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HERONDAS’ MIMIAMBS AND SATYR DRAMA 

 
Abstract. – The extant mimiambs of the Hellenistic poet Herondas, da-
ted around the III c. BC, have been the object of a challenging quest on 
their dramatic trend, in spite of our unsatisfactory knowledge of the gen-
re of mime as a whole. A preliminary problem in this search deals with 
our deficient witnesses of mime, the fourth dramatic genre according 
with our ancient sources. Several attempts have been made to approach 
the mimiambs both to tragedy and to comedy – rather than mime, for the 
alleged reason – not to mention the iambic tradition, which has been 
quite often alluded to as the main model of the genre. Yet not enough at-
tention has been paid to the genre of satyr drama, maybe because many 
researchers think of it as a simple blend of tragedy and comedy, and 
therefore not provided with any particular feature.  
A literary language that could be defined and alluded to with the label of 
satyric did indeed exist in the ancient Greek culture, albeit its descripti-
on has been a matter of quest for a long time. After former attempts to 
go further in our knowledge of the literary language of the satyr drama, 
this contribution aims to elucidate which influence could have had this 
genre on the mimiambic production of the Hellenistic poet Herondas. 

Key words. – Mimiamb, satyr drama, subgenres, register. 

 

 

The genre of mime and its relationship  
with the Greek literary system 

The ancient sources do not offer a single definition of mime as a 
literary genre. According with the information given on mime by 
Athenaeus, there was not only a diversity of genre subtypes, but also a 
coincidence of names that maybe implied other slight differences rela-
ted to the structure, characters, plot, performance etc. of the play. The 
identity of a) mimes ἱλαρῳδοί and σιμῳδοί, b) mimes μαγῳδοί and 
λυσιῳδοί, and c) mimes ἰωνικολόγοι and κιναιδολόγοι seems not well 
established.1 Unfortunately, the lack of a minimal textual evidence 
makes the problem almost hopeless. 

–––––––– 
1 Ath. 620 d καὶ οἱ καλούμενοι δὲ ἱλαρῳδοί, οὓς νῦν τινες σιμῳδοὺς καλοῦσιν, 

620e μαγῳδός· οὗτος δ᾽ ἐστὶν ὁ αὐτὸς τῷ λυσιῳδῷ. Ἀριστόξενος δέ φησι τὸν μὲν ἀνδρεῖα καὶ γυναικεῖα πρόσωπα ὑποκρινόμενον μαγῳδὸν καλεῖσθαι, τὸν δὲ γυναικεῖα 
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Albeit the links between iambography and mime have been re-
cently outlined and discussed by Tosheva (Tosheva 2016, both contri-
butions), the place of mime in the framework of the dramatic genres 
remains almost an obscure subject. First of all the term itself μῖμος co-
vers two different meanings, for it is used both for the play with its 
text and for the actor who performed it. The Aristotelic allusion in the 
Poetics witnesses the firts use: οὐδὲν γὰρ ἂν ἔχοιμεν ὀνομάσαι κοινὸν 
τοὺς Σώφρονος καὶ Ξενάρχου μίμους καὶ τοὺς Σωκρατικοὺς λόγους 
οὐδὲ εἴ τις διὰ τριμέτρων ἢ ἐλεγείων ἢ τῶν ἄλλων τινῶν τῶν τοιού-
των ποιοῖτο τὴν μίμησιν.2 The meaning “imitating body” is found in 
an Aeschylean fragment.3 On the other hand, the meaning ‘actor who 
mostly performs through the simple imitation’ is also attested in com-
mon Greek conversation: for example, in the Demosthenic Second 
Olynthiac we read the following lines: καὶ γὰρ οὓς ἐνθένδε πάντες ἀπήλαυνον ὡς πολὺ τῶν θαυματοποιῶν ἀσελγεστέρους ὄντας, Καλ-
λίαν ἐκεῖνον τὸν δημόσιον καὶ τοιούτους ἀνθρώπους, μίμους γελοίων 
καὶ ποιητὰς αἰσχρῶν ᾀσμάτων, ὧν εἰς τοὺς συνόντας ποιοῦσιν εἵνεκα 
τοῦ γελασθῆναι, τούτους ἀγαπᾷ καὶ περὶ αὑτὸν ἔχει. 4 Therefore, μῖ-
μος was at least at the mid-fourth century perfectly understood by the 
common people as the appropriate term both for the genre and for the 
performer actors. 

As a dramatic genre, mime was featured first of all because of 
its content and extension. Any other main features seem quite proble-
matic, as we will shortly discuss it later. Content and extension are be-
yond of question: on content, in the extant fragments of Sophron my-
thical and epic plots are excluded and substituted with two principal 
kinds of subjects, daily situations of common life and extraordinary 
events as a product of supernatural powers or imagination. It seems 
that mime was originally linked to plots taken from common life. 
Thus, the ancient sources give the following titles of Sophron’s mi-
mes: with female characters, ᾿Ακέστριαι (The Sewingwomen), Νυμφο-
πόνος (The woman who is at struggle for the bride), Πενθερά (The 
mother-in-law), Ταὶ συναριστῶσαι (The women at breakfast), Ταὶ γυ-
ναῖκες αἱ τὰν θεόν φαντι ἐξελᾶν (The women who tell that they expel-
–––––––– ἀνδρείοις λυσιῳδὸν· τὰ αὐτὰ δὲ μέλη ᾄδουσιν, καὶ τἄλλα πάντα δ᾽ ἐστὶν ὅμοια. ὁ δὲ ἰωνικολόγος τὰ Σωτάδου καὶ τῶν πρὸ τούτου ἰωνικὰ καλούμενα ποιήματα etc., 620 e-f 
καλεῖται δ᾽ οὗτος καὶ κιναιδολόγος etc. 

2 Arist. Po. 1447b10. For we can find no common term to apply to the mimes of So-
phron and Xenarchus and to the Socratic dialogues: nor again supposing a poet were to 
make his representation in iambics or elegiacs or any other such metre (transl. W.H. Fyfe). 

3 Aesch. fr. 57, ll. 8-9 ταυρόφθογγοι δ᾿ὑπομυκῶνταί / ποθεν ἐξ ἀφανοῦς φοβεροὶ 
μῖμοι etc. ('with bull-like bellows they moo from some unseen place like fearsome effi-
gies, our translation). 

