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APHRODITE/PARIS/ HELEN: 
A VEDIC MYTH IN THE ILIAD 
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Lafayette College 

It is stating the obvious to say that important relationships exist between 
Paris and Aphrodite and between Paris and Helen in the Iliad. Within the 
Iliadic text, Paris is the husband of Helen, and this relationship is the cause of 
the Trojan War and, in a sense, of the glory that the heroes gathered to fight 
at Troy are seeking.' This relationship is also the source of Paris' own fame, 
and of the poem itself which confers that fame. 

Paris' relationship with Aphrodite is less formally defined, and its origins 
are not described. He is clearly one of her favorites, however. At Iliad 3.3742 
she notices his plight in the duel with Menelaos and saves him from certain 
destruction. Hektor refers at 3.54 to the 6ip' 'A(ppo6bizrl (gifts of Aphrodite) 
which are Paris', and Paris replies: 

ti[ pot 66ip' Epazt& np6(pcppc Xpuoyrb 'Appo6itn5q' 
oU Tot d(i6p3TqT' EozTi Oev eptKu6Sa pipa (3.64-65) 

Outside the text of the Iliad, stories are told which make Helen herself 
the gift of Aphrodite to Paris: the Judgment of Paris, as a result of which 

Aphrodite arranges for him to have Helen as his wife. There is no explicit 
reference to the Judgement in the Iliad;3 the first full version is in the Kypria. 
Within the Iliad, the only hint given of the reasons for Aphrodite's concern 
for Paris is in her scene with Helen beginning at 3.383. Helen seems to take 
Aphrodite's love for Paris as a given; when Aphrodite orders her to join Paris 

* I wish to thank Ann Bergren, Richard Martin, Deborah Boedeker, and the editor and 
referees of TAPA for reading early drafts of this article and making many helpful suggestions. 

1 For a discussion of the function of Helen in the Iliad, see Linda Lee Clader, Helen: the 
Evolution from Divine to Heroic in Greek Epic Tradition (Leiden 1976) 6 (hereafter cited as 
"Clader 1976"). 

2 All references are to the Iliad unless otherwise noted. 
3 This does not mean, of course, that the story of the Judgment did not exist at the time the 

Iliad was composed. The passage at 24.25-30 may refer to the Judgment, but the matter is 
disputed. See Karl Reinhardt, Das Parisurteil (Frankfurt 1938); T. C. W. Stinton, Euripides and 
the Judgement of Paris (London 1965); Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, "Lesefruchte", 
Hermes 65 (1930) 241-42; H. J. Rose, "De loco Homerico male intellecto", (Humanitas 1950) 
281-85. 
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in their bedchamber, Helen rebelliously suggests that Aphrodite go instead. 
Aphrodite replies with threats. Helen obeys, but the scene implies that Helen's 
and Aphrodite's roles towards Paris are in some way equivalent, that one 
may be substituted for the other. 

The origins of the relationships among these three within the story of the 
Trojan War must remain obscure. However, the narrative sequence in which 
they take part, beginning in Book 3 with Aphrodite's transfer of Paris from 
the battlefield to his bedchamber and ending at the end of Book 6 when he 
emerges to join Hektor and return to the fighting, has a model in myth which 
informs the roles they carry out in the Iliad narrative. This mythical narrative 
pattern has been examined in detail by Deborah Boedeker and Linda Clader, 
utilizing the work of Gregory Nagy.4 Nagy's work argues the existence of 
traces of a Vedic myth in Homer by uncovering cognate diction and narrative 
patterns in Homer and the Rig Veda. Boedeker and Clader, as part of their 
larger studies of Aphrodite and Helen, show the cognate nature of the parts 
these two play in the reflexes of the myth found in the Iliad. I propose to 
examine the third and last role in the pattern, that of Paris, and show how the 
diction and narrative theme of the traditional story have been used to charac- 
terize the Trojan prince in the secular, epic story. The use of the myth in this 
narrative sequence is in one way a substitute for the Judgment story, in that 
it serves to establish the close relationship between Paris and Aphrodite, and 
the erotic nature of the prince. 

