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I wish in this paper to explore some of the implications of the 
formulaic theory of Greek epic verse.1 In doing so, I shall take the 
theory itself largely for granted. 

Let us first consider a famous passage from the end of the 8th 
book of the Iliad, the one describing the Trojan watch-fires: 

Oti be lieya cqpoVlovres eri TrroX)/LOtlO Yyefvpas 
t1aro TravvvXLto, *rvpa bel ( r,Lt KaleTo roXXda. 

c s 6' OT iv ovpavwL a&crrpa ()aetvv &j)A L X aTXrvrv 

qfaltver' aplprpereta, OTr r' ETrXero vVejpLOS atL7Op' 
EK f EaYvE wuraaac aKorT1at Kact rpwoves aKpol 

Kal va7rai ovpavoGev 6' ap' vi reppayrl ad*reros atlWp, 
ravra 6e ' elerat aLrrpa , 'yefy?re 6( re kpElpva roqnv' 
r6oaa ,es'7yv vev?f6Se &vo Ooto jpoacv 

Tpcoov KaLvTWov o rvpa ckalvero 'IXt6Ot rpo. 
XI X' ap' Ev Tre61CL TrpaC KatlETo, rap 65 e KcrroiC 

jaTro *revriKovTt eXal TvpOs aolopoevowo. 

lTrro Kpl XEVKOU'Y pE7rrT6tOEYV Kat 6oXpas 

e&ra6ores rap' o6xEaclv evpovov 'Hci ,uiuvov. (I1. 8.553-65) 

1 The theory is the work of Milman Parry, although it had been partly suggested by 
Heinrich Diintzer (Homerische Abhandlungen [Leipzig 18721 508 ff.). It is substanti- 
ally stated in l'Epithate Traditionelle dans Homere (Paris 1928), and is elaborated in a 
number of articles written in America. For an account of Milman Parry's work and 
a complete bibliography, see A. B. Lord, "Homer, Parry, and Huso," AJA 52 (1948) 
34-44. 
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These lines could be shown, by an examination of parallel pas- 
sages, to be almost entirely made up of formulaic elements.2 That 
they are so amazingly beautiful is of course the consequence of 
Homer's art in arranging these formulae. But I wish to speak now 
of the quality of their beauty. Here is a straight English transla- 
tion: "And they with high thoughts upon the bridges of war sat all 
night long, and they had fires burning in great number. As when in 
heaven the stars around the splendid moon shine out clear and 
brilliant, when the upper air is still; and all the lookout places are 
visible, and the steep promontories, and the mountain dells; and 
from the heaven downward the infinite air breaks open; and the 
shepherd is delighted in his heart: so many, between the ships and 
the streams of Xanthus, were the Trojans burning shining fires be- 
fore the walls of Ilium. A thousand of them were burning in the 
plain, and by each one were sitting fifty men, in the light of the 
blazing fire. And the horses, munching white barley and wheat, 
stood by the chariots, awaiting the throned Dawn." 

The feeling of this passage is that the multitude of Trojan watch- 
fires is something marvellous and brilliant, that fills the heart with 
gladness. But this description, we remember, comes at the point 
in the story when the situation of the Achaeans is for the first time 
obviously perilous; and it is followed by the 9th book, where Aga- 
memnon in desperation makes his extravagant and vain offer to 
Achilles, if he will save the army. The imminent disaster of the 
Achaeans is embodied in these very fires. Yet Homer pauses in the 
dramatic trajectory of his narrative to represent not the horror of 
the fires, but their glory. I suggest that this is due precisely to the 
formulaic language he employs. There is a single best way to de- 
scribe a multitude of shining fires; there are established phrases, 
each with its special and economical purpose, to compose such a 

description. Homer may arrange these with consummate art; but 
the nature of his craft does not incline him, or even allow, him to 

change them, or in any way to present the particular dramatic sig- 
nificance of the fires in this situation.3 Instead, he presents the 
constant qualities of all such fires. 

2Cf., e.g., (with 8.553) II. 15.703, 14.421, 8.378; (554) 2.2, 3.149, 8.561, 8.562; 
(555) 4.422, 5.437, 17.367; (556) 4.278, 12.271; (557-8) 16.299-300; (559) 13.98, Od. 

6.106; (560) 11. 6.4; (563) Od. 21.246, 11. 22.150; (564) 5.L96; (565) 8.41, 12.367, Od. 

