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CORPSE MUTILATION IN THE [ILIAD*

The [liad opens with the image of abandoned corpses, left as prey to the wild beasts. It
closes with the hard-won and respectful funeral of Hector, during which his maimed
body is finally laid to rest. In-between these passages, death and the fate of dead bodies
are often part of the epic’s subject matter. The audience is treated to a wide selection of
images concerning the fallen and their remains, ranging from those taken gently away
from the battlefield to be buried to those who are posthumously mutilated where they
lie. Instances of corpse mutilation are rare elsewhere in Greek historical and literary
writing, but occur in the lliad at a regular rate. The gruesomeness of these acts
makes for shocking and violent scenes, and represents a radical departure from the
normal funeral ritual with lasting repercussions for the relatives of the deceased and
the fate of the dead person in the afterlife.

The phenomenon of corpse mutilation in the /liad has been most extensively studied
by Segal, who looked at changes in this theme throughout Books 16-24, as well as at
how the narrator manipulates his language and formulas to contrast and parallel scenes
containing corpse mutilation.! He concludes that the theme of corpse mutilation has
three stages (Books 18-22, Book 23 and Book 24 respectively), which take the poem
from ‘intense violence to calm finale’, with the greatest climax during Hector’s death
scene and the abating of violence throughout the next two books.? Segal claims that
the references to mutilation in the first two-thirds of the Iliad are ‘scattered and not
grouped into a specific pattern’. I will, on the contrary, argue that every mutilation
scene is carefully placed to contribute to the eventual climax, and that the escalation
and the progression of the theme can best be seen by considering each instance of
mutilation. Rather than using Segal’s approach of focussing on the language and on
Homeric formulas, I will focus on the details of the act itself to determine how this
theme changes throughout the narrative. There is a deliberate progression in the violence
and the impact of corpse mutilation in the //iad. It is not a static and unchanging act but
something that intensifies and becomes more widespread. The mutilations do not occur
at random, but are part of a carefully constructed narrative line throughout the story,
culminating in the final mutilation of Hector. To demonstrate this, I will look at
which characters perform mutilations, at what moments, with which motives and to
what effect. My hypothesis is that the manner in which these mutilations take place
influences their impact and effect on the story. To aid in distinguishing between the

* I am very grateful to my PhD supervisor Prof. Ineke Sluiter for her endless encouragement and
invaluable comments during the writing of this paper, as well as to the Department of Classics at
Leiden University (research institute LUCAS) for its support. I am also indebted to the anonymous
reviewer of this journal for their suggestions.

' C. Segal, The Theme of the Mutilation of the Corpse in the Iliad (Leiden, 1971), IX.

2 Segal (n. 1), 72-3.

* Segal (n. 1), 18.
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nuances of different acts of corpse mutilation, I will make use of a modern forensic
classification of corpse mutilation, designed to classify such acts by the motive of the
perpetrator. Mine will be a narratological approach, in the neoanalytical tradition, and
my aim, by classifying corpse mutilation in this way, is to show how its purpose changes
throughout the narrative.

CLASSIFICATION OF CORPSE MUTILATION

Corpse mutilation can be active (a person purposefully mutilates a dead body) or passive
(a body is left unburied and becomes mutilated by exposure to the elements or various
animals).* Forensic science classifies active corpse mutilation in four categories:
defensive, aggressive, offensive and necromantic.> Defensive mutilation is used to prevent
identification of the victim or to ease transportation or disposal of the body. It is the
most prevalent form of mutilation in modern society, although we have little evidence
of its occurrence in ancient Greece.® Aggressive mutilation is when the aggression and
strong emotions that led to the killing also lead to the mutilation after death, as a kind of
‘overkill’. Most of the mutilations performed in the /liad belong in this category. In
these acts, merely killing the victim does not appease the rage of the killer, who
continues to perpetrate violence even after death. In offensive mutilation, the killing
is secondary to the mutilation, meaning that the killer kills someone with the primary
motive of subsequently mutilating the corpse.” Necromantic mutilation occurs when
the murderer decides to take a body part as a trophy or symbol after having committed
the murder, as a reminder of the victim or of the act itself.® Which form of mutilation is

* AM. McClellan distinguishes between ‘post-mortem abuse’ and ‘post-mortem mutilation’, in
which the term mutilation is reserved for those acts in which a body part is severed from the rest
of the body (‘The death and mutilation of Imbrius in lliad 13°, YAGE 1 [2017], 159-74, at 162).
I do not believe that this distinction is relevant and I use ‘mutilation’ for any act that destroys the
integrity of the body (as is custom in modern forensic literature).

5 B. Madea, Handbook of Forensic Medicine (Hoboken, 2014), 151; K.H. Dogan, S. Demirci,
1. Deniz, Z. Erkol, ‘Decapitation and dismemberment of the corpse: a matricide case’, J. Forensic
Sci 55 (2010), 542-5, at 544.

¢ A possible example is found in Hdt. 2.121, where two brothers attempt to rob king Rhampsinitus.
One gets stuck in the treasure chamber he is trying to rob. The other then beheads him and takes his
head to prevent the corpse from being identified. It is clearly a defensive motive but not a true corpse
mutilation, but rather an intravital mutilation (death by beheading, where the mutilation occurs at the
moment of death rather than after it).

7 In modern forensic science, ‘offensive mutilation’ is usually reserved for lust murders, but can
also refer to cannibalism or other instances in which mutilation is the main purpose of the killing
(Madea [n. 5], 32.3). Several examples of this exist in Greek literature and myth. According to
some accounts, Tantalus murdered his son Pelops in order to dismember him and serve his body to
the gods to eat (Pind. Ol 1.37-53). He would not have killed his son if he had not conceived the
idea of dismembering him and have guests eat the body parts. Similar examples are Atreus’ murder
and cooking of Thyestes’ sons, as well as Cyaxares being served a dismembered child by the
Scythians (Hdt. 1.73), and Astyages feeding Harpagus his own murdered son (Hdt. 1.119).
Another example is Apsyrtus’ killing by Medea. In one version of this story, Medea kills her half-
brother on the Argo and dismembers him, throwing parts of his body into the water to delay her pur-
suer, her father Aeétes, who had to stop to retrieve the pieces of his son for burial (Apollod. Epit.
1.9.24).

