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Preface


This book was born from the fascination I have always had with the mysterious way in which news and also many stories arise and take shape, spreading across a vast, anonymous web of communicative exchanges by ‘word of mouth’ before they acquire a kind of stability (which reaches its peak in the fixed form of written texts). Even when we tell each other what is happening to us or around us, or discuss an event that is occurring far away, that same elusive word often carries out an important role, as it is the most practical and effective way to transfer information in contexts governed by informality and mutual trust. The magmatic evolution of news and stories through the exchange of talk passed along by word of mouth is therefore one of the most common and indispensable communicative experiences in which we are engaged on a daily basis, yet it also passes by almost unnoticed when not being outright disparaged. This is unsurprising in a society like ours, which—in spite of the revolution caused by the technological innovations of the last fifty years—continues to assign an absolute, paradigmatic value to the written word. In this way, orality is relegated to one of the minor forms of communication despite its important and pervasive role in the exchange of all kinds of information. Moreover, speaking is an act that can only be subjected to precise and detailed observation with difficulty; because of its ephemeral nature, it has long been excluded from the group of sources that people can trust when reconstructing events—especially past events. Speech can generally be treated as a document only if it has been reduced to a fixed, reproducible form, through writing or another recording technique: in other words, only if it has been made to become something other than itself.

For me, studying what the Romans called fama primarily means attempting to look beyond the stability of written texts—although this is inevitably done using those texts—to the dynamic universe inhabited by ‘word of mouth’. At the very least, it can help us understand what kind of value writers in antiquity assigned to information that is passed along in this way.

Subjecting this topic to a systematic study would have been unrealistic, not only because of the intangibility of the trail left by ‘talk’ in ancient texts that have reached us, but also due to the staggering variety of the testimonies available for consideration. I found a reliable anchor for my research in two great personifications of fama, which attempt to give ‘body’ to this intricate tangle of circulating talk: Virgil’s monster, which spreads rumours about the relationship between Dido and Aeneas, and the ruler of the chaotic palace where Ovid imagines all the news in the world gathering. In both cases, the figures are very different from the emblematic Fama that appears in countless works of art from the fifteenth century on: I am referring to the well-known winged female figure who soars into the air and uses her golden trumpets to spread the fame of illustrious men. Explaining how ancient representations of Fama and this figure of celebrity differ was a later step in my research. The root of this difference lies within the very meaning of the Latin term fama, which can indicate the two separate fields of rumour and renown, linked by the same mechanism that diffuses information (speaking, fari). In this book, I have concentrated on the foundational schema born from these different realms and their personifications, which gave way to an enormous number of variations throughout literary and artistic tradition.

In studying the core figures of Fama, I hope to have at least succeeded in offering an interpretative key useful for anyone who wishes to tackle the diverse panorama of its later representations. Despite the many scholarly contributions that have recently been dedicated to this subject, the theme of fama remains inexhaustibly complex. To fully observe the unpredictable pathways along which word of mouth travels, it would be necessary to successfully break into Fama’s fantastical dwellings. But this is something only artists can achieve. Just think of Chaucer, who projected an image of himself onto the character of ‘Geffrey’, brought to the House of Fame in a dream; or of the composer Beat Furrer, who staged his work FAMA (2005), transporting the audience to the middle of a kind of sound theatre directly inspired by Ovid’s House of Fama.

It is a pleasure to extend my gratitude to everyone who has supported me during this project over the past few years. I would like to begin with Alessandro Barchiesi and Salvatore Settis, who believed in the value of my project, encouraged me to work on it, and helped me bring it to completion. During various stages of this book’s development Stefano Anastasio, Ilaria Betocchi, Mino Gabriele, Ilaria Marchesi, Simone Marchesi, Paolo Pirillo, Leonardo Romagnoli, Manuela Rossi, and Vera Silvani generously advised and helped me to locate documents, edit the chapters, select images, and obtain reproduction and translation rights. I would also like to thank Sonia Cavicchioli and Alessandro Pagnini, who discussed parts of my project with me; and, in particular, Roberto Bartalini and Anna Buia, who read these pages and provided me with opinions and observations that became indispensable for better focusing various aspects of my argument. I received some invaluable comments and useful bibliographical suggestions from Grazia Maria Fachechi, Laura Gibbs, Nicola Lanzarone, Sonia Maffei, Tiziano Manca, Francesca Mencacci, Gabriella Moretti, Roberta Mucciarelli, Emanuele Papi, Paolo Ponzù Donato, and Antonio Stramaglia. My most sincere thanks to all of them. I also wish to thank the two anonymous readers from Oxford University Press who gave me advice that helped me rework parts of this book.

Of all the institutions that enabled me to carry out my research, the Warburg Institute Library was, without doubt, the most important for me. Even in an age dominated by the infinite richness of interconnections made possible by the Internet, Aby Warburg’s classification system remains a formidable tool of inspiration and support for interdisciplinary research.

This book was originally designed and written for an Italian audience. I wish to extend special thanks to Erin Brady, who not only translated my original text, but also regularly discussed it with me, considerably improving its structure and helping me to make the presentation of my argument clearer in several ways. I am also sincerely grateful to my sister Manuela, who helped me edit the text and bibliographical references and to Virginia Catmur for her precious help proofreading and copy-editing.

A book like this one, which discusses the hidden and inexhaustible vitality of talk, is also continuously enhanced by countless conversations with friends and students over the years. It is impossible to account for this dense network of contributions and ideas, which often inadvertently became mine even as I lost track of those who suggested them to me. I wish I could properly thank everyone who discussed the various themes of this book with me, but all I can do is apologize to them if, after all this time, I was unable to remember exactly how they contributed to this project.

Finally, I must express my gratitude to Silvia, who helped me give shape to many of the reflections I propose in these pages using the very same intelligence, generosity, and inexhaustible energy with which she gives meaning to my life each day. Without her, this book could never have been written. It is dedicated to her.

G.G.

Florence

31 December 2015
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Introduction



0.1. Hendrik Goltzius, Fame and Virtue (1586)

Hendrik Goltzius’s engraving Fame and Virtue (most commonly known as Fame and History, Fig. 0.1) concludes the Roman heroes series, dedicated to the emperor Rudolf II in 1586, which begins with the image of Roma Triumphans. Between the opening and closing allegories, eight military figures, from Publius Horatius to Marcus Calp(h)urnius, form a brief cycle of Viri illustres. The heroic nature of this series is intended to highlight the values of courage and abnegation. The exemplary figures included in the sequence were drawn from the first decade of Livy’s Ab urbe condita and from Valerius Maximus’s Facta et dicta memorabilia. Roman historical works established the groundwork for the exaltation, via examples of heroism from antiquity, of virtues that were embodied once more by the emperor Rudolf several centuries later.1


[image: image]
Fig. 0.1. Hendrik Goltzius, Fame and Virtue, 1586. © Trustees of the British Museum.





The meaning of Goltzius’s allegory is revealed in the two brief poetical compositions by the humanist Franco van Est (Estius): one is found within the scene depicted and the second appears beneath it. The slab covering the sarcophagus, which supports the book Virtue is examining, has a couplet written on its edge:





Omnia morte cadunt, nescit mortem unica Virtus,

       Solaque inexhausta Posteritate uiget.




Everything passes with death; Virtue alone ignores death.

       She only enjoys an endless future.2





A longer poetic passage is found below the scene where the two allegorical figures are placed:



Vita hominum breuis est, bullæ instar aquatilis exit,

       Gloriaque illius ceu leuis umbra fugit.

Inclyta quin uirtus, et fortia facta priorum

       Mersa chao æterno, sub tenebrisque forent:

Scæuola tu, Curtique, et Cocles, et alter Horati, 5

       Essetis cineres, fumus, et aura, nihil,

Viuida Posteritas, et facti postera Fama

       Ni ferat in lucem, et nocte latere uetet.

Te quoque, virtutemque tuam, nomenque tuorum

       Et decus, ô Cæsar, Teutonicosque Duces,10

Enthea Posteritas, et præpete Fama volatu

       Per terras omnes, æquora, et astra vehent:

Imperium iam tot quorum virtute per annos

       Nullam æui cariem sentit, et vsque viget:

Et stirps Troiugenûm Germanos nacta nepotes 15

       Invicto priscos Marte tuetur auos.





The life of men is brief; it ends as a bubble of water does, and its Glory flees like a light shadow. Even the noble virtue and valiant feats of the heroes of yore would have remained submerged in eternal chaos and obscurity; you, Scaevola, and Curtius, and Cocles and the second Horatius, would be ash, smoke, and a puff of air, would be nothing, if a lively Posterity and Fama, following what happened, did not bring you to the light, preventing you from remaining hidden in the dark.

A divinely inspired Posterity and Fama, with her rapid flight, will also guide you, o Caesar, and your virtue, and the name and honour of your family, and Teutonic generals all over the earth, the sea, and the constellations: thanks to the virtue of every one of you, the empire does not feel the ravages of time and stays powerful: the race of the original Trojans, with its Germanic descendants, safeguards its ancient forefathers with the help of invincible Mars.



Everything revolves around the contrast between the fragility and brevity of human existence and the ability of Fama to keep alive the memory of Virtue and the great feats she inspired in the past.

Let us look in detail at the actual image. In a desolate landscape of ruins there is a tomb, on which is etched the motto: ‘Pure (is) Virtue’ (ΑΚΗΡΑΤΟΣ Η ΑΛΚΗ). Near this, a process of rebirth bursts forth from a book: the word ‘HISTORIA’ written on the latter’s edge reveals it to be a historical work. The figure of Virtue remains firmly in contact with the ground: her left foot has even sunk into a pit. She is surrounded by explicit symbols of renewal. A stag is laying down its horns behind her, and ears of corn are falling from her lap. A winged hourglass is suspended in the air above her head, while a phoenix begins its new life, emerging from the blazing pyre that Virtue holds in her left hand. A vital impulse originating from the book that Virtue is reading seems to project Fama towards the sky. Her feet have just left the lid of the tomb, not far from two symbols of death (the skull and the bundle of hay). She has now spread her wings and is blowing into one of the two trumpets she is holding.

The meaning of the whole scene is very clear. The great feats of the past are called to life by Virtue, who looks through the history books for examples to be emulated, in this way rescuing the names and glory of long-ago heroes from death and oblivion. It is thanks to Fama that these feats are revealed. Only Virtue knows nothing of physical deterioration, and through knowledge and imitation of the past she continues to recommend the exemplary model set by the ancient deeds carried out by her disciples: Fama is her messenger.

Goltzius’s winged figure represents a useful synthesis of the main themes discussed in this book, which attempts to illustrate both the phenomenon that the Romans implied with the term fama and the aspect that the personification of this concept assumed, in literature and figurative art, from antiquity to the end of the medieval period.

The engraving highlights the idea of the glory that accompanies every gallery of illustrious men. It is clear that the link between the depiction of Fama and the sequence of exemplary uiri illustres constitutes a crucial point of the series presented to the emperor Rudolf. Renown, proclaimed by the blare of a trumpet, survives beyond the confines of an individual’s life and renders his name illustrious everywhere.