The myth is that of the Dawn goddess who mates with the Sun god, with 
whom she produces the next day's light. The light is in fact the sun, so that 
Dawn is both lover and mother of the Sun god. In Greek epic the pattern has 
undergone some changes: the Dawn goddess' function as lover/mother has 
been maintained, but the Sun god is now a beautiful youth. In the Greek 
tradition, Eos (and Aphrodite) abduct youths in order to mate with them, 
and this relationship renders them immortal. 

A closer look at the abduction pattern within early Greek poetry shows 
how the pattern proliferated. The abductions included in the following chart5 
share both narrative pattern and diction. 

4 See Gregory Nagy, "Phaethon, Sappho's Phaon, and the White Rock of Leukas", HSCP 77 
(1973) 137-77 (hereafter cited as "Nagy 1973"); Deborah Boedeker, Aphrodite's Entry into 
Greek Epic (Leiden 1974) (hereafter cited as "Boedeker 1974"); Clader 1976. In Best of the 
Achaeans (Baltimore 1979), chapter 10 (hereafter cited as "Nagy 1979"), Nagy elaborates some 
of his points. 

5 This chart is based on the-list in Nagy 1973, 157. I have added the Aphrodite/Anchises 
seduction, and have tabulated as well the descriptions of the young men, the motivation for the 
abductions, and the result of the abduction for the young men. 

The proliferation seems to have clustered around the royal house of Troy: Tithonos, Gany- 
mede, and Anchises are all Trojan, as is Aeneas, whose rescue by Aphrodite (5.311) follows a 
similar pattern (see below). Paris, then, would make the fifth member of this family to be 
involved in the pattern. Is this a reflection of Troy's westernmost geographical position in Asia 
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Aphrodite/ Paris/ Helen 

Abductor 

1. Eos 

(Eur. Hipp. 455, 
cf. Theog. 986) 

2. Eos 

(H. Aphr. 218) 

3. Eos 

(Od. 15.250) 
4. Eos 

(Od. 5.121) 
5. Aphrodite 

(Theog. 987) 

6. Aphrodite 
(H. Aphr. 
passim) 

7. 0eoi 

(on behalf 

Zeus; II. 
20.234) 

8. Zeus; 0UontK 

(H. Aphr. 202) (H. Aphr. 202) 

Abducted Verb Motive Result for 
Abductee 

Kephalos dvfipnaaov pcorogS sevecKa not stated 

Tithonos 

(TIrt1iKEXov 

dOavdTotot) 
Kleitos 

Orion 

i ptaoev n.s. 

fipnaoEv 

X,5?T 

Phaethon dvEpetwaCt 
(OEOhi T:1tEi- 

KEkov dv6pa) 
Anchises dvi pTaicc; 

(Up&taq d0avd- jpnta4 
TOtotIV EO1KCiq; 

COV ... KdX- 

Xo0; iXovza) 
Ganymede dvrl pcivxtav 

(dvTi0Eoq) 

Ganymede davipnatoc; 
(4av06v) i piTaov 

KdXXeoq 
ciVECKa 

n.s. 

?vrl n.s. 

will of 
Zeus 

ro KdXkEOc 
6EVEKa 

immortality 

immortality 

immortality 

immortality 

an immortal 
line of 
descendants 

immortality 

6td KdkkoS immortality 

The points of resemblance are many between these abductions and Aphro- 
dite's transferral of Paris from the battlefield to his bedchamber (3.373 ff.).6 
Here, once again, Aphrodite is abducting a beautiful young man and the verb 
used is, once again, a form of dpTndco (snatch): qriprca4' (3.380). Paris' 

epithet 0Eo?t6ig recalls those on the chart: E:tEiKEXov d0avaotIot (Tithonos); 
0Coig ?EIntiKEXoV dvbpa (Phaethon); 6lpas d0avdzototv t;otKc(0 (Anchises); 

Minor, where Usas/ Eos would naturally find her mate as the sun set? or a repeated effort by 
partisans of the family to glorify its members? Emily Vermeule (Aspects of Death in Early Greek 
Art and Poetry [Berkeley 1979] 164) remarks on Ganymede and Tithonos' involvement in the 
rape motif, and suggests it may reflect "elements of Anatolian ritual." 

