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Abstract

Chapter one provides an overview of the subject of death in Homer and states the 

goals to be pursued and the methodology that is to be followed. It is set out that the 

approach taken will be narratological and philological.

Chapter two highlights the key research on the major 'death' terms in Homer, 

orienting the reader within the context of the subject, and providing an idea of the current 

state of the scholarship. This chapter also establishes distinct shades of meaning for each 

term.

The third chapter treats the use of these terms in the poem. It is argued that death 

terms appear most often when death is not occurring, while passages which do depict 

death typically avoid naming it. Named and nameless death are distinct, and are used in 

different sorts of passages for altogether different effects.

The fourth chapter further explores this finding. Named death is usually found in 

speeches of the characters. Nameless death is typically the prerogative of the narrator. It 

is argued that what the characters say about death and what they do when confronted by it 

are seldom the same.

Chapter five deals with character speeches of and about Achilles. The evidence 

for ambivalence towards heroic death is considered. Achilles, it is argued, possesses a 

narrator-like knowledge of his situation, and therefore comes to give voice to a 

perspective that is in keeping with the narrator's own. Character and narrator positions are 

not necessarily perfectly sequestered, and this serves to underline the complexity of the 

issues involved.

Chapter six serves as a conclusion, in which it is argued that the poet, by means of 

the distinctions he draws between the cultural concept of death and the biological fact of 

death, and by means of the differing perspectives he presents in narrator and character- 

spoken text, raises multiple questions concerning the possibility of heroic death. The
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merits of the afterlife are compared with the survival of xXzoc, (the warrior's ultimate 

goal). It is found that even kXeo<; is undermined in the poem, and therefore the role of 

epic as the bestower of kAeoc; is compromised.
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Chapter 1 
Death and Homeric Literature

A work about death often modulates readily, if eerily, into a work about literature. For death inhabits texts.

Walter J. Gng, Interfaces o f the Word. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977.
p.238.

Death is the sanction of everything the storyteller can tell. He has borrowed his authority from death.

Walter Benjamin, The Storyteller, Set 11. 1936; repr. in Illuminations, ed. by
Hannah Arendt, 1968).

In its inception, this work was intended to present a general survey on the very 

broad and unwieldy subject of death in Homeric poetry. As I began to refine and focus 

my research, I turned my attention to the specific matter of death terminology in the Iliad. 

This research yielded some surprising and unforeseen results. In examining the 

appearance and absence of death terms in passages relating to mortality, as well as in 

giving consideration to who and who does not speak death's name, it became apparent 

that I was dealing with issues surrounding the roles of the narrator and focalizers1 and 

that a narratological approach was therefore going to be necessary.

W. J. Ong's observation (see epigraph at the beginning) is borne out. This is a 

work on death and the way in which various death terms are used to represent it, but it 

has also expanded to become a work on the nature of Homeric literature itself and the 

place of the narrator within the text The issue of death in the Iliad cannot be treated 

fairly without due consideration of the narratological structure of the work, for so very 

much that may be gleaned from the text concerning death is given meaning by the text's 

structure. Homer tells us a great deal both in what he says and in what he leaves unsaid, 

and his choices concerning the various voices in the poem are equally telling.

1A single story may be presented from various and differing points of view. Presentation of such 
divergent perspectives or angles constitutes what is known as focalization, and the individual to whom the 
focalization is attributed is known as a focalizer.
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The various death-terms found in Homer are not synonyms. Rather, each term 

possesses a distinct shade of meaning which colours the passage in which it appears, and 

each denotes a specific type of death (or attitude toward it). Moreover, these terms are 

most often employed by the poem’s characters, and, to be more specific, heroes. The 

narrator, to whom fails the task of depicting death as it happens, frequently leaves it 

nameless, opting instead to describe it as a biological process. As a result, death is 

seldom named by a death term in passages wherein life actually exits the body. When 

heroes discuss and name death, they typically do so when there is no immediate danger to 

them or to their comrades.

1 need to make clear at the outset that I am in no way claiming that these general 

patterns constitute hard and fast rules. There are certainly cases wherein the heroes name 

a death that is at hand, as there are cases wherein the narrator names death as it occurs. 

Nonetheless, a general trend in usage can be detected, and this trend is relevant and worth 

exploring, if only because it is symptomatic of the poem's attempt to force the crude 

reality of death upon the audience at various points, and hold it at an idealizing distance 

at other points.

These two distinct presentations of death are interwoven throughout the poem. 

Named death, which most often appears in the speeches of heroes, is the death of their 

cultural construct (and hence, the poetic construct), the 'good death' in battle that they all 

espouse. It is intellectualized, culturally 'tamed' and made manageable by a complex 

ideological system.2 It is usually mentioned when it is not immediately at hand and does 

not pose any real threat, and it is the source of much philosophical contemplation. The 

second death typically haunts the passages in which the narrator himself speaks. It is the 

biological fact, the physical effect on the human body. It is the violence that we, the

2 Since 'ideology' is a term of which I shall be making great use throughout this work, I should 
define what I mean by it. I use it to mean that which relates to the content of thinking characteristic of 
Homeric culture, and the integrated assertions and theories that constitute its sociopolitical system. These 
assertions and theories may be understood to be conscious or unconscious on the part of those who possess
them.
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audience, are shown as life actually terminates. This death is unknowable and defies any 

attempt at quantitative assessment via language. It is the death that lurks outside of the 

bounds of poetry, and thus the narrator does not attempt to give it name, but describes for 

us only the ruin which leads up to it or is left in its wake.

All of this will be argued in upcoming chapters. The purpose of the present 

chapter is to provide a broad overview of the subject of death in Homer, and to set out 

clearly for the reader my own methodological approach and my position on such topics as 

the poem's historicity, performance, the epic genre and external influences.

In the second chapter {Naming Death), the significant research on all the major 

terms for death in Homer is highlighted in order to orient the reader firmly within the 

context of the specific subject at hand, and to provide some idea of the current state of 

scholarship.

The third chapter {Presence and Absence) moves on to demonstrate the stated 

objectives of this work, looking at the actual appearances of these death terms within the 

poem itself, where they are typically used, and where they are typically avoided. It is 

argued that death terms appear chiefly in parts of the poem in which death is not actually 

occurring, while passages which do tend to depict the moment of death avoid naming it 

as a general (but not all-encompassing) rule. Named and nameless death appear to be 

generally distinct from one another, and are often used in different sorts of passages for 

an altogether different effect.

The fourth chapter {Ideology and Reality) seeks to take the exploration of these 

two distinct portrayals of death one step further. Named death belongs almost exclusively 

to the characters, while nameless death is generally the prerogative of the narrator. The 

narrator constantly places his characters in positions in which we, the audience, realize 

that they think they have a notion of what death is. He then goes on to undermine this 

notion, revealing the illusory nature of the characters' knowledge. It is demonstrated that 

what the characters say (in character speeches) about death, and what they do when
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confronted by it (in narrative passages), are seldom one and the same. Character speech 

and character action are often widely divergent (except in the case of anti-heroic 

sentiments voiced by characters such as Achilles, which are treated in chapter 5).

Chapter five {Denial and Affirmation) moves beyond the narrative passages with 

their nameless, biological descriptions of death and their many portrayals of fleeing 

heroes, and focuses exclusively on character speeches (specifically those of Achilles). 

The purpose of this chapter is to delve deeper into the different conceptions of death 

presented in character-spoken text. The heroes of the poem say many things concerning 

death, and many of these things they will never put into application. Even so, if we 

consider only what the characters say, we will see that while they support in general 

theory the ideal of heroic death as a whole, there are remarkable instances in which even 

they break from the accepted standard of heroic thought and speech. On a spoken level 

there exists among the heroes an element of dissension, and there are instances in which 

we are presented with an unmistakable ambivalence towards heroic death, even among 

those who should pride themselves on their wholehearted commitment to it. In reality, the 

boundary between character-spoken and narrator-spoken text often blurs on this point. 

Scholarship has so often accepted the 'good' death at face value, based on what the 

majority of characters say in the majority of instances, that it has at times neglected the 

fact that there are occasional, violent tears in the fabric of the proposed value system.

It is apparent that the characters do not know all that they think they know 

concerning death. They often speak of death bravely, but rarely face it in this manner. 

The poem then further punctures the illusion of the reality of the heroic ideal by 

demonstrating that even among characters, those for whom heroic death is an ideal that 

belongs not only in the realm of words, but also in the realm of action, there is in fact a 

definite crisis of belief. The narrator does not seem to possess absolute conviction of the 

values of his heroes, and the heroes do not always believe in them absolutely themselves. 

They have doubts about their code and their world, almost as if they themselves can see
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that it is all an artifice, styled somewhat arbitrarily by the capricious whims of culture 

contained within the text. Thus, we will often see that characters don't hold firmly to their 

views as we might expect them to, and the boundaries between the ideals generally 

presented in narrator and heroic speech will at times be crossed. Ambivalence is 

recognized by the poem as a valid stance on an unresolvable issue.

In the fifth chapter, the heroic ideal as proclaimed by characters is therefore 

considered, as is the innate loathing of death which is, paradoxically, also present in 

character references to death. The hero's exploration of the issues surrounding heroic (the 

'beautiful') death is treated in some detail, as are the concepts of active and passive dying.

The interplay of perspectives presented to the audience brings us to an important 

issue. It is all too easy to read the ambiguity of heroes on the subject of death as 

reflecting the poem's position3, and R. J. Rabel discusses this tendency, saying "A 

number of critics have read the Iliad as a play of counterbalancing perspectives in this 

way, an analysis and critique of the heroic ethic carried out by Achilleus, who, speaking 

for the poet, comes to reject the values of society, represented by minor characters, and 

constructs a new form of heroism."4 I do not read the voice of a character such as 

Achilles as being one and the same as the voice of Homer. Does Achilles represent the 

values championed by the poet? We cannot know. The poet keeps himself well out of the 

text, and lets his narrator do the talking, just as the narrator at various points silences his 

own voice in favour of those of his characters. The characters exist only insofar as the 

narrator speaks about them or causes them to speak, and the narrator exists only insofar 

as the poem gives him voice. Obviously, no word is spoken in the poem that is not 

intended by the poet, and to this extent all divergent and contradictory voices within the 

text are those of Homer. But we cannot assume that Achilles reflects more accurately the 

opinions of the poet than other heroes who do not question the heroic model. It is entirely

3 When I speak of the 'poem' I am referring to the whole that encompasses the poet, the narrator 
and character voices.

4 Rabel 1997, p. 5.
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possible that the poet is not interested in conveying his own opinions at all, but is 

interested instead in exploring how his human characters come to terms with the world in 

which they live.

Achilles, therefore, will be treated as a character with his own motivations and 

questions, the creation of the poet but not necessarily reflecting any personal convictions 

of the poet. Characters, narrator and poet all stand clearly delineated with respect to each 

other and their function within the text. The main purpose of this work is not to 

demonstrate that we can know exactly where Homer stands on any given issue, reading 

his work as though it were self-referential or autobiographical. The purpose of this thesis 

is, rather, to demonstrate that the poem presents us with a richly-layered text that employs 

numerous perspectives and raises multiple questions without attempting to answer them 

for us. The Iliad contains the fundamentals necessary to provoke the audience, yet the 

poet offers nothing of himself; he is inscrutable and unknowable behind the many masks 

of his characters. Like death itself, the poet possesses a multiplicity of aspects, and lurks 

beyond the boundaries of the text.

The text, by means of the distinctions it draws between named and nameless 

death, the death about which characters speak and the narrative death from which they 

flee, and even by means of the ambivalence it places in the mouths of the characters 

themselves, raises questions on every level concerning the possibility of heroic death in 

application. There can be no one correct reading of the poem. The fact that matters are 

open to interpretation is vital to the poem's success; it is one of the factors that accounts 

for its continued appeal over so many centuries among so many widely divergent 

audiences.

The final chapter (Conclusion) attempts to offer some coherent conclusions based 

on my findings. Finally, there is a statistical appendix which demonstrates how the 

various death related passages in the poem, by and large, fit the patterns of usage I have 

attempted to establish.
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The approach taken in this work is twofold; it is at the same time both 

philological and narratological. Death terms and their epithets are treated in detail, and 

the question of their synonymy is explored, although this is but a foundation upon which 

the real focus of this study rests. The main purpose of this work is to explore how these 

various terms are used (and by whom) within the narrative structure of the poem. 

Questions of composition and performance take on a decidedly secondary role here, and 

this is quite deliberate. Much has been written on these topics; they are important and 

need to be addressed to some degree by any scholar who writes on Homer. Richard 

Martin speaks to these issues effectively in his book The Language of Heroes, stressing 

that they are vitally important and yet need not preclude the possibility of other sorts of 

studies. As he says,

Does it really matter whether or not Homer's Iliad is a piece of oral poetry? In the 
final analysis, no. Even if the 15,693 hexameters printed in T. W. Allen's Oxford 
Classical Text happen to represent the exact transcription of an actual 
performance by one "singer of tales" from the eighth century B.C., we still do not 
have an oral Iliad, because the poem has, somehow, become a text; and that has 
made all the difference. To put it another way, our Iliad is no longer an action, as 
it must have been if it was ever an oral composition-in-performance. Instead, it is 
an artifact.

He continues,

To concede that our Iliad is a text, however, does not excuse us from making an 
effort of imaginative reconstruction to interpret the poem as closely as possible in 
its own context. Athenian drama, after all, was never intended to be read simply 
as isolated texts, and few scholars today would dare study it without some attempt 
at understanding the circumstances of dramatic performance.. .A new reaction has 
set in against the work of Milman Parry and other exponents of an "oral" Homeric 
poetry—or, we should say, against a certain portion of this work, for many of 
Parry's insights are ignored by the new critique. The oralists' concern with 
technique has earned them the label "Formalists," and their emphasis on the 
traditional nature of Homeric craft has prompted the charge that they ignore the 
individual genius of the poet...It is disturbing to see young philologists such as 
David Shive find it necessary to attack the alleged flaws in Parry's first 
publication, and to defend the "creativity" of Homer, while failing to reexamine 
the very idea of what creativity in an oral tradition might mean.5

5 Martin 1989, pp. 1-2.
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Martin's argument that the genius of the individual poet is not irreconcilable with 

the formal structure of the epic genre is compelling. The Homeric poet may well be 

envisioned as master of his genre, rather than slave. Treating the poem as we have it as a 

text, I shall nevertheless attempt to be aware when oral poetics might impact my 

interpretation.6 It is important that I state my position on such matters, so that the 

assumptions I am working under may be clear to the reader. I shall come back to the 

matter of performance shortly, since the role of the audience (narratee-focalizee) is an 

important consideration in a work attempting a narratological approach. On the subject of 

oral theory and composition, however, I take my lead from 1.1. F. DeJong, when she says 

of her own work,

This study, [too], will try to account for the Iliad as it is rather than to 
reconstruct how it came about. More specifically, I intend to study the Iliad as a 
narrative text, analyzing it within the theoretical framework of narratology, i.e. 
the theory that deals with the general principles underlying narrative texts. 
Narratologists are concerned with such issues as characterization, chronology, 
suspense, space, plot-structure, point of view and the role of the narrator.7

6 I am following what is now the most generally accepted opinion (although it is not new): that 
each poem is the work of a single poet, although the same poet is not necessarily the author of both poems 
(as Bowra 1967 discusses this on p. 65). It is likely that the poet /poets drew upon an extensive and long­
standing oral tradition, and it seems that both poems were committed to writing at some point in the later 
part of the eighth century B.C., or even later, in the 7th century B.C. Davison 1967 proposes a likely 
terminus post quem of about 700 B.C. for the Iliad, and circa 620 B.C. as the terminus ante quem for the 
Odyssey (p. 259), and this later dating of the poems has recently gained in popularity among scholars. 
Osborne 1996 discusses the date of the Homeric texts and their relationship to history in his book, pp. 156- 
160, and argues that they were committed to writing in the early 7th century B.C.

The Odyssey acts as a sequel to the Iliad, presupposing a knowledge on the part of the audience of 
the story of the fall of Troy, and filling in details which the first poem leaves out (for example, the Iliad is 
far more laconic than the Odyssey with respect to details about the afterlife). It is likely, for this reason, that 
the Odyssey was written down after the Iliad, although the two poems do seem to be close in terms of dates 
(again, Bowra 1967 discusses this p. 61). For treatment of this, one may look to Haslam 1997 pp. 55-100, 
(although he argues for the writing down o f the Homeric texts in the eighth century B.C., prior to the works 
of Hesiod, pp. 80-81).

For a discussion on the various issues involved in the questions conveming date and composition, 
see the above mentioned works, as well as Kirk 1976 pp. 820-850, and Lord 1967 pp. 179-214. Also 
noteworthy are Finkelberg 1987 and Hainsworth, 1970. For more recent treatments of the subject, see Nagy 
1996, as well as his 1997 chapter "in A New Companion to Homer, pp. 101-122. For evidence of the re- 
emerging controversy, see Janko’s 1998 review of the latter. See also Powell 1991.

7 DeJongl989, introduction p. x. An excellent summary of the principles and methods of 
narratology is given in chapter 2 (A Narratological Model of Analysis), pp.29-40.
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DeJong explains that there are three distinct layers of poetic structure to be 

considered, and these are text, story and fabula:

That which the hearer/reader/ hears/reads is a text (first layer). The text, 
consisting of a finite, structured whole of language signs, is the result of the 
narrating activity (narration) of a narrator. That which the narrator tells, the object 
of his narration, is a story (second layer). The story, consisting of a 
fabula...looked at from a certain, specific angle, is the result of the focalizing 
activity (focalizations) of a focalizer. Focalization comprises not only 'seeing', but 
ordering, interpreting, in short all mental activities. That which the focalizer 
focalizes, the object of his focalization, is a fabula (third layer). The fabula, 
consisting of a logically and chronologically related series of events, is the result 
of all kinds of activities by characters in a fictional world.8

Point of view, or 'focalization' is an important consideration in distinguishing 

character/narrator text. The bulk of the Iliad fits a simple narrator text pattern, with one 

primary narrator/focalizer. The narrator rarely refers to his own presence in the text, 

although there are certainly points at which he makes himself explicitly known to us (e.g. 

II. 2.492).9 What characters know about death is often strikingly distinct from what the 

narrator, who shows them to us, knows. The characters on the whole know one aspect of 

death (although there are times of crisis when questions arise), but the narrator, distinct 

and separate, is always showing us that he knows another.10

L. E. Doherty writes specifically on the Odyssey, but her remarks apply just as 

well to the Iliad. She says:

In the Odyssey, for example, there is a single primary narrator, the epic 
narrator who frames and orchestrates the work as a whole; but many characters 
serve as internal, or "secondary," narrators, and some of these report the words of 
others, who can be seen as narrating on yet a third level (an example would be the 
sea god Proteus, whose words are reported to Telemachus by Menelaus). All 
narrators are also focalizers; that is to say, their perspectives on the action inform 
the accounts they give of that action. But characters who do not narrate may also 
be used as focalizers if their perspectives are emphasised in passages narrated by 
others; I see traces of this "embedded" focalization in the stories of famous 
women reported by Odysseus (11.235-329). There results a kind of narrative

8 Ibid, p. 31.
9 Ibid. p. 41.
10 Block 1982 provides many interesting observations on the interaction between characters and 

narrators.
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hierarchy, in which some positions have greater weight than others. I see two 
distinct, if related, elements that contribute to the narrative hierarchy: the space 
accorded different narrators and focalizers, and the degree to which each is 
"authorized"—identified as reliable—by the overarching perspective of the 
primary narrator. Space alone is not enough to ensure a narrator of authority; but 
without space, authority remains hypothetical.11

Homer is of course in control at all times, allowing all those within the text to 

know or not know whatsoever he chooses that they should know or not know. The 

narrator calls upon the goddess (i.e. the Muse) in II. 1.1 to sing the tale through him. He 

will be the vessel for the divine truth, and she his divine authority. In a sense, the Muse in 

this case is one and the same as the poet himself, for although within the narrative 

structure of the text it is she who weaves the tale, outside of the fiction of the text it is 

Homer.

The role of the narrator has become one of the main points of interest in this 

work. How does he present the story, what does he say to the audience directly, and 

what does he allow to be said by the characters? I often refer to 'the poet' of the Iliad (or 

Homer), but I do attempt to keep this distinct from the fictional narrative voice whenever 

I am discussing what the poet causes the narrator to say directly to the audience. The 

narrator is a character no less contrived or fictional than the poem's other characters 

(albeit possessing more knowledge). This is not a new approach. As DeJong points out, 

the distinction between narrator and poet was first noted by Aristotle in Poetics 60a 5-11, 

wherein he comments upon the activity of narration as a function of the poet, but 

different from the poet speaking personally as himself.12

Having set out a brief overview of my approach to the poem, the narrator and the 

characters, it is perhaps fitting to say a little about the other players whose role is so 

integral to the function of epic: the audience (narratee-focalizees). If we wish to discuss 

point of view and knowledge, we must attempt to establish at least a basic understanding

11 Doherty 1998 p. 18.
12 Ibid pp.7-8.
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concerning the point of view and knowledge of the listeners. Though their presence is 

seldom brought into the text itself, the poet is clearly composing the work for them, and 

using the narrator as the messenger who conveys the story. The narrator, too, is 

necessarily aware of the audience to whom he speaks, and addresses the listener directly 

(somewhat intimately in the second person singular) in a number of passages (e.g. 11. 

4.223 and 429, 5.85, 15.697, 16.366). The narrator has pulled the audience into the text 

and turned them into temporary eye witnesses to the action, although he remains in 

undisputed control over what he allows them to see and think.13 For the greater part, 

however, the audience, like the narrator himself, is external to the action and outside the 

story. This does not mean that the audience does not impact the creation of the text, 

however. As N. Felson has noted, ".. .listeners contribute meaning in that their very 

presence is absorbed ahead of time into the poem. That is, insofar as Homer gears his 

epic to them, he enlists their resources in creating meaning."14

Who were they, and what do we know of Homer's reception among them? Our 

knowledge of the Homeric audience prior to the late Hellenistic period is scanty at best. 

We have no way of knowing the exact form the earliest epic took in performance, nor at 

what exact point it was committed to writing. Nor do we know the full effect that writing 

might have had upon further textual development. These stories clearly originated out of 

an oral tradition that at some point became a literary tradition. They focus on an 

aristocratic warrior class, and may originally have been sung at the courts of the 

powerful to reinforce the status quo, although the earliest external evidence suggests that 

they were sung for a somewhat less than aristocratic audience. At some point by the sixth 

century B.C., however, they become undisputed public domain and were performed in 

public festivals (e.g. the Panatheneia).15 We have no way of knowing how the nature of

13 DeJong 1989 pp. 54-55.
14 Felson 1994, p. 10. For more on the questions surrounding the issue of performance, see Nagy 

1996, Taplin 1992, and Edmunds and Wallace 1997 (although this work does not place a great deal of 
specific emphasis on Homer).

15 See p. 41 of Lamberton 1997, pp.33-54, wherein all of this is discussed.
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the poems might have been altered by this transition, how fixed or fluid the versions 

performed were, or to what degree audience response influenced their development.

Prior to the creation of the late Hellenistic vulgate text, possibly the first uniform 

text resembling closely what we know as the Iliad today, we have various citations of 

work attributed to Homer. They appear in texts by the fifth century authors Herodotus, 

Thucydides, Aristophanes, Democritus, and are also mentioned in the Hippocratic 

Corpus, and they appear in texts by fourth century authors Plato and Aristotle. It is only 

through written sources that we can actually know something about how Homer was 

received and understood in antiquity. For example, we know that the pre-Socratic 

philosophers disdained Homer’s anthropomorphic gods, while Plato and Aristotle 

perceived in Homer a proto-philosopher who delivered an encoded truth in his archaic 

hexameters.16 It is from such sources that we also come to understand how different the 

text in antiquity might have been from the one we now possess. From our fifth century 

sources we know that the lost cyclic material, as well as the Homeric Hymns, were 

widely attributed to Homer himself, and it is unclear how much additional material now 

left out might at that time have been included in the text of the Iliad. Our fourth century 

sources also bear witness to this problem: Aristotle cites many lines not contained within 

the received text, while Plato and Aeschines also include lines now omitted, and leave out 

lines now accepted.17 This poses many difficulties concerning the text that we now 

generally understand to be the Iliad. G. Nagy sums up the problem:

...Homeric scholarship has not yet succeeded in achieving a definitive edition of 
either the Iliad or the Odyssey. Ideally, such an edition would encompass the full 
historical reality of the Homeric textual tradition as it evolved through time, from 
the pre-Classical era well into the medieval. The problem is, Homeric scholarship 
has not yet reached a consensus on the criteria for establishing an edition as 
'definitive.' The ongoing disagreements reflect a wide variety of answers to the 
many serious questions that remain about Homer and Homeric poetry. Crucial to 
most of these questions is the information provided by the Homeric scholia.18

16 Ibid. pp. 33-38. Also of use on this subject is Lamberton and Keaney 1992, as well as Clarke
1981.

17 Lamberton 1997 p. 33.
18 p. 101 of Nagy 1997.
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The scholia are vital to our knowledge of the evolution of the poem and its 

transmission. The editions of the critics which are drawn upon by the scholiasts are those 

of Zenodotus of Ephesus (to whom is attributed the first ’Alexandrian' edition of Homer 

in the third century B.C.), Aristophanes of Byzantium (head of the library at Alexandria 

at the beginning of the second century B.C., and a subsequent director of the library), and 

Aristarchus of Samothrace (whose work dates to the mid-second century B.C.). It is 

Aristarchus whose text is most often cited by the scholia, and it is this edition which 

seems to have been accepted as the most authoritative.19 The earliest of these, from the 

third century B.C., is remarkably different from the later Hellenistic vulgate text which 

subsequently became the standard, and this demonstrates clearly the need for constant 

caution on our part in dealing with the text.

Nagy discusses the relevance of the scholia in determining the 'true' text and 

points out that serious doubt is cast upon the authenticity of the text as it is received. As 

evidence of this, he refers to the ancient claim that the true Homeric poems had in fact 

become extinct by the time of Peisistratos, and that the tyrant had offered a reward to any 

who could bring him Homeric verses. Suuposedly, this resulted in many selling their own 

verses to Peisistratos as though they were Homer's. These verses were left in the edition 

by the critics (Kpinicoi), although they were marked by an obelus.20

Also demanding of caution on the part of the reader is the question of historicity 

within the poem. To what degree should Homer be considered in attempts to illuminate a 

little known era in Greek history? Is the poem a valuable literary source for historical 

data, or is it such an amalgamation of elements and eras that it should be classified as a 

completely artificial product of the poetic tradition? This question is inextricably bound 

up with two others, namely the 'Homeric Question', which focuses on formation of the

19 Ibid., p. 102.

Reproduced  with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



14

poem, and the Trojan War Question', which focuses on the origin of the myths of Troy, 

and the possibility that Homer's poetry was informed by memories of an actual Bronze 

Age war. For M. I. Finley, the "Homeric world was altogether post-Mycenaean, and the 

so-called reminiscences and survivals are rare, isolated and garbled". Finley argues that 

the break between the Mycenaean period and the so-called Dark Age was total. In 

contrast with this, E. Vermeule claims that there was no break between the Mycenaean 

world and what followed, only change.21

So, does the poem present a coherent enough picture to be accepted as historical 

on any level? K. A. Raaflaub synthesizes the prevalent lines of thought on the issues of 

the text’s historicity, and his summation presents a case that would seem to be entirely 

logical:

The understanding of Homeric society that emerges from these 
discussions can be summarized as follows. First, the picture includes some 
anachronisms, some archaisms, and some genuine memories of the Mycenaean 
period and the 'Dark Ages.' The list of such items is short and under constant 
revision; in several cases there are alternative explanations. Moreover, archaisms 
had their proper place in such poetry. Second, exaggeration and fantasy form 
important elements in heroic poetry; in most cases, they can easily be identified 
and do not impede serious reconstruction. Third, persons, events and a few other 
components may have formed an old, perhaps even historical core of old 
traditions. Even if so, in the course of long-term transmission and constant 
reinterpretation, such core stories were probably transformed so profoundly that 
we cannot trace their beginnings. Fourth, the poet was an artist, not a historian or 
sociologist. He did not intend to give a complete picture, and so arguments from 
silence are rarely valid.... Fifth, most of the material used to depict the social 
background to heroic action is sufficiently consistent that we can recognize a 
society that makes sense from an anthropological perspective and can be fitted 
into a scheme of social evolution among early societies. This society must have 
existed in time and space outside the epics. The place most likely was Ionia, but, 
given the panhellenic outlook and aspiration of the epics, this question seems 
secondary.

These are to be the basic assumptions concerning historicity upon which this 

thesis works. Yet the poem's greatest relevance in historical terms lies not in the

20 Ibid pp.101-102. For more discussion of the various editions of the Homeric texts, see Haslam 
1997 pp. 55-100.

21 See p. 625-626 Raaflaub 1997 pp. 624-648, for a treatment o f these subjects and an overview of 
the scholarship concerning these questions.
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fossilization of concrete fact, as R. Osborne points out. While the poems do have 

historical value, this value rests more in the poems’ social attitudes than in their 

presentation of precise details.

The contribution which the Homeric and Hesiodic poems make to the 
historian rests not with any additional information which they provide on topics 
illuminated by the archaeologist, but with the evidence they give for ways of 
seeing the world, ways which archaeology can at best only dimly illuminate. 
Where archaeology can show something of where and how the gods were 
worshipped, Hesiod gives us some sense of the rationale for that worship, and the 
sorts of explanation which might appropriately be invoked to explain the material 
traces familiar from archaeology. Where archaeology gives us evidence for 
Greeks moving from place to place and establishing contact with non-Greeks, the 
Odyssey can show something of how the Greeks used the different customs and 
priorities of others to clarify what it was to be Greek; and the Theogony, in 
particular, can add to the evidence which art history and the development of the 
alphabet provide for how the encounter with foreign practices and objects was 
rendered productive within Greek communities.23

Questions of external influence should also be addressed at this point. The 

similarities between the works of Homer and poems of the ancient Near East are often 

striking, particularly in the case of those from Mesopotamia. To quote S. Morris:

In their historical and literary setting, the poems of Homer and the epic 
cycle belong to the eastern Mediterranean: they share narrative elements with 
neighboring cultures since the Bronze Age, and show specific connections to Near 
Eastern history and mythology. Evidence for these connections has increased 
since the nineteenth century, with the discovery of Near Eastern texts and of 
archaeological evidence for the transmission of ideas....When the Homeric corpus 
took final shape in the Archaic period, it incorporated centuries of oral 
performance and of exposure to other narratives. In their final form, the Iliad and 
the Odyssey are harvested from a rich heritage of stories long alive in the Bronze 
Age and in the Near East, reconstituted into an epic tradition of uniquely Greek 
heroic dimensions.24

22 Ibid.. p. 627.
23 Osborne 1996 pp. 156-157.
24 See p. 599 of Morris 1997, 599-623. In this article, Morris discusses not only the many striking 

similarities between Homeric and Mesopotamian poetry, but also the similarities which exist between 
Homeric poetry and other oriental bodies of literature (for example, the literature of the Egyptians and the 
Bible). She also discusses transmission and possible points of contact. Of fundamental importance on this 
subject is West 1997, (although West is more exclusive in his treatment of Near Eastern sources than is 
Morris; he assiduously avoids Egyptian material, for example, claiming in the opening of his preface that it 
is inconsequential and has been much written about already). West focuses intently on Mesopotamian
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It is clear that Near Eastern literature had a powerful impact on the Greek epic 

narrative structure. Both Greek epic and its Near Eastern antecedents share a strong 

dramatic element based on direct speech. Again, S. Morris discusses this, pointing out 

that the Homeric convention of combining the narrative voice with the direct speech of 

the characters has been traced in the Near East all the way back to the second 

millennium. Moreover, both types of poetry employ formulaic epithets, type-scene 

repetition, and similes from nature used to describe action in the human world. The 

performance of Homeric poetry may even have its basis in the Near Eastern banquets 

held in honour of the dead (the marzea/f), wherein heroic deeds of the deceased were 

celebrated in song. It has, for this reason, been argued that the bardic tradition is in fact 

more Oriental than Greek. Morris says, "In the final analysis, it may be a greater 

challenge to isolate and appreciate what is Greek in Homeric poetry than to enumerate its 

foreign sources.25

One of the main arguments of this thesis is that death is unknowable to the 

characters of the poem; it is faceless and impersonal, it cannot be tamed or 

conceptualized. This particular aspect of death has definite Near Eastern antecedents, and 

provides an excellent example of how very relevant Near Eastern texts are in relation to 

the Homeric poems. In the Mesopotamian Epic ofGilgamesh, preserved on twelve tablets 

from the seventh century B.C., (but believed to have originated about a thousand years 

earlier), we hear Utnapishtim's lament:

Nobody sees Death,
Nobody sees the face of Death,
Nobody hears the voice of Death.
Savage Death just cuts mankind down.
Sometimes we build a house, sometimes we make 
a nest,
But then brothers divide it upon inheritance.
Sometimes there is hostility in [the land],

material, however, and I will refer at later points in this thesis to chapter 6 of his book, dedicated to the 
Near Eastern elements in thz  Iliad  (pp. 334-401). Worthy of mention also is Griffin 1992.

25 Ibid., p. 623.
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But then the river rises and brings flood-water.
Dragonflies drift on the river,
Their faces look upon the face of the Sun.
(But then) suddenly there is nothing.
The sleeping (?) and the dead are just like each
other,
Death’s picture cannot be drawn.26

Although the fourth to twelfth lines cited here suggest the point is simply that 

nobody knows when death will strike, the first two lines as well as the last line cited 

clearly focus on the faceless, impersonal and incomprehensible nature of death. Death's 

picture cannot be drawn because its nature cannot be known. Such comparisons will be 

made at various points throughout this work where they apply and seem relevant to the 

presentation of the Iliad. While I am certainly arguing that Homer is a poetic innovator 

within his own context, this does not in any way mean that he could not also be building 

on these earlier, well known Eastern poetic traditions, just as he may innovate with 

respect to the conventions of Greek epic, all the while relying on the established 

fundamentals of the genre as a point of reference. Joseph A. Russo's observation 

concerning Homer's innovations within the Greek epic tradition can just as easily be 

applied to his innovations within earlier, Near Eastern poetic traditions. He says "My 

thesis is that although Homer conspicuously carries with him many features of his 

tradition, there are many examples in the two poems of the kind of creative departure 

from the tradition, or innovative playing with the tradition, that point to the kind of 

freedom not found in the tradition-bound oral poet."27

Having set out the basic structure and methodology that this work follows, I now 

turn to the subject of mortality within the Iliad. Nowhere else in Greek literature are the 

paradoxes that make up the portrayal of heroic death more clearly drawn. The entire 

poem invites a critical rethinking of the very values which, on the surface, it seems to

26 The English translation cited here from the Epic o f  Gilgamesh is taken from column six of tablet 
ten, and appears in Dailey 1998. A variant translation appears in the verse rendition of the Jackson 1997 p. 
75. For the Assyrian version o f the text and a commentary, see Thompson 1930. Thompson gives the text 
of the sixth column of tablet ten on pp. 58-59, and accompanying notes may be found on p. 85.
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support, and these are values upon which its very genre may actually depend. To quote 

M. West,

Behind the Iliad stands a centuries-old tradition of Greek martial epic. The 
formulaic vocabulary for armour and weapons, for killing and wounding, for 
chariotry and massed fighting, for heroes who are sackers of cities or famed with 
the spear, and the notional poetic ideal of celebrating k Aeoc dv5p(Bv, the 
renowned deeds of men, suggest a conventional emphasis on battles and heroic 
accomplishments in the field. Seen against this presumed background, the Iliad 
seems to represent a remarkable shift in focus. The conventional matter is there in 
abundance, and the poet knows perfectly well how to draw upon it and fill it with 
new life. But he uses it largely as a backdrop to a human drama in which actions 
are less important than the emotions they arouse, and the psychological case- 
history of an individual occupies the foreground. There is a pervasive sense of 
mortality and the ultimate futility and tragedy of war which tends to subvert the 
received values of heroic poetry.28

In a very real sense, the poem works against what many view as its own 

immediate purpose. Whether this is owing to authorial intent, or whether it is simply the 

case that the complexities of the narrative structure allow us as readers to anticipate 

alternative meanings, the text opens itself up for a multitude of questions from the 

audience.29

The poem presents a world view in which dying a heroic death is of paramount 

significance, since for the hero of the epic, a glorious death ensures imperishable k As o <; 

in song, the song that is the epic itself. KAeog is the best that any mortal can hope to 

achieve through dying. This is vividly demonstrated in the descriptions of the underworld 

found in Homeric poetry, wherein in every meaningful sense, there is at best a very

27 See p. 278 of Russo 1968.
28 West 1997 pp. 334-335.
29 Taplin 1992 discusses popular acceptance of the notion o f the 'heroic death' and rejects it as 

simplifying the matter, saying,

I am reacting against talk of 'the world of heroes', 'Homeric values', and 'the heroic code'—the 
widespread supposition that the ethics of the Iliad are clear, established, and unanimously 
accepted by characters and audience alike. This is untenable if only because the participant 
characters spend so much time and energy on disagreeing about ethics and values. Issues of 
approval, respect, justification, sanction and their contraries, are open for dispute, both by the 
characters within the poem, and by the audience outside. It is, Indeed, vital to the quality of the 
poem that such matters are not closed, (p. 7)
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meager conception of an afterlife. In most passages relating to the fate of the dead in the 

underworld, only the t|ruxtj or the ei5o)Xov survives, and this part of the individual is not 

a part that is in any way related to cognitive ability or feeling. We must, however, use a 

degree of caution when speaking on this subject. Our best source on the Homeric 

underworld is not the Iliad at all, but Od. 11, in which we find a detailed Kaidf3aaiq, as 

well as Od. 24.1-204. In Od. 11 it seems likely that the shades of the departed flit around, 

incognizant of their former lives or memories, (with the possible exceptions of Tiresias 

and Ajax), until offered blood. Blood, as the fluid of life itself, is that which distinguishes 

'the thirsty' dead from the living who have not yet undergone the drying out process that 

death entails. Temporarily returned to semi-living status by the blood, the dead are able to 

recall details of their lives and to articulate these memories in speech. This fact in itself 

does not mark any great contrast between the view of death in the Iliad and that presented 

in the Odyssey. A contrasting view of the afterlife is, however, found in Od. 24, wherein 

the uruxod of the dead do converse with one another and do possess the power of 

memory, although they have been offered no blood to drink. The fact that the Odyssey 

presents two opposing conceptions of the afterlife demonstrates that the Homeric poems 

likely encompass elements from various poetic lays and periods.

Turning to the Iliad itself, the fate of the dead is indeed mentioned quite 

specifically, although this fate is treated in considerably less detail than it is in the 

Odyssey, and one may suggest that this is specifically because the Iliad seeks to 

downplay the notion of a meaningful afterlife. In II. 23.69-107 the shade of Patroklos 

tells Achilles of the fate of the unburied dead. This in turn prompts Achilles to make his 

strange and ambiguous reference to the post mortem survival of the tiruxfi or the 

EtSooXov (II. 23.103-4), in which he both marvels at the nature of this immortality (to 

ttottoi, q pd tig eo n  Koct siv ’ AiSoto fiopotcn -'oh man, even in the house of Hades
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there is something), and laments (t|ruxfi koci ei5o)Xov, drap <|>peveg ook evt 

Trdpjrav - a  shade or an image, but the wits are by no means within it').

Much has been written about the compound soul in Homer, and the fate of each of 

the different psychological organs at the point of death, although relatively little has been 

determined as a result of such massive effort.30 It is generally accepted that all that 

survives death in Homer is an image, little more than a visual monument to the fact that 

the individual existed.

Homeric poetry provides an alternative immortality by means of language, insofar 

as the poem is a monument to the dead. In Greek popular thought, to be remembered and 

to have one's name live on the lips of generations to come is to have one of the only 

forms of immortality possible (the other form, of course, is the immortality one achieves 

through one's children).31 To be forgotten, unsung and nameless is to enter the realm of 

utter, complete and final oblivion. In this respect, the picture Homer paints of the afterlife 

is wholly consistent with the surface function of the poem, namely to bestow poetic 

immortality and depict it as sufficient reward for brutal and violent death.32 If there is an

30 The bibliography on Homeric psychology is vast indeed. Of particular interest are the numerous 
studies of Darcus Sullivan 1979,1980, 1987 and 1988,

31 Hence, when Odysseus visits the underworld in Od. 11, he attempts to console the shade of 
Achilles. Achilles, while lamenting the fate of the dead, asks about the fortunes of his living son, and 
Odysseus cheers him by telling him about Neoptolemos' renown in the world above (lines 505-540).

32 Rohde 1925 discussed the role of the Homeric afterlife (pp.3-43):

Homer consistently assumes the departure of the soul into an inaccessible land of the dead where it 
exists in an unconscious half-life. There it is without clear self-consciousness and consequently 
neither desires nor wills anything. It has no influence on the upper world, and consequently no 
longer receives any share of the worship of the living. The dead are beyond the reach of any 
feelings whether of fear or love. (p. 24)

Rohde remarked further on the relationship between this almost-absent afterlife and poetry:

If we ask the Homeric poet for what purpose a mound was heaped up over the grave of the dead 
and a gravestone set upon it, he will answer us: in order that his fame may remain imperishable 
among men, and that future generations may not be ignorant of his story. That sounds truly 
Homeric. When a man dies his soul departs into a region of twilit dream-life; his body, the visible 
man, perishes. Only his glorious name, in fact, lives on. His praises speak to after ages from the 
monument to his honour on his grave-mound-and in the song of the bard. A poet would naturally 
be inclined to think such things, (p. 43)

Reproduced  with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



21

afterlife in the full sense of the word, as does develop by the Classical period, for 

example, the epic loses one of its most important functions as that which bestows 

immortality. If imperishable fame and glory in song are of paramount value to the living 

hero, it is because there is no further significance to be found after death. This helps to 

explain the unquestionably bleak view of the afterlife depicted in the epic; the poem is, in 

many ways, reinforcing its own position. For this reason, the Iliad persistently presents 

heroes who expound the value of dying in battle. Most often, it is worth noting, such 

speeches appear in contexts in which the warriors do not face the immediate reality of 

battle. One may consider, for example, Sarpedon's words:

oo ttotov, d  psv yap TroXepov jrepi tovSe <f>oy6vxs
aisi 5f| peXAotpsv ay q poo x’ aSavaxco xe
laaeaQ’ , ou ts kev aoxog fevi Ttpooroiai paxoipqv
oute ke as axEXXoipt pdxqv eg Ku5idvEipav
vbv 8’ Eptrqg yap Kfjpsg E ^ a rd a iv  Oavdxoio
poptat, ag ouk saxi ^oyeiv ppoxov ox>5’ u7raXi5^ai, 
topev, qs x«  soxog ope^opsv, qs xig qpiv. (II. 12.322-328)

Oh man, if on the one hand we, the two of us, having fled this war,
would always be ageless and immortal,
then neither would I myself fight in the front,
nor would I dispatch you to battle bestowing glory on men;
but now, nevertheless, since the countless spirits of death stand by,
whom it is not possible for a mortal to flee or shun,
let us go, and let us hand pride to someone, or (let) someone (hand it) to us.

The Iliad is filled with the names of heroes who lose their lives on the battlefield. 

To these the poem grants eternal glory in song, and the song is self-reflective, speaking 

about its own function as a cultural memorial to the dead and as a preserver of heroic 

value systems. Logically, the Iliad must deny the possibility of meaningful life after 

death, since it purports to present the notion that the imperishability of one's name alone 

must be sufficient recompense for dying.

One might reasonably raise an objection to this statement, in favour of the view 

that Homer does indeed tell us something of reward and blessing after death. In the Od. 

11.539 we do in fact find a reference to the da(|x)5eX6g Aeipiov (the asphodel meadow)
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through which Achilles strides. In many respects, the Odyssey fills in for the audience 

what the Iliad leaves out, and this particular passage is sometimes interpreted as 

indicating that there exists in Homer a special fate for those who die with KXsog. It is 

sometimes assumed that this meadow must be a place of honour and after-death reward 

for heroes, although the poet certainly does not make this clear in any way. In fact, in 

antiquity it was sometimes understood to be a ghastly or ash-strewn meadow (Schol. Od. 

11.539; 24.13). What exactly this place is remains vague, and if it is indeed a place of 

reward, it is puzzling that Achilles should be so negative about the fate he has received 

after dying. Regardless, we are never allowed to forget, Ttdvrsc, psv oxuyspoi 0dvocTOi 

SsiXolm pporo ia i (Od. 12.341, 'all deaths are hateful to wretched mortals...'), and we 

can only assume that this applies even to heroic death. In the Odyssey, the only individual 

specifically mentioned as being granted a special status is Menelaos, who is to be 

transported without even having undergone the experience of death, to the Elysian Fields 

where he will dwell free from toils forever (Od. 4.561-569). His status is not based on 

death in battle, since he survives to return home from the war, but rather in his marriage 

to Helen, daughter of Zeus. However, even if it were conclusively demonstrated that 

there is in the Odyssey a special reward after death for heroes who die in battle, this 

would in no way undermine the argument that no such reward exists in the Iliad. The two 

poems are very different. While the Iliad deals with the issues surrounding dying 

violently at the peak of youth in the quest for the icXsog which poetry alone has the 

power to grant, the Odyssey is very much a poem about survival, intellect, the proper 

place of the human being within the context of human society. For this reason, the 

Odyssey does not need to emphasise the bleakness of the afterlife in quite the same way 

as the Iliad does.

However, despite the fact that the Iliad shows us a world in which gaining eternal 

fame is commonly held by the poem's characters to be a worthy recompense for death, 

the text presents us at the same time with many questions concerning the world it
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contains, and the assumptions that belong to that world. Much has been written about 

heroic death and the question of acceptance of death in the poem, yet the poem is much 

more than a proponent of the values of the aristocratic warrior class, in whose courts 

bards might have originally sung these tales.33 Heroic death, and the entire heroic value 

system, come under very close scrutiny.34 M .Clarke sums up the essence of the poem 

(and poetry in general) when he says "It seems a good (if unprovable) rule that epic or 

any other Greek genre should be regarded not as celebratory but as exploratory."35

But how does this tie in with the traditional function of epic as a genre? We are 

presented with some formidable difficulties when we speak of such things as 'the role of 

epic', since there is a distinct paucity of texts outside of Homer himself. J. A. Russo, 

however, argues that the Homeric texts contain many elements of the older epic tradition, 

and that these elements may be delineated from points of innovation on the part of 

Homer. He disputes Combellack's unequivocal statement "...We have no device 

whatever for finding out what is new. The new in literature can be discovered only by 

comparison with the old, and if the old is not in existence, the comparison is 

impossible."36 Russo says,

33 It is not, however, uncommon to find the poem interpreted in exactly this manner. For example, 
Morris 1986 discusses what he perceives to be the Homeric text's relationship to history, the world-view 
presented in the text, and its intended function within the context of Homer's own society. Morris, who 
argues that the world which Homer presents is based primarily on the social circumstances of his own time, 
believes the poem to promote a single viewpoint (p. 120). To him, this viewpoint is fundamentally 
aristocratic, and the Iliad is an ideological tool used, as he says, "to legitimize elite domination, presenting 
it as natural and unchangeable. This, the poet is saying, is how it was in the Heroic Age; this, he is 
implying, is how it should be now." (pp. 124-125).

