Graeco-Latina Brunensia

22 / 2017 / 1

DOI: 10.5817/GLB2017-1-10

P. OXY. XXXV 2737 and Alcman’s Ancient
Reception

Abstract
Despite the fact that P. Oxy. XXXV 2737 has been the subject of scholarly debate, its significance for the study of Alcman’s ancient reception has been left unnoticed. P. Oxy. XXXV 2737
provides indications that Alcman’s name was, possibly, involved in the poetic rivalry between
Aristophanes and his fellow-comedians, and that Aristophanes and his audience were both
aware of Alcman’s compositions.
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Although P. Oxy. XXXV 2737 has been widely discussed by modern scholarship,1 the fact
that it may also be used as a source of information regarding Alcman’s ancient reception has been overlooked. More specifically, I suggest that P. Oxy. XXXV 2737 provides
indications that Alcman’s poetry, or at least some excerpts of it, was known in Athens
during the classical era.2
P. Oxy. XXXV 2737, fr. 1, col. II, 18‒19
χρυσοκόμα φιλόμολπε∙ Ἀλκμᾶνος ἡ ἀρχή
“Golden-haired song-lover:
the beginning (of Aristophanes) belongs to Alcman.”3
P. Oxy. XXXV was produced during the late second century A. D., but it preserves information regarding earlier literature and scholarship. More specifically, it comes from
a commentary on a play of Aristophanes.4 It was first edited and published by Lobel.5
It preserves information regarding Alcman’s ancient reception in its first and second
columns. According to P. Oxy. XXXV 2737, ancient scholars believed that the parabasis
of one of Aristophanes’ plays was heavily influenced by Alcman. The editor of the papyrus, Lobel, attributes to Alcman (or to any other poet) a mutilated line (χρυσοκόμα
φιλόμολπε). Lobel believes that this line belongs to a hymn to Apollo composed in the
style of the Homeric hymns.6 Lobel thinks that it comes from the beginning of the first
poem of the first book of Alcman’s Alexandrian edition.7 If this is true, then it should be

1

P. Oxy. XXXV 2737 has, usually, been used as a source of information regarding Aristophanes, the career of the comic poet Plato, and the rules of the production of comedy. See on this Sutton (1976: pp.
125‒127); Mastromarco (1978: pp. 19‒34); Sutton (1980: pp. 59‒63); Luppe (1982: pp. 147‒159); Mastromarco (1983: pp. 29‒35); Luppe (1984: pp. 15‒16); Rosen (1989: pp. 223‒228); Gilula (1990: pp. 101‒102).
Gelzer’s study has a different approach (see Gelzer 1972: pp. 141‒152).

2

Hinge in his meticulous study of Alcman’s language briefly refers to the issue of Alcman’s ancient reception. According to Hinge, Alcman’s poetry was relatively unknown until the Hellenistic times and only
a small collection of Alcman’s non-ritual songs were known outside Sparta during the classical times. See
on this Hinge (2006: pp. 2‒3); Hinge (2009). Carey believes that Alcman had a Panhellenic reception,
even during the classical times (see Carey 2011: pp. 437‒461).

3

The translation belongs to Campbell (see Campbell 1988: p. 403).

4

Modern scholars tend to identify this play with Anagyros. See on this Luppe (1971: pp. 101‒102); Gelzer
(1972: p. 141); Luppe (1973: pp. 275‒288).

5

See Lobel (1968). It is not certain whether or not this hypomnema was influenced by the Didymean exegesis
(see on this issue McNamee 1977: p. 189; Bastianini 2006: p. 161, n. 22). It was probably shortened (see
Bastianini 2006: p. 170).

6

See Lobel (1968). Lobel thinks that it comes from the beginning of the first poem of the first book of
Alcman’s edition (thus from a partheneion). It is very likely that this phrase was used by the poet to invoke
Apollo. See on this Gelzer (1972: p. 142); Calame (1983: p. 305); Davies (1991: p. 24).

