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A SCHOOL ANCIENT GREEK EPIC PARODY 
FROM KELLIS 

The texts of ancient Greek epic parody are relatively few; most of them 
are preserved in quotations by later authors and in the papyrus fragments.1 
The most notable recent increase of interest to Greek parody was due 
not only to the foregrounding of different forms of literary subversion in 
(post-)modern literary theory, but also, and much more crucially, to the 
growing number of available pertinent texts, especially after the publication 
of fragmentary epic parodies in the Supplementum Hellenisticum and 
after the editions of Matro of Pitane and of Archestratus by D. Olson 
and A. Sens.2 These publications led to a number of stimulating critical 
discussions, among which one could particularly single out the studies 
of Greek epic parody by F. Condello, successively published as a series 
of Matroniana.3 The only monograph to date that discusses the majority 
of the relevant texts is R. B. Cebrián’s Comic Epic and Parodies of Epic: 
Literature for Youth and Children in Ancient Greece (Zürich – New York 
2008). But despite the seemingly comprehensive claim inherent in its 
title, even this book is far from achieving the goal. It does not include 
for instance the miniature codices from Kellis of the 4th c. AD recently 
published by C. A. Hope and K. A. Worp and containing an anonymous 
fragment of Homeric paraphrase or parody.4

There are still many interpretive questions concerning this obscure 
fragment, some of which I will address in my article. I intend to prove that 

1 The edition by P. Brandt (Brandt 1888) consists of Batrachomyomachia, Hip-
ponax Ephesius, Hegemo Thasius, Euboeus Parius, Matro Pitaneus’ Symposium 
Atticum, incertorum fragmenta, fragmenta dubia, and Archestratus Gelensis’ 
Hedypatheia (the genre of Archestratus’ poem is, in fact, uncertain; its belonging to 
parody is questionable). The list of epic parody remnants was augmented with the help 
of the papyrus fragments of The Weasel and Mouse War published by H. S. Schibli 
(Schibli 1983, 1–25).

2  Lloyd-Jones, Parsons 1983; Olson, Sens 1999; 2000. 
3  Condello 2002, 133–150; 2005, 449–467.
4 Hope, Worp 2006, 226–258 (photos of tablets are attached to the publication).
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this text contains some obvious features of Homeric parody of gastronomic 
character, such as a symposium, a m£geiroj, a cooked rooster etc., which 
are not mentioned by C. A. Hope and K. A. Worp. In my opinion, this 
text serves as a testimony that gastronomic epic parody still existed in 
the early Christian time while obtaining new features (e. g., the words 
“Pater Zeus, give us bread…” could be interpreted as an allusion to “Pater 
noster”).5 

In this article I discuss the text from Kellis trying to determinate its 
grammatical, literary, and social aspects, and giving a line-by-line com-
mentary to it in addition to the short commentary by Klaas A. Worp.

The two miniature wooden codices were found in Kellis (modern 
Ismant el-Kharab) in 2002. One of them consists of four wooden boards 
(h. = 8 cm, w. = 5,5 cm, th. = 0,4–0,5 cm) with 15 hexameters each divided 
into two lines; another mini-codex consists of three Greek division tablets 
containing a list of Greek verbs and mathematical calculations. Worp 
suggests that “the handwriting should be dated to the middle of the fourth 
century, i. e. between 325–375”.6 

Ismant el-Kharab is situated in Egypt’s Western Desert, at the Dakhleh 
Oasis, its name means Ismant-the-Ruined as it had been actually destroyed 
in 4th c. AD, and has not been built over since.  The site contained a pagan 
temple of Tutu, Neith and Tapshay, and two church-like buildings, one of 
which may have been a Manichaean temple.  Excavations of ruins in Kellis 
by Monash University, Melbourne, were held since 1986.7 

The temple could have been destroyed in the late fourth century, after 
the year 391, when imperator Theodosius edited a decree permitting to 
destroy pagan temples, and when Christians ruined the famous temple of 
Serapis in Alexandria.

The mini-codices were found within the territory of the temple. Hope 
points out that a part of the temple was re-used for the local school:8 
“From a fourth century re-use of Shrine III (Area D/4) came various pens, 
ostraka and fragments from inscribed boards that point to it functioning as 
a scriptorium, possibly coincident with the end of the temple as a place of 
worship. Amongst the texts were two identifi ed as school exercises”.

