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THE GIRLFRIENDS’ LETTERS: POIKILIA IN THE BOOK 4 OF
ALCIPHRON’S LETTERS

Michel Briand

Alciphron, an ambivalent post-modern

Like Lucian of Samosata and other sophistic authors, as Longus or Achilles Tatius, Alciphron typically
represents an ostensibly post-classical brand of literature and culture, which in many ways resembles our post-
modernity, caught in permanent tension between virtuoso, ironic, critical, and distanced meta-fictionality, on
the one hand, and a conscious taste for outspoken and humorous “bad taste”, Bakhtinian carnavalesque, social
and moral margins, convoluted plots and sensational plays of immersion and derision, or realism and
artificiality: the way Alciphron’s collection has been judged is related to the devaluation, then revaluation,
the Second Sophistic was submitted to, according to inherently aesthetical and political arguments,
quite similar to those with which one often criticises or defends literary, theatrical, or cinematographic post-

modernity. In this respect, Ni Mheallaigh1 compares Lucian’s True Stories and at the same time the learned
and popular novels of Umberto Eco, viz. The Name of the Rose, and the Wunderkammern, shadow
plays, and automatons which were so fashionable in imperial Greco-Roman culture. Concerning Book 4 of
Alciphron’s Letters, the most cohesive one in the collection, with its typical fluidity and contrasts, it is also

possible to compare contemporary epistolary or internet fictions, like Denis Cooper’s The Sluts,2 a
queercore avatar, both erotic and cruel, comical and post-dramatic, of the Liaisons dangereuses,
with similar games of mendacity and seduction as well as realism and satire. It might also partially remind us
of Alciphron’s Book 4 through quasi-pornographic effects, or at least the depiction of a so-called Demi-

Monde.

These various types of ambivalence could be at the core of the patterns of authorship and readership
implied in Alciphron’s Letters, to which one cannot apply the criteria of classical literariness, like
cohesion, coherence, linearity; unity of manner, genre, voice, and point of view; representational mimesis and
imitative intertextuality. Vieillefond’s judgement, though well-argued and precise, i.e. really philological, but
too simply binary in opposing artificial and learned fiction to authentic and popular historicism, is based on

assumptions we can no longer share about the ethic and esthetical appreciation of a work of art as such:* in our
times of digital hypertextuality, post-dramatic performances, and social and psychological constructionism,
even specialists of classical studies know that a literary masterpiece can be (or even can only be) dialogic,
polyphonic, contradictory, without any obvious storyline, neither distinct beginning nor ending. We have
read Proust, Joyce, Woolf, Sarraute, or even Houellebecq, whose novel, La possibilité d une ile (2005) inspired
the Nice conference about Alciphron. Furthermore, the traditional opposition between classical genres (as
belonging to high culture and good taste) et popular ones (as low culture and bad taste) is not so clear any
more: I referred earlier to Umberto Eco, both a semiotician and the author of best-sellers, and a scholar can
now display publicly his interest in a video series like Game of Thrones or others, in accordance with
more complex than binary reception practices, conceptions of narration, or views about relations between

! Ni Mheallaigh [2014] and Briand [forthcoming 2017b].

2 Da Capo Press, Boston, 2005, translated into French as Salopes, POL, 2007.
3 Konstan [2011] and McKechnie [2005]. On gender/sexuality and epistolary literature, see Hodkinson [2014].

4 Vieillefond [1979], and contra Rosenmeyer [2001a], especially The Letters of Alciphron, 255-307, and
Afterword, 339-346.
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fiction and factuality.SAnd here also does post-modernity (or the post-post-modernity sometimes called alter-

modernity)6 present similarities with Second Sophistic: the so-called sophistic Greek novels, by Longus,
Achilles Tatius, or Heliodorus, allowed a double simultaneous reading, both erudite, critical, distanced,
and immersive, ludic, sensational. Far from contradictory, this simultaneity, being a very profitable
source of tension, makes literature more vivid, and I wish to show that here poikilia does not favour

. . .. . 7
inconsistency, but can act as one driving force in these matters.

Thus, Alciphron’s Letters could easily be considered a harmonious literary work of art, under
specific conditions: its deliberately heterogeneous and colourful appearance should not be a problem, since it
might be the real, though paradoxical, basis for its dynamic cohesiveness. However, in Pindaric studies,
the challenging issue of the ode’s unity becomes much easier to deal with when analysing the Epinician poems
in terms of ritual and discursive pragmatic than of semantic meaning: the illocutionary force of praise poetry
empowers and connects the various components of the poem, viz. gnomai, prayers to the gods, inserted
myth, narration of sporting achievements, celebration of victors, families, cities, etc., thanks to what Hummel

« . . . . c . y . 8
calls “the cohesive function of disjunction” and Pindar’s “paradoxical harmony.

Epistolary fiction is then a creation at once spectacular and structurally unsteady, contrasted and
dialogic, and its ethic and aesthetical value is based on qualities that are not all that classical: variety and
hybridity of structure, genre, voice, manner (viz. serio-comic); obviously artificial and creative mimesis;
critical and ludic intertextuality. Alciphron’s Book 4 can exemplify this ambivalent complexity, also because

the €raigaw it stages are altogether picturesque prostitutes and literate Atticists:” the word itself is difficult to
translate accurately in modern languages, at the same time ‘hétaires’, ‘courtisanes’, ‘compagnes’,
‘copines’, ‘putains’ in French, and ‘hetairas’, ‘courtesans’, ‘companions’, ‘girlfriends’, ‘hookers’ in
English. These two types of ambivalent ethos, often simultaneous or alternating in the same character

through Book 4, correspond to the notice about Alciphron in the FEtymologicum Genuinum'® or his

hypothetical connection to the homonymous author of a philosophical treatise About Ancient Lust'' A
similar ambivalence can be found concerning the social status of these fictional / realistic figures and their
capacity of autonomy, or even empowerment: recent scholarship shows that, in Alciphron’s Letters, Lucian’s
Dialogs of the Courtesans, and several ancient Greek novels, female characters can be sexual agents and

that the active / passive distinction, as most of other binary distinctions, is too simple for this type of sophistic

12
prose.