8 The taking of body parts during necromantic mutilation can stem from a sexual desire of the
murderer or from his wish to have a permanent reminder of the killing. The latter motif occurs
frequently in Greek mythology. An example is Oenomaus, who displays the heads of the suitors
who unsuccessfully tried to win his daughter Hippodameia’s hand in marriage (Apollod. Epit. 2.5),
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performed is related to the setting of the killing and to the relationship between the
perpetrator and the victim.

THE ILIAD

The threats of passive corpse mutilation are clearly present in the first ten books of the
lliad, but it is not until Book 11 that the first active corpse mutilation is performed.® The
perpetrator is Agamemnon, who encounters the brothers Peisander and Hippolochus in
battle. Both beg to be taken hostage, an entreaty ignored by Agamemnon (11.131-42).
He slays Peisander in his chariot and then turns on Hippolochus (11.145-7):

‘Inmdroyog & dmdpovce- 1OV ad xopod eEevépitev,
XEWPagG ano Elpel mAnEog amd T adyEvo KOyoG:
8huov 8 g Eooeve KVAIvecOou §1” Ouidov. !0

But Hippolochus sprang down: and him he killed on the ground,
having struck off his arms with his sword and having cut off his head,
he sent him rolling like a mortar through the fray.

Agamemnon slays Hippolochus, and what remains of his body is thrown into the fighting
in the shape of a éApoc.!! Hippolochus® mutilation (the removal of his arms and head)
occurs close to the moment of his death, and it is not entirely clear whether it is an
intravital mutilation or a true corpse mutilation.!? It is, however, an extraordinarily violent
killing that leaves the body mutilated and in four separate pieces. It paves the way for later,
true corpse mutilations that occur clearly after death.

The circumstances of Hippolochus’ killing are significant. Agamemnon has not
encountered just any warriors, but recognizes Antimachus’ sons, who had been
especially opposed to returning Helen to Menelaus out of greed (11.123-5) and who
had even proposed that Menelaus and Odysseus be killed when they came on an

and possibly also Antaeus, who used his enemies’ skulls to build a temple for Poseidon (Pind. Isthm.
4.52-4b), although his case is ambiguous. If Antaeus killed travellers (for whatever reason) and after-
wards decided to take their skulls as trophies, he would be committing necromantic mutilations.
However, if he killed people in order to use their skulls to build the temple, the mutilations would
be classified as offensive. A similar example is found in Stesichorus, fr. 166a Finglass (Cycnus build-
ing a temple to Apollo from travellers’ skulls). Key to necromantic mutilation is that the body part
serves a function to the killer, but the murder was not exclusively committed to obtain it (in contrast
to offensive mutilation). For other examples of skull or head trophies in Greek mythology, see
E. Vermeule, Aspects of Death in Early Greek Arts and Poetry (Berkeley, 1979), 236 n. 30.
Pentheus’ head in Euripides’ Bacchae resembles a necromantic trophy, as his mother carries it around
on a thyrsus. His dismemberment is, however, not a true necromantic mutilation but rather an intravital
mutilation: he is killed by being torn apart, rather than being torn apart after being killed (Bacch.
1114-43).

® Segal cites Dolon’s decapitation as an earlier mutilation, but this is an intravital mutilation rather
than a corpse mutilation, as the text states that Dolon’s head is severed while he was speaking
(1. 10.454-7).

10 Text from M.L. West, Homeri Ilias (Stuttgart, 1998).

' 1t is not explicit why Agamemnon chooses to mutilate Hippolochus but not Peisander. A possible
reason could be that Peisander is killed at some distance by a spear while he is still in the chariot, after
which he falls backwards (11.143-4). Hippolochus, however, leaps out and is killed with a sword on
the ground, thus close by to be mutilated. Agamemnon’s rage is apparently not such that he seeks out
Peisander’s body to mutilate it. In later scenes, we do see combatants trying to get to dead bodies not
killed near them.

12 The aorist participles mAfEog and koyog imply that the cutting off of the arms and the head
occurs either just prior to or at the same time as the death. See also McClellan (n. 4), 161.
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embassy to the Trojans (11.138-42). This is Agamemnon’s chance for payback:
Menelaus was shamed by Antimachus and now Agamemnon shames Antimachus’
son (and thereby his father) by this humiliating death.!> He tells the brothers how
their father treated Menelaus, thereby letting them know why they cannot expect
mercy. Then he takes his revenge by an aggressive mutilation: his anger at
Antimachus makes him deny Hippolochus’ plea as suppliant (a plea that was
uekiytog [‘kind’], but received a reply that was dueiliktog [‘unkind’]) and that same
anger makes him mutilate the body.'# It is an action inspired by rage, happening in
the midst of battle without prior planning or threatening. Agamemnon does not keep
any part of Hippolochus as trophy, but throws his torso in the midst of the warring
soldiers, demonstrating what happens to those who enrage him. This is characteristic
of the aggressive type of corpse mutilation. This first mutilation—whether it be a true
corpse mutilation or not—thus shows that such extraordinarily violent killings are
motivated by specific personal circumstances.

Shortly after the killing of Hippolochus, Agamemnon kills and mutilates the next
Trojan. Again, the circumstances lead to the mutilation. Agamemnon kills Iphidamas
(11.238-40), and Iphidamas’ brother Coon witnesses his death and sees Agamemnon
stripping Iphidamas of his armour. When Agamemnon carries the armour away from
the body, Coon strikes him on the arm with his spear, wounding Agamemnon
(11.250-4). While Coobn is attempting to take his brother’s body back, Agamemnon
kills him (11.259-61):

T0v & éhkovt’ av’ Suilov U domidog dpparogoong
oltnoe EuoTt® YOAKNPEL, Aboe 8¢ yula,
1010 & &n’ Tpddpavtt kopn ANEKOYE TOPOOTAC.