The conception of this figure (the winged woman using her trumpets to honour someone’s name) can be traced back, at least in part, to a model originally given form in the illustration cycles that accompany Petrarch’s Trionfi in fifteenth-century manuscripts: in these illustrations, Fama regularly appears as a sovereign (often winged) that greets (to the sound of winged trumpets) the heroes and wise men around her who are famed for their actions and deeds. However, Goltzius’s figure also introduces elements—less obvious but no less significant—that recall another thread of tradition. The eyes and ears that can be glimpsed among the feathers of Fama’s wings are actually present in the description that Virgil gives us of this character in the fourth book of the Aeneid. This Virgilian passage is the first fully realized example of Fama’s literary personification to appear in ancient texts: however, the figure mentioned is not one of glory, as in the case of the Petrarchan sovereign, but a winged monster covered in eyes, tongues, and ears, intent on spreading gossip about Dido’s new love to every region of Libya.

We might say that, with its mixture of heterogeneous elements, Goltzius’s Fama constitutes the unitary representation of a concept that, in both antiquity and the medieval period, always kept two different semantic branches distinct. In brief, we could define these as the branch of rumour and that of renown, according to the subtitle that Philip Hardie recently gave his magnum opus on the representations of Fama in western literature. In fact, the Latin term—which recalls diverse forms of human communication, all associated with the transmission of information achieved by ‘speaking’ (fando)—may indicate both the propagation of different types of news that pass by word of mouth and the reputation guaranteed by the wide circulation of someone’s name. The element common to all these forms of communication may be indicated by the unmistakeable feature that characterizes the figure soaring into the air in Goltzius’s engraving: wings. This ability to fly conjures the idea of ‘winged words’ (thus described in a well-known Homeric formula), which spread hearsay and rumours, but also the names and glory of honoured individuals, everywhere.

Why is fama personified and represented in this way? In order to respond to such a question, we must first attempt to understand the nature of the social phenomenon from which the allegorical figure draws its distinctive traits. In ancient texts, incredible speed and total pervasiveness are perhaps the main characteristics attributed to the transmission of information that the Romans designated with the term fama: a speed and pervasiveness generally presented as so prodigious and inexplicable that they seemed to have an undeniably supernatural basis. Consequently, classical authors demonstrated a widespread tendency to think of fama as a kind of vaguely divine agent whose rapid flight allowed it to overcome all obstacles to the path of normal human communication and to transmit knowledge of events and people far and wide. However, this extraordinary efficiency of transmission was accompanied by the fundamental untrustworthiness of the information communicated in such a way: as the origin and route of the complex chain of steps that achieved its dissemination were almost never clear, it was reasonable to suspect that there may have been malicious and all-too-human sources at the base of its circulation. Consequently, there was a certain inclination to endow this phenomenon with the ambiguous and worrying nature that characterized Virgil’s monstrous figure.


0.2. ΠΡΌΣΩΠΟΝ/Persona

The allegorical figures we are discussing personify, in various ways, a single concept subject to different interpretations. But what exactly do we mean when we use the term ‘personification’? Some clarification on this subject is necessary before we begin to concentrate on the main forms given to an abstract idea like fama between antiquity and the medieval period. When we speak of ‘personification’, we are actually using a modern term and concept that only partially correspond to the way in which the ancients classified this kind of operation.3

In the ancient rhetorical tradition, from the fourth century bce, the creation of fictitious characters like the one that interests us was part of the rhetorical device indicated by the term προσωποποιία, that is to say, the practice of creating a mask—a ‘character’ (πρόσωπον)—to whom a voice is given. This tactic allowed the orator to momentarily assume the role of another person during his speech: for example, by pretending to split his personality and ‘talk to himself’, or by ‘playing the part’ of his adversary so as to present the latter’s opinions in a powerfully communicative way. The most radical staging of this tactic consisted in giving voice to imaginary and wholly unrealistic characters, such as a figure from the past (an ancestor or a deceased person), the protagonist of a renowned literary work (a comic or tragic character, for example), a deity or a demonic being, or even an abstract entity (the homeland, a moral quality). In this regard, Quintilian spoke of personarum fictio, highlighting the fictional nature typical of this rhetorical instrument, which introduced imaginary characters—to whom credible statements (appropriate to their role and image) could be attributed—into oratory speech.4

In ancient terminology, persona and πρόσωπον were understood in the specifically technical sense that theatrical or forensic language assigned them: as ‘masks’, linked to precise dramatic and communicative roles, which an actor or lawyer had to put on to play the part of someone else. In fact, the rhetorical operation that we are discussing played a valuable role in theatre, which had already been introducing entities of all kinds on stage, in the form of actual characters, for some time. For example, in the comedies of Aristophanes and Menander, as well as in the tragedies of Euripides, we find characters like Polemos and Kydoimos (War and Din of Battle), Agnoia (Ignorance), and Lyssa (Madness).

The creation of similar fictitious characters was also a very old literary device outside of theatrical and legal practice. It had been used regularly in poetry since the Homeric poems. Suffice it to think of the trio Deimos (Fear), Phobos (Panic), and Eris (Strife), who, together with Ares and Athena, provoke the battle between the Greeks and Trojans in the fourth book of the Iliad (4.439–45). Figures like these regularly appear in the ancient epic and form part of its traditional narrative heritage, but this is certainly not the only context in which they can be found: they are actually present in all kinds of narration.5 In fact, to illustrate the technique of προσωποποιία, Quintilian cited (among other paradigmatic cases) none other than the Virgilian Fama, Xenophon’s version of the archetypal tale told by Prodicus (where Hercules must choose between Pleasure and Virtue), and the Ennian contrast between Death and Life.6

Quintilian was referring to the invention of figures (formas fingimus) that ‘dress’ a word in an animate body, transforming the concept expressed by that term into an actual character. Visual arts as well as literature have frequently resorted to this device: pictorial representation and narrative fiction possess the ability to attribute form as well as an imaginary life and behaviour to anything (animals, plants, objects, and ideas, just to name a few).7

The terminology that we use today to refer to some of the operations I have just described was consolidated beginning in the eighteenth century, when a rather specialized use of terms like ‘personify’ and ‘personification’ emerged. These words indicate the creation of diverse human characters invented using both rhetorical devices and pictorial images. The term ‘personification’ in particular tends mainly to indicate the operation that Pierre Fontanier defined in the following way, in the fourth edition of his Manuel classique pour l’étude des tropes (1830):


La Personnification consiste à faire d’un être inanimé, insensible, ou d’un être abstrait et purement idéal, une espèce d’être réel et physique, doué de sentiment et de vie, enfin ce qu’on appelle une personne; et cela, par simple façon de parler, ou par une fiction toute verbale, s’il faut le dire. Elle a lieu par métonymie, par synecdoque, ou par métaphore.8

Personification consists in creating, from an inanimate, insentient being, or an abstract and purely ideal being, a sort of real and physical being endowed with feeling and life—that is to say, what we call a person; and this by way of a simple manner of speaking or an entirely verbal fiction, if it must be said. It is achieved through metonymy, synecdoche, or metaphor.



By emphasizing the attribution of both life (vie) and the faculty of feeling (sentiment) to these fictitious characters, Fontanier’s definition focused attention exclusively on the opposition between the animate and inanimate, and on an idea of ‘person’ very far from what the ancient rhetoricians had been indicating with πρόσωπον and persona.

The modern concept of personification is thus primarily designed to refer to the transformation of inanimate beings or abstract entities into anthropomorphic characters. It is a very practical concept and term, especially when used to refer to the construction of figures meant to represent abstract entities in pictorial art (like the well-known Kairos of Lysippus), a practice also widespread in Greek art since at least the sixth century bce—although ancient authors seemed strangely disinclined to give precise descriptions and definitions of the creative process by which personified representations were shaped outside the strictly literary field.9 Nonetheless, applying modern categories to ancient culture is always a problematic operation, especially as Greek and Roman art historians lack explicit definitions from the ancients. Consequently, we must resort to complex and controversial classificatory procedures in order to establish when we are dealing with a personification and when with a deity.10

For the purposes of our discussion, it is unnecessary to insist upon the difficulties that can cause the discrepancy between modern terminology and ancient categories. Nor would it be useful, while speaking of personification, to renounce the way Greek and Roman rhetoricians viewed the technique of προσωποποιία or personarum fictio. In cases like the one we will study in this book, the literary, dramatic, and figurative construction of a character has produced a figure (forma, to return to the terminology used by Quintilian) that ‘gives a body’ to a common noun, transforming it into a proper noun.11

The external aspect of this figure can be very effectively considered in the same way as a persona, in the sense that the ancient authors gave the term: a mask, linked to a precise role that it should play in the context it was intended for.12 For example, a tragic playwright who wished to present the mask of the mythological character Heracles to the public would have had to provide it with distinctive features drawn from the stories of his feats (like the skin of the Nemean lion), so as to facilitate identification. In addition, the mask would have needed to be inserted into a narrative context compatible with all that was already known about the hero. The writer or artist who wanted to give life to a fictitious character like Fama had to do something not all that different: he had to give her a form consistent with the concept that she was representing ‘concretely’ and from which she took her name, and then attribute a series of verbs and animate predicates to her.13

For these reasons, throughout this book, when I use the modern term ‘personification’ I will primarily be referencing the creation of fictitious characters that the ancients described in terms of personarum fictio. This will allow me to stress the distinctive features of the external aspect (the persona, the mask) that were attributed to such figures, as well as the actantial role assigned to them in the narrative contexts where they appeared.14

In order to study the personifications of a concept like the one we will be examining, we must first determine which characteristics of the phenomenon were considered most important. Then we must attempt to explain what form writers and artists wished to give these when they decided to make them the typical features of their imaginary figures. In the case of fama, identifying the functions that such characteristics carried out in narrative and pictorial contexts will then help us understand the complex and versatile nature of the impalpable communicative processes to which the Romans were referring.


0.3. Forms of Fama

Personifications of Fama attempt to give a fantastical form to the inexplicable process that succeeds in rapidly disseminating all kinds of information everywhere, by following mysterious paths that allow it to overcome the barriers of space and time. Most times, we come across the persona of a messenger with vaguely divine features whose nature is sometimes dark and sometimes light, depending on the information she bears. These fictional representations have made it possible to speak succinctly about something that is not visible, but whose extraordinary power can be easily perceived. This supernatural mediator’s rapid and far-reaching movement encompasses the intricate ensemble of communicative exchanges behind the propagation of hearsay and the temporal preservation of someone’s memory.

To illustrate the vast complex of cultural models at the base of such a character’s invention, I will follow a process divided into ten chapters. Chapter 1 will address—from a very general perspective—the theme of the word’s ‘flight’ and the lability that characterizes the way hearsay and rumours spread; I will show how the circulation of news and rumours is described, in antiquity as well as modern and contemporary times, in relation to the technologies available for the transfer of information.

In the following chapters I will try to illustrate the meaning of the Latin term fama from a linguistic and theoretical perspective. I will discuss the two semantic branches of fama—rumour and renown—which share a common mechanism of diffusion, as well as the operation of this same mechanism. After a rapid description of the semantic field encompassed by the Latin term fama (Chapter 2), I will concentrate on the way in which ancient authors (Chapter 3) and modern scholars (Chapter 4) described the spread of rumours.

