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Part III: Time



Christiane Reitz and Simone Finkmann

Time in ancient epic – a short introduction

1 Preliminary remarks

The important role of ‘time’ and its diverse functions in ancient epic, from the
regulation and sequencing of the narrated events and the structuring function
of chronotopes, like sunsets and sunrises, to the concept and measurement of
time itself, and the timelessness of mythical places, the underworld, or Mount
Olympus, have long fascinated ancient and modern scholars alike. Following the
‘spatial turn’¹ in the Humanities, the study of time has also undergone a significant
and sustained transformation in classical scholarship to the point that time and
the relation of narrative time and space² have become a frequent subject of both
individual and diachronic studies, most recently in the form of two multi-author
companions that examine the role of time in ancient Greek literature, de Jong and
Nünlist’s Time in ancient Greek literature from 2007 and Purves’ Space and Time
in ancient Greek narrative from 2010.

Irene de Jong has been instrumental in implementing Gérard Genette’s and
Mieke Bal’s narrative theory and narratological terminology into classical schol-
arship. This also applies to the concept of narrative time and space in ancient
literature, which is why this short introduction is greatly indebted to her discus-
sion of time in de Jong/Nünlist (2007, 1–14) and de Jong (2014, 73–103), as well
as her many other excellent contributions on narratology and ancient narrative
texts.³

While this subject is so important that two contributions have been exclusively
dedicated to the analysis of the strikingly different focus on and representation of
time in Greek and Roman epic, withWenskus’ chapter tackling the complex and ex-
tensive topic of precise time-markers in Greek epic, especially as they are employed
in the Homeric epics and Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica, and Wolkenhauer’s
chapter analysing the use of time ‘as such’ and dissecting the semanticisation of
chronotopes in Latin epic, the passing of time and the organisation of the nar-

1 Cf. Kirstein in this volume for a more detailed discussion.
2 On Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of chronotopes and its application to classical epic, cf. Wolken-
hauer in this volume.
3 On Irene de Jong’smany contributions to the field of classical narratology, cf. Kirstein/Abele/Nill
in volume I.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110492590-044
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rated events constitute an overarching phenomenon of epic texts, that cannot
be addressed in detail in these two individual contributions. The same applies
for a classification of the key terminology employed to discuss narrative time in
ancient epic. They will therefore receive a separate, albeit very brief treatment in
this introduction to the general importance of time for the study of ancient epic
and, more importantly, the analysis of structural elements and narrative patterns
in the epic poems under discussion in our compendium.

2 Temporal narratology: time in ancient epic

The passing of time within an epic narrative, the temporal anchoring of the narra-
tive, and the different procedures poets adopt to transform the material provided
in a fabula⁴ and the chronological outline of the story are indispensable for the
understanding of the working of an epic ‘plot’. In all epic poems under discussion
the temporal relationship between the narration and the events that are recounted
either by a heterodiegetic primary narrator or a character narrator in secondary,
tertiary, or quaternary focalisation can be classified by one of the three categories
listed in the next paragraph.⁵

2.1 The relation between narration and story

1. Subsequent narration (the narrator relates events that have happened in the
past): this is the standard, usually past-tense narrative mode of ancient epic,
in which the primary narrator recounts events from the more or less distant
mythical or historical past.Most epics, however, also contain longnarratives by
character speakers who relate their own previous adventures and hardship to
another character, often in the context of a banquet scene. Themost prominent
and extensive examples are Odysseus’ Apologoi at the court of the Phaeacians

4 The terms fabula and sujet originated in Russian formalism and were adapted by de Jong in her
seminal narratological studies. Cf. Kirstein/Abele/Nill in volume I on narratology and classical
epic. Cf. Genette (1980, 33–160) and Bal (32009, 78–114). See also Lämmert (1955) and Müller
(1968).
5 Genette (1980, 215) adds ‘interpolated narration (between the moments of the action)’ as a
fourth category, which combines subsequent and simultaneous narration: “The last type is a
priori the most complex, since it involves a narrating with several instances, and since the story
and the narrating can become entangled in such a way that the latter has an effect on the former.”
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(Odyssey 9–12) and Aeneas’ entertainment of Dido with his story in Carthage
(Aeneid 2–3).

