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Categories of Homeric Wordplay*

Bruce Louden
University of Texas at El Paso

Wordplays comprise a significant part of Homeric technique. The thematic
Ovtic / puiitig associations in Odysseus’ encounter with Polyphemos and the re-
peated linkage of his name and *¢80ccopat are but two famous examples.
While commentators have noted the frequency of wordplay and its importance
in particular episodes,! we can establish broader patterns regarding its use.
This essay presents a rough system of classification for the phenomenon. By
“wordplay,” a deliberately broad and neutral term (cf. pun, calembour, paro-
nomasia, and the like), I mean the following: a connection between two
similar-sounding words which invests the relationship between them with
additional meaning. Although words of similar sound may be attracted to each
other in the Homeric poems for a variety of reasons, such as the generative
process of reformulating phrases and formulae,? the historical tendency of
Archaic Greek to cluster together words from the same root, and even chance,
I shall focus on how the poems make literary use of such wordplay, a central
concern of Homeric compositional techniques. My emphasis is more on an
empirical than theoretical analysis of the data. I do not claim particular explan-
atory power for the structure I present but hope to open a window onto some
of the prevalent formations found in Homeric epic. Section I delineates three
broad categories of wordplay. Section II shows how such classifications can
provide an interpretive tool for individual passages, for characterization, and
for larger thematic issues.

Names in particular tend to generate or affect portions of the text around them
through assonance, provoking words which through their meanings and/or

* I should like to thank Carolyn Higbie and TAPA’s editor and referees for their helpful com-
ments and suggestions.

1 The most useful relevant studies are Sulzberger, Stanford 1939, and Rank. See also De-
roy, Dimock 1956, Austin, Bright, Haywood, Peradotto, Higbie, and obiter dicta in the recent
Homeric commentaries. On pfitig/od1ig and *689ccopan in particular, see, among others,
Rank 52-61, Stanford 1952, Podlecki, Brown, Schein, Mariani, and Casevitz.

21 distinguish wordplay from other patterned similarity of sounds such as the parallel for-
mulae noted by Parry 72 ff., e.g., Aailam tontev / Aailam B0wv, and Nagler 1, 44, 76. It
is less likely that an audience would have in mind such parallel instances than the more closely
related pairs discussed herein.
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sounds evoke those names.3 The converse holds as well: certain words, through
their sounds and meanings, suggest associated proper names whether or not
those names are enunciated at that point in the text. Peradotto notes the signifi-
cance of names in Archaic epic: “. . . nowhere does Homeric and Hesiodic
poetry, but especially the Odyssey, seem to be more self-conscious about
language and its relation to things than when it comes to proper names” (94-5).
For Homeric characters, names are closely associated with their identity,
whether a warrior’s fame, or wife’s reputation.# Dimock, in discussing the
meaning of the name Odysseus, suggests that “the whole problem of the Odys-
sey is for Odysseus to establish his identity” (1956: 106). Similar arguments
could be made for other Homeric characters such as Akhilleus, Telemakhos
and Penelope.

Homeric wordplay is concerned with various kinds of association and
reciprocal meaning between two or more words. Most instances of wordplay in
Homeric epic fall into three broad categories. Perhaps the largest involves a
play upon the etymological meaning of a name, or figura etymologica. In its
broadest use it need not involve names, e.g., Polyphemos’ recollection of the
prophecy predicting Odysseus’ arrival (9.509-10):

TAAepog Evpopidng, 8¢ paviocivy ékékaocto
kol povievdpevog kateyipo Kvkdonesow:

Telemos, son of Eurymides, who excelled in prophecy
and as a prophet grew old among the Cyclopes.’

Though a monster, Polyphemos nonetheless juxtaposes different words from
the same root, pavtocvvn / pavievdpevog, a figure favored throughout

Homeric epic.6

The most intriguing instances of this figure involve proper names as the
character making the association recognizes, and expects his audience to
recognize, the assumed meaning of the name. As many names are transparently
meaningful, the narrator or another character often makes associations between

3 For a recent discussion to this effect, see Peradotto 102ff., though he does not specifically
connect the phenomenon with assonance.

4 On this topic in general see Higbie, passim.

5 Homeric quotations herein are from Monroe and Allen’s and Stanford’s editions respec-
tively. Homeric translations are mine unless otherwise noted.

6 Polyphemos is a not-unsophisticated speaker as he employs several types of discourse in-
cluding prayer, curse, and pun, as discussed below. On the implicit skill and selection behind
examples of Homeric etymological figure, note Lowenstam’s point (35) that Homer avoids
certain instances thought to be clumsy.
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a name and other words from the same root. Well-known examples occur in
plays on Hektor’s name, e.g., Sarpedon’s challenge,

“Ex1op, =fi 81 101 pévog oiyxeton 8 mpiv Exeoxec;
~ ” ' , ) ,

ofic mov Gtep Aadv méhv EEEnev NS’ émkodpov
i

olog.

Hektor where has your strength gone, which you always held before?
You said that you would hold the city without the host or allies
alone. (Il. 5.472-3, cf. Sulzberger 398, Stanford 1939: 100)

Additional instances include the narrator’s description of Hektor, GAA’ gxe_vﬁ
& npdro mdAoag xal telxog écdAto (13.679).7 Both speakers assume,
whether ironically or sincerely, that the name Hektor is meaningful as an agent
noun derived from £yw, The Holder.8 The derivation of ‘O8vccedg from
*ddvooopat, claimed at Od. 19.407 (and implied at 1.62, 5.340, 19.275), falls
into this category. The argued derivation is validated, the folk etymology
meaningful, through its use by such wily speakers as Autolykos, Athene, and
Leukothea (5.334).

