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Abstract

Challenges to the Power of Zeus in Early Greek Poetry

In the earliest extant works of Greek literature, Zeus reigns supreme in the Olympian
hierarchy. However, throughout the early Greek portrayals of him, there are allusions
-- scattered and scanty as they may be -- to threats of rebellion which challenge Zeus'
‘sui)rémacy. This thesis examines these passages, drawn from Homer, Hesiod and t\he.
Homeric Hymns, to offer new interpretations of these texts. While focusing on the
theme of cosmic/divine strife, I also reveal hidden logic and lost legends underlying
these texts: discoveries of significance to the improved understanding of early Greek
poetry.

Chapter one, focusing on Thetis' supplication, examines the crisis of Zeus in
lliad 1. 1 a.nalysé the (mythological) theme of the son who is mightier than his father,
interpreting Achilles and Peleus' relationship in terms of succession myth.

Chapter two explores the Golden Chain of Hera in Zliad 15. Retracing a lost
Gigantomachia epic, I view the incident from the perspective of cosmic strife,
discussing Hera's rebellion and the role of Heracles in this rebellion.

Drawing on the re-evaluation of the Gigantomachia, Chapter three investigates
the war between the gods in the Iliad, concentrating on antagonism between Zeus and

Poseidon, which reaches its end with Zeus' reordering of the universe.



Chapter four reinterprets the Hesiodic account of Athena's birth, offering
solutions as to how and why Zeus achieves his final conquest in the succession story.

Chapter five considers the Typhon-story in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo.
Examining this hymn from the broad perspective of the struggle for cosmic power, I
re-integrate this story into the hymn.

Chapter six focuses on the love of Aphrodite and Anchises in the Hymn to
Aphrodite. 1explore the dual themes of mortality and the bitter sorrow of Aphrodite

— defeated by Zeus and diminished in power.
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Introduction

In this dissertation I offer an innovative interpretation of a number of early Greek epic
texts in which I have found common compositional connections through the theme of the
accomplishment and maintenance of Zeus' Olympian supremacy in the face of the
challenges and challengers for cosmic domination. This étudy examines the traces — the
legacy of predecessors in the poetic tradition — contaiped ip early Grgek poetry. Iq tbe |
earliest extant works of Greek literature, Zeus reigns supreme in the Olympian hierarchy.
By the eighth century, the concept of the Olympian 'family' had crystallised: they are the
principal mythical figures in epic, and Zeus' power over them is already secure.
However, there are indications that before this time, Zeus faced and overcame challenges
which threatened his rule over the universe. In the Iliad, Poseidon and Hera always
appear in alliance against Zeus; and his son and daughters, Apollo, Aphrodite and Athena,
are also problematic figures deserving of consideration for their roles in familial internecine
conflicts.

There is no indication of Zeus' supremacy in the Mycenaean documents. The
religious tablets from Pylos contain a great number of what appear to be the names of

gods,! among whom Poseidon is clearly the most significant. For example, in Pylos tablet

"It is surprising that there are so many deities on the Pylos tablets who are unknown in the classical
period; for example, manasa, dopota, and dirimijo (Tn 316). This seems to indicate that Mycenaean
society, at least in Pylos, allowed variety in religious devotion, although Poseidon is undoubtedly the
most important among the gods listed. Because of the scanty evidence, it is difficult to get much of the
religious information at the Mycenaean sites other than Pylos. Chadwick (1976) 15 points out that 'the
homogeneity of Mycenaean culture is so marked, that it would be strange if other parts of Greece behaved
very differently. ' If this holds true, we might be able to think that it was a general phenomena that a
variety of gods were worshipped in the Mycenaean cites.



Tn 316,? thirteen divine names are present, including Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Hermes, and
Potnia (the other eight names remain uncertain). A golden vessel is dedicated to each of

3 Poseidon's

these figures, and some of them are also offered a human dedication.
prestigious position in Pylos is attested by the fact that the shrine of Poseidon is listed at
the top of the tablet and offered, specifically and exceptionally, two women. He is also
an important deity on the other Pylos tablets: in the Es group of tablets, he receives
annual contributions of grain (with three other uncertain figures),* and his offerings are by
‘fa\r t‘hexla‘rgest; in Un ‘71‘8 .he isb the ‘rec‘:ip‘ier\n bf a iong list (;f offén'ngs including oxen,
sheep, goats, pigs, wheat, wine, honey, unguents, wool and cloth.> From the perspective
offered by these documents, Poseidon appears to be the strongest of all the gods in Pylos.
This picture fits well with Odyssey 3. 43, which narrates how Telemachus and Athena
(disguised as Mentor) join in celebrating the festival of Poseidon at Pylos.

Compared with the importance of Poseidon, Zeus does not appear as particularly

consequential in the tablet documents. Tablet Tn 316 records his ostensibly

unexceptional nature: he is just an ordinary god, receiving the same quantity of offerings

? Palmer (1963) 265-6 suggests that the operation recorded in this tablet might be human sacrifice at the
New Year festival for the purpose of the removal of the previous year's guilt and defilement. Chadwick
(1976) 89-90 submits that this document might have been written in the last days of the existence of the
palace of Pylos, since it is 'the most disgraceful piece of hastily compiled record of offerings.! One of the
significant features of this tablet is that Zeus and Hera are mentioned together.
* The content of tablet Tn 316 is as follows (see Ventris and Chadwick (1956) 286-9; Gallavotti ed.,
Inscriptiones Pyliae ad Mycenaeam Aetatem Pertinentes, 1961; Palmer (1963) 261-8):
those who get one golden vessel and two women: the precinct of Poseidon;
one golden vessel and a man: Zeus, Hermes;
one golden vessel and a woman: potinija (Potnia), the Dove-goddess, manasa, posidaeja (the
feminine form of Poseidon?), diuja (the feminine form of Zeus?), Hera; '
one golden vessel only: tiriseroe (Trishero?), dopota, ipemedeja (Iphimedeia, the mother of Otos
and Epialtes by Poseidon in Od. 11.305?), dirimijo (Drimios?).
“ Es 645, 646, 647, 648, 649, 651, 652, 653, 703, 726, 728, 729.
* Ventris and Chadwick (1956) 282-4 consider that the tablet records a glorified representation of
ceremonial processions.



as the other deities, some of whom may have been only minor gods since they are already
unknown in classical times. Given Zeus' later sovereignty of the universe, it is undeniable
that his characterisation has undergone a major transformation by the beginning of the
archaic period.

It is not only Poseidon who must be considered a challenger of Zeus. A number
of local deities, especially goddesses, existed. As Campbell writes, 'wherever the Greeks
came, in every valley, every isle and every cave, there was a local manifestation of the
\m‘otfxer‘-gcl)ddess of the world Whom Zeué, és fhe greaf gbd‘of tﬁe baﬁiérchai o‘rdc;,r, ha;i t\o
master in a patriarchal way'.® The Zeus whom we encounter in Homer and Hesiod is the
conqueror only after he has subdued all of these deities; and the texts of these poets
preserve for us chance traces, albeit fragmentary, of Zeus' route to victory.

The concept of the Olympian family over which Zeus rules as father can be seen
as a consequence of the drastic changes of that period. In the course of the eighth
century, when the Iliad came to achieve its final shape, the Greek world grew increasingly
receptive to new influences, both internal and external. Internally, the movement towards
Panhellenism became prominent;’ and externally, the influence of the Near East grew

pervasive from the latter half of the ninth century onwards in response to organised

colonisation.®?

S Campbell (1964) 149.

7 The Olympic Games were organised in 776 B.C.; the great sanctuaries of Olympia, Delphi, Delos and
Eleusis were established. See Nagy (1979) 9; Clay (1989) 8-9.

¥ Graf (1987) 95 proposes two periods of oral transmission of Near Eastern myths to the Greeks: the
Mycenaean and the archaic periods. Graf considers the latter more likely, because there is no Canaanite
influence in Hesiod; if the Greeks had taken over the oriental tales in Mycenaean times, some traces of
Canaanite myth could be found, and the Hittite and Mesopotamian myths would hardly have been so
prominent.



