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INTRODUCTION

Man uses his old disasters as a mirror.

—Roque Dalton, Arte poética

There are the elements, which seem to mock at all human control: the earth,
which quakes and is torn apart and buries all human life and its works; water,
which deluges and drowns everything in a turmoil; storms, which blow everything
before them; there are diseases, which we have only recently recognized as
attacks by other organisms; and finally there is the painful riddle of death, against
which no medicine has yet been found, nor probably will be. With these forces
nature rises up against us, majestic, cruel and inexorable; she brings to our mind
once more our weakness and helplessness, which we thought to escape through
the work of civilization.

—Sigmund Freud, The Future of Illusion

Nowadays, the unexpected comes not from divine intervention but from risk.

—Antony Giddens, Consequences of Modernity

“Do You Bring a Sign of Some War or Wasting of Crops?”
It was a pleasant Spring day in the city-state of Thebes, when all of a sudden the

sun began to darken. In a matter of minutes, the disk of the sun had been fully obscured



and its life-giving rays of comfort and warmth were gone. As day abruptly turned into
night, people felt helpless and disoriented, and some panicked. Some feared that the sun
had changed its course for good and that the world as they knew it was coming to an end.
Others thought the gods were sending a sign of some pending disaster, and raised a paean
to supplicate Apollo, calling upon the god to spare them and turn evil away from their
city.

Such may we imagine was the occasion for which Pindar composed one of his
paeans, a song-dance in honor of Apollo that would be performed at Theban festivals
such as those held in the sanctuary known as Ismenion.! Specifically, the solar eclipse
that dominates the opening lines of Paean 9 (= fr. 52k, ed. Maehler = A1, ed. Rutherford)
likely refers to the total eclipse of the sun that took place on April 30, 463 BCE; Pindar
was about 50 years old at the time.? The song opens with an address to the sun (P. Pae.
9.1-9, transl. Rutherford):

Beam of the sun! What have you contrived (uceat), observant one,

mother of eyes, highest star,

in concealing yourself (kAentopevov) in broad daylight? Why have you made

helpless (qudyavov)

men’s strength and the path of wisdom,

by rushing down a dark highway (érickotov dtpamov)?

Do you drive a stranger course than before? (éLavvelg Tt vedtepOV 1| hpog)

In the name of Zeus, swift driver of horses,

I beg you,
turn (tpdmoto) the universal omen (wéyxotvov tépag), lady,

' For a survey of the paean as genre, see Rutherford 2001: 1-182. On myth and literature in the
Theban cityscape, see Berman 2015: 64ff.

2 Other eclipses Pindar may have witnessed include the anular eclipse of February 17, 478 BCE,
and one on April 28, 509 BCE, although he would have been very young at that time. See
Rutherford 2001: 192.



into some painless (dmpova) prosperity for Thebes.?

Assuming that the paean indeed responds to an actual eclipse—the solar eclipse was
certainly an established theme in Greek lyric poetry, including among Mimnermus,
Archilochus and Stesichorus—the song served to ritually avert the disasters that are
portended by the sun’s disappearance.* The sun itself is a dis-aster, un-starred by the
shadow of the moon, but the eclipse’s signification is what constitutes the actual disaster.
The connection between signs and disaster is immediately clear: the solar eclipse is not so
much believed to be disastrous in itself, as it is believed to be a coded message or sign
that indicates something else.

Addressing the sun with a triad of questions, Pindar anthropomorphizes the sun,
suggesting that she has “contrived” (ufoeat) some plan. She is “concealing”
(khemtopevov) herself. The most visible sign in the sky, the sudden disappearance of the
sun is the clearest indication and the most visible evidence possible that something is not
right. Even without taking into account the sun’s elaborate symbolism as the source of
life, truth, and so forth, we can easily imagine the “helpless” (dudyavov) state of those
who are confronted with the eclipse, since it threatens to overthrow the reliability of the
sun’s course: the “path of wisdom” (c6@1ag 666v) cannot surive, as Rutherford has

observed, “without the sun’s continued adherence to its established route.”” The

3 Axtic delMov, Ti moldokone pfoeat, / ® pitep OUPATOV, 4oTPpoV VIépTATOV / &v AUEPQ
Khemtopevov; <ti 6’> £0nkog audyoavov / ioydv <t’> avopdot kai copiag 600V, / Emickotov
ATpamoV €ocvpéva / EAAOVELG TL VEDTEPOV T TAPOG; / AAAG o€ TpOg Adg, itnocsoa Bodg, /
iketevm, amiuova / gig SAPov Tval tpémoto OnParc, / @ TOTVIN, ThyKoVoV TEPAC.

4 See Plut. De fac. In orbe lun. 931E, cited in Rutherford 2001: 193.

> Rutherford 2001: 194.



reliability of the sun as heavenly sign, plotted on a fixed course across the expanse of the
sky, is at stake. The final question posed to the sun gives expression to the anxiety
surrounding her altered course: “Do you drive a stranger course than before?” (€ avveig
TL vedtepov 1| mapog). The translation of vedtepov as “stranger” does not do justice quite
enough to the negative connotation of the word, which literally means “newer, more
recent.” In William Race’s translation, the line reads: “Are you bringing some
unprecedented disaster?” Pindar’s point seems to be that the new course of the sun may
be a disastrous one, implying a destructive disruption of the previous world order.

The apotropaic quality of the paean comes out in the next lines, when the singer
requests that the beam of the sun “turn” (tpdmoto) the “universal omen” (ndyxotvov
tépag) into a “painless” (amnuova) blessing for the Thebans. The word tépag is a
divinatory term for a sign, and here refers to the sign of the solar eclipse. But to whom is
the sign addressed? The adjective mdyxotwvov (“common to all”’) may suggest that the
épag is visible to many peoples, not just the Thebans, and its evil may thus be intended
for others.® But it seems understood that the tépag is bringing evil to Thebes, otherwise
the singer would not supplicate the sun to turn it into painless prosperity. If wéykotvov
instead applies to the notion that the meaning of the sign is common to all, the sentiment
would be: we know this common portent means that something bad is about to happen, so
please turn it into something positive for Thebes. Both interpretations depend on the
semiotic mechanism implicit in the reception of the sign. Either the sign can be turned

toward different recepients, or the meaning of the sign can be turned.

¢ Such is Rutherford’s understanding of the adjective, see Rutherford 2001: 195.



After a lacuna, the song continues with a list of possible disasters that are
portended by the tépag of the eclipse (P. Pae. 9.12-21):

Do you bring a sign (cdpa) of some war or wasting of crops

or a mass of snow beyond telling or ruinous strife

or emptying of the sea on to land

or frost on the earth or a rainy summer

flowing with raging water,

or will you flood the land and create

a new race of men from the beginning?
I lament nothing that I suffer with everyone.’

This passage introduces us to a second key term for the divinatory sign, ofjpa (cdpa, in
the Doric dialect). This is not a sign that establishes equivalence; rather the sign is
implicational and propositional. The solar eclipse signifies war, famine, or flood by
implication. How is the meaning of the sign established? Clearly the sign is negative, but
what precisely should the citizens of Thebes prepare for? Natural and man-made disasters
are mixed in Pindar’s list: war, blight, strife, and cataclysm are found side by side. The
uncertainty of what precisely the sign signifies is dealt with, within the narrative of the
song, by the myth of Apollo’s son Teneros, who was a pre-eminent diviner and
interpreter of oracles. But the song itself, regarded in its social and religious context, is
also a way of dealing with the anxiety of the actual referent of the sign, the historical

eclipse of 463 BCE.

Divining Disaster

" morépoto 8¢ clpa eéperc Tvog, / i kapmod edicty, i vigetod c0évog / dmépeoartov, fi oThoty
ovAouévay / i TdvT 0V KeveDolag A TEdoV, /1 Tayetov x0ovog, 1j votiov 0€poc /Hdatt LoKkoTm
péov, / §| yoiav katokAboooa 0Hoelc / avopmdy véov €€ apydg yévog, / dOlopv<popat 00>0¢v, & Tt
ThvTov péta teicopat.



Both the apotropaic paean itself and the narrative that is operative within the song
are manifestations of a mentality that I call divining disaster, which I regard as above all
a semiotic practice of meaning-making. Divination is indeed a cultic-technical quest for
special information—whose divine agency is behind this disaster? which god do we need
to supplicate for the disaster to be lifted?—but also aids in the production of meaning.
The overall argument of this study is that ancient Greek divination served to manage
disasters by reducing them to signs, thus incorporating them into a signifying system that
creates meaning. In this way, divining disaster emerges not only as a heuristic approach
to crucial knowledge about disasters but as a hermeneutic form of disaster management. I
argue that divining disaster is not just a religious practice that is part of the cultural-
historical landscape of Archaic and Classical Greece (e.g. singing a paean to avert
disaster), but also a textual phenomenon that can be operative in historical as well as
mythological narratives, where its expression is on the level of the symbol. I use the term
mentality, understood as a cognitive pattern of interpretation (on which more below), to
account for the totality of attitudes, beliefs, practices, and textual reflexes that connect
disasters with signs. The cognitive aspect of the term mentality underscores my interest in
unraveling the psychological and philosophical logic on which it is based.

One of the major challenges in assessing the logic that underwrites the mentality
of divining disaster is the directionality of the sign: in Pindar’s paean, the sign precedes
the disaster. The eclipse is considered to be part of a message, the meaning of which is to
some extent known, but ultimately unclear. In the first disaster of Ancient Greek
literature, the plague (Aowpog) that harresses the Achaean camp after Agamemnon has

offended the Trojan priest Chryses, the disaster comes first and needs to be interpreted by



a diviner (/liad 1). Through the act of interpreting the plague, the seer Calchas turns the
plague into a sign itself: a sign indicating the wrath of Apollo. Temporal and semiotic
directionality, as we will see in Herodotus’ description of the disasters at Chios in Book
6, do not always coincide. The question whether the disaster or the sign comes first is
further complicated by the self-referentiality of the divinatory sign. Agamemnon
responds angrily to Calchas’ interpretation of the plague, accusing Calchas not of being a
bad seer or of harboring ulterior motives, but of “never yet having spoken a good word,
nor brought one to pass (étékeccac)” (11. 1.108).8 Agamemnon’s complaint against
Calchas reads as a form of theodicy. The gods bring evil upon him not because he has
done wrong, but because Calchas’ seercraft has, in a way, brought it to pass. To prophesy
is to bring to fulfillment (teAéw). Just as Agamemnon, | have grappled throughout this
study with this tension between the signifying and causal power of the sign. Any reader
of Sophocles Oedipus Tyrannus or Herodotus’ Histories 1s bound to notice the ironic
aspect of ancient oracles: in trying to avoid the oracle, the oracle makes it happen. The
reflexive nature of this system defies temporality in a way that implies that disasters are

somehow always already happening.

Structure and Organization
This study falls into two main parts. Chapters One and Two are largely
theoretical, as they conceptualize the two components of the mentality divining disaster,

namely divination and disaster. In part, these chapters also have philosophical

8 ¢60MOV & 0BTé Tl Mo elnag Emog obT’ éTédecoac



implications insofar as they make claims about “disaster”” with universalizing and even
prescriptive pretensions. Chapter One deals with divination, the sign, and semiotics, and
sets up the terms tépag and tékpap as two key concepts in divining disaster. Chapter Two
explores the concept of disaster in ancient and modern thought, introducing three modes
of disaster: disaster-as-sign, disaster-as-event, and disaster-as-condition. These first two
chapters lay the theoretical groundwork for its application in Chapters Three and Four,
each of which examines divining disaster from a different lens, which roughly
corresponds to one of the dominant perspectives in the field of disaster studies, namely
agency and uncertainty, on which more below. Chapter Three is concerned with agency,
itself a multivalent concept that takes on several meanings throughout this study. Put
briefly, agency appears in contexts of cognition (as the cognitive faculty known as the
Agency Detection Device), semiotics (as the sender of the sign), and disaster studies (as
the association of disaster with a violent, external agent). Chapter Four elaborates on the
notion of uncertainty, in particular the uncertainty that stems from the experience of
disorientation, which, as the term itself suggests, is at heart a spatial or geographic
experience.

In addition, there are two other organizing principles at work in the final two
chapters. First, chapter Three focuses on the agent (the active element) of disaster, in
particular the agency of the god Poseidon in inflicting disaster. Chapter Four, in turn,
focuses on the patient or sufferer (the passive element) of disaster; this suffering happens
on an individual level (Jason and his fellow Argonauts; Prometheus) as well as on a
cosmic one. A second organizing principle is between the disaster-as-sign, which informs

Chapter Three, and the disaster-as-condition, which informs Chapter Four. The downside



of these various thematic organizations, as any reader is bound to notice, is that the
chapters may appear excessively long and somewhat unwieldy in both their goals and
their parameters. On the other hand, tracing the mentality in a non-linear fashion allows
for unexpected connections to be made and new thoughts to be thought, which is

programmatic for this study.

The Chapter Titles

The title of each chapter is made up of a quote, followed by a correpsonding date
and a set of two significant terms that define the chapter. I have borrowed the idea of
dating my chapters from Deleuze and Guattari. In A Thousand Plateaus, the chapters—or
rather, plateaus—are accompanied by dates that are supposed to correspond to the
historical point in time when a “particular dynamism found its purest incarnation in
matter.”® A discussion of such concpets as plateau, dynamism, and intensity lies beyond
the scope of this study; suffice it to say that the point of the dating is to reconstitute, as it
does in A Thousand Plateaus, a sense of the high point of a certain conceptual
development that can be injected, and may have been activated before, in other mediums
at other times. The tenth plateau, for example, is entitled “Becoming-Intense, Becoming-
Animal, Becoming-Imperceptible ...” and is dated to 1730, the year that, according to
Voltaire’s Philosophical Dictionary, was dominated by talk of vampires. For a brief
moment, a pure form of becoming-animal existed in the European collective imagination,

or that is at least the conceptual brick that Deleuze and Guattari use to construct their

% Deleuze and Guattari 1987: xiv, in the foreword of the translator and philosopher Brian
Massumi.



plateau with. Notwithstanding the critique of what seems to be a prescriptive rather than a
referential work, even as it appears to make historical and anthropological claims alike, 4
Thousand Plateaus offers a provocative way to conceptualize the relationship between
history and thought in a non-hierarchical way.'? By adopting the dating system of the
chapters, I hope to at least signal, if not actualize, the philosophical aspiration to not only
present the mentality of divining disaster as something to think about, but also as
something to think with, and to invite the reader to not only ask “is this true?,” but also
“does it work?,” and “what new thoughts does it make it possible to think?"!!

Thus, the chapter titles in this study are meant to reflect a highpoint, or at least an
exemplary point as illustrated by a quotation and a date associated with it, of a particular
conceptual movement. With conceptual movement [ mean the intersection of two or more
concepts in a particular text at a particular historical period, which can be re-activated in
other mediums and at other times. Chapter One, entitled “Those Were the Signs” (494
BCE), captures Herodotus’ retrospective assessment of the disaster that struck the Chians
in 494 BCE, and its entanglement in a web of signs. As we will see, the quote reflects a
semiotic and religious principle formulated by Herodotus that is indicative of the self-
referentiality of the disaster-as-sign. It lays bare the important but fraught relationship
between signification and causation in divining disaster that is not fully resolved,
perhaps, until Ptolemy’s Almagest. Chapter Two, entitled “Disasters in the Sun” (1601

CE), contains a quotation from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which was likely first performed

10 For a critique, see Miller 1993: 6-35.
' Cf. Massumi’s preface, in Deleuze and Guattari 1987: xv.
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in 1601 CE. The “incarnation” represented here is the moment of defining disaster, as the
neologism disaster had recently begun to spread across European intellectual circles. The
phrase, understood as the physical obscuration of the sun, captures the interplay between
disaster-as-sign and disaster-as-event, the signifier and the signified. What is more, the
phrase can also be understood as disasters brought to light, or witnessed, as shown by a
close-reading of Euripides’ Heracles. The theme of visiliby/invisibiltiy, which is
connected to the over- and non-representation of disaster, continues to dominate the final
two chapters.

The dates associated with Chapters Three and Four are relatively recent, but are
similarly meant to invoke a conceptual movement that is at work in other mediums and at
other times. Chapter Three, entitled “How Can I Have Lunch?” (1799 CE), features a
quote by the Italian traveler Saverio Scrofani, whose account of his journey to Greece
was published in 1799 CE. The quote, which takes the form of a rhetorical question,
captures the experience of encountering the signs of disaster. In Scrofani’s case, these
signs are manifestly material signs, embodied in the underwater ruins of the sunken city
of Helice. Scrofani’s reception of Helice’s history reveals a key moment in the attempt to
assign meaning to disaster, with the disaster-as-sign mediating between past, present, and
future. Chapter Four, entitled “Hell, Upside Down™ (1972 CE), contains a quotation from
the theatrical poster of the feature film 7he Poseidon Adventure, which was released in
1972, at the beginning of the golden era of Hollywood’s disaster movies. The title
encapsulates the phenomenology of disaster as disorientation, as represented by the
struggle to find one’s way out of a capsized, sinking ship. The assocation of disaster and

disorientation finds expression in a variety of contexts, including in sociological accounts
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of disaster survivors and in the themes of wandering and being bound in classical
mythology. The signifcance of this conceptual movement is that divining disaster
becomes a spatial or geographic undertaking, in which landscapes and soundscapes must

be re-oriented with the help of fixed signs so as to restore meaning.

Methods and Sources

The eclectic and far-reaching scope of this study calls for a variety of methods
and approaches, especially since I am drawing on a multitude of different sources
(historical, literary, philosophical, cinematic, performative) from different time periods
and geographies (Archaic, Classical, and Hellenistic Greece; Elizabethan England; 20'"-
century United States, and so forth). The justification for what may be perceived as a lack
of focus is twofold. First, the goal of this study is, in part, philosophical, insofar as the
questions I raise are reflective of the human condition: why are divination and disaster
connected? How is meaning derived from disastrous events? What cognitive logic
underlies the relationship between signs and disaster, including the perception of disasters
as signs? The second justification is that the subject of this study is a mentality, one that I
call divining disaster. The significance and implications of this mentality in ‘ancient
Greek culture’ cannot be fully comprehended without situating it in larger, comparative
conversations about the particular historical and textual conditions under which this
mentality manifests itself.

To be sure, the proposed relationship between divination and disaster meets with
several potential obstacles, since it deals with two distinct and complex systems of

ideas—divination and disaster—that are approached across two different paradigms of
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knowledge—an ancient and a modern one, which themselves are by no means closed or
unified systems. But the most obvious display of the inherent relationship between
divination and disaster is evidenced by the modern English word disaster itself (< Italian
dis-astro, “ill-starred”), which is discussed at length in Chapter Two. Tracing the word
disaster—which, significantly, has no direct equivalent in the Ancient Greek langauge—
reveals how this concept has gone through important diachronic shifts in meaning.
Originally, it did not mean a sudden catastrophic event like a plane crash or an
earthquake, but, as one 17"-century dictionary has it, “ill-luck, derived from the evil
influence of the stars.” The assumption that underlies this definition is astrological,
suggesting that the positions of celestial signs influence, cause, or signify events on earth.
And yet, even though this paradigm may have shifted, pushing divination to the margins
of our society, it is useful to at least bracket the modern scholar’s sometimes all too
obvious skepticism toward oracles and prophecy and to understand the relationships
between divination and disaster to be phenomenological. Part of the goal of Chapter One
is to establish divination as above all a semiotic practice, the point of which is not to
neutralize the religious or divine component of divination, but rather to take divination
seriously as a cognitive mode that underwrites the phenomenality of experiencing or
interpreting disasters as signs.

I use the term "phenomenology” advisedly, as the philosophical term attached to
the loosely connected tradition of Husserl, Heidegger, Ricoeur and especially the
existential phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, who was among the first to link Saussure’s
structural linguistics with phenomenology. Phenomenology focuses on the subjective

experience, and as such, “offers an account of space, time and the world as we ‘live’
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them [and] tries to give a direct description of our experience as it is, without taking
account of its psychological origin and the causal explanations which the scientist, the
historian or the sociologist may be able to provide.”!? So the question is not, what was
disaster like, or when and how did this plague really happen, but what did ‘they’ think
disaster was like, and how does the plague function as a culturally embedded experience.
I am not after ‘their’ reality, but after ‘their’ perception of their reality—which, we must
believe, may be approximated through language, texts, and material remains.

Who, then, is the ‘they’ and the ‘their’ mentioned above? To be sure, the ‘ancient
Greek world’—to which I have already made frequent reference—is no homogenous
entity, and neither did ‘the Greeks’ see themselves as such. Thus the actual range of
regional and temporal variation in the mentality of divining disaster will not and cannot
be captured in this study. This shortcoming is in part necessitated upon the object of this
study, which is an abstract phenomenon (a mentality) rather than a circumscribed body of
texts, a particular author, or other such narrowly defined object. In certain respects, then,
this is a linguistic study, decoding myth, offering a structural analysis of the coherence
and interrelations of two semantic fields—one in which the disaster occurs, and one in
which the sign operates. The assumption here is that the language itself is a reflection and
an expression of the mentality that we are interested in. And the more so, because the
linguistic method, itself based on analyzing a signifying practice, is interwoven with the
mentality that is studied, in that divination is a signifying practice, too. At the same time,

this study adopts methods from something that may be called cognitive historical

12 Merleau-Ponty 1962, vii. It should be noted that while the object of my study is
phenomenological, the method I adopt is not.
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anthropology, since it aims to define a composite category of mind that is at work in
Greek culture at various stages (“the collective imagination’). Since my argument is not
about a particular author or even a particular genre, the search for evidence is not
delineated by a particular set of texts, but informed by the semantic fields we have
identified, which is why Chapters One and Two devote so much space to detailing the
semiotic and disaster lexicon, respetively. One serious consequence of this, is that the
state of the evidence makes it impossible to center this study on one particular time and
place—problematic, but not uncommon among scholars of Greek religion: Parker’s study
on miasma, Delcourt’s on sterility, Detienne and Vernant’s on metis: all are to some
extent forced to commit to a historical and geographical synthesis that does no real justice
to the many differences between places and across centuries.

Another delicate synthesis is that of different types of sources. We must expect
different texts and genres to treat our phenomenon differently. For example, a difference
between mythological and historical sources can be felt with regards to the role of the
gods. The difference between the two types of sources is that the former, such as
Homer’s lliad, makes the divine agent behind the sign visible, and demonstrates the
moods and motivations behind its actions; the latter, such as Pausanias’ account of the
Helice disaster, only shows the effect or result of the divine agent, who remains hidden
and whose intentions must be extrapolated from the visible results of its supposed
actions. The fact that a source tends to say more about the context in which it arose than
the context which it purports to be about, adds yet another challenge, as when Choricius
of Gaza’s sophistic declamations (5th century AD) make claims about the Spartan

response to a disaster involving ugly babies in the 5th century BC. Another instructive
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case is the recording of oracles, which, for Delphi, is overwhelmingly literary. The
classification by Fontenrose into historical, quasi-historical, legendary and fictional
oracle responses is valuable enough, but the phenomenological focus of this study makes
this distinction less relevant, because all these responses—from the historical inscription
to the legendary myth—are tentatively presumed to be legitimate, structural expressions
of the system of knowledge in which they partake.'® To be sure, the evidence of one
genre needs to be controlled by comparison with that of others, literary and non-literary,
whenever possible.

Chronologically speaking, the mentality of divining disaster appears already fully
formed with the advent of Greek literature itself, as Calchas divines the plague in lliad 1.
The changes in divining disaster that we can observe over time become manifest in the
methods of divining rather than the logic that supports it, suggesting that the mentality is
flexible and enduring, even as paradigms of meaning-making may shift from religious to
secular, or from anthropocentric to naturalistic. Even so, this study does not attempt to
present a neat genealogy of the subject matter, and refrains from imposing an
evolutionary framework; it does recognize, however, that the mentality of our study, no
matter how pervasive we shall find it to be, is neither monolithic nor static. My
engagement in comparative analysis, especially that with sources from pre-modern
Europe and present-day America, serves to illustrate similarities between different
conceptualizations and representations of disaster, even as readers may feel that crucial

differences are, on occasion, effaced for the purpose of comparison. Indeed, as I shall

13 Fontenrose 1978.
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discuss shortly, these heuristic comparisons have above all an imaginative function. And
it is perhaps here that the present study may distinguish itself most, since it not only seeks
to uncover ancient conceptions of and attitudes toward disaster, but in doing so questions
modern ones as well. The modern distinction between natural and man-made disaster, for
example, does not apply to the ancient phenomenology, and the modern idea that disaster
can be captured in a formula dependent on risk is equally suspect. And yet, it is precisely
from these, mostly etic, perspectives—treating disaster as a social and natural event
entrenched in often quantifiable categories such as risk assessment and hazard

management—that the topic of ancient disaster has received most scholarly attention.

The Fraught Study of Mentalities

We might be tempted to entertain the possibility that divergent discourse about,
and divergent attitudes toward, disaster are indicative of divergent mentalities. The word
mentality, however, must be used critically, even though it appears with a certain
casualness in scholarship on ancient religion, where it can simply mean a persistent set of
ideas or certain recurrent attitudes.'* Within the study of mentalities, as a sub-discipline
of cultural history, the word mentality has a specific (though debated) meaning with its
own history. We can observe three distinctive features in the study of mentalities: first, an
emphasis on collective attitudes rather than individual ones, including both ordinary
people and educated elites; second, an emphasis on unconscious assumptions rather than

explicit theories, on what appears as common sense or everyday thought in a particular

4 E.g. Versnel 1981; Johnston 2008; for scholarship on mentalities, see Burke 1986 and 1993; for
criticism, see Lloyd 1990.
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culture; third, a concern with the structure of belief systems as well as their content, that
is to say, with the categories, metaphors and symbols that are used to interpret an
experience.' As a discipline, the history of mentalities must be differentiated from
intellectual history and Begriffsgeschichte. It has been described as a “historical
anthropology of ideas,” originating with Emile Durkheim, but also indebted to the
cultural history as practiced by Johan Huizinga. !¢ Since Durkheim, social anthropologists
have been concerned with “collective representations,” “modes of thought” and “belief
systems,” but it was Lucien Lévy-Bruhl who put the term “mentality” in circulation with
his study La mentalité primitive (1922).'7 Following the Annales school of Marc Bloch,
the tradition remained popular among historians in France in through the 1960s (one can
compare Foucault’s concept of episteme, promulgated in The Order of Things).'® For
anthropologists like Lévy-Bruhl and his critic Evans-Pritchard, the study of mentalities
starts with the ethnographic encounter with some paradoxical or counter-intuitive

statement or practice. In Evans-Pritchard’s case, it was the Nuer belief that “twins are

15 Burke 1993: 92; Lloyd 1990: 4.

16 Burke 1997: 163. For German begr. See Koselleck 1985. The following discussion owes much
to Burke 1997 and Burke 1993.

17 Interestingly, the word “mentality” had already been used in English in this context, namely by
Malinowski in a letter to J.G. Frazer criticizing Durkheim’s notion of “the collective
consciousness.” Ackerman 1987: 267, as quoted in Burke 1997: 174. For “modes of thought,” see
Horton and Finnegan 1973.

18 Bloch 1924 is a classic case of the historical studies of mentalities. The term is defended
explicitly by Vickers 1984, where it refers to “two traditions each having its own thought
processes, its own mental categories, which determine its whole approach to life, mind, physical
reality” (6). Such a stark separation, however, seems indefensible to me, for reasons that are
discussed below.
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birds.”!” For a historian like Bloch, it was the “royal touch,” the idea that the kings and
queens of France and England could cure diseases with their touch. Lloyd refers to
Empedocles’ puzzling statement: “Wretches, utter wretches, keep your hands from
beans.” Statements such as these form an interpretive challenge. How to make sense of
these, in Lloyd’s words, “weird” statements and practices? A concept such as mentality
can help avoid two interpretive extremes, ranging “from the scandalized or the dismissive
to the most elaborate rationalizing apologetics.”?° The first interpretive strategy is to
dismiss these statements and behaviors as bizarre, primitive and unworthy of scholarly
attention, except perhaps as an exotic curiosity; the second is to sweep these statements
and behaviors under the carpet or outright ignore them, and assume that “they” must have
thought really just like “us.”?! Here lies the strength and challenge of the concept of
mentality: it can steer a middle-ground between radical sameness and radical difference,
negotiating on the one hand the need to take seriously discourse and behaviors that seem
“weird,” and, on the other, the biological reality that the intellectual capacities of the

human mind are universal. The categories it employs, however, may be starkly different.

Immobilization and Homogenization
Obviously, there are several potential problems in working with the concept of

mentalities, and we would do well to identify and address these. The first problem is

19 Evans-Pritchard 1937.
2 1 loyd 1990: 17.
21 Burke 1997: 169.
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known as immobilization, or the static picture: it is easier to describe mentalities at a
particular point in time than to explain how, when or why they changed. This problem
goes hand in hand with the emphasis on structuralism, which tends to privilege
synchronic over diachronic analysis. From inside the culture, a certain mentality does not
seem weird or counter-intuitive at all, because its structural nature gives it a self-
confirming character. (We may compare Kuhn’s paradigm, Popper’s closed system, or
Foucault’s episteme.) Writing about the Zande poison oracles, Evan-Pritchard makes
exactly this point: “In this web of belief every strand depends on every other strand, and a
Zande cannot get out of its meshes because it is the only world he knows.”?? The use of
mentalities helps to account for this persistence, but must avoid slipping into
determinism.?® For if each part depends on the rest, it becomes harder to recognize, let
alone explain, change when it does occur. Moreover, what constitutes a change? Kuhn’s
paradigm shifts occur when the perceived contradictions challenging the system of belief
pass a certain critical threshold and can no longer be absorbed. These contradictions can
come both from the outside (the role of ethnography as a challenge to, say, conceptions
of religion is well-established) and from the inside.?* When new modes of reasoning

appear to arise from within a belief system, the contrasts are often self-consciously

22 Evan-Pritchard 1937; 194.

23 We can observe this in the defense of the term mentalities in Vickers 1984: 6, where the term
refers to “two traditions each having its own thought processes, its own mental categories, which
determine its whole approach to life, mind, physical reality” (mphasis mine). For the notion of
mentalities as “prisons,” see Braudel 1949. The deterministic view of language and cognition, as
in the infamous theory developed by Benjamin Whorf, has been dismissed as both reductionist
and simplistic.

24 Chidester 1996.
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overdrawn for the purposes of polemic and self-definition.?> We see this for example in
the way in which practitioners of medical semiotics, such as the author of Prorrhetic in
Chapter One, attempt to separate themselves from those involved in divinatory semiotics.
This is related to a second problem, namely that of homogenization and the
assumption that the mentality itself is static instead of dynamic. The focus on collective
attitudes risks making sweeping generalizations and ignoring individual variation, not
only among but also within individuals. It is hard enough to infer a belief from an
individual’s statement (e.g. does the fact that Pausanias says that the god sends signs
before a disaster mean that he believes that?), let alone from belief to underlying thought
processes.?® Societies do not think, people do, and the variations are endless. But are all
variations created equal? We have already touched upon the question whether a particular
statement is representative for a cultural attitude in general, especially as far as
“ordinary” people are concerned. In his anthropological study of sex and gender in
ancient Greece, John Winkler contrasts a history of ideas with a history of practices,
arguing that cultural history cannot be reconstructed only or primarily based on the
former. He locates the history of practices in figures of cultural authority, which, in fifth-
century Athens, were Homer, Hesiod, Solon and the tragedians—not Socrates, Plato and
Aristotle. Indeed, the “ordinary” Greek views on earthquakes are probably better

represented in Herodotus than in Aristotle. Inasmuch as mentalities are reflected in

25 Lloyd 1990: 8.
26 L loyd 1990: 4.
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everyday thought and unconscious assumptions, Winkler’s history of practices shares

important similarities with the study of mentalities.

Evolutionism

The third and perhaps most critical problem attached to the concept of mentalities
is evolutionism, or progressivism. The emphasis on structuralism brings with it the risk of
slipping into binary oppositions of knowledge-systems, between “traditional” (or, worse,
“primitive’) and “modern” mentalities, or, as Lévy-Bruhl infamously posited, between
“logical” and “prelogical” or “mystical” thought. Another common, value-laden binary in
this regard is the pre-scientific (“them”) vs. the scientific (“us”), or, alternatively, magic
vs. science. The validity of these categories has long been criticized beyond its heuristic
use, and the era of postmodernism has witnessed the slow but steady deconstruction of
Grand Narratives associated with “traditional” and “modern” (or, for that matter, Levy-
Straussian “hot” and “cold”) societies.?’” One of the characteristics of prelogical thought
and primitive mentality, according to Lévy-Bruhl, was that it tolerates inconsistencies
and contradictions. Since the statement “twins are birds” does not make sense to the
observer, it must reveal a different mentality, one that thinks in terms of sympathies, or
“mystical participation,” between individuals and objects.?® Of course, such a statement
may seem paradoxical to the observer, but it need not be to the actor or speaker. To make

sense of this, the observer may interpret the statement to be metaphorical, not literal:

27 Also by anthropologists, including as early as Goody 1977.

28 The concept became important for Jung, defending the concept as part of his psychology even
when Lévy-Bruhl dropped the term under the weight of criticism.
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twins are like birds. But to make this claim, the observer must be sure that this type of
distinction was available to the actor/speaker—which requires a careful switching
between etic and emic perspectives. Evans-Pritchard, criticizing Lévy-Bruhl’s hypothesis
of primitive mentality, concluded that the Nuer in fact made such a distinction, and that
they are therefore speaking on “an imaginative level of thought where the mind moves in
figures, symbols, metaphors, analogies, and many an elaboration of poetic fancy and
language.”?’

But to what extent is the observer’s interpretation clouded by his or her own
conceptual frameworks? As Lloyd warns us, misguided interpretations happen “when the
distinctions we commonly deploy force issues that are alien to the original actors’
contexts of discourse: once those contexts of discourse are reinstated, much of the
temptation to postulate divergent mentalities in this connection lapses.”** But Evans-
Pritchard, in his attempt to rescue “primitive man” from the denigrating interpretive
clutches of Lévy-Bruhl, E.B. Tylor and Max Miiller, took the same premise for granted,
namely that our reality is the reality.’! Where Lévy-Bruhl saw radical difference (their
reality is different from our reality), Evans-Pritchard saw radical sameness (their reality is
the same as our reality). The key here is the perception of “our” reality as a self-

contained, independent and objective system of permanent validity against which all

other realities are measured. One recent response to this conundrum has been to suggest

2 Evans-Pritchard 1956: 142.
30 Lloyd 1990: 7.

31 This point has been argued persuasively by Evens 2012; for the original critique of Evans-
Pritchard, see Littlejohn 1970.
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that the Nuer, unlike “our” reality, have a nondualist ontology in which rationality, quite
simply, obeys different rules.>?> While this interpretation does away with the evolutionist
notion of primitive mentality, its concepts of reality and nondualist ontology preserve and

even give primacy to some distinct mentality as a way to explain perceived difference.

Explaining Difference

To account for perceived difference by positing distinct mentalities, rather than
reducing it to categories of sameness, comes with greater burden of proof. This comes
back to standard hermeneutics: the observer recognizes the paradox or contradiction as a
problem to interpretation. The use of analogy and metaphor—or, in more extended form,
allegory—is already used in antiquity to account for perceived difference. An example
from antiquity illustrates this nicely. In his Homeric Problems, Pseudo-Heraclitus
expresses the two extremes of interpretation discussed above: either the Homeric epics
must be dismissed as scandalous, or they must be apologetically rationalized. Heraclitus
writes: “If [Homer] meant nothing allegorically, he was impious through and through,
and sacrilegious fables, loaded with blasphemous folly, run riot through both epics.”>?
Heraclitus, as an observer of Homer, could not make sense of the Homeric gods in a
literal reading of the text. Like Evans-Pritchard, Heraclitus makes sense of the problem in

terms of similarity to his own context—the implicit assumption is that Homer’s reality is

our reality. Since he cannot accept the possibility that Homer represents a reality different

32 Such is the argument made by Evens 2012.
33 Russell and Konstan 2005.
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from his own, he imposes a distinction between literal and metaphorical language upon
the text.

While it is true that the notion of reading something symbolically marks an
important moment in the history of poetics and hermeneutics, Heraclitus nonetheless
might have explained the perceived “blasphemous folly” differently. ** As Lloyd has
pointed out, re-embedding the statement in its proper context can solve the apparent
contradiction without ever having recourse to either distinct mentalities (in the Lévy-
Bruhlian sense) or metaphors to account for them. Furthermore, context can show that a
particular statement may be deliberately obscured in the service of some specific interest
or ulterior motive, rhetorical or otherwise. The concept of ideology is relevant here:
traditionally, the study of mentalities has assumed a neutral or ignorant stance regarding
issues of interest and power, which ground a presumed mentality in its social framework.
Bloch’s “royal touch,” for example, when analyzed in terms of ideology, emerges as a
practice that serves the interest of the royal regime, as ordinary people are made to
believe that the king and queen had the power to work miracles.?> An overly reductionist
view, however, can tend toward a functionalist and cynical perspective that does not do
justice to the self-confirming and pervasive structure of the belief, even if it supports
those with privilege and power. So, while it is important to consider social contexts of
ideology, we cannot dismiss all-pervasive attitudes and behaviors as simply disingenuous

abuse of power on the part of a conniving elite. We must assume that mentalities not only

34 Struck 2004.
35 Burke 1993: 65-6.
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serve to sustain the social structures (which they are indeed likely to do), but are in turn

also shaped by them.

Mentality as “Cognitive Patterns of Interpretation”

With all the caveats and challenges mentioned above in mind, I submit that
mentality—without the connotations of evolutionism—can be a useful category that
focuses on the collective, the everyday, and the structural ways in which humans
understand and make sense of the world around them. In this view, mentality is first and
foremost a term to indicate common cognitive patterns of interpretation. To account for
the possibility of change (gradual or revolutionary), we must assume that a society and
even an individual can partake of multiple, competing mentalities. Given that an
individual in any given society “may exhibit quite diverse modes of reasoning in the
process of expressing thought, belief, arguments, justifications, over quite disparate
domains of discourse relating to theoretical or to practical affairs, it is rather those modes
of reasoning that provide the locus of the investigation, not the reasoners themselves nor
their supposed mentalities.”*® These modes of reasoning—in our case, about disaster—
expressed through categories, metaphors and symbols (which includes ritual practice)
that are used to interpret the experience of disaster. Oscillating between the subjective
experience (the phenomenological) and the hidden, collective patterns of thought (the

structural), this study uncovers modes of reasoning employed to make sense of disaster,

% Lloyd 1990: 145.
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the recurrent patterns of which may be indicative of underlying mentalities—understood
in the “soft” sense described above.

By concentrating on cognitive patterns, we can move beyond the stilted divide
between rationality and irrationality that has informed so much of comparative thinking.
The observation “they’re just like us” or “they’re completely different from us” has all
too often served as code for claims about (ethnocentrically motivated) notions of
rationality and irrationality. It is for this reason that the practice of divination in ancient
Greek culture, that old paragon of rationality and civilization (/e miracle Grec), has long
been dismissed as irrational and unworthy of attention, or ignored altogether.?” The
Greeks are, after all, supposed to be /ike us—rational, that is. Indeed, it was not until the
work of E.R. Dodds that the spell of Greek rationalism was finally broken, so that we can
now take so-called “irrational” practices seriously, too. Even so, ancient Greek beliefs
and practices are still too often approached in terms of whether, and to what extent, they
are rational or irrational.>® Peter Struck, in his recent book on divination and intuition,
has employed the category of cognition—broadly understood as all mental activities—to
move beyond the blunt binary of rationality/irrationality. While Struck likens divination
(at least as understood by some of the ancient philosophers) to the non-discursive process
known today as intuition, there are other cognitive strategies, including inferential ones,
involved in making sense of disaster. Thus, divining disaster is best understood as one

among many cognitive strategies, involving certain modes of reasoning, that works to

37 See introduction in Johnston 2008.
38 This point is made by Struck 2016: 12.
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acculturate disasters and fit them into a coherent worldview—the sum total of these

cognitive strategies we may call mentality.

A Comparative Perspective

As we have seen, the study of mentalities requires a comparative perspective.
Similarly, we are sure to benefit from comparatism when assessing the ways in which
ancient Greek culture conceptualized disaster. The aims of historical comparison can be
roughly threefold: evolutionary, typological, and heuristic.>* An evolutionary comparison
is interested in tracing historical origins and influences; in the case of ancient Greece,
these traces usually lead to the ancient Near East.* An example pertaining to disaster is
the argument that the myths of the Great Flood found in the Bible and ancient Greek
literature (the stories of Noah and Deucalion, respectively) originate in the ancient Near
East, with the epic of Gilgamesh specifically.*! Such comparisons, however, can easily
slip into a hard-to-proof form of euhemerism, positing that the myth of the Great Flood is
based on an actual historical flood, or that the myth of Atlantis is based on the volcanic
eruption of the island of Thera.*?> Observed parallels cannot only be explained through
historically shared origins, but also through universal human thought. When Burkert

analyzes the similarities between the plague affecting the Greeks at the opening of the

39 Beerden 2013: 47; Segal 2001; McKeown 2008; Freidenreich 2004.
40 Burkert 1984; Burkert 2004; West 1997.

4 Caduff 1986.

42 Vitaliano 1973; Friedrich 2000.
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lliad and the plague that descends on the Philistines in 1 Samuel, he notes: “I am not
pursuing here suggestions of common heritage or literary borrowing. We are looking at
the validity of a pattern.”* Burkert’s interest in general patterns rather than borrowings
means that his comparison is of the second, typological kind.

A typological comparison aims to reconstruct an unknown third unit, or a type,
which is supposed to be a universal human phenomenon—its focus is thus on similarities
rather than differences. It is helpful if not necessary to take comparanda from societies
that are as independent from each other in time and space as possible, so as to rule out
intercultural influence. This is why Burkert supplements his Greek and Hebrew
comparanda with parallels from Arctic and African cultures.** A popular independent and
well-documented culture to compare ancient Greece with is ancient China, as Lloyd and
Raphals have done for divination.*> An example of a typological comparison pertaining
to disaster, specifically, is the study by Cashman and Cronin, which shows that disaster
responses and psychological traumas in the wake of volcanic eruptions are similar in
modern, literate societies (America) and traditional, oral societies (Maori), comparing
responses to the 1980 Mount St. Helens eruption and the 1866 Tarawera eruption in New

Zealand.*®

43 Burkert 1996: 104-5.

4 Burkert 1996: 107.

4 Lloyd 2002; Raphals 2013.

46 Cashman and Cronin 2008: 407-18.
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Finally, the aim of the comparative method can be heuristic: a phenomenon from
one culture can be used to illuminate aspects of a comparable phenomenon in another
culture. The aim here is to “go beyond the constraints of the immediate context in order
to construct a more generally useful frame of understanding,” in which both differences
and similarities shed light on each other.*” A classic example is Clifford Geertz’s study
comparing Islam in Morocco and Indonesia: “At once very alike and very different they
form a kind of commentary on one another’s character.”*® This method of comparing is
thus essentially heuristic in its purpose, as J.Z. Smith makes clear: “Comparison does not
necessarily tell us how things ‘are’ ... . A comparison is a disciplined exaggeration in the
service of knowledge.”*® The result, then, is a “recontextualization [which] facilitates
entirely new ways to understand a given subject.”* This is exactly the purpose of the
comparisons taken up in this study: to gain a better understanding of the Greek concept of
disaster through illuminating the similarities and differences with Roman, early modern,
and modern conceptions of the phenomenon. One requirement for making effective
comparisons, however, is a proper set of comparanda—which brings us to the question:

what is disaster? And can all disasters be compared?

Disaster Studies: State of the Field

4T Pye 1972: 22.

8 Geertz 1968: 4.

49 Smith 1990: 52.

30 Freidenreich 2004: 99.
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At the Congress for the International Institute of Sociology, held at the Sorbonne
in Paris in 1993, the founding father of disaster studies, the late E.L. Quarantelli,
convened a session devoted to the question I have avoided so far, namely: “What is
disaster?”” Unsurprisingly, the question led to much disagreement among the participants.
Even the assumption of the session’s title, Disasters: Different Social Constructs of the
Concept, was not fully agreed upon: “Many in the field assume there are physical
happenings out there, independent of human action in any sense (e.g. most, although not
all, geographers assume that to have a disaster there must be the physical presence of a
hazard, i.e. an earthquake, flood, cyclone, etc.).”>! As with any field of study, other issues
are at stake besides definitional debates. Gilbert is right to point out that the study of
disaster reflects the financial incentives of a market in which disaster research has
become an institutional demand. The implicit question underlying most research is how
to characterize disaster as a social problem for centralized organizations and professional
management to fix.>? This self-reflective turn in modern disaster studies benefits my
study in two ways, rendering disaster studies useful both as object of analysis itself and as
a source for theoretical frameworks. First, the growing amount of literature that grapples
with the models and paradigms that disaster researchers have debated, adopted, and
discarded over the past century has done much work in untangling and exposing some of

the modern conceptions and narratives that scholars have used to analyze disaster. Put

3! Quarantelli 1998: 3; this important edited volume came out of the 1993 conference and is a
landmark in modern disaster studies. The question “what is disaster?” had occupied Quarantelli
for some time. See Quarantelli 1985. See also Porfiriev 1995.

52 Gilbert, and Hewitt’s comments, in Quarantelli 1998.
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simply, the path has been cleared to reflect critically on the modern disaster mentality—
the biases, preconceptions, and myths on which it is based. This allows us to better
understand the ways in which it has colored modern approaches to ancient disaster.
Second, the self-reflective turn in disaster studies has identified a number of abstract,
analytical paradigms and models that offer broader perspectives on how disaster has,
historically, been classified and interpreted. Specifically, it can serve as the basis on
which to construct a typology of disaster that moves away from cause and origin (e.g.
natural vs. man-made disasters) or effect (e.g. small-scale, global) to the cognitive and
interpretive modes employed in understanding disaster.

Disaster studies have traditionally been conducted in a highly particularized way,
adopting a case-study model. According to Gilbert, “the field of disaster studies has long
been overly dominated by narrow analysis of particular cases, and it has therefore been
lacking in theoretical investigations on foundations and concepts.”> If Gilbert’s claim of
the present state of the field is true, it is certainly part of a trend that goes back to the very
inception of disaster studies. In what is generally recognized to be the first modern study
of disaster, Samuel Prince examined “the factor of catastrophe in social change” after the
explosion of a munitions ship in the harbor of Halifax in 1917.>* Much of modern
disaster research, including that of anthropologists, is concerned with recent or
contemporary case-studies with the aim of developing more effective policies for the

prevention and mitigation of disaster. Within disaster studies, the subfield of historical

3 Gilbert 1998: 11.

54 Prince 1920. For Prince as the originator of the formal study of disaster, see, among many
others, Quarantelli 1998: xi, 35; Oliver-Smith 1986: 8; Toner 2013: 10; Steinberg 2000: 205.
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disaster research is still in its infancy, but historians—and especially environmental
historians—have started asking how “other” societies coped with a hazardous
environment, how disaster experiences were processed and communicated, and how
cultural systems have changed in response to disaster experiences.>> While its professed
goal toward a global environmental history necessitates the use of the case-study format,
this is often done without critical or theoretical assessment along the lines called for by
Gilbert. Through the historical approach, one editor argues, “our self-knowledge is
continually expanded and our understanding of humans’ relation to society and to nature
is continually redefined.”® One geologist writes that the historical study of natural
disaster serves “to prepare us for what lies ahead” through investigating “whether there
are basic patterns to how human beings react during crises—and how the crises can be
overcome.””’ But statements such as these, admirable as they may seem, can also lay
bare the modern biases implicit in this kind of project.

The narrative that we can learn from disaster promotes a progressive view of
disaster management that risks ignoring the conceptual and structural assumptions on
which it is based. First, “disaster,” usually understood in the narrow sense of “natural
disaster,” is assumed to be a universal category that applies to all cultures, past and
present, equally. Moreover, even when the focus is on local and indigenous strategies of

coping with disaster (the “grassroots” perspective), such a project, at best, risks putting

3 Janku et al 2012: 5; Oliver-Smith 1999. Schenk 2017; Mauch and Pfister 2009
6 Mauch and Pfister 2009: 14
37 Svensen 2009: 9.
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up these strategies as props or foils to be measured against the superior technocratic
strategies of the West. At worst, the project’s aims betray a Eurocentric view of
progressivism toward ever-increasing control over nature, perpetuating a view of non-
Western peoples in the wake of disaster as “weak, passive and pathetic” and in need of
Western expertise.’® The aim in analyzing historical and transcultural responses to
questions of prevention, emergency aid and reconstruction seems not so much to better
understand the culture in question (to whom these questions may in fact be alien) or even
universal patterns in disaster response, as to harness all local knowledge for the modern
purpose of some all-encompassing disaster management strategy based on a universal
environmental history. Donna Haraway, in her analysis of Japanese and Western
perceptions of human-animal relations, cautions against “cannibalistic western logic that
readily constructs other cultural possibilities as resources for western needs and
actions”—a warning that applies equally well to the context of disaster.’” Overall, this
type of historical disaster studies, especially when expressed with a view to policy change
and preparation for future crises (“learning from disaster”), reveals more about modern
conceptions of disaster and the narrative that has been constructed around them, than it
does about its professed object of study. Tracing the development of disaster studies, the

typologies and paradigms it employs, helps lay bare these narratives and some of the

8 Hewitt 1983.
% Haraway 1989: 247.
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modern myths and biases about disaster, which in turn help put the ancient Greek
narrative in a more useful comparative context.%°

As far as the historical study of disaster is concerned, we do not (and perhaps
cannot) penetrate to the level of the ancient disaster itself, as some empirical reality “out
there” buried in the past, waiting to be uncovered by objective and positivist scholarship.
Rather, scholars have begun to treat disaster first and foremost as a construct—social,
cultural, historical, phenomenological, and so forth. The object of study becomes the
discourse that helps construct disaster instead of disaster itself. And yet, I resist the full
embrace of disaster as a purely socially constructed category that lacks any corresponding
objective reality. That disasters are socially constructed does by no means imply that
their impact is somehow not “real,” and that the casualties, damage, and suffering they
inflict can be ignored.®! On the contrary, disasters all too often have a devastating effect
on human individuals and communities. Disaster discourse, such tends to reflect disaster
as the socially constructed reality that it is, but should not blind us to the very real

dangers that earthquakes, hurricanes, and diseases posed—and continue to pose—to life

on our planet.

Three Paradigms

0 One modern disaster myth, for example, is that disasters are either natural or man-made, a
distinction that—as we will see—does not apply in these terms to ancient thought. An example of
a modern bias is the focus on sudden, extreme geophysical events (volcanic eruptions and
earthquakes), whereas other, periodic and slow-onset disasters (such as famines, droughts,
plagues, and war) were more common and had far greater impact in the ancient world.

1 My criticism echoes Patton’s critique of Mary Douglas and the social construction of dirt and
pollution, in Patton 2007: 14-15.
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The modern study of disaster has gone through three main paradigm shifts, each
of which has seen a different way of conceptualizing disaster as an object of study,
respectively through the lens of Agency, Vulnerability, and Uncertainty.%> The Agency
Paradigm, sometimes called the Patterns of War approach, foregrounds the cause or

external agent, and tends to identify the disaster with it.

As during war, an outside
aggressor is perceived to be the cause of violence and destruction. After Hurricane
Harvey and Irma in the summer of 2017, TIME Magazine ran an article that opened as
follows: “A hurricane is a monster with two orders of magnitude. It is a weapon of mass
destruction—an atmospheric daisy cutter that descends on a region and claws away
whole cities at a time. And it’s a precision-targeted weapon too—a disturbance that
begins in the sky, travels across an ocean and, when it arrives, picks off its victims one at
a time.”% The emergence and persistence of this paradigm has been explained both by an
institutional demand for managing crisis situations and by a similarity in formal and
analytical patterns between contexts of war and disaster. The rise of disaster movies in
the 1970s has been linked directly to the taboo of depicting graphic images of the
Vietnam War at the time: “Films that deal with natural disasters serve as a generic

surrogate for war films.”% As such, they require heroes and villains. This paradigm

perpetuates the nature vs. culture binary and encourages an adversarial view between

62 The following discussion of the three paradigms of disaster owes much to Gilbert 1998.

6 On this long-dominant paradigm, known as the Chicago School, and its relation to American
pragmatism, see Chester 2005: 415-20.

64 “The Angels of Irma.” TIME Magazine. Sept. 25, 2017, p. 36.
5 Mauch 2009: 2
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environment (nature, i.e. primitive) and society (culture, i.e. civilized).®® Disaster
management focuses on combating the external agent, usually through technological
intervention.

The second paradigm, which developed in reaction to the first, looks at disaster
from a perspective of vulnerability. The focus then shifts from the external agent or cause
to the effect and impact the disaster has on the human community that is affected. In the
case of Hurricane Katrina for example, the Agency Paradigm would focus on the
hurricane as an agent of destruction, while the Vulnerability Paradigm would focus on the
systemic factors that made the population vulnerable to the hurricane in the first place: a
lack of zoning regulations, a broken flood insurance program, poverty, social inequality.
This paradigm aims to assess the vulnerabilities of the community and takes an interest in
the systemic and behavioral factors that can help predict, mitigate and prevent disaster.

Clearly, these two heuristic paradigms do not exist in a vacuum, but are closely
allied to specific disciplines with their own epistemological traditions and values. In fact,
the emergence of the first two paradigms (Agency and Vulnerability) has gone hand in
hand with the two disciplines that have dominated the field of disaster studies since its
inception—geography and sociology. This, in turn, has resulted in two main interpretive

perspectives: the environmentalist and the behavioralist.%” From the environmentalist

% This divide between primitive nature and civilized culture can be seen in visual representations
of hurricanes. The cartoon “Mad Wilma” by the Swedish political cartoonist Olle Johansson
depicts Hurricane Wilma, a record-breaking storm of the 2005 Atlantic hurricane season, as a
savage cave-woman, complete with bear-skin and club. [Link.] The association of Wilma with
prehistoric cave-women is especially potent because of the character with the same name on the
TV-show The Flintstones. See also: [Link].

7 Oliver-Smith 1986: 9.
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perspective, disasters occur due to hazards from the natural or technological environment,
which can take the form of extreme geophysical and meteorological hazards, such as
earthquakes, floods, and hurricanes, or industrial hazards, such as oil spills and mine
fires. The behavioralist perspective, on the other hand, analyzes the human response to
disaster and its impact on different communities: the concept of vulnerability, however
problematic to define, clearly provides the dominant paradigm here. The dominance of
these two perspectives can be seen in the “disaster formula” according to the
International Red Cross: (vulnerability + hazard) / capacity = disaster.%®

Other definitions prioritize vulnerability. For example, the Bradford Disaster
Scale is based on fatalities: magnitude 10 corresponds, somewhat dramatically, to the
destruction of the planet and the loss of all human life on earth. EM-DAT (the
international disaster database of the Center for Research on the Epidemiology of
Disasters) uses a set of quantitative criteria for an event to qualify as a disaster, including
“10 or more people reported killed” and “100 people reported affected.”® For the FEMA
(Federal Emergency Management Agency), any event that the President of the United
States deems fit to require disaster aid, regardless of cause, qualifies as a disaster.”®
Similarly, EM-DAT only classifies something as a disaster if, in addition to the casualties
and people affected, there has been an international call for assistance. These seemingly

arbitrary or outright tautological definitions clearly serve practical purposes, such as

68 “What is a disaster?” International Federation of Red Cross. [Link]
6 “Explanatory Notes.” The International Disaster Database. [Link]
70 Stafford Act. Title 1, Section 102, Definition 2. “Major Disaster.” [Link]
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mobilizing disaster relief efforts, insurance assessment, or comparative quantitative
analysis. They also reveal the need for some authority to decide and formally declare that

something is a disaster.

