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Summary: Dio Chrysostom, in his Trojan Discourse (speech 11) rewrites the story of the 
Trojan War in a new and different way (with Trojans’ victory over Greeks, the murder 
of Hector by Achilles, and so on), in contrast with the tale of the Iliad and under the 
pretense of an historical reconstruction. He preys on Homeric narrative techniques 
(such as the selective and motivated plot of the Iliad, and the first-person tale in the 
Odyssey), in order to disprove the traditional version of the legend and to pave the way 
for a new view. Dio takes a metaliterary and intertextual approach to Homeric epics, 
insofar as he criticizes and deconstructs their narratives (bearing in mind Homeric crit-
icism by Aristotle and by Alexandrine grammarians), in order to rebuild the story anew. 
He also provides a specimen of generic crossing, since he frames an epic subject in the 
context of a prose speech that belongs to epidictic oratory and that simulates some his-
toriographical practices. 
 
 
The Trojan Discourse (speech 11) by Dio Chrysostom is a striking example 
of a ‘critical’ and ‘creative’ approach to the Trojan myth and Homeric 
epics,1 taking place against the background of the Second Sophistic with 
its corrosive criticism of the cultural tradition.2 Indeed, Dio rewrites the 
story of the Trojan War in a new and different way, in contrast with the 

 
1 On Dio’s profile as an intellectual and writer cf. Desideri 1978; Jones 1978; Amato 

2014. The Trojan discourse is edited with Italian translation and an excellent commen-
tary by Vagnone 2003, from which I quote. 

2 On the innovative and ‘polemical’ reworking of Homeric themes in the cultural con-
text of the Second Sophistic cf. Kindstrand 1973: esp. 13-44, 113-62; Zeitlin 2001; Fa-
vreau-Linder 2013; Briand 2015; Bär 2018. 
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tale of the Iliad and under the pretense of historical objectivity.3 Evi-
dently imitating Herodotus, he claims to have learned the true story 
from an Egyptian priest, who in turn found it written in the temples or 
heard it from an oral tradition handed down from generation to genera-
tion: it was Menelaus himself who disclosed the true events, when he 
came to Egypt after the war.4 

In this speech, Dio examines some narrative techniques applied in the 
Homeric epics and tries to prove that they pursue a deceptive aim. In 
doing so, he conducts a narratological analysis (albeit in an embryonic 
form) of the Iliad and Odyssey. I will focus on Dio’s arguments in order to 
show how he anticipates some approaches and methodological features 
of modern narratology and, at the same time, how he manipulates and 
even ‘perverts’ them, so to say, by interpreting Homeric techniques as 
deceptive strategies. 

The rewriting of the Trojan legend is carried out in two phases: a pars 
destruens (a negative part with criticizing views, notably 1-37) and a pars 
construens (a positive part, stating a new position and arguments, 38-154). 
The pars destruens builds on the defamation of Homer as a poor wanderer 
accustomed to flattery and adulation because of his misery: a beggar and 
a liar for a living. Here Dio surprisingly and maliciously manipulates the 
same tradition on Homer’s biography that he appreciated and praised 
elsewhere.5 Then he finds all the inconsistencies and contradictions that 
can be found in the Iliad and the Odyssey: the same inconsistencies and 
contradictions that Alexandrian grammarians had found and discussed 
at the time.6 Dio handles Alexandrian criticism (the issues and doubts 

 
3 On Dio’s reworking of the Trojan myth and Homeric epics in the Trojan Discourse cf. 

Kindstrand 1973: 141-62; Seeck 1990; Gangloff 2006: 122-36; Hunter 2009; Kim 2010: 
85-139; Scafoglio 2016. 

4 Cf. Dio, Tro. 37.2-38.7, taking the cue from Herodotus’ λόγος on Egypt (book 2 of the 
History) and in particular from his ‘alternative version’ about Helen, told by the Egyp-
tian priests (2.112-20: Helen never went to Troy, but stayed in Egypt). On Herodotus’ 
approach to the figure and myth of Helen: de Jong 2012; Saïd 2012. 

5 Cf. Dio, Tro. 15-16, with Vagnone’s commentary 2003: 116. Compare, for instance, the 
positive view of Homer’s life and customs expressed by Dio in his speech 53 (esp. 9). 

6 On Homeric criticism in the Hellenistic schools of thought and cultural currents cf. 
Pasquali 1952: 187-247; Montanari 1998: 1-17. On Dio’s approach to this learned ma-
terial: Vagnone 2003: 17-19. 
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raised by ancient scholars about many Homeric episodes and passages) 
as evidence that the two poems are full of lies.7 In addition, and perhaps 
more importantly, Dio joins Plato’s criticism of Homer’s description of 
the gods (as he already did elsewhere, especially in his Olympic Discourse),8 
merging the tool and the aim of the pars destruens. He claims that what 
Homes says about the gods, namely the unworthy feelings and actions 
that he attributes to them, absolutely cannot be true9. This is precisely 
the reason why Dio disproves and refutes Homer: he cannot accept the 
mythological view of the gods (with human faults and blemishes) belong-
ing to religious and cultural tradition.10 

The new and astonishing version of the Trojan legend established by 
Dio is mainly based on three points: 

 
1) Paris did not abduct Helen: he was her lawful wedded husband; the 

Greek kings did not accept that the most beautiful girl in the world 
was married to a foreigner and organized the military expedition, 
with the real purpose to take over the great wealth of Troy. 