The Panhellenic character of the Homeric epics is obvious: the diverse epic
tradition is synthesised into a unified Panhellenic model.” Since it was often performed
on Panhellenic occasions, the epic theme itself is infused with and authorised by a
Panhellenic spirit.° The ideas of the sovereignty of Zeus and of Panhellenism itself
seem, indeed, to have proceeded hand in hand. In particular, the creation of the myth of
the birth of Athena from Zeus' head would have been 'the great landmark'! in the
establishment of a new kind of city-state. I deal with the Panhellenic ideal in Chapter IV.

\Near Eastefn inﬂuencé on‘ Greék mytfl is .nowadays widely écc;epted.li \T};e
Hurrian story of Kumarbi and the Babylonian creation poem of the Enuma Elish share a
similar feature with Greek myth in the presentation of the concept of strife between the
gods over the possession of supreme power in the universe. The Assyrian and
Babylonian epic Atrahasis represents the idea of the division of the universe, which is
paralleled in the Homeric account of the three portions of the world shared by Zeus,
Poseidon and Hades (JI. 15. 187-95).1® The idea of strife among the gods for the highest

power — the strongest god ruling over the other gods — is ubiquitous in the Near Eastern

° Rohde (1898) 39.

' Nagy (1979) 9: the death of Achilles is a theme officially celebrated in the 'paean' in worship of Apollo
at Delphi, one of the Panhellenic institutions; in addition, Achilles was traditionally mourned by the
women of Elis in a ceremony that inaugurated the Olympics every four years.

"' Brown (1952) 138.

> Burkert (1992) 3-5 reviews the history of scholarship on orientalism and anti-orientalism in the late
nineteenth century. He explores the dominance of the image of 'pure, self-contained Hellenism' especially
among German scholars including Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, and how it was overtaken by three groups of
new discoveries: the decipherment of cuneiform writing, the archaeological discovery of Mycenaean
civilisation, and the recognition of an oriental phase in the development of archaic Greek art. West (1997)
also deals with this subject, pointing out at p.586 that the Greek poets of the Archaic age were profoundly
indebted to western Asia at many levels, such as mythical and literary motifs, cosmological and
theological conceptions, formal procedures, technical devices, figures of speech, even phraseology and
idioms.

" Atrahasis deals with man's sins and his consequent punishment through plagues and the deluge which,
notoriously, provides a parallel to the biblical motivation for the Flood. It also offers features consistent

10



epics.

We can also connect pre-Greek Indo-European poetic traditions to the tales of
Zeus' sovereignty. For example, Dumézil analyses the cognate theme of war as the divine
solution for overpopulation in the Mahdbhdrata and (the Trojan war) in the Cypria.*
Eliade discusses the cosmogonic and metaphysical value in the Rig Veda of 'binding',"> a
theme also to be found in the Iliad and in Hesiod in connection with generational strife
and cosmic sovereignty. I discuss the Near Eastern and pre-Greek Indo-European
‘in\ﬂu\en\ceé oh Gréek rﬁytﬁ ih Che;ptéré IV a\nd\ Vi. |

x % *

Let me clarify my methodology: in each chapter I view the text as primary,
employing detailed philological analysis and the technique of close-reading. I show how
the quest of Zeus for supremacy received different treatments in different genres — the
epic story-telling of Homer, the didactic style of Hesiod, and the hymnic poems.
Nevertheless, the juxtaposition of these texts also demonstrates the existence of a
significant degree of thematic cross-over and harmony. Therefore, when these results are
extrapolated back to each text, their interconnections prove consequential to a more
comprehensive understanding of each work both as an individual, generically structured
epic, didactic, or encomiastic piece, and as a representative part of a broader,

thematically-linked corpus of mythic material. The insight characterising this study is,

then, that an approach grounded, synthetically, in the scrutiny of each genre, has the

with Greek myth: the gods have an assembly, and the mightiest god among them (Ea) determines the
beginning and the end of the flood.
" Dumézil (1968) 168-9.
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potential to offer an improved understanding of the relationship between different kinds
of literature.

My investigation makes manifest the existence of two, often intertwined, thematic
threads woven throughout these texts. The first is the threat of the mighty son with the
potential to overcome and usurp his father. This imaée is perceptible in Book One of the
lliad — the subject of Chapter I — and runs through the other texts under discussion. I
dlscuss the story of the binding of Zeus (ZI. 1. 399-400) and Thetis' supphcatlon (Il I.
\493 530) focusmg on how the mythologlcal theme of the threat of a son nughtler than hlS
father functions in the scene between Zeus and Thetis, and also throughout the Iiad.
My analysis reveals, for example, that the birth of Athena (Theog. 886-91: see Chapter
IV) is pivotal to Zeus' acquisition of supremacy because, as a maiden daughter born from
Zeus himself, she breaks a recurrent pattern of menace. The leitmotif reappears in
Chapter VI, in my exploration of Aphrodite's disempowerment in the Hymn fo Aphrodite:
apparently not an explicit challenger to Zeus, nevertheless, her incorporation into the
patriarchal Olympian family entails the loss of much of her personal power. I
demonstrate that a major theme of the Hymn is the celebration of the solidarity of
Olympian society at the expense of Aphrodite's personal happiness. In my investigation
of the Hymn to Apollo — Chapter V — I illustrate how the theme of the threatening and
mighty son operates on two levels in the twin stories of Typhon and Apollo. Against a
background of generational strife — a motif casting its shadow over so many of the texts

under discussion — Typhon, son of Hera, challenges the power of Zeus in a narrative

'* Eliade (1961) 98: the god Varuna has the magic power to bind and unbind men at a distance.
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which emphasises the antagonistic role of the mother and son against the father. As the
oppressive atmosphere of the Hymn's opening scene suggests, Apollo — another powerful
son — might also have challenged Zeus. Instead, he establishes overall peace: highlighting
these parallels reveals, in my interpretation, that the central theme of this Hymn is the
celebration of the reconciliation of father and son — or, rather, the father's successful
deliverance from the son's potential threat.

Second to this, I emphasise another theme of the challenges to Zeus, namely that
\of\ tl\le‘ dénéefs ire;;reéer;ted \by\ c\htiloﬁic\ ﬁov;fefs. \ \M\y \di\scilss:ioﬁ \co\ncentrates, in
particular, on the appearance of this theme of early Greek poetry in the alliance between
Hera and Poseidon. In Chapter II, I interpret the myth of the golden chain of Hera (ZI. 15.
16-33) as a marked indication of the persistent struggle between Zeus and Hera, in which
Poseidon, overtly and covertly, always supports Hera. This insight enables me to
establish plausible links with the broad epic tradition, such as the Gigantomachia on
which, I argue, Homer draws. The result is a proposal for the reconstruction of the plot
of this lost epic. Further, in my discussion of the Theomachy (/. 20. 54-74; 21. 385-520)
in Chapter III, I identify and trace the latent logic underlying this antagonism between
Zeus and Poseidon — Zeus' final challenger — and examine how this logic is integrated by
the poet into his account of the process of Zeus' reordering of the universe. Fundamental
to this process, as I determine, is the analogy presented in the Iliad between the destiny
of Achilles and that of Poseidon. My interpretations of the above-mentioned texts
underline the often overlooked significance of cosmic — divine — strife as a popular theme

in early Greek poetry.
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Thus, Zeus had to conquer these powers, dangerous sons and chthonic potentates,
before he gained supremacy on Olympus. Among threats to the power of Zeus, we have
not only the explicit challenger, such as Typhon, but also implicit challengers, such as
Hera, Poseidon and Aphrodite. They might not have actually caused a war against Zeus,
but our texts show that they in fact oppose him or at least behave insubordinately
towards him. Opposition and insubordination could be a threat of subversion, if the
proper countermeasures could not be devised. I discuss even Ares as a challenger in
‘Cl\lai)te\r iII; v;fh(; is ins~ub‘or<‘iin‘até t\ovs\/ar\ds\ Z\eu‘s. ‘ 'l;he;re\ C(;)uid ‘be\ v;a.ri;)u;s ;yl;es of
challenges and various levels of threats. Zeus conquered all these threats before they
become a real rebellion.

