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GIANFRANCO AGOSTI

Wordplays on Proper Names
in Metrical Inscriptions of Late Antiquity

The paper deals with etymological wordplays on proper
names in late antique metrical inscriptions, discussing
some select examples from the 3rd to the 6th century
AD, of both funerary and honorary epigrams. In most
of the texts etymological puns on proper names are
usually quite ‘easy’ to detect, but there are examples
of more sophisticated wordplays that require a higher
level of engagement from the reader. Their presence
is a further evidence that metrical inscriptions were
meant also to be read. If the targeted audience were
primarily cultivated people, performative reading
(perhaps accompanied by on-the-spot exegesis) prob-
ably also enabled less educated groups to appreciate
etymological wordplays, which were after all extremely
popular in antiquity.

1. Introduction

L’articolo analizza la presenza di giochi etimologici sui
nomi propri nelle iscrizioni metriche tardoantiche, di-
scutendo alcuni casi esemplari (III - VI sec. d.C.) di epi-
grammi sia funerari, sia onorifici. I giochi etimologici
sui nomi sono solitamente piuttosto ‘facili’ da riconosce-
re, ma non mancano esempi di giochi piti sottili e sofi-
sticati che richiedono una maggiore attenzione da parte
del lettore. La loro presenza é una riprova ulteriore del
fatto che le iscrizioni metriche erano concepite per essere
lette e non solo osservate. Ovviamente i primi destina-
tari erano coloro che avevano ricevuto una sufficiente
educazione, ma la lettura performativa (magari accom-
pagnata dall’esegesi in loco) permetteva probabilmente
anche alle fasce meno colte di apprezzare i giochi eti-
mologici, del resto estremamente popolari nell antichita.

In this paper I will deal with a special category of etymology, exploring the

presence, and meaning of wordplays related to proper names' in Greek metrical
inscriptions of late antiquity’. Etymological puns on proper names (lusus nomi-
nis) are relatively frequent in late antique and early Byzantine inscriptions, even
though not as frequent as in their Latin counterparts, at least judging by the rich
documentation collected by Maria Teresa Sblendorio Cugusi in two important
articles®. For classical and Hellenistic epigrams good, although far from being ex-
haustive, treatments are offered in the recent monographs by Bruss, Tsagalis and
Garulli*. However, we still lack a systematic research on imperial and late antique

' A category well represented in literary poetry since Homer: see Louden 1995, Kana-
vou 2011 and the groundbreaking monographs by Paschalis 1997 and O’Hara 2017; fur-
ther bibliography in Agosti 2018, 739-748.

2In what follows I continue my previous research on literary wordplays in late antique
and early Byzantine poetry (see Agosti 2018 and 2019). There has been a renewal of in-
terest about wordplays in literary poetry: an up-to-date bibliography in Kwapisz, Petrain,
Szymanski 2013 and Kwapisz 2019.

*Sblendorio Cugusi 1980, 257-281; 2007.

*Bruss 2005, 105, 107, 109, 115, 122, 128, 146 and n. 18; Tsagalis 2008, 281-285; Garulli
2012, 143-144, 264. The locus classicus for onomastic wordplays is Arist. Rhet. 1400b.
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texts. It is not my ambition to fill this gap in a few pages. I would just like to
provide some selected examples, taking into account both pagan and Christian
inscriptions, and focusing on the possible functions attributed to, or presumed
from, etymological wordplays. I will address the crucial questions of the audience
response and other possible functions of «the often semantically exciting twists of
sounds and words» in late metrical inscriptions®.

Most of the examples I am dealing with belong to the realm of paronomasia /
adnominatio rather than to that of «scientific etymology», i.e. they display etymo-
logical wordplays strengthening the qualities of the laudandus or her/his achieve-
ments and often explicitly pointing them out to the attention of the beholder/
readers through «etymological signposts»’ (like Tobvopa, énwvopov etc.).

As for genres, puns on the ‘true meaning’ of proper names are a traditional fea-
ture of funerary poems, showing in some cases a high level of sophistication. Late
antique funerary inscriptions are no exception and display numerous examples of
this kind of wordplay. What is even more intriguing, such wordplays appear also
in honorary and dedicatory epigrams, notoriously the most innovative genre of
late antique epigraphic habit.

2. Does the name shape your destiny?
I open my selection examining the metrical epitaph engraved on the funeral

monument of the tohdyog Eucharistos, from Patara (SEG 43.982 = SGO 17/09/01,
Lycia, 3rd c. AD)%:

* An effective definition by Katz 2009, 86-87 (who also remarks that these twists «from
the wider humanistic perspective have from the beginning of recorded history regularly
engaged ordinary people, whose capacity for puns, spoonerisms, rebus writings, and the
allegorization of language seems delightfully boundless»).

For this distinction see the remarks by Den Boeft 1979, 275, who underscores that the
main function of adnominatio «is not to provide arguments to prove a point, but, as one of
the figurae verborum, to add ornatus to a text: sunt orationis lumina et quodam modo insig-
nia (Cicero, Orator 135). Adnominatio is a stylistic technique, etymologia has an argumenta-
tive force». See also Ritti 1973-1974 on similar function of «onomastic images» in the Greek
world. There is a renewed interest in ancient etymology, well represented by the recent vol-
ume on Hesiod by Vergados 2020 and the collection of essays by Zucker - Le Feuvre 2021,
whose rich and up-to-date bibliography exempts me from providing further indications.

