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Sketch for a history of 
Indo-European poetics 

The study of what we now tenn Indo-European poetics bas hithert? proceeded in lhree 
distinct streamS, each with its own historical sequence and sometunes greater, so'?e
times lesser independence from the other two. These may be: termed (I) formulaiCS, 
(2) metrics, and (3) stylistics. Fonnulaics-~ oldest-ex~nunes and compares le~l
cally and semantically cognate or closely stm1lar phrases m cognate languages,,_lik~ 
HomericGreekw~ ilii!O\ 'swift horses', Young AvestanaspduM ... 4sauzw 1d .• 
and Vedic d!v/Js . .. a!dva/J 'id.', securely reconstructible an root, suffix, and ending 
as •h,ok-c~-es Jl,ik.~-Os, in either order. Metrics exru~in~s andoomp~s.similor v~
sification systems, like the mostly isosyUab1c, quanlltal!ve, b1- o.r mcohc verse lme 
gro11ped into strophes in both Vedic and Greek lyric poetry. Styhsucs exammesand 
compares all the other linguistic devices, figures, and other r~currem phonological, 
morphological, and syntactic variables which may be 111 play m verbal art m cognate 

languages. . . . . . 
! treat these three topics separately and in tl1e order gaven, smce the If Ins tones 

are largely independent. A very detailed study of the history of l~do-Eur~peao poet· 
ics, with the emphasis on fonnulaic comparisons, may be found 111 Scllm1U 1~67, the 
author's dissertation under Paul Thieme. Schmiu's lfllpulse for producmg this mag
num opus was ev1demly his discovery silt years before of the fonnula _mrtyrim '0:" 
'overcome death' in the Atharvaveda (quoted in chap. 40). wh1ch provided a Vedic 
phrasal counterpart to the Greek compound v£1:-~, lh~ '11CC~' whic~ 'oven;omes 
death', in Thieme's etymology to the root ofLaliD nvc death and Ved1c tar- over
come'. See lltieme 1952 and Scbmiu 1961 (reprinted in 1968:324) and 1~7:190. 
Many of the classic studies are reprinted in Schmill 1968; these will be so stgnaled 
where mentioned. Other general discussions of the issue may be found m Metd 1978 
and Campanile 1987. 

1. Formulaics 

Rig vedic dk.$itl !rdvab (1.40.4b, 8.103.5b, 9.66.7c).!rdval_l .•. dqllam (1.9.7bc) and 

I ? 
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Homeric K).ioc; WpO\tOv (//. 9.413) all mean 'imperishable fame'. The two phrases, 
Vedic and Greek, were equated by Adalben Kuhn as early as 1853, almostenpassanr, 
in an article dealing with the nasal presents in Ute same two languages.' Kuhn's in
novation was a simple one, but one destined to have far-reaching consequences. In
stead of making an etymological equation of two words from cognate languages, he 
equated two biparrite noun phrnses of noun plus adjective, both meaning 'imperish
able fame'. The comparability extended beyond the simple words to tlleir suffixal 
conslltuents frov-as- a-qi-14-m, l<A£1-ro- ix-<pl)l-tO-v.l \Vhnt Kuhn bad done was to 
equate two set or fixed phrases between two languages, which later theory would tenn 
formulas. Thus in M. L. West's somewhat lyrical words (1988a:J52), 'With that fa
mous equation of a Rig-Vedic with a Homeric fonnula ... Kuhn in 1853 opened the 
door to a new path in the comparative philologist's garden of delights.' The equa
tion has itself given given rise to a considerable literature, notably Schmitt 1967: I 
I 02 and Nagy 1974; it is discussed at length with fun her references and the equation 
vindicated in chap. 15. 

Kuhn made further investigations directly concerned with proving a common 
inhented Indo-European poetics and poetry. basmg himself on comparison of the 
cbanns and incantations of Atharvavedic white and black ma.gic with those of Medi
eval and contemporary Gennanic folldore. Wllile he was only moderately success
ful at demonstrating these to posterity, and some of his comparisons rest only on el
ementary pantllels and are therefore to be rejected. a more sophisticated methodol
ogy can and has justified the essential correctness of his instincts and many of his 
insights. They are examined in detail in part vn below. In panicular, Kuhn's auen
tion and sensitivity 10 the comparability of genre was • notable step forward, eveo if 
later work has shown that comparable structural sets mny also sometimes occur in 
radically different genres. 

In another article in the same year 1853 Kuhn had, again in passing, noted the 
similarity of the Vedic phrase i$iri!•o nuJ11asa. more or less 'with eager mind' (RV 
8.48. 7), and its exact Homeric cognate i£p()v 11tv~ in the set tag phrase lq>bv 11tv~ 
('AA.•w6oto etc.) 'holy spirit/strength (of Alkinoos)', narratologically equivalent to 
tl1e proper name alone. The Belgian lrani~t Jacques Duchesne-Guillemin renewed 
the discussion of this still-enigmatic pair in 1937, as did Antonino Pagliaro in an es
say first published in 1947/48 and subsequently reprinted (see Schmiu 1967:28, n. 
176). The relevance of the fonnula to the semantic notion of the 'sacred' was touched 
on by Benveniste 1969: 196, perhaps over-hastily. We must recognize that the seman
tics and pragmaucs of the original inherited phrase antedate its anested use in both 
tlle Rigveda and Bomer. Cf. also Schmin 1973. 

W11h the contributions of Kuhn, 'the concept of an Indo-European poetic lan-

I. KZ 2.467. 'The journal, ZLitschrift fir Vugltl'thtndt Sprod(orsdturw. was founded by Kuhn 
onlylhc previou• year, 1nd for the first hundred volun'ICS of its exlste.nce WI! so 1bbrevia1ed, for .. Kuhns 
'Zei t ~~eh.rift", Whh volume 101 ( 1988) it became Histonsc~ Sprncll{orsthul'fl (HS). 

2. The identity oflhe equation could be captured by a nx:on~t •ucliun reducing t:acb of the two to 
the same common prototype. llbtorically lhe nnt reconstruction in 1nckrEuropean ~1udies, wilh ptecisely 
lhe clcelared Jim or capturing the common prototype underlyin& the feminine participles Greek .. oUO«and 
lndic -a""· had btc:n made by August Schleicher only tl~ yc4r before Kvhn's arucle., in the preface to 
S<hkicher t852. 
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guage was beginning to emerge' (Westl988a: 152). Other scholars added to the cor
pus of phraseological equations among cognate Indo-European languages, which 
might with some confidence be attributed to the repenoine of the proto-language it
self. A metaphoncal expression for tbe Indo-European poet and his crafi was early 
idenllfied by the French lranist James Dannesteter (1878) in an anicle significantly 
entitled ·A grammatical metaphor in Indo-European'. lie compared the Aves tao 
compound votXls-ra!ri- 'hymn, strophe', literally 'utterance-crafting', with Vedic 
vdedrilsi asd .. . tak/am 'with my mouth I have crafied these words' and the Pindaric 
phrase cnhtlv ... ·~=~ (Pyth. 3.1 13) 'crafters of words'. Methodologically,note 
that while the collocation has been claimed to be the 'central Indo-European poetic 
figure' (Schmitt 1967, 1968), and in all probability is of lndo·European date, it is not 
confined to I ndo-lluropean, for the same metaphor and a similar expression are found 
in contemporary Egyptian Arabic folk poetry, 'crafismnn/fabricator of words' (Dwight 
Reynolds, p.c.). Virtually any technology can be exploited for such metaphorical 
purpose, such as weaving: archaic O ld Irishfdigferb 'he wove words' (Amrae 
Clooluimb Chi/It), embellished by the borrowing of Latin uerbum. 

