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ARCHILOCHUS MESSAGE-STICK

épéw Tw’ Spw aivov, & Knpuxidy,
axvupévy oxuTdAn. Archilochus, fr. 185

oxvrdAy mivaé, 8éAtos. éfos 8¢ Aaxedaipoviors xpriobar orkvrdAy avri TV
ypappatelwy. Etymologicum Magnum

The second line of the poem in which Archilochus related his fable of the fox and the
ape was a source of perplexity to Hellenistic scholars. According to Athenaeus
Apollonius Rhodius explained it by reference to the Spartan practice of winding
official dispatches round a staff or baton: 87 8¢ Aevkg iudvre mepiethodvres v
okuTdAny of Adkwves éypadov & BPovlovro elpnrey ixavds "AmoAddvios ‘Pédios év
76 mepl "ApxiXdxov.! This interpretation evidently failed to satisfy Aristophanes of
Byzantium, who wrote a monograph (oUyypappa) mepi 7is dxvvuévns oxvrdAns,? but
we do not know what his theory was, and Apollonius’ view has held the field.

Later authors persistently explain the Spartan okurdaAyn as a scrambling device: a
strip of leather would be wound slantwise onto the okvrdaAn, and the message written
lengthwise ; the strip was then unwound, and rewound by the recipient onto a staff of
like thickness;® hence, we are told, ‘ okvTdAy came to mean ““a Spartan dispatch”’.*

This account is not entirely satisfactory in itself, and a cryptographic interpretation
of Archilochus’ oxvurdAn has come to look increasingly implausible with a more
widespread appreciation of the fact that in his day a written message was in itself a
relative novelty; whatever date we adopt for the invention of the Greek alphabet,® it
is clear that Archilochus lived in a society still essentially oral. Where the ability to
read and write fluently is rare, it is absurd to envisage a cryptographic system in
regular use.® We should moreover note that Aeneas Tacticus has nothing to say about
this device in his chapter on secret messages (31), though had it been known to him
he would surely have mentioned it, if only to criticise its defects. While perhaps worth
considering as an ad hoc expedient,’ this was not a practice suitable for normal use,
since once the principle involved is divined it takes little effort to decode the message.
Nor indeed do any of the pre-Hellenistic references to oxvrdAat in themselves suggest
cryptography.

From fifth- and fourth-century authors we have four mentions of oxvrdAa: in

1 A.R. fr. 22 Michaelis, Ath. 451d. Athenaeus produces this information in the course of a
discussion of riddles, to support his interpretation of a perplexing fragment of Achaeus’ satyr-
play, Iris (TrGF i, 20 F 19). His explanation seems to me more ingenious than sensible; see
below, supplementary note.

% Fr. 367 Slater (Ath. 83e); see Slater ad loc.

3 For a very clear account see Plu. Lys. 19; cf. Sch. Pi. O. 6.154, Hsch. s.v. okvrdAn Adakw-
vtf, Gell. 17.9.15. 4 So LSJ.

® Most Hellenists would, I believe, favour an eighth-century date, not long before our first
specimens: see further L. H. Jeffery, CAH iii®> 1.819ff., A. Heubeck, Archaeologia Homerica X
(Schrift) (Gottingen, 1979), 73ff. However, some Semitic epigraphists argue for a twelfth-century
date: see J. Naveh, AJA4 77 (1973), 1-8, Early History of the Alphabet (Jerusalem, 1982), pp.
175ff., F. M. Cross, BASOR 238 (1980), 1ff., E. Puech, RBi 90 (1983), 365-95 (esp. 391ff.); for
a more moderate view see B. S. J. Isserlin, CAH iii®* 1.816-18.

¢ The much discussed orjuara Avypd of II. 6.168-9 are surely not some sort of code but simply
a written message, felt to be somewhat alien to the heroic milieu and therefore camouflaged.

