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Thersites 

v 

 
How came I here among the Shades, the butt 

Of Homer’s tongue in life, his adversary in death? 

How odd to be the object of ridicule, 

Marked with scorn for my poor body’s faults, 

Hated for the frankness of my speech! 

Though from heroic stock, I did not play 

The hero’s part. My all-too-normal instincts 

Roused my heart against the selfish kings, 

But I, poor fool, was tripped by arrogance 

And stumbled to my doom. I did not know 

That often men refuse a helping hand 

And damn their benefactor’s kind intent. 

I thought to take their part–or was I blinded 

By my own self-seeking soul? If so, 

Perhaps I do deserve to rot beyond 

The earth’s far rim and play a proverb role 

As Shakespeare’s crude buffoon. And yet if I 

But had it all to do again, I would. 
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 The day would soon be bright, as the sun was climbing 
behind the sandstone peaks opposite where we had spent the 
night. Already the mists in the distant valley below showed 
tinges of pink and gold. Here and there silver streaks of the 
winding river threaded their way through green patches to 
the sea that lay beyond the grim towers of Calydon, the seat 
of power of Oeneus, my aging uncle. We would be there 
soon enough, and for now I preferred to gaze back north 
toward home where Agrius, my father, played the role of 
vassal lord of central Aetolia. This would be my last look at 
the district of my birth. 
 My five older brothers lay sprawled around the embers 
of last evening’s fire, which had provided us with supper and 
warmth after our first day’s hike toward Calydon. At 
seventeen I was the last of the six sons, and the most eager 
for adventure. We had already experienced the hardships of 
campaigns against the inland mountaineers, whose forays 
had often disturbed the peace of my father’s realm. Winter 
snows and parching summer heat had bronzed our faces and 
toughened our spirits, but I was as yet unproved. I had been 
embarrassed when my mother, Dia, embraced me so fondly 
at the parting. I wanted to be regarded as a veteran, a tested 
man, and of course I gloried in my developing strength. That 
Onchestus, the eldest, should be warned to keep an eye on 
me was a source of resentment. 
 A splash of red spread over the mountain above and 
behind us now, and a sudden cry broke the silence. Two 
answering screams followed, and suddenly from beneath a 
passing cloud appeared three great birds of Zeus. They 
quartered the great meadow to the south. First one, now 
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another, swooped low, then climbed effortlessly on the 
updraft. A slight movement in the grass below finally 
attracted the attention of the leading eagle. Plummeting 
down, he made a gliding pass at the hare, crouched 
trembling on the edge of a slight rise in the ground. The 
attack, although lightning swift, merely knocked the prey 
from its precarious perch, rolling it over the edge of the 
knoll. The attacker came off empty-taloned. 
 The hare was badly battered but still alive when the 
second eagle dived in screaming. This assault was equally 
unsuccessful, although the hare did reveal a deep gash in his 
back. The wound seemed to trigger a futile defiance in the 
small animal, which turned as though to challenge its 
tormenters. The result was inevitable. The third of the royal 
birds, perhaps goaded by the failure of its companions, struck 
unerringly, and the hare lay dead. 
 A tap on the shoulder brought me back from 
contemplation of the grisly scene, and I looked questioningly 
into the eyes of Onchestus. He merely shrugged and 
muttered, “Fair omen for the hunt, Thersites.” 
 “So please Artemis!” I replied. 
 “That fool, our uncle, should have thought of such a 
prayer himself,” was the rejoinder. 
 I failed to grasp the full import of Onchestus’ bitterness. 
All I knew was that the call had gone out from the court of 
Oeneus, summoning heroes from all Achaea to participate in 
a great hunt to rid Calydon of a wild boar that was 
devastating the land. Its presence, I was later informed, was 
the result of Oeneus’ neglect of the huntress-goddess Artemis 
in the annual sacrifices to the Olympian gods. The hunt was 
to atone for the curse of Artemis and thus served as a ritual. 
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 I had participated in many sacrifices in my father’s 
stronghold, and had at a very young age come to realize that 
sincere belief in the gods was actually subordinate to the 
many rituals pertaining to their worship. It was the rituals 
that dominated and directed society, not the gods 
themselves, if indeed they existed at all. Kings and seers 
exercised the real control over the minds and actions of men. 
The people merely acquiesced and therefore shared in the 
perpetuation of a god-oriented political and economic 
existence. To do otherwise could only result in exclusion 
from the affairs of life itself. Expediency kept the down-
trodden mob in check. Even the atheist paid lip service to 
tradition in order to survive. 
 At the same time, rituals afforded the opportunity to 
attain glory and a sense of closeness to the divine. Quests and 
wars and adventures provided the stimuli to excel, to become 
godlike. Success or even a notable failure assured a man of a 
sort of immortality. Every young aristocrat of the day 
dreamed of trial and ultimate reward. I no less than the rest. 
The hunt in Calydon would be my first chance really to 
prove myself. 
 Roused by my brief exchange with Onchestus, my 
sleeping brothers were soon stirring, and after a brief meal 
we were again on the march. The path left the mountainside, 
wound down to the valley floor, and stretched on beside the 
stream, widening to a wagon road. We encountered very few 
travelers, but peasants along the way were astir to start the 
daily chores in the scattered farms and pastures of the 
upland. 
 The day grew warm and sultry. The occasional shepherd 
or peddler we met gave way grudgingly at sight of our 
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gleaming weapons. Two or three mangy dogs growled at our 
approach, but kept a safe distance. In one village we were 
recognized and briefly greeted by two elderly men who had 
once served in my father’s stables, but since had retired to 
live out their old age in the huts of married daughters. A 
trace of envy for our youth showed fleetingly in their watery 
eyes. 
 By afternoon the road became clogged with market carts 
and loaded burros, and dust rose in choking clouds. Here 
and there tempers flared into senseless arguments between 
straggling groups from different towns. In the distance 
loomed the focal point for all the coming and going–the 
battlements rising above the city of Calydon. Roads 
branched off the closer we came, and the throng 
momentarily thinned as we passed through the outer gates. 
Onchestus needed no directions. He had visited Calydon 
many times with my father. It was here that the loosely 
federated Aetolians met in common cause, and decrees were 
promulgated by kings to be obeyed or ignored as the whims 
and strengths of lesser seats of power dictated. 
 For the most part Agrius had supported Oeneus’ 
ascendancy, more from family habit than conviction. Still, it 
was no secret that the two brothers were far from 
compatible. Rival jealousy? Some past quarrel over property 
or a woman? There were hints, but no one ever really knew, 
and both Dia and Agrius were close-mouthed. I believe 
Agrius loved my mother in his rough and reticent Aetolian 
way. My brothers exhibited the same characteristics. But 
they were fanatical in their family loyalty. The populace of 
the whole district around Agrinion, while fearing their dour 
king, respected him and felt safer for his presence. 
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 As for me, I had inherited from Dia a somewhat sunnier 
outlook on life. The baby of the family, I suppose I was 
cosseted more than the others. I was also always welcomed 
into the poorest homes in the area and came to have great 
feeling for the plight of those less fortunate than I. My 
brothers often grumbled that I did not uphold the honor of 
my position on such occasions. Yet they did not harbor any 
grudge for all my democratic behavior. After all, I was no 
threat to the succession, and besides they felt protective of 
the youngest of the clan. 
 Awareness of my manhood had come to me some years 
before. Still, innocence of its real significance persisted, and 
at first I failed to understand the appraising glances of the 
daughters of distinguished families, the sly winks of the 
servants or girls I encountered in the fields or around the 
town. I lived in a world of romantic beauty. Was this my 
mother’s gift? She never took me into her confidence or 
instructed me in the facts of life. My sexual fantasies 
remained in the realm of dragons to be slain and the 
passionate embraces of rescued princesses. I yearned for 
fulfillment, yet shrank from it. 
 Calydon was alive with activity. Visitors were thronging 
in daily, mostly by ship from the Peloponnese across the gulf, 
some from as far distant as Athens. In the ensuing days I was 
in the company of many of the greatest Achaean heroes. 
Tales of their exploits were confirmed and heralded about. 
The faces of Telamon of Salamis, Castor and Polydeuces of 
Pacedaimon, Jason, Admetus, and countless other already 
legendary princes, including Nestor of Pylos then in his 
prime, were suddenly living realities. I was awe-struck at the 
gathering, but felt no humility. Onchestus fostered in me my 
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own sense of pride. 
 Oeneus’ palace occupied the whole of the acropolis, 
which towered over the town. Above the lintel of the main 
gate was fastened a freshly carved head of a huge boar as a 
future protecting emblem of Calydonian power. 
 “A bit premature, I’d say–!” said Melanippus glancing 
up at it as we passed through. Onchestus nodded in assent, 
but said nothing. The rest of us followed in silence. We knew 
what they meant. The invitation to the hunt had proclaimed 
that once the boar was slain the pelt and tusks would go to 
the slayer of the beat, and the boar’s head would henceforth 
become the symbol of Calydon. 
 A Steward of the court officially welcomed us inside the 
gate, hung our identity tags on the official Hunt Roster, 
assigned us quarters in the west wing of the royal galleries, 
and conducted us to the Royal Megaron. The interior of the 
hall quite took my breath away by its obvious display of 
wealth. Benches and tables of fine craftsmanship lined the 
walls on either side. Servants were busy serving food, 
pouring wine, and tending glowing braziers, which gave off 
wisps of smoke and the aroma of meats being roasted on 
carefully turned spits. 
 Other early arrivals stood around in groups, renewing 
acquaintances. The wine was flowing freely, and the 
atmosphere on the surface appeared to be one of good 
fellowship. My own spirits rose at the thought of making one 
of such a company, and I prayed inwardly I might acquit 
myself well among the nobles here assembled. Since 
Onchestus was well known as my father’s son, we were 
accorded recognition as we entered. Several old friends 
greeted us warmly when we passed down the hall. I knew a 
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few of the heroes myself, the ones who had spent the night 
with us in Agrinion on their way north on expeditions or 
triops to consult the great oracle at Dodona. I felt 
increasingly more at ease. Still, the blatancy of the feigned 
opulence of Oeneus offended my conservative instincts. The 
image of my father’s plain but solid abode contrasted 
markedly with this obvious attempt to impress one’s guests. 
 At the far end of the room, flanked by squires and 
servants, Oeneus and Althaea, his queen, received each 
newcomer in turn. A platform elevated them somewhat 
above the crowd, and they sat on two matched armchairs 
wrought of ornately carved ivory. Their purple robes fell in 
loose folds so as not to reveal the outlines of their bodies. The 
reason was not difficult to guess. The deep lines on Oeneus’ 
face displayed the ravages of old age. In the two short years 
since I had last seen him, he had visibly shrunk in stature. 
Gone was the brightness of his glance. His mouth drooped, 
and his cheeks had sunk. His hand trembled so much when 
he lifted his goblet that the lions engraved upon its side 
seemed to be embossed in living motion. What remained of a 
powerful king was the glitter of the jewels in his crown, 
reflected as they were by the torchlight overhead. 
 Althaea, on the other hand, had lost little of the power 
and beauty that I remembered so well. Her face was full. Her 
look was direct, penetrating, even disturbing. Her eyes and 
the set of her jaw scarcely veiled the deep passions that lay 
beneath her calm exterior. There smoldered close to the 
surface a temperament that might at any moment under 
stress release itself in precipitate ruthless action. She greeted 
us cordially enough, and although she appeared genuinely 
solicitous of news from the north, I wondered if she envied 
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Dia her six sons. Althaea was not so fortunate with her own. 
Except for Meleager they were all dead or had gone to live in 
far places. 
 I had known Meleager from my early childhood. He was 
some twenty years my senior, but we had had occasion to see 
considerable of one another during the years before the 
growing coolness between our fathers. The unifying 
influence on the families of our common grandfather 
Porthaon had survived his death and remained during the 
early years of Oeneus’ reign. The death of my other uncle, 
Melas, had upset the precarious balance of amity. In 
addition, Althaea’s happiness had been further compromised 
by rumors of her husband’s infidelity. It was whispered 
throughout Aetolia that Tydeus, king of Argos, was Oeneus’ 
son by the captive Periboea. More malicious was the tale of 
incest between Oeneus and his daughter, Gorge. Whatever 
the parentage of Tydeus, he was an acknowledged son, and 
in fact his child, Diomedes, my near contemporary, was 
recognized as an honored grandson of Oeneus. What 
Althaea’s true feelings had been at the time was never really 
known. Her silence may have been occasioned by the equally 
discomfiting rumor that Meleager was not Oeneus’ son. 
Althaea’s present concern centered on Meleager, her 
possessiveness of him so pronounced, that the current view of 
the citizens was that she somehow had the power of life and 
death over him. When Meleager had returned from the 
Argonaut expedition, it was she who actively promoted his 
marriage to Cleopatra, the daughter of Idas. 
 Meleager and his wife stood just below and to the right 
of the king and queen, surrounded by a group of admirers. It 
was obvious that Meleager was to the be real leader of the 
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hunt, the selection designed to bring him more than local 
fame. It needed no proclamation that he was heir to the 
throne of Aetolia. The insult to my father’s house was clear 
to everyone. 
 When he turned to greet us, I was mildly surprised by 
the recent change in his appearance. His features were as 
handsome as ever, to be sure. His full head of flaming hair 
capped a frame that bespoke his military bearing. Nature 
had endowed him generously with physical assets. These he 
had abused in riotous living, and he was beginning to show a 
premature paunch. His mouth and eyes, which had formerly 
communicated merriment, had somehow hardened into the 
same expression as that of his mother. The effect was chilling 
despite his obvious effort to appear affable among his 
companions. Nevertheless, the barely discernible scorn and 
contempt were not lost on any of us, and we made no 
comment as Onchestus herded us down the hall to refresh 
ourselves and observe other arrivals. 
 At the next table I recognized Ancaeus and Cepheus 
from Arcadia. They and two of Althaea’s brothers were in 
heated discussion with some of the close adherents of 
Meleager. At issue was the participation in the coming chase 
by Atalanta, daughter of Iasus, also of Arcadia. The 
Arcadians and Meleager’s uncles were arguing vehemently 
for her exclusions. There were threats of an immediate 
return to Arcadia, plus assertions that the presence of a 
woman in the hunt could only lead to mischief and even 
disaster. Attracted by the dispute, Meleager strode into the 
group and pointedly announced that it was Oeneus’ will that 
either Atalanta should compete with the men or the hunt 
would be called off. This ultimatum was accepted as final, 
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but with obvious reluctance. The rancor remained and 
boded ill. 
 All conversation ceased when the subject of the 
disagreement made her entrance. Clad in a short hunting 
tunic, with a quiver slung over her shoulder, she gave the 
appearance of Artemis herself. Self-assured, unawed by the 
predominantly masculine crowd, she glided the length of the 
hall to pay her respects to Oeneus. The effect was that of the 
intrusion of a leopard into a pride of lions, and all eyes 
followed her progress. 
 The stories of Atalanta had fired my imagination for 
years, but this was my first sight of the living legend. That 
she volunteered to become an Argonaut is not doubted. That 
she was finally rejected as a possibly disturbing addition to 
that famous crew is generally thought to be true. Her 
parentage, however, was shrouded in mystery. Iasus was 
reported to be en route from Arcadia to acknowledge her as 
his own. Yet a rival claim of fatherhood had been advanced 
on behalf on Schoeneus of Boeotia. In any event, it was 
agreed by all that she had been exposed to die in infancy 
either in Aetolia or the Peloponnese, had been found and 
reared by mountaineers, and claimed herself a virgin and a 
dedicated follower of Artemis. The former part of her claim 
was countered by the undenied report that in fact before the 
sailing of the Argo she had become the mother of 
Parthenopaeus, and that Meleager was the father. 
Parthenopaeus himself had suffered exposure and rescue by 
shepherds like his mother, and, now full grown, was destined 
to meet his fate as one of the Seven Against Thebes. 
 Atalanta’s encounter with Meleager in the Royal 
Megaron was quite correct and unruffled. By contrast, I 
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detected in the appraising look of Meleager a hint of 
sensuous lust. His laugh contained an unpleasant tone. 
Atalanta betrayed no visible reaction and was in no way 
provocative beyond her obvious femininity. I glanced quickly 
at Cleopatra to see whether she indeed felt challenged in any 
way, but her face was masked in a conventional smile that 
indicated no emotion whatever. Was she immune to the 
threat which I imagined? Or was she inured to the double 
standard of the day? She herself had proved a barren wife. 
 The days that followed confirmed my suspicions of the 
degenerating character of the Calydonian court. Oeneus 
proclaimed a nine-day feast to precede the hunt. Such 
callous disregard for the devastation and the continuing 
destruction of the lives and property of the common people 
by the boar offended my sense of responsibility. The delay 
could only mean further hardship for the already hard-
pressed Calydonians. Back home the disaster would have 
been dealt with first. The feast would follow, accompanied 
by the gratitude of the populace at large. 
 Meanwhile Meleager became insufferable to many of the 
guests. His passion for Atalanta was no longer concealed. He 
signed openly with envy of the man who might become her 
husband. That he would go to any length to become her 
lover was sickeningly apparent. Throughout the feasting the 
dissention over Atalanta’s presence increased, but still the 
decree of Oeneus prevailed. Any hope for a disciplined 
chase, however, evaporated rapidly. With further delay, I 
thought, the boar might yet be the victor. 
 At last the day for the hunt did arrive. It had been 
arranged that we six would take to the field in pairs, and true 
to my mother’s instructions Onchestus chose me as his 
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partner. By now the rest of the hunting party was completely 
disunited, and Meleager, realizing too late the folly of his 
lack of leadership, attempted to rally the flagging spirits and 
restore morale. Vigorously he ranged far up and down the 
line of beaters and hunters trying desperately to form a half-
circle around the boar’s most recent haunt. From some he 
met abuse, from others slow compliance. His patience was 
nearing its limits when he reached our wing on the left. 
 And then–was it fate? Or was it sheer accident? I have 
often wondered since, and tried to accept the event. But it 
was surely then that the bitterness began, which was to 
pursue and wrack me to the end. Onchestus had left me 
momentarily alone on the edge of an escarpment, while he 
returned to the support group for additional spears. His firm 
injunction to me was that if by chance the boar appeared I 
was under no circumstances to engage it alone but must 
summon help from Ancaeus and Cepheus to our right. 
 When Meleager approached this pair, the same dispute 
over Atalanta was renewed between them. The voices rose in 
anger, and I heard the parting shot of Ancaeus as Meleager 
headed in my direction, “Agrius and his sons would have ...” 
The rest was lost to my ears as my attention was arrested by 
a loud rustling in the shrubs below me. I knew I was 
trembling visibly from the excitement, but rather than rush 
blindly to my death I cried, “Help, ho, the boar!” When I 
turned again, I was just in time to see the towering form of 
Meleager bearing down on me, his face purple with rage. 
 “So, treasonable wretch,” he screamed, “you and your 
brothers put the Arcadians up to objecting to the maiden, 
did you? For what? The kingdom, or to bed the lady 
yourselves? Cowardly dog, I shall feed you to the boar 
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myself!” 
 Too late I tried to brace myself. The brutal impact of his 
charge caught me full on the chest, and I was sent hurtling 
down the steep embankment. I can still recall the heavy 
blows, deadening pain, echoing thunder, and final oblivion. 
 