34 Lynn-George 1996 discusses this saying,

In general the heroic epic deals with an idealized past and a past ideal. But the opening of the 
Iliad, in its very dissonance, radically restructures the world. The poem begins not by simply 
proceeding to present the ideal, but by placing the ideal in jeopardy and in question, in the wake of 
a split which immediately divides the world. It is a rift of far-reaching significance. The Iliad 
begins with an unexpected, violent and powerful rupture between the world 'as it is' and the world 
'as it should be'—a fracture which runs deeply through the vast structure of the epic. (p. 24)

35 M Clarke, Flesh and Spirit in the Songs o f  Homer, pp. 9-10.
36 What does survive of the epic cycle tends to be regarded by scholars as being of inferior quality 

to the Homeric poems. For a brief, if somewhat outdated overview on epic's traditional role see the section 
on the epic cycle in Bury' 1926. For a more recent treatment, see Griffin's 1977. As there is not enough 
anterior evidence to allow us to speak of pre-Homeric epic with total confidence, the texts of Homer serve
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The claim that the old is not in existence in Homer can be countered by 
directing attention to certain types of recurring scenes, whose language is fairly 
predictable and whose content, we should all agree, is essentially "traditional." I 
refer to the descriptions of arming, feast and sacrifice, man-to-man combat, 
launching and beaching a ship, swearing an oath, and so on. It is impossible to 
imagine anyone claiming that these scenes are original creations of Homer, that is, 
of the monumental creative poet who gave the Iliad and the Odyssey their final 
form and meaning. It is, on the contrary, a fairly safe assumption that these 
passages offer some very old examples of the Greek hexameter tradition. Their 
language and metrics support this assumption. These verses tend to move in 
phrases carved out in solid blocks, with very little enjambment, and they often 
develop a certain monotonous rhythmical similarity, using the same kinds of 
words—usually verbs and prepositions—in exactly the same part of the line. The 
effect is familiar to all readers of Homer in Greek, an effect compounded of 
stiffness and predictability and a somewhat mesmerizing ritual air.37

He then continues,

But it is most important to have the "typical" and traditional in Homer so 
clearly set out, since it simplifies the task of identifying and analyzing the 
innovative and the atypical.. .If Homer is not fully within, he is at least close to, 
an oral tradition, and the pressure of something like an oral law would account for 
the existence of the "typical scenes" and the other examples of lengthy verbatim 
repetition...38

It is in surveying "the wide range of relationships between the ‘typical’ and the 

‘untypical’ in Homer [that] we can begin to appreciate the tension that exists between 

tradition and invention in these poems.”39

Presuming the Iliad does mark a point of poetic advancement, it is fair to assume 

that this advancement may be not only stylistic but also ideological. If earlier epic dealt 

with the heroic code, it is possible that the Iliad treats the same topic, but with 

considerably more sophistication than its predecessors. The Iliad achieves the effect of 

acting as the promised memorial for the dead, and for heroic value systems, yet it 

consistently emphasises the brutality and pathos of death. It is constantly questioning and 

testing the strengths of the very values it preserves.

as both evidence for the epic tradition and as evidence for the poet's own poetic uniqueness within it. 
Combellack 1965, for his remarks see p. 55.

37 Russo 1968 pp. 279-280.
38 Ibid. p. 280.
39 Ibid p. 294.
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Heroic death in the poem can be considered on two levels, the real and the 

imaginative. On one hand, for both poet and audience, death exists as a harsh and brutal 

fact, but it also exists at the same time as a cultural construct which invites both poetic 

and philosophical consideration. The inescapable, biological reality that all mortal 

creatures die is therefore contrasted with what a culture attempts to make of this fact.

The poem looks at violent death unflinchingly, seldom attempting to make it 

gentle or beautiful, while also examining the entire cultural overlay of the heroic code 

that seeks to imbue violent death, war and waste with a sense of meaning which can 

transcend the physical reality of dying. While one must be careful not to present the 

distinction between the poet and the culture he portrays as being too clear cut (the poem 

is both of the culture and about the culture), any artistic work is contrived. As an 

artificial, representational construct, a poem must always stand as an outside perspective 

looking in on the culture that produces it and is in turn portrayed and reflected within it. 

In this respect one may even say death is considered on a third, poetic, level that is quite 

distinct from both the cultural treatment of death within the world of the poem and the 

reality of death as biological process. The poem operates on all three levels at once, and 

treats death from multiple points of view.

This meaning in death that the culture of the Homeric world bestows is exclusive. 

It is the prerogative only of the warrior class. For normal mortals, death lacks even this 

significance. For the hero of the Homeric epic, the sole recipient of this special death, this 

significance does not always stand up to rigorous scrutiny. The epic is the hero's 

immortality, and it appears to say of itself that it may not be enough. It raises questions 

concerning the adequacy of the world that has created it and its own adequacy as a 

compensation for the shortcomings of that world.

It is no coincidence that the poem opens with the onset of a plague, a plague that 

can be read as an image for the entire work, underlining the universality of death and the 

limitations of the heroic code. When Apollo shoots his arrows, people are struck down
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ingloriously alongside their animals. As they never behold the face of their killer, he who 

shoots from afar, they are left with no opportunity to perish in heroic confrontation and 

there is no possibility of achieving a heroic death.40

This is of vital importance, because the poem presents cultural shapes of death 

which have a profound impact on Greek culture throughout its history. In fact, one 

wonders if the afterlife as envisioned in the Graeco-Roman world in the centuries to 

follow is a direct reaction against the afterlife defined by the so-called heroic model. 

Aside from its sheer exclusivity to the upper classes, the Iliad presents death in a way that 

seems to promise too little. Homer himself may be the starting point where the 

questioning of the exclusive, aristocratic approach to the meaning of death begins. The 

Iliad gives the audience a world within which the individual should seemingly accept that 

he matters only insofar as he is part of the successive cycle of death and birth played out 

by countless generations, as we are told, like leaves on the trees.41 Despite this, the heroes 

of the poem do in fact believe, and indeed articulate the belief, that they count for more 

(as Achilles says, ov yap epoi if uxfl? dvtd^tov obS ’ b o a  (fxxaiv / "IXtov 

EKTfjaOat, ev vatopevov TnoAteQpov, II. 9.401-402, 'For not worthy of my life is 

however much they say / Ilion possessed, the well settled city...')

If the poem raises questions concerning the value of the heroic death, and hence 

its own role as the means by which heroic glory is assured, then in a sense one may argue 

that the Iliad is also a monument to itself. The Iliad is a orjjia to Hektor, to all of the

40 For a discussion of this issue, see Blickmanl987.
41 Homer, Iliad, book 6:

otq 7T£p fuXXoov yevefj, roii} fie kou dvfipwv.
4>uXXa id  iuev r  avepog x«ddfiic xsst, aXXa 5e 0 ’ uXt|
TnXeOooxm <j>uei, Eapog 8’ emylyverca mpq-
ox; <xv5pwv yever) f| pev fu s t  q 5’ osroXrjyei. (146-149)

For as are the generations of leaves, even so are those of men.
The storm of winter scatters the leaves, but the
Flourishing tree grows anew, when the season of spring comes to pass;
So while a generation of men perishes, another is bom.
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dead, to an entire age and the values it embraced, and it may even be a GfjjLia to epic as a 

living form of poetic expression, if those who argue that the committing of these poems 

to writing does indeed herald the decline of the oral tradition are correct (and this matter 

is much debated).42

The Iliad, in its questioning of heroic ideals, will certainly find company among 

other Archaic texts. Consider, for example, the famous lines of Archilochos' Fragment 6:

acimSi }iev Eoticov tic, dydXXerai, rjv 7rapa Odpvtp 
SVTOC djllWjLlTlTOV KOAXlTOV GUK eO skojV , 
auTOV S’ ktzaaijdaa. r i  jioi peXei aom q  eKeivq; 
eppstor e^aunq K iqaopai ov  Koodoo.

Someone of the Thacians delights in my shield, which blameless gear, 
by a bush, I left behind unwillingly,
But I saved myself. What concern is that shield to me?
Let it go; I will procure again for myself one no worse.

Nevertheless, N. Loraux has suggested that the heroic ideal not only exists in 

Homer, but that it is the starting point for the continuity of an ideology which extends 

down throughout Greece's history, and which is fundamental in the rise of the city-state.43 

However, personal lyric poetry, by virtue of the fact that it deals with the subjective

42 Many still agree that writing fundamentally changes the nature of the poem, fixing an 
authoritative version of the text, the existence of which all too easily may infringe upon performance 
innovations. This stance is far from new. Lord 1960 argued that the distinctions between the oral and 
written poetic forms are marked, saying "the two techniques are...contradictory and mutually exclusive. 
Once the oral technique is lost, it is never regained. The written technique...is not compatible with the oral 
technique, and the two could not possibly combine to form another, a third, a ’transitional’ technique” (p. 
129). However, much of Lord's work has been overturned in recent years, and Nagy 1996 argues strongly 
against his view of the relationship between written and oral poetics saying "whatever poetry might have 
been transcribed in this era still has to be defined in terms of oral poetics, that is, it has to be viewed as 
resulting from a fundamental interplay between the dimensions of composition and performance", and 
moreover,

...there is no evidence for assuming that the Iliad  and the Odyssey, as compositions, resulted from 
the writing down of a text. The point remains that the writing down o f a composition as a text does 
not mean that writing was a prerequisite for the text's composition—so long as the oral tradition 
that produced it continued to stay alive. Moreover, the writing down of any kind of composition 
that could otherwise be produced in performance will not necessarily freeze the process of 
recomposition-in-performance" (p. 68).
43 For discussion of the possible use o f Homer for the promotion of civic-ideology, see her 1986 

book p. 61.
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experience, need not contain any one, unified ideology. While Loraux's claims work well 

when considered alongside the works of poets such as Kallinos (Fragment 1) and 

Tyrtaeus (Fragments 11 and 12), they do not find support in the works of Archilochos or 

Sappho, each of whom possesses an entirely different type of aesthetic. Sappho is not a 

war poet, yet it is worth noting the famous Fragment 16, in which she deliberately places 

the glories of battle in a secondary position to the subjective experience of desire. 

Sappho uses typically Homeric imagery to create a list of things considered KdXXiaxot 

according to the Homeric E0oq, and sets at the heart of it Helen, who, in the heroic 

tradition was the cause of so much woe. Rather than vilifying Helen, however, Sappho 

deals with the personal experience of love (whether the "I" who speaks is personal or 

poetic), and uses Helen as an example of the single-minded pursuit of the object of 

desire. Helen's experience is used as a justification and explanation of the speaker’s own 

experience, in which the beloved is more beautiful than any military display which might 

bring glory to men. There are no objective standards for excellence, although Homeric 

imagery remains, owing to long standing tradition, as a universally understood reference 

point. Sappho is fully capable of constructing her own E0og, in which the kXeoc avSpoov 

are not central, (indeed, in Fragment 16 they are only present for the purpose of 

comparison).44

Clearly, if one wishes to look for traces of continuity of epic ideology in 

literature, the evidence varies. This is not surprising since the heroic value system is both 

attested to and examined by the poet of the Iliad.

In the Odyssey, as well, one sees heroic death being questioned fairly explicitly. 

Achilles clearly regrets choosing heroic death over long life, saying to Odysseus:

jLif| 5rj jLioi Qdvaxov ye TtapabSa, cJxxlSip’ ’Gbvoaev.  
jJooAoififjv k’ ferdpoopoq eojv ©qxeuepev dAXcp, 
dvSpi trap’ dtcAtjpw, «  prj (3loxoq jroXbq eiq,

44 Her sensibilities are reminiscent of the lament of the women in II. 24, which also question the
ultimate value of the warrior code.
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q Traaiv v&tcusaai Karcwj)6i|ii£voiaiv dvdoasiv . (Od. 11.488-491)45

Do not speak lightly of death to me, glorious Odysseus,
I would prefer to be a serf, existing upon the land of another,
A needy man, to whom is there is not a great livelihood,
Than to rule over all the perished dead.

The Odyssey, as already discussed, is a very different type of poem from the Iliad. 

The Odyssey is very much a poem of the noXiQ with its emphasis on the importance of 

one’s place in the proper human sphere within the bounds of civilization. Moreover, 

Odysseus is truly a new model hero, with his determination to survive into old age. 

Glorious death in battle is not what makes him famous nor beloved of Athena. Cunning is 

Odysseus' trademark virtue; a capacity for thought as opposed to simple action. Values 

clearly differ from those displayed in the Iliad, and yet, this questioning of death for the 

sake of honour, which is relatively clear in the Odyssey and very explicit in some of the 

later lyric poets, may start with the Iliad.

The Iliad is a poem which approaches the topic of death with an interplay 

between defiance and acceptance, consolation and dread. There is a heroic ideal of death, 

and yet the poem reflects upon this very possibility. The biological fact of death exists on 

the human level but is shaped on a cultural level by the heroic ideal. The heroic ideal 

exists within the world contained by the poem, and the questioning of that ideal belongs 

to the construct that is the poem, containing and assessing that world within it. At the 

same time, the poem is a product of the culture which produced it, and it is, to some 

extent, contained and shaped by this culture. All levels work together and yet function 

independently; that of nature, what culture makes of nature, what the poet makes of the 

culture, and how the poet is in turn limited by the values of the very culture he assesses. 

The result is an astonishingly sophisticated and complex picture of heroic death and its 

implications, and the multiple layers of the narrative stucture are indeed a perfect vehicle,

45 All passages cited are taken from Homer, Odyssey, ed. Allen, 1917).
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the world of the poem.
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Chapter 2 

Naming Death

I can see only death and more death, till we are black and swollen with death.

D. H. Lawrence, Letter, June 1915. Published in The Letters ofD. H. Lawrence, vol 2, ed. by George J. Zytaruk and
James T. Boulton, 1981

The poem deals with the subject of death by one of three means; it names death or 

it describes death, and in some passages death is both named and described. Most often, 

however, when death is present in name it is not present in fact, and when it is present in 

fact it is most often not present in name.

One of the points I hope to make clear throughout this work is that death terms in 

themselves represent but one aspect of Homeric death. There are many ways other than 

direct naming in which the poet addresses this subject, and the broader scope of the 

language of death will be visited in later chapters.

I turn first to the naming of death, and therefore provide at this point a survey of 

the scholarship that has been performed on the most common terms for 'death' within the 

Iliad, and the range of meanings each of these terms possesses. The purpose of this 

chapter is to explore the nuances of the various death terms, with a view to understanding 

why the poet does or does not use them in any given context. Homer has a variety of 

terms at his disposal to indicate the end of a mortal's existence. As true synonyms may be 

said not to exist (as I shall discuss shortly), it is helpful to consider the distinct tone that 

each term conveys, for this distinction, along with metrical necessity, is likely the factor 

that determines what word is used at any given point in the text.

Several of the terms for death have other possible meanings which are context- 

dependent, and some of these alternate meanings are completely unrelated to the concept 

of death. As this is a study on death terms rather than a comprehensive etymological and
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philological study of the terms as a whole, in all their complexity, meanings unconnected 

to death will not be treated.

I should also at this point clarify why I have focused only on the death-terms that 

I have. While there are other terms for death that do make their appearance in the poem 

(such as oixog and <f»voc;, for example), they are not nearly so common-place as the 

terms upon which I have focused. Since the scope of this project had to be limited by 

some boundaries, I opted to consider only the death-terms that are most prevalent. I do 

not think that this impacts my argument in any significant way, however, as the omitted 

words (used within the sort of contexts in which I am interested) are few in their 

appearances in the text. Similarly, I have chosen not to treat verbal forms for ‘killing’ as 

they appear in scenes where death is not named, instead focusing solely on nouns for the 

duration of this study (although in surveying all death-passages, I observed that such 

verbs most often appear in non- immediate contexts regardless).

Distinct as each of the 'death' terms is, several of them nevertheless share a 

connective thread. Aside from teAoc; and Gdvocroq, the death terms in Homer are all 

linked directly to the concept of 'fate'. The association may be understood as being quite 

natural; for all mortals the fate that awaits is death. There is more to it than that, however. 

The three Fates were considered to be birth spirits, among other things, allotting destiny 

to each newborn child. As this necessitates a determination of the length of life, the Fates 

come to be more commonly viewed as death spirits. In a roundabout way, Fate as an 

abstract, impersonal concept also came to be closely interconnected with death. The 

length of one's life is one's fate, the culmination of fate is death. The two are indivisible.

Of the 'fate/death' words, trorpoq, caaa  and poipa are often metrically 

equivalent, although this depends entirely on whether the preceding word ends with a 

consonant and on the vowel/consonant variance at the end of the word itself. Kfjp is, on 

the other hand, always metrically distinct We are safe in concluding that in some
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contexts the poet has a specific reason for the choice he makes when one of these words 

appears. What then, are the characteristics of each?

One important consideration for work on the Homeric diction is the question of 

synonymy. Therefore, it is worth considering the following:

(Nevertheless) it is perfectly true that absolute synonymy runs counter to 
our whole way of looking at language. When we see different words we 
instinctively assume that there must be some difference in meaning, and in 
the vast majority of cases there is in fact a distinction even though it may 
be difficult to formulate. Very few words are completely synonymous in 
the sense of being interchangeable in any context without the slightest 
alteration in objective meaning, feeling-tone, or evocative value.1

This obviously needs to be taken into account when examining the various implications 

of terms such as poipa, a ia a ,  Trorpog, tcqp, Odvaxoq, and TeXog and as well as the 

epithets that accompany them.2

This work seeks, among other things, to examine the poetic and stylistic nuances 

of the various words and phrases for death, and thereby consider the poetic dimensions of 

death with emphasis upon how these themes are articulated. Death is presented in the 

poem as elusive, ever shifting and wearing many faces, some almost benevolent (e.g. the 

gentle ©dvarog who accompanies and is in many respects associated with'^Ytrvoq). and 

others brutal. There is always a multiplicity of attitudes presented in the Iliad, and this is

1 S. Ullmann 1962 p. 142. Consider also the following, taken from the same work (p. 151):

The possibility of choosing between two or more alternatives is fundamental to our modem 
conception of style, and synonymy affords one of the most clear-cut examples of such choice. If 
more than one word is available for the expression of the same idea, the writer will select the one 
which is best suited to the context: the one which will carry the right amount of emotion and 
emphasis, which will fit most harmoniously into the phonetic structure of the sentence, and which 
will be best attuned to the general tone of the utterance.

2 It is worth noting that the epithets used with words for death in Homer are typically negative. For 
example, we find 5uar|Xey6a (painful), 6uapx&°? (hateful), and Qupopodorqc (life destroying). Vemant 
1991 argues for the notion o f la belle mort (see pp. 50-74), claiming that heroic death is, in the full sense of 
the word belle, both aesthetically and ethically good. Nonetheless, the epithets found with names for death 
cause one to wonder if a beautiful death (in either sense of the word) is truly possible.
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captured in Sarpedon’s speech, in which he says vfiv S’ EjdTrqg yap KqpEc; scjjearaaiv 

0avaroio / pupiai, k.tA . (12. 326-327, 'But now, nevertheless, the countless spirits of 

death stand near...').3 These 'multiple fates of death' may be a reference to instances of 

death, but may also simultaneously be a reference to aspects of death. In one sense, both 

interpretations amount to the same thing, since each instance of death is unique and bears 

a distinctive aspect in the poem. It is this quality, the prolific multiplicity of forms that 

death takes within the poem, upon which I focus.

No Homeric death term possesses so many variations and shades of meaning as 

poipa, and few have been discussed so extensively. Potential meanings cover the 

spectrum of 'portion', lot', 'inheritance', 'that which is one's due', 'destiny', 'fate', and 

'doom' and consequently, 'death'. Motpa is used to indicate personal fate (i.e. death), but 

it is also used as a term for the general, abstract fate which governs cosmic order. LSJ s.v. 

says of it "one's portion in life, lot, destiny...mostly of ill-fortune, but also of good...like 

popoq, man's appointed doom, i.e. death...". Cunliffe refers to it as "One's portion or lot 

in life, one's fate or destiny, what is allotted by fate....Fate that comes upon or overtakes 

one, evil fate, death, doom..."4 Also common as a variation on poipa is popog. 

Although I will not treat this word specifcally in this chapter, passages in which it 

appears will be considered in chapter 3.

Interpretations relating exclusively to the concept of cosmic fate range from a 

belief that poipa is a personified active force, an impersonal abstract power stronger than

3 As Hains worth 1993 comments, the Ktjp in this passage is a death demon, more personified than 
p o ip a  tends to be (p. 353).

4 For a summary of the various meanings for each of the Homeric terms for death, see Chantraine, 
Dictionnaire etymologique, s.v., LSJ s.v., the Lexikon des fruhgriechischen Epos, s.v. and Cunliffe, A 
Lexicon o f  the Homeric Dialect, s.v. The word p o ip a  appears forty-seven times in the Iliad, and twenty- 
four of those appearances refer directly or indirectly to death. Ten of these uses are in hendiadys with 
ed voroc (11. 3.101, 5.83, 16.334, and 853, 17.478, and 672, 20.477, 21.110, 22.436 and 24.132), one 
appears with the genitive Oocvdroio xeXoaSe (II. 13.602) and one appears with the infinitive Oaveiv (II. 
7.52). Hence, p o ip a  used to denote an apportioned share of destiny (as death), by itself accounts for just 
over half of all uses. Various other uses combined account for the remaining appearances (for example, in
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Zeus himself, or to the belief that jioipa is one and the same as the will of Zeus. It is not 

my intention to deal with poipa as abstract, cosmic fate, however. I shall focus instead 

on poipa as personal fate (i.e. death).

Of central importance on the topic of poipa as personal fate (and the other 

'fate/death' words in general) is B. C. Dietrich's Death, Fate and the Gods. In this most 

thorough and useful source on the various 'fate/death' terms, Dietrich begins his 

discussion of poipa in Homer by drawing a distinct line between the two epics. As a 

poem of war, the Iliad quite logically deals much more frequently with the subject of 

death than does the Odyssey, and it is for this reason that poipa in the Iliad is usually 

connected to death, while this is not at all the case in the second Homeric epic. Instances 

of poipa in the Iliad are classified into two basic subdivisions: those in which poipa is 

an active agent or deity dealing out death (the cause) and those in which poipa is a term 

used to designate death itself (the effect). My work confirms that Dietrich's subdivisions 

are correct and viable. As a personal agent of death, poipa is quantifiable. As an 

impersonal force it is not. It is completely unknowable. As the effect (death itself), poipa  

is used with such negative epithets as Kparaiq, (powerful), oAoq and oXotrj, 

(destructive), Kaicq, (evil) and 5uao6vopoq, (wretched) and often linked in hendiadys 

with the noun Odvaroq.5 This poipa, as Dietrich puts it "comes close to the idea of a 

general fate whose origin is unknown".6

Moipa as an active agent is less common, but not unattested. The Moipai, 

capitalized and plural, do indeed make their appearance in the Iliad, so it is arguable that 

at least on rare occasions they are active agents (and perhaps deities). J. Duffy, in his 

article "Homer’s Conception of Fate", attempts to dismiss the evidence of the two

II. 10.253, p o ip a  is twice used to refer to a portion of the night, and in II. 16.68 it is used to denote a 
portion of land).

5 Dietrich 1965 pp. 194-195.
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instances in which some scholars believe that poipa is personified within Homeric epic 

(//. 24.49, 209), and hence argues that it is best not interpreted as an independent entity 

responsible for and distinct within itself. For him, poipa, like oaaa, is never overtly 

mentioned by Homer as a goddess, nor does it appear with any typical sort of epithet one 

would expect to find in conjunction with mention of a deity, nor is its mythological 

parentage ever stated. He argues that poipa is not an active participant in the poem, but 

is something which is performed or brought to fulfillment, and that there is no act 

ascribed to poipa anywhere in the poem which is in fact not carried out by Zeus or the 

gods. In short, he claims, poipa lacks all characteristics which may be ascribed to a 

person. He contrasts this with UTtvoq or ©ovotToq, who are active beings who transport 

the dead Sarpedon from the battlefield, with air|, who is described as strong and fleet of 

foot, and with a personal ©spig.7

Why should this be the case? J. Duffy argues that there is no need for a deified 

poipa, for poipa and the will of Zeus are indistinguishable, and there is no clear 

evidence to suggest that fate exists as a power greater than or separate from the gods. He 

treats summarily some of the scholarly works in which this conviction has been put 

forward, and dismisses them, saying the following:

Some critics believe that in the poems fate is absolute and stands above 
the gods. One critic maintains that Zeus is at one time subject to Moira, 
and that at another time he takes her place as he spins out to men their 
fortune. Others say that the will of Zeus and fate are the same. Still others 
believe that fate and religion in general are used by Homer to suit his 
poetic needs.

However, Homer does not state that the power of fate is 
disassociated from Zeus and that it is an independent power in itself. 
Anything that is effected by fate in the poems is also accomplished by the 
divine power which represents the highest deity, Zeus. There is no passage 
in the poems which unequivocally states that the gods are subordinated to

6 Ibid, p.200.
7 Duffy 1947 pp. 482-483.
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fate. There are several passages in both poems which show that Zeus
sends Moira...8

These arguments, which downplay poipa as an active agent, link it with the will 

of Zeus and hence render it as yet another example of ’cosmic fate’. Duffy is quite correct 

when he argues that poipa is presented as an impersonal force in both of the Homeric 

epics far more often than it is presented as personified (much less as a deity in its own 

right).9 Regardless of the fact that Duffy's attempts to downplay the rare appearances of 

the Moipai in the poem seem somewhat specious, in the vast majority of instances 

moipa does indeed appear as singular and non-capitalized, and as such po ip a  is often a 

death term, seemingly lacking all personal agency. For this reason, the view that the 

word indicates an impersonal, unknowable force (and one which I would argue need not 

be identical to the will of Zeus) would seem to me to be most logical. Furthermore, 

portrayed as it is as an impersonal agent, poipa most frequently refers to death. It is 

often, for this reason, linked closely with 0dvaro£, either in hendiadys or with the 

genitive. In both cases, ©dvaro? clarifies and completes the meaning of poipa as 'the 

fate which is intimately associated with death' or as 'the fate which consists of death'.10

Ala a  is frequently looked upon by scholars as being a virtual synonym for 

poipa, and indeed on quick inspection there does seem to be very little discemable 

distinction between the range of meanings for the two words. There is in fact perhaps no 

other Homeric word related to death that comes so close to being a true synonym for 

another word. Nonetheless, we must expect to find variations in the shades and ranges of 

each word's meaning.

LSJ s.v. defines caaa  as "like Moira, the divinity who dispenses to everyone his 

lot or fate".... a "decree or dispensation of a god" ..."one's appointed lot, fate destiny",

8 Ibid, p. 477.
9 The views of Duffy, among others, are discussed in Potscher 1960.
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and, like Kara fidtpav, "fitly, duly".11 P. Chantraine says of it "part", "lot", "la part 

accordee par Zeus, et finalement le sens de destinee, Od. 5.113 ou le mot est rapproche de 

po ip a  sans difference de sens".12 Cunliffe treats it in much the same way he does poipa, 

referring to it as "One's portion or lot in life, one's fate or destiny...Fate that comes upon 

or overtakes one, evil fate, doom, death...".13 C. M. Bowra says, "m o  a  is used by Homer 

in the sense of 'share' both with eXm6og ( I I 101, T 84) and with Arp6og (£ 327, E 40, N  

138): elsewhere it means 'fate.'"14 J. Duffy similarly likens m o  a  to poipa, saying:

Aisa is another word which Homer uses for fate or destiny. It is 
used in the same way as Moira. It is used in the impersonal construction 
on several occasions in both poems. In the Odyssey it is entirely concerned 
with the homecoming of Odysseus, but in the Iliad it brings death or 
means death. It is used appellatively in the same way as Moira either as 
the subject or object of a verb. It also means 'part,' 'share,' or 'lot.' In its 
meaning 'share' or 'portion' it may apply to the most diverse things. It is 
also found in conjunction with prepositions and is modified by the same 
kinds of adjectives as Moira is.

C. Sourvinou-Inwood similarity treats caoa as completely interchangeable with 

poipa, and notes passages in which they are both represented as spinning a man's destiny 

at his birth.16 G. Nagy also assumes a synonymous relationship between caoa  and poipa  

in contexts wherein poipa carries the sense of 'fate',17 as does E. R. Dodds.18

Yet a subtle distinction may be made. Related to iaog, caoa implies the notion 

of fairness, that which is equitable and dispensed in proper proportion, and this is an

10 Duffy, p. 478. ^
n LSJ, a ta a  s.v.
12 Chantraine, Dictionnaire etymologique, d w a  s.v.
13 Cunliffe, s.v.
14 Bowra 1926 p. 173).
15 Duffy 1947 p.480.
16 Sourvinou-Inwood 1983. She notes the following examples; II. 6.487-9, 7.44-52, 20.330-6, Od. 

5.113-5,436. Greene 1944 also remarks on this similarity, p. 16.
17 Nagyl979 p. 134. Nagy also refers the reader to Lee 1961, especially pp. 196-197 for 

consideration of parallel uses of maa and poipa in expressions for 'according to destiny'. See, for 
example, II. 3.59 ff., 17.716 ff., 1.286 ff., and 20.336. Lee also attests to the fact that p o ip a  and c a o a  are 
identical in meaning and interchangeable in usage, p. 196.
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association which fidipa lacks. Moipa conveys a sense of what is allotted by fate 

whether for right or wrong, (the term is morally neutral), while caoa  conveys the sense 

of what is fair and right. B. C. Dietrich discusses the word's etymological root and its 

relationship to m aoaoQ m , claiming that d lo a  was originally used to denote a share of 

sacrificial meat (i.e. the portion that was fair and right, not necessarily the portion that 

was allotted).19 The word later developed to indicate a (just) 'share' of a destiny derived 

from some supernatural agency or unknown source.20 As Dietrich points out, only these 

two words in Homer possess the sense of 'share' as well as 'fate', and they are the only 

two nouns used to express the idea of the 'share that consists of fate'.21 Although in such 

cases poipa and m o  a  come close to meaning the same thing, m o a  may be used to 

denote a death that is equitable and fair, while poipa need not imply these 

characteristics. This is not to say that justice is necessarily precluded from poipa, merely 

that it is not indicated.

IloTpoq, another 'fate/death' word, also suffers from over-zealousness on the part 

of scholars who argue for synonymy. Acccording to LSJ s.v., it is more or less a synonym 

for poipa (as used in certain contexts, at any rate). Their entry for this word reads "that 

which befalls one, one's lot, destiny", "evil destiny; esp. of death". P. Chantraine, 

meanwhile, says of it "ce qui tombe sur quelqu'un, destin; chez Horn, destin malheureux, 

designant la raort".22 According to Cunliffe, it is "What befalls one, one's lot or 

fate...evil fate or destiny, bane, death.."23Moipa, however, may be used to express other 

ideas as well (for example, it is sometimes used to denote a share in property or booty, as 

discussed earlier). Ifoxpoq may not. There has not been much specific research

18 Dodds 1951 p.8.
19 Dietrich 1965 p. 11-12.
20 Ibid, p. 184.
21 Ibid, pp. 207-208.
22 Chantraine, Dictionnaire etymologique, p. 906.
23 Cunliffe s.v.
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dedicated solely to Ttorpoc;, and it is useful to refer again to Dietrich's Death, Fate and 

the Gods. He is one of the few scholars who treats 7roTfioq independently, and he 

discusses the word’s etymology, explaining that it belongs to the root pet-, meaning 'what 

is falling'. Dietrich suggests that the word t t o t j l l o c  might therefore mean 'the lot that falls 

to one', although he discusses alternate views, namely, that TTOTpoc; denotes the falling of 

the body, and hence, death. Although it is used in much the same way as juoipa, the two 

words originate in entirely different ideas (poipa being from the root *smer-, 'think, 

consider, care', and thereby, eventually, 'portion' or 'lot', 'because it is 'that which is one's 

care').34 It is also frequently used in much the same way as a io a  and oirog. For 

Dietrich, these words are used in Homer to render the various aspects of fate that often 

overlap one another, and are easily employed side by side.25 Furthermore, he claims that 

the various words for 'fate' and thereby 'death' in the poem usually describe the particular 

experience of a hero, and they tend to be phrased in impersonal terms, leaving their 

determining source unclear.26 In the Iliad, trorpoq itself is always used in relation to 

death, although it is associated with the adjectives obroTjioq and TravobroTfioq, which, 

rather like appopoq, may mean merely 'hapless' or 'unfortunate'. Twice in the Iliad 

TroTjtioq occurs with the aorist of avcxmpTrXqpi, to mean 'to fill, accomplish one's fate', 

and therefore, 'to die'. It is also used with the future and aorist tenses of ajiemo, 'to face or 

encounter one's fate which consists of death', in which cases it is at times used in 

conjunction with Odvaroq and its cognates, twice in hendiadys in II. 2.359 and 15.495, 

and once with juoipa 0aveiv in II. 1.52.77 Dietrich makes no significant distinction

24 Dietrich 1965 pp. 11-12. Further discussion of the etymology and meanings of txothoq may be 
found in Chantraine's Dictionnaire etymologique, s.v.

25 Ibid, p.281.
26 Ibid, p. 283.
27 A very brief discussion of the various words for death in Homer, including ttotjkx;, may be 

found in Smerdel 1957.
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between uses of this word in the Iliad and uses in the Odyssey™ Only a subtle distinction 

may be made with uses of troxpoq in the two epics, that being that in the Odyssey, it is 

sometimes used with a form of ©jxtjpi, and when this occurs, there is always a human 

agent inflicting death.29 IIoTpog, meanwhile, is listed in the lexica as appearing with 

none of the other, highly specific uses to which potpa may be put. It is a less flexible, 

less context dependent word than potpa.

It is interesting to compare the number of instances in which the poet opts to use 

potpa to the number of instances in which he opts to use TOTpog. The latter and its 

derivatives are used with far less frequency, and are usually not in the nominative (the 

majority of cases, are in fact in the accusative, unlike potpa, which is very often found in 

the nominative). The poet is not the only one who seems to prefer potpa in the majority 

of instances; so too do scholars. While there is a significant amount of worthy research on 

potpa and all of its related words, varying connotations and ramifications, comparatively 

little work has been done on Troxpog. Somehow, it has become the most overlooked of 

the 'fate/death' words.

While poiipa is at times personified, Troxpoq is not, and unlike the former, which 

may be used with a sense of horror, Troxpog seems emotionally neutral.30 While 

Chantraine, LSJ and Cunliffe all refer to Troxpoq as evil and dread, Homer in fact never 

uses it with such powerfully negative epithets (as he does, for example, with potpa), and 

one must wonder at the distressing connotations being claimed for it. Indeed, in 

Aesychlus Pers. 709 it appears in a positive light as soxoxst 7r6xpcp. As already 

mentioned, Homer uses relatively weak terms with this word, denoting concepts such as 

’regrettable' or ’unfortunate’. It is a somewhat colourless term in comparison with other

28 Dietrich 1965 pp. 270-272.
29 Ibid, pp. 278-279.
30 Dietrich 1965 p. 281.
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fate/death words, perhaps, but nonetheless one which the poet feels inclined to use on a 

periodic basis, and as such, one which we must attempt to understand.

If potpa is the fate that is allotted to an individual (divorced from any notion of 

fairness), it suggests active agency on the part of some unknown power which is doing 

the allotting. If oaaa is the portion that is fair and right, it too suggests active agency (we 

may imagine some cosmic force measuring out what is iaoQ-the word's etymology 

implies intelligent action). IIoTpcx;, however, as 'that which befalls one', or death owing 

to the 'dropping of the body’, is more passive and neutral in sense because there is no 

implication of deliberation or intent on the part of any supernatural force. It may be for 

this reason that itdtpoc; is emotionally neutral in the passages in which it appears. It is 

just the fate of death that happens inexplicably, but there is no agent of malice behind it 

to make it more terrifying.31

Krjp, on the other hand, is the ’fate/death’ word which is anything but neutral. Its 

aggressively terrifying nature is overt, far more so than either poipa or oaaa, for that 

matter. It is perhaps the most active and hostile of the death terms, and the death it 

denotes is a violent one. It is a polluting element.

Like potpa, Ktjp is nonetheless a word that may possess a variety of meanings. 

LSJ sv. defines it as denoting the goddess of death or of fate, and hence doom, death, 

destruction, as well as the goddess of mischief or evil, and hence bane, mischief, evil 

itself or any evil fate, disease, and when used of moral evil, disgrace. P. Chantraine says 

of it "II participe a la fois aux notions de destin, de mort et de demon personnel", "comme

31 In this respect, it is much like the post-Homeric which also refers to that which befalls 
one, for good or evil. While xbxn may certainly bestow undesirable fortunes on mortals, it may similarly 
be a great boom The term is in itself morally neutral, and is dependent on context for its true connotation. 
For detail see LSJ, TUXh s.v.
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appellatif le mot equivaut a mart, principalement mart violente".32 Cunliffe says it is 

"Bane, death.. .one's destined fate. .A 33

Lee's is one of the most frequently cited works on the subject of Ktjp, and he 

traces the scholarship on this word and its various interpretations at the hands of 

etymologists, discussing its emergence in the lexica as what he views as being the 

equivalent of 'fate' or 'death', its transformation into a 'death-goddess', and its eventual 

acceptance as 'doom' (the element of 'fate' being eliminated)34 He argues against 

acceptance of the word as meaning 'death goddess', saying:

...it looks as if the great change in the value given to Kfjp  has come 
about by the word's being put on the etymologist's bed of Procrustes: xfjp 
must be connected with KepodCoo and Kspauvoq; ergo it must mean 
destruction (so honestly Curtius); but this is changed later to death 
(without explanation)."

Lee argues that the primary sense of Ktjp must be 'fate' or 'destiny', and 'death' 

(i.e. 'the fate of) a secondary meaning. For him, potpa, oaaa and Kijp are all nouns for 

'fate' in Homer, po tp a  being from the *(s)mer root meaning 'part', 'apportionment', 

'allotment', 'fate', o aaa  derived perhaps from odvupoa (although he himself questions 

this) or atria, meaning 'measure', 'part', 'allotment', or 'fate', and tcfjp derived from the 

root *(s)qer, similarly giving it the same semantic range, meaning 'part', 'allotment', 'lot' 

and 'fate'. The secondary meaning of 'destruction' occurred through a supposed 

connection with KEpoaCoo, and owing to the secondary meaning of Kslpco, 'to consume'.36 

For Lee, therefore, no problem with synonymy exists, and potpa, a t a a  and Kfjp are

32 Chantraine, Dictionnaire etymologique, Kijp s.v.
33 Cunliffe, Kijp s.v.
34 p. 191, Lee 1961.
35 Ibid, p. 193.
36 Ibid, pp. 194-195. Nussbaum 1986 also discusses the two possible etymologies pp. 66-69. For 

further comment, see Chantraine's Dictionnaire etymologique, s.v.
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identical in meaning and interchangeable in usage.37 As has already been discussed in this 

work, however, true synonymy is problematic, and each of the 'death/fate' words can and 

should be considered as possessing unique connotations.

Dietrich devotes an entire chapter to Kfjp and the Kfjpeg in Homer because it is a 

common word in both of the Homeric epics and is linked ideologically to potpa insofar 

as it is a word associated with death. Kqp may be viewed at times as being personified 

(like potpa but in contrast to Trorpog). In II. 18.535 ff. (ev 5 ’ vEptg ev 5e KoSotpoq 

optXeov, ev 5 ’ qXotj Kfjp, / aXXov C©gv exouaa veouxarov, aXXov aourov, / 

aXXov Te0vr)6yra Kara sXks ttoSouv / e tp a  5 ’ e x ’ dp(j>’ wpotat Sacjjotveov 

capon (jxoxwvj38, one is vividly portrayed in the description of the shield of Achilles as 

an active entity, present in battle and dragging away the injured, the unharmed and the 

dead together. However, this personification occurs only once in the poem, and Dietrich 

distinguishes between Kijp and a word like poitpa (although personifications of potpa 

are also unusual in Homer), pointing out that the Kqpeq never had an active cult, and 

originally had no connection with the concept of fate.39 He concludes instead that the 

Kfjpeq are an early and vivid concept of defilement and impurity, against which 

apotropaic acts must be performed. He links the word etymologically to KTjpotvoo, 

meaning something similar to (fjBelpEtv and PXootteiv, and sees it as indicating nothing

37 Ibid, p. 196.
38II. 18. 535 ff.

And among the multitude was Strife and Confusion, and destructive Death 
holding one man freshly wounded, and another uninjured, 

and she grasped another, dead, by the feet;
the clothing she had about her shoulders was dark red with the blood of mortals.

39 He sums up some of the earlier research performed on this word, pointing out that K tjp  in 
Homer has been interpreted as representing the soul (or ghost) of a deceased person, yet it has also been 
interpreted as representing the activity of a malicious agent which strikes down those in need of a 
Koflappog. For discussion see Rohde 1925 ch. 1 n. 10; 5 n. 100; 9 n 92 and Harrison 1991 pp. 43 f. 
Bremmerl983 briefly discusses the problematic association between the tcrjpeg  and souls of the dead as
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more complicated than the harm that may strike mortals. It is difficult to feel positively 

about harm, and the word is therefore purely negative in sense. Dietrich suggests that 

Homer only uses the word to denote death as the ultimate harm, and it is through this use 

that Krjp comes to be associated with the concept of pot pa.40

As with potpa, Dietrich categorizes the uses to which K fjp  may be put by 

Homer. Used in the singular, it is always used to mean 'death', and as such it is used in 

hendiadys with <|)6voq and Bdvaroq. In the plural, the word may still be connected to 

death, but it also tends at times to be somewhat personified, and as Dietrich puts it "they 

seem to approach their significance in popular belief of manifestation of ills, except that 

in Homer the ills always refer to death. Therefore they may be aptly translated by 'forms 

of death' = the many ways in which a person may die".41 The third usage involves K fjpeg  

portrayed as actual, fully fledged agents, carrying off their prey to death (this use, he 

claims, was modeled on similar uses of potpa, although it is relatively rare). Because of 

the standard connection with death, Ktjp/Kfjpsq are frequently used in the Iliad with the 

epithet peXotva or epithets familiar from uses with potpa. In the Odyssey K rjp  appears 

with peXaiva and KaKfj, and alpha-privatives associated with impurity and pollution, 

such as dKqparoq, 'untouched', and aKqpiog, 'unharmed'. 'Lifeless', ocK fjptov is derived 

from Kfjp, and must be distinguished from the words related to Kqp.42

Kqp indicating death may be inflicted in the poem by a human, by a god, by an 

animal and by an undetermined source. That there is no ambivalence felt about it is clear;

well, pp. 114-115. For a very brief treatment of Kpp as a word thought to be associated with death in 
Homer, see Smerdel 1957 p.86. See also Potscher 1973.

40 Dietrich 1965 p. 242-243. He takes issue on this point with Greene 1944, who believes it to be 
derived from tcripm, 'to cut' or 'to shear' (p. 17 n. 40).

41 Ibid, p. 243. He acknowledges his indebtedness to Nagelsbach on this point, who translates 
Kfjpeq as Todesarten' (Homerische Theologie, p. 147 f.). Greene 1944 refers to them as "the spirits that cut
short the thread o f a man's life," and says that "when least personified (they) are equivalent to the moment 
of death", (pp. 16-17). Nilsson 1967 meanwhile, calls them "the powers who exercise a pernicious 
influence on human life", (p. 105.). Willcock 1970 says K fjp  is "the special form of death which comes for 
each person", (p. 55).
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it is baneful, as we see in expressions involving hatred likened to death (e.g. II. 9.378). 

Most often, Kfjp is used of death met in battle, which a person seeks to avoid. Most uses 

in the plural do not indicate personalized entities, but rather 'forms of death', the many 

ways in which a mortal might die (or be spared from dying).43 Although Dietrich 

maintains that in Homer it never means 'fate', the word's association with poipa accounts 

for the two Ktjpeq standing ready for Achilles to choose between them and thereby 

determine the duration of his life and the degree of glory he is to win {II. 9.411).44 The 

association between the word Kfjp and poipa must be assumed in this line, since one of 

the choices before Achilles is to die peacefully in old age and violent K fj p  is an unusual 

word for the poet to use to indicate this end (as its typical epithets attest).

R. Garland points out that the word is frequently used with verbs of avoidance or 

escape, such as aXeelvu), aXuCto, aXeuopai, {fBuyeo, ekcJeuyoo etc, and this peculiarity 

will be treated in upcoming chapters.45 To Dietrich's three categories of uses of Ktjp, 

Garland adds a fourth: Kfjp may be used to denote the physical embodiment of 'an 

appointed span of life' possessed of weight and shape, concrete and measurable in form 

(as seen in II. 9.411 and II. 8.70).45 In this respect, he links Kfjp  to poipa and oaaa, 

viewing it as indicating the lot that comes to the individual (albeit in a more concrete 

tangible sense). If indeed Kfjp is used to refer to the horror of physical death and the 

conversion of a living body into carrion, then its sense as 'the lot of life appointed to a 

body' would be in keeping with its physical nature. Of all the aspects of dying, none 

seems more horrific than this physical transformation that is the antithesis of the 

'beautiful death', and hence Kfjp when personified is unremittingly monstrous.

42 Ibid, pp. 243-244.
43 Full personification seems to develop in Hesiod's Theogony, in which popog and K tjp  and 

Odvotroc; (the concrete entities) are bom into the world at the same time, followed by the M oipat and the 
Krjpec; (the divinities presiding over them). Muellner 1996 discusses this pp. 66-67.

44 Dietrich 1965 pp. 244-246.
45 Garland 1981.
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P. Veraant has much to say on personified Kfjp as the fearful feminine face of 

death, in opposition to the beautiful and heroic masculine BdvaTOQ47 Kfjp is the 

maleficent force of death, that which sweeps down upon mortals and engulfs them when 

fate ordains that they must perish (for example, aXX ’ epe pev Ktjp I 

OToyepfj, f) itzp Xaxe yiyvopsvov m p  II. 23.78-79, 'but hateful doom, / which was 

allotted to me even as I was being bom, has opened up about me'.). If Savoro? ensures 

fame in song, Kfjp brings to mind only the revulsion and dread that is felt at the 

transformation of a living being into a corpse, and a corpse into carrion. He says:

Gorgo and Ker are not the dead as the living remember, 
commemorate, and celebrate them; rather, they represent the direct 
confrontation with death itself. They are death proper, that domain 
beyond-the-threshold, the gaping aperture of the other side that no gaze 
can penetrate and no discourse can express: they are nothing but the horror 
of unspeakable Night.48

J. M. Redfield also ties in the Kfjpeg with loathing inspired by decomposition of 

the body, saying "At the moment of death the organism is converted from subject to 

object; flesh becomes meat. The keres devouring the dying are an image of organic death, 

by which the animal is converted from eater to eaten".49 While humans under ordinary 

circumstances practice burial, the icfjpsg are emblematic of the bntifuneral', and as 

Redfield suggests, their presence on the battlefield implies that the antifuneral is latent in 

all battle.®

E. Vermeule presents views of Greek death drawn from both poetry and art of 

varying periods, and says:

46 Ibid, p. 45.
47 Vemant 1991 pp. 95-110. Although Vemant's work is o f great interest, there are difficulties

inherent in implying conceptual gender from grammatical gender. Granted such terms are represented as 
male or female in art, and when personified do indeed possess a gender, but Vemant tends to generalize 
about non-personified death as well.

49 Redfield 1975 p. 185.
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The ker of black thanatos can knock a man down and master him; no one 
can duck or avoid her, she is ten thousand. She is more active and vivid 
than the usual personifications of battle-field panic and noise, for she is 
sometimes dressed and her clothes are sprinkled with blood; she has hands 
and drags corpses by the heels; she has jaws and will later have claws. She 
is the poetic and private equivalent of the corpse-ravagers of war, the birds 
and dogs, or the sphinxes, Sirens or Harpies; she has been understood as a 
ghost, a bacillus, lust, disease, lack of morals; a sister of sleep, death, and 
the furies, she may be an inherited Mycenaean figure elaborated into 
variously shaped patterns later. In art she is winged, and may be designed 
both as attractive and repulsive, as death is both.

She furthermore suggests an Egyptian influence at work, with respect to the 

themes of the weighing of the Ktjpeq on scales and of Kfjp as the devourer. She argues 

that the Egyptian motif of weighing the soul of the deceased against the abstract principle 

of virtue (M$ct) has been replaced in Homer with the weighing of one fighter against 

another (11. 8.69, II. 16.658, II. 22.209), while the Egyptian motif of the devourer of the 

dead (in the judgment hall of M irt)  has been replaced by the individual Ktjp (II. 23.78- 

79).s  Ktjp has become the personal demon who walks beside each of us, waiting for her 

moment to strike.

This weighing of K tjp ec, may in fact be attributable to another factor, however. D. 

J. N. Lee commenting on Rohde's interpretation of the word Ktjpeg as 'daimones of 

Hades' suggests, with respect to Rohde's claim that in the plural, the word is an early 

substitute for tjioxod, that Ktjp and K fjp  have been confused. As Lee points out, Rohde 

does not ever touch upon the meaning of the word in its singular form.® To my mind this 

casts an interesting light on the weighing of the KtjpÊ  on the scales of Zeus. In

50 Ibid, p. 184-185.
51Vermeule 1979 pp. 39-40.
52 Ibid, p.76.
53 Ibid, p. 194, commenting on Rohde 1925 pp. 44 (note 10), 199 (notes 99 and 100), and 323 (note
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Egyptian religion, it is the heart of the deceased (the Jh)54 which is weighed in order to 

test its justness. An element of Egyptian belief may indeed have worked its way into 

Homer, but quite possibly it would have originally been the Kfjp (the equivalent Homeric 

'heart' word) that was weighed on the scales, not the monstrous Kfjp (which Vermeule 

must awkwardly attempt to align with the Egyptian monster who devours the hearts of 

the guilty). Given the similarity between Kfjp and Kfjp, it is conceivable that the 'heart' 

word was at some point substituted by the word indicating the 'doom of the hero'. This is 

in fact more likely than Vermeule's claim that the one who condemns the judged has 

somehow become the thing being judged.