4 Dem. II 19. For the men who were unanimously expelled from Athens, as being of 
far looser morals than the average mountebank—I mean Callias the hangman and fel-
lows of that stamp, low comedians, men who compose ribald songs to raise a laugh 
against their boon companions—these are the men he welcomes and loves to have 
about him (transl. J.H. Vince). 
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led the goddess) and Ταὶ θάμεναι τὰ Ἴσθμια (The women who show 
the Isthmian Games); with male characters, Ἄγγελος (The messenger), 
Θυννοθήρας (The tunnyfisher), Παιδικὰ ποιφυξεῖς (Those who are 
afraid of plays), Προμύθιον (The moral of the fable) and Ὡλιεὺς τὸν ἀγροιῶταν (The fisherman to the peasant). Yet in Ταὶ γυναῖκες αἱ τὰν 
θεόν φαντι ἐξελᾶν we find a mime scene where a magic ritual is per-
formed (Sophr. fr. 4 KA), so that other subjects were not excluded. 
And the post-Classical mime usually entitled by the scholars under the 
name of its protagonist, Charition (P. Oxy. 413), develops a plot 
around a Greek princess kidnapped in India, where the elements of 
fantasy have been not spared. Furthermore, a probable mime fragment 
presents Odysseus at Troy disguised as a beggar, an epic subject, cf. 
Hom. Il. IV 244-258.5 As for the extension, mimes were conceived as 
short pieces: we know that the subcategory known as παίγνια, ‘enter-
tainments’, was performed by an only actor (Plu. Mor. 712e) suppo-
sedly for a single comic scene. In any case, the most elaborated mimes 
were not at all comparable to a whole tragedy and comedy; maybe 
they were comparable in extent to an only tragic episode. 

In fact, Athenaeus was completely right when he gave us advice 
that the concept of mime as a dramatic genre implies a plurality of ob-
jects. There were probably mimes consisting in simple monologues 
and consequently played by a single actor; but other mimes involve 
two or even three actors, and the participation of a chorus is also attes-
ted. Maybe the reason for our misunderstanding is the Attic dramatic 
model that we have always in mind. There is no reason for rejecting 
tragedies presented outside Athens for, say, two actors only. Dramati-
cal productions linked to the popular culture were beyond any doubt 
subjected to all sorts of circumstances, so that the material and formal 
representation of mimes depended on both the commissioner and the 
dramatic company (Tedeschi 2002). Last, mime was not defined by 
the use of metrical forms; in the Hellenistic and Imperial Age at least, 
prosimetrum and plain prose were equally admitted. 

This paper will try to cast some light on the literary genre of mi-
me by means of the analysis of the linguistic devices that link the mi-
miambs and the satyr drama. Our starting point lies always on a fresh 
lecture of the mimiambs, having in mind to contrast their linguistic 
and stylistic structure with that of the satyr drama, a field in which our 
former research will be of great help. Our approach to Herondas’ mi-
miambs takes into account the statements made on the genre of mime 
by Choricius. The analysis will cover all the linguistic levels, from 
those related at most to the oral performance, i.e. phonetics and mor-
phology, to those more close to the use of literary sources, i.e. com-
plex syntax and stylized word-formation. In so doing, a difference will 
be stated between some mimiambs that plainly show a closeness with 
–––––––– 

5 The fragment belongs to a tragedy according with Parca 1991, to a mime accor-
ding with Gianotti 2005. 
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the satyric lexis and style and others that follow an alternative literary 
pattern. This difference should lead to a twofold classification of He-
rondas’ mimiambs, having as its main criterion the adoption or rejecti-
on of the satyric lexis. Actually in our sources this distinction between 
two opposite subgenres of mime can be found in authors such as Plu-
tarch and again Choricius. The results obtained may add some valua-
ble information for a better understanding of both the mimiamb and 
the mime as literary genres. 

A main problem of the present research derives from the special 
status of mimiamb insofar as it must not be confused with mime. The 
mimiamb, as least as it is attested in our poet, shows a complete de-
pendence on the Hellenistic literary frame and especially with the Ale-
xandrine poetics. The insolvable difficulty consists of our lack of a sa-
tisfactory Hellenistic corpus of mimes, not to mention the meagre tes-
timony of the mimiambs properly. From both sides there is too much 
to miss, but not so many literary categories are to such an extent elusi-
ve and gloomy as mime. Our task should be to distinguish in a neat 
and clear way which elements taken from satyr drama were embedded 
in Herondas’ literary language.  

 
Mimiamb and satyr drama: linking affinities 

As a fruitful starting point for our research we will have in mind 
the observation of Fernández when she states that the mimiamb was 
first of all a realistic imitation of common life.6 Her view reinforces 
the theory that the mimiambs were composed for a dramatic perfor-
mance, which is the conclusion reached by Mastromarco.7 

The fact that the characters of Herondas’ mimiambs were all 
from a very low social origin, not to say openly marginal (Cunnin-
gham 1971; Konstan 1989, 268), approaches this genre to that of the 
satyr drama, since in comedy there is a much more wide range of soci-
al classes. Besides the social origin of the characters, the predominan-
ce of women on the stage becomes a second major transgression of the 
common dramatic rules, only possible in those literary genres akin to a 
special kind of audience, placed in a rather marginal social position.8 
–––––––– 

6 Fernández 2006, 95: La ‘mimesis realista’ de escenas de la vida cotidiana era la 
característica esencial de la mimografía antigua, mimesis encarnada en una serie de per-
sonajes pertenecientes al estrato más bajo de la sociedad. 

7 Mastromarco 1979, 21-23; Hunter 1993. A contrary view in Puchner 1993 and 
2012. 

8 Some tragedies also present a considerable amount of female characters, not to 
include among  them the members of female choruses. In Euripides’ Suppliant Women, 
for instance, do appear Aethra, Evadne, Iphis and Athena, in front of Adrastus and The-
seus; also in Trojan Women appear Athena, Hecabe, Cassandra, Andromache and He-
len, in front of Poseidon, Talthybios and Menelaos. This is a quite a different case, sin-
ce these characters, some of them of divine nature, cannot be taken as representative of 
a given society. 
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Therefore, mimiamb should have been addressed to a particular audi-
ence, made up of people with a very low or simply a non-existent edu-
cation, aiming only at a simple entertainment as well as at a satisfacti-
on of their inner appetites. The opposite view was supported by Bo, 
who stated that the language and metrics used by Herondas are those 
of the high-cultured and sophisticated Alexandrian poets.9 Further stu-
dies show to what a high extent Herondas played a refined metalitera-
ry strategy of intertextual imitation that involves the reception of Ho-
mer (Esposito 2001 and 2010), Hipponax (Degani 2002, 50-56), Aris-
tophanes, Erinna (Neri 1994; Redondo 2020, 299), and probably So-
phron and the mime tradition. Then the literary language of these mi-
miambs makes unlikely the theory of an illiterate, uncultured audience 
(so Smotrytsch 1966). 

