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Abstract

The poet we call Homer stands at the intersection of a long oral tradition and the emergence
of literacy. The poems associated with his name have exercised a continuing appeal, across
time; and yet they can also be unsettling, challenging our ideas of Ancient Greek values and
expectations. This has had an impact on the reception of the poems from antiquity to the
present day. I have argued in this thesis that, in the cases I have studied, Lorna Hardwick’s
idea of ‘faultlines’ in Homeric epic can be adapted to examine the powerful, often
contradictory, emotions portrayed in the Iliad and the Odyssey: namely personal and place
attachment, grief, and the anger that can lead to acts of retribution or to acts of mercy that
rely on the emotion of pity. These emotions are often inter-connected and may be present at
the same time.
In this thesis I examine selected works of literature by the Anglophone writers James Joyce,
Margaret Atwood, David Malouf, Alice Oswald and Derek Walcott which offer us some 20th
and 21st century responses to the problematic and often confronting emotions that we observe
in the Homeric poems. I propose that the expression of what have been described since
antiquity as strong or ‘vehement’ emotions act as hooks for these writers, encouraging them
to explore emotional tensions in their own societies, using the characters and relationships
found in the Homeric poems. In doing so they reveal the similarities and the differences in
emotional expression between the ancient and modern worlds, demonstrating that the display
rules of emotions are shaped by cultural conventions of their own time. I show how modern
writers, in adapting and re-working the Homeric epics through the lens of emotion, reflect on
their own present through the past and thereby re-interpret the poems to forge new sources of
meaning and connection.
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Notes on spelling, names, and translations

I have attempted to be consistent with spelling of Greek names; thus, very common names
remain in their more familiar form, hence Achilles rather than Achilleus, and Alcinous rather
than Alkinoos.

All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.

All ancient references are cited as per The Oxford Classical Dictionary (3rd ed.).
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Chapter One
Introduction
The poet we call Homer stands at the intersection of a long oral tradition and the emergence
of literacy.1 The poems associated with his name have exercised a continuing appeal across
time, and yet they can also be unsettling, challenging our ideas of Ancient Greek values and
expectations. The reception of the poems from antiquity to the present day has manifested in
terms of how the poems have been analysed and interpreted by scholars. More significantly
for this thesis, the Homeric poems have been repeatedly rewritten and re-imagined by authors
over time. These adaptations, transformations and translations of Homeric poems have an
impact on how the original poems are received, and also on how Homeric narratives are
interpreted and re-examined in contemporary culture.2 An important component of the
reception and re-writing of Homeric poems pertains to how emotions are represented in
contemporary literary texts. In this thesis, I identify a number of prominent emotions that are
displayed in the Iliad and the Odyssey and evaluate some examples of modern audience
responses to them, in the form of fiction and poetry.
In order to examine the evocation of Homeric emotions in the original text and in
contemporary re-imaginations of Homeric narratives, I will expand Lorna Hardwick’s
concept of ‘faultlines’. She suggests that 20th century receptions of Homer respond to
faultlines within the poems, which are ‘the underlying cracks and fissures that from time to
time become more prominent and mark the impact of powerful shifts in power, practices, and
paradigms’.3 She argues that the contradictions and ambivalences in the aristocratic world
view of the poems,4 which may have resulted from political or social changes at the time of
the composition of the Homeric epics, provide fertile ground for modern writers to explore
political and cultural faultlines in their own societies that may have occurred as a result of the

1

Throughout this thesis I generally refer to ‘the Homeric poet’ instead of to ‘Homer’ to reflect our complete
lack of knowledge about the composer of either of the poems which have, nevertheless, long been associated
with the name Homer.
For some examples of Homeric reception from the ancient world to the modern world see Richardson 1980:
270-272; Clarke 1981; Lamberton & Keaney 1992: xxi-xxiii; Graziosi & Haubold 2005; Dickey 2007: 18; Graziosi
& Greenwood 2007.
3
Hardwick 2007: 50.
4
The stories of the race of heroes and their interactions with the gods appear to be targeted at an ideal
audience consisting primarily of noblemen and their sons. Evidence for this presumed audience is found within
the Odyssey on the island of Scheria in Book 11.330-370.
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impacts of colonisation or feminism, for example. 5 Although this argument provides an
insightful explanation of the continued appeal of the poems, I will argue that Hardwick’s
conception of faultlines needs to be expanded to include the profound impact of the portrayal
of emotion on audiences. I propose that the at times contradictory emotions expressed by the
characters in the poems as we have them today, particularly negative emotions such as anger
and grief, are evidence of an emotional faultline in the world of Homer, the unresolved nature
of which may more convincingly explain their lasting appeal.6 The expression of what has
been described since antiquity as strong or ‘vehement’ emotions acts as a hook for modern
Anglophone writers such as James Joyce, Margaret Atwood, David Malouf, Alice Oswald
and Derek Walcott, encouraging them to explore emotional tensions in their own societies,
using the characters and relationships found in the Homeric poems.7 In the process the
similarities and the differences in emotional expression between the ancient and modern
worlds are revealed, demonstrating that the display rules of emotions are shaped by cultural
conventions that may change over time.8 By ‘display rules’, I mean the kind of emotional
expression that societies consider ‘normal’ or appropriate in individuals.9 To demonstrate the
continued resonance of the poems in our own time, I focus particularly on selected works of
the above-mentioned writers in the 20th and 21st centuries to test Hardwick's claims about
faultlines. These works have adapted and re-shaped the poems to suit contemporary
audiences, even as they reflect on the human condition more generally and the extent to
which there is a commonality between ancient and modern societies.10
In this chapter, I shall first present a literature review on narrative theories relevant to this
thesis, along with an overview of Homeric scholarship. This will be followed by a more
detailed examination of Hardwick’s concept of faultlines and an analysis of not only Homeric
emotions but of recent developments in the understanding of emotions more generally. The
final section of this chapter will focus on reception theories, along with other literary
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Hardwick 2007: 50.
Our current texts of the Iliad and the Odyssey both emerged from long oral traditions, and there has been
much debate over when each poem was recorded in writing. General consensus, however, places the poems
written composition in the eighth-century B.C.E. See further below.
7
The emotionally powerful description of the poignant family scene between Hector, Andromache and their
son in Il.6.472-84 is described by a scholiast as: δυνατῶς (powerful) (bT 6.484). See also Ngai 2005: 11.
8
Chaniotis 2012: 15-17.
9
Chaniotis 2012: 17.
10
Hardwick 2003:11.
6
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movements and social changes of the 20th century relevant to this thesis, and an overview of
the modern writers and poets whose work I shall explore.
Literature Review
Theoretical Background. The reception of Homer in the modern world, through translations
into many languages, is situated between traditional classical and literary scholarship, on the
one hand, and popular culture in a variety of media, on the other. While the study and
analysis of literature, or literary theory, properly began with Aristotle and his examination in
the Poetics of epic poetry and tragedy, in the 20th century the study of literature mirrored the
political, social and cultural changes of the time. As a result, the study of literature became
inter-disciplinary: it engaged with other fields such as political criticism, feminism,
psychoanalysis, and post-colonialism.11 This thesis is underpinned by the theoretical
approaches of a number of narratological theories, recent studies on emotions, and audiencereception studies. These approaches are supported by a close textual reading of the epics,
which is a traditional characteristic of Homeric scholarship and more recent literary
approaches.12 These theoretical approaches, especially recent studies on emotion, may help us
explain the persistent appeal of the Homeric epics. These theories will also be central to my
evaluation and understanding of responses to the poems, in the form of contemporary
literature.
Narrative Theories. Narrative theories define and underpin any study of literature, regardless
of the period of its composition; as stories are found in all cultures, they can be viewed as a
fundamental human strategy to deal with time, events, and change.13 The study of narrative
allows for a variety of ways to understand the distinguishing features of literature and the
properties of stories. Narrative theories which focus on the study of narrative itself emerged
in the 20th century from Russian formalism with the work of Vladimir Propp on folk-tales.
These then influenced French structuralism in the 1960s.14 The application of linguistics to
the study of literature, with an emphasis on form rather than on content, influenced
formalism, structuralism and narratology, whereas reader-response criticism, which I will
discuss in more detail later in the chapter, emphasizes content and the role of the reader in the

11

Eagleton 2008: 190-208.
Best & Marcus: 2009.
13
Herman 2003: 2.
14
Propp 1968; Barthes 1977.
12
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making of meaning.15 Narrative is, of course, set in a social and cultural context; it allows us
to understand other people’s minds and perspectives, an important issue for social cohesion.
Narrative creates and transmits cultural traditions and, moreover, reflects the values and
beliefs of that society.16 Thus Rita Felski argues that literature can be seen as a form of social
knowledge, as it reflects current social relations and cultural values, as well as the ‘absences
and fissures’ that conceal power relations which are rarely consciously articulated in real
life.17
Cognitive Literary Studies. Stories are important as tools for problem-solving; through our
experience of unexpected outcomes in stories we can find new ways to understand the
world.18 Porter Abbott argues that humans have a cognitive bias that encourages them to use
the linearity of narrative models as a framework to construct knowledge and to organize
thought.19 This in turn affects how we view reality. Narrative is usually defined as a
representation of a series of events that are sequentially organized.20 Tzvetan Todorov, a
structuralist, argued that, in order to be classified as narrative, event-sequences have to be
disrupted by an unexpected event or breach in the normal state of affairs.21 This creates
interest and makes a story worth telling. Patrick Hogan, furthermore, notes that at the end of
most ‘prototypical’ stories there is usually resolution to the original unexpected event and a
return to an often-idealized normal state such as a marriage or a goal fulfilled.22 Nick Lowe
observes too that, since antiquity, narrative has required a plot to link these events, which acts
as a challenge for readers who must ‘decode’ the rules of the closed story world.23
Roger Schank, who has approached story-telling from the perspective of cognitive studies,
developed the idea that certain ‘interest values’ in narrative, such as death, danger,
unexpected events, personal relatedness, power, sex and money, explain audience
engagement with certain narrative themes over others.24 He noted that some stories are
identical in structure but vary in interestingness, owing, in large part, to how unexpected or
abnormal the events in stories are and how they challenge audience expectations. Similarly,
15

Eagleton 2008: 3.
Ryan 2010a: 345.
17
Felski 2008: 80 & 104.
18
Herman 2003: 179.
19
Abbott 2002: 143.
20
Herman 2003: 2.
21
Todorov 1968.
22
Hogan 2011: 125.
23
Lowe 2000: 259.
24
Schank 1979: 280-281.
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the sociolinguist William Labov developed the concept of ‘tellability’ to highlight what it is
that makes stories worth listening to.25 Tellability assumes that stories exist in the mind of the
story-teller before being turned into a performance, either oral or written, and that it is their
performance or the way the story is told that is as important as content for audience
engagement.26
Affective Narratology. Hogan, however, considers that current narrative theories do not
attach enough importance to the influence of emotion on the structure and impact of stories.27
He argues that in order to attract the widest possible audience and to achieve an enduring
impact, story-tellers rely on narrative prototypes that emotionally engage audiences since
these prototypes contain life goals of universal interest.28 These include happiness goals such
as plentiful food and the avoidance of starvation, sexual union with a non-substitutable
partner that is sanctioned by society, and freedom from illness or death.29 Therefore stories
that include sacrifice, heroism or romantic love are what Hogan calls ‘universal narrative
prototypes’.30 He identifies the emotions of pride and anger as the key motivations for heroic
plots.31 These emotions are certainly evident in both the Iliad and the Odyssey, as I shall
demonstrate. In addition, he identifies a number of themes in stories that still occur crossculturally, in which the attainment of important life goals is threatened and where outcomes
are more ambivalent; these stories often involve emotions such as grief and the desire for
revenge.32 Prototypical narratives, however, can also include these themes as sub-stories
within the major narrative; for example, desire for a sexual and/or marital union with
Odysseus is an important motivation for the goddesses Calypso and Circe and the Phaeacian
princess Nausicaa.33 But the goals of the heroic and romantic prototypes ensure that the only
permanent attachment figure for Odysseus is his wife Penelope; therefore their desires are
thwarted.
Thus, social or cultural patterns of emotion affect the production of narrative. Readers,
however, respond emotionally to literature because a number of neurological or sensory
triggers stimulate not only our imaginations but also our emotional memories, allowing us to
25

Labov 1972. See also Ryan 2010b: 589-591.
Ryan 2010b: 589-591.
27
Hogan 2011: 1-2.
28
Hogan 2011: 125-129.
29
Hogan 2011: 127.
30
Hogan 2011: 125-126.
31
Hogan 2011: 165.
32
Hogan 2011: 190.
33
Hogan 2011: 185.
26
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become involved in particular stories.34 Descriptions of facial expressions and vocalizations
of feelings in particular gain our attention, allowing us to construct in our minds ‘images’ that
are both visual and auditory, and eliciting embodied emotional involvement.35 Furthermore,
as in life, in literature we are influenced by our perception of social groups. Group dynamics
play a crucial role in the formation of social identity among humans; it has been shown that
we categorize other people automatically into either in-groups or out-groups depending on
their similarity to ourselves.36 And, although we generally register positive emotions towards
in-group members, it is now thought that emotion plays an important part in the creation, use
and continuation of dismissive attitudes and unfair stereotypes that can be attributed to
members of a social out-group.37 By presenting different points of view in a story, however,
the assumptions that underpin the dominant view within an in-group may be contested and
inequalities exposed. By eliciting the emotion of empathy in readers, the in-group and outgroup boundaries that are so common in human societies can be challenged and the tensions
of the real world consciously acknowledged.38 I shall return below to a more detailed
discussion of emotions in the epics.
Homeric Scholarship and Narratology. It is evident that the Homeric poems generally
accord with the interest values identified in cognitive literary studies and the principles of
affective narratology. Yet, from the late 18th century until the early 20th century, within
Homeric scholarship a controversy erupted in connection with some puzzling aspects of the
poems: their repetitions of words and phrases, their apparent contradictions, and uncertainties
over their meaning and interpretation. In 1795 Friedrich August Wolf had described these
problems as the ‘Homeric Question’. There emerged what amounted to two opposing schools
of thought: the first was the ‘Analytic’ school, whose concern was to find the original core of
the poems free from later non-Homeric additions. Analysts were particularly critical of what
they considered to be inauthentic or inappropriate lines.39 The second view was held by the
Unitarians, who believed that one author was responsible for the works in their entirety.40
These arguments about the authorship of the poems have been mostly superseded by the
studies of Milman Parry and Albert Lord, who demonstrated the traditional oral origins of

34

Hogan 2011: 55.
Hogan 2011: 55-56.
36
Hess &Philipott 2007: 8-9.
37
Hess & Philippot 2007: 2.
38
Hogan 2011: 25-26 & 251.
39
Fowler 2004: 220.
40
Heitman 2005: 3.
35
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epic poetry through linguistic analysis and, subsequently, by comparisons to modern oral
story-telling in the Balkans.41 These studies transformed the way scholars now understand the
composition, structure and formulaic qualities of the Homeric epics, yet did not solve
problems of the poems’ interpretation or the question of their continued impact. The epics,
however, were found to have much in common with other oral storytelling traditions across
the world, not just in the western world. Lord, Parry’s field assistant, also recognized that the
poet of the epics took a traditional tale and, using the story patterns of his oral tradition,
adapted the ‘themes’, as he called them, for the audience of his own time.42
More recently, research by Martin West has highlighted the influence of Mesopotamian
myths and songs on the development of Greek epic, demonstrating that the works of Homer
and his tradition may well be an ancient reception in themselves, contributing to a fusion of
Near Eastern stories and emerging Greek culture of the Bronze Age.43 Martin Bernal’s more
controversial approach went further than West, arguing that there needed to be more
acknowledgement in classical scholarship of the role of Ancient Egyptian and African
influences in the development of Ancient Greek epic.44 Certainly it is obvious that Egyptian
and African mythological elements play crucial roles in the narrative of both epics, as I will
discuss in Chapter Six.45
Yet, despite their oral origins, the Homeric epics may still be considered in the same way as
written texts that can be analysed by modern literary methods. In part owing to the work of
Parry and Lord and their focus on composition rather than on interpretation of the meaning
and impact of the poems, classical scholarship remained at a standstill for some time.46
Narratological approaches have been important for overcoming this impasse.47 The
narratological studies of Irene de Jong, in particular, have contributed greatly to the
appreciation of the multiple points of view and focalization in the poems, allowing for new
interpretations on the meaning of the poems, and an acknowledgement of the range of
differing perspectives.48 Her work is important in that it challenges the previously held idea

41

Parry 1971; Lord 1960.
Lord 1960: 94.
43
West 1997.
44
Bernal 1987: 1-2.
45
See Il. 1.423-424 and Od.1. 22-26 for the favoured position of the Ethiopians with the gods. Also see Od. 4
351-484 for the importance of Egypt in Menelaus’ return story.
46
Graziosi & Haubold 2005: 50.
47
Bal 1985; Genette 1980;
48
de Jong’s narratological analysis of narrators and focalization in the Iliad (2004, first published 1987) was
followed by a narratological commentary on the Odyssey (2001).
42

13

of Homeric ‘objectivity’ by showing that the narrator is a construct of the author and, thus,
that he directs audience reactions using his characters’ viewpoints. This precludes a
completely objective or impersonal narrative style.49 Narratology is thus helpful in showing
us how to distinguish between the historical author of a text, the narrator of the text and
characters’ text and speeches.
These studies have led to work by Scott Richardson and later Maureen Alden on other
narrative strategies used in Homeric epic.50 Richardson argues that, as character speech and
character narration make up three-fifths of the poems, the result is that there is a low narratorprominence even when the narrator interrupts the story for a description.51 He further
describes the ability of the poet to assume a bird’s-eye view of the action as well as having
the ability to access his characters’ minds and emotions. On the other hand, Alden
highlighted the effects of para-narratives in the Iliad, which are the narratives secondary to
the primary story and which are told by both the poet and his characters. These secondary
stories may be used in the descriptions of objects; they may relate past events or myths that
are found only in Homer, and differ from other extant versions. Sometimes the paranarratives offer a paradigm or an example that a character should follow to modify his or her
behavior. Although para-narratives do not advance the progress of the plot, they show an
underlying connection to it; and they may act as a guide for the audience to the interpretation
and meaning of the poems.52 Para-narratives in Homer often mirror the events of the plot to
reinforce the ‘correct’ interpretation and to remove any doubts that the audience may have
about the meaning of the main plot.
Faultlines
It is certainly possible that Homer was using inherited tales of myth and legend about the
Trojan War to reflect, whether consciously or unconsciously, the emerging societal conflicts
of his own time. As Marilyn Arthur observes ‘the juxtaposition of old and new afforded
Homer an opportunity for making a complex and comprehensive statement about the
meaning as well as the evolution of social forms’.53 There is no consensus on the historical
period of the poet of the Iliad and the Odyssey, but it seems most likely that the poems were

49

de Jong 1987.
Richardson 1990; Alden 2000.
51
Richardson 1990: 61.
52
Alden 200: 11.
53
Arthur 1984: 9.
50
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composed at a time of great social upheaval and political change. In the eighth century BCE,
there was the beginning of a movement away from aristocratic forms of government to the
eventual emergence of democracy in fifth century BCE Athens.54 Ian Morris argues that the
poems, as we have them, were an attempt by an aristocratic group to legitimize their control
of power by emphasizing their genealogical links to mythical heroes whose status had been
endorsed by the gods.55 Yet as society was in a state of change, this viewpoint was not the
only one expressed by the poet.
We have no access to the original ancient audiences and their responses to the poems, but
within the poems the ideal audience is portrayed by the κηληθμός (the spell-bound response)
of the Phaeacians to Odysseus’ stories on two occasions (Od. 11.331-376 and Od. 13.1-2),
where noblemen and at least one noblewoman (Queen Arete) listened silently and with great
attention. Felski suggests that some stories have the power to enchant audiences, creating an
altered state of consciousness.56 This potential for enchantment is certainly demonstrated in
the above passages. Although the poems had a profound impact on writers too from the
classical period onwards and were held in great esteem by Aristotle, in particular, for their
literary merit and for their appeal to the emotions of fear and pity, problems of their
interpretation and meaning persisted throughout antiquity.57 The fact that these two epics
have alone survived amongst all the epics that circulated in the ancient Greek world could
attest to the capacity of these epics to engage their ancient-world audiences, but it is very
hard to establish with any degree of confidence how the poems may or may not have
connected emotionally with ancient-world audiences.58
Hardwick argues that Homer’s depiction of a world of violence, revenge, and fraught
homecomings can be seen as a challenge to the conventional cultural certainties of his time.59
Hardwick, as I have noted, describes this evidence of political and social tensions within
Homeric society as faultlines.60 Her metaphor of faultlines is based on geological processes,
54

Morris 1986: 123 suggests that in the Eighth Century BCE fundamental changes occurred in the relationship
between the elite and the ordinary citizen body which affected power and decision-making structures. See also
Osborne 2009: 47-51 for changes in burial practices denoting an increased interest in equality.
55
Morris 1986: 124.
56
Felski 2008: 76-78.
57
Aristot. Poet. 1459b8-17. In describing emotion, Aristotle used the word παθός. See Richardson 1992: 36-39
and also Yamagata 2012: 130 for both the positive and negative responses to Homer from writers such as
Aristotle and Plato. Moreover, the large body of scholia is evidence of the continuing problems of meaning and
interpretation for readers of the poems in the ancient world.
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Cairns 2019: 8.
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Hardwick 2007: 49.
60
Hardwick 2007: 49-50.
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where fractures or mass displacements in rocks and soil caused by tectonic plates shift or
collide within the earth’s crust. These cracks or gaps in the surface permanently alter the
landscape and allow us to view the previously unseen rock formation beneath the ground.
Geological processes are increasingly being used in the contemporary world as a metaphor to
reflect on the relation between what is called the ‘deep time’ of the earth’s processes and
human activity and culture.61 These processes provide a useful tool also for conceptualizing
power and other relations in human societies over time. By using this metaphor to analyse the
Homeric poems, Hardwick observes gaps or cracks in the poems’ world-view that may
indicate shifts in the distribution of power and changing attitudes to privilege or to the
dominant discourse. These cracks may become noticeable or visible only at a later point in
time, rather than at the time of the poems’ composition and performance before an original
audience.62 Morris too refers to the contradictions in the poems as ‘seams’ that are still visible
in the poems.63 Evidence for these arguments is supported by later classical Greek tragedies
such as The Oresteia by Aeschylus and The Trojan Women by Euripides, which indicated
that alternative endings to the Homeric epics were further explored in the ancient world.
The epics describe a world of contested values and attempts to transcend the limits of the
human experience. At the heart of both epics is the struggle for survival and the reality of
human mortality, of death, the boundary that humans constantly try to overcome by action.64
Knowledge of the likelihood of death in battle, and human mortality in general, drives the
characters in the epics to aim for κλέος (glory), which can be seen as the emotion of in-group
pride.65 In addition, κλέος offers a form of immortality achieved through prowess in battle
and celebrated in song. The epic heroes are thus often confronted by unpalatable choices and,
in the Iliad, Achilles, recognizing the common human suffering which connects both victor
and vanquished, begins to question the validity of striving for glory in battle.66 Yet he is
trapped by his warrior society’s expectations. So, although the singing of heroic deeds and
their sufferings may engross an audience, it is, as the poet shows us, of limited comfort to the
heroes themselves. Moreover, the role of the gods highlights their immortality in contrast to
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the human heroes in whose lives they meddle. As Jasper Griffin says, ‘the gods love great
heroes, but that love does not protect them [the heroes] from defeat and death’.67
In the Odyssey, too, we are shown the cost of the war to the victors, their struggle to return
home safely, and their grief over lost companions. They have also lost time with family
which cannot be recovered and often have difficulty re-integrating into civil society owing to
lack of trust, doubts over loyalty and the need for deception in order to survive. Eventually
Odysseus, joyfully reunited with his wife after twenty years of separation, achieves his
νόστος (return home). Yet the Odyssey ends with the actions of the goddess Athena, who
restrains Odysseus and his companions from further fighting with the families of the slain
suitors (Od. 24.541-544). It is left unclear whether this will end the feud between Odysseus
and the families of the suitors or not. As James Redfield argues, the heroic paradox is that the
community needs warriors to defend them, but a warrior ethic, by its very nature, leads to
aggressive rather than defensive war, which is then a threat to the community.68 Thus war
affects everybody involved even when it is over. Despite the attractions of peace as described
on the Shield of Achilles (Il. 18.478-608), in scenes which highlight the benefits to society of
cooperative behaviour, war seems to be the predominant way the heroic culture can settle
major disputes; as a result the heroes of Homeric epic must confront and accept their possible
death in battle, despite their longing for life.69
As the emphasis in the Odyssey is on the οἶκος (household) rather than on warfare, women
are thus more prominent than in the Iliad. There have, therefore, been many feminist readings
of the poem in recent times.70 Helen Foley’s work on reverse-gender similes in the Odyssey
highlights the unusual comparisons of Odysseus to a woman vanquished in war (Od. 8.523531) and Penelope to a just king (Od. 19.109-114), suggesting some flexibility in gender
roles and expectations that challenge the traditional view of gender in the Ancient Greek
world.71 It is, however, fair to say, as Ahuvia Kahane does, that the underlying gender
hierarchy still persists.72 But this assumption is tested in the poem. Charles Beye argues that
Penelope’s apparent power at certain times in the poem conflicts with her perceived
powerlessness at others; this confuses readers, as do descriptions of her strength in contrast to
67
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descriptions of her passivity.73 Thus, Penelope’s equality and autonomy are disputed even
amongst feminist scholars.74 In fact, Marilyn Katz proposes that in Penelope’s character there
is an indeterminacy that applies to the poem as a whole, which affects both character identity
and narrative form; it is expressed principally as a refusal of closure, a persistence of
uncertainty.75 This ambiguity in the character of Penelope certainly adds to the suspense that
readers experience as they engage with the poem and allows for different interpretations of
Penelope’s motives. Nancy Felson-Rubin, for example, suggests that Homer presents several
plot options for Penelope, which challenge the traditional view of a woman’s place in society
as expressed within the poem by Agamemnon and Telemachus.76 Jonas Grethlein, on the
other hand, explains the uncertainty over Penelope’s motivations felt by modern scholars by
arguing that, unlike modern writers, Homer, at crucial times, pays more attention to the
‘dynamics of the plot rather than to the psychological plausibility’ of his characters.77 Despite
these differing viewpoints, it is apparent in the poem that Penelope’s μῆτις (cunning) is equal
to her husband’s, and, for that and for her fidelity, she is worthy of κλέος, an unusual
achievement for a woman in epic poetry.
It is clear, therefore, that within the poems there is evidence of tension around the impact of
extreme warrior competition for κλέος on community harmony; and power relations are
critiqued by the poet through episodes of revenge and pity, which, although they are
unsettling, demonstrate that both friend and enemy share a common humanity. The
devastation of war is described by its impact not only on the warriors, but also on their wives
and family. These tensions appear at times to challenge the androcentric elite worldview of
the heroes, and here we detect faultlines of the kind that Hardwick presupposes.
Emotions
Emotion in Homeric Epic. Notwithstanding our lack of knowledge about ancient-world
audiences’ emotional responses to the epics, Douglas Cairns argues that the ancient Greek
conception of emotion is available to us through the use of cultural ‘metapohorical models’ of
emotion found in extant literature, which are often expressed as a powerful embodied and
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subjective experiences.78 Certainly, it is noticeable that in the Iliad the aristocratic heroes are
allowed and, indeed, it seems that they are encouraged by the warrior society to express their
desires and emotions passionately and openly.79 Their emotional states play a large role in
their decision-making processes.80 For Homeric characters, emotions, thoughts and desires
are often situated in their θυμός (spirit).81 The θυμός consists not only of a physical location
within the centre of the body, but it also acts as a metaphorical descriptor of an individual’s
mortal soul or personality.82 It can be understood to be separate but connected to the mind
and to the heart, both emotionally and physically.83 The θυμός can be the seat of pleasurable
emotions, but more often in Homeric epics it is linked to the emotion of anger.84 It can be
conceived of as a reflection of inner turmoil and is often likened to winds or storms.85 Thus,
the θυμός can prompt characters to take action, issue orders and can be engaged in intrapersonal dialogue where decision-making with an emotional impact is required.86 As Arthur
Adkins observes, Homeric emotions, particularly those of anger, are hard for the characters to
control owing to a culturally induced sensitivity towards slights to status.87 In the Odyssey,
however, the idea of restraint, of self-control over an initial emotional response, is developed
as a new heroic virtue and plays a significant role in Odysseus’ νόστος.88
Historical overview of Emotion. It is noticeable that emotional restraint and ‘rational’
decision-making, apparently divorced from emotion, later became dominant and desirable
features of philosophical and cultural discourse in the ancient world.89 This way of thinking
about emotion fed into patriarchal ideologies that men were rational and that women were
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irrational, owing to their perceived susceptibility to emotion.90 This view of the distinction
between rational thought and emotion continued into the modern world but has been
challenged more recently by neurological studies, along with advances in other academic
disciplines such as psychology and sociology, which highlight the crucial role that emotion
plays in decision-making.91 The combination of ephemeral emotions and more enduring
mood states, known as affect, and their impact on our conscious thought processes and social
relations is now a major subject for study in the humanities.92 Affect theories are particularly
interested in what is known as ‘embodied’ emotional and cognitive reactions to events and
social encounters outside the human body, as much as in the internal drives that occur within
the body.93 Indeed, this ‘affective turn’ has been evident in recent classical scholarship as
well.94 Angelos Chaniotis argues that classicists are well placed to study emotions found in
classical texts, as descriptions of emotional arousal, display or control are to be found in
almost every genre of Greek Literature, as well as in inscriptions.95
Evolutionary psychologist Roger Plutchik defines emotion as a ‘complex sequence of
reactions to a stimulus [including] cognitive evaluations, subjective changes, autonomic and
neural arousal, impulses to action, and behavior’ that has aided survival in humans.96
Emotions are generally distinct from instinctive drives such as the need for food and water,
which are generally internal states.97 It is therefore apparent that emotions occur in
individuals as a result of evaluations about events which occur externally in the world; these
events can affect our well-being and life goals, thereby exposing our lack of control over our
circumstances and our need for other people to survive.98 Certain events, like the arrival of a
predator, for example, trigger an instinctive response in humans such as the fight or flight
response.99 These responses have physiological manifestations such as increased breathing or
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changes in skin colour and heart-rates. The action that one takes in response to these initial
feelings is part of our rational or conscious decision-making processes. Emotional responses
may have been evolutionarily adaptive for humans in that they provide quicker responses
than conscious decision-making to events that can be categorized as threats and that require
an immediate physical response.100 Furthermore, these critical events create emotional
memories that can be re-activated in response to subsequent experiences, producing similar
physiological responses, and trigger the emotion, if not always the memory that caused it.101
Some other events, particularly in connection with personal or social relationships, provoke a
more complex interaction of genetic predispositions and acquired behavioral responses such
as attachment and shame, which are often learned in childhood from other people, such as
care-givers, for example.102 These can be described as ‘social emotions’ and can be placed
into two different categories.103 The first category, which Mark Leary calls ‘socialevaluative’ emotions, concerns how we feel about other people; the second category, which
Leary calls ‘social-relational’, concerns our perceptions of how others feel about us and about
our relationships with them.104 An individual human would be unlikely to survive in
isolation, thus the need to belong to a social group is of paramount importance, and social
acceptance is critical to human survival.105 It is now thought that, although emotions are
innate and universal, the facial expression or display of a particular emotion is subject to
social conditioning and varies across places and time.106 Display rules may force individuals
to suppress or alter their instinctive facial expressions or other physical manifestations of
emotional turmoil to meet social conventions of what is appropriate, despite their original
feeling.107 Groups and cultures therefore tend to encourage emotional expression that is
consistent with social values and power relations.108 So, as Sianne Ngai observes, feelings
and emotions are fundamentally social.109
Although there is no universally agreed on or definitive list of emotions, emotions such as
love, fear, grief, and anger are generally considered ‘basic’ emotions and appear in most
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literature on the subject.110 Martha Nussbaum, however, argues that emotions are closely
inter-connected, and that we constantly feel hope alongside fear about the world and about
any potential harm to ourselves or to the people who are important to us; a single negative
event can change that hope to grief and then to anger as we look for someone or something to
blame for what has occurred.111 So, on experiencing a critical event, it is possible to feel a
number of emotions almost simultaneously; this may explain the contradictions so evident in
the expression of emotions in the Homeric poems.112 In this thesis I will examine the
predominantly positive emotions of personal and place attachment along with largely
negative emotions such as grief and anger, which can lead to acts of either reconciliation with
former enemies or revenge.
Attachment. I will argue that attachment can include both personal and place attachment, as
the concept of home or a specific geographical location forms not only the basis of our social
identity, but underpins our spatial understanding of the world and our place in it.113 Home is
usually a place of safety and what Hogan calls ‘emotional ease’.114 Separation from home,
particularly if it is involuntary, provokes emotions of sadness, anxiety, and the loss of a sense
of belonging, which may lead to a continued sense of displacement and alienation to new
surroundings.115 It is possible that place attachment may even have preceded personal
attachments in our neurological history.116 Hogan argues that humans have what he calls an
‘emotional geography’ that structures the world between home and locations away from
home.117
Biological approaches, however, suggest that sexual desire and attachment are two
interrelated basic human drives that are essential in finding and retaining a preferred mate,
mate-guarding, reproducing offspring and parenting.118 The desire to find a mate is thus seen
as a mixture of physical attraction, genetics, biology and the need to nurture a child until
maturity. Similar attachment behavior is found in other mammals, including evidence of
mutual bonding, separation anxiety and territorial defense.119 Social psychologists, on the
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other hand, have explored the emotions that accompany these innate drives or ‘longing for
union’ with another.120 The desire for sexual union combined with mutual attachment usually
gives rise to the emotion of romantic love, which can be divided into what is known as
‘passionate’ love and ‘companionate’ love.121 Passionate love is described as an intense
predominantly sexual longing, which can lead to joy when requited, but can also lead to
feelings of sorrow and anger if unreciprocated or threatened. Companionate love can be less
intense, involving long-term attachment and commitment, as well as physical intimacy.122
This attachment, however, although delivering emotions of happiness and well-being, can
also cause anxiety and sadness when separation occurs. Researchers believe that both forms
of love are linked to attachment patterns formed in childhood; adult relationships may, of
course, include both forms of love and may occur across cultures.123 Thus, love as an emotion
is complex and may involve a number of different kinds of drives and feelings that are
important in creating and sustaining close personal relationships.124
Both Achilles and Odysseus, along with all warriors in the epics, share a great attachment to
their native land and family, but Achilles is torn between the love of his native land and his
desire to achieve κλέος in battle, knowing from his goddess mother that he is not fated to
have both (Il. 9.412-416). Odysseus, on the other hand, is overjoyed on finally reaching
Ithaca, kissing the very soil of his homeland (Od. 13.353-354). In the Homeric epics, along
with attachment to home, friendship and family ties, episodes in which hospitality plays a
part demonstrate the strong bonds that exist between members of the heroic system.125
Transgressions against hospitality are a threat to civilized society and are punished
accordingly.126 Yet it is relations with the opposite sex that are at the heart of the poems.
Dimitris Maronitis refers to relations between men and women as homilia (living together)
and categorizes these relationships ‘as conjugal, companionate and extra-conjugal’.127 He
argues that homilia is one of the mega-themes of the poems along with war and homecoming. Yet disputed relations over women are often the cause of quarrels and in fact the
immediate cause of the Trojan War itself. Beye argues that in the Iliad women are seen as
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objects or possessions, whereas, in the Odyssey, women are portrayed as needed but oftenfeared figures.128 Although Beye is generally correct, I argue that the relationship between
Hector and Andromache in the Iliad contradicts the general view of women as mere
possessions. The poet portrays Hector as pulled between his role as a warrior and the
tenderness and pity he feels for his wife Andromache and his baby son.129 We are told that his
wife is dearer to him than anyone else (Il. 6.450-455), yet, despite this, he refuses her pleas to
remain behind the walls owing to his feelings of responsibility to his men and his need to
demonstrate his own battle prowess (Il 6.441-446). Although they can laugh together at their
son’s frightened reaction to Hector’s helmet (Il. 6.472-84), despite their sadness over their
current situation, their laughter does not resolve the contradictions of conflicting familial and
heroic loyalties for Hector.130
The idea of a companionate marriage that is proposed as the ideal in the Odyssey (Od. 6.182185) and that is characterized by the marriage of Penelope and Odysseus may, however,
signal a more progressive view of the role of women in society. Conversely, however, it
seems that a wife’s faithfulness while her husband is absent is a great concern for the
returning heroes. Froma Zeitlin suggests that, in the Odyssey, male anxiety over female
sexual fidelity is one of the principal emotions that occur throughout the poem.131 Penelope’s
possible sexual interest in the attentions of the suitors is certainly seen as an issue of concern
to Odysseus, even though Odysseus himself has a number of sexual liaisons with goddesses
during his return home voyage.132 But, although Odysseus needs their help in order to return
home, those women, and others, on occasions try to delay him or to keep him for themselves,
putting his return home to his wife and family at risk. This is shown particularly by the young
princess Nausicaa’s physical attraction for the recently arrived stranger on her island (Od.
6.275-288) and her desire for marriage with him.133 Although Odysseus’ manages to tactfully
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navigate their encounter, his goal of returning home can thus be seen as potentially threatened
by female sexual desire.134
Anger. Anger can result from either physical or psychological interference of an individual’s
goals and can be seen as a kind of self-defense mechanism.135 The emotion of anger is often,
but not always, felt at the same time as the emotion of fear.136 In fact, the two emotions share
similar physiological responses.137 But, while certain events provoke a fairly universal
response in the case of fear, the same cannot be said of the emotion of anger -- angry
responses are more variable among individuals.138 Instead of running away (a typical
response to fear) the emotion of anger provokes a desire to inflict physical or emotional pain
on the person who is perceived to be its cause.139 This desire can perversely feel
pleasurable.140 Yet, as a result of the potential negative interpersonal consequences of anger,
the expression of anger is often discouraged across cultures and may be tolerated only in the
case of high status individuals.141 This may be because high-status individuals, by virtue of
their status, have more freedom of expression and are allowed to be more open in intergroup
situations than low-status individuals, who may be more inhibited.142
Although cooperative emotions such as compassion and pity are praised in both poems, they
conflict with the rage that leads to retribution and violence, which often occurs as a result of
the status-driven heroic code.143 Passionate yet thoughtful, Achilles represents for us the
difficulty heroes experience with complex moral and emotional questions.144 Yet it is his
overwhelming and unrelenting anger that singles Achilles out from his companions. This
anger is not just the ordinary kind of human anger, but a special kind of anger reserved for
major violations and offences, such as disobedience to a god’s commands, leaving the dead
unburied, violating the rules of hospitality and prize distribution. Leonard Muellner describes
the μῆνις (wrath or rage) felt by Achilles as a social emotion with power to inflict drastic
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consequences on the whole community.145 He argues that in the epics this force is designed to
maintain and protect the world order in the face of disorder and in times of stress, and applies
to both gods and humans. Agamemnon has his power and his sceptre through Zeus, but, in
violating Achilles’ prestige and honour, he is guilty of breaking the rules of reciprocity and
misusing his power. Achilles responds by refusing to recognize Agamemnon’s sovereignty
and isolates himself from his community. Yet, in his resulting alienation, as Susanne Gödde
observes, Achilles manifests an emotion that has lost any sense of limits.146 Although Gödde
may be right, as Achilles certainly tests the limits of acceptable human behaviour, I am
persuaded by Muellner, who argues that Achilles’ angry reaction is neither right nor wrong;
his action is aimed at questioning his companions’ code of behavior which has fractured
under stress and poor leadership. The result of this action is to provoke discussion amongst
the audience both within and outside the poem about power, leadership and the often
disastrous consequences of un-checked anger.147
Odysseus feels anger on many occasions in the Odyssey, particularly towards the suitors, but,
because of his role-reversal as a beggar and a suppliant, he must disguise his anger and
practice restraint and self-control.148 One of the most unusual epithets that is given by Athena
to Odysseus is ταλασίφρων, which means ‘enduring of mind’ (Od.1.87), a term which is used
by Homer only for Odysseus and no other character. This ability to endure his sufferings and
think before acting is put to the test when Odysseus, on returning home to Ithaca, is insulted
by the beggar Melanthius (Od.17-235-8). De Jong argues that, as we are given access to his
thoughts and are aware that he considers violence but restrains himself, the poet’s portrayal
of his internal debate makes his restraint even more clear.149 His self-control is tested
repeatedly by the abuse of the suitors and the maidservants. Yet Odysseus’ retribution,
although it is sanctioned by the gods in response to the suitors’ outrageous violation of the
rules of hospitality, is bloody and unrelenting. Particularly disturbing to modern sensibilities
is the cruel death of the maids, which, as Richard Rutherford argues, carries revenge to
horrific extremes.150 Likewise, Achilles, himself violating the conventional moral code of
burying the dead, goes berserk with blood-lust on the battlefield after the death of Patroclus
and subjects the body of Hector to gruesome and shocking treatment in revenge for his loss.
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He is compared many times to a fierce animal like a lion (for example, Il. 20.164 and Il.
24.572) or to a dog chasing a deer (Il. 22.189-90) for his violent actions.151
Sadness. Sadness can be defined as an emotional response to either personal loss or other
undesirable occurrences which are uncontrollable and incompatible with an individual’s life
goals.152 This feeling of sadness can develop into a more extended feeling of grief,
particularly, for example, if an individual permanently loses a close family member or an
important social relationship.153 Sadness can be seen, however, as both a social-evaluative
and a social-relational emotion.154 While feelings of joy most often provoke laughter and only
occasionally tears, sadness and grief most often lead to tears or crying. By displaying sadness
or grief through tears, this response can provoke an emotional response in others, who may
feel sympathy or pity for the individual in distress and offer comfort and aid, ensuring group
solidarity.155 But sadness can also signal understanding: for example, the understanding that,
owing to a loss of a loved one, one’s social status may be affected, resulting in a change of
position in an individual’s social hierarchy.156 David Konstan argues that changes in social
standing are particularly relevant in understanding classical notions of grief and pity.157
In the Iliad, the emotions of sadness and grief are felt by all warriors at the separation from
their native land and family caused by the war.158 But it is primarily during battle scenes that
we learn of the grief that family members may feel at a warrior’s loss in battle; many warriors
are named only at the time of their death; and the pathos of their deaths is highlighted by the
stories of the bereaved parents and wives they leave behind at home.159 As a result, audiences
can feel horror and pity at the waste of life. The violence of the battle-scenes in the Iliad is
vividly described and unrelenting. Griffin writes that the long list of killing that lasts for
thousands of lines is narrated ‘dispassionately’ with graphic detail as to the cause of death.160
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But, as Elizabeth Minchin observes, although the poet refrains from overt narratorial
comment in describing the deaths, this restrained approach could be seen as a poetic strategy
to involve the audience in making their own assessment of the emotional aspect of the violent
deaths.161 For this violence affects not only the warriors and the treatment of their bodies, but
also includes the future enslavement of women and the cruel end of old men like Priam, who
will be eaten by his own dogs after his death (Il.22.60-76). Yet the epics do not glorify this
violence nor do they sentimentalize it; rather, they force the audience to accept the harsh
reality of human existence and the inevitability of death and suffering, either on the battlefield or elsewhere.
Once Andromache learns of Hector’s death, however, her expression of grief is
overwhelming and public (Il. 22. 468-514). Through the ritual mourning for Hector, the
importance of the women who lead and participate in the funerary rites is highlighted and this
society’s display rules of grief are exposed. Achilles also displays his sadness and grief over
the death of Patroclus in a very public way (Il. 18.22-35), yet, in his desire for vengeance, he
puts aside his anger towards Agamemnon, in favour of a new anger against Hector. It is only
after his meeting with Priam (Il. 24.507-620) that Achilles recognizes a fellow-sufferer in
loss and feels pity and compassion for the old man. He realizes that he shares a common
humanity with Priam that encompasses both the joy and sorrow of the human condition.162
Owing to the emotion of pity, harmony and the social order are restored, even if in a limited
way.163
In the Odyssey, Odysseus’ sadness at being separated from his homeland and his family is
emphasized a number of times.164 Penelope too, has suffered from the long separation from
her husband and is often seen weeping and full of sorrow.165 Odysseus’ self-control is further
tested by Penelope as she weeps over the loss of her husband with a disguised Odysseus
beside her (Od. 19.208-209). Because Odysseus, despite feeling pity for her, wants to test her
loyalty, he hides his own tears; and his eyes beneath their lids are described as ὡς εἰ κέρα
ἕστασαν ἠὲ σίδηρος (as if they were horn or iron), such is his self-control (Od. 19.211).166 It is
only after the death of the suitors that he can openly weep with his wife for all they have
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suffered (Od. 23.231-233). Thus suffering appears to be an essential part of the heroic
prototypical narrative.167 This could be because the in-group emotion of heroic pride needs to
be tempered owing to its potential destructiveness to society. Odysseus’ parents, however,
also have deep sadness as a result of his absence; his mother Anticleia tells Odysseus in
Hades that it was her longing for him that caused her death (Od. 11.202-203). And despite
testing his despairing father for loyalty in a way that seems to modern readers unnecessary
and somewhat cruel, Odysseus feels pity at his father’s isolation from palace life and grief for
his absent son (Od. 24.235-240).168 Separation and reunion with attachment figures,
therefore, play an important role in the emotional intensification of the narrative for readers
of the Odyssey.169
Modern Audience Reception of Homeric Epic
Reader-Response Criticism and Reception Studies. Reader-response criticism, also known
as reception theory, has had an enormous impact on literary studies. Although reception
theory was developed in the 1960s at the University of Konstanz in Germany, it is only
relatively recently that it has been widely used to analyse the Homeric poems and their
reception in the modern world.170 In this thesis I will be using the Reception Studies
framework broadly developed by Charles Martindale which, while deriving predominantly
from the previous work of Hans Jauss and Wolfgang Iser, is particularly relevant for the field
of Classics.171 His theoretical approach was further extended by Lorna Hardwick, James
Porter, Christopher Stray and Miriam Leonard, for example, all of whom have been
influential in the development of classical reception studies.172 In recent years, Martindale has
revised his earlier approach to reception studies.173 Although he allows that reception studies
may take many forms, he continues to favour a literary approach to classical reception; he is
somewhat dismissive of studies on film, comics and other forms of popular culture, which, he
believes, may ‘trivialise’ the discipline.174 This is the point on which he and Hardwick differ,
as she is interested in diverse forms of reception and their impacts on cultural studies, as well
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as on the field of Classics.175 Despite this difference, their methodological approach is similar
and provides the theoretical framework for my own approach to reception in this thesis.
One of the most significant tenets of this theory is that reading demands the active
participation of readers in a two-way process in which the past and the present are combined
with each other in the making of meaning.176 Thus, when texts are read in a different time
from that of their composition, they can take on different meanings from their original
meaning.177 That this interaction can change our current understanding of the ancient world is
important to this thesis. Porter goes further, arguing that the conventional conception of the
ancient world is itself a modern projection back onto the past of antiquity; it may not reflect
either the reality of the ancient world or the multiplicity of views that may have existed.178
Furthermore, he argues that cultures result from competing points of view, rather than from
fixed positions.179
As cultures are formed out of social relationships, ideological processes and cultural
productions such as literature and art,180 Redfield has described the culture found in the
Homeric poems as ‘a tissue of ambiguities, of tensions and unresolved problems’.181 These
problems arise because no one view of the world can satisfactorily account all the time for the
way things really are, and why.182 Raymond Williams developed this idea further by claiming
that in any culture there are three strands of ideology present at any time: old fashioned ideas
of behaviour that are in decline, dominant ideas held by the majority of people, and emergent
ideas held by a few, which challenge other views and may not themselves become
mainstream for centuries.183 Edith Hall can therefore argue that the emphasis on Penelope’s
intelligence in the Odyssey may represent just this kind of emergent idea, in contrast to a
more conservative view of women that appeared to be more prevalent in the ancient world.184
Thus, ideologies are a mix of goals and beliefs that attempt to justify the status quo and the
current social hierarchies of any particular group or society; they may be accepted in an
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unreflective or unconscious way by members of that society.185 Yet, gaps and what Felski
describes as ‘social contradictions’ may appear in any ideology when it is confronted with
real world problems.186
Reception theory has therefore challenged our understanding of where meaning resides in
classical texts, along with our assumptions about the primacy of authorial intention and the
original audience’s response.187 One of the achievements of reception theory has been to
confront these assumptions, and to expose the diversity of perspectives in the ancient world
and to acknowledge that subsequent readers through time may choose to emphasize certain
values at the expense of others in order to support their own beliefs and viewpoints.188 This
emphasis on readers and their ‘horizon of expectations’, whereby they filter a text through
their own social and historical background to derive meaning, can therefore account for the
different interpretations of the same text over time.189 As Leonard argues, it is possible to
filter any text only through one’s own world-view and social framework: thus she challenges
the idea of scholarly ‘objectivity’.190 Certainly it is clear that scholarship itself can be
described as part of the reception of a text. This approach explains the various different
interpretations of the Homeric poems throughout history, where scholars as well as readers of
the poems have responded to the narrative tensions and contradictions in the poems, and the
emotions, in the light of their own contemporary conditions and concerns.191
Furthermore, Hans Georg Gadamer developed the idea that there is an ever-changing ‘fusion
of horizons’ between text and reader and the past and the present.192 As a result, new layers
of meanings can be added to a text through different historical periods over time, modifying
or enhancing subsequent interpretations of the text. Moreover, reception studies can also
reflect back on ancient texts and ask new questions or re-examine previously unconsidered or
discarded interpretations.193 As Hardwick goes on to illustrate, reception studies can reveal
both the similarities and the differences between the ancient and modern worlds and can
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challenge the idea of universal human values; but at the same time reception studies reveal
that classical texts are still relevant in the 20th and 21st centuries.194 In the world of today
there has been a shift in focus from elite aristocratic heroes to the concerns of ordinary
people. But power and privilege are still unequally distributed; miscarriages of justice persist.
Conflicts around gender, equality and fairness persist in a world dominated by globalization,
technological change, terrorism and, currently, pandemics. So, in trying to understand the
continuing appeal of the Homeric poems in the modern world, it is evident that not only do
they provide the critical distance for writers to reflect on the cultural and political struggles in
their own societies, but they are also the catalyst for writers, readers and critics to ask
questions of the poems that have not been asked previously or that may have been forgotten
over time.195
I argue that writers, in particular, may use, adapt or modify some of the troubling emotions
and paradoxes in the epics to reflect on their own contemporary societies and cultures -themes that are still of concern in the modern world. The different perspectives which have
emerged because of the sweeping political and social changes of the twentieth and twentyfirst centuries reveal challenges to modern cultural certainties that have the capacity to inspire
new generations of writers and artists. These changes may have occurred within or outside
western culture, but their influence has been widespread as a result of global political
changes, such as have occurred with the dismantling of European colonial empires, for
example. Hardwick argues that changes in power structures or religious and moral attitudes
challenge traditional societal assumptions and expose underlying tensions; but these changes
also allow for new approaches to addressing current cultural concerns.196 In adapting and reworking the Homeric epics, modern writers and artists can reflect on contemporary cultural,
emotional and political tensions yet can avoid criticism or censorship because of the distance
between their cultures and that of Homeric epic.197
In the following paragraphs, I shall give a brief summary of other literary movements in the
20th century that are relevant for the authors selected in this thesis. James Joyce, for example,
unlike the other authors examined in this thesis, could be described as a leading modernist
writer. The movement called Modernism emerged as a result of the rapid industrialization,
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urbanization and increasingly secularized nature of late 19th century and early 20th century
Europe.198 Modernist writers were increasingly dissatisfied with the previous realist style of
Victorian era literature and wished to explore the inner world and consciousness of
individuals affected by rapid social change and the political upheavals of World War I.199
Post-modernism, on the other hand, although it developed after World War II and the Coldwar era, can be seen as an extension of rather than a reaction to or a break from
modernism.200 It is, however, characterized by increased scepticism and suspicion of the
‘grand’ narratives and ideals of the Enlightenment and liberal humanism.201 Post-modern
thinking disputes the idea of an objective universal truth, instead viewing that truth as
subjective and relative.202 Like modernism, however, post-modernism is experimental with
literary form and style.203 Although modernism questioned the reliability of the narrator, postmodernism is increasingly pre-occupied with the self-reflexivity of the author.
Although living outside Ireland in self-imposed exile, Joyce, however, set Ulysses in Ireland,
which at that time was still a colony under British control. Nevertheless, like the post-colonial
writers examined in this thesis he focused predominantly on previously marginalized or
silenced voices ruled by colonial powers.204 Post-colonial writers usually share an interest in
displacement, migration and exile, often along with an element of what Homi Bhabha calls
‘unhomeliness’.205 To be ‘unhomed’ is not to be homeless, but refers to a feeling common
amongst inhabitants of post-colonial worlds of not belonging in your own birth-place as a
result of forced displacement and the cultural hierarchies imposed by colonial masters.
Appropriation of classical literature, including the Homeric poems, has certainly played a not
insignificant role in supporting imperial ideologies and notions of western superiority
throughout history.206 Yet, as Hardwick argues, at the same time classical texts have been
used as sources for questioning the status quo and revealing oppression in contemporary
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societies.207 As a result, there exists a complicated mixture of resistance to and engagement
with the cultural and racial legacy of former colonial empires.208
In Chapter Two, I examine the emotion of romantic love, which arises from the drives of
attachment and sexual desire. Female sexual desire is often portrayed as a threat to patriarchal
societies as it is not compatible with idealized notions of the need for feminine purity and
innocence in sexual matters. Joyce’s portrayal of a young girl’s desire for a marriage partner
and an outlet for her sexual needs is based largely on Homer’s Nausicaa. It caused a public
outrage on publication.209 Strongly influenced by Freud, Joyce was critical of sexually
repressive Ireland. He wanted to examine sexuality, attachment and marriage in a new way.
The unfaithful wife Molly Bloom of Joyce’s Ulysses at first glance appears to be the opposite
of the ideal faithful wife as portrayed by Homer’s Penelope. But both Bloom and Molly share
a mutual attachment and like-mindedness similar to that of Penelope and Odysseus that can,
however, survive despite Molly’s (and Bloom’s) infidelity. Yet, on reading Joyce’s portrayal
of Molly alongside the Odyssey, it is possible to see the contradictions and ambivalences
inherent in Homer’s descriptions of female sexuality and the disempowerment of women that
occurred in both Homer’s world and Ireland under British colonial rule.
In Chapter Three, I examine the impact of anger and the problematic issues of revenge
tales.210 Feminist author Margaret Atwood re-writes the Odyssey from the perspective of
Penelope in The Penelopiad, revealing a different point of view on the traditional hero’s
homecoming tale. Yet Penelope’s own version of events is called into question by her
handmaidens, and it is their anger at the injustice of their deaths, not Odysseus’, that is
examined in The Penelopiad. The acceptance of violence directed at women, not only in the
ancient world but also in the modern world, is shockingly exposed by the voices of the
handmaidens as they try to seek justice from Hades. This change in point of view allows
readers to confront the disturbing nature of Odysseus’ anger and his retribution on the
handmaidens in the Odyssey, as it reveals more clearly the dark side of Homer’s hero. Yet, as
there is no resolution or justice achieved for the handmaidens at the end of The Penelopiad,
their anger continues unabated: their only option is to haunt Odysseus forever.
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In Chapter Four, I examine how the emotion of anger can be superseded by the emotion of
pity. Australian author David Malouf, in Ransom, focusses almost entirely on Book 24 of the
Iliad in his re-telling of the reconciliation between Achilles and Priam, the King of Troy. The
emotion of pity elicits some discomfort in the modern world, as it assumes an inequality in
status between individuals. But, by exploring Achilles’ anger towards Hector for the death of
his companion Patroclus, Malouf draws attention to Achilles surprising demonstration of pity
towards Hector’s father. By expanding the role of Priam and revealing his emotional turmoil,
the interaction and connection between Achilles and Priam is given a new meaning in
Ransom, underscoring the continued need for compassion and humanity in the modern world
as a way of combating negative and self-destructive emotions like anger and alienation.
In Chapter Five, I examine the emotions of sadness and grief. Alice Oswald’s poem
Memorial draws inspiration from the loss of the lessor warriors, who are often mentioned
briefly by name in the Iliad. Re-using and adapting Homer’s small ‘obituaries’, in many cases
to a modern context, Oswald highlights the grief that family members, particularly women,
feel at their loss. Although Oswald generally suppresses the formal role of lament in
Memorial, there are a few occasions where individuals take part in funeral ceremonies. But
the brief and private rituals of mourning in the modern world appear to provide less comfort
to individuals I suggest when compared with the elaborate funeral rites in the world of
Homer. In addition, Oswald powerfully re-positions Homer’s similes to poignantly express
anew the emotions associated with the waste of life that occurs in wars of any period, as well
as demonstrating human insignificance in the face of powerful natural forces.
In Chapter Six, I examine place attachment and longing for home. Derek Walcott re-sets the
return story of the Odyssey on the Caribbean island of St Lucia. Like Oswald he is interested
in the lives of ordinary people rather than aristocrats. His heroes, although they have Homeric
names, are simple fishermen, who, as a result of the displacement caused by slavery, have
lost their sense of belonging to the land of their birth and feel alienated in their island home.
This longing for home is shared by the narrator as well as his characters, and is partly
assuaged by a dream visit to their African place of origin accompanied by a swift, the bird of
return common to both the Odyssey and Omeros. The role of the bard is also crucial for the
poet in his search for home. These elements and the acknowledgement of not only the trauma
of slavery, but the promise of a new hybrid culture that has emerged in the post-colonial
society of St Lucia, allows for a new attachment to the landscape of the Caribbean for its
inhabitants.
35

