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of epic sorrow

June 17, 2015 By Gregory Nagy listed under By Gregory Nagy, H24H 1 Comment Edit This

In Odyssey 8, Odysseus sheds tears both times when he hears the two songs of Demodokos about the Trojan
War, paraphrased at verses 72-83 and 487-498. As I argued in what I posted for 2015.06.10, Odysseus is
weeping because he recognizes that the stories told in these songs are signals of a sorrow felt by himself and
even by Achilles.

.

PN
This photograph, which appeared on t 10, 1936, shows a
mother mourning over the dead body of her son, Tassos Toussis, a factory worker who had just been killed by

police at a demonstration by striking workers in the city of Thessaloniki. This image led Yiannis Ritsos to compose

the poem that is now known as the “Epitaphios (EmTagiog),” imagined as a lament sung by the mourning mother
in the photograph. (Published with permission.)

N TR ; P e

Introduction

§0.1. In Odyssey 8, Odysseus sheds tears both times when he hears the two songs of Demodokos about
the Trojan War, paraphrased at verses 72-83 and 487-498. As I argued in what I posted for 2015.06.10,
Odysseus is weeping because he recognizes that the stories told in these songs are signals of a sorrow felt
by himself and even by Achilles. In that posting, I highlighted two words that signal such epic sorrow. First,
there was péma at verse 81, which I translated simply as ‘pain’: this word, as I argued, refers not only to
the general story about the conquest of Troy but also to the specific story about the temporary withdrawal
of Achilles from the Trojan War, as narrated in the Iliad, and about this hero’s spectacular death, as
narrated beyond the Iliad and as prefigured by the comparably spectacular death of Patroklos within the
Iliad. The second word was akhos at verse 541, which I translated more specifically as ‘sorrow’ and which
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refers to the sadness felt by Odysseus in hearing the story sung by Demodokos about the conquest of Troy.

When Odysseus feels akhos at verse 541, he is feeling the kind of ‘sorrow’ that is felt by singers of lament
—especially by women who sing songs of lament. That is my argument here. And, as I will also argue, such
a feeling of ‘sorrow’ extends from Odysseus to Achilles as well.

A poetics of lament

81. But how exactly is sorrow expressed by lament? In Hour 3 of The Ancient Greek Hero in 24 Hours
(H24H), I offer this basic formulation: lament is a form of crying and singing at the same time. I repeat the
essentials of what I say there:

When people like you and me cry, we just cry. When people in a song culture cry, they
lament. That is, they sing while they cry, they cry while they sing, and this kind of singing
is crying; this kind of crying is singing. The physical aspects of crying are all integrated into
the singing: the flow of tears, the choking of the voice, the convulsions of the body, and so
on, are all part of the singing. Anthropologists have collected many examples of laments
that are sung and cried by persons in the depths of real grief. And there has been a great
deal of ethnographic collecting of and research on such laments in Modern Greek song
culture.[1]

Two times in this formulation, I have used the expression song culture in describing social contexts where
crying and singing are happening at the same time. In Hour 3 of H24H, I highlight the fact that the ancient
as well the modern Greek traditions of singing lament, especially as performed by women, are clear
examples of such a song culture.

§2. In a new project of mine, Masterpieces of Metonymy (2015), I focus on one particular example of
women’s lament.[2] It has to do with a Modern Greek poem that was inspired by a historical event,
captured in a photograph showing a woman weeping over the body of a man sprawled on the ground. The
body is the corpse of the woman’s son, who has just been shot to death in a confrontation with the police.
The illustration for what I am posting here and now, 2015.06.17, shows a copy of that photograph, and the
caption for the illustration gives the historical background.