7 Cf. Herodotus’ stories of secret messages, 1.123.3-4; 5.35.3-4; 7.239.3-4.



ARCHILOCHUS MESSAGE-STICK 43

connection with messages. We may surmise that an allusion to Archilochus’
metaphor was intended in the first of these, when Pindar (0. 6.92) addresses Aeneas,
appointed to train the choir who are to perform this ode, as d&yyedos 8p8ds, Huxduwy
oxvrdda Moiaav, yAukvs kparnp ayadléyxrwy dodav.® We first meet a specifically
Spartan oxvurdAy with Aristophanes, who makes a Spartan herald dissimulate his
erection as a okvrdAa Aakwvikd (Lys. 991f.); here oxvrdAa must mean an actual staff
or baton, regarded as part of an official messenger’s equipment,® and it would be
absurd to translate it as ‘message, dispatch’. However, it has clearly taken on the
latter sense when we meet it in Xenophon (Hell. 3.3.8): dyovra 1dv AdAwvitdv 7€
Twas kal TAV €dwTdv Tovs év 17 okuTdAy yeypauuevous. Thucydides’ reference
should almost certainly be understood in the same way (1.131.1): méuavres xrjpuxa
of épopor kal orxuTdAny elmov 1ol Kijpukos un AeimesBai. None of these passages
indicates a cipher or code. We may note that Xenophon does not find it particularly
remarkable that when a letter from the Spartan vice-admiral Hippocrates fell into
Athenian hands it was apparently read without difficulty (Hell. 1.1.23): épper Ta
kéAa. Mvéapos dmegova. mewdvrt Tdvdpes. amoplopes 7 xp1 dpav. If this message
was sent en clair, we might well wonder whether the Spartans were in general much
concerned about the security of official documents; the episode surely offers a further
argument against ascribing a regular cryptographic purpose to the oxurdy.

L. H. Jeffery, whose unrivalled knowledge of the early development of Greek script
made her more alert to the problem than others had been, rightly questioned the
traditional view of Archilochus’ oxvrdAyn; she suggested that he simply had in mind
the practice of writing messages on leather rolls and winding them round a stick for
convenience in transport, a practice which, she argued, was retained by the
conservative Spartans when other Greeks had abandoned leather for papyrus.!®
Archilochus may thus be supposed to draw attention to the written form of his
message: ‘...die Epoche der Miindlichkeit geht damit zu.’!!

If this interpretation is correct, we must be struck by Archilochus’ failure to
elaborate the point more fully. In general early written poetry tends simply to mimic
oral performance;'? poets are shy about referring to script and writing materials.
Archilochus might of course have been in advance of his time in his appreciation of
the advantages of writing, whether for accurate communication over a distance or for
the long-term preservation of his composition; but if so, we should have expected him
to develop this idea more fully, so that Hellenistic scholars, who had the whole poem,
would not have been perplexed by this casual reference to a sad message-stick. ‘ Die
geradezu metaphorische Art, in der Archilochos das Wort oxvrdAy verwendet, deutet
darauf, dass sowohl der Terminus als die mit ihm bezeichnete Sache in der
griechischen Welt seit einiger Zeit ihren festen Platz haben’.'® Yet this early reference
to written poetry remains curiously isolated until the seventies of the fifth century,
when we begin to find frequent references to writing and reading in poetry and art;

8 On this passage see J. T. Hooker, BICS 32 (1985), 68.

* This passage causes grave complications for the traditional cryptographic interpretation, as
it seems to imply a practice tantamount to dispatching the code-books along with the encoded
message. Admittedly, the scholia on Pi. O. 6.92 speak of baton and message-bearing strip being
consigned to different messengers ; but that sounds absurdly complicated. Of course, it might be
argued that Aristophanes should not be pressed on such a point.

10 L. H. Jeffery, The Local Scripts of Archaic Greece (Oxford, 1961), pp. 57-8.

1 W. Burkert, MH 29 (1972), 74-5 n. 4.

12 Cf. W. J. Ong, Orality and Literacy (London, 1982), p. 26; on the general question see &.
Andersen, ‘Miindlichkeit u. Schriftlichkeit im frithen Griechentum’, 4&4 23 (1987), 29—44.

13 Heubeck, op. cit. (n. 5), 150.
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‘...the image of scribe and reader had apparently caught poetic imagination as well
as the imagination of the vase painters for the first time’.** If this is indeed a reference
to poetry in a written form it appears to anticipate the development of literate habits
of mind which we might otherwise suppose to belong to a considerably later
period.

