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THE STAG ON CIRCE'S ISLAND: AN EXEGESIS OF A 
HOMERIC DIGRESSION 

DAVID ROESSEL 
Shaker Heights, Ohio 

In his comments on the Circe episode, Denys Page calls attention to the dis- 
crepancy between "the length and detail of unimportant passages and the rapid 
and superficial treatment of such interesting matters as the use of the moly and 
the transformation into and out of pigs."' Odysseus' killing of a stag on Aeaea, 
which occupies almost twenty lines, certainly qualifies as one of the long and 
seemingly unimportant passages. But an examination of the nature of the stag 
reveals that the encounter between Odysseus and the beast may have close the- 
matic links to the Circe story which enhance our understanding of oral 
technique. 

When Odysseus arrives on Circe's island, he and his crew spend two days 
mourning their comrades who had been destroyed by the Laistrygonians 
(10.142-43). On the third day Odysseus climbs a cliff from which he sees the 
smoke of Circe's house (14445). Instead of proceeding immediately to the ori- 
gin of the smoke, he chooses to return to the ship and feed his crew (153-55). 
He has the following encounter on his way back: 

d&Xk' Oe 86i oXEb v o ca K?tv vec? d&(pcpliaoTl;, 
Kai TOT? Tit; p?ge 0&v 6Xo(ppaXo Pouvov ?6vTa, 

S; pa tpot \iciK?pov i'a(pov !j?yav ci1; 686v aoriv 
iK? cv 6 i?v 7itoTati6v6? KatIxr v ?K VO~Lgo Vi.T<; 
7tt6J.vo';- 65- yap p1iv Xv gL?vo<; i?ioto. 
TOv 6' ?y'o ic3paivovra KarT' iaKvtolTtv bgoa vSota 
nr a b 6' & vxrcpU 86pv X6KXVirov ?t6Xptl?j, 
wa5X ?6 i?tc ?iV C ovirIt pgaKicv, aio ' o XTaTo 9o6;. 
T(O 6' ?iy ?ptlpaiv(ov 66pV XaX?0ov ?k ?A ntxfi; 
?cipicdp6rv Trb p?V aCu1 KwaTaCKiva; ?ii yalp 
epav' o ai'Txp ?y onavadOrv pcoia; TE XyoxU; T?, 
i?iopaa 6', 8oov T' opyuoiav, ?i5oTp?(p?i; ad(lpox?p(acv 
niX?cdpa?vo; o(TGV6Jov a x6oaq; 8etvoio n;CeXpou, 
Pfiv 6i KacaTaxo(pdo6Ea (p?pcov ?rit vfia gpLatvav, 
?YX?1 ?p?186gl?VOg;, ?:c?1 OV n(Oi Tl?V ?7' (t)O-O 

Xt?p. 9p?tp?v ?Tr?p,' *lxka y?&p p?ya 0npiov fi?v. (156-71) 

Odysseus and his men feast on the stag. He then tells them of the smoke which 
he had seen from the cliff. This leads to the division of the crew into two com- 
panies and the encounter with Circe. 

The landing scene is a standard feature in the Odyssey.2 The killing of ani- 
mals for food may have been a part of one variant of this scene, as it occurs 

1 Folktales in the Odyssey (Cambridge, Mass. 1973) 69. 
2 See W. Arendt, Die Typischen Scenen bei Homer (Darmstadt 1933) 79-81 and 

B. Fenik, Studies in the Odyssey, Hermes Einzelschriften 30 (Wiesbaden 1974) 
158-71, esp. 165-66. K. Reinhardt, "Die Abenteuer der Odyssee," Tradition und 
Geist (Gottingen 1960) 63 and 79 draws parallels between the landing and 
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both here and in Book 9. There Odysseus and his men kill wild goats on a small 
island which lies near the home of the Cyclopes: 

copactv 6? v{v<pac, ico,pact At6; aiyi6ooto, 
aiyacq OPE(5Ko0;S, '(va 6?EuvilTOtav ?Tailpot. 
acTxiKca cKaxltvkoa Tro,a Kai aiyavoa; 5oX1Xaru8otZ ; 
?iX6.r?0' ?c vq&v, 6ia 5? Tpia Koou10?VT?; 
pdahXog?v -alva 6' i6oic? 0io? U?VOo?tK?Ca Oipnv. 
vf? Le V 0v ot ?OVTO 8vSo6Ecca, ? ?:? ?(XKoTlnV 
?vvc?a XAyXavov aly?r ; ?el.oi ? 68K' i??cov otcp. (154-60) 

