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IS THE ESCORIAL AKNTES A UNITARY POEM ?

This paper covers ground that has been much trodden by others,
and in attempting only the broadest sort of answer to the above
question its aims are modest (t). But it will be evident, I hope, that
there is room for the question to be asked, if only as a small
contribution to an important debate (2).

The figure of Digenes Akrites has undergone many changes through
the centuries, but in the view of this writer, the most momentous
transformation took place at the point at which five poems relating to
the hero were gathered (perhaps in the twelfth century) into a

manuscript which is the ancestor of the Escorial MS known as E. It
was at this point, and not before, that Akrites acquired a biography.
In stressing this version to the exclusion of the Grottaferrata version
(G), despite the lateness of the MS, it will be evident that I am
following the arguments of Professor Stylianos Alexiou that E, not G,
is closer to the archetypal Akrites; the most persuasive being those
based on the presence in E, and E alone, of proper names from the
Eastern borders, militåry terms and other lectiones diffrciliores which
are passed over or smoothed over in G ('). An aspect of Alexiou's

(l) This paper is based on a lecture delivered to the Faculty of Medieval and

Modem Languages at Oxford in October 1987 ; much of the material was presented

piecemeal to the Byzantine Text Seminar at Birmingham University in 1987-88 ; I
am very Erateful to colleagues for their questions and comments. I owe a particular

debt to those who took the trouble to read a draft of this article : Prof. S. Alexiou,
Ih. R M. Beaton, Dr. D. W. Holton, Prof. M. J. Jefteys and S. MacAlister.
Naturally I am responsible for any errors of fact or emphasis that remain.

(2) This article takes as the basis of discussion the edition of S. Alnxou,
Badú.ercç lryevùc 'Axpíqç (Athens, 1985), to the extent that it may almost be

considered a review-article. My references to the huge secondary bibliography a¡e

sparing : I restrict myself largely to newer or supplementary material. On the fortunes
of Akrites in later literature we no\v have a lucid treatment by G. Krcrvrcloclou,
"TrlXeç qç pu[awrvfiç uxgriûúç noírlonç mq veoeÀÀr1vxf¡ ÀoyoæXvía:
ora0¡roí xar ¡pf¡oerç. Anon¡rf oerç , ' EAAr¡rtwá, 37. I ( 1987), 83'109.

(3) S. Ar¡xou, 'Axpøma (Herakleion, 1979). It should be noted, of course,

that Alexiou's view has not found universal acceptance: for a sophisticated alter-

tfeatment in his monograph Axprmâwhich is particulafly thought-

provoking, and potentially revolutionary for the study of the subject,

is his hini at the possibility that what we have in E may not be a single

poem at all (a).

In 1985 Alêxiou published his edition of E, the first which actually

makes the work readable (t). The student of Byzantine vernacular

p"Jw is tempted to breathe a sigh of relief and take the view of

io*.tt, "Donit dispute about texts. Buy a good text." (6). With great

tng*utty and good sense Alexiou has largely restored the text

.õt¡r4iy and éxplicated numerous difficulties. And yet the very

readabiliiy of this new E, and the fact that the reader now has a

rtuttitrg-pbiot for reflection, brings some new problems to the fore. My

reservations concern, not so much the surface of the text - on this one

might sometimes be more conservative - as its structure 17¡. It is
p.ih"p. the case that, in arguing for E's authenticiry, Alexiou has gone

native account developing Alexiou's findings in another direction see R BeAroN'

ihe Med¡eval Greek Románce (Cambridge, forthcoming ; I am grateful to the author

for showing me a qæescript in advance of publication). In general, I would by no

means to ixclude the påssibility that G contains authentic material from the

;;h".yú (see esp. N. Orrorqouirs, "L'.épopée' de Digénis et ta fr9{ièq9 orientale

dt ñä.;il* et x' siecles", Travaux et Mémoires' 7 (1979)' 335'397) - but

here I draw solely on E for such evidence'

l¿l Ltoov, 'Axpttwâ', p. 87 : "The text does not appear organically unitary'

*à í..frær we'shall be a¡íe to show that it consists of more than two (EmÍr-Lied

*ã-n¡sri^_noman) parts". See also his article, "'o aryevùç 'Axplrnç roÛ

'ù;;ió,i;, ni;r"r¿t rñtç'Axaônpíat'Afurlvõa, 58 (1e83), 68-83' esp' p' 80'
-6t'Th; 

first publishea'e¿ition, bv D. c. Hesselr¡¡c ("Le Roma-n de Dieénis

Akdtas d'après le manuscrit de lUá¿ri¿r, laoypaqía, 3 (l9l-l-12), 537-604)

looked chaotic *¿ Oet..t ã-nr.ttte. study ; that of Þ. K*ox¡nos, Bødú'enç Áryeaù¡ç

:I;;,*rç, rà ëppeqa xeípeva (Atheni, 1941), made the text look uninviting bv

placing it among the more readable versions'- -ioîL 
c. lño¡N, Notebooks (ed. J. A. Genr and J. s¡nnow, oxford, 1980),

p. 61,' (ô on questions of the Alexiou text see the review by BeeroN n Journal of

Hitten¡c stidies 106 (1986) 271-273 and the same author's article, "Åxpi1'lçxan

oi *p,oroi: qrÀoÀo¡x& íü Evñoo.x&' npopÀf¡¡rcrtc"' in¡¡' Erxoe¡¡ssn (ed')'

Ñriãror,ro aà¿¡¡ levi (ðologne, 1987), pp' 75'84' It mav be that on a verv few

occasions Alexiou tras *tongiv deleted from his text : line 763, pe tà' xa)"ír(ú' tou,

ã"v u. *"rtr, keeping i" orãä to stfess that the hero goes out iust o.n foot against

tirr'¡".rtr ; com**e itrr ptn*. in "Armoures" 96a, ne(òC pì tù' yovú'tn' (Perhaps

f ZO¡ orEinuffv rcad øe(òç p'è rò xoJíxtv, cf' E 1323)'
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rather flrther than he ought in special pleading for its unity. (Although
remarks made since tend to modiff this.) (B). Authenticity'and unity
are not the same thing, and in arguing that E is not just the dßjecia
membra of G or a precursor of G we must be careful to avoid the
elision to the claim that E, though lacunose, is essentially a whole. It
is indeed my view that, now that we can see E the more clearly, it is
the clearer that it is not a poem at all but a collection - and that the
attempt to bind the poems together is perfrrnctory and superficial. IfI am right, the consequences will stretch far indeed j as much
forward, to the after-life of the work, as backward, to its genesis.

Locally, then - to the constituent parts of E - Alexiou has done
an inestimable service : he has enabled a fairer judgement of their
poetic quality, and no scholar will be able to ignore the work from now
on or dismiss its virtues as the product of chance (r). the text has been
largely liberated from an inadequate scribe and over-cautious editors
without the imposition of a spurious uniformity: thanks to Alexiou
our knowledge of medieval Greek continues to expand (r0). But the
view that E, with its glaring incompatibilities of pl,ot anà óthos, is a
single work implies a readership whose taste foi quite sophisticated
verse is accompanied by a blindness to contradictions which can only

be described as imbecilic. I list the major incompatibilities (some

noted by other scholars) :

(i) Between parts (in Alexiou's divisions) :

a. Akrites meets Philopappous and the other apelatai (622'701) ;

but later Philopappous, Kinnamos and Giannakes do not know him
(r2rs-r2t7).

b. Akrites plays at "village staves" (692) but derides villagers'

pursuits (745);'see also 231.
c. 610-621 (relegated by Alexiou to an appendix) duplicate

739-791, a rite of passage fully described in the latter place.

d. The exploits enumerated at 1612-1623 (conquering the whole

world, including Emirs and Arabians) are never referred to elsewhere.

