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The Textualization of the Greek Alphabet

In this book, Roger D. Woodard argues that when the Greeks first began to use the
alphabet, they viewed themselves as participants in a performance phenomenon con-
ceptually modeled on the performances of the oral poets. Since a time older than
Greek antiquity, the oral poets of Indo-European tradition had been called “weavers
of words” — their extemporaneous performance of poetry was “word weaving” With
the arrival of the new technology of the alphabet and the onset of Greek literacy, the
very act of producing written symbols was interpreted as a comparable performance
activity, albeit one in which almost everyone could participate, not only the select few.
It was this new conceptualization of and participation in performance activity by the
masses that eventually, or perhaps quickly, resulted in the demise of oral composition
in performance in Greece. In conjunction with this investigation, Woodard analyzes
a set of copper plaques inscribed with repeated alphabetic series and a line of what
he interprets to be text, which attests to this archaic Greek conceptualization of the
performance of symbol crafting.
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Preface

Hpddewv Tov Goidov “leo & maides “Ounpov 1
fikaxov ék Moucéwy ypipov Ugpnrauevor

véxtapr & eivdhion Nnpnibes éypicavto

kail vékuv aktain Bfjkav UTo omAdéy,

01T OéTIv KUSTVE Ko Ulga Kkai pofov GAAwv 5
c I E ~ > ’

npwwv 18akol T° épyuata NAopTiadeco.

8ABioTn vriowv TovTew “los, 8TTI Kékeube

Bauny Mouodwy &otépa kai Xopiteov.

Homer, heroes’ bard, was deathly vexed in Ios 1
When by the Muses some boys did a riddle weave;
With Nectar, Nereids of Sea anointed him and laid
Him dead beneath a rocky ledge on shore,
For Thetis he had glorified, her son as well, and other 5
Heroes’ fights, and deeds of Laertes’ son of Ithaka.
Blessed among the islands of the sea Ios is, for it has hid,
The tiny isle, the Muses’ and the Graces’ star.

Greek Anthology 7.1 (Alcaeus of Messene)

The story goes that Homer died when fisher boys on Ios posed him a rid-
dle that he could not unknot. Something like this: “Those we caught we left
behind; those we did not catch we brought back with us. What is it?” It was
no fish, as Homer seemed to imagine, but lice. And they say that this cleverly
woven web - its creation inspired by the very Muses — proved to be Homer’s
undoing when he could not tease apart its fibers.

xi
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But I think not. It was no weaving of a riddle that was Homer’s bane - but
the weaving of the alphabet — when the Muses began to show their favors far
and wide - to practically anyone who could scratch out its symbols - not just
to some boys on los. It was a woven viral hexameter that did him in.

There are many indications of this, not least of which is the great variabil-
ity of letter shapes that were employed in early Greek inscriptional writing,
within individual inscriptions, producing variegated graphemic patterns -
text, literally. This variability has long been noticed. The prominence of the
back-and-forth twining lines of boustrophedon is another indication. But the
triad of copper plaques with which this study begins and that provides a con-
tinuous thread passing through the narrative of this work, I will argue, drags
this metaphoric weaving out and lays it before us, making it unmistakably
recognizable, gathering our attention to the alphabetic fabric that might have
otherwise escaped our attention.

A word about that. While (1) the set of copper plaques etched with abe-
cedarium after abecedarium and (2) the concept of the weaving of alpha-
betic strands are interlinked in this work, each is a distinct phenomenon. The
investigation of each of the two constitutes a separate study. Each forms the
centerpiece of a separate thesis. One thesis does not depend on the other, but
one informs the other. One thesis concerns the interpretation of a particu-
larly unique set of documents; the other thesis addresses the earliest Greek
conceptualizations of alphabetic writing. The thoughtful reader is asked to
evaluate them separately.