Though the chronological gap is all but small, an oration of the 
fifth-century AD rhetor Choricius of Gaza entitled Συνηγορία μίμων, 
Defense of the mimes, will help us to understand which was the functi-
on, the content and the style of the post-Classical mimes. The objecti-
ve of Choricius was the defense of a literary genre blamed not for any 
artistic, aesthetical or cultural reason, but because of moral principles 
considered to be central in any given society. That is to say, mime was 
censured because of the immorality set forth by the poets and repre-
sented on stage by the actors. For example, much more indeed than 
comedy, mime is fond of wine and of characters drunk of wine.10 As 
comedy does, mime is allowed to display a strong, even cruel criticism 
on power.11 As in comedy also, mime relies on satire, mockery, invec-
tive and derision. Maybe the most useful term if we look for a key-
word of both comedy and mime should be slander, for many of the in-
jurious statements expressed are intended to be simply false, and pro-
bably all of them exaggerated for the purpose of blame and, when re-
lated to a social context by the comic authors, character assassinati-
on.12  

In the opposite way of tragedy, mime is not concerned either 
with the political education of the audience or with the release of its 
angers and troubles. On the contrary, mime should be a genre of no 
social profit and for only individual pleasure. Its audience should con-

–––––––– 
9 Bo 1962, 127-132; Degani 1991, 182. Nevertheless, also Bo listed in such a short 

corpus a catalogue of ‘popular terms’, cf. Bo 1962, 124-126. 
10 Chor. Mim. 124 πῶς οὖν ἦθος φυλάττειν, πῶς δὲ ᾄδειν ἐμμελῶς μεθύοντας ἔν-

εστὶ etc., 129 εἶτα λέγεις λίχνους καὶ φιλοπότας εἶναι τοὺς μίμους. 
11 Chor. Mim. 120 Ἀναβαίνει γὰρ αὐτοῖς καὶ μέχρι δυναστείας ἡ παρρησία, καὶ 

τῶν μὲν ἡγεμόνων οἱ φίλοι τὸν ὄγκον ὑποστέλλονται τῆς ἐξουσίας, κἂν ἴδωσί τι ποι-
οῦντας ἀνάξιον τῆς ἀρχῆς, οὐ θαρροῦσιν ἐπιτιμᾶν, μίμοις δὲ πάρεστι σκώπτειν ἀφό-
βως. 

12 Chor. Mim. 3 Εἰ γὰρ πρὸς ἕνα κατήγορον οὐ ῥᾴδιον ἀντειπεῖν, ὅτι τῷ πρότερος 
λέγειν πλεονεκτεῖ λοιδορίαις καὶ σκώμμασιν ἐμφράττων τῷ συλλόγῳ τὰς ἀκοάς, πῶς ἄν τις πολλὴν ἐπιστομίσειε φήμην πάλαι κρατοῦσαν καὶ πλείστην | καταχέουσαν τῶν 
μίμων διαβολήν. 
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sist of low people, able to find satisfaction in simple, even bawdy, 
amusements. Choricius had to concentrate his efforts in order to avoid 
the consequences of such a humble mime audience.13 Moreover, the 
viewers of the mime performances were thought to be evil people, fea-
tured at least by some form of moral degeneration.14 Generally spea-
king, mime could be considered just a major platform for the diffusion 
of depraved attitudes.15 Of course they were not intended to be a kind 
of spectacle suitable for people with major obligations. This was an 
opinion firmly established in the 5th century AD society. To what an 
extent some seven centuries before it could have been softened of atte-
nuated, nobody knows, but it seems acceptable that it did not exist any 
extreme difference between Herondas’ age and Choricius’.  

Αn opposition seems to be stated by Choricius between μῖμοι 
γελοίων and μῖμοι σπουδαίων, mimes on mocking and on serious sub-
jects, respectively. He says that Demosthenes blamed Philippus becau-
se regardless of his duties as king of the Macedons παρὰ τὰ σπουδαῖα 
τοῖς γελοῖοις ἐχρῆτο, that is to say, he neglected reflection for the be-
nefit of amusement.16 Some three centuries before Plutarch also had 
opposed two alternative classes of mimes called ὑποθέσεις, that requi-
red a longer time for their representation, and παίγνια, these last ones 
being featured by its indecent content as well as by its coarse langua-
ge.17 Probably a fixed written text was unnecessary for παίγνια, while 
it was for ὑποθέσεις. 

 
Herondas’ literary language regarding the dramatic tradition. 

Our extant Herondas’ corpus includes eight almost complete or 
sufficiently transmitted mimiambs, besides a fragmentary sample of 

–––––––– 
13 Chor. Mim. 5 ὡς δὲ φίλους ἄνδρας καὶ τραφέντας ἐν λόγοις καὶ τὸν τρόπον ἐπι-

εικεῖς τὰ μίμων ᾐσθόμην ἐν ἀστείᾳ τινὶ παίζοντας ἑορτῇ καὶ κροτοῦντα τὸν δῆμον, 
πρέπειν ᾠήθην ἐμαυτῷ καὶ τοῖς φίλοις καὶ τῷ δήμῳ τὰ δίκαια συνειπεῖν, ἵνα μὴ δοκοί-
ην ἐγὼ μὲν φαύλων εἶναι συνήθης, οἱ δὲ ἀνελεύθερον ἔργον ἐπιτηδεύειν, ὁ δὲ δῆμος ἀγεννές τι ποιοῦντας κροτεῖν. 

14 Chor. Mim. 21 ὥρα γὰρ ἢ πάσας ἀτίμως ἐκ τῶν πόλεων ἐκκηρύξαι – οὐδεμία 
γὰρ ἅπαντας ἕξει τοὺς φοιτητὰς ἀναμαρτήτους δεικνύναι – ἢ μηδὲ τῶν μίμων φαυλί-
σαι τὴν ἐπιτήδευσιν παρὰ τὴν τῶν ἐν αὐτοῖς οὐ σωφρονούντων κακίαν. 