By offering a comprehensive portrait of the theories that, over the last century, were used to attempt an explanation of how a series of communicative phenomena (founded on the diffusion of hearsay) function, I hope to show how the communicative mechanism discussed by contemporary scholars is effectively the same as the one behind the circulation of what ancient authors called fama. This will allow us not only to distinguish the main characteristics of the phenomenon, but also to understand the reasons why this unique form of communication seemed so paradoxical and elusive in the eyes of the ancients (Chapter 5). This analysis will be a starting-point for the interpretation of the distinctive traits that Virgil chose to assign to the first literary personification of Fama known to us; it will also help us to understand the logic of the sophisticated and ambiguous description of that same character in the twelfth book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses (Chapter 6). In both cases we are dealing with depictions of the way in which rumours travel rapidly around the world.

Chapters 7 and 8 will be dedicated to the slow process that led to the birth of Fama’s modern iconography. Some explanation is required to show why the figure of Fama was used to portray worldly glory. Initially viewed as two distinct concepts, over time fama and gloria became terms that were often used as synonyms; this synonymity played an important role in the development of the long and complex debate about human ambition that began in late antiquity. The reconstruction of that discussion will start with a rapid account of how Christian ideology reinterpreted the opposition between true and false glory already elaborated upon by ancient thinkers; we will then see how Boccaccio and Petrarch reworked this cultural model in order to give life to their personifications of Worldly Glory and Fama, respectively (Chapter 7). The following chapter will focus on the birth of Fama’s iconography and the cultural significance of the triumphal setting where this figure was originally placed (Chapter 8).

The final chapters will be devoted to the ways in which artists and writers contaminated the figures of Fama-Rumour and Fama-Renown with elements of each other (Chapter 9). In particular, the study of Chaucer’s poem The House of Fame, with its highly original way of reworking prior tradition and giving new life to how ancient and medieval authors had imagined Fama-Glory and Fama-Rumour, will allow us to review all the main themes of this book (Chapter 10). In fact, Chaucer not only reallocated ideas passed down to him from earlier allegorical descriptions (starting with those by Virgil and Ovid) into new narrative combinations, but also found a way to articulate his inventions that offered a profound reflection of the intricate and unforeseeable paths stories must follow to become literature and persist over time.

 

1 A high-definition reproduction of this image can be seen at the URL <http://www.rijksmuseum.nl/collectie/RP-P-OB-10.333/faam-en-historie> (visited on 3 Nov. 2015). For a discussion of this engraving, see Melion 1995, 1090–5 and 1103–5 (1127, n. 16 on the correct identification of the personification of Virtue). Also see Neubauer 2009, 85–7. The series of heroes includes Publius Horatius, Horatius Cocles, Mucius Scaevola, Marcus Curtius, Titus Manlius Torquatus, Titus Manlius son of Torquatus, Marcus Valerius Corvus, and Marcus Calphurnius.

2 Unless otherwise noted, translations are my own.

3 On the history of the term and concept of personification, see in particular Haworth 1980, 42–9, Whitman 1987, 4–6 and 269–72, Paxson 1994, 8–34, and Messerschmidt 2003, 1–4 (also see Reinhardt 1989, 8–9).

4 See Quint. Inst. 11.1.39: ‘Verum etiam in iis causis quibus aduocamur eadem differentia diligenter est custodienda. Vtimur enim fictione personarum et uelut ore alieno loquimur, dandique sunt iis quibus uocem accommodamus sui mores’ (the reference is to the various personae used by Cicero in the Pro Caelio): also cf. 9.2.29 and 9.3.89. Others, like the anonymous author of the Rhetorica ad Herennium, used the term conformatio to refer to the act of personam (con)fingere (4.66): ‘Conformatio est, cum aliqua, quae non adest, persona confingitur quasi adsit, aut cum res muta aut informis fit eloquens, et forma ei et oratio adtribuitur ad dignitatem accommodata, aut actio quaedam … Haec conformatio licet in plures res, in mutas atque inanimas transferatur.’

5 The technique of personification in epics underwent a peculiar development in Rome, thanks to the inventions of Virgil, Ovid, and Statius: see Feeney 1991, 241–9 and 364–91 (see also Lewis 1958, 50–5), Hardie 1999, 95–7, and Lowe 2008.

6 Inst. 9.2.36: see Ch. 6, sec. 6.3.1.

7 An articulated presentation of the debate about personifications in Greek art can be found in Borg 2002, 13–35 and 49–58 (also see Smith 2012, 443–4 in particular). Extensive galleries of the personifications present in the Greek and Roman tradition can be found in the classic contributions of Deubner 1903 and Webster 1954.

8 Fontanier 1968, 111. The introduction of the verb personnifier is commonly credited to Boileau, who, in the eleventh of his Réflexions critiques sur quelques passages du rhéteur Longin (1694), was the first to use it in the sense of ‘donner du sentiment, de la vie et des passions’ to something inanimate (Boileau 1858, 491). See Paxson 1994, 171.

9 See Shapiro 1993, 12, Messerschmidt 2003, 1–2 and n. 5.

10 See Shapiro 1993, 12–29. I will not discuss theories about the remoter origins of personifications or their organic relationship with the divine realm: on these subjects see Stößl 1937, 1042–8 and Pötscher 1972, and especially the classic contribution by Reinhardt 1989, and Sauzeau 2004.

11 In cases like the ones we will study, we are not clearly dealing with a divine or demonic figure, but with an allegorical construction designed to obtain a particular rhetorical and literary effect, as both Quint. Inst. 9.2.36 and Macr. Sat. 5.13.31–3 assure us.

12 Fuhrmann 1979.

13 Gombrich 1971, 252 defined ‘the normal way of constructing an allegorical personification’ as the way ‘in which the nature of a concept is made visible by the attribute the figure displays’, and hypothesized that this use may result from the fact that: ‘The images of Gods both in East and West are nearly always marked by distinctive features which permit easy identification.’ See Bloomfield 1963 (165–9 in particular) and Sauzeau 2004, 98–105 on the linguistic means that are the basis for the construction of stories where personifications appear.

14 On the different actantial roles traditionally attributed to personifications, see Paxson 1994, 37–8. I will not delve into the distinctions of modern criticism, which proposed complex taxonomies of the various allegorical forms present in classical and medieval tradition: see esp. Frank 1953, 242–50, the seminal monograph of Whitman 1987, and Paxson 1994 (35–62 and 160–71 in particular).
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 Flying Information



1.1. Movement in Space


1.1.1. The Flight of the Word and the Pathways of Communication

Homer said that ‘words fly’, and we still say this today. However, the anthropological distance between the culture of classical antiquity and our own is something that must be evaluated and kept in mind. The ancients imagined words ‘flying’ in very different ways and contexts from those we are used to in today’s communication society, especially now that new transportation and information technologies have altered the way we establish and maintain contact with others, and physical distances and time are no longer obstacles that must be slowly and laboriously overcome. With respect to the ancients, our perception of spatio-temporal coordinates has experienced a long series of changes that have occurred at ever-increasing speed over the past two centuries.1

Today it is easy to establish immediate contact through both oral and written communication. For at least the last two decades, communicative exchanges have seemed significantly less impeded by the problem of physical distances, and some even refer to a ‘de-territorialization’ of these exchanges. An enormous mass of informational transactions metaphorically ‘moves’ within an electronic ‘territory’ whose materiality usually becomes apparent only when the system stops working for some reason.

The possibility of easily coming into contact with remote locations and seeing ‘live’ events taking place elsewhere (and even influencing them) has altered our conception of distance. The real distance experienced when we go on a long journey to reach a place or person has been replaced by the virtual distance of communication, which we barely perceive. Within this virtual space, words seem to cross only the very short stretch that separates us from a loudspeaker or screen, no matter how great the actual distance between us and their sender. In the mid-1990s, Marie-Claude Cassé described this phenomenon using an effective play on words: ‘l’ancienne notion géometrique de surface, de superficie est remplacée par la notion nouvelle d’interface’ (‘the ancient geometric concept of surface, of surface area, has been replaced by the new concept of interface’).2 The distances we read on maps seem far less daunting than they were just a few decades ago. Now we can imagine all places in the world as linked to each other by an extensive and almost immediate network of interconnections, whose efficiency can easily be tested.

This phenomenon is part of that progressive elimination of distance that Marshall McLuhan discussed in the 1960s. Among other things, he emphasized the epochal change in the relationship between individuals and space in travel. McLuhan observed, for example, that the contrast between city and country experienced in contemporary society had grown weaker as journeys were reduced to a kind of rapid transfer of a person from one inhabited centre to another, thanks to an intricate network of communication pathways. He also noted that intercontinental travel was being reduced to simple transfers between airports. All contexts of physical and cultural diversity, to which those who moved along a travel itinerary used to be increasingly exposed, seemed to have been eliminated or to have faded until they almost disappeared.3

The anthropological changes generated by the evolution of transportation and communication have always been greeted with similar attitudes. To give just one example, in 1849, only a few years after the first railway was built and Railway Mania exploded, Ruskin was perplexed by the sudden metamorphosis of travellers. He commented on this from an aesthetic perspective:


The whole system of railroad travelling is addressed to people who, being in a hurry, are therefore, for the time being, miserable. No one would travel in that manner who could help it—who had time to go leisurely over hills and between hedges, instead of through tunnels and between banks … The railroad is in all its relations a matter of earnest business, to be got through as soon as possible. It transmutes a man from a traveller into a living parcel. For the time he has parted with the nobler characteristics of his humanity for the sake of a planetary power of locomotion …. Carry him safely, dismiss him soon: he will thank you for nothing else.4



According to Ruskin, the altered conditions of travel, caused by the search for greater speed and efficiency, had altered not only the perception of space but also the very role of the travellers. Formerly the protagonists of the relocation, they were now the passive objects of an exchange. By moving along new routes, railways significantly changed the relationship of individuals with space.

This has always been the case, for better or for worse. From this standpoint, instruments of transport and communication seem to be one of the factors that have most contributed to redefining mankind’s position in the natural and cultural environment it creates and manipulates. In the face of changes that have such powerful influence on habits and ways of thinking, human culture is forced to substantially reformulate its paradigms and coordinates.

The field of contemporary communication is thus characterized by that paradoxical articulation between contact and spatial distance that McLuhan had already expressed with his famous term ‘global village’. Naturally, the impression of ‘globality’ and proximity aroused in us by contemporary media depends largely on efficient use of rhetoric. For example, the metaphors we use to describe our movements around the World Wide Web (navigating, surfing) mimic real movements, giving figurative form to the virtual space where we picture information circulating. The extent to which these dimensions have become central to our very conception of real space is a major cultural problem.

Giving these metaphorical journeys a conceptual form has not always required the invention of new categories. Most often, it simply entailed readapting the cultural coordinates that people used to orient themselves while thinking about (or imagining) the movement of individuals and of communication in physical space. This is precisely the fate that also befell the image of the flight of words. After having been used to indicate the brief path of word of mouth between two interlocutors (‘the winged words’ of ancient Greek epics), the elusiveness and unreliability of spoken language (the uerba uolant of a famous medieval proverb), the rapid diffusion of rumours and fama over great distances, and many other things, today this metaphor has lost most of its appeal. In ancient metaphors words flew through the air like arrows, the light of distant fires, or mysterious birds; our way of understanding the same image preserves nothing more than the blurry shadow of a cliché that has now been amply eclipsed by the power of digital technology.

