Human and Divine Temporalities in the Iliad


At first glance, it would appear that Homeric gods are free from the world of humans and their experience of time. Most obviously, whereas human life is caught up in the cycle of consuming food and expending energy, gods have a “super body”: they don’t need to replenish their resources (Vernant 1991: 31, 33-36; cf. Sissa and Detienne 2000). In the experience of pain and sorrow, however, I argue that Homer’s gods resemble humans in their experience of time. 


Researchers in phenomenology, psychiatry, and neuroscience have distinguished two temporal modes experienced by patients suffering pain and sorrow: “implicit” and “explicit” temporality. Implicit temporality is the “lived time” we experience when we are engaged in a given task and forget about time or the outside world altogether. Explicit temporality is precisely the opposite: we are unable to engage in our tasks because something constantly distracts us and drags us back into the world—namely our own physical body experienced as distraction, hindrance, or obstacle to activities (Fuchs 2001, 2005, Wyllie 2005a, 2005b). Explicit temporality is the experience of our corporal body “turning into the object of attention” (Fuchs 2005: 196). We come to experience time in moments of crisis—when we are in need, pain, or sorrow—and our attention is drawn from our task at hand, our living and acting in the world, to our own physicality. Temporality is constructed, first and foremost, then, as explicit self-consciousness as a body in the world. We feel time when we are in pain (Schrag 1982, Leder 1984-1985, Toombs 1990).


I argue that when Homer’s gods suffer physical and emotional pain, they become enmeshed in human temporality: no longer outside of time, they feel their pain as duration. Homer uses the verb *τλάω to mark a god (or a mortal) “enduring” pain through time, as when Dione consoles Aphrodite, wounded by Diomedes’ spear, with stories of other gods who have “endured” pains at mortal hands: τλῆμεν ... ἐξ ἀνδρῶν χαλέπ᾿ ἄλγε᾿ “we endured difficult pains at the hands of men” (Iliad V.383-384). Ares, Hera, and Hades all “endure” (τλῆ μὲν Ἄρης ... τλῆ δ᾿ Ἥρα ... τλῆ δ᾿ Ἀΐδης ..., V.385, 392, 395) pains. Indeed, the most basic sense of the rich and complex verb *τλάω and its cognates seems to be “to hold up.” When someone “holds up” and “endures,” they experience time as duration, as Homer indicates with the adverbs δηρόν and δήν “for a long time” used in conjunction with the god’s experience of pain, as when Ares, wounded by Diomedes’ spear, lies suffering “for a long time” (δηρόν, V.885).


The durability of characters or structures in the Iliad—including the poetics of the Iliad itself—relies on that character’s or structure’s ability to endure. The very fact that gods can be made to endure—that is, to experience time the way a mortal does—suggests that gods and men, in temporal terms, are not necessarily that different. 
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