Likewise, the deeds mentioned at 1709-1734 either duplicate or do

not connect at all with what has preceded.

e. The narrative of the abduction told in part f' conflicts with what

Akrites relates at 1735-1739 (the natural sense of this is that the

apelataiattempted to carry offthe bride when Akrites had just carried

hèr offfrom the general's house) and 1740-1747 (it was at this point

that the ogre attacked the couple) ; see further t786-t787 in confirma-

tion. Further important evidence that sections f' and A' afe in fact

alternative tellings of the same part of the Akrites-story (with ET'

constituting an allusion to A') is to be found at 1373-1374, where

again the natural interpretation is that this is a recent event:

ù¡a xópqu tùp éqúÅ'øya Lóyou roõ fnvttøxíou,
ô Axpíqc rùv açûpøa{eu xaì 1çaíperat' p'er' aíirqt'

(ii) Within parts:

(a) The first half of section A' ends with the clearly proverbial lines

213-216. There then follows the conception, birth and childhood of
Digenes Akrites in a short passage. The second part would originally

have begun (with the emendation Alexiou prints in his note but not

in his tr*t), xaì perà. |çpôuoa oú øo),úp (225) ëøerpe i¡ ¡tåua rou

|¡øpríu (226). Here the pronoun evidently refers to the,E:nir, not to

lris son.',{exiou proposes that we have lost lines after 224 in which

the Emir *as again mentioned ; but more pointed and elegant would

be a shortened linking passage about the birth of a son "of double

birth" (wrth ôryeuí¡ç as an epithet rather than a name and, instead of
"Akfitù", t@tt øaíôa. on the lines of 452) which excluded thê

(8) on the question of structure Alexiou's remarks are rather brief. only once is
the question of pre-existing material raised (p. pÞ' n. 9l) and the *gu-rnt, on
pp. ÀÞ''Ày' are not compening : that each part of E ueginr *it¡ u.r*" uîà a gnome
and ends with a significant outcome does not entail any organic relationship between
the parts. Alexiou in fact concedes that especially the first three sections "have a
certain selÊsufficiency and could ... be read or recited singly"; and by way of
conclusion (p. pÀ0') concedes with understatement that E is;not entirely unitary"
- leaving the door open for the point of view argued here. since compieting this
article I have been able to note a development in Alexiou's views in tt, ¿ir."tion
I follow here : in his valuable article on his editorial policy ("rra ,au ã*oooa 

"o,b<pirn xut ro' Ap¡roúpr1", Mawaroqópoç,25-26 r rg¡il, 57-62) he now admits
the possibility of more than one poet.

(9) Like J. MÄvnocono,cro 1ãd.¡, Otgenes Akrites (Oxford, 1956), p. xix : the
reaction against nationalist scholarship was needed, but one is eltitle¿ to be
suspicious about the view that poetic beauties come by chance.

. (_tol Arexou, pp. oE'-nþ'. There are occasions when a little more consistency
in the text may be required, or the lack of it observed, e.g. g59 and g65 :

ôèa.rj(eúperç, óp4ânø pou, rò qõç rõv óqfualpãnt pou
ru êyù rifeúpø, óp¡rârn pou, rò qõç rãsv'óppäríai pou

(the genitive of óppâ.nø occurs only here in E).
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attributes of akritehood, which have nothing to do with the "Lay of
the Emir". It is in fact in this very passage that we can see the meeting
of the hitherto unrelated things digenes and akrítes to which Beaton
has drawn our attention (tt). At any event it is a narrative improba-
bility that the Emir's mother would write to him only after several
yeârs ; and although the poet's understanding of the historical back-
ground to his work remains obscure, his way of approaching the story
is not one which has anything in common with fairy tale.

b. Akrites offers the general the opportunity to celebrate his
daughter's wedding at Akrites' home or not at all - a breach of normal
procedure, coming as it does with the refi¡sal of a dowry (1000-
1008); but then the general sends a dowry anyway (1072); and
finatly it is said that the general leaves the wedding, although his arrival
has never been mentioned (1085).

c. Between 1001 and 1102 we have an abrupt and unexplained
shift from first to third person narration. The closing lines of section
A' (from 1599, which follows the figure-oÊthree proverbial statement
by the hero, to 1605) are best understood as being a third-person coda
to the first-person narration (note the verbs in 1605 ; although 1538

may make one cautious) : this suggests that there was a similar
prologue to the poem. If we had here the use of ring-form as in section
f', then the prologue would perhaps have mentioned Ma,rimou. (The
existing introduction is hopelessly unmetrical and comrpt, and the
corresponding proem to G Book Six unconvincing - to the extent that
we may hypothesize that there was in circulation only an akephalic MS
of the story of section A'.)

Comparing the parts of E as laid out by Alexiou with the Ptocho-
prodromic poems and the poem of Michael Glykas - works, com-
parable in style, scale and sophistication - I prefer to adopt a position
which assumes that the lateByzantrne audience was conscious not just

of local felicities of diction but of clariW and happiness of plot (t2).

(11) R BBeroN, "Was Dígenes Akrites an Oral Poem ?", Byzantine and Modern
Greek Studies, 7 (1981), 7 -27 .

( 12) On the complexities of twelfth-century poetry see M. Ar,axou, "The poverty

of ecriture and the craft of writing : towards a reappraisal ofthe Prodromic poems",

Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies,l0 (1986) 1-40 and B¡,eroN, "The Rhetoric
of Poverty: the Lives and Opinions of Theodore Prodromos", Byzanline and
Modern Greek Studies, I I ( 1987), l-28. On the question of scale, it is worth noting

The attentions of scholars have been focussed on the narrative struc-

tufe of lack of ,,-",iräãi c, wtrictt is undisputedly a single work;

but the question 
"fîht"*¿Juiion^ 

of E rãquires turther discus'

sion (13). What E ni.ä, h";;"t1;"ftthionable the procedure' is to

undergo ttre AnalvsiJiã *t'i"tt Homer was subjected and' following

Homer, works of *t¿itnul heroic poetry such as-Beowulfand the Song

of Roland('-). Th;";;ä;^uttiört *utttt no secret of pursuing a

oarticular direction, ïut the outco¡r'9. cannot be predetermined:

broadly speaking, ,n,,i;, *o possibiliti*. Bittt.t the detailed study

of cross-referent"' ãåoUf"' *O otftq¡utative features will convince

us that E is after 'il;"""i*y;ãtt' 9f9tit 
an imperfectlv edited one;

or, altematively, u'iol*iifiiu¿it'f i"tt*¿ cõnffadictions will be

seen to fall apart il;^sàalËt workl-'- *t'ittt Àuv well be well formed

in themselves ("). (At any rate' it witl not;'talce âway from any digniry

thatifEwerefromthetwelfthcenturyandaslng|epoemitsscalewouldfafoutstfip
til'rît*t*'å'mlff.,.:.F:l 

l":l^ indicated above (thoueh note the

remarks \n'Axptr'xû";:ïï;;;íi9o1 P'ît'ooet't 
is provided bv tÏYo recent

arricles: s. MecAr-r.ir:*, 
;úg"nis Akritas ' tüJËitì, stäne with the Apelatai"'

Bvzantion,s+ t rgg+1,^íiìr+-(ñä.on,ru,io* ãir.ir'om my own) and A. R. Dvcç

"on Disenis Akritasü#eîäüenion s"ãî-i': Greelk Roman and Bvzantine

studies,24(1983), rÀ'i-rg2,;ittttreimporøi'tcãn"u.ionr"Inanvcase'itisclear
rhatn Digenis,Enn*rînZ'¡äiriä""r *rg ir pi."ry, út combination of songs into

a connected "*"* 
Jäîö--u-;;.rfi"1"i;; prioito th.r. ffio articles similar

observations tu¿ ¡"tnäî¿îîv rnrl f,*.tf ä ð' Ã' Trypanis' The former writes

in "Digenis Akritås åä C"*tæene" (repr'-iii' iú' *d'M' J' Jerrners' Popular

Literature in Late B;;';';;îå;;;;"' iqö¡li'h"';'rhere are two distinct elements

in the poem u, it ,täãr, 
"i,u 

,nq .uv ,.äoirr* ¿ifr'"iTt.riTr-ry-.,Td historical

interpretation."tp.iîiäJtn"t"Ën.nunu'.*rcompilationwouldsurelyhave
oroduced amore *ttî'l"täïä'l; o, 12¡ . i"titt 

"à'n*tntt 
(Greek Poetryfrom

.Homer 
to Seþris,#d; ibîi, p. +S+i ,f,uiitt. po.* is "not even a single unit"

and that it is ..*.criu,Ïiuiïv ñ;;ãì;;"íh.'"'. il-á;-;t it" to* of the century P'

Karolides tra¿ spotã ár it" porm u" u oilia éøú'ríosv (quoted in A¡-rxou'

p. prp')'
(14)ItiswithreferencetoRolandthatthecontroversybetween_traditionalists''

and "individuali"t" i"iüåä'ôFÀtryY""ã'' g' P' Ar¡rscsen' Préhistoire et

i;¿ry,r-{X:*:'lglf :"1ff Ëi:,iil1}'"ry:rs:"h"e':',yJseeBF'NIK
H omer and the n tiît"îi" í'üicä*uryrgt' r"räo 