While readings of individual contemporary texts and how they re-imagine Homer’s epics
have been conducted by a number of scholars such as Lilian Doherty, Gregson Davis, Coral
Howells, Bernadette Brennan and Elizabeth Minchin in relation to Joyce’s Ulysses, Atwood’s
The Penelopiad, Malouf’s Ransom, Oswald’s Memorial and Walcott’s Omeros, this is the
first study that I am aware of to study a range of texts and focus primarily on emotion.211 This
is important because new studies of the emotions as they are revealed in the literature of the
ancient world allow us to better understand the motivations of the characters and something
of their inner lives. What I demonstrate in this thesis is the imaginative way in which
contemporary writers respond to certain emotional crises in the lives of the Homeric
characters and re-work them for today’s world.
In discussing cultural shifts across time Hardwick argues that there may be convergence
across cultures as well as divergence.212 By this she means that we may still recognise
‘commonalities’ in human values between ancient and modern societies, but at the same time
there may be culturally-specific differences that make ancient works feel remote and
unfamiliar to contemporary audiences.213 In adapting and expanding Hardwick’s concept of
faultlines, I shall argue that convergence and divergence in regard to the expression of
emotion within the poems of Homer is evident in the modern writers studied in this thesis.
Although working in social and political conditions that are different from those in which the
Homeric poet worked, these writers are inspired by the emotional conflicts within the poems
to explore the expression of certain emotions in their own times. What distinguishes each
writer from the other is the particular emotion that they have selected to explore in their
stories. In this thesis, using modern approaches to affect, I examine the emotions of personal
attachment, anger, grief, pity and longing for home that are displayed both in the Homeric
poems and in their modern counterparts -- an approach which, I propose, offers a new
explanation of the continued resonance of the Homeric epics.
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Chapter Two
Lifting the Veil: Sexual Desire and Personal Attachment in
Homer’s Odyssey and James Joyce’s Ulysses
In this chapter, I shall examine the often-contradictory emotions generated by sexual desire
and personal attachment, which, as I shall demonstrate, are fundamental to the interpersonal
relationships both in the Odyssey and in James Joyce’s Ulysses.214 I shall explore the
attachment that Odysseus feels for his wife, showing that the ideal marriage of Odysseus and
Penelope is based not only on their similar character traits, but also on a strong mutual
emotional and physical connection that survives despite the couple’s long separation and
options for alternative partners. Penelope’s fidelity during this long absence is a source of
anxiety for Odysseus, despite his own temporary liaisons on the journey home, demonstrating
an emotional fautline in the portrayal of attachment and female sexual desire in the poem.
Odysseus’ preference, however, for what Hogan calls a ‘non-substitutable’ partner is tested
many times, such as by the marital and sexual desires of the Phaeacian princess Nausicaa.215
Although Nausicca is a potential alternative attachment figure for Odysseus, as I shall discuss
below, her desire for attachment is not realised, as Odysseus prefers to return home to his
wife and family. Finally, I explore Penelope’s attachment to her husband, despite the
attentions of the suitors, and her use of their marriage bed to prove that the ‘real’ Odysseus
has returned and is not an imposter.
James Joyce too explored male-female relationships within the context of marriage or,
indeed, in the case of Gerty MacDowell, the desire for marriage. Although Joyce’s character
Leopold Bloom is less concerned with male domination of women than is Odysseus,
anxieties about female fidelity, as well as marital attachment, are still evident in Ulysses.216
And, despite her affair with another man, Molly Bloom reveals a similarly enduring
attachment to her husband, revealed by the couple’s reconciliation in their marriage bed.
While scholars such as T.S. Eliot and Stephen Minta observe that, in using the Odyssey for
his model in Ulysses, Joyce saw an opportunity to explore the tensions apparent to him in his
own time, tensions which Minta describes as ‘romance and realism, sentimentality and
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cynicism, sexual frustration and orgasmic release’,217 I argue that the emotional faultlines of
attachment and sexual desire in the Homeric poem drew Joyce’s attention and inspired him,
in his re-writing of the Odyssey, to re-interpret not only the personal attachment of Odysseus
and Penelope through a modernist lens, but also the emotional and sexual longing for a
partner felt by a young unmarried woman such as Nausicaa. As Joyce obliges us to confront
conventional notions of female sexuality we find new meaning in the ancient text as a
result.218
As I discussed in Chapter One, the combination of two essential human drives necessary for
survival, such as personal attachment and longing for physical union with another, can give
rise to the emotion of romantic love.219 Love can consist of ‘passionate’ love and/or
‘companionate’ love, both of which may vary in intensity.220 There are a number of elements
present in sexual desire too: Stephen Levine distinguishes between a biological drive, a
psychological or emotional motive, and a cultural component.221 Sexual desire and love that
is reciprocated can lead to feelings of joy, fulfilment, and belonging; unreciprocated love and
sexual desire, or separation from an attachment figure, however, can lead to emotions of
unhappiness, anxiety and even anger.222 Thus it is evident that the emotions of love and
sexual desire may often be conflicted or, as a result of certain events, at times ambivalent.223
Tensions around sexual desire and personal attachment are certainly visible in both the
Odyssey and Ulysses, as I shall demonstrate below.
Furthermore, the portrayal of romantic love in narrative acts as an emotional trigger for
readers. By combining sexual desire and the biological drive for attachment, romantic love
stories show us how transient sexual desire and bonding may be transformed into a more
permanent and enduring life-goal, thus ensuring audience attention.224 Romantic love-stories
have the added ideological goal of containing potentially disruptive sexual activity within the
socially stable institution of marriage. They provide an avenue for sexual desires to be
portrayed -- without necessarily being explicit -- thus not violating any cultural taboos.225 Yet
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romantic narratives can also, paradoxically, challenge conventional social hierarchies that
may block young lovers from their desired union.226 The work of Simone de Beauvoir,
Michel Foucault and Judith Butler have, over time, contributed to the more recent view that
gender and sexuality are to a large degree socially constructed and culturally determined
rather than the result of any innate biologically determined function.227 It is therefore possible
to examine the poems of Homer and Joyce’s Ulysses as products of the gender patterns that
were prevalent at the time of their composition, although both texts at times challenge those
patterns, as I shall discuss below.
In regard to female desire, male-female human relationships in the Homeric epics are most
often portrayed within the institution of marriage.228 Generally the Homeric epics are
dominated by an androcentric point of view, which held that the proper place for a woman
was in the domestic sphere rather than in the public world of men.229 Although the Homeric
poems on occasions seem to challenge this patriarchal viewpoint, women’s desires
uncontrolled by men, particularly in the Odyssey, are seen to produce emotions of male
anxiety, before and even after marriage. 230 In Ulysses, gender relations reflect the social,
political and economic constraints of Joyce’s world as well. In Ireland at the beginning of the
twentieth century, women were mostly confined to the domestic space; gender segregation
persisted. Sensitive to the covert sexual tension in the Odyssey, Joyce used Homer’s
characters to explore his modernist concerns with female sexual repression and marital
fidelity in an explicit way that was shocking to many readers of his time.231 In this chapter, I
shall demonstrate not only the contradictions but also the similarities and the differences
between the depiction of personal attachment relations in the ancient Greek world of Homer
226
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and the modern Western world of James Joyce. Gadamer’s idea of the ‘fusion of horizons’
that takes place between the social world in which a text was composed and the social world
of the reader, which may modify or enhance subsequent interpretations, is crucial in
understanding Joyce’s interpretation the Odyssey.232 Joyce’s exposure to Freud’s ideas about
repressed sexuality encouraged him to adapt the personal relationships and emotional
motivations of the Homeric characters to a new socio-historical context, thereby adding new
layers of meaning to the poem.233 As a result Ulysses itself has had a profound impact on
subsequent twentieth century readers of Homer’s epic.234
Sexual Desire and Attachment in Homer
Overview. Gender differences fundamental to the organisation of ancient Greek society were
expressed both in mythology and literature, where the power structures of the Ancient Greek
world were reflected.235 The ancient Greek concept of sexuality was signified by the goddess
Aphrodite and by ἔρως (love and/or desire), which had both positive and negative
connotations.236 There were strongly held beliefs in the ancient world that, unlike men,
women were unable to control their sexuality and would easily yield to sexual temptation if
not properly guarded by their male relatives.237 Owing to a lack of reliable birth-control,
female sexuality was inevitably linked to reproduction. As Marilyn Skinner argues, the fear
of aberrant female sexuality was particularly focussed on pre-marital and adulterous female
sexual relationships, which could threaten patrilineal lines of descent and inheritance.238
Segregation of the sexes and marriage were both seen, therefore, to be important social
institutions for controlling natural, yet potentially disruptive, human desire.
Generally, representations of sexuality in ancient Greek literature are presented from the male
point of view.239 The Odyssey is unusual in that female sexual desire is at times expressed
from a female point of view. But it is evident that men had much more licence for sexual
freedom, both within and outside marriage. Despite this, however, the belief that women
were more ‘wanton’ than men persisted.240 It seems that the needs of the agricultural
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economy in the archaic age led to sexual divisions of labour. Along with warfare, male
activity was focused on raising crops and animal husbandry, while women’s tasks were
focused on transforming these raw products into economically useful goods which could be
stored or traded.241 As a result, the role of the wife was crucial in maintaining and guarding
the prosperity of the οἶκος. The resultant ideology and rationalization about gender difference
can be seen as a product of culture and may be linked to the economic and power structures
of that society.242 Yet, paradoxically, this idea that gender interdependence was the
foundation of a well-functioning society may account for the generally positive view of
women in the Odyssey. As ancient Greek society changed from hereditary aristocratic land
control to the development of the democratic πόλις (city state) with an increased dependence
on foreign trade and urbanisation, the importance of agriculture declined and the view of the
value of women to the economy and thus to society changed. This economic transformation
may account for the later more misogynistic view of women that we observe in classical
Athens; yet it may also explain some of the contradictions displayed in the portrayal of
women in the epics.243
Catherine Belsey proposes that ideology exists in relation both to the real world and to the
world of the imagination and that, in order to protect the interests and power of dominant
social hierarchies, it obscures or attempts to simplify the reality of existence by using partial
truths and ‘gaps rather than lies, smoothing over contradictions’ to achieve a veneer of
coherence.244 It has been argued that these contradictions arise because no one view of the
world can satisfactorily account all the time for the way things really are, and why. 245
Evidence for this view may be found in the Odyssey: although many characters in the
Homeric epics express the traditional view that women should be silent in the public world of
men and keep to their place inside the home, submitting obediently to the control of their
male relatives, at crucial times women in the poems transgress this rule, giving commands or
asking questions publicly (for example Il. 6.431-439, Od. 1.340-342, and 7.236-239). This
may be because in times of war or societal upheaval, in the real world there was more
flexibility in gender roles and expectations than the traditional view would suggest.246 John
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Winkler argues that ‘since all social codes can be manipulated as well as subverted and
obeyed’, it is no doubt possible that many women developed strategies to circumvent or resist
these structures, perhaps covertly, so that they could gain some autonomy over their lives;
these strategies may then be unconsciously represented in literature.247
Nancy Felson-Rubin argues that Homer presents a number of plot options for Penelope,
which challenge the traditional views of a woman’s place in society that are expressed in the
poem by characters like Agamemnon and Telemachus.248 Yet the concept that sexual control
and ownership of women by men is the most desirable status quo for society is at the heart of
the Homeric worldview, perhaps for the reason that women’s sexual desires may conflict
with or subvert the desires of men and upset the preferred social order.249 Although Odysseus
often relies on the aid of women during the course of his homeward journey, they often pose
a threat to his survival by their potential for treachery or by their desire to keep him for
themselves.250 This is described by Victoria Wohl as the ‘double bind’ of men’s reliance on
women, despite men’s fear or distrust.251
Although the narrative prototype of the Odyssey is primarily heroic, the attachment and
longing that Odysseus and his wife feel for each other adds a ‘romantic’ element to the poem,
which varies greatly, however, from a standard romantic prototype.252 This latter kind of
romantic narrative generally follows a pattern where two young unattached people fall in
love, are separated and then re-united happily in marriage.253 Attachment relations,
particularly those that include separation and reunion, appear to activate not only emotional
memories but also anxieties concerning separation from attachment figures in childhood, thus
ensuring wide audience involvement in the outcome.254 Odysseus and Penelope, however, are
already married, but have been separated for twenty years by the Trojan War and Odysseus’
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subsequent adventures. In Odysseus’ absence, Penelope is courted by other suitors, which
threaten not only his marriage but the control of his property. Finally Odysseus and Penelope
are re-united, but only after Odysseus’ anxiety about Penelope’s sexual desire for the suitors
has been overcome.
But it is not only the suitors who threaten the marriage of Odysseus and Penelope. A number
of women, including the goddesses Circe and Calypso, desire the hero and delay his return
home. Their episodes in the poem, at least for Odysseus, are more typical of sexual desire,
rather than emotional attachment.255 Hogan argues that in narrative sexual desire alone is
more typically presented in the form of episodes of either ‘sexual pursuit or seduction’ that
lead to a physical union rather than as a major narrative prototype.256 Following this union,
men without emotional attachment are able to repeat this experience with a number of other
partners; for the audience, emotional intensification is thus limited as the episode is not part
of an enduring condition like marriage or reunion with a non-substitutable partner.257 Sexualdesire stories dissociated from attachment thus do not meet the over-riding rules of narrative
that require an emotionally satisfying end.258 They may, however, be useful as an alternative
story-line for the protagonist, suggested as a potential option only to be subsequently
dismissed, and thereby increasing the suspense of the story for the audience.259
Odysseus. Although Odysseus is the protagonist of a heroic epic, and generally characterised
as a warrior, his portrayal challenges notions of Ancient Greek gender stereotypes. Odysseus
is also known for his gentleness, particularly towards women, and his ability to understand
the minds of others. For this ability, and for his ability to deceive, Odysseus is described as
πολύτροπος (the man of many turns).260 These attributes, however, often attract suspicion and
rivalry from other men; he is more able to achieve co-operation and assistance from
women.261 His mother describes how she longed for his ἀγανοφροσύνη (gentleheartedness).262 And Mentor, at an assembly of the Ithacans, reminds them that Odysseus was
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πατὴρ…ὣς ἤπιος (as gentle as a father).263 The idea of gentleness and respect as key
masculine attributes, particularly towards wives, is an important part of the notion of the ideal
marriage in the Odyssey. I suggest that this may mark a questioning of conventional forms of
masculine behaviour, as it casts doubt on the typical double standard of fidelity of the
period.264 This is shown too at Od. 1.432-433, when, in contrast to Agamemnon, who brought
a concubine home with him from the war (Od. 11.421-423), Odysseus’ father Laertes did not
sleep with the slave-woman Eurycleia:
ἶσα δέ μιν κεδνῇ ἀλόχῳ τίεν ἐν μεγάροισιν,
εὐνῇ δ᾽ οὔ ποτ᾽ ἔμικτο, χόλον δ᾽ ἀλέεινε γυναικός:
He honoured her even as he honoured his faithful wife in his halls, but he never lay
with her, for he avoided the anger of his wife.
Thus, concern for the harmony of the οἶκος and the idea of ὁμοφροσύνη (like-mindedness)
between a husband and a wife underpin the idea of a successful marriage. And this is
reflected in Odysseus’ attitude to marriage: at Od. 6.180-183, he describes to Nausicaa the
ideal marriage which the poem celebrates:265
‘σοὶ δὲ θεοὶ τόσα δοῖεν ὅσα φρεσὶ σῇσι μενοινᾷς,
ἄνδρα τε καὶ οἶκον, καὶ ὁμοφροσύνην ὀπάσειαν
ἐσθλήν· οὐ μὲν γὰρ τοῦ γε κρεῖσσον καὶ ἄρειον,
ἢ ὅθ᾽ ὁμοφρονέοντε νοήμασιν οἶκον ἔχητον
ἀνὴρ ἠδὲ γυνή·’
‘To you, may the gods give as many things as your heart desires and send you both a
husband and a home and harmonious unity of mind and feeling; for there is nothing
greater and better than when a man and a woman keep house together in harmony of
heart and mind;’
This companionate view of marriage provokes a number of responses from Homeric
scholars.266 Arthur, for example, argues that, although ‘romanticised’, Odysseus’ relationship
with his wife is an outstanding example of the ‘mutual respect and affection’ that underlined
the importance of a wife’s position in the Homeric οἶκος.267 Certainly, it may be the memory
of his own like-minded marriage that inspires Odysseus in the above speech. I propose too

263

Od. 2.234.
Ames 2003: 142. Ames notes that in the ancient Greek world generally, although women are condemned
strongly for infidelity, ‘usually male infidelity is viewed to be insignificant and beneath mention.’ Although
Odysseus did sleep with Calypso and Circe, these events took place away from his home and wife.
265
Schein 1995: 24.
266
Katz 1991: 173; Felson-Rubin 1994: 44; Foley 2009: 207.
267
Arthur 1984: 14-15.
264

44

that it is the expression of an ideal marital attachment that ensures emotional involvement on
the part of an audience to the poem as it portrays an enduring condition compatible with
fundamental life goals.268
Moreover, Seth Schein argues that it is a characteristic of the Odyssey that having a
harmonious marriage can equal the kind of glory that, in the Iliad, comes from heroic
warfare.269 Indeed, Penelope’s performance as a ruler, despite her husband’s absence for
twenty years, is described by Odysseus as like that of an excellent king, whose people
prosper under his leadership (Od. 19.109-114). This description of her attributes as a leader
echoes Tiresias’ prophecy that Odysseus will be a long-lived king, with his people prosperous
around him (Od. 11.136-137). The poet thereby implies that both men and women are equally
capable of ruling well for their people.
A challenge to conventional gender hierarchies in the poem is seen also in the number of
unusual reverse-sex similes, which liken both Odysseus and Penelope to a member of the
opposite sex. The feelings of Odysseus, on hearing the minstrel on Phaeacia singing about the
Trojan War, are, at Od. 8.523-531, described thus:
ὡς δὲ γυνὴ κλαίῃσι φίλον πόσιν ἀμφιπεσοῦσα,
ὅς τε ἑῆς πρόσθεν πόλιος λαῶν τε πέσῃσιν,
ἄστεϊ καὶ τεκέεσσιν ἀμύνων νηλεὲς ἦμαρ·
ἡ μὲν τὸν θνήσκοντα καὶ ἀσπαίροντα ἰδοῦσα
ἀμφ᾽ αὐτῷ χυμένη λίγα κωκύει· οἱ δέ τ᾽ ὄπισθε
κόπτοντες δούρεσσι μετάφρενον ἠδὲ καὶ ὤμους
εἴρερον εἰσανάγουσι, πόνον τ᾽ ἐχέμεν καὶ ὀιζύν·
τῆς δ᾽ ἐλεεινοτάτῳ ἄχεϊ φθινύθουσι παρειαί·
ὣς Ὀδυσεὺς ἐλεεινὸν ὑπ᾽ ὀφρύσι δάκρυον εἶβεν.
And as a woman wails, throwing herself upon her dear husband, who has fallen in
front of his city and his people, seeking to ward off from his city and his children the
pitiless day; and as she beholds him dying and gasping for breath, clinging to him she
shrieks aloud, while behind her, the enemy, beating her back and shoulders with their
spears, lead her away to captivity and to bear toil and woe, while with most pitiful
grief her cheeks are wasted; so did Odysseus let fall pitiful tears from beneath his
brows.
Foley argues that this simile is a ‘reverse-simile’, as men are compared to women and victors
to their victims, which seems to suggest both equivalencies between people from different
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social backgrounds and genders and instability or an inversion in the social order. 270 In
addition, what is striking about the above simile is the intensity of grief with which Odysseus
reacts to the story of the Trojan horse, his greatest deception. Instead of pride in his famous
accomplishment, Odysseus is moved to tears by the tale; it is only the emotional suffering
resulting from the war that he recalls, not the success of his ruse. As Hogan observes, in
heroic plots there is often what he calls an ‘epilogue of suffering’; this may occur as a way of
compensating for the ambivalence that readers may feel about characters who indulge in
violent and, in the case of Odysseus, deceptive behaviour to achieve their goals.271
Instead of acting as an epilogue to his adventures, however, the narrator of the Odyssey
describes Odysseus’ suffering in the prologue of the poem at Od.1.1-13, stating that:
τὸν δ᾽ οἶον νόστου κεχρημένον ἠδὲ γυναικὸς
he felt longing for his return and for his wife
Odysseus himself first appears to us weeping by the shore on Calypso’s island (Od. 5. 151153). As a result of a visit from Hermes, Calypso tells Odysseus that he will no longer suffer
the sorrow that has affected him for so long, and that she will help him leave her island (Od.
5.157-161). Although she offers him immortality if he stays with her, he prefers to go home
to his wife Penelope, even though she is inferior to the goddess in looks and stature (Od.
5.215-217). For him, there is no substitute, mortal or immortal, who can take her place in his
affections. Despite this avowal of affection for his wife, however, on his journey home
Odysseus has had physical relations with another woman outside his marriage, not only with
Calypso but also Circe.
In his sexual encounter with Circe at Od. 10.339-341, Odysseus seems to fear her power over
him and wonders whether:
‘αὐτὸν δ᾽ ἐνθάδ᾽ ἔχουσα δολοφρονέουσα κελεύεις
ἐς θάλαμόν τ᾽ ἰέναι καὶ σῆς ἐπιβήμεναι εὐνῆς,
ὄφρα με γυμνωθέντα κακὸν καὶ ἀνήνορα θήῃς.’
‘Keeping me here with crafty purpose, you will order me to go into the bedchamber
and get me upon the bed so that you can strip me naked and make me worthless and
unmanly.’
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He allows her to bathe him only after she has sworn an oath not to harm him. John Gutglueck
argues that Odysseus shows, instead of modesty or lack of trust, what could be described as
‘castration anxiety.’272 It could also be described as a fear of sexual domination by a woman.
This male fear of domination is emphasised by William Stanford, who described Circe as a
‘dispassionate enchantress intent on having her own way’.273 There is certainly a sense of
menace around Odysseus’ amorous encounter with Circe that is missing from his encounter
with Calypso. In addition, as they stay on Circe’s island, Odysseus’ men fear that Odysseus
will be tempted to forget his return home altogether (Od.10.470-474). Along with a certain
amount of menace arising from female desire, I suggest that this episode seems to indicate
also a certain ambivalence in Odysseus regarding his return home despite his attachment to
his wife, as I will discuss more fully in Chapter Six, below.274
Nausicaa. Female sexual desire and the desire for a more permanent attachment that may
threaten Odysseus’ return home are displayed also in Book Six of the Odyssey. After sailing
from Calypso’s island on a raft which is then broken up in a storm, Odysseus is washed up on
the island of Scheria, naked and alone. The goddess Athena is aware of Odysseus’
circumstances and, knowing that the young princess of the island, Nausicaa, is of an age to
think about marriage, uses her preoccupation to ensure a warm welcome on Scheria and,
ultimately, Odysseus’ return to his homeland (Od. 6.14-40).275 The idea of a young girl being
interested in sex and having desires of her own violates the patriarchal convention that a
woman’s sexuality is properly defined and controlled by her father or husband.276 So it is
completely plausible that when Athena puts into Nausicaa’s mind the idea of washing clothes
as a prelude to marriage, and Nausicaa requests a carriage from her father to carry dirty
clothes to the washing place at Od. 6.66-67, she prefers to mention her brothers and their
need for clean clothes for the dance, rather than her own desires:
ὣς ἔφατ᾽· αἴδετο γὰρ θαλερὸν γάμον ἐξονομῆναι
πατρὶ φίλῳ.
So she spoke; for she was embarrassed to speak of the joys of marriage to her dear
father.

272

Gutglueck 1987-88: 102.
Stanford 1963: 16.
274
Ames 2003: 156.
275
Kearns 2004: 59. In Homeric epic an outcome such as Odysseus’ homecoming can be caused by both the
action of a god and the impulse of the human involved -- this is known as ‘double-motivation’.
276
Winkler 2002: 40.
273

47

But we are told by the narrator that her father immediately understands her real motivation -that of desire for the physical pleasures of marriage -- and agrees to her request (Od. 6.6770). As befits her status, Nausicaa is accompanied to the washing place by young women
who are pretty, but not as beautiful as she is. After washing the clothes and enjoying their
picnic lunch, Nausicaa and her handmaidens play with a ball. This conjures up an image of
erotic movement and display of their bodies for the audience.277 When the girls remove their
veils for the game, the whiteness of Nausicaa’s arms is emphasized, to portray her sexual
desirability (Od. 6.99-101).278 At the same time, however, Nausicaa is likened to the virgin
goddess Artemis (Od. 6.102-109). Thus her chastity and virginity are highlighted along with
her beauty. Indeed, when Nausicaa and her handmaidens cast off their veils, they expose
themselves to public gaze. As they are alone without male protection, they are vulnerable to
rape, an ever-present concern in Greek myth.279 At Od. 6.127-136 this danger is underlined
by Homer when Odysseus appears before the girls, naked:
ὣς εἰπὼν θάμνων ὑπεδύσετο δῖος Ὀδυσσεύς,
ἐκ πυκινῆς δ᾽ ὕλης πτόρθον κλάσε χειρὶ παχείῃ
φύλλων, ὡς ῥύσαιτο περὶ χροῒ μήδεα φωτός.
βῆ δ᾽ ἴμεν ὥς τε λέων ὀρεσίτροφος ἀλκὶ πεποιθώς,
ὅς τ᾽ εἶσ᾽ ὑόμενος καὶ ἀήμενος, ἐν δέ οἱ ὄσσε
δαίεται· αὐτὰρ ὁ βουσὶ μετέρχεται ἢ ὀίεσσιν
ἠὲ μετ᾽ ἀγροτέρας ἐλάφους· κέλεται δέ ἑ γαστὴρ
μήλων πειρήσοντα καὶ ἐς πυκινὸν δόμον ἐλθεῖν·
ὣς Ὀδυσεὺς κούρῃσιν ἐυπλοκάμοισιν ἔμελλε
μίξεσθαι, γυμνός περ ἐών: χρειὼ γὰρ ἵκανε.
So saying, godlike Odysseus came forth out of the bushes and from the dense branch
broke a bunch of leaves with his stout hand so as to hold it around him and hide his
genitals. Thus, he went forth like a mountain-bred lion, trusting in his power though
rained-upon and wind-blown, and in his head his eyes burned; but now he goes out
among the cattle or the sheep or upon wild deer; for his stomach calls him to make a
try for the sheep, even into the densely packed enclosure of the flocks; thus was
Odysseus though naked, about to join the maidens with the lovely hair, for need had
come upon him.
Critics have long debated whether the branch is meant to conceal an all too obvious physical
interest in the young woman or merely to protect and cover Odysseus’ genitals.280 For the
lion simile evokes an image of a dangerous predator. His burning eyes could suggest lust as
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much as hunger. The word μίξεσθαι (from the verb μίγνυμι) in line 136, which means ‘to
join’ but also can mean ‘to have sexual intercourse’, is very suggestive of possible sexual
intention on Odysseus’ part.281 The handmaidens run away in fear, leaving Nausicaa
unchaperoned and unprotected. Although the stranger is a threatening figure, Nausicaa stands
firm. Thomas Van Nortwick describes the action as ‘at once hazardous to herself and
potentially brazen’.282 Odysseus may have been unsettled by the fact that, unlike her
handmaidens, Nausicaa does not run away but shows courage in the face of possible danger,
a decision which challenges social conventions of virginal behaviour (Od. 6.137-141).
Odysseus, a stranger in a new land, considers how to win Nausicaa’s support. The traditional
gesture of supplication, taking the knees, is subtly sexualised by Homer and then controlled
by the actions of Odysseus, who, at Od. 6.141-148, turns the sexually charged situation from
the possibility of rape to that of supplication:
….ὁ δὲ μερμήριξεν Ὀδυσσεύς,

ἢ γούνων λίσσοιτο λαβὼν ἐυώπιδα κούρην,
ἦ αὔτως ἐπέεσσιν ἀποσταδὰ μειλιχίοισι
λίσσοιτ᾽, εἰ δείξειε πόλιν καὶ εἵματα δοίη.
ὣς ἄρα οἱ φρονέοντι δοάσσατο κέρδιον εἶναι,
λίσσεσθαι ἐπέεσσιν ἀποσταδὰ μειλιχίοισι,
μή οἱ γοῦνα λαβόντι χολώσαιτο φρένα κούρη.
αὐτίκα μειλίχιον καὶ κερδαλέον φάτο μῦθον.
Odysseus considered whether he should beseech the beautiful maiden by taking hold
of her knees or simply beseech her from a distance with winning words, if she would
show him the city and give him clothes. It seemed to him, as he pondered, to be more
profitable to beseech her with honeyed words from a distance, lest by taking her
knees, the girl might be angry in her heart. So at once he spoke a sweet and appealing
speech.
Homer is generally euphemistic in his descriptions of the sexual act; apart from the gods, as I
have noted above (see note 13), his characters are usually circumspect about expressing their
sexual desires explicitly. Yet, Wohl argues that Odysseus, in supplicating Nausicaa, describes
her beauty in terms that suggest ‘nubility and reproduction’.283 Certainly, at Od. 6.162-168
the simile that Odysseus uses to reassure Nausicaa about his intentions could refer to the
story of Leto, who gave birth to Apollo and Artemis in that location:
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‘Δήλῳ δή ποτε τοῖον Ἀπόλλωνος παρὰ βωμῷ
φοίνικος νέον ἔρνος ἀνερχόμενον ἐνόησα....
ὣς δ᾽ αὔτως καὶ κεῖνο ἰδὼν ἐτεθήπεα θυμῷ
δήν, ἐπεὶ οὔ πω τοῖον ἀνήλυθεν ἐκ δόρυ γαίης,
ὡς σέ, γύναι, ἄγαμαί τε τέθηπά τε,’
‘Yet in Delos once I came across such a thing, a new shoot of a date palm coming up
by the altar of Apollo....Just as on seeing that I was long amazed in my heart, since
never yet had such a spear come up from the earth, so upon you, Lady, I look both in
awe and in admiration,’
For women, maternal urges and reproduction rather than any sexual satisfaction were the
most suitable channel for sexual desires in a patriarchal world.284 This may explain the
significance of the image of the palm tree near Apollo’s altar, which Odysseus uses to
indicate his respect for Nausicaa.285 The end of his speech, where he wishes a happy marriage
for her (Od. 6.180-184), as I discussed above, not only reflects Odysseus’ own views on
marriage, but is also designed to win assistance from a young girl who, Odysseus rightly
assumes, longs for a marriage that offers a similar emotional and mental connection to his
own. Furthermore, Odysseus’ speech confirms for Nausicaa the dream sent by Athena of her
immanent marriage.286
Yet, once the handmaidens return and when Odysseus has bathed, Athena transforms him to
make him more attractive to the young girl, making him taller and stronger, with flowing hair
(Od. 6.229-237). At Od. 6.242-246 Nausicaa is very conscious of the stranger’s appearance
and expresses her desires to her newly returned handmaidens:
‘πρόσθεν μὲν γὰρ δή μοι ἀεικέλιος δέατ᾽ εἶναι,
νῦν δὲ θεοῖσιν ἔοικε, τοὶ οὐρανὸν εὐρὺν ἔχουσιν.
αἲ γὰρ ἐμοὶ τοιόσδε πόσις κεκλημένος εἴη
ἐνθάδε ναιετάων, καὶ οἱ ἅδοι αὐτόθι μίμνειν.’
‘Previously he seemed to me to be wretched, but now he seems like the gods who
inhabit broad heaven. Would that such a man be called my husband, dwelling here,
and that it might please him to remain here.’
Her openness in expressing her attraction for the stranger, even in the context of marriage,
has unsettled male scholars since antiquity. Stanford is at pains to explain away Nausicaa’s
interest in Odysseus as merely ‘no more than a romanticised manner of expressing
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admiration’.287 Yet he includes in his notes on the passage Plutarch’s view that Nausicaa’s
interest in the stranger could be viewed as ‘bold and licentious’.288 It is probably fairer to say
that Nausicaa is innocently open about her feelings rather than coy and disingenuous, as was
normally expected by her society.289 But, by expressing her attraction to the handsome
stranger, there is a risk that she may act on these desires, devaluing her status in the
patriarchal society in which she is placed.290
But Nausicaa, although concerned about what people might think of her, wishes to inform
Odysseus in a socially acceptable way of his own attractiveness to her and her desire for
marriage. Van Nortwick proposes that her behaviour ‘sometimes modest, sometimes
potentially forward’ is evidence of the confusion that Nausicaa experiences as she becomes
aware of her sexual maturity for the first time.291 In discussing the best way of returning to
her father’s palace with the stranger without attracting undue attention or unfavourable
judgement, at Od. 6.273-281 Nausicaa reveals her appreciation of Odysseus’ attractiveness:
‘τῶν ἀλεείνω φῆμιν ἀδευκέα, μή τις ὀπίσσω
μωμεύῃ· μάλα δ᾽ εἰσὶν ὑπερφίαλοι κατὰ δῆμον·
καί νύ τις ὧδ᾽ εἴπῃσι κακώτερος ἀντιβολήσας·
‘τίς δ᾽ ὅδε Ναυσικάᾳ ἕπεται καλός τε μέγας τε
ξεῖνος; ποῦ δέ μιν εὗρε; πόσις νύ οἱ ἔσσεται αὐτῇ.
ἦ τινά που πλαγχθέντα κομίσσατο ἧς ἀπὸ νηὸς
ἀνδρῶν τηλεδαπῶν, ἐπεὶ οὔ τινες ἐγγύθεν εἰσίν·
ἤ τίς οἱ εὐξαμένῃ πολυάρητος θεὸς ἦλθεν
οὐρανόθεν καταβάς, ἕξει δέ μιν ἤματα πάντα.
‘I wish to avoid their malicious talk, lest someone may censure me, for indeed there
are insolent folk among the people, and one of the common-people among them will
say, “Who is this large and handsome stranger that follows Nausicaa and where did
she find him? Surely he will be her husband. She must have met some storm-tossed
fellow from his ship since no-one else is near; or some much-prayed for god came
down from heaven in answer to her prayer, and she will have him all her days.’
Wohl argues that Nausicaa is unusually conscious of her own sexuality, especially for an
unmarried girl.292 Certainly, in her youth and experience she is frank about her dreams and
her hopes for marriage. Although she tells Odysseus that she is being courted by many of the
Phaeacian nobles, she also informs him that none of them are worthy of her (Od. 6.283-284).
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She is also aware of the sexual undertones to their encounter, as she reveals, perhaps
unconsciously, in her remark at Od. 6.285-288 that respectable girls don’t associate with
(μίσγηται from μίγνυμι) men before marriage, when she says:
‘ὣς ἐρέουσιν, ἐμοὶ δέ κ᾽ ὀνείδεα ταῦτα γένοιτο.
καὶ δ᾽ ἄλλῃ νεμεσῶ, ἥ τις τοιαῦτά γε ῥέζοι,
ἥ τ᾽ ἀέκητι φίλων πατρὸς καὶ μητρὸς ἐόντων,
ἀνδράσι μίσγηται, πρίν γ᾽ ἀμφάδιον γάμον ἐλθεῖν.’
‘So they would say and these things would be a source of reproach for me. And I too
would be critical of another girl, who does such things, who associates with a man
before her public wedding, against the will of her dear father and mother.’
But, once at the palace and having received promises of support from Nausicaa’s father for
his return home, as well as the option of marriage with Nausicaa (Od. 7.313-315), Odysseus
skilfully avoids any matrimonial commitments. Thus, he leaves the island without fulfilling
Nausicaa’s hopes. Some scholars have been puzzled that he did not remain with the beautiful
young girl instead of returning to his ageing wife.293 Maybe Hornbeck goes too far when she
says that ‘while it is certain that Nausicaa will marry, it is unclear that she will find happiness
in the union’.294 But it is true that she may not find the ὁμοφροσύνη that Odysseus wished for
her. Their last meeting is poignant for Nausicaa, as her expectations are finally disappointed.
Nausicaa is the last of the women who try to tempt Odysseus to abandon his return to his
native land and his wife by offering a liaison, immortality or marriage. Thus, in the Odyssey,
the folk-tale theme of the young princess marrying the stranger-hero is thwarted. At Od.
8.461-468 Nausicaa waits to catch a glimpse of Odysseus before he leaves saying:
‘χαῖρε, ξεῖν᾽, ἵνα καί ποτ᾽ ἐὼν ἐν πατρίδι γαίῃ
μνήσῃ ἐμεῦ, ὅτι μοι πρώτῃ ζωάγρι᾽ ὀφέλλεις.’
τὴν δ᾽ ἀπαμειβόμενος προσέφη πολύμητις Ὀδυσσεύς.
‘Ναυσικάα θύγατερ μεγαλήτορος Ἀλκινόοιο,
οὕτω νῦν Ζεὺς θείη, ἐρίγδουπος πόσις Ἥρης,
οἴκαδέ τ᾽ ἐλθέμεναι καὶ νόστιμον ἦμαρ ἰδέσθαι·
τῷ κέν τοι καὶ κεῖθι θεῷ ὣς εὐχετοῴμην
αἰεὶ ἤματα πάντα· σὺ γάρ μ᾽ ἐβιώσαο, κούρη.
‘Farewell, stranger and may you remember me in your native land, for to me first you
owe your life.’ And resourceful Odysseus answered her, and said: ‘Nausicaa, daughter
of great-hearted Alcinous, so may Zeus, the loud-thundering spouse of Hera, grant
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that I may reach my home and see the day of my returning; then I will pray to you
there as a god all my days; for you, maiden have given me life.’
So Nausicaa’s dream for a union with the handsome stranger is unfulfilled.295 Yet for
Odysseus the encounter with the young maidens reveals his anxiety about the consequences
of sexual encounters with strange women, rather than desire for any sexual pleasure. This is
demonstrated when he refuses to be bathed by Nausicaa’s handmaidens, an experience that
contains erotic undertones (Od. 6.218-222). Nausicaa misses out on a long-term relationship
owing to the fact that, as Holmberg asserts, ‘the desire of the female is positioned in
opposition to socially acceptable goals’ and the final aim of the plot.296 Yet, despite this,
Nausicaa is given her own voice and her own perspective. Her story is not told by the narrator
or by the male protagonist alone. Hornbeck argues that Book Six of the Odyssey is largely
told from Nausicaa’s point of view, making it the only episode in the poem that is so
dominated by a female view-point or focalisation.297 It has long been recognised by scholars
that Nausicaa has surprising freedom of movement and expression for a young girl in the
ancient world and that this highlights the unusually positive representation of strong women
in the Odyssey. Yet the possibility of a ‘romantic’ encounter is rejected by Odysseus in
favour of his long-awaited reunion with his wife. A young girl’s hopes for a physical union
within marriage are unrequited.298
Penelope. Despite Odysseus’ attachment to his wife, however, concerns about Penelope’s
fidelity and loyalty contribute to his anxiety about returning home.299 Helene Foley argues
that the poem questions whether even the best possible wife, when unsupervised by a
husband or another male, will always support the interests of her marital family.300 This doubt
is, of course, established in the poem by the negative examples of Helen and Clytemnestra,
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along with the behaviour of Aphrodite in Od. 8.266-366.301 As a result, at Od. 11.456,
Agamemnon warns Odysseus to be cautious of Penelope:
‘….ἐπεὶ οὐκέτι πιστὰ γυναιξίν.’
‘….Since no longer is there any trust in women.’
Athena too warns Telemachus that the loyalty of women to their former family cannot be
guaranteed once they remarry (Od. 15.20-24). Yet, despite these doubts about her loyalty,
Penelope’s first speech to Phemius reveals her continued attachment to her absent husband.
At Od. 1.343-344, on hearing the song of the return of the Achaeans from Troy, she
beseeches Phemius to sing something else, for:
‘τοίην γὰρ κεφαλὴν ποθέω μεμνημένη αἰεί,
ἀνδρός, τοῦ κλέος εὐρὺ καθ᾽ Ἑλλάδα καὶ μέσον Ἄργος.’
‘such a head I am always remembering with longing, my husband’s, whose fame is
far-reaching through Hellas and mid-Argos.’
The image of her husband’s face is etched in Penelope’s memory, demonstrating her
attachment.
Whereas Odysseus roams around the Mediterranean Sea, debating, fighting and meeting
other women who in some way reflect an aspect of his wife, Penelope’s location for the
duration of the narrative is in the home, and her identity is centred on her sexuality and
marital status. Despite being veiled, her sexual appeal is highlighted when she appears among
the suitors. They all desire to lie with her; her physical attractions cause an uproar (Od.
1.365-366). The strongest indication of Penelope’s own sexual desires occurs in Book 18,
when she decides to present herself to the suitors. After giving a strange laugh, at Od. 18.164165 she says to the housekeeper:
‘Εὐρυνόμη, θυμός μοι ἐέλδεται, οὔ τι πάρος γε,
μνηστήρεσσι φανῆναι,’
‘Eurynome, my spirit longs, as it never has before, to appear before the suitors,’
This unexplained laugh is in marked contrast to her previous sadness and weeping for her
husband. The subsequent desire of Penelope to present herself before the suitors has
provoked strong reactions from scholars such as Samuel Butler, who argued that Penelope is
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‘an artful heartless flirt’ who prefers having many suitors rather than one husband.302 Indeed,
her later dream, in which she fears that her geese will be attacked by an eagle, could refer to
the suitors; it may suggest that on some level she enjoyed the attentions of the young suitors
and may be ambivalent about the return of her husband.303 Van Nortwick also argues that
‘such erratic behaviour’ conflicts with the traditional view of Penelope as a model of chastity
and fidelity.304 There is no doubt that it is Penelope’s expression of her desires that has
disturbed these and other scholars.305 It is unclear, however, whether it is the arrival of
Odysseus disguised as a beggar or the presence of the suitors that has aroused her desire.
Donald Lateiner suggests that her laughter indicates she has thought of another scheme to
delay her marriage.306 At Od. 18.283, this view is supported by the fact that when Penelope
exhorts the suitors to woo her with gifts, Odysseus smiles, believing that:
…νόος δέ οἱ ἄλλα μενοίνα.
Her mind was set on other things.

But the audience is not told by the narrator exactly what is in her mind.307 Sheila Murnaghan
writes that ‘the poet is generally uncommunicative about her thoughts’, leaving readers
unsure about her state of mind apart from her outward gestures and speeches.308 Winkler
argues that Odysseus, however, has no doubts about Penelope’s intentions and admires ‘her
faithful duplicity’.309 But Wohl suggests that Odysseus’ resulting smile, on watching her
behaviour in front of the suitors, means that he is not afraid of her displaying her sexuality to
others, as he is confident that she will always act ‘for the good of his oikos’, regardless of her
own desires.310 Whatever the reason for her decision, Penelope is beautified by Athena, who
uses the ambrosia of Aphrodite, and her joints are loosened in sleep -- described by Wohl as

302

Butler 1922: 129.
Russo, Fernandez-Galiano & Heubeck 1992: 102.
304
Van Nortwick 1979: 273.
305
Levine 1983: 172-174 notes the discomfort that many scholars have felt regarding Penelope’s laughter,
which they attribute to a feminine ‘weakness’ and a ‘disturbed state of mind’ rather than to an Odyssean-like
deceptive cleverness.
306
Lateiner 1995: 40.
307
Previously, at Od. 13.381, Athena also informed Odysseus that despite Penelope’s apparent
encouragement of the suitors, her νόος δέ οἱ ἄλλα μενοινᾷ (her mind was set on other things), so he was
warned in advance of her behaviour to the suitors.
308
Murnaghan 2009: 233.
309
Winkler 1990: 147.
310
Wohl 1993:41. Levine 1984: 2 agrees that Odysseus’ smile expresses his ‘confident superiority’
303

