Weak at the Knees: Two Iliadic Formulae
Patrick Philpott

HE NOW WIDELY ACCEPTED proof by Milman Parry!
and his pupil Albert Lord? of the oral nature of the

original production and subsequent evolution of the
lliad and Odyssey brought as one of its consequences a new focus
on Homer’s use of formulae, those set phrases he, like other
epic poets, employs in typical situations or to describe charac-
ters, actions, objects, and so on.> Not only do they lend a
majestic, epic tone to the narrative, but they are also extremely
useful to the rhapsode as ‘chunks’ or building blocks which,
with occasional variations, he can slot into the hexameter at
certain points—usually at the end of the verse—so as not to
have to invent every verse ab nihilo, rather as we use clichés and
stock phrases in our daily speech and writing. Formulae can be
significant, lending nuances or shedding light on events, but
tend to be somewhat routine; for example, Hektor is always
“flashing-helmeted” whatever he happens to be doing. Some-
times they are ironic or even inappropriate, as when an anon-
ymous Akhaian soldier refers to Thersites” Quuog dymvop, “his
bold, manly spirit,” at 2.276, precisely when he is sobbing his
heart out after being beaten by Odysseus, or when the poet
slips into the dual when referring to two heralds plus three am-
bassadors on their way to Akhilleus’ hut at 9.182-198.
The meanings of formulae can be obscure; for example, €reo

U The Making of Homeric Verse: The Collected Papers of Milman Parry (Oxford
1971).

2 A. B. Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge [Mass.] 1960).

3 See especially J. B. Hainsworth, The Flexibility of the Homeric Formula (Ox-
ford 1968).
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ntepdevta, “winged words”: what exactly does that mean, and
why are some words winged while others in similar contexts are
not?* Ambiguity may arise: the phrase which translates as “fall
on the ships” can mean either “attack the ships” or “fall dead
at the ships.” Semantics is at the best of times a slippery matter,
and can be expected to be even more so in a work like the [lad,
which has evolved, to borrow Nagy’s terminology,”> both dia-
chronically—over a lengthy period of time—and synchroni-
cally, which means that at any given time during that evolution
there would be different rhapsodes in different parts of the
Greek world using different dialects, all producing and trans-
mitting texts according to their own powers of memory, cre-
ative ability, and personal agendas. A pair of formulae which
present serious problems in this respect are the subject of this
article: yoovat” €élvoe(v) and Aboe d¢ yvlo. Both literally mean
“loosen (somebody’s) knees/legs,” but, while the majority of
scholars from the Alexandrians in the second century BCE
down to, for example, Kirk® and Janko’ in our days, maintain
that it means “kill” in every instance, others such as Schade-
waldt,® Saunders,” and Gonzalez,'? disagree, and affirm that
the victim is not always killed. As the matter is not without its
importance, especially in the case of a well-known crux in Book
13, it seems opportune to undertake a study of these two for-
mulae in order to try to reach some acceptable solution.

* See F. Létoublon, “Epea Pleroenta (‘Winged Words’),” Oral Tradition 14
(1999) 321-335; S. Reece, “Homer’s Winged and Wingless Words,” CP 104
(2009) 261-278.

> G. Nagy, Homer’s Text and Language (Urbana/Chicago 2004).
6 G. Kirk, The Ihad: A Commentary I (Cambridge 1985) 387, on 4.467—469.

7 R. Janko The Iliad: A Commentary IV (Cambridge 1994) 98, on 13.402—
423, and 99-100, on 13.419-423.

8 W. Schadewaldt, lliasstudien (Leipzig 1938) 103 n.1.

9 K. B Saunders, in W.-H. Friedrich, Wounding and Death in the Iliad (Lon-
don 2003) 133.

10 J. M. Gonzalez The Epic Rhapsode and his Craft (Washington 2013) 25—
27.
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The method chosen to carry out this study has been to col-
late and analyse all the examples I could find in the fiad, as I
consider it more useful to see, whenever possible, what Homer
(whoever he/they was/were) has to say on the matter than to
indulge in speculation or argument, however cogent or insight-
ful that may be.!! I have limited the study to the [liad because
the Odyssey, apart from dealing with rather different subject
matter, seems to me to have a totally different ethos and ‘feel’
to 1ts sister epic; it also, inevitably, contains few examples of our
two formulae. Once I had what I believe to be the complete list
of both formulae, in their base forms and variations, I
proceeded to classify them as objectively as possible into three
categories, depending on the kinds of wounds, comparable
cases, and any available textual clues or other evidence I could
find. In this way I was able to divide the instances into:

