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GENERAL EDITOR'S PREFACE

James J. Sosnoski

Critical Exchange is a journal of research in progress. It attempts
to bridge the gap between the moment of critical arti.culatlon anc.j .the time
of its publication. Under the auspices of the Socxgty ‘for Critical Ex-
change (SCE), scholars actively involved in researching issues central to
the development of contemporary literary theory are brougbt together
to "exchange" their views. Within months of the event, an edited record
of their communal inquiry is published in these pages.

Critical Exchange is circulated only among the members of the
Society for Critical Exchange. The Spring issue if CEx is usually devoted
to the SCE MLA session. The Fall issue is usually devoted to some other
SCi:-sponsored event. Any member of SCE is welcome to deyelop a pro-
posal for an "exchange," and, if it is accepted by the Editorial Board, to
guest edit the proceedings. If youhave anidea for an "exchange," please
write or call:’

James J. Sosnoski (513) 523-8574
General Editor, CEx or 529~-2328
The Society for Critical Exchange

P.0O. Box 475

Oxford, Ohio 45056

INTRODUCTION

STEVE NIMIS

In October of 1983, Wolfgang Kullmann of the University of Freiburg
visited the campuses of several American universities to deliver legturt?s
on the theory of "neoanalysis" in the study of Homer, a theory which, in
contrast to the theory of oral-formulaic composition, foregrounds t}?e
"intertextual" relationships between the Iliad and the fragmentary epic
poems nearly contemporary with it. Professor Kullmann's visit to the
United States, it is hoped, signals the end of over a generation of silent
dismissal by American classicists of this work by their Eur.opean ?01—
leagues. Toward the end of making neoanalysis better known in America,
where the Parry-Lord theory of oral composition has dominated, the
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Society for Critical Exchange is publishing Professor Kullmann's lecture,
"Neoanalysis and Oral Poetry Theory in Homeric Research," together
with responses by several outstanding American Homerists, William Coul-
son, University of Minnesota; and William Hansen, Indiana University;
Gregory Nagy, Harvard; Peter Rose, Miami University. Professor Kull-
mann's paper and these responses will give a clear picture of what
neoanalysis is and how it is situated in the context of learned opinion on
the nature of Homeric composition, itself the model for many discussions
of the composition of early medieval narratives (The Song of Roland,
Beowulf, Icelandic saga, etc.), as well as the oral traditions of many non-
western cultures. Inaddition,Mark Clark of the University of Southern
Mississippi has provided an annotated bibliography of important works on
neoanalysis, which will be helpful to novice and specialist alike.

To those familiar with the vagaries of contemporary literary dis-
cussions, the opposition of the Parry-Lord theory and neoanalysis has a
perhaps distressing familiarity about it. On the one hand, we have a
position which argues that the Homeric poems are the unmediated oral-
aural products of a homogeneous, non-individualized tradition, a tra-
dition in which production is coeval with presentation., On the other
hand, we have a position which argues that the poems are written and are
the products of an individual genius different from his tradition — on the
one hand an argument for the primarily oral nature of the Homeric poems,
on the other an argument for their "secondariness" with respect to that
oral tradition. Occasionally, the claims for one side or the other are
explicitly grounded in presuppositions about the value of speech versus
writing, claiming, for example, that what is written escapes the casual and
accidental character of speech, and is hence superior in quality; or,
alternatively, that writing disrupts the unmediated character of oral-
aural presentation, introduces supplementary practices, and finally sup-
plants real oral composition completely. I would like to briefly explore
this opposition in the broader context of literary theory, taking my cue
from various points made by the contributors to this volume.