Cultures of Disaster

The last few decades of disaster research have witnessed the integration of the
environmentalist and behavioralist perspectives through the concept of the risk society
Risikogesellschaft), which has resulted in the current dominant view.’! Risk, a social
definition of hazard and the counterpart of vulnerability, depends on the calculation of
probability. It is considered one of the hallmarks of modernity.’? If disaster becomes
calculable in terms of risk, it can also be anticipated, managed, controlled, and even
insured. Of course, risk is not distributed evenly, but along socio-economic factors such
as class, race, and nationality. Unlike popular sentiment has it, disaster does not strike all
equally. Gordon and Gordon have discussed how disaster reveals human and political
impotence, which is why its tainted victims occasion anxiety and fear: “Why didn’t they
leave? Why did they choose to live in trailer parks of makeshift shacks in disaster-prone
areas?”’® The answer, as framed for example by the United Nations International Decade

for Disaster Reduction during the 1990s, lies with “mitigation through the dissemination

I Beck 1992; Giddens 1990.
2 Hacking 2006 [1975].
73 Gordon and Gordon 2009: 17.
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of technical information and the transfer of scientific and engineering knowledge.”’* This
technocratic view—dubbed the “technofix approach to disasters”—sees disaster through
the lens of abnormal environmental agency (e.g. a cyclone as a departure from the state
of normalcy) and behavioral vulnerability (people lacking proper disaster management
strategies, such as building codes, dams, escape routes).”® Indeed, Hewitt has argued that
one persistent modern myth about disaster is that it is a unique and freak event, an
aberration from the normal processes of nature and society.’® In order to return to the pre-
disaster status quo, one that is considered “normal,” societies require modernization,
technological development, and technical (Western) expertise. The greater the historical
and geographical distance a society has from “urban-industrialism, the surer studies of
disaster are to find its people to be ‘fatalistic,” ‘subjective,” and in the thrall of ‘mystical,’
‘arational’ or at least ‘pre-scientific’ notions.””” It seems that Hewitt has here identified a
modern tendency to apply different disaster mentalities, in a Lévy-Bruhlian sense, to
cultures peripheral to the “citadel of expertise” that is the modern Western technocracy.

Notwithstanding the very real benefits that the technocratic approach has brought,
it clearly faces serious problems, not least of which its foundation on a “conservative

epistemological tradition in which problems are regarded as best solved by human

74 Hewitt 1995: 18; Bankoff 2003: 11-12.

> Alexander 2000: 31.

76 First argued by Hewitt. Thus Alexander 2000: 2 describes disaster as a “unique event.”

77 Hewitt 1983: 17-8, 20, a landmark in modern disaster studies. Also cited in Johns 1999: xx.
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ingenuity.”’® Meanwhile, the problems often originate with human intervention in the
first place: in order to create Miami Beach, the infamous industrialist Carl Fisher (1874-
1939) cleared 1,000 acres of mangrove swamp, thus removing the only natural hurricane
barrier.”® The technocratic approach increases the Promethean tendency to overestimate
the make-ability of our environment, while simultaneously overlooking the
anthropogenic aspects of disasters. Anthropologists such as Oliver-Smith, Hoffman and
Bankoff have taken up the challenge of a dominant Western technocracy by studying the
disaster responses of indigenous and local communities over longer periods of time. One
of the findings, for example, is that “cultural systems often incorporate long-developed
harmonies or contradictions with their environments,” and disaster intervention imposed
from the outside can disrupt native adaptations and weaken disaster recovery.®® This
cultural-ecological perspective is well-illustrated by the way in which British colonizers
have contributed to the flammable state of the Australian continent, brutally disrupting
the “pyro-symbiosis” that the Aboriginals had carefully developed over centuries.®! At
the same time, the uncritical romanticizing of the “primitive ecological wisdom” of the
Other—whether Australian aboriginals, modern-day Indonesian farmers, or ancient

Greeks—can lead to what has been called “environmental orientalism.”%?

8 Alexander 2000: 31.

7 Steinberg 2000: 48-9.

80 Oliver-Smith 1999: 3.

81 Gammage 2011; Rigby 2015: 112-44.

82 Sawyer and Agrawal 2011; Moore et al. 2011.
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Anthropologists have shifted the emphasis from disaster as event to disaster as a
processual phenomenon, specifically as a process of social adaptation to the total
environment.®® In this view, a disaster is symptomatic of a society’s total adaptational
strategy within its different environments, and, in a way, reveals its shortcomings.
Adaptation and resilience are key-terms in this newly dubbed “holistic approach,” which
aims to be sensitive to historical and culturally specific ways in which societies have
dealt with disaster.®* The 2016 United Nations World Disaster Report (Resilience: Saving
Lives Today, Investing for Tomorrow) reflects this shift toward resilience. Disaster is no
longer seen as a freak event, but as a processual and structuring phenomenon that tests
the resilience of a community. In popular discourse, it is all about “bouncing back,” and
emerging “stronger” from a disaster.®®> Bankoff coined the term “cultures of disaster” to
suggest how societies have normalized disaster by integrating their anticipation and
recurrence into their daily lives.®¢ The mutuality in the relationship between environment
and society is key:

Central to this perspective is the notion that history prefigures disasters; that

populations are rendered powerless or capable by particular social orders that, in
turn, are often modified by that experience to make some people even more

8 Oliver-Smith 1999: 28.

8 Schenk 2017: 27. Vulnerability is still central to this perspective, see e.g. Bankoff et al. 2004.
On resilience, see Boin 2010: 7; here, Boin traces the concept to Wildavsky 1988, who
“introduced the concept as an intellectual and instrumental counterweight to the obsession with
risk prevention (a logical product of Cold War doom, intended to guard against the environmental
and technological disasters that were prevalent during the 1970s and 1980s).”

85 After Hurricane Harvey, President Trump declared: “We will come out stronger and believe
me, we will be bigger, better stronger than ever before.” Chicago Tribune Aug. 28, 2017 [Link]

8 Bankoff 2003. Japan has been called an earthquake culture, the Netherlands a flood culture. See
Schenk 2017: 27 n. 104, and 51. For the US as disaster culture, see Bell and Ficociello 2017, and
Rosario 2007.
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vulnerable or resilient in the future. History reveals that disasters may be centuries
in the making: societies and the destructive agents are mutually constituted and
embedded in natural and social systems as unfolding processes over time.?’
The notion that society and the environment are mutually constituted is reminiscent of
Krafft’s discussion on the impact of earthquakes in Greek cultural history: the seismic
environment compels the Greeks to develop adaptive strategies, whether material or
mythological, to integrate and normalize the experience. From a hermeneutic perspective,
the disaster continuum and its economy of signs create a demand for disasters-as-signs.

This is pushed to an extreme in the case of imagined disasters, such as the Delian

Earthquake, where cultural expectations dictate environmental realities.

The Uncertainty Paradigm

The third paradigm in disaster studies—and, according to Gilbert, the most recent
one—retains the focus on the social structures of a community but moves away from
considering resilience, vulnerability or risk to viewing disaster as uncertainty and a crisis
of communication within a community.®® Disaster becomes less a quantifiable (through
casualties, monetary damages, extent of the storm surge, depth of seismic shocks) than an
interpretive phenomenon. According to this paradigm, disaster upsets the system of
meaning in a culture, society, or individual and as such, is not so much an instance of
reality as a representation of reality. In contrast to the other paradigms, the Uncertainty

Paradigm understands disaster through the uncertainty about some danger—real or

87 Bankoff 2017: 52.

8 Button 2015 is concerned with the production of uncertainty as an ideological tactic. See also
Nowotny 2016.
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imagined—that is not defined by its causes or effects. Uncertainty differs from risk in
that it resists calculation; because of its elusiveness, it can seem irrational.® Its
provenance is therefore cognition rather than mathematics. Indeed, a possible problem in
applying the concept of risk, understood as an expression of probability, to the world of
Antiquity is that the very notion of probability originates in the 17" century.”®
Uncertainty, even when produced for ideological purposes, can be assumed to be a
universal, cognitive phenomenon. From the perspective of the affected community,
“disaster means the loss of key standpoints in common sense, and the difficulty of
understanding reality through ordinary mental frameworks.”°! Uncertainty is not only a
cognitive state, but also a semiotic state, in which the relationship between signs is
obscured and hence the capacity to communicate hindered. When Michel Serres notes
that “adversity always attacks the principal means of defense, namely communication,”
communication does not just refer to language, but to all bonds, cords and ties that
connect: “The rock undoes the roped party, storms rip away the tangle of ties and
knots.”*? The lack of signs, manifest through loss of communication and disconnection,
is a powerful creator of uncertainty, but equally powerful is an anarchical profusion of
information, an overabundance of signs. In both these ways, disaster can challenge

meaning itself. It is easy to see how the Uncertainty Paradigm is congenial to semiotic

% Button 2015: 15.
% Collas-Heddeland 2004; Delvaux et al. 2006.
I Gilbert 1998: 17.
%2 Serres 1995: 105.
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readings—poststructural ones in particular—considering the emphasis on the significance
of disaster and the deference (différance) of meaning.

The idea that disaster is something in the eye of the beholder, something
representational and possibly imaginary, suggests a move toward the phenomenological.
This requires a different interpretive voice, one that prioritizes the subjective (or the
emic) and the mundane.”® The need for an a priori definition of disaster becomes less
relevant. One of the pioneers of interpretive disaster sociology, Kai Erikson, does not
offer a definition until the very last pages of his book, and when he does so, it has a
decidedly postmodern ring to it: “What is ‘disaster’ anyway? ... It is a sharp and furious
eruption of some kind that splinters the silence for one terrible moment and then goes
away.””* Such a phenomenological approach “examines the process whereby real-world
individuals and organizations struggle to determine whether or not the events that
confront them are indeed ‘a disaster’.”®> The uncertainty stems from the (in)ability to
make sense of the experience itself; in their search for meaning, people look for signs
from various sources, including political, scientific, religious and environmental ones. A
sociologist notes how a woman described changing her mind about the meaning of a
mine fire burning under her northeast Pennsylvania borough:

If you would have asked me about the fire last month you would have got a
different answer. Mine fires are what you live with when you live in a mining

% In sociological disaster research, the merits of this approach have been demonstrated by Kai
Erikson, and were recently promoted by Hewitt, Kroll-Smith and Gunter.

% Erikson 1976: 253. Cf. Gumpert 2012: 5: “Every text begins as a tiny catastrophe: an
interruption of silence.”

9 Kroll-Smith and Gunter 1998: 169.
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town. They got one burning more than fifty years in Shenandoah. ... Two things
changed my mind about this fire and now I think it’s a big danger. ... When the
DEQ guy says to my husband “take this gas monitor and put it in your living
room and if you hear it ring get out of the house,” I got scared. Now I feel like
there is going to be a ding! ding! ding! and a disaster everyday. [ You said there
were two things that changed ...] O yeah, the second thing that started me
worrying was you moving into town. [Me?] Well, what are you here for if there’s
nothing to worry about?®
In this case, human intervention in the form of a sociologist and a gas monitor have
created the experience or the anticipation of disaster, even if there is none. For this
particular individual, the hazard of the mine fire changed in meaning due to these two
social responses—technocratic and scientific signs, both of which elicited uncertainty—
rather than any geophysical sign. The woman’s interpretive stance shifted from
normalizing and adaptive (mine fires as something you just learn to live with) to
considering it something extraordinary and dangerous, a disaster waiting to happen. The
phenomenological lens thus foregrounds the experience of disaster, and it is less relevant
whether one actually happens or not. The Uncertainty Paradigm helps explain this

“ordinary” experience of disaster and emphasizes the disaster experience as something

that produces, and is produced by, signs.

Disaster Discourse
In sum, this study is concerned with signs, disasters, and the divine in ancient

Greek culture. I am interested in how disasters function as signs, and what, in turn, this

% Kroll-Smith and Gunter 1998: 169. Cf. Kroll-Smith and Couch 1990. Quarantelli also stresses
the importance of the emic voice in interpretive sociology when defining disaster: “Ordinary
people will tell sociologists what disasters are if we listen to them.” Quarantelli 1998: 163—170.
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means for how the Greeks experience, make sense of, and ascribe meaning to disaster. In
particular, this study contends that we can speak of a distinct mentality, according to
which disasters are always-already part of a signifying system (language, text, myth,

etc.), even as they constantly threaten to overturn or defy meaning. Certain cultural
practices in Ancient Greece, chief among which divination, served to manage disasters by
reducing them to signs, thus incorporating them into a signifying system that creates
meaning. It is my contention that the mentality underlying this practice is not particular to
the Ancient Greeks but has resonances in modern forms of hermeneutic disaster
management as well.

To facilitate the detection and recognition of these resonances, I employ the three
disaster paradigms are heuristic tools that function as compatible and overlapping lenses
through which to analyze disaster discourse. In this view, one paradigm is not preferable
over, or better than, the other, as historians of ancient disasters and other disaster
researchers have often contended. Rather, the three paradigms contribute to making
possible the transcultural and diachronic comparison of disaster discourse, bypassing
binary explanatory frameworks such as religious vs. scientific, ancient vs. modern, and
primitive vs. advanced. In revealing the parallel roles of these paradigms in constructing
both ancient and modern disasters, the ancient context emerges more familiar and
relatable—and hence more understandable—than at first sight. We can then decisively
ignore the Levy-Bruhlian urge to posit distinct mentalities, on the one hand, and refrain
from imposing value-laden and progressivist binaries such a rational vs. irrational, on the

other.
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The Uncertainty Paradigm, as discussed above, is the most hermeneutic approach
to disaster, since its premise is that disasters threaten or reflect a loss of meaning. As seen
in the example of the sociologist interviewing the Pennsylvania woman about the mine
fires, a mode of interpretive anthropology is often employed to arrive at an emic
definition of disaster. A frequent critique of this paradigm, then, has been that it becomes
possible to see “almost any significant negative event” as a disaster.”’ This, of course, is
not entirely true: certain culturally specific expectations and epistemological conditions
undoubtedly undergird the experience of disaster in a given individual or society. It is
precisely part of the present research to uncover what those expectations and
conditions—mitigated through signs—are in the ancient Greek context. The purpose of
what I call hermeneutic disaster management is to restore meaning, and this is precisely
where the semiotic framework comes in. Disaster disrupts the exchange and the message.
Hermeneutic disaster management thus operates by restoring the possibility of reducing
everything to signs. In the first chapter, we shall examine the role of signs, especially

divinatory signs, in negotiating the meaning of disaster.

9 Toner 2013: 12.
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CHAPTER ONE

“Those Were the Signs”
(494 BCE)

Divination and Semiotics

There is nothing more natural, moreover, than the relation thus expressed between
divination and the classification of things. Every divinatory rite, however simple
it may be, rests on pre-existing sympathy between certain beings, and on a
traditionally admitted kinship between a certain sign and a certain future event.
Further, a divinatory rite is generally not isolated; it is part of an organized whole.
The science of the diviners, therefore, does not form isolated groups of things, but
binds these groups to each other. At the basis of a system of divination there is
thus, at least implicitly, a system of classification.

—Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, Primitive Classification

But, in the beginning, the universe was so created that certain results would be
preceded by certain signs, which are given sometimes by entrails and by birds,
sometimes by lightning, by portents, and by stars, sometimes by dreams, and
sometimes by persons of frenzy. And these signs do not often deceive the persons
who observe them properly.

—Cicero, On Divination

Another one the lord Apollo’s made a seer, who sees disaster coming from afar.

—Solon
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Introduction

When disaster strikes in the Ancient Greek world, the first concern is not with
casualties or relief programs but with knowledge and meaning. Why did the Chians suffer
from plague and a collapsed school building? What does the earthquake at Delos signify?
How may the Arcadians of Phigaleia be delivered from famine? This is at least what our
literary sources present us with: a focus on the semiotics of disaster, embedded in a
religious context that negotiates the cause, remedy, and the access to knowledge thereof
in order to give meaning to the disastrous event. The central tenet of this belief is
articulated in the fifth century BCE by Herodotus: “The gods are wont to give signs
before disasters” (6.27). Much more than an elaborate coping strategy, this belief—and
its concurrent practices—suggests that disaster is but part of a complex system of
knowledge, accessible through signs, symptoms, and interpretation. A religious
assumption underlies this belief, namely that gods communicate with humans through
signs, and that humans have the capacity to apprehend or even elicit these signs—this is
the foundational principle of divination. My argument, then, is that divination,
understood as a semiotic practice, is an especially useful intellectual framework through
which to study ancient disaster.

This chapter focuses on the “divining” part of the mentality divining disaster, in
particular the question: what logic underlies the interpretation of the divinatory sign? I
understand divination as an epistemological activity, one that is concerned with gaining
access to knowledge that typically would lie beyond the horizon of the human faculties.
From the Homeric seer Calchas to the oracle-mongers associated with the Athenian
plague, divinatory experts were called upon to interpret disastrous events and to find
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solutions for them. In the case of institutional divination, it is significant that by far the
most frequent occasion for consulting the Delphic Oracle, according to our literary
sources, is disaster: the catalogue by Fontenrose lists 79 responses for the category
“plague, famine, drought, catastrophe” and the same number for “war.”*® Clearly, the
Pythia’s pronouncements, which consist of a divinely sent sign, were sought in critical
times. Since signs mediate uncertainty, the basic connection between signs and disaster—
especially when understood from the Uncertainty Paradigm as discussed in the
Introduction—is hardly surprising. The question that drives this chapter, then, is how
these divinatory signs are imagined to function, both in general and in relation to disaster
specifically, and how the development and outgrowth of such divinatory practices can be
traced across ancient intellectual history.

The chapter is divided into four parts. Part I opens with a discussion of the titular
passage of this chapter, namely Herodotus’ account of the disasters that struck Chios
early in the fifth century BCE. It is true that Herodotus’ articulation of divining disaster
neatly illustrates the object of this study, particularly the way in which disasters are
interpreted as signs to give them meaning. But the passage is more than a representative
vignette. My analysis seeks to demonstrate that the semiotics of divining disaster take
place on both a cultural-historical and a textual level, as a means to alleviate uncertainty.

In this interpretation, Herodotus’ account of the Chian disaster emphasizes that signs

% A survey of the catalogue of Delphic oracular responses in Fontenrose 1978 shows that the
category ‘plague, famine, drought, catastrophe’ is the most common occasion, together with ‘war,
casus belli’, for oracle consultation (79 responses each). The next most frequent occasion is
‘desire or plan to found a city or colony,” with 33 responses. (A category not unrelated, we may
add, to disaster.)
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occur before disaster as a general, semiotic principle. It is the belief in this principle that
allows the historian to interpret disasters as signs and to observe signs before disaster—
even after the fact. To understand the reasons for this belief, I next turn to
anthropological perspectives on divination. Surveying the scholarship on ancient and
contemporary divination, I argue against adopting a functionalist approach, because it
tends to be based on the premise that divinatory beliefs and practices are irrational and
need to be explained away. I advocate instead an “internal, semiotic, semantic” approach,
which focuses on how signs are processed from within the human mind—collective and
individual—and take on meaning through symbolic and associative inferences. At the
same time, I draw on insights from the cognitive study of religion to argue that divining
disaster must be understood as a universal, anthropomorphizing phenomenon that is
anchored in the cognitive apparatus known as the Agency Detection Device (ADD)—the
human tendency to (over)attribute agency to their environment. 7o divine, 1 conclude, is
to try and figure out the mental state of other, especially counterintuitive and divine,
agents. In the case of the Chian catastrophe, Herodotus does so by reading the signs. This
raises the question: what are the signs that are being read, and how?

Part 11, Classifying the Sign, is concerned with the sign itself and its various
classifications. I adopt a broad and inclusive approach to the sign—based on the
semiotics of C.S. Peirce—and I envision a sliding scale with non-divinatory signs, such
as animal tracks, on the one hand, and divine signs, such as an eagle sent by Zeus, on the
other. This allows us to see divination in closer relation to other semiotic practices, such
as medicine, navigation, and logic, as part of what Carlo Ginzburg has called a
“divinatory paradigm.” What this suggests—and this is an important piece of my overall
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argument—is that the mentality of divining disaster, understood as a semiotic practice
rooted in universal cognitive behavior, is neither a form of primitive superstition nor a
ploy to manipulate the gullible, but an epistemic phenomenon that helps make sense of
the world by creating signifying structures between events/signs and senders/receivers.
The question, then, is what culturally-specific shapes these signs take among ‘the
Greeks’—or rather, the shape that they take in specific Greek texts under specific
historical and intellectual circumstances. I first discuss several binary classifications of
the sign used by ancient authors and modern scholars alike (e.g., earthly/heavenly,
evoked/spontaenous, natural/intentional). While these classifications prioritize the origin
and acquisition of the sign, my study makes the sign itself, and its subsequent
interpretation, the central part of the divinatory process. The point of this is as follows:
only if we envision a spectrum with a secular mode of divining disaster on one end
(where the sign originates with ‘nature’ or ‘humans’) and a religious mode on the other
(where the sign originates with ‘the divine’) are we able to assess the relative continuity
in the mentality from a cognitive and hermeneutic standpoint, without the distraction of
progressivist notions that ‘we’ have somehow advanced from primitive ideas about
disaster to superior, rational ones.

Part III, Naming the Sign, analyzes an oft-neglected classification of different
terms for the sign by the Byzantine scholar Johannes Tzetzes in connection to Peirce’s
index, icon, and symbol. Tzetzes’ definitions of the terms onpeiov, 1€pag, Tekunplov,
ocvuporov and gikog prompt my detailed philological analysis of two of these terms most
relevant for divining disaster, namely tépag and tékpap / texpunprov. I demonstrate that
these two terms give insight in how Archaic and Classical Greek texts express the
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relationship between signs and disaster. Tépag means both divine sign and monster, and
implies a violation of common sense experience; as such, it can both signify and embody
disaster. While té€pag seems to function as an unstable sign, the words that emerge from
the stem tekmr- are concerned with fixed signs, which can thus function as stable markers
and guiding signs in constructing paths in time and space. If a state of disaster is
characterized by loss of meaning and stable signs, then téxpap can, literally, provide a
way out.

Part IV, Codes, Causes, and Communications, is concerned with the intellectual
history of divining disaster, both from a logical and a historical perspective. I offer a
definition of the divinatory sign, and, conform Ginzburg’s conjectural paradigm, identify
the main form of inference that underlies its logic as abduction. Applying the logic of
abductive reasoning to instances of divining disaster in Herodotus and Aeschines, I argue
that the key to the mentality of divining disaster is the rule on which the inferential
procedure is based. The rule codifies how divining disaster works. In a speculative search
for how the hypothetical ‘original’ formulation of this rul/e may have come about, I turn
to Jakobson’s communicative model, specifically the function of the code, to examine
how conditional structures make the earliest forms of divining disaster possible in Near
Eastern omen compendia. When this divinatory communication takes place not just with
words but also with events, the distinction between semiosis and causation becomes
blurred, something that is especially noticeable in astrology. It is precisely the mingling
of signifying and causal relationships between the (heavenly) sign and the (earthly) event

that may not only help to explain the ‘original” abduction of divining disaster, but also
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account for its most universal and systematic application as it culminates, finally, in

Ptolemy’s astrology.

PART 1

DIVINATION

Chian Catastrophe

In the sixth book of the Histories, Herodotus relates how, in the early fifth century
BCE during the upheaval of the Ionian Revolt, the island of Chios experienced two
unfortunate events. First, out of a group of one hundred chorus boys that had been sent to
Delphi to participate in a festival, only two returned home; the other ninety-eight had
died because of plague. At the same time, the roof of a school building collapsed, killing
almost all of the hundred and twenty children who were inside learning their letters; only
one survived. These events, tragic though they were, could be called accidents:
unfortunate turns of fate that are part of the vicissitudes of life. Accidents happen
unexpectedly and unintentionally, without apparent cause and without evident reason.
Shortly thereafter, the Chians were defeated in the naval battle of Lade (494 BCE), and
the Miletian tyrant Histiaeus came leading a plundering band of Lesbian troops and
completely subdued the Chians. Suddenly, the previous events—the supposed
accidents—are seen in a different light, too. The two singular events of the lost chorus
boys and school boys become signs, anticipating the overarching disaster that is the

catastrophic destruction, the katactpoer|, of Chios.
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Such as least is Herodotus’ narrative about the Chian catastrophe.’® The two
accidents with the chorus boys and school boys are given meaning by drawing them into
the disaster as premonitory signs. They become part, as it were, of the signifying network
of the disaster, preceding the ultimate event, even though, historically, Herodotus makes
this connection post eventum, after the event.!% This fits the teleological outlook of
Herodotus’ Histories, and oracles and omens frequently function as such in his work.
Harrison has noted that almost all prophecies are fulfilled within the chronological scope
of the Histories.'°! What this means for divining disaster, then, is that Herodotus has
assigned meaning to individual disastrous events by reducing them to divinatory signs.
Herodotus divines disaster not by making predictions about the future, but by giving
disaster a meaningful place in the sequence of history. !??

The narrative itself is a product of this hermeneutic form of disaster management,
one that is based upon a principle that Herodotus formulates at the opening of this
passage (6.27):

It is somehow typical (piAéet) that signs are given beforehand (mpoonuaivewv),
whenever (e0t” dv) great disasters (pueydia kaxd) are about to fall upon a city or

9 Scott 2015 suggests that Herodotus’ account is based on local sources on Chios. “One can
imagine old men on Chios 30-odd years later saying to Herodotus: one disaster, then another,
then Lade, Histiaeus, and finally the Persians returning ...: the gods had it in for us” (144).

100 Cf. Benardete 1970: “Two disasters occur in succession, neither of which by itself can be
interpreted, but after what befell the Chians Herodotus understands both as signs” (160).

191 Harrison 2003: 252-4.

102 This, as John Gould would say, has less to do with some grand philosophy of history and more
with the narrative technique of a traditional story-teller. The gods in Herodotus serve to answer
not the question ‘why did this happen’ but ‘why did this happen to me’ (Gould 1989). One could
wonder, however, whether Herodotus would have perceived a real difference between the two.
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nation (A). And in fact great signs (onuna peyaia) had appeared to the Chians
before these things occurred. First, they had sent a chorus of hundred youths to
Delphi, and only two of them returned home; the other ninety-eight were struck
down and carried off by plague (Aoydg). Secondly and simultaneously, just a
short time before the naval battle, a roof in the city collapsed on a group of boys
as they were learning their letters, with the result that out of a hundred and twenty
children, only one escaped with his life. Those were the signs the god showed
them in advance (tadta pév ot oo 6 Oedc mpoédele) (B). '3
“Those were the signs” (tadta ... onuna), writes Herodotus. The neat ring
composition—that narrative patterns that has been called the “plot of predestination”—
opens with a general rule: usually there are signs before a disaster (piAéet ...
npoomnpaivev); the ominous accidents at Chios follow as an illustration of this rule; and
the final line returns to the general principle at work here, but explicitly connects it to a
divine context.!%* It is the god who sent these signs beforehand. Scholars have felt the
need to account for the perceived discrepancy between the first, general statement (A)
and the concluding statement about the divinity (B). While Benardete has suggested that
Herodotus views the signs alternately as non-intentional and intentional signs, Hollmann

has rightly pointed out that the impersonal construction of (A) need not exclude the

presence of a divine sender, especially not in light of the second statement (B) as part of a

103 piAéer 8¢ kg mpoonuaivety, 0T av LAY peydia koo T TOM 7 E0vel EoecBon: ko yop
Xio161 TpO TOVT®V GNUNLL LEYAAN £YEVETO: TOVTO UEV OQL TEWYAGL £C AEAPOVS YOPOV VENVIEDV
£KOTOV 000 LOTVOL TOVT®V ATEVOGTNONY, TOVG 08 OKTM TE KOl EVEVIIKOVT 0OTAV AOLLOG
VIOAUPOV ArAVEIKE: TODVTO O &V 1] TOA TOV adTOV TODTOV XpOVOV, dALYOV PO THiG vavpaying,
TGL YPAUIOTO SIO0CKOUEVOIGL VETEGE 1| GTEYN, DOTE A’ £KOTOV Kai £1k0ct Toddmv £1¢ podvog
AmEQLYE. TODTO LEV 6Pl onuNtle 6 0e0¢ Tpoedete, uetd 8¢ tabTo 1) vovpoyin vrolafodca £ YoV
v wOAW EPaie, £mi 8¢ T voopoyin éneyévero Totiaiog Aeofiovg dywmv: KEKOKOUEV®Y OE TV
Ximv, KaTaoTpoVv eVTETEMS aTAV Emotfoato. (Hdt. 6.27)

104 The phrase belongs to Todorov, quoted by Genette (1980: 67), in Harrison 2003: 254. The
point about the ring construction starting with the impersonal giiéetl and concluding with an
explicit mention of the sender as 6 6g0¢ is also made by Hollmann 2011: 54-6.
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typical ring-composition with variatio.'® For Hollmann, the signs are intentional in both
cases.

But we should consider the possibility that Herodotus is less interested in the
divine intentionality behind this specific event than in the general nature of this kind of
event. This would explain why Herodotus does not mention the earlier iniquities of the
Chians against Pactyes (described in 1.160), which scholars have considered curious
because it would be an opportunity for Herodotus to connect the two as a case of divine
retribution.'% I suggest that Herodotus’ focus in this passage is on the general nature of
the observed event (namely, signs precede disasters) rather than on the issue of divine
agency. Indeed, Herodotus does not specify which divinity sent these signs, even if the
context of the accidents point to Apollo, who is associated with Delphi, plague, learning
the letters, and with divinatory signs.!'%” The construction ebt” év with the future

infinitive &cecOou refers to a general future. Herodotus is making not only a theological

105 Hollmann 2011: 56, and so How and Wells before him. Hollmann refers to Smyth 934 for
such quasi-impersonal constructions where the subject is clear from the context, and points out
that Herodotus will use both et (“it rains,” e.g. 2.22.3) and 6 0g6¢ Vet (“the god rains,” 3.117.4).

106 Thus Macan, How and Wells; cf. also the comments by Scott 2015. Blanco 2012 remarks on
the perceived omission of the Chians’ earlier religious transgression, which would explain divine
vengeance at this juncture: “Still, his treatment of these portents makes clear an element of
religious belief on the historian’s part” (263 n. 6).

197 Hollmann takes 0 0g0¢ to mean gods in general, but, as he admits, the parallel passage he
adduces (1.31.1) leaves no doubt as to the identity of the specific deity (namely, Hera). Mikalson
2003:43 rightly points out that “the assignment of agent is ours, not Herodotus’. The large
majority of omens, whether miraculous or not, cannot be assigned to any specific god or divine
agency.” Scott 2015: 144 notes that the Chians would have identified Poseidon as the god
responsible for the collapse of the school, assuming it happened in an earthquake. It seems rather
presumptuous, however, to make claims about Herodotus’ Chian sources, which are speculative
to begin with.
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claim but also a semiotic claim: signs generally precede disasters that befall any city or
nation. The sender of the sign (6 06g0¢) is less relevant here than this general truth,
because this is what allows Herodotus to reconstruct a meaningful sequence of events—
and thus write the Histories. The recipients of these signs are not merely the Chians,
about whom it is unclear whether they even recognized the signs, but especially

Herodotus, who retransmits the signs to his audience.!%®

Delian Disaster

This is not the only place where Herodotus connects signs and disasters to make a
general claim. He makes a similar statement about the earthquake on Delos, earlier in
Book 6. The earthquake is first and foremost a sign, and less a disaster in itself. There is
no mention whether or not the earthquake caused extensive damage or claimed any lives.
Herodotus leaves no doubt as to the divine origin of this sign: “This too, I suppose, the
god showed to humankind (&vOpdmoiot) as a sign (tépag) of disasters to come (TdV
pneALOVToV €oecBot kak®dv)” (6.98.1). The sign is intended for all of humanity, rather
than a select group of recipients. Herodotus’ use of the indefinite adverbs kov (in 6.98.1)

and kog (in 6.27.1) signals, as Hollmann has observed, “a prefatory softening of an

198 On the similar function of the Histories and oracles, see Grethlein 2013: 209: “Herodotus’
work provides its readers with an insight into the past; oracles and signs, on the other hand, are
‘read’ to get a hold of the future. The enquiry into the ‘why’ corresponds to the prediction about
the ‘what’. What traces are for the former, signs are for the latter.” Grethlein goes on to point out
that the verb onpaive is used by Herodotus to describe his own activity as a historian (e.g. 1.5.3);
for the significance of this verb in a divinatory context, see the discussion below in Part III.
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ambitious and bold statement.”!? Rather than assuming the mantle of omniscience, the
historian relies on signs and proof to substantiate his generalizing claim. Considering that
the reigns of Darius, Xerxes and Artaxerxes saw more disasters (kakd) than the previous
twenty generations, Herodotus concludes: “Thus it was in no way unlikely that Delos,
though previously unmoved, was moved” (ot o0d&v fv detkéc kvnOfjvan Afjlov 1o
npiv éodoav dxivntov). This argument from likelihood (gikoc, cf. 008V v diewkéc) serves
to explain the sign retroactively: the earthquake is wholly appropriate considering the
disastrous events that are happening.

As with the Chian castrophe, Benardete and Hollman argue over whether the
appropriateness of the earthquake makes it an intentional sign or not. I would once again
stress the generalizing potential of the statement. The impersonal construction 008&v fv
aewég can be compared to @iléet as a statement of the general and likely nature of the
occurrence of signs before disasters, even if they involve moving unmoved islands. As a
principle, signs before disasters are both likely and usual. Herodotus offers one additional
piece of evidence, namely one of Apollo’s oracles in the first person: “I will also move
Delos even though it used to be unmoved” (kiviio® kai AfjAov dkivntov mep Eodoavy,
6.98.3). The oracle serves as the final piece of retroactive evidence that helps account for

the earthquake. As a conveyor of certainty rather than likelihood, the prophecy can be

19 Cf. Denniston 1996: 491n1: “Herodotus is fond of divesting himself of the historian’s
omniscience, and assuming a winning fallibility ... This often comes out in his use of kov.”
Hollmann 57. Scott 2015: 144 would seem to disagree, suggesting that this editorial kwc reflects
several doubts, including that the connection made by his Chian sources (on which Scott believes
this section is based) is doubtful because the incident at Delphi did not have a divine cause and
that Histiaeus’ attack was not really another divine portent. I do not take the use of kwg or xov
here to be expressions of skepticism or doubt on Herodotus’ part.
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applied to the particular situation on Delos, while the argument from likelihood applies to
the general nature of what happened—and of what may happen again. The earthquake
has now been incorporated into a chain of signs and events: the oracular pronouncement
is a divinatory sign foreshadowing the earthquake, and the earthquake is a divinatory sign
(tépag) foreshadowing the xokd of Persian domination. What I am suggesting, then, is
that Herodotus articulates explicitly, and demonstrates concretely, a general, semiotic
principle according to which (1) disasters are preceded by signs, and (2) signs precede
disasters. Whether (1) or (2) applies depends on whether the disaster is observed first, or
the sign—or whether the disaster is the sign. As we will see, the temporal sequencing of

this principle determines the logic of divining disaster.

“The Theology of the Age”

Three observations must be made regarding Herodotus’ statement and example
connecting disasters and signs. First, we are dealing with a religious belief, namely the
belief that gods can, and will, announce disasters before they take place. How and Wells
have described this as “the theology of the age,” implying that Herodotus’ statement can
be extrapolated to Ancient Greek beliefs in the fifth century more generally. At the same
time, we are encountering a semiotic principle: accidents and events can be recognized as
signs, either at the time of their occurrence or after the fact, and they are drawn into a
larger signifying structure. The semiotic nature of this principle suggests two
complementary avenues of application. The first one is anthropological: like so many
cultures around the world, Ancient Greek men and women observed and interpreted signs

in the world around them in an attempt to know the future, understand the present, and

61



retrace the past. Herodotus’ work becomes a historical source for the scholar who wishes
to analyze these aspects of Ancient Greek culture. The second application is textual: the
text draws the disaster into itself and reassigns meaning to a potentially meaningless
event. This is what Herodotus’ narrative accomplishes. The text restores the disaster as
something always-already known. As Benardete puts it: “The order he employs in his
narration is the order that makes sense, even though the pestilence and the roof’s collapse
temporally preceded the Chians’ defeat and conquest.”!''° Divining disaster happens on
both the anthropological and the textual level.

This leads to an important, third observation, namely that Herodotus’ statement
tells us something about disaster itself, in particular how disaster is experienced—not by
any individual (we hear in fact nothing about the Chians themselves, although Scott
would have us think so) but by the collective imagination of ‘the Greeks’—or at least, as
so enshrined in a literary text produced in the fifth century BCE intended for what many
presume to have been a Panhellenic audience.!'! Herodotus’ statement that signs precede
disasters is described by Michael Flower as “uncontroversial in terms of Greek belief.”!!?
If this is correct, and Herodotus can be taken as representative for the theology of the age,
then divination emerges as an important cultural and intellectual framework through

which to approach ancient conceptions of disaster. This leads us to the question what

110 Benardete 1970: 160

1 On the question of Herodotus’ readership (and audience of oral performances), see Flory 1980:
12-28.

12 Flower 2008: 109-10.
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divination is, how it works, and, more specifically, how we can adopt a framework of

divination that captures both the textual and anthropological forms of divining disaster.

Defining Divination (I): The Divine

The divining in divining disaster, put simply, refers to a method of gaining access
to otherwise inaccessible knowledge about disaster, including its source, origin, cause,
remedy or meaning.'!® Throughout Antiquity, the practice of divination (Grk. povtiky,
Lat. divinatio) provided its practitioners with a way to access such knowledge, which is
typically thought to originate in some way with the divine. Herodotus explicitly linked
the signs of the Chian Catastrophe and Delian Disaster to a divine sender. The Latin word
divinatio bears witness to this connection to the gods (divi), as Cicero asserts in On
Divination (1.1). Plato derived the Greek word poavtikr from poavia (madness) bestowed
by the gods.!'* It has thus been assumed that a definition that includes the divine, and
takes its role in the divinatory process seriously, tends be more emic, while definitions
lacking mention of the divine must by definition be etic.!'> Apart from the semantic
connection, I consider the divine central to divination, but see divinity as a fluid concept,
which need not be located in a single or specific agent such as a god. It does imply,

however, the cognitive recognition of some agency, real or imagined. Divinity reflects a

13 T avoid the term surplus knowledge, used by Struck 2016: 15, who defines it as “the quantum
of knowledge that does not arrive via the discursive thought processes of which we are aware,
and over which we have self-conscious control.” The emphasis on its non-discursive arrival is too
restrictive for my purposes.

114 Phaedrus 244b-c. For divination as a gift from the gods, see also Timaeus 71e.
115 Beerden 2013: 19.
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distinction in status rather than an ontological difference between natures or species (man
vs. god); it thus a relative rather than an absolute category.'!® One requirement, however,
is the attribution of mentalistic activities to this divine agency, on which more below.
The three definitions of divination I discuss next—by Bremmer, Burkert, and
Riipke—show different ways of approaching divination that emphasize different aspects
of the divinatory procedure, such as its socio-political function of communal problem-
solving, the cognitive apprehension of the sign itself, or dealing ritually with signs to
alleviate uncertainty. While I adopt various elements of these approaches, I ultimately
advocate a focus on the divinatory sign itself to prevent the pitfalls of reductionist
assumptions, which tend to proceed from the premise that divination is at its core an
irrational activity. A more fruitful way is to think of divination as a form of cognition. I
rely on insights from the cognitive study of religion to argue that the mentality of
divining disaster is anchored in anthropomorphizing strategies that are related to such
cognitive principles as the Agency Detection Device and the Theory of Mind
Mechanism. The point of this is that divination can be understood as a normal
consequence of human cognition—and that divining disaster can thus be compared
across different cultures, even as its specific historical and intellectual manifestations are
particular to a certain cultural group at a certain time, or to a certain text at a certain

moment of cultural production.

116 This is the model adopted by Gradel 2002: 26. It has been applied to other cultural contexts,
particularly for cross-cultural comparisons, by Pongratz-Leisten and Sonik 2015: 3-69, esp. 6-8.
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Defining Divination (II): Bremmer and Burkert

In the modern definition by Jan Bremmer, divination is “der Erlangung einer
verbalen Aussage iiber die Zukunft oder Problemldsung in Verbindung mit
iibernatiirlichen Kriften.”!!” Bremmer characterizes the form of knowledge either by its
temporal aspect, namely the future (die Zukunft), or the circumstances under which the
information is sought, namely to solve some crisis or problem (Problemlésung). The
emphasis on Problemlésung points to a functionalist perspective, one that subsumes
divination under the umbrella of social and political history. The definition also includes
a reference to supernatural powers (éibernatiirlichen Krdften), in consort with whom the
solution is attained. In this sense, Bremmer’s definition is more emic, and can be
compared to the Stoic definition of divination. For Chrysippus, divination is “the science
of observing and explaining signs given to humans by the gods.”!'!® From Chrysippus’s
emic perspective, divination is about a triangular relationship between gods, humans, and
signs. Divination thus involves three components—the divine, the human, and the sign—
each of which can be given primacy, or be suppressed, in accordance with the definition
given. Chrysippus does not specify the type of sign, using the general word semeia.

Bremmer, on the other hand, appears to prioritize speech as a linguistic sign (verbalen

17 Neue Pauly s.v. Divination.

8 ¢motiun ... Oeopnriky kai Enyntikn tdv Vo Oedv dvOpdmoig didopévav onueiov
(Chrysipp. SVF II Nr. 1018 = S. Emp. adv. math. 9.132). Cf. Cicero De Div. 2.130 (with explicit
reference to Chrysippus): vim cognoscentem et videntem et explicantem signa, quae a diis
hominibus portenduntur.
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Aussage, translated as “oracular pronouncement” in BNP) over other, non-linguistic
signs. !’

Walter Burkert offers a more etic description of divination, in which he stresses
that “the observation of signs” (Zeichenbeobachtung) is a universal phenomenon:
“‘Zeichen’ wahrzunehmen und darauf zu reagieren, ist eine notwendige Fahigkeit im
Bereich simtlicher Lebewesen.”!?° Extracting information from the natural environment
is central to the survival of both human and non-human animals. By putting quotation
marks around Zeichen, Burkert suggests that signs are always necessarily perceived
signs, echoing the notion of semiotician C.S. Peirce that nothing is a sign unless it is
perceived as a sign. A sign, for it to be a sign, requires an observer, and what may seem a
sign to some, may not seem a sign to others (including the scholar). Since human beings
possess speech, Burkert adds, they have the tendency to interpret signs as coded speech,
in particular pronouncements about the future. In practice, such pronouncements function
typically as instruction or directive (Weisung) rather than prophecy (Weissagung). In
Burkert’s description, then, signs are central to the practice of divination, to the point that
our biology has primed us—and rewards us—for the recognition and successful
interpretation of signs. The divine, though not absent, is only secondary, since Burkert’s
perspective, in contrast to Bremmer’s emphasis on the social context of decision-making,

roots divination primarily in a cognitive, rather than a social, framework.

9 Cf. Beerden 2013: 19-21.

120 perceiving and reacting to ‘signs’ is a necessary ability in the sphere of all living beings.
ThesCRA 2004 vol. 3. 6a. See also Burkert’s comments on divination in Burkert 1996: 156-78,
and Burkert 2005.
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Defining Divination (III): Riipke and Ritual

A third definition of divination, offered by Jorg Riipke, stresses neither
institutions nor a universal semiotic consciousness, but the situation in which the practice
occurs:

Divination is a form of individual acting in situations of uncertainty which

identifies and articulates consent and dissent by using certain social roles to

interpret standardized signs and to ritually deal with them. In such a performance
a specific appropriation of social roles and religious tradition is indicated. !

This definition is indebted to the ethnographic fieldwork of the social anthropologist
Victor Turner, who studied African rituals of divination. From this anthropological
perspective, the content of divination is superseded by the form; that is, the communal
participation in divinatory rites, rather than the divine sign itself, is what allows the
negotiation of socio-political consent. Riipke’s situational focus singles out uncertainty as
a characteristic of a situation that requires divination. This is noteworthy, because
uncertainty is the cognitive and emotional condition that can result from the encounter
with the sign. It is the sign, as we will see, that intervenes when things are obscure. At the
same time, uncertainty is a critical category in modern disaster studies with which to
analyze and interpret disaster from a phenomenological perspective. Both divination and
disaster meet at the crossroads of semiotic uncertainty. But above all, divination, in
Riipke’s definition, reinforces certain social and religious roles by ritually dealing with

uncertainty.

121 Riipke 2013: 8. Emphasis is mine

67



The emphasis on ritual and performance is also found in Michael Flower’s study
of the Ancient Greek seer, or mantis (névtig). Flower asserts that there are three
components to a seer conducting a rite of divination: ritual, performance, and
intelligence. Flower’s focus is decidedly on the first two components. While it is not
entirely clear how ritual and performance are distinguished, they are clearly employed as
socially embedded categories. Divination, Flower writes, is about “discovering a
correspondence between a client’s immediate problem and something unusual or difficult
in that client’s social environment.”'?> The task of the seer, it seems, is not so much to
interpret signs correctly as it is to psychoanalyze his or her client—the two are, of course,
not unrelated. In this sense, divination is therapeutic, both psychologically (for the
individual) and socially (for the community). It is the expert’s task to reveal hidden
things in the social environment. We can compare this to the definition of divination
given in the Dictionary of Anthropology: “Divination is the process of using ritual means
to reveal things hidden to ordinary perception, such as information about future events,
sources of illness, the identity of witches—indeed, anything that cannot be ascertained
through profane methods of investigation.”'?> Where ordinary perception and profane
methods of investigation fall short, ritualized divination takes over. From this
perspective, divination seems to be complementary to magic, as the title of Evans-
Pritchard’s seminal work of anthropology—Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the

Azande (1937)—indeed suggests.

122 Flower 2008: 196.
123 DoA s.v. Divination.
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“An Irrationalist Premise”

The problem with this ritualist definition of divination, however, is its overly
functionalist perspective. !>* Functionalist approaches are reductionist, and, in this case,
reduce divination to its communal function of solving seemingly insolvable problems.
For the functionalist anthropologist, a community’s shared belief—or even willing
suspension of disbelief—is enough for ritual to take the place where rational inquiry falls
short. The social historian, skeptical of this belief, may even consider the process to be a
willful manipulation on the part of the diviner. As Peter Struck has noted, this approach,
whether viewing divination as a subset of magic or as a pretext for socio-political
consensus-building and decision-making, proceeds from what he calls an “irrationalist
premise:”!%

The question of the logic that might lie behind it is either not asked at all, since it
is assumed not to have one, or it is deflected onto other, functionalist grounds. In
place of a rational logic, the social historian explores the more comprehensive
realm of social capital, while the historian of magic will tend toward the
psychological, presenting an ancient mind-set, groping to find effective means of
dealing with a sometimes brutal world.'?®

My main issue with the functionalist approach is that it moves away from the divinatory

moment too quickly, hiding behind the assumption of irrational activity to explain

124 My critique echoes that of Struck 2016: 5-19. Cf. also Johnston 2008: 1-30.

125 Where I diverge from Struck is in distinguishing so strongly between the study of divination as
a magical vs. socio-political practice (see, e.g., “The second significant body of scholarship
begins from entirely different premises” (Struck 2016: 6). I see them, as Struck ultimately does
too, as based on similar structural-functionalist assumptions.

126 Struck 2016: 9.
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divination away. By focusing on the divinatory sign and its interpretation, the logical
procedures by which divination operates come to the fore. This is a farcry from the
irrationalist premise of the ‘primitive mindset,” as if the Ancient Greek individual were
constantly overcome with anxiety about the world around him or her. Rather, I conceive
of divining disaster as a practice based on a mentality that is more neutrally understood as
a form of cognition, which, as Burkert emphasizes, is primed to perceive signs in its
environment. I do not, however, use an external perspective that focuses on the signs
coming from without, but prefer an internal perspective that focuses on how signs are
processed from within the human mind—collective and individual—and take on meaning
through symbolic, analogic, and inferential processes.

I will clarify my methodological stance toward divination further by briefly
considering a typology that emerges from the critical survey of contemporary scholarship
of African divination.'?” Though several decades old, the purposefully exaggerated
typology by the anthropologist Renaat Devisch is still helpful for staking out the main
methodological avenues that also apply, as we will see, to current scholarship on Ancient
Greek (and Roman) religion.!?® Devisch categorizes the three main approaches to the
study of African divination as 1) structuralist-functionalist; 2) external cognitive; 3)
internal, semiotic, and semantic. The first category, according to Devisch, falls into

psychological analyses that emphasize the therapeutic function of divination, and

127 ¢ African’ is supposedly intended as a geographical marker for the continent on which the
anthropologists do their fieldwork.

128 Devisch 1985: 54-76, discussed in Peek 1991: 11.
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sociological analyses that stress social-political functions, usually along the lines of re-
establishing social order. We can here recognize some of Riipke’s and Flower’s
approach. Burkert’s approach approximates the external cognitive category, which
considers “the expressive and explanatory function of divination, seen as a conceptual
system, a system of thought, a way of knowing.”'?’ Devisch anticipates Struck, it seems,
in warning that this approach often remains a variation of the functionalist orientation,
assuming the universality of Western scientific principles and thus finding the conceptual
system of divination lacking and irrational. (This point is particularly salient with regards
to the state of modern disaster studies as well.) My study derives most of its
methodological assumptions from Devisch’s preferred third approach—internal,
semiotic, and semantic—because it allows divination to stand on its own, neither as a
reductionist representation of psychological anxiety or social structures, nor as a flawed
system of logic measured against the assumptions of Western science. The focus is first

and foremost on the divinatory sign itself.

Ritual Reconsidered

One more point about divination and ritual practice needs to be made. While it
should be clear that my study is not concerned excl/usively with divinatory rites, ritualized
divination certainly played an important role in Ancient Greek culture (e.g. taking the
auspices before battle, consulting oracles before important decisions), including in pre-

and post-disaster contexts (e.g. the Phigaleians consult the Oracle at Delphi to ask how

129 Devisch 1985: 62.
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they can ward off a famine). For Riipke, who is primarily interested in Republican Rome,
the emphasis on ritual makes sense, perhaps, considering the importance of
institutionalized divinatory rites, especially in warding off bad omens, in Rome. In the
context of Ancient Greece, however, there is much less evidence for such systematized
ritual practices. '*°

But regardless of evidence or fundamental differences between Greek and Roman
(or Etruscan) divination, an historical anthropological perspective focused primarily on
ritualized behavior limits itself in several ways. First, it privileges the evoked sign over
the randomly encountered, spontaneous sign. Second, divinatory rituals tend to be
between an expert and a client, while the layman’s observation and interpretation of
signs—what Kim Beerden has called “divine-it-yourself’—need not assume a ritual
quality. In fact, we have much more evidence for “divine-it-yourself” in Greece than for
Rome or the Ancient Near East.!3! Third, this etic perspective prioritizes the human
aspect of divination; Riipke’s definition, for example, makes no mention of the divine
whatsoever. While this can be helpful for purposes of cross-cultural comparison, it risks
paying insufficient attention to the religious aspects of a practice, and the collective
beliefs that support it. One obvious methodological problem, as Riipke notes too, is that it
is impossible to observe and describe directly any ancient ritual action. We only deal with

mediated sources and secondary representations. What is more, a narrow focus on

130 Cf. Bloch 1963: 33: “C'est sans doute la différence fondamentale, dans ce domaine, entre le
monde grec et le monde italique, que l'absence, en Gréce, de ces cérémonies nombreuses et
importantes, qui, nous le verrons, étaient ordonnées reguliérement en Etrurie et 8 Rome pour
conjurer les prodiges.”

131 Beerden 2013: 55-6.
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ritualized divination would exclude the example of the Chian catastrophe in Herodotus’
Histories. The signs are not ritually evoked or received, and they are interpreted by a
layman, namely Herodotus himself, and there is no immediate performative context,
except that of the text itself. !> Hollmann points out, in fact, that in Herodotus’ Histories
more laymen than experts perform divination.'** There are no visible traces of ritual in
Herodotus’ divining of the disasters on Chios; he enters the divinatory process at a later
stage, post eventum, so that the narrative presents Herodotus’ divinatory act as already

complete.

The Study of Divination

I have already addressed some of the methodological issues in the study of
divination, but I have yet to situate my project in the history of scholarship on ancient
divination specifically. While the myriad of recent publications attests to the popularity
of divination as a scholarly subject, no comprehensive work on divination and its
connection to disaster exists as of yet.'** After the empirical studies of Bouché-Leclercq
(1879-82) and Pease (1920-3), divination itself, presumed to be a marginal or downright

occult phenomenon, was either ignored or limited to institutional oracles and their socio-

132 Herodotus, though no mantis, does present himself in the Histories as an expert interpreter, a
master of signs; such is the overall argument in Hollmann 2011.

133 Hollmann 2011: 62.

134 Recent publications (monographs and edited volumes) on divination include: Dillon 2017,
Struck 2016, Addey 2014, Beerden 2013, Kajava 2013, Raphals 2013, Rosenberger 2013,
Santangelo 2013, Annus 2010, Stoneman 2011, Johnston 2008, Eidinow 2007, Bowden 2005,
Johnston and Struck 2005, Ciraolo and Seidel 2002.
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political function, as in Nilsson’s volumes on Greek religion (1941-50), and the
documentary works by Amandry (1950), Parke and Wormell (1956), Parke (1967),
Giinther (1971), and later Fontenrose (1978). The most significant contribution to the
methodology and theory of divination came with Jean-Pierre Vernant’s edited volume
Divination et rationalité (1974), which included articles by classicists as well as scholars
of China, the Near East, and Africa.'®

With this publication, Vernant and his contributors hoped to show “how the seer’s
symbolic operations and the mental system underlying them could have imposed both
their kind of rationality on the intellectual plane and their legitimacy on the social
one.”'*% In this way, the study of divination could aid our understanding of two
interrelated aspects of ancient society, one social, the other intellectual.'3” The social
aspect of divination centers on structures of authority in particular, since divinatory
science is intimately connected to decision-making and political or personal choice, as we
saw in Bremmer’s definition. At the same time, the cognitive processes involved in the
practice of divination as the apprehension of signs, as seen in Burkert’s description, have
normalized divination as a ubiquitous and universal practice. As discussed before, these

approaches owe much to contemporary anthropological studies of, for example, African

135 This change in thinking about divination as primitive superstition and dangerous
pseudoscience can be traced to anthropologists like Malinowski and Lévi-Strauss, who pioneered
the rationality of myth and magic both of Western and Non-Western cultures.

136 Vernant and Zeitlin 1991: 304. Vernant’s introductory remarks to Divination et rationalité
(1974) appear in the collection of essays edited, and in this case translated, by Froma Zeitlin.

137 See also Johnston and Struck 2005: 1.
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divination.!*® The intellectual aspect centers on such questions as “what defines the logic
of the system that is activated by the seer in order to decipher the unseen and answer its
consultants’ request?” and “what type of rationality is expressed in the game of
divinatory procedure, the apparatus of oracular techniques and symbolisms, and the
classificatory frameworks used by the seer to sort out, organize, manipulate and interpret
the information on which his competence is based?”’!*

The study of the social plane has been taken up fruitfully, especially in the context
of prophecy and political authority (Bowden 2005; Potter 1994), and of the social status
of divinatory experts (Flower 2008; Dillery 2005; Maurizio 1995; Bremmer 1993; North
1990). With varying degrees of adherence to Vernant’s original quest, the current trend is
toward cross-cultural comparison and assumes a predominantly etic stance, both in
monographs (Beerden 2013; Raphals 2013) and edited volumes (Kajava 2013;
Rosenberger 2013; Georgoudi, Piettre and Schmidt 2012; Annus 2010). The intellectual
plane, however, has received less scholarly attention, and it is to this field that the present
study aims to contribute. This is not to say, of course, that there has been no interest in
divination as an intellectual activity. As we have seen, Flower acknowledged the seer’s
intelligence as a key component of the divinatory act, and Struck, in particular, has shed
light on the cognitive history of divination among ancient philosophers. One particularly

relevant result of regarding the cognitive process of divination as akin to that of

138 Peek 1991.

139 Vernant 1991 [1974], 303. Italics are mine. The importance of Vernant is especially
emphasized by Sarah-Iles Johnston, both in Johnston 2008: 17-27, and Johnston and Struck 2005:
1-25.
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deliberation and decision-making, as in fact Riipke (2013) and especially Eidinow (2013,
2007) have done for Republican Rome and the Oracle at Dodona, respectively, is an
emphasis on an ancient mentality of uncertainty and risk, and hence its attempts at risk
management. '*° This is of special interest to the present study, because risk management
is one distinctly modern way of approaching disaster. While I underscore the notion that
divination was a way for the Greeks to deal with uncertainty, I agree with Beerden that
risk, tied up to modern ideas of probability, is a concept alien to Greek (and Roman)
thinking and hence less useful as a category; rather, “what risk management does for
modern man, was what divination did for ancient man: both risk assessment and

divination are thought to reduce uncertainty.” 4!