* * * * * 
 

 My awakening was like the recovery from a violent 
nightmare. Even the slightest movement sent excruciating 
pain through my body. My thoughts were completely 
disoriented. How long I had remained in the coma I never 
knew. My very survival was little short of miraculous. Still, as 
days went by I gained strength, actually took nourishment, 
and gradually became conscious of my surroundings. At first 
all I recognized was the outline of Onchestus anxiously 
bending over my bed, trying to recall me from my hysterical 
ravings to some sort of coherence. He had scarcely left my 
side from the moment he returned to the ledge and gently 
lifted my battered body onto a makeshift litter. Since then he 
had nursed me at the home of an old friend of my father. 
When at last I began to respond to his care and to take an 
interest in life beyond that of my own suffering, it was he 
who bit by bit filled in for me the details of events following 
Meleager’s murderous assault. 
 The rustling I had heard had indeed been the boar, and 
immediately Meleager had attempted to reform the line of 
hunters to close for the kill. What followed was a 
combination of blunder and near farce. Even before my fall, 
the rumor had spread that centaurs had attempted to rape 
Atalanta, providing her an excuse to fight close by 
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Meleager’s side after his encounter with me. It was her claim 
that she had dispatched her two would-be attackers. The 
story was pure fiction, and what little admiration I had 
entertained for her as a woman and warrior was further 
tarnished by her association with my now hated cousin. 
Years later when I heard of her marriage to Melanion (or 
was it Hippomenes?) and their subsequent fate, I was 
scarcely moved at all. 
 The boar proved almost more than a match for the 
heroes. Several men were gored; Nestor was ignominiously 
chased up a tree; and, after Atalanta drew first blood with an 
arrow, Ancaeus, eager to outdo her, tripped over a root and 
blindly stumbled to his own bloody disembowelment and 
death at the tusks of the beast. 
 The aftermath had proved even more fateful. When 
Meleager awarded the pelt as a prize to Atalanta, his uncles 
objected. Whereupon in a rage he killed them both. This led 
to reprisals and an intra-family dispute. Althaea was torn 
between loyalty to her brothers and love for her son. Her 
surviving relatives united to avenge the deaths, and the 
ensuing melee resulted in wholesale slaughter, including the 
killing of Meleager. Some said that Althaea herself had a 
hand in her son’s death. It was from this report that the tale 
grew of her casting upon the fire the log that held Meleager’s 
life inviolate. Afterwards, I was told, both Althaea and 
Cleopatra hanged themselves. 
 In the confusion Onchestus had been able to conceal me 
and dispatch my four other brothers with the news to my 
father. It had been easy to obtain refuge for just the two of us 
in the house of my father’s friend, who lived in a remote 
corner of the lower city. Having ascertained from Cepheus 
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the true cause of my fall, Onchestus wisely concluded that to 
remain in the palace might bring nothing but further 
accusation or revenge from the house of Oeneus. Cepheus 
meanwhile departed in haste for home. 
 As the day s of recovery stretched into weeks it became 
clear that my badly broken leg would heal, but that I would 
be hampered somewhat by a permanent limp. Of more 
immediate concern was the disfigurement of my head and 
shoulders. Although I had suffered no real brain damage, my 
skull had shattered into a number of grotesque swellings and 
knobs culminating in a misshapen point on top. In addition, 
I had lost most of my hair during the coma and subsequent 
fever. It was unlikely that much, if any, of it would grow 
back. Finally, although I retained full strength in my arms, 
the framework of both shoulder blades had been totally 
altered by the impact of my landing. My arms henceforth 
seemed more attached to my breast, while my sloping 
shoulders emphasized the blades protruding from my back. 
The overall effect was appallingly grotesque. I knew that I 
was doomed to endure ridicule at the hands of a society that 
set so much stock in physical perfection. That realization 
slowed my recuperation and increased my bitterness. 
 Meanwhile my brothers returned secretly from the 
north, this time fully armed for war. I noted also a further 
influx of familiar faces in the lower town, ostensibly visiting 
friends, but in fact agents acting on orders from my father. 
Oeneus had remained in shaky control of the kingdom for 
six months following the hunt, but it was evident that this 
state of affairs could not last. In the end Agrius came riding 
down from the north, and aided by my brothers, was 
installed in power almost without bloodshed. Oeneus was 
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imprisoned and tortured for some time. Finally, over the 
strenuous objections of Onchestus, he was released and 
permitted to retire to a country seat to the west. My father’s 
fairmindedness in the matter was remarkable, but in the long 
run it proved his undoing. 
 Within a year Calydon was convulsed again. Oeneus, at 
the instigation of his ambitious daughter and son-in-law, 
chose not to spend his declining years in obscurity. Messages 
were dispatched to Argos summoning assistance. Oeneus’ 
son Tydeus had by now been lost at Thebes as one of the 
Seven, but Tydeus’ son Diomedes answered the call with his 
friend Alcmaeon. The two appeared most unexpectedly at 
the head of a formidable army. Caught by surprise, my 
father and brothers led our loosely organized forces to repel 
the invasion. Being still unfit for full field duty, I was left 
behind with a small group of elders to preserve order and 
guard the main gate of the acropolis.  
 As during the hunt my nervousness increased as I stared 
out on the developing military scene in the plain far below. 
The dust swirled to form a backdrop for phantom figures 
performing in what was at first a soundless dream. But out of 
the confused vision I was soon able to distinguish individuals 
and recognize personal triumphs and defeats. Above the 
muffled din arose an occasional dry of victory or the 
agonized scream of the dying. The tide of battle was soon 
rolling closer, and the senseless slaughter roused in me a 
feeling of horror for the waste of human life. Was the 
personal enmity of Oeneus and Agrius of such importance as 
to involve so many others? I failed to see it, yet knew that I, 
too, was committed to participate. Was it for personal 
honor? Perhaps, but this was counteracted by a deep 
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concern for the men on each side who stood to gain but little, 
no matter who emerged the winner. I resisted my rising 
nausea with difficulty. 
 Suddenly I awoke from my cynical reverie and began to 
observe the butchery now near at hand. Instead of masses of 
faceless men, I recognized the participants as men I knew, 
my own people, and my own passion stirred. Unable to lend 
a hand, I watched benumbed as Prothous and Keleutor fell 
side by side, Lykopeus breathed his last, and Melanippus 
went down beneath a shower of spears. In that instant my 
family unit split asunder. Four strong bodies, my brothers, 
companions of that first march to Calydon, all swallowed up 
in a carnage not of their own contriving. 
 My immediate reaction was for revenge, and I was ready 
for it when Onchestus burst through the crowded square and 
made for the gate. His haggard look made all conversation 
unnecessary. Still I had to know the answer to the one 
question that remained, “Father?” 
 “Dead,” was the dull reply, “by his own hand in despair! 
We must be off at once.” He turned and quickly led me 
unresisting through the west wing of the palace to a hidden 
gate we had discovered during our earlier stay. A narrow 
path ran across a defile to the promontory which rose over 
the sea to the south. Here we found a temporary refuge in 
the scrubby trees that sprang from clefts in the gray 
sandstone walls of rock. 
 Looking back at the conquered city, I could see no 
evidence of destruction. It was obvious that Diomedes 
intended to restore his grandfather’s power rather than 
engage in looting and enslavement. To me, at least, this was 
preferable to indiscriminate slaughter, but I said nothing of 
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this to Onchestus, whose murderous thoughts were written 
plainly upon his face. I assumed that we would make our 
way north by the mountains and regain our native region, 
but my brother had quite a different plan in mind. Without 
waiting for the outcome of the battle in the city, under cover 
of darkness we crossed the gulf to the Peloponnese. 
 

