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Phys.  Physica/Physics
Poet.  Ars poetica
Pol.  Politica
Rhet.  Rhetorica

Aristid. Aelius Aristides
Aristoph. Aristophanes

Ach.  Acharnienses
Av.  Aves/Birds
Eccl.  Ecclesiazusae/Women at the assembly
Equ.  Equites/Knights
Nub.  Nubes/Clouds
Ran.  Ranae/Frogs
Thesm.  Thesmophoriazusae
Vesp.  Vespae/Wasps

Arr. Arrianus
Epict.  Epicteti dissertationes
Tact.  Tactica

Athen. Athenaeus
Augustinus

Con.  Confessiones
Boethius

De inst. mus.  De institutione musica
Cic. Cicero

Acad. pr.
Arch.  Pro Archia poeta
De div.  De divinatione
De fin.  De finibus bonorum et malorum
De nat. deor.  De natura deorum
De off.  De officiis
Inv.  De inventione
Rhet. Her.  (incerti auctoris) Rhetorica ad Herennium

Clem. Al. Clemens Alexandrinus
Strom.  Stromateis

Demosthenes
In Phil. I  In Philippum oratio prima (or. 4)
Lept.  Adversus Leptinem (or. 20)
Pro Phorm.  Pro Phormione (or. 36)

Diod. Sic. Diodorus Siculus
Bibl.  Bibliotheke

Diog. Laer. Diogenes Laertius
Dion. Hal. Dionysius Halicarnasseus/Dionysius of  
  Halikarnassos

Ant.  Antiquitates Romanae
De comp. verb.  De compositione verborum
De im.  De imitatione/On imitation
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De Thuc.  De Thucydide
De vet. orat.  De oratoribus veteribus
Pomp. Gem.  epistula ad Pompeium Geminum

Eur. Euripides
Ba.  Bacchae
El.  Electra
Hcld.  Heraclidae
Hipp.  Hippolytus
Iph. Aul.  Iphigenia Aulidensis/Iphigeneia in Aulis
Med.  Medea
Or.  Orestes
Suppl.  Supplices/Hiketides/Suppliant women
Tro.  Troades/Trojan women

Euseb. Eusebius
Hist. eccl.  Historia ecclesiastica/Church history

Gal. Galen
Ad Thras.  Ad Thrasybulum liber
Ars med.  Ars medica
Com. Hipp. Ep. III   In Hippocratis Epidemiarum librum III  

 commentaria III
De indol.  De indolentia /
De puls. diff.  De pulsuum differentiis libri IV
In Hipp. Epid. VI comment.   In Hippocratis Epidemiarum librum sextum  

 commentaria
Lib. prop.  De libris propriis

Hdt. Herodotus
Heron

Belop.  Belopoeica
Hesiod

Op.  Opera et dies/Works and days
Theog.  Theogonia/Theogony

Hippocrates
De aere   De aere aquis et locis/Peri aeron hydaton topon/ 

 Airs Waters Places
De vet. med.  De vetere medicina/Ancient medicine
Morb. sacr.  De morbo sacro

Homer
Il.  Iliad
Od.  Odyssey

Hor. Horatius
Sat.  Sermones/Satires
Ars  Ars poetica

Hyginus
Fab.  Fabula

Isid. Isidorus
Etym.  Etymologiae

Isocrates
Hel.  Helena
Pan.  Panegyricus
Phil.  Philippus
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Iustinus
1. Apol.  Apologia prima/first apology

Johannes Lydus
De mag.  De magistratibus

Josephus
AJ  Antiquitates Judaicae/Jewish Antiquities

Juvenal
Sat.  Satirae/Satires

Lib. Libanius
Lind. Chron.  Lindos Chronicle

Ps.Long. (Ps.‐)Longinus
De subl.  De sublimitate/On the sublime

Luc. Lucianus
De merc. cond.  De mercede conductis/On salaried posts
Ind.  Adversus indoctum/The ignorant book‐collector
Quomodo hist.   conscr./Quomodo historia conscribenda sit/How to  

 write history
Lycurgus

In Leocr.  In Leocratem/Against Leocrates
Lysias

In Diog.  In Diogitonem/Against Diogeiton (or. 32)
Marcellinus

Vita Thuc.  Vita Thucydidis
Mart. Martialis
Ovid

Met.  Metamorphoses
Trist.  Tristiae

Paus. Pausanias
Pedianus Dioscurides

De mat. med.  De materia medica
Pers. Persius
Petr. Petronius Arbiter

sat.  satyricon
Philon (Mechanicus)

