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HOMERIC EYES IN A RITUAL CONTEXT

In a 'typical battle scene’ in the Iliad  Peisandros and Menelaos 
are involved in a fierce combat described in detail and recurring 
along the same pattern but with different com batants elsewhere in 
the poem. Peisandros is struck on the face and killed while his eyes 
are knocked out and fall on the dusty ground, bloody, before his feet. 
For Menelaos with his sword had hit him on the forehead, above 
the nose and smashed the bones there {II. 13. 601-8, esp. 615-7: ... 
ο δε προσιόντα μέτωπον j ρινός νηερ πνμάτης' λάκε ό’ όστέα, τώ δέ ot δσ- 
σε- J πάρ ποσϊν αίματόεντα χαμαί πέσον έν κον(τ)σιν). The closest par­
allel, to this scene, when this typical pattern is repeated with varia- 
ting features, according to B. C. Fenik’s1 pattern  classification, is 
Iliad 16.335-41. However, in this case Peneleos’ sword sank into 
Lukon’s neck 'b u t only the skin held fast, and the head hung to one 
side, and his limbs were loosed’ (340-1). At Iliad  16.731-43, in a sim­
ilar way of death, Kebriones’ eyes are knocked out of his head and 
fall on the ground before his feet while he himself fell like a diver 
from his chariot and his spirit was leaving his bones. An obviously 
unreal slaying and death as the details, like the falling eyes, reflect 
lack of exactitude while the description of the disintigration of the 
human body by its separation of some of its organs, the eyes for exam­
ple, and of the spirit —in general its abandonment of life— is paral­
leled to th a t of the falling figure of the warrior from his chariot, like 
a diver. Thus a number of parallels can be observed here, in this 
scene: the falling eyes to the falling figure, the disconnection /dissoci- 

, ation of the body to the disintegration of life, and the falling-diving

1. Typical Battle Scenes in the Iliad. Studies in the narrative techniques o f H o­
meric battle descrip tion, {Hermes Einzelschriften 21, Wiesbaden 1968), 197, according 
to the pattern: Ί .  A throws a t B and misses 2. B throws a t A and misses 3. A kills 
B’. See also ibid., 1, on M. P arry’s and W. Arend’s contribution to the under­
standing of Homeric 'typical scenes’ which belong to the same compositional 
technique as tha t of the verse making, in Fenik’s words: 'Verse making and scene 
making would therefore seem to be two related aspects of a single and pervasive 
principle of composition: namely, the repetition of standard units —individual 
phrase formulae a tone  level,typical situations related in essentially the.sam e basic1 
language a t another.’
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body is drawing a parallel to the falling life down to Hades, itself 
like a diver.1

Let us concentrate —and complete this pattern— on another pas­
sage/scene, Iliad  14.496-505. Here Peneleos kills Ilioneus in a most 
outrageous and horrible way: his spear hits the eye right at its base, 
while his sword cuts off Ilioneus’ head; the head with the helmet is 
thrown down but the spear is still in the eye. Peneleos holds it up like 
a poppy (the poppy-simile here apparently reflects the real image 
of a damaged blooded eye-ball) and by showing the head to the Tro­
jans (a ghastly sight indeed!) he boasts th a t the hero’s parents should 
start mourning their dead son; because Promachos’ wife will also 
grieve as she is not going to see her husband back to their homeland, 
when the κούροι ’Αχαιών will return with their ships leaving Troy.2 
The savagery displayed here by the mutilation of the human body 
is not unique but is found elsewhere in the Iliad, in acts as well as in 
words, like Hektor’s threat th a t he would behead Patroklos and 
impale his head (18.176 f.; cf. 17.126-7), while Achilles gives a similar 
promise th a t he would burn Hektor’s head together with his armour 
in the pyre of Patroklos (18.334-5). An evaluation of the meaning 
th a t such acts assume in connection with the reality of war and the 
Homeric moral values is beyond the scope of the present study. How­
ever, it could be argued th a t any criticism about cruelty and lack 
of moral sensitivity on behalf of the epic heroes —and Homer himself— 
should be expressed within the limits and the conventions of oral 
epic composition as well as in comparison with acts revealing polar 
human situations of which the Iliad has a remarkable number to 
present, especially in book 24.

The fierceness with which eyes are treated in the above ways of 
killing and death, where repeated situations and details belong to 
formulaic language and typical composition, appears as a contradic­
ting feature to those scenes where eyes are set within a social and 
religious ritual framework, related either to death or life. For eyes 
knocked out and fallen on the ground will not be attributed the rit­
ual custom which is proper to the dead warrior by his close rela­

1. II. 16.740-3: άμφοτέραζ ό' όφρϋς σύνελεν λΙΟοζ, ούδέ οΐ ίσχεν /  όστέον, όφθαλμοί 
δέ χαμαί ηέαον ίν χονίησιν /  αότον ηρόσΟε ποδών' ό δ' <5ρ* άρνεντήρ* ίοιχώζ /  xdcutea' 
άτι' εύεργέοζ δίφρον, λΐηε δ' όστέα Ουμόζ. Fenik, op. cit., 197, 215.

2. Seo R. Janko, The Iliad: A Commentary, vol. IV: books 13-16, Cambridge 
1992, 221-2 (on 14. 489-505). C. Sogal, The Theme of the M utilation of the Corpse 
in the Iliad, Leiden 1971, 20, 23.
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tives, th a t is the closing of his eyes: «<5 δείλ’, ον μέν αοί γε πατήρ καί 
πότνια μήτηρ / δσσε καθαιρήσονσι θανόντι περ, άλλ' οιωνοί / ώμησταϊ έρνον- 
σι, περί πτερά πνκνά βαλόντες. / αύτάρ εμ \ εϊ κε Οάνω, κτεριονσί γε 
δϊοι Α χαιοί» (II. 11.452-5): *Ah, poor wretch, your father and queen­
ly mother shall not close your eyes in death, but the birds th a t eat 
raw flesh shall rend you, beating their wings thick and fast around 
you; whereas to me, if I die, the goodly Achaeans shall give burial’ 
(Loeb transl.). Thus Odysseus boasts as he sees the Trojan hero 
Sokos falling by his spear which was fixed in his back and penetra­
ted through his breast.

