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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Christopher W. Forstall and Berenice Verhelst

1 Digitial Initiative for Classics: Epic Speeches (DICES)

The epic hero, as is stated famously and programmatically in Homer’s Iliad,
must excel both as “a speaker of words and a doer of deeds” (Il. 9.443). Epic
heroes in Homer and throughout the Greco-Roman tradition address assem-
blies and converse in private; they persuade, exhort, lament, rebuke, deliberate,
and plead. By means of speech they exert influence on one another and express
their emotions. Direct speech is the most common epic form of speech repre-
sentation and a structural element in all extant multi-book narrative epics.! It
is also the focus of this book and of the DICES Database of Greek and Latin
Epic Speech that provides its foundation.

Interest in the literary functions of speech, and in epic speech in particu-
lar, appears in the earliest forms of literary criticism. Both Plato (Resp. 394b—c)
and Aristotle (Poet. 1448a) famously considered the combination of narrative
and direct speech as a defining feature of (Homeric) epic poetry. Ancient lit-
erary and rhetorical theory highlights two main functions of direct speech: its
dramatic/mimetic quality, contributing to the liveliness of a narrative or ora-
tion, and its strong contribution to characterization (ethopoiia).? At the same
time the rhetorical qualities of epic speech were also well recognized. Homer
was considered the father of rhetoric (e.g. by Quintilian, Inst.10.1.46) and Vergil
was praised for being the sole author in whose work all styles of rhetoric come
together (by Eusebius, quoted in Macrobius, Sat. 5.1.5). Reading Ps.-Longinus’
On the Sublime, one might consider adding a fourth function: the power of
direct speech to evoke strong emotions (pathos). Pathos is one of the funda-
mental sources of the “sublime” according to Ps.-Longinus. Unfortunately, a

1 In ancient historiography, by contrast, indirect discourse is a much more prominent form of
speech representation. The difference was already observed in Elderkin (1907, 31-32) and Lip-
scomb (1909, 20—23). The recent volume on speech in Greek narrative (De Bakker, De Jong
2022) offers chapters on all major Greek epics and historiographers, confirming the trend
(with nuances). See also Highet (1972, 16) on indirect discourse in Vergil and Dominik (1994,
20-23) in Statius.

2 De Bakker, De Jong 2022, 3-6.

© CHRISTOPHER W. FORSTALL AND BERENICE VERHELST, 2026 ‘ DOI:10.1163/9789004750227_002

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc By-NC 4.0 license.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

2 FORSTALL AND VERHELST

proper discussion of figures evoking pathos is missing, but Ps.-Longinus nev-
ertheless discusses a striking example of Homeric direct speech that may serve
us here as concrete starting point for this introduction. We cite Ps.-Longinus,
citing Homer:

Sometimes a writer, while speaking about a person, suddenly turns and
changes into the person himself. A figure of this kind is a sort of outbreak
of emotion:

Hector lifted his voice and cried afar to the Trojans

To rush back now to the galleys and leave the blood-spattered booty.

Whomsoever I see of his own will far from the galleys,

Death for him there will I plan ... (Il.15.346—349)
In this case, the poet has assigned the narrative to himself as his proper
share, and then suddenly without any warning attached the abrupt threat
by the angry champion. Inserting here “Hector said so and so” would have
cooled things down (éydyeto). As it is, the change of construction has
suddenly run ahead of the change of speaker. The potential for reuse
(mpdaxpnaig) of this figure is the following: whenever the heat of the
moment does not allow the author to wait, and forces (éravayxay) him
to change at once from one character to another.

On the Sublime 27.1—2; translation: Fyfe 1995 with adaptations, our emphasis

Ironically, Ps.-Longinus here praises Homer for something that is in fact un-
characteristic for Homer and for epic in general. A transition between narra-
tor text and direct speech is usually marked by a formal speech introduction,
clearly indicating for a listening audience where the character’s words start.
Here this formal introduction is missing, or at least some doubt is possible as
to where exactly the speech starts.

Ps.-Longinus clearly reads the first two lines of the quoted passage as narra-
tor text, which implies reading line 347 as indirect speech. Next, lines 348—349,
with the first person singular, unmistakably present a direct form of speech rep-
resentation (348: “wWhomsoever I see”). The sudden, unmarked transition from
narrator text via indirect speech into direct speech resembles a phenomenon
which modern narratologists have coined Free Indirect Discourse (FID) and is

3 Greek epic, also after Homer, maintains full-line introduction formulas as the standard for
introducing speech. Latin epic has a more flexible system with speeches regularly beginning
mid-line or with the verb of speech (inquit or ait) used parenthetically in the first or second
line of the speech, allowing for slightly more frequent cases of doubt about exact starting
points.
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described primarily as a feature of 19th and 2oth century novels. According to
Ps.-Longinus, the example from Homer evokes a sudden emotional crisis and
is to be imitated by future authors in order to achieve the same effect.# Strik-
ingly, Ps.-Longinus goes on to suggest that it is the violent emotion from the
world of the story (the emotion felt by the character) that forces the narrator
to makes this abrupt change, attributing metaleptic qualities to this outburst
of speech.

Despite Ps.-Longinus’ clear approval of this atypical transition to direct
speech as emotionally powerful (a formal introduction “would have cooled
things down”), other scholars, both ancient and modern, have deemed it prob-
lematic and offered their exegetical remedies. The issue is solved, for example,
by reinterpreting line 347 as the firstline of direct speech, reading the infinitives
(émiooeveadat and éav) as equivalent to imperatives. Most modern editions and
translations adopt this reading, although Kirk’s commentary (1994) follows Ps.-
Longinus.

The example of Hector’s exhortation to the Trojans is not only a beautiful
case of continued scholarly interest in formal aspects of epic speech repre-
sentation, but also allows us to briefly introduce three central questions that
determine the design of this volume and our database project: what, how and
why?

11 What? The DICES project

This volume is part of a larger project, DICES (Digital Initiative for Classics:
Epic Speeches), an initiative to construct an authoritative, open database of
epic speech and to facilitate innovative research on the topic. The DICES
Database of Greek and Latin Epic Speech provides metadata on nearly five
thousand speeches, over one thousand characters and epic poems spanning
more than a millennium from the 8th century BCE through the 6th century CE.

4 Free Indirect Discourse is defined as a form of speech representation that preserves the
syntax of direct discourse but lacks the formal dependency on a verb of speaking. Various
functions have been ascribed to it. The function of empathy as described by Oltean (1993)
comes closest to Ps.-Longinus’ hypothesis about this Homeric example. De Jong discusses
this example both in 2004 (1987), 1-12 and 2022, 46, but refrains from labeling it as Free
Indirect Discourse, because she maintains that line 346 offers a formal introduction to the
speech.

5 The abruptness of the transition and the absence of a transitionary verb of speaking is also
noted in the ancient scholia, which even mention an ancient emendation by Zenodotus who
replaced the infinitive with a dual imperative. See De Jong 2004 (1987), 11-12 and Niinlist 2009,
105. See Erbse 19691988 ad. loc. for the full text of the scholia and Kirk 1985-1993 ad. loc for
further discussion.
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Our database can be consulted through the web-interface via the following url:
https://db.dices.mta.ca

Our database offers new possibilities for research especially in terms of the
diachronicity of the epic tradition, the integration of less-studied epic works,
and the application of quantitative research methodologies. The papers pre-
sented here demonstrate some of these possibilities, as explored by a diverse
group of test users: early career scholars as well as established authorities on
epic poetry, with all levels of experience in digital humanities. The contributors
take the DICES database as an inspiration and starting point for exploratory
and methodologically innovative case studies, many of which, we hope, will
lead to larger scale studies and follow-up experiments, and will inspire others
to explore the potential of our digital resources.

The example from Ps.-Longinus, however, reminds us of a first important
caveat. Database projects like this one depend on the ability to define and
classify objects—in our case “speeches’, but also “speakers”, “addressees”, “con-
versational turns’, and more. Dealing with something as unpredictable and
unsystematic as literature, even these basic distinctions can be problematic.
At what line does the speech of Hector start? Do we in each case really know
who is speaking? And to whom? Is the dead Patroclus who speaks to Achilles
in lliad 23 still the same character as the living Patroclus with whom he spoke
in book 16? Frustrating as they may be from the perspective of data collation,
these irregularities often provide the most interesting food for scholarly discus-
sion.

