THE REMOVAL OF THE ARMS, THE
RECOGNITION WITH LAERTES, AND
NARRATIVE TENSION IN THE ODYSSEY

RUTH SCODEL

Odyssey, the removal of the arms and the recognition with Laertes.

Although both are problems because in both sequences Odysseus’ ac-
tions are hard to understand, the two sequences do not appear to be closely
similar, nor are they closely connected in the narrative progression. None-
theless, a combined discussion is profitable, because a thematic develop-
ment common to both leads to a common narrative technique: the narrator
seeks to generate both suspense and significance by misdirecting the audi-
ence about the role the gods are to play in the action. This misdirection
requires that the narrator leave Odysseus’ motives obscure. Nonetheless, al-
though Odysseus’ motives are not explicit in either sequence, the context
indicates plausible motives. The reasons for Odysseus’ actions are in them-
selves practical and straightforward, and the real problem lies not in the
character’s motivations, but in the narrator’s failure to explain them.

Any attempt at solving a narrative problem in Homer raises broader ques-
tions of interpretive method. From antiquity onward, critics have treated
actions without adequate motivation as “problems.” The scholarship, how-
ever, often shows considerable disagreement about what kind of solution
is appropriate for such problems: does the explanation lie with Homer, or
with the character? To what extent does the implied audience of the Hom-
eric poems expect internal, mimetic motivation for the characters’ actions?
Different genres and periods have different expectations for the balance be-
tween mimetic motivations, belonging to the world of the story, and aes-
thetic motivations, the thematic and artistic goals of the implied author.!
In Homer, the case is especially difficult because we know so little about the
original cultural and generic contexts. The comparative method suggests
that the aesthetic should dominate. In oral or orally-derived narratives
worldwide, performers make mistakes at the mimetic level without alien-
ating their audiences, and traditional patterning is more important than
psychological verisimilitude.? Expectations based on the modern novel are

THIS PAPER WILL DISCUSS two extremely familiar problems in the

1. Rimmon-Kenan 1983, 127; Sternberg 1978, 246-50.
2. For theme above mimetic coherence, see Lord 1960, 94-95; Foley 1991, 46-48. There is extended
discussion of a singer’s mistake in Foley 1990, 359-87.
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2 RuTH SCcoDEL

obviously misplaced for Homer.> On the other hand, implicit mimetic mo-
tivation is found in Homer: the audience may need to infer, for example,
that tact leads a messenger to modify the original message.* As a working
hypothesis, therefore, it makes sense to begin by looking at aesthetic moti-
vation, but without assuming that mimetic motivations do not matter.

The Odyssey creates considerable narrative tension around the extent and
nature of divine intervention in determining the final outcome of the ac-
tion. The assembly of the gods that begins the action tells the audience that
Athena and Zeus care about the situation of Odysseus and his family, and
that they take an interest in the process of justice among mortals. The ex-
ample of Aegisthus suggests that those who do wrong will suffer (1.32-43).
Repeatedly, signs and prophecies warn of the doom of the suitors. The nar-
rative movement demands that Odysseus kill the suitors and that he escape
vengeance from their families. Against both the suitors and their families,
Odysseus and his followers face overwhelming odds; yet narrative logic
demands that he win. The narrative deliberately prepares the audience for
Odysseus to kill the suitors even without the favorable conditions the bow-
contest ultimately provides. So, for instance, Menelaus’ confidence that the
return of Odysseus would guarantee the death of the suitors impresses us
along with Telemachus (4.335—46).5 He has no doubt, and he knows Odys-
seus well. Tiresias authoritatively predicts that Odysseus, if he returns home,
will kill the suitors, “either by cunning or openly” (11.118-20).

Nonetheless, the odds against Odysseus are tremendous. Homer avoids
telling the audience just how Odysseus will kill the suitors. It may be that
everyone in the original audience was familiar with the story as we know
it, and could therefore expect the bow-contest and its outcome; yet even
this fixed plot could differ greatly depending on how particular details were
emphasized, varied, or omitted. To be sure, even an audience that knows a
story’s outcome can feel suspense, but uncertainty makes the effect stron-
ger.% By not telling the audience how Odysseus will win, despite the odds
against him, Homer generates suspense; he especially avoids clarifying in
advance to what extent the gods will directly assist Odysseus.

This uncertainty surrounding divine involvement does more than create
narrative tension for its own sake, because divine interventions are themat-
ically significant. The epic narrator’s knowledge about the gods distinguishes

3. Felson-Rubin 1994 eloquently defends “psychologizing,” treating the characters as if they were peo-
ple (esp. 124-26), but does not fully confront the difference between how an ancient audience might have
constructed character and how a modern one does.

4. Nausicaa, the narrator tells us, is too embarrassed to mention her marriage to her father, but he recog-
nizes her hidden motive (Od. 6.66-67). Several times in the Iliad, a character does not speak exactly accord-
ing to directions given earlier: Thetis does not remind Zeus of her help against a conspiracy as Achilles tells
her to (1.408); Odysseus does not repeat to Achilles Agamemnon’s claim to be “more kingly” than Achilles
is (9.160-61). Characters also tell “white lies.” Cf. Griffin 1980, 56-65.

5. Sternberg 1978, 75-77, discusses how the poem establishes the extraordinary abilities of Odysseus in
order to make his defeat of the suitors plausible.

6. Morrison 1992 demonstrates how often the Iliad-poet creates inaccurate expectations of the plot to
come, even though these expectations violate basic “facts™ about the Trojan War. At least one psychological
study has demonstrated that even a simple narrative can create suspense about facts well known to the audi-
ence; see Gerrig 1989.