2) Achilles did not kill Hector in the decisive duel: on the contrary, it 
was Hector who killed Achilles; but Homer told exactly the oppo-
site in order to save the honor of the best Greek warrior. Indeed 
Homer put the (fake) murder of Patroclus by Hector in the place of 
the (true) murder of Achilles by Hector himself, and then he in-
vented the story of the killing of Hector as Achilles’ vengeance. 

3) Troy was never conquered by the Greeks. On the contrary, the Tro-
jans won the war and turned the Greeks away. However, at the end 
of the war, the two peoples were exhausted because of to the 

 
7 Cf. Hunter 2009: 43, who concludes that “the whole project” of the Trojan discourse is 

“a distortion of a recurrent theme of ancient Homeric criticism”, namely “the skill-
fulness and quality of Homer’s lies”. 

8 Cf. Desideri 1980. On Plato’s criticism to Homer’s anthropomorphic description of 
the gods (esp. Resp. 3.398a-b): Murray 1996: 19-24; Cavarero 2002; Lacore 2003. 

9 On Dio’s criticism of Homeric religion in the Trojan Discourse (esp. 18), in the wake of 
Plato’s remarks, cf. Scafoglio 2016: 457-59. 

10 About Homer’s authority in Greek religion, it suffices to recall Herodotus, 2.53, and 
Strabo, 8.3.30. On Dio’s religious views, in general, cf. Desideri 2000; Van Nuffelen 
2011: 84-90, 147-56. 
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fighting and violence: thus, they established peace pacts and trea-
ties, undertaking to never fight again. 

 
The affirmation of these points is made possible by the defamation of 
Homer as a character and as a poet (based on the surreptitious interpre-
tation of ancient Homeric biographies), and by the exposure of his nar-
rative devices as a deceptive strategy. The latter expedient relies not 
only on Dio’s critical approach to the myth and its specific arrangement 
in the epic tale, but also on the analysis of Homeric techniques that had 
previously been carried out at first instance by Plato and Aristotle, and 
secondarily by Alexandrian philologists. 

 Aristotle in the Poetics (1459a) praises Homer since “he did not 
make the whole war of Troy the subject of his poem, though that war had 
a beginning and an end: indeed the tale risked becoming too extended 
and not easy to embrace in an overall view”11 (τῷ μηδὲ τὸν πόλεμον 
καίπερ ἔχοντα ἀρχὴν καὶ τέλος ἐπιχειρῆσαι ποιεῖν ὅλον· λίαν γὰρ ἂν 
μέγας καὶ οὐκ εὐσύνοπτος ἔμελλεν ἔσεσθαι ὁ μῦθος); Homer quite rightly 
detached “a single portion” of the whole story (ἓν μέρος), improving con-
sistency and narrative cohesion.12 Aristotle compares Homer’s selective 
and coherent tale with the systematic and comprehensive accounts of 
the Trojan War provided by “other poets” (i.e. the poets of the Epic Cy-
cle), who fashioned weak and fragmentary stories, “made up of several 
parts” (πολυμερῆ), such as the Cypria and the Ilias parva (1459b).13 Alex-
andrian scholars further develop Aristotle’s criticism, but they overturn 
his judgement, questioning the reasons and results of Homer’s arrange-
ment of the tale, with particular attention to the beginning in medias res 
and the choice of subject matter. 14  The Aristotelian tradition is well 
known to Roman scholars and poets, such as Horace, who in his Ars poet-
ica states the need for a unitary and cohesive structure in literary works 
 
11 All translations of Greek texts are mine unless otherwise stated. 
12 Cf. Else 1957: 582-88. On Aristotle’s judgement of Homer as the paradigm of epic po-

etry par excellence: Young 1983: 156-70; Richardson 1992: 30-40; Stroud & Robertson 
1996: 179-96. 

13 For a reconstruction and interpretation of this problematic passage of Aristotle’s Po-
etics cf. Scafoglio 2007: 287-98. 

14 On the critical issue of the beginning of the Iliad cf. for instance the D-scholia ad Il. 
1.1. On the Aristotelian background of Alexandrian criticism: Richardson 1994: 7-38. 
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(l. 23, simplex dumtaxat et unum), mentioning Homer’s poems as a positive 
example and the Epic Cycle as their negative counterpart (ll. 136-152, nec 
sic incipies ut scriptor cyclicus olim: / ‘Fortunam Priami cantabo et nobile bel-
lum’ etc.).15 

 Dio knows Aristotle’s theory and the resulting critical tradition: 
he reworks such observations and even overturns their outcome, in or-
der to devalue Homer’s strategic choice and to reveal his true purpose, 
consisting in deceiving his audience. Indeed Homer, according to Dio, 
“did not start his tale right from the beginning, but from an event chosen 
at random, as almost all liars usually do, who with insertions and circum-
locutions avoid telling a linear tale” (οὐκ εὐθὺς ἤρξατο ἀπὸ τῆς ἀρχῆς, 
ἀλλ᾽ ὅθεν ἔτυχεν· ὃ ποιοῦσι πάντες οἱ ψευδόμενοι σχεδόν, ἐμπλέκοντες 
καὶ περιπλέκοντες καὶ οὐθὲν βουλόμενοι λέγειν ἐφεξῆς, 24.4-7). Thus, 
Dio points out Homer’s selective approach to Trojan myth, in the wake 
of Aristotle and his later followers; but he interprets it as a tendentious 
expedient, a well-planned ruse aiming to exclude some ‘inconvenient ac-
cidents’ (viz. events that may reveal the truth) from the tale, and to de-
ceive the audience: “otherwise the deception would be exposed by the 
events themselves” (εἰ δὲ μή, ὑπ᾽ αὐτοῦ τοῦ πράγματος ἐξελέγχονται). 