But while he was dragging him through the crowd, Agamemnon struck him

underneath the boss of his shield with his bronze-tipped spear, and made his
limbs go loose,

and having drawn near, he cut off Co6n’s head over the body of Iphidamas.

Coon is killed from some distance with a spear and Agamemnon approaches to
decapitate him.'> His head lands on the brother whose body he was trying to recover,
a detail that adds to the horror of this passage. Like the killing of Hippolochus,
Coon’s mutilation is also provoked by specific events, this time by his wounding of
Agamemnon.

13 J.E. Lendon, ‘Homeric vengeance and the outbreak of Greek wars’, in H. van Wees (ed.), War
and Violence in Ancient Greece (Swansea, 2000), 1-30, at 8.

4 11.137. For the characterization of Agamemnon, see J. Griffin, Homer on Life and Death
(Oxford, 1980), 53—4 and A.M. van Erp Taalman Kip, Agamemnon in epos en tragedie (Assen,
1971), 48-52.

'3 1t is possible that Agamemnon had to switch weapons and accomplish the decapitation with a
sword, going through extra trouble to mutilate Codn’s corpse. It seems difficult to decapitate an
enemy with a spear, and other decapitations in the //iad are usually done with a sword. For a list
of weapons and injuries sustained to head and neck, see A.I. Mylonas, F.H. Tzerbos and A.C.
Eftychiadis, ‘Cranio-maxillofacial injuries in Homer’s lliad’, J. Oral Maxillofac Surg 36 (2008),
1-7, Table 4. See below for a weapon-switch during Ilioneus’ mutilation. McClellan (n. 4), 161
doubts whether Coon’s mutilation is accomplished post-mortem. The Greek text suggests a killing
from afar, before Agamemnon approaches to decapitate, although it does not explicitly state that
Coobn is dead after being hit by the spear and before being decapitated. In these early mutilations,
death and mutilation follow very quickly or appear to happen simultaneously.
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These two aggressive mutilations by Agamemnon serve several purposes. They
demonstrate that the war intensifies from this point onwards and that dismemberment
on the battlefield becomes an option.'® This opens the door for the mutilations in
later books. Although the mutilations are gruesome, there is room for escalation.
What the mutilations by Agamemnon also show is that they occur at special moments
when particular vengeance is called for.

The next mutilation occurs in Book 13, after a complicated battle sequence. Teucer
kills the Trojan Imbrius (13.172-3). As Teucer attempts to strip Imbrius’ corpse of its
armour, Hector tries to avenge his death by attempting to kill Teucer (13.183).
Teucer, however, dodges the spear and it slays Amphimachus, another Greek
(13.184). As Hector tries to remove Amphimachus’ helmet, he is attacked by Ajax
and is forced to withdraw. The Greeks seize this opportunity to take the corpses of
both Amphimachus and the Trojan Imbrius back to their side of the line (13.194-5).
The two Aiantes strip the Trojan of his armour (13.202-5):

KEPOANY & OmoAig amd dephc
KkOyev ‘OiMbdng, KeEXOAOUEVOS APPLOYOL0,
Nke 8¢ pv opopndov EnEdpevog St dpilov-
“Extopt 8¢ mpondpoBe moddv nécev €v kovinot.!”

And the head the son of Oileus cut
from the tender neck, angered at the death of Amphimachus,
and he sent it rolling through the fray like a ball:
and it fell at Hector’s feet in the dust.

This mutilation also falls in the aggressive category and is performed by another Greek,
like all the instances that have occurred earlier. Its motive is clearly provided as well: the
lesser Ajax wanted to avenge Amphimachus. A significant aspect of corpse mutilation is
again illuminated here: it happens at times of extreme emotion, which is explicitly
signalled in the text. The lesser Ajax was angry (keyolopévog) and this rage makes
him cut off Imbrius’ head. However, this mutilation differs from those in Book 11 in
several ways. For one, the mutilator is not actually the killer. The mutilation is not a
matter of overkill but a separate act entirely, which does not occur instantaneously.
There is some time between Imbrius’ death and his post-mortem decapitation by the
lesser Ajax. The mutilations of Hippolochus and Codn could not have been prevented:
they were mutilated immediately after death. However, if the Trojans had successfully
recovered Imbrius’ corpse, his body would have remained intact. Furthermore, Imbrius
had nothing to do with Amphimachus’ death. Amphimachus died when Imbrius was
already dead. His body is an instrument to get to Hector.'® His mutilation by the lesser
Ajax therefore represents an escalation: corpses can now be mutilated on the battlefield
not only by the killers but also by other warriors, even if the deceased did not directly
offend or harm them. Quickly recovering corpses becomes of the utmost importance.

' Van Erp Taalman Kip (n. 14), 49.

17 For this as anticipation ‘on a microcosmic scale’ of Books 16-22, see Segal (n. 1), 23 n. 1.

'8 See McClellan (n. 4) for how Imbrius” mutilation anticipates Hector’s mutilation, as well as for
its important placement at the beginning of the second half of the poem. McClellan believes the scene
to be an anomaly, the one time in which an overt mutilation is committed. However, although Imbrius’
mutilation holds an important place in the pattern of escalation that eventually leads to Hector’s
mutilation, the decapitation of Co6n and that of Ilioneus are acts of post-mortem mutilation as
well, and this scene is not as unique as McClellan makes it out to be.
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After decapitating Imbrius, the lesser Ajax hurls his head towards the Trojans, much like
Agamemnon did with Hippolochus’ trunk. Ajax, however, specifically aims the head
towards the warrior on whom he was actually exacting his revenge: it lands in the
dust at Hector’s feet.