^ïé 
s o l' r-o^t' PPottuot 

remarks

on Homer,s .¡nr*îä.""t.'ü,fd;;;-' rit.ti¡i¿-(ionoon, tgs+)' An exception to

the unity of th. //,rdî;d;;1.ã;ää"1"*o"riiùãor.i"lttn" 
Úoloneia)' preciselv

because it does "*'ä;t'i" 
;"*""t"t'o"'J ä;ù;p"ìs of the poem (see R



r90 191D. RICKS ABOUT THE ESCORTAL AKRITES

the book possesses ... that it has been subjected to the same kind of
examination as the lliad" (t6).¡ Believing that the latter conclusion
will ultimately become the consensus on the basis of the evidence, I
shall set out here the parts of which I berieve E to consist. so much
of the Acritic bibliography is concemed with the supposed relation of
the poetic material to historical persons, places and events that one
must be gratefirl to Alexiou for providing to the student of E the first
real chance to apply to the work the principle "Opr¡pou é{ , 

Opí¡pou
oaqqaí(ew. First of all, however, it will be usefui io recapitulale -with some difference in emphasis from most existing treatmìnts - on
the question who Ak¡ites is. Perhaps this robust hero will turn out to
be as elusive as the "teal" Ptochoprodromos (t7).

The question of the background of the hero Akrites, even if we
reject the notion that the poems faithfully preserve a historical setting,
remains an important one that cannot be dismissed out of hand,
although my argument that E, seen as a whore, is internally incoherent
will derive its origin from the text itseE any changes made in a text
which is, afrer all, "a single book, considered as such by its transcri-
bers, and making a claim to be so considered,, must rest in some
degree on external evidence or inference (tt). The incompatibilities
which may be detected between different manifestations of Akrites in
E can of course find a parallel in the different treatments of Achilles
to be found in the lliad, awork now acknowledged to be unitary : from
A to I to T to o we are presented with a hero in very different guises.
And yet there are important differences : the Iliadexceeds eigñt-roto

Rtmrenron¡, "At Home and Abroad : Aspects of the structure of t},e odyssey,,,
Proceedings of the cambridge Philologicat society,2ll (19s5), 133-150). Butthis
of course does not prevent us from seeing the Doloneia as an indepenáent lay of
merit ; in this we would endorse the views of eminent poets, Holdeilin (see R B.
Henrusox, Hrilderlin and Greek Literature, oxford, 1975, pp. 3l-32) *d solo.o,
("Anarta, ed. L. Polms, vol. l, Athens, 196g, p. 3l).

(16) Here, for the first of several times in this article, I quote w p. Ifun (on
Beowulf, n Epic qnd Romsnce, London, 1922, p.159). Before speciarizations and
their bibliographies had developed to the present stâge a scholar of exceptional
abilities was able to obtain an overview and produce formulations which have yet to
be superseded ; and in the case of Akrites a return to first principles is what is
required.

(17) See e.g. Beeron, "The Rhetoric ofpoverty".
(18) IGn, Epic and Romance, p. 158.

the likely scale of E with its lacunae restored ; and there are signs that

Homer is consciou.f' r*pfàiting tensions between different aspects. of

Achilles in the tradition, working them into a complex whole (te)'

With Akdtes, by contrast, we are talking, not so much about different

aspects of Akriies as about different Akfitai. Homer, in drawing on a

¡ón tra¿ition about Achilles, can at once allude to and suppress

liu6tion¿ myths about the hero's supernatural powers : while the

in.oÀputitilities in E result from thè very thinness of traditional

material concerning Akrites (20).

in consi¿ering this point we may remind ourselves of the terminus

poi, qur*, 1071, after which Akrites becomes a mere name (The

terminus ante quemwill be the fourteenth century, when we find the

dominance of ã genre of narrative poetry of clear Wgstern pfove-

;;;t (rt). The 
-existence of the akritai or limitanei of course goes

uurt órìrrá, ; and so, as Bishop Arethas of caesar confirms, does a

äî¿ìti"r åiï.-ic song ; but we must avoid speculation here and turn

to the twelfth century, that in which Akrites for the first time entels

*¡ttrn poetry. Here:ihe famous references to Akrites in the Ptocho'

pioi**¡noare significantt ríç Axpíttç fuepoç; and tòv uêot' ròp

(19) See C. W. M¡rcLeoo, A Commentary on Iliad xxiv (Cambridge' 
-1982)'

ìzôí i. c"""^, "rr,.-epi" cycle and the uniqueness of Homer", Journql of

Hellenic Studies, sS f ló28i, :g-S:. on the thinness of the traditional material

irf.ñg-t¿ *¡tás see MevrocoRDAro, Digenes Akrites, p. xliv (against Grégoire)'

ñ;;1hy of note that in the poems of E very few references are made to events

*r,i"t or* outside the iext , tiog-13zo on the Arabians is the only one, perhaps,

and if this lay had been available the compiler would no doubt have included it in

o.¿.r to mf óut Akrites' .ut¡.t ft* exploits. (Alexiou's comparison (p' pln') with

the incompatibilities in trc Èoou is oif the mark : they are the result of too much

ä.æ¡J,î"t too linle.) it 
"-a"t 

that statements by the hero form the ggp of three

;f ih";**r (ttrose ctosest to the original material) is significant: 700'701 end

section B', 1596-1594 
"nã."ction 

¡'an¿ 1759-1764 are the vestige of an older

õrutrt of *rites lay. In this we have an indication that the tradition about Akrites

Àay originate in what New Testament scholars call pericopae'

izil-on the Battle of Manzikert see B¡,lro¡, The Medieval Greek Romance. A

teìm¡ius inte quem istrrãtito establish : although Alexiou places the work in the

ülftt century, a continuing pro"rr. of accrètion cannot be ruled out, and it has

been observed fhaf 1204 doii not in fact appear to mark so clear a cultural break

ã, ."igti u, expected : see M. Muu_err, "Aristocracy and Patrona'e in the literary

circles of Comnenian Constantinople" in M' ANcoL¡ (ed)' The Byzantine Aristo'

cracy ß to xilt Centuries (Oxford, 1984)'
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Axpírryu (of Manuel I Comnenus) ("). The name of Akrites is
remembered here, and as in E it requires no explanation as it appears
to in all other versions ; it is therefore understood (23). But the
institution has disappeared, so the name Akrites lives on anachronisti-
cally rather as if, after the destruction of the Royal NaW people still
spoke of a mythical hero called Jack Tar. As the Comnenes once again
cast their gazeback across the Eastern borders (c. I 150), a new vogue
for Akrites is easily understood ; and with the phrase "second Akrites"
the poet is consciously recalling the hero's own statement to his men
ätt, Axpírr¡a ërepoa eíç xôopov ot) ilapefue ('o). (The name Dgenes
is more ptzzling. Beaton is surely right to emphasize its learned
provenance ; and it may be that Dgenes is in fact a name used in the
tradition only after the meaning of Akrites has been forgotten: a
leamed v¡riter finds the epithet in the Lay of the Emir (452 z ròv
ôryerí¡ ooa øaíôa), and it subsequentþ becomes wedded to Akrites
with the symbolism that the one of the borders is of double birth.
Might it be more than coincidence that the original name Akrites has
suryived - to the exclusion of Dgenes - in the Pontic songs ? (t)

Let me now sunmarize the elements of E. The MS places the
poems in biographical order, but this is quite distinct from an ordering

(22) Ftochoprodromos Poem 3.164-166 and 40ûy, quoted in Alnxou, p. pr(f'.
Especially as the poet's identþ and dates are still uncertain, the above references
still do not allow us to infer whether they pre- or post-date the entry of Akrites inûo
the written tradition. But the vogue for Akrites is evidentþ attested, and it may be
that we shall be able to find further clues in Manuel I Comnenus himself. For the
moment, we have a possible correspondence in (Manganeios) Prodromos' poem De
Manganis (ed. S. BrnNARDINeLlo, Padua, 1972), 3, line 5l: 'Eqpâ,n¡ç ëquç
øorapóç cf. E 1620.

(23) This argument inverts that of BeeroN , " b<plrn'. xort ot xptrtxol", p. 78.
(24) E 1764 ; note that this is an emendation by Alexiou, however probable. The

note of filality fits l07l ; the rejection of it by Ptochoprodromos the confidence of
Manuel.