55

‘strong sexual language’.311 Certainly the response of the suitors when she appears before
them at Od. 18.212-213 confirms this:
τῶν δ᾽ αὐτοῦ λύτο γούνατ᾽, ἔρῳ δ᾽ ἄρα θυμὸν ἔθελχθεν,
πάντες δ᾽ ἠρήσαντο παραὶ λεχέεσσι κλιθῆναι.
And straightaway the knees of the suitors were loosened and their spirits were
enchanted with desire, and they all prayed to lie beside her in bed.
An alternative view of Odysseus’ smile as he sees Penelope for the first time when she
appears before the suitors, is that of Felson-Rubin, who argues that competition for his wife,
rather than intimidating or discouraging him, ‘enhances her value and stimulates his
desire’.312 Furthermore, Daniel Levine suggests that, like Hera seducing Zeus in order to
affect the course of the battle in Troy (Il. 14.159-360), Penelope uses her sexuality to assert
control over her situation on Ithaca.313 This is also demonstrated by her decision to hold the
contest of the bow to decide who will marry her (Od. 19. 572-581).
But, as she talks with a disguised Odysseus beside her at Od. 19.136, Penelope informs him
of the emotional toll that her husband’s long absence has taken on her:
‘ἀλλ᾽ Ὀδυσῆ ποθέουσα φίλον κατατήκομαι ἦτορ.’
‘But in longing for Odysseus, my very heart is pining away.’
Yet, in addition, at Od. 19.524 she tells the disguised Odysseus that:
‘ὣς καὶ ἐμοὶ δίχα θυμὸς ὀρώρεται ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα,’
Just so my spirit is pulled in two directions, this way and that,’
She is unsure of what decision to make regarding remarriage. The decision is, naturally, of
great emotional significance for her. When a disguised Odysseus tells her a lying tale
concerning his meeting with her husband in Crete, her reaction is immediate and heart-felt. A
very visual simile is used to describe her feelings that her husband may still be alive. Her
physical response of weeping is likened to that of snow melting on a mountain, filling rivers
with water (Od. 19. 205-207). The simile implies that Penelope was frozen with grief in her
husband’s absence. At this point in the poem, Penelope remembers, as does Odysseus, the
clothes and brooch he was wearing the day he left, items of strong personal significance to
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them both (Od. 19. 255-257).314 Felson-Rubin argues that the mention of the personal items
‘heightens the erotic tension’ of their encounter.315 But it is not until Od. 23.85-87 that we are
allowed access to Penelope’s thoughts:
….πολλὰ δέ οἱ κῆρ
ὥρμαιν᾽, ἢ ἀπάνευθε φίλον πόσιν ἐξερεείνοι,
ἦ παρστᾶσα κύσειε κάρη καὶ χεῖρε λαβοῦσα.
….She considered many things in her heart, whether to stand apart from her dear
husband and question him, or go up to him and take his hands and kiss him.
Like Odysseus, she weighs up her options before she acts and it is thus left unclear exactly
when she had recognised her husband. But, at Od. 23.215-217, Penelope, in her apology to
Odysseus for her reluctance to welcome him at first sight, says she was cautious:
‘αἰεὶ γάρ μοι θυμὸς ἐνὶ στήθεσσι φίλοισιν
ἐρρίγει μή τίς με βροτῶν ἀπάφοιτο ἔπεσσιν
ἐλθών· πολλοὶ γὰρ κακὰ κέρδεα βουλεύουσιν.’
‘For always the heart in my breast was fearful lest some mortal would come and
beguile me with words; for there are many who plot for their own profit.’
Murnaghan suggests that Penelope’s caution ‘stems from her fear of her own susceptibility to
desire’, a fear that she might act like her cousins Helen and Clytemnestra.316 Certainly,
although other characters in the poem extol her fidelity, Penelope herself does not praise
herself for this attribute and is surprisingly sympathetic towards Helen.317 In her explanation
to Odysseus she cites Helen, who, she says, was pushed into infidelity by a god and who
would not have lain with a foreigner if she had known what the results of her infidelity would
be (Od. 23.218-222). It almost seems as if it is the consequences rather than the act of
adultery itself that is of concern to Penelope; the unfaithful Helen is a curious example for a
faithful wife to use. Felson-Rubin argues that by using Helen in her argument, she cleverly
‘precludes future recriminations’ from Odysseus that she had encouraged the suitors.318 Yet I
concur with Keri Ames, who suggests that Penelope’s apology may have a dual purpose, also
allowing Penelope to offer forgiveness in advance to Odysseus for any infidelities that he
314
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may have committed while he was away, on the grounds that, as in the case of Helen, one of
the gods may have been an agent in his infidelity.319 This argument would be a clever
psychological strategy on Penelope’s part, as awareness of his own amorous escapades would
encourage Odysseus not to enquire further into Penelope’s behaviour while he was absent.
Ames describes this as Penelope’s ‘most clever trick’.320 Whatever her motivation, her speech
allows their reunion to occur without any further recriminations by either party for previous
amorous events.
Marriage bed. The marital bed plays a significant role in the Odyssey in the recognition
scene between husband and wife. When Odysseus identifies himself to his wife, as I have
discussed above, Penelope is reluctant to acknowledge him as her husband (Od. 23.91-95).
She tests him by ordering that the marriage bed be moved outside, away from the bedchamber.321 Odysseus responds angrily, describing how he had made the bed around an olive
tree to make the bed immovable; he is angry as he believes that another man may have cut the
trunk of the olive tree (Od. 23. 181-204). Odysseus’ passionate memory, his emotional
attachment to their fixed marriage bed and his anger are proof for Penelope that he is the
‘real’ Odysseus (Od. 23.205-208). Marilyn Katz observes that through her trick of the bed
Penelope’s reputation as a faithful wife is demonstrated paradoxically through the possibility
of betrayal.322 It is their like-minded use of deception in order to discover true emotional
attachment that draws together both Penelope and Odysseus.323
Finally, however, at Od. 23.232-239 Penelope is convinced that the stranger is indeed
Odysseus, and the simile that describes their feelings begins from the point of view of
Odysseus and ends with the feelings of Penelope, demonstrating their shared perspective and
their equivalent sufferings as a result of their long separation:
κλαῖε δ᾽ ἔχων ἄλοχον θυμαρέα, κεδνὰ ἰδυῖαν.
ὡς δ᾽ ὅτ᾽ ἂν ἀσπάσιος γῆ νηχομένοισι φανήῃ,
ὧν τε Ποσειδάων εὐεργέα νῆ᾽ ἐνὶ πόντῳ
ῥαίσῃ, ἐπειγομένην ἀνέμῳ καὶ κύματι πηγῷ·
παῦροι δ᾽ ἐξέφυγον πολιῆς ἁλὸς ἤπειρόνδε
νηχόμενοι, πολλὴ δὲ περὶ χροῒ τέτροφεν ἅλμη,
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ἀσπάσιοι δ᾽ ἐπέβαν γαίης, κακότητα φυγόντες·
ὣς ἄρα τῇ ἀσπαστὸς ἔην πόσις εἰσοροώσῃ,
And he cried, holding his true-hearted wife, so well-suited to his spirit. And as
welcome as the sight of land is to men that swim, whose well-built ship Poseidon
smashes on the sea, as it is driven by the wind and the swollen waves; and but few
have made their escape from the grey sea to the shore and their bodies are thickly
crusted in brine, and gladly have they set foot on land, escaping their evil situation; so
welcome to her was her husband as she gazed upon him,
The simile is another reverse-sex simile, in which Penelope’s sufferings and emotion on
seeing her husband are likened to the emotions of ship-wrecked sailors on beholding the
safety of land. Indeed, the experience described is identical to that of Odysseus himself, when
he came ashore on the island of Scheria. The use of the word θυμαρέα (well suited to his
spirit), at line 232, emphasises the strong emotion that Odysseus feels in embracing his
beloved spouse. The connection in Homeric epic between the θυμός, the seat of the emotions,
and the heart and the mind is not entirely well-understood, but in many ways it seems to align
with the recent understanding of the role that emotion plays in decision making.324 When the
couple go to bed together, their resulting physical union is described euphemistically rather
than in detail. It is true that their reunion is likened to a wedding ritual (Od. 23.295-299), and
that Athena extends the night for their love-making (Od. 23.241-243), yet, at Od. 23.300-301,
their connection is not only physical; it is about a similar attribute of mind:
τὼ δ᾽ ἐπεὶ οὖν φιλότητος ἐταρπήτην ἐρατεινῆς,
τερπέσθην μύθοισι, πρὸς ἀλλήλους ἐνέποντε,
When they had enjoyed delightful love-making, then they enjoyed telling stories,
speaking each to the other.
The love of stories and story-telling unites the couple further, demonstrating the depth of
their ὁμοφροσύνη, of the kind that Odysseus wished for Nausicaa (Od. 6.181).
Penelope’s delay in recognising Odysseus emerged from her fear of deception and her desire
for negotiation, reciprocity and like-mindedness. Marriage demands the continued allegiance
of both partners despite the conflict between self-interest and the desires of the other.
Murnaghan states that the survival of a marriage depends mostly on the steadiness of mind of
the partners, and on the continuation of such potentially impermanent feelings as sexual
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attraction, attachment and loyalty.325 Penelope and Odysseus actively remember each other
and their marriage despite temptations to abandon it. The success of a marriage in the
Odyssey depends on the partners’ ability to negotiate differences and respect all contributions
to the union; neither unquestioned domination nor mere submission achieve this.326
Surprisingly, this portrayal of gender interdependence appears to subvert the dominant
androcentric view-point of the poem. Hogan argues that romantic narratives often appear to
question dominant ideologies, perhaps as the emotional connection between the couple is the
most important goal, rather than preserving gender distinctions.327 Furthermore, romantic
plots tend to oppose the constraints of societal or familial control in favour of individual
choice concerning partner selection.328 In the case of the Odyssey, partner selection was not
necessarily blocked by social conventions, although the de-stabilizing effects of sexual desire
outside marriage are explored by the poet, even as this desire is ultimately rejected in favour
of the continuation of a socially-stable marriage. This tension between individual desire and
for attachment may explain the contradictions so evident to us in the portrayal of gender
attributes and attachment in the Odyssey.
Sexual Desire and Attachment in Joyce
Overview. Joyce wrote Ulysses between 1914 and 1921, when Europe was in turmoil during
and after World War I. Although Ulysses was a banned publication in the UK and the USA
until the 1930s, subsequently it has been considered a masterpiece of European Modernist
literature.329 T.S. Eliot said that Joyce turned to the model of Homer’s Odyssey as ‘a way of
controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the immense panorama of
futility and anarchy’ of life in his time.330 Minta notes too that Joyce was particularly
interested in the complex character of Odysseus, admiring his trickiness and deceptive
qualities, believing him to be the best depiction in literature of a ‘complete man’.331 As a
modernist, however, Joyce was also greatly influenced by the sexual theories of both Freud
and Havelock Ellis and the realist writings of Balzac and Tolstoy.332 Yet, despite his views on
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sexual autonomy, Joyce’s fictional world clearly reflects a strong sense of the differences
between men and women.333 Not only did he portray women as objects of desire, his female
characters define themselves in that way as well.
Despite this perception, however, the troubled relationship between Leopold Bloom and his
wife Molly is at the centre of the narrative in Ulysses; since the death of their son ten years
before, their marriage has been under strain. Molly has started an affair with another man,
and Bloom wanders around Dublin for the day trying to solve his marital and personal
dilemmas. Bloom encounters a number of other women, whom he desires, including a young
girl who is looking for a marriage partner, and fantasizes that he may be her husband. She is
unaware, however, that no-one can replace Molly in his affections. Nor can another take
Bloom’s place for Molly. The Blooms’ mutual attachment survives the temptations of
infidelity; they re-unite at the end of the day, reconciled to their marriage.
Joyce set his story in provincial and repressive Catholic-controlled Dublin under English rule.
The Irish Catholic church of the time believed strongly that men and women should be kept
apart as much as possible; it was particularly opposed to any form of physical pleasure.334
Tom Inglis writes that ‘the silencing, hiding, and denial of sex, the confinement of talk about
sex to the confessional’ significantly shaped how men and women interacted with the
world.335 Women were defined by their family role; they had limited economic opportunities
other than marriage or low-status domestic work.336 Men and women had separate social
lives, which for men meant escaping from their families to the pub.337 Opposed to sexual
repression and sensitive to male indifference and concealed hostility towards women in his
society, Joyce showed in Ulysses that women have their own sexual desires that may be
different from those of men; moreover, he questioned the idea of ownership in sexual
relations.338 These views were symptomatic of the change from 19th-century to 20th-century
views on sexuality, and, along with the developments in reliable contraception that were
unavailable in Joyce’s time, they started to break the traditional association of sexuality and
reproduction for women.339
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Throughout his life Joyce fought against the censorship of his novels. In Ulysses, in
particular, he ridicules the Victorian and Edwardian vice crusaders of the social purity
movement, who were dedicated to protecting the minds of young people from corruption,
particularly through art and literature, but also from what they saw as offensive popular
culture. Katherine Mullin writes that the ambitions of the vice crusaders, which continued
into the 1920s, were to ‘raise the moral tone of the nation’ and were extremely influential.340
Joyce wrote to his brother in 1906 that he was ‘nauseated by their lying drivel about pure
men and pure women and spiritual love and love for ever: blatant lying in the face of
truth’.341 Joseph Valente argues that Joyce’s views on sexuality, however, continued to
preserve the Irish Catholic view of sex as a sin, ‘revealing all erotic desire and enjoyment to
be irreducibly perverse’.342 It is certainly true that Bloom’s sexual desires seem somewhat
conflicted, although Molly is willing to accommodate them (U: 1520-1528).343 Perhaps as a
result of his own sexual desires and uncertainties, Joyce seemed determined to challenge
accepted notions of childhood innocence, the monogamous couple and the primacy of the
heterosexual family unit.344 Yet, despite this somewhat sceptical approach to family
relationships, the attachment between Molly and Leopold Bloom is more than just physical; it
endures, owing to a similar emotional outlook and commitment to their marriage. Their bond
could be described as ‘unconditional love’, and I argue that, despite the emphasis on the
gritty physical side of life found in Joyce’s narrative, their relationship continues to reflect
the romantic ideal of ὁμοφροσύνη that is found in the marriage of Odysseus and Penelope,
despite the temptations to find another partner.345
Leopold Bloom. Bloom is portrayed as a modernist hero, not a traditional possessive
dominant male, but a domestic, passive and ‘womanly’ man.346 Bloom makes Molly’s
breakfast and carries it up to her on a tray (U: 4.11-13). In addition, he visits the chemist to
buy lotion for her skin and sweet-smelling soap (U: 5.490-513), apparently unusual activities
for a man at that time.347 At U: 15.3009-11 Bloom is interested in other forms of gender role-
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reversal as well, revealing in the chapter ‘Circe’ a transsexual interest when he visits a brothel
and says:
‘It was Gerald converted me to be a true corsetlover when I was a female
impersonator in the high school play Vice Versa.’
In addition to enjoying dressing as a woman, Bloom seems to have masochistic fantasies of
domination by women. This is demonstrated at U: 15.2964-66, when the owner of the
brothel, Bello, says to him:
‘What you have longed for has come to pass. Henceforth you are unmanned and mine
in earnest, a thing under the yoke. Now for your punishment frock. You will shed
your male garments,’
This scene is a comedic reversal of the encounter of Odysseus and Circe in Od. 10.339-341:
by contrast with Odysseus’ fears of domination by a woman, Bloom seems to enjoy the
prospect of a sado-masochistic sexual experience.
As Bloom is an outsider and often ridiculed by other men in Dublin because of his Jewish
background, so too does he fantasise about Molly as even more of an outsider -- an exotic
oriental on the one hand and part of the British occupation of Gibraltar on the other. Susan
Barzargan argues that Bloom’s preoccupation with Molly as oriental is a product of male
Western fantasies: that is, he sees her as both alluring and threatening. 348 Molly and Bloom’s
sexual identities are thus constructed from colonial emphases on power, race and sexual
stereotypes.349 Yet, despite his own sexual encounters during the day with Gerty MacDowell
and Bello, and a romantic correspondence with a lady under an assumed name (U: 5.240301), Bloom is still worried about his wife’s interest in another man (U: 13.849-850). Molly
too makes it clear that she is aware of her husband’s outside sexual interests and the double
standard that applies to men and women’s sexual affairs; she says ‘all men get a bit like that
at his age’ (U: 18.51) and that ‘1 woman is not enough for them’ (U: 18.60). Since the couple
have not had sexual intercourse since their son died, she assumes, at U: 18.76-77, that he
might be looking elsewhere for sexual satisfaction:
‘because he couldnt possibly do without it that long so he must do it somewhere…’
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Richard Brown argues that in fact while Molly’s infidelity may seem at the centre of the plot
of the novel, Bloom’s extramarital adventures are just as visible, although they have not
attracted the same amount of comment by critics.350 As I have discussed above, the same
could be said of Odysseus and his adventures with other women in the Odyssey. But, for
Bloom, the best time of his life was when he proposed to Molly on Ben Howth.
Remembering their courtship moment in the sun, he thinks ‘That rules the world’ (U:
11.1183). All other erotic experiences seem insignificant and meaningless in comparison to
the memories of their physical and emotional connection.
Gerty MacDowell. In a strong echo of Book Six of the Odyssey, in Chapter 13 of Ulysses an
erotic encounter takes place by the sea-shore; it involves ball games, a young woman longing
for marriage with an emotional as well as a sexual connection, and an older attractive
stranger, who is married and unavailable emotionally. Yet, as Cynthia Hornbeck observes,
the ‘Nausicaa’ episode in Ulysses has largely been ignored by scholars exploring Homeric
echoes; indeed, it has been labelled ‘especially un-Homeric’.351 Stanford, writing in the
1960s, was outraged by what he saw as ‘literary blasphemy’, writing that Joyce’s Nausicaa
episode was ‘a nauseating mixture of novelettish sentimentality and furtive eroticism’.352 It
appears that at that time it was not so shocking to (predominantly male) scholars that Bloom
masturbates while watching a young girl playing ball with her friends and their young
charges, but shocking that a young girl should be aware of that male interest and participate
in a voyeuristic activity. This is really the source of the perceived insult to Homer’s
ostensibly charming portrayal of young maidens at play.353 But, although Joyce’s sexual
descriptions are explicit, Homer’s Nausicaa scenes, as I have demonstrated, are marked by
sexual innuendo and veiled eroticism too, which many scholars had refused to acknowledge
in the past.354 With keen insight, Joyce recognised and revealed this covert sexual tension in
the Odyssey, which is particularly noticeable in his Chapter 13.
The idea of a young girl deliberately exposing herself to a watching stranger was certainly
shocking to the social purity movement of his day; it was one of the main reasons for the
banning of the publication of Ulysses.355 As Mullin points out, although Gerty is certainly the
350
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kind of young girl who was in need of protection in the eyes of the social purity movement,
by revealing her ankles and legs, even if not for money, she could be criticised by her
‘appropriation of techniques of sexual display’ from such popular objects as the mutoscope
machine, which was also the focus of another social purity campaign.356 Joyce’s portrayal of
a young woman aware of her sexual attractiveness, who displays it in order to find a mate,
reflects the reality of limited life choices for women of her class and time. Mullin suggests
that Joyce’s realistic and non-judgmental depiction exposes what many of the social purists
refused to acknowledge: the economic factors which compelled women and girls ‘if not
towards actual prostitution, towards some form of barter of their sexuality for subsistence’.357
Hornbeck writes that it is a tragedy that, while men have other distractions, Gerty is
preoccupied with love and marriage as ‘such things define feminine existence’.358 While this
is no doubt accurate, we must remember that Bloom also is pre-occupied with his marriage.
Bloom is constantly thinking of Molly throughout his day. But, unlike Bloom, at U: 13.654
Gerty is pre-occupied with the idea of romance and finding a suitable husband, fantasising
that:
Her every effort would be to share his thoughts.
However, until she met Bloom, her ideal man existed solely in her imagination, apart from a
brief kiss with a much younger boy. It is a sad fact that by contrast with Nausicaa in the
Odyssey, whose options are limited because she is selective, Gerty’s options are limited
owing to the lack of economic prospects for the unmarried men of her class, who are unable
to afford to keep a wife and family.359
The style and language of the ‘Nausicaa’ episode in Ulysses are very different in tone from
the style and language of the rest of the novel, being particularly reminiscent of epic poetry
and Irish revivalism, which idealises aristocratic values and images.360 Joyce intended the
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episode to be a parody of those styles.361 At U: 13.99-104 this is demonstrated when the
narrator observes that:
Had kind fate but willed her to be born a gentlewoman of high degree in her own right
and had she only received the benefit of a good education Gerty MacDowell might
easily have held her own beside any lady in the land and have seen herself exquisitely
gowned with jewels on her brow and patrician suitors at her feet vying with one
another to pay their devoirs to her.
As a result of this deliberate tactic of Joyce’s, Karen Lawrence writes that, in contrast with
previous chapters in Ulysses, the Nausicaa chapter felt like stumbling into ‘a bad Victorian
novel’.362 But I contest that the romantic tone, although ironic, preserves the essence of the
Homeric Nausicaa encounter particularly well, despite the deliberately overt sexual
descriptions.
While playing ball with her friends, Gerty can hear the bells of the chapel nearby dedicated to
the Virgin Mary, underlining her own virginal status and paralleling the references to Artemis
in Od. 6.102-109. As in Homer’s description of the beauty of Nausicaa, in Ulysses, at U:
13.87-122, Gerty is described as physically desirable by the Narrator:
The waxen pallor of her face was almost spiritual in its ivory like purity though her
rosebud mouth was a genuine Cupid's bow, Greekly perfect….she looked so lovely in
her sweet girlish shyness that of a surety God's fair land of Ireland did not hold her
equal.
Although Gerty’s purity and virginity are emphasised by the narrator, Gerty’s thoughts
undermine this romantic ideal with the reality of intimate physical details, such as washing
her underpants and concerns over her menstrual cycle.363
At U: 13.365-370 when Gerty notices Bloom walking along the sea-shore, she is very
conscious of the stranger’s gaze and of her own well-shaped ankles as she lifts her skirts and
kicks the ball:
She felt the warm flush, a danger signal always with Gerty MacDowell, surging and
flaming into her cheeks. Till then they had only exchanged glances of the most casual
but now under the brim of her new hat she ventured a look at him and the face that
met her gaze there in the twilight, wan and strangely drawn, seemed to her the saddest
she had ever seen.
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Gerty’s flush alerts the reader to her sexual arousal and attraction to the stranger. Although
Gerty has a limp, she is able to conceal this from the onlooker, although, of course, her
friends are aware of it. After exposing her ankles, at U: 13.509-513 Gerty removes her headcovering and exposes her hair to the stranger, an action similar to that of Nausicaa and her
handmaidens in removing their veils (Od. 6.100):
Gerty just took off her hat for a moment to settle her hair and a prettier, a daintier
head of nutbrown tresses was never seen on a girl's shoulders, a radiant little vision, in
sooth, almost maddening in its sweetness. You would have to travel many a long mile
before you found a head of hair the like of that.
Gerty is well aware of Bloom’s sexual interest in her and, at U: 13.513-520, knows how to
increase his desire by her performance:364
She could almost see the swift answering flush of admiration in his eyes that set her
tingling in every nerve. She put on her hat so that she could see from underneath the
brim and swung her buckled shoe faster for her breath caught as she caught the
expression in his eyes. He was eyeing her as a snake eyes its prey. Her woman's
instinct told her that she had raised the devil in him and at the thought a burning
scarlet swept from throat to brow till the lovely colour of her face became a glorious
rose.
Joyce reflects Homer’s emphasis on Odysseus’ burning eyes in Od. 6. 127-136, although
Bloom is portrayed as a snake not a lion. But he is still a predator, who has ‘caught’ his prey,
Gerty. The change in her breathing and skin-colour is further evidence of her sexual
engagement. Moreover, the link between the snake and the devil in the passage may allude to
the involvement of Bloom’s genitalia in this encounter. At U: 13.411-416 Gerty looks into
the eyes of Bloom:
Yes, it was her he was looking at and there was meaning in his look. His eyes burned
into her as though they would search her through and through, read her very soul.
Wonderful eyes they were, superbly expressive, but could you trust them? People
were so queer. She could see at once by his dark eyes and his pale intellectual face
that he was a foreigner...
Bloom’s foreign appearance increases Gerty’s attraction to him. Gerty’s friends move away
to watch the fireworks, leaving Gerty sitting alone on the sand. Gerty fantasises that the
stranger will become her ‘dreamhusband’ (U: 13.431) and that they will marry. Her
‘innocence’ is revealed as a performance that she continues even in her own thoughts.365
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Again, at U: 13.206-215 Joyce parodies the language of the romance novel to enable Gerty to
express her sexual longing and lack of marital opportunities in a safe and ‘respectable’
manner:
He who would woo and win Gerty MacDowell must be a man among men. But
waiting, always waiting to be asked and it was leap year too and would soon be over.
No prince charming is her beau ideal to lay a rare and wondrous love at her feet but
rather a manly man with a strong quiet face who had not found his ideal, perhaps his
hair slightly flecked with grey, and who would understand, take her in his sheltering
arms, strain her to him in all the strength of his deep passionate nature and comfort
her with a long long kiss. It would be like heaven.
Gerty imagines the thoughts of Bloom, which are, ironically, the opposite of Bloom’s own
thoughts, which are purely sexual. But, despite this longing for physical and emotional union
on the part of Gerty, she and Bloom never speak but enjoy a wordless sexual encounter with
an emphasis on Bloom’s hands and genitals. Gerty enjoys his attention although she tries to
deny it to herself and, at U: 13.692-701, encourages him by exposing her legs and underwear:
At last they were left alone without the others to pry and pass remarks and she knew
he could be trusted to the death, steadfast, a sterling man, a man of inflexible honour
to his fingertips. His hands and face were working and a tremor went over her. She
leaned back far to look up where the fireworks were and she caught her knee in her
hands so as not to fall back looking up and there was no one to see only him and her
when she revealed all her graceful beautifully shaped legs like that, supply soft and
delicately rounded, and she seemed to hear the panting of his heart, his hoarse
breathing, because she knew about the passion of men like that, hot-blooded…
Again, there is considerable use of irony in the use of the word ‘fingertips’ in this passage, as
despite Bloom’s masturbating, Gerty describes him to herself as honourable and trustworthy,
like the heroes of her romance novels and magazine stories. Yet, the last sentence in this
passage reveals that Gerty is aware of what Bloom is really doing with his fingers, as she
admits that she understands what the ‘passion’ of men like Bloom means. Declan Kibberd
writes that while Gerty’s monologue could be considered merely a male fantasy, it could also
function believably from a woman’s perspective ‘because of the real woman’s near-total
submission to the world of male desire, coded into product advertising and woman’s
magazines’.366 The expression of Gerty’s desires, however, is a product of her gender and
cultural expectations, and has been therefore easily dismissed by some male readers as
intellectually ‘lightweight’ as a result.367
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But Gerty goes home alone, and Bloom thinks about re-connecting with his wife Molly (U:
13.771-820). Audience expectations about a possible relationship between them are dashed as
Bloom prefers his older unfaithful wife to the pretty, young and obviously available girl. This
ending of their encounter reflects the outcome of the Nausicaa and Odysseus interaction. Like
Nausicaa, Gerty is aware of what her friends might think of her behaviour and waits until
they leave to expose herself to Bloom’s male gaze. Unlike Nausicaa, however, Gerty’s limp
is revealed as she walks away. Martha Nussbaum suggest that her limp effectively ‘dispels
his fantasy’368, and at U: 13.1271-1273 Bloom leaves Gerty with no plans to further their
relationship, thinking:
Chance. We'll never meet again. But it was lovely. Goodbye, dear. Thanks. Made me
feel so young.
Although Nausicaa’s dream for a union with the handsome stranger goes unfulfilled, Gerty
and Bloom do, however, share a mutually satisfying sexual moment.369 Hornbeck argues that
such moments of connection are uncommon in Ulysses.370 Certainly, Bloom’s involvement
with Gerty is more sexually fulfilling for him than with any other woman he meets during the
course of his day, and more intense for Gerty than any other male sexual encounter that she
has ever had. Yet, like Nausicaa, Gerty misses out on a long-term relationship owing to the
fact that she is just an incident in Bloom’s day, quickly abandoned once he has achieved
satisfaction.371 Moreover, like Nausicaa, who is ashamed (αἴδετο) to mention the physical
pleasures of marriage to her father (Od. 6.66-67), Gerty is forced to conceal her interest in
physical pleasure owing to cultural pressures to conform to an ideal to which Bloom need
not.372 Despite her insistence, however, that she is concerned only with romance and
marriage, over half of the erotic ‘Nausicaa’ chapter is entirely narrated by Gerty. I agree with
Hornbeck, who observes that in the ‘Nausicaa’ episode Joyce has portrayed ‘a romantic
encounter that is not at all perfect’.373 This in turn reflects back on the Odyssey and
illuminates the original Homeric Nausicaa encounter, where the possibility of a sexual
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encounter for the hero is rejected in favour of his long-awaited reunion with his wife, and a
young girl’s hopes for marriage are denied.
Molly Bloom. In Ulysses, Joyce transforms Odysseus’ ostensibly faithful wife Penelope into
the unfaithful Molly Bloom. As Lilian Doherty observes, it appears that Joyce was interested
in the later classical variations of the myth, which cast doubt on the fidelity of Penelope.374
Yet, as I have shown, this concern about Penelope’s fidelity and loyalty can be seen in the
Odyssey itself.375 As a result, it is possible that Joyce recognised that Homer’s portrayal of
Penelope’s fidelity was somewhat ambivalent, as evidenced by her contradictory behaviour
with the suitors and their passionate responses to her.376 Interpretation of Molly Bloom’s
soliloquy, however, has given rise to much intense scholarly debate. This reflects the
challenge to conventional sensibilities that her ambivalent and intimate thoughts about sex
and female bodily functions provoked in predominantly male readers. In the 1920s she was
mostly described by critics as obscene, in the 1930s and 1940s as an earth-goddess, in the
1950s and 1960s as a whore, and, more recently, as an example of female thinking and
feminine agency.377 Richard Pearce writes that most of these views ‘reflected the shock,
tensions, and fears Molly engendered in a male-dominated establishment’, and also show
how prevalent such assumptions about women’s sexuality were even in modern society.378
Thus the debate on Molly Bloom and her role, more than any other character in the novel,
reflects changing social attitudes towards gender and sexuality in the modern world.
These contradictions, however, were already present in the mind of Joyce, who wrote in his
letters that the Molly episode ‘though probably more obscene than any preceding
episode…seems to me to be perfectly sane full amoral fertilisable untrustworthy engaging
shrewd limited prudent indifferent Weib [wife]’. 379 It appears, though, that this view of
Molly seems to reflect Joyce’s view of his wife Nora and their relationship, rather than of
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women in general.380 Herring argues, however, that Joyce was determined to portray his main
characters, Bloom and Molly, as experiencing the real and often unpleasant physical
sensations of the body, as well as the thoughts of the mind.381 Certainly Joyce is far more
interested than Homer in describing intimate bodily functions that were normally not
discussed so openly in literature.
It is not until the last chapter of Ulysses, however, that we hear from Molly herself.
Understanding of her motives, emotions and feelings is thus delayed. Although Molly’s
soliloquy takes place entirely in the marital bed, the reader is aware that Molly leaves her
house and has an occupation outside the home as a singer. Thus she is unlike Penelope who
remains within the palace for the entirety of the Odyssey. Nevertheless, Molly is
characterised by her strong awareness of her sexuality and, indeed, as Doherty observes, in
her soliloquy she is almost entirely pre-occupied with sex and her need to be an object of
male desire.382 Joseph Heininger writes that most men in Dublin speak about Molly ‘as if she
were a piece of goods, a tradeable commodity on the Dublin male sexual exchange’.383 This
is demonstrated at U: 16.1428-1431, when Bloom shows Stephen Dedalus a faded
photograph of Molly that he carries around with him and Stephen sees:
a large sized lady with her fleshy charms on evidence in an open fashion as she was in
the full bloom of womanhood in evening dress cut ostentatiously low for the occasion
to give a liberal display of bosom, with more than a vision of breasts, her full lips
parted and some perfect teeth…
The tone and style of Molly’s minimally punctuated eight-sentence chapter-long soliloquy
reflects her lack of education and pragmatic point of view. For much of the chapter, Molly
attempts to justify her infidelity, which was caused in part by Bloom’s lack of desire for
intercourse since the death of their son. At U: 18.1516-1520 she tries to shift blame for her
liaison with Boylan onto Bloom by thinking:
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its all his own fault if I am an adulteress…God knows its not much doesn’t everybody
but they hide it I suppose that is what a woman is supposed to be there for or He
wouldn’t have made us the way He did so attractive to men…
Like Penelope’s excuse for Helen’s infidelity (Od. 23.218-224), Molly’s excuse refers to the
outside influence of a god for her actions. Brian Shaffer writes that it is reasonable to argue,
as Molly does, that if women were created by God to be physically alluring to men, then her
obsession with her physical appearance and sexual allure is not only out of her control but
also sanctioned by a higher authority.384 Certainly, at U: 18.81-82, Molly is aware that Bloom
knows of her interest in Boylan and thinks that:
he has an idea about him and me hes not such a fool he said Im dining out and going
to the Gaiety…
She also thinks Bloom sent their daughter away because of it. At U: 18.1008-1009 she
complains:
thats why he did it Im certain the way he plots and plans everything out...
Molly believes that Bloom is somewhat devious and, like Odysseus, prone to deception. As at
Od. 18. 281-283, as I have discussed, the possibility of competition stimulating desire is also
present in Ulysses and, although Bloom is troubled by his wife’s infidelity, his desire for his
wife has not decreased but has increased. At U: 15.3788-3791 he appears to have a
voyeuristic longing to see his wife and Boylan together in the “Circe” fantasy:
Boylan:…You can apply your eye to the keyhole and play with yourself while I just
go through her a few times.
Bloom: Thank you, sir. I will, sir.
As in the Gerty episode, Joyce’s explicit descriptions of acts that are often perceived as
shameful would have been considered shocking to the majority of readers of his time.
By way of contrast with Homer’s presentation of Penelope, Joyce allows the audience to
access Molly’s thoughts entirely and the book shifts to her viewpoint. Despite her recent
sexual encounter with Boylan, she is critical of him and his treatment of her (U: 18. 122-168).
She then confesses her various sexual desires -- including flagellation (U: 18.961-964) and
transsexualism (U: 18.1146-1147 and 1381-1383). Echoing Penelope’s possible enjoyment of
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the attentions of the suitors, Molly Bloom feels attracted to a younger man like Stephen
Dedalus, whom Bloom has brought home. At U: 18.84-87 she thinks she would like:
some nicelooking young boy…Id let him see my garters the new ones and make him
turn red looking at him seduce him…
Yet, despite these extra-conjugal interests, for much of her soliloquy Molly thinks about her
husband. Although she is occasionally irritated by their domestic problems, she loves how he
brings her breakfast in bed (U: 18. 933-934) and how he brought her flowers (U: 18.329330). Nevertheless, her honest stream of consciousness about her life has attracted much
criticism from Joycean critics such as Robert Adams who were appalled by her ‘vulgarity’
and ‘earthiness’.385 It is evident that in the 1960s it was the open expression of female desire
that provoked such male hostility and moral judgement; critics were generally more forgiving
of similar ‘vulgarity’ from her husband.386
But, although Molly conforms in public to the cultural norms of femininity in her society, in
private she criticises these cultural norms; she is well aware of the artificial role she plays.387
Recalling Bloom’s courtship, at U: 18.318-325, she remembers:
he wrote me that letter with all those words in it…after when we met asking me if I
have offended you with my eyelids down of course he saw I wasn’t he had a few
brains…and if I knew what it meant of course I had to say no for forms sake don’t
understand you I said…
Reflecting Penelope’s behaviour before she shows herself to the suitors, Molly pretends to be
coy and unknowing. Kimberley Devlin argues that Joyce portrays Molly’s performance in
this way to expose the patriarchal ideology that insists that women display sexual ignorance
despite their actual knowledge of or involvement in sexual activities.388 The contradiction
between conformity and rebellion explains much of her behaviour. There are only a few ways
she can control her circumstances as a disenfranchised women of her time: she can refuse
consent, or complain, or ‘engage in acts of subterfuge that undermine the structures of
authority that bind her life’.389 Yet in order to exist comfortably, Shaffer argues that she
shares with Gerty a refusal to confront the unpalatable truths about her existence and place in
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society.390 She distracts herself by her intense competition with other women. However much
she complains about her life, she finds comfort in the fact that there are many others worse
off. This feeling of superiority allows her to live with the dominant gender, colonial and class
relations in the social order of Ireland and to accept more easily her resulting
powerlessness.391
Marriage Bed. As in the Odyssey, the marital bed plays a significant role in the reconciliation
of Molly and Bloom. But, at U: 18.1213-1215, Molly deceives Bloom about where their bed
came from:
he thinks father bought it from Lord Napier that I used to admire when I was a little
girl because I told him..
In fact the bed came from a pawnshop in Gibraltar where Molly grew up. Molly both
confesses and conceals, and in her soliloquy she is most often described by scholars as full of
contradictions.392 On musing on Bloom’s possible sexual activities that day, Molly thinks that
‘he cant keep a thing back I know every turn in him’ (U: 18.1530).393 She believes that,
whatever happened during the day, Bloom is not in love with another woman as in that case
he would not be hungry (U: 18.34-35). Sharing the view of her husband, Molly does not
consider sex always to be a matter of love.394 Yet, like Penelope, Molly doesn’t make
accusations against her husband, but she suppresses her jealousy and does not reveal her
suspicions.395 And, similarly, when Bloom returns to the marital bed and he and Molly talk
(U: 17. 2250-2300), he merely tells Molly the events of his day without making any
accusations or expressing anger about her infidelity. Ames argues that, despite her infidelity
with Boylan, Molly is faithful in that she never really deceives her husband, nor does she
choose to leave him for another.396 Bloom also rejects the idea of divorce, aware that he has
had extra-marital relations as well (U: 17.220). Molly and Bloom demonstrate a degree of
like-mindedness in this regard, sharing the same thoughts about the relative unimportance of
infidelity. At U: 18.1516 Molly thinks that:
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if that’s all we do in this vale of tears….
At U: 17.2182-2190 Bloom thinks as well that there are many worse things than adultery, and
makes a catalogue which includes, among other things:
theft, highway robbery, cruelty to animals and children….criminal assault,
manslaughter, wilful and premeditated murder.
Unlike Odysseus, who grew angry at the possible removal of his marriage bed, Bloom
doesn’t feel anger about Boylan having been in his marriage bed, but ‘envy, jealousy,
abnegation, equanimity’ (U: 17.2154-2155). During his day in Dublin, Bloom frequently
remembers the happy times of his courtship; these memories influence his acceptance of
Molly’s infidelity. Likewise, it is Molly’s memory of Bloom’s proposal to her on Howth
Head that sways her to reconnect with him. She actively chooses him by remembering his
marriage proposal. At U: 18.1576-1580 she remembers that:
yes that was why I liked him because I saw he understood or felt what a woman is and
I knew I could always get round him…
Although she still finds Bloom attractive, she knows that he doesn’t meet all of her needs. So
she accepts with some resignation her role as his wife, partly because she lacks any other
choices in the Dublin of her time. Despite this, Molly ends her soliloquy and, incidentally, the
novel, by deciding to re-connect with Bloom and to bring him breakfast in bed the next
morning saying, ‘yes I will yes’ (U: 1608-1609). Like Penelope’s delay in recognising
Odysseus, Molly’s decision to remain with Bloom emerges from the ideas of choice and
negotiation. Similarly, both Molly and Bloom’s acceptance of infidelity without moral
censure parallels Penelope’s refusal to blame Helen for her infidelity.397 Indeed, it could be
argued that both couples share marriages that contain faithful duplicity, in which attachment
persists alongside feelings of anxiety or jealousy.398
Conclusion
One of the tenets of Reception Theory is that the reception of a text can reflect back on the
ancient text, asking new questions about it or re-examining previously unconsidered
interpretations.399 It is possible in this case to see, through Joyce, that the Homeric text itself
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problematises issues of gender and allows for a kind of heroism not limited by sexual
identity.400 Although both Homer and Joyce privilege the male perspective and conceive of
female characters primarily in sexual terms, their tales provide glimpses of possible
alternative viewpoints.401 Gender conflict in both Homer and Joyce exposes faultlines in their
respective societies, reflecting shifts in both power and social organisation. And, yet, as
Doherty argues, ‘some fundamental aspects of the European gender system have remained
intact’ and have persisted from ancient Greece to the modernist world of Joyce.402
Nevertheless, as I have demonstrated, both Nausicaa and Gerty are acknowledged to have
sexual desires and to behave in ways that challenge traditional expectations of female
behaviour, without negative judgement by the narrators. Joyce recognised and engaged with
the erotic nature of the Nausicaa encounter that many Homeric scholars had been reluctant to
accept, and, although Homer euphemistically hints at the sexual tension between Odysseus
and Nausicaa, Joyce made Bloom’s encounter with Gerty sexually explicit.403 But both
Nausicaa and Gerty have their desires frustrated, since each of the male protagonists at that
point in the narrative prefers his wife to any other sexual temptation.
As I have shown, Homer and Joyce expose the paradox of the psychological power of wives
over their husbands, despite their relative powerlessness in their respective societies.404 As a
result, both Homer and Joyce draw attention to the social limitations and constraints that
cultural expectations of gender impose upon their characters, contributing to a ‘fusion of
horizons’ between their worlds, which in turn has greatly affected subsequent contemporary
interpretations of Homer.405 In fact, it could be argued that Joyce invites readers to view
Penelope not as a paragon of wifely fidelity but as equally deceptive and emotionally
conflicted over sexual desire as her husband. In both cases, however, the marital union
triumphs over the dangers of infidelity even though, as Ames argues, fidelity seems
uncertain, mutually deceptive and, yet, at the same time potentially lasting.406 Furthermore, I
have shown that there is a strong correlation between the emotion of love and the emotion of
anxiety, demonstrating that a fautline can exist across time with respect to the emotion of
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personal attachment.407 Thus, I argue that Joyce drew inspiration from the elements of
emotional ambivalence towards personal attachment and sexual desire found in the Odyssey
to express his own concerns around personal relationships. The difference between the two
stories, however, really revolves around the consequences of female sexual choice. In
Homer’s world, female adultery could provoke violence and war, whereas as we observe in
Chapter Three below, in Joyce’s Dublin the consequences were not so severe.
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Chapter Three
Fighting for Control: Anger and Retribution in Homer’s
Odyssey and Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad
Anger and retribution are central in both the Odyssey and Margaret Atwood’s novella The
Penelopiad. In this chapter I argue that, along with anger towards the suitors for courting his
wife in his absence, the Homeric Odysseus feels fear about the impact of the suitors’ actions,
not only on his wife, but also on his property and his very life. Odysseus’ anger, in this case,
is provoked by his fear; and, on releasing his anger through acts of revenge towards the
suitors and towards the maidservants he considers disloyal, he feels pleasure at vanquishing
his enemies and re-gaining his rightful status.408 Thus heroic anger, although cathartic, can be
described as complex, demonstrating an emotional faultline in the Homeric portrayal of
anger.409 I show too that, although Penelope also feels anger, more often her emotional
response to events in the poem is fear: fear for the life of her son Telemachus at the hands of
the suitors, and fear at the probable extent of Odysseus’ retribution.410 From a narratological
point of view, revenge tales of this Odyssean kind are problematic, as audiences may feel
ambivalence towards a character who uses violence to achieve his or her goals, no matter
what the provocation.411 This may occur particularly if the victim or victims of the violence
elicit feelings of empathy or pity from the audience: the death of the handmaidens in the
Odyssey is a case in point.412
Atwood’s novella re-tells Odysseus’ return story from the perspective of Penelope and her
handmaidens. Her Penelope feels fear also, but not from the suitors; rather, like Homer’s
Penelope, she fears the possible violent actions of Odysseus on his return.413 And in The
Penelopiad it is her handmaidens who feel anger towards both Odysseus and Penelope for
their deaths, and who long for retribution. In this chapter I demonstrate how Atwood’s focus
on the gruesome retribution carried out by Odysseus and his son on the handmaidens not only
illuminates anew the seemingly contradictory connection between fear and anger, a
connection that represents Atwood’s response to the Homeric faultline, but also highlights the
408
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unequal concept of justice and punishment in the heroic world of Homer. In The Penelopiad,
the maids, rather than expressing their anger through personal action, first attempt to make
Odysseus accountable for their deaths through the supposedly impartial judicial system. It is
only after they fail to achieve resolution through this process that they call upon the Furies,
an ancient world solution,414 to exact some kind of retribution, not through violence, but
through the enduring legacy of literature, along with their own haunting of Odysseus through
time.415
As I have discussed in Chapter One, fear and anger may occur as different responses to a
perceived or actual threat; they may have similar physiological responses, such as increased
heart rates and/or altered breathing patterns.416 The two emotions may occur almost
simultaneously, as fear can lead to anger.417 Although the common reaction to fear is to run
away from the threat, anger can provoke more variable reactions among individuals,
including a desire to inflict emotional pain or physical violence upon the individual/s deemed
responsible for the threat. This solution may often seem disproportionate to the initial
threat.418 Paradoxically, exacting τίσις (retribution) can give rise to feelings of pleasure and
satisfaction in the perpetrator: indeed, at Od. 22.306, the killing of the suitors is likened to the
pleasure of capturing prey while hunting, a point to which I return below. Hogan suggests
that traditional heroic stories are in many cases structured around the emotions of pride and
anger.419 With regard to pride, Hogan is referring to threats that may affect the status of an
individual, within his or her in-group or from an out-group.420 Certainly it can be seen that, in
the Odyssey, Odysseus in his disguise as a beggar endures insults from people who are not
normally his peers, such as slaves to whom he is in fact superior in status.421 He often
engages in trading insults with others whom he considers to be his inferiors, even though this
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response could inadvertently undermine his disguise.422 With great difficulty, however, he
restrains his anger until he is in a position to exact retribution for injuries to his pride. Having
to restrain his anger leads to its increase, an affect known as ‘mounting rage’.423 This
phenomenon may help to explain the ferocity of his response when he is in a position to exact
retribution.424 In the Homeric world, the relationship between the gods and mortals is
designed to ensure that society functions in an orderly fashion.425 In order to achieve a stable
society, retribution or revenge killing must be controlled and contained. Yet the world order
upheld by the gods supports the ideology of aristocratic males, and appears to be little
concerned with justice toward other classes or genders in society. Rather than examining the
anger of Odysseus, Homeric scholarship has traditionally focussed on the moral justification
for his killing of the suitors.426 There has been little discussion of either his anger towards the
handmaidens who, in having sexual relations with the suitors, were considered disloyal to
their master, or of the justice of their deaths.427
In The Penelopiad, Atwood retells the story of the Odyssey initially from the point of view of
Penelope, now in the afterlife. She is resentful rather than angry at her portrayal in the
original Odyssey story. Nussbaum observes that, unlike in the Homeric poems, the expression
of anger, as well as revenge, is problematic in the modern world.428 Furthermore, Ngai argues
that portraying ‘unprestigious’ feelings such as resentment rather than ‘grander’ passions
such as anger or fear are symptoms of the despair and lack of agency induced by the
contemporary capitalist world, and are reflected in literature.429 These are the ‘sentiments of
disenchantment’ with the current system in the western world that are felt across the political
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spectrum.430 Atwood has always been particularly concerned with justice and its links with
power politics, by which she means: ‘who gets to do what to whom.’431 Certainly, in The
Penelopiad a different version of events is told by Penelope’s maids. By telling the story
from these somewhat contradictory perspectives, Atwood shows the flexibility of myth and
its adaptability to revision, and she reveals what Carol Howells calls ‘the gaps and silences’
in myh regarding women’s lives.432 Furthermore, Atwood’s focus on traditionally less
privileged perspectives highlights a trend known in reception studies as the ‘democratic turn’,
whereby modern interest in ancient texts is situated in issues of gender, class or race,
reflecting contemporary preoccupations with non-elite members of society.433Although
Atwood has been described by some critics as pessimistic and unflinching for her gritty focus
on the fear experienced by oppressed women, she calls herself a realist.434 Common to
virtually all her stories, such as The Handmaid’s Tale and Alias Grace, is the fact that the
main female character experiences physical punishment and that women’s bodies are thus the
focus of cultural and political values and expectations.435 While this focus on women’s bodies
is evident as well in The Penelopiad, I shall examine Atwood’s female characters primarily
through the lens of emotion.
Anger and Retribution in the Odyssey
Overview. Although there is certainly in the Odyssey an abstract concept of justice said to be
part of divine prerogative and to be operant in the interactions between the gods and mortals
in the Homeric universe, in the practice of justice it is shown over and over again that
retribution is the prerogative of the powerful and is often imparted out of intense emotion
rather than through the application of some impersonal ‘rule of law’. For example, Athena
informs Odysseus that a large number of young men have been acting as masters of the
palace for three years and courting his wife, both of which are a grave threat to his status (Od.
13.377-378). She tells him this because he is her favourite rather than because the suitors
have been abusing the rules of hospitality (Od. 13.396). Yet, although he immediately wishes
to repay the suitors for their actions, Odysseus is grateful for the warning, as he feared that by
arriving at the palace unawares, he might meet the same fate as Agamemnon, who was killed
430
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on his return (Od. 13.383-386).436 Thus, although the gods are presented as defending the
natural and established order of the universe, which includes maintaining the status quo of
aristocratic power in society, they intervene in human affairs inconsistently to punish those
who do not heed their warnings and who behave inappropriately.437 These warnings may
come in the form of dreams, or natural signs, or from prophets. For example, the suitors
ignore warnings from the gods about their inappropriate behaviour, and their punishment is
deemed appropriate by the gods.438
But, although it appears in the Odyssey that human destiny is a consequence of personal
conduct rather than of an allotted fate, and that those who honour the dictates of Zeus will
avoid punishment, be rewarded and survive, the punishment accorded to those who violate
these dictates can be variable and often disproportionate. Jenny Clay has proposed that the
presentation of the gods’ attitude to justice in the Odyssey is contradictory. She argues that,
although the gods are concerned with justice, they are also capable of ‘capriciousness’ and
may act ruthlessly to protect any slights to their honour, no matter how insignificant or
necessary for human survival the original crime was.439 Despite this inconsistency in the
behaviour of the gods in general, Zeus himself, in his capacity as upholder of oaths and
protector of strangers, suppliants and guest-friends, is associated with more abstract ideas of
justice.440 The rites of hospitality that Zeus supports, however, depend on the concept of
reciprocity.441 Thomas Walsh argues that this idea of reciprocity also includes the notion of
vengeance. Both reciprocity and vengeance promote social cohesion amongst people by
identifying leaders in the absence of appropriate impartial institutions.442
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As leader of the gods, Zeus gives divine authority, in the form of a sceptre, to kings so that
they can rule according to traditional custom and settle disputes among men.443 Yet, it
appears that settling disputes in the Homeric world can also fall to leaders in the community,
such as a group of elders, as is seen in the Iliad on the shield of Achilles (Il. 18.497-508), or
in the Odyssey in the case of Queen Arete on Scheria (Od. 7.73-74). Nevertheless, seeking
justice for crimes is left to the victim or to relatives of the victim to pursue rather than being
the responsibility of the community to enforce.444 For example, the people of Ithaca do not
appear interested in restraining the conduct of the suitors, seeing it as a personal matter
between the house of Odysseus and the suitors.445 It is apparent, moreover, in the Homeric
poems, that it is not only aristocratic elites who are quick to express anger but that quarrels
can occur easily across all social hierarchies, even among slaves and beggars.446 This cultural
tendency to irascibility is demonstrated when Odysseus explains to Alcinous at Od. 7.305306 why he did not openly accompany Nausicaa to his palace:447
‘ἀλλ᾽ ἐγὼ οὐκ ἔθελον δείσας αἰσχυνόμενός τε,
μή πως καὶ σοὶ θυμὸς ἐπισκύσσαιτο ἰδόντι·
δύσζηλοι γάρ τ᾽ εἰμὲν ἐπὶ χθονὶ φῦλ᾽ ἀνθρώπων.’
‘But I did not wish to, being afraid and ashamed, lest you would be stirred to anger on
seeing it, for the tribes of men on earth are very suspicious.’
The fear and anger of Odysseus. When Odysseus encounters his mother’s shade in the
underworld, he takes the opportunity to find out from her the situation in Ithaca. He asks at
Od. 11.174-176:
‘εἰπὲ δέ μοι πατρός τε καὶ υἱέος, ὃν κατέλειπον,
ἢ ἔτι πὰρ κείνοισιν ἐμὸν γέρας, ἦέ τις ἤδη
ἀνδρῶν ἄλλος ἔχει, ἐμὲ δ᾽ οὐκέτι φασὶ νέεσθαι.’
‘Tell me of my father and my son, whom I left behind, whether the honour that was
mine still rests with them, or does some other man now hold it, since they say I shall
no longer return?’
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At this point, Odysseus fears that his property and position may have been threatened during
his long absence. His mother reassures him that his property remains in the hands of his
family and that his father and son are still alive (Od. 11.185-194). When Odysseus eventually
returns to Ithaca, Eumaeus (Od. 14.90-108) and Telemachus (Od. 16.121-128) tell him of the
depredations to his estate by the suitors. His fears concerning the threats to his family and his
property, including his slave-women, now turn to anger. He believes at Od. 16.108-109 that
the suitors are:
‘γυναῖκας ῥυστάζοντας ἀεικελίως κατὰ δώματα καλά,’
‘Dragging the women shamelessly through the beautiful palace,’
For this infringement by the suitors of his rights as master of his slaves, as well as for those
other actions that affect his property and his marriage, Odysseus believes that the suitors
deserve to be punished for their misdeeds by death (Od. 16.234). The gods, particularly
Athena, endorse this view.448 But Athena seems more concerned with protecting the life and
property of her favourite than with any abstract notions of justice.449 Despite her support,
both Telemachus and Odysseus fear for their lives, as they are greatly out-numbered by the
suitors (Od. 16.235-269). This fear is demonstrated at Od. 17.564-565 when, once inside the
palace after encountering the suitors, Odysseus tells Eumaeus:
‘ἀλλὰ μνηστήρων χαλεπῶν ὑποδείδι᾽ ὅμιλον,
τῶν ὕβρις τε βίη τε σιδήρεον οὐρανὸν ἵκει.’
‘But I fear the crowd of harsh suitors, whose arrogance and strength reaches the iron
heavens.’
Certainly, when threated by Eurymachus at the feast, Odysseus is afraid and, for protection,
sits by the knees of another suitor, Amphinomus, who has shown him some kindness (Od.
18.395-396). And when his old nurse Eurycleia recognises him while washing his feet,
Odysseus grabs her by the throat, in fear lest someone in the house will overhear her remarks.
(Od. 19.479-486). Despite being nursed by her as a child, in his fear Odysseus reacts angrily,
threatening her with death if she does not keep silent (Od. 19. 489-490). Later that same
evening, he is unable to sleep, fearing that the consequences of killing such a large number of
the Ithacan people may force him to flee his homeland so as to avoid vengeance by their
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For example Athena’s speech to Telemachus regarding the death of the suitors Od. 1.26268
Yamagata 1994: 37; van Wees 1992: 146-150.

kinsmen (Od. 20.38-43). Thus, the emotions of fear and anger seem inextricably linked and
occur almost simultaneously for Odysseus.
Before reaching the palace, however, at Od. 17. 219-220 Odysseus and Eumaeus had
encountered Melanthius, a herdsman and a slave, who insulted them both, saying:
‘πῇ δὴ τόνδε μολοβρὸν ἄγεις, ἀμέγαρτε συβῶτα,
πτωχὸν ἀνιηρόν δαιτῶν ἀπολυμαντῆρα·’
‘Why are you leading this filthy wretch, you miserable swineherd, such a nuisance of
a beggar to ruin our feasts?’
Arthur Adkins suggests that the frequency of verbal insults in the Homeric poems, such as
those offered by Melanthius, act as a kind of ‘safety valve’ to express the insecurity that all
individuals feel in such a competitive society.450 Yet, we observe too the need to receive
appropriate deference and respect; failures of deference can lead to physical conflict.451
Certainly, after offering further insults, Melanthius kicks Odysseus in the hip. Odysseus is so
angered by these insults at Od. 17. 236-237 that he considers two violent responses:
ἠὲ μεταΐξας ῥοπάλῳ ἐκ θυμὸν ἕλοιτο,
ἦ πρὸς γῆν ἐλάσειε κάρη ἀμφουδὶς ἀείρας.
Whether to leap upon him and take his spirit with his staff, or whether to pick him up
around the middle and dash his head on the ground.
But Odysseus controls his anger despite the provocation, telling Eumaeus at Od. 17.284-285
that:
‘τολμήεις μοι θυμός, ἐπεὶ κακὰ πολλὰ πέπονθα
κύμασι καὶ πολέμῳ· μετὰ καὶ τόδε τοῖσι γενέσθω·’
‘my heart is enduring, for I have suffered much amid the waves and in war; let this be
added to what has gone before’.
This speech implies that is the cumulative effect of many troubles and insults that increases
Odysseus’s sense of outrage, despite the fact that, or perhaps because, he currently has to rein
in his anger owing to his disguise as a low-status beggar.452
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On meeting the suitors, at the urging of Athena, a disguised Odysseus begs for food in order
to find out which of them behaves properly or which of them behaves inappropriately (Od.
17.363). But the narrator informs us that, in fact, in Athena’s view all of the suitors must
suffer the same fate regardless of how they behaved (Od. 17.354). Although some of the
suitors pity the beggar and give him food, Antinous refuses to do so and insults him (Od.
17.405-408). When Odysseus rebukes him, Antinous is so angry that he throws a footstool at
Odysseus (Od. 17.463). Odysseus is at first silent, thinking deeply about what to do (Od.
17.465). Then, at Od. 17.475-476, he speaks to all of the suitors, cursing Antinous:
‘ἀλλ᾽ εἴ που πτωχῶν γε θεοὶ καὶ Ἐρινύες εἰσίν,
Ἀντίνοον πρὸ γάμοιο τέλος θανάτοιο κιχείη.’
‘But if there are gods and Furies, may the fate of death reach Antinous before his
marriage’.453
As Antinous responds to this curse with promises of further violence, some of the suitors feel
so ashamed of his behaviour that they remonstrate with him, afraid that he is violating the
rules of hospitality; they are concerned that Antinous might be punished by the gods (Od. 17.
483-487). But Antinous ignores their warning, confident that he can behave with impunity
towards someone of lower status.454
At the doorway of his own palace, Odysseus is accosted by another beggar, Irus, who also
insults him. Odysseus’ anger is physically revealed by the expression:
τὸν δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὑπόδρα ἰδὼν…
Looking at him darkly from beneath his brows…(Od. 18.15)
This formulaic expression in the Homeric epics is a non-verbal cue that denotes the
expression of anger in an individual who feels that ‘social decorum’ has been breached.455 In
his disguise as a beggar, Odysseus endures insults from people who he would normally
consider below him in status. As a result, he can at this point barely restrain his anger and at
Od. 18.20 immediately threatens the beggar with violence, saying:456
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‘χερσὶ δὲ μή τι λίην προκαλίζεο, μή με χολώσῃς,’
‘Take care how boldly you challenge me with your fists, lest you may anger me’.
Here, Odysseus uses the subjunctive verbal form of χόλος suggesting that the generation of
anger is automatically accompanied by a violent response. Encouraged by the suitors, Irus
and Odysseus fight. Odysseus is so angered at the insults of the beggar that he considers
killing him. Instead, he knocks him to ground, leaving Irus beaten and bloody (Od. 18.97100). One of the suitors, Amphinomus, congratulates Odysseus on his victory and wishes him
well (Od. 18.122-123). Odysseus responds by warning him to leave the palace before
vengeance is wrought upon the suitors. Amphinomus is disturbed by the warning; despite
this, the narrator informs us that he will die with the rest of the suitors.
Regarding the behaviour of the suitors in the Odyssey, Stephanie West argues that they are
presented as ‘wicked men whose crimes provoked the just wrath of heaven.’457 It is true that
the outrageous behaviour of the suitors in violating the rules of hospitality, through the
disrespect they have shown to their hosts and their property, and their crime of forcing a
reluctant Penelope towards another marriage, is emphasized many times in the Odyssey.458
Certainly, Odysseus presents his vengeance on the suitors as sanctioned by the gods, when he
cautions Eurycleia not to gloat about the death of the suitors, saying at Od. 22.413:
‘τούσδε δὲ μοῖρ᾽ ἐδάμασσε θεῶν καὶ σχέτλια ἔργα’.

‘These men were overpowered by the will of the gods and by their shocking deeds’.
On the one hand his vengeance can be seen as a form of retribution as the suitors are
threatening his kingship and the life of his son.459 On the other hand, it could also be argued
that Odysseus uses the possible displeasure of the gods towards infringements of hospitality
laws to justify his own aggressive need for retaliation against the threat to his status and
control of his οἶκος.460
Once the suitors have finished feasting, however, Odysseus decides to test the loyalty of
Penelope’s handmaidens, as Telemachus expressed doubts about their loyalty. Telemachus
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had told him to inquire which of the women had dishonoured him and which were guiltless
(Od. 16.316-317). So a disguised Odysseus tries to re-assert his authority in the palace and, as
though he were their master, at Od. 18.313-320, he orders the handmaidens to retire saying:
‘δμῳαὶ Ὀδυσσῆος, δὴν οἰχομένοιο ἄνακτος,
ἔρχεσθε πρὸς δώμαθ᾽, ἵν᾽ αἰδοίη βασίλεια·
τῇ δὲ παρ᾽ ἠλάκατα στροφαλίζετε, τέρπετε δ᾽ αὐτὴν
ἥμεναι ἐν μεγάρῳ, ἢ εἴρια πείκετε χερσίν·
αὐτὰρ ἐγὼ τούτοισι φάος πάντεσσι παρέξω.’
‘Serving-women of Odysseus, whose master has been gone for a long time, go back
into the palace, where the revered Queen is, and twist the wool on the distaff by her
side, and gladden her heart sitting in the hall, or comb the wool with your hands; for I
will supply light to all these men’.
At first the handmaidens laugh at his commands and do not take him seriously. But
Melantho, one of the handmaidens, rebukes him (Od. 18.320).461 Melantho is the only
handmaiden in the Odyssey who speaks; we are told by the narrator that, although she had
been reared by Penelope with kindness, she has little sympathy for her mistress’s present
difficult situation (Od. 18.321-324). Moreover, she feels affection for one of the suitors,
Eurymachus, and sleeps willingly with him (Od. 18.321-325). Melantho insults the beggar
and warns him that he may be treated violently for his unusual arrogance:
μή τίς τοι τάχα Ἴρου ἀμείνων ἄλλος ἀναστῇ,
ὅς τίς σ᾽ ἀμφὶ κάρη κεκοπὼς χερσὶ στιβαρῇσι
δώματος ἐκπέμψῃσι, φορύξας αἵματι πολλῷ.
‘Take care lest soon someone better than Irus stand up against you; someone, who,
striking you around the head with strong arms, sends you out of the house, defiled
with much blood’ (Od. 18.334-336).
By speaking to Odysseus as though they were equals, Melantho is unwittingly slighting
someone of higher status whom she would normally fear to disrespect.462 Certainly, we
observe the assault to Odysseus’ status in his resulting angry response to Melantho at Od.
18.334-342:
τὴν δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὑπόδρα ἰδὼν προσέφη πολύμητις Ὀδυσσεύς·
‘ἦ τάχα Τηλεμάχῳ ἐρέω, κύον, οἷ᾽ ἀγορεύεις,
In Od. 8.321 Melantho is given the epithet καλλιπάρῃος (with pretty-cheeks). She is the sister of Melanthius
and the daughter of the slave Dolius, whom Penelope brought with her to Ithaca on her marriage.
462
Thalmann 1998a: 120 considers that the violent competitiveness in the poems is combined with the idea
that ‘deference is an integral part of status.’ See also Konstan 2006: 55-56 for a discussion on the ‘right’ way
for slaves to respond to their master or someone of higher status.
461

88

κεῖσ᾽ ἐλθών, ἵνα σ᾽ αὖθι διὰ μελεϊστὶ τάμῃσιν.’
ὣς εἰπὼν ἐπέεσσι διεπτοίησε γυναῖκας.
βὰν δ᾽ ἴμεναι διὰ δῶμα, λύθεν δ᾽ ὑπὸ γυῖα ἑκάστης
ταρβοσύνῃ· φὰν γάρ μιν ἀληθέα μυθήσασθαι.
Looking at her from under his brows, resourceful Odysseus said to her: ‘Soon, dog, I
shall go to Telemachus and tell him how you speak, so that he can tear you limb from
limb on the spot.’ Speaking with such words he scared away the women. They went
back through the palace, and the knees of each were loosened by fear: for they
thought his threats were genuine.
Again Odysseus demonstrates his anger, frowning at Melantho before speaking. By
displaying a facial expression of anger that is normally reserved for those of superior status
towards those of inferior status, Odysseus risks exposing his disguise.463 References to a dog
(κύων) in the Homeric epics is usually seen as a pejorative insult, particularly if an individual
has overstepped his or her allotted position in society.464 Margaret Graver notes, however,
that the dog insult used in relation to women has often been incorrectly translated as ‘slut’ to
infer a sexual connotation that may not necessarily be appropriate in every circumstance of its
use.465 Certainly, in this case, Odysseus’ use of the word appears similar to Achilles’ use of
the word to insult Agamemnon at Il.1.225.466 His speech, however, frightens the
maidservants, as it reveals not only his anger at the way he had been addressed, but also his
intention to report the maidservants to their master for punishment. The fate of the
handmaidens is thus inextricably linked not only with the behaviour of the suitors but also
with their own lack of deference towards Odysseus.
His self-restraint is further tested by evidence of the handmaidens sleeping with the suitors.
Their laughter as they come out of the hall at Od. 20.10-13 sparks strong emotion:
πολλὰ δὲ μερμήριζε κατὰ φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυμόν,
ἠὲ μεταΐξας θάνατον τεύξειεν ἑκάστῃ,
ἦ ἔτ᾽ ἐῷ μνηστῆρσιν ὑπερφιάλοισι μιγῆναι
ὕστατα καὶ πύματα, κραδίη δέ οἱ ἔνδον ὑλάκτει.
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And he debated greatly in mind and spirit, whether by rushing after them he should
cause death to each of them, or allow them to lie with the arrogant suitors for the last
and final time, and his heart barked within him.
In his anger, he is likened by the poet to a dog who is eager to fight to protect her puppies
(Od. 20.14-15). The passage implies that, as Odysseus cannot sleep, the reference to his
‘barking heart’ means that he acts like a watch-dog in his own palace rather than as its
master.467 Odysseus forces himself to endure this latest insult to his status and loss of control
as master of the palace, likening the suffering inflicted on him by the maids’ actions to the
sufferings he and his men had endured at the greedy hands of the Cyclops (Od. 20.18-21).468
It appears that the handmaidens’ sexual activities and disloyalty to the οἶκος can be
considered equally greedy and selfish.469 William Thalmann, one of the few classical scholars
to discuss the issue of slavery in the Odyssey, and female slavery in particular, argues that for
all women in the Odyssey, whether slaves or not, ‘sexual fidelity is the standard by which
loyalty to Odysseus is measured’ and that in the patriarchal world view of the poem the
honour of the male is threatened through the sexual behaviour of any female in his οἶκος.470
Although the maidservants on occasions appear to have more freedom of sexual choice than
the aristocratic Penelope, they are judged pejoratively by men for that very choice. I suggest
too that it is possible that the handmaidens’ joy and apparent freedom with their own bodies
in the above passage offends their master, who is used to controlling their bodies for the
benefit of his οἶκος. For the suitors to have sexual relations with them, either consensually or
as a result of rape, can be considered to be a rival claim of ownership.471
The fear and anger of Penelope. On learning from the herald that not only has Telemachus
left Ithaca without her knowledge, but that the suitors plan to kill her son on his return from
visiting Pylos and Sparta, Penelope is devastated and cannot even speak to Medon, the
herald, in reply (Od. 4.705). As she goes to her chamber, at Od. 4.716 her emotion is
described as τὴν δ᾽ ἄχος…θυμοφθόρον (spirit-destroying pain). Distraught, she sits on the
floor, a further sign of her grief and despair (Od. 4.716-719).472 She tells her handmaidens
that not only does she fear that she has lost her husband, but that Telemachus may be in
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danger on the sea voyage and lose his life. She reproaches them at Od. 4.727-731 for not
informing her of Telemachus’ whereabouts so that she could have prevented him leaving:
‘νῦν αὖ παῖδ᾽ ἀγαπητὸν ἀνηρείψαντο θύελλαι
ἀκλέα ἐκ μεγάρων, οὐδ᾽ ὁρμηθέντος ἄκουσα.
σχέτλιαι, οὐδ᾽ ὑμεῖς περ ἐνὶ φρεσὶ θέσθε ἑκάστη
ἐκ λεχέων μ᾽ ἀνεγεῖραι, ἐπιστάμεναι σάφα θυμῷ,
ὁππότ᾽ ἐκεῖνος ἔβη κοίλην ἐπὶ νῆα μέλαιναν.’
‘And now my beloved son has been swept up from the palace by the storm winds
ingloriously, nor did I hear him leaving, You are cruel, as not one of you thought to
wake me up from my bed, although knowing full well in your hearts when he went on
the hollow black ship’.
In her fear for her son’s life at the hands of the suitors, she is unable to eat or drink (Od.
4.788). The simile at Od. 4.791-792 describes her dilemma:
ὅσσα δὲ μερμήριξε λέων ἀνδρῶν ἐν ὁμίλῳ
δείσας, ὁππότε μιν δόλιον περὶ κύκλον ἄγωσι,
Just as a lion ponders, being seized by fear among a group of men, when they draw
into a crafty circle around him.
The simile portrays Penelope’s anxiety, feeling hunted and threatened by the suitors, with
little hope of escape. She prays to Athena at Od. 4.766, hoping that she will protect
Telemachus and that she:
‘μνηστῆρας δ᾽ ἀπάλαλκε κακῶς ὑπερηνορέοντας.’
‘wards off the evil, over-bearing suitors’.
In answer to her prayer, Athena sends an image of her sister Iphthime to her in a dream, who
on learning of Penelope’s fears for her son, tells her not to be afraid, reassuring Penelope that
her son will return safely (Od. 4.825-829).
Despite her handmaidens’ betrayal of Penelope’s weaving trick, the queen seems to have
some anxiety about their safety. At Od. 19.536-539, Penelope recounts a dream to a disguised
Odysseus:
χῆνές μοι κατὰ οἶκον ἐείκοσι πυρὸν ἔδουσιν
ἐξ ὕδατος, καί τέ σφιν ἰαίνομαι εἰσορόωσα·
ἐλθὼν δ᾽ ἐξ ὄρεος μέγας αἰετὸς ἀγκυλοχείλης
πᾶσι κατ᾽ αὐχένας ἦξε καὶ ἔκτανεν·
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I have twenty geese in the house who come out of the water and eat grain, and I take
delight in looking upon them; but, coming out of the mountains, a great eagle with a
crooked beak broke all their necks and killed them.
Penelope then says that the eagle told her the geese were the suitors. She asks Odysseus to
interpret the dream and he agrees with the eagle’s interpretation. This dream is puzzling for
us, as the number of suitors was, in fact, 108, not 20. This latter number is nearer to the
number of wayward maids,473 and accurately describes the manner of their deaths, but not the
suitors’, who were killed by arrows from Odysseus’ bow or by swords. In each case,
Odysseus is portrayed as a predator. Although Odysseus, and most scholars for that matter,
think that Penelope’s dream refers to the suitors and indicates some fondness on Penelope’s
part towards them, I propose that it is also possible that the dream may be a covert reference
to Penelope’s fears for the safety of her handmaidens on Odysseus’ return.474 As I discuss
further below, this is the interpretation favoured by Margaret Atwood. Certainly Penelope
does not agree with Odysseus’ interpretation of her dream, saying at Od. 19.560-561:

‘ξεῖν᾽, ἦ τοι μὲν ὄνειροι ἀμήχανοι ἀκριτόμυθοι
γίγνοντ᾽, οὐδέ τι πάντα τελείεται ἀνθρώποισι.’
‘Stranger, know that dreams are inexplicable and baffling nor do they all become
fulfilled for mankind’.
The anxieties revealed by her dream are not recognized or understood by others, however,
and despite her attachment to her son, there is evidence of tension between Telemachus and
his mother. Telemachus is critical of his mother on occasion, particularly with regard to her
behaviour towards the suitors.475 He also begins to doubt his mother’s loyalty after the
warning he has received from Athena that, once remarried, women do not care for the
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children of a previous marriage (Od. 15.19-23). As a result he becomes more critical of
Penelope.476
Indeed, despite her anxieties, as I discussed in Chapter Two, Penelope’s attitude to the
courtship of the suitors is not entirely clear. At the assembly that Telemachus had called,
Antinous reports that Penelope had told the suitors she is eager for marriage as she believes
Odysseus to be dead (Od. 2.96-97). Away from the suitors, however, Penelope does not
appear eager for marriage, and speaks negatively about them (Od. 4.766). Whatever her real
motivations are towards the suitors, Penelope is angry at the treatment of the stranger in the
palace and, at Od. 18.221-225, she rebukes Telemachus:
‘οἷον δὴ τόδε ἔργον ἐνὶ μεγάροισιν ἐτύχθη,
ὃς τὸν ξεῖνον ἔασας ἀεικισθήμεναι οὕτως.
πῶς νῦν, εἴ τι ξεῖνος ἐν ἡμετέροισι δόμοισιν
ἥμενος ὧδε πάθοι ῥυστακτύος ἐξ ἀλεγεινῆς;
σοί κ᾽ αἶσχος λώβη τε μετ᾽ ἀνθρώποισι πέλοιτο.’
What a thing has been accomplished in these halls, that you have let a stranger be so
abused like that. Now, how would it be if the stranger, sitting in our house, should
come to harm as he was dragged about? On you then would fall shame and dishonour
among men’.
Unlike at Od. 1.345-359, where Telemachus rebukes his mother, on this occasion
Telemachus does not.477 Telemachus says he does not blame Penelope for being so angry
with him, but claims that he is surrounded and outnumbered with no-one to help him check
the behaviour of the suitors (Od. 18.227-232).
Once the suitors have left the palace for the night, Penelope joins Odysseus by the fire.
Melantho notices Odysseus there and rebukes him a second time, ordering him out of the
palace (Od. 19.65-69). Odysseus responds fiercely, warning her that either her mistress will
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become angry with her or that her master may return.478 Indeed, echoing Odysseus,479
Penelope becomes angry at the insolence of handmaiden, saying at Od. 19.91-92:
‘πάντως, θαρσαλέη, κύον ἀδεές, οὔ τί με λήθεις
ἔρδουσα μέγα ἔργον, ὃ σῇ κεφαλῇ ἀναμάξεις·
‘There is no doubt, audacious and fearless dog, that you have not escaped my notice,
doing mischievous deeds, which you will wipe off with your own head’.
Penelope’s description of Melantho as a dog suggests not only the inappropriateness of
Melantho’s speech given her status, but also her disloyal behaviour with the suitors and her
betrayal of her mistress’s weaving trick.480 Later, Penelope confirms to Odysseus that her
maids had betrayed her weaving trick to the suitors at Od. 19.154-155:
καὶ τότε δή με διὰ δμῳάς, κύνας οὐκ ἀλεγούσας,
εἷλον ἐπελθόντες καὶ ὁμόκλησαν ἐπέεσσιν.
‘And then, through my maids, being uncaring dogs, they came upon me, catching me
and reproaching me with words’.
Penelope repeats her angry description of the maids as dogs for their disloyalty to the
mistress of the house.481
Retribution in the Odyssey. When the suitors have failed to string the bow of Odysseus and
Penelope has gone upstairs to her chamber, Odysseus himself strings it and shoots an arrow
through the axe heads that had been set up (Od. 21.412-423). Throwing off his beggar’s
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clothes, he shoots Antinous in the throat, and, at Od. 22.35-40, addresses the rest of the
suitors:
τοὺς δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὑπόδρα ἰδὼν προσέφη πολύμητις Ὀδυσσεύς·
‘ὦ κύνες, οὔ μ᾽ ἔτ᾽ ἐφάσκεθ᾽ ὑπότροπον οἴκαδ᾽ ἱκέσθαι
δήμου ἄπο Τρώων, ὅτι μοι κατεκείρετε οἶκον,
δμῳῇσιν δὲ γυναιξὶ παρευνάζεσθε βιαίως,
αὐτοῦ τε ζώοντος ὑπεμνάασθε γυναῖκα,
οὔτε θεοὺς δείσαντες, οἳ οὐρανὸν εὐρὺν ἔχουσιν,
οὔτε τιν᾽ ἀνθρώπων νέμεσιν κατόπισθεν ἔσεσθαι·’
Looking at them from under frowning brows, Odysseus says to them: ‘Oh dogs, you
thought that I would never come home again from the land of the Trojans, so that you
squandered the resources of my house and lay with the female slaves by force, and
while I was alive courted my wife clandestinely, having no fear of the gods, who
dwell in broad heaven, or that any reckoning among men would occur’.
At this moment Odysseus no longer has to control his anger and adopts, through his open
physical expression of anger, his rightful position as master of the οἶκος.482 With the help of
Athena, Telemachus and two other loyal followers, Odysseus sets about killing the rest of the
suitors. Odysseus’ retribution is a consequence of the political situation in Ithaca, which has
become confused and conflicted in his absence; it marks his return as a violent Iliadic
warrior.483 The killing of the suitors by Odysseus can be seen in the same light as the
unrelenting μῆνις (anger) of Iliadic Achilles and as the justice required by the gods as a result
of a major transgression. Therefore, their deaths are not just the consequence of simple
reciprocal vengeance.484 Although one of the suitors, Eurymachus, who had previously
insulted Odysseus (Od. 18.388-393) and had slept with Melantho, offers to repay Odysseus
for the suitors’ consumption of his property (Od. 22.54-59),485 Odysseus at Od. 22. 60-64
angrily rejects the idea that any compensation other than their deaths could be adequate:486
τὸν δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὑπόδρα ἰδὼν προσέφη πολύμητις Ὀδυσσεύς·
‘Εὐρύμαχ᾽, οὐδ᾽ εἴ μοι πατρώϊα πάντ᾽ ἀποδοῖτε,
ὅσσα τε νῦν ὔμμ᾽ ἐστὶ καὶ εἴ ποθεν ἄλλ᾽ ἐπιθεῖτε,
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οὐδέ κεν ὣς ἔτι χεῖρας ἐμὰς λήξαιμι φόνοιο
πρὶν πᾶσαν μνηστῆρας ὑπερβασίην ἀποτῖσαι.’
Then with an angry look from beneath his eye-brows, Odysseus said: ‘Eurymachus,
not even if you give me all your patrimony, all that you have now, and even if you
were to add to it from elsewhere, not even so would I stop my hands from killing until
all of the suitors have paid the price for their transgressions’.
It seems that Odysseus’ anger can be satisfied only by violence.487 Even though the suitors
outnumber Odysseus and his small band of followers, Athena urges Odysseus to fight harder
(Od. 22.224-238). The resulting violent retribution of Odysseus and his small band of
followers is likened at Od. 22.303-306 to that of fierce predators towards their prey:
οἱ δ᾽ ὥς τ᾽ αἰγυπιοὶ γαμψώνυχες ἀγκυλοχεῖλαι,
ἐξ ὀρέων ἐλθόντες ἐπ᾽ ὀρνίθεσσι θόρωσι·
ταὶ μέν τ᾽ ἐν πεδίῳ νέφεα πτώσσουσαι ἵενται,
οἱ δέ τε τὰς ὀλέκουσιν ἐπάλμενοι, οὐδέ τις ἀλκὴ
γίγνεται οὐδὲ φυγή· χαίρουσι δέ τ᾽ ἀνέρες ἄγρῃ·
Just as when vultures with crooked talons and curved beaks coming out of the
mountain attacks birds, those that, cowering beneath the clouds, go across the plain,
and the vultures, springing upon them, kill them, and there is no defence or escape;
and men rejoice at the chase.
Anger contains both pain and pleasure -- pleasure is felt by the anticipation of revenge on the
source of the pain.488 Thus the killing of men is seen to be as pleasurable as hunting animals,
echoing the pleasure that Achilles felt in his anger (Il. 18.109). Indeed, although Homer
generally portrays his hero Odysseus in a positive light, he cannot entirely suppress or play
down some ‘unsavoury incidents’ in which the traditional figure of Odysseus was
involved.489 These incidents, like the passage above, reveal elements of ruthlessness in the
hero, whose name can literally mean both ‘enduring pain’ and ‘causing-much-pain’.490
Certainly, as I discussed in Chapter Two, although Odysseus is portrayed as gentle and kindhearted in other contexts, his actions towards the suitors and the handmaidens demonstrates
another side of his character, notably the willingness to use force to ensure his dominance and
re-gain control of his οἶκος.