While substantial characters such as Hektor or Odysseus generate patterns
of such wordplay, some minor characters owe their entire existence to a figura
etymologica, as in the narrator’s following grim joke (/l. 12.183-6),

Sovpl PBaAev Adpacov kvvéng did yadkomopfiov
...d4uacoe 8¢ pv pepodia-

With a spear he struck Subduer through the bronze-cheeked helmet
... and subdued him though he was eager.

Polypoites, subject of the verbs, bests Damasos, mentioned only here, through
the verb 8Gpacoe. The character’s name, Damasos, generated by the
mechanism under discussion, exists solely for the sake of the wordplay (cf.
Rank 43).

The second category, comprising the broadest classification of wordplay,
involves non-etymological collocations of words sharing several common
sounds, usually a similar sounding root. Examples which do not involve names

7 Cf. 11.8.355-6: & 8¢ poiveton odkét’ dvextdc / “Extwp in Macleod 52, also Andro-
makhe’s lament, /1. 24.728-30, in Stanford 1939: 100.

8 Cf. II. 6.402-3: 16v p’ “Extop xoréeoke Zxkapdvdpiov, odtdp ol &Alot / "Actv-
évaxt’- olog ydp épdeto “IAov “Extwp. 3

9 Hermog. Inv. 4.7.1 used napfxnotg for this phenomenon. See Stanford’s discussions
of the term 1939: 26 n. 1, 34, 37, 100, and 1965: vol. 1, xxiii.
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include 1@ 8’ &pa méunte méun’ &nd viicov Sla KaAvyd (0d. 5.263).
Unlike the figura etymologica, the speaker here does not suggest that néunto,
“fifth,” and népne, “send,” are derivatives of each other, but enjoys associating
their similar sounds (cf. Stanford 1939: 103).

Upon returning to Ithaka, Odysseus has difficulty convincing Telemakhos
that he is Odysseus. The hero highlights the difference, o) tig To1 Bedg eipr . . .
GAAL mathp tedg elw (“I am not a god . . . but I am your father,” Od.
16.187-8, cf. Dimock 1989: 211, Goldhill 10). The two phrases, similar in
sound and rhythm, occupy the same position in the line. In Demodokos’ song
about Hephaistos, Aphrodite, and Ares, anger seizes the inventor god as he
declares that Aphrodite dishonors him because he is lame, ydAog 8¢ wiv
dyprog fiper . . . g énd yohdv é6vta (“And a savage anger seized him . . .
while I am lame,” Od. 8.304-8: the word play is untranslatable). These in-
stances involve words which echo the sounds of associated words; no etymo-
logical connection is suggested. Consider Odysseus’ description of Elpenor’s
undoing, yoyeog iueipov, xateAé€ato oivoPapeiov . . . yoyh 8’ “Aibdcde
xotfiABev (“Desiring cool air, he lay down, heavy with wine . . . and his soul
went down to Hades,” Od. 10.555-60). In seeking the former, y9yog, Elpenor
loses the latter, yoy1, the sound play emphasizing his grave error.10

A celebrated example involving names occurs in the story of Bellerophon
at I1. 6.201, fitot 6 xém nediov 10 "AAfiov olog GA&to. Another well known
instance, involving multiple word play, describes the lineage of Akhilleus’
spear (Il. 16.141-4),

10 pév od ddvat’ dAAog ‘Axoudv
mdAAEWY, GAAG v olog énictato mRAat "AxiAAede,
MnMéda pehiny, Thy natpl ¢ide népe Xeipov
InAiov éx KOpVOTG. . .

No other Achaean
could wield it, but Akhilleus alone knew how to wield it,
the Pelian ash, which Cheiron gave to his dear father
from the peak of Pelion . . .

The different forms of the verb, especially the infinitive, #fjAar, play off the
name of the spear and its origin. Moreover, the series also evokes a name not
occurring here, IInAedg, the giver of the spear (Rank 37-8, 65, 93-4).

10 If they are unrelated (Chantraine 1296), the association is an instance of non-etymological
collocation. For other associations, cf. 'Eneldg énoincev, Od. 8.493; Adog and Aadg, /1.
24.611; Hesiod frag. 234 (Merkelbach and West, Oxford 1967); Pindar Ol. 9, 41-6; Francis
77.
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Demetrius offers a further example from /1. 16.358, Alag 8’ 6 péyag aitv éo’
YExtopt xaAxoxopvortfi / Ter’ axovticoon (“But Aias the great was always
trying to strike spear-marshalling Hektor,” Demetr. Eloc. 48 and 105, cf. Rank
35).

There is a degree of overlap between the two categories. The same pun
can sometimes be classified both ways. The Iliad offers an ambiguous example
in the embassy to Akhilleus, xovpnv &’ 00 yopéo 'Ayouéuvovog "Atpeidoo
(“And I will not marry the daughter of Agamemnon, son of Atreus,” Il.
9.388). Akhilleus makes a non-etymological collocation on his commander’s
name, the wordplay emphatically underscoring his refusal to marry Agamem-
non’s daughter.!l From the composer’s perspective, however, given that the
traditional audience is well aware that Agamemnon is involved in a disastrous
marriage, the name could be taken as a figura etymologica on a folk etymology
stressing the fatal marriage. In a further possibility, Akhilleus’ remark could
also be regarded as a partial instance of our next (and last) category.

The third category, deformation, involves a speaker forming a compound
that negates or worsens the force of a name or noun, and, in Stanford’s words,
“rejects the connotation of a word, accepting only its denotation,”12 a rough
opposite to etymological figure. Examples in the Iliad include Hektor’s
description of his brother Paris, whom he renames Abonapig (3.39 = 13.769).
The Odyssey offers a parallel in Penelope’s renaming of Ilion as KaxoiAtov,
olxet’ émoyduevoc Kakoilov ovx dvopaothv (“he went off to see Evil-
ilium, not to be named,” 19.260 = 19.597 = 23.19). Russo has described such
instances as “the deliberate distortion of familiar names as a sarcastic expres-
sion of hostility” (52). Others have suggested that the device is primarily an
instance of name taboo, avoidance of an ill-omened word (Brown 199). The
speaker of the coined compound has it both ways. The mocked or detested
name, Paris or Ilion, is now refashioned, placed more firmly under the speak-
er’s control, with irony and/or sarcasm added. I argue with Russo that defor-
mation marks the wielder’s power over his (or more often her!3) subject
matter.