Therefore, the corpses of the warriors must be recovered from 
the battle field, they should be released for decent burial. The dead 
should be bewailed, mothers, wives and fathers m ust weep over them, 
it is they (mainly the deceaseds’ wives) th a t should close their eyes; 
this is the due of the dead (ώς έπεώκει).1 Agamemnon’s dreadful

1. See Od. 24. 295-6: κώκυσ' έν λεχέεσσιν έόν πόσιν, ώς έπεώκει, / όφθαλμούς κα- 
θελοϋσα’ το γάρ γέρας έστ'ι θανόντων; cf. II. 16. 674-5. The theme of corpses exposed 
to mutilation appears in the very beginning of the Iliad, 1. 4-5: ... ήρώων, /  αυτούς 
δέ έλώρια τεΰχε κννεσσιν / οΐωνοϊσί τε πάσι: Segal, op. cit., 9. Therefore, by arguing 
tha t 'no one is ever fed to the dogs in the Iliad’, J.M. Redfield (Nature and culture 
in the Iliad: The Tragedy of Hector, Chicago 1975, p. 169), is only partly  right 
as far as the named heroes are concerned whereas the above verses of the Iliad 
(1.4-5) clearly state th a t some corpses, probably of anonymous heroes, really 
had such a fate. See B. Hainsworth, The Iliad : A  Commentary, vol. I l l :  books 9­
12, Cambridge 1993, 273 {on 11. 450-5): 'These verses explain why it was so impor­
tan t to recover the corpses of the slain. After the chivalrous proposals of H ektor 
th a t the victor take the armour bu t release the body of the slain for decent burial 
(7.76-91), Odysseus’ boast sounds a mean, unpleasant note. Dogs and vultures 
are the fate of the common soldiers ... bu t this is the first time in the Iliad th a t a 
named victim is threatened with them .’ H ektor, however, is contem plating giving 
Patroklos’ corpse to the dogs of Troy a t Iliad 17.127, a th reat th a t is transferred 
to Achilles by H era’s messenger, Iris, a t Iliad 18.178-80, th a t H ektor’s intended 
savagery to the corpse of Patroklos would be a shame for Achilles (180: σοι λώβη, 
at κέν τι νέκυς ήσχυμμένος ίλθγι). On the theme of the m altreatm ent of the corpse 
in the Iliad see mainly C. Segal’s (op. cit. passim)  very interesting work and par­
ticularly on Iris’ message and warning pp. 24-5. Segal argues th a t it is w ith Achil­
les* honour himself and the values of a Homeric «shame culture» th a t Iris’ appeal 
is associated bu t we are rather inclined to agree with J.T . Hooker ('Homeric soci­
ety: A shame-culture?’, GR  34(1987), 125), th a t it is '«religious awe» ... much more 
than shame before one’s equals or inferiors, th a t acts as a constant and powerful 
constraint upon the heroes.’ But see also R. Parker, Miasma. Pollution and Puri­
fication in Early Greek Religion, Oxford 1983, 70, for the view th a t while Homeric 
language emphasizes the cause of divine anger and not pollution for corpses th a t 
are m utilated or denied funerary rites, it seems th a t the appeal to divine interven­
tion acts as a support to the hum an rule.



.54 S. Constantiaidxju

death was even more shameful for Clytaemestra, who seeing him 
dying, turned her back and she did not stay neither to close his eyes 
with her fingers nor his mouth.1 Lamentation and burial are what 
Elpenor’s soul asks from Odysseus on his visit to the Underworld, 
otherwise he threatens th a t he would bring the wrath of the gods 
upon him (Od. 11.72-3: μή μ ’ ακλαντον άΟατιτον Ιών ότιιθεν καταλείπειν, / 
νοσφισθείς, μή τοί τι Θεών μήνιμα γένωμαι). And Patroklos’ soul/ spirit 
appears to Achilles in full self, i.e. his dream-image resembled the 
one he had when alive in all features (23.66-7: jzdrr’ αντώ μέγεθος τε 
καί ΰμματα κάλ* έίκνΐα, j και φωνήν, ...) and reproaches him for having 
neglected the due funeral rites asking him to bury him quickly so 
th a t he could enter the gates of Hades (//. 23.69-74).

Death rituals are mainly performed by women in the Homeric 
society. They are usually the leaders of lamentation to whom speech/ 
words are attributed by the poet, as for instance to Andromache, 
Hecuba and Helen in Iliad 24, who are accompanied by the 'answering

- 1. Od. 11. 424-6: ... ή δέ χννώπιζ / νοσφίσατ’, ονδέ μοι ir?.t) Ιόι-τι περ εΐζ Ά ίδαο}
χερσί κατ’ όφΟαλμούς έλέειν αύν τε στόμ’ έρεΐσαι: '«My bitch of a wife would not even 
close my eyes or fix my jaws», complained murdered Agamemnon in the underworld 
(xi. 425), a refusal of family duty  which was a clear measure of her distaste for him. 
The pleasant presentation of the body was partly prompted by feelings tha t it 
m ight appear in the underworld as it had left the upper world, a m atter quite sep­
arate from the theory of the psyche’: E.T. Vermeule, Aspects of Death in early 

·■ Greek art and poetry, Berkeley and Los Angeles 1979, 14. See also R. Garland, The 
Greek way of death, London 1985, 138: ‘I t  was believed that the psyche could 
take one of three exit routes from the body, viz. mouth, nostrils or eyes’; ibid., 23: 
’Upon a person’s decease, the eyes and mouth were first closed, a practice known 
to Homer which was most appropriately discharged by the next-of-kin. The 
custom may originally have fulfilled a purely cosmctic function, but by the histo­
rical period a t the latest it had acquired an eschatological significance as well. An 