Dio accuses Homer of “deceptively reworking in particular the begin-
ning and the end” of the story (ὅτι τὴν ἀρχὴν αὐτῆς καὶ τὸ τέλος μάλιστα 
ἐπεβούλευσεν, 25.5-6), since they are the hardest parts to manage in the 
re-elaboration of the myth. Indeed the beginning of the story covers the 
causes of the war, while the end affects the overall interpretation of the 
events. This is why Homer removes these parts and merely narrates a 
limited section of the war (26.1-4; 27.5-6): 

 
ὅθεν οὔτε τὴν ἀρχὴν οὔτε τὸ τέλος ἐτόλμησεν εἰπεῖν ἐκ τοῦ εὐθέος, 
οὐδὲ ὑπέσχετο ὑπὲρ τούτων οὐδὲν ἐρεῖν, ἀλλ᾽ εἴ που καὶ μέμνηται, 
παρέργως καὶ βραχέως, καὶ δῆλός ἐστιν ἐπιταράττων· οὐ γὰρ ἐθάρρει 
πρὸς αὐτὰ οὐδὲ ἐδύνατο εἰπεῖν ἑτοίμως. […] οὔτε οὖν τὰ περὶ τὴν 

 
15 It is not clear whether Horace has a particular poem in mind (such as the Ilias Parva), 

or not. In any case, he refers to the comprehensive structure that was typical of the 
Epic Cycle and that is already criticized by Aristotle. Cf. Brink 1971: 213-14; Rudd 
1989: 172; Fantuzzi 2015: 420-22. 
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ἁρπαγὴν τῆς Ἑλένης Ὅμηρος εἴρηκεν ἐκ τοῦ εὐθέος οὐδὲ παρρησίαν 
ἄγων ἐπ᾽ αὐτοῖς οὔτε τὰ περὶ τῆς ἁλώσεως τῆς πόλεως. 
 
“For this reason he did not dare to tell neither the beginning nor the 
end in a straightforward way; nor did he promise to say anything 
about them, but if he mentions them anywhere, it is incidentally and 
briefly. It is evident that he is trying to confuse. Indeed, he was not at 
ease with respect to these parts and was unable to speak freely. […] 
Homer did not talk in a clear and sincere way either about the abduc-
tion of Helen or about the fall of Troy.” 
 

Dio thus overturns Aristotle’s judgement, with two remarkable conse-
quences. On the one hand, the question arises as to what is the appropri-
ate literary genre for the tale of the Trojan War. Dio (implicitly, but def-
initely) recognizes the primacy of history over poetry with respect to Ar-
istotle’s theory, under which history is concerned with actual events and 
implies the systematic and comprehensive account of such matter, while 
poetry deals with “general truths” (that means possible events and not 
real facts) and has a more flexible and creative approach to its subjects.16 
Dio challenges the incompleteness of Homer’s tale and claims the need 
of an exhaustive account of the Trojan War, under the principles of his-
tory. It is therefore not by chance that he rewrites the myth in prose and 
not in poetry, following Herodotus and Thucydides as models. He states 
that the Trojan War is a historical matter17 and, as such, belongs to his-
toriographical genre. The Trojan Discourse is, in fact, a rework of Homer’s 
tale in a (pseudo)historiographical form.18 

 
16 On the difference between history and poetry (and the superiority of the latter on 

the former) according to Aristotle cf. Rosenmeyer 1982: 239-59; Heath 1991: 389-402; 
Carli 2010: 303-36. 

17 Cf. e.g. 37.2-3: “I will give the account as I learned it from a very aged priest, one of 
the priests in [the Egyptian city of] Onuphis” (ἐγὼ οὖν ὡς ἐπυθόμην παρὰ τῶν ἐν 
Αἰγύπτῳ ἱερέων ἑνὸς εὖ μάλα γέροντος ἐν τῇ Ὀνούφι); 38.1-2: “He told me that all 
the history of earlier times was recorded in Egypt, in part in the temples, in part 
upon certain columns” (ἔφη δὲ πᾶσαν τὴν πρότερον ἱστορίαν γεγράφθαι παρ᾽ αὐτοῖς, 
τὴν μὲν ἐν τοῖς ἱεροῖς, τὴν δ᾽ ἐν στήλαις τισί). 

18 One might say that Dio reworks Homer’s tale in the spirit of Herodotus, who was 
indeed considered “the prose Homer” since antiquity: Priestley 2014: 187-220. On the 
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On the other hand, Dio corrects and even reverses Aristotle’s judge-
ment on the Iliad compared to the epic cycle. Dio deplores the inade-
quacy of Homer’s tale and indirectly affirms the primacy of the Epic Cy-
cle for precisely the same reason (selective approach to subject matter 
vs a comprehensive account), while Aristotle praises the former and de-
values the latter. Moreover, Dio gives a sample of how an account of the 
Trojan War should be, reviewing the events of the conquest of Troy that 
would be a suitable subject for such a tale (29.3-30.4): 

