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Odysseus and the Phaeacians

Corinne Ondine Pache

Two unique events occur in Book 11 of the Odyssey as Odysseus tells the
Phaeacians about his visit to Hades: first, Odysseus includes a story known as
the “catalogue of women” that seems to have nothing to do with himself and
his own adventures or with anybody else in the Odyssey; second, there is an
interruption, known as the “intermezzo,” in Odysseus’ story, and a
conversation takes place among Odysseus, Arete, and Alkinoos before the
narrative is resumed. These two occurrences have much to say about the
interaction between Odysseus and the Phaeacians, and also about the
interaction between the epic poet and his audience.

Some experts think that the whole or parts of Book 11 are later insertions,
and the catalogue of heroines especially is often regarded as a later
“interpolation.”! The very concept of interpolation is not one that is
particularly helpful in dealing with a text that is the result of a long oral
tradition rather than the original output of a single individual. It seems to me
ultimately irrelevant whether the visit to Hades became part of the story later
or when the catalogue of heroines was included in Book 11. My concern is
with what is there, and how to interpret it. The Nekyia not only makes sense
in the received text of the Odyssey, but it plays a very central and meaningful
role in the story and has many ramifications throughout the narrative.

At Alkinoos’ court in Scheria, Odysseus recounts his adventures. Before
he does so, he spends a day with the Phaeacians, feasting and competing in

1. Kirk 1962:239 and Page 1955:21-51 think the entire book is a later
“interpolation.” Germain 1954:330-332 considers that parts of Book 11, including the
catalogue of women, are later “insertions,” although he gives to the Nekyia itself a
central place in the Odyssey. Cf. Heubeck and Hoekstra 1989:75-76, 96-91 for a
survey of secondary literature on the subject.
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22 PartI: Multigeneric Homer

athletic games. During the course of this day, Odysseus learns much about
the Phaeacians. Before he even arrives at their court, Nausikaa makes it clear
to him that her mother plays a central role in Scheria and that it is from her,
rather than from Alkinoos, that he should ask for help (Od. 6.303-315).
Odysseus hears the Phaeacians’ singer, Demodokos, three times and is told
by Alkinoos exactly what it is that makes the Phaeacians happy (Od. 8.246-
249):

oU Y&p TuypGXor Eipév Gpiuoveg oldé malaioTai,
&AAG nooi kpoirivasg Béopev kai viuoiv &pioTor,
aici 8" Auiv Baig Te iAn kiBapic Te xopoi Te
gipaTd 7' $EnpoiBE AoeTpd e Bepud kai gdvai.

for we are not faultless in our boxing nor as wiestlers,
but we do run lightly on our feet, and are the best seamen,
and always the feast is dear %o us, and the lyze and dances

and changes of clothing and hot baths and beds.

The Phaeacians are a gentle people who delight in peaceful distractions
and simple pleasures. Alkinoos’ list of the Phaeacians’ favorite things
culminates with the three words ¢ipata, AoeTpé, ivai ‘clothing, baths,
beds’, which all denote romantic love: sipaTta and AoeTp& in the Odyssey
are often the prelude to love, as is shown by Nausikaa’s remark to her father
that her three bachelor brothers are ‘forever wishing to go to the dances in
freshly washed clothing’ (oi &' aisi €8éAoval vedmivTta cipaT’ ExovTeg,
Od. 6.64),2 while for Nausikaa herself, washing—of both clothing and
herself—is clearly part of wedding preparations (Od. 6.92-97).> Whereas the
Phaeacians enjoy all of the things mentioned by Alkinoos, I will argue that
love occupies a special place in the list, not only as something that the
Phaeacians like in and of itself but also as a favorite subject of storytelling.
Alkinoos plainly discloses the Phaeacians’ tastes to Odysseus, perhaps

2. It is interesting to note that Penelope has trouble recognizing Odysseus because
of his kakd . . . giuaTa Od. 23.94.

3. See Seaford 1994:35-36 for bathing and putting on fine clothes as preparations
for a wedding in the Odyssey.
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thereby hinting at what his subsequent narrative should focus on. Similarly,
Odysseus seems to react to Alkinoos’ speech by offering the Phaeacians an
account of his adventures that they will enjoy. Not that he needs to change
the facts to please them but by emphasizing some details here and there he
can adapt his story to suit this particular audience. In one case in particular,
when he tells the Phaeacians about his encounter with the heroines of the past
in Book 11, Odysseus steps out of his role as autobiographer and switches
genre to become a genealogical poet to delight his host and, more
particularly, his hostess.