D = the victims apparently died more or less instantly

U = unconfirmed or unproven whether the victims died or not

ND = the victims clearly did not die—or at least not yet
The results, with totals, are set out in in what follows. Ap-
pendices A and B list the instances per formula in order of
appearance, with explanatory comments. Appendix C shows
the total spread of all instances book by book. Appendix D ad-
dresses a crucial case.

Form A, yovvat’ élvoe(v): out of 11 instances,
D 11.579, 17.349, 24.498 =3

U  (“many”)5.176/16.425, 13.360, 15.291 =4
ND 13.412,21.114, 21.425, 22.335 =4
Form B, AMboe 8¢ yvia: out of 19 instances,
D 4.469,6.27,7.12, 11.240, 11.260, 15.435, 16.312,
16.341, 16.465, 17.524 =10
U 7.16, 15.581, 16.400 =3

11 Text: D. B. Munro and T. W. Allen, Homeri Opera I-11 (Oxford 1920).
To find examples I have used G. L. Prendergast A Complete Concordance o the
Tliad of Homer, rev. B. Marzullo (Darmstadt 1962), supplemented by my own
research and a contribution from the anonymous referee. I should be grate-
ful to readers to be advised of further examples.
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ND 7.6,13.85,16.805, 18.31, 21.406, 23.726 =6
In conclusion, out of a total of 30:

D = 13(43.3%)
U = 7(23.3%)
ND = 10(33.3%)

On the basis of this information, it is clearly not possible to
maintain the notion that the two formulae must always mean
“kill.” Notice, by the way, that 7. 13.412, which has been the
bone of contention, can now be classed as a Non-Dead (more
on this below).

What are the implications of this finding? The following
would appear to be the most relevant:

(1) A general meaning of both formulae would appear to be
“put out of action” or, in a competitive society like the one
Homer portrays, “overcome,” with effective outcomes ranging
on a continuum from “kill” through “wound” to simply
“weaken.” The natural, literal interpretation of both formulae,
if we encountered them for the first time with no clear context,
would be “weaken/topple/disable,” probably not “kill,” but
face-value is of course not a reliable criterion in semantics.
During the long evolution of the Iliad, one or both of the two
formulae may have started out with their multiple meanings,
acquired more on the way, or fluctuated over the centuries.

(2) Kirk (n.1: 387) calls Form B a “probably long established”
formula. It would be interesting to know if, on being used for
the first time in the Later Helladic or Dark Age, it and Form A
were part of everyday speech, or were specially invented for the
epic. However, it is unlikely we will ever find out.

(3) For the poet these formulae constituted a convenient way
of putting characters out of action, signalling to the audience
that these warriors would take no further part in the story,
without bothering too much about what had actually happened
to the victims. And naturally they are both great fillers, espe-
cially for the verse-ends.

(4) They are not used for the minor injuries of major warriors
in the poem: perhaps the residual undertone of a fatal end
would have distracted the first-time listeners from the main
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thrust of the poem, or been laughed at as being impossible,
since everybody knew that Agamemnon, Odysseus, and such
heroes could not die at Troy. On the other hand, Formula B is
used to bring in the deaths of Patroklos and Hektor (and pos-
sibly Lykaon) which had already been diligently foreshadowed
by the poet.

(5) The results of this study may serve to remove the ‘san-
itised’ vision of the battlefield that we sometimes get, peopled
only by the hale and hearty, and the uncomplaining dead. The
true picture, which Homer may have experienced himself, is
rather more gruesome, with the living manoeuvring around the
bodies and gory bits of the dead, the painfully dying, and the
walking wounded.

