Homer and the Monuments Revisited


Physical objects play an important role in determining the narrative temporality of the Iliad. The Achaean ships rotting on Trojan shores, the bodies of heroes in danger of decay until they can be offered funeral rites, and the stone-built walls of the Greeks and Trojans are all invested with temporal durability within the epic. Each object has an inherent lifespan; it undergoes a natural process of degradation. The rate of this decay marks time, and the objects themselves suggest a past when they were pristine and a future when they will be utterly ruined.


In my talk I look at physical monuments (σήματα) of the dead—burial mounds (τύμβοι) and grave markers (στῆλαι)—which likewise mark temporal durability. In a tangible way tombs contribute to the epic project of preserving the kleos of the dead (Humphreys 1981, Sourvinou-Inwood 1995). The tomb offers a visual counterpart to the verbal account of epic poetry; the two supplement each other in remembering the κλέα ἀνδρῶν (Vernant 1981). And yet, I argue that this very intersection between tombs and epic reveals the temporal nature of poetic kleos aphthiton itself. For tombs, though made to be stable reminders of the fallen, are as mortal as the human bodies they cover. Tombs fade over time, can be torn down by human hands, and eventually, are forgotten and become indistinguishable from the land itself. Implicit in the disintegration of the physical monument is the demise of its verbal counterpart. 


I turn to anthropological theory (Hertz 1960, Hunnington and Metcalf 1979, Bloch and Parry 1982) to show that the oral kleos aphthiton is merely one among several strategies employed for “preserving” the dead. The deceased Homeric hero is given a “double-burial” (Hertz 1960, Humphreys 1981) in which his cremated remains are interred and a marker is erected to “stand for” him (Sourvinou-Inwood 1995). The τύμβος, στήλη, and σῆμα are erected as representations of the deceased which are more permanent than his body (Humphreys 1981: 268). Yet, the Iliad repeatedly indicates how physical markers lose their referential function, as when Athena grabs a stone set up by men of old as a boundary marker (λίθον ... τόν ῥ’ ἄνδρες πρότεροι θέσαν ἔμμεναι οὖρον ἀρούρης) and uses it to strike Ares (XXI.403-6). The significance of the stone was its position which delineated property boundaries; by moving it, Athena has destroyed its significance. In other cases, though position has not changed, the referential power of the σῆμα has faded, as with the “turning post” Achilles designates for Patroclus’ funeral games which may be the tomb of someone who died long ago, or the turning post of an ancient race course (XXIII.326-33). Again, the σῆμα can be entirely forgotten, like “Bramble-Hill” outside of Troy that only immortals remember to be the “Tomb of Much-Leaping Myrine” (II.811-4). In short, the σῆμα functions as a “sign” which conveys meaning only so long as it remains connected to a living memory or tradition of memory. Once that tradition has died out, the σῆμα is no longer stable. The very fact of σήματα which have lost their referential function points to the possibility of the decay of such living memory or tradition of memory.


Ford (1992) argues that the impermanence of physical signs indicates Homer’s genuine distrust of the commemorative powers of writing, and hence he privileges the kleos aphthiton of the oral tradition above any and all physical manifestations of that kleos, such as a warrior’s τύμβος and στήλη. In contrast, I contend that the Iliad conceives of even oral kleos aphthiton as a kind of “mortal” architecture, which is only stable for the present: aphthiton indicates the temporality of the “not-yet-decayed.”
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