NARRATIVE TENSION IN THE ODYSSEY 3

him radically from any ordinary human speaker.” If Odysseus succeeds be-
cause the gods directly help him, the implications of the tale are very dif-
ferent from those of a version in which his own courage and cleverness are
decisive. By creating uncertainty about the participation of the gods, the nar-
rator encourages the audience to pay special attention to the gods’ place in
the action. The more suspense the audience feels about the role of the gods,
the more significance attaches to what the gods finally do and do not do.
When scholars think of the gods in the Odyssey, they typically consider the
complex problems of theodicy raised by the Adventures and the extent to
which the poem as a whole exemplifies the moral pronounced by Zeus in the
opening scene (1.32-34).% In the Adventures, divine vengeance is morally
ambiguous, but it manifests itself spectacularly when Zeus destroys Odys-
seus’ ship and when Poseidon turns the Phaeacian ship to stone. In the Ith-
acan books, by contrast, right and wrong are clear, but the exact workings of
the gods are less so.

I. THE REMOVAL OF THE ARMS

Shortly after Telemachus’ recognition of Odysseus, as they make their first
plans against the suitors, Odysseus tells Telemachus that the arms must be
removed from his hall (16.282-98). Odysseus, who will be disguised as a
beggar, will nod as a signal, and provides two excuses to give the suitors
when they ask why the arms are being removed: that they are dirty, and that
they could contribute to violence. Finally, Odysseus orders Telemachus to
leave two sets of arms for themselves (16.282-98):

“Odnmdte kev TOAOBOVAOG EVi @pect OfjoLv ABvn,
vebom pév tot 8y KEQOAR, ob &’ Encita vofoag
3o00 oL v peydpootv Gpiia tevyea keitat

&g puyov Vynhol Bardpov katabeivar deipag
mAVTo pad’ adtap pvnoTipag parakoig énéecot
napedcBat, 8te kév o8 PETOAMDOLY TOOEOVTEG”
“gk kamvod katédnk’, £nel oUkETL TOlo £dKEL

old note Tpoinvde kv katéreinev "Odvooels,
GALG KatfikioTal, 66o0v mupdg ket GUTUT.

npog 8 &t kal Tode peilov évi ppeot Ofjke Kpoviwv,
uN nog oivobévreg, Eptv otioavteg év Ouiv,
GAAhovVG TpdoNTE Kataloydvnté Te daita

Kal pvnotiv: adtog Yap deélketar dvdpa cidnpog.”
N@iv 8’ olototv 80 pdoyava kai dYo dodpe
KaAMméey kal dowd Bodypra yepoiv Eréabar,

g &v gmbdoavteg Ehoipeba’ Tovg 8¢ Kk’ Emerta
IMoArdg AOnvain B5AEe kol pnrieta Zedg.”

Whenever Athena who makes many plans puts it into my mind, I will nod my head, and
you, when you notice, pick up all the weapons of war that lie in the halls, and put them
down in the inner corner of the high storeroom. But when the suitors miss them and ask,

7. Jorgensen 1904 is the classic study of how, within epic, the narrator provides precise information
about divine actions, while characters attribute the same events to “a god” or “Zeus.”

8. Critics who find the preface inconsistent with the Adventures include Fenik 1974, 208-27 and Clay
1983; arguing for theological coherence are Olson 1995, 205-27 and Segal 1994, 195-227; Kullmann 1985
sees the entire poem as motivated by issues of justice, in sharp contrast to the Iliad.
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trick them with gentle words: “I have put them away out of the smoke, since they no
longer look like the ones Odysseus left when he went to Troy, but they are dirty, as far
as the smoke from the fire reaches. Also it has come to me that perhaps when you are
drunk and quarreling you could wound each other, and shame your feast and your woo-
ing. For iron itself draws a man on.” Just for us leave two spears and two swords, and two
shields for us to grab with our hands, so that we can rush over and grab them. Then Pal-
las Athena and Zeus will bedazzle them.

At the beginning of Book 19, Odysseus and Telemachus are alone in the
hall. With a different opening (“TnAépaye, yph tedye’ dpnia xatdépev
elow”), Odysseus repeats lines 16.285-94, but omits any reference to leav-
ing arms for themselves or to attacking the suitors (19.4—13). Odysseus and
Telemachus, with Athena holding a light, put the arms away. The suitors do
not notice that they are gone until too late. During the battle, Telemachus
must go to the storeroom and collect arms, since none were kept. The in-
consistency is an old Analytic difficulty; Zenodotus and Aristarchus already
doubted the passage at 16.281-89. Not only does the original plan, in
which Telemachus alone is to remove the arms, not correspond to the actual
event; but there is also careful preparation for an objection from the suitors
that never takes place.

The difficulties are both aesthetic and mimetic. Aesthetically, it is uneco-
nomical for Odysseus to make plans that are not carried out, and it seems
especially wasteful that he twice directs Telemachus about how to answer
questions from the suitors, although the suitors never pose any questions.’
Mimetically, even if we are not troubled by Odysseus’ failure to carry out
his original plan, it is hard to understand why, having first thought of leav-
ing armor for Telemachus and himself, he then fails to do so. Unitarians
still see the removal as a problem, though most Homerists probably agree
with Russo in the recent Oxford commentary that such minor inconsisten-
cies are characteristic of oral poetry.!?

H. Erbse has most extensively defended the transmitted version.!! Though
he does not distinguish the different levels, he tries to defend the narra-
tive both mimetically and aesthetically. Aesthetically, he argues that the fail-
ure to carry out a plan as it is announced is not anomalous in the Odyssey,
and that the inconsistency is the result of the narrator’s effort to make the
bow-contest a surprise. On the mimetic level, Erbse points out that some of
the inconsistency between the plan and its fulfillment is fully naturalistic.
Odysseus must make his original plan without knowing whether he will suc-
ceed even in being able to stay in his house. He must assume that he will
not have the opportunity to help Telemachus remove the arms. Indeed, Od-
ysseus’ planning in his first discussion of strategy does not agree with the ac-
tual events at all. Until Penelope announces her intention to hold the bow-
contest, Odysseus’ plans cannot be very much like the actual events to come.
His original plan, as he proposed it to Telemachus in Book 16, is that he

9. This is particularly clear in the discussion of Fenik 1974, 111-13.
10. Russo in Heubeck 1992, 75 (on 19.1-50). Hoekstra in Heubeck 1989, 278 (on 16.291-98) suggests that
16.295-98 derives from an incomplete performance, at a point at which Book 19 had not yet been composed.
11. Erbse 1972, 3-41.
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and Telemachus will simply, at a good moment, grab the retained arms and
attack. Erbse, who emphasizes the weaknesses of this plan, argues that
Odysseus never seriously intends to carry out this plan, but is only trying to
encourage Telemachus.