The two remaining death terms, reXoq and Odvaroq are devoid of any notion of 

fate, and as such stand apart in a category of their own. ©avotroq is the most obvious 

example in Homer of a word meaning 'death'. While other words like poipa, Ktjp, 

7TOTpoq, caoa and xeAo<; all possess a range of possible interpretations and nuances 

dependent upon context, Oavotroq is always death and nothing but death. General 

discussions concerning death are therefore treated here as though dealing with Bdvorog. 

It has often been claimed that as far as death words go in Homer, Odvaroq is one of the 

more positive, or at least morally neutral, of them all. LSJ s.v. refer to it merely as "death, 

whether natural or violent", while Cunliffe s.v says merely "Death...a kind or mode of 

death...". Although entries in the lexica for this word may be brief, there has nonetheless 

been considerable study done on this word.

P. Hollifield discusses the etymology of the word,55 deducing that it derives from 

an Indo-European root originally meaning 'flows away', 'dissipates', later 'perishes', and 

eventually 'dies'. He suggests that the evolution of meaning might have occurred long

54 For more on Egyptian psychological and spiritual organs, see Na'im Akbar 1986.
55 Hollifield 1978. For more on this word, see also Chantraine's Dictionnaire etymologique, 

Odvaroc s.v.
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before the earliest attestation in Greek.56 T. Smerdel briefly discusses the word along 

with its epithets,37 and P. Ambrose similarly deals with ©dvarog as it is used in 

conjunction with tsAo<; (i.e. in the genitive, meaning 'the end consisting of death').®

P. Vemant speaks about Odvaroc; in terms of gender in his "Feminine Figures of 

Death in Greece", already discussed. For him, the masculine face of death in Greek 

thought is that which is beautiful, while the fearful, the 'other', is that which is feminine. 

He says of Odvarog

To speak of death, Greek uses a masculine noun: Thanatos. In 
figural representations Thanatos appears, together with his brother 
Hupnos, Sleep, as a man in the prime of life, wearing a helmet and armor. 
Lifting up the corpse of a hero fallen on the field of battle and bearing it 
off to a distant place so that it may receive funeral honors, the two divine 
brothers can be distinguished from ordinary warriors only by the wings 
they wear on their shoulders. There is nothing terrifying and even less that 
is monstrous about this figure of Thanatos, whose role is not to kill but to 
receive the dead, to transport the one who has lost his (or her) life. In 
visual art and epic representations, this virile Thanatos can even assume 
the form of the warrior who has been able to find the perfect fulfillment of 
his life in what the Greeks call "a beautiful death." As a result of his 
exploits - in and through his heroic death - the warrior fallen on the front 
line of battle remains forever present in men's lives and memories. Epic 
continually celebrates his name and sings of his imperishable glory; sixth- 
century steles present him on his tomb for public viewing, forever 
standing erect in the flower of his youth, in the brilliance of his virile 
beauty.

The masculine figure of Thanatos therefore does not seem to 
incarnate the terrible destructive force that descends on human beings to 
destroy them, but rather that state other than life, that new condition to 
which funeral rites offer men access and from which none can escape, 
since bom of a mortal race, all must one day take leave of the light of the 
sun to be delivered over to the world of darkness and Night.59

Vemant goes on to point out that this does not mean that 0dvocro<; is 'peaceful and ever 

gentle to mortals’ in the way that his brother Sleep is. In Hesiod, for example, we hear 

that Bdvaroq has a 'heart of iron, an implacable soul of bronze' because Tie holds forever

56 Ibid, p. 182.
57 Smerdel 1957 p. 87.
58 Ambrose 1963 p. 58 ff.
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the man he has taken' (Theog. 764-766). Odvarog is inescapable, inexorable, but he is 

still depicted in a fundamentally different way than tcqp is. If Krfp is the horror of death, 

Odvarog, says Vemant, is the beauty of a heroic death and a glorious immortality in 

song.60

Vermeule paints Odvarog as morally neutral, devoid of true horror but also 

devoid of beauty. It does not kill, but accepts the dead. Although Odvarog appears with 

negative epithets like 5uoqxtK ('ill-sounding') and TavqXeytig ('stretching one at 

length'), this is only because mortals fear his coming, not because he conducts himself 

badly or with overt hostility. When the reXog Oavdroio comes gently, he might even be 

comforting.61 As she says:

In some sense there is no agent of death for the Greeks, because 
death is not a power—so Hades and Thanatos are notoriously 
unworshipped; death is a negative, a cessation, an inversion of life, but not 
a physical enemy. Thanatos is no more a killer than Hades; he represents 
an aspect of what happens when life stops, and is consequently the source 
of anxiety in the company of other lightly personified figures of epic 
poetry like moira, fate, potmos, destiny, and the keres. Thanatos is not a 
fully developed figure in Homeric epic. He appears incarnate and upper 
case only once in Homer, in the big set piece of Iliad XVI on the death of 
the Lycian Sarpedon.®

She goes on to discuss the semi-personification of Odvarog, and also points out 

that very often the word is used in the genitive to qualify other agents such as poipa and 

TeXog. It is also used with colour terms for darkness, since in Greek thought, to die is to

59 Vemant 1991 p. 95.
60 Ibid, p. 96. For descriptions of similar representations of Qdvotroc in art, see the Lexicon 

Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, I of vol. 7, pp. 904-906.
61 Vermeule 1979 p. 145.
62 Ibid, p. 37. She is one of the few scholars to claim thatirorpog is ever personified in any way. 

The fact that Qdvatog was never worshipped as a god with a cult, but was instead viewed as a natural 
process, is also discussed by Dietrich 1965, p.88.
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leave the light,® and also because black is the colour of the earth, dried blood, cloud, 

inscrutable night and the unfathomable depths of the sea.64

Nilsson, however, argues that the unknowable must necessarily be negative, as 

mortals naturally fear what they cannot know and what therefore has no meaning for 

them. He says:

Death projects his deep black shadow upon the fair life of men; the 
Homeric man is seized with terror when confronted with the empty 
nothingness of the kingdom of the dead. Therefore the idea of death as the 
certain lot of all the living, predetermined and assigned simultaneously 
with birth, grips him with violence.®

Interestingly, although Odvarog is often viewed as being one of the less negative 

of the death terms, it nevertheless possesses an ambiguous connection with trickery. This 

connection is ambiguous because trickery is a bane for those who are deceived, and yet 

cunning is much admired by the ancient Greeks in general. On this aspect:

As inscribed in the chaos of Night—chaos that has no 
representations since it has no orientation by any cardinal points—death is 
indefinable, measureless, defying all images. But in many instances, the 
vocabulary that describes death belongs to the semantic field of trickery. 
Its connections with sleep help to reinforce this aspect, an aspect that can 
at any moment become an instrument of subterfuge. Whether it be a 
deceiving sleep such as that with which Hypnos, bribed by Hera, envelops 
Zeus (Dios apate: Homer II. 14. 233 ff.), or the brutal and unrefreshing 
sleep with which Hermes strikes the guards of the Achaeans' camp in 
order to let Priam pass (Homer 11. 24.445), in all cases Hypnos, who is 
specifically referred to as the brother of Thanatos and who always carries 
around with him a certain taste of death, envelops his victims and deprives 
them simultaneously of vigilance and sight.®

® The image of death as related to darkness contrasted with light and life is discussed by Moreux 
1967. Redfield 1975 also mentions this point p.254, where he points out that to be alive is to be 'casting 
glances across the earth' (1.88), while death is a darkness which covers the eyes. Griffm 1980 also deals 
with this aspect of Greek thought pp. 90-91.

64 Vermeule 1979 p. 39.
65 Nilsson 1967 p. 169.
66 Mythologies, ed. Y. Bonnefoy. p. 406, by L. K.-L. and N. L./g.h
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Finally, we turn to one of the more marginal words associated with 'death' in 

Homer. TeXoq is in itself, strictly speaking not typically a death term at all, and yet it is 

frequently used in conjunction with death (Odvarog in the genitive) in Homeric poetry, 

indicating something like the end, fulfillment or completion that consists of death.67 As a . 

result, reXog comes to be regarded almost as a word for death in its own right, although 

numerous other interpretations may be sought. While older studies on these 

interpretations abound, recent scholarship on Homeric death terminology devoted 

specifically to this word is rare. Where it is mentioned, it is typically only in passing (for 

example, T. Smerdel very briefly touches on the subject of TsXog and its uses with words 

for death).68

One of the best and most thorough recent sources in connection with this word is 

an unpublished dissertation by Z. P. Ambrose. Ambrose begins his study with a survey of 

the scholarship on the etymology of TsXog, and he points out at the outset that early 

interpretations of the word based on the assumption that it was derived directly from the 

verb teXXco are no longer viewed as valid, although questions regarding its possible roots 

and relative meanings are still not entirely resolved.69

Ambrose traces the development of various meanings for reXog and its related 

words, particularly insofar as they are understood in the Homeric context. He also treats 

interpretations of the use of the genitive case with the word (that is, the varying views 

that the genitives are appositional or material, or merely partitive).70 He discusses the 

argument that the word should not be taken to mean the 'end', but rather 'the completion

67 For a discussion on this, see the entry for tzkoc, by Chantraine, Dictionnaire etymologique, in 
which he defines izkoq  as "achevement, terme, realisation, (11. 16.630: ev yap xsp b i reXog jroXspoo) " 
as well as "decision, pouvoir de decision, autorite, charge" and "rite (Od. 20.74)" p. 1101. LSJ s.v. also 
provides a comprehensive account of the ranges of meaning belonging to this word, among them listing "a 
coming to pass... a consummation". Similarly Cunliffe s.v. says of it, among other things, that it is "The 
accomplishment, carrying out, fulfillment of something..."

68 Smerdel 1957 p. 87-88.
69 Ambrose 1963 p. 4-5.
70 Ibid, p. 8.
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of what has been previously promised, said, hoped or done',71 as well as Nitzsch's claim 

that the word has a double sense, the first being 'something desired', the second being 

'something given'. For an instance of the first sense, we are given the example Tekoq 

ydpoio, while in the second case, a xsXog is likened to a Ooota.72 Ambrose also deals 

with a very interesting argument put forward by J. E. Harrison73 that related words, when 

used of sacrificial victims, mean 'grown up', or having reached a level of 'perfection', and 

that this fact could be used to argue the relationship between death and marriage in early 

Greek thought, since generally speaking the development of physical and moral maturity, 

and hence, perfection, is the harbinger of marriage, and in such exceptional cases, clearly 

of death as well. For females at least, death may symbolically act as a substitute for 

marriage.

Ambrose very helpfully treats the subject of specific uses of teXoc; in Homer, as it 

appears with the words Oavdxoio, ttoXejioio, vootoio  and ptoQoto (the genitives 

used with nineteen of the thirty two instances of teXoc in the Homeric poem—in two of 

these nineteen cases, the genitive is left implied and unstated).74 He suggests that the uses 

of these genitives vary for each word (for example, in the case of 8avdroio he argues 

the genitive must be appositional, while in the case of TtoXejuoio it is partitive, for 

piaGoto it is material, and for v o o t o i o  it appears as either partitive or material).75 For 

our purposes here, clearly xsXoQ Oavdxoio is the most relevant.

Having argued that xeXog Bavdxoto therefore means 'a xeXog consisting of 

death', Ambrose explores the prominence of these two words together in the Homeric 

poems. In fact, this phrase accounts for thirteen of the nineteen uses of xeXog as it

71 Ibid, p. 10.
72 Ibid, p. 11.
73 Harrison 1914.
74 For detail, see Ambrose 1963 p. 58.
75 Ibid, p. 59.
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appears with the above mentioned terms. It should be noted that in one of these cases 

Odcvarog is merely implied, leaving reXog to indicate death all by itself.76

In conclusion, it is indeed possible to make distinctions between Homer's various 

death words, and to attribute to each a unique sense. Mot pa (as a death term) is the fate 

of death, but it is that which is allotted or apportioned justly or unjustly. Although 

typically an abstract and unknowable power, it suggests some degree of active agency 

(the allotting or apportioning are acts of a will). A io a  is the fate of death which is fair, 

right, and in proportion. The equity of one's portion may not be a matter of chance (it is 

easy to imagine that a fair measure may be a deliberately measured quantity). IIoTfiog is 

the fate of death that befalls one owing to various circumstances. It is the most passive of 

the death words, is morally neutral and indicates no presence of an active agency. Kfjp 

is the very active fate of death which is malevolent, monstrous, and antithetical to the 

concept of the 'beautiful death'; it is physical in nature, and reminds the audience of the 

horrific changes which occur in the body after death, ©dvorog is perhaps an active 

agent, but is not viewed as being the cause of loss of life. Rather, it is the resulting effect, 

the force which stands ready to receive the dead unto itself. TeXog, finally, as the end 

that consists of death, is a fulfillment, a bringing to perfection, that which is sought and 

bestowed. It is rarely negative in sense, but is often used to indicate the most ideal of 

deaths, that which fixes the hero forever at his most perfect. It is his fulfillment and his 

reward. I would suggest that it is exactly because of this that it is also one of the least 

often used of the death terms in Homer.

76II. 11.439.
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Chapter 3

Presence and Absence: the Use and Avoidance of Death Terms

On pain of death, let no man name death to me, 
it is a word infinitely terrible.

John Webster, The White Devil, V.III. 39-40

Having explored the nuances of the terms for death, we will now consider their 

presence and absence in death-related passages. Sample passages will be presented here, 

serving as control texts, but for a complete statistical breakdown of all death-related 

passages and how they relate to my argument, I refer the reader to the appendix at the end 

of this work.

Death in the abstract and death in reality appear, on the whole, to be treated as 

two very different matters in the poem and they are spoken about in systematically 

different ways. In essence, we have death as a fearsome entity or force that may be 

imagined, named, or discussed, and death as a basic, biological fact, devoid of identity, 

intent or purpose, and ultimately inscrutable. For all of the hero’s intellectual musings 

about the nature of death in the abstract, such speculation is put aside when life actually 

departs, and the description we find of life's end usually centers on the physical effects of 

death upon the body. A character may imagine death any way he likes, but when life 

terminates, it is something different than what was envisioned. In a very real sense, one 

does not experience death at all, since in dying all capacity for physical sensation and 

awareness is ended. Dying is, in fact, the opposite of experience, and as such must be 

devoid of all imagined conceits.1

Once might object that if the poem is depicting a life-threatening scene in which 

gross physical damage to the body is sustained, then the immediacy of death is too

1 Again, for detail on biological death descriptions, see Garland 1981.
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obvious to require a nominal designation. While such a scene may not require nominal 

designation, however, it certainly would not preclude it as a possibility, and we would 

therefore expect to find a random distribution of scenes in which death would sometimes 

be named and sometimes remain nameless. This does not happen. In the vast majority of 

cases, when death is occurring, it is not named, and the exceptions to this pattern are rare 

enough to emphasise it more than anything else (these exceptions to the general pattern 

do deserve treatment, and they are discussed in this chapter, pp. 112-123).

Similarly, one may object that when the narrator is considering death as a future 

possibility, he is likely to employ a nominal designation to clarify the potential outcome. 

I think this too, is flawed, for the same reason that the objection noted above is flawed. 

There are certainly enough euphemisms for death in Homeric poetiy to allow the narrator 

to imply what is coming without naming it directly (he could say, for example, “the 

darkness was about to pour over the eyes “, and certainly the audience would know what 

was intended). The fact that death as a future possibility is so often named suggests more 

than random chance. It is a clearly established pattern of usage, and in my opinion it is 

deliberate.

I should clarify how I will decide whether to classify a passage as narrating the 

actual end of life, or as merely leading up to it. The general premise I am working on is 

this: if the text says that the fatal blow to the hero has been struck, death is assumed to be 

present. Prior to the fatal blow, death is assumed to remain at an unknown distance. At 

times, the narrator names death which is about to occur, and yet most often the naming of 

death will precede its accomplishment by a number of lines (five is a typical minimum, 

and when it is accomplished, it is depicted in graphically biological terms). It is very 

unusual for death to be named in the same line as its occurrence. A fine example of this 

separation of the name for death and its realization may be found in book 13, (lines 601- 

618, for text and translation see page 80).
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I have stated in the first chapter of this thesis that I am adopting a narratological 

approach. This will be evident in this chapter, but it will become increasingly significant 

in the following chapters, since they deal specifically with the distinction between 

narrator and character spoken text. In this chapter I seek only to establish the poem's 

tendency to name only the non-immediate death and its practice of describing the 

immediate. Since I will often be using terms like 'typical' and 'tendency', I must clarify 

how many times a certain element must appear before I consider it a trend in the poetic 

structure. B. Fenik, in discussing Homeric battle scenes and definable narrative blocks 

says "When I call something 'typical' I mean that it is repeated at least twice in the 

Iliad”2 In the case of my own research, I can confirm that the pattern for which I argue is 

demonstrated with a far greater frequency than that. Breaking down the appearances of 

the various death terms statistically, one finds that in fact p o ip a  relating directly or 

indirectly to the idea of the allotted fate of death appears in total twenty-four times. Of 

these twenty-four appearances, nineteen of them are to be found in passages in which 

death is not actually occurring. A io a  as related to the idea of the 'equitable portion of 

death' appears in the poem seven times, and in no such instance is it mentioned when 

death is at the point of realization. IToTjUOq as the 'fate of death which befalls one' 

appears twelve times, and marks the actual moment of death only three times. Defiling 

Ktjp as violent death is used in total forty-six times, but appears in passages wherein the 

moment of death occurs in only four instances, ©avarog appears seventy-seven times, 

but is only mentioned at the point of death thirteen times. TeXoq appears as 'the 

fulfillment that consists of death' nine times, but only once at the moment of death.

These statistics bring up an important issue, and it involves our own ideas 

concerning the nature of death. One of the greatest impediments to a modem study of 

Homeric death is the fact that we approach the poem as though we know what Homeric

2 Fenik 1968 p.5
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death is. It is all too easy to regard death as an event situated in one specific point in time, 

yet death for Homer would seem to be something quite different In the poem, it may be 

argued, each death is a process as opposed to a localized event. The poem deals not only 

with the precise moment at which the iltoxfi leaves the body, but also with all that leads 

up to this moment and all that results from it. For example, although Achilles does not 

meet with the fatal blow in the text, his death is nevertheless very much present, 

suspended ominously over the entire narrative right from the first book. Similarly, 

Hektor's death dominates //. 24, even though his iffoxfi has left his body in II. 22 (361- 

366). The poem explores the process of dying and its repercussions through every level 

of time. Foreshadowing of the possibility of death and the post-death meditative process 

of grieving are as important, if not more, than the actual moment in which life is 

extinguished. I frequently refer to 'the point when life actually terminates', to address the 

actual moment of biological death, and this is the moment in which the poem most often 

leaves death nameless.

The terms for death in the Iliad appear most often when death is being discussed 

as a possibility, or when it is avoided altogether. As stated in the introductory chapter, 

these are tendencies only ; not rules, and they are of interest because they are a relevant 

symptom of the poem's presentation of the various faces of death (that which is a crude, 

physical reality and that which is idealized and distant).

But why should the situation manifest itself in this particular way? It is possible 

that the reason is relatively simple; death terms rarely appear in narrative contexts of 

killing because narratives of battle are graphic and action-oriented, while death terms are 

to be expected more often in reflective contexts. One could argue that this need not imply 

that death is being conceptualized in a different way. However, this is a problematic 

stance for a variety of reasons. That words such as poipa, oaaa, TtOTfiOQ and Kqp may 

be translated in a variety of ways is not a point of dispute; they are complex terms with 

varying nuances, and a number of these nuances are indeed abstract. Certainly, such
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terms are not out of place in reflective contexts. However, denoting death as they so often 

do (regardless of the type of death each brings to the mind of the audience), they need not 

necessarily always be viewed as being abstract terms. It is difficult to see why the various 

terms for 'death' should be so abstract as to be impractical for the poet to use in an action- 

oriented scene. To the Homeric audience, well versed in Homeric language and 

terminology, the appearance of a death term (regardless of its nuances) in an action- 

oriented sequence would hardly be disturbing.

The real obstacle to the naming of death in such instances is likely a matter of 

formulaic structure. Passages that relate the deaths of multiple warriors in quick 

succession have a tendency to follow a set pattern wherein both the killer and killed must 

be named (linked by the verb of killing). It is for this reason that the text says ’'A^uXov 5 

a p ’ ETtscjtve fk)f|v ayaOoQ AiOjufjSrtc (II. 6.12), Diomedes skilled at the war cry 

slaughtered Axylos', rather than something to the effect 'moira seized Axylos'.3 Although 

this type of formula typically leaves out a noun for death, this does not in any way 

undermine the claim that this absence of a death-term in such contexts reflects a choice 

on the part of the poet. There are points within the poem where formulaic structure is 

followed, and there are points where it is not. I would argue that such passages are 

rendered using this established formula specifically because the formula does not name 

death. As B. Fenik has observed, "It is interesting that even at the higher levels of poetic 

composition, and not just in the recitation of battle scenes, the poet operates, or at least on 

occasion can operate, with type situations."4 In attempting to discern how this formula 

came to leave death nameless in the first place, it may be useful to look to other fields of 

study.

Perhaps the absence of death terms in such formulaic passages may have 

something to do with cultural taboos regarding the naming of unpleasant or potentially

3 One sees the same sort of thing in II. 6  1-94, which Fenik 1968 discusses on pp. 7-20).
4 Fenik 1968 p. 211.
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dangerous things. It is not unusual to find what is frightening left either unmentioned or, 

at the very least, given a kindlier name, in the hopes that its nature will conform. For 

example, the Greeks refer to night as 'the kindly time', in the hope that all that is 

potentially dangerous about darkness will be averted. Similarly, the Romans call their 

underworld god Pluto, 'the enricher', focusing on his chthonic and vegetative aspects 

rather than on his function as lord of the dead. The idea that naming something gives it 

power has even carried down into the modem day. Still in use is the English expression 

"name the devil and he will appear". M. K. Adler, whose work concentrates on 

sociolinguistics, has done a great deal of research on naming taboos in various cultures. 

As he points out, taboos against mentioning certain sources of anxiety may not only 

result in these sources going nameless (as so often happens with death within the Iliad), 

but may also lead to the development of various substitute words for the source of 

anxiety (and of course, we do find a variety of death terms in Homer). As he says in his 

book Naming and Addressing: a Sociolinguistic Study (1978), pp. 35-36,

...it 'starts out as a merely negative factor in the development of 
language; but since it necessitates numerous substitute words, it becomes a 
stimulating force and produces a creative attitude toward language. The 
final result of the word coining provoked by it is, among the Zulu, and, 
without doubt, among many other peoples, a large stock of synonyms; and 
since, in the case of tribal word-taboos, the range of prohibitions is 
geographically restricted, there arise local differences within the national 
vocabulary...' (Estrich and Spencer, 1952, p. 9ff.), This shows clearly the 
immense impact of word taboos on language; new words are coined, old 
words dissappear or are restricted to what the particular society may 
consider as malefactors; dialects arise, and synonyms are created.

Given that death terms are most often used when death is not an immediate threat, 

the nuance of any given death word as it appears in non-immediate contexts has little 

bearing on the nature of the death finally granted to the hero beyond creating effects of 

irony or prophecy by the use of foreshadowing. Unless we are expected to carry over 

assumptions about these nuances found in non-immediate contexts, and assume an
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unstated word for death in scenes where they do not actually appear, we must imagine 

that the presence or absence of a death word in a death-related passage is significant.

In light of this, one must take a critical view of Vemant's claim that the masculine 

OdtvocTog is the good death, while the feminine terms for death are used to refer to the 

bad death, since these words seldom make an appearance at the point of life's 

termination. Moreoever, the masculine term for death frequently appears alongside a 

feminine term for death, as though they are working together.

These two levels of death then, the intellectualized, and the unimaginable process 

which is purely biological, are each present in the poem, and are usually indicated clearly 

in any given passage relating to the end of life by the presence or absence of a word for 

death. Intellectualized and biological death are purposefully juxtaposed with one another. 

The effect is that the biological reality of dying undercuts the envisioned, culturally 

created ideal of heroic death.

To begin I shall briefly survey passages in which death words are present, and 

look for ways of grouping them according to the most common types of contexts in 

which they appear. In cases wherein a word for death may also have additional meanings 

(for example, poipa, which may mean 'death' in some contexts, can also be used to mean 

a 'share' of something entirely tangible, such as booty or food), only passages relating 

more or less directly to death will be treated. Although consideration of compound words 

in which death words are a component would no doubt prove fruitful for future study, I 

shall focus only on the actual death words themselves at present

As in the preceding section, we begin with poipa, the most written about of the 

death terms. Cases in which the word is used to mean 'fate' in an abstract or general sense 

will be excluded from discussion, while cases in which the word appears to be used to 

mean 'fate', 'destiny' or 'doom' as a death term (problems of synonymy notwithstanding), 

will be given priority. For this reason, passages relating to what some have viewed as a 

personified Moipa as a universal principle of Destiny working in connection with Zeus
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(e.g. 71.18.87, 410, II.24.49, 209) will not be treated, and neither will uses such as uirep 

jiioipav (beyond fate/measure), as the issues surrounding such cases do not fall within 

the scope of the present study.

Based on the observations drawn in chapter two, I will translate the following 

death words as follows: poipa will be treated as meaning 'fate (specifically the fate of 

death)', oaaa will be rendered as 'fitting fate' or 'due fate', trorpog will be translated 

simply as 'destiny', and Kt)p will be translated as 'destructive fate' or 'violent death', 

©avorog will be treated simply as 'death', and reXog will be treated as 'the end (that 

consists of death)'.

In 11 3.101-102, we find rjp&cov S’ bmrorspcp 0otvaro<; Koa potpa tetoktoi,

/ reOvair). 'But for whichever of the two of us death and fate are fashioned, / let him 

die'. This line is found in a scene in which Menelaos has been invited to individual 

combat with Paris. Having decided to let the conflict be resolved between the two of 

them alone, Menelaos exhorts his men to stand down and put a temporary end to 

hostilities. This is an excellent example of the sort of use to which words for death, and 

poipa in particular, are put. In this passage, both poipa and Odvarog are being 

discussed as possibilities (combined in hendiadys they amount to the concept of 'destined 

death', although neither of the combatants knows upon which of them destined death is 

set). Death is in this sense remote, and the specific threat to the doomed individual is not 

yet at the point of realization. The use of the optative mood further underlines the 

unknowability of the outcome of events. It is dying as a future possibility that is 

discussed and contemplated by the characters. This passage deals with approaching 

death, but does not describe the event of dying, and as we shall see, this is typical of the 

poem (particularily when the text's heroic focalizers are speaking).
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In support of this claim, one can produce a list of passages, including the 

interesting and very well known reference to poipa in book 6, wherein Hektor speaks to 

Andromache about the inescapability of death for all living creatures. He says:

5aifioviir|, prj poi n  Xit|v dtKOxtCso 0opc3' 
oh  y a p  n g  p ’ oirep a io av  dvffp vAi5i trpoidtirsr
poipav 5’ on Tivd <j>fpi Trscjjoypsvov sppgvai dv5pwv,
o b  k o k o v ,  o b 8 e  p e v  m Q k o v ,  h r t ) v  r d  t r p w r a  y e v r j i a t .  ( I I .6.486-489)

Strange one, don't in any way grieve excessively for me in your spirit;
For no man will cast me to Hades beyond due fate;
But I say there is no one among men who has fled fate,
Not a cowardly man nor a good one, once it has taken first form (lit: once it has 
become the first things).

The accusative beginning the third line in this selection probably features po ip a  as a 

death term, since the preceding line discusses the likelihood of being sent to Hades' realm 

(a common metaphorical reference to dying), and the line beginning with poipav makes 

direct reference to what has come before. In this case po ip a  is used as a term for the 

inevitable, allotted death that awaits each mortal in the proper time. The destiny which is 

named is the death of intellectual musing, not the actual biological occurrence (i.e. the 

culmination of the dying process).

Similarly, in book 7 Helenos says to Hektor oo yap troo po ip a  Ootvsiv Kod 

Troxpov emoTteiv (II. 7.52), 'For it is not yet your fate to die and seek out doom’. In this 

context, po ipa  may be understood as a direct reference to the appointed fate of death, 

owing to the use of the aorist infinitive of the verb 'to die' used in conjunction with it, 

which underlines its intended meaning in this case. Once again, the named death is being 

spoken about as something which is in no way an immediate reality. I. I. F. DeJong 

classifies this passage as one in which the external primary narrator-focalizer embeds a
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character-text within his own narrator-text. This causes the speaking character in turn to 

become a secondary narrattee-focalizee.5

Named death as a possibility also appears in a speech of Achilles to Odysseus: 

ictti jLidipa fievovn, teat el jrdXa Tiq troXeplCot' / ev 8e If) npf) rjpev xaKog 

tl§ £  k o u  eaOXo?' / Kat0av’ optog o r ’ aepyog dvrjp o re i t o K k a  eopywc (II. 9. 

318-320), ’Fate is the same for the one who lingers, and if one wages war heartily, I in the 

same honour, both the base man and the noble, / both the idle man and the one who does 

much, die alike'. Motpa in this case is clearly a name for death, since the possibility of 

dying in war is what is being discussed. Death is a topic for contemplation; it is not at this 

point in the poem being realized.6 Also worth noting is the fact that poipa serves a

5 DeJong 1989 p.81. As DeJong says, the use of such if  not situations (i.e. the presentation of 
something that would run contraiy to fate) allows for the primary narrator-focalizer directly, or indirectly 
via speaking characters, to confirm his status as a reliable presenter of facts as they happened.

6 Similar uses of these death words appear in II. 16.852-853, in which we find on 6pv ouB ’ 
aorot; Bppov Pet), aXXd rot ff5rj / ayx i trapeaxtiKev 8dvaro<; kou p o ip a  K parairj..., 'surely you 
yourself are not one who will go on too long, but already / death and powerful fate stand close', and in
//. 17.421-422, where we find to tjxXoi, el k o u  p o ip a  trap’ dvspi ripBe Bapijvai li td v r a g  optoq, pp
7T<j6 n q  epweiTU) TroXepoio, 'Oh friends, even if  it is fete for all o f us to be subdued over this man, / 
nevertheless let no one retreat from battle'. Consider also the following passage in which p o ip a  appears 
in hendiadys with 0d varog

oux o paqg  oioc; x d i syco koXqq re psyotg re;
Trarpbg 5’ s ip ’ a y a0o io , 0ed  B6 p s yeivotro pprtip- 
aXX’ em toi k o u  spot Odvatoe x d i po ip a  Kpocrairj' 
lo a s r a i  p noog fi BsiXn P psaov f,potp, 
cwrarots n g  k o u  epsto vApg ek Qupov eXtirai, 
p o ye Soopi PaXcov rj otto veopfj<t»v oiortS (II. 21.108-113)

Do you not see what sort of man I am, both brave and large?
I am from a noble father, and the mother who bore me a goddess, 
but still, even for me there is a death and mighty fate.
There will be a dawn or an afternoon or a mid-day
when someone will seize the spirit from me on account of Ares,
either casting with a spear or with an arrow from a bow-string.

Another passage which discusses and names death belonging to a future time is iced Be oot aorta poipa, 
0eoiq onetKeX’ ’AxiXXeC,/ retxei otto Tpuknv edrstfjevEcav daroXeaBoa. (II. 23.80-81, 'and there is a 
fate for you yourself, Achilles like unto the gods, / to perish under the walls of the flourishing Trojans'), as 
does the mournful speech of Thetis to her son Achilles, in which she says oh  yap pot Bppov |3et|, aXAa 
rot ffSri / ayxi Trapearriicsv 0avarog tcod p o ip a  Kparaifj. (II. 24.131-132), Tor you will not go on 
too long for me, but already / death and mighty doom stand close'. This passage echoes Patroklos' words to 
Hektor, mentioned above, in book 16. We may also consider the rather remarkable passage in which Hektor 
chooses to stand and face his death, and in which we hear vuv avrh  ps p o ip a  Ktxavet. /  prj pav  
dotrouBC ys k o u  axXeitSc ajroXoippv, / aXXa p sy a  ps^ac n  k o u  saaopsvo io i 7ro0so0at. (II. 
22.303-305), 'But now fete has come upon me. I Let me not, however, die ingloriously without a struggle, /
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double function, refering not only to 'death' but also to 'booty' and that Achilles makes 

two different points with one word.7

In book 4, we find something rather different, although equally interesting.

'EvO’ ’ ApopoyKEtSqv Aitopea poipa TrsSqae’
XsppaStw fdp pxfjxo irapa a^opov oKpioevn 
tcvqpqv Sefrxepqv PaXe 5e ©pqxwv ayoq ocvSpcSv,
Iletpwg ’Ip(3paai5r)<;, og dp’ AivoGev EtXqXouOsi. 
aptjioxEpoo 5s tevovts kodl ooxsa Xaaq avaiSqq 
dxptq oorqXolriaEv 6 5’ twrxioq ev kovCtjcji 
Kajnrsoev, aptjxu x^ipe tfftXoiq exapotat 7rsxaaaocg,
0upov djroTrveiwv* 6 5’ sjreSpoqtev oq p’ e^aXev rap,
neCpooc, ouxa 5s 5ot)pt trap’ opcfKxXov ek 5’ dpa irdaai
Xxvxo x ap at xoXaSeq, xbv 5e aKoxog ooas KaXutge. (//. 4.517-526)

Then fate bound fast Diores, son of Amaryngkeus,
for he was struck on the ankle with a jagged rock for throwing
on the right leg, and the leader of the Thracian men threw it,
Peiros, son of Imbrasos, who had come from Ainos.
The ruthless stone utterly destroyed both of the two tendons 
and the bones, and he fell on his back into the dust, 
reaching out both hands to his dear companions,
gasping out his spirit. And he who had easily thrown it (the stone) ran up, Peiros, 
and cast the spear into his navel, and then all
his intestines were poured out onto the ground, and darkness covered his eyes.

Motpa as 'doom' or 'fate' appears here as an active agent in events leading up to death. 

Again we are reminded of the extent to which death is treated as a process. The passage 

describes events leading up to the death, and culminates with the actual exit of life from 

the body in line 526. It is significant that in line 526, wherein we understand death to 

occur, it is not named, but is described. In this context, poipa is not immediately lethal, 

nor is it the direct cause of the cessation of life; indeed, it does no more than grasp the 

warrior Dores while he is injured, felled, and subsequently killed with a stab to the navel 

by Peiros. The active agent in the killing is Peiros, although po ip a  is ascribed the active

but in some way accomplishing great things, and men to come to know of it'. Although he speaks as if 
death were immediately upon him and his life were at that point passing out of existence, this is not the 
case. Death is a very real threat, and it is imminent, but still not immediately present. Although not long 
off, named death is still a thing belonging to the future.

7 See Hainsworth's 1993 commentary, p. 104.
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role of holding the doomed man in place for the blow which will end his life. Nameless 

death is then conveyed with the grim words aicoxog 6o a z  KaXuijrae, (darkness covered 

his eyes) after a horrifyingly graphic, purely biological depiction of the effects of the 

sword on flesh.8

In some passages we find an interesting mix of named and nameless death. For 

example, in book 13:

ndoovSpog 5’ iQbg MsvsAdoo tcuSaAtpoto 
rfie* xov S’ dye poipa K«Kf) Gavaxoio xeXoa5s, 
aoi, MeveAas, Sapfjvai ev aivfj Sifioxfjxu 
oi 5’ ore 5rj axsSov fiaav for ccAXpAoiaiv lovxeg,

’ AtpetSTig pev dpapre, trapdt 5e ot Expdarex’ syxog, 
iMaavSipog 5e aaicog MeveXdoo KuSaXipoto 
ouxaasv, od5e Sioarpo Suvfjaaxo xdkKov eA aaaar  
eax60e yap aaicog eupb, KaiEKAdaGti 5’ svi KauAw 
eyxoc o 8e epoaoapevog £utx>g dpyupotiXov 
aXx’ em IIeiadv5p«' 6 5’ for' aamSog eiXero KaXfjv 
d5ivT)v euxaXKov, eXdtvio dp^a tteXekkw, 
paKpw Eb^eaxur dpa 5’ aXXpXcov scjxicovxo. 
ffrot 6 pev KopoOog <J>dXov ffXaoev hnro5aastTig 
dtcpov o7ro Ackjxjv auxov, 6 6e irpoaiovxa pexawrov 
pivog UTtep 7rupdxr|g- Adics 5’ oaxea, xeb oi oaae  
trap 7ro0iv atpaxoevxa x«poa leioov ev icoviijaiv,
I8vc56ri 5e 7reatov (II. 13.601-618)

Peisandros advanced straight on glorious Menelaos,
but an evil fate led him towards death's end,
to be subdued by you, Menelaos, in the dread battle.
But when they were coming near to one another,
the son of Atreus missed the mark and the spear was turned alongside him 
(Peisandros).
Peisandros hit the shield of glorious Menelaos,
but he could not draw the bronze straight through,
for the broad shield held and the spear was snapped off at the shaft,
but he (Menelaos) drawing his silver studded sword
leapt at Peisandros, but he (Peisandros) under his shield held his beautiful
axe of fine bronze, upon a long well polished
olive wood axe handle. At the same time they came at one another.
And verily he (Peisandros) struck at the high peak of the horse hair crested helmet 
by the very crest, and he (Menelaos) struck him as he advanced,

8 A similar usage appears in book 22, wherein we find, in relation to the events leading up to 
Hektor's demise, the following lines: "Exxopa 6 ’ auxou peivoa oXotf| p o ip a  TtsSrjaev / ’IXiot) 
jrpotrdpotOe truXdtov xs Exatdtov (11. 22.5-6), 'But destructive fate caught fast Hektor so that he 
remained / on the spot before Ilion and the Skaian gates'.
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on the forehead over the nose, and he smashed the bones and both of his 
(Peisandros') eyes fell bleeding to the ground in the dust, before his feet.
Falling, he curled up.

In the above passage, the poet begins with a direct address to Menelaos, recalling to him 

certain events involved in the death of Peisandros.9 By interrupting the typical third 

person narrative in this way, the narrator breaks the illusion that events are taking place 

as the poem is performed. The narrator is distancing events in time and narrative context. 

Here, then, we find poipa named in conjunction with the genitive of Odvorog, (ays  

pot pa KaKt) Qavdxoto TsXoaSe, the evil fate lead him to the end of death). In this 

side-note, the death has already occurred and as a point of history is not an immediate 

reality. It is from here that the passage goes on to return to its sense of taking place in the 

present, and resumes the third person narration by the seemingly omniscient narrator, and 

it is from here that the sense of death becomes more immediate and threatening. As the 

passage takes the audience to the actual moment of Peisandros' death, bringing it closer in 

time, the passage also becomes more and more biological in its depiction of the event. By 

the time the scene culminates with the actual death, death is described in all of its horrific 

physical detail, but is not named again.

Some of the most interesting appearances of poipa as it relates to death are found 

in conjunction with references to the Olympian gods. In book 15, Ares says the 

following:

pi) vbv poi vepeanaer’ , ’ OXupma Stopar §xovts<;,
TEioaaOai (JxSvov moc; i o v t  em vtjag ’Axatwv,
e! trep pot Koa poipa Aioe irXiiyevn Kspauvw
KeiaQai opob v e k u e o o i  ps0’ atpaxi k o u  Kovlqoiv. (II. 15.115-118)

9 DeJong 1989 remarks on the use o f the second person singular in direct address, and says that 
while such addresses are formally spoken to the poem’s characters, they are actually meant for the audience 
(the primary narratee-focaiizee) and help bring the audience into the text. She says "...the NFj does not
just produce his story, regardless of his recipient , but instead takes heed of that recipient, steering the 
latter's reception. I therefore propose to describe the communicative process between the NFj and the
NeFe^, as interaction: although NeFej nowhere speaks himself, his very evocation as recipient
nevertheless conditions the presentation of the NFj" p. 60.
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Now do not be vexed at me, you who have homes on Olympos,
going among the Achaian ships in order to exact the penalty for the slaughter of
my son,
even though it be my fate having been struck by Zeus' thunderbolt 
to lie amongst the corpses in blood and dust

On the surface poipa seems, in this passage, to be the fate that consists in death, and 

hence appears to be a word for death, given that the fate being mentioned is to ’lie with 

the dead among blood and dust'. If the speaker were mortal, and dying were indeed a 

possibility, this passage would be much like others in which death is named in a 

discussion concerning its likelihood or probability, as there is no immediate threat at 

hand. In this instance, however, the threat is even more remote than usual, in that the 

speaker is an Olympian, and cannot die. For Ares to speak about being struck by the bolt 

of Zeus to sprawl amid dust and blood with dead men is merely an exaggeration made by 

a petulant god. The audience knows fully well that Ares is not going to be killed, and 

hence death is entirely safe to name. The worst that may befall Ares is that he be cast 

down to join the company of corpses in the carnage which is his own handiwork, since as 

the god of war (one of the ap(3poroi 8soi ast eovrzq, the immortal gods always 

existing)10, the true mortal experience of death is not something which he can ever know.

The gods may not be able to experience dying first hand, but they do, to some 

extent, experience the sense of loss that comes upon survivors.11 One of the most 

discussed passages concerning fate in the Iliad is that in which Zeus laments the 

approaching death of his son Sarpedon (a scene in which foreshadowing and grief co­

10 Certainly there are myths concerning dying gods (e.g. Zeus on Crete, Dionysos, Persephone 
etc.). However, the myth which tells o f Zeus' tomb on Crete seems to be a Cretan (i.e. Minoan) variation, 
and does not figure in the Greek tellings of Zeus' struggles to gain power. Dionysos and Persephone are 
resurrection gods who descend to the underworld but return again (a symbolic death and rebirth). The one 
Greek god who truly does die and does not return is Asclepius, who outraged Zeus by trying to reverse the 
effects of death on the mortal Hippolytos. However, this seems to be a punishment made to fit the crime, 
and is certainly not typical of the gods' experience.

J1 It is also worth noting that the loathing of death and the somewhat apotropaic desire to avoid it 
may also be something that the gods understand on a first hand basis. For example, in Euripides'
Hippolytos, Artemis deliberately removes herself from Hippolytos' company as his life is about to depart.
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exist in time, as though future, present and past are all one moment to the immortals), and 

contemplates altering the course of destined events:

w pot eytov, o xe pot ZapTrqSova, (JiXraTOv av5p<Sv, 
poip’ U7ro narpoKXoto MevomdSao Saprjvat.
SixOa 5e pot KpotStp pepovs <J>peaiv oppodvovn, 
rf ptv Ctoov eovra paxpc; otto 6aKpoosacjpg 
0eito dvaptrd^ag AuKipg ev movi 5pp«, 
p p5p utto xspot MevoindSao Sapdaaw. (II. 16.433-438)

Ah me, it is fate that the dearest of men to me, Sarpedon, 
be subdued at the hands of Patroklos, son of Menoitios.
The heart in my breast longs with a twofold wish as I consider, 
whether snatching him up alive from the lamentable battlefield 
I should place him among the rich folk of Lykia, 
or subdue him under the hands of the son of Menoitios.

As B. Fenik has noted, this passage has two typical features: a duel between two warriors 

is interrupted for a scene on Olympos where the fate of one of the men is being discussed, 

and the dialogue pattern of the speech between Zeus and Hera.12

The poipa mentioned in the second line of this passage is likely fate as it relates 

to death, since it is the impending death of his son about which Zeus speaks. It may also 

be an example of Zeus lamenting his own poipa of losing Sarpedon, which would raise 

interesting questions for those who claim that Zeus' will and fate are one. Here the 

relevant point is that death is evoked by the word poipa. It hardly needs pointing out that 

death is not any sort of immediate threat (especially to the father of gods and men), and it 

is being discussed as a possibility for the hero Sarpedon at some point in the future. Zeus 

is still of two minds concerning how to act, and so it might be argued (against the notion 

of fate being what is predestined because it is what must be, and what on some level has 

already happened), that there is as yet no certainty of death's imminence.

Moipa also appears as a word for death in passages in which a character makes 

reference to a death in the past. As in examples wherein death is discussed as a mere

12 Fenik 1968 p. 203.
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possibility belonging to a future time, death is at times named in passages discussing 

events which, from the perspective of the poem's characters, have already occurred. As is 

the case with death in the future, death in the past is remote, and is therefore safe to 

name, in this case in hendiadys. For evidence of this, one may look to book 17:

’AXidjiie5ov, rig yap toi ’AxaicSv aXkoc, opdiog 
iTuroov aOavaxtov s x ^ v  SprjaCv t e  psvog t e ,  
d  pf| ndrpoicXog, 0eo<|jiv pqoxoop axaAavTog,
Cooog scov; vbv au Oavaxog kodl poipa K ix d v e i .  (//. 17.475-478)13

Alkimedon, what other man of the Achaians, equal to you, 
would be able to hold the deathless horses and their strength, 
if not Patroklos, an adviser equal to the gods, 
while he lived? Now death and fate have found him in turn.

In some contexts, we find p o i p a  mentioned as a death related word in 

conjunction with both future and past points in time. For example:

ou5e yap oo8e pit] ' HpatcAqog 4>oy£ Kfjpa, 
oq ttsp (JaAxaxog s o k e  A d  K poviccvi dvaKxi* 
aXXd s poipa Sapaaas k o u  apyaAsoq xoAog 'Hpqg. 
tog Kod eywv, el 5q pot opoiq poipa XEXUKiai,
Kslaop’ Eirsl ke 0dvw  (II. 18.117-121)

For not even the might of Herakles fled destruction, 
even though he was dearest to the lord Zeus, son of Kronos, 
but fate subdued him, and the grievous anger of Hera.
And so I, if indeed such a fate is fashioned for me, 
will lie still when I am dead.

A igo, as already discussed, is often viewed as sharing a range of meanings with 

poipa (including those relating to death). In reality, odoa as a term directly connected to 

the end of life is somewhat rare (more often than not it refers to life itself). In fact, it is 

only found very clearly in connection with death seven times throughout the entire poem.

13 This use is repeated, again with reference to Patroklos, in trctoiv yap sm axaro jxeiXixog 
eivoa /Cwbg scov vfiv au  0dvatog  icai p o ip a  taxdvet (II. 17.671-672), ’For he understood how to 
be gentle to all /  while he lived. But now death and fate have met with him in turn'. The death of Hektor is 
also referred to after the fact with these same words, as we see in Hekuba’s words of lament vbv an  
0 d v a to c  kou poipa Kixdvei (II. 22.436), ’but now death and fate have met with him in turn'.
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From Hektor we hear ou yap rig p ’ utrep aiaav dvf|p vAi5i trpoiamrer / 

poipav 5 ’ oo rtvd (f>T|pi nHjmypevov eppsvai av5p(Bv... (II. 6.487-488)14, 'For no 

man will send me to Hades beyond due fate, / and I say that there is no one among men 

who escapes destiny1, and from Priam el Se pot oaoa / TS0vdpevai trapa vrjuaiv 

’Axaicov x«^koxitc6voov, / fJooXopai (II. 24.224-226), 'If it is my due fate / to die 

alongside the ships of the bronze clad Achaians, / then I wish it'. In the first instance, the 

common phrase OTiep aiaav, which typically means no more than 'beyond measure' or 

'beyond what is fated1, is in this case connected with death Insofar as the fate' which 

a ia a  implies is here clearly the 'fate to die'. The idea is explicit that no man will send 

Hektor to Hades' realm contrary to his own allotted fate, which is to die at the appropriate 

place and time. His death cannot happen in any other way than in accordance with oaoa, 

which is what must be by necessity. Death does not occur outside of its prescribed limits, 

and d io a  here is that inexorable order which sets those limits. This is the usage we find 

in the passage mentioned from book 24 as well. If it is Priam's oaoa reOvdpsvoa (fate 

to die), then it is necessity, and has, on some level, already occurred. There is no use 

railing against inflexible fate, and so, he concludes, if this is ordained, it is what he 

wishes. There is no wisdom in attempting to thwart fate, or go against the natural cycle of 

life and death in which all mortals have a part, each at their appropriate times.

As was noted with poipa, when a iaa  is mentioned in direct relation to death, 

death is being discussed as something which may or may not be looming close. As 

something which in its appointed time and place is inevitable, and even comforting, it 

allows one a place in the cycle of the natural world. It is interesting to note that oaoa, 

unlike poipa as it appears in a number of contexts, does not seem to be associated with 

any particular sense of dread or dismay. Rather, in the two passages cited above it seems 

that contemplation of cdoa  in relation to dying fills one with a sense of quiet resignation

14 This passage has already been mentioned in connection with p o ip a  on page 88.
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and inner peace, as opposed to stark terror (it is, after all, what is 'equitable' and 'right'). 

As oaoa is a feminine word, this is particularly worth noting, since Yemant has claimed 

(as discussed earlier) that feminine death terms denote death in its negative aspect, while 

the 'good' death is referred to by the masculine term Odvaroq.