18.318. 
3 A comparison with Alexander Pope's translation makes this strikingly clear. Mr. 

Pope turns the bright and beautiful fires into a nightmare. The formulaic lines 562 
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The Language of Achilles 

The formulaic character of Homer's language means that every- 
thing in the world is regularly presented as all men (all men within 
the poem, that is) commonly perceive it. The style of Homer 
emphasizes constantly the accepted attitude toward each thing in 
the world, and this makes for a great unity of experience. 

Moral standards and the values of life are essentially agreed on 
by everyone in the Iliad. The morality of the hero is set forth by 
Sarpedon in book 12 (310-28). Sarpedon's speech there to Glaucus 
is divided into two parts. The first expresses the strictly social 
aspect of the Homeric prince's life: his subjects pay him honour in 
palpable forms, and he must make himself worthy of this honour by 
deeds of valour. The second part expresses a more metaphysical 
aspect: it is the hero's awareness of the imminence of death that 
leads him to scorn death in action. 

The second part of Sarpedon's speech is by far the more famous: 
perhaps no passage in the Iliad is better known.4 But the first part 
is equally important for an understanding of the poem. Its as- 
sumption is, first, that honour can be fully embodied in the tangible 
expressions of it (the best seat at the feast, the fullest cups of wine, 
the finest cuts of meat, and so forth5); for everyone agrees on the 
meaning of these tangible expressions; and second, that there is a 
perfect correspondence between individual prowess and social 
honour. For this too is universally agreed on. I need not add that 
most of Sarpedon's speech, particularly the first part, is made up of 

and 563, for example, become: 

A thousand piles the dusky horrors gild 
And shoot a shady lustre o'er the field. 
Full fifty guards each flaming pile attend, 
Whose umber'd arms, by fits, thick flashes send. 

Pope's lines are not to be despised; his turning the description to dramatic account 
is in full agreement with modern literary standards, and is very appropriate to an art 
that is unlike Homer's. 

4 This is at least true of the English-speaking world. The handsomely theatrical 
quotation of the passage by Lord Granville is known to us from Robert Wood's Essay 
on the Original Genius of Homer. (The story is referred to by Matthew Arnold in On 
Translating Homer.) Milman Parry, in Harvard Alumni Bulletin 38 (1936) 779-80, 
criticises Lord Granville for lack of historical understanding of the passage. The criti- 
cism seems unfair: Granville probably understood the passage well when he made an 
identification between himself and the Homeric hero, an identification not so hard to 
make, considering how concrete were the rewards, and even how strenuous the obliga- 
gations, of a successful 18th century English aristocrat. 

5 II. 12.311 = 8.162. 
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traditional formulae, and that the same thoughts, in the same words, 
appear in other places in the Iliad.6 

The unity of experience is thus made manifest to us by a com- 
mon language. Men say the same things about the same things, 
and so the world to them, from its most concrete to its most meta- 
physical parts, is one. There is no need, as there is in Plato's day, 
for a man to "define his terms." And accordingly, speech and 
reality need not be divided into two opposing realms of experience, 
as we find them divided in the 5th century by the analytic distinction 
of logos and ergon7; for the formulaic expressions which all men use 
are felt to be in perfect accordance with reality, to be an adequate 
representation of it. 

Let us examine this last proposition. The epic heroes live a life 
of action. Speech, counsel and monologue are seen as a form of 
action. Phoenix tells in the 9th book of the Iliad how he was en- 
joined to bring up Achilles and teach him all things, all things, that is, 
a hero need know, to be a speaker of words and a doer of deeds (9.442-3). 
Phoenix here makes a practical separation, but no real distinction 
in kind: the hero must know how to do things - in the accepted 
manner; and how to talk about things - in the accepted manner. 
The two are complementary halves of a hero's abilities, and the 
obverse and reverse of his great purpose: to acquire prestige among 
his fellows.8 

Speech is a form of action, and, since the economy of the formu- 
laic style confines speech to accepted patterns which all men assume 
to be true, there need never be a fundamental distinction between 

speech and reality; or between thought and reality - for thought 

6 Cf., e.g., (with 12.310) II. 9.38; (310-11) 8.161-2; (312) Od. 8.173; (313-14) 11. 

20.184-5; (315) 12.321, 12.324; (317) 7.300; (318) 22.304, Od. 1.241, II. 5.332; (320) 
11.668; etc. 