(25) On the names see BB¡toN, "Was Digenes Akrites an Oral Poem ?". I
contend that, just as the hero's ak¡itehood has been superimposed on the "Lay of
the Emir", so has his double birth been superimposed on the remaining poems. The
very lack of prominence of Akrites in later tradition is shown by the way in which
Dapontes calls him Basil ; see E. Tn¡pp, Digenes Akrites. Synoptische Ausgøbe der
ältesten Versionen (Vienna, 197 l), p. l5 . PaceBeaton, the fact that the hero is called
Akrites in Pontus oríy (i.e. in the only place where the tradition of the hero's castle
is preserved in song) may be more than coincidence.

in terms of literary sophistication. In fact the poems differ not just in

,tvr" _ this could be ãccounted for by their varying subject matter -
Uút in substance, to the extent that it is hard to imagine a public having

felt them to form an organized whole'

l. The separateness of the Lay of the Emir' is' I think' generally

u.mo*r'og.¿,*dthisconsensuscanformthebasisforamore
,.rrtti"g iook'at the rest of E (26). (What we have here, as'Beaton

p-"ini.-oît, is the A-iU* princìpie of "bipartite structure" ; though

Teoi"t¡ is'not the best compariion, as it is composed of lwo lays

uUout tire hero himself in u *ày that cannot be maintained of the Lay

ãi g.i. and the "Dgenes Romance" 12?¡'¡ what *9 huut here is a

self-contained poem ãf rotnt sophistication consisting originally of

some 670 tines (wittr about the first 70 missing in E) - a scale larger

tfr* tttæ of any of the other component parts of E'- In this poem

Ãrcit6 is virtuail' absent : he will originallyhave played,orole in the

storyexceptincementingthemarriagebetweentheEmirandthe
noá* general's daughter, and in forming a further bo¡e oj conten-

tion te¡veen the Eãrir and his mother. His akritehood is only

mrntione¿ in a short linking passage which does not impair the

o'igi''ulstructureofthelayonlybecauseitissoclgglv_an-addition
maãe by the first compiler óf theproto-E collection ("). Evidentlv the

nr* uoËor for Akrites brought in an interest to gather relate{ material,

*¿ tnJ Lay of the Emir wãs saved for poetry by its inclusion in the

.ott.rtion. itt.r. is no trace of it in folk song ; converselY, there is

no trace in È of some other heroes, such as Andronicus, who appear

in the modem folk tradition ('n)')
2.Inthesecondpoem,*t'i.t'wemaycall..Akritesamongthe

Raiders,,, we afe at the opposite end of the spectrum of literary

r"pttirti*tion. Here we have-an undigested cantilène incompatible in

pi"i*itft the rest oi3 (not just with Alexiou's section A' but also with

(26) See the works ofAlexiou, Beaton and Jefreys above' whatever their other

disagreements.

1iZ¡ nerrox, Medieval Greek Romance'

(28)E222istr''o''rv-.ntionofthelpelataiinthe"LayoftheEmir,''
unmetrical and besr deteieã ,-lilitg we may hypothesize ròu ôryeví¡ rouç øaíôø.

(29) In the Greek etî¿å.v øition (iUiimòt ôq¡tor1x9'.qavoúôm' vol' 1'

Ath#, 
-lgoz) 

*"find Andronicus and other heroes (pp. 3-118).



his section f') ('o). G tackles the problem by removing the episode
altogether : that the compiler of proto-E did not is an indication that
he did not see himself as compiling a unitary work but as gathering

a collection of related poems or lays, which he put in biographical
order (3t). The tone here is one of rugged humour as the hero defeats

the proverbial old trickster Philopappous and his men and concludes

with a punch-line. This Akrites is socially backgroundless - just an

incarnation of the collective økritai - and for example plays at village

staves where the Akrites of the third poem derides villagers' pursuits.

Only a late and perfrrnctory linking passage, relegated by Alexiou to

an appendix, makes any effort to embed the story in a biography of
the hero (32).

3. The third poem tells the story of how Akrites carried off his

bride, and it is the first surviving romance in vernacular Greek (")' It
consciously alludes to the Lay of the Emir in a way which develops

traditional tales about the power of love in a particular direction which

one may see as influenced by Western developments of the time. The

apelatai who are the traditional enemies of Akrites are deliberately

excluded from this poem ; and the poet even teases the reader with a

hint at an
him ('o). Bride-snatching ( å,pnayí¡ ), which in

after her abduction bY
is understood to be the stealing of

"Digenes among the Raiders"
brought to fìt the model of the LaY

someone else's bride, has here been
bride for love -

of the Emir in which the hero carries off his own (")
though here the bride is allowed to disPlaY more independence

is self-sufficient is shown bY its initial sunmary of the
That the Poem in the formulaic recaPitulatory style
Lay of the Emir - which is not

current notion of
of "Armoures" - and by its ring-form based on the

Eros (36;. 1Here the suggestion of Elizabeth Jeffreys that the insPira-

from the circle of Eleanor of Aquitaine is a fascinating
tion derives

a formal Proem, of a tyPe seeminglY
one (37).) The poem is begun bY

of E, in which the Poet declares his
not to be found in the other Parts

and the Trojan War - his
intention to write, not about the Hellenes

the romances of antiquitY
lesponse indicates a contemPorary vogue for

the Akrites here

- but of a hero of the Christian era (38). Although

(30) So MAcALIsTER, "Digenis Akrites" ; BperoN, "Axpírnc".
(31) It is this principle that has caused confusion; but it is unclear how a

compiler could have chosen another with the materials at his disposal'
(32) Section B' is in fact the only one representative of a heroic age, oîe in which

"There is not the extreme division of labour that produces the contempt of the lord

for the villein" (Y:ex, Epic and Romance, p, 7). The linking passage is confused and

unmetrical.
(33) Bv seeing I' in this way we may not only arrive at a juster estimate of its

worth as a revision by a selÊconscious poet of the "Lay of the Emir" ; we may

understand the influence of the E poems on the later literary tradition, In this way

we may refìne the remarks of Alexiou and Kechagioglou, "TrJXeç" on the influence

of E : it emerges that of the sections A' has no direct influence ; B' probably none

except insofar as it forms part of a heroic formulaic idiom ; Â' has none (save for

relici in songs about a drakos t 'E).),4utxà' ôr¡pormà' tpøyoúôm, pp' l8- 19) ; E'-ET'
bifurcates into two types of folk song ; but l" as belonging to the favoured genre of
romance, exerts an influence far into the vemacular tradition. See here D. HolroN,
" Erotokritos and Greek tradition" in R. Br,eroN (ed.)' The Greek Novel A.D. I'1985
(London, 1988); for an example of a borrowing or parallel see E912 xøì eú0ùç

éxmení¡ôqoea rì¡u yapq)ì¡u 1upíòau and Erotukrtbs 3.1462 : arì¡ oñepì¡ &upíôa (in

the same metrical position). If Leo Allaci could be acquainted with the Ptochopro-

dromikq (G. Zones, ed., Bu(øwwì¡ noíqotç, Athens, 1956, p' 28) then it is not

unreasonable to suppose that Kornaros knew a Cretan MS of Akrites like E.

(34) E 1035-38 and section (i)-e ofthe list ofinconsistencies above'

(¡sl orieinåiää;;;i*c','B OOSiãoãltrrt rtnit and the brothers in law:

197. See Y'pv' Epic and Romance'p' & ' 
;4" tttÀit tg" may be fulI of all sorts of

nonsense and superstition, but its moiives and action are mainly positive and

sensible - cattte' streep' piracy' aU¿tctiái' r"cãvery ofstolen goods' reven$e" ; and

contrast tnt "tøftttilf-hi"g 
of .Akrites 

over his bride for love'

(36)Seeü"il;iñonsisLnciesatovetü'ul;ifweremo-vethecoda(added
to an earlier üñ;;áfi/in; ,pitit ritã ;eäã*es", 197'201) we have a clear

ring-form rr",n ir,ä'rä, *,illz,'d wlì}r* iò qnì,t' xøì tò qttìv tòp nô^oaIo

the last three (1066-1069) :

I xaì ö "Epac é[enlêpuoe ná'oaç rt'tu ù4 éLníôaç
t' ;ä 

"a'"iiii'se)'ítiatø 
xøì rà éfapêorú rou'

| ;;;"'[r*il i"ø $ôoa'xoõ' vøp¡toutxãtç æuoõot'tt' 
.