6 This theme is present in Aphrodite's abduction of Phaethon where the epithet puxtoS is 
used of him at Theog. 991; and the abduction of Tithonos, where Eos ?v OGatkdp KaT0qrcK?, 
utpac 6' ?nCOrlK? (pactvdi (H. Aphr. 236). 
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dvti0OEo (Ganymede). The concealment motif is present here also: icdXKikW e 
6' ap' Tipl to ;OXj, / Kdc 6' eio' ?v OakXap (3.381-382). There is no question 
of Aphrodite's abducting Paris for her own sexual pleasure, of course, al- 
though Helen taunts Aphrodite about her erotic interest in him:7 

dXX' aici Eppi KEIVOV otVUE Kai : (pUKaooC, 
eig o Kg CT' ij aXoov TnotCeratC, ij 6 ye 6o6kXrv. (3.408-9) 

It is for Helen that she saves him, and to their bedroom that she carries him. 
The beginning of their love is recalled in Paris' greeting to her,8 and the result 
of their love is immortality in song: ... .. Kai 6orinooa / dv0p)irotot 
TckC;)pe0' doi6tboi EoaOOpuvoIOt. 

It seems that the original Dawn goddess role of mother/lover is split in 
this version also, with Helen taking the lover role this time.9 Perhaps Helen's 
own inherited connections with Eos are reflected in this split; the numerous 
factors which suggest these connections are analyzed fully by Clader.'0 On 
the level of diction which is directly pertinent here, Helen is also At6I 0uydTrrp, 
sharing the epithet which was originally that of Dawn herself in the form of 
the Vedic Usas, that is, the epithet of the Dawn goddess when her person 
combined the roles of mother and lover. When Aphrodite fetches her from 
the wall to join Paris, this epithet is not used, for either Helen or Aphrodite. 
However, Aphrodite is At6S Ouytdrlp when she snatches Paris up (3.374), and 
Helen is At6IS cKyyauica (3.418) when she follows Aphrodite to the bed- 
chamber, and KOUprl Alt6 (3.426) when she greets Paris. 

Another of Helen's epithets, i6'rKoPto;, is directly comparable semantically 
to Eos' epithet Ei3rKOkKaptoq, used in the one explicit attestation in epic diction 
of Eos' original function as author of the new day's light: dXX' 6rT 6ri Tpirov 
rltlap eiX)ir6KactPoo TX?' 'Hc1S (Od. 5.390= Od. 9.76 Od. 10.144). 
Moreover, the epithet 6li3KoPto, when it is used with Helen, appears almost 

7 Pointed out in Boedeker 1974, 62. These sexual overtones notwithstanding, in this episode, 
a new split appears: the lover role is divided between abductor and actual sex partner. The nature 
of the abductor role is described below. 

8 Quoted below, note 9. 
9 When Helen returns from the wall to her bedroom at Aphrodite's command, Paris greets 

her with these words, forcefully recalling Helen's lover role: 
"dkX' ayc 6fi (piX6TrlTI TpaRnriopEv e;6VT06VTE' 

oi ydp nt6 TIozT p' 6? y ' ?pWO 9ppvctva dp(PeKdXuWev, 
o66' 6TE? Ce TipcTov AaKE6aipLovo ?9 EpaTE1VfS 

EtkXcov dapTndaS v TrovTroT6poito vEc?oot, 
VcOP? 6' ev Kpavac ptiyrlv (pitk6OIT Kai e6vr], 
Ci aCEO vUv epacalO Kai te yXiUKUc 'iCpog aipei." (3.441-46) 

This description of their elopement may be parallel to the abduction of Paris by Aphrodite. The 
sex roles of abductor and abducted are reversed, of course, but the use of the traditional 
vocabulary dpl(peKdXVUWev and dpndJ agc suggests the possibility that the poet is casting the 
elopement into the tradition of the Dawn rapes. 

10 Clader 1976, chapter 3, esp. 53-54 and 62. 
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Aphrodite/ Paris/ Helen 

exclusively (6x out of 7) within the larger epithet for Paris, 'EXevlq T6oct 
rDKOPCoto, that is, when she (like the Dawn goddess) has a consort." 