* * * * * 
 
 Within three weeks we made our way to the stronghold 
of Cepheus in the northeastern corner of Arcadia. Cepheus 
proved to be extremely cooperative with Onchestus’ 
purposes. He brought almost daily intelligence of the 
movements of Calydon’s aged king, who had accompanied 
Diomedes on his return to Argus. Finally, after several weeks 
of frustration, Onchestus entered my chamber, obviously 
elated. Agents of Cepheus had brought news that Oeneus 
had taken to travelling from shrine to shrine in Argive 
territory, paying respects to heroes of the past. The 
motivation was unclear, but he apparently had indicated that 
he planned to pay his next devotion to the so-called Shrine of 
Telephos. Situated on Mount Parthenios, the sanctuary 
actually straddled the western border of Argos and the 
extreme eastern limit of Arcadia. Had he known of our 
presence in the adjoining territory, it is doubtful he would 
have taken the risk. He was to be accompanied by 
Diomedes, who had business to attend to in a nearby town. 
Since they were as yet unaware of our whereabouts, there 
was little concern for the safety of Oeneus. 
 Onchestus that very night hastened to put his plan into 
operation. Not wishing to involve Cepheus, we set out alone 
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and crossed the mountain range that formed Arcadia’s 
eastern shield. The trip proved exhausting for me, and my 
leg and back were again causing me pain. By daybreak we 
were gazing down on the shrine from a shelf of rock some 
eight hundred feet above the valley floor. 
 The sacred enclosure encircled the flat meadow formed 
by a bend in the rocky river that issued from a cleft in the 
hills to the left. The area, walled with a single course of 
rough sandstone, contained what looked like a two-room 
shelter projecting inward form the wall near the solitary 
approach path. The path then led directly to a rather large 
altar in the center of the circle. Backed onto the opposite 
wall, facing the altar, was a small building to house sacred 
and ritual objects. Two monolithic pillars flanked the 
entrance and its thick studded oak door. The lintel consisted 
of an imposing triangular piece of black marble or granite 
which contrasted sharply with the gray sandstone of the rest 
of the structure and the walls of the precinct. 
 As the coming sunlight made its way down the cliff, its 
rays caught the lintel and revealed, deeply etched on its 
surface, the outline of a pair of wolves facing each other, 
their front paws supported by a pillar in between. The design 
was nearly identical with the imposing Lion Gate at 
Mycenae, which I would come to know well in the months 
ahead. For the moment I merely gazed, fascinated by the 
contrast between the fine workmanship of the carving and its 
rather crude surroundings. Nevertheless, the whole sanctuary 
radiated an aura of peace. 
 I had deep misgivings concerning what we were about. 
Onchestus’ scheme was to anticipate the arrival of Oeneus 
outside the shrine. It also developed that he had no plan of 
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escape following the assault. My own crippled condition 
would serve only to hamper flight anyway. Slowly it dawned 
on me that I was here merely to serve as a witness to my 
brother’s expiation of his feelings of guilt. Beyond that I was 
in no sense to be a participant in the deed itself. The truth 
was that he did not intend to survive. 
 My reaction was a tempest of mixed emotions. I resented 
the fact that I had so foolishly allowed him to lure me into 
abandoning the security and serenity of arcadia. At the same 
time, my debt to him for my own life and safety held me 
bound in brotherly loyalty to the sole surviving member of 
my family. In the end I had no choice but to stay and see it 
through. The prospect turned my stomach. Here we were on 
Mount Partenios, the reputed cradle of Atalanta. Had the 
shadow of her influence come full circle? The irony weighed 
heavily on me. 
 Abandoning our lookout point, we made our way down 
to the narrow roadway leading to the gate. Onchestus by 
now had agreed that my physical condition made me useless 
as an accomplice. I was in such pain that I had had to 
discard all body armor as well as my sword and shield. I 
could not lift a spear and had resorted to using the shortened 
haft as a makeshift crutch. 
Under the circumstances I would at best serve as a diversion, 
thus affording Onchestus his chance. He too abandoned his 
armor, and we shrouded ourselves in cloaks to conceal our 
identities. He retained in the folds of his sleeve a razor-sharp 
long knife. 
 In fear that I might be recognized from my limp or that I 
might in panic give us away, he threateningly posted me 
close by the gate like a beggar. For the first time in my life I 
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felt that I was being badly used by one of my own family and 
began to argue that the whole attempt was both foolhardy 
and wrong. Showering me with curses and warnings he 
turned on his heels and started down the road just as 
Diomedes led the line of pilgrims into full view. My brother 
stood aside to let the leaders pass. I approached Diomedes 
and suddenly pulled back the cowl from my face. Instantly 
he read the unspoken warning on my face and hastily turned 
back. But it was already too late. Onchestus, like a wild lion, 
had leaped upon the trailing Oeneus and plunged the dagger 
into his breast. In an instant Onchestus was overpowered, 
and I watched with horror as Diomedes’ men dismembered 
him. 
 Diomedes’ face was ashen when he returned to the spot 
where I stood rooted and trembling. I bared my breast for 
the expected blow and waited. 
 “You did try to forewarn me, didn’t you?” he whispered 
hoarsely. I nodded. 
 Then, scrutinizing me more closely, he recognized me 
and said, “You are Thersites, then, and that must be your 
brother.” He indicated the gory scene at his back with a 
vague gesture. 
 Again I nodded, but still could not bring myself to beg 
for mercy. 
 He stood there unmoving, pondering. I had seen him 
only at a distance before, and now at close range he was one 
of the most impressive men I had ever encountered. His 
frame was imposing. Strength and self-reliance emanated 
from his dark face, and somewhere from the openness of his 
gaze I caught a familiar gleam which verified for me that he 
was indeed the flesh and blood of a much younger Oeneus. 
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Beyond that I noted also a look of sincerity which recalled 
vividly the express of his uncle, my father. 
 At length he reached a decision, and sheathing his sword 
he spoke softly. “Meleager used you badly, cousin, I am 
told.” 
 As relief flooded my heart I whispered, “May Artemis at 
last be propitiated,” whereupon, under the stress, my eyes 
clouded, and I slipped into unconsciousness. 
 

* * * * * 
 
 The journey to Argos holds for me only the dim memory 
of jolting along strapped to the back of one of Diomedes’ 
pack animals. My physical discomforts distracted me from all 
other thoughts, and I was only vaguely aware of the vast 
panorama of the Argive Plain as it spread out yellow and 
gray before us. In the far distance to the south lay the 
shimmering surface of the sea. Tied to one of the other 
animals, the shrouded body of Oeneus bounced clumsily 
with every succeeding step of the beast, emphasizing the 
ghoulish aspect of this somber procession. Only once or 
twice did my mind return to the disfigured corpse of 
Onchestus, left to rot as carrion back on the border of 
Arcadia. 
 Except for Diomedes and myself, the lineage of Porthaon 
had run its course. As I reviewed its bloody history I was 
persuaded that perhaps the power of the curse of Artemis 
was real after all. It now seemed likely that we two survivors 
might well be condemned to misery through the action of 
our forebears. I shuddered inwardly, then with a conscious 
effort shook aside such depressing prospects. The uncertainty 
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of my immediate future demanded more of my concern. 
 To my surprise, the Argives received me, if not with 
warmth, at least with consideration. I was not treated as a 
prisoner, and as I gradually regained my strength, within 
weeks I was accepted as a member in reasonably good 
standing of that group, known as the close followers of 
Diomedes. It is true that I was held under rather close 
surveillance by one or two of the king’s trusted associates and 
seldom left to myself. Under no circumstances was I 
permitted to be alone with the ordinary citizens of the city. 
This I accepted as a natural consequence of my known 
enmity to the house of Oeneus. 
 I was allowed, however, to accompany the body of 
Oeneus to its final resting place in the small settlement which 
thereafter bore the name of Oenoe. The tomb itself was a 
dignified chamber hewn into a hillside overlooking the town. 
While impressive for its site, it bore no indication of outward 
royal display. It was furnished sparsely, and the final rituals 
were almost perfunctory, devoid of any show of grief or even 
respect. A duty had been performed, the grandson and the 
nephew were in attendance among the mourners, but that 
was all. The boar was dead at least in symbol and in fact. 
 Some days later Diomedes summoned me to attend him 
in his private quarters. I was escorted from the main hall to a 
remote chamber obviously reserved for him and his wife. 
The appointments of the apartment were austere but 
adequate for a simple sort of comfort. This minor detail 
verified my estimate of my host as a man of power and 
action, but not of idle display. His wife, on the other hand, 
did not radiate the same simple openness. Not that she was 
in any sense hostile. still I felt that her eyes contained a 
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strong element of selfishness, and I wondered how much 
influence she exercised over her husband. Her manner was 
cool. How loyal a wife could she be? The couple was 
childless. 
 Diomedes greeted me cordially enough, but I sensed at 
once that he was preoccupied with other more weighty 
concerns. I waited respectfully. After a brief exchange he 
came abruptly to the matter on his mind with the same 
swiftness as when he chose to spare my life after the murder 
of his grandfather. 
 “You have doubtless heard of the expedition to avenge 
the deaths of those who died at Thebes?” he inquired. 
 I knew, of course, that his father Tydeus, my own cousin, 
had been one of the Seven. Rumors of a second campaign 
had been rife in the city for several days. I nodded to indicate 
I had indeed been aware of the assembly of the sons of the 
dead leaders. Diomedes naturally would be one of the 
commanders of the raid for revenge. 
 “I shall lead one contingent. This time there will be no 
chance of failure,” he went on. “Please the gods, it will be a 
brief and glorious assault, and news of victory will gladden 
the shade of Tydeus in Hades.” 
 So firm was his resolution and conviction, that I had no 
doubt about the outcome. At the same time it flashed into 
my mind that I presented him with a minor problem, and 
that my own future might well hang in the balance. I was not 
yet in shape to accompany him even if he wanted me where 
he could keep an eye on me and test my new loyalty. I also 
felt certain that he would be reluctant to leave me behind on 
the barest chance I might prove disloyal and renew the 
Calydonian struggle by fomenting discontent at Argos I 
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realized my presence was an embarrassment to him, and 
looking into his penetrating gaze I experienced a sudden fear 
for my very life. 
 He must have detected my feeling of uncertainty, either 
from my face or an involuntary shudder in my misshapen 
frame, because he quickly continued to give voice to his 
inner thoughts in a somewhat reassuring tone. It was almost 
as though he spoke not to me or his wife but to himself as he 
unfolded his resolution of his responsibility for me. 
 “I am convinced of you trustworthiness, Thersites,” he 
said, “but my associates are not. They feel your presence 
here during my absence will pose a threat to tranquility in 
Argos—there are still dissidents to enlist you to lead their 
cause. For the safety of all, yourself included, I have decided 
you must not remain longer in Argos. I acknowledge you as a 
cousin and of royal lineage, but I cannot forget your brother 
killed my grandfather. It would ill befit me to embrace you 
and openly defend you as a family relation under the 
circumstances. Henceforth you must make your own way. 
The past is all but dead. What remains between us will be an 
obligation of the final rituals of death. Should the occasion 
ever arise for one of us to perform those rites for the other, I 
am convinced I can rely on you for that consideration and 
pledge my oath in return. Meanwhile, to allay the suspicions 
of my followers and to relieve you from further abuse for 
your physical deformities, I have arranged that you will leave 
Argos tomorrow and put yourself under the protection and 
care of Palamedes at Nauplion. May the gods favor us both!” 
 With that he strode up to me, grasped me firmly by the 
hand, and held my eyes fixedly in earnest of his word. 
Gratitude flooded me, but I returned his look without 
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wavering, desperate to convey to him every assurance of my 
acceptance of his generosity. I knew it must have cost him 
great effort to tread so close to sentimentality, and I 
recognized then the greatness of his soul. He too could suffer. 
It was in our blood. 
 I murmured my thanks and bowed respectfully. As I 
turned to depart I caught the scornful glance of Aegeleia. 
Was it intended for me or for a husband whose 
greatheartedness she misinterpreted for weakness? There was 
a penetrating Chill in the corridor, and I hastened ahead 
into the brilliant sunshine reflected from the Argive Plain. 
 