(6) To return briefly to the previous classification of formulae
in (1), the two formulae can hardly be called significant, but fall
in general into the ‘routine’ category. Perhaps their use to talk
of the god Ares as a victim, but one who obviously cannot die,
and to employ their battlefield terminology to refer to domestic
swooning in the case of Aphrodite and Akhilleus’ maids might
be said to border on the inappropriate.'?

(7) A similar case is that of mpnvng, used in different forms to
describe somone falling “face down.” Graziosi and Haubold
state that “falling face down is equivalent to dying.”'® How-
ever, in four of seventeen instances (2.414, 6.43, 23.25, 24.11)
the subject is clearly not dead—unless symbolically so—while at
least four others (6.307, 11.179, 16.310, 16.379) need to be
classified as Unconfirmed. Like our two formulae, it should not
be taken as a definitive typification of events but rather as a
detail added, like many small or large touches and devices, to

12 See A. Parry, “The Language of Achilles,” TAPA 87 (1956) 1-7, for
Homer’s difficulty in dealing with non-battle subjects

13 B. Graziosi and J. Haubold, Homer: Iliad Book VI (Cambridge 2010) 165,
on 6.307. It seems to me that Theano is imagining Diomedes as, rather
than being killed, falling in a pathetic and humiliating way, rather as Aias
son of Oileus does in the foot-race (23.773 ff.). Otherwise the broken spear
1s unnecessary and/or incongruous.
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lend variety to the multiple battle encounters.

(8) The final conclusion must be that we have to be aware
that lexical items in Homer may cover different and often
wider semantic fields than we first thought, and can admit am-
biguity. We must therefore check meanings in every case, and
as objectively as possible.

On further analysis of the data, the following features appear:

(1) Putting “many” out of action appears only in the U in-
stances in Form A, and in the active voice. The nearest thing in
Form B i1s the troops tiring at 7.6 and 13.85 and the maids
swooning at 18.31, all in the passive. Metrical necessity does
not appear to justify this difference in voice.

(2) The passive is relatively more frequent in B (8 out of 19 or
42%: 7.6, 7.12, 7.16, 13.85, 15.435, 16.341, 16.805, 18.31)
than in A (2 out of 11 or 18%: 21.114, 21.425 in practically
identical verses). Again, one wonders whether the passive was
more or less prevalent at different stages in the development of
the poem.

(3) In the two examples of the passive in A, the neuter plural
youvorta is followed, as one would expect in ‘correct’ Greek, by
a singular verb. On the contrary, in the passive examples in B
yolo always governs a plural verb. Some of these cases in B
may be due to metrical constraints, but we can suspect that the
difference between the two groups indicates a difference in date
of composition or author for these instances.

(4) As can be seen in Appendix C, there is a visible cluster of
mstances in Books 15, 16, and 17, and a large presence in 11,
13, and 21. On the other hand, in other battlefield books, e.g.
8, 12, 14, and 20, there are no attestations at all. In all these
books there is a lot of other ‘business™—speeches, gods’ inter-
ventions, and so on (but that is also the case in Book 11 with
Nestor’s rambling tale); be that as it may, in Book 8 there are
only 2 engagements with named victims (apart from the ones
Teukros shoots with his bow), in 12 there are 7, in 14 there are
10, with 13 in Book 20 (all by Akhilleus); one would expect
some of these to be marked by our two formulae. Also, there is
a slight paradox here: Books 16, 17, and 21 form part of the
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Akhilleus strand of the story, but without his presence on the
battlefield. Why do our formulae appear so often in those
books, but not in 20 where he is so dominant?

(5) Throughout the poem knees and legs are seen as a source
and manifestation of strength, speed, and vitality (e.g. Akhilleus
sprinting across the plain in Book 22); the gods endow them
with new strength when heroes are cast down. But they can be
overcome or weakened (e.g. 7.272 or 21.52/270) or invaded by
fear, trembling, or tiredness at various points in the poem.