To measure the anthropological distance that separates us from the communicative universe of antiquity, we must first understand which aerial paths the people of the time imagined opening up in the face of words. Specifically, which channels of communication were workable and how was their articulation in space envisioned? This is an essential starting-point for understanding how the ancients represented Fama’s ability to traverse great distances.


1.1.2. A Unitary Conception of the World

In antiquity, it would have been hard to conceive of the world as we do today—as a territory crossed by a dense network of interconnections. It was only with the consolidation of the Roman Empire that the first traces of such a unitary vision emerged. For example, we might consider the famous cartographic model of the οἰκουμένη created and displayed by Agrippa, a visible sign of the grandiose ideological project that underpinned the very idea of Rome’s imperial domination over the world.5

The central position of the Vrbs, the reference point for an extensive network of communication routes, was the linchpin of this way of thinking about geographical space. The unity of the new organism was secured by the mass of increasingly intense commercial exchanges with the countries conquered by the Romans. A page from Aelius Aristides’s oration To Rome gives us a solid picture of this state of affairs (XXVI.11–13):


Here [to Rome] is brought from every land and sea all the crops of the seasons and the produce of each land, river, lake, as well as of the arts of the Greeks and barbarians, so that if someone should wish to view all these things, he must either see them by traveling over the whole world or be in this city. It cannot be otherwise than that there always be here an abundance of all that grows and is manufactured among each people. So many merchant ships arrive here, conveying every kind of goods from every people every hour and every day, that the city is like a factory common to the whole earth …. The arrivals and departures of the ships never stop, so that one would express admiration not only for the harbor, but even for the sea. Hesiod said about the limits of the Ocean that it is a place where everything has been channeled into one beginning and end. So everything comes together here—trade, seafaring, farming, the scourings of the mines, all the crafts that exist or have existed, all that is produced and grown. Whatever one does not see here is not a thing which has existed or exists.6 (trans. Charles A. Behr)



Such a representation of the world is founded on the idea of Rome as the centre of a network that covers the entire expanse of territories inhabited by humans: according to Aelius Aristides, it is as if nothing exists outside this network, in either space or time. Aside from the rhetorical exaggeration of this topos, these words clearly present an organic vision of the world conquered by the Romans, whose trade routes made it possible to channel what came from the most distant places to a single point. This distinctive way of conceiving what we might call ‘globality’ was closely connected—just as it is today—to the construction of a political, military, and commercial power of extraordinary scope. In a way, trade can be seen as the network that held the great multiplicity of the world together in a single organism; and in the image used by Aelius Aristides, the flow of goods towards Rome is almost a sign of the city’s status as the hub of power and communication. These words describe a world that was strongly oriented towards its centre.

The literary texts from the period when the Roman Empire reached its height describe a unitary conception of the world with particularly great awareness. The interconnection of this immense organism was guaranteed by a system of roads more efficient than any other such infrastructure of antiquity, save perhaps those of the Achaemenid rulers and the Chinese Empire.7 Nevertheless, while the Imperial period gives us what is an essentially unitary vision of the geographical space dominated by the Romans, we also know that the ancient world usually had a much more fragmented and, as we will see, powerfully linear vision of space compared to the overview that Aelius Aristides could offer of what he had an interest in portraying as ‘the whole world’.


1.1.3. Ancient Journeys: Reality, Abstraction, Fiction

There was obviously a very close relationship between the perception of space and the quality of the means of communication ancient cultures had at their disposal. Geographical knowledge could not help but be connected to experience gained through travel. In a setting as ethnically and politically disjointed as that of ancient Greece, for example, it would have been difficult for these journeys to inspire a unitary vision of the world. The way of conceiving space that characterizes some ancient descriptions of travel seems radically different from our way of conceiving geography.

In his discussion of ancient cartography, Pietro Janni began with an observation that remains very useful for contemplating different representations of space. We tend to perceive the territory in which we move in two different ways. The first drives us to imagine it based on our experience crossing it, while the other leads us to represent it according to the maps that lay its shape down in a fixed, two-dimensional illustration. Janni calls these two kinds of space ‘hodological’ and ‘cartographic’, respectively, and offers convincing evidence that while today we tend to attribute a modelling character to the latter (which largely determines our ‘abstract’ perception of space), the former overwhelmingly determined the geographical experience of the ancients.8

The conception of geographical space in Greek and Roman texts often seems to be the result of the combination of an abstract and harmonious interpretation of the cosmos, and the direct and uneven experience of distances. Even ancient cartography, whose defects often immediately reflect the perspective suggested by the ‘hodological’ experience, appears an exceptionally sophisticated cultural product. Nevertheless, it seems to have had little impact on the actual knowledge of whoever was moving through geographical space, travelling to exchange goods or information. Moreover, the predominance of ‘cartographic’ over ‘hodological’ space seems inextricably linked to the forms of the culture of writing that, as is well known, were limited to small and elite circles in the ancient world.9

A vision of geographical space ‘by itineraries’ seems to have been of particular importance in antiquity. With respect to long journeys, maritime routes in particular constituted the most natural reference model, even after the Roman Empire cast its terrestrial net of communication routes over the οἰκουμένη. The main ways of measuring geographical space were also tied to travel: maritime paths were calculated based on hypothetical ‘ideal days’ of sailing, just as overland routes were often divided into the distance that could be covered in a day. Time was often considered the best instrument for measuring distances.10

In other words, it was the very form of travel that had a decisive influence on how the relative layout of places was represented. Even when attempts were made to depict geographical space in writing, the ‘hodological’ vision had a significant impact on representation. For example, in archaic Greece, the route considered when crossing long distances was not the shortest one as the crow flies, but the path that was traditionally the best way to reach a given location, or one that could be travelled using whatever kind of transport was available at the time. For example, one would not consider crossing the Aegean to go directly from Troy to Corinth, but would imagine skirting the coast, passing through Chalcidice and then Euboea. In these conditions, the sequential linearity of the actual journey was favoured over the unitary vision of geographical space that could only be arranged in written form on a plane.

Of the two types of travel used by the ancients—by land or by sea—the former was considered more natural and better suited to human needs and possibilities. In contrast, ancient literature tended to portray navigation as a risk or even a cultural habit that, while necessary, disrespected natural law, as it used the element (water) with which the gods had divided lands as a ‘connector’.11

Flight remained nothing more than an abstract possibility for humans: travelling through the air was merely the projection of a desire that was impossible to fulfil, the imaginary mimesis of a movement that nature had reserved for birds (and, obviously, for gods). It is no accident that the only flying men of antiquity appear in myth (e.g. Daedalus, Phaethon), fantastical literature (Lucian’s True History and Icaromenippus), and alleged shamanic experiences.12

To imagine a journey that they could not physically accomplish, the ancients were obliged to invent an unknown motion, using observations supplied by their own experience. Essentially, all they could do was watch the flight of birds and then project the swiftest type of movement with which they had concrete experience into aerial space. Naturally, travel by water was the fastest means of covering long distances available to the ancients. Consequently, when they had to imagine a divine being moving through the air at great speed, they did so based on their experience with maritime travel.13

To demonstrate this, we need only cite Aurelio Peretti’s observations about a famous episode of the Iliad:


When Hera goes from Olympus to Troas, her journey across the sea, described in the Iliad XIV 225 ff., is not immediately turned towards the east, taking the shortest route across the northern Aegean. The goddess descends from Olympus to Pieria, which is north of the lofty home of the gods, and then crosses Emathia, in turn located north of Pieria. From here the journey proceeds east, with ‘the snowy mountains of Thrace … [and] their topmost peaks’ as the point of reference (227–8), especially conspicuous to those sailing in sight of the Macedonian coast. After rounding Mount Athos, the goddess finally flies towards the open sea, arrives at the island of Lemnos and passes over that of Imbros, from here taking her last leap over the sea and reaching Mount Ida. Why did the poet imagine this long route through the north, almost doubling the actual distance from Olympus to Troas? He simply followed the sailors’ path, not deviating from the normal itinerary of Greek navigation in its earliest stages.14



To represent the flight-path of an anthropomorphic being, the ancient Greeks could do little more than take the fastest route a human crew was capable of and project it into the sky. This journey through fragmented space would have been outlined and almost stitched together as the sum of many shorter legs of the journey. We must picture a linear process of construction of a decidedly ‘hodological’ space, where the ‘cartographic’ dimension was probably replaced by a series of extremely vague abstractions. While today we are accustomed to placing a travel itinerary on a predefined map of geographical space, it is very likely that the ancients assigned the journey itself the task of sketching out a space that could connect distant territories.


1.2. Winged Bodies, Divine Messengers


1.2.1. Journeys and Messengers

The ancients were always forced to deal with slow means of communication and arduous itineraries, which slowed down the transmission of information. The routes and paths of these itineraries were monitored by Hermes, a deity the ancients associated with diverse forms of communication. Protector of journeys and boundaries, and lord of mediation and languages, he oversaw interpretation and translation. His figure was that of a wayfarer and messenger, and his simulacra were often found on roadsides or near crossroads.15

For the ancients, long-distance communication was, of course, very closely tied to the movement of people in space. In a work written over a century ago that has long been the main reference for studies of ancient communication, Wolfgang Riepl clearly illustrated how the system for transmitting information hinged on the need to transfer one or more human agents (messengers), entrusted with delivering the message in a written and/or oral form, from place to place.16

In the earliest phases of Greek history, ‘sending someone a message’ essentially meant ‘sending one person to another to inform him or her of something’. Not only a journey separated the sender and recipient; there was also an intermediary who guaranteed the information’s accuracy by correctly relaying the contents of the message, which he had learned from the sender, directly to the receiver.17

In earlier times, the messenger did not generally deliver a written text, but a memorized message (in one of the flexible forms typical of orality), which he then ‘presented’ aloud. To paraphrase McLuhan’s famous words, the message was truly in the medium, ready to be transmitted in forms that were supposed to replicate the substance of what the sender wanted to communicate. The medium here was not a machine or object, but a living creature, and the reception, conservation, and reproduction of the message depended respectively on his ears, memory, and voice. In many cases, the message’s transmission did not consist of a chain of transfers in which, in a sort of relay, an array of mediators took turns sending the message onward. Instead, it involved a single messenger who went to a nearby or distant place, after memorizing what he had been ordered to report. In such circumstances, to eliminate the message, the messenger also had to be eliminated.18

In the various phases of this type of transmission, the message never left the oral/aural dimension. As such, it did not have the appearance typical of written statements: a defined linear sequence that always remained the same and traversed the communication space after being translated from the phonic ‘signs’ of spoken language into the graphic signs of a form of writing (be it ideographic, alphabetic, or cryptographic), and possibly back into the sounds of an oral statement. It was instead a message memorized in the presence of the sender and orally reformulated before the recipient.19

With respect to our way of conceiving communication, what seems particularly foreign to us is perhaps the fluid, volatile, and impalpable nature of the information entrusted to this type of messenger. From our perspective, which is powerfully anchored to the stability of the written text, the forms of such a message would likely be transformed during the transmission process, as they had to adapt to the matrix imposed on them by memory and the wording of the mediator to whom they had been entrusted. However, as studies on orality have taught us, in oral cultures the modifications of the original forms of a message in such contexts are hardly believed to alter the identity of the transmitted information. What a literate culture like ours views as a manipulation of the fixed original ‘text’ is instead considered a natural and not at all problematic dimension of communication in oral cultures.20


1.2.2. Winged Bodies

To transmit a message to a recipient, whether nearby or distant, the messenger had to overcome daunting physical barriers each time. The pathways of communication—even those of navigation, which were the fastest—rarely allowed anyone to skirt around or bypass difficult natural obstacles. In mythical tales, obligatory paths such as the one between Scylla and Charybdis or the route through the Symplegades symbolized the grim challenge that travel presented to those who bravely took on the sea.