So the passage about the stag on Circe's island might appear to need no expla- 
nation. It is simply part of a familiar landing and search motif employed by the 
oral poet. The motif facilitates the transition to a new episode and, on occasion, 
heightens interest by epic retardation.3 

But on Circe's island, men are metamorphosed into lions, wolves, and 
pigs. In such a place, the stag could be something more than just a stag. In fact, 
the stag is unusual. Odysseus calls it WviK:epcov ?iaXpov tEyav (158), and a 

k taX tya y 0ripiov(171); its feet are those of a 68cvolo rJckpoV (168).4 When 
Odysseus brings it back to the ship, the men stop their grieving to admire it: 

?K &? XKa JLov0dut?vot napa Ov' aXo6 aTpy?Tolo 
OrQaC5avx' i?acpov- pgdXa y6p C?ya OTptov q?V. (179-80) 

A comparison of the encounter between Odysseus and the stag with the goat 
hunt in Book 9 is illuminating. The goats have no special qualities. But the 
poet goes out of his way to draw attention to the stag, even repeating the phrase 
p)aXa yap ~p?ya Orlpiov fcv within the space of ten lines (171,180). 

The unusual nature of the stag is emphasized by the use of the phrase 
5etvolo nEXdopou (168). In epic the noun xo6 rtXcop and the variant form TO 
nxEcopov refer only to living things and mean "prodigy" or "monster" (for 
ntXcop cf. II. 18.410-Hephaestus, Od. 9.428-Polyphemus, Od. 12.87- 
Scylla; h. Ap. 374-Python; h. Ap. 401-the dolphin which jumps on the 
ship; for nrcXopov cf. II. 2.321-birds as omens of the gods, Theogony 295- 
Echidna, Theogony 845-Typho). The association of the words with unnatural 
phenomena is heightened by the frequent use of such adjectives as 8etv6v (l. 
2.321), caiv6; (Od. 10.219) and atilXavo; (Theogony 295). The cognate adjec- 
tives nEX? pto/_ov and n?Xd(pto/rj/ov have a wider semantic range. In addition 
to "monstrous," they also mean "large in size" and can be used of inanimate 
objects (for ne)? ptocpJov cf. II. 3.229-Ajax; II. 11.820-Hector; Od. 3.290- 
waves of the sea, Od. 11.594-the stone of Sisyphus; for neXc;)ptocI/l/ov cf. II. 
12.202-a snake, Od. 15.161-a goose; Theogony 159 and 173-Gaia; h. 
Merc. 225, where the neuter plural is used adverbially in the phrase nteXcopca 

hunting scenes before the Cyclops and Circe episodes, but thinks the similarities 
were deliberate and not thematic. 

3 H. Rahn, Tier und Mensch in der homerischen Auffassung der Wirklichkeit 
(Darmstadt 1968) 13 considers the stag a preliminary for the Circe tale, and Page 
(above, note 1) 53 appears to agree. 4 The emphasis on the unusual size of the stag has also been noticed by W. B. 
Stanford in his edition, The Odyssey of Homer (London 1947) 1.370 and E. A. 
Schmoll, "Odysseus and the Stag: The Parander," Helios 14 (1987) 22-28. 
Schmoll interprets the stag in terms of Odysseus' travels generally and his 
activities on Phaeacia, while I prefer to view it as closely connected to events on 
Aeaea. 
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p3t3pa).5 So the stag which Odysseus kills is a "terrible monster," a meaning 
reinforced by the fact that 6etvoto neXcOpou is a formulaic phrase. In addition to 
Od. 10.168, it is used twice of Medusa (FopyEaocv KcepaXqiv Sctvoio 
nrecXpou--I. 5.741; Od. 11.634), and once of Typho (0eoeoxia c KE(qpacX& 
Setvolo rXcEpou)-Theogony 856). 