L2 How? Multidisciplinary Approaches to Direct Speech

While these initial studies represent a broad range of multidisciplinary ap-
proaches to epic speech, they are nevertheless linked by an emphasis on meth-
odological innovation and reflection. The diverse tools and methods employed
include narratology, literary theory of intertextuality and transtextual charac-
terization, psychology and affective science, computational stylometry, net-
work analysis, and natural language processing. The guiding frameworks range
from concepts as ancient as panegyric and ethopoiia to those as modern as
workplace relationships and fake news.

In considering Ps.-Longinus’ reading of Homer, we saw how resonance be-
tween an ancient critic’s readerly instincts and the modern narratological con-
cept of Free Indirect Discourse surfaced new insights and questions about the
passage. Our contributors likewise seek to build bridges between interpretation
ancient and modern, qualitative and quantitative, literary and scientific. This
book is aimed at a wide readership of students and scholars of different back-
grounds and has the explicit ambition to make the digital tools and theoretical
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models used as accessible as possible to the entire scholarly community. To that
end, we have also included a glossary with hands-on definitions of technical
and theoretical terms, and a digital appendix allowing readers with intermedi-
ate computation skills to reproduce some of the computational experiments.

1.3 Why (Now)? Roots, Opportunities and Prospects

That direct speech in epic combines several different functions—mimetic,
rhetorical, characterizing, affective—helps us to understand not only why this
subject has so central a position in scholarship on the epic tradition, but also
why it continues to drive innovation within the discipline. Ps.-Longinus uses an
interesting word in this respect: mpéoypyais (“continued use”). Few other gen-
res have known as continuous a tradition throughout antiquity in both classical
languages. Epic no doubt owes its success at least in part to the flexibility with
which its formal elements have adapted to new contexts: the development of
a biblical epic tradition in late antiquity is a beautiful example of this evolu-
tion. Indeed, the mpdoypnais continues today—though beyond the scope of this
book—in the many modern genres that are indebted to epic story patterns and
speech conventions.

Our project’s quantitative approach to epic speech is likewise rooted in a
long scholarly tradition. Since the early twentieth century, scholars of epic
speech have been searching for methods to quantify their observations. The
studies of Elderkin (1907) and Lipscomb (1909) are still clear landmarks in
the field, with their succinct but clear analysis of numerous quantitative fea-
tures of speech (distribution, length, speaking characters, embedded speech,
etc.) and their exceptionally wide-angled approach to the epic tradition (from
Homer to Nonnus, and from Vergil to Claudian, respectively). Scholars like
Highet (1972, for Vergil), De Jong (2004 [1987] for Homer), and Dominik (1994,
for Statius) have continued the quantitative trend with more focused work on
single authors. In the work of this later generation, it is possible to observe
a shift in attitude towards the basic quantitative data. Whereas Elderkin and
Lipscomb only publish summary statistics, with little or no attention to count-
ing methods or classification criteria, Highet, De Jong, and Dominik include
printed data-appendices, preserving some of their manual classification work
for future researchers to build on. The trend continues in the present century:
the companion websites to the work of Beck (2012, on Homer) and Verhelst
(2017, Homer to Nonnus) exploit the shift from paper to digital media to make
the scholars’ full datasets available and are the direct precursors of the DICES
database project. Our current approach is part of a larger ongoing movement
away from the format of such stand-alone databases towards a network of inter-
connected resources (see further section 2.1).
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Despite the exceptionally broad corpus selection in the early work of Elder-
kin (1907) and Lipscomb (1909), most scholarship on epic speech, quantitative
and otherwise, has since focused on single authors. Homer has by far received
the most attention and is often the testing ground for introducing novel the-
oretical frameworks from other disciplines (e.g., De Jong’s 2004 [1987] narra-
tological approach, Martin’s 1989 use of speech act theory, Minchin’s 2007 use
of discourse analysis and gender). The recent publication of Speech in Ancient
Greek Literature (De Bakker and De Jong 2022) is a very welcome and timely
publication, offering a diachronic perspective on speech not just in epic, but in
a wide range of literary genres from Homer to late Antiquity, with systematic
attention to both quantitative and qualitative aspects of speech representation.
A comparable resource for Latin, however, is still lacking. It is beyond the ambi-
tion of this volume to fill such gaps; the publication of our database, however,
brings comparative analysis of various features of epic speech within reach of
all interested, both for scholarly and educational purposes. We hope many will
put our data to good use!

The DICES project benefits from a recent flowering of new theoretical and
technical methods. In giving special attention to the emotional function of
direct speech, Ps.-Longinus anticipates a growing field of contemporary inter-
est, the so-called “emotional” or “affective turn” in the Humanities. The study
of emotions and interpersonal relationships in the ancient world is developing
rapidly thanks to cross-fertilization and collaborations between classics and
the social sciences.® At the same time, rapid developments in artificial intelli-
gence have already had significant impact on the study of classical philology.
The large language models popularized by commercial chatbots and transla-
tion applications also provide the capacity for automated parsing and classifi-
cation tasks in classical languages at a corpus scale. The remarkable evolution
of these tools has enabled us to include here experiments which we had not
foreseen when we began our collaboration a mere five years ago. While poten-
tially productive, this rate of change requires a new form of flexibility that we as
classicists are not used to: philologists accustomed to meticulous close reading
may balk at probabilistic machine-learning approaches; meanwhile, individual
models are surpassed and replaced before our research in slower, traditional
media is even published. For the field of epic speech, the latest computational
developments open exciting avenues in particular for the study of style, allow-
ing us to revisit old discussions about the individual speech style of individual

6 See, e.g, the recently published volume by Huitink, Glaveanu and Sluiter 2025. More refer-
ences can be found in Schirner’s contribution to this volume (chapter 12), notes 1—4.
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characters (such as Achilles’ idiolect in Homer)” and to explore increasingly
complex questions such as the relation between style and genre, style and emo-
tion or style and interpersonal relationships.

2 The DICES Project and Database

2.1 Collaborative by Design

The design of the DICES database is deceptively unassuming. For each in-
stance of direct speech in our corpus of Greek and Roman epic (see section 2.2),
we create a record noting the extent of the speech (by line number) and who
is speaking to whom. We do not record the words of the speeches, only their
starting and ending locations. Other data on the speeches are few: which turn
in the conversation each speech represents; whether it is embedded; some sim-
ple classifications of the conversation type. About the speakers and addressees,
we record relatively little, focusing on the essentials: name, gender, divinity;
whether the character is a named individual, a collective, or anonymous.

The primary motive for this minimalist record style is a kind of separation of
concerns: we aim to be an authoritative resource for data about speeches with-
out also taking on the responsibility of maintaining a digital library of texts
or an encyclopedia of characters. On the one hand, other projects already do
these tasks more comprehensively and it would spread our resources too thin
to try to duplicate their efforts. On the other hand, it means that our users have
choice in which textual editions they choose to draw on or which sources to
consult for character details.®

We can rely upon the work of others for textual editions and character data
because the DICES database is designed to participate in the wider ecosystem
of so-called linked open data (LOD) for digital classics.” In practice, that means

7 E.g. Friedrich and Redfield 1978 with the responses by Messing 1981 and Martin 1989. See also
Mambrini in this volume (chapter 10, 227) for a more extensive discussion.

8 This choice, however, is restricted by the fact that we do have to pick an edition for each text
as the basis for our speech records. Unless stated otherwise, we used the online Loeb Clas-
sical Library. As the example from Ps.-Longinus demonstrates, editions may differ regarding
the start and end-lines of a given speech. In rare cases text-critical issues in the speech or
speech introduction and capping also cause different editions to have different speakers or
addressees for a speech. See Schwameis and Telg genannt Kortmann (chapter 4, 87-89) for
an example thereof.

9 Tim Berners-Lee, who originated the idea of LOD, gives a concise description at https://www
.w3.org/Designlssues/LinkedData.html. At present, DICES only partially meets the full LOD
criteria because, while open and linked, the database is not yet RDF or SPARQL compliant.


https://www.w3.org/DesignIssues/LinkedData.html
https://www.w3.org/DesignIssues/LinkedData.html

8 FORSTALL AND VERHELST

that wherever possible we use standard identifiers and communications proto-
cols shared by other resources, allowing our users to easily query external sites
for related records and equally allowing external sites to draw on our records if
they chose.

So, where the original data appendices of Beck (2012) and Verhelst (2017)
recorded textual loci in ways specific to their own web sites, we use Univer-
sal Resource Names (URN's) developed as part of the Canonical Text Services
(CTS) standard. CTS-compatible identifiers are used by the Perseus Digital
Library, the Digital Latin Library, Open Greek and Latin, and Brill Scholarly
Editions.!? Software already exists to perform functions like querying a digital
library for a passage, navigating within a passage, or finding parent or sibling
nodes within a work.!! By using CTS references for our speech loci, we get this
functionality for free and users can simply click through to seamlessly pull the
text of a speech from Perseus.