These kinds of impediments significantly affected the transmission speed of messages, which in antiquity was linked to the transfer of the human and/or material supports that had to physically cross the distance between sender and recipient. From this perspective, the turning-point in the history of long-distance communication did not come about until hundreds of years later, around the mid-nineteenth century, when the activation of telegraph networks made it possible to separate the text of the message from the messenger or the material support of writing. Until then, the message–messenger–route relationship remained the basis of ancient communication, no matter the form in which the words and/or texts were transferred from one place to another.21

Since the speed of transmission depended on the nature of the channel of communication, the only way the ancients could increase it was to make the messenger’s movement faster, using solutions that streamlined his journey and avoided downtime (sleeping, meals, and so on). Essentially, the most effective mechanism the ancients were able to devise for this was the relay, which had been used to great effect in the Persian Empire, and which the Romans greatly improved. Nevertheless, this type of system had relatively limited applications, given that the need for secrecy often required entrusting just one messenger with the task of transmitting the message. Consequently, the bearer of information needed adequate assistance for his journey to be faster and more efficient.22

While in the ancient world the speed of the messenger essentially depended on the quality of the routes of communication, on his strengths, and on the means at his disposal, the realities of the journey significantly hindered how fast he could travel. To picture efficient and rapid ways of transmitting messages, the ancients had to resort to using the pathways of the imagination: and these led skyward, where one could easily overcome all obstacles to which terrestrial and maritime itineraries subjected the practice of human communication. It was in this ideal realm that the ancients conceived of the flight of winged beings with traits superior to those granted to humans. To imagine these bodies, the Greeks (and then the Romans) drew from a rich tradition solidly established in both Egypt and the East: a tradition that had populated its mythology and iconography with various winged human and animal figures. Their contribution to this fantastical genre lent great impetus to the iconography of winged beings, which eventually included the personification of Fama.23


1.2.3. Divine Messengers

Among the various flying deities of the Greeks, we find the messengers Hermes (Mercury to the Romans) and Iris. The former was usually depicted with winged sandals, while the latter is generally given a pair of broad wings. We can see these two figures about to perform their task on the orders of Zeus on a famous red-figure stamnos attributed to the Berlin Painter (Fig. 1.1). Both hold the symbol of their function: the κηρύκειον or caduceus, the staff with snakes entwined on it that distinguished the κῆρυξ (herald, messenger).24
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Fig. 1.1. Paris, Musée du Louvre. The Berlin Painter, Zeus Sending forth Hermes and Iris, red-figure stamnos from Vulci (G192, Beazley 201979), 480–470 bce. © RMN-Grand Palais (Musée du Louvre)/Hervé Lewandowski.





Divine messengers like these could achieve the fastest form of transmission imaginable, as they possessed the same ‘aerial’ speed associated with speech spreading through the air and also with winged creatures like birds. Ever since the Homeric poems, epic tradition regularly attributed such characteristics to Hermes and Iris: in addition to the epithets accompanying their names, it suffices to consider the most famous descriptions of their flight.25

In a very well-known passage from book 5 of the Odyssey, for example, the movement of Hermes, sent by Zeus to Calypso as his messenger, is likened to that of a seabird (43–54):



ὣς ἔφατ’, οὐδ’ ἀπίθησε διάκτορος Ἀργεϊφόντης.

αὐτίκ’ ἔπειθ’ ὑπὸ ποσσὶν ἐδήσατο καλὰ πέδιλα,

ἀμβρόσια χρύσεια, τά μιν φέρον ἠμὲν ἐφ’ ὑγρὴν45

ἠδ’ ἐπ’ ἀπείρονα γαῖαν ἅμα πνοιῇσ’ ἀνέμοιο.

εἵλετο δὲ ῥάβδον, τῇ τ’ ἀνδρῶν ὄμματα θέλγει,

ὧν ἐθέλει, τοὺς δ’ αὖτε καὶ ὑπνώοντας ἐγείρει·

τὴν μετὰ χερσὶν ἔχων πέτετο κρατὺς Ἀργεϊφόντης.

Πιερίην δ’ ἐπιβὰς ἐξ αἰθέρος ἔμπεσε πόντῳ·50

σεύατ’ ἔπειτ’ ἐπὶ κῦμα λάρῳ ὄρνιθι ἐοικώς,

ὅς τε κατὰ δεινοὺς κόλπους ἁλὸς ἀτρυγέτοιο

ἰχθῦς ἀγρώσσων πυκινὰ πτερὰ δεύεται ἅλμῃ.

τῷ ἴκελος πολέεσσιν ὀχήσατο κύμασιν Ἑρμῆς.




So he spoke, and the messenger, Argeiphontes, failed not to hearken. Straightway he bound beneath his feet his beautiful sandals, immortal, golden, which were wont to bear him over the waters of the sea and over the boundless land swift as the blasts of the wind. And he took the wand wherewith he lulls to sleep the eyes of whom he will, while others again he awakens even out of slumber. With this in his hand the strong Argeiphontes flew. On to Pieria he stepped from the upper air, and swooped down upon the sea, and then sped over the wave like a bird, the cormorant, which in quest of fish over the dread gulfs of the unresting sea wets its thick plumage in the brine. In such wise did Hermes ride upon the multitudinous waves.26 (trans. A. T. Murray)





Virgil surely bore this passage in mind while recounting a similar mission undertaken by Mercury, who hastened to deter Aeneas from his love for Dido, reminding the hero of the task fate had given him (Aen. 4.238–61):



Dixerat. Ille patris magni parere parabat

imperio; et primum pedibus talaria nectit

aurea, quae sublimem alis siue aequora supra 240

seu terram rapido pariter cum flamine portant.

Tum uirgam capit: hac animas ille euocat Orco

pallentis, alias sub Tartara tristia mittit,

dat somnos adimitque, et lumina morte resignat.

Illa fretus agit uentos et turbida tranat 245

nubila. Iamque uolans apicem et latera ardua cernit

Atlantis duri caelum qui uertice fulcit,

…

Hic primum paribus nitens Cyllenius alis

constitit; hinc toto praeceps se corpore ad undas

misit aui similis, quae circum litora, circum

piscosos scopulos humilis uolat aequora iuxta.255

Haud aliter terras inter caelumque uolabat

litus harenosum ad Libyae, uentosque secabat

materno ueniens ab auo Cyllenia proles.

Vt primum alatis tetigit magalia plantis,

Aenean fundantem arces ac tecta nouantem 260

conspicit.




He [scil. Jupiter] ceased [scil. speaking]. The god made ready to obey his mighty father’s bidding, and first binds on his feet the golden shoes which carry him upborne in wings over seas or land, swift as the gale. Then he takes his wand; with this he calls pale ghosts from Orcus and sends others down to gloomy Tartarus, gives or takes away sleep and unseals eyes in death; on this relying, he drives the winds and skims the stormy clouds. And now in flight he descries the peak and steep sides of toiling Atlas, who props heaven on his peak … Here, poised on even wings, the Cyllenian first halted; hence with his whole frame he sped sheer down to the waves like a bird, which round the shores, round the fish-haunted cliffs, flies low near to the waters. Even thus between earth and sky flew Cyllene’s nursling to Libya’s sandy shore, and cut the winds, coming from his mother’s sire. So soon as with winged feet he reached the huts, he sees Aeneas founding towers and building new houses. (trans. H. Rushton Fairclough)





Some analogous descriptions of Iris are found in Greek and Roman epic poetry. The Romans linked the image of the goddess clearly to the rainbow: she is portrayed following it as she crosses the boundary between earth and sky. With regard to her function as a messenger, however, the emphasis is on her speed, likened to that of the wind, and her ability to raise herself into the air.27

The similes used in Homeric and Virgilian texts to describe her movement are very significant in this regard. Book 15 of the Iliad contains a typical description of Iris’s flight. When Zeus sends her to Poseidon, she descends towards Troy like snow or hail, pushed by a powerful gust of wind (168–72):



Ὣς ἔφατ’, οὐδ’ ἀπίθησε ποδήνεμος ὠκέα Ἶρις,

βῆ δὲ κατ’ Ἰδαίων ὀρέων εἰς Ἴλιον ἱρήν.

ὡς δ’ ὅτ’ ἂν ἐκ νεφέων πτῆται νιφὰς ἠὲ χάλαζα

ψυχρὴ ὑπὸ ῥιπῆς αἰθρηγενέος Βορέαο,

ὣς κραιπνῶς μεμαυῖα διέπτατο ὠκέα Ἶρις …




So spake he, and wind-footed, swift Iris failed not to hearken, but went down from the hills of Ida to sacred Ilios. And as when from the clouds there flieth snow or chill hail, driven by the blast of the North Wind that is born in the bright heaven, even so fleetly sped in her eagerness swift Iris … (trans. A. T. Murray)





The description of Juno’s divine message to Turnus, in book 9 of the Aeneid, is similar (1–22):



Atque ea diuersa penitus dum parte geruntur,

Irim de caelo misit Saturnia Iuno

audacem ad Turnum. Luco tum forte parentis

Pilumni Turnus sacrata ualle sedebat.

Ad quem sic roseo Thaumantias ore locuta est:5

…

Dixit, et in caelum paribus se sustulit alis

ingentemque fuga secuit sub nubibus arcum.15

Agnouit iuuenis duplicisque ad sidera palmas

sustulit ac tali fugientem est uoce secutus:

‘Iri, decus caeli, quis te mihi nubibus actam

detulit in terras? unde haec tam clara repente

tempestas? medium uideo discedere caelum 20

palantisque polo stellas. Sequor omina tanta,

quisquis in arma uocas.’




And while in the far distance such deeds befell, Saturnian Juno sent Iris from heaven to gallant Turnus, who as it chanced was then seated within a hallowed vale, in the grove of his sire Pilumnus. To him, with roseate lips, thus spake the child of Thaumas … She spake, and on posed wings rose into the sky, cleaving in flight her mighty bow beneath the clouds. The youth knew her, and, raising his two upturned hands to heaven, with such words pursued her flight: ‘Iris, glory of the sky, who has brought thee down to me, wafted upon the clouds to earth? Whence this sudden brightness of the air? I see the heavens part asunder, and the stars that roam in the firmament. I follow the mighty omen, whoso thou art that callest to arms!’28 (trans. H. Rushton Fairclough)





These kinds of ‘winged messenger’ figures thus moved on the fantastical horizon of ancient communication. This horizon might almost have seemed real in cases where the prodigious circulation of certain messages was unexplainable and remained cloaked in mystery.29

Such was the case when news spread so fast that it could only be explained by divine intervention. Herodotus gives the famous example of the victory at Plataea (479 bce), instantly communicated to the Greeks who were about to go into battle at Mykale. The information supposedly arrived through the work of φήμη, but the historian’s own words suggest that such great speed could have resulted from a divine messenger’s intervention. The discovery of an abandoned caduceus on a nearby beach would have contributed to this suspicion.30

Central to this way of envisioning the work of φήμη are the elements of a fantastical conception of the power attributed to these pieces of information, which seem capable of instantly reaching very distant places. How could such a miracle be possible unless it were the work of a heavenly messenger such as Hermes?