5 Hope, Worp 2006, 247.
6 Hope, Worp 2006, 238.
7 Kaper 1991, 59–67; “The texts found at Kellis in the Dakhleh Oasis”, http://

www.tertullian.org/rpearse/manuscripts/kellis.htm 7.03.2014.
8 Hope, Worp 2006, 232.
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The text according to Worp’s transliteration:9

 1  t¾n p£roj ÑkriÒenti l…qwn / muloeidša p£mpan
 2  laofÒron qalero‹si d' ¢n/šmbaton a„zho‹sin
 3  lei»naj ™pštasse fil…ppi/oj ‡cnesi laîn:
 4  ka… min Ðmîj nux…n te / kaˆ ¼masi p£ntej ÐmartÍ
 5  ¥tromon ‡cnoj œcon/tej ™pist…bousi pÒdessi.
 6  ¢ll¦ ™p' ¥llaj ¥nasse / sÝn ¢rtšmesin tekšessi
 7  ™j p£trhn pempq‹si / tÕn ¢o…dimon ¹gemonÁa.
 8  ìj e„pën pulšwn ™xšssuto / leukÕj ¢lšktwr
 9  tù d' ¤m' 'Alšxandroj pi£saj par/šdwke mage…rJ
10  Ð d� m£geiroj ˜y»saj kaˆ geus£/menoj œlegen “crhstÒn!
11 Trîej kaˆ LÚkioi kaˆ D£rdanoi, / deàt' ™pˆ de‹pnon:
12 ¢nšrej œste, f…loi, mn»sasqe d� / m£ppan ™negke‹n.
13 a„sq…ete p£ntej ka… moi katal…/yate Ñstoàn.
14 Zeà p£ter, À ¥rton moi dÕj / À tur…on ÑptÕn
15 À aÙtÕn basilÁa polustafÚ/loio plakoànta”.

Line 10 is unmetrical; lines 6, 7, 11, 13, 14 contain metrical fl aws. 

Translation by Worp:
After smoothing the road that was aforetime millstone-like through 

rocky stone and inaccessible for the stout and sturdy people he, the horse 
loving (or: Philippios?), spread it for the footsteps of the soldiers (or: 
of the people). And days and nights alike all trample upon it with their 
feet, having a fearless foot. But rule – with your children, sent – safe and 
sound – to the fatherland, (to) the renowned commander (or: guide). 

After having spoken these words the white cock dashed out of the 
gate. But Alexander immediately grabbed it and gave it to a cook. And the 
cook, after having boiled and tasted it, said: “It’s nice! Trojans, Lycians and 
Dardanoi, come here for the meal! Be men, friends, but do not forget to bring 
a napkin with you. All of you must eat and leave me the bone. Father Zeus, 
give me bread, or a toasted cheese, or the king himself: cake of Grape-rich!”

Commentary10

The text is obviously divided into two parts, the fi rst of which is a 
speech of a cock about the road (1–7), and the second contains the words 
of the cook about the feast (8–15). The fi rst speech is zany, but the exact 
sense escapes us without more extent context.

9 Hope, Worp 2006, 238–239.
10 In the commentary I note versus similes Homerici and Homeric patterns which 

were missed by Worp.
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Vv. 1–3. I presume that fil…ppioj means F…lippoj or a son of Philipp 
according to papyrus and some inscriptions where fil…ppioj / Fil…p peioj 
are attested.11 

The subject matter of the fi rst cock’s speech is the construction of a 
road. If fil…ppioj is a hint to one of the Philipps, kings of Macedonia, the 
most famous road that crossed Macedonia was the Roman military road via 
Egnatia which connected Illyria, Macedonia and Thrace. It was mentioned 
by Polybius (34. 12. 2a. 2; 6. 2), and six times by Strabo (7. 7. 4. 3; 8. 40; 
7a. 1. 10. 10 etc.) who called the fi rst part of it Candavium. Unfortunately 
we don’t know exactly who commenced the construction of via Egnatia, 
its origin is “almost totally in the dark”.12 

V. 5. The form ¥tromon occurs in Homer in the same sedes (Il. 5. 126; 
17. 157).

Vv. 6–7. Worp wrote that the interpretation of verses 6–7 was “a matter 
of non liquet”.13 He gave an approximate translation omitting ™p' ¥llaj: 
“But rule – with your children, sent – safe and sound – to the fatherland, 
(to) the renowned commander (or: guide)”. 