Likewise, although we record only minimal details about the speakers and
addressees, we do include links to three external projects that specialize in col-
lating information about ancient historical and fictional characters: Wikidata,
MANTO and ToposText. Wikidatal? is an open-source collection of facts about
the world, including information on historical and mythical persons. Wiki-
data is user-editable, meaning that while some data is invariably missing or
incorrect, it is also easy to check and correct. MANTO' is a curated, scholarly
authority on mythical people and places. It has a narrower scope and changes
more slowly but benefits from professional editing and research. ToposText!*
likewise is narrower in scope and curated by professional classicists. Thanks
to these external links, a user of DICES can easily browse for detailed informa-
tion about an addressee, including their profession, place of birth or death, and
relationship with the speaker.

Babeu (2019) refers to such data as “linkable” in her discussion of the Perseus Catalogue’s
position within the digital classics ecosystem.

10 While these digital libraries represent a range of approaches with respect to editorial con-
trol, openness, and intended functionality, they share common standards for referring to
texts and textual passages. Perseus: https://scaife.perseus.org/. The Digital Latin Library:
https://digitallatin.org/. Open Greek and Latin: https://www.opengreekandlatin.org/. Brill
Scholarly Editions: https://scholarlyeditions.brill.com/.

11 Seee.g., Tiepmar and Heyer (2019) for a description of the CTS protocol and its role in sup-
porting textual analysis. DICES uses the Python package MyCapytain, by Thibault Clérice,
for interacting with CTS servers (https://mycapytain.readthedocs.io).

12 https://www.wikidata.org/

13 https://manto.unh.edu. For project background, see also https://www.manto-myth.org/.

14  https://topostext.org/
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2.2 Diachronicity and Inclusivity
A central tenet of this project is that speech representation in epic must be
understood within the context of the genre’s evolution. The founders of DICES
are scholars of Nonnus, Claudian, Lucan and Eudocia as well as Homer, Vergil
and Statius, and their intention from the beginning was that the corpus consid-
ered must encompass the long history of epic from the Archaic period to Late
Antiquity, Christian as well as pagan authors, historical and panegyric poems
as well as mythical narratives, alongside the best-preserved canonical texts.

Our extensive corpus currently consists of two parts. First we have a core
corpus consisting of all extant narrative multi-book epics from Greco-Roman
antiquity until ca. 500 CE (excluding Christian epics for now), namely Homer’s
Iliad and Odyssey, Apollonius’ Argonautica, Quintus’ Posthomerica and Non-
nus’ Dionysiaca in Greek and for Latin, Vergil's Aeneid, Ovid’'s Metamorphoses,
Lucan’s Pharsalia, Statius’ Thebaid and Achilleid, Valerius Flaccus’ Argonautica,
Silius’ Punica and Claudian’s De Raptu. This part of the corpus has the clear
aim of exhaustivity. Arguably, these are the works most central to the genre,
an extended “canon” of epic poetry if you want, represented in diachronic
overviews and scholarship on epic poetry. The recent Structures of Epic Poetry
project (ed. Reitz and Finkmann 2019) has made a similar selection for its
core volumes. At the same time, this core corpus already includes a number
of postclassical authors whose place in the canon is less stable and reflects
recent scholarly developments. A much smaller “classical” canon of epic poetry,
only including Homer, Apollonius, Vergil and Ovid is also still very much in
use (cf. the recent epic simile project and book by Beck and Van der Horst
[2023]).

In a second tier, our corpus is further extended through the inclusion of
a number of shorter hexameter narratives (Homeric Hymns, Callimachean
Hymns, some Theocritean Idylls, Moschus, Ps.-Moschus, Triphiodorus, Orphic
Argonautica, Musaeus, Colluthus), mock-epic (Batrachomyomachia), didac-
tic (Hesiod, Oppian and Ps.-Oppian), ekphrastic (Paul the Silentiary’s Hagia
Sophia), and panegyric works (Claudian’s political poems) and a few Christian
epics from late antiquity (Nonnus’ Paraphrase, Eudocia’s St. Cyprian and Home-
rocentones [1st redaction] and Prudentius’ Psychomachia). As is clear from this
overview these extensions show the traces of a corpus that has grown organ-
ically rather than systematically according to the research interests of project
members. It is currently more representative of the full breath of hexameter
poetry on the Greek than on the Latin side, as it is lacking Latin epyllia, didactic
epics and Biblical epics entirely. While we are not aiming to be fully exhaustive
here, some more works will be added over time. We deliberately define “epic” as
broadly as possible to stimulate an inclusive, diachronic approach to the genre
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that is sensitive to changing conventions and the specificities of subgenres, and
therefore maintain as our sole hard criterium that only hexameter poetry is
included in the database.

By expanding the corpus to include these peripheral texts, we aim to facili-
tate data-driven research on how epic structures respond to new circumstances
and at the same time to appreciate more fully the broad range of potential
impacts that direct speech representation may have upon the audience. In
chapter 5 of this volume, Valéry Berlincourt explores how Claudian deploys
direct speech in his political poems in a way that shows structural continuities
with Vergil, but to substantially novel effect when modulated by the epideic-
tic context. Having observed in Claudian’s practice, for example, the power of
a final divine speech to elide the boundaries between internal and external
audiences and to project the emotional power of narrative closure beyond the
limits of the text, we find Iris’ brief words for Dido at the end of Aeneid 4 all the
more noteworthy for their rarity. Moreover, Berlincourt’s quantitative compar-
ison gives a new perspective on the adaptations of the genre.

A broad view of the corpus and a diachronic perspective are equally neces-
sary for the study of transtextual characters, as evidenced in William Dominik’s
(chapter 14) macro-level reading of Achilles’ evolution over more than 1000
years and across two languages. Dominik draws out the ways in which the
Achilles of Quintus’ Posthomerica instantiates in a single speech the violent
incongruities of his many past lives rather than superseding or transcending
them. Despite his exemplary status, the epic hero cannot be frozen in time or
disentangled from his involvement in other genres.

If our corpus stretches the boundaries of epic, the studies collected here like-
wise aim to extend the limits of classical philology. The contributors to this
volume were invited to pursue novel ideas and methodologies in a spirit of
experimentation and play, even knowing that some approaches might prove
unsuccessful. All participants received training in the computational interface
to the DICES database and had the opportunity to experiment with some intro-
ductory scripts in Python, even if their own research objectives were entirely
non-digital. Both in our in-person workshops and in the organization of the
chapters an effort was made to group scholars working on different epics,
and to facilitate feedback and collaboration between participants with com-
plementary skill sets and backgrounds. The outcome was a unique sense of
goodwill and mutual encouragement that both made our work as a group more
enjoyable and also produced a remarkably diverse collection of innovative new
research.
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2.3 Workflows

An important priority of DICES from the beginning was that its functions and
data should be accessible by automated processes as well as via a more tradi-
tional web page. While many users will want to search for speeches manually or
browse results using drop-down menus, our database design equally facilitates
machine-driven search and retrieval of speech and character records using the
general-purpose computer programming language Python. This allows for pro-
grammatic experimental design—for example, a series of repeated searches
with incremental variations can be implemented as a Python script and run
automatically, saving the researcher from adjusting settings, clicking buttons,
and re-downloading results for every iteration.

Because DICES speech records are designed for interoperability with the
wider linked-open-data ecosystem, it is possible to retrieve the text of a given
speech from the Perseus Digital Library using the same Python-based interface.
Once the Greek or Latin text has been imported into the Python environment,
it can be analyzed and manipulated with third-party natural language process-
ing tools like CLTK and spaCy—for example, to extract part of speech labels
or lemmatize inflected forms. Finally, Python’s data science packages such as
Pandas allow seamless collation of results in tabular form—for example, gath-
ering tallies of speeches matching various criteria for export to an Excel spread-
sheet.

3 Close and Distant Reading

In order to capture the responsions between a hero’s words at a given moment
and the millennium-long tradition in which they are situated, the scholar must
repeatedly cycle between several perspectives: the close reading of a single
passage; the baseline of the author’s style; the constitution of the character’s
transtextual identity; the conventions of genre; the modulating effects of time,
language, and social context. While more than one framework could facilitate
this alternation of viewpoints, the founders of this project found the meth-
ods and philosophy of digital humanities to be particularly helpful in this
regard.