I structure my investigation in order of the date of composition of the texts: the
lliad (Chapters I-III), the Theogony (Chapter 1V), the Hymn to Apollo (Chapter V), and
the Hymn to Aphrodite (Chapter VI).!® As a consequence of my approach through
generic and thematic integration, it is also possible to appreciate this analysis by
considering the myths according to the sequence of challenges to Zeus' power: that is, (1)
the birth of Athena; (2) Typhon, the son of Hera; (3) the threat of Thetis; (4) the golden
chain of Hera; (5) the reordering of the Universe; and (6) the bitter sorrow of Aphrodite.
I choose, however, not to emphasise this aspect of presentation: such an approach should
involve analysis of all the challengers to Zeus' sovereignty, and would expand this study

beyond manageable limits. I reserve the admission, and the ramifications of the

' The date of the hymns is not easy to determine. I follow AHS (1936) 183, who argue that the Hymn to
Apolio is the oldest of the hymns. However Janko (1982) 132 dates the Hymn to Pythian Apollo to c. 585
— a date later than the composition of the Hymn to Aphrodite, c. 700BC. Cf. Chapter VI, n. 2.

14



admission, of these other challenger figures — Prometheus, for example — for a further
study.

I began my study fascinated by the number of references to challenges to the
power of Zeus, and the significance which these fragmentary traces assume in the poems
on close reading. My analysis reveals that these apparently arbitrary references can be
considered, paradoxically, central to the theme of each work in which they appear.
Germane to this is Taplin's observation,

As so often in Homer's narrative technique, a seed in the form of a passing

hint or subtle implication grows, as the poem progresses, into a full-blown

and explicit issue or theme.!”

Identifying this cumulative or 'snowball"® effect can provide a possible reconstruction of
events which appear, on first reading, to be discrete. The obvious implication is that the
theme of the resolution of the challenges to Zeus' power was of greater importance to the
poets than has hitherto been acknowledged. A further implication is that the frequency of
allusions to this theme 1n different genres of early Greek literature indicates that the
ancient Greeks were particularly fond of the theme. We can postulate some of the
manifold reasons for this: for instance, the competitiveness of Greek society laid the
foundation for people's acceptance that Zeus' achievement of supreme Olympian power

implied the defeat of his enemies and rivals.!® Alternatively, the Greeks' characteristically

'7 Taplin (1992) 55.
** Taplin (1992) 10.
'* The idea of competition and the desire for victory seems to have been particularly important in ancient
Greece. The principle of competition prevailed throughout society — in battle, sports, and even in the
artistic fields. For example, in the Certamen, Homer and Hesiod compete in a poetic contest: the quality
of the poets' songs is judged. The Hymn to Apollo presents the delightful festival in Delos (146-176),
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logical spirit of inquiry into the cause and processes of the phenomenal world made them
receptive to the elaboration of the reasoning offered in the re-presentation of these myths
in extended narratives.

I approach my theme with an interpretative methodology. For example, I
consider the poetic effects of allusion (Ch. I, IIT and VI), ring composition (Ch. II and V),
the story-inside-a-story technique (Ch. V), and the repetition of motifs (Ch. IV and V).
Some of the passages that I evaluate are so-called 'digressions' (Ch. I, I, IV and V), which
are often regarded as 'interpolations' or 'inventions'.?® My own view is, however, that on
a unitarian reading, a consistent logic can be detected behind these digressions which
permits the evaluation of their overall thematic relevance. This methodological approach
has much in common with Taplin's 'soundings' of the Homeric texts: '...tracing the
coherence of foreshadowings, back-reférences, cross-references, interlocking sequences --
the "cobwebbing" of motifs and ideas."™!

The aim of this study is to focus attention on the elements with which the ancient

audience were familiar from their wide acquaintance with the epic tradition, but which we,

being unfamiliar with them, have not necessarily recognised.? Of course, we can

where hymns are recited in a contest. In the classical age, it is well known that dramas were performed in a
contest situation. As Nagy (1990) 79 writes, 'the performance of poetry, from the day of the oral poets to
the era of the rhapsodes, was by its nature a matter of competition'. In such a competitive society, the idea
of gods who fight with each other would have been accepted without difficulty. However, Griffith (1990)
189 points out the ambiguity of the verdict at the contests, giving the example of the contest between
Hesiod and Homer, and writes (p. 191) that the game need not come out to a 'zero-sum'. I agree with
Griffith (pp. 196-7) that this 'contest-system' allowed the existence of alternative or contradictory versions
of myth.
% For the extreme case, cf. Todorov (1977) 55 on the ‘antidigressive law'.
2! Taplin (1992) 8f.

1 pursue the problem in a direction similar to that of Slatkin (1991) 8, who writes that 'what we need is
...to recover as much as possible what an ancient "reading" might have been based on; or rather we might
say that to gain greater access to what Homer's audience heard in the epics.'

16



appreciate the poems even without further knowledge of such elements; but, as I will try
to demonstrate, further knowledge can only bring us closer, in interpretation and
appreciation, to the poems' ancient audiences. In tracing the hidden or apparently lost
logic of the epic legends underlying our extant texts, we achieve an improved
understanding of early Greek poetry. As Clay notes of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter,
The hymn, then, appears to lack certain crucial links of logic and
motivation. But what is especially remarkable about these narrative gaps
and inconsequences is that other extant versions of the myth organize
many of the same components and motifs into a coherent narrative
sequence, in which each change of scene or transition follows with
admirable logic and clarity from what has preceded. There is good reason
to suppose that at least some of these versions do not constitute later

rationalized revisions of elements found in the hymns but, rather, that they
preserve traditions older than the hymn itself.?

An intertextual reading of this kind -- a reading between the lines and beyond the text --
must take into account two related elements. The first is the notion of a presupposed,
'ideal’ audience receptive to the details of (and possibilities for) mythographic variants
and/or to the wider epic tradition to which, I argue, the poet refers.* For example, I
suggest that the assumption of this audience's knowledge can allow the poet to curtail full
explication of the underlying core of material on which he draws (see Chapter V). The
question of audience 'appreciation' is vexed: as Taplin has noted, an audience is not
'homogeneous', though its members can possess much in common. Of course, not all

audience members will appreciate every cross-reference or digression as the poet

B Clay (1989) 205.

 Reception, of course, lies beyond an author's control: see Martindale (1993) 13-16 on theoretical
questions associated with the redescribability of texts by the 'implied reader'. I wish here merely to note
that I am aware of the considerable pitfalls associated with the use of ‘reader’, 'hearer' and 'audience' in the
context of the Homeric problem. In general, see Rutherford (1996) 9-15.
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intended. It is the epic poets' achievement to be able to approach this group on 'many
different levels' -- and over such a long period of time.?

The second element which this methodological chapter must address is the poet's
use of innovation within existing cores of material, and/or his invention beyond this same
core. In Chapter VI we note that the poet of the Hymn to Aphrodite prefers the Homeric
version of Aphrodite's birth to the Hesiodic (which, even allowing for uncertainties over
the dating of the Hymn, we may assume that he knew). In the fifth-century tragedians we
see even more pointed examples of differences from earlier cores of material: in the same
chapter I compare the powerless Aphrodite of the Hymn and the effective Aphrodite of
Euripides' Hippolytus.

In practice, of course, it is very difficult to determine to what extent traditional
motifs remain in the Homeric stories, and to what extent these early poets are inventing.
As Willcock has suggested, 'the parallelism between the mythological story and the
immediate situation often appears to be the creation of the poet . . . the poet was free to
invent details within an already existing framework of legend. The background . . . was

there in the legends before Homer.®

While this is not only an important, but valid,
assertion, it is equally valid to recognise the impossibility of distinguishing for certain
between sheer invention and poetic allusion and innovation. 'Probability’,?” by definition,

remains only that. Dating alternative versions is fraught with difficulties, and is often a

futile exercise. In addition, it is likely that we no longer possess all of the material on

> Taplin (1992) 10f.
 willcock (1964) 147.
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which these poetic 'innovators' drew. Any exploration of the mythological themes and
threads which run through the epic corpus must, therefore, be dependent upon
recognition of the element of 'probability’ implicit in any judgement of narrative intention.
Of course, close readings of texts of such complexity offer an abundance of alternative
interpretations, of which mine is but one.