7 For bibliography on this expression O’Hara 2017, 76 fn. 331.

8 The monument is a late Hellenistic or early Imperial pedimental stele re-used in the
3rd c. AD. On the epigram (inscribed below a niche with representation of the bust of a
bald man) see the fine analysis by Voutiras 1995, whose text is here reproduced. L. 1-5 hex-
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T otépa 1@V Movodv, g EANG|Sog &vBog ématva{v}, |
i Aoing dkpdapa, KA\vTig | Avking mpopifaopa, |
Evxdpitov ‘xapiev, co@ov ob|vopa, £oxe peipwy, |
86 Hovog v Bupédauot Mé|ywv ProTov Td ypagévta |
oknvij kal ewvij Bedtpolg | dnepfipeg dnavtag’™ | 5
Evyxdpiotog Evyapiotw 1@ | Tékve pvelag xaptv |
vacat
Dhotinvog okva Aéywyv Td Tatyvia
moAdxig EheEar “Té[Aog] £xel TO maiyviov’™
oety® 10 Aout[ov * Téhog €xw yap] Tod Piov

I praise the mouth of the Muses, the flower of Hellas, the (best)
player of Asia, pride of the famous Lycia, Eucharistos: ‘lovely,
(appropriately) wise name, most distinguished of mimes, who
by depicting life alone on stage surpassed everyone with his
performance and voice in the theatres. Eucharistos for Eucha-
ristos his child to his memory. [vacat] ‘T have often quoted the
following sentence by Philistion: The game is finished. From
now on I am silent; I am at the end of life’.

In line 3 the etymological wordplay on the name and the profession of the de-
ceased is explicit and does not ask the reader for a particular exegetical effort. The
addition co@ov obvoya, «clever name»’, clarifies xapiev, and the periphrasis Aéywv
Brotov for Proddyog is not particularly challenging, considering €€oxe peipwv (and
in the last three trimeters the repetition of Aéy- and Piov at the end). The author
and/or the patron wanted to be sure that the reader would catch the pun. However,
as easy as it is, the wordplay between Edxdpitov and xapiev probably contains an
additional meaning, for it explains the compound as «<whose charis is excellent» and
not simply «charming», emphasizing Eucharistos’ extraordinary skills. The etymo-
logical pun somehow restores the ‘original’ meaning of the compound - a technique
discussed by Aristotle'’, which is common to other late verse inscriptions.

ameters, 1. 6 catalectic trochaic tetrameter, 1. 7-9 iambic trimeters. In the last three verses
the deceased is speaking. Evxdpitov at 1. 3 is due to metrical reasons. Translation mine.

?For the meaning cp. co@a ypappata in I. Métr. 168.33 Bernand, with Mairs 2017, 235.

" Top. 11 112a32-38: «it can be argued that the original meaning of a word should be
preferred to its current meaning. To its original meaning on the ground that it is more
fitting to take it in this sense than in that now established. For example, ‘stout-souled’ can
be used to mean not ‘courageous,” which is its established meaning, but it can be applied
to a man whose soul is in a good condition [ebyvyov ur Tov dvdpeiov, kabBamep vov keita,
A& TOV €0 TV Yuxnv éxovtal; [...] and similarly ‘fortunate’ can be used of one whose
fortune is good [e0daipova 00 &v 6 Saipwv f) omovdaiog], as Xenocrates says “Fortunate is
he who has a noble soul”; for his soul is each man’s fortune» (transl. E.S. Forster).
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Within this category the best represented pun is probably that of on
Oeddwpog/@eodwpa - which is particularly common in Christian inscriptions,
as is obvious'. Texts displaying this wordplay present a recurrent structure: the
expression «gift of God» is put at the beginning, assuming the function of a motto,
and the personal name comes out later, usually two or more lines below. I repro-
duce the first lines of an inscription (only partially metrical), from Diocletianopo-
lis (Thrace, 5th-6th c. AD; SGLIBulg 224 = ICG 4282)"*:

+ @eod d@pov mpocekopiodn
TAG évtoldag tod Beod tproag
0O£00wpog TG Aapmpdg Hving
Kai pog B0V PéA<w>v dvalverv

5 ¢mmobnoag te T deidlov oikntrpto(v)
év 1 oePaopio To0TE olkw TOD dylov
£vO6E0L TIPOTOUAPTLPOG ETEPAVOL
v katdnavoty €vBade nbpato

(As) a gift from God was offered, keeping God’s command-
ments, Theodor with bright memory. And when he was will-
ing to go to God and was wishing (to have) his eternal home
in this venerable house of the holy glorious protomartyr Ste-
phen, here he found comfort (trans. Prodanova).

In this case too we can reasonably assume that the beholder/reader had no
difficulty in catching the pun; moreover, the repetition of @eod/@e6-/0edv in
the first four lines emphasised the message displayed. Theodore was a true gift
from God and has returned to God. The etymology at the outset provides the true
meaning of the name of the deceased and a guide for interpreting the whole text,
which is based on the implicit meanings of the name Theodore, who is a gift, a
commandment, and a bright memory of God.

Similar considerations apply to a roughly contemporary funerary inscription
from Beroia (Macedonia, 5th/6th c. AD) for a certain Theodora, probably the ab-

" Cp. Agosti 2018a, 757 with further bibliography. A nice example from the late Byz-
antine period is BGR 3 Rhoby, v. 5 (1428 AD) 1 yap Oeodwpa Tovvopa (kai) Td Tpomw.

2 Text by BeSevliev 1964, 155-156. M.Prodanova in IGC (http://www.epigraph.topoi.
org/ica/icamainapp/inscription/show/4282), points out allusions to NT in L. 2 (Mt 19.17:
el 6 Bé)eig eig TV Cwiyv eloelBely, Tpnoov Tag évtohde, and Jo 14,15:Eav dyandté ye,
TaG évToAag Tag éudg tnpricete) and in L. 5 (2Cor. 5.2 10 oiknTipLov NUAV 1O £§ 0dpavod
¢nevdvoaoBal Emimobodvreg).
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bess of a convent. The first two lines are trimeters/dodecasyllables, the rest flawed
dodecasyllables (I.Chr.Mac. 60 = ICG 3070)":

*+ XM B¢iov Sopnua, ayviag Siddoka|log,
1OV pakaptopov K(vpio)v ktnoapévn, |
pATnp Tapbivev edoefdv <k>abnyepov, |
Aéyw <8>1 Muydoving k(ai) Ipatioriung,
5  pilng 6oing| KAddwv e<vy>e<v>eotdtwv, |
@codwpa totivopu[al, |demépbevog,
10 v(edp)a map[al{@}Bepévn 1@ 0(e)@ | k(al) SeomdTy,
TOpP TO odpa @povpiy katahi|yaow
Tag vmEp avTOV TolelTe ikeoiag.