Kullmann points out that neoanalysis and oral theory not only begin
with different assumptions about Homer, but begin in different places, the
former with larger thematic elements, the latter with smaller units of
diction, to wit, noun-epithet combinations. Moreover, as Peter Rose
points out, it is in these respective domains, and only there, that each
theory is effective: formulaic analysis seems ill-suited to deal with any-
thing larger than a line-long formula, but neoanalysis seems unable to
account for the peculiar economy which Parry argued determined the use
of noun-epithet combinations in the Iliad and Odyssey. Meanwhile, at-
tempts to generalize the notion of a "formula system" to larger narrative
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units by scholars such as Bernard Fenik (Typical Scenes in the Flladl{};lave
produced abstract "grammars" of typical scenes and plot par?glgtns'l tgsc;
alizations i h a dizzying variety of details tha
actual textual realizations involve such a 2
i ted. There thusseemtobe
notion of "economy" becomes obhte?ra > be
sﬁ;;:irsgects in which the notion of generative patternwe;1 }.1a}:re ar;) esptet(;?rlls
itti icati ther aspects in which such pa
v fitting application to Homer, and o : : s
a;yre not gpasgcularly helpful. At the s:«nmii tflme, the issumpleastt?é)a;fs ::}(:e
or a
lysts that Homer's texts were produced from .
Iigilngriund of other specifiable literary works, aml(jl tht:lr tatt;mpstn:;:
i i i he Iliad and particular texts, doe
identify transformations betw'een t B e o o
i face up to the special problems posed by Hom A :
en::nr:ly The res?llt has often been reciprocal charges that ’the other: sxde;
E:S f(;cussed on what is contingent in relation to the real basis o
comp\(l)vsiilt;::\.l'lansen makes a more familiar distinction whc.en he notes th}a:t
the emphasis of the oral theorists has been .synchromc. that c?ft the
neoanalysts diachronic; the former have investigated system, the latter,

. A . . o
sources. The mediation between diachronic and synchronic studies ha

been one of the most persistent problems of contemporary a;atlgrstesa r(,)f
various discourses. It was, of course, Saussur.e who §uggeslt: | a th
study which deals with values must necessarily split itse thator_xg wo
completely divergent paths: diachrony. a.nd synchrongr; but ;xu e:;nwhich
guage this was all the more so because it is a system of pure v? ies whict
are determined by nothing but the momentary ar.rangement ? i m
In the discussion of synchrony and dlachrfmy in Saussur;als Coursefun_
General Linguistics, synchrony is clea'rly gmgled out as 2: et n.xt)r:s ur
damental preoccupation of linguistics: linguistic cl'lange is {)r tui t(; m:s d
the specific results of such change become meampgful only ’;E terms o2
their systemic relationships with ot}.xer sync.hronlc facts. ta. té the
actual functioning of ]inguisot(ijc faz1 tst,}:n an¥ gclt\;en language state is

i i e which produce ose facts. .
hlsto.;;]cea:):::;egting of ligguistic change (or more specifically, the q::;:—t-
tion of origins) in the study of f“S'YStiln—\ St:tiia ha;tsgizlso%t;e:a;r; ost
"structuralist" accounts of signi ying phenomena. & lies of narrative
models, for example, generally begin with a dlstmctxofl weer rtain
i jable features of a narrative system and t.he various c.ontmge c
::rl}‘xlii;lzll)uster around these invariable; featfuresi‘l in :;;}é ff:?;?i:g:g?ngf
narrative. Despite the heuristic value of suc hp Saiaidilebnbrurl
ing signifying phenomena, the nagging qu.estlo.n. as. a wayth iadriskin

ever invariable elements are 1dent1.f1ed. are they h

gfmvtvi}:lagtent (and hence only relatively in\farlat?le) og a;e t(}ixiec}; fgren::ic:;
ontologically prior (and hence absolutely invariable)? ra
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of the latter position is exemplified by Michael Nagler (Spontaneity and
Tradition), for whom the generative "Form" of the Iliad and Odyssey is a
pre-cultural and pre-linguistic mental template, some sort of Chomskian
universal. This "essentialist" option has been the object of many post-
structuralist critiques which need not be rehearsed here; but the best
structuralist studies have taken this critique into account.l  Suf fice it
to say that the question of origins (which Saussure wrote was "not even
worth asking") is the perennial blind spot in synchronic studies, and that
the more moderate option (the identification of relatively invariable
features of some discursive formation) necessitates some account of
history.

