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COMIC PRIAMEL AND HYPERBOLE IN 
EURIPIDES, CYCLOPS 1-10 

Our only fully extant satyr play begins (Silenus 7rpoAoyt'?EL) with the following 
address to Dionysus and his statue: 

(d5 Bpo4itE, SLa UE [IVptOVs, EXO.) 7TOVOVs 

VVv XCWT E)V 17pg) TOVtLOV EVUCE'VEL OE/J.OSa 

lrPCWToV /.LEV 17vtK' EqtL/LCLav- 'Hpas VT7TO 

Nviaso apt6lEsL E'KAL7TW'V C'Lx TpobolS' 

E7TEtTla 8' acL/41 YflfEV27 J1a'X VopOs 5 
EVAE'tLOS UW(L 7TO&t' 7TapacU7TLUT37S /3Egw' 

'EyKgAa5ov 1tE'av E's; /LE`U7V OEVI)V 5OpL 

EKTELtva qE p u3w, ToO-r' 15&w v"vap A'yw; 
0v /LaL Jt", E'7TEL' Kat' YKUA ~' L~CL BaKXl'OJL. 

Kat vGV E'KELYWVY /LELSOV' EcaVTAcW 77-ovov. 10 

The careful structure of this opening paragraph-emphasized above by spacing-- 
has yet to be appreciated properly (Seaford in his commentary on v. 5 even goes so 
far as to talk of 'a rambling complaint'). In particular, these lines' status as a type of 
priamel2 seems nowhere to have been recognized; but: (1) a priamel often opens a 
complete work (e.g. Sappho 16, Pind. 01. 1, I1, Bacch. 14, Dith. 19) or an important 
new section within such a work; (2) the priamel has been defined3 as 'a series of three 
(occasionally more) paratactic statements of similar form [which] serves to empha- 
size the last', and we have in the present passage three such paratactic statements 
of which the first two (7mpJ-Tov [E'v [3-4], E"7rETa 3'4 [5-9]) certainly operate in the 
manner described, listing two earlier exploits in connection with Dionysus, 'to 

8' is Heath's emendation of the Laurentian's y'. The latter is preserved by, for instance, 
Diggle in his OCT and Seaford in his commentary. But see n. 4 below. 

2 For a bibliography of recent studies of the priamel see my commentary on Soph. Tr: 498ff. 
W H. Race's The Classical Priamiel from? Homner to Boethius (Mnemos. Suppl. 74 [1982]) is 
particularly helpful. 

By West in his commentary on Hes. Op. 435-6. Cf. Race (n. 2), 9 and 43, n. 26. 
4We need 8E' (following on v. 3's tiEv and completed by v. 10O's KaL' vi3v) to clarify this paratactic 

pattern. Compare such priamels as Sappho 16.1-4 (ol' O.EV 17TW?7wv aTPOTOV 
, Ot 6E 7TEU8coWV, IoL' 

88E vawv qOaFa' 1Er' yav [kEAatvav I i`p1o.Evat KccataLrov, [ElycO SE' K-iA.], Plato, Lysis 21 Id-e O' ___ 

ypT TrOUS E7OtLOUJEE KTdUoaQL E KVvaLs, o08 xpJvULov, 0 8 Tt/J.a.SEyW SE' KTA., Eur. 
Hec. 623-8, SuppL. 234-6, HeL. 397-400, fr. 316 N , fr. 1059 N2 8EtV~~vq JA) VELQWI 

OaAaaLLUULV, / 8,ecvaLL &E 7roTaL/J.CAV KatL 7r-vpo' OEp/Loi) 7Tvoat', I 8ELVO'V SE 7rEM'a, 8ELVaL 8' a'AAa 
'u( AA' oi'S8lv oIt -rw SEW 'V K-TA. (other examples in Race [n. 2], 44-5, 53, 80, n. 109, and 90, 

n. 134). y' has no parallel in such contexts, and the Platonic instances of 7p-rpwoVf'v ... E"7TELt-r 

y-E alluded to by Seaford ad loc. are irrelevant for the reason he cites (they span 'intervention by 
another speaker'). Heath, whose sensitivity to the applications of y' had been whetted by his 
predilection for the remediumn Heathianuin, was right to emend. (Ussher's note ad loc., deeming y' 
4unnecessary' regularization, shows how dangerous failure to recognize common literary patterns 
can be. Hermann's EI7TELO OT-r, adopted by Kovacs in the new Loeb Euripides, might be thought to 
provide a 'when' word to balance -i'Vi,Ka in v. 3. But in fact, in an elegant variatio, we already have 
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emphasize the last' (v. 10). Furthermore, (3) words like tLvpia and 7roAAa frequently 
stand at the start of a priamel (cf. Soph. Tr. 1046-7 C 7TroAAa or1 Kal OepULa, KaL 

