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Homeric listeners in Byzantium: Eustathios of
Thessaloniki on Homer's similes

Christian Hegel

Many students of Homer will have come across the
name Eustathios of Thessaloniki as a source for in

formation and explanation of the Homeric texts.
When trying to understand Homer today, we de
pend heavily on the tradition that right from an
tiquity has compiled and transmitted valuable in
formation on the meanings and forms of particular
words, on the stories behind names and places, on
myths etc. Eustathios is one of these sources: writing
in the Byzantine age he produced extensive com
mentaries on various authors, including Homer.
Working on the basis of the ancient tradition, Eus
tathios used many of the ancient commentaries that
are still known to us today, but he also had access to
others that are now lost or only found in fragments.
In quite a few of the Byzantine manuscripts of e.g.
Homer — those that are now our actual source for

the Homeric texts — commentaries were inserted

on the margins of the text, often in compact and
abbreviated form. These margin commentaries —
or scholia as they are called —very often go back
to ancient commentators, and their information on

Homeric words and questions are extremely use
ful for us today, when trying to figure out what
the Homeric texts actually say. This was also the
case in the Byzantine age, where Homer was always
favourite reading and appeared on any school pro
gram that taught its pupils literature.

These scholia —margin commentaries —were
extensively used by the Byzantine orator, author,
and churchman, Eustathios of Thessaloniki. Eus

tathios knew all the ancient scholia that we know

today, as well as much more ancient and Byzantine
literature on Homer. Probably writing and rewrit
ing throughout most of his life on his own running
commentary and interpretation of Homer's epics,
Eustathios has left us very large commentaries on
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the Iliad and the Odyssey, as well as on authors
such as Pindar, Dionysius Periegetes, and John of
Damascus.1 His commentaries on Homer are often

mentioned in modern commentaries on Homer,

for Eustathios transmits valuable information that

may have appeared in ancient commentaries that
are now lost. But, as I will try to show in the fol
lowing, Eustathios' importance is not only to be
seen as a transmitter of ancient knowledge. Eus
tathios had ideas of his own;2 in fact, the last dec

ades of scholarly work on Eustathios has revealed a
very active personality who wrote treatises on con
temporary historical events, had firm philosophical
and theological beliefs, and was active in political
life, not least in his last vocation as archbishop of
Thessaloniki. In his commentaries on Homer, Eus

tathios is both proud - he speaks of the hard la
bour he has put into searching through all available
sources —but he is also humble, and outright con
fesses that most of his information may be found
elsewhere. But, as he says ironically or maybe even
sarcastically in the introduction to his commentary
on the Iliad, given the common ease with which
many approach the Homeric problems, time will
show whether many will not find it practical to
be helped by a commentator who has done all the
hard work already (Comm. II. 3.31ff.).3 It will be
my contention that Eustathios was, to a large de
gree, right; in a sense, we have learned a great deal
from Eustathios, if not for other reasons, then at

1The commentary on the Iliad is found in van der Valk 1971-
87; the commentary to the Odyssey only in older editions.
The prooimion to the Pindar commentary is edited in Kam-
byhs 1991.
2See also Lindberg, 1985, esp. 125—6.
3 See van der Valk, 4—5.
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least because he for centuries was the only running,
comprehensive commentary to Homer that exist
ed. The actual texts of the ancient commentators

were lost sometime in the Byzantine age, leaving
only the excerpted information found in the scho
lia, the margin commentaries, as already described.
Furthermore, when Homer was exported in the
Renaissance to the West, Eustathios' commentary
soon followed, and already in 1542 the first printed
version ofhis commentaries in Greek appeared, the
so-called Editio Maiorani.4 Later followed printed
versions of his commentaries in Latin translation.

But in order to show what influence Eustathios

had on later reading of Homer I shall be looking at
the way he discusses the Homeric similes.5 Homer
makes, as everyone who has read him will know,
extensive use of similes, i.e. comparisons such as
"this or that person went into the fighting just as
a lion or some other animal would do", or, as in a

famous simile "just as the leaves on the trees are the
generations of man; the leaves fall but new appear
each spring". The feature of the similes —including
the linguistic aspect in the "just as" —also caught
the attention of Eustathios, who with outstanding
learnedness would discuss any feature of the Ho
meric texts at the best founded level that Byzan
tium could offer. But in order to understand the

circumstances he worked under, a few biographical
data are needed to place in his literary and social
context.