 
τί μεῖζον ἢ δεινότερον εἶχεν εἰπεῖν τῆς ἁλώσεως; οὔτε ἀνθρώπους 
πλείους ἀποθνήσκοντας οὐδὲ οἰκτρότερον τοὺς μὲν ἐπὶ τοὺς βωμοὺς 
τῶν θεῶν καταφεύγοντας, τοὺς δὲ ἀμυνομένους ὑπὲρ τῶν τέκνων καὶ 
τῶν γυναικῶν, οὔτε γυναῖκας ἢ παρθένους ἄλλοτε ἀγομένας 
βασιλίδας ἐπὶ δουλείᾳ τε καὶ αἰσχύνῃ, τὰς μὲν ἀνδρῶν, τὰς δὲ 
πατέρων, τὰς δὲ ἀδελφῶν ἀποσπωμένας, τὰς δέ τινας αὐτῶν τῶν 
ἀγαλμάτων, ὁρώσας μὲν τοὺς φιλτάτους ἄνδρας ἐν φόνῳ κειμένους 
καὶ μὴ δυναμένας ἀσπάσασθαι μηδὲ καθελεῖν τοὺς ὀφθαλμούς, 
ὁρώσας δὲ τὰ νήπια βρέφη πρὸς τῇ γῇ παιόμενα ὠμῶς, οὔτε ἱερὰ 
πορθούμενα θεῶν οὔτε χρημάτων πλῆθος ἁρπαζόμενον οὔτε κατ᾽ 
ἄκρας ὅλην ἐμπιμπραμένην τὴν πόλιν οὔτε μείζονα βοὴν ἢ κτύπον 
χαλκοῦ τε καὶ πυρὸς τῶν μὲν φθειρομένων, τῶν δὲ ῥιπτουμένων. 
 
“What greater or more dreadful subject could he have chosen than 
the capture of the city? In no event a greater number of people died 
or more pitifully men fled to the altars of gods, or fought to save their 
children and wives; women and maidens of the royal family were 
dragged away to slavery and disgrace in foreign countries, some torn 
from their husbands, others from their fathers or brothers, and some 
even from the holy statues, while they beheld their beloved husbands 
lying in their blood without being able to embrace them or to close 
their eyes, and beheld their helpless kids thrown cruelly against the 
ground; and still, the desecration and looting of the temples of the 
gods, the plundering of a massive amount of wealth, the city burnt to 
the ground by the flames, the cries of agonizing men, the clash of 

 
key role of Herodotus and Thucydides in Dio’s speech cf. Hunter 2009: 43-61; Kim 
2010: 85-190. 
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bronze and the roar of the flames while some were perishing in them 
and others were being hurled upon them.” 
 

Actually, these are the same events that were covered by some poems of 
the Epic Cycle (as far as we can learn from fragments and evidence): Arc-
tinus’ Iliupersis and Lesches’ Ilias parva.19 However, Dio’s purpose is not so 
much to rehabilitate the Epic Cycle, but rather to denounce Homer’s de-
ceptive strategy and, in general, the failure of his poem. 

It should be noted, however, that this is not the only point on which 
Dio accuses Homer of hiding a part of the Trojan story in order to deceive 
the audience. He also criticizes the sudden interruption of scenes that 
would be decisive, if pursued to their supposed conclusion. Homer some-
times starts to recount a major event (mostly, a death match between 
two important warriors), but at some stage he interrupts the narrative 
on a pretext, without probable cause, in order to eclipse the true out-
come (e.g. the murder of one of the two characters) and to continue his 
tale in an arbitrary and misleading way (82.1-83.3): 

 
οὐ γὰρ δυνάμενος εἰπεῖν ὡς ἀπέκτεινε τὸν Ἀλέξανδρον ὁ Μενέλαος, 
κενὰς αὐτῷ χαρίζεται χάριτας καὶ νίκην γελοίαν, ὡς τοῦ ξίφους 
καταχθέντος. οὐ γὰρ ἦν τῷ τοῦ Ἀλεξάνδρου χρήσασθαι, τοσοῦτόν γε 
κρείττονα ὄντα, ὡς ἕλκειν αὐτὸν εἰς τοὺς Ἀχαιοὺς ζῶντα μετὰ τῶν 
ὅπλων, ἀλλ᾽ ἀπάγχειν ἔδει τῷ ἱμάντι; ψευδὴς δὲ καὶ ἡ τοῦ Αἴαντος καὶ 
τοῦ Ἕκτορος μονομαχία καὶ πάνυ εὐήθης ἡ διάλυσις, πάλιν ἐκεῖ τοῦ 
Αἴαντος νικῶντος, πέρας δὲ οὐδέν, καὶ δῶρα δόντων ἀλλήλοις ὥσπερ 
φίλων. 
 
“Since Homer could not say that Menelaus killed Paris, he rewarded 
him with an empty honor and with a ridiculous victory by pretending 
that his sword broke. Was it impossible for him to use Paris’s sword, 
given that he was strong enough to drag him alive with all his armor 
to the camps of the Achaeans? Did he have to choke him necessarily 
by the strap of his helmet? The duel between Ajax and Hector is also 
an invention, and its outcome is truly absurd. Here again Ajax takes 

 
19 Fragments and evidence: Bernabé 1987: 71-92; Davies 1988: 49-66; West 2003: 118-52. 

Cf. Davies 1989: 61-76; Scafoglio 2017: 86-94. 
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over, but there is no real result, and the two warriors offer gifts to one 
another as if they were friends!” 
 