2. Simultaneous narration (the narrator describes events at the moment when
they occur): in ancient epic simultaneous narration is predominantly voiced
in the present tense and adopted by character narrators who are describing or
explaining an on-going action to another character, for instance, in the context
of a teichoscopy (e.g. Helen’s identification of the Greek leaders for Priam in
Hom. Il. 3.161–244) or a necromancy (Manto’s description of the underworld
and the effect of their ritual invocation to the blind seer Tiresias in Stat. Theb.
4.519–35),⁶where a speaker with superior knowledge shares his or her insights
with other characters who are unable to grasp the full extent of the events on
their own for different reasons.

3. Prior narration (the narration anticipates events that are going to happen at a
later stage): this type of narration, which is naturally expressed in the future
tense, is employed both by primary and secondary narrators alike, particu-
larly in the context of narratorial or actorial ekphraseis of proleptic artefacts,
prophecies, omens, and dream visions.⁷While the majority of the predictions
that are voiced in an epic narrative are fulfilled before the conclusion of the
epic plot, the predicted events can also lie outside the story. This is particularly
the case for Vergil’s Aeneid, which predominantly references events that occur
after the conclusion of the epic.⁸

There are also mixed forms of narration in ancient epic, for instance, when simul-
taneous and subsequent narration are merged. These combined narrations are,
however, adopted only very selectively and with a specific purpose on the level of
the primary narration, generally at a moment of great pathos or dramatic suspense,
such as prior to the climax of a battle scene, to highlight the significance of the
narrated events. This is especially the case when the primary narrator suddenly
starts to address individual characters of the epic directly to warn them or to ex-
press his disapproval with or sympathy for them in order to increase the dramatic
impact of the portrayed events and give the reader the impression that the narrator
is witnessing and relating the events as they unfold. The prime example for this

6 Cf. Fucecchi on teichoscopies in volume II.1 and Finkmann on necromancies in this volume.
7 On the distinction between prior narration and prolepsis, cf. de Jong/Nünlist (2007, 2): “At first
glance, it may seem that the categories of prior narration and prolepsis overlap, but the former
concerns the form, the latter the function: prior narration usually functions as a prolepsis, but
not every prolepsis necessarily takes the form of prior narration; it may just as easily take a past
tense.”
8 See also section 2.3.1.
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type of intrusive narrator is Lucan’s Bellum Ciuile, whose characteristics Walde
(2011, 297) concisely summarises as follows: “his narration oscillates between
Nachträglichkeit (restrospective interpretation) and Gleichzeitigkeit (presence)
with a narrator who, though belonging to a later generation, is somehow simulta-
neously eyewitness and retrospective interpreter.”

2.2 Linear and multiple strands of narration

The epics under discussion in this compendium, like most epic narratives, contain
one main storyline, which, in chronological order, follows one (set of) hero(es)
during their military endeavours, a particularly dangerous heroic mission, or the
ensuing hardship on their return journey. The main narrative is only rarely and, if
so, usually just briefly disrupted by an isolated embedded narrative, which fills
a narrative gap in the storyline, relates the pre-story to the main plot of the epic,
or anticipates important events that await the heroes or their descendants in the
future.⁹ As a result, these heroic and historical narratives tend to cover only a
rather limited period of time. The time frame nonetheless varies significantly, from
the 51 days of the Trojan War that are described in the Iliad to the historical epics
of Lucan on the Roman Civil War, especially the years 49–48 BC, and Silius Italicus
on the Second Punic War (218–201 BC).

Not all epic poems, however, comprise a linear narrative plot. Themost extreme
case is Ovid’sMetamorphoses, which for this very reason has been omitted from
most of the individual analyses of epic structures in our compendium in order to
ensure the comparability of the results.¹⁰ The Ovidian narrator carefully navigates
a myriad of individual storylines that are more or less loosely connected through
different criteria, such as a joint theme or location, a similar kind ofmetamorphosis,
or a character who is part of both storylines. The time span covered by the narrated
events is much more extensive than for the epic poems under discussion in this
compendium: Ovid’s narrative begins with the creation of the world from chaos
and ends with the foundation of Rome and its ‘refoundation’ by Augustus during
the poet’s own lifetime.