487

Loney 2019: 169.
Konstan 2006: 43.
489
Clay 1983: 38.
490
Clay 1983: 38. See also p.95, where Clay argues that Odysseus shares many traits with Heracles, including a
‘dark, violent brutality’.
488

96

Scholars today are unsettled by Odysseus’ actions and argue that Odysseus’ response is
disproportionate,491 and that he asserts his own rights ‘with remarkable ferocity’.492
Furthermore, it is argued that, although few modern audiences would condone revenge
killing, the epic world of Homer placed a ‘problematically’ high importance on loyalty, so
that the rights and wrongs of revenge killing would not apply in this case.493 Nevertheless, the
series of relatively minor offences the suitors committed when they thought Odysseus was
missing and presumed dead are not enough to ‘make the justice of their punishment selfevident’.494 Indeed, the consequence of killing such a large number of the local young
noblemen leads to a blood feud between their relatives and the family of Odysseus that can be
stopped at the end of the poem only by the intervention of Athena (Od. 24.531-532). Yet I
propose that the extreme nature of Odysseus’ retribution conveys the problematic nature of
personal revenge and the desirability that justice be sanctioned by the community rather than
enforced at the whim of a powerful individual.495
After the death of the suitors, at Od. 22.417-425, Odysseus gives orders to Eurycleia not to
awaken Penelope. In addition, he orders:
ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε μοι σὺ γυναῖκας ἐνὶ μεγάροις κατάλεξον,
αἵ τέ μ᾽ ἀτιμάζουσι καὶ αἳ νηλείτιδές εἰσιν.’
τὸν δ᾽ αὖτε προσέειπε φίλη τροφὸς Εὐρύκλεια·
‘τοιγὰρ ἐγώ τοι, τέκνον, ἀληθείην καταλέξω.
πεντήκοντά τοί εἰσιν ἐνὶ μεγάροισι γυναῖκες
δμῳαί, τὰς μέν τ᾽ ἔργα διδάξαμεν ἐργάζεσθαι,
εἴριά τε ξαίνειν καὶ δουλοσύνην ἀνέχεσθαι·
τάων δώδεκα πᾶσαι ἀναιδείης ἐπέβησαν,
οὔτ᾽ ἐμὲ τίουσαι οὔτ᾽ αὐτὴν Πηνελόπειαν.’
‘Now bring here to me the women in the palace that you know of, both those who
dishonour me and those who are guiltless.’ Then the beloved nurse Eurycleia
answered him: ‘So, my child, I will tell you the truth: you have fifty women servants
in the palace, whom we have taught to work at their tasks, to comb the wool and to
bear slavery. Of these twelve in all have stepped towards shamelessness, and mind
neither me nor Penelope herself’.
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Therefore, it is Eurycleia, herself a slave, who identifies the handmaidens, who, she believes,
require punishment so that Odysseus can reassert his status and his authority. 496 Suzanne Saïd
distinguishes between the punishment Odysseus ordered for the maidservants and what
Telemachus actually did.497 Yet her argument seems to overlook the violence of Odysseus’
original order to Telemachus at Od. 22.440-445:
‘αὐτὰρ ἐπὴν δὴ πάντα δόμον κατακοσμήσησθε,
δμῳὰς ἐξαγαγόντες ἐϋσταθέος μεγάροιο,
μεσσηγύς τε θόλου καὶ ἀμύμονος ἕρκεος αὐλῆς,
θεινέμεναι ξίφεσιν τανυήκεσιν, εἰς ὅ κε πασέων
ψυχὰς ἐξαφέλησθε καὶ ἐκλελάθωντ᾽ Ἀφροδίτης,
τὴν ἄρ᾽ ὑπὸ μνηστῆρσιν ἔχον μίσγοντό τε λάθρη.’
Then, after you have put everything in the house into order, having led the women out
of the well-built hall, between the rotunda and the noble wall of the courtyard, strike
them with a long-edged sword, so that the souls of all will be taken away and utterly
escape the notice of Aphrodite, she who was by their side when they lay secretly with
the suitors’.
Control of his οἶκος is thus dependent on violence for enforcement, not unlike the actions of
Zeus on Olympus.498 Indeed, in the case of his slaves, a master had control over their life and
could threaten them with death in order to compel obedience and submission. 499
The twelve handmaidens identified by Eurycleia as disloyal come out together, weeping, and
displaying shock and fear, which elicits audience sympathy (Od. 446-447). At Od. 22.448456 Odysseus gives them a gruesome task:
πρῶτα μὲν οὖν νέκυας φόρεον κατατεθνηῶτας,
κὰδ δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὑπ᾽ αἰθούσῃ τίθεσαν εὐερκέος αὐλῆς,
ἀλλήλοισιν ἐρείδουσαι· σήμαινε δ᾽ Ὀδυσσεὺς
αὐτὸς ἐπισπέρχων· ταὶ δ᾽ ἐκφόρεον καὶ ἀνάγκῃ.
αὐτὰρ ἔπειτα θρόνους περικαλλέας ἠδὲ τραπέζας
ὕδατι καὶ σπόγγοισι πολυτρήτοισι κάθαιρον.
αὐτὰρ Τηλέμαχος καὶ βουκόλος ἠδὲ συβώτῃς
λίστροισιν δάπεδον πύκα ποιητοῖο δόμοιο
ξῦον· ταὶ δ᾽ ἐφόρεον δμῳαί, τίθεσαν δὲ θύραζε.
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First they bore out the bodies of those who had been killed, and placed them beneath
the portico of the well-fenced courtyard, propping them against one another; and
Odysseus himself ordered them, urging them on. And, thus constrained, they bore out
the bodies. Then they cleaned the beautiful chairs and tables with water and porous
sponges. When Telemachus and the cow-herd and the swine-herd had scraped the
floor of the well-built house with shovels, the women, carrying off the scrapings,
placed them outside the doors.
Once the women had finished their tasks, they were led to an enclosed space. Demonstrating
a certain sadistic streak, Telemachus chooses not to kill the maidservants with a sword, as his
father had ordered.500 At Od. 22.461-464 he claims that the handmaidens had insulted him:
‘μὴ μὲν δὴ καθαρῷ θανάτῳ ἀπὸ θυμὸν ἑλοίμην
τάων, αἳ δὴ ἐμῇ κεφαλῇ κατ᾽ ὀνείδεα χεῦαν
μητέρι θ᾽ ἡμετέρῃ παρά τε μνηστῆρσιν ἴαυον.’
‘Let it not be by a clean death that I take the lives of these women, who have poured
reproaches on my head and that of my mother and slept with the suitors’.
Telemachus enjoys his revenge: it allows him to vent his rage without consequences, since, in
Penelope’s absence, there is no one to shield the maidservants or to speak in their defence.501
It is certainly apparent in the poem that there are no attempts at revenge by the Ithacan
community, as there was in the case of the suitors’ deaths. We should consider the possibility
too that, for Telemachus, the maidservants act as scapegoats for the possibility of Penelope’s
sexual betrayal.502 This argument might best explain Odysseus’ unrelenting anger towards the
maidservants as well, as he was anxious about Penelope’s fidelity in his absence, as I
discussed in Chapter Two.
With what could be called a macabre form of Odyssean ingenuity, at Od. 22.465-473
Telemachus devises a highly unusual and technically challenging manner of death for them
instead:
ὣς ἄρ᾽ ἔφη, καὶ πεῖσμα νεὸς κυανοπρῴροιο
κίονος ἐξάψας μεγάλης περίβαλλε θόλοιο,
ὑψόσ᾽ ἐπεντανύσας, μή τις ποσὶν οὖδας ἵκοιτο.
ὡς δ᾽ ὅτ᾽ ἂν ἢ κίχλαι τανυσίπτεροι ἠὲ πέλειαι
ἕρκει ἐνιπλήξωσι, τό θ᾽ ἑστήκῃ ἐνὶ θάμνῳ,
αὖλιν ἐσιέμεναι, στυγερὸς δ᾽ ὑπεδέξατο κοῖτος,
ὣς αἵ γ᾽ ἑξείης κεφαλὰς ἔχον, ἀμφὶ δὲ πάσαις
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δειρῇσι βρόχοι ἦσαν, ὅπως οἴκτιστα θάνοιεν.
ἤσπαιρον δὲ πόδεσσι μίνυνθά περ οὔ τι μάλα δήν.
He spoke and he fastened the cable of a dark-prowed ship to a big pillar and threw it
around the rotunda, binding it high, so that no-one’s feet could reach the ground. And
as long-winged thrushes or doves strike against a trap that is set in a thicket, as they
try to enter their nest, and hateful is the bed that receives them, so too were the
women’s heads placed in a row, and around the necks of each nooses were tied, so
that they might die most pitifully. And their feet struggled for a short time but not for
very long.
In their brutality these actions suggest the immaturity of a young man. Saïd goes further,
claiming that ‘in wanting sexuality and not yet possessing a legitimate partner, he goes too
far’ in punishing the handmaidens. 503 I concur: Telemachus’ actions certainly display fierce
anger towards women who attempt to control their own sexuality.504 Other scholars, however,
seem disinclined to address the issue of the handmaidens’ deaths.505 For example, Michael
Clarke, in his discussion of the moral justification of the suitor’s deaths, neglects to discuss
the hanging of the maids and whether that action was justifiable or not.506 Michael Silk too, in
his discussion on the problematic moral question of the deaths of the suitors, does not
mention the handmaidens beyond a brief discussion of whether they were forced to sleep with
the suitors or not.507 Their consent to the suitors’ sexual advances, in his opinion, affects the
morality of Odysseus’ revenge. Silk does not discuss why their sexual conduct would warrant
such a severe penalty, apparently accepting without question Odysseus’ point of view. But
the evidence of the handmaidens’ consent is somewhat contradictory in the poem, as I have
shown, and the real extent of the handmaidens’ choice in having sexual relations with the
suitors is unclear.
The manner of their deaths is confronting. Furthermore, audience empathy is not only
aroused by the pitiful manner of their deaths, but is increased by the simile likening them to
thrushes or doves -- gentle birds -- caught in a trap by hunters. Their deaths echo in a more
brutal way the trap set for Ares and Aphrodite by Hephaestus as described in Od. 8.317.508
Certainly it is clear that Odysseus associates the handmaidens with the actions of Aphrodite
at Od. 22.444-445, as I noted above. Yet, in narratological terms, if an audience is to support

503

Saïd: 87.
Fulkerson 2002: 346.
505
Notable exceptions include Fulkerson 2002 and Loney 2019: 141-143.
506
Clarke 2004: 86.
507
Silk 2004: 37, n. 17.
508
See Fulkerson 2002: 345-346.
504

100

a protagonist in achieving his or her goals, it is essential that the antagonist should be morally
inferior and that he or she should not be humanised.509 Through the words of Melantho and
the image of the distress of the handmaidens after the death of the suitors, however, the
handmaidens are humanised and audience’s attention is briefly drawn to their perspective, as
we re-live their deaths.510 Audiences may not only visualise the powerful image of their
twitching feet, but may feel the image as an ‘embodied’ emotional reaction -- an ‘enactive’
sympathetic response by readers to the description of bodily actions in narrative.511 It is thus
possible to argue that as a result of Telemachus’, in addition to Odysseus’, disproportionate
response to the crimes of the handmaidens, audience-response to the morality of their revenge
may be ambivalent, if not occasionally negative.
Even more unpleasant is the punishment that the men devise for the insolent slave Melanthius
at Od. 22.474-477:
ἐκ δὲ Μελάνθιον ἦγον ἀνὰ πρόθυρόν τε καὶ αὐλήν·
τοῦ δ᾽ ἀπὸ μὲν ῥῖνάς τε καὶ οὔατα νηλέϊ χαλκῷ
τάμνον, μήδεά τ᾽ ἐξέρυσαν, κυσὶν ὠμὰ δάσασθαι,
χεῖράς τ᾽ ἠδὲ πόδας κόπτον κεκοτηότι θυμῷ.
And they led Melanthius through the doorway and the courtyard; and cut off his nose
and his ears with the pitiless bronze sword, and tore out his genitals for the cruel dogs
to eat, and cut off his hands and his feet, having held anger in their hearts.512
Perhaps owing to the fact that Melanthius is a slave, again very few commentators remark on
the cruelty of this punishment for disloyalty towards an absent master.513 Harsh treatment
towards slaves in the Homeric world was evidently considered acceptable.514 The deaths of
the suitors, maidservants and finally the goatherd, partially fulfil Odysseus’ long-term goal,
that of achieving retribution for the severe threat to his status and οἶκος.515 His final
retribution against the bereaved kin of the suitors does not occur until Book 24, which I will
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discuss further in Chapter six. I propose, however, that the unexpected Homeric pairing of
fear and anger is evidence of a faultline in human emotional behaviour, the representation of
which has attracted contemporary authors such as Margaret Atwood.
Anger and Retribution in The Penelopiad
Overview. In contrast to the anger and acts of retribution carried out by Odysseus in the
Odyssey, Atwood, in The Penelopiad, explores the emotions of fear and resentment that are
felt by Penelope, and the angry resentment felt by her maids. In the introduction to the
novella, Atwood explains that she chose to write about Homer’s epic from the perspective of
Penelope and her maids because she was interested in two questions:
What led to the hanging of the maids, and what was Penelope really up to? The story
told in the Odyssey doesn’t hold water: there are too many inconsistencies. I’ve
always been haunted by the hanged maids; and, in The Penelopiad, so is Penelope
herself.516
It is the visual image of the maids’ deaths that haunts Atwood, along with the uncertainty of
Penelope’s motivations that inspired Atwood to re-work the Homeric tale. Atwood wrote the
novella as a contribution to The Myths series by Canongate Publishing House. The aim of the
series, to which a number of authors such as A.S. Byatt and Jeanette Winterson also
contributed, was to rewrite myth ‘in a contemporary and memorable way’.517 Atwood has
always found myth to be a rich source of material for her novels, believing that ‘strong myths
never die. Sometimes they die down, but they don’t die out’.518 She goes on to say that
‘myths can be used…as the foundation stones for new renderings that find their meanings
within their own times and places’.519 Vanda Zajko and Miriam Leonard consider that
feminists like Margaret Atwood ‘revivify’ ancient narratives to ‘arm contemporary
struggles’.520
Such revisions of myth have the potential to reveal the ideology that shaped the traditional
story.521 Thus, in revising the tale from a feminist perspective, Atwood may illuminate and
challenge the ideological bases of the epic poem.522 In setting her story after the ending of the
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traditional Odyssey, Atwood creates the opportunity to change the way audiences think, and
write, about the powerless in society.523 In Atwood’s novella, Penelope’s tale is partconfession, part-justification for her involvement in the death of her maids. Like the Odyssey,
the story is told from a number of perspectives, primarily from that of the maids, but also
from Helen’s perspective. And it is told in a number of modes, including a chorus, seashanties and a court-room scene. Atwood explained, in a BBC interview with Carol Off, that
the novella was developed also into a stage-play and that the impact of the stage production
may be in part due to its oral delivery as ‘the origins of myth are always both oral and local,
[and] that myth is shaped from the beginning by its method of delivery’.524
The novella has been likened to an ancient Greek satyr play, owing to its mixture of parody
and burlesque drama, in which power and authority can be challenged in a light-hearted yet
still effective fashion.525 The use of parody is typical of post-modern narrative techniques,
which are employed to overcome the distance between the original text and the modern
work.526 The voices of Penelope and the maids are sceptical, subversive and often ironic.
They mock and challenge what Susanna Braund calls the ‘masculine hegemony of myth’. 527
The use of humour reveals the dark side of the epic genre, highlighting the violence used to
control women.528 Moreover, this questioning of the ‘true’ version of events reflects
Atwood’s postmodern scepticism.529 This scepticism extends to the role of the gods and their
importance in the story. Atwood’s Penelope is particularly critical of the gods, often
questioning their influence and power; as a result of the deflation in the importance of the
gods, the story is ‘drained of the supernatural’.530 Yet, paradoxically, Atwood also has an
interest in the Gothic genre, which is often concerned with resurrections, changes in form and
returns from death.531 Atwood considers that all fictional writing is motivated by ‘a fear of
and fascination with mortality -- by a desire to make the risky trip to the Underworld and to
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bring something or someone back from the dead’.532 Certainly, all the main characters in The
Penelopiad are speaking from the afterlife, including the maids who stalk Odysseus.
In her portrayal of Penelope as devious and complex, Atwood challenges the stereotype of
women as nurturers, as mothers, and as victims.533 Penelope’s story begins as autobiography.
This is one of Atwood’s preferred narrative styles, as autobiography is often shown to be
duplicitous and biased.534 This duplicity is revealed by the maids who, with some
justification, cast doubt on Penelope’s version of events. The story of the maids is an
extension of the original Homeric text, giving readers a new perspective on this group of
voiceless, marginalised women.535 This interest in non-elite members of society reflects also
a wider trend in Reception Studies.536 In addition, as the hanging of the maids is a minor
incident in the original epic, Atwood’s version can be called ‘feminist revisionist
mythmaking’.537 The role of Telemachus is downplayed in this version, allowing Atwood to
lay most of the blame for the hanging of the maids on Odysseus. As a result, Gina Wisker
argues that Odysseus’ order to hang the maids is ‘brutal misplaced revenge’.538 Thus, these
actions of Odysseus concern contemporary audiences.539 Penelope and the maids display,
instead of male epic rage, emotions more familiar to us in the contemporary world -jealousy, resentment and anxiety.540 In trying to find out who was really responsible for the
maids’ deaths, Atwood presents a number of possibilities. These provide her with an
opportunity to ‘explore a few dark alleyways’, or what I identify as faultlines, in a story that
has always intrigued her.541 The ‘real’ version of events is left unresolved, adding to the
suspense in The Penelopiad. Like the Odyssey, the story is open-ended, as the maids continue
to evade Penelope and chase after Odysseus for eternity without any resolution or justice.
The fear and resentment of Penelope. Unlike the Penelope of the Odyssey, Atwood’s
Penelope, although fearful of Odysseus’ anger, is critical of her family, rather than angry.
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Moreover, again unlike the Penelope of the Odyssey, Atwood’s Penelope is not angry with
her handmaidens; rather, she feels guilt and, for good reason, a certain amount of
responsibility for their deaths. As a ghost in Hades, Penelope wants to tell her own version of
the events of the Odyssey, although she has difficulties making herself heard in the real
world.542 This is not unusual in Atwood’s stories, as many of Atwood’s feminine protagonists
are ‘disembodied voices’.543 In the Odyssey, we learn little of Penelope’s family and her
youth except that she is the daughter of Icarius (Od. 1.329) and has a sister Iphthime (Od.
8.825-829).544 So Atwood has relied on sources other than the Odyssey in order to tell an
expanded story of Penelope’s life from her birth until her marriage. For this information
Atwood relied heavily on Robert Graves’ The Greek Myths and the ancient sources outlined
there.545 Like James Joyce, Atwood is more concerned with the events of everyday life than
with heroic adventures and war. In an interview, she suggested that ‘whether ancient Greece
or the contemporary world, it’s all just the usual family dynamics. Remove the fancy
language, and that’s what it is’.546 In the novella, Penelope tells of her difficult childhood
relationship with her father, who tried to drown her as a child.547 According to mythology,
Penelope’s mother was possibly a Naiad or water-nymph.548 So, as an explanation for her
frequent sorrowful weeping, Atwood’s Penelope informs her readers at TP: 10 that:
(Excessive weeping, I might as well tell you, is a handicap of the Naiad-born.)
This explanation may be an attempt by Atwood to counter the criticism from Homeric
scholars regarding what has been described in the past as Odyssean Penelope’s ‘excessive’
weeping.549 Furthermore, at TP: 2 Penelope questions the representation of herself in the
Odyssey as a dutiful wife occupied with her weaving, a wife who remained faithful to her
absent husband:
And what did I amount to, once the official version gained ground? An edifying
legend. A stick used to beat other women with.
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She feels compelled to set the record straight, challenging Odysseus as the master story-teller
in their relationship.550 In an attempt to tell her own story through a parody of the original
myth of the Odyssey, Penelope is self-consciously ‘demythologizing’ the tale.551 As Wilson
notes, Atwood often explores the idea of a female ‘crone’ story-teller, whose independent
views are at odds with official or approved positions.552 In warning other women not to
follow her mythical example, Atwood’s Penelope decides to use spinning as a metaphor for
producing narrative,553 saying at TP: 4 that she wants to:
‘Spin a thread of my own.’
Following the re-assessment of the Odyssey by feminist scholars towards the end of twentieth
century, female writers like Atwood found creative inspiration in the link between
traditionally feminine crafts like spinning and weaving and the intelligence that produces
schemes and stories.554 I shall return to this point below. But it is her relationship with
Odysseus and his actions that really concerns Atwood’s Penelope the most. Penelope begins
by casting doubt on Odysseus’ version of events saying that he was very ‘plausible’ but
specialised in making fools of people, including her, and ‘got away with everything’ (TP: 2).
Penelope explains at TP: 83-84 the various versions regarding Odysseus’ absence that
circulated at the time:
Rumours came, carried by other ships. Odysseus and his men got drunk at their first
port of call and the men had mutinied, said some; no, said others….Odysseus had
been in a fight with a giant one-eyed Cyclops, said some; no, it was only a one-eyed
tavern keeper, said another, and the fight was over non-payment of the bill….no, said
others, it was just an expensive whorehouse, and he was sponging off the Madam.
In this passage, Atwood reveals her scepticism about the traditional stories of heroism,
relegating Odysseus’ adventures to exaggeration and gossip, her style reflecting the less than
heroic ordinary world, along with some of the exaggeration of fantasy.555 She reflects too on
the temporary nature of Odysseus’ return, as Penelope reveals at TP: 173-174 that:
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No sooner had Odysseus returned than he left again. He said that, much as he hated
to tear himself away from me, he’d have to go adventuring again….It was a likely
story. But then all of his stories were likely.
Penelope casts doubt on the veracity of Odysseus’ tales. Even in Hades, Odysseus comes and
goes. Penelope ends her tale by commenting critically on her husband’s talent for fantastical
re-invention and causing trouble at TP: 189 -190:
He’s been a French General, he’s been a Mongolian invader, he’s been a tycoon in
America, he’s been a headhunter in Borneo. He’s been a film star, an inventor, an
advertising man. It’s always ended badly…and then he’s back here again.
By describing Odysseus is this manner, Atwood portrays him as an archetypal trickster
figure.556
Whereas in the Odyssey Penelope finds excuses for Helen’s adultery (Od. 23.218-224) and is
comforted by her sister in a dream, Atwood’s Penelope has resentful feelings towards her
female family members as well, particularly her cousin Helen. Their complex relationship
demonstrates the rivalry and antagonism between women that Atwood often explores in her
novels; the competition and conflict between Penelope and Helen has been described as an
example of Atwood’s ‘sorophobia’.557 So, at TP: 22, it is jealousy and resentment toward
Helen that is stirred in Penelope, rather than anger over the behaviour of the suitors or the
maids:
Helen was never punished, not one bit. Why not I’d like to know?....You’d think
Helen might have got a good whipping at the very least, after all the harm and
suffering she caused to countless other people. But she didn’t. Not that I mind. Not
that I minded.
But Helen, who also appears in Hades, is unrepentant about the trouble she has caused. She
responds to Penelope’s accusations by pointing out Penelope’s responsibility for the deaths of
the suitors. Using the literal meaning of Penelope’s name (πηνέλοψ) she asks at TP: 155:
‘Tell me, little duck -- how many men did Odysseus butcher because of you?’
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Stung by this pertinent accusation, Penelope retaliates by trying to puncture Helen’s selfesteem, diminishing her personal role in the Trojan War:
‘I understand the interpretation of the whole Trojan War episode has changed,’ I tell
her, to take some of the wind out of her sails. ‘Now they think you were just a myth. It
was all about trade routes. That’s what the scholars are saying.’ (TP: 187)
This passage illustrates once again Atwood’s sceptical attitude towards myth and even,
perhaps, academic scholarship, which periodically re-assesses the causes of mythical events
such as the Trojan War.558 In contrast with the Odyssey, where, in Hades, Anticleia speaks of
Penelope warmly (Od. 11.181-183), Atwood, inventing details of Penelope’s courtship by
Odysseus and of her early married life, describes her relationship with Odysseus’ mother
Anticlea as distant and cold (TP: 60-622). In contrast to Penelope’s silent acceptance of
Telemachus’ rebukes in the Odyssey,559 at TP: 111 Atwood’s Penelope overtly reveals her
difficult relationship with her teenage son:
I did not appreciate the barrage of surly monosyllables and resentful glances I was
getting from my own son.
She also acknowledges their power struggle at TP: 121:
To add to my misery, Telemachus was now of an age to start ordering me around. I’d
run the palace affairs almost single-handedly for twenty years, but now he wanted to
assert his authority as the son of Odysseus and take over the reins.
In addition, she considers that he is spoilt, having been an only son and the centre of attention
(TP: 130).
Furthermore, Penelope addresses the scandalous rumours that circulated about her in
antiquity regarding her fidelity.560 Although Penelope says the rumours about her and the
suitors are outrageous, she admits at TP: 105 that:
I occasionally daydreamed about which one I would rather go to bed with, if it came
to that.
Like her Homeric counterpart, at TP: 108 Atwood’s Penelope reveals her talent for duplicity:
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I remembered my mother’s advice to me. Behave like water,….don’t try to oppose
them….Flow around them. For this reason I pretended to view their wooing
favourably, in theory. I even went so far as to encourage one, then another, and to
send them secret messages.
In explanation for her behaviour, at TP: 119 Penelope compares her weaving to a spider’s
web:
If the shroud was a web, then I was the spider. But I had not been attempting to catch
men like flies: on the contrary, I’d merely been trying to avoid entanglement myself.
In this passage Atwood acknowledges weaving as a feminine activity that can be interpreted
both literally as an activity and metaphorically as a sign of a devious trap.561 Moreover, the
notion of a web as a secret device to capture illicit lovers echoes the end of Ares and
Aphrodite’s liaison as described at Od. 8.296-299.
In the Odyssey the suitors speak admiringly of Penelope.562 By contrast, Atwood presents a
more cynical picture of the suitors’ motivations in courting Penelope; on meeting one of the
suitors in Hades, at TP: 102 Penelope finds out what she suspected all along:
‘We wanted the treasure trove, naturally,’ he said. ‘Not to mention the
kingdom….You didn’t really think we were maddened by love for you, did you? You
may not have been much to look at, but you were always intelligent’.
In contrast to the lyrical description of Odyssean Penelope’s beauty, Atwood casts doubt on
the physical attractiveness of Penelope to the suitors, thereby deflating the heroic story by her
recurrent use of irony and cynicism.563
Although Penelope says that after Odysseus has left for Troy she has no-one of her own age
or station to talk to in Ithaca (TP: 72), and she refers to her relationship with the maids as
‘almost like sisters’ (TP: 114). She describes how the maids helped her to un-pick her
tapestry at night to deceive the suitors. At TP: 115 she goes on, however:
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Unfortunately one of them betrayed the secret of my interminable weaving. I’m sure it
was an accident: the young are careless, and she must have let slip a hint or a word. I
still don’t know which one….when I approach them they run away. They shun me as
though I had done them a terrible injury.
Unlike the Homeric Penelope, she is not angry with her maids and excuses their actions. We
learn that Penelope had also told the maids to fraternise with the suitors and to pretend to be
on their side. At TP: 115 she describes her plan to get information about the suitors by using
the prettiest maids to flirt with the suitors and spy on them:
No one knew of my instructions but myself and the maids in question; I chose not to
share the secret with Eurycleia – in hindsight, a grave mistake. This plan came to
grief. Several of the girls were unfortunately raped, others were seduced, or were hard
pressed and decided it was better to give in than to resist.
While some of the maids needed comforting, she says others fell in love with the suitors (TP:
117); at TP: 118 she admits:
‘In retrospect I can see that my actions were ill-considered and caused harm.’
Thus, Penelope feels guilt and remorse for the consequences of her plans.
The Odyssey is ambiguous about whether Penelope recognises Odysseus before the contest of
the bow and, as I have discussed in Chapter Two, there has been much scholarly debate about
the issue.564 By contrast, at TP: 136-137, Atwood’s Penelope has seen through Odysseus’
disguise immediately and reveals why she kept quiet:
His disguise was well enough done -- I hoped the wrinkles and baldness were part of
the act, and not real -- but as soon as I saw that barrel chest and those short legs I had
a deep suspicion….I didn’t let on I knew. It would have been dangerous for him.
Also, if a man takes pride in his disguising skills, it would be a foolish wife who
would claim to recognise him: it’s always an imprudence to step between a man and
the reflection of his own cleverness.
But at TP: 137-138 she does not tell the maids she has recognized Odysseus, nor does she tell
Odysseus of her scheme with the maids:
Unfortunately I could not tell my twelve maids who he really was, so they continued
their rudeness to Telemachus and joined the Suitors in their insults. Melantho of the
Pretty Cheeks was particularly cutting, I was told. I resolved to interpose myself when
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the time was right, and to tell Odysseus that the girls had been acting under my
direction.
But, as we discover later in the story, Penelope, in an act of omission, does not protect her
maids by telling Odysseus the ‘real’ story.
Here, in contrast to the obscurity of Odyssean Penelope’s dream as I discussed earlier, at TP:
139 -140 Atwood explicitly attributes Penelope’s dream about the geese to her fear for her
handmaidens at the hands of Odysseus. Penelope reflects on Odysseus’ words in response to
his hearing of the dream:
He said nothing about the crooked beak of the eagle, or my love for the geese and my
anguish at their deaths. In the event, Odysseus was wrong about the dream. He was
indeed the eagle, but the geese were not the Suitors. The geese were my twelve maids,
as I was soon to learn to my unending sorrow.
Thus Atwood draws attention to the Homeric poem’s ambiguity regarding the meaning of the
dream, and invites readers to re-examine the traditional interpretation.565
Atwood also re-interprets the episode of the movement of the marital bed, exposing the
extent of Odysseus’ physical power over his wife. At TP: 73-74 Penelope reveals the source
of her fear, not only for her maids, but also for herself:
If the word got around about his post, said Odysseus in a mock-sinister manner, he
would know I had been sleeping with some other man, and then -- he said, frowning
at me in what was supposed to be a playful way -- he would be very cross indeed, and
he would have to chop me into little pieces with his sword or hang me from the roof
beam. I pretended to be frightened, and said I would never, never think of betraying
his big post. Actually, I really was frightened.
Despite Odysseus’ superficially playful, if patronizing language, there is a sinister undertone
to his remarks that only serves to display both his insecurity about Penelope’s fidelity and the
force that he will use to ensure compliance. Penelope’s sexual allusion to Odysseus’
masculinity and her expression of fear accounts for her earlier admission at TP: 3 that her
dutiful submission to Odysseus was a form of self-preservation:
But I turned a blind eye. I kept my mouth shut; or, if I opened it, I sang his praises. I
didn’t contradict, I didn’t ask awkward questions, I didn’t dig deep. I wanted happy
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endings in those days, and happy endings are best achieved by keeping the right doors
locked and going to sleep during the rampage.
With these excuses, she admits that she chose not to protect her maids at the critical time,
repressing her knowledge of Odysseus’ potential violence for her own survival at their
expense. Later, she refers to the hanging of her twelve maids as ‘unfortunate’ (TP: 169). She
knows that Odysseus told Telemachus to kill the maids with his sword. She speculates at TP:
159:
My son, wanting to assert himself to his father, and to show that he knew better -- he
was at that age -- hanged them all in a row from a ship’s hawser.
She also reflects that she will have to grieve for them in private, as Odysseus would suspect
her of disloyalty otherwise. Finally, at TP: 160 she thinks that it doesn’t really matter which
way they were killed as:
‘Dead is dead.’
The anger of the Maids. In The Penelopiad, it is the maids who feel anger, not Odysseus or
Penelope. Whereas, in the Odyssey, Melantho alone among the handmaidens has a voice, all
of Atwood’s maids speak.566 They recount the return story from their perspective, including
their experience of sexual exploitation. In her other writing Atwood has been particularly
interested in biblical maidservants, Victorian period female domestic servants and modern
sex slaves.567 In The Penelopiad also, the bodies of her female characters become the areas of
conflict, where anxieties about power structures are played out.568 The maids reveal their
powerlessness over their own bodies at TP: 13-14:
If our owners or the sons of our owners or a visiting nobleman or the sons of a visiting
nobleman wanted to sleep with us, we could not refuse.
Later, in the court scene, Penelope acknowledges that the maids were considered to be the
property of their master and therefore have no autonomy over their own bodies (TP: 116).
In a chorus-line of the maids, called ‘The birth of Telemachus, an Idyll’ the maids tell of the
difference between their birth and circumstances, and those of Telemachus -- stories which
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are not revealed in Homer’s epic.569 They say that his birth was longed for, whereas their
births were not (TP: 66-67). They chant at TP: 67-68:
‘We were animal young, to be disposed of at will,
Sold, drowned in the well, traded, used, discarded when bloomless’.
‘That he was foredoomed to swell to our cold-eyed teenaged killer.
If we had known that, would we have drowned him back then?’
The maids’ lack of autonomy over their bodies and the compression of metaphors echoes the
many Homeric similes that liken human emotions to those felt by animals under threat from
predators.570 In their anger, they wonder whether they would have been better off turning to
violence first before their killer. Atwood suggests that it is Telemachus’ gender and the
privilege of his birth that leads to his lack of compassion and violence towards the maids,
rather than a question of their loyalty as portrayed in the Odyssey.571 Moreover, in Atwood’s
version at TP: 159 it is not for their disloyalty that Eurycleia singles out the twelve maids for
punishment, but her own resentment of them:
‘The impertinent ones. The ones who’d been rude. The ones who used to thumb their
noses at me. Melantho of the Pretty Cheeks and her cronies -- that lot. They were
notorious whores’.
Although Penelope responds by reminding her that they were the ones who had been raped
and were the youngest and the most beautiful (TP: 159), at TP: 160 Penelope thinks:
My eyes and ears among the Suitors, I did not add….It was my fault! I hadn’t told her
of my scheme.
This incident provides a different explanation for the maids’ deaths, one where Eurycleia
selected particular maids for punishment as a result of being excluded from Penelope’s
confidence and from the desire to please Odysseus (TP: 161).
The maids, however, believe that Penelope holds some responsibility for not doing more to
prevent their deaths; they question her reliability as a narrator of the truth. Casting doubt on
Penelope’s story, they tell yet another version of events at TP: 148-151, in which Penelope
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has indeed slept with the suitors and colludes with Eurycleia to save herself rather than her
maids:
Penelope:

‘And now dear Nurse, the fat is in the fire –
He’ll chop me up for tending my desire!’

Eurycleia:

‘Only the twelve, my lady, who assisted
Know that the Suitors you have not resisted.’

Penelope:

‘Point out those maids as feckless and disloyal,
Snatched by the Suitors as unlawful spoil,
Polluted, shameless, and not fit to be
The doting slaves of such a Lord as he!

Eurycleia:

‘We’ll stop their mouths by sending them to Hades
He’ll string them up as grubby wicked ladies!’

By making the maids the scapegoats for Penelope’s sexual relations with the suitors and by
punishing them with death so they cannot betray her to Odysseus, Atwood portrays a fearful
Penelope, supported by a vengeful Eurycleia, who sides with her mistress. At TP: 151-152
the Chorus sing:
‘Blame it on the maids!
Those naughty little jades!
Hang them high and don’t ask why
Blame it on the maids!
Blame it on the slaves!
The toys of Rogues and Knaves!
Let them dangle, let them strangleBlame it on the slaves!’
The sometimes difficult relationship between women of different classes is of recurring
interest to Atwood in her writing.572 This version highlights the maids’ lack of status and
power, and again the lack of solidarity among women, which I discussed above.573 The
vulgar rhyming language of the maids emphasises their distance from ‘high’ Homeric epic
language, a literary feature known as ‘burlesque transformation’ where comedy is used as a
form of transgression against traditional social hierarchies.574
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Atwood repeats the powerful image of the handmaidens’ misery and Odysseus’ harsh
treatment of them described in Od. 22.448-456, by emphasising the use of the spear to
enforce what Suzuki calls his ‘patriarchal prerogative’.575 At TP: 6 they say:
‘you had the spear
you had the word
at your command
we scrubbed the blood
of our dead
paramours from floors, from chairs
from stairs, from doors,
we knelt in water
while you stared
at our bare feet
it was not fair
you licked our fear
it gave you pleasure
you raised your hand
you watched us fall’.
In this passage, Atwood overtly acknowledges the pleasure that Odysseus felt watching the
suitors die (Od. 22.306). But, in The Penelopiad, the pleasure appears to be sexual, aroused
not by satisfaction felt at the death of the suitors, but by the maids’ naked feet and their
humiliation. And it is Odysseus himself rather than Telemachus (as in the Odyssey), who
decides the manner of their deaths. The maids act like a traditional chorus of Greek tragedy,
in which not only Odysseus but also Penelope are held accountable for their deaths.576
However, unlike a tragic chorus, they do not reflect the conventional viewpoint of the
citizens; rather, they give voice to the marginalised and to the oppressed. They believe that
Penelope holds some responsibility as well for not doing more to prevent their deaths; in this
way they question Penelope’s reliability as a narrator of the truth. At TP: 5, repeating the
haunting visual imagery of Od. 22.473, they sing:
‘we are the maids
the ones you killed
the ones you failed
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we danced in air
our bare feet twitched
it was not fair’.
As I noted above, it is that poignant Homeric image of the maids’ twitching feet as they die
that has haunted Atwood.577 The maids resent the sexual double standard that applies in the
epic to them, but not to Odysseus. This double standard ignores Odysseus’ adulterous liaisons
while finding the maids’ similar actions worthy of punishment by death.578 At TP: 5 they sing
of this unfairness:
‘with every goddess, queen and bitch
from there to here
you scratched your itch
we did much less
than what you did
you judged us bad’.
At TP: 192 the maids believe that Odysseus murdered them as an act of personal repression
because he did not want to acknowledge his affairs or their sexual appeal:579
‘You roped us in, you strung us up, you left us dangling like clothes on a line….How
virtuous you felt, how righteous, how purified, now that you’d got rid of the plump
young dirty dirt-girls inside your head’.
The idea of the maids as scapegoats and sacrificial victims and their deaths as a form of
purification for Odysseus is emphasised in the anthropology lecture given by the maids. This
lecture echoes the early twentieth-century debates on mythology by Sir James Frazer and the
Cambridge ritualist school, headed by Jane Harrison.580 The perception of the maids’ story as
allegorical has enabled scholars and readers to gloss over and dismiss the injustice of their
deaths.581 At TP: 163 the maids’ say:
Thus possibly our rape and subsequent hanging represent the overthrow of a
matrilineal moon-cult by an incoming group of usurping patriarchal father-godworshipping barbarians.
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In using this language, Atwood satirises feminist criticism of the Odyssey.582 The lecture
ends, furthermore, with an apparent echo of anthropologist Lévi-Strauss, who believed that,
in primitive societies, women were simply objects of exchange.583 Thus, here at TP: 168 the
maids refer to themselves as merely symbolic:
Never mind. Point being that you don’t have to get too worked up about us, dear
educated minds. You don’t have to think of us as real girls, real flesh and blood, real
pain, real injustice….Just discard the sordid part. Consider us pure symbol.
There are parallels between this passage and the male historian’s summation at the end of the
Handmaid’s Tale, where in both examples ‘women’s oppression is hidden beneath the
generalizations of academic discourse’.584 At TP: 193, however, the maids describe their
deaths as:
‘An act of grudging, it was an act of spite, it was an honour killing.’
Retribution in The Penelopiad. Instead of using violence to assuage their anger, the maids
attend the trial of Odysseus, even though he is accused only of killing the suitors and not
them: Atwood suggests that even in the contemporary world violent crimes against women
continue to be ignored and dismissed.585 When the Prosecutor argues that Odysseus was not
justified in murdering the suitors, since this was an overreaction to the original offence, the
Attorney for the Defence argues that Odysseus was in fact justified, as he was protecting his
property rights, the cornerstone of the capitalist world view (TP:176). In an echo of the
scholarly debate on the issue, the court discusses the issue of the maids’ role and whether
they were forced to sleep with the suitors or not. Their sexual behaviour continues to be seen
as a relevant justification for their deaths. Penelope is called as a witness. She explains the
role of the maids as sexual objects and says that it wasn’t the fact that of their being raped
that bothered Odysseus particularly, it was that they were raped without his permission as
their master (TP 181).
At TP: 181-182, the judge sums up the maids’ dilemma:
‘So, in effect, these maids were forced to sleep with the Suitors because if they’d
resisted they would have been raped anyway, and much more unpleasantly?’
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Odysseus’ lawyer responds dismissively by saying:
‘I don’t see what bearing that has on the case.’
And the Judge replies:
‘Neither did your client, evidently. (Chuckles.) However, your client’s times were not
our times. Standards of behaviour were different then. It would be unfortunate if this
regrettable but minor incident were allowed to stand as a blot on an otherwise
exceedingly distinguished career.’
The maids are outraged by this example of modern male collusion to minimise their claims
and dismiss their victimization.586 In contrast to the Odyssey, where Odysseus calls on the
gods and the Furies to inflict death on the suitor Antinous (Od. 17.475-476), in The
Penelopiad, at TP: 183, it is the maids who angrily call upon the Furies to pursue Odysseus:
‘We demand justice! We demand retribution! We invoke the law of blood guilt! We
call upon the Angry Ones!....Dog his footsteps, on earth or in Hades, wherever he may
take refuge, in songs and in plays, in tomes and in theses, in marginal notes and
appendices!’
By calling upon the ancient figures of retribution, the boundary of time between the epic
poem and the novella is crossed and collapsed.587 Moreover, the response of the maids is an
echo of Aeschylus’ Oresteia: by linking Orestes, who was also acquitted of murdering his
mother, and Odysseus, Atwood creates a parallel between two instances of male violence
against women.588
But at TP: 184 the Attorney for the Defence responds by calling on Athena to:
‘Defend property rights and the right of a man to be master in his own house, and to
spirit my client away in a cloud’.
Athena appears and the scene, and incidentally the novella, ends in chaos with no resolution
and certainly no justice being served. For Braund this scene is a reflection of the ‘postmodern
indeterminacies’ of the writer.589 She argues that myth allows for continual revisiting and
reworking by writers and that myth can express both the views of the dominant class and
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provide challenges to those views at the same time.590 By exposing the patriarchal view of the
Odyssey and presenting other perspectives, Atwood’s writing invites her audience to reexamine the past and thereby to re-assess the present. Therefore, although the past may seem
to repeat itself, events can be recorded in writing and spoken about differently.591 Certainly,
at TP: 193 the maids’ revenge, still deprived of justice, is to chase Odysseus through Hades
for eternity, whenever he appears:592
‘We’ll never leave you, we’ll stick to you like your shadow, soft and relentless as
glue. Pretty maids, all in a row’.
In their final song, the maids refer to the anonymity and lack of agency that they endured in
the Odyssey. By using a variety of narrative techniques such as songs and sea-chanties that
reflect the maids’ lack of status, along with satire, Atwood disrupts and parodies the ancient
text of the Odyssey,593 using what Buket Akgün calls ‘chaos’ and ‘fragmentation’ to question
the dominance of male-centered myth.594 Transformed as owls, ironically the symbol of
Athena, Odysseus’ protector, at TP: 195 the maids sing:
‘we had no voice
we had no name
we had no choice
we had one face
one face the same
we took the blame
it was not fair
but now we’re here

…and now we follow
you, we find you
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now, we call
to you, to you
too wit too woo’.
Their transformation into birds poignantly reflects the imagery of the handmaidens as
thrushes or doves, as we saw them in their last moments of life in the Odyssey.595 But
Atwood’s maids’ metamorphosis changes them into birds with the power and wisdom of
Athena, not into birds who are victims of male hunters as in the Odyssey.596 This process of
ironic subversion is common in postmodern fiction and has been referred to as ‘repetition
with a critical difference’.597 Yet, even as it deflates the ideals of heroism and female fidelity
of the Odyssey, The Penelopiad is similarly open-ended and unresolved.
Conclusion
In the Odyssey, fear and heroic anger enable Odysseus to kill the suitors, thereby achieving
retribution sanctioned by the gods to re-gain control of his οἶκος. Yet this retribution inflames
the community and requires further intervention by the gods to bring peace back to Ithaca.
Revenge tales like the Odyssey are thus often morally indeterminate, causing audiences to
feel some ambivalence towards the protagonist.598 Certainly a number of Homeric scholars
have been troubled by Odysseus’ actions, arguing that Odysseus’s punishment of the suitors
was disproportionate to the crimes that the suitors actually committed and was motivated
purely by a desire for unthinking vengeance. Yet (perhaps because of a misogynistic view of
the handmaidens’ behaviour) very few scholars have discussed his anger towards Penelope’s
handmaidens or Penelope’s fear of his retribution. The punishment of the maids occupies
only a few lines in the Odyssey, in which they are accused of disloyalty and condemned for
their behaviour with the suitors. Unlike the suitors, however, they are not given the chance to
speak in their own defence.
The Penelopiad, Atwood’s feminist revision of Homer’s tale of male heroism and homecoming, highlights a different view of family relationships, and of anger and male violence
toward women in the epic world.599 She questions and critiques the extent of Odysseus’
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retribution directed against the handmaidens. In this chapter I have demonstrated that
Atwood’s version of the story invites readers to re-examine the confronting aspects of anger
and retribution towards the handmaidens in Homer’s poem. Although Atwood gives Penelope
and the maids a voice, by presenting Penelope as fearful of Odysseus’ violence and the maids
as disaffected and critical of the social hierarchy, the novella exposes not only the patriarchal
world view of the epic, but also the different class perspectives of Penelope and her maids,
one of the current pre-occupations of reception studies.600 This focus on the maids’ anger
may be considered a challenge to a purely feminist interpretation of the story, as it highlights
competition and a lack of solidarity among women. Writing in a post-modern world, Atwood
thereby casts doubt on the reliability of any version of the truth. Moreover, by using yet
subverting myth to give voice to those usually silenced, this process illuminates anew for
readers the fears that Penelope may have had for her handmaidens in the original text. This
change in point of view allows readers to confront the disturbing nature of Odysseus’ anger
and his retribution towards the handmaidens in the Odyssey, as it reveals more clearly the
dark side of Homer’s hero. By re-using Homer’s tale, Atwood affirms as well that, although
emotions of fear and anger are all too often limited by class and gender, the interconnection,
or faultline, between the two emotions can be explored, and therefore expressed differently,
in the contemporary world.
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Chapter Four
Suffering with Humanity: Pity and Reconciliation in
Homer’s Iliad and David Malouf’s Ransom
In the previous chapter I examined how anger can lead to acts of retribution. In this chapter I
examine how this emotion can be affected and moderated by the emotion of pity. Thus, I
compare the portrayal of ἔλεος (pity) and its cognates in Homeric epic with a modern
exploration of that emotion in David Malouf’s Ransom.601 In both the Iliad and Ransom, I
shall examine the anger of Achilles and, particularly after the death of Patroclus, his lack of
pity not only for his comrades but for all humans caught up in the war. Achilles’ anger is
dissipated only by an appreciation of the suffering of Priam, whose grief and fear are
expressed in his appeal to Achilles to show pity and release Hector’s body. I argue, below,
that pity is a complex emotion, containing elements of fear as well as anger and grief. I
propose that the supplication of Achilles by Priam in Book 24 of the Iliad is central to an
understanding of how pity and the consequential reconciliation between adversaries operates,
if only temporarily, in both the world of Homeric epic and Malouf’s Ransom. I shall argue
that the emotion of pity has always been essential as a counter to the desire for retribution
aroused by anger -- especially, indeed, before the development of impartial institutions of
justice.602 For Malouf, the emotion of pity as it is represented in Homer’s Iliad, from which
he draws inspiration for Ransom, continues to be essential to achieve connection and
reconciliation between fellow human beings, despite their differences.
Yet, because the emotion of pity often involves a perception of social distance between
individuals, the use of the word ‘pity’ may be regarded as unpalatable in the contemporary
world.603 Perhaps for this reason, pity is rarely considered central in modern examinations of
basic emotions: instead, terms such as ‘sympathy’, ‘empathy’ and ‘compassion’ are more
often used to describe a sensitivity to the suffering of others.604 This sensitivity to the
suffering of others is often absent from revenge narratives, which frequently lead to further
community conflicts, as I discussed in Chapter Three. Anger destabilizes social relations; on
the other hand, emotions of leniency or forgiveness such as pity have the capacity to restore
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situations where a plea for mercy may be required, see Liddell & Scott 1891: 215 and Snell 1979: 529.
602
Nussbaum 2016: 3-6.
603
Konstan 2006: 202.
604
Konstan 2006: 201.
601

122

social stability and justice.605 I propose, therefore, that the emotion of pity still has a role to
play in the contemporary world.
Although he lived some distance in time from the Homeric poet, Aristotle offers us a
definition of pity that is a useful starting point to help us understand the emotion of pity in the
ancient world. In the Rhetoric he defines ἔλεος (pity) as some kind of λύπη (bodily pain) in
response to an apparently fatal or painful event which happens to a good man who does not
deserve it.606 He suggests that pity is aroused as much by the fear that one or one’s friends
might suffer a similar fate in the future, as by the pain of the pitiful event.607 Furthermore,
there is an implication that suffering is an appropriate punishment for those who have
committed an offence of some kind.608 Indeed, despite the importance of anger to the plot of
the Iliad, the poem begins with the pity Achilles feels for the Achaean troops affected by the
plague and ends with his pity for the Trojan King Priam. Yet, along with pity, he exhibits
‘pitilessness’ as well, owing to his anger, first at Agamemnon and then with Hector and the
Trojans.609 Thus, for the Homeric Achilles the emotions of anger and pity are intertwined.610
The poem exposes the tension between the status-driven competitive warrior code, which can
provoke and depend on anger, and other equally important community values such as
cooperation and kindness, which can emerge out of pity for others.611 There is a
contradiction, therefore, between these two expectations of a warrior in Homeric society,
which cannot be easily resolved.612 In addition, the poem highlights Achilles’ recognition of
the suffering caused by war, a suffering that all humans share, regardless of whether they are
an ally or an enemy.613
In Ransom, Malouf re-imagines Book 24 of the Iliad, exploiting what is known in reception
studies as ‘critical distance’ between his own time and that of Homer:614 that difference in
time and cultural values which exists between the original text and the modern text allows the
writer and reader to see their own society and cultural horizons more clearly. So, although
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Malouf retains the setting of the book on the plain of Troy, through his re-telling of these last
scenes of the Iliad, he critiques conventional ideas of male heroic behaviour in the world of
today. Although, for Malouf, conventional heroic behaviour does not seem to include the
emotion of pity, at least initially, I will demonstrate that pity operates in Malouf’s Ransom at
decisive moments in a character’s life, when courage is required in the face of fear, or when
there is an emotional impasse of some kind.615 Priam’s plea to Achilles for the body of his
son to be returned for proper funeral rites is an opportunity for Priam to behave in a way
which, although potentially dangerous, could lead to intimacy, a recurrent preoccupation in
Malouf’s work.616 Furthermore, as it was for the Homeric Priam, the supplication of Achilles
by Malouf’s Priam is instrumental in ending Achilles’ anger and his emotional isolation from
his community. Malouf has had an abiding interest too in masculine relationships,
particularly those between a father and a son.617 In Ransom Priam’s evocation of this familial
relationship is central to the success of his appeal to Achilles. Thus, I shall argue that it is
through the evocation of the emotion of pity that both poets can explore the ambivalence of
conventional heroic behaviour in their tales.
Pity in Homer
Overview. The emotion of pity in the Iliad is complex; it differs greatly from the Christian
concept of pity that we may be more familiar with in the modern Western world and
beyond.618 The objects of Christian pity are most often associated with the meek and the
humble, yet, at the same time, there is an assumption of inherent inequality of status among
people that needs to be overcome with the help of faith;619 whereas in the overtly statusconscious Homeric world, appeals for pity are often evoked in situations of violence and
desperation, as I shall show. Pity is a powerful emotion, spontaneous and unpredictable,
which a warrior society attempts to suppress, yet which it needs in order to ensure community
cohesion.620 It is certainly true that in the Iliad warriors feel pity for their fallen comrades; but
this pity often leads to anger, which impels them to seek vengeance for their comrades’
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injuries or deaths.621 A warrior is concerned for the sufferer and wants to protect him, but is
also determined to pursue the man who caused this suffering and to make him pay. For their
comrade they feel pity while for their opponent they feel anger.622 Moreover, a number of
further actions can occur if a warrior feels pity for a wounded or dead comrade: these include
offering protection or assistance, promising vengeance and ensuring a proper burial.623
Despite these examples, David Konstan, in his study of pity, has the view that anger is the
‘antithesis of pity’, particularly in the case of Achilles.624 Like Aristotle he considers that pity
requires the emotion of fear: fear that the pitiful event may happen to oneself one day; in his
opinion this does not apply to Achilles, who after the death of Patroclus does not fear
anything any longer. In contrast I take the view that pity and anger, along with grief, are not
antithetical but intimately interconnected.625 For anger can lead to painful considerations of
either retribution or reconciliation as we see in Achilles’ response to Priam in Book 24.
Moreover, it can be seen that pity, in the warrior society of the Iliad, ensures cooperative
behaviour within the community, as I demonstrate below.626
Pity, along with the restraining effect of shame or concern for community opinion, acts as a
way to limit the otherwise unrestrained use of power and the desire for vengeance among
heroes.627 An example is when, at Il. 9.100-113, Nestor reminds Agamemnon of his
responsibility to listen to his people, who are suffering, and to make peace with Achilles.
Agamemnon accepts Nestor’s rebuke and accedes to his proposal to send a delegation to
Achilles to offer him compensation for his loss of honour (Il. 9.100-120). On the other hand,
although pity can be felt for injured and hard-pressed comrades, pity is not usually extended
to enemies on the battlefield. Supplicating an enemy on the battlefield is seen as a sign of
surrender, resulting in a loss of status.628 Although warfare generally prescribes ruthlessness
towards the enemy, there are occasions when a different response can be elicited. Pity can be
a response to a suppliant’s fear of death, seen when the Trojan Adrestus begs Menelaus to

For example, Menelaus ἐλέησεν (felt pity) for the deaths of Crethon and Orsilochus, which provokes him to
seek vengeance Il. 5.561-563; and similarly Ajax ἐλέησεν (felt pity) for the deaths of Menesthes and Anchialus,
and as a result kills their killer Il. 5.610-612;
622
Most 2004: 61.
623
Kim 2000: 64.
624
Konstan 2001: 78.
625
Most 2004: 61.
626
Zanker 1994: 92.
627
Crotty 1994: 33-34, n. 17.
628
See Il. 21.111-125 when Hector considers his loss of status if he does not fight Achilles. See also Kim 2000:
67, n. 68.
621

125

take him alive rather than kill him (Il. 6.45-46).629 Menelaus considers his plea, but
Agamemnon is quick to rebuke his brother Menelaus for this action, reminding him of what
he has suffered at the hands of the Trojans (Il.6.55-60). In response Menelaus pushes
Adrestus away, breaking the physical connection that is such an important part of the
conventional supplication.630 Agamemnon then immediately kills the suppliant (Il. 6.3765).631 Thus, although, theoretically, a ransom for life may be offered and accepted on the
battlefield, generally it seems that appeals for pity from enemy combatants are rarely
successful, as the desire for vengeance trumps any consideration of mercy.632
The rejection of pity by Achilles. As a result of Achilles’ feud with Agamemnon over the
loss of his war-prize, Briseis, and his subsequent withdrawal from the fighting, an appeal for
pity is made to Achilles by Odysseus, who is part of a delegation to implore him to return to
battle with his Greek comrades. At Il. 9.300-301 Odysseus says:
‘εἰ δέ τοι Ἀτρεΐδης μὲν ἀπήχθετο κηρόθι μᾶλλον

αὐτὸς καὶ τοῦ δῶρα, σὺ δ᾽ ἄλλους περ Παναχαιοὺς
τειρομένους ἐλέαιρε κατὰ στρατόν,’…
‘If the son of Atreus is too much hated in your heart, he and his gifts, have pity on the
rest of the Achaeans, as the whole army are feeling distressed,’...
Odysseus seems to be arguing that even if Agamemnon is not worthy of pity in Achilles’
eyes, the rest of the Greek army are suffering and deserve his pity. But Odysseus’ appeal to
pity does not succeed, as Achilles is no longer willing to risk his life for the sake of others,
seeing it as thankless suffering.633 At Il. 9.496-497 another member of the delegation,
Phoenix, who had helped to raise Achilles, makes an emotional plea to Achilles to change his
mind, saying:
‘ἀλλ᾽ Ἀχιλεῦ δάμασον θυμὸν μέγαν· οὐδέ τί σε χρὴ

νηλεὲς ἦτορ ἔχειν:’
‘But, Achilles, master your great anger; you should not have a pitiless heart’.
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Phoenix urges Achilles to exercise restraint and to control his anger. He reaffirms that to feel
pity for one’s comrades is an expected attribute of a heroic warrior.634 Phoenix tells Achilles
that even the gods may be persuaded to change their minds about human transgressions if
they receive appropriate sacrifices, indirectly implying that Achilles too should be more
willing to compromise and to consider the needs of others (Il. 9.496-501). It appears,
therefore, that the Iliadic warrior society relied on a balance between competitive and
cooperative values, which required restraint and tact on all sides.635 But Achilles is still too
angry, not only with Agamemnon but, as he suggests to Patroclus later, with the rest of the
Achaeans also who did not support him against Agamemnon when he took Achilles’ war
prize (Il. 16.17-18). The appeals to his pity on this basis are not successful (Il. 9.421-426).
For a different reason, elsewhere in the poem, when Andromache and Hecuba and Priam
plead with Hector to pity them and remain behind the walls of Troy, their pleas fail, as Hector
is torn between his obligation to his family and the sense of shame he would feel before his
community if he does not fight.636 He chooses to fight. These incidents show that Homeric
pity is different from the Aristotelian ideal of pity in that pleas from close relatives and
friends, who may not deserve to suffer, do not always succeed.637 Hector certainly is
emotionally affected by his families’ pleas but is not persuaded to change his course of
action.
It is Patroclus, however, who is instrumental in effecting a change of heart in Achilles. The
closest companion of Achilles, he is shown displaying pity and kindness.638 After watching
the beleaguered Greek army, at Il. 16.33-35 Patroclus tries to appeal to Achilles too by
saying:
‘νηλεές, οὐκ ἄρα σοί γε πατὴρ ἦν ἱππότα Πηλεύς,

οὐδὲ Θέτις μήτηρ· γλαυκὴ δέ σε τίκτε θάλασσα
πέτραι τ᾽ ἠλίβατοι, ὅτι τοι νόος ἐστὶν ἀπηνής.’
‘[You are] pitiless, the horseman Peleus was not your father, nor Thetis your mother;
but the grey sea and the high cliffs bore you, because that mind of yours is harsh’.

