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Lamentation in Homeric Epic and its relationship with archaic masculinity; an exploration of the cultural normalities of archaic Greece.
In this paper I shall be examining the concept of masculinity through a gender-specific lens, in order to reach a conclusion on the forms and presentation of unusual qualities of manliness in archaic ‘Greek’ culture and its differences with later ideals. I shall accomplish this task by examining Homeric heroic literature and its depictions of masculinity, focusing on the lamentation of Achilles and Odysseus, thus making it possible to demonstrate traits and actions that were seen as masculine that may conflict with modern and even classical Greek concepts. This will include comparing the earlier Homeric texts with later classical works it can be shown that there is a distinct difference behind the social construct of masculinity between the two cultures and even how the earlier concepts would go on to inform and differ from the later classical Hellenic forms of masculinity. Ultimately this discussion comes down to two points, whether the ability to process and express grief is a masculine trait to a Homeric audience, and what the emotion in question actually meant to these archaic ‘Greek’ peoples. The first point of order when discussing a topic such as this is to ensure that I can adequately define the core principle of manliness or masculinity, both shall be used interchangeably for the sake of this essay, as to limit any ambiguousness over my own interpretation. Masculinity is defined by www.dictionary.com[footnoteRef:1] as: ‘having qualities traditionally ascribed to men, as strength or bravery.’ And furthermore as:  [1:  http://www.dictionary.com/browse/manliness [accessed on 9/07/2018 at 20:53]] 

‘Manly, manful, mannish mean having the traits or qualities that a culture regards as especially characteristic of or ideally appropriate to adult men. Manly is usually a term of approval, suggesting traits admired by society, such as determination, decisiveness, and steadiness: a manly acceptance of the facts; manly firmness of character. Manful, also a term of approval, stresses qualities such as courage, strength, and fortitude: a manful effort to overcome great odds.’
 This Definition of masculinity or manhood is fairly consistent in a traditional sense as it stresses that a man must be strong in the face of adversity and in body, with no mention of any form of emotional expression implying a level of apathy or detachedness as a part of being a ‘good’ man. This first definition is perhaps a little reductive and outdated so to demonstrate the difficulties of characterising a concept as broad as this, I have taken another definition, this being from an opinion piece in the Guardian newspaper: 
“Masculine power will always remain maddeningly elusive, prone to periodic crises, breakdowns and panicky reassertions. It is an unfulfillable ideal, a hallucination of command and control, and an illusion of mastery, in a world where all that is solid melts into thin air, and where even the ostensibly powerful are haunted by the spectre of loss and displacement. As a straitjacket of onerous roles and impossible expectations, masculinity has become a source of great suffering – for men as much as women.” – Pankaj Mishra,2018.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Accessed via: https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/mar/17/the-crisis-in-modern-masculinity [at 00:12 on 12/07/2018]] 

Of course, what it means to be a modern man, or even if such a thing as manliness is possible, is an ongoing debate and something that every generation must decide for itself, however a cultural shift which has moved rapidly over the last century with a particularly strong discourse on gender and society taking place in recent years has rendered any one definition implausible or not inclusive enough. For the sake of this essay I shall be settling with the definition of masculinity in a more conservative, traditionalist view[footnoteRef:3]. This viewpoint, one which certainly pervades modern society presently, provides the best comparison between archaic Greek attitudes implied throughout Homeric epic. Firstly, this essay will examine the expression of grief in Homeric epic and the significance of the clear difference in social and cultural attitudes, followed by a discussion on what grief consists of and the translation issue owing to shifts in the role of men and masculinity. From this I shall discuss the possible evolution of this presentation of archaic masculinity into the forms of masculinities of classical Greece that are more recognisable to a modern audience as the first building blocks of contemporary masculinities. Lastly it must be said that although the world presented to us by Homer is fantastical, I must agree with van Wees that it must be understood that the characters presented in the epics cannot have held vastly different emotional behaviours to their own lest the characters not be understood[footnoteRef:4], hence their behaviours can provide an insight into archaic Greek culture. [3:  This is an attempt at not getting caught up in the contemporary debate over masculinity and instead try to encapsulate the zeitgeist of the majority of the time throughout which this ancient literature has been translated.]  [4:  H. van Wees, 1998. Pg. 12] 