Alkinoos tells Odysseus that the Phaeacians like stories, but he is also very
clear that they do not care for deceivers and cheats (Od. 11.362-369):

Tov 8’ alT' "ANkivoog dnapeiBeTo wwvnoév Te:

“@ 'OBuoel, TO piv ol Ti o’ ¢lokouev eioopdavTeg
AneportAd T’ Epev kai ¢nikAorrov, old Te ToAAOUG
Bdokel yoiax péAava woAvonepéag avBpmoug
yeuded 7' dpTivovTag, 8Bev k€ Tig 0UBE BoIve
ooi & ¥m pév popen Eméwy, v Ok ppévec ¢oBhai,
poBov &' wq 87" doddg EmioToutvwg kaTENES S,
mhvTwy 'Apyeiov 0o T aUTOD kAdea Avyph.”

Then Alkinoos answered him in turn and said to him:
“Odysseus, as we look upon you we do not imagine
that you are a deceptive or thievish man, the kind
that the dark earth breeds in great numbers, people
who wander widely,

making up stories, in which one could not see anything.
There is a grace upon your words, and there is

noble sense within you,
and expertly, as a singer would do, you have #ld the
story of your own dismal sorrows and of all the Argives.”

This is a fascinating passage that reveals much about Alkinoos’
expectations, and maybe also about those of the audience, both internal and
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external. Alkinoos starts by establishing that he does not consider Odysseus
to be among the liars and tricksters who make up stories* from which one
could not learn anything. The criteria by which he judges Odysseus’ tales,
however, have nothing to do with their truth-value. He praises Odysseus for
the grace of his words, popef éméwv, and for his noble mind, gpéveg
¢abiai. Alkinoos is unquestionably more concerned with aesthetics than
truth. Similarly, the catalogue of heroines as it is presented by Odysseus
seems to be more concerned with satisfying the Phaeacians’ desire for beauty
rather than with quenching any thirst for perfect accuracy.

At the beginning of Odysseus’ story in Book 11, Odysseus Kkills the
sacrificial sheep and all the psukhai gather by the pit of fieshly drawn blood
(0d. 11.36-43):

ai &' dyépovro
wuxoi umeE 'EpéReug veriwv kaTaTeBVAWTWY
vopgal 7' AiBoi Te MOAUTANTOI Te yépovTeg
mopBevikai T' dTorai veorevBéa Bupdv €xouoan,
moAoi &' oUT&psvor xaAkApeowv éyxeicoiv,
&vdpsg dpnigpatol, BeBpoTwpéva Tevxs' €xovTeg:
o' moAoi mepi BéBpov ¢poiTwy GANCBEV &ANOG
Beomeoin iaxA ¢pé 8¢ xAwpdv déog fHpe.

and the souls of the perished dead gathered, up out of Erebus,
brides, and young unmarried men, and long-suffering old men,
virgins, tender and with the sorrows of young hearts upon them,
and many fighting men killed in battle, stabbed with brazen spears
still carrying their bloody armor upon them.

These came swarming around the pit from every direction

with inhuman clamor, and green fear took hoid of me.

Elpenor then approaches Odysseus, followed by Teiresias and Odysseus’
mother, Antikleia. Elpenor comes to Odysseus with a special request,
Teiresias gives him information, and Antikleiatalks with her son on a variety

4. Cf. Carlisle (this volume) for discussion of pseudea as a genre and for a
different interpretation of this passage.
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of subjects. As Odysseus is talking with his dead mother, crowds of heroines
suddenly approach him (Od. 11.225.234):

vt piv @5 ¢néecorv dpeiBoped’, ai 8¢ yuvaixeg
AAvBov, ETpuvev yap dyaun MNepospdveia,

Booan &pioTAwv Ghoxor Eoav AdE BOyaTPeS.

ai 8 &pe’ alpa kedavov Gorléeg fyepéBovro,
aUTaP ¢yw Bovlsvov. Emwg ¢ éoipr EkdoTnv.
115e B¢ poikaTa Bupodv dpiaTn paiveTo BOUrR:
OTTOOGPEVOS TAVUNKES GOP NOXEOCG MaPG PnNEOV
oUK giwv mive v Gipa acag alpo kEARIVOV.

of 8¢ mpouvnoTivan ¢nroav, 8¢ éxdoTn

Bv ydvov ¢aydpevev tyw &' ¢pésivov amdoag.

