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INTRODUCTION

“Hesiod” is the name of a person; “Hesiodic” is a desig-
nation for a kind of poetry, including but not limited to
the poems of which the authorship may reasonably be as-
signed to Hesiod himself. The first section of this Intro-
duction considers what is known and what can be surmised
about Hesiod; the second provides a brief presentation of
the various forms of Hesiodic poetry; the third surveys cer-
tain fundamental aspects of the reception and influence of
Hesiodic poetry; the fourth indicates the principal medi-
eval manuscripts upon which our knowledge of the The-
ogony (Th), Works and Days (WD), and Shield is based,;
and the fifth describes the principles of this edition. There
follows a brief and highly selective bibliography.

HESIOD’S LIFE AND TIMES

The Theogony and the Works and Days contain the follow-
ing first-person statements with past or present indicative
verbs:1 '

1 This list includes passages in which the first person is indi-
cated not by the verb but by pronouns, and excludes passages in
which the first person verb is in a different grammatical form and

expresses a preference or a judgment rather than a fact (e.g., WD
174-75, 27073, 475-76, 682-84).



INTRODUCTION

1. Th 22-34: One day the Muses taught Hesiod song
while he was pasturing his lambs under Mount Helicon:
they addressed him scornfully, gave him a staff of laurel,
breathed into him a divine voice with which to celebrate
things future and past, and commanded him to sing of the
gods, but of themselves first and last.

2. WD 27-41: Hesiod and Perses divided their allot-
ment, but Perses seized more than was his due, placing his
trust in law-courts and corruptible kings rather than in his
own hard work.

3. WD 633-40: The father of Hesiod and Perses sailed
on ships because he lacked a fine means of life; he left Ae-
olian Cyme because of poverty and settled in this place,
Ascra, a wretched village near Helicon.

4, WD 646-62: Hesiod never sailed on the open
sea, but only crossed over once from Aulis to Chalcis in
Euboea, where he participated in the funeral games of
Amphidamas; he won the victory there and dedicated the
trophy, a tripod, to the Muses of Helicon where they first
initiated him into poetry and thereby made it possible for
him to speak knowledgeably even about seataring.

Out of these passages a skeletal biography of Hesiod
can be constructed along the following lines. The son of a
poor emigrant from Asia Minor, born in Ascra, a small vil-
lage of Boeotia, Hesiod was raised as a shepherd, but one
day, without having had any training by human teachers,
he suddenly found himself able to produce poetry. He at-
tributed the discovery of this unexpected capability to a
mystical experience in which the Muses themselves initi-
ated him into the craft of poetry. He went on to achieve
success in poetic competitions at least once, in Chalcis; un-

like his father, he did not have to make his living on the

xii



INTRODUCTION

high seas. He quarreled with his brother Perses about their
inheritance, accusing him of laziness and injustice.

We may add to these bare data two further hypothetical
suggestions. First, Hesiods account of his poetic initia-
tion does not differ noticeably from his other first-person
statements: though we moderns may be inclined to disbe-
lieve or rationalize the former—indeed, even in antiquity
Hesiod’s experience was often interpreted as a dream, or
dismissed as the result of intoxication from eating laurel
leaves, or allegorized in one way or another—Hesiod him-
self seems to regard all these episodes as being of the same
order of reality, and there is no more reason to disbelieve
him in the one case than in the others. Apparently, Hesiod
believed that he had undergone an extraordinary experi-
ence, as a result of which he could suddenly produce po-
etry.? Somewhat like Phemius, who tells Odysseus, “I am
self-taught, and a god has planted in my mind all kinds of
poetic paths” (Odyssey 22.347-48), Hesiod can claim to
have been taught directly by a divine instance and not
by any merely human instructor. Hesiod’s initiation is of-
ten described as having been a visual hallucination, but in
fact it seems to have had three separate phases: first an ex-
clusively auditory experience of divine voices (Hesiod’s

2 Other poets, prophets, and lawgivers from a variety of an-
cient cultures—Moses, Archilochus, and many others—report that
they underwent transcendental experiences in which they com-
muned with the divine on mountains or in the wilderness and then
returned to their human audiences with some form of physical ev-
idence proving and legitimating their new calling. Within Greek
and Roman literary culture, Hesiod’s poetic initiation went on to
attain paradigmatic status.
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Muses, figures of what hitherto had been a purely oral po-
etic tradition, are “shrouded in thick invisibility” [Th 9]
and are just as much a completely acoustic, unseen and un-
seeable phenomenon as are the Sirens in the Odyssey);
then the visual epiphany of a staff of laurel lying before
him at his feet (Hesiod describes this discovery as though
it were miraculous, though literal-minded readers will per-
haps suppose that he simply stumbled upon a carved staff
someone else had made earlier and discarded there, or
even upon a branch of a peculiar natural shape); and finally
the awareness within himself of a new ability to compose
poetry about matters past and future (hence, presumably,
about matters transcending the knowledge of the human
here and now, in the direction of the gods who live for-
ever), which he interprets as a result of the Muses having
breathed into him a divine voice.

