EMM. PAPAMICHAEL

THE CYCLOPS AND HIS «DEAR RAM»

Homer’s powers of observation and the general veracity of his words
in matters of everyday life have been generally recognized for quite
some time now. An example of these characteristics is discussed in
the article «Achilles... a raw man»'. Yet there are still a few small po-
ints which seem problematic, possibly because we do not know what
exactly Homer meant to say. After Odysseus has blinded Polyphemos,
the Cyclops, with a red hot spit, the poet has the latter say some kind
and truly touching words to his «dear ram» in Book . of the Odyssey
(447 ff.):

«Kpit mémov, Tt por H3e da oméog Escuo unhwy
Gotarog; of Tu mapog ye AeAsippévog Epyeal olédv,
&M TTOAD TpdiTog vEpeat Tépey &vhea Talvg
paxpa Bifag, TpdToc 3t fodg ToTAUEY dPLdveLs,
TpdTog 3¢ oTafubévde Mhalear dmovéestot
Eoméptog Vv aldte TavdoTaTog. # ol dvaxTog
bpBohpdv mobéeig, TOV avip xaxog EEardwoe

obv Auypolg Etdpolat, dapacaduevos gpéva olve,
Obric, Bv o md gyt wepuypévov Euuey Erebpov.
el 07 dpogpoviorg ToTl PWVAELS TE Yévolo

einely &rmy xeivog Epodv pévog Hhaoxalet !

76 %€ ol dyxnéparbs ye Sk oméog &AALSLg EAAY
Detvopévou datorto mpde oBdet, xad B€ % Eudy xip
rophoete xoedv, Td pot o0TIdavdg whpey OdTie.n

My good ram, why are you coming forth thus, the last of
the sheep from the cave? Up to now you have not been wont
to stay behind the others, but you were always the first
to feed on the tender bloon of the grass, taking long strides,

1.Emm. Papamichael, ’Ayidieds ... dunerdjc dvijp, dvdtumo dmd tov O’
wéuo tie dwddvns (Emomuoviniic "Enetieldag tHe Dhosopinic Syorfig tob ITave-
motuion Teawivev), *Tedwiva 1980, pp. 131-135.
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and you were the first to reach the streams of the rivers,
and the first to long to return to your station in

the evening. But now you are the last. Certainly you

feel sorry for the eye of your master, that an evil

man together with his baneful fellows blinded when

he had overpowered my wits with wine. Noman was his
name, who, 1 tell you, has not yet escaped destruction.

If only you could feel the way I do and could speak and
tell me where he is hiding himself from my wrath, then

his brains should be dashed on the ground in an instant,
throughout the cave, when I had struck him, and my heart
would be relieved of the pains the worthless Noman has
caused me.

These words are spoken with deep and brutal feeling, although Polyphe-
mos has shown himself to be a cannibal in previous scenes. The problem
here is that, judging by the Cyclops’ words, his ram is presented as being
very unusual. The reader, if he knows enough about sheep, may have
already understood wherein the peculiarity of this ram is to be found.

This, in short, has to do with the place that rams commonly hold
within the flock. Unless one knows certain things about what actually
happens, one may have the impression that a ram, if not always at least
usually, goes in front of the other animals of the flock, being in a way
their leader!. This would be expected to apply to Polyphemos’ exception-
al sheep more than to any other.

Thus, what the Cyclops says appears to be quite natural and does
not surprise at all those who come across these words. Nevertheless,
this is not what in reality takes place, for the good rams, the ‘#vopya’?,
1.e. those that have not been castrated, very seldom lead the flock. This
conclusion is based on my personal observations and research undertak-
en for a considerable period of time in an effort to compare what Ho-
mer says on the subject with what actually happens.

1. W. B. Stanford, Thegdyssey of Homer, 2nd ed., London 1959, p.
362 (448-9), comments on Ackerppévoc...olév’: «... In Mediterranean countries flocks
usually have a ram or a he-goat as their recognized leader.» This is inaccurate and
misleading; in the light of the examination of the question, it is proved to be largely
false. It may be true that in past years a he-goat may occasionally have been
seen to lead the flock, but he must in all likelihood have been castrated; if not,
then the reason or the motive of the shepherds was rather to obtain a sort of cross-
-bred lambs. They maintain that this is possible and the ewes that had for their fa-
ther a he-goat produce more milk, as indeed goats do.