As a matter of fact, in this line there are metrical, prosodic, syntactical 
and, subsequently, semantic inconsistencies. It is not entirely clear what 
are subject and object of ¥nasse. The verb ¢n£ssein, according to LSJ, 
occurs with dative, genitive or prepositions (but not with ™p… as here). 
Thus, the reference of tÕn ¢o…dimon ¹gemonÁa is under the question. 
I rather agree with Worp to “take tÕn ¢o…dimon ¹gemonÁa as a further 
epexegesis”14 of ™j p£trhn.

An adjective ¢o…dimoj “subject of song” occurs in Homer only at Il. 
6. 358 – in the famous words of Helena to Hector about Alexander and her 
future fate – where ¢o…dimoj is to be interpreted rather in malam partem: 
“notorious, infamous” (Il. 6. 356–358):

 
e†nek' ™me‹o kunÕj kaˆ 'Alex£ndrou ›nek' ¥thj, 
oŒsin ™pˆ ZeÝj qÁke kakÕn mÒron, æj kaˆ Ñp…ssw 
¢nqrèpoisi pelèmeq' ¢o…dimoi ™ssomšnoisi. 

11 PLond 7. 2024 r 2; IG VII 243013; IG IX, 2, 51766; ibid. 234 col. II100; SEG 26 
(1976), 67222. According to the LSJ, in the literary texts Φιλίππειος means of Philipp; 
Φιλίππιον is a dim. of Φίλιππος .

12 Smith 1857, 1297. Justin (3rd cent. AD) does not mention this road in his 
Epitome of the Philippic History of Pompeius Trogus.

13 Hope, Worp 2006, 240–241.
14 Hope, Worp 2006, 241.
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The expression sÝn ¢rtemšsin tekšessi (v. 6) can be compared to: 
¢mÚmona d' o‡koi ¥koitin / nost»saj eÛroimi sÝn ¢rtemšessi f… loi-
sin (Od. 13. 43). The word tekšessi occurs in the same sedes in Il. 4. 162; 
Od. 14. 244.

 Thus, vs. 6–7 can be cautiously interpreted as “rule (or: he ruled, 
imperf.) other lands (not ours) with your (or: his) safe descendants sent 
(returning?) to the fatherland to (or: of) the famous (or: infamous) leader 
(guide?)”. This sounds almost senseless. The verses are corrupted, perhaps 
their meaning was: “being famous (or: infamous) leader rule other lands 
(not ours) with your safe descendants sent (returning?) to the fatherland”.

Vv. 8–9. The Homeric phrase Il. 7. 115 has been picked up in the parody 
“After having spoken these words the white cock dashed out of the gate. 
But Alexander immediately grabbed it and gave it to a cook”.

•Wj e„pën pulšwn ™xšssuto fa…dimoj “Ektwr,
tù d' ¤m' 'Alšxandroj k…' ¢delfeÒj: ™n d' ¥ra qumù
¢mfÒteroi mšmasan polem…zein ºd� m£cesqai.

Worp wrote: “Of course, the metrical value of leukÕj ¢lšktwr is 
equivalent to that of fa…dimoj “Ektwr”.16 Besides, we note that the main 
point of this pun is paronomasia “Ektwr – ¢lšktwr, and synonymic 
leukÕj for fa…dimoj. 

One can suppose that the author of this parody had prae se the end of 
the 6th (vv. 356–358) and the very beginning of the 7th songs of the Iliad. 

The rashly murdered white cock of parody could bring the additional 
association with the Pythagorean prohibition to sacrifi ce a white cock 
(which was popular in antiquity),17 and moreover with Lucian’s speaking 
cock who had been Pythagoras himself in one of his previous lives 
(Somnium s. gallus [XLV]).