An unnamed woman’s lament

§3. In ancient Greek traditions of lament, we find comparable situations. A striking example is a scene
pictured in Odyssey 8 where we see an unnamed woman weeping over the body of a man sprawled on the
ground. The man is the woman’s dying husband, mortally wounded in war while defending his family and
his community. The scene comes from a simile that compares the weeping of this unnamed woman to the
weeping of Odysseus himself in reaction to the singing of Demodokos about the Trojan War:

|514 REdev & wg daTu diénpadov ulec Axaidv |515 tnnoBev ékxUpevol, kolhov Adxov
€KNPOAINOVTEG. |516 GANOV 3" AAAN Geide NOAIV Kepailépey alnnyv, |s17 autdp ‘Oducofia npoT
dwpata Anipopoio |51g Brpeval, AUT "Apna, oUv AvTiBéw Meveddw. |519 KETBI BN atvoTaTov
NOAEHOV ATO TOAUNROAVTA |55q VIKACal kdl Eneita d1a peydbupov ABAvVNV. |5p1 TaldT’ dp’
40180G GeIde NepIKAUTOG: alTdp 'OBUCOEUG |55 TAKETO, dAKpU &’ Edguev UNO BAEPAPOICI
napeldg. |53 0G 3 yuvn KAainol gilov nooiv dupinecoldoa, |sa4 0G Te €fg NpocBev NOAIOG
Aa@v Te NéoNov, |so5 AOTEN KAl TEKEEOOIV APUVWYV VNAEEG fuap- | 526 N MEV TOV BvijoKOVTa
Kkdl donaipovTa 130000 |57 Au@’ alT® Xupévn Aiya KwkUel- ot 3€ T/ 6nIoBE |58 KONTOVTEG
Soupeoal PeTaPpevov NdE Kal BUOUG |5o9 Elpepov eloavayouar, novov T’ €xépev Kal OifUv-
I530 TG 8’ €AeeIvoTaTw AXEl POIVUBOUCI Napeiai: |53; OG 'OBUCEUG EAgeivov Un’ dppUol
dakpuov elpev. |532 £vB’ AANoug pév navrag éhavBave dakpua AgiBwv, |533 AAKiVoog &€ pIv
olog éneppacat’ Ad’ &vonoev

|514 He [= Demodokos] sang how the sons of the Achaeans destroyed the city [of Troy],
|515 pouring out of the [Wooden] Horse, leaving behind the hollow place of ambush. |56
He sang how the steep citadel was destroyed by different men at different places. |517 —
how Odysseus went to the palace of Deiphobos, |51 how he was looking like Ares, and
godlike Menelaos went with him, |519 and how in that place, I now see it, he [=
Demodokos] said that he [= Odysseus] dared to go through the most terrible part of the
war, |s20 and how he emerged victorious after that, with the help of Athena, the one with
the mighty spirit. |51 Thus sang the singer [aoidos], the one whose glory is supreme. And
Odysseus |55 dissolved [tékesthai] into tears. He made wet his cheeks with the tears
flowing from his eyelids, |523 just as a woman cries, falling down and embracing her dear
husband, |54 who fell in front of the citadel and people he was defending, |55 trying to
ward off the pitiless day of doom hanging over the city and its children. |5, She sees him
dying, gasping for his last breath, |557 and she pours herself all over him as she wails with
a piercing cry. But there are men behind her, |5>g prodding her with their spears, hurting
her back and shoulders, |59 and they bring for her a life of bondage, which will give her
pain [ponos] and grief [oizus]. |53g Her cheeks are wasting away with a sorrow [akhos]
that is most pitiful [eleeinon]. |531 So also did Odysseus pour out a piteous tear [dakruon]
from beneath his brows; |53, there he was, escaping the notice of all while he kept pouring
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out his tears [dakrua]. |533 But Alkinoos was the only one of all of them who was aware,

and he noticed [noein]. Archives
Odyssey 8.514-533

By studying other Homeric contexts of the word akhos ‘sorrow’ as used here at verse 530 of Odyssey 8, we Archivesm
can see that this word is a stylized way of referring to the singing of lament.[3] The captive woman is not

only weeping over the death of her husband: she is simultaneously singing a song of lament. A most telling

part of the description here is the wording at verse 527: du¢’ alt® Xupévn Aiya kwkuel ‘and she pours USGI’S
herself all over him as she wails with a piercing cry’. We see the same wording at verse 284 of Iliad 19,

where the captive woman Briseis is lamenting as she embraces the corpse of Patroklos: dug’ alT® Xupevn

Aiya kwkuel ‘and she pours herself all over him as she wails with a piercing cry’. In the case of Briseis, her

song of lament is actually quoted at verses 287-300 of Iliad 19. In H24H 4§44, I translate this song of Log out
lament that Briseis performs.[4] And, in H24H 4§8§44-48, I show how this song that we see being sung by

