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Eranos 82, 1984, 125-134
Korinna’s ‘‘Glorious Songs of Heroes”’

By Jane M. Snyder
Ohio State University

Since the publication in 1930 of E. Lobel’s theory that Korinna of Tanagra
was a Hellenistic writer—despite ancient evidence connecting her with the
Sth century B.C.—nearly all the scholarship about her poetry has centered
on the controversy surrounding her date. The dispute continues, with the
pendulum now perhaps swinging back in the direction of the 5th century,
but it seems unlikely that the question will be finally resolved on the basis
of the evidence presently at hand.' As a result of the focus on the issue of
Korinna's date, as well as the initial difficulties inherent in establishing the
text of the three major fragments, little has been written on the subject
matter or style of her poetry, except insofar as these topics have a bearing
on the central controversy. The resulting judgement of the poet tends in the
direction of labelling her a somewhat simple-minded Archaic folk-singer, or
a clever Hellenistic imitation thereof.”> The existing fragments, however,

" E. Lobel, “Corinna’’, Hermes 65 (1930) 356-65. Others who argue for (or at least tend to
favor) the Hellenistic dating include M. L. West, *‘Corinna", Classical Quarterly 20 (l9ﬂt'))
277-87; Pierre Guillon, **Corinne et les Oracles Béotiens: La Consultation d'Asopos™, Bulletin
de Correspondance Hellénique 82 (1958) 47-60; D. L. Page, Corinna (London: Society for “"
Promotion of Hellenic Studies, 1953) 65-84; and Charles P. Segal, ““Pebbles in Golden Urns:
The Date and Style of Corinna”, Eranos 73 (1975) 1-8. Scholars who favor the Sth-century
date include Zoltan Franyé and Bruno Snell, Frihgriechische Lyriker (Ber!m: Akadc;n;;
Verlag, 1976) vol. 3, p. 13; A. Allen and J. Frel, “*A Date for Corinna™', Classical Journa
(1972) 26-30; Kurt Latte, **Die Lebenzeit der Korinna™, Eranos 54 (1956) 51-67; DO“B’:’
Gerber, Euterpe (Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1970) 394-95; Umbertina Lisi, Poetesse G'rec“f
(Catania: Studio Editoriale Moderno, 1933) 110; and C. M. Bowra, *“The Date of Corinna ",
Classical Review 45 4-5. S : !
The text of Kori;;9a3:1)sed here is that of D. L. Page, Poetae _Md":'_Gm'ﬂ (Oxforcilé
Clarendon Press, 1962), with correction of the typographical error in wanhzimﬂ
corrected to ypovoodaig). This article is part of a larger St“_d_y of G‘_“k Uabvesuity fof 8
writers, for which thanks are owed to the College of Humanities, Ohio g n(lj iversity of
sabbatical leave and to the Horace H. Rackham Visiting Scholar program at the Uni

Michigan, Ann Arbor, in Fifty Years (@ nd Twelve) of

2 (1]
See (e.g.) John G. Griffith, **Early Greek Lyric Poetry siadh
T 3 ’ tais ly provincial
Classi ; . . “Stylistically . . ., the narrow
o) Scholarahip\Oxtard: Blsse SRR ar: f:rm of expression might suggest folk-

Ihterest of her subject matter and unexciting yet cle
Poetry.” Gerber (above, n. 1) 395 in referring to the ““charm
One of few modern commentators who express any apprecia

harm and appeal’ of Korinna's work, is
tion of her style.

9-848492



126 Jane M. Snyder

indicate that the probable scope of Korinna's themes involves primarily
heroic song and that her style is informed by a marked degree of literary
sophistication. Far from being a quaint writer of obscure old wives’ tales
narrated in a pedestrian style, as the handbooks generally imply, Korinna
seems to have treated the chief figures of Boeotian legend in such a manner
as to win the admiration of various Roman-period writers, including Anti-
pater of Thessaloniki, Propertius, and Statius.