Heroes can cry too…
When we imagine the brave heroes out of the stories repeated to us as children, Horatio Nelson calmly walking the decks of the HMS victory whilst under intense close-range fire at the battle of Trafalgar or perhaps tales of courage of the men defending Rorke’s Drift against overwhelming odds, exclusively British examples albeit, often the last thing that we pause to question is whether or not these men ever broke under the pressure of losing their comrades-in-arms? No, of course not. How could these men as they came from that age characterised by the stiff upper lip attitude, hence it can be a surprise to modern audiences to read of the greatest and best of the legendary Greek warriors, Achilles, whimpering off to his mother to cry over how mean King Agamemnon had been to him[footnoteRef:5]. This observation as pointed out by van Wees[footnoteRef:6], demonstrates a key difference between these early Homeric heroes and their contemporary counterparts, the ability to express, not supress, their true emotions. But this singular outburst is far from the only example and so we must ask the question: how is grief conveyed by Homeric characters? Let us start by examining the language used by the author to convey this spectrum of emotion. “Klaiein, oduresthai, olophuresthai, muresthai, oimozein, goan, stenakh(iz)ein, and, for women only, kokuein”[footnoteRef:7] are all verbs employed by Homer to vocalise lament ranging from moans of grief right up to a form of uncontrollable wailing. It is true that to a modern audience the imagery of Agamemnon the king of the Achaeans weeping in front of his army is most odd: [5:  Hom. Il. 1.349 – exact words being “prayed and wept”.]  [6:  H. van Wees, 1998. Pg. 11]  [7:  H. van Wees, 1998. Pg. 11] 

“they sat down to the assembly in a sorry mood, and as Agamemnon rose to address them, he groaned heavily and the tears ran down his face like water trickling from a spring in dark streaks down a precipice”.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Hom. Il. 9.14-16] 

Furthermore he, Agamemnon, is described as lamenting publicly, wailing and groaning at the sight of enemy campfires[footnoteRef:9]. Yet in both cases there is no suggestion of lost honour or that this was an effeminate act, this shows us that this form of public acknowledgement of one’s own grief carried no real social penalty. Even when discussed in terms of the negative relationship between the concepts of Penthos and kleon[footnoteRef:10] we see that there are only certain circumstances when it is not acceptable to show your true feelings. [9:  Hom. Il. 10.9-15]  [10:  G. Nagy, 1999. 6.3] 

To be able to fully understand this argument first we must delve into the definitions of some key terms and will be using throughout.  There are three key words or ideals that this essay will focus on Penthos, akhos and kleon.  All three are very interrelated.
Penthos vs. akhos and their relationship with kleon.  Grief in archaic Greek poetry is rarely a cut and dry affair as it is in the English language.  For example, a man can grieve in private and in front of an audience and the verb doesn’t change, demonstrating the grief in our perception focuses on the individual rather than the collective.  Homeric poetry reveals a keener awareness of the grieving characters surroundings, with the two terms Penthos and akhos distinguishing between public and private grief. Akhos being the personal form of grief is used by homer when describing the loss of family and personal friends as we see with Achilles at the loss of patroclus[footnoteRef:11]: “and with his own hands he tore and marred his hair” and further exampled by the use of ákhos when describing Achilles loss of tīmḗ through the quarrel with Agamemnon[footnoteRef:12]. The word ákhos is never used to connote any non-masculine behaviour, this is something I shall return to. [11:  G. Nagy, 1999. 6.2]  [12:  Hom. Il. 1.84-91] 