Cf. Diog. La. 8. 34: 

fhsˆ d' 'Aristotšlhj ™n tù Perˆ tîn Puqagore…wn paraggšllein 
aÙtÕn … 'AlektruÒnoj m¾ ¤ptesqai leukoà, Óti ƒerÕj toà MhnÕj 
kaˆ ƒkšthj: tÕ d' Ãn tîn ¢gaqîn tù te Mhnˆ ƒerÒj: shma…nei g¦r t¦j 
éraj.

It is curious whether the pupils of provincial Kellis could know about 
Pythagoras and his acusmas. The school’s wooden tablet of 3rd–4th cc. AD, 

15 In Worp 2006, 241 read Il. 7. 1 instead of Il. 6. 1.
16 Hope, Worp 2006, 241.
17 Zhmud 2012, 171.
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found in Egypt, containing a complete declension of a chria about Pytha-
goras who became a grammar teacher and used to advise his pupils to 
abstain from (the word) ™na…monej,18 proves that they could.

V. 10. Ð d� m£geiroj ˜y»saj kaˆ geus£menoj œlegen “crhstÒn!”
The verse has seven metra, besides, 1st (akephalos), 2nd, 5th and 6th 

are irregular. My explanation is that the verse was written without the 
Homeric original verse(s) in mind. There is also the suggestion that the 
word m£geiroj in v. 10 could be a glossa for Ð d� which was put into the 
text by a scribe or that the whole line is to be regarded as a piece of prose 
which interrupts the verses. 19

In my opinion, the verse was corrupted at the process of writing, and 
it could be reconstructed approximately as Öj d' aât' (= Ð d� m£geiroj) 
˜y»saj kaˆ geus£menoj lšge “crhstÒn”.20

The word m£geiroj (vv. 9, 10) does not occur in Homer, we fi nd it 
only in the late parody Batrachomyomachia 40.21 The m£geiroj is a 
very important personage in comedy, and necessary for gastronomical 
parody. Matro of Pitane, the author of the epic parody Symposium Atticum 
(4th c. BC), compares m£geiroi, on whom depends the fate of the feast, 
with the Homeric Horae controlling the Heaven and Olympos.22 

I suggest that kaˆ geus£menoj œlegen “crhstÒn” alludes to Psa 33:8:

geÚsasqe kaˆ ‡dete Óti crhstÕj Ð kÚrioj·
mak£rioj ¢n»r, Öj ™lp…zei ™p' aÙtÒn. 

Other Christian texts (almost contemporary to the boards from Kellis) 
citing this phrase confi rm that it was rather famous.23

The big part of the texts from Kellis belongs to a Manichaean 
community that was widely expanded at the end of 4th c. AD; the literary 

18 See more in Sedley 1998, 122–138.
19 It was suggested by Michael Pozdnev during discussion on my talk at the 

St Petersburg University conference in March 2014.
20 Compare in Homer: Öj d' aât' Il. 13. 176; ¿ d' aât' Il. 18. 146; and tÕn d' aât' 

Od. 4. 641; 7. 308 passim.
21 For the discussion about the date of the Batrachomyomachia see Wackernagel 

1916, 189–197; Wölke 1978, 63; Glei 1984, 34–35. I agree that it should be dated about 
the 1st c. BC.

22 See Olson, Sense 1999, 82–83: “Deliberately absurd adaptation of the description 
of the Homeric Horae” (Il. 5. 750–751 = 8. 394–395 to the cooks in fr. I. 12–13).

23 Ioh. Chrys. In ep. Rom. = PG 60. 622. 27; id., In ep. Ephes. = PG 62. 123. 18: 
toàto m�n oân aÙtÕ kaˆ qaumastÒtatÒn ™stin, Óti pe‹ran labën kaˆ geus£menoj kaˆ geus£menoj 
tÁj filanqrwp…aj toà Qeoà, kaˆ „„dën Óti crhstÕj Ð KÚrioj, tÕn m�n crhstÕn 
e‡asaj; Theodoret. Hist. relig., Vita 2. 2. 24.
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texts preserved in Kellis are mostly of liturgical character, in particularly, 
psalms and prayers in Coptic and in Greek.24

A citizen of Kellis, Makarios, wrote in a letter to his son Matheos: 
“Study [your] psalms, whether Greek or Coptic, <every> day (?)… Do 
not abandon your vow. Here, the Judgement of Peter is with you. [Do the] 
Apostolos; or else master the Great Prayers and the Greek Psalms… Write 
a little from time to time, more and more. Write a daily example, for I need 
you to write books here…” (P. Kell. Copt. 19, 14–19).25

  
Vv. 11–12. Trojans, Lycians and Dardanoi, come here for the meal! / Be 
men, friends, but do not forget to bring a napkin with you. 