2. Homer uses this term in the Iliad, Book W 147: «...vopyo...u7)’ lepedoev.»
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About fifty shepherds, mainly here in Epirus and partly in Thessa-
ly, have given more or less the same answer, that, in general, is as fol-
lows: The good ram, the ‘BapBdrto’ or the “Zvopyo’, the wuncastrated
male, goes in the middle or farther back and usually behind the ewes.
He can practically always be in a state of sexual excitement, and his
role of mounting the ewes does not allow him, or at least not very of-
ten, to seek the first place at the front. The male leading the flock, the
bell-wether, is ‘yaAaouévo, orpippévo’, castrated, known as ‘yuicép’l.
A ewe may often get this leading position and be called an A, the name
zoologists and ecologists apply to animals that exhibit such good qual-
ities.

One may wonder why there is a leader in the flock at all. This no
doubt is deeply rooted in the biological and evolutionary development
of the species and has to do with its survival. Thus a leader is indispensa-
ble, and intelligence and other mental qualities are more important in
such an animal than physical strength. It is enough to say that when
the animal at the head of the flock, which is recognized by the entire
flock as their leader, stops, all the other animals stop, too. If the leader
starts, they move on. Let it cross a stream, the others follow behind.
This has become proverbial: “They follow like sheep’ denotes a lack
of initiative. Only a strong leader is necessary to make them obey and
follow him. Very often or at least some of the time the good ram may
not be in a position to play this role, for he is called upon to play a far
more important one, i. e. to impregnate the females. This in turn guar-
antees the preservation of the species. If there is not a wether, and in
the natural state of things we would not expect there to be one, quite
often a ewe, very likely the most intelligent, assumes the initiative and
responsibility of leading the flock and imposes her leadership by means
of some instinctive mechanism functioning within its hierarchical organi-
zation. We would accordingly expect every sheep to have acquired a

4. "H “vecéur’, a word of Turkish origin,see N.II.’Av3ptd v, *Ervuolo-
yixd Asbind tijg Kowijc Neocddnvixijc, Ococodoviny 19672 (1971), s. v. wecéur (Turk.
kosem, kosemen); it is also called ‘urpootdpng from the adverb purpootéd - see A. A 7-
LN 7Tpdxov, Méya Acdidv 8Ang vijc “EAdngvixijc yAdaons,” Abfvar 1956, s.v. prpocté-
oS =, OF ‘codptng, covptdene (the ewe “couvptapuipa’) from the verb codpver <<odpvw.
N. Cazantzakis, ‘O Xgiotds Havaoravgdverar, 107 ¥x3.,’A0. 1974, p. 295, names it
‘urpootapbuplog’, but apparently he was not aware of the difference in the place
within the flock which a ram and a wether normally occupy («Zdywoe & Adoog, &
prpostapbxplog, xal T wopLee, i) yvapioe, preprépioe 1L adTdg adv TO dpevixd Tov xal
atdOnxe wAde Toug dvaryeipovrag T yYAdGoR...» ).
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more or less specific place in this order! on the basis of its own natural
qualities. Thus the dullest animal would in all probability be the last
one in the flock.

The role of the leader is no less significant for the shepherd, who
trusts this animal. He addresses himself primarily to it and his dog in
a language limited to whistling, inarticulate shouting, and gestures.

But this is not the whole picture. Things are not so simple in na-
ture, and individual differences are present here as elsewhere. Among
the answers to my questions there were a few notable exceptions which
are particularly interesting:

An old man near Calampaca, Polyzos by name, who has had seven
rams said that some of them went ahead of the other animals when he let
them out of the shed. He added, however, that when they were small
he gave them a bit of bread, and so they became accustomed?to going
first.

A shepherdess at Coutselio, a place about seven kilometres distant
from loannina, was taking her flock of sheep to pasture the other day.
The ram was well ahead of all the other animals, and I asked her if that
proud animal with its twisted horns was a wether or an uncastrated ram
used for reproduction. To my surpise she said it was a good ram indeed,
an uncastrated one.

A shepherd, Alexis Photiadis of Stavraki, a suburb about three kil-
ometres from Ioannina, said that his ram goes ahead of all the others
when it is with barren ewes or with those that are not receptive or in
heat 3¢ povpraitobvron’s.