The next mutilation, in Book 14, continues this pattern of escalation. It is part of a
chaotic series of killings.!” The Greek Peneleus is angered by the death of comrade
Promachus and performs the most gruesome mutilation yet. He chases Acamas, who
escapes him, but then turns on Ilioneus (14.489-505):

0 &8 ovtacev Thovio,
viov POpPovTog TOAVUAAOL, TOV PaL LEALGTOL
‘Epueiog Tpowv €pilel koi KThov OnaGoey-
w® 8 &p’ Vno punmp podvov téxev Thtovio.
oV 100° v’ dpplog oVto kot dpOaipotlo Béuedia,
£k & @oe YAVNV- 80pv &’ dpBoALoTo S1dmpo
xod 810 iviov AMBev, O & ELeto xeipe meTdiooOg
Guew- Mnvérewg 8¢ épvooduevog Eipog 6EL
avxévo, nécoov Elacoev, dmnpotev 8¢ xouole
a0t oVV TAANKL KOpn- €L & GPpuov £yyog
NEV &v 0pBoAud. O 8¢ @f KdSeLOY Bvosy MV
nEPpadé 1€ Tpoeosot Kol eVYOUEVOS Em0g NS
‘einépevoi pot, Tpdeg, dyorwod TAovijog
ToTpl PIA® Kol UNTpl YOHUEVOL €V HEYGPOLGLY.
ovde yop 1 Ipopdixoto dépop Adeynvopidoo
avdpl @il EABOVTL yavbooeton, Onndte kev 8m
£k Tpoing oV vnuet vemuedo kodpot Ayoudv.’

But Peneleus struck Ilioneus,
son of Phorbas, rich in livestock, whom Hermes loved
most of the Trojans and granted wealth:
to him the mother bore Ilioneus as an only child.
Him did Peneleus strike beneath the orbital rim of
the eye, and he drove out the eyeball: the spear went through
the eye and the base of the neck. And Ilioneus went down stretching
out both arms: and Peneleus, after drawing his sharp sword,
drove it right through the neck and struck off
the head together with the helmet onto the ground: and still
the heavy spear stayed in the eye. Holding it up like a poppy-head,
he showed it to the Trojans and boasted:
‘Trojans, tell the dear father and mother of the proud Ilioneus
from me to lament in their house, because neither will
the wife of Promachus, son of Agenor, rejoice over the homecoming of her dear
husband,
when we, the young men of the Greeks, shall return home from Troy with our
ships.’

The set-up for the mutilation is dramatic and elaborate. We are first made to think about
Ilioneus’ father, loved by Hermes, among his flocks. Then we picture his mother, about
to lose her only child. The next image is that of Peneleus’ spear piercing Ilioneus’
eyeball, a vivid and horrible notion.? The rest of the scene is full of details: the
spear exiting Ilioneus’ neck, Ilioneus stretching out his arms as he falls, his head

19 These series of killings are typical for mutilation scenes (Lendon [n. 13], 5).
20 Repetition of 6@Boudg in lines 493 and 494 adds to the horror (R. Janko, The Iliad: A
Commentary, Volume IV: Books 13—16 [Cambridge, 1992], 222).
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being sliced off while still wearing its helmet. Rather than throwing the head away,
Peneleus chooses to display it like a kddeiwo (‘poppy-head’).?! Although we are not
told what Peneleus does with the head afterwards, his actions have moved from a purely
aggressive mutilation somewhat in the direction of a necromantic mutilation, with the
head as a grisly trophy.?? Peneleus then speaks, drawing the attention of more
Trojans. The mutilation is a message that needs to be passed on to Ilioneus’ now
childless mother and father: they will not see their son again, like Promachus’ wife
will not welcome her husband home. Like Imbrius, Ilioneus is a victim not directly
involved in the preceding fighting. His fate is grotesque and, for the first time, the
narrator shows us the effect on others (14.506-7):23

@G PéTo- Tovg 8 dpa TAvTog VIO Tpdpog EAAPE Yo,
momTvey 8¢ €K0oToc, 6T PUYOL oimLy GAEBpOV.

So he spoke, and trembling took hold of all of them,
And each looked about him for a way to escape utter destruction.

While the previous mutilations were only witnessed by those who happened to be close
by (whose reactions were not described), Ilioneus’ mutilated head on the spear is seen
by multiple Trojan warriors. Widespread physical fear takes hold of them. However, as
we know from modern historical examples, the awareness of their comrades being
mutilated can inspire soldiers to do the same.?* From this point onwards, the threat of
mutilation becomes much more prominent, on both sides of the war.?> Up until now,
both the contemplation and the performance of corpse mutilation was solely in Greek
minds and hands. After this public display of Ilioneus’ head, this changes.

In Book 16, it becomes apparent that soldiers now fear mutilation on the battlefield.
After Sarpedon’s death, Glaucus reproaches Hector for not paying attention to his allies.
He urges Hector to protect Sarpedon’s corpse (16.544-7):

QAL IAOL TapoTNTE, VELEGONONTE S Ouud,

un ano evye’ Ehmvia, deKiconot 8E vekpov
Mupuidoves, Aavodv kexolmpuévor 6ocot GAovro,
700G €nl vnuot Boflov Enégvopev £yyeinow.

But, friends, go stand by him, and feel shame in your heart,
lest the Myrmidons take his armour and mutilate his corpse,
angered that so many of the Greeks have perished,

whom we have killed with our spears by the swift ships.2¢

21 For the imagery of Ilioneus’ head as the head of a poppy, see Janko (n. 20), 222.

22 Segal somewhat excuses Peneleus’ actions by saying that he ‘has not deliberately impaled the
head: it is on his spear because the victim has already been struck through the eye’ (Segal [n. 1],
23; see also McClellan [n. 4], 161). This is true, but it seems that Peneleus purposefully decapitates
Tlioneus with his sword to have his head on his spear. He chooses to display it and does so while
boasting, using the body part for a specific purpose. This is a deliberate corpse mutilation.