We may have a parodistic reminiscence here: the poet replaces the 
standard epic Trîej kaˆ LÚkioi kaˆ D£rdanoi ¢gcimachta… (Il. 8. 173; 
11. 286; 13. 150; 15. 425, 486; 17. 184) with Trîej kaˆ LÚkioi kaˆ 
D£rdanoi de‹t' ™pˆ de‹pnon26 and ¢nšrej œste f…loi, mn»sasqe d� 
qoÚridoj ¢lkÁj (Il. 6. 112; 8. 174; 11. 287, 487; 15. 734; 16. 270; 17. 185) 
with ¢nšrej œste, f…loi, mn»sasqe m£ppan ™negke‹n.

Both de‹t' ™pˆ de‹pnon and m£ppan ™negke‹n are connected with 
the feast topic, and do not occur in Homer. It reminds the brilliant pun of 
Matro’s gastronomical epic parody (fr. 1. 1 O.–S.): de‹pna moi œnnepe, 
Moàsa, polÚtrofa kaˆ m£la poll£...

 The Kellis parody is one of the earliest occurrences of the Latin word 
m£ppa in ancient Greek. For the fi rst time, as we know, it was attested in 
the grammarian of the 2nd c. AD, Aelius Herodianus (Pseudo-Herodianus) 
“Perˆ soloikismoà kaˆ barbarismoà” (312. 2) as an example of 
barbarismos:

 
lšgomen d� barbar…zein kaˆ tÕn ¢llofÚlw lšxei crèmenon, æj e‡ 
tij tÕ m�n Øpaucšnion kerbik£rion lšgei, tÕ d� ceirÒmaktron 
m£ppan.

It is interesting that the word m£ppa occurs in the papyrus P. Oху 105117 
(3rd c. AD), and perhaps in PBerl, Sarischouli 1995, no. 21 r, 1. 15 (5th c. AD) 

24  “It would seem that the copying and singing of psalms was part of the spiritual 
praxis for the whole believing community” (Kellis Literary Texts 2007, 6). My sincere 
thanks go to Alexander L. Khosroev for supplying me with this book and some 
publications of texts from Kellis.

25 Gardner, Alcock, Funk 1999, 160.
26 Worp rightly explains the metrical error in the 4th metron: “In Homer the 

word D£rdanoi is always followed by a word starting with vowel, hence “metrical 
corruption” turns the long syllable -noi into a shot one”. Hope, Worp 2006, 242.
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in the list of the “kitchen words”: ¢gkwn£r(ia) angwnar palaҜiҗ¦ bʹ / 
trapez( ) j' / m£ppan trish[-ca.?-] / koukkoÚminҝ[-ca.?-] / lek£nh [-ca.?-].27 

It seems that the word m£ppa does not have any special parodic 
connotation in this text; it is simply a refl ection of the linguistic situation in 
the Roman province in the 4th c. AD.28 “It is the papyrological documents 
of the imperial period that give us the best idea of the receptivity of Greek 
to the infl uence of Latin… The borrowings are (i) in the sphere of public 
life, in particular government administration and the military; (ii) in 
social life (industry, commerce, agriculture); and (iii) private life (home 
and furniture, food, and clothing)… The fourth century CE represents the 
period in which Latin borrowings are most numerous”.29 

V. 13. The verse is unparalleled in Homer.
In this text, there is a mixture of koine forms like katal…yate,

a„sq…ete (I presume that a schoolboy, who wrote this parody on the tablets, 
did it from memory or at dictation: hearing [e] he wrote it a„- instead of 
simple ™-), albeit with Attic traces like Ñstoàn, and many Ionic traces like 
ÑkriÒenti, pulšwn and others. 

What does it mean: “All of you must eat and leave me the bone”? 
The participants of the feast used to throw the bones onto the fl oor. 