There are five more appearances of oaoa as a death term within the poem. Twice 

we hear of goddesses reproaching Zeus for interfering with the allotted fates (i.e. ’deaths') 

of mortals:

Tov 5' qjuEtPef h te n a  (3o<3mg roxv ia  'Hpiy 
atvoTOTe KpovtSt] 7roiov t o v  pbOov esi7reg. 
av5pa Ovqxov Eovra jrdXai 7re7rp«jjevov odor) 
axjt e0eXetq Bavdroto 5oarixeog e^avaAuaai; (II. 16.439-442)

Next queenly cow-eyed Hera answered him,
'Most dread son of Kronos, what sort of word have you spoken?
Do you wish to set free a mortal man, doomed of old by appointed fate, 
Back from grim sounding death?

and:

Tov S o d ts  TrpooeEiro 0sd yXaoKwrnq ’AOqviy 
go lraxep dpyiKEpanvs KEXatvs^eg otov eeineQ'
dv5pa 0 v t|t6 v  sovra TtaXat TtEirpGopEvov odoij
dift sOsXEig ©avdroio 5naqx£0€ e^avaXuaat; (II. 22.177-180)

Then the grey-eyed goddess Athena answered him,
"Father dark clouded with white lightning, what sort of thing have you said?
Do you wish to set free a mortal man, doomed of old by appointed fate 
Back from grim sounding death?

The oaoa  being mentioned here is clearly death, but, of course, in neither case is the 

death occurring in the present, and even if it were, deities seem to be at greater liberty 

than mortals to name death. It is interesting to note, as I. J. F. DeJong has done, that at 

various points throughout the poem, virtually the same words are spoken to Zeus by both 

Athena and Hera, and yet they tend to ellicit very different responses. While Zeus'
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affection for Ms daughter is manifested in his responses to her, he tends to be more abrupt 

with Hera, giving in to her will without answering her.15

Also falling into this same category of usage wherein a deity names death is the 

following, spoken by the goddess Thetis to her still living son, vuv 5  a p a  f  cOKtSpopoc; 

KOCt OiCupOg Ttspi 7T(XVTO0V / £7rXS0' TCO OS KatCTj OUOl] TSK O V 6V  peyapO lO l (II.

1.417-418), 'But now it has transpired that (your life be) short lived and bitter beyond that 

of all men. / To a bitter apportioned fate I bore you in my halls'.

Two more appearances of dm  a  as a death term with the genitive of Odvarog are 

found in speeches by Hektor's parents, after his death. Both Priam and Hecuba remark 

that the gods care for "Hektor even in the fate of death':

"Og <Jxxto, yt)0rjcj£v 8  o yepoov, tcca dpelpsTO pi58(p- 
«B TSKOg, fi p dyoBov icai svatoipa 6wpa 5t5ot3vai 
aBavdxoig, b m  ou m f  epog ndic,, si nor er|v ye,
Xt)0ef evi peyapoioi Qstov ol ’'OXupjrov exovov
m  oi droepvTfoavTO kgci e v  Oavdioio nep oaor).
dXX ays 5rj t65s 8s£ai bpev n a p a  tcaXov aXetaov,
auTov te ptkrat, Treptpov 5e pe oov ye Osotoiv,
ocj>pd kev kc, KXioir]v nrfXificfco daJxKoopai. (II. 24.424-431)

So he spoke, and the old man became glad and answered him with a speech,
'Oh child, surely it is a good thing to give proper gifts
to the gods, since my own child never, if ever he was,
was forgetful within his halls of the gods who hold Olympos,
and so they were mindful of him, even in the apportioned fate of death.
But come then, and receive this fine embossed cup from me 
and protect me myself, and escort me with the gods (willing), 
until I arrive at the tent of the son of Peleus.

as well as:

"Og ajwro KXodood, em Se arevdxovTO ynvodKeg. 
rrjaiv 8 afiCF Thcd{3i] aStvob eSrtpxe yooto*
TBktop feficS 8up<3 n d v tiov ftokv ^XxaiE traiScov,
p pev poi two? 7TEp kwv <f»Xog paBa Qeoiaiv
oi 8  a p a  o e v  ki)5ovto kou e v  Oavaroio n e p  odatj. (II. 24.746-750)

15 DeJong 1989 p. 189-190.
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So she spoke weeping, and the women groaned about her.
But now Hekabe began the loud chant of their sorrow ;
"Hektor, by fa r  the dearest of children to my spirit,
indeed while still alive for me, you were dear to the gods,
and they care for you still even in the apportioned fate of death.

The death named in these passages has already taken place-the body is rendered a corpse, 

and naming death can in no way cause further suffering.

In all of the above mentioned passages, death is not immediately at hand, and the 

end of life is not something which belongs to the present moment in the poetic narrative.

There are similar uses of roxpog. In book 2 we find the following hendiadys 

linking troxpog and 0dvotxog: si 5 e  Tig steadyAxog eOeXsi oikovSe v eecr0 a i, / 

6arrsa0(o rjg vTjbg sb a a E X p o io  p sA a lv rig , / 64>pa 7rpoa0 ’ aAAcov O d v a x o v  kou 

Troxpov bidaia] (11. 2.357-359), 'But if someone wishes greatly to go homeward, / let 

him grasp his well benched black ship / so that before others he might pursue death and 

destiny'. In this instance, rroxpog and Odvaxog are both discussed in character speeches, 

and neither of them presently threaten to strike. Similarly, in book 4, oAAd p o i a iv o v  

dxog OS0EV so a e ra i, to MsveAoe, / oa ke 0dvr]g  kou 7roxpov avocrrAfjarig 

fkoxoio (II. 4.169-170) 'But there will be a dread grief for me on your behalf, Menelaos, 

/ if you should die and accomplish the destiny of your life', and in book 6:

...spot 5e KE KEpSlOV 61 T|
cteu dgJxxpapTouoi] x9ov«  5upsvai* ob yap c t’ dXXp 
E0 TOU QaXTrcopfj , ejtei dv ox> ye troxpov E7iia7rrjg, 
dXX’ axe • (II. 6.410-413)

...but it would be better for me
to sink into the earth once I have lost you, for there will be no 
other consolation, once you have pursued your destiny, 
but griefs.

Other such examples of the fate of death (that which befalls one) being named in 

discussion may be found in the speech of Helenos to Hektor, already mentioned on page 

76 of this chapter (II. 7.52), as well as in Hektor's words to the Trojans and Lykians,
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which again link troxpog and 0avaxog in hendiadys ..be, 5e Kev upfeoov / j3Xr)pevog 

xtwreig Q dvaxov koii r o x p o v  femciTtri / xe0vaxco (II. 15.494-496), 'He among you 

who, having been struck or wounded obtains death and destiny, / let him die', as well as 

in Thetis' words to her son Achilles, ooKopopog 5fj pot, xexog, Ea treat, o t ’ 

dyopeuetg’ / au x iK a  yap tot ercixa pe0’ "Exxopa iroxpog fexotpog (II. 18.95-96), 

'Indeed for me (you will be) short lived, child, according to the things which you say, / 

for straightway after Hektor, your destiny is at hand'. One may also look at Poseidon's 

advice to Aeneas (which also employs hendiadys), spoken with a view to some future 

time, autdp ferret k ’ ’AxtXeug Odvaxov icod Troxpov emam], / Oapdtiaag 6rj 

ETtetxa p ex a  7rp«xoiai pd^eaOai (11. 20.337-338), 'But once Achilles obtains his 

death and destiny, / then taking courage fight among the foremost men'.

Only twice in the entire poem does Ttoxpog appear on its own, without the aid of a 

form of 0dvaxog or drroOvrjaKW. Nonetheless, even in these contexts, roxpog is clearly 

used to denote the fate of death, and it is a death that does not reach its fulfillment. 

Agenor proclaims to Achilles, after boasting of the great resolution on the part of the 

Trojans to protect their homes, ...at) 5’ ev0dSe 7roxpov scjjeijreig, / to5’ IxTiayXog eobv 

xdi BapoaXeog 7roXeptaxtig (11. 21.588-589), '...but there you will obtain destiny, / 

although being such a fearful and bold warrior', and in book 22 we find Priam beseeching 

Hektor not to engage Achilles in battle with the words ...tva ptj T&xa Troxpov 

brla7rr)g / IlriXetwvt Sapetg, ferret ^ iroXi? (jiepxepog feaxt (1122.39-40), 'so that you 

not soon reach your destiny, / having been subdued by Peleion, since he is by far 

mightier'.

Turning attention to Kijp, the same general practice demonstrated in the 

consideration of death words thus far treated is maintained. Appearances of this word are 

plentiful throughout the poem (it is used forty-six times in total), and so, as a result, only 

a rather cursory list of passages and the categories into which they fall may be dealt with
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here, and in following chapters, only the more interesting passages will be discussed in 

detail.

We find numerous references to Kijp used as a death word, in passages wherein 

death is being discussed but is not a present reality. Falling into this category are the 

passages which follow.

Achilles names death to Agamemnon in their verbal conflict, saying to him:

oivoPapeg, k o v o ^  Spjiax’ s x « v ,  KpaSirjv 5 ’ eXd4>oio, 
oute tto t £<; TToXspov a p a  Xam OcepinxOtlvai 
oute XoxovS’ lEVoa aov dpiaxfiEaaiv ’AxaicBv 
rerXriKag 0upur to  6e to i KT)p eiSetoi d v a i .(II. 1.225-228)

You, heavy with drink, possessing the eyes of a dog and the heart of a 
hind,not ever have you dared in your heart to be armed for battle amongst 
the people nor to go into ambush with the best of the Achaians, 
for to you this thing seems to be violent death.

Odysseus addresses his companions as pdptupoi, o v q  prj Kt|psg sj3av Oavaroto 

cfepouaai (//. 2.302), 'witnesses, whom the violent death spirits have not come carrying 

off, while Nestor reminds the Greeks of their original purpose in coming to Troy, saying 

<j>T)|ui yap otiv KaiavEbaat ottEppevea Kpoviwva / rfpan tc3 o t e  vpoaiv e v  

WKtOTOpoiatv Epatvov / ’Apysioi TpwEaoi 4»ovov k o u  Kf)pa ty tp o v r s c , (II. 2.350- 

352), 'For I say, therefore, that the overweening son of Kronos promised / on that day 

when we went in fast rowing vessels /, we, the Argive men, bearing blood and violent 

death to the Trojans'. The men under the command of Pandaros are described as being led 

on by the KtjpEc; psXocvog Oovdroio (II. 2.834)16, 'the dark fates of death’, and death in 

the guise of Ktjp is mentioned in a simile comparing the approach of the Trojans to battle 

with the flooding of Okeanos, dvSpdcri Iluypaioioi 4>6vov Kod icfjpa <J«pouaai (II.

16 We also hear of Kfjpe^ peAccvo^ O avaroio (the dark violent spirits of death) driving on the 
sons of Merops (II. 11.332), resulting in their death at the hands of Diomedes in the very next line. 
Although death occurs almost immediately after the reference to the leaped, Krjp is viewed as an instigator 
in the events leading up to the deaths, not as the actual dispenser of death itself.
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3.6), 'bringing to the Pygmaian men blood and violent death'. Meanwhile, of Paris, we 

hear:

aAA’ ou t ic ,  5t3varo Tptooov k Asitcov t  em K otSptov
8si§ai ’AAe^otvSpov tot’ apquJxAtp MeveAaur
ou pev yap  (faAoniTt y’ eicet30avov, u  tic , iS g i to *
i o o v  yap  cr<Jjiv mxaiv oarqxBeTO K qpt peAodvq. (II. 3.451-454).

But no man of the Trojans or the renowned allies was able
to display Alexandras to war-loving Menelaos then,
for they did not hide him on account of friendship, if any man had seen
him,for he was hated by all of them equally to dark violent death.

To Tlepolemos, Sarpedon says the following, naming death that has not yet happened 

(although it will very shortly), ooi 5 ’ eyo) ev0d6e <|>qpi (J»vov need. KTjpot psAoavav 

/e£  spsOev Tsi5£ea0ai, spw 5 ’ vrn dovpi S a p sv ra / soxog spot Scoastv, qruxqv 

6 ’ vAi5i KAoxoirwAtp (II. 5.652-654)17, 'But I say that here blood and dark violent death 

for you / will be fashioned from me, and subdued under my spear / you will give me 

glory, and to Hades famed for horses, your spirit'. Zeus is said to weigh 5i3o Kfjpe 

TavrjAeyeo*; Oocvdroto (the two destructive fates which stretch one at length) in his 

golden scale (11. 8.70), in order to determine which way the battle will go on a certain 

day, with the result that at pev ’ Axoacov Kfjpsg em xQovi 7rouAu(3oTelpr] / eCsaQqv, 

Tpakov 6e Trpoq oupavov eupuv &p0ev* (II. 8.73-74)18, The destructive fates of the

17 These lines are repeated almost exactly by Odysseus to Sokos (with the substitution of quart 
tw 6’ eaoeaO ai, 'on this day there will be', for epsQev reb^eaOoa, 'will be fashioned from m e) in 11. 
11.443-445.

18 We find Kijp being weighed on the scales of Zeus again in II. 22.209-213:

koo. ro te  5f) x p v o eta  7rarqp sr ira iv e  raXotvra, 
ev 8e riftei 5t5o Kfjpe TavqAeysot; O avaroto, 
rqv pev ’AxtAAqSoc;, rqv 5’ "Ektopo? t7nro5d|uoto, 
eAke &  p e a a a  Aaj3cov pero 8 ’ "EKropog oaatpov qpap, 
cuxero 5 ’ uc, ’A t5ao, Aitov 5e e 3»oij3og ’AjroAAwv.

And then the father spread out his golden scales,
and on them he placed two destructive fates of death, which draw men out,
one for Achilles and one for Hektor, breaker of horses,
and taking it he weighed it in the middle, and the fated day of Hektor fell
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Achalans sank to the much-nourishing earth / but the fates of the Trojans were lifted to 

the broad heavens'. Hektor refers to the Greeks as dogs oBq Krjpsq (fxjpeouai 

jieXatvdwv km vqtiov (II. 8.528), 'whom violent deaths carry from the black ships', and 

Achilles speaks of his tcrjp as being twofold, saying juf]Tr|p yap rs jlie tjjTjai Qea 

©eng dpYoporota / SixQaSiaq fcfjpag (fEpejiev Oavdroio teXooBs (II. 9.410-411), 

'My mother, the silver-footed goddess Thetis,/ tells me that I bear a double destiny 

towards the end of death'. Meanwhile, in book 12, we find an interesting reference to the 

difficulty in evading tcqp , and indeed, the warrior (Asios) under siege by this impersonal 

force does go on to die within the next several lines. However, this reference to Ktjp 

appears as a foreshadowing of events to come, and is quite distinctly separated from the 

actual (very lengthy and descriptive) death scene. We hear of Asios ...oB5’ dp’ EpsXXs 

Ktxtcdg virb tcfjpotq dXBIjag (II. 12.113), 'for he was not going to escape out from under 

the evil destructive fates', and yet we are not told about his death until later. Even then, at 

the point at which we assume that his death has taken place, it isn't made overly clear. 

Rather, it is implied by the fact that Asios has spoken aloud to Zeus, and that gBSe Aibq 

7rsi0£ (}>peva ra fir’ dyopE tSw v (II. 12.173), 'saying these things he did not persuade the 

mind of Zeus'.

One of the most remarkable scenes in the poem has Sarpedon mention Ktfp in the 

plural to Glaukos (II. 12.322-328, cited and translated on page 21 of chapter 1). Often 

translated as 'death spirits', these forms of death appear in a discussion concerning the 

necessity of dying. Death is not at this moment in the poem in the act of taking or 

receiving a life, but it is being considered somewhat philosophically.

Likewise, these dreadful 'death spirits' are mentioned in the speech of Idomeneus, 

lord of the Cretans, to Meriones. B. Fenik has remarked upon how unique this speech is

and went down to Hades' house, and Phoibos Apollo left him.
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within the poem, pointing out that the length and subject matter are atypical of battle 

scenes.19 Once again, the discussion is one in which real death is held at a distance:

t o o  pev yap t e  kcxkoO Tptbreroa XP«C aXXu5tg aXXrp 
oo5e o i drpepoog ifaOai eptiToer’ ev (fjpeai Sopot;, 
aXXa peroKXaCet icon bn dp4»repou<; itobcu; iCsi, 
ev 6e oi KpaSirj peyaXa a x e p v o ia i Trardaaei 
Kfjpag oiopevw, 7rdrayog 6e xe yiyvst oSovrtov 
too 5’ ayaSoO our’ d p ’ xpeTrexai xpdx; ouxe xi Xir]v 
xapffei (II. 13.279-285)

For the skin of a coward changes from one way to another, 
and the spirit in his breast does not restrain itself to sit untrembling, 
but he shifts on his knees and then settles on both feet, 
and within his chest the heart throbs greatly
as he thinks of the destructive death spirits, and a chattering of the teeth 
begins. But the skin of a courageous man does not change, nor does he 
fear in any way excessively.

Other such references to Ktjp involving contemplation or discussion of death in which 

that act of dying is not immediately present are numerous. We hear of Euchenor, ...p’ eo 

elSobg Ktjp’ oXorjv em vtiog emotive (II. 13.665), '...knowing well his destructive fate, 

he embarked upon the ship', and it is said of Patroklos ydp epeXXev I oi oodtcS 

Odvarov te  KotKOv koci Kfjpcx XiteoQoi (II. 16.46-47), 'he was about to entreat his 

own death and evil destruction'. As B. Fenik has noted, Euchenor is interesting in that he 

shares so many similarities with Achilles. Like Achilles, Euchenor knew that he could 

choose one of two fates. He could make the choice to stay home and die from a dreadful 

illness or come to Troy and be killed in battle. Achilles is forewarned concerning his fates 

by his mother, Thetis, while Euchenor was told his future by his priestly father, and both 

men perish from arrows shot by Paris.20 In a sense, Euchenor's death foreshadows 

Achilles’ own.

19 Fenik 1968 p. 129
20 Ibid., p. 148.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



81

Achilles himself mentions Kfjp twice during his confrontation with Hektor, and

says:

vuv 5’ sip’ , 6cj>pa 4aXr|g KEcjjaXqg oXerfjpa Ktxsiw,
"EKTOpa- Krjpa S’ eyw t o t e  8s£opai, ototote k ev  5f)

Z evq  eOeXtj TEXsaai q5’ ceOavaroi 8 eo i aXXot. 
ouSe y a p  ou5e j3tq 'HpaKXfjog cjmys Kijpa,
6q TtEp ^CXrarog s o k e  Ait Kpoviom dvaKTi •(//. 18.114-118)21

Now I will go so that I might come across the destroyer of a dear life, 
Hektor, and then I will receive violent death
whenever Zeus desires to bring it to fulfillment, and the other immortals. 
For not even the strength of Herakles fled death, 
he who was the dearest of all to lord Zeus son of Kronos.

Of Lykaon in an. encounter with Achilles it is said that 7tEp\ 5 ’ rfQsXs 00pip / 

EKcfjoyseiv Govorov te  kokov koo. Krjpa psXatvav (II. 21. 65-66), 'he wished in his 

spirit to flee from death and black destructive fate'. While Agenor debates with himself 

concerning the best course of action for the purpose of avoiding being slaughtered, he 

considers the option of running to the plain of Ilion and hiding until dark. Realizing that it 

is likely that Achilles will see him and overtake him before he reaches safety, he says 

ouket ’ EJTEir ’ e o to i  0dvaTOV Koti K fjp a g  <xXu£ai (II. 21.565), Then it will no 

longer be possible to avoid death and the destructive death spirits'.

An interesting post-mortem reflection on Krjp is found in the speech of the shade 

of Patroklos upon his visit to Achilles to request burial. The shade beseeches Achilles to 

release him, saying that they can never be companions again, s p e  p s v  Kqp / dp<J«xocv£ 

O Tuyeprj, q TiEp Xdxs yiyvopsvov trsp (II. 23.78-79), 'for a hateful violent death / has 

yawned wide for me, which was assigned to me when I was bom'.

Krjp as a death word also appears in a highly descriptive passage about Iris: t| §£ 

p o X o fB c d v ij  ik eX fi he, P t x j a o v  o p o o a E v , /  rj te k o t’ a y p a u X o to  ^ o o g  KEpag

21 This sentiment is repeated after Hektor dies, and Achilles standing over the corpse says 
TS0va0r KTfpoc 5 ’ eyw ro te  ^ o p o a ,  ototote kev 5r) / Zzhc, e6eXq teX eooi i)5’ aQdvarot 0eoi 
aXXot (II. 22.365-366), ’Die, and I will myself receive violent death whenever /  Zeus wishes to bring it to 
fulfillment, and the other immortals'.
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EjLiftePocma /  epxetai ( o p p a r f j a iv  stt’ Ix Ou o i  K p p a  tfjepouoa (II. 24.80-82),' She 

rushed v io le n tly  to  th e  sea  flo o r , lik e  a  p lu m m et / m ou n ted  o n  th e  horn o f  a  f ie ld -  

d w e llin g  o x  /  g o e s  bearing  v io le n t death  to  the raw-flesh eatin g  fish '.

When it comes to instances in which the poet wishes to name a death that is 

avoided or escaped (and hence does not occur), Krjp is, in the vast majority of cases, the 

death word of choice. Krjp is typically the word for the death which never happens, and 

as such is often a negation of death. The following are the passages in which Ktjp is used 

to denote the unaccomplished death.

Of Paris the poem says oojr 8’ erdcpcov elq zQvoc, exaCero xfjp’ aAssloov (II. 

3.32), 'He retired into the company of companions, avoiding violent death', and that o 5’ 

£KXiv0rj kou dXeiSato Krjpa peXaivav (II. 3.360), 'he bent aside and he avoided 

black violent death'. Later, Aphrodite intervenes in the one on one combat between 

Menelaos and Paris, and saving her favourite aoTob KTjpag djuovei (II. 4.11), 'she 

wards off violent death spirits from him'.22

As B. Fenik writes (commenting on II. 17.106-122), "The slow retreat of one 

fighter in the face of a large number of the enemy is a type scene: Odysseus at A 411, 

Aias at A 545, Antilochos at N 550. The way Menelaos withdraws from Hector is 

directly related to the retreats in these other three scenes. The man pulls back slowly,

22 This is not the only instance of a god warding off the death spirit from a beloved mortal. 
Elsewhere Hephaistos interferes with the function of K ijp :

TSaio<; 5’ raropooae Xunnv trspiKaXXea 5uj>pov, 
ou5’ stXti ropiPflvai &5eA4>£iou KTapevoio’ 
ob6e yap ot>5s kev au-rbc; 07TEK<}>uye id]pa peXaivav, 
aXA’ "Htjxxtorog Ipuro, aam oe &  vukti KaXotyac,
<hc, 5fj oi pr) 7rdyxc yspoov dKaxfjpevog efrj. (//. 5.20-24)

And Idaios leapt off leaving the very beautiful chariot,
nor did he dare to stand over his slain brother,
nor yet would he himself have escaped the black violent death,
but Hephaistos rescued him and covering him with night saved him,
so that the old man would not be totally distressed.

Moreover, Zeus does the same thing for his son Sarpedon, as we hear in the following: aKka  
Zsvq  Ktjpac ajuove / 7raiSoc eou... (II. 12.402-403), 'but Zeus warded off violent death / from his son...'.
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occasionally turning to face his pursuers, until he finally reaches safety."23 Nonetheless, 

the hasty disappearance of the warrior into a crowd of his own men in order to dodge a 

blow is also a common occurence.

Hektor, too, is skillful in avoiding Ktjp. For example, 6 5 ’ EKXtvOrj KOtt 

oX su aro  KT]pa peXoavav (II. 7.254), 'he bent aside and avoided black violent death', 

just as Paris did in II 3.360. One should not necessarily regard the avoidance of K fjp  as 

cowardly, since Hektor is typically portrayed as possessing the utmost of heroic valour. 

Again, (of Hektor) aXeuaro K f j p a  peX oavav in 11. 11.360, 'he avoided black violent 

death', and erdpiov s ic , eOvog exaCero K fjp ’ aXesivtov (II. 14.408), 'he retired into the 

company of companions, avoiding death'. Thoas, speaking out among the Danaans, says 

of him with a sense of wonder that aveaTi) Krjpac; aXu£;ac; (II. 15.287), 'he has stood 

up, having avoided the destructive death spirits'.

Other heroes also avoid K tjp .  Eurypylos shrinks into the crowd of his companions 

in order to escape it (II. 11.585), as does Antilochos in II. 13.566, (although he is killed 

immediately afterwards by Meriones).24 Helenos also withdraws into a crowd to avoid 

Krjp (II. 13.596) after battling with Menelaos, and we hear of Poulydamas amoc, pev 

dXeooro Kfjpa peXaivav / XiKpicjJtg ai§ag  (II. 14.462-463), 'he himself avoided black

23 Fenik 1968 pp. 164-165.
34 The actual description of his death is very much biological in focus. Death at the hands of 

Meriones is also the fate of Harpalion, after he attempts to hide in a crowd (II. 13.648). Likewise, Patroklos' 
attempt to flee death among the ranks of his companions is a failure, as he is slaughtered by Hektor 
immediately afterwards as we hear m il. 16. 816-822. Lykaon, son of Priam, takes the position of suppliant 
at the knees of Achilles, ropt 5 ’ rjQeXe Otspcp / siajmyeeiv Odvorov te  koocov kou td)pa peXatvav 
(II. 21.65-66), 'he wished in his spirit / to escape death and black violent death', although his plea for mercy 
is in vain. Kfjp may be the typical word the poet chooses to express the death one attempts to avoid, but not 
all such attempts are necessarily successful. Nonetheless, sometimes there is, in the attempt to flee death, at 
least a temporary reprieve for the hero. We hear, for example, jtwq 6s kev ''EtcTtop tefjpog V7rŝ s<j>uf ev 
Qavdroio, / el pij o i jroparov re x a i  oataT ov pvrer’ 'AtroXXtov / syyoQev, oq o i brwpas jusvoq 
Xanj/ripd t s  yoova; (II. 22.202-204), 'How then could Hektor have escaped from death, / had not Apollo 
this last and final time lingered by him I close, he who stirs up strength and light knees?'. Apollo aids 
Hektor by giving him strength, and Hektor thereby does escape death for the time being, although he is to 
die shortly. DeJong 1989 comments on this passage, remarking that it is a special case as far as 'near death' 
scenes go, because "The if not-situation has the form of a rhetorical question, which amounts to: Hector 
would never have escaped death for so long, if Apollo had not helped him for the last time. The i f  not- 
situation reflects and answers a question which must have arisen with the NeFej after 201, viz. how was it
possible that Achilles, famous for the speed of his feet, could not overtake Hector, to whom never any 
special ability to run quickly had been attributed?" (p. 71)
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violent death / having darted sideways'. Meanwhile, Patroklos has similarly repositioned 

himself &v imeKtfnjys Kfjpa k«kt|v peXavog ©avdxoio. / aXA ’ aiei xe Aiog 

Kpsiaamv voo<; fje trep dv5pwv (//. 16.687-688), 'so that he might avoid the evil 

destruction of black death. / But always the mind of Zeus is mightier that that of men’. 

Nonetheless, these lines only serve to set the tone for the battle between Patroklos and 

Hektor. Hektor does not succeed in taking the life of Patroklos until line 828, and when 

the climactic moment arrives, death is given no name. Rather, the situation is expressed 

with the words ihq Ttdkiaq trs^vovxa Msvorfiou aAtapiov m o v  / "Ektwp 

IlpiapiSnc axe5ov Qupov OTrtjbpa (//. 16.827-828), 'So Hektor, the son of

Priam, nearby with a spear stripped the life from the strong son of Menoitios who had 

killed many'. After the death of Patroklos, Menelaos debates aloud among the Greeks as 

to the best course of action, and says that it is necessary to decide upon a plan not only to 

recover the dead body, but, as he says, Kod auTO t / Tpakov eZ evo7rfjg Qdvaxov Koa 

Kfjpa (tmywiuEV (II. 17.713-714), 'so that we ourselves / may also escape death and  

destruction from the war-crying Trojans'.

More o ften  than not, K ijp is  averted, if only temporarily. Although exceptions 

certainly do exist. However, they constitute but fou r  cases out of the many in which the 

hero successfully avoids death by hiding among his men or dodging a  blow).'

On consideration of the word Qavaxoc, as it appears within the poem, the first 

readily apparent fact worth noting is that this particular death word, more so than any of 

the others treated up to this point, tends not to be used independently. That is not, of 

course, to imply, that it is never used on its own, but more often than not Qavaxoq is 

mentioned by the poet in conjunction with other words for death. Since this is the case, 

many of the passages in which 0dvaro<; appears have already been cited in sections 

dealing with the other death words, and these passages will not be cited again at this time.
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In this section, only passages in which Gavocxog is used more or less independently will 

be given mention.

In book 1 we find Achilles speaking among the Greeks, urging a withdrawal from 

Trojan shores saying vuv appe mxAtpTrXocyxGevxag otto / cap GOTOvoaxqaetv, et 

key Gavaxov ye (fmyotpev, / el 5r) opotb trdAepog re 5apa k o u  Aoijuog ’Axoaobg 

(II. 1.59-61), 'I suppose now, wandering back, / we must return home, if we can even 

escape death, / if battle, if indeed fighting and plague alike subdue the Achaians'. It 

would not be at all incongruous with the poet's practice to have used Kfjp in this passage, 

since it is so very often the death word found in conjunction with words of escape, 

although meter here requires Gavaxog instead. As is most often the case in the naming 

of death, there is no immediate threat to anyone's life within these lines.

In the next book, after Agamemnon addresses the crowd, the Greeks retire to their 

tents where otAAog S aXXcp sps£e Geoov aletyevexaoov / edxopevog Gavaxov te 

cjmyeiv Koa pdoAov vApqog (II. 2.400-401), 'each man sacrificed to one of the gods who 

always are / praying to escape death and the struggle of Ares'. Again, Gavaxog appears 

with the verb (JjeiSyw, and again, it is named as some remote possibility.

Helen says to Priam dbg 6<})eXev Qdvaxog pot aSeiv Koacbg ottTroxe Setbpo / 

mei G(S etropqv (II. 3.173-174), 'Would that wretched death were pleasing to me when /

I followed your son here'. Of course, although she might wish that death had claimed her 

before she had come to Troy, it did not. Helen names a death that is in no way a reality, 

as does Priam in his turn. In book 3, Priam announces his intention to return to his home, 

since he cannot bear to watch the one on one combat planned between his son Paris and 

Menelaos, saying:

fjxoi eydcv etpi Trpoxt ’TAtov qvepoeaoocv
dap, bmi ou me xArjaop ev 6$6aApoiaiv opdoGai
papvdpevov <t>lAov mov apqujxAq) MeveXdap’
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Ztbc, p e v  TTou to y e  oi8e tcoti d0dvaro i 0eot dXXoi 
OTnroxepcp Qavdxoio xeXog roirpoopevov e a x t v .  (//. 3. 305-309)

Verily I will go back to windy Ilion,
since I will not dare to see with my eyes
my dear son contending with war-loving Menelaos.
Perhaps Zeus knows, and the other immortal gods, 
for which of the two the end of death is fated.

Of course, the death that Priam names does not come to pass at all, owing to the 

intervention of Aphrodite on behalf of her favourite mortal, Paris. Priam does not know 

that the death will not occur, but the narrator who allows Priam to speak does. This 

makes all the difference, and this is a good example of the narrator's and the focalizer's 

points of view not being completely sequestered.

Agamemnon names death to Menelaos when the latter is wounded by an arrow, 

saying tjjiXe K aaiyvq xe  O dvaxov vt$ xo i Bpta' ex a p v o v  / o to v  Trpoaxqaag Ttpo 

’Axoathv Tpooai pdxeaQoa (II- 4.155-156), 'Dear brother, it was your death I ratified 

with oaths just now / having set you alone in front of the Achaians to fight against the 

Trojans’. Menelaos is not, however, fatally wounded, and will even go on to survive the 

war and achieve his homecoming (as we are told in the Odyssey). These lines again 

reflect a crossing of boundaries between character and narrator perspectives.

Idomeneus, lord of the Cretans, says to Agamemnon concerning the Trojans:

a k X  aXAouq oxpovs Kapq Kopooovxaq ’Axaiobq 
o<t>pa xaxtcjxa pax«ps0’, htei auv y opta exeuav 
Tpwec xoiaiv 5 au Odvaxog Koa KqSe omaaco 
Eaaef k t i i  trpoxspoi vi&p opxia StiXqaavTO. (II. 4.268-271)

But rouse the other Achaians with flowing hair
so that we might fight quickly, since the Trojans have confounded their promises. 
Death and sorrows it will be for them hereafter, 
since they first destroyed the oaths.

Idomeneus names a death that will be the price of Trojan treachery at some time in the 

indeterminate future.
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Achilles discusses the two fates which his mother, Thetis, has told him are his for 

the choosing, and says of the second ei S e  k e v  oikocS' ik«|UI (jiXriv eg 7raxpi5a 

yaiav, / coAexo pot KAsoq saOAov, em Sqpov 5e pot odcov / soasxai, ovde ke p 

(mca reXog Oavdxoto Kixettj (II. 9.414-416), 'But if I go homeward to my dear 

fatherland, / the goodly glory for me is lost, but my life will be long, / nor will the end of 

death meet with me quickly'. In this passage, Achilles is speaking about one of two 

possible deaths. Neither is an absolute until one is chosen, and neither is immediately at 

hand. In fact, in naming the death he will obtain in old age if he leaves Troy, he is naming 

the very death that will not occur, since he eventually chooses the first of his fates.

In urging Achilles to be appeased by Agamemnon's gifts and return to the 

fighting, the aged Phoinix eventually relates the story of Meleagros and his mother 

Althaia, telling how the mother:

troAX' dxeooa' qpaxo Kaaiyvqxoio (jxSvoio, 
toAAoc Sfe kou yeaav 7toAtxf)6pj3Tiv x&pdtv dAola 
KtKXqaKooa' ’AtSqv kou etouvtiv IlEpascjxDVEiotv 
7rpoxvu kocGeCopevt], &iSovxo §e SaKpuat koXtoi, 
traiSi SopEV Qdvaxov (II. 9.567-571)

Grieving greatly for the murder of her brother, she prayed, 
and many times she beat the bountiful earth with her hands 
calling on Hades and dread Persephone, 
resting on her knees, her breasts wet with tears,
(she prayed for them) to give death to her son.

This type of mention of death is not at all unusual in the poem. Deaths that have already 

occurred (especially far in the mythic past) are as remote and non-threatening as deaths in 

the unspecified future. Moreover, Althaia's actions Indicate a wish (almost optative in 

sense, if not form), and do not describe the reality of the moment (either in her time or in 

Phoinix's time).

In book 10 Diomedes and Odysseus capture the Trojan Dolon, and assure him of 

his safety at their hands, providing he supply information concerning the state of affairs
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in the enemy camp. Odysseus wins his trust with the words Odpaei, jur|56 f t  rot 

Odvarog KorraOuptog eotoo (II. 10.383), 'be bold, nor let death be upon your spirit'. Of 

course, death may be named here, for Odysseus is attempting to make Dolon believe that 

it is at a safe distance, and is removed from the immediate situation. Certainly, Dolon 

does survive for the next seventy-one lines (long enough to impart all pertinent 

information), although his death following his act of betrayal against the Trojans is swift. 

When Diomedes actually dispatches him, death is not named, although Diomedes' words 

do ring with a grim echo of Odysseus' own (consider pf} Btj fioi <J>ul;iv ye, AoXoov, 

epPdXXso 0O|i(S in II. 10.447, 'Do not indeed, for me, Dolon, cast flight into your 

heart').

Diomedes does, however, name death in his encounter with Hektor (of course, it 

is a death which does not happen, as Hektor is fated to be killed by Achilles, and again, 

although the character speaking is unaware of the outcome of events, the narrator is not). 

After aiming a spear at Hektor's head, only to see it deflected by his helmet, Diomedes 

rages e£ a v  vvv  etpvyeg O d v a r o v  kuov fj re  rot a y x i1 kockov vbv a m i  

o  E pooaro  #ot|3og ’ArroXXcov / w psXXstg soxcoOai icov eg Bowrov (xkovtcov (II.

11.362-364), 'Now again you have fled from death, dog, / and yet the evil came near to 

you. But now again Phoibos Apollo has guarded you, / he to whom you intend to pray, 

going into the din of spears'.

In book 14, it is said of Aphrodite that Afjpvov 8  EtGOKjaicavE ttoXiv S e io io

©oavrog. /  ev0' 'Ttrvw §6pPXr|TO KaoiyvtiTw ©avdtoto (II. 14.230-231), 'She 

came to Lemnos, the city of godlike Thoas. / There she met with Sleep, brother of Death', 

and it hardly needs pointing out that death poses no threat to anyone in this passage. 

Death is mentioned as the brother of Sleep at a number of points throughout the poem,
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and in such contexts acquires a somewhat gentler aspect than the one from which mortals 

typically flee in dread.25

Hektor, rallying Ms troops to pursue the confused and panicked Achaians as they 

flee, cries:

vqooiv bmooEVoQca, eccv 5’ Iv a p a  Pporoevror
ov 5' av  eyobv cotovsuSe vecSv exsptoQi voqatc,
aurou  ot Govorov p q r ia o p a i, ouSe vt> tov ys
yvwxoC te  yvoorai te  Tmpbc, Xek&xwoi Gavovia,
aAAa tcuvsg Epoooat itpo acjxeoq fjpETEpoio. (//. 15.347-351)

Make haste for the ships, let the Moody spoils be.

25 We also find Death personified and linked to his brother, Sleep, in the passage wherein 
Sarpedon is allowed to die. We hear the words of Hera to Zeus on the subject,

a XX & r o t  (fxAog e a f t ,  teov 5 oAotfmperai ^ to p ,  
nxoi pev  p iv  e a a o v  ev i Kpaxepf) uapvvq  
X£po' vno HarpOKXoto M evotrtd& oco S a p r jv a r  
a u r a p  b r p v  6f| t o v  ye A im j tjroxn t e  kou catov, 
ro p ro iv  p iv Saratov t e  (Jiepeiv x c a  v p S u p o v  u jivov 

o k e  5ri A u k iii?  eupslric 8ijpov iK cavrat, 
e v ic t e r a p x d a o o a i  K aa ty v p T o i te e r a t  r e  
rdpPcp t e  crrfjAi] te -  t o  ytkp y e p a q  e o n  S av o v n n v . (II. 16.450-457)

But if he is dear to you and your heart pities him,
indeed, leave Mm to be subdued in powerful combat
under the hands of Patroklos, son of Menoitios,
but when the life and lifetime depart,
send Death to carry Mm off, and sweet Sleep,
until they come to the people of broad Lykia,
and there his brothers and kinsmen will perform funeral rites
with a tomb and a monument stone, for (Ms is the honour of the dead.

Later, after Ms son has died, Zeus beseeches Apollo to care for the body and see to it that it is delivered up 
to Sleep and Death for removal to the place of burial. He says:

ttepne 5e ptv tropTrotaiv apa K p a ttrv d ia i <f»pea0ai
ottvo) Kctt Oavctra 5t5updoaiv, ot pa ptv mica
Oqaoua' ev Autciriq edpeirfq m o v i Sqpw,
ev8d e rapxdaouai KaatyvpToi ts eroa re
Tt3pP(p re arfjXri re-to yap yepaq eafi OavdvTwv. (II. 16.671-675)

Send him to be carried by the swift messengers of
Sleep and Death, the twins, and easily they will quickly
set Mm down among the rich folk of wide Lykia,
and there Ms brothers and kinsmen will perform funeral rites
with a tomb and a memorial stone, for this is the honour of the dead.

In II. 16.676-683 we are told that Apollo carries out tMs duty according to Zeus' request.
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The man whom I notice on the other side apart from the ships,
I will contrive his death for him, nor will his
male and female relatives grant him, once dead, the funeral pyre,
but dogs will drag him off in front of our city.

Nonetheless, it is not entirely clear from the text which man Hektor sees and intends to 

kill, nor if he accomplishes his goal. Presented instead is only a grim foreshadowing of 

the disrespect that will be paid to Hektor's own corpse, before the next several lines take 

the audience on a sweeping survey of the tumult of the rushing Achaians, and the role of 

Apollo in the confusion.

Death is named again in this same book, in a simile likening Hektor's approach 

against the Achaians to that of a mighty wave against a ship, on account of which 

...rpopeouCTi 8e te  <f)peva vaorai, / SsiStorsg' totQov yap wf ek Oavdroio 

c{epoviai (//. 15.627-628), The wits of the sailors tremble / as they fear, for they are 

carried only a little beyond (the reach of) death'. It is the wave of the simile which 

actually bears Qdvarog to the men of the ship, and although the wave is compared to 

Hektor himself, he is not directly described by the poet as the bearer of Odvorrog. 

Moreover, he is not at this moment in the narrative depriving any man of life.

Speaking to Patroklos, Achilles muses in anger that he wishes the two of them 

alone could survive the war. He says pfjTE Tig ofiv Tpuxnv Odvocrov <j)oyoi oaaoi 

la o i,  / jut)T£ n g  ’Apyeltov, vooiv 5' ek5Cpev oXeOpov, / «f)p' oioi Tpoirig ispa  

KptjSEjUva AucjOJlIEV (II. 16.98-100), Therefore if only no one of the Trojans could flee 

death, however many there are, I nor anyone of the Argives, but we two escape 

destruction, / so that we alone could loose the holy walls of Troy'. This naming of death, 

as in so many other examples, is the naming of a death not present, and one which is not 

even destined to become a reality. Needless to say, all Trojans won't be killed (even if 

very few survive), and certainly all Argives will not. Ironically, it is Patroklos himself 

who is destined to die before the end of the poem.
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In this same book, Zeus looks on as Patroklos prepares to kill Sarpedon, and he 

contemplates intervening so that his beloved son might be saved. In II. 16.440-442, he 

ponders this and Hera speaks to him in amazement. The appearance of Sdvaioq in this 

passage is interesting. Although Sarpedon will indeed be allowed to die according to his 

destiny, it is not certain at the time when Hera names OdvotTog, whether Zeus will let 

what is destined be, or if he will alter it.

The narrator steps away from the detached third person narrative for a moment in 

book 16 to address Patroklos directly, heightening the pathos of his approaching death. 

We hear the question vEv8a n v a  trpcoTOv n v a  5 uatarov s^evdpi^ag / 

IlaTpOKXetg, ore 8q a s  0eo\ Sdvarov 5s KaXeaaav; (II. 16.692-693), Then whom 

did you slay first, and whom last, / Patroklos, when the gods called you to your death?'. 

Death will be visited upon Patroklos, and that death is named, but as is typical, will not 

occur for many lines to come.

Hektor, in turn, has death named for him, although his death will not happen at 

this point of the poem. Zeus, watching Hektor adom himself in the armor he has stripped 

from the body of Patroklos, comments:

d 8siX' odSe n  rot Odvaroq KaraObpioq sanv 
oq Sq rot axeSov s ta r  ai> 5' dpPpora rsuxea 8uveig 
av8poq aptarqoq, t q v  t s  rpojueouoi Kod dcXXor 
t o u  Sq exdipov E7tE({jvsg evqsa t e  xporrepov te, 
rsuxea 5 ov Kara k o o jio v  otto Kporrog te koci oSpcov 
eiXeu- (II. 17.201-206)

Ah wretch, death is not upon your spirit in any way,
that which indeed comes near to you, but you put on the immortal armour of an 
excellent man, at whom others tremble.
Indeed you have slain his companion both kind hearted and mighty, 
and contrary to what is comely, from his head and shoulders 
you have seized the armour.

Zeus goes on to say, however, that the time for death is not at hand, and that he himself 

will bestow upon Hektor renewed strength for the time being.
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Thrasymedes and Antilochos are described as making their way among the ranks 

of Greeks, and we hear of them that tod 5' smoaaopsvw Govorov Koa (j>uCav 

eratpoDV / voa<j)iv epapvaaGtiv (II. 17.381-382), 'But those two, having the death and 

flight of their companions before their eyes, / both contended separately'. They watch for 

death, but there is no specific fatality being singled out by the poet for mention at this 

point, nor are they aware (as the lines preceding these mention) that Patroklos has 

recently fallen.

In book 18 Hephaistos attempts to console Thetis, who is lamenting her son even 

before his death (a point which underlines the extent to which death is viewed as a 

process). Hephaistos says at ycxp piv Gavdroto Suatixso? w5e StDvodptfv / voa(j>iv 

GOTOKpfnjjai, ore piv popog alvog ticdvoi (11. 18. 464-465), 'Would that I could hide 

him apart from ill-sounding death / when his dread fate (popog being a variation on 

potpa) arrives upon him'. Of course, he can't hide Achilles from death (although Zeus 

may have such an option when he wishes), but the death being discussed is not at this 

time coming to pass, and moreover, it is an immortal who mentions it.

When Achilles finally accepts Briseis back from Agamemnon, he postulates that 

it was Zeus who caused him to become so angry at the outrage done to him to begin with, 

because ffGeX’ ’Axaioiciiv Govorov roXEsaai yeveaGai (II. 19.274), 'He wished that 

there would be a death for many Achaians'. These are deaths which have by now already 

occurred and pose no current threat Likewise, Achilles names death that exists in the 

future saying, EdvGs rC pot Govorov pavredeai; ou5e ri ae XPO- / £$ vu to  oi5a  

Koa aurog o pot popog evGafi’ oXsoGat / voocfa cJdiXoid irarpog koci prirepog- (II. 

19.420-422), 'Xanthos, why do you declare my death? It is not necessary for you / 1 myself 

know well that it is my fate (again, popog being used instead of poipa) to perish here / 

apart from my dear father and mother'. Achilles scolds Xanthos in this passage for
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reminding him of an unpleasant fact, but since the matter has been brought before his 

mind's eye already, there is no further harm in naming it.

Poseidon, knowing well that Aeneas is fated to survive the fall of Troy, suggests 

immortal intervention in the conflict waging between him and Achilles, saying:

akX  dys8' qpEig rop piv uttsk 8avdrou dydycjopsv, 
pfj moq Koa Kpovi5fi<; KExoXmaEtai, d i  kev ’AxiXXsug 
to v 6 e  K a ra K T E iv rj-  popipov 5s ot s o t  aXEaaSat,
6<j)pa pf| aampnoc, yevetj k<xi dcjxxvrog oXqTat
AapSavou, ov KpovlSqq mpi Trdvroov (jaXaro TtaiScov, (II. 20. 300-305)

But come, let us lead him away from death,
lest somehow the son of Kronos becomes angry, if the Achaians
should kill this man. It is fated for him to escape,
so that seedless and forgotten the family
of Dardanos not perish, (Dardanos) whom the son of Kronos loved before all his 
children.

It has already been noted that immortals name death with impunity. Moreover, the death 

in question here is one that will not take place any time soon.

Achilles grows frustrated when his initial attempts to kill Hektor are proven vain. 

He says ao vuv ajjuysq 8dvarov kiSov q te  to i ayxt I qX6s kockov (II. 

20.449-450), as does Diomedes in II. 11.362-363 (for translation see page 122). Achilles 

will, of course, get his chance and strip the life from Hektor, but not yet.

Achilles, having rejoined the war, knows he is to die soon himself. Caught in a 

river current, he laments:

toe p ocfieX' 'TEktwp KTsivoa oq ev0d6e y' erpa<j> dptaxoq- 
too k' ayot86<; psv £7te({jv', dy«86v 6e kev £gsvdpi$E- 
vuv 5e ps XsuyaXecp 8avdt(p etpapro aXwvat 
e p x S evt1 ev  psyaXco irorapcS the, m iS a  au<})opp6v, 

ov pa f  EvauXoq ooroEpoq xstpwvi TiEpwvra (II. 21.279-283).

Would that Hektor had killed me, he who is the greatest man 
reared here,Thus a noble man would have killed, and he would 
have slain a noble man. But now it is fated that I be taken by grim 
death,being dragged off in a mighty river, like a swineherd boy, 
whom the torrettt easily sweeps away in as storm as he crosses
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His lament is unnecessary. Poseidon and Athena immediately appear before him, and 

offer assurances that his death will not be an inglorious one. The death that Achilles has 

named is not the death that will befall him.

In book 22, Achilles finally kills Hektor, but this act seems to be (owing to the 

narrative skill employed) anything but a foregone conclusion. The gods watch Hektor's 

flight and Achilles' pursuit, and debate among themselves, saying r\i ptv ek Oavdroio 

oatoaopsv, r\i ptv rfStj / IlT]Xei8i3 ’AxtXfyt S apaoaopsv  soSXov edvroc (II. 

22.175-176), 'Should we immediately save him from death / or subdue him, although a 

noble man, by means of Achilles, son of Peleus?' Immortals may name death safely, and 

moreover the death they name is not yet a certainty, (indeed even when it is decided 

upon, it does not take place until line 361). Along these same lines, in the course of this 

debate, Athena asks Zeus &v5pa 8vt]t6v sovra TrdXat Trerrpwfievov aiai] / rap- 

IOeAsk; Qavdxoio 5uar)xsog s^avaX baai (II. 22.179-180), as did Hera in II. 16 441- 

442 (for translation see page 98).

