











Josephus’ assertion had no echo in antiquity, but remained to be taken up more
than one-and-a-half thousand years later.

THE MODERN PERIOD

The “literary anthropological’” approach

What we are concerned with here is the argument that the perceived differences
between the poetry of Homer and modern literary poetry are due mainly to dif-
ferences of cultural context. In particular we are concerned with the view that
Homer, given the circumstances of his time, could not have used writing to com-
pose his poems, but must have been an oral poet. Views of this sort were first
advanced in the 18th century and were widely accepted in the 19th. In the 20th
century the debate about Homer as an oral poet has become just part of a much
wider debate concerning the characteristics of, and interaction between orality
and literacy in general.

In the modern period, prior to the 18th century, critics had tended to judge the
Hiad and Odyssey in an essentially unhistorical way. They had measured the epics
against “rules” derived from the critical works of Aristotle or Horace, or against
contemporary norms of polite behaviour.6 But increasingly through the 1700s we
see the growth of a new phenomenon, the growth of a historical criticism of
Homer.?

One of the most important documents of this new tendency is a book by the
great 18th century traveller, Robert Wood, entitled An Essay on the Original
Genius and Writings of Homer, published in London in 1769.8 Wood insists on the
importance of an historical approach to one’s subject. He writes, of the poetry of
Homer, “we cannot do it justice without looking back to the times it describes; it
is only from a knowledge of those early times that we improve a relish of its
beauties, and fmd an apology for its faults” (Essay, p. 246). Wood applies this
historical principle to the question of the epics’ composition. Citing'the passage of
Josephus which I quoted earlier, Wood then puts forward the argument for which
his Essay is most famous, namely, that the art of writing, though probably known
to Greece at the time of Homer, was almost certainly not used by him; that
Homer was, therefore, an illiterate poet who worked not from books but directly
from Nature, and whose poems were put into written form only long after his
death,

The historical method that Wood had insisted on also underlics a book
published towards the end of the 18th century which can claim to be the most
influential work of Homeric scholarship - perhaps even of classical scholarship -
produced in modern times. This is the Prolegontena ad Homerum (Introduction to
Home? of 1795, by the German author, Friedrich Wolf9 As far as the composi-
tion of the Homeric epics is concerned Wolf's argument is similar to that of
Robert Wood, though supported by a much stronger framework of scholarship.
Like most scholars of his day, Wolf placed Homer very early in the Greek tradi-
tion, about 950 B.C. - which is almost certainly two, or two-and-a-half, centuries
too early. He debates at some length the question when exactly writing was intro-
duced into Greece, expressing uncertainty on the point. But Wolf argues that
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the English-speaking world. Jousse developed a very general theory of what he
called the “Psychology of Recitation” (what we might call the “psychology of oral
poetic performance™). He tried to show that the balancing, repetitive style of oral
poctry grows from deep psychic, and even physiological, roots within the human
individual. Jousse deals with material from many different cultures, including
Greece, and what he has to say is of great interest to the Homeric specialist 13

The most influential 20th century attempt to understand Homer within his
unique cultural situation has been that of the American classicist, Eric Havelock.
In a series of studies,# beginning with his Preface to Plato, Havelock has argued
that, even after the adoption of the alphabet, Greece remained for centuries a
culture dominated by oral modes of thought and communication. (In many ways
this thesis is similar to the one advanced by Wolf in the 18th century.)

Within such a society, so Havelock argues, cultural values had to be orally
encoded in memorable rhythmic form in order to be transmitted and retained.
This, Havelock suggests, “is the genesis of the epic as it has subsisted in all oral
cultures. It arises in response not to artistic impulse but to functional need. It
constitutes a massive attempt at oral storage of cultural information for re-use.”15
Thus Homer was, in Havelock’s view, a “tribal encyclopedist”, his epics the living
memory of his society.

Havelock’s theses have been much criticised. (My own objection would be that
he overemphasizes the didactic intent of the Homeric epics at the expense of
their aesthetic function.) But in the end one cannot but agree with the judgment
of Adam Parry, that “many of the criticisms [of Havelock’s Preface to Plato] scem
trivial in comparison with the energy and scope of the work itself.”16 Havelock’s
theories have exerted an influence well beyond the boundaries of the Classics, on
the work of scholars such as Walter Ong, and the Cambridge anthropologist Jack
Goody,’” who has done so much to clarify the interface between orality and
literacy.