Another striking, albeit much less extreme exception is the Odyssey whose
narrator consistently combines three different storylines (Odysseus, Telemachus,

9 For the use of analepsis and prolepis, cf. section 2.3.1 below.
10 For a detailed discussion of theMetamorphoses and its structural elements, cf. Sharrock in
volume I.
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Ithaca) in an intricate “‘interlace’ technique”¹¹ for the first 16 books of his epic
before eventually merging the three main narrative strands into one at the start of
Book 17 after the return to and reunion of the two protagonists on Ithaca (Hom. Od.
17.1–24.519).

2.3 Time management: narrative strategies

In addition to the relationship between the narration and the story, we can dis-
tinguish between three different types of narrative choices a narrator has at his
disposal to organise the story: 1. the order of the narrative, 2. the rhythm and
duration of the narrative, 3. the frequency of narrated events.

2.3.1 The order of the narrative

While chronological narration is the standard narrative mode in the majority of
epic poems, an epic narrator can either choose to present the events of his narrative
in the order of their occurrence or he can change the chronological order in one of
two ways:¹²
1. Analepsis (flashback): the narrator recounts an event that took place earlier

than the present point in the main story.
2. Prolepsis (flash-forward): the narrator anticipates events that will occur after

the main story ends.¹³

The scope of proleptic and analeptic digressions varies significantly, from a brief
excursus that hardly disrupts the flow of the narrative to lengthy digressions. Pro-
leptic and analeptic narration might be introduced either by one of the character
speakers or by the narrator himself. The latter produces more emotional colouring

11 On the question of the parallel or simultaneous occurrence of the narrated events and the
narrator’s observation of the ‘continuity of time principle’, cf. de Jong (2001, 589–90) with further
references.
12 Building on Genette (1980, 48–9), who calls this technique “anachrony”, de Toro (2011, 109)
further differentiates between the following categories: “explicit/implicit permutation of time,
the explicit/implicit overlapping of time, the explicit/implicit interdependence of time, the ex-
plicit/implicit synchrony, simultaneity and circularity.”
13 A related technique is paralipsis, i.e. the withholding or delaying of information from the
recipient in order to create suspense. Cf. also de Jong (2014, 10).
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as a result of the subjective focalisation,¹⁴while narratorial prolepseis and analep-
seis are usually more reliable than actorial proleptic or analeptic narration. The
techniques of prolepsis and analepsis can be applied on two different levels: as
internal (referring to events within the story time) or external (referring to events
outside the story time) pro-/analepseis.¹⁵ This type of temporal digression from the
standard subsequent narration is used very selectively and as such generally has a
great impact, for instance as in the case of Vergil’s Aeneidwhere the addition of
numerous proleptic ekphraseis, prophecies, dream visions, and omens that pre-
dict political events of the poet’s and his contemporary reader’s present adds a
historical perspective to the mythical epic.¹⁶

2.3.2 The rhythm and duration of the narrative

The rhythm (duration and pace) of the narrative can be measured by the amount
of text devoted to individual events. The level of elaboration with which an event
is told generally also serves as an indicator of the narrated event’s importance.
Genette (1980, 94–5) identifies four different strategies which can manipulate
the rhythm of a narrative, both on their own and when combined, and allow the
narrator to accelerate, pause, or slow down his narration:
1.–2. Summary and ellipsis: the narrator can accelerate the pace of the narrative

when he compresses the amount of text by abridging events that are not crucial
to the main plot (summary: narrative time < story time) or by even omitting
some of them altogether (ellipsis: narrative time = 0).¹⁷ This strategy relies on
the narratee’s knowledge, or rather pre-knowledge, of the traditional fabula,
the myth, or the historical facts, and therefore requires their ‘collaboration’ in
constructing the storyline and their ability to fill in gaps in the narrative.