If uncertainty is part of the human
condition—and a defining characteristic of disaster—it helps explain why divination is

such a ubiquitous phenomenon, and why it is a uniquely useful way to consider ancient

approaches to disaster.

Comparing Three Studies of Divination
Finally, I will briefly situate my research in relation to three studies that have
been especially influential in my own thinking on this subject. Studies must, of course,

limit themselves in some way, and it is useful to delineate the boundaries of my study

140 The work of anthropologist Mary Douglas has been particularly influential in this context, see
Douglas 2002.

141 Beerden 2013: 202-203; see also 195-202, with reference to Hacking 2006 on probability; this
view goes directly against some of the main assumptions of Eidinow 2007. For a similar view
about the Roman world, see Beard 2011: 85-108. The term ‘risk’ is applied to the ancient Greek
world mostly by (economic) historians; see for example: Toner 2009; Gallant 1990, 1989;
Garnsey 1988.
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against these other works. Alexander Hollmann (2011) casts a wide net as far as signs are
concerned, but his source material is limited to Herodotus’ Histories, and his
interpretations stay largely within the confines of the text. While this approach allows for
many rewarding close-readings of operations of different sign systems in Herodotus, it
does not situate Herodotus in the larger cultural context of Classical Greece and the way
in which these systems of signs operate in other discourses. Kim Beerden (2013), by
contrast, paints her cross-cultural comparisons with broad strokes, focusing on the
divinatory sign in three cultural contexts (Ancient Near East, Greece, Rome). The
differences between these three contexts, however, are largely explained by societal
factors, and shed hardly any light on the phenomenological, internal intellectual operation
of divination and its idiosyncrasies in Ancient Greek culture. Peter Struck (2016), in turn,
focuses on the cognitive history of divination, arguing that for ancient philosophers,
divination was a means to understand what we today call intuition. When he envisions
the possibility of extending this idea to “nonphilosophical cultural production,” as he
does in his epilogue on the Odyssey, his analysis is predisposed to look at signs through
the lens of non-discursive and non-inferential forms of cognition, and thus privileges
forms of natural divination at the expense of technical methods that are more obviously
inferential.

These three studies, each of which represents a current trend in scholarship, form
a useful backdrop against which to measure my own approach to divination. I follow
Beerden and Hollmann in making the sign the central object of my study, but adopt a
broader view of the sign than Beerden does, allowing for such sign categories as
indexical signs (on which more below). I do not address as many different sign systems
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as Hollmann does, limiting myself to those that are somehow connected to the divine, but
I engage more with his internal (semiotic and semantic) analysis of sign operations than
with Beerden’s socio-cultural analyses of divination. My focus, unlike Struck’s, tends to
prioritize technical divination and the intellectual operations involved here; in fact, the
intellectual procedure I am interested in, namely inferential reasoning based on signs,
appears to be the exact opposite of Struck’s, who studies intuition, understood as an
unmediated, non-inferential form of knowing. In a conscious attempt to adopt an
approach akin to Devisch’s third method, I follow Struck’s lead in taking a cognitive
perspective, away from functionalist assumptions (in which category I would include, on
occasion, Beerden), and complemented by Hollmann’s internal approach based on
semiotics.

As for my sources, | draw on a much wider variety of material than Hollmann, but
my comparative aims, insofar as I have them, do not align exactly with those of Beerden.
In contrast, I make use of modern materials in an attempt to demonstrate some of the
continuation of the mentality that I am interested in. While Struck situates his study
within intellectual history, examining such philosophers as Plato, Aristotle, Posidonius
and lamblichus, my subject matter is best suited for cultural history. The sources I draw
on are mostly literary, rather than, for example, epigraphic, because my interest is in the
intellectual structures by which Greek culture employs the mentality I refer to as divining

disaster. Since I do not seek to reconstruct real-life experiences of men and women in
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Antiquity, but rather their discourse, literary evidence is our best index to plot the

collective imagination of ‘the Ancient Greeks’ as it pertains to divination and disaster. '4?

A Cognitive Turn

One way to take divination seriously as an intellectual operation is by considering
it a form of cognition. As Struck has rightly pointed out, the contemporary category of
cognition captures all activities of the mind without stumbling on the question whether it
is rational or not.'** The object of cognitive studies, quite simply, is to understand how
humans acquire and use knowledge. A truly cognitive approach to ancient divination—
the numerous possible objections to which are addressed quite adequately by Lisdorf—is
still in its infancy.!'** The cognitive science of religion, more generally, has a tradition
that goes back to the work of anthropologists and psychologists such as Stewart Guthrie,
Pascal Boyer, and Justin Barrett.!* Several concepts from the cognitive study of religion
shed light on the way in which divination is a strategy for humans to respond to their
environment. Guthrie writes:

We often see nonliving things and events as alive, especially if they move, make

noise, or otherwise stand out from the landscape. We credit our environment with

more organization and more organism than it has. Humans see boulders as bears,
flying pieces of paper as birds, and stuck drawers as willful. Other animals also

142 Cf. Struck 2005.

143 Struck 2016: esp. 12-6.

144 Much coming out of Denmark: Martin and Serensen 2011 Past Minds: Studies in Cognitive
Historiography; Serensen 2006 Cognitive Theory of Magic; Munk and Lisdorf (forthcoming)
Unveiling the Hidden: contemporary approaches to the study of divination; Lisdorf 2007.

145 Guthrie 1980, 1993; Boyer 1994, 2002; Barrett 2004, 2007, 2011. See also Tremlin 2006, esp.
73-106; Trigg and Barrett 2014; Pyysidinen and Anttonen 2002.

79



animate the world: cats see fluttering leaves as prey, horses see blowing bags as
threats, and dogs hear sirens as howls. Our shared inclination to animate,
moreover, is a strategy rather than an accident. %

This mostly unconscious strategy to assign life to nonliving things is what Guthrie calls
animism. Joining psychological and religious versions of animism, Guthrie argues that
animism results from a perceptual strategy, namely that, when in doubt about whether
something is alive, it is better (or rather, safer) to assume that it is.'*” Perception and
interpretation are always linked: we never just see, we always see as.

The second building block in Guthrie’s account is anthropomorphism, which
often complements animism: “We see the world not only as alive but also as
humanlike.”!*® Guthrie distinguishes three gradations of anthropomorphizing. The first,
most literal form of anthropomorphizing in daily life is to mistake something nonhuman
for something human. We may hear a gurgling stream as a human voice, or mistake
shapes outside for people. Guthrie’s second level of anthropomorphizing is especially
relevant: “People see things and events as having important human attributes, such as
symbolism, without mistaking them for humans.”!'*’ The term symbolism is important
here, and can be taken to refer to relations of representation in general (symbolism is
always perceptive, seeing something as something else). Examples include religious as

well as secular perceptions, such as seeing an earthquake or disease as punishment, and

146 Guthrie 1993: 39
147 Guthrie 1993: 41.
148 Guthrie 1993: 62.

199 Guthrie 1993: 93.
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thinking animals or computers understand language. In this sense, Herodotus, in his
account of the Chian disaster, anthropomorphizes the two events—the loimos and the
collapsed school roof—by assigning them human attributes of symbolism. The events are
seen as the expression of some other agent. At the third, accidental, level of
anthropomorphizing, we perceive human form or action in things and events, such as
faces in the mountain or armies in the clouds, but recognize them as mere chance or
accident. Guthrie stresses that usually these three levels occur in combination, and

different observers may respond to the same event differently.

Agency Detection Device

What does anthropomorphizing have to do with divination in general, and
divining disaster in particular? For cognitive anthropologists such as Guthrie, the goal is
to show, ultimately, that religion can be understood as systematized anthropomorphism.
This means that religious thought postulates—through animism and anthropomorphism—
beings, such as gods (which cognitive scientists refer to as “counterintuitive concepts”)
that are capable of interacting symbolically with humans. The assumption of divination is
not only that there are gods, but, crucially, that these gods communicate with humans
through signs and symbols. A sign becomes divinatory because its sender is presumed to
be divine: behind the sign is a divine agent, who becomes manifest only indirectly,
through the sign. Divinatory signs are not just objects and events, but objects and events
that indicate the activity of a divine agent. In cognitive psychology, the mental
mechanism for recognizing agents is called the Agency Detection Device, or ADD.
Agents, unlike objects, “are beings capable of independently and intentionally initiating
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action on the basis of internal mental states like beliefs and desires.”!** Human and non-
human animals are the most obvious examples of agents, but, as Guthrie has suggested,
we tend to assign life and human attributes, such as intentionality, to inanimate objects
too, from strangely shaped rock formations to the murmuring sounds of running water.
This capacity to quickly assign agency is biologically advantageous, since human
survival is dependent on distinguishing prey from predator quickly. When it comes to
detecting agency, speed trumps accuracy.

As we have seen, Burkert’s discussion of divination had already stressed the
biological underpinnings of Zeichenbeobachtung. “Because agents are the most relevant
things in the environment,” writes Todd Tremlin, “evolution has tuned the brain to
quickly spot them, or to suspect their presence based on signs and traces.”'>! To the
hunter, the tracks signal the presence of the deer; to the seer, the divinatory sign—
whether a dream, a sneeze, or a liver lobe—signals not so much the presence of the deity
as his/her intent to communicate with the seer. In the latter case, the producer of the sign
is not an animal, whose presence is deduced from the visible trace of its tracks. Rather,
the sign is produced by a divine being whose agency is deduced from the way in which
the sign becomes manifest—the bird-omen of an eagle, for example, is typically thought
to come from Zeus. ADD prompts us to connect traces to actual agents, and even
postulate counterintuitive or hidden agents such as ghosts, goblins and gods. From the

perspective of the cognitive science of religion, the belief that a sign comes from a deity

150 Tremlin 2006: 76.
151 Tremlin 2006: 76, emphasis mine.
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is due to the overzealous work of ADD. Cognitive psychologists have shown that humans
have a tendency to over-attribute agency, which, as a strategy of survival, makes sense:
“It’s better to have a fast device that occasionally gets it wrong,” notes Tremlin, “than a
slow device that is always accurate.” > This tendency is so pronounced, according to
Barrett, that it is best described as the hypersensitive Agency Detection Device, or

HADD. '

Theory of Mind Mechanism

The readiness with which the human mind detects agency is complemented by the
attributes that are typically assigned to this agency. The deer did not create its tracks
intentionally; divinatory signs, on the other hand, are produced by an agent that is
perceived to have done so with a certain degree of intentionality. They are the result of
mentalistic efforts, such as the intention to communicate, warn, or even willfully deceive.
Indeed, since the human brain is hardwired to communicate, it will see things, events, and
invisible entities as trying to communicate with it, especially through language. “The
abundance of signs,” notes Burkert in his Gifford Lectures, “turns into a plethora of
voices.” !> Anthropologist and primatologist Robin Dunbar, whom Burkert references,
highlights this aspect in his book about the origin of language:

The human mind seems to have been built in such a way that is assumes other
individuals are trying to communicate with it. ... We assume that everyone else

152 Tremlin 2006, 77.
153 Barrett 2000: 29-34.
154 Burkert 1996: 160
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behaves with conscious purpose, and we spend much of our time trying to think

our way into their minds so as to divine their intentions. We are so imbued with

this way of viewing the world that we easily transpose it on to other animals, and

even occasionally on the inanimate world.'>®
The transposing mentioned by Dunbar is a case of second degree anthropomorphizing,
but in a more restricted sense than Guthrie meant it. When we anthropomorphize, Dunbar
would say, we transpose not just human qualities onto animals and inanimate things, but
a specific human attribute, namely the human mind. This is especially true when we
transpose attributes to the divine: “Anthropologists know that the only feature of humans
that is always projected onto supernatural beings is the mind.”!>

The tendency to ascribe mentalistic activities to the world around us is known as
the Theory of Mind Mechanism, or TOMM. %7 By assigning feelings, intentions, beliefs,
and desires to others, theory of mind lets humans communicate, and anticipate what
others are thinking so as to respond properly. Indeed, ToMM leads us to assume that the
activities of others are caused by mental states, just as we suppose our activities are. As
Dunbar notes, we do not just assume others have minds, we also try to discern what their
minds are thinking. This is essentially what divining means: trying to figure out the

mental state of other agents, divine ones in particular. If humans are biologically primed

to adopt a strategy that (over)attributes agency and intentionality to their environment,

155 Dunbar 1997: 81.
156 Boyer 2001: 144.

157 Temlin 2006: “Our personal belief that agents operate mentalistically is referred to as ‘theory
of mind,” and the mental tool responsible for this perception is called the Theory of Mind
Mechanism, or TOMM. ... [It] is called a ‘theory’ because ToMM appears to operate on the basis
of internal assumptions about how minds work™ (80). See Tremlin 2006 for bibliography.
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divination is the systematized expression of the attempt to probe such intentionality from
divine agents.!*® This not only sheds new light on the ubiquity of a divinatory mindset in
the ancient world—“omen-mindedness,” as S.M. Freedman has called it in the context of
the Ancient Near East—but also on the idea that the persistence of this mindset—in
secular and religious forms alike—is to be expected across time and space, and, indeed,

in the modern world.">®

“Demeter and Chiquita Banana”

To conclude: if we take ancient divination seriously as a cognitive operation that
relies on anthropomorphizing, one in which there is symbolic interaction between human
observers and divine, mentalistic agents, then Herodotus’ divining disaster emerges not
so much as the “theology of the age” as a universal cognitive phenomenon. The
implications are significant. Guthrie stresses the continuity between religious and secular

anthropomorphizing: “Demeter and Chiquita Banana, Thor and Jack Frost are of one

158 T echo Guthrie’s explanation of how “strategy” is used here, namely “as Darwinian shorthand
for a behavioral/neural practice that results from natural selection and that operates almost
entirely without our awareness” (Guthrie 1993: 214).

159 The term “omen-mindedness” is found in Freedman 1998-2006: 1; Beerden defines the term
as follows: “The term captures the state of mind ancient individuals must have been in, in the
sense of being always on the look-out for a possible sign from the supernatural.” I agree with
Beerden’s qualifying statement that omen is too restrictive a term (in Graeco-Roman studies it
can refer to unprovoked signs only), and I, too, prefer the more general term “sign.” I would add
that the term not only captures an ancient mindset but pervades modern minds as well. An
interesting case is that of the Epicureans, who believed that the gods were withdrawn and
unconcerned with human affairs, and so rejected divination. It is fair to say, perhaps, that the
Epicurean imagination of the divine mind (namely, its desire to be removed, and hence not
communicate) matches their own theory of mind.
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piece 95160

If this external cognitive approach seems reductionist, the main advantage is
that it allows us to draw fresh comparisons between anthropomorphizing strategies
inherent to divining disaster across vast historical and geographical expanses. Since we
have defined “the divine” as a relative category, Herodotus’ 6 0g6¢, Plutarch’s daipwv,
and Ptolemy’s planet of Saturn become, from a cognitive viewpoint, comparable units.
As we will see in Chapter 3, Hurricane Katrina and Poseidon, too, are of one piece. This
opens the door for comparisons that are both typological and heuristic in nature.

The universal nature of this claim is all well and good, but if we are to illuminate
aspects of this mentality among the ‘Ancient Greeks,’ the question remains: what specific
forms does the symbolic interaction between humans and the divine take in specific
cultural-historical settings? How are these divine agents imagined to communicate, what
systems of signs are employed, and according to what logic are these signs decoded and
interpreted by humans? As my approach centers on the divinatory sign as the focal point
of the divinatory process—not on the socio-political, ritual, or psychological dimensions
per se—the logical operations that inform the interpretation of the sign, and the ways that
meaning is negotiated through them, become visible. The issue that is at stake in Part II,
then, is what culturally-specific shape these signs takes among ‘the Greeks’—or rather,
the shape that they can take in specific texts under specific historical and intellectual

circumstances.

160 Guthrie 1993: 112. See also the discussion in Tremlin 2006: 100.
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PART II

CLASSIFYING THE SIGN

Peirce’s Triadic Sign

Because divination—from emic and etic perspectives alike—is concerned with
the observation and interpretation of signs, the theoretical underpinnings of this study are
informed for a large part by semiotics, that is, the theory of signs and signification and
the production of meaning.'®' The field of semiotics is sometimes differentiated from
semiology, which studies sign systems and their organization, rather than the question
how meaning is produced from them. A third term, semiosis, refers to the cognitive and
communicative processes by which the sign operates. In some ways, these have been
rival terms, in part because of the different intellectual climates in which each of them
originated. I will follow the practice of using the term semiotics, and the adjective
semiotic, to refer to both theories and processes of the sign. *? In most studies of ancient
divination that focus on the sign and make explicit use of semiotic terminology, the

theory of semiotics itself has remained underdeveloped and implicit.!®> While semiotics

161 For Peirce and Morris, semiotics is a theory of signs; Morris famously divides the general
science of semiotics into semantics, syntactics, and pragmatics. For Greimas, semiotics is a
theory of signification. According to Culler 2002, semiotics “seeks to identify the conventions
and operations by which any signifying practice (such as literature) produces its observable
effects of meaning.”

162 My understanding and treatment of semiotics is much indebted to the handbook by Néth 1990
and the glossary by Martin and Ringham 2006.

163 See, for example, Beerden 2013: 107: “This is not the place to discuss various semiotic aspects
of the sign, linguistic or non-linguistic, nor do I discuss the difference between indexical and
communicative signs.” Cf. Burkert 1996: 230: “This is not the place to tackle the intricacies of
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does not illuminate every aspect of divination, a study that focuses on the divinatory
sign—and seeks to understand the logic that underlies divining disaster—is bound to
benefit from a more sustained engagement with semiotics.'%*

What do we mean when we speak of signs? A sign, put briefly, stands for
something to someone in some way. Or, to put the emphasis on sow it does that,
“something is taken as the basis for a process of inference.”'®> Because divining disaster
connects signs with objects and events that have an external reality and can usually be
found ‘in the world,’ I prefer Peirce’s triadic formulation of the sign over Saussure’s
dyadic model of signifier (sound-image) and signified (mental concept), which excludes
things in themselves (objective reality). For Saussure, the sign is wholly immaterial and
purely psychological. As discussed in the Introduction, there is a certain urgency in
disaster studies not to succumb entirely to the notion of disaster as an abstract construct.

The physicality of the disastrous event suggests that at least the possibility of an external

the modern science of semiology.” North-American Classical studies and semiotics first operated
together at a University of Georgia colloquium entitled “Classics and Semiotics,” which resulted
in a special issue of Arethusa (nr. 16, 1-2, 1983). The presence of the semiotic framework in
divination is noticeable, though not ubiquitous, in many studies and definitions that invoke the
sign as central to divinatory practice, and employ the terms signifier and signified; consider for
example the lines, “how to construct a divinatory system in which a signifier consistently points
to a signified,” or “even if the communication occurs indirectly through a semiotic system,” in,
respectively, Johnston and Struck 2005: 11; and Raphals 2013: 12. The use of semiotic language
is virtually absent, however, in the studies of Flower, Eidinow, and Addey. Titles as those of
Beerden 2013, Hollmann 2011, and Annus 2010 speak for themselves.

164 If the sign is ubiquitous in ancient discourse—rhetoric, grammar, logic, poetics, divination,
medicine, meteorology—semiotic discourse does not fully materialize until the eclectic work of
St. Augustine. Such is the argument of Tzvetan Todorov in Theories of the Symbol (1982 [1977]),
whose two criteria for semiotic discourse are 1) that its objective must be epistemological rather
than aesthetic or speculative, and 2) that its subject matter must cover the entirety of sign
phenomena.

165 Manetti 1993.
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referent—even if this referent is imagined—ought to be present. In fact, Herodotus’
linking of ‘real events,” such as a collapsed school building or a naval battle, into a
system of signs and signification shows that divining disaster, for the historian at least, is
very much concerned with locating referents ‘in the real world.’

The model of the sign by C.S. Peirce (1839-1914) does include an object, or
referent. Peirce defined the sign in terms of a triadic process, which he called
semiosis.®® One of his more elaborate definitions is as follows (2.228):

A sign, or representamen, 1s something which stands to somebody for something

in some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of

that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. That sign which
it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign. The sign stands for something, its

object. 1t stands for that object, not in all respects, but in reference to a sort of
idea.

The definition suggests that semiosis is a process by which the sign has a cognitive effect
on its interpreter: as for Saussure, the sign has a relational or functional character
between representamen (= signifier) and its signification or meaning, the interpretant (=
signified). Peirce, too, stresses that this takes place in the mind of the interpreter. Hence
Peirce’s famous dictum: “Nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted as a sign” (par. 2.308).
But the sign has a third element, the object or referent. This is what the sign stands for,
either as it exists in the sign itself as a mental representation (the immediate object), or as

it exists in reality, in the outside world (the mediate or dynamic object).'®” Finally, this

166 Peirce’s vast and still partly unexplored writings show a development in his thinking about
semiotics. His terms and definitions can be ambiguous between different texts. All references to
Peirce are from his Collected Papers (1965-1966), eds. Hartsthorne, Weiss, and Bruks (8 vols.).

167 “I This] seems to have committed him [i.e. Peirce] to an ontological realism, but in fact, this
semiotic philosophy has overcome the realism-idealism dichotomy” (Noth 1990: 43). See also
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definition of the sign, in which each sign produces additional signs, suggests a possibly
endless chain of signification. Semiosis operates ad infinitum, unless someone stops
interpreting the sign.

Of Peirce’s elaborate typology of signs—some scholars have counted as many as
59,049 classes—his so-called second trichotomy has been the most influential. This is the
classification according to the relation between representamen and object, which falls
into three types: the icon, the index, and the symbol. An icon resembles the object it
signifies, whether the object actually exists or not (e.g. a portrait, a map, an algebraic
formula, or a drawing of a unicorn). This principle of likeness corresponds to the
narrative pole of metaphor in Jakobson’s well-known essay. An index is a sign that is
physically related to, connected to, or affected by, its object. The relation is one of
contiguity, and may be causal or sequential (examples include a weathercock, a
barometer and a sundial, and physical signs such as footprints; an elevated body
temperature is an index of inflammation). The index corresponds to Jakobson’s narrative
pole of metonymy (the part for the whole, the cause for the effect, etc.). A symbol,
finally, is a sign whose relationship to its object is entirely arbitrary or based on
convention. The word fish, for example, has no physical link or resemblance between the
sign (the word fish) and the object (a fish). A flag can be a symbol for a country, and an
image of a panda bear can be a symbol for the World Wildlife Fund, while also operating

as an icon of the animal panda. Peirce conceded that there are no “pure” incarnations of

Ochler’s paper “Outline of Peirce’s semiotics,” in Krampen et al. 1987. Note that the Saussurian
terms signifier and signified are often simplified (and, technically, misused) to mean sign and
referent.
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these types. Any text, for example, is a symbol because it consists of arbitrary signs
(words); when its main objective is to instruct by referring to actual things, such as a
travel guide or a manual, it is indexical; when it uses metaphors to describe how
something resembles something else, it is iconic. These three types of sign are especially
useful categories when we discuss the logic of divining disaster in Part IV, for example

when the semiosis of an indexical sign suggests a causal relationship.

A Divinatory Paradigm

Adopting Peirce’s triadic approach to the sign means that a wide variety of
semiotic practices can be included, ranging from linguistic signs (symbols) to animal
tracks and medical symptoms (indices). Such a broad semiotic perspective allows for the
divinatory sign to be seen in relation to other systems of knowledge in Ancient Greek
culture that make use of signs, such as medical semiotics, navigation, meteorology, and
logic.'®® This is not the place for a broad analysis of the ways in which signs operate in
Ancient Greek culture, but the role of signs in ancient (and modern) epistemologies must
not be underestimated. As my analysis of Greek sign terminology will show, the semantic
field of the divinatory sign reveals a larger divinatory paradigm that involves various
spheres of expertise, all connected by a method of observing and interpreting signs.
Indeed, Carlo Ginzburg has identified such a paradigm, which he variously refers to as a
semiotic, conjectural, symptomatic, or divinatory paradigm:

We can speak about a symptomatic or divinatory paradigm which could be
oriented toward past or present or future, depending on the form of knowledge

168 See also Manetti 1993,
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called upon. Toward future—that was divination proper; toward past, present and
future--that was the medical science of symptoms, with its double character,
diagnostic, explaining past and present, and prognostic, suggesting the likely
future; and toward past—that was jurisprudence or legal knowledge. But lurking
behind this symptomatic or divinatory model one glimpses the gesture which is
the oldest, perhaps, of the intellectual history of the human race: the hunter
crouched in the mud, examining the quarry’s tracks.!®

Ginzburg, rather boldly, presents this semiotic paradigm as an alternative historical
epistemology, and traces it from the primordial hunter to such modern clue-based fields
of expertise as psychoanalysis, art connoisseurship, and detective work. The connection
to medical semiotics, or symptomatology, is particularly relevant: Ginzburg is quick to
attribute the analogies in the method of Sigmund Freud, Giovanni Morelli, and Conan
Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes to the fact that all had a background in medicine. We shall
return to the importance of Ginzburg’s divinatory paradigm in Part IV.

Divinatory science, understood as an organizing principle that postulates
connections between signs and events, is based upon a system of classification. It
separates ordinary things from meaningful things—not all birds are omens, not all coughs
are symptoms of pneumonia, and not all footprints and cigarette butts are clues. To know
when things or events are signs requires skill and expertise, for the diviner as well as the
doctor and the detective. In their analysis of the Native American Zuni tribe, Durkheim
and Mauss observed that “the science of the diviners, therefore, does not form isolated
groups of things, but binds these groups to each other. At the basis of a system of

divination there is thus, at least implicitly, a system of classification.”!”" If the study of

169 Ginzburg 1983.
170 Peek 1991: 6.
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divination gives insight into how the world is organized conceptually, the extensive
implicit and explicit attempts at classifying the divinatory sign itself are especially worth
considering. In presenting some of these ancient attempts to classify and organize
divination and the sign in general, I adopt a synchronic perspective with evidence ranging
from a variety of sources from Homer to Tzetzes. While not insensitive to the vast
differences between different attitudes to divination across time and space, the
assumption in foregrounding the classification of the sign is that there are some universal,
cognitive patterns about the way in which the sign is apprehended. For heuristic
purposes, seeing these different classificatory models and the assumptions on which they
are based side by side gives us—as scholars—a better scope of the analytical possibilities
with which to approach divining disaster, and how this form of divination can itself be
classified. These explicit attempts at classification by such ancient scholars as Varro,
John Lydus, and Augustine help put the idiosyncrasies of implicit classifications in the

Ancient Greek evidence, such as Prometheus’ list of divinatory skills, in sharper relief.

Earthly vs. Heavenly Signs

Signs can present themselves in many ways, and many attempts at classification
are based on some aspect about where or how the sign is produced or perceived. A
common dichotomy in the study of Near Eastern divination, based on Mesopotamian
compendia, is between terrestrial and celestial signs.!”! This distinction goes back to the

Byzantine writer John Lydus (c. 490-560 CE), who opens his antiquarian work On Signs

171 Beerden 2013: 22.
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(ITepi Aroonpeiov, also known as De Ostentis) with the specious claim that the Hebrews
distinguished between onpeia and tépata, the former being heavenly signs and the latter
being signs that appear on earth, “against nature” (mopd evow).!”> A four-part distinction
based on the physical element in which the sign appears was reportedly adopted by the
Roman polymath Varro, who recognized four types of divination based on earth, air, fire,
and water.!”® Augustine, who was the first to offer a comprehensive semiotic theory,
organized the sign by mode of transmission, yielding visual, auditory, olfactory, tactile,
gustatory signs. This classification is still common in the present-day study of divination,
although, as Augustine himself admits too, visual and auditory signs are typically

emphasized over those apprehended by the other senses.

Evoked vs. Spontaenous Signs
Another dichotomy, popular in modern scholarship, is between evoked and
spontaenous signs. In the context of ritual divination, signs are typically evoked. The seer

asks for a sign, or creates the ritual circumstances to receive one, for example by

172 01 1dv "EBpaiev Adyot Tov mtepi mpoyvdcemng Adyov dufj Téuvovsty eig onueio kol tépata: kol
onueln

L&V etvon BoVAOVTOL TO &V HETEDPOIG GUVIGTAUUEVO, TEPATO & T £ML YRS O Tapd VLY
eawvopeva (De Ost. 1). On John Lydus and De Ostentis, see Maas 1992: 105-113. John Lydus
and the Roman Past. This distinction, with the Greek terms, is rather fanciful; in fact, Lydus
quotes the Acts of the Apostles (2.19-20) to support his distinction (30c® ... onueia €v 1@
ovpav®d Gvem Kol Tépata £l THG YTic Katw), but he (deliberately?) misquotes the verse: onueio and
tépata are actually reversed, so that the former is said about earthly signs and the latter about
heavenly ones.

173 Servius ad Aen. 3.359: Varro autem quattuor genera divinationum dicit: terram, aerem,
aquam, ignem: geomantis, aeromantis, pyromantis, hydromantis.
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slaughtering an animal and observing its entrails. Spontaenous signs, on the other hand,
are encountered rather than evoked—and therefore potentially much more diverse. At the
same time, Peirce’s saying that nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted as a sign holds
true. While anything can potentially be a sign, there are certain cultural conditions that
determine what is more likely to count as one and what is not. Omen-mindedness, even if
universal, is culturally determined. It is evident from Herodotus that earthquakes, cases of
pestilence, and collapsed school buildings are readily interpreted as spontaenous signs.
When disasters are seen as sign, they are typically spontaenous; but when disasters need
to be interpreted, seers frequently rely on evoked signs such as oracle consultations to
find solutions and remedies.

Ancient discussions about the distinction between evoked and spontaenous signs
are rare, although Roman authors such as Varro are likely to have written about it
extensively. One interesting piece of testimony, however, comes from Virgil’s
commentator Servius. He distinguishes between auguria oblativa and auguria
impetrativa. The former are signs “which are not asked for” (quae non poscuntur) while
the latter are signs “which come after having been wished for” (quae optata veniunt).'™
But in Servius’ discussion of the two, it becomes immediately clear that the situation can
be more complicated than this dichotomy allows. Servius makes his remarks in the

context of Aeneid Book 6. Just as Aeneas prays that they may find the golden bough, two

174 Servius ad Aen. 6.190
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doves appear “by chance” (cum forte) and sit down in the grass.!”> Aeneas immediately
recognizes this as a divine sign from his mother Venus. Servius notes that the birds
constitute an augurium oblativum, which is why the text reads “by chance” (cum forte).
This suggests that seemingly random occurrences, such as the encounter with the two
birds, can be simultaneously perceived as chance and as an intentional sign, categories
that one would presume to be mutually exclusive. I return to this paradox in the next
section; suffice it to say that chance appears to be dependent on one’s perspective, and
that spontaenous signs are typically associated with signs that strike the observer as
chance occurrences. The distinction is thus based on the perspective of the receiver of the
sign.

But the dichotomy between evoked and spontaenous signs is not always
straightforward, as Servius makes clear in his commentary on 4Aeneid Book 12. The
context is the peace treaty between the Trojan and the Italian forces, to which both parties
have just agreed. The treaty is quickly broken, however, as Turnus and his sister Juturna
rouse the Rutulians and their allies to battle once more. The poet notes that Juturna, who
is a water deity herself, adds a powerful sign meant to persuade the Rutulians to break the
treaty: “She gave a sign (signum) in high heaven, one than which none other was more
potent to mess with Italic minds and deceive them with a portent (monstroque fefellit)”

(den. 12.244-6).176 The sign in question is an eagle, the supreme sign known as Jovis

175 Verg. Aen. 6.190-1: vix ea fatus erat geminae cum forte columbae / ipsa sub ora uiri caelo
venere volantes.

176 alto / dat signum caelo, quo non praesentius ullum / turbavit mentes Italas monstroque fefellit.
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ales, who swoops down to the water and snatches up a swan from among a flock of water
fowl. The flock attacks the eagle, who is overpowered and forced to release the swan,
dropping him into the water before flying off. The Rutulian augur gratefully accepts the
omen (he refers to it as an augurium), which, he exclaims, he has sought so often with
prayers. He interprets the eagle to be Aeneas and the swan to be Turnus, leaving him
confident that the Rutulians will now chase the invaders away. But, as the poet already
notes, the sign is deceptive (monstro fefellit). Servius explains this deception by saying
that the “sign is neither evoked nor spontaenous, but sent by the doing (inmissum
factione) of Juturna.”!”” This suggests a third category that disrupts the typical division
between evoked and spontaenous signs. How does that work? Servius—or Vergil—does
not deny that the eagle is a real sign, and certainly the Rutulians accept it as one. Its
questionable status must lie in its origin and transmission.

Servius, however, appears mostly interested in the meaning and interpretation of
the sign itself. He explains that in other bird-omens, the bird always lands or stands on
solid ground (Ecl. 9.15, Aen. 6.191-2). The swan, on the other hand, falls into the water, a
very unstable element. (No surprise, perhaps, considering that Juturna is a goddess of
fountains, springs, and wells.) It seems then that the augur has misread the sign,
overlooking, as Servius suggests, that the swan falls into the water. As O’Hara has
argued, the augur’s “interpretation is right, but his prediction is wrong.”!’® The augur has

cracked the code (eagle : Aeneas, swan : Turnus), but not the message (Turnus will lose).

7 hoc augurium nec oblativum est nec inpetrativum, sed inmissum factione Iuturnae

178 O’Hara 1990: 85-7.
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Juturna’s intention to break the treaty is successful, but does that mean her sign is
successful? It certainly does not alter the course of events: Turnus still dies, and the eagle
still wins the day. So wherein lies the deception? The presence of the eagle suggests to
any Italian that Jupiter is the sender of the sign, whereas in fact Juturna sent the sign. For
Servius, the sign therefore qualifies as neither evoked nor spontaenous, but it is a real
sign nonetheless. The augur, who is the interpreter of the sign, may think that the sign is
evoked, as he mentions his frequent prayers for this sign. But for the sender of the sign,
Juturna, the sign is spontaenous and self-motivated. What matters most from the
perspective of the distinction evoked/spontaenous sign, is that Juturna’s sign has been
manipulated and is no longer objective. The word for Juturna’s intervention is factio,
which means simply doing, but also has a partisan connotation (L&S, s.v. II; cf. Eng.
faction). Juturna is not objective from the perspective of ordained fate, but partial to a
specific outcome. Juturna, though a divinity, sends a sign that is deceptive because her
motivation—namely, to persuade the Rutulians to take up arms—is such that the sign has
been tainted from its moment of transmission. The distinction evoked/spontaenous thus
depends on the perspective of the receiver and interpreter; since Juturna’s eagle sign is

defined in relation to the sender—i.e. Juturna herself—the sign qualifies as neither.

Intentional vs. Natural Signs

The next classification sheds light on a defining aspect of the divinatory sign: its
perceived intentionality. Augustine, always interested in the psychological and
communicative aspects of semiotics, is the first to theorize this classifying principle
between intentional signs (signa data) and natural signs (signa naturalia). According to
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Todorov, this category has often been misunderstood as the common distinction between
conventional and natural signs—that is to say, signs whose interpretation requires some
social convention and thus a learning process, and those who are understood and
processed innately, without social and cultural intervention. But here the distinction
really is about the relation between signs and things, or objects. The doves that Aeneas
encounters, for example, are produced for the sake of being a sign. Their function as
‘thing’—a pair of birds—has been reduced to a minimum. The same can be said for the
earthquake that shook Delos. Augustine’s own examples include human speech and
animals’ cries. These signs are intentional signs, because they are produced for the sake
of being signs. They come closest to the idea of pure signs. Natural signs, on the other
hand, already exist as things without being created specifically or exclusively for the sake
of signification (e.g. smoke for fire, the tracks of an animal, the human face). Divinatory
signs are necessarily intentional, at least from an emic perspective. And yet, a divinity
can also create natural signs: the gorge left by Poseidon in the Peneios Valley is,
according to the Thessalians, a sign of the god, but it was not left there for the sake of
being a sign (Hdt. 7.129 and Philostr. /mag. 2.14). This is an important distinction: any
sign that originates with a god we shall call a divine sign; intentional divine signs we
shall call divinatory signs. To recognize a sign as divinatory, the intentionality of a divine
agent must be postulated by the observer, based on the belief that the divine sends the
sign with the intention to communicate, even if that communication is notoriously opaque
or even deceptive.

Indeed, the excursion on Servius’ interpretation of the bird-sign in Aeneid 12 laid
bare a key anxiety of divination: the possibility of deception and manipulation.
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Manipulation can happen at any point of the divinatory process. In the case of Aeneid 12,
the manipulation does not happen at the moment of interpretation or observation, which
would be the case if the observer or interpreter were deliberately interfering with the sign.
A historical example of this is Onomakritos (6-5" ¢. BCE), who was an interpreter, or
chresmologos, of a book of Oracles of Musaeus; he was accused by Lasus of Hermione
of inserting an oracle, and he was subsequently banished (Hdt. 7.6.3).!”° In the Aeneid,
however, the sign is manipulated from its very inception. The goddess Juturna
manipulates the signs, which disrupts, in Servius’ reading, the usual distinction between
evoked and spontaenous signs. The sign is nonetheless believable, and the manipulation
thus successful, because Juturna uses “real” signs. To minimize human interference in
divination, divinatory signs typically become manifest in situations over which humans
have no control and which seem to be ruled by chance: the flights of birds, the rustling
leaves on a tree, the behavior or sounds of animals, and involuntary actions such as
sneezes, farts, chance remarks, and random encounters. As is clear from these last two
examples, which are known as kAnddv and copporov (cf. Prometheus’ list in Aesch. PV.

484-99, discussed below), the element of (perceived) randomness can render something

179 Shapiro 1990: 335-45; Bowden 2003: 256-74; Dillery 2005: 167-231.
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ordinary significant.'®® The use of dice and divination by lots (sortes, cleromancy)
exemplify the randomization of signs in divinatory procedures.'®!

There is a paradox to randomness that is essential to divination: the moment that,
for example, a random encounter is recognized as a sign, it is no longer perceived as truly
random. Peter Struck elaborates on this paradox:

The very notion of a meaningful coincidence contains from the beginning a

contradiction. It requires both chance and intention. Two things that happen at

once become such a coincidence only when two criteria are met: /ogic must
dictate the event as purely accidental, but the simultaneity must nevertheless
tempt one to assume some more remote, mysterious connection between them.

Pure chance does not make for a portent; rather, chance must be combined with
an uncanny sense of meaningfulness that underwrites the happening. '3

The idea is clear: logic suggests that two birds lighting before Aeneas is a purely random
occurrence, yet the simultaneity of its happening right when he is praying for help
suggests something more meaningful. Struck identifies two criteria at work here, chance
and intention, which would seem to be mutually exclusive. Rolling the dice is logically a
chance event, yet that is precisely why some other, “more remote, mysterious” intention
can swoop in and influence the outcome. The entire premise of divination is that this
intentionality is divine, even if the exact identity of the divinity cannot be ascertained. In

other cases, the sign itself may provide clues about its sender, as for example the doves

180 Cf. also @fjun, edvn and EvpBolov in Aristophanes’ famous list in Birds 717-22. On the use of
children in divination, also as randomizing agents, see Johnston 2001: 97-117. Of course, natural
signs can become institutionalized in settings where they are evoked, or at least anticipated.
Examples include taking the auspices, and the rustling trees of the Oracle at Dodona.

181 On the randomizing element in divination, see on cleromancy in particular, see several of the
contributions in Struck and Johnston 2005.

182 Struck 2004: 66, emphasis mine
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that are symbols of Venus. In Herodotus’ divining of the Chian disaster, the same
perceived simultaneity is at work. The implicit reasoning is: what are the chances of
being struck by two disasters in such a short time span? There must be some intention
behind this, one that signifies even greater evil to come. Here, too, the signs themselves
contain clues about their sender (presumably Apollo), even if Herodotus confines himself
to 0 0g6¢. As we will see in the next chapter, the accidental mode of disaster is precisely
compromised by its duplicity. Aeneas encounters two doves, not one. The accidents of
the Chians are rendered disasters because the second one mirrors the other. Repetition

suggests agency and thus intentionality.

Natural vs. Technical Divination

One of the most pervasive—and, in fact, problematic—classifying principles in
divination is that between natural and technical, or artificial, methods of divination.'®3 I
will address this distinction at some length, not only because it is so pervasive in ancient
and modern scholarship alike, but also because it potentially challenges my claim that
divination is a semiotic practice. After all, authors such as Cicero associate the
interpretation of signs strictly with technical divination. What is more, there is a long
tradition that considers technical divination inferior to natural divination. I argue here that
natural and technical divination are both based on signs. The oracular pronouncement or

inspired dream must be considered a sign whose origin or method of acquisition may

differ from that of the technical sign, but whose interpretation nevertheless is based on

183 Johnston 2015: 477-90.
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the same principles of logical inference. I also demonstrate that the distinction is
purposefully overdrawn by such authors as Plato, and that there is ample cultural and
historical evidence to suggest that the distinction was not particularly meaningful in
practice.

The distinction, which in fact seems to go back to Plato, is between such learned
techniques as observing animal entrails (haruspicy) or the movements of the stars
(astrology), and inspired methods such as enthused prophecy and the interpretation of
dreams (oneiromancy).'3* In Cicero’s On Divination, the distinction is explained as
follows (1.34):

There is a technique (ars) for those who by conjecture (coniectura) set forth

(persequuntur) new things and have learnt the ancient things by observation

(observatione). On the other hand, they involve no technique who foretell the

future not by reason (ratione) or conjecture (by having observed and recorded

signs (observatis ac notatis signis)), but by a certain stirring of the mind or some

free and unrestrained movement, as happens often to people who dream and
sometimes to those who prophesy in frenzy.'®

At its core, the distinction is less about the method of interpreting the sign and more
about the origin and acquisition of the sign. In natural divination, the sign is acquired
directly without the intervention of the (rational) human mind (non ratione aut
coniectura) and can thus be assumed to originate directly with the divine. The sign is

acquired indirectly, on the other hand, through technical divination, mediated by human

184 P1. Phdr. 244a-d; Cic. Div. 1.6.11-12. Cicero calls it natural (naturalis) and technical
(artificiosa) divination.

185 Cic. De Div. 1.34: Est enim ars in eis qui novas res coniectura persequuntur, veteres
observatione didicerunt. Carent autem arte ei qui, non ratione aut coniectura observatis ac
notatis signis, sed concitatione quadam animi aut soluto liberoque motu, futura praesentiunt,
quod et somniantibus saepe contingit et non numquam vaticinantibus per furorem.
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activity through inferential reasoning (coniectura, often translated, erroneously, as
deduction or induction). In my cognitive and semiotic approach to divination, the
distinction between natural and artificial methods, though useful for heuristic purposes,
loses some of its importance, because the interpretation of the sign matters more than its

acquisition.

Skepticism

There seems to be a bias, at least in the Greek world, against technical divination
as the less reliable method. For much of the Classical and Hellenistic periods, the most
prestigious form of divination is the Oracle of Apollo at Delphi. Herodotus, for example,
describes how the Lydian King Croesus tested the oracular shrines of the ancient world,
and how Delphi prevailed. Its prestige can be linked to the Pythia’s method of natural,
inspired divination. This is at least how the Oracle is represented in the literary sources,
although we know that many, if not most, queries were decided by lot (cleromancy). In
Euripides’ Electra, Orestes, whose course of action is driven by Apollo’s Oracle, says:
“For the Oracles of Loxias are steadfast, but I dismiss divination of mortal men” (Ao&iov
yop Eumedotl / ypnouoi, Ppotdv 8¢ pavtikny yaipew €0, 399-400). Applied to the
distinction between natural and technical divination, Orestes’ preference for Apollo’s
Oracle is based not only on the idea that the knowledge it generates originates with the

divine, but that the act of divination itself is performed by Apollo rather than a mortal
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man. 3¢ The pavtucy Ppotdv is contrasted with the pavtucr Osdv, with Apollo as divine
mantis. In Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris, Orestes, in a moment of despair, denounces
Apollo’s oracles and calls the god a “lying mantis.”'8” This suggests the view that
inspired prophecy, and by extension all of natural divination, is the result of the god
him/herself doing the divining. Even though in tragedy prophecies turn out to hold true,
there is no lack of skepticism on the part of the human recipients. Apollo may be a divine
mantis, but just as with human seers, there is always a perceived chance of deception.

Technical divination is not seldom disparaged for rhetorical or philosophical
purposes. In the Phaedrus, Plato contrasts mantic art with oionistic art, that is, divination
through the observation of birds (1] oimviotikn). Plato is probably correct to derive
pavtikn from the same root as pavio (madness, via paivopon “to rage,” < *men), which,
bestowed by the gods, is a noble thing, because it provides undiluted and certain
knowledge. !®® This is in contrast with technical divination, for which Plato invents an
etymological link between oiwvoc (bird, bird-omen) and oincig (opinion) (244c¢-d):

So also, when they gave a name to the investigation of the future which rational

persons conduct through observation of birds and by other signs (onueiwv), since

they furnish intelligence (vodv) and information (ioctopiav) to human thought
(oinoer) from the intellect (dwavoiag) they called it the oionoistic (oiovoioTikTV)

186 An example of Apollo acting as a mantis and interpreting a divinatory sign is Pindar Olymp.
8.37ft.

87 Bur. IT 711: fudg & 6 ®oifoc uavtic dv éyevoaro. See also Eur. Electra 1243-46: puntépog 88
ofjc./ dikona pév vov §o° £xet, oL & ovyl dpaig. / Doifog 0€, Doifoc—aAL’ dva& yap Eot’ €udg, /
oly®: 6oeog &’ MV ovk Expnoé oot copd. Castor seems to have annulled the validity of Apollo's
oracle, making him responsible for Orestes' matricide.

188 Cf. Bur. Bacch. 298-300: pévtig 8 6 daipmv 6de: 10 yop Pakyedoipov / koi 1O poviddeg
LOVTIKTV TOAATV Exel: / tav yap 0 0g0¢ &g 10 odp’ EAOT moADC, / Aéyev 1O UEAAOV TOVG

pepnvotag motel.
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art, which modern folk now call oidnistic, making it more high-sounding by
introducing the long O.!*

In Platonic epistemology, inspired divination is a form of possession by the god, which is

therefore superior to the human reasoning involved in technical divination.

Interpreting the Sign

Besides the rhetorical and philosophical motivations for highlighting the
distinction between natural and artificial divination, there is enough historical and literary
evidence to suggest that the division is by no means a clean line. The prestigious oracles
that were considered to operate with natural methods—the inspired Pythia at Delphi, the
so-called Doves at Dodona, the Sibyls—also required interpreters, whom, as we will see,
Plato refers to as prophets (mpoofitan) rather than diviners (pnévtelc). A fragment from
Heraclitus describes the Sibyl as follows (Fr. 92 D-K = Plut. Mor. 397a):

The Sibyl with frenzied (povopéve) mouth, uttering mirthless, unembellished,

unperfumed [sc. words?], reaches to a thousand years with her voice through the
god.!%

The inspired, possessed, or enthused priestess delivers auditory signs through some form
of speech—it is unclear whether this would be garbled or coherent speech. The case of
Heraclitus’ Sibyl suggests a frenzied state with words pouring out uncontrolled and

unadorned. These sounds would have to be interpreted before the inquirers could use

189 ¢nel wad TV ye TdV Epepdvov (iTnoty Tod péhhovtog Sié te Opvidwv motovpévev Koi Tdv
AoV onueiov, dt’ &k dtavoiag Toplopévov avBpmmivy oinoetl vodv t€ Kol ioTopiay,
010VOTIGTIKTV EM@VOUAGOY, IV VDV OIOVIGTIKTV TA GEUVOVOVTEC 01 VEOL KOAODGIV"

190 <TiBuAda 88 pouvopéve otopatt ... dyélacta kol dxaAdmiota Kol duopiota edeyyouévn
YMoV €TV EEkvelton T oV o1 TOV Bgdv.’
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them. As Sarah Iles Johnston points out, “In the course of putting such ‘natural’ messages
to work in a way that would benefit humans, then, someone with skills that were usually
learned from another person had to step in.”!®! She further notes that seers such as
Calchas, whose expertise is usually considered to be technical, was said to have founded
an incubation oracle at Daunia, which used dreams as its main form of divination—and
oneiromancy is typically classified as a natural method.'*> Even if inspired seers, such as
Bacis of Boeotia, were believed to produce coherent speech in the form of dactylic
hexameters, nonetheless such poetic signs would typically be enigmatic and require
interpretation from an exegete. The same is true for the oracles in dactylic hexameter that,
according to our literary sources, are produced by the Oracle at Delphi. In fact, the scant
evidence for the Pythia’s supposed frenzy, based on anthropological notions of
mediumship, is not convincing at all.'*> What matters most from our perspective is that
inspired divination, just like technical divination, produces or relays divinatory signs.

In natural divination, the signs can be oracular hexameter lines, either uttered and
transmitted verbally as auditory signs, or written down as visual signs. Certain key words
within the hexameter line then need to be interpreted to decipher the message. Both Plato
and Cicero classify dreams as natural divination, because the dreamer is disconnected
from his/her conscious and rational self, and thus in a more susceptible state to receive

divinatory signs. The dream may contain some prophetic pronouncement, or the imagery

191 Johnston 2015.
192 Johnston 2015, citing the example from Strabo 6.3.9.
193 See the survey of evidence and scholarship by Fontenrose 1978: 204-12
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itself is a visual sign, and needs to be interpreted upon waking. This is the role of the
priests at incubation oracles, in which the dream-as-sign is evoked for the purpose of
curing a disease or solving some other problem. In spontaneous or spontaenous
divinatory dreams, the dreamer may also consult a seer to figure out its meaning.
Furthermore, the anxiety surrounding the deception and manipulation of the sign is
present in natural divination as well. The Pythia was occasionally accused of having been
bribed to favor one party over the other (e.g. Hdt. 5.63, 5.90—1; Thuc. 5.16.2-3), but the
problem does not just lie with the recipients of the sign. As we saw with Juturna, the gods
themselves may send deceitful signs. A famous example is the deceptive dream that Zeus
sends to Agamemnon in Book 2 of the /liad. Zeus purposefully makes the sign more
believable and authoritative by putting the advice in the mouth of dream-Nestor. Signs
acquired by either natural or technical methods thus need to be interpreted, and the same

anxieties of manipulation and deception apply.

“I Opened Their Eyes to the Signs”

Cicero’s distinction between natural and technical divination centers on the idea
that the latter is a technique or skill (ars, téxvn), which, as Johnston pointed out, implies
that it can be taught. Natural divination, on the other hand, must be bestowed, simply
happens, or is encountered. Seers presumably passed on their skills in reading entrails
and interpreting bird signs to other seers, and, indeed, non-experts could also practice
divine-it-yourself. In Homer, heroes such as Hector and Odysseus interpret signs left and
right, and some signs are so obvious, apparently, that the interpretation is immediate and
universal, as in this example from the //iad (13.821-3): “Even as he [Ajax] spoke thus, a
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bird flew by him on the right hand, an eagle of lofty wing; and at that the host of the
Achaeans shouted aloud, heartened by the bird-sign (oiwv®).”!** Other well-known
historical examples come from Xenophon’s Anabasis. When Xenophon is reluctant to
accept the command of the army, he argues that “the gods sent me signs (éonjunvav) in
the sacrifices in such a way that even a layman could perceive (yv@dpor) that I must
withhold myself from accepting the sole command” (Xen. 4n. 6.1.31).!%

The idea that divinatory methods can be taught and learned is evident from a
crucial passage in the play Prometheus Bound."”® The Titan Prometheus tells the chorus
of divine Oceanids how he has taught mortals a number of practical skills (t€yvog te xai
mopovg, 477; téxvar, 506) to ease their suffering (muota, 442) in life. These skills
include those of medicine and also divination, which Prometheus addresses at great
length (A. PV. 484-99, transl. Sommerstein):

I also systematized (€otoiyica) many kinds of divination (pavtiki|g). I was the

first to interpret (kdxpiva) from dreams what actual events (bmap) were destined

to happen; I made known to them the difficult arts of interpreting (dvokpitovc)
significant utterances and encounters on journeys; I defined (61dp1c’) precisely
the flight of crook-taloned birds, which of them were favorable and which sinister
by nature, '’ the habits of each species and their mutual hatreds, affections and
companionships; and the smoothness of internal organs, and what color bile
should have if it is to be pleasing to the gods, and the mottled appearance and

proper shape of the liver-lobe; I wrapped the thigh-bones and the long chine in fat
and burnt them, guiding mortals towards a skill of making difficult inferences

94 Q¢ Gpa ol eindvT Enéntato de&10g Opvig / aietdg dymég: émi 8 Taye Aadg Ayoudv /
Bapovvog oiwvd- (/1. 13.821-3)

195 Cf. also Xen. An. 3.2.9, 5.6.29. On Xenophon and the mantis, see Flower 2008.

196 The authorship question, which does not concern us here, is briefly touched upon in Chapter
Four.

197 Some question as to whether edmvdpovg here is euphemistic, i.e. opposite dexios so “left, bad”
because ill-omened (LSJ III), or literal, i.e. “of good name, auspicious, fortunate” (LSJ I-II).

109



(ovotékpaptov), and opening their eyes to the signs (orjuata) the flames gave,
which till then had been dark to them.!*8

First and foremost, the list shows no distinction between natural and technical forms of
divination—dreams, chance events, birds, entrails, and sacrifice are mentioned as part of
the same group. One scholiast, commenting on this passage, adopts these forms almost
identically, noting that divination can be divided into four forms, namely divination by
dreams, birds, liver, and sacrifice (0velpokpitikdv, olmwVosKOTNTIKOV, NTOTIKOV, BUTIKOV,
sc. £160¢). Another, earlier scholiast notes that there are indeed many kinds of divination,
and lists three: a conjectural, an inspired, and an astronomical form

(eikaoTIKOV, EMITVEVGTIKOV, AGTPOVOUIKOY, sc. £160¢). Curiously, the latter two are not
represented at all (unless oneiromancy is counted as an inspired form; to be sure, Plato
and Cicero considered it a form of natural divination). The absence of divination by using
the stars (dotpovopkdv), or astrology, in Prometheus Bound is not remarkable, since it
was not practiced in Greece until the Hellenistic period, much later than the date of the

play’s composition. '’

198 tpémovg te moALOVG pavtikiic éotoiyica, kiikpva TpdTog £€ dvelpdrmv b ypn Umap yevésOar,
KANdOVAG TE SuOKPITOVE EYVADPLE’ aDTOIG EVOdiove T& GLUPOAOVS, YYD VIY®OV TE TTTHOV OlOVMDY
okeBp@dg d10p16°, olTIvEC TE 0e€lol UGV EDMVVOUOVG TE, Kal diottay fjviva Exovs’ £KaoTtol Kol
TPOG AAAA0VG Tiveg ExBpant Te Kkal oTépyNnOpa Kol cuvedpiol GTAAYYVOV TE AELOTNTA, KOl XPOLoV
Tiva £xovc’ av €in daipooty TPOG NOOVIV YOAT, AoPod T€ TOtKIANY £dpop@iay: Kviont Te KON
OLYKOALTTO KoL LOKPAV 0GQTDV TUPMGOS SOVGTEKLAPTOV EIC TEYVNY DOWG0, OvynTovg, Kol gAY
onuata EEopudtoca tpodchey 6vt’ Enapyspa.