, inscription found a t Smyrna possibly to be dated to the third century B.C. sug­
gests th a t the closing of the eyes was believed to secure the release of the psyche 
from the body.’ On Homeric attitudes towards death see also Chr. Sourvinou- 
Inwood, 'To Die and Enter the House of Hades: Homer, Before and After* in J . 
Whaley, ed., Mirrors of Mortality. Studies in the Social History of Death, London 
1981, 15-39, esp. 25 ff. for death-ritual behaviour and the system of values that 
this is based on, a system ’expressed through axes of binary oppositions’ like 
'Disorder-Order (a concept of fundamental importance in ancient Greek mentality), 
Female-Male, Pollution-Purity, Nature-Society/Culture, Death-Life, Separation- 
Integration’. See also I. Morris, Burial and ancient society. The rise of the Greek 
city-state, Cambridge 1987, 29-54 on the complex relationships between burial and 
society, tho function of funerary rituals in tho affirmation of the social order, jn  
general on 'the social dimensions qJ early Greek burial’.



groans from the women of Troy’ (επί δε στενάχοντο γυναίκες: 24.722) 
and th a t of 'th e  great m ultitude of the people {ini <5’ εστενε δήμος 
απείρων: 24.776), all parts of the death ritual (see also 22.405-515
and 23.8 ff.).1 Ritual gestures are, however, concentrated on the head 
and the face of the dead like the holding of his head during the 
prothesis 0r the funeral by his nearest kin or main kinswoman. The 
touching (or the holding) of Hektor’s head by his mother and wife 
(712: άητόμεναι κεφαλής, 723-4: ήρχε γόοιο j "Εκτορος άνδροφόνοιο κάρη 
μετά χερσίν εγουσα), accompanied by lament in book 24 of the Iliad , is 
not 'a casual gesture b u t ... an established custom’, according to J.Th. 
Kakridis.2 In a similar way Achilles holds Patroklos’ head during his 
ekphora thus substituting in a way the female role in performing this 
ritual.3 In both cases, however, certain elements in the description

1. P. Easterling, ‘Men’s κλέος and Women’s γόος: Female Voices in the Iliad', 
Journal of Modern Greek Studies, 9 (1991), 149: 'The capacity of women in 
the Iliad to suffer and lament foreshadows th a t displayed by tragic heroines like 
Tecmessa in A jax  or Hecuba in the Trojan Women and by many tragic choruses. 
In expressing grief —their own and the community’s— the women give strong emo­
tional and ritual coloring to the events narrated, b u t their mourning goes beyond 
cries and groans: they also offer comment, articulating the issues a t stake.’

2. Homeric Researches, Lund 1949, 67. See II. 24.710: πρώται τόν γ* άλ,οχός τε 
φίλη και πότνια μήτηρ / τιλλέσΟην, επ’ άμαξαν έύτροχον άΐξασαι, / άπτόμεναι κεφαλής ... ; 
cf. 24.722 ff.: οί μέν αρ’ έΟρήνεον, έπΐ δέ στενάχοντο γυναίκες. / τήσιν ό’ 'Ανδρομάχη 
λχυκώλενος ήρχε γόοιο, / " Εκτορος άνδροφόνοιο κάρη μετά χερσίν εχονσα. The lam ent 
for Hektor follows the standard /formal pattern , structured within known Homeric 
conventions of expressing deep feelings 'b u t no strident or stilted pathos’ as in 
tragedy; along standard elements, however, the three women’s lam ent in the last 
book of the Iliad recalls major themes of the poem as well as it  foreshadows future

’ events but also presents things th a t the poet left in suspense in previous books look 
definite now: see C.W. Macleod, Homer, Iliad Book X X IV , Cambridge 1982, 148­
9. On the view th a t in the Homeric poems 'the  scale of funerary rites was considered 
a  very overt statem ent about the social status of the deceased’ see I. Morris, Burial 
and ancient society, 44-8. J . M. Redfield, Nature and culture in the Iliad, 170-1, 
argues th a t 'the  Homeric funeral is exclusively a ceremony’ dealing with the dead 
as 'an organic being’, 'a  social being’ whose relation with the living is stated  and 
beyond the grave. See also J .-P . Vernant, 'Corps obscur, corps ic la tan t’ in Corps 
des dieux (Le temps de la reflexion, V II); Paris 1986, 34-5, on how the Homeric 
hero is commemorated after his corpse is consumed by fire.

3. See II. 23.136-7: ... δπιθεν δέ κάρη εχε δΐος Ά χιλλεύς  / άχνύμενος' εταρον γάρ
άμνμονα πέμπ’ ’Άϊδόσδε; Kakridis, op. cit., 67: 'W e can easily understand why in 
Ψ  it is Achilles who holds Patroclus’ head, when we consider th a t this task 
could not be fulfilled by any female relation of his outside the walls of Troy.’ As 
far as this ritual’s association with pollution is concerned sec R. Parker, Miasma. 
Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion, 39: '«Touching the
corpse» might, of course, have formed a p art of the mourning ritual, 
b u t this would be merely a  translation of socia l-con tac t into -physical, and
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of the death ritual, like the closing of the dead person’s eyes and 
mouth by the closest relative, are omitted, and this is because both 
heroes’ death took place in the battle.