Briseis at verses 287-300 is actually a replacement for another song. As the lamenting words of Briseis

herself reveal at verses 291-297, her song of lament for Patroklos replaces a song of lament that she

would have sung for her own husband, who was killed by Achilles and whose corpse she describes this way

at verse 292: ldov npd nTdAiog dedaiypévov OEET xaAkd ‘I saw him lying there in front of the city, all cut

apart by the sharp bronze’. This earlier experience of Briseis, when her vision was assaulted by the sight of

her dead husband, is now replaced by her later experience in seeing the dead Patroklos, as we read in

verse 283: g (de NaTpokAov dedaiypévov OEET xaAk® ‘when she [= Briseis] saw Patroklos, all cut apart by

the sharp bronze . . .".[5] And now Briseis is lamenting Patroklos, not her husband.

84. Following the quotation of the lament sung by Briseis for Patroklos at verses 287-300 of Iliad 19 is the
quotation of another lament for Patroklos at verses 315-337, and this lament is actually performed by the
hero Achilles himself. Achilles here is represented as actually singing a lament, just as Briseis actually sings
a lament. In H24H 14842, I translate this song of lament that Achilles himself performs. And, in H24H
148837-42, I show how this lamentation of Achilles for his other self, Patroklos, is a signal for all the
Achaeans to lament Achilles himself in the future, after his own death. The lamenting Achilles is signaling to
the Achaeans: do as I do.

To transfer the sorrow

§5. The akhos ‘sorrow’ felt by the weeping captive woman at verse 530 of Odyssey 8 corresponds to the
sorrow felt by Odysseus himself as he hears the story. Alkinoos as the caring host of Odysseus says so—
after noticing that his yet-unidentified guest is weeping. In referring to the sorrow felt by Odysseus,
Alkinoos will now say the same word akhos that we saw being used in the simile referring to the sorrow felt
by the weeping captive woman. I quote here the wording of Alkinoos, starting at the point where he
commands the singer Demodokos to stop the singing:

| 537 ANpOd0oKOG &' AdN OXEBETW POPUIyYa Aiveiav: |53g OU yap Nwg NAVTEST! XapI{OPEVOG
Tad' AEidel. |539 £E 00 Sopnéopev Te Kdi dpope 810G AoIBOG, |540 £k TOOS' oll Nw naloat’
06iCupolo YOO0I0 |541 O E€lvog: pdAa mou piv dXoG Gpevag AUQIBERNKEV. 54> AAN Ay’ O pEv
OXEOETW, (v’ OP@G TEPNWMEDA NAVTEG, |543 §EIVODOKOI Kdl EETVOG, EMEl MOAU KAAAIOV oUTw.

|537 It is high time for Demodokos to hold off and stop the song of that lyre of his with its
clear sound.|53g I say that because the beauty and the pleasure he gives [kharizestai][6]
as he sings these things does not at all extend to everyone here. |539 As soon as we began
dining and as soon as the divine singer got started,[7] |s49 ever since then there has been
no pause in grief-filled lamentation [goos] on the part of this one, |541 I mean, on the part
of this guest here. It seems to me that sorrow [akhos] has overcome his thinking, very
much so. |54 This one [= the singer] must now hold off [on his singing], so that we may
take delight [terpesthai] all together |543 —I mean, not only we as the hosts but also he as
the guest. It would be much more beautiful that way.

Odyssey 8.537-543

So, the akhos ‘sorrow’ of the weeping captive woman at verse 530 in the simile has been transferred to the
akhos ‘sorrow’ of the weeping guest at verse 541. Earlier, I noted that the word akhos at verse 530 refers
not only to the sorrow felt by the weeping woman but also to the lament that she sings while she weeps in
expressing that sorrow. Similarly, the word akhos at verse 541 refers not only to the sorrow felt by the
weeping guest but also to the lament that he sings while he weeps. At verse 540, the sorrowful weeping of
the guest is pointedly described as an act of goos or ‘lamentation’.