The other use of nEXcopov in the Circe episode helps to explain how the 
stag is a "monster." When Eurylochus and his company approach Circe's 
dwelling, they encounter some wolves and mountain lions to whom Circe has 
given her evil drugs. The animals greet the men like dogs welcoming their 
master: 

g Trong a.<Lpit XAKOt KpaCT?pcv1)x; T618: XOVT?; 
acTvov- ro' 6' E6eocav, ??eI T58ov aiva xit Xcopa. (218-19) 

The lions and wolves are aiv&a TroXpa because they are humans who have 
been metamorphosed by Circe. Or so we are led to conclude by Eurylochus' 
statement at 431-34, when he refuses to return to Circe's house.6 

"&l 6ctoi, nio6' ?l?ev; Ti K(XoCv il?Eip?r? T'rocov, 
KipKiq; i; gu?yapov Ka:Tapfl?Eval, ii KiV aCravta; 
o11 TIv o AK1COug ; 7lOXoltir TIt ?IOVTX c,... 
O't C?V ol p?ya 5&outa (pVOX<otot?v Xco avdyK[,..." 

The stag on Aeaea is also called a tii2opov, so the logical assumption is that 
the stag is a man in animal garb, and the killing and eating of the stag is a kind 
of cannibalism.7 

An objection immediately arises to the interpretation of the stag given 
above. The poet does not reveal Circe's strange powers until lines 239-42, 
although there is an allusion at 212-13, where the poet describes the peculiar 
behavior of the lions and wolves which have been given "evil drugs." In oral 
poetry, lines 239-42 cannot be read back into lines 156-71. The stag may be 
viewed as part of a digression separate from the Circe episode and connected to it 
by the oral poet's linear method of composition, which allows incidents to be 
strung together without being logically dependent.8 

5 On the difference between the semantic fields of these nouns and adjectives, 
see also P. Chantraine, Dictionaire etymologique de la langue greque (Paris 1974) 
vol. III, 879. Schmoll's (above, note 4, 26 n. 5) attempt to equate the use of the 
adjective neXtcptog for warriors in the Iliad with the appearance of eX?c3pov) at 
Odyssey 10.168 is linguistically suspect. 6 As Page, (above, note 1) 54, noted, Eurylochus had no way of knowing 
whether this was true when he said it. But that seems due to the compressed nature 
of the episode, not the falsity of the information. 

7 A. Schnapp-Gourbeillon, Lions, heros, masques: les representations de 
l'animal chez lIomere (Paris 1981) 144 notes that there is something unusual in 
the cooking of the stag. "Les termes employes pour d6crire le festin sont 
d'ailleurs exactement les memes que pour un animal domestique (boeuf ou 
moutin)..." She explains this as an indication that the killling of the stag is not 
just a heroic feat, but also a means of avoiding starvation. But perhaps the way 
in which a Olpiov becomes domesticated when cooked is another pointer to the 
stag's strange, hybrid nature. 

8 On the episodic view of Homeric composition, see B. A. van Groningen, 
"llements inorganiques dans la composition de l'Iliade et de l'Odysee," Revue des 
Etudes Homeriques 5 (1935) 3-24 and J. A. Notopoulos, "Parataxis in Homer: A 
New Approach to Homeric Literary Criticism," TAPA 80 (1949) 1-23. 
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This objection relies on one of two conditions. First, the audience must not 
know the tale of Circe and Odysseus. If they are familiar with the story, any 
mention of Circe or her island Aeaea will call to their minds the primary feature 
of the tale, the metamorphosis of humans. It is not, then, reading lines 239-42 
back to lines 156-71, but remembering the version heard last year or last 
month. Most scholars will accept the premise that a majority of the audience 
knew what to expect when they discovered that Odysseus was on Aeaea. Page 
argues that the schematic nature of the Circe episode "...takes it for granted that 
you know a fuller story of which this is an abbreviated version."9 This leads to 
the second condition, that the poet not mention where Odysseus is until the 
search party led by Eurylochus arrives at the house of the unknown inhabitant. 
Since an oral poet could add and delete episodes in performance, the audience 
would be unaware of which tale was being told without some reference. In fact, 
the island is identified as Circe's at the time of Odysseus' landing (10.135-39) 
and the smoke which Odysseus sees from the cliff is said to come from Circe's 
dwelling (150). There is no question but that Odysseus is on Aeaea when he 
kills the stag. An audience familiar with the story would have reason to regard 
the stag with suspicion. 