3 Lavocat [2016].
© Bourriaud [2009].

7 Grand-Clément [2015], especially about the relations of poikilia with the notions of virtuosity, harmony, and
synaesthetic pleasure, all also interesting for Alciphron. Similarly, about the aesthetic and ethical aspects of
poikilia in Longus, see Briand [2006].

8 Hummel [1993], about “I’harmonie paradoxale” and “la fonction cohésive de la disjonction”. See also Briand
[2010].

9 See Kalospyros, “Atticisms vs. Style. Towards a New Critical Edition of Alciphron’s Letters”, paper presented at the
Alciphron Conference, Nice, 2016. Book 4 is known as the most Atticist, at least for the vocabulary. See also
Schmitz [2004] and Vox [2013a].

10

Etymologicum Genuinum o. 1263 Lasserre-Libadaros (moQd ¢pOOLV . . . ®atd 1000000V THS o EMTACEMS %O
mheovaou ML TOD 0 AoELYOlVELY).

1 TTel mahatog ToudMs. See Anderson [1997: 2189].

12 Funke [2012] is particularly inspiring on these questions of gender, sexuality, and female agency, in Alciphron and

Longus.
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This ethical and social complexity has esthetical consequences, viz. concerning the contradictory

purposes of fictional letters as a genre, in imperial Antiquity.13 In this respect this study focuses on a notion
which might help to appreciate what Alciphron’s “ambivalent post-modernity” could be: poikilia, as a
formal, thematic, pragmatic, and cultural characteristic of this kind of text, typical for the Second
Sophistic and aiming at Atticism. In some exemplary letters, the analysis will focus on interacting
levels, which Alciphron intertwines, with tenuous and dynamic, as well as virtuoso and reflexive, effects:

- stylistic level: intense synaesthesia, associating visual, aural, and kinaesthetic notations;
association of enargeia, poikilia, saphéneia, in semantic, syntactic, and rhythmical terms . ..

- generic and thematic level: transgenericity and hybridization, esp. of pastoral and erotic
references or new comedy and pseudo-‘self-writing’; mixing of low and high or sublime and vulgar
manners, and of corporal, sexual, affective, ethical, social, and metaliterary themes . . .

- pragmatic level: polyphonies, irony, humour, pastiche, parody; implicit metafiction and simulated
autofiction; autoreferentiality and pseudo-spontaneity; realism and artificiality . . .

- reception level: complementarity and simultaneity of immersive (spectacular and ‘popular’) and
critical (sophistic and ‘literate’) readership; active reception, both ludic and interpretative, and
consistent with the experimental nature of the writing . . .

This dialectic relation of structure and movement, coherence and vividness, and variety or
contrast and clarity or precision, can be illustrated by the concept of tensegrity, which, coming from
architecture and applied to biology or aesthetics, designates the ability of a structure to stabilize itself by
means of tensed and compressed elements distributing and balancing the mechanical constraints in the

whole sys‘u::m.14 In this perspective, Book 4 of Alciphron’s Letters is a complex and vivid structure, like
all its components, filled with variety, intensity, and clarity, which 1is intrinsically and cohesively
creative. Some case studies hopefully argue for this judgement about a group of texts which really form an
artistic work of literature: letters 2 (Glycera to Bacchis), 7 (Thais to Euthydemeus), 14 (Megara to Bacchis),

18 (Ménander to Glycera) and 19 (Glycera to Menander).15

Letters 4.2 and 7
The first example (I'Avképa Bakyidt, 4.2) is short enough to be quoted in its entirety:

‘O Mévavdgog nyu)v gmi v TOV ToBuimv Béav eig v KoguvBov élOetv fefotintar éuoi piv
0V xaTd VOUV- oldag Y@ OoldV £0TIV £QO6TOD TOVTOU xal Paydv votsgnoou, xQ0OvOoV-
amoteémey & olx quv ;] WoAhdaxis Gmodnuetv eimBoTa. 00 dmmg [2] alrov Jw.gsyyvqom
uélhovta ermdnufoew o, 00d drmg m], povAduevov attov Oﬂzovéaoﬁnvm VO 60D, ®AHO0L TV
dégevy (bL}\.O‘[?L]/tLOW todT0 hoyiouar oido Yoo TV oboov Wuiv érareeiav [3] meoc dAlhhac:
dédowxa 8¢, @ PLhtarn, ov (6¢) tooOVTOV—YOMNOTOTEQW YA 110€L éxonoar Tod Plov—Jdoov
OUVTOV Exelvov. £QuTnOg Yde £ott dayovimwg, xal Baxyidog o0vd’ av tdv [4] oxvOgwmotdTwy
TG ATOOYOLTO. TO pev Yae doxelv abTov 0vx Ehattov ToD 6ol &viuyelv §| Tov Tobulwv Evenev
™V amodfunowv  memotjobar, oV  mAvv meiBouon. iowmg aitidon pe TS  Vmoylag.
ovyyivmone 8¢ taic fratoixais, ® ¢UhTATY, Z;nkowmatg ¢ym & ov J'IZ(X,Q(I Hureov  (av)
Nyoixnv Mevdvdgov dlopaQtely €0aotod. [5] dAAmg TE %AV poL ®ViouOg TS 1) TEOS AVTOV i
owadopa  yévnror, Oenoel pe €m THG OoxMVic VO Xeéuntdg Twvog i) Pewdvhov mrehg