If we look more closely at the scene in Book 16, it is indeed odd. Odys-
seus asks Telemachus to tell him about the suitors, so that they may consider
whether they should fight them alone, or should seek allies. Telemachus, not
surprisingly, is shocked at the idea that the two of them should fight the suit-
ors (16.241-44):

“® mdtep, 1 ToL oeio péya KAEog aitv dxovov,
YEIPAg T aiyuntnv épevar kal Enippova BovAnv:
GAAG MV péya elneg dym p” Exer 008 kev ein
avdpe 3Vo molloiot kal ipbipoiot pdyecdar.”
“Father, I have always heard your great reputation—that you are a spear-fighter in action

and intelligent in planning. But what you have said is too much. I am in shock. It couldn’t
happen that two men fight with many strong opponents.”

He continues by cataloguing the suitors: fifty-two from Doulichium, twenty-
four from Same, twenty from Zacynthos, twelve from Ithaca, and some fol-
lowers besides (he includes the herald and the bard in his list, though neither
will fight). Odysseus responds with a very brief speech (16.259-61):

“toryap £ymv épém, ob 8¢ olvheo kai pev dKkovcov*
Kol gpdoat 1| Kev vdiv ABMvn odv Ad matpl
apxécet, NE TV’ dAAov dudvtopa pepunpitn.”

“Therefore I shall tell you, and you listen and hear me, and say whether Athena along
with Father Zeus will be enough, or whether I should think of some other defender.”

Telemachus responds that these are powerful helpers, who rule even the
other gods. Odysseus insists that these gods will be present at the battle
against the suitors (16.267-68): 0% pév tol keivo ye moADV Ypdvov GU@LC
goeclov / guromdog kpateptic.!? Odysseus’ response shows that Telema-
chus has spoken skeptically. While Telemachus does not doubt that Zeus
and Athena are sufficiently powerful, he is not certain of their help. Odys-
seus, however, after expressing his confidence that the gods will assist him,
declares his plan to remove all but two sets of arms and attack suddenly.
Throughout, Telemachus views the danger of the suitors realistically, while
Odysseus relies on the gods.

The retained arms are clearly essential to Odysseus’ scheme. They would
also, surely, invite the suitors’ suspicions (as Erbse points out). For the ex-
cuse to work, the retained arms would have to be hidden, and if they were

12. Commentators disagree about Telemachus’ tone here. Stanford 1959 and Monro 1901 (ad loc.) think
that Telemachus is sarcastic, while Hoekstra in Heubeck 1989 points out that & te kai dAhoig / Gvdpdot te
Kpatéovot kai GBavdtowot Beoiot (16.264-65) has no ironic ring, and that Telemachus by now has experi-
ence of Athena’s help. Yet Odysseus’ response sounds as if he is answering doubt. Telemachus has not sarcas-
tically implied that these would not be good helpers, but he has not, perhaps, sounded convinced that the
gods would intervene as drastically as Odysseus’ plan requires.
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hidden, they could not be at hand for a sudden, surprise attack. If Odysseus
is simply trying to impress his son with his confidence, and has no real in-
tention of attacking this way, the impracticality does not matter. However,
this scheme is clearly the best that Odysseus can contrive at this early stage,
once he does not pursue the possibility of seeking outside help. The auditor
must assume that either he intends the plan seriously, or that it is a stopgap,
meant to provide a provisional basis for action until he can form a better
scheme after entering the house and observing the situation himself.

In either case, the planning scene in Book 16 blatantly misdirects the
audience along with Telemachus.!? Fenik points out that the discussion
between Odysseus and Telemachus in Book 16 “seems to suffer from con-
genital non-fulfillment.” Odysseus suggests that he and Telemachus test the
male slaves (16.305-7), but Telemachus sensibly responds that such testing
would waste precious time. Odysseus (who rarely accepts advice) agrees,
and they further agree that he will learn about which of the women in his
halls are faithful and which are not. Odysseus (more characteristically) re-
fuses Eurycleia’s offer to identify the treacherous ones (19.500-501), yet
after he kills the suitors, he has her do exactly that. The decision not to
test the male slaves makes Odysseus’ sudden test of the herdsmen and
subsequent recognition at 21.188-225 a surprise, while the participation
of Dolius in the final confrontation with the suitors’ families is even more
surprising.

In Book 19, Odysseus has at least managed to stay overnight in the
house. Since he remains after the suitors leave, he does not need to signal to
Telemachus. Odysseus repeats the invented excuses, because he cannot pre-
dict that the suitors will not notice the arms are gone. This repetition, there-
fore, is not a problem mimetically. Aesthetically, though, we may ask why
the poet has Odysseus repeat the excuses. Thematically, the excuses are not
superfluous here. Telemachus calls Eurycleia (19.16-20):

“uai’, dye 81 pot Epuov £Vt peydpotot yuvaikog,

Sppa xev £¢ Bdrapov katabeiopar Eviea TaTpog

KaAd, T ol Kot oikov Gkndéa kanvog auépdet

Tatpdg Grotyopévoro £y®m & ETt vijmiog Ha.

viv 8 £06ho kataBécbal, Tv' ob mupog et GhTun.”
“Qld woman, come, shut the women in the hall for me, so that I can put away my father’s
fine war-gear in the storeroom, which the smoke is damaging in the house, since it is un-
cared for with my father gone. I was still a child; but now I wish to put it away where the
breath of the fire will not reach.”