Hektor himself realizes which decision the gods have reached when he turns to Ms 

brother Deiphobos for another weapon, only to find him vanished. At this point, Hektor 

knows that the image of his brother which he saw only moments before was an illusion 

sent by Athena, and that he is in fact alone and without resources, facing Achilles. 

Knowing his time is close at hand, he says:

co m m i  n paAot 5rj pe 0eo\ Odvotrov 5s K a X e o o a v  
At|t<|)oPov yap eyooy' afxxprjv tfpcoa Ttapetvar 
aXX' o psv sv T e i y e i ,  eps 8’ e^OTtdrtjasv A8pvr|.
vpv 5s Srj eyybOt pot Qdvarog kolkoq, ou5 e f  aveoBsv, 
ovS  aXerj* (II. 22.297-301)

Alas, now in very truth the gods have called me to death, 
for I believed the hero Deiphobos was with me, 
but he is on the wall, and Athena deceived me.
But now evil death is near to me, no longer far off, 
and there is no flight
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However, Hektor still has enough time left to him to react intellectually to his 

approaching end (as mentioned before, he doesn’t die until line 361), and he says to 

himself jnfj p&v 0.0710061 y t  icon dacAetuk; ootoAoi|ii)v, / aAAa psya pe^ac, n  koci 

ECTOOfiEVOKJi 7ru0E(J0ai (II. 22.304-305), 'But let me not perish ingloriously without a 

struggle, / but accomplishing something great, that men to come know of it'.

In book 24, Zeus wishes to provide Priam with a safe convoy through the Greek 

camp, so that he may come to the tent of Achilles and offer ransom for the body of 

Hektor. He calls on Hermes for assistance, and tells him ptj 8e ft  oi Qdvaioc, peAeroo 

(JspEai fir] 5s n  rappo*;- (II. 24.152), 'Let death not be a concern to him in his breast in 

any way', words which Hermes reiterates when he comes face to face with Priam (fiff 5e 

i t  to i 8dvoltoc, peAsxeo tjjpEOi prjSs tt rapPo?” in II. 24.181, see above for 

translation). Priam will be kept safe because of divine concern for him, and hence, when 

both gods use the word 0dvocro<;, it is only to give the assurance that it poses no threat. 

Despite this, however, Priam's kinsmen follow as they see him drive away in his cart, 

ttoAA' oXotJmpOjUEvoi <hc, el Qdvarov 5e K io v r a  (II. 24.328), 'lamenting much, as if 

he were going to his death', which, of course, he is not.

There is but one instance in the whole poem in which teXo q  on its own, is used to 

signify death. We find this passage in book 11, wherein Sokos attempts to stab at the 

vitals of Odysseus, and Pallas Athena intervenes to make sure the wound is not fatal. We 

are told that y vco 5’ ’ QSuasug o oi ou n  teXo? Karateodpiov ^X0ev (II. 11.439), 

'But Odysseus knew that the deadly end had not in any way come for him'. In this line 

alone does teXo<; appear as a death word without the usual Bavdroio, although it is 

modified by the adjective KaTOKalpiov (deadly), making its meaning in this context 

clear. As is usual, this naming of death takes place at a point in the poem in which the

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



9 6

hero knows that his death is not about to be fulfilled. B. Fenik has remarked that 

"Athena's help here is a typical feature. Poseidon protects Antilochos in the same way in 

N 554 and 562...the isolation and wounding of Odysseus are, therefore, almost entirely 

typical, both in pattern and detail. The end of the scene, where Odysseus is taken out of 

the fight by chariot, is equally typical, especially for A."26

There are some conspicuous exceptions to the general practice on the part of the 

poet of naming only the death which does not immediately threaten that must be 

addressed. These atypical passages will be cited here, and will be followed by a brief 

discussion on the problems they pose.

The exceptions to the poet's general practice with respect to poipot are as follows. 

In book 5:

tov  pev op EopmruXoq, Euaipovoq ayXocbg moq, 
trpoaOev £0ev ^eiSyovra peraSpopdSTiv eXacr’ topov 
tfxxaydvtp oa&xg, oaro 5  e&xje x£tpa Papsiav  
atpaxoeaaa 5e x^tp tteSiw Tteae' rov 5e tear' oaae  
EXXafte noptyvpEOC, Bdvotroq koo. poipa Kpotraiq. (II. 5.79-83)

Then Eurypylos, the glorious son of Euaimon, 
following closely struck the shoulder of him fleeing before, 
darting with a sword, and he cut away the arm's weight, 
and the arm fell bleeding to the ground, and the dark 
red death and mighty fate took hold of his eyes.

On the context of this passage, Fenik writes:

This (lines 37-84) is the second part of the large pattern. It consists of six 
individual encounters in which six Trojans are slain. The section as a 
whole has certain striking features:
1. The Trojans are all in flights, so that each Greek slays an enemy who is 
fleeing. This also happens in related passages E 511 and O 328.
2. The six slayings fall into two groups of three each. In the first, three 
major Greek warriors appear: Agamemnon, Idomeneus, and Menelaos. In 
the second, fighters of a distinctly second rank are involved: Meriones, 
Meges, and Eurypylos.

26 Fenik 1968 p. 104.
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3. These two groups are also distinguished by the way they slay their 
opponents. The first three slayings are quick and simple; the second three 
are brutal and grisly. W. Friedrich has pointed out that this latter type of 
slaying is associated most of the time with warriors of the second rank.27

To continue, in book 16, the narrator tells us:

Mac, Se KXso^ooXov ’OiXtdSqc bropoooag 
C«6v eXe pXoK|)0evTa Kara tcXovov aXXa oi au0t
Xuae psvoq irXqijag £uj)ei auxeva kciotijevxi.
stav S' u7rE0£ppdv0t] $i<j>og atpaxr xov Se Kaf ocas
eXXoĉ e Tropcjjupsoq Odvaxog Kai potpa Kparaiti. (II. 16. 330-334)

Aias, son of Oileus, rushing violently
caught Kleoboulos alive, hindered by the confusion, and there
he undid his strength, smiting his neck with the hilted sword.
And the entire sword grew hot with blood, and the dark 
red death and mighty fate took hold of his eyes.

Also in the same book:

dXXd ps poip' oXof) teal Atjxobc; e k to c v e v  rnog, 
dvSprnv S' Eixt»pPoq- au Ss pe xpixog e^evapiCeig. 
dXXo S e  x o i  epeco, oh S' svi <})p£ai (3dXXeo afjatv  
ou 0qv ouS abxog Srjpov, dXXd xot fjSri 
ayxt 7rotpEOxq k e v  0avaxog k o u  poipa tcpaxaifj, 
xepdi Sapsvx’ ’AxtXfjoq apupovoq AlocKtSao." 

"Clc, d p a  ptv Ettrovxa xsXog 0 a v d x o io  KaXuif/E- 
(II. 16. 849-855)

But deadly fate killed me, and the son of Leto, 
and of men, Euphorbos, but you slay me third.
And I will speak another thing to you, and do you cast it into your heart; 
Surely you yourself will not go on too long, but already 
death and mighty fate stand near,
as you are subdued at the hands of Aiakos' great son Achilles."

Then as he was speaking thus, the end of death covered him over.

Finally, in book 20:

...o S' ’Ayrjvopog inov ’TExekXov

27 Ibid., pp. 14-15.
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{1£0(JT]V KOCK K€4xxXf]V tjX ttO E K(07TT}£VXl,
TTffv 5 t)7tE0ep îdcv0T| £{<j)og capon* xov icaf oaae 
eXXaPe 7rop4>i5peog Savaxog kocl poipa Kpaxotif). (11. 20. 474-477)

.. .but he struck Echeklos, son of Agenor
on the middle of his head with a hilted sword,
and the whole sword shone with blood, and the dark red
death and mighty fate took hold of his eyes.

Of all of these exceptions, only one passage (II. 16.849-855) does not name death twice 

in hendiadys.

It is roxpog which we find used in one of the most interesting lines concerning 

death in the entire epic. Of Patroklos at his death we hear 8 ’ etc psQewv

irrapEvp ’'Ai56a5e PePpKet, / ov Ttoxpov yooooaa, Aurora ’ dvdpoxpxa kou

fjPpv (11. 16.856-857), The soul went down to Hades, flying from the limbs, / lamenting

its destiny, it left manhood and youth behind', words which are repeated exactly at the 

death of Hektor in book 22, lines 362-363. The roxpog which is being lamented is none 

other than death, obviously, as both men have just died and their shades have separated 

from their bodies in order to make their way to the underworld (the is seldom

mentioned unless one is dead or unconscious). In these two remarkably poignant cases, 

TTOXjLiog is a death-related term, and death is therefore, for all practical purposes, named. 

These deaths appear named at the very moment when they occur, when the lives of 

Patroklos and Hektor are terminated, and in this respect, they are exceptions rather than 

the rule.

Two other exceptions to the standard pattern concerning Ttoxpog may also be 

noted. In book 4 we hear To5si)g psv k <xi xdioiv dceiKea iroxfiov series' Ttdvxag 

ejretfjv’ (II. 4.396-397), ’And on these men Tydeus let loose a shameful destiny, / and he 

slaughtered them all'. Iloxpog is clearly death, and it is named in the telling of its 

occurrence. A similar usage appears in book 11, wherein we find ev05 ’Avxpvopog uieg
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xm’ ’ Atpei8t] t ttotjiov avajrAfjoavreg e5»v 56jiOv ’'AiSog siaoo (II.

11.262-263), There under the king, son of Atreus, the sons of Antenor / having filled out 

their destiny went down to Hades' home'.

There are also cases in which %r\p does, contrary to the poet's usual practice, 

appear in scenes wherein the process of death terminates life.

Yet there are only two instances in which the word appears in the text at the same 

moment death arrives, (the above mentioned failed attempts to avoid icrjp by dodging a 

blow or hiding in a crowd notwithstanding). In book 2, (in a line which may refer either 

to Chromis or Emnomos) «AA’ owe otwvoiaiv epuaorro tcrjpa peAaivav, / dAA’ 

e5dprj otto xspoi to6ook£o<; AiaidSao / ev ttotoiiw, o0i ttsp Tpcnag icepdiCe xm  

aXhovc, (II. 2.859-861), 'but he did not ward off black violent death with birds (of 

prophesy), / but he was subdued under the hands of swift footed Aiakides I in the river, 

where he (Aiakides) killed other Trojans also'. Finally, in book 18, we find one of the 

most remarkable references to Kf)p in the entire poem. In this passage, Kt)p is not only 

present at the moment the warrior dies, but it is actually personified and depicted as 

claiming and dragging away three men, one dead, one wounded (but still alive), and one 

as yet unmarked by battle (demonstrating that Ktjp is a force which may visit at any 

moment, even when one appears healthy and strong). This personification is unusual to 

the poem, appearing in a poetic description of a scene on the shield of Achilles, which is 

a poetic construct of an artistic construct of a cultural construct28:

ev 5’ "Epig sv 5e KoSoipoc; opiXeov, ev 5’ dXofj Krjp,
dKkov C&oov zxovaa v s o v t c x t o v ,  oAAov aouxov,
aAAov Te0vr}fira Kara poQov eAtce t t o S o u v
eijia 5’ ex bpf>’ wpoiat 6a<Jx)iveov capon cJxotgov. (II. 18.535-538)

28 DeJong 1989 remarks (p. 145) that oAot) Kfjp here is clearly destructive in an active sense (as 
is fire), not to be confused with the okoir) n o ip a  o f Hektor in II. 10.5, which is 'baneful' and 'unfortunate'. 
On p. 116. it is noted that the prayers are summarized because the speaking characters are not deemed 
important enough to quote directly.
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And among them was Strife and thronging Confusion and destructive Violent 
Death,
holding one man alive, recently wounded, another uninjured, 
another dead, and she dragged them by their two feet through the battle.
She held garments about her shoulders red with the blood of mortals.

©dvotxog too appears in the occasional death scene. Of Phereklos' death at the 

hands of Meriones we hear xov jiev Mt|piovr|g ore 5fj KaxEpapTrxe Siwkoov / 

PePXfjicei yXooxbv Kara 5e5iov rj Se SiaJtpo / avxncpb Kara kuoxiv wf 

o0 Tsov t{Xo0' axiOKiy / yvu^ 5' spur olpoo^ag, Odvaxog 5s ptv dptjBtcdXuifrs (II. 

5.65-68), 'Meriones, pursuing him caught him / and struck the buttock on the right side, / 

and the point went straight on, right under the bone and into the bladder, / and he fell 

crying on his knees, and death closed about him' (for Fenik's remarks on this passage, see 

page 112 of this chapter). Aeneas kills Orsilochos and Krethon, and we are told that rob 

5’ at>0i xsXog Oovdroio KdAutpsv (II. 5.553), "Now the end of death covered them 

both'. Odysseus kills Sokos, and says over the body:

to Etox iTnraaou die Saufjpovog 'i7nro5dpoio
djGrj as xsXog Oavaxoio xixifpevov, ov® U7tdXo£ag.
a  SeiX’ oo psv ao i ys Traxrjp xdi 7roxvia prjxrip 
oaae KOE0aipqaouai Ootvovn imp, dXX' oiiovoi 
obptiaxdt epbooai, trspi 7rrepd 7rotcvd PaXovxeg. (II. 11.450-454)

Sokos, son of prudent Hippasos, breaker of horses,
the end of death overtook you, meeting with it, and you did not escape.
Wretch, your father and queenly mother
will not close your eyes for you, although you are dead,
but the flesh eating birds will carry you off, casting about their dense wings.

Aeneas kills Aphareus, and we are told:

sv0 Alvsog ’Atjxxpfja KaXqxopiStiv bnopovoac, 
Xaipov rutji' em  oi xsxpappsvov 6$si 5oupr 
EKX(v0q 5' ETEptooE Kapr|, b h  5' aamg edij)0ii
Kai xbpug, dptji 5e oi 0avaxog x^xo ©upopodaxrjg (II. 13.541-544)

Then Aeneas rushing at Aphareus, son of Kaletor, 
struck Mm with a sharp spear in the throat 
which had turned to it.
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His head was bent to one side, and his shield and his helm 
hung down, and about him death the spirit destroying was poured.

and when Idomeneus kills Erymas we hear:

’ Bopevsuc 5’ ’ EptSjutavra Kara axopa vriXsi xocXku) 
vu§£- to  5' dvxiKpi) Sopu x«^keov e^ETreptias 
vepGsv \m  EyKscJkxXoio, Ksaaas 8' dp  oaxsa Xeukcx- 
sk  S' et1voq(0 ev  686vte<;, evettXtioGev  5 e o i ap<jxo 
oapotxoq ajjGocXpor to  5’ dtvd oxopa tcdt Kara pivaq 
7Tppa£ x«vtov Gavaxou 8s peXav vscjxx; aptj)EKdXuqrsv. (II. 16.345-350)

Idomeneus struck Erymas in the mouth with the pitiless bronze, 
and the bronze spear passed entirely through 
under the brain from below, and the white bones shattered, 
and the teeth were shaken out and both eyes
were filled with blood. And through his mouth and down his nostrils 
it flowed as he gaped, and the dark cloud of death closed about him.

Meanwhile, Patroklos strikes at Erylaos, as we are told in the following:

a u T a p  ibiEiT TEpbXaov b tE a a b p E v o v  pdXs TtETptp
pECTOTjv kock KEtJxxXiiv rj S' dv&xa Ttdaa KsaaGrt
e v  KopoGt Pptapq* o S dpa trptivrp; em yalri
KOTCjreaEv, dp<jx 8 e  p tv  G d v a r o c  x ^ x o  G o p o p c a o T fi^ . (II. 1 6 .4 1 1 -4 1 4 )

But next he struck Erylaos rushing onward
with a stone in the middle of the head, and it (the head) was entirely shattered to 
pieces in the strong helmet, and he fell prone upon the ground, 
and about him death the spirit destroying was poured.

Fenik says of this passage and the lines following it, "Patroklos continues his slaying by 

destroying Eryalos and then a whole series of victims. Stones are frequently used as 

weapons, and Eryalos' death is a combination of that of Epeigeis at II 577 and Iphition at 

T 386. Such smaller details can be combined with almost infinite variation.”29

Death is named in these subsequent passages as well. Patroklos goes on to kill 

Sarpedon in a passage which is composed almost entirely of familiar elements.30 As 

Sarpedon lays dying,

29 Fenik 1968 p. 200.
30 Ibid. p. 203
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''Og op a  piv slTrovra TEXog Qavdroio KdXuijrEv
cxJ)8aApot>g pivag 0  * o 8e Xd£ ev ariiBeai ^odvcov
s k  xpoog eXk s  56po, Trpoft &  fypsveq a u r a  ejto v to - 
t o io  5' d p a  tjrox^v t e  koci syxeog e^epua' oaxptiv. (//. 16.502-505)

Then as he was speaking thus, the end of death covered
his eyes and nostrils, and he (Patroklos) stepping with his heel on his chest
drew the spear from the flesh, and the midriff followed hard upon it.
And he drew out the life along with the point of the spear.

Epeigeus is killed by Hektor while attempting to take a dead body, and we hear that:

to v  p a  to0' oOTTOiuevov vsKuog pdAs (|)al5ipog "EKTWp
XsppaStm KscjxxXfjv* p  5’ avSixot ita o a  keokjOti

ev KopuSi Ppiaprj- o 5 dpa 7rpr]vt|g sm vEKpw 
Kobnreasv, dp<}x 5s ptv 0dvarog x^to Oopopociemrsg. (II. 16. 577-580)

Then glorious Hektor easily struck him, seizing upon the corpse, 
with a stone in the head, and it (the head) was entirely shattered to pieces 
inside the strong helmet, and he fell prone upon the corpse, 
and about him death the soul destroying was poured.

As he dies, Patroklos speaks to Hektor concerning his own impending doom, followed by

the lines "Og dpa ptv surovTa TsXog Oavdtoto KdAotjre (II. 16.855), Then speaking 

thus the end of death covered him'. Later in the poem, Achilles slaughters Iphition, and 

we find the following lines:

tov 5' I0ug pspadrra f3dX syxsi Slog ’AxiAAsug 
psaanv KaK KecjxxXiiiv fj 5 dv5ix«  Traaa Ksaa0r|,
Soottjoev 5e TTEOcnv, o 5 etteô oto Siog ’AxiAAEiSg'
Ksiaai ’OrpuvTEtSri Trdvrcov EKTrayXoTaf av5p(Sv 
kvQdbe toi 0dvaxog... (II. 20.386-390)

Godlike Achilles struck him with a spear as he pressed straight on, 
in the middle of the head, and it (the head) was completely shattered to 
pieces, and falling he sounded heavily, and godlike Achilles exulted over 
him,
'Lie there, son of Otrynteus, most fearful of all men, 
there is your death'.

Achilles brutally kills Deukalion:

AEUKoAioova 5' ettei0, iva te  ^pvexooai Tsvovreg
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ayKwvog, xrj to v  y e  <j>iATig 5id x&l PO€ snupev  
o d x iif i x o Xk eitt  o 6e piv psvs xeipct f3apuv0£ig 
7rpoa0 opowv Oavaxov o 6e (jxxayavtp apxeva Osivag 
TpX autfi 7rfjXr|Ki Kaprf pdAe- posAbg auxs
o<j)ov5uAiwv EK7raX0’, o 6' sm x^ovi Keixo xavuaOsig. {II. 20.478-483)

Now he speared Deukalion where the tendons of the
elbow join, through his dear arm
with the point of bronze, and he (Deucalion) awaited him having been 
maimed in the hand,
looking death in the face, and he (Achilles) struck the neck with the sword 
and cast far away the helmeted head, and the marrow spurted 
out from the vertebrae and he lay upon the ground stretched out.

Achilles also names death to Lykaon, whom he is about to kill, and in order that the latter 

may know why there is to be no mercy shown to him as a suppliant, he tells him:

7rpiv fisv yap ndxpQKXov EmottEtv dtaipov flpap 
TO<|>pd XI pot 7tBCjjl5£a0Gtt SVl <f)p£<Jl (JjlXxEpOV f|£V 
Tpcotov, icdt TtoXXoug Ccuoug eXov pS Etrspaaaa" 
vuv 5' o u k  eo0' og xig Odvaxov 4>uyt| o v  i c e  0e6g ys 
TAlou 7rpo7rdpoi0£v fepfjg ev y e p m  pdXrjai 
Koa 7tdvxcov Tpukuv, Ttepi 5' au  nptapoio ye 7ral5wv. 
dXXd cjaAog 0dvs icdi au* n  p oXoct>upeai otSxcog;
KdxOave kou fldxpoicXog, o nep aeo 7roXXdv apsivwv. {II. 21.100-107)

For before the fated day pursued Patroklos,
then it was dearer to my heart to be sparing in some way of the
Trojans, and I took many alive and I sold Stem as slaves.
But now there is no one who might escape death, whom the god 
cast before my hands in front of Ilion,
not one of all the Trojans, and above them all, the children of Priam.
But you, friend, die also. Why indeed do you wail thus?
Even Patroklos died, he who was a better man than you by far.

Finally, as Hektor dies, he speaks a reproach to Achilles concerning the fact that Achilles 

has sworn to show the dead body no respect. He says:

4>pdCeo vuv, pfj xol xi 0 e w v  pijvipa yevwpai 
rjpan  T(S o t e  k e v  cje ndptg xod #oij5og ’AtroXAtov 
e c jO A o v  e o v t  oAsacoaiv evi Exairiai truArjaiv.

CTOg dpa piv ehrovxa xsAog 0avdxoio KdXut|f£ {II. 22.358-361)

Think on it now, lest I become in some way a source of wrath for you 
from the gods, on that day when Paris and Phoibos Apollo destroy you, 
although a noble man, before the Skaian gates.

Reproduced  with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



104

Then thus speaking, the end of death covered him over.

As the life leaves Hektor's body, ©dvaxog is named.

What purpose do these unusual appearances of names for death serve within their 

respective passages?31 In the case of Gdvaxog, death is often named as it occurs in 

conjunction with colour terminology. It is referred to as the tropcjmpeo? Gdvocxog (e.g. 

II. 5.83, 16.334, 20.477) which closes over the eyes (hence obliterating light and life) 

whenever it appears in a hendiadys with juoipa,32 and in its independent usages, we hear, 

for example, of the peXotv vskf»g GdvaToo (II. 16.350) which closes in about the head 

after the eyes have filled up with blood. In most other cases, Gdvaxog is named either as 

a liquid or cloud-like substance, pouring over the hero and hiding him from the light. 

Death obscures and obliterates (e.g. Gdvaxog Se piv oqu^KaXuijre, II. 5.68, xeXog 

Gdvaxoio KOtAuijrev, 5.553, 16.502, 16.855 and 22.361, dqjfja Se oi Gdvaxog x ^ o  

0DjiiopdiaxiK, 13.544, 16.414 and 16.580, and in the words of Achilles to Iphition 

xetoai,.. / evOaSe xoi Gdvaxoc;... followed by the statement tov Se aKoxog oooe  

KaXpq/e, 20, lines 389, 390 and 393 respectively). In all of these cases, the imagery is 

that of darkness descending over the senses, particularly, the eyes.33

There are three uses of Gdvaxog standing alone, without colour terminology or 

reference to the hiding of the hero, as we see first in oe rskoQ Gavdxoio Kixqpevov, 

II. 11.451, and second in psvE x^P^ PapuvGeig, npooQ ’ opoiov Gavaxov (II. 

20.480-481). Echeklos looks his death in the face. In Greek thought, to live is to look

31 To reiterate, the passages which name death as it occurs are II. 5.79-83, 16.330-334, 20.474-477 
(potpa and 6dvoroe),12.116-117, 16.849-852, (poipa) 4.396-397, 11.262-263, 16.856-857, 22.362-363 
(irdrpod 2.859-861, 18.535-538 (Krjp) II. 5.65-68, 5.553, 11.450-454, 13.541-544, 16.345-350, 16.411- 
414,16.502-505,16.577-580,16.855,20.386-390,20.478-483,21.100-107,22.358-361 ( e d v a t o d

32 Kirk 1990 p. 62, says of this phrase "The 'purple death over the eyes' is associated with blood in 
all three contexts..." The blood, of course, pours into the eyes and clouds them, obscuring vision and acting 
as harbinger of imminent death.
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upon the light of the sun, and so the image of a man looking (and hence being vividly 

alive) in the face of death, which will bring to him the ultimate (JKOTog, is deeply 

chilling. The emphasis is clearly on the fact that Echeklos lives as yet, and the passage is 

reminiscent of the image of Kijp dragging a man away while he is still alive (II. 18.536). 

Moreover, the fact that sight/life is emphasized and juxtaposed with its impending loss, 

places this passage in the same category as those mentioned above, in which the darkness 

that falls over one obliterates all sentience. Of all these, only II. 11.451 and 21.103, are 

without some connection to the sense of sight and its loss (which is none other than the 

biological condition of death).

Moipa, meanwhile, is referred to as Soatcvupog (II. 12.116) as it shrouds Asios 

in darkness, Kpctraif] (II. 5. 83, 16. 334, and 20.477) when it is associated with darkness 

or blood covering over the eyes and oXotj (II. 16. 849). Only in II. 16.849 is poipa  

named by the poet as it occurs with no specific connection to loss of sight.

Finally, Kt)p is peXoeiva (II. 2.859), again, as the darkness that obscures, and 

oXoij (II. 18.535). In II. 18.535, Ktjp is personified on the shield of Achilles as she drags 

victims to their doom. To call this a naming of death as it occurs is in fact not entirely 

accurate, as the death occurs on an artwork (the shield), a created construct, within the 

construct of the poem. It Is the poet’s rendering of an imaginary scene within the 

imaginary scene of the poem. It is not actually occurring in the narrative time of its 

naming, any more than deaths named in stories set in the past are (e.g. II. 9.567-571). 

Most importantly, the death that is named in this passage is not real or present to the 

poem's characters.

IIoTjiGg is the true exception to the rule. This word alone is mentioned without 

reference to darkness or blood, and is named as it occurs. It is said to be OEttcea (II. 

4.396), and men are described as Trorpov avoOTXt)aavr£<; (II. 11.263). As already

33 Clarke 1999 discusses the darkness of death on pp. 239-243.
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mentioned, the of Hektor and Patroklos are said to be Trorpov yooooaa (//.

16.857, 22.363). One might speculate that as the most neutral and (perhaps?) one of the 

more positive terms for death, the taboos against naming TOTjioc; are not as rigidly 

enforced as they are for other death terms, but certainly nothing conclusive can be said on 

the matter.

Yet overwhelmingly death is nameless when it occurs within the poem, and in 

instances wherein the poet does name it, it is often in connection to words denoting the 

'darkness' that mists over the eyes and obliterates sight. To live is to see the light of the 

sun. To be a corpse is to be deprived of this basic capacity. Therefore, one might suggest 

that these names for death are not entirely out of keeping with the poet's usual practice, in 

that they are present in contexts in which they are used to indicate a biological 

description of one of the most noticeable manifestations of the death of the body. They 

are, in fact, biological indicators in these passages, rather than ideological ones.

Having mentioned all the passages throughout the entire poem in which the 

chosen words appear as death terms, and having contended that in general (although by 

no means is it an absolute rule) they appear in passages in which death is not actually 

occurring, it would be useful at this point to mention some of the many passages in which 

death does occur, but is not named.

In such passages, we often find death depicted in great detail as a biological 

process, but not as something which a mortal can know, name or quantify while in the 

process of dying. The cessation of sensation precludes this very possibility. Most often, 

the narrator indicates that death has occurred either with a simple abrupt statement 

(which carefully avoids mentioning a word for death for formulaic reasons already 

mentioned), such as ’A^uXov 5 ’ obr ’ otscjjve fk)f)v dyaOog AiOfHiSqg / 

Teu0potvl5Tlv (II. 6.11-12), 'Diomedes good at the battle cry slaughtered Akamas, / son
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of Teuthras', or with a graphic physical description of the damage the body incurs while 

being killed.

Diomedes is the killer of many men in book five (and most of the deaths are 

nameless), but the lines in which we hear of the deaths of Astynods and Hypeiron are 

noteworthy for their biological detail. We hear he kills them, t o v  pev uirep pa^oto 

PotXoov xc&Kiipei 6oopC,/Tov 5’ srepov <;u})et peydXip KXpiSa Trap’ topov /

7rXp£’ , goto 5’ abxsvoc, oopov eepya0ev i]5’ g o to  vukou (II. 5.145-147), 'striking 

one above the nipple with a brass tipped spear, I and the other he struck with a great 

sword by the shoulder at the collar bone, / and he separated the shoulder from the neck 

and from the body'. Sarpedon kills Tlepolemos with a spear thrust, as we are told in the 

following, ...6 pev (3aXev a bxzva  pecrcrov / Ikxp7rr|5(6v, alxpfi 5e 5iapjrepeg pX0’ 

btXeysivff / t o v  Se tear ’ 6cj)0aXpcSv epej3ewf] vb§ EKaXot|te (//. 5.657-659), 

'Sarpedon struck the middle of the neck / and the grievous spear went right through / and 

down upon his eyes gloomy night covered him'. Fenik notes that "The combat between 

Tlepolemos and Sarpedon is made up of a collection of familiar details. Both men cast 

their spears at the same time; one is killed, the other wounded.34

Of similar detail is the passage in which Eurypylos kills Apisaon, in which we are 

told that he struck ^trap xmb TrpcmSoov, si0ap 5’ mro yoiSvaT eXuaev (II. 11.579), 

'the liver under the midriff, and at once he loosened his knees'. Aias kills Poulydamas 

with a spear, and we are told that:

t o v  p’ ejJaXev KsjxxXfjg Te k o u  aoxevoc e v  auveoxptp, 
veiaTov daTpdyotXov, ooto 5’ apsjxn teepee Tevovre’
t o o  8e toXb ^poTepov KecJxxXfj oTopa Te ptveg Te
oo5ei 7rXfjvT’ rf m p  Kvppai koci youva maovToq. (II. 14.465-468)

He struck at the junction of the head and the neck, 
the last vertebra, and he cut through both tendons.
And his head and mouth and nose struck the ground

34 Fenik 1968 p. 67
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much sooner even than his shins and knees as he fell.

Similarly, when Achilles kills Lykaon, a graphic passage ensues:

’AxtXeug Se epuaaapevog 5hjxx; o£u 
TUtjre team  KXpiSa Trap’ at>xeva, Ttav Se oi state 
5b IpcJjog dp<t>riKe<;- o S’ dpa  jrppvrig erft fair)
Ketxo xodBeig, ek S’ atpa peXav pee, 5et3e &  ycaav.
t o v  5 ’ ’AxtXeiig TOT0tfi6 v&  XaPmv TroSog r\Kt 4«pea0at, (II.
21.116- 120)35

But Achilles, drawing the sharp sword
struck him on the collar bone by the neck, and the
double edged sword sank completely within, then prone upon the earth
he lay, stretched out, and the dark blood flowed forth and wet the earth.
But Achilles, seizing him by the foot, hurled him toward the river to be 
borne away.

It has been the purpose in this chapter to show that within the poem, death exists 

on two very different levels, the philosophical (imaginable) and the physical 

(unknowable). The first can be named, but the second denies any sort of classification by 

means of language. This vast chasm between cultural ideology and biological reality will 

therefore be the subject of the next chapter.

35 For a full list of passages related to biological death, see Garland 1981 pp. 56-57.
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Chapter 4

Ideology a n d  Reality: Cultural Construct and Biological Fact

Death not merely ends life, it also bestows upon it a silent completeness, snatched from the hazardous flux to which
all things human are subject.

Hannah Arendt, The Life o f the Mind, “Thinking,” pL 3, ch. 16(1978).

The Iliad is a work which at times presents its audience with images of the 

violent destruction of the body, and at other times holds death off at an idealized 

distance. The naming or lack of naming of death is but one of the means the poem 

employs in presenting these different conceptions. Idealized, culturally conceived death 

is the death that the characters of the text attempt to understand and know, and the very 

physical death is that which the narrator suggests that they do not and cannot know.

The poem presents the heroic ideal of death in battle as a real cultural 

phenomenon, but on another level it questions the possibility of such an ideal in 

application. The result is a highly self-reflective literary work, in which there is an 

artistic view of the cultural construct that is heroic death (that is, the Homeric culture's 

view of the biological fact of death, and its attempt to civilize it). But from where do we 

derive our concept of what 'Homeric culture' is? J. M. Redfield, on the subject of the 

poem's relationship to the culture which produced it, makes the following claims:

Our view of Homeric society, like our view of Homeric language, has 
been shaped by accidents of representation within a small body of 
evidence. No doubt we are often wrong. Yet, I allow myself one 
hypothesis which establishes an important control: I assume that the poem 
is a success. The poem can serve to interpret the culture if we assume that 
the poem is successfully founded on exactly that culture, so that any 
understanding of the implicit system of meanings will enable us to see this 
particular poem as more than a poem.1

1 Redfield 1975 Preface, p. xi.
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He then goes on to offer the following:

The poet may or may not imitate the details of his culture. But if 
his work, as a whole, is to be intelligible to Ms audience, he must have a 
profound understanding of his culture. Therefore, if we assume that the 
work is intelligible, we can deduce the culture from the work.2

While the above statement may sound reasonable enough at a glance, it should 

be pointed out that it is a flawed argument. We ourselves find the Iliad intelligible, but it 

is far from being 'of our culture. Such reasoning does little to advance our 

understanding of the concept of 'Homeric culture'. Certain elements in the poem may be 

universal enough to be comprehensible to any member of any society, but that does not 

mean that any member of any society is capable of grasping the full extent of what 

Homer might have meant to his contemporary audience. I think K. A. Raafiaub best 

sums up what we can know of Homeric society when he addresses issues of historicity, 

and for his quote I refer the reader to page 14 of chapter one.

Still, the fact does remain that the poem is to some degree intelligible even 

outside the bounds of its own culture owing to the universality of the themes it treats and 

the profundity with which it treats them. The poem manages to deal with issues common 

to all peoples of all periods, and yet it does so within the strict boundaries of what we 

refer to as 'Homeric' culture. It is a text that is highly skilled in portraying the attitudes 

of the heroic world while simultaneously testing the validity of these attitudes, 

particularly as they pertain to the concept of heroic death. In order to draw clearly the 

paradoxes that exist in the concept of 'the good death' in battle, the poem treats death on 

both levels (cultural and biological), and purposefully juxtaposes the beliefs that the 

culture which he portrays hold about death and the universal, biological process of 

dying, which transcends all culture and is the fate of all who are j3poxot, regardless of 

place or period.

2 Ibid, p.79.
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On the textual level, as already argued, the poem to some degree delineates the 

two aspects of death by means of naming it or describing it  However, the poem also 

employs a narratological distinction to help make clear this duality. Biological death is 

very often the death spoken of and described by the narrator and characters who are not 

heroes, while the cultural ideal of heroic death is often treated and named by the major 

focalizers of the text, the heroes themselves.

There is of course a danger in drawing absolute distinctions between the cultural 

and the biological. Even what we categorize as 'biological' is, by the process of 

categorization and interpretation, culturally influenced. Understanding, on the part of 

any culture, of what the 'biological fact' of death may be is clearly going to be tinged by 

the perceptions and preconceptions of the culture approaching the subject. This 

distinction between vopoq and ({mat? is a dangerous one. Nonetheless, having 

acknowledged this danger and being wary of it, the distinction between the cultural and 

the biological is one that can be made both by the audience and the narrator, and it 

remains a viable way of talking about death within the poem.

How then, does the poem represent the ideals of its created world and the more 

universal realities which transcend all cultures? We have already explored named 

(intellectualized) and nameless (biological) death and looked at some of the passages in 

which they play a role. The intellectualized, culturally constructed death is the one with 

which humans console themselves in order to fight off the terror of the unknowable 

other, while the unknowable lurks just beyond the field of vision of the living heroes.

Conceptualized death is discussed by heroes. On the other end of the spectrum is 

death as expressed in the words of the seemingly detached narrator (although he too is a 

fictional character and hence, a focalizer), who graphically and frequently portrays the 

moment of death as the antithesis of the heroic. The narrator is the voice external to the 

story, providing a perspective removed from the cultural construct he presents (a 

perspective that his characters on the whole cannot share). Nevertheless, there are
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various points at which the boundaries are crossed, and narrator and character 

perspectives do not appear to be neatly sequestered (but more on this to come).

But why does the conflict between Heroic code and the reality of dying in battle 

require exploration at all? Certainly the heroic code is a guideline for conduct, but does 

not rigidly bind all of the actions of the warrior, and the conflict between the code’s 

demands and the reality of battle situations is one of the elements that generate the 

poem’s pathos. That there is both a heroic ideal and an element of dissent on the part of 

the heroes is no novel observation. Regardless, this tension is still worthy of fresh 

consideration, if only because it is still overlooked in modem studies (see pp. 121-125 

on death-acceptance in scholarship), despite the very strong evidence the text provides 

for a more complex and meaningful conceptualization of mortality.

The evidence of this complexity abounds. In scenes wherein the narrator portrays 

death, heroes are frequently killed from behind as they flee, as they beg for their lives as 

suppliants, and as they are likened to subjugated women or animals3. Their deaths are 

often passed over with the barest possible detail (often in formulaic catalogue form), and 

this gives the audience the impression that in a war in which many die, no one death 

amounts to very much, and all such deaths are humiliating, inglorious, and ultimately 

futile. When they are described, it is in lengthy passages, in which the emphasis is 

placed strongly on the physical effects of damage done to the human body. If enough 

time is granted for the hero to react to imminent death, he typically does so with dread 

and fear, and even with shows of what may be constmed as cowardice. These deaths are 

seldom named, but are depicted, predominantly in terms relating to the cessation of 

physical existence as a result of gross physical damage. Death, in the narrative passages, 

often eludes words altogether. It is unknowable, nameless, impersonal and devoid of 

personal intent or agency. It is the terror of the unfathomable abyss from which no one 

returns, and about which no one can really know anything. Even in the experience of

3 Schein 1984 makes this point p. 77.
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dying the Homeric hero cannot know death, since after dying all sentience passes, and 

the tiroxn flits down to Hades' realm, incognizant of itself.

This discrepancy between the cultural ideals that belong to the world within the 

poem, as expressed by the characters, and the narrative rendering has been commented 

on by R. Renehan. Of the various character speeches on the subject of heroic death 

(although he problematically assumes that the narrative voice is Homer's own), he 

writes:

These several utterances set forth a coherent attitude towards 
heroic death that is unambiguous and basically not so very different from 
that found in other heroic cultures: every man must die, and a brave death 
in battle is the way to everlasting glory.

Modern scholars take this attitude for granted in Homer...
Such then is the theory of heroic death in Homer. What is the 

actual practice? To find the answer, we must first make a fundamental 
distinction between the narrative parts of the Homeric poems, in which the 
poet is speaking in his own person, and the speeches put into the mouths 
of characters. It is most significant that every one of the noble and heroic 
sentiments quoted above is from a speech; we are not hearing the poet 
narrating events in propria persona.4

I now want to examine this discrepancy in close detail, and we therefore begin by 

comparing what the heroes tell us of their attitudes towards heroic death by means of 

words, and what the narrator shows us of the attitudes of these same individuals towards 

death through their actions. The characters believe they have a notion of what death is, 

while the narrator, time and time again, demonstrates that they do not. To name 

something is to attempt to know it, control it, and civilize it, and to name death is to 

demonstrate the hope that this can be achieved. As mentioned in chapter 3 (p. 60-61), the 

naming of what is dangerous is often considered taboo. In naming death, the heroes 

attempt to deny its danger so that they might make manageable the terror of knowing that 

they could die at any time. The narrative passages, on the other hand, contain no such 

illusions of power. This distinction is summed up nicely: "Both the impulse to determine

4 Renehan 1987 pp. 107-108.
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the time and place of death, and the dissociation of social death from the termination of 

bodily functions, clearly represent an attempt to control the unpredictable nature of 

biological death and hence dramatize the victory over biology."5

Examples of detailed and horrifying passages pertaining to death in narrative 

passages are numerous. A number of the passages in which these types of death appear 

have already been cited. Among them, two detailed death scenes are provided in II. 4. 

517-531, while in II. 13. 610-618 we find an extremely graphic depiction of the death of 

Peisandros, (similar to the passage in which Iliomeus is killed by Peneleos II. 14.493- 

500), and in II. 21.64-96, the narrator shows us the fear of Lykaon and his doomed 

attempts at supplication, prior to his death in lines 116-120 of the same book.6 Also 

falling within the category of 'biological death’ are passages such as It. 5.72-75, about 

which passage Kirk remarks "...a good instance of Homer's supposed surgical precision. 

The contrast is unmistakable between this harsh pseudo-realism and the pathetic 

implications of Theano's care in 71."7 Other examples include II. 13.648-655, which 

narrates the wounding of Harpalion and II. 17.616-619, narrating the death of Koiranos.

The nameless death of such passages is very much the death of the body and and 

is far removed from the ideology of the characters (although by necessity it is articulated 

by language, which contains implicit ideology). Death is not referred to as 'good' or 

'beautiful', there is no reference made to kKzoc, either for the slayer or the slain, and there 

is no sense that the fallen face their fate resolutely. Indeed, Harpalion is killed while 

fleeing, and on this death Janko remarks "Harpalion's blow is ignoble, his retreat craven; 

hence his shameful wound in the buttock and his likeness to a worm."8 The narrator does 

not attempt to reconcile the graphic imagery of carnage in war with any idealism at all. 

Instead, he chooses to give the audience the facts of injury to the body resulting in death,

5 Bloch and Parry 1982 p. 15.
6 For a list o f more biologically focused passages relating to death, see chapter 3, pp.106-108.
7 Kirk 1990, p. 61.
8 Janko 1992 p. 126.
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withholding personal comment. His silence speaks volumes, however, for the contrast is 

so vivid specifically because it is so devoid of the ideology we hear about in the character 

speeches.

The speeches of warriors give us an insight into the values the warriors hold, and 

provide the rationale for heroic death which is missing from other components of the 

poem. In order to understand the ethical and philosophical issues that the poem raises, 

many scholars have attempted to engage the hero's perspective, often to the exclusion of 

the rest of the text.

There are a number of speeches concerning the heroic ideal made by Hektor and 

Achilles, and these will be discussed shortly. To begin, however, there are certainly 

others worth noting. In Glaukos' speech to Diomedes (II. 6.145-149), death of the 

individual is accepted as part of the greater cycle of life and death within the community 

of humankind. Kirk says of it, although ail of his examples are necessarily post-Homeric, 

"The likening of human generations to the fall of leaves in autumn and their growing 

again in spring carries no suggestion of rebirth, but means that life is transient and one 

generation succeeds another. It was a poetical commonplace9 and recurs in Homer in a 

slightly different but no less striking form at 21.464-6."10 M. West points out that these 

lines find precedents in Near Eastern literature. He categorizes this passage under the 

heading Miscellanea Orientalia', and explains that the thought expressed in here is 

paralleled in the Old Testament.11 It is a comfort that one has a place in the greater order 

of things, and the cosmos makes sense even to a humankind possessing of severly limited 

understanding. It is ordered with beautiful precision, and all things have their natural 

lifespan and death at their appointed hour.

9 Cf. e.g. Mimnermus 2.If., Aristophanes, Birds 685, with Clement, Strom. 6.738.
10 Kirk 1990 p. 61.
11 West 1997 p. 356, cites the following: "Man's days are like grass; like the blossom of the field, 

so he blooms. For the wind passes over it, and it is not there." (Ps. 103. 15f., cf. 90. 5f.). Similarly, "AH 
flesh is grass...the grass dries up, the flower withers.. .The people is truly grass." (Isac 40. 6f., cf. Job 14. 2)
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Sarpedon, in turn, making his famous speech to Glaukos, urges participation in 

battle, since, he claims, regardless of what a man does, he will in the end die, and so he 

may as well do so either winning glory for himself or granting it to another (11. 12. 322- 

328).12

Idomeneus, in his speech to Meriones, boasts that only cowards fear death 

(indeed, their very skin changes hue at the thought of it), while brave men are fearless 

and meet death face on, being wounded from the front as they move forward to confront 

the enemy. A brave man is not struck from behind while retreating (II. 13.275-291). 

Janko claims that the literary aim of this speech is humour, with a "mildly ribald double 

entendre at the expense of Meriones, who has lost his spear (292f.)."B If this passage is 

indeed intended to be humourous, then the poet is playing on the fact that the ideal is, to 

some extent, inapplicable to Meriones, even though Idomeneus extols it.14 If one 

considers the catalogue of deaths to be found within the poem, as compiled by Garland, 

one will quickly notice that deaths from behind occur almost as often as deaths face on.15

However, when attempting to compare what characters/focalizers say they feel 

about death with what the narrator/focalizer shows us that they feel about death, the most

12 The argument put forward is remarkably similar to that of Achilles (11. 9.318-322, cited 
previously), in which Achilles adopts a point of view quite similar to those found in narrative passages. 
Achilles uses the same argument to reach a completely different conclusion. For Sarpedon, death is 
inevitable for mortals, and so one may as well attempt to die with glory. For Achilles, death for mortals is 
inevitable, and so there is no point to exerting oneself to die well. That the poet uses the same argument to 
support two divergent points of view is surely no accident, and it may well be present to show the audience 
that unlike the narrator, characters are not omniscient nor necessarily even wise, and so character speeches 
should be taken with the understanding that they represent the opinions of fallible Pporot on ultimately 
unfathomable subjects. See also Hektor to Andromache in 11. 6.486-490.

Interestingly, West 1997 finds a parallel here between the Greek sentiment expressed by Sarpedon 
and the Mesopotamian hero Gilgamesh. He cites the following (p. 381):

Who, my friend, can go up to heaven?
The gods d[well] with Shamash for ever,
but as for man, his days are numbered; all his activity is just wind.
You, do you now fear death? What about your warrior strength? (OBV Yale fr., iv 5-10)

13 Janko 1992 p. 81.
14 Setting this interpretation aside, we might wonder why so many of the poem's heroes are in fact 

killed from behind while fleeing. Why is it so common for them to hide amidst a crowd in order to avoid 
Ktjp, as discussed in the section on that word in the third chapter (pp. 96-98)?

15 Garland 1981 p.p. 52-53.
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obviously noteworthy example involves the death of Hektor. In II. 6. 486-489, we find 

Hektor speaking to his wife, Andromache, on the inevitability of the fate of death for all 

living creatures, including both brave men and cowards. As G. S. Kirk observes, 

"Hektor's tone so far is rhetorical and prophetic".16 Although he presents himself as 

calmly accepting whatever fate is bestowed upon him, the fact remains that during this 

exchange with his wife, he has every hope that he will come back from the battlefield 

alive (and indeed, he survives for the next 16 books). Achilles has, as yet, not returned to 

the war, and the epic audience knows full well that Hektor can be killed by no lesser man. 

Hektor's own words on the subject of death are the very essence of the heroic ideal.

Yet in Iliad book 22, Hektor, the mightiest of the Trojans, turns to flee for his life 

around the walls of Troy when confronted with death at the hands of Achilles, despite his 

former resolve to stand his ground and either kill Achilles or be killed. Compare the lines 

spot 5e t o t  ’ av 7toXb tcspStov sir] / « v t t ] v  ij ’ AxtXfja KorraKTEivavia 

veeoOoi, /  f|e k s v  auitS 6Xea0ai eukXeulog 7rpo TroXTjog (108-110, 'For me then it 

would be better by far / either opposing Achilles, having put him to death, to come back 

/ or to be destroyed gloriously by him before the city’) with the following, from the same 

book, "EKTopa 5 ’ , wg evorjaEv, eXe Tpopog- ou5’ a p ’ e t ’ etX t} / au8t psvstv, 

ornate 8s uruXag X itte, |3fj 5e <$x>|3r|0sig (136-137, 'Fear seized Hector when he saw 

him, and he no longer dared / to remain there, but he left the gates behind and went, 

terrified') to observe the impact that awareness of the nearness of one's own demise has 

on even the bravest of warriors. Richardson comments on lines 136-137 that the "Two 

verses containing four, sharp sentences, which describe Hektor's terror and flight, 

contrast with the fluid five verses about Akhilleus’ pursuit which follows at 13842".17 

The terror of realization is starkly and dramatically drawn, and there can be no mistaking 

the sentiment behind it. The narrator shows us very clearly that the ideals by which

16 Kirk 1990 commenting on lines 487-489 in book 6, p.224.
17 Richardson 1993 commenting on lines 136-138 in book 22, p. 122.
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Hektor believes he has lived and is willing to die amount to very little when he is 

confronted with his own imminent death. His earlier words and his current actions do not 

mesh. In fact, Hektor continues to flee, until Athena sends him a false vision of his 

brother, Deiphobos, come to give him aid. Trusting in the vision, Hektor takes heart and 

musters the courage to stand his ground and face his opponent at last, only to realize he is 

alone as Achilles moves in upon him. Knowing now that his doom is at hand, he attempts 

to summon into himself the strength to face whatever is about to happen, saying jufj pav 

&<j7rou5i ye K a i  dxXeioog oaroXoipTiv, / aXXa psya pE^ag n  tcoa eaaopevoicji 

7TO0ea0ai (II. 22.304-305, 'May I not die without glory or struggle, but accomplishing 

some great thing to be known by men to come'). By now the audience knows, via the 

narrator, that this is not Hektor's initial response to the approach of death. It is, at best, a 

grim attitude of resignation towards what can no longer, by any devices, be avoided. 

