Odysseus’ Tears at Odyssey 8.521-541

After Odysseus requests that Demodocus sing of the Wooden Horse and the sack of Troy in which he had taken the lead, his reaction to the song is surprising and extreme: he melts and cries (τήκετο, δάκρυ δ’ ἔδευεν, 522) like a women weeping over her dying husband and being brutally dragged away; he sheds a pitiful tear ἐλεεινὸν . . . δάκρυον, 531); he groans deeply (βαρὺ . . . στενάχοντος, 534); and he never ceases from sorrowful lament (οὔ πω παύσατ’ ὀϊζυροῖο γόοιο, 540). The cause of these tears has long been a source of controversy and confusion.


Ahl and Roisman (1996, 85) well sum up the various views: “Scholars have struggled to account for Odysseus’s tears and the curious simile. It has been variously suggested that the tears are prompted by nostalgia, a contrast between his former achievements and his present ignoble state, sorrow for his lost comrades, simple grief, or grief that paves the way for him to cross from the world of fantasy to reality, even the simple memory of past toils.” Some scholars (e.g., Mattes 1958 and Latacz 1985) have concentrated on Odysseus’ recovery of his identity and heroic status in this episode. Garvie (1994, 339) says: “We might expect him to take pleasure and pride in the narration of his victory. Why then does he weep? It may be because mixed with that victory is the recollection of all his sufferings that went before and after it, and of his decline from his hero status.” Some have even considered it a ruse to force Alcinous to ask his identity or a ploy by the poet to delay recognition. Neither the scholia nor Eustathius offer any suggestions. Hainsworth (1988, 381) is indecisive.


The work of Jonathan Shay, who has so brilliantly analyzed combat trauma, has revolutionized our understanding of Homer’s psychological sophistication. In Achilles in Vietnam, Shay tells briefly of the value of “griefwork” in rehabilitation, and in Odysseus in America he astutely says (p. 15) that in his breakdown Odysseus is “ambushed by his own emotional reaction” and that the simile “is a tip-off that he is not the master of this situation,” but says no more. Building on Shay’s insight that Homer realistically depicts the emotional life of veterans, I will argue that Odysseus’ tears and groans are typical of combat veterans’ sudden rush of sorrow and grief at revisiting intense combat situations, even when they were the victors. A student in one of my classes once told that his grandfather frequently talked about his World War II experiences in Europe with great pride. One day the student asked him to tell what it was like at Normandy. His grandfather began as usual, but suddenly burst into tears and wept uncontrollably. Many veterans have had that experience. It is one way that humans deal with grief and trauma. It is a stage of recovery.


I will locate Odysseus’ tears, so understood, in the larger context of Odysseus’ therapeutic recuperation in Phaeacia. A similar breakdown occurs earlier in Book 8, when Demodocus himself, stirred by the Muse, sings of the quarrel between Odysseus and Achilles. Odysseus cries there too: “and he covered his handsome face, for he was ashamed to be shedding tears before the Phaeacians” (85-86), but there are two crucial differences between that episode and this later one: (1) Odysseus himself requests the theme of the Wooden Horse and the sack of Troy; and (2) he does not try to hide his tears in shame as he previously had. I will argue that these pitiful tears are a key stage in Odysseus’ psychological recuperation from his war experience that allows him to tell his κήδεα to sympathetic listeners, to face his gruesome past, and prepare himself for his homecoming. As Alcinous concludes from hearing Odysseus’ “deep groans” and “sorrowful lament”: “apparently grief has greatly encompassed his mind” (μάλα πού μιν ἄχος φρένας ἀμφιβέβηκεν, 541).
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Of a sensitive character’s tears of pity compared to a helpless female’s, cf. Il. 16.7-11.

On tears, cf. S. West on Od. 2.81. 

Achilles cries for Patroclus like a father over his dead son, a bridegroom at Il. 23.222-225:  



ὡς δὲ πατὴρ οὗ παιδὸς ὀδύρεται ὀστέα καίων



νυμφίου, ὅς τε θανὼν δειλοὺς ἀκάχησε τοκῆας,



ὣς Ἀχιλεὺς ἑτάροιο ὀδύρετο ὀστέα καίων, 


225
ἑρπύζων παρὰ πυρκαϊὴν ἁδινὰ στεναχίζων.  

