Narrative Tension and Suspension: The Ivory Cheek Piece Simile at Iliad 4.141-145
This paper discusses the function of the famous simile at Iliad 4.141-145 in which the blood trickling down Menelaus’s injured thigh is compared to dye staining an ivory cheek piece for a horse. Scholars have questioned the relevance of the final three lines of this simile, which postpone the return to the narrative with a digression describing the value and destiny of the ivory piece in a way that has no obvious relation to Menelaus’ situation. I argue that the delay caused by these three lines is an artful move by the poet, which fits into a pattern of slowed narrative pace that characterizes this section of the poem, increasing the suspense and tension at a critical turning point for the plot. 


Previous critics (e.g. Kirk p. 346, Minchin p. 46) have found a sort of looseness or arbitrariness in the way these three lines delay the return to the main story (Minchin suggests that the poet has been “seduced” by the imagery of his “strictly speaking, pointless” digression). I argue, on the contrary, that the extension of this simile is in fact quite deliberate; the delay it creates is the smallest in a nested series of interruptions that extend across the poem as a whole: as three lines delay the conclusion of a simile which postpones the characters’ discovery of the fate of Menelaus, so the entire duel with Menelaus interrupts the Trojan war and puts off the fulfillment of Zeus’s promise to Achilles to thwart the Achaeans. Moreover, the narration of the Pandarus incident is characterized by verbal expansion that prolongs the episode and delays its resolution. For example, to relay what is essentially the information “Pandarus took out his bow and shot an arrow,” the poet takes twenty-two lines — 4.105-126 — narrating the bow’s creation and detail every movement involved in its operation (in contrast, at 5.96-97 Pandarus manages to get a shot off in two lines). His arrow too moves in slow motion, taking a line of hexameter to pierce through each layer of Menelaus’s clothing and finally his skin (4.131-140). The listener has little doubt that Menelaus (aided by Athena) will survive, but is presumably eager to discover how Pandarus’ violation of the treaty will rekindle the war, and to learn when we will finally, after more than three books of the epic, see the real battle begin. By delaying the fulfillment of our desire to see each of these questions answered, the poet creates and compounds narrative tension; the frustration critics have felt at the intrusion of these last three lines of the simile suggests that he does so successfully.

That the Iliad is a poem with careful structure, in which minor details within a scene mirror major details of the work as a whole is a hypothesis many have offered before; Cedric Whitman’s elaborate chart (p. 366 ff.) mapping the plot of the Iliad is a nice graphic representation of this. To move from a visual metaphor to one of music, Genette (p. 94) describes the way in which an author’s variation of the narrative speed at which scenes move creates “tempo”, and Martin (p. 144) describes the “rhythmic” function of Homeric similes’ punctuation of the narrative. I argue we should read these three lines through this interpretive lens, not as an arbitrary insertion of extraneous detail, but as an artful delay that creates narrative tension by slowing the narrative’s tempo. 
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