There are several possible explanations of the cryptic way Homer alludes to 
the strange nature of the stag. Hunting and killling a stag/man may have been 
part of another version of Odysseus' adventure on Aeaea which Homer chose not 
to elaborate on in this particular telling. The poet did not, however, delete the 
event entirely, but left a trace of the undeveloped episode in his tale. This is cer- 
tainly possible. Yet there is no indication that Circe changed men into anything 
except swine, lions and wolves; and all of Circe's animals remain in the vicin- 
ity of her dwelling. This suggests another interpretation. 

The poet organized formulae and episodes thematically as well as sequen- 
tially. In some cases, like scenes of arming and feasting, the same formulae can 
be repeated without change. In others, some of the same language can be used, 
but alterations are necessary to fit the new circumstances.10 In this broader 
thematic organization, one story of a goddess who changes men into animals, 
Circe, can be associated with another story of a goddess who changed a man into 
an animal, Artemis in the tale of Actaeon. The Actaeon story was traditional, 
for it appears in Hesiod's Catalogue."n A specific connection between the stag 
and the Actaeon tale may seem unwarranted; Page has shown that the Circe 
episode has similarities to "witch in the woods" folk tales of many cultures.12 
The stag might therefore be read as an allusion to a type of mythical story about 
a goddess who metamorphoses humans rather than a single version of that 
genre. In Greek mythology, however, there seems to have been one famous ac- 
count of a stag/man. Archaic and Classical art consistently characterized Actaeon 

9 Page (above, note 1) 57. 
10 For a general discussion, see Fenik (above, note 2) 133-71. 
11 See T. Renner, "A Papyrus Dictionary of Metamorphosis," HSCP 82 (1978) 

282-87, and R. Janko, "P. Oxy. 2509: Hesiod's Catalogue on the Death of 
Actaeon," Phoenix 38 (1984) 299-307. For a defense of the method of reading 
into Homeric epics myths whose first occurrence is post-Homeric, see W. 
Kullman, "Zur Methode der Neoanalyze in der Homerforschung," WS n.f. 15 
(1981) 5-42. 

12 Page (above, note 1) 56-65. 
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by the horns of a stag or a deerskin.13 Probably the mention of a stag/man 
would call to mind the same myth. 

An allusion to Actaeon and his fate might once have served as a paradeigma 
of what could happen to Odysseus at the hands of Circe, as the famous Meleager 
story told by Phoenix in Book 9 of the Iliad warns Achilles. Such a paradeigma 
would have been appropriate to the speech of Hermes when he informs 
Odysseus about the dangers of Circe and the power of the moly plant. Or the 
Actaeon myth could function as a brief analogy to the events on Aeaea, just as 
the Orion myth is employed to shed light on Odysseus' involvement with 
Calypso in Book 5.121-29.14 In the latter case, Calypso mentions Orion by 
name, which places the analogy on a firm footing. In Book 10 no direct refer- 
ence to Actaeon occurs, but such an analogy may still have been intended. The 
Circe and Calypso adventures are thematically linked and are sometimes viewed 
as doublets of each other.15 The use of myths which relate to Artemis' associ- 
ation with mortals in both episodes could have a structural purpose. 

The present state of the Circe episode shows numerous signs of compres- 
sion, and the incident with the stag reflects that condensation.16 How or why the 
Actaeon myth might originally have been incorporated in Book 10 can no 
longer be discerned. What Mabel Lang has said of the Iliad applies here as well: 
"...whether an Iliad theme attracted old tales as exempla or an old tale inspired 
an Iliad episode for which the tale was used as support, each would be liable 
over time to infiltration of details from the other...Such a complex whole could 
not have resulted from any single act of composition but repeated re- 
creations."17 In the present case, the infiltration was so pervasive that the stag 
was kept even after the reason for its incorporation was removed. 