Oral theorists do not, of course, ignore history, but history general-
ly plays the same ancillary role as it does in synchronic linguistics. Thus
oral theorists often refer to some fortuitous change in the Greek lan-
guage (e.g. loss of digamma) which resulted in a particular configuration
of a formula system; but if these diachronic facts are relevant to the .
differentiation of various language states, they are nevertheless not
relevant to an understanding of how any one language state functions.
As Saussure notes, "speaking (parole) operates only on a language state
(état de langue), and the changes that intervene between states have no
place in either state."2 This principle implicitly underlies the Parry-
Lord picture of the oral poet as a presenter who has at his disposal an
inventory or stockpile of systematic devices whose prior history is
virtually irrelevant for an understanding of the poet's use of them.

Neoanalysts, on the other hand, take a different view of change.
For them change is significant, and a set of specific historical circum-
stances (the invention of writing and a particular poetic genius) are
specifiable determinations in the production of the lliad. Their attempt
to chart these changes through source and influence studies consistently
comes back to a notion of how the poet of the Iliad radically changed
things and how these changes imply some historical trajectory which the
poet has crystallized. Although Gregory Nagy does not focus on the same
historical circumstances, he too tries to charta trajectory of significant
change which the Iliad crystallizes. Nagy in fact looks at the syn-
chrony/diachrony relationship in a way opposite from Saussure: for Nagy
diachrony is a meaningful structure with respect to which synchronic
facts are secondary. Thus he notes below that "it is a mistake to equate
'diachronic' with 'historical,' as is often done. Diachrony refers to the
potential for evolution in a structure. History is not restricted to
phenomena that are structurally predictable." Here we have a notion of
change as able to be mapped in terms of some series of essential "func-
tions" (in Propp's sense) of a narrative scheme. Such narrative schemes,
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familiar from the philosophy of history, are plentiful .(t?xe'analc;.‘gycrl igf
biological evolution, historical mtil’iimalisEn, g‘tct.).r icl;xi;l);m;; érex s:;:.y tia
ic models is some notion of what is histo y ne ;
Chromc‘: ed aeslz o sed to all the messy contingencies which he. outsxd.e t.hc;
det‘lammtlo \Sz of the model. The model, that is to say, is not 1§sel1
exg. ::: to!:cyhsc})xeterogenizing influence of time: if is, rather, a}.ﬁst“(‘),x‘;llca; r
ST‘;ll inpointing of ahistorical moments in historicist models (mr g
Ma:x‘;smp'? for example) is a significant crgtique which the best literary
’ .
i e had to take into account. . - .
theoxl::t‘?li}tl::ary history" neoanalysis too has its ahls.torlc?)}] m::ln:)s;i:;
i below call attention. e
which several of the contributors below . at on, One o o
i historical specificity with regard to t .
e ction of Of' i 1 as to conceptions of individual genius
introduction of writing as well as to ptior
;I:Ei 12e:thetic quality which seem to st{a)gd abtc.)v.e txmea ;nctim stp:}(i:y a'f.texe:ﬁ
: i rneticians say,
are not necessarily fatal errors, as cx ! e e o againat whith
i ther by an "instrumental" view o guag
ISl:\l:ses(\ixrteogae:ld otheltr' structuralists have leveled é:.erlous|'.a1t:1acks. "':23 |
result is a rather unsystematic account of the workmg§ of "in } i\;;eencti:zs e
' i bor of the poet remains mys ;
"sources," so that the creative la ' tified as the
Me ne sa’is quoi" of genius. A more rigorous aFco?nt Off hat creative
l] bor would have to pay attention to oral theorists carefu ¥ ytaken
l?omeric diction, and it is very much to Kullmann‘s:)grecti}t thautal;x::l b laysSis en
i ction ne
i . In any case, as accounts of poetic produ neo .
g;xaslsttlilaJory eacg seem’ to have methodological limits determined by their
i t treatments of history. .
dlffeé:rg)y‘s distinction between history and d'lachljony seems very rrr::nto