It is important to note that not all of the studies collected here are primar-
ily computational—and for that matter not all of the computational studies
are digital. More than in any special use of computers, the influence of dig-
ital humanities on this project is seen in the belief that empirical data and
descriptive statistics are an essential complement to interpretation and close
reading. We do not understand quantitative and qualitative approaches to
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be at odds but rather different ways of seeing the same textual phenomena,
each ultimately necessary to illuminate and support the other. And while the
interplay between quantitative and qualitative approaches is manifested in
diverse ways across the following chapters, some common pathways through
the “hermeneutic circle” between close and distant reading can be observed.

3.1 Data

One dimension in which the alternation of close and distant perspectives can
be seen among our contributors is the selection of data. Irene de Jong (chap-
ter 2) and Bernhard Sollradl (chapter 13) both rely upon meticulous manual
data collection, identifying and tallying each textual feature by hand. While,
at a later stage of the process, both also compare the results from manual col-
lection with automated computational results using DICES, the hand-checked
data remain the basis of their investigations. The shift from local passages to
large-scale statistics is natural and seamless because the researcher’s intuitions
are born out of intimate experience with the data, though the maximum scale
at which they can work with manually collected data is limited by the amount
of text they can make time to read at this level of detail.

Making a different tradeoff, Patrick Burns (chapter 9) and Berenice Verhelst
and Christopher Forstall (chapter 18) turn to automated parsers powered by
artificial intelligence in order to extract textual features from a much larger cor-
pus, at the cost of having to adjust for or correct a certain margin for error in
the results. In studies like these, the researcher must continually “ground truth”
the automatically generated data to estimate the accuracy of the method, very
deliberately managing both distant and close reading to ensure that the two
approaches remain in sync. Similarly, Ombretta Cesca and Matteo Romanello
(chapter 3) begin from a smaller “gold standard” which they use to validate
more automated methods before expanding their study to texts for which they
have no human-verified data.

While this approach—a leap from the known to the unknown—is com-
mon in digital humanities, it can be difficult for traditional classical philology
to accept conclusions based on probabilistic methods, even if the accuracy is
quite high.16 The benefit, however, is the opportunity for serendipitous dis-
coveries: analyses of data outside the hand-checked gold standard have the

15  After Rockwell and Sinclair (2016, 87), after Heidegger.

16  For example, the large latinCy parser used by several of the papers included here reports
97 % accuracy for part of speech and 95 % accuracy for dictionary lemma as of this writing
and continues to see incremental improvement (https://huggingface.co/latincy/la_core
_web_lg, accessed 12 January 2025).
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potential to surface truly unexpected results, which can in turn lead to further
refinements of the underlying model. In the best-case scenario, close and dis-
tant reading thus form a positive feedback loop.

In between these two styles, Francesco Mambrini (chapter 10) makes use of
a pre-built, hand-corrected dataset. This allows him to be confident in the attri-
bution of part of speech and lemma tags for every word at the cost of once again
limiting the scope of the corpus to be tested. A different compromise is seen in
the work of Thomas J. Bolt et al. (chapter 11), who manually prepare exhaustive
lists of inflected word forms in each category in which they are interested (e.g.,
personal pronouns, conjunctions) rather than relying on an automated parser.
This decreases error rates and allows the researcher more fine-grained control
over the features set; it cannot entirely remove error however, thanks to ortho-
graphic variation and ambiguous forms, and like the Al-driven approaches
above requires periodic ground truthing to assess accuracy.

3.2 Interpretation of Results

How we interpret the output of computational analysis and reintegrate it into
our reading may reflect, in part, how we view the relationship between the
philologist, the computer, and the text. Which is the object of study? Which
the tool?

At times, our contributors utilize digital resources and computational meth-
ods to facilitate or enhance tasks that would be laborious to undertake by
hand: for example, Charles Oughton and William Dominik use the DICES
database to retrieve speeches by particular characters, Valéry Berlincourt, to
collate speeches by author and work. When work historically done by people
is delegated to software, interpretation of the results naturally includes a com-
parison of the machine’s performance with that of a human. Beck and Minchin
both evaluate the usefulness of digital resources in terms of their ability to
accurately encode philological judgments. De Jong gives explicit comparisons
of the time it takes to tally vocatives with and without digital tools. These
evaluations shine light on both the efficiencies and the shortcomings of new
technology in supporting traditional research methods.

On the other hand, computational methods can equally be evaluated not
as shortcuts to speed up or automate repetitive tasks but as models of the
philological process itself. In this interpretation, discrepancies between digi-
tal results and ground truth may reveal that we do not yet fully understand
how human readers know what they know about texts and thereby elicit new
insights into the nature of poetry and cognition. For example, Burns’ stylomet-
ric measure of “dialogism” offers a preliminary model for how the reader rec-
ognizes character voice against the baseline of narration, and exceptions here
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are as interesting as the norm. Likewise, when Forstall and Verhelst attempt
to model the reader’s recognition of motherly speech, the false positives occa-
sion worthwhile reflection on otherwise unexamined assumptions about what
mothers sound like.

Finally, computers do not simply replicate non-digital workflows. Several of
the papers here demonstrate entirely novel forms of analysis afforded by digital
resources. The multi-dimensional lexical measures implemented by Mambrini
or by Jeff Rydberg-Cox, for example, represent extensions of philological imag-
ination and open new kinds of questions to inquiry.

3.3 Visualization

Many of the following chapters creatively employ graphs and figures not only
to represent quantitative data but also to reintegrate it fluidly into a more sub-
jective interpretive process. In this, too, these studies show the influence of the
digital humanities. For examples, Mambrini (chapter10) and Rebekka Schirner
(chapter 12) both use heat maps to visualize quantitative metrics and bridge
the hermeneutic gap between aggregated data and psychosocial dynamics.
Burns (chapter 9) and Verhelst and Forstall (chapter 18) plot a rolling average
to link custom metrics to textual regions of interest. Berlincourt (chapter 8)
uses traditional statistical figures such as box and whisker plots to represent
the distribution of aggregate figures but also turns to more bespoke graphical
representations to represent and compare the disposition of speeches within
poems. Rydberg-Cox (chapter 19) uses network graphs to visualize the shared
vocabulary that connects speakers within the Iliad. Indeed, a comparison of
Rydberg-Cox with Mambrini (chapter 10) strikingly demonstrates the variety
of methods encompassed by these studies: Rydberg-Cox’s network graphs and
Mambrini’s heatmaps both attempt to illustrate the affinities and differences
among the speech patterns of the Homeric heroes, but based on complemen-
tary features (function words for Mambrini, content words for Rydberg-Cox)
and with dramatically different visualizations.

4 Organization of the Volume

In arranging this volume we have deliberately avoided segregating contribu-
tions by language or time period, preferring to group them according to similar
thematic concerns and methodologies. We imagine two axes running through
the book and meeting in the middle. The first of these axes is generally con-
cerned with the structural features of speech; it begins with Form and extends
through Tradition. The second runs from Emotion through Interaction and is
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concerned more closely with the subjectivity of speakers and addressees. Style
lies at the intersection of these two axes and partakes of both sets of inter-
ests.

41 Form
Papers grouped under Form share an interest in the more concrete elements of
poetry, and primarily narratological or structuralist approaches. Irene de Jong
(chapter 2) opens this section with a diachronic perspective, comparing speak-
ers’ use of vocative expressions, both proper names and more general epithets,
in Homer and in Quintus of Smyrna. Using quantitative measures including
vocative count, frequency and distribution within speeches, De Jong shows that
speakers in the Odyssey already depart in significant ways from the practices of
their Iliadic counterparts, and yet that even centuries later, Quintus neverthe-
less captures measurable aspects of a “Homeric” style. This statistical survey is
complemented by a qualitative assessment that considers speakers’ motives for
using vocative expressions to specify or characterize their addressees, as well
as potential effects upon the extradiegetic audience. Throughout the chapter,
De Jong offers insightful reflection upon the philological process, the extent to
which existing digital tools are (or are not) useful in facilitating her research,
and the kinds of narratological features that seem to present the greatest chal-
lenge to digitization. She observes, for example, certain strategic discrepancies
between whom the narrator designates as a speech’s addressee and whom the
speaker chooses to insert in the vocative that are both fascinating as a subject
for future study and frustratingly complicated to encode in a database.
Ombretta Cesca and Matteo Romanello (chapter 3) examine how Homeric
speakers deploy deliberate repetition of other characters’ language, not only
in formal messenger scenes but also in situations where repetition is more
approximate, such as invited oaths. Cesca and Romanello present a multi-stage
workflow that exploits the DICES database’s connections to external resources
to automatically collect the full text of every speech in the Iliad and Odyssey;
the authors then use the third-party text-reuse detection tool Passim to surface
repetitions among the speeches. Comparison of the automated search results
with a “gold standard” benchmark for repetition in Iliadic speeches allows the
authors to offer quantitative analysis of Passim’s performance, which serves
to validate the new repetitions their method discovers in the Odyssey. More-
over, in reporting the results of their experiments to tune Passim to this novel
reuse-detection task, the authors add valuable insights into the nature of text
reuse overall and Homeric responsion in particular. The chapter nevertheless
includes a cautionary note that while automated methods are able to success-
fully capture most cases of repetition, the most flexible examples as well as
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the essential criterion of speaker intent must still rely on close reading and the
experience of the practiced philologist.