I make mention of 'cores of material. I do not suggest that these registers of
mythological variations existed, for the epic poets or their successors, in the form of a
unique 'canon’. The fall of Hephaestus, not the only case of inconsistency in the lliad,
offers a glimpse of this available repertory: at 1.590 he is thrown from heaven by Zeus; at
18.395 this is carried out by Hera. The latter version, as I discuss in Chapter V, is
followed by the Hymn to Apollo.?® If we read the Iliadic 'inconsistency' in a positive light
(i.e., not necessarily as a threat to the unitarian point of view), it brings into relief the kind
of innovation that the poet was able to employ.?® In my investigation I note a number of
places where poetic innovation and/or invention serves to steer the narrative in a specific
direction. To cite one example, from Chapter V, the poet of the Hymn to Apollo chooses
to depart from the convention, represented by four other versions, by assigning a female
gender to the dragon, which enables the narrative to proceed along a carefully calculated

path.

 Willcock (1964) 146 writes that 'where it does seem probable that Homer is inventing is in the detail of
the paradeigma itself'.

% As 1 also note, the Hymn adopts the Homeric account of Hephaestus' parentage.

% Just as 'the canon' itself is open to innovation: 'there is no reason why canons should be regarded as
necessarily, or intrinsically, conservative, since texts can be appropriated for different positions' -
Martindale (1993) 25.
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Homer and Hesiod are heirs to great variations in the epic tradition. As I will
demonstrate, it is to be expected that among these traditional stories there existed tales of
early strife among the gods over whom Zeus finally achieved overall rule. I suggest that
both Homer and Hesiod would have known these tales, and both exploit this material to
develop their characters' roles in relation to their poems' central ideas. As Lang rightly
points out,*® the various episodes or parts of episodes narrating the strife that preceded
the Trojan War are not likely to have been invented independently in order to parallel
details of the Iliad plot; rather, the divine strife of the Iliad story had its origin in such
precedents as appear in the paradeigmata. The oral character of the epic tradition leads
one to expect that these stories would be transmuted according to the perspective of each
previous story-teller, and that Homer and Hesiod, too, would re-draw the stories from
their own perspectives. What is remarkable is that both poets are extraordinarily
consistent in their references to these previous stories. The use and modification of these
stories are not arbitrary or random, but possess their own design. Particularly in the
lliad, we note that references to divine strife are so complex and so consistent that the
poet seems to have in mind a coherent picture of the mythical past.3! Bearing this in
mind, it is my aim to trace this logic through the epic tradition.

The traditional nature of Homeric epic suggests that we need to apply a broader
range of imaginative and hermeneutic skills if we are to increase our ability to 'understand‘

the stories lying behind and beyond the narrative per se. The so-called 'digressions' and

** Lang (1983) 151.
*! Graf (1987) 61.
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'paradeigmata’ suggest a wealth of underlying pre-Homeric legends which are exploited by
'dynamic selection, combination, modification and revision of the myth'.*?> Some stories
have been designated 'inventions' on the grounds of improbability, inconsistency or 'the
lack of other parallel accounts'.® However, as I shall suggest, such stories may be
revisions of earlier material. We must realise how many stories and poems we have lost.
For example, the myths associated with Nestor shows how complex was the

tradition that preceded Homer.**

The individual heroes enjoy their own stores of
legendary material, and the poet sometimes refers to stories and details about these heroes
which have only incidental reference to the main narrative. Although we do not possess
epics about Nestor or Diomedes (for example), we can certainly conceive that such heroic
songs existed behind the brief Homeric references.

Another example is pertinent: - the marriage of Eos and Tithonus is briefly
mentioned at Odyssey 5. 1-2, but the details of the story are not revealed by the poet. It
is highly probable that Homer knew the details of the love-story, for we find it also in the
Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite (218-38), Mimnermus (fr. 4 W, 1 G.-P.) and Sappho (fr. 55
L.-P.). But if the Hymn to Aphrodite or the fragments of Mimnermus or Sappho had not
survived, some modern commentators might assume that the story of Eos and Tithonus in

the Odyssey was a Homeric invention. The 'accidental' nature of the existence of these

parallel accounts suggests that it is problematic to categorise certain stories as Homeric

*2 Slatkin (1991) 5.

> Willcock (1964) 141-54; Willcock (1977) 45-9; also Edwards (1991) ad 20. 67-74.

** Graf (1993) 63 notes that the epithet of Nestor, ltméTa, suggests that epic poetry existed about the
hero, Nestor. Further, he suggests that Nestor's mythical biography (Z/. 11. 689-92) is closely connected
with that of Heracles. Alden (2000) 74-111 discusses the function of Nestor's speeches, and concludes at
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inventions purely because they lack parallel contemporary authority. Again, we must
recognise how little we know of the vast range of pre-Homeric stories of gods and men.

A final example: the story of the binding of Zeus (ZI. 1. 399), which I examine in
Chapter I, has been considered by many scholars to be a Homeric invention.*> Although
there may be no other reference to this account in Homer or later poets, it can hardly be
said with any certainty that 'the gods had never presented a real threat to him'36 T will
demonstrate that reminiscences of rebellion and challenge do exist in the Iliad, moreover,
references to this divine strife are made at significant moments and with significant
relevance to the central concerns of the epic.

By alluding to these stories in the form of digressions, the poet allows his
audience to interact with his narrative: to imagine the extensive details and ramifications of
the stories, to make comparisons, and to deepen their understanding of the present
narrative. These digressions are sometimes very short and lacking in detail, but, however
brief the reference, we must assume that the ancient audience would hav¢ enjoyed the
dynamic resonance between the present narrative and the underlying allusion. It is these
digressions which provide us with the imaginative background to the epic and make the
narrative more impressive. From this perspective, the techniques of allusion and
digression are powerful authorial devices which result in many of the epic's most
attractive features. If we look at these stories simply as 'invention' and fail to recognise

the vast wealth of pre-existing background material from the epic tradition, we lose much

p-111 that Nestor's speeches are always relevant to their context, offering discreet advice on the best way of
?rocceding in the circumstances.
* Cf. Chapter I, n.1.
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of the persuasive power of the stories and malign the composition's structural integrity.
The ancients were only too well aware of this, as is demonstrated by Herodotus'

comment on the various stories surrounding Helen:*’

Bokéel &€ pou kal “Ounpos TOV Ndyov ToUTov muBéoBars AN T ob yap
duolws & T Emomoulny ebmpemis v TO €Tépw T Tep épxnoarto, peTTKe
abTéy, Sn\woas s kdl ToDTov émioTaito TOV Aéyov.  Bijdov &, kata
mapeTolnoe év 'INGSL (kal olBapfy &N\ dvemddioe Ewutdv)

(Histories 2.116)

I think Homer was familiar with the story; for though he rejected it as less
suitable for epic poetry than the one he actually used, he left indications
that it was not unknown to him. For instance, when he describes the
wanderings of Paris in the [/iad (and he has not elsewhere contradicted his
account) ... (Tr. A. de Sélincourt)

* Kirk (1985) ad. 1. 399.

¥’ See Rutherford (1996) 5-6 on this perennial process of acceptance and variation: Homer was 'an active
participant in a tradition which thrives on competition and constant reworking of well-established themes.'
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Chapter I: The Threat of Thetis

Book one of the Iliad presents a rich and complex mythic environment in which to
examine the theme of succession myth. When Achilles asks Thetis to go to Olympus
to persuade Zeus, he suggests that she mention her rescue of Zeus from his shackles
(1. 399-406). This story has puzzled readers since Zenodotus, who athetised 396-
406. Modern scholars are also disposed to regard this story as the invention of the
poet of the lliad.! However, even if, to some extent, the poet invented or modified
this episode, nevertheless, significant details of the passage can be related to the
mythological background that I characterise as 'challenges to the power of Zeus'.> Re-
tracing this lost core story enables us to reclaim and restore the potential logic of this
problematic reference for its surrounding narrative.