Belop.  Belopoeica/On artillery
Philostratus

VS  Vitae sophistarum/Lives of the sophists
Photius

Bibl.  Bibliotheca
Pindar

Isth.  Isthmia/Isthmian ode(s)
Nem.  Nemea/Nemean ode(s)
Ol.  Olympia/Olympian ode(s)
Pyth.  Pythia/Pythian ode(s)

Plat. Plato
Alc.  Alcibiades
Apol.  Apologia/Apology of Socrates
Charm.  Charmides
Conv.  Convivium/Symposium
Euthd.  Euthydemus



xviii Abbreviations

Euthphr.  Euthyphro
Gorg.  Gorgias
Hipparch.  Hipparchus
Lg.  Leges/Nomoi
Parm.  Parmenides
Phaed.  Phaedo
Phaedr.  Phaedrus
Phileb.  Philebus
Protag.  Protagoras
Rep.  Res publica/Politeia
Soph.  Sophista/Sophistes
Symp.  Symposion/Convivium
Tim.  Timaeus

Plinius (maior)/Pliny (the elder)
Nat. Hist.  Naturalis Historia

Plin. Plinius (minor)/Pliny (the younger)
ep.  epistulae/letters

Plut. Plutarch
Alc.  Vita Alcibiadis
Alex.  Vita Alexandri
Amat.  Amatorius/Erotikos/Dialogue on love
Ant.  Vita Antonii
Cat.  Vita Catonis
Conv. sept. sap.   Convivium septem sapientium/Dinner of the  

 seven wise men
Crass.  Vita Crassi
De gloria Ath.  De gloria Atheniesium/On the fame of the Athenians
De mal. Her.  De malignitate Herodoti/On the malice of Herodotus
De mus.  De musica/On music*
De tranq. an.  De tranquilitate animi/On tranquillity of mind
Inst. Lac.  Instituta Laconica/The ancient customs of the Spartans
Lyc.  Vita Lycurgi
Lys.  Vita Lysandri
Mar.  Vita Marii
Mor.  Moralia
Nic.  Vita Niciae
QC  Quaestiones convivales/Sympotic questions
Quomodo adol.   Quomodo adolescens poetas audire debeat/How  

 the young man should study poetry
Sol.  Vita Solonis
Them.  Vita Themistoclis
Thes.  Vita Thesei
Vit. X or.  Vitae decem oratorum/Lives of the ten orators*
 (*: probably not written by Plutarch)

Pol. Polybius
Porph. Porphyrius

Plot.  Vita Plotini
Pos. Posidippus

Ep.  epigramm



 Abbreviations xix

P.Oxy.
Proclus

In Eucl.   In primum Euclidis Elementorum librum  
 commentarii

Pseudo‐Plutarch: see Plutarch
Ps.Xen. Pseudo‐Xenophon (“The Old Oligarch”)

Ath.  Respublica Atheniensium/On the constitution of Athens
Quint. Quintilianus

Inst. orat.  Institutio oratoria
Scribonius Largus

Comp.  Compositiones
Seneca

ep.  epistula(e)/letter(s)
Septuaginta

Gen.  Genesis
Sext. Emp. Sextus Empiricus

Math.  Adversus Mathematicos/Against the Professors
Simon. Simonides
Soph. Sophocles

Ant.  Antigone
El.  Electra
O.C.  Oedipus Coloneus
O.R.  Oedipus Rex/King Oedipus
Phil.  Philoctetes

Soz. Sozomenus
Hist. eccl.  Historia ecclesiastica/Church history

Statius
Theb.  Thebais

Strabo
Geog.  Geographica/Geography

Suetonius
Dom.  Vita Domitiani

Testamentum novum
Acts  Acta apostolorum/Acts of the apostles
Col.   Pauli epistula ad Colossos/Paul’s letter to the  

 Colossians
Theocr. Theocritus

Id.  Idyll
Theophrastus

Hist. plant.  Historia plantarum/On plants
Thgn. Theognis
Thuc. Thucydides
Xen. Xenophon

Cyn.  Cynegeticus
De re equ.  De re equestri/On horsemanship
HG  Historia Graeca/Hellenika
Mem.  Memorabilia/Apomnemoneumata
Oec.  Oeconomicus/
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1. Companion versus History of Literature

It is by no means an undemanding task, in the second decade of the third millennium, to 
make the corpus of texts known as “Ancient Greek Literature” available to interested readers 
in an introductory companion volume. The task is demanding not least because the texts 
constituting “Ancient Greek Literature”1 still form an integral part of the literary tradition 
of creative thought, and offer indispensible points of orientation, even in this age of 
globalization.