If the Dawn goddess role is split and Helen is now the sex partner, 
however, then Aphrodite must be cast in the part of the mother.12 And, in 
fact, the version of the Dawn rape story which I suggest appears at 3.373 if., 
involving Aphrodite and Paris, has close parallels in two more passages 
which show the maternal aspects of the Dawn figure quite clearly. At 5.311, 
Aphrodite saves Aeneas from death at Diomedes' hands; and at 4.127, Athena 
does the same for Menelaos. In all three passages, the goddess is described 
once again as AtoS 0uydTrIp. In the episode with Aeneas, Aphrodite is in fact 
the mother of the hero she saves; in the Menelaos/Athena episode, the mater- 
nal aspects of the goddess are conveyed in a simile: 

06u: oOEcv, McvCtXa, 0coi tdKapEtg Ed0ovro 
d0cvaTot, 7p6)rr 6/ At6 0Ouydtrqp dyeei[q, 
q TOI np6o0e oTaa xok ??o iXETCUK?i; aPUVev. 
qi 65 TO6OV V pv av pv dr6 Xpo6g, c) 6OTe pTTrp 
7ati6 q ?Epyyi pulav, o6' i69i? EfrcTat tnvw (4.127-31) 

Apart from the epithet shared by the goddesses with Usas, the traditional 
diction is not used: in the Aeneas episode, UiTCnei?pepc is used in place of a 
form of dapnidc (5.318); Menelaos is not snatched away at all, nor concealed. 
The concealment motif is present in the Aeneas passage, however: 

da(pi 6' V (piv vipi ov iv XE6uao ToT XE?? kUKO, 
np6oOe 6? oi ntnbkoto (pacivoi 7rtz6-y' cKdkutcv, (5.314-15) 

This "function of the Dios thugater as a motherly goddess who preserves the 
hero from mortal harm"13 is attested in clear outline in one more story which 
provides an example linking the motherly aspect of the Dawn goddess and 
her hypostases with her (their) function as purveyor of immortality to young 
men. In the epitome of the Aethiopis of Proclus, Eos herself procures immor- 
tality for her son Memnon:'4 

EITera 'AXtXXCED; M4pvova 
KTCiVE1t Kai TOUTZ) P?V 'HCoS Tctapd Al6o aiTqoGaC ?vrI d0avaoiav 
i6C0ot. 

Aphrodite as Atl6 OuydTrjp, then, abducts Paris 0eoct6qi , saving him 
from death, concealing and transferring him to a 0dXatpoS to make love 

1 These points are not mentioned by Clader. Note also that EiroiKdltoo cannot fit into the 
metrical shape of 'EXevrlq n6atS TiSK6Oto. 

12 So the "new" split-the one in the lover role into abductor and actual sex partner (see 
footnote 7) is in fact not so new. The abductor role is assigned to the mother; the sex partner, to 
the lover. 

13 Nagy 1979, 205. 
14 T. W. Allen, Homeri Opera 5 (Oxford 1912) 106.5-7; remarked in Nagy 1979, 205. 
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to Helen, Kouprl At6k and AtI6S ?Kyyaact, which love gains for him im- 

mortality in song.15 The close parallels of the narrative pattern and diction of 
this episode to those of the chart are clear. Two more elements of diction 
remain to be discussed: Aphrodite's comment to Helen at 3.392 that Paris 
seems to have come from a dance; and the pair of similes at the end of the 

sequence which describes Paris as he goes to meet Hektor to return to battle 

(6.506-514). 
At 3.392-94, Aphrodite says to Helen: 

ou6? KE (pafii; 
dv6pi LpaXcsodalvo T6v y' EkOeiv, dXXa Xop6v6c 
EPXeo0', rji opoio v0ov X7yovra Ka9iyetv. 