A large number of these common formulaic figures, like ~ aql\}ltov and 
frdvas ... dqiram, rest on equations between Vedic and Early Greek. Such is for 
example theexpressoon of an apparent indo-European tabu reponed by the early Greek 
epic and gnomic poet Hesiod in his IV arks and Days 727, 6p~ Of1£lxnv 'to urinate 
standing up', which C. R. Lanman in his additions toW. D. Whitney's translations 
ofthe Atharvaveda compared to Vedic ardlovdmdqyami ' I will urinate standing up' 
(A V 7.10.2). Both pairs are identical in root, morphology, and symax.3 

Vedic represents only the lndic fork of the Indo-Iranian branch of the Indo
European family tree, with Greek another branch; schematically, 

Indo-European 

/A 
Greek Iranian lndic 

The closeness of the relation is marked by Uoe shared node. the intermediary com
mon language. There are far more lexical correspondences, words shared between 
lndic and Iranian than between either or both of these and Greek. It should therefore 
"Ome as no surprise that lndic and Iranian as well share more formulaic phrases than 
' Oter or both woth Greek. Scholars were in fact slow to recognize and exploit this 

simple fact and principle, vil\., the closer to the common proto-language, the greater 
the frequency of common phrasal retentions. The reason is probably the recentness 
(relative to Vedic nnd Greek) of the establishment of a soundly-based Older Iranian 
philology by Christian Bartholomae and the relative scarceness of the cultivation of 
Iranian studies nellltive to that of Sanskrit or the Classics. 

3. One or the bene fils ofthec.:ompari.ton and reconstruetion or formula8lnvolving lhc phm!ml com· 
bin~•tlon or two or 1nore wordt it theircontrib1.1tion to the study or lndo·l!uropcM syntax. despite the pes· 
simbm or Sehlcrauh 1992. 
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A small but well-chosen and ably commented selection of common Indo
Iranian phrases, the fruit of a lifetime's sporadic gleanings, was published by Emile 
Benveniste ( 1968) in the volume honoring his friend and collaborator Louis Rcnou. 
A muc~ fuller and systematic collection, woOt.out comment or discussion, was pre
sented tn the same year by Bemfried Schleratb. in Konkordanz C of his VorarMiten 
II to an unfinished Avesta dictionary (1968:148-64; with valuable iodex of keywords 
189-99). His findings are now systematically incorporated into Manfred Mayrhofer· s 
etymological dictionaries of Old lndic (1956- I 980, 1986-). 

Schlerath's useful introduction (1968:viii-xv) specifically states as a method
ological principle that only expressions or formulas with m least two etymologically 
rela ted words in each language qualified for inclusion. This restriction is not vatid, 
as we saw in the preceding section. Renewal or one, two, or more members of a for
mulaic syntagma, of one or more signifiam.r, under semantic identity-preservation 
of the .rignifil-is a perfectly normal and commonplace way for formulaic sequences 
to change over time, as I and Enrico Campanile and others have long insisted.• (See 
chap. 17 for examples and discussion.) 

The most detailed collection of Indo-Iranian phrasal collocations is due to L. 
0. Gercenberg [Henzenberg) 1972. He assembled nearly 350 rwo- or three-member 
phrasal collocations of cognates in Vedic (almost all Rigveda) and Avestan; his col
lections include comparisons outside Indo-Iranian where relevant Each is provided 
with a syntaCtic and lexical reconsuuclion: only collocations involving pairs (or more) 
of etymologically related words are admitted. I lis sets are presented laconically, with
out comment or context, and could well be re-examined with profit. For a single ex
ample see chap. 12. 

Other languages and traditions have made important contributions to the col
lection. A famous example first compared by Jacob Wackemagel in 1910 (reprinted 
in Schmittl 968:30-33) is that of Avestanpam.vrra, a dual dvandva compound 'cattle 
[and] men ' and Umbrian ueiro pequo ' men [and) cattle', po.~sibly showing the Slime 
archaic syntax. Comparable expressions from the other traditions like the Roman poet 
Ovid's ptcudesqut virosque (Met. 1.286) were subsequently added by others (see 
Schmitt 1967:16,213 and chap. 17,this vol.). Note that this fomJUia like goods 011d 
chaue/.r ts another merism, a rwo-part figure which makes reference to the totality of 
a single higher concept. Cattle and n~11 together designate the totality of moveable 
wealth, wealth 'on the hoor, chattels. The same semantics underlies another para! 
phrase first noted by Albrecht Weber in 1873 (see Schmitt 1967:12) in Vedicdvip<ide 
(co) cdtot$padt (ca) '(borh) two-footed (and) four-footed', Umbriao dupursus 
pellupursus 'two-footed, four-footed'. See on these Watkins 1979a. 

A good example of the unfortunate consequences of Schlerath's restriction is 
his treatment of the Avestan pair posu- 'cattle' and 11ar- 'man' as against pasu· and 
vrra- in the same meaning. His restric tion leads him to ignore the Old Avestan 
kamJI/JJwr- 'having few men' and kamnafirwa· 'few cattle' (Y.46.2), aslutely dis
cussed by Benveniste 1968, 1969:1.49. 

. The c~llection of fonnulaic phrases common to two or more Indo-European 
poeue tradotoons has proceeded at a slow but steady pace for nearly a century and a 

4. See most reoentJy Cam~iJe 1993 for a reartirmation or our principle, wilh muny examp&es. 
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half. See for e~ample Kurke 1989, on the pouring (Hl • gheu·) of a poem or prayer 
like a libation in Vedic (imd gfro .. . jullomi 'I pour these songs' RV), Greek (eu~<tata 
... xiouoCl 'pouring votive prayers' Aeschylus), and Latin (jimdtre pnces Horace, 
Vergil). If the Latin examples of the Augu.\tan ag11 might reflect Greek influence, as 
she acknowledg<IS (124, n. 24), one could also point 10 the Old Irish icliomferaidfdilte 
'pours welcome'whcre Greek influence is not possible. 