Finally, a shepherd, named Panos Phloros, in Aetorachi, a small

1. In this sort of hierarchical order the rights of the individuals are questioned
from time to time, especially by the young members that have not yet found their
more or less permanent place within the group and try to test their innate and ac-
quired qualities. Thus one very often sees rams butting heads; the same also occurs
between ewes, but not between ram and ewe, once the male has established his po-
sition of mastery. If he intervenes at all in feuds of females, it is mainly to pacify,
as good-natured arbitrator, his quarrelling subjects.

2. Cf. p. 105, note 1.

3. Verb upouvpxorde, papraiifo, povproiéuor, papxoiilopor; see Edoay. A0,
Mréyxa, Ta yldwooixa ididuara tijc 'Hnelgov (E.H.M.), ’lodwwe 1966, s. v.
povpndiog (6), wpodpyrahog, 6 dANOD papndhoc, papxdiovs, & yeveThclog bpyaoude § 7
cuvoveta petabd alyompoPdrwv; according to him and G. Meyer from the Slav. mrk,
mrkamu, according to N. II. "Av3p. oy, op. cit.,, from the Alban. marr-
kal. Personally I am inclined to relate it to poSpxop puyds (Hesych. Alex-
andr. Lex. 1730. 55, rec. M. Schmidt, Amsterdam 1965).
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mountain village twenty kilometres or so distant from Ioannina, declared
that in his flock he has a relatively young ram which exhibits a clear
tendency to go ahead of all the rest, but, asit charges the shepherd him-
self and has become dangerous for him, he has struck it several times
on the nose and thinks that this will keep the aggressive animal from
developing the habit of going in front of the others.

The question now is this: Was Polyphenos’ ram then a castrated
male, a bell-wether, or was it one of those exeeptionally rare uncastrat-
ed rams that lead the flock, either because they are trained! to do so
or because of their own natural inclinations? The emphasis on the fact
that it was the usual practice of the Cyclops’ ram to go first would
- suggest prima facie and on probability grounds something that was ex-
pected mainly from a wether. If that, however, was the case, we should be
really sorry. That consideration would greatly reduce our admiration and
would make us wonder why on earth Polyphemos speaks such words
of praise for a castrated animal which is only doing what all wethers
do - going in front of the other animals. Yet the matter is not alto-
gether as it seems, and Homer gives us some other helpful indications
as to the real situation. Thus, before the words stated above, he says
in verses 437 ff.:

"Hpog 8 hpryéveir odvy pododaxturos "Hag,
ol 167 Emarta voubvd’ EEtoouto dpoeva pia,
Onheron 3 Zuéumnov avipekntol et GNHOOE
ofBata yop cpapayetvro.

As soon as the rosy fingered Dawn appeared, then the male
sheep rushed forth to the pasture, while the females bleated
unmilked about their pens, for their udders were bursting (felt
heavy and swollen).

The Cyclops, it seems, let out the male sheep separately and kept the fe-
males apart, at any rate during the time when they had to suckle their
lambs, or he usually milked the ewes to prevent their udders and teats
from becoming swollen. He may also have done this to avoid early and
undesirable pregnancies, which might have resulted in weakening and
degeneration of his livestock. It is very probable that in the old days a

© 1. Habit seems to play a considerable part here; some of the people I question-
ed said, «this depends on how you train the young ram». Apparently this answer agrees
with that of the old man Polyzos near Calampaca, who gave or, presumably more
porrectly, was giving his young rams some bread to establish that pattern of behaviour.

7
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sort of check was made. If so, things were arranged more carefully and
systematically than is the case with some shepherds nowadays.

Be thar as it may, certain points in Book ¢ of the Odyssey support
the explanation that is given here (verses 217 ff.):

. GAN Evdpeue voudy xdta mlove i,

&N06vrec & lg dvrpov EBmedpcoba Exacra

Tapool pév Tpdv Bpibov, arelvovro 8¢ omxol
govéiv 7O Eplowy: Saxnexpiuévar 32 Exactat
€oyato, ywpis pdv mpbyovor, ywpls 32 pérasou,
yopls 8 abl’ Epoor: valov & 6pd &yyesx mavta,
yavhot te oxapldeg Te, Tetuypéva, Toig Evapehyev.

