
Greek Lyric Poetry and its influence in the Modern World: Eden Phillips


What is Lyric poetry and who wrote it? 


Section 1: 15 MIN 


· Lyric poetry is poetry that expresses personal emotions usually written in the first person. For this part, it would be beneficial to discuss what makes lyric poetry different to poetry beforehand - e.g. a quick sidenote that the poetry we have which is pre-lyric usually is only didactic or epic in nature (Homer / Hesiod). LYRIC POETRY PROVIDES THE BASIS FOR ALMOST ALL NON-EPIC POETRY AFTERWARDS (Anacreon’s love elegies and drinking songs go on to influence Hesiod, Ovid, Catullus, etc)

· Lyric poetry could be composed for public or private performance. Often performed at events such as symposia. However, lyric poetry often focused on epic deeds (or human deeds that become epic, such as in Pindar Olympian II) and bridges the gap between private and public glory. This partly explains the existence of things like songs for specific occasions. 

· Often great emphasis on the poet or singer, hence first person ‘I’ is the focal point of poem – poem talks about their personal love, grief etc However, despite the poems being written in first person it does not mean the poem always exclusively refers to the poet or singer, it could be representative of a group of people in society (e.g. women) - Lyric poetry helps to invent the modern concept known as the ‘poetic persona’ (famously in Sappho), and often provides personal insight previously unseen in epic - such as in Archilochus’ ‘shield elegy’, in which he is shameless in his uncaring attitude.

· A key defining feature of Greek lyric poetry was the musical accompaniment – most typically the use of the instruments the:  lyre, cithara, or aulos and the fact that the poetry was sung. This creates a personal and private atmosphere around poetry - something which would have previously been a public performance and the way through which history was told; turning a medium from being informative to being entertaining. 

· Who wrote them: Sappho, Alcaeus, Archilochus, Simonides, Pindar, Anacreon. Primarily early Greek poetry (6th-7th centuries), exploring new forms of poetry in an emerging ‘polis’ society. Sappho is the exception, living on Lesbos.



Section 2: 15 MIN 

How does Sappho’s presentation of love compare to modern conceptions of the emotion / discussions of lyric in Sappho (rough outlines)


· Sappho was accredited as the tenth of the female muses , this immortalised her. She is revered by later societies (Alexandrians especially), who count her as being one of the nine canonised lyric poets - hence there is a proper female voice in poetry, as opposed to just the ‘feminine mystique’ or ‘female problem’ in Hesiod/Homer. DOES THIS FEMALE PERSPECTIVE MAKE HER VIEW ON LOVE UNIQUE IN GREEK SOCIETY AND MODERN SOCIETY?

· Didactic messages in Sappho’s poems – through her conceptions of love. She sees love as very much an active, social activity than a passive force; it is both human and more than human. CAN LOVE POETRY TEACH US ABOUT A COLLECTIVE EXPERIENCE AS OPPOSED TO JUST AN INDIVIDUAL ONE?

· Sappho saw love as the strongest force of all –  to her love = beauty, but unrequited love = pain - this is reflected later in Callimachean and Virgilian pastoral poetry, a natural successor to lyric. ARE THESE THINGS REFLECTED IN MODERN LITERATURE? C.F. GERMAN ROMANTIC POETRY

·  relationships with women depicted through poetry - QUESTIONS OF ANCIENT SEXUALITY AND CENSORSHIP BY LATER GENERATIONS / IS SAPPHIC LOVE GENDERED?

· Sappho’s poems were often about “private passions” - a rare insight into the ancient female mind from her own perspective, and one which was very much admired by later generations (c.f. Catullus’ translation of Sappho in Poem 51), and remains very unique in its deeply personal nature. Sappho still wrote about mythical topics in order to use them as points of empathy to her own experience - again this is an example of epic and personal being used in lyric. Q FOR STUDENTS: IS LOVE STILL A PRIMARILY PRIVATE PASSION? HOW HAS THAT CHANGED SINCE SAPPHO?

· Sappho in certain poems depicts love as a type of ‘game’ – example in fragment 1- idea of the chase (chasing someone you love) – link to modern conceptions – the ‘chase’ (the initial winning over period of a relationship is a separate, intoxicating element -  link to emotional roller coaster that a relationship can consist of- to some this initial period of  mystery and seduction is the most enjoyable part of a relationship. Constant contradiction and uncertainty within Sappho’s poetry creates this sense of ‘active’ or ‘alive’ poetry, in heavy contrast to the ‘time-gone-by’ poetry of earlier bards. Didactic nature in structure of poetry gives rise to questions of audience. Q FOR STUDENTS: IS THAT ‘LOVE’ OR ‘LUST’ IN THAT SENSE?