* * * * * 
 
 It is a comfortable half-day’s journey from Argos to 
Nauplion. The road is a good one through open fields and 
pastures. Hills trail off to the left to form the southern edge of 
the mountain strongholds behind and to the north of the 
area I was leaving. Back in those mountains lay the great 
fortress of Mycenae, seat of the most powerful of the 
Achaean chiefs, King Agamemnon. I had already visited that 
city with Diomedes a few weeks before and had been dazzled 
by its splendor. I had passed by royal tombs of 
Agamemnon’s ancestors and through the famed Lion Gate. 
Most of all I was struck by the haughtiness of the Mycenaean 
society, and, despite all the beauty, I had been offended by 
the accompanying arrogance of the inhabitants, especially 
the nobility. 
 Thoughts of that visit stayed with me as I made my way 
south. Would I, I wondered, encounter the same atmosphere 
at Nauplion? To counter such foreboding I took to musing 
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about the condition of the ordinary people in such 
societies—shepherds, orcharders, and other peasants, who 
must supply the demands of these masters of wealth. 
Evidence of the required toil and labor lay along the edge of 
the road in the form of flourishing fruit trees and well-tended 
gardens. On the slopes beyond, sheep and cattle were visible 
in great numbers. 
 Emerging from one fruit grove, I came upon an 
imposing rocky eminence to my left, capped by massive 
fortifications. It did not rise very high above the level of the 
plain itself, and yet it obviously dominated the whole 
surrounding area. Some passing peasants informed me that 
this was Tiryns, the most ancient of all the forts I the 
Peloponnese. Its tradition was legendary, going back to its 
founding by Proteus, whom the hero Perseus had succeeded. 
In more recent times it was famous for shaping the boyhood 
of the mighty Heracles. Since then it had been incorporated 
into the system of defense devised by the rulers of Mycenae 
and served as its most formidable southern outpost. A casual 
glance convinced me of the truth of the belief that its huge 
walls were the work of those giants known as the Cyclopes. 
 My instructions from Diomedes were to pass on by, and 
I made no effort to satisfy my curiosity about the site or its 
inhabitants. Besides, I still had to conserve my strength, and I 
also had no doubts about the derision my outward 
appearance would arouse. I turned my attention once more 
to the south and could already make out the high 
promontory which I knew must tower above Nauplion and 
the gulf. Nauplion served as the port of Argos and Mycenae, 
and all day long I had met loaded carts bringing imports 
from overseas to the royal palaces of the inland cities. 
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Although important for its commerce, the harbor, as it came 
into view, presented none of the usual display of military 
might. Not even the small island off shore was fortified, and 
only rarely did there appear a man clad in armor or a ship 
capable of other than cargo service. 
 My entrance into the main dockside square occasioned 
no special notice. I was struck by the unusually friendly 
attitude of the people, who gave little or no evidence of class 
distinction. A few elders idled near the quays, but everyone 
else seemed cheerfully engaged in the unloading of vessels 
and other activities attendant on sea transport. There was an 
attractive modest prosperity to the town, which lifted my 
spirits at once. I had been used to living subject to autocratic 
power, but here instead of abject obedience I found 
enthusiasm and cooperation. I was to learn soon the secret of 
genuine leadership. 
 Directed to a solid looking dwelling at the end of a rising 
street that ran up a terrace from the main square, I was 
ushered without formality into an open court for my first 
meeting with Palamedes. He was occupied with three or four 
men from the docks, who appeared to be consulting with 
him on some aspect of ships’ cargo which would prove more 
efficient and less backbreaking for the workers. Indeed it was 
difficult to distinguish the town’s leading citizen from his 
associates around the table, strewn with models of cranes, 
carts, and barrows. 
 Hearing my step, he looked up and immediately arose to 
greet me, extending his hand in welcome. Intelligence 
radiated from his keen eyes. He was tall and lean, graying 
just slightly, but in the fullest vigor of manhood. His grip was 
firm, and at the same time I noted that his fingers were long 
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and almost delicately molded, indicating an artist’s dexterity. 
His dress was simple without decoration, appropriate for the 
fine features of his face and the strength of his body. His 
voice was low but authoritative. 
 “At last I meet a son of Agrius,” he said. “May your stay 
with me be rewarding for us both.” 
 I stammered my thanks, leaning heavily on my staff, and 
was quickly assisted to a chair. 
 I became aware that he was attentively examining my 
outward deformities, and I waited, steeling myself 
instinctively against any jibes from him or his friends. Instead 
of the usual abuse, however, I received nothing but 
compassion. He smiled brightly and said, “I believe much 
can be done for you, or my experience with the healing arts 
of Asclepius deceive me. You shall ride and work, even fight 
like other soldiers despite these outward scars. Come, tell me 
of your injuries, so we together may set about healing both 
the outer and the inner man.” 
 I knew instantly that my days as a semi-prisoner were at 
an end, and I determined to place all my trust in the father-
figure that stood before me. With revived confidence I 
recounted as best I could the details of that terrible day in 
Calydon and answered his questions about that and 
succeeding events until I reached Argos. It was evident that 
he was well acquainted with what had happened and seemed 
only to be verifying in his mind any bits of information he 
might have forgotten. Meanwhile he conducted a cursory 
examination of my leg, shoulders, and head. It was the first 
of many such that were to follow. 
 The succeeding weeks were filled with joy and agony. I 
came quickly to admire his skill as a physician. But I felt 
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again the searing pain when he reset my leg and applied 
extreme pressures to restore suppleness to my back and 
shoulders. For my hair loss and the shape of my head he 
could do nothing. Yet, even this he made light of, 
concentrating instead on the restoration of my peace of 
mind. 
 The mystery of Palamedes’ acknowledged leadership 
disappeared as I became every day more conscious of his 
contributions to the welfare of the community. He was an 
inventor of all sorts of devices for mariners and fishermen. 
He had erected a lighthouse for the harbor entrance to aid 
late-returning sailors. He had established weights and 
measures, an accounting system and harbor records, and a 
sort of school with an assistant to help him teach dockmen to 
read and note down goods and quantities. Children also 
were so schooled. I myself became adept at deciphering his 
system of representing sounds, and I discovered that he had 
added to the symbols generally used in record-keeping for 
Achaeans everywhere. 
 Not content with merely practical and utilitarian 
inventions, he looked further afield to offer his fellow 
townsmen diversions of a more enjoyable sort. He 
standardized sizes for spears and molded a common discus 
for relaxed forms of competition. One of the most popular of 
his contributions to the sedentary pleasures of old and young 
alike was a variety of games involving the casting of dice, 
draughts, and more challenging yet, the use of a lined board 
across which players might move pieces in mock battle 
within restricted rules. The local people engaged in these 
amusements with great enthusiasm, and the spirit of 
competition within the community was high both at work 
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and at play. 
 within weeks I was making great strides toward as full 
recovery as I would ever know. I had spent several hours 
each day following a demanding regime of exercise to 
increase my endurance. During periods of rest and idleness I 
generally gravitated to the main square where I became 
proficient at playing complicated forms of draughts, all the 
while observing the democratic workings of this district 
which owed so much to Palamedes. I learned that he was the 
son of the powerful Euboean king, Nauplius, for whom this 
settlement had been named. Nauplius had sent his son out to 
oversee the installation of the improved dock facilities, and 
the efficiency of Palamedes had been so much appreciated 
by the lords of Mycenae and Argos that he had been induced 
to stay. It seemed unlikely now that he would return to his 
father’s island kingdom except for an occasional visit. 
 For myself, I welcomed the idea of a permanent new 
home. Of course, I had little choice in the matter, but I was 
well content. My recovery continued, and through the 
assistance of Palamedes and my own efforts I became a 
successful member of the commercial community and even a 
landowner of modes holdings. It was agreed that I would not 
return to Diomedes, who had come home triumphant from 
Thebes as he had predicted. He found it equally 
advantageous to have me stay on at Nauplion where in 
addition to my luck in the market I also gained in my local 
standing by becoming the leader of one of the necessary 
defense squadrons employed by Palamedes to insure the 
safety of the port, its cargoes, and the routes leading to the 
inland cities. In this capacity I frequently visited Argos, 
Mycenae, and Tiryns, and as a result became thoroughly 
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assimilated into the then thriving Argive culture. Twice 
Palamedes dispatched me on missions to the south and west, 
and on these occasions I stayed briefly at Lacedaimon and 
Pylos. At Pylos on the western coast I found a hospitable host 
in Nestor. I had not seen the old man since his participation 
in the hunt at Calydon. He was, to be sure, garrulous, but 
also very wise. There was scarcely any mention of Calydon 
during my stopover. It would hardly have been prudent in 
view of his having been treed by the boar. I too had little 
desire to revive memories from that time. 
 At Lacedaimon I was privileged to have my only 
firsthand acquaintance with Helen, Menelaus’ queen. The 
stories of her beauty and intelligence were no exaggeration, 
for she surpassed my wildest imagination. I had hitherto 
regarded accounts of the number of her suitors, including the 
oath of alliance for her protection devised by Odysseus in 
order to avoid bloodshed among the disappointed losers, as 
explanations of political ties. But ties or not, her beauty 
merited the oath. Also at Lacedaimon I discovered that 
Palamedes was actually a cousin of Menelaus and his brother 
Agamemnon. Nauplius’ wife was the sister of the mother of 
the grandsons of Atreus. This family relationship, coupled 
with his recognized talents, made Palamedes an important 
link in the overlordship of the Peloponnese. Nestor too had a 
blood tie with the Mycenaeans. I now understood why 
Palamedes was not numbered among the suitors of Helen. 
Menelaus was doubtless the chosen representative of the clan 
to ask for her hand. It further occurred to me that the clan’s 
recognized power may well have influenced Tyndareus’ final 
selection of Menelaus as his son-in-law. 
 On my return from Pylos Palamedes declared me fit for 
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any sort of physical endeavor. To be sure, my outward 
appearance would remain the same—repulsive, if you will—
but otherwise I felt normal and healthy again. Palamedes 
had proved to be an accomplished healer. One thing, 
however, he could provide no cure for—the shrillness of my 
voice. He surmised that somehow my vocal chords had been 
permanently injured in the fall. 
 Having devoted myself strenuously to physical training 
and hardship, I acquired a reputation for strength and 
daring greater than I really deserved. My military skills were 
acknowledged and acclaimed on all sides. In addition, 
instead of withdrawing from associating with the people of 
Nauplion, I went out of my way to engage in the lower levels 
of local political debates. Because of my peculiar speech I 
was never quite able to win the confidence of the common 
peasants and soldiers. Although they often recognized in me 
a supporter of their views and minor complaints, still I knew 
that I was regarded as something of a harmless demagogue, 
even a source of amusement or ridicule I could raise their 
laughter by my bold attempts at oratory or grim humor, but 
I knew I could never be an effective leader. However, my 
loyalty and devotion to Palamedes was never doubted. So 
long as he lived I could count on support and some measure 
of respect. With this I must be content, I told myself, and the 
future stretched out before me as an inviting prospect. 
 