11 Martin 221 notes that D. Packard suggested this pun in a lecture at Princeton, November
20, 1984. See also Hainsworth 114 and Edwards 59. As further support, note that the names of
Agamemnon’s daughters, which Akhilleus hears shortly before at 9.287 and the audience has
also heard a second time at 9.145, are themselves erymologized names, XpvobéBepic, Aoo-
dixm, and Igrévacoa.

12 Stanford 1939: 32 refers to the phenomonen as “reversal of etymology.” Cf. Higbie’s
description of “un-naming,” 16.

13 As noted below, deformation is more often used by female speakers.
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Deformation, like most Homeric wordplay, is not usually humorous.
However, one comic example involves the beggar, Iros. As many have pointed
out, the name Iros itself is already a joke, a sarcastic pun on the resident
beggar’s possible velocity and aptitude for errands.!4 An unnamed suitor, how-
ever, renames Iros when he assumes that the disguised Odysseus will defeat
him 1} Téya *Ipog “Aipog (“Truly, Iros, soon Un-iros,” 18.73).

Closely related are similarly formed noun compounds, in the Iliad but
more often in the Odyssey, also used at moments of anger and/or sarcasm.
Penelope describes the coming dawn as dvcavopog, “ill-named,” for it will
take her away from the palace, 8¢ 8 fid¢ elor Svsdvopog, § p’ "*Odvofog /
oikxov dmooynoer (19.571-2).15 See also Telemakhos chastizing his mother
when she remains aloof from Odysseus after he has disclosed his identity,
uftnp éufi, Sdountnp, dnnvéo Boudv #xovco (“Mother mine, ill-mother,
that has a harsh heart,” Od. 23.97).16

Through deformation Homeric speakers assert more control over hostile
elements of a personal, intimate nature. Most instances involve family matters,
Hektor of a brother, Andromakhe of her father (/I. 22.480), Telemakhos of his
mother, Penelope of Telemakhos, and of Odysseus’ circumstances.!? Hektor,
fully aware of Paris’ responsibility for starting the war and his less than exem-
plary martial example, expresses his ambivalence toward his brother through
deformation, the first words addressed to Paris in the poem, Abomapt, 180g
&piote, yovoipovég, Arneponevtd (3.39). The designation forcefully
establishes Paris’ negative role as a theme; in the rest of book three, his
abortive duel with Menelaos and its aftermath emphatically portray him as
Adomaptg to family and city. Hektor’s second use of Abonapt (13.769) occurs
shortly after the poem underscores Paris’ fundamental hypocrisy, when he,
with great irony, is upset over the death of a Eelvog (13.661). As Janko notes
ad loc., “the criticism of his morality is muted but unmistakable.” Higbie sums
up the phenomenon: “This play with names, in the attachment of negative
prefixes, may suggest the power of ‘un-naming’ to Homer and to Homeric
figures. If naming has power . . . then its reverse, un-naming or deformation

14 See Russo 47. Cf. the irony in the implicit distance between the meaning of the dog’s
name “Apyog and his present capacity for running. See Peradotto’s discussion, 112-3.

15 The line is also an instance of parechesis. On dvodvopoc, see Griffin 42 and Higbie 16.

16 Cf. [1.: kaxopnydvov (6.344), xaxdtexvog, quAyave, cdg ddrog (15.14), dvo-
apiototékern (18.54); Od.: xoxopfixave (16.418), kakoEeivatepog (20.376).

17 Cf. the force of Soudviog, -n, used by Odysseus and Penelope of each other (Od.
23.166, 174, 264), by Hektor of Paris (/I. 6.326, 521) and by Andromakhe of Hektor (/I.
6.407). Griffin 41-2 notes that many instances of related phenomena are spoken by females:
Penelope, Thetis, Andromakhe, usually with reference to the speaker.
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of a name, may be equally forceful and may remove power from a person or
place” (15).
1.

So common are such phenomena that they have arguably exerted influence on
the narratives and myths themselves.!® Palmer’s proposed etymology for the
name Akhilleus, for instance, from &yxog and Aadg, appears to be validated by
repeated wordplays on the hero’s name.!® The Iliad closely associates Akhil-
leus’ name with &yog and related verb forms. Among many such instances, the
following three passages illustrate three different relations between the protag-
onist and the pain expressed by the root.

In her discussion with Hektor, Andromakhe laments that were he to
perish she would have only grief, &xea, for Akhilleus has killed her father
(6.411-4),

o0 yap #1° &AAN
£otan Badrwpy . . .

GAN’ dxe’ - 00dE pot ot mothp kol mdTVIo pATNP.
fitol ydp matép’ &pdv dnéxtave dlog "AyiAdede.

Nor is there other consolation . . .
but heartaches; nor do I have a father and honored mother.
For Godlike Akhilleus killed my father.

In this instance Akhilleus inflicts dyog on an opponent’s Aadg and its relatives.
When Patroklos later approaches Akhilleus, however, he notes what suffering
has come upon the Akhaians as a result of Akhilleus’ inactivity, @ *AytAed,
[InAfiog vié, péya eéptat’ 'Axardv, / pfy vepéoo- tolov yop &yog PePi-
nxev 'Ayoovg (16.21-2). The suggested association between 'AxiAed and
diyog verbalizes for the audience Akhilleus’ actual responsibility for the dyoc
afflicting his own Aadg, more explicitly than Patroklos declares. The wordplay
here extends to “Akhaians” as well, whether seen as figura etymologica or non-
etymological collocation on &yog and Akhilleus. Further, we see here how a
formula (16.21 = 10.145) gains added resonance in particular contexts when
placed in collocation with key words and names.