Ajax, part of the same delegation, also calls Achilles νηλής (pitiless), because he does not consider the
needs of his comrades; Ajax implies that this friendship is an important aspect of a hero’s motivation to fight
(Il. 9. 630-632).
635
Crotty 1994: 33-35.
636
See Il. 6.407; Il. 22.59 and Il. 22.83.
637
Konstan 2001: 130.
638
See Il. 11.814 and Il. 15.390-404 for examples of Patroclus’ pity and kindness towards his comrades.
634

127

To highlight Achilles’ lack of humanity, Patroclus likens him to inanimate natural
phenomena.639 For his kind and sensitive character, Patroclus has been likened to
Andromache, especially in her appeals to Hector (Il. 6.407-432).640 On seeing his tears and
distress, at Il. 16.5 Achilles felt pity (ᾢκτιρε) for Patroclus. This is the first time Achilles has
felt this emotion since his quarrel with Agamemnon; it marks a shift in his mood of selfabsorption. He allows Patroclus to wear his armour and lead his troops into battle, but he
refuses to join the army himself. He is still solely interested in making the Greeks suffer and
is relatively indifferent to their suffering.641 It is his grief at the subsequent death of Patroclus
that changes Achilles’ state of mind and begins his restoration to his community (Il. 18.101111): his self-esteem has been affected by his own suffering at the loss of Patroclus and by
his realisation that he bears some responsibility for the suffering of another.642 Certainly, at Il.
18.22-25 he is inconsolable in his grief, yet at this stage he is still emotionally isolated from
the other Achaeans:
ὣς φάτο, τὸν δ᾽ ἄχεος νεφέλη ἐκάλυψε μέλαινα·
ἀμφοτέρῃσι δὲ χερσὶν ἑλὼν κόνιν αἰθαλόεσσαν
χεύατο κὰκ κεφαλῆς, χαρίεν δ᾽ ᾔσχυνε πρόσωπον·
νεκταρέῳ δὲ χιτῶνι μέλαιν᾽ ἀμφίζανε τέφρη.
So he spoke, and a black cloud of grief covered him; and taking with both hands the
dark dust, he poured it over his head, and disfigured his beautiful face; and on his
scented tunic the black ashes settled.
This passage demonstrates well the connection between wild weather events and strong
emotions in Homeric epic, as well as portraying Achilles’ physical response to his grief.643 In
his misery at Il. 18.98-100 Achilles wishes that:
‘αὐτίκα τεθναίην, ἐπεὶ οὐκ ἄρ᾽ ἔμελλον ἑταίρῳ
κτεινομένῳ ἐπαμῦναι· ὃ μὲν μάλα τηλόθι πάτρης
ἔφθιτ᾽, ἐμεῖο δὲ δῆσεν ἀρῆς ἀλκτῆρα γενέσθαι.’
‘Straight away might I die, since I was not able to come to the aid of my companion
as he was being killed; for he perished far from his own land, and he had need of me
to be a protector from doom’.
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Despite his grief, Achilles decides to return to the fighting in order to seek vengeance for
Patroclus’ death (Il. 18.112-115). His great desire for vengeance, now directed towards
Hector, allows him to put aside his anger against Agamemnon and the other Achaeans (Il. 19.
65-68). At Il. 18.120-125 he is indifferent to his own death, as well as to the death of all
others:644
‘ὣς καὶ ἐγών, εἰ δή μοι ὁμοίη μοῖρα τέτυκται,

κείσομ᾽ ἐπεί κε θάνω· νῦν δὲ κλέος ἐσθλὸν ἀροίμην,
καί τινα Τρωϊάδων καὶ Δαρδανίδων βαθυκόλπων
ἀμφοτέρῃσιν χερσὶ παρειάων ἁπαλάων
δάκρυ᾽ ὀμορξαμένην ἁδινὸν στοναχῆσαι ἐφείην,
γνοῖεν δ᾽ ὡς δὴ δηρὸν ἐγὼ πολέμοιο πέπαυμαι.’
‘So shall I lie, if such a fate has been made my portion, when I am dead; but now let
me now achieve good fame and cause some of the deep-girdled Trojan and Dardanian
women, wiping away tears from their tender cheeks with both hands, to groan loudly,
and may they know that I have too long kept away from war’.
Moreover, he wants others to share the grief felt at the loss of a loved one and realise that he
was the agent of their death. I concur with Konstan, who argues that Achilles is now ‘immune
from pity rather than susceptible to it’.645 This is shown for the first time at Il. 21.74-75, when
he rejects an appeal for pity from an enemy on the battlefield. The Trojan Lycaon beseeches
Achilles to spare his life:
‘γουνοῦμαι σ᾽ Ἀχιλεῦ· σὺ δέ μ᾽ αἴδεο καί μ᾽ ἐλέησον·
ἀντί τοί εἰμ᾽ ἱκέταο διοτρεφὲς αἰδοίοιο·’
‘I beseech you by your knees Achilles; respect me and have pity on me; before you,
who were raised by Zeus, I am a sacred suppliant’.
At the beginning of the poem, Achilles had been so distressed by the suffering of his
comrades due to the plague sent by Apollo that he intervened to call an assembly in order to
find a solution to the problem (Il. 1.55-56). And before Achilles’ anger had been stirred by
Agamemnon he had had a reputation for reasonableness and respect for convention: he had,
for example, spared Lycaon’s life in exchange for ransom, as Lycaon describes (Il. 21.76-85).
Moreover, in conversation with Hector, Andromache describes how, although Achilles killed
her father in a previous battle, he had shown respect for the body by according him an
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honourable burial (Il. 6.414-428). But Achilles feels no pity for anyone, friend or foe, any
longer, because of the ‘undeserved suffering’ he feels he has experienced at the hands of both
the Achaeans and the Trojans.646 So, at Il. 21.100-104, Achilles responds to Lycaon:
‘νήπιε μή μοι ἄποινα πιφαύσκεο μηδ᾽ ἀγόρευε·
πρὶν μὲν γὰρ Πάτροκλον ἐπισπεῖν αἴσιμον ἦμαρ
τόφρά τί μοι πεφιδέσθαι ἐνὶ φρεσὶ φίλτερον ἦεν
Τρώων, καὶ πολλοὺς ζωοὺς ἕλον ἠδ᾽ ἐπέρασσα·
νῦν δ᾽ οὐκ ἔσθ᾽ ὅς τις θάνατον φύγῃ,…’
‘Fool, do not talk to me about ransom nor make speeches; before Patroclus met the
hour of his death, until then it was more pleasing to my mind to spare the Trojans, and
many I took alive and sold; but now there is not one who will flee death…’.
Lycaon is killed by Achilles, as are many others. Just before he too is killed by Achilles, at Il.
22.338-343 Hector pleads for his body to be returned to his family:
‘λίσσομ᾽ ὑπὲρ ψυχῆς καὶ γούνων σῶν τε τοκήων
μή με ἔα παρὰ νηυσὶ κύνας καταδάψαι Ἀχαιῶν,
ἀλλὰ σὺ μὲν χαλκόν τε ἅλις χρυσόν τε δέδεξο
δῶρα τά τοι δώσουσι πατὴρ καὶ πότνια μήτηρ,
σῶμα δὲ οἴκαδ᾽ ἐμὸν δόμεναι πάλιν, ὄφρα πυρός με
Τρῶες καὶ Τρώων ἄλοχοι λελάχωσι θανόντα.’
‘I beseech you by your life, by your knees and your parents not to let me be eaten by
dogs beside the ships of the Achaeans, but take the gifts of bronze and gold, those that
will be given to you by my father and lady mother, and give my body back to my
home, so that the Trojans and the Trojans’ wives can allow me in death the rite of a
funeral pyre’.
But at Il. 22.338-348 Achilles’ response is savage and unmerciful:
‘μή με κύον γούνων γουνάζεο μὴ δὲ τοκήων·
αἲ γάρ πως αὐτόν με μένος καὶ θυμὸς ἀνήη
ὤμ᾽ ἀποταμνόμενον κρέα ἔδμεναι, οἷα ἔοργας,
ὡς οὐκ ἔσθ᾽ ὃς σῆς γε κύνας κεφαλῆς ἀπαλάλκοι,’
‘Do not beseech me by knees or by parents, dog; if only the anger in my heart would
order me to carve up your flesh and eat it raw, because of your deeds, for there is no
one who will keep off the dogs from your head’.
The idea of mutilation of a body by dogs or birds is a very disturbing one for any warrior;
concern for what happens to one’s body after death is a source of great fear and anxiety in the
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poem.647 At Il. 22.74-76 Priam foreshadows the manner of his own death to Hector in a
similar way:
‘ἀλλ᾽ ὅτε δὴ πολιόν τε κάρη πολιόν τε γένειον

αἰδῶ τ᾽ αἰσχύνωσι κύνες κταμένοιο γέροντος,
τοῦτο δὴ οἴκτιστον πέλεται δειλοῖσι βροτοῖσιν.’
‘But when dogs shame and disfigure the grey head and the grey beard of an old man
and his private parts, killing him, this is the most pitiable thing that can happen to
wretched mortals’.
Old age, no doubt owing to its physical evidence of mortality, is seen as a stage in life worthy
of respect and pity.648 Yet not only is Achilles immune to supplication on the battlefield, he
also appears, in Seth Schein’s words, ‘both less than and more than human’ in his
savagery.649 Bent on destruction he is likened to Heracles in his fury (Il. 18.117). This is
vividly demonstrated when, after killing Hector, Achilles pierced the tendons of Hector’s feet
so that he could attach the body to his chariot, thus displaying the body disfigured and subject
to humiliation in front of the Trojan wall (Il. 22.396-404).650
After Hector’s death and the funeral rites for Patroclus, Achilles holds funeral games in
honour of Patroclus. Now he can feel pity (ᾤκτιρε) for the Greek warrior Eumelus, who has
been unfairly beaten in the chariot race (Il. 23.534); and he is able to settle disputes among
the Greek contestants (Il. 23.557-565).651 Nevertheless, despite his reconciliation with his
comrades, after the games, he continues to drag Hector’s body behind his chariot in the hope
that he can assuage his grief by punishing the hero even after his death. But, of course,
nothing can bring Patroclus back from the dead, as Hecuba observes (Il. 24.756). Owing to
his grief, Achilles is reluctant to take part in communal feasting and has trouble sleeping (Il.
23.37-64); thus he is still partly isolated from his community.
Achilles’ mistreatment of Hector’s corpse angers the gods (Il. 24.53-54). Although the gods
are immortal and cannot suffer death, they feel pity for a mortal like Hector. This expression
of emotion by the gods contradicts the idea that pity may only be aroused by something that
647
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you might expect to suffer yourself, as Aristotle argues.652 It is striking that at Il. 24.18-21
Apollo intervenes to preserve and protect the desecration of Hector’s body:
πᾶσαν ἀεικείην ἄπεχε χροῒ φῶτ᾽ ἐλεαίρων
καὶ τεθνηότα περ,
he [Apollo] kept all injury from his skin, pitying him even in death.
The others gods even consider sending Hermes to steal the body away from Achilles (Il.
24.23-24). So it seems that although Achilles’ excessive anger at Agamemnon and the Greeks
(and his withdrawal from the fighting) did not disturb the gods, his excessive behaviour
towards a corpse does. For this transgresses the normal convention of respect for the dead. At
Il. 24.44-45 Apollo, in particular, is angry at his treatment of Hector:
‘ὣς Ἀχιλεὺς ἔλεον μὲν ἀπώλεσεν, οὐδέ οἱ αἰδὼς

γίγνεται, ἥ τ᾽ ἄνδρας μέγα σίνεται ἠδ᾽ ὀνίνησι.’
‘So Achilles has utterly destroyed pity, nor does he have any shame: the one harms
men greatly while the other is of benefit to them’.
This speech echoes the appeal of Phoenix (Il. 9.496-497) and contains an ethical opinion
about the importance of pity and shame, both of which, Apollo believes, contribute to a wellfunctioning society.653 Graham Zanker argues that in the Iliad to feel pity is a moral
obligation and to not feel pity is morally wrong.654 I will show that there is more ambiguity
than Zanker indicates in the interpretation of pity in the epic, but I agree that pity is an
essential, if contradictory, element in the warrior code, as it can restrain the otherwise
insatiable quest for personal honour that can be detrimental to the community as a whole.
This concern about the excessive behaviour of Achilles is reflected in the council of the gods.
Achilles’ pitilessness in refusing Hector’s burial is in Apollo’s view equal to his refusal to
accept the human condition, and the suffering that is caused by the separation and loss of
loved ones.655 Despite the opposition of Hera, who believes that Achilles has a right to
behave as he does, as he is the son of a goddess (Il. 24.59), Zeus takes action to restrain
Achilles in a way that will not detract from his honour (Il. 24.110). This action would also
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show respect for Hector’s body, thereby restoring the proper balance of the world order.656
The intervention of the gods in the supplication of Achilles by Priam gives divine authority to
the event.657 At Il. 24.146-154 Zeus orders the goddess Iris to give his instructions to Priam:
‘λύσασθαι φίλον υἱὸν ἰόντ᾽ ἐπὶ νῆας Ἀχαιῶν,
δῶρα δ᾽ Ἀχιλλῆϊ φερέμεν τά κε θυμὸν ἰήνῃ
οἶον, μὴ δέ τις ἄλλος ἅμα Τρώων ἴτω ἀνήρ.
κῆρύξ τίς οἱ ἕποιτο γεραίτερος, ὅς κ᾽ ἰθύνοι
ἡμιόνους καὶ ἄμαξαν ἐΰτροχον, ἠδὲ καὶ αὖτις
νεκρὸν ἄγοι προτὶ ἄστυ, τὸν ἔκτανε δῖος Ἀχιλλεύς.
μὴ δέ τί οἱ θάνατος μελέτω φρεσὶ μὴ δέ τι τάρβος·
τοῖον γάρ οἱ πομπὸν ὀπάσσομεν ἀργεϊφόντην,
ὃς ἄξει εἷός κεν ἄγων Ἀχιλῆϊ πελάσσῃ.’
‘Let him go to the ships of the Achaeans to ransom his dear son, to bear gifts to
Achilles that will soften his heart, and, at the same time, let no other man of the
Trojans accompany him. Let a herald, some older man, follow him, who can guide the
mules and the well-wheeled waggon, and who can carry the body back to the city, the
man whom god-like Achilles killed. Let them not hold death in their thoughts nor any
fear; for such a guide will I send with them, Argeiphontes, who will lead them, and
leading them bring them straight to Achilles’.
At Il. 24.156-158 Zeus is confident that Achilles will behave honourably to a supplicant
despite his great anger:
‘οὔτ᾽ αὐτὸς κτενέει ἀπό τ᾽ ἄλλους πάντας ἐρύξει·

οὔτε γάρ ἐστ᾽ ἄφρων οὔτ᾽ ἄσκοπος οὔτ᾽ ἀλιτήμων,
ἀλλὰ μάλ᾽ ἐνδυκέως ἱκέτεω πεφιδήσεται ἀνδρός.’
‘neither will he himself kill them nor allow anyone else to do them harm; for he is not
without wisdom, nor heedless nor an evil-doer, but with great kindness he will be
merciful to a suppliant’.
To ensure this outcome, Zeus also sends Achilles’ mother Thetis to transmit the will of the
gods to him. At Il. 24.128-132 she first comforts Achilles:
‘τέκνον ἐμὸν τέο μέχρις ὀδυρόμενος καὶ ἀχεύων

σὴν ἔδεαι κραδίην μεμνημένος οὔτέ τι σίτου
οὔτ᾽ εὐνῆς; ἀγαθὸν δὲ γυναικί περ ἐν φιλότητι
μίσγεσθ᾽· οὐ γάρ μοι δηρὸν βέῃ, ἀλλά τοι ἤδη
ἄγχι παρέστηκεν θάνατος καὶ μοῖρα κραταιή.’
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‘My child, for how long will you eat away your heart with groaning and lamenting
before remembering food and bed? It is good to lie in love with a woman; for I say
you will not live for long, but death and your mighty fate stand already close beside
you’.
Then, at Il. 24.133-137, Thetis gives Achilles the message from Zeus:
‘ἀλλ᾽ ἐμέθεν ξύνες ὦκα, Διὸς δέ τοι ἄγγελός εἰμι·

σκύζεσθαι σοί φησι θεούς, ἑὲ δ᾽ ἔξοχα πάντων
ἀθανάτων κεχολῶσθαι, ὅτι φρεσὶ μαινομένῃσιν
Ἕκτορ᾽ ἔχεις παρὰ νηυσὶ κορωνίσιν οὐδ᾽ ἀπέλυσας.
ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε δὴ λῦσον, νεκροῖο δὲ δέξαι ἄποινα.’
‘But listen closely to me, for I bring a message from Zeus to you; he says that the
gods are angry with you, and he above all the immortals is angry with you, that with
such anger in your heart you hold Hector by the beaked ships and you have not
released him. But come, give him up and accept ransom for his body’.
At Il. 24.139-140, after listening to his mother, Achilles agrees to accept ransom for the body
of Hector as Zeus commands:
‘τῇδ᾽ εἴη· ὃς ἄποινα φέροι καὶ νεκρὸν ἄγοιτο,
εἰ δὴ πρόφρονι θυμῷ Ὀλύμπιος αὐτὸς ἀνώγει.’
‘let it be so; he who brings ransom may take the body away, if the Olympian himself
orders this with urgent desire’.
Although Achilles is willing to acquiesce to the message from Zeus, he appears more
resigned than invested in the outcome.
The suffering of Priam. The poem now shifts in perspective from Achilles to Hector’s
grieving father Priam, who, like Achilles in his grief for Patroclus, was inconsolable over the
death of his son. At Il. 24.163-168 Priam reacts to Hector’s death in a similar way:
ἐντυπὰς ἐν χλαίνῃ κεκαλυμμένος· ἀμφὶ δὲ πολλὴ
κόπρος ἔην κεφαλῇ τε καὶ αὐχένι τοῖο γέροντος
τήν ῥα κυλινδόμενος καταμήσατο χερσὶν ἑῇσι.
θυγατέρες δ᾽ ἀνὰ δώματ᾽ ἰδὲ νυοὶ ὠδύροντο
τῶν μιμνησκόμεναι οἳ δὴ πολέες τε καὶ ἐσθλοὶ
χερσὶν ὑπ᾽ Ἀργείων κέατο ψυχὰς ὀλέσαντες.
[He was] lying wrapped up closely in his mantle; and around the old man’s head and
neck was much filth, which he had smeared with his hands as he rolled around. And
his daughters and his sons’ wives were wailing throughout the palace, remembering
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those many noble men who lay dead, having lost their lives at the hands of the
Argives.
At Il. 24.163-174 Zeus sends the goddess Iris to Priam to console him and inform him of
Zeus’ plan:
στῆ δὲ παρὰ Πρίαμον Διὸς ἄγγελος, ἠδὲ προσηύδα
τυτθὸν φθεγξαμένη· τὸν δὲ τρόμος ἔλλαβε γυῖα·
‘θάρσει Δαρδανίδη Πρίαμε φρεσί, μὴ δέ τι τάρβει·
οὐ μὲν γάρ τοι ἐγὼ κακὸν ὀσσομένη τόδ᾽ ἱκάνω
ἀλλ᾽ ἀγαθὰ φρονέουσα· Διὸς δέ τοι ἄγγελός εἰμι,
ὅς σευ ἄνευθεν ἐὼν μέγα κήδεται ἠδ᾽ ἐλεαίρει.’
And the messenger from Zeus stood before Priam and addressed him, speaking
gently; for he trembled in his limbs: ‘Take courage, Priam son of Dardanus, and do
not fear; for I have not come to you intending evil but for good purpose; I am a
messenger to you from Zeus, who although far away from you cares greatly and pities
you’.
Although he is frightened by the appearance of the goddess, Priam obeys the instructions of
Zeus to go to Achilles by himself with a ransom, in order to beg that his son’s body be
returned for burial. On being told of Priam’s plan, Hecuba fears that Achilles will neither pity
nor respect Priam (Il. 24.207). Hecuba, in this respect like Achilles, is still filled with
murderous rage. She echoes his savagery. Unlike Priam, she maintains her anger and cannot
be reconciled to her son’s killer. But, at Il. 24.218-219, Priam dismisses her views:
‘μή μ᾽ ἐθέλοντ᾽ ἰέναι κατερύκανε, μὴ δέ μοι αὐτὴ
ὄρνις ἐνὶ μεγάροισι κακὸς πέλευ· οὐδέ με πείσεις.’
‘Do not hold me back when I wish to go, lest you yourself become a bird of doom in
the palace; for you will not persuade me’.
As well, Priam becomes angry with his sons for their slow reaction to his needs (Il. 24.253263). After ordering them to hurry and prepare a waggon to carry the ransom, at Il. 24.308309 Priam prays to Zeus to have pity on him:
‘Ζεῦ πάτερ Ἴδηθεν μεδέων κύδιστε μέγιστε
δός μ᾽ ἐς Ἀχιλλῆος φίλον ἐλθεῖν ἠδ᾽ ἐλεεινόν,’
‘Father Zeus, ruling from Ida, greatest and most honoured, grant that I might come to
Achilles’ tent as a friend and one worthy of pity’.
After he prays, he sees an eagle. With this sign, he is reassured that Zeus has heard him and
will grant his prayer (Il. 24.310-321). And, in order to ensure their safety, Zeus sends Hermes
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to watch over the king and the herald on their dangerous journey to the Greek camp. On the
way, the herald notices a young man, who, we know, is the god Hermes in disguise,
approaching (Il. 24.354-357):
‘φράζεο Δαρδανίδη· φραδέος νόου ἔργα τέτυκται.
ἄνδρ᾽ ὁρόω, τάχα δ᾽ ἄμμε διαρραίσεσθαι ὀΐω.
ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε δὴ φεύγωμεν ἐφ᾽ ἵππων, ἤ μιν ἔπειτα
γούνων ἁψάμενοι λιτανεύσομεν αἴ κ᾽ ἐλεήσῃ.’
‘Beware, son of Dardanus; here is a task for careful thought. I see a man, and I fear
we will both shortly be cut to pieces. Come, let us flee on the horses, or otherwise,
clasping him by the knees, let us pray that he feels pity’.
Priam is reassured that the young man, who declares himself to be a companion of Achilles,
means them no harm. He accompanies them to the Greek camp and reveals his identity to
Priam, advising him on how to supplicate Achilles, whereupon he leaves them safely at
Achilles’ tent (Il. 24.460-67).
The Supplication Scene in the Iliad
Although there are attendants and companions present in the background, when Priam enters
Achilles’ tent Homer focusses our attention on Priam and Achilles alone. This creates an
intimate space where the two enemies can meet in private.658 At Il. 24.477-479 Priam enacts
the normal conventions of supplication but with an unusual addition:
τοὺς δ᾽ ἔλαθ᾽ εἰσελθὼν Πρίαμος μέγας, ἄγχι δ᾽ ἄρα στὰς
χερσὶν Ἀχιλλῆος λάβε γούνατα καὶ κύσε χεῖρας
δεινὰς ἀνδροφόνους, αἵ οἱ πολέας κτάνον υἷας.
Great Priam coming in unseen by them and coming close to Achilles, took his knees
in his hands and kissed his terrible man-slaying hands, the ones that had killed many
of his sons.
Normally a suppliant would clasp the knees and try to clasp the chin of the supplicandus,659
but this additional action of kissing the hands of his son’s killer, underlines Priam’s
desperation.660 And not only does he offer ransom, but, by evoking the memory of Achilles’
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father in his ensuing words, he emphasises the natural bond between fathers and sons, which
the war has disrupted.661 At Il. 24.501-506 Priam says to Achilles:
‘τὸν σὺ πρῴην κτεῖνας ἀμυνόμενον περὶ πάτρης
Ἕκτορα· τοῦ νῦν εἵνεχ᾽ ἱκάνω νῆας Ἀχαιῶν
λυσόμενος παρὰ σεῖο, φέρω δ᾽ ἀπερείσι᾽ ἄποινα.
ἀλλ᾽ αἰδεῖο θεοὺς Ἀχιλεῦ, αὐτόν τ᾽ ἐλέησον
μνησάμενος σοῦ πατρός· ἐγὼ δ᾽ ἐλεεινότερός περ,
ἔτλην δ᾽ οἷ᾽ οὔ πώ τις ἐπιχθόνιος βροτὸς ἄλλος,
ἀνδρὸς παιδοφόνοιο ποτὶ στόμα χεῖρ᾽ ὀρέγεσθαι.’
‘You killed Hector recently, as he was defending his country; now for his sake I have
come to the ships of the Achaeans wishing to release him from you, and I bring
countless ransom. But honour the gods, Achilles, and take pity on me, remembering
your own father; for I am more to be pitied than he, for I have dared what no other
mortal on earth has dared, to put to my lips the hand of the man who has killed my
sons’.
In narratological terms, physical descriptions such as Priam’s actions as he comes before
Achilles have a tendency to increase the emotional intensity of stories for audiences.662 Yet,
although Priam evokes Achilles’ father in his emotional appeal, he nevertheless maintains a
respectful and submissive posture that is appropriate, considering Achilles’ power and his
own vulnerability.663 In Homeric epic the pitier is seen as superior in status to the person he
pities and is often uninvolved in his or her suffering.664 Konstan sees this detachment as a
demonstration of the position of privilege or power that the onlooker holds.665 But I argue
that Achilles’ first reaction to Priam’s appeal at Il. 24.507-516 is not detached pity but
personal grief for loved ones he will never see again:
ὣς φάτο, τῷ δ᾽ ἄρα πατρὸς ὑφ᾽ ἵμερον ὦρσε γόοιο·
ἁψάμενος δ᾽ ἄρα χειρὸς ἀπώσατο ἦκα γέροντα.
τὼ δὲ μνησαμένω ὃ μὲν Ἕκτορος ἀνδροφόνοιο
κλαῖ᾽ ἁδινὰ προπάροιθε ποδῶν Ἀχιλῆος ἐλυσθείς,
αὐτὰρ Ἀχιλλεὺς κλαῖεν ἑὸν πατέρ᾽, ἄλλοτε δ᾽ αὖτε
Πάτροκλον· τῶν δὲ στοναχὴ κατὰ δώματ᾽ ὀρώρει.
αὐτὰρ ἐπεί ῥα γόοιο τετάρπετο δῖος Ἀχιλλεύς,
καί οἱ ἀπὸ πραπίδων ἦλθ᾽ ἵμερος ἠδ᾽ ἀπὸ γυίων,
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αὐτίκ᾽ ἀπὸ θρόνου ὦρτο, γέροντα δὲ χειρὸς ἀνίστη
οἰκτίρων πολιόν τε κάρη πολιόν τε γένειον,
So he spoke and he raised the desire in Achilles to lament for his father; grasping the
old man by the hand he gently pushed him back. Both of them remembered, Priam
cried loudly for man-slaying Hector as he curled up before Achilles’ feet, while
Achilles wept for his father, and then also at other times for Patroclus; and their
groans rose up through the house. But when god-like Achilles had taken his fill of
weeping, and the longing for doing so had left his body and limbs, straight away he
rose from his seat, and raised the old man by his hand, pitying his grey head and grey
beard.
Although still feeling anger and grief, Achilles reacts with gentleness rather than rage
towards the enemy suppliant in his tent.666 While at first Achilles pushes Priam away, it is
only after their shared lamentation that Achilles can respond to Priam’s appeal by taking his
hand. His feeling of pity for Priam is aroused by his own new experience of vulnerability
caused by the loss of a loved one.667 But Achilles is moved also at the sight of the old man,
by Priam’s age and by his appeal; his feelings of grief and pity for his own distant father are
immediately transferred to Priam before him.668 At Il. 24.522-526 he speaks gently to Priam
and acknowledges their shared suffering; Achilles attempts to console him as well as himself:
‘ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε δὴ κατ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἕζευ ἐπὶ θρόνου, ἄλγεα δ᾽ ἔμπης

ἐν θυμῷ κατακεῖσθαι ἐάσομεν ἀχνύμενοί περ·
οὐ γάρ τις πρῆξις πέλεται κρυεροῖο γόοιο·
ὡς γὰρ ἐπεκλώσαντο θεοὶ δειλοῖσι βροτοῖσι
ζώειν ἀχνυμένοις· αὐτοὶ δέ τ᾽ ἀκηδέες εἰσί.’
‘But come now and sit upon a seat, and let our sorrows lie hidden in our hearts despite
our grieving; for no good result comes out of cold lament; thus the gods have assigned
to wretched mortals a life of grieving; but they are themselves without any cares’.
Achilles acknowledges the harsh reality of mortal life and the aloofness of the gods.669 His
pity has been aroused at the thought that a fate similar to Priam’s is now possible for his own
father Peleus.670 Peleus will lose his only son in battle; and he will have no one to care for
him in his old age.671 At Il. 24.538-542 Achilles says:
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‘ἀλλ᾽ ἐπὶ καὶ τῷ θῆκε θεὸς κακόν, ὅττί οἱ οὔ τι

παίδων ἐν μεγάροισι γονὴ γένετο κρειόντων,
ἀλλ᾽ ἕνα παῖδα τέκεν παναώριον· οὐδέ νυ τόν γε
γηράσκοντα κομίζω, ἐπεὶ μάλα τηλόθι πάτρης
ἧμαι ἐνὶ Τροίῃ, σέ τε κήδων ἠδὲ σὰ τέκνα.’
‘But to Peleus the god gave evil too, so that no race of strong children was begotten in
his halls, but he fathered one son, doomed to an untimely end; and I can’t look after
him as he grows old, seeing that I am far away from my homeland in Troy, causing
trouble to both you and your children’.
Achilles realises that just as he had failed to protect Patroclus, he is also failing to protect his
own father and, moreover, that by his involvement in the war, he is partly the cause of
Priam’s suffering.672 Yet Priam is unable to think of anything other than the retrieval of his
son’s body. At Il. 24.553-558 he is impatient, pressing Achilles to act:
‘μή πω μ᾽ ἐς θρόνον ἵζε διοτρεφὲς ὄφρά κεν Ἕκτωρ
κεῖται ἐνὶ κλισίῃσιν ἀκηδής, ἀλλὰ τάχιστα
λῦσον ἵν᾽ ὀφθαλμοῖσιν ἴδω· σὺ δὲ δέξαι ἄποινα
πολλά, τά τοι φέρομεν· σὺ δὲ τῶνδ᾽ ἀπόναιο, καὶ ἔλθοις
σὴν ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν, ἐπεί με πρῶτον ἔασας
αὐτόν τε ζώειν καὶ ὁρᾶν φάος ἠελίοιο.’
‘Do not sit me down upon a seat, you who were nurtured by Zeus, as long as Hector
remains uncared for in the hut, but as quickly as possible release him so that I can see
him with my eyes; and accept the ransom, the abundant ransom that we bring to you;
and may you take pleasure in it and go back to your fatherland, since from the first
you allowed me to live and look upon the light of the sun’.
Achilles’ susceptibility to anger does not entirely leave him; Priam’s insistence offends
him.673 At Il. 24.568-570 he replies to Priam:
‘τὼ νῦν μή μοι μᾶλλον ἐν ἄλγεσι θυμὸν ὀρίνῃς,

μή σε γέρον οὐδ᾽ αὐτὸν ἐνὶ κλισίῃσιν ἐάσω
καὶ ἱκέτην περ ἐόντα, Διὸς δ᾽ ἀλίτωμαι ἐφετμάς.’
‘Now do not further stir the pain in my heart, lest, old man, I do not leave you alone in
the hut, even though you are a suppliant, and lest I err against the commands of Zeus’.
But he controls his anger and at Il. 24.580-586 he retrieves Hector’s body, ordering that
certain garments be excluded from the ransom:
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κὰδ δ᾽ ἔλιπον δύο φάρε᾽ ἐΰννητόν τε χιτῶνα,
ὄφρα νέκυν πυκάσας δοίη οἶκον δὲ φέρεσθαι.
δμῳὰς δ᾽ ἐκκαλέσας λοῦσαι κέλετ᾽ ἀμφί τ᾽ ἀλεῖψαι
νόσφιν ἀειράσας, ὡς μὴ Πρίαμος ἴδοι υἱόν,
μὴ ὃ μὲν ἀχνυμένῃ κραδίῃ χόλον οὐκ ἐρύσαιτο
παῖδα ἰδών, Ἀχιλῆϊ δ᾽ ὀρινθείη φίλον ἦτορ,
καί ἑ κατακτείνειε, Διὸς δ᾽ ἀλίτηται ἐφετμάς.
And they left two finely-woven cloaks and a tunic, so that, having wrapped the body,
he could give him to be carried home. Then calling the handmaids, he ordered them to
wash and anoint the body, taking it aside so that Priam could not see his child, lest
grieving in heart he could not contain his anger on seeing his son, and Achilles’ own
heart be stirred to anger and he might kill him, and thus err against the command of
Zeus.
Therefore, there is still underlying tension with the possibility of anger on either side, despite
Priam’s successful supplication.674 After apologising to the spirit of Patroclus for accepting
the ransom and promising to share it with him, Achilles, who had been unwilling to eat or
drink since Patroclus’ death, invites Priam, who has not eaten in his grief for Hector, to share
a meal. Sharing a meal is not just a matter of human survival but a sign of community
cohesion.675 Once again, at Il. 24.629-632, both Achilles and Priam are able to focus on other
things besides their grief:
αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ πόσιος καὶ ἐδητύος ἐξ ἔρον ἕντο,
ἤτοι Δαρδανίδης Πρίαμος θαύμαζ᾽ Ἀχιλῆα
ὅσσος ἔην οἷός τε· θεοῖσι γὰρ ἄντα ἐῴκει·
αὐτὰρ ὃ Δαρδανίδην Πρίαμον θαύμαζεν Ἀχιλλεὺς
εἰσορόων ὄψίν τ᾽ ἀγαθὴν καὶ μῦθον ἀκούων.
But when they had put away all desire for food and drink, then truly did Priam son of
Dardanus wonder at Achilles, at his size and distinction: for he was like the gods to
look at; so too did Achilles wonder at Priam, son of Dardanus, looking upon his noble
appearance and hearing his words.
Achilles is not only moved by Priam’s suffering and bravery, he is also impressed by his
looks and bearing. The two men are now connected to each other through their shared
experience of loss, forming a new kind of community.676 This community is not bounded by
kinship; and it includes enemies. Achilles considers Priam as a guest-friend in the present (Il.
24.650), although there will be no chance for reciprocity in the future, as both will die in the
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destruction of Troy.677 As Hammer suggests, pity acts in the poem as an ethical foundation
for community life; it tempers the excessive self-valuation of the warrior with a ‘sense of care
for others’ -- a sense of care that arises from vulnerability to suffering.678 As a result of his
pity for Priam, Achilles is able to let go of his anger and release the body of Hector to him. 679
At Il. 24.660-661 Priam then negotiates time to bury Hector properly:
‘εἰ μὲν δή μ᾽ ἐθέλεις τελέσαι τάφον Ἕκτορι δίῳ,
ὧδέ κέ μοι ῥέζων Ἀχιλεῦ κεχαρισμένα θείης.’
‘If you are willing that I accomplish the burial for god-like Hector, by doing so, you,
Achilles, would be doing me a great kindness’.
By agreeing to a cessation of hostilities for eleven days, Achilles re-enters a civilised world in
which oaths and promises are meaningful and binding.680 At Il. 24.671-672, aware that his
past actions may leave some doubt in Priam’s mind, he demonstrates the return of the gentler
side of his nature:
ὣς ἄρα φωνήσας ἐπὶ καρπῷ χεῖρα γέροντος
ἔλλαβε δεξιτερήν, μή πως δείσει᾽ ἐνὶ θυμῷ.
Having said that he clasped the old man’s right hand by the wrist, lest somehow he
should fear in his heart.
This physical reassurance demonstrates more effectively than words the trust and new
emotional intimacy between Achilles and Priam. A bed is prepared for Priam; and Achilles
and his guest are both able to sleep, released, if briefly, from their mutual grief. Notably
Achilles sleeps with Briseis, his returned war-prize, beside him, able to enjoy love-making
with a woman again, just as his mother had counselled (Il. 24.127-128).
It is extraordinary that an epic of violence and warfare concludes with an episode of such
humanity and reconciliation.681 With his new-found respect for Priam and with his surrender
of Hector’s body for burial, Achilles is re-established, in Schein’s words, as the ‘noble
enemy’ once more.682 The poem concludes with an image of the Trojan community also
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restored, however briefly, and united in public mourning free from warfare. At Il. 24.801-804
there is a poignant moment that precedes the complete destruction of the Trojan city that is to
come:
χεύαντες δὲ τὸ σῆμα πάλιν κίον· αὐτὰρ ἔπειτα
εὖ συναγειρόμενοι δαίνυντ᾽ ἐρικυδέα δαῖτα
δώμασιν ἐν Πριάμοιο διοτρεφέος βασιλῆος.
ὣς οἵ γ᾽ ἀμφίεπον τάφον Ἕκτορος ἱπποδάμοιο.
Having made a mound, they went back; gathering together they feasted well on a
glorious feast in the palace of Priam, the king raised by Zeus. In this way they
celebrated the funeral of horse-taming Hector.
Despite Achilles’ terrible anger towards Hector, he responds positively to Priam’s remarkable
appeal to pity. Priam’s actions have effectively ended Achilles’ anger and his alienation, not
only from his own community, but from humanity as a whole.683
The ‘anomaly’ of a violent war poem ending with compassion and pity has divided critics; it
was one of the key reasons for the Homeric Analysts’ investigation into the ‘authentic’
passages of Homer and their argument that Book 24 was a later addition to the poem.684
Although their conclusions have since been discounted, I argue that their views represent a
response to the unsettling ending of the Iliad, as the interdependence of anger and pity is an
unusual combination of emotion in our experience of the modern world.685 It seems,
furthermore, that Aristotle’s definition of pity does not entirely explain how pity is conceived
in the epic.686 It is possible to see that pity in Homer can be generated as much by concern for
the welfare of others, who may not be friends or family, as by self-interest.687 The heroic
system is based on the need to kill enemies, but also on the need to feel pity for your
comrades. At the end of the poem Achilles extends this feeling of pity to all mortals whether
friend or foe. He thereby conceives of a new version of the heroic code, one which reflects a
wider perspective on human suffering.688 In this he is not unlike Zeus, who, alone of all the
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gods, pities both Greek and Trojan warriors, but is nevertheless unable to stop their suffering
and death.689
Pity in David Malouf’s Ransom
Overview. David Malouf was born in Australia of Lebanese descent.690 As a secondgeneration Australian and a ‘post-colonial’691 writer (a term which emerged primarily out of
independence movements in the mid-20th century in countries that had been colonised by
former European empires), Malouf explores feelings of exile, movement and alienation from
the dominant Anglophone culture of Australia.692 Malouf has long been interested too in the
epic genre as a vehicle for an exploration of masculine-centred relationships.693 This focus on
a predominantly male-oriented world is revealed in Malouf’s preoccupation with heroic
action and with the relationship between fathers and sons. Choosing to re-tell the Iliad,
Malouf was looking for what he calls an ‘opening’ in the narrative in which to create his own
story.694 He found this opening at the end of the poem: Ransom focusses almost entirely on
Book 24. In contrast to the entirety of the Iliad, where pity is foregrounded at the beginning
of the poem, Malouf does not portray pity as part of conventional heroic behaviour -- at least
not initially. At first, he portrays Achilles as a character without pity and he presents Priam’s
act of supplication, seeking pity, as a new way for a hero to behave.695 Thus Bernadette
Brennan can write that Malouf wanted to ‘explore imaginatively’ new possibilities aroused
by Homer’s epic; but she avoids the word ‘pity’ to describe these possibilities in favour of
words like ‘dignity’ and ‘compassion’.696 David Punter argues that part of this modern
discomfort with the idea of pity may be because pity is linked with the power and privileged
position of the pitier, which can be seen as condescending or patronising.697 He suggests that
this concept is unappealing in a modern democratic society in which equality is valued.

689

Kim 2000: 109 & 177. See also Yamagata 1994: 115-116 for the explanation that all humans must die and
that this fate cannot be changed by the gods, even Zeus, as it would risk upsetting the world order. It is only
the gods who can be immortal.
690
Malouf’s Lebanese-born grandfather was briefly under arrest as an enemy alien in Brisbane during the
Second World War. See Randall 2007: 10.
691
Tyson 2015: 399.
692
Randall 2007: 11-12.
693
For example: Remembering Babylon. See also Indyk 1993: 2.
694
Mendelsohn 2010: 74.
695
Tripathy 2015: 78.
696
Brennan 2011: 1, 6.
697
Punter 2014: 1.

143

In the ‘Afterword’ of Ransom, Malouf writes that he first heard the story of Troy in 1943
while at school. At that time Australia was at war and victory for the allies was not certain.
He describes how Brisbane’s buildings were sandbagged, windows were protected by tape
against air raids; the city was full of American troops (R: 221-222). The fall of the city
seemed a very real possibility, and for that reason Homer’s Iliad seemed very relevant to the
young Malouf. Subsequently, his own poetry reflected the theme of war in 1972, near the end
of Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War (R: 223).698 And, reflecting on events closer
to our own time, Malouf, in an interview at the University of New South Wales in 2010,
recalls the visual horror of the Twin Towers falling in New York in 2001, citing this event as
an impetus for returning to the story of Troy.699 For Malouf this moment symbolised his
concerns about the destruction, not only of the city but of civilisation more generally.700
Andromache Karanika shares this view, arguing that the very name of Troy symbolises an
‘image of a city that fell’, becoming a ‘relic’ of trauma in collective memory that reverberates
through time and in different places.701
The rejection of pity by Malouf’s Achilles. The story in Ransom begins from the point of
view of Achilles, as he grieves on the beach after the death of Patroclus. It is noticeable that
Malouf focusses more on Achilles’ grief in response to his comrade’s death than on his
anger.702 As I discussed in Chapter 3, this may be because anger is a problematic emotion in
the world of today, suggesting a lack of emotional control. And, in contrast to Achilles’ close
relationship with Thetis in the Iliad, in Ransom Achilles’ mother has been absent and
unavailable to him since he left childhood. At R: 5 she is described thus:
from now on she would be no more than a faint far-off echo to his senses, an
underwater humming.
Since the figures of both Thetis and Briseis have been suppressed by Malouf, Achilles’ most
intimate relationships are entirely with men. Amanda Nettlebeck observes that in Malouf’s
previous works there is a tension evident between criticising the constraints of conventional
male behaviour and yet continuing to place male relationships at the centre of human
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culture.703 Certainly, in Ransom, at R: 6 Achilles’ world is a world without women; it is
solely:
the rough world of men … a world of pain, loss, dependency, bursts of violence and
elation.
Don Randall likens Malouf to Rudyard Kipling in his view of a man-centred world, noting
that ‘violence and violation in the social world’ are common in his narratives, but so too is
hope for a better, more just world.704 Margaret Reynolds agrees, noting that, although Malouf
has been greatly influenced by Simone Weil’s interpretation of the Iliad as a poem of force,
unlike her he emphasises what connects humans to each other rather than the things that
divide them.705
To emphasize the connection between Achilles and Patroclus, Malouf highlights their erotic
relationship, a relationship about which Homer is somewhat unspecific, but which was taken
for given in ancient receptions of the epic.706 Malouf makes this ambiguity about a possible
sexual relationship explicit. Thus at R: 15 his Achilles can state that:
he had been mated with Patroclus.
Malouf emphasises their emotional connection again at R: 16, where their conflict about the
war affects Achilles greatly:
[e]very moment of disunity between them was a torment to him.
Although writing before the publication of Ransom, Philip Neilsen argued that there is often a
longing for ‘completeness’ and belonging in Malouf’s stories: this claim quite accurately
describes the relationship between Achilles and Patroclus in Ransom.707 Neilsen believes this
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longing can be described as the wish to transcend the self with the other in order to come
closer to nature and even accept death, which can come only at ‘special moments’.708
At R: 24-25, however, Malouf describes Achilles and the other Achaeans as acting without
pity after Achilles kills Hector:
one by one, without passion, but also without pity, they plunged their swords into
Hector’s unprotected flesh….Achilles watched. Himself like a dead man. Feeling
nothing.
The soldiers do not feel anger, nor do they feel the restraint of pity, as they attack the body of
Hector. They appear to lack any kind of humanity as a result of their actions. As for Achilles,
by dragging Hector’s body around behind his chariot (as he does in the Iliad), he continues to
mutilate it. At R: 27 he:
was waiting for the rage to fill him that would be equal at last to the outrage he was
committing. That would assuage his grief.
Behind an outrage of this kind, whether the desecration of a body or the destruction of the
twin towers, there lies ‘a rage that needs to be acted out’.709 But Malouf’s Achilles no longer
feels only rage; he also, paradoxically, feels emptiness and grief.710
In his description of Achilles’ soldiers, who are from the north of Greece, it is possible to see
at R: 28 that Malouf imagines them as Australian farmers:711
Their sinewy limbs and hard-bitten features, like his own, come from tramping the
craggy uplands that in summer, when hawks hang on updraughts over the granite
peaks, are ablaze with a compacted heat that invests the whole upper air with its fiery
intensity, and in winter become tracts of ice. Their fathers are smallholders who raise
wheat in the deep soil of the flatlands and grow sweet grapes on the ridges above;
keep herds of long-horned cattle and sheep…on their tongues, as on his, the harsh
north-country dialect, full of insults that are also backhanded terms of affection.
The imagery, although applicable to the epic Greek world, can also refer to the harsh
Australian landscape and the language of mateship. But at R: 29 they too are horrified by
their leader’s behaviour:
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He is their leader, but he breaks daily every rule they have been taught to live by.
Their only explanation is that he is mad.
They begin to question the extreme form that Achilles’ behaviour takes. As in the Iliad, so
too do the gods. But, in contrast to the Iliad, where the gods are normally present and feel
pity for mortals, Ransom takes place in a world where the gods are peripheral and mostly
uninterested in the fate of mankind.712 At R: 12 their attitude is described as:
the high-handed indifference of those who have infinite power over the world of
conjunction and accident.
And at R: 31-32 Achilles is antagonistic toward the gods, feeling that, as at Il. 24.18-21, they
‘continue to defy him’ in their protection of Hector’s body from decay:
Hector lies as if sleeping…his locks glossy-black as in life, the brow like marble, all
the welts and gashes where yesterday bone showed through smoothly sealed and the
torn flesh made whole again.
But, despite his continued desecration of the body, at R: 33 Achilles feels no relief:
And still it was not enough. Still his grief was not consumed.
He is trapped by his grief and by his resulting actions, yet seems to realize that he needs a
different way to behave. At R: 35-36 Malouf presents a less complex version of Achilles and
of heroic behaviour than we find in the Iliad:
He is waiting for the break. For something to appear that will break the spell that is on
him, the self-consuming rage that drives him and wastes his spirit in despair.
Something new and unimaginable as yet that will confront him with the need, in
meeting it, to leap clear of the clogging grey web that enfolds him.
By suppressing the earlier accounts that are present in the Iliad of Achilles’ feelings of pity
for his comrades and his respect for enemy combatants, Malouf portrays pity as a new heroic
attribute that had never been conceived of before.
The suffering of Priam in Ransom. The story shifts from Achilles’ perspective to that of
Priam, beginning with a description of the city of Troy as a city of four-square towers (R: 39).
Conrad sees this description as a reflection of the World Trade Centre towers ‘multiplied’.713
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Certainly this could be possible, as Malouf has admitted that the image of the Twin Towers
falling in New York led to his reconsideration of the Troy-story as a basis for Ransom, as I
noted above.714 Echoing the violent imagery of Homer, at R: 41 Malouf’s Priam imagines
Troy’s future destruction and the death of the townspeople, where:
dogs lick up the splatter of their brains, gnaw at their shoulder-bones and skulls.
As in the Iliad, fear of the mutilation of the body by dogs after death is present. At R: 89
Priam foreshadows the manner of his own death, as he does at Il. 22.74-76:
‘when the dogs claw at one another’s backs in their frenzy to get at his entrails, when
they gnaw at the skull and misshapen feet, and tear without shame at the old man’s
private parts, the source of so many noble sons and daughters’.
This fear of the savagery of animals, which includes the physical loss of masculinity itself,
reflects a similar concern in the Iliad.
Unable to sleep because of his grief at the death of Hector, at R: 41-42 Priam feels the
presence of a god:
[t]he air, as in the wake of some other, less physical disturbance, shimmers with a
teasing iridescence….An old, dreamlike passivity in him that he no longer finds it
necessary to resist will dissolve the boundary between what is solid and tangible in
the world around him…and the weightless medium in which his consciousness is
adrift, where the gods, in their bodily presence, have the same consistency as his
thoughts.
Despite this shadowy presence of the divine, Malouf’s world in Ransom is primarily a
human-oriented world, which sees events as random, unpredictable and uncontrolled.715
Thus, at R: 46, even the goddess Iris, appearing to Priam, describes the universe as:
‘The way things are. Not the way they must be, but the way they have turned out. In a
world that is also subject to chance’.
These words prompt Priam to re-examine his situation to reject the idea of fate-controlled
universe, imagining the possibility of a different outcome.716 With this view, Priam stops
being merely a passive observer of events and chooses to confront Hector’s killer and bring
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back Hector’s body himself.717 At R: 61 Priam confides these thoughts to his wife Hecuba in
a tender moment between them:
‘It seems to me,’ he says, almost dreamily, ‘that there might be another way of
naming what we call fortune and attribute to the will, or the whim, of the gods.
Which offers a kind of opening. The opportunity to act for ourselves. To try
something that might force events into a different course’.
It is in this opening that Priam finds the courage to act and retrieve the body of his son. At R:
62 Hecuba is shocked by his new way of thinking and says:
‘Imagine what it would lead to, what would be permitted. The randomness, the
violence. Imagine the panic it would spread’.
Hecuba’s fear is a common modern response to those who refuse to acknowledge a
controlling higher power, for the impact on morality that this freedom from control might
have on human behaviour.718 Priam ignores her fear, however, and takes a risk. By doing so
he develops a new kind of human-centred morality, which ends even the savage anger of
Achilles.719 By taking the initiative, he overcomes, in his decision to appeal to Achilles, his
own feelings of grief and helplessness; his action will also allow Achilles the opportunity to
resolve his anger and grief. This impact on each man of the grief of the other encapsulates
this fellow-feeling, which I propose, demonstrates Malouf’s concept of pity for the modern
secular world.
As in the Iliad, however, at R: 51 Hecuba is filled with bitter rage against Achilles and says:
‘Oh, if I could get my hands on that butcher I’d tear his heart out and eat it raw!’
Priam is afraid of her anger. At R: 52 he views Hecuba’s memories of their sons as children
as women’s talk. This unnerves him: it is not in his sphere of interest.
Nevertheless, at R: 56 he explains to her his plan to recover the body of his son Hector with:
‘all his limbs newly restored and shining, restored and ransomed….To go today,
immediately, to Achilles…not as a King but as an ordinary man, a father, and offer
him a ransom, and in the sight of the gods, who must surely look down in pity on me,
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beg him humbly, on my knees if that is what it comes to, to give me back the body of
my son’.
Priam believes that his act of supplication is worthy of pity, not only from Achilles but also
from the gods. He is aware that he must give up his status and dignity to do so. At R: 58 he
goes on to say that:
‘the thing that is needed to cut this knot we are all tied in is something that has never
before been done or thought of. Something impossible. Something new’.
In Ransom, the new way is to behave humanely to one another, to ask for pity and to act
compassionately to both friend and enemy. At R: 59 Priam continues to outline his new idea:
‘It is possible because it is not possible. And because it is simple. Why do we think
always that the simple thing is beneath us?’
Malouf says his writing is about reconciliation between previously alienated individuals.720 In
Ransom, this is clearly illustrated at R: 59-60 by Priam’s view on how his action may affect
Achilles:
‘And perhaps, because it is unexpected, it may appeal to him too: the chance to break
free of the obligation of being always the hero, as I am expected always to be the
king. To take on the lighter bond of being simply a man. Perhaps that is the real gift I
have to bring to him. Perhaps that is the ransom’.
Thus Malouf implies that pity has the effect of liberating not only the suppliant from his or
her troubles, but also the supplicandus.
Expanding Priam’s story greatly beyond that of the Iliad, Malouf draws non-Iliadic elements
into his narrative. 721 He describes how as a child Priam was once called Podarces, but after
his city was destroyed in battle and he was enslaved, Heracles re-named him Priam, which
means ‘the price paid’ (R: 73-74), after Priam’s sister ransomed him with her veil. Priam’s
insecurity stems from this traumatic childhood incident. At R: 77 he believes his kingship:
‘was given then taken back again, and only in a joking, left-handed way restored. In
me the assurance, the inner assurance, was lacking’.
At R: 79 he fears the gods are still against him, despite his piety:
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‘In defiance of the fact that their first choice, all those years ago, was against me, as
perhaps they have chosen against me a second time in this business of the war, so that
I have to be ransomed a second time -- to ransom myself, as well as my son’.
Here Malouf explores the complex issue of destiny, chance and personal choice.722 At R: 88
Priam believes that, in contrast to the gods:
‘Only we humans can know, endowed as we are with mortality, but also with
consciousness, what it is to be aware each day of the fading in us of freshness and
youth’.
As a result, Priam wants to act as a man, no longer as a king. At R: 89-90 this can be seen
when Priam wants to be remembered not for his death but:
‘The image I mean to leave is a living one. Of something so new and unheard of that
when men speak my name it will stand forever as proof of what I was. An act…that
only an old man dare perform, of whom nothing can be expected of noise and
youthful swagger. Who can go humbly, as a father and as a man, to his son’s killer,
and ask in the god’s name, and in their sight, to be given back the body of his dead
son. Lest the honour of all men be trampled in the dust’.
Honour in Ransom, as in the Iliad, requires a sense of shame and restraint. This is shown by
Achilles’ awareness that Patroclus is ashamed of Achilles’ indifference to the Greek army’s
suffering while he is absent from the fighting (R: 16). Punter too, in his general analysis of
pity, argues that pity is inseparable from shame.723
But Priam is angry with his remaining sons, as in Il. 24.253-263, not for their slowness in
responding to his demands, but for their lack of understanding of his new way. In contrast to
Il. 24.265-280, he has rejected the ceremonial trappings of kingship for those of an ordinary
man.724 At R: 92 he says:
‘I asked for a cart, an ordinary mule cart, not this…carnival wagon! You have done
this because you are still thinking in the old way….Go down to the marketplace and
find me a common work cart, such as a man might carry logs in, or fired bricks or a
load of hay. The mules should be strong, the driver too, but nothing more is required.
No chariot, no horses. I will ride in the cart on the crossbench beside the driver’.
In a divergence from the Homeric text, Malouf creates a humble mule-driver instead of a
herald to accompany Priam to Achilles’ tent, in the process expanding the role of the
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character and his significance to the story greatly. In conversation with Sarah Kanowski,
David Malouf explains his interest in ordinary people as well as heroes. Malouf observes that
in introducing into the narrative a character like the mule-driver Somax ‘who is not heroic or
not involved in any of the honour code of being a warrior’ is ‘to start to do something that the
epic really is not interested in’; furthermore he considers that Somax functions as Sancho
Panza does with his simple wisdom in Don Quixote.725 This simple wisdom can be seen at R:
131 when Somax, talking of their joint suffering, says to Priam:
‘But the truth is, we don’t just lie down and die, do we sir? We go on. For all our
losses’.
This wisdom is similar to the advice Achilles gives to Priam at Il. 24. 549.726 The interest in
ordinary people, as well as the lives of kings and heroes, is a common theme in contemporary
receptions, as I have discussed in Chapter 3.727 But Priam does not yet really understand the
feelings of an ordinary man, for this understanding will come in the course of his mission to
reclaim Hector’s body.
Malouf describes in great detail the trip from Troy to the Greek camp, expanding the passage
greatly from the Homeric version. He begins at R: 106-107 with the landscape:
From the walls the crows, buzzing now with excited speculation, watch the procession
wind downhill to the stone trough among riven pines where in the old days, before the
war, the Trojan women used to go to steep their washing in the spring. Then on to the
lookout with its lone, windswept fig.728
Critics have noticed that Malouf, in the course of his career, is interested in mapping his
world and its borders through journeys in which understanding of people and cultures is
achieved.729 In Ransom, Priam’s new exposure to the world outside his palace stimulates his
curiosity.730 He has entered the previously unknown sphere of the ordinary man and learns of
a new world. At R: 121-122 he is uncertain at first:
When he set out on this business he had understood quite clearly that he would be
exposing himself to things he had not previously encountered.…But as he sat now
725

Kanowski 2010: 80.
Achilles says: ἄνσχεο, μὴ δ᾽ ἀλίαστον ὀδύρεο σὸν κατὰ θυμόνˑ(‘Bear up and do not lament unceasingly in
your spirit’).
727
Hardwick & Stray 2008: 3.
728
This fig-tree and washing trough are described as part of the landscape in the final encounter between
Hector and Achilles Il. 22.145-156.
729
For example Fly Away Peter and Remembering Babylon. See also Neilsen 1996: 58 & Nettlebeck 1994: 11.
730
Brennan 2011: 3.
726