= Christ born of Mary (?). Divine gift, teacher of chastity,
recipient of the blessing of the Lord, leading mother of the
pious virgins, I speak of Mygdonia and Gratissima (?), noble
offshoots of a holy root named Theodora, an eternal virgin,
who entrusted her spirit to (her) God and Lord and left the
keep of her body to the tomb. Make intercession for them
(transl. Ogereau).

The structure is basically the same as in the previous text, with the etymology at
the beginning and the retardatio of the proper name at L. 6 (@eodwpa Todvop[al]).
However, the author of this inscription proves to be a little more skillful than the
previous one: he combined the etymological explanation with the idea of purity
(ayviag Siddokallog L. 1: then at 1. 3 gdoeBov <k>abnyeudv, and 5 pilng Ooing),
and with the concept of maternity (utnp napBévwv L. 3 and pilng 60ing | KA&Swv
e<vy>e<v>eoTdTOV, L. 5). Through the emphasis on virginity (map0évwv edoefdv
1. 3), he reached the climax of the praise with the paradoxical deiapBevog L. 6.
We can say that the motto in the first line functions as an interpretive clue of the
entire text, which aims at showcasing how much the initial statement is grounded
and true. From this perspective, @eodwpa Tobvop[a] can be read also as «she was
a true gift of God».

These three inscriptions are nice examples of the widespread belief that names
reflect the nature of things (although Augustine insisted on the danger of signa pro
rebus accipere)' and that ‘etymology’ can hold the key to reveal the true meaning of
names as well as the destiny of their bearers. A strong link between names, and the

BEd. Feissel 1983, 64-66. I discussed at length this inscription in Agosti 2019, 306; transl. by
J. Ogereau in IGC (http://www.epigraph.topoi.org/ica/icamainapp/inscription/show/3070).
!4 See Opelt 1966; Gualandri 2017, 125-128; Males 2018, 35-40.
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nature and destiny of those who bear them is ubiquitous in late antique and Medie-
val culture®. Wordplays based on this kind of relationship are usually easy to grasp,
because their function is to be effective and meaningful for any reader, like the one
in IGUR 1351 (3rd/4th c. AD), for ®iAntog (v. 10) who was aiotog éu gAdTnTL (V. 3),
«favorable, propitious in friendship»'®. Or the long epitaph for Eugenios, a «pres-
byter of God» belonging to the Novatians, SGO 14/06/05 = IGC 52 = E10 Nowa-
kowski (3rd/4th c. AD, area of Laodicea Combusta), who is praised for his nobility
(evyevin) at 1l. 2-4 of the verse (more or less dactylic) section of the inscription'”:

Ebdyeviov Bavedv|tog moAD pvApn ém | yény

Ebdyévie, véog B4v|eq nehiold oe yap ¢yivo|okav médvreg,
&vtolin | te 8voig e pe<on>pPpia | Te k& EpxTog

SA\Bw e MA|oVTw Te edyevin Te K|& Bdpor

Of Eugenios dead (there is) much remembrance on the earth.
Eugenios, thou didst die young. For all men under the sun knew
thee: both east, and west, and north, and south, for thy prosper-
ity, and wealth, and nobility, and courage (transl. Calder)

Even in honorific epigrams, as I mentioned before, it is possible to find this
kind of wordplay. For instance, in the first inscription for the renovation of Ham-
mat Gader baths (SGO 21/22/02 = 50 Di Segni, 491-518 AD)'®:

&V Xp6vog fudASuvev | EMOOOHEVOG KaTd KOKAOV|
otiloev Avaotdoiog | faoieds peyakdvopog fipwg|
onovdf) AheEdvdpolo | mepippovog fyepovijog |
Kawoaping vaetiipoc & & | 8¢ ENayev fvia Nvong.

*For examples from Latin poetry see Gualandri 2017, 130-131; Males 2018, 1-2 points
out the wide dissemination of etymology in Medieval world and its importance to under-
stand the relationship between language and knowledge.

' Cp. also one of the epigrams for Porphyrius the charioteer, APl 359,1-2 (Zfig T08e
Sippehateipa tO Xakeov dvBeto Nika / deiknhov pop@as, KaAliona, fabéag, «Victory,
the charioteer, dedicated to thee, Calliopas, this brazen image of thy divine formy, transl.
Paton), where the statue as image of Calliopas’ (the other name of the charioteer) pop@ag
[...] Cabéag alludes perhaps to the second part of the name (8y).

7For a detailed commentary on the text see Nowakowski 2018, 630-632 (the text has a
section in prose [Il. 1-8], followed by 8 verses). The same wordplay in CLE 1447.1 (Mar-
seille, 6th c. AD) t Nobilis Eugenia praeclari sanguinis ortu, see Bolafios Herrera 2017, 17.

'8 Marble slab from the eastern wall of the Hall of Fountains. The text is organized on 8
lines divided at the main caesura. Two dots separate each word from the next.
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(This place) which Time crushed, revolving in its cycle, raised
Anastasius, king-hero with a great name, under the care of
Alexander, the thoughtful governor, dweller of Caesarea, who
obtained the reins of Nysa (transl. Di Segni).

The figura etymologica on Anastasius’ name is here particularly appropriate,
since &viotnpt is a technical term for raising a building (it is often used, for exam-
ple, in Procopius’ De Aedificiis). The same wordplay occurs also once in a passage
of the Panegyric speech for Anastasius 7 by Procopius of Gaza: kai teixn ta pév
yeynpakota vedlet, ta 8¢ vov mpdtov dviotatal”. Therefore, Anastasius is a true
«building raiser» whose «great name» announces his extensive building program,
attested by many inscriptions and literary sources®.