Christoph Schwameis and Jan Telg genannt Kortmann (chapter 4) likewise
consider the structural use of direct speech within a single author, in this
case, the use of military exhortations in Silius Italicus’ Punica. As in De Jong’s
study of vocatives (chapter 2), Schwameis and Telg gennant Kortmann employ
the DICES database to locate their material of interest and present a statis-
tical overview of speech counts, frequency and distribution, before turning
to a more qualitative analysis based on close reading. The authors examine
two somewhat different ways in which exhortation speeches relate to their
speakers’ strategic interests: on one hand, whether the speech is successful in
motivating the troops; on the other, whether the speaker’s side is ultimately vic-
torious in the ensuing fight. They find that while the majority of the speeches
are successful in terms of arousing their audience and only a small minority are
explicitly characterized as failures, nevertheless it is equally the case that over
the course of the book speeches are much more likely to precede a military fail-
ure than a victory. While the focus in this chapter tends more towards the nar-
rative function of exhortation speech distribution and the ways in which these
speeches are deployed to characterize the commanders and their armies, in
its consideration of the effectiveness of speeches it shares important concerns
with the contribution of Rebekka Schirner, chapter 12 in the “Emotion” sec-
tion, as well as with those of Deborah Beck (chapter 15) and Elizabeth Minchin
(chapter 17) in “Interaction”.

The final chapter of this section (chapter 5) turns us to the fourth and fifth
century CE and explicitly tests the boundaries of the epic genre. Valéry Berlin-
court explores Claudian’s use of direct speech in his political poems, demon-
strating that epic style and epideictic function coexist in a complex relationship
within this corpus and that direct speeches are an important locus where the
tension between these forces plays out in sometimes surprising ways. Using the
DICES database as a starting point, Berlincourt gathers statistical data on the
number, extent, and distribution of direct speeches across not only the political
speeches of Claudian, but also a benchmark set of earlier Latin epic poems and
Claudian’s more recognizably epic De Raptu Proserpinae. Berlincourt makes
use of two additional features recorded by DICES: the mortal or divine sta-
tus of the speaker and addressee and the conversational context of the speech.
A quantitative analysis of these metrics shows that in many ways Claudian’s
political poetry falls within the range of stylistic practices encompassed by the
Latin epic corpus, whose extremes are often defined by Ovid and Lucan. At the
same time, however, Claudian uses direct speech to novel effect, for instance
by employing abstract divine entities to deliver speeches whose contents are
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more relevant to the external audience than to the development of the plot.
This approach has much in common with that of De Jong’s opening chapter
(chapter 2), using objective features to situate a Late Antique author within
his generic and diachronic context. Despite the fact that Claudian seems much
more deliberately to be pushing the limits of the genre while Quintus affects
a conservative stylistic stance, both chapters show how quantitatively similar
poetics may nevertheless have quite differing interpretive valence.

4.2 Tradition

Tradition continues the analysis of formal elements but turns from the opera-
tion of these elements within texts to focus on relationships among different
works. Intertextuality is a prominent theoretical approach here. Martina Deluc-
chi (chapter 6) opens this section with her detailed reading of a text which,
like Claudian’s political poems, tests the boundaries of the epic corpus. The
epyllium Telephi is a late and fragmentary text of fewer than 50 extant lines,
seemingly comprising a single direct speech by a female character. Delucchi
marshals comparanda from across nearly a thousand years, from the Home-
ric epics to Imperial Age ethopoiiai, to locate both the form and the content of
the speaker’s prayer within a network of intertextual responsions and demon-
strate that, fragmentary as it is, this work shows the operation of generic influ-
ences from both epic and tragedy. This study inverts patterns we saw in several
chapters of the “Form” section. Rather than making a quantitative overview
the starting point and context for qualitative study, Delucchi’s work centers a
detailed close reading, using the subjective experience of both the reader and
the speaking character as a nucleus around which wide-ranging intertextual
links are arrayed in orbit. Digital tools are here used to expand our understand-
ing by pulling in external points of reference rather than exhaustively mining
the text itself. Like Berlincourt above (chapter 5), Delucchi turns to non-textual
features in the DICES database, in this case to identify cases where mortal
women address prayers to gods. She convincingly shows how the example of
Penelope, surfaced by the search, firmly links the tragic characters and circum-
stances of the epyllium to epic precedent.

Charles Oughton (chapter 7) balances narratological and intertextual inter-
ests, tracing in Silius’ Punica both the borrowing of language from Livy’s Ab
Urbe Condita as well as the strategic reattribution of borrowed words among
character-speakers and narrator. Like Schwameis and Telg gennant Kortmann
(chapter 4), Oughton makes the military exhortation speech the focus of his
close reading; but like Roberto Chiappiniello (chapter 8), he turns the gaze of
his search for text reuse outwards—in this case, documenting Silius’ engage-
ment with a single earlier author, though on beyond the bonds of his genre. In
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his close reading of the speeches, Oughton builds up each example in layers of
intertextual responsions. Beginning from clear semantic and structural paral-
lels, he shows how, as further references accumulate, their combined effect is to
force a re-evaluation of Silius’ stance vis-a-vis both his historiographical source
and his own characters. Schematic diagrams illustrate the web of interactions
resulting from this archaeology of references and clearly show where borrowed
text is deployed at a different narrative level. As Silius moves language between
narrator and character-speakers, he draws on the audience’s understanding of
the historical events and of Livy’s treatment of them in order to comment on
the distance between what characters, author, and audience “know” about the
material facts of their situation, the import of subjective phenomena such as
omens, and the ultimate fate of their military endeavours.

In his chapter on Prudentius, Roberto Chiappiniello (chapter 8) brings to
light, within a rhetorical framework, the “further voices” evoked by the
speeches of the Pyschomachia’s Virtues and Vices. Like Cesca and Romanello
above (chapter 3), Chiappiniello uses DICES to isolate instances of direct
speech preliminary to identifying instances of text reuse; here, however, the
search for intertextual responsions looks outward to the larger corpus com-
prehending both Vergil as the canonical epic source and his later interpreters.
At the same time, the object of study is refined from large-scale repetition to
more subtle loci similes whose valence and impact upon the Prudentian context
can be understood only in light of the network of interrelationships between
them. Chiapiniello shows how both Virtues and Vices deploy the words of
Vergilian characters to gain advantage in their battlefield speeches, while at the
same time these tactical allusions are complicated by resonance with the often
darker interpretations of later authors. This density of meaning, he argues, is
itself a signifier for the eternal cosmic conflict. Meanwhile, the winning move in
more than one exchange comes when a Biblical locus provides the interpretive
key to pagan allusion: for example, when Superbia tactically aligns herself with
the anti-colonialist arguments of Vergil’'s Numanus—simultaneously evoking
the Statian Tisiphone’s withering condemnation of Pietas, Spes achieves vic-
tory not only through allusion to the speech of Numanus’ killer, Ascanius, but
also by rereading Ascanius’ victory through the Biblical exemplum of David and
Goliath.

4.3 Style

This is the most consistently digital section of the book and represents a kind
of common denominator of all our work. The papers grouped here center
the digital methods that make possible the large-scale analysis of both formal
structures and emotional dynamics explored throughout this project. In “Mea-
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suing Dialogism in Latin Epic,” Patrick Burns (chapter g) sets out to identify a
constellation of features that distinguish spoken dialogue from narrator-text,
along with a formula that combines the frequencies of these features into a
single, quantitative metric. Burns finds, in keeping with earlier digital stud-
ies on English novels as well as more traditional philological work on Vergil,
that first- and second-person forms and interjections are among the most dis-
tinctive features of character-speech; to these he adds the use of imperative
and future verb forms as indicators of direct speech in Latin epic specifically.
In a reading of book g of Lucan’s Bellum Civile, Burns shows how his quan-
titative “dialogism” metric aligns more subjectively with the distribution of
character-speech and narrative. It is important that, while Burns’ measurement
is quantitative, it is not binary: thus, Burns shows, it not only increases within
speeches and decreases in narrator text, but it can also illuminate relatively
more speech-like areas within narrator-text. This is of particular interest in the
case of Lucan, the personal qualities of whose narrative voice have long been
remarked. Burns shows here how his dialogism metric for example is correlated
with the use of apostrophe, linking the objective traits of character-speech
to some of the most vivid and emotional interventions of the author into his
story.

