SETTING BOUNDARIES,
CROSSING BOUNDARIES

The Greeks had a habit of mentally
sorting things into contrasting
pairs of categories, sometimes
referred to as “polar oppositions.”
In the natural world, these
included light and dark, hot and
cold, left and right, wet and dry.
In the human world, there were
contrasts between Greek and
non-Greek, slave and free, male
and female, lover and beloved.
The most crucial dichotomy of
all was that between humans
and gods, those glorified beings
in human form. Although the
Greek gods were like humans in
most ways—their loves and hates
as well as their bodies—they
had one privilege that made all
the difference: they got to live
forever. The fourth-century Greek
philosopher Aristotle, whose
influence on later European
thought was immense, argued
that the differences between slave
and free, male and female, were
natural and immutable (Politics
1.5 and 11); but Greek poets drew
a more complex picture.

As rigid as these oppositions
sometimes appear, it was in fact
possible to cross the boundaries
between them, at least in the
mythic imagination. Thus the
prophet Tiresias was said to have
spent several years of his life as a

woman, while the hero Heracles
ultimately became a god. Even
without such transformations, the
boundaries blur when examined
more closely. As cases in point, I
will take three of these: between
slave and free, female and male,
human and divine. As we shall see,
these three dichotomies intersect
in ways that sometimes strength-
en but sometimes dissolve them.
Mortals—even slaves—can be as
beautiful as gods; men lament like
women; female gods fight on the
battlefield, not just with mortals
but with male gods.

In Iliad: Book 1 there is a clear-
cut example of how one can go
from freedom to slavery—and
back again in exceptional circum-
stances. Chryseis, daughter of the
priest Chryses, has been taken
captive when her town was looted
by the Greeks. In the division of
spoils, shewas allotted to the Greek
leader Agamemnon. As the Iliad
opens, her father is attempting
to ransom her, but although
the Greeks urge it, Agamemnon
refuses. Chryseis is in danger of
remaining a slave for the rest of
her life; as Agamemnon puts it,



Chryseis is eventually freed
because her father has “pull”
with a higher power: the god
Apollo. In response to Chryses’
prayer, Apollo strikes the Greek
army with a plague. When the
Greek priest of Apollo, prompted
by Achilles, reveals the cause of
the plague, Agamemnon agrees
to let Chryseis go but demands
another girl in compensation.
This demand sparks the famous
quarrel between Agamemnon
and Achilles that sets in motion
the plot of the Iliad. Agamemnon
returns Chryseis to her father but
seizes Briseis, a captive woman
who has been allotted to Achilles.
Although the plot of the epic
focuses on Achilles’ wrath and its
effects on the Greek and Trojan
armies, late in the poem Homer
briefly gives voice to the slave
woman Briseis as she laments the
dead Patroclus:

Women were more likely than
men to be taken as slaves;? in
Euripides’ play The Trojan Women,
as in the speech of Briseis above,
the shattering experience of
enslavement is explored from the
perspective of formerly privileged
women, who had the most to
lose. All the slaves whose personal
histories are told in Homer,
including the loyal swineherd
Eumaeus and the nurse Eurycleia
in the Odyssey, have this privil-
eged background. Before Briseis’
speech quoted above, she is even
compared (twice) to a goddess for



her beauty (19.299 and 304), an
acknowledgment that although a
slave, she—like many of the epic’s
aristocratic  characters—shares
this divine attribute. From the
privileged side of the slave/free
boundary, Hector anticipates in
vivid terms the enslavement of his
wife Andromache:

Out of tact Hector does not
mention, as Agamemnon does,
the other role assigned to slaves:
that of sexual prey to the master.
It is a paradox of the heroic ethic
that the warlike behavior the
heroes see as protecting women
and children (“to fight off the day
of your enslavement”) also makes

their dependents vulnerable. The
winning side sees no contradic-
tion in enslaving the women of the
vanquished. Thus the boundary
between free and slave was all
too easily crossed in practice.
Although in principle ransom is
always possible, when Troy has
been destroyed there will be no
one left to do the ransoming.

Later in the same scene, vividly
aware of her vulnerability, Andro-
mache pleads with Hector to fight
a defensive war from behind the
city walls. Hector refuses, saying
he would feel shame before
the Trojan men and women if
he “hung back from battle like
a coward” (6.466). Discounting
Andromache’s advice, he assumes
that the women as a group will
echo the men in placing the
highest value on honor. A man’s
honor, Hector insists, is based on
performance in battle. In closing,
he uses a formula that famously
encapsulates the roles normally
assigned to men and women in
Homeric society:?

In the Iliad, the only character
who actually crosses the gender



boundaryisAthena, who disguises
herself as a brother of Hector
(22.253-274). She combines in
her spheres of influence the
distinctive jobs of both men and
women, and indirectly shows
the connection between them:
cleverness or intelligence (Greek
meétis),* needed for strategy in war
and for the demanding craft of
weaving. While Homer portrays
no human women as fighting in
battle, the Greek epic tradition
included tales of the Amazons,
women who fought like, and
with, men; in a lost poem of the
epic cycle, the Aethiopis, Achilles
himself fought the Amazon
Penthesileia, who came to the aid
of Troy after the death of Hector.
Ironically, the name Andromache
means “man-fighter” and is often
assigned to one of the Amazons in
Greek poetry and visual art.