Eustathios was — it seems — born around 1115/'

We do not know where he was born, but he grew
up and studied in Constantinople, probably under
the maistor ton rhctoron Nicholas Cataphloron. In
terms of career, Eustathios made his way through
the bureaucracy, first as hypografens under the patri
arch Luke Chrysoberges, later as clerk in the judi
cial system. At some date he became deacon, thus
member of the clergy. He is named deacon in his
Pindar-commentary Through long periods of his
life he seems to have been under the protection
of the later patriarch Michael III. Michael became
hypatos ton philosophon —a sort of imperial professor
in philosophy —in the mid-1160s, and this move
may have helped Eustathios in reaching the impor
tant post of maistor ton rhctoron, the holder of which
was to give an annual speech of praise to the Byz

278

antine emperor. In his commentary to Dionysios
Periegetes, Eustathios is referred to with this title.
It used to be the common view that he attained the

position of archbishop of Thessaloniki soon after.
But it is more probable that a period intervened
in which Eustathios was out of favour and out of

job. It is clear from letters of his to Michael III,
that it was his old protector who, after a period of
distress, was helpful in procuring his appointment
to the See of Thessaloniki. This took place prob
ably not earlier than 1178, thus when Eustathios
was already in his sixties. We hardly know anything
about other events in his life, but from his years as
bishop at least two striking events are connected
to him. First, the Normans captured Thessaloniki
in 1185, and the following year Eustathios wrote a
breathtaking account of this event, showering most
of the blame for the capture on the local Byzantine
administrator, whose military lacks and conceited
habits Eustathios paints with passionate aversion.
The text has, however, many other qualities, not
least its detailed account of events leading up to the
capture.7 The other major event we know of is that
Eustathios was expelled for a period from Thessa
loniki by his congregation. We do not know many
details about this, but one of the reasons that appear
in the sources to this is that they complained that
Eustathios was a bad speaker and preacher. This
may sound odd to us, knowing that he had made
quite a career as imperial speaker, and clearly had
literary gifts. We cannot say, but his love of difficult
authors such as Pindar, whom he cites in all his

introductions to literary treatises, may have exas
perated the poor congregation of Thessaloniki. We
do not know the date of his death, but he probably
died a quite old man in 1195—96, around the age of
eighty. Among his many writings —letters, homi
lies, funeral sermons, literary, historical, and politi
cal treatises — is a text that calls for reforms within

4 See van der Valk, xxxi.

1 On the definition of similes and comparisons, see Larsen,
forthcoming.
6For this and the following biographic information, see Kazh-
dan 1984, 115-95.

7 The latest edition is found in Kyriakides 1961. For other
editions, see Kazhdan 1991 under 'Eustathius of Thessaloniki.'
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the monastic system. He also expressed his opinions
on the mismanaged water system in Constantino
ple, and e.g. on the need to ask converts from Islam
to abjure their faith in the God of Mohammed.

Thus, we are clearly dealing with a person who
was engaged in just about every aspect of Byzan
tine life, and yet his commentaries, not least those
on Homer, show us a man who must have spent a
great deal of his time bended over the manuscripts,
well equipped with various philological tools per
taining to ancient literature. But also in these liter
ary activities of Eustathios, the engaged, "no-non
sense" person shines through. Let us take a look at
the way he, in the introduction to his commentary
on the Iliad, discusses his predecessors in the field
of Homeric interpretation:8

But we need to preface our discussion with
the following short remarks: Some have placed
Homer's poetry completely in the shade and,
as if they were ashamed of him, they have -
whenever the poet speaks in a human way -
spiritualized him completely and interpreted
everything allegorically, and not only what has
some mythical quality, but also what is com
monly taken to be the historical entities, Ag
amemnon, Achilleus, Nestor, Odysseus, and
the rest of the heroes, so that the poet seems
to be speaking to us as in a dream. Others, on
the other hand, have gone in the complete op
posite direction and have torn off the Homeric
wings and have not let him lift off in flight at
all; instead, clinging only to face values and de
stroying the spiritual sublimity, they have not
allowed the poet to be understood allegorically
in any way. These people have left the stories
as they are, which is a good thing, but have de
creed that the myths should not be falsified into
allegories. Among these, as will be shown in
the following, we find also Aristarchus, who in
this did not establish a good precedence. The
more diligent interpreters are those who, just as
they let the stories depend on themselves, will
in the first place accept that the myths are as
they stand and study their structure and reliabil
ity, through -which some truth may be reflected
in myths. Then, leaving aside the concrete im
agery as being foreign to reality, they proceed to
an allegorical treatment of the myth, either by
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trying to understand it in view ofnature, as oth
ers have done extensively, or morally; in many
cases also as part of history. For, quite a few
myths have been treated successfully as history,
as something that has actually taken place in our
world, a truth which the myth has forced into
something more spectacular. Taking this very
course, the present work will certainly not let
the myths pass unexamined, but will deal thor
oughly with them in accordance with tradition.
(Eust. Comm. II. 3.13-34)