Lowdopetabat. ¢av & émavéhOn pou olog Gyeto, oMV eleopai sou doLv. £00000.'°

13
14

See Gibson and Morrison [2007], Koénig [2007] and Hodkinson [2007].
D’Alessio [2011]. This tension is also related to the dialectic of “order and disorder”, as A. Morrison applies it to

Alciphron, in his study of the general structure of the collection and of the relations between individual letters. 15 The
Greek text quoted here is Granholm [2012], as well as the English translation, completed by Benner-Fobes
[1949] and the French translation by Ozanam [1999].
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On the stylistic level, this “miniature”’’ combines poikilia and Atticism, as well as complexity and
fluidity, and exemplifies a so-called middle style, with remarkable qualities of asteia and sapheneia and some
controlled enargeia. A good example of these stylistic features is the general layout of the letter: on
one side, correlative structures and binary constructions, intertwined with interpolated clauses, parentheses,
apostrophes; on the other side a formal device of interlocution, sometimes adjusted to binary sets of syntax,
sometimes deviating from it, as a result of an explicit ternary personal system in [/you/he, i.e.
Glycera/Bacchis/Menander, in symmetric relation to letters 4.18 and 19, and one we, i.e. the female author
and recipient of the letter, as friends. The pragmatic functioning of the text has other noticeable traits: precise
negative constructions, contributing to an effect of cheerful distance between the speaker, her text,
and interlocutor; hypothetic or restrictive modalisations, particularly in adverbial subjunctive or
optative clauses and adverbs suggesting uncertainty, doubt, nuances; and series of ring effects, on an
internal level (viz. “you know” [§ 1] vs. “I am aware of” [§ 2]; “my dearest” [§ 3 and 4]; “if there is a
quarrel between us” [§ 5] vs. “if he comes back to me” [§ 5]) and for the general formatting of the text (“I
don’t like it; for you know how itis...” [§ 1] vs. “T’ll be very grateful to you” [§ 5]).

On the generic and ethical level, both concerning the oratory ethos this discourse performs and
the moral and social implications of its fictional utterance, we may notice:

- effects of orality, mediated by a fictive epistolarity, which implies spatial and temporal distance, as in a
written theatrical monologue, and associated with the benevolent and cautious illocutionary intentions
of Glycera towards her lover Menander and friend Bacchis.

- restrained humour, particularly based on implicit metafictionality and ethical reflexion (“not even the
gloomiest philosopher could keep his hands off Bacchis”, § 3-4). The courtesan herself is a
nuanced moralist, who perfectly knows and expresses the uncertainties of love and desire, with all
the delicate and contrasted emotions it entails.

- lastly, in addition, the expertise Glycera and Bacchis are sharing about new comedy and its typical
characters, viz. courtesans (“I will have to endure being bitterly ridiculed on the stage by some
Chremes or Pheidylus”, § 5).

This ambiguous and serio-comic reflexivity appears at a superior level, in a ring effect associating § 2-3 (“I'm
aware of the companionship (hetairia) that exists between us”) and § 4 (“please forgive the jealousy of a
courtesan, my dearest”). The structural, generic, and pragmatic poikilia supports the manifestation of a
moral and social poikilia, expressing the precariousness of an uncertain destiny and fragile position: Glycera
and Bacchis deserve their denomination hetairai for several reasons, as ‘friends, enjoying complicity and
possible rivalry, and as ‘courtesans’, in other words perfectly literate prostitutes.

16 In the Greek text, expressions and words most useful for the commentary are in bold print. Here follows

Granholm’s translation: “Our Menander has decided to go to the Isthmian games in Corinth. I don’t like it; for you
know how it is to lack such a lover even for a short while. But I couldn’t talk him out of it since he’s not in the habit
of often going abroad. [2] I don’t know how to entrust him to you when he intends to come for a visit, nor how not
to when he himself hopes to be courted by you, and I reckon this will give me honour as well. For I'm aware of the
companionship that exists between us; I don’t fear you, my dearest, as much as I fear [3] him, for you have a more
honest character than lifestyle. But he’s divinely passionate, and not even the gloomiest philosopher could keep his
hands off Bacchis. The rumour that he has made the trip no less in order to meet you than [4] for the Isthmian games,
I don’t find very credible. Perhaps you’ll accuse me of being suspicious; please forgive the jealousy of a courtesan,
my dearest. But T woutd not think it a small matter to be deprived of Menander as my lover. Especially if there
is a quarrel between us or a [5] disagreement arises, | will have to endure being bitterly ridiculed on the stage by
some Chremes or Pheidylus. But if he comes back to me the same as he went away, I’ll be very grateful to you.
Farewell.”

17 I borrow this label from Anderson [1997].
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Our second example (Odig EVOvdNuw, 4.7) is slightly longer and refers to Xenophon, Memorabilia
1.2.23, and the eponymous dialogue of Plato, Euthydemus:

