt all  the more 

that they were part of an act of creation” (Thalmann 1984, 184). 

A major problem of this approach is the assumption that all early Greek hexameter 

is self-aware. Thalmann’s analysis of Hesiod is far more convincing, for example, because 

he demonstrates that structural connections in the opening lines of the poem that connect 

the poet to the Muses. He then demonstrates these patterns resemble “well-established 

hymnic norms” which are more explicitly self-aware regarding the role of the poet as a 

singer (Thalmann 1984, 138). Applying the same model to the Odyssey leads him to claim 

that the source of energy for the narrative is internal, built on the assumption that the 

poetry’s representation of performance is exactly the same as its own performance. 

Although Thalmann says that his “assertion is not to claim that the poetry accurately 

reflected contemporary social conditions,” he has already assumed the centrality of songs 

and poems in early Greek society based upon the prevalence of songs in the poems 

(Thalmann 1984, 116). As this report has thoroughly shown in sections three and four, the 

classical period and material evidence provide suggestive but by no means exact parallels 
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in the representation of performance in the poem and historical singers. Internal evidence 

should not be made to stand in for all external context. These possibilities are rather 

grounds for interpretation. One needs to be careful to distinguish characters from their real 

world counterparts. 

 Scodel addresses this concern. She argues that there are distinct differences between 

singers’ performances and the narrative performances of characters who are not singers. 

“Much Homeric scholarship . . . minimizes differences between bardic and other 

narratives, treating Odysseus as epic poet and Demodocus and Phemius as narrators like 

Odysseus,” when the poem actually makes clear divisions between how each type of 

narrative functions (Scodel 1998, 171).80 A singer’s narrative, which Scodel calls “bardic,” 

has two important characteristics: first, it is “informed by the Muse, and do[es] not depend 

on ordinary sources,” and second, “ordinarily does not seek to manipulate its audience” 

(Scodel 1998, 172). These observations follow the findings from section two: singers in the 

Odyssey are divine because of their relationship with the Muses,81 and only in extreme 

situations, such as Agamemnon’s singer or Phemius pleading for his life, do singers take on 

atypical descriptions. Characters’ narrative speeches, on the other hand, are based on 

personal experience or human report, and often respond to a request for information or 

serve a “specific communicative need within the social relationship of speaker and 

hearer(s)” (Scodel 1998, 172). Demonstrating these points with numerous examples, it 

                                                   
80 In other words, Scodel’s criticism of not making distinctions between singers and characters that appear to 
act like singers (i.e. Odysseus) points to a problem with Thalmann’s interpretation. 
8181 Singers also appear to know events on Olympus in detail: “Demodocus can sing about events at which 
only gods were present, just as the great epics themselves regularly present Olympian scenes” (Scodel 1998, 
179). 
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becomes clear that when characters make narrative speeches, they take care to cite where 

they gained their knowledge, and their motivations can be gauged from the audience’s 

reaction. Singer’s songs do not cite their sources, nor are they targeted to persuade certain 

listeners; for example, Demodocus’ song on Ares and Aphrodite conveys a story no mortal 

would have access to, while Demodocus could not possibly have any specific implication 

for Odysseus since he does not know who he is yet. 

Scodel concludes that the poet of the Odyssey has taken deliberate care to mark a 

singers’ disinterestedness in his subject matter, so that he can claim a “fiction of 

independence” for his present audience, since this would allow him to “provide a song that 

allowed members of the audience with quite different desires and interests to feel satisfied” 

(Scodel 1998, 191-2). After all, a singer in the real world would need to learn his stories 

from other singers or make them up, and they would be subject to criticism especially if 

they made unfavorable portrayals of heroes to whom aristocrats often related to. Scodel’s 

observations provide a fascinating model for how the internal evidence of the poem can be 

used to describe an overarching convention of pretended neutrality which reflect the 

motivations of the poet of the Odyssey itself. The implication is that the singers represent 

an idealized version of the performer of the Odyssey, self-aware but also crafted in a 

deliberate way to fulfill the poet’s own motivations. The poet was successful because the 

poem continued to be performed long after its original performance, received by all kinds 

of performers and audiences alike. 
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 Most recently, Ready identifies overarching conventions and themes based on the 

content of the Odyssey , arguing that these elements have a universal aspect to them. He 

argues that Odysseus stringing his bow is symbolic of repairing his household, interpreting 