I refer to mosaics in the style “Asarotos oikos” (“unswept room/fl oor”). 
Popular in the Hellenistic and Roman times, these mosaics depict the 
remnants of banquets, among which are bones (e. g., Vatican Museums, 
inv. 10132, AD 130). Pliny (NH 36. 184) described the most famous work 
in that genre, made by Sosos in Pergamon near the 3rd–2nd cc. BC and 
known as “Asarotos oikos”.30 

V. 14. The important Homeric parallel verses, which have been ignored by
Worp, are the prayer of Priamus to Zeus before his departure to Achilles
in Il. 24. 308–309:

Zeà p£ter ”Idhqen medšwn kÚdiste mšgiste
dÒj m' ™j 'AcillÁoj f…lon ™lqe‹n ºd' ™leeinÒn. 

27 KoÚkkouma means ‘jug’, and is attested on the papyri of the 3rd–4th cc. AD (see 
LSJ); lek£nh is ‘dish, pot, pan, basin’ (see LSJ).

28 Rochette 2010, 292: “First-century BCE borrowings are still related to objects, 
titles, or customs that were unfamiliar to Greeks (e. g., kentur…wn centurio, legièn 
legio), but fourth-century CE borrowings enter the language even when a Greek word 
existed for the object in question (e. g., bšsth uestis, Óspej hospes, famil…a familia)”.

29 Rochette 2010, 292. 
30 Andreae 2012, 46–51.
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The pure vocative Zeà p£ter (without dÒj m') very often occurs at the 
very beginning of a verse in Homer and his numerous followers. 

Worp very cautiously suggests31 that “Father Zeus, give me bread…” 
(Zeà p£ter, À ¥rton moi dÒj, v. 14) is used here with a hint of irony 
in reference to the Lord’s Prayer (P£ter ¹mîn ... tÕn ¥rton ¹mîn tÕn 
™pioÚsion dÕj ¹m‹n s»meron). 

In the same vein the phrase kaˆ geus£menoj œlegen “crhstÒn” (v. 10) 
could be regarded as a hint to Psa 33:8 (see above). 

The expression tur…on ÑptÒn “toasted (?) cheese” occurs only in a 
receipt for màma “meat chopped up with blood, cheese, honey, vinegar, 
and savoury herbs” (LSJ), quoted by Athenaeus, 14. 662 e (turù Ñptù).

V. 15. Finally, what is the point of the verse which Worp translated as “Or 
the king himself: cake of Grape-rich!”?

The word plakoàj means “fl at cake”. It does not occur in Homer 
(only in the Batrachomyomachia, 36) but it was very often used in comedy 
(TLG).32 

It is clear that plakoànta (acc. sg. from plakoàj) should be 
regarded here as an object to dÒj, as the fi nal extended part of the tres 
creschendo accusatives, after À Àrton À tur…on ÑptÒn – À aÙtÕn basilÁa 
polustafÚloio plakoànta.

The cake plakoàj cooked with milk and honey was regarded as a 
great delicacy (Ael. De nat. an. 3. 20. 3).

An antithesis “bread – cake” (¥rton – plakoàj), albeit with “water – 
vine”, occurred in ancient Greek and Christian literature.33 

The comical effect consists in the growing requests: give me bread, 
delicious cheese, sweet cake.

As a matter of fact the cake plakoàj was brought at the end of the 
feast, in the moment of its culmination. I refer to the last verses of the 
gastronomical parody of Matro of Pitane fr. I, 115–120 O.–S.

31 Hope, Worp 2006, 247: “I follow D. Feissel (Paris) in wondering (in a private 
communication) whether elements of the “Pater noster” were taken over into the story 
sketched in lines 8 ff. within this context one should not only note l. 14 “Father Zeus, 
give us bread”, but also l. 10 where the word may have been used intentionally as a 
reminder of CristÒn”.