* * * * * 
 
 Two years passed in comparative tranquility. Nauplion 
prospered and with it my own good fortunes. The personal 
magnetism of Palamedes infected the whole community with 
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a spirit of cooperative enterprise unlike that of any other 
Achaean settlement. In these other cities or towns, I 
encountered the same authoritative rule of kings that I had 
known in Aetolia. Little by little I began to feel within me a 
growing resentment for the high-handed attitudes of an 
aristocracy which indulged itself at the expense of 
subordinates. This despite my own royal background. At the 
same time I did not find in the masses of soldiers, peasants, 
or tradesmen any inclination to challenge their masters. The 
kings and nobles enjoyed their ascendancy, adhered strictly 
to their regal code of behavior, and set the highest stock in 
an ethic or wealth and a code of personal honor. 
 Then, precisely at the height of Mycenaean glory, the 
abduction of Helen by Paris, the Trojan, shook the Achaean 
world to its furthest reaches. The tales of the seduction 
during Menelaus’ absence spread rapidly through the 
Peloponnese. Truth and fiction alike fired the imaginations 
of a populace hungry for gossip. But of equal import to the 
ruling lords was the well-founded report that Priam’s son had 
also carried off great quantities of the wealth of Lacedaimon. 
 Excitement ran high when it was learned that Menelaus 
had appealed for assistance to his brother Agamemnon. 
Couriers were sent to all part of the Peloponnese and beyond 
to summon the former suitors of Helen to honor their oath to 
Tyndareus and aid in the recovery of both the woman and 
the wealth. Meetings were held, pledges renewed, and it was 
obvious to all that an expedition of revenge was inevitable. 
At Nauplion it was accepted that even the normally 
unwarlike Palamedes would answer the call, and military 
preparations at the seaport went forward at a feverish pace. 
Ships were outfitted, and troops were enrolled and trained in 
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increasing numbers. As a squadron commander I made my 
own contribution and was soon elevated to the post of chief 
administrator and adviser on Palamedes’ staff. As such I was 
privileged to attend and speak at all meetings save those of 
the clan leaders themselves. 
 In this capacity I was privy to the military rolls and 
records of ships and equipment. Favorable replies to the calls 
for assistance were received almost daily, and the Argive 
Plain became both a training ground and assembly area for 
advance troops of the allied cities. I often saw Diomedes 
leading flying columns of trainees in mock assault on the 
citadel of Tiryns. It was clear to me that both he and 
Palamedes would be important leaders of ground forces 
under Agamemnon, the acknowledged overall commander-
in-chief. Agamemnon was indeed the most powerful king in 
the Achaean world, and yet the more I observed of him in 
the course of my own missions to Mycenae and abroad, the 
more convinced I became that his capacity for leadership 
lacked decisiveness. The king of kings, he still betrayed 
weaknesses, traces of selfishness, which to my mind 
foreshadowed disastrous consequences. 
 I also met on one journey to the palace at Mycenae 
Agamemnon’s wife, Clytemnestra, Helen’s sister. Like 
Diomedes’ wife she appeared to regard me with indifference, 
but unlike Aegealeia, she was an extremely impressive 
individual. Hers was an arrogance of superiority to her 
husband as well as to her children. It occurred to me that the 
Trojan War offered the king an escape from a wife who was 
in no sense subject to his command. Servants trembled in her 
presence, and I had no doubt that she was capable of very 
great cruelty in the exercise of her position as the most 
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powerful queen in Achaea. I too felt fear before the 
penetrating fire of her eyes. Palamedes, on the other hand, 
was completely at ease in his cousin’s court and enjoyed 
there a familiarity I could not share. 
 Only one of Helen’s suitors had failed to honor his 
pledge to Tyndareus—Odysseus, the deviser of the oath 
himself, a fact I did not fail to point out to Palamedes. Since 
the islands of the kingdom of Ithaca lay off the north-west 
coast close to Calydon, I had known from childhood of the 
cleverness of the Ithacan hero. I also knew that being neither 
as handsome nor as wealthy as others who sought marriage 
with Helen, he was shrewd enough to work to his own 
advantage. Through Tyndareus’ help he obtained the 
wealthy Penelope as his wife and had secured the kingship of 
Ithaca and the surrounding islands, plus a strong foothold on 
the mainland. His reputation for intelligence among the 
other heroes equaled that of Palamedes. 
 Palamedes agreed with me that his presence in the army 
would be essential both for the sake of unity and for his 
strategic contributions to the naval and military success of 
the campaign. It would be intolerable that of the committed 
heroes, one should be allowed to spend his life apart from 
sharing the responsibility and hardship of rescuing Helen 
from Troy. With Agamemnon’s orders to back our demand 
for Odysseus’ presence, Diomedes, Palamedes, and I 
travelled the main road north from Mycenae to the Ishthmos 
and embarked on a fast ship westward down the gulf. 
 Three days later we entered the outer harbor of the 
island kingdom of Odysseus. Our unhoped-for arrival caused 
no outward stir at the dockside. It was evident that the 
Ithacans were confident that they would be free from the 
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necessity of joining the expedition to Troy, [which they were 
well aware was imminent]. They expressed well-rehearsed 
speeches of sympathy for the cause, but obviously did not 
expect to serve. They indicated that all was not well at the 
palace. Leadership was regrettably lacking. Indeed, their 
lord, they said, had lost his wits, and they implied that all 
efforts were needed at home to maintain domestic 
tranquility. We were welcome to be witness to their master’s 
madness, they added, pointing to a solitary figure at the far 
end of the curving beach. 
 We made our way along the strand, and crossing the 
final dune came upon a scene ludicrous to behold. Guiding a 
hand plow with a knife-like blade through the sand marched 
the great Ithacan himself, eyes staring vacantly ahead, hair 
matted with grime, sweat streaming down his shoulders. 
Cutting straight parched furrows, he stopped every few yards 
to fling over his back handfuls of rock salt like wheat from 
the coarse sack that hung loosely from his neck. The effect 
was insanity personified. To one side stood his wife Penelope, 
cradling their young son in her arms, shedding tears in utter 
dejection. Diomedes was greatly affected by the sight of an 
old comrade in such a plight, but somehow to me the whole 
portrayal of sorrow and degradation seemed contrived or 
staged for our benefit. I indicated as much to Palamedes, and 
he nodded in agreement as we watched Diomedes’ attempt 
to gain Odysseus’ attention. Meanwhile I scrutinized 
Penelope and thought I detected that her signs of grief were 
a bit too studied, the performance of an actor whose sadness 
is not genuine. Closer inspection showed that her dress was 
not torn nor her hair disheveled in an convincing manner. 
 Odysseus had resumed his turning of the next trench, 
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when Palamedes suddenly snatched the infant Telemachus 
from the arms of his mother and laid the child directly in the 
path of the advancing plowshare. I help my breath for a long 
moment and closed my eyes, expecting a scream from 
Penelope. Instead there followed a long silence, and when I 
opened my eyes I met a brief look of hatred from Odysseus. 
He had stopped the plow just short of his son’s head, 
hesitated an instant, and then flung it aside with a grim laugh 
of resignation. He simply shrugged his shoulders, resumed 
the noble mien of his normal self, and growled, “It might 
have worked at that!” 
 With the crisis passed, the atmosphere of the entire 
community was restored to one resembling that of all other 
Achaean cities. There would be no further attempt to evade 
the call of Agamemnon. It developed that Odysseus had 
been convinced by soothsayers that should he go to Troy he 
would return only after long years of wandering and the loss 
of his companions. An attempt to avoid such a prospect 
seemed completely justified and might well have succeeded 
in deceiving the majority of Achaeans. With its failure, 
Odysseus gave the impression that it did not really matter, 
and he appeared ready and eager enough to lend his 
considerable talents to the whole undertaking. At the same 
time, a small doubt lingered in my mind of his acceptance of 
having been outwitted by Palamedes. I felt forewarned, yet 
helpless to resist Odysseus’ convincing display of forgiving 
hospitality. Palamedes, being more generous by nature, 
refused to believe in grudges and enthusiastically embraced 
the son of Laertes as one of the great leaders of the war to 
come. 
 We left the next day for home with assurances that 
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Ithaca would send a full complement of ships and men when 
the day of departure was announced by Agamemnon. The 
thought did cross my mind that perhaps the whole 
expedition was immoral in concept and would involve the 
loss of many innocent lives to satisfy the petty pride and 
greed of a very few, but I could not bring myself to believe 
that any such considerations had led Odysseus to his 
unsuccessful effort to stay home. Brilliant and clever he was, 
but his moral scruples were not flawless, as his later actions 
proved. Selfishness was ingrained into the character of the 
entire Achaean aristocracy. 
 The ultimate assembling of Agamemnon’s armies was 
plagued with difficulties from the outset. There were petty 
differences to be settled between the leaders of the separate 
tribes and cities, and active open rivalry for positions of 
honor and authority. In addition, Agamemnon became 
convinced that essential to the success of the campaign was 
the addition of the Myrmidons and their leader, Achilles. It 
was rumored that this hero’s mother, fearing an early death 
for her son if he sailed for Troy, had concealed him from 
Agamemnon’s messengers. During the debate on how to find 
him out, Odysseus, by now an active leader, with a 
meaningful look toward Palamedes and myself, volunteered 
to find Achilles and convince him of the glory that awaited 
him at Troy. 
 Where Achilles was hidden and how Odysseus found 
him were variously reported. But find him he did, and from 
the moment of his arrival to join the expedition Achilles was 
recognized as the handsomest, swiftest, and mightiest of all 
the Argive host. Without doubt the presence of Odysseus 
and Achilles added much to the brains and bravery of the 
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army, but also increased the rivalries for positions of 
leadership. Palamedes, because of his extraordinary 
popularity among the common soldiers, found himself thrust 
unwillingly into the midst of all the contention for high 
appointment. It was his inventiveness that endeared him to 
the troops and consequently roused the envy of other 
candidates among the nobles. Unlike the other heroes whose 
chief concern was their own personal glory, Palamedes 
devoted much time to providing recreation for the men 
during periods of inactivity. Almost single-handedly he 
sustained the morale at a high level, thereby earning for 
himself further enmity among the rest of the aristocrats. 
 In all fairness to Agamemnon, he did make one last 
effort to avoid the war altogether by sending Menelaus, 
Odysseus, and Palamedes to Troy to demand the return of 
Helen and the stolen property. Palamedes told me afterward 
that their appeal very nearly succeeded, but at the same time 
very nearly cost them their lives. Palamedes’ speech to the 
Trojans had all but convinced the assembled Trojans of the 
justice of the demands. However, the concerted efforts of 
Paris and the uncontested intransigence of the ruling family 
prevented the will of the people from being acceded to. The 
prospect of keeping both Helen and the gold was too 
compelling for the arrogant lords of the Troad to resist. A 
plot was hatched to ambush and slaughter the ambassadors, 
but the timely intervention of Antenor, the only rational 
member of the Trojan court, served to protect them. With 
his help the Achaeans managed their escape the same night 
and returned to Argos safe but empty-handed. 
 Meanwhile Agamemnon, with his usual indecision, had 
allowed his fighting forces very nearly to disintegrate. 
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Necessity finally forced him to make definite appointments of 
command in order to hold the army together. He placed 
Achilles, Telamonian Ajax, and Phoenix in charge of the 
fleet, and designated Odysseus, Diomedes, and Palamedes as 
commanders of the ground troops. Hence, for a time at least, 
harmony was restored, and preparations for the expedition 
proceeded smoothly. Still, even these appointments indicated 
an ineptness on Agamemnon’s part. After all, Achilles and 
Ajax were by all odds the best soldiers, whereas Odysseus 
and Palamedes were both masters of navigation and 
seamanship. Military assignments have always been a 
mystery to me. 
 As Palamedes’ deputy and his liaison officer with the 
fleet I was soon in a position of reasonable, if not cordial, 
intimacy with most of the chief councilors. In this capacity I 
attended all the assemblies and staff meetings, but not, of 
course, those of the inner circle of the highest commanders. 
To my mind the secret decisions of the leaders were often 
abhorrent. One such led to the shedding of innocent blood 
the night before the final departure. We had moved the final 
assembly point from Argos to Aulis on the coast of Boeotia. 
The harbor was crowded with ships, and the town itself was 
the scene of much boisterous behavior by the crews. There 
were daily squabbles with local townspeople, and the 
situation was further vexed by unusually bad weather. Some 
said the gods were displeased with the lack of common 
decency. Others clamored for action. With remarkable lack 
of humanity the leaders decided to appease both the gods 
and the bloodlusts of the army by a human sacrifice to 
Artemis. My own previous experience with the disastrous 
effect of anything to do with the great Huntress made me 
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reluctant to participate in any such rite. Palamedes backed 
my opposition to the shedding of human blood, but we 
found ourselves summarily overruled. 
 I never knew just how it came about that Agamemnon’s 
daughter Iphigenia was lured away from the protection of 
her mother and brutally slain on the altar of Artemis. Word 
had it that Odysseus prevailed upon Clytemnestra to send 
the maid as the intended bride of Achilles. It was 
inconceivable to me that such savagery could be 
countenanced by Agamemnon. To be sure, all sorts of stories 
were put about that at the last minute a stag was substituted 
for the girl, and that she was translated to a far-away land. 
These I knew to be only propaganda to calm the feelings of 
those like myself who might be offended enough to stir up 
trouble both there and back in Mycenae. Had it not been for 
my devotion to Palamedes, I would have quit the army at 
once. But family loyalty dictated that he remain, and 
therefore so did I. I suspect he hoped that by staying he 
might preserve some trace of sanity in an army that was on 
fire with the spirit of revenge. In the end the weather 
improved and the great fleet sailed. 
 The landing at Troy and the establishment of a 
beachhead and base were typical of such operations. There 
was a sharp engagement at the shore, and many brave men 
lost their lives in the initial clash of arms. The Trojans were 
not caught by surprise and defended the beaches with 
considerable courage and skill. At the height of battle, in 
which I was personally very much involved, I found myself 
grudgingly admiring the resistance offered to our first assault. 
My own exploits that day are but dim memories of violence 
and clouds of dust, the whistling of arrows and spears around 
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my head, the screaming of the wounded, and the 
overpowering stench of death which I knew would become a 
constant companion in the month ahead. Still, I felt an inner 
pride that this time I had not broken under stress. I had 
acquitted myself well, but I was vaguely disturbed by the 
glow of selfish desire for glory. I suppose that day I “became 
a man” instead of a fear-ridden boy, but I did not entirely 
enjoy the realization. 
 Our initial success was short-lived. Although our 
foothold on the Trojan plain was secure, we found the city 
itself impregnable to any frontal assault. Before long the war 
settled down to a loosely sustained prolonged siege, 
punctuated by desultory clashes beneath the walls of the 
citadel. Occasionally the Trojans made mounted sallies 
against the fortifications we hastily threw up to protect the 
ships and camp. In view of the stalemate, we established lines 
of supply back to our homeland by a series of island depots. 
The enemy, in turn, summoned aid from allies in inland 
cities. The armies were evenly matched under the 
circumstances, and it appeared the conflict might last for 
years instead of weeks. As in all wars action was often 
sporadic with long intervals of boredom and delay. 
Inevitably old rivalries were revived, and maintenance of 
morale became once again an increasing problem. Even 
though I had no homeland or loved ones left behind, I felt 
keenly the distress of those who were already beginning to 
wonder why they had been forced into a war which did not 
justify such loss of life and waste of effort. 
 To combat the sagging spirits, the leaders organized side 
expeditions which devastated the surrounding area, provided 
loot for the men, and afforded above all the acquisition of 
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captive women to satisfy the baser instincts of the leaders as 
well as their men. I volunteered to accompany Achilles on 
one such campaign, which encompassed most of the region 
around the foot of Mount Ida and the land opposite the 
island of Lesbos. It was a relief to escape the dust and taxing 
routines that made life in the Achaean camp so oppressive. I 
welcomed the opportunity to free myself from the growing 
restlessness of those with whom I served. The change was 
exhilarating, and the mountainous countryside brought 
memories of the hills of Aetolia.1 
 Achilles was bold and brilliant as a campaigner. We met 
with no undue hardship, and the success of the foray was 
easily measured in terms of booty and captives. Achilles was 
ruthless in his treatment of male prisoners, none of whom 
was permitted to survive. His followers were equally fierce, 
and he pandered exclusively to their desires with a lavish 
sharing of wealth and women, although he made generous 
provisions to bring back quantities of the spoils to 
Agamemnon and his brother. 
 The final objective was the fortified city of Lernesos, 
reputed to be rich in material goods. The king, Briseus, we 
learned, had relinquished control of the city to Mynes, his 
son-in-law, since his own three sons were too young. Mynes, 
too, found himself scarcely equal to resisting our advances, 
and fell victim to a spear early I the encounter. His army 
dissolved in confusion, and the three young princes were also 
slain in the ensuing rout. I was at Achilles’ side when he 
burst through the door to the royal hall of the palace. That 
scene momentarily stunned us to silence. On the floor lay the 