A propos of 11. 12.313: that Homer's re' evos, both the word and the institution, was 

known to historical Mycenaean society, is now demonstrated by the decipherments of 

Linear B script. See Ventris and Chadwick, "Evidence for Greek Dialect in the 

Mycenaean Archives," JHS 73 (1953) 84-103, esp. 99, top. 
7 The distinction becomes a permanent feature of the thought of 5th century writers 

as diverse as Gorgias, Thucydides and Sophocles, part of the syntax of their speech. 
Cf. Gorgias, B3 Diels, s. 84; Thucydides 2.35 and passim; Sophocles, Philoctetes 96-99 

and 307-13. 
8 A good example of this is the word Kv6LaveLtpa, used regularly in a formula with 

7r6Xetos. But when Achilles withdraws from action in book I, it is said of him: 

o07re ror' eLs ayoprjv 7roXeaKEro KvUbaveLpav 

OVTre ror er r6XEF,ov . . . (1.490-1) 
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and speech are not distinguished; or between appearance and 
reality - for the language of society is the way society makes things 
seem. 

-If such a distinction did openly exist, we should know where to 
find it: it would be in the character of Odysseus, the hero who by the 
end of the 5th century has become the type of the Sophist, the man 
who substitutes an illusory speech for the realities of life.9 But in 
Homer, at least in the Iliad, Odysseus is a great and honourable 
warrior. His being a master of words is simply a manifestation of 
this. What words he speaks are felt as a clear reflection of reality, 
because, like those of Sarpedon, they are in harmony with the as- 
sumptions of all society.10 

Only in the person of Achilles do we find so much as a hint that 
appearances may be misleading, and conception, in the form of 
words, a false and ruinous thing. When he answers Odysseus with 
his great speech in the 9th book, he says he will speak out exactly 
what he thinks, and what will come to pass." "I hate that man 
like the gates of Hell who hides one thing in his heart, and says 
another," he continues. Achilles' words ostensibly refer to him- 
self: "I will not mince words with you." But the reader feels that 
they apply with a different force to Odysseus. Odysseus' elaborate 
and eloquent speech, spoken just before in the naive confidence that 
Achilles, like himself, will consider the gifts as adequate symbols 
of honour, becomes a little hollow. Achilles' words here make it 
seem somehow dishonest at heart, and not in accordance with the 
essence of the situation. 

Achilles' own speech that follows is of another sort. Passionate, 
confused, continually turning back on itself, it presents his own 
vision with a dreadful candour. And what this candour is con- 
cerned with is, precisely, the awful distance between appearance 
and reality; between what Achilles expected and what he got; be- 

9 Particularly in Sophocles' Philoctetes. Cf. the lines referred to in note 7, also 
lines 13-14 and 431-2. 

10 Cf., e.g., 11. 11.404-10. Observe the connection of the word &pLarTeruev in this 
passage with aptarevs, of the word for prowess with that for social rank. 

1 Such certainty is godlike (and Achilles does hold the fate of the Greeks in his 
hand); in the first book (204), Achilles had said more doubtfully: 

aXX' iK TOL epeW, r0 TE Kai rTeXEeaOaL obw, 

but no action had followed on his words. Athene in her answer had said, like Achilles 
in book 9: 

Ceif yap etepew, To 5e Kcale rereXEoas'vov oTrar. (212) 
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tween the truth that society imposes on men and what Achilles has 
seen to be true for himself. 

I will not here discuss Achilles' speech in any detail. But few 
readers of it, I believe, would disagree that it is about such a cleavage 
between seeming and being as I have indicated. The disillusion- 
ment consequent on Achilles' awareness of this cleavage, the ques- 
tions his awareness of it gives rise to, and the results of all this in 
the events of the war, are possibly the real plot of the second half of 
the Iliad. 

Achilles is thus the one Homeric hero who does not accept the 
common language, and feels that it does not correspond to reality. 
But what is characteristic of the Iliad, and makes it unique as a 
tragedy, is that this otherness of Achilles is nowhere stated in clear 
and precise terms. Achilles can only say, "There was, after all, no 
grace in it," or ask questions that cannot really be answered: "But 
why should the Argives be fighting against the Trojans?" or make 
demands that can never be satisfied: "... until he pays back all 
my heart-rending grief."'12 

Homer in fact, has no language, no terms, in which to express 
this kind of basic disillusionment with society and the external 
world. The reason lies in the nature of epic verse. The poet does 
not make a language of his own; he draws from a common store of 

poetic diction. This store is a product of bards and a reflection of 

society: for epic song had a clear social function.13 Neither Homer, 
then, in his own person as narrator, nor the characters he drama- 

tizes, can speak any language other than the one which reflects the 

assumptions of heroic society, those assumptions so beautifully and 
so serenely enunciated by Sarpedon in book 12. 