There is more to it than that. Akhilleus himself, described at the begin-
ning of the scene as leader of the Aadg, mowuévi Aadv (16.2), arguably trig-
gers the wordplay for he uses the verb dxayoipeBa (16.16) five lines earlier,

18 On relationships between characters’ names and mythic structure, see Peradotto chaps. 4-
6, Frame passim, and Nagy 69 ff.

19 palmer 37-8, cf. Nagy’s discussion, 69-70. For a more recent revised etymology of
Akhilleus, see Holland.
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making three associations within seven lines. Akhilleus uses dxoyoipneBa,
however, not to refer to his and Patroklos’ possible emotions for the army, but
for hypothetical suffering they could have felt for their own fathers. Patroklos
in a sense corrects Akhilleus by implying that the d&yog afflicting the Aadg
affects them as well. They must feel not only for their fathers, but for their
comrades. From this perspective, the discussion is quite ironic, for Patroklos
redirects the course of &yog against himself by subsequently volunteering to
enter the fray and explicitly act as a member of the Aadg, GAL’ éué mep npdeg
oy, Gua 8’ dAlov Aadv Sraccov / Mupuidévav (16.38).

When the &yog which Akhilleus has desired for the Akhaians reaches its
climax, claiming the life of Patroklos, Akhilleus now bears a different relation
to the suffering. Shortly thereafter, Akhilleus and the Myrmidons perform the
burial rituals, 8mBev 8¢ xdpn £xe 8log "Ax1AAede / dyvopevog: Eropov yop
auvpove méurn’ “Aid6cde (23.136-7). The narrator now makes explicit the
direct connection between Akhilleus and the &yog he has brought to his people
and to himself. These passages, and others,20 are partial instances of figura
etymologica bearing out the meaning of Akhilleus’ name as &yog brought upon
his own Aadg.

The Odyssey sustains more frequent wordplays on the name of its
protagonist. While commentators acknowledge the connection between
*dd0ooopar and Odysseus, an instance of figura etymologica, there are
additional plays on the protagonist’s name through non-etymological
collocation. Many plays occur between the name 'O8vooedg and words
containing the sounds dvo- and d8v-. Athene suggests such connections in the
same speech in which she first connects *680ccopar with "Odvooeie, the
poem’s first speech about Odysseus,

GAAG pot dpe’ "Odvofii Saippovt Saietat Atop,
Svapdpe, 5 & M ¢ilev &ro mhpata naoxeL . . .
100 Bvydinp Sdonvov ddvpduevov katepvxket.
aiel 8¢ padaxoiot xal aipvAiost Adyorot
0éhyer, Smog 18dxmg émAfcetar adtdp "Qdvooede
1éuevog xal komvdv aroBp@oxovia voficon
fic yaing, Bavéewv tpeipeton . . . o v 1’ 'Q8vocedsg
"Apyeiov mapd viuol xopileto iepd pélwv
Tpoin év edpein; 1l v ol 1600v @ddono, Ze;
(1.48-9, 55-9, 60-2)

20 Cf. JI. 1.240-1, 19.55-7, 20.282-3, etc. The Od. maintains the same association, 1@ pn
Tt Bovdv dxayilev, "AxAAed (11.486); cf. Rank 42.
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What is generally recognized as a pun in the concluding verb, *66vooopau, is
actually the capping element of a series of plays on his name as underlined:
'0dvofii, dvoudpw, dvotmvov, ddupduevov, 'Odvoced and wddono.2!
The text suggests a similar relation between Odysseus’ name and these words
and the well known association with *68Vccopat. Like that verb, dbotnvoc,
dvopopog, 6dvpduevog, and words such as 6ildoog (with the likely pro-
nunciation of { as [zd], 6i{¢ again sounds the syllable -dvg) and 6d0vag echo
his name. Though his name is nowhere claimed explicitly as an eponym of
these words, as it is of *08Vcocopat, they are closely involved with a
delineation of his nature and circumstances. They not only echo the sound of
his name, they tell us what he is like and how he affects others, that he is
dbvotnvog, ddopopog, and 6ildoag, causing people to 6dvpécboat, and giv-
ing them 68tvoc. Such associations offer support for Dimock’s contention that
the meaning of the name Odysseus is “man of pain,” pain suffered passively
and actively inflicted on others.22

Abdopopog and dvotnvog are closely applied to Odysseus throughout the
epic. Of the five occurrences of d0opopog in the Odyssey, four modify Odys-
seus; the fifth describes Laertes as he mourns for Odysseus.23 All instances thus
closely focus on the protagonist. A similar ratio holds for Athene’s other
adjective, dvotnvog. Of its seventeen occurrences, fifteen modify Odysseus.24
These two adjectives are thus almost exclusively associated with Odysseus. I
suggest they may be regarded as instances of non-etymological collocations on
his name.

In book 23, after husband and wife are reunited, Odysseus gives Penelope
a summary of his wanderings, which the narrator introduces (23.306-8),

2 e \ i \ 114 7 W7y
avtop O Sroyeviig 'Odvoedg Soa kNde’ EBnkev
avBpdnoig Soa 1 avtdg dilvoag Eudynoe
navt Eley’

The passage remarks on the meaning of his wanderings, which he goes on to
summarize, sufferings he actively caused and passively endured. Earlier, when

21 Rank 51-2, discusses many of the 680 popa passages. The repetitions of Safgpovt
daieton and &h dnB& (1.48-9) offer further evidence of patterned sounds in this speech
(Packard 244).

22 Dimock 1956 and 1989 passim. Dimock 1989: 230 also notes 680vn and i,

23 1.49, 7.270, 20.194, 24.311 modify Odysseus; 16.139 describes Laertes.