One source of confusion over the subject matter of Korinna’s poetry is
the claim by a late mythographer that the title of one of her books was
yegoia, a term which has been variously interpreted as “‘tales of old time”
or in a more pejorative sense as ‘‘Altweibergeschichten’, “‘old wives’
tales’’, the latter translation inevitably bearing connotations of triviality and
ignorance—qualities which need not be inherent in the Greek word itself.
Moreover, the detection of apparently the same word as used by Korinna
herself to describe what she sings to the chorus of Tanagraean girls (655.i.2
PMG, see below) has complicated the matter further, since in the papyrus
the term is spelled with initial digamma, not gamma. Fepoia, if the reading
is correct, would seem to have nothing at all to do with yépwv; according to
the most recent judgements, the term is of doubtful meaning and therefore
of little independent help in defining Korinna's themes.’

If we are to determine Korinna's subject matter and treatment, then, we
must rely largely on the poems themselves, particularly the three major
papyrus fragments, which for convenience we may refer to as the singing
contest, the daughters of Asopos, and the Terpsichore fragment. Mutilated
and scanty though these passages may be, they do at least hold some clues
to the nature of Korinna's work. Since these fragments are generally
unfamiliar, Page’s text, together with my own translation, precedes the
discussion of each below,

The Singing Contest (654.i.12-34 PMG)

lev [ ... ] Kooger-
teg Exgovhpav dabuolv B)ic
Potdols tvigor, habodldalv dy-
15 xolvhopeitao Kodvw, ta-
vind viv xhéype udxnoa * Pela
ueyldhay ' [&)0avatwv Eo-
gl Ehe TGy’ 148 Epelpep
naxagag 8" adrixa Maon
20 dleotuev pagov ¥tjarrov
xelovdiav xahmdag v ypov-
oogais’ T &' dua mavre(c) hpBev’

3 o i
See fr. 655.2 PMG. Cf, LSJ Supplement, s.v. [Flegoia, and Pierre Chantraine, Dictionnaire

Etymologique de la Langue Grecque (Paris: Editions Klincksicck, 1968) vol. 1, p- 217, For 0
older interpretations, see L.SJ , 5.V, yepoia (*“tales of old time’’) and Wilhelm Schmid and Otto

S‘l‘éhlin.'Geschichte der Griechischen Literatur (Munich: Beck, 1929) part 1, vol. I, P-
(**Altweibergeschichten’"). See also below, n. 9.
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Korinna's ““Glorious Songs of Heroes”” 127

mhiovag & elhe Kibnodv'
tiya &' ‘Epuag dvédav[éy

25 wiv dovoag Epatay g
£]he vivav otedp[a]vuory
. ) Oatd, avexdowov
uaxaloeg @ 8¢ véog yeyab
6 6t hoJumou %@[B]exvog

30 yohenqowv Fel[x]av &-

] Mrtada [m)érpav

Ixev &' 8[polg’ Dxrphg

..... Jov otnp[6]Bev elpr-

of viv £lu pov[pt]adeoot Mg

‘... the Kouretes

hid the very holy infant of the goddess

in a cave, in secret from

crooked-counseled Kronos, at that time when
blessed Rhea stole him

And seized great honor

from the immortal gods.”” Such things he sang.
Immediately the Muses instructed the Blessed Ones
to cast their pebbles—secret ballots—

into golden-gleaming voting urns.

They all stood up together.

Kithairon seized the larger share of votes.
Swiftly Hermes brought [all] to light,

crying out that he had seized

lovely victory. The Blessed Ones

placed a crown [upon his head]

and adorned him; his heart was filled with joy.

But the other one, Helicon,

gripped by dreadful pain,

[tore out] a bare boulder;

the mountain [yielded]; piteously

[he groaned] and from on high hurled

it [downward], [breaking it] into

a thousand tiny stones ...

on and Kithairon were

ari / at Helic
From various late sources we know th Boeotia before they

thought to be brothers who were rival kings in ea{ly h the human
were transformed into mountains.* Korinna capitallfcs o boetd just as an
and natural aspects of the two figures; the o i e’djboth as a
ordinary human contestant would be, but the loser ;s'por.tra!; boulder out
Superhuman giant and as an actual mountain who angrily rips

und Romischen Mythologie

1986. For an interpretation of Koﬁnqa’s :::;:
i (based on a new recotmtru_ctlon'
& icht vom Wettstreit zwischen

*See W. H. Roscher, Ausfiihrliches Lexicon der Griechischen

(Leipzig: Teubner, 1886-90) vol. 1, part 2, col.
 representing the brothers before the metamorphos
Xt of lines 31-34), see Joachim Ebert, “Zu Korinnas
Helikon und Kithairon™, ZPE 30 (1978) 5-12.
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128 Jane M. Snyder

of his own body. The resulting tiny stones are reminiscent of the very
instrument of his defeat, the voting pebbles cast under the direction of the
Muses, who, ironically, often frequented Mt. Helicon.