2 Lendon (n. 13), 4.

24 Both German and French soldiers mutilated corpses in the First World War after hearing rumours
about the other party mutilating the dead; American and Japanese soldiers also mutilated the bodies of
their enemies during the Pacific War (H. Jones, Violence against Prisoners of War in the First World
War [Cambridge, 2011], 73-6; J.J. Weingartner, ‘Trophies of war: U.S. troops and the mutilation of
Japanese war dead, 1941-1945°, Pac. Hist. Rev. 61 [1992], 53—67, at 62 n. 31).

25 See also Segal (n. 1), 20 n. 3.

26 Many mutilations are described in detail. Sometimes, however, the act is alluded to without
explicitly stating the violations that take place. Usually, the word used is a form of dewilw, which
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Mutilation is no longer imagined as performed solely under special circumstances that
require extreme vengeance, but Glaucus now fears it as a general punishment for
Trojans killing the Greeks. Glaucus recognizes that mutilation is fuelled by emotion:
their state of anger (keyoAmuévor) could induce the Greeks to mutilate Trojan corpses.

Thus far, mutilations have been performed by Agamemnon, the lesser Ajax and
Peneleus, all of them Greeks. In Books 16 and 17, other major characters are starting
to take part as well. It is Patroclus, often characterized by his gentle nature, who
subsequently expresses the desire to mutilate the corpse of another major hero, justifying
Glaucus’ fears (16.558-61):

Kelton avnp, 0 TpdTog £6NAOTO TETX0G AY U@V,
Sopandodv. OAL" €l pv dewicooined’ LdvTeG,
1e0yed T dpouv dperoinedo- kol v’ Etoipwv
o0T0D dpvvouEvey dopocoipnefo VILET XOAK®D.

The man who was the first to jump the wall of the Greeks has fallen:
Sarpedon. But let us mutilate him after having taken his body,

and let us strip the armour from his shoulders, and lay low with ruthless bronze
any of his comrades who attempts to keep us from him.

We never learn what Patroclus intended to do exactly with Sarpedon’s body. In the
fighting, the corpse does become passively mutilated and defiled by ‘weapons and
blood and dust’ (16.638-40). Before any of the Greeks can purposefully harm the
body, however, Zeus orders Apollo to take Sarpedon home to Lycia. Apollo will
wash and anoint his corpse, dress him in immortal clothing and ensure his full burial
(16.667-75): 10 yap vé€pog €oti Bavoviwv (‘for such is the right of the dead’,
16.675).27 The mutilation theme progresses slowly throughout these scenes, from the
mutilation of minor characters to the near mutilation of major characters, to the eventual
mutilation of Hector.

Soon after Sarpedon’s death, Hector kills Patroclus. He extracts his spear from the
corpse and then rejoins the fighting without mutilating him (16.862-5). The first threat
of mutilation after Patroclus’ death comes from Euphorbus, who encounters Menelaus
trying to protect Patroclus’ body. It is notable, because he is the first Trojan to consider
corpse mutilation.?® Up to this point, all threats and acts of mutilation have been Greek.
First, Euphorbus threatens Menelaus with death, but Menelaus responds by telling him

is generally translated as ‘to violate’, ‘to treat unseemly’, ‘to dishonour’ or ‘to mutilate’. In this
particular passage, the meaning of dewilw is clear from its context: it is something done to the corpse
(after its armour has been removed) by the enemy at a time of great emotion (anger at those perished),
and it will shame his friends/fellow Trojans, who need to protect the corpse from this act. It contains
all the elements associated with corpse mutilation and I choose therefore to translate it as such. For
other uses of dewilw referring to damaging a corpse, see 16.559 (desire to mutilate Sarpedon),
19.26 (passive mutilation of Patroclus’ corpse by flies and worms), 22.256 (Hector asking Achilles
to give his body back unharmed), 22.404 (reference to the mutilation which Hector’s corpse is
about to undergo) and 24.22 (Achilles mutilating Hector).

27 Segal points out that Sarpedon’s gentle ending shows that ‘the mutilation theme does not yet
reach its full violence’ (Segal [n. 1], 18-19).

28 Why corpse mutilation has been an act reserved for Greeks up to this point is not entirely clear.
Perhaps the Greeks simply had more opportunities (most of the aristeiai are by Greeks) or perhaps the
poet wanted to illustrate Greek superiority in battle. Greeks are neither mutilated nor made to plea for
their lives or for burial, unlike the Trojans Adrastus, Hippolochus, Pisander, Tros, Lycaon and Hector
(LJ.F. de Jong, Homer Iliad Book 22 [Cambridge, 2012], 144).
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how he has killed his brother Hyperenor (17.12-32). This enrages Euphorbus and he
goes beyond promising Menelaus death (17.38-40):

N K€ 61V SELOToL YO0V KOTAmOWOL YEVOiUMY,
el kev €y®d ke@oAnv te TeNV Kol tedye’ eveikog
TTovBow €v xeipeoot Bodw kol PpovTid din.

But in their misery I could surely be a means of stopping their grief for them,
if I brought your head and your armour
and placed them in the hands of Panthous and excellent Phrontis.

Euphorbus threatens the first purely necromantic mutilation. He wants Menelaus’ head
as a trophy with a specific purpose: to end his parents’ grief for their fallen son.
Decapitation is put on the same level as stripping someone of his armour: this as
well as the fact that the Trojans are now also considering corpse mutilation are signs
that the mutilation theme is becoming more widespread. Yet, Euphorbus never gets
to take his trophy. It is Menelaus’ spear that pierces his neck (17.47-50).

The death of Euphorbus draws Hector back to the corpse of Patroclus (17.125-7):

“Extop pev Idtpokiov €nel kKAvto tevye’ dmnopa,
ey, v’ o’ dpouy KeEPOATV TaUol OEET XOAK®D,
T0v 3¢ vékuv Tponov €puocipevog Kuot doin-

Hector, after he had stripped Patroclus of his glorious armour,

began to drag him away so that he could cut his head off his shoulders with the
sharp

bronze and drag him off and give his corpse to the Trojan dogs.