'EE o0 ¢pLhocodeiv émevinoag, oeuvog Tig £yEVou %al TAg Opedg DMEQ TOVS %EOTAPOVS EMNQOC.
eita oyfipa Exov xol BPAISLov petd yelpag eig TV Anadnuiav cofeig, Thv 8¢ Nuetégav oixiav mg
o0dE IdmV mEdTEQOV TaEéQYN. [2] Endvng EvO0dNuE: 0% 0idag oidg 0TV 6 GoPLoTiS 0VTOg
0 £onv0QmmaxOS kol TOVS BovpaoTovs TolToug deElv TEOS Vuag Adyous; GAN éuol pev
TEGYHOTO TOOOE 0TIV OlEL EOvog £€E oL mapéyel Povhduevog Evruyely, mpoo—[3] ¢pOeipeTal &2
‘EQmuAAidt T Meydoag dfoq; TOTE v odV adTOV o0 mEoouumy- o8 yao meguBdilovoa
woy6oBar paAhov EBRovAoumv 1] TO TaEO TAVIOV GOPLETAOV Yoveiov: émel 8¢ o AMOTEETMELV
£owe TG ped MudvV ocvvnbeiog, VmodEEouaL aDTOV ®al, €l foOAeL, TOV dLOGAOHAAOV TOVTOVE TOV
purooyvvoarov emdelEw ool vurtdg olx [4] dpxroluevov tails ouvviBeowv Ndovais. Afjeos TodTd
gior %ol TOPOg xoi £oyohdPeie pepaxiov, @ avonte. oier O dwndéoew Eraipas
GOPLOTIV; TOCODVTOV i6mS OGOV OV dd TOV aVTAV Exdtegor meibewv, el €v ye audotégolg
téhog moxetTaL TO Aofeiv. mOoE O¢ duelvoug nMuelg xal evoeféotegar o Aéyouev Beovg oUx
elvar, aMO motebouev [5] ouviovor toig ggaotalg &t Gphodow Mudg ovd  &Eoduev
adelpaic xai pnredol piyvvobal tovg Gvdpag, GAN o0d¢ yuvauEiv dlhotoiong. e um dT
Tag vepéhag OmOOev elev xal TAG AtdHovg Omotal dyvooluev, dud TovTo fTTrovg [6] doxoduéy
GOL TAV GOPLETMV. X0l AT TOQEA TOUTOLS €0 OAax0 %ol oMol dielheyuatl. ovdE eig Eraipa
oL@V TVEAVVIdOS OvElQOTOLEl %ol oTaoLALEL TG %OWA, AANG omdoog TOV EwOLVOV nal
uebuobelg eic doav Toltnv 1) tetdotnv Neeuet. maudeopev 0¢ ov yelpov Muels tovg [7] véoug.
¢mel oOynowov, & Pollel, Acmaciov v £raigav xoi Zwxdtnv TOV COPLOTAV, %Ol
oTEQOS Guelwvov oaUT@OV Eémaidevoev Avogag Adyloor TG uev yoo Oyer pobninv [8]
ITeguxiéa, tod d¢ Kortiov. natdpfore v pweiov tadtny xai dndiov, 0 éuog £égwg EvO0dINue—
ol mEEMEL orVOPMMOIG £IVOL TOLOVTOLS dupuaolL—xol mEOS TNV £Qwuévny Nre TNV £0vToD olog
egmovelBv  amd Avxelov mOMAXLS TOV OQDTA ATOVYHDOHEVOG, (VO pIrQO HRQULTAANOAVTES
¢modelEmpueda AAMAOLS TO nOAOV TENOG TG NOOVIG. ®ol 60l VIV pdMoeTa davovudl 6odi). ov
poxov didwowv 0 dailpwv yxedvov Ttod Tfv: un A&Bng todtov eig aiviypato noal Afoovg
avalooags. £0Ewoo.

Ever since you got into your head to study philosophy you’ve become a solemn kind of guy with your
eyebrows raised to the top of your head. Then you stroll to the Academy with a pompous appearance and
with a booklet in your hands, and walk by my house like you’d never seen it before. You have lost your
mind, Euthydemus! Don’t you [2] know what sort of person this sophist is who takes on a severe look
as he delivers these wonderful discourses to you? How long do you think he has been pestering me
for a rendezvous while he’s corrupting himself with Herpyllis, [3] the maid of Megara? Then I didn’t
accept him, for I wanted to sleep embracing you rather than the gold from all sophists together. But
since he seems to be turning you away from our intercourse, I’ll welcome him and show you, if you
like, that this misogynist teacher isn’t satisfied with the normal nightly pleasures. This is just nonsense
and [4] humbug and profit-making off boys, you fool! Do you think a sophist is any different from a
courtesan? Maybe in so far as they don’t persuade by the same means, but they certainly both have
one and the same goal: gain. How much better and pious we are, though! We don’t say there are no
gods, but we do believe our lovers when they swear they love us. Nor do we think that it’s right for
men to have sex [5] with their sisters and mothers, or even with other men’s wives. But perhaps we
seem inferior to the sophists because we don’t know where the clouds come from or what the atoms are
like. 1, too, have spent some time with these [6] sophists and discussed with many of them. No one who
spends time with a courtesan dreams of tyrannies and revolting against the state; on the contrary,
having drained his morning beaker he rests in his drunken stupor until the third or fourth hour. We are
no worse at educating the youth! For compare, if you like, Aspasial the courtesan and [7] Socrates the
sophist, and judge which one of them educated men better. You will see that Pericles was her pupil
and Critias his. Give up this foolishness and [8] unpleasantness, Euthydemus, my love—it doesn’t
become such eyes to be sullen—and come to your lover as you often did having returned from the
Lyceum and wiping off the sweat, so that we may get a little drunk and show each other the sweet goal
of pleasure! And to you I will now appear most wise. The deity doesn’t give us a long time to live; make
sure you don’t waste it on riddles and nonsense! Farewell.

The stylistic poikilia of this letter is as outstanding as in the previous text, maybe flavoured with
a more Demosthenian than Lysiac Atticism. I will not specify the details of its properly syntactic and
rhythmical structures, but it is possible to mention some other features, typical of a somewhat longer text:
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- the marked variety of tones and phrase types, e.g. interrogations (§ 2 and 4), exclamations
and imperatives (with or without apostrophes and vocatives, § 2, 4 and 8§, i.e. at the beginning and
end of the letter, again as in a ring structure).