All that now remains in the text is a stag with an unusual nature. But even 
in its present form, Odysseus' killing of the stag could hold a meaning for both 
the poet and the audience. Bernard Fenik observed that in Homeric epic 
"...certain recurrences are unmistakeable-not to a listening audience, of course, 
or even to a reader. One has to search to find them, a fact which strengthens my 
own conviction that this technique of large-scale structuring is not there for aes- 
thetic reasons so much as to serve as an outline for the poet himself-a frame- 
work on which to arrange his story and keep himself oriented."18 A regular 
feature of epic, Fenik notes, is "the foreshadowing of an important event to 
come by a minor replica of itself," which he terms the "anticipatory doublet."19 
Odysseus' encounter with the stag certainly foreshadows the Circe episode in 
this way, whether it evokes the Actaeon story, as I have suggested, or not. The 
stag would also foreshadow the Circe episode for those listening to the poem, 
since once Odysseus landed on Aeaea, all animals would be suspect. So the en- 
counter with a 6etvov tiEXcopov helps to lay the groundwork for the rest of the 
episode. 

13 For the iconography of the Actaeon myth, see L. Guimond, "Aktaion," 
Lexicon Icongraphicum Mythologicum 1.1 454-69 and 1.2 346-63. 

14 I owe the reference to a TAPA referee, who may not agree with the use made 
of it here. 

15 See J. D. Niles, "Patteming in the Wanderings of Odysseus," Ramus 7 (1978) 
48. 

16 On this, see Page (above, note 1) 52-57. 
17 "Reverberation and Mythology in the Iliad," in Approaches to Homer, ed. C. 

A. Rubino and C. W. Shelmerdine (Austin 1983) 163. 
18 Fenik (above, note 2) 182. 
19 Fenik (above, note 2) 101. 
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If the Actaeon myth is an anticipatory doublet for the Circe episode, it 
affects our understanding of a simile in the story. When Eurylochus' company 
approaches Circe's house, the lions and wolves gather around them: 

); 65' or' av &al(cp avcKcTa KIvc?; 8aitlr?Ov i6vxa 
oaivcox' aci?t yap T? (p_p?t gicthXiygpaTa 0ox.oi) (216-17) 

The simile is perfectly understandable on a surface level, but gains a deeper 
meaning after the passage of the stag. It picks up and reinforces the idea pre- 
sented in the anticipatory doublet.20 This observation gains more credence when 
we recall that the lions and wolves are also metamorphosed humans (cf. Od. 
10.432-33) and that they may eat the men whom they are now fawning when 
the latter are changed into swine.21 That situation produces a mirror of the 
Actaeon tale with a grim psychological twist.22 

This exegesis has taken what appears to be an unremarkable passage in 
Homer and shown how it could have had considerable significance in shaping 
the episode. The Homeric poems, like the hill of Hissarlik, contain many layers 
piled upon each other. A close look at the stag on Circe's island allows us a 
glimpse at what a previous version of the episode might have been like. At the 
same time, it opens up a new understanding of the text in its final form.23 

20 For further examples of thematic similes in the Odyssey, see C. Moulton, 
Similes in the Homeric Poems, Hypomnemata 49 (Gottingen 1977) 126-34. 

21 As Norman Austin observed, Archery at the Dark of the Moon (Berkeley 
1975) 153, Circe metamorphoses men into swine and "...presumably eats them in 
that form." Curiously, Austin does not make the connection between this and 
Odysseus' refusal to eat. Yet Austin's own observations show that Odysseus 
might be concerned that his comrades are on the spit. Circe would, one expects, 
feed the domesticated lions and wolves from this ready supply of flesh as well. 
The poet of the Odyssey does not play up the elements of cannibalism on Aeaea, 
but the undertones of it are numerous. 

22 W. Burkert, Iomo Necans, trans. P. Bing (Berkeley 1983) 111-14 has 
suggested that in the Actaeon myth the dogs represent a sort of Mannerbund. If 
so, an act of cannibalism lies embedded in the myth and its connection to the 
Circe episode in the Odyssey is strengthened. 23 An earlier version of this paper was read at the 1987 APA Meeting in New 
York City. Carrie Cowherd read several drafts and made numerous improvements. I 
also thank the referees and editor of TAPA for helpful suggestions. Any errors are 
my own. 
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