Hector intends to decapitate Patroclus and deny him burial. Patroclus’ death is important
in multiple ways: it removes a great warrior from the side of the Greeks, it avenges
Sarpedon’s death and it will pain Achilles. All of these are reasons for Hector to
want to take credit. Mutilation has become a strategic and psychological weapon instead
of an impulsive act. In this passage, Hector is never described as angry. Mutilation is
more planned now than in Books 11 and 14, which is why there can be an interval
between death and mutilation.

Hector is forced back by Ajax before he can decapitate Patroclus. A long battle over
the corpse ensues. Before Hector can get hold of Patroclus, however, Achilles is urged
into the battle by Iris, who inspires him to hurry to protect his friend’s body (18.175-7):

uéAioto de @oidyog “Extop
Ehképevor pépovev: Ke@oANV 8¢ € Bupodg dveoyev
THEOL Qv 6KOAOTEGTL TOOVO ™ Gmodig Gutd detpiic.

And glorious Hector is the most intent on dragging
him off: and his heart bids him to cut off the head from his tender
neck in order to fix it upon a stake.

It is the necromantic mutilation suggested by Euphorbus. However, it exists only in Iris’
words and we cannot know whether Hector actually intended this or whether Iris is just
using the scenario that will most enrage Achilles. Whatever the case, the effect of these
words on Achilles are clear. He joins the battle and will have Hector’s alleged threat of
mutilation in mind. Segal states that ‘Homer’s refusal to localize the savagery on one
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side only expresses the comprehensiveness of his vision of war’.?° However, the
mutilation theme is actually strictly divided. The Trojan involvement stays limited
again and again, present only in intention or wish but not in action. Every Trojan attempt
to accomplish a mutilation is thwarted, and mutilation remains always the terrain of the
Greeks. Theirs is the greater power on the battlefield as well as the greater rage.

As Achilles rejoins the battle, the amount of violence and aggression continues to
build. Achilles kills many Trojans and leaves their bodies in the river to be passively
mutilated by eels and fish (21.200-4).3° He exults in it and displays no restraint, until
he is eventually almost killed by the river Scamander.

When Hector meets Achilles on the battlefield for their final fight, he attempts to
prevent future corpse mutilation by trying to make a deal with Achilles: the victor
should return the body of the slain to his people (22.256-9). By refusing to return
Hector’s body even before their fight has started, Achilles suggests that his mistreatment
of Hector’s corpse is planned. When Achilles has mortally wounded Hector, Hector
reiterates his request to have his body returned to his parents (22.338-44). Again
Achilles refuses, addressing Hector as xvov (22.345), showing that, to him, he is
subhuman.?! Patroclus is the one who will be buried (22.335-6); Hector will be left
for the dogs.3?

The start of Hector’s mutilation belongs not only to Achilles but to many Greeks.
It is a communal ritual. They gather around the body and each inflicts a wound
(22.371). Only when they are finished does Achilles get involved.3* His mutilation of
Hector is not accomplished in the heat of the moment. First he waits, then he speaks
to the Greeks and declares that they will take the body back to their camp (22.391-2).
Afterwards, he pierces Hector’s ankles, threads rope through the holes and binds him
to his chariot (22.399-404):

€¢ dippov 8™ dvafog Gva te KAt TeEVXE’ dElpog
UGoTiEEY P EXdo, T & 0VK BikovTte TETECOHNV.
100 8" v Elkopévolo kovicohog, dugi & yoiton
Kudveon mitvovto, kopn & Gmov €v kovinoy
KELT0 MAPog yoplev, T0T1e O ZeLG SUOUEVEECTLY
ddxev dewkicoacOot €7 €v mopidt yoin.

2 Segal (n. 1), 17.

30 This is the first time that passive mutilation is actually shown to happen, although it has been
mentioned many times (e.g. 1.4-5, 2.391-3, 8.379-80, 11.452—4, 13.831-2, 15.348-51, 17.240-4):
another sign of the escalation of the theme. McClellan (n. 4), 161 attempts to downplay this passive
mutilation coming to fruition by stating that Hephaestus’ fire scorches the river and its banks, burning
the corpses and thereby ‘approximating a mass cremation following the ritual cleansing with “water””’,
but this happens several lines after the fish had torn the fat from the corpses’ kidneys. Burial or
cremation is always eventually achieved in the /liad, but does not negate the corpse mutilation that
preceded it.

31 Achilles even wishes that his pévoc kai Guuég would let him eat Hector’s flesh (22.346-7),
thereby threatening offensive mutilation. The one other reference to cannibalism comes from a female
non-combatant: Hecuba wishes she could eat Achilles’ liver in requital for the loss of her son (24.212-13).
Offensive mutilation is the rarest and possibly most shocking type of corpse mutilation. It is only
threatened, never accomplished, and only by those who have perhaps lost the most and whose desire
for revenge is so great as to justify this level of violence.

32 Achilles mentions this many times during their exchanges, in 22.335, 22.348 and 22.354.

3 For an analysis of how Achilles’ moral character has changed after his quarrel with Agamemnon
(‘betrayal of what’s right”) and after Patroclus’ death (‘loss of a special comrade’) in such a way that
he is now capable of corpse mutilation, see J. Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the
Undoing of Character (New York, 1995), 28-30.
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Having mounted his chariot and lifted the glorious armour into it,

he whipped the horses to put them into motion, and they darted forward eagerly.
And from Hector, as he was dragged, a cloud of dust rose up and on either side
his dark hair spread out and his formerly beautiful head lay entirely

in the dust, and now Zeus had given him

to his enemies to be mutilated in his own native land.