I intentionally chose the case of the battle of Plataea because it was a victory, and the goddess of Victory (Νίκη to the Greeks) is one of the fantastical figures imagined by the ancients as having both wings and the role of bringing good tidings of success in battle (Fig. 1.2). Later on, we will look more closely at the importance of the morphology of these winged figures—and the functions they have in common—in the genesis of personifications like those of Fama.31
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Fig. 1.2. Paris, Musée du Louvre. Unknown artist, Nike of Samothrace, late third–early second century bce. © 2015. Photo Scala Firenze.






1.3. Ἔπεα πτερόεντα: The Flight of the Word


1.3.1. Arrows and Birds

The ancients did not necessarily attribute the mysteriously swift circulation of rumours and news to divine intervention. At times, it appears they imagined the words themselves as endowed with a sort of magic power, travelling unaided distances that a human messenger could never have covered so quickly. It is important to try to understand just how the ancients attributed verbal messages with the ability to fly. Obviously, we are still moving within the realm of the metaphors that the Greeks and Romans used to represent the movement of words through space.

For the ancient Greeks, the notion of flight was an essential component of their discourse on poetry and communication. One could list many passages that celebrate the art of poetry through the image of a flight able to attain heights accessible only to divine animals like the eagle.32 Here, however, the focus will be on how words were imagined as having the ability to fly in the celebrated Homeric formula ἔπεα πτερόεντα προσηύδα (‘he spoke winged words’), which often accompanied the moment when a character addressed the person s/he was facing.33

The reconstruction of the movement that these messages were thought to have traced in the air has been the subject of much discussion.34 While some critics took it for granted that the expression referred to the flight of birds,35 since at least the beginning of the twentieth century the prevailing opinion has been that the image Homer used to describe the ‘flight of the word’ was drawing on another metaphorical context.36

The starting-point for this discussion may be found on two pages of an essay by Jacob Wackernagel, published in 1860.37 While Wackernagel conceded that the image referred to the flight of birds, he suggested that the most appropriate translation for the expression was not ‘winged words’ (‘geflügelte Worte’), because in Homer the adjective πτερόεις should be translated as ‘feathered’ (‘befiedert’).38 Moreover, this adjective never describes birds in Homer (πετεηνός is used instead), but recurs at least four times in reference to arrows. In addition, Homer generally conveys the idea of ‘pronouncing’ words (ἔπεα) through verbs like ἐκβάλλειν, ἱέναι, or expressions that suggest the sending forth or ‘launching’ of utterances.39 Starting from these considerations, later critics showed an increasing tendency to think that the image of the ‘winged word’ (or, rather, ‘winged messages’)40 was based on a simile with the flight of arrows directed towards a precise target.41

There are also several passages in Greek literature after Homer that associate this expression with the ability to move rapidly through air possessed by birds or by Hermes, the messenger of the gods.42 But what is more important to observe than the different uses of this expression is the fact that words were imagined as having the ability to fly: perhaps it is not necessary to have a precise notion of their launch and trajectory to understand the metaphor’s meaning, particularly because the formulaic context, where the expression has a fixed meaning, does not require it.43 We would probably do better to reflect on the fact that this image of the word in flight is part of a whole system of representations that organically connect various forms of verbal production with the idea of their moving through air. In addition to those we have already considered, a good example is the symbolic function of the eagle in literature. Its ability to soar to the highest reaches was used more than once to describe the sublime position of the poet.44 More generally, we might consider all the metaphors poets used when they sought to describe the flight of their own inspiration.45

In Homeric scholia and in lexicographical works, the formula we are considering46 is sometimes explained as a way to convey the exceptional swiftness of the word. For example, we might consider the Scholia vetera in Odysseam 1.122, which interpret the adjective ‘winged’ as ‘swift’,47 or the analogous paraphrase (‘swift discourse’) that can be found in an even more explicit formulation in the Scholia D in Iliadem 1.201.48 The same kind of explanation also appears in Hesychius’s Lexicon (II, 140 Latte):



ἔπεα πτερόεντα· τὰ ἔπη πτηνὰ εἶπε, διὰ τὸ ταχέως προφέρεσθαι τοὺς λόγους.

He defined words as winged because of the speed with which discourses move.49





It would appear that commentators and lexicographers believed it was enough to define something as ‘winged’ in order to say that it was ‘rapid’.

Plutarch also dealt with the Homeric formula in a very interesting passage of his De garrulitate (507A–B) that discussed the impossibility of calling back confidential news, which spreads through a never-ending chain of gossip. Talk (λόγος), says Plutarch, remains secret only if it is not shared with others: simply imparting the information to another person allows it to become φήμη, or a fully fledged rumour. Plutarch structures his commentary on the Homeric expression around the impossibility of calling back an uttered word:


‘ἔπεα’ γὰρ ‘πτερόεντα’ φησὶν ὁ ποιητής· οὔτε γὰρ πτηνὸν ἐκ τῶν χειρῶν ἀφέντα ῥᾴδιόν ἐστιν αὖθις κατασχεῖν,50 οὔτε λόγον ἐκ τοῦ στόματος προέμενον συλλαβεῖν καὶ κρατῆσαι δυνατόν, ἀλλὰ φέρεται ‘λαιψηρὰ κυκλώσας πτερά’,51 δι’ ἄλλων ἐπ’ ἄλλους σκιδνάμενος.

This is the reason that Homer gives to words the epithet of winged; for he that lets a bird go out of his hand does not easily catch her again; neither is it possible for a man to recall and cage again in his breast a word let slip from his mouth; for with light wings it fetches many a compass, and flutters about from one quarter to another in a moment. (trans. W. C. Helmbold)



Plutarch goes on to draw an equally interesting comparison between the forward trajectory of a word and the movement of a ship torn from its moorings:


Νεὼς μὲν γὰρ ἁρπαγείσης ὑπὸ πνεύματος ἐπιλαμβάνονται σπείραις καὶ ἀγκύραις τὸ τάχος ἀμβλύνοντες· λόγου δ’ ὥσπερ ἐκ λιμένων ἐκδραμόντος οὐκ ἔστιν ὅρμος οὐδ’ ἀγκυροβόλιον, ἀλλὰ ψόφῳ πολλῷ καὶ ἤχῳ φερόμενος προσέρρηξε καὶ κατέδυσεν εἰς μέγαν τινὰ καὶ δεινὸν τὸν φθεγξάμενον κίνδυνον.

The course of a ship may well be stayed by cables and anchors, which else would spoon away before a fresh gale of wind; but there is no fast riding or anchor-hold for speech, when once let loose as from a harbor; but being whirled away with a sonorous noise and loud echo, it carries off and plunges the unwary babbler into some fatal danger. (trans. W. C. Helmbold)




1.3.2. Irreuocabile uerbum

As we can see from the general thrust of Plutarch’s argument, the word is envisaged as a caged creature that, once freed from the space enclosing it, rushes out at great speed. In this way of conceiving logos, the image of the arrow cannot be considered the basis for the simile. In fact, while someone must shoot an arrow for it to cover the distance separating it from the target, here the ‘winged’ flight and the speed of words are quite clearly associated with their capacity to move autonomously through space.52

We can find some instructive wordplay on this motif of words ‘that fly’ in Plautus’s Amphitryon. Amphitryon’s slave Sosia approaches his master’s house but finds his path barred by Mercury, who has assumed his appearance. Before they start speaking to each other, Mercury, who has seen the slave arrive, loudly threatens anyone who dares draw near. Sosia fearfully murmurs his comments, thus making himself heard (325–6):



ME. Vox mihi ad auris aduolauit. SO. Ne ego homo infelix fui,

Qui non alas interuelli: uolucrem uocem gestito.

ME. A voice hath flown unto my ear. SO. (aside) There you are! I swear I am an unlucky devil not to have clipped its wings, and me with such a bird-like voice. (trans. P. Nixon)





Similar ways of conceiving the word have enjoyed great success in literature up to the modern age. This can be seen in various poetic expressions that have become famous: from the Homeric formula that describes words the moment they get past one’s teeth (ποῖόν σε ἔπος φύγεν ἕρκος ὀδόντων)53 to Pietro Metastasio’s ‘Voce dal sen fuggita / poi richiamar non vale’.54 The irrevocability of words is topical in the condemnation of loquacity, as easily seen from Horace’s well-known lines (Epist. 1.18.69–71):





Percontatorem fugito: nam garrulus idem est,

nec retinent patulae commissa fideliter aures,

et semel emissum uolat irreuocabile uerbum.55




Avoid a questioner, for he is also a tattler. Open ears will not keep secrets loyally, and the word once let slip flies beyond recall. (trans. H. R. Fairclough)





Images of both birds and arrows are fully justified when talking about the flight of the word. Sometimes we even find them used side by side to indicate the various ways words travel through the air. A very telling example is a passage from Achilles Tatius’s romance Leucippe and Clitophon (6.10.4–5), which proposes a singular genealogy of Φήμη, presented as the daughter of Διαβολή:


Φήμη δὲ καὶ Διαβολὴ δύο συγγενῆ κακά· θυγάτηρ ἡ Φήμη τῆς Διαβολῆς. καὶ ἔστι μὲν ἡ Διαβολὴ μαχαίρας ὀξυτέρα, πυρὸς σφοδροτέρα, Σειρήνων πιθανωτέρα, ἡ δὲ Φήμη ὕδατος ὑγροτέρα, πνεύματος δρομικωτέρα, πτερῶν ταχυτέρα. ὅταν οὖν ἡ Διαβολὴ τοξεύσῃ τὸν λόγον, ὁ μὲν δίκην βέλους ἐξίπταται καὶ τιτρώσκει μὴ παρόντα καθ’ οὗ πέμπεται· ὁ δὲ ἀκούων ταχὺ πείθεται, καὶ ὀργῆς αὐτῷ πῦρ ἐξάπτεται, καὶ ἐπὶ τὸν βληθέντα μαίνεται. τεχθεῖσα δὲ ἡ Φήμη τῷ τοξεύματι ῥεῖ μὲν εὐθὺς πολλὴ καὶ ἐπικλύζει τὰ ὦτα τῶν ἐντυχόντων, διαπνεῖ δὲ ἐπὶ πλεῖστον καταιγίζουσα τῷ τοῦ λόγου πνεύματι καὶ ἐξίπταται κουφιζομένη τῷ τῆς γλώττης πτερῷ.

Rumour (Pheme) and Slander (Diabole) are two kindred Furies: Rumour is Slander’s daughter. Slander is sharper than any sword, stronger than fire, more persuasive than a Siren; Rumour is more slippery than water, runs faster than the wind, flies quicker than any winged bird. When Slander shoots forth a lying report, it flies like an arrow and wounds him at whom it is aimed even though he is not present where the word is spoken: the hearer quickly believes it, the fire of his anger is kindled, and he is soon furious and mad against the object of the shot. Rumour, brought into being by the act of shooting, at once flows onward gaining in volume, and overwhelms the ears of all whom she meets; she travels far, like a wind, carried storm-wise on the gale of words; she flies, borne aloft by the wings of the human tongue. (trans. S. Gaselee)



Calumny shoots her discourse ‘like an arrow’ because her intent is to ‘wound’ a distant person. Only then is Φήμη generated, and in turn transmitted by word of mouth, flying lightly ‘over the wings of the tongue’.