TI1e collection IS still ongoing. Recent acquisitions include the equation in 1992 
by a graduate student in Classics at ll!l!Vard. Fred Porta, of Vedic mahcf djmasya 
'(Savitr U~e sun rulC$) the great path, way (of the horses of the sun's chariot)' (RV 
4.53.4) with Greek 11ttru; 6y)i~ 'the great path, way (of the horses of the moon's 
chariot)' (HomuicHymnto~ltllt32.ll).S In thtfollowingyear, 1993, Michael Weiss 
in his Comcll dissertation6 argued convincingly that L.1tin ingis 'everflowing', Greek 
ir(lri<; 'healthy', Cypriote II~<~:Jis(e) zan ·forever and ever', Gothic ajuk·dups 'eternity', 
and Old Avestan }'OUuatjl· 'living forever' are all direct or indirect reflexes of an Indo
European collocatiOn Of *h,OJU· 'lifetime, etemity' and *lfih,· 'to Jive', manifested 
in a compound *h,iu·g~h,-. Contmued study of all the Indo-European traditions can 
safely be expected to yoeld still more such equations. Thus lhe new Simonides frag· 
ments (lEG J]2 11.12) bring mthe phrase l!wu m1CI)~ 'chariot or Ju.<ticc' the first 
cognate or Rig vedic rtdrya rdtha 'chariot or Truth' witl1 its Old Irish thematic con· 
geners (\'l'atkins l979b). Yelthe concern of Indo-European poetics extends much 
furtlter U1an justlhe accumulation or cognate phmses, whether fonnulaic or not in lhe 
technical sense (see immediately below) in the given tradition. 

I<ormula and theme 

The study of these inherited phrases i11 the various Indo-European traditions was fun· 
darnentally affected by the epoch-making wot1< or Milman Parry in his Paris disser· 
lations ( l928a and l92Sb).' Parry's work 011 Homeric phraseology and the technique 
of oral composition, largely inOucnced by his field work on the living epic tradition 
of Yugoslavia, showed thalfomwlas functio11cd as the 'building blocks' or Homeric 
verse. His subsequent famous and innuemial. if now outdated, definition of the for
mula was ·a group of words which is regularly employed, under the same metrical 
conditions, to express a given essential idea' (Parry 1930 =A. Parry 1971 :266-324). 
Parry's great contribution was the founding of a new genre in literary theory, termed 
by him 'oml poetry'. even if neitlter 'orality' in the sense of non-literacy, nor 'po
etry' in the sense of 'metrical'. is a necessary condition. Later writers, notably Parry's 

s. n.e cquaton lJ lin&uutolly not~onhy in further anchorina the re!ldual o--Jfade or a root in 
(posl t.rynpl)o-: 'h~rt• > 'hpl• of &y., <C/011 t.e.ide ' hpl·mo-ol ~ dj,.,., C-a.t Vedi<djman· 
: Latinazmm. whda ahowealher on&inal e-pade. or n"<ft ltkely &menlil.ationoftberOOl·forma,·. 1be 
equation of O'f\OiOC; and djnto· ..... ~ u old u Sa1J$SU~·· Mlmuirt or 1878. The Celtic divine name 
cpno.s, Old lnsh {.FIG. and the name orchc vrrit~l JyJkm.., are probably IO be relafled. See Mo.\llanos 
t99t. 

6. Refined and deYCiopcd as ·ure E'tocrtw•nc·. pract~tCd 10 me 'tWelfth Eut Coast lncto-.Euro
peon Coaf~. Con"ll Unl...-.oty. June t993. 

7. EA&lisll trans!- 11 Piny t971 
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student an~ successor Albert Bntes Lord with his influenti al 1960 work The Singer of 
Tales, and m selected papers reprinted in Epic Song and Oral Tradition (1991 ), have 
tended to replace 'oral' by 'oral-traditional', while others, like Gregory Nagy, pre
fer just 'traditional'. 

Parry's theory ns developed by Lord ha.< been funher significantly modified by 
the work of others on differemtrdditions around the world, such as Finnegan 1970, 
1977, Ivanov and Toporov 1974, Nagy 1974, Kiparsky 1976, and Opland I983, to 
name only a few. See the several collections, intrOduction and bibliography of Foley 
I 98I. 1985, I986, 1987, I 988. One should mention also the work ofJ. Latacz (e.g., 
1979) and hi$ school. for example E. Visser 1988, witll references. 

The primary rnodificatiorlS of the notion of tl>e formula were to de·ernpbasize 
tbe purely metrical as a cond&tion sin~ qua non, and to place greater emphasis on lhe 
notion of d1eme (Parry's 'e5sential idea'). At the Ann Arbor Conference of 1974,8 
bringing to tht question the insights or contemporary syntaclic theory in a pioneer
ing fashion, Paul Kiparsky felicitously termed tbe formula a 'ready-made suTfaoe struc. 
lUre'. At the same conference I termed the formula in traditional oral Uterature 'the 
verl>al and grammatical device for encoding and transmiuiog a given theme or inter
action of themes,' and five years later added 'That is to say that theme is the deep 
structure of fommla' .9 The point can stand today even if for some time I have been 
inclined to think that "deep" theme is not so very far from "surface" fonnula. 

Another modification to J>arry's definition has been to remove its restriction to 
'a group of words', by recogniting that a single word may have true fonnulaic sta
tus. I argued this at length for Greek l'iiVt~ 'wradl'-lhe very firs t word in the Iliad
for not just metrical but more imponant forthemntic reasons (Walkins 1977). A simi
lar view is e>prcssed by G.S. Kirk in the preface to his Homer commentary 
(1985:xxiii): 'single words, even,' may evince 'fonnular st:llus', 'because they can 
sometimes have an inherited tendency, not solely dictated by their length and metri
cal value, to a particular position in the verse.' Here the operative phrase, I would 
suggest, is 'inherited tendency'. 11te 'particular position in the verse' is subject to 
the caution expressed ah·eady by Nagy 1974:8 n. 24, that Parry's definition of the 
formula 'is suitable for a wot1<ing definition. provided that the phrase "under lhesrune 
metrical conditions" is not understood to rncan "in !he same position within the line".' 
The whole of Part Two or this work shows that the formulaic (or 'formular') status 
of derivatives of the root*g1&en- 'smite, slay' is precisely an 'inherited tendency' in 
all the ancient (odo-Europenn hmgunge contextual nexuses-mythic, epic, or 
apotropaic channs-which cominue it, regardiMs of language or verse-line. 