The connections of the Xop6o with Aphrodite and its function as the locus 
from which young girls are often carried off by men and gods are examined 

thoroughly by Boedeker. Of particular interest to the present argument is her 
discussion of the evidence for Xop6? being the place from which Dawn comes, 
or where Dawn lives.16 The extensive parallels between the Paris/Aphrodite 
abduction and those on the chart above suggest that the passage at 3.392 is 
also evidence for the identification of the xop6S as Dawn's home.'7 

Paris takes his place, then, as the analogue for the Dawn goddess' con- 
sort, and the bedchamber to which Aphrodite conveys him is one for the 

dakctpoS of Dawn, where she and her consort, on the cosmic level, produce 
the next day's sunlight. Paris emerges from his OdaBapoq at the end of Book 6. 
Hektor has found him there and urged him to return to the battle; he himself 
must go to see Andromache. Paris arms himself and goes to meet him: 

O06? ndpti 6S0juvev ?v 6VrqkXoiot 6OpotoIV, 
adk' 6 y', neCi KaT6u) Kutd TZeUXEca, liOIKika XtaKO:, 
oE6aCz' ?71Et' advdt 6TU, Trooi KpalttVOIot IT?0eot0g. 
( 6' 6Te TtI OcaCtT iUThTog, dtKoOcTrjoatg Ei pdtvrfl, 
6?op6v dToppTia 0Oein ire6ioto KpoaivOV, 
eico bcS koue8oOat Eppiog noa0po10too, 
Ku6t6ovo ' VLo O 6? Kdprl ?Xet, dtppi 6/ XCaitat 

15 6.357-358 (see above, p. 54). It is noteworthy that, unlike many others who were at Troy 
(all the major figures, in fact, except Priam), Paris has no recorded cult. Poetry was-and is-his 
only monument. The Dawn goddess/consort myth provides the pattern for his story but the 
context of his immortality is the epic tradition itself. 

16 Boedeker 1974, chapter 2 and Appendix 85-91. This is, for example, the locus for Aphro- 
dite's (fictitious) rape by Hermes in her story to Anchises: 

vuv 6 pt' dvripnciae puo6ppantcS 'Apytcp6VTrr 
?K Xopou 'ApT?rAI6o XpuoqXaKdaTou KI?ka?CtvLq. (H. Aphr. 116-17) 

Boedeker cites other examples also. 
17 Boedeker 1974, 62. Boedeker's very tentative statement, based on the recognition of only a 

few of these parallels, that "the myth of the Dawn goddess and her lover may underlie some of 
the narrative patterns in the Aphrodite-Paris episode" is much likelier than her focus on Aphro- 
dite alone permits her to see. 
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pt aoIC dtioovTra 6 6' dyZaCtrpp 7ie7rtosotq, 
5i(pta E yoiva ppet lPeTd T' j qca K<ai VopO6V lTIrtOV 

Wo uio6 nHptaolto ndptK; KaTra lEpydPou KpTi; 
TreXEoit 7rctapaivov S6 T:' ikKTOPp EPisCKE1 
KacyXakXov, taXctS 6q r6otS (ppov' (6.503-14) 

The transformation from the Paris who withdrew into the crowd of 
Trojans with beating heart at 3.31-37 in order to avoid Menelaos is remark- 
able. Instead of the deer and goat, or the man frightened by a snake, he is 
compared to a proud and self-confident horse and to-it should come as no 
surprise-rXkeKTtop, the sun itself.18 In fact, the simile of the horse is within 
the same metaphorical complex as that of the sun. The concept of the sun's 
chariot and horses is familiar; but Dawn herself has horses also in epic 
diction: Aadpov Kai (DagOovO', o'l T' 'Hc) tk7iot ayouot.19 In the Rig Veda, 
these horses are maintained as aspects of the sun itself, who as "Surya the 
sun-god, is both bridegroom and horse of the dawn-goddess Usas."20 

This combination of similes used of Paris as he emerges from his chamber 
puts the finishing touch on an extended use of a mythic model to shape his 
actions and to delineate his character. I suggest that Homer is using this myth 
for these literary purposes. The Paris/Aphrodite episode is not a statement of 
religious belief, but is a secular use of a narrative pattern and diction cluster 
for purposes of characterization. In its other occurrences (see Chart), the 
myth is mentioned in passing, as an incidental reference to illustrate some 
point (Kephalos, Tithonos, Ganymede (#1), Orion) or as part of a genealogy 
(Kleitos, Phaethon, Ganymede (#2)). The case of Aphrodite/Anchises differs 
from this norm in that it forms the whole of the Hymn to Aphrodite, and is 
itself, like the Vedic version, a religious hymn. In the Paris/Aphrodite se- 
quence, it is an integral part of the Iliad's narrative, a secularization of the 
original story. As such, it can be classed also with the larger family of 
battlefield rescues which are part of the war at Troy. 

