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ABSTRACT 

This paper delves into the question of the potential addressees of ancient Greek novels. After 

shedding some light on the matter (based on ancient sources which account for the sociocultural 

underpinnings of the new genre), a classification is established in an attempt to provide a deeper 

understanding of alleged homogeneity in readership. The entire bibliography demonstrates a 

discontinuation in the conception prevalent decades ago, which, based on subjective and 

anachronistic interpretations, would find reinforcement in the silence of ancient sources. To make 

matters more intricate, the surviving information regarding how the novel was viewed in ancient 

times appears not to point to a prestigious status thereof. All things considered, should these 

presumptions alone lead us to consider the novel as a low-quality genre in terms of literary and 

stylistic standards? Ancient Greek novel might well be one of those cases in which literary or 

cultural creations have called for reassessment and revaluation several centuries following their 

conception. 
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PRELIMINARY NOTE 

This paper explores the issue of who might have been the potential addressees of 

ancient Greek novels. I will begin by shedding light on the matter based on 

ancient sources related to the sociocultural underpinnings of the novelistic genre. 

A typological classification will follow, prior to providing some clarification on 

the homogeneity of such potential addressee-ship, be it a community of readers or 

otherwise. All the references consulted appear to have abandoned conceptions of 

the genre which used to be commonplace until some decades ago. Based on 

subjective and anachronistic interpretations ―and largely fueled by the troubling 

silence found in most ancient sources― the ancient Greek novel has a consistent 

history of being regarded as a minor genre. Just to make matters worse, 

contemporary accounts on the genre do not point exactly to a high-profile status 

thereof. This has led researchers to question the legitimacy of characterizing 

Ancient Greek novels as a low-quality genre (at least in terms of literary and 

stylistic standards). Initial suspicions have pointed to the fact that these pieces 

might be one of those literary specimens which are still calling for assessment 

and revaluation, even after those have undergone a lengthy history of contempt. 
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Some past scholars have been known for incorporating unwanted biases by 

establishing a set of generalizations which are based solely on the exiguous 

corpus of the genre preserved to date. Still, we know for a fact that the novels 

used to constitute a highly versatile and mimesis-prone genre, which equally 

seems to apply to the intrageneric and extrageneric levels. At the time, “classical” 

standards appear to have been abandoned for a while. However, in spite of the 

Roman political precedence, Greek novelists like to take pride in the preceding 

literary legacy, which is still pervasive in their works. In delving into the 

potential addressee-ship of the genre under study, an understudied group of 

controversial pieces appears to hold the key to multiple answers. Within the 

corpus of “ideal” novels, these include the so-called “early” or “pre-Sophistic” 

novels, which encompass the works of Chariton of Aphrodisias and Xenophon 

of Ephesus, as well as a number of highly fragmented passages.  

In the search for a stereotype of “intended” readership,1 it is common to 

consider the role of women as potential readers. On this note, I will reflect on 

some relevant changes on the societal role of women back in the day, and, 

relatedly, I will venture some explanations which may account for the 

preeminence of women as a leitmotiv in the novels. 

Last but not least, I will tackle the question of how feasible it might have 

been for novels to be conceived and subsequently performed by means of oral 

dissemination. In this new context, heir to the classical tradition, it might not be 

unreasonable to assume that orality could still somehow intertwine with literary 

production. Relatedly, for the title of this paper, the word addressee-ship has been 

chosen quite intentionally over readership. 

1. THE EMERGENCE OF NOVELS IN THE LIGHT OF A NEW CULTURAL PERIOD 

Traditionally, several sociocultural changes are mentioned in connection with the 

emergence of the Hellenic period. Such changes encompass shifts in the citizens’ 

way of life as they represent a break from prior mindsets and community values. 

To delve into the motivational underpinnings of the genre under study, it is 

essential to carefully analyze for contextual clues and, relatedly, view the novels 

as a societal response to new literary needs and tastes, based in turn upon an 

emerging sociocultural structure, as well as an innovative lens through which the 

surrounding reality is viewed and interpreted. 

Modern scholars have underscored the precedence of individualism over 

comradeship during the Hellenistic period. Likewise, homeland identity appears 

to have lost relevance when compared to the Classical period. A representative 

example of this is provided by Heliodorus’ Aethiopica, whose characters are 

presented in the account as ἄτοποι (i.e., ‘displaced,’ lit. ‘from nowhere’). Other 

terms occur which are associated with the semantic field of “uprooting” (e.g., 

 
1 I am here using a term coined by Bowie (1996). 
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ἀλήτης, πλανᾶν). In the Hellenistic period, the classical idea of pólis has collapsed 

and consequently given way to a worldly culture. Focused on large metropolises, 

the new reality shows travel as widespread, with individuals increasingly 

becoming sources of conflicting desires and centrifugal tendencies. Relatedly, the 

values of social cohesion and land attachment (typically found in Athens’ 

traditional myths of autochthony) are gradually abandoned by individuals who 

appear to undergo a de-politicization process (in the etymological sense of the 

term) ―more and more, the πατρίς or ‘homeland’ is no longer related to the 

birthplace, but rather to one’s temporary location.2 Needless to say, such new 

situation permeates the novels by means of a number of allegorical stereotypes 

which are either situational or associated with a particular character in the plot. 

The literary productions under study are no longer to fulfil social cohesion 

expectations within the pólis (cf. ancient epic, theater), but will rather pursue the 

individual intimate enjoyment. While this situation seems to hold true for 

Antioch and Alexandria, it does not appear to find a suitable fit with the urban 

centers in Asia Minor, such as Pergamon (Bowie 1996). In the later, tradition and 

belonging still remain strong values, which compares to the norm found for the 

Classical póleis. 

Few urban centers in Asia Minor experienced a population growth remotely 

similar to that of Classical Athens. With this area (esp. its western portion, eastern 

Aegean3) typically considered as the birthplace of the novel, it might not be 

completely accurate to credit the aforementioned changes for the new period 

with the emergence of the novelistic genre. Acknowledging some degree of 

incoming depoliticization, not only does the new genre no longer bear a political, 

“pragmatic” purpose attached, but rather appears to pursue a fully literary, ars-

gratia-artis goal. This relates to either reader identification (i.e., readers can easily 

find their own reflection in the characters) and compensation (i.e., readers can 

temporarily “escape” their worries as they fantasize about adventure and 

romance). The action always remains well within the boundaries of 

verisimilitude, thus abiding by the τὸ εἰκός principle, in spite of large doses of 

idealism. Novels from the Sophistic period demonstrate their willingness to 

perfect fictional techniques, as these are consistently used as a hiding veil for the 

actual purposes of the author. An interesting example is found in Xenophon’s 

Cyropaedia, which serves a twofold purpose ―both philosophical and 

educational.4 Starting in the Byzantine era (not prior to this), novels would start 

to bear a strong educational or pedagogical component attached. 

 
2 An interesting source of information and reflection may be found in Whitmarsh (2001) and 

Perry (1937).  
3 It is possible to trace the geographic framework of the “intended readership” based on certain 

clues from the early works (e.g., Callirhoe, Ninus). 
4 Starting in the Byzantine era ―not prior to this period― novels would start to bear a strong 

educational component attached to them. 
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Some claims have been raised that increased literacy levels at the time may 

have prompted the emergence of a “book culture,” as opposed to an oral one. 

However, evidence suggests that there was never a presence of a “mass” literacy, 

nor was orality completely abandoned (Hägg 1994, Morgan 1995). Additionally, 

this statement appears to be restricted to the type of novels labeled as “ideal,” 

which encompass romance, travel, and adventure-themed novels. Such novels 

constitute the most broadly documented group within the genre. In addition to 

those, evidence from papyraceus fragments suggests the existence of multiple 

“unsettling-themed” novels which might not be a good fit with said idealism. 

Among these, Lollianus’ Φοινικικά covers a wide array of topics which range 

from sex to human sacrifice to even anthropophagy. As will be covered later on, 

taxonomizing the novels in subgenres reveals several discrepancies when it 

comes to identifying a potential readership for each of those subgenres. 

2. THE STATUS OF NOVELS IN ANTIQUITY. LITERARY CRITICISM AND INFLUENCES 

2.1. Contemporary references 

As we delve into the issue of the potential readership of the novel, we are soon 

faced by the constraints posed by the silence of contemporary references. While 

it is possible that genre-related theorization became lost at some point, it is most 

likely that this never existed. A lack of theoretical, critical interest appears to be 

widespread during extended periods in Antiquity (West 2003, Hunter 2008, 

Morgan 1995). Even when some degree of theorization is found, the reputation 

of novels appears to be far from favorable. 