Honorific inscriptions display also more sophisticated wordplays. Let us see
a couple of examples. The first one is IG II/III* 13293 = ICG 1877 celebrating the
erection of the bema in the theatre of Dionysus by the archon Phaedrus son of
Zoilus (end of the 4th - beginning of the 5th c. AD)*":

ool T60e kalov Etevke, p\OpyLe, Prjua Beftpov
Daidpog Zwilov Brodwtopog AtHiSog dpxoc.

For you, lover of passionate rites, this beautiful stage has been
built by Phaedrus, son of Zoilus, archon of the livelihood-giv-
ing land of Attica (transl. Sironen).

The vocabulary of this short but not irrelevant poem is characterized by the
presence of rare poetic terms like i\dpytog and Prodwtwp (which belong to the
highbrow poetic language of the 5th century)®, and the ‘technical’ use of the Ho-
meric apyég as dpxwv?. Blodwtopog, set next to the name of Phaedrus’ father,

! Similar wordplays based on building terminology are frequent. For a nice example
see APl 361,1-2 (for Porphyrius the charioteer) O0tog, éyepaBéatpe, 1ed¢ TOTOG, &V TOL
gyeiper / Eopog apiniwy, Kaliona, otepdvwv («O Calliopas, thou who raisest applause
in the theatre, this is thy portrait which a swarm of much envied crowns raises to thee,
transl. Paton).

2E.g., Malalas 16,21, p. 335,60-63 Thurn éktioev 0¢ Kai &ig ékdotnv oAy Tiig Popaviog
Stagopa kriopata kai Teixn Kai dywyovs, kai Apévag dvakabdpag kai Snpoota Aovtpd €k
Oepediov oikodopnoag, kai dAAa oA €v éxdaotn mapéoxe mohel. Cp. Haarer 2006, 230-245.

' For an extensive discussion on the epigram see Sironen 1994, 43-45 and 1997, 117-
118 (whose translation is here reproduced).

> For the occurrences see Agosti 2010, 347.

2 Cp. Sironen 1994, 31. It appears also in SEG 63.797, epigram celebrating the construc-

-317 -



GIANFRANCO AGOSTI

Zwilov, functions as single-adjective gloss, implying that the act of «giving life»
(Zwi/Cwn)) is a natural and intimate quality of Phaedrus’ family*. In addition, we
might also consider the possibility of a (more subtle) pun in the sequence ®aidpog
Zwikov Prodwtopog, since Gaidpog irresistibly reminds to light (patdpdg) and the
equivalence of light (¢®c) and life ({wn) is ubiquitous in late antique texts. The
laudandus has his destiny inscribed in his name.

Light imagery and vocabulary were well suited to etymological wordplays in
dedicatory epigrams, in virtue of the idea of ‘beauty’ associated to brilliance and
light in late antique aesthetics™. In one of the verse inscriptions celebrating the
restoration of the bath complex called “Faustina’s baths” in Ephesus, by media-
tion of a certain Hesychius - who is plausibly to be identified with the historian
Hesychius Illustris of Miletus (sixth century AD), or with his homonymous father
- there is a paronomasia with the honorific rank (I. Milet. VI.1 341 = SGO 01/20/19
= ICG 1797):

o082 0¢0[ev, Mi|A]nTe, 006G AdBe, 0@V § [&]|mO KOATTWY
gvvaéng| Praotnoe ¢ilog kpatepdt BlactAiji

‘Hovxtog, matp|og pév opwvopog, &v § &p’| dmdpxwv
aotpdntev pn|tipow, ¢dv § RAN&Eato| Swpwv
aitfjoat fao\|fja @iknt Opertipra at|[pln[r]

&vBev 10070 |[hoeTpOv 1OV ék[a]TOV| peTd kDK
dotolotv &8|oxntov &Ny Td[Ady fy]|aye Tépyv.

Nor has God forgotten you, Miletus; for a Milesian has sprung
from your womb, a friend to the mighty emperor, Hesychius.
He shares a name with his father, and among the prefects’
orators he shines like lightning; and now, appealing to the
emperor, he has requited his beloved homeland for the gifts
he has received at her hands. Whence this bath-house, after
the cycle of a hundred years, has again brought unexpected
pleasure to the citizens of Miletus (transl. Thonemann)

tion of the frigidarium of the Forum Baths at Ostia (4th c. AD) by a Biktwp apyxog éwv
kO8tpog Avooving (i.e., Flavius Aurelius Victor, praefect of the annona under Constantine).

2 Similar wordplays are frequent in Latin inscriptions (e.g., ICUR 4225 Verus, qui sem-
per vera locutus): see Sblendorio Cugusi 1980 and 2007, 205.

> Examples of the rich vocabulary related to light in ekphrastic inscriptions are collect-
ed in Leatherbury 2020, 54-56.

26 Rehm 1928, no. 343, 5-6, and Herrmann 1997, 213-214; Busch 1999, 153-185; Tho-
nemann 2011, 315.
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This refined poem begins with the adaptation of a Homeric verse, II. 4.127-8
ovd¢ 0¢bev Mevéhae Oeol pdkapeg AeddBovto / dBdvatol. As already Rehm, the
editor of the inscriptions from Miletus, suggested, dotpdntwv at l. 4 is a pun on
the honorific title Illustris: the verb has the double meaning of «shine» and of «be
glorious»?. In fact, the wordplay cannot be coincidental, because another epigram
from the same baths extols Hesychius” merits and the 6An [...] matpidog ayAdin,
the «whole beauty of the fatherland» (v. 2; SGO 01/20/20 = LSA 548 = ICG 1799).

Restoration/edification of baths was particularly suitable to this kind of word-
play (in many of them the light and the brightness are the main features of the
renovated structure?®). Another intriguing case is the epigram composed by a
professional rhetorician, Eudemus of Laodikeia (who proudly calls himself «Ro-
man sophist», perhaps the young talented rhetorician mentioned by Libanius in
epist. 1493 F. or the Eudemus author or rhetorical treatises”), to celebrate the
magnificence of Lampadius’ baths (SEG 35.1055 = 105 Puech = p. 133 Busch, ca.
365 AD)*. Lampadius is the signum of C. Ceionius Rufius Volusianus, who was
praefectus urbi in 365/66°'. His rich epigraphic dossier includes a dedication of a
statue of Dionysus in Ostia (LSA 2539), where he is recorded as vir clarissimus
and former prefect (Volusianus v(ir) c(larissimus) ex praefectis tauroboliatus d(o-
no) d(edit)) The baths are probably the thermae of Aquae Albulae (ca. 8 km from
Settecamini and 6 from Tivoli)*2.