· Idea of infatuation / all - consuming nature of love – still can be seen this way in modern conceptions of love. Sappho describes love as an intensely painful physical sensation, not just an emotional one, adding to the deeply personal nature of this poetry. DO WE STILL SEE LOVE AS A PHYSICAL SENSATION AS OPPOSED TO THE MODERN SCIENTIFIC CONCEPTION OF CHEMICAL REACTIONS IN THE BRAIN?



Section 3: 15 MIN (discussion oriented)

    Are Pindar’s poems just the precursor to modern sports heroism?


· Form of poetry: victory song that were commissioned to praise competitor’s successful achievements/ victories at the great Panhellenic festivals. It could be argued that Pindar creates our modern concept of heroism as a whole, considering that Homeric heroism is more of a social standing than a ‘heroic construct’ - IS THIS THE SAME AS MODERN SUPER-HEROISM?

· Element of patriotism in poems – link to modern sports heroism – representing one’s team and country in Olympics - WHY WOULD THE GREEKS HAVE PRAISED ATHLETES? REF. TO GREEK VIEWS ON AESTHETICS AND ‘KALOS KAGATHOS’ CONSTRUCTS

· Praise of patron – not only excellence in sporting victory but also family and city. Comparison with heroes of epic as well (Achilles, Patroclus, others) likening their deeds to mythical and superhuman figures - IS THERE ANY MODERN EQUIVALENT?

· Element of myth in poems – transports the victor of the games and the audience into the world of the gods and heroes in myth. WHY DOES PINDAR DO THS? Callbacks to Epic and what they saw as being the ‘ideal people’ going to the ‘ideal places’ (the island ‘with flowers shining like gold’, and having ‘undying fame’

· Poet plays the part of a moral teacher, as well as a historian and ‘vates’, singing the praise of ‘heroes’ - is this a kind of epic poetry, and do we still get moral guidance from sportspeople? 

· Didactic message – element of myth and the gods also demonstrate humans’ limitations as well as the relentless possibility of experiencing grief and pain as a human. – link to modern sports heroism and the likability of humbleness, as well as there being a callback to older traditions, - e.g. the olympics as a whole.



Plenary discussion: 15 MIN

General points of discussion surrounding both Sappho’s and Pindar’s poetry: this could take open up points of debate 

 • purpose and intended audience of their poetry - Clash between Male and female lyric poetry and public/private audience
• the social and poetic context including the genre of the work - at what stage was society as a whole / poetic advances at this point? Refer to lost oral tradition of telling history through poetry and song, etc. 
• the issues of fragmentary material 
• use of literary devices and choice of language –(interactive – get them to spot literary devices in poems and discuss their effect)
• use of themes and motifs – In Sappho representation of love and desire, marriage , society and values. In Pindar victory, heroism, society and values.
• use of mythology - Is it positive or negative? Pindar uses it to provide inspiration for his listeners
• use of humour - how/why do they do this? Is it new? Ref. Alcaeus, Anacreon, etc
· use of didactic style - is it purposeful mocking or genuine respect for earlier writers?

Extra ideas to link to modern world:

· Films – music from chariots of fire – using sport and victory to overcome the odds (perhaps clips could be shown or comparisons made) *alternatively, Rocky.
· Modern poetry about love comparison - E.g. Rosetti, Byron, Tennyson
· Discussion point could also be the comparison of the representation of love for men and women, as well as whether the heroism in Pindar’s poem could be converted to  type of female heroism in a different form – this leads to discussion of the role and status of men and women in society etc. – link to modern differences in male and female representations of love ? Is lyric poetry inclusive, heterocentric, or sexist?

By the end of the lesson:

Students should have learned the basics of lyric poetry and how it was different from the epic and didactic forms which came before, in form, purpose and content.

Students should have learned about the poetry of two major lyric poets (Pindar and Sappho) and should think about how we see and use their poetry in the modern world

Students should have learned how lyric poetry influences subsequent poetry, both in the ancient world (Horace, Ovid, Catullus) and beyond

