ὑπό τε τρόμος ἔλλαβε γυῖα:  Arresting Narrative Movement with Fear in Iliad 3


The fear Paris feels upon seeing Menelaus at Iliad 3.30-37 severs the forward motion of the epic narrative and creates a “fissure” and isolates the two combatants from the rest of the warriors on the battlefield by introducing emotion into an otherwise tense, but emotionally static scene.  Paris’ fear draws Menelaus into a pairing with him while at the same time highlighting their disparity in terms of martial competence and strength.  Paris’ fear thus defines his relationship to Menelaus and to the group at large.  The emotion marks the beginning of the fighting in the Iliad – both that of the two combatants and that of the armies, though it is interrupted.  This paper offers an analysis of how the halting and retreating motion in the famous simile of the man who sees a snake and recoils is repeated by Paris, by the armies whose forward march is stopped, and also by the narrative itself, which breaks down and stops at the moment Paris’ fear is introduced by the poet.  Paris’ recoiling motion (αὖτις καθ᾽ ὅμιλον ἔδυ Τρώων, 36) is the clearest point of contact with the simile, which deploys five different expressions for drawing back (ἐχάζετο, 32; ἀλεείνων, 32; παλίνορσος, 33; ἀπέστη, 33; ἀνεχώρησεν, 35).  The motion is also duplicated by the armies, who halt (οἳ δ᾽ ἔσχοντο μάχης ἄνεῴ τ᾽ ἐγένοντο/ ἐσσυμένως, 84-5).

Additionally, in this fissure narrative time is paused as the focus of the poet turns back temporally to the cause of the dispute between Paris and Menelaus and therefore the war: Helen.  This is achieved within this narrative break by embedding the introduction of Helen into Hector’s exhortation of Paris to see whose wife he has stolen.  By delaying Paris’ and Menelaus’ hand-to-hand combat until line 340, the intervening fissure between Paris’ fear and the fight brings Helen into sharp focus for the first time in the epic, placing her directly between her two husbands in the narrative structure.  The relationship between Paris and Menelaus as husbands of Helen and as an unequal pair of fighters becomes the focus of the story, and their single combat is the first clash in the epic.  This illustrates that fear (which marked the beginning of this fissure) has a function in the “fabula” which is greater than dividing the single-combat scene from the broader narrative structure by creating a break in the narrative time that allows for a shift to a parallel story line.  