199 T will use the term astrology instead of astronomy (a term more closely linked to Platonism);
no distinction was made between the two throughout Antiquity (and well beyond). I will follow
A.A. Long in distinguishing between hard and soft astrology, but for now I define the term
generally to mean the observation of celestial phenomena in search for meaning. Strictly
speaking, then, the term need not be divinatory, although in Antiquity the observation of celestial
phenomena typically leads to either celestial omen divination, or the postulating of effects of stars
on people and earthly events. The latter would ultimately give rise to the two main branches of
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What is also striking about Prometheus’ list is that his main activity is
organization, rather than invention. The verbs he uses to describe his own activity are
otowyilm (“to set in a row,” esp. poles), kpivo (“‘separate, distinguish™), and d1wpilw
(“draw a boundary, define”’). These are not just abstract verbs that have to do with
classification and systemization in general. Rather, as Durkheim and Mauss have
suggested, divination itself is essentially about classification. Prometheus separates
meaningful utterances from random ones, and draws the boundary between auspicious
and inauspicious omens, thus organizing the world around him in what is meaningful and
what is not. In the Hymn to Hermes, Apollo tells Hermes that he will deceive those who
put their faith in “omens of vain utterance” (payiAoyolot oimvoiow) (HH. 3.541-9).
Prometheus’ skills are useful but difficult: the signs are “hard to discern” (dvokpitovg)
and “hard to infer” (dvotékpaptov). Prometheus also refers to the time before he opened
people’s eyes to the signs. Before Prometheus taught humans these and other important
skills, they had lived in darkness (Aes. Prom. 447-50, transl. Sommerstein, adapted):

In the beginning, though they had eyes and ears they saw and heard in vain

(ndtnv); like dream-figures they lived a life of utter random (gikf)) confusion all
their days. ...?%

Before Prometheus, perception and interpretation were not linked: humans could see

things, but no signs: they never saw something as something. (Another example from a

astrology practiced in the West, namely horoscopic astrology, or genethlialogy, which makes
predictions based on the time of an individual’s birth or conception, and catarchic astrology,
which determines the best time for initiating actions. For bibliography and more, see below.
Tester 1987: 11 offers a helpful definition, based on the idea that astrology proper could only
develop after mathematical astronomy.

200 o mpdytaL pév PAémovteg EBAemov pbny, / kKAbovteg odk fikovov, GAL dvelpdrwv / dAlykiol
poppaiot Tov paxpov Plov / Epupov giki) mhvra, ...
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different part of the divinatory paradigm is offered by Sherlock Holmes, when he
famously rebukes Dr. Watson: “You see, but you do not observe.”)?°! This thus
represents a pre-semiotic state of living, in which signifiers lack proper or consistent
signifieds. It is a world of raw data without any meaning. This life that lacks fixed
markers of orientation is ruled by randomness, expressed by words such as Prometheus’
uartnv, €ikf] and Apollo’s pdy. The scholiast describes this as living “in confusion” (§v
tapoyt)—a significant word in the context of disaster, as we will see in the next chapter.
Prometheus lifts this pre-semiotic spell by showing people how to use things (which
implies seeing something as something), and by interpreting the world according to fixed
markers. The clearest example of this are seasonal markers (Aes. Prom. 454-8, transl.
Sommerstein):

Nor had they any reliable indicator (tékpap) of winter, or of flowery spring, or of

fruitful summer; they did everything without planning (yvépunc), until I showed
them the hard-to-discern (Svokpitovq) risings and settings of stars.?*

The seasonal signs of rising and setting stars are not divinatory signs, but they do share a
conceptual similarity in that both are said to be “hard to discern” (dvokpitovg).

Functionally—as signs—they operate in the same way. The semiotic term that

201 Conan Doyle, 4 Scandal in Bohemia: 162. Compare also Biblical contexts, e.g. Matt. 13:13,
Mark 4:12, Luke 8:10, John 12:40, Is. 6:9, Jer. 5:21, Ezek. 12:2. Jesus’ parables, contrary to
Prometheus’ teachings, are themselves coded riddles that prevent the uninitiated from seeing.

221y §” 00dEV odToic oBTe YeipaTog Tékpap / 0BT vOgpm®Sonc Nipog obte Kapmipov / 0Epoug
BéPatov, GAA" tep yvoung 1O Tav / Expaccov, E6Te 0N oV AvTOAdG &y® / dotpov E6€1E0 TAG TE
dvuokpitovg dvucelc. Sommerstein’s notes on this passage: “Any given star rises (and sets) four
minutes earlier each day, and Greeks used as markers of the seasons the days when prominent
stars or star-groups (e.g. Sirius, Arcturus, the Pleiades) could first be seen rising (or, six months
later, setting) before daybreak. These risings and settings are “hard to discern” because
knowledge of them presupposes the ability to pick out the marker stars from the thousands of
others in the sky.”
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Prometheus uses is téxpap (“indicator,” cf. index), which means fixed sign, and which
we will analyze in the next section. As Sommerstein’s translation correctly but probably
unintentionally implies, tékpap is an indexical sign because its relation between the
object (winter) and the sign (position of the stars) expresses contiguity.

Thus, the teachings of Prometheus signal a new semiotic awareness, which opens
the door to a variety of disciplines and practices—a “divinatory paradigm.” Prometheus
seems to share Peirce’s motto that nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted as a sign. A
world without signs is a world without meaning, at least for all practical purposes; signs
help to construct a path through the confusing background noise of randomness.
Prometheus claims to have opened people’s eyes to the signs, or onjuata, of divination.
He has also taught people to recognize the position of the stars as sign, or Téxpop.
Herodotus called the Delian earthquake a sign, or t€pag. What do these different words
for sign tell us about practical, ancient conceptions of the sign? Are these terms
interchangeable, and how are they used differently over time? This is not just a matter of
semantics, but also of conceptual classification. All the classifications we have discussed
so far, however, prioritize the origin or acquisition of the sign: does the sign appear in
heaven or on earth? Is the sign evoked in prayer or does it appear spontaneously? Is the
sign created intentionally as sign or does it already exist as object? Is the sign
apprehended by natural means, such as sleep or inspiration, or by artificial means, such as
the rational mind observing birds or entrails? If we take Herodotus’ Chian catastrophe as
our example, the disaster-as-sign appears as an spontaenous, intentional sign that is
apprehended by some form of technical divination. Divining disaster, moreover, emerges
as a cognitive state that distinguishes random occurrences from meaningful events. As
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such, it plays a role in organizing the world. One aspect that is entirely obscured by these
classifications, however, is that of semiosis: #Zow does the sign stand for something? This
question has epistemological implications. Based on how the sign stands for something, a
different kind of knowledge is conveyed. The following section looks at Greek sign

terminology to consider these questions.

PART III

NAMING THE SIGN

Tzetzes’ Terminology

So far we have focused on classifying signs within a divinatory context. Now we
turn to the semantic analysis of Ancient Greek sign terminology itself, of which no
comprehensive account exists yet, but which is much needed to grasp the full scope of
divining disaster within a semiotic or divinatory paradigm. Before addressing individual
terms and their usage in Archaic and Classical Greek texts, let us consider a comparative
terminology from a later date that examines the relations between different signs. The
Chiliades of John Tzetzes, the 12-century Byzantine poet and grammarian, has
preserved a valuable comparison of ancient sign terminology, in which he is concerned
with the sign in general, rather than the divinatory sign exclusively. What makes his
discussion so illuminating is the implicit way in which these different signs, based on
their names, are organized. The principle that underwrites this organization is precisely

the cognitive aspect we are interested in, namely the way in which the sign functions as
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the basis for inferential reasoning. Of the terms that are relevant to the present
discussion, the six terms he discusses are: 1€pag, onueiov, tekunplov, couporov, and
elkog (7.152).

Tzetzes defines 1épag as something “wholly against nature” (10 mopd VoV
dmav), such as a person with six fingers or three feet or three hands. Next, onueiov is
something that “appears altogether against place and time” (mapd T0moV 0€ Pavi) Kol
mopd ypovov cvumav), like a rose in winter or a strange beast dwelling outside of its usual
habitat. The definition of texunplov is something “that shows from something manifest,
something that is invisible” (10 amd Pavepod TvOC TL Apaveg detkvdov); for example,
when you see smoke from a distance, “you presume (lit. perceive with your mind)”
(vogic) that there is a hearth. Tzetzes next links cOpporov to cuppovAn (“counsel,
deliberation”), defining couPoiov as something “that is effected by deliberation” (10 &’
amo cvpuPoviiic mpoybév); examples include signals on the battlefield and Judas’ kiss of
betrayal. Finally, Tzetzes discusses the term €iko¢, a somewhat curious inclusion since it
never means “sign” per se, but rather “likelihood, probability.” This confirms that
Tzetzes is especially interested in how signs form the basis for a process of inference, and
the kind of knowledge it produces. He defines €ikog as “a guessing based on appropriate
reasoning” (6TOXAGLOC €K AOYIGU®V Tpemdvtmv), and his example is that if someone is
walking about at night, he is likely to pursue either thievery or prostitution.

Several classifying principles can be discerned. First, tépog and onpeiov are
defined by their contrary nature: both inspire wonder, or even fear, by being abnormal
and contrary to everyday experience. The examples of t€pag suggest deformity and hence
monstrosity. The examples of onueiov appear harmless in themselves, and emphasize
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misplacement and out-of-placeness. Both are characterized by the natural world behaving
in a strange and unexpected way, although it can remain unclear what exactly these signs
signify. They are enigmatic and above all wondrous signs. Both signs are encountered
rather than evoked, precisely because they originate in nature. The coufoAov, on the
other hand, originates in culture and is defined by its conventionality. The cOppolrov is an
entirely arbitrary sign that only works when its signified is previously agreed upon. (In
this, Tzetzes’ interpretation anticipates that of modern scholarship.) The goal of its use is
to relay a coded message that has been constructed “deliberately” by its encoder, even if
the connection with cuppovAr is linguistically incorrect. For the users of the copoiov,
there is no question as to what it signifies, and the message can be captured by a
conditional statement: if | kiss him, then he is the man you must capture. This only goes
for those who are privy to the meaning of the symbol; there is an element of exclusion,
since those who have not been initiated are not supposed to decode it, or they are
supposed to decode it wrongly (for example, by accepting the ‘normal’ meaning of the
kiss as a simple greeting).

In this sense, cOpPorov differs from texunplov, which is not defined by its
conventionality as much as by its clear and self-evident relationship between sign and
meaning: if there is smoke, then there is fire. The interpretation requires no discursive
decoding, but is straightforward and instantaneous because it is based on experience:
smoke means fire, and by extension habitation. Of course, there is an inference involved
(with the mind, vodg, as the verb voéw suggests), but one that is more straightforward
than the couPoiov precisely because the texpnprov has a non-arbitrary relationship
between the signifier and the signified. In the example of smoke and (hearth)fire, that
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relationship is causal, and based on repeated observation and past experience that smoke
at the horizon will lead one to human habitation. The term &ikdg, finally, refers to the
process or outcome of an inference based on signs that seems to produce circumstantial
evidence whose epistemological status qualifies as “likely” or “probable.” This is the
only example Tzetzes actually gives in a conditional form: if 'you see someone out at
night, then he is likely to be involved in some clandestine activity (e.g. stealing or
prostitution). The protasis contains the sign, and the inference, contained in the apodosis,
requires an act of appropriate reasoning, based on experience, general laws, or knowledge
about human behavior. The inferential process lies somewhere between that of the
texpnpov and the copporov: it is less straightforward than the smoke/fire/hearth
association, and more accessible than the purely conventional and potentially secretive
codes of the cOpporov.

Thus, Tzetzes’ classification suggests various ways in which the sign functions as
the basis for inferential reasoning. In the case of texunpiov, ikog, and coufolrov, the
term consists of a sign that can be understood as the protasis of a conditional statement (if’
...) with increasing degrees of conventionality based on contiguity, likelihood, and
arbitrary agreement, respectively. This triad neatly anticipates Peirce’s classification of
the sign as index, icon, and symbol. Of particular interest are the terms onueiov and
tépag. They are the outliers, since they are defined explicitly as “unnatural” signs, and
therefore lack a clear decoding mechanism. As we will see, the history of the word tépag
roughly confirms this usage, while the term onueiov has enjoyed a much wider
application than Tzetzes’ definition suggests. These are the types of sign that readily lend
themselves to postulate unconventional agents, because they appear to violate common-
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sense experiences about the world. They seem to operate under a different, unknown
code, and therefore invite different methods of interpretation.

In the following sections, I will offer a philological analysis of tépoagc and té€xpap /
tekunprov from their earliest occurrences to the 4™ century. I focus on these two terms
because they are most directly related to divining disaster. Moreover, no comprehensive
account exists of these terms yet, even though they are central to Greek sign terminology.
I touch on ofjua / onueiov more briefly, because the stem sém- comprises too general and
large a semantic field. The term cOpPoAiov has already been discussed fruitfully by other
scholars, and can be summarized here.?”® The noun is derived from the verb coufdiim
(lit. “throw together”), probably in its particular meaning “come together, meet, agree.”
In the Classical period, the word primarily refers to a token used to authenticate a
contract, and—in tragedy but also later in the novel—to ascertain the identity of a person.
Concretely, the copPolov is a token that is part of a greater whole, a piece that
corresponds to another piece, or two parts that fit together. The term cOppoliov indicates
what it indicates by agreement, or, in linguistic terms, by convention. Tzetzes’ example
of souPorov similarly confirms the conventional nature of the sign. While the use of the
noun is varied, its use as divinatory sign is quite marginal (compared to tépag and
onueiov). Peter Struck has shown that, as a divinatory sign, coppoiov refers to who or
what one meets. The term points to the suddenness and unexpectedness of the meaningful

occurrence, the chance encounter that seems random but proves meaningful.?** The term

203 Miiri 1976; Struck 2014.
204 Struck 2014, esp. Chapter Two.
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ik, finally, is omitted altogether from my philological discussion, because the term
never means “sign” strictu sensu, and its relationship to either divination or disaster is
only indirect. That said, the role of /ikeness and likelihood in inferential reasoning is key

to decoding many a divinatory sign, as we will see in Part IV.

Yijpa, onueiov, ocnuoive

Words derived from the stem sém- (ofjua, onueiov, and its verbal form onuaive)
can refer to signs and marks of all kinds, including divine signs and portents (such as
thunder and lightning, chance utterances, oracular pronouncements, and birds),
conventional signs (such as battle signals, tomb stones, and flags), and natural signs (such
as animal tracks and medical symptoms). The term droonpia (“sign from Zeus™) is more
specific, and refers to omens in the sky, such as thunder, rain, and lightning. The verb
onpoaiveo means to convey a message through the medium of a sign. In particular, the
verb can carry the idea of authoritative communication, as when the sign is made from a
superior vantage point, whether literal (such as the scout on the top of a hill, e.g. Hdkt.
7.192.1), or metaphorically, as when a person of authority arbitrates between different
viewpoints (e.g. Hdt. 1.5.3).2%° The ultimate authority belongs to the vantage point of the
gods. One fragment of Heraclitus, for example, links the verb onuaivo to the oracular
pronouncements of Apollo: “The lord whose oracle is in Delphi neither speaks (Aéyet) nor
conceals (kpOmter), but indicates through signs (onuaiver)” (DK 22 B 93). In this

fragment onpaivo is especially associated with divine communication, which is

205 This has been shown by Nagy 1990: 165. See also Hollmann 2011: 20-21.
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characterized as somewhere between complete transparency and complete obscurity.2%

The oracular sign provides a basis for inference as to what the god is communicating, but
the sign must be decoded properly.

In a passage from the Timaeus, Plato elaborates on the need for a rational
interpreter of the sign, even signs that are acquired through inspired divination. Plato, as
we have seen, privileges inspired over technical divination, but this distinction partly
collapses when it comes to interpreting the divinely sent signs (P1. Tim. 71e-72a):

But it belongs to an individual when in their right mind to recollect and ponder

both the things said in dream or waking vision by the divine and inspired nature,

and all the visions that were seen, and by the means of reasoning to discern about

them all how they are significant and for whom they signify (onuaivet) evil or

good in the future, the past, or the present.?’’
Plato calls these interpreters (Omokpttai) prophets (mpo@ftar), rather than diviners
(ndvrerg). They are specialists who preside over the process of interpretation of the sign,
and thus produce meaning, while the mantic (and, for Plato, manic) individual acts
simply as the mouthpiece for the god, channeling both visual and auditory signs. The
verb onuaive here refers to the activity of semiosis of the divinatory sign, namely how
and for whom its coded message is conveyed through signs.

If onuaiveo means indicating or transmitting through signs, the verb mpoonuaive

adds a temporal layer to the verb: something is communicated about the future through

206 Romeo 1976.

207 g0 Evvvorficat pdv Euepovog T te pndévta dvauvncedévia dvap §j Hrap VIO THG LOVTIKTG TE
Kol €vOoLo1oTIKTG POGEWMC, Kol Ooa v @avtdcuata 0e0T, Tivia Aoyioud diehécbat, dmn T

onuaivel koi 6t pEAAovtog 1 tapeAfovtog 1 Tapdvtog kakod 1 dyadod:

120



signs beforehand.*®® It has the sense of forecasting, creating a temporal relation between
the sign and the event (the referent) that followed. This is the verb Herodotus uses in the
Chios passage, noting that the god communicates through signs before disasters
happen.?” To be able to signal something in advance requires the superior vantage point
mentioned above. It is therefore no surprise that in its earliest attested usage—in
Herodotus and once in Euripides—the verb refers to divine communication.?!® In
Euripides’ Suppliant Women (ca. 430-20 BCE), for example, Theseus gives an optimistic
account of the human condition, praising the role of divination: “As for things that are
unmarked (donua) and that we do not know clearly, seers foretell them
(mpoonpaivovotv) by examining the fire, the folds of entrails, and the flights of birds”
(Eur. Suppl. 211-3).2!! Through such typical divinatory techniques as pyromancy,
hieromancy, and ornithomancy, the seer retransmits the signs given beforehand by the
god. In Xenophon, the verb is always divinatory, too, and used for the daimonion that
tells Socrates beforehand what not to do; the gods announce things beforehand, too, by
sending tépato—on which more below (Xen. Mem. 1.1.4; 1.4.15). The verb is also used

in the context of medical semiotics, especially in the Hippocratic corpus and Diocles, and

208 Earliest use in Euripides (1x in Suppl., 1x in Med, but spurious line) and Herodotus (4x).
Xenophon uses it frequently (8x). Most frequent in Hippocratic corpus. Not in Thucydides, Plato,
or the orators (except once in Aeschines, discussed below).

209 In Herodotus, the gods communicate beforehand to Croesus (1.45) and to the Chians (6.27),
and so does Apollo’s priestess, the Pythia, to the Spartans (6.123).

210 Earliest non-divinatory context is Eur. Med. 725, but the line is omitted in some manuscripts
and considered spurious by most editions, including the OCT by Diggle.

UG 8 Eot’ donuo Ko copdS YLyVHOOKOUEY, / é¢ Thp PAEmOVTES KOl KOTA GTAGY VOV TTTLYOC /
UAVTELG TPOCTLAIVOLGTY 0lVAY T  dmo.
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meteorology, as when certain sounds announce beforehand that the South Wind will blow
(Aristotle) and the sound of the screech owl in winter foreshadows fair weather

(Theophrastus).

Tépag (I): Signs and Monsters

A second Greek term for sign is t€pag (“sign, wonder, portent, monster”), the
only term that consistently refers strictly to divine (and often but not necessarily
divinatory) signs.?!? Greek has several other, partly interchangeable terms that can refer
to divinatory signs specifically, such as dpvig and oimvdc, both of which must have
originally referred to bird omens (their cries, behaviors, and paths of flight) in a narrow
sense (cf. Lat. auspicium).?'> The term @dopa (“apparition, portent, monstrous shape”)
refers mostly, but not exclusively, to meteorological phenomena, such as eclipses and
thunderstorms, or strange appearances and images, such as those that appear in dreams.
Other terms are restricted to dreams (&vepoc, 6yig, Evomviov) and oracular signs
(xpnopoc, ypnotpiov, pavtsiov).2!* Personal preference seems to be a factor, too:
Xenophon, for example, has a predilection for the word oimvdc, which for him mean
“divinatory sign” in general. Of all these terms, Raymond Bloch concludes in his
comprehensive study of divinatory signs in Antiquity that tépag has the widest semantic

range.

212 See Colombo 2012: 221-51; Bloch 1963: 9-33; Steinhauser 1911; Stein 1909.
213 On bird omens in Greek divination, see Dillon 1996: 99-121.
24 Hollmann 2011: 9n. 1; 51 n. 1.
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According to Benveniste, tépag alone does the work of the much more elaborate
Latin lexicon for divine signs, with such terms as monstrum, portentum, prodigium,
ostentum, and omen.?"> To be sure, the distinction between these Latin terms had also
already become blurred at least by the time of Cicero—and scholars to this day use such
terms as omen, portent, and prodigy without much distinction.?!® Some scholars have
suggested that omina occur directly before an event, that prodigia always occur
spontaneously, or that monstra are inherently negative—but examples can be easily
found to contradict these generalizations.?!” More insightful, perhaps, is Benveniste’s
reconstruction of the preliterary distinctions of these Latin terms based on their
etymology:2!®

omen ‘a veracious presage’.

monstrum ‘a creature whose abnormality constitutes a warning’ (moneo ‘to

warn’).

ostentum ‘a phenomenon which extends (*zen-) opposite (0bs-) the observer in his

field of vision’.

portentum ‘a vast perspective presented (por-) to one’s gaze which reveals the

future’

prodigium ‘an utterance invested with divine authority (aio, cf. Aius) pronounced
in public (prod-) which functions as a presage’

215 Benveniste 1973: Vol. 6, Ch. 6.

26 Quia enim ostendunt, portendunt, monstrant, praedicunt, ostenta, portenta, monstra, prodigia
dicuntur. (Cic. De Div. 1.42.93). Cf. Servius ad. Aen. 3.366: confusa plerumque ponuntur. See
most recently Engels 2007.

217 See Beerden 2013: 110. The bird-omen in Aeneid 12, discussed above, is called a monstrum by
the poet, and it is not clear at all that this sign is inherently negative. If anything, the Italians
interpret it as a positive sign.

218 Two absent terms, probably because their etymologies are quite straightforward, are augurium
and auspicium. Augurium, which means “presage” in the broadest sense, comes from augeo,
“increase” in the sense that an augur is someone who give presages that guarantee the “increase”
or success of an activity. Meillet s.v. augeo.

123



These reconstructed meanings suggest an emphasis on the visual and auditory nature of
the divinatory sign, and the importance of the observer. The Latin terms monstrum,
portentum and prodigium can have a transferred meaning of “monster, monstrosity.”
Monstrum is something that shows (monstrare) and something that warns (monere, via
monestrum).*"® The Greek tépog can mean “monster” too, a connection borne out by the
shared etymology of tépag and méAwp (“monster”), which has now found general
acceptance.?” “Teras est avant tout le «prodige», prodigium, monstrum par excellence,
dans le sens de 1’étymologie du mot latin,” writes Ileana Chirassi Colombo.?*! My
analysis of the word tépoag demonstrates that its meaning oscillates between divine sign
and monstrous creature, and that these meanings are two sides of the same coin. As
divine sign, on the one hand, it is always extraordinary and inspires awe or fear; as a
monster, on the other hand, it is always a warning sign of some sort, a symptom of a
disturbance in the natural and social equilibrium. Tépag is especially relevant to our
understanding of divining disaster, because it has a relationship to both divination and
disaster. Seen from the Uncertainty Paradigm, t€pag is a sign that needs to be interpreted,
especially since its extraordinary nature is often symptomatic for something that is
wrong. Seen from the Agency Paradigm, the tépac emerges as monster with its own

destructive agency, or as something indicative of an outside, divine agency.

219 This etymology, which goes back to Antiquity itself (cf. Festus Glossarium 122.7), is likely
correct (Chantraine).

220 Osthoff 1905: 51-68; Chantraine s.v. tépag; Frisk s.v. tépog. An alternative etymology,
proposed by Scherer, connects feras with Skr. tarah “star”. For teras and pelor in Homer, see
Pizzani 2000: 527-40.

221 Colombo 2012: 222.
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Tépag (IT): Thunder, Rainbows, and Snakes

In Homer, the word tépoc never means monstrous creature per se, but refers to a
wide variety of divine signs, from celestial and meteorological signs such as thunder,
rainbows, stars, and wind, to chthonic signs related to snakes and monsters such as the
Gorgo, often in connection to tokens on armor. These tépata can be evoked or
spontaneous. Nestor, for example, asks “god to show a sign” (0ov efjvan tépag, Od.
3.141), whether to navigate their ships past Chios landward or seaward. The god showed
it to them, probably in the form of a favorable wind, although this is not made explicit.???
When the sign is specified, it becomes clear that its extraordinary nature suggests an
extraordinary, divine, sender. Natural phenomena such as thunder and rainbows become
extraordinary because of the perceived meaningful coincidence of their appearance. In
Book 20 of the Odyssey, Odysseus asks for a sign indoors (a enun, or “utterance”) and a
sign outdoors (a tépag from Zeus). He immediately hears thunder, which he perceives as
the t€pag he requested. The thunder then goes on to prompt the indoor sign: the thunder
is heard by the last miller still awake, and she, too, immediately recognizes it as a T€pag
from Zeus (20.114), albeit for a different reason. For Odysseus, the meaningful
coincidence follows upon the fact that the sign was asked for; for the miller woman, the

thunder is extraordinary because there is not a cloud in sight (006¢ T001 vépog €oTi,

222 Colombo 2012: 243.
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20.114).22 The woman recognizes it as a sign (“you [Zeus] are now showing someone
this as a sign,” 1€pag vo 1e® tO0€ Qaivelg, 20.114), and, though she is uncertain about the
intended recipient, she responds to it by asking Zeus for a special wish, namely that the
bread she is baking will be the suitors’ last meal. Odysseus hears her speech, which is
referred to as both a “sign for her master” (ofjpa &vakxti, 20.111) and a “chance
utterance” (khendovy, 20.120), and he considers it the fulfillment of the indoor vun he
had requested. To Odysseus, the meaning of the signs is clear, because they were evoked
in a specific conditional proposition: if you gods have brought me home to Ithaca, then
send me an indoor and outdoor sign (20.98-101). Odysseus adds another condition to the
indoor sign, namely that it comes from someone who is awake. This seemingly odd detail
serves to increase the meaningful coincidence of the sign, by asking for something that is
less likely to be the case. As the poet specifies, the other eleven women working at the
mills had already finished their task and were asleep, but one woman, the weakest of
them, happened to be still grinding her barley (20.107-10). By placing this condition on
the sign, Odysseus renders its occurrence more meaningful.

In other situations, a specific sign can be ignored or rejected—at the observers’
peril—as an inferior type of divine communication. When an eagle drops a blood-red
snake in the middle of the Trojan army, the soldiers, bristling with horror, recognize the
“monstrous” (mtéAwpov) snake immediately as a tépag from Zeus (/I. 12.209)—note that

tépoag and mélwp are collocated here. Polydamas, Hector’s prescient alter ego, interprets

223 The text makes clear that this is not the reason why Odysseus considered the thunder a teras,
since he is said to accept the teras from Zeus as coming “from up high from the clouds”
(OyoBev €k vepémv).
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the t€pag as a bad sign, and advises not to attack the Achaean camp at this time (cf. /1.
18.243-84, where he is described as the only one who “looks both before and after,” pa
TpoOcow Kai omicom, /1. 18.250). Hector, however, rebukes him and scorns the bird-
omens, saying that he has received personal guarantees from Zeus himself (12.231-44).
Rather than offering a different interpretation of the sign, Hector rejects its validity
altogether.

A spontaneous té€pag, besides the potential of being a sign with a coded message
(ofjua), inspires wonder and amazement, as is most obvious with events that seem to go
against everyday experience. Its occurrence derives meaning from the time, place, and
circumstances in which the tépag manifests itself. This is the case with the famous sign
of eight sparrow fledglings and their mother being eaten up by a monstrous snake that has
appeared from under a rock (/1. 2.301-35). Odysseus recalls the “horrific snake” as a
“great sign” sent by Zeus himself (uéya ofjna: opakwv ... cuepdaréoc, 2.308-9), because
its appearance intervenes during a special moment: the Achaean army, detained at Aulis,
is in the middle of sacrificing hecatombs. But the most remarkable moment happens
when Zeus turns the snake, who has devoured the nine birds, to stone. Everyone stands
around “marveling” at this “terrible monster/portent” (Bavudlopev ... dewva TéAwpa,
2.320-1), which the seer Calchas then designates as a “great sign” (t€pag péya, 2.324)

from Zeus.?** Decoding the sign, in Calchas’ interpretation, consists in matching the

224 This (i.e. II. 2.321) is the only extant case where the primary meaning of méAwp (téAmpov =
wéAwp) seems to be “portent” rather than “monster” (méhwpa. Oe®dv, “portents sent by the gods”),
though this meaning lies close to the surface as well. LSJ s.v. téAmpov.
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number of birds to the number of years the Achaeans will be fighting at Troy.??* Scholars
and scholiasts alike have attempted to account for what they perceive as the missing part
of Calchas’ interpretation, namely the tépag of the snake-turned-stone (“le prodige « vrai
»,” according to Colombo, “que le mantis ne sait ou ne veut pas comprendre”).??
Colombo has argued that, if the snake represents the Achaean army, its turning to stone
should reverse the positive meaning of the sign. The scholiasts interpret the petrification
of the snake as the difficulty of the Achaean homecoming. To suspect, with Colombo,
incompetence or malpractice on Calchas’ part, however, is to misread the importance of
the snake’s petrification. Colombo and the scholiast assume that the tépag of the snake’s
petrification is part of the code, and that it must be integrated in the signifying structure
of the content and context of the message.

Seen as an index, however, a tépag always signifies divine agency, as when Zeus
thunders either in response to Odysseus’ request, or, from the miller’s perspective, in a
cloudless sky. It thus possible to read the snake-turned-stone as a metalinguistic part of
the message, meant to demarcate the divine sign and to draw attention to itself as being a

sign. It does so by doing something so contrary to expectation (namely, turning to stone)

225 See critical notes on this by Aristotle (Scholiast on this passage) and Cicero De Div. 2.65. The
Scholiast offers a comprehensive interpretation of the sign: 0 dpakwv ABnvag iepdc, ol otpovbol
Appoditng, ypovov 1 dNAoDOLY, Emel TTNVOG 0 YPOVOG. 6 d¢ AlBog, émel ovKkETL kKivnow Elafev O
TOAENOC. T| TO eV €0° Dyovug KeToBat TNV veoooidv, Thv fvepdecoay “IAov, ol & vTomeTaA0l
vEOGG01L TO OMYOYPOVIOV TV TpdOV: HOPAVOUEV®V YOp OGOV 0VOET® TMY OAAMY
amomecobvTaL 1 0€ &vatn uiTnp T Evveatnpidog Tov Eoyatov dydva, EGNUAVEY, 1] O O10 TOD
¥oaTog Topeio ToD dpakovtog TV ot BdaTog AEEy TV EAA V@V, T0 8¢ Teptielpdivar v
VEOOGLAV TO UT| TAVTEADC NpovicOot TOV TOmov: oikeltat yap uéypt Tod viv. 1| 8¢ dnoAiifwoic ij 10
dVodEEOOEVTOV TV VOGTMV.

226 Colombo 2012: 243.
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that it must indicate divine involvement—it is the indexical aspect of the sign that is
dominant here. The petrified snake-tépag is an index of Zeus, which confirms that the
entire occurrence is a divine sign, one that, as ofjua or symbolic sign, contains a coded
message as well. If evoked, as for Nestor or Odysseus, a sign is a 1€pag by virtue of being
a direct sign of divine agency, because its appearance is perceived as an immediate
response to a request for a deity. If spontaneous, as for the miller or snakes encountered
by the Achaean army, a sign is a tépag by virtue of being so extraordinary that it is
suggestive of divine agency. Thunder in a cloudless sky, snakes dropping out of the sky,
or snakes turning into stone all invite this suggestion. These spontaneous signs lean
heavily on their ability to inspire fear or awe, and the circumstances under which they
appear; this is both what allows them to be recognized as signs in the first place, and as
divine signs in particular.

Indeed, when meteorological phenomena appear as tépata it is by their
association with divine agency. The only two Homeric instances where tépag is part of a
simile are instructive. In Iliad 17, Athena arrives amidst the Achaeans wrapped “in a lurid
cloud” (moppupén vepérn, 17.551). The color serves as the common element in
comparing Athena’s supernatural appearance to the “lurid rainbow” (mopgupénv iptv,
17.547) from heaven that Zeus sends as tépog “either of war or of chilly storm, which

stops people from their work upon earth and troubles the flocks.”?*” The rainbow must be

227 Zehg €€ 00pavodev tépac Eupevar i ToAéporo / § kai yeyudvog Suebainéog, 8¢ pa te Epyanv /
avBpomovg avénavoey &mi xBovi, ufjia 6¢ kndet (/1. 548-50). In Homer, mtoppOpeog means
“heaving” or “gushing” when applied to the sea or blood, and “purple” when applied to clothes;
the meaning “lurid” is suggested by LSJ specifically for //. 17.547 and 551 to account for the
supernatural hue of both the cloud and the rainbow.

129



sent by Zeus, presumably because of the same extraordinary appearance that causes an
unusual cloud to be associated with Athena’s divine presence. The associations of the
rainbow-as-sign are clearly negative and threatening: signaling either war or storm, crop
and animal husbandry would come to a halt, disturbing the cycle of agricultural
production. Athena’s presence is similarly dangerous, as she enters the fray to rouse strife
(&yepe 8¢ veikog AOvn / oOpavdbev katafdoa, 1. 17.544-5). The rainbow thus appears
as an indexical sign of Zeus and a symbolic sign of disaster.

The second simile shows that tépoc as meteorological sign need not be
threatening per se. Again, it is Athena’s divine presence, or, to be precise, her movement,
that invites the comparison (/. 4.75-9):

Just as the son of devious Kronos sends a star,

a sign (tépac) either for sailors or the wide host of soldiers,

a bright one, and from it many sparks fly,

just like that did Athena dart to earth and

leapt down into their midst; and amazement (6dupoc) came upon all who saw
it'228

The comparison is again about a perceptual similarity, this time between the way a
shooting or falling star moves and the way in which Athena moves from heaven to earth
(note that this is not a fixed star, which would typically be a tékpoap). The extraordinary
phenomenon of the bright star with trailing sparks—whether celestial (a comet) or

atmospheric (a meteor)—is naturally seen as a tépog by sailors and soldiers.?”’ (We can

28010v & dotépa ke Kpdvov mdic dyxvioprten / i vavtnot tépag NE otpatd eOpél Aadyv /
Aopumpov: tod 6€ 1€ ToALOL Ao omvOTpeg tevtan / T £k’ f{ikev €mi ¥0ova [Todlag AOMvn, /K0d
0’ €0op’ ég péocov- Baupoc &’ Exev eicopomVTOC.

22 For comets and meteors, see comments in Kirk s.v. 4.76. In Iliad 18.485, the word td. teipea

occurs in the ekphrasis of Achilles’ shield wrought by Hephaestus. The word clearly refers to the
constellations (the Pleiades, Orion and others are named). Cunliffe lists it as a separate, hapax

130



compare the description of Achilles’ shield, the gleam of which is compared to a trailing
star observed by sailors adrift at sea.) The star inspires wonder and amazement (0duoc)
among the warriors of both camps, who recognize the extraordinary nature of the sign
and thus suspect divine involvement.?*° The sign, which comes at a moment of truce,
prompts a binary interpretation among the men that specifically addresses the
circumstance of the war: either Zeus has devised evil war to resume, or friendship will be
established (/. 4.81-4). Although Athena’s presence in fact signals war, not friendship,
the binary suggests that t€pag is not by definition an ill-omened sign, as some scholars
have maintained; above all, it is defined by its extraordinary nature that is an index of
divine agency.

In Homer, then, tépata are either meteorological or chthonic (snake) phenomena,
two realms that distinctly belong to the divine.?! The chthonic instances lend themselves
especially well for an association with the monstrous; the snakes that devour the

sparrows, and the snake dropped by the eagle are both described as mélwp(ov), a word

entry (but cf., for example, Apol. Arg. 3.1362, 4.261, and Aratus Phaen. 1.692, where teipsa
refers to the fixed stars), while LSJ considers it a lengthened form of tépag (cf. also Chantraine
s.v., who notes the meaning “star” is secondary; cf. Skt. tarah). From a purely semantic
viewpoint, the meaning of star in the sense of fixed, celestial sign goes, in my view, against all
other attested instances of ©épag proper. For example, the meteor-as-tépag in //. 4.76 is a one-
time, rare and non-fixed occurrence.

230 Cf. Od. 3.371-3, where Nestor sees Athena depart in the shape of a bird (fjvn, vulture); the
similar phrase OauPog &° €le mavtag idovTOC.

21 E. Mitropoulou, Deities and Heroes in the Form of Snakes, 1977. Snakes regularly featured as
guardians of sanctuaries; seers such as Cassandra, Helenus, and Melampus received their
divinatory skills when they were licked by snakes, and the infant lamus, the founder of an
important Elean family of seers called the lamidai, was nourished with honey by a snake. Other
examples of snakes as tépara include P. O. 8.37-41 (three snakes, interpreted by Apollo as
tépac); Hdt.
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etymologically related to tépag, as mentioned above.?? Its awe-inspiring qualities makes
the chthonic tépag especially suitable as signs on armor. (One case in which celestial and
chthonic signs overlap is lliad 11.26-8, where the snakes on Agamemnon’s armor are
compared to rainbows, which Zeus sets among the clouds as a tépac). In the scene of the
armament of Athena, the goddess dons Zeus’ war tunic, including the aegis, which has
depictions of Eris (Strife), Alke (Battle Strength), Phobos (Fear), Ioke (Onslaught) and
the gorgoneion: “And on it was the Gorgo, the head of a terrible monster (reA®pov),
terrible and horrific (opuepdvny), the sign (tépac) of aegis-bearing Zeus” (II. 5.741-2).
Pausanias reports a painting in which Menelaus’ shield is adorned with the monstrous
snake that appeared as tépag at Aulis.?** Such instances where télwp and té€pag are
collocated are instructive: the monstrous itself can be a sign of divine power and
deterrence. The monstrous snake-sign interpreted by Polydamas is specifically a
divinatory sign, one that communicates an encoded message from the gods, while the
Gorgo’s snake-haired head is iconic in its function as terror-rousing weaponry. In the

case of the Gorgo, the depiction is the message because it resembles its object.?** Thus,

232 The chthonic nature of snakes explains the animal’s antagonism with birds, “below against
above” (see Bremmer in BNP s.v. snake). For snake/bird enmity in (pseudo-)scientific literature,
see Arist. Hist. An. 9.1, and Ael. N.4. 17.37. See also M. Schmidt, Adler und Schlange, in: Boreas
6, 1983, 61-71

233 ¢v 8¢ 1€ Topyein kepain devoio meAdpov / detvi e ouepdvn €, A10g TépaC aiytdyo1o.
234 Paus. 10.26.3.

235 In Iliad 11, Zeus sends Eris, the goddess of Strife, onto the battlefield, and she hold in her
hand the tépoc of battle. While it is unclear what exactly Eris is holding (scholiasts have
suggested a torch, sword, or lightning bolt), the term t€pag likely refers to an iconic sign again,
one that is meant to instill fear and terror in those who gaze upon it.
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the semiotic function of Homeric tépoagc according to Peirce’s classification of signs is as
follows: as index, tépog typically signals divine agency; as symbol, tépag can but need
not signal danger, as is the case for rainbows and snakes; as icon, tépag typically instills
fear or amazement by resembling or imitating the monstrous. The most consistent of

these, however, is its indexical function.

Tépag (III): Monsters and Monstrous Babies

It is as iconic sign that the association with the monstrous—as the physical,
especially chthonic, embodiment of something that resembles danger—is most readily
made, and most likely leads to the more restricted meaning of tépag as “monster,” and,
eventually, “evil deformed baby.” In Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers, Orestes offers an
interpretation of his mother’s infamous dream of nursing a snake. Orestes casts himself in
the role as the snake: “As she has nourished a terrible portent/monster (tépog), she must
die in a violent way: and I, turned snake, will kill her, as this dream declares” (Aesch.
Lib. 548-50). The chorus responds by calling Orestes a skilled tepackomnog, observer of
tépata. The association in Aeschylus of the infant and the snake as tépoag not only
reinforces the idea that the monstrous (here, a snake) functions as a warning-sign, but
also introduces the notion of the ominous infant as tépag. Orestes is said to be a Tépag
both because he portends future disaster (at least, for his mother) and because he is the
snake, as he himself declares in his dream interpretation, thus inhabiting a strange zone of

hybridity as the signified of the snake-as-signifier.?*¢ In other contexts, tépag seems to be

236 Roberts 1985: 283-97.
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almost entirely separated from its communicative or symbolic function as a sign, and
primarily means monstrous creature. Monsters such as the snake Pytho (HH. 3.302, cf.
neloprov tépag, E. IT. 1249), the hybrid Sphinx (E. Ph. 806), the hellhound Cerberus (S.
Tr. 1098), the primordial monster Typhoeus (nurtured by Pytho) (A. Pr. 354), the Gorgon
(E. Ion 989), and the violent bull that kills Hippolytus (E. Hipp. 1214)—they are all
referred to as tépata. While these monsters appear as agents of disaster, they are also
typically warning signs, indications that something is not right, of which they themselves
are the physical manifestation.

Here we are reminded of Tzetzes’ definition of 1épag as something that is wholly
contrary to nature (mapa @Oow). His examples included people with six fingers or three
feet. This meaning of tépata as not just mythical, monstrous creatures such as Pytho or
Typhoeus, but as human individuals with some deformity—and newborn babies in
particular—becomes an important development in the history of the term. The definition
of tépac as something mapa evowv is found in most late etymologies, including Photius’
Lexicon, the Suda, and the Etymologicum Magnum. Some variations, however, occur. For
Photius and the Suda, a 1épag is specifically something “born contrary to nature” (mapa
@Oow tex0év), and the author of the Suda adds that the cause of this is matter (DAn), and
hence the woman’s gestation of the fetus. This congenital association is absent in other
definitions, where tépag is above all an event or occurrence, not a living individual. Just
as John Lydus, as we have seen, distinguishes tépag from onpeiov by assigning them to
earthly and celestial occurrences, respectively, so does the Etymologicum differentiate
between the two terms. The Etymologicum defines tépag as some affair that happens
contrary to nature, and onueiov as “something that happens contrary to common custom”
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(t0 Tapa TV Ko cuviBelay yivduevov), a definition similar to that given by Tzetzes.
The origin of these definitions can be traced to Aristotle, who refers to tépag as
something that belongs to the class of things contrary to nature (mapda oo, Gen An.
770b10).%7 What Aristotle has in mind are ways in which offspring “has deviated”
(mopekPéPnke) from the stock and thus does “not resemble his parents” (ur €oikmg Toig
yovedowv, Gen. An. 767b6).28 This includes deformities, such as too many or too few
limbs, and other birth defects such as blindness or lameness.?*’

And yet, the association of tépata with unnatural births is perhaps suggested
already by Orestes as tépac-baby in Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers. Herodotus tells of a
mule, a sterile animal, that gives birth to a foal, and refers to the entire occurrence as a
tépoag (Hdt. 3.153). Similarly, in Euripides’ Helen (256), Helen refers to her own unusual
birth from Leda’s egg when she calls herself a té€pag in the eyes of men. It thus seems
clear that the association of unnatural offspring and tépata predates Aristotle. The birth
of tépata are typically ill-omened events that are symptomatic of disaster. Daniel Ogden

has shown that tépazta, as evil deformed babies, are closely associated with the scapegoat

37 ot yap 10 Tépag TAV TApd PUGLY [T1]

28 kod yop 6 pry éotkdg T0i¢ yovedoty fidn tpdmov vl tépac dotiv: mapekPEPNKe Yap 1| @OoIG &v
TOVTOLG €K TOD YEVOLC TPOTOV Tvd. Aristotle considers the first deviation to arise when a female is
formed instead of a male; this is undoubtedly what the author of the Suda has based his theory on.

23 Photius preserves a story (told in the sixth book of Theophylact Simocatta’s Histories, 7% c.
CE) of a tépag born without hands and eyes, and with a fish tail attached to his thigh; the child is
subsequently destroyed (Phot. Bibl. 65). On deformity in Antiquity, see Garland 2010.
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(papuaxdc) in Greek beliefs and practices.?* Both are linked to pestilence, sterility and
famine afflicting a community—a type of disaster known as the loimos scheme that is
discussed in the next chapter. Indeed, tépata and childbirth are explicitly connected in
the oath of the Amphictyons. As rendered in Aeschines’ Against Ctesiphon, the oath
contains the following warning for those who violate the oath (Aeschin. 3.111):

Let the earth not bear fruit, nor let the women bear children that resemble their

parents, but tépata (yovedov otkdta, ALY T€pata), nor let cattle produce
offspring in accordance with nature (katd @Oo1v).?!

The oath threatens its offenders with universal infertility, among crops, animals, and
humans alike, with the exception of deviant offspring, or tépata. Already here, Tépata
are associated with the lack of biological resemblance to the parents, which implies
deformity. The phrase katd Vol complements wapd votv; the curse involves an
overturning of the normal processes of reproduction that is not in accordance with
nature.?** Before the Battle of Plataea, the Athenians took a similar oath that includes the
provision: “If I keep this oath, may the women bear offspring like their parents (owcota

yovedow); if not, may they bear tépata. If [ keep this oath, may the herd animals bear

240 Ogden 1997, esp. 9-14; see also, Delcourt 1938. Scholarship on the Greek scapegoat is
extensive: seminal are Girard 1982, Bremmer 1983, and Hughes 1991. For full bibliography see
Ogden 1997: 174-5n. 1.

241 ifite YTy kapmodg eépety, PATE YOVOIKOG TEKVO TIKTEWY YOVEDSTY £01KOTA, GAAY TEpOTA, U TE
Booknuata kot ooty yovag moteicbat. The word tépac is not found among the extant orators,
except here in Aeschines and once in Isocrates’ Helen (27) where, in reference to the Minotaur, it
clearly means “monster.”

242 Cf. Hdt. 6.139, where after the crime of the Locrian women “did earth did not bear fruit, nor

did women or flocks produce offspring in the same way as before.” This and other examples in
Ogden 1997: 10-11.
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offspring like herd animals; if not, may they bear tépoazta.”?* The conditional statements
are clear, and suggests that Greeks were prepared to reason from effect to cause. If
tépata are observed, it leads to the conclusion that some social contract has been
breached, which becomes manifest in the halting of the natural cycles of reproduction
with the exception of the birth of deformed offspring. (As we have seen in Homer, the
rainbow-as-tépog announces a similar halt in reproduction.) Tépata are thus
simultaneously signs of this polluting disturbance, and monsters that appear entirely mopa
@Oow. As a result, they suffer expulsion from the community through exposure, stoning,
or otherwise.

Violations of the biological link between parents and their offspring are not
restricted to deformities alone. It has been pointed out that the phrase “not resembling
one’s parents” (yovedotv €éotkota) can also refer to adulterine bastard children, and this
association has been traced as far back as Hesiod, to an important passage that will be
discussed in the next chapter (WD. 225-51, cf. 179-82).2* Many mythological and semi-
historical characters exhibit traits that fit the scheme of tépag, bastard (vo6og), and

scapegoat (Qappakdc), and Ogden and others have explored many of these.?* For

243 As recorded in a fourth-century Athenian inscription, see Roberts 1938: 307 (cited in Ogden
1997: 10). For the full oath and debates about its historicity (which go back to the historian
Theopompus), see Mikalson 2003: 91-93. I concur with Mikalson’s conclusion: “If not genuine,
they at least reveal how Athenians and Greeks of the fourth century and later viewed these
events” (93).

24 Ogden 1997: 12; see also Delcourt 1938: 11 n. 3 and Garland 2010: 59-60. On Greek bastardy
and illegitimacy in general, including in Athenian law, see Ogden 1996 with bibliography, and
Ebbott 2003.

245 Ogden 1997; on Oedipus specifically, pp. 29-30, and Delcourt 1938; and Vernant 198]1.
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example, Oedipus’ name famously signifies “Swollen-foot,” just as his grandfather’s
name Labdacus signifies lameness, both typical deformities associated with téparta;
Oedipus adds blindness to this later in life. Moreover, Oedipus’s birth was not supposed
to happen in the first place (Laius had been forbidden by Apollo to beget a son), and
Aristophanes of Byzantium refers to Oedipus as a bastard, vo0og. The Sphinx, herself a
monstrous tépoag, is described by Pausanias as another bastard daughter (voOn) of Laius
(9.26.3). When Oedipus returns to the city, he brings a plague, or Aouog, upon the city of
Thebes, until he is expelled as a scapegoat. It is noteworthy, too, that the seer who
correctly identifies Oedipus as a tépag is called Teiresias, a name derived from that very

word. >

From tépag to tékpap: A Cognitive Perspective

From rainbows and serpents, to Cerberus and Oedipus, the historical development
of the word té€pag thus shows an oscillation between the meaning divine sign and
monstrous occurrence. The phrase mopd @votv provides common ground for both these
meanings. But how to understand the term “unnatural”? And what does it mean for how
the sign is recognized and decoded? One answer comes from cognitive anthropology, and
sheds light on what tépac-as-sign and té€pag-as-monster have in common, and how they
function as indexical signs of divine agency. While “natural/unnatural” is a binary that is

in part culturally constructed, we can understand the “unnaturalness” of tépata as going

246 Garland 2010: 186; Chantraine s.v. tépog. For Teiresias as a tépog himself, see Ogden 1997:
56-7.
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in some way against someone’s common sense expectation (intuitive knowledge) about
how the world around them is supposed to behave. Different people from different
cultures may have different expectations, but if this expectation is defied, as for the
Achaeans when a snake turns to stone, this constitutes what Pascal Boyer has called an
intuitive-knowledge-domain violation. Boyer distinguishes five ontological categories
(person, animal, plant, artifact, natural object) and three intuitive-knowledge domains
(psychology, biology, physics).?*” Monsters, then, are by definition unnatural because
they violate one or more intuitive-knowledge-domains, whether biological (e.g. the
hybridity of the Sphinx or Gorgon; or an excessive number of heads or limbs such as
Cerberus and Typhoeus), physical (e.g. the excessive strength and size of Pytho, or the
sudden (dis)appearance of the monstrous bull in Hippolytus). These monsters frequently
exhibit advanced psychological traits as well, such as cunning, cruelty, and so forth, thus
violating what is normally expected of bulls or dogs in the psychological domain.?*®

The same violations are found in tépata that are primarily signs, not monstrous
creatures: Helios’ sacred cattle, slaughtered and roasting over a fire, start mooing (6eoti
tépaa Tpovpotvov, Od. 12.394); the snake that has just devoured nine sparrows turns to
stone (péya tépag, 11. 2.324); a mule, a sterile animal, gives birth to a foal (Hdt. 3.153);
three snakes that scale the walls of Troy, two of which fall to their death while one leaps

up to the top shouting in triumph (P. Ol 8.37-40). These, and several other examples of

247 Boyer 2003. Layout of table adapted from Barrett 2000. For application, see Johanssen 2011.

248 Cerberus, for example, is described as savage, powerful, and without pity; (Hes. Th. 312?);
elsewhere as without pity and of vile stratagem (Th. 769ff). Most monsters display human-like
intentionality.
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tépata, are plotted below, in a table of Boyer’s intuitive-knowledge-domain violations,

slightly adapted for our purposes:

Ontological Intuitive-Knowledge-
Category Domain Violated
Psychology
Biology Physics
Person child born with five
fingers (Tz.)
Animal three snakes scale wall, mule gives birth (Hdt.) | snake turns to stone
one succeeds and shouts (Hom.); snake falls
(Pin.) out of the sky
(Hom.)
Artifact roasting meat moos
(Hom.)
Environment thunder in clear sky
(Hom.); Delos
moves (Hdt.)

These are clear instances of intuitive-knowledge-domain violations: the cattle, who
should have transitioned from the ontological category animal to artifact (which includes
foodstuffs such as roasted meat), defy expectations about the psychological properties
typically attributed to them. They moo though they are dead, thus exhibiting a
psychological ability (i.e. communication, the Greek text reads wvr in line 396) that
they should no longer be capable of.?* The snake that turns to stone violates expectations
about the physical properties of animals, as does the thunder in clear sky about the

properties of the meteorological environment.

249 At the same time, they also defy biological expectations, insofar as they exhibit characteristics
of creatures that are alive while they are in fact dead. The psychological violation is primary,
however, since the text stresses the fact that the cows seem to use their voices to create intentional
sounds.
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The point of these intuitive-knowledge domain violations is that they are
indexical signs of some divine agency. In some cases, that may even be the main function
of the sign. While the message may remain obscure or open to interpretation, the divine
agency of these signs is beyond doubt. The connection between tépag and disaster is not
just that of the monster, such as the Sphinx, as disaster agent. We have already discussed
a typology of the monstrous by Gordon and Gordon (2009), and shown how monsters can
be understood in the context of disaster both from the Agency and the Uncertainty
Paradigms. The tépag-as-sign violates a common-sense expectation about the world that
causes amazement and fright, which needs to be resolved by connecting it to a stable
event. This brings us to the term tékuap (and related words), which, in addition to tépag,
is most significant in illuminating the connection between divination and disaster, but for
entirely different reasons. While tépag is frequently a sign of disaster, or even an
embodiment of disaster, Tékuap represents the sign out of disaster. That is to say, Tépog
and téxpop must be imagined as conceptually linked in the semiotics of disaster.

Disaster, then, is here understood from the Uncertainty Paradigm, that is, as a so-
called disastered state of disconnected meaning because of an overwhelming lack or
surplus of signifiers. The way to restore meaning is by returning to, or establishing, a
semiotic state in which signifiers match signifieds, and signs refer to events. This is the
role of fixed signs, signs that form a relatively stable and reliable connection between the
sign and the referent, because the connection is based on long-standing observation,
experience, or even divine guarantees. Unlike té€pag, tékpop does not upset, but rather
conforms to, and even shapes, common-sense expectations about the world. Thus,
Prometheus names the rising and setting of the stars a tékuap, that is, a sure sign for
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people to rely on when assigning meaning to events (the start of the seasons) and
organizing the world around them. As with tépac, téxpop is closely affiliated with
Peirce’s indexical sign, because its relationship between sign and referent is primarily
one of cause or contiguity. Tzetzes’ example of the smoke as a sign (tekunpiov) of a
hearth fire confirms this function as an indexical sign. The relationship between sign and
referent is relatively stable and sure to rely on. Thus, conceptually speaking, a fixed, sure
indexical sign (tékpap) seeks to restore the Uncertainty brought about by the occurrence
of a disturbing, divine indexical sign (tépag). I propose that this is the semiotic formula
on which the mentality of divining disaster is built. Let us consider how, in the case of

TéKpap, this is borne out by the Ancient Greek evidence.

Téxpap (I): Plotting Paths

The group that emerges around the stem tekmr- includes the verb tekpaipopon
(“to judge or conclude from signs, designate, assign,” and later texpaipw, “prove with
signs”) and the nouns téxpap (Homeric tékpmp), which means “fixed mark, boundary
sign, end” and in later medical discourse “symptom” (cf. Tékuapoig), and tekunpiov. In
Homer, téxpmp is Zeus’ nod, the surest sign among the gods (/1. 1.526), and also means
“goal, end.” The /liad’s main téxpwp, in this sense, is Ilion or Troy itself, which
frequently appears in the formulaic coupling téxpuwp / TAiov (7.30, 9.48, 9.418, 9.685).
The abstract and literal meanings of “end” are conjoined when someone arrives at a
physical location, as when Poseidon “reaches the tekmor of Aegae” (ixeto téxpmp /
Aiybg, 11. 13.20-1), where his palace is located. Another verb collocated with Homeric
Tékpp is evpiokm (“find”’). When Menelaus is stuck on the island of Pharos, he tells the
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sea-deity Proteus that he cannot find any fekmor, a sign of delivery, or, literally, a way
out (Od. 4.466-7).%° This example is particularly telling because Proteus is a divinatory
deity, and the access to tekmor thus depends on the divinity. In Alcman’s cosmogony (Fr.
5, ed. Page), Tekmor (“Guide Mark™) appears as a primordial divine principle alongside
Poros (“Pathway”).?*! Detienne and Vernant have shown how this principle relates to the
intersection of three complementary domains, namely navigation, astronomy, and
divination, all of which are engaged with reading (heavenly) signs.?*? Thus the moon, in
the Homeric Hymn to Selene, which dates to the Archaic period, is described as “guide
mark and sign for mortals” (tékpwp 0¢ Bpotoic kai ofua, HH. 32.13), precisely because
her position in the sky is sure and predictable for astronomers, sailors, and seers to rely
on. All employ signs and fixed guide marks to construct a passage (i.e. Poros, the
complementary divine principle in Alcman) between the visible and the invisible. This is
precisely why seers make such excellent navigators, as when Calchas guided the ships of
the Achaeans into the land of Ilion (/. 1.69-72).2* Tekmar is thus a sure sign by which
one bridges literal or figurative distances.