Other repeated motifs lend unity to the narrative, and ideas are connect-
ed through association rather than through grammatical subordination. The
secrecy surrounding Zeus' whereabouts at the end of the second contes-
tant’s song is echoed in the ensuing description of the secret ballots used by
the Muses. Similarly, in the song Rhea seizes (£Ae, line 18) honor from the
other gods, just as in the description Kithairon ‘‘seizes’ (elAg, line 23) the
larger share of votes, with the same verb repeated yet a third time in
Hermes’ report of the victory (Ae, line 26). The verbal repetition of £\e
(lines 18 and 26) may suggest that Hermes is deliberately echoing the
language used by the victorious contestant; thus it would seem that the
opening lines of the fragment should be assigned to Kithairon. If these lines
do indeed give us the conclusion of Mt. Kithairon's part in the competition
(as Wilamowitz was the first to suggest), the choice of the story of Zeus’
birth as the subject matter of his song is highly appropriate, since Mt.
Kithairon was a site on which an important cult of Zeus was located.’
Finally, the recurrence of an adverb of speed (avtixa, line 19, followed by
1y, line 24), emphasizing the swiftness of the Muses’ administering of the
voting process and of Hermes' announcement of the result, creates a sense
of swift-paced, decisive action that is echoed in the sudden, violent reaction
of Helicon upon learning that he has lost the contest.

Aside from the use of adjectives modelled on Homeric epithets such as
QYWKOW’I“IS» there is nothing particularly arresting in any of the descrip-
tion; no metaphors, no images except those directly related to the narrative.
O'UT response is not so much to any special beauty of language as to the
vividness of the story itself and to the details chosen by the poet to
ch.ara?terize the two prominent features of the Boeotian landscape, Mt.
Kithairon and Mt. Helicon. There may be a touch of humor, for example, in
the fact that Helicon, despite close association with the civilizing forces of
the Muses, loses not only the contest but also his temper. His destructive
loss of control contrasts sharply with the Muses’ legalistic administration of
the _bailot.mg procedure, described by Korinna with ‘‘precise dicacastic
pamculanty._"ﬂ Despite the surface appearance of a simple folk-song abm{t
tWo mountains, then, the singing-contest fragment appears on closer exami-
nation to be a relatively sophisticated treatment of the rivalry between tWo
legendary figures of Boeotian myth.
narl;ha:i::me papyrus also contains a slightly longer fragment from a Si'mila:

alive poem, of which only the middle portion survives. The intac
section is narrated by the prophet Akraiphen, who is answering the ques”

* Paus. 9.3.1-2. On Wilamowit

z' view, see , Cori ,n.1)20,n 3
it Page, Corinna (above, n. 1)
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Korinna's “‘Glorious Songs of Heroes” 129

tions of the god of the river Asopos (on whose banks Tanagra is located) as
to what became of his nine maiden daughters:

The Daughters of Asopos (654.iii.12-51 PMG)

tav 6t midwlv toig plev Exu
Agvg matel[d mavrolv Paotheig,
1oig 8¢ movr[w yape] pédwv

15 Moudbwv, tlav d¢ doviv
diPog Méxnt[pa] xpatoivi,
tav & Tav Mijlag] dyabog
mijg ‘Eouag ob[tlw yae "Epwg
i) Kotmolg mbétay, tubg

20 #v dépwe Pavrag xpovdphdav
xwoag évvi’ EAéobn’
) mox” elpthwv yevéBhav
toyevvaoovd' elp[1Bijov
wlioooven nfo]hov[on]epieg

25 1 &yelpw T° &g [nlalvroojoivew
tolmodog il . . . ... ]
160€ yégag x[..........
¢ mevreino[vra] xpatepmdv
opwiuwv néploxols mpopa-

30 tag oepvav [ddolitwv Aaydv
dypevdiav ' Ax[onlelv’
npdrot [uev] yalp Aatloidag
don' Edawvoipol toumddwv
tog lOv Jypelonig Evémey,

35 1wov & & yac pakav OvpLeds
tpafv] devregog loyeyv,
mig [MotldGwvog Emt-
T 'Qalpilwv dudg yevérwg
Yialv Flav dnraotuevos’

40 3o puiv dhoav[olv dupém

Jv ottav.