Achilles has no language with which to express his disillusion- 
ment. Yet he expresses it, and in a remarkable way. He does it 

by misusing the language he disposes of. He asks questions that 
cannot be answered and makes demands that cannot be met. He 
uses conventional expressions where we least expect him to, as when 

12 II. 9.316, 337-9, 387. The question in the second of these is answered by 
Achilles. But it seems, as we read the speech, of wider scope than the answer given. 
We feel that the justification of war itself is being called in question, as it is in 1.152-7. 

13 The bard is held in great honour- witness Phemius' being spared in the 
Slaughter of the Suitors. But he is the servant of society. Both Phemius and Demo- 
docus sing the songs they are asked to sing, and it is clear they sing in such a manner as 
to celebrate the kind of life their listeners lead. This is a great difference between the 
bard and the rhapsode. 
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he speaks to Patroclus in book 16 of a hope of being offered material 
gifts by the Greeks, when we know that he has been offered these 
gifts and that they are meaningless to him; or as when he says that 
he has won great glory by slaying Hector, when we know that he is 
really fighting to avenge his comrade, and that he sees no value in 
the glory that society can confer.14 All this is done with wonderful 
subtlety: most readers feel it when they read the Iliad; few under- 
stand how the poet is doing it. It is not a sign of artistic weakness: 
Homer profits by not availing himself of the intellectual terminol- 
ogy of the 5th century. Achilles' tragedy, his final isolation, is 
that he can in no sense, including that of language (unlike, say, 
Hamlet), leave the society which has become alien to him. 
And Homer uses the epic speech a long poetic tradition gave him to 
transcend the limits of that speech. 

14 II. 16.84-6 and 22.391-4. In the later passage, note how the conventional hymn 
of triumph follows upon the strange but passionate reference to Patroclus in 387-90. 
The passage from book 16 has long been a stumbling-block. Because Achilles appears 
to know nothing of Agamemnon's offer of gifts in book 9, it has been held that there is 
a hopeless inconsistency. Grote, following K. L. Kayser, was the first to discuss this 
alleged inconsistency. In his History of Greece (4th ed. London 1872, v. 2, pp. 112 ff.), 
he argued forcefully that the whole of book 9 is an interpolation, and his case finds its 
best support from 16.84-6. More recent critics have been unwilling to reject one of the 
finest books of the Iliad in order to maintain the coherence of an hypothetical Urilias. 
But, unable to answer Grote's arguments, they instead deny the authenticity of 
16.84-6. See Willy Theiler, "Die Dichter der Ilias" in Festschrift fiir Edouard Tieche 
(Bern 1947) p. 152, and Von der Miihll, Kritisches Hypomnema zur Ilias (Basel 1952) 
p. 242. Wolfgang Schadewaldt, in his Iliasstudien (AbhLeipzig, vol. 43, no. 6, 1938, 
128-9) seems alone in defending the lines. Schadewaldt's intuitions, as so often, are 
right, but here they are hazy. He does not perceive the depth of Achilles' dilemma here 
in the beginning of book 16. He wants to make Achilles' words reasonable, but of 
course they are not reasonable. Neither are lines 97-100 in the same speech. They 
are the expression of an impossible situation. Achilles cannot forsake the action which 
manifests an insight that no available words will express directly. Lines 60-63 make 
that clear. On the particle yye in line 61, I am tempted to say, hangs the whole tragic 
decision. 

In a discerning, though somewhat legalistic, article, "The Propitiation of Achilles" 
(AJP 74 [1953] 137-48), David E. Eichholz has defended the lines on grounds similar 
to Schadewaldt's: Achilles does want the gifts, but he "must have [them] on his own 
terms and in his own time" (p. 141). In view both of what Achilles says of the gifts 
in book 9, and of his supreme indifference to them when they are actually given him 
in book 19, it seems to me that the reader must coerce his imagination to believe that 
he really wants them here. A few lines further down, Achilles gives an entirely 
different reason for wanting Patroclus to restrain his attack. 
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