152

with the golden taste of the pancake in his mouth and another drop of wine on his lips,
he saw that what was new could also be pleasurable. This sitting with your feet in
cooling water, for instance, that ran over them and away….Of course these things
were not new in themselves….But till now he had had no occasion to take notice of
them.
Malouf says he enjoys writing about ‘the wonderful irrelevancies of ordinary life’;731 hence
he offers Priam another identity, as an ordinary man, who learns to expose himself to the
world of the senses.732 These new physical experiences are the unintended result of Priam’s
journey and his appeal to Achilles. Malouf says ‘there is only one way of experiencing the
reality of the world we live in -- that is through our bodies, our senses’.733 But, as a king,
Priam is unused to being touched: he is startled when Somax, the driver, offers his hand to
help him down from the waggon (R: 113). This ‘being-in-the-world’ has a profound effect on
Priam.734 This is his reaction at R: 125:
It was bewildering…but not unpleasant. On the whole he felt easy with himself, both
in body and spirit; comfortably restored.
With respect to Malouf’s novel An Imaginary Life, we see how Malouf is interested in the
effect that immersion in the natural world has upon an individual’s identity.735 Certainly in
Ransom Priam begins to feel differently about the world and his place in it as a result of his
journey. At R: 127 he learns from the practical and grounded driver Somax about a different
way of living:
What he had to say, his pleasant way of filling time, was of no importance. It was full
of something else. Interest. It was as if you had found yourself peering through the
crack in a door…and saw clearly for a moment into the fellow’s life, his world.
This ordinary world not only comforts Priam; it is a revelation to him.736 At R: 129 Priam
has:
the wish to put to the man one or two questions that were in no way necessary, served
no purpose at all, save for the scratching of an itch he had discovered to know more
about these unnecessary things, and to satisfy in himself a new sort of emptiness.
Curiosity.
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In Ransom it is clear that through the physical experiences of their journey together the king
and the mule driver connect with each other emotionally as well. Thus, Priam, like Achilles,
is made conscious of an inner emotional emptiness, which needs to be assuaged.737
Near the end of their journey the god Hermes appears suddenly, in disguise as a young man.
As in Il. 354-358, both men are afraid. But at R: 160 Priam realizes that the stranger is a god
and is reassured. And, as at Il. 24.362, at R: 161 Hermes calls Priam ‘father’; as a result
Priam:
took comfort as well from the title the god had just given him….Now, with the play
about to begin in which he was to represent ‘the father’ -- and in a way he had never
till now attempted -- he was moved by the invocation of the sacred tie, and took it,
from a god’s lips, as an endorsement and blessing.
Thus, filled with this new confidence, Priam arrives at Achilles tent, accompanied by Somax.
The Supplication Scene in Ransom
In his tent at R: 172 Achilles feels the presence of a god that could be his mother:
he knows what this sudden suspension of his hard, manly qualities denotes.
The effect of women on men in Malouf’s world is unwelcome. Unlike the hero in the Iliad,
Achilles in Ransom doesn’t meet with his mother at this point; he has not been pre-warned
that the ransom of Hector’s body has been organised by Zeus. His reactions, therefore, are
spontaneous and immediate. Caught off guard, he is surprised and shocked on seeing Priam
in his tent, thinking at first that he is the ghost of Patroclus.738 But, at R: 174, on recognising
an older man, he thinks it could be his father:
‘Father,’ he says again, aloud this time, overcome with tenderness for this old man
and his trembling frailty….The great Achilles, eyes aswarm, is weeping. With a cry
he falls on one knee, and leans out to clasp his father’s robe.
But, after his initial emotional response, he realises that this unknown man is not his father:
The man is a stranger. Noble, yes, even in his plain robe, but not at all like Peleus.
What tricks the heart can play! The man is clearly not his father, but for half a
hundred beats of his heart his father had been truly present to him, and he continues
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now to feel tenderly vulnerable to all those emotions in him that belong to the sacred
bond.739
Overcome with a new tenderness, Achilles cannot maintain his rage.740 It seems that his
previously unyielding attitude has been shaken. At R: 175 Priam is astonished by Achilles’
reaction:
He has come here to kneel to Achilles. Instead the great Achilles is kneeling to him.
Somewhat startled by this unexpected turn of events, Priam begins his supplication:
‘I have come to you, Achilles, just as you see me, just as I am, to ask you, man to
man, as a father, for the body of my son. To ransom and bring him home’.
Priam makes no mention of his own status nor that of Achilles; instead he asks Achilles
directly to return his son’s body. At R: 177 Achilles is moved:
the tenderness of his earlier mood is still strong upon him. Beyond this old man who
claims -- can it be true? -- to be Priam, King of Troy, hovers the image of his father,
which is too immediate in Achilles’ mind, too disturbing, to be pushed aside.
By using the world ‘father’ Priam has affected Achilles deeply. But noticing Somax’s
presence, along with Priam, at R: 178 Achilles is also puzzled:
not simply by the claim that this rough-looking fellow should be Priam’s herald but
by a situation that has already passed beyond anything he has a precedent for.
Priam’s directness and the simplicity of his herald are unusual and unanticipated by Achilles.
Priam continues his novel plea for pity and surprises the hero again by reminding Achilles
not only of his father, but also of his son Neoptolemus. Priam reminds Achilles, at R: 182183, that he himself was young once too and never thought he would have to stand:
‘undefended before you, and with no sign about me of my royal dignity, begging you
Achilles -- as a father, and as one poor mortal to another to accept the ransom I bring
and give me back the body of my son. Not because these cups and other trifles are a
proper equivalent -- how could they be? -- or for any value you may set upon them.
But because it does high honour to both of us to act as our fathers and forefathers
have done through all the ages and show that we are men, children of the gods, not
ravening beasts’.
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Priam instinctively understands Achilles’ sensitivity to being considered mercenary: he
emphasizes the ransom as a matter of honour, which has been threatened by recent actions of
war. Priam outlines his new philosophy at R: 184, emphasising the mortality that all humans
share, friend or enemy:
‘We are mortals, not gods. We die. Death is in our nature. Without that fee paid in
advance, the world does not come to us. That is the hard bargain life makes with us-with all of us, every one -- and the condition we share. And for that reason, if for no
other, we should pity one another’s losses’.
By using the word pity, at this crucial moment, Priam strikes a chord in Achilles, who not
only remembers his own son but, at R: 185, glimpses the future:
[he] sees beyond Priam another old man, both closer and further off: his father Peleus,
and beyond him another, the old man he will never be.
Transfixed by this image of his own mortality, at R: 185-186 Achilles feels ice cold:
[with] the coldness of that distant star that is the body’s isolation in death. The
moment passes, the thick ice cracks.
If an appeal for pity is to succeed, barriers between people have to be broken or melted
away.741 In Ransom, this happens to Achilles, who has a disturbing fiery vision of the future,
in which his own son kills Priam. As a result he is ‘soul-struck’ (R: 186). This vision
profoundly affects him, and his emotion is obvious to Priam. At R: 186-187 the king falls to
his knees at last and clasps Achilles’ hands:
not in supplication now, as he had intended, but out of instant fellow-feeling.
It is their shared response to loss and the connection established in the ‘soul-struck’ moment
that unites both Priam and Achilles. Priam’s gift to Achilles is not just the material ransom
but, according to Conrad, ‘a kind of redemption, the cancelling of a debt’.742 That this
supplication by Priam has indeed affected Achilles in this way can be seen by Achilles’
response at R: 189-190:
Something in him has freed itself and fallen away. A need, an obligation. Everything
around him is subtly changed….Some cleansing emotion that flooded through him -when? -- when Priam first appeared to him in the figure of his father? -- has cleared
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his heart of the smoky poison that clogged and thickened its every motion so that
whatever he turned his gaze on was clouded and dark.
Freed from his anger and desire for revenge at last, Achilles orders Hector’s body to be
prepared for the journey home.743 He no longer feels enmity toward Hector and can now
recognize him as an honourable warrior. At R: 190 what Achilles feels is:
a perfect order of body, heart, occasion, is the enactment, under the stars, in the very
breath of the gods, of the true Achilles, the one he has come all this way to find.
As in the Iliad, through Priam’s successful appeal to his pity, Achilles has not only been
restored to his former self, but has had a profound emotional experience. But Malouf, in
contrast to Homer, has transformed the character of Priam too, by imaginatively expanding
his new physical experience of life outside the palace and his new emotional connection to
Achilles. At R: 197 Priam awakes from sleep wanting to know more about Achilles:
What puzzles him is the desire he feels -- curiosity again, that new impulse in him -to know more of what is hidden and contrary in this boldest, most ferocious, most
unpredictable of the Greeks.
As in the Iliad, the two men share a meal and discuss a truce. But, at R: 198, Malouf extends
their interaction slightly to emphasise their new emotional connection:
But it was the eleven days of peace that Priam had felt shining around them as they
dipped their hands into the bowl and quietly talked. Days of sorrow, but also of
holiday from the din and dread of battle. A time for living.
Through Priam’s appeal for pity:
he and Achilles had discovered a kind of intimacy; wary at first, though also
respectful, and at last quite easy, though Priam had continually to remind himself who
it was he was breaking bread with, and what lay out there wrapped in a sheet and
waiting to be reclaimed.
Malouf’s writing is about achieving intimacy, physical and emotional intimacy, which can
cross social barriers.744 This characterisation is certainly apparent in this long scene, as the
passage above shows.
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Malouf adds to their encounter a conversation that is absent from the Iliad. As they part at R:
201, recognising their new connection, Achilles remarks:
‘Call on me, Priam,’ he says lightly, ‘when the walls of Troy are falling around you,
and I will come to your aid.’
Priam asks what he should do if Achilles is already dead and Achilles answers:
‘then alas for you, Priam, I will not come.’ It is, Achilles knows, a joke of the kind the
gods delight in, who joke darkly.
They both smile and part, realising that, despite their intimacy, death for both of them may be
imminent.745 At R: 208 Priam thinks:
It is only a provisional triumph, of course; the gods are not to be trusted when they tilt
the balance momentarily in your favour. And what sort of triumph is it to be bringing
home the body of a son? But he has done something for which he will be remembered
for as long as stories are told. He has stepped into a space that till now was
uninhabited and found a way to fill it.
As in the Iliad, being remembered positively in songs and stories has an important cultural
value.
Priam’s dangerous mission has been successful and, on his return to Troy with his son’s
body, although still grieving the loss of Hector, he feels different. By expanding Priam’s
experience, Malouf has emphasised that Priam is a ‘man, remade’ (R: 209). And in his hut, at
R: 211, Achilles too:
is visited by a lightness that is both new and a return….in the instant warmth and
energy that fills him, the end, which is so close now, seems to have been miraculously
suspended.
This moment is, as it were, an ‘existential awakening’.746 Yet, instead of ending his tale on
this positive note of reconciliation or on the consolation of Hector’s funeral for the Trojan
community as a whole as in the Iliad, Malouf goes beyond the close of the Iliad to include
the violent end of Troy, which was described in the lost epic Iliou persis (The Sack of Ilium)
and in Vergil’s Aeneid.747 There has been criticism of Malouf’s decision to suppress the role
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of Hector in Ransom: it has been argued that, in contrast to the end of the Iliad, audiences no
longer feel the emotional impact of Hector’s death and funeral, as he was not known to them
alive.748 I argue instead that, by expanding the role of Priam, it is his death that we mourn at
the end of Ransom instead of Hector’s.
In the course of the Achaeans’ rampage through the city after the death of Achilles, Achilles’
son Neoptolemus finds and kills Priam, believing that as a result he will achieve heroic glory
and revenge for the death of his father. But, at R: 213-214, the reality is much different:
‘Father,’ he whispers again, and to his horror -- he feels the short hairs bristle on the
back of his neck -- the old bundle he is grappling to his chest, out of some other
occasion, or some other life history, turns upon him a ghastly far-off smile; then, with
a last spasm and a hollow, hideous rattling of his breath, subsides, and the air is filled
with the stench of shit.
The old king’s death is shockingly realistic, taking us back to Achilles’ parting words.
Moreover, it demonstrates that killing, while easy, may not be the bravest or the most
commendable action for a hero.749 The mule-driver Somax alone survives, and, years later,
tells a disbelieving audience of the fall of the city and the aftermath of war at R: 216-217:
Even the memory then, of what once was, will have grown dim in the minds of a
generation who, for the whole of their lives, have known nothing but chaos and
lawlessness….No village, however securely walled, safe now from the bands of longhaired brigands and marauders who, as soon as the snows have begun to melt, erupt
out of mountain passes to rob farmers of the last of their grain, to fire barns, steal
women and cattle, and kidnap children as new recruits to their footloose empire of
flame and pillage.
For Malouf, as a result of the deaths of Achilles and Priam, and the fall of Troy, all fellowfeeling, pity and order have disappeared from the land once known as Troy. But, although the
end of his tale is different from that of the Iliad, Malouf, like Homer, uses his tale to question
heroic behaviour: both Priam and Achilles, by challenging heroic conventions, are
remembered for something different from their performance in war.750 Indeed, one could say
with Elizabeth Speller that Ransom is less about heroic action and more about ‘loss,
forgiveness, love and redemption’; but, like other critics uncomfortable with the concept of
pity in the modern world, Speller neglects to mention the crucial role that the evocation of
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pity and the experience of pity plays in the story of Ransom.751 Through his supplication for
the body of his son and his appeal for pity, Malouf’s Priam finds a new way to act, not as a
king, but as an ordinary man. I argue that in Ransom, because of Priam’s appeal to pity, both
he and Achilles not only achieve a rare emotional connection in the midst of war, as Homer
describes, but they are both emotionally transformed by the experience. This transformation
releases each one from his grief and anger, restoring him fully to his community, albeit, as in
the Iliad, only temporarily, before the devastating end to the Trojan War.
Conclusion
The Iliad begins with an examination of the importance to a warrior of honour and status, two
factors which bring him fame and glory; it ends with an examination of the importance of
non-combative values, such as restraint and pity. Thus the values of the warrior society are
critiqued in the poem and the true cost of war is exposed for both winner and loser.752 In the
Iliad, as I have shown, pity is seen to be a complex emotion frequently associated with anger,
evoked in times of personal crisis often in proximity to death. Pity can be viewed by an
Iliadic warrior as a weak emotion, leading to vulnerability and a loss of emotional control.753
Yet, paradoxically, like shame, it operates to restrain the individual from excess rage; it
promotes community cohesion. A successful appeal to pity can lead to reconciliation between
individuals and between traditional enemies. Pity can even heal emotional disturbances such
as anger or grief. This tension in the heroic code between competitive and cooperative
behaviour is evidence of an emotional faultline in the Homeric epic that opens up possibilities
for a new way of thinking about honourable behaviour.
In a story composed more than 2,500 years later, pity functions in a similar way in Ransom.
There has been a reluctance to acknowledge this, perhaps owing to a confusion with Christian
ideas about pity and its suggestions of inequality. I argue that, for Malouf, pity functions as a
way to promote fellow-feeling and connection between men, particularly between fathers and
sons (or their substitutes). It is an emotion that may be threatened by distance and conflict.
The desire for intimacy is a recurring theme in his writing and, along with his anxiety about
the effects of war on civilisation, may be evidence of an emotional faultline in Malouf’s own
world -- the western world of today. In Ransom violence and anger, not pity, characterised
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heroic behaviour. So it is Priam’s appeal to pity that Malouf presents as a new way to behave
as a hero. As a result, I argue that not only in the Iliad, but also in Ransom, Achilles and
Priam receive a different kind of epic glory for their struggles with the experience of anger,
grief and the evocation of pity.754
In the next chapter, I shall examine the emotion of grief, for, as I have argued in this chapter,
it was Achilles’ overwhelming emotion of grief over the death of Patroclus that enabled him
to recognise Priam’s grief for his son that was so instrumental in dissolving the great hero’s
anger. Personal attachment contains an element of fear: fear for the possible loss of a loved
one. The loss of young men in war and the emotional cost to their families is a constant
feature in human societies across time. The following chapter will focus on the grief and
mourning that results from warfare in both Homer’s sphere and the contemporary world.
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Chapter Five
Remembering the Dead: Grief and Mourning in Homer’s
Iliad and Alice Oswald’s Memorial: An Excavation of the
Iliad
In Chapter Two, I explored the emotion of personal attachment, which, although it brings
feelings of joy and connection, can also include feelings of anxiety and unhappiness as a
result of a temporary separation. But when personal attachment is permanently affected by
the separation of death, it most often leads to emotions of grief and despair for those left
behind. As for narratives that portray the death of figures to whom characters are attached,
these narratives can intensify the emotional responses of their audiences as well.755 In this
chapter I will examine how in the Iliad warriors who die in battle are remembered and
mourned through a combination of brief obituaries, emotionally powerful similes and formal
laments.756 In Memorial British poet Alice Oswald generally suppresses the role of formal
lament uttered by women in the Iliad. In doing so she demonstrates how the expression of
grief varies across time according to prevailing cultural norms.757 Oswald derives inspiration
from Homer’s obituaries in order to mourn the ordinary warriors, as well as the great heroes
of the Iliad, anew. By returning to epic poetry and employing it as a vehicle for expressing
the grief and separation of death, Oswald not only reinstates a poetic language for mourning
in the contemporary world, but also foregrounds in her obituaries and similes a female
perspective on war.758 Like the poet of the Iliad, Oswald uses extended similes to convey the
emotional impact of a warrior’s premature death upon a community. In both poems similes
provide a respite from the intensity of the fighting by conjuring an image of a rural and
natural world away from the battlefield.759 For the Homeric poet and Oswald, the world
imagined in similes, however, although beautiful, can also be menacing or indifferent to
humans, threatening their survival in a similar way to war, as I discuss in more detail below.
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The ostensible aim of epic poetry is to immortalise the deeds of heroes, thus winning for
them imperishable κλέος (glory).760 Yet the achievement of heroic κλέος in battle is largely
dependent -- at least in the context of epic -- on the γόος (lament) of the women and family
members, who lead the funeral rites.761 This recognition and these ritual forms of
commemoration were the consolation for a warrior facing an early death, as the funeral ritual
itself conferred status and enduring fame.762 Paradoxically, the laments uttered by the women
of epic emphasise the grief and suffering of the hero’s family, rather than the attainment of
heroic glory. The laments thus allow for a different, female perspective, giving women what
Patricia Easterling describes as an ‘unexpected authority’ in the patriarchal society described
by the Homeric poet.763 Since funeral rites cannot always be performed in a time of war,
however, most warriors in the narrative of the Iliad receive no formal commemoration;
instead they are ‘remembered’ in the form of a brief obituary offered by the narrator at the
time of their death.764 These obituaries highlight not only the grief, or the potential for grief,
of the warrior’s family members; they also provide glimpses of the personal world the men
have left behind. In addition to the obituaries, Homer frequently employs extended similes in
the narrative to universalize the experience of loss beyond an individual warrior and his
family.765 This experience includes the struggle for survival that affects all living creatures,
thus eliciting the emotions of fear and pity in audiences. I shall argue that the way in which a
dead warrior in the Iliad is mourned is evidence of a faultline in the Homeric world, as this
mourning questions the value of achieving status and prestige through war; it also exposes the
emotional as well as the physical cost of war to the community.
In Memorial, British poet Alice Oswald responds to the Homeric poet’s critique of the
consequences of heroic achievement and, in doing so, invites her readers to contemplate the
premature loss of the young men in our own time who have also died in war. Along with a
number of the poets and novelists I examine in this thesis, Oswald is as interested in the
ordinary soldiers who die in battle as in the elite members of society, a common trend in
reception studies, as I have noted in previous chapters.766 I shall argue that, as a result of her
emphasis on obituaries of warriors rather than on the laments for heroes, Oswald exposes an
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emotional faultline in our own time: that of finding the solace for grief in the modern western
world that ritual provided for the bereaved in the Homeric poems. Modern hospitals and
commercial funeral practices have taken out of a family’s hands the intimate aspects of
honouring the dead, such as the tending of the body after death. Thus, the therapeutic
physical expression of mourning that ritual enabled is limited.767 Moreover, excessive
displays of grief and emotion are discouraged in western society and can even be regarded by
therapists as pathological signs.768 By re-positioning Homer’s similes in new contexts,
Oswald focuses attention on the victims of violence rather than on the aggressors.769 Thus,
her similes can be seen to function as ‘antiphonal’ responses of grief by the poet in a similar
way to the formal Homeric laments uttered by family members.770
Mourning Mortality in Homer’s Iliad
Overview. As I discussed in Chapter Four, it is important in the Homeric world that the body
of the dead hero be returned to the family for the celebration of funeral rites. Should a warrior
die unmourned by female relatives and away from his native land, this is considered a
‘serious misfortune’.771 Furthermore, a body left unburied has the potential to offend the
gods;772 it is a threat to the survivors, should they neglect their obligations to the dead.773
Christos Tsagalis argues that the theme of death and the human ‘physiological and
psychological’ reactions to it are fundamental to the story of the Iliad, which, he notes, could
be seen as a song about death, as much as a song about the anger and pity of Achilles.774
Certainly, grief and mourning were expressed in the Iliad in what we might consider an
extreme way by both men and women -- weeping, groaning, tearing at hair, and, for women,
disfiguring the face and body, were not only socially acceptable, but were, apparently,
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encouraged as a proper way to mourn loss.775 After this first violent reaction to the news of
loss, personal grief may then be controlled and channelled into a community ritual, where
laments for the dead are led by skilled professional women in a θρῆνος (dirge).776 But Homer
places more emphasis on the improvised responding γόος (lament) of the female relatives of
the dead warrior.777 In a song culture, the poetic response to the death of a warrior is the
ritualised lament of the hero’s relatives, particularly his female relatives.778 As we observe in
the Iliad, a lament can occur not only for a warrior who is already dead but also, remarkably,
for someone who will die in the foreseeable future.779 The female mourners address the dead
directly, often berating them for abandoning the mourners and describing the impact of their
death upon the individual family members who will miss their presence, and upon the
community.780 Thus, in Homer, tending human life is seen to be a special preserve of women,
who not only bring humans into the world, but also oversee the end of life, endowing it with
significance.781 Gail Holst-Warhaft suggests that mourning is a task allocated to women
because their lower status allowed them more freedom to express their grief.782 Yet,
paradoxically, it seems that the female role in the rituals of death resulted in increased status
and prominence for women in the poems.783 Although the laments of women can be seen to
be almost subversive and anti-war in tone, as I discuss below, the γόος of women is an
essential part of heroic poetry and, despite the challenge to martial values, ensures the
commemoration of a dead hero.784 The threat that women’s laments posed in a later period to
the emerging Athenian state, not only as incentives for vengeance but also in questioning the
desirability of dying for one’s country, can be seen in the legislation of Solon in sixth century
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BCE, which sought to restrict female laments in favour of public male-dominated funeral
orations.785
Obituaries. As well as the formal laments that occur later in the epic, notably for the heroes
Patroclus and Hector, Homer often provides a brief obituary of a warrior at the moment of his
death on the battlefield, calling him by name. Roland Barthes argued that in narratives,
character is created not only by the voice of the person, but also by ‘the proper name [which]
acts as a magnetic field’ for meaning or what he called ‘semes’.786 In his view the proper
name sustained the idea of individual identity that is ideological, linked in the modern world
to notions of ‘humanism and bourgeois individualism’.787 Although the importance of an
individual’s name is evident in Homeric epic, patronyms and genealogical details are often
added, thereby emphasising the individual’s place in his family’s history, as I discuss
below.788 In addition, Homeric obituaries identify the deceased warrior’s place of origin,
which, along with his name, helps to preserve his memory, placing him in a social
landscape.789 The obituary often conveys the impact of his death on his wife and family, who
are far from the battlefield and otherwise unmentioned in the poem; it highlights their
physical, as well as emotional, responses to grief when they hear of this loss.790 At Il. 2.698702 this is shown in the description of the first warrior to be killed in the Iliad:
τῶν αὖ Πρωτεσίλαος ἀρήϊος ἡγεμόνευε
ζωὸς ἐών· τότε δ᾽ ἤδη ἔχεν κάτα γαῖα μέλαινα.
τοῦ δὲ καὶ ἀμφιδρυφὴς ἄλοχος Φυλάκῃ ἐλέλειπτο
καὶ δόμος ἡμιτελής· τὸν δ᾽ ἔκτανε Δάρδανος ἀνὴρ
νηὸς ἀποθρῴσκοντα πολὺ πρώτιστον Ἀχαιῶν.
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These [men] again were led by warlike Protesilaus while he lived; now the black earth
held him. And his wife, with both her cheeks torn with grief, was left in Phylace and
his house was half-finished; he was killed by a Dardanian man as he was leaping from
his ship, by far the first of the Achaeans.
Protesilaus’ death highlights the human cost that the heroic quest for glory causes.791 In
accordance with the Homeric idea of ‘ascending scale of affections’, the figure of the
bereaved wife of the warrior is particularly worthy of pathos and pity.792 This is shown at Il.
11.241-245 in the obituary for Iphidamas, which focusses audience attention on an all too
brief marriage:
ὣς ὃ μὲν αὖθι πεσὼν κοιμήσατο χάλκεον ὕπνον
οἰκτρὸς ἀπὸ μνηστῆς ἀλόχου, ἀστοῖσιν ἀρήγων,
κουριδίης, ἧς οὔ τι χάριν ἴδε, πολλὰ δ᾽ ἔδωκε·
πρῶθ᾽ ἑκατὸν βοῦς δῶκεν, ἔπειτα δὲ χίλι᾽ ὑπέστη
αἶγας ὁμοῦ καὶ ὄϊς, τά οἱ ἄσπετα ποιμαίνοντο.
So falling there he slept a sleep of bronze, poor wretch, far from his wedded wife,
protecting his townsmen. From his bride he had known no joy, yet he had given much
for her; first he gave one hundred cattle, then promised a thousand goats as well as
sheep, those which were herded for him from his countless flocks
Along with the wasted cost of marriage, the social networks of the bride and her skills are
emphasised, at Il. 13.427-433:
ἔνθ᾽ Αἰσυήταο διοτρεφέος φίλον υἱὸν
ἥρω᾽ Ἀλκάθοον, γαμβρὸς δ᾽ ἦν Ἀγχίσαο,
πρεσβυτάτην δ᾽ ὤπυιε θυγατρῶν Ἱπποδάμειαν
τὴν περὶ κῆρι φίλησε πατὴρ καὶ πότνια μήτηρ
ἐν μεγάρῳ· πᾶσαν γὰρ ὁμηλικίην ἐκέκαστο
κάλλεϊ καὶ ἔργοισιν ἰδὲ φρεσί· τοὔνεκα καί μιν
γῆμεν ἀνὴρ ὤριστος ἐνὶ Τροίῃ εὐρείῃ·
Then the dear son of Aesyetes, nurtured by Zeus, the hero Alcathous [was killed]: he
was son by marriage of Anchises, and had married the eldest of his daughters
Hippodameia, whom her father and lady mother greatly loved in their hall; for she had
excelled all the maidens of her age in beauty, handiwork and wisdom; on account of
these things the best man in broad Troy had married her.
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It is not only wives who suffer the loss of their warrior husbands but also their bereaved
children. At Il. 11.393-395 Diomedes boasts to Paris about his victim that:
τοῦ δὲ γυναικὸς μέν τ᾽ ἀμφίδρυφοί εἰσι παρειαί,
παῖδες δ᾽ ὀρφανικοί· ὃ δέ θ᾽ αἵματι γαῖαν ἐρεύθων
πύθεται, οἰωνοὶ δὲ περὶ πλέες ἠὲ γυναῖκες.
‘his wife’s cheeks are torn, and his children orphaned; he rots, making the earth red
with his blood, with more birds around him than women’.
For readers, the vulnerability of the newly-orphaned child may provoke emotional memories
of early attachment to parental figures in childhood, and the resulting fear of separation.793
Moreover, the image of the body surrounded by birds rather than by grieving loved ones may
provoke fear and disgust -- primal human emotions -- intensifying the subliminal impact of
this passage.
At Il. 5.152-58 the parent-child relationship is again evoked, but this time from the point of
view of the parent, in this case a bereaved father:
βῆ δὲ μετὰ Ξάνθόν τε Θόωνά τε Φαίνοπος υἷε
ἄμφω τηλυγέτω· ὃ δὲ τείρετο γήραϊ λυγρῷ,
υἱὸν δ᾽ οὐ τέκετ᾽ ἄλλον ἐπὶ κτεάτεσσι λιπέσθαι.
ἔνθ᾽ ὅ γε τοὺς ἐνάριζε, φίλον δ᾽ ἐξαίνυτο θυμὸν
ἀμφοτέρω, πατέρι δὲ γόον καὶ κήδεα λυγρὰ
λεῖπ᾽, ἐπεὶ οὐ ζώοντε μάχης ἐκνοστήσαντε
δέξατο· χηρωσταὶ δὲ διὰ κτῆσιν δατέοντο.
Then he [Diomedes] went after Xanthos and Thoon, both beloved twin sons of
Phaenops; but he was affected by baneful old age, and fathered no other son to leave
in control of his possessions. There he [Diomedes] slew them, and took away both of
their precious lives, but left for their father lamentation and mournful cares, since they
did not live for him to welcome them home after the fight; and distant kinsmen
divided up his possessions.
This obituary also demonstrates the importance of preserving a paternal family line and
possessions.794 As well, the premature loss of young sons in war reverses the normal
expectation that children will reciprocate the care and protection of their parents as they
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age.795 As a result, parents of a single child are bereft when that child dies, despite their
wealth, as shown at Il. 14.489-492:
…ὃ δ᾽ οὔτασεν Ἰλιονῆα

υἱὸν Φόρβαντος πολυμήλου, τόν ῥα μάλιστα
Ἑρμείας Τρώων ἐφίλει καὶ κτῆσιν ὄπασσε·
τῷ δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὑπὸ μήτηρ μοῦνον τέκεν Ἰλιονῆα.
He [Peneleos] struck Ilioneus son of Phorbas rich in sheep, whom Hermes loved best
among the Trojans and to whom he gave wealth; and to him his mother bore Ilioneus
an only child.
Peneleos boasts that the parents of Ilioneus should be informed of his death and begin
mourning, for their only son was now dead (Il. 14.502). Parents live in fear of such a
situation. At Il. 11.328-332 another father, who is also a prophet, tries to dissuade his sons
from leaving home and fighting to no avail:
ἔνθ᾽ ἑλέτην δίφρόν τε καὶ ἀνέρε δήμου ἀρίστω
υἷε δύω Μέροπος Περκωσίου, ὃς περὶ πάντων
ᾔδεε μαντοσύνας, οὐδὲ οὓς παῖδας ἔασκε
στείχειν ἐς πόλεμον φθισήνορα· τὼ δέ οἱ οὔ τι
πειθέσθην· κῆρες γὰρ ἄγον μέλανος θανάτοιο.
Then they took a chariot and the two men, the best of their people, the two sons of
Merops of Percote, who above all knew the art of prophesy and would not let his
children march into man-slaying war; but the two were not persuaded; for the fates of
Black Death were leading them.
The young men are all too eager for war. And even having claim to divine parentage is no
protection from death, as is shown at Il. 6.21-28:
βῆ δὲ μετ᾽ Αἴσηπον καὶ Πήδασον, οὕς ποτε νύμφη
νηῒς Ἀβαρβαρέη τέκ᾽ ἀμύμονι Βουκολίωνι.
Βουκολίων δ᾽ ἦν υἱὸς ἀγαυοῦ Λαομέδοντος
πρεσβύτατος γενεῇ, σκότιον δέ ἑ γείνατο μήτηρ·
ποιμαίνων δ᾽ ἐπ᾽ ὄεσσι μίγη φιλότητι καὶ εὐνῇ,
ἣ δ᾽ ὑποκυσαμένη διδυμάονε γείνατο παῖδε.
καὶ μὲν τῶν ὑπέλυσε μένος καὶ φαίδιμα γυῖα
Μηκιστηϊάδης καὶ ἀπ᾽ ὤμων τεύχε᾽ ἐσύλα.
He [Euryalus] went after Aesepus and Pedasus, whom the river nymph Abarbarea
bore to noble Bucolion. Bucolion was the eldest son of illustrious Laomedon, but he
was born to an unmarried mother; while tending his sheep, he lay in love with the
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nymph, and she, becoming pregnant, gave birth to twins. From them the son of
Mecisteus took away their courage and strength and stripped the armour from their
shoulders.
It can be seen here that taking a defeated enemy’s armour plays an important role in the
gaining of a reputation for valour in battle.796 Furthermore, at times, the victims appear to be
merely what Richard Janko calls ‘cannon-fodder’, known only for the detailed accounts of
their life-ending injuries.797 In the following example, a brief obituary, which consists of only
the warrior Diores’ name and patronym (Il. 4.517), is followed at Il. 4.521-526 by the name
of his killer and a graphic description of the manner of his death:
ἀμφοτέρω δὲ τένοντε καὶ ὀστέα λᾶας ἀναιδὴς
ἄχρις ἀπηλοίησεν· ὃ δ᾽ ὕπτιος ἐν κονίῃσι
κάππεσεν ἄμφω χεῖρε φίλοις ἑτάροισι πετάσσας
θυμὸν ἀποπνείων· ὃ δ᾽ ἐπέδραμεν ὅς ῥ᾽ ἔβαλέν περ
Πείροος, οὖτα δὲ δουρὶ παρ᾽ ὀμφαλόν· ἐκ δ᾽ ἄρα πᾶσαι
χύντο χαμαὶ χολάδες, τὸν δὲ σκότος ὄσσε κάλυψε.
And on both sides did the reckless stone utterly crush the tendons and the bones; and
he [Diores] fell backwards in the dust and stretched out both his hands to his dear
companions, breathing out his life; and there ran up Peiros, who had thrown the stone,
and wounded him with a spear by the navel; and all of his intestines poured out onto
the ground, and darkness covered his eyes.
This description of the realistic manner of his death in battle calls into question what JeanPierre Vernant calls the ‘beautiful death’, which the heroes believe they will achieve at the
height of their youth and physical beauty, rather than suffering from the effects of old age.798
Physical appearance is an important part of a warrior’s excellence; warriors fear physical
despoilment of their hair or body.799 A hero’s hair may even be elaborately dressed for battle,
as shown at Il. 17.50-52:
δούπησεν δὲ πεσών, ἀράβησε δὲ τεύχε᾽ ἐπ᾽ αὐτῷ.
αἵματί οἱ δεύοντο κόμαι Χαρίτεσσιν ὁμοῖαι
πλοχμοί θ᾽, οἳ χρυσῷ τε καὶ ἀργύρῳ ἐσφήκωντο.
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Falling, he [Euphorbus] fell with a heavy thud, and over him his armour rang. His
hair, which was like that of the Graces, and those locks that were braided with gold
and silver, were drenched in blood.
Imagining the sound of the falling body and the subsequent ringing of his armour is
particularly arresting for the reader. The contrast between Euphorbus’ beauty and vitality
while alive and the darkness and gruesomeness of his death is shocking and full of pathos.800
But, unless the gods intervene to preserve the body, the corpse is subject to dust, dirt,
disfigurement and often mutilation by the victor.801 There is little dignity in death on the
battlefield.802 After an earlier brief mention of his father (Il. 11.249), at Il. 11.257-261 the
warrior Coön’s obituary consists predominantly of the way he died:
ἤτοι ὃ Ἰφιδάμαντα κασίγνητον καὶ ὄπατρον
ἕλκε ποδὸς μεμαώς, καὶ ἀΰτει πάντας ἀρίστους·
τὸν δ᾽ ἕλκοντ᾽ ἀν᾽ ὅμιλον ὑπ᾽ ἀσπίδος ὀμφαλοέσσης
οὔτησε ξυστῷ χαλκήρεϊ, λῦσε δὲ γυῖα·
τοῖο δ᾽ ἐπ᾽ Ἰφιδάμαντι κάρη ἀπέκοψε παραστάς.
Now he [Coön] was eagerly dragging his brother Iphidamas, who was begotten by the
same father, by the foot, and he was calling on all the best men; but as he dragged him
through the crowd he [Agamemnon] hit him with a thrust of his bronze-tipped spear
below his bossed shield, and loosened his limbs; and standing beside him he cut off
his head, over Iphidamas.
The victor often taunts his victim either before or immediately after his death, achieving
satisfaction from the threat that his victim will not receive funeral rites. At Il. 11.449-455 the
obituary for Socus is thus included in Odysseus’ boast:
δούπησεν δὲ πεσών· ὃ δ᾽ ἐπεύξατο δῖος Ὀδυσσεύς:
‘ὦ Σῶχ᾽ Ἱππάσου υἱὲ δαΐφρονος ἱπποδάμοιο
φθῆ σε τέλος θανάτοιο κιχήμενον, οὐδ᾽ ὑπάλυξας.
ἆ δείλ᾽ οὐ μὲν σοί γε πατὴρ καὶ πότνια μήτηρ
ὄσσε καθαιρήσουσι θανόντι περ, ἀλλ᾽ οἰωνοὶ
ὠμησταὶ ἐρύουσι, περὶ πτερὰ πυκνὰ βαλόντες.
αὐτὰρ ἔμ᾽, εἴ κε θάνω, κτεριοῦσί γε δῖοι Ἀχαιοί.
And with a thud he fell; and god-like Odysseus boasted: ‘Oh Socus, son of warlike
Hippasus, tamer of horses, the end of life has come too quickly, nor have you escaped
it. Ah, poor wretch, neither your father nor your lady mother will close your eyes in
800

Griffin 1980: 143.
Hammer 2002: 178.
802
Yet, later in the poem, Priam argues that as warriors are at their physical peak, they are still καλός (fair) to
look upon even when mangled by bronze swords (Il. 22. 71-73). See also Tatum 2003: 45.
801

171

death, but the birds that eat raw flesh will lie in wait for you, beating their wings
roughly around you. But, as for me, if I die, the god-like Achaeans will hold funeral
rites’.
The increasing callousness in this last year of a long drawn out war can be contrasted with the
respect shown by Achilles to Andromache’s father when he was killed in an earlier raid (Il.
6.417-420), as I discussed in Chapter Four.803
Similes. Metaphorical language is most often used to express perceptual concepts for which
words are not easily found, such as the emotional experience of grief.804 Thus, in addition to
the obituaries of fallen warriors, extended similes and, less commonly, metaphors805 are used
by Homer to express the emotional toll of warfare on mourners by juxtaposing the world of
the battlefield with that of the natural and everyday world; Elizabeth Minchin argues that the
similes expand the narrative beyond an individual warrior’s fate and ‘universalize the
experience of life, death and suffering’.806 Similes are used to capture the horror and the
beauty of war for collective memory, and to emphasize the impact on humanity of war and
loss. Homeric similes illuminate the narrative in a number of ways: they can provide relief
from the monotony of battle description; they are closely related to their context, often
marking crises or turning points in the story; and they are used to characterise the heroes’
behaviour and their emotions.807
The power and intensity of Homeric similes lie in the fact that the things that are being
compared are necessarily different and, often, not at all alike.808 The images of all Homeric
similes are vivid and easily pictured in the mind; they are therefore memorable for both the
poet and his audience.809 The ἐνάργεια (vividness) of Homer has been the subject of much
scholarly interest since antiquity as an explanation for the continued appeal of the poems.810
Recently, Jonas Grethlein and Luuk Huitink have argued, by way of clarification, that
Homeric similes are ‘enactive’, and encourage the reader to participate in what they see as a
‘quasi-perceptual experience of the narrated world’ of the Iliad.811 They suggest that readers,
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rather than just locating a specific image cognitively in response to a Homeric description or
simile, respond by calling on remembered physical experiences such as sound, bodily
movements, smell and touch, as well as sight, which they call the ‘embodied’ experience of
the reader’s imagination.812 Indeed, as I have shown at Il. 11.449 and Il. 17.50, for example,
many of Homer’s similes focus on sound and actions that affect the human body.
Andrew Goatly observes that turbulent human emotions are often seen metaphorically as
‘meteorological’ processes.813 Certainly, in Homeric epic, even the process of warfare itself,
as an impersonal force, is often likened to the force of wind or waves, as at Il. 13.334-338:814
ὡς δ᾽ ὅθ᾽ ὑπὸ λιγέων ἀνέμων σπέρχωσιν ἄελλαι
ἤματι τῷ ὅτε τε πλείστη κόνις ἀμφὶ κελεύθους,
οἵ τ᾽ ἄμυδις κονίης μεγάλην ἱστᾶσιν ὀμίχλην,
ὣς ἄρα τῶν ὁμόσ᾽ ἦλθε μάχη, μέμασαν δ᾽ ἐνὶ θυμῷ
ἀλλήλους καθ᾽ ὅμιλον ἐναιρέμεν ὀξέϊ χαλκῷ.
As when gusts are driven rapidly by shrill winds blowing on a day when dust lies
around thickest and together the winds stir up a great cloud of dust, so their battle
clashed together, and they were eager at heart to slay one another with the sharp
bronze through the crowd of men.
Moreover, a violent human death can be compared to stormy weather. At Il. 17.53-60
Menelaus’ actions in killing Euphorbus are likened to those of a fierce wind, which can
destroy human productivity:
οἷον δὲ τρέφει ἔρνος ἀνὴρ ἐριθηλὲς ἐλαίης
χώρῳ ἐν οἰοπόλῳ, ὅθ᾽ ἅλις ἀναβέβροχεν ὕδωρ,
καλὸν τηλεθάον· τὸ δέ τε πνοιαὶ δονέουσι
παντοίων ἀνέμων, καί τε βρύει ἄνθεϊ λευκῷ·
ἐλθὼν δ᾽ ἐξαπίνης ἄνεμος σὺν λαίλαπι πολλῇ
βόθρου τ᾽ ἐξέστρεψε καὶ ἐξετάνυσσ᾽ ἐπὶ γαίῃ·
τοῖον Πάνθου υἱὸν ἐϋμμελίην Εὔφορβον
Ἀτρεΐδης Μενέλαος ἐπεὶ κτάνε τεύχε᾽ ἐσύλα.
And it is just like when a man grows a flourishing olive sapling in a lonely place,
where the water wells up abundantly, and it grows beautifully; and the breezes of all
the winds shake it, and it teems with white flowers; but, coming suddenly, the wind in
a mighty storm tears it out of the trench and throws it on the ground; in such a way
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Menelaus, son of Atreus, killed Euphorbus armed with good ashen spear, the son of
Panthous; and when he had killed him, stripped him of his armour.
Fallen warriors are often likened to fallen trees and flowers at their peak, demonstrating their
strength as well as their vulnerability.815 Goatly considers the likening of human life to that of
plants as a ‘root analogy’, a basic conceptual way of viewing the world.816 In addition to trees
and flowers being used as comparisons for fallen warriors, the leaves of trees are used by
Diomedes to explain human insignificance in the face of natural processes. At Il. 6.145-149
he says to Glaucus:
‘Τυδεΐδη μεγάθυμε τί ἢ γενεὴν ἐρεείνεις?
οἵη περ φύλλων γενεὴ τοίη δὲ καὶ ἀνδρῶν.
φύλλα τὰ μέν τ᾽ ἄνεμος χαμάδις χέει, ἄλλα δέ θ᾽ ὕλη
τηλεθόωσα φύει, ἔαρος δ᾽ ἐπιγίγνεται ὥρη·
ὣς ἀνδρῶν γενεὴ ἣ μὲν φύει ἣ δ᾽ ἀπολήγει.’
‘Great-hearted son of Tydeus, why do you ask about my lineage? Like the generation
of leaves, so too are those of men. As for leaves, the wind scatters some of them on
the ground, but the wood, flourishing in the forest, sends forth shoots when the season
of spring comes; so too of men does one generation grow while another passes away’.
The life and death of humans is seen to be part of the natural order, not as separate from
nature.817 Although he dismisses the importance of family lineage as being of little
importance in the face of inevitable human mortality, Diomedes still cannot resist telling
Glaucus of his pride in his ancestry (Il. 6.150-211).818 It is his connection to his ancestors that
not only confers status but also gives his life meaning in a world of war where life can be
short and, in the absence of an appealing afterlife, death is final.819
Along with cognitive and sensory responses to Homeric similes, readers also respond to their
emotional impact. Many of the similes in the Iliad concern the aggressive predation of wild
animals and the fear that not only humans but also other animals feel as their potential prey;
this can stir the emotion of pity as well as grief in response to a warrior’s death.820 At Il.
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13.197-205 Homer uses a lion simile to emphasise the savagery of the killers of the warrior
Imbrius:
Ἴμβριον αὖτ᾽ Αἴαντε μεμαότε θούριδος ἀλκῆς
ὥς τε δύ᾽ αἶγα λέοντε κυνῶν ὕπο καρχαροδόντων
ἁρπάξαντε φέρητον ἀνὰ ῥωπήϊα πυκνὰ
ὑψοῦ ὑπὲρ γαίης μετὰ γαμφηλῇσιν ἔχοντε,
ὥς ῥα τὸν ὑψοῦ ἔχοντε δύω Αἴαντε κορυστὰ
τεύχεα συλήτην· κεφαλὴν δ᾽ ἁπαλῆς ἀπὸ δειρῆς
κόψεν Ὀϊλιάδης κεχολωμένος Ἀμφιμάχοιο,
ἧκε δέ μιν σφαιρηδὸν ἑλιξάμενος δι᾽ ὁμίλου·
Ἕκτορι δὲ προπάροιθε ποδῶν πέσεν ἐν κονίῃσι.
And the two Aiantes filled with courage as when two lions, having snatched a goat
away from sharp-toothed hounds, carry it through the dense bushes holding it high
above the ground in their jaws, so too the two Aiantes, holding Imbrius high, stripped
off his armour; and the son of Oïleus cut the head from the tender neck, for he was
angry about the death of Amphimachus, and he sent it rolling like a ball through the
crowd; and it fell in the dust before the feet of Hector.
This simile is unusual in that there is no contest between the lions and the hounds, and the
lions have no difficulty in carrying off the goat.821 Certainly it is clear that the Greek heroes
are completely dominant in the encounter. Moreover, their brutal action of rolling the head of
Imbrius, one of Priam’s sons, towards Hector is designed to shock and humiliate the
Trojans.822 Not only is this sort of brutality rare in Homer (and thus more powerful), but the
comparison of a rolling human head with joyful ball games is ‘grotesque’.823
Achilles is likened to a savage lion in some similes, and, at Il.16.155-163, his men, the
Myrmidons, are likened to wolves: 824
Μυρμιδόνας δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἐποιχόμενος θώρηξεν Ἀχιλλεὺς
πάντας ἀνὰ κλισίας σὺν τεύχεσιν· οἳ δὲ λύκοι ὣς
ὠμοφάγοι, τοῖσίν τε περὶ φρεσὶν ἄσπετος ἀλκή,
οἵ τ᾽ ἔλαφον κεραὸν μέγαν οὔρεσι δῃώσαντες
δάπτουσιν· πᾶσιν δὲ παρήϊον αἵματι φοινόν·
καί τ᾽ ἀγεληδὸν ἴασιν ἀπὸ κρήνης μελανύδρου
λάψοντες γλώσσῃσιν ἀραιῇσιν μέλαν ὕδωρ
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ἄκρον ἐρευγόμενοι φόνον αἵματος· ἐν δέ τε θυμὸς
στήθεσιν ἄτρομός ἐστι, περιστένεται δέ τε γαστήρ·
But Achilles, going to and fro through all the huts, armed the Myrmidons with their
armour; and they, like flesh-eating wolves in whose hearts is unspeakable boldness,
who, having slain a great-horned stag in the hills, devour it; and the jaws of all are red
with blood; and in a pack they go to lap with slender tongues the surface of the black
water from a dusky spring, belching out the blood and gore; the hearts in their chests
are fearless and their stomachs are growling.
Wolves are often characterised by their savagery and their capacity for surprise attacks; 825
this characterisation anticipates the Myrmidons’ sudden return to battle to avenge Patroclus’
death, where they will be covered in blood and gore from a surfeit of killing.826
But not all animal similes in the Iliad refer to the aggressiveness of animals -- some similes
refer to the parental care and protective aspects that are also natural instincts in animals.827
For example, at Il. 12.167-70 the Trojans are compared to insects defending their home:
οἳ δ᾽, ὥς τε σφῆκες μέσον αἰόλοι ἠὲ μέλισσαι
οἰκία ποιήσωνται ὁδῷ ἔπι παιπαλοέσσῃ,
οὐδ᾽ ἀπολείπουσιν κοῖλον δόμον, ἀλλὰ μένοντες
ἄνδρας θηρητῆρας ἀμύνονται περὶ τέκνων,
ὣς οἵ γ᾽ οὐκ ἐθέλουσι πυλάων καὶ δύ᾽ ἐόντε
χάσσασθαι πρίν γ᾽ ἠὲ κατακτάμεν ἠὲ ἁλῶναι.
But they, like nimble-waisted wasps or bees that have made their home on a rugged
path and do not leave their hollow home, but, hanging back, ward off hunters in
defence of their young, just so these men, though they are but two, do not wish to fall
back from the gate until they either slay or are slain.
The persistence of the wasps and bees is paramount in this simile, as the struggle and tenacity
of the wasps is akin to the unending human struggle for survival in often hostile
circumstances.828

825

Janko 1992: 338-339.
This simile goes beyond the moment of the narrative to foreshadow the future outcome of the war. See
also Minchin 2001: 154.
827
See Il. 18.318-22 for Achilles’ loss of Patroclus likened to a lion’s loss of its cubs to a hunter. See also Zanker
1994: 15-16.
828
Edwards 1991: 36; Hainsworth 1993: 336.
826

176

Along with wild animals, trees and the weather, even celestial objects serve as materials for
the poet’s similes. For example, at Il. 8.555-561 the beauty of the night sky is compared to
the fires of an army:
ὡς δ᾽ ὅτ᾽ ἐν οὐρανῷ ἄστρα φαεινὴν ἀμφὶ σελήνην
φαίνετ᾽ ἀριπρεπέα, ὅτε τ᾽ ἔπλετο νήνεμος αἰθήρ·
ἔκ τ᾽ ἔφανεν πᾶσαι σκοπιαὶ καὶ πρώονες ἄκροι
καὶ νάπαι· οὐρανόθεν δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὑπερράγη ἄσπετος αἰθήρ,
πάντα δὲ εἴδεται ἄστρα, γέγηθε δέ τε φρένα ποιμήν·
τόσσα μεσηγὺ νεῶν ἠδὲ Ξάνθοιο ῥοάων
Τρώων καιόντων πυρὰ φαίνετο Ἰλιόθι πρό.
Just as in the sky when the stars shine very bright around the radiant moon, when the
air is windless, and all the mountain tops and high headlands and valleys appear, and
from the sky the endless air bursts forth and all the stars are seen, and the shepherd
rejoices in his heart, in such numbers shone the fires between the ships and the
streams of Xanthus that the Trojans kindled before Ilios.
Although stars can be seen as beautiful, instilling feelings of awe and wonder in humans in
peacetime, in war they can also be seen as remote, cold and indifferent to the plight of
suffering humans.829 Thus, in Homer, star images are complex, often linked to military might,
as well as foreshadowing a violent event.830
As I have demonstrated, similes in the Iliad operate to complement and intensify the
emotional impact of not only the obituaries but also the wider narrative, conjuring up images
of the real world along with the images of fallen warriors in the listener or reader’s
memory.831 The destructiveness of war spills over into the ordinary world and can imbue
everyday objects, everyday tasks and living things with potential menace, collapsing the
distance between war and peace and the serenity of that productive world.832 As a result,
death, loss and grief are conceived of as both intimately related and inescapable, rather than
as separate entities.833
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Laments. Along with the brief obituaries of ordinary warriors and the similes used to
emotionally foreground their loss,834 Homer provides more elaborate forms of mourning for
his main characters, using traditional laments. The first lament for a death is that of the
captive Briseis for Patroclus at Il. 19.284-285:
ὡς ἴδε Πάτροκλον δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέϊ χαλκῷ,
ἀμφ᾽ αὐτῷ χυμένη λίγ᾽ ἐκώκυε, χερσὶ δ᾽ ἄμυσσε
στήθεά τ᾽ ἠδ᾽ ἁπαλὴν δειρὴν ἰδὲ καλὰ πρόσωπα.
When she [Briseis] saw how Patroclus had been torn apart by the sharp bronze, she
flung herself about him and wailed loudly, and with her hands she tore her breasts and
soft throat and beautiful face.
The emotional pain of his loss causes her to inflict physical pain on herself, a typical gesture
of female lamentation.835 In the course of the lament she shows how kind Patroclus was to
her, and how he consoled her on the death of her family. At Il. 19.292-301 she describes her
social dislocation, which Patroclus promised would end with her marriage to Achilles:836
ἄνδρα μὲν ᾧ ἔδοσάν με πατὴρ καὶ πότνια μήτηρ
εἶδον πρὸ πτόλιος δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέϊ χαλκῷ,
τρεῖς τε κασιγνήτους, τούς μοι μία γείνατο μήτηρ,
κηδείους, οἳ πάντες ὀλέθριον ἦμαρ ἐπέσπον.
οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδέ μ᾽ ἔασκες, ὅτ᾽ ἄνδρ᾽ ἐμὸν ὠκὺς Ἀχιλλεὺς
ἔκτεινεν, πέρσεν δὲ πόλιν θείοιο Μύνητος,
κλαίειν, ἀλλά μ᾽ ἔφασκες Ἀχιλλῆος θείοιο
κουριδίην ἄλοχον θήσειν, ἄξειν τ᾽ ἐνὶ νηυσὶν
ἐς Φθίην, δαίσειν δὲ γάμον μετὰ Μυρμιδόνεσσι.
τώ σ᾽ ἄμοτον κλαίω τεθνηότα μείλιχον αἰεί.’
My husband, to whom my father and lady mother had given me, I saw torn apart by
the sharp bronze sword before our city, and my three brothers, whom my own mother
bore, beloved brothers, all these encountered their fateful day. But you would not let
me weep, when swift Achilles killed my husband, and sacked the city of godlike
Mynes, but you said that you would make me the wedded wife of godlike Achilles,
and that he would take me in his ships to Phthia, and hold a wedding feast among the
Myrmidons. So I wail for you in your death unceasingly, for you were always kind’.
Briseis, in mourning Patroclus, also laments her own situation and her lost future, perhaps
using the traditional lament to secure another marriage. At Il. 19.301-302, the other slavewomen follow her example:
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ὣς ἔφατο κλαίουσ᾽, ἐπὶ δὲ στενάχοντο γυναῖκες
Πάτροκλον πρόφασιν, σφῶν δ᾽ αὐτῶν κήδε᾽ ἑκάστη.
So she spoke wailing, and the women added their laments as well for Patroclus, but
also each one for her own troubles.
The un-named slave-women take advantage of this opportunity, when they are expected to
weep, to lament for their own personal grief too.837
Although lamentation is a mode of expression common to women in the poem, it can also be
used by men.838 Achilles mourns Patroclus, remembering Patroclus’ care for him and
lamenting the fact that, after his own death, Patroclus will not now return to Phthia with
Achilles’ son (Il.19.315-337). Sheila Murnaghan argues that his lament has so much in
common with the traditional laments of women because of his unusual withdrawal from
battle and subsequent alienation from male warrior society.839 Yet, although that may be part
of the explanation for the intensity of Achilles’ mourning, I argue that the need, and the
ability, to express grief is an essential element of heroic culture.840 Certainly, Achilles’
speech and the responses of those men listening at Il. 19.338-339 is reminiscent of the slavewomen’s earlier laments:
ὣς ἔφατο κλαίων, ἐπὶ δὲ στενάχοντο γέροντες,
μνησάμενοι τὰ ἕκαστος ἐνὶ μεγάροισιν ἔλειπον·
So he spoke weeping, and the elders wailed too, each one remembering those left
behind at home.
As Patroclus has no family present, it is Achilles who takes the place of the main mourner at
his funeral.841 Achilles holds his companion’s head, cuts a lock of his own hair to give to
Patroclus and leads the funeral ritual (Il. 23.136-151).
It is the death and funeral of Hector, however, that demonstrates the crucial role of women in
grieving and in funeral rites. When Andromache first hears the news of Hector’s death, she
casts off her marital head-dress; thus, she marks visually her sudden loss of status and
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identity.842 And, on the return of Hector’s body from Achilles’ tent, at Il. 24.710-712 there is
a further spontaneous display of grief by the two women closest to him:
πρῶται τόν γ᾽ ἄλοχός τε φίλη καὶ πότνια μήτηρ
τιλλέσθην ἐπ᾽ ἄμαξαν ἐΰτροχον ἀΐξασαι
ἁπτόμεναι κεφαλῆς· κλαίων δ᾽ ἀμφίσταθ᾽ ὅμιλος.
First his dear wife and lady mother tore at their hair, flinging themselves upon the
light-running waggon, clasping his head; and the crowd stood around wailing.
After these initial expressions of grief, normally the body would be washed, anointed and
dressed by the women of the house.843 But Achilles had ensured that the body of Hector was
properly prepared before he left the Greek camp (Il. 24.587-590). So, once the body of
Hector has been brought inside the house, at Il. 24.719-724 the formal rites, known as the
πρόθεσις, begin:844
οἳ δ᾽ ἐπεὶ εἰσάγαγον κλυτὰ δώματα, τὸν μὲν ἔπειτα
τρητοῖς ἐν λεχέεσσι θέσαν, παρὰ δ᾽ εἷσαν ἀοιδοὺς
θρήνων ἐξάρχους, οἵ τε στονόεσσαν ἀοιδὴν
οἳ μὲν ἄρ᾽ ἐθρήνεον, ἐπὶ δὲ στενάχοντο γυναῖκες.
τῇσιν δ᾽ Ἀνδρομάχη λευκώλενος ἦρχε γόοιο
Ἕκτορος ἀνδροφόνοιο κάρη μετὰ χερσὶν ἔχουσα·
But the others, when they had carried him into the glorious house, placed him on a
corded couch, and set singers by his side, leaders of the dirge, who led the mournful
song -- they chanted the dirge, followed by the wails of the women. And among these
white-armed Andromache led the lament, holding in her hands the head of manslaying Hector.
The three kinswomen closest to Hector--his wife, mother and sister-in-law -- all express
laments for him. But there is also a group of professional or specialised mourners who begin
the mourning by singing a θρῆνος (dirge).845 In response to their song of sorrow,
Andromache’s lament for the future of her fatherless son Astyanax, now that Hector is dead,
is tragic.846 While alive Hector had imagined his baby son would grow to be a fierce warrior
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(Il. 6.476-48). At Il. 24.735-739 Andromache’s vision is now much grimmer, foreshadowing
Astyanax’s eventual death, as attested elsewhere in the epic cycle:847
‘ῥίψει χειρὸς ἑλὼν ἀπὸ πύργου λυγρὸν ὄλεθρον
χωόμενος, ᾧ δή που ἀδελφεὸν ἔκτανεν Ἕκτωρ
ἢ πατέρ᾽ ἠὲ καὶ υἱόν, ἐπεὶ μάλα πολλοὶ Ἀχαιῶν
Ἕκτορος ἐν παλάμῃσιν ὀδὰξ ἕλον ἄσπετον οὖδας.
οὐ γὰρ μείλιχος ἔσκε πατὴρ τεὸς ἐν δαῒ λυγρῇ·’
‘[some Achaean] will seize [you] by the arm hurling you from the wall, a baneful
death, an angry man, whose brother Hector killed perhaps, or his father, or his son,
since many of the Achaeans indeed have bitten the vast earth with their teeth at the
hands of Hector. For your father was not gentle in woeful war’.
Andromache does not praise Hector; but she emphasises Hector’s ruthlessness as a warrior
while he was alive. Her lament shows the suffering, not the glory, which results from the
brutality of war and affects both a warrior’s enemies and his own family.848 Moreover,
Hector’s death impacts on his whole community; at Il. 24.729-730 Andromache fears that
Troy:
πέρσεται· ἦ γὰρ ὄλωλας ἐπίσκοπος, ὅς τέ μιν αὐτὴν
ῥύσκευ, ἔχες δ᾽ ἀλόχους κεδνὰς καὶ νήπια τέκνα·
‘will be sacked: for its protector has perished, you who guarded it and kept safe its
noble wives and children’.
And, at Il. 24. 740-745, she continues, describing the community-wide lamentation that
results from this loss:
‘τὼ καί μιν λαοὶ μὲν ὀδύρονται κατὰ ἄστυ,
ἀρητὸν δὲ τοκεῦσι γόον καὶ πένθος ἔθηκας
Ἕκτορ· ἐμοὶ δὲ μάλιστα λελείψεται ἄλγεα λυγρά.
οὐ γάρ μοι θνῄσκων λεχέων ἐκ χεῖρας ὄρεξας,
οὐδέ τί μοι εἶπες πυκινὸν ἔπος, οὗ τέ κεν αἰεὶ
μεμνῄμην νύκτάς τε καὶ ἤματα δάκρυ χέουσα.’
‘And the people wail for him throughout the city, and you, Hector, have brought
unspeakable grief and sorrow for your parents; but for me beyond others will there be
grievous sorrows left. For as you were dying you did not stretch out your hands to me,
from your bed, nor did you speak any final word to me, that I might always remember
night and day as I shed my tears’.
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Andromache has a kind of dialogue with the dead Hector, and reproaches him, not only for
leaving her a widow, but also for not dying with her by his side. Claude Brügger describes
this desire to share the last moments of an individual’s life as a ‘fundamental human wish’ to
be present at the moment of death and to mark the significance of that moment.849 At least
from a woman’s perspective, death on a battlefield was neither natural nor desirable.850
Hecabe is the second to voice a lament for Hector (Il. 24.748-759). Like Andromache she
does not praise Hector for his κλέος although she rejoices in her son’s triumph over Patroclus
(Il. 24.755-756). And she takes pleasure, even now, in his handsome physique and
undamaged appearance. Despite Achilles’ taunt to Hector that his mother will not be able to
hold funeral rites for him (Il. 22.352-354), Hecabe now has the consolation of participating in
Hector’s funeral rites.851 She is followed by Helen, who alone of all the women praises
Hector’s personal qualities. In contrast to Andromache’s description of Hector as ruthless in
battle, Helen emphasises Hector’s kindness. She remembers how Hector protected her from
the criticism of other Trojans (Il. 24.771-775). Like Briseis’ lament, Helen’s lament could be
considered as a way to secure her own future -- a plea for the other Trojans to treat her as
kindly as Hector did. Murnaghan argues that Helen at this moment is trying to deflect blame
as the cause of the war by emphasising her relationship to the well-loved Hector.852 For she
could even be considered the reason Hector is now dead.853 Not one of the women, however,
praises Hector for his prowess in battle, as that is not how they remember him.854 Their
laments focus on the personal relationships and circumstances of those left behind. HolstWarhaft suggests that laments had a therapeutic aspect for a mourner, allowing him or her to
express what is otherwise unbearable loss through the traditional language and form of
ritual.855 The family’s pain and grief caused by Hector’s death is thus shared with the
community and acknowledged by all, in a ceremonial way, as an unavoidable feature of
life.856 In laments in the Iliad, however, Homer suppresses the role of women’s’ anger,
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which, by tradition, could lead to calls for vengeance, in favour of expressing only the grief
that death brings for the mourners.857
At the conclusion of the dirges and the laments, Hector’s body is burned on a funeral pyre.
When the fire has burnt down, at Il. 24.795-798 the bones are collected:
καὶ τά γε χρυσείην ἐς λάρνακα θῆκαν ἑλόντες
πορφυρέοις πέπλοισι καλύψαντες μαλακοῖσιν.
αἶψα δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἐς κοίλην κάπετον θέσαν, αὐτὰρ ὕπερθε
πυκνοῖσιν λάεσσι κατεστόρεσαν μεγάλοισι·
And taking those things [the bones] they placed them in a golden urn, covering them
with soft purple robes. Then they quickly laid it in a hollow trench and placed over it
great close-set stones.
Normally, offerings and libations were made at the tomb, since it was believed that the earth
should be repaid for the gift of life it gave to humans.858 As Hector’s funeral was fixed by the
length of the truce promised by Achilles, the final placement of the urn into the trench has to
be accomplished quickly. The stone-covered tomb is, however, a visible reminder of the dead
man, and in later times might be a site for hero-cult worship.859 By highlighting the loss of
youthful vitality to family and communities in war, and by passing over at this point the glory
obtained in battle, the Iliad exposes the glory of war as a futile delusion of men. The only
consolation that Homeric mourners have, however, in the face of human insignificance and
the inexorable processes of nature, is the ability to preserve memories of the war dead
through funeral laments and through the pleasure of song.
Mourning Mortality in Alice Oswald’s Memorial
Overview. Alice Oswald describes herself as ‘haunted’ by Homer from her first reading of the
poems at high school.860 She studied Classics at Oxford University, and, since graduating, she
has had a career as a gardener and as a poet. Her poetry generally has reflected her interest in

857

Although Hecabe does express anger at Achilles for killing Hector in Il. 24. 210-216, she expresses only grief
in her lament in Il. 24.748-760. For anger in women’s traditional laments see Alexiou 1974: 22 and HolstWarhaft 1992: 3
858
Alexiou 2002: 9.
859
While alive Hector himself imagines the burial mound of Achilles as a notable landmark for future
generations at Il. 7.82-91. See also Alexiou 2002: 61.
860
Crown 2011: 2.