....... Iv événw
T arfp)éxfiav ypetJoporbyov
ToU dé[vov Finé T° &)Bavartug

4 whool. . . ... ] poévag
Muévl. . . (Féxov]oetmv’
i Epa [pavrc) nlelodyelc
v 8’ 'Alowndg do)racing
deEuig E[paypaplevog

30 ?é’@oi‘ T [dxréd]hwv mpoPar[av
8" dpiylato ¢plaviy

"Of [your] daughters :
Zeus the father, king of all, has [tl?ree].
Poseidon, who rules the sea, married

three, while Phoibos rules the beds
of two,

“And the fine boy Hermes, son of Maia,
[has) one. For thus Eros
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and Cypris persuaded [the gods]
to go into your house and
seize the nine maidens.

“One day they will bring forth a race

of demigod heroes,

and they will be exceedingly fruitful

and never-aging; [such are

the things I learned] from the oracle’s tripod.

**This honor, I alone, Akraiphen
the prophet, superior

among my fifty brothers,
obtained—the truth

from the holy inner sanctum.

“*For first Leto’s son

granted to Euonymos

to utter oracles from his tripod;

but Hyrieus, having cast him out of the land,
was the next to hold the honor—

*“Poseidon’s son. Then Orion,
my father [held the office],
having regained his own land;
he now frequents the heavens,
and this office fell to my lot.

... I utter

the truth as spoken through my oracles.
But you now, yield to the immortals
and [set your] heart [free from sorrow],
since you are father-in-law to the gods."”

Thus spoke the bent, old prophet.
Asopos, gladly touching him

by the right hand

and shedding a tear from his eyes,
answered aloud as follows. . ..

Asopos’ reply is missing, but the description of his emotional display of
feelings in response to the prophet’s account suggests that Akraiphen was
successful in persuading him to accept what has befallen his daughters.
Korinna seems to be following a local version of the story which 1S
substantially different from other, later accounts (e.g. Apollodorus 3.12.6),
and which sanctions the abduction of the nine girls as an act of fate that‘\‘\'l"
bring future glory to their family through their offspring. The prevailing
tone of the passage is one of submission: even the gods must submit to the
will of Eros and Cypris; the daughters of Asopos must submit to their
husbands; and Asopos is advised to yield to fate and submit to the will of
the gods.

Besides giving us a further example of Korinna's use of the receive‘d
tradition, the *‘Daughters of Asopos fragment suggests that Korinna's
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Korinna's “*Glorious Songs of Heroes” 131

style varied according to the nature of the subject matter. Here the extreme
simplicity of the narrative, lacking the Homeric epithets of the singing
contest, focuses our attention on the complexity of time as it is presented in
these lines. The prophet contrasts the past event (the rape of the girls) with
future glory (the heroes they will bear), at the same time pointing out that
for the daughters of Asopos themselves there will be, in effect, neither past
nor future, for they will be never-aging creatures in a world in which time
does not exist. The prophet’s own account of his predecessors, who include
his father the great Orion and his grandfather Hyrieus, is not merely (as Lisi
throught) an otherwise pointless exercise in genealogy.” Rather, in addition
to certifying the credibility of Akraiphen’s prophecy, it changes the direc-
tion of the telescopic view of times to come toward times past instead. The
names of the progenitors of Asopos’ descendants, given emphasis by their
initial positions in the line (Aevg mateip, line 12; Motddwv, line 15; ®0Poc,
line 16; and wiic ‘Eopdc, line 18), are balanced by the names—placed either
in initial or final positions in the line—of the prophet and his ancestors:

'Axonoeiv himself (line 31), Obouedg (line 35), and *Qagiwv (line 38). In
addition, the two families are linked together through Poseidon, who is at
the same time son-in-law to Asopos and great-grandfather to Akraiphen.
Thus Korinna draws together into the same continuum the heroes of old
and the heroes of the future.