                                                
1 No mention of the joys of raping and pillaging? –eds. 
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king, his hand still on the hilt of the sword he had driven 
through his own breast. To one side in an attitude of tearless 
grief stood what to my eyes was the most striking woman I 
had ever seen, not excluding Helen herself. 
 Turning slowly from her contemplation of the dead man, 
she directed her gaze directly to the eyes of Achilles and 
advanced to meet him. On her face there appeared no sign 
of anger, no twisted grimace that thirsted for revenge, just a 
quiet acceptance of reality faced with dignity. Rents in her 
dress revealed a body perfectly proportioned. Her low-cut 
neckline emphasized a full bosom and a skin of smooth ivory. 
Her lips were slightly drawn, but no lines showed in her face. 
Ample locks of black hair braided close to her forehead 
served to frame two large, guileless, dark eyes which radiated 
trust and frankness. My heart pounded briefly, and inwardly 
I cursed my own ugly appearance. 
 Achilles, sheathing his sword, seemed to accept her 
submission, and indicating the corpse, asked, “Your father, 
the king?” 
 She answered in a low voice, “Yes. Are you then to take 
the place of father, husband, brothers, to do with me as you 
will?” 
 Achilles was startled by the question, considered it for a 
moment, and then turned to me to hide his confusion. He 
issued me an abrupt order to conduct Briseis, for by the 
patronymic so was she known, to the ships for safe passage 
back to the Achaean camp and his own quarters. It was 
obvious she would be his prize and concubine. 
 Ordinarily the transporting of captives was a distasteful 
task for me. As an aftermath of conquest the sight alone of 
the prisoners was depressing, the atmosphere generally one 
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of degradation. The prisoners, for the most part women, 
indulged in an outpouring of emotions which ranged from 
bitter denunciation to a sullen silence interrupted only by 
occasional outbursts of uncontrollable weeping. In addition, 
fear seemed to pervade the very air I breathed. To some 
extent I had become immune to the actual suffering because 
of having witnessed similar scenes so often. It had amazed 
me at first to find myself assigned to this duty with increasing 
frequency. But then sarcastic remarks about my seeming 
indifference to women began to reach my ears, coupled with 
implications concerning my reputed impotence. The result 
was a rise in the demand for my services as a prisoner escort, 
the reasoning being that I was reliable and not likely to 
succumb to the temptations afforded by so many available 
females. This talk increased my bitterness toward my 
superiors and my scorn for the gossips in the lower ranks. 
 The present occasion, however, was different. Instead of 
my usual impatience to be rid of my charges quickly and so 
escape the depression I usually fell into, I became absorbed 
in the tableau of misery amidships in the prisoner transport. 
What attracted my attention was the behavior of Briseis 
among the wretched sharers of her misfortune. Oblivious to 
her own fate she moved from group to group offering help 
and comforting words. Her compassion and kindnesses 
roused her companions from the lethargy normally displayed 
during the initial stages of captivity. 
 Unable to revert to my customary habit of brusque 
command, I approached uncertainly the bench where she sat 
conversing in low tones with a woman I recognized as the 
daughter of Chryses, high priest of Apollo in the captured 
town of Chryse. Blond and young she, like Briseis, was 
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breath-takingly beautiful. Achilles had already indicated that 
she would be presented to Agamemnon himself. I felt a sense 
of pity when I considered what was in store for her. I greeted 
them with a stammered apology for the unavoidably squalid 
accommodations, and hastened to add the assurance that the 
passage, given a favorable wind, would be brief. 
 Murmuring a word of gratitude Briseis turned, surveying 
me from head to foot. I braced myself for the expected 
mockery, instead of which she bestowed on me a look of 
sympathy and understanding. It was as though she fully 
realized that I was but an agent of her conquerors and 
recognized instantly that I had been a victim once myself. 
Embarrassed, I withdrew awkwardly, and resumed my post 
on the deck above, still conscious of the warmth kindled in 
my heart by that brief exchange. I pondered again the folly 
and misery produced by the ambition of one man against 
another and inwardly cursed the selfishness of the Meleagers, 
Agamemnons, and Parises of this world. 
 As it turned out our departure was delayed by a day, and 
I had one more opportunity to converse with Briseis before 
the demands of duty at sea required my full attention. I had 
finished overseeing the food line for the meager meal when 
she accosted me by the ship’s rail to convey her thanks for 
the treatment I had accorded her and the other prisoners. To 
my astonishment I discovered that somehow she had pieced 
together the general outlines of my life and knew more of my 
background than I supposed possible. She made it plain how 
much she sympathized with my past physical sufferings. I, in 
turn, pressed her for details of her own life as a sort of 
mutual exchange of confidences. Without rancor she 
explained that her marriage to Mynes had been arranged by 
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her father under duress. [Her father] Briseus was already 
old, but her brothers had not yet attained full manhood. 
Mynes was her senior by some twenty years, and the 
marriage was one of purely political convenience. The city, 
she said, had been riddled with intrigue, and had not Achilles 
made his timely attack, it was inevitable that civil strife would 
have ensured involving her father, brothers, and husband, 
with every prospect of mutual killings. Having mistrusted her 
entire family, she was now prepared to accept the lordship of 
Achilles as preferable. Deeply moved, I had a sudden urge to 
effect her freedom on the spot, but was checked by the 
knowledge it could only mean my death and a worse fate for 
her, since no further refuge existed for either of us. However, 
I did go so far as to assert that, much as I respected Achilles, 
I felt she should be aware of his volatile nature. I even added 
the hope that I might in some small way serve her future 
happiness, should the opportunity every arise. 
 The return to Troy brought fresh problems which 
banished all personal thoughts from my mind. During my 
absence the antagonism between Odysseus and Palamedes 
had surfaced into open hostility. Odysseus had returned 
empty-handed from a foraging expedition into Thrace across 
the strait from Troy. Palamedes, in a rare moment of pique, 
had not only openly criticized the Ithacan, but had followed 
up his words with a successful foray of his own into the same 
area. This had been too much for Odysseus, who still nursed 
resentment at having been outwitted into serving in the army 
at all. An open fight was barely averted by the intervention 
of Agamemnon himself. 
 Diomedes sided with Odysseus. I suspect that he too felt 
some antagonism toward the favored members of the family 