183

the natural world.861 In describing her admiration for Homer’s poetry as an inspiration for
Memorial, Oswald says:
‘A tree in a Homer poem really is a tree -- not Homer’s tree, but a green, leafy, real
thing. The puzzle I’ve spent my writing life trying to solve is, how does he do that?
Every book of mine has been an attempt to work out how you can put a tree into a
poem.’862
Yet, despite Oswald’s interest in the natural world, Memorial is, at first glance, not a nature
poem but a poem about the names of those who died in the Trojan War. Although she draws
on the Iliad, Oswald has ignored the anger of Achilles and the resulting plot of Homer’s Iliad.
She focuses instead on the ordinary warriors, who in the Iliad appear only briefly in order to
die at the hands of the heroes. It is Oswald’s view that the Iliad has been used by many to
glamorise and promote war, whereas she finds herself ‘heartbroken’, moved by the histories
of the common warriors -- the Homeric obituaries -- rather than the heroes.863
In the foreword to the poem, Oswald states that her intention is not to translate the story of
the Iliad, but to convey the ‘atmosphere’ of the poem in a new way.864 She explains the
process as a kind of excavation, whereby the narrative is removed in order to expose the
underlying ‘enargeia’, which she translates simply as ‘bright unbearable reality’.865
Certainly, reality, as we know it, engages the senses as well as the mind; as a result, many
critics have noticed that Oswald’s poetry is particularly oriented towards sound and
aurality.866 The repetition of similes in the poem, for example, helps to slow down the reading
process, forcing the reader to become more attentive to human and non-human sounds.867
Oswald acknowledges the auditory nature of her poem, calling it ‘a kind of oral cemetery’.868
In the Afterword of the US edition of Memorial, Irish poet and Stanford professor Eavan
Boland muses on why the warriors of Homer have to die again through Oswald’s poem. Her
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answer is that ‘[w]hat we see above all is that the atmosphere of epic has no expiry date’,869
implying that she sees the universal aspect of Homeric epic.
By taking the specific ‘historical’ context of the Trojan War out of the Iliad, Oswald’s poem
makes the remaining violence and death timeless too, along with grief and mourning.870 As a
result Jacqueline Kolosov suggests that Oswald’s poem is a ‘feminine’ epic because of its
engagement with the costs of war to humanity.871 Unlike Oswald herself, Kolosov does not
acknowledge that this engagement with the human cost of war is an essential element of
Homer’s epic, arguing instead that, since the events surrounding 9/11 and the resulting
escalation of conflict in the Middle East, we are living in an ‘Age of Terror’.872 Kolosov
considers that Oswald is one of a number of contemporary women poets who have responded
to this crisis.873 Yet, although present-day conflicts may be a contributing factor in Oswald’s
motivation to write Memorial, I propose that Oswald is writing also in the long tradition of
British war poetry.874 After all, the 20th century produced a number of catastrophic wars,
which at the moment dwarf the crisis of contemporary global terrorism. But I consider that it
is the enormous loss of life and resultant culturally-shared grief caused by the First World
War that has particular resonance for Oswald in Memorial, as I shall demonstrate below.
Although there is evidence in Oswald’s writing more generally of a concern about humancaused climate change and environmental damage, a kind of mourning for a degraded
world,875 I will argue that the damaging effects of natural forces upon humans concerns
Oswald in Memorial as much as the endless violence of warfare and the human loss that war
entails. The power and what David Farrier calls the ‘deep strangeness’ of nature is beautiful
yet destructive. It is also indifferent to human suffering.876 Moreover, Oswald finds little
consolation for human suffering in funeral rites. There is only the personal expression of
grief, which isolates the individual from a society that considers death to be separate from
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life.877 This distancing of death, as I noted above, is possible owing to medical advances and
the decline in infant mortality, at least in the West, where death has largely been confined to
old age, even among professional soldiers.878
The first section of Memorial consists of a list written in capital letters like a list of the fallen
on modern war memorials. The list, however, has a temporal authenticity as it follows closely
the chronology of events on the battlefield in the Iliad; the names of the dead warriors are
presented in the order in which they perished. Critics have noticed that the effect of this
listing is not unlike that of the Vietnam War memorial by Maya Lin in Washington DC, as
here too the fallen are recorded in the order in which they died.879 In Oswald’s poem, as on
the Vietnam War Memorial, soldiers are listed by name only without any indication of their
rank. But whereas Lin’s memorial names only American war dead not the Vietnamese war
casualties, in Oswald’s poem, as in the Iliad, both Greek and Trojan deaths are recorded.
Although the lack of narrative context is initially puzzling, the power of the poem rests in the
sheer number of names one after the other.880 Roland Barthes argued that meaning in a text
tends to cluster around proper names.881 Certainly, by naming every warrior, Oswald invites
us to acknowledge their brief lives and mourn their loss anew.
The second section of Oswald’s poem repeats the listed names of the initial pages, which are
accompanied now by a description of their death and the impact of their loss on their family.
The entire poem lacks punctuation, which induces an effect of immediacy and of an unmediated stream of consciousness.882 Furthermore, not all the two hundred and fourteen
fallen soldiers attract an obituary; sometimes a list of names of men who died in the same
action will follow or precede an obituary. Minchin argues that these lists reference Homer’s
oral tradition, where ability to remember lists of names or catalogues was an indication of a
poet’s skill; and their insistent quality serves to change the pace of the poem.883 The lists act
too as another jolting reminder of the tally of the dead. Most of Oswald’s obituaries are
followed by a repeated simile, which she describes as translations of Homer’s similes that are
‘openings through which to see what Homer was looking at’.884 This repetition has caused
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irritation in some reviewers of the written poem, but the effect is less noticeable in spoken
performances and allows for further time for comprehension.885 This is indeed necessary, as
Oswald transplants similes from their original Homeric context (in most cases another
context entirely) and places them after an obituary, with the result that the connections
between the two are not immediately apparent.886 The re-positioning of similes is particularly
evident in the final section of the poem, which follows the last obituary: Hector’s. This
section consists only of several nature and animal similes, each one occurring once only and
all in the present tense, whereas the obituaries are generally written in the past tense. Thus,
the impact of these final similes is powerful yet chilling, accentuating what Kolosov calls ‘the
mythic endlessness of war and war’s rapacity’.887 As well, like the Homeric poet, Oswald’s
similes align human death and loss with the ‘rhythms’ of the natural world.888 At the end of
the poem, however, readers are left grief-stricken and exhausted, mourning humanity’s
continued engagement in war, as well as our mortality and the inevitable finality of death.
Obituaries. In contrast to the Iliad, the name of the victor is often absent from Oswald’s
obituaries, and the subsequent boasts and exultations over the fallen warriors by the victors
are almost entirely absent. Oswald intends these obituaries to be ‘paraphrases’ rather than
direct translations of the obituaries of the Iliad.889 Oswald’s first obituary at M: 13 remembers
the first person to die, according to the Iliad, when the Greeks landed at Troy. In the Iliad,
Protesilaus’ death is described in a flashback to the beginning of the war. Oswald too, blurs
the past and the present of the Iliad and even propels the reader forward towards our own
time:
The first to die was PROTESILAUS
He died in mid-air jumping to be first ashore
There was his house half-built
His wife rushed out clawing her face…
He’s been in the black earth now for thousands of years
As in the Homeric poems, Oswald gives prominence to the motif of the bereaved wife. 890 By
focusing the audience’s attention on what might in other circumstances be incidental details
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such as the soldier’s half-finished house, it is possible to feel the significance for the
distraught wife of her husband’s loss and to feel briefly the pain that the loss of his resources
and energy causes. The audience is held in the vitality and movement of the last moment of
his life, only to be jolted by the last line and the realisation that this event happened in the
remote past.
As in the Iliad, other familial relationships are also emphasised in order to evoke pathos.891
At M: 21 Diomedes kills several men including:
…XANTHUS and THOON
Both tall men but their father
Was a little wisp of worries
Waiting at home what could he do
Now all his savings will go to other people’s children
Now he will have to live off nothing
But his sons’ names…
This passage highlights the despair of a father, frail and anxious, at the loss of his stronger
sons and the end of his hopes for the future. As at Il. 14.489-492, at M: 52-53 Oswald
highlights the plight of parents who only have one child, whom they lose in war:
ILIONEUS was an only child ran out of luck
He always wore that well-off look
His parents had a sheep farm
They didn’t think he would die
Their prosperity does not protect Ilioneus’ parents from the shock of his death. Although
Oswald is not obviously feminist in her approach, in Memorial she subtly shifts focus from a
male to a female perspective and moves female characters to the foreground.892 In the
obituary of Pedasus and Aesepus, at M: 27, Oswald suppresses the name of their father
Bucolion (Il. 6. 21-28) in favour of expanding the story of their mother, in the process
emphasising what Carolin Hahneman calls the ‘elemental’ nature of their mother, a waternymph:893
There was a blue pool who loved her loneliness
Lay on her stones clear-eyed staring at trees
Her name was Abarbarea
A young man found her in the hills…
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And from that quick fling there were two children
PEDASUS and AESEPUS
They died at Troy on the same day
Oswald changes the Homeric point of view from Bucolion to that of Abarbarea. This change
of perspective occurs again in the obituary of Satnius at M: 51:
Who could be more ordinary than SATNIUS
The son of Water
When he died the River was so cold
You’d never think it was his mother
In the Iliad, the point of view is told from Enops, Satnius’ father (Il. 14.443-445). Yet it is the
un-named yet unfeeling river-nymph who is foregrounded in Memorial.
This feminine perspective can be further seen in the obituary of Iphidamas. In the Iliad, the
cost of his new bride and the fact that he and she had not even lain together is told from a
male perspective, as I discussed above (Il. 11.241-245). But, in Memorial, at M: 38, not only
have they lain together on their wedding night, but the wife of Iphidamas is given a voice:
IPHIDAMAS a big ambitious boy
At the age of eighteen at the age of restlessness
His family crippled him with love…
That didn’t work they gave him a bride
Poor woman lying in her new name alone
She said even on his wedding night
He seemed to be wearing armour…
Poor Iphidamas now he is only iron
Sleeping its iron sleep poor boy
This passage is one of the few where the poet/narrator’s opinions about the action are
obvious, as she expresses pity for Iphidamas’ youth, his family’s protectiveness and his
wife’s subsequent loneliness. This shift from a masculine to a feminine perspective on family
relationships in obituaries is evidence of modern reception’s capacity to ‘diverge’ from
ancient texts -- a divergence that demonstrates cultural changes over time.894
This concept is further illustrated by the portrayal of the family of the Trojan King Priam,
which is as prominent in Memorial as in the Iliad. But, unlike the Homeric poet, at M: 46
Oswald draws attention first to the daughters of Priam rather than to Priam and his sons:
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Honourable IMBRIOS left his house in Pedaios
And took lodgings in a drafty street in Troy
He could have been a rich man
He married Priam’s daughter Medesicaste
But his marriage was a death warrant
How can you kiss a rolling head
Here, it is Medesicaste who mourns the loss of her new husband. In the Iliad, Othryon
promises to rid Troy of the Achaeans in exchange for the hand of Priam’s daughter
Casssandra (Il. 13.363-372). At M: 47 Oswald ironically refers to him as a dreamer, and the
story of war and dying as a love-story:
In this love-story there was a man
Who wanted to marry Cassandra
And she was Priam’s bright-eyed neurotic
Most beautiful daughter
And he was OTHRYON the dreamer
Who came from Cabesus with no money
When he offered his life for her hand
Her father accepted
And so the dreamer went blushing into battle and died
And everyone laughed and laughed
Except Cassandra
And it is Cassandra’s sadness at the loss of her husband that ends his obituary: as in the Iliad,
Cassandra’s prophetic skills are equated with mental instability by those around her.
By contrast, it is not until the obituary of Polydorus at M: 67 that the male members of the
family are mentioned. In this obituary, it seems as if the reader is near enough to observe the
reactions of his father Priam:
POLYDORUS is dead who loved running
Now somebody has to tell his father
That exhausted man leaning on the wall
Looking for his favourite son
Yet Priam is not named, nor is Polydorus’ killer, Achilles. But the simile preceding the
obituary refers to a dolphin chasing fish, which evokes the simile that describes Achilles in Il.
21.22, if not his name. Soon after the biography of Polydorus, at M: 69 another of Priam’s
sons’ dies at the hands of Achilles, but this event is seen from the point of view of Lycaon’s
mother Laothoë’. And this time his killer Achilles is named directly:
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Laothoë one of Priam’s wives
Never saw her son again he was washed away
Now she can’t look at the sea she can’t think about
The bits unburied being eaten by fishes…
Lycaon naked in a river pleading for his life
Being answered by Achilles No
Oswald again juxtaposes the past and the present in the same biography with the effect that
Laothoë seems to mourn for her son eternally, doomed to remember his pitiful end and
Achilles’ unmoved response every time she looks at the sea.895
Like Homer, Oswald occasionally addresses characters directly, as can be seen at M: 4243:896
Come back to your city SOCUS
Your father is a rich man a breeder of horses
And your house has deep decorated baths and long passages
But he and his brother weren’t listening
Like men on wire walking over the underworld…
Trying to get away from his own ending
Ran out his last moments in fear of the next ones
The effect of apostrophe here is to generate a feeling of ‘helplessness’ faced by parents
whose young sons are eager for war: in choosing not to stay away from violence they do not
return home alive.897 As a result, at M: 23 Oswald is explicitly critical of heroic impulses:
DEICOON the Trojan
Was too eager too heroic
He found praise yes
But also death
Oswald implies that the praise Deicoon receives does not compensate for his early death, as
he will not be alive to hear it.898 At M: 41-42 Oswald suggests that it is this praise, and male
pride, that motivates the soldiers:
Typical competitive pride and madness
Made AGASTRAPHUS get out of his chariot
And walk and keep walking with no back-up…
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What was I doing thinking I could walk
Through all that iron on my own
But the reality of war soon challenges these previously held views. As I have discussed,
Oswald’s emphasis is more on the dying than on the killing, along with the grief felt by
surviving family members on their loss.899 But, even so, at M: 22-23 she reflects Homer’s
dispassionate yet brutal descriptions of the way warriors such as Pandarus die:
He charged at Diomedes and a spear
Thrown by Diomedes rushed hard in by Athene
Hit him between the eyes it split-second
Splintered his teeth cut through his tongue broke off his jaw
And came out clean through the chin
As in the Iliad, the descriptions of the moment of death in warfare are physically explicit and
shocking, demonstrating the human body’s vulnerability.900 At times pictorial images of
death reminiscent of the muddy trenches of World War I are portrayed, as at M: 16:
DIORES son of Amarinceus
Struck by a flying flint
Died in a puddle of his own guts
Slammed down into the mud he lies
With his arms stretched out to his friends
The gruesome details of his death are recounted by Oswald, as is the poignant moment he
turns to his friends for help. At M: 26 the interruption of friendship by death is again
emphasized in the following biography:
AXYLUS son of Teuthras…
He who so loved his friends
Died side by side with CALESIUS
In a daze of loneliness
Their conversation unfinished
Even friendship does not defy death and its isolation. The cumulative effect of the obituaries
is confronting and unrelenting, as we learn something of the warrior’s lives or their final
moments, and mourn the loss of young men in war once again.
Similes. The similes in Memorial can be seen as a mourning response by the poet to the
personal obituaries, recalling not only the original Iliadic similes, but also the traditional form
899
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of lament found in the Iliad.901 But Oswald’s ‘decontextualisation’ of Homeric similes and
the resulting loss of their original context is at first unexpected and challenging for the
listener or reader familiar with the Iliad.902 Oswald, however, explains her use of similes as
an opportunity to take a break from the loss and grief of the obituaries:
‘My hope is that the similes will repair what gets broken by the biographies, in the
same way the natural world does. I think of simile as a healing art.’903
The natural world of Oswald, like Homer’s, is not always benign. For example, in the Iliad,
Achilles is often likened to a savage lion. 904 And at M: 47-48 a lion is likened to:
A huge angel wandering the hills laying claim to the dead
But, although lion similes in the Iliad often reflect the strength and ferociousness of lions as
hunters, their nurturing and protective aspect can be stressed as well. 905 In Memorial at M: 67
the simile following Polydorus’ biography evokes this latter quality, the protectiveness of
lions:
Like a lion leading his cubs through a wood
Walks into a line of huntsmen
And stares himself stronge
Clenching his whole face fistlike
Around the stones of his eyes
In the Iliad, this simile describes the moment when Ajax is protecting the body of Patroclus.
He is likened to a lion, under attack by hunters, who tries to live up to its reputation for
ferocity in defence of his offspring (Il. 17.132-136). But, as Pache points out, Oswald’s use of
the simile occurs after the death of Priam’s son Polydorus. The lion could in this case be seen
as Priam himself, who has failed to keep his son safe and is now the figure of a mourning
parent.906
The simile at M: 69 occurs in association with Achilles as well. In the Iliad the simile
precedes the death of Lycaon, another son of Priam (Il. 21.34-35); there, the simile refers to
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Achilles as he grieves over the body of Patroclus before he returns to battle to seek vengeance
(Il. 18.318-322). In Memorial, at M: 69, the simile follows Lycaon’s death:
Like when a lion comes back to a forest’s secret rooms
Too late
The hunter has taken her children
She follows the tracks of that man
Into every valley
With her heart’s darkness
Growing darker
Because of the gender of the lion, this simile could refer to Laothoë, Lycaon’s mother, and
further reflect not only her pain that she was not able to protect her son or give him funeral
rites, but also her anger at his death. This is not mentioned in the Iliad.907 But, as a result, the
simile could be said to echo the Homeric connection of mourning with ideas of revenge that
are so prominent in connection with Achilles.908
In the obituary of the warrior Scamandrius, we learn that the goddess Artemis taught
Scamandrius how to hunt, yet she is unable to help him in his moment of death. 909 Just after
this obituary, at M: 19, Oswald re-positions the Iliadic simile used at Il. 16.5-11 by Achilles
as he teases Patroclus about his tears. In its new position in Memorial the relationship
between Artemis and Scamandrius is thus compared to that of a mother and a daughter:910
Like when a mother is rushing
And a little girl clings to her clothes
Wants help wants arms
Won’t let her walk…
Wanting this whole problem of living to be lifted
And carried on a hip
Unlike the child’s desire to be picked up by her mother, Scamandrius’ desire for the
protection of the goddess to save him from death goes unanswered, but the evocation of the
maternal relationship could be seen as the poet’s mourning response to his death.911
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As we observe in the Iliad, Oswald uses images from the everyday domestic world for her
similes. In Il. 5.902-3, the god Ares is wounded and the way his wound heals on Olympus is
likened to what happens when milk is stirred with a small branch of a fig tree. But, instead of
referring to a miraculous healing, at M: 60 Oswald re-conceives the simile to refer to the
moment a horse dies:912
Like a drop of fig juice squeezed into milk
Mysteriously thickens it
As if a drip of lethargy
Falls into the bucket
And the woman stirring
Stops
In the Iliadic simile, the stirrer is not personalized. Oswald’s simile thus uses the images of
women who nurture their households with food and drink, in a surprising way to describe the
moment of death.913 Furthermore, at M: 26 the everyday simile of survival used at Il.12.433435, is contrasted with ‘the hard finality of death’:914
Like that slow-motion movement
When a woman weighs the wool
Her poor old spider hands
Work all night spinning a living for her children
And then she stops
She soothes the scales to a standstill
As the woman mentioned in the simile is a spinner, it is perhaps possible to view the woman
as one of the three fates, who decided the length of a man’s life.915 On the other hand, the
image of her worn hands emphasises not only her physical struggle for survival but her
frailty: this is a domestic scene that speaks of hardship and maternal devotion.
At M: 23 Oswald re-deploys a simile that compares the battle between the Achaeans and the
Trojans at Il. 14.414-17, to follow immediately after the warrior Pandarus’ death:
Like an oak tree struck by lightning
Throws up its arms and burns
Terrifying for a man out walking
To smell that sulphur smell
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And see the fields flickering ahead of him
Lit up blue by the strangeness of god
Oswald anthropomorphises the oak tree, blurring the difference between human and nonhuman, thereby stressing what Farrier calls ‘our greater interconnectedness with the morethan-human world’ of which we are a part. 916 The un-named god in the passage is strongly
associated with natural forces that humans often believe are divine.917 Kolosov argues that
Oswald’s universe allows for human hope that there is a god, but that Oswald’s god, although
experienced through nature, is remote, strange and indifferent to human suffering.918 Indeed, I
perceive Oswald’s poem as a lament for the human race, who are at the mercy of the natural
processes upon which we depend for life.919 The un-named god of Oswald’s simile is, in the
Iliadic simile, Zeus, who traditionally carries a lightning bolt, and who is also implied by this
simile at M: 28:
Like when god keeps the night awake with lightning
In the following simile at M: 44, the un-named god appears to be associated with thunder:
God rains on the roof hammering his fists down
He has had enough of violent smiling men
Now every one of us is being looked at
Under the rain’s lens…
This is water’s world
And the works of men are vanishing
Oswald’s reference to the removal of the Greek defensive wall after the Trojan War by the
gods Apollo, Poseidon and Zeus, which occurs at Il. 12.1-33, implies that a flood of epic
proportions could destroy the world in the present, as occurred in the past, as a form of
judgement on human activity in war. Damage to human activity caused by the sea could be
Oswald’s reference to the contemporary threat of climate change and sea-level rise.
Immediately following the death of Hector, similes that are not linked to an obituary appear,
signifying the end of the poem. Oswald re-uses the simile spoken by Diomedes to Glaucus at
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Il. 6.145-149 to urge readers of the poem to remember the names of the dead but, at the same
time, at M: 73 she states that the men, now dead, do not matter any more than leaves:
Like leaves who could write a history of leaves
The wind blows their ghosts to the ground
And spring breathes new leaf into the woods
Thousands of names thousands of leaves
When you remember them remember this
Dead bodies are their lineage
Which matter no more than the leaves
By acknowledging that human deaths are part of the cycle of nature, Oswald reveals some
ambivalence about her own poem, casting doubt on the value of a poetic form of
commemoration.920 This ambivalence, however, is already present in the Iliadic passage, as I
noted above. Oswald goes on to re-position the simile of Il. 2.459-63, including it near the
end of her poem. By suppressing the likeness of an enormous mixed flock of birds to an army
of men, at M: 75 she implies that all humans, not just soldiers, are like noisy birds when they
gather in groups.921 At M: 78 the sound of the birds is followed by the buzzing noise of
wasps, who, just as humans, are protective of their offspring. And at M: 79 Oswald brings the
poem into the present, describing marginalised modern women with another sound-related
simile:
Like tribes of summer bees
Coming up from the underworld out of a crack in a rock
A billion factory women flying to their flower work
Being born and reborn and shimmering over fields
This simile is one of a few where Oswald brings the contemporary world of globalisation and
cheap factory labour into the poem.922 The Iliadic simile of the Myrmidons likened to wolves
before they go to battle (Il. 16.155-163) is re-positioned by Oswald at M: 81 to describe the
relentlessness of humans at war:
Like restless wolves never run out of hunger
Can eat a whole stag
Can drink the whole surface of a pool…
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And belching it back as blood
And still go on killing and killing
Yet, at M: 82 the act and force of warfare, however, rebounds on us to our eventual
detriment:
Like when water hits a rocky dam
Its long strong arms can’t break those stones
And all its pouring rush curls back on itself
And bleeds sideways into marshes
Farrier argues that this penultimate simile of the poem connects the long ago moment of the
creation of the universe to the ecological destruction of climate change.923 Although this is a
reasonable interpretation of the above simile, I propose that, rather than highlighting the issue
of climate change, the simile refers to the unstoppable force of nature, which has been
highlighted also in similes at M: 23 and M: 44, for example. In her final simile Oswald
highlights the beauty, remoteness and indifference of the natural world, and humanity’s
ephemeral engagement with its wonder. At M: 83 the poem ends with this repeated simile:
Like when god throws a star
And everyone looks up
To see that whip of sparks
And then it’s gone
The short-lived nature of a shooting star is thus similar to the short-lived nature of human
lives, no matter how brilliant or valuable an individual life may be.924 I propose that this is
the ‘enargeia’ or ‘bright unbearable reality’ of Alice Oswald’s Memorial, which offers a true
reflection of a similarly bleak but beautiful poetic vision of transient human experience as we
find in the Iliad.925
Laments. Although Oswald does not include formal laments in her poem, it is possible to
identify echoes of the formal laments of women within her obituaries of dead warriors.926
Thus, the idea of lament is present in both poems: it is this theme of mourning the dead that
unites them. This can be seen at M: 43 in the obituary of Socus, which refers to the fear of
being eaten by birds, as Odysseus taunts him at Il. 11.449-455:
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This is black wings coming down every evening
Bird’s feathers on your face
Unmaking you mouthful by mouthful
Eating your eyes your open eyes
Which your mother should have closed
This episode not only reflects the tradition of lament with a direct dialogue between the dead
and the living mourners expressed in second person pronouns and possessives, but also
mentions the mourner’s inability to perform a traditional act, that of closing the eyes after
death.927 The inability of the young man’s mother to bury her offspring properly is briefly
highlighted, emphasizing the unnatural consequences of war.
Another example of a dialogue with a dead soldier at his grave is the obituary of the Trojan
scout Dolon, whom Odysseus and Diomedes kill after questioning. In the Iliad, Dolon is
described as the only son of a rich man Eumedes, who has five sisters (Il.10.314-317). At M:
33-34 Oswald expands on the importance of the sisters as they cry at his grave:
What was that shrill sound
Five sisters at the grave
Calling the ghost of Dolon
They remember an ugly man but quick…
They keep asking him why why
He gave away groaning every secret in his body
The sisters not only comment on military matters, as Andromache did in her rebuke to Hector
at Il. 6.431-439, but they are also critical of his cowardice in giving away vital information.
The act of crying is emphasised further in the next passage. In the Iliad, Priam’s son Hector
flees in fear from Achilles and is chased by him past the fig tree and past the two springs
from the river Scamander (Il. 22.147-155). Oswald omits the chase, but at M: 70 names
Achilles as the reason why the river is full of dead bodies:
Near the old fig tree the cart track
That runs downhill from windy Troy
Passes two springs where the Scamander
Bubbles over stones…
But Achilles killed so many men…
That now this whole river is a grave
Women at the washing pools
When they hear the river running
927
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Crying like a human through its chambers
They remember…
Homer describes the women of past times at the washing pools engaging in a peacetime
activity (Il. 22.153-156), but Oswald places the women in the future, remembering the dead
that fell in the war, drawing attention to the sound of crying, an integral element of mourning.
Instead of funeral rites, however, at M: 71 most of Oswald’s soldiers lie unburied:
All those white bones sunk in mud
And instead of burial a wagtail
Sipping the desecration unaware
This image is evocative of the soldiers who lay where they died during World War I. 928
Another possible reference to the waste of life that occurred in the First World War appears at
the beginning of the obituary for the Trojan warriors Peisander and Hippolochus. We learn
that at M: 37 Antimachus, their father and a Trojan Elder, promoted the case for war instead
of peace with the Greeks:929
He opened a door in the earth
And a whole generation entered
The loss of a ‘generation’ is familiar to us as a description of the large numbers of young men
who died in the First World War.930
As in the Iliad, the last soldier to die in Memorial is Hector, at M: 71-72:
And HECTOR died like everyone else…
He was so boastful and anxious
And used to nip home deafened by weapons
To stand in full armour in the doorway
Like a man rushing in leaving his motor bike running
The reference to Hector in full armour recalls the tender scene between Hector, Andromache
and their son Astyanax at Il. 6.370-502. But here there is no mention of his son; and the
reference to a modern motor-cycle brings the reader back into the modern world to participate
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in the mourning for a modern warrior, as well as mourning the death of Hector again.931 As in
the Iliad, at M: 72 Hector foreshadows Andromache’s fate:
His wife was Andromache
One day he looked at her quietly
He said I know what will happen
And an image stared at him of himself dead
And her in Argos weaving for some foreign woman
He blinked and went back to his work
Hector loved Andromache
But in the end he let her face slide from his mind
He came back to her sightless
Strengthless expressionless
Asking only to be washed and burned
And his bones wrapped in soft cloths
And returned to the ground
Having omitted the supplication scene between Achilles and Priam, Oswald’s last obituary
coincides with the last lines of the Iliad. But, because of the omission of that crucial scene,
there is no reconciliation achieved in her poem, or atonement, for the violence of war.
Although the Iliad ends with the public mourning for Hector and his funeral rites, the
obituaries in Memorial conclude not with any words of lament by his wife but his return to
her after death. The dead Hector, although he had forgotten his wife in his eagerness to fight,
is concerned that funeral rites will occur for him, although he omits any mention of
community involvement in them.932 Yet, with the exception of Socus (at M: 42-43), Hector’s
obituary is the only one in Memorial that describes both the death of a warrior and his funeral
rites.933
Although Oswald re-uses the obituaries and the similes of Homer, as I have discussed, she
shifts the attention of the poem away from Homer’s main heroes to encompass all the men
who die in the poem. Both poems remember the dead and detail the destructiveness of war
for a community, as well as for an individual. Yet, at M: 39 there is no glory in Oswald’s
vision of war, only grief:
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Grief is black it is made of earth
It gets into the cracks of eyes
It lodges its lump in the throat
Even the act of burial does not bring any comfort to the mourners, as they can no longer
speak to those they have loved. Expressions of grief in Oswald’s world are quiet and
restrained, unlike the passionate expressions of grief found in the Iliad. There is no attempt at
consolation in Memorial. By dying such violent deaths, at M: 47 the soldiers are turned into
‘unspeaking’ objects, who are no longer human:934
Like a stone
Stands by a grave and says nothing
Yet, although Oswald rejects the masculine idea of heroism, by repeating the names and
stories of the Iliadic warriors that we find in the Homeric poems, she reaffirms not only their
identity, but also the meaningfulness of their relationships with their loved ones.935 It is not
through silent grave mounds but through poetry and the spoken word that they, along with all
the young men killed needlessly in modern wars, are remembered and mourned.936
Conclusion
The emotional faultline that I have discussed in this chapter is that of the grief caused by the
loss of attachment figures and the manner in which they may be mourned. Both the Iliad and
Memorial are poems about death in war; both poems illustrate how the emotion of grief and
the practice of mourning are culturally constructed and historically contingent.937 In the Iliad
family members passionately express their grief at the loss of warriors who die at the peak of
their strength and vitality; they are thereafter consoled by participation in community rituals
of mourning. A faultline can be observed in the Iliad, in that what is remembered by the
female family members as they mourn are the personal qualities of the deceased, rather than
their military prowess in battle; this is an unexpected outcome in an epic poem that celebrates
war and the deeds of heroes. And it is the Homeric emotion of grief, caused by the loss of an
attachment figure in war that, I propose, has attracted the attention of Alice Oswald. Yet, in
Memorial, the consolation of formal lament has been lost, and, with the poet’s emphasis on
obituaries alone, the individual family members are left to grieve privately or briefly on the
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very few occasions when funeral rites are mentioned. Here Oswald exposes a faultline in the
western world around the socially acceptable expression of grief and the mode and duration
of mourning in modern society. In addition to obituaries, however, both Homer and Oswald
use similes not only to express concepts for which words are not easily found, such as the
emotional experience of grief, but to expand the loss of individual warriors to encompass the
whole of humanity. Moreover, along with loss in war, the emotionally powerful similes
highlight human insignificance in the face of an often-hostile natural world.
By omitting the overarching narrative of the Iliad, however, Oswald gives both ordinary
warriors and the main heroes of the Iliad equal attention. The casualty list recorded in
Memorial could be inspired by a number of modern wars, but I have argued that Oswald is
particularly influenced by the long casualty lists and descriptions of death of the First World
War. Thus, by using the remembered images of trench warfare along with less historically
specific images of warfare, Oswald is able to reflect Homer’s brutal physical descriptions of
death on the battlefield for the modern world. Like Homer, Oswald emphasises as well the
importance of personal relationships between the soldiers. What is important here is that she
demonstrates poetic divergence from the Homeric text and subtly changes the maledominated focus of the Iliad to reflect a more culturally acceptable female perspective for the
contemporary world. And yet, although both Homer and Oswald question the idea of heroic
glory attained in battle, the dead soldiers they remember in poetry, nevertheless, have attained
commemoration beyond their own time and have achieved what James Tatum calls ‘a tomb
in verse for a vanished civilization’.938
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Chapter Six
Longing for Home: Separation and Return in Homer’s
Epics and Derek Walcott’s Omeros
In Chapters Two and Five, I explored the emotions of personal attachment and grief
respectively. In this chapter, I shall examine the emotion of longing for home -- for the place,
as well as for the people -- as we find it in the Homeric epics and in the modern Caribbean
world of Derek Walcott’s Omeros. I show below that the role of bards and the intervention of
Athena, disguised as a swallow (Od. 22.239-140), are crucial elements in the story of
Odysseus’ successful homecoming. But longing for home is a complicated emotion
comprising both attachment and grief, often felt with some ambivalence about returning
home at all. The uncertainty of a safe return and the tension between longing for home and
longing for new opportunities elsewhere, particularly evident in the figure of Odysseus, is
evidence of a faultline in both Homeric epics. This emotional faultline can be seen in Omeros
too, as Walcott attempts to heal the historical wounds of slavery and a longing for a home
that no longer exists through a new appreciation of and attachment to the place of St. Lucia. I
shall argue that bards and the home-coming bird, in this case a swift, play similarly vital roles
in the journey to find home in Omeros as in the Odyssey. Furthermore, for Walcott, as
narrator of his poem, like the Homeric Odysseus, there will always be a tension between the
provincial aspect of his birth-place and the opportunities to achieve success as a cosmopolitan
poet elsewhere in the world, suggesting the kind of convergence with ancient texts, and
divergence from them, in modern receptions that I noted in Chapters One and Five.939
The concept of an emotional attachment to the physical location of home, known as ‘place
attachment’ has recently been found to be as important as personal relationships in the
construction of social identity.940 Maria Lewicka suggests that the concept of home represents
‘continuity and order, rootedness, self-identity, attachment, privacy, comfort, security and
refuge.’941 And cognitive studies have shown that one’s home appears to act as one’s main
spatial reference point for understanding of the world.942 Separation from home, on the other
hand, particularly if it is involuntary, leads to strong physical and emotional reactions,
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including an inability to adjust to new places easily.943 This affective response to separation
from home suggests that the idea of home often invokes ancestral and cultural associations,
as well as personal memories; thus it is not easily replaced or re-created when humans
explore new worlds, if they migrate or are displaced by war or are forcibly removed from
their homelands. 944 Despite the resulting new opportunities or improved economic
conditions, homesickness for the certainties of the old world and the landscape left behind
may persist: paradoxically this longing may be both painful and pleasurable at the same time
-- painful owing to separation from home and pleasurable in the remembrance of it.945
Barbara Cassin considers that this nostalgia (as she calls it) is a complicated emotion, as it
contains a tension between the desires of ‘rootedness and wandering’.946 As I will
demonstrate in this chapter, these seemingly irreconcilable human drives may have created
emotional faultlines that lay at the heart of both the Iliad and the Odyssey, where we find that
warriors have a deep connection to the landscape of their birth, which seems as strong as their
attachment to their families, despite their frequent absences from their homeland in war.947
Nick Lowe argues that the idea of home is ‘a key emotional anchor’ for many cultures and
that this emotional attachment to the place of one’s birth explains ‘the unusual centrality and
force’ of νόστος (the return home) stories in Ancient Greek epic.948
Longing for home is a major theme in the poetry of Derek Walcott, who wrote in the postcolonial society of St. Lucia. The feeling of not belonging in one’s own birth-place as a result
of the historical circumstances of slavery, and the dominance of cultural hierarchies imposed
by previous colonial masters, was a common theme among the Caribbean writers of
Walcott’s time.949 Post-colonial writers like Walcott, therefore, generally aim to forge a new
cultural identity that challenges a predominantly Euro-centric point of view. Salman Rushdie
described this phenomenon as ‘the empire writes back’.950 Yet Hardwick writes that classical
texts, in particular, can still function as inspiration for questioning colonial racial
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assumptions, and can thus be viewed as either ‘repressive’ or ‘liberating’.951 She argues that
within the Western cultures of former colonising countries, the interpretation of ancient texts
has shifted to allow for new examinations of power, oppression and identity. 952 As a result, in
post-colonial literature not only in the Caribbean, but also more widely, there can be a
complicated mixture of resistance to and engagement with the cultural and racial legacy of
former colonial empires.953 This is particularly evident in Omeros. Western literary sources,
notably the Iliad and the Odyssey, have been appropriated by Walcott and adapted to suit
local conditions and his pre-occupation with origins.954 Rajeev Patke observes that ‘the
metaphor of voyage’ is a common poetic response to the experience of colonialization and
marks an attempt to forge a new hybrid cultural identity in the face of displacement.955 The
voyage home, at least for the narrator of Omeros, is often circular and continues to be
repeated, implying that homecoming can never be permanently achieved, particularly if the
original home no longer exists.956
Longing for Home in Homeric Epic
Overview. Νόστος tales were evidently a popular subject in the Epic Cycle, although only
fragments from the cycle have survived.957 It is now generally accepted that the Homeric poet
drew on the νόστοι tradition to compare the eventual return of Odysseus with the return of
other Achaean heroes such as Agamemnon, Menelaus and Nestor.958 Odysseus’ return is
contrasted with that of Achilles, who, despite his attachment to his father and his home-land,
did not return home from Troy; thus the emotion of longing for home is present in both epics.
And Agamemnon’s death on his return home from Troy acts as a warning to Odysseus of the
danger that might await any returning hero, not only on the sea-voyage, but even at home,
owing to changes in power structures and loyalties.959 A safe return home brings κλέος to a
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warrior in epic just as does a victory in battle;960 but, even if a warrior survives the war, a safe
return may be hard to achieve, owing to the dangers of the voyage, and temptations away
from home that may delay or end a return home.961 Furthermore, in Odysseus’ case, after his
initial return home, the hero will leave again in order to propitiate Poseidon and make amends
for the blinding of his son Polyphemus.962 Thus the idea of νόστος is fraught with danger and
difficulties; it may include the intervention of the gods and may be only temporary.963
Separation in the Iliad. The longing for home felt by warriors away at war is demonstrated
by the Greek army’s rush to their ships at Il. 2.153-154, when Agamemnon encourages them
to go home:964
….ἀϋτὴ δ᾽ οὐρανὸν ἷκεν
οἴκαδε ἱεμένων· ὑπὸ δ᾽ ᾕρεον ἕρματα νηῶν.
….and their shouting went up to heaven in their eagerness to go home; and they began
to take the props from the ship.
But, alarmed by their eagerness to go home, and prompted by Athena, at Il. 2.289-297
Odysseus addresses the army to stop the flight to the ships:
‘ὥς τε γὰρ ἢ παῖδες νεαροὶ χῆραί τε γυναῖκες
ἀλλήλοισιν ὀδύρονται οἶκον δὲ νέεσθαι.
ἦ μὴν καὶ πόνος ἐστὶν ἀνιηθέντα νέεσθαι·
καὶ γάρ τίς θ᾽ ἕνα μῆνα μένων ἀπὸ ἧς ἀλόχοιο
ἀσχαλάᾳ σὺν νηῒ πολυζύγῳ, ὅν περ ἄελλαι
χειμέριαι εἰλέωσιν ὀρινομένη τε θάλασσα·
ἡμῖν δ᾽ εἴνατός ἐστι περιτροπέων ἐνιαυτὸς
ἐνθάδε μιμνόντεσσι· τὼ οὐ νεμεσίζομ᾽ Ἀχαιοὺς
ἀσχαλάαν παρὰ νηυσὶ κορωνίσιν·….
For like little children or widows they wail to each other about returning home; for
indeed here there is trouble distressing enough to want to return home. For anyone
who, being parted far from his wife for even a month, is grieved in his many-benched
ship, even he who is being kept away by wintry storms and surging seas; but for us
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the ninth year is coming around and we still remain here; so I do not blame the
Achaeans for being distressed beside their beaked ships;…
The hardship of war is here likened to the perils of a sea voyage. Odysseus understands the
pull of home for the army, even if he compares the warriors to women and children in their
longing.965 But the threat of a premature home-coming is averted, as it is not in accordance
with the traditional Trojan War story.966 Even so, Odysseus’ speech reflects the pervasive
view of the Iliad that separation from family is difficult, even for short periods, and that safe
homecoming after the war is something that all warriors hope for. 967 It is not only the Greeks
who long for home during the war. Many of the Trojan allies, fighting far from the land of
their birth, long for their homes too. At Il. 5.212-213 Pandarus, a Lycian, describes his
longing for home:
‘εἰ δέ κε νοστήσω καὶ ἐσόψομαι ὀφθαλμοῖσι
πατρίδ᾽ ἐμὴν ἄλοχόν τε καὶ ὑψερεφὲς μέγα δῶμα,’
‘But if I shall return and see with my eyes my native land, my wife and my great
high-roofed house,’
It is a combination of the place of his birth, his ownership of property, and the memory of his
wife that contributes to his conception of home. It is also a hopeful wish for the future at a
time of great personal danger.968
Although Hector, unlike Pandarus, can return home to Troy after battle every night to see his
wife, his ultimate fate will be to die in battle: he will not return home alive. Even so, when he
is brought back to his people from Achilles’ tent (Il. 24.696-706), Hector’s sister Cassandra
will use the participial form of the verb νοστέω (to return home) to describe that
homecoming, thereby intensifying the emotion of the moment.969 Thus, the mythological
theme of νόστος can apply to the dead as well as to the living.970 At Il. 7.333-335 this concept
is highlighted by Nestor, who advises the Greeks to collect the corpses of the men killed in
battle so that they can have a funeral pyre:
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‘…ἀτὰρ κατακήομεν αὐτοὺς
τυτθὸν ἀπὸ πρὸ νεῶν, ὥς κ᾽ ὀστέα παισὶν ἕκαστος
οἴκαδ᾽ ἄγῃ ὅτ᾽ ἂν αὖτε νεώμεθα πατρίδα γαῖαν.’
‘…we will burn them a little way from the ships, so that each man can carry the bones
home to their children, whenever we return again to our native land.’
For both the Greeks and the Trojans, it is important that the bones of the dead soldiers can be
returned to their native land so that their families can find consolation in rituals of honour.971
Yet, as the war has progressed, the embittered Greek warriors, encouraged by the goddess of
strife, put aside for the moment their instinctive longing for home at Il. 11.13-14:
τοῖσι δ᾽ ἄφαρ πόλεμος γλυκίων γένετ᾽ ἠὲ νέεσθαι
ἐν νηυσὶ γλαφυρῇσι φίλην ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν.
And to them war became sweeter than to return home in their hollowed ships to their
dear native land.
The poet’s statement about the ‘sweetness’ of war, preferable to a peacetime existence at
home, is shocking to the reader, as it is unexpected and emotionally confronting.972
A number of Greek heroes such as Achilles, Patroclus and Telemonian Ajax did not survive
the war. At Il. 9.412-416 Achilles is very conscious of his own fate:973
‘εἰ μέν κ᾽ αὖθι μένων Τρώων πόλιν ἀμφιμάχωμαι,
ὤλετο μέν μοι νόστος, ἀτὰρ κλέος ἄφθιτον ἔσται·
εἰ δέ κεν οἴκαδ᾽ ἵκωμι φίλην ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν,
ὤλετό μοι κλέος ἐσθλόν, ἐπὶ δηρὸν δέ μοι αἰὼν
ἔσσεται, οὐδέ κέ μ᾽ ὦκα τέλος θανάτοιο κιχείη.’
‘If by remaining here I fight around the city of Troy, then lost is my return home, but
my fame will be imperishable; but if I return home to my dear native land, lost then is
my glorious fame, yet long will be my life, nor will death come soon upon me.’
Achilles’ choice is a difficult one, as it appears that he will achieve κλέος only by dying in
battle. It is noticeable that in the Odyssey, however, at Od. 11.488-491 Achilles appears to
regret the desire for heroic glory that led to his death:974
‘μὴ δή μοι θάνατόν γε παραύδα, φαίδιμ᾽ Ὀδυσσεῦ.
βουλοίμην κ᾽ ἐπάρουρος ἐὼν θητευέμεν ἄλλῳ,
971

Kirk 1990: 278-279 argues, however, that the individual bones may not easily be identified if the corpses are
burned on a common pyre.
972
Maronitis 2004: 68.
973
Maronitis 2004: 68.
974
Hainsworth 1993: 116-117.

209

ἀνδρὶ παρ᾽ ἀκλήρῳ, ᾧ μὴ βίοτος πολὺς εἴη,
ἢ πᾶσιν νεκύεσσι καταφθιμένοισιν ἀνάσσειν.’
‘Do not attempt to console me about death, shining Odysseus. For I would prefer
being a serf tied to the land of another, a man without allotted land, who has not much
to live on, than to rule over all the decaying dead.’
Achilles, in Hades, would prefer to be alive even without his aristocratic status and assets; he
finds that glory is no compensation for a prematurely shortened life.975 At Patroclus’ funeral
Achilles recalls a promise that his father Peleus made to the river god Spercheius in Phthia,
praying that he would return home safely.976 At Il. 23.144-151 Achilles cuts off a lock of his
hair and, facing west, speaks to the god:
‘Σπερχεί᾽ ἄλλως σοί γε πατὴρ ἠρήσατο Πηλεὺς
κεῖσέ με νοστήσαντα φίλην ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν
σοί τε κόμην κερέειν ῥέξειν θ᾽ ἱερὴν ἑκατόμβην,
πεντήκοντα δ᾽ ἔνορχα παρ᾽ αὐτόθι μῆλ᾽ ἱερεύσειν
ἐς πηγάς, ὅθι τοι τέμενος βωμός τε θυήεις.
ὣς ἠρᾶθ᾽ ὃ γέρων, σὺ δέ οἱ νόον οὐκ ἐτέλεσσας.
νῦν δ᾽ ἐπεὶ οὐ νέομαί γε φίλην ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν
Πατρόκλῳ ἥρωϊ κόμην ὀπάσαιμι φέρεσθαι.’
‘Spercheius, for no purpose did my father Peleus pray to you that coming back home
there to my dear native land I would cut my hair to you and offer a holy hecatomb,
and would sacrifice fifty rams, males without blemish, into your waters on the spot
where your precinct and fragrant altar are located. So the old man promised, but you
did not fulfil for him his desire. Now, therefore, since I do not return to my dear
native land, I will give this lock to the hero Patroclus to take with him.’
Achilles has chosen to stay and fight on the Trojan plain to avenge Patroclus’ death. He
fulfils his father’s promise in a different way, by placing his hair in Patroclus’ hands on his
funeral pyre, abandoning his νόστος for war and death, despite his attachment to his father
and his birth-place.977
Separation in the Odyssey. It is made clear at the beginning of the poem that Odysseus
wishes to return home to Ithaca, as he has a strong connection to the land of his birth, as well
as to his family (Od. 1.13).978 Despite the beauty of Calypso and her island, at Od. 1.57-59
we are told that Odysseus still longs for Ithaca and is inconsolable:
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‘…αὐτὰρ Ὀδυσσεύς,
ἱέμενος καὶ καπνὸν ἀποθρῴσκοντα νοῆσαι
ἧς γαίης, θανέειν ἱμείρεται.’
‘However, Odysseus, in longing to see the smoke springing up from his own land,
wishes to die.’
The smoke he longs for may be from the hearths of his own people and his own palace, a sign
of comfort and security. His grief is further demonstrated in Book Five, as he weeps by the
sea-shore on Calypso’s island, longing for home (Od. 5.151-153). On Scheria, at Od. 9.21-23
Odysseus proudly describes the physical appearance of his homeland:
‘ναιετάω δ᾽ Ἰθάκην ἐυδείελον· ἐν δ᾽ ὄρος αὐτῇ
Νήριτον εἰνοσίφυλλον, ἀριπρεπές· ἀμφὶ δὲ νῆσοι
πολλαὶ ναιετάουσι μάλα σχεδὸν ἀλλήλῃσι…,’
I come from clear-seen Ithaca; on it is wooded Mount Neriton, visible from afar; and
around lie many islands very near to each other…’
And at Od. 9.27-28 he goes on to describe the landscape of Ithaca as:
‘τρηχεῖ᾽, ἀλλ᾽ ἀγαθὴ κουροτρόφος· οὔ τοι ἐγώ γε
ἧς γαίης δύναμαι γλυκερώτερον ἄλλο ἰδέσθαι.’
‘rugged, but good for rearing children; for myself I can see nothing sweeter than one’s
own land.’
Odysseus’ attachment to Ithaca is thus a blend of the familiar physical features of the
landscape, surrounded by sea, and a simple place of joyful emotional memories from
childhood.979 His attachment to his parents, wife, child and his place of birth are all part of his
longing for home (Od. 11.170-179).
Odysseus’ family and other members of his household also suffer from the effects of
enforced separation; they continue to long for his return. But, during the long absence of
Odysseus, the situation in Ithaca has changed. His mother has died, his father has withdrawn
from palace life, Penelope faces pressure to re-marry and Telemachus has begun to mature
into an adult.980 At Od. 1.235-243 Telemachus explains his sorrow to Athena:
‘οἳ κεῖνον μὲν ἄιστον ἐποίησαν περὶ πάντων
ἀνθρώπων, ἐπεὶ οὔ κε θανόντι περ ὧδ᾽ ἀκαχοίμην,
εἰ μετὰ οἷς ἑτάροισι δάμη Τρώων ἐνὶ δήμῳ,
ἠὲ φίλων ἐν χερσίν, ἐπεὶ πόλεμον τολύπευσεν.
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τῷ κέν οἱ τύμβον μὲν ἐποίησαν Παναχαιοί,
ἠδέ κε καὶ ᾧ παιδὶ μέγα κλέος ἤρατ᾽ ὀπίσσω.
νῦν δέ μιν ἀκλειῶς ἅρπυιαι ἀνηρείψαντο·
οἴχετ᾽ ἄιστος ἄπυστος, ἐμοὶ δ᾽ ὀδύνας τε γόους τε
κάλλιπεν.’
‘They [the gods] have made him unseen above all men, since I would not grieve so
much for his dying, if he had died among his companions, or in the arms of his
friends, in the land of the Trojans, when he had wound off the threads of war. For then
all of the Achaeans would have made him a tomb, and for his son too he would have
won great glory afterwards. But now the Harpies have snatched him off without fame;
he has gone out of sight and out of hearing, and for me he has left behind grief and
lamentation.’
His grief is enhanced by the lack of any evidence of Odysseus’ whereabouts; even a tomb
would be preferable, as it would bring honour to the whole family. Penelope’s grief for
Odysseus, on the other hand, causes her to wish for death as she has become worn out with
sorrow, longing for her husband (Od. 18.202-205). And yet, when she hears from Eurycleia
that Odysseus has returned and slain the suitors, she cannot believe her, telling Eurycleia at
Od. 23.67-68:
‘…αὐτὰρ Ὀδυσσεὺς
ὤλεσε τηλοῦ νόστον Ἀχαιΐδος, ὤλετο δ᾽ αὐτός.’
‘…not only has Odysseus lost his return to the land of Achaea far away, but he
himself is lost.’
She appears certain that her husband will not return home alive to Ithaca.
Odysseus’ long absence has affected other members of his household beside Telemachus and
Penelope.981 At Od. 14.138-144 Eumaeus, the swineherd and a slave, explains to a disguised
Odysseus his attachment and grief for his absent master:
‘… οὐ γὰρ ἔτ᾽ ἄλλον
ἤπιον ὧδε ἄνακτα κιχήσομαι, ὁππόσ᾽ ἐπέλθω,
οὐδ᾽ εἴ κεν πατρὸς καὶ μητέρος αὖτις ἵκωμαι
οἶκον, ὅθι πρῶτον γενόμην καί μ᾽ ἔτρεφον αὐτοί.
οὐδέ νυ τῶν ἔτι τόσσον ὀδύρομαι, ἱέμενός περ
ὀφθαλμοῖσιν ἰδέσθαι ἐὼν ἐν πατρίδι γαίῃ·
ἀλλά μ᾽ Ὀδυσσῆος πόθος αἴνυται οἰχομένοιο.’
‘….for never again shall I find a master so kind, however far I go, not even if I come
again to the house of my father and mother, where first I was born, and they reared
me themselves. Yet it is not for them that I still mourn so much, eager as I am to see
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them with my eyes and to be in my native land; but it is grief for Odysseus, being
gone, that takes hold of me.’
Eumaeus longs more for his master than he does even for his own lost family and homeland.982 Although Odysseus does not reveal his identity to his loyal follower, at Od. 14.163164 he is touched by the swineherd’s grief and informs him that:
‘οἴκαδε νοστήσει, καὶ τίσεται ὅς τις ἐκείνου
ἐνθάδ᾽ ἀτιμάζει ἄλοχον καὶ φαίδιμον υἱόν.’
‘He [Odysseus] shall return home, and repay those here who dishonour his wife and
his glorious son.’
Thus, the emotions of grief aroused by separation and a longing for a safe homecoming for
Odysseus are felt, not only by Odysseus himself but also by his family and loyal retainers.
The Bard. The figure of the bard plays an essential role in epic νόστος tales, particularly in
the Odyssey. At aristocratic gatherings bards would sing about warriors who have performed
great deeds in battle and about the challenges they faced in returning home safely; the songs
themselves conferred eternal fame on warriors who were ambitious to be celebrated in this
way.983 Yet, although these songs may bring pleasure to an audience, the songs can be hard to
hear for both surviving warriors and their families within the epics themselves. When
Penelope weeps on hearing the bard’s song of the return of the Achaeans, at Od. 1.353-355
Telemachus unsympathetically reproaches her for her grief, as he argues that the war has
impacted on many other families too, as Odysseus was not the only hero who failed to return.
Although Achilles is skilled at the lyre as well as in battle and, at Il. 9.189, sings of
κλέα ἀνδρῶν (men’s fame), in the Odyssey it is Odysseus who is most famed as both hero
and teller of his own story.984 It is on the island of Scheria, after listening to the songs about
his own deeds in war, that Odysseus reveals his identity and begins to recover his aristocratic
status.985 At Od. 8.479-481 Odysseus rewards the bard Demodocus for his skill and informs
the assembled company that:
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‘πᾶσι γὰρ ἀνθρώποισιν ἐπιχθονίοισιν ἀοιδοὶ
τιμῆς ἔμμοροί εἰσι καὶ αἰδοῦς, οὕνεκ᾽ ἄρα σφέας
οἴμας μοῦσ᾽ ἐδίδαξε, φίλησε δὲ φῦλον ἀοιδῶν.’
‘For among all the men on earth, bards are given honour and respect, because the
Muse has taught them the ways of song, and [she] loves the tribe of bards.’
In this passage the status of bards as individuals worthy of respect is acknowledged by
Odysseus. He then takes on the role of the bard and tells his own story of adventure that will
become the most famous of all the νόστος songs -- even though it is incomplete at this
stage.986 After hearing his guest’s long account, at Od. 11.368-369 Alcinous equates
Odysseus with a bard:
‘μῦθον δ᾽ ὡς ὅτ᾽ ἀοιδὸς ἐπισταμένως κατέλεξας,
πάντων τ᾽ Ἀργείων σέο τ᾽ αὐτοῦ κήδεα λυγρά.’
‘You have told your tale skilfully like a bard, the mournful troubles of all the Argives
and yourself.’
Alcinous praises Odysseus just as Odysseus had praised Demodocus.987 And, on Ithaca, the
swineherd Eumaeus at Od. 17.515-521 reports to Penelope that Odysseus, disguised as a
beggar, sings of his sufferings far from his home:
‘ὡς δ᾽ ὅτ᾽ ἀοιδὸν ἀνὴρ ποτιδέρκεται, ὅς τε θεῶν ἒξ
ἀείδει δεδαὼς ἔπε᾽ ἱμερόεντα βροτοῖσι,
τοῦ δ᾽ ἄμοτον μεμάασιν ἀκουέμεν, ὁππότ᾽ ἀείδῃ·’
‘Just as when a man gazes upon a bard, one who sings to mortals the enchanting
songs he had learnt from the gods, and they desire to listen to him endlessly,
whenever he sings;’
The narrator’s self-conscious identification of Odysseus as a bard is used to highlight the
hero’s skill with the bow too, once he has returned to Ithaca at Od. 17.515-521:
ὡς ὅτ᾽ ἀνὴρ φόρμιγγος ἐπιστάμενος καὶ ἀοιδῆς
ῥηϊδίως ἐτάνυσσε νέῳ περὶ κόλλοπι χορδήν,
ἅψας ἀμφοτέρωθεν ἐϋστρεφὲς ἔντερον οἰός,
ὣς ἄρ᾽ ἄτερ σπουδῆς τάνυσεν μέγα τόξον Ὀδυσσεύς.
Just as when a man being well-skilled with the lyre and in song easily stretches the
string about a new peg, fastening the well-twisted sheep-gut at either end, so without
haste Odysseus strung the great bow.
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Thus, the songs of bards and Odysseus’ own story-telling talent, combined with his preeminent skill with the lyre-like bow, play an integral part in the recovery of Odysseus’
aristocratic identity, a necessity for his successful return home.988
The Bird of Return. Along with the role of bards, a swallow plays an equally important role
in Odysseus’ homecoming. Luis Losada argues that from the Minoan period the swallow had
been ‘a quintessential metaphor’ for the idea of the return home.989 This may be because the
swallow is a migratory bird, which appears in spring-time and often builds nests in the eaves
or roofs of houses.990 The goddess Athena, in her role as protector and guide of Odysseus and
his son, is not only often likened to a swallow in the Odyssey but also on one occasion takes
the form of one. After planning with Telemachus an information-gathering trip to learn the
whereabouts of his father, at Od. 1.319-322 Athena leaves Ithaca in the form of a bird:
ἡ μὲν ἄρ᾽ ὣς εἰποῦσ᾽ ἀπέβη γλαυκῶπις Ἀθήνη,
ὄρνις δ᾽ ὣς ἀνόπαια διέπτατο· τῷ δ᾽ ἐνὶ θυμῷ
θῆκε μένος καὶ θάρσος, ὑπέμνησέν τέ ἑ πατρὸς
μᾶλλον ἔτ᾽ ἢ τὸ πάροιθεν.
Thus spoke the goddess, gleaming-eyed Athena, and she flew upward, high up like a
bird; and she put strength and courage in his heart, and made him think of his father
even more than before.
Although the bird in this passage is not identified, Paul Friedrich argues that the bird in
question, which flew upward through the smoke hole in the roof of Odysseus’ palace, is
either a swallow or house martin.991 Certainly, it is clear from the text that the presence of a
bird of this kind is intended to suggest Odysseus’ imminent return home. The link between
the swallow and the promise of a successful return is further confirmed when Odysseus takes
his bow in his hands before killing the suitors at Od. 21.410-411 and his bow makes a noise
like the cry of a swallow:
δεξιτερῇ ἄρα χειρὶ λαβὼν πειρήσατο νευρῆς·
ἡ δ᾽ ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄεισε, χελιδόνι εἰκέλη αὐδήν.
And taking it in his right hand, he tried the string, which sang sweetly beneath his
touch, like the sound of a swallow.
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The swallow motif is emphasized once more at Od. 22. 239-240 when, during the fight with
the suitors, Athena leaves Odysseus’ side:
αὐτὴ δ᾽ αἰθαλόεντος ἀνὰ μεγάροιο μέλαθρον
ἕζετ᾽ ἀναΐξασα, χελιδόνι εἰκέλη ἄντην.
flying up to the roofbeam of the smoky hall, she sat there, like a swallow in
appearance.
On this occasion, Athena’s transformation is explicitly described as that of a swallow. By
perching inside the roof of Odysseus’ palace near the hearth, Athena is closely associated
with the domestic, as well as the strategic, return of her favourite hero, Odysseus.992 She reenters the fight later while still on the roof-beam, and, at Od. 22.297-298, terrifies the
remaining suitors by using the αἰγίς (a goatskin with golden tassels). Thus, Athena becomes
crucial to the success of Odysseus’ return, choosing to disguise herself as a swallow, the bird
of return.993 The hall is the centre of Odysseus’ home and the smoke from the hearth is
something he has been longing to see for years, as I noted above (Od. 1.57-59).
The Return of the Achaeans in the Odyssey. At the beginning of the poem (Od. 1.11-13) we
learn that Odysseus is the only one of the great Greek warriors who survived the war at Troy
and who has not yet reached his homeland:
ἔνθ᾽ ἄλλοι μὲν πάντες, ὅσοι φύγον αἰπὺν ὄλεθρον,
οἴκοι ἔσαν, πόλεμόν τε πεφευγότες ἠδὲ θάλασσαν
τὸν δ᾽ οἶον νόστου κεχρημένον ἠδὲ γυναικὸς…
Now all the rest, who had escaped sheer destruction, were at home, having survived
both war and sea but that man alone was longing for his return home and his wife…
Although the Greeks were the victors in the war, the price of victory was high, as returning
heroes were to discover. On his information-gathering voyage in Books Three and Four,
Telemachus learns of the safe return of some of the Greeks after the fall of Troy, including
Diomedes (Od. 3.180-183), Philoctetes (Od. 3.190) and Idomeneus (Od. 3.191-192). After
telling Telemachus of his own return by way of Phoenicia, Egypt and other African locations
(Od. 4.83-85), Menelaus, in Sparta, reassures Telemachus, at Od. 15.174-177, that he too
believes Odysseus will return home soon and avenge himself on his enemies:
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‘ὡς ὅδε χῆν᾽ ἥρπαξ᾽ ἀτιταλλομένην ἐνὶ οἴκῳ
ἐλθὼν ἐξ ὄρεος, ὅθι οἱ γενεή τε τόκος τε,
ὣς Ὀδυσεὺς κακὰ πολλὰ παθὼν καὶ πόλλ᾽ ἐπαληθεὶς
οἴκαδε νοστήσει καὶ τίσεται·’
‘Even as this eagle, coming from the mountain, where his family and his offspring
are, snatched up the goose which was being raised in the house, just so shall
Odysseus, having suffered many toils and wandering much, return to his home and
take vengeance;’
But it is only owing to the absence of Poseidon in Ethiopia,994 who is angry at Odysseus for
blinding his son Polyphemus, that Athena is able to convince the other gods to support
Odysseus’ return (Od. 1.81-87).995 In addition to the help of the gods, the poet makes it clear
that it is also Odysseus’ unique combination of curiosity, endurance and longing for home
that enables him to survive his wanderings, as summarized at Od. 1.3-9:
πολλῶν δ᾽ ἀνθρώπων ἴδεν ἄστεα καὶ νόον ἔγνω,
πολλὰ δ᾽ ὅ γ᾽ ἐν πόντῳ πάθεν ἄλγεα ὃν κατὰ θυμόν,
ἀρνύμενος ἥν τε ψυχὴν καὶ νόστον ἑταίρων.
ἀλλ᾽ οὐδ᾽ ὣς ἑτάρους ἐρρύσατο, ἱέμενός περ·
αὐτῶν γὰρ σφετέρῃσιν ἀτασθαλίῃσιν ὄλοντο,
νήπιοι, οἳ κατὰ βοῦς Ὑπερίονος Ἠελίοιο
ἤσθιον· αὐτὰρ ὁ τοῖσιν ἀφείλετο νόστιμον ἦμαρ.
He saw many cities of men and he learned their minds, and he suffered many pains in
his heart on the sea, striving to secure his own life and the return of his companions.
But he could not save his companions, eager though he was; for they perished by their
own recklessness, the fools, who ate the cattle of Helios, the Sun-God; and he took
away the day of their return.
The narrator implies here that it was neither misfortune nor Odysseus’ bad leadership that led
to the death of his companions, but it was their own fault: a lack of νόος led to their failure to
return home.996 Yet, along with his men, even for Odysseus there is an ever-present tension
between remembering home and forgetting home, in the light of new opportunities to explore
the world and gain knowledge.997
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This tension is demonstrated by the attractions of Circe. His men do not understand why
Odysseus wishes to delay his return home by staying with the goddess. At Od. 10.472-474
they are obliged to urge him to leave her island:
‘δαιμόνι᾽, ἤδη νῦν μιμνήσκεο πατρίδος αἴης,
εἴ τοι θέσφατόν ἐστι σαωθῆναι καὶ ἱκέσθαι
οἶκον ἐς ὑψόροφον καὶ σὴν ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν.’
‘God-possessed one, now remember your fatherland, if it is declared by the gods that
you are to be saved and return to your high-roofed house and your native land.’
They seem to think he may be possessed by a daemon, which would explain his desire to
delay his departure.998 Certainly, for a year Odysseus appears to have forgotten his homeland
in his reluctantance to leave the comforts of Circe’s island (Od .10.463-466). Later, however,
when Odysseus has made a decision to leave her, Circe, at Od. 12.41-43, warns Odysseus
about the Sirens, emphasizing the danger of forgetting one’s homeland that could lead to
death:
‘ὅς τις ἀιδρείῃ πελάσῃ καὶ φθόγγον ἀκούσῃ
Σειρήνων, τῷ δ᾽ οὔ τι γυνὴ καὶ νήπια τέκνα
οἴκαδε νοστήσαντι παρίσταται οὐδὲ γάνυνται.’
‘Whoever draws near to the Sirens in ignorance and hears their voices, his wife and
little children never stand beside him or rejoice at his homecoming.’
Tied to a mast so that he cannot move (Od. 12.161-164), Odysseus is curious to listen to the
voices of the Sirens, as they are said to sing beautifully and to promise knowledge.999 Yet, the
meadow surrounding them is full of the bones of dead men, of men who had come too close
and never returned home (Od. 12.44-46). Odysseus’ longing for home and his curiosity are in
tension here: but his inventive mind finds a solution that does not affect his survival or his
return home.
Odysseus and his companions had also faced other temptations to forget their homeland. At
Od. 9.94-97 the land of the lotus-eaters provided another form of oblivion:
‘τῶν δ᾽ ὅς τις λωτοῖο φάγοι μελιηδέα καρπόν,
οὐκέτ᾽ ἀπαγγεῖλαι πάλιν ἤθελεν οὐδὲ νέεσθαι,
ἀλλ᾽ αὐτοῦ βούλοντο μετ᾽ ἀνδράσι Λωτοφάγοισι
λωτὸν ἐρεπτόμενοι μενέμεν νόστου τε λαθέσθαι.’
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‘But whoever ate the honey-sweet fruit of the lotus was unwilling to take any message
back nor to go away, but they wanted to stay there with the lotus-eating men,
remaining and feeding on lotus and forgetting the return home.’
Although the lotus fruit may take away the pain of separation from home, feeling that pain is
necessary to achieve a successful return home. Odysseus spent seven years on Calypso’s
island alone after his companions perished at sea, but did not forget his homeland despite the
grief that remembering home caused him (Od. 5.151-153). Even though, at Od. 1.55-57,
Athena tells Zeus that the goddess was keen for Odysseus to remain with her forever:
‘τοῦ θυγάτηρ δύστηνον ὀδυρόμενον κατερύκει,