In the Homeric context, the epistemological certainty of the sign is underwritten

by the gods, or at least by special, divinatory knowledge as acquired by seers or other

230 008¢ 11 Tékump / e0pépevan Sovapar (cf. Od. 4.373-4).

2! The fragment (P. Oxy. 2390) was first published by Edgar Lobel in 1957, and contains
anonymous commentaries on Alcman’s poems. See Most 1987: 1-19.

22 Detienne and Vernant 1991: 288. Forecasting the weather is part of this domain, too, as is
evident in Aratus’ Phaenomena.

23 Cf. Ap. Arg. 213-4, when the Argonauts ask Apollo “to indicate by signs and show the paths
of the sea” (onuavéey dei&etv Te TOPOLS GAOG).
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authoritative figures. As with onpaivo, the verb texpaipopat in the meaning “assigning,
designating, appointing” is often used from a position of authority, including the ultimate
authority of the gods. When the gods are the subject of the verb, they ordain good or evil
(e.g. 1. 6.349; Hes. Th. 229, 239; Ap. Arg. 4.559). In the Underworld scene in the
Odyssey, the seer Teiresias uses his superior vantage point as divinatory expert to predict
trouble for Odysseus: “If you harm them [Helios’ cattle], then I assign disaster
(texpaipop’ dreBpov) for your ship and your companions” (Od. 11.112-3).%54 In this
context, divinatory and navigational connotations are joined, and texpaipopol means
both “assign” and “mark out.” Plotting Odysseus’ possible future, Teiresias puts his
prophecy in the form of a condition: if you harm Helios’ cattle, then there will be disaster.
The verb texpaipopon suggests that the protasis functions as the sign by which Teiresias
predicts the possible outcome of ruin.

If Teiresias’ use of the verb illustrates his ability as seer to map out the future
based on fixed marks, a more mundane navigational or spatial use is demonstrated also.
The Phaeacian leader Alcinous says he will “assign” (texpaipopon, Od. 7.317) the time
for Odysseus’ conveyance back to Ithaca, and Circe is said to have “plotted out the path”
to Hades (660v tekpnpato, Od. 10.563). Similarly, Apollo “plotted out” (tekunpato, HH.
3.285) the location where his Oracle should be built. The temporal and spatial contexts of
the verb underscore the need to orient oneself based on the proper signs. The right time
and the right place must be inferred from signs. What these signs are concretely often

remains implicit, but Apollonius gives a likely example, when he introduces the hero

234 ¢1 8¢ ke oivna, ToTE TOL TEKPAipop’ SAeOpov / vii Te Kai ETdpols’.

144



Tiphys aboard the Argo, who is an expert at “plotting out a course by sun and star”

(mhoov el te kal aotépt tekpupacta, Arg. 1.108). The future that Teiresias divines

and the paths that Circe, Alcinous, and Tiphys are planning are invisible, lying just over

the horizon of human knowledge, and must be conjectured by reading signs.

Téxkpap (I): “Conjecture the Invisible”

One of Solon’s maxims, preserved by Stoabaeus, renders this principle abstract:

“Conjecture the invisible from what is visible” (t& d@avij T0ig Pavepoic TEKHAIPOV).
The saying anticipates Tzetzes’ similar formulation of tekunpiov, namely “that which

shows from something manifest, something that is invisible” (10 6 Qavepod TvoC T1

agaveg dekvoov). Solon’s use of the verb tekpaipopon here means to judge or conclude

from signs, a process of inference from visible signs to uncover the hidden things. A

concrete example of this principle in a divinatory context is found in Pindar’s Olympian

8, which refers to a place “where seers, conjecturing (texpopopevor) from burnt
sacrifices, inquire of Zeus of the bright lightning bolt” (P. O. 8.2-3). This type of
conjecture—the English word for which originally meant “interpretation of signs and
omens” (OED s.v. conjecture)—is based on inference from signs, in this case those
derived from pyromancy. A fragment from Hesiod, which is said to be about the seer
Melampus, underscores the idea that tékuap, as a sign, can indicate divine allotment
(Hes. Fr. 273 M-W = Clem. Strom. 6.2.26):

and it is sweet too to learn the clear distinguishing mark (tékpap Evapyéq)

255 Stobaeus 3.1.172
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of bad and good things that the immortals have assigned (§veluav) to mortals.?*

The fact that these lines are associated with the seer Melampus, and that in Archaic
poetry the adjective évapyng (“visible, clear”) is typically applied to divine appearances
(e.g. 1. 20.131, Od. 7.201), suggests that tékpap/tékpwp can be the type of sign that must
be interpreted through extraordinary, divinatory means. But in Solon’s proverbial saying
we can already glance the term’s potential for broad, secular epistemological application.
Consequently, the certainty of the knowledge conveyed by the sign comes under strain.
Indeed, a more skeptical view of divinely ordained téxpap—or at least, the
possibility of knowing it—is already found in Pindar’s Nemean Ode 11. Celebrating the
installation of a certain Aristagoras as councilor of Tenedos, Pindar comments that noble
offspring is produced only periodically, just as neither fields nor trees bear continuously
good crops. (The agricultural metaphor is reminiscent of the contexts of tépata.) Such is
destiny (poipa) for the mortal race: “And as for that which comes from Zeus, no clear
sign (cagég tékpap) attends mortals.”?” Indeed, starting in the 6™ and 5™ centuries BCE,
tékpap becomes associated with rhetoric and the art of persuasion, and attains the
meaning of “proof, evidence” (as in, something that is made evident through reasoning
from signs). This drives a wedge between the divine associations of Tékpap and the
human process of producing sign-based evidence. The natural philosopher Alcmaeon

(early 5 c. BCE) begins his treatise by making an epistemological distinction between

256 160 8¢ Kai 10 TOEcO, doo BvnToicty Evelpay / dOdvatol, SeA@V T Kai EcOADY TEKpAP

Evapyég
2710 8 8k Awdg avOpdrotg capsg ovy Eneton / tékpop (P. Nem. 11.43-4)
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divine and human knowledge, referring to humanity’s access to sign-based knowledge
with the verb texpaipopon (Alemaeon, D-K. 24b1):
Of things invisible, as of mortal things, the gods have certain knowledge

(capnvewav), but for humans, only inference from signs (texpaipesOar) is
possible.

The verb texpaipopat is now associated not with sure, divine knowledge but with
limited, inferential human reasoning.

Still, the epistemological status of such human reasoning can be considered more
reliable than the dangers associated with divinatory knowledge. Aeschylus is among the
first attested sources to use tékpap as secular “evidence,” for example in a passage from
the Agamemnon (458 BCE).?* Clytemnestra has just found out about the beacon,
indicating the news of Troy’s capture. When Clytemnestra shares the good news with the
Chorus, they are incredulous and ask Clytemnestra: “Why is it in fact trustworthy? Do
you have evidence (téxpop) for it?” (4g. 272).°° Clytemnestra responds that she does,
unless the gods deceive her. The Chorus ask for the evidence, suggesting a vision in a
dream (6veipov eacpata) or a rumor (@artig), both of which Clytemnestra brushes aside
as unreliable. The evidence on which she relies, famously, is the beacon fire that has
traveled—as a messenger by contiguity, the mark of an indexical sign—from Mt. Ida to

Hermes’ Crag on Lemnos and so on until it “fell upon” (cxnntet) the roof of the House of

28 repi 1OV Gpovimv, TEpL TOV OvTdV caevelay pév 0goi Exovrt, ¢ 88 dvOphmorg
Tekpaipectat.

239 Cf. also Aesch. Suppl. 483, where boughs are left on the altar as visible evidence of
supplication.

260 1{ yaup 10 MoTOV; 0TI TOVIE GO TEKLOP;
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Atreus. While Clytemnestra allows for the possibility of divine deception, the visual
evidence provided by the beacon fire is a sure proof, precisely because Clytemnestra can
trace its movements and reconstruct the sequence of its indexical pathway all the way
from Troy to Mycenae. In this sense, tékpap also retains at some level the meaning of
destination, or end point. Clytemnestra’s detailed knowledge about the chain of
transmission from beginning to end, elaborately described over more than 30 lines (4g.
281-316), strengthens the reliability of the sign. She concludes with confirming the origin
of the sign: “Such, I tell you, is the evidence (téxpap) and the token (copfoiov) that my
husband has transmitted to me from Troy.”?¢! The Chorus, upon accepting the evidence,
answer by saying that they have heard Clytemnestra’s “trustworthy evidence” (mota

Texpnpo, Ag. 352), using the novel term texunpia, which we shall discuss now.

Texpnprov (III): Toward a Secular Semiotics

The word tékpap/téxpmp falls into disuse after the lyric poets and Aeschylus, and
is only revived in the epic diction of Apollonius of Rhodes.?*? The term tekufpiov
(“proof, evidence”) takes over with a more restricted meaning, and is first attested (still
alongside téxpop) in Aeschylus’ Suppliants (ca. 463 BCE), a play that is concerned with

producing evidence for the fact that the suppliant Danaids are indeed descendants of Io,

261 téicpap to1odToV GOUPOAOY Té cot Aéym, / dvdpdg mapayyeiravtoc &k Tpoiag dpoi.

262 One meaningful exception is its occurrence in Euripides Hecuba (1273), which is discussed in
Chapter Three.
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and thus should receive asylum with King Pelasgus of Argos.?®* Producing “trustworthy
evidence” (motd tekunpia, Suppl. 55), as the chorus of Danaids refers to it, is
complicated by the seemingly contradictory visual evidence of the color of their skin and
their foreign attire. Pelasgus says as much when he notes that their black skin renders
their Argive descent quite “unbelievable” (&mota, 277). The evidence consists in the
Danaids’ ability to recount Argive mythology and its foundation stories, which Pelasgus
considers sufficient proof.?* Not instantly visible, the evidence needs to be argued for.
As a form of evidence, texpnprov is proof residing in a sign (such as the beacon fire) or
network of signs (such as a story) that provides a connection across space (from Troy to
Mycenae) and across time (from lo to present-day Argos). This applies to both mundane
and divinatory contexts alike. An Aeschylean example of the latter is found in
Prometheus Bound, where Prometheus divines the future wanderings of lo, and proves
his divinatory abilities by recounting in detail the previous part of her journey. The proof
(texpmprov, PV. 826) of his knowledge of the future consists in his knowledge of the
past; his ability to narrate the past renders his claim about the future believable. This

reveals an important point about divining disaster on a textual level: the sequence offered

263 The date of Aeschylus’ Suppliants used to be placed in the 490s, making it the earliest extant
Greek tragedy, based on what were considered to be archaic elements in the play. The discovery
of a papyrus fragment, however, suggested that the triology of the Danaids, of which Suppliants
was part, won first prize while Sophocles took second. Since Sophocles’ first competition was not
until 468, the dramatic date of the Suppliants had to be moved up. See also Papadopoulou 2011.
This question is significant here insofar as the earliest attested use of texunpiov is concerned.

264 The evidence comes after Pelasgus himself has proven his identity by recounting the
boundaries of his land and how it got its name (Suppl. 249-73). He concludes by saying that the
Danaids now have “the evidence from me” (tdn’ €uod texunpa, 271).
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by narrative facilitates this passage across time and space, rendering the evidence
credible through fixed signs.*®

The most straightforward and mundane form of sign-based evidence is that
offered by footprints and animal tracks, the indexical sign par excellence. These are
typically unintentional signs, although the Hymn to Hermes offers a scenario in which
tracks are intentional, divine signs that are hard to interpret and meant to deceive.
Aesop’s fables, which are difficult to date but in their written form may well belong to
the 6" c. BCE, offer one of the earliest examples of the use of tekpniptov as footprint in a
secular case of divining disaster. In the fable of the lion and the fox, the lion is weak with
age and, since he can no longer actively hunt for his food, pretends to be sick in his cave.
The ruse works: one by one, the animals enter the cave to help the lion, who devours all
of them. When the lion asks the fox to come in, too, the fox declines and explains why:
“Because I see the tracks (Tyvn) of many going in, but of very few going out.” The moral
of the story is summed up as follows: “The story makes clear that intelligent people, with
foreknowledge based on signs (ék tekunpiov tpoopopevot), escape danger” (Aesop.
Fab. 147.3).2¢ The fox successfully divined disaster by being mindful of the signs around

him. The ability to interpret the footprints (or lack thereof, in case of outgoing prints)

provided enough evidence to reconstruct a likely model of what happened to the other

265 Ginzburg sees a connection between the hunter’s tracking and narrative sequence: “Perhaps
indeed the idea of a narrative ... originated in a hunting society, from the experience of
interpreting tracks. ... The hunter could have been the first ‘to tell a story’ because only hunters
knew how to read a coherent sequence of events from the silent (even imperceptible) signs left by
their prey” (Ginzburg 1983: 89).

266 311 Opd Tvm OGOV gic1OVTOV, OMymV 82 EE10vTmv. ... 6 udbog dnhoi, 8t ol PpdvIpoL TdV
avOpOT®V €K TEKUNPIOV TPOOPDUEVOL TOVG KIVODVOVG EKQELYOLCLY.
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animals in the past, and thus to foresee what may happen to him in the future. Even if
they provide no certain knowledge—the animals may as well still be inside, alive and
well—the tracks led the fox to a decision about what not to do. Indexical signs thus
mediate uncertainty. In the fox’s case, signs help him to reconstruct the past and thereby
predict, and avert, his own demise.

But there is still the possibility that the sign does not offer enough evidence to
conclusively reconstruct past events. In the Libation Bearers, Electra finds “proof”
(texpmprov, Ch. 205) of Orestes’ presence in the form of a lock of hair and footprints that
seem to match her own, and yet, she is tormented by the suggestive and yet quite
inconclusive nature of the evidence.?’ She explicitly wishes for the evidence to be more
revealing, saying of the lock of hair: “Ah! If only it had a sensible voice like that of a
messenger” (A. Ch. 195).2%8 There is no clearer expression of the idea that signs, even
indexical ones, are obscure and do not always reveal their message easily. This can be
compared to the deliberation of the Chorus members in the Agamemnon about what to
do, right after it appears that Agamemnon has been killed. One Chorus member remarks:
“Shall we, upon the evidence (tekunpiotowv) of groans, divine (navtevoopuecsba) that the
man is dead?” (A. Ag. 1366-7).2®° The evidence is based on auditory signs (namely,

Agamemnon’s groans), and is not quite enough to draw any firm conclusions about his

267 Parallel scenes are found in the other Electra plays (e.g. when Chrysothemis finds Orestes’
lock of hair and hails it as “proof” (texunprov) of his presence, Soph. £L. 904). In Eurpides, the
tekunprov is the scar over Orestes’ eyebrow (Eur. EL 575).

208 €10 glye oviv Epgpov’ dyyéhov Siknv.

269 __q yap tekunpiototy €€ oipoypdtov / pavtencoussda tevépog Mg OAmAGTO—

151



fate. This secular use of the verb pavtevoupan (“to divine”) does not imply a divinatory act
in the traditional sense, but rather underscores the uncertainty of the knowledge thus
acquired; divination is here portrayed as an inexact science and mere guesswork that
produces uncertain knowledge. More evidence is needed to reconstruct the events that
have happened.

The persuasive function of tekunplov guarantees its use in the context of history,
oratory, and other evidence-based disciplines in the 5" century and beyond. During the
famous trial of Orestes at the end of Eumenides, Athena calls upon Orestes to present his
“witnesses and evidence” (Loptopid te Kol Texkunpia, A. Eum. 485), and the term is used
with great frequency by the 4M-century orators. Herodotus, too, frequently speaks of the
“many clear proofs” (6fjAa o1 ToAloiot tekunpiotst) he has to offer, as for example of the
fact that the divine played a role at the Battle of Mykale (9.100.2): among the many
proofs, he points to an auditory sign (a mysterious rumor) and a visual sign (the
appearance of a herald’s staff).?”° Thucydides elevates texunptov to the central
epistemological premise on which his work is based. He declares from the outset that his
historical research is based on texkunpwa (1.1.2, cf. 1.21.1), and he is the first to use the
denominative verb texunprow (“to prove positively,” thrice total: 1.3.3, 1.9.4, 3.104.6). In
all three instances, the verb is applied to Homer. Specifically, Thucydides uses the verb
to prove something based on Homeric testimony. This may well be the first example of a

derivative of the word texunplov used in the meaning of textual evidence. In all cases,

270 Hdt. 9.100.1. See also Hollmann 1.1.3.
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Thucydides relies on Homer’s textual evidence to make a claim about the relation
between the past and the present

Attempts are made to categorize texpfplo in relation to other signs. A distinction
is starting to be felt between texpniplov and onpeiov; the orator Antiphon (5" c. BCE)
distinguishes tekunpilov from onueiov based on temporal criteria: “Things past are
believed because of onpueia, things future because of tekufpia.”?’! Aristotelian logic
distinguishes the two based on the quality of the evidence, with tekunplov being
demonstrative and definitive proof, and onpeiov being conjectural and fallible proof.?”? In
the domain of medicine, the method of inference through signs and symptoms (the verb
texpaipopat is here used alongside onpeiov) is set in opposition to inference based on
divinatory signs. The author of the Hippocratic work Prorrhetic contrasts texpaipopion
with the verb pavtevopar, which means to divine or prophecy in a traditional, mantic
sense (Prorrh. 2.21):

As for me, I shall certainly not make any divinations (povtevocouar) of that kind,

but I shall write of the signs (onueia) through which it can be conjectured

(texpaipesOar), from among the patients, those who will get well and those who
will die ...?"

Not unlike the Chorus member of Agamemnon, the author of the Prorrhetic measures his

evidence-based discipline against the traditional art of divination, which, as Manetti has

211, pév moporydpevo onueiolg motodobar, To 82 uéAlovto texunpiolg (Antiphon Fr 72, Ed.
Blass). There is an ongoing debate, not relevant here, whether Antiphon the Orator is the same as
Antiphon the Sophist.

22 LSJ s.v. onueiov I1.3

273 By 8¢ totadto pév o0 povtevoopal, onueia 8& ypaepm oiot xpn tekpaipecdat 1o Te Vyéac
€00UEVOLG TOV AVOpOT®V Kol TOVG dmofavovpévoug
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suggested, indicates not only that he is seeking to establish a new epistemological
paradigm of “secular semiotics,” but also that there must have been some degree of
confusion and conflation between the two areas.?’

In conclusion, this philological analysis of Greek sign terminology shows several
nuances in the ways in which different signs operate both semantically and logically. I
have argued that tépata are indexical insofar as their extraordinary occurrence (in
cognitive terms, their violation of some intuitive knowledge domain) point to a divine
agent that is behind the sign. The tépag is thus the divinatory sign par excellence, and its
potential to create uncertainty and disruption underscores that. While t€pag seems to
function as an unstable sign, the words that emerge from the stem tekmr- are concerned
with fixed signs, which can thus function as stable markers and guiding signs in
constructing paths in time and space. If a state of disaster is characterized by loss of
meaning and stable signs, then tékpap can, literally, provide a way out. Tékuap, too, is
often indexical, referring to the object’s existence in time and space. I have argued that
this spatial and temporal presence is what enables narrative sequence, which is rendered
believable or trustworthy by anchoring it in time and space. The sign (tékpap) needs to
demonstrate its reliability. A divinatory context can either help (Zeus’ nod as the ultimate
TéKHmp) or compromise the trustworthiness of the sign (as for Clytemnestra). To see
disaster coming, as Aesop’s fox did so in a timely way, one needs to reconstruct the past
by interpreting the signs. If the sign is the disaster, as so often in the case of 1épag, then

its meaning must be glanced from past signs that preceded it, or from future events that

274 Manetti 1993: 38.
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follow it. Indeed, the sign seems to be part of a self-referential or reflexive system: in all
these instances, it is the sign itself that starts a logical procedure, a mental operation
aimed at giving meaning to the sign by locating it in time and space, and by inferring its
intentions and its consequences. The sign thus forms the basis for inferential reasoning.

Let us now turn to the modes of logic that underlie these inferences.

PART IV

CODES, CAUSES, AND COMMUNICATIONS

“We Must Conquer the Truth by Guessing”

For a sign to be a divinatory sign it needs to meet two requirements. First, it needs
to be a sign, i.e. the basis for a process of logical inference. And second, it needs to be
divinatory. Let us start with the first requirement and consider how we ought to
understand the sign’s involvement in inferential reasoning. One of the main insights
offered by Ginzburg’s divinatory paradigm is that it identifies the logical operation by
which the various disciplines assembled under this paradigm—medicine, divination,
detective work—rely on the sign as the basis for inferential reasoning.?”> An inference,
put briefly, is a series of steps in logical reasoning moving from premise to conclusion.

C.S. Peirce has identified three forms of inference: deduction, induction, and

25 Cf. Horowitz 1983: 184: “The importance of the conjectural model [i.e. divinatory paradigm)]
is not found in the notion of reading coded signs such as imprints, but rather in the fact that the
systems which Ginzburg discusses were developed and invested with meaning through a process
much like abduction.”
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abduction.?’® It is with the latter that we are concerned here. Specifically, I suggest that
abduction is the key to answering the question that Jean-Pierre Vernant once posed about
divination, discussed in Part I above: “What defines the logic of the system that is
activated ... to decipher the unseen” and “what type of rationality is expressed in the
game of divinatory procedure...?”

Unlike induction and deduction, abductive reasoning starts with the observation
of the sign (the result), and reasons backward to its cause, or in logical terms, the case.
“Abduction is a theory developed to explain a preexisting fact.”?”” Peirce describes this
abductive process as follows (5.189):2"

The surprising fact, C, is observed;

But if A were true, C would be a matter of course;
Hence, there is reason to suspect that A is true.

Abduction is thus “the process of forming an explanatory hypothesis™ (5.171) that
renders an unexpected or surprising phenomenon necessary. Peirce makes clear that this
is essentially guessing, but notes that every scientific discovery humankind has made has

been due to abduction, for it is the only form of inference that introduces a new idea.?”

276 Peirce explains the relation between these three forms of inference as follows: “Deduction
proves that something must be; Induction shows that something actually is operative; Abduction
merely suggests that something may be.” (5.172)

277 Horowitz 1983: 182.

278 Peirce’s theory of abduction goes through several stages, and is variously called hypothesis,
retroduction, presumption, and originary argument. For the following discussion, I rely much on
Fann 1970, Horowitz 1983: 181-3, and Eco 1984. The titular quote of this section is from Peirce’s
collected manuscripts, and cited in Sebeok and Umiker-Sebeok 1983: 11.

27 For the ubiquity of abduction (one of its “chief elements”), see Sebeok and Umiker-Sebeok
1983: 11-19, esp. 16.
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We can observe this most clearly when abduction is juxtaposed to deduction and

induction, as in the following scheme:?*

Deduction Induction Abduction
Rule Rule Rule
Case Case Case

Result Result Result

Cast in the logical terms rule, case, and result, the process is simplified and abstract, but
if we put this in narrative terms, the abductive process sounds familiar enough. Someone
observes a surprising fact (i.e. the result, e.g. a sign, such as smoke). The observed
phenomenon is such that it needs to be accounted for. In order to explain it, the observer
relies on experience, a known natural law, some general principle, or even a flash of
insight—or, as we will see, a prophecy—to formulate an explanation. This is the rule.
The rule can take the form of a syllogism: if there is smoke, there must be fire. Now, if
indeed there were a fire, then the occurrence of smoke would be a matter of course.

Hence, there is reason to suspect that there is fire (i.e. the case), which is the result of

280 This figure is reproduced from Eco 1984: 40. This is based on Peirce’s famous schema of the
bean bag (2.623-5). In Peirce’s schema, however, abduction starts with the rule, but as Horowitz
has explained, in practice abduction begins with the result: Horowitz 1983: 183. Similarly,
induction in Peirce’s schema moves from case to result, not vice versa.
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abducting—a hypothesis—that must be tested through other inferential processes such as
induction.

The most significant and hazardous step in abduction (and this is why it is akin to
the logical fallacy post hoc ergo propter hoc) is the almost instinctive, perceptual jump
from the observed fact to the rule one needs to formulate in order to explain the
phenomenon. Electra, for example, performs an abduction when she observes the lock of
hair. The explanation she produces is based on the likeness of the lock to her own hair,
and the unlikely proposition that her mother would have left it there, since there is no
reason for her to mourn Agamemnon (A. Ch. 190-1). The process is governed by an
iconic principle of likeness and appropriateness (gik6g). What Electra needs to explain is
both the lock’s placement on the tomb as a sign of mourning, and the fact that it
resembles her own hair. The rule thus presents itself: ‘this lock of hair looks like mine;
but it is not mine, nor is it my mother’s. But if this were Orestes’ lock, both its placement
on the tomb and its resemblance to my own hair would be a matter of course.” Therefore,
there is reason to suspect that Orestes left it there, but this is no certainty: there is still the
possibility that the lock of hair belongs to some hostile stranger (A. Ch. 198). Abduction,
after all, is nothing but guessing. It furnishes one possible explanation among many, even

if it seems to be the most likely one.

The Divinatory Sign: A Definition

If the encounter with the sign, starting an abductive process of inference, is a
defining aspect of the divinatory sign, we can now turn to its second requirement, namely
that the sender of the sign is a divinity. In line with my view of divinity as a relative
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rather than an absolute term, I do not narrowly define the divinatory sign as an isolated,
neatly circumscribed occurrence, whose sender must be some specific deity such as
Apollo or Zeus. Divine agency can be lurking behind the sign in various ways, and can
even include non-intentional indexical signs that are produced by animals or humans. The
discovery of Orestes’ lock of hair, for example, prompts the chorus to thank the gods,
thus suggesting a divine context for the sign and the revelation of its referent (i.e. Orestes
himself). Signs can always become divinatory signs at later stages, and I include signs
whose sender remains unexpressed or general (such as Herodotus’ 6 0gd¢, or daipwmv), or
signs whose sender is some other hidden, counterintuitive, or anthropomorphized agency,
such as Fortuna, Tyche, and other representations of ambiguous causal forces such as
fortune, luck, fate, and chance.?®! I am thus taking my cue from Guthrie once more in
imagining a continuity between religious and secular anthropomorphizing (“Demeter and
Chiquita Banana ... are of one piece”); if the sender of the sign is an anthropomorphized
and counterintuitive agent, this falls within the range of the divinatory sign.

What I am suggesting, then, is that the divinatory sign—in consort with my
definition of the divine—is a relative category, at least from a cognitive perspective. |
envision a sliding scale with non-intentional indexical signs, such as animal tracks, on the

one hand, and symbolic, divinatory signs, such as an eagle sent by Zeus, on the other.

281 On how people conceptualize such culturally recurrent notions, see Slone 2004. On such
concepts in antiquity, see Eidinow 2011, and Versnel 2011. On Fortuna in Archaic and
Republican Roman religion, see Miano 2018.
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Even as the divinatory sign itself is located at the far end, divining disaster relies on the

entire range of this spectrum.?? I propose the following definition of the divinatory sign:
A sign that is encountered by an observer, the appearance or occurrence of which
is such that from it are inferred (1) divine intentionality, and hence divine agency
(which must be accepted as part of the discourse if not reality), and (2) some other

meaning, sign, or referent that conveys special knowledge about the past, present,
or future.

The verb inferred is the central part of the definition. The sign functions above all as the
beginning of a process of inference, but crucially leads to two different types of
inference: (1) about the intentionality and agency behind the sign (often its indexical
function, as when its uncanny coincidence ‘points to’ the agency of a god), and (2) about
the meaning of the sign (often its symbolic function, as when the tépog of a rainbow
symbolizes war). The divine intentionality becomes clear during the inferential process,
either because the sign itself is clearly divinatory, as when a bird-sign is evoked, or
because the rule consists of a past prophecy that is used to explain the sign, as is the case

with Herodotus’ account of the Delian Disaster.

The Divinatory Sign in Action (I): Chios Revisited
Let us start with the second inferential process, namely the one that produces
meaning. My definition allows for prospective as well as retrospective reasoning. The

reference to special knowledge about the past, present, and future underscores the

282 For example: while smoke rising from the collapsing Twin Towers, or the off-stage cries of a
dying Agamemnon, are not divinatory signs, they can be perceived as indexical signs (natural and
intentional, respectively) of disaster, and thus can be used to divine disaster. The smoke and cries
contribute to the overall system of signs that give meaning to the event, including the
intentionality (or lack thereof) of hidden agents, which, we recall, is the key to divining.
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importance of temporal connections. In fact, I suggest that in the case of the Chian
Catastrophe both retrospective and prospective directions are at play. On a narrative
level, Herodotus engages in a combination of deductive and inductive reasoning,
reinforced by the narrative device of ring composition. He starts with the rule, namely the
general principle that there are typically signs before disasters. But Herodotus then
moves to prove the rule based on what has happened to the Chians. He knows of the
disaster that took place, namely the overturning of Chios first at the Battle of Lade and
then at the hand of Histiaeus (the case). The result can thus be deduced, namely that there
must have been signs.”®> At the same time, the inductive reasoning seeks to verify that the
rule is actually operative. It takes the two premises contained in the case and the result to
conclude that, indeed, it is likely that there are typically signs before disaster. Herodotus
restates the rule (“those were the signs the god showed in advance”), now making clear
that we are in fact dealing with divinatory signs. The two forms of inferential reasoning

can be tabulated as follows:

Deduction
rule there are typically signs before disaster | Induction
case there is a disaster there is a disaster
-~ result there must have been signs beforehand  there were signs beforehand
-~ rule the god shows signs before disaster

283 The signs are the result of the deduction, which may seem odd from a temporal perspective
since they precede the case, but this is the logical consequence from a semiotic perspective.
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This deductive form of divining disaster is retrospective, and reconstructs the past with
presumed certainty, depending on the strength of the rule (in this case, a general principle
expressed by the verb iAéet and the general temporal clause gvt’ @v). In this scenario,
that means that there must have been signs in the past. Primed to look for signs, the
historian is then able to readily identify the plague and collapsed school building as the
signs that must have temporally preceded, and semiotically indicated, this disaster. It
seems likely that the recognition of the signs is based on a principle of resemblance,
insofar as the sign (plague and school) and referent (overturning of Chios) are both
disasters. When the rule is re-introduced through induction, the divine sender is included
(0 B6¢), thus rendering the rule a divinatory principle. This happens at the end of the
inductive process, because it is only after it has been established that there were signs
beforehand, that the divinatory nature of the case (the disaster) is confirmed.

In the course of this inferential process, therefore, the initial event or case (the
overturning of Chios = Sign/Event 1) becomes a divinatory sign itself—but only after the
inferential process has started. To appreciate how the semiotic status of the disaster shifts,
we must distinguish between a textual progression (that is, the sequence in Herodotus’
narrative) and a temporal progression (that is, the sequence as it is historically
reconstructed).?®* In the sequence of the text, the semiotic direction is backward in time:
the overturning of Chios indicates, and textually precedes, the plague and collapsed

school (= Sign 2). This in turn reconfigures the temporal or historical semiotic direction:

284 With ‘historically reconstructed,’ I still assume that this is Herodotus’ perspective. I am
thinking logically and semiotically here, and make no positivist claim about what is likely to have
‘actually’ happened.
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logic dictates that Sign 2 indicates and temporally—but not textually—precedes Sign 1.

The inferential process thus circles back to Sign 1, which becomes the total signified of

the joint sign complex, and constitutes the Referent, or the disaster-as-event.

Semiotic Direction

textual

Sign 1 > indicates and precedes > Sign 2

-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-

temporal

-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-
-

Sign 2 > indicates and precedes > Event 1

The chiastic progression from Sign 1 to Event 1 encompasses both inductive and

abductive forms of inferential reasoning, on the textual and temporal levels, respectively.

The first step, from Sign 1 to Sign 2, is inductive because it starts from the rule, at least in

the way it is presented in Herodotus’ text, and leads to a logically certain conclusion.

The second, temporal step from Sign 2 (= the plague and collapsed school) to

Event 1 (= loss at Lade and Histiaeus) follows the pattern of abductive reasoning:

Abduction

result there were signs

rule there are typically signs before disaster

- case therefore, there may be a disaster coming

It begins with the observation of a set of surprising facts, namely the plague and

collapsed school building, both of which are readily considered signs, and whose

occurrence must be accounted for or explained by some theory. The principle there are

typically signs before disaster presents itself; and indeed, the signs are a matter of course
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considering the disaster (Event 1) that soon followed. As the circularity of the table on
Semiotic Direction demonstrates, the signs are interdependent; semiotically, the disaster-
as-sign (Sign 1) indicates and anticipates the plague and collapsed school (Sign 2), and
the plague and school indicate and anticipate the disaster-as-event (Event 1). Importantly,
the plague and school (Sign 2) only became signs after the event had occurred. They
were not interpreted as signs, as Herodotus seems to imply, when they happened. It is
therefore a retrospective abduction, but with prospective pretenses, for its claim (the case
it abduces) is about the future—a future that has already taken place. Electra’s abduction
reconstructs the past (‘Orestes was here’) by interpreting the signs; Herodotus’ abduction
(re)constructs the future (‘disaster will strike’), but only after the signs have been
observed in the past. In the semiotic sequence, the plague and collapsed school function
as fixed signs to anchor the event—semiotically and temporally—by turning it into a

referent.

The Divinatory Sign in Action (II): Delos Revisited

What the logical processes that make sense of the Chian Catastrophe show is that
inferences 1) and 2) of the definition are two sides of the same coin. Both the meaning
produced by semiosis and the divine agency are implied in the rule, which affects the
case and the result alike. Herodotus’ account of the Delian earthquake offers another test
case of the definition of the divinatory sign and the role of inferential reasoning. But in
this case, the rule takes the form of an actual prophecy from Apollo. In Herodotus’
account of the earthquake at Delos, there are several signs that interact with one another
and assign meaning to the event. When the island of Delos “shook” at some time in the

164



fifth century BCE, it was clear that it was a tépag, a sign. It was a 1€pag because it
happened contrary to the lived experience and expectations about the island: Delos had
never been “shaken” before. The occurrence thereby suggested divine agency, thus
functioning as the indexical sign of some divinity.

The abductive process is as follows: the surprising fact of the Delian earthquake is
observed, an extraordinary event readily interpreted as a sign (tépag). An explanatory
principle presents itself to Herodotus: the god reveals to people the disasters that were
going to befall them (rule). And indeed, many disasters would happen during the
combined reigns of Darius, Xerxes, and Artaxerxes (Hdt. 6.98). Thus, if it were true that
the god shows signs before disasters, then the signs would be a matter of course (00d&v
aewég) given the fact that so many disasters have happened. This argument, as noted
above in Part I, is once again based on similarity (gikdc) and analogy (cf. Herodotus’ use
of 00d&v dekég in 3.33: when the body is sick, it is likely that the mind is sick too; so
here, if the island is shaken up, it is likely that the world is shaken up too). As with the
Chian disaster, the abduction is future-oriented, but retrospective insofar as the case has
already come to pass. Herodotus performs a post eventum diagnosis.

What sets the Delian earthquake apart is that the inferential reasoning is
strengthened by the reliance on yet another rule. The first rule is a divinatory principle
(the god shows signs before disaster) similar to the one used at Chios. The second rule is

a divinatory sign, namely one of Apollo’s oracles: “I will move even Delos though it was
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unmoved before.”?% The prophecy constitutes a second explanation as to why the strange
occurrence of the Delian earthquake happened. Unlike the first rule, which seeks to
address the meaning of the sign (inference 2, in my definition), the second rule explicitly
confirms the divinatory nature of the sign and points to Apollo as the divine agency
behind it (inference 1). In doing so, it elevates the first rule, which is a divinatory
principle but not a divinatory sign per se, thus lending more credibility and certainty to

the entire inferential process. The abduction can be tabulated as follows:

Abduction
result Delos was shaken (= sign)
rule 1 the god shows signs before disaster

rule 2 prophecy | the god will move Delos

- case disasters are going to happen

The Divinatory Sign in Action (IIT): Monster at the Mysteries

Both these cases of divining disaster in Herodotus’ Histories take place post
eventum. Herodotus performs a prospective abduction in the past with knowledge of how
the future would actually turn out. And yet, to say that this is ‘cheating’ is to miss the

point entirely: Herodotus assigns meaning to disasters by incorporating them abductively

285 The a MSS do not contain the oracle and the introductory note: kai &v xpnou@ MV YEYPOULEVOV
nepi otiic Mde. “kviowm kai Afjhov dxivntov mep dodoav.” It is generally considered an
interpolation by modern scholars (e.g. How and Wells ad loc, Scott 2005, ad loc), although it was
already in the MS known to Eusthathius, who cites the oracle in Dion 525. At any rate, this only
goes to show how oracular signs, probably plucked from a collection of oracles, were considered
appropriate by later readers to be inserted in this particular context.
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into a system of signs, based on the general principle that gods show signs before
disaster. Even if we cannot tell how the original observers of the signs acted (or should
have acted), there is at least the theoretical possibility that disasters can be known
beforehand. Abductive reasoning allows the possibility, codified in the general principle
that there are signs before disaster, to divine disaster in historical time not just after the
event but also before the event. One such case that at least gives us an idea of what that
might look like from a cultural and political viewpoint is a strange occurrence that
happened to the Athenians in the fourth century BCE.

The incident is told in Aeschines’ oration Against Ctesiphon (330 BCE), a
political diatribe against the policies and politics of Demosthenes. This oration, we recall,
features the Oath of the Amphyctyons and its mention of tépata, which is unsurprising
because it is on those grounds of perceived danger and disaster that Aeschines attacks
Demosthenes. We shall have recourse to this oration in the next chapter, too. The disaster
that Aeschines refers to, and for which he holds Demosthenes responsible, is the Battle of
Chaeronea (338 BCE). At Chaeronea, Philip II of Macedon decisively defeated the
Athenians and their allies, establishing hegemony over most of Greece. This disaster,
says Aeschines, could have been foreseen (Aesch. 3.130, transl. Carey, adapted):

But didn’t the gods warn us (mpovieyov), didn’t they send signs beforehand

(mpoeonpavov) to be on our guard, doing everything but speak in human voices?

Never before have I seen any city more clearly being rescued by the gods but

ruined by some of the public speakers. Was not the sign (onpeiov) that appeared

at the Mysteries enough, the way the initiates died? Didn’t Aminiades warn you to

be cautious in the light of this and advise you to send to Delphi to ask the god
what should be done, and didn’t Demosthenes oppose it, claiming the Pythia was
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on Philip’s side—a boor enjoying to the full and abusing the indulgence you
showed him?2%

Aeschines does not elaborate on what this onueiov entails, except that its occurrence
suggested divine agency (strengthened, it seems, by its meaningful occurrence during the
Eleusinian Mysteries) and that some initiates of the Mysteries died. But the scholiast
comments that one or two initiates, when they were purifying themselves in the water,
were seized and eaten by a monstrous sea creature (kfjtog). The scholiast calls this sign a
tépac, suggesting both its divinatory and monstrous quality.?®” Aeschines argues that the
proper actions following a divinatory sign were not taken. The sign was readily seen as a
message and even a warning, leaving no doubt as to the general principle that something
was wrong. Unlike Electra’s wish for a less ambiguous messenger (“If only it had a
sensible voice like that of a messenger”), Aeschines finds that the gods are “doing
everything but speak in human voices.” A certain Aminiades, whom the scholiast refers

to as an Athenian seer, confirms the divinatory nature of the sign and that the Oracle at

286 AAL” 00 povAeyov, o0 Tpoeotjuavov oi 0ol puAdEachatl, povov ye 0DK AvOpOT®V POVOG
TPOCKTNCAUEVOL, OVOEUINY TOL TOTOTE EY®YE LOAAOV TOMY EDpaka VIO PEV TV Oedv
colopévny, KO 88 TV PNTOP®V Evimv dmorlvpévny. oy ikavov RV TO TOiG HUGTNPIOLS PavEY
onueiov, 1 TGV LOOTAV TELELTY]; 0V TTEPL TOVTOV AUEWVIAING UEV TPOLAEYEV evAaPeicOo Kol
méumely gic Aehpovg émepnoouévong Tov 0oV 6 TL xpn mpattely, AnuocBévnc 8¢ dvtéieye,
oumnilew v ITubiav pdokmv, dmaidevtog MV Kol AToAADOV Kol EUTIUTAGUEVOS TG 0EO0UEVTC
VO VUGV adTd EEovaiag;

287 Modern commentators assume it was a shark (Carey 2000 ad loc). But kfjtog refers to all kinds
of large, monstrous sea creatures. Plutarch reports a similar incident later in the 4™ c.: “Moreover,
as a mystic initiate was washing a pig in the harbour of Cantharus, a great fish (kfjtoc) seized the
man and devoured the lower parts of his body as far as the belly, by which Heaven clearly
indicated to them in advance that they would be deprived of the lower parts of the city [i.e.
Munychia] which adjoined the sea, but would retain the upper city.” (Plut. Phocion 28.6, transl.
Perrin)
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Delphi must be consulted. It is the failure to do so that marks the true error, at least in
Aeschines’ eyes.

Since the disaster at Chaeronea has already happened, Aeschines, like Herodotus,
is reasoning from hindsight. Nonetheless, the passage demonstrates how an Athenian
politician such as Aeschines may, for political purposes, use this episode to highlight how
the Athenian leaders failed to take the proper measures in response to the sign;
specifically, it is the sign’s meaning or referent (inference 2 of my definition) that has not

been addressed properly. We can observe this by tabulating the abductive process of the

sign:
Abduction
result initiates are eaten by sea monster (= sign)
rule 1 implicit the god shows signs before disaster

rule 2 prophecy | the god says that x [?] must be done

- case disaster happened at Chaeronea

The same rule on which Herodotus relies for his logical processes of divining disaster
applies here, although it remains implicit. Still, it is clear that the sign is a warning from
the gods—its divine agency is beyond doubt (inference 1), because of its occurrence
during the Mysteries in conjunction with the fact that an attack by a sea monster defies
common-sense expectations and thus constitutes a tépac. The involvement of the seer
underscores that the god is sending a message. But the meaning of the sign (inference 2)
is not yet fully disclosed by the general principle that signs happen before disaster alone.

Further explanation is needed. The seer is explicit about this: a delegation must be sent to
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Delphi to ask Apollo what must be done. The resulting prophecy, which would have
constituted the second rule (in the form of a divinatory sign) that may have completed
this process, is never received, and thus the inferential process that could have been made
at the time remains incomplete. Something could have been done that was not done. Such
is at least Aeschines’ reconstruction. The blame, then, falls clearly on the one who
opposed consulting the Pythia—Demosthenes, who feared that the sign would be
deceptive, manipulated by the Pythia’s alleged favoritism. The passage thus demonstrates
how divining disaster, as an abductive form of reasoning, depends not only on the
strength but also on the completeness of the rule that attempts to explain the strange

occurrence of the sign.

The Communicative Model

Now that we have identified Herodotus’ statement (“there are typically signs
before disaster”) as the rule in the inferential process of divining disaster, one important
question remains: where does the rule, the explanation or general truth that renders the
observed fact a matter of course, come from? Certainly, Herodotus did not invent it. As
an explanation for an observed fact, abduction can rely on pre-existing rules. When the
rule cannot be selected from a series of possibilities, but must be invented ex novo, this is
what Umberto Eco refers to as creative abduction. Any attempt to try and trace the
‘original’ creative abduction that first posited the connection between divinatory signs
and disasters seems a futile and useless exercise. This does not mean, however, there are
no clues as to how this creative abduction may have come about—not at one historical
moment in time, but in various ways, gradually perhaps, in different cultures at different
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times and across different semiotic or conjectural practices and disciplines. One
assumption, which has already been raised in the context of the cognitive science of
religion, is the importance of the idea that humans are hard-wired to perceive
communication between agents both seen and unseen. As Walter Burkert has noted, “The
abundance of signs turns into a plethora of voices.”?%

In fact, in foregrounding the divinatory sign in our definition, the sender of the
sign is relegated to being part of the inferential process. This is significant, because the
divine agent behind the sign is bracketed off, thus producing an etic definition that allows
for cross-cultural and trans-historical application. The definition thus works well when
reconstructing divining disaster from an anthropological perspective. Most emic evidence
from Homer to Herodotus and Aeschines, however, suggests that the divine intention
precedes the sign, temporally as well as logically, and that it is therefore an integral part
of the communicative process itself. A model that emphasizes the communicative aspect
of the sign thus begins with the divine sender of the sign. Such a communicative model,
which I shall discuss further below, reflects the literary evidence itself. By considering
the divinatory sign as a form of divine communication, we do not attempt to approximate
the experience of Herodotus and Aeschines; rather, it opens new doors to explore the
creative abduction that led to the codification of the rule that underlies the mentality of
divining disaster in the first place.

The idea that signs communicate with their observers, even when the sign was

produced unintentionally, readily presents itself to the human mind. When Electra

288 Burkert 1996: 160

171



observes the lock of hair that she conjectures may belong to Orestes, she wishes the lock
could speak to her with a human voice. The sign—an index of Orestes, a literal pars pro
toto—is perceived to contain a message, but the message is encrypted, and the process of
decoding is fraught with difficulty. Electra wishes to translate the indexical sign of the
hair into an unequivocal verbal message. Typically, all intentional signs can be
considered verbal messages: they are produced, after all, for the sake of being a sign, and
the communicative aspect of its occurrence is thus central to its existence. A stop sign can
be translated into the verbal message “Stop!”. Strictly speaking, it is not the sign that
communicates but the sender of the sign who does. One influential model to understand
how signs facilitate communication is Jakobson’s communicative model of semiotics. It
consists of six elements: %’

The addresser sends a message to the addressee. To be operative the message
requires a context referred to, seizable by the addressee, and either verbal or
capable of being verbalized; a code fully, or at least partially, common to the
addresser and addressee (or in other words, to the encoder and decoder of the
message); and, finally, a contact, a physical channel and psychological connection

between the addresser and the addressee, enabling both of them to enter and stay
in communication.

Jakobson identifies six communicative functions that correspond to each of the six
elements: (1) emotive, relating to the addresser’s attitudes towards what s/he is
conveying; (2) poetic, relating to the message itself; (3) conative, relating to an
orientation toward the addressee; (4) referential, relating to an orientation toward the
context; (5) metalingual, relating to the code; (6) phatic, relating to the establishment of

contact. While all elements are operational in communication (for example: simple

28 Quoted in Martin and Ringham 2006: 228; see Jakobson: 1966-1988.
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interjections in everyday speech, such as “Oh!”, are emotive), there is usually a dominant
function. The main function of a literary text, for example, is typically poetic, while a
street sign is referential.

This model applies to human-human communication as well as divine-human
communication. We have seen how the verb onuaivo is especially associated with
communicating a message, including in divinatory contexts such as Apollo’s oracle. An
example of a well-known oracle consultation by the Athenians, described in Herodotus’
Histories (7.139-44), illustrates the applicability of Jakobson’s communicative model to
an emic context: Apollo (1) sends a message (2) to the Athenian delegation (3). The
context is the Peloponnesian War, particularly the upcoming Battle at Salamis (4), and
the message is encoded in the Greek language (5), which contains words that are
individual signs, and which are thus encoded as well (“wooden walls” has a transferred
meaning of “ships”). The contact is established by the oracular institution of the Pythia
(6), whose inspired state bridges the divine intentionality of Apollo and the human quest
for special knowledge. While all aspects are crucial to communication and problems, the
message itself—which consists of signs—is especially relevant, as is the code, which is
concerned with the decoding of the message. When this communication happens through
verbal means, such as prophecy, the decoding of the message comes down to the
decoding within the same system of language. The “wooden wall” enigma, for example,
relies on the same code but uses variations in the signification of words along the axes of

metaphor (iconic) and metonymy (indexical) to scramble the message.

Communicating by Thunder
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As often with divinatory signs, the message need not be contained in a verbal
code. The analytical potential of Jakobson’s communicative model can be demonstrated
in its application to, for example, a divinatory sign in Homeric epic. The scene is the
famous archery contest in the Odyssey, the winner of which will marry Penelope.
Odysseus has just strung the bow and is about to shoot an arrow, when the sign occurs
(Od. 21.413-15):

Zeus thundered mightily, showing forth his signs (onjpoto)

And much-enduring godlike Odysseus was happy then
That the son of devious-devising Kronos sent him a sign (tépog

).290
In this type of communication, here between god and hero, the message is encoded in
thunder. The thunder conforms to my definition of a divinatory sign. Its observation by
Odysseus leads to a dual process of inferential reasoning: 1) divine agency: from
Jakobson’s phatic standpoint, the thunder is an index of Zeus: god and thunder are
connected in a causal relationship; for Odysseus, the sign is therefore a 1épag because the
thunder suggests a divine sender; and 2) meaning: from Jakobson’s poetic standpoint, the
content of the message becomes available to Odysseus, which translates to, presumably,
Zeus’ approval and guarantee of a favorable outcome; insofar as the relation between the

sign (thunder) and its object in Odysseus’ mind (a favorable outcome) is arbitrary and

conventional, the sign is a symbol of divine favor and success. The process of

20 Zebg 62 peydd Extome ofpata eoivav: / ynincév T’ &p’ Enerta moddthag diog Odvooeng, /
OTTL pa o1 Tépag Mke Kpdvov mdig dykvlountem.
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communication between Zeus and Odysseus (Od. 21.413-5) can thus be plotted onto

Jakobson’s semiotic model:?°!

context Odysseus about to attack suitors

message Attacking suitors will have
favorable outcome

SlgﬂlﬁCd Thunder

|

encoder ------- sign - decoder
Zeus ( Odysseus
signifier Hinibling dotse
C{}dC If thunder, then Zeus favorable to outcome
contact Sky, Odysseus’ voig

We can distinguish Jakobson’s different communicative functions, although some of
them are more pronounced than others by the text. From the conative perspective, for
example, the addressee (Odysseus), rejoices at the sign, and the context of the passage
suggests that he relies on the approval of the divine to carry out his plan.

But what is the logic that underlies this system of communication? How does
Odysseus decipher the sign and access the message? The epic notably suppresses the
metalingual (or rather, metasemiotic) function of the code, which is not addressed at all,
but taken for granted by Odysseus and, presumably, the audience of the epic. But we can
clearly recognize the abductive nature of the logical procedure: faced with surprising fact

A (the thunder = result), Odysseus intuits an explanation, namely that Zeus thunders

2! Based on Jakobson’s model as found in N6th 1990 and adapted by Hollmann 2011, here
applied to Od. 21.413-5.
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before a successful endeavor (= rule). If C is true, namely that Odysseus will have a
successful endeavor, then the thunder would be a matter of course. So, there is reason to
suspect that Zeus will be favorable, that is: Odysseus will be successful in defeating the

suitors (= case):

Abduction

result thunder (= sign)

rule if thunder, Zeus is favorable to outcome
- case suitors will be defeated

The rule corresponds to Jakobson’s code, and the case to the message. Code is here
understood not only as the translation from one system of signs to another, but also in its
wider meaning as a “system of rules given by a culture.”?** In order to interpret the sign,
Odysseus needs to translate a meteorological sign into (a set of) linguistic signs; the code
correlates a system of auditory expression (the “boom!” of the thunderclap) to a system
of content (“Zeus approves”).? The code is entirely arbitrary and defined by its
conventionality: it is mutually agreed upon by the (perceived) encoder and the decoder.

Indeed, Homer’s suppression of this metasemiotic function may well show that the

292 Such is the definition of Eco 1968: 134, cited in N6th 1990: 211.

293 On code as a rule that joins an expression system with a content system, see Eco 1973: 85-6,
cited in Noth 1990: 212.
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conventionality of this code extends beyond its primary pair of sender—receiver (Zeus—

Odysseus) to its secondary pair (epic poet—audience).?**

Codes, Conditionals and Compendia

We have already seen how the code, as a general rule, can be formulated as a
syllogism (known in inferential logic as modus ponens) with the following structure: if
there is thunder, then Zeus is favorable to the outcome; there is thunder, therefore Zeus is
favorable. The propositional structure of the code (antecedent—consequent) had already
been noticed by the Stoics, whose theory of signification took an interest in the logical
operation that is involved in passing from antecedent to consequent. One of their critics,
the Pyrrhonian skeptic Sextus Empiricus (2"%-3" ¢. CE), on whose testimony we also rely
for the Stoic position, objects against the idea that this logical operation requires
inferential reasoning or knowledge of logic. For if interpreting signs requires such
advanced discursive reasoning, Sextus notes, how is it that anyone, even animals, can do
it? (Adv. Math. 8.270-1, transl. R.G. Bury):

For often illiterate pilots, and [often] farmers unskilled in logical theorems,

interpret by signs excellently (dkpwg onuetodvrar)—the former on the sea

<prognosticating> squalls and calms, stormy weather and fair, and the latter on
the farm <foretelling> good crops and bad crops, droughts and rainfalls. Yet why

2% From the standpoint of cultural semiotics, only communications based on codes and social
conventions are the object of study, separating “signs from things and artificial signs from natural
signs.” Natural semiosis, such as physiological stimuli or neurological transmissions, are thus
excluded. The case of Odysseus and the thunderclap meets the threshold of cultural semiotics,
because the interpretation of a form of natural semiosis (thunder) as divine sign is affected by
cultural conventions. Scientific explanations, too, are embedded in cultural convention. The fact
that modern meteorology explains thunder as the sound caused by the electrical phenomenon of
lightning exemplifies a shift from a mythic code to a scientific code as the basis for interpreting
natural semiosis. Any case of divination by definition relies on some conventional code, even if
the sign originates in nature. See Eco 1972: 19, cited in in Noth 1990: 213.
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do we talk of men, when some of the Stoics have endowed even irrational animals
with understanding of the sign? (tfig T0d onueiov vonoewc) For, in fact, the dog,
when he tracks a beast by its footprints, is interpreting by signs (onuetodtor); but
he does not therefore derive an impression of the judgement “if this is a footprint,
a beast is here.”?*

In our example from the Odyssey, too, the sign appears to require no discursive reasoning
whatsoever. Odysseus’ apprehension of the sign is instantaneous, as if it were a flash of
insight or intuition. This does not mean, however, that the sign cannot be understood as
part of a logical operation. Sextus’ example of a dog’s ability to follow tracks without
inferential reasoning falls under the category of signa naturalia, or natural signs (i.e.
signs that are not produced with the intention of being signs), as opposed to signa data, or
intentional signs. While Sextus is right to point out that no elaborate logical theorems are
required to interpret these signs, their successful interpretation nonetheless depends on an
important conventional component, namely learning through experience (éuneipia).
Experience explains why no elaborate reasoning is required, even if the sign can be seen,
theoretically, as inferential reasoning that can take the form of a conditional or
propositional statement. In practice no such discursive reasoning is required because past
experience and observation immediately confirm the meaning of the sign. This applies to

animals and humans alike, especially if the inference is straightforward.