Dio refers to the duels between Menelaus and Paris (Il. 3.245-382) and be-
tween Ajax and Hector (7.181-312). Both duels have the potential to lead 
to major breakthroughs, with the victory of the Achaean warrior and the 
death of his Trojan opponent, but they are interrupted on flimsy 
grounds: the first one for the intervention of Aphrodite, who saves Paris 
just in time; the other one for the arrival of heralds who ask the warriors 
to stop the fight as the night is falling down (just when Ajax looms over 
Hector and is about to kill him).20 Actually, this is a narrative technique, 
typical of the epic genre, developed to build a wide-ranging poem by 
means of preexisting mythological material that is originally passed on 
orally: some scenes fulfil a merely retarding function, raising and frus-
trating the expectations of the audience, in order to extend the tale (or 
rather to entertain the listeners for longer, in the oral perspective), with-
out adding anything of any actual importance.21 Dio detects this tech-
nique, but he interprets it once again as a deceptive strategy. 

However, the most remarkable expedient in the narrative economy 
of the Iliad, according to Dio, is the invention of the character of Patroc-
lus as a “double” of Achilles (102.5-8): 

 
τὸ γὰρ ψεῦδος ἐξ αὑτοῦ φανερόν ἐστι τοῖς προσέχουσιν· ὥστε οὐδενὶ 
ἄδηλον καὶ τῶν ὀλίγον νοῦν ἐχόντων ὅτι σχεδὸν ὑπόβλητός ἐστιν ὁ 
Πάτροκλος καὶ τοῦτον ἀντήλλαξεν Ὅμηρος τοῦ Ἀχιλλέως, 
βουλόμενος τὸ κατ᾽ ἐκεῖνον κρύψαι. 
 
“The falsehood is self-evident to any careful observer, so much so that 
anyone with a modicum of intelligence can realize that Patroclus is a 
fictional character that Homer has substituted for Achilles in order to 
hide the truth concerning the latter.” 
 

Dio argues that, in reality, Hector killed Achilles in a death match; but 
Homer invented the character of Patroclus who acts as a “substitute” of 
 
20 On this scene cf. Scafoglio 2017: 31-35. 
21 Cf. Kirk 1990: 15-27; Edwards 1992: 284-330; Rengakos 1999: 308-38. 
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Achilles. Thus, in the seeming fake tale of the Iliad (notably in book 16), 
Hector kills Patroclus instead of Achilles (103.6-104.5): 

 
μάλιστα μὲν οὖν ἐβούλετο Ὅμηρος ἀφανίσαι τὴν τοῦ Ἀχιλλέως 
τελευτὴν ὡς οὐκ ἀποθανόντος ἐν Ἰλίῳ. τοῦτο δὲ ἐπεὶ ἀδύνατον ἑώρα, 
τῆς φήμης ἐπικρατούσης καὶ τοῦ τάφου δεικνυμένου, τό γε ὑφ᾽ 
Ἕκτορος αὐτὸν ἀποθανεῖν ἀφείλετο καὶ τοὐναντίον ἐκεῖνον ὑπὸ τοῦ 
Ἀχιλλέως ἀναιρεθῆναί φησιν [ὃς τοσοῦτον ὑπερεῖχε τῶν ἀνθρώπων 
ἁπάντων] καὶ προσέτι αἰκισθῆναι τὸν νεκρὸν αὐτοῦ καὶ συρῆναι μέχρι 
τῶν τειχῶν. 
 
“Homer’s primary purpose was to hide the murder of Achilles, pre-
tending that he had not died at Troy; but he saw that it was not possi-
ble, since the rumour prevailed and his tomb was pointed out by the 
people. Then Homer suppressed the account of his death by Hector’s 
hand and told, on the contrary, that the latter [who was so far supe-
rior to all other warriors] was slain by Achilles and even that his 
corpse was dishonored and dragged as far as the walls.” 
 

Dio comprehends the nature of Patroclus as a character complementary 
and even subordinate to Achilles: as a matter of fact, Patroclus is consid-
ered as a sort of “double” or “other half” of Achilles by many modern 
scholars, who regard him as a new or “added” character, invented by 
Homer and not originally coming from the myth.22 Dio’s brilliant insight 
is to turn the advisor and helper (whether or not created by Homer) into 
a stand-in for Achilles.23 Patroclus plays a crucial role in the plot of the 
Iliad, as a main cog in the narrative machine, so to say, since his murder 
by Hector’s hand unblocks the situation and resolves the impasse caused 
by Achilles’ anger. Dio realizes that the narrative structure of the Iliad 

 
22 The idea that Patroclus is invented by Homer or at least that his role is enhanced to 

fit the plot of the Iliad is argued with different reasoning and wording by 
Schadewaldt 1951: 178-81; Kullmann 1960: 44-45, 193-94; Dihle 1970: 159-160; Erbse 
1983. 

23 Arnould 1990: 187-89 seems to follow Dio’s interpretation, suggesting that “la mort 
de Patrocle est le substitut de la mort d’Achille.” 
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does not work without Patroclus: he brands this character as a surrepti-
tious invention in order to delete him from the story and to destroy 
Homer’s plot construction. 

Dio shows that he possesses a high degree of awareness regarding the 
narrative peculiarities of the Iliad, but he uses such skill not so much to 
highlight Homer’s strengths (as Aristotle does) and not even to bring out 
his real weaknesses (as is often the case in Homeric criticism), but rather 
to undermine his cultural authority and to disprove his side of the story, 
in order to establish another version under the pretense of finding and 
defending the historical truth (or better, what he wants his reader to be-
lieve as the historical truth). 