Over the past two centuries in the discipline of Classical Studies, works presenting them-
selves as literary histories (or as “introductions,” a more technical variety), and informed by the 
current state of research and issues brought to bear upon the text, have attempted to fulfill the 
task of introducing this body of Greek literature. The genre “history of literature” is, however, 
in a state of crisis (cf. Wellek 1973; Perkins 1991 and 1992). First, there is an extrinsic crisis: 
no single scholar can any longer master the entirety of Greek literature and its concomitant 
scholarship with sufficient depth and thoroughness to write a balanced and informative history. 
(Significantly, recent literary histories of great scope have been produced only as the collective 
work of multiple authors.) But far more serious than the extrinsic problem is a problem intrinsic 
to the form of literary history. As the term “history” indicates, literary history is subject to the 
demand of presenting a narrative, i.e. a coherent text with a beginning, middle, and end. At 
the genre’s height in the nineteenth century, such a narrative could be easily produced when 
one – intentionally or unintentionally – constructed literary history as part of the history of a 
people, or ethnic group, and, influenced by historico‐philosophical models conceptualized by 
the German philosopher Hegel and building on those of Aristotle, one could show how a 
Volksgeist expressed itself in literature. This typically led to narratives that delineated a rise 
from humble beginnings to a point of consummation (or classicism) and sometimes also 
discerned a decline and fall. The more deeply literary historiography became aware of its 
Hegelian intellectual inheritance, the more difficult it became to develop the narrative necessary 
for a history.
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A second problem also arose as the concept of the “death of the author,” evolved by Roland 
Barthes in 1968, began to take effect upon literary criticism. The author as a historical person 
was thereby radically negated as an entity and an essential object of literary history, and the 
author’s perspective on aesthetic production was delegitimized. The traditional format, espe-
cially that of Greek and Roman literary history, which placed the biography and “being” of the 
author in the narrative’s centre, became obsolete; the alternative concept developed with the 
“death of the author,” i.e. the “birth of the reader,” is impractical for Greco‐Roman literature, 
since – in contrast to the literature of modern and contemporary eras (as Hans Robert Jauß 
conceptualized it in 1970) – the reception of a work by its readers can be ascertained only 
sporadically. Or, to quote the exquisite imagery of Friedrich Leo (1913, 431): “From the 
colorful bird which has flown away, there remains in our hand but a feather.”

It would seem that the historiography of Greek as well as Roman literature has as yet been 
unable to recover conceptually from this double crisis.2 In this situation, the emergent form of 
the “Companion” offers a new opportunity which has not yet experienced, for better or worse, 
sustained theoretical reflection or resultant formal constraints. A Companion can, more 
adequately than the linear, narrative‐bound literary history, approach Greek literature from 
diverse viewpoints with equal stringency and is thereby able to provide internal and external 
contextualization for this body of literature.

The present volume endeavors to make use of the possibilities offered by the Companion 
genre and to provide a point of entry into ancient Greek literature.

2. What is “Greek Literature”?

How does this volume define “Greek literature”? Upon closer consideration, the terms “Greek” 
and “literature” require clarification. “Greek” might refer to texts composed (a) by Greeks, (b) 
in the Greek language, or (c) by Greeks in the Greek language. Upon deeper examination 
option a (together with the closely connected possibility, c) proves to be extremely difficult to 
apply. A satisfactory definition of what a “Greek” was during the time span from c. 700 bce to 
600 ce appears to be an impossibility, partly because Greek culture itself first found concepts for 
self‐definition in the fifth century bce, partly because “Greekness” and “Hellenicity” appear as 
relative or strongly fluctuating categories in light of modern debates on “ethnicity” (cf. Hall 
2002 and Dueck, ch. 25 in this volume). It is significant that, for example, Greek culture of 
the Imperial Period defined “Hellenicity” by the sharing of language and literature (cf. König, 
ch. 7 in this volume). The term “Greek” therefore lends itself to being understood in the sense 
of option b, i.e. as texts composed in the Greek language, but here with the recognition 
that “Greek” synchronically (in view of the diverse Greek dialects) as well as diachronically 
(in view of its historical linguistic developments, including its “fossilization” as Attic Greek) 
encompassed a broad spectrum of possibilities (cf. Willi, ch. 29 in this volume).

The term “literature” is no less in need of clarification. At first, the term appears to imply 
two lines of demarcation. To the extent that it relates to “literacy”, it seems to separate from 
“literature” all that one associates with the realm of orality and oral tradition. To draw such a 
sharp distinction makes no sense for early Greek literature, in which orality transitions to 
literacy but important features of orality remain preserved (cf. Reece, ch. 3, and Power, ch. 4 
in this volume). Greek “literature” accordingly includes consideration of the “art of words,” 
i.e. works not limited by the conditions denoted by the term “literacy.”