There may thus be room for doubt about this interpretation of Archilochus’
phrase; I suspect that his oxvrdAn is not the novelty it has generally been supposed
to be. If we disregard the cryptographic preoccupation of ancient scholars, we find in
their discussions of the okurdAn some curious details which correspond very closely
to practices observed more recently among illiterate and preliterate peoples; this
testimony, which has not received as much attention as it deserves, rather suggests
that Archilochus’ message-stick has nothing to do with writing, but is a relic of the
old oral culture in which he and his audience grew up.

Among the various attempts to clarify Pindar’s okvrdAa Mowgdv offered by the
scholia on 0. 6.92 we have the following note (Drachmann i. 190): of 8¢ 67t &vdov
7L 6TpOoyYUdov, 6mep €ls Svo mololvTes TO pev fuLov kaTeixov avTol (sc. of Adkwves),
76 8¢ érepov é8(Bovy T dprooTy TG éxmepuTouéve €is Twa TOAw: elTa €l éBovlovTo
dnAdoal avTd mepl amoppriTwy kTA. Here the specific detail of the spliz stick is most
significant. What is described evidently corresponds, at a more exalted level, to the
familiar use of tally-sticks in financial transactions, attested both at Sparta and
elsewhere in Greece (Photius s.v. oxurdAn = Aristot. fr. 509 Rose, Dioscurides
FGrHist 594 F 5): dwookovpidns 8¢ év Tois mepi vouluwy Tovs davel{ovras év Zmdpry
Siaipeiv orkvTdAny 8vo TapdvTwy papTipwy kal ypddew 16 cuuPolaiov év ékatépw
TUMATL, Kai TO wev évi TV papTipwy 8uddvar, 76 8¢ 8i° éavtod éxew. éxpdvTo &’
avTj kai dAolws, ws *Apiororédns év 11 [axnaiwy modirelq uf. This cannot have
been common practice in fourth-century Greece, or Aristotle would not have thought
it worth comment.

Nor, it seems, was it familiar in thirteenth-century Venice, since Marco Polo,
unaware of the extensive use of tally-sticks among his English contemporaries, found
the custom noteworthy when he met it in Yunnan.'®* Commenting on this passage, Sir
Henry Yule relates an interesting episode in the career of his one-time superior Sir
Arthur Phayre:'®

In the year 1863 the Tsaubwa (or Prince) of a Shan province adjoining Yunnan was in
rebellion against the Burmese Government. He sent a messenger to a British officer with a letter
tendering his allegiance, and, accompanying his letter, was a piece of bamboo, about five inches
long. This had been split down the middle so that the two pieces fitted closely together, forming
a tube in the original shape of the bamboo. A notch at one end included the edges of both pieces,
showing that they were a pair. The messenger said that if the reply was favourable, one of the
pieces was to be returned and the other kept. I need hardly say the messenger received no written
reply, and both pieces of bamboo were retained.

Here, surely, we have a close parallel to the Spartan practice with official
dispatches; the purpose of the cane is not to assist in deciphering a scrambled
message, but to provide authentication. To the literate mind cane credentials may

14 R. Pfeiffer, History of Classical Scholarship (Oxford, 1968), i.25f.; cf. P. E. Easterling,
JHS 105 (1985), 3-6, Johansen and Whittle on Aesch. Suppl. 179. The most striking of the
literary references is undoubtedly Eur. Erechtheus fr. 160.6-7 Austin (369.6-7 N.) déArwv
avamTiggoyut yapuy, @ codoi kAéovrar; cf. Hipp. 4511T. (where it is interesting that Phaedra’s
nurse refers to written works as a normal source for knowledge of legend; see further Barrett ad
loc.).

15 2.50. On tally-sticks in mediaeval English book-keeping see M. T. Clanchy, From Memory
to Written Record: England 1066—1307 (London, 1979), pp. 95-6, Plate viii.

18 The book of Ser Marco Polo, ed. Sir Henry Yule and H. Cordier® (London, 1903), ii.96.
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seem slightly comic; but sticks are cheap enough, and the system offers better
protection against forgery than a written document would have done without a
seal.