24 1.55, 4.182, 5.436, 6.206, 7.223, 7.248, 10.281, 11.93, 13.331, 17.10, 17.483,
17.501, 19.354, 20.224, 24.289 modify Odysseus; 11.76 and 11.80 modify Elpenor.
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Telemakhos discusses his father with Athene/Mentes, he notes that Odysseus’
lengthy absence has caused him pain (1.242-4),
ofyet’ diotog, dmuotog, énol &’ 6ddvag 1e Yooug 1€

”

kGAAmey - 008’ #11 xelvov §Svpdpevog otevayilm
L3
otov. ..

The passage evidences multiple wordplay, in the homoeoarchon of &ictog,
drnvotog, and in 680vag and 6dvpopevog, collocations on the name
Odysseus, which Telemakhos does not utter.

Even more revealing is the collateral evidence offered by a central
thematic tendency in the poem, the suppression of the name Odysseus. In the
last example, although Telemakhos never pronounces his father’s name in his
initial conversations with Mentes (though Mentes pronounces the name), at
1.242-3 he makes non-etymological collocations on the name, 6d0vog and
08vpduevog. The Odyssey maintains a pattern of non-etymological colloca-
tions evoking Odysseus’ (on those occasions) unpronounced name. While
Homerists have noted the thematic occurrence of denomination in the
Odyssey,?s it has escaped notice that it is often tied to instances of non-
etymological collocation. Furthermore, such associations between his name and
dvc-, 68v- words often occur at moments when the status of his identity is at
issue.

When Odysseus gives the Phaiakians his first brief account of who he is,
without disclosing his name, he uses words which characteristically delineate
his identity and suggest his name (7.269-71),

... yhbnoe 8¢ pot gidov Aitop
Suopdpe- A Yop pédhov én EvvécesBon 4ilvl

TOAAF. . .

. .. and the dear heart rejoiced
in unlucky me; for I was yet going to meet with much
woe. . .

Abopopog, in its distribution in the Odyssey, identifies poir (269) as
'08vooebc, and with ilHg suggests the sound of his name. Consider again
Telemakhos’ remark above. In conversation with Athene/Mentes, Telemakhos
never speaks his father’s name, though Mentes mentions it several times, and
Odysseus is the central topic.

25 See de Jong, though she does not consider instances of wordplay; cf. Austin 5-10.
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Hermes makes only three speeches in the Odyssey, all with Odysseus as
their topic, but in none does Hermes utter Odysseus’ name. In two of the
speeches, however, he evokes the name through non-etymological collocation
(10.281), TI{ &% adt’, @ ddomve, 81° dxprog épxeat oiog, “Where, then, are
you going, ill-fated one, alone through the hilltops?” Following the particle &,
dvotnve not only identifies Odysseus through its almost exclusive modification
of him in the poem, but the non-etymological collocation virtually pronounces
his otherwise unspoken name in direct address to him. In book five, when Her-
mes comes to Kalypso with Zeus’ decree to release Odysseus, he does not name
him but specifies him with the superlative of 6i{t¢, éilvpartatov (5.105).

Book 24 offers a definitive instance when Laertes unknowingly addresses
his son, describing the “absent” Odysseus with words forming non-etymolog-
ical collocations on his name, 8te Eeivicoog £xeivov / cdv Eclvov dvatnvov,
£uov nald’, ef mot’ #nv ye, / SOopopov (“when you entertained him, your
unlucky guest, my child, if ever he was, / ill-starred,” 24.288-90). Similar is
Philoitios’ inquiry as to the identity of the mysterious stranger, in which he
ironically describes Odysseus himself, dcpopog . . . dGAA& Beol . . . émi-
kAocwvtar 6ildv (20.194-6, cf. 17.563-7). Such collocations increase the
already abundant irony for which the second half of the poem is famous.26 Not
only is Odysseus often present as family and loyal servants mourn his absence,
but his name is virtually pronounced as he stands, unrecognized, before them.??

“Odysseus” is not the only name in the Odyssey subject to wordplay. The
poem features frequent instances of figura etymologica on the name Tele-
makhos. Athene several times plays on the first component of the name, TfiAe,
“from a distance.” When accompanying him to Pylos as Mentor, she hears
Telemakhos doubt that the gods would openly show him favor as once his
father. She responds with a mild rebuke of his disbelief, TnAépaxe, moldv oe
émog @Oyev Epxog 680vimv; / pela Bedg v’ €0édmv xal TnAéBev &vdpa
cadoor (“Telemakhos . . . easily a god, when he wishes, can save a man, even
from a distance,” 3.230-1). Her response is quite playful as her humorous
irony corrects his cynical view.28 Moreover, xol tnA60ev dvdpo comdoot
aptly describes both her overall agenda for Odysseus, “to save a man even
from a distance,” and her present and future plans for Telemakhos, ensuring
his safety on his own quest.

26 Stanford 1939: 98 notes that the Od. has more ambiguity and more intricate examples of
such collocations than the /. due to the nature of its plot.

27 Cf. o¥¢ dn’ '08vooed / dbaer’ (5.481-2) and "O8vaede . . . Suomovéog (5.491-3).

28 Note that the rest of 3.230, =oidv oe #mog pbyev Epkoc 686viwv, is elsewhere
humorous or playful as well, e. g., 1.64. Cf. Kahane 67.
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As Rank (69) notes, she repeats a variation of this wordplay in book
fifteen, warning him that he has spent enough time away from home (15.10),
TnAépay’, odxett xahd dduwv &ro 1A’ dAdAncar (“Telemakhos, no
longer is it good to wander far from home”). As before, the declaration con-
veys a mild rebuke. The phrase also suggests a more negative meaning possible
in Telemakhos’ name. An unnamed suitor makes the same associations (cf.
Dimock 1989: 35-6), when, leaming of Telemakhos’ voyage, he hopes for his
death, even as he assumes Odysseus has already died (2.332-3),

’ y TQy ¥ 0y LR RS, 2 PR Y \
1ig 8’ o1’ & ke xal o010¢ idv koiAng énl vnog

- , .y AN o , .
1Ae pidwv drndAntal dAduevog g mep 'Odvooeic;

But who knows if he (Telemakhos) himself going on his hollow ship
might perish wandering far from his family, just as Odysseus?