The same gesture, the holding of the head by the closest kin, 
recurs along similar language at Iliad  18.70-2, but this time it concerns 
a living person, Achilles (τω δέ βαην στενάχονχι παοίσχατο πότνια  μ ή ­
τηρ, I όξύ δέ κω κύσαοα κάοη λά β ε παιδός έο ϊο , κα ί 6 ’ όλοφνοομένη επεα  
τιτερόεντα π ρ ο σ η νδ α ): in this scene Thetis with a shrill cry is clasping 
her son’s head. The gesture could be interpreted 'as an expression 
of motherly affection, when she finds her son grieved, although I 
know of no corresponding scenes to mention’, Kakridis1 remarks. 
The exact position and movements of Thetis and Achilles are not 
clearly described here by the p o e t—which is unusual for Homer; more­
over, the verb παοίσταται creates some confusion since it means that 
Thetis is standing by Achilles while she should be sitting on the gro­
und holding her son’s head from behind. However, the meaning of 
this scene does not seem 'totally different’, Kakridis2 argues, from that 
of those examined above. The holding of Achilles’ head alludes to 
the same ritual desribed above and confirmed by other details 
presented in the preceding lines and the beginning of the same book 
(book 18). The context of lines 18.24-70 as well as tha t of the fol­
lowing ones (73 ff.) is th a t of grief and mourning, i.e. of death or, to 
be more accurate, of a foreshadowing death, th a t of Achilles. This 
will be examined in detail below.

would not prove the real primacy of the physical... In many societies, death-pollu- 
tion is spread by relationship as well as contact: the dead man’s kin are contami­
nated from the moment of death, even if they are a hundred miles away when it 
occurs*;see also note 2 7 :'The women who prepared the corpse of course touched it. 
Two Homeric mourning gestures, touching the dead man’s chest and cradling his 
head, involved physical contact; the latter at least survived as a woman’s gesture 
in classical times, but in Homer they are performed only by the dead man’s closest 
associates, and the typical male gesture at the classical prothcsis seems to have 
been a greeting from a distance with outstretched arm ...*. On pollution beliefs in 
the Homeric world in general see ibid., 66-70.

1. Op. cit., 67.
2. Ibid. Seo R. Garland, The Greek way of death, 43: 'It is interesting to note, 

as we have already seen, that touching and fondling the body were essontial 
features of the ritual lament —a clear indication that the corpse was not held in 
complete abhorrence’; R. Parker, Miasma, 66: 'In the Homeric world, it has often 
been argued, attitudes wero very difforent. Despite the countless deaths descri­
bed in Homer, there is no hint of miasma affecting the living. Tho heroes may 
return to their normal pursuits alter a funeral without apparently oven washing.*
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On the first stage Achilles enacts as a mourner, a role th a t gives 
the impression th a t this scene concerns not only Patroklos’ bu t al­
ludes, refers to his own death too. 18.22-7: 'w ith both his hands he 
covers his head and face with grimy dust and black ashes fell on his 
tunic and himself lay in the dust and tore his hair with his own hands*.1 
18.28-31: 'and their δμωαί, Achilles’ and Patroklos’ maidservants 
acquired as booty, shouted out of anguish and gathered around 
Achilles beating their breasts with their hands and eadi one’s knees 
were loosed. And έτέρωθεν Antilochos was weeping holding the hands 
of Achilles —for he feared th a t he would cut his throat with his knife— 
(32-3), who let out a terrible groan (σμεοδαλέον <5’ ωμωξεν) heard by 
his mother down in the depths of the sea. Thetis let a shrill cry (κώ- 
κνσεν) and the sea-goddesses, the Nereids, thronged about her and 
all beat their breasts and began lamenting with Thetis as their lead­
er’.2 Her sorrowful speech about her son’s unjust fate and forthcom­
ing death made their grief stronger and their weeping made the 
sea waves around them cleave (65-7). And thus they came to Troy 
and stepped out of the sea on the shore, one after the other, there 
where Achilles was surrounded by the ships of the Myrmidons 
(67-9).

1. See Priam ’s reaction for his son’s death (II. 22.408-9: ώμωξεν ό’ έλεεινά πα­
τήρ φίλος, άμφί δέ λαοί / κωκυτώ τ’ ειγοντο και οίμωγη κατά αστυ; line 414: ... κυλιν- 
δόμενος κατά κάπρον). In Iliad. 23.24-6, H ektor’s body is laid down to Patroklos’ 
funsral bed, his face downward in the dust. H ektor’s head was mingled in the dust 
as he was dragged by Achilles’ horses (chariot), th a t head which was so beautiful 
before [II. 22.402-3: ... κόρη <5’ &παν ίν κονί^σι / κεϊτο πάρος χαοίεν, cf. 405: ΛΩς τοϋ 
μ& κεκόνιτο κόρη απαν). A mourning ritual or a mode for the expression of grief, 
namely laying in the dust, merges into a way of death in battle, i. e. laying in and 
mingled with the dust (probably his face downward and his mouth and eyes in 
the dust), an insult for a warrior (see II. 3.54-5: ούκ αν τοι χραίσμγι κίΟαοις τά τε δώρ* 
* Αφροδίτης, / ή  τε κόμη τό τε είδος, δτ’ έν κονίησι μιγείης). See M.W. Edwards, The 
Iliad : A  Commentary, vol. Y: books 17-20, Cambridge 1991, 144 (on 18.22-31): 
'... The language of mourning is mingled with th a t of death, for defiling the head 
with dust is the sign not only of extreme grief bu t also of death on the battlefield. 
The presence of the lamenting women also suggests th a t Akhilleus is lying not in 
grief, bu t in death, and the way is prepared for the even stronger adum bration of 
this in Thetis’ la m e n t...’. See also R. Parker, Miasma, 68 who argues th a t Achil­
les’ self-pollution was 'if not fixed rules of mourning, a t least traditional modes 
for the expression of grief’.

2. See Vermeule, Aspects o f Death, 14: ‘As in modern wakes, the dead are 
instinctively felt capable of hearing the funeral lam ent, and perhaps even of noting 
the ceremonial funeral gestures of striking the head, tearing out the hair, beating 
the breast, and scratching the cheeks till the blood runs.’
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The chorus-like move of the sea-nymphs as they are crossing 
the sea-borders and step upon 'th e  deep-soiled land of Troy’, one 
after the other, creates an image of a chorus of dancers. Homer does 
not tell us th a t they are thronged round about Achilles, but we are 
immediately invited to make the link/comparison between them 
and the ships of the Myrmidons; it is to the la tter tha t Homer refers 
to instead of saying tha t the Nymphs are gathered in close lines round 
about Achilles. A comparison of the Nereids with the ships would 
have its perfect place here, so I suggest tha t this is what is exactly 
alluded to by the poet, in an unclearly defined and incomplete simile. 
This scene is naturally recalled by the reader of lines 55-9 of book 24 
of the Odyssey. In the description of Achilles’ prothesis by the shade 
of Agamemnon, Thetis and the immortal sea-nymphs came from the 
sea and standing around Achilles’ body, wailing, they clothed it with 
immortal garments (Od. 24.58-9: άμφι δέ σ’ έστησαν κονραι άλίοιο γέ- 
ροντος / οικτρ’ όλοφυρόμεναι, περί ό' άμβροτα ειματα εσσαν).