32 Passim in Comedy: plakoàntoj kÚkoj Ar. Ach. 1125, cf. Alex. fr. 22 (pl., 
hex.); p. ¥rtoj Ath. 14. 645 d (LSJ).

33 Ioh. Chrys. In Matth. = PG 58. 494. 4: Kaˆ sÝ m�n e„j ¢metr…an ™sq…eij, Ð d� 
CristÕj oÙd� e„j cre…an: sÝ m�n plakoàntaj diafÒrouj, ™ke‹noj d� oÙd� ¥rton 
xhrÒn: sÝ Q£sion o�non, ™kenJ d� oÙd� yucrÕn ™pšdwkaj pot»rion diyînti.
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tîn d' ™gë oÙdenÕj Ãsqon ¡plîj, mestÕj d' ¢neke…mhn.
æj d ‡don xanqÒn, glukerÒn, mšgan, eÜkuklon, ¡brÕn 
D»mhtroj pa‹d' ÑptÕn ™peiselqÒnta plakoànta, 
pîj ¨n œpeita plakoàntoj ™gë qe…ou ¢peco…mhn34

oÙd' e‡ moi dška m�n ce‹rej, dška d� stÒmat' e�en,35

gast¾r d' ¥rrhktoj, c£lkeon dš moi Ãtor ™ne…h.

In both parodies the word plakoànta occurs in the same sedes taking 
the emphatic position at the clausula of the verse.36 The arrival of the cake 
is almost the fi nal (before dancing, songs and pÒrnai)37 and the most 
exciting event of the feast. In the Matro’s parody it is called D»mhtroj 
pa‹d', “a son of Demeter”; in the fragment from Kellis aÙtÕn basilÁa, “a 
king himself”.

At the end of both parodies there is a kind of the personifi cation riddle: 
xanqÒn, glukerÒn, mšgan œgkuklon ... D»mhtroj pa‹d'; and aÙtÕn 
basilÁa polustafÚloio, its fi nal solution being a cake plakoànta.38

The enigmatic adjective polust£fuloj Worp suggests to understand 
either as “the king of Grapeland” or as “the son of Grape-rich”, “a father-son 
relationship being expressed by the genitive”, although he warns that “the 
only conceivable objections against some elements of this interpretation 
are that (a) the adjective polust£fuloj is not encountered as a name, 
and that (b) this interpretation requires a certain amount of associative 
thinking”.39 

The objections are indeed quite strong. 
The meaning of the adjective polust£fuloj is “rich in grapes”, about 

places: Il. 2. 507, Soph. Ant. 1133; also DiÒnuse (Hymn. Hom. 26. 11) and 
¥mpeloj (Hecat. fr. 15 J.). In my opinion, in the parody from Kellis the 
adjective polust£fuloj is associated rather with Dionysus and wine, 

34 Il. 10. 243 = Od. 1. 65: pîj ¨n œpeit' 'OdusÁoj ™gë qe…oio laqo…mhn.
35 Il. 2. 488–490: plhqÝn d’ oÙk ¨n ™gë muq»somai oÙd’ Ñnom»nw, / oÙd' e‡ moi 

dška m�n glîssai, dška d� stÒmat’ e�en, / fwn¾ d' ¥rrhktoj, c£lkeon dš moi Ãtor 
™ne…h.

36 In the same sedes the word plakoànta occurs in the Archestratus’ parody 
Hedypatheia: … ¢ll¦ plakoànta / a„nî 'Aq»nhsin gegenhmšnon… (Suppl. Hell. 
fr. 192. 15).

37 We do not know exactly whether both parodies are complete, because we 
possess Matro only as a quotation in Athenaeus, and the Kellis parody, as presumably 
an uncomplete wooden-tablets record. Concerning the parody from Kellis Worp wrote: 
“After two lines of text on board III.b producing one full hexameter, the text suddenly 
stops, though there is space enough to add further text: is this the end of the (short) 
story?” (Hope, Worp 2006, 237).

38 Compare to the famous end of Batrachomyomachia with its riddle about cancers.
39  Hope, Worp 2006, 244.
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and consequently with the feast – de‹pnon. The speech of the cook begins 
with his invitation to the feast (Trîej kaˆ LÚkioi kaˆ D£rdanoi de‹t' ™pˆ 
de‹pnon, v. 11) and ends with the king of the feast, the cake. Thus, I propose 
to connect polustafÚloio <de…pnou> with aÙtÕn basilÁa, and to 
understand it as “Or the king himself of a <feast> rich in grapes – a cake!”

It is worth also to take into consideration that grape is an attribute of 
Dionysus and of Christian symbols. 