Nowhere is the notion of the formuln so imponanltoday as in its original lo
cus. the Homeric poems. O.S. Kirk in the preface to his Homer commentary 
(1985:xxiii) writes further, 

lhe whole. question or the formular, convention.3l or traditional component in the 
I fomeric language ia extremely important for the ex ace appreciation of any partiw
tar Jl'IS>ai•· and of CO<Jrsc or the whole poem. Something or a reaclton is detectable 

8. Stotund Shannoo. 
9. Collitl l.ccture publashod ia WW::Ins 19'82. see tunhctbdow. 
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at present from t.he e:a:treme claims and inconclusive statist.ics tha~ proliferated after 
the MilnuLn Pan)' revolus;on (emphasis mine- C.W.), but 11 remams tn1e, neverthe
less. that the deployment of a t>artly fixed phraseology is a fundamental aspect of 
Hornet's style and tcch1lique-one tha~ shaped his view of life, almost. One can as 
well ignore Homer's (use of phrases' as an ordinary poet's 'use of words' . 

The same recognition-if somewhat tardy, as he himself acl<nowledged---{)f the 
'Milman Parry revolution • was well expressed by En1st R•sch m Lhe. preface to tbe 
second edition of his Wortbildung der Jwmerischen Spmche (1974:v): 'Smce the studtes 
of Milman Parry (1928), which did not become known until far too late., ~ven the 
phenomenon of epic poetry looks different.' Risch's first edition bad appeare? 1111937, 
9 years after the publication of Parry 192S, but made no ment10n of •t desp1te the re
view articles of such distinguished Homerists and linguists as Chantratne (1929) and 
Meillet. (1929). Parry's work was duly signalled in the bibliography of Meillel' s great 
Aperru d'tme histoire de Ia U111gue grecque from tbe 3rd edition of 1930 on. . . 

If scholars have been slow to appreciate the 'Milman Parry revoluuon' m 
Homeric studies, they have been even slower to acknowledge its significance and 
implications for the study of most of U1e other ancient languages of the famtly. A 
notable exception is Kiparsky 1976, who was able to brmg the. hym~s of the R•gve~a 
into the Parry-Lord universe of discourse by showm~.the arttftcLahty of th; taller s 
insistence on composition in performance as a cond•t•on sme qua. non ~or .oral po
etry'. The poetry and prose alike of the entire thousand-year Ved1cpenod m lnd•a. 
roughly 1500-500 B.C., was composed orally, memorized, aod transmttted orally; only 
afterwards did tbe art of writing spread from the West to the lndtan subconunent. 

'Tile 'formular, conventional or traditional component' (Kifk, supra) of the lan
guage of Ute Vedic hymns is just as marked and just ·ru: important as for the Homenc 
language, and the same observation is equally vahd lor emly Iraman verse, for the 
prose-n.b.-narrative of Hitlite and Anatolian myth, and to a lesser de~r~e for the 
early poetic monuments of many, perhaps most later Indo-European tradtttons. 

When in favomble circumstances we can assert Utat a gtven phrase or even word, 
is or was once fonnulaic (or 'forrnular' ) in its own tradition in the technical !'"':Y 
sense and when we can also assert that a phrase, or even word, cognate to the first m 
anoth~r tradition is also or was once fonnulaic in that tradition, ~1en the inference from 
the comparative method is clear. Both fonnulas are descended from a conunon or~g•
nal formula in the technical Pnrry sense. a building block in tbe construcbon of hi· 
crary•. 'artislic'. or otherwise non-ordinary verbal message..'\ orTUXTS m the.~eces
sarily oral, pro-literate-society of the speakers of the protq-language common to the 
two traditions. 1f U1e two tmditions are. for example, Homer and the Vedas, th_en an 
Indo-European comparative literature becomes no longer just an antiquanan fnll but 
an interpretative necessity for literary theory. ltts the obhga!Jon of the studentol these 
literatures, singly or together, to give an account of what. Klfk te1med, perhaps uo
wiuiogly, the real 'inherited tendency' . It is that inh~rited tendency toward the. dc
ployrnent of parallel partly fixed phraseology whtdt JS a fundamental aspect of the 
style and technique of not only a Homer but a Vas•~!ha"L-and one that shaped both 

10. 1 take here only as emblematic the name of one legendary Vcdi-c_rishi and his. ramily~with a 
bow lO Heine, Die J·t'eimkehr 4S (D.tr KI.Jnig Wiswamlrr'O, I Den treitH' .f ulme Hast und Huh ,/ ErWIII durch 

I 

2 Sketch for a history of Indo-European poetics 19 

poets' views of life, almost. The responsibility is clear; the present work is my own 
attempt to answer it. 

2. Metrics 

The middle of the I 9th century, not long after Kuhn's 1853 equation of Greek KAioc; 
wjrl}<<OV with Vedic ci~iti sravas, also saw the halting beginnings of a comparative 
Indo-European metrics, with Westphal 1860. Westphal's attempt lacked-under
standably for the lime-the requisite sophistication both in the comparative method 
and in the phonological and prosodic foundation of metrical systems. The defect 
would be remedied in altogether masterly fashion by Antoine Meillet, with a system
atic equation of the meters of the Vedic hymns with those of Greek lyric, based on 
the quantitative rhythm and prosodic system which is common to botJ1. First an
nounced in an article on Vedic metrics of 1897, then more amply argued in the chap
ter entitled 'Les origines de Ia metrique grecque' of his Aperru d'rm.e histoire de U1 
languegrecque (1913),11 his analysis was finally presented in monograph fonn in Les 
origines indo-europeennes des metres grecs ( 1923). 

Meillet had proved his case, and it is now generally accepted by competent 
authorities, e.g. West l982, even if still largely ignored by most Hellenists. Meillet's 
own judgment is worth quoting, as expressed in the 3rd edition (1930:xvi) of the 
Apers:u, where the 1923 monograph is the final item in the bibliography: 'Doubtless 
Hellenists have for the most part remained sceptical as regards the conclusions of t11is 
work; but I believe I have there correctly applied tl1e methods of comparative gram
mar and the principles of rhythmics. • 

In the system oftbe (dialectal) proto-language ancestral to Greek and Indo-Ira
nian the rhythm was quantitative, based on the alternation of long or heavy ('strong 
time') and short or light ('weak time') syllables. Long syllables contain a long vo
calic nucleus (long vowel or diphthong) followed or not by one or more consonants, 
or a short vowel followed by at least two consonants; short syllables contain a short 
vowel followed by no more than one consonant. The basic rhythmic alternation con
sisted of strong times(- ) separated by weak times of oue(v) or two (v v) shorts. The 
verse line tended to be isosyllabic, i.e. wi~t a fixed syllable count, sometimes varied 
by suppres-sion of the final (catalexis)or initial (accphaly) syllable. The arrangement 
of lines was stichic (line-by-line), typically grouped into three- or four-line s trophes 
which could themselves be grouped in units of three (the Vedic rrcas and tb.e stro
phe, anti strophe, and epode of Greek choral lyric). The longer line of I 0-J 2 syllables 
contained an obligatory word boundary (caesura) adjoining the 5th syllable, i.e. 1234 
II 5 or 12345 11. II contained three cola: the inhial, up to thecacsum, with free alterna
tion of long and short syllable, a partially regulated internal colon, and a rhythmically 
fixed final colon or cadence. The shorter line of? -8 syllables usually lacked a fixed 
caesura and contained only two cola, the free initial and the fixed cadence. The quan
titative opposition of long and short was neutralized in the vcrsc-Jinal syllable (anceps). 