Hektor is clearly frightened at the prospect of his own death, and yet as the best of the 

Trojan warriors, he is not someone whom we expect to fall short of the heroic ideal.

Because of the uniqueness of each heroic death, it is difficult not to see the end of 

each life as a separate and keenly felt, personal and personalized matter. The 

individuality of each specific death overrides the universality of the process of dying. The 

poem presents the audience with the universal fact of death, what the culture within the 

poem believes of it, and Hektor's immediate reaction to it which supersedes the cultural 

ideal for which he strives, (although, of course, Hektor's "true" reaction is a poetic 

construct no less artificial than the heroic ideal constructed by the culture Homer 

narrates). The narrator sets up ideals only to puncture the illusion of their reality. The 

heroic ideal is an artificial, cultural construct intended to make violent death acceptable, 

yet it is presented within an artificial, contrived poetic world which questions this 

acceptability. Hektor, only when denied further opportunity to avoid death, achieves an 

ideal in which even he does not express absolute faith.

Reproduced  with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



119

This display of death avoidance illustrates the basic duality inherent in the heroic 

ideal. On the one hand, the hero wishes to die well, and frequently discusses this need, 

yet on the other hand, heroes do not actually look to end their lives deliberately, and 

death remains a hateful reality. R. Renehan writes, "...the heroic warrior confronts his 

death with a dignity bom of bravery, unafraid and defiant to the end".18 However, as he 

points out, throughout the Iliad instances of dignified heroic death are conspicuous by 

nothing so much as their very absence. Only the deaths of Sarpedon, Patroklos and 

Hektor may be viewed as being heroic at all, and of these, Sarpedon alone manages to 

remain defiant and unflinching to the last, (Patroklos is killed while attempting to flee, 

and Hector, as discussed above, is shown to be tom between his desire to live up to his 

social ideal, and his very real terror of approaching death).19 The interplay between the 

hero's defiance in the face of his mortality and his fundamental dread of it is a major 

thematic element of the text, and the problems intrinsic to the application of the heroic 

ideal are made clear time and time again. Often the ideal is emphasised by its absence or 

its direct opposite. As Renehan has commented, the opening lines of book 1 announce 

the degree of devastation and death which Achilles has brought about, not by any heroic, 

brave or glorious acts, but rather by means of their very opposite, inactivity. As Renehan 

says, "At the very outset, Homer suggests where his priorities lie- or rather, where they 

do not lie."20

Nonetheless, the poem is sometimes read with the assumption that all that is 

presented by the poet is as it should be in a world in which the heroic ideal applies, despite 

the contradictory representations of death found in narrative passages. Various scholars 

have acknowledged that the heroic ideal is portrayed ambiguously (even critically) 

throughout the work, but overwhelmingly they conclude that the ideal is still upheld as a 

tenable one. For example, S. Schein argues that the negative imagery present in the

18 Renehan 1987 p. 100.
19 Ibid. p. 109.
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narrative scenes serves to reinforce the pathos of life cut down in its prime. By 

emphasizing the sacrifice made by the hero the poem magnifies his heroic glory. Even 

Achilles (who will be discussed as a rather unique case in chapter five), he argues, fits the 

heroic pattern without posing too great a difficulty:

To be sure, in the course of the Iliad Achilles comes to question and 
contradict the validity of the normative social value system. This 
disillusionment enhances Achilles' tragedy and constitutes part of Homer's 
critical exploration of the nature and conditions of heroism and of human 
life. Nevertheless, for Achilles and for everyone else in the poem, there is 
no real alternative. Life is lived and death is died according to this code of 
values: to be fully human -  that is, to be a hero -  means to kill or be killed 
for honor and gloiy.21

J. Griffin, meanwhile, writes:

The most powerful descriptions of death in battle are that of 
Hector, recognizing that 'the gods have called me to my death...now my 
destiny has caught me,' and resolving to die fighting; Patroklos, disarmed 
and exposed helpless to death; Lycaon, arms outstretched, seeing death 
before him. Achilles, too, though the poem does not show his death, 
accepts and faces it; for this is what interests the poet very much, the sight 
of the hero succeeding in facing his own death. It is to produce and 
emphasise this situation that Homeric fighting is stylized as it is, when it 
might for instance have been developed much more as blow-by-blow 
accounts for the expert, interested in the technical details of fighting. The 
chariot race in Book 23 is treated much more in that manner. Walter Marg 
called the Iliad 'the poem of death'. I think it will be more appropriate to 
call it the poem of life and death: of the contrast and transition between the 
two. This is what the poet is concerned to emphasize, and on this he 
concentrates his energies and our gaze. It is part of the greatness of 
Achilles that he is able to contemplate and accept his own death more 
fully and more passionately than any other hero.22

Yet it must be noted that in making these claims, Griffin relies on the very deaths of

Hektor and Patroklos, who flee in terror, Lykaon, who beseeches Achilles as a suppliant

20 Ibid. p. 115.
21 Schein 1984 p. 71. His chapter on "War, Death and Heroism", pp. 67-88, discusses these ideas

in detail.
22 Griffin 1980 pp. 94-95.
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for mercy, and Achilles, whose death does not even occur in the poem.23 Renehan's point 

that only one truly heroic death occurs throughout all 24 books is hard to overlook, and 

this fact alone must cause us to reconsider our preconceptions about the heroic code and 

death in general. It is possible that all that is contradictory to the heroic ideal in the poem 

is there to emphasize the heroic ideal, acting as a foil, but it is far more likely that all that 

contradicts the heroic ideal in the poem is there to show that the issues are complex and 

may be approached from a variety of perspectives.

Nevertheless, a very great deal of influential work has been written on the subject 

of straightforward death acceptance. This is a somewhat problematic area, as death 

acceptance relies very much on the idea of the 'good death'. The 'good death' must imply 

the other kind, as is summed up nicely by M. Bloch and J. Parry in the following, taken 

from the introduction of their edition to comparative and cross-cultural essays, "The 'good' 

regenerative death can only be construed in antithesis to an image of the 'bad' death, which 

it therefore implies. It requires and must even emphasise what it denies, and cannot 

obliterate that on which it feeds."24

Yet death-acceptance and the concept of the 'beautiful death' are both argued for by 

J. P. Vernant His work has been particularly influential on the subject of the later civic 

ideology of death, as has that of N. Loraux.25 Vernant draws a contrast between two 

dominant images of death in ancient Greece. His claim is that the fearful aspect of death as 

a terror expressing the unspeakable and the unthinkable is death presented as a feminine

^Although early on in the poem Achilles does hold the heroic ideal in high regard (he criticizes 
Agamemnon for failing to live up to it in book 1.225-228), after his conflict with him, his point of view 
drastically changes. Indeed, if  anything, Achilles refutes the possibility of the heroic ideal in J7.9.400-409. 
Even when he returns to battle, it is not because he has experienced a restoration of faith in the heroic value 
system, but because he wishes to avenge the death of his closest companion. Although Homeric epic does 
not narrate his death, we do see Achilles' post-mortem in Od. 11, wherein he laments his choice of fates 
(lines 488-491). Granted, the Odyssey may be by a different poet than the Iliad, but nonetheless, it would 
seem that there is very little in the corpus o f Homeric epic to support the claim that Achilles faces his death 
'more fully and passionately than any other hero'. In fact, Achilles so often rages against heroic death, that 
he is the one hero who seems to support the critical point of view towards heroic death which is found in 
narrative passages. His unique status in this regard will be treated in detail in the next chapter.

4 M. Bloch and J. Parry 1982 p. 18.
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figure, death as a maleficent force as personified by Fopyw or Kqp. The masculine face 

of death, 0dvoro<;, he argues, is not terrifying or monstrous, and is even depicted in art as 

a warrior who has been able to find the perfect fulfillment of his life in the 'beautiful 

death'. As he points out, the warrior fallen in battle remains forever present in men's lives 

and memories, as epic continually celebrates his name and glory.26 The beautiful death 

provides for the hero one final absolute standard by which he is validated: "In a beautiful 

death, excellence no longer has to be measured indefinitely against others and keep 

proving itself in confrontation; it is realized at one stroke and forever in the exploit that 

puts an end to the life of the hero." He goes on to say that in a culture like that of Archaic 

Greece, each person exists as a function of others, through the eyes of others, and that in 

such a culture, true death is oblivion, silence, and obscure indignity. To exist, living or 

dead, is to be recognized.27 Furthermore, the status given to the beautiful dead is a means 

by which society attempts to domesticate and civilize death.28 For Vernant, Hektor's show 

of fear before dying counts for nothing at all; the poet may as well have left it out 

altogether, since it is Hektor's death alone, and not how he faces it, that will define him for 

eternity:

Beneath the walls of Troy that have watched him flee in 
desperation before Achilles, Hektor now stands still. He knows he is about 
to die. Athena has tricked him; all the gods have abandoned him. Fate 
(moira) has already laid its hand upon him. Even though it is no longer in 
his power to conquer and survive, he must still fulfill the demands that 
warrior status makes on him and his peers; he must transform his death 
into eternal glory, change the fate of all creatures subject to demise into a 
blessing that is his alone and whose luster will be his forever.29

Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that the poet has seen fit to let the audience see 

Hektor's fear and desire to prolong life. Transformed by his death though he may be

25 See for example, Vernant 1989, 1991 and Loraux 1986.
26 Vernant 1991 p. 95.
27 Ibid. p. 85.
28 Ibid. p. 96.
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insofar as he is enshrined in the cultural memory of epic, the audience of the poem has 

still glimpsed something beyond the surface beauty of the heroic death which Vernant 

claims Hektor has achieved. The audience has been shown the inexorable nothingness of 

non-existence that waits to receive all mortals, as Hektor teeters on the threshold between 

worlds, filled with sheer animal terror. It is for the audience that the epic is sung, and if 

fame and glory exist in the singing, it is because there are listeners. That the listeners, 

those who bestow immortality by keeping the hero's name alive in their collective 

memories, have been allowed to see Hektor's flight around the walls of Troy, is 

remarkable. It is for this that he is entered into cultural memory, as well as for the fact of 

his 'good death'. Terror has a greater impact on Hektor than the promise of eternal glory 

in song, and the lines of the song which describe this terror may well possess more poetic 

impact for the audience than all of Hektor's earlier statements of his intention to die well 

in battle combined.

However, Vernant is not alone in his claims for death-acceptance. C. Sourvinou- 

Inwood, writing from what she refers to as a 'post-structuralist' approach (although 

fundamentally her approach is derived from P. Aries, the French social historian30) on 

what she perceives to be Homer's death acceptance, recently produced "Reading" Greek 

Death. She has also produced a number of journal publications, working on the ideas 

contained within her book.31 Essentially, Sourvinou-Inwood believes that in the Iliad 

death is presented as a universal, unavoidable and ultimately unfrightening prospect. 

Death, she argues, is, to the world of epic poetry, part of the process of regeneration and 

continuity of the community as a whole:

Another Homeric concept expressing the same attitude is that of one's
"lot" or "portion" of death, moira thanatoio: moira means first of all

29 Ibid. p. 50.
30 Aries 1974 holds very much to the belief in early death acceptance. On attitudes towards death, 

he says "The first, the oldest, the longest held, and the most common one, is the familiar resignation to the 
collective destiny of the species and can be summarized by the phrase, Et moriemur, and we shall all die." 
(p. 55)

31 See her 1981 and 1983 articles.
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"portion" and then also "fate". This concept of "portion of death" which 
becomes "fate of death" is firmly rooted in the epics; behind it lies the idea 
that death is the lot of man, and that each death is less a personal 
tragedy—sad though it is—than the fulfillment of that fate. The mentality 
behind this whole nexus is one which sees the world as an ordered and 
articulated cosmos, in which everything has an apportioned place, and 
each person a portion of life, after which he gets his lot of death, and this 
is how the life-cycle of the universe works.32

Moreover:

Acceptance of one's mortality and vulnerability in the face of this familiar 
ever-present death led to a matter-of-fact acceptance of the prospect of 
one's death and the rejection of death-avoidance as a determining factor in 
one's behaviour. The early Greek love of life did not involve obsession 
with life-prolongation: the prospect of dying now rather than later does not 
deter men from pursuing honour in battle.33

Death is an inescapable universal, and in this Sourvinou-Inwood obviously cannot 

be disputed. However, as some have pointed out in response to her, it is also a very 

particular thing, unique for each individual (consider for example, that no two death 

descriptions in the Iliad are identical—it seems unlikely that this is by chance).34 As W. 

Burkert has pointed out in commenting on her article "Trauma in Flux: Death in the 

Eighth Century and After", an attitude of death acceptance on the part of society as a 

whole does not preclude the possibility of very real death avoidance on the part of the 

individual.35 How one feels about the death of others and how one faces one's own death 

may well be two different things.

J. Bremmer, in his study of death in early Greece praises the work of C. 

Sourvinou-Inwood. Nonetheless, he breaks with her views on death-acceptance and

32 Sourvinou-Inwood 1981 p.23.
33 Ibid p. 24.
34 As mentioned in the previous chapter, Garland 1981 provides an index of passages relating to 

deaths in the Iliad and Fenik 1968 gives detailed treatment to all the deaths mentioned in books 5, 8, 11, 
13, 16 and 17. For quick reference to individual heroes, he provides an index of the names of those whose 
death he treats (pp.241-243).

35 Discussion following Sourvinou-Inwood 1983 p. 49.
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argues that it is indeed being questioned (indeed, we only have to look to Odysseus for 

clear evidence of this fact):

Homeric beliefs reflect the life of the small, closely knit communities of 
the Dark Ages where the life of the community was more important than 
the survival of the individual. In these communities death was not yet so 
much the end of one person's life but rather an episode in the history of the 
community and the life cycle. However, the sweeping changes in Greek 
society in the eighth century and after promoted an individualization that 
created individual concern for death and survival.36

Although the poem is frequently viewed as exhibiting a simple acceptance of 

death, it is clear that there is a good deal of ambivalence towards, and even evasion of, 

heroic death demonstrated in the Iliad. Most deaths in the Iliad are in fact humiliating 

slaughterings of victims rendered helpless and passive.37

S. Schein takes a middle line in his approach to the issue of death-acceptance, 

arguing that both questioning and celebrating of the heroic code are present in the poem. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, he argues that the negative imagery presented in 

connection with violent death is only present to reinforce the pathos of young life cut 

short, and thereby to underline heroic glory by emphasizing the magnitude of the

sacrifice made.38 Still, he acknowledges the ambiguity that exists, and points out how

often Homer compares war to hunting, showing a predatory animality in the heroes. He 

claims that the psychological connection between hunting and warfare is self-conscious 

on the poet's part, because he is making the point that brutality in war perverts its true 

purpose, bringing humans closer to other animals than it does to the gods. He also 

comments upon the various references to heroes who wish to eat the livers of their foes

36 Bremmer 1983 p. 124.
37 Renehan 1987. The works of Fenik 1968 and Redfield 1975 are both invaluable for discussion 

of Homer's treatment o f  these scenes. See also Nagy 1979 and Marg, "Kampf und 1976.
38 Schein 1984 pp. 67-88.
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raw, commenting that war is seen as an outlet for cannibalistic impulses, and thus reveals 

people at their most animalistic.®

J. Griffin also acknowledges that war breaks down the boundaries of civilized 

behaviour, citing the fact that five times in the Iliad warriors beg for their lives as 

suppliants. Despite Greek social convention which should mandate that suppliants be 

spared, they are killed. Yet social conventions, he argues, should be the framework 

within which heroic battle occurs. Nevertheless, the poem shows this very convention 

being outraged and overturned. The heroic battle is portrayed as being fought against 

heroic codes.40 The text manipulates the rules by which the world it portrays functions, 

and the resulting effect is that there is fissure in the fabric of that world.

There is an interesting facet to Hektor's death which helps to emphasise the 

interplay between the acceptance and avoidance of death in the poem. This is the matter 

of how the poem's characters who are not warriors react to 'the good death'. While it is 

true that all expressions of acceptance of the heroic ideal are framed in character 

speeches, for the most part, those characters are the warriors themselves (as seen in 

passages such as II 12.322-328, 13.279-285, 18.114-118, and 22.297-305, all cited 

previously). Character speeches from non-warriors reflect explicitly the same horror of 

death implicit in the narrative passages, although as characters, non-warriors too belong 

to the heroic culture. The characters (secondary narrators/focalizers) who are not heroes 

are perhaps best understood as providing the embedded voice of the narrator, as indeed 

does Achilles. They therefore name death, and are shown to be tom between their 

culturally constructed' ideals, and the biological reality of a loved one turned into a 

corpse. If those around the hero protest the heroic death, heroic death becomes 

somewhat self-indulgent insofar as the hero overlooks personal responsibilities to kin in

39 Ibid, p.79.
40 Griffin 1980 p. 53. This is perhaps not entirely so clear cut as Griffin makes it seem. Although 

there are social conventions for governing conduct in normal circumstances, it is worth remembering that 
there is no law in war. Ordinary codes of conduct may well be suspended.
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favour of his own glory (claiming it is for his kin that he attempts to achieve glory). The 

desperate plight of survivors is illustrated in a passage concerning women made widows 

by the war (II. 24.725-738) and by Andromache (II. 6.407-439).

In theory, the values the warriors hold must be indicative of the values of their 

culture as a whole, and they hope to be remembered by their culture through epic 

because the culture does indeed value heroic death. Nonetheless, the poem shows us on 

numerous occasions that death acceptance on the part of society as a whole does not 

preclude the possibility of death avoidance on the part of the individual. This is clearly 

true of the heroes themselves and there is no reason why it should not be equally true of 

the individuals in the poem who are not warriors.

Just as a warrior may re-evaluate his desire to die well when confronted with its 

realization, so too, may members of the warrior's family re-evaluate their accepted 

beliefs about the 'beautiful death' when cleaving to social ideals must mean being 

willing to lose one who is dear to them. These characters face their own complex issues 

concerning the heroic ideal in its application. The ideology which they embrace as a 

culture proves little compensation for the reality of loss.

Those affected by the death of Hektor are numerous. Indeed, as he is the best 

warrior of the Trojans, when he dies, the whole city knows it will soon fall, and mourns 

his death as the death of Troy itself. Prior to his confrontation with Achilles, Hektor has 

an encounter with his parents, an encounter in which Priam both acknowledges the 

heroic ideal, and begs his son not to pursue it (11. 22.37-91). This passage is profoundly 

moving in its evocative imagery and universally human sentiment Priam points out that 

while death may be beautiful for Hektor, young and glorious as he is, it is harsh and ugly 

for the elderly who are killed violently. The image of an old man struck down by the 

sword is an aberration of all that heroic society holds proper; it goes against Qepiq itself. 

With Hektor dead, Troy will have no protection, and so, Priam argues, he himself will
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be doomed to the ugliest of deaths, after which he will be food for the dogs, and 

moreover, without proper funeral rites, his tpuxfi will be unable to enter Hades' realm. 

All this emphasis is on what is ugly and brutal in war, and pathos is developed on behalf 

of all the innocent victims, namely, the wives and parents and children of warriors. It 

may be glorious for a hero to die well, but he leaves behind survivors who suffer and 

sacrifice just as greatly, although they are not granted eternal k Aso <; because they do not 

die on the battlefield. If Hektor has no thought for his own life, his parents urge him to 

have thought for what will befall those who depend on him after he is dead.

It is clear from this passage that whatever ideals Priam and Hecuba may accept 

as a general, abstract principle of the society to which they belong, they can no longer 

accept it unflinchingly when confronted with the loss of their own most glorious child. 

They must also face the practical reality of what will happen to them after Hektor dies, 

and this is as grim a fact as the grief they will experience for their most cherished son.

Andromache, too, is a symbol of the suffering of innocents in time of war, and 

through her speeches we are provided with another poignant perspective on heroic 

death, via the eyes of one who fears she will outlive her husband. Like Priam and 

Hecuba, Andromache appeals to Hektor's pity for those who rely on his protection for 

their well being, namely, herself and their infant son (II. 6 .4 0 5 -4 1 3  and 429-434).

Andromache's plea, like that of Priam and Hecuba, is without result. Although 

the fate of his wife and child weigh upon him greatly, as he puts it (II. 6.444-446), he 

has learned to be valiant and to win glory for both himself and his father, although his 

death will result in the death of his father. Hektor's answer to his wife is not without 

compassion, but nonetheless, he remains resolute.41

41 DeJong 1989 pp. 177-178 discusses this passage as providing an example of an embedded 
speech which is formally a quotation but in reality derives completely from the mind of the character 
speaking. She remarks on lines 459-462 that his speech falls into the category of those embedded in which 
a speaking character envisions something being spoken at some future point in time by an anonymous
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Hektor argues away his responsibilities to family, clearly placing more 

importance on the responsibilities which his status as a warrior place upon him in the 

eyes of his society. As J.M. Redfield has remarked, "To be incapable of retreat is in a 

certain way noble, but it is also, like any incapacity, a weakness, a loss of the fullness of 

human potentiality.'*® Nonetheless, as he says, "In the conversation between Hector and 

Andromache the poet dramatizes the pain of the warrior's role, of the man who, on 

behalf of his family, must leave his family, so that his veiy defense of them becomes a 

betrayal."®

The heroic code is something learned, rather than a natural or instinctive reaction 

to physical danger on the battlefield. As something learned, the warrior code is 

acknowledged as being something transmitted culturally to the warrior. As a cultural, 

learned behaviour, it is based on the ideology of society, and stands quite distinctly apart 

from the personal reality of dying. Hektor's ideology will fail him when he comes face 

to face with death in the persona of Achilles, and clearly, the ideology of 'death- 

acceptance' fails his parents and wife, as they contemplate their imminent loss.

The death of any hero has broad sweeping ramifications for those close to him, 

although the poem emphasises this more when the warrior is one of great fame. Like 

Hektor, Achilles is poignantly aware of the devastation his death will cause for his 

parents. His mother, although immortal and immune to the harsh fate awaiting Hektor's 

aged parents, suffers as no mortal can. As an immortal, she is doomed to watch her 

mortal offspring perish, and she can never hope to be released from grief by oblivion 

herself. Knowing the fate Achilles has chosen makes it even harder for her, and she 

mourns him as though he were already dead, as she tells him {11. 24.131-132). In the 

same book, it is to Peleus, father of Achilles, that Priam refers when he attempts to

'somebody'. This speech does not in fact contain a quotation, but an imaginary speech put into the mouth of 
somebody else.

42 Redfield 1975 p. 150.
43 Ibid, p. 123.
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evoke compassion in the killer of his son, and indeed, thinking about the effect his 

imminent death will have upon Ms father does move Achilles to tears (II. 24.485-512).

Generally, heroic characters cleave to the heroic ideal in their speeches, and show 

a distinct lack of resolve in their actions, while non-heroic characters display 

ambivalence through words alone. Achilles, however, is an exception. He Mmself acts as 

an embedded voice for the narrator, and among the heroes he is entirely unique, in that it 

is through his speeches that we see his dissension, not through his conduct in the face of 

danger. Agamemnon's outrage against him forces him to reconsider those for whom he 

wins glory, and the worthiness of those to whose memories he entrusts the immortality of 

Ms name. After Achilles withdraws from the war, he undergoes a change of perspective. 

He alone of the heroes does not need to confront the moment of his own death before he 

entertains doubts as to the validity of the values of the warrior ethic, and, as mentioned 

above, he alone of the heroes makes a character speech criticizing this ethic. Because he 

is a special case, he will be treated in more detail in chapter 5, but it is worth noting here 

that Achilles, in Iliad book 9, speaks about how, irrespective of the gifts one amasses in 

life, once a man is dead nothing can give him Ms life back again:

ou f  dtp spot avTct^iov of>5’ b o a  {fxxcjtv
’TXlOV E1CTt}£J0Ctl, eu vaiopsvov U TO X leipO V , 
to trpiv br dptivqq, irptv sXQetv mag ’Axaicav, 
of>5’ b o a  X d iv o Q  of>56q a^qTopog evrog EEpysi,
# 0 1 ^ 0 0  ’ AjroXXwvog, IIuOoi evi nETpqeaaq.
XtpaTOi pev yap te Posg Kod ufaa pqXa,
kttitoi 5 e  Tpi7ro5eg te Kod unroov £av0a xdpqva-
avSpog 8e qtoxfl trdXiv eXQeiv o o t e  X eiaT q
ou0’ eXetii, EttEi ap  kev dpsitpETOi spKog oSovrcov. (II. 9.401-409)

For not worthy of my life is however much they say 
Ilion possessed, the well settled city,
Formerly in peace, before the sons of the Achaians came,
Nor however much the stony threshold of the archer, Fhoibos Apollo, 
in rocky Pytho, confines within,
To be carried off as booty are cattle and stout sheep,
tripods may be gotten and the golden heads of horses;
but the life of a man cannot come back nor can it be carried off as booty,
nor caught, when it has passed the barrier of the teeth.
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It may be argued that the embassy has offered material possessions as opposed to kXzoq, 

and so Achilles’ relpy emphasises material possessions rather than kAeog. Yet Achilles is 

being asked to re-commit to fighting and dying. For fighting, material possessions will be 

his prize, but for dying, the audience knows full well the promise is icAsoq. There is no 

reason why, for rhetorical reasons, Achilles’ response to the embassy must avoid the 

value of the unspoken, and to the warrior, more esteemed, reward. The fact that Achilles 

neglects to mention k A e o <; as a possible recompense for dying, even as something to be 

rejected, may be read as an indication that for him, glory in song after death to be 

celebrated only by those who will survive him is of even less consequence than material 

possessions which he may himself enjoy in life. KAsoq may in fact be completely 

inconsequential in Achilles' contemplation of the choice to be made between life and 

death, although it is all that the poem can offer him. KAsoq relies on the memory of men, 

and as Achilles has realized forcefully, men are fallible.

The 'good death' has ceased to hold any beauty for him, as he now realizes that 

glory and renown among men of lesser worth is worth very little in itself. Moreover, 

regardless how a man dies, all do die in the end, and so one's conduct in matters of life and 

death, he concludes, is of little consequence (//. 9.318-322 and 401-409). When the epic 

audience encounters him again in book 11 of the Odyssey, his view of death will be in no 

way improved.

It is also significant that Achilles is ill equipped to deal with the 'beautiful death' 

of his companion Patroklos. Grief is entirely human, but according to the heroic code by 

which both men live and are prepared to die, Achilles should, in theory, at least be 

grateful that his comrade was killed in battle by so renowned a warrior as Hektor, for to 

die at the hands of a great warrior brings glory both to the killer and to the slain. The 

theme of Achilles' excessive and debilitating grief need hardly be explored in any detail 

here, but it is worth noting that the ideology of heroic death is at odds with Achilles' true
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reaction to the reality of loss.44 In this respect, Achilles has much in common with non­

heroic characters who must come to terms with grief, and like them, he acts as an 

embedded narrator/focalizer.

Patroklos departs from life in much the same way as does Hektor. Both attempt to 

flee prior to being killed, and both men speak to their killers as they die, waiting for the 

tpnoxtl to depart (II. 16.856-857 and 22.362-363, for text and translation see chapter three 

p. 114). These lines are very telling concerning the true possibility of heroic death in 

application. Both heroes have died the 'good death', struck down by a worthy adversary at 

the height of their prowess and youth. Both will be remembered by their culture and 

immortalized in epic, fixed, as it were, at their most perfect moment Nonetheless, the 

emphasis is very much on loss, specifically, the loss of manhood and youth, rather than 

on what has been gained. It has been argued that the scansion of a v S p O T fjx a  dates back 

to the Mycenaean period (or even earlier), and this would seem to argue against the lines 

reflecting innovation on the part of the poet. Nonetheless, it has also been pointed out 

that the entire couplet (lines 856-857) cannot be traced to Bronze Age poetry (even the 

kocI is post-Mycenaean). Thus, the poem need not be entirely dependant on oral tradition 

or formula here, and so innovation on the part of the poet cannot be ruled out.45 This is a 

scene of departure, and it very closely resembles, in both sense and feeling the laments of 

survivors already cited. Life mourns itself and its loss and death, rather than magnifying 

and making imperishable manhood and youth, which one surely would expect the 

'beautiful' death to do; death submerges it, and makes it as though the hero had never 

been. The tguxfj does not relish its fate (it is still presumed sentient until the proper 

funerary rites are performed for the corpse), and from all the evidence, including the visit

44 So excessive is his grief, that the shade of Patroklos must appear to him in a dream to request a 
proper burial. During this exchange, we get a gloomy picture of the fate of the dead hero, as Patroklos 
refers to the aruyeptj tcrjp which was allotted to him at birth and which has opened its jaws to devour him 
(II. 23.78-79). The fact that he is well remembered is not mentioned, and we have no sense that it gives the 
dead man any comfort.

45 Janko 1992 pp.420-421
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of Patroklos' shade to Achilles, the hero reaps none of the benefits of his heroic death. He 

is in no way aware of the glory attached to his name once he is dead, and it is only after 

he is dead that this glory will be his. The hero must die for something others will have to 

experience for him. In light of the fact that the hero's family frequently suffer death or 

slavery after his death, one may well wonder for whom he has died, since there are no 

discernible benefits to anybody.

It should be noted, however, that there are scenes in which heroes do speak about 

war and the injuries that ensue, describing it in biological terms typical of the 

narrator/focalizer. An example of this is II. 11.655-664, in which Nestor laments the 

physical injuries of various Greeks. Interestingly, however, although he does describe 

their conditions in biological terms, it must be noted that the men in question are only 

injured, not dead or necessarily even dying (although the latter is a distinct possibility for 

the near future). When Nestor moves on to relate battle sequences in which death has 

occurred, he names it more often than he describes it (e.g. II. 11.671-672), and when he 

does describe it (e.g. II. 11.741-742), he does so with much less graphic detail than we 

would expect to find in a death described by the narrator/focalizer. It may also be argued 

that characters at times discuss the damage done to the body of a foe, which is deemed 

desirable (see Achilles on Hektor), while they will not do so with respect to comrades or 

companions. A hero does not wish to contemplate his own men being rendered as carrion, 

although this is acceptable for enemies.

When one considers the warrior speeches already mentioned, one finds that in 

general they contradict the actions of the heroes who speak them, or they contradict the 

speeches of other non-heroic characters, or they contradict what the narrative passages 

show us to happen. Hektor makes several heroic speeches, and ends up fleeing for his life 

around Troy. Achilles makes similar speeches, only to change his mind later. Sarpedon 

makes a speech that mimics the argument put forward by Achilles for not dying in battle, 

while Idomeneus criticizes being wounded from behind, although numerous heroes in the
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poem do in fact meet their deaths in this manner. Considering the length of the poem, it is 

remarkable that there are only a handful of pro-heroic speeches to be found throughout.

The narrator may understand and sympathize with his heroes, but at the same time 

he surely stands apart from the world he creates for his narratee/focalizees, and he 

comments upon and evaluates the values of that world. The issues posed by the poem, 

and the structure of the poem itself, are indeed complex, and the poet plays with the 

opposing forces that drive men as they meet their end, whether it be bravely or with 

cowardice. Redfield sums up these opposing forces:

Nature is eternal; the things of culture are transient. But from 
another point of view it is also true that the creatures of nature are 
ephemeral, while the institutions of cultare-its families, cities, 
traditions-are in principle immortal. They will survive as long as the 
generations of men maintain them. Culture therefore confers on finite life 
a meaning; it offers a man something to live for, something beyond 
himself.

But culture does not thereby redeem a man from death. Rather it 
imposes on him the burden of choice. Society asks of a man much more 
than he can do; when some paths are chosen, others are rejected. At the 
moment of death much remains undone. Thus culture, precisely because it 
offers purposes to life, shows each life in itself as incomplete. In culture, 
in his relations with others, man encounters his own mortality. However 
much he lives for others, he must always fail them in the end.46

Thus it is that the narratee/focalizee is always presented with the ideal of heroic 

death, and with questions concerning its application. Ideology and terror both war within 

the hero for control. Status within society and obligations to kin are not always 

compatible; cultural renderings of death mean little in light of the biological reality of the 

cessation of the life of the body, and the notions of death which heroes entertain and 

name to one another stand distinctly apart from the nameless occurrences of death for 

which men are never prepared and cannot know, even in the experience of dying. Death 

as a notion and death as a fact are explored side by side by the poet. The notion gives

46 Redfield 1975 p. 126.
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shape and meaning to the fact, yet the fact must always undermine the lack of knowledge 

behind the notion.
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Chapter 5

Denial and Affirmation: Loathing of Death and the Heroic Ideal

The poem deals with the complexity of heroic death, presenting to the audience an 

idealized, remote death, and a physical, very much present death. Idealized death belongs 

to the members of the society the poem portrays. It is a mask laid over the featureless 

face of death, making it to some extent recognizable and providing the illusion that it can 

be mastered. It stands in stark contrast with death as it strikes unpredictably, death which 

is universal, physical, and removed from the ideology to which the poem's heroes 

subscribe. Biological death has no identity, no motives, no intent; it is merely a fact 

inherent in the very act of living that living must necessarily imply the possibility of its 

opposite, not living. Biological death is random, and hence, terrifying.

The narrator of the Iliad is always present as primary narrator/focalizer in the text, 

making clear that there is a death of which the characters have no concept, lurking just 

beneath the veneer of civilization. This death cannot be represented in any way (note p. 

20 of chapter one, wherein a Near Eastern precedent for this is argued). Nobody knows 

when death will strike or what form it will take and it is the ultimate unknowable because 

in experiencing it one loses the capacity to experience. The poem thus works on two 

levels at once, portraying the emotional detachment of aristocratic idealism towards 

death, and the physical trauma of death for the individual. The objective and subjective 

experience are always represented, side by side and intertwined, yet distinguished from 

one another by the text's narrative structure.

However, the complexity of the Iliad's narrative structure has at times been 

overlooked. Coleridge stated "There is no subjectivity in Homer" while Frankel remarked 

"A more general characteristic of the Homeric style, [is] the restrained objectivity and 

aristocratic withdrawness". Similarly Auerbach wrote "[There is in Homer] never a gap, 

never a glimpse of unplumbed depths. And this procession of phenomena takes place in
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the foreground-that is, in a local and temporal present which is absolute".1 Such 

approaches to the poem work on certain levels, addressing various important aspects of 

the text, but equally important too, must surely be the matter of the poem as a work of art, 

devised with great skill and literary judgment

The narrator, as the primary focalizer, sets the background layer of meaning upon 

which all that the characters say, do or feel is overlaid. Formally the characters are 

secondary focalizers, although they do at times act as an embedded voice for the primary 

narrator/focalizer. This is not uncommon for the poem's non-heroic characters, and there 

are clear cases in which even heroes may fill this role. Achilles begins the poem as a 

secondary narrator/focalizer, and becomes one with the primary narrator/focalizer part 

way through.

To understand why this should be the case, it is useful to consider carefully the 

heroic voice. For the time being, we therefore focus on this 'foreground', that has been the 

subject of so much modem scholarship. In this chapter, we attempt to engage the 

perspective of the heroic characters (specifically Achilles) more fully, considering the 

values of the heroic system, and its implicit world view.

Epic is by definition a narrative genre, as Aristotle says in his Poetics, 1449b 11. 

Yet even if the poem lacked narrative passages altogether, contrary to the nature of epic 

as this would be, the audience would still find much contradictory evidence concerning 

attitudes towards death in the portions of the poem that would remain. Certainly heroes 

boast of their commitment to the ideal (see for example Meriones in II. 13.269-273). This 

does not imply, however, that the issues involved in heroic death are not complex for

1 These quotes are assembled and cited by Griffin 1976 p. 161, wherein Griffin also makes the 
point that ancient scholarship may be called upon to redress the problems inherent in this modem belief in a 
nearly universal objectivity in Homer. He quotes Wilamowitz, on the subject of scholarship and its 
relationship to literary theory, pointing out that one may observe "Ancient literary theory, as always 
showing infinitely more comprehension for its own literature than does that of the moderns".
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these characters, even though their perspective exists solely within a contrived cultural 

context which embraces the ideal.2

The heroes of the epic, aware of the inevitability of death, console themselves by 

attempting to achieve KXeoc; (the only sort of immortality they can obtain) by dying well. 

Nonetheless, they experience intense anxiety at the thought of dying, and typically refer 

to it in conjunction with negative epithets. Various character speeches make clear that in 

a perfect world, death would not be something that any of the heroes would choose for 

themselves. They choose to embrace the ideology of a heroic death only because, for 

those who are Ppoxot, there is no alternative to dying. Faced with this incontrovertible 

fact, a 'good' death is preferable to a 'bad' one, as Sarpedon sums up to Glaukos (II. 

12.322-328). This in no way implies that death is ever anything less than loathsome and 

frightful. As N. Loraux writes, "There is not a single great warrior who has not one day 

felt terror quake throughout his whole being, as if fear were the hero's qualifying test."3

2On the subject of the contrived cultural context, it is of value to cite Kirk 1976 p. 40, in which he 
points out "It is sometimes hard to resist the temptation of viewing the 'Homeric world' as a real one, 
possessing a simple historical value of its own. The truth is, of course, that the epic is to an important extent 
fictitious-more than that, it is fiction that contains contributions from different periods over a span of half a 
millennium or more."

3 Loraux 1995 p. 75. She goes on to observe, "It is a surprising truth of the warrior's universe, 
where no matter how highly the ideology of valor is prized, it never overshadows the awareness that war 
and fear are linked...", p. 77. The thing that distinguishes the brave man and the coward, then, is not fear, 
for all men feel that, but the ability to judge the threat at hand realistically and react proportionately to it. 
There are instances in which brave men like Hektor will flee, but these should be distinguished from the 
frequent flights of a character such as Paris, whose fear is typically disproportionate to the situation 
(Loraux discusses this on p. 76). Another distinguishing characteristic of Paris is that he does not feel the 
anger appropriate to a warrior. As Van Wees 1992 says:

Some men may never learn. Paris, for one, does not. When his brother Hektor finds him 
at home, while outside battle is raging, he assumes that Paris has retired from combat out of anger. 
Paris, however, explains that he is neither angiy nor indignant he is merely distressed (VI.326- 
36). As an adult, Paris still displays the 'childish' altitude of Telemakhos as a boy: his distress is 
not accompanied by anger, no doubt because he has "no sense" and is unconcerned with the 
"indignation" other people feel at his behaviour and the "many ugly things" they say about him 
(VI.349-53). Paris, one might say, is not properly socialised.

Paris is interesting within the Homeric context because he illustrates one very fundamental point 
about the social hierarchy. While is it impossible for a lowly man to advance to the rank of princes, it is 
possible for a prince to humiliate himself by his behaviour and be dishonoured in the eyes of his own peers. 
That is to say, the Homeric hierarchy is one in which one may fall below one's birth rank, but not one in 
which an individual may rise above it.
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J. M Redfield remarks on these lines "To die for something, he says, is better than 

to die for nothing—and that is, after all, the alternative."4 One cannot change the fact that 

one will die; one can only change how one will be remembered by those who come after. 

As mortals, our name and reputation are really the only meaningful things we have. For 

the hero, this is particularly true.

All men are bom to die, but the warrior alone must confront this fact in his 
social life, since he fulfills his obligations only by meeting those who 
intend his death. The community is secured by combat, which is the 
negation of community; this generates a contradiction in the warrior's role.
His community sustains him and sends him to his destruction. On behalf 
of community he must leave community and enter a realm of force. The 
warrior can protect the human world against force only because he himself 
is willing to use and suffer force, "to work his own boast or submit to 
another's." The warrior stands on the frontier between culture and nature.5

We shall now consider, therefore, denial and affirmation of death within the 

heroic culture; that is, the death acceptance built into the foundation of the heroic ideal 

and the loathing of death which is paradoxically also very much present. These two 

opposing ideologies war within the warriors throughout the entire work. The Iliad 

emphasizes the internal, psychological conflict of the hero just as much as it does the 

external, physical conflict which is the backdrop for his personal tragedy. Not only does 

the poem show us two distinct deaths; it may be said that it shows us two distinct wars. 

The psychological war is in a number of ways the true subject of the poem, with the 

physical war acting as its impetus.

The focus of this chapter, as with the last one, is narratological. While chapter two 

dealt with the philological distinctions between death-terms, and chapter three addressed 

their use and avoidance, names for ideological death and descriptions of biological death 

are not the only relevant objects of focus in this study. Narratological treatment of death 

is also of major interest, and so chapter four moved on to consider the distinction between

4 Redfield 1975 p. 101.
5 Ibid. p. 101.
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narrator-spoken and character-spoken text. While chapter four examined distinctions 

between voices, however, the present chapter will explore instances where 

narrator/character perspectives are not sequestered, and why this may be the case.

It is primarily to Achilles we turn in order to explore the internal conflicts of the 

Homeric heroes concerning death. Certainly, no other hero better exemplifies this 

struggle, and indeed the entire poem is a song about the very wrath which rends Achilles' 

convictions apart into two opposing camps of thought and feeling (Mfjviv asi8s, 8sd, 

IlqXqidSew ’ AxiXqoq / ouXoirevqv (11. 1.1-2, "Sing, Goddess, of the destructive wrath 

of Achilles, son of Peleus'). C. H. Whitman comments:

The Iliad traces almost clinically the stages of Achilles' 
development. More than tragedy, epic makes real use of time; whereas 
Oedipus, for instance, reveals himself before our eyes, Achilles creates 
himself in the course of the poem. He progresses from young hopefulness, 
cheerfully accepting the possibility of early death with glory, through 
various phases of disillusion, horror, and violence, to a final detachment 
which is godlike indeed. Tragedy, especially that of Sophocles, slowly 
uncovers a character which is complete from start to finish, but Achilles is 
actually not complete until the poem is complete. He is learning all the 
time.6

On the subject of the opening of book 16 (lines 1-100):

The whole tragic paradox of Achilles centers upon this scene, and 
in order to understand it, it is necessary to remember that the wrath of the 
hero is a search for himself which is complete only when the poem is 
complete. Achilles' will, which appears so fixed and single, is actually not 
fully formulated. The wish for life, which he revealed in the Embassy, is 
now a little more attenuated, but It is still with him, and the conflict within 
him is intense. For mortal man, the will to be absolute entails, however 
unrecognized, the will to die, and a life-wish obscures it. In the sixteenth 
book, Achilles tries to preserve both sides of his will, both human and 
divine, both life and the absolute, and such a volitional split may, perhaps, 
be deemed a weakness.7

6 Whitman 1958 p. 187-188.
7 Ibid, p. 197.
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The fjfjvic; of Achilles, then, if we may indeed identify it with his 'search for 

himself (or at the very least, with the cause for his 'search for himself), is vital to his 

denial and acceptance of death, and this in turn is vital to his relationship with the 

narrative perspective. However, as is the case with death terminology, the Homeric poet 

has at his disposal a number of terms for denoting anger. The same problems of 

synonymy apply, and one must guard against making any facile assumptions that Jifjvn; 

as it appears in the Iliad is directly translatable as the English word 'wrath'. As L. 

Meullner points out, with reference to his own work:

This book began with an assumption that terms for emotions such 
as anger have meanings and resonance that are specific to their culture, so 
that it could be informative to reconstruct the sense of an epic word such 
as menis within its own poetic context. By now it is clear that this highly 
specialized social term denoting the cosmic sanction against tabu behavior 
is a far cry from any shared, secular notion of anger specific to 
contemporary Western culture. 8

It is not the purpose of this study to explore the multiple ramifications of this 

particular word. Suffice it to say for our present purposes, that whatever else pfjvig may 

be, it is the force that motivates all of Achilles' actions, and it results from his sense of 

injustice, with Agamemnon specifically, and with the heroic code, mortality and fate as a 

whole. Achilles' jupvtg places him in a position in which he must re-evaluate his

8 Meullner 1996 p. 133. Interestingly, Meullner also seeks to establish that the Theogony is some 
kind o f prologue to the Iliad, and that the pqvic; of Zeus, which is rightly featured in Hesiod's poem about 
the birth of the gods, is naturally replaced in Homer by the pTjvn; of Achilles, since the epic is the song 
dedicated to the tcAsa dv6p«v, pp. 94-95. The word's religious connotations have been debated, and 
although Whitman 1958 casually refers to pflvi^ as Achilles' 'search for himself, a more philological and 
in-depth treatment of the word is certainly required. Considine 1966 explores the etymology of pqvn; and 
refutes the claims of Irmscher ('Gotterzom bei Homer") and Frisk ("M HNE: Zur Geschichte eines 
Begriffes"), that the noun pqvig and the related verb prjvuo are primarily religious words, used of the 
anger of the gods. As he points out, in the Iliad, the pqv root appears twenty-seven times, and seventeen of 
those uses refer to human wrath as opposed to divine, (pp. 16-17). Moreover, he argues that it is 
unreasonable to make the claim that heroes are 'almost' gods, and hence can be said to possess pfjvi^ 
without altering its status as a religious word, since the entire poem very much emphasises the mortality of 
the heroes, the very thing which separates them irreconcilably from the apfJpoxoi, p. 19. Whatever its 
original sense, it is clear that by the time the Iliad is composed, prjvn; is a word well situated within the 
mortal context, and need not be read as necessarily possessing religious overtones.
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acceptance of death, and this raises questions which, once posed, have no easy resolution. 

Whitman comments,

The Wrath of Achilles had probably been an epic subject for generations 
when Homer found it, and the germ of its meaning, the conflict between 
personal integrity and social obligation, must always have been inherent.
But Homer's development of the theme squeezes the last drop of 
psychological and metaphysical meaning out of old material...Homer 
approaches the matter as an insolubly tragic situation, the tragic situation 
par excellence.9

In the speeches of and concerning this one central character, we find ample 

evidence of ambivalence towards the 'good' death, without any need to look to the 

outside, narrative voice. The foreground of Achilles' 'temporal present which is absolute', 

supplies material for the consideration of the subject of heroic death, for as Muellner 

says, "...Achilles bequeaths to us the self-perpetuating artistic representation of an 

idealistic, disturbing, and consoling definition of the human condition."10 Thus, we now 

consider the subject of Achilles’ journey of self-discovery and his shifting perspective on 

death.

Achilles is the apiarog ’ Axotioov (in the accusative case in II. 1.244, 412, 

16.274). He is more lethal in battle than any of his comrades, stronger, swifter and more 

beautiful. Yet, although in many ways he typifies within his own person all the heroic 

virtues which are found singly in other heroes, and although he is very much a product of 

the heroic world, he is at the same time more than any other character in the poem 

conscious of his destiny. He is, as he is well aware, tOKOjuopwraxoq (II. 1.417, 505.) 

Foreknowledge of this fact, granted by his mother Thetis, allows him to consider fully the 

implications of his choice of early death with imperishable glory. Mythological elements 

of his story, wherein invulnerability and immortality appear, are absent, and emphasis is 

placed instead on Achilles' greatness in the face of his impending death. This is

9 Whitman 1958 p. 182.
10 Muellner 19% p. 175.
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important, for although Achilles greatly exceeds the excellence of the other heroes, he is 

not different from them in the components of his physical or psychological make-up, and 

this allows the focus of attention to be his humanity and mortality, as opposed to his 

semi-divine status.

In fact, although his mother is a goddess, Thetis' appearances in the poem do 

nothing more than remind the audience of Achilles’ approaching death (in the first book 

alone we find three such examples in II. 1.351-356, II. 1.413-418 and II. 1.503-506). Her 

power is contrasted with her inability to change her son's destiny, and her own 

immortality is constantly juxtaposed with her child's fate to die.

Although Achilles, as the offspring of a goddess and as the possessor of what may 

be a Zeus-like capacity for pffviq, differs from other men in his relationship to the divine, 

and although divine knowledge of the personal fate which is denied to most humans has 

been imparted to him, he remains first and foremost a mortal. As a mortal, Achilles must 

cast his lot with the world of mortals, and therefore accept that the only immortality open 

to him lies in human memory via the epic song. As a mortal who possesses more than 

mortal knowledge of his own fate, however, he is in a unique position to weigh and 

articulate his attitude towards dying. While the poem’s narrative passages and the 

speeches of other heroes are also used to explore the theme of mortality throughout the 

poem, no other elements manage to do so with the clarity and poignancy which we find 

in the passages in which Achilles seeks to explore his choices about death.

