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1. Research Objectives 

The principal purpose of the present thesis proposal is to study the use and 

function of the epithet in Hellenistic epic poetry, as a result of the transition from the 

traditional Homeric epithet to the descriptive epithet, which bears particular semantic 

charge. In the Hellenistic epic, the adjective seems to no longer function as a 

semantically neutral modifier, but instead to acquire an active meaning within the 

verse and the context. The selection of literary material will be based on the 

hexametric poems of Callimachus, his epyllion Hecale and the Hymns, the didactic 

epic poems of Aratus, Phaenomena, and Nicander, Theriaca and Alexipharmaca, 

Lycophron’s Alexandra and the Idylls of Theocritus.  

 

2.  Theoretical Framework 

During antiquity, the epithet appears that it is not assumed as a distinct 

grammatical classification. Nevertheless, not only both rhetoricians and theoreticians 

of rhetoric but also grammarians had understood the importance of adjective’s 

category and the aims served by its use. Aristotle considers it as a characteristic 

element of poetry (Arist. Rh. 3.1406a12: ἐν μὲν γὰρ ποιήσει πρέπει “γάλα λευκὸν” 

εἰπεῖν) and calls it κόσμος (Arist. Poet. 1457b2). A similar role of epithet is later 

acknowledged by Dionysius Alicarnasseus in his commentaries for classical orators, 

where he often uses the phrase ἐπίθετος κόσμος (ex. Isocr. 3, Demosth. 1, 18, 24) for 

the ornamental adjectives of rhetorical speeches as part of the their style, without 

having special meaning. In the works Grammatical Art (Τέχνη γραμματική) of 

Dionysius Thrax (12,63/80 Lallot) and Syntax (Σύνταξις) of Apollonius Dyscolus (Ap. 

Dysc. Synt. 1. 29-32, 65, 106-8, 135 Lallot), the epithet is denominated as ὄνομα 

ἐπίθετον, a term which is transferred in Latin as nomen adjectivum by Roman 



grammarians, and it is included in εἴδη ὀνόματος. Finally, older and more modern 

scholars, such as Meylan-Faure (1899), Düntzer (1872), Bergson (1956, 1960) and 

Brunel (1964), attempted to determine the epithet by distinguishing it according to 

semantic criteria and its syntactic position. 

A point of reference for defining and demarcating the subject of this doctoral 

thesis is the adjective and its use in Homeric epic poetry. The question of the 

significance of epithet in epic had already been dealt by Aristarchus, since the ancient 

philologist detected passages where the attributed epithet was not semantically 

consistent with the textual and pragmatological contexts. The ancient hermeneutical 

solution made a distinction of the Homeric epithets in terms of their use between οὐ 

κόσμου χάριν ἀλλὰ πρός τι, that is to say, those epithets which were a necessary 

qualification for the meaning, and epithets οὐ τότε ἀλλὰ φύσει, those which generally 

identified a name independently from their contextual needs.1 Based on the 

Alexandrian approach, Milman Parry respectively distinguished epic adjectives 

between the “particularized epithet, which concerns the immediate action, and the 

ornamental epithet, which has no relation to the ideas expressed by the words of either 

the sentence or the whole passage in which it occurs”.2 According to the scholar’s 

position,3 the latter type of adjective is the main core of the Homeric formula, which 

is defined “as an expression regularly used, under the same metrical conditions, to 

express an essential idea”.4 Thus, the ornamental epithets are fixed, without particular 

sense and are repeated in base of their metrical value, as metrical complements of the 

verse. Although Parry’s proposal contributed in a radical way to the Homeric 

research, later scholars have strongly criticized these views, re-examining the degree 

of semantic nuance that the Homeric adjective carries. Indicatively, both Vivante 

(1982) and Foley (1991) support that the epithet bears direct semantic presence and 

relation with its context, as for Bakker together with Fabbricotti (1991), even if they 

do not deny the meaning and function of the typical epithet, both consider that its 

                                                   
1 Parry (1971) 120-121. 
2 Parry (1971) 21. 
3 Parry (1971) 149: “In the matter of the generic meaning of the epithet as in that of its ornamental 

meaning, we can conclude that the poet was guided in his choice by considerations of versification and  
in no way by the sense”, 165: “The technique of epithets, as we have studied it, is solely designed to 

help the poet to fit a noun into a line of six feet; once the noun has been fitted in and the line is  

complete, the epithet has no further function”, 166: “The traditional epithet would not be possible if the 

bards had not wanted them in a great variety of metrical values. The ornamental meaning is not 

possible in an epithet which is not traditional. And the generic meaning is not possible in an epithet 

which is not ornamental”. 
4 Parry (1971) 15. 



basic role consist to promote the filling of the hexameter. One preliminary conclusion 

that we could draw from the studies in the Homeric adjective in regard to the 

questions of this thesis is that, even though the choice of epithet by Homer is not 

solely defined from the necessities of versification, the Homeric epithet is mostly 

presented as semantically neutral.    

The dissertation proposal aims at highlighting the contrast between the 

formalistic fixity of the traditional epithet and the dynamic evolution of this particular 

grammatical category in Hellenistic epic, as it is identified by the general 

confrontation of the notions tradition and innovation, which runs through the 

Hellenistic poetic creation. The Hellenistic epic poet, although adopting the linguistic 

prerequisites of the epic genre, does not apply them in their universality but alternates 

them in order to produce his own langue. One of the manifestations of this liberation 

from the traditional oral mechanisms is also the renewed use and function of the 

epithet. Therefore, in Hellenistic epic we see that the meaning of adjective is activated 

and does not function in the typical and expected way of the ornamental qualifier or 

metrical complement. On the contrary, the epithet frees itself both syntactically and 

semantically, for the purpose of constructing identities and describing in homeric 

language a non-homeric world or vice versa, a homeric world in non-homeric 

linguistic means. So, our objective is to clarify the ways in which the lexical and 

semantic differentiation of the adjective is indicated through the new syntactic 

environment, but also how this modification enables the poetological agency of the 

Hellenistic poet to be revealed.  