However, the target of Dio’s attack on mythological and cultural tra-
dition is not only the Iliad: the Odyssey is also at issue. In this poem he 
focuses on the first-person account of Odysseus as a secondary, ho-
modiegetic narrator (scil. in books 9-12). It is an important narrative 
technique which provides a major formal variation (in order to liven up 
the account) and also achieves the aim of further removing the story 
from reality, thus allowing the poet to introduce fanciful and supernat-
ural characters and events in the tale.24 Plato was the first to appreciate 
Odysseus’ role as a (temporary) homodiegetic narrator: in Book 3 of the 
Republic he praises Homer for his capacity to identify with his characters 
and to make them speak in their own voice (μίμησις);25 he also stresses 
the masterful exploitation of both extradiegetic and metadiegetic narra-
tive in the Odyssey, as he says that “in this form”, i.e. alternating the two 
manners, Homer “has cast the entire narrative of the events that oc-
curred at Troy and in Ithaca, and throughout the Odyssey” (τὴν ἄλλην δὴ 
πᾶσαν σχεδόν τι οὕτω πεποίηται διήγησιν περί τε τῶν ἐν Ἰλίῳ καὶ περὶ 
τῶν ἐν Ἰθάκῃ καὶ ὅλῃ Ὀδυσσείᾳ παθημάτων, 393b).26 In his turn, Aristo-
tle praises Homer on the ground that he “has the special merit of being 
the only poet who rightly appreciates the part he should take himself”, 

 
24 Cf. Parry 1994: 1-22; Olson 1995: 43-64; de Jong 2001: 221-27 and passim; Burgess 2017: 

95-120. 
25 Cf. Marušič 2011: 217-40; Collobert 2013: 463-76. 
26 This interpretation of Plato’s arguments is supported, among others, by Halliwell 

2009: 15-41. 
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which means that he does not always “speak in his own person,” but “af-
ter a few prefatory words, at once he leaves the task of speaking to a man, 
or a woman, or another personage,” thus bringing his epics close to trag-
edy (Poet. 1460a5-11). 27  Both Plato and Aristotle, however, focus on 
Homer’s capacity to identify with his characters and make them speak 
appropriately (in coherence with their own personality):28 they substan-
tially appreciate Homer’s aptitude for psychological insight; Aristotle 
goes just a little further on the issue of narrative structure through the 
comparison between epic and tragedy.29 

Dio seems to be the first who completely understands the extent of 
Odysseus’ metadiegetic account in a narratological perspective, although 
it is fairly certain that he found some remarks of this sort in Homeric 
criticism.30 On the other side, he uses this insight to discredit the poet 
and undermine his tale in the Odyssey, just like he does with the Iliad. 
Indeed, Dio presents Odysseus’ metadiegetic insert as another deceptive 
expedient (34): 

 
οὕτως γὰρ καὶ ἐν Ὀδυσσείᾳ τὰ μὲν περὶ τὴν Ἰθάκην καὶ τὸν θάνατον 
τῶν μνηστήρων αὐτὸς λέγει, τὰ δὲ μέγιστα τῶν ψευσμάτων οὐχ 
ὑπέμεινεν εἰπεῖν, τὰ περὶ τὴν Σκύλλαν καὶ τὸν Κύκλωπα καὶ τὰ 
φάρμακα τῆς Κίρκης, ἔτι δὲ τὴν εἰς Ἅιδου κατάβασιν τοῦ Ὀδυσσέως, 
ἀλλὰ τὸν Ὀδυσσέα ἐποίησε διηγούμενον τοῖς περὶ τὸν Ἀλκίνοον· ἐκεῖ 
δὲ καὶ τὰ περὶ τὸν ἵππον καὶ τὴν ἅλωσιν τῆς Τροίας διεξιόντα τὸν 
Δημόδοκον ἐν ᾠδῇ δι᾽ ὀλίγων ἐπῶν. 
 
“In the same way, in the Odyssey he tells of events in Ithaca and of the 
death of the suitors in his own person, but has not dared to mention 

 
27 Ὅμηρος δὲ ἄλλα τε πολλὰ ἄξιος ἐπαινεῖσθαι καὶ δὴ καὶ ὅτι μόνος τῶν ποιητῶν οὐκ 

ἀγνοεῖ ὃ δεῖ ποιεῖν αὐτόν. αὐτὸν γὰρ δεῖ τὸν ποιητὴν ἐλάχιστα λέγειν. οὐ γάρ ἐστι 
κατὰ ταῦτα μιμητής. οἱ μὲν οὖν ἄλλοι αὐτοὶ μὲν δι᾽ ὅλου ἀγωνίζονται, μιμοῦνται δὲ 
ὀλίγα καὶ ὀλιγάκις. ὁ δὲ ὀλίγα φροιμιασάμενος εὐθὺς εἰσάγει ἄνδρα ἢ γυναῖκα ἢ ἄλλο 
τι ἦθος, καὶ οὐδέν᾽ ἀήθη ἀλλ᾽ ἔχοντα ἦθος. Cf. Rabel 1997: 12-21 and passim. 

28 On the ‘character speech’ in Homer’s epics cf. Scodel 2004: 45-55; Beck 2008: 162-83. 
29 Cf. Poet. 1459b9, ἔτι δὲ τὰ εἴδη ταὐτὰ δεῖ ἔχειν τὴν ἐποποιίαν τῇ τραγῳδίᾳ: “then, epic 

must have the same types of narration as tragedy.” Actually epic comes close to trag-
edy, when events are told by a character rather than by the poet. 

30 Cf. Nünlist 2009: 94-135 and especially 116-35. 
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the greatest of his falsehoods, notably the story of Scylla, the Cyclops, 
the magic charms of Circe, and even further, the descent of Odysseus 
into the Underworld. He makes Odysseus narrate these stories to Al-
cinous and his court: there too he had Demodocus tell the story of the 
horse and the conquest of Troy in a song of only a few lines.” 
 