- the general composition, based on similes and repetitions with variation of formal and thematic
devices, especially in the central part (§ 4-7), when Thais compares courtesans and sophists /
philosophers, in a rhetoric exercise which abounds in ethical issues, like piety, good education,
political positions towards tyranny, sedition, and classical democracy. This argument relies on a
main inversion, far from humourless, between the notional couples of sexuality / philosophy and
pleasure / self-control: the ‘courtesan’ is a kind of philosopher, also capable of Atticist pleas
and dialectic reflexion.

On a pragmatic level, the philosophic courtesan is a burlesque and edifying figure, in line with the
spoudogeloion style of Lucian’s dialogues. The letter is vividly polyphonic and this dialogism is pleasantly
staged by means of a fundamental paradox: the fictitious prostitute here represents the genuine culture,
both highly literate and enjoyable, artificial and emotional, which Alciphron intends to show off, in an idealized
picture of classical Athens. In the references to Aspasia and Socrates, as well as to Pericles and Critias, who
was a disciple of Socrates and one of the Thirty Tyrants, some effects of historical realism are being used,
like in Lucian again, for a potentially anti-Socratic or anti-Platonic argumentation: the fictional letter of
a courtesan is a literary bravura piece, but it also purports to unmask false philosophers, by denouncing their
ostentatious enigmaticity and hypocritical rejection of truphe. The poikilia makes this text a fine stylistic
exercise, but it also puts into place a subversive apparatus: thanks to these paradoxically serio-comic
variations, the letter becomes satiric, in an elegant way. The hetaira is the ‘girlfriend’ and ‘companion’ of a
sophisticated philosopher, but she is a philosopher herself, to some degree a more authentic one: a kind of
Second Sophistic Lysistrata, who writes more than she speaks and smiles more than she inveighs against,
with efficient and firm irony. So in § 4:

This is just nonsense and humbug and profit-making off boys, you fool! Do you think a sophist is
any different from a courtesan? Maybe in so far as they don’t persuade by the same means, but they
certainly both have one and the same goal: gain.

Letter 4.14

Addressing the same recipient as our precedent example, that is an honest and moderate courtesan, letter
4.14 (Megara to Bacchis) presents a radically different ethos. According to Ozanam, Megara, far from
being interested in sophistic and philosophy, is a “prostituée infame, qui ricane méchamment avec ses

amies et dépouille ses amants.”'> And thanks for instance to the personality of the addressee, Bacchis, the
ethical and compositional poikilia we observed in previous letters spreads out over the whole collection, in
polyphonic contrasts and ambivalences: each text echoes others, through skilful variations. It is neither
necessary nor really possible at this stage to distinguish stylistic, pragmatic, and thematic levels of
poikilia. The general composition is classical, especially in the exordium (§ 1-2) and peroration (§ 8): these
parts are colourful, but in a measured way and mainly organized as an interlocution between I/we and you.
This is only the frame of a discourse which otherwise becomes directly comic and familiar, if not
vulgar. In the introduction, Megara polemically draws a distinction between herself and her friends,
identified as philai “friends” and pornai “prostitutes”, not as hetairai ~ “companions/courtesans”, and  her
addressee, whom she blames for her wise behaviour:

18 5 zanam [1999].
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ol uovn €pootig Yvéyovev, OV ¢lhels oltwg dote undE daxopf mwg avtod OwalevyBfvor
dlUvacBar. [...] ocbPowv yéyovag oV xnal GpLhels TOv €aotiyv, poxraglio thg evPnuiag: Nuelg 0¢
moQvaL ®ol axdlaotol. (4.14.1-2)

Only you have a lover whom you love so much that you can’t be separated from him even for a
moment. [. . .] You’ve become virtuous and are in love with your lover, congratulations on that
reputation! We, on the other hand, are shameless whores.

The conclusion is simpler and vigorously injunctive:

‘Onwg & fiEes pégovoa unmiov xai ®0QdAMov #al TOV 0OV Adwviv dv vV meQupiyels: uetd
YOO TOV €QAOTMV RQOLTOATNOOUEV. EQQWaO. (4.14.7-8)

See to it that you come bringing a little garden, a doll and your Adonis whom you’re now fondling, for
we are going to carouse with our lovers. Farewell.

But for the reader, all that functions as an indirect praise of Bacchis, who is despised by a despicable
character, just as she was praised by Glycera, in letter 4 2, admittedly with some ambiguity.

However, the whole central development (§ 3-7) is anything but Atticist, on the discursive as
well as ethical level. The hetairai, whose name list we can read in § 2, are shameless revellers (esp. § 4-5)
and their feasting is excessively luxurious:

Olov Nudv &yéveto 1O ouumdolov—Ti Yo ovy dyoual cov Tig naediag;—dowv yagitwv

AN 0ES. MOOL oM pOTO TOTOG €iG AAERTQUOVIOV MOAG uQO. oTédavoL Teaynuata (4.14.3)

What a drinking party we had—why shouldn’t I make you regretful?—full of great delights! Songs,
jokes, drinking till cockcrow, perfumes, garlands and sweetmeats

And the climax of this decadent party is a buttocks contest, i.e. a radically subverted classical, if not
philosophical, symposium:

To yobv mhelotnv Nulv magaorevdoav TéQYLv, dewvi] Tig pLhovewrio roatéoyxe Oouaiiida xral
Mugoivnv UmeQ TG muYTg ToTéEa ®EeltTm nal amahwtégav émdelEel. (4.14.4)

But what gave us the most delight was that a fierce quarrel arose between Thryallis and Myrrhine
concerning which of them had the most beautiful and smooth buttocks.

Both rivals compete above all with suggestive “movements of (their) buttocks” and erotic sighs,
and the winner, Thryallis, “outdid Myrrhine in shamelessness” (tf) GxoAlaolg magevdoniunoev avTiy, §
5) because she decided to “battle” completely naked:

Ol vyap O magametaoudtwy &yd” ¢noiv  “aywvicopar, o0& dxmlouévy, 4N
olov &V YUUVIR® . . . (4.14.5)

‘I shall not compete behind curtains’, she said, ‘nor play coy, but as in a gymnastic contest . . .’