In response, Eurycleia praises him for this attention to household manage-
ment! When Eurycleia asks who will carry the light for him, Telemachus
answers that the stranger will provide light, because he will not allow a lazy
man in his house (19.21-28). This little episode provides an ironic devel-
opment of the “maturity of Telemachus” theme, since his remarks to Eury-
cleia demonstrate a concern for his household far beyond their ostensible
content. The incident also prepares for the importance of Eurycleia in the

13. Olson 1995, 145-48, has an excellent discussion of the misdirection here.
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coming Homilia: she is more dangerous right now than the suitors.!* The
incident has a thematic point: even Odysseus is unable to plan for every-
thing. Throughout the Ithacan books, the narrative stresses Odysseus’ ex-
ceptional competence and ability to plan, but places limits on his, indeed,
on any mortal’s, ability to control events.!?

The failure to retain arms for Odysseus and Telemachus is the one genu-
ine mimetic problem in the scene, because Odysseus neither fulfills his
original scheme, nor explains to Telemachus (and the audience) that he has
changed his mind.'® Behind the mimetic question lies an aesthetic one:
Why does the narrator organize the plot this way, and why does he not tell
the audience what Odysseus is thinking? The general aesthetic problem is
clear enough. The poet needs Odysseus first to suggest leaving arms for
Telemachus and himself, because he wants the audience to expect that the
two will simply attack the suitors. On the other hand, the narrator also needs
to prepare for what will actually happen: Telemachus’ trip to the storeroom
is important to the plot. Leaving arms would thus create more severe mi-
metic problems later. In any case, the plan dependent on the retained arms
would not work. Since Penelope’s announcement of the bow-contest will
soon turn the plot in a new direction, it would be clumsy for the narrator
to provide Odysseus with another interim plan that would soon be aban-
doned. To explain that Odysseus lacks a clear plan at this point would ruin
the delicate balance between Odysseus’ planning and its limits. A tempo-
rary gap, during which Odysseus’ precise intentions are opaque, is prefera-
ble. The narrator mitigates the difficulty by the lines that frame the removal
(19.1-2 = 19.51-52): Avtap 0 év peyape VmeAeineto diog "Odvooels, / uvn-
oTnpecol ovov oLV ABNvy pepunpilwv. These lines inform the audience
that Odysseus still needs to think about how he will kill the suitors, and re-
assure them that even if the action lacks a clear direction, Athena is in con-
trol. Even after Penelope announces the contest, the narrator encourages the
audience to expect that Athena will intervene directly to help Odysseus; she
promises the anxious hero her protection, and declares that the two of them
could rout fifty companies (20.44-53).

Because arms were not kept for Odysseus and Telemachus, they must be
fetched when the arrows fail. Because Telemachus fails to lock the store-
room, Melanthius is able to provide arms for the suitors. After making it
seem realistically possible for Odysseus to win by introducing the bow, the
narrator then contrives that he have a genuine struggle, by providing arms
for both sides. During the slaughter, Athena comes in the form of Mentor,
but she is explicitly said not to “give” victory, but to “test” the valor of
Odysseus and Telemachus (22.235-360), only making sure that the suitors’
spear-casts fail. In fact, the slaughter is an dpioteia, and she helps only as
gods regularly help heroes on the battlefield.!” As earlier scholars have

14. Kirk 1962, 243-44, notes that Telemachus uses the excuse for Eurycleia, but regards the inconsis-
tency as an oral poet’s lapse. Rutherford 1992, 136 (on 19.19) comments on the irony in Eurycleia’s praise of
Telemachus—she little knows how well he is caring for his property.

15. Murnaghan 1987, 127-40 discusses the ways in which Penelope’s actions show the limits of Odys-
seus’ control.

16. Woodhouse 1930, 164-68, has a good description of the mimetic problem.

17. Miiller 1966, 136—-44.
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pointed out, the suitors themselves recall the story-pattern in which a god
in disguise tests human beings and punishes the inhospitable (17.482-87);
Odysseus replaces the god of the folktale.!8

The slaughter of the suitors should end all narrative tension surrounding
the role of the gods. Yet it does not. When Odysseus warns Eurycleia not to
cry out in triumph over the dead, he attributes his success to divine ven-
geance (22.413-16):

“1ovode 8¢ poip’ Eddpacos Bedv Kol oyEtha Epyar
ol Tiva yap tieokov émyBoviov Gvlpdnav,

o0 kakoOv 088t piv E6OrOV, 811 opéag eicagikoito
1@ Kol drocBarinoy dewkéa ndtpov Enéonov.”

“Fate from the gods overcame these men, and their wicked deeds. For they honored no
one among humans on the earth, neither base nor noble, who came to them. So through
their folly they met a cruel fate.”

In refusing dangerous praise and boasting, Odysseus seems merely pious;
he is not trying to deny his agency or responsibility. Nonetheless, Penelope
echoes his words when she suggests that the killer of the suitors was, liter-
ally, a god and not Odysseus (23.62—-67):

“GAL" ovk €08’ 68e nbbog ETrTLUROG, BG GYOpPEVELS,
GANG Tig dBovdTwV KTETVE pvnoTipag dyavoug,
UBpLv dyacodpevog Bupodryéa kai kaka Epyo.

ol Tva yap tieokov émvyBoviov dvBpdnav,

o0 Kakdv o0dE piv 60AOV, OTIg opéag eicagikoito
¢ 8" atacBariag Enabov kakov.”

“This story is not true, as you say, but some one of the immortals killed the arrogant suit-
ors. For they honored no one among humans on the earth, neither base nor noble, who
came to them. So through their folly they suffered evil.”