Step-by-step, by succeeding choruses of mourners and their lead­
ers (18.51: Θέτις <5’ έξήρχε γόοιο) the theme of Achilles’ forthcoming 
death and mourning has been constructed in words and acts in the 
beginning of book 18. The visual perception of this forthcoming 
event is remarkable in its details as the poet alludes even to ritual 
gestures related to death: the motherly affection of Thetis, holding 
her son’s head, cannot but remind us of the actual rite performed in 
other scenes of the Iliad mentioned above.1 This scene is thus con­
ceived within a death and mourning context; a death tha t is clearly 
foreshadowed in the following lines by Achilles himself (18.88 ff.) 
and Thetis (18.95-6: «ώκνμορος δή μοι, τέκος, ίσσεαι, οΓ αγορεύεις· / 
αντίκα γάρ τοι έπειτα μεΟ* "Εκτορα πότμος έτοιμος»; cf. preceding lines,
59-60: ... τόν δ’ ονχ ΰποδέξομαι αϋτις / οϊκαίε νοστήσαντα δόμον Πηλήϊον

1

1. This ceremonial funeral gesture is well documented in a rt representations 
showing women lamenting round the funeral bed: one of the womon-mourners 
touches the head of the dead or holds it between her palms, the others are weeping 
striking their heads or tearing out their hair: see Vermeule, Aspects of Death, 14-
6 and csp. figs 8Λ, 9; 150 fig. 3: here it is Sleep and not a woman mourner that is 
holding the head of the dead Sarpedon. See also M.W. Edwards, The Mad: A Com­
mentary, 152 (on 65-9): 'Much is made hero of tho fact all the Neroids accompany 
Thetis, and their dismissal a t tho end of tho scene (139-45) is further stressed by 
her diroct speech to thorn. Their presence should not be thought inimical to the 
intimato talk of mother and son; on tho contrary, throughout the scene they add 
to tho looming shadow of tho funeral rites of Akhilleus, forming a chorus of mourn­
ing women around Thotis os she'holds her son’s head in hor arms (seo 71-2n;).
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εΐσω).1 And it is again to Achilles’ own death th a t is rather alluded 
by Thetis’ γόος during Patroklos’ protliesis a t Iliad 23.14: μετά δέ
σφι Θέτις γόον Ιμερον ώρσε.

The above poetic representations of death ritual gestures also 
depicted in contemporary and much later a rt as 'the tradition of the 
lament scarcely changed between the Bronze Age and the Helleni­
stic period’,2 concentrate on the head and the face, particularly on 
the eyes. The eyes are sources of light which is succeeded by darkness

They anticipate the lamenting women of Troy whom Akhilleus describes a little 
later (122-4)... 153 (on 71-2): 'Taking Akhilleus’ head in her hands is a gesture
of mourning, as when Akhilleus holds Patroklos’ head (23.136) and Andromaklie 
Hektor’s (24.724; cf. also 24.712). She kneels or sits beside Akhilleus who is still 
lying prostrate a t 178. For other parallels and representations in a rt see 23.136n. 
and Macleod, Iliad X X IV  147. Here the gesture strengthens the foreshadowing of 
Akhilleus’ approaching death; behind the picture of Akhilleus grieving for his dead 
friend the poet shades in a tableau of the mourning for Akhilleus’ own death, which 
will come as a direct result of his grief and vengeance ...’. C.W . Macleod, Iliad  
book X X IV , 147, on the other hand sees in Thetis’ gesture an expression 'of pro­
tective or motherly love’, while he accepts th a t ' άπτόμεναι κεφαλής’, a t II. 24.712, 
is a gesture ‘custom ary for the nearest and dearest a t funerals’.

1. See Vermeule, Aspects o f Death, 14: 'These are family responsibilities of 
the women in the household who loved the dead dearest and miss him most. The 
dead are helpless, and need comfort or mothering like infants, from m other or wife, 
to close the eyes, straighten the limbs, fix the jaw shu t.’ See also M.W. Edw ards’ 
excellent article, ‘The conventions of a Homeric funeral’ in J .II . Betts, J .T . Hooker 
and J .R . Green, eds, Studies in honour o f T.B.L. Webs ter, vol. I, Bristol (1986),84- 
92, for the allusions to funeral rites made by the poet in certain points of the poem 
when no real funeral takes place, or elements of the rites which seem to be om itted 
bu t in fact are transferred elsewhere, rites for a certain funeral merge into those 
for some other, or even some rites are foreshadowed in speeches or 'pictures of 
death and funeral rites’ and are used by the poet to foreshadow a forthcoming death 
as this is the case in the beginning of Iliad book 18: see esp. ibid., 86: 'W hen the 
news of the death is brought by Antilochus, Achilles lies in the dust like a dead 
man; the captive women wail and beat their breasts; and they are joined by  the 
nymphs of the sea, as Thetis leads the antiphopal dirge among them just as An­
dromache leads it for Hector a t the end of the poem. But her words mourn not for 
Patroclus bu t for Achilles himself, and it is Achilles’ head which the goddess holds 
in her hands, as Andromache will hold the dead H ector’s.’