Homer is a liar, but he invents so great falsehoods that he does not dare 
to tell them in first person: then, Odysseus does his “dirty work”, so to 
speak. Dio also notices that, still at Alcinous’ court, the same aim is pur-
sued by Homer on a smaller scale with Demodocus’ song, recounting the 
conquest of Troy that is missing in the plot of the Iliad. While Plato and 
Aristotle appreciate the homodiegetic narrator as a character speaking 
in his own voice, Dio considers him as the spokesperson for the poet and 
as an important part of Homer’s deceptive strategy. It is also true, how-
ever, that Aristotle does not hesitate to recognize Homer’s aptitude for 
the wonderful and irrational (τὸ θαυμαστόν, 1460a12-18): soon after, 
talking about the παραλογισμός, he claims that “Homer has chiefly 
taught other poets the art of telling lies skilfully” (δεδίδαχεν δὲ μάλιστα 
Ὅμηρος καὶ τοὺς ἄλλους ψευδῆ λέγειν ὡς δεῖ, 1460a19). It goes without 
saying that Dio fully agrees with him, at least on this point. 

Dio has no doubts on the efficiency of metadiegetic narrative: in fact, 
he takes it over and uses it to achieve his own ends, pretending to put 
this expedient at the service of historical truth. Dio claims to have 
learned his version of the Trojan story from an Egyptian priest: in doing 
so, he does not follow Homer, but Herodotus, who builds his λόγος on 
Egypt by means of eyewitness evidence of local priests (2.99-146).31 Actu-
ally, Herodotus does not entirely leave the field to these witnesses, hid-
ing behind them to the point of disappearing altogether, as Homer does 
with Odysseus in books 9-12 of the Odyssey: Herodotus often uses verba 
dicendi in the account of the priests’ information, in order to indicate his 
presence as their interlocutor and to remind the reader that he is the one 

 
31 Cf. Ellis 2017: 104-29, esp. 105-10. Herodotus’ debt to Homer in many respects, in-

cluding metadiegetic narrative, is recognized by scholars: e.g. de Jong 2002: 245-66. 
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listening to the priests and recording their testimony.32 He resorts to this 
expedient to ensure the reliability of the λόγος (besides the purpose of 
variatio). 

Dio’s speech is on the same line as Herodotus, insofar as it maintains 
the co-presence of the author’s own voice (as primary narrator) and as a 
witness (as secondary narrator). Dio goes even further, given that he 
does not limit the role of the Egyptian priest to providing reliable infor-
mation: Dio also makes him utter disparaging and ironical comments 
about the Greek people, which constitute the audience, or at least a part 
of the audience, of the speech.33 For instance, through the voice of the 
priest, he accuses the Greeks to be “ignorant and loudmouthed” (39.2-3), 
and stigmatizes their “love of pleasure” (42.1-5): 

 
τούτου δὲ αἴτιον ἔφη εἶναι ὅτι φιλήκοοί εἰσιν οἱ Ἕλληνες· ἃ δ᾽ ἂν 
ἀκούσωσιν ἡδέως τινὸς λέγοντος, ταῦτα καὶ ἀληθῆ νομίζουσι, καὶ τοῖς 
μὲν ποιηταῖς ἐπιτρέπουσιν ὅ τι ἂν θέλωσι ψεύδεσθαι καί φασιν ἐξεῖναι 
αὐτοῖς, ὅμως δὲ πιστεύουσιν οἷς ἂν ἐκεῖνοι λέγωσι, καὶ μάρτυρας 
αὐτοὺς ἐπάγονται ἐνίοτε περὶ ὧν ἀμφισβητοῦσι. 
 
“He claimed that it happened (scil. Homer’s success in deception) be-
cause of Greek love of pleasure: they easily believe to be true whatever 
they delight to hear from anyone’s lips; they allow poets to tell any 
untruth they wish, and they consider such prerogative as poetic li-
cense. Yet they trust them in everything they say and even quote 
their words at times as evidence in matters of dispute.” 
 

Dio reuses therefore Herodotus’ expedient in an innovative way, not only 
as a guarantee of reliability for his version (against Homer’s tale), but 

 
32 On the difference between “secondary narrators” and “reported narrators” cf. de 

Jong 2004: 107-10); on the alternance of the former and the latter in Herodotus’ 
λόγος on the Egypt: de Jong 2012: 127-42, esp. 129-141. 

33 In the beginning (4) Dio addresses his speech to the Trojans (ἄνδρες Ἰλιεῖς), but 
shortly after (6.1-2) he recognises that it “will be necessarily given in other places 
too” and that “many people will know it” (προλέγω δὲ ὑμῖν ὅτι τοὺς λόγους τούτους 
ἀνάγκη καὶ παρ᾽ ἑτέροις ῥηθῆναι καὶ πολλοὺς πυθέσθαι): it is clear that he refers to 
Greeks, to which he belongs in terms of language and culture. 
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also as a clever strategy to convey a message uncomfortable to the audi-
ence: the priest’s evidence works as an ‘alternative’ voice that enters the 
account and articulates what the author cannot say in the first person.34 
Accordingly, it seems clear that Dio follows both Homer and Herodotus, 
or better, he corrects Homer with Herodotus’ help. It is nevertheless true 
that the idea of attributing an awkward statement to a “substitute” or 
“stand-in” for the poet ultimately stems from the Odyssey, or rather from 
Dio’s individual interpretation of Odysseus’ role in this poem. Dio does 
exactly what he blames Homer for. 