An example of this is found in Philostratus (Epist. 66), who claims that 

Chariton was destined to eventually fall into oblivion: 

(1) Χαρίτωνι: 

 Μεμνήσεσθαι τῶν σῶν λόγων οἴει τοὺς Ἕλληνας ἐπειδὰν τελευτήσῃς. οἱ δὲ μηδὲν 

ὄντες, ὁπότε εἰσιν, τίνες ἂν εἶεν ὁπότε οὐκ εἰσίν; 

 

 

 ‘To Chariton: 

 Do you truly believe that Greeks will recall your words once you are dead? Those who 

are nobodies in life, what do they become once they are dead?’ 

The reference above can be considered of the utmost relevance, since it 

provides the earliest evidence of the fact that Chariton was known beyond the 

Egyptian borders. In Julian (Epist. 89 301b, which is interestingly addressed to 

some “Chariton”), criticism of the genre is found that targets the portrayal of 

erotism and fictionality. The author brands the genre as some set of “dramatic 

works” or “plays.” To this respect, it is important to remember that Julian once 

banned the priests in Asia Minor from reading “past fictions that come in the 

form of historical accounts, tales of éros, and the like.” On the other hand, 

Macrobius calls the works of Petronius and Apuleius a “waste of time,” besides 
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instances of “stories stuffed with fictional events in which some lovers play the 

lead,” which “only aim at being pleasant to the ears” (Comm. in Somn. Scip. 1 2 7). 

Such annihilating criticism was still commonplace as recently as four decades 

ago. Until then, the genre was believed to have been conceived with a target 

readership in mind who came from below-average educational backgrounds 

―as opposed to the readership of classical genres. With this conception having 

been overridden nowadays, the issue under study appears to call for 

reformulated questions and new insights. 

Sometimes it is possible to find criticism of the genre within the genre itself. 

Heinze (1899) mentions Petronius’ Satyrica as a derisive parody of the “ideal” 

Greek novels. Conceiving the novel as a homogeneous genre is most likely not a 

recent approach. Some piece of literary theory might have existed at some point 

(a novel-focused treatise similar to Aristotle’s Poetics). In the ideal novels, an 

intrageneric tradition of mimesis is frequently followed, which provides some 

degree of unity across works. For example, Xenophon tends to emulate Chariton, 

even if the latter’s work is regarded as technically inferior to the former’s. Also, 

Sophistic authors (with Heliodor as the prime example) appear to be inspired by 

these sources, in an attempt to take the genre to its utmost expression through 

emulation. It is, however, highly questionable that the novels outside of this 

select group would have been regarded as a part of the same genre or literary 

group. In more recent times, based on a wide range of criteria, literary theorists 

tend to increasingly support stances of unity within the novelistic genre. In 

Antiquity, such lack of unity is reinforced by the fact that there was not a generic 

label to designate such sets of stories. Even as both Greek novelists themselves 

and, in the 11th century, Photios like to refer to these literary creations as 

πλάσματα, this term apparently has not undergone any semantic specialization 

process. Instead, it is oftentimes used with its basic meaning (i.e., ‘image,’ 

‘figure’), as a deverbal noun (from πλάσσω o πλάττω, ‘to model’), as opposed to 

ποιήσις (from ποιέω, ‘to build,’ ‘to create’). A number of alternative terms are 

also found which show no evidence whatsoever of lexical technification as terms 

from the field of literary theory. In the σφραγίς which concludes his Aethiopica, 

Heliodor employs the term σύγγραμμα. Other terms are μῦθος, δρᾶμα, and 

εἶδος. Based on the presence of such wording, it is possible to paint a big picture 

of the characteristics of the genre in ancient times: (1) it is mainly narrative, 

διήγησις-based (μῦθος); (2) consists of a linear sequence which is comprised of 

meaningful syntactic elements (σύγγραμμα); and (3) provides an image (εἶδος), 

usually introduced by means of a description (ἔκφρασις).  

2.2. PAPYRACEOUS MATERIALS 

In the face of data shortage, scholars have been prompted to explore alternative 

paths. A potentially enlightening alternative consists of conducting comparative 

analysis, in terms of numbers and materials of papyraceous novelistic pieces, in 
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comparison with well-consolidated genres (Bowie 1996, Hunter 2008, Morgan 

1995). Relatively speaking, few novelistic papyri have been preserved. Beyond 

reasonable doubt, the process of crafting and distributing the copies might have 

been too expensive to be affordable to a middle-class readership. Also, in terms 

of physical qualities and scriptural care, no salient differences are not found 

between the pre-Sophistic and Sophistic fragments. This may be used as evidence 

that the readership of novels was not subject to substantial change across both 

periods. Based on the preserved papyri, we find no evidence of the existence of 

a “low-cost” literary tier, aimed at entertaining poorly educated individuals. 

All in all, it is essential to consider papyrological transmission as inevitably 

subject to the ups and downs of history. Concerning the Sophistic novels, in 

Oxyrhynchus and other locations throughout Egypt as many as six papyri have 

been preserved of Achilles Tatius (e.g., Leucippe and Clitophon), as opposed to only 

one of Heliodor (i.e., Aethiopica, also known as Teagenes and Chariclea) and none 

of Longus (who wrote Daphnis and Chloe). Such geographical precedence of 

Achilles Tatius may be accounted for either based on his Alexandrian origin (as 

shown in the Souda) or considering the fact that Egypt provides the central 

location of the author’s plots. 

2.3. HERITAGE OF THE NOVELISTIC GENRE. INFLUENCE AND SUBSEQUENT TRADITION 

The role of novels in Antiquity can also be approached based on their influence 

and subsequent tradition. It may be enlightening to identify the periods of 

Ancient Greece during which the novelistic genre has enjoyed widespread 

prominence and historical continuity in the arts.5 As previously mentioned, 

Achilles Tatius was regarded as one of the top novelists in the area of Egypt. This 

might be simply due to the Egyptian color of the author’s works, rather than a 

higher quality in comparison with other novelists such as Heliodor.6 In fact, it is 

Heliodor (for whom no readership is documented in Egypt until the 6th century) 

the first to report the existence of Achilles Tatius by outlining a brief biography 

of the author. According to this, Tatius would eventually have become the bishop 

of Tricca, Thessaly.7 Despite an apparent prominence of Achilles Tatius, his 

 
5 While artistic continuity might not be sufficiently revealing in terms of genre status, it might 

still confirm the quality of Greek novels on both the technical and stylistic levels. 
6 Contingent on qualitative criteria, this might explain the success of Achilles Tatius in 

providing a key to the potential readership of Greek novels. Firstly, should Leucippe and Clitophon 

have stylistic and technical qualities greater setting it apart from other works, its readers might 

have pertained to a highly educated, refined elite. The precedence of this novel might also be 

explained in terms of readability or accessibility to the average reader, who would then fit well 

with the “intended reader” stereotype.  
7 The biography of all Greek novelists (oftentimes including even their real names) remains 

largely unknown to date. Chariton, for instance, constitutes a doubly emphatic nom de plume, since 

it serves as an introduction to the work itself. The word can be traced back to the root of χάρις 
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influence remains limited to a single text, the poem Hero and Leander by Musaeus, 

a Byzantine poet and γραμματικός. This may be providing additional evidence 

that novels were likely not a popular, “mass” genre in Antiquity.  

Early novels (especially Chariton and Xenophon) would enjoy widespread 

dissemination in the Roman setting, as evidenced by Ovid’s own account of the 

legend of Pyramus and Thisbe (Met. IV 55-166). Some scholars have pointed at 

the Metamorphoses as a parody of the New Comedy, while Holzberg (1995) claims 

that the work is, in fact, a parody of ideal novels. In a verse by Persius (I 134), a 

reference is found to the lead heroine in Chariton’s novel: “post prandia Callirhoen 

do” (‘[to these,] after lunch, I give Callirhoe as a present’). Petronius’ work has 

oftentimes been cited as a burlesque parody of the ideal romance. Last but not 

least, it is important to consider iconographic evidence from the Severan dynasty 

―more specifically, a couple of mosaics from an Antioch home which portray 

Metiochus and Parthenope (who appear identified by their own names), as well 

as one mosaic depicting Ninus. It would appear that the owner of the house could 

have known of the existence of these characters, not through immediate reading, 

but rather thanks to some sort of theatrical performance (mimes?).8 

3. THE DEBATE ON GENRE HOMOGENEITY. MULTIPLE READERSHIPS? 

Before an ideal readership may be outlined, it may be relevant to explore 

outstanding evidence in order to determine the degree of homogeneity of the 

genre. Should novels turn out to be highly heterogenous, this might cause the 

concept of genre itself to wobble and, relatedly, it would make it necessary to 

establish different readerships for the same genre. I will approach this issue by 

exploring the aspects which appear to be common to all novels. This will allow 

me to establish a highly applicable, multi-criterion definition of the genre. 