3. Pause: as we have already seen, the narrator can also interrupt the main nar-
rative and bring the narration of the main plot to a halt (pause: story time = 0)
for the duration of a narratological digression, e.g. in the form of static de-

14 Pro- and analeptic utterances by the narrator may, however, also have an emotional appeal,
e.g. in the form of apostrophes, most notably in Lucan’s Bellum Ciuile; see above, section 2.1. Other
implicit forms of foreshadowing are the prophetic force of natural phenomena and the parallels
to the main plot that can be deduced from embedded narratives.
15 For a further subdivision into heterodiegetic, completing, and repeating analepseis, cf. de Jong
(2014, 80–1).
16 Cf. in this volume Beck on prophecies in Greek epic and Finkmann/Reitz/Walter on predictions
in Roman epic.
17 Iser (1976) uses the term “Leerstelle”.
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scriptions such as geographical ekphraseis or genealogical and aetiological
digressions, which can but do not have to be relevant for the development of
the main story.

4. Scene: in order to equalise or at least approximate story time andnarrative time,
the epic narrator can also choose to portray the events in question through
direct discourse, i.e. in secondary narration instead of primary narration.¹⁸

2.3.3 The frequency of narrated events

In addition to varying the pace of his narrative, the narrator can also decide how
many times specific events, both unique and repeated, are recounted in his epic.
This narrative choice is indicative of the importance of the narrated events for
the story in general and the progression of the narrative in particular. According
to Genette (1980, 114–16) and de Jong/Nünlist (2007, 13–14), we can distinguish
between the following types of frequency:
1. Singulative narration: an event takes place once and is referred to once. As

a subform, singulative narration can also be utilised as a paradigm (paradig-
matic use).

2. Repeating narration: an event takes place once but is referred to or presented
repeatedly, e.g. from different perspectives or with stylistic variation.

3. Iterative narration: the same event takes place several times but is referred to
only once.

4. Durative narration: a repeated event is described as being repeated indefinitely,
i.e. recurring events like natural phenomena or the habits of the epic gods.

While epic narratives predominantly adopt subsequent singulative narration, just
as for the order of the narrative, there are also exceptions for the frequency of the
narrative. This applies to and is particularly important for the analysis of structural
elements in epic poetry: repeating narration is the underlying principle of all
typical scenes. In order for these structures to develop their full effect, the poet
relies on the reader to be familiar with the stock elements of a particular bauform
so that he is more attentive to its details and is therefore able to identify even small
alterations to the established pattern.

18 On the great importance of direct speech in ancient epic, cf. Reitz in volume I.
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3 Time awareness: the ancient critic

As the discussion of the manifold functions of time in ancient epic has shown,
both the narrator and his characters have a great and constant awareness of time
(past, present, and future) which goes far beyond explicit references to the time of
day or night, the current season, or the acknowledgement of the passing of time
as a structuring device to order and highlight the sequence of events, and firmly
anchor the text and its story in a chronological system. When characters reflect
upon or discuss time, their time awareness is often a source of strong emotions
or great concern, especially when it concerns the memory of family members and
loved ones whom they have lost. Both the reasons and the occasions during which
characters show their awareness of time are too numerous and variable to be
discussed here: to mention just a few select examples, generals often eagerly await
either sunrise so they can launch their attack or a change of the weather conditions
so they can embark on or continue their sea voyage; conjugal and extra-conjugal
coupleswho are facing their inevitable separation are dreading the end of the night,
plead for a longermora, or pray for a fast reunion; heroes enjoying the hospitality
of a foreign host are painfully aware or forcefully reminded by their companions or
divine messengers of the amount of time they have wasted – of their own accord or
coerced by their hosts – and the delay they have thereby created for the completion
of their mission or journey.

In his analysis of the different approaches by ancient critics to Homeric story-
telling Nünlist (2009, 69) convincingly shows that the multifaceted role of time in
ancient epic and the characters’ and narrator’s acute awareness of the passing of
time already attracted the attention of ancient scholars, who began to dissect the
“various temporal and chronological aspects of a literary text” in a similar manner
to the concepts modern scholarship is employing today. According to his analysis,
we can presume their critical awareness of
– the temporal structure of a narrative text as an aspect of an epic poem’s story

time (erzählte Zeit)
– the existence of accounts that transcend the story time in the narrower sense,

i.e. external analepsis and external prolepsis
– the relation between story time and narrative time (Erzählzeit)
– the phenomenon that sequentially recounted events “must at times be under-

stood as happening . . . simultaneously”
– and of anachronies, i.e. “forms of narrative that breach the chronological order

of events”.
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This only goes to show that the awareness and the study of the very complex role
of time in ancient epic indeed is and remains timeless.
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