αἰεὶ δὲ μαλακοῖσι καὶ αἱμυλίοισι λόγοισιν
θέλγει, ὅπως Ἰθάκης ἐπιλήσεται·’
‘His [Atlas’] daughter [Calypso] it is who keeps back that wretched unfortunate man,
but always with soft and wheedling words enchants him, so that he may forget
Ithaca.’
But Odysseus rejects her offer of immortality, as by staying with the goddess he faces eternal
alienation from his own society. 1000 Thus at Od. 5.219-220 he prefers to preserve his social
identity and return home:
‘ἀλλὰ καὶ ὣς ἐθέλω καὶ ἐέλδομαι ἤματα πάντα
οἴκαδέ τ᾽ ἐλθέμεναι καὶ νόστιμον ἦμαρ ἰδέσθαι.’
‘but even so what I wish for and long for all the time is to go back to my house and
see the day of my return.’
Thus, it is evident that Odysseus’ longing for home is stronger than all the comforts and
delights that a goddess can offer.
Although the Phaeacians, after hearing his tales of adventure, provide transport for Odysseus
to his homeland, on his arrival, he does not recognize Ithaca (Od. 13.187-196): Athena has
covered the land with mist to hide him from the townspeople until she has disguised him:
τοὔνεκ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἀλλοειδέα φαινέσκετο πάντα ἄνακτι,
ἀτραπιτοί τε διηνεκέες λιμένες τε πάνορμοι
πέτραι τ᾽ ἠλίβατοι καὶ δένδρεα τηλεθόωντα.
As a result of this all things seemed of strange appearance to their master, the
pathways, the continuous bays always fit for landing in, the steep rocky cliffs and the
flourishing trees.
See Alexopoulou 2009: 25-26 for the explanation that Calypso’s name comes from the verb καλύπτειν (to
cover) and ‘suggests darkness’.
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The landscape of Ithaca -- its rugged outlines, its mountain, and the islands nearby -- plays an
important part of the concept of home for Odysseus. But the pleasure of recognition has been
briefly denied him and his home is now unfamiliar to him.1001 Once Athena lifts the mist,
however, at Od. 13.353-354 Odysseus recognises his homeland and is overjoyed:
γήθησέν τ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἔπειτα πολύτλας δῖος Ὀδυσσεύς,
χαίρων ᾗ γαίῃ, κύσε δὲ ζείδωρον ἄρουραν.
And then much-enduring godlike Odysseus was glad, rejoicing in his own land, and
he kissed the fruitful grain-bearing land.
The very soil of his homeland inspires great emotion in Odysseus and an immediate physical
response of gratitude for his return home. But, although Odysseus has reached his native
land, his return home will only be successfully achieved if he is recognised and
acknowledged by his family and community.
Reunion. At Od. 16.188-189 the first person on Ithaca to whom Odysseus reveals himself is
his son Telemachus:
‘ἀλλὰ πατὴρ τεός εἰμι, τοῦ εἵνεκα σὺ στεναχίζων
πάσχεις ἄλγεα πολλά, βίας ὑποδέγμενος ἀνδρῶν.’
‘But I am your father, on account of whom you lament and suffer many troubles, as
you endure the violence of men.’
Their reunion is full of emotion. At Od. 16.213-219 both father and son weep:
ὣς ἄρα φωνήσας κατ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἕζετο, Τηλέμαχος δὲ
ἀμφιχυθεὶς πατέρ᾽ ἐσθλὸν ὀδύρετο, δάκρυα λείβων,
ἀμφοτέροισι δὲ τοῖσιν ὑφ᾽ ἵμερος ὦρτο γόοιο·
κλαῖον δὲ λιγέως, ἀδινώτερον ἤ τ᾽ οἰωνοί,
φῆναι ἢ αἰγυπιοὶ γαμψώνυχες, οἷσί τε τέκνα
ἀγρόται ἐξείλοντο πάρος πετεηνὰ γενέσθαι·
ὣς ἄρα τοί γ᾽ ἐλεεινὸν ὑπ᾽ ὀφρύσι δάκρυον εἶβον.
So saying, he sat down, and Telemachus, embracing his good father wept, shedding
tears, and both felt a longing for lamentation. And they wailed shrilly, more
vehemently than birds, than ospreys or vultures with crooked talons, whose chicks
country people have taken from their nest before they were fledged; just so pitifully
tears fell from beneath their brows.
Their tears are not purely joyful, as they are both full of grief for the time they have lost. As I
discussed in Chapter Six, bird similes in Homer tend to represent not only the natural
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instincts of birds but also powerful emotional states that are shared by humans. Friedrich
argues, moreover, that vultures in Homeric similes are quite ambiguous; although often
presented as scavengers of dead bodies and the despair of death, they are associated too, as in
this passage, with strong parental emotions.1002 Through this vulture-simile the poet tells us
that the reunion of Odysseus and Telemachus is bitter-sweet in tone.
Although Odysseus, disguised as a beggar, continues to withhold his true identity from
Penelope, at Od. 21.207-208 he draws aside the herdsmen, Philoetius and Eumaeus, and
revealing himself to them, proclaims his identity triumphantly:
‘ἔνδον μὲν δὴ ὅδ᾽ αὐτὸς ἐγώ, κακὰ πολλὰ μογήσας
ἤλυθον εἰκοστῷ ἔτεϊ ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν.’
‘I, myself, am truly at home now, having suffered many trials, I have come in the
twentieth year to my native land.’
After the suitors and disloyal maidservants have been killed, and after husband and wife are
finally reunited, at Od. 23.210-212 Penelope emphasizes the time that they have lost by their
separation:
‘………………….θεοὶ δ᾽ ὤπαζον ὀϊζύν,
οἳ νῶϊν ἀγάσαντο παρ᾽ ἀλλήλοισι μένοντε
ἥβης ταρπῆναι καὶ γήραος οὐδὸν ἱκέσθαι.’
‘…it is the gods who sent us misery, the gods who felt envy that we two remaining
together should enjoy our youth and then come to the threshold of old age.’
Owing to the long absence of Odysseus, his family members have lost time that they might
have shared, which can never be recovered. At her insistence, at Od. 23.281-284 Odysseus
informs Penelope of Teiresias’ prophecy, which he had heard when he had visited the seer in
Hades (Od. 11.121-134).1003 Teiresias’ prophecy requires Odysseus, having returned home, to
leave Ithaca once more and establish a temple to Poseidon in a place far from the sea, and
while there to make a sacrifice (Od. 11.121-125). Once at a place where no-one knows what
an oar is used for, Odysseus must fix the oar in the ground and make an offering to Poseidon
(Od. 11.126-130). Thus, Odysseus must propitiate the god before he can return home
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permanently, leaving his return story -- even after twenty years -- unresolved. The final part
of the prophecy, at Od. 23. 281-284, is somewhat ambiguous:1004
………………….θάνατος δέ μοι ἐξ ἁλὸς αὐτῷ
ἀβληχρὸς μάλα τοῖος ἐλεύσεται, ὅς κέ με πέφνῃ
γήρας ὕπο λιπαρῷ ἀρημένον· ἀμφὶ δὲ λαοὶ
ὄλβιοι ἔσσονται·’
‘…and death shall come to me myself away from the sea, a very easy death, which
will strike me as I suffer ripe old age; but my people about me will be prosperous.’
It appears that, despite his long absence on the Trojan campaign, Odysseus’ return home will
be only temporary, although there is some comfort for the couple regarding his ultimate
future.1005 Odysseus’ restless nature, his curiosity about the world and his desire for possible
new opportunities to gain wealth, however, are in constant tension with his attachment to his
family and to his native land, which does not lapse on his return home from Troy.1006
The last family reunion of the Odyssey is between Odysseus and his father Laertes. In order
to see him once again, Odysseus, at Od. 24.233-240, makes his way to the family orchard and
vineyard, which play a crucial role in Laertes’ recognition of his son:1007
τὸν δ᾽ ὡς οὖν ἐνόησε πολύτλας δῖος Ὀδυσσεὺς
γήραϊ τειρόμενον, μέγα δὲ φρεσὶ πένθος ἔχοντα,
στὰς ἄρ᾽ ὑπὸ βλωθρὴν ὄγχνην κατὰ δάκρυον εἶβε.
μερμήριξε δ᾽ ἔπειτα κατὰ φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυμὸν
κύσσαι καὶ περιφῦναι ἑὸν πατέρ᾽, ἠδὲ ἕκαστα
εἰπεῖν, ὡς ἔλθοι καὶ ἵκοιτ᾽ ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν,
ἦ πρῶτ᾽ ἐξερέοιτο ἕκαστά τε πειρήσαιτο.
ὧδε δέ οἱ φρονέοντι δοάσσατο κέρδιον εἶναι,
πρῶτον κερτομίοις ἐπέεσσιν πειρηθῆναι.
Now, when much-enduring noble Odysseus saw him [Laertes], weakened with old
age and with great grief in his heart, he shed tears as he stood beneath a tall pear tree.
Then he debated in mind and heart whether to kiss and embrace his father and tell him
all, how he had returned and had come to his native land, or whether he should first
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question him, and test him on everything. And, on thinking about it, it seemed to him
to be the better course to test him first with mocking words.
It is the trees of the orchard that are emotionally symbolic for the father-son bond in this
scene, as Laertes had given to Odysseus as a child not only the pear tree but also other fruit
trees and vines in the orchard (Od. 24. 336-344). But first Odysseus, not revealing his identity
immediately, tests the old man, saying that he saw Odysseus five years ago (Od. 24.309-314).
At Od. 24.315-317 this news overwhelms Laertes:
ὣς φάτο, τὸν δ᾽ ἄχεος νεφέλη ἐκάλυψε μέλαινα·
ἀμφοτέρῃσι δὲ χερσὶν ἑλὼν κόνιν αἰθαλόεσσαν
χεύατο κὰκ κεφαλῆς πολιῆς, ἁδινὰ στεναχίζων.
So he [Odysseus] spoke, and a dark cloud of grief engulfed him [Laertes]; taking in
both hands the sooty dust he poured it down over his grey head, groaning deeply.
His father’s emotional reaction to news of his son, who he thinks is dead, affects Odysseus
deeply:
τοῦ δ᾽ ὠρίνετο θυμός, ἀνὰ ῥῖνας δέ οἱ ἤδη
δριμὺ μένος προὔτυψε φίλον πατέρ᾽ εἰσορόωντι.
κύσσε δέ μιν περιφὺς ἐπιάλμενος, ἠδὲ προσηύδα·
‘κεῖνος μέν τοι ὅδ᾽ αὐτὸς ἐγώ, πάτερ, ὃν σὺ μεταλλᾷς,
ἤλυθον εἰκοστῷ ἔτεϊ ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν.’
His [Odysseus’] heart was stirred up, and now in his nostrils a sharp pain pressed on
him, looking upon his dear father. Springing on him he kissed and embraced him, and
spoke: ‘Oh father, I am he, the one you spoke about, who has come back to his
fatherland after twenty years.’
Odysseus’ strong emotion on beholding his father’s grief manifests itself in an uncontrollable
physical response in his nose, the sting that often precedes crying. Odysseus hastens to
embrace his father and reassure Laertes of his identity. It is noteworthy that, in revealing his
return home to his father, the word πάτερ (father) is repeated in close proximity to πατρίδα
(fatherland), emphasising the fundamental connection between place and personal
attachment. Cautiously, Laertes asks for a sign that it is really Odysseus before him, not an
imposter. By showing Laertes his scar and by identifying and naming all the trees and vines
of the family plot, including the pear tree, Odysseus finally convinces the old man that his
son indeed has finally returned to his father’s land (Od. 24.331-344).1008
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But not everyone in Ithaca is overjoyed at Odysseus’ return. At Od. 24.426-429 the father of
one of the suitors Eupeithes, at the assembly called after the death of the suitors, describes the
impact of Odysseus’ actions on the local nobility:
‘ὦ φίλοι, ἦ μέγα ἔργον ἀνὴρ ὅδ᾽ ἐμήσατ᾽ Ἀχαιούς·
τοὺς μὲν σὺν νήεσσιν ἄγων πολέας τε καὶ ἐσθλοὺς
ὤλεσε μὲν νῆας γλαφυράς, ἀπὸ δ᾽ ὤλεσε λαούς·
τοὺς δ᾽ ἐλθὼν ἔκτεινε Κεφαλλήνων ὄχ᾽ ἀρίστους…’
‘Oh friends, this man has contrived great troubles for the Achaeans; firstly, leading
many good men away with him in his ships, he lost the hollow ships and all the men
perished; then on returning he killed those who were the best of the Cephallenians...’
His words reveal the dark side and the human cost for the Ithacans of Odysseus’ adventures.
At Od. 24.528 Eupeithes persuades a large number of Ithacans to attack Odysseus and his
small band of family and retainers:
καί νύ κε δὴ πάντας ὄλεσαν καὶ ἔθηκαν ἀνόστους,
and now they would have killed them all and put an end to their return,
The interventions of Zeus and Athena stop another massacre, which would have resulted in
an unsuccessful homecoming for Odysseus. In order to promote peace, at Od. 24.482-486
Zeus advises Athena to take action:
‘ἐπεὶ δὴ μνηστῆρας ἐτίσατο δῖος Ὀδυσσεύς,
ὅρκια πιστὰ ταμόντες ὁ μὲν βασιλευέτω αἰεί,
ἡμεῖς δ᾽ αὖ παίδων τε κασιγνήτων τε φόνοιο
ἔκλησιν θέωμεν· τοὶ δ᾽ ἀλλήλους φιλεόντων
ὡς τὸ πάρος, πλοῦτος δὲ καὶ εἰρήνη ἅλις ἔστω.’
‘Now that noble Odysseus has punished the suitors, let them make solemn oaths that
he will be king all his days, and let us moreover make them forget the deaths of their
sons and brothers; and, loving one another as before, let wealth and peace abound.’
By her intervention the goddess achieves not only the safe return of Odysseus, but also the
final restoration of order by re-affirming him as king thereby ending any further thoughts of
vengeance on the part of either Odysseus or the remaining Ithacan nobles.1009 This solution is
imposed on the suitors’ kinsmen, requiring permanent ‘amnesia’ over the loss of their loved
ones and enforced by the edict of Zeus.1010 Odysseus’ homecoming is, therefore, somewhat
clouded by his previous actions, requiring the intervention of the gods to put an end to the
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endless cycle of revenge among men. Moreover, his homecoming is provisional, not
permanent, as his curiosity and restlessness are such an essential part of his personality that it
is certain that, despite his deep attachment to his native land, he is destined to further
departures from his home and family in the future. This tension between competing
motivations, those of place attachment and curiosity about the world, is unresolved. Thus, the
poem is open-ended, resisting a predictable and completely satisfying closure.1011 I propose
that this tension is evidence of an emotional faultline in the Homeric portrayal of place
attachment.
Longing for Home in Derek Walcott’s Omeros
Overview. Derek Walcott, who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1992, was born in Saint
Lucia, a predominantly French-speaking and Catholic country. Walcott himself, however,
was of mixed British and African descent.1012 His poetry thus reflects an interest in migration,
particularly the forced migration of African slaves.1013 The dislocation of African slaves from
their country of origin and the brutal circumstances of their relocation to the Caribbean by
colonial masters to work on plantations have caused an on-going sense of displacement and
loss of identity for their descendants. Andromache Karanika argues that the personal trauma
of the slaves can be passed on to subsequent generations and can be termed ‘post-memory’
trauma.1014 Certainly, this topic became an abiding theme for Walcott and other Caribbean
writers of his generation.1015 Yet, for Walcott, the natural beauty of the Caribbean landscape
and the new hybrid creole culture that has developed in the region, had the potential to heal
the wounds of slavery and create a new shared future.1016 For Walcott too, the survival and
endurance of the ordinary people of St Lucia, despite their poverty and bleak history, was a
form of heroism that, in his view, was worthy of being celebrated in poetry. 1017
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Walcott often found inspiration for his poetry in the Homeric epics, describing the Caribbean
Sea as the ‘New Aegean’ owing to the similarity of their marine and island geographies.1018
In his view, the sea itself acts as an alternative and neutral way to view the passing of time
compared to the written history of humankind that may erase or at least offer a different
perspective on the injustices of the past.1019 With reference to the inhabitants of this seacentered world, Walcott has called the Ancient Greeks ‘the niggers of the Mediterranean’ for
their cultural hybridity.1020 Justine McConnell suggests that Walcott was aware of Martin
Bernal’s controversial book Black Athena, and was persuaded by Bernal’s arguments
regarding the diversity of the Ancient Greek world, which included African influences as
well as Middle Eastern.1021 In Bernal’s view, African influences had been dismissed or
ignored by scholars, resulting in the history and culture of the Ancient Greeks being
‘bleached’ to conform to the racist agendas of Europe of the nineteenth century.1022 In
describing the influence of colonisation on modern reception of Homeric epic, Hardwick
suggests that Walcott was fully aware of the ‘cultural power’ of Homeric allusions but also
recognised that this power has been appropriated in various ways over time.1023 She argues
that Walcott used Homer’s cultural power not only to create new meanings, but also to
challenge audience expectations and reveal alternative perspectives by portraying ‘social
values and contexts’ that are foreign yet still recognizable.1024 I argue that it is the emotion of
place attachment that enables readers to recognize the fundamental link between the world of
Homer and the very different world of Walcott.
In relocating his poem from the Mediterranean to the Caribbean, Walcott transformed Homer
into a blind bard with African ancestry.1025 But, despite re-using Homeric names for his
characters, Walcott had an ambivalent relationship with the Homeric epics, claiming that he
had never read them in their entirety and that Caribbean culture had as much value as a

1018

Walcott 1970: 16. Walcott’s poem Sea Grapes (1976) and poetic autobiography Another Life (1973) are
good examples of Walcott’s continued poetic interest in Homeric epic.
1019
Thieme 1999: 161.
1020
See Brown and Johnson 1990: 216.
1021
McConnell 2013: 108-109 and 118.
1022
Bernal 1987: 1-2.
1023
Hardwick 1997: 337-338.
1024
Hardwick 1997: 327.
1025
The tradition of Homer as blind was established in antiquity. See Hymn to Apollo: 165ff.

226

Eurocentric vision of the world.1026 This response is common to post-colonial writers.1027 But
we must acknowledge that Walcott spent much of his professional life in the northern
hemisphere, particularly in the United States. There he found a wider, more cosmopolitan
audience for his poems. John Thieme argues that the Homeric figure of Odysseus, in
particular, symbolized for Walcott his personal experience of continually being pulled
between ‘restless journeying’ for intellectual fulfilment and a ‘longing for home’ that may no
longer be entirely satisfying.1028
In Omeros, a seven thousand line poem, Walcott recounts the story of two St. Lucian
fishermen, Achille and Hector. They are rivals for the affections of a local girl called Helen,
who had previously worked for a retired English major and his wife Maud. Loosely based on
the Homeric Odysseus and Penelope, the couple represent the white colonial segment of St
Lucian society. Thus the characters of the Iliad and the Odyssey are mingled in the poem.
There is, however, no-one who is named Odysseus.1029 Instead, the figure of Odysseus is
represented for the most part by the theme of odysseys or journeys undertaken by a number
of characters in their efforts to find their true home.1030 The odysseys include that of Walcott,
who as the narrator of the poem inserts himself into the poem and at pivotal moments in the
story converses with the bard figure Omeros. This ‘self-reflexivity’, although a common
element of post-modernist works, is present already in the Odyssey, as I have noted above.1031
For Walcott, this self-reflexivity allows a large portion of the poem to stray from the story of
the fishermen to an autobiographical account of Walcott’s life and travels in North America
and Europe, including an examination of the tragic history of the native Indians of North
America.1032 Furthermore, Walcott believed that traces of the original indigenous people of St
Lucia were still an important aspect of Caribbean history; the former presence of the Aurac
tribe is remembered by an exceptionally long-lived lizard of the island at O: 4-5:
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….The slit pods of its eyes
ripened in a pause that lasted for centuries
that rose with the Aurac’s smoke till a new race
unknown to the lizard stood measuring the trees.
Smoke, for Walcott, represents not only the comfort of home, but also nostalgia for a home
that is lost (O: 234).
In contrast to the beginning of the Iliad, where Homer calls upon the muse of poetry to sing
of Achilles’ anger (Il. 1.1-5), at O: 320 Walcott describes the subject of his poem as his own
inspiration, and, only near the end of the poem, announces:
I sang of quiet Achille, Afolabe’s son,
who never ascended in an elevator,
who had no passport, since the horizon needs none,
never begged nor borrowed, was nobody’s waiter,
whose end, when it comes, will be a death by water
(which is not for this book, which will remain unknown
and unread by him). I sang the only slaughter
that brought him delight, and that from necessity -of fish, sang the channels of his back in the sun.
I sang our wide country, the Caribbean Sea.
The death of Achille, like that of Achilles in the Iliad, occurs outside the poem. But Omeros,
despite its protagonist being called Achille, is more concerned with the Odyssean theme of
returning home by sea than with battles and war.1033 Walcott’s Achille is a gentle man, not a
warrior intent on killing for glory, but a man who kills only fish in order to survive.1034 And
his culture is oral and non-literate. Thus it is unlikely that the people who Walcott portrays
will be able to read the poem that celebrates their lives.
A second subject of his poem is the Caribbean Sea, which is, at O: 14, personified in the bard
Omeros:
….I said, “Omeros,’
and O was the conch-shells invocation, mer was
both mother and sea in our Antillean patois,
os, a grey bone, and the white surf as it crashes.
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By transporting Homer from the Aegean to the Caribbean and creolising his name and that of
his main character, Walcott adopts the characters and relationships that Homer described,
and, yet, at the same time he makes them specific to another time and place.1035 His aim is to
define and describe his own world of St Lucia through poetry to the wider world.1036 His
relationship with the Homeric legacy, however, is complicated. On the one hand, Walcott
appears to view Homer as his muse, who has always inspired him.1037 At O: 283 the narrator
says:
….‟I have always heard
your voice in that sea, master, it was the same song
of the desert shaman, and when I was a boy
your name was as wide as a bay, as I walked along
the curled brow of the surf; the word ‘Homer’ meant joy,
joy in battle, in work, in death, then the numbered peace
of the surf’s benedictions, it rose in the cedars,
…Master, I was the freshest of all your readers.”
It seems that by transposing Homer to the Caribbean setting, the narrator feels he is able to
read and appreciate Homer in a new way, different from that of previous readers in other
locations.1038 For him, Homer is a poet of the sea and of the natural world, not tied to a
particular historical period; in fact he transcends time.1039 On the other hand, as Oliver Taplin
suggests, there is an ‘ambivalence, a simultaneous embracing and fending off’, of Homeric
influence.1040 As narrator in his poem, at O: 283 Walcott claims to Omeros that he has not
read the Odyssey - or not all of it:
….“I have never read it,”
I said, “Not all the way through…”
In an interview, Walcott claimed not to know much more than the names of the characters in
the Iliad, saying, ‘Maybe I was scared of the Iliad because -- I don’t want to be swallowed
up, in a sense, by Homeric comparison’.1041 Joe Moffett argues, however, that by inserting
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himself and Omeros into the text as characters, Walcott acknowledges Homer’s influence and
the authority of the Western literary tradition but, at the same time, questions the assumptions
of colonial oppression and the relationship of Caribbean writers to the European tradition.1042
Indeed, this view is validated when, at O: 271 the narrator wishes he could see his character
Helen, but without her Homeric shadow:
….There, in her head of ebony,
there was no real need for the historian’s
remorse, nor for literature’s. Why not see Helen
as the sun saw her, with no Homeric shadow,
swinging her plastic sandals on that beach alone,
as fresh as the sea-wind? Why make the smoke a door?
Despite this overtly expressed desire, the poet-narrator seems unable to shake off his
characters’ Homeric connections. Hardwick suggests that the names of Walcott’s local
characters are reminders of the former plantation culture, which replaced the African names
of slaves with ‘classical’ names such as Achille, Helen and Hector.1043 At O: 271 this
classical past is seen somewhat ambivalently by the narrator as ‘[a]ll that Greek manure
under the green bananas’. This phrase creates the impression that, despite the imperial roots
of a classical education, Caribbean culture is fundamentally enriched in the poet’s mind by
the vestiges of Ancient Greek culture, which he believes belongs as much to Africans as it
does to Europeans.1044 It could also be argued that Walcott recognises that the poetry of
Homer belongs to a similar oral tradition.1045
Separation. It is through the figure of Philoctete, Achille’s closest friend, that Walcott first
channels the pain of slavery and the loss of an African homeland.1046 Philoctete can no longer
fish owing to a painful wound caused ostensibly by an anchor. Thus, at O: 19, he is separated
from the work of his companions:
He believed the swelling came from the chained ankles
of his grandfathers. Or else why was there no cure?
That the cross he carried was not only the anchor’s
but that of his race, for a village black and poor.
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Philoctete still feels the wounds of slavery. At O: 21 maddened by his pain, he goes out to his
garden to cut yams:
He hacked them at the heel, noticing how they curled,
head-down without their roots. He cursed the yams:
“Salope!
You all see what it’s like without roots in this world!”
Philoctete feels that, like the yams, he too is without roots and is overwhelmed by his despair
and alienation. But, unlike his mythological counterpart, he is not abandoned or rejected by
his comrades.1047 And he is not the only character who is wounded. Philoctete works on the
pig farm of Major Plunkett, a former British army officer. Plunkett received a head injury in
World War II, which has not fully healed. His wound indicates that both the former
fisherman and the farmer are affected by the wounds of colonisation.1048 But Major Plunkett
is losing his attachment to his birth-place and at O: 61 is starting to prefer the landscape of St
Lucia:
England seemed to him merely the place of his birth.
How odd to prefer, over its pastoral sites -reasonable leaves shading reasonable earth -These loud-mouthed forests on their illiterate heights,
these springs speaking a dialect that cooled his mind
more than pastures with castles! To prefer the hush
Of a hazed Atlantic worried by the salt wind!
The dramatic and luxuriant tropical landscape of the island appeals to him more. His wife
Maud, however, never loses her attachment to the landscape and climate of her birth-place
Ireland, although she appreciates the beauty of the island (O: 63). Like her Odyssean
counterpart Penelope, Maud is a textile-worker: she sews a silk tapestry of the birds of the
island, which eventually becomes her funeral shroud. It is evident that Maud’s death
symbolizes the end of empire in St Lucia.1049 At O: 25 at his club Plunkett begins to
recognise the impact of his own and other foreign cultures’ colonial past:
The regimental brandies stiffened on the shelves
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near Napoleonic cognacs. All history
in a dusty Beefeater’s gin. We helped ourselves
to these green islands like olives from a saucer,
munched on the pith, then spat their sucked stones on a plate,
like a melon’s black seeds...
Plunkett realises that the colonizer’s view of history will be seen differently in the new postIndependence society. At O: 323 the narrator describes how poor inhabitants of St. Lucia
have been seen both as uncivilized beasts by their colonial masters and as resources to be
exploited in their ignorance:
And Achille himself had been one of those children
whose voices are surf under a galvanized roof;
sheep bleating in the schoolyard; a Caribbean
whose woolly crests were the backs of the Cyclop’s flock,
with the smart man under one’s belly...
Not only is the children’s hair reminiscent of the fleece of the sheep that Odysseus and his
comrades hide under to make their escape from the Cyclops’ cave (Od. 9.427-465), but their
hair is similar to the hair of Odysseus’ lost herald Eurybates.1050
Hector too suffers emotionally from a wound similar to that of the other characters. Although
Helen has left Achille for him, and he has a new job as a taxi driver, Hector is still not happy:
….Why had he bought this chariot
and left the sea. He believed she still loved Achille,
and that is why, through palm-shadows, the leopard shot
with its flaming wound that speed alone could not heal.
He misses his former quiet life on the sea and his companions and his connection to the
landscape that brought him solace (O: 118). Some critics have described Walcott’s emphasis
on the fishermen’s spiritual richness and connection with nature as nostalgia for a lost
world.1051 Certainly at O: 231 Hector feels ashamed of his new job and regrets his lost
connection to the natural world:
He’d paid the penalty of giving up the sea
…for the taxi business; he was making money,

1050
1051

In Od. 19.246 Euybates is described as: μελανόχροος, οὐλοκάρηνος (dark-skinned and curly-haired).
Burnett 2000: 50-51; Friedman 2007: 464-465.

232

But all of that money was making him ashamed
of the long afternoons of shouting by the wharf
hustling passengers. He missed the uncertain sand
under his feet, he sighed for the trough of a wave,
and the jerk of an oar when it turned in his hand,
and the rose conch sunset with its low pelicans.
Walcott believed that the simple values of community and nature were more important than
development and regretted that the former simple way of life of the island was being eroded
by tourism.1052 He feared that the islanders were losing their self-respect and, moreover, that
as a result a new form of slavery was developing on the island (O: 107).
Believing Helen is lost to him forever, Achille starts his search for a new home. In his canoe
on the water, at O: 129 Achille feels the same pain as Philoctete:
….Out of the depths of his ritual
baptism something was rising, some white memory
…corpses wrapped like the sail, and ice-sweating Achille
…sickened and was ill. His jaw slackened. A gull
screeched whirling backwards, and it was the tribal
sorrow that Philoctete could not drown in alcohol.
This passage refers to the almost universal practice on the voyage from Africa to the
Caribbean of throwing sick or dead slaves, wrapped in a sail, overboard. Dead slaves were
thus seen as property rather than people who died on the voyage. In this way insurance
money could be claimed for the ‘cargo’ loss.1053 Patke argues that the resulting displacement
caused by slavery pushed Caribbean writers like Walcott to explore ideas of ‘real or symbolic
journeys, in a constant and restless search for a home’, in order to ease the pain and grief of
this displacement.1054 Because of the ancestral memory of loss caused by slavery, at O: 134
Achille:
…felt the homesick shame
and pain of his Africa...
Paula Burnett writes that this feeling of shame is characteristic of the bitter memory of forced
migration common to many inhabitants of the Caribbean, including Walcott, who, as a result,
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had an unfulfilled longing for Africa.1055 Although Africa is no longer home, the trauma of
the past must be acknowledged and re-visited before it can be laid to rest.1056
For Walcott, the way to achieve this reconciliation was through poetry.1057 This idea is
demonstrated when the narrator ‘talks’ with his dead father, who encourages him to write of
the native women he had seen as a boy, carrying baskets of coal, in order to record the lives
of the marginalised and oppressed in poetry (O: 74).1058 And, at O: 72, it is the narrator’s
father who takes on a role similar to that of the prophet Tiresias in the Odyssey, when he
advises his son to:
…simplify
your life to one emblem, a sail leaving harbour
And a sail coming in...
He implies that his son’s life will be symbolized by a series of never-ending journeys. It is in
these journeys that the poet will find his inspiration.
The Bard. Along with the narrator, who, like Odysseus, is a self-conscious poet of his own
poem, the other bard figure in Omeros goes by a number of different names, of either local or
global significance depending on his physical location in the poem.1059 He is for the most part
a humble oral poet who plays a key role in the lives of all the characters in the poem,
including the narrator.1060 At times he appears to speak from an object like a vase (O: 15) or,
at O:12, as if made of marble:
Except for one hand he sat as still as marble,
with his egg-white eyes, fingers recounting the past
of another sea, measured by the stroking oars.
The other sea referred to here is the Aegean Sea. So this bard more closely resembles the
traditional European image of Homer as a man sculpted in white marble.1061 And, like the
bard Demodocus in the Odyssey (Od. 8.62-64), this bard is blind. But, at O: 17-18, the bard
in another persona also spends time in the No Pain Café with Ma Kilman, a local wise
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woman. Here at the café, he is a poor, itinerant man and an occasional musician, part of black
Caribbean folk-culture.1062 The bard is also a prophet, who tells Philoctete that Achille is
absent at O: 154 and the reason why:1063
….“His name
is what he out looking for, his name and his soul.”
His blindness allows him to concentrate on the essential nature of the world. For this reason,
at O: 12-13 he is an inspiration for the narrator:1064
….Only in you, across centuries
of the sea’s parchment atlas, can I catch the noise
of the surf lines wandering like the shambling fleece
Of the lighthouse’s flock, that Cyclops whose blind eye
shut from the sunlight.
It is through the sea that Walcott’s bard is connected to the Homeric bard across time. And, at
O: 283, in answer to the narrator’s admission that he has not read the Odyssey all the way
through and fears that the Homeric poems are not relevant to the Caribbean experience as the
gods depicted there are no longer worshipped, the bard says:
“Forget the gods,” Omeros growled, “and read the rest.”
Although the Homeric gods may not be relevant in the Caribbean religious context, the bard
suggests that the characters of Homeric epic, their relationships, and their attachments -- their
story -- still offer inspiration to the modern poet.
The Bird of Return. Along with the bard, a bird of return plays a symbolic role of
homecoming similar to that of the swallow in the Odyssey.1065 The bird marks pivotal
moments in the story and connects the old and new worlds inhabited by the characters.1066
But the bird travels across the Atlantic to Africa instead of following the normal north-south
routes of migrating birds.1067 Centuries before, a swift had brought a seed from Africa that
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has grown into a tree in the forest of St Lucia (O: 238). Ma Kilman rediscovers her ancestral
medicinal knowledge by following a line of ants from the church into the forest. She too has
carried the wound of self-hate that slavery has imposed, and, at O: 244, she wonders:
Why the ants sent her this message to come to the wood
where the wound of the flower, its gangrene, its rage
festering for centuries, reeked with corrupted blood,
Seeped the pustular drops instead of sunlit dew
into the skull, the brain of the earth, in the mind
ashamed of its flesh, its hair...
Ma Kilman uses the leaves from the forest tree to make a bath for Philoctete, which cures his
wound (O: 246),1068 as well as the narrator’s, who says at O: 245:
See her there, my mother, my grandmother, my great-great
grandmother. See the black ants of their sons,
their coal-carrying mothers. Feel the shame, the self-hate
draining from all our bodies...
By using an African medicinal plant, the wound caused by the memory of transported
African slave ancestors is cured but not forgotten.1069 The narrator believes that the shame of
slavery should belong to the oppressors not to the victims of slavery and that history can be
re-written to emphasize the survival and endurance of the slaves, as well as their suffering.1070
The swift also becomes Achille’s guide and reconciles him to his environment.1071 At O: 6
while chopping down trees to make canoes:
Achille looked up at the hole the laurel had left.
He saw the hole silently healing with the foam
of a cloud like a breaker. Then he saw the swift
Crossing the cloud-surf, a small thing, far from its home,
confused by the waves of blue hills. A thorn vine
gripped his heel. He tugged it free...
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The swift is likened to a wanderer or a sailor far from home, a kind of surrogate Odysseus.1072
Achille suffers from the same wound of slavery as Philoctete, but it catches him in his heel,
like his Homeric namesake.1073 In despair over losing Helen, at O: 125 in his canoe, Achille
watches the swift and engages in introspection:
From his heart’s depth he knew she was never coming
back, as he followed the skipping of a sea-swift
over the waves changing hills, as if the humming
horizon-bow had made Africa the target
of its tiny arrow. When he saw the swift flail
and vanish in a trough he knew he’d lost Helen.
The arrival of the swift foreshadows the beginning of Achille’s inner journey home. 1074
Africa becomes the symbol for home instead of St Lucia, his birth-place.1075 But, even so, in
his canoe, Achille, at O: 126, recognises the beauty of his island home and his deep
connection to the sea:1076
He fitted the trawling rods. Achille felt the rim
of the brimming morning being brought like a gift
by the handles of the headland. He was at home.
This was his garden. God bless the speed of the swift,
God bless the wet head of the mate sparkling with foam,
and his heart trembled with enormous tenderness
For the purple-blue water and the wilting shore
tight and thin as a fishline, and the hill’s blue smoke.
His occupation brings him joy and a sense of belonging to the sea and the island, which is
almost awe.1077 Yet, at O: 126, the bird becomes his guide as he begins what Gregson Davis
calls ‘his psychic quest for self-knowledge’ and search for his origins.1078 Yet, along with joy,
the homecoming swift can also symbolize loss and death. At O: 127 Achille is frightened by
what he is seeing in his reverse journey:1079
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His cold heart was heaving in the ancestral swell
of the ocean that had widened around the last
point where the Trades bent the almonds like a candleflame. He stood as the swift suddenly shot past
the hull, so closely that he thought he heard a cry
from the small parted beak, and he saw the whole world
globed in the passing sorrow of her sleepless eye.
His journey is like the κατάβασις (visit to the underworld) of Odysseus, and, like him,
Achille is now a sailor rather than a fisherman. As a sailor, he visualises, at O: 128, all the
unknown slaves who died unrecorded by history on the passage out from Africa.1080 In his
dream journey Achille travels back in time with the swift and reaches the African river
village of his ancestors. At O: 136, as he floats down the river to his ancestral village, he is
noticed by native women:
Women paused at their work, then smiled at the warrior
returning from his battle with smoke, from the kingdom
where he had been captured, they cried and were happy.
His arrival amidst smoke suggests what Davis calls a ‘clouded vision of the experience of
homecoming’, which reveals the emotional ambivalence of return journeys.1081 Instead of
feeling joy like the tribal women, Achille’s dream, at O: 141, is filled with melancholy:
The sadness sank into him slowly that he was home -that dawn-sadness which ghosts have for their graves,
Because the future reversed itself in him.
He was his own memory, the shadow under the pier.
His African home is thus a home for the dead and their memories, not unlike Homeric Hades.
At O: 149, Achille meets a bard called ‘Seven Seas’, an African Shaman-like figure, who
describes the original wound and loss of home suffered by the tribe:
“We were the colour of shadows when we came down
with tinkling leg-irons to join the chains of the sea,
for the silver coins multiplying on the sold horizon,
And these shadows are reprinted now on the white sand
of antipodal coasts, your ashen ancestors
from the Bight of Benin, from the margin of Guinea.
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The bard expresses the suffering of his tribe.1082 Yet, despite their brutal treatment, at O: 149150, the narrator implies there is hope for their future:
But they crossed, they survived. There is the epical splendour.1083
….So there went Ashanti one way, the Mandingo another,
the Ibo another, the Guinea. Now each man was a nation
in himself, without mother, father, brother.
The enslaved tribes are separated and belong nowhere any longer. But, at O: 151, this
experience of separation from their homeland can also be seen as a uniting force, as is their
arrival in a new land surrounded by sea:
Yet they felt the sea-wind tying them into one nation
of eyes and shadows and groans, in the one pain
that is inconsolable, the loss of one’s shore...
The loss of an original home leaves an emotional hole that can never be entirely repaired. The
bard in his persona of Seven Seas talks to the narrator about his longing for home. Echoing
the journeys of Odysseus to many cities, which the Odyssean poet announces in Od. 1. 3-4, at
O: 291 the bard reinforces the words of the narrator’s father that any journey is formed of two
parts:
“You ain’t been nowhere,” Seven Seas said, “you have seen
nothing no matter how far you may have travelled,
cities with shadowy spires stitched on a screen
which the beak of a swift has ravelled and unravelled;
…because there are two journeys
in every odyssey, one on worried water,
The other crouched and motionless, without noise.
For both, the ‘I’ is a mast; a desk a raft
Therefore, this is what the island has meant to you,
why my bust spoke, why the sea-swift was sent to you:
to circle yourself and this island with this art.”
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For Walcott, departures and returns always take place in a circle for migrating birds like the
swift, and for humans searching for a home (O: 188).1084 And the poet-narrator has
accompanied Achille on his journey from his writing-desk. At O: 319 the swift, as a bard-like
figure, who like the narrator stitches disparate stories together, has been responsible for
healing the poet-narrator as well:1085
I followed a sea-swift to both sides of this text;
her hyphen stitched its seam, like the interlocking
basins of a globe in which one half fits the next
Into an equator, both shores neatly clicking
into a globe; except that its meridian
was not North and South but East and West…..
Her wing-beat carries these islands to Africa,
she sewed the Atlantic rift with a needle’s line,
the rift in the soul...
This bard-like swift achieves the aim of the poem -- to reconcile the pain of a colonial past
with an acceptance of the new home that the inhabitants of the Caribbean long for.1086
Return. Achille wakes from his dream back in his canoe and, at O: 159, he is filled with a
new knowledge of where he has come from, glad to be returning to St Lucia:1087
“The king going home,” he said...
Unlike the Homeric Achilles, who does not return home, Walcott likens his Achilles to a
Caesar or an Odysseus returning home from war. But it is not memories of battle victories
that fill Achille and the narrator with joy, at O: 159, but the familiarity of St Lucian
landscape:
This was the shout on which each odyssey pivots,
that silent cry for a reef, or a familiar bird,
not the outcome of battle…
And I’m homing with him, Homeros, my nigger,
my captain, his breastplates burning with happiness!
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In a play on words, Walcott identifies the name of Homer with the sensation of coming home.
Walcott has his own dream journey home with an African crew, who identify him with
Odysseus. But, unlike Odysseus’ crew, at O: 202-203 his crew survive the journey and hope
to make it home:1088
Hunched on their oars, they smile; “This is we Calypso,
Captain, who treat we like swine, you ain’t seeing shore
…….because sometimes your heart
is as hard as that mast, you dream of Ithaca,
you pray to your gods. May they be as far apart
from your wandering as ours is in Africa.
Island after island passing. Still we ain’t home.”
In this passage Walcott appears to be critical of Odysseus and the treatment of his crew,
whom he portrays as slaves.1089 For Walcott returning home involves both a lost African past
and a St Lucian present and this tension is never fully resolved. At O: 285 Omeros
accompanies the narrator and has taught the poet how to see his island home afresh:1090
….The marble shaded its eyes
with one palm and shouted: “Home!”...
At this point the narrator is overwhelmed with emotion, not unlike the Odysseus’ joy on
recognising the landscapes of his Ithacan home (Od. 13.343-355). This is described at O:
286:
And my cheeks were salt with tears, but those of a boy,
And he saw how deeply I had loved the island…
…Then I saw the ebony of his lifted hand.
And Omeros nodded: “We will both praise it now.”
Omeros’ hands are black, but later in the passage his body is white like marble, implying that
the bard is a chameleon-like figure, not permanently defined either by his skin colour or his
location in time. And, at O: 286, only Omeros sings, as, in his emotion the narrator has
temporarily lost his voice:
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….“In the midst of the sea there is a horned island
with deep green harbours where the Greek ships anchor.”
Encouraged by this description of his birth-place, the narrator is now able to join with
Omeros in praising his island’s beauty. At O: 286-287 they sing together:
“….Her mountains tinkle with springs
among moss-bearded forests, and the screeching of birds
stitches its tapestry…
….African fishermen make boards
from trees as tall as their gods with their echoing
axes, and a volcano, stinking with sulphur,
has made it a healing place.”
The dream journey of Achille appears to have reconciled not only the character Achille but
also the narrator to their island home and ended the nostalgia for origins and roots that had
formerly pre-occupied the poet and his characters, in favour of a new appreciation for the
landscape and a new understanding of the influences that have forged their Caribbean
home.1091
Reunion. On his return to the island, Achille learns that Hector has died in a car accident. At
O: 232 he attends his funeral and is reconciled with his lost friend:
….Crouching for his friend to hear,
Achille whispered about their ancestral river,
and those things he would recognize when he got there,
His true home, forever and ever and ever,...
Achille has regained his knowledge of his ancestral history and believes his friend will return
there after death to regain that knowledge too. For Achille, it seems that Africa signifies a
destination that can be seen as both νόστος and κατάβασις. After the funeral Achille is
reunited with Helen also (O: 267) and he accepts her back even though she may be carrying
Hector’s child. Achille wants to give the child an African name, but Helen is uninterested in
her African origins, preferring to look to the future rather than be chained to the past (O:
318).1092 Thus the child of Walcott’s Hector, unlike the child of Homeric Hector, will not be
killed. Instead, he becomes a sign of reconciliation and hope for the future of the island.1093
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Achille and Philoctete reunite as well and take part in an annual Boxing Day performance
that has its origins in an African dance. At O: 273, as a result of his κατάβασις, Achille can
now see afresh the oral tradition that he learned of in Africa as a positive inheritance:1094
Today he was not the usual kingfish-fighter
but a muscular woman, a scarf around his head.
Today was the day of fifes, the prattling skin
Of the goat-drums, the day of dry gourds, of brass bells
round his ankles, not chains from the Bight of Benin
but those fastened by himself. He was someone else
Today, a warrior-woman, fierce and benign.
Today he was African, his own epitaph,
his own resurrection...
They dress as women for the dance, and, although Helen at first laughs at his transformation,
once Achille explains his dream visit to Africa, she proudly helps him to get ready (O: 275276). The ritual honours the past but offers a release from the memories of slavery. The dance
reconciles the old and the new, the hybrid that is modern Caribbean society.1095 While
dancing, at O: 277:
….All the pain
re-entered Philoctete, of the hacked yams, the hold
closing over their heads, the bolt-closing iron,
over eyes that never saw the light of this world,
Their memory still there although all the pain was gone.
Burnett suggests that this episode reflects Walcott’s optimism that, although it is not easy,
healing from the past is possible.1096 Yet, at O: 204, the ambivalence of homecoming and the
fear of change is felt by the narrator, as much as his characters:
that the nearer home, the deeper our fears increase,
that no house might come to meet us on our own shore,
and fishermen fear this as much as Ulysses.
On his return the narrator continues to insert himself into the story; but he is treated like a
tourist rather than a local and no-one recognises him (O: 227). But, after attending Maud’s
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funeral, at O: 269 the narrator meets up in the bank with Major Plunkett, who used to run his
school’s cadet force. Major Plunkett recognizes him:
“Our wanderer’s home, is he?”
….I said: “For a while, sir,”
too crisply, mentally snapping to attention,...
This passage suggests that, like Odysseus, the narrator will never find a permanent home on
the island and will always keep travelling. But, now, on being recognised by the Major as
part of the community, he no longer feels isolated from the islanders.1097 Philoctete
recognises him too and waves at him on the beach. At O: 295 the narrator realizes that:
We shared the same wound, the same cure...
For Walcott, his poem, characterized by the sea, has been a counter to the traditional view of
history. At O: 295-296 he questions his own complicated relationship to epic:1098
….The ocean had
no memory of the wanderings of Gilgamesh,
or whose sword severed whose head in the Iliad.
It was an epic where every line was erased
yet freshly written in sheets of exploding surf
…begun in Guinea to fountain exhaustion here,
however one read it, not as our defeat or
our victory; it drenched every survivor
with blessing...
But, despite his reservations about history recorded in epic poetry, I propose that Walcott’s
poem can be considered a post-modern version of an epic, in that it records the struggles of a
culture longing to free itself from its traumatic past and the loss of an ancestral home; at the
end, however, the poem is optimistic and celebrates the survival and resilience of these
ordinary people. They are not mythical kings or aristocrats who return triumphant to the land
of their birth; they are ordinary people who manage to create a new home with a mixed race
Caribbean culture on the island of St Lucia.1099 Their world is surrounded by the ever-present
Caribbean Sea, which at the close of the poem, like time, was ‘still going on’ into the future
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(O: 325). But it is evident that the security of a new home does not entirely replace the loss of
the old home for either the poet or his characters, and, that, by the end of the poem,
homecoming is still an elusive and provisional concept -- evidence of convergence with the
Homeric text and of a similarly unresolvable emotional faultline.
Conclusion
A strong attachment to the landscape of one’s birth plays an essential role in the construction
of personal and social identity in both ancient and modern societies.1100 Separation or
alienation from one’s native land can cause feelings of grief, anxiety and insecurity that are
not easily assuaged; longing for home is a strong emotional need in humans.1101 As I have
shown, all warriors in the Homeric epics are characterized by their attachment to their native
land and a strong desire to return home. But achieving that return is a testing experience,
fraught with difficulties and dangers, including temptations to forget and to replace that birthplace with other more superficially desirable locations. And, for Odysseus, despite the
assistance of Athena, often disguised as a swallow -- the bird of return -- and his own selfconscious talent as a bard, a return home is not permanent, despite his strong attachment to
his native land. In the meantime, in his absence, his family, household and community
relationships have changed and need to be restored. And in order to end the cycle of
vengeance, an uneasy truce between the surviving townsfolk and Odysseus has to be enforced
by the gods. It has been prophesied too that Odysseus will eventually die at sea far from his
family and native land. I have shown that this uncertainty about the possibility of a peaceful
or permanent return home is evidence of a faultline in Homeric epic. Thus, it is valid to
claim, as does Vayos Liapis, that in epic nostos is complicated and full of ‘contradictions and
ambiguities’.1102
In discussing Walcott’s Omeros, Philip Nanton suggests that Walcott’s ambivalence towards
homecoming is unknown in the Homeric νόστος tale of Odysseus.1103 But, as I have argued,
the tension between gaining new knowledge or experiences and returning home is an
essential part of Odysseus’ return home. Furthermore, despite his claims of not knowing the
Odyssey story in detail, Walcott, as narrator of his own poem, has recognised the Homeric
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emotional ambivalence about homecoming because he shares it. He and his characters suffer
at the beginning of the poem from the effects of slavery and colonisation, but are able to
reconcile their past though dream journeys to their original homeland, accompanied by a bard
and a bird of return. This ancestral home and its landscape is, however, lost and cannot be
recovered. By writing of his strong place attachment to the marine landscape of St Lucia and
inspired by a Homeric bard in many personas, it is possible for the poet to imagine a new
future for himself and the inhabitants of St Lucia. In this way they are able to achieve a
qualified return home, despite the pain of their shared past. Nevertheless, as for the Homeric
Odysseus, this return home may be only temporary for the poet. Thus we observe a similar
emotional faultline with reference to homecoming in the modern post-colonial Caribbean
world of Derek Walcott.
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Chapter Seven
Conclusion
This thesis has engaged with five works from the 20th and 21st centuries, works that have
been inspired by the Homeric epics, which make no secret of the source of their inspiration.
The question arises -- what is it in those ancient poems that has triggered the interest of a 20th
or 21st century poet or writer? Lorna Hardwick suggests that modern writers locate what she
identifies as faultlines in the ancient poems.1104 She argues that these faultlines reveal
evidence of political and social changes in the ancient world, and that the traces of conflicting
or opposing points of view relating to those changes remain in the poems. The resulting
tension and ambivalences, such as misplaced retribution or problematic homecomings, may
therefore explain the difficulties scholars have had in finding a stable and consistent reading
of the poems, as well as the variety of the interpretations themselves. I have argued, in the
cases I have studied, that Hardwick’s concept of faultlines can be used productively to
examine the powerful, often contradictory, emotions portrayed in the Iliad and the Odyssey:
namely personal and place attachment, and grief and anger. It is these often inter-connected
emotions, which persist in human communities through time, although often expressed
differently, which the writers examined here have chosen to re-visit in their explorations and
adaptations of the Homeric epics. In the process emotional tensions in their own cultures are
more clearly revealed, owing to the critical distance afforded by the Homeric poems.
The trend towards the study of emotions, known as ‘the affective turn’ has influenced a
number of scholarly disciplines including literary studies and Classics over the past three
decades.1105 In the ancient epics, it is evident that the characters’ emotions affect their
reactions to others in the poems, to their circumstances and to their decision-making
processes. As I have demonstrated in Chapters Two and Six above, although attachment
provokes much joy and a sense of belonging, separation from home and family, on the other
hand, can be painful and cause feelings of anxiety and alienation. Permanent separation
caused by death, however, causes grief, for which public mourning can provide some
consolation. Grief, however, can also cause anger, as the bereaved person looks for someone
to blame for his or her loss. Paradoxically, as we observe in Chapter Five, the expression of
grief, particularly by women, appears to undermine the relentless search for heroic κλέος,
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which the poems, on the face of it, celebrate. And the results of anger, an emotion that can be
provoked by fear, by threats to status, as well as by grief, is unpredictable in individuals,
often leading to acts of retribution that appear shocking to modern readers: we might think
here of the killing of the handmaidens in Book 22 of the Odyssey. Yet, on occasions, as can
be seen in Book Twenty-four of the Iliad, anger can be transformed by the evocation of pity;
this response can lead to magnanimous acts of reconciliation with former enemies, as occurs
in the meeting between Achilles and Hector’s father Priam, an unexpected outcome in a
poem about war and anger.
This thesis has relied upon a number of narrative theories that generally acknowledge the
importance of stories for our understanding of reality and as a tool for social cohesion.1106
Less narratological attention has been paid, however, to the role of emotion in shaping not
only the production of narrative, but how readers respond, in emotional terms, to stories.
Literature stimulates our imaginations as well as our emotional memories, allowing us to
become involved in particular stories. Descriptions of facial expressions and vocalizations of
feelings in particular gain our attention, allowing us to construct in our minds ‘images’ that
are both visual and auditory, eliciting embodied emotional involvement as we follow the tale.
This phenomenon is particularly evident in Atwood’s and Oswald’s responses to the
epics.1107 These recent developments in understanding emotional responses to stories help
explain the ἐνάργεια (vividness) of the Homeric epics that has been commented on since
antiquity.1108 Furthermore, our recognition that the epics evolved out of an ancient oral
tradition helps us to better understand their composition and structure and their special
qualities. No longer can we view the poems simply as the first of the great texts in the
Western literary canon, but, because of their orality and hybrid cultural origins, they are now
seen as universal, as world literature.1109 As I have argued, it was these elements that allowed
Walcott to use the epics as a model for a Caribbean society that was primarly descended from
an oral African culture.1110
In the 20th century the Homeric epics influenced fiction, poetry, music, art and of course film
in many different cultures.1111 Indeed, as writers from diverse places around the world have
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challenged the hegemony of Western literature, at the same time they have redefined the
notion that the Homeric poems are the exclusive possessions of the Western world.1112 Owing
to political and cultural changes in the 20th century, the Homeric epics were now read
differently, and were often used as sources for writers who wished to confront power
differentials and inequality. Joyce, a leading modernist writer, was affected by the rapid
social change and the political upheavals of World War I, whereas the other writers examined
in this thesis can be considered post-modernist authors, writing in the era after World War II.
This era was characterized by an increased skepticism and suspicion of the grand narratives
and ideals of the Enlightenment and elite liberal humanism. Although living outside Ireland
in self-imposed exile, Joyce, in common with the post-colonial writers examined in this
thesis, focused largely on previously marginalized or silenced voices ruled by colonial
powers. Although no longer governed by colonial masters, post-colonial writers usually share
an interest in displacement, migration and exile, often along with a feeling of not belonging
in their own birth-places as a result of forced displacement and the cultural hierarchies
imposed by previous rulers. This is particularly evident in the work of Derek Walcott, as I
have shown. Throughout history the appropriation of classical literature, including the
Homeric poems, has certainly played a not insignificant role in supporting imperial
ideologies and notions of western superiority. Yet, at the same time, classical texts have been
used as sources for questioning the status quo and revealing oppression in contemporary
societies. As a result, there can be a complicated mixture of resistance to and engagement
with the literature of former colonial empires.
Reception studies, emerging from reader-response criticism, formed the key methodological
approach in this thesis. This theory challenges the idea that there is just one original meaning
to a text and acknowledges the layers of meaning that a text collects over time depending on
the historical period of its reception. Reader-response criticism emphasizes the role of the
reader in determining meaning; it can account too for the varied and different interpretations
of the same text. Charles Martindale considers that current interpretations of ancient texts are
constructed in complex ways, some more obvious than others, by the ‘chain of receptions’
through which they have been read over the centuries.1113 This view is particularly evident in
Ulysses, where Joyce has engaged with Homer’s Odyssey, not only through translations but
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also through the mediating influence of authors such as Dante and Virgil.1114 Yet Joyce’s own
rendition of the Odyssey has profoundly affected 20th and 21st centuries’ subsequent
understanding of and interpretations of Homer. Indeed, ancient texts are increasingly being
used in the contemporary world, a process now described as revivification, to bring the past
into the present. This approach has been particularly favoured by feminist writers, such as
Margaret Atwood, who turn to myth for examples of the use of power to repress women, as
we observe still today. Furthermore, by focusing attention on the ordinary warriors of the
Iliad as opposed to the Homeric heroes, Alice Oswald, like Atwood, highlights a trend known
in reception studies as the ‘democratic turn’, whereby modern interest in ancient texts is
situated around issues of gender, class or race, reflecting contemporary preoccupations with
non-elite members of society.
Reception looks back as well as forward. It is a tenet of Reception Theory that modern reinterpretations of ancient texts can reflect back on those ancient texts: they make it possible
for modern readers to read those texts differently, as they notice for the first time elements
and information they had previously overlooked. Thus readers engage in a kind of ‘dialogue’
with the past.1115 Through Walcott’s writing back to Homer in Omeros, a number of
conventional assumptions about the Homeric epics are questioned. By challenging a
Eurocentric view of racial dominance, Walcott invites us to acknowledge the importance of
Egyptian and other African influences on the Homeric tradition, influences that may have
been neglected or dismissed; thus he contests pre-conceived notions of racial prejudice and
cultural boundaries in antiquity.1116
In Ulysses, Joyce was particularly interested in the inter-personal relations of non-elite Irish
people, but his conflicted portrayal of sexual desire, fidelity and personal attachment no
longer seems so outrageous. Influenced by the ideas of Freud, as I discussed in Chapter Two,
Joyce’s overtly sexual interpretation of the Homeric account of Nausicaa’s encounter with
Odysseus shocked readers from the time of its publication until at least the 1960’s. His
portrayal of a young woman looking for love with a view to marriage and expressing her
desires, if only to herself is now, however, considered more faithful to the Homeric text than
the sexually-repressed interpretations of Homer by Joyce’s Victorian predecessors.
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Furthermore, the personal attachment and marriage of Bloom and his wife Molly survives,
despite both parties seeking outlet for their sexual desires with other people. As in the
Odyssey, the issue of female fidelity caused some male anxiety in the world of Joyce too, but
by rehabilitating the trickster character of Odysseus in his portrayal of a new kind of
modernist hero, the need for male anger and retribution as a result of women’s sexual
activities is questioned, along with men’s ownership of female desire.
In The Penelopiad, Atwood explores the emotion of anger, not from the perspective of
Odysseus, but from the perspective of the Penelope’s handmaidens, who seek retribution for
what they perceive as the injustice of their deaths at the hands of Odysseus and his son. In
telling their story for the first time, Penelope too is implicated in their deaths, exposing the
impacts of class differences as well as gender on power politics. Yet, instead of feeling anger,
Penelope feels a certain amount of guilt in regard to the handmaidens, as well as resentment
towards her husband and for her traditional portrayal as a faithful, submissive spouse. Using
the metaphor of weaving, Penelope attempts to produce her own story, in the process
revealing a fear of male violence that she shares with her handmaidens, a fear that is present
also in the Odyssey, but that becomes obvious as we read Atwood’s revision.
Male anger and violence are fundamental elements in David Malouf’s Ransom too. As in the
Iliad, anger initially isolated Malouf’s Achilles from his comrades and, along with his grief at
the loss of his beloved companion Patroclus, it causes Achilles to behave with increasing
violence. This, however, does not assuage his anger. It is only Priam’s plea for pity through
the evocation of Achilles’ own father that dissolves Achilles’ anger and his alienation from
humanity. For Malouf, this father-son relationship is critical in maintaining human
connection among men.
Not only does Malouf in Ransom expand the role of Priam, he also expands the role of the
Homeric Idaeus. He creates a character whom he names Somax, an ordinary man not a hero,
who drives the waggon which carries the king’s ransom gifts that will be offered to Achilles
and which will return to Troy with the body of his son. It is this man who exposes Priam to
the delights of the natural world and who takes the place of the Homeric Achilles in
providing profound philosophical advice about the human condition. In Ransom, the image of
Troy’s towers and their destruction provides a mythical model of a sophisticated
cosmopolitan city; the destruction of Troy symbolizes for Malouf the loss and destruction of
urban centres and of life within them that continues to the present day as a result of warfare
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and terrorism. Thus, the names of places like Troy remain in collective memory as the
mythological relics of trauma; these memories spread like ripples, serving as inspiration for
writers in other places and times.
The traumatic memory of Troy is present also in Oswald’s Memorial, a poem built on the
basis of grief and lamentation. Here, however, instead of the traditional form of lament to
mourn great heroes found in the Iliad, Oswald focusses the reader’s attention on the names of
the ordinary warriors who die in battle, ensuring that their deaths are commemorated anew.
As well as listing the names of these dead warriors, Oswald re-works Homeric ‘obituaries’ to
highlight the grief felt by their family members. In the absence of any form of ritualized
community lament in our own time, Oswald’s laments can be read as a poetic language for
mourning in the world of today. In doing so she demonstrates that the expression of grief
varies across time according to prevailing cultural norms. In addition, by re-positioning
Homeric similes in new contexts to convey the emotional impact of a warrior’s premature
death upon a wider community, Oswald underlines the waste of life that warfare can cause. I
have argued that these similes are particularly evocative for readers of trench warfare seen in
World War I. Along with loss in war, Oswald’s similes, like Homer’s, reveal human
insignificance in the face of a beautiful, but often threatening natural world.
The beauty of the natural landscape of the Caribbean island of St Lucia is at the heart of
Walcott’s attachment to his birth-place in Omeros. Walcott’s poem, however, also
demonstrates that attachment to the land of one’s birth may not assuage a deeper longing for
an ancestral home, even though that home may no longer exist, despite the lure of new
opportunities or attachment to new landscapes. Omeros exposes too the inter-generational
trauma that slavery can cause, creating an abnormal type of memory whereby the communal
past can continue to haunt an individual’s or a culture’s present.1117 By focusing his attention
on the slavery of the Caribbean past, Walcott draws our attention more clearly to the practice
of slavery that underpinned the Greek world. Thus the voice of the slave Eumaeus in the
Odyssey, although he is not mentioned by name in Omeros, resonates in a new way for
modern audiences as he describes the pain of separation from his homeland and family.1118
In this thesis I examined selected works of modern literature which offer us some modern
responses to the problematic and often confronting emotions that we observe in the Homeric
1117

Bouson: 2000: 7; Karanika 2020: 222. It is not only slavery that can cause this trauma of course, notable
other examples includes events like the holocaust or other genocides of the twentieth century.
1118
Od. 14.140-143.

252

poems. The expression in the Homeric epics of what has been described since antiquity as
strong or vehement emotions has captured the attention of writers such as James Joyce,
Margaret Atwood, David Malouf, Alice Oswald and Derek Walcott; and it has encouraged
them to explore emotional tensions in their own societies, drawing on the characters and
relationships found in the Homeric poems. In this process, the similarities and the differences
in emotional expression between the ancient and modern worlds are revealed, demonstrating
that although emotions may be innate, they are complex and most often expressed in line with
prevailing social conventions and concerns. This thesis has argued that an analysis of the
original emotional faultline in a Homeric poem alongside a contemporary text that amplifies
this emotion provides another lens for examining the reception of the Homeric poems. A
close reading of affect in contemporary literature based on the Homeric poems reveals how
emotive elements in the epics have been translated and adapted for contemporary audiences,
as well as providing a new way of reading Homer. Further research may well reveal that this
preoccupation with problematic emotions lies at the heart of other works of Homeric
reception not studied in this thesis. For the epics have continued to resonate with modern
audiences, in part because of their strong storylines and engaging characters but also because
of the challenges they pose in their interpretation. These interpretive challenges allow for a
fusion of the tales contained in the epics -- despite their remoteness in place and time -- with
modern perspectives. In adapting and re-working the Homeric epics through an exploration
of key emotions portrayed within them, modern writers, as I have shown, reflect on their own
present through the past and thereby re-interpret the poems to forge new sources of meaning
and new sources of connection.
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