The suitor plays on the meaning of Telemakhos’ name and the characteristic of
Odysseus which it signifies: the name allows for the possibility of dying far
from home.

Melanthios makes a similar etymological play. Having struck the
disguised Odysseus in the nymphs’ grove, and then hearing Eumaios pray that a
returning Odysseus might avenge the wrongdoing, the goatherd utters his own
prayer/curse (17.251-3),

al yop TnAépoxov Bdlor épyvpdrofog 'AndArwv
ofuepov év peydpolg, i drd pvnotipot dopein,
&c "O8vofii ye MA0D dmdAeto véoTipov Auop.

For if only silver-bowed Apollo might strike Telemakhos
down, today in the palace, or he were subdued by the suitors,
just as the day of homecoming is lost for far off Odysseus.

Both members of the suitors’ party assert that Telemakhos’ name could
ironically describe not his father’s heroic capabilities but his failure and distant
death (cf. Dimock 1989: 220-1). As such, however, the remarks conform to a
persistant pattern whereby a suitor’s words ironically backfire, making an
intended clever, biting remark into a greater but unintended irony, of which
the suitor is unaware but which the audience comprehends.?

29 Further wordplays on Telemakhos’ name include 2.363ff. (by Eurykleia), 19.86ff. (by
Odysseus), and 1.297 (discussed below). On the suitors as unable to control their own irony,
see below.



Categories of Homeric Wordplay 39

That Athene makes wordplays is a consistent part of her characterization.
She is the first character in the Odyssey to associate *¢68voccopat with the
name Odysseus (1.62), the capping instance of a series of wordplays (1.47-62).
Her plays on Telemakhos’ name include a further instance, again conveying a
tone of mild rebuké, when, in her first visit, she suggests it is time for him to
grow up, ovkéT tmAikog éooi (1.297), a non-etymological collocation. Rank
(38) notes a further instance when she offers Odysseus encouragement during
the Mnesterophonia, Gvta pvnetipav dhogdpeat GAkiuog eivat; . . . Sppo
18fig oldg . . . Mévtap 'Adxipidng edepyecsiog dmotivewy (22.232-5).

Punning is most visibly part of Odysseus’ characterization, in the Odyssey
and in the /liad. Martin (64) notes a pun on Aulis in Odysseus’ remarks to
Akhilleus, #yydg y&p vndv xoi teiyeoc adiv €8evto (I1. 9.232), a non-
etymological collocation. When Agamemnon addresses Odysseus with some
provocation, Odysseus responds with a partial figura etymologica, Syean, fiv
£0éAnobo xol af xév tov t& pepfdAn, / Tndepdyotro ¢idov matépa
npopdyorot pryévta (“you will see, if you should wish and if such things are
important to you, Telemakhos’ own father mixing with the front-fighters,”
4.354-5; Martin 70). Much like Athene in the Odyssey, Odysseus finds possi-
bility for rebuke in a play on his son’s name.3° Martin (123) adduces Odysseus’
opening boast to Sokos, & Idy’, ‘Inndoov vit Satfppovog immodépoto
(11.450), a figura etymologica. Given the broad distribution of wordplays he
makes in both epics, we can assert that such capacity is either traditionally part
of his characterization or is at least consistently part of his Homeric con-
ception, whether as wily schemer or as one whose verbal powers parallel those
of the poet himself.

In accord with the Odyssey’s tendency to celebrate the complementarity
of Odysseus and Penelope, punning is a consistent component in Penelope’s
characterization. Both characters are subtle speakers who use a full array of
verbal devices. Penelope’s wordplay is very specific: she is perhaps the most
frequent wielder of deformation in Homeric epic. We earlier noted her
repeated deformation, oiyet’ émoydpevog Kaxoiliov ok dvopasthv
(19.260 = 19.597 = 23.19), and her similar noun compound, #8e & fdg €iot
dvoavvpog, i p’ ’Odvofiog (19.571). Penelope is on the receiving end of
deformation when Telemakhos rebukes her for remaining aloof from
Odysseus, ufitp éun, ddountnp (23.97).31 She repeatedly uses negated noun

30 See Higbie 159, on the unique paedonymic here and at /1. 2.260; cf. Rank 69.
31 Rank 66 suggests an additional wordplay, dmnvéa playing on Penelope; if so, another
deformation. Cf. Penelope’s own use of ammvng, 19.329.
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compounds,32 her speech about the gates of dreams containing a notable cluster
of non-etymological collocation and negative compounds,

Eelv’, f 1ot pdv Bverpor apfxavor drpridpvdor
yiyvovt’, 008€ 11 névia teleietan avBpdnoiot.
Sood yép 1€ TOAL &pevnvdy eiciv dveipav-

ol pdv yop kepdecot tetedyatal, ol 8’ ¢AépavTi-
1®v ot pév x’ EABwot 81& npiotod éAépavtog,

ol p’ éAegaipovion, Ene’ dxpdovia Gépovies . . .
i8¢ & Ao elot Suadvopog, # 1’ *Odvofiog

ofkov dmooynoetL. . . . (19.560-5, 571-2)

In one of the densest such concatenations in Homeric epic,33 she fashions a non-
etymological collocation on géAégavt / EéAégavtog and EéAegaipovrtar, and
dvodvuvpog, while an instance of deformation also functions as a non-
etymological collocation with ‘Odvofiog.34 The interview between Penelope
and Odysseus features a most complex interweaving of intricate narrative tech-
niques, wordplay among them.