The tertium comparationis common to both similes appears to be precisely their way of travelling through the air: the two different ways of inflecting this metaphor may be explained according to the context in which the communicative process is imagined. When we are dealing with a word directly aimed at an interlocutor, the image of the arrow clearly emerges; in all other cases, the image of birds and their swift, unstoppable flight is preferred.

The second kind of comparison serves to underscore the autonomy acquired by talk when it wanders and spreads through the air. Birds are creatures that are difficult to capture and their movements can only be controlled when they are enclosed in a cage. The simile that highlights such elusiveness recurs in various descriptions of impalpable entities like thoughts, memories, the images of dreams, voices, and in fact, words themselves.56

Here, we are obviously discussing the ‘spoken word’. To some extent, writing actually makes it possible to ‘stop’ what would otherwise be destined to fly freely through the air. As John Colin Carothers observed, once they have been rendered visible through writing, ‘words … join a world of a relative indifference to the viewer—a world from which the magic “power” of the word has been abstracted’.57


1.4. ‘Ce Télégraphe Est Un Mystère Social’


1.4.1. Routes and the Transmission of Messages

The figure of the messenger, entrusted with information to be transmitted orally and/or in writing, was at the centre of Greek and Roman communication. We have seen that, in antiquity, the journey could be sped up either by increasing the efficiency of transportation (as was the case for the cursus publicus), or through forms of ‘relay’ transmission that permitted the separation of the message from the individual bearer, allowing it to move more quickly than if it had been borne by just one messenger. In any case, no message could move faster than the swiftest imaginable human conveyance. Thus, the conditions of communication routes over sea, river, and land dictated how fast information (and indeed, goods) could be exchanged. Moreover, even though a relay system might separate the message from the individual messenger, it never saved a considerable amount of time, nor did it justify forgoing the efficiency that a single messenger could guarantee. Indeed, it was possible to ask a single messenger for useful details about the sender of the message, which could enrich the value of the transmitted information. This is what Suetonius observed when he explained how the cursus publicus set up by Augustus consisted of an extensive array of different means of transport, rather than relays of couriers (Aug. 49.3):


Commodius id visum est, ut qui a loco idem perferunt litteras, interrogari quoque, si quid res exigant, possint.

The latter has seemed the more convenient arrangement, since the same men who bring the dispatches from any place can, if occasion demands, be questioned as well. (trans. J. C. Rolfe)



For this reason, the ancients generally preferred to entrust their messages to a single messenger.58

A message could be transmitted either in writing (like the letter Proetus gives Bellerophon in Il. 6.168–9)59 or orally. In some cases, the written and oral statements complemented each other, as in an episode related by Thucydides (7.8.2–7.10) in which, in order to guarantee authenticity, messengers were called on to recite aloud the message they had also been given in writing.60

Things changed very little until almost the mid-nineteenth century. The speed of communications improved dramatically only after the link between messenger and message was severed: that is, when the text (first an elaborately encoded written text) could travel ‘alone’, without the need for its material medium to be transported physically through space:


It was not until the advent of the telegraph that messages could travel faster than a messenger. Before this, roads and the written word were closely interrelated. It is only since the telegraph that information has detached itself from such solid commodities as stone and papyrus …61



The encoding of messages permitted their movement in ‘dematerialized’ forms that were not dependent on human travel. Overcoming geographical impediments to the circulation of information meant that words could finally be conveyed by air or wire across great distances, thanks first to visual and later electrical signals. Thus, messages began to be transmitted at great speed along routes that were very different from the generally rather short ones evoked by the ancient metaphors of ‘flight’.


1.4.2. The Light of Fire

The ancients had also experimented with transmission techniques based on the encoding of messages using rather primitive methods of telegraphy, but the results they obtained in this area were disappointing.

The instrument the Greeks exploited most for this purpose was what Hesiod (Th. 566) called πυρὸς τηλέσκοπον αὐγήν, the ‘light of fire, visible from afar’. In Homer’s poems we already find several references to the practice of transmitting light signals over distances. Most often, these were relay signals sent out over a series of stations placed at intervals that were not too far apart, although the routes themselves could be very long.62

This type of signalling made it possible to transmit a univocal message whose terms were agreed upon in advance by those using the system. Despite being semantically limited, this kind of communication was so different from the typical approaches to long-distance communication that it often became a source of wonder and incredulity. A famous example of this can be found in Aeschylus’s Agamemnon, where Clytemnestra describes the journey of the message of fire that brought news of Troy’s fall to the palace of the Atreides. The queen has to contend with the incredulity of the chorus over a piece of news that has travelled so quickly.63

What makes Clytemnestra’s announcement hard to believe is that no messenger could have reached Argos so quickly (280):





καὶ τίς τόδ’ ἐξίκοιτ’ ἄν ἀγγέλων τάχος;

And what messenger could reach here with speed like that? (trans. Herbert Weir Smyth)





Clytemnestra answers this objection by naming the ‘god of fire’ himself, namely Hephaestus, who had played the go-between. In doing so, she indicates the supernatural nature of the intermediary that served as messenger on this occasion (281–3):



Ἥφαιστος, Ἴδης λαμπρὸν ἐκπέμπων σέλας·

φρυκτὸς δὲ φρυκτὸν δεῦρ’ ἀπ’ ἀγγάρου πυρὸς

ἔπεμπεν.




Hephaestus, from Ida speeding forth his brilliant blaze. Beacon passed beacon on to us by courier-flame. (trans. Herbert Weir Smyth)





Here it is worth noting the use of the adjective ἄγγαρος, a technical term that refers to the Persian relay couriers who had made such a deep impression on Herodotus.64

Clytemnestra describes fire as a messenger who proceeds along an itinerary of relays. Once again, we are dealing with a summary of the most important stopping-points along a maritime route: Aeschylus had done no more than represent the route from Troy to Argos in the only way he was capable of imagining it, that is, as a route a traveller would take by sea. The stations of this route are the same (but in the opposite direction) as those that Hera ‘flew’ past on her way from Olympus to Troy in book 14 of the Iliad.65

The metaphors in Clytemnestra’s description portray the path of fiery signals as the journey of a winged messenger.66 As to how such an astonishing trip was to be imagined, much remains shrouded in mystery. There is only one messenger, and yet at the same time he is renewed in successive stages. Thanks to the relay mechanism, the extraordinary power of fire transfers the message over inconceivable distances in a single night, shattering the conventional notions of distance and time held by the people of Argos. The exceptional nature of this messenger, a divine being capable of flight, threatens the perceived relationship between space and time as derived from experience. Can Troy really be reached in a single night? Yes, but only with wings, a divine nature, and a chain of relay stations like those organized by Agamemnon. The perception of space is thus split into a human dimension (involving typical travel) and a divine one (that of flight), which nonetheless remains inconceivable, as it is so far from the experience of humans who travel through space.


1.4.3. Flying vs. Walking: The Ancient Telegraph

The ‘relay of fires’ offered a feasible solution (within a limited range of situations) for rapid long-distance communication. However, this system was a very complex and costly form of optic telegraphy that was considerably hampered by its inability to encode complex texts and information. Agamemnon’s message could travel swiftly because it was direct and unequivocal. The signal could have only one possible meaning: ‘Troy has fallen.’ To make the communicative process versatile, it would instead have been necessary to enhance the symbolic capacity of the means of transmission: obtaining this result entailed working on the encoding of messages.

The ancients also made timid attempts at experimentation in this field. It was largely the needs of warfare that inspired the main methods of ‘telegraphic’ transmission, which consisted mostly of sending brief fire signals that had been encoded specifically for this purpose.67 For example, short strings of text were transmitted in such a way that the letters of the alphabet comprising the message corresponded to specific movements of the torches brandished at each post.

Due to their complexity, high cost, and inefficiency, these methods were never used on a large scale. This kind of transmission system called for the cooperation of too many people over an extremely long series of stations, in addition to requiring optimum visibility. Not only that: longer texts could not be transmitted and, as Polybius observed, this made the system ineffective.68

In short, the ancients were never able to achieve their fantastic aspiration of making words ‘fly’ during long-distance communication. The ‘winged words’ of the Homeric formula never found a counterpart in the actual practice of exchanging messages: a practice that never managed to sever the ties binding words to either a messenger or a written medium and, in any case, to a long, slow journey by land and/or sea. ‘Winged words’ remained nothing more than a metaphor that awaited realization and still remained unable to enter the realm of experience.69


1.4.4. The Relay of Hearsay

The relay of visual signals proved to be of little use, even if the seed of the idea was a fertile one, as the invention of the optic telegraph would show centuries later. The ancients were actually quite familiar with another relay mechanism for transmitting information. They were amazed at its capacity to carry all kinds of news over vast distances in a very short time, but they also had every reason not to trust it. I am referring to the circulation of rumours, as prodigious in their ability to cover distances almost instantaneously as they were dangerous, since they were never verifiable and often false.

To a certain extent, all the descriptions the ancients have provided of this phenomenon—which I shall examine in the following chapters—view the spread of rumours as a disorderly process of relays. The words transmitted from the mouth of the speaker to the ear of the listener are then passed on to others in similar fashion, along a potentially never-ending chain. This operation, which is repeated over and over, certainly does allow rumours to ‘fly’ great distances, but their path is unpredictable and the source of all kinds of distortion. As Plutarch said in the excerpt I discussed above, once words have entered the communication circuit they acquire a sort of autonomy that makes them irrevocable: they flit about or are launched like an unstoppable ship. To represent such words, it was necessary to release them from the material limitations that hampered their circulation: they had to be given a special vitality, an almost divine character.70

Obviously, however, such circuits lacked any guarantee that the original message would be transmitted faithfully. While any single messenger was responsible for the information with which he had been entrusted (in whatever form he received it), when rumours spread, the many stages of the transmission followed no precise itinerary and ended up separating the message from its bearer, especially because at each junction of this long and disorderly route the information tended to be reformulated. Under these conditions, no one could ever control the various metamorphoses that information underwent as it travelled by word of mouth. In addition, rumours did not direct themselves towards a specific recipient, but entered a network of exchanges that was, by definition, unpredictable. This mechanism of transmission was extraordinary but unmanageable: a source of both wonder and confusion.