This use of okurdAat as auufola does not, however, seem to provide an adequate
explanation for the extension of the term to mean an official dispatch. But ancient
scholars appear to have believed that oxvrdAar could themselves bear a message.
Hesychius, s.v. oxvrdAn Adarxwviki offers this note: émi 7 dyyeAiaddpwy rdocerar.
éfos yap v apxaiov 76 xpricacfar Tais okvrdAaws {avri)'? 1dv map’ EAino:
ypappateiwy kai BifAiwy (cf. EM s.v. okvurdAn, quoted ad init.). Some substance is
added to this by the preceding note on oxvrdAat: mivaxes éd’ ois 7 Alkn ypdder Ta
Tdv alpdmwy auaprijuara. Sticks do not offer a very inviting writing surface, but
ypdee: need not mean ‘write’, and I suspect that Dike is pictured keeping a score for
each of us, marking a slight incision for minor theft, cutting further for unfilial
behaviour, and carving a deep notch for murder; compare Aeschylus’ image of the
goddess making her record on wax tablets (which would leave more scope for
consideration of motive and mitigating circumstances).'®

Notched sticks as mnemonic aids for conveying messages are attested from
Australia, North America, West Africa, China, Mongolia, and South-East Asia; they
were also used in ancient Scandinavia.!® The stick would be incised in the presence of
the messenger, to whom the meaning of each notch was verbally emphasised. We
ought not to find it particularly surprising if, as Hesychius appears to indicate, this
was once Greek practice.

To Isocrates the Spartans seemed to attach insufficient importance to literacy:
oU7oL 8¢ TogoiTov dmoledetupévor Tiis Kowis madelas kal dilocodias elol, dor’
0vbé ypdupara pavldvovew (Panath.209, cf. 251). This is not unprejudiced
testimony, and its evidential value has been much debated.?® But there is no doubt
about Spartan conservatism, which must in itself have delayed a proper appreciation
of the manifold advantages of script and of the importance of fluency in reading and
writing. It would not be surprising if the Spartans retained a preference for
transacting business by word of mouth in situations where the superiority of written
documents had long seemed self-evident to Athenians; but the Spartans themselves
might have argued that an oral message was more secure, since there was no danger
of its falling into the wrong hands.?* If Spartan conservatism led to the retention of

7 Suppl. Vossius.

18 ypdpovoa] rdumAarijpar’ év 8édrw Audls (fr. 281a.21 Radt), cf. Eum. 275, E. fr. 506 N,
See further Hopkinson on Callim. Cer. 56.

19 See further D. Diringer, The Alphabet® (London etc., 1968), i.7f., ii.12 (Plate a). A rather
elaborate development of this device (combining the notched stick with the conventions of the
symbolic message exemplified in the Scythian ultimatum to Darius (Hdt. 4.131-2, Pherecyd.
FGrHist 3 F 174)) is thus described by Terrien de Lacouperie (Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society N.S.17 [1885], 421): ‘When the Li-su are minded to rebel, they send to the Mo-so chief
(who rules them on behalf of the Chinese government)...a stick with knife-cut notches. Some
symbols are fastened to it, such, for instance, as a feather, calcined wood, a little fish, etc., etc.
The bearer must explain the meaning of the notches and symbols. The notches may indicate the
number of hundreds or thousands of soldiers who are coming; the feather shows that they arrive
with the swiftness of a bird; the burnt wood, that they will set fire to everything on their way;
the fish, that they will throw everybody into the water, etc., etc. This custom is largely used
among all the savage tribes of the region. It is also the usual manner in which chiefs transmit
their orders.’

20 See further F. D. Harvey, REG 79 (1966), 624-7, P. Cartledge, JHS 98 (1978), 25-37,
T. A. Boring, Literacy in Ancient Sparta (Leiden, 1979).

2 Possibly the belief that the Spartan grxvrdAy primarily served a cryptographic purpose arose
from misunderstanding of just such a defence of traditional practice. Reluctance to put
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a form of aide-mémoire obsolete in other parts of the Greek world, it would have been
natural to regard the device as peculiarly Spartan, and when even the Spartans came
to abandon it, the use of the term okurdAn to designate a written official
communication (in a Spartan context) well illustrates the persistence of preliterate
idiom, for which we may easily find parallels in modern English: we continue to
‘audit’ accounts, to ‘hear from’ those who write us letters, and refer to legal
documents as ‘deeds’. Thus linguistic conservatism veils fundamental change. It does
not seem particularly surprising if observers to whom the communicational exvrdAn
was no longer familiar except as a Spartan eccentricity failed to distinguish two
functions of the herald’s message-stick : as one of a pair and by pre-arrangement, a
oxuTdAn might serve as its bearer’s credentials; incised ad hoc, it could remind him
of his message.??

