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ANCIENT GREEK TEXTS AND MODERN

NARRATIVE THEORY

The taxonomies of narratology have proven valuable tools for the
analysis of ancient literature, but, since they were mostly forged in the
analysis of modern novels, they have also occluded the distinct quality
of ancient narrative and its understanding in antiquity. Ancient Greek
Texts and Modern Narrative Theory paves the way for a new approach
to ancient narrative that investigates its specific logic. Jonas
Grethlein’s sophisticated discussion of a wide range of literary texts
in conjunction with works of criticism sheds new light on such central
issues as fictionality, voice, Theory of Mind and narrative motivation.
The book provides classicists with an introduction to ancient views of
narrative but is also a major contribution to a historically sensitive
theory of narrative.

jonas grethlein is Professor of Greek at Heidelberg University
and a member of the Heidelberger Akademie derWissenschaften. His
most recent books include Aesthetic Experiences and Classical Antiquity
(Cambridge, 2017) and The Ancient Aesthetics of Deception
(Cambridge, 2021).
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This book has grown out of three papers that were written separately: one
on the significance of the Theory of Mind for responses to narrative in the
light of Heliodorus’ Ethiopica (Style 49 (2015): 259–83); one on the motiv-
ation of the Penelope scenes in Odyssey 18 and 19 (CCJ 64 (2018): 70–90);
and one on the relation between authors and characters as seen by ancient
critics (CP 116 (2021): 208–30). Only after writing these papers did I notice
the common thread linking them: despite their different foci and object-
ives, all three papers were motivated by a deeper discomfort with how
modern narrative theory, especially structuralist narratology, has made us
view ancient narrative. Taken together, the three papers permit us to make
a case that is significantly broader than the points for which they argue
individually – a case about the study of ancient narrative at large. There can
be no doubt about the rich fruits of narratology in Classics, and yet the
application of narratological categories, while letting us see the complexity
of many texts with fresh eyes, has also occluded the distinct quality of
ancient narrative and its understanding in antiquity.
Ancient Greek Texts and Modern Narrative Theory: Towards a Critical

Dialogue is the attempt to pave the way for new approaches to ancient
narrative beyond narratology. It is an exploration, not a study that exhausts
its subject – a book that aspires to be a first step instead of offering the last
word. In addition to revising and expanding the original three papers,
I wrote three more chapters: one that provides the groundwork by carefully
assessing the current state of scholarship on ancient narrative and contem-
plating alternative approaches to it (Chapter 1); one that discusses the idea
of fiction(ality) and the relation between world and words in antiquity
(Chapter 2); and one that uses postmodern parallels to throw into relief
ancient views of narrative that deviate from modern conventions
(Chapter 6).
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