Aapradiov tdde Aovtpd | i ot @pévag éntotijoba |
TOV peydhwv Ttodwv | Eyyvbu Sepapévou; |
navtofev dotpamntet | xdpig dometog gig & ke Aevong, |
B8ata Nopgdwv, | Aovtpd, 6o, Xapiteq |
00T0G «<DOD KAE0G €0pD | katd XOOva kal katd Mévtov, | 5
O KA\TOG g 0DTIG | KOl 00QOG G OAiyoL, |
yeitovag €8pag Exwv Pacinidog | yyobev aiyng |
&vB’ ékatopPoiwv | Thv Béuy npécato |
EdSnuog Aadikedg | cogrotig Popéwy.

4. Xdpireg Moretti: xapiteg Busch 5. «vod Moretti

7 The whole expression means that Hesychius was not «un rhéteur quelconque mais
un des avocats de la préfecture du prétoire», Feissel 2010, 268.

8 See e.g., AP 9.35 and Busch 1999, passim.

2 See Janiszewski - Stebnicka - Szabat 2014, PGRSRE # 336, 337 e 335.

30 Moretti 1984-1985; Busch 1999, 133-146; Puech 2002, 236-237; Gregori 2013, 160-
161; Agosti 2015b, 14-15].

31See PLRE s.v. Volusianus 5.

32 Moretti 1984-1985, 239-240. Translation mine.
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Why is your soul amazed at these baths that Lampadius has
built near the big city? Everywhere unspeakable grace spar-
kles, whatever you look at: waters of the Nymphs, baths,
buildings, graces. This man, whose fame on land and at sea is
vast, illustrious like no one and wise like few, he who, having
his seat near the imperial splendour, preferred the justice to
the sacrifices of a hundred oxen. Eudemus of Laodicea, sophist
of the Romans.

In . 3 dotpantet might allude to the etymology of Lampadius (from Aapmég/
lampas)*. Such a wordplay - once again, not particularly demanding for cultivated
readers - fits well the general tone of the epigram, as well as the portrait Ammianus
gives of the contemptuous Lampadius®*. No doubt, Lampadius was pleased and
flattered by the elegant and clever epigram Eudemus had composed for his baths.

Etymological wordplays between Latin and Greek® are well attested in other
late antique epigrams. A nice example come from Trier, IGTrev 6 = SEG 30.1242
(5th c. AD)*, a fragmentary text whose nature is debated (a dedication of a church
of St Agnes, or a funerary epigram for a Christian woman), but which displays at
least two etymological puns in the first four lines:

ayviv nap0[évov------
Ebdotépytog Ofjk[e-----
oKknvaig mév|[---Jon[---
auvov T dBpav ¢od[oav---

If the pun between the name of the deceased and the adjective in 1. 1 is not
certain (depending on the reading Ayviv or ayviv), in L. 4 auvov alludes to a

3 See also in 1. 7 the presence of aiyAn (although not referred directly to Lampadius).

3 XXVII 3,5 urbis moderator Lampadius, ex praefecto praetorio, homo indignanter ad-
modum sustinens, si etiam cum spueret non laudaretur, ut id quoque prudenter praeter
alios faciens, sed non numquam severus et frugi («Symmachus was succeeded as prefect of
the city by) Lampadius, a former praetorian prefect, a man who took it very ill if even his
manner of spitting was not praised, on the ground that he did that also with greater skill
than anyone else; but yet he was sometimes strict and honest», transl. Rolfe).

¥ Several instances of wordplay between Greek and Latin are attested in Imperial and
late antique inscriptions: see for example, IGUR III 1305 = EDR125560 (2nd c. AD), a
Greek funerary epigram for Petronia Musa, celebrated as Modoa kaAr, and other cases
collected in Sblendorio Cugusi 1980 and 2007, 203 and 205.

3 Text according to D.Grof3 in Siede - Schwinden 2012, 55-65 (discussion on the ety-
mology at 61-62).
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current interpretation of the Greek name in Latin, as established for example by
Augustine (Serm. 276,3 Agnes Latine agnam significat; Graece castam).

3. Challenging the reader

More sophisticated texts may contain complex wordplays. Since these latter
are not immediately detectable, it is a reasonable assumption that they required a
higher level of engagement from readers. In other terms, this kind of wordplays
might have had the function of challenging readers’ interpretative skills, in a way
not too far from plays in literary poetry. The line separating challenge from over-
interpretation is very thin, and it calls for caution, of course”. Needless to remind,
metrical inscriptions are not (or not only) literary texts, but they have their own
specific communicative functions, which depend on and interact with the cultural
and social context where they are displayed. In many cases it is very difficult to
decide if the wordplay was intentional or is the result of our too confident read-
ing. I would like to clarify this point by discussing a not particularly sophisticated
text, an inscription from Hawran, SGO 22/44/01 = IGLS XII1/2 9773 (4th c. AD)
commemorating the erection of a family tomb by a certain Diomedes, where in
the beginning the deceased is described as mvot6¢™:

Atoprdng mvu[t]og pe édipato @S évi xdpw

adT® k¢ médeoty kal 50<n> TapakdTL

vnov ITAovtijet k¢ émevi] Ilepoepovein

¢00[A]1ig ¢y yewpyeing vo<v> § 008evdg eiput Tagog.
e > el § dpa ke Oel,

Sekéuy ynpdokovtag, eDSEUOVAG, TEKVDOAVTOG.

The wise Diomedes built me here for himself, his children
and his venerable wife, a temple for Pluto and the fearsome
Persephone, thanks to the noble agriculture. Now I am no
one’s grave. [- - - ---- - - ] But if it is necessary, may I receive
them old, happy and with children.