This brings us to a key point about Achilles, and one which serves to distinguish 

him from the other heroes. In knowing more concerning his own death than a mortal 

character within the poem would know in ordinary circumstances, Achilles is self-aware 

of his role as a character in the drama as it unfolds. Redfield writes the following 

concerning heroes in general, but what he says is especially true in the case of Achilles:
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They are in the position of characters in a play who are aware that 
they are characters in a play and have been told how the play comes out.
The effect is fascinating precisely because it is self-contradictory. They 
cannot stop being characters in a play, and they cannot stop doing what 
characters do, namely, making free choices and discovering the 
consequences. It makes no difference to their activity if they realize that, 
from the author's point of view, their free choices are determined by the 
needs of the plot and point toward a predetermined conclusion. 
Knowledge of fate (since it is knowledge of what cannot be otherwise) is 
by definition useless knowledge; it adds a dimension of awareness to 
characters who can do nothing with it in practice.

There is a paradox here which comes to the surface whenever the 
characters imagine that they could, after all, make the poem come out in 
some other way. Such imaginings are frequent in the earlier parts of the 
poem; they drop away as the action gains momentum.11

Achilles possesses more than a hero's knowledge, and this places him on an 

entirely different level than his fellow warriors. In fact, Achilles possesses what would 

typically be only the narrator's knowledge. In having knowledge that places him on par 

with the narrator, Achilles himself dwells ouside of the boundaries of his current situation, 

the war in general, and even the poem. In his role as a character who knows he is a 

character, he operates much as the primary narrator/ focalizer, and it would not be 

unreasonable to refer to him as the sub-primary narrator/focalizer or the pseudo-primary 

narrator/focalizer.

Semi-divinity aside, there are other, more subtle points of departure between 

Achilles and his comrades. Unlike the Trojans, who are depicted in their home settings, 

within the cultural context of their societal and kin relationships, the Greeks are isolated, 

far from home and removed from their individual and collective contexts. Few of the 

Greeks are depicted in private moments and, Agamemnon and Menelaos notwithstanding, 

only Achilles is clearly drawn as he conducts his personal relationships, whether it be with 

Thetis, Briseis, Patroklos, or the aged Phoinix.12 For these characters he expresses 

tenderness and concern, and this helps to make him, for the audience, a much more fully

11 Redfield 1975 pp. 133-134. Contra Nilsson 1967 p. 168, in which he points out that the hero's 
ability to act raep popov both appeals to the mortal's delight in his own sense of strength, and serves to 
free the gods from the responsibility for human misfortunes.

12 Ibid, p. 97.
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developed character in terms of his humanity, rather as Hektor's scenes with Andromache 

and Astyanax serve to orient him within the human context of feeling and heighten 

audience sympathy for his fate. There is more pathos generated by and for Achilles, for 

this specific reason, than there is by and for any other Greek in the poem. The audience 

has ample time to come to know him as an individual, even as he comes to understand 

himself and his place in the world.

Yet, in part, it is his close, personal feeling of connection for other human beings 

(Briseis to some degree and Patroklos more specifically), which ultimately isolates him 

from the rest of humanity.13 Grief initiating with the removal of Briseis and culminating 

with the death of Patroklos sets Achilles apart from the daily life and concerns of other 

men, and it is only when he encounters another as alienated as he is (by grief, if not by 

outrage), that he finally regains his sense of human solidarity.

The audience is denied a first-hand encounter with Achilles as he existed before 

his quarrel with Agamemnon. The poem opens with an account of the first cause of his 

pfjvig, and all that Achilles is driven to become in the poem is a direct result of this force. 

Therefore, since his |ifjvig is his cause for his ambivalence towards heroic death, we must

13 It is worth noting at this point that, although he is very much distressed by the insult done to his 
npii when Agamemnon takes Briseis (as seen in q yap p' ’ArpetSnc supo Kpeltov ’Ayapepvmv / 
tinpr|oev* sXrnv yap  exst yepac a m o q  oaroupac II. 1.355-356, 'But now the wide-ruling son of 
Atreus, Agamemnon, /  has dishonoured me, for seizing and taking my prize, he himself keeps it'), Achilles 
also experiences feelings of personal loss, (see II. 9.335-343). The removal of Briseis is undoubtedly an 
insult, but it is compounded by a sense o f grief owing to a personal attachment. These lines demonstrate 
clearly a strong link in Homeric thought between the notion of what is 'dear' or 'beloved' and what is 'one's 
own’. For this reason, a very common adjective used to denote possession is <jxXoq. However, it is also 
worth noting that Achilles rejects the offer of Briseis' return in II. 9.646-655. Personal loss in this matter is 
clearly not as devastating as the loss of npfj. Briseis may be restored, but xipq cannot be. In light of the 
insult, Briseis is now worth less than she formerly was, for she is first and foremost plunder, and she is 
viewed primarily as a possession, whose value may be debased by mistreatment at the hands of another. 
Achilles no longer wants her, even though he is given assurances that she has not been made Agamemnon's 
bed companion (II. 9.132-134). Her perspective on the matter, it hardly needs saying, does not come into i t  
It is impossible to imagine Achilles treating Patroklos in such a manner. Although Homeric society 
certainly makes a great distinction between the status of men and women and we must be careful to avoid 
making judgments based on modem standards, it seems safe to say that one should not classify the personal 
loss that Achilles feels over Briseis as being on the same level or possessing the same degree of intensity as 
the personal loss that he feels over Patroklos. The two griefs really do belong in entirely separate 
categories, as each relationship exists only within the emotional boundaries deemed possible by Homeric 
society for that type of relationship.
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ask what Achilles' attitude towards heroic death was prior to Agamemnon's outrage. One 

assumes that it was the same as the attitude expressed by the other heroes of the poem, and 

that originally Achilles himself embraced the ideology of the typical Homeric warrior. 

After all, he has come to Troy to win glory, knowing his two fates full well, namely, that 

if he fights he will die young, while if he avoids the war, he will live to an old age (II. 

9.410-416).14

Achilles at this point likely possesses the same stoic (in its modem vernacular 

sense) point of view on dying as does Hektor, who tells Andromache not to lament, 

because he will not die before it is apportioned for him to do so (II. 6.487). He has 

chosen, and he has come to Troy to die. Death claims all who are mortal, and the hero 

must transform the experience into something over which he can have mastery. Achilles 

embraces the view that death is the ultimate opponent, which, in the act of conquering, is 

also conquered and overcome, never to be an unrealized, looming threat again. Many 

centuries later, a similar longing for death as a worthy adversary finds expression in the 

work of the English poet John Donne, who says "I would not that death should take me 

asleep. I would not have him meerly seise me, and onely declare me to be dead, but win 

me, and overcome me.15

Heroic death commits the youthful, beautiful body of the hero to the funeral pyre, 

never to be corrupted by the forces of old age, illness or decay. It is something 

experienced and transcended. This preoccupation with avoiding decay by dying young in 

battle has a well-founded lineage.16

14 West 1997 notes that these lines may echo a distant motif associated with the story of 
Gilgamesh. As he says, "Gilgamesh, we may say, was the king who wanted eternal life but could not have 
it, while on the other hand he did win exceptional fame and glory, which is represented as some sort of 
compensation. If this was the original source of Achilles' alternative fate, we have only to assume that 
eternal life (out o f the question for the humanized hero of the Iliad) has been replaced by a long life, and 
that the dichotomy between this and glory has been dramatized into a choice" (pp.372-373).

15 John Donne, Letter, Sept. 1608 (published in Complete Poetry and Selected Prose, ed. by John Hayward, 
1929). For more on death as the ultimate adversary, see Clarke 1999 pp. 243-253.

16 Along similar lines, in column four of tablet seven of the Epic o f  Gilgamesh, we hear the 
dying Enkidu, wasting away with a horrific flesh corrupting illness, say to his companion :
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Like the heroes of earlier, non-Greek epic, Achilles has followed the warrior ethic 

and sought the Greek ideal of the 'beautiful death'. He will therefore be spared the horrors 

of old age and illness, and will be fixed forever at the height of his perfection. To quote 

Vemant, "Dedicated from the outset-one might say by nature-to a beautiful death, he 

goes through life as if he were already suffused with the aura of the posthumous glory 

that was always his goal. That is why he finds it impossible, in applying the code of 

honor, to negotiate, to compromise, to yield to circumstance or power relations..."37

It seems reasonable to me to term the acceptance and purposeful pursuit of the 

'beautiful death' on the part of the hero as active dying, for it is the death the warrior 

embraces in the vigorous prime of life, by choice and as an act of will, as opposed to the 

death which will slowly overtake him in old age when he is helpless and in a weakened 

condition, waiting for death to find him. Heroes, in their character speeches, choose 

active death in order that they may meet it, confront it, and through this act of will, 

conquer it and transcend it. Heroes very often (in the narrative reality), are given a 

passive death; that Is, at the critical moment they back down from this ultimate opponent 

and flee in terror, only to be killed ignobly from behind. Their dying is no act of will; it 

does not transform them or allow them the final dignity of facing the moment of death, 

by choice, face on. They have obtained no more tcAeoq than the old man who wastes 

away in the confines his house, passively awaiting the moment to take him.18

Oh Gilgamesh, some destiny has robbed me 

of the honour fixed for those who die in battle.
I lie now in slow disgrace, withering day by day, 
deprived as I am of the peace that comes to one 

who dies suddenly in a swift clash of arms.

17 Vemant 1991 p. 51.
18 It Is interesting to note that the vast majority of heroes who are killed from behind in the poem 

are Trojans, while relatively few Greeks die in this manner. In a Greek poem, this may be no more than a 
matter of patriotism on the part of the poet, although it is also possible that depictions of death (via a 
violent penetration by means of a weapon) overtaking the hero from behind may be an attempt to render
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But let us return to the subject of what Achilles was like prior to the quarrel. We 

can glimpse something of his former character based on what other characters say about 

him. For example, we find an interesting account of his earlier behavior in a speech to 

Hektor by his wife, in which, although Achilles is the acknowledged slayer of her family, 

Andromache grudgingly admits that he conducted himself according to the warrior's code 

of honour (II 6.414-428).

We are also afforded a glimpse of what the pre-pqviq Achilles must have been like 

when we consider the values he himself endorses during the quarrel. Indeed, he believes 

in the heroic code strongly enough to reprimand Agamemnon for breaking its ordinances 

by slighting a fellow warrior (II. 1.225-230).

If Agamemnon will flout convention and insult Achilles, who is the best of 

warriors, then social order is overturned and the heroic code has been contravened. 

Achilles’ reaction, not surprisingly, is to cease to feel obliged to hold to the rules which 

others blatantly ignore. In stripping him of his portion of honour (in the tangible form of 

the girl Briseis), Agamemnon has committed a socially untenable act, and Achilles' only

him like a subjugated woman, for in Greek art, it is very common to depict sexual acts with women as 
involving penetration from the rear, while intercourse among men is typically depicted as occurring face tp 
face. In Greek art, face to face intercourse implies mutual respect and the potential for equal status, while 
intercourse from behind occurs between partners who are not social equals and have no potential to become 
so. For details on this, see Dover 1978 pp. 91-109. Heroes who meet death looking their opponents in the 
face have their respect The killing of such a hero not only boosts the tcXeoq of the victim, but also that of 
the victor over such a worthy opponent. Death from behind is merely humiliating and undignified for the 
victim, and brings little tcXeoq to the victor, who was not equally matched in his prowess. The rendering of 
the Trojans as subjugated women should not really be very surprising at all, since the Greeks tend to 
envision the very city under siege (in this case Troy) as a woman being penetrated and conquered (hence, 
the innermost, sacred center o f the city is typically crowned with a shrine to an inviolable virgin goddess 
Athena. The hope seems to be that the patron goddess' virgin status may prevent penetration of the city. It is 
also worth noting that the Amazons fight on the side of the Trojans, and that this alliance with female 
warriors sets Troy apart from the 'civilized' world of masculine combat and Greek societal norms. The 
Amazons are a favourite mythological symbol (especially in the fifth century B.C.) for all that is un-Greek 
and hence, barbaric and in need of subjugating. All that is monstrous is typically feminine in Greek 
mythology, and all that is feminine in Greek society is typically viewed as being unruly, irrational and in 
need of subjugation in general.
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recourse is to withdraw from all matters even peripherally connected to Agamemnon's 

sphere of interest. He expresses these intentions clearly (//. 1.223-244).19

Within the context of the heroic code it is vital for a warrior to be quick to anger so 

that he might ensure that no one abuses him lightly. To be a victim is to be a 'bad man'.20 

Achilles is right and just in his decision to make Agamemnon suffer. However, Achilles 

hasn't merely withdrawn his services until such time as Agamemnon might feel the need 

to propitiate him; Achilles has no intention of rejoining the war at all until it becomes a 

matter of defending his own personal property (II. 9.650-653). After all, in exchange for 

honour, the hero risks his life, the most valuable thing he possesses. If there is no X&PK 

and duty will not be repaid with respect, then there is no cause for performing duty. As J. 

M. Redfield says, "Heroism presumes a reciprocity between hero and community."21 

Moreover, "...heroism is for Homer a definite social task, and the heroes are a definite 

social stratum. The name is given to those who are, have been, or will be warriors. This is 

the Homeric governing class, the propertied class, and also the class on which the burden 

falls of maintaining the community." 22 He continues:

But as the community's need of warriors generates a social organization, it 
generates also a paradox. War is initially an unhappy necessity, the 
precondition of protected community. But as the warriors become a class 
or caste, the advantages- and more important, the prestige-of the warrior 
become in themselves desirable. War thus acquires for the warrior a 
certain positive value. Heroism is initially a social task; it then becomes a 
definite set of virtues associated with the performance of this task. The 
warrior's virtues, further, entitle him to claim a social status. But he can 
claim that status only if he can show that he has the virtues...23

19 Van Wees 1992 explores the nature of Homeric Ttjutj and its manifestation in the form of 
material possessions in detail. He also explores the nature of anger and agression in Homeric society as a 
whole (see chapters 5 and 6).

20 Ibid p. 65, quoting Adkins, "To be kakos is to be the sort of person to whom [harm] may be 
done with impunity..."

21 Redfield 1975 p. 103.
22 Ibid, p. 99.
23 Ibid p. 100.
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This is the social structure demonstrated by Sarpedon’s words to Glaukos (II. 

12.310-321).

Achilles has demonstrated amply the required heroic virtues, and understandably, 

he expects the status that is commensurate with them. The insult done to Achilles' sense 

of ri}ifj has created a significant crisis of faith for him, not so much in Agamemnon or 

his cause specifically, as in the entire heroic code, in which a man fights to win honour, 

and yet can be forced to stand by and watch himself be unjustly robbed of that honour. 

To quote Vemant, "Achilles' refusal highlights the tension between ordinary honor, the 

societal approval necessary for self-definition, and the much greater demands of heroic 

honor, in which one still needs to be recognized, but now as set apart on another level, to 

be famed 'among men to come.'"24 As a result, ours 7TOT ’ elq ay opr) v moXEaKsro 

KuSictveipav / o v r e  tfo t ’ eg ttoXsjiov, aXXa (PivuOeoice tjxXov icfjp / au 0 i 

jievoov, 7TO068OKE 8 ’ auxtiv IE utoXeiiov te  (II. 1.490-492, 'He would not ever go to 

the assembly where men win honour, nor to battle, but remaining there he continued to 

waste away his own heart, although he desired the clamour and conflict').25

Because o f this crisis of faith, Achilles later rejects the embassy from 

Agamemnon (II. 9.646-655). In heroic society, a man's xijirj is directly measured in terms 

of his material possessions and the gifts he receives and/or wins. Agamemnon's generous 

offer of recompense should more than make up for his original XooPq.26 Odysseus expects 

that it will, laying the emphasis upon the material aspect o f the quarrel (II. 9.225-227).

24 Vemant 1991 p. 55.
25 It is noteworthy that it is the ayoptj, rather than the roSXepog which is described as 

KuStdvetpa. Elsewhere, the adjective is used only in conjunction with a word for battle (p axo), as we see 
In II. 4.223-226,//. 12.322-325,//. 13.266-271, and II. 14.153-156.

Although 7r6Xepog is not the word for battle which is used elsewhere in conjunction with 
KuSidvstpo, the fact that the two words appear so close together immediately calls to mind the usual 
association between battle and the winning of glory.

26 On the subject of Agamemnon's outrage, Schein 1984 says "In robbing him, Agamemnon has 
violated the normal social 'code' to which everyone in the poem would subscribe, according to which 
bravery and excellence in battle win wealth, honor, and glory, and thus endow life with meaning..." p. 100. 
Agamemnon himself later acknowledges the folly of his actions, saying do yepov , oi> n  igetobog epocc
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However, because of his heightened awareness of his own mortality, Achilles possesses 

an awareness of the honour due to him (see again II. 1.351-354). Once his honour is 

offended, there is no appeasing him thereafter. Agamemnon ceases to be in the wrong, as 

Achilles breaks with the dictates of his own culture when he rejects the peace offering. 

From the heroic perspective, Achilles becomes at this point the 'other', something 

removed from the conventions which govern 'normal' social interactions. In every real 

sense, he is no longer part of Greek society at all. Even those who are closest to him are 

disturbed by his obstinacy, as we see in speeches by both Phoinix (II. 9.485-501) and 

later by Patroklos (II. 16.30-35).

Achilles must step back from the society which has created him in order to re­

evaluate its views on death. This is the very thing which originally separates him from 

other men, including those to whom he is closest, and it is only in the act of distancing 

himself from other mortals that he can fully come to appreciate issues relating to his own 

mortality. Mortality is the very thing he shares with the rest of humankind, yet Achilles 

cannot explore the ramifications of his individual impending death so long as he remains 

part of a collective dedicated to dying well unquestioningly. What separates him from 

humanity is the very thing which he shares with it. As I have already attempted to 

establish, the difference in attitude (as compared with that of other heroes) that Achilles 

exhibits is attributable to his special, narrator-like knowledge, and he reflects a narrator­

like perspective because of this.

Van Wees argues that modem audiences misdirect their attentions when they 

focus on Achilles' alienation from the rest of humanity. He writes, "Ancient audiences, I 

believe, would have understood the epics as stories of anger and revenge, not of 

alienation, death and justice—and they would have found the poems no less fascinating 

and meaningful for it."27 Certainly, the wrath of Achilles is the central theme of the

drag KareXe^ag- / daodjiiTiv, ou5’ aurog dvodvopat. (II. 9.115-116, 'Old man, you did not speak a 
falsehood concerning my madness, / 1 was mad, and 1 myself do not deny it )

27 Van Wees 1992 p. 126

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



152

poem, and his quest for revenge is paramount. Indeed it can be argued that Achilles does 

not reject the embassy because he has found a new morality that transcends the 

materialistic scale of values, but because he is simply too angry about being publicly 

dishonoured (Van Wees, p. 133). Nonetheless, if issues concerning alienation were not 

meant to be considered, it is difficult to understand the emphasis placed on the 

reconciliation scene between Priam and Achilles, wherein the alienation imposed by grief 

is finally broken down. If the issue of death was not intended to provoke powerful 

audience response, it seems peculiar that so many striking remarks are made concerning 

it.

It is in his answer to the embassy that we find some of Achilles' most remarkable 

comments on death. Besought to return to battle and make the Achaians forceful again, 

Achilles answers negatively (II. 9.308-327 and 11. 9.401-408).

No other hero, Greek or Trojan, actually manages to call so directly into question 

the value of heroic death. Achilles explores issues which, were he simply a secondary 

narrator/focalizer, it would not even be possible for him to conceive. He can see himself 

as standing apart from his culture, and he can accept that the conduct accepted as normal 

for that culture may not actually be an absolute value. It is as if seeing convention 

dishonoured by Agamemnon has for the first time made him aware of this possibility. He 

realizes that men could choose to do things differently, and that it is men who invent 

culture rather than vice-versa. He imagines an alternative, another societal norm, or anti­

norm (the standards of which he may be free to determine for himself). His speech marks 

a point of incredible psychological awakening which spawns an awareness of self as an 

individual capable of personal choice. P. Vemant says, Achilles' dishonour at the hands 

of Agamemnon has changed everything, and "Heroic action is thus stripped of its 

function as an absolute criterion..."281. M. Redfield says of Achilles, "Achilles has, as it 

were, been pushed over the edge; he looks back at culture from the outside. He becomes a
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social critic, even a satirist."29 This is the role of the narrator of the Iliad himself, and 

again we are reminded of Achilles' unusual status. Redfield is also prompted to remark 

upon the Homeric hero's ability to perceive himself with surprising awareness of his 

cultural context with reference to Sarpedon's speech in 11. 12.310-328, and he says of this, 

reminding us that the hero wages one war within himself and one on the battlefield:

The greatness of Homer's heroes is a greatness not of act but of 
consciousness. There is not much nobility in the act of war, which is in 
itself a negation of human things, barbaric and impure. But there is a 
nobility in men's capacity to act and at the same time comprehend 
themselves and their situation. Homer's heroes have the power to step 
back and conceive themselves, suspended between culture and nature, as 
godlike and mortal.30

But Achilles is a man who is discordant with his time, and his own realizations 

are not enough to spark any significant intellectual revolution among his comrades and 

fellow princes. Thersites speaks up concerning Agamemnon's outrage, and voices the 

opinion that Achilles has been too calm in his reaction, but his opinion and support matter 

not at all (II. 2.211-277). Thersites is a lowly man, as is indicated by his physical 

repugnance, and that he is tcocKoq is demonstrated clearly by Odysseus' successful 

attempts to bully him into silence. He has no share of a warrior's excellence, he is neither 

a prince nor a 'good man'. He is certainly not an equal of Achilles, and it is pointed out 

that of all men present, Achilles himself hates Thersites the most Thersites is in the habit 

of ignoring his place in the very rigid social order of the Greek camp, speaking out 

against those to whom he should bow, and Achilles’ cause is nothing more than a 

convenient excuse for him to put himself forward to make a speech. He is an opportunist, 

and when he is silenced by Odysseus, there is great approval voiced by the crowd of 

onlookers.

28 Vemant 1991 p. 54.
29 Redfield 1975 p. 103.
30 Ibid, pp. 101-102.
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Achilles' freedom of choice is an illusion, given that there is no viable social 

alternative in existence to which he may turn. In Greek thought, humans are radically 

different from other animals, and are by virtue of civilization inescapably alienated from 

the natural world. Humans very much belong in a human context, interconnected by a 

web of societal and kin relationships which orient each individual in the KOCfjLto^, the 

ttoXic; and the oiko?- No man can strike out on his own, and continue to live cut off from 

human society, and so, Achilles cannot reject the cloak of his humanity altogether. He 

attempts to do so for the bulk of the poem, but eventually he must, if he is to live the time 

he has left, return to human society. However, it cannot be exagerated just how 

extraordinary it is for a Homeric hero to reject his own societal norms, or even to be able 

to conceive of doing so in his imagination.

S. Schein comments on this remarkable speech:

Lines 318 and 320 lack the connective conjunctions which normally 
coordinate clauses in Homeric verse. This striking syntactical harshness 
calls attention to these lines by setting them off from the smooth flow of 
the speech up to this point. When examined more closely, they signify a 
radical break from the heroic value system prevalent elsewhere in the 
poem.

When Achilles says

There is an equal share f o r  the one who stays back and if someone
fights strongly;
in a single honor are both the coward and the brave man,

he is contradicting the notion of honor he himself in Book 1 held strongly 
enough to quarrel over and to which everyone else in the poem subscribes. 
Achilles has just realized (9.316-17) that there is after all no "gratitude and 
recompense" (charis) for his fighting, as there should be according to the 
"code"; he responds by actually misusing the word "honor" (time) in a way 
that implies a non-acceptance of the normal value system and suggests a 
groping toward some other that does not exist anywhere in the world of 
the poem and is no real alternative. As A. Parry has pointed out, Achilles' 
misuse of language enhances his tragedy; even linguistically he cannot 
"leave the society which has become so alien to him," or rather, from 
which he has alienated himself.31

31 Schein 1984 p. 106. His quote from A. Parry comes from p. 7 of "The Language of Achilles." 
TAPA 87 (1956), pp. 1-7.
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When Achilles continues,

The man who does nothing and the man who has done much die 
alike,

he is no longer misusing language, but he implies that just as, in fact, 
honor really has nothing to do with desert, so glory after death will be the 
same regardless of one’s achievements.. .Achilles is led away from a hero's 
usual preoccupation with what he can do or win to a most atypical, but 
characteristically Achillean consideration of what he can't do: both live to 
old age and win imperishable glory (9.410-16). In effect he is asking,
"What is glory?" Achilles is the highest expression of quality in the world 
of the poem, but for him at this point there is no longer any quality left in 
the world, only the qualities that Agamemnon offers and the newly 
understood value system provides. He might as well go home.

Although Achilles refuses to reverse his decision once it is reached, strangely 

enough he nonetheless continues to urge Patroklos to participate in the war. He vacillates 

between contemplation of the honour which Patroklos might win in his name, and 

concern for his comrade's well being (II. 16.80-100). Achilles mentions desiring once 

more the return of Briseis (line 85), although in book 9 he rejected this very offer (see 

footnote 13). He seems to be wavering from this former resolve, and yet his nihilistic 

sentiments in lines 97-100 show us that in other respects he still clings just as devoutly to 

his avowed pijvig. He wills the destruction of both Trojans and Achaians, no longer 

making any distinction between comrades and enemies, except in the case of Patroklos. 

Like the well-drawn fully-developed human character that he is, Achilles has moments of 

both doubt and assuredness. He wavers in his convictions, and has not fully committed 

himself one way or the other. He remains in progress.

Achilles prays to Zeus to allow Patroklos to ward off the fires from the ships and 

return safely (II. 16.233-48). However, in his typical fashion Zeus grants one part of the 

prayer and not the other. Patroklos achieves his objective, but of course is killed by 

Hektor in the process. The passage in which Achilles first learns of his bereavement 

demonstrates clearly the depth of his passion. So terrifying is the display of emotion, that
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Antilochos fears that as the messenger of such news, his own throat may end up being cut 

{II 18.1-34).

Achilles is linked to the dead man in a number of ways in this passage, and is 

treated as though he were a corpse himself. The ’dark cloud of grief we hear of in line 22, 

which covers him, is highly reminiscent of the 'dark cloud' we find in connection to terms 

for death in narrative passages (e.g. II. 20.417-418). Achilles grasps the dust with his 

hands as he falls, as dying men are at various times described as doing (e.g. II. 11.425, 

13.508, 13.520, 14.452, and 17.315). The verb Keijutai in line 27 is typically used of 

warriors lying dead (e.g. II. 18.20 of Patroklos, 23.210 and in 18.121 of Achilles himself). 

The slave women who lament around him in lines 30-31 are reminiscent of mourners 

around a bier, and it is as though they lament Achilles rather than Patroklos. Indeed, 

Achilles equates the death of Patroklos with his own to such a degree, that in some sense 

their identities seem to merge.32

As Whitman says on the subject of the psychological impact of the initial loss of 

Briseis and the subsequent loss of Patroklos, "...clearly it is the violation or loss of these 

loves which drives Achilles to the austere and fearful extremities which characterize 

him.33

It is fair to say that after the removal of Briseis, Achilles separates himself from 

his society. After the death of Patroklos, Achilles separates himself from the entire world 

of the living, symbolically becoming as one already dead himself. As S. Schein points 

out, "...after he learns of Patroklos' death at the beginning of Book 18, [he] becomes the 

constant focus of attention and is portrayed by Homer in the final seven books as 

qualitatively different from what he had been earlier in the poem."34

Furthermore, at this point he transfers his anger from Agamemnon to Hektor, and 

becomes "transformed, disestablished from his distinctive, generous humanity and

32 Ibid, pp. 130-132.
33 Whitman 1958 p. 187.
34 Schein 1984 p. 89.
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heroism."35 For Schein, this transformation occurs in three distinct phases. Firstly, Homer 

indicates Achilles' alienation from his earlier self by symbolically showing him as one 

dead, and hence less than fully human. Secondly, he portrays him as enacting the part of 

an extreme version of the conventional warrior-hero. Thirdly, he increasingly represents 

him as daemonic (in the sense of being not merely human) in his actions and values.36

...he comes to be seen as both less than and more than human, both less 
than and more than his previous self; he can no longer be measured either 
by the same standards as other heroes or by his own previous standards.
Only his eventual restoration of Hektor's body to Priam, whom he treats 
with regained humanity and compassion, marks his own restoration to his 
characteristic, Achillean self; but this reversal comes too late to affect the 
doom of Troy or of Achilles himself.37

Although killing Hektor will not compensate for Patroklos' death any more than 

the embassy from Agamemnon in book 9 could make recompense for lost Ttjnrj, the 

Achilles of book 18 can focus on nothing else. Knowing Hektor's fate will seal his own (II. 

18.94-96), he nonetheless commits to avenging his companion, as he explains to his 

mother (17. 18.79-85,18.90-93,18.98-116).

It is in this state of extreme emotional dislocation, from which Achilles is unable 

to value the lives of others or show any reverence for the social conventions which 

traditionally preside over the treatment of suppliants or corpses, that he re-commits 

himself to his original choice between the two fates open to him. The lives of others 

become meaningless to him, and his own impending demise, which had taken on such 

significance after Agamemnon insulted his honour, ceases to be a cause for internal 

debate.

Achilles begins at this point to liken himself to Herakles (11. 18. 117-119). 

Herakles is the traditional type of warrior hero, belonging to an earlier time when heroes 

were both more powerful and crueler than the heroes of the generation of the Iliad. He is

35 Ibid, p. 128.
36 Ibid, p. 128.
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a hold over from the earliest mythologies, with all its more brutal elements, and he is very 

much the model upon which Achilles styles himself after the death of Patroklos. Despite 

Herakles’ elevated degree of heroic achievement, however, he was mortal and he died. 

Although some versions of Herakles' mythology have him apotheosized after death, 

Homer makes no mention of it here (for that we must look to the Odyssey 11.601-604). 

The poet downplays Herakles' immortality just as he downplays mythological variations 

which focus on the immortality granted Achilles as the son of a goddess (the theme of the 

goddess seeking to bestow immortality upon her son/consort is common throughout

mythology, from the ist and M r38 myth in Egypt to the Greek Selene and Endymion, Eos

and Tithonos, and even Thetis dipping Achilles in the river Styx by the heel). If Homer 

were to mention Herakles' immortality here, it would undercut the similarity he is 

drawing between Herakles and Achilles, since Achilles has now recommitted himself to 

dying at Troy. As Schein puts it, "...it expresses eloquently Achilles' recognition of his 

own special greatness. It also sets a seal on his decision to die, since Herakles in the Iliad, 

for all his supreme heroism, is in the end nonetheless a mortal who died."39

Achilles has learned the value of his life, and finally understanding his choice 

fully, he resolves to rejoin the battle and die, in order to avenge Patroklos. Once he has 

accepted his own death on these terms, he begins to devalue the lives of other characters, 

displaying a brutality formerly unknown. If Patroklos, who was in Achilles' mind 

superior to all other warriors, has died, then no man has a claim to life. What Achilles 

now accepts for himself, he deals out to others unremittingly, as we see in his interactions 

with Lykaon (IL 21.97-113).

This new degree of solipsism marks a major point of departure from the earlier, 

compassionate Achilles, and serves to indicate his lack of empathy with the rest of 

humanity. This is the Achilles who promises vengance for the unburied corpse of

37 Ibid, p. 129.
38 Isis and Osiris, as they are more commonly known today by their Greek names.
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Patroklos (II. 18.334-337), and this is the Achilles who commits twelve Trojans to the 

funeral fire as sacrificial offerings (23. 170-81). Although the ordering and holding of the 

funeral games show that Achilles is at least beginning to face the loss of Patroklos and is 

now willing to part with his corpse, and although the games themselves require some 

degree of human interaction, the sacrifice of the Trojans perverts the ceremony, and 

shows the audience how far Achilles still is from reconciling with humanity.

Achilles does not wish to share the communal meal of the Greeks prior to combat, 

and hence is not an integrated member of human society.40 Until Patroklos is avenged 

and buried, Achilles is determined to join his comrade in his liminal state. Patroklos, as 

one of the unburied, is unable to participate in the world of the living or the dead. 

Achilles, as one who is as dead even as he lives, is likewise cut off from both realms. 

This foregoing of the pleasures of life is made clear by the words of Thetis to her child 

(II. 24.128-130).41

39 Schein 1984 pp. 134-135.
40 The sharing of a meal was regarded as one of the most fundamental socially unifying acts. 

Moreover, eating is among the things that are inseparable from living (as is looking upon the light of the 
sun). Physical needs and limitations are among the major things which separate mortals from immortals. A  
common way of referring to humans in Greek is to say 'those who eat bread' (bread being a staple of the 
Greek diet), gitqv ebovreq, as is seen in Od. 9.89, in which Odysseus sends men out to discover who 
lives on the Island of the Lotus Eaters. He refers to them as 'eaters of bread', when in fact in Od. 9.84 we 
hear ovQivov el6ap sbooatv, (that is to say, they are not human at all; they are supernatural and quite 
outside of the bounds of human convention).

41 Achilles' behaviour is highly reminiscent of that of Gilgamesh in Mesopotamian epic. 
Gilgamesh laments aloud for his departed friend Enkidu, saying:

[I will lay you to rest] on a bed [of loving care] 
and will let you stay [in a restful dwelling, a 
dwelling on the left]
Princes of the earth [will kiss your feet]
I will make the people [of Uruk] weep for you,
[mourn for you]
[I will fill] the proud people with sorrow for
you
And I myself will neglect my appearance after 
you(r death)
Clad only in a lionskin, I will roam the open 
country.
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Zeus bids Athena to place divine nectar and ambrosia (typically forbidden to 

mortals) in Achilles' breast to ward off hunger, indicating clearly how great the rift 

between Achilles and humanity has become (II. 19.340-348). Moreover, Achilles no 

longer cares for Agamemnon's gifts, nor for the formerly loved Briseis (II. 19.59-60), and 

he laments to the absent Patroklos that all has ceased to have meaning (II. 19.321-327).

This is the Achilles who wishes to cause groaning among the stricken widows (II. 

18.122-124) even as he himself is described as groaning and lamenting (II 23.225 and II. 

24.123). Achilles' pfjvtg over the death of Patroklos will affect others in much the same 

way as his pqvi<; over the outrage of Agamemnon affected him. Achilles’ actions are 

shown to be both destructive and self-destructive.

Achilles begins his great slaughter of Trojans at II. 20.381-382 and continues it 

until he kills Hektor in book 22. It has been remarked that between these two points in the 

poem, Achilles is the only warrior on either side to inflict a fatal wound, and these 

wounds are remarkable for their diversity as is the narrative pace in its intensity in 

focusing on Achilles' single mindedness of purpose. In book 20 alone Achilles kills 

fifteen Trojans in quick succession, while in book 21 he captures the twelve sacrificial 

victims he has promised to Patroklos and kills the suppliant Lykaon. The rapidity with 

which he dispatches fifteen Trojans dehumanises them, and the narrator spends little time 

on each victim in order to emphasise their lack of individual importance to Achilles. As 

for the twelve sacrifices, it hardly needs pointing out that historically the Greeks were not 

practitioners of human sacrifice. There may be some Bronze Age evidence for periodic 

human sacrifice on Crete, but this practice does not seem to have been wide spread, and 

by Homer's time had been superceded by animal sacrifice. The very notion of human 

sacrifice is considered abhorrent and uncivilized (and its appearance in myth typically 

signifies unusual circumstances). Men do not, in heroic society, behave in this way

This English translation of the third column of tablet eight is taken from Dailey's 1989 edition, p. 93. The 
Assyrian version of the text is given by Thompson 1930, p. 49, and his notes on this passage appear on p.
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towards other men. Social convention also prohibits the killing of suppliants, and 

Achilles flouts this moral imperative as well. The issues of respect and mercy have 

become irrelevant to him.

His original exploration of mortality and ensuing rejection of the heroic code 

serve to alienate him completely from the society which is built upon the very ideals in 

which he no longer believes. His resolution to face death after the loss of Patroklos serves 

to alienate him even further from all of humankind.

...Achilles is absorbed with thoughts of death: the death of Patroklos, of 
himself, of his father, even of his own son. His knowledge that nothing 
worse can happen to him sets him apart from everyone else in the Iliad. 
This alienation is more extreme than it was earlier in the poem, when he 
could share his wrathful isolation with Patroklos and envision bad news 
from home for both of them (II. 16. 12-16). Homer's audience would 
rightly have expected the most terrible deeds of warfare from an Achilles 
who is so utterly cut off from the human community and who has nothing 
left to lose.42

Again, we may find a parallel for Achilles’ attitude in the Epic of Gilgamesh. 

Gilgamesh tells Urshanabi, the ferryman of Utnapishtim,

I am afraid of death, and so I roam the open country. 
The words of my friend weigh upon me.
I roam open country for long distances; the words 
of Enkidu my friend weigh upon me.
I roam open country on long journeys,
How, O how could I stay silent, how, O how 
could I keep quiet?
My friend whom I love has turned to
clay: Enkidu my friend whom I love has turned to
clay.
Am I not like him? Must I lie down too, 
never to rise, ever again?43

83.
42 Schein 1984 p. 144.
43 Dailey 1989 p. 104
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Achilles is between realms, displaced and unnatural. He has become an outsider 

to the order of the world.44 This is revealed clearly by the fact that Achilles dies 

symbolically twice in the poem, when Patroklos and Hektor are both killed wearing the 

armour so closely connected to his identity.

The deaths of Hektor and Achilles are inextricably bound together. When Achilles 

chooses to kill Hektor, he knows he embraces his own fate. When Patroklos dies and 

leaves Achilles no reason to avoid his own death any longer, we know that Hektor must 

soon fall. Nevertheless, Hektor is not nearly so accepting of his fate as is the bereaved 

Achilles, and he flees in terror before his preternatural, pitiless and no longer fully human 

opponent. In answer to Hektor's requests (both before and after their combat) for an 

agreement on proper burial for the one to die, Achilles promises defilement (II. 22.261- 

267) and expresses his desire to commit outrage (II. 22.345-348). The real abuse of 

Hektor's corpse at the hands of Achilles seems almost kind by comparison (II. 24.14-18).

Certainly, the dragging of the corpse before the eyes of the grieving widow and 

parents of the dead man must have been horrific to a Homeric audience, possessed of the 

belief in the need for proper burial to allow the q/i$Xt| to become fully integrated into 

Hades' realm. The notion of the dislocated dead, trapped in between worlds is far more 

disturbing than the notion of a peaceful dissolution into near non-existence that is the 

proper due of the dead. Moreover:

One kind of cruelty consists in defiling the bloody corpse with dust and in 
tearing his flesh, so that the enemy will lose his individual appearance, his 
clear set of features, his color and glamour; he loses his distinct form 
along with his human aspect, so that he becomes unrecognizable. When 
Achilles begins to abuse Hektor, he ties the corpse to his chariot to tear off 
its skin, by letting it-especiaily the head and the hair-drag on the ground 
in the dust... The reduction of the body to a formless mass, 
indistinguishable now from the ground on which it lies, not only eradicates

44 This is ironic, given that the shield of Hephaistos (described in II. 18. 478-616), which is 
bestowed upon Achilles for the very purpose of allowing him to re-enter battle and kill Hektor depicts a 
well structured world. The shield represents a perfectly functioning Koapoc; in miniature, and shows the 
very order which now eludes the poem's main character.
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the dead man's unique appearance; such treatment also eliminates the 
difference between lifeless matter and a living creature.45

Achilles' own doom now stands close by, as he knows well. His newly 

rediscovered commitment to death may be read as a final validation of the heroic code. It 

is possible that although he does question the heroic ideal throughout the poem, Achilles 

'comes to his senses' in the end, so to speak, and realizes that dying well is the one thing 

which gives life shape and meaning. Certainly, Achilles does come to terms with his own 

issues concerning dying, achieving the almost 'godlike calm' mentioned by Whitman, in 

which state compassion and respect for fellow warriors become for him mere trivialities 

in the greater scheme of things, and in which state death is the only, final reality. By the 

end of the poem Achilles is committed once more to dying well in battle, but the poem 

shows how completely dehumanized (albeit temporarily) he is by virtue of this choice, 

how alienated from the realms of the human and divine, and how as a result he is reduced 

to a thing abhorrent to the natural order.

As Schein comments, it was once thought that the Iliad originally ended with 

Hektor's death, as it was felt this formed the natural, poetic conclusion to the pfjvn; of 

Achilles. The last two books of the epic, it was argued, had been added at a later point in 

time. As far as Schein is concerned, however, there are two fundamental reasons why an 

ending at book 22 is impossible for the poem. Firstly, he acknowledges that

...the Iliad is not merely such a story of killing, death and 
vengeance as must have been common in the poetic tradition. Rather, it 
consistently and critically plays against the conventional themes and 
values of heroic warfare and a view of human life as tragic precisely 
because it can only be lived within the contradictions and limitations of 
this heroism. If the poem were to end with the killing of Hektor, this 
humane distinctively Iliadic vision would be missing, and the conclusion 
would be untrue to die poem's own themes and values.46

45 Vemant 1991 p. 70.
46 Schein 1984 p. 153
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Secondly, the poem cannot end with Achilles in a state of inhibited and 

unsympathetic alienation. Rather he must regain his feelings of love and solidarity which 

were part of his character prior to the quarrel with Agamemnon. As Schein says, 

"vengeance may be complete, but Achilles is not."47 It is also worth noting that in the 

Epic of Gilgamesh, the hero goes on to reconcile himself to the reality of death and 

become reintegrated with his society, and if this Near Eastern text may be accepted as a 

precedent for Homer, then it certainly supports the argument that all twenty-four books 

were original to the Homeric text.

Indeed, Achilles is not truly redeemed until he re-leams compassion and mercy, 

which he shows Priam. He must come full circle in order to complete himself. The 

consolation shared by Achilles and Priam allows both to resume the life they have been 

symbolically foregoing in their self-destructive, psychological drive to join the deceased 

in the cessation of physical pleasure.48 Priam alone manages to reawaken in Achilles the 

sense of reverence which he had, even for his foes, prior to the death of Patroklos.

The poem ends with Achilles putting aside the jufjviq which has been his driving 

force, and it is at this point that he reaches the final stage of his development. The 

Achilles who slaughters ruthlessly and without regard to social conventions is not the 

finished product of his personal evolution. To read Achilles' return to battle as a final 

gesture of acceptance of the heroic code on the part of the poet is to completely overlook 

the last book of the epic. The final book, the end note of the piece, sets the tone on which 

the audience departs, and the final message is one of compassion and the solidarity of the 

human experience.

Like Achilles, who is in so many respects already dead, Priam knows that with the 

fall of Hektor, his life, too, as well as that of Troy, is for all purposes, forfeit. These two, 

so removed from the reach of the world of the living, are the only individuals capable of

47 Ibid, p. 153
48 Ibid, p. 97-99.
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comforting each other. Achilles is placed in the strange position of being the one who has 

inflicted innumerable cares upon Priam, while feeling compelled, at this point, to be the

one to care for him. This is expressed in the Greek with varying uses of the verb ki)5co/

KrjSopott. Macleod remarks:

It is a bitter paradox that Achilles is now far from idle at Troy, when he is 
killing Priam's sons (as re K fj5tov p 5 e  a a  xsxva), doing to him the
opposite (KrjScov) of what he should be doing for Peleus
(xojiiiCw=Kri5op(Xt). It is also a fine touch that Achilles sees both Priam's 
and Peleus' suffering as embodied in one and the same person: himself.49

Achilles addresses Priam, marveling at his audacity and his 'iron heart'. He 

expresses amazement that an old man has dared to enter the enemy camp, and realizes 

that like himself, Priam is a man who can dare the seemingly impossible, for the very 

reason that he has nothing left to lose. Just as the loss of Patroklos can push Achilles to 

new levels of endurance and daring, so the loss of Hektor does for Priam.

Respecting him as an equal on account of the depth of his distress, Achilles 

undergoes a catharsis in consoling the old man, and gives vent to his own grief. This is a 

new grief however. This is no longer the alienating grief which pushes Achilles outside 

the boundaries of human convention; this is a shared grief that reunites him with 

humanity and reintegrates him into the world of the living. Grief and suffering are facts 

of the human condition; it is one of the things that separates mortals from the immortals, 

who can never fully experience the repercussions of their actions, the terror of death, or 

the pain of loss (except, notably, for Thetis, whose strange situation places her in many 

mortal contexts). Suffering is a shared human lot, and Achilles and Priam experience it 

together ill. 24.508-526), in the shared act of remembering the dead (as expressed by the 

dual in tw Se pvT)aap£vw).

49 See Macleod 1982 p. 134.
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In a sense, Achilles becomes the son Priam has lost, and Priam becomes the father 

Achilles knows he can never see again. In consoling Priam, Achilles urges him to eat, and 

joins him in a meal. This gesture of human solidarity, after Achilles accepts the old man 

as a suppliant, restores both to the human community of the living. They have both 

experienced an ava&aaic, of sorts, even though the audience knows it will be a short 

lived return to the light. Achilles will die after being shot in the heel by Paris, and Priam 

will die when Troy falls (ironically killed by Neoptolemos, in vengeance for his father 

Achilles30).

However, neither of these deaths occurs in the poem (although Priam does 

poignantly foretell his demise and the ugliness of a harsh death for the elderly in II. 22. 

60-76), and although the whole story would likely have been well known to Homer's 

audience, the poem concludes on a note of peace and resolution, with the fighting 

suspended for the amount of time required to bury Hektor. In effect, the moment is 

frozen, as permanent as the scene we encounter engraved on the shield of Achilles, and 

the scene is just as artificial and contrived. The fluctuations which govern human 

existence are temporarily suspended, as the poet 'fixes' the moment for all time. The 

heroes of the war have stepped aside from their mortality and have become the 

imperishable heroes of epic song. The characters have transcended the bounds of 

mortality. The poem has done what epic promises to do, but not for the traditional reason. 

Their immortality is not fixed on a decisive moment in battle, or a glorious death. Rather, 

it is fixed on a moment of peace as two opposing factions are united, if only temporarily, 

by their common humanity. A creature subject to what each capricious day brings, any 

mortal may die tomorrow. Death is not the point, but living is. The moment is all we can 

be sure of, and as mortals, it has to be enough. The moment is what the poet places before 

his audience. The poem does not look ahead. It does not matter what will happen next.

50 This horrific deed is described by Vergil, Aeneid 2.533-558.
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion: KAecx; and the Role of Poetry

You lived too long, we have supped full with heroes, 
they waste their deaths on us.

C. D. Andrews, To a Pilot lost in Agagon', in London Town, no. 459 (March 1938).

Thus far, I have attempted to provide a context for this study (chapter one), sum 

up relevant research on 'death' terms and delineate their nuances (chapter two), and 

consider passages in which death is and is not mentioned directly by means of these 

terms (chapter three). I have also considered the two different deaths represented by this 

distinction, which is to say the cultural ideal as voiced by the heroes and the biological 

reality as voiced by the narrator (chapter four), and I then explored points wherein 

Achilles crosses the boundaries of his roles as a character and enters into the shared 

perspective of the narrator (chapter five).

In summation, I have determined that many of the poem's secondary 

narrator/focalizers, most notably the heroes, present a perspective based on a cultural 

ideal which is specific to their tradition. They accept the ideology of this tradition, and 

for this reason support its promotion of heroic death. Interacting on a social level within 

the contexts of their culture and community, they embrace what they think of as death, 

discussing it and commending it. The primary narrator/focalizer provides an outside 

perspective on this ideal, one that is critical of the world and system he portrays. He 

demonstrates time and time again his special knowledge concerning death, which is, as it 

were, no knowledge at all, for what he knows that the heroes do not is that death cannot 

be known. It lurks beyond the bounds of language, culture and text. The primary 

narrator/focalizer seldom names death, but describes its process with great attention to 

detail. There is nothing tamed or civilized about this death which is 'other', and it stands 

in stark contrast with that which is conceived by heroes. Hence, characters name death
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when they are far removed from it, but the narrator describes the deaths which they in 

reality encounter. Heroes glorify it, while the narrator does not. That is not to say that no 

characters speak out against it. Consistently those on the periphery of Homeric society 

(women, the elderly, those belonging to the lower class) offer critical remarks. The 

speeches of Andromache, Thetis, Priam and Hecuba are all examples. These non-heroic 

characters in the text serve as embedded focaiizers for the perspective of the primary 

narrator/focalizer and help to emphasise the ambivalence present through the entire poem 

concerning death and war. Achilles is a unique case, in that he alone of the heroes also 

comes to adopt this perspective. I have argued it is possible for him to do so because he 

has access to special knowledge that the other heroes of the poem do not: he knows he 

will be killed at Troy, and thus, he knows his role in the story and is almost aware of 

himself as a character. His knowledge in this respect is on a par with the knowledge of 

the narrator who presents the story, and hence he too may serve as an embedded focalizer 

for the perspective of the primary narrator/focalizer (he becomes what I have called a sub 

or pseudo-primary narrator/focalizer). His narrator-like position is emphasised by nothing 

so much as the fact that when the embassy comes to him in II. 9, he is in the act of 

playing the lyre and singing an epic tale of the glories of men.1 In this context, he is 

himself the narrator presenting a story within a story (although he has a remarkably 

limited audience).