The importance of Thetis was first signaled by Slatkin.® It is necessary to
cover some of the same ground — to take the reader over familiar material in order to
lay the basis for Sections 2 and 3, and to indicate points on which my interpretation
goes further.

In spite of Achilles' suggestion that she should recount the story, Thetis does

not actually do so when she makes her supplication to Zeus (1.503-10; 514-6).

' For example, Willcock (1964) 141-54; (1977) 41-53; and (1978) ad loc.; Griffin (1980) 185; Kirk
(1985) ad loc.

* I agree with Lang (1983) 163, who points out that 'whether an Iliad theme attracted old tales as
exempla or an old tale inspired an //iad episode for which the old tale was used as support, each would
be liable over time to infiltration of details from the other." See also Introduction above, pp.17-21.

* The Power of Thetis: Allusion and Interpretation in the lliad, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1991.
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Although various explanations for this ofnission have been offered,* some new and
additional ideas can be added: for example, Thetis' strategy is to truncate the story of
Zeus' crisis in order to place increased emphasis on Achilles' mortality; moreover,
Thetis' speech seems to imply some hidden relationship between herself and Zeus.
As a consequence, a dynamic picture of the succession myth is subtly admitted into
the narrative.

In her speech, the underlying image, which functions as a threat to Zeus, is the
potential victory of the mightier son over his father. This notion, which is especially
important in early Greek poetry (for instance, in Theogony), is reflected not only in
book one, but also in other parts of the Iliad. The two-fold aim of this chapter is to
discuss, first, how the mythological theme of the 'threat of the son' works in the scene
between Zeus and Thetis (/. 1.493-530); and, secondly, and how the relationship

between Achilles and Peleus can be construed within the ambit of succession-myth.

1. The supplication of Thetis

Thetis' supplication is of great significance in the liad, because its acceptance is the
first step in the whole plot of the epic. The poem focuses on Achilles' destiny, and
Zeus' decision is paramount to narrative resolution. In narrative terms, Zeus'

resolution becomes acceptable to the audience through the persuasiveness of Thetis.

* For example, Aristotle (E.N. 1124b12-17) explains that Thetis did not tell the story because Zeus,
being a god of peyaloduxla, disliked being reminded of the benefit that he received.
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Her supplication is a crucial intervention in the war,” and because of its significance
we should not be surprised that her speech is so carefully worked out: as Kuch rightly
notes, its structure is perfectly composed, a catalyst for progression of the narrative.®
The narrative strategy in this supplication is the key' to understanding the power-
relations between the characters of Zeus and Thetis. As we will see, Thetis' allusive
words recall a past which offered a real threat to Zeus.

The groundwork for Thetis' address is laid with deliberation. Let us consider
the beginning of the scene when Achilles calls on Thetis for help. He begins with a -

remarkable definition of himself:

"ufiTep, €mel p'éTekéc ye pvwbddibv mep €bvta

Ty mép por SpeMev 'ONbumios éyyvaliEar

Zevs WhiPpepéms: viv 8’ oUBE pe TutOOV éTewcev. (Il.1.352-4)
"Mother, since it was you that bore me, if only to a life doomed to shortness,
surely honour should have been granted to me by Olympian Zeus, the high-
thunderer. But now he has shown me not even the slightest honour.

(Tr. M. Hammond)

Since it originated with Zeus, Achilles' destiny — a short life — is the explicit and

legitimate rationale behind his appeal for fame:’ if Thetis had not been compelled by

* Slatkin (1991) 53.

¢ Kuch (1993) 204.

7 Later it becomes clear that Thetis told Achilles of his fate: a choice of either a short but glorious life,
or a long life without glory (9.410-16). He also mentions his proposal to leave Troy — which means a
long but inglorious life (1.169-71). Here, however, his words suggest that his short life is ordained,
and it is not a matter of choice.
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Zeus to marry Peleus, her son would not have been 'short-lived';® therefore, had Zeus
been his father, Achilles would have been immortal; moreover, by virtue of Thetis'
potentiality, he would have been mightier than Zeus. Achilles is owed honour
because he is the child of a goddess; but a further connotation is revealed by the
special circumstances by which he is the child of this goddess. Finally, Achilles'

opening words evoke the latent themes of generational strife and succession myth.

Thetis' reply echoes the first line of Achilles' speech and gains effect from being
so placed, with the linguistic parallel reflecting the thematic parallel between the two

speeches, and giving heavy emphasis to Achilles' short life and his inevitable destiny:

"® pou Tékvov €pdv, Tt vi o' éTpedov alvd Tekoloa;

ald' peleg mapa vnuoly addkputog kal ALY

fobat, émel vi ToL dioa plvuvdd mep, ob T pdha Sy

viv 8'dpa T wkbpopog kal Silupde mepl mAvTwY

Emieo (Z1. 1. 414-17)

"Oh my child, what did I rear you for, after the pain of your birth? If only
you could sit by your ships without tears or sorrow - because your fate is of

short span, not at all long. But now you are both short-lived and miserable as
well beyond all others." (Tr. M. Hammond)

Thetis laments Achilles' destiny: alvd Tekoboa again alluding to her marriage with a
human, begetting a child who is a mortal. She puts emphasis on his short life, wishing

that he were now sitting by the ships, without grief and unharmed (415-6). She

¥ The marriage of Peieus and Thetis is mentioned by Pindar (/. 8.29-38; Py. 3.87-92; N. 3.32-36;
4.49-67; 5.25-37) and Aeschylus (Pr. 167ff, S15ft, 755ff, 907ff); in Homer it is mentioned only once,
and not in detail (18.434). I agree with Griffin (1977) 41, who writes that, 'the poet of the lliad is
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expresses two ideas (Kirk believes these to be contradictory®), and I conjecture that
these are that Achilles could be free from the danger of battle, and live happily. The
phrase 'mapd vnuolv ... fiobal' (to sit by the ships, 414-5) implies, further, that
Thetis regrets Achilles' involvement in the Trojan war. Although she accepts that his
life is destined to be short (416), it seems that she would prefer him even for this
short time to have 'an unharmed, griefless life' that is the preserve of the gods. Her
lament once more concerns Achilles' mortality: she alludes to the fact that her son
could have been immortal had she not been forced into marriage with a human. The
complaints and laments of Thetis and Achilles are thus repeated and interrelated, as
Kuch notes: the ‘'flashback' method (das Mittel der Riickblande)'® and repetition
escalate the cumulative tension.  Some arcane, close connection between Thetis,
Achilles and Zeus is implied, and this gradually comes into focus as the theme of
succession-myth is evoked.

In Achilles' account of how Thetis once freed Zeus from his shackles (1. 396-
406), Briareos or Aigaion is of central importance.!! On one level, Achilles relates this
episode in order to offer grounds for reciprocal benefaction. A more subtle reading

exposes the recurrent theme of genealogical stasis:

familiar with the story but has suppressed it, preferring unexplained mystery to the monstrousness of
metamorphosis and ascription to Thetis of an un-human pixie character. '

® Kirk (1985) ad loc. notes that 'Achilles could hardly be free from grief in such circumstance; had he
been griefless, he would have been out there fighting'.

' Kuch (1993) 205 also points out that the scene between Thetis and Achilles foreshadows the scene
between Thetis and Zeus; and between these two scenes a deliberate use of 'Riickbland' is noticeable.

"' Regarding the narrative function of Briareos, Slatkin (1991) 69 suggests that he functions as a
reminder, multiplying the succession-myth motif.
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Alyalwy' — & yap olre Biny ob maTpdg dpelvav — (II. 1. 404)'2

Aigaion. For he is, in turn, mightier than his father ~ (Loeb translation)

The ascription to Achilles of this particular reference emphasises the theme of
succession. By mentioning Briareos/Aigaion, Achilles reminds Thetis of the
possibility that he himself could have been mightier than Zeus. Even if viewed in the
most general terms, this is a veiled threat té Zeus: just as Zeus was mightier than his
own father Cronus, so too is Zeus always threatened with the possibility of having a
son mightier than himself. In this speech, Achilles implies that he is associated with
the ongoing genealogy of Olympus.