Kampf t~nd Btissung I i.rwerho1 lVasi.tduas Kuh.}, which [owe 10 J. Schindler. 
l l . On this rcnuutably innovative work see the pcoclraling appreciation of A. Morpurgo Davie$ 

t988a. 
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In Indo- Iranian and Early Greek poetry the convention is that a verse line equals 
a sentence, whether a longer or a shorter line. In practice verse boundaries are often 
the boundaries of syntactic constituents of (longer) sentences, and syntactic phenom
ena sens1tive to sentence boundary are frequently found adjoining metrical bound
ary, bolh external (e.g. line boundary) and internal (e.g. caesura). Metrical bound
aries frequently coincide with fonnula boundaries. The resultant interplay or coun
terpoint between synuu and meter is a very distinctive characteristic of the earliest 
Indo-European poetry, and presumably of the poetic grammar of the proto-language 
as well. 

Paul '111ie1ne 1953:8 could justly claim that 'We may state witlo certainty that 
they [the lndo-Uuropean community] possessed a poetic art whose metrical fonn can 
be reconstructed from the comparison of lndic, Iranian, and Ancient Greek data with 
an exactitude whose precision excludes any possibility or doubt.' 12 

Other scholars since Meillet have adduced the evidence of many other metri
cal traditions around the Indo-European world. Roman Jakobson (1952) argued for 
the Indo-European origin of the South Slavic epic 10-syllable line (epski deseterac) 
with obligatory caesura and a statistical tendency 10 a rhythmic cadence of an anapest 
followed by an llllCCps, v v - v. He compared the identical Greek cadence known as 
the paroemiac or 'proverb' verse, from its frequency as proverbial unerance occupy
ing the second halfhne or hemistich of a dactylic hexameter, and proposed as Indo
European metrical prototype a 'gnomic-epic decasyllabic'. 

ln the beginnong of the 60's (1961 [presented 1960), 1963; mone cautiously 
1982) 1 argued for the Indo-European origin of a Celtic meter, ohe archaic Old Irish 
heptasyllabic (4 II 3]line with fixed caesura atld trisyllabic stress cadence 'o o o or 
'o o 'o. It shows a.\ well the variants [5112], [4 II I), [5 113], and others, but the word 
boundary as caesura is mandatory. While I still believe this archaic Irish verse form 
is inhct·ited, l would now rather ;o.~sociate it with the other manifestations of the Irish 
rose, discussed in ch•p. 24. That is to say it should be compared with other examples 
of what l temo 'strophic structures' or the 'strophic style', an Indo-European poetic 
form distinct from, and perhaps of earlier date than, the quantitative meter ancestral 
to that of Greek and Vedic.u This poetic form is examined in part m. The 1963 paper 
(reprinted in Watkins 1994) retains its utility both for the analysis of the different Early 
Irish rose meters, and for the presentation and derivation of the different Greek and 
Jodie verse forms. 

Other traditions as well have been invoked in suppon of an Indo-European 

tl. Some doubl in fact inher<J in lhe ind oaion of Old ond You 01 A'"""" hue,linoe lhe old quan
HI:ati-ve OWC"idon of ion& 1nd sbon: syllable has evidently been &lvt.n up ln ln:nian. But it is well·nigh 
impos!ublc noc to compa~ the (4 1 7]1t:S)·IIab~ line or the O.athu with fiud caesura after the 4th syl· 
lable wilh llle. Vedie l l•Jy11abletriJ/'Ublt (or ll-5)'11:tblejatat1) with ca.esura after 4, and similarly the typi· 
cal &·rylluble Younger A vesum ltlCMc line with the Vedic &...,y11.abloc 4"'tlltrf. Both the Old and lhe Youngec 
/wesl:mlines ~~re likewise t~rran&ed jn slroph¢.5. 

13. And doubt~u prehisloric Iranian. Old Iranian presesvc.s mo.st clearly lhe two verse forms. one 
b:o:\yllabic. with two hemist~hs separated by a (i..Jled caesura (the Oath"!! or Snngs). and the other stro
phic, with lines or variable length corresponding to syntactic aroup.11 (the Y1uma l laptal,)hlhlliturgy). (See 
chap. 21.) 
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rnetr.ics. See West 1973, with references to his own work on Lydian, and tloe intro
du~t!Ot' to W~t 1982. The most recent contributions have been by Heiner Eichner, 
wnto?g o~ ltahc (1988-90) and Anatolian (1993). While characteristically rich in 
leou:nmg, hterature, and individual obseJvations, these studies involve many seemingly 
arbotrnry assumpuons, and the case for each family remains sub judice. I discuss some 
of the same evidence in chapters 9, 1 J, and 23. 

Th_e orgins of the Greek epic meter, the dactylic hexameter, are particularly 
challc~gmg. Theearherview set forth by Meillet 1923 and K. Meister 1921 that this 
met~r IS an 'Aegean' borrowing is quite unlikely. The general consensus now is that 
~he ~one must someho": reflect ~he combination of two hemistichs. r argued in pass
mg on 196? fo1· a ln<tOI'ICal relal!on of t11e metrical contexts of the formula • imperish
able fame 111 Greek and Vedic, and this topic wns pursued in considerable detail in 
Nagy 1974, allacking the metri~al problem via fonnulnics and formula boundary (typi
call y corrcspondong to metrocal boundary). A crucial discovery was the Lillc 
Stesichorus (ca. 620-550 B.C.J papyrus (Parsons 1977), containing some 125 lines 
?fa le!lgthy clo~ral lyroc strophic composition estimated to have contained 2000 lines. 
111e hnheno unoque metrical system was first analyzed by llaslam 1978, assuming it 
was a development of the hexameter; but later Wc>t 1982:29-56 showed that the hex
~~ter c_ould be derived from the Stesichorean line, and that this poet provided the 
cnttcal hnk between choral lyric and epic. 

The precise details of the origin of the hexameter still remain a matter of de
bate. Other scholars who have treated the ques~on from a different standpoint in
cl~de N. Berg 1978 and E. Tichy 198 I. 'llJe quantitative metrics of Greek and Vedic 
q_u11~ possibly nenecting a late dialectal pi'Otolanguage, will receive no further discus: 
soon 111 the pre~cnt work. ~1y concern in part lJI is for the more widespread and prob
ably more ancoent strophoc style, and elsewhere for the synchronic analysis of vari
ous metrical or otherwise poetic texts. 

