Who was Polyphemus expecting at Odyssey 9.513-14?




ἀλλ’ αἰεί τινα φῶτα μέγαν καὶ καλὸν ἐδέγμην




ἐνθάδ’ ἐλεύσεσθαι, μεγάλην ἐπιειμένον ἀλκήν·
Thus Polyphemus explains why he failed to connect Odysseus’ arrival with a long-known prophecy.  In treating these lines, scholars typically limit themselves to contrasting them with the relative smallness of Odysseus (e.g., Clay, 1983: 121).  Charles Segal sees in these lines an indication of how the Cyclops’ “brutishness and ignorance” prevent his understanding the prophecy in any but “his own terms, that is, brute force and conquest” (1994: 211).  In this paper I shall argue that Polyphemus has been expecting a visitor who not only resembles the Cyclops himself—an idea hinted at by Segal—but also is described in heroic terms.  Furthermore, Polyphemus has a specific kind of hero in mind: one resembling Telamonian Ajax as depicted in the Iliad.  Finally, I shall argue that these lines are part of a larger scheme whereby Polyphemus is presented as an adversary in the mode of Ajax.


Polyphemus’ use of adjectives ὀλίγος and ἄκικυς to describe Odysseus (9.515) and his repeated excuse that Odysseus “bested [him] with wine” (9.454, 516) show that the Cyclops was expecting a closer match in size and method.  More striking is the fact that Odysseus, upon seeing Polyphemus’ cave for the first time, intuits that “a man clothed in great might will come” (ἄνδρ’ ἐπελεύσεσθαι, μεγάλην ἐπιειμένον ἀλκήν, 9.214).  Both Odysseus and Polyphemus expect to meet the same, as-yet unseen man; one of them will be disappointed.


Polyphemus expects the arrival of a hero, as shown by his diction (μέγαν καὶ καλὸν, 513; ἀλκήν, 514), which is well in line with descriptions of heroic men elsewhere in Homer, as when the disguised Athena compliments and exhorts Telemachus in Odyssey 1: μάλα γὰρ σ’ ὁρόω καλόν τε μέγαν τε—ἄλκιμος ἔσσ’ (1.301-2).  Furthermore, Polyphemus’ use of the distinctive phrase ἐπιειμένον ἀλκήν (9.514) brings with it very specific associations from the Iliad, where it is used exclusively to describe the two Ajaxes working in tandem (Αἴαντες θοῦριν ἐπιειμένοι ἀλκήν at 7.164, 8.262, 18.157).


Several other parallels between Polyphemus and Telamonian Ajax present themselves.  Both are noted for their bulk and are routinely described as πελώριος (cf. Kirk, 1985, comm. on Il. 3.226-7 for tradition of Ajax’ size).  Both are described in identical terms when throwing rocks (Il. 7.269 = Od. 9.538).  If Castellani is correct in including the Ajaxes within a “Poseidonian” party over and against an “Athena” party in the Iliad (2005: 113-15), this lines up well with the two gods’ conflict through their proxies, Polyphemus and Odysseus, in the Odyssey.  These and other parallels suggest that the Cyclops of Odyssey 9 is presented as an adversary in the mold of Ajax.
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