AO'yWL KaKL, I KaL XEport KaLt vWTOICt L 0ox0caas E'y, Bacch. Dith. 19.1-2 rrdpeart 
tuvpta KeAevUoS / daipfpoL'cov p?EAEovs etc.), so that the adjective in v. l's livpiovs eXco 

Trrvovs is idiomatic in this context; (4) similarly, at the end of a priamel, we often find 
phrases such as KaLt vvv or vvv E' (cf. Soph. Tr. 1103, Hom. II. 2.272-4 kvp"i 
'OSova ev1s aEOAa Eopye / .. vvv Se 8~ rToOE .LEy' captcrov Ev Ap76YElOLLV EpE:Ev),6 SO 

v. 10's KatL vvv is equally at home. (5) Even the rhetorical question at v. 8 E'ep' t',co 
rTOTr' ltdv o'vap AE'yw; may be relevant, since such questions are frequent at the 
climax of priamels (e.g. Aesch. Ag. 1017ff., Cho. 594-5, Soph. Tr. 504-6),7 though 
here it leads into that climax. 

The uncovering of a priamel, even one that has been overlooked by all 
commentators on the Cyclops and all collectors of the rhetorical device in question,8 
may seem a trivial feat. But there is an additional and more important factor to the 
present passage. Like Heracles' great speech at Soph. Tr. 1046ff. (from which several of 
the parallels adduced above come), Silenus' monologue combines its priamel with 
another rhetorical feature,9 one that since Netta Zagagi's important study of Plautus'1 
we have come to know as 'mythological hyperbole'. Commenting on the Sophoclean 
passage, Zagagi observes"I that in it Heracles 'belittles his past experiences in 
comparison with his present distress . . . the passage falls into the category of that 
familiar pattern of thought in which the present occurrence on stage is declared to 
have surpassed former mythological events (even though these events were also 
personal experiences of Heracles)'. The same may be said of our passage (not 
mentioned by Zagagi)12 where Silenus, like Heracles, though to comic effect, treats 

a when-clause with ?/3Efcs' (Kassel: yEydws) at the end of v. 6, and the last thing needful, especially 
after v. 2's o'E, is another word meaning 'when'.) 

5 For further instances see Race (n. 2), 31-2, 81, 112. 
6 For further instances see Race (n. 2), 32 and n. 2, 36, 38, 75, 93. Cf. 88 and n. 131. 
7 For further instances see Race (n. 2), 14, n. 43, 87ff. On the device of the rhetorical question 

see also below n. 24. 
8 For a list of some other Euripidean priamels see Race (n. 2), 95-8 and 98, n. 158. Add e.g. 

Hcld. 892-7 (cf. Wilkins ad loc.). In the light of the following discussion we should note that Race 
(n. 2), 98 supplies from Euripides a satyric (or at least pro-satyric) example of a priamel 'which 
has a Nachleben in Roman comedy', with Alc. 747ff. (monologue opening of a servant's complaint 
about Heracles: for Plautine analogies see Race [n. 2], 114-15): 7roAAov Ls e'v r/l8: Ka7rro rravot'as 
xOovo' / oevovs ooAo'vTas oTi' es' Airl7rov 8O1LovS, / oLt SE rrva 7Tpov7O7K'- aAAa T ro' oVrTO 

Evov / KaKtov' 's riTV8' EarTtav eE6a`drlv. This is formally similar to the example from the 
Cyclops: both begin with references to many experiences in the past (Cycl. 1 Jvplovs .. . . rovovs 
~ Alc. 747-8 7rohAAovs ... evovs) and both reach their climax with a comparative adjective 
(Cycl. 10 LEtlov' - Alc. 750 KaKlov') taking us to the present. See further Ed. Fraenkel, 'Eine 
Anfangsformel Attischer Reden', Glotta 39 (1960), 2-3 = Kl. Beitr. 1.506-7 and Zagagi (as cited 
below, n. 10), 43. 

9 At this point of transition from priamel to 'mythological hyperbole' it may be worth stressing 
that a 'list of hyperbolic statements' is identified by Race (n. 2) 58 as characteristic of the priamel. 
Cf. ibid., pp. 15-17 on superlatives (and comparatives) in priamels (cf. n. 25 below) and see my 
remarks in Hermes 113 (1985), 249 on superlatives in mythological paradeigmata. 