Part of the thesis will examine the presence of any typical repetition of ‘noun-

epithet’ formulas in Hellenistic hexametric poetry, if, that is to say, the adjective 

acquires elements of formularity. The search for the idea of formula in the Hellenistic 

epos is may at fist be surprising and appear to contradict the prevailing view that 

Hellenistic poetics proposed the general avoidance of repetition due to the pursued 

variatio. Specifically, Parry, citing Apollonius Rhodius as an example, does not 

acknowledge the existence of formulaic features in Hellenistic epic poets, while 

evaluating the absence of formula as the most critical distinction between oral epic 

poetry and written Hellenistic epos,5 an opinion that has predominated in the modern 

                                                   
5 Parry (1971) 429: “Apollonius swings us from imitation to originality. […] He affects ornament, 

along with epic forms and words, only enough to produce a pleasantly archaic impression […]. There 

are no formulaic lines, few formulaic phrases, and the formulaic quality of position is noticeably 



bibliography too.6 Despite that, beginning from Elderkin and his article in 1913 

entitled “Repetition in the Argonautica of Apollonius”, where he identified the 

repetitions of words and phrases in Argonautica, a new approach was developed, 

which opposed Parry’s statements in regard with the absence of formularity in 

Hellenistic epic. Thus, focusing mainly on Apollonius Rhodius, there have been 

numerous studies, such as those of Ciani (1975), Garson (1972), Cuypers (1998), 

Cairns (1998) and Fantuzzi (2001), which emphasize the conscious use of formula in 

the only extant, surviving to us, Hellenistic epic poem. In particular, Cairns (1998) 

formulate the idea of ‘reoralisation’ or ‘written orality’, in order to express the 

creation of repetitive verbal complexes, which either are based on the echo of homeric 

formulas or completely renew them. At the same time, however, this particular term 

describes the Hellenistic poet’s awareness of Homeric epics’ oral dimension, with 

what it entails, and the inclusion of its characteristics into his literary work. We 

believe that it would be interesting to utilize the above proposition by applying it to 

other Alexandrian hexametric works, always having as central axis the epithet and the 

literary aim that its repetition has, both when it is unaltered or in systems of “noun-

epithet” formulas. Thus, we could argue that this statement is a generalization of 

Parry’s theory which will include the Hellenistic epic poems as well. Of course, we 

have to underline that the traditional epic formula is not sought in its strict form, but 

rather the ‘epicisation’7 of linguistic code of Hellenistic epic. We will therefore 

attempt to highlight an additional method of imitatio and aemulatio of Hellenistic epic 

poets, who attempted to display a literary affinity with their epic predecessor by 

imitating the use of the traditional Homeric epithet. 

 

3. Structure of the dissertation  

The doctoral thesis will be divided into three parts and the material will be 

classified depending on the dipole of presence and absence of the epithet and, 

consequently, tradition and novelty regarding its use and function. 

In the introduction, we will proceed to trace the approaches for the concept of 

the adjective in general but also of the homeric epithet in particular, as well as the 

                                                                                                                                                  
absent. His work has every mark of originality and can in no way be criticized as a mere imitation of 

Homer”. 
6 Ex. s. R. Hunter, Apollonius of Rhodes: Argonautica Book IV. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press 2015, 29 in his commentary on the third book of Argonautica. 
7 M. Fantuzzi, R. Hunter. Tradition and Innovation in Hellenistic Poetry. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press 2004, 271, 274. 



diachronic theories concerning the study of its function in morphological as much as 

in syntactic and semantic view. Furthermore, the methodological framework shall be 

established and the objectives of the research shall be precisely identified. 

In the first part of the thesis, we will focus on the presence of the epithet as 

attributive adjective and on the relation between its traditional and innovative use. In 

detail, we will examine the convergences and divergences of the epithet’s hellenistic 

use in respect of the typical ornamental epithet at lexical, morphological and semantic 

level. It will therefore be attempted to record, analyze and interpret the particularities 

of the new formations by the Hellenistic epic poets, as well as the differentiations that 

the traditional homeric epithets may be subjected to in their use in the Hellenistic 

epic. 

In the second part, we will concentrate on the absence of the typical adjective 

and on the creation of novel syntactic relations within the verse. Specifically, we will 

discuss the role that the epithet plays being no longer as attributive in the established 

syntactic position but as predicative. We will investigate what the new perspectives 

are being offered to the Hellenistic poet via the different syntactic and perhaps 

metrical framework, in order to describe and express the new reality. 

In the third part, another aspect of the adjective’s use, which requires 

consideration, is that of repeating it in similar contexts. Particularly, we will explore 

the reformed appearance of ‘noun-epithet’ formula and of the formulaic element by 

Hellenistic epic poets, as well as their poetic function. 

After the completion of the three parts, the conclusions of the research shall 

follow. The main aim of the dissertation is to highlight a new parameter in the 

interaction of tradition and novelty in Hellenistic literature, with the study of the 

adjective at the core. The epithet as a principal entity of meaning, through which 

identities are produced and constructed, assists in deepening our understanding of 

poetics of the Hellenistic epic poetry, a genre that regenerates, being transformed by 

the new literary status of the Alexandrian era. 
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