To consider Penelope’s wordplays, we must take their larger context into
account. The wordplays (19.560-72) occur in a speech about possible meaning
embedded in dreams. Her previous speech (19.509-53), recounting the dream
itself, makes use of similar wordplays and negative compounds, &uétpntov
(512), 4dvpopévn (513), ddvpopévnv (517), dndav . . . deldnow (518-9),
&nepeiora (529), and yariepwv (530). Puns figure prominently earlier in the
interview. Penelope first uses the deformation, Kakotitov (19.260), after the
stranger passes her test about Odysseus’ clothing. She repeats it immediately
after proposing the contest with the bow (19.597). The final two instances of
*38Vocopat both occur shortly before Penelope’s two speeches. In Odysseus’
report to Penelope, he declares that Odysseus was delayed, 680cavto yap
adt / Zebg te kol "HéAog, “for both Zeus and Helios hated him”(19.275-6).35

The intervening bathing scene with Eurykleia (19.317-507) involves
further wordplay, perhaps the most significant in the poem. When Penelope
notes that Eurykleia used to care for Odysseus when young, she refers to him

32 Cf. her extraordinary couplet: . . . Gppovo norfical kal énigpovd nep PGA’ é6via, /
xai 1 xoAgpovéovia coogpoodvng énéfnoav (23.12-3).

33 The closest parallel is Athene’s speech (Od. 1.45-62) discussed above. Cf. Martin’s list
(65) of puns and assonances in /1. 19.321-37, also in Macleod 51-2. Rank 106 notes a further
play I have partially obscured, xepdeaat (563), dxpdavta (565), and kpaivovot (567).

34 An additional parechesis is suggested in Adg and -fiog, by which 'Odvofiog repeats
8b¢ fidg, Rank 60-1. The closest discussion of most of these words remains Amory, esp. 16-
33, see also Felson-Rubin 32, Bergren 1983b. .

35 Near 68voovto (275) are also 680petar (265), "O6vofi’ (267) and 'Odvcfiog (270).
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as dvotnvov (19.354). As she then recognizes the scar, only here does the
composer make explicit, in Autolykos’ motivation in the name, the connections
between the four previous instances of *¢d0ccopon and the name Odysseus in
the word’s final occurrence in the poem (19.407-9).

As book 19 presents us with the climactic wordplay on the name
Odysseus, so Penelope, in a thematic parallel, exhibits her own penchant for
wordplay. As Odysseus himself and the inset digression about Autolykos both
pun on the name Odysseus while Odysseus himself is before her, so Penelope
responds with plays on his name and her own complex of deformations. Re-
flecting on her dream’s possible reality, Penelope employs figura etymologica
or non-etymological collocation, t@v ol pév ¥’ #ABwor d1& mpiotod
gEAéoavtog, / of P’ Edepaipovtan, Ene’ dxpdavioa 9épovieg (19.564-5). The
dream is true and will be effected, but for Penelope, as it remains enigmatic,
she improvises, ironically helping effect the true dream. We know too that the
coming dawn is linked to Odysseus, as her wordplay suggests, {8 &1 g elot
dvomvopog, §j p’ "Odvofiog / oikov dnocyfoet. Unable to see the larger
picture, Penelope wields power in the way that is available to her, verbally
negating what she cannot control, refashioning a hostile environment. Her
deformations also instantiate the Odyssey’s thematic tendency to suppress
names. Through deformation speakers, as earlier noted, have it both ways: they
utter and refuse to utter the hated name (obx dvopaoctiv). In her persistent
wordplay and deformation, Penelope reveals a powerfully creative presence,
sharing narrative powers which the Odyssey most often centers in Athene and
Odysseus.

I conclude by applying the three classifications to the Polyphemos
episode. The name Polyphemos may itself be a pun, an ironic instance of figura
etymologica, with plays on its literal meaning occurring throughout the epi-
sode. “Having many utterances” with some accuracy describes the being who
through a curse will wield so much power over Odysseus.36 It further de-
scribes the Kyklops’ role in the episode, since for a monster Polyphemos is
rather articulate, capable of many varieties of discourse. He asks questions
(9.252-5, 355-6). He offers insults (460: odtidavdg is discussed below). He is
capable of irony, Obtwv &yd mdpotov Edopan . . . 10 8¢ 101 Eervijiov Eoton
(369-70). His voice itself is terrifying, deicdviav ¢B8dyyov te Bapdv (9.257).
He can forcefully say nothing, 6 8¢ p” 008&v dueiBeto vnAéi Bupd (9.287). A

36 On “having many utterances” as the likely meaning, see Bergren 1983a 49, 69 n. 27, and
Higbie 12.
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formula introducing two of his speeches underscores his general power of
speech through brief figura etymologica, rpocégn xpoatepdg IMoAdenuog
(9.407, 446).

A context in which an opponent is named “Having many utterances” is
naturally appropriate for wordplay. I thus suggest that the name Polyphemos
itself helps trigger Odysseus’ own famous wordplay, Odtig, an extreme in-
stance of deformation.3” That Odysseus will use puns and that negating his own
identity will be necessary for survival are themes carefully developed before
Odysseus declares his name as Odtig. When Polyphemos asks the location of
his ship, Odysseus responds with a falsehood, denying the existence of the ship.
He describes this lie in his own speech introduction as doAioig énéecor (9.282),
a unique expression in Homeric epic. In addition to introducing the theme of
negative and false information as necessary to survival, doAioirg énéecor helps
establish punning as a theme in the episode. In effect Odysseus is labelling his
own tricky mode of discourse with the Kyklops as 86Aa €nea, misleading
speech. Odysseus claims that Poseidon wrecked their ship,3® thematically fore-
grounding the later hostility of the god, and perhaps revealing that his use of
language will bring him trouble as well. The wordplay in the encounter is
closely tied to the curse. The opposing deities in the Odyssey, Athene and
Poseidon, evidence their different relations with Odysseus in their opposite
manipulations of his name. Poseidon, once Polyphemos is in possession of the
name Odysseus, effects the curse, brought about only through use of the name.
Athene, however, as we have seen, manipulates the same name in wordplay
(1.62).

