
Aigaion-Briareos before and after Iliad 1

Achilles’ plea to Thetis to intercede on his behalf with Zeus in Iliad 1 contains a ten-line account of an earlier incident that will ensure his cooperation now.  Zeus is in her debt, Achilles reminds his mother, because of the time she saved him from being bound by Hera, Poseidon, and Athena by bringing to Olympos the hekatonkheiros “whom the gods call Briareos, but all men call Aigaion, for he is greater than his father in strength” (ὅν Βριάρεων καλέουσι θεοί, ἄνδρες δέ τε πάντες / Αἰγαίων’, ὅ γὰρ αὖτε βίην οὗ πατρὸς ἀμείνων· 1.403-04).  The presence of this story, elsewhere unattested, has attracted many explanations: Zenodotos athetized the passage; more recently, Willcock (1964 and 1977) has taken it as a prime example of ad hoc mythological innovation in Homer whereas Slatkin (1991) has seen in it the allusiveness of oral poetics to aspects of “mythopoetic entities” not directly mentioned in the poem.  In this paper, however, I wish to observe that the passage makes reference to at least four familiar tropes of Indo-European poetics.  In the space of ten lines, we find 1) the iterative succession myth, 2) a son stronger than his father, 3) the language of gods and the language of men, and 4) the motif of binding.  This remarkable clustering of inherited devices leads me to reexamine the figure Aigaion-Briareos, who is always Zeus’ enemy outside of Homer and Hesiod, in light of comparative evidence from Hurro-Hittite and Anatolian myth.  By finding structural parallels between the story of the “hundred-hander” brought to Zeus’ aid by a sea divinity in the Iliad and the Song of Ullikummi, in which a monster made of basalt rises from the sea to challenge the sky god, the dragon-slaying illuyankaš myth, and – importantly – later reflexes in Greek and Roman sources (Kallimakhos, Vergil, Ovid, and Apollodoros), I argue that we can explain both the doubled origins and doubled name of Aigaion-Briareos as products of combined inherited traditions.
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