It would be tempting to suggest that Diomedes was «wise» because in his name
were thoughts (worth) of Zeus. However, another epigram from the same region,

¥ Cp. O’Hara 2017, XVIII-XIX, whose remark and invitation to skepticism I find par-
ticularly welcome.
¥ Text according to M.Sartre in IGLS XIII/2 9773; translation mine.
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from Rimea (Nabatea, SGO 22/23/01) displays the same incipit but with a different
name (Caelestinus)*. Furthermore, the text of our epigram is reused tel quel for a
different tomb in the same village of the Hawran (SGO 22/44/02). This points out
that local epigraphic workshops had at their disposal a model suitable to be slightly
adapted to the needs of the commissioners - nothing particularly surprising. In
the light of this, it would be better to consider the pun on the name Diomedes as
unintentional, although it is true that the name of the deceased combined with
muvutdg fits perfectly with the content. Shall we assume that Diomedes’ family (or
the author) wanted the formula because it added something more to the praise?

Although clear-cut interpretations are often very difficult, nonetheless I think
that we can confidently say that some texts display subtle etymological wordplays,
especially high-quality texts. An intriguing example is offered by IG II/III* 13281
= Puech 208 = ICG 1867 = LSA 134, honorary epigram for the sophist Plutarch
(Athens, 408-410 AD):

Sfjuoc Epex0ijog Pacifja Adywv dvébnkey
IMhobvTapyov otabepic Eppa ocaoppoovvng

06 kai Tpig moti vnov ABnvaing énélacoev
vadv éNaoag iepriv, modTov SAov mpoxéag.

The people of Erechtheus dedicated (this statue of) Plutarchus,
the king of words, the mainstay of firm prudence, who rowed
the Sacred Ship three times in all near to the temple of Athe-
na, spending all his wealth (transl. Sironen)®.

Errki Sironen identified this Plutarch, sophist and rhetorician, with the author
of another epigram in honor of the prefect Herculius, found on the left side of
the original entrance to the Library of Hadrian (LSA 134). It is undoubtful that
the pun on the name Plutarch from m\odtog is a very simple one, as Sironen al-
ready remarked (unnecessarily wondering also whether it was an unintended
play). Nonetheless, I do not think that we should characterize this text as «not
very brilliant»*!, because of the triviality of the etymological wordplay and the
stock phraseology. The author has enough command of poetic language, I find,
and I wonder if we can detect other, and much more subtle, wordplays. At 1. 1

¥ Cp. also SGO 08/08/13.3 = D/BIT/02/01 Nowakowski (Hadriani ad Olympum,
4th/5th c. AD), Ndtopig mvutog.

“Transl. by Sironen 1997, 78. The stone at I. 1 reads 8fjptog Cpex6rjog PactAfA Aoywv
avédnkev.

4 Sironen 1997, 78.
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BaotAfj<a> Aoywv is perfectly appropriate after dfjpog <E>pex0ijog: in the city of
king Erechteus Plutarch can be no other than the king of words, as his name it-
self reveals (ITAovT-apxog). I wonder whether reusing the stock expression 8fjpog
<E>pex6iog followed by €ppa at 1. 2 the poet wanted to suggest a more sophisti-
cated wordplay on the name Erechteus, linking its first part to €p-vpat «to keep off,
protect, save» instead of the popular connection with €¢pé¢x0w «rend, break»*. Al-
ready Callimachus in a passage from Hecale (fr. 70.9 Hollis) explained Epix66viog
as €pupa xBovog, suggesting an etymology of the name (known also under the rare
form Epvx006viog), as M. Skempis has brilliantly shown*. With all due caution,
I suggest that the author of our epigram wanted to display the same idea. Athe-
nians, the inhabitants of the city of wisdom and the 8fjpog Ep-ex6fog, cannot but
honor the generous Plutarch calling him €p-pa caog@poovvng*.

Likewise, puns on the names of the cities in honorific inscriptions are charac-
terized sometimes by a certain level of subtlety®. For instance, in LSA 2636 = BE
2012.450, the dedicatory inscription for a statue of Justinian, who built the wall in
the city of Cyrrhus (Syria Euphratensis), it is said that the city changed its name in
Tustiniana, thanks to the mediation of Eustathius?*:

Kdpov'Tovotiviavog &vak | kakdtnTt kapodoay |

Vv éhwv ¢Eetélecoe O, | péya T(e)ixog dndoag. |
Tobveka kai Pacthijog énd|vopov EXkaxe k9506 |
Evotabiov Sia pitv. En’ | dyAain 8dpetdov |
elkova onv gopéel, Bacthed, | TOAIG Epkog &vaykng

The emperor Justinian now raised again to the rank of city
Cyr(r)hus which had suffered badly through wickedness, by

“2The correct etymology is from épt-, see the dictionaries by Chantraine and Beekes s.v.

# Skempis 2006.

*One referee (whom I thank again) pointed out the implausibility of such a wordplay,
which would have been too difficult to grasp, since: a) is based only on’Ep-; b) because of
the different breathings between Ep-1x86viog and €pua (this second argument seems to
me less effective for to an audience of the 4th c. AD). It was not without hesitation that I
decided to keep my suggestion in the text, although I am aware of the risk of an overin-
terpretation.

# For an effective example in literary epigram see Christodorus, AP VII 797,5-8.

“ See Alpi 2011, who reminds to Proc. De aed. II 11,3 ITpoiévtog O¢ ToD xpovov 1
Kbpog td te AAAd Urtepw@Bn kal dteixiotog dAwg pepévnkev. AAAG Pactheds TovoTiviavog
[...] mOAv eddaipova kol Adyov d&iav oMY, Teixovg Te dopaleia ExvpwTdToL Kol
@povp@v mANBeL kal oikoSoudv dnpooiwv peyedel, kai Tfg GAANG KATAOKELTIG TO €G dyav
peyahompenel, memointat Kopov.
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providing it with a large wall. Thereby she also gained the
glory of bearing the emperor’s name, through the wisdom of
Eustathius. To [honour] the splendour of your virtues, the
city carries your image, Emperor, as a defence against evil*.