Briareos is a typical supporter of Zeus, and is also particularly associated with

3 In

binding which, as I will argue, is evocative of the succession-myth theme.'
Hesiod's account, Briareos and his brothers Cottus and Gyes were bound and cast
beneath the earth by Uranus, and later saved by Zeus and the other gods (Theog. 617-
27). Zeus learns from Gaia that the side which persuades Briareos and his brothers to
join it will be victorious (Theog. 627-8). In order to help Zeus, Briareos and his
brothers bind Cronus and the other Titans, and cast them under the earth (7heog. 713-

18). Thus, Achilles' mention of Briareos is highly allusive: just as Briareos is mightier

than his father, so too could Achilles have been mightier than Zeus; just as Briareos

" I take ydp as emphatic, not explanatory, since 'mightier than his father' does not explain the
alternative name of Aigaion, as is generally recognised. Cf. Kirk (1985) ad loc.; Slatkin (1991) 70, n.
17. Leaf (1900) ad loc. comments on alte that 'Poseidon, in union with the other gods, was
stronger than Zeus, so his son again was stronger than he.' Against Willcock's claim (1964) 147 that
this phrase is illogical in the context, I contend that it is a key phrase in the story.

" Slatkin (1991) 69.
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helped Zeus to bind Cronus, so too could Briareos help Achilles; and just as Briareos
saved Zeus at Thetis' request, so too could Briareos help Achilles at Thetis' request, if
ever she would make the request; of course this is a sort of moral blackmail, not an
actual threat that Thetis can bring Briareos into play. That is, just as Briareos and his
brothers were the guarantors or king-makers in the previous struggle for sovereignty,
so too might they play a decisive role in another struggle.

In spite of Achilles' suggestion, Thetis does not repeat this story,!* but simply
remarks:

"ZeV mdTep, €l moTe &) o€ pet' dbavdTolov dvnoa
N émeL 1) épyw, TOSe oL kprnrov EENSwp

Tipnodv pou uldy, 6s WKUpopdTATOS dNAWY
émieT’ (Il. 1. 503-506)
"Father Zeus, if ever I have done you service among the immortals in word or

in action, grant this my desire. Show honour to my son, who is short-lived
beyond all other men. (Tr. M. Hammond)

Thetis says surprisingly little, which, in itself, is significant: the effect of truncating
Achilles' story is to give emphasis to the word dxupopdTatog (505).">  Thetis

secured Zeus' survival by giving birth to a mortal child. Therefore, by employing this

" Slatkin (1991) 59 observes that Thetis is one figure who does not refer to her own power, since the
rescue of Dionysus (6.130-37) and that of Hephaestus (18.394-98) are narrated by those whom she
saved.

'* Braswell (1971) 19, n.2 holds that Thetis truncates Achilles' story because the audience still has
Achilles' speech in mind; but this explanation is unlikely, because there is a well-known example of
repetition when Achilles relates the story of Agamemnon and Chryses (1.366-92) to Thetis, even
though the audience would certainly remember what had just been previously narrated (1.8-244). Cf.
Kirk (1985) 91-3. Willcock (1964) 143 tentatively suggests that Thetis does not think it worth
repeating the story because it is sheer invention. But even if it was invented, this would not be a
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word, she alludes to the greatest favour she has done Zeus: she did not activate her
fatal power by begetting a child mightier than he. As Slatkin argues, Zeus' sovereignty
is guaranteed at the cost of Achilles' mortality.'® Because her request concerns
Achilles' fame, it is much more effective for Thetis to mention his mortality than the
story of Zeus' binding. Had the matter only concerned Zeus and Thetis, then Zeus'
rescue would have provided sufficient reason for the return of a favour. However, the
favour she asks is concerned with Achilles' glory. As a hidden subtext, the story of
the marriage between Thetis and Peleus becomes all the more powerful and significant
as the justification for her supplication.

Achilles does not appeal to Zeus directly because only Thetis can make this

1.17

particular appea Having a decisive card to play, and being an immortal herself, she

is far more influential than Achilles. Moreover, only Thetis-the-mother can so

satisfactory reason for not repeating it, if to tell the story in detail would serve a persuasive purpose.
There would be no reason to suppose that the story would seem fictitious to Thetis or Zeus.

% Slatkin (1991) 101-3 points out that 'the price of Zeus' hegemony is Achilles' death."

'” On the question of why Achilles does not appeal directly to Zeus, Leaf (1960), Willcock (1978) and
Kirk (1985) offer no comment. Slatkin (1991) 59-61 raises the question without answering it. My
view is that it is not an Iliadic way of thinking that gods will always be amenable to the prayers of
human beings; it is stated that vepeconTdov 8¢ kev €ln dBdvatov 0Oedv 8¢ PpoTols
dyamalépey dvmmy (24.463-4), 'it would cause anger in heaven for an immortal god to show
affection openly towards mortals'. Accordingly, heroes' prayers are in most cases partly or wholly
rejected in the lliad: the prayer of Agamemnon to Zeus (2.419) is wholly rejected, as is that of Hector
to Athena (6.311). Indeed, when Achilles directly prays to Zeus for Patroclus (16. 233-48), his prayer
is only partially accepted. Here, however, the acceptance of Achilles' appeal is indispensable for the
whole plot of the epic. In order to preclude the wholesale acceptance of a human being's (Achilles)
prayer, Thetis, instead of Achilles, makes the appeal. In addition, the importance of supplication must
be noted. The supplication of Chryses, the priest of Apollo, was successful (1.37-52). As direct
supplication to Zeus would not be allowed in Achilles' case, since he is not a priest of Zeus, he might
have asked Thetis to make the appeal. What is significant is that Zeus accepted Thetis' supplication at
the cost of Patroclus' life. The fact that Thetis' prayer does not prevent the loss implies, again, that
supplication by a mortal is not often accepted, even if supported by an immortal. In terms of the
epic's plot — on the macroscopic, cosmic level — the intervention of Thetis is, of course, important for
the further development of the strife-in-heaven motif.
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forcibly relate the request to the uncertainty of succession — the ultimate threat to
Zeus.

The groundwork which establishes Achilles' mortality is thus laid, and Thetis'
supplication begins in earnest. The framework of supplication — invocation,
reciprocal appeal, then precise request — is conventional. We notice exactly the same
pattern occurring previously in the prayer of Chryses (1.37-42): invocation (37-9),
reciprocal appeal (39-40), request (40-2). The parallel structure is pointed: just as
Chryses' prayer is accepted by Apollo, so too should Thetis' prayer be accepted by
Zeus. Chryses' prayer, as well as having its own significance, thus functions as a
preparatory intertext which underscores Thetis' supplication: it offers a precedent for
the successful conclusion of her appeal.

Zeus does not answer Thetis at once; there is, as Kirk describes, 'a long and
dramatic silence'.!® This silence adds tension to the scene, capturing Zeus' hesitance

to accept or reject her supplication. Then, Thetis offers her second speech:

"impepTeG pev M pou Umboxeo kal kaTdvevoov,

N ambeLn', émel ol Tou &m 8éog, Bdp' €U €ldéw

booov €yw peTa maow dTipotdm Bedbc elpl." (X 1.514-16)

"Promise me now without fail and nod your assent: or else refuse me — you

have no cause for fear — so that I can be sure how far I am the lowest in honour
among all the gods. " (Tr. M. Hammond)

*® Kirk (1985) ad loc.
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Again the address is brief: she does not cite any deeds beneficial to Zeus, nor give any
explanation for her demand, but clings to Zeus' knees (¢éumeduuia,’® 513). However,
these brief words strike a chord with Zeus. First, émel ol ToL ém &éog (515) is
particularly significant. Kirk paraphrases the verse as 'since you can do as you like
and need have no fear of anyone', but gives no further comment?® I offer the
following interpretation based on implications we have already explored: Zeus knows
that Thetis unbound him by summoning Briareos, and Thetis alone is credited with
having had such power in the divine realm.?! One might paraphrase , 'surely you are
almighty, having no cause for fear...??? The subtext — 'but what I did once, I can do
again' — is latently threatening.”> This is, again, moral blackmail: Zeus needs to
remember how much he owes to Thetis and ought to show xdpts, even without any
fears prompted by nebulous threats.