25 kod yop Gypapportor moAAGKIG kuBepvijTon kol Emetpot TOAAAKIC TV SIAAEKTIKDY OempnudTmV
vewpyoi dxpwg onpetodvtat, oi uev katd OdAaccay, AvEUoVE T& Kol VIveUiag YEIUMVAS Te Kol
YoAvog, ol 8¢ KoTa yempyiav, domep evkapmioy Kol dxapmioy avyuods te kol EmouPpiag. kaitot
i mepi avOpmdTmV Aéyouey, 6t Kol Tolg AAGYO01G (MO TIVEC DTV UETAOEOMKOOL THG TOD
onueiov vonoemg; kai yap 0 kbmv 61 €k ToD Txvovg otifevetl 10 Onpiov onuetodtar: AL oV d1d

~ oG

0070 A&IdpHaTog EAKEL avTaciov Tod “ginep iyvog éoti TovTO0, ONpiov Eotv EvOade™.
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The possibility to organize and systematize divinatory signs by making them part

of propositional compendia obviously suggests itself (e.g. if sign x, then event y). Indeed,

there is a wealth of evidence for precisely this in Mesopotamian omen divination, which

contains the earliest evidence for divining disaster. Giovanni Manetti has argued that,

from the point of view of a historical reconstruction of the discipline of semiotics,

the most significant aspect of Mesopotamian divination is that it is centered

precisely on a distinctive and individual notion of the sign, which is a scheme of
inferentional [sic] reasoning that allows particular conclusions to be drawn from
particular facts.?%

Many divinatory tracts from Ancient Mesopotamia have survived, and they typically take

the form of lists of propositions. The protasis contains the omen or sign, and is expressed

by the Akkadian word summa (“if”); the apodosis contains the oracle, that which is
revealed by the sign.?*’ Different forms of Mesopotamian divination contain the same
logical structure: astrology (“if on the day of its disappearance the moon lingers in the

sky, there will be drought and famine”); oneiromancy (“if a man dreams that someone

gives him a seal, he will have a son”); extispicy (“if the lung is bright red on the right and

on the left, there will be fire”); et cetera.?”® All these propositions can be cast as abductive

inferences. The latter example can be tabulated as follows:

Abduction
result red lung (= sign)
rule if the lung is red, there will be fire

2% Manetti 1993: 1-2.

27 Rochberg 2004: 53.

2% Examples cited in Manetti 1993: 6.
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-~ case there will be fire

Once again, the principle of the rule is based on likeness and shared characteristics: fire
resembles a red lung with respect to color. In other cases, such as the astrological
example of the lingering moon that signifies famine and drought, the principle underlying
the code is not clear.

It is striking that very little evidence of such sign compendia survives from the
Ancient Greek world. We are left with the writings of a third century BCE author aptly
named Melampus, who wrote on divination by birthmarks and divination by twitches.
Artemidorus’ dream book (2™ c. CE) is a late source that comes closest to what Beerden
has called “interpretative guidelines.”?* The Roman evidence is equally sparse: the
brontoscopic calendar, and the Sibylline books, which dealt with prodigia publica, come
closest.’® However, Cicero gives us some notion of what a propositional compendium
may have looked like. He presents a list of historical examples, including a case of
teratoscopy: “if a girl were born with two heads, there would be popular revolt and
seduction and adultery at home.”*! Still, such historical examples may serve as
comparative material (coniectura) for other signs, but are far removed from the

systematized nature of Mesopotamian compendia.

2% For her comparative analysis of such guidelines in Greece, Rome and the Near East, see
Beerden 2013: 144ff.

3% Bibliography in Beerden 2013: 144. Cf. also Julius Obsequens De Prodigiis and John Lydus,
but they are late sources that do not use propositional statements (that I am aware of).

301 Si puella nata biceps esset, seditionem in populo fore, corruptelam et adulterium domi
(1.53.121).
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One attractive hypothesis as to why Mesopotamian divination became so
formalized and structured, and Greek divination apparently did not, is the prominence of
writing for the intellectual elite of Mesopotamian civilization.*”? The Greek gods
communicate orally, which is why inspired divination is so prominent. The
Mesopotamian gods, by contrast, communicate primarily through writing; the entire
universe is a huge writing tablet. A hymn of Assurbanipal to Samas, god of divination,
states: “You examine in the light (of) your (gaze) the whole earth like (so many)
cuneiform signs.””?% It has in fact been argued that the nature of cuneiform writing invites
a mental attitude that encourages finding semiotic relationships between objects, words,
and sounds. Moreover, the inaccessibility of cuneiform writing and its privileged status
contribute to the specialized and secretive role of a class of expert diviners, unlike

anything found in ancient Greece.

Signs and Causes: ‘Hard’ and ‘Soft’ Astrology

The creative abduction of the rule that first codified the logic of divining disaster
must have assumed a world perfused with communication. When this communication is
believed to take place not just with words, but with events, the perceived regularity
between sign and event may suggest a relationship between cause and effect. There is an
important distinction, however, between the way in which signs indicate disaster, and the

way in which they both indicate and cause disaster. The Homeric case of the rainbow as

302 See Manetti 1993: 2-5; see also Rochberg 2004; Vernant 1974.
303 Manetti 1993: 5.
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tépag, which indicates either pending war or storm, is instructive. As a symbol, the
rainbow stands for war or storm, a relationship that is conventional and arbitrary. As an
indexical sign, the rainbow stands for Zeus, the hidden agent behind the sign, thus
suggesting a causal relationship between the sign or cause, and its effect or meaning
(war/storm). But to claim that the rainbow causes the disaster would be mistaken.
Semiosis and causation do not strictly coincide.?* The example of another indexical sign,
smoke and fire, makes this clear. It is true that the smoke is caused by fire. Also, smoke is
causally related to fire in the conclusion that smoke signifies fire. Semiotically speaking,
‘“fire’ is the object of the sign ‘smoke,” and ‘danger’ (or ‘home’) its possible interpretant.
But to say that the smoke-as-sign is caused by the fire-as-object is to fail to distinguish
between the sign-aspect and the event-aspect. “Object, sign and interpretant cannot be

causally related,” notes Hulswit, “because together they constitute what it is to be a
sign.”30s

This does not mean, of course, that the causation and semiosis are never
confused—on the contrary. Signs—indexical signs especially—and causes are easily
confused: a red traffic light indicates “stop,” but to the observer it may seem as if the red
light also causes the traffic to stop. In our everyday speech, we are likely to render this
relationship causal, too, when we say that we had to stop because the light turned red.

What suggests cause to the human observer, is a repeated pattern of sequence, in which

sign A (red light) consistently precedes event B (traffic stops). The fact that people can

304 See Hulswit 2002: section 4.2
305 Hulswit 2002: section 4.2
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accidentally overlook or purposefully ignore a red light means that the relationship is
only one of signification, not causation. This exposes an important nuance in the role of
signs, including divinatory signs, as either merely indicative or potentially also causative,
at least perceptually so. In the context of astrology, A.A. Long has made a distinction
between hard and soft astrology to account for precisely this difference.3* So-called hard
astrology claims that the heavenly bodies are both signs and causes of human affairs,
while soft astrology considers them only as signs without also attributing a causal
relationship between heavenly bodies and human affairs.?*” This distinction between hard
and soft astrology, as we will see, can be applied to divination more generally, although
astrology, as a form of divination, lends itself particularly well for postulating causal

relationships.

Divining Disaster with the Stars (I): From Hesiod to Berossus
We can speculate that, from a cognitive anthropological viewpoint, the

observation of correspondences between the movements of the heavenly bodies and

3% Long 1982: 165-92, esp. 170 n. 19. Useful introductions to ancient astrology are Pingree 1997
and Barton 1994. On cause in Greek thought, see Hankinson 1998.

397 Long’s distinction appears to correspond to Pingree’s differentiation between celestial omens
and astrology: the former refers to the notion that the gods, of whom the planets and
constellations are physical manifestations, send messages about their divine will and intentions,
which can be altered with propitiatory rituals; the latter refers to the notion that the planets
transmit motion to the four elements, thereby changing the assemblage of elements in the
sublunar world (Pingree 1997: 22). Pingree is keen to separate out these theories, emphasizing
their “fundamental conceptual difference.” With Long, I would argue that this conceptual
difference amounts to that between signification and cause, which in practice can be hard to
distinguish. What matters most from my perspective is that both celestial omen divination and
astrology deal with the observation and interpretation of (heavenly) signs that can signify and/or
cause disaster.
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certain recurring seasonal or meteorological conditions must have been a major factor in
the development of the rule that codifies the mentality of divining disaster. The regular
movements and fixed position of the heavenly bodies could be considered semiotic
markers that are sure to rely on (tékpap), as we have seen in Prometheus Bound and the
Hymn to Selene. In scientific circles, the positions of the fixed stars were documented as
early as the 4™ century BCE, by the astronomer Eudoxus of Cnidus, on whose lost work
Aratus would later base his Phaenomena. Causal relationships between heavenly bodies
and earthly events, such as the influence of the moon on the tides, were first formulated
in the Hellenistic period (e.g. testimony in Strabo 1.3.11-12).3% Unequivocal Ancient
Greek evidence for ‘hard’ astrology is rather late: horoscopic astrology proper did not
emerge until the 3™ century BCE. 3% This is of course not to say that the Greeks of the
Archaic period did not look to the skies for guidance. On the contrary, traditional
semiotic practices that partake of Ginzburg’s conjectural paradigm, such as farming and
sailing, have relied on celestial phenomena from their inception, in particular, as Sextus
Empiricus suggested, to predict disasters such as storms and droughts. It is important to
keep in mind that some of those observed correspondences are, in fact, ‘real.” The old

rhyme “Red sky at night, sailors’ delight, / Red sky at morning, sailors take warning,” for

398 Cf. Ptolemy Tetrabiblos 1.2: “The moon, too ... bestows her effluence most abundantly upon
mundane things, for most of them, animate or inanimate, or sympathetic to her change in
company with her; the rivers increase and diminish their streams with her light, the seas turn their
own tides with her rising and setting, and plants and animals in whole or in some part wax and
wane with her.” Pliny the Elder ascribes to the moon the ability to increase and decrease human
blood (hence the moon is believed to cause menstruation); Pliny also suggests that when the
moon waxes, crustaceans grow bigger.

39 The earliest known horoscope is Babylonian (410 BCE); the earliest Greek horoscope signifies
the apotheosis of Anitochus I of Commagene, in 62 BCE; Neugebauer 1959: 188.
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example, holds true, at least along the mid-latitudes of the Northern Hemisphere.?! What
I am suggesting, then, is that the observation of atmospheric and meteorological
phenomena as signs (not causes, although the sign’s semiosis may indicate by a causal
relation) that signify certain events, such as stormy weather, may well have been the
single most important factor in formulating the original abduction that produced the rule
“there are typically signs before disaster.” Furthermore, these seemingly secular semiotic
activities fall under the umbrella of divining disaster, especially as far as so-called natural
disasters are concerned.

The evidence of the observation of heavenly and meteorological signs to
determine the right time to undertake a particular action, especially in the agricultural and
maritime sphere, is already found in the earliest Greek sources. Hesiod’s Works and
Days, which probably draws on Mesopotamian wisdom-literature, gives advice based on
the stars.®!! Many examples have a construction of the type “whenever [x], at that time
[y]” (e0T” &v ... 101€), with [x] referring to the sign and [y] to the event that should be
undertaken or avoided (Hes. WD. 619-21):

Whenever (e0t” &v) the Pleiades, fleeing the mighty strength

of Orion, fall into the murky sea,

at that time (01) tot¢) blasts of various winds rage;

and at that time (xoi t6te) do not keep your boats on the wine-dark sea any
longer,

310 This piece of folk wisdom is mentioned as early as the Bible (Matthew 16: 2-3). For its
scientific validity, see article in Scientific American [link]

311 In general, “stars” refers to the so-called fixed stars, which the ancients distinguished from
wandering stars (i.e. planets, of which five were known: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and
Saturn). The fixed stars, which are so called because of their relatively regular movements, are
grouped in constellations as early as Homer and Hesiod, the names for which were derived in
large part from their Babylonian counterparts, as were the names of the planets. The sun and
moon were typically ranked among the planets as well.
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but work the earth mindful as I tell you.>!?
The movement of the constellation Pleiades marks the end of the sailing season. To heed
the advice and keep one’s boats ashore is to avoid disaster. Does making seasonal
predictions based on the constellations constitute an act of divination? If we narrowly
focus on the sender of the sign, in particular whether the sender is a god or not, then the
answer is no. While the Babylonians and Egyptians identified specific stars with gods,
the Greeks did not do so, although stars were considered divine at least by the time of
Plato’s Timaeus. But if we shift our focus to the sign itself, the Pleiades indicating the
end of the maritime season fits my definition of the divinatory sign: the stars, after all, are
both animated and anthropomorphized, pointing to an agency and intentionality that lies
outside the human sphere of influence (inference 1). Corresponding to Guthrie’s second
category of anthropomorphizing, the Pleiades are imagined to “flee the strength of
mighty Orion,” thus having mentalistic activities ascribed to them. As per the definition,
whether this is truly ‘believed’ or not is not relevant; what matters is that it is an accepted
part of discourse. From the perspective of the receiver of the sign, moreover, the sign
yields special knowledge about the future (inference 2). The sinking Pleiades are an
indexical sign of the stormy season (i.e. starting late October/early November). The
construction e0t’ &v generalizes the condition by which the sign and event are related,
and regularizes the occurrence. We encountered the same principle in Herodotus’

narrative of the Chian disaster, which led him to conclude: “There are usually signs

312 g0t av ITAadec 60évog BPpuuov Qpimvog / pevyovsot TnTmoty & Nepoedéa movTov, / o
ToTE TOVTOl®V AvEP®Y Buiovo dfjtar / Kol Tote unkétt vijog Exewv Evi oivomt movT®, / yijv &
€pyalecBon pepvnuévog g o€ KEAEH®
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beforehand, whenever great disasters occur.” A crucial difference, however, is that
Herodotus reasons from the event to the sign: whereas Hesiod’s 0t &v clause refers to
the sign, Herodotus’ €0t &v clause refers to the event. The hypothetical Hesiodic
equivalent of this would be “whenever blasts of winds are raging, the Pleiades usually
sink into the sea,” which makes little sense. The difference can be explained by the
temporal focus of the genre: Herodotus makes sense of the past, while Hesiod’s didactic
advice poetry is future-oriented.

Such a future-oriented form of divining disaster, in the generalizing mold of
Works and Days, is frequently found in the Mesopotamian omen compendia we have
briefly considered. One instance of soft astrology is the conditional statement “If the
moon lingers, then there will be drought or plague,” which is but one among many signs
in the compendia that foreshadow agricultural or political disaster. Greek and Roman
divination gradually came under the influence of Mesopotamian astrology, although
experts such as Otto Neugebauer have argued that the evidence for direct borrowings is
limited.*'* (To be sure, the Greeks translated Babylonian star names as early as the sixth
century BCE.)*'* We know that the Babylonian philosopher Berossus established a school
of astrology on Cos in the 3™ century BCE.?'S According to Seneca (Nat. Quest. 3.29.1),
Berossus linked global catastrophes of flood and fire to the movement of the planets,

even assigning a specific date to this event: “Earthly things will burn when all the planets

313 Neugebauer 1959: 170, cited in Long 1982: 169.

314 Barton 1994.
315 On Berosus, see Kuhrt 1987: 32-56.
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which now move in different orbits come together in the sign of Cancer, and are so
distributed in the same path, that a straight line can pass through the spheres of all of
them.””3!® Just as conflagration happens under Cancer, so deluge happens under the sign
of Capricorn: “They are signs of great power” (magnae potentiae signa). The Stoic
ekpyrosis, or universal conflagration, occurs when the planets return to their original
position, a theory that, as Long points out, may well have been influenced by the
astronomical speculations of Berossus.?!” This seems to be a case of hard astrology:
Seneca uses the verb conficio (“accomplish, bring about, cause”) to explain the
relationship between the signs of Cancer and Capricorn, and the solstice and the winter,

respectively.

Divining Disaster with the Stars (II): Chaldeans and Egyptians

The global catastrophe envisioned by Berossus and the Stoic ekpyrosis are
apocalyptic events, in the sense that they would result in the end of the world as it is. This
position stands in opposition to that of the Chaldeans, at least as recounted by the
historian Diodorus Siculus (1% ¢. BCE) (Library 2.30). The Chaldeans thought the
universe to be eternal and without final destruction (botepov @Bopdv). The planets and
stars are divinities, and their positions (the signs) are thus clearly divinatory. The planets

are called “Interpreters” (£punveic), because “they indicate future events, thus

316 arsura enim terrena contendit, quandoque omnia sidera, quae nunc diuersos agunt cursus, in
Cancrum conuenerint, sic sub eodem posita uestigio, ut recta linea exire per orbes omnium possit

317 Long 1982: 167.
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interpreting to humankind the intention of the gods” (t& péAAovta yiveoBar deikvoovoty,
EpUNvedOVTEG TOlC AvOpdTOIg TV TV Bed®dv Evvolav, 2.30.4). These future events include
disasters, and Diodorus offers a clear case of natural disaster in relation to soft astrology
(Dio. Sic. 2.30.5, transl. Oldfather):
For sometimes by their risings, sometimes by their settings, and again by their
colour, the Chaldaeans say, [the planets] give signs (mpoonpaivewv) of coming
events to such as are willing to observe them closely; for at one time they show
forth (dnlodv) mighty storms of winds, at another excessive rains or heat, at times
the appearance of comets, also eclipses of both sun and moon, and earthquakes,
and in a word all the conditions which owe their origin to the atmosphere and
work both benefits and harm, not only to whole peoples or regions, but also to
kings and to persons of private station.*'®
The language in this passage does not suggest a causal relationship between the planets
and earthly events; the relationship is strictly semiotic, as the verbs mpoonpaive and
ONA® indicate. And yet, these atmospheric events themselves can be harmful or
beneficial, which suggests that the lines between signification and causation is already
blurred. It is noteworthy, moreover, that the principle of planetary signification applies
not only to macro-phenomena such as atmospheric conditions, but also to individual

human beings. This is the step from universal to genethlialogical, or horoscopic,

astrology.

318 10, pev yap St thig dvatoific, To 8¢ S1d Thg dVoemc, TvaL 8& 1l THC YOOGS TPOSHHAVELY PaGTV
a0TOVG TOIG TPOGEXEY AKPIPMS BovAnOeiot TOTE Uev yap Tvevpdtoy peyédn dniodv avtovg,
mote ¢ OUPpov 1 Kavpdtwov HepPoric, £0TL 08 OTE KOUNTMDY ACTEPWOV EMITOANG, £TL O€ NAlov TE
Kol GEANVING EKAEIVELS, Kol GEIGUOVG, KOl TO GUVOLOV TACHG TAG K TOD TEPLEYOVTOS YEVVOUEVAG
TEPLOTACELS DQEALOVE TE Kol PAafepac 00 udvov EBveotv 1j TOmOIC, GALA Kol PactAedol Kol TOlC
TUYOVGV 1O1DTALS.
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In Cicero’s On Divination, we find Chaldean horoscopic astrology (Chaldaeorum
natalicia praedicta), or genethlialogy, explained by a critic in terms that unequivocally
suggest causation rather than signification alone (2.89, transl. Falconer):

Now since, through the procession and retrogression of the stars [i.e. planets], the

great variety and change of the seasons and of temperature take place, and since

the power of the sun produces such results (efficiantur) as are before our eyes,

[the Chaldeans] believe that it is not merely probable, but certain, that just as the

temperature of the air is regulated by this celestial force, so also children at their

birth are influenced in soul and body and by this force their minds, manners,

disposition, physical condition, career in life and destinies are determined.?"
The Chaldean argument may be handsomely refuted by Cicero’s character Marcus, but,
as A.A. Long notes, it offers the single most powerful reason that astrologers could cite in
their favor: namely, the empirical observation that the sun and moon have important
noticeable effects on earth, and that the different positions of the planets and stars
coincide with certain atmospheric or seasonal changes. And if these large-scale effects
are real, why not suppose smaller effects in individual people? We will revisit this
question when discussing Ptolemy.

If the Chaldeans had a reputation as masters of astrology, the true origins of this
divinatory discipline were in fact debated among Greek and Roman intellectuals. The
Egyptians were also renowned astrologers. Cicero articulates the view that the different

types of divination are determined by the nature of the people and the land in which they

live. Egyptians and Babylonians, for example, dwell in open plains with unobstructed

319 Etenim cum tempestatumque caeli conversiones commutationesque tantae fiant accessu
stellarum et recessu, cumque ea vi solis efficiantur, quae videmus, non veri simile solum, sed
etiam verum esse censent perinde, utcumque temperatus sit aér, ita pueros orientis animari atque
formari, ex eoque ingenia, mores, animum, corpus, actionem vitae, casus cuiusque eventusque

fingi
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views of the sky, and so they both specialize in astrology (Cic. De Div. 1.93). Diodorus,
for one, believed that the Chaldeans were in fact colonists from Egypt.*?° Indeed, we find
in Diodorus a classic example of divining disaster among the Egyptians in the form of
hard astrology. The passage, the source for which is believed to be Hecatacus of Abdera
(4™ c. BCE) is worth quoting in full (Dio. Sic. 1.81.4-5 = FGrH 264 Fr. 25; transl.
Murphy, adapted):3?!

For if ever a nation took an interest in the observation of the stars and their
positions and movements, it is the Egyptians, who preserve extensive records
about each star from unbelievably ancient days, having taken great pains from
time immemorial concerning such matters; and they most zealously note the
motions, periods, and stations of the planets, and the influences (dvvapeig) that
each exerts on the generations of living beings, the good or evil effects of which
they are the cause (anepyaotikai). The astrologers often successfully predict the
events fated to befall a man during his life, and they frequently foretell
(mpoomnpaivovot) the failure of crops or, conversely, an abundance of yield, as
well as plagues on men and cattle. And from long ages of close observation they
know in advance (mpoywdckovat) of earthquakes and floods and the time when
comets will appear, and all the events of which, to common men, it seems
impossible to have knowledge (éniyvmoiv).3?

320 There is no evidence that Mesopotamian astrology came from Egypt. In fact, it is likely that
astrology was introduced into Egypt from Mespotomia with the Persian conquests of the 6™
century BCE. The main contribution of Egyptian astrology has been its calendar.

321 For source criticism of Diodorus’ Library Book 1, see Burton 1972: 1-34.

322 gmpehode yap, &l kod mopd Ticy dAloig, kol map” Atyvrtiolg mopatnpicemg TuyyGvovsty i
TOV doTpmV TAEEIC TE Kol KIVGELS KOl TG UEV TEPL EKAGTOV Avaypapag &€ £T®V AmioTOv T
A0l PLAATTOVGLY, €K TOAOIDY YPOVEOV ENA®UEVNG o adTOlG THE TEPl TadTA 6TOVITG, TAG O
TAOV TAOVITOV AGTEPOV KIVIOELG KO TTEPLOOOVG KOl OTNPLYHOVCS, £TL 08 TAG EKAGTOV SUVALELG
TPOG TOC TOV {DmV YeEVESELS, TiveV gloly dyaddv 1| KaK®V drnepyaoTikai, GILOTIUOTATO
TOPUTETNPNKOCL. KOl TOAAAKIC LEV TOIG AvOpDTOIg TV aTolg LEALOVTOV GrovTiioectal Kot
TOV Plov TPOAEYOVTEG EMTVYYAVOLGLY, OVK OALYAKLG O KapTdV pBopag 1 TovVavTiov
moAvKapTiag, £TL 6& vOooLE KOG GvOpmTolg | focKNUAGY EG0UEVOC TPOCTLAIVOVGL, GEIGUOVG
T€ KOl KATOKAVGUOVE Kol KOUNTAV GoTEP®V EMTOMAG Kal ThvTo T¢ TOig TOALOIG GovVaTOV EYELy
dokobvta TNV ENtyvmotv, €K TOALOD YPOVOL TOPUTNPCEDS YEYEVUEVTS, TPOYIVAOGKOLGL.
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Diodorus presents a case of hard astrology: the Egyptians have made a careful and
lengthy study of the heavenly bodies—their motions, positions, orbits and stations—
which allows them to connect certain signs with certain events. The planets influence
earthly events (dvvauelg expresses power or force; anepyactikai suggests cause), good or
bad, but Diodorus singles out the bad: Egyptian astrologers foretell (mpoonuaivovot, here
in the meaning of relaying knowledge obtained through the interpretation of signs) crop
failure, plagues, earthquakes, and floods, all of which are environmental disasters. As
with the Chaldeans, Diodorus also includes comets, which are not disasters per se but
further signs of disasters. Elsewhere, for example, Diodorus notes that the comet of 373/2
BCE “indicated beforehand” (mpoeonuoivev) the Spartan defeat at the Battle of Leuctra
(371 BCE) (Dio. Sic. 15.50.2). The underlying principle here is a familiar one, namely
that by studying the past one can know the future, because fixed patterns of cause and
effect can be discerned. The premise is one of determinism. What separates the astrologer
from the common man is that the astrologer can in fact know that which, to the common
man, seems impossible to know. The random and unexpected turn out to be regular and

foreseeable.

Divining Disaster with the Stars (I11): Ptolemy

The pinnacle of divining disaster based on astrology comes with the Tetrabiblos

by Claudius Ptolemy (2™ ¢. CE), an astrological handbook that complements Ptolemy’s
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work of mathematical astronomy, the A/magest.** In the first book of the Tetrabiblos,
Ptolemy offers a defense of astrology by pointing to the obvious effects of the sun and
moon on earthly events, a line of argument that we have already seen in Diodorus’ and
Cicero’s representation of the Chaldeans. Ptolemy continues (7et. 1.2.4-5, transl.
Robbins, adapted):
Moreover, the passages of the fixed stars and planets through the sky often make
significations (émonuociog) of hot, windy, and snowy conditions of the air, and
mundane things are affected accordingly. Then, too, their aspects to one another,
by the meeting and mingling of their dispensations, bring about many varied
changes (m\eiotag kol mowkilog petaforag anepyalovrar).’*
A.A. Long has commented on the rhetorical skill by which Ptolemy continues his
argument, moving subtly from soft astrology (the stars as émonuoaciot, “significations,”
of weather conditions) to hard astrology, according to which the planets “bring about
many complicated changes.” The planet Saturn, for example, is especially harmful,
causing diseases, pestilential weather, storms at sea, excessive floods; as regards the
crops, “he brings about want, scarcity, and loss, especially of those [crops] grown for
necessary uses, either through worms or locusts or floods or cloud-burst or hail or the

like, so that famine [Apu6g, some MSS read Aowdg, plague] and the destruction of men

thereby result” (Tetr. 2.84).

323 On the historical and intellectual context of Ptolemy’s works, and his importance for Western
astrology, see Tester 1987: 57-97. For an analysis of Ptolemy’s defense of astrology, see Long
1982: 178-83.

324 of 1€ TOV AGTEPOV TV TE ATAAVAY Kol TOV TAAVOUEVOV Tdpodol mAsicTag To1odoty
gmonpaciog Tod TEPEYOVTOC KAVUUTMOAEIS KO TVELHATOSELS Kol VIPETMELS, VO’ OV Kai T &
TG YTi¢ oikeimg dratifetar. fjon 6& Kol 01 TPOG GAANAOVES DTGV GLGYNUATICUOL, CUVEPYOUEVMV
TOG KOl GUYKIPVOUEVOV TAV d1000GE®V, TAEIGTAG Kol TOWKiAag pHeTaforag dnepyalovtat.
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Next, Ptolemy appeals to the power of observation in the common man, an
argument once again similar to that found in Sextus, and exemplified in Hesiod: if
farmers, sailors, and even animals, with their limited sphere of expertise, can make
accurate though fallible predictions about the weather based on the significations of the
stars, why should someone who knows precisely all the celestial movements not be able
to make general forecasts about atmospheric conditions in general on a much larger
scale? Then Ptolemy makes the sudden jump to genethlialogical astrology, by arguing
that if the general and the universal can be known, so too can the particular and the
individual. This important distinction between universal (kaBoiikn) and genethlialogical
(yeveOhohoykn) astrology runs through the entire Tetrabiblos, with Books 1 and 2
devoted to astrological influences that affect all of humankind, or whole countries or
cities, and Books 3 and 4 devoted to the births of individuals. The assumption is that the
general is more important than, and takes precedence over, the particular.

This argument is significant, because it counters a common objection to astrology,
namely the famous question put forth scathingly by Marcus in the second book of
Cicero’s On Divination (2.97): “Did all the Romans who died at Cannae have the same
horoscope?’”** Ptolemy addresses such criticism by suggesting that celestial causes of
general effects, such as war or other disasters, are more powerful than those affecting
particular individuals. For example, when humans “perish in multitudes by conflagration
or pestilence or floods” (ék TLPOGEWV T} AOIUDV 1] KATOKAVGU®DY KOTO TAROM

dwpBapdowv), the lesser cause of the particular (i.e. the individual’s horoscope) yields to

325 omnesne qui Cannensi pugna ceciderint uno astro fuerint?
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the greater cause of the general and universal. In this view, divining disaster becomes a
structural part of the cosmic order. If Herodotus and Aeschines focused on particular and
circumstantial cases of disaster, whose meaning must be ascertained in an ad hoc manner
through inferential reasoning aided by divinatory signs, the divinely ordered universe of
Ptolemy is comprised of divinatory signs in the form of the heavenly bodies—signs that
are both constantly accessible and sure to rely on. This system consists entirely of stable,
interpretable signs. Provided these signs are studied properly, disaster becomes
something utterly knowable.

Ptolemy’s defense of astrology is in part so successful, as Long suggests, because
of his willingness to disclaim absolute causal efficacy. The celestial movements only
provide first causes upon someone’s birth, and hence other factors can intervene and
override the effect, including nurture, customs and geographical variations. “Astrology,”
as Long paraphrases Ptolemy’s position, “though necessary, is far from sufficient to
explain all the details of someone’s life. But, in spite of its fallibility, it is a divine art, and
we should be grateful for what it can provide.”??® Indeed, for Ptolemy, the greatest benefit
of astrology consists in its ability to induce equanimity about the future (7etr. 1.3.5-6,
transl. Robbins):

For, in the first place, we should consider that even with events that will

necessarily take place their unexpectedness (10 p&v anpocdoknToV) is very apt to

cause excessive panic and delirious joy, while foreknowledge (10 0¢
npoywvmokewv) accustoms and calms the soul by experience of distant events as

326 Long 1982: 182.
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though they were present, and prepares it to greet with calm and steadiness
whatever comes.>?’

This justification of astrology applies to divining disaster more broadly, and lays bare a
key characteristic of disaster itself as understood from the Uncertainty paradigm, namely
the unexpected (dmpocsdoxntov), which we will discuss in the next chapter. Indeed,
mitigating the unexpected by creating fixed signs to mentally prepare for disaster is one
form of hermeneutic disaster management. Knowing what is going to happen—even if it
cannot be prevented—soothes the mind. Ptolemy’s language is telling: foreknowledge
“calms the soul by experience of distant events as though they were present” (1®vV
anoviov og tapdévtwv). The mind constructs a path across time and space to bridge the
invisible with the visible. Solon’s maxim that the invisible must be “conjectured with
signs” (tekpaipov) from what is visible once again applies. If this process is abductive in
nature, its epistemological status has potentially much more lofty claims than Peirce was
willing to assign to it: the rule on which divining disaster is based, at least for Ptolemyj, is

that of divine, celestial causation itself—not mere signification.

327 pdrTov pev yap del oxomeiv, 6t kod £ml TV &€ Avaykng dnopncopévay 0 uEv drposdokntov
TOVG 1€ BopHPovg EKOTUTIKOVE KOl TG Y0P EEO0IGTIKAC LAAMOTA TEQVKE TOLETLY, TO 08
npoywaokew £0ilet kal pOuilel Ty Yoy i LEAETN TOV ATOVTIOV O TAUPOVTIOV Kol
napookevalet pet’ eipvng kol edotabeiog Exaota TV Emepyopuévev anodéyectar:
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CHAPTER TWO

“Disasters in the Sun”
(1601 CE)

Etymologies and Definitions

Naturally, “disaster” can be understood according to its etymology—of which
many fragments here bear the trace. But the etymology of “disaster” does not
operate in these fragments as a preferred, or more original insight, ensuring
mastery of what is no longer, then, anything but a word. On the contrary, the
indeterminateness of what is written when this word is written, exceeds
etymology and draws it into the disaster.

—Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster

To be a disaster, a “star” such as a meteor must deviate from this harmonious
arrangement or celestial machinery. Meanwhile, back on Earth, the shooting star
is a portent that makes sense as a trace on the relatively stable horizon of earth
and sky. Perhaps the apocalypse will happen. But not just yet.

—Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects

What is ‘disaster’ anyway? ... It is a sharp and furious eruption of some kind that
splinters the silence for one terrible moment and then goes away.

—Kai Erikson, Everything in its Path
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Introduction

Whereas the previous chapter focused on the “divining” in divining disaster, the
guiding question of this chapter is: what is disaster? This is not just a matter of definition,
something which geologists, sociologists, and psychologists still struggle with in the field
of disaster studies. It is true that the scholar must define his or her subject area, but there
is something else at stake when it comes to defining disaster, especially for scholars in
the humanities. Within disaster studies itself, the Uncertainty Paradigm emphasizes the
loss of meaning, and the idea that the lack of communication is precisely what makes the
disaster. The philosopher Maurice Blanchot writes about the indeterminateness of the
word disaster, and the classical philologist Gerhard Hebbeker refers to the
Sprachlosigkeit of disaster. There is a sense that disaster somehow defies definition. To
define disaster—what it is—is to fix the sign in place, to give signification to something
that does not immediately allow itself to be known, and thereby to take away some of the
uncertainty. The main strategy to alleviate this uncertainty is to define the disaster by
locating its origins. Does it originate with humans, gods, or some abstract notion of
‘Nature’? Where does the disaster come from? Defining disaster thus becomes part of

divining disaster.

This chapter makes many universalizing claims about disaster, based on
phenomenological and philological assumptions about the word and concept itself. At the
same time, these claims can only aspire to be more than just philosophical speculation
when they are anchored in a historical, conceptual study of disaster. The fact that the

Ancient Greek language seemingly lacks an abstract noun for disaster underscores the
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need for a larger conceptual study of disaster terminology—cross-cultural and trans-
historical—as called for by Gerrit-Jasper Schenk and others. The purpose of such a study
would be to understand both the universals and the particulars of disaster experiences
across different cultures, the conditions that make these experiences possible, and the
strategies employed to cope with them. I have already suggested that the mentality of
divining disaster is one such hermeneutic strategy, at least in Ancient Greece, and the
overarching purpose of this study is to illuminate this practice. What I am now proposing
is that defining disaster itself—the word, the concept, the event—is not only part of this
practice, but even essential to it. The question, how do the ‘Ancient Greeks’ define
disaster, thus becomes of central importance to this study.

The chapter is divided into three parts. Part I begins in medias res, as I trace the
origins of the English word disaster to Shakespeare’s Hamlet and King Lear. My reason
for doing so is not because Shakespeare must be privileged in the classical canon, or
because he should somehow hold more value in imagining the (literary) past of the
‘West’. It is not even the fact that Shakespeare’s passage on disaster in Hamlet is a case
of classical reception—one that also lends its phrase to the title of this chapter. Rather,
this is a heuristic comparison, in which a phenomenon from one culture is used to
illuminate aspects of a comparable phenomenon in another culture. What my discussion
of Shakespeare neatly illustrates is that from its moment of arrival in the English
language, the word disaster stands in a contentious relationship with meaning, oscillating
between that which signifies and that which is signified, in a way that goes well beyond
the true but tried observation that the etymology of disaster points to its astrological

origins. At the same time, Shakespeare’s penchant for neologisms reveals a particular set
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of cultural and intellectual conditions under which new words—such as disaster—are
introduced in the first place. This pivotal moment owes much to the reception of the
Ancient World, which is itself significant, even if it does not illuminate ancient disaster
directly. What it does illuminate is the hypothesis that defining disaster—in any system
of language and culture—is integral to the mentality of divining disaster as a semiotic
practice, which thus justifies the elaborate etymological and lexical analysis of Greek
(and Roman) disaster terminology that I undertake in Parts II and III.

To facilitate this cross-cultural and linguistic analysis, a more capacious
understanding of the word and concept disaster is needed. Rather than resorting to such
modern classifications as natural vs. man-made disasters, I distinguish different kinds of
disaster by considering three different modes under which they are apprehended: disaster-
as-sign, disaster-as-event, and disaster-as-condition. I conceive of these three modes of
disaster, which are nothing more—or less—than etic tools in the hands of the scholar, as
porous, complementary, and not mutually exclusive. They seem to be current throughout
the (Western) history of disaster mentalities, as for example evidenced by the
Shakespearean passages, and while arguments could be made, perhaps, for the universal
character of these three disaster modalities across the intellectual and cultural history of
humanity, such an endeavor would obviously be beyond the scope of this study. I do not
contend, therefore, that these three modes of disaster are somehow unique to Ancient
Greek thinking. What I do argue is that our understanding of the Ancient Greek mentality

of divining disaster, as defined in the previous chapter, benefits from recognizing and
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theorizing these different modes as analytical categories.**® To be more explicit: the point
of this chapter’s extensive theorization of disaster is that defining—and, in turn,
divining—disaster is to reduce the disaster-as-event (Derrida’s événement) to the
equivalent of a sign.

In Part II, I continue to explore the word and concept of disaster through its
etymology, not with the essentialist assumption that it reveals some true meaning of the
sign, but with the belief that the origins (real or perceived) of a word, and of neologisms
in particular, tell us something about the cultural and mental attitudes toward that word.
How disaster is defined says something about how it is experienced. I trace the word
disaster to the Italophilic French courts and the reception of Plutarch by such 16™-century
French humanists as Antoine du Saix and Jacques Amyot. This unexplored conceptual
history of disaster—and related words, such as catastrophe and calamity—is worth
considering because it reveals that modern preconceptions of ancient disaster are filtered
through the lens of Renaissance humanism and its reception of ancient texts, Plutarch
especially. While this fact itself is noteworthy if hardly surprising, above all it serves both
to underscore the difficulty in accessing ancient conceptions of disaster directly—the
awareness of which is imperative when ‘doing’ cultural and conceptual history—and,
simultaneously, to offer a first glimpse at ancient disaster terminology considered eligible
to be rendered with the French neologism desastre. ‘Ancient Greek disaster’ emerges as

somewhat of a conceit.

328 For the problem of different order categories, see Satlow 2005: 27-98.
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In an attempt to address this conceit, I rely on the linguistic signs of the ancient
languages themselves to have more direct, if not diachronic, access to ‘ancient disaster.’
The more straightforward disaster terminology of the Latin language reveals that disaster
is constructed in an abstract sense through such nouns as calamitas, clades, and casus. 1
argue that the importance of the roots *kel (strike) and *kad (fall) reveals that disaster is
phenomenologically something that strikes from above, a falling upon whose meaning
oscillates between that of a random accident and a purposeful misfortune. The Greek
language, by contrast, lacks a clear abstract noun for disaster. The LSJ, in fact, translates
no single Greek word with “disaster.” Instead, the Greek language has recourse to such
potentially neutral words as cuppopd and méBoc, and words derived from roots for
falling, striking, and suffering, as well as adjectives such as kaxov and dewvov. Armed
with these etymological insights, the phenomenology of disaster, and its modalities as-
event, as-sign, and especially as-condition, is demonstrated through an analysis of
Euripides’ Heracles, which simultaneously re-contextualizes the Shakespearean line
disasters in the sun.

Part III Defining Greek Disaster builds on the disaster lexicon to consider how the
Greeks conceptualized disaster. Since there are very few direct classifications of disaster,
the assumption is that pairs, groups, and larger clusters of instances of disaster (such as
Thucydides’ ‘disaster list’) implicitly convey how the collective imagination of ‘the
Greeks’ structured different disasters. I argue that, contrary to what modern scholars of
ancient disaster have tended to focus on, the triad plague-famine-war is the most
dominant conceptual disaster complex in Ancient Greek thought, at least in the Archaic
and Classical periods. In particular, the loimos scheme, so called in Daniel Ogden’s
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seminal study on this subject, looms large in both mythological and historical
constructions of disaster in the Greek imagination, starting with Hesiod’s contrasting
depictions of the righteous and wicked cities.*?® This part closes with a section on the

relationship between memory and disaster, as expressed by the historian Polybius.

PART 1

THREE MODES OF DISASTER

A Neologism in Hamlet

HORATIO

A mote it is to trouble the mind's eye.

In the most high and palmy state of Rome,

A little ere the mightiest Julius fell,

The graves stood tenantless and the sheeted dead
Did squeak and gibber in the Roman streets:
As stars with trains of fire and dews of blood,
Disasters in the sun; and the moist star

Upon whose influence Neptune's empire stands
Was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse:
And even the like precurse of fierce events,

As harbingers preceding still the fates

And prologue to the omen coming on,

Have heaven and earth together demonstrated
Unto our climatures and countrymen.--

But soft, behold! lo, where it comes again!

329 Ogden 1997. Ogden builds on the work by Delcourt 1938.

203



Horatio’s famous encounter with the ghost in Act 1 of Hamlet (1601 CE) has caused
much confusion among both scholars and actors.**° The problem focuses on the sentence
“As stars with trains of fire and dews of blood, / Disasters in the sun,” which is, in fact,
not a grammatical sentence at all. Most productions have cut the entire passage from
performances, because it is so undeliverable for the actor playing Horatio. What is more,
over 400 years of scholarship have yet to reach a consensus on whether to delete the line,
add a line, or emend the text, something which is complicated by the fact that this
passage only occurs in one of the three early editions (the Second Quarto). Suggestions
for emending the text have included adding verbs, such as “Disastrous dim’d the sun,”
“Disasters veil’d the sun,” and “Did usher in the sun.” Or, when the major problem is felt
to be with the first part of the sentence, “As stars” has been read as “Asters,” an old word
for stars, though not one Shakespeare has ever used elsewhere.>*! A recent solution,
proposed by G.R. Hibbard’s Oxford Edition of the play, is to change “As” to “At,” which
results in the dead squeaking at the stars, dews, and disasters. Though ingenious in its
simplicity, this emendation does not improve the text’s overall intelligibility much, as the
placement of “and” (before “dews of blood”) distorts the syntax. An elegant solution,
which introduces a verb without making up words, is to read “disaster’d” instead of
“disasters.”*3? The verb to disaster was in fact still current in the 19" century, when

Samuel Johnson’s dictionary (1824) recorded the meaning of the verb as “to blast by the

330 For the date of Hamlet, see Kirschbaum 1932: 168-175.

331 For an overview of proposed emendations, see for example the edition by Furness 1905: 18-
20.

332 Proposed by Smith 1902: 342-3, who also emends “as stars” to “asters.”
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stroke of an unfavorable star.” Attested as a verb elsewhere in Shakespeare, the word
disaster’d would here mean that the comets “unstarred themselves, or became absorbed
in the sun.”*3* This would reverse the meaning of veiling or darkening the sun; instead,
the sun darkens or outshines the comets. The issue, however, remains unsettled and so the
phrase “Disasters in the sun” remains in most textual editions of Hamlet.

What do textual issues in Shakespeare have to do with the study of ancient
disaster? Textual criticism aside, part of the difficulty with the passage undoubtedly has
to do with the meaning of the word disaster itself. When Shakespeare composed
Horatio’s lines, the word “disaster” had only recently made its way into the English
language.®** Neologisms are of special interest to linguists because they typically bear
witness to a particular cultural and ideological formation at a particular time. In
Shakespeare’s use of disaster, the ancient belief that connects stars in the sky with ill-
fated events on earth is revived, or rather, reconstituted in a single term. The term itself,
and Horatio’s use of it, suggests that the emphasis of its meaning lies on the star as an

ominous sign, thus revealing the close connection with the origins of the word disaster as

333 Smith 1902: 343. Disaster was also used as a verb, still recorded in Samuel Johnson’s
dictionary of 1824 with the meaning “to blast by the stroke of an unfavorable star.” An example
can be found in the diary of the American clergyman Mannasseh Cutler, who wrote about an
incident in the Revolutionary War (1778) during which “the French fleet was so disastered” by a
storm that the ships had to return to Boston to refit.

33 The word (as adjective, verb, and noun) enters the English language around the end of the 16
century, from Italian via French. The Italian-English dictionary by J. Florio (1598), Worlde of
Words, translated Italin disastro with “disastre, mischance, ill lucke.” Cited in OED, s.v. disaster.
The final decades of the 16 century in England saw great interest in Italian culture (see Wyatt
2005). The English-Italian lexicographer John Florio, tutor at the court of King James, may have
been acquainted with Shakespeare and may have influenced his writings. Some conspiracy
theorists have even suggested that Florio was the real author of Shakespeare’s poetry. These so-
called “authorship claims” are discussed and definitively put to rest by McCrea 2005.
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“unfavorable aspect of a star” (prefix dis- + Lat. astrum, “star,” cf. Grk. dotpov, dotnp).
Prima facie, disaster has less to do with misfortune itself than with signs of misfortune. A
conceptual history of the word disaster shows that the Italian disastro likely originated in
Tuscany around the 13" century. An unknown translator of the narrative cycle of the
Seven Sages coined the term to render the Old French word micieffo to denote the
misfortune the hero suffered at the hand of a band of robbers.** The association of
disastro with natural disasters arose shortly after under the influence of astrological
thought. In several studies, the historian Gerrit Jasper Schenk has pointed to visual
depictions in which natural disasters and unfavorable constellations of the stars are
linked.*3® One such illustration, found in an early 16%™-century edition of Macrobius’
commentary on Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis, shows three bearded wise men from the east
(all wearing long robes and turbans) calculating the positions of the stars using a quadrant
and an astrolabe. Two cherubs in the sky are blowing wind, which points to the theory
that stellar positions cause the air to heat up. The effects are visible in the depiction of a
collapsing city, accompanied by the words terrae motus (‘“earthquake”). The position of
the stars causes an increase in hot air, which leads to earthquakes: a clear case of so-
called hard astrology. As Schenk puts it, “The natural disaster “earthquake” ... is thus

envisaged pictorially as dis-astro.”*’

335 Schenk 2017: 16-7 with bibliography.
36 Discussed in Schenk 2017: 18-9. See also Schenk 2016.
37 Schenk 2017: 18.
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The word and concept disastro spread to the other Romance languages (Sp.
desastre, 14" c.; Cat. desastre, 14" c.; Por. desastre, 15 c.; Fr. désastre, 16" ¢.), but
competed with other terms in some of the areas where Germanic languages were spoken.
German, especially, has Katastrophe (ca. 1600 CE), Unstern (17" ¢.) and Desaster (18"
c.).>*® In Ancient Greek, the term xotactpo@y represents, literally, an overturning of
usually, but not always, a negative kind (as when the Chians suffered a xatactpoen at
the hands of Histiaeus, see Hdt. 6.27). When the term was rediscovered in the
Renaissance by Erasmus, its main semantic use was as a concept from dramatic theory.**
Catastrophe then means dénouement, the sudden reversal at the end of a play that
produces its conclusion. In English, this dramatic meaning of catastrophe is found
already in the late 16" century, while the meaning of catastrophe as natural disaster, such
as a flood or earthquake, only occurs toward the end of the 18" century. In French, the
term catastrophe remained mostly confined to the realm of dramatic poetry.*° The
German term Katastrophe, on the other hand, developed a broader set of meanings. The
Lutheran reformer and friend of Erasmus, Philipp Melanchthon, included the word—

written in Greek—in a letter to one of his friends to describe the politico-religious

338 DWDS Online. The Nordic languages similarly use forms of Katastrophe. Dutch has the
adjective desastreus (19" ¢.), but the main noun for disaster is ramp (which is related to rimpel,
Eng. rumple “wrinkle, crumple”). In Middle-Dutch, the word also meant disease, specifically
falling disease or epilepsy. (Philippa 2003-9) An interesting case is the Lithuanian word for
disaster, nelaime, which is a form of Lith. nediena (= Latv. nediena), which consists of the
negative prefix ne and diena (“day”), thus literally meaning “un-day.”

339 Erasmus found this dramatic meaning of the word in Lucian, and Aelius Donatus, the
commentator of Terence: Meier 2007: 44-5. On the semantic fields of catastrophe from late
Antiquity to the early Middle Ages, see Rosen 2001: 6-11.

30 0’Dea 2008: 35-48.

207



upheaval he was expecting due to Halley’s comet, which was observed in 1531. Other
humanists, too, used the word catastrophe in this astrological way, with the dramatic
connotation that the final dénouement of the world was near. The word thus came to be
charged with astrological and even salvific meaning.**! During the famous debate
between the astronomer Johannes Kepler and Helisaus Roslin from 1597 to 1604 about
the significance of celestial phenomena for earthly events, the German word Katastrophe
(then spelled with a C) had a socio-political meaning only.>*? The turns in the heavens
were believed to reflect, perhaps even cause, human turns of events on earth. After 1800
the term was increasingly used for natural disasters, for example by Alexander von
Humboldt (1802) to describe the earthquake that had struck Quito, Ecuador in 1797. This
conceptual development was completed when the compound term Naturkatastrophe was
coined later in the 19" century.3*#

With this brief survey of the intellectual climate in which Shakespeare composed
Hamlet, we can return to the question: what are the “disasters in the sun” that Horatio

refers to? According to the gloss of one recent commentary, we are to understand the

341 Schenk 2016: 68.
342 Halley’s Comet would return in 1607, and Kepler observed it.

343 In fact, it seems that the ancient historian Theodor Mommsen was one of the first to use the
term Naturkatastrophe, in his Romische Geschichte (1854), although, interestingly, it does not
refer to a natural disaster per se: “Der Kampf der Gallier und der Rémer ist, ungleich dem
zwischen Rom und Etrurien oder Rom und Samnium, nicht ein Zusammenstossen zweier
politischer Méchte, die einander bedingen und bestimmen; er ist den Naturkatastrophen
vergleichbar, nach denen der Organismus, wenn er nicht zerstort wird, sofort wieder sich ins
Gleiche setzt.” (DWDS “Naturkatastrophe” Deutsches Textarchiv 1473-1927).
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phrase as “threatening signs.”*** This would be a case of soft astrology: the signs signify,
but do not cause anything. But exactly what signs are written on the surface of the sun?
Horatio seems to have a physical manifestation in mind, like the bloody dew in the same
speech, and scholars have tried to interpret the phrase from an astronomical viewpoint.
An obvious possibility is that of a solar eclipse, but the plural “disasters” renders it
unlikely, considering that the lunar eclipse in the next lines is singular. Peter Usher has
suggested that disasters in the sun could refer to sunspots, temporary variations in the
sun’s photosphere that are visible from earth as dark spots.**> Considering the common
association of the sun with royalty, any blemish to its appearance may indeed be
interpreted as ominous. Horatio’s “Disasters (or, if we prefer the verb, “disaster’d”) in the
sun” signify events of royal importance; Hamlet, after all, is a play about the rightful
successor to the throne. With respect to the time of composition, Shakespeare may have
also remembered the year 1598, in which England witnessed one total solar eclipse and
two lunar eclipses, prompting fears about a pending doomsday in 1600.3*¢ Nothing
happened, but if there ever was a propitious time to introduce the word disaster to the

English public, this was it.

Disaster-as-Sign: Shakespeare’s Reception of Plutarch

34 Mowat and Werstine 2012.

345 Usher 2010: 80. Peter Usher is an astronomer, and his interpretation of Hamlet as an allegory
for competing cosmological views has not found many followers among traditional scholars of
Shakespeare. In Ancient Greece, sunspots were observed by Theophrastus, and perhaps
Anaxagoras. See Bicknell 1968.

346 Bloom 1997: xii.
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If the word disaster makes a striking, though somewhat obscure, first entry onto
the English stage in Hamlet, its appearance is in fact a case of reception of Classical
Antiquity, in particular of Plutarch. Horatio, more Roman than Danish, puts the
apparition of the ghost of Hamlet’s father in the context of Ancient Rome. The death of
Julius Caesar, he surmises, was preceded by similar portents: in addition to the dead
abandoning their graves, the celestial omens included comets (“stars with trains of fire”),
bloody rain (“dews of blood”), and a lunar eclipse (“the moist star ... sick with eclipse”).
The phrase Disasters in the sun does not only reflect the astrological sentiments of the
Renaissance, but also connects it to the ancient mentality of divining disaster through
portents as practiced by the Romans—or, at least, as so imagined by Shakespeare. In
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (1599), first staged during the height of doomsday fears at
the end of the sixteenth century, similar omens had also portended Caesar’s death.
Calpurnia relates to Caesar how the night watch saw a lioness giving birth in the streets,
the dead leaving their graves, ghosts shrieking through the streets, and warriors fighting
in the clouds, dripping blood down below (Julius Caesar Act 2, Scene 2). These are
classic portents. Indeed, Shakespeare has largely based these portents, as well as those
reported by Casca earlier in the play (Act 1 Scene 3), on Plutarch’s account of Caesar’s

death (Life of Caesar 53).>*

347 Shakespeare’s main source was Plutarch, whose work he read through the edition by Thomas
North (1579), which was an English translation of Jacques Amyot’s French translation of
Plutarch. (See, for example, Humphreys’ comments in his edition of Julius Caesar, in
Humphreys 1998: 8.) One of the first attestations of the French word désastre is in Amyot’s
translations of Plutarch (16™ century), on which more below. See Aulotte 1965: 91.
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There is, however, a crucial temporal distinction between Shakespeare’s and
Plutarch’s prodigies. Horatio’s speech in Hamlet stresses that the signs are antecedent to
the events, repeating this principle three times: “precurse of fierce events;” “harbingers
preceding still the fates,” and “prologue to the omen coming on.” Philipp Melanchthon,
we recall, interpreted Halley’s comet as a harbinger of social or political disaster.
Plutarch, on the other hand, has signs preceding as well as following the death of Caesar.
The “marvelous signs and apparitions” (onpeio Oavpoaota Kol edcpata) preceding
Caesar’s death are evidence that “fate” (10 menpopévov) cannot be avoided or guarded
against (dpvAaxtov), but only anticipated or expected (ovy ... drpocdokntov, 63.1). We
are reminded of Ptolemy’s argument for the usefulness of astrology, which consists in
countering the panic and mental distress associated with “the unexpected” (10
anpocdoknrtov, Tet. 1.3.5-6)—we will see this principle at work again in Theseus’
Advice, below. These signs thus have an anticipatory or premonitory function: even if
fate cannot be prevented, at least it can be known beforehand. This is the disaster-as-sign,
which temporally precedes some event—or fate itself—so that it can now be expected
and anticipated.

While the signs preceding the murder are premonitory, the signs following the
murder serve an admonitory and retaliatory function. Following Caesar’s death, Plutarch
reports another set of signs, the “most marvelous” (avpacidtatov) among both human

and divine matters. Authors from Virgil to Dio Cassius have reported on these signs.>** In

38 Virgil records signs (signa) of all kinds: armies in the sky, eruptions of Mt. Etna, speaking
cattle, phantoms, crying and sweating statues, earthquakes, thunderbolts, and comets (Verg. G.
1.466fY); interestingly, the passage opens with the obscuration of the sun, because the preceding
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Plutarch’s account, the divine signs include: a comet, which “appeared” (§pdvn) for
seven nights after the murder and then “disappeared” (MeavicOn); the year-long
“obscuration” (dpavpoua) of the sun’s rays, which chilled the atmosphere, resulting in a
failed harvest of “half-ripe and imperfect fruits” (Kapmovg fumréntong Kol dteleic); and,
most spectacular of all, the “apparition” (pdopa) who foretells Brutus his death, thus
avenging Caesar. The text emphasizes the visual nature of the signs, as indicated by the
root @a(Vv)- for the apparation (pdoua), and the appearance and disappearance of the
comet (£€pavn, neavicdn). Similarly, the sun’s brightness is obscured. The rare noun
apavpoua is derived from the adjective apovpog (“dim, shadowy™), and its first attested
use is to describe the apparition of Athena in Od. 4.824 (= 4.835).%%

While the comet was soon adopted by the Augustan propaganda machine to
signify the ascending soul of deified Caesar (e.g. Ov. Met. 15.843-51), the other two
signs are specifically connected to disaster and destruction.?** Plutarch notes that these

signs indicated the displeasure of the gods at Caesar’s murder; other sources, such as Dio

section discussed meteorology and the role of the sun in reading weather-signs. Virgil strengthens
this point by arguing that the sun always gives signs, jumping from natural events (such as the
weather) to socio-political events (such as hidden wars and uprisings). An example of the latter,
Virgil then explains, is the Sun’s veiled countenance in mourning for Caesar’s death—then the
list of other portents follows. Horace notes the vengeful overflowing of the Tiber as portent (Hor.
Od. 1.13-20). These portents are, as one commentator puts it, “the experience of a generation.”
(Cf. also Cas. Dio. 45. 17, who records many portents (tépata): on the obscuration of the sun,
Cassius Dio writes: “Then the light of the sun seemed to be diminished and even extinguished,
and at times to appear in three circles, one of which was surmounted by a fiery crown of
sheaves.” (5.17.5, transl. E. Cary). Unlike Plutarch, he does not link the obscuration of the sun to
crop failure, although he does mention the occurrence of a plague (Aoyog) that spread through
Italy. (More ancient testimony in Tibull. 2. 5. 71; Ov. Met. 15. 782; Petronius 122)

3% Also, the depth of the sea (Aesch. Fr. 273a), and the dead (Sapph. Fr. 55.4)
330 On the comet, known in Antiquity as sidus Iulium, see Gurval 1997; Pandey 2013.
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Cassius, link them to the fall of the Republic more generally. For Plutarch, the signs not
only communicate divine anger, but in two cases, they enact divine punishment as well.
First, the phantom taking revenge on Caesar’s murderer is a form of individual, targeted
punishment (“a precision weapon”). The ghost’s visit to Brutus is a precursor to his
death. Even so, the phantom does not inflict any actual harm itself. It still has primarily a
semiotic function (a sign in a sign): it delivers a message, or prophecy, announcing
Brutus’ death, but does not cause his death. It remains, to borrow A.A. Long’s
terminology, a case of soft divination.