Her false guess exploits Telemachus’, and the audience’s, earlier doubt
about how Odysseus could kill the suitors. The narrative first points toward
a killing by Odysseus alone, or by Odysseus and Telemachus, to be accom-
plished entirely at close quarters. Such an action could be believable only if
the gods made it happen. Then Penelope’s own decision to hold the contest
of the bow makes it possible for Odysseus to kill the suitors without relying
on direct divine help. Compared to the task of attacking so many enemies
with a spear, the battle with the bow is naturalistically credible. Once the
fight is won, however, this battle appears to Penelope almost as difficult as
the original plan would have been, so that Penelope thinks that the gods
have taken vengeance themselves.
Yet the final comment on the event is Laertes’ (24.351-52):

“Zed mdtep, N pa £1° £0TE Beot katd pakpov “Olvpmov,
el &tedv pvnortiipes dracbarov UPpv Ettoav.”

“Father Zeus, you gods really do exist on great Olympus, if in fact the suitors have paid
for their reckless violence.”

18. Kearns 1982; Reece 1993, 181-87.
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Laertes knows that Odysseus has killed the suitors, and Odysseus has not
mentioned divine help at all; from at least one point of view, therefore, the
gods can demonstrate justice without themselves intervening. The narrator
contrasts those who imagine that the gods must have acted directly with
those who perceive divine forces behind human actors.

Despite Odysseus’ intimacy with Athena, the role of the gods is some-
times opaque even to him. Even for the epic audience, with their extraor-
dinary access, much is unclear. Although the final result fulfills human
expectations of divine justice, just as the epic characters can only claim that
the action proves divine justice because they believe that the gods made it
possible, even the epic audience are not led to think that they know the
mind of Zeus. The narrator does not tell us to what extent Zeus brought
these events about, or to what extent Zeus was motivated by concerns for
justice.!?

The inconsistency of the removal of the arms, therefore, is probably not
an inadvertence. Mimetically, Odysseus changes his mind about how to fight
the suitors, and plans for a difficulty (the suitors’ asking why the arms have
been removed) that does not arise, although his plans are useful for a
difficulty he did not expect (Eurycleia’s interest). Odysseus changes his mind
because the situation turns out to be other than he expected. His plan’s failure
precisely to match events shows the limits of even the cleverest mortals. At
the same time, the narrative also tricks the audience, creating a false expec-
tation of visible divine intervention.

II. LAERTES

Of all the problems presented by the last book of the Odyssey, the testing of
Laertes is among the worst, because it seems so entirely unmotivated. The
old man is deliberately deceived even though there is no longer any reason
for Odysseus to conceal his identity, and even though he clearly does not
doubt his father’s loyalty to him. Many solve the problem analytically, by
treating the scene as an incompetent addition.”> Among the many readers
who find Odysseus’ behavior here cruel, but do not assume multiple author-
ship, there is considerable disagreement about whether to attribute the cru-
elty of Odysseus’ behavior to the poet or to Odysseus. Many see it as the
poet’s inappropriate use of a traditional theme: having built so much of his
narrative around delayed recognition, he automatically extends the recog-
nition here.?! Erbse agrees with this argument, but also stresses the satis-
fying emotional effect of the delayed recognition.?? Others, though, argue
that testing others is so strong a habit for Odysseus that he cannot sup-
press it even when it is out of place.?> Some readers have tried to defend

19. I therefore disagree with Winterbottom 1989, who argues that the Homeric gods are amoral, and that
justice is only attributed to them by mortals.

20. Even some Unitarians see the episode as interpolated (e.g., Eisenberger 1973, 317-18; Kirk 1962,
249-51). Heubeck 1981, p. 73, nn. 1 and 2, has bibliography. There are, of course, also linguistic objections:
see Page 1955, 104.

21. Lord 1960, 17578, gives parallels from oral poetry; Fenik 1974, 47-53, sees it as a clumsy use of
the reiterated motif.

22. Erbse 1972, 101-2.

23. Focke 1943, 378, calls it “neipa for the sake of neipa.” Wender 1978, 56-57.
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Odysseus’ test mimetically without criticizing the hero, arguing, for exam-
ple, that Laertes is so crushed that Odysseus must attempt to raise him from
his misery gradually.?*

Once again, the critic needs to connect mimetic and thematic consider-
ations. Thematically, the sequence prepares for the rejuvenation of Laertes
and the final tableau of the three heroic generations of the family. Athena
makes Laertes’ rejuvenation possible, just as she intervenes to end the
conflict between Odysseus and the suitors’ families at the conclusion. In the
last book, the balance between divine and human action, so subtle in the ear-
lier narrative, shifts strongly towards the divine: while Athena intervenes
only slightly in the fight with the suitors, she appears in her own person,
preceded by Zeus’ thunderbolt, to make peace between Odysseus and the
suitors’ families. Correspondingly, Odysseus is less effectual in the final
book than he has been earlier.

At the mimetic level, Odysseus’ behavior towards his father needs to
make sense, though it does not need to be the most admirable course of ac-
tion. His motive has to be adequate for Odysseus, not for any other person
in his situation. Since Odysseus has already performed so many tests, the
motive required need not be as compelling as it would be for any other
character; but if we can infer no plausible reason for Odysseus to test his
father, the narrative is weak. While it is, of course, not impossible that the
narrator has simply failed to consider proper mimetic motivation, a motive
entirely in character for Odysseus is available: Odysseus tests Laertes be-
cause he needs him as an ally against the families of the suitors. The old
man he finds in the orchard is in no condition to help him, and the test is
Odysseus’ attempt to prepare Laertes to fight.