This final chapter must now seek to examine what, in the final analysis, is so 

unsatisfactory in the heroic code, that the poem should have cause to pose so many 

powerful questions concerning it.

1 rrj o ys 8opov srep7rev, det5e 5’ a p a  tcAea 6cv8p<Sv. 
ndrpOKXoc 5e ot o ioc evotvno^ q aro  aioOTrj,
5sypevog AIkC5t|v, m o r e  Xqgetev arfScjv. (II. 9.189-91)

With this he delighted his spirit, and he sang straightway of the glories of men. 
But Patroklos sat opposite to him alone in silence,
Watching for Aikides, whenever he would cease from singing.
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This brings me to an issue which I have up to this point not spent much time 

addressing, and that is KXsoq, a term that seems to me to offer some final resolution and 

clarification to the problems posed in preceding chapters.

There are several references in the poem to the 'men to come', referred to either as 

the kjoojtievoi (always used in the dative case) or as the 6t|riyovoi avQpomoi (always 

in the genitive case) in the speeches of characters who wish (or fear) that they might one 

day, in the indeterminate future, be known to them2.

No warrior sets out to die; rather, warriors fight for status and material gain, but 

the only recompense for the warrior who does die in battle, it is emphasised again and 

again, is immortal glory in song. In this, we can distinguish between kAegc; and other 

types of honour enjoyed only by the living (yspaq, a 'prize' or a 'privilege' and njnrj, an 

'estimation in the eyes of one’s peers', for example). KAsog certainly can be had by the 

living, but it carries on after death, while other, more material manifestations of honour 

do not.

It is pox?] which is KoSidvsipa. The glory and fame which are won in battle are 

bestowed in song. The song is the epic we have before us, and immortal glory requires an 

appreciative audience. The purpose of the Iliad is to preserve the names and deeds of 

heroes for men to come, those who will continue to make the names of the heroes live. 

The poem's audience is the hero's immortality, and it is the audience's acknowledgment 

which bestows upon the heroes the k Aeoc; for which they fight and die. Simply put, to

2 These references to soaofJEVOiai appear in II. 2.119, 6.35B and 22.305. Two more uses of the 
word are found in II. 3.287 and 460, although these two lines make reference merely to what will be 
reckoned as standard pricing among men to come, not the deeds which will be remembered by them. 
References to 6i§ny6vo)v dvOptottoov are found in II. 7.87 and II. 3.353. Interestingly, the first two 
examples, in lines spoken by Agamemnon and Helen, respectively talk about what will be considered 
shameful among future men. Helen in fact foresees her story becoming the subject of song, on account of 
her wretchedness. Only the third example, appearing in a speech by Hektor, mentions the possibility of the 
eoaopevot remembering him for doing something worthy. Hektor is also the speaker of line 87 in book 7, 
and again, he expresses the wish to be remembered well. He is in fact, the only character of the poem to 
mention 'men to come' with clear reference to what it is for which he wishes to be remembered. If the 
function of epic is to preserve a record of deeds for 'men to come', it is significant that a number of 
references to this mention being remembered for misconduct rather than glory.
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have one's name live on requires that there be somebody to know of it. The audience is 

the promise of epic: it is, in a sense, the end goal of epic. The audience is required to 

reflect upon the orjpo, or the arjpa does not fulfil its function.

If the audience is the hero's only hope of immortality, why then, we must 

reasonably ask, does the narrator present such an ambiguous picture of his heroes to his 

audience? Why does he present them as possessing such conflicted attitudes towards the 

death they face every time they enter battle?

To attempt to answer these questions, we must consider the nature of fame and 

glory in the poem, and the ways in which it is inextricably bound up with the lack of a 

Homeric notion of an afterlife. For the hero, the proposed role of poetry is to act as a 

substitute for an afterlife. How do the xXea dvSptov compare to the alternatives?

As is so often the case with early Greek mythological and religious conceptions, it 

is useful in considering Homer's underworld to look first at its precursors in the ancient 

Near East. Again, we turn to the Epic ofGilgamesh, and it is worth noting that it depicts a 

view of the kingdom of the dead with which the Homeric audience might well feel they 

are intimately acquainted. In the Mesopotamian poem, it is stated that the dead may not 

ever return to look upon the light of the sun. They flit about in darkness like winged birds 

or bats, hopeless, eating dust We hear that Enkidu (comrade of Gilgamesh, who is in 

many respects similar to Patroklos in his relationship to Achilles) has died and descended 

to the underworld:

to the house which those who enter cannot leave 
on the road where travelling is one way only, 
to the house where those who stay are deprived 
of light,
where dust is their food, and clay their bread.
They are clothed, like birds, with feathers, 
and they see no light, and they dwell in 
darkness.3

3 West 1997 discusses these similarities on pp. 161-163. This translation of tablet VII, column IV, 
is taken from Dailey 1989 p. 89.
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Because of the KOtxafJaatc; of book 11, the Odyssey contains the greatest wealth 

of information concerning the Homeric concept of the underworld. The dark gloom of the 

Homeric underworld, like that mentioned above, is emphasised in Odysseus' question to 

the shade of his dead companion, ’EA-Trfjvop, moq qX0sg xoto £6<t>ov qspOEVxa; (Od. 

11.57, 'Elpenor, how have you come beneath the murky darkness?') and by the question 

of the shade of Antiklea to her still living son Odysseus, x e k v o v  Ipov, trcSg ?|X0£q tOTO 

Cocjxjv qepoEvra Cwog eoov; / xaXsnov 5 e  x d 8 s  Cwoiaiv 6paa0at {Od. 11.155-156, 

'My child, how have you come beneath the murky darkness although still living? / For it 

is difficult for the living to behold these things'). Odysseus also encounters the greatly 

diminished king Agamemnon, whose portrayal of the kingdom of the dead is undeniably 

bleak (Od. 11.385-395).

One of the more remarkable aspects of the Homeric afterlife is the almost total 

absence of after-death judgment or sentience to allow such a judgment to be of 

consequence. The fate of all mortals is the same, regardless of how they conduct 

themselves in life. There is neither reward nor penalty. An individual conducts himself as 

he does in life because he is aware that other men are watching and judging, and that the 

opinions rendered will become inextricably bound up with his reputation. This reputation, 

in turn, will become his Kkeog when he is dead, and will determine how he is 

remembered. Unworthy deeds are as deeply imprinted in cultural memory as those that 

are worthy. This is, in truth, the sole punishment the Homeric individual faces after death 

for misconduct in life.

For Homer, Hades' kingdom offers only a semi-existence to the q/oxtl, while epic 

offers true immortality via KXsoq. KXsoq is the one part of an individual that might 

survive in a meaningful sense, and it stands in stark contrast to the less than meaningful 

afterlife in the house of the dead. It is true that the hero will not be alive to appreciate the 

rewards of his KXsoq, but then again, the tpuxon in the underworld are not sentient 

enough to appreciate the immortality which they have obtained either.
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The immortality of song is all that can separate the fate of the hero from the fate 

of every other mortal who has ever lived. It is the special status that sets the hero apart, 

the distinction he enjoyed in life continued after death.

There are in fact several meanings for kXeoq, among them 'rumour', or 'renown' 

among living peoples (e.g. II. 13.363-367). We hear much on the kXeoc; that is intended 

for appreciation among future generations. For example, the glory of the deeds of Zeus 

are imperishable (II. 2.324-325).

Strangely enough, the gods seem to be concerned about their own personal tcXeog, 

despite the fact that they have true immortality in every sense of the word, as we see in 

the complaint by Poseidon, which is in turn answered with reassurances by Zeus (II. 

7.448-458).

Glory for mortals is far more commonly mentioned, however, and man's fame 

may not merely be an imperishable thing among other men. Rather, it could reach to the 

very heavens, as we hear in II. 10.211-213 and II. 8.191-192.

We find references to glory being won among the men of the future for a number 

of different acts which are deemed worthy of remembrance. Prowess in battle is the most 

common, as one may observe in II. 4.193-197and II. 4.204-207.4 Interestingly, kXeo<; 

need not be won only by killing a foe in battle. Glory may even be granted for horse theft 

(II. 5.271-273) or for the taking of a foe's armour which is the trophy, i.e. the tangible 

evidence of a kill (II. 17.129-131). Even as glory may be won, it may also be lost through 

acts of cowardice, as we hear in II. 5.529-532, (repeated again in II. 15.561-564).

There is not a single reference throughout the whole of the Iliad to a woman 

earning kXeqc;. This is not at all surprising, since women in Homeric society do not

4 Also on kXeoc through performance on the battlefield, we also find II. 5.1-3, II 6.441- 
4 4 6 ,11. 7.89-91, II. 9.410-413, 11. 11.225-228, A  17.12-17, II. 17.129-132, and II. 18.120-121.
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typically partake in the sort of actions for which kXso<; is bestowed.5 For this reason, 

even though one of the references to the opinions of 'men to come' is spoken by Helen, 

and she is talking about what the future generations will make of her story (and hence, 

she must be anticipating that her name will live on and that she will have a fame of sorts), 

she does not use the word tcXeoc;. KXsog simply does not seem to be open to women, and 

as shown by some of the examples cited above, it is not merely because KXeog can only 

be a positive sort of fame, for it certainly may attach itself to a man for his unworthy 

deeds.6 This raises the question of whether women, in Homeric epic, have any access to 

any meaningful sort of immortality at all. Certainly, their ipuxod dwell in the underworld 

along with those of men (Odysseus' encounter with the shade of his mother Antiklea in 

Od. 11.152-224 and the following catalogue of the shades of women in Od. 11. 225-330 

provide ample proof of this), but as has already been discussed, they exist only as visual 

images of the forms they took in life until they are allowed to drink blood, and even then 

their restoration to cognitive ability is short-lived.

5 The Amazons, of course, are the exception to the rule. They are mentioned twice in the Iliad, 
(Priam makes reference to them to Helen at II. 3.188-189, saying kgci y a p  eywv emKGDpoq s<bv perot 
roto iv  eXexbpv / rfpotn t<S o ts  t ’ qX0ov ’A|io£6veq dvudvetpoa, and at II. 6. 186 the story of 
Bellerophontes' trials is recounted, in which we are told to  rpirov av  KateTtapvev ’ ApaCovaq 
avnavsipaq ). Although in both cases the Amazons are called d v n d v eip a i, it is still noteworthy that no 
one Amazon is mentioned specifically by name in the poem. Equal to men in battle though they may be, the 
Amazons are still denied that most fundamental necessity for fame: the preservation of their names. Hence, 
they are for all intents and purposes denied the KXeoq which is awarded to their male counterparts.

6 It is at this point worth noting, however, that while a woman may not achieve kKsoq in epic, she 
can achieve it in later Greek darma, as evidenced by Antigone. She may also achieve a form of apSTp,. 
Loraux 1987 has remarked that it is not uncommon for young unmarried girls to be associated in Greek 
thought with war. Because they are not yet fully initiated into the world of women and Aphrodite, they are 
often aligned with what the Greeks considered masculine spheres o f interest (this point is made on p. 33). 
For this reason, in times of crisis a maiden may be called upon to sacrifice her life, and may thereby 
achieve an dperf) similar to that which is won by males in battle (this point is made on p. 48 of the same). 
The theme of the virgin sacrifice is prevalent throughout Greek mythology (Iphigenia, Andromeda, 
Hesione, and Macaria being but a few examples), and the general idea seems to be that because the city is 
viewed as a virgin (hence, most have the typically virgin goddess as a protectress, whose shrine is located 
in the sacred innermost heart of the city), in times o f danger when outside forces threaten penetration, a 
maiden may be offered up in the place of the city, giving her virginity so that that of the city might be 
preserved or become victorious in war. The idea of death for the young girl as an alternate loss of virginity 
and marriage to Hades is very common in ancient Greece. Hence, in being killed, she sacrifices her 
virginity. Indeed, even today in Greece, girls who die before marriage are sometimes buried in a wedding 
gown.
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Significant immortality is the sole prerogative of aristocratic males while only 

immortality of the insignificant type is open to everyone. Insignificant immortality is all 

that is promised by conventional Greek religious belief (at least early on). Significant 

immortality is the allure of epic. Epic poetry provides an incentive for men to enter battle 

willingly, promising something better.

The tpoxtl acts as a visual testimonial to the fact of a person's existence, a 

monument of sorts that the individual did in fact live and breath at one time upon the 

earth. Epic provides a different immortality via language, and is a monument in living 

memory, allowing the heroes to flourish forever on the lips of men. KXeo^ might exert 

an appeal even if there were an afterlife to console the dead, but the fact that the afterlife 

is no consolation certainly works to increase its value. What epic has to offer is all the 

more enticing specifically because there is no alternate, meaningful afterlife in any sense 

of the word.

The poetic tradition enshrines a moral code among heroes which functions as a 

political machine, offering an exclusive position in posterity to the warriors who give 

their lives in battle, and for this reason, it is reasonable that it presents few options. The 

poetic tradition reinforces its own status quo. It depicts a non-existence in Hades’ 

kingdom, it offers KXeoq as an alternative, and society, believing in the self-perpetuated 

value system, continues to extol the warrior code. As long as warriors die in battle, they 

want recompense, which is KXeoq. Hence, tcXsoq perpetuates war, and war perpetuates 

KXeoq. If belief in a true afterlife develops, the poetic tradition loses one of its prime 

functions, which is to be the sole bestower of immortality. Early Greek religion is both 

reflected in and shaped by epic, and poetry exists in early Greek society as a powerful 

vehicle for determining social order. In this pursuit, the heroes elevate fame to a position 

in which it is deemed more important than the 'soul1.

KXeoq, the great promise of the warrior code, is in fact given a rather cursory 

treatment in the poem. Again, we might bear in mind that out of all the deaths that there
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are in the text, only Sarpedon dies facing his death, roaring out defiance, living and dying 

the heroic ideal.7 What sort of kXso? must attach itself to all of the men whom Homer 

depicts as fleeing for their lives, struck down from behind? What tcXeo<; are we to grant 

to all the heroes who are shown to speak of one ideal and yet live and die by another?

In fact, heroic death is rarely shown in application. The innate human will to 

survive contravenes the possibility of selfless sacrifice based only on what some future 

generations, unknown to the hero, will say about him. This is what epic as a genre 

promises, and the poem shows us, again and again, that it is not enough.

The heroes speak of accepting a death which they do not know. They have a 

culturally-constructed notion of dying, which bears little or no relation to the actual 

process of losing life. They wrongly give name to an entity which is no entity at all. They 

seek to understand and accept something that does not exist The narrator, always present 

in the text, does not often name what he knows no man can experience, and yet all 

passages depicting the moment of death belong to him.

The many characters who extol heroic death do not typically obtain it. The one 

character who explicitly questions it (Achilles), will obtain it, but not within the body of 

the poem. This is no small point, and moreover he will not obtain it without fully coming 

to understand first what it is to which he has committed himself. He alone of the heroes 

gains this understanding, and the poem does not show us his death, only his redemption 

and re-entry into the spheres of compassion and fellow-feeling.

In the end, the poem acts as the grave marker to its own ethical code. A arjjua is 

traditionally designed to call to the mind of the observer all that is best in whatever it 

commemorates, and while the Iliad does this masterfully, it also presents a carefully 

balanced perspective between character and narrator, acceptance and dread.

7 One should note that Sarpedon's position is unique, in that Zeus has already decided to remove 
his body from the battlefield as a special honour.

Reproduced  with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Bibliography

Adler, M. K. 1978. Naming and Addressing: A Sociolinguistic Study.

Hamburg: Helmut Buske Verlag.

Akbar, Na'im. 1986. "Nile Valley Origins of the Science of the Mind." In Nile 

Valley Civilizations: Proceedings of the Nile Valley Conference, Atlanta, 

September 26-30,1984. Ed. Ivan Van Sertima. Journal of African 

Civilizations, pp. 120-132.

Ambrose, Zuelle Phillip. 1963. The Homeric and Early Epic Telos. Princeton,

N. J.: Ph.D. Dissertation.

Aries, P. 1974. Western Attitudes Towards Death. Baltimore: The Johns 

HopkinsUniversity Press.

Blickman, Daniel R. 1987. "The Role of the Plague in the Iliad." ClAnt 6: 1- 

10.

Bloch, Maurice and Parry, Jonathan, eds. 1982. Death and the Regeneration 

of Life. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Block, Elizabeth. 1982. "The Narrator Speaks: Apostrophe in Homer and 

Vergil." TAPA 112: 7-22.

Bonnefoy, Yves. 1991. Mythologies. Vol. 1. Trans. Gerald Honigsblum. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Reproduced  with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Bowra, Maurice. 1926. "Homeric Words in Arcadian Inscriptions ", CQ 20: 

168-176.

_________ . 1967. "Composition." In A Companion to Homer, ed. Alan I.

Wace and Frank H. Stubbings. London: Macmillan, pp. 38-74.

Bremmer, Jan. 1983. The Early Greek Concept o f the Soul. Princeton, N. J.: 

Princeton University Press.

Bury, J. B. 1926. "Homer. "In The Cambridge Ancient History, vol. 2, ed.

Bury, J. B., Cook, S. A. and Adcock, F. E. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, pp. 498-517.

Calhoun, G. M. 1967. "The Homeric Picture", A Companion to Homer, ed.

Alan J. B. Wace and Frank H. Stubbings. London: Macmillan, pp. 431- 

462.

Clarke, Howard. 1981. Homer's Readers: a Historical Introduction to the Iliad 

and the Odyssey. Newark: University of Delaware Press.

Clarke, M. 1999. Flesh and the Spirit in Homer. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Combellack, F. M. 1965. "Some Formulary Illogicalities in Homer", TAPA 96 : 

pp. 41-56.

Considine, P. 1966. "Some Homeric Terms for Anger." A Class 9: 15-25.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1 7 8

Dailey, Stephanie, 1989. Trans. Myths from Mesopotamia: Creation, The 

Flood, Gilgamesh, and Others.Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Darcus, Shirley M. 1979. "A Person's Relation to cj>pfjv in Homer, Hesiod, and the Greek 

Lyric Poets." Glotta 57: 159-173.

_________________ . 1979. "A Person's Relation to tftuxil in Homer, Hesiod, and

the Greek Lyric Poets." Glotta 57: 30-39.

Darcus Sullivan, Shirley. 1980. "How a Person Relates to 0U|i6g in Homer." IF 

85: 138-150.

_____________________ . 1987. "7rpoari5eg in Homer." Glotta 65: 182-193.

_____________________ . 1988. "A Multi-Faceted Term: Psyche in Homer, the

Homeric Hymns, and Hesiod." SIFC 6: 151-180.

Davison, J. A. 1967. "The Homeric Question." In A Companion to Homer, ed.

Alan J. B. Wace and Frank H. Stubbings. London: Macmillan, pp. 234-265.

DeJong, I. J. F. 1997. 'Homer and Narratology", In A New Companion to 

Homer. New York: Brill, pp. 305-325.

_____________ . 1989. Narrators and Focalizers: the Presentation of the Story

in the Iliad. Amsterdam: B. R. Griiner.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



179

Dietrich, B. C. 1965. Death, Fate and the Gods: The Development of a

Religious Idea in Greek Popular Belief and in Homer. London: Athlone Press.

Dodds, E. R. 1951. The Greeks and the Irrational. Berkeley: University of 

California Press.

Doherty, L. E. 1998. Siren Songs: Gender, Audiences, and Narrators in the 

Odvssev. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Dover, K. J. 1978. Greek Homosexuality. London: Duckworth.

Duffy, J. 1947. "Homer's Conception of Fate." CJ 42: 477-486.

Edmunds, Lowell and Wallace, Robert W., eds. 1997. Poet, Public, and

Performance in Ancient Greece. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Famell, Lewis Richard. 1896-1909. The Cults of the Greek States. 5 Vols.

Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Felson, N. 1994. Regarding Penelope: from Character to Poetics. London:

University of Oklahoma Press.

Fenik, B. 1968. Typical Battle Scenes in the Iliad. Wiesbaden: F. Steiner.

Finkelberg, Margalit. 1987. "Homer's View of the Epic Narrative: Some 

Formulaic Evidence." CP 82: 135-138.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



180

Frisk, H. 1946. "MHNE: Zur GeschicMe eines Begriffes." Eranos 44: 28-40.

Garland, Robert. 1981. The Causation of Death in the Iliad: a Theological 

and Biological Investigation." BICS 28: 43-60.

Greene, William Chase. 1944. Moira: Fate, Good and Evil in Greek Thought.

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Grene, D. 1960. "Man's Day of Fate: The Influence of Homer on Later Greek

Literature." in City Invincible: a Symposium on Urbanization and Cultural 

Development in the Ancient Near East, ed. C. H. Kraeling and R. M. Adams. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 367-389.

Griffin, Jasper. 1976. "Homeric Pathos and Objectivity." CQ n.s. 26: 161-187.

_____________ . 1977. "The Epic Cycle and the Uniqueness of Homer." JHS 97:

39-53.

_____________ . 1980. Homer on Life and Death. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

_____________ . 1992. "Homer, Pastoral and the near East." SIFC 10, 1-2:

552-576.

Guthrie, W. K. C. 1975. The Religion and Mythology of the Greeks." In The

Cambridge Ancient History. Vol. 2, 3rd edition, ed. Edwards, I. E. S., Hammond, 

N. G. L. and Sollberger, E. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 851-898.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



181

Hainsworth, J. B. 1970. "The Criticism of an Oral Homer." JHS 90 (): 90-98.

_______________ .1993. The Iliad: a Commentary. Vol. 3: Books 9-12.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,.

Harrison, I. 1991. Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press.

Haslam, M. 1997. “Homeric Papyri and the Transmission of the Text", In A 

New Companion to Homer. New York: Brill, pp.55-100.

Irmscher, J. 1950. Gotterzorn bei Homer. Leipzig: O. Harrassowitz.

Jackson, D. P. 1997. The Epic ofGilgamesh: a Verse Rendition. Wauconda: 

Bolchazy-Carducci.

Janko, Richard. 1992. The Iliad: A Commentary. Vol. 4: Books 13-16. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kirk, G. S. 1976. Homer and the Oral Tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.

_______ . 1990.The Iliad: a Commentary. Vol. 2: Books 5-8. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

Lamberton, R. and Keaney, J. J. eds. 1992. Homer's Ancient Readers: the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



182

Hermeneutics of Greek Epic's Earliest Exegetes. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press.

Lamberton, R. 1997. "Homer in Antiquity", In A New Companion to Homer,

New York: Brill, pp.33-54.

Lee, D. J. N. 1961. "Homeric Ker and Others." Glotta 39: 191-207.

Loraux, Nicole. 1986. The Invention of Athens. Trans by . A. Sheridan.

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

____________ . 1987. Tragic Ways of Killing a Woman. Trans. A. Forster.

Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press.

____________ . 1995. The Experiences ofTiresias: the Feminine and the Greek

Man. Trans, by Paula Wissing. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Lord, A. B. 1960. The Singer of Tales. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press.

_________ . “Homer and Other Epic Poetry.” 1967. In A Companion to Homer,

ed. Alan J. B. Wace and Frank H. Stubbings. London: Macmillan,, pp. 179-214.

Lynn-George, Michael. 1996. "Structures of Care in the Iliad." CQ n.s. 46:

1-26.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



183

Macleod, C. W. ed. 1982. Homer: Iliad Book XXIV: Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.

Martin, Richard P. 1989. The Language of Heroes: Speech and Performance in 

the Iliad. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Moreux, Bernard. 1967. "La Nuit, 1'ombre, et la mort chez Homere." Phoenix 

21: 237-272.

Morris, Ian. 1986. "The Use and Abuse of Homer." ClAnt 5: 81-138.

Morris, S. 1997. "Homer and the Near East", In A New Companion to Homer.

New York: Brill, pp. 599-623.

Muellner, L. 1996. The Anger of Achilles: Menis in Greek Epic. Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press.

Nagelsbach, K. F. 1884. Homerische Theologie. Nuremberg: C. Geiger.

Nagy, G. 1979. The Best of the Achaeans: Concepts of the Hero in Archaic 

Greek Poetry. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

________ . 1996. Homeric Questions. Austin: University of Texas Press.

_________ . 1996. Poetry as Performance: Homer and Beyond. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



_______ . 1997. " Homeric Scholia", In A New Companion to Homer. New

York: Brill, pp.101-122.

Nilsson, Martin P. 1967. A History of Greek Religion. Trans. F. J. Fielden. 

Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Nussbaum, Alan J. 1986. Head and Horn in Indo-European. Berlin: Walter de 

Gruyter.

Ong, W. J. 1977. Interfaces of the Word. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

Osborne, R. 1996. Greece in the Making. London: Routledge.

Parry, A. M. 1956. "The Language of Achilles." TAPA 87: 1-7.

Potscher, Walter. 1960. "Moira, Themis und Ttpfj im homerischen Denken."

WSt 73: 5-39.

__________ . 1973. "Schicksalswagungen." Kairos 15: 60-68.

Powell, Barry B. 1991. Homer and the Origin of the Greek Alphabet. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

______________ . 1997. "Homer and Writing", In A New Companion to Homer.

New York: Brill, pp. 3-32

Raaflaub, A. 1997. "Homeric Society", In A New Companion to Homer. New

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



York: Bril!, pp. 624-648.

Rabel, R. J. 1997. Plot and Point of View in the Iliad. Ann Arbor: University 

of Michigan Press.

Redfield, James M. 1975. Nature and Culture in the Iliad: the Tragedy of 

Hector. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Renehan, Robert. 1987. "The 'Heldentod’ in Homer: One Heroic Ideal." CP 82: 

99-116.

Richardson, Nicholas. 1993. The Iliad: a Commentary. Vol 6 : Books 21-24. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Rohde, Erwin. 1925. Psyche: The Cult o f Souls and Belief in Immortality 

Among the Greeks. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Russo, Joseph. 1968. "Homer Against his Tradition." Arion 7: 275-295.

Schein, Seth L. 1984. The Mortal Hero: an Introduction to Homer's Iliad. 

Berkeley: University of California Press.

Smerdel, T. 1957. "Une Caracteristique de la poesie homerique." ZAntl:

85-91.

Solmsen, Friedrich. 1949. Hesiod and Aeschylus. New York: Cornell 

University Press.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



186

Sourvinou-Inwood, Christiane. 1981. "To Die and Enter the House of Hades:

Homer, Before and After." In Mirrors of Mortality: Studies in the Social 

History of Death, ed. Joachim Whaley. New York: St. Martin's Press, pp. 15-39.

____________________________ . 1983. 'Trauma in flux: Death in the 8th

Century and After." In The Greek Renaissance of the Eighth Century B.C.: 

Tradition and Innovation (Proceedings of the Second International Symposium at 

the Swedish Institute in Athens, 1-5 June 1981), ed. Robin Hagg. Stockholm: 

Swedish Institute in Athens, pp. 33-48.

_______________________ . 1995. "Reading" Greek Death: to the End of

the Classical Period. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Taplin, O. 1992. Homeric Soundings: the Shaping of the Iliad. Oxford:

Clarendon Press.

Thompson, R. C. 1930. The Epic of Gilgamesh: Text, Transliteration, and 

Notes. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Ullmann, Stephen. 1962 Semantics: An Introduction to the Science of 

Meaning. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Van Wees, Hans. 1992. Status Warriors: War, Violence and Society in Homer 

and History. Amsterdam: J. C. Gieben.

Vermeule, Emily. 1979. Aspects of Death in Early Greek Art and Poetry.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



187

Berkeley: University of California Press.

Vernant, Jean-Pierre. 1989. L'Individu, la mort, I'amour: Soi-meme et Vautre 

en Grece aneiennne. Paris: Gallimard.

__________________ . 1991. "A 'Beautiful Death' and the Disfigured Corpse in

Homeric Epic". In Mortals and Immortals: Collected Essays. Ed. Froma I. Zeitlin. 

Princeton, N. I.: Princeton University Press, pp.50-74.

__________________ . 1991. "Feminine Figures of Death in Greece". In Mortals

and Immortals: Collected Essays. Ed. Froma I. Zeitlin. Princeton, N. J.: 

Princeton University Press, pp. 95-110.

West, M. 1997. The East Face of Helicon: West Asiatic Elements in Greek 

Poetry and Myth. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Whitman, C. H. 1958. Homer and the Heroic Tradition. Cambridge, Mass.:

Harvard University Press.

Willcock, M. M. 1970. A Commentary on Homer's Iliad. Books 1-6. London:

Macmillan.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



188

Appendix

List of Appearances of Words which denote 'Death' in the Iliad 
(cross reference line numbers for death terms in hendiadys)

Passage Context Speaker Addressee

Moipa/Mopoc

Book 3, line 101: po ip a non-immediate Menelaos T rojans/Achaians
Book 4, line 517: poipa immediate narrator audience
Book 5, line 83: poipa immediate narrator audience

(in hendiadys with term possessing colour terminolgy)
Book 5, line 613: poipa immediate narrator audience
Book 6 , line 488: poipav non-immediate Hektor Andromache
Book 7, line 52: poipa non-immediate Helenos Hektor
Book 9, line 318: poipa non-immediate Achilles Odysseus
Book 12, line 116: poipa immediate narrator audience
Book 13, line 602: poipa near-immediate narrator Menelaos
Book 15, line 117: poipa non-immediate Ares Olympians
Book 16, line 334: poipa immediate narrator audience

(in hendiadys with term possessing colour terminolgy)
Book 16, line 434: poip' non-immediate Zeus Hera
Book 16, line 849: poip' immediate Patroklos Hektor
Book 16, line 853: poipa non-immediate Patroklos Hektor
Book 17, line 421: poipa non-immediate 'some' Achaians

hypothetical
Achaian
(i.e. narrator)

Book 17, line 478: poipa non-immediate Automedon Alkimedon
Book 17, line 672: poipa non-immediate Menelaos Aiantes and

Meriones
Book 18, line 119: poipa non-immediate Achilles Thetis
Book 18, line 120: poipa non-immediate Achilles Thetis
Book 18, line 465: popog non-immediate Thetis Hephaistos
Book 19, line 87: Moipa non-immediate Agamemnon Achilles/Achaians
Book 19, line 410: Moipa non-immediate horse Xanthos

via Hera
Book 19, line 421: popog non-immediate Achilles Xanthos
Book 20, line 477: poipa immediate narrator audience

(in hendiadys with term possessing colour terminolgy)
Book 21, line 83: poip near-immediate Lykaon Achilles
Book 21, line 110: poipa non-immediate Achilles Lykaon
Book 22, line 5: poipa near immediate narrator audience
Book 22, line 303: poipa near-immediate Hektor Hektor
Book 22, line 436: poipa near(post)

-immediate
Hekabe Hektor

Book 23, line 80: po ipa non-immediate Patroklos Achilles
Book 24, line 132: poipa non-immediate Zeus Thetis
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A iaa

Book 1, line 418: aiarj non-immediate Thetis Achilles
Book 16, line 441: caai] non-immediate Hera Zeus
Book 22, line 61: ata ri non-immediate Priam Hektor
Book 22, line 179: dtOTj non-immediate Athena Zeus
Book 24, line 224: caaa non-immediate Priam Hekabe
Book 24, line 428: atari non-immediate Priam Hermes
Book 24, line 750: oaar) non-immediate Hekuba Hektor

IIOTpOC;

Book 2, line 359: iroTjiov non-immediate Nestor Argives
Book 4, line 170: mSfjJOV non-immediate Agamemnon Menelaos
Book 4, line 396: TOTpov immediate narrator audience
Book 6 , line 412: trorpov non-immediate Andromache Hektor
Book 7, line 52: trotjuov non-immediate Helenos Hektor
Book 11, line 263:7roTpov immediate narrator audience
Book 15, line 495: Ttoxpov non-immediate Hektor Trojans/Lykians
Book 16, line 857: jroxpov immediate narrator audience
Book 18, line 96: TOTpog non-immediate Thetis Achilles
Book 20, line 337: iroxpov non-immediate Poseidon Hera
Book 21, line 588: jroxpov non-immediate Agenor Achilles
Book 22, line 39: Ttoxpov non-immediate Priam Hektor
Book 22, line 363: Ttoxpov immediate narrator audience

Klfo

Book 1, line 228: KT|p non-immediate Achilles Agamemnon
Book 2, lin e  302: K fjp sg non-immediate Odysseus Agamemnon
Book 2, line 352: K fjp a non-immediate Nestor Achaians
Book 2, line 834: tcrjpeg non-immediate narrator audience
Book 2, line 859: K fjp a immediate narrator audience

(referred to as dark)
Book 3, l in e  6: K fjp a non-immediate narrator audience
Book 3, line 32: K fjp non-immediate narrator audience
Book 3, line 360: K fjp a non-immediate narrator audience
Book 3, line 454: K r)pi non-immediate narrator audience
Book 4, line 11: K fjp a g non-immediate * narrator audience
Book 5, line 22: K fjp a non-immediate narrator audience
Book 5, line 652: K fjp a near-immediate Sarpedon Tlepoleraos
Book 7, line 254: K fjp a non-immediate narrator audience
Book 8, line 70: K fjp e near-immediate narrator audience
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Book 8, line 73: KrjpEx; near-immediate narrator
Book 8, line 528: Ktjpsc; non-immediate Hektor
Book 9, line 411: Ktjpa*; non-immediate Achilles
Book 11, line 332: Kfjpe^ immediate narrator

(referred to as dark)
Book 11, line 360: Ktjpa non-immediate narrator
Book 11, line 443: Ktjpa immediate 

(referred to as dark)
Odysseus

Book 11, line 585: Ktjp’ non-immediate narrator
(avoided)

Book 12, line 113: Kfjpag immediate narrator
Book 12, line 326: Ktjpeg non-immediate Sarpedon
Book 12, line 402: K t j p a g non-immediate narrator
Book 13, line 283: Krjpa*; non-immediate Idomeneus
Book 13, line 566: Ktjp' non-immediate narrator

(avoided)
Book 13, line 596: Ktjp' non-immediate narrator

(avoided)
Book 13, line 648: Ktjp non-immediate narrator

(avoided)
Book 13, line 665: Kfjp' non-immediate narrator
Book 14, line 408: Kfjp' non-immediate narrator

(avoided)
Book 14, line 462: K t j p a non-immediate narrator

(avoided)
Book 15, line 287: Krjpa*; non-immediate Thoas

(avoided)
Book 16, line 47: Ktjpa non-immediate narrator
Book 16, line 687: Ktjpa near-immediate narrator

(almost avoided)
Book 16, line 817: Kfjp non-immediate narrator

(avoided)
Book 17, line 714: K t j p a non-immediate Thrasymedes
Book 18, line 115: Ktjpa non-immediate Achilles
Book 18, line 117: K t j p a non-immediate Achilles
Book 18, line 535: Kfjp non-immediate narrator

(on the shield)
Book 21, line 66: K t j p a near immediate narrator
Book 21, line 565: Ktjpa*; non-immediate Agenor
Book 22, line 202: Ktjpa*; near-immediate narrator
Book 22, line 210: Ktjpe non-immediate narrator
Book 22, line 365: K t j p a non-immediate Achilles
Book 23, line 78: KT|p non-immediate Patroklos
Book 24, line 82: Ktjpa non-immediate narrator

0 d v a T O ^

Book 1, line 60: 0dvax6v non-immediate Achilles

audience
Trojans
embassy
audience

audience
Sokos

audience

audience
Glaukos
audience
Meriones
audience

audience

audience

audience
audience

audience

Achaians

audience
audience

audience

Achaians
Hektor
Hektor
audience

audience
Agenor
audience
audience
Hektor
Achilles
audience

Agamemnon
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Book 2, line 302: Gavdioto 
Book 2, line 359: Gdvaiov 
Book 2, line 401: ©dvotxov 
Book 2, line 834: Qavdroto 
Book 3, line 101: Bm/arQQ 
Book 3, line 173: Gdvarov 
Book 3, line 309: Gavdroio 
Book 4, line 155: Gdvarov 
Book 4, line 270: Gdvaroc; 
Book 5, line 68 : Gdvarog

Book 5, line 83: Gdvaro^

Book 5, line 553: Gavdroio

Book 8, line 70: Gavdroio 
Book 9, line 411: Gavdroio 
Book 9, line 416: Gavdroio 
Book 9, line 571: Gdvarov

non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
immediate 
(as a mist) 
immediate 

(taking hold of the eyes) 
immediate narrator
(death as darkness) 
near-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate

Odysseus
Nestor
narrator
narrator
Menelaos
Helen
Priam
Agamemnon
Idomeneus
narrator

narrator

narrator
Achilles
Achilles
narrator

(in story set in the past)
Book 10, line 383: ddvocrog immediate Odysseus

(but pretending it is not)
Book 11, line 332: Gavdroio immediate narrator
Book 11, line 362: Gdvarov non-immediate Diomedes
Book 11, line 451: Gavdroio immediate Odysseus
Book 12, line 326: Gavdroio non-immediate Sarpedon
Book 13, line 544: Gdvarog immediate narrator
Book 13, line 602: Gavdroio immediate narrator
Book 14, line 231: ©avdroio non-immediate narrator

(not occuring, but personified) 
Book 15, line 349: Gdvarov non-immediate Hektor
Book 15, line 495: Gdvarov non-immediate Hektor

Book 15, line 628: Gavdroio 
Book 16, line 47: Gdvarov 
Book 16, line 98: Gdvarov 
Book 16, line 334: Gdvarog

Book 16, line 350: Gavdron

Book 16, line 414: Gdvarod 
Book 16, line 442: Gavdroio 
Book 16, line 454: Gdvarov 
Book 16, line 502: Gavdroio 
Book 16, line 580: Gdvarog 
Book 16, line 672: ©avdrcn

Book 16, line 682: ©avdrtp

Book 16, line 687: Gavdroio

non-immediate
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
immediate 

(emphasis on the 
immediate 
(emphasis on the 
immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 

immediate 
immediate 
non-immediate 
(personified) 
non-immediate 
(personified) 
immediate

narrator
Patroklos
Achilles
narrator

eyes)
narrator

eyes)
narrator
Hera
Hera
narrator
narrator
Zeus

narrator

narrator

Achaians 
Achaians 
audience 
audience 
T rojans/Achaians 
Priam 
Achaians 
Menelaos 

Agamemnon 
audience

audience

aidience

audience
embassy
embassy
audience

Dolon

audience
Hektor
Sokos
Glaukos
audience
Menelaos
audience

Trojans
Trojans/Lykians
etc.

audience
Achilles
Patroklos
audience

audience

audience
Zeus
Zeus
audience
audience
Apollo

audience

audience
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(nearly avoided)
Book 16, line 693: Govorov immediate narrator
Book 16, line 853: Govarog non-immediate Patroklos
Book 16, line 855: Qavdroto immediate narrator
Book 17, line 201: Gdvaroc; non-immediate Zeus
Book 17, line 381: Gdvarov non-immediate narrator
Book 17, line 478: Bdvotrog non-immediate Automedon
Book 17, line 672: Gdvarog non-immediate Menelaos

Book 17, 
Book 18, 
Book 19, 
Book 19, 
Book 20, 
Book 20, 
Book 20, 
Book 20, 
Book 20, 
Book 20,

Book 20, 
Book 21, 
Book 21, 
Book 21, 
Book 21, 
Book 21, 
Book 22, 
Book 22, 
Book 22, 
Book 22, 
Book 22, 
Book 22, 
Book 22, 
Book 22, 
Book 24, 
Book 24, 
Book 24, 
Book 24, 
Book 24, 
Book 24,

line 714: Qdvorov non-immediate 
line 464: Gavdroio non-immediate 
line 274: Gdvarov non-immediate 
line 420: Gdvarov non-immediate 
line 300: GavaTOO non-immediate 
line 337: Gdvarov non-immediate 
line 350: Gavdroio non-immediate 
line 390: Gavarog immediate 
line 449: Gdvarov non-immediate 
line 477: Gdvorrog immeddiate

(with colour terminology) 
immediate narrator
non-immediate 
near-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
near-immediate 
near-immediate 
near-immediate 
near-immediate 
immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate 
non-immediate

line 481: Gdvarov 
line 66: Gdvarov 
line 103: Gdvarov 
line 110: Gdvaro g 
line 281: Gavdrwt

line 565: Gdvarov 
line 175: Gavdroio 
line 180: Gavdroio 
line 202: Gavdroio 
line 210: Gavdroio 
line 297: Gdvarov 
line 300: Gdvaroc 
line 361: Gavdroio 
line 436: Gdvaroc 
line 132: Gdvaroc 
line 152: Gdvaroc 
line 181: Gdvaroc 
line 328: Gdvarov 
line 428: Gavdroio 
line 750: Gavdroio

Thrasymedes
Hephaistos
Achilles
Achilles
Poseidon
Poseidon
Achilles
Achilles
Achilles
narrator

narrator
Achilles
Achilles
Achilles
Agenor
Zeus
Athena
narrator
narrator
Hektor
Hektor
narrator
Hekabe
Thetis
Zeus
Iris
narrator
Priam
Hekabe

Patroklos
Hektor
audience
Hektor
audience
Alkimedon
Aiantes and
Meriones
Achianans
Thetis
Zeus/Achaians
Xanthos
Poseidon
Aineias
Achilles
Iphition
Hektor
audience

audience
audience
Lykaon
Lykaon
Zeus/Achilles
Agenor
Olympians
Zeus
audience
audience
Hektor
Hektor
audience
Hektor
Achilles
Iris
Priam
audience
Hermes
Hektor

TeXog

Book 5, line 553: rsAog

Book 9, line 411: reXoc 
Book 9, line 416: reXog 
Book 11, line 439: TEXog

immediate narrator
(with reference to darkness)
non-immediate
non-immediate
non-immediate

Achilles
Achilles
narrator

audience

embassy
embassy
audience
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Book 11, line 451: rekOQ immediate Hektor Sokos
Book 13, line 602: reAog immediate narrator Menelaos

Book 16, line 502: rekOQ immediate narrator audience
Book 16, line 855: teXo<; immediate narrator audience
Book 22, line 361: teAo<; immediate narrator audience
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400-401 85
492 9
834 77
859 105
859-861 99,104 (note 31)

3
6 77-78
32 82
59ff 38 (note 17), 82
80 34(note 4), 62
101-102 63
173-174 85
188-189 173 (note 5)
287 169 (note 2)
305-309 85-86
335 169 (note 2)
360 82, 83
451-454 78
460 169 (note 2)

4
11 82
155-156 86
169-170 75
193-197 172
204-207 172
223 11
223-226 150 (note 25)
268-271 86
396 106
396-397 95,104 (note 31)
429 11
517-526 66
517-531 114

5
1-3 172 (note 4)
20-24 82(note 22)
65-68 100, 104 (note 31)
411 104
72-75 114
79-83 96, 104 (note 31)
83 34 (note 4), 104, 165
85 11
145-147 107
271-273 172
529-532 172
553 100,104,104 (note 31)
652-654 78
657-659 107

6
577-580 60 (note 3)
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12 60
11-12 106-107
145-149 115
186 173 (note 5)
358 169 (note 2)
405-413 128
407-439 127
410-413 75
414-428 148
429-434 128
441-446 172(note 4)
444-446 115
486-489 64, 117
486-490 116 (note 12)
487 146
487-488 38 (note 16), 72

7
44-52 38 (note 16)
52 34 (note 4), 40, 64,
87 169 (note 2)
89-91 172(note 4)
254 83
448-458 172

8
69 48
70 46,78
73-74 78
191-192 172
528 79
9
115-116 151 (note 26)
132-124 145 (note 13)
189-191 168 (note 1)
225-227 150
308-327 152
318-320 65
318-322 131,116 (note 12)
335-343 145 (note 13)
378 46
400-409 121 (note 23)
401-402 26
401-408 152
401-409 130,131
410-411 79
410-413 172 (note 4)
410-416 146
687 46
414-416 87
567-571 87, 105
646-655 149 (note 13), 150
650-653 149
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10
5 99 (note 28)
211-213 172
253 35 (note 4)
383 88
447 88

11
225-228 172 (note 4)
381-383 99, 104 (note 31)
263 106
332 77(note 16)
360 83
362-364 88,93
411 82
425 156
439  55 (note 76), 95
443-445 78 (note 17)
450-454 100,104 (note 31)
451 105
545 82
579 107
585 83
655-664 133
671-672 133
741-742 133

12
113 79
116 105
116-117 104 (note 31)
173 79
310-321 150
310-328 153
322-325 150 (note 25)
322-328 21,79,116,126,138
402-403 82 (note 22)

13
266-271 150 (note 25)
269-273 137
275-291 116
279-285 80,126
363-367 172
508 156
5 4 1 -5 4 4  100-101,104 (note 31)
521 156
544 104
550 83
566 83
596 83
601-617 57,67-68
602 34 (note 4)
610-618 114
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648 83(note 24)
648-655 114
665 80

14
153-156 150 (note 25)
230-231 88
408 83
452 156
462-463 83-84
465-468 107-108
493-500 114

15
115-118 68-69
287 83
347-351 89-90
494-496 76
495 40
561-564 172
627-628 90
692-693 92
697 11

16
30-35 151
46-47 80
68 35 (note 4)
80-100 155
98-100 90
233-248 155
274 142
330-334 97,104 (note 31)
334 35 (note 4), 104
345-350 101,104 (note 31),105
350 104
366 11
411-414 101,104 (note 31)
414 104
441-442 94
433-438 70
439-442 73
450-457 89 (note 25)
502-505 102, 104 (note 31)
577-581 102, 104 (note 31)
580 104
630 48 (note 67)
658 57
671-675 89 (note 25)
676-683 89 (note 25)
687-688 84
692-693 91
716ff 38 (note 17)
816-822 83 (note 24)
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827-828 84
849-852 104 (note 31)
849 104
849-855 97
852-853 65 (note 6)
853 34 (note 4)
855 102,104,104 (note
856-857 98,104 (note 31),
857 106

17
12-17 172 (note 4)
106-122 82
129-131 172
129-132 172 (note 4)
201-206 91
315 156
381-384 92
421-422 65 (note 6)
475-478 71
478 34 (note 4)
616-619 114
671-672 71 (note 13)
672 34 (note 4)
713-714 84

18
20 156
30-31 156
79-85 157
87 63
90-93 157
94-96 157
95-96 76
98-116 157
114-118 81,126
117-119 197
117-121 71
120-121 172 (note 4)
121 156
122-124 160
334-337 159
410 63
464-465 92
535-538 100,104 (note 31)
535 105
536 105

19 ,

59-60 160
274 92
321-327 160
340-348 160
420-422 92
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20
300-305 93
330-336 38 (note 16)
336 38(note 17)
337-338 76
381-382 160
386-390 102-103,104 (note 31)
389 104
390 104
393 104
417-418 156
449-450 93
474-477 98,104 (note 31)
477 34(note 4), 104
478483 103,104 (note 31)
480481 105

21
64-96 114
65-66 81, 83 (note 24)
97-113 158
100-107 103,104 (note 31)
103 105
108-113 65 (note 6)
110 34 (note 4)
116-120 108
279-283 93-94
464-466 115
565 81
588-589 76

22
5-6 67 (note 8)
37-91 127
39-40 76
60-76 166
108-110 117
136-137 117
138-142 117
177-180 73
175-176 94
179-180 94
202-204 83 (note 24)
209 48
209-213 78-80 (note 18)
261-267 162
297-301 94-95
297-305 126
303-305 65 (note 6)
304-305 95,118
305 169 (note 2)
345-348 162
358-361 103-104,104 (note 31)
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361-363 131
361-366 59,104
362-363 98,104 (note 31), 132
363 106
365-366 81 (note 21)
436 34 (note 4), 71 (note 13)

23
69-107 19
78-79 48,49, 132 (note 44)
80-82 65 (note 6 ), 81-82
103-104 19
170-181 159
210 156
225 160

24
14-18
49
80-82
123
128-130
131-132
132
152
181
- in o

224-226
328
424-431
485-512
508-526
725-738
746-750

Odyssey
Book Number and Lines

4
561-569

5
113
113-115
436

9
84
89

11
57
155-156

162
36.63 
160 
159
65 (note 6), 129 
34 (note 4)
95
95
36.63
72
95
74
130
165
127
74

22

38
38 (note 16) 
38 (note 16)

159 (note 40) 
159 (note 40)

171
171
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225-330 173
385-395 171
488-491 2 9 ,121 (note 23)
505-540 2 0  (n o te  3 1 )
5 3 9  2 2
6 0 1 -6 0 4  158

12
341 22

20
74 53 (note 67)

24
1-201 19
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