Francesco Mambrini (chapter 10) presents an exploratory survey of the ways
in which Homeric characters are characterized by their use of very frequent
words in a series of small, computational experiments. Beginning from John
Burrows’ pioneering work on the character speech of Jane Austen’s novels,
Mambrini walks the reader step-by-step through the process of extracting a
lexicon from the character-speech of the Iliad and Odyssey and then gradu-
ally building up more complex quantitative representations of word usage by
individual characters. Following Burrows, Mambrini limits his examination to
function words, those very common words whose use is both independent of
subject matter and, according to the majority view, unconscious on the part
of the author. First, he demonstrates how a single word, ydp, can be favored
by certain characters and avoided by others, using close reading of exemplary
passages to support his case. Expanding from one word to a larger lexicon, he
shows how different propensities for specific function words make up distinct
lexical fingerprints for, e.g., Achilles and Ajax. From the difference between two
characters, Mambrini zooms out still further to quantify the stylistic distances
among a large cast of Homeric gods and heroes, using three complementary
methods: heatmaps directly representing a grid of mutual distances, Principal
Component Analysis to simplify multi-dimensional data as two-dimensional
vectors, and finally hierarchical clustering to highlight the most significant pat-
terns of resemblance among the characters. Like Burns (chapter 9), Mambrini
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convincingly shows that techniques with proven application in English nov-
els can also be profitably applied to the DICES corpus and points the way for
future study.

In the final chapter of this section, Thomas J. Bolt, Pramit Chaudhuri and
Joseph Dexter (chapter 1) bring together several of the techniques seen in ear-
lier chapters in a triptych of stylometric studies in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Like
Mambrini, these authors are interested in the ways in which low-level features
contribute to the creation of coherent stylistic profiles both for individual char-
acters and for character types; like Burns (chapter g), they employ a diverse
feature set combining diction with morphological features, and indeed go fur-
ther in adding syntactic and prosodic features. However, unlike the previous
two papers, Bolt et al. do not derive their feature set from the material they
set out to study, but rather employ a standard “toolkit” of features proven use-
ful by earlier computational studies in Latin literature. The authors open with
an overview of two quantitative parameters, sentence length and frequency
of relative clauses, which in turn leads to a discussion of one extreme out-
lier, the speech of Macareus, Ovid’s meta-intertextual capping of the Vergilian
Achaemenides. That this allusion-to-an-allusion is characterized by its profli-
gacy of hypotaxis could not be more perfectly Ovidian! Bolt et al. then turn their
stylistic toolkit to the speeches of Ajax and Ulysses in the contest of the arms
of Achilles, demonstrating the feature set’s effectiveness at highlighting char-
acteristic differences in the opponents’ techniques. Finally, zooming out, they
explore the question of whether a consistent difference is detectable between
Ovid’s male and female speakers. They train a simple classifier on a select cor-
pus of speeches and find that interrogatives play a prominent role in discrim-
inating female from male speech. Their discussion of the role of questions in
female speech brings together related strands treated elsewhere in this volume:
the “tragic” monologues of characters such as Medea and Scylla (compare S6ll-
radl’s linking of questions with a “tragic” style, chapter 13 in Emotion below)
the machinations of female divinities (Tomcik, chapter 16 in Interaction, docu-
ments the importance of questions in these characters’ delivery of “fake news”)
and the speeches by epic mothers to their children (Forstall and Verhelst, chap-
ter18 also in Interaction, look at the rhetorical strategies of persuasive mothers
and attempt to quantify a “motherly” speech style).

4.4 Emotion

Emotion collects papers that explore the more subjective and personal dimen-
sion of epic speech, though some of these threads have already been hinted
at—for example in Bolt et als (chapter 11) final example above. Rebekka Schir-
ner (chapter 12) opens this section with complementary close and distant read-
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ings of the role speech plays in changing characters’ moods in Valerius Flaccus’
Argonautica. Schirner draws on a substantial literature in psychology as well
as her own prior work on Valerius to identify a core set of common emotions
and link them to diagnostic markers in the text. Using the DICES database
to locate all speeches in the poem, she carefully documents the emotional
state of speaker and addressee both before and after each speech. This allows
her to present a bird’s-eye view of all emotional transitions across the poem
that are mediated by direct speech, employing a heat map to make the larger
patterns—in particular, speeches that move their audience from a state of fear
to one of bravery—visible and comparable to one another. Having established
this large-scale context, Schirner then turns to the examination of specific
case studies in detail, showing clearly where and how the text represents the
emotional state of speakers and addressees and commenting on the rhetori-
cal elements that speakers employ to effect the observed emotional changes.
Intertextuality adds a further dimension to this analysis: Schirner shows in
each case how exemplary models in Apollonius and Vergil provide a baseline
for Valerius’ treatment of the Argonauts’ emotions and highlights where the
Flavian poet not only borrows from but also corrects and innovates upon his
sources.

In his chapter, “Quantifying Genre,” Bernhard Séllradl (chapter 13) identi-
fies a constellation of features diagnostic of “tragic” style within Latin epic—
and specifically of the disjointed, emotional language characterized by Seneca
as sermo praeruptus (“broken speech”). He begins from a touchstone of this
style: the horrifying prophesy of Mopsus to the Argonauts in book 1 of Valerius
Flaccus’ Argonautica, also considered by Schirner (chapter 12) above. Sollradl
observes that the tragic resonance of this scene is already signalled by cer-
tain metageneric markers, as well as by a subsequent description of Mopsus
that explicitly outfits him in the accoutrements of a tragic actor. Yet over and
above these narratorial hints, key elements of Mopsus’ own diction, prosody
and syntax evoke the sermo praeruptus of a tragic character in crisis, includ-
ing frequent interjections, elisions, questions, and repetitions. In a careful close
reading, Sollradl examines these features both in Mopsus’ speech and in a rep-
resentative monologue from Seneca, showing how they work together to create
the effect of mental and emotional turmoil. Having established their relevance
to a qualitative analysis, he then sets out to discover whether they might prove
sufficient to identify the tragic style in a quantitative way that could be applied
across the corpus. Séllradl thus creates a bespoke metric combining frequen-
cies of six specific features and uses it to rank speeches from both Senecan
tragedy and Latin epic in the DICES database. His ultimate conclusion is that
these features can reliably identify extreme emotions, but that further refine-
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ment would be required to narrow the classification to sermo praeruptus in
particular.

William Dominik (chapter 14) closes the section on Emotion with a com-
prehensive diachronic study of Achilles, the hero who more than any other is
characterized by his emotions. Taking the DICES database of epic speeches as
his starting point, Dominik examines the way in which Achilles demonstrates
his essential nature through what he says (and what he does not say) across a
diverse corpus from Homer to Late Antiquity, encompassing epic, drama, and
prose. Over the course of this centuries-long tradition, Dominik shows, the
transtextual character undergoes a series of transformations, or “swerves”, in
his temperament as Achilles is repeatedly reinvented in successive times and
genres. While his essential anger remains, it is variously inflected through vary-
ing orientations towards honor, friendship, love, and cruelty. Moreover, this
evolution takes place not at a consistent, gradual pace but rather in a kind
of punctuated equilibrium, with certain authors—in particular, Euripides and
Statius—marking dramatic changes in his presentation and others content to
follow more closely the trajectory set by their predecessors. While his central-
ity to the Iliad recommends Achilles as a paradigmatic epic hero, the moments
that emerge as the most frequent touchstones for his character are from out-
side the Homeric narrative: his treatment of Iphigenia, Deidamia, and above all
Polyxena stand as prominent inflection points in the evolution of his character.
For most of this analysis Dominik allows Achilles to speak for himself, docu-
menting how the hero’s own words illustrate each instantiation of his character
with the mimetic vividness of direct speech. He also notes, however, some rare
instances where an author or narrator seems to problematize or even undercut
Achilles’ self-presentation by couching his words in indirect or inset speech.