Another papyrus contains the only other fragment from Kon'nnfl's work
that is of any length, a badly mutilated section of some twenty .lmes .that
may be the beginning of the opening poem in the book possibly fitled
Fegoia. The fragment seems to address the poet’s role in preserving the
traditions of the community through celebrations in song and dance of its
heroes of old. Speaking in the first person, Korinna proclaims that Terpsi-

chore herself called upon her to sing:
The Terpsichore Fragment (655.i.1-16 PMG)

éni pe Tegyiydoa [

®ohét Fepol’ duoop[évav
Tavaypideoor Ae[vronénhvg
uéya & dung yéylabe mohg
;'\'LYOUQO}ml[‘I:i]?\.U[g Evomis.
OtTL yao peyad, [

Vevd| Jo. [ Jadopel

L]0 yijav edgot[yxogov
My 8’ én narépwlv
*ooueioaoa Fidol
TapB[élvvor natal

ol ptv Kagliody ldv-

Y doylayov xéopleroa Aoyvls,
Tohhit &' "Qoifwva] péyav

7 a4
Lisi (above, n. 1) 122.
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15 w1 meveei[xovt'] obyiBiag

midalg odg votlugmo urylils
Terpsichore [summoned me] to sing
glorious Fegoia

to the Tanagraean girls in their white robes.
And the city rejoiced greatly

in my clear, plaintive voice.

For great things ...

... the broad-plained earth . ..

1, having done honor to the oracles

in the time of our fathers ...

... to the maidens ...

I myself often honored with words

the leader Kephissos

but often also great Orion

and the fifty mighty youths

whom [he begat] by mating with nymphs. ...

Although we cannot be certain, the white-robed Tanagraean girls men-
tioned in line 3 are probably the members of the chorus to whom Korinna is
to teach her parthenion for public performance.® Nor can we be sure of the
subject matter of such a brief fragment; but the references to *‘the time of
our fathers”, to the Boeotian river-god Kephissos, and to the legendary
hunter Orion and his offspring suggest that once again Korinna's song
celebrates major heroic figures in Boeotian myth. As in the singing-contest
fragment, the style here seems to include frequent use of adjectives, par-
ticularly Homeric ones such as eboixogoc. The poet claims for herself a
public role in addressing the polis as well as success in winning the
community’s approval through the clarity of her words. Whatever the
‘noh& Fegoi’ were, it is unlikely that they consisted of *‘old wives’ tales’’; a
better guess, based on the fragments themselves and on Korinna’s claim in
6646 PMG that she sings of the “‘excellent deeds of male and female
heroes” (elpdwv Goetdg yelowadwv), would be something like **glorious
songs of heroes.””® Her dialect may be parochial, but her function as 2
public poet is of broader concern—to draw upon the common tradition if
an attempt to establish a moral framework.

The several fragments and titles of Korinna's poetry which have .
pre:wserved through brief quotations by the grammarians further support the
notion that her work went beyond the modest ambitions of folk-song of
entertaining tales. The self-rebuke in 657 PMG (*‘Indeed, do you sl
perpetually? Hitherto you were not [asleep], Korinna™'); the criticism N

5 West (above, n. 1) 280.

S A
con:i:ra:lyo- and Snell (above, n. 1) 133: ““Hohe Lieder von Helden''. This inu:rprela"‘fﬂ.l.s
ent with the suggestion of Dee Lesser Clayman, **The Meaning of Corinna’s F€9°:“ :

CQ 28 (1978) 3 e “The
Nﬂl’l’ativcs"_) 96-97, who connects Fegoia with elow/toéw and translates the term as Th
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Korinna's “‘Glorious Songs of Heroes” 133

fellow poet, Myrtis (664a PMG); the poems about Boeotos (658 PMG),
Orion (662 PMG), and the Seven Against Thebes (659 PMG): the more pan-
Hellenic themes apparent in titles or paraphrases involving Athena, Apollo,
and Iolaus (667, 668, 661 PMG)—all these suggest a scope that has more in
common with the aims (if not the treatment) of Pindar or Bacchylides than
with those of the folk material in, for example, the Attic skolia.

