
Kαίριος: Openings in Homer 
 

 
 A cursory glance at the four instances of the adjective καίριος in Homer (Il. 4.185, 8.84; 

238, 11.439) generally confirms what has traditionally been taken to be the term's simple 

reference there to "un lieu critique" (Trédé 1992), a site or place on the body especially 

vulnerable “ad un colpo ben assestato” (Arrighetti 2006) that more often than not proves fatal. 

Most scholarship agrees in acknowledging what I will call this static reference as original and 

also fundamental to the term’s meaning. It allegedly underwrites a subsequent, Classical 

development in the direction of the eventual reference of the related noun καιρός (absent from 

Homer) to a “proper occasion” or “ripe moment” to initiate some action (Levi 1923, Kerkhoff 

1973, Race 1981, Dickson 1982, Moutsopoulos 1991, Nikel 2005).  

 At the same time, closer examination suggests that even within that limited range, 

Homeric καίριος already and implicitly incorporates connotations that expressly emerge only 

later in the term’s developmental history. That observation is supported by the clear presence of 

the sense of “opening” or “aperture” rather than just “place” or “site” in most instances of 

Homeric καίριος. The sense of “opening” in turn recalls the dynamic reference that Onians 

(1988) and Gallet (1990) argue is basic to the meaning of καιρός, although their claims have not 

won much support. The passage at Iliad 8.320-29 is especially suggestive in this context. There 

the archer Teukros’ failed attempt to strike Hektor opens the bowman himself to a counterstrike 

in the same gesture by which he emerges from hiding and opens his bow. The “lieu” (designated 

καίριος) where Hektor strikes him becomes visible through a series of no less than three 

imbricating apertures. Other passages show similar structures. 

Such passages in turn reveal a set of connotations for καίριος that includes temporal, 

situational, and intentional elements along with simple, spatial ones. A hit on the Homeric 



battlefield depends not simply on the static presence of “critical sites” but instead on a dynamic 

nexus of correlative positions in space, coigns of vantage, movements and aims that unfold over 

a brief course of time to culminate in a commitment to strike. Those elements together trace the 

outlines of an implicit praxology in Homer, a network of “walls and ways” (Ricoeur 1966) that 

disclose the shape of successful action in the epic. 

Bibliography 
 

Arrighetti, G. 2006. Poesia, Poetiche e Storia nella Riflessione dei Greci. Pisa: 

Giardini. 

Dickson, Keith. 1982. Kairos and the Anatomy of Praxis in Pindar. Doctoral 

dissertation: State University of New York at Buffalo. DAI 43 (1986): 1532. 

Gallet, B. 1990. Recherches sur kairos et l’ambiguité dans la poésie de Pindare. 

Bordeaux: Presses Universitaires de Bordeaux. 

Kerkhoff, M. 1973. “Zum antiken Begriff des kairos.” Zeitschrift für philosophische 

Forschung 27:256-274 

Levi, D. 1923. “Il καιρός attraverso la letteratura greca.” Rendiconti dell’Academia 

Nazionale Lincei 32:261-281. 

Moutsopoulos, E. 1991. “Kairos: La mise et l’enjeu.” Revue Classique 27:14-17. 

Nikel, R. 2005. “Kairos in der Zeit.” Der altsprachliche Unterricht 48.5: 50-55. 

Onians, R. 1988 [1951]. The Origins of European Thought about the Body, the Mind, the Soul,  

the World, Time, Fate. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Race, William. 1981. “The word καιρός in Greek Drama.” Transactions of the American  

Philological Association 111:197-213. 

Ricoeur, Paul. 1966. Freedom and Nature: The Voluntary and the Involuntary. Evanston:  



Northwestern University Press. 

Trédé, M. 1992. Kairos: L’à-propos et l’occasion. Paris: Klincksieck. 

 