So we two were conversing back and forth, and the women came to me,

for splendid Persephone urged them on.
These were all who had been the wives and daughters of the best
men,

and now they gathered in swarms around the dark blood.

I then thought about a way #o question them, each by herself,
and as { thought, this was the plan that seemed best to me;
drawing out the long-edged sword from beside my strong thigh,
T would not let them ali drink the dark blood at the same time.

So they waited and came to me in order, and each one
told me about her origin, and I questioned all of them.

Odysseus says that the women are urged on by Persephone (6Tpuvev yap
&youn Nepoc@dveia). Persephone here appears for the first time in European
literature. One scholar thinks that it is implied that Persephone has also
summoned the other female shades who appeared previously, and none of the
males, because there is some kind of segregation between men and women in
Hades.’ It is far from obvious, however, that Persephone plays any role until
she appears with the heroines. Moreover, 1 think that gender segregation is

5. Doherty 1991:153.
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belied by the passage quoted above (Od. 11.36-43). Women and men, young
and old, all approach the pit of blood together.

The first shades that approach Odysseus either know him or know
something about him. Elpenor and Antikleia know Odysseus personally, and
Teiresias has important information to impait to him. These three characters
have good reasons to talk to Odysseus; the other women do not. There is need
of a further justification for the encounter with the heroines, and
Persephone’s encouragement provides a plausible, though a little puazling,
explanation.

Just before the heroines approach, Antikleia asks Odysseus to remember
everything so that he may tell his wife later on (Od. 11.223-224):

&ANG pdwode TaxoTa MAoico: TauTa & mavTa
¥00', fva kai peTdmole Teq eimnoba yuvaiki.

But you must strive back toward the light again with all speed;
and remember all these things for your wife, so you may tell
her hereafier.

TauTta 8¢ wavTa seems to introduce what follows, the catalogue of
heroines, rather than what precedes.® Antikleia does not tell Odysseus
anything that would be of particular interest to Penelope. The only
information she gives that Penelope would not already know is the passage
about what happens to the yuyai (psukhai) after death. This TaOva &¢

6. There is only one other attested instance of TatTa & névva in the Homeric
corpus, at lliad 9.35. In this case, it seems to refer both to what precedes and to what
follows, as Diomedes rebukes Agamemnon (/. 9.34-36):

&AkAV pév poi mpwTov Sveidicas év Aavaoioiv.
oG Epev ST ToAepov kai dvaikiBa TauTa 8¢ mavTa
000’ "Apysiwv Aptév véor 43¢ yépovTec.

He starts his speech by telling Agamemnon that he should not have weated him in
such a way previousiy and then goes on to describe Agamemnon’s faults and
weaknesses. I think that the TauTa & wnévra that all the Argives are supposed to
know include both Agamemnon’s first insult and his more general failings as
described by Diomedes.
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mavTa stands as a marker that whatever follows is of particular interest not
only to Odysseus’ wife but also to wives in general and to Arete in particular.
As a matter of fact, Odysseus does not mention the women when he telis
Penelope about his visit to Hades,

As the women crowd around the blood, Odysseus decides he wants to talk
to them. He prevents them from drinking the blood all at the same time so
that he may question each one separately. From this passage (Od. 11.225-
234), the scene seems to be very orderly: Odysseus is standing by the blood
with his sword, and the heroines come one by one, ai & mpopvnoTivau
¢nficav, to tell their stories. Odysseus also makes clear that he questions all
of them, éyd 8 épéewvov &ndoag. After describing fourteen of these
women, however, Odysseus stops his narrative and declares that he could not
tell of all the heroines before the night would end, and that, besides, it is time
for sleep (Od. 11.328-332):

ndoag & ouk &v Eyd pudAooual ovd’ dvouhvw,
8ooag Apwwy &Adxous iBov AdE BlyaTpag:

Tpiv Y&p kev kai VO @OIT" SuBpoTog. SANG kai Gdpn
etieiv, A Ermi vila Bofv éABSVT’ ¢¢ ¢Taipoug

§ auTol-

But I could not #%ll about all of them nor name all the women

1 saw who were the wives and daughters of hesoes,

for before that the divine night would give out. But it is time now
for my sleep, either joining my companions on board the fast ship,
or here.