Athena, of course, is one of the
immortals; her ability to cross
the gender barrier and to behave
now as a man, NOw as a woman,
is a privilege reserved for divinity.
But the fact that the Greeks could
imagine such afigure, and notonly
one such figure (for the goddess
Artemis combined the female
sphere of childbirth with the male
sphere of hunting), implies that
on some level they were aware
that the boundary between male
and female, as drawn by their
culture, was arbitrary.

The boundary between humans
and gods seems less permeable,
even in myth. But there were

always multiple versions of any
given myth, and some of these
versions—which must have been
known to Homer—described a
kind of immortality for the heroes.
In the Odyssey, for example,
Menelaus is told that because he
is the husband of Helen and the
son-in-law of Zeus, he will not die
but go to the Elysian Fields,

In some versions, Achilles too
went to the Elysian Fields, since he
was the son of a goddess. But the
perspective of the Iliad is tragic,
emphasizing the inevitability
of death even for Achilles. The
Homerist Laura Slatkin has
pointed out that the original
audience of the epic would have
been aware of yet another myth
which put Achilles’ death in a
cosmic framework.” Thetis, the
mother of Achilles, was fated to
bear a son who would be greater
than his father. By consenting to
marry a mortal and bear a mortal
son, she protected the male
gods who might have married
her — including Zeus — from
being overthrown. Although she
herself cannot die, and Achilles is
still alive at the end of the poem,
Thetis is portrayed throughout



the Iliad as being deeply affected
by her son’s fate; like Andromache,
she assumes the mortal woman’s
role of mourner.® At the same
time, Achilles’ wrath at being
dishonored is intensified by his
near-divine sense of entitlement;
the word used for his wrath,
ménis, is used elsewhere only for
the anger of gods. Like Briseis, he
is described as divinely beautiful,
and his excellence in battle (areté)
is second to none. Yet at the death
of Patroclus, his expressions of
grief are more extreme even than
those of the women.

One further paradox: the gods may
have more power, but they spend
their time watching the mortals,
whose deeds are the real subject of
the poem. Ironically, the supreme
privilege of immortality makes
the gods (as portrayed in Homer)
somehow unserious: they never
have to make the irrevocable
choices that mortals do. In Book
1, for example, Zeus and Hera can
have a furious quarrel and go to
bed together at the end of the day.
Meanwhile, the quarrel of Achilles
and Agamemnonhassetinmotion
a sequence of events that will lead
to the deaths of many, including
Achilles’ best friend Patroclus, his
enemy Hector, and—beyond the
plot of the Iliad—Achilles himself.

The gods in the Iliad may lack
the tragic dignity of mortals, but
the mortals themselves long for
immortality. The compromise
at which they arrive is kleos,
immortal fame, which the poets

preserve for them. Achilles, close
to the boundary between human
and divine, is given the privilege
of choosing a short life with kleos
or alonglife without it; he chooses
the former. When he is insulted,
he seeks to use his divine connec-
tions to hurt Agamemnon; he
succeeds in this, but in addition
hurts his own comrades, including
his closest friend. The last book of
the epic is about his realization
and acceptance of his own
mortality: his acknowledgment of
kinship, as a mortal, even with his
enemy. But the ultimate goal of
the poem is to preserve his fame,
and thus to render him immortal.

On the surface level of the story,
the Iliad affirms the boundaries I
have explored between slave and
free, male and female, divine and
human. I hope to have shown,
however, that much of the interest
lies in the permeability of these
boundaries and in the ways they
intersect. There are divine women
in Homer, and divinely beautiful
slave women. As females, they
are often controlled by males, but
a goddess can oppose a god or
lead a charge on the battlefield.
Mourning, a role of human
women, is shared by goddesses
and male heroes. Mortals may
be doomed to die, but their brief
lives are of more interest than the
monotonous immortality of the
gods. More vital than physical
survival, the immortality of fame
has kept the heroes and heroines
alive into our own time.



1. All quotations and line references are from the Stanley Lombardo translations
of the Iliad (Hackett, 1997) and Odyssey (Hackett, 2000). Note that the line
numbers will differ in different translations. The translations by Richmond
Lattimore (1951 and 1965) are line-for-line renditions of the Greek.

2. In myth, at least, men die fighting in defense of their homes, as in the sack of
Troy as described by Vergil (Aeneid Book 2), while in some historical instances
the adult men captured in war were killed rather than enslaved.

.The same formula is used several times in the Odyssey, in situations where a
man wishes to assert his authority over a woman (notably, Telemachus uses it
twice to his mother Penelope).

w

4. In some versions of Athena’s birth, Metis—a personification of Cleverness—is
her mother, swallowed by Zeus so that he can give birth to Athena himself. In
other versions, Metis is forgotten and Zeus alone is said to be her parent.

5.The Power of Thetis: Allusion and Interpretation in the Iliad (University of
California Press, 1991).

6. See Sheila Murnaghan, “Maternity and Mortality in Homeric Poetry,” Classical
Antiquity 11 (1992) 242-264.
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