\ ti:oøç:'Epuçis a mild inconsistency of Alexiou's editorial policv')

i (37) E' r"l'lio*t'' "ttre comneå;;;;k*;;"d to the Romans d'Antiquité"'

i i" È. tnt. ano M' J' Jrrpnsvs' Pop,ular Literqture'

I t38)The präå. *"girresembles tttäi'"i itt" Achilteis' Althoueh that poem ir

, ils pr,,'nt ¡o)îil;;'-"d daþ from tht fü';*¡h ;entury' there is no reason whv

an earlier form (probably in a more 1."*;ã-i; of the ianguage) did not predate

E (paceA"#;Ï';:iio;:frä;j. n'î""t'-ãiB section r appears teasinglv to

mention Ih"i;;;;;;"íe æþo,,ay.c.ãrtn. ll"u"nes without actually naming any:

perhaps he tï'äiuoår",åtr"'"¡itt"r¿re"ìttî-"á." "r 
Achilles' The prominence of

Homer , ,*rñh 
"*tory 

trtt"r, it ri"ri utt.ti.d ; see A. vestLtKopou¡-ou'Io¡¡rNl-

oou,'rra'åïtî'ii''i""a"*ruo'^i'ii;;;";;;iÃ:;¡9''"eíctòBu(á'rtt'ovxaìit
,,otttpoç d{;"*,";\;ii JíJï Nr"r;*RE;;, 'tt'" ¡rde..ent of Paris in Later
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is clearly a stage of development on from that of the fourth poem, he
is still a stage behind the heroes of the later romances. In the first
place, we have an symmmetry : although Akrites is modern in carrying
offa willing bride (his mother, when carried offbythe Emfu, w¡ùs never
consulted as to her wishes) the romance does not show the equipol-
lence between hero and heroine which is palpable in the titles of e.g.
Libistros kai Rhodamne (wlich is influencedby Akrites in a number
of respects) (3e). Furthermore, the new romantic guise of Akrites does
not exclude from his behaviour a sort of roughness which was
uncongenial to a transcriber of this lay: the original ending, in which
the bride's father is simply snubbed, has been supplemented by a
t)¡pical added coda to the lay in which the general is seen as happily
conveying gifts to the wedding. Here we find at work the biographizing
tendency which wishes to subdue Akrites to the noflns of the ideal
family (ao).

4. The next poem may tentatively be entitled "Exploits of Akrites",
as, at first sight, it appears to be a slightly rambling assemblage of
traditional exploits. In fact, however, the narrative that we possess

seems to be one of some ingenuity, and its main flaw is its comrpt
beginning, which we should probably be ready to reject if it fits so
poorly with the bulk of the narrative, which in general has been left
largely unharmed by monkish revisions (ot). The poet makes a witty

Byzantine Literature" tn Popular Literature.ln particular note the following passage
of Prodromos (De Manganis 5.17-22, to Manuel):

pârr¡u rì1v Tuvôapíöa pou øpooftyayou eíç pÍ:øot,
ôr' íjv øparoõ ouyxíar1orç, øøïaíøpu ¡.rovopâ1çøv
xaì oupø),oxaì xøì npoopolù¡ xaì pâ.7r7 xaì oappí¡feq
xaì oaveyeíç êttñpopaì xaì Lôyor æ xaì trú.oe6
ô xør'aútìyv yàp øólepoç otix oTðey rjpepíøv,
xäu "Exrusp ëq9aøe nedeíy ô øpõroç povopáyoç.

(39) I. K¡necn¡ns, 'O lryet¡qc'Axpítqç roõ 'Eøtoptâ,l, oupþoAì¡øì¡ pelén1
roõ xeryÉ,vou (Ioannina, 1976), pp. 225-263.

(40) See the list, section (ü) b, above ; for the original lay as a possible reflection
of social tensions between akritaiand landowners see G. L. Hur<¡,ey, "Antecedents
and Context of Digenes Akrites", Greek Roman ønd Blzantine Studies, 15 (1974),
3 l7-338.

(41) The beginning is hopelessly muddled and unmetrical, so much so that it may
just have been cobbled together by an earlier scribe faced with an akephalic MS of
section A' and made worse still by the semi-literate scribe of E. (The presence of the
dragon could be deduced from the next bit, but the eadier part ofthe story was lost

attempt at weaving a number of exploits - perhaps the bulk of the

exploits known to tfaditional lays - round an Akrites who is modern

.nãogn to love his girl, the girl forms the narrative backbone as she

pionõt , the succeisive attacks of ogre, hon, apelatai and Ma¡ri

ilr (4 The narration is in the first person, suggesting origins in a

ãirtioàt'grn re ; bulttre teginning has been lost (43). Nonetheless, we

mãV speðUate with some confidence that the beginning in E represents

* ïttt.pt to cobble together a beginnirrg for the story.which was

,Ir*dy tóst W the time õf G, and that the original story, in_harmony

with the fifth poem, relates the events that occurred on the young

,áuptrt jou*ey home from the abduction. In other words, this fourth

por'* is- rathei an alternative version of the third (and this does

iotnrtrring to explain why the third poem, the work of a sophisticated

;;;t;rkîtt emancipatión as much from earlier acritic poetry as from

itrè cunent iogor foiiro', excludes the apelatai altogether) (oo)' With

the first pefson narrationïomes a quite different ethos from that of the

ítit¿ poä. : after having his way with the defeated Ma:rimou, Akrites

,róÅ back to ¡is wife with a no doubt proverbial .punch-line

iä-qdf SqS) ; husband and wife enjoy the joke together (45). We are

ìo-t *uy from the pledges of troth in the third poem'

5. The fifth part år*ttut has been ¿Ìnanged as a sort of biography

of Akrites in a way which I cannot believe to have taken in any

audience but which has gripped scholarly opinions, concems the

irtirement and death of etritôi. Alexiou treats the two as separate, but
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for ever, and the idea ofan unmotivated excursion ofthe hero and his loved one

looks desperate; nor is G any the wiser')
(42) E I 106, I 122, 1149, 1397 '

i+:i r.upp'* ni.t", tìooited bv Beaton, "Axprrnç". 9' 79' that this is in

imiátiãn oi t¡e odysseyholds for ð, no doubt, bur not for E : we do not have to

*plor" u.r^sicat áriein ør an embedded first-person narrative of this sort. As Ker

;;"r".kr (Epic and Romance, pp. 110-1ll) "In English poetry thefe are instances

of stories dramatically i"troioôø long before the pilgrimæe to Canterbury' In

nri*uïç'o"*, uurioo, 
"piro¿., 

*t r* a story is introduced by one of the persons

engaged."-1ía) 
Except for one hint - teasing and appeasing the audience - -when 

the hero

prù io St fheodore rò, p"yø, aãe1aqi.(ggl)' We could not have a clearer

indication, incidentally, t¡"f tú" notion of Akrites' being the implacable foe of the

óîrut"i ii'rtt riv mistaken: he is a figure which is poacher rumed gamekeeper.

-i45) Witn eie¡ou's note, but noi his text, I include 1599 in the final third'

person sùatement'
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I doubt if this can be correct; although the corresponding sections
even of G are somewhat perfunctory, the ekphras¿s of the castle there
has some point, while in the E version it stands alone (and dispro-
portionately brieÐ ; furthermore, the mention of the hero,s tomb
cannot but be placed here in order to lead on to the hero's death (46).
(Here a rare and cautious recourse to the evidence of modern Greek
folk song may confirm this view (ot). The pontic versions of the death
of Akritas have the hero building his castle and garden ; the birds in
the garden warn him of impending death; and then Charos comes to
take him 148¡. This song, with Charos apparently an innovation, is to
be seen, it is to be stressed, not as a prototype of the written poem,
but as a reflection, however abbreviated and distorted, of a manuscript
tradition (4e).)

No poem of the Akrites collection is so easy to analyse into the
parts of which it has been made; but for this very reason our

(46) It takes up a good deal of space (1160-1177), and any weakness of
positioning may be the fault of scribes in what is a particularly confused section.