 

3.1. Conceptualizing the novel 

Novels pertain to a prosaic genre based on a diegetic sequence of actions, which 

are in turn expressed by means of a series of meaningfully sorted syntactic 

elements. This definition does not exclude alternative forms of elocution within 

the novel. Such forms include descriptions (ἔκφρασεις), dialogs (διάλογοι), and 

multiple rhetorical resources from προγυμνάσματα (2nd and 3rd centuries), 

which encompass the μῦθος (‘account’), χρεία (practice-oriented ethical maxim), 

γνώμη (proverbial precept), κοινὸς τόπος (‘commonplace, cliché’), ἐγκώμιον 

(‘praise, eulogy’), ψόγος (‘tirade’), and σύγκρισις (‘comparison’), to name a few.  

 
(‘grace’), which underscores the idea of sensitivity and sensuality associated with ἔρος (‘love’). 

On the other hand, Aphrodisias is a city dedicated to Aphrodite, goddess of love.  
8 Lucian usually refers to Ninus and Metiochus as characters of a theatrical performance. 
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Another characteristic shared by most novels lies in their parodic content. 

On the other hand, both the geographical and the chronological scopes of novels 

appear to be well-defined. Firstly, the birthplace of the genre is traditionally 

identified with the eastern Asia Minor and western Aegean regions. Secondly, 

ancient Greek novels stretch over a period ranging from the 2nd to the 4th 

centuries, in the times of the Roman Empire.9 

There are a number of distinguishable elements of novels which set these 

apart from preceding literary products. First and foremost, the new genre is no 

longer at the service of the pólis, but instead caters to the recipient’s enjoyment, 

learning, and potential reflections. Far from the camaraderie found in the Iliad’s 

hoplite phalanx ―and also at a great distance from theatrical reflections on 

human relationships― novels portrait individuals who eventually find 

themselves on their own as they face impeding perils in their quest for a much 

longed-for love. In a new godless, individual-centered world, random fate 

becomes ever-present. In novels, time creates a structure of non-self-sufficient 

chapters which are limited in number. This may lead us to consider the 

precedence of writing over an oral medium. Originally, orality might have 

determined the coexistence of multiple versions of the same account, as well as 

an as-needed addition or suppression of episodes and the resort to in-verse, 

formulaic language for mnemotechnic purposes. In contrast, novels show a text 

which has remained fixed from the beginning. With verse no longer being a 

requirement, the diegesis of a linear sequence of events becomes one of the most 

salient features of the genre. 

Another key component is fiction. Regarding prior literature, it is still 

possible to assume the mythification of a remote and sometimes superhuman 

reality. In novels, fiction becomes a shared code between the author and the 

reader. Despite multiple instances of idealization, novels strive to limit 

themselves to the boundaries of the principle known as “τὸ εἰκός.” In some cases, 

the plot is even self-described as “real” in an attempt of self-legitimation, which 

goes hand in hand with the compensatory function typical of novels. This 

potentially suggests an educated reader, one that would have been able to 

interpret novels as fictitious works which are inspired by the literary-game 

tradition started by Hellenistic poets (e.g., Callimachus, Theocritus, Apollonius 

of Rhodes). In Chariton, subtle references abound to the blurry line that sets apart 

reality from fiction: 

(2) “Τίς με δαιμόνων” φησὶν “ἀπατᾷ βουλόμενος ἀναστρέψαι τῆς προκειμένης ὁδοῦ; 

Ὕπαρ ἢ ὄναρ ταῦτα ἤκουσα; 
 
 

 
9 Exact dating of specific authors involves great difficulty. Based on formal complexities, 

Sophistic novels appear to be more elaborate than pre-Sophistic ones. Oftentimes, this has been 

interpreted as an indicator that the former mark the heyday of the genre. 
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 ‘Which god –he said– is deceiving me, urging me to return from my predestined path? 

Those things I’ve been able to listen to–are those reality or a dream?’ (Char. III 1 4) 

Another shared trait is found in commonplace motives which are already 

usual in Chariton, such as youth and beauty, love and jealousy, search and 

reunion, apparent death, pirates, slavery, and erotic rivalry. Although these 

leitmotivs are subject to some variatio in some novels, they provide a unifying 

thread within the account, adding to the evidence of a homogeneous genre. To 

this respect, it may be important to remember that novels, as products of a new 

period, are the carriers of a new spirit (see Section 1). 

 

3.2. Typological systematization of the novelistic genre. Conclusions 

Multiple scholarly attempts have been made to establish a concise, agreed-upon 

classification of the genre. However, diverse criteria call for simultaneously 

embracing multiple, non-mutually-exclusive classifications. Based on this, it is 

not preposterous to question whether the novel label might have been used to 

refer to a multiplicity of interrelated genres. 

 

3.2.1. “Ideal” vs. “other” novels 

The current corpus of novels may be scarce when compared to the materials 

which may once have existed. Due to this, scholars tend to face a number of 

restrictions and shortcomings as they analyze the genre as a whole. A large 

majority of research is based on books which are preserved in their entirety (cf. 

“ideal” novels). Still, we have access to fragmentary pieces, such as Lollianus’ 

Φοινικικά, an anonymous Ἰόλαος, or an unclearly-authored book of 

Metamorphoses.10 

Even as we focus on the canonical corpus, we have no solid evidence that 

Chariton would have been the pioneer, although he is broadly known to be one 

of the earliest novelists (West 2003). More often than not, neither authors nor their 

works can be dated easily. Nowadays, many scholars consider a twofold 

classification of the corpus of novels. An early differentiation opposes the 

“canonical” novels to those preserved fragmentarily, which have left behind the 

idealism of the former (e.g., Lollianus’ Φοινικικά). We do not have sufficient 

evidence to conclude that these novels were qualitatively inferior to the ideal 

ones. Stylistic differences are encountered across novel types, with ideal novels 

being characterized by their Atticism, hiatus, and tendency to employ sentences 

and morality. In ideal novels, parallel or common motives are found across 

works, based on which the existence of intrageneric intertextuality might be 

 
10 Traditionally, the authorship of this book of Metamorphoses has been attributed to either 

Lucian or ―according to Photios― Lucius of Patra. 
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assumable. An example is provided by the heroines in Xenophon and Heliodor, 

respectively Anthia and Chariclea, both of whom take on the role of Artemis.11  

Literary analysis of the genre and its socio-cultural contexts has 

traditionally been approached from the perspective of the ideal novels, which are 

quantitatively rich in materials. While my analysis will also focus on this group 

of novels, still a potential discovery of more “apocryphal” novels might become 

a game changer at any point. 

 
3.2.2. “Early” vs. “Sophistic” novels 

Within the group of ideal novels, a distinction is often established between early, 

pre-Sophistic novels and Sophistic novels. Comparatively unassuming, the 

former come earlier in the timeline and evince an embryonic development of the 

genre. While they may not have lower stylistic qualities or be addressed to a 

broader readership, readability in these novels tends to be higher than in those 

from the subsequent period. 

Among the pre-Sophistic novels, those entirely preserved are Chaereas and 

Callirhoe, by Chariton of Aphrodisias, and the Ephesian Tale of Anthia and 

Habrocomes, by Xenophon of Ephesus. The earliest evidence of ideal novels (e.g., 

Ninus and Semiramis, Metiochus and Parthenope, Chione), yet fragmentary and 

undated, can also be included here. In his comparative analysis of Chaereas and 

Callirhoe, on the one hand, and Metiochus and Parthenope and Chione, on the other 

hand, Holzberg (1995), based on the language and certain motives, concludes 

that the two latter works might also be attributed to Chariton. Finally, the 

epistolary novel Letters by Chion of Heraclea is usually dated back alternatively to 

the late first century or the fourth century AD ―should the former hold true, it 

could be included in this group of novels.  

Sophistic novels, which come in at a later date, appear to be more complex 

from a literary standpoint. In them, a determination to emulate is clearly 

detected. While the new authors do not reject pre-Sophistic novels, yet they take 

those as mimetic starting points in their quest to “perfect” the genre. Sophistic 

works include Leucippe and Clitophon, by Achilles Tatius; Daphnis and Chloe, by 

Longus; and Theagenes and Chqriclea (also known as Aethiopica), by Heliodor. As 

for Achilles Tatius, we have emphasized that he was the preferred author in the 

area (see Section 2.2). However, the remaining two authors have been regarded 

as equally sophisticated, with Heliodor frequently being credited for leading the 

genre to its heyday. Though acknowledging the complexity of Heliodor’s work, 

Photios points to The Wonders beyond Thule (Τὰ ὑπὲρ Θούλην ἄπιστα), by 

Antonius Diogenes, as an even more complex work.  