15 Chor. Mim. 73 ἢ καὶ τῶν Μενάνδρῳ πεποιημένων προσώπων Μοσχίων μὲν ἡμᾶς παρεσκεύασε παρθένους βιάζεσθαι, Χαιρέστρατος δὲ ψαλτρίας ἐρᾶν, Κνήμων δὲ 
δυσκόλους ἐποίησεν εἶναι, Σμικρίνης δὲ φιλαργύρους, ὁ δεδιώς μή τι τῶν ἔνδον ὁ 
καπνὸς οἴχοιτο φέρων; 

16 Chor. Mim.  60 καίτοι Φιλίππου, φησί, κατηγόρησε ∆ημοσθένης, ὅτι  μίμους γε-
λοίων ἀγαπᾷ καὶ περὶ αὑτὸν ἔχει, ἐπειδὴ παρὰ τὰ σπουδαῖα τοῖς γελοίοις ἐχρῆτο πολ-
λῶν αὐτῷ πολέμων συνεστηκότων. 

17 Plut. Mor. 712e (Quaest. conv. VII 8, 4) ‘οὐκοῦν’ ἔφην ἐγὼ ‘μῖμοί τινες εἰσιν, ὧν τοὺς μὲν ὑποθέσεις τοὺς δὲ παίγνια καλοῦσιν· ἁρμόζειν δ᾽ οὐδέτερον οἶμαι συμπο-
σίῳ γένος, τὰς μὲν ὑποθέσεις διὰ τὰ μήκη τῶν δραμάτων καὶ τὸ δυσχορήγητον τὰ δὲ 
παίγνια, πολλῆς γέμοντα βωμολοχίας καὶ σπερμολογίας, οὐδὲ τοῖς τὰ ὑποδήματα κομί-
ζουσι παιδαρίοις, ἄν γε δὴ δεσποτῶν τῶν ᾖ  σωφρονούντων, θεάσασθαι προσήκει. 
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papyri in which Cunningham distinguished among the mimiambs per 
se and a miscellaneous set where other minor dramatic genres could 
be recognised (Cunningham 1987, 11). This question seems fully 
open, since the mimiamb itself is described as a mixed literary genre 
(Rosén 1994). According with Nairn, the main sources of Herondas 
were Hipponax, Sophron and Aristophanes (Nairn 1904, XI). Other 
imitated authors were Epicharmus and Rhinton, Sotades, tragedians 
and the New Comedy among the dramatic poets, and finally the ora-
tors (Nairn 1904, XXVI). The role of Hipponax and Sophron as mo-
dels of Herondas’ mimiambs do not concern the present research, tho-
ugh their relevance is beyond any doubt. Yet Aristophanes was not 
such a major influence as Nairns suggests (Nairn 1904, XXVII-
XXVIII), for most of the alleged parallels do not prove neither direct 
intertextual relationship nor a clear model. We must turn into a diffe-
rent direction. 

Interesting observations have been made on singular mimiambs 
and selected passages. Esposito highlights the Epic background of mi-
miambs I, IV and VIII and their reflex of the Homeric language and 
style (Esposito 2010), always used with the aim of a comic contrast 
with the register of every speaker.18 Within the dramatic tradition, Set-
ti, Kamerbeek and Sonnino (Setti 1952, 212-215; Kamerbeek 1955; 
Sonnino 2021) have underlined the coincidence of themes between 
Epicharmus’ and Aeschylus’ satyr dramas and the fourth mimiamb of 
Herondas. Again, Shaw calls the attention on Herondas’ I 13 μακρὴν ἀποικέω, as an intertextual allusion to Python’s satyr drama Agen, l. 9 
μακρὰν ἀποικῶν (Shaw 2014, 129). 

The composite language of mime has a good parallel in satyr 
drama, since only in comedy we find the same strong, sharp and sud-
den contrast of different registers, but even so to a lesser extent. More-
over, in satyr drama as in mime such an artificial language, featured 
by the addition to its Ionic main component of other Doric and Aeolic 
traits (Fernández 2006, 107), plainly overcomes the usual comic style. 
Needless to remark that Herondas did not write a linguistic report on 
his own dialect –in fact, nothing requires that he really was an Ionian-
speaker. His literary language shows a manifold composition in which 
different linguistic solutions appear next to each other, cf. ΙΙ 31 ἐόντες 
and VI 32 ἐοῦσα, II 77 κἠπορνοβόσκευν, 85 εὔντων, VI 35 εὔντων. 

 
Herondas’ mimiambs and the satyric diction. Phonetics. 

Our analysis of this corpus will begin with a short account on 
phonetics, although the following sections follow a different scheme. 
Crasis, prodelision and glide deletion will be the three phonetical fea-
–––––––– 

18 In addition to the accurate observations of Esposito 2010, 273 it is also remarka-
ble how much the Homeric hapax δραίνω constrasts with the following cluster μυῖ᾿ ὅσον, a colloquial expression. 
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tures under survey. Crasis is especially frequent in mimiambs II, III, 
IV, VI and VII.19 The frequency of this feature is maybe the highest in 
a given corpus, since it overcomes those found in tragedy, comedy and 
satyr drama.20 If crasis can be recognised as one of the features of the 
feminine sociolect – especially when female characters talk to each ot-
her – it will be certain to recognise that Herondas had a programme to 
represent women as they really are and speak.21 

Cases of prodelision are found in I 26 κεῖ (instead of the full 
form ἐκεῖ), III 73 ᾿τέρῳ, III 78 ᾿με V 29 ᾿με and 43 ᾿φαμάρτει, VI 58 ῤυθρέων, and fr. 1, l. 5 ᾿πιβούλως. The speakers are mostly women, 
viz. Gyllis, Bitinna twice, Coritto, and a third anonymous woman, 
who is the speaking character of fragment 1, as proved by the femini-
ne participles in ll. 10, 24, 26 and 27. The only instance of prodelision 
spoken by a male character is III 78, by the schoolmaster Lampriscos.  

