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

ANN SUTER
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 8@p’ "A@poditng (gifts of Aphrodite)
which are Paris’, and Paris replies:

p1 pot ddp’ épatd npdgepe ypvoing 'Agpoditng:
ol tot anoPAnT £oti Oedv Epikudéa ddpa (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 /liad;3 the first full version is in the Kypria.
Within the fliad, 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

* | 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.

! For a discussion of the function of Helen in the /liad, 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 /liad unless otherwise noted.

3 This does not mean, of course, that the story of the Judgment did not exist at the time the
lliad 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, “Lesefriichte”,
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 lliad 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 lliad. 1 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 chart$
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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Abductor Abducted Verb Motive Result for
Abductee
1. Eos Kephalos dvrjproacev £pwtog eiveka not stated

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

2. Eos Tithonos fipnacev n.s. immortality

(H. Aphr. 218) (émeikelov
dBavdroiot)

3. Eos Kleitos fipracev KaAAeog immortality
(0Od. 15.250) giveka

4. Eos Orion éLeto n.s. immortality
(0d. 5.121)

5. Aphrodite Phaethon dvepelyapévn  n.s. immortality

(Theog. 987) (Beoig émei-
kelov dvdpa)

6. Aphrodite Anchises davripnate; will of an immortal
(H. Aphr. (8époag aBavd- Tipnake Zeus line of
passim) TOLOLV €01KAG; descendants

Oedv . . . KAA-
hog €yovta)

7. Beol Ganymede avnpeiyavio  kdAleog immortality
(on behalf (&vtibeog) giveka
Zeus; /1.

20.234)

8. Zeus; Béomig Ganymede dvijpnace; S1a xdaArog immortality

derra (EavOov) fipracev

(H. Aphr. 202)

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.).¢
Here, once again, Aphrodite is abducting a beautiful young man and the verb
used is, once again, a form of dpndgw (snatch): é&vjpra&’ (3.380). Paris’
epithet Beo€181]¢ recalls those on the chart: émeikehov dBavatoiot (Tithonos);
Beoig émeikerov dvdpa (Phaethon); dépag dBavdtoioy ¢otkdg (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 ptytog is
used of him at Theog. 991; and the abduction of Tithonos, where Eos 2v BaAdpe katébnke,
BVpag &’ Emébnke gaewvdg (H. Aphr. 236).



54 Ann Suter

avtiBeog (Ganymede). The concealment motif is present here also: éxdluye
& dp’ fépt morAj, / kad &8 elo’ &v Bardpw (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:’

GA) aiel mepl keivov 6ilue kai € pUkaooe,
ei¢ 6 ké o’ 1] dhoyov nowjoetat, §j 6 ye dovAnv. (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,? and the result
of their love is immortality in song: . .. &g kai énicow [/ avépodmTOLGL
neldped’ doidipotl écoouévorot.

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.? 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.!® On
the level of diction which is directly pertinent here, Helen is also Aid¢ Ouydtnp,
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 Atog Buydtnp when she snatches Paris up (3.374), and
Helen is Awog éxyeyavia (3.418) when she follows Aphrodite to the bed-
chamber, and koVpn Aog (3.426) when she greets Paris.

Another of Helen’s epithets, jikopog, is directly comparable semantically
to Eos’ epithet ébmAdkapoc, used in the one explicit attestation in epic diction
of Eos’ original function as author of the new day’s light: GAX &te 81 tpitov
nuap évmidkapog téhes’ "Hag (Od. 5.390 = Od. 9.76 = Od. 10.144).
Moreover, the epithet fjikopog, 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:
“GAN dye 61 @IAOTNTL Tpanciopey edvNOEvTE”
oV ydp nd moté ' d3E v’ Epwg ppévag Gueekdivyey,
o0d’ 8te o€ mpdTOV Aakedaipovog &€ Epatelviic
Emieov apndaag v Ttoviondpolot véeoot,
viicw &’ &v Kpavaq épiynv gidotntt kai govij,
d¢ oo viv Epapat Kai pe yAvkig pepog aipel.” (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 augexdivyev and dpra&ag 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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exclusively (6x out of 7) within the larger epithet for Paris, ‘EAévng ndoig
Qokopoto, 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.!2 And, in
fact, the version of the Dawn rape story which I suggest appears at 3.373 ff.,
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 Atdg Buydtnp. 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:

Ovdt oéBev, Mevérae, Beol paxkapeg hehdbovto
abdvatot, tpdn 8¢ Aog Buydtnp dyehein,
1 To1 tpdobe otdca PEhog Exencukig dpuvey.
1 8¢ téo0v pév Eepyev 4nd xpode, B¢ 81 piTNp
naldog £€pyn puiav, 66° 13€i Lé€etan Bnve (4.127-31)

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

apei 8’ £Ov @ilov vidv éxedato nriyee Aevkd,
np6cbe 8¢ ol ménholo pagvod nTuYR ékdAvyev, (5.314-15)

This “function of the Dios thugater as a motherly goddess who preserves the
hero from mortal harm™!3 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:!

Eneita "Ayilhevg Mépvova
kteiver kai tovte pév "Hog napa Awdg aitnoapévn dlavaciov
didwot.

Aphrodite as Atdg Buydtnp, then, abducts Paris Bgoe1d1ic, saving him
from death, concealing and transferring him to a Bdlapog to make love

Il These points are not mentioned by Clader. Note also that ¢bnhokdapoto cannot fit into the
metrical shape of "EAévng ndoig jvkSpoto.

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, xoVpn Aitdg and Awdg éxyeyavia, which love gains for him im-
mortality in song.!5 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:

0Vd€ ke Paing
avdpi poyeooduevov v v’ €ABelv, aria yopovde
£Epyect’, 1€ yopoio véov Arjyovta kaBileiv.

The connections of the yopd¢ 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 yopd¢ being the place from which Dawn comes,
or where Dawn lives.!6 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 yopdg as Dawn’s home.!”

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
6dAiapog of Dawn, where she and her consort, on the cosmic level, produce
the next day’s sunlight. Paris emerges from his 6dAapog 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:

03¢ Mapig 8190uvev év Dynroiot dépoioty,
GAN 8y’ émel KaTédu KALTA TEVYEX, TOLKiIAM YAAK®D,
oevat EnElT’ dva dotv, mool kpatnvoiol TEnolfmg.
¢ & 8t T1g oTATOC iNNOG, dKOOTHoNG €Nl PdTVvY,
deopdv droppnag Bein nedioto kpoaivov,
elwbag hoveaBar Evppeiog notapoio,
Kudtowv: Dyob & kapn Exet, duei 8¢ yaital

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:

vbv 8¢ p’ dviipra&e xpuodppanic "Apyeledving
€k xopol *ApTépndog ypvoniakatov keradewviig. (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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dpoig diooovrar 6 8’ ayraingt nenobag,

pinga & yodva @épel petd T fjBea kai vopov innwv:
¢ vidg Mprdporo Tldpig kata Ilepydpov dxpng
tedyeot tapgaivov dg T fAéktop EBePrikel
kayyarowv, tayieg 8¢ modeg pépov: (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—1nAékTwp, the sun itself.!8 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: Adunov kai ®aébovd’, oi v "Hd ndrot dyovot.!® In the Rig Veda,
these horses are maintained as aspects of the sun itself, who as “Siirya the
sun-god, is both bridegroom and horse of the dawn-goddess Usas.”2°

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 lliad’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 /liad. See Cedric Whitman, Homer and the
Heroic Tradition (Cambridge, Ma. 1958) for an analysis of this imagery.

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

19°0d. 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 0eoc181i¢; he is like the love object of the
Dawn.2?

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 /liad—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.
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