(47) In this I mean, not the use of existing songs as supplying evidence for the
materials out of which the written poems were long ago produced (a tempting lineqf enquiry followed by GnÉconr, "Notes on the Byzantine Epic. The Greek
Folk-Songs and their importance for the classification of the Russian versions and
of the Greek manuscripts" inAurour de l'épopée byzanrine, London, 1975 ; see the
remarks of B¡¡ror.{, " Digenes Akrttes and Modern Greek Folk song : a Reassess-
ment", Byzantion,5l (1981), 22-43) but the use of existing songs as supplying
evidence about lost MSS. The study of Greek folk song has been hampered by the
traditional search for "pure" oral material, while it is evident that a good -any,ongs
derive from MSS or printed books. (on the general issue see M. Alpxou, .,Fol-

ktgre lan obituary?", Byzantine and Modern Greek studies. 9 (19g4-g5), l-2g ; for
a familiar example see G. Moncex, "cretan poetry, Sources and Inspiration,,,
Kprlrwà lçpoarna, 14 (1960), 405-415. It is worth noting that in this respect much
work on folk song represents a regression from the work of Fauriel, who was more
open-minded on the issue : note his inclusion, with justification, of a passage from
Erotokritos (Greek edition, lqponxà rpayoúðm rfiç auy¡pôuou'E],7áôoc, 1956,
pp. 264'265). The c¡'priot song of Armoures is sufficiently close in one of its
versions ('il,1.r¡awà ôr\ponxà rpayoúòn, pp. 46-51) to allow the inference that
songs can quite faithñrlly preserve the contents of a MS, at least so far as conoerns
its broad lines (this does not, ofcourse, include the preservation ofproper names).

(48) see G. seuusn, "Le combat avec charos dans les chansons populaires
grecques. Formes orþinelles et formes derivees", 'Elh\awá,25 (1972),llg-152,
335-370.

(49) charos as an innovation : G. seu¡nen, Adikìq: le mal et I'injustice dans les
chansons populaires grecques (Paris, 1979).

conclusions about the version originally included in the collection

must be tentative (to). The strongly Christian element may have

entered with the very idea of writing a poem about the hero's death,

and the part relegated by Alexiou to an appendix is perhaps no more

inauthentic than much of the rest (st). But it is clear enough that,

whenever they came together, we afe dealing with three layers. First

we have the archewpal Akrites in retirement telling of his deeds and

declaring to his men that there will never be another Akrites (tt). (this
version is preserved in a Euboean folk song collected before the

(50) There are common features with the spaneas; see G. D¡Nezls, spaneas :

Virnse, Quellen, Versionen (Munich, 1987), p' 134; plus e'g' Spaneas 516-517

(ed. Zones, Bu(øwnû øoít¡aq):
'O xôopoç 'èa øpoøt'spwôc, ùpepec öøayaívoua,

ô øl,oõtoç, rò Xoyâ.prcu thç ävePoç ônBaíueu

Although it contains traditional material it appears to be a set piece on vanitas

vanitaltm. (If the Akrites vogue really was closely tied to the figure of Manuel, we

*igtti 6**¿ that this poem would not have been written before I180.)

isfl S fig4-1867 and A¡-nxou, p. À'. Metrical variations, however, seem to

occur in more or less any Christianizing passage in E, and just appear to be paft of

ihis idiom (e.g. 1753)..e,n¿ tttr expatiation in a Christian vein is not necessarily

Airn to treròic-poetry (Y:eu, Epic and Romance, p. 50) and, moreover, _shows 
close

afrnities wittr ttre Alexander Romance, as G. VeLouDIs has shown, Der Neugrie-

chische Alexander (Munich, 1968), pp. 265-269: Alexander says farewell to his

warriors and his wife, and his wife dies shortly after. There are verbal conespon-

¿rn 
"s 

between e.g. the l52l prose version (v. L. KoNsrewrnopoul,os, ed.,

Ps.-Kallisthenes : iwei mittelgriechische Prosa-Forschungen des Alexanderromans,

vol. 2, Konigstein, 1983) e.g. 198, 18-20:

Køì vù' i?eí,prtc ört rù¡v oí¡pepov ùpepa" ù d'yâøq.pøc' ônoù eiTap'ev oÍ òúo

pic, xriíttiitl ,êyô: óøavaít',rs eiç ròv'Aôq xaì éoêua øqí¡aø ¡tè tòa @eóa'

õt riyattq pé:vn aYâ,nt.

Compare E 1772, 177 4-177 5 :

xú.ù ùc eïôeç an'apxñç, tire ei4ap^eu ròv øô0ot' "'
,ítpepoí xopl(ttpeilø xaì aøêpgopøt eíç ròt' xôopoa

di iaapor, 6tcoætt'órarou, xaì øôryu xô'ta eíç'Aôrlp'

We cannot assume that what we have here in E is allusion rather than simply a

traditionat language ; but the death of Alexander may well be the inspiration of this

p"rt or p with its-ecumenism quite alien to the archetypal Akrites e.g. 1,790'91.
' (52) E 1709-1764. Much of ttris section is of course extraneous to the original

tay, in wtrictr the point will not have been christian faith but a defiant piece of heroic

¡óártiog in ttre vein of the Emir's words at 500-512. Krumbacher (quoted in

alsxo-u, p. pr) was surely right to see this as a traditional element.
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written versions were discovered, and therefore to be considered
immune from the attentions of nationalist men of letters (t').) Se-

condly we have the romantic Akrites as husband addressing his wife.
(This has been preserved in some other folk songs (54).) finatly we
have an overlay of Christian reflection on the vanity of things. The
thing may have been done with scissors and paste, but it still presents

sufficient incompatibilities and traditional elements that we may rule
out its having been composed øå inítîo for the collection (tt).

(As to the question of authorship, only"speculation is possible. rilith
the second poem it is probably out of place to speak of an author at
all ; the emulation by the third poem of the first suggests, perhaps, a

different author; so too does the possibility that the third poem is an
altemative telling of the fourth ; and the language and priorities of the
fifth poem clearly stand apart.)

To summarizethe view of E that I have put forward. It is true that
the very idea of collecting existing heroic poetry either about Akrites
or relatable to Akrites and laying it end to end had in it the seeds of
a biography of Akrites. Indeed, a biographical tendency has crept into
the interstices between poems by the time of G (e.S.on the death of
the hero's parents) 7s6). But E is not the biography of Akrites. Reluc-
tånce to admit this has its origins in the initial (and persistent)
charactenzation of the Akrites versions as they were discovered as

epícs (s7). The question is: if E had been discovered before T, G and

(53) N. G. Politis famously claimed 1350 songs of the Akritic genre, and was

criticized for this by Pstcueru, "À propos de Digénis Akritas", Quelques travawc de

linguistique, de philologie er de littérature helléniques (Paris, 1930), pp. 4l-45. There
are plenty of songs into which we may suppose that the name of Dþenes has been
foisted (see e.g. the song collected by the notorious Lelekos in N. G. Porms,
"'Axprrrxù. &oyaro". 'O Oávcroç roû Âryevfl", Áaoypøqíd.,1 (1909), 168-275,
p.243). The Euboean song was first published in 1853-54, before the rediscovery
of the Trebizond MS.

6Ð E.S. 'E).tu¡rtwà. ôqpotmà Wayoúôn, pp. 37-38.
(55) Note especially the relic of oral poetry, äpl¡oweç (1673), significantly

associated with a local øapâôooty about the tomb.
(56) Most glarinely E 1095, which in G (7.109 f.) at least becomes part of the

story.
(57) See synoptically ArÐ(ou, pp. Eq'-90'. The wish to find an epic (recall the

famous forgery by the Czech man of letters Vaclav Hanka) dominates nineteenth-
century Greek views of Erotokritos also : see the important material (Sathas, N. G.
Politis, Xerouchakes) in the introduction by S. X¡¡mrouolocs (Herakleion, 1915).
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A had got us into the habit of thinking of Digenes Akrites as a unitary
work, would we ever have thought of E as itself a unitary work ? Now
that Alexiou has given us a readable E, this writer suggests that a
complete change of perspective may be in order.

An alternative model is to hand : it is the Codu Regius of the Elder

Edda.In that MS 29 poems of mythological and heroic cycles of much

older origin have been assembled with care in the thirteenth century

by a scribi who is aware that they are related but separate (tt).As Ker

remarked, "It is possible for the human mind to imagine an editor, a
literary man, capable of blending the poems in order to make a larger

book". But

The poems ... assert themselves as individual and sepa¡ate works. They

are not the mere makings of an epic, the mere materials ready to the

hand of an editor. It still remains true that they are the work of artists,

and of a number of artists with diferent aims and ideals (5e).