Glide deletion occurs in mimiambs IV and VI and fr. 1 and 13. 
In mimiamb IV possible cases of deletion in ll. 22 and 49, respectively ἑποίει and καίεις, are not supported by the metre, since both of them 
are placed in the second long vowel of the first iambus, so that the 
diphthong must be kept in order to obtain the required scansion. In 
spite of their interest as a mark of what a spoken Greek the scholars 
and copyists used to ascribe to Herondas, the transmitted forms ἑπόει 
and κάεις must be rejected. A different case is that of VI 9 ποεῖς, whe-
re the first syllable of the verbal form is placed on the anceps of the 
last iambus. Also in fragment 13, l. 12, ποεῖν should be guaranteed by 
the metre, but some doubts are cast on it, since for Crönert they were 
Ionic verses and for Knox an iambic sequence. The speakers are Corit-
to and another anonymous female character, as proved by the feminine 
participles of ll. 7, 8, 10 and 13. Even if different characters were in-
volved in a dialogue, our ποεῖν was pronounced by a woman. Other 
instances occur at IV 49 κάεις, again spoken by a female character, 
now Kynnô, and at fr. 1 l. 24 κατακάομαι, said by an unknown wo-
man. 

–––––––– 
19 Herond. I 3, 39, 40, 45, 80, II 8, 17, 26, 28, 33, 39, 44, 54, 69, 70, 71, 75, 76, 77, 

83, 88, 96 (bis), 97, 98, III 10, 13 (bis), 14, 15, 23, 24, 31, 32, 34, 35, 36, 39, 43, 45, 49, 
52, 54, 57, 58, 62, 69, 90, IV 2, 3, 5, 6 (bis), 7, 10, 12, 16, 33, 34, 54, 56, 62, 66, 67 
(bis), 68, 83, 86, 90, 92, V 2, 7, 15, 22, 40, 51, 70, VI 4, 12, 13, 32, 33, 45, 68, 70, 84, 
97, 99, 102, VII 21, 23, 30, 40, 44, 46, 47, 51, 70, 77, 87, 94, 102, 112, 121, 124, VIII 
4, 17, 22, 41, 44, 45, 46 (bis), 61, 66, 75, fr. 7 l. 15, 13 l. 16. The frequency of these at-
testations should be in fact increased could we possess the whole of the poems, all of 
them severely damaged by a difficult transmission. 

20 There is no general survey on this feature in the dramatic genres. Partial data can 
be read in Redondo 2019 and 2021. See also Redondo Moyano 1995, 225, as she points 
out ‘el uso abundante de la crasis’. 

21 A very negative portrait of these female characters in Arnott 1971 and Finnegan 
1992; a more accurate account in Tosheva 2016 (both contributions), “Хеленистичката 
еротика”, 300-305; Хеленски мимови, 28-32. 
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The deletion of post-tonic vowels belongs also to a special pho-
netics, that of the informal conversation between speakers of equal so-
cial status, as in VIII 8 τ]όνθρυζε, a form to be compared with VI 7 
τονθορύζουσαν, and VII 77 τονθορύζεις. The more lively pronuncia-
tion of the imperative explains the creation of this Allegroform. 

 
Colloquialisms. 

Our following observations will deal with those utterances usual 
in a colloquial diction that are avoided in the tragic genre, but especi-
ally frequent in satyr drama.22 This sample of features suggests a se-
condary interpretation insofar as it is not simply that Herondas’ mi-
miambs have a direct link with the language of satyr drama; they are 
so close to the colloquial diction because they were written with the 
aim of a dramatic representation.  

As a linguistic device, brachylogy conveys to the discourse the 
marks of solidarity and affinity. At first, the Thracian slave asks at I 3 
τίς τὴν θύρην;, and after the prostitute Gyllis tells her ἢν ἰδού at I 4. 
These two cases of brachylogy belong to an informal register, also at-
tested in fragment 6, ll. 97-98, when a character tells to the protago-
nist σὺ δέ, Χαρίτιον, δεῦρο ἔξω, and the answer goes δεῦρ᾿, ἀδελφέ, 
θᾶσσον. 

Repetition is a linguistic strategy quite opposite to brachylogy, 
but it is also used, as Metriche does in I 71 χωλὴν δ᾿ ἀείδειν χώλ᾿ ἂν ἐξεπαίδευσα, besides VII 106 καὶ ταῦτα καὶ ταῦτ᾿, though now the 
speaker is Kerdon. Of a different kind are the enumerations, so com-
mon in the comic style, as in VII 57-61. 

Colloquial phrases are quite frequent in our corpus, and the 
most noteworthy examples are the following: I 11 οὐδ᾿ ὄναρ,23 15 μυῖ᾿ ὅσον, 25 πέπωκεν ἐκ καινῆς, 54-55 οὐδὲ κάρφος ἐκ τῆς γῆς / κινέων, 
III 49 μηδ᾿ ὀδόντα κινῆσαι, 67 κινεῦντα μηδὲ κάρφος, VII 33 οὐδ᾿ ὅσον ῥοπήν. Excepting the last two examples, these colloquial expres-
sions are used by female characters. Moreover, a special number of 
colloquialisms is closely related to the feminine sociolect. The τί-sen-
tences, for instance, use to appear in women’s interventions, as in I 9, 
VI  45 and 47, fr. 13, l. 3. 

Some of these colloquialisms belong to the syntactic level, as in 
I 21 ἀλλ᾿ οὐ τοῦτο μή σε θερμήνῃ, III 58-59 μὴ ἐπεύχεο / ἕξει γὰρ 
οὐδὲν μεῖον. Other colloquialisms belong to the field of phraseology, 
as in III 22 οὐδ᾿ ἄλφα συλλαβὴν γνῶναι, VI 37-38 μὴ δὴ [...] τὴν 
–––––––– 

22 Colloquialisms in general are quite frequent in satyr drama, Some of them never 
appear in tragedy, while others are also used in comedy. Just to quote some Sophoclean 
examples, see S. fr. 314, l. 104, τί δρῶμεν, ὦ τᾶν;, l. 118 ναὶ μὰ ∆ία, l. 381 παμπόνηρε, 
l. 102 ταῦτ᾿ ἔστ᾿ ἐκεῖνα, l. 120 τί ἐστι τουτί, ll. 121-122 τοὐτί, τοὐπίσω, τὰ πρόσθεν, l. 
182 δεῦτ᾿, l. 278 ὥστε with indicative, l. 333 ὅστις ποθ᾿ ὅς. 