We are not, however, here concerned with Spartan custom for its own sake, but for
its possible bearing on Archilochus. If there is a case for supposing that his oxkvrdAy
has nothing to do with script, it is prudent to acknowledge that the precise
significance of his metaphor may be beyond conjecture. Communicational devices
which do not depend on writing tend to rely heavily on symbolism and/or situational
context, and to the uninformed observer are likely to suggest either a pre-arranged
code of extraordinary elaboration or the vagaries of la pensée sauvage at its most
bizarre. To a traveller unfamiliar with single-track lines a brief attempt to explain why
the engine-driver needs a baton to proceed from one station to the next might easily
leave the impression that this railway oxvrdAn is a kind of amulet or talisman,
exemplifying the survival in outlying areas of thought-ways once prevalent
throughout the British Isles; but so long as no-one unused to this practice is likely to
be left in charge of a train, a short stick serves to express the right of way as effectively
as any document. Information about the distinctive practices of an oral milieu is likely
to survive, if it survives at all, only haphazardly, and our picture of the functions of
a message-stick may be seriously incomplete; Archilochus’ choice of metaphor may
rest on assumptions which elude us. Moreover, once we abandon an interpretation of
okvrdAn which implies a written text, we can no longer take it for granted that the
poem was intended to be wholly intellegible beyond the poet’s own circle, familar
as they will have been with the personalities involved and the situation to which
this aivos appeared appropriate. But the following approach may be worth
exploring.

As has often been recognized, there must be a connection between Archilochus’
image and the vocative Knpux{87n. The latter is most probably to be understood as
a comic patronymic;*® we should dearly like to know how the person so addressed
had qualified for this sobriquet, but as regards its precise significance and the
relationship between its bearer, the wider group indicated by Juw,?* and Archilochus

proposals in writing would have been in accordance with the Spartan character for deviousness;
cf. Hdt. 9.54.1, E. Andr. 445-53 (with Stevens’s n.). See also Clanchy, op. cit. (n. 15), 211-12. A
further idiosyncratic Spartan use of oxvrdAat in correspondence is mentioned in the sch. on
Pi. 0. 6.92, but sounds like mere speculation: dAXot 8¢ 811 éxpdvTo mAaTelas oxvTdAats of
Adkwves éyypddovres avrais Tas émaTodas kai éyxAelovtes els oxvTwa dyyeia kai obTw
oppayifovres.

#2 T suspect that the leather strip interpreted by Hellenistic scholars as the message-bearing
part of a Spartan dispatch simply served as a protective cover or carrying case.

2 Cf. Aiowidns (fr. 14.1), ZeAlnidns (fr. 183); see further M. G. Bonanno, ‘Nommi e
sopranommi archilochei’, MH 37 (1980), 65-80 (esp. 78-9).

24 For the change from sg. to plur. cf. fr. 13, which starts ITepicAees (1) and continues with
& ¢iX’ (6), but concludes dAAa TdxioTa TAiiTe, yuvaikeiov mévbos dmwaduevor.
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himself, we must admit defeat. The herald’s oxvrdAn, as we have seen, might either
authenticate his message, or represent it in tangible form; the latter function seems
more likely to be relevant here. Ordinary oxvrdAa: are mute, insensate things,
incapable alike of grief or joy; dyxvuuévn surely indicates that the metaphor applies
to a person, the contradictory qualification marking the difference between reality
and similitude.?® Thus, though our MSS. leave it uncertain whether Archilochus
intended dyvuuévy oxurdAn or dyvuuévy oxurddy, we are probably entitled to
disregard the latter?® and assume that the object of comparison is either ‘Kerykides’
or Archilochus himself. On the former interpretation we might wonder why, if
Archilochus thought a reference to ‘Kerykides’’ sorrow appropriate, he did not deem
the point worth a little elaboration, whether on the lines of ‘serves you right’ or ‘hard
luck!. Taken as a nominative, the phrase may be understood as a prefatory apology.
By presenting himself as a message-stick Archilochus implies that he is agent, not
principal; his aivos does not simply express his own fancy or prejudice, but conveys
a message entrusted to him by others.?’