3. S tylistics 

J.ly_ II~ is ter~ I refer gl?bally to all the other formal features of language, alllloe lin
guostlc de voces whoch on Ja.kobson's phrase are 'what makes a verbal message a work 
of art' ( ~981 : 18: 1987_:63). Thus stylistics is in a sense a virtual equivalent of poet
ICS. and on the_ dt$CUSSIOR to come I will tend to use the two indiscriminately. 

The no~on of Indo-European stylistics in all likelihood arose first as the natu
ral response of literarily sensitive scholars philologically trained in the Cla.ssicallan
gua~es to the_neadi~g of~tic u;xts in a third member of the comparison, typically 
Vedoc Sanskrit It os thus JUSt as 'natural" as the notion of Indo-European compara
tive linguistics itself, and for the same feasons. Anyone who knows by heart thecou· 
plet of the Greek soldier-poet Archilochus (2 lliG): 

tv liop\ Jliv ~tOt p.&;a. JlEjlcr'(J.U!v~· £y liop\ 6' o{vo~ 
'lo~apo<6~· mvro 8' tv Oop\ O<E<Al~evo~ 
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1n my spear is my kneaded bread: in my spear 
lsmarjan wine~ I dri nk Jenning on my spear, 
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witll its triple figure of nnaphora of the weapon, will surely recognize ~nd respond t~ 
the same figure of anaphora,thistime five-fold. of another weapon m R1gveda 6.75.2. 

dbanvana g<i dlu!nvooftjf•J• jnyemn 
· dlufuvanlllivr:IQ sam:ldo jnycma 

dh:fuulj S:ltror apakam~lfl krootl 
dlufuvanll sMvfi~ pradf~ jayema 

Witb the bow may we win cattle, with the bow the fight; 
with the bow may we win fierce battles. 
The bow takes away the enemy's zeal; 
with tbe bow may we win all the regions. 

The observer will also note that the Vedic anaphora is more complex, encompassing 
the repeated verbjayemo, and that the Vedic anaphora includes a ligureofpolyptoton 
or variation in case, instrumental - nommative.•• . , 

So James Darmesteter in 1878 entitled his paper on the formulruc nexus craft
ing of words' (above, I) •a gmmmatical metaphor onndo:E~ropean', ~itb fu~ con
sciousness of its stylistic nod poetic nature. Text-hngmsuc g1ants hke Wtlbelro 
Schulze and Jacob Wackernngel made countless stylistic obse1vations over tlle~r life
times but the most innuential was a lecture delivered by Wackemagel at Mumch on 
29 N~vembcr 1932, called 'lndoge•1nanische Dichterspr1lche', with the German word, 
literally "poet-language'', th:ll l have paraphrased (1992b:4.86) as ' style and poellc 
language'. Wackcrnagel's lecture was published posthurno~sly durmg the Second 
World War, and repl'inted in his Kleine Sclrriften (1953) and ut Schm1tt 1968. 

The paper is historically significant enough and of such cxtraordmary ncb~ess 
in its implicalions-ortcn inadequately recognized-that it reqUJres the detatled 
examination given below. LJere for the first time Wackernagel presented a sketch for 
a whole Indo-European sty listic and poetic languag~, centered around four 
characteristic features: (omission of) the augment, the metncal fonn, word order, and 

word selection. . . 
The first is morphological, the absence of the augment (verbal prefix t-. a-) m 

past indicative tense forms (those with 'secondary' endings) in early Greek and ~do
Iranian poetic texts. Wackernagel suggested that the _omission of tbe augment was 
an archaism of poetic practice, the remnant of a ume when there was Still _no 
augmenL 15 The question is complicated now by the data of Mycenean Greek, whtcb 
show almost 110 augmented forms. These are non-poe~ic texts some 500 years 
before Homer, 50 Wackemagel' s view is probably to be reJCCted. For diSCUSSIOn see 
Morporgo Davies 1988b:78. ---

14. S:nu:UIR nocwcd tt1e ~ tbiQC when he rcfcrrtd 10 Ri&~.ds 1.1 a"i a 'vets;f.ecl p&radi,gm' of 

the "'me of !be god Agni . . 
tS. Tbcaugnte:nl il (ouad only in lhe~alec:t area inelodmg Grtdc. Armeruaa~ lndc>-lranian.a..'ld tbe 

fragment.anly atlested Pbrygiau. 

' 
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Wackernagel's very brief treatment of metrical form simply spoke favorably 
of Meillet' s work, ru1d disallowed n11iteration as a propeny of Indo-European poetic 
language in U1e way that it functioned in Inter Celtic, Italic, or Germru1ic, all of which 
show or showed a fixed 'dcmarcntive', word-initial s tress accent (word-fmal in 
British). 

In my view allitcr-~tion was one of a number of phonetic figures available to 
the Indo-European poet, used widely as an embel lishment and not 'bloss ganz 
vereiozelt und spielerisch' (with Wackemagel of the Indians and Greeks). As such, 
alliteration was an 'equivalence' token, capable of being promoted to the 'constitu
tivedeviceoftbesequence' (Jakobsen 1981 :27) any time the appropriate phonological 
and prosodic condition~ were met. This appears to have oceurned in different branches 
at very divergent times. 

In Insular Celtic the development of the initial mutations, wbicb presuppose 
identical treatment of consonants between vowels in syntactic groups both word-in
ternally and across word boundary, is 1ncompatible with a demarcative stress (which 
would serve to differentiate tlte two positions). Once the morphophonemic system of 
mutations was in place, however, it would be natural for !he languages to develop 
demarcative stress, to signal the grammaucal infonnation now carried by tbe initial 
conson:ull of the initial syllable. The development of the mutations is generally dated 
to shortly before 400 A.D. 

TI1e system of alli lemtive verse in Germanic must be considerably older, on the 
evideoce of a crucial feature. Finite verb fonns do not regularly participate in the 
alliterative scheme, unless they are verse- or sentence-initial. This convenlion must 
be related to the accentuation of the finite verb in lndic and indirecUy in Greek: the 
finite verb in main clauses wns unaccenled l6 except in verse- or sentence-jnitiaJ po
sition. This scheme is found already in our earliest documentation of Germanic 
(Oallehus runic inscription) ek hlewagasriR holrijaR horna rawido 'I, Hlewagastiz of 
Holt, made I be horn' and must reflect very ancient Germanic prosodic practice. 

Wackcmagcl's most acute observations are found in his final two topics, word 
order and word selection ('diction'). The parallelism between the two is cleatet in 
the German Wonsrellung and WorrwniJI , as is their striking similarity to Jakobsen's 
model of the intersecting axes of combination and selecrion ( 1981 :27), on which more 
below. 