Testing does not just reveal others’ feelings; the tester manipulates them.
Odysseus “tests” Eumaeus (14.459-61) in the hope of getting an extra cov-
ering. When Odysseus tells his false tale to Penelope in Book 19 (his treat-
ment of her is a “test,” neiprjoeat, at 13.336 and a “provocation,” £pebilw, at
19.45), his goal is not so clear, but his conversation leads directly to her de-
cision to hold the archery contest. The test rouses her to action. Agamem-
non’s test of his army in Iliad 2 is very controversial, but critics have agreed
that if the passage is the work of a competent narrator and belongs to a
unified Iliad, the audience should be able to guess at Agamemnon’s inten-
tions. In the most common interpretation, he is not just trying to learn the
state of their morale, but to improve it. The problem he confronts is plain:
he needs to prepare his army to attack in full force, although they have ap-
parently not been fighting pitched battles and are likely to be demoralized
by the plague and the quarrel. He assumes that if he pretends to be discour-
aged, and the other leaders respond by displaying fierce enthusiasm for the
war, the army as a whole will be heartened.?’ This plan fails dismally when
the troops react too quickly and the leaders do not react at all. Although

24. Heubeck 1981 and 1992.

25. The effect would be the same whether the object of ¢pnrvetv at 2.75 is the army (as most commen-
tators) or Agamemnon himself (bT and Katzung 1960, 50-51)). Heubeck 1981, 82, effectively argues this
interpretation.
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critics disagree about exactly how the test is supposed to accomplish its
purpose, Agamemnon’s general intention is clear, especially when he ex-
presses genuine discouragement in similar language at 9.17-28, and Di-
omedes insists that he will fight even if he has to fight alone (9.31-49).26
Odysseus similarly tries to manipulate his father into heroic behavior, but
fails.

Such an interpretation is consistent also with the details of the test of
Laertes. Odysseus first tells his companions that he plans to test his father
(nepfioopar, 24.216), to see whether he recognizes him or not after his long
absence (24.216-18). Because Odysseus is no longer in disguise, when
Odysseus first announces that he will test Laertes, he may mean no more
than that he will not identify himself immediately, but see whether his father
knows him without prompting. The test which actually takes place, how-
ever, seems to be inspired by the sight of Laertes. When Odysseus actually
sees his father, Laertes is not only old and worn, he is wearing the clothes
of the poorest of ordinary field workers, a torn and ragged chiton, and
gardeners’ leather leggings and gloves (24.226-31). [1évbog Gé€wv is the
narrator’s comment, “increasing his grief.”?’ Laertes’ behavior is clearly ex-
cessive. The moment Odysseus sees him, he hides behind a tree to wipe his
tears (24.232-34). Then Odysseus ponders whether to announce himself
directly, or to test his father (24.235-40):

pepunipiée 8’ Enerta katd epéva Kol katd Bupdv
kbooo Kol neprpbval £0v natép’, N8t Exacta
eineiv, B¢ EABot kai ikort’ &g matpida yaiav,

N npdt’ £Eepéorto Exaotd Te melpfoanto.28

®de 8¢ ol ppovéovTt dodooato képdlov elvar,
npdTov Keptopiog Enéeooty nepndfvar.

Then he pondered in his heart and mind, whether to kiss and embrace his father, and tell
him everything, how he had come and reached his fatherland, or first ask him and test
him in everything. And the latter seemed to him more cunning, to first test him with
ironic words.2®

This passage announces the test for a second time, and it dramatizes Odys-
seus’ decision to conduct the test. By emphasizing the decision to test, the
narrator invites the audience to consider why Odysseus makes this decision.
At the same time, the deliberative scene provides no information to help
the audience understand Odysseus’ motives, except that it emphasizes that
Odysseus is acting with deliberation, and not frivolously. This test may not

26. Whitman 1958, 158, supposes that Agamemnon is trying to confirm his dream by forcing the gods to
intervene; Knox and Russo 1989, 35158, argue that he is manipulating a traditional command for cowards
to leave, obligatory in a war commanded by divine power. McGlew 1989 argues that the test, which manipu-
lates the Achaeans through inspiring shame, is in fact a success.

27. See Heubeck 1992 ad loc. The phrase echoes the earlier description of Laertes at 11.187-96.

28. The authenticity of the line is disputed, for the speech contaminates different formulae for decision-
making. But I am unconvinced by the arguments against it.

29. Two terms here are both crucial and difficult, xépdiov and xeptopiowc. Jones 1989 and Heubeck 1992
ad loc. try to avoid the sense “‘mocking” for the latter, but it seems to me perfectly appropriate for Odysseus’
pretense of not recognizing Laertes’ status, which is in itself insulting.
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be exactly what Odysseus originally planned. In particular, the test Odys-
seus announced would not have required that he speak keptopioig énéecov.
It is striking that Odysseus not only lies about himself to his father, but also
pretends to have misunderstood the social status of his father.

Odysseus’ speech to his father has two parts. In lines 245-55 he praises
the state of the orchard, and (with an apology for his bluntness), draws an
unfavorable contrast between the condition of orchard and that of the old
man. He implies that the contrast makes no sense, since the old man must
work hard to maintain the orchard so well, so it cannot be that his master
neglects him because he is lazy. He comments further that Laertes does not
actually look like a slave (24.251-55):

“ob piv depying ye dvak Evek’ ol oe kopilet,
0B3¢ ti tol SovAelov Emmpénel eicopaachot
£180¢ xai péyeBog BaciAiii yap avdpi Eotkag.
TolovTY St £oike, £mel Aovoatto gdyot Te,
e0dEpEVaL HAAOK®G' 1) Yap dikn £oTi Yépovtav.”