Dio thus achieves a systematic denial of Homer’s tale, largely corre-
sponding to the traditional version of the legend;35 but this process is not 
an end in itself: the pars destruens is aimed at discovering the historical 
truth, which is the pars construens of the Trojan discourse. Hence, from a 
narratological perspective, Dio’s reworking of the story generates a 
problematic doubling of tales concerning the same subject, i.e. Homer’s 
fiction and the true version, which co-exist within the Trojan discourse.36 
The true version is built with the story elements forming the plot of the 
Iliad, which is deconstructed and reassembled in a brand new pattern. 
The major point of Homer’s narrative is reversed: it is Hector who kills 
Achilles, and not the opposite. Likewise, the main events of the myth be-
fore and after the time span of the Iliad are overturned: the marriage be-
tween Helen and Paris takes the place of the abduction of the latter as 
the leading cause of hostility; the victory of the Trojans over the Greeks 
becomes the outcome of the war. 

However, this is not only an entertainment: Dio’s reworking of the 
myth is not a mere exercise in rhetoric, and not pure virtuosity, as some 

 
34 Actually, Herodotus already attributes to Egyptian priests unflattering references to 

the cultural baggage of the Greeks, most notably on the Trojan myth (in particular 
2.118.1). Cf. Saïd 2012: 87-105. 

35 As for Patroclus, I call “the traditional version” the one established by Homer and 
almost universally endorsed from the Iliad onwards, rather than the original (pre-
Homeric) legend, in which Achilles was paired with Antilochus. For an overview of 
neo-analytic criticism about this subject cf. Burgess 1997: 1-19; Scafoglio 2017: 41-47 
and passim. 

36 Cf. Phillips 2012: 95-106, esp. 98-99, discussing Hunter 2009: 43-61. 
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scholars believe.37 The supposed recovery of historical truth is full of 
consequences. The legitimate wedding of Paris and Helen relieves not 
only the Trojans, but also the gods, of the responsibility for the war: 
there was no judgment of Paris, no abduction of Helen, no vengeance of 
the goddesses. The responsibility lies with the Greeks, but the most im-
portant consequence is the exposure of the real underlying causes of the 
war, that is the appetite for power and wealth, the wish to take over by 
force a thriving and prosperous city (64.1-4): 

 
ταῦτα δὴ ἀκούοντες, οἱ μέν τινες ὠργίζοντο καὶ ἀτιμίαν τῷ ὄντι 
ἐνόμιζον τῆς Ἑλλάδος τὸ γεγονός, οἱ δέ τινες ἤλπιζον ὠφεληθήσεσθαι 
ἀπὸ τῆς στρατείας· δόξα γὰρ ἦν τῶν ἐν τῇ Ἀσίᾳ πραγμάτων ὡς 
μεγάλων καὶ πλούτου ὑπερβάλλοντος. 
 
“Some <suitors of Helen> were furious at hearing <about her marriage 
with Paris>: they felt it was a shame to Greek people, while others ex-
pected to profit from war: there was rumor, indeed, that great wealth 
and a lot of assets were in Asia.” 
 

Dio seems to suggest that this is the real reason not only for the Trojan 
War, but for all the wars; and probably he is not wrong. 

The murder of Achilles by Hector calls for a reflection on the Homeric 
conception of heroism, and perhaps on heroism in general. What is her-
oism? It seems to be a construction, or even a deception, carefully built 
to make the war look good, noble, beautiful, and appealing. Indeed, Achil-
les is the hero par excellence: he is the model hero not only in the Ho-
meric epics, but in the entire literary tradition that starts from Homer.38 
Yet his best deed turns out to be a fake. 

The rewriting of the end of the war, with the victory of the Trojans, 
can be interpreted as a restoration of justice: the right outcome of a 
wrong process. It can be interpreted as the final evidence of a high-
minded and often neglected ideal: war, unfairness and violence do not 

 
37 E.g. Szarmach 1978: 195-202; del Cerro Calderón 1997: 95-106; Bolonyai 2001: 25-34. 

Contra, Kindstrand 1973: 141-62; Desideri 1978: 431-34, 496-503; Gangloff 2006: 122-
36; Scafoglio 2016. 

38 Cf. Schein 1984: 89-167; Callen King 1987: esp. 1-45; Nagy 2005: 71-89. 
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bring anything but trouble and defeat. This also leads to a reflection on 
history, which runs the risk of turning out to be a construction too: an 
ideological and propagandist construction, pursuing the aim of rehabili-
tating and celebrating the war, hiding its real outcome and conse-
quences. 

Thus, the analysis of Homeric narrative techniques conducted by Dio 
in his Trojan Discourse is not merely a rhetorical exercise (in the spirit of 
virtuosity and self-complacency that is typical of the Second Sophistic), 
as some scholars believe.39 Dio develops critical skills and tools preluding 
(in embryonic form, as I said) to modern narratology, in order to dis-
prove the traditional version of the Trojan legend, based on the Homeric 
epics – but he does it for an ethical purpose, notably to reject the belli-
cose ideology arising from these poems. He realizes a kind of tendentious 
(or ‘perverted’, I would say) criticism that is the first step of a rework of 
Homeric narrative, a rework aimed at establishing a new set of values 
and ideals – first of all, the ideal of peace. 

 
39 E.g. Szarmach 1978: 195-202; Bolonyai 2001: 25-34. Contra, Desideri 1978: 431-34, 496-

503. 
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