Moreover, “literature” designates more than simply “text”; i.e. not everything set down in 
writing is literature per se. In the varieties of philology concerned with modern literature, this 
distinction has led to literary criticism concentrating above all on texts in the sense of belles 
lettres, and to the compilation of a culture’s entire written production (including, e.g., graffiti 
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and so‐called functional texts) being viewed as the task of cultural studies (cf. Bal 2002). 
Notwithstanding the focus on texts belonging to “high literature,” the dichotomy has never 
applied with the same strictness in Classical studies. For good reason: the strict separation of 
literary and technical texts in contemporary culture is inapplicable to Greco‐Roman literature 
inasmuch as the technical texts of antiquity pose a literary challenge. It is, furthermore, impos-
sible to overlook the fact that Greek literature generated, organized, and recorded knowledge 
in many and diverse forms (cf. Asper, ch. 26, and Dubischar, ch. 28, in this volume). Among 
these are technical texts, which must be incorporated into the category of “literature.”

Finally, the time frame chosen for this volume requires justification. Considering the purely 
administrative content of the linear texts of the late second millennium bce, and the absence of 
literature in the period between the linear texts and early Greek epic, it may seem only natural 
that this Companion begins with early epic. The fact that it reaches as far as the sixth century 
ce, however – a time which may also be considered as “early Byzantine” – demands explanation. 
This extent is fully legitimate in respect to content: continuities of production and reception 
are unmistakable in various literary genres such as epic (cf. Cameron 2004) or historiography, 
in rhetoric (cf. Swain 2004) and in (Neoplatonic) philosophy (cf. Dillon 2004), and can be 
followed, in spite of the foundation of Constantinople as a new centre of the Greek‐speaking 
world and the establishment of Christianity as imperial religion, well beyond the fourth century 
(cf. Stenger, ch. 8 in this volume). It is the manifest political and cultural changes of the 
Eastern Roman Empire during the seventh century which first lastingly transform literary 
production into a clearly contoured “Byzantine literature.” 3

3. The Concept of this Companion

Greek literature is a corpus of fascinating texts, in which thoughts and concepts of the highest 
aesthetic order find formulation, ideas which (as mentioned above) can expect to meet with 
interest even in the twenty‐first century. If one presupposes that these texts arose in a context 
of tradition and challenge which – as shown by the considerable differences between texts of 
different dates – can be characterized by the term dynamic, then an introduction must be con-
ceptualized in a way that makes the interaction between these factors clear and understandable. 
This Companion attempts such an approach.

Firstly, as a basis for all following chapters, the material dimension of Greek literature is 
presented in two stages (Part I, Production and Transmission): Lucio Del Corso illuminates 
the conditions of writing in Ancient Greece and the production of ancient texts and books 
(ch. 1), while Richard Armstrong provides an overview of the reception of Greek literature up 
to the present day (ch. 2).

External factors influencing literary production in the form of cultural or even concrete 
historical circumstances, challenges, or problems, each of which left behind their distinct 
signature, are then traced in six chapters (Part II, Greek Literature as a Dynamic System4): 
Steve Reece addresses the dynamic and productive transition from orality to literality (ch. 3), 
Timothy Power the specific constellations which shaped Archaic literature (ch. 4), James 
McGlew those of the fifth and fourth century (ch. 5), Anatole Mori the Hellenistic World 
(ch. 6), Jason König the first centuries of the Imperial Period (ch. 7), and Jan Stenger (ch. 8) 
the significance of Christianity for Greek literature.

After the wider context of Greek literature has been delineated, the corpus comprising Greek 
literature is then discussed following its division into “genres” (Part III, Genres). In an order 
approximately corresponding to that of the literary‐historical testimony, Hanna Roisman 
examines epic (ch. 9), James Wells the poetic forms designated by the term “lyric” (ch. 10), 
Richard Rader drama (ch. 11), Regina Höschele the epigram and smaller poetic forms (ch. 12), 
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followed by Mike Edwards on oratory (ch. 13), Antonis Tsakmakis on historiography and 
biography (ch. 14), Martin Hose on forms of philosophical literature (ch. 15), Stefan Tilg on 
the novel (ch. 16), and Thorsten Fögen on the forms of technical literature (ch. 17).

In a further step, the cast of players important for literature are described (Part IV, The 
Players). Mary Lefkowitz gives a sketch of the discourses surrounding the authors (ch. 18), 
René Nünlist considers the recipients (ch. 19), and David Schenker explores individuals who 
promote or hinder literature (ch. 20). Literature stands in close connection with inner and 
outer spaces (Part V, Places), which reach from imaginary spaces, handled by Suzanne Saïd 
(ch. 23), to spaces of production and performance, described by Manuel Baumbach (ch. 22), 
and actual cities as places of concentrated communication, discussed by Martin Hose (ch. 21).