"0 Tradition and Originality in Plautus (Hypomnemata 62 [1980]). Cf. the same author in CQ 36 
(1986), 267. 

" 42-3. Cf. my commentary ad loc. 
12 Zagagi (n. 10) does mention (44-5) two other hyperbolic passages from the Cyclops: 320-1 

where Polyphemus says Zv'vos 8' eyC) Kepavvov o'v qpLa9wo , (eve, / ov8' ot' S'rt Ze'Ss EorJ 
41oV KpELoawv 0EO6 and 351-2 where Odysseus prays to Athena vvv vivv aps7ov KpEl?iaovas 
yap 'IATov / nrrvovs v aq;ylsaat KaTrrt KlV3VVOV fadOpa. And she observes that these verses 
stand near or at the beginning of the speech or section of a speech that contains them. But she 



himself as a legend in his own lifetime, whose former ponoi, tough though they were, 
are quite surpassed by his present suffering. What sets these two instances apart from 
the other examples of 'mythological hyperbole' from Greek drama amassed by Zagagi 
is that they involve the speaker's own past mythological career, whereas the remaining 
instances of 'hyperbolic comparisons', from Greek Tragedy and New Comedy, feature 
other mythical figures.13 But their similarities with these passages surely outweigh the 
differences. 

Zagagi comes to be discussing the relevant thought pattern as part of her attempted 
controversion of one of Eduard Fraenkel's most influential Plautine theories: that 

mythological hyperboles, which occur particularly at the start of monologues in 
Plautus' adaptations of New Comedy originals, were the Roman playwright's own 
addition.'4 She, by contrast, cited potential examples from Greek tragedy and from 
New and Middle Comedy.15 But some scholars had already noted some of these 
instances and did not find them sufficiently close in tone to the relevant Plautine 

passages;'6 and even after Zagagi's exhaustive survey, some critics persisted in this 
view. So, for instance, H.D. Jocelyn'7 thinks that she has been unable 'to parallel 
exactly the Plautine combination or that aspect of the combination, for which 
Fraenkel coined the term "Skurrilitat" .18 Almost by definition, Greek tragedy must 
fail to supply any parallel for this, and Zagagi's passages adduced from New or Middle 
Comedy have seemed problematic to some. But it must be allowed that the further 
genre of satyr play does, in the passage I am dealing with, come remarkably close to 
the tone required.19 

It is, then, humour of a scurrilous sort for bald (cf. v. 229), fat, old Silenus (we are 
reminded of his age as early as v. 2) to be referring to his past heroic labours 'as he 
goes about his menial work'. This last consideration is, in fact, crucial. 8ovAot in v. 24 
(of Silenus and the chorus) 'is in emphatic position' and the same line ends with the 

overlooks our passage, which actually opens a monologue, in a manner characteristic of Plautine 
mythological hyperboles. 

13 Soph. Tr. 1046ff. and Eur. Cycl. 1-10 share a strikingly large number of features: Cycl. 1 
iuvptovs 'XO 7Trovos ~ Tr. 1101 aAAwv rE to'6XOwv .vpiawv 'yevgacdtkqv, Cycl. 2 ~ Tr. 1056 
(8dlXas at verse-end, of the speaker's own body), Cycl. 3 - Tr 1048-9 (Hera as the persecutor of 
her husband's bastard son), Cycl. 5 adt y^yevrj tawXlv Sopos - Tr. 1058-9 6 yn7yev79s / 
arparosg ytyavrwv, Cycl. 6-7 ~ Tr. 1058 (references to spears), Cycl. 10 Kat vVv ~ Tr. 1103 vvv 8' 
(both in climactic statements: see above, n. 6), Cycl. 10 EKELVcV (sc. 7r6vwv) ~ Tr. 1091 zvepd 
EKELVOL (sc. /paXt'6Ves): in both cases of past and distant events. Euripides is making Silenus 
claim 'heroic status' (see below, n. 22) and may conceivably have drawn on Sophocles' monologue 
for the appropriate colouring (absurd, of course, in its new context). Euripides' own Heracles, 
indeed, also shares some features with the opening of the Cyclops (e.g. Cycl. 7 - Her. 907) 
(Enceladus) and Cycl. 1 ivptovs 'Xw 7ro6vov -~ Her. 1275 tkvptcwv ... 7r6vwv [see n. 22 below]). 
But the concentration of the occurrences in Cycl. Iff. and Tr. 1046ff. is very striking. Heracles 
often features in Plautine 'mythological hyperboles': see Zagagi's (n. 10) general index s.v. 
'Heracles ... in hyperbolic comparisons KaO' vTrepoxrv'. For Heracles as the 'hero' of many 
satyr plays see Dana F. Sutton, The Greek Satyr Play (Beitr. zur kl. Phil. 90 [1980]), 168. 