The effects of visual, aural, and kinaesthetic, or even tactile poikilia and enargeia intertwine in
dialogic diffractions, especially in inserted dialogues and reflexive parentheses, combined plays of rhythm
and other sensorial notations, very diverse syntactic structures, from interjections to long periods, and
diverse tones, combining eroticism and agonistic utterances and gestures, humour and immersive
spectacularity: the whole thing is an ekphrasis, i.e. a sophisticated literary exercise, parodically reshaping
novelistic dance scenes, lyric celebrations, and epic or historic duels. In stylistic and ethical terms, a perfect

example of this burlesque poikilia can be found in § 5-6:"°

‘1000, oxOmEL TO YEOdua’ ¢noiv ‘Og dxopdg, Mugivn, dg daxnoatov, ®¢ xabagdv, TA
TOQOTOQPUEA TOV ioylwV TavTi, TNV €M TOVG UNEOVS EYRALOLV, TO p1TE VITEQOYROV AVTMOV u1TE
doagrov, Tovg yehoolvoug € nowv: AN’ ob tEéuel, vi) Ala, —8u’ vmopedidoa— ‘dHomeg 1
Mupoivng’. ®al TooodToV ToAuOV £EELQYACATO TS TUYHGS, ®ol Amooav aUTNV UTEQ TV 00dVV
toe nal TNde Momep Qéovoav meQLedivnoev, @®ote davaxgotfjoor wAoog xrol  vixmv
amopvacOar tig OQuaiiidog. €yévovto 08¢ nal mEQLAAAMV ouyxrploels ®ol TeEQL paoTaQimv
ayoveg:

‘there, look carefully at the skin, Myrrhine, how pure, how spotless; look here at the purple lining of the
hips, the slope towards the thighs, which are neither too fat nor too lean, and the dimples at the sides; but,

19 About this scene and its ancient reception, see Funke, “Nostalgic Authority: Alciphron’s Use of Visual Culture”,

paper presented at the Alciphron Conference, Nice, 2016.
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by Zeus, they don’t quiver’—and at the same time she smiled—*like Myrrhine’s’. And then she made her
buttocks quiver so much, and she whirled the whole thing around, to and fro, over her loins, like it was
flowing, so that we all applauded and declared that the victory belonged to Thryallis. There were
also comparisons of hips and breast competitions.

This kind of text implies a dual reception, on the one hand quasi pornographic, and on the other refined
and distanced, which recalls the double simultaneous reception of ancient novels, sophistic and ‘popular’, as
well as entertaining and learned, that is typically post-classical and somehow comparable to some post-
modern novels (like those by Michel Houellebecq or Virginie Despentes), or even pop video-clips.
Alciphron’s poikilia combines the main modalities of kizsch (mass culture and (unintentional) vulgarity, bad

taste) and camp (a dandyism based on conscious kitsch and ‘good taste of bad taste’).20

Letters 4.18 and 19

The last example, at the end of the collection, contrasts with the previous one: it is a more developed,
meta-literary, and dialogic pair of letters which Menander and Glycera are supposed to have
exchanged, 4.18 and 19. An interesting moment in the playwright’s life is reconstructed, in connection with
a suggested third letter from Ptolemy Soter inviting the writer to Alexandria. The anecdote appears in
Pliny the Elder, NH 7.111: “he gets more honour by preferring the cult of literature than the pomp of the
court.”

In letter 4.18, § 7 to 14 are the most typical of Atticist poikilia, for composition, style, vocabulary, or
their spatio-temporal framework, but the whole text is pervaded by this special quality, as fictionally written by
Menander, the Athenian comic author:

- the exordium contains an invocation of the Eleusian divinities and the epilogue is mostly a
eulogy of Menander’s homeland and Dionysian mysteries, addressed to Ptolemy, before a final
pious, melancholic, and loving supplication to Glycera:

U 8¢ éx Tv Alpwv, déouar, TAuxrégov, evBVg metouévn mQEOg Mudg &m TS AoTEaPng
$£QOV. panEOTEQAY 00TV 0VOETOTE EYVIV 0VOE AXALQOTEQAV. ANuNTEQ, Thewg YevoD. (4.18.17)
But you, my little Glycera, please come to me flying on your saddled mule as soon as the harvest festival
is over. I have never seen a longer or more ill-timed festival. Demeter, please forgive me!

- the style of § 4 and 5, about Menander’s relation with the Hellenistic king reminds of Xenophon’s and
Plutarch’s historical, notably biographical, narratives.

- § 6to 11 are structured as a quasi-stoic deliberation on practical ethics and are chock-full of allusions
to the geography of classical Athens (Areopagus, Heliaia, Twelve Gods, Aegina, Lyceum,
Academy, Kerameikos, Agora, Acropolis . . ., “all Greece in Athens, all Ionia, all the Cycladic
Islands”, 6Anv év taic ABfvaig v EALGda, 6y tv Toviav, tog Kuxdddag mdoag, § 11-
12) and to its civic institutions (festivals, processions, courts, elections, theatre, democracy, and
liberty . . .). The poikilia of the passage fluidly variegates phrase types and enunciative modalities,
first in a rather epidictic way, through a developed sequence of so-called rhetorical
questions celebrating Athens’ beauties. This style matches its main theme, like a literary and
historiographical construction intending, with some nostalgia, to praise Hellenism, altogether gone
and extremely present in the culture of Alciphron’s times.