The “technical-stylistic” approach

The literary anthropologists worked on the Homeric Question as it were from the
outside inwards - from consideration of Homer’s historical context to the conclu-
sion that his poems were oral. The exponents of what I have called the “technical-
stylistic” approach have worked in the opposite direction, This tendency can be
traced already in the 19th and in the carly 20th centuries, in the writings of
German scholars such as Diintzer, Ellendt, Witte and others.18 They studied
intensively certain internal features of the Homeric epics, their poetic diction and
style, showing how these had been shaped by the requirements of the epic
hexameter metre; from which they concluded that Homer must have been in
some way an oral poet. But this approach has been refined and extended to such
a degree in the 20th century that the work of those early pioneers has been
forgotten. The person chiefly responsible for this, the man with whose name the
idea of an oral Homer has become inextricably linked, was the brilliant young
American scholar, Milman Parry.1?







this material with Homer, Since Parry’s death his work has been continued by his
colleague, Albert Lord.

Now we saw earlier that many scholars in the 18th and 19th centuries had
believed that Homer was an oral poet. But they had no clear conception of how
such a poet functioned, how he learned his craft, and in particular how he could
compose poems, sometimes of considerable length, without the help of writing,
(They thought vaguely in terms of memory.) It is precisely these points that
Lord’s book of 1960, The Singer of Tales deals with, drawing on a wealth of
Jugoslav material. The great contribution made by this book is the idea of compo-
sition in performance. Lord proved that, in an oral milieu, every song, while tradi-
tional, is at the same time a new creation. The oral singer does not memorise his
song; what he does is to internalise a kind of poetic language. Just as children pick
up words and phrases which they can then bring out spontaneously in conversa-
tion, so the oral singer picks up, from listening to other singers, the short
formulas and longer story-patterns or themes that he then combines, in
performance, into a connected narrative.

Of all the Jugoslav heroic songs collected by Parry and later published by Lord,
perhaps the most significant is the Wedding of Meho, son of Smail, sung by Avdo
Medjedovié.2t This poem, more than 12 000 lines long, has finally proved con-
clusively (something that was always disputed before) that an illiterate poet can,
purely orally, produce a unified poem of Homeric proportions. It has been proved
too that a fully oral poet is quite capable of keeping firm control over a very
lengthy narrative, and of maintaining subtle, psychologically convincing charac-
terisation. The similarities in style and technique that Parry and Lord observed
between, on the one hand, the Jugoslav heroic songs and, on the other, the fliad
and Odyssey, convinced them that Homer must have been a fully oral poet. This
view has been widely accepted, but I must say that I have my doubts about it, for
reasons that [ will deal with in a moment.

CONCLUSION

Like all the most interesting scholarly questions those concerning Homer and the
composition of his epics are unlikely ever to be finally resolved. But a degree of
certainty has been achieved in some areas at least. And the Homeric Question
would be formulated rather differently today from the way it was formulated by
Wood or Wolf in the 18th century.

In the first place, there can be no doubt now that there lay behind the //igd -and
Odyssey a rich and complex oral tradition stretching back many generations. This
much 1s certain from the work of Parry and Lord. Secondly, the same two schol-
ars have proved that an illiterate oral poet is quite capable of composing in
performance a unified epic narrative at least as long as the Odyssey. Thirdly, we
do now know that alphabetic writing was available in Greece at the time of
Homer, that is, during the second half of the 8th century B.C.22 Fourthly, it has
become quite clear that in ancient Greece, just as in other societies, the mere
coming of writing did not automatically and immediately create those modes of
thought and communication that we associate with literacy. Nor was it the case







structures of some complexity. But of course he composed his written texts not to
be read but to be heard by an audience finely altuned (o the oral tradition. Hence
the presence of the formulas and themes, all those elements that, in Homer’s
case, we should perhaps call “aural” rather than “oral” 28

For the future, a lot of work still remains to be done on transitional texts. An
exciting recent development here has been the establishment of an inter-
disciplinary research group at the University of Freiburg in West Germany, which
is concentrating specifically on “Uberginge und Spannungsfelder zwischen
Miindlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit” (“Transitions and areas of interaction between
Orality and Literacy”). The group has just begun to publish a series of books,
under the general title “ScriptOralia”,2* which should throw a good deal of light
on the mode of composition of the Homeric epics (among many other things).