§6. In the posting of 2015.06.10, I quoted a parallel description involving the verb goan ‘lament’, derivative
of the noun goos ‘lamentation’. This description came from the earlier part of the narrative in Odyssey 8
about the reaction of Odysseus to the singing of Demodokos about the Trojan War, at verses 83-92. In this
passage, the act of ‘lamenting’ as expressed by the verb goan at verse 92 is accompanied by the act of
veiling one’s own face and head at verses 84-88. As we have already seen in the posting for 2015.06.10,
such an act of self-veiling as a formal expression of grief is a characteristic of Achilles. And, as we have also
seen there, the experiencing of akhos ‘sorrow’ is likewise a characteristic of Achilles, signaled by the overall
péma ‘pain’ announced at verse 81 of Odyssey 8—a pain that was caused, first, by the withdrawal of
Achilles from war, and then by his death after he rejoined his fellow Achaeans. The very idea of such a
pain, as I noted in the posting for 2015.06.10, is linked even to the name of Achilles, which can be
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explained morphologically as *Akhi-lawos *he who has akhos [“sorrow” or even “pain”] for the laos [“host of
fighting men”]".[8] And now, in the present posting for 2015.06.17, we see that Achilles himself is the
model for expressing such sorrow by way of lamentation. When he is represented at verses 315-337 of
Iliad 19 as singing his own song of lament for his other self, Patroklos, he is lamenting not only Patroklos
but also his own self, showing the Achaeans how it is done: do as I do. Later on, at the funeral of Patroklos,
Achilles is pictured in the act of actually leading the communal song and choreography involved in the
antiphonal lamenting of Patroklos by all the Myrmidons:

.. ol &' PUWEAV AOAAEEG, fipXe &' AXIAAEUC
They [= the Myrmidons] all wailed together, and Achilles led them.
Iliad 23.12
Tolol & MnA&idng adivol £ERpxe yoolo

[Achilles] the son of Peleus led them [= the Myrmidons] in a pulsating song of lamentation
[goos].

Tliad 23.17 [9]

So, the sorrow that is signaled by Odysseus in reacting to both songs of Demodokos about the Trojan War
is made parallel to the sorrow that is signaled by the story of Achilles and even by Achilles himself. And the
point of contact for the parallelism is the sorrow that is signaled by the lamenting captive woman.

Epic sorrow: A poetics of lament in Homeric poetry

§7. In the twin books Homer the Classic and Homer the Preclassic, I argued that the sad figure of the
unnamed lamenting captive woman at verses 523-531 of Odyssey 8 signals a poetics of lament that
informs both the Iliad and the Odyssey.[10] Here I summarize those parts of my argumentation that are
relevant to the sorrows of the primary heroes in these epics, Achilles and Odysseus.

§8. I start by making a point that centers on the song sung by Demodokos at verses 487-498 of Odyssey 8
about the capture of Troy. This song, as an inner narrative that is paraphrased by the outer narrative of the
Odyssey itself, is incomplete. The incompleteness is evident when we compare the outlines of a complete
version that survives in the form of a prose paraphrase summarizing the plot of the Iliou Persis (‘The
Destruction of Ilion’), an epic attributed to Arctinus of Miletus and belonging to the so-called Epic Cycle. The
plot of this epic, as summarized by Proclus (pp. 107-8 ed. Allen 1912), indicates what happens after the
Achaeans succeed in capturing Troy. That part of the narrative, as we will now see, is not paraphrased in
Odyssey 8.

§9. After verses 521-522 of Odyssey 8, which mark the precise moment when Odysseus starts to weep in
response to the narration of Demodokos, the narrative at verses 523-530 switches to a simile that
compares the weeping of this hero to the weeping of an unidentified woman who has just been captured by
the enemy.

§10. The simile interrupts the narration but also continues it indirectly, taking up the ongoing action at
exactly the point in time where it was left off by the outer narrative of the Odyssey. As we see in the
Proclus summary of the Iliou Persis (p. 108.8-10), this point in time is the moment when Odysseus is
about to kill Astyanax, son of Andromache and Hector, and Neoptolemos is about to capture Andromache
herself as his war prize.[11] Neoptolemos is of course the son of Achilles. So the enslavement of
Andromache as a captive woman is perpetrated by the son of the man who made her a widow, Achilles.
And the killing of Andromache’s son Astyanax is perpetrated by Odysseus himself.