 
11 Heliodor might be emulating Xenophon here, as he takes the character to the next level 

(literary speaking). 
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Most current scholars conclude that it is feasible to envisage a homogeneous 

genre. In the following section, I will be particularly careful in delving into the 

potential readership of novels, contingent on the type of work under analysis. 

4. THE READERSHIP OF EARLY NOVELS. WOMEN AS POTENTIAL READERS 

4.1. “Intended readership” and “actual readership” (Bowie 1996) 

Based on the above, it may be concluded that the potential readership of novels 

might have been essentially the same for all types. In words of Bowie (1996), 

works from both periods would have the same “intended readership,” but differ 

in terms of their “actual readership.” However, even with regard to the intended 

readership, Bowie emphasizes the existence of a variety of readers. Other 

scholars have proposed that novelists would not have targeted a specific 

readership, but rather this would have been the by-product of formal and access-

related constraints. For these scholars, only the study of “actual readership” 

would be appropriate or feasible, even if it is usually more difficult to establish 

than intended readership. 

Faced with scarce data on the de facto readership, the only possible approach 

appears to lie in the study of the intended readership. According to Hägg (1994), 

Bowie’s division is ideal, not feasible based on the low number and quality of 

preserved papyri. I will here focus on pre-Sophistic novels, which are most 

controversial in addressing their potential audience(s). As for Sophistic novels, it 

seems assumable that complex pieces (e.g., Heliodor) may have originally been 

addressed to a select group of readers, who would have been well-versed in the 

literary and cultural underpinnings of Ancient Greece. 

 

4.2. Literacy in the time of novels: A state of the issue 

As found for the Hellenistic and Imperial periods, an increase in literacy often 

goes hand in hand with practical purposes, such as fostering trade. Along these 

lines, no evidence is found of higher reading rates for literary pieces such as 

novels, which still appear to target certain elites.  

Like reading, writing was probably widespread within such elites. 

However, it was certainly not considered a banal or otherwise minor activity, but 

rather one requiring focus and funds. In novels themselves, especially in 

Xenophon, we can find some clues regarding said “high-end” role of writing: 

(3) Διονύσιος δὲ ἀποτυγχάνων τοῦ Καλλιρρόης ἔρωτος, μηκέτι φέρων ἀποκαρτερεῖν 

ἐγνώκει καὶ διαθήκας ἔγραφε τὰς τελευταίας, ἐπιστέλλων πῶς ταφῇ. 
 

‘Being unable to conquer Callirhoe’s love and also unable to cope with this situation 

for longer, Dionysus had decided to starve himself to death, and had started to write 

his last will, emphasizing how he wanted to be buried.’ (Char. III 1 1. A strictly 

extraliterary use of writing is hereby shown.) 
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(4) Οἱ δὲ τὴν τε πόλιν ἅπασαν ἐξιστόρησαν καὶ ἀνέθεσαν εἰς τὸ τοῦ Ἡλίου ἱερὸν 

πανοπλίαν χρυσῆν καὶ ἐπέγραψαν εἰς ὑπόμνημα ἐπίγραμμα τῶν ἀναθέντων:  

“Οἱ ξεῖνοι [κλεινοὶ] τάδε σοι χρυσήλατα τεύχε’ ἔθηκαν, 

Ἀνθία Ἁβροκόμης θ’, ἱερῆς Ἐφέσοιο πολῖται.” 
 

‘They [i.e., Habrocomes and Anthia] visited the entire city [i.e., Rhodes] and dedicated 

a golden armor before the temple of Helios. So that everyone could remember the 

dedicators, they engraved the following: «Some foreigners have offered you these 

golden weapons; Anthia and Habrocomes, citizens of the sacred Ephesus.»’ (X. Eph. I 

12 2. Religion was yet another field in which writing would become necessary, 

especially in the form of inscriptions.) 
 

(5) [...] δυνηθεὶς εὐπορῆσαί που ἑνὸς ἐπιτηδείου λίθου στήλην ἐπέστησα τῷ τάφῳ καὶ 

ἐπέγραψα εἰς μνήμην τοῦ δυστυχοῦς μειρακίου ἐπίγραμμα παρ’ αὐτὸν ἐκεῖνον 

τὸν καιρὸν πλασάμενος:  

“Ἱππόθοος κλεινῷ τεῦξεν τόδε <σῆμ’> ῾Υπεράνθῃ, 

οὐ τάφον ἐκ θανάτου ἀγαθὸν ἱεροῖο πολίτου 

ἐς βάθος ἐκ γαίης, ἄνθος κλυτόν, ὃν ποτε δαίμων 

ἥρπασεν ἐν πελάγει μεγάλου πνεύσαντος ἀήτου.” 
 

‘[...] I was able to find a stone like the one I needed and placed a stela standing on the 

grave. It was exactly then that, in the memory of the unfortunate teenager, I myself 

wrote an inscription that went: «Hippotous built this grave for the nobleman 

Hyperanthes. It is not the grave deserved by such an important citizen, who already 

lies under earth; he, the magnificent flower which a god gave for dead offshore, as a 

result of a strong windstorm».’ (X. Eph. III 2 13. In connection with the previous 

fragment, funerary inscriptions, like the one Hippotous dedicates to Hyperanthes in 

Lesbos, provided another context in which writing was often resorted to.) 
 

(6) Πείθεται Χαιρέας καὶ μόνος ἐπ’ ἐρημίας γενόμενος ἤθελε γράφειν, ἀλλ’ οὐκ 

ἠδύνατο, δακρύων ἐπιρρεόντων καὶ τῆς χειρὸς αὐτοῦ τρεμούσης. Ἀποκλαύσας δὲ 

τὰς ἑαυτοῦ συμφορὰς μόλις ἤρξατο τοιαύτης ἐπιστολῆς· “Καλλιρρόῃ Χαιρέας· ζῶ, 

καὶ ζῶ διὰ Μιθριδάτην, τὸν ἐμὸν εὐεργέτην, ἐλπίζω δὲ καὶ σόν· ἐπράθην γὰρ εἰς 

Καρίαν ὑπὸ βαρβάρων, οἵτινες ἐνέπρησαν τριήρη τὴν καλήν, τὴν στρατηγικήν, 

τὴν τοῦ σοῦ πατρός· ἐξέπεμψε δὲ ἐπ’ αὐτῆς ἡ πόλις πρεσβείαν ὑπὲρ σοῦ [...] 
 

‘Chaereas convinced himself and, on his own, in a quiet place, he wanted to write, yet 

he could not make it, as he was in tears and his hand was shaking. He mourned his 

misfortunes as he was barely able to begin the letter: «Chaereas to Callirhoe. I am 

alive, and this is thanks to Mithridates, who is my benefactor and I hope is yours, too. 

I was sold to Caria by the barbarians, who set the trireme on fire, the beautiful one, 

the admiral, your father’s. On board of it, the city had sent an embassy to retrieve you 

[...]»’ (Char. IV 4 6-10. This passage demonstrates that letter writing, even for the 

highly literate, demanded great mental focus.) 

 

 

In the next section, I will approach the issue of the role of women as novel 

readers. Regarding pre-Sophistic novels, no evidence is found that female 

literacy rates would have been inferior to their male counterparts. An instance of 

this can be seen in Xenophon, specifically in the fluent correspondence between 

Manton and Habrocomes,12 and also in the offering which Habrocomes and 

Anthia deposit in Rhodes to honor Helios (see above). In spite of these and 

 
12 An example of this is found in the subsequent section. 
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similar examples, widespread literacy in women should not be assumed as a 

result. From an idealist perspective, novels target an elite audience, based on 

which they serve a twofold compensational and identifying purpose. Even as 

there must have been literate women in such societal layers, these were probably 

not too numerous. In contrast, Xenophon tends to depict this reality as 

commonplace.13 Another case in point is found in the passage where Anthia 

devotes her hair to the god Helios, which she records through an inscription (V 

11 6): 

(7) [...] καὶ ἀποτεμοῦσα τῶν πλοκάμων ὅσα ἐδύνατο καὶ ἐπιτηδείου καιροῦ λαβομένη, 

πάντων ἀπηλλαγμένων, ἀνατίθησιν ἐπιγράψασα “ΥΠΕΡ ΤΟΥ ΑΝΔΡΟΣ 

ΑΒΡΟΚΟΜΟΥ ΑΝΘΙΑ ΤΗΝ ΚΟΜΗΝ ΤΩΙ ΘΕΩΙ ΑΝΕΘΗΚΕ”. 
 