The use of the model is most valuable when we retum to the question

of the relation between the third and fourth poems of the Akrites
collection ; for here we have two poems which were originally not so

much supplementary to the "biography" of Akrites as alternative,
presenting alternative treatments of the hero. We may aptly compare

the adjacent poems in the codex Regius, the Atlamál and the Atlak-
viõa: "the poet of Atlamá|, for whom Atlalcviöa was a classic, stre-

nuously sought for originality by exploring a contrasting poetic

mode" (uo). It is only that the careful scribe of the Codex Regius,

(5S) U. Dno¡rKE (ed.), The Poetíc Edda. I/ol. I Heroic Poems (Oxford 1969),

pp. ¡-*üi. It is to be noted that my proposals for E follow this model, and are not

à-revival of elaborate systems such as those of the nineteenth'century Homeric

Analysts : indeed it is a central point that such complexity is out of place, generated

as it ls by the æsumption that a poem is made out of a large fund of pre-existing

material. In the case of the E poems the earlier material appears to have been rather

scanty, and the MS falls into sections without large-scale athetizing or transpositions'

(59) I(rn, Epic and Romance, P' 156'

ieOi OnoNr¡ , Poetíc Edda, p.99. I have suggested the same about the relation

of ieciions I'and A'of E. Krn obsen¡es (Epic and Romance, p. 5l) that "The

relation of the French epics to French romance is on the one side a relation of
antagonism, in which the older form gives way to the newer, because "the newer

rottiir sweeter in the ears of men" ... But ftom another point of view there may be

detãcted lnthe Chansons de Gesteno small amount of the very qualities that were

fatal to them, when the elements were compounded in the poems of Erec and

Lancelot." . The fortunes of the various parts of E (see Note 33 above) bear out the
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copying from an exemplar or exemplars not more than about forty
years older, gives us some help with the joining-passage, "The story
is told still more clearly in the Greenland 'Lay of Atli'." (ut).

The poems that make up E have suflered at the hands of time and
the scribes ; and yet that they have many beauties has been acknowled-
ged (62). In the view of this writer, what has impeded a juster estimate
of E is not just the chaotic state of the text prior to Alexiou's sterling
work but the lowly estimate we must have of the poet's powers of
synthesis if we hold E to be a single work. And we must not forget that
it is not only Norse works that are gathered into MSS together : the
very MS E from which we have our earliest acritic poems contains
together the three poems, the Porikologos, the Psarologos and the
Poulologos (u'). It is possible to imagine these poems being put
together, perhaps with others, into a large-scale work - but it did not
happen, it seems. The question for Akrites is whether there would ever

be found a great writer, a Turoldus or a Per Abbat or even a Homer,
who would blend its parts into a whole in order to produce a definitive
Akrites (64).

The answer was no. In this second and shorter part of this paper

I attempt synoptically to trace the consequences of the disunity of the
Akritic poems that I have identified. The fortunes of Akrites have

view of Ker (p. 323) that the twelfth century marks a more far'reaching change of
fashion than the later "Renaissance".

(61) DnoNrr, Poetic Eddq,p. 12.
(62) Amxou, pp. pÀe'-pÀ(' (Krumbacher, Hesseling, Kyriakides, Gregoire).
(63) Ar,nnou,p.E'. The E MS, it is to be noted, is also the best source of

Libistros (M. CuerztclAKouMns, Tà peoarøutxù. ôqpú:ôr¡ xeípeua,4' (Athens,

1977), pp. 69-79.
(64) On the issue of the "monumental composer" (I take the term of G. S. Iúm

rn The Songs of Homer, Cambridge, 1962) rhere is a helpful discussion in C. Str¡trlt,

The Making of the Poema de mio Cid (Cambridge, 1983) ; on the lack of one in the
case of Akrites see Arr,xou, pp. pÀq''pÀO'. The view of W J. Er.rrmsn r' in
European Balladry (Oxford, 1939, p. 304 - with G in mind) that "the poet

continues to outline dramatic situations, which he continues to foozle through sheer

lack of gift for narrative" bears out for E what Ker maintains -of the Edda (Epic and
'Romance, p. 146) : "it would impossible, by any fusion or aggregation of the Eddic
layf,jto get rid oftheir essential brevity".

{.*
{.

recently been given an admirable survey by G. Kechagioglou, and I
restrict myself here to outlining a general argument and providing

sundry deiails which are supplementary to his material (6s).

It is true that, in seeking to tum the Akritic materials into a rounded

poem the author of G showed some arnbition ; it is another matter

whether the ambition was fuIfilled. Embarrassed by the lack of
material, he includes whole episodes (the Emperor Romanos, the

daughter of Happlorrhabdes) and linking passages designed to make

it clear that the separate stories are part of a whole. But there is a lack

of proportion not just in the parts (the continual ekphrases and
prurient Christian digressions) but in the whole: Book Four (the

romance proper) has 1093 lines, while Book Eight (the Death) has

only 313. This is episodic stuff, and the author of G is to be put with
those epic poets who, in Aristotle's scathing phrase, "imagined that

because Heracles was one person the story of his life could not fail to

have unity" (uu). G's value-system may be coherent - and Ker's

comment about its "gloating Byzantine respsctability" must stand -
but his work is episodic, filled out with untraditional material (ut).

The later versions, though they certainly deserve more attention

from scholars in themselves, need not detain us long here. For Trapp

and Jefteys have demonstrated that all these versions derive from a

lost MS Z, a conflation of E and G (ut). The variations in style

between the versions are most interesting, even if none is of high

literary quality, but it is only in the Oxford version (O' 1670) that we

find large-scale revision of the hero and his story. The harshness of G
is toned down in order to produce a hero who is more like the hero

of later romances such as Imperios kai Margarona, a coluplet version

(65) Kechagioglou's article is confined to loyoreptía; much remains to be said

about extra - or para - literary uses of Digenes/Akrites. I hope, furthermore, to

have accounted here in some measure for the rather disappointing results that a

search for the significance ofAkrites in the culture produces.

(66) Arusron-p., Poetics l45la. I make no attempt to supply bibliography for G'

which will continue to have its defenders : this article aims only to reflrte the claim

that E is the dßiecta membra of a version such as G.
(67) I(en, The Dark Ages (London, 1904), pp' 343-344; ûror€ recentþ C'

Geler¡ruorou, "structural Oppositions in the Grottafenata Digenes Akrites", By'

zantine and Modern Greek Studies, l0 (1936), 29-68. MevnoGoRDAro (Digenes

Akrites, n. on 22i:-1) significantly describes the poem as "a collection of episodes

rather than a connected narrative"'
(63) M. J. JBrmevs, "Digenis Akritas Manuscript Z" in Popular Literature.
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of which was printed in 1543 : Akrites is now a generous ruler who
protects his subjects ftom apelatai who are now indistinguishable from
the familiar early modem 1r¡øéç (ut). And yet, despite the ambition
of O's author, Ignatios Petritzes, to have his work printed, the work
never \ryas. W}ry ?

Perhaps the main reason why Akrites never figured in print until
1875 - a reason, then, why he is so much less important for Greek
popular culture than Erotokritos - was that there were verse and prose
versions of the Alexander Romance. Alexander was clearly an ecum-
enical figure as Akrites was not, and the shared and therefore rival
motiß of the two stories were a further obstacle to the difi¡sion of
Akrites. An even greater obstacle was that presented by the printing
of Erotokritos in 1713, for in this work the public found a work
unitary, accessible and well crafted. The figure of Akrites, or as he is
now normally known, Digenes, figures briefly in Cretan drama as a
term (popular slang, perhaps) fot a miles gloriosus; but even the
polymath Kaisarios Dapontes knows little about the hero (70). Akrites
disappears from the vemacular literary tradition as mysteriously as he
appeared in it.

What, though, of Akrites' place in popular tradition ? For it is true
that one could see Akrites as an authentic popular hero spurned by the
scholastic or Frankish leanings of men of letters but living on healthily
¿rmong the Folk. On this subject Michael Herzfeld has offered us an
iconoclastic and largely convincing account of the connection between
the study of the Akritic songs on the one hand and the Greek
irredentist movement on the other; and he has rightly poured cold
water on the term "Akritic" itself (71). Even more damning evidence
was provided earlier by Guy Saunier's survey of the folk songs on the
subject of the struggle with Charos ; for from it emerges the unwel-

(69) Áú¡yaorç lryeyñ 1403 tr (ed. S. P. Lemnos, Collection de Romqns Grecs,

Paris, 1880).
(70) See here Kecrncroclou, "TrlXeç" and B¡eroN, "Was Digenes Akrites an

Oral Poem ?" ; an echo of the Cretan use of "Digenes" was the KKE leader
Zachaiades' description of EOKA as qeoroôryeafiôeç - attacking CoL Grivas'
name (P. Senves, Kuøpøxó: Eu9ítueç, Athens, 1980, p. 207).