Wackernagcl begins by pointing out the well-known contrast in early Indo
European between the highly regulated word order of Vedic prose or the Old Persian 
inscriptions and the highly variable, apparently 'free' or non-configurational word 
order observable in the Vedic hymns or the Songs of Zarathustra. He notes in An
cient Greek poetry three stages of non-prosaic order of increasing 'irrationality' : 
Homer, the least complex; then the choral lyric of Pindar, Baccbylides, and 
Stesicborus; l7 and finally the quite artificial perturbations of word order found in the 

16 Whence l_hc recust-.e ac:c:ent in Greet. 
17. 1-1c pointl out that Stcstchonis6S (• PMG 2A2)cr\rtOY « ·~ apcitrov 'yoarse.lffirst,o 

fialur"' !he g:>te' shows 1 ...,d order o..._;btoln HOftW, who has ooly o ' <>\>tdv (11.10.389, 22.351). 
One ,"'UJd hke lo know the. fllll \-etbaland metrieol context of this hemistich, and the position of lhe \'elb 
goveming lb: oa::u.sauvc. See note 20 below. 
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recherche versification of the Bellenistic period (a~d its Roman imitators). 
Wackemagel regards the latter as 'manifestations of overnpencss', and compares th~ 
artifices of Old Norse skaldic poetry. As we will seem chap. 9, th~ same degree o 
perturbation of normal word order is found in Ireland, tn the late s•xtl1 and seventh 

centuries, long before the language of the skalds. . . 
wackemagel then tums to Bomer, to examine clearly mhented features of po-

t" c word order. Some of these are in fact rules of ordinary grammar. Wackemagel 
~~st sign~ls U~ree: sentence-second position of enclitics and .other weak!~ str~s~d 
particles ('Wackemagel' s Jaw' ),18 Behaghel' s 'law of incrcasmg members , an t e 
disjunction (Gennan Sperrung) of constituentS of ~y~tacbc groups. 

Recent work of considerable syntactic soph•sticatton has shown that there .are 
. , fact at least three 'Wackernagel 's laws' governing the postUonmg of enchttcs, 
~ar;icularly in strings, which account for superficially variable or contradtctory or

ders. See in detail Hale 1987 and to appear. 
Behaghel's 'law of increasing members' restS on a plethora of examples from 

Germanic, Greek, and the other Indo-European languages which show the_s.~yhst•c 
fi urc of enumerations of entities whereby only the last recetves ~neplthet. X and 
Ygand snaggle-toothed 7:'. ·n1e Catalogue of Ships in Jliad2 offers m 1ts hsts ~fnames 

f ns peoples and places examples practically without exceptton. The fact gams 
~~t~~= wi'th the ~ognition today that the Catalogue is in some-tbough hardly all-; 
respects a 'Bronze Age' text, accurately renecting the geography and settlements a 

middle to late second-millennium Greece.'9 . . -
The poetic disjunction of the constituents or syntacuc groups has re~etved con 

siderable light from the study of formula and itS relation to meter. In part~cular the: 
is a marked tendency for separated constituents .to themselves_ adJ011l metncal boun • 

aries. Thus in Wackemagel's example from T1buUus (1.9.4). 

sera tameo tacit is poena uenit pedibus 

yet tardy justke comes on silentfeer, 

where sera and poena follow line-initial and hemistich boundary, and tacit is and 

pedibr.s precede hemistich and line-final boundary. . . . 1 Wackemagcl goes on to point to two cases at the begummg of ~ch eptc ~ 1ere 
contrary to received opinion Bomer violates his own word-order pracnce. One ;s:· 
I 7 cri>tii:lv rap <1<pE'tePT)l<JtV O.to:crOW..il)l<JtV o?..ov-to 'they penshed becaus~ 0 Ctr 
· · · · • · b · ally precedes U1e pronommal pas-own folly', where the gemttve o:mwv qmte a n01 m . . . 

· d' r ve 20 'Presumably this renects Ule mod1fica!ton of a formulaiC proto-
sesstvea JCC 1 • ·t" gthesarnemodel 
type like /I. 4.409' writes S . West in the Odyssey commentary, Cl "' • 

· ·btl t 8 ' ' '"1""- etii>v ... 'wboofthegod• 
1S WacketnBgel illustrates hlS famous low wrt . . 1l~ t~ the , .. f the 

(brQu •Itt) ~he.<~e two ... • ·n,e correcmess of his re::.djng or the parttcle ~ap. r:'ther than t «PO 
g . . . ha ll 2 on the language nnd poetry of the TroJans.. 

vulgate, wtll be. dtscussed ul c P· · · S' d Lazenby 1970 For a more cautious ll't.'it· 
19. Cf. Page 1959, Huxley 1960, ;mdllope unpsonM . 

ment see Kirk 1985: 158·250. . . . . 6 Ot notict.d by Wackema.gel(note 17 above) 
20. It l$ suiking tMl the Stes:tcho~n mnovahon nm v 

involves the same elements. (l'\)t6t; and a pronomin~ form. 
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as Wackemagel bad. The other is the more common licence, beginning with /1.1.1, 
to reverse the natural " iconic" order of name and patronymic ('from the o ldest Indi
ans to the Russians of today'): Ill)A1\"I&&w 'Ax•'-ii~. A comparable poetic licence is 
to depart from the historical order in tbeenumemlion of public ofiices held, the cursus 
hanorum, for metrical reasons: the Roman saturn ian in a Scipionic inscription consol 
censor aidilis hie fuel apud !loS. Such licences probably belong to the domain of poetic 
universals. 

Under 'word selection' ('diction') Wackcrnagel includes formulaic noun 
phrases like 'imperishable fame', noting that their locus is precisely the language of 
poetic eulogy- the business of the Indo-European poeL He likewise links Germanic 
and Indo-European two-part personal names to poetic phraseology, as later defended 
by R. Schmitt 1973, and links the poetic and the hieratic in the language of cult, as 
exemplified by Greek Z£ii nattp, Latin Juppiter, Vedic dfa~ pft.ar. As we saw in 
chap. 1.2, the last can now be extended by Anatolian and Celtic facts. 