The catelogue of women is a whole in itself, and, when Odysseus
interrupts himself, saying that there is not enough time to tell everything, he
has in fact concluded his own catalogue. There is a progression, both
chronological and also “ethical,” as one goes from Tyro to Eriphyle—from
the very ancient past to more recent time and fiom a heroine who bears
Poseidon’s children to an unworthy wife who is bribed with a necklace. This
progression makes the catalogue a complete entity. Although only fourteen
heroines are actually mentioned, one is left with the sense that many
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generations of women have come to Odysseus. When he breaks off,
Odysseus has said all he intends to say about the women.

Odysseus interrupts his account on the pretext of lack of time and
sleepiness. Although he may have completed the catalogue of heroines,
Odysseus is in fact still in the middle of his own story when he breaks off.
This interruption is the only one and stands at the very center of Odysseus’
narrative.” The catalogue of heroines, then, is Odysseus’ gift to Arete, and he
interrupts himself to check whether his storytelling is effective and pleasing
to her and the Phaeacians.

The catalogue of women is obviously much to Arete’s liking. She
compliments Odysseus and calls for more gifts to be given to him. She thus
seems to accept Odysseus’ offering and to reciprocate it with material
rewards.

As we know from Alkinoos’ speech (Od. 8.246-249), the Phaeacians love
to listen to stories, and they also especially appreciate love stories, which in
fact make up most of the catalogue. It is also very clear that both Arete’s and
Alkinoos’ thirst for stories is not sated and that they want Odysseus to go on
and finish the story of his adventures.

After Arete expresses her delight in Odysseus’ storytelling, Alkinoos
speaks and asks Odysseus to go on and to tell if he saw any of his
companions from Troy. And there Odysseus seems to change his story to
accommodate Alkinoos. He could simply answer Alkinoos’ question and say,
“Oh yes, I did see Agamemnon and Achilles and Ajax,” but instead he
backtracks to the women. Suddenly, Persephone is back, and she scatters the
heroines in all directions (Od. 11.385-386):

a0Tap ¢mel Wwuxdg pev aireokédoo’ GAAUDIS GANNG
ayvn Mepospdveaia yuvaikay B)AuTepdwy.

Now after pure Persephone had scattered the female
psukhai of the women, driving them off in every direction.

7. Odysseus interrupts himself at verse 328, at which point the account of the
Nekyia is halfway through the 640 lines of our received text.

8. As Calvert Watkins puts it, “poet and patron exist on a reciprocal gift-giving
basis; the poet’s gift is his poem.” See Watkins 1994:536-543 for discussion of an
Irish word for ‘poem’ and ‘gift’.
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Then, Agamemnon very conveniently shows up (Od. 11.387-389):

AABe &’ émi wuxh ‘Ayopépvovos ‘ATpeidao
&xvupévn: Tiepi 8’ EAAan dynyépaB’, Sooal &’ abTR
ol ¢v AiyioBoio O&vov kai moTMoV énéomov.

there came the soul of Agammemnon, the son of Atreus,

grieving, and the psukhai of the other men, who died with him

and met their doom in the house of Aegisthus, were gathered
around him.

Of course, Odysseus has to pick up his story at a later stage. After the
exchange with Alkinoos, there would be no point in telling about the rest of
the heroines, since his host has made it clear he wanted to hear about
Odysseus’ companions. Still, the transition is a surprising one. If Odysseus
has indeed questioned each and every woman in twn, wouldn’t they have left
after telling their stories to him? Why would Persephone need to scatter them
all? None of the other ghosts seem to stay around after they have spoken with
Odysseus.

By describing the scattering of the heroines by Persephone and by
specifying that his encounter with the heroes happened right after the one
with the women, Odysseus makes his own narrative somewhat suspect. It
seems that he is changing his story to make it more agreeable to Alkinoos,
just as the catalogue of women seems to be included to please Arete.