The method of mutilation here is very different from the earlier mutilations. It is still
aggressive in nature, but there is no decapitation or dismemberment. Achilles does
not hack or slice at the corpse, but carefully pierces the ankles. The text explicitly
signals in line 395 that the mutilation was planned: 7 pa, xoi “Extopo Slov decéo,
undeto €pya (‘So he spoke, and devised shameful treatment for godlike Hector’).
The next lines describe in detail what he does with the body. Achilles does not take
Hector’s head to put it on a spike, as Hector allegedly intended to do with Patroclus.
He does not seem interested in preserving Hector’s identity: in the passage above,
references are made to the dust that now effaces Hector’s former beauty when he is
dragged behind the chariot (22.403). Back at the camp, Achilles leaves Hector lying
prone (mpnvng) on the ground (23.25), a perversion of funeral rites, as the body was
normally laid out on its back.3* It looks like he tries to erase Hector. Patroclus will
get a funeral and will be remembered, while Hector becomes a rotting corpse that is
no longer recognizable, with no tomb to remember him. There is also a necromantic
element in the mutilation of Hector. His body is not simply discarded, as is usually
the case after an aggressive mutilation. Instead, the corpse is taken back to the camp
and later on dragged around the mound, as if to demonstrate to the dead Patroclus
that he has been avenged. As other combatants have taken armour from the dead as
trophies, Achilles has taken the entire body for this purpose.

Up to this point, the social effect of corpse mutilation has not been represented at
length by the narrator. Apart from two verses about the fear which Ilioneus’ decapitation
caused among the Trojans, we have not been exposed to the impact and the aftermath of
corpse mutilation. Books 23 and 24 change this.

In Troy, Priam, Hecuba, Andromache and other Trojans react to Hector’s death, his
denial of burial and his mutilation. Other than at the Greek camp, where a communal
funeral for Patroclus is in progress, the Trojans have no body to bury. Their grief is
individual and disparate, not centred around a ritual. Priam has to be held back from
leaving the city immediately to supplicate Achilles. There is no closure for him and
Hecuba as long as Hector’s body is not with them (22.426-8). When Andromache
hears the news of her husband’s death and sees the body dragged behind the chariot,
she faints (22.466-7).3> Hector’s fate produces a physical reaction in her. She also
keenly feels the need for a funeral and devises an alternative ceremony by burning
Hector’s clothes (22.513-14). As days pass without an opportunity to get Hector’s
body back, the Trojans grow more desperate. The chances of Hector’s remains being
devoured by dogs and of there being nothing left to bury are continually increasing.
Urged by the gods, Priam sets out for the Greek camp. Hector’s death and the
remoteness of his body are largely responsible for his sorrow, but the mutilation
intensifies his fears for Hector’s condition. What the Trojans imagine is more horrible

34 There is also a parallel between the defilement of Hector’s head and that of Achilles” helmet
when Patroclus died (Segal [n. 1], 41). For the ritual of prothesis (which Achilles perverts by laying
Hector facedown), see R. Garland, The Greek Way of Death (Ithaca, 1985), 23-31.

35 On the meaning of Hector’s loss for Andromache in particular, see Segal (n. 1), 44-7.
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than the reality. Andromache pictures wriggling worms and dogs feeding on the naked
body of her husband (22.509-11) and Priam asks Hermes whether Achilles has
dismembered his son and fed the pieces to his dogs (24.406-9).

In the Greek camp, Hector’s death and mutilation appear to bring the army together,
first in their joint stabbing of him, then in their mourning for Patroclus. Achilles believes
that by having brought Hector’s corpse to Patroclus’ bier he has fulfilled a promise to
him (23.20-1):

névTo Yop 1Hdn Tol tTeAEm 10 ThpoBey VEcTY,
“Extopo debp’ €pvoag Swoey Kuoiv oud ddcocort

Now I accomplish all that I promised you earlier:
to give Hector, having dragged him here, raw to the dogs to eat.

Achilles expects that killing and mutilating Hector will bring closure to him and
Patroclus. He has avenged his friend and can finally sleep. However, in his dream
Patroclus’ ghost appears, rebuking him for not having buried him yet (23.69-74).
Patroclus does not speak about Hector or about his gratitude for being avenged. The
only thing that matters to him is to be buried so that he can enter the gates of Hades.
Achilles obeys and organizes an elaborate funeral for Patroclus. He emphasizes once
more how different Hector’s fate is from Patroclus’: Hector will be given not to the
fire but to the dogs (23.182-3). This is another promise that goes unfulfilled.
Aphrodite keeps the dogs away and Apollo prevents decomposition (23.184-91). The
mutilation has failed in its two main purposes: it has not brought closure to Achilles
and Patroclus, and it has not succeeded in destroying Hector’s body.

When Patroclus’ funeral is accomplished, the funeral games have ended and the
conflict between Achilles and Agamemnon has been resolved, Achilles still does not
find peace. He does not eat or sleep, he wanders along the shore and drags
Hector’s corpse around Patroclus’ mound (24.15-18). This accomplishes nothing.
Any satisfaction or gain the mutilator may experience from mutilating an enemy in a
combat situation is not replicated outside of battle. Most mutilators avenged an insult
(the dishonouring of Menelaus, an injury, the death of a comrade) and were then able
to continue fighting; Peneleus succeeded in frightening the Trojans by his mutilation
of Ilioneus. Within battle, the act of corpse mutilation does not disrupt the life of the
mutilator. It is part of the sequence of violence and aggression that fits this setting.
Outside of battle, corpse mutilation becomes an anomaly and a disruption to normal
life.3¢ Achilles mutilates Hector, but keeps his body instead of moving on. He does
not rejoin the battle or ordinary life in the camp. The presence of Hector’s corpse
becomes a wrong and stands in the way of any closure. The gods also know this and
speak out against the mutilation (24.33-54), addressing its futility: Achilles is abusing
‘dumb earth’ (24.55). Thetis is called to relate to Achilles that Hector’s corpse has to be
returned. His acquiescence is swift (24.139-40):37

36 Many American veterans and their families went to great lengths in the decades after the Pacific
War to repatriate the skulls of Japanese soldiers that had been taken as trophies and had become
objects of shame and horror: ‘[at home], it seems that many veterans and their families did not
know what to do with them, because there were no accepted cultural schemata for the use of such
objects’ (S. Harrison, ‘Skull trophies of the Pacific War: transgressive objects of remembrance’,
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 12 [2006], 817-36, at 831).