Secondly, Thetis' use of atiwporam has a two-fold significance in temporal
terms. If her present supplication is rejected, dishonour will befall her, just as it did in
the past when Zeus refused marriage with her. This single word carries enormous

weight: Thetis the mother is twice dishonoured, and her son will never have the

' O'Brien (1993) 89 comments that this word expresses Thetis' intimate dependence on Zeus.

2 Kirk (1985) ad loc.

*' Slatkin (1991) 66.

2 We note a similar phrase at Hy. Aphr. 194 (addressed by Aphrodite to Anchises); I/. 12. 246 (Hector
to Polydamas); Od. S. 347 (Calypso to Odysseus); Od. 8. 563 (Alcinous to the Phaeacians). In these
examples, the phrases are literally true, in the sense of consolation or encouragement, because they are
employed by a superior to an inferior. However, the case of the present argument (//. 1. 515) is unique
because the phrase is used by one who appears to be an inferior (Thetis) to her apparent superior (Zeus).
Thetis is obviously not consoling or praising Zeus: I suggest that the words can be interpreted as
Thetis' ingenious way of threatening Zeus with moral blackmail .

% Thetis" diction here could be compared with a similar speech of Hera to Zeus (4. 53), where she
paradoxically speaks of her beloved three cities, Argos, Sparta and Mycenae; 'Sack these, whenever
your heart feels strong hatred for them' (tas Siwamépoar, 81’ dv Tou dméxBwvTar Tepl KkhplL:).
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power of an immortal. There is a further relevance: dtipord™) (516) also underscores
the Tiun of Achilles, for which Thetis now pleads. She pleads for Achilles' honour as
compensation for her own dishonour — her own lost Tipn.

Zeus confirms the underlying import of her threat when he replies by

mentioning Hera:

" A &N Nolya &py'8 Té W' &xboSomical EdrioeLg
“Hpm, OT'dv W' épébnowv dveldelog éméeaov
N 8¢ kal abrwg W' alel év dbavdTolol Beciot

velkel, kal Té pé ¢nov wdxn Tpweoow dpiyew,

AL ob pév viv almg améoTixe, pf TL vorom)

"Hpry (1l. 1. 518-23)

"This is a grievous business — you will set me at ills with Hera, when she
stings me to anger with her taunts. Even without this she is always carping at
me among the immortal gods, and saying that I help the Trojans in battle.

Well, you must go back now, so that Hera does not see anything.
(Tr. M. Hammond)

Why, at this point, does Zeus mention that he is so afraid of Hera, who might seem
irrelevant to Achilles' case? Hera would oppose a plan to help the Trojans, since she
wishes for a Greek victory, however, this cannot be the only reason for Zeus' especial
concern, because there are other gods as well who would oppose his plan. Rather, the
problem seems a domestic one: Thetis' supplication relates to her abortive marriage to
Zeus, and his fear of Hera is consequent to that. Hera's taunting words (540-3)

confirm that the larger issues of victory and partisanship are not at stake. If we bear
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in mind the undercurrents noted above, we appreciate better the complex relationships
between Zeus, Hera and Thetis which form a potent subtext to the Iliadic narrative.

It is the Iliad's narrative strategy to accentuate this problem of genealogical
strife. In this particular case, the strife manifests itself in the parallel, successful
alliances of mother with son against father. The point of Thetis' claim is that Zeus
could have been the father of Achilles: just as Gaia claimed her right to take revenge on
the basis of Uranus' outrageous behaviour towards her children, so too does Thetis
here claim her right on the basis of Zeus' outrageous decision about her marriage.
Thetis offers a reminder to Zeus of Achilles' potentiality which was totally eliminated
by Zeus' desire to retain cosmic power. In sum, Achilles and Thetis ask Zeus for

compensation for their shared, dishonoured fates.

2. Generational strife

There are other examples of this theme of 'generational strife'. Hector's farewell to
Andromache and their baby son Astyanax is undoubtedly one of the most moving
scenes in the lliad. As Kirk remarks, 'the description of the baby's fright as his father
reaches out to him deserves all its fame, giving a sparkling impression of these intimate
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events and reactions in simple, traditional language. On another level, it offers

another example of an evolving family hierarchy. Let us consider Hector's prayer:
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"Zeb dNot Te Oeol, 86Te M kal TOHVSe yeleobar

~AQt L 2 ¢ (U] ’ ) / ’
mdld' Epdv, we kal €yw Tep, apimpeméa Tpuweooy,
®Se Binv T' dyabby, kai 'INov Tdv dvdooew:
kal moTé TG elmoL ' maTpdg y' 88 moMOV dpelvan!
¢k ToNépov audvtar  dépol &' évapa BpoTdevTa

kTelvag Sfov dvdpa, xapein 8¢ ¢péva pimp."  (I1. 6.476-81)

"Zeus and you other gods, grant that this my son may become, as I have been,
preeminent among the Trojans, as strong and brave as I, and may he rule in
strength over Ilios. And let people say, as he returns from the fighting: 'this
man is better by far than his father.'! May he carry home the bloody spoils of

the enemy he has killed, and bring joy to his mother's heart."
(Tr. M. Hammond)

His prayer appears straightforward: he wishes for his son, like himself, to be
preeminent in strength and bravery among the Trojans; and, that his son be famed as
mightier than his father. Hector's prayer contains two slightly different ideas: his own
wish for his son to be as preeminent among the Trojans as he himself is; and public
recognition that his son is preeminent. The prayer conforms to generally held
convictions. As de Jong analyses it,>* the gulf between Hector's own wish and public
opinion would not be a wide one: in fact, despite their different nuances, they overlap.
When Hector is facing the prospect of death, the reality of potential father-son
conflict cannot be an issue; his wish that his son be better than himself is predicated
upon these special circumstances. However, we might consider that the diction of his

speech evokes the pattern of inter-generational conflict that pervades the lliad.

* Kirk (1990) ad 6.460-70.
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The story told by Phoenix (/. 9.447-461) is a more telling appearance of the
motif of 'generational strife'. An intriguing aspect of this story is the mother's role.

Phoenix enters into conflict with his father for the sake of his mother:

olov &te mpdTor Mmov ‘EMNdSa kaNylvaika,
Pelrywv velkea maTpods’ AplvTopos’ Oppevidao,

6s pou malakiSos TepLXWOATO KANALKOUOLO,

™V attds PuNéeokev, aTuyudleoke 8’  dxolTiy,

unTép' éufy: N &' alév épe MooéokeTo yolvwy
malakid mpopyfvar, v’ éxBripere yépovTa.

TH mBouny kal épefa mathp &' éuds alrik’  biobels
ToN\G kaTnpdTo, oTuyepds 8’  émekékheT’ Epuwis,
uf ToTe yolvaow olow é&déooecBar Pliov wov

¢E Euébev yeyadrta: Beol 8’ €Télelov émapds,

Zels Te kaTaxBbévios kal émawny Iepoedpbdvelra.