Finally, a word on 13.423, the subject of discussion through-
out the ages, since, if it was believed that Hypsenor was killed
by Deiphobos at verse 412, how could he be groaning heavily
eleven verses later? But as we have seen, he was not necessarily
killed, so he could quite well be groaning later from what
would have been a very painful wound. The majority of manu-
scripts carry the reading otevdyovta., which makes Hypsenor
the one who groans. The Alexandrians, believing firmly that
Form B had killed him off at 13.412, could not accept this.
Consequently they converted the bearers into the groaners:
Zenodotos changed the word to the plural otevayovreg;
Aristarkhos,!* who may have “found textual evidence inacces-
sible to us,”! called the original reading ridiculous and
changed it to the dual otevdyovre.

This exegetical disquisition probably tells us more about the
Alexandrians than it does about Homer and our two formulae.
They clearly believed there was one ‘right’ uniform text of the
poem, and were striving to recover it by eliminating all the
dross it had accumulated over the centuries (Aristarkhos ac-
tually believed it had been written originally by an Athenian!6
—a strange concept to us).

Exactly why they clung so tenaciously to one equally uniform
meaning of our target formulae is not so clear. Perhaps current

14 Schol. 1. 13.423 (III 484 Erbse).
15 Nagy, Homer’s Text 114.
16 Vit Hom. 2.2.
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usage in their days influenced them, or they just accepted re-
ceived knowledge without question.

However, 1l. 13.423 shows us that all three readings are
acceptable, and the choice of one or the other depends on the
personal choice of each editor or scholar from among a set of
perfectly valid but mutually exclusive criteria: contextual or
plot constraints, weight of attestations, morphology, syntax,
elegance, the existence of a remote Ur-text, and so on. The
other solution is to adopt Lord and Nagy’s multiform model!”
which accepts all known readings except, one imagines. the
really ‘impossible’ ones (which again have to be defined).

APPENDIX A: yoOvort €Avoe(v)
5.176 Diomedes / 16.425 Patroklos
Tpdag, énel toAA@V e kol £60AdY yoovor lvcey U
11.579 Eurypylos kills and strlps one Aplsaon

Anop V1o Tpanidov, el0ap & Vo yoovat EAvcev: D
13.360 war reducing the ranks

GppnKTov T GAVTOV TE, TO TOAADY YoUvart' EAvcev. U
13.412 Delphobos hits Hypsenor later carried off groaning

Anop Vo Tpanidov, el0ap & VO Yoovar EAvcE. ND
15.291 Hektor

“Extop’, 0 0N ToAA®V Aavadv DO yoovat’ EAVGEY, U

17.349 Lykomedes hits another Apisaon with the same verse:

at 357 he is described as being dead

Anop V1o Tpanidov, el0ap & VO Yoovat EAvcev: D
21.114 Lykaon giving up hope

¢ P40, 100 & avTod AOTO YouvaTa Kol gidov Rtop  ND
21.425 Athene pushing Aphrodite down

Ahaoe: e & avtod AhTo Yyouvato kol gikov Atop.  ND
22.335 Akhilleus to still-living Hektor

6¢ tot yoovat’ EAvoa ND
24.498 Priam’s dead sons

@V pEv ToAA®dY Bodpog Apng Lo Yyodvart EAvcev: D

17 A. B. Lord, The Singer Resumes the Tale (Ithaca 1995) : Nagy, Homer’s Text
and Language.

Gieek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 56 (2016) 398—409



406 WEAK AT THE KNEES: TWO ILIADIC FORMULAE

APPENDIX B: Aboe 8¢ yvio

4.468-470 Elephenor, wounded in lungs by Agenor
nAevpd, T¢ ol KOyavtt nop’ donidog £EepadvOn,
obtnoe Euotd xarknpel, Aboe 3¢ yvla.
0¢ 1OV uev Mre Qupde, €n” ovtd 8 Epyov ét0yOn D
6.27-28 Euryalos kills and strips Aisepos and Pedasos
Kol pev v DréAvce pévog kol eoidiuo yuio