The beginning with Kbpov, with one rho, is not due to corruption, nor to an
engraver’s fault, but it is an intentional wordplay on the name of the Persian king,
which alluded to the ancient origins of the city, as F. Alpi suggested*®. The emperor
restored Cyrrhus to its ancient status of city (I. 2 mdAwv é§etéhecoe mOA, a stock
phrase); the ancient heritage expressed in the city’s name remains and just left the
place to a more powerful one, that of Justinian. The new name improves Cyrrhus’
inborn royal destiny (note also the paronomasia Kdpog /xdd0g).

A similar wordplay is attested in the last line of the Greek text of the funerary
epigram in honour of an Egyptian physician (GVI 1907 = SEG 34.1003 = 495 Sa-
mama), written on a wide white marble board discovered under the floor of the
basilica of the Holy Apostles in Milan (4th/5th c. AD)*:

Tobvopa matpog Exwv Aldokopog fiv §° Ao maTpng
Alyomtov {abéng, 1y 8¢ md|\ig T0 Tépas. 10

He had his father’s name, Dioscorus. His fatherland was di-
vine Egypt, his hometown Gerras.

In 1. 10 the reading yépag has been interpreted in different ways (although it
cannot but mean «our city was his glory»), but Denis Feissel found the solution,
acutely suggesting that yépag is the name of Gerra/Geras, a small town not far
from Pelusium®. Dioscorus, like many other skilled Egyptian physicians, made
his career abroad and became a renowned physician in Milan. One could wonder,
however, if local people, reading the inscription in the church, were able to rec-
ognize the name of the Egyptian hometown of the deceased. I am rather inclined
to think that in TEPAX the author put an intentional double entendre (Geras and
glory), to emphasize the role Milan played in Dioscorus’ fortunate career. In ad-
dition, Egypt is defined divine ((aBén), which is a standard feature of Egyptian

¥ Transl. by U.Gehn in LSA, adapted.

#In LSA U.Gehn prefers a different interpretation, «the emperor Justinian now raised
again to supreme power (kDpov) the city», but apart from the fact that we should restore
k0pog (the noun is neutral), such a text would sound much less effective, in my view.

* Text by Samama 2003; translation mine.

50 Feissel 1984, 559.
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Lokalpatriotismus, but could also be read as a subtle play on the name Atdokopog
(son of Zeus), suggesting how appropriate was a divine motherland for somebody
who was the «son of Zeus».

An elegant epigram from Ephesus, in honor of the proconsul Isidorus, shows a
wordplay on the Egyptian origins of the honorand: LSA 797 (410-435 AD):

+ ayadij toxn/

T SpxapovIoddw/pov opdug / Paping / amod yaing /
kai Nethov yovoevtog, / 6¢ avBvundtwy / kal dnapxwv /
Badkov Ay kdoun/oev dyarhéa kal / ToAujtalg /
fivooe kapmotékov / Anpuritepog dumviov / SABov.

Good luck! The leader Isidorus, you are looking at. He, born
from the land of Pharos and of the Nile, who, holding the
office of proconsuls and prefects, managed famous events
and for the citizens brought about the bountiful wealth of
fruit-bearing Demeter (trans. Lenaghan, slightly modified)

The pun is on Nile’s fertility and the abundance Isidorus (a true «gift of Isis, i.e. of
Egypt») brought with himself and distributed when he was appointed to Ephesus®'.

A pun on the name of the city has been suggested, and widely accepted, for an
intriguing inscription in rhythmic verse, reused as block in the wall of the mosque
of Amaseia, but coming from the city of Euchaita (SGO 11/10/01, probably dated
between 515 and 518 AD)*. The poem extols the erection of the church, thanks to
the intercession of Mamas (possibly a bishop):

+ 6 100 X(ptoto)d AOANTHG Kal T@V énovpaviwv moAi|tng
®e68wpog 6 T008e ToD ToAiopaTog EQopog |

*!Incidentally, another epigram extolling the achievements of the same Flavius Anthe-
mius Isidorus displays a wordplay on the part of his name (SGO 03/02/13 = LSA 662): 1L
4-5 qy @ Toidwpog éxety xapi/ev yépag dmaocev fifng /kal @ &vdelpe meadvta, 6/pd & gud
£vneda yvia («Isidorus made me have the graceful gift of youth. And after I had fallen, he
lifted me up and I can see my firm limbs», trans. Chaniotis). The text celebrates the res-
toration and re-erection of a statue to a certain Peison (Piso), probably Tiberius Claudius
Piso, an imperial priest of the 2nd century and an ancestor of Isidorus. At 1. 4 xapiev yépag
@macev fi3ng is an evident pun on the second part of the latter name Toi-dwpoc.

>>See Mango - Sevéenko 1972, 382-385 (whose translation is reproduced); also Nowa-
kowski 2018, 486-489 and Cult of Saints, E00969 - http://csla.history.ox.ac.uk/record.
php?recid=E00969 (whose text I follow). I follow here Agosti 2019, 312-314, with some
changes and improvements.
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Avyagrdotoy 1ibet TOV e0oefi| TpoTEODYOV |

eldphoe Bpdyov iepdv pvotnpiwy énwvopov: |

obmep haxwv Mépag ¢ kabapotatog pootng |

KLVEL pév det toig BeotedkTolg dopaoty v | yA@tTay,
TAP@V TAG TVEVHATIKAG Xopiag TGv|Se TOV TéTOYV,

+ Christ’s athlete, who is a citizen of Heaven - Theodore,
the guardian of this town, has persuaded Anastasius, the pi-
ous triumphator, to found a throne bearing the name of the
holy mysteries. Mamas, the most-pure priest has obtained it;
he constantly moves his tongue in divinely composed song
while he fills this place of spiritual congregation, and attracts
to himself the good-will of all. *F (transl. Mango - Sevéenko)

The « throne bearing the name of the holy mysteries» in line 4 is clearly a sign-
post alluding to a proper name. Most of the editors followed Mango and Sevéenko
who suggested an etymological wordplay on the name of the city of Euchaita con-
nected to evxn**, while a few others preferred to interpret the line as an obvious
reference to the name of the saint, Theodore, who underwent martyrdom in Ama-
seia to become later patron of Euchaita®. The text looks suitable to both interpre-
tations, and one might also solve the difficulty thinking of an intended ambiguity.
However, one wonders if people reading the text displayed in the church of St
Theodore really needed to see, and accept, a rather obscure etymological wordplay
(not to speak of the double entendre) instead of the expected one connecting the
line with the name of the saint®. In fact, a second inscription in prose (which is
the summary of a letter of the emperor Anastasius) helps to dispel our doubts™.