2. Vermeule, Aspects o f Death, 15; M. Alexiou, The ritual lament in Greek 
tradition, Cambridge 1974, 4-23. On the debate as to whether the funerary scenes 
of Geometric art depict contemporary events or heroic ones, or 'th a t  they  can 
only be understood in the literary context furnished by the Homeric poems’ see 
Morris, Burial and ancient society, 50 ff. and J . W hitley, Style  and Society in 
Dark Age Greece: the changing face o f a pre-literate society, 1100-700 B.C., 
Cambridge 1991, 48-53.
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when death comes. They are also sources of information which comes 
through them  to the mind and thus the media where intelligence is 
reflected as brightness: like Helios’ intelligence, or rather wide 
knowledge, is owed to the fact th a t he is the greatest eye and could 
see everything (II. 3.277) so the mind’s information through light 
and vision leads to intelligence.1 However, it is with noos’ collabora­
tion/function th a t what is taken in by vision, by visual perception, 
is further recognized and consciously perceived (or responsively 
understood). There are obviously many examples in the epics show­
ing th a t visual acts are associated with 'perceiving and knowing’. 
Homeric verbs like noein, gignoskein and eidenai connect seeing and 
knowing although *there are significant differences in the concepts 
of noticing, recognizing, coming to know, and knowing’. This con­
nection between knowledge and vision is 'deeply embedded* in the 
Greek language —as well as in other Indo-European languages. For 
Homer the much-travelled and thus much-seeing man is he who knows 
a lot (e.g. Odysseus πολύτροπος: Od. 1. 1-3); and two of Zeus’ signif­
icant epithets are εύρνοπα, 'far-seeing’ rather than *far-sounding’, 
and μψίετα , he is pre-eminently the god of wisdom, of metis.2 Light 
and sight, sight and understanding are thus interrelated notions in 
Homer in some sense identified with the notion of life itself. To this 
relation of life and vision expressed in a ritual form the present work 
refers next.

Eyes recur in a different ritual context related to life in three 
passages of the Odyssey th a t I am examining now. In all three cases, 
and only here, another word is employed in 'eyes terminology’. This is 
φάεαΡ associated with arrivals and welcome greetings. The newly arri­

1. See Vermeulc, Aspects of Death, 25 ff.: in exceptional cases non ordinary 
deceased retain an internal light and wits that are not extinguished but that can 
be sparked again. Such a conception however, is not found in the Home­
ric poems but *wit as internal light’ may be suggested by Hermes’ rdle 'as the god 
who guided men between life and death, who could use his magic wand both to 
enchant the eyes of men into darkened quiescence, δμματα θέλγει (XXIV. 343, xxiv. 
2) or to waken the sleeping mind, was not accidentally made the wittiest of the 
I-Iollenic gods.’

2. See Redfield, Nature and culture in the Iliad, 176 and J.H. Lesher’s stimu­
lating article, 'Percciving and Knowing in the Iliad  and Odyssey’, Phronesis 26 
(1981), 2-24, esp .8 ff. mainly on Homer's'knowledge’ terminology and the various 
views on his perception about the achievement of knowledge. See also O. Nagy, 
'S8ma and n08sis: somo illustrations’, Arethusa 16 (1983), 35-55.

3. With a probable otymological connection with tho Vedic word meaning 
'light': soo A. Ileubcck - A. Hookstra, A Comm entary on Homer's Odyjsey, vo*
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ved accepts the kisses of the person who welcomes him, on the head, 
the eyes and the hands. This is obviously a ritual gesture in a greet­
ing type-scene here introduced w ith elements th a t are not found 
elsewhere in this category of type-scenes.1 In the first scene in his re­
turn from '  Pylos Telemachos arrives a t the hu t of Eumaeus, the 
swineherd, and he is welcomed as follows (Od. 16.14 ff.): ... 6 6y άντίος 
ήλθεν ανακτος, j κνσσε δέ μιν κεφαλήν τε και άμφω φάεα καλά / χεϊράς τ* 
άμφοτέρας· Θαλερόν δέ οι εκπεσε δάκρυ: ‘And lie went to meet his lord, 
and kissed his head and both his beautiful eyes and his two hands, 
and a big tear fell from him’ (Loeb transl.). A parallel scene is re­
called in Od. 17.38 ff. where Penelope this time welcomes her son 
with similar gestures:

άμφι δέ παιδί φίλω βάλε πήχεε δακρνσασα, 
κνσσε δέ μιν κεφαλήν τε και άμφω φάεα καλά, 
καί ρ ’ όλοφυρομένη επεα πτερόεντα προαηνδα 

‘and bursting into tears she flung her arms about her dear son, and 
kissed his head and both his beautiful eyes; and w ith wailing she spoke 
to him winged words’ (Loeb transl.). In a different ritual context

II: books ix-xvi, Oxford 1989, 266 (on 16.15). On φάεα and the φαεινώ, the 
‘shining’, eyes of Zeus see also R. Janko, The Iliad: A  Commentary, 148 (on 
13.837).

1. The pioneering work in this field is W. Arend’s, Die typischen Scencn bei 
Homer (Problemata 7), Berlin 1933; b u t see also M.M.Willcock’s criticism ('N er­
vous hesitation in the Iliad* in Homer 1987. Papers of the Third Greenbank Col­
loquium, Liverpool 1992, 65): 'B u t Arend only deals w ith the simplest and most 
basic examples of «themes»—actual repeated situations like arrivals, arming, set­
ting out on a journey, baths. I see them atic composition as something much more, 
the pervasive methods of the poet in the presentation of his story, as the formula 
shows his method in the construction of his lines. «Theme» for me includes even 
style, narrative and characterisation, as well as the more or less exactly repeated 
incidents.’ See also M.W. Edwards, 'Type-scenes and Homeric hospitality’, ΤΑ Ρ Α  
105 (1975), 51-72, for the various definitions pf the type-scene and a survey on 
the history of its study and the major contributions made by various scholars, 
among them A. Lord, G.E. Dimock Jr., D.K. Fry, J.B . Hainsworth and others. 
Arend’s 'highly original and excellently done’, according to M.W. Edwards, con­
tribution to Homeric studies is often acknowledged by him by page-references to 
his work (D ie typischen Scenen bei H om er) related to the scenes under discus­
sion: see for example 61 ff. for the category called ‘the arrival type-scene’ and 'the  
visit type-scene’ which in some parts is an elaboration of the ‘arrival type-scene’. 
A number of standard elements of these two categories of type-scenes recorded by 
Edwards ('Type-scenes and Homeric hospitality’, 62 ff.), like *1. the visitor stands 
in the doorway 2. someone sees him 3. he gets up and hurries to the visitor 4.