Penthos is the word most often ascribed by Homer to the sense of public grief displayed at loss. Whilst the range of expression remains similar its use is reserved for circumstances involving an audience, for example the collective grief shown by the Trojans at the death of their prince, Hector: “nor was any man left there within the city, neither any woman, for upon all had come grief that might not be borne”. Penthos can also be used in the form of a ritualised mourning as initiated by a song of lamentation[footnoteRef:13]. Penthos also has an interesting juxtaposition with the archaic notion of kleon, a word literally formed from the base word ‘kleos’ or ‘to hear’, meaning ‘what others hear about you’, similar to the idea of renown in English.  kleon as a concept should be confused or conflated with the idea of ‘tīmḗ’ or Honour, infact they mean something quite separate which is best shown by a quote from the doctor healing Menelaus when in reference to the warrior that strikes him down: ‘to him kleon, for us Penthos’.  This demonstrates that kleon chiefly used when in opposition to Penthos, a juxtapositional relationship. [13:  G. Nagy, 1999. 6.3] 

Only occasionally are characters required to supress their emotions, the first of these is Achilles’ son during the Trojan horse story from the odyssey where he alone is able to contain his fears and not shed a tear or weep,‘klaiein,’ whilst inside the horse:
“And again, when we, the best of the Argives, were about to go down into the horse which Epeus made, and the command of all was laid upon me, [525] both to open and to close the door of our stout-built ambush, then the other leaders and counsellors of the Danaans would wipe away tears from their eyes, and each man's limbs shook beneath him, but never did my eyes see his fair face grow pale at all, nor see him [530] wiping tears from his cheeks”[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  Hom. Od. 11.524-530] 

This is a clear demonstration of bravery and when hearing of this in the underworld Achilles swells with pride. Yet a more revealing suppression of emotion occurs with Odysseus at the Phaeacian feast whereupon twice he is forced to cover his face to hide his tears at the song from Demodocus the muse. As we have already established the use of male weeping in public is by no means an uncommon occurrence yet here Odysseus must hold back his tears, again not because it is unmanly to cry infront of company, at least when the time is right, but due to the social etiquette surrounding feasting. It is impolite to bring down the atmosphere of a feast as it is the hosts job to keep the mood cheerful and so Odysseus by shielding his face, is him attempting to not offend his host[footnoteRef:15]. But this can also be explained in a different manner as the song of Demodocus is Odysseus a personal ákhos, perhaps something often missed as we are too focused on the breaking of etiquette; the epithet for ákhos comes into play here: álaston, meaning unforgettable. As Nagy also points out álaston is also interwoven with the evocation of memory or mnēmosúnē[footnoteRef:16] and this must go some way to explaining Odysseus’ tears. When faced with the memory of his lost men the grief that faces him is unforgettable and so he is forced to tears, when noting this with the fact that the hero actually makes to attempt to force back his tears instead he simply hides them, an important distinction. As to be polite we can clearly see that in this Homeric world expressing grief is not unmanly or undignified it is just the characters surroundings that differs the response to their own grief. [15:  H. van Wees, 1998. Pg.14]  [16:  G. Nagy, 1999. 6.4] 

And finally, to touch on a point made by van Wees that when the insult womanly or effeminate is used in the Homeric epic how strong of an offence is it? Well let us take the character of Penelope, the ever-faithful wife to the hero Odysseus, who spends every day at her loom weeping out of longing for the return of her husband. It is a grave mistake to assume that this is due to her being a woman as can sometimes occur. If we mirror Penelope with Odysseus we can see that both behave in a very similar manner as seemingly the great hero also spends any of his time where he is not in danger also lamenting his slow return to Ithaca yet there is no sense of effeminacy here. Therefore, I must agree with van Wees that “the narrative, in fact, does not suggest that women cry more easily than men.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  H. van Wees, 1998. Pg.14] 

Thus to draw this all to a point, I believe I have shown that through the use of Homeric epic one can clearly demonstrate that archaic Greek cultural values towards traditionally ‘negative’ male emotional responses were very different to our contemporary standards. Indeed Homer enlightens his audience with multi-dimensional characters who are never perfect, somewhat flawed, men who have the power to express their full range of emotions across many social settings without pressure from their peers to appear more ‘masculine’ for their tears. 
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