On the other hand, the sterile crops caused by the darkened sun’s unseasonable
weather disrupt the entire agricultural cycle. This is not just a message of divine anger,
but a collective, indiscriminate form of punishment (“an atmospheric daisy-cutter”).
Here, we witness the transition from disaster-as-sign to disaster-as-event. When disasters
in the sun come down to earth, the usual reproductive cycle is disturbed, inflicting a form
of unnatural sterility that is associated with the Greek experience of Aowog and tépazta.
Plutarch’s language bears out this loimos scheme. He says the crops are dteAeic,
“incomplete.” From an Aristotelian perspective, anything that is dteAng (“without end,
purpose”) is mapd pvo1v, or “against nature” (cf. Arist. Pol. 1256b21). Aelian recounts
that the temple of Apollo Smintheus (the Mouse-god, associated with destructive,
devouring swarms of mice, and with the Aowog of Iliad 1) was founded after Apollo’s
mice rendered the harvests barren (&teAf)); they did so by cutting the ripening crops off
prematurely (&dmpa vmokeipev, Nat. An. 12.5). In Aeschylus it is Zeus himself who
watches over the maturing of the crops (kapmotert], Suppl. 689). Another usage is
attested in Lucian, who refers to self-castration as making oneself ateAng (Syr. D. 20.12).
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Castration disrupts sexual reproduction and inflicts sterility, also by cutting off
prematurely. The obscuration of the sun is thus a form of hard divination: it both signifies
divine displeasure at Caesar’s murder and causes disruption in the natural cycle of
fertility.

The adoption of the word and concept of disaster in the English language, as seen
through the lens of Shakespeare’s reception of Plutarch, transmits certain ancient notions
of disaster and re-absorbs them into the intellectual culture of the Renaissance. Reading
Shakespeare through his reception of Plutarch, I suspect that Shakespeare has modeled
“disasters in the sun” on Plutarch’s note about the “obscuration” (duadpwpa) of the sun.
If so, Horatio’s obscure phrase is rightly interpreted as a darkening of the sun’s rays,
much like, but not exactly identical to, a solar eclipse. What is striking, in Plutarch, about
the implications of a disastered sun—that is, an “unstarred” sun—is that its disasters
transfer down to earth, ruining the crops and upsetting the cycle of fertility. The disaster
(dis-astro) consists of an unnatural celestial phenomenon, namely the darkening of the
sun, which in turn causes the crops to fail; at the same time, on a semiotic level, the
disaster has a socio-political dimension, in that it signifies the death of Caesar and the
downfall of the Roman Republic. Completing the transition from pure sign in the sky to
event on earth, the disaster transitions from being a signifier to being a signified. In
Hamlet, however, the phrase “disasters in the sun” remains purely semiotic. But if
Shakespeare’s Horatio, unlike Plutarch, does not yet allow the word disaster to make this

transition, King Lear’s Edmund decidedly takes a step in that direction.

Disaster-as-Condition: Edmund the Bastard
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Through the character of Horatio, as we have seen, Shakespeare invokes the
traditional astrological connection between the heavenly signs and events on earth in an
exclusively semiotic relationship. This relationship is suggested by the very etymology of

the word “disaster.” By the time Edmund comes along in King Lear (1606), however,

Shakespeare is willing to tear the etymology of the word open again (Act 1, Scene 2):>!

EDMUND: This is the excellent foppery of the world, that, when we are sick in
fortune,--often the surfeit of our own behavior,--we make guilty of our disasters
the sun, the moon, and the stars: as if we were villains by necessity; fools by
heavenly compulsion; knaves, thieves, and treachers, by spherical predominance;
drunkards, liars, and adulterers, by an enforced obedience of planetary influence;
and all that we are evil in, by a divine thrusting on: an admirable evasion of
whoremaster man, to lay his goatish disposition to the charge of a star! My father
compounded with my mother under the dragon's tail; and my nativity was under
Ursa major; so that it follows, I am rough and lecherous. Tut, I should have been
that [ am, had the maidenliest star in the firmament twinkled on my bastardizing.
[EDGAR enters]—and pat on cue he comes like the catastrophe of the old
comedy. My cue is villainous melancholy, with a sigh like Tom o' Bedlam. Oh,
these eclipses do portend these divisions! Fa, sol, la, mi.

Edmund, the bastard son of the Earl of Gloucester, mocks the supposed astrological
influence on man’s life to escape individual responsibility, “an admirable evasion of
whoremaster man, to lay his goatish disposition to the charge of a star!” Two differences
with Horatio’s discourse in Hamlet are notable: in Edmund’s soliloquy, the ideological

framework has shifted away from endorsing astrological connections between heavenly

signs and earthly events; as a result, disaster no longer functions ostensibly as a sign

351 As observed by Huet 2012. Once again, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar foreshadows Edmund’s
sentiment, when Cassius tells Brutus: “The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, / But in
ourselves, that we are underlings” (Act 1, Scene 2). John Green would use this famous quote for
his critically acclaimed young adult novel The Fault in Our Stars (2012), the film adaptation of
which became a major box office hit in 2014.
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preceding an event: disaster is the event.>*> Edmund’s “disasters” are not located in the
sun but brought down to earth: they refer to personal misfortune and bad character,
especially as they relate to accountability and blame. What are the ideological
assumptions of “this excellent foppery” that Edmund so vehemently criticizes? The form
of astrology that Edmund refers to is a combination of birth and conception horoscopy:
his parents conceived him under the Dragon’s Tail; his birth was under Ursa major. The
rejection of genethlialogical astrology may perhaps be an indication of the scientific
advances at the start of the seventeenth century, but at the same time, it is significant that
this rejection comes from Edmund. As the illegitimate son of the Earl of Gloucester,
Edmund is one of the many classic bastards featured in Renaissance drama. Edmund’s ill-
starred status and depraved character is determined by his birth. Much like Hamlet, King
Lear is about the legitimate succession to the throne. For Edmund to defy astrology is to
defy his bastardy.

When disaster comes down from heaven to earth, it can take the form of a
disturbance in the cycle of fertility that affects everyone, such as the devastated crops that
Plutarch describes. Edmund, as a bastard, similarly embodies the disruption of the
reproductive cycle; he is the unnatural, contaminated fruit of an irregular union. In

English Renaissance drama, the bastard is “naturally unnatural, essentially counterfeit,

32 Incidentally, the reference to Edgar’s arrival as “the catastrophe of the old comedy” also
demonstrates how the word “catastrophe” simply meant a dénouement, i.e. the final act of a
dramatic piece; it did not become synonymous with disaster until the 18" century. OED s.v.
catastrophe.

216



and purely adulterous.”*> Under English common law, children born out of wedlock had
no parents and no kin, and as such were not entitled to a surname (hence, Tom o’Bedlam
in Edmund’s speech). Bastardy is a state of disconnectedness, without any natural
protective alliance, and, most importantly, without roots and ancestry.>>* While the
illegitimacy associated with bastardy typically results from the social status of one of the
parents, usually the mother (concubine, slave, non-citizen), the term can also apply to
children of mixed breed (OED A1b), another form of adulteration.*>> The Romans, who
borrowed the Greek term nothus (vo8oc) to denote children born out of wedlock,
employed the term Aybrida for children born between a free man and a slave, or between
a citizen and a foreigner.*® Hybrida also referred to animals produced from the union of
two different species. That the word is related to the Greek ¥Ppig (“wanton violence,

outrage”) suggests the negative associations with such offspring, as if hybridity were an

333 Neill 1993: 285. A historical example of bastardy in the sixteenth century offers some context
to the idea of the bastard as unnatural offspring. Henry VIII had an illegitimate son—the only one
he recognized, as the boy’s name indicates—namely Henry FitzRoy (1519-1536). In his history
of the English aristocracy, Thomas Fuller (1662) wrote of him: “He confuted their etymology
who deduced bastard from the Dutch words boes and art, that is, an abject nature; and verified
their deduction deriving it from besteaerd, that is, the best disposition.” Notwithstanding the fact
that neither of these etymologies is linguistically accurate, the idea that bastards are of “abject
nature” (boes literally means “evil” or “wicked”) has a long history.

3% Known as the doctrine of filius nullius. One thinks of Patterson’s notion of the slave condition
as deracination. Seminal to the study of illegitimacy and bastardy are Teichman 1982 and Laslett
1980.

355 In Greek, also of cross-bred animals of animals, cross-bred, mpéBato PHib.1.32.15 (iii B.C.)

3% On bastardy in Greek culture and its connection to téporta, see Ogden 1996 and Ebbott 2003.
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hybristic affront against nature.*>’ By all accounts, then, Edmund is a creature against-
nature, a TEPOG.

As in Ancient Greece, the tépac-bastard is associated with monstrosity, for which
King Lear offers ample testimony. Tricked by Edmund, the Earl of Gloucester
rhetorically bastardizes his erstwhile legitimate son Edgar, denouncing him as an
“unnatural ... monster;” Lear himself repudiates his daughter Goneril as “degenerate
bastard ... more hideous ... than the sea-monster.”**® The bastard, Neill writes, is defined
“as monstrous because he represented the offspring of an unnatural union, one that
adulterated what were proposed as among the most essential (‘natural’) of all
boundaries.”**° To underscore the degenerate nature of the bastard, he (or she, though
typically he) is associated with deformity. Bastardy itself can be an outward sign of inner,
moral deformity, or, alternatively, physically deformed persons such as dwarfs,
hermaphrodites, and eunuchs are linked to bastards, or imagined to be the product of

unnatural unions.*®® As much as Edmund wishes to dis-aster himself—that is, to unstar

357 Michelini 1978 has observed that when plants are described as exhibiting Aybris, they produce
excessive wood or leaves instead of fruit. The plant’s hyperfertility, which doubles as sterility, is
a manifestation of Aybris, since it ignores its proper social role of producing fruit. As a metaphor,
this form of hybristic hyperfertility/sterility can be extended to human children. See e.g. Ebbott
2003: 71.

338 See references and examples in Neill 1993: 286. He cites John Ford’s *Tis Pity She's a Whore,
in which Hippolita’s curse on her partner in-adultery, Soranzo, for what she regards as his doubly
adulterous marriage to Annabella, equates bastardy and monstrosity: 'mayst thou live I To father
bastards, may her womb bring forth Monsters' (4.1.99-101).

3% Neill 1993: 286

360 Neill 1993: 287, with examples from Francis Bacon’s On Envy (1625) and Ben Johnson’s
Comedy Volpone (1605-6).
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himself by disconnecting his fate from the influences of his birth-star—his bastardy
marks him as a disastered—that is, ill-starred—individual, removed from the protective
alliance of a fixed heavenly marker. In Edmund’s soliloquy, disaster is no longer a pure
sign, shining, or being outshone, in the sky for semiotic purposes. Rather, disaster has
come down to earth as a disruptive event, one characterized by a halt in natural
reproduction and sterility. As such, the bastard-as-monster is itself a sign of this
disastered condition. Edmund is the disaster. As tépag, he threatens the natural and social
order alike. The bastard’s illegitimacy is both a sign of disaster and, through his polluting
nature, an agent of disaster. This marks the disastered state of the individual.

The assertion of King Lear’s Edmund that it is foolish to assign our evil deeds and
wicked disposition to the astrological assumptions of birth horoscopy lays bare a central
question in the experience of disaster: who is to blame? The point is not so much the
degree to which this is a universal question in the cultural history of disaster; rather, the
point is that in early 17"-century England, the etymology of the neologism disaster itself
invites speculation into the origins of what it signifies. Does our misfortune issue from
the stars or not? That is to say, when Edmund rejects astrology and accepts personal
responsibility for both his misfortune and wicked nature as a bastard, he cuts himself off
from the alliance of his birth-star, which can thus no longer serve as an outside repository
for blame. This rejection makes Edmund a disastered individual in the Elizabethan
imagination, a monstrous bastard who spreads his disastered condition to those around
him like a virus. The fact that Edmund mirrors the Ancient Greek concept of the tépag

points to the central issue of the disastered individual: he both signifies and embodies
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disaster. It is the Tépag who declares that he, indeed, is to blame. For Edmund, this

realization goes hand-in-hand with the re-definition of the word disaster itself.

Disaster-as-Event and Derrida’s Evénement

The disaster-as-event seems to be the most straightforward mode of disaster. The
disaster is an event, even the event. Two modern dictionaries define disaster as an event:
“a sudden calamitous event bringing great damage, loss, or destruction” (M-W 2), and
“an event or occurrence of a ruinous or very distressing nature” (OED 1a). Rather than
taking the event-ness for granted and uncritically adopting a mode of what some have
called event-al thinking, we must instead theorize the notion of the event. The etymology
of the word event itself suggests that it is neutral: the Latin evenio is used of either
fortunate or unfortunate events. What does it mean to consider the disaster an event?
First, I consider the disaster-as-event in relation to the other two modes of disaster, i.e.
disaster-as-sign and disaster-as-condition. Second, I draw on Derrida’s theorization of the
event (événement) to expose how event-al logic risks turning disaster into a unique,
unanticipatable event that falls outside the bounds of history itself.

The disaster-as-event, on the one hand, is closely allied, at least potentially so, to
the disaster-as-sign. For example, the disasters in the sun to which Horatio refers signify
Caesar’s murder or the fall of the Republic (the event); the phantom seen by Brutus
signifies—in a clearly coded message—Brutus’ own impending death (the event).
Semiotically speaking, the event is the signified of the disaster-as-sign. The relationship
is not causal but merely signifying (Long’s soft astrology). In Plutarch’s account of the
obscuration of the sun, which leads to unseasonable weather and ruined crops (the event),
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the event does stand in a causal relationship to the sign. Semiotically speaking, the
relationship can be understood as indexical. True to the nature of an indexical sign, there
is a physical, causal connection between the ruined harvest and the obscured sun. Severed
from the signifier, the event—as signified and effect—is closest to what modern
discourse considers to be a disastrous event, perhaps even one we might classify as a
natural disaster. The disaster-as-event, in turn, can be reconfigured as a disaster-as-sign,
in a sequential chain of signification that will be discussed in the next chapter (that is, the
disaster itself becomes a sign of yet something else). On the other hand, the disaster-as-
event is also closely allied to the disaster-as-condition, or the disastered state. This state
of disconnectedness and disorientation—absolute Uncertainty—is often a product or
symptom of the disaster-as-event, as we will see below in the case of Heracles.

The disaster-as-event seems to be most recognizable because its position in time
and space is supposedly straightforward. It is therefore most readily considered historical.
Modern disasters such as 9/11 and Auschwitz are known metonymically by their location
in time and space, respectively. The effect of this event-al thinking about disaster,
however, is that it capitalizes on the singularity of the event, its uniqueness and
unexpectedness that render it something wholly other. This form of event-al logic and the
idea that the event arrives from the outside is explored by Derrida, for whom an event
(événement) “implies surprise, exposure, the unanticipatable:”

The event as event, as absolute surprise, must fall on me. Why? Because if it

doesn’t fall on me, it means that I see it coming, that there’s an horizon of

expectation. Horizontally, I see it coming, I fore-see it, I fore-say it, and the event
is that which can be said [dif] but never predicted [prédit]. A predicted event is

not an event. The event falls on me because I don’t see it coming. Like the
arrivant, the event is something that vertically befalls me when I didn’t see it
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coming. The event can only seem to me to be impossible before it occurs
[arriver].’®!

Derrida insists on the verticality of the event, “because surprise can only come from on
high” (451). The event depends on the experience of the impossible, the “unique,
exceptional, and unpredictable arrival of the other” (452). The disarmament in the face of
the event’s unpredictable arrival, however, is never absolute. And this is the paradox of
the event, namely that the event is inevitably neutralized by its iterability, which sweeps
up its singularity and uniqueness:
The fact that, right away, from the very outset of saying or the first appearance of
the event, there is iterability and return in absolute uniqueness and utter
singularity, means that the arrival of the arrivant—or the coming of the inaugural
event—can only be greeted as a return, a coming back, a spectral revenance
(452).
Derrida’s événement—which includes the idea that “a predicted event is not an event”—
seems to challenge a core principle of divining disaster. If the event is always
unpredictable in its arrival, it would cease to be an event the moment it is prophesied or
announced beforehand. But this is precisely the point. The disaster-as-event is devoid of
meaning and thus prohibits coping with it. To apprehend it, the disaster must be reduced
to the equivalent of a sign. This is precisely what divining disaster, as a semiotic practice,
is concerned with: restoring a chain of signification in which the disaster-as-event
becomes just another sign, thereby assigning its meaning. It is the task of the diviner (for

the future) and the historian (for the past) to pre-emptively avoid or retroactively manage

the disastrous event.

%1 Derrida 2007: 451-2.
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Passivity, Apocalypse, and Disaster-as-Accident

The verticality of the disaster-as-event implies a falling that is both surprising and
unpredictable in its arrival. As such, the disaster-as-event is closely related to the
disaster-as-accident. While evenio has a neutral meaning, the verb accido, from which the
word accident is derived, is used for occurrences that take us by surprise, and hence are
usually bad.?? In his thought-provoking book The End of Meaning: Studies in
Catastrophe, Matthew Gumpert has analyzed this accidental mode of disaster (or, in his
preferred term, catastrophe).>®* The disaster-as-event is accidental insofar as it ruptures
the ordinary scheme of things. “We are passive with respect to the disaster,” writes
Maurice Blanchot, “but the disaster is perhaps passivity.” That is to say, the disaster
never simply is, it always happens, or perhaps it is always already happening—a mode
that calls to mind the self-referentiality of the disaster-as-sign. Disaster does not just
happen swiftly and suddenly; it also disrupts temporality. The passivity of which
Blanchot speaks is related to this externality of disaster: it appears to arrive from outside
the system, which is why the disaster is experienced as sudden, surprising and
unexpected. It is no surprise that disaster is located among the stars, from where it can
strike down as an accident, something falling vertically. Gumpert writes:

Passivity, like surprise, is an attribute of ignorance. But in the experience of

catastrophe, ignorance, paradoxically, is a form of knowledge. The catastrophe is

not that which exposes the limits of human knowledge; it is the evacuation or

transcendence of knowledge; the access to a knowledge beyond knowledge: an
ecstatic event. In its irruptive or eruptive aspect, the catastrophe takes on the form

32 L&S s.v. accido 1IA. Cf. Isidor. Differ. 1: Contingunt: bona; Accidunt: mala; Eveniunt:
utraque.

36 Gumpert 2012.
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of a luminous presence: that which was external is now internal; that which

arrived—or was sent—from without, is now within, is now here, is now present.

But what is this that? What is made present, what is revealed, in the advent of the

catastrophe? The catastrophe is utterly meaningless, it lies beyond the realm of

human apprehension and control. And yet it is precisely because accidents seem
to happen for no determinable reason that, by the very same token, they seem to

point to a reason, one beyond our fathoming. %4
Disaster—especially in its accidental mode—does not just present a rupture in
temporality, but also a rupture in meaning. The disaster-as-sign can thus be a disruption
that leads to knowledge.

In Classical Greek thought, especially as portrayed on the tragic stage, this
illumination can come through individual suffering, as in the famous dictum mathein-
pathein, on which more below. The suffering, as we will see, is often set in motion by
divine agents, and its resolution, accordingly, comes through divine signs such as oracles.
On a larger or even cosmic scale, this revelation is the apocalypse, the final unveiling,
disaster-as-totality-of-signs.*®> The possibility of a final and total unveiling has major
semiotic implications. Gumpert continues:

And so catastrophe becomes a sign of the transcendent; it belongs to the genre of

the revelatory, or the apocalyptic. The revelatory is that which appears to surpass

the semiotic: for in it the evacuation of all meaning coincides with its absolute
plenitude.3%

3% Gumpert 2012: xvi.

395 On the apocalypse, see Berger 1999, who identifies three meanings of apocalypse: first, the
imagined end of the world, as in John’s Revelation or Hollywood’s screenplays; second, personal
or historical catastrophes that resemble, invoke, or represent this imagined end, such as the
Holocaust, 9/11, or the Lisbon Earthquake; and third, a disruptive event that provokes revelation.
“The apocalypse, then,” says Berger, “is the End, or resembles the end, or explains the end.”

3 Gumpert 2012: xvi.

224



The apocalypse, as Gumpert suggests, is the semiotic fantasy in which the true meaning
of things will finally be revealed. This is Derrida’s transcendental signified, “the illusion
of an ultimate referent at the heart of a signifying system which is portrayed as absolute
and irreducible, stable, timeless, and transparent—as if it were independent of and prior
to that system.”*%” Gumpert argues that, in the apocalypse, the semiotic is surpassed and
meaning deferred. This is another paradox of disaster: its revelatory capability as an
ecstatic event oscillates between the revelation that the disaster is utterly devoid of
meaning and that its meaning transcends meaning itself. Incidentally, for Derrida, there is
no more poignant metaphor for the absolute referent than the blinding Sun itself.

What, then, is the point of this postmodern theorizing about disaster, and how
does it apply to our understanding of Ancient Greek conceptions of disaster? The answer
is threefold. First, it underscores the deep connection that we have advocated so far,
namely that disaster stands in a contentious relationship to meaning itself. The three
modalities of disaster (as-sign, as-event, as-condition) represent the temporal ruptures of
the disaster at its various semiotic stages. The disaster-as-sign announces and predicts;
the disaster-as-event falls from above and surprises; the disaster-as-condition
disseminates and contaminates. Second, Derrida’s événement and Gumpert’s accident lay
bare several aspects that we will see reflected in the Greek experience of disaster: the
phenomenology of verticality and falling; disaster as the unexpected and unanticipated
(10 dnpoodoknTov); the paradox of singularity and repetition; and, most importantly,

disaster as the unpredictable arrival of the Other, an apocalyptic unveiling. But there is a

3¢7 Chandler and Munday 2011: s.v. transcendent signified.
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third argument to be made, one that fits an ecocritical agenda in which the Ancient Greek

world is a test ground for event-al logic about disaster.

Posthumanist Disaster and Event-al Logic

This third argument, which has to do with the conceptual history of disaster in
general, has a programmatic and prescriptive ring to it. In fact, disaster has become an
important component of recent posthumanist thought, in which disaster is treated as
event—in Derrida’s sense—and thereby located beyond the reach of history. “Event,”
writes a group of scholars critical of this posthumanist interpretation, “is the trope of the
post-historical.”*®® What they mean by this is that treating disaster as event displays a
theoretical hollowness that dissolves and trivializes the role of human cause (which, from
their Marxist viewpoint, is capitalism) and effect in placing the disaster somehow outside
the realm of connected meanings, thereby rewriting ‘“history as an uninterrupted series of
irruptions without causality.”*%° The critique here is against posthumanist ideas in which
disaster—ecological, social, political—is invoked in apocalyptic tones as a singularized
“event” that displaces history (and class) in favor of Nature as an omni-historical horizon.
If Edmund’s question of who is to blame for disaster were posed once more, the
posthumanist would answer that no-one is to blame, except perhaps for Nature itself.

The Anthropocene has fed a posthumanist fascination with the “end” of things

(nature, the world, the human species). For some, this has led to the cynical fantasy that

368 Cotter et al. 2016: 227.
369 Cotter et al. 2016: 228.
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the only viable solution to anthropogenic climate change is the willful extinction of the
human species. As Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg have pointed out in their critique of
the Anthropocene narrative,
climate change is denaturalized in one moment—relocated from the sphere of
natural causes to that of human activities—only to be renaturalized in the next,
when derived from an innate trait, such as the ability to control fire. Not nature,
but human nature—this is the Anthropocene displacement.3”°
This notion of the Anthropocene displacement is embodied in John Gray’s argument that
“the destruction of the natural world is ... the consequence of the evolutionary success of
an exceptionally rapacious primate.””! The event-al logic of this form of extinctionist
disaster narrative resides in the positing of some de-historicized and omnipresent
“Nature” (or, for Timothy Morton, a “hyperobject”) that is immune from critique and
collective, social transformation. At worst, it is an excuse for apathy and inaction in the
face of social and environmental crisis, with the belief that nothing can be done. “The
disaster is perhaps passivity,” we recall Blanchot writing. Echoing Derrida’s événement,
the Marxist critics object to the idea that “the event in cultural theory is the causeless,
reversible history, utter alea; its arrival is always a re-arrival outside the regulative

structure of specific historical relations.”*”? The event thus lies beyond the grasp of

history.

370 Malm and Hornborg 2014: 65.
371 Gray 2002: 7.
372 Cotter et al. 2016: 227-8.
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We need not adopt the Marxist critique wholesale to appreciate the implications
of their objections against this so-called event-al logic. Tracing the conceptual history of
disaster to the Ancient Greeks becomes a test-case for event-al logic in premodern
societies. Ultimately, this is about the extent to which the responsibility and blame for
disaster is distributed internally, to an individual or group of individuals or even
humanity as a whole, or relegated to some outside principle, whether Nature, God, or
Fate. To what extent does the disaster-as-event stand outside the structures of history?
Are disasters ever considered natural? Under which conditions is disaster denaturalized,
if at all? How does the intellectual history of the Ancient Greeks imagine the relationship
between humans, gods, and nature in their conception of disaster? These questions give
the study of ancient disaster a pertinence by connecting particular disaster experiences to
universal ones, an exercise that contributes not only to a more integrated understanding

of Ancient Greek disaster but also of disaster as a quintessential human experience.

PART II

DISASTER ETYMOLOGIES

(Post)modern Etymologies

The origins of the word disaster are frequently invoked, sometimes uncritically
so, by modern scholarship. It seems that one way to answer the question “What is
disaster?” is by referring to its etymology. One typical formula for arguments based on
etymology is that “the original meaning of word x was y,” in which y reveals a new
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aspect of x that leads to its re-evaluation.?”* The unspoken assumption is that etymology
gives us some true, original meaning, the “essence” of a word or concept, or at least a
different perspective on a lexical item of which we think we know the meaning. For
example, in a section titled Etymologies, Marie-Héléne Huet in her book Culture of
Disaster briefly delves into the origins of the words calamity, catastrophe, peril, risk, and
disaster, but it remains unclear to what purpose. Kate Rigby’s insightful work Dancing
with Disaster is more explicit when she remarks that “those who approach [disaster] from
a humanities perspective, like myself, generally have a weakness for words and are wont
to inquire into the lexicon that is used to discuss such matters of concern.”?’* Citing the
OED, Rigby derives the English word disaster from French désastre, a word which “is
commonly thought to have referred originally to the malign influence of an unfavorable
planetary aspect or conjunction. .... [D]isaster figures as a matter of astrologically
determined misfortune.”*”> Rigby proceeds to do the same for catastrophe, noting its
meaning as dénouement, the sudden turn that produces the final outcome in tragic drama
(LSJ s.v. xataotpoen II). The term, Rigby says, “comes to us, originally, from
Aristotle’s Poetics.”’ This view, though common, is in fact mistaken: Aristotle refers to
the concepts of dénouement and reversal as AVoi¢ and mepunéteia, respectively, and he

speaks of the petdpoaocic from gutuyia to dvotuyia (e.g. Poet. 1455b). He never uses a

373 Del Bello 2007: 2 n. 6, emphasis is mine.
374 Rigby 2015: 16.

375 Rigby 2015: 16, emphasis is mine.

376 Rigby 2015: 17, emphasis is mine.
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form of xotactpo@y (or the verbal form) in the Poetics.>”” Even so, Rigby asserts that
catastrophe had become a synonym for disaster or calamity by the nineteenth century,
“but with the lingering connotation of a terrible event that ... brings about a change of
direction or perception. A true catastrophe, then, is not only a terminus but a turning
point.”*’® Huet, too, emphasizes that catastrophe “originally meant the ‘turning
downward,” or the fatal turning point that would seal the destiny of the tragic hero.”3” It
is as if the true meaning of a word is prefigured in its origins.

For all its interpretive attractiveness, the underlying assumption in such
etymologizing claims is that our understanding of “true” disaster, catastrophe, calamity,
and so forth is enhanced by the word’s origins. This is problematic, as it amounts to an
essentialist approach that leaves little room for specific historical and cultural contexts.
To be sure, there is value in etymologizing that goes beyond a scholar’s frankly professed
weakness for words. It involves, as Del Bello puts it, “tracing the copresence of different
etymological senses, with ample conceptual groups that gives us a measure of the

ideological and cultural momentum of given lexical units.”**° Such an approach would

377 The earliest reference in the LSJ to the meaning dénouement is in the comic poet Antiphanes

(4th century BCE), fragment 191. Aristotle himself uses the noun katactpoen only once, in the
Problemata (921a), where it refers to the return of a vibrating string to axial position (LSJ s.v.
katactpoen 3). Aristotle never uses the active verb katactpo@im, the adverb koataoTpoPIK®dS, Or
the agent noun xotactpopevs. He uses the middle-passive participle several times, as in the
Rhetoric to refer to the periodic style (Aé&1g kateoTpappévn, 1409a), but not in the Poetics and
never to refer to tragedy. Cf. Hebbeker 1998: 13. On the history of the terminology, see Briese
and Gunther 2009: 155-95.

378 Rigby 2015: 18, emphasis is mine.
37 Huet 2012: 3.
380 Del Bello 2007: 28.
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treat words for disaster as signs that have meaning not in relation to some outside (“true”
and “original”) referent, but in their differential relation to other signs. The potential
value of etymology for our understanding of the cultures, people, and societies of the past
is significant, as is clearly demonstrated in, for example, Benveniste’s work on Indo-
European linguistics.*3! With respect to the context of Archaic Greek epic poetry,
Gregory Nagy remarks on the dual role of etymologizing words and names: it “can help
explain traditional poetic contexts; conversely, these same poetic contexts can help
explain the etymologies.”**? Rather than simply satisfying a scholar’s passion for the
origin or “true” meaning of words, etymologies become most valuable when they are
placed on a continuum of meaning, revealing their structural relationships to other
conceptual groups. The “true” etymologies of disaster and other words, then, are less
relevant than their relationships to each other. Admittedly, many if not most etymologies
remain uncertain from the standpoint of modern linguistics. And yet, this does not take
away from the fact that so-called popular or folk etymologies reveal something, if less
about the word in question, still more about the cultural attitude or ideological conception
of the word, and the cultural conditions that gave rise to both its first use and its changes
over time.

For poststructuralist thinkers such as Maurice Blanchot, the etymology of disaster
has yet another function. As Blanchot remarks, etymologies need not operate as a

“preferred, or more original insight, ensuring mastery of what is no longer, then, anything

381 Benveniste 2016 [1967].
382 Nagy 1999 [1979], xvii.
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but a word. On the contrary, the indeterminateness of what is written when this word [i.e.
disaster] is written, exceeds etymology and draws it into the disaster.” Among the many
readings of disaster that appear in Blanchot’s work The Writing of the Disaster, disaster
emerges as a state of being separated from the star, a state marked by disconnectedness
and disorientation. This line of interpretation of the etymology of disaster embraces both
its supposed literal (un-starred) and figurative (ill-starred, unfortunate) meanings. It has
been suggested that the literal meaning derives, via the French adjective désastré, from
the older Italian adjectival form disastrato.*®® In this view, the star is not an agent of evil
or a depository of guilt and responsibility, but a point of reference, a fixed marker of
orientation. The celestial signs of sun, moon, and stars are typical signs in the semiotic
sense of téxpap, as discussed in the previous chapter: they are sure signs by which to plot
pathways across land and sea (cf. Tékpwp 6¢ Bpotoig kai ofjpa, HH. 32.13). The star
provides a safe passage, and being cut off from that protective alliance, one is in a
disastered state or condition. Blanchot reads Stéphane Mallarmé’s poem “L’Azur”
(1864) to illustrate how the azure-blue sky at daytime, a sky without stars, expresses the
complete lack of orientation: “the blue of the sky is what best expresses the sky’s
emptiness: the disaster as withdrawal outside the sidereal abode.”*%* The lack of such
signs in Blanchot’s association of disaster with the complete absence of visual signs does

not only apply to the starless sky, but also to other environments such as the desert or the

383 Huet 2012: 3.
384 Hillger 2006: 41-58.
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sea. We shall return to this sense of disaster as a state of disorientation—which
phenomenologically relates to all three disaster modes—in Chapters Three and Four.
Blanchot’s association of disaster with the complete absence of visual signs does
not only apply to the starless or disastered sky at daytime, in which one star—the sun—
outshines all other visual markers, but also to the night-sky. In Michel Tournier’s
Robinson Crusoe-inspired novel Friday (Vendredi, ou les limbes du Pacifique, 1967), the
disastered sky, or ciel désastré, refers to a sky made starless by the full moon, whose
luminous presence outshines the stars. It is striking that in both instances, the disastered
sky is not the vast, black expanse of darkness devoid of light; rather, it is the overbearing
light of one bright source—the sun, the moon—that outshines everything else and drowns
out all light. This image is reminiscent of that conjured by one of the emendations of
Horatio’s speech in Hamlet, in which the phrase disaster’d in the sun means that the sun

outshines the “stars with trains of fire” (i.e. comets) by absorbing them.

Un Mot Chaldaique

A key moment in the conceptual development of disaster—as a word and a
concept—is the translation of Greek authors into European vernacular languages during
the Renaissance. In fact, it is Plutarch again who plays a leading role in the transmission
and translation of “disaster” into European intellectual culture. Several essays of the
Moralia had been translated into Latin by Erasmus as early as 1514. One of these works
was De discernendo amico ab adulatore, or How to tell a flatterer from a friend. This
dialogue, the subject of which must undoubtedly have served its readers at the French
court well, was the first (and second) of Plutarch’s works to be translated into French.
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The second translation, based on Erasmus’ Latin version, was done by the courtier
Antoine du Saix, an author of some repute, in 1537. In his translation, Du Saix uses—for
the first time in extant French literature, as far as we can tell—the word desastre (sic).
The text and its cultural context bear clear traces of the fact that the word must have been
a neologism, borrowed from Italian. Plutarch’s Greek text, the Loeb translation, and
Erasmus’ Latinization are as follows:

Otav 8’ 0 daipmv koTaPdin Kai TepEAn TOV YKoV, aTOlG TOIC TPAYUUCY EVECTL
10 vovBeTodV kai petavolay éumotodv. (Plutarch 68F)

But when the Heavenly power casts them down and strips off their importance,
there is in these calamities alone admonition enough to work repentance. (Loeb

transl.

Num ubi fortuna fastum ac tumorem dejecerit ac sustulerit, tum rebus ipsis inest
quod admoneat ac poenitudinem inducat. (Erasmus)

The context of the passage is the role of the friend in times of fortune and misfortune
(TOyM, dvctvyia). The phrase dtav &° 0 daipwv parallels a Euripidean line spoken by
Orestes in his appeal to Menelaus (“When heaven is blessing you, what need for
friends?” 8tav & 6 Saipwv eb 136, Ti &1 pikov, Eur. Or. 667, transl. Kovacs), a line that
we will revisit later.3® Plutarch sets out to answer this question by arguing that in times
of fortune one needs a friend to speak frankly and reduce one’s pride. When, on the other
hand, “Heavenly power casts them down,” Plutarch argues, these “calamities” (toig
mpdyuacty, rebus) are enough by themselves to speak truth to power, and thus the friend

is to offer consolation and encouragement instead. The English translation by Babbitt has,

385 Aristotle quotes the same line when addressing a similar question in the Nicomachean Ethics
(1169b).
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rightly, interpreted the neutral Greek word npdypata (“affairs,” Erasmus similarly has
res) as negative, and rendered it “calamities.” Du Saix must have felt the same way
several centuries earlier, for his translation is much more elaborate and goes out of its
way to incorporate the word desastre:

Car I’a ou malheureté et, comme je disons a la court, ung desastre, leurs a resolu

et evacué celle hydropisie de prosperité, lors, en leur propre infortune, ilz treuvent

assez qui les admoneste et qui les induyt a repentence. %
Yet, it is not mpayuota / res / calamities which Du Saix translates as desastre; rather, res
ipsis become leur propre infortune (“their own misfortune”). It is the supposed origin or
agent of this infortune that prompts Du Saix to introduce the word desastre. In Plutarch,
the origin or agent of misfortune—and subject of the temporal clause—is the daipwv, the
divine power that casts his victim down (xatafdAin). Erasmus has fortuna, which is
accurate if more abstract, but Du Saix makes the subject malheureté et ung desastre, thus
rendering the collocation “misfortune and disaster” as the agent that stands in for
Saipowv.*” Disaster, here, is the cause and not the effect; it conveys something about the
origin of where the infortune (calamities, res) comes from.

Du Saix inserts his own voice with the parenthetical comment comme je disons a

la court (“as we say at the court”), which strongly suggests that the word desastre must

have originated among the courts of the italophilic French aristocracy. Indeed, there is

386 A du Saix De disc.: 94, in: Aulotte 1971.

387 ung is an old form of the indefinite article. The next attested use of desastre is in Rabelais, the
well-known humanist who was a friend of Du Saix’s. The word occurs once, in Tiers Livre (ch.
36), where it refers to such an ironic and unfortunate turn of events that the narrator supposes that
it would not have happened without some desastre. Here, again, the word conveys something
about the origin of the misfortune. See also Aulotte 1965: 92.
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evidence to support this idea in the satiric work Two Dialogues of the Italianized French
Tongue (1578) by Henri Estienne, the French printer and classical scholar famous for the
Stephanus pagination of Plato. In this Lucianic dialogue, the two characters Celtophile
and Philausone are discussing court life. Celtophile, who has been absent from the French
court for a long time while traveling abroad, asks Philausone for his help in re-
introducing him to the courtly habits and manners. One of the changes, explains
Philausone, is that it is in vogue to replace the word God with other words, such as les
astres (“the stars”). At this point, Philausone adds:
Et nous avons aussi un mot fort commun, par lequel nous faisons grand honneur
aux astres. CEL. Quel mot? PHI. Desastre, pour dire, Un convenient, Un accident,
Un malheur, Une malencontre. CEL. Il me souvient I’avoir ouy dire depuis que je
suis de retour. mais est-il beaucoup en usage? PHI. Autant qu’aucun autre mot
nouveau ...%%8
Philausone lists various forms of the word, before Celtophile remarks that the word
Desastre should be a called “mot Chaldaique,” a Chaldean word, because the word is
evidently drawn from Chaldean astrology, which is expressly forbidden by the Bible.
Philausone is not impressed: “Tant y-a qu’il est fort usité, comme je vous ay dict.”
Estienne clearly recognized the astrological connotations of the word desastre, even
quipping that its use technically amounts to an act of heresy. But Philausone is right: the

Italian word disastro must have been adopted by the French aristocracy as a form of

Italophilia, and as it gained in popularity it quickly spread beyond courtly life.

Theseus’ Advice

388 Estienne [1578] 138-9 (ed. Ristelhuber 1970: Deux dialogues du nouv. lang. vol. 1I)
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Shortly before Estienne published his 7wo Dialogues, the bishop and formidable
classical scholar Jacques Amyot (1513-1593) became the first Renaissance humanist to
have translated all of Plutarch’s works—both the Parallel Lives (1559) and the Moralia
(1572)—into French. Unlike Du Saix, Amyot’s translation was based on the original
Greek. It is worth noting that while his translations of Plutarch, which he considered his
main achievement, were widely read across Renaissance Europe, his influence spread to
England by yet another way. Thomas North based his English translation of the Parallel
Lives (1579) directly on Amyot’s French version. North’s edition, in turn, served as the
main source for Shakespeare’s Roman plays. With the French neologism desastre at his
disposal, Amyot’s translation includes many instances of the word and, arguably,
contributes to the word’s dissemination across European culture. As is to be expected,
Amyot’s désastre never has the meaning of natural disaster, but is used in the sense of
“fatal event, misfortune of great magnitude.” The translations give us an idea as to what
Greek words and constructions could prompt the use of the French désastre, as conceived
by Amyot. A brief sampling of Amyot’s Moralia yields a variety of constructions: the
verbs cpaAlm (“trip up, stumble) and maoyw (“experience, suffer’), the noun cuppopd

(“event”) and the adjective Sewvdv (“terrible”).>’

389 The latter three are associated in the prologue of Euripides’ Orestes. The first lines of the play,
spoken by Electra, are: “There is virtually nothing horrific (dgwvév), no suffering (méfog), no god-
sent affliction (Evppopd), whose burden man, being what he is, might not shoulder” (Ovk &otiv
003&V Sevdv, M’ eimelv Emoc, / 008& mdOoc 008E Evpupopd Oenhatog, / fig odk v dpout’ dydog
avBpomov evoig, Eur. Or. 1-3, transl. Kovacs).
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Let us consider one of these occurrences in detail, namely the noun cup@opd in
Pseudo-Plutarch’s Consolatio ad Apollonium, or Letter of Condolence to Apollonius.>*°
The subject of this essay is mourning as a means of coping with personal misfortune.
Plutarch argues that it is best to move away from this state of misfortune (which he refers
to as atvyio and dvomabeia) as quickly as possible, as one would do in the case of bodily
afflictions (t®v couatik®v tadnudatwv). But someone might object: “But I cannot, for I
never expected to suffer these things, and did not anticipate (tpoceddkwv) them” (Plut.
Mor. 112D).*°! Plutarch counters that one should anticipate bad things to happen and
mentally prepare for them. As an example worth emulating, he cites a speech by Theseus,
from an unknown play by Euripides (Plut. Mor. 112D = Eur. Fr. 964D Nauck, transl.
Babbitt):

But I have learned this from a certain sage,

And on these cares (ppovtidac) and troubles (coppopdc) set my mind,

And on myself laid exile from my land

And early deaths and other forms of ills (kak®v),

That if I suffer (mdoyo’) aught my fancy saw,

It should not, coming newly, hurt the more.>%>
Amyot, in an elaborate versification, renders the first two lines as follows:

L'aiant appris d'une personne sage,

Estant a part je pense en mon courage

Tout le desastre et malheur a venir,
Qui me pourroit oncques jamais venir

3% On the question of this dialogue’s authorship, see Hani 1985: 3-39.

ICARN o0 yap HAmlov,” enot, “tadto neicesHat, 008E Tpocedoxkmy.”

392 ¢y 62 TadTo Topd 5oPod Tvog paddv / gig epovtidac vodv cupgopdc T EBAAAONY, / GUYAC
T £UanT® TPooTOEiC TaTPag EUTic / BavaTovg T AdPovg Kol Kakdv dAlag 6000¢, / v’ &l Tt

naoyon’ v £d6&alov epevi, / U Pot VEDPEC TPOGTEGOV UAAAOV OdKOL
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If the passage feels anachronistically Stoic in its implicit call for a state of apatheia, we
have additional ancient testimony from Cicero, who rendered the lines from Euripides’
unknown play into Latin in Tusculan Disputations. Cicero brings up Theseus’ speech
when discussing the position of the Cyrenaics, one of the Socratic schools around
Aristippus of Cyrene (5"-4" ¢c. BCE), that distress is not caused by just any evil but by
unexpected and unanticipated evil. As Cicero notes right before his own translation of
Theseus’ advice, “the anticipation (praemeditatio) of the future mitigates the arrival
(adventum) of evils, whose coming (venientia) one has long foreseen” (Cic. Tusc.
3.29).3% This seems to be a philosophical mode of divining disaster, in which the sage
creates his or her own signs of pending misfortune that exist, for the present, only in the
mind. Cicero further remarks that Theseus’ “certain sage” (co@od tivog, personne sage,
viro docto), who taught him to anticipate evil, is in fact Euripides’ own teacher,
Anaxagoras.

This example once again illustrates the connection between disaster and the
unexpected or the unanticipated (10 dnpocddkntov), such as we have already witnessed
in Derrida’s événement, Plutarch’s Julius Caesar, and Ptolemy’s defense of astrology, but
which can be traced further back to the Cyrenaics if not to Anaxagoras and Euripides.
Other articulations of this cultural attitude are found in the novel Leucippe and Clitophon,
by Achilles Tatius (ca. 2" ¢. CE), where Clitophon illustrates the principle of divining
disaster explicitly in terms of coping with the unexpected (1.3.2-3):

The divinity is often wont (@1Ael) to talk to men about the future at night [i.e. in
dreams], not so that they may be able to guard against (pvAdEmvtan) their

393 praemeditatio futurorum malo rum lenit eorum adventum, quae venientia longe ante videris

239



suffering (for it is not possible to overcome fate) but in order that they may bear it
more easily when they suffer. For when disasters strike (éxmAnooet) suddenly all
together and unexpectedly (dmpocsddknrtov), falling upon the soul unawares, they
overwhelm it, while if anticipated (mpocdokapevov) before the suffering, the
mind can little by little, through practice, eat away at the sharp edges of sorrow.

4
Achilles Tatius, like Plutarch, distinguishes between guarding against suffering and
anticipating suffering. While the former is impossible because Fate cannot be avoided,
the anticipation of future evil can ease the blow of disaster. The role of the divinity and
the suggestion of oneiromancy give Clitophon’s remarks a decidedly divinatory context.
The information alone, however, is not enough: the mind or soul (yvy1) needs to be
trained and prepared so as to not be overwhelmed when disaster suddenly strikes.
Practicing a similar psychological coping mechanism, though without divine
intervention, Amyot’s Theseus prepares for future suffering by imagining beforehand
“tout le desastre et malheur a venir” (ppovtidog ... copeopag). In Amyot’s
translation/reception, the arrival of the disaster, its coming, is emphasized by the
repetition of the word venir. By expecting the arrival of the future arrivant (a-venir), it is
no longer an event—Derrida’s événement—because it does not fall upon the sufferer

vertically. To see disaster coming from afar, its arrival (adventum, venienta) is

reconfigured to come horizontally.

Breaking the Stalk, Felling the Crops

394 PILET 62 10 Soupdviov ToAAKIG avOp®dToIC TO pEAoV VOKT®P AUAETY, 00y Tva QUAGE®MVTAL PR
By (00 yap sipappévng Svvavtol Kpateiv) GAL’ tva KovpoTEPOV TAGYKOVTIES PEPMOL. TO UEV
yap €€aipvng GBpoov Kal ATPoGdOKNTOV EKTANGGEL TV YLYTY AQVO TPOCTEGOV Kol
Katepdntioe, TO 6€ PO T0D TABETV TPOSIOKMUEVOV TPOKATNVAAMGCE KATO UIKPOV ILEAETMUEVOV
0D iBovg TNV AKpnv.
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Much ink has been spilled at this point tracing the neologism disaster in English
and French. Before examining the less straightforward case of Ancient Greek disaster
terminology, let us first consider its Latin counterpart. Latin offers a more congenial
starting point than Greek, since it presents us with a relatively straightforward set of
abstract nouns: calamitas, clades and, to a lesser degree, casus.>*® If defining disaster—
understood as turning the disaster into a sign—is integral to divining disaster, the
etymological angle is justified, not because it tells us something “essential” about the
word, but because it reveals something about the ways in which the word functions
within the language. For this reason, conceptual pairs and groups (neighboring signs) are
of extra interest: the words that are associated with disaster reveal something about the
cultural attitudes toward it.

The Latin word calamitas, which has found its way into most modern European
languages (Fr. calamité, 14" c.; Sp. calamidad; Eng. calamity, 15 c.; Ger. Kalamitqt,
17% ¢.), has been derived in popular etymology from calamus (“reed, straw”), based on
the notion that calamitas brings destruction to the crops.>® In his commentary on
Terence’s Eunuch, Aelius Donatus makes this connection explicit when he says that

farmers call hailstorms calamitas, because they crush the calamus (i.e. the culmus and

395 These terms, including pestis, have been singled out by Toner 2013: 7. This set of four,
however convenient, is obviously not comprehensive and somewhat arbitrary, partly because
Toner has borrowed it from Elizabeth Keitel’s study on disaster narrative in Tacitus, see Keitel
2010: 331-52.

3% OLD s.v. calamitas 1: “disaster to or failure of crops, blight, disease.” The OLD compares
KoAoPog (“maimed”). Huet 2012: 3 refers to this etymology.
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seges, stalk and standing corn), thereby destroying the crop.**’ Early usage confirms this
agricultural connection. In On Agriculture, Cato recites a formulaic prayer for purifying
the land with a suovetaurilia sacrifice (Cat. De Agr. 141):

Father Mars, to you I pray ... that you keep out, defend against, and ward off

diseases seen and unseen, sterility and devastation, disasters (calamitates) and

unseasonable conditions (intemperiasque).>*®
This archaic Roman prayer pairs calamitates with intemperias (‘“lack of temperateness,
unseasonable conditions,” esp. excessive rain), as well as morbus (“disease”) and
viduertas (‘“dearth”). Vastitudo means “waste land,” in the sense of a deserted and sterile
space.>” In the earliest sources, calamitas is thus particularly connected to agriculture
and the dangers of agricultural production. This is as close to the sense of our “natural
disaster” as ancient disaster terminology gets.

Historically, the threat of the destruction of the crops is a serious one, as it could
lead to loss of income for the farmer’s estate, scarcity, and even famine. In his Letters to
Farmers, the Greek sophist Alciphron (probably 2™ c. CE), conveys some of the worry

that farmers may have felt: “The violent hailstorm has sheared off our standing grain, and

there is no remedy against famine (AMpod @éppoakov ovdév)” (Epist. 2.3).4%° The Roman

37 Don. on Ter. Eun. 79: calamitatem rustici grandinem dicunt, quod comminuat calamum, id est
culmum ac segetem.

3% Mars pater, te precor ... ut tu morbos visos invisosque, viduertatem vastitudinemque,
calamitates intemperiasque prohibessis defendas averruncesque (Cat. De Agr. 141). On Archaic

Roman agriculutural religion in general, see Turcan 2000: 14-43.

39 Cicero links this condition to pestilence (alterum genus agrorum propter sterilitatem incultum,
propter pestilentiam vastum atque desertum; Cic. Agr. 2.26.70)

400 Amékepev udv 1 yérhola Bapéng durecodoa o Aia, Koi Apod @appakov 008éy
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calendar dedicated a festival to the god (or goddess) Robigo, which served to ward off
blight from the crops.*’! These Robigalia were celebrated in April, when the crop was at
its most vulnerable. Ancient testimony suggests that robigo is the term for mildew or
wheat rust, an infectious fungal disease that still threatens wheat crops today. Servius,
commenting on Georgics 1.151, notes that “robigo is a type of fault (vitium), which is
called calamitas by farmers.”*%? He locates the origin of this vitium in the sky, noting that
it usually issues “from a cloud” (ex nebula). Several sources report that a red puppy was
sacrificed during the Robigalia, perhaps in an act of homeopathic magic, as the dog’s red
fur matches the rusty-red color of the blight (and, conversely, the red color of ripening
grain).*> When Ovid asked the priest why a dog should be sacrificed, the priest explains
that this appeases Sirius, the Dog Star associated with heat, too much of which could
ripen the stalk prematurely. At any rate, calamitas emerges as an environmental and
agricultural threat, something that needs to be warded off, kept out, through measures
sacred and profane. Aulus Gellius mentions that, besides Robigo, the god Averruncus
needs to be propitiated, too, to avert disaster from the crops. This deity’s name is derived,
via averrunco (“ward off”), from the verb averro (“sweep away”); Cato uses the same

verb in the prayer cited above.

401 The festival of the Robigalia, celebrated on April 25, is one of the oldest in the Roman
calendar; cf. Aul. Gel. 5.12.14; Plin. 18.285; Varro De Agr. 1.1.6; De Ling. 6.16; Ov. Fast.
4.901ff. On the Robigalia, see Fowler 1899; Scullard 1981. Also Evans 2008: 186-8, who shows
that warding off robigo is conceived of as war; Ovid’s reference to rust and iron (mildew;
weapons) underscores this military association.

402 yobigo autem genus est vitii, quo culmi pereunt, quod a rusticanis calamitas dicitur.
403 Columella, De Re Rustica, X.342ff; Festus (Fr. XLVIII, CCLXXXV); Ovid Fast. 4.901.1f.
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In a non-agricultural context, Plautus associates calamitas with both clades and
intemperies when Hegio’s servant, in the play Captives, comments on the arrival of the
Parasite, Ergasilus (Plaut. Capt. 909-11):

May Jupiter and the gods destroy you, Ergasilus, and your stomach, and all

hangers-on, and anyone who gives a dinner to hangers-on hereafter. Disaster

(clades), calamity (calamitas) and bad weather (intemperies) just came into our

house. ***

The religious context of warding off agricultural destruction has here been transported to
the domestic sphere of comedy, but the connection to agricultural production nonetheless
remains: the arrival of the Parasite into the home forebodes disaster, specifically in the
sense of food shortage. The phrase in nostrum advenit domum is significant: the
protective boundaries have been broken and disaster has entered the household itself (cf.
Ter. Eun. 79). Its arrival, which is perceived as invasive, is a coming (ad-venit) from the
outside in. Much like the Greek tépag (and the related ritual pappoaxdc), the only
appropriate answer is forcible (ritual) expulsion.

This telling folk-etymology, linking calamitas via calamus with crop destruction
and food shortage, continued well into the modern era, as evidenced by a Dutch
dictionary from 1899. Under the entry “calamitous, adj.” (calamiteus, bn.) are mentioned
so-called “calamitous polders” (calamiteuze polders), which are polders that have

damaged dikes and consequently suffer from flooding. The entry continues: “literally,

calamity (from calamus = reed) is a storm, which fells the [grain] crops.”*’® The entry

404 clades calamitasque, intemperies modo in nostram advenit domum.

405 Woordenschat 1899: “bn. calamiteus: van polders gesproken, polders die aan groote
overstrooming en beschadiging der dijken blootgesteld zijn. Letterlijk
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preserves the popular etymology from calamus, but shows how “calamity” has acquired a
meaning particular to the flood-prone polder landscape of 19"-century Holland, where
the destruction of crops due to storm is associated with flood rather than unseasonable
precipitation or blight. By contrast, the English philosopher Francis Bacon (1561-1626),
sensitive to the Mediterranean origins of the word, etymologized calamity in connection
to drought, “when the corn could not get out of the stalke, ... which with us is rare, but in
hotter countries common.”*%

Another popular etymology derives calamitas from the verb cado, “to fall.” The
etymological encyclopedia of Isidore of Seville associates calamitas with cadendum and
the verb cado (“fall,” cf. casus) because of their apparent similarity.*’” The association
was underscored in antiquity by the alternative spelling kadamitas (reportedly so
pronounced and written by Pompey the Great).*?® In the nineteenth century, the British

linguist and classicist T.H. Key connected calamitas both to crop (via koAdun, calamus)

and the root *kad (fall), suggesting that calamity is “something supposed to issue from

is calamiteit (van calamus = een riet) een storm, die de korenaren neervelt”, in: Philippa 2003-9,
s.v. calamiteit.