‘[...] she cuts her hair as short as she possibly can, as she awaits the right time, once 

everyone has left the temple, to engrave the following inscription: «IN ORDER TO 

HONOR HER SPOUSE HABROCOMES, ANTHIA HAS DEVOTED HER HAIR TO 

THE GOD».’ 

4.3. Literary techniques and reader-types. Could the precedence of women 

provide evidence for an essentially feminine audience?  

In pre-Sophistic novels, no conclusive evidence is found to support neither 

widespread literacy during the Hellenistic and Imperial periods, nor mass 

dissemination of the novelistic genre.14 As earlier mentioned, increases in literacy 

were probably associated (at least originally) with the pursuit of non-literary 

purposes. In all likelihood, widespread novel reading is not presumable with 

elementary literacy rates. Additionally, no evidence is found for an increase in 

leisure at the time (West 2003).  

Although books had become increasingly accessible, they were still 

regarded as precious items. This nature of the book as something exceptional is 

documented in the passage by Achilles Tatius which serves as a heading in Bowie 

(1996): 

(8) Ἀναστὰς οὖν ἐβάδιζον ἐξεπίτηδες εἴσω τῆς οἰκίας κατὰ πρόσωπον τῆς κόρης, 

βιβλίον ἅμα κρατῶν, καὶ ἐγκεκυφὼς ἀνεγίνωσκον· τὸν δὲ ὀφθαλμὸν, εἰ κατὰ τὰς 

θύρας γενοίμην, ὑπείλιττον κάτωθεν, καὶ τινας ἐμπεριπατήσας διαύλους, καὶ 

ἐποχετευσάμενος ἐκ τῆς θέας ἔρωτα, σαφῶς ἀπῄειν ἔχων τὴν ψυχὴν κακῶς. Καὶ 

ταῦτά μοι τριῶν ἡμερῶν ἐπυρσεύετο. 
 

‘I then got up and deliberately walked around the inside of the house, in plain sight 

of the girl, as I took a book in my hands, looked toward it, and read it. Yet, whenever 

I was by the door, I looked downward. After going back, filled with love by the 

 
13 This is most likely due to the idealism intrinsic to the author’s literary production. 
14 The entire manufacturing and transportation process of a book would have entailed huge 

expenses. Additionally, novel readers would likely not be able to do this at a faster pace than 

reading out loud, which was still the most common practice at the time (Knox 1968). 
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goddess, I left with a heavy heart. That flame kept burning inside me for three entire 

days.’ (Ach. Tat. I 6 6) 

The above is probably the only metaliterary reference concerning the 

dissemination of novels (provided that we consider the book being read by 

Clitophon to be a novel). Based on this, readers of novels must have been, not 

only elite, but also refined, with a deep knowledge and taste for Greek literature. 

Bowie (1996) claims that the readership of novels would have corresponded to 

the very same societal elites that used to read authors such as Plutarch, even 

though reading would have served different purposes. Thanks to their literary 

awareness, readers would have shown high degrees of versatility in their own 

access to and use(s) of literature. 

Earliest novels are different from Sophistic ones in the fact that they tend to 

be more sentimental and resort to less complex narrative techniques. Initially, 

this led scholars to believe that the genre had emerged as a minor genre (cf. 

Philostr. Epist. 66; 2.1.). It is not a new readership, but rather a new genre that 

emerged, one which targets a select group from a prior readership (Hägg 1994). 

According to Hägg (1994) and West (2003), most misconceptions regarding the 

issue under study are likely due to modern analogies. 

Plepelits (1976) mentions that the status of women in society had improved 

considerably in Hellenistic times. Still, men continued to be the first and 

paramount recipients of literacy. At this point, the hypothesis that women were 

the main recipients of novels no longer appears to hold true ―at that time, not 

many women might have been able to fully comprehend complex intertextual 

allusions, which abound in authors like Chariton. Bowie (1996) also supports this 

viewpoint, even if novels usually depict a heroine who plays the lead as opposed 

to her lover. Regarding both the prosopography and psychological ἐκφράσεις of 

the heroine, there is a constant focus on her κάλλος (‘beauty’) and σωφροσύνη 

(‘sensibility’), loyalty, and providence. Here are some relevant passages found in 

Chariton’s piece, as applied to Callirhoe: 

(9) Ἀποκαλύψας τὴν Καλλιρρόην καὶ λύσας αὐτῆς τὴν κόμην, διανοίξας τὴν θύραν, 

πρώτην ἐκέλευσεν εἰσελθεῖν. Ὁ δὲ Λεωνᾶς καὶ πάντες οἱ ἔνδον ἐπιστάσης 

αἰφνίδιον κατεπλάγησαν, οἱ μὲν δοκοῦντες θεὰν ἑωρακέναι· καὶ γὰρ ἦν τις 

λόγος ἐν τοῖς ἀγροῖς Ἀφροδίτην ἐπιφαίνεσθαι. 
 

‘He found Callirhoe and rinsed her hair, opened the door, and asked her to come in 

first. Leonas and everyone inside were astonished as she showed up. Some believed 

they were seeing a goddess. Rumor had it that Aphrodite herself used to appear 

among those fields.’ (Char. I 14 1) 
 

(10) Οὐδεὶς μὲν οὖν οὐδὲ τῶν ἄλλων τὴν μαρμαρυγὴν ὑπήνεγκε τοῦ κάλλους, ἀλλ’ οἱ 

μὲν ἀπεστράφησαν, ὡς ἀκτῖνος ἡλιακῆς ἐμπεσούσης, καὶ προσεκύνησαν. 
 

‘In fact, no one could resist her sparkling beauty. On the contrary, they turned their 

faces, as if a sunbeam had fallen, and leaned forward to adore her.’ (Char. IV 1 9) 
 

(11) Ἐξέλαμψε δὲ τὸ Καλλιρρόης πρόσωπον, καὶ μαρμαρυγὴ κατέσχε τὰς ἁπάντων 

ὄψεις, ὥσπερ ἐν νυκτὶ βαθείᾳ πολλοῦ φωτὸς αἰφνίδιον φανέντος. [...] Ἡ μὲν 
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ἁρμάμαξα προῄει συγκεκαλυμμένη, οἱ δὲ ἄνθρωποι, μηκέτι ἔχοντες 

Καλλιρρόην ὁρᾶν, κατεφίλουν τὸν δίφρον. 
 

‘Callirhoe’s face shone as the sparkling took over everyone’s glances, like when a light 

suddenly shows up at night. [...] The covered carriage was moving forward as the 

people, who were unable to see Callirhoe, would kiss the cart.’ (Char. V 3 9-10) 
 

(12) “Δυστυχής” φησιν “ἄνθρωπος, ἐμὸς ἀνὴρ ἐκ παρθενίας, οὐδὲ ἐν τοῖς ὀνείροις 

εὐτυχής· εἶδον γὰρ αὐτὸν δεδεμένον. Ἀλλὰ σὺ μέν, ἄθλιε, τέθνηκας ζητῶν ἐμὲ 

(δηλοῖ γὰρ θάνατόν σου τὰ δεσμά), ἐγὼ δὲ ζῶ καὶ τρυφῶ, κατάκειμαι δὲ ἐπὶ 

χρυσηλάτου κλίνης μετὰ ἀνδρὸς ἑτέρου. Πλὴν οὐκ εἰς μακρὰν ἀφίξομαι πρὸς σέ. 

Εἰ καὶ ζῶντες ἀλλήλων οὐκ ἀπελαύσαμεν, ἀποθανόντες ἀλλήλους ἕξομεν.” 
 

‘The spouse I had in my youth is an unfortunate man –he said. He is not even fortunate 

in my dreams–I saw him chained. You, unfortunate, died as you searched for me 

(since your chains are a symbol for death), while I am alive and live luxuriously as I 

lie with another man on a rolled-gold bed. Yet, I will shortly be where you are. If we 

did not enjoy each other in life, we will have each other in death.’ (Char. III 7 5-6, 

which illustrates Callirhoe’s providence) 

Novels present a kind of sentimentalism and psychological reflection 

which, in the collective imagination of Greeks, would be especially associated 

with the feminine figure. The role of women as lead characters in novels appears 

to be beyond question.15 Multiple scholars (Bowie 1996, West 2003, Hunter 2008) 

seem to agree that the concern about the πάθος ἐρωτικόν, typically associated 

with women, is in fact related to the “compensatory role,” as mentioned by 

Morgan (1995). According to this, novels would always remain within the limits 

of verisimilitude as they would simultaneously provide their male readership 

(i.e., Greek, upper-class, educated, sentimental) with a chance to escape from 

their uncertain, individualistic reality. To this end, a fanciful romance was 

recreated in which the woman appears to be an object of desire to such male 

readership (Hunter 2008). However, this does not exclude the possibility of 

women being part of the “actual readership.” Mentions on this are scarce and 

ambiguous. Photios mentions that Diogenes had written a preface to Τὰ ὑπὲρ 

Θούλην ἄπιστα in which he dedicated his work to his sister Isidora (Phot. Bibl. 