+ 6 y1ew 0(€0)d T@OV OAWV KpAT®V AvaoTdotog edoePnG adTokpd-
Twp TOVE TOV igpOV XDpov TOAIL kal TO KGAALOV évTivevo-

Oeic mapd Tod pdptupog Eyipet Td moliopatel Teiyog,

dovov pev Emi mdotv v mpdTog avtov €idpuoey

%3 A derivation from xaitn would be more plausible, however: Euchaita the «well-wood-
ed» city, see Haldon 2018, 212.

5 On the cult of St Theodore at Euchaita see Haldon 2016, 13-14; 2018, 212-221.

It would be an example of what O’Hara 2017, 79-80 calls «suppression», when the
reader is implicitly invited to supply a missing word/name.

6 Ed. Mango - Sev¢enko 1972, 380-381; Cult of Saints, E00969 - http://csla.history.
ox.ac.uk/record.php?recid=E00969.
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apytepatikiv kabédpav tp@v, dov 8¢ Swpov B()d mpoo-
evéykag kai paptupag tiig evoefiag Tovg ed Tabov-

Tag MTwyovG. TodToV PuAdtTol TpLag 6{oovoLog €v

TOiG OKATTPOLG VIKN TNV avadikvdoa. F

*+ The pious emperor Anastasius who rules the world by
God’s decree has made into a city this holy spot. Happily in-
spired by the Martyr, he has erected a wall for the city so as
to preserve inviolate in all respects the archbishop’s seat that
he had been the first to found. He has offered God a worthy
gift as well as a testimonial of his piety, namely the poor who
have fared well (at his hands). May the consubstantial Trin-
ity guard him and prove him victorious in his kingdom.
(transl. Mango - Sevéenko)

Probably displayed in the church, this inscription appears to be the prose Vor-
lage of the poem. Textual links between the two inscriptions are evident”’”. In L. 5
dwpov B(e)d it is an obvious allusion to the name of Theodore and the preced-
ing participle Tnp@v might allude to the denomination of Theodore, the Recruit
(tipwv/tiro)*®, who had his martyrdom in Amaseia under Galerius and Maximi-
nus Daia. In the light of this, it seems to me that I. 4 of the poem refers undoubt-
edly to the name of Theodore, not to an (alternative?) Christian etymology of the
city. People looking at and reading both the texts (with whom they were well ac-
quainted, frequenting the church) had no doubt, in my view.

4. Conclusions

In the examples we have discussed above etymological wordplays on proper
names are clues used to emphasize the message displayed in the texts, and to call
the viewer’s/reader’s attention on the qualities of people praised. The crucial ques-
tion is to what extent the audience was able to read and grasp them. I have already
remarked that metrical inscriptions are not only literary poems, and we cannot,
in my submission, consider their communicative functions in the same way of
literary poetry. In the epigrams discussed above most of the etymological word-

7 L.1 Avaotaotog evoefg comes out in 1. 3 of the first inscription Avaotdotov Tibet
Tov evoePi]. L. 3 1¢ molioparet teixog is also in L. 2 of the first todde Tod mMoAiopatog
£€popog. L. 5 kaBédpav occurs also L. 4 of the first inscription as §povov.

> This name distinguished him from the later Theodore (according to IX c. sources),
called otparniatng.
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plays are easily recognizable by the readers. Needless to remind, the definition of
what is «easily recognizable» is highly debatable and ultimately depends on vari-
ous and not always verifiable factors, ranging from the monumental aspect of the
inscription, the appearance, and visibility of the letters, to the social and cultural
context. Unlike other wordplays, like acrostics, that were graphically signaled to
readers and could also be visually perceived, etymological puns required going
through the text to be detected - primarily, but not exclusively, by literate people.
Recent research on late antique inscriptions has dramatically shown that the texts
were meant to be read, spoken aloud in a sort of performance, involving differ-
ent modes of response®. From this perspective, we can confidently conclude that
puns on names - as any other rhetorical devices - added new layers of meaning
to the texts, securing an effective reception of them by the audience at any level.
A performative reading could well emphasize the presence of the wordplays, if
not explain them®. In some cases, the connection between etymology and proper
names creates ambiguity®, especially when the wordplay proves to be particularly
sophisticated. Even in these cases, however, we should be cautious not to think
exclusively of an educated readership, as the performative reading could clarify
the puns for a less educated audience, as well.

Sapienza Universita di Roma
gianfranco.agosti@uniromal.it.

Keywords: etymologies, wordplays, metrical inscriptions, greek poetry, Late Antiquity
Parole chiave: etimologie, giochi di parole, iscrizioni metriche, poesia greca, Tarda Antichita

* See among others Papalexandrou 2007; Debiais 2009; Liverani 2014 and 2016, Agosti
2010, 2015a; Rhoby 2012 and 2017, Sitz 2017; Mairs 2017; Leatherbury 2019, 14-15, all
with further bibliography on the topic.

8 Cp. for ex. Mairs 2017, 229 on «literate companions who might ‘perform’ the riddle
by reading it aloud and explaining the text».

1Tt would be worth to explore if subtle strategies of equivocation based on homophony
were displayed in inscriptions, as later in Byzantine texts (Krausmdiller 2006).
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