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A METRICAL PECULIARITY OF THE SIBYLLINE ORACLES

By J. M. Nieto Ibáñez

The corpus of t he Sib ylline Oracles which consists of 4239 hexameters,
constitutes one of the essential documents to study the stylistic-rnetrical
evolutron of the Greek hexameter frorn the Alexandrian splendour till Nonnos'
metrics reformo

My recent Doctoral Thesis! has been centred on an exhaustive study of these
oraeles frorn the rnetrical, prosodic and formulaic points ofview. 1 have tried with
it to fill in an import ant gap in the srudy of Greek metrics. The handbooks and
specific works about the Greek hexameter almost completely ignore the poetic
production of this periodo Perhaps this deficiency is due to traditional opinion
which qualifies these lines as very irregular and defect ive , along with the amount
of textual problems that they present.

In this recent study 1 have verified that in the Sibvlline Oracles we find a
hexameter which. though it cannot be qualified as modelic or perfect, does not
present inexplicable infractions to the traditional rules of verification either-. In
fact, in almost all the phenomena we have found precedents in epic poetry, even in
the apparent anomaties. Besides it shows a deep connection with Homeric and
Hesiodic poetry without losing a series of features belonging to the hexameter of
the prophetic and gnomic Iiterature and the early Christian Hymns in certain
oraeles.

It is an hexameter which exists whithin the limits fixed by t he dactylic tradition
and, to surnrnarize, it does not represent a lack of rigour and normative. It only
presents the natural difficulties of a poet who composes with a technical and
archaic language in a very advanced age.

However, considering the textual problems which this corpusestablishes, there
are a series of Iines that do not present a hexameter structure , but they could do so
with the inc\usion of ce rtain variations to overcome their possible "rnetrical
irregularities", such as the lack of a syllable on the third foot, or the presence of
anomalous quantities.

To get to the point , we are going to concetrate now on a series of lines. exactly
36, which present a very conspicuous irregularity: each of them lacks one short
syllable in the biceps of the third foot.

Such lines have been the focus of attention ofeditors and critics ofthe Sibylline
Oracles, who have tried to solve and eliminate this metrical peculiarity, though
the rnanuscripts generally maintain the irregularity'. The solution consists of
introducing a short vowel in the third biceps, for which one can generally resort to
the reconstruction of a short vowel elided in the preposition placed in this
position or by the substuurion of one form for another morphologically
equivalent form within the possibilities of the epic language.

Let us take a look at these lines, which are elassified according to the solutions
that have been given to solve their metrical deficiencies'':

I - Non -elided preposition:

1394 ... lj/,T)Or.i<; Gn' 0.\'0pO')V .. G
... ~/.T)()ci<; urtó ... A

II 36 ... nuptpuiv(I)\' cm' oúpcvoü ... G
... naptpui\·(I)\' úrró... A
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2 - Substitution of one form for another
morphologically equivalent:

II 315 ... ulpóuevoi bl' aieo~Évov ... G·
...clpóuevor bUl... A

VIII 465 ... 1<pabiT]t; ún' Ó:yvwcH010lV ... G
... 1<pabiT]t; ünó ... A

XII 89 ... atonovan' , 01<EUVOlO.... G
... atOnov ano ... A

XII 251 ... EVE1<EVún ' avtoAiT]t; ... G
... EVE1<EVano ... A

XII 260 ... nóAE~ov xor ' , Aooupítov ... G
... nóAqlOv 1<at<1... A

XIII 76 ... ónu~tV(¡)V ún' avtlnú),(¡)v ... G
... ónu~tV(¡)V ünó ... A

XIV 123 ... nóAElt; ün ' av8pwn(¡)v ... G
... nóAElt; ünó ... A

XIV 172 ... apSEl an' Aivórrtoro ... G
... apSEl ano ... A

XI 196 ... apxo~tvou vévou; ... G
... apxO~tV010 ... A

XI 243 ... ~aOlAElt; ÉAWOEOt;... G
... ~aOlAflEt; ... A. K

XI 299 ... CtEOIV tpOnalOq¡opÉouoa ... G
... f:tÉEOOI ... A

XII 220 ... a~ou),EútOlt; bt' oux· .. G
... a~ou),EÚt0101V A

XIII 109 ... roúto«; ~Éyat; G
... tOÚt010I. .. A

XIV 180 ... oráouvoi ~EOT]~~piT]t; ... G
... OtEq¡ÚVOIO ... Q

XIV 247 ... ~aOlhtt; en· ... G
... ~aOlHlc~ ... A

3 - Introduction of particles, conjunctions, articles
and so on ... :