Although the content of the catalogue is meant mainly to please Arete,
Odysseus has to incorporate it in his narrative in a realistic manner. Since the
heroines have no direct ties to him, there is need for an outsside explanation.
‘And here enters Persephone: the women approach Odysseus because
Persephone encourages them to do so, and, when Odysseus wants to go on
with other adventures, here comes Persephone again, to do exactly what
Odysseus needs. Odysseus uses Persephone as a device to introduce a special
kind of performance.

By telling these heroines’ stories, Odysseus steps outside his role of
autobiographer and switches genre to become a genealogical poet.
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Catalogues fortn a genre in themselves and are found both as independent
entities and included in other narratives.? Although this is the only formal
catalogue in the Odyssey, there are several such lists in the Zlliad. The
catalogue of ships (/. 2.484-760) is the most famous example. One also finds
Zeus’ list of his lovers (/. 14.317-328) and the catalogue of Nereids (/..
18.39-49). In the Theogony, we are told that the Muses delight Zeus with
genealogies (44-52), much in the same way that Odysseus delights Arete.10

Odysseus as a poet seems to do precisely what the poet of the Odyssey as a
whole avoids. Typically, epic avoids references to particular locales or
audiences and tends toward as universal an appeal as possible. Odysseus in
the Odyssey tailors his tale to his audience and introduces elements that are
particularly adapted to it in terms both of content and of form.!l This is
particularly noticeable in the stories immediately preceding and following the
interinezzo.12

There is a wonderful symmetry on both sides of the intermezzo. The
catalogue of women is balanced by Odysseus’ encounter with the Greek
heroes. Stories of wives and husbands are told by heroines and heroes for the
delight of Arete and Alkinoos. This symmetry has been noted before and
likened to that of geometric vase painting.!*> Odysseus ends his catalogue
with Eriphyle and resumes the narrative with Agamemnon telling about
Clytemnestra: on each side of the intermezzo stands a bad wife who has
killed her husband. The intertnezzo is at the center of the Nekyia, with its

9. See West 1985 on genealogical catalogues and on the Hesiodic catalogue of
women.

10. And just as the Muses tell Zeus about his own genealogy, Odysseus starts his
narrative with Poseidon, to whom Arete and Alkinoos are both related. As West
1985:9 notes, the relationship between catalogues and audiences is generally implicit
rather than explicit.

11. Although Odysseus somewhat subverts epic narrative rules, he is also
appropriating the medium in much the same way Achilles does in the fliad by
becoming the epic poet, as it were. Martin 1989:222 notes that Achilles’ use of
language is unique and that “the ‘language of Achilles’ is none other than that of the
monumental composer.” Is there a sense in which the hero of an epic poem has to be
an epic poet?

12. For more on audience conditioning and the dependence of performers on their
audiences, see Nagy 1995:171-172.

13. See Myres 1952:1-11 for a comparison between epic and geometric art. See
Webster 1954:259-260 for a discussion of the symmetty of the Nekyia.
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different episodes carefully arranged around it, while the Nekyia itself lies at
the center of Odysseus’ adventures. !4

Clearly, then, Odysseus takes the Phaeacians’ taste into account as he
relates his adventures. Not only do his stories reflect the themes Alkinoos
praised in his speech (Od. 8.246-249), but he also echoes the very words
Alkinoos used. By looking closely at the visit to Hades, one starts to see how
Odysseus tailors his tale to his audience. Odysseus gives the Phaeacians what
they like and what they ask for.

I would argue that the catalogue of women is mostly about love, gdvai.
The catalogue describes the o0k dmopwAior edvai of the gods (Od. 11.249).
Edvai is a recurrent theme throughout the Odyssey and Greek literature, and
an interesting parallel is found in Mimnermus 1:

Tig 8¢ Piog, Ti &8¢ Tepmvov GTep xpuohic ‘AepodiTng;
TeOvainy, 5Te PoI PNkETI TOUTC PEAOI,
kpuntTadin @IAGTNG kai peidixa Swpo kai £ovd),

ol iBng &vBea yiyveTal Gpmodéa avdpdov 48 yuvaiiv:

What life, what delight is there without Golden Aphrodite?
May I die when I care about such things no more,
hidden love and honey-sweet gifts and bed,
such as are the alluring flowers of youth for both men and
women.