37 Throughout the Iliad, the influence of the gods on the mutilation theme is subtle. Athena urges
Menelaus to protect the corpse of Patroclus (17.557-8), Iris uses the image of Patroclus’ mutilated
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TS’ €in- Og dmowvo PEpot Kol vekpov Gyotto,
€l &1 mpdppovt Buud 'OAVUTIOG OOTOG AVAYEL.

So be it; let him who brings the ransom also take away the corpse,
if indeed wholeheartedly the Olympian himself commands it.

It is no longer ‘Hector’ who is lying outside his tent, it is a vekpdg and Achilles can now
let go. The ransom ensures that he loses no honour in doing so. The remainder of the
narrative is taken up with the undoing of the mutilation theme. Priam and Achilles
talk. They eat and mourn together.?® The ransom is brought into Achilles’ hut and
Achilles uses part of it to wrap Hector’s body before placing him on the bier
(24.578-81), thus undertaking funeral preparations normally performed by family
members (24.589). It is as if he wants to reverse the process of mutilation: after abusing
Hector’s corpse, he now shows it honour and makes it fit to display. He even allows a
ceasefire for Hector’s burial (24.656-8).3° His hospitality goes beyond what would be
required to obtain the ransom for the body. Achilles is able to rejoin Greek life (of which
eating, mourning and burying the dead are an integral part) by this observance of funeral
rites rather than by mutilating his enemy.

Priam takes the body back to the city and the Trojan people come together to receive
them: 008 Tig 0100 €vi mTOAel Aimet’ dvnp | ovde yuvn (24.707-8). The corpse
appears Tpocpotog, as if the mutilation never occurred (24.757). In the outpouring of
grief at Hector’s death among the Trojans, that, at least, is a comfort.

CONCLUSION

Within the [liad there is a clear escalation of violence that culminates in the death of
Hector, as has been illustrated by Segal in the past. The exact nature of this escalation
can be analysed and exposed by closely looking at the details of every act of corpse
mutilation. Modern forensic terminology is effective in showing how the mutilation
theme changes and develops.

Throughout the lliad, purely aggressive, instantaneous mutilations performed for
direct revenge on the victim make way for (the threat of) delayed necromantic or
aggressive mutilations performed for strategic reasons to exact a more general
vengeance on the enemy as a whole. The first mutilations humiliate the victim,
potentially damage his shade in the afterlife and presumably provide some gratification
to the mutilator who mutilates his victim during a moment of extreme emotion. As the

corpse to spur Achilles into action, and Apollo and Aphrodite protect Hector’s body from decay and
from devouring by dogs. As Segal (n. 1), 55 points out, the same is true for their final intervention that
allows Achilles to give up Hector’s corpse: the gods do not interfere ‘until such an action is already
intelligible in terms of the human motivation’.

38 Achilles appears to break his fast twice. The first time is in Book 23, when he eats a funeral feast
for Patroclus with the leaders of the Greek army (23.48). Yet, in Book 24, Thetis urges Achilles to
stop fasting and abstaining from sex (24.128-30) (R. Seaford, Reciprocity and Ritual: Homer and
Tragedy in the Developing City-State [Oxford, 1994], 159-60, 172-3). Apparently, Achilles began
his fast again after Patroclus’ funeral: this is another sign that it has not fully brought him closure.
Breaking his fast now, while giving Hector’s corpse back, shows that the mutilation theme needed
to be resolved before Achilles could reintegrate into normal life again. Achilles ending his abstinence
from sex is implied by him laying with Briseis the following night (24.676).

3 Achilles’ gentleness and rage are closely related. Achilles fears that he will kill Priam if the old
king angers him (24.583-6).
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narrative progresses, mutilation still does all these things, but is also used to shock or
frighten the enemy (Peneleus showing the head of Ilioneus to the Trojans) and to
serve as a communal ritual (the Greeks mutilate Hector together) or the fulfilment of
a promise to a dead comrade (Achilles’ mutilation of Hector to avenge Patroclus).
Noteworthy is the fact that only Greeks perform corpse mutilation. The Trojans plan
and attempt to mutilate corpses several times, but fail in every instance (even when
they have the upper hand in battle), while the Greeks continue to demonstrate
ever-increasing violence and rage, of which corpse abuse becomes an important
part. The Greeks and the Trojans are portrayed differently in this matter, and this
raises the question whether they inhabit a disparate moral universe when it comes to
perpetrating violence and committing corpse mutilation.

The mutilation theme illustrates the escalation of violence present in the /liad. It also
shows that this kind of violence is unsustainable. Keeping and dishonouring Hector’s
body does not comfort Achilles. On the battlefield, mutilation briefly provides a gain
that ranges from the presumed short-lived satisfaction of the mutilator to the momentary
terror of the enemy. Back at the camp, however, the mutilated corpse ceases to fulfil any
function. It becomes a barrier to Achilles, who becomes stuck in his grieving process,
renewing his fast after Patroclus’ funeral and abstaining from sex. Only through
restoring the body to Priam—thereby reversing the mutilation process—can he begin
to attain closure.

Active corpse mutilation is notably absent in the first half of the /liad. Only when the
fighting intensifies in the second half of the poem do mutilations start occurring at a
regular rate. From Book 11 onwards, the placement and the details of each mutilation
appear to have been carefully chosen and positioned—not because the epic tradition
thought in or distinguished the modern categories of mutilation we now recognize,
but because it is intuitive that a planned mutilation is different and (morally) worse
than a mutilation committed in the heat of the moment, and because a long, public,
drawn-out mutilation represents an escalation when compared to a rapid decapitation.
The narrator increases the severity and frequency of corpse mutilation throughout the
second half of the I/iad. Such an observation is significant, because it potentially tells
us something about how the Illiad was created. Narrative lines throughout the poem
such as the mutilation theme point to careful planning and construction. This makes
corpse mutilation, despite its gruesome nature, a subject worthy of consideration.
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