§11. When the scene of Andromache’s capture is about to be retold in the song of Demodokos, something
happens in the overall narrative of the Homeric Odyssey. At the moment in time where the retelling is
about to happen, it is blocked. Unlike what happens in the Iliou Persis of Arctinus, where a high point of the
narrative of Troy’s destruction is the capture of Andromache—which leads to the killing of Astyanax—that
high point is missing in the Odyssey: instead, the narrator’s act of identifying Andromache as a captive
woman is screened by a simile about an unidentified captive woman.[12]

Screen memory

§12. This sequence of narration in the Odyssey achieves an effect of screen memory. An essential phase in
the sequence is being screened out by the memory of that narrative. The climax of the action, that is, the
capturing of the woman who is yet to be identified as Andromache, has been screened out by a simile
about the capturing of a woman who will never be identified.[13]

§13. There is an irony in the fact that Odysseus is not only the foregrounded audience of this song
performed by Demodokos about the capture of Troy: he is also an agent of the plot that is being narrated
by the song, since he is a direct cause of Andromache’s sorrows.[14]

§14. But Achilles too is an agent of the plot here, since he too is a direct cause of Andromache’s sorrows.
By killing Hector, he is the one who makes Andromache a widow. And this widow then becomes comparable
to that other widow whom we saw described as the unnamed lamenting woman in the simile at verses
523-530 of Odyssey 8. Like Hector, the husband of that lamenting woman is pictured as his city’s defender,
and he is pointedly described as a protector of children at verses 524-525: 6¢ Te &g npdoBev NdAIog Aadv
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TE NEONOIV, |525 AOTET Kdl TEKEEOOIV AHUVWV VNAEEG Auap ‘who fell in front of the citadel and people he was
defending, |55 trying to ward off the pitiless day of doom hanging over the city and its children’.

§15. The innocent children of the city are exemplified by Astyanax, victim of the unnamed guest. In her
song of lamentation for Hector at his funeral, quoted at verses 725-745 of Iliad 24, Andromache herself
laments prospectively the fate of Astyanax: at verses 734-735, her words are picturing a future moment
when an unnamed Achaean will kill the orphan boy, throwing him down to his death from the high walls of
Troy.

§16. This song of lament by Andromache, the captive woman of the future, is already a song of the past
when the unnamed guest is about to hear what happened to her and to her son after Troy was captured.
What happened is screened out, but the sorrow continues, finding expression in the lamentation that is
internalized by the two main epic heroes of Homeric poetry.
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Notes

[1] Nagy 2013 (H24H) 3810. A particularly useful work that surveys the vast evidence to be found in
Modern Greek traditions is the book of Margaret Alexiou, The Ritual Lament in Greek Tradition (1974;
second edition 2002 via Yatromanolakis and Roilos).

[2] Nagy 2015 1§181.
[3] Nagy 1979 ch. 6.
[4] For more on the captive woman Briseis as a singer of lament, I cite the pathfinding work of Dué 2002.

[5] In my analysis of these verses in Nagy 2009|2010:249, where I say that the lament of Briseis over the
corpse of Patroklos is “evoking her earlier lament over the corpse of her own dear husband,” I should have
made it more clear that the “earlier lament” in this case was not allowed to happen.

[6] On the poetics of kharis as ‘the beauty and the pleasure’ of reciprocity in the performance of song, see
Nagy 2008|2009 2§308.

[7] I translate (pope (variant reading ®peTo) here at verse 539 as ‘got started’ in the light of what we read
at verse 499, 6pun6eic, which I interpret as ‘setting his point of departure’: see Nagy 2008|2009 2§287.

[8] This explanation, as I already noted in the posting for 2015.06.10, is summarized in Nagy 1979 48§6.

[9] Commentary in Nagy 1979 6§23.
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[10] Nagy 2008|2009 28§8§335-39, 2009|2010:125-26. On the poetics of lament as embedded in Homeric
poetry, see also Dué 2002 and 2006.

[11] Nagy 1979 6§8§8-9, Dué 2006:2. An alternative epic version, according to which Astyanax is killed by
Neoptolemos, is analyzed in Nagy 2009|2010:204.

[12] Nagy 2008|2009 2§337.
[13] Nagy 2008|2009 2§338.
[14] Nagy 2008|2009 28339, with reference to Nagy 1979 6§9.
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