(71) M. H¡nzreI.n, Ours Once More (Austn 1982), esp. pp. ll8-l2l ; to be
supplemented by the same author's article, "Social Borderers : Themes of Conflict
and Ambiguity in Greek Folk Song", Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 6
(1980),6l-80.

come fact that those songs which mention Digenes or Akrites are

confined to certain areas of the Greek-speaking world ; Pontus and

Cappadocia; Cyprus ; and some of the Aegean, especially Crete (72).

In central and northern Greece, certainly, the names of the hero are

utterþ unknown - until disseminated by schoolmasters 173¡. Further-

more the hero is absent from that authentic manifest¿tion of tradition
not much liked by schoolmasters, the Karagiozis. Akrites, in short, is

anything but the Panhellenic hero prized by N. G. Politis, and the

nature of his presence in the Greek popular mind today only bears out

Emest Gellner's thesis on nationalism:

The basic deception and self-deception practised by nationalism is this :

nationalism is, essentially, the general imposition of a high culture on

society ... But this is the very opposite of what nationalism afrrms and

what nationalists fenentþ believe. Nationalism usually conquers in the

name of a putative folk culture (7a).

(72) Seurvrnn, "Le Combat avec Charos"'
(73) This undermines the influential view of N. G. Politis about Digenes as a

Panhellenic hero : see the passage of his lecture on the subject reprinted emblema-

tically in 'Ex).oyaì aøò ù rpayoúõn roõ éXlqvtxoõ )'aoõ (1914)' p. 79. We may

suggest therefore that the villages named Akritas in the Kilkis and Florina districts

('Eøítopoa 'Eyxuxlottatômòy xaì l),aoomòy úe€mòy Ilâ¡rupoç, Athens, 19ól)
have been renamed in accordance with the remaining policy of this century : see M'
Trumn¡pnn rtoss,'Aøatna. vol. 3 (1981), pp' 141,595-596.

(74) E. G¡,LLNnn, Nqtions and Nqtionalisrz (London, 1980), pp' 68'69' The

most striking example, one not fully investigated, is cyprus : I offer one or two

points. ttelladic schohrs posted to schools in Greece were intent to mine the folk

iradition for the presence of the hero: S. MeN¡noos, "'O Aryevl¡ç rfrç Krlnpoo"
(originally in the ûrst number of the magazne 'Axpfuaç), Tottuwprxaì xaì
ìoiypoq-t oì ps).êrar (Nicosia, 1976), pp. 282-287 ; S. KvruÆsnes, "Àyevf¡ç xal
xáÞäupäc", ,!aoypøqío',6 (1917), 368'424; I' A. G' SvKoutnEs, "Àryevf¡ç xcrì

x&þoropg.ç", Kuøpnxà ,çpoytxâ,,1 (1923), 154'163' For the fl¡rther role of the

Digenes figUre in nationalism note the groups of resisting schooþchildren known as

¿ipøôøoala(N. Cnewsuaw, The Cyprus Revolt,London,1978, p. 280)' the Greek

Cypriots' 'Akrit¿s Plan' and the nickname of its author, the assassinated leader

pótlmrpos Georkatzes (e.s. S. Meves, Cyprus and Mak,rios, London, 1981,

pp.- too-t62, 168). A further irony: the village Petra tou Digene is now in the

turkish-controlled area (Btue Guide, London, 1987, p. 180 ; on the place-names see

N. Kup¡o¡s, O xawoúpnç tt'u1mòç íipaç ú;a 'HJ"i¡uav' 'Ieropía naì qpü"ot ttò
Bu(ô.ytto nøì crì¡u Kúøpo, Nicosia, 1961, pp. s1-87). But for Digenes as paft of
a pãrsistent, but now lost, common folk culture (Akfitic songs sung by Turks too)

rrè M. Kloot't¡"roou, "'Axptrtxà tpayorlôra xcì ncpaÀoyèç ônò 4¡v Kúnpo",

Aaoypaqíø,33 (1932-84) 179'237, esp.pp' 180, 184.
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The discomfiture felt by the nationalist scholar who felt that the folk
did not sufficiently appreciate the glories of its past was expressed in
1905 by N. A. Bees, who wrote of a monk from whom he had been

collecting some Akritic material: "The ignorant, God-bothering,
greedy monk had never even heard the name of Digenes Akrites and

wasn't even interested to learn it !" (tt).
But Akrites' lack of prominence in the folk tradition did not of

course entail that the new literary Akrites, however much he revealed

of his own time and the Great Idea, was clestined to be a failure ; and

yet, as Kechæioglou acknowledges, our conclusions here must be a

little disappointing (76). Akfites \ryas stil1 in the province of the

philologist when Palamas inaugurated the modern literary vogue with

his famous lines from "Iapþot, xøì attå,øøtCtot. Grcece certainly

needed some sort of resurrection aftef 1897, hence Palamas' conclu-

ding lines,

aù (aù favaqaíaopat'
xaì )"aoùtç dtaøaíya.

Palamas appears to be making the same pun here as a folk etymology

of "Digenes" (tt). And yet the hero had no invigorating effect on

Greek poetry : in retrospect the presence of Akrites in the poetry of
the modem Greek state seems to flicker as briefly as the flame of
irredentist sentiment which produced it : although the hero is spoken

of as the "unfailing spring" of poetry, this is far from being the

case (7s). In the absence of a uniøry and standard Akrtrcsthe possibili-

(75) N. A. B¡¡s, "Mopatcxcr tpayorlõra æi ùxprc¡xou xrlxÀou", IIøaø9í¡-

van, ll (1905), 33-37.
(76) On the distinction between the old and the new Akrites see BBlroN, Folft

Poetry of Modern Greece (Cambridge, 1980)' pp. 78-82.
(?i) N. G. Ponns, IIo'pøôôoery (Athens, 1904), vol. l, p. 69 : ynrì ë(rtoe ðaò

yeveaíç. Compare SxBu¡Nos, 'O 1ó'uatoç toõ Áryevñ (Athens, 1948)' p' 1l :

x'éoù øoù øân¡oeç rìyv änpqa appúøt'ø,
yeú,ùou - )ppá Eou, Áryeuí¡ ! ...Xpøròç attéontc !...

(78) G. Zon¡s, "'O ArYevùç èv rfr veoeÀÀ¡vrxfl norí¡oet", 'E)'14amì7

Ár¡ptoupyía 6 (1950 - hence the cotd war emphasis) 839-843. On the original

"onne"iion 
with Greek irredentism see A. BnvBn, "Han Turali rides agarn", By-

zøntine and Modern Greek Studies 1 I ( 1987) 193-206; for a poem which puns on

the name Digenes in a debunking of nationalism see N. Cru.es, "Aryevñ", 'Oôôç

Nmí¡ru På.vtou (Athens, 1977), P. 92.
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ties for lyric presented for the modem Greek poets were but limited.

The conirast with modern Greek poetry's exploitation of the Homeric

inheritance is stark (7e)."-A"d 
yet, even if ìnâ mo¿ern Akritic myth is a dated ¿nd largely

failed one,-that does not deny us the opportunity- indeed it may

*rtotær'os - to look æainat the poems of the E collection. For

initwemayseevariouspoetsatworkwithvaryingbutfarfrom
contemptible results.

Birmingham. David Rlcrs'

(79)TheconnectionofAkriteswithHomerisfavouredbuthighlyinapposite'

"rpäiáuv 
ir we take th. oir* of E which I have outlined ; for an example see G.

P¡pecnen¡¡¡t"tpour, "Rk iti. and Homeric Poetry"' Kaøpt'øxøì Xø-ouôaí' 26

rlgil>, zs-ss. For a contrast with modem Greek poetry's drarring_ on Homer see

D. B. R¡cxs, "Homer unã ðte"f Poetry 1888-1940"' (Ph'D' London' 1986) and

;Á Cr..f poet,s Tributsto Keats", Keats-Shelley Journal,3T (1988)' 35'42'