And second, initiations always denote a change of life,
and changes of life are often marked by a change of name:
what about Hesiod’s name? There is no evidence that
Hesiod actually altered his name as a result of his experi-
ence; but perhaps we can surmise that he could have come
to understand the name he had already received in a way
different from the way he understood it before his initia-
tion. Etymologically, his name seems to derive from two
roots meaning “to enjoy” (hédomai > hési-) and “road”
(hodos)>—“he who takes pleasure in the journey,” a per-
fectly appropriate name for the son of a mercantile seaman
who had to travel for his living and expected that his son
would follow him in this profession or in a closely related

3 The ancient explanations for Hesiod’s name (see Testimonia
T27-29) are untenable.

xiv



INTRODUCTION

one, But within the context of the proem to the Theogony
in which Hesiod names himself, his name seems to have a
specific and very different resonance. For Hesiod applies
to the Muses the epithet ossan hieisai, “sending forth their
voice,” four times within less than sixty lines (10, 43, 65,
67), always in a prominent position at the end of the hex-
ameter, and both of the words in this phrase seem etymo-
logically relevant to Hesiod’s name. For hieisai, “sending
forth,” is derived from a root meaning “to send” which
could no less easily supply the first part of his name (hiemi
> hési-) than the root meaning “to enjoy” could; and ossan,
“voice,” is a synonym for aude, “voice,” a term that Hesiod
uses to indicate what the Muses gave him (31, cf. 39, 97,
and elsewhere) and which is closely related etymologically
and semantically to aoidé, the standard term for “poetry”
(also applied by Hesiod to what the Muses gave him in 22,
cf. also 44, 48, 60, 83, 104, and elsewhere). In this context it
is difficult to resist the temptation to hear an implicit ety-
mology of “Hési-odos™ as “he who sends forth song,™ Per-
haps, then, when the Muses initiated Hesiod into a new
life, he resemanticized his own name, discovering that the
appellation that his father had given him to point him to-
wards a life of commerce had always in fact, unbeknownst
to him until now, been instead directing him towards a life

4 To be sure, these terms for “voice” and “poetry” have a long
vowel or diphthong in their penultimate syllable, whereas the cor-
responding vowel of Hesiod’s name is short. But the other etymol-
ogies that Hesiod provides elsewhere in his poems suggest that
such vocalic differences did not trouble him very much (nor, for
that matter, do they seem to have bothered most other ancient
Greek etymologists).
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of poetry. If so, Hesiod will not have been the only person
whom his parents intended for a career in business but
who decided instead that he was really meant to be a poet.
This is as much as—indeed it is perhaps rather more
than—we can ever hope to know about the concrete cir-
cumstances of Hesiod’s life on the basis of his own tes-
timony. But ancient and medieval readers thought that
they knew far more than this about Hesiod: biographies of
Hesiod, full of a wealth of circumstantial detail concerning
his family, birth, poetic career, character, death, and other
matters, circulated in antiquity and the Middle Ages, and
seem to have been widely believed.5 In terms of modern
conceptions of scholarly research, these ancient biographi-
cal accounts of Hesiod can easily be dismissed as legends
possessing little or no historical value: like most of the re-
ports concerning the details of the lives and personalities
ot other archaic Greek poets which are transmitted by an-
cient writers, they probably do not testify to an indepen-
dent tradition of biographical evidence stretching with un-
broken continuity over dozens of generations from the
reporter’s century back to the poet’s own lifetime. Rather,
such accounts reflect a well attested practice of extrapola-
tion from the extant poetic texts to the kind of character of
an author likely to produce them. But if such ancient re-
ports probably tell us very little about the real person
Hesiod who did (or did not) compose at least some of
the poems transmitted under his name, they do provide
us with precious indications concerning the reception of
those poems, by concretely suggesting the nature of the

5 See Testimonia T1-35 for a selection of some of the most im-
portant examples.

xvi
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image of the poet which fascinated antiquity and which has
been passed on to modern times. We will therefore return
to them in the third section of this Introduction.

If many ancient readers thought they knew far more
about Hesiod’s life than they should have, some modem
scholars have thought that they knew even less about it
than they could have. What warrant have we, after all, for
taking Hesiod's first-person statements at face value as re-
liable autobiographical evidence? Notoriously, poets lie:
why should we trust Hesiod? Moreover, rummaging
through poetic texts in search of evidence about their au-
thors’ lives might well be considered a violation of the
aesthetic autonomy of the literary work of art and an invi-
tation to groundless and arbitrary biographical specula-
tion. And finally, comparative ethnographic studies of the
functions and nature of oral poetry in primitive cultures, as
well as the evidence of other archaic Greek poets like
Archilochus, have suggested to some scholars that “Hesiod”
might be not so much the name of a real person who ever
existed independently of his poems but rather nothing
more than a designation for a literary function intrinsically
inseparable from them. Indeed, the image that Hesiod
provides us of himself seems to cohere so perfectly with
the ideology of his poems that it might seem unnecessary
to go outside these to understand it, while, as we shall see
in in the second section of this Introduction, attempts to
develop a coherent and detailed narrative regarding the
exact legal situation of Hesiod and his brother Perses as
this is presented in different portions of the Works and
Days have often been thought to founder on self-contra-
dictions. Can we be sure that Hesiod ever really did have a
brother named Perses with whom he had a legal quarrel,

.
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and that Perses is not instead merely a useful fiction, a con-
venient addressee to whom to direct his poem? And if we
cannot be entirely sure about Perses, can we really be sure
about Hesiod himself? .