the point; we could go further and distitr;lgulsh hltstory frggesny:; atioz;
i i " in both cases to mean
tanding the word "history” in bot
:nh(ii(?lll.sare un;gystematic from the stan;d{puc})g:t of ttil'xe:l;);.a ‘:?;a\:ggl;g‘;::)\:sb:
i iti j Thomas s notio .
e dovice with only & lidity, insightful only by a certain
istic device with only sectoral validity, g i
}l;?ilrlllc‘lf;ss, and everyone could go home prop_erly chas(;fened anci glomfa?:er
But it is not enough to say that compet.lng paradigms m:h iny iswer
different questions better and that there is somehow a vani o ;g‘a;;c:: int of
complementarity somewhere. If a theory setsdup a; cex;tizzlgnOt ;:ers toythe
i idence, centralizing some and relega :
o tasignif contingincies, then a second, competing theory,
f insignificant contingincies, . .
St':ltluistsoow!;shxgzrarchical arrangement of questions and ewderlnce. sht(;l‘;led
or rate a certain displacement on the first_theory'.' The a tern;i ;
:)lipse;nissal of the rival theory, is té remain obstinately "under a pa.r;;1 gm;S
ith its concomitant blindness and insight, and hem?e 1.:0 deserve ah sor
:’; names which end with the suffix "-centric." Itis, in the end, the very
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notion of center and periphery, of the opposition of theory and *history,"
which is so problematic, Neoanalysis is important for American Homer-
ists not because it resolves this or that anomaly, or because it is "truer"
in some objective way, but because it focuses attention on that which has
been marginalized for American Homerists: because it throws
of "history" into the works, :
Saussure is considered to be one of the two founders of the "science"
of semiotics. His exemplary treatment of the systematic nature of lin-
guistic value is the cornerstone of his contribution.4 In his Course, the
emphasis was on the position of a given sign in a system of elements from
which values emerge on the basis of difference. From this notion pro-
ceeds Saussure's famous dictum that language is a form not a substance,
and semiotics has generally proceeded on the assumption that syntactic
and semantic fields can best be understood as the interplay of a struc-
tured sets of empty positions, in which signs are the consequences of the
values issuing from these differential relations. That is, at the inter-
section of sets of structured differences there will be an effect similar to
the effect of substance. Systems of such "substance-effects" are all that
is required for semiosis to occur, and the susceptibility of such a con-
ception to formalization has made it a favorite and often fruitful form of
semiotic inquiry. But as Wlad Godzich has recently reminded us, there is
a crucial difference between this differentialist conception of a systemic
position and an actual inscription which occurs in that position: for
inscription always involves some materiality, which not only fulfills the
positional requirement of chains of differences, but also, because of its
materiality, exceeds that requirement.5 The materiality of the inscrip-
tion always brings with it the history of its previous placements, and that
history obscures the play of a pure semiosis based only ondifferences. A
relentless focus on system (whether diachronic or synchronic) remains
blind to the gap between substance-effect and inscription,
that gap to the status of indeterminate contingency,
signifying power. ,
The Parry-Lord theory has been and continues to be an important
force in investigating Homer as a system; but it often seems in danger of
reification, of slipping from being a powerful heuristic device into being
an unreflexive orthodoxy. Alongside such systemic studies there is a
need to recognize what exceeds them. C. S. Pierce, the other founder of
semiotics along with Saussure, noted that signs always stand in relation to
other signs and not just in relation to the system in which it is inscribed.
These "lateral" liaisons in which signs are constantly entangled cannot
always be grasped deductively. If source and influence studies do not
seem entirely satisfactory for theorizing these "ateral" connections
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