Literature represents specific knowledge (Part VI, Literature and Knowledge). It is therefore 
fitting to enquire into the relation of literature and truth to one another (Martin Hose, ch. 24) 
and to ask how literature contributed to the production of particular forms of self‐identity 
(Daniela Dueck, ch. 25). Literature can, of course, expressly and explicitly “instruct” and 
thereby convey knowledge (Markus Asper, ch. 26), but it can also do this indirectly (David 
Konstan, ch. 27). Finally, literature is a medium for bearing complex processes of cultural 
memory (and forgetting) and for developing a suitable arsenal of forms to this end (Markus 
Dubischar, ch. 28).

Greek literature had a high aesthetic appeal (Part VII, Literature and Aesthetics), which 
derives to a considerable degree from the Greek language’s possibilities of expression and 
variety of dialects, as traced by Andreas Willi (ch. 29). There also emerged in Greek literature 
(especially in poetry) particular methods of intensifying and enriching thoughts and expres-
sion, as Nick Baechle analyzes using select examples (ch. 30). Lastly, literature’s potential to 
affect its recipients in various ways is closely connected with the aesthetic dimension; this is 
discussed by Victoria Wohl (ch. 31).

The relevance which Greek literature continues to hold even in the twenty‐first century is 
founded on the characteristics sketched in chapters 3–31, but it is also the result of a multifac-
eted reception (Part VIII, The Reception of Greek Literature), which Emily Wilson (ch. 32) 
and Edith Hall (ch. 33) elucidate with a look at the world of academia and beyond, 
respectively.

The editors hope that this concept is well suited to a book intended to lend interested 
readers orientation on their path through Greek literature as a whole, as well as through the 
individual works. They are well aware that other possibilities for conceptualizing such a book 
also exist, especially those that work with the vast connective potential of literature, and 
generate chapters such as “Greek Literature and Religion,”5 “… and Gender,” “… and 
Politics,” “… and Philosophy,” and so forth. They have chosen, however, not to develop this in 
a separate (and, by necessity, large) section on “intersections” since this would have meant a 
loss of space for the 33 chapters comprising the Companion and at the same time caused addi-
tional overlapping – religion and ritual are already handled, for example, in chapters 4, 5, 8, 10, 
and 11; myth in chapters 4, 9, 10, 11, and 24; gender in chapter 25; politics in chapters 5, 6, 
7, 8, and 13; etc. The editors believe that the route they have chosen, namely that of examining 
Greek literature through a focus on its literary nature, is justified and will prove its worth.

4. Acknowledgments

The editors owe many thanks to Allison Kostka (Wiley‐Blackwell) for providing the initiative 
for this book, her support, her advice and for her unwavering accompaniment of this project; 
the authors of the chapters, who never lost patience with the editors during the long process 
of completion, and always met new requests and suggestions with friendliness; and to the 



 Introduction 5

assistants to Chair of Greek Philology at the LMU in Munich, Dr Annamaria Peri, Janina 
Sieber, Markus Hafner, and Julian Schreyer, for their help with the final editing.

NOTES

1 Several chapters offer a definition of this term; here, at least provisionally, it refers to all texts 
composed in Greek between the late eighth/early seventh century and the sixth century bce as 
part of a continuous and coherent tradition.
2 For the “rescue” of literary history for more recent literature, see Kablitz 2003. Whitmarsh 
2004, 1–17 gives a brilliant short analysis of the problems of “History in Practice,” but tries to 
solve these problems first by “avoiding any grand narrative” (16), and second by avoiding eval-
uation of literature itself. Instead he refers to literature in its contexts (festival, symposium, 
theatre, the power of speech, archives) and to conflicts it addresses (cultural identity, gender/
power, “sexing the text,” slavery). One can ask whether in this approach (the book is part of a 
series “Cultural History of Literature”) a history of literature is transformed into a literal 
history of culture.
3 Cf. the overview of Krumbacher 1897, 11–15, which remains instructive in points of literary 
history.
4 The term “system” is used in a non‐technical sense; it is simply meant to indicate that a 
fundamental feature of literature is that it reacts, taking on whatever form is appropriate, to the 
challenges of its time, or rather stands in a “dialogic” relationship with the context in which it 
was created. There is no intention of assuming system‐theoretical models here (Luhmann).
5 Cf. the instructive contribution by Harrison 2007.
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