Wackemagel then turned his allention from phrasal and leltical phenomena to 
the non-meaningful level of phonology and morphology: deformations like metrical 
lengthening and shortenings, and the special doubly marked poetic o-stem nomina
tive plural ending · llsas (for -ds) of Vedic and Avestan, which after going "under
ground" in Classical Sanskrit resurfaced in Middle lndic early Buddhist poetry and 
whose hieratic value wa.5 transparent in the unique Old Persian example, the formula 
Auramauld ..• utd aniyalta bagdha tayaiy lui1tiy 'Ahuramazda and the other gods 
there are.· 

His final example was a widespread stylistic feature of ( typically prose) 
folktales, a text-initial, existential form t>f the verb ' to be' introducing the typical 
person or place: in Homer tern n6?..t<; 'Eqnlpil (/l. 6.152) 'There is a city Ephyre ... ', 
.jv oc n<; £v Tprota<n ll6i>'l<; (1/. 5.9) 'There was among the Trojans a certain Dares 
. . .' One need only compare the numerous Indo-European textS beginning 'There 
was a ki ng .. . ' , Sanskrit dsld rdj/1, Old Irish bo( r(, Lithuanian brl.vo kardlius, Rus
sian Iil-byl korol' (car'). Greek preserves a remarkable morphological and semantic 
archaism in Aleman (PMG 74) l)att -ru; Kaq>£\J<; f<:J.Vaaawv 'There was a certain 
Cepheus ruling ... ',where the existential value of the suffixed fonn in -crtt corre
sponds exactly to the same value of Old Latin escit 'there is', demonstrated by Frankel 
1925:442. The verb can undergo ellipsis, as in the description of Calypso's island 
(Od. 1.51), beginning vii<t~ oevoptiwao:, t>ro o' sv oro~w. vo:U:t 'An .island full of 
trees, a goddess dwells within'. This syntactic and stylistic feature must be itself in
herited; it recurs at the very beginning of the narrative part of tbe Hittite Appu-folktale 
StBoT 14, I 7ff (following the moralistic proem} URU-a.f !iUM-an~set URU.'iudrtl 
URULulluwa~ya~ssan KUR-e anmi ZAG-1i i!szi 'A city-Sudul its name-and the 
Lulluwa-land is on the edge of the sea.' 

With this programmatic lecture, delivered in 1932 at the crowning point of 
Wackemagel's long career, the study of Indo-European stylistics and poetic language 

· had found itself. 
For the work of the last two generations we can be brief. In the postwar period 

tbe Gennan Tndologist Paul Thieme made a number of contributions, reprinted in 
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Sclunitt 1968. One in particular is discussed in chap. 42 below. The same decade 
saw the publication of seminal works on the general theory of stylistics, linguistics, 
and poetics by Roman Jakobson, reprinted in 198 1. The Italian classicist and Indo
Europeanist Marcello Durante Ill 1958. 1960. and 1962 published three very imagi
native and learned treatise:~. part of an ongoing project of research into the prehistory 
of Greek poetic languaae. 1l1ey deal with metaphor, the terminology of poetic cre
ation, aJ1!I the epithet, resting pnmnrily on original observations of verbal and the
matic parallels to Greek texts m VediC and other languages. They too are reprinted 
in German translatoon 111 Schmiu 1968. and revised and somewhat streamlined ver
sions "'ere later published m Durante 1970 and 1976. 'The Iauer is particularly rich 
in Indo-European eomparaoda. 

Scluniu 1967, already cited at the outset, os important also for stylistics, ap
proaches to genre 111 Indo-European, and a host of oodovidual correspondences. not 
to mention the virtually ex.haust1ve bibliography up to that date. 

The Italian lndo-Europeamst and Cel!ic•st Ennco Campanile published in 19TI 
an important monograph with the mtrigumg titleStudru in ltodo-EuropeanpMJiccul
tur<. 'The great innovation or this .. ook was to emphasize the cultural and societal 
position and function of poet and poetry, based largely on the study of the traditional 
poet in Celtic and lndic society. Campnnolc makes valuable observations on stylistics, 
on the poet as professoonal, and on the "total"-all~mbracing~aracter of Indo
European poetic culture, and makes very precise our notion of the functional mean
ing of some Indo-European stylistic figures. Later works of this author, most recently 
1990, develop some of the same themes, with the notions of societal and culture his
tory predominating. 

Indo-European 'poetic culture' is also the domain of a number of lengthy re
cent contributions of Fran~oise Onder, with the accent on myth. These include Bader 
1989, 1991. and 1993. 

ln 198 1 there appeared in German translation nn article of fundamental impor
tance by the Russian lndo-Europeanist Vladimir Nikolaevi~ Toporov. 11tis lengthy, 
teamed, and litemrily sophisticated essay in fact offers no les•than a theoretical foun
dation for the study oflndo-Europenn poetics. It is mnrlced by the thought of Roman 
Jakobson, as well as Saussure and Starobinsky, but most finnly and clearly by the 
two traditions with which otis concerned, the language and literatures or Vedic and 
Classical India on the one hand, and the tluropean critical aesthetic and intellectual 
tradition of the last century or so on the ollter. Striking is his juxtaposition (p. 194 
wi th n. 8) of the definition of Bhnrnnha (7/S th century A.D.) in his Poetics 
(Kilvyillal'fok/Jro) 116: fobtldrtloau sohllau Mvyam 'poetry is sound and meaning put 
together' with the statement of Paul Val~ry. writing in 1938: "l..'~ration du poete 
s'exerce au moyen de Ia valeur complexe des onotS, c'est-a-dire en composam a Ia 
foos son et sens ... com me l'alg~bre operant sur des nombres complex.es" (Oeuvru 
1.1414). Toporov·s work appears to be widely unknown to Sanskritist.s, Jndo
Europeanists. and students or literary theory alike, but it amply repays serioos study. 

In 1988, there appeared an imponant article by M.L West, "The Rise of the 
Greek Epic', with extensive reference to the Indo-European poetic literary and 
cultural background. We may l<d: forward to the promised-or at least envisaged-
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book developing the ideas there presented, and detai ling the genesis of th 
Homenc poems. c 

For completeness's sake, let me merely record that in 1979 1 gave the Colrt 
lecture to _th~ Linguistic Institute in S~lzburg, with the title 'Aspects of lndo-Eu:o~ 
pean Poetocs (p~bloshed 1982), on whoch I tried to sketch in a few lines a total pic
ture of the essentoals o~~ndo-Eu~ poetic language, its function, and its techni ues. 
At Ute Untvers•ty of lexas at Austm in 1981, at the Session de linguistique ~t de 
hll~:ture ~~ Aussoos (Savoie) on 1983, at St. Johns College, Annapolis. and Yale 
~ru ers1ty on 19'?, I presented variau~ oo:' a lecture entitled 'How to Kill a Dragon 
1~ Indo-European , subsequently published m Watkins 1987c. As tbe tiUes woold in
docate, these two anocles (repnnted in Wadons 1994) together furnish the nucleus from 
"'hicb the present work has gro"''l. 

I conclude this bnef history with a paragraph from Meillet 1930·144 (corn 
1913:159). to reiterate what we have known now for 80 years: · pare 

Grec~ llM lndo-Ary_ans reeeiv<d from the Indo-European period a literary tradition 
j~" hterary trodotoon mllde no use of writing ... But there wu an oral tradition of 

European poetry. as shown by the original identity of the two metrics which 
one musttakeacoount of in order to explain the beginning.< booh of Creek.,;.,~ d 
ofGrecl: thought. ' ,._,an 

That is IO sa~ thnt U1e comparative method in linguistics and poetics can illuminate 
not only aJICtent ways of speech but ancient modes of thought. 