Finally, I shall consider some aspects of the audience of the parody from 
Kellis. One cannot study a text but through its recipients and its audience. 
In our case we can only presume following Worp that the audience were 
students of a school because the wooden codices also contain a list of 
Greek verbs and mathematical calculations. That allows us to suggest that 
it is an example of school parody of Homer. The text was either created 
for the Kellis school or rewritten by a school-master or by a school-boy.40

Among the texts found in the Kellis temple there is another wooden 
board containing four lines of Homer Iliad 12. 294–297. Worp, who edited it 
in 1998, insisted that it was a school text.41 It is interesting that a schoolboy 
probably had written these lines from memory because there was an error in 
294 hn ar acilleuj instead of ¿n ¥ra calkeÚj. R. Cribiore noticed that 
Egyptian readers preferred the Ilias over the Odyssey.42 A sensational fi nd 
from Kellis was the 4th-century Isocrates codex containing three previously 
lost orations: Ad Demonicum; Ad Nicoclem, and Nicocles.43 These and 
others remains allow the suggestion that there was a school of grammar 
and rhetorics in Kellis. The letter of Ision confi rms that people who had 
an interest in Classical Greek literature were educated in Kellis: “Greet 
all by name. Your brothers greet you. I pray you are well in god, beloved 
(friends). Send a well-proportioned 10-page notebook of city quality for 
your brother Ision. For he has become a writer of Greek and a thoroughly 
Attic reader” (P. Kellis 63, early to mid. 4th c. AD).44

Another problem is whether Christian parody could appear at that time 
in Egypt. It is diffi cult to prove, but I suppose that the double parody of 
Homer and of the liturgical Christian texts could be a point of the joke(s). 

40 We know another example when a school parody became a literary text: the 
parody on the school texts Batrachomyomachia and Aeschylus’ Persae written by a 
Byzantine poet Theodorus Prodromus (see Ahlborn 1978).

41 Hope, Worp 1998, 2, 206–210.
42 See a chapter “The Poet” about Homer reading at Egypt schools in Cribiore 

2005, 194–197. 
43 Rijksbaron, Worp 1997.
44 Whitehorne 1999, 281–283.



381A School Ancient Greek Epic Parody from Kellis 

In Egypt “Christians were an overwhelming majority by the late fourth 
century … The earliest letter that can be said certainly to be written by 
a Christian, because of the use of a distinctively Christian abbreviated 
religious term, ™n k(ur…)J, P. Bas. 16 (Naldini no. 4), is dated to the early 
third century”.45 

To defi ne the date of this piece of parody we have a terminus ante 
quem – between 325 and 375, as well as a terminus post quem – the 
3rd c. AD when Christianity became more infl uential in Egypt. The Latin 
word mappa also attests that the text is late. I presume that the parody was 
written by a well educated pagan.

The remains of ancient Greek epic parody are not numerous; a gap in 
our knowledge is, in particular, the Roman period after the fi rst century BC. 
It means that even the 15-lines fragment from Kellis is of great importance 
for the history of the genre. 

El ena Ermolaeva
St Petersburg State University

elena.ermolaeva304@gmail.com
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The miniature codices from Kellis of the 4th c. AD containing an anonymous 
fragment of Homeric paraphrase or parody were published by C. A. Hope and 
K. A. Worp in 2006. In this article I discuss the text from Kellis trying to determinate 
its grammatical, literary, and social aspects, and giving a line-by-line commentary 
to it. I suppose that the double parody of Homer and of the liturgical Christian texts 
could be a point of the joke. We can presume following Worp that the audience 
were students of a school because the wooden codices also contain a list of Greek 
verbs and mathematical calculations. Τhe parody could be written by a well 
educated pagan.

В статье дается построчный комментарий и интерпретация анонимного гекса-
метрического текста IV в. н. э., сохранившегося на миниатюрных деревянных 
табличках из Келлис, опубликованных в 2006 г. К. Хоупом и К. Уорпом. Текст 
представляет собой пародию на Гомера, записанную, возможно, школьным 
учителем или учеником на табличках вместе со списком глаголов и математи-
ческими вычислениями. Автор показывает, что в пародии могут содержаться 
намеки также и на известные христианские литургические тексты.
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