166 111a30). However, this dedication was part of a larger letter to Faustinus, 

who probably was Isidora’s spouse. Based on this, novels likely targeted an 

“intended readership” comprised of a number of πεπαιδευμένοι who were well-

versed in Greek literature and, thus, potentially able to comprehend subtle 

intertextual references in an apparently effortless manner. 

Being the least formally complex, early novels are often the most 

controversial. I will follow the common scholarly practice of taking Chariton as 

a starting point, as I leave aside the controversy surrounding Xenophon of 

Ephesus. Here are some instances of intertextuality that are found in Chariton’s 

work, many of which can be traced as far back as the Homeric poems: 

 
15 Originally, it was common for the novels to receive the title of their main heroines (e.g., 

Callirhoe, Anthia). 
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(13) [...] λανθάνειν μὲν ἐπειρᾶτο, ἐλείβετο δὲ αὐτοῦ τὰ δάκρυα κατὰ τῶν παρειῶν. 
  

‘[...] due to all his efforts to go unnoticed, tears were slipping down his cheeks.’ [Char. 

5 2 4 (cf. Xen. Cyr. 6.4.3)] 
 

(14) Ἑσπέρα μὲν ἦν, ἧκε δὲ ἀγγέλων τις ὅτι Ἀρίστων ὁ πατὴρ Χαιρέου πεσὼν ἀπὸ 

κλίμακος ἐν ἀγρῷ πάνυ ὀλίγας ἔχει τοῦ ζῆν τὰς ἐλπίδας. 
 

‘It was the evening, and someone came to carry the news that Ariston, Chaereas’ 

father, had fallen from a ladder in the field, and hopes for his life were scarce.’ [Char. 

1 3 1 (cf. Dem. De cor. 169)] 
 

(15) “Γίνωσκε τοίνυν μοιχευομένην σου τὴν γυναῖκα, καὶ ἵνα τούτῳ πιστεύσῃς, 

ἕτοιμος ἐπ’ αὐτοφώρῳ τὸν μοιχὸν δεικνύειν.” 

Ὥς φάτο· τὸν δ’ ἄχεος νεφέλη ἐκάλυψε μέλαινα, 

Ἀμφοτέρῃσι δὲ χερσὶν ἑλὼν κόνιν αἰθαλόεσσαν 

Χεύατο κὰκ κεφαλῆς, χαρίεν δ’ ᾔσχυνε πρόσωπον. 
 

‘«Know, thus, that your wife lets herself be seduced, and, so you believe this, I am 

willing to show you the adulteress red-handed». 

So he spoke. A dark painful cloud surrounded him, 

with both hands taking the charred ashes 

he poured those as his face became contorted. [Char. I 4 6 (cf. Il. XVIII 22-24)] 
 

(16) “Οὐκ ἤκουσας οὐδὲ Ὁμήρου διδάσκοντος ἡμᾶς 

Καὶ τε θεοὶ ξείνοισιν ἐοικότες ἀλλοδαποῖσιν 

Ἀνθρώπων ὕβριν τε καὶ εὐνομίην ἐφορῶσι;” 
 

‘«You have not even heard Homer, who teaches us: 

And do the gods, similarly to foreigners from other countries, 

observe the insolence and the sense of justice of mankind?» [Char. II 3 7 (cf. Od. 

XVII 485-487)] 
 

(17) Ἐπέστη δὲ αὐτῇ εἰκὼν Χαιρέου πάντα αὐτῷ ὁμοία, 

Μέγεθός τε καὶ ὄμματα κάλ’ ἐϊκυῖα, 

Καὶ φωνήν, καὶ τοῖα περὶ χροῒ εἵματα <ἕστο>. 
 

The image of Chaereas would appear before him, entirely resembling himself, 

resembling himself for his greatness and his fair eyes, 

and for his voice, and for the outfit he used to wear over his body. [Char. II 9 6 (cf. 

Il. XXIII 66-67)] 

This kind of intertextual references (which sometimes are actual quotes) are 

commonplace throughout the work of Chariton. Chaereas and Callirhoe is the pre-

Sophistic work closest to those from the next generation. Unlike Sophistic novels, 

however, references in this novel tend to be transparent, not compromising 

overall readability. These usually consist of similes between Callirhoe and a 

number of Homeric characters. There are also gnomic, universal sentences which 

may apply to any given period or society in history. 

The understanding of less explicit allusions does not appear to pose a sine 

qua non when it comes to effectively reading the words of Chariton. Based on 

intertextual analysis, multiple authors (Bowie 1996, West 2003, Hägg 1994) agree 

on pointing at a two-level reading of Chariton ―a two-tier hermeneutic 

interpretation. Other scholars (Morgan 1995) do not explicitly refer to this, yet 

they tend to outline the stereotype of a versatile readership. Following Bowie 
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(1996), an exact correspondence is not found between intended and actual 

readership. Novel appears to admit certain flexibility in terms of readership, even 

within the aforementioned elites.  

Xenophon’s Ephesian Tale has oftentimes been referred to as an example of 

an assumed inferiority of novels in comparison with the other genres. With this 

idea being outdated, modern scholars tend to search for more plausible 

explanations. Indeed, Xenophon’s work distances itself from previous novels to 

various respects. Firstly, not many intertextual references are found therein. 

Secondly, dialogs are also remarkably scarce, while other novels resort to them 

systematically in their search for a dramatic, sentimental atmosphere. This might 

also explain how little characters appear to participate in the plot. Thirdly, 

Chariton’s mastery of the narrative techniques contrasts with Xenophon’s 

preference for syntactic successions of paratactic, quasi-telegraphic components. 

Fourthly, no recurring, consistent use of ἐκφράσεις is found in Xenophon, as 

opposed to Chaereas and Callirhoe. A potential explanation for this may be that 

Xenophon’s piece might simply correspond to a πρόγραμμα, an embryonic draft 

of a novel which would never have been released in full (Bowie 1996).  

Hägg (1994) claims that the key might be found in non-preserved novels. 

While this is still a possibility, it is also difficult to determine. Bowie (1996), who 

at this point appears to provide the most plausible explanation, bases this 

assumption on the multiplicity of epistle-like materials in Xenophon’s work. The 

author also underscores the contrast across materials in terms of stylistic 

qualities, as well as the διήγημα in which those materials were eventually 

inserted. A self-explanatory example is found in Manton’s16 letter to 

Habrocomes: 

(18) “Ἁβροκόμῃ τῷ καλῷ δέσποινα ἡ σὴ χαίρειν. 

Μαντὼ ἐρᾷ σου, μηκέτι φέρειν δυναμένη· ἀπρεπὲς μὲν ἴσως παρθένῳ, ἀναγκαῖον 

δὲ φιλοῦσῃ· δέομαι, μὴ με παρίδῃς μηδὲ ὑβρίσῃς τὴν τὰ σὰ ᾑρημένην. Ἐὰν γὰρ 

πεισθῇς, πατέρα τὸν ἐμὸν Ἄψυρτον ἐγὼ πείσω σοί με συνοικίσαι, καὶ τὴν νῦν σοι 

γυναῖκα ἀποσκευασόμεθα, πλουτήσεις δὲ καὶ μακάριος ἔσῃ· ἐὰν δὲ ἀντείπῃς, 

ἐννόει μὲν οἷα πείσῃ τῆς ὑβρισμένης ἑαυτὴν ἐκδικούσης, οἷα δὲ οἱ μετὰ σοῦ 

[κοινωνοὶ] τῆς σῆς ὑπερηφανίας σύμβουλοι γενόμενοι.” 
 

‘«To handsome Habrocomes, his mistress wishes him good health. 