Mnxiotniadng kol an’ duov tedye’ ovAo. D
7.6 Tiredness; rowers simile
novTov EAahvovTeg, Koudtm &’ VIO Yuio AéAvviar, ND

7.11-12 Eioneus: dead; neck; éAétnv (8) means “kill”
“Extop 8" "Hioviio BAA™ Eyxel 6&udevtt
00YEV’ DO GTEPAVIG EVYGAKOV, ADVTO O¢ yviaL.
7.16 Iphinos hit in the shoulder by Glaukos
opov- 0 8 €€ tnnav youddic néoe, Advto 8¢ yvio. U
11.240-241 Iphidamas: dead; ‘bronze sleep’
Tov & dopt TARE adyéva, Aboe 8¢ yula.
¢ O pev 0Ot tesmv KolunoaTo YdAkeoy Brvov D
11.259-261 Koon: dead—beheaded!
Tov 8 €Akovt’ &v’ Oudov O’ domidog OupaAoéoong
obtnoe Euotd xalknpel, Aboe 8¢ yvlo
1010 & €’ Te1dduovTL KGpN ATEKOYE TaPOCTAC. D
13.85 tired Akhaians resting by the ships
TRV P’ apo T Gpyoré® Koudto el yuio Aédvvto,  ND
15.435 Aias’ companion Lykophron hit in the head;
katékto (432) and dnéxtato (437) confirm the killing
vnog &mo mpuuviig youddig néce, Avvto 8¢ yvlo. D
15.578-581 Antilokhos hits the much-killed Melanippos
with an arrow, and “darkness hid his eyes” = apparently
the victim dies in most of its uses, although a similar
phrase is used for Hektor at 11.356 and 14.437—438 when
he is recovering from blows; fawn simile
dovnnoev 8¢ necwy, TOV 8¢ okdToC dooE KAAVYEY.
Avtidoyog & éndpovoe KOV B¢, 0g T €l vePpd
BAnuéve &ikn, tov T €€ edvijpr Bopdvia
Onpntp ¢10ynoe Parav, drélvoe 8¢ yulo- U
16.311-312 Menelaos vs Trojan Thoas; €éAev (306) means “kill”(?)
dtop Mevédaog dpfiiog odta Odovia
otépvov youvwbévia nap’ donida, Adce 8¢ yvio. D
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16.341 Peneleos nearly beheads Lykon
nopnépOn 8¢ kdpn, YréAvvo 8¢ yvio.
16.400 Pronoos, spear to chest
otépvov youvwbévia nap’ donida, Adce 8¢ yvio: U
16.465 Patroklos hits Sarpedon’s therapon Thrasymelon
T0v BdAe velapay kot yootépa, Abce ¢ yulo.
16.805 Patroklos hit by Apollo

MiBev 8 DO paidiuo yoio: ND
17.524 Trojan Aretos; verb in imperfect for slow death?

vnoviowot paA’ &L kpadavouevov Ade yolo. D
18.31 Akhilleus’ maids

MiBev 8 DO Yvia ExdoTn. ND
21.406 Ares hit with stone

10 BéAe Bobpov Apna kot adyéve, Aboe 8¢ yuio. ND
23.726 Odysseus trips Aias in wrestling

kby’ Emibev kdAnmo, Tuy®v, VréAvce 8¢ yvin ND

APPENDIX C: Instances per book

A = yobvor’ hvoe(v) B = Aot 8¢ yvia

Book D U ND

1
2
3
4 A 4469
5 A b5.176
6 B 6.27
7 B7.12 B7.16 B7.6
8
9
10
11 | A1L.579

B 11.240

B 11.260
12
13 A13.360 | A13.412

B 13.85
14
15 | B15.435 | A15.291
B 15.581
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16 | B16.312 | A16.425 | B 16.805
B 16.341 | B 16.400
B 16.465
17 | A17.349
B 17.524
18 B 18.31
19
20
21 A2l1.114
A 21.425
B 21.406
22 A 22.335
23 B 23.726
24 | A24.498

APPENDIX D Issues related to 13.423

The Hypsenor episode, 13.402—423:

AntgoPBog 8¢ udha oyedov filvOev Idopeviog

Aclov GvOprevos, kol dkOvTiioe dovpl GEV®.