TOV pev éyw Pollevoa katakTdpev OEEL xahk® 458

€t

dNG Tis dBavdTwy madoev xoov,X bs p’ & Buud
SMuov Bfike PpdTw kal dvelSea WOM'  avBpwmwy,

s PN maTpoddvos pet CAxairdiow kaleolpnv. (Il. 9.447-61)

..., as I was when I first left Hellas where the women are handsome, running
from the anger of my father Amyntor, son of Ormenos. He was enraged at me
over his lovely-haired concubine. He was giving his love to her and scorning
his wife, my mother: and my mother constantly took me by the knees and
entreated me to lie with the concubine first, to made her hate the old man. I
agreed and did it. And my father realised at once and heaped curses on me,
calling up the hateful Erinyes, that he should never sit on his knees a dear son
born to me: and his curses were given fulfilment by the gods, Zeus of the
underworld and terrible Persephone. My thought was to kill him with the
sharp bronze. But one of the immortals stopped my fury, putting in my mind
the talk of my people and all the shaming things that men would say, so that I

% De Jong (1987) 83 discusses that in such 'potential tis-speech’, the fictitious speaker (tis) is used to
%ive expression to the inner voice of the real speaker. See Od. 6.244

West (1998), in his new Teubner edition, reads Tpéev ¢pévas in 459 (Plut. Coriol. 32.5)
instead of maboev x6Mov (id. Mor. 26f.).
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would not have the name of parricide among the Achaians. (Tr. M.
Hammond)

The omission of explanatory details serves to render the narrative of this story rather
inconsequential.’ The main line of the story is: Phoenix's father, Amyntor, brings
home a concubine; Phoenix is persuaded by his mother to seduce the concubine; when

28

his father finds out, he curses his son with childlessness; as a result, Phoenix plans

to kill him. The last part of this passage (458-61) is missing from the manuscripts and

2 Various

scholia, but it is hardly surprising that Phoenix planned to kill his father.
interpretations of the story have been proposed,*® but I note only two valuable points
suggested by Alden: first, the story makes Achilles identify with Phoenix, for both
have quarrelled with a superior about a woman; secondly, the story implies

unpleasant consequences if Achilles persists with his quarrel.' However, I suggest

that the story of Phoenix has two further functions: first, it shows, on a broader scale,

*” Hainsworth (1993) ad loc.
* Devereux (1973) 43-4 argues that castration and blinding are regular alternative punishments for
sexual transgression in Greek mythology.
% The passage is cited only by Plutarch, who states that Aristarchus removed these verses 'from fear
(Mor. 26,6 pev obv ’AploTapxos &E€ile TadTa TA &mm ¢ofndels). It is widely assumed that
the verses are genuine, although Aristarchus (or more probably, an earlier transmitter of the Homeric
text) omitted them. Janko (1992) 28, followed by Hainsworth (1993) ad loc., comments that 'the
lines...are Homeric in style and language'. Griffin (1995) ad loc. writes that v. 460 does not look
Iliadic, and considers the possibility that the verses are not original, but derive from a marginal note
by some learned reader. It may have seemed to later editors to be an immoral action for Achilles'
receptor.
k Since the precise description in the following passage (462-77) seems to reflect ancient custom, I do
not agree with van der Valk (1963) 484, who suggests that Homer invents a quarrel between Phoenix
and his father in order to give a reason for his taking refuge with Peleus. For the history of the
discussion see Scodel (1982a) 128, nn. 1 and 3. I do not agree with Scodel (1982a) 133-6 who argues
that this is a negative paradigm: in order to persuade Achilles to remain, Phoenix at first suggests that
his own departure was an appropriate event. This would seem too sophisticated and complicated an
explanation.
' Alden (2000) 21 cites this story as an example of 'para-narratives' which make some internal
reference to the events of the main narrative.
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the story-pattern of generational strife in which mother and son co-operate in protest
against husband and father; secondly, it offers a new presentation of Peleus (see the
next section of this chapter). Phoenix contrived to help his mother and, at the same
time, to overcome his father. Just as Gaia plays the decisive role in the major
succession-myth, here, too, another mother catalyses this generational strife: she knew
what to do, she persuaded her son, and Phoenix followed her instructions. Mothers
can be regarded as dangerous because they establish a close relationship with their
sons, who, being young and vigorous, are capable of overcoming their fathers.*? As
the phrase (V' &xBfpele yépovta (452) shows, Phoenix's mother foregrounds his
youth and superior vigour. In spite of the fact that the problem was originally
between husband and wife, once the son intervenes, it shifts to a conflict between
father and son (and, there is no further mention of the mother after she successfully
persuades Phoenix). The mother is dangerous, but the real threat to the father comes,
eventually, from his own son.

The Odyssey, too, presents us with an example of the potential danger in the

relationship between father and son. Let us examine the problematic speech of

Telemachus in the scene of the bow-contest:

kal 8¢ kev alTds €yw ToU TOHEOL TeLpnoaluny:

*2 Slater (1968) 132 notes the fear of the mother's procreative power in the myth of revolt. He points
out that mature and maternal women are particularly feared by the ancient Greeks, and sometimes are
regarded as the most dangerous. Slater (1968) 12: in tragedy it is young women and virginal
goddesses who are helpful and benign, and that most often the household is “mother-dominant and
father-avoidant”. Caldwell (1989) 161 offers an interesting perspective on the relationship between the
mother and the son in generational myth: 'the lesson Kronos has learned from the fate of Ouranos is

39



el 8¢ kev évtaviow BioloTelow Te oLdNpov,
ob ké pov dxvupévy Tdde Sapata mOTVLA Py

Aeimou dp’ ANy lodo', 61’ éyn katdmobe Mmolpny

olés T’ 10 maTpds &éBMa kd\' dveléobal.  (Od.21.113-7)

And I myself should be glad to make trial of the bow. Perhaps I may string it
and shoot clean through the iron; then I should not grieve to see my mother
forsake this house in another's company, if I myself remained behind with
prowess enough to take upon me such feats of mastery as my father's.

(Tr. W. Shewring)

And I would like to try with this bow myself. IfI tauten it and shoot through
the iron, my lady mother would not, to my sorrow, leave this house, going

with someone else, when I should be left behind already able to take off my
father's fine prizes.*®> (Tr. R.D. Dawe)

When Telemachus offers the contest to the suitors, he announces that he will try the
bow first. As the rightful heir to the household, he needs here to show the authority
and strength of character which he lacked in the assembly scene of Book 2. 35-256.3¢
The phrase kal 8¢ kev alTos €y (‘besides, I too', 113) suggests that he speaks as if
a sudden thought has struck him;*> but the role in which he casts himself seems ill-
judged, occurring as it does in such a critical situation. The repeated mention of
weeping and lament action emphasises the moment's impact: when Penelope draws

out the bow, she weeps aloud (k\ale péya Ayéws, 56); she laments with many tears

basically misogynistic: he sees that it is the woman as much as the son who is his enemy. His
children must be kept separate from their mother’. Cf. Chapter IV, Section 2 and 3.

¥ Dawe (1993) ad loc comments that 'the only prize at stake is Penelope herself. He doubts the
authenticity of the line 117, saying that the line is 'a vaunt which has strayed in from some rival
version, in which the "prizes" were the iron and bronze'.

* Rutherford (1992) 26. De Jong (2001) ad 21. 101-39 comments that the scene offers a different
significance for the Suitors as opposed to the narratees: for the Suitors, Telemachus plays the role of a
weak and helpless youngster, but for the narratees, he shows his real strength by setting up the axes
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(ToluakpiToLo ydvoro, 57); Eumaeus breaks down in tears (Sakvploas &' Elpaios,
82), and the cowherd too begins to weep (khale 8¢ Poukdlos, 83). All these phrases
indicate that the time has finally come for Penelope to leave the house. In such a
desperate situation, why has Telemachus taken it upon himself to act in this way? It
appears as if Telemachus becomes one of the suitors in the contest for Penelope. The
introductory words of Telemachos' speech all the more intensify his curious state of
mind: he says that he is 'laughing and enjoying' (yeAéw kol Tépmopar, 21. 105) ---
certainly an unusual reaction to this sorrowful and critical moment.

Much discussion has centred on the interpretation of the following, difficult
verses (115-7). Telemachus uses two optatives, Aelmo. and Amolpnv, at the
beginning and end of line 116. The use of this mood stresses the uncertainty of the
moment, and causes us to wonder about Telemachus' intentions. Interpretations of
these verses are twofold, depending on whether one takes ol (115) with pot
axvupérvy in the same verse or with Aefmor in 116: that is, (1) 'T would not be sorry if
my mother were to leave, so long as I should remain here' (or 'while I were left behind',
that is, if once Telemachus can prove he is as good as his father by using the bow,
then he will not care if Penelope departs);*® or, (2) 'she will not have to leave to my

sorrow as long as I remain'; that is, by winning the contest he will retain his mother as

well. I agree with de Jong, but I am reluctant to accept her suggestion that 'Telemachus purposely
failed to string the bow.'

% Hayman (1882) ad loc.

3 Hayman (1882) ad loc.; Monro (1901) ad loc.; Ameis, Hentze and Cauer (1925) ad loc.; Stanford
(1948) ad loc.; Russo, Fernandez-Galiano and Heubeck (1992) ad loc.
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