The poet has used traditional diction to link Paris to this myth, thereby 
putting Paris into a role which draws analogies between him and other 
figures. He has used what is sometimes called "the literary device of dis- 

18 The sun simile is used also of Achilles at 19.398. The situation is similar on the narrative 
level: he is returning to battle also, after the death of Patroklos. I see no connection between 
Achilles and the Dawn rape motif, however; use of the sun simile here is rather part of the fire 
imagery which surrounds Achilles in the whole of the Iliad. See Cedric Whitman, Homer and the 
Heroic Tradition (Cambridge, Ma. 1958) for an analysis of this imagery. 

See also Charles Rowan Beye, The "Iliad"' the "Odyssey", and the Epic Tradition (New York 
1976) 27-28 and 148, on the sexual overtones of the horse simile. 

19 Od. 23.246. These lines occur, in fact, in an erotic context; they preface Odysseus' invita- 
tion to Penelope to go to bed. 

20 Nagy 1973, 164-65. 
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placement,"2' achieving this displacement by the use of traditional words and 
phrases which have come to have specific connotations as well as their surface 
denotations. Paris is not simply 0EoEt6Si ; he is like the love object of the 
Dawn.22 

21 Northrup Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton 1973) 188. "If the hero of romance 
returns from a quest disguised, flings off his beggar's rags, and stands forth in the resplendent 
scarlet cloak of the prince, we do not have a theme which has necessarily descended from a solar 
myth; we have the literary device of displacement." 

22 A point of drastic divergence in the Paris/ Aphrodite version from the traditional ones 
comes in the fact that Paris' snatching results-on the narrative level of the Iliad-in blame from 
both Helen and Hektor, whereas in the traditional pattern, glory and praise result. For a 
discussion of Paris' role as object of blame, see my "Paris/ Alexandros: Why Two Names?", 
forthcoming. It is worth noting here, however, that in this respect also, this rape pattern is a 
substitute for the Judgment story (see above), in that it (like the Judgment story) provides the 
source for both Paris' characterization as a lover, and as an object of blame. 


	Article Contents
	p. [51]
	p. 52
	p. 53
	p. 54
	p. 55
	p. 56
	p. 57
	p. 58

	Issue Table of Contents
	Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-), Vol. 117 (1987), pp. i-vi+1-300
	Front Matter [pp.  i - vi]
	The Origin of the Puzzling Supplementals f x y [pp.  1 - 20]
	The Formularity of the Place Phrases of the Iliad [pp.  21 - 50]
	Aphrodite/Paris/Helen: A Vedic Myth in the Iliad [pp.  51 - 58]
	Penelope's Indignation [pp.  59 - 68]
	Sigmatism in Greek Poetry [pp.  69 - 84]
	The Development of the Chorus in Prometheus Bound [pp.  85 - 96]
	The Lysistrata as a Post-Deceleian Peace Play [pp.  97 - 104]
	Older Women in Attic Old Comedy [pp.  105 - 129]
	Pindaric Encomium and Isokrates' Evagoras [pp.  131 - 155]
	Ephorus and the Prohibition of Missiles [pp.  157 - 182]
	Virtus Effeminata and Sallust's Sempronia [pp.  183 - 201]
	Personality and Power: Livy's Depiction of the Appii Claudii in the First Pentad [pp.  203 - 226]
	Horace, Epistles 2.1.50-54 [pp.  227 - 234]
	Theoretical and Practical Astrology: Ptolemy and His Colleagues [pp.  235 - 256]
	Treading the Circle Warily: Literary Criticism and the Text of Euripides [pp.  257 - 270]
	On Cicero's Speeches (Post Reditum) [pp.  271 - 280]
	Toward a Typology of Interpolation in Latin Poetry [pp.  281 - 298]
	Back Matter [pp.  299 - 300]