Manton loves you, yet she cannot stand it. It is not decent for a maiden to confess this, 

yet she is forced to do so by love. I beg you –please do not despise me or be arrogant 

about someone like me, who loves everything related to you. If you follow my advice, 

I will convince Apsyrtus, my father, so he will allow me to marry you. We will get rid 

of your current wife, so you will be wealthy and happy. However, if you oppose, you 

should start to think about what might happen to you. I will be indignant and know 

how to conduct my revenge. Also, picture what might happen to your colleagues, who 

were accomplices of your scorn».’ (X. Eph. II 5 1-2) 

 
16 Manton is the daughter of Apsyrtus, who is in turn the leader of the pirate band. 
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In early versions of the piece, letters would take the back seat, as though 

they had been composed separately from the main work. One possibility is, thus, 

that, while the letters might be found in their final version, the account in which 

they are inserted might be a mere draft of the plot which was due for further 

ampliatio later on. Such expansion might have been made possible by adding 

stylistic resources which would allow for a literary game. In the context of novels, 

highly-stereotypical plots are likely to provide the perfect pretext to deploy a 

complex literary game.17 In order to please the average readership, any given 

novel might have required to meet some basic standards in terms of stylistic 

qualities. Along these lines, the plot of the Ephesian Tale, which is almost 

completely diegesis-based, might have already been known at the time to readers 

of novels. 

5. READERSHIP OR LISTENERSHIP? 

5.1. General considerations on orality 

So far, I have approached the issue under study on the grounds that the Ancient 

Greek addressees of novels were actual readers. I have also pointed that literacy 

rates were never too high, and these were rather restricted to the elites, 

particularly the male population. No conclusive evidence is found in support of 

a mass circulation of papyrus. Based on this, orality might have provided the 

genre with a perfect means of dissemination. Initially, this would only appear to 

apply to pre-Sophistic novels. The formal complexity of Sophistic novels may be 

an indicator that these pieces were not intended to be recited before an 

auditorium, but those were rather conceived to be read on an individual basis 

―either out loud (a common practice at the time) or in a low voice (which would 

not have been as common, since it requires an outstanding degree of familiarity 

with reading). 

Novels, which were initially conceived with a select target audience in 

mind, may have expanded its actual readership over time. West (2003) highlights 

the assumption that early novels might have enjoyed widespread dissemination 

among a mostly feminine audience within a textile context, to which many 

women used to dedicate their leisure. This sphere appears to be intrinsically 

linked with various types of narratives. Some instances of this are found in 

authors such as Vergil (G. IV 345-7) ―who describes how Cyrene and her 

colleagues are mutually entertained by “ἐρωτικὰ παθήματα”― and Ovid (Met. 

IV 31 et seq.) ―who refers to the case of the daughters of Minyas. Therefore, early 

novels were likely conceived considering the possibility of oral dissemination. In 

Lucius’ Metamorphoses ―of which an epitome by the name of Λούκιος ἢ Ὄνος 

 
17 Early novels still lack suspense, which will become a paramount feature of subsequent works, 

even though plots will remain based on similar motives. 
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was released at some point― we find a potential attempt to make the novel 

accessible to alternative spheres.  

From time immemorial, orality had been a means of expression for accounts 

of all sorts. In the absence of a generalized practice of writing, orality had 

developed a number of mechanisms, rendering it self-sufficient and efficient to 

fulfill said purpose. Such mechanisms encompassed the resort to formulaic 

language and alliteration. These are similarly found in the Homeric poems, 

where they originally assisted with memorization. Although almost everyone 

with basic education would most likely have been able to recite entire passages 

from the Iliad or the Odyssey, such recitation was also conducted professionally 

by rhapsodes. In novels, text support ―even in the absence of widespread 

literacy― overcomes the reciter’s need for full memorization, the use of verse, 

and ―relatedly― formulaic phrases similar to those found in the Homeric 

poems. If we focus on Chariton and leave aside the controversy surrounding 

Xenophon, we can still find certain traits which appear to ensure the fit of the 

novel within a secondary, oral context. This, grosso modo, includes predictability, 

redundancy, and ending each chapter in a way that implicitly encourages the 

recipient to read on. 

In an attempt to fill a gap in research, Hägg (1994) ―cited to this respect by 

Bowie (1996) and West (2003)― presents his conclusions regarding orality in the 

times of the novel.18 Traditionally, some scholars have assumed that, beginning 

in the Hellenistic period, the coexistence of orality and writing would have given 

way to a so-called “book culture.” Callimachus and other poets from the 

Alexandrian Μουσεῖον were actual librarians who wrote books themselves. It is 

likely that pre-Sophistic novels would have initially been conceived to eventually 

be apt for oral dissemination. Following Hägg (1994) and ―to a lesser extent― 

other scholars, I will next focus on the analysis of select passages from Chariton 

of Aphrodisias and Xenophon.  

 

5.2. Analysis of passages from Chariton and Xenophon in connection with an 

oral medium of transmission 

Apparently, extensive evidence exists in support of an oral medium of 

dissemination for both Chaereas and Callirhoe and Habrocomes and Anthia. Hägg 

(1994) specifically distinguishes four pieces of evidence, which I will next itemize 

and illustrate accordingly. Such evidence is found in the presence of the 

following: (1) a high frequency of ‘μέν (...), δέ (...)’ correlations; (2) detailed 

summaries or recaps; (3) proleptic materials; and (4) stereotyped phraseology. 

Firstly, ‘μέν (...), δέ (...)’ correlations appear frequently both in Chariton and 

Xenophon. In the latter, this might be an indicator that the work was at some 

point rendered suitable for potential oral dissemination. Hägg (1994) even holds 
 

18 The issue of orality has only been treated extensively as applied to the Archaic and Classical 

periods. 
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the suspicion that Xenophon may initially have conceived his work for oral 

dissemination, while, at a later time, his novel may have been disseminated as a 

reading piece. An alternative explanation might simply be that the author, being 

heir to an essentially oral literary tradition, had those correlations deeply 

ingrained within his mind. Regardless, the audience of novels at this stage had 

most likely not fully transitioned to writing. Instead, echoes of orality were 

undoubtedly still present. Here are two examples, from Xenophon and Chariton 

respectively: 

(19) Καὶ ἡ μὲν ἐν Ταρσῷ ἦν μετὰ Περιλάου, τὸν χρόνον ἀναμένουσα τοῦ γάμου· ὁ δὲ 

Ἁβροκόμης ᾔει τὴν ἐπὶ Κιλικίας ὁδόν· [...] 
 

‘She was then living in Tarsus, in the house of Perilaus, as she awaited the time for 

her wedding, and Habrocomes, on the other hand, was on his way to Cilicia [...]’ (X. 

Eph. II 14 1) 
 

(20) Καλλιρόη μὲν οὖν ἐν Μιλήτῳ Χαιρέαν ἔθαπτε, Χαιρέας δὲ ἐν Καρίᾳ δεδεμένος 

εἰργάζετο. 
 

‘So, Callirhoe was burying Chaereas in Miletus while Chaereas was working, chained, 

in Caria.’ (Char. IV 2 1) 

Regarding recaps, neither later, Sophistic novels nor any other prior work 

from Greek literature seem to effectively deploy such a systematic apparatus in 

terms of analepsis. This may well indicate that the passages involved actually 

fulfilled a distinct role. In Chariton, two recaps are found at the beginnings of the 

fifth and eighth books. Additionally, outstanding development of recap-related 

techniques can be seen, which would eventually reach their heyday largely 

thanks to Heliodor. In Heliodor’s work, self-introduction of characters allows for 

covert analepses. Recaps like these constitute one of the paramount factors why 

scholars have identified an oral component in early novels. Length of these works 

would pose certain challenges for these to be fully narrated in a single sitting, for 

which segmentation would likely have been a must. Each part would be 

introduced by some brief passage, which, as a reminder, would seek to provide 

essential contextual clues. Hägg (1994) approaches this issue from a perspective 

of orality. In contrast, Bowie (1996) believes that the reason why recaps were used 

to head papyrus scrolls is that a whole literary piece would not have fitted in a 

single support ―relatedly, access to all scrolls of a piece would have posed a 

myriad of challenges. While Hägg’s (1994) proposal is certainly not to be 

dismissed, it is probably not essential to conclude that early novels had some sort 

of oral transmission attached. Here are some examples:  

(21) Λέγει δὲ ὁ Ἁβροκόμης ὅτι Ἐφέσιος καὶ ὅτι ἠράσθη κόρης καὶ ὅτι ἔγημεν αὐτὴν 

καὶ τὰ μαντεύματα καὶ τὴν ἀποδημίαν καὶ τοὺς πειρατὰς καὶ τὸν Ἄψυρτον καὶ 

τὴν Μαντὼ καὶ τὰ δεσμὰ καὶ τὴν φυγὴν καὶ τὸν αἰπόλον καὶ τὴν μέχρι Κιλικίας 

ὁδόν. 
 