4.5 Interaction

Just as Tradition extends Form by considering intertextual relationships, Inter-
action extends Emotion by considering interpersonal relationships. In the first
essay of this section, Deborah Beck (chapter 15) presents a diachronic sur-
vey of one particular category of speech, the difficult-to-pin-down, mocking
interaction described by the Greek term xeptopnéw and its relatives. Expanding
on earlier studies of xeptopéw-speech in Homer, Beck includes the Hellenis-
tic and Late Antique epics from the DICES corpus. This not only triples the
number of instances but also opens the possibility for a diachronic perspec-
tive on the evolution of both the term and the speech act it designates. While
the precise boundaries of this phenomenon remain elusive, Beck draws atten-
tion to several important parameters, including the presence of perceptible
gaps between the apparent content of the speaker’s words and their effective
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meaning in context, and between the nominal addressee of the speech and its
intended audience. Beck observes that the presence of an internal audience
of bystanders is frequently essential to understanding the effect of a xeptopéw
speech. In some cases, this audience bears witness to the addressee’s annoy-
ance or humiliation; in others, the bystanders are addressed directly, while the
target of the speech is relegated to the third person. Beck notes that in both
these forms, the bystanders’ key role is frequently underscored by a narratorial
description of their reaction—for example, laughter or commentary presented
as Tig-speech. Likewise, she observes that the formal structure of such speech
frequently belies its intended social function: utterances phrased as questions
or deliberations, for example, are in context transparently meant as a taunt or
other attack. In exploring these “gaps” between form and meaning, Beck not
only helps to more accurately delineate this problematic category of speech,
but also raises valuable theoretical questions about the digital representation
of direct speech. These questions will be further explored in section 6.3 below.

Two contributions to this section use the theme, Interaction, as an occa-
sion to examine epic speeches in light of contemporary sociological theory. In
“Speaking Fake News in Flavian Epic,” Melissande Tomcik (chapter 16) turns to
recent studies of the proliferation of misinformation and conspiracy theories
for insight into false and deceptive speech by the characters of Statius, Valerius
Flaccus, and Silius Italicus. Tomcik highlights attributes shared by fake news
in Latin Epic and contemporary media alike: the isolation and emotional vul-
nerability of its recipients; an appeal to common ground between speaker and
audience; construction of sensational stories on a foundation of the familiar; an
exaggerated sense of urgency and exhortation to action. All of these facilitate
emotional manipulation of the addressee by the speaker, whether in the world
of mythic heroes or modern social media. In addition, Tomcik identifies a set
of features that, while unnoticed by the internal audience, signal to the reader
that a speech is intentionally deceptive. Perhaps most prominent is the high
proportion of deceptive speeches delivered by disguised goddesses. Beyond the
identity of the speaker, Tomcik also notes a small collection of themes that
co-occur with false speech frequently enough to activate the reader’s suspi-
cion: the language of truth and lies; reported dreams; appeal to rumour; abrupt
self-interruption. Perhaps unfortunately for our view of human nature, Tomcik
finds that attempts to deceive in Flavian epic are, with few exceptions, widely
successful. Doubtful addressees are few and may be convinced against their
better judgment; fake news far more often meets with willing recipients, includ-
ing some who accept it despite being aware of its falsehood. Having established
the markers of false speech in these three poets, grounded firmly in both the
intertextual heritage of the epic tradition and the socio-linguistic mechanics
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of deception and persuasion, Tomcik reflects on the potential of this feature
set to subtly cast suspicion on other speeches not explicitly declared false by
the narrator. She also raises the possibility that a future study might be able to
generalize these features to identify fake news in the full DICES corpus.

Elizabeth Minchin (chapter 17), too, brings to bear contemporary socio-
logical theory as a way of illuminating speech by fictional epic characters.
In her contribution, she presents a framework from the psychology of work-
place interactions, “Responsibility Exchange Theory,” or RET, and illustrates
how it can be used to foreground characteristic traits of the heroes of Homer’s
Iliad. In particular, RET identifies four complementary interactions that can
be found in Homer’s speeches: boasting, blaming, thanking, and apologizing.
These four approaches comprise the possible ways that positive and negative
outcomes in team efforts maybe be ascribed to self and others. As Minchin
explains, in choosing among them, the speaker navigates a difficult trade-off
between maintaining his personal status, or “face,” and building the goodwill
of the group. In her survey of speeches by Agamemnon, Hector, Menelaus
and Antilochus, Minchin employs the DICES database to identify candidate
speeches before turning to close reading to evaluate them according to RET.
Agamemnon and Hector can be seen boasting and blaming in several promi-
nent speeches, but both struggle to apologize effectively or acknowledge oth-
ers’ contributions. Antilochus, on the other hand, quickly apologizes and owns
his fault in the chariot race, while Menelaus graciously accepts his apology and
offers thanks. Throughout her analysis, Minchin also compares the experimen-
tal speech category labels included in DICES with the four-part classification
of RET. Unlike some typical speech categories, such as refusals or prayers, none
of the types identified by RET is associated with obvious formal attributes in
Homer’s poetic language. Rather, Minchin observes, each case must be evalu-
ated by the reader based on an intuitive sense of the speaker’s intention. This
readerly intuition, or “theory of mind,” may be difficult to operationalize, but
is deeply human: our effort to understand the characters’ intentions is part of
what makes the story engaging for us, and our success, such as it is, represents
a slender but firm connection to the poem’s original audience.

In “Listen to Mummy,” Berenice Verhelst and Christopher Forstall (chap-
ter 18) examine the ways in which mothers interact with their children in a
retrospective diachronic study that begins with Nonnus before working back-
wards to examine precedents throughout the epic tradition. Much as Séllradl
does in his earlier chapter (chapter 13), Verhelst and Forstall open their anal-
ysis with close reading of a type-specimen of the trope, in this case the per-
suasive speech addressed to Hypnus by his “mother”—seemingly Nyx, but in
reality, the disguised Iris. What are the features that make the disguise, and the
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speech, so convincing? Verhelst and Forstall identify several features that mark
the speech as motherly: the language of parent-child relationships, and espe-
cially motherhood, and an abundance of personal pronouns and possessives,
highlighting closeness and emotional involvement. The authors then turn to
digital methods to widen the scope of their analysis. Using DICES to search
speeches by speaker and addressee attributes as well as the database’s connec-
tivity with external repositories of character data, they extract a set of speeches
by mothers to their children across the corpus. These share many of the fea-
tures identified above, while at the same time suggesting expansion of the
lexicon of family terms implicated. This hand-selected feature set is then val-
idated in part through an automated statistical test for salient terms using
word frequencies. Finally, Verhelst and Forstall use a composite score based
on frequency of their custom feature set to rank both mother and non-mother
speeches throughout the corpus. Their methods in combining hand-picked
features resemble those of S6llradl above, except that where he calculated aver-
ages for each speech, the authors of this chapter use a sliding window (as
in chapter g by Burns) to identify local “hotspots” of motherly language even
within long speeches.

In the final paper of this section, Jeff Rydberg-Cox (chapter 19) uses net-
work graphs to explore the interrelationships of character and language in
the speeches of the Iliad. Earlier network analyses often depended on human
or automated parsing of the text to determine which characters should be
considered as interacting. Rydberg-Cox notes that the DICES database pro-
vides an exhaustive list of speaker-addressee connections, allowing him to pro-
ceed seamlessly to a network representation. Furthermore, he leverages the
database’s connectivity with the Perseus Digital Library to download the full
text of the speeches and extract the set of lemmata spoken by each charac-
ter. In a toy model based on book 6 of the Iliad, Rydberg-Cox demonstrates
how a network graph of speaker-addressee interactions can reveal social com-
munities within the narrative and highlight those characters most central to
their communities as well as those who bridge otherwise disparate groups. Yet
more illuminating, though, is the graph of speaker-lemma connections, which
reorganizes the set of characters according to commonalities of vocabulary.
Rydberg-Cox here shows that characters such who never speak to one another
nevertheless discuss many of the same themes and ideas: though Glaucus and
Hector don’t speak to one another, for example, both have occasion to discuss
what makes a good warrior. Meanwhile, although Adrestus and Agamemnon
participate in what is nominally a single speech cluster surrounding Adrestus’
plea for Menelaus to spare him, they are talking about fundamentally differ-
ent things. Expanding from book six to the entirety of the Iliad Rydberg-Cox
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shows how the DICES infrastructure supports network analyses of much larger
scope than previously possible; at the same time, however, he observes that the
resultant graphs resist the kind of subjective, visual interpretation that seemed
natural at smaller scale. In a first move towards managing this interpretive
intractability, he offers the quantitative metrics of centrality and modularity as
heuristics for the identification of communities of characters and of the shared
vocabularies that define them.

5 Connections and Serendipities

While one of the delights of this project was the diversity of theoretical and
methodological approaches encompassed, another was the emergence of clear
points of resonance among certain constellations of papers beyond the the-
matic groupings foreseen in the arrangement of our table of contents.