Odysseus’ similarities to a singer as a means of how the singer type is exploited by the 

narrator to illustrate Odysseus’ character. Ready interprets specific scenes and physical 

items in the poem to be symbolic of social customs, and only focuses on the role of the 

singer in the second half of the article. Odysseus’ bow, for example, becomes a symbol of 

hospitality, a theme that is explored through the entirety of the poem in various encounters 

of gift-giving. The bow is also a weapon, and therefore symbolic of power: power in the 

physical sense used in athletic contests and battle, as well as power in a political sense 

where Odysseus’ ownership of the bow designates him as the head of his household and 

king of his people (Ready 2010, 140). These two aspects, gift-giving and power, translate 

into a “mechanism for perpetuating his oikos,” because gift-giving allows Odysseus to 

participate in gift-exchange with other elites around the Greek world, and his power 

secures his position as the basileus (Ready 2010, 148). Thus when Odysseus strings his 

bow in Book 22 of the Odyssey, he is re-establishing his authority at home in both aspects. 

Finally Ready shows how Odysseus’ role can be related to a singer by examining a simile 

which compares Odysseus repairing his bow with a singer stringing his phorminx: 

 
. . . ἀτὰρ  πολύμητις  δυσσεύς, 

αὐτίκ᾽ ἐπεὶ μέγα τόξον ἐβάστασε καὶ ἴδε πάντη, 
ὡς ὅτ᾽ ἀνὴρ φόρμιγγος ἐπιστάμενος καὶ ἀοιδῆς 
ῥηϊδίως ἐτάνυσσε νέῳ περὶ κόλλοπι χορδήν, 
ἅψας ἀμφοτέρωθεν ἐϋστρεφὲς ἔντερον οἰός, 



53 

 

ὣς ἄρ᾽ ἄτερ σπουδῆς τάνυσεν μέγα τόξον δυσσεύς. 
δεξιτερῇ ἄρα χειρὶ λαβὼν πειρήσατο νευρῆς: 
ἡ δ᾽ ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄεισε, χελιδόνι εἰκέλη αὐδήν. 
 

. . . then Odysseus of many-minds, 
after he held up the great bow and looked it all over, 
as when a man skilled in the phorminx and song 
easily stretches the string around a new peg, 
fastening the well-twisted sheep’s gut on both ends, 
so Odysseus then effortlessly stretched the great bow. 
Then taking the bow in his right hand he tried the bow-string; 
it sang with him beautifully, a voice similar to a swallow. 
[Od. 22.404-411] 
 
 

While Scodel cautioned against reading characters as singers, this simile clearly identifies 

Odysseus with a singer preparing and playing a phorminx.82 Ready makes use of other 

scholars such as Segal83 and Murnaghan84 to demonstrate how the act of stringing the bow 

together is symbolic of creating harmony and embodying speech to action, respectively 

(Ready 2010, 153). Despite the possibility of going further and interpreting Odysseus as 

symbolic of how singers function in society, suggested by Thalmann and Scodel above, 

Ready only focuses on the act of repairing a lyre as analogous to repairing an oikos. Ready 

concludes his article looking at a possible Indic parallel that uses the “figure of a singer 

with a lyre as the vehicle for a simile” for a character with a bow, suggesting the 

universality of the theme of the Odyssey (Ready 2010, 156-7). The comparison is 

suggestive, perhaps pointing to a Near Eastern origin for singers, lyres, and the Odyssey. 

                                                   
82 Scodel briefly mentions this scene, and admits that “Odysseus is indeed bardlike in his narrative skill,” but 
“the comparisons themselves indicate that such similarity between bards and other storytellers cannot be 
taken for granted” (Scodel 1998, 172). 
83 Segal 1994. 
84 Murnaghan 1987. 
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Yet such a suggestion does not provide a contextual explanation for why the poet would 

use the simile here.85 The simile marks the point where Odysseus finally reveals himself 

and has officially returned home after a long voyage of ten years and the simile draws 

tremendous attention to itself at such a pivotal moment that it cannot be explained away 

by tradition. 