“It cannot be because you are lazy that your master does not take care of you. And in fact
there is nothing slavish visible in you, in your form or size; you look like a king. Such a
man should sleep in a soft bed, after he bathes and eats. For that is the right of old men."30

Maintaining his pretense of believing that Laertes is a slave, Odysseus asks
him who his master is, and whose orchard he is caring for (24.257). Only
then does he proceed with his lie, claiming to be a guest-friend of Odys-
seus and asking whether he is alive or dead: a wayfarer told him he was on
Ithaca, but would not tell him about Odysseus. The lie evokes the first seg-
ment in a common epic narrative sequence, the “Maiden at the Well / Youth
on the Road” motif, in which a young man or girl helps the stranger to
find the palace. This motif indicates that hospitality is a narrative theme.?!
Odysseus does not mention his name at any point in the speech, but says
that his guest claimed to come from Ithaca, and said “that his father was
Laertes, the son of Arcesias” (Aaéptnv Apkeioddnv matép’ Eppevatl adtd,
24.270). The patronymic is as important as the name within Homeric prac-
tice, and can even replace it completely, so that Odysseus’ avoidance of his
own name is notable but not socially unacceptable.’? The patronymic within
the patronymic, however, is not part of normal Homeric naming practice.
Odysseus also enumerates the valuable gifts he pretends to have given
himself.

The unusual naming points to the purpose of the test. Laertes not only
looks like a slave; he looks like a slave whose master takes no care of him.
Odysseus has just disguised himself as a beggar in order to recover his own
status. But why should anyone choose to look this way without purpose?
Laertes is, in effect, in disguise.>3> Odysseus has indeed been told (by his
dead mother, in Hades) that Laertes lives miserably in the country (11.188-
96), but her statement that he “wears poor clothes” (xaxa & ypot eipoara

30. I have cited and translated the text with Bentley’s conjecture £owke for the MSS £otkag.
31. On the convention, see Reece 1993, 12-13.

32. Webber 1989.

33. So Murnaghan 1987, 28-33.
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glran) is hardly sufficient preparation for his appearance, and the excellent
condition of the farm only sharpens the contrast. Laertes’ behavior is bewil-
dering. It inspires both pity and the need to test, because if Laertes is help-
less, he is a liability in the face of the threat from the families of suitors. So
Odysseus begins with an implied rebuke to Laertes for his neglect of him-
self, and an implied request for some explanation. By pretending to be de-
ceived about his status, he encourages him to resume an appropriate way of
life. The correct response to being mistaken for a slave would be anger.3*
This should be the case for any hero, but touchiness is characteristic of
Laertes’ family in particular. At the very end of the poem, Laertes is pleased
because Telemachus reacts angrily to his father’s exhortation (24.510-15);
Telemachus’ annoyance with his father is very similar to Odysseus’ anger
with Agamemnon in a similar situation in the /liad (4.350-55).

Odysseus’ lie about himself works along the same lines. By listing the
gifts “he” gave Odysseus, he stresses his own correct behavior and the
magnitude of the appropriate recompense, while the peculiar patronymic re-
minds Laertes of his own noble ancestry, together with the standards such
ancestry imposes on him. If the stranger is a guest-friend of Odysseus,
Odysseus’ family has obligations towards him.3®> Behavior in guest-friend-
ship is a crucial test in the Odyssey, not only dividing the hospitable and
godfearing from the wild and unjust (6.120-21 = 9.105-76, 13.201-2), but
defining the heroic qualities of civilized participants in its proprieties. For
example, Telemachus’ self-confidence is tested by his decision whether to
receive Theoclymenus; he at first plans to send him to Eurymachus (15.313—
520), but after Theoclymenus provides him with a favorable interpretation
of a bird-omen when he arrives in Ithaca, he has his friend Pieraeus entertain
him until he himself returns (15.540—43). Odysseus’ story therefore implic-
itly but powerfully challenges Laertes to provide him with hospitality.

Laertes does not respond at all to the implicit question about his own
neglected condition, nor does he reply directly to the question of the own-
ership of the land; he is interested only in Odysseus. In fact, he does not
identify himself explicitly at all, and continues the play with naming in
Odysseus’ speech, for he names neither Odysseus nor himself, but identifies
himself only by referring to the stranger’s guest-friend as his son (Epov
n0oid’, 24.289; cf. 24.292). He seems certain that Odysseus has died, and is
certain that the stranger has wasted his gifts, since Odysseus cannot offer
any return. He thereby emphatically fails to respond to Odysseus’ invita-
tions to behave in accordance with his status, for he is not offended at being
mistaken for a slave, nor does he offer any hospitality. Even as he asks
when Odysseus visited the stranger, he muses about how Odysseus has not
received funeral rites (24.291-92). He asks in detail about the stranger: who
he is, and where his ship is, if he has not come as a trader on another’s ship.

34. As pointed out by Thornton 1970, 116. The importance of the theme explains the hapax dovreiov.
Other uses of the stem are confined to SovAn at Il. 3.409, Od. 4.12, both contrasting slave concubines with
wives (the first again a deliberate insult), and 8obAtov modifying fuap, where the context is the transition
from freedom to slavery (Il. 6.463, 15.340, 17.323).

35. Penelope promises the pretended guest-friend of her husband honorable treatment in her house,
though it is not possible to give him the escort Odysseus would have given him (19.313-28).
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These questions underscore his failure to behave heroically, since he asks a
stranger’s identity without having served him a meal, a blatant impropriety.