but along similar highly emotional language and gestures the divine 
mother of the Iliad, Thetis, meets her son in the scene we have 
discussed above (II. 18.71-2: όξν δέ κωκνσασα κάρη λάβε παιδός έοΐο,Ι 
xal j  ’ όλοφνρομέΐ'η επεα πτερόεντα προσηνδα). Obviously in the two 
scenes formulaic greeting occurs in a significant ritual context and 
the variation of the standard /set elements is employed not only for 
different emotional effects but also for distinguishing the two rituals 
according to the different circumstances: the arrival on the one
hand, the allusion to a forthcoming death on the other.

But the first to see Telemachos a bit earlier was Eurykleia; she, 
too, burst into tears as she faced him and 'she came straight toward 
him, and round about them gathered the other maids of Odysseus of 
the steadfast heart, and they kissed his head and shoulders in loving 
welcome’ (Loeb transl.): δακονσασα δ’ h iειτ Ιθνς κίεν άμφι δ* άο* άλ- 
λαι j δμωαϊ Όδνσσήος ταλασίφρονος ήγερέθοντο, J και κννεον άγαπαζόμε- 
ναι κεφαλήν τε καί ωμούς (Od. 17.33-5 ).* The kissing of the eyes is not 
included in this welcome greeting but tears accompany (as in the 
previous cases) the gestures performed in this scene by the maidser­
vants. Both Eumaeus’ and Penelope’s speech express their fear and 
anxiety about Telemachos’ safe return home; they say they thought tha t 
they would never see him again: «ήλθες, Τηλ,έμαχε, γλνκερόν φάος' ον σ 
Ιτ* έγώ γε / οψεσθαι εφάμην, έτχεϊ οϊχεο νηι Πνλονδε»: 'You have come, 
Telemachos, sweet light of my eyes. I thought I should never see you 
more after you had gone in your ship to Pylos’, Eumaeus says (Od. 
16. 23-4). And Penelope repeats: «ήλθες, Τηλέμαχε, γλνκερόν φάος. ον σ* 
St* έγώ γε  / δψεσθαι έφάμην, έπεί οϊχεο νηι Πνλονδε / λάθρη, έμεν άέχη- 
r ι ...» (Od. 17. 41-2).

In the above persons’ reaction in facing Telemachos again ele­
ments conveying an emotional depth must not be considered as
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leads him in 5. he then gives the visitor a seat 6. offers him hospitality’, concerning 
the reception of a newcomer or a guest, occur not in all but at least in two of the 
Odyssean scenes examined here, which follow in the main points the structure of 
the normal 'type-scene’ (16.14 ff. and 19.416 ff.). See also M.W. Edwards, Homer: 
P oet of the Iliad, Baltimore and London 1987, 71-7; idem, The Iliad: A Com­
mentary, 11-5.

1. Here άγαπαζόμε\'αι (1. 35: καί κύνεον άγαπαζόμεναι χεφαλήν re xai ώμονc) as 
in O dyssey  16.17 (dyandCn) refers to signs of affection that accompany the ritual 
gestures associated with 'return* and 'welcome*. See also A. Heubeck and A. 
Hoekstra, A Commentary on Homer s Odyssey, vol. II, 266 (on 16. 17-9): The
etym . of άγαπάω, άγαπάζω is unknown, but their original sense seems io have 
been «to welcome with affection»



occasional or applied to a conventional description of a type-scene bu t 
as important features in a particular context. Some of them bust into 
tears, others are wailing, of joy rather than sorrow although with an 
underlying element suggesting also a lament context.1 Penelope shows 
affection and parental devotion. An equal to parental affection is 
shown by Eumaeus clearly expressed by what is said in lines 17 ff. 
(book 16): 'he welcomed Telemachos like a father would welcome his 
only son who came from abroad after ten years’ of absence’: ώς <5ε 
πατήρ δν παϊδα φίλα φρονέων άγαπάζΐ) / έλθόντ’ έξ άπίης γαίης δεκάτω 
ένιαντω, ... πάντα κύσεν περιφύς, ώς εκ θανάτοιο φυγόντα. I t seems like 
a privilege th a t Eumaeus has been ascribed, th a t is the kissing of 
the eyes of his master (16.15), th a t only his close relatives had the 
right to do; we saw shortly before th a t the maids and even Eury- 
kleia, did not kiss Telemachos’ eyes when attributing the welcome 
gestures.2 Odysseus is greeted in like manner by Eumaeus and the