1.4.5. Fama, ‘Social Telegraph’

A solution to the ancient problem of detaching the message from its written form and its human messenger was only found in the second half of the nineteenth century. The diffusion of the telegraph enabled the instant transmission of increasingly complex messages over hundreds of kilometres.71

A story by Balzac contains one of the first hints of the shift in perspective brought about by this revolutionary new technology. Les Marana (also known as Juana) is the tale of a forced marriage between Juana, a girl who risks being ruined by an unscrupulous seducer, and Pierre-François Diard, a non-commissioned officer of the ‘sixth of the line’. The contrast between the modest qualities of the man and the beautiful, wealthy girl unleashes an unstoppable wave of gossip among the Parisians and, at this crucial point in the story, Balzac launches into a lengthy tirade on the mechanisms that regulate the spread of rumours:


Or, à Paris, de la dernière maison du faubourg Saint-Germain au dernier hôtel de la rue Saint-Lazare, entre la butte du Luxembourg et celle de Montmartre, tout ce qui s’habille et babille, s’habille pour sortir et sort pour babiller, tout ce monde de petits et de grands airs … toutes ces oreilles entendent, toutes ces langues disent et toutes ces intelligences savent, en une seule soirée, où est né, où a grandi, ce qu’a fait ou n’a pas fait le nouveau venu qui prétend à des honneurs dans ce monde. S’il n’existe pas de Cour d’assises pour la haute société, elle rencontre le plus cruel de tous les procureurs généraux, un être moral, insaisissable, à la fois juge et bourreau: il accuse et il marque. N’espérez lui rien cacher, dites-lui tout vous-même, il veut tout savoir et sait tout. Ne demandez pas où est le télégraphe inconnu qui lui transmet à la même heure, en un clin d’œil, en tous lieux, une histoire, un scandale, une nouvelle; ne demandez pas qui le remue. Ce télégraphe est un mystère social, un observateur ne peut qu’en constater les effets. Il y en a d’incroyables exemples, un seul suffit. L’assassinat du duc de Berry, frappé à l’Opéra, fut conté, dans la dixième minute qui suivit le crime, au fond de l’île Saint-Louis. L’opinion émanée du 6e de ligne sur Diard filtra dans le monde le soir même où il donna son premier bal.72

Now in Paris, from the last house in the Faubourg Saint-Germain to the last in the rue Saint-Lazare, between the heights of the Luxembourg and the heights of Montmartre, all that clothes itself and gabbles, clothes itself to go out and goes out to gabble. All that world of great and small pretensions … all those ears hear, all those tongues say, all those minds know, in a single evening, where the new-comer who aspires to honor among them was born and brought up, and what that interloper has done, or has not done, in the course of his life. There may be no court of assizes for the upper classes of society; but at any rate they have the most cruel of public prosecutors, an intangible moral being, both judge and executioner, who accuses and brands. Do not hope to hide anything from him; tell him all yourself; he wants to know all and he will know all. Do not ask what mysterious telegraph it was which conveyed to him in the twinkling of an eye, at any hour, in any place, that story, that bit of news, that scandal; do not ask what prompts him. That telegraph is a social mystery; no observer can report its effects. Of many extraordinary instances thereof, one may suffice: The assassination of the Duc de Berry, which occurred at the Opera-house, was related within ten minutes in the Ile-Saint-Louis. Thus the opinion of the sixth of the line as to its quartermaster filtered through society the night on which he gave his first ball. (trans. K. Prescott Wormeley)



The extraordinary and inexplicable rapidity with which rumour is spread far and wide is likened to what is made possible by a means of communication that finally detaches the message from its traditional supporting medium and sends it flying over great distances, via a chainlike mechanism. Balzac, who was writing in 1833, was obviously not referring to Morse’s telegraph, which was patented five years later, but to the optic telegraph (a much more complicated and inefficient device) perfected by the Chappe brothers and used in France (mostly for military or commercial purposes) starting in 1794.73

In this passage, thanks to his exceptional ability to break down psychological and social phenomena into their primary components, Balzac clearly identifies the most important characteristic of rumour: its swift, invisible, and unstoppable transmission of information along a chain of ‘tongues’ and ‘ears’ arranged like the stations of a telegraph line. The image certainly owes a good deal to a long tradition of representations that had begun with book 4 of the Aeneid, which contains Virgil’s description of the tongues, eyes, and ears covering the monstrous body of Fama. But what is most striking is the relationship Balzac establishes between traditional imagery and technological innovation. The ancient metaphor of the ‘flight of the word’ has finally been ‘embodied’ in an instrument that can transmit many messages swiftly over a great distance.74

Balzac describes words and rumours as autonomous entities capable of moving with lightning speed in all directions, essentially ascribing them the same characteristics that the ancients did. But rather than comparing them to birds and arrows, he says that words travel as if they were transmitted by a colossal and anonymous ‘social telegraph’. The analogy of a technical instrument serves to suggest a new image of the extraordinary rapidity with which news of an event can travel. Still, the astonishment at the miraculous propagation of rumour has not changed at all, nor has the mechanism at the heart of such transmission: rumour continues to remain a ‘social mystery’. The fantastic image of the word ‘in flight’ has been merely replaced with a new simile, which mentions an instrument of human communication able to achieve something that for centuries was no more than a pipe-dream.


1.5. An Uncertain Point of Departure, No Destination


1.5.1. No Sure Source

Let us now return to the ancients to more closely examine how they imagined and described the realm of rumours. To do this, I will refer to some pages that Plutarch devoted to the phenomenon, in particular to his insightful description in De garrulitate.

A representative episode of the fate of gossips can be found in a brief overview of anecdotes involving a notoriously ‘talkative’ group: barbers.75 News of the defeat in Sicily was said to have been spread through Athens by a barber who had heard it from a stranger at his shop in the Piraeus (509B):


γενομένης δὲ ταραχῆς οἷον εἰκὸς εἰς ἐκκλησίαν ἀθροισθεὶς ὁ δῆμος ἐπὶ τὴν ἀρχὴν ἐβάδιζε τῆς φήμης. ἤγετ’ οὖν ὁ κουρεὺς καὶ ἀνεκρίνετο, μηδὲ τοὔνομα τοῦ φράσαντος εἰδὼς ἀλλ’ εἰς ἀνώνυμον καὶ ἄγνωστον ἀναφέρων τὴν ἀρχὴν πρόσωπον. ὀργὴ δὴ καὶ βοὴ τοῦ θεάτρου· ‘βασάνιζε καὶ στρέβλου τὸν ἀλάστορα· πέπλασται ταῦτα καὶ συντέθεικε· τίς δ’ ἄλλος ἤκουσε; τίς δ’ ἐπίστευσεν;’

A panic naturally arose and the people gathered in assembly and tried to come at the origin of the rumour. So the barber was brought forward and questioned; yet he did not even know the name of his informant, but referred the origin to a nameless and unknown person. The assembly was enraged and cried out, ‘Torture the cursed fellow! Put him on the rack! He has fabricated and concocted this tale! Who else heard it? Who believed it?’ (trans. W. C. Helmbold)



The poor man was even tortured, until survivors arrived and announced the news of the defeat (ἐν τούτῳ παρῆσαν οἱ τὴν συμφορὰν ἀπαγγέλλοντες, ἐξ αὐτοῦ τοῦ ἔργου διαπεφευγότες). Naturally, the Athenians immediately believed this news. Plutarch places particular emphasis on the barber’s inability to identify his sources. As we will see further on, the trustworthiness of an informant is never one of the key concerns in informational circuits of this sort. Consequently, those who report φήμη’s news are not credible, even when—as in this case—the information they are sharing is not false.76

Plutarch uses similar terms to describe the analogous spread of information in the Life of Aemilius Paulus. Here, too, he stresses the unreliability of information spread through rumours. But this time we also find evocative descriptions of the mysterious path they follow as they weave their way through the crowd. The subject is examined rather extensively because it helps demonstrate that the extraordinary fame that accompanied the feats of Aemilius Paulus was a sign of the favour the gods and fortune had granted him.77

Plutarch tells us that news of the victory at Pydna reached Rome in only three days, descending suddenly (ἐξαίφνης) on the circus and spreading quickly (ταχύ … ἀναχεομένης) through the crowd. The city was overjoyed but, once again, the news lacked sufficient credibility, and for this reason was quickly rejected. It was only with the arrival of reliable news that the astonished Romans were obliged to change their minds about φήμη’s ability to report both true and false things at the same time (24.6):


εἶθ’ ὡς ὁ λόγος οὐκ εἶχεν εἰς ἀρχὴν ἀνελθεῖν βέβαιον, ἀλλ’ ἐν πᾶσιν ὁμοίως ἐφαίνετο πλανώμενος, τότε μὲν ἐσκεδάσθη καὶ διερρύη τὰ τῆς φήμης· ὀλίγαις δ’ ὕστερον ἡμέραις πυθόμενοι σαφῶς ἐθαύμαζον τὴν προδραμοῦσαν ἀγγελίαν, ὡς ἐν τῷ ψεύδει τὸ ἀληθὲς εἶχε.

Then, since the story could not be traced to any sure source, but seemed to be current everywhere alike, for the time being the rumour vanished into thin air; but when, a few days afterwards, they were clearly informed of the matter, they were astonished at the tidings which had reached them first, seeing that in the fiction there was truth. (trans. Bernadotte Perrin)



In short, φήμη had spread easily until its primary informational limitation was exposed again: it could not be traced back to a sure source (εἰς ἀρχὴν ἀνελθεῖν βέβαιον). This factor alone invalidated the informative power of a rumour that—once again—would prove to be true. At this point, the news reached the end of its confused and disorderly path (πλανώμενος): a path that had made it impossible to identify the original source of the information. Without this credential, φήμη could produce nothing more than an ineffective announcement (ἀγγελία).78


1.5.2. A Chain that Vanishes into Thin Air

Starting with this episode, Plutarch examines an entire series of occurrences in which news of important historical events spread with unusual speed (25.1–2). Then he tells a story from his own time, the failed revolt of Lucius Antonius Saturninus (imperial legate of Germania Superior) against Domitian, focusing on the mechanism that produces rumours. Here we have the most complete illustration of the phenomenon we are examining (25.5–7):


[…] τῆς Ῥώμης ταραττομένης, ἄφνω καὶ αὐτομάτως ὁ δῆμος ἐξ αὑτοῦ φήμην ἀνέδωκε νίκης, καὶ τὴν Ῥώμην ἐπέδραμε λόγος αὐτόν τε τὸν Ἀντώνιον ἀνῃρῆσθαι, καὶ τοῦ σὺν αὐτῷ στρατεύματος ἡττημένου μηδὲν μέρος λελεῖφθαι· τοσαύτην δὲ λαμπρότητα καὶ ῥύμην ἡ πίστις ἔσχεν ὥστε καὶ θῦσαι τῶν ἐν τέλει πολλούς. Ζητουμένου δὲ τοῦ πρώτου φράσαντος, ὡς οὐδεὶς ἦν, ἀλλ’ ὁ λόγος <εἰς> ἄλλον ἐξ ἄλλου διωκόμενος ἀνέφευγε καὶ τέλος καταδὺς ὥσπερ εἰς πέλαγος ἀχανὲς τὸν ἄπειρον ὄχλον ἐφάνη μηδεμίαν ἀρχὴν ἔχων βέβαιον, αὕτη μὲν ἡ φήμη ταχὺ τῆς πόλεως ἐξερρύη, πορευομένῳ δὲ τῷ Δομετιανῷ μετὰ δυνάμεως ἐπὶ τὸν πόλεμον ἤδη καθ’ ὁδὸν ἀγγελία καὶ γράμματα φράζοντα τὴν νίκην ἀπήντησεν. ῾Η δ’ αὐτὴ τοῦ <τε> κατορθώματος ἡμέρα καὶ τῆς φήμης ἐγίγνετο, ἐπὶ πλέον ἢ δισμυρίους σταδίους τῶν τόπων διεστώτων. Ταῦτα μὲν οὐδεὶς ἀγνοεῖ τῶν καθ’ ἡμᾶς.

[While] Rome was in commotion, suddenly and spontaneously the people of their own accord spread abroad a report of a victory, and a story coursed through Rome that Antonius himself had been slain, and that of his defeated army not a portion was left alive.
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