Odysseus answers the questions. He has come on his own ship (a trader
would be of lower status); his ship is nearby, far from the town (perhaps
implying that hospitality here in the country would be especially appropri-
ate); Odysseus left five years ago, with good omens: Bupdg 8 €11 v@iv
gdAmer / pikecbon Eevin RS’ dyrad Sdpa Siddoeiv (24.313-14). Once again,
he practically demands an invitation, but instead Laertes collapses in tears,
and the test ends. From the practical point of view, the test has been a com-
plete failure, for Odysseus has failed to elicit a single heroic response from
his father. The entire sequence stands in striking contrast to Odysseus’ other
elaborate test, that of Penelope. There, instead of insulting his interlocutor,
he begins with rich flattery (19.107-14). Even though he pretends to be a
man who, like “Eperitus” in the scene with Laertes, is a guest-friend of Od-
ysseus, he pretends to be unwilling to identify himself (19.115-22). When
he seems to have proven that he is a guest-friend, Penelope promises the
guest her friendship and respect (19.254), as soon as she has recovered
from lamenting. Although she does not believe his claim that Odysseus will
be home very soon, she orders the stranger a bath and a warm bed, and an-
nounces that if any of the suitors mistreats him, that suitor will have no fu-
ture success (19.317-24). Throughout, she reacts exactly as a noble should.
At the end of the scene, in announcing the contest of the bow, she shows—
however we interpret her hopes and intentions—that she is able to initiate
action. Laertes, in contrast, does not react appropriately, and Odysseus’ test
is a complete failure. The narrator avoids explaining Odysseus’ goals at least
in part in order to avoid emphasizing this failure.

After the recognition, however, Laertes changes. After he expresses his
renewed faith in the gods, he immediately shows his anxiety about the suit-
ors’ families (24.353-55):

“viv & aividg deidotka kKatd @PEva pn TAYQ TAVTEG
£v0ad’ énéAbooty "10aknotot, dyyeriag 8¢
navty énotpivoct Kepadlivov tokiesot.”

“But now I am terribly afraid in my mind that soon all the Ithacans will come here to at-
tack, and send messages in all directions to the towns of the Cephallenians.”

Such a concern may not characterize Laertes as brave, but his remark cer-
tainly shows that he is aware of practical realities. Indeed, his good sense
resembles Odysseus’. Odysseus, though, simply tells him not to worry. They
go to the farmhouse, and after Laertes bathes, Athena beautifies him, to
Odysseus’ wonder. Laertes then delivers a wish of a characteristically he-
roic type (24.376-82):

“ai yap, Zeb 1e mdtep xai Abnvain kai “Anorrov,
olo¢ Nfjpikov eihov, bktipevov ntoriebpov,
axthVv Aneipoto, Keparivesoiv dvdccwy,

tolog £dv ot Y 0LoOg v fueTépotat d6potat,

tedye’ Exov GpotoLy, EPecTapevaL Kol Guovely
&vdpac pvnotiipag 1@ ke opéwv yodvat' Eivoa
TOA®V £V peydpolot, ob 8¢ @pévag Evdov éynbeig.”
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“If only, Father Zeus, Athena, and Apollo, as I was when I took Nericon, that well-built
town on the coast of the mainland, and I commanded the Cephallenians—if I could have
been as I was yesterday in our house, with armor on my shoulders, able to stand and fight
off the suitors! I would have killed many of them in our house, and you would have re-
joiced in your heart.”

This sounds very much like Nestor. It is particularly significant because
there is no earlier reference to any heroic deeds by Laertes, and he has not
been the subject of the verb dvdcoewv earlier.3® Laertes is referring to a
heroic identity that the poem has thus far left completely obscure. The wish
is unfulfillable, and includes a disconcerting role reversal, with the son as
witness of the father’s valor, but although Laertes is not yet ready for heroic
action, he can at least imagine it.

The narrator, as so often, avoids informing the audience too fully of what
is to come. Instead of developing the transformation of Laertes, he an-
nounces at 24.469-71 that Eupeithes will perish instead of avenging his son
Antinous, and uses a conversation between Zeus and Athena to tell the au-
dience that the goddess will bring about a reconciliation between Odysseus,
who will be king “forever,” and his people (24.472-86). He does not, how-
ever, say how Athena will bring this about. As Odysseus and his supporters
prepare for battle, Laertes expresses his delight that his son and grandson
are arguing over valor: his restoration is complete (24.513—15). Athena then
encourages him to pray to her and throw his spear. She breathes pévog péya
into him, and he kills Eupeithes. Athena then intervenes directly to end the
fighting. Her voice puts the Ithacans to flight, but a thunderbolt and a direct
warning are needed to stop Odysseus (24.539-44).

The sequence is thus exceptionally clear. Odysseus completely fails to
provoke his father into behaving as his parentage and standing demand, but
after the recognition, with Athena’s intervention, Laertes quickly begins to
act as a hero. Furthermore, the gods intervene to end the battle very much
as Odysseus implies they will intervene to help him when he first plans the
killing of the suitors. If the removal of the arms seemed designed to make
the audience expect more direct intervention by the gods than the narrative
finally presents, in the last episodes, the role of the gods could hardly be
more emphatic.

The Ithacan narrative as a whole thereby avoids any single view of the
role of the gods in the action. While manipulating the possibilities of their
intervention to surprise the audience, the narrator also delivers a message
about the role of the gods in human affairs. The gods bring about the unex-
pected, as we might expect, and enforce justice: but they can do so by keep-
ing their distance as well as by direct involvement in the action. The
narrative does not stress only the fact of divine vengeance for wrongdoing,
however. It emphasizes also the complexity of events, and the unpredict-
ability of the divine. Odysseus’ victory over the suitors has several causes:
he is successful because he and Telemachus are cunning, strong, and pa-
tient; because Athena helps him; and because Penelope decides to hold the

36. Finley 1978, 86.
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bow contest. When Odysseus tries to rouse his father, his cunning is no use
at all.

In both the removal of the arms and the recognition with Laertes, aes-
thetic motivation is primary. The narrator generates suspense and surprise,
and these narrative effects in turn serve thematic purposes. The narrator
does not, however, make Odysseus behave in ways that make no sense. In
both cases, Odysseus wastes some of his effort. He plans a sudden attack on
the suitors with reserved arms, but then uses the bow; he tells an elaborate
lie aimed at provoking a heroic response from his father, but his father only
weeps. The narrator avoids emphasizing Odysseus’ false moves, and so
does not explain them, but his plot implies that even wily Odysseus cannot
hit the mark every time.

The University of Michigan
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