Love is delightful to both men and women, and so are poems about love.
We know that the Phaeacians find efpata, AoeTpa, eOvai particularly
delightful. Such are the things they care for, and about such subjects are the
best songs made. And in the Odyssey, the Phaeacians delight in the love
stories told not only by their guest Odysseus but also in the one told by their
own singer, Demodokos.

Shortly after Alkinoos® speech about the Phaeacians’ tastes, Demodokos
sings his second song, about the illicit love of Aphrodite and Ares (Od.
8.266-366). Here again, the song picks up not only the themes dear to the
Phaeacians but also the very words Alkinoos just used. Demodokos uses the

14. Germain 1954:333.
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word “bed” at the beginning of the song, Aéxog &' Hioxuve «ai ebviv ‘he
disgraced his (Hephaistos’) marriage and bed’ (Od. 8.269). The song then
goes on to detail the love affair between Ares and Aphrodite and its discovery
by Hephaistos. At the end of the song, Demodokos again uses one of the
words just uttered by Alkinoos, &ppi 8¢ €ipava focav émApaTa, Salpa
idécBai ‘they put delightfil clothing about her, a wonder to look upon’ (Od.
8.366). Although words like ebvAv and eipaTo are common enough in the
Odyssey, 1 think that there is some significance in finding them in a song that
follows so closely upon Alkinoos’ speech.

The same phenomenon can be detected in Odysseus® narrative. During the
intermezzo, Alkinoos asks Odysseus to tell him more about the other Greek
heroes and about his own deeds. He ends his request with (Od. 11.374)

av &€ pol Aéye Béoxela épya

but tell me about wondrous deeds.
BéokeAa is an old epic epithet found mostly in the formula Béoksra €pya in
the Homeric corpus.!3 In the Odyssey, the formula is used once by Alkinoos
in the passage above and once by Odysseus in his answer to Alkinoos. He
describes Herakles’ sword-belt (Od. 11.610):

iva Béokera Epya TETUKTO

where wondrous works had been figured on it

It is striking that Odysseus chooses to use these very same words. 1t seems

as though he was adapting not only the content but also the form of his stories

to his audience. Alkinoos asks for stories about heroes and Oéokera Epya,
and his guest literally answers those wishes: Odysseus tells of the ghosts of

15. The adjective occurs twice in the /liad and twice in the Odyssey. At I. 3.130,
the formula 6éokera Epya is used by Isis to describe the deeds of the Trojans and the
Greeks to Helen and, at 1. 23.107, the adjective Béoxerov is used by Achilles to
describe Patroklos’ ghost.
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Greek heroes, and, short of describing actual BéoxeAa £pya, he puts them on
Herakles’ sword-belt.

Aversion to liars and cheats, such as those described by Alkinoos,
reverberates throughout the Odyssey and the fliad. Just as Achilles hates a
man who speaks one thing while hiding another thing in his heart (Z/. 9.312-
313), Eumaios abhors as the gates of Hades the man who speaks &maTAMic
‘deceptive things’ (Od. 14.157). Whether Odysseus is inventing or modifying
his adventures is ultimately a moot question, and to try to determine the
veracity of his tale is about as productive as wying to retrace his travels on
today’s Mediterranean. Loathsome as lies are in Homeric epic, their opposite
is found not in truth but in beauty, in yoper) éméwv and @péveg ¢oBrai (Od.
11.367).

Odysseus’ description of his visit to Hades and the intermezzo throw a
fascinating light on the art of storytelling and on the relationship between
poet and audience. The intermezzo lies at the very center from which
Odysseus’ adventures radiate symmetrically. Just before the interruption,
Odysseus switches genre to include the catalogue of women, which stands
out as his gift to his hostess. The intermezzo shows Odysseus’ audience
reacting to his story, and, similarly, one can observe Odysseus responding to
the desires of his audience. In Book 11, one can see Odysseus performing as
an epic poet, while he also—as he is wont to do—breaks the very rules of the
medium of which he is a creation, by switching to another genre in the
middle of his narrative.
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