1 105 ... rpíruvov úncpq¡lút,(¡)V ... G
...rpírcvov IC ... (l>

1 1 g9 ...onut; anClpcot(l)v ... G
... 0 nu~ t~ ... (p

II 187 ... 0co~inlC; úrr ' ... G
... 0co~itr¡<; ye... tp

VII 76 ... aOuváH¡l OCQl... G5
... aOuvátQl TI: ... VI

VIII 123 ... ~Oá\'OIOI\' aryuptOlc; ... G
... ~oá\'olot\' xui ... K
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XII 9X ... I.;pan:p<1> urtó orpc n ñ.; ... G
It can be corrected by the conjecture of K.
Buresch":
I\pUTI:pqJ I<ai lI110...

XII 174 ... Pi:1'OX0<; OCptCHol1ói,o-; ... G
... pi:1'OXOS 1'1:... A

XII 21 X ... ü\'a~ i:p(I)1'Opa\'~s ... G
Mendelssohn's proposal solves the problem':
... ü\'a~ Ó ...

4 - Substitution of one form for another:

I 240 ... I1Ó),O\· pi:yav G
... rról,oto pi:yQ\ A

I26l ... <l>puyíl1S trr' ~rrcípotO ... G
... <l>PUyíOtOIV... K

VII 69 ... YCyéVE1'OI,ÓyOS ... G
:~.yc'yi:\'ll.}"o I,ÓYOS'" A
... tyÉ\'CTO I,óyo.:, ... 1f1

XI 70 a\'1'0/,íl1S ¿)ta I\pan:pa<; ... G
_ aV1'O)_íl:l0l ... A
XII 209 ¡;~Et rrcplooo1'i:p<p ... G

... OX~(Jf;IE... A
XIII 157 ... apIOllóv, Ó o€.-. G

The possible solution is A. Rzach's
proposal":
... úpiüuóv, óc ot...

XIV 35 ... <jlcI8w/_t oi.o<; G
... tpEI8wA~· 0)_00<; A

In most cases these solutions are not verified by the manuscripts, but they are
editors and critic' proposals to these conspicuous cases.

Not withstanding, perhaps it is not necessary to look for a textual emendation,
considering that it is possible that these lines have be en composed this way
originally. The irregularity of these lines is not surprising at all, as similar
examples can be observed in old poets. As is known, ancient metricians compile
six difTerent forms of hexameter, in which each of them presents some type of
alteration? -.One of these variations is the line called Aayapó<; that contains a short
-yllable instead of a long one in the middle of the line.

At first sight it might be thought that we find exarnples of ',ayapó.; line in the
Sibylline Orac/es, although the peculiarities which surround thern make this
c1assification difficult. On one hand we have the late chronology of this
hexarneter. very far from the traditional oral type of composition 111, and on the
other hand, the textual problems inherent to this corpus. and the fact that such
irregularity always happens in the same position 11. It is significant that a short
vowel occurs instead of a long one, precisely, in the middle of the line on the third
biceps. Perhaps we rnrght be dealing with a treatment of this position as the end of
a line, and it would be then an example of indifference ofsyllabic quantity similar
to that of the last syllable of a line!'.
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Therefore, we think that it is more suitable lO consider these lines as a
peculiarity of the Sibylline hexarneier. as a particular way ofcomposition ora late
poet. with no necessity 10 look Ior extraneous solutions Ior a line. Besides, these
lines are concentrated in books 1, 11, VII, VIII, XI, XII, XIII and XIV. thc ones
which coniain more meuical-prosodic irregularitics!'. In Iact , ihere is not any
line with this structure in books ll l. IV and V, the original nucleus of this corpus.
and therefore the closest to the traditional normative of the epic Greek
hexameter+.