23 This phrase is also attested in Call. ep. 64, l. 4. 
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χολὴν ἐπὶ ῥινὸς ἔχ᾿ εὐθύς, 60-61 οὐδ᾿ ἂν σῦκον εἰκάσαι σύκῳ / ἔχοις ἂν οὕτω. This last example deserves also a comment on its syntax, 
since the repeated modal particle also points to a colloquial register.  

 
Familiar, vulgar and obscene language. 

These data belong without exception to the category of substan-
dard features, but the different registers are not interchangeable, even 
though the nuances are often barely distinguishable. The list of famili-
ar terms will be not short, cf. I 8 ἀμμίη, III 34 and 38 μάμμη, 35 τά-
λης, 37 γρῦξαι and 85 γρύξῃς, IV 33 and 43, V 13, 57 and 59 μᾶ, 69 
τατί, VI 4 and 22 μᾶ, 7 and 77 τονθορύζουσαν, τονθορύζεις, 59 μικ-
κός, 77 ταταλίζουσα, 97 λαιμάττει, 103 τωθάζει, and VIII 2 ῥέγχου-
σα. It is to be retained the highest number of instances attested in the 
mimiamb VI. 

Slang expressions are of course attested, as in V 56 κέρκος, VIII 
4 κῦσον, fr. 7 ll. 7, 27 and 38 μαστιγίας, l. 16 κύσθος. One step fur-
ther far away of the standard daily language, coarse terms and phrases 
clearly point to the satyric diction, and this Herondas’ poetic corpus 
shows a non-small sample of examples, as in fragment 6, ll. 1, 2, 23, 
28, 39, 93, 110 and 130 πορδή, ll. 6, 17 πρωκτός, l. 22 πέρδεται. It 
could be rather simplistic to reduce the influence of the satyr drama on 
both mime and mimiamb just to this point (cf. S. fr. 314, l. 168, E. Cy. 
328),24 for many other examples of vulgar language can be quoted, as 
in I 16 ἡμέας καθέλκει,25 VIII 2 and 7 χοῖρον. 

Obscene expressions do also occur, as in VI 76 τὸ φαλακρὸν 
καταψῶσα, fr. 7, l. 3 ἵνα με βινήσῃ. It is often amphibology to play al-
so a role in this composite poetry that flows after lyric and dramatic 
sources. Amphibological passages, always intended to express fee-
lings related with sexual emotions, are I 37 and 76-77, VI 82-84, VII 
61-63, l. 112, 8 l. 7, and in fr. 15 l. 36 the term δελφάκιον.26 The point 
in VI 82-84 lies on the word ὄνος, a substantive that both Pollux and 
Hesychius attest with the meaning “distaff”,27 a term which in turn 
was used to allude to the female genitals (Stewart 2003, 130). VI 61-
63 gives room to the comic ἀπροσδόκετον, since the keyword θυμός 
as a substitute of πέος, φαλλός, and the like, is here explicitely applied 
- θυμὸς ὐμέων ἐκάστης - to women, who obviously are not naturally 
provided with this body organ. 
–––––––– 

24 Bain 2007, 51-52. A first example of sophisticate expression for an inconvenient 
and crude bodily act is Hom. Hy. IV 296. Cassola 1975, 532 explains this instance of 
expression of an abnormal behaviour because of the influence of the folktale. For a sty-
listic account see Katz 1991. 

25 It is quite surprising the literal translation in Navarro 1981, 29, la vejez tira de 
mí hacia abajo, as the sense is ‘the old age is fucking me’. 

26 The use of this term as a substitute for the feminine genitals is already attested in 
Ar. Th. 1061, Lys. 237. 

27 Poll. VII 32, Hesych. X 125. 
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Τhe use of interjections at a larger extent than in tragedy and 
even comedy has been also identified as a mark of satyr drama.28 On 
this device in Herondas’ corpus see I 82 τῆ, III 78 ταταῖ -a dubious 
form-, 93 ἰσσαῖ, fr. 6, l. 123 αἴ, fr. 7, l. 35 ἐέ, l. 81 οὐαί, fr. 12, l. 30 
οὐά· οὐά. 

  
Dialectalisms and Koine features. 

Given that most of the dialectal features attested in the mimi-
ambs have a literary explanation on account of the chosen model, 
usually that of the Hipponactean Iambi, Ionic dialectalisms are prevai-
ling in phonetics, morphology, syntax and lexicon, so that there is not 
our target to give an account on them.29 However, other dialectalisms 
must be highly appreciated, for they give us information on the Koine 
Greek really spoken by our characters. This is the case of the voiceless 
obstruent attested in fr. 7, l. 41 ποταπά, instead of the standard form 
ποδαπός, exactly as Herodotus rendered the name Κάνωβος and Athe-
naeus its variant Κάνωπος,30 now as a reflex of the Egyptian adstrate. 
On the lexical field, at the fragment 9, l. 1 the noun μορβίλλων, cf. 
Lat. mirmillo, is only attested in Herondas and on Egyptian papyri 
(Kayser 2000, 462-463, on P. Ryl. I 15). Interesting indeed is the se-
mantic value of κτίζω in fr. 1, l. 8 as a synonym of ποιέω, an innovati-
on which can be found later in Biblical Greek (Gn. 14, 19; Dt. XXXII 
6; Mt. 19, 4; Apoc. IV 11 (bis), X 6, etc.). 

According with the history of the language, many of the already 
quoted phaenomena must be ranged among the Koine innovations. For 
example, in VI 2 and VII 24 πάντα can be analyzed as an accusative 
of relation – regarding whatever subject – but it is no far from a tem-
poral meaning, ‘always’, as in Byzantine and Modern Greek. A new 
local meaning has the adverb ὧδε, formerly just modal, at I 49. He-
rondas also shows a preference for Koine words as in fr. 15, l. 13 
⟨ε⟩ἴσοπτρον – in former ages the variant κάτοπτρον was largely pre-
–––––––– 

28 On interjections in satyr drama see Slenders 2021, 122-133 and especially 133, 
where he explains them as a use very close to that of tragedy. Yet we must take into ac-
count that, for instance, the interjection ὠή, twice attested at the reduced corpus of sa-
tyr drama, appears only nine times in tragedy (Slenders 2021, 132). The interjection ἆ, 
Herond. IV 20 and 30, VII 11 and 117, is attested four times in satyr drama, five in co-
medy, and nineteen in tragedy (Slenders 2021, 123). Therefore, the highest frequencies 
approach the mimiamb to satyr drama and tragedy. 