- § 12 to 14 show a more vivid and sentimental style, as they celebrate Glycera’s multiple
qualities, like in the central part of an hymn: here, she is always alluded to by her name and at the third
person. The passage follows a remarkable progression, from

20 Sontag [1966: 275-292]. The expression “good taste of bad taste” (n. 54) refers to Jean Genet, a combination of

sexual fantasy and literary sophistication, as well transgression and classicism, not so far away from
Alciphron’s letter 4.4.
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initial interrogations, which assimilate the loving courtesan ant the city of Athens itself, until a
passionate conclusion:

Kai mog tadt o0xéd Umopelvaoa Tag &uag Admag Oeltar howtdv olite otgatudrog
g€yovoo olte dopudpdoovg olte UAanag: Eym YaQ avTi) eyt wavta. (4.18.14)

And therefore, when she no longer endures my tears she finally begs me, since she has neither soldiers,
spearmen nor guards, for I am everything to her.

This hetaira is not just an erotic partner and has some ethical traits of a regular mistress, life
companion or legitimate wife, to whom her lover promises eternal fidelity to, even till the netherworld, and
he asks her for guidance on a crucial issue; § 2 and 3 could be particularly moving for the addressee:

Kat OUVVEQOCOLUEV arMAoLg nol oVYYNQAOOLUEY, %O, v TOoUg Beovg,
ovvamobdvoyev, Al aioBavouevor, Thuréoa, 6Tl cuvamodviiornouev, iva undetéom Nudv év
Awdou ovyratafain tig THAog, el Tivorv GAhwv 6 owBeig melpdoetal Ayaddmv. (4.18.2-3)

Let us be young together, grow old together and, by the gods, die together, provided we realize that
we’re dying together, Glycera, so that neither of us may become jealous in Hades if the survivor is
going to enjoy further good things.

Glycera was mentioned earlier, with her “girlfriends”, but in Menander’s letter she is no longer just a
hetaira and clearly sets herself apart from her hetairia, above all the one described in letter 14: she turns
almost into an allegory of Atticism and Athens, contrasting with Ptolemy and his too rich, monarchic, and
monumental Egypt.

Letter 19 is Glycera’s answer to Menander: it would deserve a study per se, as a pre-feminist self-
affirmation and the triumph of the hetaira, being here more a companion of her lover than a friend of her
fellow hetairai. The text, typically in middle style, is a model for Atticist argumentation, variegated, clear
and intense, reflexive and qualified, literate and (artistically) spontaneous: this ketaira behaves and writes
like a moderate sophist, somehow equal to her lover, to whom she addresses a letter as well written as the one
she received.

Concerning poikilia, in relation with this unique figure of empowered hetaira, we may insist on some
typical and strategic passages of the text:

- in the first part (§ 1-6), the hetairia is described in a very lively way, as a group of philai but
among them one is outstanding, also from Menander’s point of view, for the quality of her language,

... TOV pihwv fiv oloOa- »al Toed ool £deimvnoe moAAAxrIG ®al Emfvels abTRg TOV EmydELOV
attniopdv. (4.19.1)

... and one of my girlfriends whom you know; she often dined at your house and you praised her local
Attic wit.

And she is fine enough to accompany Glycera’s mother and sister, who are not presented as
mere hetairai either. The following dialogue stages the female group discussing about
Menander’s and Ptolemy’s letters, with a refined and typically Athenian asteia (§ 3-4). And
when Ptolemy seems to have written his invitation with tact and some humour, according to
Glycera “he wanted to tease you (Menander) slightly by insinuation with his Egyptian Attic wit”
(Atoépa O Vmovoldv Alyvmtiols 0éhwv  dttixiopols o dotwBAETewv). The following
argumentation is structured by the contrast between Athens (¢v AOfjvoug, i.e. Menander and
Glycera, with the classical Hellenism the New Comedy represents) and Egypt (¢v Aiyimto, ie.
the rich and powerful Alexandrian monarchy). Being a well-educated Greek courtesan, who
perfectly knows his lover’s dramatic art of

.. .onodool GpLhaQylomwv %l £QMOVIOV %ol e OvVMV ®al ATOTOV ®ol TATEQMV ROl
ViV %ol 0eQamOVTMV ROl TAVTOG évoxnvopatovuévou. (4.19.6)

... listening to the misers, the lovers, the superstitious, the faithless, the fathers, the sons, the servants and
every character that appears on the stage,
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Glycera equals any king in overseas countries, as is evidenced by the quasi-theatrical
transition from the third to the first person:

‘Qv axotoovtal uév, ovx dpovrar O Mévavdoov, el ut) év dotel maed Thuréoq yévowvto xal
™v éunv evdayoviov (dolev, TOV mAvVTN O TO #Aéog avTod MEVavOQov xral VUATWQ %Ol
ued’ Muéoav éuoi meguneiuevov. (4.19.6)

These they will hear, but they will not see Menander, unless they should come to Glycera in town and
see my happiness; the Menander who is known everywhere because of his fame and lies in my arms
night and day.

- in the second part (§ 7-16), Glycera proclaims her love, first by accepting that Menander
travels away and by assuring him she is willing to accompany him bravely wherever he will go,
despite the upheavals of sea navigation:

‘Hyuiv 8¢ BéPata mhvta, xai to dotv ®ai 6 ITelpatevg »al | Alyvmtog. o08&v ywelov NudV Tovg
EomTog oUylL d¢EeTal MATQELS: KAV TETQAY OIXMDUEY, £V 0100 AdPEodioLoV 0TV TO D VoLV MO OEL.
(4.19.10-11)

For us every place is safe, both the town, the Piracus and Egypt. There is no place that will not
receive our complete love; even if we should dwell on a rock, I’m sure our affection would make it a
temple of Aphrodite.

But pursuing with a well-balanced piece of reasoning, which combines passion and good
judgement, she mentions her fears toward Athenian social and political life, often malevolent, and

... TOVg ATTirovg odijrag, oltives doEovtol mavty pe mepifouPelv €Elodoav dg avTov
adnonuévny ths Abnvaimv molemg Tov Thodtov. (4.19.13).

