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This paper is concerned with one little-known but intriguing and conceptually
promising episode in the history of Greek thought about metaphor. Remarks made by
two distinguished scholars will help us to get some preliminary bearings. In ancient
discussions of rhetoric, says D.A. Russell. there was ‘a sharp distinction between
content (to legomenon) and verbal form (lexis). With some hazy and uncertain
exceptions, ancient writers on poetry also adhered firmly to this distinction™!.
Qualifications are added later in the book; but Russell leaves us with the clear
impression that no Greek or Roman theorist made significant concessions to any
nonsense about the medium being the message; and that whatever may be true of
isolated examples of critical practice, all general theories about the elements of poetry
assumed that discussions of whar is said can be conducted quite independently of
discussions of fiow it is said. In so far as connections were envisaged at all, Russeli
maintains, it was in terms of a rather vague notion of ‘suitability”: many writers cite
with approval the Gorgian slogan, ‘great words suit great things’?.

Nearly fifty years earlier, W.B. Stanford had made a similar point about metaphor
in particular. The starting-point for almost all substantial Greek discussions of the
subject is provided by the accounts given by Aristotle in his Poetics and Rhietoric, and
especially, on Stanford’s view, by the brief definition at Poerics 1457b, petapooa 0¢
£0TLY OVOLLATOG AMOTQLOV ETTLpod, ‘metaphor consists in applying to a thing a word
that belongs to something-else’ (Stanford’s translation). After some pages of discussion,
he comments: “Aristotle’s definition never suggests that the dGAoTELOV dvora adds
its share of 10 E€vov to the meaning as well as the diction of its context’?. Metaphor
is regarded, almost everywhere in the theoretical tradition, as a subject falling wholly
within the domain of Aé€ic.

Stanford identified just one exception to this rule, in the writings of Hermogenes of
Tarsus, a rhetorician of the second century A.D. What Stanford calls Hermogenes®
‘vision of the true faith’ is expressed as follows. tpom) £€0TL TO W] € VIOREYWEVOL
TQAYRATOG GALOTEIOV DE ONROVTIROY Bvopt OETvaL, ROLVOV VAL QUVALEVOV %l
TOD VITOREWEVOL RO TOT EEWDEV ERPALVOREVOU, O RUMETTUL KL LETUPOQRUL TTUQ
Totg yoapponxoig.t Stanford argues that this constitutes a ‘significant challenge’ (o

' D.A. Russell, Criticism in antiquity (London 1981) 4.

2 1bid. 6. 130; compare DK 82A1.

Y W.B. Stanford, Greek metaphor: studies in theory and practice (Oxford 1936) 18.
+ See L. Spengel, Rhetores graeci (Leipzig 1853-6), 11 254.
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