When Odysseus later declares his “name,” he again uses a marked speech
introduction, érecot tpoonvdwv pethixiowot (9.363), his phrase signaling the
onset of the pun. Declaring himself Odtig, Odysseus extends his earlier tactic
of providing Polyphemos with misleading, opposite information. A climactic
instance of deformation, OdTi¢ negates his whole heroic identity. Consider
Higbie’s analysis (163):

With this statement . . . Odysseus makes himself unique among Homeric
figures: he is the only human ever to lie about his identity. Gods and
goddesses may . . . take on false identities, but Odysseus alone of men
lies about himself . . . to the Cyclops he denies all identity, calling him-

self “No-one,” which shows again to what extent he is willing to go in
order to survive, even to the point of not existing at all.

37 Odric, while not literally an instance of deformation, clearly functions in much the same
way, as discussed below.

38 A rare instance of irony beyond Odysseus’ control as Poseidon will shortly be as hostile
to them as in Odysseus’ lie. See Heubeck ad 9.283-6.
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When Odt1¢ becomes transformed into pfy Ti¢, courtesy of the neighboring
Kyklopes (405-6), it becomes an instance of non-etymological collocation on
ufitig, both for the poem’s audience and for Odysseus himself who, in noting
the effect, repeats the collocation for emphasis, &g dvop’ é€andtnoev Eudv
xoi pfitig dpduwv (414). Again the wordplay is bound up with the later curse
since the Kyklopes suggest that as p1 ti¢ is harming Polyphemos, he should
pray (edyeo) to his father Poseidon (410-2, cf. 526-7). Odysseus’ climactic de-
formation thematically parallels Penelope’s repeated use of the same figure
(e.g., KaxotAiov, Svcdvupoc), evidencing their homophrosyne.

It is not often observed that Polyphemos himself can wield a pun. Having
received Odysseus’ name as Oﬁng, and having used it several times (369, 408,
455, 460) he twice plays on the name, referring to OdT1g as 00T1davdg, Té pot
odT18avdg mopev QVTIC (460), an instance of figura etymologica. This mani-
pulation anticipates his later manipulation of the real name Odysseus in his
curse. In both the figura etymologica in 0b118avdg and the later curse, he tries
to exert some control over his opponent by manipulating a name for his own
purposes, much as Odysseus has done in concealing his true name. ObT18avdc,
“of no account,” is a confrontational, insulting word; its only other occurrence
in the Odyssey is when Odysseus so describes Euryalos (8.209), another vio-
lator of hospitality.3 In spite of his own verbal dexterity, however, Polyphe-
mos is ironically inarticulate, victimized by Odysseus, when the odtic/uf
Tig/ufitig pun reaches full flower. He nonetheless gets the last laugh on
Odysseus when he articulates his name in his curse. His own name, Poly-
phemos, is thus clearly meaningful within the context of this myth, signifying
both his own powers of speech, especially with regard to the curse, as well as
his ironic defeat at the hands of a superior punster.4°

Puns indicate manipulation by the speaker. As in flyting speeches and
curses, when Homeric characters engage in wordplay, they similarly index
their power, their ability to exert control over hostile opponents. Athene,
Odysseus and Penelope, among others, use wordplays to their benefit. We

39 All three instances in the Iliad are in highly confrontational scenes as well (1.231, 293,
11.390). Akhilleus refers to himself as 00t18avog when his own heroic identity is threatened
with negation by Agamemnon, dnpoBépog Baocireds. The cannibalistic detail by which
Akhilleus characterizes his commander offers a curious parallel with the ob118avég Odysseus
against the cannibal Cyclops.

40 Polyphemos occurs once in the Iliad as a proper name (1.264), with possible wordplay,
in Nestor’s first mention in the poem. The context is rich in references to speaking: Nestor is
described as fidvenhg . . . Aydg MTvAiev &yopntig, / 10D kol drd yAdoong péhitog
YAvkiov péev addn (1.248-9). The occurrence of the name in this passage may be the
composer’s sly aside at his character’s prolixity.
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might contrast the example of the suitors, who attempt to use the same devices
but whose essential lack of power is instead revealed with great irony. At the
moment when Theoklymenos lays bare their immediate doom in the most
direct prophecy in the Odyssey, an unnamed suitor responds with a defor-
mational compound, TnAépay’, ob 71 oelo xako€ervatepog GAlog
(“Telemakhos, no one else is more unlucky in guests than you,” 20.376). While
the suitor assumes he is wittily putting Telemakhos in his place by mocking
both his unsightly guest and the seemingly incredible prophet, Theoklymenos,
the force of the word more accurately but ironically refers to the suitors’ own
fast-approaching doom. The &elvog of Telemakhos will truly have an impact
on them which anyone would characterize as xax6g.4! However, the suitors’
attempts at limiting Odysseus’ and Telemakhos’ power reveal their own in-
ability to interpret what is really before them. By contrast, for Odysseus and
Penelope such compounds and negations are signs of power and compre-
hension, involved in heroic deeds.

While I have not covered all examples or even all types of Homeric puns,
I have demonstrated their frequency in Homeric narrative and their con-
comitance with names. The sound play can perhaps be taken as additional
evidence of the oral nature or background of the text, and would have been
better appreciated by, and far more apparent to, a listening audience. The three
classifications suggested here can provide a framework for investigation of
other passages, instances of characterization, or additional issues.

41 Cf. Amphimedon’s retrospective description of their deaths by Odysseus as fuetépov
Bovétolo kaxdv téhog (24.124), "O8vofio xakdg mobev fiyaye Saipwv (24.149), 10 O
uvnotiipoty Bévatov kaxdv dptrovavie (24.153).
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