14 Plautinisches im Plautus (Berlin, 1922)- Elementi Plautini in Plauto (Florence, 1960). 
15 32ff. and 26ff. respectively. 
16 See Zagagi (n. 10), 29. 
17 CR 31 (1981), 192, in his notice of Zagagi. 
18 Where Fraenkel got the term from is unclear: cf. 'scurrill Plautus' in Milton's Areopagitica 

(Complete Prose Works 2.510). 
19 In the following paragraph all words within inverted commas (except 'scurrility' and 

'mythological hyperboles') are quoted from Seaford's commentary on the relevant verses (Oxford 
1984). The confirmation thus supplied is striking, since Seaford is not approaching the passage 
from the angle of 'mythological hyperbole', a term he does not use. 
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word AaTpevo%Iev.20 Silenus' own particular employment involves him in sweeping out 

Polyphemus' cave (vv. 29-30). Presumably he entered with his rake (see Seaford on v. 

33) and tried to sweep a bit, before launching into the mock-heroic evocation of his 
own labours. Even without any such visual and bathetic counterpointing of the 
ludicrous contrast here and, with comic brandishings of the rake, at 5opos ... Sopt in 
vv. 5 and 7, we are surely very close to the 'scurrility' of the Plautine slave, the humour 
of whose 'mythological hyperboles' derives largely from precisely this type of bathetic 

incongruity.21 In v. 1 7rrvot shows that 'Silenus is claiming heroic status: cf. Heracles' 

aTd p 7rodvv 8r fLWvpl v 'yevaaoyLrv' (Eur. Her. 1353).22 In v. 6 'Silenus inflates his part 
in the battle' against the Giants: according to tradition 'never do the satyrs (or Silenus) 

engage in serious combat'.23 In fact 'the boast is so unlikely that', with bep' 'wco at v. 8, 
'even Silenus momentarily doubts it'. The passing suggestion here that it may all be a 
dream is not merely humorous undercutting (the comic and colloquial tone are ob- 
served by Ussher in his commentary): it also has a distancing effect analogous to the 
use of such devices as aiiunt or audivi in Plautus' hyperboles.24 Finally, the 'emphatic' 

EXavrA,) in v. 1025 is part of a pattern of 'overdramatisation of [his] sufferings by ... 
Silenus'. We are already fairly near the world of the self-dramatizing slaves of Plautus, 
in particular Chrysalus and Pseudolus. 

Let us finally look at Silenus' role elsewhere in the drama, to see whether he displays 
any other traits of the typical slave whom we later meet in Plautus. We can say that he 
is indeed hostile and disloyal to his master Polyphemus behind his back, especially 
when drunk (v. 163), though prepared to fawn before his face (vv. 250ff.), with a 

20 'The enslavement and menial labour ... of the satyrs in satyr-drama' is discussed as a theme 
by Seaford, 33-5. 

21 
'Satyric humour is in large measure generated by the wildly ludicrous juxtaposition of the 

heroic and the comic': Sutton (n. 13), 159. Cf. ibid., 169ff. on figures like Silenus as cunning 
'entrepreneur', and 168 ('satyric incongruity is profoundly subversive'). All this could be applied 
to the world of Plautine comedy. 

22 See further n. 13 above. For the theme of 7rrvos in Euripides' Heracles see C. W. Willink, CQ 
38 (1988), 86-9. tzvplovs EXw 7rOVOVS will therefore be 'paratragic' (like, perhaps, rov'tLov 
evaOevetL 8elag in v. 2: see Seaford ad loc.). See in general P. Rau, Paratragodia (Zetemata 45 
[1967]) and, for the phenomenon in our play, Seaford's commentary, index s.v. 'Paratragedy'. 

23 For such 'inflation' of a mythical role in Plautine hyperboles cf. Bacch. 946 where, in the 
context of the sack of Troy, the slave Chrysalus boasts miles Menelaust, ego Agamemno, idem 
Ulixes Lartius (on the 'grotesque amplification' of Chrysalus' character thus achieved cf. G. 
Williams, Hermes 84 [1957], 452). 