The reader should be warned that definitive answers to
these questions may never be found. My own view is that
these forms of skepticism are most valuable not because
they provide proof that it is mistaken to understand Hesiod’s
first-person statements as being in some sense autobio-
graphical (for in my opinion they cannot provide such
proot) but rather because they encourage us to try to un-
derstand in a more complex and sophisticated way the
kinds of autobiographical functions these statements serve
in Hesiod’s poetry. That is, we should not presuppose as
self-evident that Hesiod might have wished to provide us
this information, but ask instead why he might have thought
it a good idea to include it.

There was after all in Hesiod’s time no tradition of pub-
lic autobiography in Greece which has left any discernable
traces. Indeed, Hesiod is the first poet of the Western cul-
tural tradition to supply us even with his name, let alone
with any other information about his life. The difference
between the Hesiodic and the Homeric poems in this re-
gard is striking: Homer never names himself, and the an-
cient world could scarcely have quarreled for centuries
over the insoluble question of his birthplace if the Iliad or
Odyssey had contained anything like the autobiographical
material in the Theogony and Works and Days. Homer
is the most important Greek context for understanding
Hesiod, and careful comparison with Homer can illumine
not only Hesiod’s works but even his life. In antiquity the
question of the relation between Homer and Hesiod
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was usually understood in purely chronological terms, in-
volving the relative priority of the one over the other (both
positions were frequently maintained); additionally, the
widely felt sense of a certain rivalry between the two
founding traditions of Greek poetry was often projected
onto legends of a competition between the two poets at
a public contest, a kind of archaic shoot-out at the oral
poetry corral.® In modern times, Hesiod has (with a few
important exceptions) usually been considered later than
Homer: for example, the difference between Homeric an-
onymity and Hesiodic self-disclosure has often been inter-
preted as being chronological in nature, as though self-
identification in autobiographical discourse represented a
later stage in the development of subjectivity than self-
concealment. But such a view is based upon problematic
presuppositions about both subjectivity and discourse, and
it cannot count upon any historical evidence in its support.
Thus, it seems safer to see such differences between Ho-
meric and Hesiodic poetry in terms of concrete circum-
stances of whase reality we can be sure: namely, the con-
straints of production and reception in a context of poetic
production and consumption which is undergoing a transi-
tion from full orality to partial literacy. This does not mean,
of course, that we can be certain that the Hesiodic poems
were not composed after the Homeric ones, but only that
we cannot use this difference in the amount of apparently
autobiographical material in their poems as evidence to
decide the issue.

Both Homer's poetry and Hesiod’s seem to presuppose
a tradition of fully oral poetic composition, performance,

6 See Te'stix_nonia T1-24.,
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reception, and transmission, such as is idealized in the Od-
yssey’s Demodocus and Phemius, but at the same time to
make use of the recent advent of alphabetic writing, in dif-
ferent and ingenious ways. Most performances of tradi-
tional oral epic in early Greece must have presented only
relatively brief episodes, manageable and locally interest-
ing excerpts from the vast repertory of heroic and divine
legend. Homer and Hesiod, by contrast, seem to have rec-
ognized that the new technology of writing afforded them
an opportunity to create works which brought together
within a single compass far more material than could ever
have been presented continuously in a purely oral format
(this applies especially to Homer) and to make it of inter-
est to more than a merely local audience (this applies to
both poets). Homer still focuses upon relatively brief epi-
sodes excerpted out of the full range of the epic reper-
toire (Achilles” wrath, Odysseus’ return home), but he ex-
pands his poems’ horizons by inserting material which
belonged more properly to other parts of the epic tradi-
tion (for example, the catalogue of ships in Iliad 2 and the
view from the wall in Iliad 3) and by making frequent,
more or less veiled allusions to earlier and later legendary
events and to other epic cycles. As we shall see in more
detail in the following section, Hesiod gathered together
within the single, richly complicated genealogical sys-
tem of his Theogony a very large number of the local divin-
ities worshipped or otherwise acknowledged in various
places throughout the Greek world, and then went on in
his Works and Days to consider the general conditions of
human existence, including a generous selection from pop-
ular moral, religious, and agricultural wisdom. In Homer’s
sheer monumental bulk, in Hesiod’s cosmic range, and in

XX