Undeniably this poem would bring little pleasure to the addressees, but by a
widespread convention things may be said in verse which could not be uttered in a
more direct form; expression in a poetic medium renders acceptable complaints and
criticisms which would be intolerably offensive if communicated more directly.?®
Animal fables often serve a like function. With the image of the poet as a message-
stick we see a measure of extra insurance against the imputation of personal hostility;
I leave it to others to determine whether dyvuuévn is any more sincere than the
conventional expressions of regret with which nowadays those with unpalatable
decisions to communicate present themselves as the reluctant mouthpieces of
superiors whom they know to have been entirely guided by their advice.

Aristotle (Rhet. 1418b23ff.) adverts to Archilochus’ tendency to distance himself
from sentiments which might give offence by putting them in the mouths of others
(cf. frr. 19, 122). Here, I suggest, his picture of himself as an embodied but reluctant
message-stick was similarly designed to deflect ill-feeling on the part of those to whom
his aivos was addressed.

SUPPLEMENTARY NOTE: ACHAEUS F 19

*Axaios 8’ 6 "Epetpieds yladupos v moumtns mept Ty ovvleow €00’ dTe ral pelaiver Ty
g \ . z - ,
dpdow kai TodAa aiviypatwdds éxdéper, domep év “Ipdi oatvpik: Aéyer ydp

Mbdpyvpos
A mapnwpeito xplpatos mAéa
Tov Zmapridmyy ypamTov {kipBw} év dimAd EvAw

{kvpBw).
70V yap Aevkov iudvra BovAnleis eimeiv, é¢ ob 1) dpyvpd Mjkvlos éévpryro, Zmapridryy
ypamTov édy kUpBw dvri Tod ZmapTidTw oxvrdAny. (Ath. 451cd)

> For the converse oxymoron cf. dvavdos dyyelos (Aesch. Suppl. 180, Sept. 82), of the cloud
of dust heralding an approaching army, dyyelos dfoyyos (Thgn. 549), of a beacon summoning
to battle. On such apparently paradoxical kennings see further I. Waern, 'HX OXTEA : the
Kenning in Pre-Christian Greek Poetry (Uppsala, 1951), pp. 55-8, Johansen and Whittle on
Aesch. Suppl. 180.

* The dat. seems, in any case, practically untranslatable, though the difficulty is some-
times veiled by such translations as ‘grievous’ for dyvuuévy.

*" His fellow-citizens, presumably; I shall resist the temptation to suggest a scenario.

8 See further R. Finnegan, Oral Poetry (Cambridge, 1977), pp. 224-8.
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The controversy surrounding the term xvpfis? seems to have stifled doubt as to the
soundness of Athenaeus’ interpretation of this fragment. But it is surely most
unnatural to take the lines to mean, as he proposes, ‘the oil-flask hung from the
Spartan kurbis’; without his guidance we should suppose that the oil-flask hung
beside the other object. There seems no reason why a message-stick should not be
carried, as an aryballus normally was, by a string or thong on the left wrist;*® the
messenger’s hands would thus be left free, and the danger of mislaying a vital
document reduced. Athenaeus was, I suspect, bemused by the fascination of Spartan
cryptography; but his interpretation foists on Achaeus a frigid conundrum more
likely to be relished by Hellenistic intellectuals in an unbuttoned mood than by the
contemporaries of Sophocles. The device of using a peculiarly Attic term, to denote
an object felt to be distinctively Spartan is much more interesting.*

Hertford College, Oxford STEPHANIE WEST

2 Cf. A. Andrewes, @OPOZ': Tribute to B. D. Merritt (edd. D. W. Bradeen and M. F.
McGregor, New York, 1974), pp. 26-8.

3 See further A.S.F.Gow, CQ 34 (1940), 113, C. H. E. Haspels, 4BS4 29 (1927/8),
216-23.

* I am indebted to a referee for several very helpful suggestions.
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