Finally, I would suggest that we in South Africa are peculiarly well-placed to
study this question. A great problem with those texts that are believed to be tran-
sitional and that are often compared with one another - such as the Iiiad and
Odyssey and medieval epics like Beowulf and the French chansons de geste - is
that they lie so far in the past. We know next to nothing about the circumstances
surrounding their composition and so, in debating whether they are “oral” or
“literate”, we inevitably become involved in much question-begging. But in South
Africa, at present, transitional texts are being produced all around us, in circum-
stances that can be precisely controlled. Poets are composing for performance
works designed to be heard rather than read; poems which, although they are
written, draw heavily on the resources of traditional oral praise poetry. I am
thinking especially of the poetry of worker poets such as Qabula, Hlatshwayo and
Malange.3 Study of texts such as these, which can be precisely placed on the oral-
literate spectrum, could help to clarify the idea of a “transitional” text and thus to
illuminate the obscure but ever-fascinating Homeric Question.

NOTES

1. This vast field is skilfully and concisely surveyed by John Miles Foley, The
Theory of Oral Composition, History and Methodology (Bloomington 1988).

2. The history of the Homeric Question in both its ancient and modern forms
has been written many times. Full-length accounts: G. Finsler, Horter in der
Neuzeit, von Dante bis Goethe (Leipzig and Berlin 1912); J.L. Myres, Homer
and his Critics (London 1958); the chapter by J.A. Davison in 4 Cormpanion to
Homer, ed. J. Wace and F. Stubbings (London 1962); Adam Parry’s introduc-
tion to The Making of Homeric Verse, the Collected Papers of Milman FParry
(Oxford 1971). For briefer versions see: R. Whitaker, “Oral and Literary
Elements in Homer’s Epics”, in Oral Tradition and Literacy, cd. R. Whitaker
and E. Sicnacrt (Durban 1986), pp. 18-25; A. Heubeck’s “General
Introduction” to A Commentary on Homer's Odyssey, vol. 1 (Oxford 1988). A
full bibliographical survey of the Homeric Question: A. Heubeck, Die
Homerische Frage (Darmstadt 1974).

3. “Die Frage nach Umfang und Art von Vergangenheitsbewahrung in
miindlicher Uberlieferung verdankt sich zwar der Grizistik ... kann aber langst
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On this question L.H. Jeffery, The Local Scripts of Archaic Greece (Oxtord
1961) still remains fundamental; see also A. Heubeck, “Schrift”, in Archaco-
logia Homerica, part 10 (Gottingen 1979); and E. Pohlmann, “Miindlichkeit
und Schriftlichkeit, Gestern und Heute”, Wiirzburger Jahrbiicher fiir die
Altertumswissenschaft 14 (1988) 7-20. The sensational bronze “Alphabettafel”
published by A, Heubeck in Wiirzburger Jahrb. f. d. Alt. 12 (1986) 7-20 (see
further Latacz [above, n. 3], p. 158) - which seemed to push back by as much
as a century the date for the introduction of alphabetic writing into Greece -
has now been proved by laboratory analysis to be a fake (oral communication
from Prof. W, Kullman of Freiburg im Br., April 1990).

See Rosalind Thomas, Oral Tradition and Written Record in Classical Athens
(Cambridge 1989).

The Singer of Tales (Cambridge Mass. 1960), p. 155 (his emphasis).

Lord, Wedding (above, n. 21), p. 10.

Arnistotle, Poetics 1459 a 30,

This view was put forward by Maurice Bowra in his great Heroic Poetry
(London 1964), pp. 233 f,, and it has been defended by a number of Conti-
nental scholars (see for example W. Schadewaldt, “Die epische Tradition” in
Latacz [above, n. 18], pp. 529-539; W. Kullman, “Oral Poetry and Neoanalysis
in Homeric Rescarch”, Greek Roman & Byzantine Studies 25 [1984] 307-323).
But the idea that the liiad and Odyssey are “transitional texts” is only now
once more beginning to gain ground among scholars in the English-speaking
world (for example, B. Fenik, Homer and the Niebelungenlied [Cambridge
Mass. 1986], Preface).

See the paper by J.A, Russo, in B.A, Stolz and R.S. Shannon (eds.), Oral Liter-
ature and the Formula (Ann Arbor 1976), pp. 31-54.
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