This passage shows us an engaged reader of the old
interpreters of Homer. Eustathios mentions two
extreme positions that he will not follow, and a
third that he will. What I have now called the two

extreme positions were in fact the best known in
antiquity and in the Byzantine age. As Eustathios
himself mentions, the famous Alexandrian phi
lologist Aristarchus had insisted on understanding
Homer on the basis of Homer, and had therefore in

most cases avoided allegorical interpretation. This
tradition is clearly attested in the group of scholia
normally referred to as the A scholia.9 Other scho
lia - known as the bT group, the probably very
ancient D group, and the h group —in general take
the same course, but expand more on moral issues.
Eustathios knew all these scholia, as is apparent
from his references. But he also knew, and this is the

other group he attacks, the ancient tradition of al
legorical interpretation of the Homeric texts. This
tradition goes back at least to the 6th century bc, but
is best attested in various Stoic and Neo-Platonic

writers such as Herakleitos (not the famous phi
losopher) and Porphyrios. These authors may well
be criticized for having changed everything in the
Homeric texts into allegories. Odysseus becomes
the human soul in search of truth, Hera's seduction

of Zeus becomes exclusively the cosmic meeting
of the aither and the aer —the sky and the air, we
could say; and in Porphyrios' famous interpreta
tion, the cave of the nymphs on Ithaca becomes an
intricate representation of the Neo-Platonic order

8This and the following translations are by the author, based
on the edition of van der Valk.

9 For information on ancient scholia, see Snipes 1988, 196—
204. See also Kathy 2008.
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of the universe.10 These are the interpretations that
Eustathios knew and reacted against, and he had
good reasons to do so. A century before him, the
delicate literary wizard, Michael Psellos, had with
success reintroduced allegorical interpretations of
Homer in Byzantium. Eustathios was not against
this, but he insisted, and here comes, I think, Eus

tathios' major contribution to Homeric scholarship
even if he did not formulate it himself, on a distinc

tion between history and myth (historia and mythos).
He insists that a major part of the Homeric narra
tives are plain narratives that include such things
as may happen in our ordinary human lives, and a
later passage will be shown to prove this; but as to
the myths, Eustathios already in the prooimion to
the Iliad commentary writes:

And if he, because he is so full of myths, is in
danger of deviating from the praiseworthy, it
must be stressed that the Homeric myths are not
to be laughed at, but are rather shadows of, or
screens before, noble meanings. Some of these
myths have been fabricated by the poet for the
sake of these texts and are therefore easily al
legorized, whereas others have been instituted
by tradition and have been brought usefully into
his poetry; the allegorical understanding of these
does not always fit into the Trojan context, but
rather into what the original producers may

have intimated. (Eust. Coniui.II., 1.35—41)

Thus, myths may be ancient or be by Homer him
self, and a distinctive mark in the myths is that they
may refer to things that do not fit completely into
the context in which they are found; this will be
important later. Thus, in Eustathios' analyses of
Homer a firm grasp on the philological (i.e. lexical,
grammatical, geographical etc.) data is combined
with a likewise firm intent on saving the story, the
human and humanly recognizable story, as well as
allowing —when appropriate —for allegorical flights
on the Homeric wings, as Eustathios expresses it.
Such knowledgeable and - at least in my view -
well-balanced interpretations of any text, not least
the Homeric, is hard to come across in antiquity or
in the Middle Ages.