7

In the papyrus we can indeed read: Ἀλκμᾶνος ἡ ἀρχή (line 19), but this is not solid proof. It is far from
certain that this is the first line of Alcman’s poems according to the Alexandrian edition (thus that it
belongs to a partheneion). It can also be the beginning of a comedy of Aristophanes who borrowed a line
that belonged to Alcman. Page (see Page 1971: p. 97) believes that is not impossible that this line belonged
to the first strophe of a choral part of an aristophanic comedy.
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supposed that this line came from a partheneion.8 Other contemporary scholars believe
that this commentary contained a polemic against Eupolis, who used to “borrow” fragments from other poets, according to the ancient tradition.9 Could Aristophanes, in the
parabasis of Anagyros, mention these lines as an example of Eupolis’ tactic of quoting
lyric poetry? Or could Aristophanes have used a few lines of Alcman’s poetry in order
to mimic Eupolis, using Eupolis’ favorite literary device? Whatever the case was, it is
important that Alcman’s songs, and most probably Alcman’s cultic songs, seem to have
been a source of inspiration for Attic comedy.
P. Oxy. XXXV 2737, fr. 1, col. Ι, 19‒28
[κύκν]ος ὑπὸ πτερύγων] τοιόνδε
]το μὲν Ἀριστάρχειον δοκο]ῦν ὅτι Τερπάνδρου ἐστὶν
ἡ] ἀρχή, Εὐφρόνιος δὲ ὅτι ἐκ
τῶν Ἴ[ω]νος μελῶν, ὁ δὲ τὴν
π]αραπλοκὴν ὅτι ἐκ τῶν Ἀλκ]μᾶνος. ἔστι δ’ ἐκ τῶν εἰς Ὅμηρ]ον ὕμνων.
“The swan to the accompaniment of his wings (sings a song) such as this: the view of
Aristarchus is that the beginning (of Aristophanic stanza) is by Terpander, Euphronius
thinks it is from Ion’s songs, the author of Paraploke thinks it comes from Alcman’s
songs; but it comes from hymns ascribed to Homer.”10
In the first column of the same papyrus we encounter a fragment which is attributed
to Aristophanes (κύκν]ος ὑπὸ πτερύγων, lines 19‒20). The Scholiast claims that Aristophanes’ fragment belonged to a line that was composed in the style of the Homeric
hymns (line 26) or that it comes from one of the Homeric hymns,11 and he claims
that it has been attributed by other ancient scholars to different poets (lines 21‒24).12
8

See Calame (1983: p. 305). Page believes that the ancient scholiast attested that this was the first line of
Aristophanes who had borrowed it from Alcman (see Page 1971: p. 97). Even if it was not an excerpt of
a partheneion, this line was certainly an excerpt of a hymn or of another cultic song.

9

See Hofmann (1970: p. 10). This is not the first time that Eupolis’ name is connected with Alcman’s in
the ancient tradition. Athenaeus (14.638e) quotes a fragment of Eupolis’s Helots. The speaker was, probably, the chorus of helots and it referred to the habit of the Athenian symposiasts to recite verses of lyric
poetry accompanied by the lyre. Eupolis’ fragment is the only testimony regarding the re-performance of
Alcman’s songs during the classical era.

10

The translation belongs to Campbell (see Campbell 1988: pp. 404‒405).

11

Kassel has interpreted Aristophanes’ line as a reference to the HHymn 21.1 (Φοῑβε σὲ μὲν καὶ κύκνος ὑπὸ
πτερύγων λίγ’ ἀείδει). See Kassel (1984: pp. 307‒308).

12

Aristarchus attributed it to Terpander, Euphronius attributed it to Ion of Chios, and a third anonymous
source attributed it to Alcman. Euphronius was a Hellenistic scholar who lived around the time of Aristophanes of Byzantium. He was the author of commentaries of individual plays by the comic poet Aristophanes and he was interested in the literary use of proverbs (see on this Montana 2015: pp. 126‒127). His
name is never mentioned in the Alcmanic scholia. On the contrary, Aristarchus’ name is often encountered in Alcmanic papyri (on a recent edition of the papyri of Alcman see Römer 2013).
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One of the poets to whom this fragment was attributed was Alcman (ὁ δὲ τὴν π]
αραπλοκὴν / ὅτι δ’ ἐκ Ἀλκ]μᾶνος, lines 24‒26). If Aristophanes had borrowed this
line from one of Alcman’s compositions, it is not impossible to regard that this line
might have belonged to 1 PMGF, since in its last lines (101 and on) the poet refers to
a swan and the papyrus is heavily mutilated. This is a mere speculation, but in case it
contains segments of truth, we can suppose that an ancient scholar believed that fragment 1 PMGF was a hymn and that he did not use the term partheneion to describe it.
The scholarly dispute over its authorship attests that this phrase was used by all these
poets.13 It is also logical that it was, probably, first used in the Homeric Hymn 21 to
Apollo. Hymn 21 is a short prooimion to a larger work. Beecroft suggested that this
gives us a clue about the function of this phrase. It is possible that this phrase was
formulaic or of proverbial origin and was attributed to different authors by ancient
scholars, depending on which dating scheme and which theory of the origin of the
prooimion a given ancient scholar preferred.14
According to the indications that P. Oxy. XXXV 2737 brings to light, Alcman’s name
was, possibly, involved in the poetic rivalry between Aristophanes and his fellow-comedians. It is also possible that Alcman’s name was involved in the scholarly debate regarding
the origin of the prooimion as a genre. What is more important is that Aristophanes and
his rivals seem to be aware of Alcman’s songs and to quote them in their poetic compositions, as if Alcman was a well-known poet in classical Athens. P. Oxy. XXXV 2737 does
not answer all the questions regarding Alcman’s ancient reception. Nevertheless, the information provided by this papyrus implies that Alcman’s songs were known in classical
Athens by the comic poets and their audience.
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