In spite or the homogeneity and metrical correcuon of all and every one of the
books in the Sibylline Oracles. however we must not omit these irregular lines. as
they constitute a peculiarity of the epic hexameter without parallel in other
aut hors, and which we have to consider Ior a complete study 01' ihe metrical-
stylisiic development of late Greek hexameier.

Jesús-M. NIETO IBANEZ
Universidad de Valladolid - España

l. El hcxametro de los Oraculos Sibilino«. Unpublisncd Doctoral Thesis. v'alludohd 1<1<111.
2. Tradirional oprrnon quahfies these linos as verv Irregular and dcfccuvc. tull 01 tcvt ual problcrn-. vid .. tor

e xarnple. R. Volkrnann, De oraculis Sibvllinis Dissvrtatio. Lelp,ig 1" \

3. We rollo" t he ediuon olJ. Geffcken (G), Di!' oracula Sibyllina. Leipvig 1<llle. com ple tcd wit h Ch. Alcxandre lA).
Oracula Sibyltina, Paris I XÓY. and A. Kurfess 1)..'). Sibvllinischc W!'I.uagungcn. Berlin 1\151 To salve thc
problernatic cases we have used the critical assisiance 01'Gcffcken's ediuon whrch colle ct s the readings of rhe
different rnanuscr ipts.

4. We onlv reproduce the central pan 01' the linc.rhc lonlium(\1 and ihc biC<'p.llhird. Beside each line we spccilv the
edirion Irorn which Ihe rcnding has bee n t akcn

~. Thc inclusion of lh~'parucle TI' IS noi due 10 logrcul tme svntax. !I rnight imply proposmg as un alternauve
soluuon the mclusion of rhe aruclc bciwccn the epirhci and ihe noun. which irnplies scanrung urtó wuh svnize sis.

ó. Cfr. Geffck en. ad loc.
7. Cfr. Gcffcken, ad loc.
H. Cfr. Geffcken, ad toc,
9. Cfr .. Ior example, W. Schulze , Quoeslion<,sEpicar.Gulcrsloh Ixnlreimpr. Hildesheirn IYÓil. pp. 411-~.1(Jwilh

Homeric exarnples.
10. Many of these lines can be explained bv the evolution of language and epic dici ion. cfr. A. H. Hoekstra Homcrtc

Modifications offormulaic ProIOIYP¡,I', Arnsrerdarn- london I~~<I. and "Met ncal lcruhening and Epic Dicuon".
Mnemosvnc .11. I ~7 ¡". pp, I - 21,

II The examples 01' ;''''''1''< lino 111Horncr which Schulzc compiles. offer Ihl' irrcgularu. in differcnt lino
posruon s.

12. This is what rhe áncierus called ú'\Jú<jl"P"~ syllable , svllable which is inditterent 10 the scansion and which h¡1>
nOI any imponanee for the rhvihrnic siructure ol ihc hnc. '11t" problcm with Ihis peculiar iyp« of anccps. which
goes back 10 the old rnerricians. is st ill prcvaleru in thc rnodcrn authors 01'Gre ck rnei rics. vid .. Ior exarnpie. M.
Ruipérez, "Cantidad silábica y métrica estructura!". Emcrita ~.1. 1~55. pp. N-~5. P. Ma as, Grcct; Mctrc, trad.
ingl .. Oxford I~M. p. 2~. ando mainly, L. E. Rossi, "Anceps: vocale, sillaba , elemento" RFlC~ l. 1%.1. pp. 5~·
71. and A. M. Devine and l.. D. Srephcns. "Ancepx", GRRS (1,.1'175. pp. l'li-~I~

1.1. Vid. m~' Doctoral Thois.
14. To solv rhe problerns ofchronologv and auihorshrp the work of J. Gctlcken. Kornposítion und Entstchung szcu

dcr Oraculo Sibvltmo. Leipzrg 1'lile. 1\ "tll cvsenual.
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