But he (Polyphemos) was pasturing his fat sheep in the fields.
When we went into the cave, we gazed with amazement at
all things there. The baskets were laden with cheeses, and the
pens were crowded with lambs and kids. Each kind was kept
separately: the firstlings were penned apart from the later
lambs, and again the newly-weaned were kept by them-
selves. All the well-wrought vessels, the milk-pails, and the
bowls into which he milked, were swimming with whey.

Therefore, when the Cyclops addresses his ram with words of praise
because it earlier always went ahead of the rest - aside from its oth-
er praiseworthy qualities such as its size, thick fleece, and the like,
which made possible Odysseus’ safe escape while each of his six compan-
ions needed three rams - one should probably understand that its not
going first in this instance was unusual, perhaps unique. The male sheep
were very likely pasturing by themselves or with barren females (or at
most with non-receptive ones) apart from the receptive females.
And this might generally have been the case éxcept for the breeding
season. It seems rather certain from passages in the text that the ewes
with their lambs, and probably also during pregnancies, were kept apart
from the other sheep for safety reasons.

Judging by the number of rams, Polyphemos must have had quite
a large number of sheep. Nineteen males (6 x3-+1) were needed for only
the six surviving companions and Odysseus to escape from the Cyclops’
cave. Obviously there were many more that came out and were seized
and taken to the ships (verses 461 ff.):
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“Qg elmév Tdv xpLdv amd fo mépme Bdpale.
ENBévreg & FPondy dmd ometoug Te wal adATS
Tp&dTog O dpvetod Avbumy, drélusa 8 Etaipouc.
xaprodipws 88 T piha Tavadmodu, Tiove dnué,
ToAha TEptTpoTEovres Ehadvopey, Spp’ &L Vijo
topel’-...

(469 wee GAX Exéhevoa Dodic xodhitptye (e
TOAN &v vt Bohévrog EmtmActy dhpopdy B3wp.

So he said (those words he addressed to his ram above)
and sent the ram forth from him. And when we had come a
short distance from the cave and the court, I first loosed my-
self from under the ram and freed my companions. Hurriedly
we drove those long-shanked sheep, rich with fat, to the
ship, turning around very often as we went...- but I ordered
them (i. e. my comrades) to throw speedily on board the
many sheep with goodly fleece and sail to the open salt water.

Since the main diet of the Cyclops, as it is described in Book . of
the Odyssey, is meat and milk, he must have needed huge quantities of
both. The meat surely came from his rams and barren ewes. No doubt
he kept the fertile females, which provided him with milk, cheese, and
other dairy products, for breeding and used them for food only when
they became too old to bear young.

. The observations and information above do not present a very clear
picture. This picture agrees, however, with the information Homer gives.
In Book I' of the Iliad (verses 196 ff.) we read: «...

ad7tdg 8¢ wtirog (¢ mimwAetrar otlyog avdpdiv:
Gpverd wv Eyoye Eloxw TyEsIEAG,
8¢ % ol@v péya AU Siufpyerar &pyevvdwv.»

Priam, after he has seen Odysseus, asks Helen to tell him the name of
that man,

who like a ram' went through the ranks of the warriors. He
seems to Priam like a thick-fleeced ram that went through the
great flock of white ewes.

1. Cf. liad N 492 f., oot &movd’, &g el 1e petd xtiiov éometo pijha [ mbpev’ éx Po-
Tdvng ydwoton 8 &pa Te ppéva ToLwAY.
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This is a typical picture of the uncastrated ram among the females, es-
pecially when these are receptive or in heat.

After this testimony, the leading position of the first and best ram
of Polyphemos can be explained in the following way:
This excellent animal, of which Homer has the Cyclops speak so admir-
ingly, is one of those rare rams that are both good for breeding as well
as for leading the flock. His going in front of the others coincides main-
ly with the time when only males or barren ewes are present, or when
any fertile females present are not in a receptive state. Yet it is practi-
cally impossible for a good ram to be at the front of the flock at breed-
ing time, when some of the ewes are usually receptive. At any rate it
seems very improbable that Polyphemos’ ram was a bell-wether. Homer
would not have made a castrated male behaving like practically any
other of its kind the subject of such an excellent scene and such touch-
ing compliments. It must, therefore, have been in fact a very special
animal of which Polyphemos had good reason to be proud!.

1. Cf, Odysseus’ own words, « 482 : dpvewds ydp By, phiey 8 dpioroq -
TEVTGV,