. the Attic wasps who begin to swarm all around me when I go out, as if I had taken away the very
wealth from the city of the Athenians.

Because of this style as well as of the ethical reflexion it stages, Glycera’s ethos appears
to be modest and pious: she avoids giving direct advice to Menander, unless they consult their
“friends, both Theophrastus and Epicurus” (t®v ¢pilov »ai Osododotov xoi Emxoigoou, § 14),
as well as the Delphic oracle and a Phrygian woman, who is “skilled in gastromancy by observing
the tension of the strings at night and by calling up the gods” (yaotgouavtevecOor dewvnv T
TOV OnOQTM®V dlatdoel vortwg xnal T TOV Oedv OelEel, § 15). Moving from Aristotelian
and Epicurian ways of life to spectacular divination, Glycera enhances the compositional poikilia of
the text, since, over a few lines, her style becomes a little less Atticist, though not to the same
degree as in letter 14, when she describes the ritual activities of the Phrygian woman:

Kat yao, og €dr, nat ®dBagolv tiva el mpoteléoal TNV Yuvaind %ol TOQAOKEVAoOL TV T
iepedoal ral MPavotov deeevo %ol OTUQOKRC HOXQOV XOL TEHuOTA GEMVNG %dl T dyQla
dUAa TV Ayvov (4.19.16-17)

As a matter of fact, so she says, the woman has to perform a purifying ceremony first and prepare some
animals to be sacrificed and some strong frankincense and a long stalk of styraxl and moon-shaped
wheat cakes and leaves from a wild chaste-tree.

- the last part, typically epidictic (§ 17-21), fulfils this portrayal of a loving and learned courtesan, who
behaves like a perfect companion, also when she writes in a style similar to Menander’s. Her
love is also a kind of friendship, for instance when she
addresses him as éun ¢uAOTNG, literally “my love/friendship”z.1 After reasserting her superiority
over “all the kings” and celebrating Menander’s respectful love,” Glycera launches herself a long
meta-poetical consideration, which she reinforces with a psychological fiction:

21 N . I , . rr . N N . p s -
Kav oi Pooikels émoteihwor mdvteg, é¢ym mlvtov eipl moQd ool Paclxmtéoa ral eVogfel ool

néxonuar €00otf ol derwv ieg®@v pvipove (4.19.16-17) “Even if all the kings would send you letters I'm still
more regal to you than all of them and in you I have found a dutiful lover who’s also mindful of sacred oaths”.
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‘Evyae Opaoceio xal ToAumed Tig eipt td Mevdvdoou Swaxpivewy ididTic ovoa; G codov Exm cov TOV
fowta xoi TadT eidévor dlvachar ov yao pue €8idatag elduvd yvvaira Taxéws moQ EQMVIOV pavOdvely,
(4.19.19-20)

Am I a bold and daring woman to judge Menander’s plays when I’m only an amateur? But I have a love for you that
is wise and makes me capable of understanding these matters. For you taught me, an attractive woman, to learn
quickly from lovers.

And she concludes by describing herself as a character in one of Menander’s theatre play, the Woman Possessed
by a God,22 this title being the last words of the letter and of the whole collection, just before the final address
£€oowoo “Farewell”. This combination of passion and reason, on the one hand affective and sensorial
involvement, on the other critical distance and ironical restraint, is a key feature of these letters, especially this
last one, and for the ethos of their authors, mainly hetairai, i.e. ‘friends’, as female members of a diverse and
dynamic group, organised along specific social and ethic norms, and fictional and historical lovers, ‘girlfriends’,
of fictional and historical men, with various tempers and statuses. The conclusion closes well Alciphron’s collection,
which continually oscillates between fiction and history, eroticism and sophistic, comedy and ethics. And this
oscillation results from an efficient poikilia, simultaneously or consecutively associating different types of
hetairai, with various styles, spectacular and discursive pragmatics, or social and psychological features.

Epilogue. Polysemous hetairia, multi-layered poikilia, paradoxical and dynamic designs

Hopefully this short study has shown that, in the Book 4 of Alciphron’s Letters, various types of poikilia, especially in
stylistic or ethical terms, characterise, on the one hand, particular sections of the text or specific letters, on a micro-level,
and some fictional authors, and, on the other hand, on a macro-level, the relations between different letters and authors or
addressees, as well as the general structure of the collection. This somehow sophistic argument of variation and
variety being a factor of cohesion and cohesiveness fits well what we may imagine of Alciphron’s rhetoric and artistic
culture, in the context of Second Sophistic and (necessarily post-classical) Atticism. It seems that humour, paradox,
and contradiction intensify this typical dynamics of movement and structural order.

Concerning what could be suitable criteria of literariness and artistry, the particular perspective presented here has been
related with the notion of tensegrity, in the introduction. It can also be connected, as a secondary literature, with the practice

of ‘montage’,23 as it may characterise visual (from cinema or video to sculpture, painting, or ‘installation’) or
performing (especially theatre and dance) arts. Alciphron’s Letters, especially Book 4, are a work of art, based on a process
of ‘montage’, thanks to (and not in spite of) their deliberately extreme variety.

22 She also humorously mentions “Thais or The Hated Man or The Braggart or The Arbitrators or The Girl who Gets
Slapped or The Man from Sicyon or whatever it might be” (4.19.19).

23 In English, this notion can be translated through different concepts: (film) editing, assembly, arrangement, structuring,
assembly . . . About ‘montage’ in ancient commentaries of classical literature (esp. Pindar), see Briand [forthcoming
2017a), and in the Odyssey as well as in its modern reception, Briand [2016]. See also Degenéve and Santi [2014].
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