‘Habrocomes says that he is an Ephesian, and that he has fallen in love with a girl and 

married her; and he talks about the prophecies, and the trip, and the pirates, and 
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Apsyrtus, and Manton, and the chains, and the escape, and the goatherd, and his 

journey to Cilicia.’ (X. Eph. III 3 1; the καί polyptoton appears to point in the direction 

of orality.) 
 

(22) Ὡς μὲν ἐγαμήθη Καλλιρρόη Χαιρέᾳ, καλλίστη γυναῖκων ἀνδρὶ καλλίστῳ, 

πολιτευσαμένης Ἀφροδίτης τὸν γάμον, καὶ ὡς δι’ ἐρωτικὴν ζηλοτυπίαν Χαιρέου 

πλήξαντος αὐτὴν ἔδοξε τεθνάναι, ταφεῖσαν δὲ πολυτελῶς εἶτα ἀνανήψασαν ἐν 

τῷ τάφῳ τυμβωρύχοι νυκτὸς ἐξήγαγον ἐκ Σικελίας [...]: ταῦτα ἐν τῷ πρόσθεν 

λόγῳ δεδήλωται· τὰ δὲ ἑξῆς νῦν διηγήσομαι. 
 

‘How Callirhoe was taken as a wife by Chaereas, the most beautiful of women by the 

most handsome of men, with Aphrodite, who was directing the wedding, and how, 

after Chaereas hit her out of affectionate jealousy, it looked as though she had died, 

was buried with a lot of luxury and afterward she recovered at the tomb and some 

grave robbers took her out at night to Sicily […]: these experiences have been 

presented in the preceding account; I will now tell the upcoming.’ (Char. V 1 1-2; 

recap by the narrator which serves as a heading of the fifth book, with a final 

justification) 
 

(23) Μόλις οὖν ἐκείνη τὰ καθ’ ἑαυτὴν ἤρξατο λέγειν· “Ἑρμοκράτους εἰμὶ θυγάτηρ, τοῦ 

Συρρακουσίων στρατηγοῦ. Γενομένην δέ με ἄφωνον ἐξ αἰφνιδίου πτώματος 

ἔθαψαν οἱ γονεῖς πολυτελῶς. Ἤνοιξαν τυμβωρύχοι τὸν τάφον· εὗρον κἀμὲ πάλιν 

ἐμπνέουσαν· ἤνεγκαν ἐνθάδε καὶ Λεωνᾷ με τοῦτῳ παρέδωκε Θήρων ἐπ’ 

ἐρημίας.” 
 

‘She [Callirhoe], thus, little by little started to tell her stories: «I am the daughter of 

Hermocrates, the strategist of Syracuse. I lost my voice after a sudden fall, and my 

parents made me a sumptuous funeral. Some grave robbers opened my grave; there 

they also found me, who had started to breathe again; they brought me here, and, in 

a solitary place, Theron delivered me to this Leonas».’ (Char. II 5 10; recap by Callirhoe 

through her self-introduction before Dionysus.) 
 

(24) [...] μόλις μὲν γὰρ καὶ βραδέως ἀλλ’ ὡμολόγησεν ὁ Θήρων. Ἤρξατο οὖν 

διηγεῖσθαι· “Πλοῦτον θαπτόμενον ἰδὼν συνήγαγον λῃστάς. Ἠνοίξαμεν τὸν 

τάφον· εὕρομεν ζῶσαν τὴν νεκράν· πάντα συλήσαντες ἐνεθήκαμεν τῷ κέλητι· 

πλεύσαντες εἰς Μίλητον μόνην ἐπωλήσαμεν τὴν γυναῖκα, τὰ δὲ λοιπὰ 

διεκομίζομεν εἰς Κρήτην· ἐξωσθέντες δὲ εἰς τὸν Ἰόνιον ὑπὸ ἀνέμων ἃ πεπόνθαμεν 

καὶ ὑμεῖς ἑωράκατε.” 
 

‘[...] with great difficulty, little by little, Theron confessed. He then started to speak: «I 

had seen a buried treasure, so I gathered the thieves. We opened the grave, where we 

found the dead lady alive; we looted the whole place and loaded it all onto a ship; we 

set sail to Miletus, and we only sold the woman there; we took the rest to Crete. 

However, we were rushed to the Ionian waters by the wind, and you all have seen 

what we have been through next».’ (Char. III 4 13-14; recap of an episode through the 

confessions made by Theron) 

Proleptic materials ―either anticipation or foreshadowing techniques― are 

also relevant as they might serve a similar goal to that of the recaps. This would 

consist of ensuring efficient oral transmission by resorting to a high number of 

references which would allow the audience to easily follow the plot thread. 

Proleptic passages are Chariton’s choice when he needs to address his own 

audience, which he commonly does using a relaxed, friendly tone: 
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(25)  Οὗτοι μὲν δὴ ταῦτα ἔπραττον· τὰ δὲ περὶ Καλλιρρόην δεινοτέραν ἄλλην 

ἐλάμβανε παλιγγενεσίαν [...] 
 

‘This is what those guys [i.e., the thieves] did. As for Callirhoe, she came back to life! 

[...]’ (Char. I 8 1) 

Last but not least, in Xenophon we find stereotypical phraseology typically 

linked with specific scenes, which in turn are equally stereotypical. For instance, 

in an end-of-trip context, we find διανύσας τὸν πλοῦν (‘having concluded the 

sailing’),19 whereas someone affected by “love sickness” is described as “διέκειτο 

πονήρως” (‘he was feeling unwell’).20 According to Hägg (1994), all such 

techniques might be evincing a context of orality, since the average proficient 

reader might likely have found those redundant. Consequently, highly educated 

writers of early novels might have initially conceived their pieces for restricted 

audiences, which might have undergone some degree of expansion through 

orality. Along these lines, Hägg (1994) traces an addressee-ship profile of early 

novels as an audience still rooted in orality, concurrently not being too proficient 

in the reading of lengthy or complex texts. 

6. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

Given the worth-noting paucity of materials, research on the potential addressee-

ship of Ancient Greek novels needs to be approached cautiously, through 

contrastive techniques. As shown throughout the present paper, the study of the 

novelistic genre has undergone substantial change during the last decades. Prior 

assumptions which tended to brand novels as a “minor genre” are definitely no 

longer the norm. Along with this refocus, new insights have become necessary to 

paint an accurate ―yet speculative― picture of which potential addressees 

might have originally been the target of the novelistic genre. 

Supporting documentary evidence remains scarce, both of novelistic 

productions and contemporary theoretical frameworks. Of the remaining 

sources, most characterize the genre as some sort of a minor genre (which may 

slightly remind us of Catullus’ self-declared nugae, ‘trifles’), as opposed to other 

more treasured genres. We have reflected on how this was also a common reality 

in Ancient Greece, even from an intrageneric perspective. In the aforementioned 

epistle to Chariton by Philostratus, who anticipated that Chariton would never 

enjoy any posthumous fame whatsoever. In a historical context in which the 

novelistic genre constituted a major literary innovation, questions arise about 

who at the time would have been able to rate these literary productions in an 

objective manner. Many innovations throughout history have been frowned 

 
19 X. Eph. I 11 2, I 11 5, I 14 6, III 1 3, V 1 1, V 6 1, V 6 4, V 10 3, V 11 1, V 15 1. 
20 X. Eph. I 3 2, I 4 6, I 15 1, I 15 4, II 3 3, II 4 2, V 8 3. 
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upon in the beginning, though eventually becoming highly valued over the 

centuries. 

One of the paramount goals of the present paper has been that of debunking 

a number of flawed conceptions concerning both literary qualities of Ancient 

Greek novels and, relatedly, the potential community of addressees thereof. This 

paper has reviewed how many of these conceptions are based on anachronistic 

assumptions, are due to inadequate generalizations, or involve serious 

interpretative omissions. Also, we have tackled how history tends to paint a 

portrait of the Hellenistic and Imperial periods which greatly differs from that of 

Classical Greece. Such portrait focuses on a world ruled by individualism, a 

powerful urban culture, and a detachment of individuals from their original 

motherlands (as opposed to Classical Athenian autochthony). It is, however, 

when approach the geographic and societal environment of the genre that this 

conception demonstrates its need for ongoing revision. Relatedly, some relatively 

minor, quasi-embryonic political shifts have oftentimes been wrongfully 

regarded as an actual revolution. These include the expansion of literacy rates 

and the overall societal role of women. However remarkable these and other 

indices have turned out to be in the long run, today we know that these were 

barely emerging changes in the society under study. Based on the above-

deployed evidence, it is no longer feasible to consider the existence, in the 

Hellenistic and Imperial periods, of a widespread “book culture” or a “women-

only readership,” which at the time would probably have been far from being the 

norm. 
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