GAN O pgv avto idmv AAedoto xdhkeov Eyyog

"I8opeveic: kpOedn yop b’ donidt névros’ élo, 405
My Gp’ 0 ye prvolot Bodv kol VOPOTL YoAKD

dvothv popéeoke, VM Kavovess™ dpapuioy -

0 V1o naig €aAn, 10 & VrépnTato XAAKEOV EYX0G,
kopearéov 8¢ ot domic EmBpé€avtog Gioev

£yxeoc: 008" aMov pa Papeing xepog dofixey, 410
AN £Bod’ Tnroacidny Yynvopo noluévo Aadv

Anop Vo Tpanidov, elap & Vo yoovar' FEAvcE.
AntgoPog & Exmoylov énedEoto pokpov dibcog:

o0 Lo o0t dTitog kelt' "Actog, AAAG € nut

glg "A180¢ mep 10vToL TUAGPTAO KPOLTEPOTO 415
ynOncey xato Bopdyv, érnel pd ol droco toumdy.

o¢ €pat’, Apyetoior & dog yéver evEauévoro,

Aviiddyo 8¢ pdicto Sotppovt Bupodv Spivey-

GAL” 008’ Gy vOuevog mep €00 GuéAncev £taipov,

A BV mepiPn kol ol 6dikog dpeekdAvYE. 420
7oV pév neld’ vrnodivie ddm Epinpeg Etaipot

Mnxiotevg Exloto ndic kai dlog AAdoTop,

vijog #mt yhapupog eepétny Bapéa otevdyovio.
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* When Teukros is carried off groaning at 8.331-334, the lines =
13.420-423, so one of them could well be an interpolation; but
which? And 14.432 for Hektor carried off groaning is very similar
to 13.423, only he is, naturally, carried off towards the town.

* Another, more distinguished Hypsenor is killed by by Eurypylos at
5.76-83.

* Deiphobos and Idomeneus assume that Hypsenor is dead, but this
may well be another case of Homeric dramatic irony, or misdirec-
tion,!8 as when Pandaros thinks he has killed Diomedes at 5.188 ff.

* The only heroes removed dead by human agents, both far more
essential to the plot than Hypsenor, are: Patroklos, finally carried
off at 18.231-233, and Hektor, dragged off at 22.395-404.

* Harpalion (13.650-658) is accompanied by his weeping father—
but apparently not dead, if dvécavteg means they got him to his
feet. Anyway, the wound (bladder hit by an arrow through the
buttock) would not be expected to cause immediate death. Could
there have been some cross-contamination here?

* The two Apisaons (11.578 and 17.349) receive the same wounds as
Hypsenor, in the same verse, and die, as does Tros, stabbed in the
liver by Akhilleus at 20.469—470. Death in these cases would be in-
evitable, but not necessarily immediate.

To sum up the Hypsenor affair:

(1) If the word otevayovta is a scribal error, or if Homer has, con-
sciously or not, superimposed a type-scene on the narrative where it
does not fit, then Hypsenor is dead and should not be groaning.

(2) Otherwise he is still (just) alive and, given the character of his
wound, very likely to be groaning. He would certainly have more
reason to groan than his bearers.

(3) Either way, the conclusions set out above as regards the two
formulae examined here still stand; Hypsenor is simply the most con-
troversial and hence the most interesting instance.

(4) It is for the individual reader to decide whether it is more
effective—i.e. more pathetic'—to have Hypsenor or his bearers
groaning.

April, 2016 Cordoba, Spain

patrickwphilpott@hotmail.com

18 See J. V. Morrison, Homeric Musdirection (Ann Arbor) 1992.
19 See J. Griffin Homer on Life and Death (Oxford 1983), especially ch. 4.
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