5.1 Overlapping Feature Sets

A common template shared by several of our contributors was the attempt to
identify features diagnostic of a certain type of marked speech. Our own bid to
characterize mothers speaking to their children was perhaps the most narrowly
targeted of the studies in this mode; S6llradl’s focus on sermo praeruptus (chap-
ter13) and Tomcik’s on “fake news” (chapter16) were only slightly more general,
while Bolt et al,, in their examination of female speech, cast a still wider net
(chapter 11). Broadest of all in his categorization was Burns (chapter g), whose
classifier aimed simply to distinguish speech from narrative.

Yet despite their diversity of scope and subject matter, these papers indepen-
dently identified many of the same features: interrogatives, personal pronouns,
imperative mood, present tense, and anaphora, for example, were all impli-
cated as diagnostic of more than one of the categories above. This convergence
is heartening in that the independent success of the same features at several
tasks, across authors and languages, speaks to their reliability and to the coher-
ence of the large and diverse corpus assembled here. However, if the same
criteria are proposed as diagnostic of so many different types of speech, that
suggests that their discriminatory power is not (yet) as fine-grained as we might
hope. A hypothesis suggests itself, for example, that these features are simply
the markers of a single, “dialogic” style, and that grieving mothers, vatic priests,
soliloquizing women, and scheming goddesses all employ what is effectively
just a more emotional version of this style. We note that where abovemen-
tioned chapters differed most was in content-dependent features: family terms
in Verhelst and Forstall (chapter 18), tragic diction in S6llradl (chapter 13), the
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language of truth and falsehood in Tomcik (chapter 16). A second, more sophis-
ticated hypothesis, then, is that one set of features—Burn’s dialogic markers
(chapter 9), say—indicate a passage’s markedness or emotional intensity, while
content markers indicate its orientation or type-affiliation.

5.2 The Role of Emotion

Despite having assigned an entire section to the treatment of emotion, we nev-
ertheless were surprised at the prominence of emotion in essays throughout
the volume. Besides the role of features linked to affect in the classification
studies just discussed, the emotional state of addressees was a concern of sev-
eral of our contributors. Schirner (chapter 12) presents a schematic overview
of the issue and a template for distant reading of speeches’ effects upon the
emotions of their listeners. But the question of how audience emotions affect
their reception of a speech, and how the speech in turn shapes their emotional
state, are also important to Schwameis and Telg gennant Kortmann (chapter 4)
in assessing the success or failure of commander’s exhortations, to Beck (chap-
ter 15) in delineating the social interactions designated by xeptopéw, to Tomcik
(chapter 16) in identifying fake news, and to Minchin (chapter 17) in under-
standing the nuanced calculus of “face” in workplace interactions.

This group of contributions share a reliance on close reading to interpret
the social context of speech and the emotional state of the addressee. It is an
intriguing question for future studies whether textual features such as those
that seemed to respond to speaker affect above could one day be used to extract
information about the listeners’ emotional state as well. Schirner’s methods
(chapter 12) could then potentially be automated and applied to distant read-
ing of, say, motivational military speeches or persuasive falsehoods.

6 Problems and Areas of Future Work

6.1 Speech-Type Tags

During the early stages of the DICES project, we made the decision to include
in our database some preliminary category labels (exhortations, prayers, la-
ments, etc.), following the model of, among others, Fingerle (1939), Highet
(1972) and Dominik (1994). The set of speech-type tags, and their assignment
to individual speeches, developed as an evolving compromise among records
from heterogeneous sources. The DICES team found itself attempting to har-
monize a large set of labels assigned by different scholars with differing inter-
ests. During the same period, the contributors to this volume were already
working with the tags and providing valuable feedback and corrections—you
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will see some evidence of this process from time to time in their individual
discussions. Through this process we discovered that the tags proved more
useful to researchers than we had imagined, despite being incomplete and in
places inconsistent. While there were disagreements about individual category
assignments, certain structural issues emerged as more important to our users.
We will consider some of these specific cases in the discussion that follows. In
general, however, we consider the tags to be an area of continued work, offered
to users in a preliminary stage in hopes that their usefulness may already out-
weigh any infelicities.

6.2 Precision of References

One structural question raised by the type tags was how to recognize when
speeches fulfill multiple roles. In the present version of the database, type tags
apply to whole speeches. When a speech plays several roles, for example func-
tioning as both a prayer and an exhortation, this is shown by assigning multiple
tags to the speech. While some of our contributors appreciated this flexibility,
it is clear that others would have benefitted from greater precision. Roberto
Chiappiniello (chapter 8), for example, discusses a speech made in the Psy-
chomachia by the personified Spes which is labelled as both “vituperation” and
“narration.” In practice, these modes are less simultaneous than serial, and the
ability to identify which parts of the speech belong to each category would be
helpful.

A related problem, discussed by Irene de Jong (chapter 2), among others,
is that of speeches which address several different people in turn. While the
present version of the database again assigns all these addressees to the entire
speech, it is clear that at least in some cases a single continuous utterance
is directed toward different addressees serially rather than simultaneously. As
with the type tags, it would be useful to distinguish which lines, or better still
which words, were meant for each addressee. Especially in later authors, who
not infrequently condense what is effectively a whole conversation into a single
speech, we may be missing nuance in speakers’ tailoring of language to specific
situations and relationships if we continue to treat whole speeches as the basic
unit of study.

6.3 Form versus Intent

Another question arising out of work with the speech-type tags has been how to
represent the potential difference between the superficial form of a speech and
its intended (or perceived) function. As Elizabeth Minchin (chapter 17) points
out, what looks formally like, say, deliberation may serve in practice as a gra-
cious public apology—or, on the contrary, as a deflection of blame onto others.



INTRODUCTION 29

Melissande Tomcik (chapter 16) observes that ill-intentioned speakers at times
mask covert manipulation by adopting the attributes of typical speech types
such as messages, laments, or reported dreams. In other cases, the gap between
an utterance’s form and its true intent may not be hidden at all but rather an
essential component of what is communicated. Deborah Beck (chapter 15), for
example, examines cases of mocking speech where the speaker’s ironic use of,
e.g., an obviously insincere question is meant to be recognized by the addressee
and to underscore the speech’s hostile intent.

As with the question of precision above, the question of intent turns out
to be relevant to addressees as well as speech types. The inclusion of a voca-
tive, for example, represents a clear, formal address that may nevertheless only
partially answer the question for whom the words are intended, as Irene de
Jong observes (chapter 2). Invocation of a dead or absent person may carry no
implication that the speaker intends them to hear the speech. On the other
hand, the intended target of a speech may be deliberately omitted from the
formal address: as Deborah Beck (chapter 15) shows, speaking about someone
who is present in the third person, as though to others, can be an important
component of mocking speech. Disguises, discussed by Tomcik (chapter 16)
and by Forstall and Verhelst (chapter 18), further complicate the question by
introducing an asymmetry between the perspectives of speech participants.
When a character unknowingly addresses their own mother, for example, the
gap between the participants’ understandings may be as significant as the spe-
cific identities involved.

6.4 Extensibility and the Limits of Structure

Some of the difficulties noted above seem amenable to technical solutions.
Most straightforward among such solutions are those that simply layer new
metadata on top of the existing structures: for example, a new set of pragmatic
speech categorizations based on social function and independent of the exist-
ing tags. Because the DICES database is designed on the principles of linked
open data, it is in fact already possible for outside scholars to reference and
annotate our records or to combine them with other datasets. The problem of
sub-speech precision, however, is more difficult, since this would likely require
changing the representation of our data.

Elizabeth Minchin (chapter 17) remarks that the task of intuiting a speaker’s
intention is one that must fall to the individual reader. This work, she observes,
relies upon the reader’s “theory of mind” (ToM), our special human ability
to imagine the subjective experience of others, and constitutes “an essential
step” in engaging with literature. The extensibility of DICES means that each
reader could record their judgments, ensuring replicability of their work; more-
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over, comparison among many such individual “readings” could potentially
illuminate new details about the inner workings of readerly ToM. A sufficiently
large dataset might even be used one day to train a computational model of
readerly ToM, just as the models of the past half-decade have been trained to
approximate human judgments such as determining syntactic relationships,
identifying proper nouns (“named entity recognition”), and evaluating emo-
tional valence (“sentiment analysis”). In this way our work is an example of the
ongoing cycle of subjective interpretation and empirical analysis in the digital
humanties, in which human experience provides the basis for new digital rep-
resentations, and the limits of those representations shine new light on what
it means to be human.
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