24 So e.g. Plaut. Mere. 469f. Pentheum diripuisse aiiunt Bacchas. nugas maxumas / fuisse 
credo, praeut quo pacto ego divorsus distrahor; Bacch. fr. 15 Lindsay Ulixem audivi fuisse 
aerumnosissumum, 925 Atridae duo fratres cluent fecisse ficinus maxumum. Cf. Zagagi (n. 10), 37, 
n. 79; 40, n. 86. Since Cycl. 8 talks (idiomatically: see Seaford ad loc.) of seeing a dream, one 
might also compare the mythological hyperbole at Capt. 998ff. vidi ego multa saepe picta, quae 
Accheruntifierent I cruciamenta etc. (cf. Aesch. Eum. 50-1 eo8v trot' -7r7 PLVECSW yeypaYxPeLvas 
/ 8ei7rvov /EpovTaa1 [sc. A4prrvlas]). See further Zagagi (n. 10), 28 concerning the rhetorical 
question in the context of such hyperboles. 

25 The verb in ;KELV' V I e[1OV' E avrcTA rrOv1)v is with its adverb equivalent to that in a'rat 
8' ardvTrcov 7vTrepeXovat rcv1 KaKcwV (Anaxilas fr. 22.7 KA [PCG 2.288]) and such Plautine 
examples as Bacch. fr. 15 Lindsay Ulixem acudivi fuisse aerumnosissimum, / quia annos viginti 
errans a patria afuit; / verum hic adulescens multo Ulixem anteit <file> etc. Cf. Zagagi (n. 10), 
29ff., 71-2 for other relevant Plautine verbs (antecedere, superare, etc.). For the force of the 
comparative fjEISov' cf. from the start of the same fragment of Anaxilas O'ar7LS avOpWr7wv 
eraLpav r^yan7rrqae 7TT7rOTE, / OV yEvoS rTts v SvCvaLro 7rapavo/LoWTepov qpauaaL; Eubulus fr. 
6.1-2 KA (PCG 5.191) OepoLrepov rj Kpavporepov 7 jLEauow E'XOV / TOVT' Efj O EKarTWL 

Lae??ov 7i Tpotav EAELV. Cf. Zagagi (n. 10), 28ff. It is significant (see n. 13 above) that Heracles is 
the speaker in the second passage (cf. Hunter ad loc. [his fr. 7]). 



mendacious pretence of loyalty (vv. 230ff.).26 The most obviously absent link with the 
archetypal Plautine slave is higher cunning (as opposed to a base sort of animal guile). 
But in our play it is of course Odysseus who provides the required trickery and 
resourcefulness.27 If we had other completely preserved satyr plays (especially 
Euripidean ones) we might see more links with New Comedy.28 But even with our 
present limited resources, the ten lines here re-examined supply a new dimension to the 
familiar issue of Euripides' influence upon New Comedy. Netta Zagagi has already 
observed that 'the fact that Euripidean hyperboles tend to occur following the opening 
lines of monologues or long speeches ... seem[s] to have established a special link 
between Euripidean Drama and New Comedy . . . The occasional practice of intro- 
ducing hyperbolic comparisons involving mythological events into the beginnings of 
speeches and monologues is first met in Euripidean Drama.'29 The findings of the 
present note confirm and corroborate that view. 

St John's College, Oxford M. DAVIES 

26 See Seaford's note on v. 273: Silenus' 'position of trust ... is a measure of his master's 
insensitivity'. Cf. on 539. This is already a significant step towards the world of Plautine slaves 
and masters. 

27 It may be significant that, like Heracles (see n. 13), Odysseus features in Plautine 'hyperbolic 
comparisons KaO' v7IrEpox-v': see Zagagi's (n. 10) general index s.v.. Euripides' Silenus repres- 
ents a sort of debased and comic version of Odysseus (cf. G. Wetzel, De Euripidisfabula satyrica, 
quae Cyclops inscribitur, cum Hoimerico comparata exemplo [Wiesbaden, 1965], 44, n. 7 etc.). For 
'clever men and tricksters ... as the heroes of satyr plays' see Sutton (n. 13), 162. 

28 Sutton (n. 13), 195, n. 525 has some speculation about 'instances of satyric influence on 
classical literature' ('evidently rare'). 

29 Zagagi (n. 10), 45-6. The same scholar on 19-20 expresses the view (in criticism of H. H. 
Law, 'Hyperbole in mythological comparisons', AJP 47 [1926], 372) that 'it would be extremely 
unsafe to attribute to Euripides (or to any other poet) any significant influence on Hellenistic Lit- 
erature in the matter of the use of hyperboles in mythological comparisons, although Euripides 
may possibly have inspired the use of these in comparative or superlative form in monologue 
openings in New Comedy.' For a more general treatment of the issue of Euripides' influence upon 
New Comedy, see her later book The Comedy of Menander (London 1994), subject index s.v. 
'Euripides: and New Comedy'. 
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