This book has affiliated with it a dedicated Cambridge University Press
Web site: www.cambridge.org/9781107028111. There the reader will find the
following images: (1) my hand-annotated X-ray images of each side of each
plaque; (2) scans of the surface of each side of the plaques in the collection
of Martin Scheyen, which were produced at the University of Oslo with the
assistance of Professor Jens Braarvig; and (3) the three tables and seventeen
figures that are referenced by Professor David A. Scott in Chapter 3.
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Background

In 1983 the antiquities and rare book dealer H. P. Kraus of New York issued
Catalogue 165, in which were included, among other items, two copper plaques
inscribed with Greek alphabetic writing, listed as “The Fayum Tablets.” Their
provenience and date were given simply as “Northern Egypt, eighth century
B.C. or earlier” The two plaques measure 215 by 135 millimeters (plaque 1) and
212 by 137 millimeters (plaque 2); both are approximately 1.3 millimeters thick.
The catalog further describes the plaques as: “Inscribed on all four plate faces
(written surface 190 x 100 mm.; one plate partially cleaned, both plates having
been covered by a layered structure of patina; small holes punched in each
corner). In a red morocco box.”

In 1988 these plaques were acquired by a Norwegian collector, Martin
Scheyen, in whose collection they presently remain. The plaques in the
Scheyen collection represent a subset of some larger set of such plaques. A
third member is housed in the Martin-von-Wagner-Museum of the Julius-
Maximilians-Universitit Wiirzburg, acquired by the museum in the gift of
Egyptian and Greek artifacts from the collection of Alexander Kiseleff in
1982. The existence of a fourth plaque has been reported, but its whereabouts
undisclosed.

In 1986 Alfred Heubeck, distinguished German classicist and linguist, pub-
lished an analysis of the plaque from the Wiirzburg museum. His analysis was
based on a careful visual examination of the plaque. Heubeck’s observations
were necessarily hampered, however, owing to the heavy patina that covers
a large portion of the Wiirzburg plaque - identical to the thick patina that
likewise obscures much of the surface of the two Scheyen plaques. Even so,
Heubeck realized that the alphabet of the Wiirzburg plaque was unique among
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Greek alphabets in that it terminates with the letter fau: in other words, the
alphabet has no upsilon, it has none of the so-called “supplemental consonant
symbols” — phi, chi, and psi — and no omega. The Wiirzburg alphabet is thus
coterminous with the Phoenician consonantal script, the source of the Greek
alphabet, which runs from alep (Greek alpha) to taw (Greek tau). Heubeck
also drew attention to the shape of alpha, lambda, and sigma, which he viewed
as being closer to later, rather than earlier, forms of these letters, and to iota
and nu, as being “in allen griech. Alphabeten ohne exakte Parallele.” Heubeck
proposed a date for the plaques of late ninth or early eighth century Bc.!

In 1999 Martin Scheyen sent the two copper plaques in his collection to
the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles for physical and chemical analy-
sis in order to verify their authenticity. The plaques were there subjected to
a battery of tests, including binocular microscopic analysis, mettalography,
X-ray fluorescence spectrometry, X-ray diffractometry, X-ray radiography,
and environmental scanning electron microscopy. These tests were car-
ried out under the direction of Dr. David Scott, then director of the Getty
Conservation Laboratory.

In 2001 I contacted Dr. Irma Wehgartner of the Martin-von-Wagner-
Museum regarding the possibility of examining the plaque held in that muse-
um’s collection. The museum generously loaned the plaque to the Getty for
the same analytic treatments: the outcome of that examination was consistent
with the analysis of the Schoyen plaques and revealed that the three plaques
had been cut from a single piece of copper. A summary of the analyses of the
three copper plaques appears in Chapter 3, authored by David A. Scott.

A discovery that came to light in the process of examining the plaques in
the Getty laboratories was that, even though large portions of the plaque faces
cannot be read, and other portions read only with difficulty, or uncertainty,
being encrusted by this heavy patina, radiographic images of the plaques fully
reveal the letters with which they are engraved. A single radiograph displays
the abecedaria incised on each side of a plaque, front and back, one set super-
imposed upon the other.

Methodical and repeated examinations of the radiographs, and the plaque
surfaces where possible, revealed that the numerous abecedaria on the three
copper plaques preserve - in the case of most letters — not a single letter shape
but a set of variant letter shapes: in some instances the variation is subtle but
clearly observable, in other instances the variation is remarkably ostentatious.
The extent and degree of variation in some cases had not escaped Heubeck’s
attention. The treatment of the variant forms of the Greek letters of the copper
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