1. Od. 16.16: θαλερόν δέ οί ίκπεσε δάκρυ; 16.21-2: πάντα κύσεν περιφύς, ώς έκ 
θανάτοιο φυγόντα' / κ.αί ρ ’ όλοφυρόμενος ίπεα τττερόεντα προσηύδα; 17.38: δακρύσασα; 
17.40: καί ρ ’ όλοφυρομένη επεα πτερόεντα προσηύδα. I t  seems th a t there is no clear 
distinction in Homer between expressions denoting weeping of mere sorrow and 
those referring to lam entation. In lam ent phrases applied to a  real or a  foreshad­
owed death belong the following: ήρχε γόοιο (II. 24.723), έξήρχε γόοιο (II. 18. 
51, 24.761), όδινοϋ έξήρχε γόοιο (II. 22.430, 23.17, 24.747), γόου Ίμερον ώρσε (II. 23. 
14), τοϊσι δέ πασιν ύφ' ίμερον ώρσε γόοιο (23.108, 23.153), όδύρετο δάκρυα λείβων (II. 
18.32), καί (5 ’ όλοφυρομένη ίπεα πτερόεντ α προσηύδα (18.72), κώκυσεν δέ μάλα μέγα  
παΐδ’ έσιδοϋσα (22.407), ωμωξεν δ’ έ?>εεινά πατήρ φίλος (22.408; cf. 23.12), κωκυτω 
τ ’ εϊχοντο καί οίμοιγή κατά άστυ (22.409; cf. 22.447, 24.703), γοόωσα (22.476), όδυ- 
ρομένοισιν (23.154), οί δ' ές άστυ έ?>ων οίμωγή τε στοναχή τε (24.696), 'Έκτορα δάκρυ 
χέοντες όδύροντο πρό πυλάων (24.714), οΐ μέν ό'ρ* έθρήνεον (24.722), γόον δ' άλίαστον 
δρινε (24.760), as well as expressions like κλαίουσ(α) (19.301, 22.437, 22.515, 24. 
760, 24.776), κλαΐων (19.338, 22.429, 24.712), άσεσθε κλαυθμοΐο (24.717) as well 
as δάκρυ χέοντες (24.714), κατά δάκρυ χέουσα (18.94), δακρυόεσσαι (18.66), όδνρετο 
δάκρυ χέουσα (22.79). I t  is only between threnos and goos th a t there is some differ­
entiation in Homer, the former is performed by professional mourners (hcnce its 
artistic development to a lyric song) while g0os, the most frequent Homeric term  
for lament, is performed by close relatives (kinswomen or kinsmen) or friends 
(see M. Alexiou, The ritual lament in Greek tradition, 10-4). Especially Iliad books 
18, 22, 23 and 24 refer so often to a mourning context so th a t the reader of the 
Iliad ends up with the impression and a deep feeling th a t above all he has to do 
with a 'Poem of lam ent’.

2. We know that Eumaeus and Eurykleia are not ordinary slaves in the 
Odyssey and their role to mnesterophony and the re-establishm ent of Odysseus 
in his oikos is very im portant. For their status in the Odyssean / Homeric society 
see M.I. Finley, The World of Odysseus (first published 1954, revised edn 1956}, 
62 ff., 76 f. See also A.G. Geddes, *Who’s who in ‘Homeric’ society?’, CQ 34 (i)
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herdsman when he reveals his identity to them; they flung their arms 
about him and kissed his head and shoulders and weeping accompa­
nied their gestures (Od. 21.224-5).

Let us proceed to the third example where φάεα occurs. Odys­
seus is welcomed and greeted by his grandmother during his visit for 
claiming the gifts his grandfather Autolycus had promised him as a 
newborn child. His grandmother Amphithea embraces him and kis­
ses his head and 'both  beautiful eyes* (19. 416-7: μήτηρ δ’ Άμφιβέη 
μητρός ττεριγΰσ’ Ό δνσήΐ / ν.ναα ά'ρα μιν κεφαλήν τε και άμφω φάεα κα­
λά), while his grandfather and his sons, i.e. Odysseus’ uncles, greet­
ed him by kissing his hands and by sweet words (1. 415: χερσίν τ* ή- 
σπόζοντο Ιπεσαί τε μειλιχίοισι). Here, too, the main elements construc­
ting this scene follow the same order enriched with some variating 
details.

It is obvious, then, tha t all three occurrences of φάεα relate to 
arrival scenes and welcome greetings. In all of them the kissing of the 
eyes is the central gesture among other, like the kissing of the head 
and the hands, attributed to the newcomer. The formulaic character 
of the above verses is apparent. However, apart from structuring 
highly emotional scenes they present elements of a social ritual1 
related to concepts of life, the same concepts th a t are expressed in 
polarity in the scenes examined in the first part of this work which 
are associated with death and mourning.

In examining the above Homeric scenes emphasis has been 
given on eyes functioning as objects of affection but mainly as ritual 
objects associated with the notion of life. Penelope’s and Eumaeus’ 
wailing reaffirms Telemachos’ survival (for which both were 
very anxious), the kissing of his eyes applies to his potentiality 
of seeing and, therefore, live. This is what is exactly expressed by 
the address formula (ήλβες, Τηλέμαχε, γλυκερόν φάος: Od. 16.23,17.41),

(1984), 23 ff.; M.M. Austin - P. Vidal-Naquot, Economic and Social H istory of 
Ancient Greece: An Introduction, London 1977, 44-7; A Commentary on Homer's 
O dyssey  (J. Russo, M. Ferndndez-Galiano, A. Heubeck), vol. I ll:  books XVII- 
XXIV, Oxford 1992 {passim ). On the display and meaning of affection in types 
of relationship in the Homeric world see G. Herman’s admirable work, Ritualised 
friendship and the Greek city , Cambridge 1987, esp. 16 ff.

1. On the question of the correspondence of such ritual practices to th® for­
malities of actual life of the horoic or Homer’s time, or they are rather the result 
of oral composition technique seo Edwards, The Iliad: A Commentary, 14 f.
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where light imagery is associated with Telemachos’ physical appearance 
and the light of his life which scattered the darkness of anxiety. 
Through their eyes and vision they are able to ascertain th a t life 
exists in the light (the φάος) of the eyes ( φάεα) of their beloved per­
son they are welcoming. The scenes we have dealt with show a use 
of analogy and contrast, a basic feature of the poet’s art, when eyes 
are objects symbolizing light and life or on the contrary darkness 
and death.1 And Homeric language emphasizes this contrast between 
life, light and vision, to death, darkness and loss of sight, an ever­
lasting contrast between life and death.

1. On the ‘use of parallel and contrast, analogy and polarity* in the Homeric 
poems see Segal, op. cit., 5-8. See J.M. Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad: 
The Tragedy of Hector, 175 f., 254 note 31. See also M. Alexiou, The ritual 
lament in Greek tradition, 187.