29 For a complete survey on Herondas’ language see Schmidt 1968. Some examples 
deserve a short comment, as VII 70 τὠληθές because of the phonetical crasis; the tem-
poral markers in III 3 and 88 ἄχρις (with subjunctive), VII 41 (with indicative accor-
ding to the transmitted text), II 43, VIII 3 and 8-9 μέχρι (with subjunctive always), VII 
52 ἔστ᾿; and the prepositional cluster in fr. 6, l. 117 ἀπὸ κυνηγίου, where Attic, for in-
stance, prefers μετά with accusative. Also noteworthy are the adverbial uses of III 18 ἐκ, IV 3 σύν, 29 and 49 ἐκ and V 76 ἐς.  

30 Hdt. II 15 Κάνωβον, Ath. 326a Κάνωπον. See on this confusion Gignac 1976, 
63. 
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ferred – ll. 15 κιβάρια, 20 ⟨ε⟩ἰκόνιον, 21 σινδόνιον, 29 φαλητάρια, 36 
δελφάκιον, 37 κυνάριον, 46 τριβωνάριον (emendation by Manteuffel). 
In fr. 6, l. 130 maybe the transmitted text ὡς θέλεις should be emen-
dated in either ὡς θέλῃς or better ὡς θέλοις, given that an Iotacistic 
pronunciation could be perfectly at work at the time. A Koine phone-
tics explains the form πάλι, with the lenition of the final nasal, which 
is the pronunciation attested at II 52, and fr. 6, ll. 92 and 102. Mor-
phological Koine innovations are fr. 1, l. 6 καταλιμπάνειν, fr. 4, l. 22 ἐμέν. Syntactic Koinisms are, for instance, the preference for temporal 
sentences introduced by ἐπήν -or its by-form ἐπεάν-, as in II 46, III 
30, 43, 45, V 27, 84, VI 61 and X 1, and the choice of μή instead of οὐ 
as negative adverb at VI 31 and 34. 

The satyric diction had also a trend for foreign languages which 
is not limited to single words, as iambographers such as Hipponax did 
(Redondo 2017, 151-152), since it also constructs complete sentences. 
This is the case of the fragment 6, ll. 11-16, 32, 35, 39, 58, 60-65, 68, 
70-87, 119 and 124. This mimiamb should be compared with the mi-
me Charition, where the contrast between the Greek language and a 
foreign language is given a central role in some scenes (see an accura-
te discussion on the matter in Santelia 1991, 65-74). 

 
Poetical and metaliterary language. 

As abovesaid, Herondas used all the avalaible devices in order 
to enhance the literary language of his mimiambs. Also in this per-
spective the similarities with the language of satyr drama are both 
transparent and frequent, as it will be shown in this section. 

In a former paper we recognized as a component of the satyric 
lexis a gnomic trend (Redondo 2021, 178). This paroemiological dis-
course, long time ago recognised in our author (Arnot 1971, 130; Gó-
mez i Cardó 1990-1992 on V 14; Fernández Delgado 2010, 2011a and 
2011b), occurs at I 41-42 νηῦς μιῆς ἐπ᾿ ἀγκύρης οὐκ ἀσφαλὴς ὀρμεῦ-
σα, II 62-63 πέπονθα [...] ὄσσα κἠν πίσσῃ μῦς, III 75-76 οὐδ᾿ ὅκου 
χώρης / οἰ μῦς ὀμοίως τὸν σίδηρον τρώγουσιν, VI 39 γυναικός ἐστι 
κρηγύης φέρειν πάντα, fr. 14, l. 17 ἔαρ χελιδών. This gnomic diction 
has to do partly with the folkloric comedy (Jung 1929, 38), partly with 
the satyr drama (see, for instance, E. Cy. 537-538, 542, 654). 

As a consequence of the sharping contrast between opposite re-
gisters, Herondas does not avoid picking up poeticisms, viz. I 3 δει-
μαίνεις, III 55 ἦμος,31 fr. 1, l. 58 κατεῖδεν, fr. 4, l. 4 καλλονήν, fr. 6, l. 
20 κατεῖδαν, fr. 8, l. 5 φαοσφόρος. In fr. 14, l. 30 σαόπτολις echoes 
the language of the cultual hymns; moreover, on l. 33 the possessive 
pronoun τεόν casts more light on this interpretation (Redondo 2015, 

–––––––– 
31 Another instance of this term in the Hellenistic poetry is Theocr. 13, 25. Actual-

ly Theocr. 13, 25-27 closely imitates Hes. Op. 679-682. 
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174; Sánchez 2015, 22-23). A Homeric bias has been recognised, al-
though its presence seems quite feeble, cf. VIII 31 ἀμφὶ τοῖς ὤμοις, 
32 ἀμφὶ κρητί, 42 ἀρνευτῆρες, cf. Hom. Il. XII 385 and XVI 742, 45 
δόκεον without verbal augment.32 Even so, if we concentrate in the 
Homerisms of mimiamb VIII, it is not difficult to understand to what 
an extent Herondas was mixing the epic tradition with his vernacular 
idiolect: just to quote Ionic dialectalisms used next to the Homerizing 
passage of ll. 30-43, see ll. 21 and 25 ἐποίευν, 22 ἐσύλευν, 40 τελεῦ-
μεν, 47 πιεζεῦσαν, 62 θανεῦμ᾿, 70 τελεῦντες, 72 τιλεῦσιν. 

The iambic poetry of Hipponax was indeed the best intermedia-
ry model for the integration of the Homeric flavour. However, this is 
not our subject now. Οther poetic quotations belong to the dramatic 
tradition. At I 1 the noun ἀνηρίτης should be the Ionization of a term 
attested in an Epicharmus’ comedy (Epich. fr. 114). The question re-
mains unclair, since both terms are due to a conjecture of Causaubon 
for Epicharmus and to a correction of Meineke for Herondas. Probably 
in both cases the correct lesson is ἀναρίτης, so that the form in our mi-
miamb would keep the Dorian vocalism of the model.  