The paucity of fragments and the question of Korinna’s date prevent her
from being assigned her appropriate niche in the history of Greek literature.
To judge from the fragments themselves, she excelled at heroic narrative
which relied largely on simple, direct language but was also characterized
both by selective use of Homeric epithets and by significant repetition.
With perhaps an intentional humorous twist, she draws parallels between
the mythological world and everyday human behavior, as in the Muses’ use
of the democratic voting procedure or Mt. Helicon’s temper tantrum. Her
verse may lack the brilliant imagery or philosophical profundity of other
Greek lyric poets, but to label her style as “‘naive’ does injustice to the
refreshing simplicity with which she treats the relationships among the
mythological, natural, and human worlds."

Despite the limitations of her dialect, Korinna was a well-known poet
outside her homeland, at least by the Ist century B.C. Antipater of Thessa-
loniki includes her in his list of nine mortal Muses (along with Praxilla,
Moero, Anyte, Sappho, Erinna, Telesilla, Nossis, and Myrtis) in an appar-
ent allusion to a poem about Athena:

xai of, Képivva,
Bovowy  ABnvaing donida pelpapévay
And you, Korinna;
singing of the impetuous shield of Athena.'

During the same century, Propertius indirectly sings her praises d
claiming that his lover surpasses Ariadne in dance and Aganippe (the spring
on Mt. Helicon) in lyre-playing, and that when she compares her er::
verses to those of antiquae ... Corinnae, they are of equal men:i‘e
Evidence in Statius’ Siluae suggests that Korinna's poetry Was ape
subject of Roman academic studies, at least during the 1 ?m“n', Af-
Addressing his schoolmaster-father, Statius praises his skill in “‘opening )p
the secrets of refined Corinna’’ (pandere ... feminguratTe ?‘O;M‘::s'
Wwho is included in a list of authors taught at his father’s sch‘?ol mCh :Pami
along with Homer, Hesiod, Sappho, Pindar, Alkman, : rati czn'nota-
others.'® Although tenuis (*‘thin’’, “‘fine’) can carry A

el ichterstattung’’.
" See, ¢.g., Schmid-Stahlin (above, n. 3) 447, who refer o her “nsive B8

n
Anth. Pal. 9.26.5-6. ; soe 1. Richardaon,
? Pn 0p. 2.3.22. For a discussion of the difficulties in the LaPt:: :“:9';‘)'520—21.
Jt., Propertius: Elegies I-IV (Norman: Univ. of -4
Stat. Sily. 5.3. 156-158.
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134 Jane M. Snyder

tions (*‘slight’’, *‘trifling"), both the context here and the frequent use of
the word in discussions of literary style elsewhere as a synonym for elegans
or subtilis suggest that Statius intends the epithet as a complimentary
assessment of Korinna’s poetry, while at the same time his reference to
arcana acknowledges the difficulties presented by her Boeotian dialect. Yet
one translator, perhaps unduly influenced by the negative modern view of
the Boeotian poet as naive and simplistic, renders Statius’ description of
her as ‘‘meagre” Korinna.'

Korinna, whose fame merited a statue and a portrait which Pausanias
reports having seen at Tanagra, may not have had the emotional power of
Sappho or the philosophical depth of Pindar; however, the fragments
themselves, as well as the Roman-period assessments of her work, suggest
that she is best described not as a meagre writer of old wives’ tales but as a

respected composer of “‘glorious songs of heroes’” based on the legends of
her native Boeotian land.'’

Ohio State University
Department of Classics
414 University Hall
Columbus, Ohio 43210
USA

'* J. M. Edmonds, ed., Lyra Graeca (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1967) vol. 3,
p. 11. See, contra, H. Frére and H. J. Izaac, ed., Stace: Silves (Paris: Société d'Edition *'Les
Belles Lettres™, 1944) vol. 2, p. 199, n. 9: “Dans Stace I'épithéte renuis semble technique:

;nue dicendi genus = 1o Yévog loyvév; et le mot arcana concerner les difficultés du dialecte
otien. ..."

!5 Paus. 9.22.2.
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