 The purpose of this report was to examine different approaches to understanding 

performance in the Odyssey, rather than attempting to explain a scene in the Odyssey, and 

so I leave it to the epilogue in section six, to propose a possible explanation for why the 

poet chooses to use the simile of the bow in this scene. The different approaches examined 

in this section demonstrate that the singer in the Odyssey can be used to identify and 

interpret relationships between the poet, the poem, and the audience. Aspects of 

performance can be seen in its self-awareness, in its careful and consistent representation of 

singers, and its importance in explaining why the poet chooses to relate with singers in the 

poem. Approaches to performance, therefore, illustrate the value of understanding 

performance and the importance of answering the question regarding the performance of 

the Odyssey.  

                                                   
85 Perhaps it suggests that it is a product of tradition, but tradition is not followed blindly and often changes 
with context, as demonstrated in this report concerning the act of performance during the classical period. 
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VI. CONCLUSIONS AND EPILOGUE 

 VI.a. Conclusions 

 This report has shown how different approaches demonstrate different aspects of 

the performance of the Odyssey. While the question of how the Odyssey was originally 

performed may never be answered, there is both internal evidence and external context 

that can define who a performer was and how he performed: 

 

1. The poem defines a singer as made up of consistent characteristics and 

qualities. A singer is a performer inspired and protected by the Muses, who 

sings accompanying himself on a string instrument. The Odyssey establishes 

the singer as a type that both the poet and his characters recognize. The Iliad 

represents the singer in the same way, allowing the type established by the 

Odyssey to supply a context even when there are very few scenes of 

performance in the Iliad. The Odyssey defines a model of performance that 

can be used to identify singers elsewhere. 

2. Various sources from the classical period attest to the performance of the 

Odyssey, although in different ways. There were rhapsodes and kitharodes that 

performed lines from the Odyssey and they went around the Greek world to 

compete with one another. Analysis shows that even from the earliest times 

these performers preserved elements of performance that were based on its 

original performance, such as accentuation and pauses. Thus even when it is 
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not clear whether rhapsodes or kitharodes continued the tradition of 

performance, they preserved the content of the poem. 

3. The material evidence of physical artifacts and visual depictions attests to 

musicians and their instruments. Based on studies of how music was perceived 

and changing, scholars have been able to show that the singer type of the 

Odyssey matches the singer of the Mycenaeans when various string instruments 

had yet to be differentiated very clearly. By identifying the instrument, scholars 

have been able to go on and reconstruct the sounds for modern audiences. 

These reconstructions, however, must make certain assumptions based on 

limited evidence, which can provide a misleading view altogether. An external 

context does not stand on its own, but can be fully appreciated when it 

correlates with the internal view of performance. 

4. Scholars have used the internal evidence in various ways to develop models of 

performance based on the figure of the singer in the Odyssey. Each of these 

approaches is successful in some ways and less persuasive in others. These 

approaches demonstrate that there is a coherent and useful representation of 

performance in the Odyssey. Gaining an understanding of the performance of 

the poem can be used to explain how the poem makes use of the relationship 

between the performer and his audience. 

These sections have therefore demonstrated that the material of the poem provides the 

most compelling account of performance of the Odyssey. The Odyssey presents a 
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consistent model of performance that describes the performer and the manner of 

performance. It also makes use of performance in its own poetry. 

 VI.b. Epilogue, application of the model 

 This final section demonstrates how understanding the performance of the 

Odyssey allows us to gain access to Homer’s own performance.  

The Odyssey defines who a singer is, and this singer can be related to the performer 

of the Odyssey itself. The simile at the end of Book 21 (see above), therefore, presents a 

moment when the protagonist becomes a singer. The singer plays in the same manner as 

the performer. One could say that the performer also becomes the protagonist. To 

illustrate: as the performer sings the words that describe Odysseus re-stringing his bow, he 

simultaneously accompanies himself on his phorminx. Then plucking the string, he 

describes Odysseus trying the bow, the sound is heard by both the suitors in Odysseus’ hall 

and the audience of the poem. One realizes that the audience has been aware of Odysseus’ 

identity until this point, while the suitors have not; but once Odysseus strings the bow, this 

external knowledge suddenly dawns on the suitors and Penelope, members of the internal 

audience. It is at this moment that the identities of three figures—Odysseus, singer, and 

performer—collide and unite, making the hero and the performer the divinely-inspired 

figures that the poem has defined throughout the Odyssey. A reconstruction of this scene 

would have the performer pluck his phorminx and the audience would recognize the 

intersection of these layers at once, demonstrating the performance of the Odyssey.  
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