Compound coinages are generally provided with a mocking sen-
se, cf. fr. 1 l. 18 φρεναπάτης, fr. 4 l. 22 θακαθαλπάς, fr. 9 l. 10 καρτε-
ρόθρουν. The aim for comicity lies also behind the very frequent Re-
dennamen, cf. II 5 Βάτταρος, V 15 Γάστρων, VI 48 Κέρδων, among 
many other examples. For a parody of the poetic style see fr. 7, l. 81 ἄκληρε, ἀλγεινέ, ἀναφρόδιτε, cf. Epich. fr. 113, 415 ἀφράτωρ ἀθέ-
μιστος ἀνίστιος. 

A sophisticated lexis occurs at fragment 15, less than fifty un-
complete lines where we can read terms such as l. 2 σχημάτιον, ll. 3 
and 35 ῥημάτων, l. 39 περιζώματα, l. 47 σχήματα, ll. 9 and 24 ὑπο-
μνηστικόν, ll. 10 and 33 κουρικόν. A similar formation is surely attes-
ted, though only a restoration is possible, in l. 2 μιμήματος (our sug-
gestion). The content of the poem shows a plain contrast with the use 
of these *-μα and *-ικός formations. Other cases of a specialized lan-
guage occur at fr. 6, ll. 45-46 ἔχω φάρμακον θανάσιμον ὃ μετ᾿ οἰνο-
μέλιτος διηθήσασα δώσω αὐτῷ πεῖν, modelled on the medical langua-
ge, and fr. 6, ll. 17-18 ἀπεσφήνωται, originally a military term.33 

The topic of wine and drunkenness links of course these mimi-
ambs with the satyr drama. Both genres use terms from the *μεθυ- ro-
ot, used from the Classical Age onwards for expressing unpolite drun-
kenness, as only barbarians and low people do: fr. 2 l. 20, fr. 3 l. 1, fr. 
5 ll. 8-9, fr. 6 ll. 49-54 and 96, fr. 13 l. 18. 
–––––––– 

32 Another example of past verbal form without augment is at fr. 12 l. 43 φίλησα, 
but the lack of context does not allow to understand which one is the purpose and the-
me of the poem. 

33 See Hero’s Βελοποιηκά, cf. Hero, Bel. ed. Wescher 1867, 77, 2-4. ἐπὰν οὖν ὑποβληθῇ τὸ ΠΡ κανόνιον ὑπὸ τὸν δάκτυλον, ἀποσφηνοῖ αὐτὸν ὥστε ἀνανεῦσαι μὴ 
δύνασθαι. 
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It is not to be dismissed, in the extraordinary fragment 6, the en-
thronization of the Goddess Πορδή (l. 7), which is a case of cultural 
transgression perfectly accorded with the high-spirited soul of the sa-
tyrs and their partenaires. This transgressive attitude finds also a lin-
guistic support, as shown by the adjective ἀργυρᾶν, with a non-Ionic 
form that can be explained in different ways, but coined in any case 
after a mimetic trend. 

  
Distribution of the phenomena of interest. Its interpretation. 

 Some of the linguistic devices already described belong to the 
legacy of the popular theatre developed along centuries from the se-
cond millennium BC onwards by means of the interaction of celebrati-
on and ritual, while others come from the derision of a wide sample of 
professionals, such as politicians, physicians and rhetors, and other 
exposed people: peasants, older people, women, barbarians and fo-
reigners in general, etc. It is not without sense to suggest that this 
double origin of the dramatic devices –exaggerated gesticulation, em-
phasis of ridiculousness, full display of rudeness, verbal incontinence, 
on the one hand; aim for extreme mockery, derisory sophistication, 
imitation of the poetic style, on the other- help to create the paradoxi-
cal variance usual in satyr drama.34 The mimiambs arouse this same 
effect of a full contrast between clashing literary models.   

As stated, the contents, language and style usual in the satyr 
drama are easy to spot in the mimiambs I, III, IV and VI, besides the 
fragments 6 and 15. These mimiambs are in our opinion close to the 
genre of mime, though their literary richness can be explained only in 
the context of the Alexandrine poetry. 

Right in the opposite way, the fragments 5 and 8 deserve special 
comment, for we do not find there any of those devices usual in satyr 
drama. Instead, their lexis is very close to that of cultual hymn, espe-
cially in fragment 8, where the prevailing anapaestic metre fits also 
with that lexis. Therefore, both fragments must be taken apart from 
the extant sample of Herondas’ mimiambi.35 Their literary character 
put them apart from the other mimiambs and make very problematic to 
ascribe these two poems to the genre of mime (for the opposite view 
see Fountoulakis 2002). 

 
Conclusions. 

A minor dramatic genre, that of satyr drama, intended as such 
by the modern scholars partly because of its scarce extant remnants, 

–––––––– 
34 On the attested representation of satyr drama in the Imperial Age see Skotheim 

2021. 
35 Cunningham 1987, XI considers all the fragmentary poems included in his ap-

pendix more or less related to the genre of mimiamb or to other minor genres close to 
it. Yet this is not the case of this fragment. 
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was probably a major influence on the genre of mime. Our analysis of 
the extant Herondas’ corpus reveals a significant number of features 
that were much more used by the authors of satyr dramas than by the 
comic poets and the iambographers. If we add to this fact a second ob-
servation, that satyr drama was closer to the mimiamb because of their 
common relationship with the dramatic productions, the links between 
Herondas’ mimiambs and the satyric diction seems understandable, 
convenient and fully justified. On the other hand, the distinctions be-
tween two different sorts of mime made by Plutarch and Choricius ha-
ve been shown not to be aplicable to the mimiamb. The satyric lexis 
and style instead proves to provide a useful criterion to establish inner 
differences inside of the mimiamb. 

Scholars have usually argued that the coarse and crude language 
of some of these mimiambs was borrowed from the iambic tradition. 
This is beyond any doubt a part of the truth. Nonetheless, the dramatic 
components of the genre make more attendable a concurrent explana-
tion after the model of the satyr diction.36 Actually some devices as 
those that convey a sophisticated language follow in a very close way 
the model of the satyr drama. What is quite likely is that mime was 
full of all kind of jokes based on misbeliefs, swearing, and physical 
and verbal incontinence. In this case, a clearcut difference with come-
dy was that comicity in mimes was not primarily addressed to the cri-
ticism of a known person. That is to say, instead of the comic ὀνομασ-
τὶ κωμῳδεῖν, always parody-oriented, mime aimed at achieving hilari-
ty and laugh. It could be said, maybe too simplistically, that mime im-
plied satire instead of parody.  
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