Thersites 

49 

circle surrounding the grandsons of Atreus. It was 
understandable that as outsiders they had justifiable reasons 
for regarding Agamemnon’s motives with some suspicion. 
After all, the descendants of Tantalos had all seemingly 
inherited a curse from heaven, and the family history was 
one long parade of deception, section, incest, and murder. 
On the other hand, Odysseus himself was known for 
deviousness, and I was not surprised to discover that he had 
won over Agamemnon to a hatred of Palamedes. 
 I cautioned Palamedes about the risk he ran in offending 
so many of the other leaders, but he ignored my warning. 
His own reputation among the soldiery was at its peak, and 
he was either unaware of or discounted the growing jealousy 
of his peers. In addition I approached Diomedes in an effort 
to enlist him in support of his former friend, but he once 
again reminded me of our agreement that I had no family 
claim on him unless my own life were threatened. Thus 
rejected by both sides of the quarrel, I hoped to win 
sympathy among Palamedes’ fighting men who had 
benefited so much from his leadership. They merely laughed 
at my fears and subjected me to the usual coarse ridicule my 
deformity invited. I mocked them in turn, and, frustrated, 
continued to brood in anger at the folly and ignorance of 
men whose sole thoughts were of immediate satisfaction of 
their own needs and desires. 
 Less than a week later my worst fears were realized. I 
returned from a two-day supply trip to the island of Tenedos 
to find the whole camp in an uproar. Palamedes was dead. 
The manner of his death was variously reported to me as 
drowning at sea, a contrived tumble down an open well, and 
stoning for treason by the bodyguard of Agamemnon. I was 
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too stunned to try to learn the truth. On one thing everyone 
was agreed—the murder had been contrived by Odysseus 
with the assistance of Diomedes and the connivance of 
Agamemnon. The charge of treason stemmed from the 
discovery in Palamedes’ tent of a letter from Priam implying 
bribery for the betrayal of the Achaean camp to the Trojans. 
I had no doubt the letter had been forged by Odysseus. The 
death penalty was exacted in haste, and immediate steps 
were taken to redistribute Palamedes’ followers in order to 
forestall any organized mutiny. As his closest deputy I found 
myself cut off from all association with my former 
companions, but at the same time retained on the staff of the 
second rank in the hierarchy. Thus I was completely isolated 
and kept under close observation. I sought no explanation 
and was offered none. 
 The loss of Palamedes was a blow from which I never 
fully recovered. As soon as I realized my own life was not in 
danger, I adopted a surly attitude to cover the seething 
hatred that gripped my heart for the enemies of Palamedes. I 
did discover that my hostility toward Odysseus was shared to 
a degree by both Ajax of Salamis and Ajax the Locrian, who, 
in their gruff way, granted me a slight recognition. Diomedes 
was visibly upset by his own unpremeditated involvement in 
the disgraceful episode, and within a few days he had 
resumed an uneasy association with me. After eight years in 
the dusty plain of Troy it was hard to change the patterns of 
daily intercourse. I even went so far as to advise Diomedes to 
be more than casually on his guard when he went on a night 
raid with Odysseus, as he frequently did. At the time he 
turned my sarcastic advice to jest. However, a few mornings 
later when I met him as he was leading back some captured 
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horses, I detected a new light of respect in his eyes and 
greeting. Whether he had found my distrust of the Ithacan to 
be true or not, I never knew. 
 The boredom of routine was finally interrupted by the 
outbreak of disease. Men and beast alike fell pretty to the 
contagion. Funeral pyres blazed nightly against the sky, and 
morale sank. The Trojans became bolder, but aware of the 
sickness and danger, contented themselves with showering 
our helpless men with weapons from a distance. A bold 
remedy was needed, and Agamemnon, at his wits’ end, 
finally had recourse, as he so often did, to the superstitions 
and rituals of his ancestors. The soothsayer Calchas in secret 
concert with Achilles conceived a daring plan to lift the 
sagging spirits of the men by effecting a miraculous cure for 
the ills which he and the medical men felt certain had about 
run their course. 
 Accordingly, Calchas publicly appealed to Achilles for 
protection should the “truth” he planned to reveal offend 
anyone, meaning Agamemnon. With assurances of safety 
from Achilles, he solemnly announced in the full assembly 
that the plague was the result of the anger of Apollo. The 
god, he claimed, was offended by Agamemnon’s refusal to 
release Chryseis in exchange for the lavish ransom offered by 
her father. It was a clever scheme from which Calchas hoped 
to profit by a handsome reward from the king, or failing that, 
from the gratitude of Chryseus for the attempt. In either case 
it would be worth incurring the anger of Agamemnon. 
Calchas proposed, therefore, that Chryseis be returned to 
her father. This brought an angry objection by Agamemnon, 
who proceeded to abuse Calchas for all his past and present 
bad advice. He no doubt had in mind that Calchas had been 
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the chief instrument in the sacrifice of Iphigeneia. He 
complained loudly that it would not be right for him, the 
supreme commander, to be deprived of a prize whom he 
compared glowingly to his wife at home. At the same time, 
professing great concern for the army’s welfare, he agreed to 
let the girl go on condition he be provided with a suitable 
substitute. Failing that, he threatened to take, by force if 
necessary, the prize captive of Achilles himself or that of Ajax 
or Odysseus, in order to demonstrate his kingly position and 
power. 
 This produced consternation among all witnesses to the 
quarrel. I found myself hoping Achilles might draw his sword 
and settle the matter in blood. And indeed he did threaten to 
do just that, but after a moment’s reflection sheathed his 
sword and instead poured all manner of insult upon the 
king’s head. He accused him of selfishness, greed, and lack of 
appreciation for the suffering and deeds of his troops and 
commanders, and pointed out that there were no prizes 
immediately available. But he promised to redouble the 
rewards to Agamemnon when Troy fell. After more heated 
exchanges during which Nestor attempted in vain to 
mediate, Achilles vowed he would refrain from further 
fighting, even threatening to go back to his native Phthia 
with his followers. But then, to the astonishment of everyone, 
he stated that he would not lift his hand to prevent 
Agamemnon from taking Briseis from him, but that if 
anyone laid a finger on any of his other possessions, his life 
would be forfeit. 
 With that he threw down the speaker’s rod and strode 
from the assembly, his face black with rage. I could not 
believe what I had just witnessed. That he, whom I respected 
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and admired as my superior, should surrender Briseis to the 
control of him whom, next to Odysseus, I had come to hate 
most, was a defilement of all decency. To me Achilles 
became a symbol of shame. For Briseis my heart ached more 
than ever. When, following the restoration of Chryseis to her 
father, I watched the heralds Talthybios and Eurybates 
conduct the unwilling Briseis to Agamemnon’s tent, I 
publicly wept. 
 As it turned out, the disease did abate almost at once, 
and immediately Agamemnon convened an assembly in 
order to revive troop morale. With his usual ineptitude he 
thought to stir the men to action by first suggesting a 
shameful abandonment of the nine years of exertion. He 
expected the men to cry out against such a course and 
demand immediate battle. Thus he hoped past grievances 
might be forgotten in a concerted rush to arms. Instead the 
men clamored at once for a return home, and the high 
commanders were hard put to it to convince the restless 
soldiers that the king was merely testing their mettle. Of all 
these commanders Odysseus exerted the most influence in 
staying the men’s desire to set sail at once. 
 This duplicity and deception was too much. Something 
snapped within me. My voice rose to a new high pitch of 
shrillness as I stumbled through the milling crowd cursing all 
ranks. The commanders had restored a semblance of order 
when I burst out directly in front of Agamemnon. The exact 
words are gone from my memory, but I know well their 
intent. Like Achilles I accused Agamemnon of greed and 
exploitation of the army, and I roundly criticized him for his 
lust. I also berated the soldiers for womanly cowardice, 
although I did urge them to carry out their desire to leave 
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the nobles to fight the war alone. I finally reminded the king 
of Achilles’ own threat to cut short his life. I suppose I had 
turned from being a reasoned advocate of democratic action 
into an unreasonable demagogue, but I had lost all control of 
my emotions. Fortunately for my personal safety my outburst 
was not taken seriously by most of my listeners, and I was 
vaguely aware that men were tapping fingers to their 
foreheads knowingly. Not so Odysseus, however. He seized 
the opportunity to turn my mad outcry to Agamemnon’s 
advantage, concurrently chastening a follower of his old 
enemy Palamedes. Interrupting my speech he held me up to 
ridicule, sarcastically equating my outward deformity with 
what he called a crippled mind. He brushed my arguments 
aside, asserting that it was unseemly for me to open my 
mouth in the presence of my superiors. He accompanied his 
insults with repeated vicious blows of his staff to my head and 
back, threatening to end my misery if I persisted in my 
insolence. The whole assembly thoroughly enjoyed the 
spectacle of my humiliation, and with that my spirit broke. 
The pain in my shoulders was unbearable, and I staggered 
blindly through the circle of my tormenters. I could feel the 
blood flowing down my back as I made my way along a 
deserted path to the river. The clamor of the assembly for an 
instant attack on the Trojans faded in the distance. 
<Dejected, I stripped and plunged into the cool shallows to 
ease my wounds. Then crawling back onto the shore I flung 
myself face down on the soft grass and silently wept. I must 
have lapsed into an exhausted sleep, because I did not hear 
the approach of footsteps. My first sensation was that of 
being gently massaged with soothing oil. Opening my eyes I 
found myself staring into the smiling face of Briseis. I 
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reached for my cloak in embarrassment, but she stayed my 
hand and murmured, “You deserved better treatment!” 
With that she cast aside her own loose-fitting garment and 
opened her arms on the only gesture of love I had ever 
received. I felt myself melted in her embrace and suddenly 
realized that Palamedes’ fear of my manhood had been 
wrong. That she had at great risk stolen away from 
Agamemnon’s tent did not even occur to me in the moment 
of ecstasy. Indeed the whole incident took on a dreamlike 
quality quite apart from reality. And then she rose, dressed, 
kissed me, and with a finger to her lips disappeared behind 
the bushes that grew thick along the riverbank. I did not 
attempt to follow, but instead,>2 the next morning I returned 
to duty, the model of an obedient soldier. My comrades 
attributed my change in attitude to the beating by Odysseus, 
and grateful that they themselves had not been the scapegoat 
they accepted me with unexpected generosity. 
 With Achilles out of action the Trojans pressed their 
advantage and renewed their attack on the camp. Hector, 
the great Trojan leader, led his forces through a breach in 
the defenses and nearly succeeded in setting fire to the ships. 
Only the stubborn resistance of the two Ajaxes averted 
disaster. In addition I witnessed great feats of valor by 
Diomedes, Odysseus, the aged Nestor, and even the two 
grandsons of Atreus, for whose sakes along we all suffered 
equally. A seasoned veteran by now, I too acquitted myself 
with honor in combat, greatly improving my own self-respect 
as well as relations with my fellows. As the Achaeans suffered 
more reverses and the leaders fell back wounded and 
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exhausted, the Myrmidons with Achilles watched and 
waited. 
 Finally Patroclus could stand no longer to watch his 
countrymen everywhere defeated, and he begged the loan of 
Achilles’ armor to enter the battle, to which the Phthian hero 
reluctantly agreed. Initially the mere sight of Achilles’ shield 
spread panic among the Trojans. Hector, however, rallied 
his forces, and Patroclus went down in a hail of spears. He 
was stripped of his armor, and the corpse was with difficulty 
rescued from the hands of his enemies and brought back to 
Achilles. 
 The effect on Achilles was immediate and devastating. 
The bribes, even the return of Briseis, which had lately been 
offered by Agamemnon and rejected by Achilles, suddenly 
became meaningless. His anger over the loss of his best 
friend called for instant revenge. His roar of rage was heard 
far out on the battlefield and struck terror to his foes. The 
tale of his rearming in equipment forged by Hephaistus was 
a fabrication, but his reappearance was a grim fact that cost 
the life of Hector in single combat beneath the very walls of 
Troy. Hector’s corpse was subjected to all manner of savage 
treatment after the battle when Achilles paused for Patroclus’ 
funeral. 
 A grief truce ensued, and during the lull in hostilities the 
aged Priam sought the return of Hector’s body for burial. It 
was during the parley that I noted a marked change in 
Achilles. His lust for revenge subsided, and he brooded by 
his friend’s remains with every outward sign of inner conflict. 
The shedding of Hector’s blood had accomplished nothing 
for him. Patroclus could in no way be recalled to life, and 
Achilles confessed openly that he, not Hector, was ultimately 
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responsible for the loss of his companion. With the 
acceptance of this burden, his feelings toward Priam softened 
somewhat, and as a final gesture he released to the old man 
the body of his son in return for a generous ransom. There 
followed in quick succession the lavish funeral accompanied 
by athletic contests, the foreswearing of the quarrel with 
Agamemnon, and the return of Briseis along with many gifts 
and several other captive women. <This latter circumstance 
galled my feelings greatly. Much as I desired Briseis for 
myself, I felt, failing that, that she should enjoy primacy in 
the heart of the greatest Achaean hero. Accompanied by 
other women she seemed somehow degraded by her 
masters.>3 As for the games, I refrained from all 
participation for the obvious reasons of m partially crippled 
body. <Meanwhile the genuine grief Briseis displayed on 
viewing Patroclus laid out on the pyre touched me deeply. I 
knew he had been kind to her, and with a vigorous nod I 
gladly acknowledged the meaningful glance she bestowed on 
me in the midst of her tears for the dead hero.>4 
 The truce ended with the news of fresh arrivals from the 
east to swell the thinning Trojan ranks. With Hector gone 
Achaean spirits revived, and it seemed only a matter of time 
before Troy must fall. Our intelligence indicated that the 
most formidable, as well as the most unusual, of the 
reinforcement s for Priam consisted of a renowned troop of 
Amazons led by their queen Penthesileia. Achilles was 
incensed at the thought of being resisted by women warriors. 
Lewd suggestions by his followers served to whet their 
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appetites to engage this new enemy. Led by Achilles, the 
Myrmidons scoured the plain in search of a fresh conquest 
that promised still more interesting prospects afterwards. 
<That Achilles would prefer an Amazon to Briseis stirred 
within me a suppressed hatred for him. But>5 being 
stationed close by, I too was swept along to join the battle of 
the sexes. 
 Although the Amazons proved to be utterly fearless, they 
were no match for the superior numbers of the Achaeans. 
Achilles himself relentlessly sought to single out their queen 
for a personal triumph. In this he was successful, and the 
whole engagement was over in less than twenty minutes. The 
Amazon ranks had been decimated, and Penthesileia lay 
dying on the ground when I rode up for a closer look. At that 
very moment Achilles leaped from his chariot, pulled the 
queen’s helmet from her head, and roughly tore the 
shattered corselet and tunic from her body, preparing to 
further mutilate or despoil her corpse. His look of triumph as 
he gazed at the perfectly formed body lying before him 
underwent a complete transformation, turning from one of 
admiration of a worthy opponent to one of crafty lust, bestial 
craving. Ridding himself of his own encumbering breastplate 
he knelt beside the Amazon and roughly fondled her exposed 
breasts. 
 My stomach retched at the sight, yet I could not bring 
myself to turn away. The thought that I was on the point of 
being witness to a disgusting act of necrophilia merely stifled 
my instinct to cry out in horror. That this beast in my very 
presence could thus openly insult womankind finally broke 
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the spell. Determined to mar the beauty that held him 
fascinated, with a loud cry of “Shame!” I drove my spear 
directly into the eye of the now lifeless queen. My taunt was 
a direct challenge, and with a roar of disappointment he 
leaped to his feet grasping his sword, his face distorted with 
rage. As the lethal blow descended, there flashed before my 
eyes the hideous picture of my grotesque head severed from 
my body and rolling in the dust, finally settling upright to 
face my assailant with a defiant stare. 
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Epilogue 
 