Eustathios is thus quite unique both in his ap
proach, in his learnedness, in the size of his com
mentary —which of the Iliad runs into four very
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large volumes in the modern edition of van der
Valk —as well as in the importance of the text he
is commenting upon. Homer fascinated readers in
Byzantium and was soon to have a similar success in
the West, and Eustathios' contribution was not the

least important in securing a very balanced reading
of Homer. Here, both the Byzantine and the early
western way of reading Plato may serve as a means
of comparison. Plato had since the Neo-Platonists
in antiquity been read in —what we today would
normally deem —a very esoteric way, insisting on
a whole lot of spiritual teaching that may only be
gathered with great difficulty from the actual writ
ings of Plato. This tradition flourished both in the
Arabic and the Byzantine philosophical traditions,
and became also part of the western interpreta
tion of Plato." One need only cast a glance at the
works of Marsilio Ficino, who in the 15th century
produced the first complete Latin translation of
Plato, to see that Ficino's understanding of Plato
is completely embedded in the esoteric, spiritual
ized understanding of Plato. Homer, despite being
the object of much allegorical interpretation, was
never really read that way in the west,12 and since
Eustathios' commentary was the best available tool
for western readers, this may well be his merit. An
obvious source for allegorical interpretation are
the places where a poet offers glimpses of another
world as a means to understanding a narrative or
a description. In Homer, such glimpses are most
commonly found in his similes. It is therefore in
teresting to see how Eustathios dealt with these.

We may from the start note that similes, on
the basis of his distinction between history and
myth, ought to constitute a problem to Eustathios'
scheme. Similes are neither the story, the histori
cal story, since they speak of anonymous characters
and natural phenomena, often taken from the con
temporary world of the poet, nor are they myths,
as their actual content is often all too daily like.

"' On Neo-Platonic interpretation of Homer, see Lamberton
1986, 108ff.

" For a fascinating account, see the introduction to Kaldellis
1999.

12 Lamberton 1986, 234 speaks of "traces of awareness" of this
tradition in Western literature.
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Apparently they simply do not fit into Eustathios'
distinction between history and myth, but there is
no insecurity to be found in Eustathios' handling.
In his introduction to his commentary on the Iliad,
he does mention similes briefly, but as often in his
commentary, he postpones or transfers more com
prehensive discussions to the point where he is to
comment on the Homeric passage that most em
phatically calls on such a discussion. As to similes,
this comes in book 2 of the Iliad, where we in v. 87
have the first great simile concerning the Achaean
warriors. The poet likens them to a swarm of bees
that fly from their hives and into the fields; in a
similar way, Homer tells us, did the warriors swarm
out into arrays. A bit later -just before performing
what was probably in Homer's view a masterpiece
of oral poetical performance, the Ships Catalogue,
the long list of who, how many, and how many
ships —Homer gives not less than five long simi
les in a row (v. 455-84).13 Thus, the second book
of the Iliad is certainly the place for Eustathios to
delve on the theme of the similes and the frequent
use of them in Homer. His definition runs thus:

The poet seasons his poetry with many spices,
and one of these excellent ingredients is the sim
ile, through which he accomplishes many good
things. Through the frequent use of similes, he
explains the properties of animals and the na
ture of things, as will become clear in the fol
lowing. And, all in all, the simile constitutes not
only a philosophical element in the writings of
the poet, but also a presentation of things that
occur in daily life, things that convey vividness
and produce great experiences. The object of
the simile is also to elucidate the factual objects
to which they are applied. For, suppose a person
first hears that Hector was eager to face Achil-
leus, and then hears the poet saying that "just
as a snake from the mountain that has eaten

bad herbs awaits a man, and a terrible anger has
come upon it, so did Hector not yield, having
an unquenchable battle-rage"; the person who
hears this will both have learned the story about
the snake and about Hector's mighty eagerness.
Thus, the simile makes what is said more trust

worthy through what normally happens, or (to
put it differently) it is a discourse that ispedagog
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ical and which adds fidelity to the text through
referring to what normally happens. It is called
simile (parabole), because it sets beside (paraballei)
- i.e. it compares and juxtaposes - some well-
known thing that is wont to happen with what is
being told; and for that reason the content of the
simile must always be better known than what it
is used for. (Eust. Comm. II. 176.20-35)

This description, which could easily be used di
rectly in a modern introduction to what a Homeric
simile is, makes clear sense: similes are juxtaposed
pedagogical entities that transmit knowledge and
convey vividness. They both add to the story, by
being juxtaposed stories in themselves, but they
are also containers of knowledge, just as the myths.
Thus, in order to get the conclusion of the present
paper across already now, Eustathios retains his dis
tinction between historia and mythos also in the case
of the similes, by saying that similes are juxtaposed
entities, containing both historia and mythos. They
are self-contained stories, often from daily life, but
they also display many similarities with myths, not
least through their richness of information. For,
like the myths, they go beyond what is needed for
the Trojan context, as we heard was also the case
for myths. The following passage will show how
Eustathios acknowledges this:

Among the similes [Homer] produces some
very short and in plain style, as when he says
that Thetis came up from the sea "as a mist."
For the simile is just the passage "like a mist."
In the same way we find such similes as "like
birds" and "they rushed out like wolves." Other
similes he extends elaborately, so that they relate
the whole action as it normally takes place, in all
details, for the sake of the story, and leaves it for
the listener to select from the simile the things
that are useful in the context and accept the rest
as a completion of the narrative contained in the
simile. (Eust. Comm.II. 177.29-35)

Thus, Eustathios believes that Homer thought that
he had an intelligent audience, who could think
and make the correlations themselves and would

13 See Larsen, forthcoming. For the bees (or wasps), see
Kakridis & Kapsomenos 1960.
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furthermore accept details that would not fit into
the comparison; surplus details we could call them,
various bits of knowledge that the poet would im
part when telling myths and, as in the present case,
when employing similes. In looking at the educa
tional side of the similes, which is partly how they
are related to the equally instructive myths, we may
look at the passage where Eustathios discusses one
of the five similes that appear in a row in book two
of the Iliad:

Here he compares the Greeks to flies that fly to
the new milk, indicating that so many were the
Achaeans standing on the plain —and not only
this but they were also eager to crush the oppo
nents —as are the many herds offlies which roam
about the shepherds' huts in spring, when the
milk wets the land. This indicates that the "so

many" explains the quantity of the congrega
tion, the "eager to crush" indicates the amount
of persistence. And this means that the imagery
of the flies does not apply to the strength of the
Greeks, but that the simile only applies to their
persistence and shamelessness. [just like the pre
ceding simile with the bees that illustrate the
ordered movement of the Achaeans, from their

tents to the place of assembly. This was not used
to indicate anything dangerous, even if bees are
more frightening than flies because they sting].

But, in a sense, the "like the many bands of
crowded flies" is a parody of "as are the bands
of crowded bees". The kinship between these
similes is known also to the farmers who, when

they feel like, refer to bees as flies. (Eust. Comm.
II. 256.40-257.20 & 257.25-8)

Thus, we are introduced to a whole discussion

about bees and flies, with reference —it seems - to

farmers whom Eustathios must have met himself.

But the real surplus that Eustathios believes is
connected to the similes is the reaction they create
in the listeners. In his comments on a passage in
book 4 of the Iliad, comes the following passage:

(Agamemnon) scolds the Greeks who have been
slow in getting into lines and are surprised, com
paring them to young deer that run far away in
panic and stand astounded. He says: "Why do
you stand as astounded as deer that when they
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panic rush across the wide plain and stand still,
and there is no force in their minds. Thus as

tounded do you stand and offer no fight." The
simile is very successful, for deer are such by
very nature. And he paints the attitude of the
Greeks as well as their posture and appearance,
by portraying the Achaeans as astounded, as is
likely, due to what happens, which is also what
the Homeric listeners experience due to the
unexpected in what they hear. (Eust. Comm.II.
468.16-24)

In Eustathios' view, the ultimate bonus in the Ho

meric similes was that they confronted the listener
with the unexpected, even if well-known; it cre
ated a certain aesthetical tension, between the

knowledge of how deer behave and its unexpected
relevance for the story being told. And its final re
sult would be that listeners would adapt to the re
actions of the persons involved in the story. Thus,
similes have an aesthetic, not an allegorical function
in the Homeric poems.

So, to conclude: Eustathios is a fascinating well-
learned, attentive, and multi-faceted reader of

Homer. His importance in the Byzantine age is
hard to assess. We possess quite a few manuscripts,
including the very autograph (Laurentianus Plut.
LIX 2 and 3)14 of his commentary on the Iliad, i.e.
the manuscript that he possessed himself, and into
which he made further annotations; this explains
the sharp brackets in the Greek text, taken from
the splendid edition of van der Valk. The existence
of other manuscripts show, and the great love of
Homer in Byzantium further suggests, that he had
many readers in Byzantium, but we cannot know.
But his importance in the west is clearly visible in
the many and even early printed editions of his
commentaries and - it is my contention —in the
non-allegorical reading of his texts that have been
common in the west, and not least in the immedi

ate familiarity with which we feel confronted when
reading his interpretations of much Homeric, in
cluding his similes.

14 See van der Valk p. ix.
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