 The aftermath of the death of Thersites was not without 
significance. Diomedes did honor his pledge to his cousin. 
He not only gave Thersites a decent burial, but he also 
objected strongly to Achilles’ desire to do the same for 
Penthesileia. Indeed, before Achilles could carry out his 
wishes, Diomedes saw to it that the queen’s corpse was 
dismembered and flung into the river without ceremony. 
The murder of Palamedes too was savagely avenged by his 
father Nauplius. During the stormy return of the Achaean 
fleet from Troy he lured many of the heroes to their deaths 
by lighting false beacons along the coast of Euboea. He also 
encouraged several Achaean wives to resort to adultery 
during the long absence of their husbands. This in part 
precipitated the murder of Agamemnon on his homecoming 
and the exile of Diomedes from Argos. 
 Unlike Alexander the Great, who, standing before 
Achilles’ tomb, once exclaimed, “Fortunate youth to have 
had a Homer to sing your praise!” Thersites suffered the 
opposite fate. From Homer’s brief description of his 
chastisement by Odysseus, his name became proverbial for 
all that is ugly in this world. 
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AFTERWORD 
 
 This was ND's last piece of writing, and to those 
who knew him or his writing, the text may be 
something of a surprise. Thersites is a character 
mentioned briefly in Homer and traditionally treated 
with contempt. We had thus thought to add an epigram. 
Perhaps from Dostoevksi's Notes from the Under-
ground: "I am a sick man ... I am a spiteful man. I am 
an unattractive man. I believe my liver is diseased." 
Something to indicate to readers today (when courses 
like ND’s own Classics 14 are less commonly taught) 
the strangeness of ND’s treatment, which on the 
surface, seems hardly strange at all.  
 The much maligned Thersites of literary history 
might well serve, we would suppose, as the subject of, 
say, an ironic or picaresque novel. And that would also 
accord perfectly with ND’s characteristic irreverent 
sense of humor. Or so most who knew him might think. 
Yet there is none of that here; and instead, ND seems to 
have used or misused his considerable writing skills to 
suppress the very thing that most attracted him to his 
subject. 
 Why was this? 
 ND was a notorious neurotic, his gregariousness 
and shyness inextricably mixed, as was his high 
bourgeois upbringing and his lifelong attempt to oppose 
it. There is likely no constancy in life, and the energy 
he spent on finding such constancy merely increased its 
elusiveness. Scholar? (why so few published writings?). 
Teetotaler? (why the gin bottles harbored in the 
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cellar?). Athlete? (why the renouncing of it all? the 
tennis? the figure skating?). Irrepressible adolescent, 
never comfortable with the old man he became, as he 
died of cancer, like so many of his generation of cancer 
at 62. A regular guy, he styled himself, but at the cost 
of and in direct opposition to his entire upbringing. The 
consoling letters after his death spoke of the great love 
he had for others, but those of us who knew him well 
knew also that he didn't give a tinker's damn (as he 
might say, chuckling at the archaism) about anyone 
beyond his immediate family. 
 So he chose Thersites, I suppose, because of that 
part of him that he both desired and feared: outsider, 
often scorned, eccentric by the standards of his day. 
One would expect him to have reveled in that, telling 
the story in his own voice, with its ironic and barely 
controlled late Victorian style, Housemanesque, he 
must have thought, denouncing Teutonic Wissenschaft, 
while retaining that peculiar fascination with the 
athleticism of adolescent men. ... Yet instead, he tells 
the story in the first person, Thersites' fictional voice, a 
voice that could never be Thersites', telling a history 
that could never be what Homer imagined, but which 
might well have been a version of his own. 
 

I went out of my way to engage in the lower 
levels of local political debates. Because of my 
peculiar speech I was never quite able to win the 
confidence of the common peasants and 
soldiers. Although they often recognized in me a 
supporter of their views and minor complaints, 
still I knew that I was regarded as something of 
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a harmless demagogue, even a source of 
amusement or ridicule I could raise their 
laughter by my bold attempts at oratory or grim 
humor, but I knew I could never be an effective 
leader. 
 
I suppose that day I “became a man” instead of 
a fear-ridden boy, but I did not entirely enjoy 
the realization. 
 

No Homeric character, much less the much contemned 
Thersites, could have thought these things. None could 
be imagined to have sat down with one of the victims of 
a raping and pillaging expedition for a “mutual 
exchange of confidences.” And none but a late 
nineteenth-century Achilles could threaten that if 
anyone “laid a finger on any of his possessions, his life 
would be forfeit.” Even hints of impropriety have been 
edited away (e.g., a quick, albeit overly tasteful, fling 
with Briseis in the final pages of an early draft). ND 
has, damn!, normalized him. Thersites has become that 
entirely conventional, morally upright, and blandly 
blameless soul that ND himself never could be.  
 All this seems forced, and the preciosities of style 
occasionally get tangled: e.g., “It was evident that the 
Ithacans were confident that they would be free from 
the necessity of joining the expedition to Troy, the 
imminence of which they appeared well aware.” And I 
would like to claim that all of this is self-conscious. 
What we are reading is perhaps Thersites’ attempt to 
rehabilitate himself and his reputation, to reconstitute 
himself as, say, a member of the late nineteenth-century 
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self-styled New England aristocracy, and it is bound to 
fail. He is a buffoon, and this precious, Jamesian style 
is one he can only ape, as it is no more natural to him 
than it was to ND himself (to his credit!), who grew up 
surrounded by it.  
 Whether one accepts that argument (and I do not), 
there remains in this voice much that those who knew 
ND will recognize: the bourgeois morality (often heard 
in his amusing but in some way disturbing diatribes 
against pederasty), his rooting for the underdog in all 
sports, his insistence on proprieties, his ventriloquizing 
of the working class he never could get quite right. And 
there is also so much that is missing: his deliberately 
archaic wit, the self-mockery of his accents, the 
outlandish turn-of-the-century style, and his quite 
unconventional generosity of spirit.  
 It is difficult to imagine Thersites without his 
deformities of body and spirit, and it is difficult as well 
to imagine ND with his wit, weaknesses, and 
buffooneries buried in pieties. 
 I had thought to introduce such characteristics into 
this piece, silently adding phrases (stolen from the 
author himself, perhaps) that would ironize the entire 
piece in ways that ND often wittingly and unwittingly 
ironized himself. But I will let it stand, hoping that 
those who knew him best will hear in the background 
the human voice that no piece of fiction could in the 
end convey. 
 
     --Eds. 
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Note on the Thersites of Homer 

 
Iliad II. 211ff. Translation, A. S. Kline, 2009: 
 

 While the others were seated and packed in 
close, the endlessly talkative Thersites alone let his 
tongue run on, his mind filled with a store of unruly 
words, baiting the leaders wildly and recklessly, 
aiming to raise a laugh among the men. He was the 
ugliest of all who had come to Ilium, bandy-legged 
and lame of foot; rounded shoulders hunched over 
his chest; and above them a narrow head with a 
scant few hairs. He was loathed above all 
by Odysseus and Achilles, his favourites for abuse; 
but now his shrill cry rose against 
noble Agamemnon, despite the deep anger and 
indignation of the Achaeans. At the top of his voice 
he reviled the King: ‘Son of Atreus, what’s your 
problem now, what more do you need? Your huts 
are filled with bronze, crowded with women, the 
pick of the spoils we Achaeans grant you when we 
sack a city. Is it gold you want now, the ransom for 
his son some horse-taming Trojan shall bring you 
out of Ilium, the son that I or some other Achaean 
have bound and led away? Or a young girl to sleep 
with, one for you alone? Is it right for our leader to 
wrong us in this way? Fools, shameful weaklings, 
Achaean women, since you’re no longer men, 
home then with our ships, and leave this fellow 
here, at Troy, to contemplate his prizes, let him 
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learn how much he depends on us, this man who 
insulted Achilles, a better man than he, by 
arrogantly snatching his prize. Surely Achilles has a 
heart free of anger, to accept it; or, son of Atreus, 
that insolent act would be your last.’ 
 So Thersites railed at Agamemnon, leader of 
men, but noble Odysseus was soon at his side, and 
rage in his look, lashed him with harsh words: 
‘Take care what you say, Thersites, so eloquent, so 
reckless, take care when you challenge princes, 
alone. None baser than you followed the Atreidae 
to Troy, so you least of all should sound a king’s 
name on your tongue, slandering our leaders, with 
your eye on home. No one knows how this thing 
will end, whether we Greeks will return in triumph 
or no. Go on then, pour scorn on Agamemnon, our 
leader, the son of Atreus, for the gifts you 
yourselves gave him: make free with your mockery. 
But let me tell you this, and be sure: if I find you 
playing the fool like this again, then let my head be 
parted from my shoulders, and Telemachus be no 
son of mine, if I don’t lay hands on you, strip you 
bare of cloak and tunic, all that hides your 
nakedness, drive you from here, and send you 
wailing to the swift ships, shamed by a hail of 
blows.’ 
 So saying, Odysseus, struck with his staff at 
Thersites’ back and shoulders, and the man 
cowered and shed a huge tear, as a bloody weal 
was raised behind by the golden staff. Then 
terrified, and in pain, he sat, helplessly wiping the 
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tear from his eye. Then the Achaeans, despite their 
discontent, mocked him ruthlessly. ‘There,’ cried 
one to his neighbour, ‘Odysseus is ever a one for 
fine deeds, clever in counsel, and strategy, but this 
is surely the best thing he’s done for us Greeks, in 
shutting this scurrilous babbler’s mouth. I think 
Thersites’ proud spirit will shrink from ever again 
abusing kings with his foul words.’ 

 
There are no other early references to him, other than in a 
lost epic, Aethiopis, giving his father’s name as Agrius. All 
other ancient sources portray him as a buffoon, and not one 
of the Homeric noble “heroes” (so Plato). This is continued 
by Shakespeare in Troilus and Criseida; even those later 
writers in sympathy for his criticism of the stupidity of the 
war do not suggest that he is the aristocrat portrayed here. 
The source for Thersites’ lineage and his early history, all 
presented here without a trace of irony – that is (at least to 
us) a mystery.   
 
 