406 Bacon, Sylva Sylvarum 669.

7 1sid. Etym. 1.27.14 (mistakenly referenced in the TLL as 1.26.14, which does not exist; s.v.
calamitas); cf. 7.6.4, where Isidore offers calamitas as a possible meaning for Eve, because her
lying resulted in death—presumably Isidore connects Eve with the Fall through calamitas /
cadere. For Isidore’s Etymologies, see the introduction to the English translation by Barney et al.,
2006.

408 There are many cross-linguistic examples of this 1/d alternance, e.g. Odvcooeig and Ulysses.
The reference to Pompey is in Marcus Victornius V1.8.15 (Keil), cf. Ernout & Meillet s.v.
calamitas. Cf. Lindsay 2010 [1894]: 286.
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the stars, a blight falling upon a crop.”*% One cannot help but assume that this linguistic
association must have happened under the semantic influence of the word disaster as
astro-meteorological phenomenon. Thus, how one conceives of the relationship between
“falling” and “calamity” is revealing. For the Christian bishop Isidore, who suggests a
link between Eve and calamitas, the relationship is between calamity and humanity’s
moral Fall from Paradise. For the Victorian linguist T.H. Key, the relationship is between
calamity and, presumably influenced by the English word disaster, something falling
from the stars.*!” Today, the common consensus about the etymology of calamitas is that
it derives from the PIE root *kel (“strike, hit”).*!! This means that it is cognate with a
second term for disaster: clades (> -cello > *kel, ct. per-cello, Grk. KAdw, “break™).
Incidentally, this also means that Plautus’ collocation of clades and calamitas in the
passage quoted from Captives effectively amounts to a figura etymologica.*'? That the
meaning of the root *kel (“strike, hit”) is associated with the word and concept of disaster
has already been suggested by Samuel Johnson’s rendering of the verb disaster as “the

blast by the stroke” of a star. Indeed, the phrase “disaster strikes” is still part of everyday

409 Key 1868: 187. Key connects the roots *kad and *fal (Eng. fall; Lat. fallere; Grk. c@dA\m).

40 Calamitas: Also compared to kadapog which Hesychius. glosses as togiog (“blind”). For
clades, compare k€ adog (loud noise) and clava (club) (TLL); OLD has khadapog (“quivering”),
which cannot be correct, according to E&M. E&M also compare, among others, KOAO¢ / KOAoBOC
(“truncated, maimed”), kKhadéoat, glossed by Hesychius. as cgicat.

U E&M s.v. calamitas; TLL s.v. calamitas; Philippa 2003-9 s.v. calamiteit. The suggestion was
first made by Niedermann 1909: 52 ff, connecting incolumis and calamitas.

412 This is pointed out by Ernout & Meillet s.v. calamitas. Ernout & Meillet emphasize that clades
is mostly passive (“a state of being struck™), while caedes has the active sense.
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speech, as neatly illustrated by the tautological headline in one tabloid newspaper:

“Powerful earthquake strikes disaster-stricken Fukushima.”*!3

Killing the Opportunity

Calamitas, as we saw in Servius, is also associated with vitium (“blemish, defect,
fault” hence “vice”, from vieo “to twist, wind”’), a word with a strong moral connotation,
and, more specifically, a religious connotation connected to augury.*'# The inauspicious
aspect of disaster is foregrounded in yet another collocation of calamitas with vitium,
again in Roman comedy. In the second prologue of Terence’s Hecyra, or Stepmother, we
learn that the previous two attempts at staging the play had been, so to say, a disaster.
According to the first prologue, the play suffered from a vitium and a calamitas: the
audience had been distracted by a tightrope walker, and the play had been “neither
watched nor appreciated” (neque spectari neque cognosci, Ter. Hec. 2-3).*1> The ancient
commentator Aelius Donatus, in his truncated style, notes that vitium has connotations of
augury, in the meaning of an unfavorable sign (Don. Hecyr. Prol. 2 = Probus fr. 53,
Velaza):

It comes from augury. For it is a vitium if there is only thunder. It is a vitium and

calamitas if there is thunder and hail at the same time, and also lightning. Vitium

is a metaphor from augury, just as consuls can be said to have augural vices (vitio
creati). Calamitas is so called from kaAdun, and clades because of shouting

413 «“powerful earthquake strikes disaster-stricken Fukushima.” Daily Star Stunday. March 1, 2017
[Link].

44 L&S vitium 11.B.2
415 For the unusual prologue(s) of the Hecyra, see Goldberg 2013, 87.
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(clamatur), so that the one is said of a hailstorm breaking the stalk, the other of
deceit or fraud.*!¢

Donatus offers a double etymology, revealing a double meaning: vitium is metaphorical,
stemming from a religious context, and calamitas is agricultural. Together, vitium and
calamitas form a disaster characterized and preceded by complementary meteorological
omens (thunder, hail, lightning) that do not bode well, besides the harm they may do to
crops themselves. As we have already seen, Donatus associated calamitas and hail in his
commentary on the Eunuch too. He makes explicit that vitium is a “metaphor from
augury” (translatio ab augurio) and he refers to so-called “consuls with augural flaws”
(consules vitio creati), whose auspices had been incorrectly taken and whose offices, like
the previous renditions of the Hecyra, were thus tainted entirely.*!’

Citing the grammarian Probus (1% c. CE), Donatus places calamitas in the
familiar agricultural context (xoAdun, “reed,” cf. calamus) of destruction through harmful
precipitation. But the second etymology offers a connection between clades and clamare
(“to shout”) that is unique: so much so that editors have proposed emending the text to

clam datur (“given secretly,” Wessner, accepted by TLL) or even kAGdo1¢ datur (“given

to shoots/branches,” Westerbeek), presumably to account for the phonology of /d/ in

416 Bene secundum augures. Vitium enim est, si tonet tantum. Vitium et calamitas, si tonet et
grandinet simult, etiam fulminet. uitium translatio ab augurio, ut uitio creati consules dicuntur.
Calamitas mopo, v kodaunyv dicitur, clades quia clamatur; ut aliud sit grandinis culmum
frangentis, aliud furti aut doli mali. Donatus attributes these etymologies to Marcus Valerius
Probus of Beirut, who had produced recensions of the works of Terence.

47 For vitium and consuls vitio creati, see Konrad 2004: 172-4. A famous case is that of Tiberius
Gracchus and the consular elections of 163 BCE, told by Cicero (DND, 2.11); see Potter 2002:
128ff. For a critique of the many modern commentators who adopt a skeptical approach to
Roman omens and favor so-called “manipulation hypotheses,” see Rasmussen 2003: 154ff.

248



clades. More likely is that Probus, most of whose work is unfortunately lost, had the
Greek verb kAalo (“shout, scream,” cf. kéAadog) in mind, although the meaning of furti
aut doli mali remains unclear.*'® Perhaps it is supposed to link clades with vitium, in the
meaning of vice or moral blemish. If Probus—and with him, Donatus—indeed postulated
an etymological connection between clades and kAGlw, this may have been supported by
their reading of Terence’s play. The attempt to characterize disaster by its soundscape
becomes particularly meaningful in the context of the play’s performance. The shouting
then refers to the calamitas—explicitly so called in the second prologue to the Hecyra
(30-1)—of the first two failed performances, which were accompanied by “uproar,
shouting of women” and “much tumult and (people) shouting, fighting for a spot” to
watch the gladiators and cord-dancers (Ter. Hec. 36, 41).*1 Indeed, it is significant that
the speaker of the second prologue announces: “Now there is no turmoil (furba): there is
peace and quiet” (Ter. Hec. 49).4*° The shouting and tumult had killed the opportunity for
a successful performance, similar to the way in which ominous signs on the liver can taint
a good sacrifice, or a thunderclap can ruin a consul’s inauguration. This is the disaster-as-

sign, not as a message or announcement per se, but as a sign that kills the opportunity.

Accidental and Violent Fallings

413 This is suggested by the online edition of Donatus, the HyperDonat (link).
49 strepitus, clamor mulierum ... tumultuantur, clamant, pugnant de loco.

420 Nunc turba nulla est: otium et silentium est.
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Both Isidore and Key, albeit for different reasons, had already postulated a
semantic connection between calamitas and “falling.” For Isidore, the Fall from Paradise
represents the primeval disaster, and for Key, disaster falls upon its victim from the stars.
While these connections may be fanciful from a linguistic standpoint, one Latin term for
disaster does in fact derive from the verb “to fall:” casus (> cado, > *kad, “fall”’). We
have already encountered this verbal root in the context of the accidental nature of
disaster. Casus can mean ““a falling down,” for example of snow, or a fall from office,
and also has a neutral meaning of “event, occurrence.” As with the word accident, the
Latin casus—Tlike Derrida’s “event”—contains a paradox about the things that “befall” us,
namely the perception whether they happen by chance or not. Of course, the English
word chance itself is ultimately derived from the Latin participle cadens, “falling,”
perhaps in the context of throwing dice. On the one hand, L&S gives the meaning
“chance” for casus, and the adverbial use of the ablative casu is translated as “by chance,
by accident.” Examples show that casus is often contrasted with necessity (necessitas), or
the will of the gods, as when Vergil tells that it was not known who was responsible for
wounding Aeneas, “whether chance or god” (casusne deusne, Verg. Aen. 12.321; cf.
prose examples in Suet. Claud. 13; Caes. B.G. 1.12; Curt. 4.7.13).

On the other hand, since the idea of suddenness and unexpectedness easily passes
into that of hostility, casus signifies “adversity, misfortune, disaster” (L&S IICb1-2).
Cicero, for example, uses the word casus to describe war, disease and famine at the same
time (Cic. Phil. 1.13). The meaning of casus shifts from being something random and
accidental to something that has a sense of agency or purpose behind it. Misfortune and

disaster—as events—can be known beforehand, especially but not only in divinatory
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contexts. Statius writes that the augur “saw the disasters (casus) and the dire signs”
(Theb. 4.188-9). Ovid tells of the seer Tages, who was the first to teach the Etruscans “to
open up future events (casus)” (Met. 15.559). In Book 8 of the Aeneid, Aeneas receives a
sign (signum) from Venus—thunder crashing and an army fighting among the red clouds.
As everyone is aghast at the ominous occurrence, Aeneas recognizes that he is the
intended recipient of the sign and tells them “not to ask ... what fortunes (casus) these
portents bring” (4en. 8.532-3). While “chance” suggests the random and accidental
nature of an event, for a chance-event (a contradiction in terms) to be recognized as
significant (or signifying) it needs to be perceived with some degree of intentionality or
purpose; it thus ceases to be chance. As Struck had noted, “Pure chance does not make
for a portent.” I would add that pure chance does not make for a disaster, either. The
Latin term casus reveals the contentious relationship between disasters perceived as, on
the one hand, purely random, haphazard accidents, and, on the other hand, events that
happen for a reason. For those schools of thought in which the universe is governed by
some deterministic principle (Fate, or God), pure chance is not an ontological reality. The
Stoic definition of casus, if represented accurately by the skeptic Marcus in On
Divination, 1s “a sort of lot (sortem) in accordance with the will of the gods” (Cic. De
Div. 2.40).**! Augustine would define casus as that of which the ratio and causa are

hidden.*??> According to these views, chance is an epistemological, not an ontological,

2! quasi sortem quandam cum deorum voluntate coniunctam.
422 Aug. c. Acad. 1.1.1.
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state, one that is characterized by the perception that an event lacks apparent reason or
cause.

Furthermore, in the political speeches of Cicero, we can see how disaster is
phenomenologically imagined as ruina, a sudden, unexpected and violent “falling” (Cic.
De Prov. Cons. 43, transl. Gardner):

Then came that storm (tempestas)!'—black darkness (caligo) for loyal citizens,

sudden and unforeseen panic (subita atque improvisa formido), gloom (tenebrae)

over the Republic, ruin (ruina) and conflagration (incendium) for the country,

Caesar terrified for his measures, all loyalists fearful of massacre, the crime, the

greed, the penury, the effrontery of the consuls!**?

Cicero draws on imagery of natural violence—storm (tempestas) and fire (incendium)—
to illustrate political disaster. With a touch of drama, Cicero paints a picture of darkness
(caligo) and gloom (tenebrae), and emotions of sudden and unforeseen fear for the
Roman citizens. In another speech, Cicero criticizes the legal procedures against his
client by comparing them to an act of “violence” (vis), ruina quaedam atque tempestas,
which one translator renders “an avalanche, a hurricane” (Cic. Pro Cluen. 96). The word
ruina, which Cicero uses in both speeches, is another instance of the semantic association
between disaster and a falling down. In an abstract sense, ruina can mean “catastrophe,
disaster” (L&S I-B), as in the first passage from Cicero. In a concrete sense, ruina, which
derives from the verb ruo (“to fall with violence, rush down,” including from the sky),

can refer to precipitation, utter military defeat, and fallen buildings (ruins), or to any

sudden onrush of (natural) forces, as the translation “avalanche” suggests (cf. Lucan

423 Ecce illa tempestas, caligo bonorum et subita atque improvisa formido, tenebrae rei publicae,
ruina atque incendium civitatis, terror iniectus Caesari de eius actis, metus caedis bonis
omnibus, consulum scelus, cupiditas, egestas, audacia!
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6.348-9: “a sudden avalanche of waters,” subitaeque ruinam ... aquae). In De Ira, Seneca
the Younger compares the sudden and haphazard rush of barbarian armies (barbaris forte
ruentibus) to an “avalanche” (ruina) falling upon the Roman legions—*“unorganized,
unfearful, unguarded” (incompositi, interriti, incauti, Sen. De Ira 2.6). Indeed, as
Seneca’s use of ruina makes clear, it is especially associated with sudden, random,
unorganized violence.

In conclusion, Roman disaster terminology gives us a sense of how disaster is
constructed in an abstract sense. Calamitas and clades both come from the root *kel, and
thus signify something that strikes, or a state of being struck or hit by something. In the
case of calamitas, the association is primarily agricultural, due in no small part to ancient
etymologizing between calamitas and calamus, “reed.” At the same time, a connection
between both words and the root *kad, “to fall,” was believed to make sense, again
because of the perceived notion that agricultural damage strikes from above. The
imagined semantic overlap with the word disaster suggests that conceptually bad things
befall us from the outside, especially from above. The word casus underscores
linguistically the idea that disaster is imagined to be a falling upon. Its meaning oscillates
between a falling upon as an accident or matter of chance, and a falling upon as an
intentional, purposeful event. Just as casus, ruina is a falling down, though always

violently so, as for example the sudden and random onslaught of an avalanche.

Greek Disaster Etymologies
Whereas Latin has several abstract nouns that can mean disaster, Ancient Greek,
as we have seen, lacks such a term. If we are to define disaster, and trace its etymology,
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the origins of which Greek words are we even to probe? Of course, the fact that the Greek
language lacks a term that corresponds to our modern word disaster does not mean that
the Greeks did not experience such a phenomenon. What it might suggest, however, is
that they experienced it differently. How, then, do we isolate Greek terms for disaster?
First, we can employ what may be called a reverse lexical approach: which Greek terms,
according to the lexicon, are translated as “disaster”? It is instructive, in fact, to find that
in the entire LSJ there is not a single word translated as “disaster.” The only noun that
comes close is aApOopia, which LSJ renders “disaster at sea; shipwreck”; the compound
only occurs once in extant Greek literature, and the part that refers to disaster is @Bopia,
which comes from @Bopd and the verb @Osipm (“destroy, waste”).*>* The word is often
associated, as we will see, with the loimos scheme of sterility, as for example in
Thucydides’ description of the Athenian plague. Among medical writers, pBopd refers to
abortion or miscarriage.

The word “catastrophe,” beyond its use in dramatic contexts as dénouement, has
no Greek equivalent either, according to the LSJ. The noun “calamity,” on the other hand,
is offered as the translation of several nouns, including td6og, mfijpa, TANYY, TtdpHa, and
ntdolg. We can supplement this list with Yonge’s English-Greek lexicon, yielding
ovueopd, tpadpoa (Hdt.), kaxorpayio (Thuc., Isoc.), and nroiope (Hdt., Dem.) for
disaster. We can immediately note several correspondences with Latin disaster

terminology. Three of the nouns relate to a state of having been tripped up and falling

424 Chantraine s.v. ¢0sipw and Pokorny 487 connect it to the root *g*hder-, comparing Skt.
ksarati, “flow, disappear.” Cf. Ved. adj. a-ksara “imperishable” = dpBopoc.
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(Ttdpa, TTdoIC > WinTm > *pet “fall”; ntaicpa > nroio, *unknown), and two to the act of
a blow or stroke (mtAnyn > tAnocow, “strike”, *plak “hit”) or its result (tpadua, “wound,”
> *tere “rub, turn, bore,” cf. Germ. drehen, Eng. throw).**> Some meanings are not
necessarily negative at all: md0og (also TaOnpa, > taoyw) signifies something that
happens to somebody, good or bad;*?* the compound xaxompayia (“misadventure”), a
word confined to Thucydides mostly, has a neutral ring to it were it not for its prefix
kaxo-. One of the most common words for disaster is, not unlike casus, semantically
neutral as well: coppopd (“bringing together,” hence “event, chance”). This observation
is supported by the tendency of early authors to add epithets to it when used negatively
(e.g. ovppopd kaxn, Aesch. Pers. 445).*7 Etymologically, cup-gopd (> *bher) is related
to the Latin fortuna, from which the modern English fortune is derived, which, although
typically positive, can be either good or bad. Another Greek word that corresponds to
fortuna is TOyn (related to the verb tvyydvo, “to hit upon”), whose personification Tyche
is equivalent to the Roman goddess Fortuna.

This initial list, however, unduly privileges nouns, whereas the Greek language
tends to express concepts through verbs and adjectives as well, as we have already seen

in Amyot’s translations (cQdAl®, maoym, 6evov). Herodotus, we recall, used the phrase

425 For the PIE roots, I use simplified forms (which affect especially the laryngeals), as they
appear in Watkins (2000) The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots. All
derived roots are based on Pokorny, and Watkins.

426 Chantraine, s.v. Téoy.
427 1LSJ s.v. cupgopd 11.2, “but the word came to be used alone in a bad sense.” The noun does not
occur in Homer or Hesiod; its earliest occurrence is in Alcaeus fr. 69, where it means a more

neutral “turn of events”.
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peyaia kakd (“great evils”), which De Selincourt has translated as “disasters,” for the
terrible things that befell the Chians (Hdt. 6.27). Another common substantive adjective
used for the abstract concept of disaster is dewvov (“terrible”), which Amyot translated as
“disaster” in Plutarch’s description of Alexander the Great’s unfortunate and ignoble
demise. Its use is widely attested. Polybius, for example, uses detvév in a construction
with the verb tdoyw: “they suffered irreversible horrors” (dvrkeota dewva Erabov, 7.1.1-
3). The adjective avrikeotog, in fact, is commonly collocated with disaster terminology.
From the verb dxéopon (“to cure”), the adjective literally means “incurable,” and suggests
both the irreversibility and the unavoidability of the disaster—both significant
qualities.*?® Thucydides associates the phrase mafsiv dvijkestov (“to suffer irreparably”)
with the verb cpdAim (“trip up;” 3.39.8), and speaks of falling into Eupuopaig
avnkéortolg (“irretrievable calamities,” 5.111.3). Many examples of similar phrases are
found in Procopius. Keen to portray Justinian as the devil himself, Procopius is especially
interested in disasters, referring to them as xoxd, Tadr, and cvpeopai (Anecd. 18.36-40).
He includes natural disasters such as river floods, which he refers to as wreaking
avnkeoto Kakd (“irreversible havoc™), earthquakes (ogiopoti), and, of course, the famous
Justinian plague (Aowoc) of 542 CE (Anecd. 18.40-44). Of course, these natural disasters,
in Procopius’ understanding, are not natural at all, but man-made, insofar as Justinian is
responsible for disturbing the order of both the natural and social world. It is Justinian

who is the cause of this wide-spread “destruction” (p806pog, 18.45).

428 The use and importance of dxrjotog in disaster narrative has been noticed and discussed by
Meier 2007.
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Procopius’ account neatly illustrates how so-called natural disasters, in our sense
of the word, are expressed in Ancient Greek: through concrete occurrences. As far as
abstract nouns, phrases, and verbs are concerned, however, some familiar etymological
patterns have become visible (illustrated in the table at the end of this paragraph). As an
abstract concept, disaster is closely allied to ideas of falling, striking, and turning.
Disaster, as we have seen in Latin, does not only fall upon its victim, striking from above,
it also, as we have seen in Greek, is about falling down (mintw, ruo), being tripped up
(ocpailm), stumbling over one’s own feet or because of some external interference. The
verb cpdAAm belongs to the context of a fight, specifically wrestling, and may refer
specifically to tripping someone up by putting a stick between their legs.**® The noun
o@aAog signifies some kind of shackle used to bind the feet. Falling thus conveys two
different ideas. There is the notion that something befalls you, which expresses the
verticality of the unexpected event. Disaster comes from the outside, and it comes by
surprise. Hence its connection to the event, the casus, which enshrines the notion of
uncertainty that accompanies the unexpected. The significance of that which befalls us
oscillates between random chance and malicious intent. On the other hand, there is the
notion of falling down in the struggle, tripping over something so that our legs, which
ought to provide a firm foundation for our bodies (keep us dcspainc), come crumbling
down like ruins. With our feet immobilized and overturned, up becomes down: disaster
as disorientation. Both befalling and falling down are connected to striking or breaking,

which is in fact the root meaning of PIE *spel, from which comes c@dALw. They are also

429 Chantraine s.v. c@dAo, cf. cpdiog
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connected to turning, the former in the sense of a turn of events, the twists and coils of
Fortuna that brings things together (cuppopd), the latter in the sense of an overturning, a
kataotpo@|, the fall that turns everything upside-down, or a turn against something
(adversum), an obstacle in our path. Fortuna/T0yn is about meeting or hitting upon
something, which is what tvyydvwm means. As an archer who hits the mark, the verb can
imply success: just as the transitive verb is opposed to apaptave (“to miss the mark™), so
the intransitive meaning “succeed” is opposed to that of cdAlm, “to stumble, fail.” It is
no surprise, then, that the negation of this hitting upon—a non-hitting upon, dtvyio—
signifies disaster. The words around the PIE stem *kwenth (“suffer,” from which come
oy and mabog) give expression to the notion that disaster, as Blanchot had already
remarked, is passivity: “We are passive with respect to disaster.” This passivity is related
to its externality, the disaster’s ability to strike from above and surprise us.

The dominant linguistic roots used to express the concept of disaster, as surveyed

above, are plotted in the table below:

MAIN MEANING AND LATIN GREEK ENGLISH FRENCH, GERMAN

PIE RooT

FALL

*kad-

Zufall, Unfall*®

casus chance, Chance

430 English fall (causative fell) and German fallen (< pgm. *fallan-) are often derived from PIE
*pol- (Pokorny; Watkins). But more recently a formation from the PIE roots */spo “off, from”
en *hzelh;- “fall” has been proposed (Neri 2007; see DeVaan s.v. aboleo. This would mean that
Latin delere and ab-olere “destroy,” and Greek dmorlvu “destroy utterly” are related. Cf.
Philippa 2003-09, s.v. vallen.
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*ped- [peccare] T [TTAC1G, TTOU, TToioe] chance,
accident
CARRY, BEAR
*bher- [fors, Fortuna) oop-Qopd [dpopia] (mis)fortune
STRIKE, HIT, BREAK
*kel- calamitas, clades KAAm calamity calamité, Kalamitat
*plak- plaga, plango YN, TAMoo®, TAGL® plague Plage
*bhlag- [flagrum, [flog, flail] fléau, [Flegel]
flagellum]
STAR
*ster- [astrum, stella) [dotip, (d)otepomn, Teipea] disaster désastre, Desaster
(EX)PRESS, HIT TUYY GV, dToyia [dvuctuyia,
*dheugh atuyém, aToynuo, SueTOHYNUA,
dvotuyém]
TURN, WIND
*streb(h)- KOTO-GTPOQN catastrophe | catastrophe, Katastrophe
*wer- ad-versum adversity
*wendh- vitium
SUFFER naoy o, 1d6og [tadn o, TabN,
*fent’- névlog, mijpo]*!

1 The etymology of mfja is uncertain (Chantraine s.v. wijua). It has been connected to Greek
nwévOog (“grief”) and mévopon (“toil, be poor”, cf. wdévog), and Latin patior (E&M s.v. patior).
Frisk has suggested a connection with Sanskrit paman (“skin disease, scabies”), and papman
(“suffering”).
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SPLIT, BREAK OFF

*spel- COOAM®  [cQOANa, ACPAANS]
TEAR OUT, DIG OPEN
*reu- ruina épvoi-ybav ruin ruine, Ruin

“I Call the Sun to Witness”

If it is felt that the previous discussion of disaster terminology, based on isolated
words and etymologies, is hampered by a dubious sense of synchronicity imposed upon
the languages, surveying evidence from Plautus to Procopius, the findings ought to be
tested by applying them to a singular case. Euripides’ Heracles, arguably Euripides’ most
disastrous play, serves as the perfect display of disaster terminology and the Greek
phenomenology of disaster as traced through the linguistic roots outlined in the table
above.*? A brief summary of the play: Heracles’ wife, children, and his father
Amphitryon are about to be killed by Lycus, a tyrannical usurper of the Theban throne.
Heracles is far from home, rescuing his friend Theseus from the Underworld, but returns
just in time to slay Lycus. Then, the goddesses Iris and Lyssa (Madness) appear at the
behest of Hera. Lyssa drives Heracles into a frenzy, making him kill his wife and

children, although Athena intervenes before he can also kill his father. When Heracles

432 This claim can be supported by a tally of the English word “disaster(s)” in the searchable Loeb
translations. Of all three tragedians, Heracles scores highest with 11 occurrences, on par with,
unsurprisingly, Aeschylus’ Persians. While these results are circumstantial evidence at best, they
do give some indication as to how the plot is perceived by the translator, and, consequently, how
readers may receive the text. The data set is bolstered by the fact that Kovacs is the translator of
all of Euripides’ 18 extant tragedies. For Trojan Women as a disaster play, see Poole 1976: 257-
87.
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regains his sanity, he is faced with the horror he has inflicted and the shame of his
polluted actions. His friend Theseus arrives and persuades Heracles to come with him to
live in Athens.—The play’s content, then, is clearly disastrous: Heracles is struck by such
misfortune that it resembles the end of everything. He is also about to become an outcast
himself, tainted by the pollution (miasma) of the murder of his wife and children. Like
Oedipus and Edmund, Heracles has become a tépag, a monstrous and ill-starred
individual whose presence both contaminates those around him and symptomizes some
other evil. His dubious parentage, for example, marks him as a potential bastard, and he
has fathered classic tépata such as the lame king Telephus and the athlete Theogenes,
both of whom occasion Ao for their community and face ritual expulsion.**?
Religious law dictates that Heracles must be exiled from Thebes. He is at once a victim
and an agent of disaster.

At the same time, the play can be read as apocalyptic in the sense of a disruptive
event that provokes revelation through falling, striking, and turning. To be sure, the event
is Derrida’s événement in that it comes unexpected and from above: the divine
interruption in the middle of the play, though not unprecedented, is certainly unusual. Just
as order seems to be restored with the timely return of the hero and the defeat of the

tyrannical Lykos, the plot is overthrown at a critical turning point in the play, a turning

433 Ogden 1997: 31, 36, 84 126-7, though Ogden does not explicitly call Heracles a teras; he is,
however, associated with ferata on many occasions. Possible evidence may include his death by
fire and the antagonism with Lykos (“Wolf,” itself a typical scapegoat attribute, see Ogden 1997:
42; Lyssa has the same etymology). Also, Heracles imagines himself to be spurned as an outcast
by both land and sea, similar to Oedipus in S. O.T. 1426-7. See Bond 1981 on line 1295 of Eur.
Her.
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point that is itself apocalyptic. As Iris and Lyssa descend onto the roof of the skene,
probably by means of the stage-crane or mechane, the chorus of elders flees in panic at
the sight of this edopa over the house (817). Their arrival is overwhelming. Iris, as we
have seen in Homer, is a messenger-goddess whose name means rainbow, but lacks the
positive associations of rainbows in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Iris is above all a
tépac, an ominous sign of disaster to come.*** In a surprising turn, Lyssa herself, who
personifies Madness and whose name has the same etymology as Lykos (“Wolf”) and so
would make for an appropriate avenger, is reluctant to drive Heracles mad, but ultimately
yields to Hera’s higher authority (Eur. Her. 858-66, transl. Kovacs):
I call the Sun to witness that what I am doing I do against my will! But if I must
perform this service for Hera and am obliged to follow on your heels with all
speed like a huntsman’s pack of dogs, I shall go. The sea with its roaring waves is
not so violent (Aafpog), not so violent the earthquake (yf|g oelopodg) or the sting of
the lightning bolt (xepavvod T° oiotpoc) that fills the air with pain, as will be my
dash into the breast of Heracles. I shall break down (katappn&m) his roof and cast
(émeppor®d) his house upon his head, but first Il kill his children. And their
slayer will not know that he has killed the sons he begot until he gets clear of my
madness.**

Lyssa, a daughter of Night, calls upon the Sun as her witness.*® The solar imagery

throughout the play is emphasized by Heracles’ and Theseus’ recent return “from the

434 Cf. Roscher on Iris: “Es war und blieb ihm ein tépag, eine Unruhe erweckende Monstrositit”
(2.321), cited in Lee 1982: 44-53.

435 "Hhov paptopduecda dpdc’ & dpdv oo Bovropat. / €1 8¢ 61 w “Hpar 0° vovpysiv coi T’
avorykoiog Eyet, / glul vy’ obte movtoc obtm Kdpact otévav Aapog / obte Yiig celopdg Kepavvod
T’ 0l6TPo¢ MTvac Tvémv / o’ &yd otddia Spapoduat otépvov eic Hporxdéovg: / kai katopphEm
péEAaOpa Kol dOUOVS EMEUPAAD, / TEKV’ ATOKTEIVOGO TPATOV- O 08 KOVMY 0VK giceTon / maidag
ol¢ £TiKTeY Evapmv, TTPLV av EUAs ADGGOC AETL.

436 The theme of calling upon the sun as witness is common in Ancient Greek culture, as
evidenced by many passages from Greek tragedy (e.g. Aesch. Choe. 958, Ag. 1323, PV. 91), and
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sunless (avnAiov) realms of Hades and Kore” (Her. 607-8) back to “the light of day”
(paog, e.g. Her. 25,524, 611, 1222, 1277). Now that Heracles has returned from the dark
land of Death, the stage is paradoxically set for disasters in the sun.

The force of the madness that Lyssa is about to inflict is compared to natural
violence: the crashing waves, the earthquake, the lightning bolt. The “sting” (oi5tpog) of
the latter connotes the sting of madness, (sexual) passion, or pain, as oioTpog properly
means “gadfly,” the insect that infests cattle and drives them crazy. The poetic word
AaBpog, thought by some to be connected to Latin rabies (“frenzy, madness™), is typically
used for the natural elements.**” These not-so-natural disasters will strike from above:
Lyssa will break down the roof and cast down the house. This foreshadowing of physical
destruction comes true. The chorus—and with them, the audience—can hear parts of the
disaster unfold as it happens off-stage. The disaster is first characterized by the
uncertainty stemming from the auditory signs: as Amphitryon calls from within the house
(1o otéyar! ... id dopol! ... aiod kakadv! 888, 891, 899), the chorus hears unsettling
noises and watches as a whirlwind (60eAAa) dramatically shakes (oeiet) the house and the
roof caves in (ovumintel otéyn, 904-5). Still inside, Amphitryon (if Diggle has assigned
the lines correctly) makes clear that Athena is the agent behind the whirlwind, which
takes on the cosmic dimensions of the Gigantomachy: “Hellish confusion (tapaypa

taptapeov) you send against the house, Pallas, as you once did against [the giant]

the role of Helios in the search for Persephone in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. It can be traced
to Near Eastern mythology, and is in fact found in solar rituals around the world.

437 Chantraine s.v. MaBpog
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Enceladus!” (908-9).4*® The soundscape of disaster, punctuated by irruptions of auditory
signs, comes to a hellish climax with the rapid succession of far-tar sounds that give
expression to the whirling, stirring confusion associated with a catastrophic overturning.
The sum total of these signs hardly requires interpretation. When the messenger
comes on stage, the chorus tell him: “No prophet do I need to tell me this!” (911).*° And
yet, relentlessly, the scattered traces of the disaster-as-sign that took place within the
house are now woven into a disaster-as-event by the narration of the messenger. The
messenger tells how Heracles, in his madness, slaughters two of his children, before
turning to his wife and third child, who quickly hide in a room. “But Heracles, as though
he really were besieging the Cyclopean walls, dug under the doors, pried them open, and,
pulling out the doorposts, laid low his wife and child with one arrow” (998-1000).4° An
agent of the apocalypse, Heracles uproots the walls to reveal his victims. Yet, in his
madness, Heracles has lost all orientation. He is not blind, literally, but he is semiotically
maimed, wrongly connecting signifiers and signifieds, so that a doorpost becomes a city
wall. Then Athena appears and hurls a rock at his chest, just as she did to the giant
Enceladus, and this plunges Heracles into a dark sleep (1005). As he falls down (mitvet),
he crashes into a pillar which, in the collapse (meonpact) of the roof, had broken upon the
foundation (1006-8). The destruction is complete. Now the next turning point arrives:

Heracles will wake up and be confronted with the unveiling of his disaster. The servants

38 tapaypo toptapetov ¢ &’ Eykedddmt moté, TTarldg, ¢ dopovg méumelg
439 . ¢ s o o
pavty ooy Etepov GEopat.

#0658 g én adroig 6n Kukhmniowy v/ okdmrel poyheder 00petpa kdkPoAdV oTaOpd /
ddpapta Kol Todd’ EVi KatéoTpmaey PEAEL.
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and his father have bound him to the pillar with fetters, immobilized by bonds of steel
and sleep. This immobilization illustrates his disastered condition, which is characterized
by a lack of mobility. (In fact, even after his literal bonds have been removed, he cannot
stand up: “My joints are frozen fast” (pOpa yap ménnyn pov, 1395), he would tell
Theseus.) His waking is a turning point: literally, Amphitryon describes him as “turning
back” (moAivtpomoc), and “being turned to wakefulness” (€€eyeipouevoc otpépetat,
1068-9). This is a turning back from madness, and a return—once more—to the light of
day (Eur. Her. 1089-92, transl. Kovacs):

I am alive, and I see what I ought to see, the bright air, the earth, the shafts of

sunlight (‘(HAiov). [But] I am fallen (méntmka) as if into a wave and into dread

confusion (tapéypatt Sewvd) of mind—**!
Now that the cloud of madness and the darkness of sleep have lifted, Heracles finds
himself in the Sun again. He is confused about being bound, and the corpses around him,
and reassures himself that he is not back again in Hades: “No, I do not see Sisyphus’ rock
nor Pluto nor yet the scepter of Persephone” (1103-4). Heracles tries to reorient himself
by locating fixed markers, such as Sisyphus’ rock or Persephone’s scepter, but finds
none. From disaster-as-sign to disaster-as-event, Heracles now embodies the disaster-as-
condition, a state devoid of points of orientation and all meaning suspended. It is a state

of having fallen into, and being struck by, an immobilizing mental confusion. In his own

words: “I am utterly perplexed (mémAnyuor). Wherever am I that I am so at a loss

1 gumvoug pév el xod d8dopy” Bmep pe Set, / aifépa te kai yiv 00 0° HAlov t6de. / g <&'> év
KADOWVL KOl pPeV®V TAPAYLLOTL / TEMTOKO OEWVD ...
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(Gpmyav)?” (1105).4*? The geographic and spatial disorientation expressed here will be
discussed in Chapter Four. Suffice it to say that Heracles is utterly dislocated and out-of-
place. The perfect passive form of the verb nAifcow (cf. Lat. plango, plaga, and Eng.
plague) expresses a state of being struck or smitten by something, as for example by a
direct blow in boxing, by lightning, or by a whip. In Heracles’ case, the mAnyn came both
from above and from within. It expresses the loss of orientation that marks his disastered
condition. Heracles later gives expression to his upside-down state by using a building
metaphor, saying how he has been “utterly overturned, foundations and all” (avtoicwv
Badpoic / dvo katw otpéyaca, 1306-7). The structural damage he has brought upon his

own house—literally and figuratively—is echoed by the utter overturning of his own self.

Disasters in the Sun

As Heracles regains his senses, his recovery amounts to a restoration of points of
orientation, and signifiers start to match signifieds again, the first step toward defining his
disaster. This means, of course, that he is now confronted with the actual disaster, the
disaster-as-event, which Amphitryon has no choice but to reveal: “I am destroyed!” says
Heracles, “it is some disaster (cop@opdv) you are going to tell me of!” (1130). As
Christian Wolff has commented, “the process of coming to understanding continues as
Heracles wrestles with an identity now threatened after extreme disaster, in desperate

need of recovery or perhaps redefinition.”*** Ashamed and polluted, he contemplates

42 & tol mEmANYpow- oD ToT’ AV A oved
443 Wolff 2001: 6-7.
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suicide when he sees Theseus is about to arrive.*** Once again a man out-of-place (or
even apa evov, the mark of a tépac), he wonders where he can go to escape his
misfortune, whether to soar to the sky or sink beneath the earth (1157-8).%*> His solution
is telling: in an act of de-apocalyptization, he veils his head in his garments. This action is
typically explained by the religious notion that the miasma of the polluted person can
spread via the gaze; Heracles would want to avoid contaminating his friend Theseus. But
in covering his head with his garment, Heracles also hides his face from the light of the
sun once again. In doing so, his action constitutes a reversal of fortune, not only in that he
effectively returns to the Underworld, but also insofar as he himself, upon arrival in
Thebes, had urged his wife and children, condemned to death by Lycus, to throw off their
covers of Hades and look up at the light (562-4). Now his father and Theseus are
imploring him—Heracles—to do the same, and “show his face to the sun” (pé€0og derie
o€téov, 1203-4). Theseus brushes aside the fears of pollution: “No night can envelop you
in darkness (okdtog) so black that it could hide (kpVwyeiev) the blow of this disaster
(xok@®v o®dv coppopav)” (1216-7, transl. Kovacs). As much as Heracles returned him—
Theseus—from the darkness of Hades, so Theseus himself is now determined to return
his friend to the light of the sun as well. He tells Heracles (Eur. Her. 1226-8, transl.

Kovacs):

444 See Yoshitake 1994: 135-53.

45 To be sure, the term mapd @Oty is never directly applied to Heracles, as far as I am aware. For
Heracles as tépag, see note above.
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Stand up, uncover (éxkaAvyov) your wretched head, look at me! Any mortal who
is noble bears the calamities (ntdpat’) from the gods and does not refuse them. *4¢

The noun ntdpa (from mintw, which shares some of the semantic range of ruo and
o(@AAA®) can refer to a falling down in wrestling, to ruined buildings, corpses (i.e. bodies
that have fallen down) and, in the abstract sense, disaster. Here, the origin of these
“fallings upon” is divine, although it must be noted that he phrase “from the gods” (ta
TV Bedv ve) 1s in fact a conjecture by Headlam, adopted by Diggle, Bond, and others.
On a semiotic and apocalyptic level, Headlam’s interruption is significant in that it
removes the uncertainty of the disaster by assigning it a proper signifier (“t@®v 0e®v”’) and
signified (the divine). If this revelation is relatively minor, the most important one is the
literal uncovering (éx-kaAOnT®) that Theseus demands of Heracles in re-asserting at least
part of his heroic identity. Heracles is reluctant to define his own disaster, asking
Theseus: “Why did you uncover my head to the sun?” (Her. 1231).

The answer to Heracles’ question has to do with Theseus’ disaster management.
The role of Theseus in exposing Heracles to the sun mirrors Heracles’ earlier rescue of
Theseus from the Underworld, as Theseus himself implicitly acknowledges (1336). What
is more, Theseus seems to be particularly well-equipped to help Heracles cope with
disaster and turn it into an apocalyptic, i.e. revelatory, moment. We have already seen
how Cicero, Plutarch and Amyot had cited a speech by Theseus, from an unknown play
by Euripides, in which Theseus shows himself mentally prepared to deal with

unanticipated evils. Theseus is capable of being a friend to someone struck down by

#6 gvictac’, EkkdAvyov 80Mov kapa, / PAéyov Tpdg HUAC. BoTig eDYEVTC Bpotdv, / pépet TTd
TV Oedv yet tropot’ 00" dvaivertal.
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misfortune. So, too, in Euripides’ Heracles: “Now you need friends,” he tells Heracles
(1337). The next two lines were first deleted by Nauck and have since been considered
spurious: “When the gods honor us, we do not need friends. The help of a god, when he
wants to give it, is enough” (1338-9).%*7 The first line (0o0i & dtav TudotV, 00V dei
¢@iAwv) echoes the line—both in structure and in sentiment—from Euripides’ Orestes that
Plutarch and Du Saix had toyed with: “When heaven is blessing you, what need for
friends?” (6tav & O daipwv €0 515G, ti Se1 pidwv, Eur. Or. 667). The daipwv would
become ung desastre in Du Saix’s translation. It is precisely such daemonic disaster has
struck Heracles at this time.

We thus return to the question: who is to blame for misfortune? The connection
between (bad) fortune and the gods is obvious in the play, and so is the individual divine
agent lurking behind Heracles’ suffering: the goddess Hera. Heracles recognizes that “We
have all been miserably destroyed struck down by a single blow from Hera” (mévteg
g€ohmiapev / “Hpag g minyévieg aOAot toyn, 1392-3). Heracles’ ability to externalize
the origin of disaster by locating it with Hera is perhaps the second and most important
revelatory turn in his post-disaster recovery. In this case, as Bond has noted, toyn is “the

outward sign of the god at work”—of Hera at work, to be precise.**® This toyn is the

“7 For the textual criticism of these lines, see Bond 1981: 397, where he says that “the
combination of irrelevance with a near-repetition from another play [i.e. Orestes] may suffice to
justify Nauck’s deletion. Modern taste prefers the speech without it, though 1337 may seem
abrupt as an ending. The interpolation would have been an early one, for 1338 f. appear in the
Favorinus papyrus, dated c. 215 AD.” Personally, I think the lines are far from irrelevant, and
would argue that the relevance can in part be explained by the intertext with Orestes, which was
produced after Heracles. Whether or not that renders these lines “authentic” or not is, as far as I
am concerned, an unanswerable and ultimately uninteresting question.

48 Bond 1981: 409.
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disaster-as-event, which in turn signifies the agency of a divinity. But the divine remains
at some level removed. Even grammatically, it is the abstract tOyn that acts as the dative
agent of the passive form of the verb mtAncom, “to strike.” When Artemis withheld the
winds at Aulis, Agamemnon was similarly “stunned by the fortune sent from the gods”
(é&emAnocov i) Toyn T TV Bedv, Eur. 14 351). As the origin of disaster is assigned to
the divine, the ultimate agency lurks behind the effects of his or her actions, the toyn that
strikes and stuns its victims. We shall focus on detecting this agency in the next chapter.
What this reading of Euripides’ Heracles demonstrates is not just the linguistic
use of terms for striking and falling to conceptualize the Ancient Greek phenomenology
of disaster, or the ways in which the three modalities of disaster interact with one another.
It also reveals something about how Heracles—or any disastered individual for that
matter—is imagined to cope with his disaster, particularly how defining disaster is a
precondition and even a central facet of this disaster recovery, one that is apocalyptic in
nature. This defining disaster, as [ have argued, is characterized by the semiotic confusion
that stems from his madness, which is marked by wrongfully connecting signifiers and
signifieds. Upon waking, Heracles finds himself immobilized and perplexed, and he
attempts to reorient himself with fixed markers. The revelation or unveiling that follows
sends him into a state of hiding as he veils himself from the light of the sun. In Chapter
Four, we will encounter Jason in a similar scenario, this time under the burning sun of the
Libyan desert. To define disaster, however, Heracles needs to uncover his head and face
his disasters in the sun. This is what defines the role of the quintessential friend—
Theseus—who not only re-exposes him to the sun, but also helps him to externalize the
disaster by locating its agency with the goddess Hera. Defining disaster, after all, is a
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practice in etymology. It is a practice in locating the origins—real or imagined—of

something of which we can only observe the effects, the toym that befalls us.

PART III

DEFINING GREEK DISASTER

A Disaster Lexicon

We have now examined the etymologies of disaster in several languages. We
have considered how the Greek language gives expression to the phenomenology of
disaster through words of falling, striking, and so forth. And so, in our quest to define
disaster, we now move away from a linguistic and phenomenological approach to a more
historical and contextual one, in which we consider specific disasters in the literary and
historical imagination. But the question remains: how do we identify such disasters? We
have not quite satisfied our attempt to construct a lexicon of Greek disaster terminology.
After all, the abstract noun disaster, as we have noted, lacks a straightforward Ancient
Greek equivalent, unlike the Latin terms calamitas, clades, and casus. And yet, the
attempt to define disaster—that is, render it into a sign—is both implicit in the
etymologies of the very word itself and, what is more, a precondition for dealing with it.
What, then, are some of the equivalent linguistic signs for disaster in Ancient Greek?

Another way to isolate and identify Greek terms for disaster is to look for events
that modern scholarship, based on its modern preconceived notion of disaster, has treated
and translated as such. A quick survey of the Perseus database searching for the English
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word disaster in translations of Greek texts yields hundreds of results. The evidence may
be circumstantial, but modern translators have clearly “read” disasters all over Greek
literature. In many cases, these disasters refer to historical events. It would be a mistake
to overlook one of the most common disastrous events in the ancient imagination: war
and military defeat. When Cicero lists the three casus that have befallen the Republic, he
mentions war, disease, and famine (bellum, morbus, fames). War often leads to other
disasters. In Francisco Goya’s famous prints 7he Disasters of War (in Spanish, Los
desastres de la guerra), the middle series record the famine that devastated Madrid from
1811 to 1812 as a result of the war. From the perspective of historiography, military
disasters are both events and signs, or symptoms, of great catastrophe yet to come. What
constitutes a military disaster? Unlike wars, which can be drawn out over a long period of
time and be waged across many different areas, battles are more easily located in time
and space. Therefore, they lend themselves more readily for being incorporated into
historiographical disaster discourse. By focusing on the literary representation of three
historical military disasters (the Sicilian Expedition, the Battle of Chaeronea, and the
Battle of Cannae), we can compile a synchronic disaster idiom across various authors and
genres, although it must be pointed out that all references come from prose authors and
that the genres of history and oratory are, unsurprisingly, dominant. Still, the lexicon
strives to be exhaustive for each disaster, that is, all references in extant Greek literature
to, for example, the Sicilian Expedition as disaster have been taken into account. This
exercise yields no new vocabulary as compared to the one from the etymological exercise

(e.g. ooppopd, mébog, 1O dewvov, mintw), but several new insights emerge in this
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contextual approach, most of which pertain to such external factors as author, genre, and

time period.

Sicily and Chaeronea

The Sicilian Expedition, undertaken by the Athenians between 415 and 413 BCE,
is generally identified by ancient and modern scholarship as a disaster, at least from an
Athenian perspective.** The translation of several different Greek words bears this out.
Thucydides refers several times to this event as a Euueopd, which in the translations of
both Smith and Warner is rendered “disaster.”*° In addition, Thucydides uses the
combination peydinv kokompayiav (Th. 8.2.1), again translated by both Smith and
Warner as “great disaster.” In a construction with the familiar verb c@dAim, Thucydides
has cpolévtec ¢ &v Zikehia (Th. 2.65.12), which Smith translates as “after they had met
with disaster in Sicily.” Plutarch, juxtaposing the military disasters of Nicias and Crassus,
compares Parthian and Sicilian maOnpota, and Pausanias refers to the Sicilian Expedition

as a mroiopa. *! Lucian uses ovpgopd, when, in a jest at Plato’s failed stint as a parasite

49 For example, the final chapter in Kagan 2009, Thucydides: The Reinvention of History is
entitled “Who was responsible for the Sicilian disaster?”, cf. Thallon 1914, ch. 12 “Athens after
the Sicilian Disaster”. Gomme 1966, in his commentary on Thucydides, refers to “the disaster at
Syracuse” (161).

450 Th, 8.24.5: v Zikehknv Evpgopav; Th. 8.96: 1 &v tf Zuikehia Evppopd; Th. 8.106.2: thyv &v
TN ZikeMa Eupeopay.

451 < think that Nicias is a suitable parallel to Crassus, and the Sicilian to the Parthian disaster.”

"Entel doxoduev o0k dtonmg 1@ Nikig tov Kpdooov mapafdiiey, koi o [apOukd madnuota toic
Yweloig (Plutarch life of Nicias);
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at the court of Dionysius of Syracuse, he compares Plato’s failed adventure to Nicias’

expedition, calling both a “Sicilian disaster” (1] cupopd mepi Tikehiav).*>?

Disaster Lexicon for Sicilian Expedition:

ovueopd (Th., Luc.), kaxonpayia (Th.), cpdriim (Th.), mdOnuo (Plut.), nroicpa (Paus.)

A second military disaster, again from a Greek perspective, is the battle of
Chaeronea (338 BCE), in which an alliance of Greek city-states, including Athens, lost
against Philip II of Macedon.*>* In the hypothesis to Lycurgus’ speech Against Leocrates,
the events are referred to as ta év Xapwveig dewvd (“the disaster at Chaeronea,” literally,
“the terrible things at Chaeronea”). Two years after the lost battle, Aeschines attacks
Demosthenes’ political career in his speech Against Ctesiphon: Demosthenes is “the man
who is responsible for all our disasters (kax®v), ... the curse (coppopdv) of all Hellas!”
(Aesch. 3.253), not least because of the defeat at Chaeronea, to which Aeschines makes
explicit reference earlier in his speech. The old Teubner and Budé¢ texts follow an

emendation by Cobet, and read péypt tdv év Xapwveiq (“up to the events at

Chaeronea”), but the manuscripts read péypt g drvyioc tdv &v Xoupwveiq (or: péypt e

Abnvaioig 0& dAha te ToAAA EATticact kKol TraAiay mdcav Kotastpéyachot 10 &v Zupakovcag
nToiope Eumodmv £yéveto pun Kol Popaiov Aafelv neipav. Paus. 12.7 (“One of the many
ambitions of the Athenians was to reduce all Italy, but the disaster at Syracuse prevented their trying
conclusions with the Romans.”

452 od ahtn 1 svpeopd IAdtovt Tepi TikedMov dpoia dokel yevésOou tfi Nikiov (Luc. Par. 34)

433 Yunis 2000: 103 speaks of the “disaster at Chaeronea” in the context of Aeschines’ critique of
Demosthenes; Allen 2000: 9 refers to “the Chaeronea disaster” in the context of Lycurgus’ rise to
dominance; Shrimpton 1977: 130 discusses Demosthenes’ funeral oration after “the disaster at
Chaeronea.”
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aruyiag Tiig év Xaupwveiq), with the noun drvyia (Aesch. 3.55).4* Despite the perceived
textual difficulty, the word makes sense in this context specifically; for besides this
occurrence, Aeschines uses atvyio elsewhere in his speech to refer, again, to the loss at
the battle of Chaeronea.*’

The term dtvyia (cf. atdoynua, Svotuyia, Svotdynua, and its verbal forms) can
perhaps be explained by the influence of rhetoric and the genre of oratory in conjunction
with the increasing importance of the goddess and concept of TOyn (Fate, or Fortune) in
the 4" century.*>® In fact, Demosthenes defends himself against Aeschines’ accusations
with the claim that “I had no control over Fortune, but Fortune controls all” (o¥te tfjg
TOYNG KOPLOg N, GAL” éxeivn tdV mdvtwv, Dem. 18.121). The historian Theopompus,
himself a student of Isocrates and a representative of so-called rhetorical historiography,
refers to Chaeronea as dtvyia as well (“disaster” in Flower’s translation; fr. 329 = Plut.
Dem. 21.1-2).%7 This use is again echoed by Dionysius of Halicarnassus when he calls
Chaeronea an atoynua (2.17.2), and by Pausanias (25.3), who says: 10 yap atoynuo 1o v
Xatpwveig dract 1oig "EAAnotwv fp&e kaxod (“for the disaster at Chaeronea was the

beginning of misfortune for all the Greeks,” transl. Loeb). Pausanias later refers to this

434 In the latest Teubner, tfjg dtvyiag is restored, between brackets.

455 Aesch. 3.252: gyéveto Tig, dyOopan 8¢ morhdxig pepvnuévog, druyio T moler (“there came—it
pains me to call it to mind repeatedly—there came a certain disaster to the city,” transl. Adams).

436 For Tyche, see Aesch. 2.131: 10, 8" &v Pokedot Siepbapn Tpdypato TpdTOV PEV S ThHY TOYNV
and Isocrates, in his Panegyricus, refers to the disaster of the battle of Aegospotami as drvyiov.

Elsewhere, the defeat at Aegospotami is called a wéOog (Plut. Lys.) and a wraioua (Paus. 38.10).

457 Flower 1994: 140. For Theopompus as the chief representative of rhetorical historiography,
see the discussion in Flower 1994,
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very statement again, but now parallels dtoynua with cpdipo (“trip up, stumble™), and

kokoD with cuppopdv, the latter pair apparently being more general than the former.4%

Disaster Lexicon for Chaeronea:

ta dewva (Lyc.), atoyia (Aesch., Theop.), atoynua (Dio. H., Paus.), cpdipa (Paus.)

Disaster at Cannae

One of the best documented military disasters in antiquity is the Battle at Cannae
(216 BCE), in which Hannibal delivered a major blow to the Romans and shattered their
morale.*® The battle is treated in detail by three historians—Polybius, Livy, and
Appian—and mentioned explicitly as a disaster by many other authors, both in prose (e.g.
Cicero, Plutarch, Dio Cassius, Augustine) and poetry (e.g. Lucan, Silius Italicus). The
battle itself can be referred to in neutral terms (uéym, pugna, proelium), but when authors
emphasize the destructive and disastrous outcome of the battle, as they frequently do,
they have recourse to idioms of disaster. Most references occur in Livy, who consistently
refers to Cannae as clades (e.g. Cannensem cladem, 23.4.6, 5.9, 30.11, 30.19).46° Indeed,
a brief survey reveals that clades, in part because of Livy’s influence, is the word most

commonly applied to the disaster at Cannae, but eight other terms are used as well:

458 “I have already said in my history of Attica that the defeat at Chaeroneia was a disaster for all
the Greeks” (eipntot 0€ pot kai €v t§) Athidt cuyypaet] 10 &v Xapwveig cediua Guueopay
vevésBan toic macwy “EAAnot, Paus. 6.5).

459 For Cannae as “disaster,” see Daly 2002. A popular non-fiction book on military disasters
bears Cannae in the title: Spilsbury 2010, Military Disasters: From Cannae to Stalingrad.

460 The same expression occurs six times more, in Books 24-28.
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Disaster Lexicon for Cannae

clades 38 Livy (24), Valerius Maximus (7), Frontinus (3), Silius Italicus (3),
Fronto

(1), Gellius (1)%!
atvyia vel sim 6 Plutarch (4), Appian (1), Dio Cassius (1)

malum 3 Lucan (1), Silius Italicus (1), Augustine (1)
ruina 3 Livy (1), Seneca Elder (1), Silius Italicus (1)
calamitas*®* 3 Cicero (2), Livy (1)

GLLLPOPA 2 Dio Cassius

nToio / TTdpo 2 Polybius, Dionysius of Halicarnassus

ndOog 1 Procopius

In all these instances, Cannae is explicitly connected to disaster, usually as epithet (trv
Kavvnioa cvopeopdv, Dio Cassius; Cannensem cladem, Frontinus) or in some other
attributive construction (] mepi Kéavvag droyia, Plut. Marcellus; tig éni Kavvoug droyiog,
App. Hann.; ablative absolute in Val. Max. 6.4: civitate nostra Cannensi clade perculsa).
The table above prompts several observations. Regarding the terminology, the use
among Greek authors of drtvyio (dtdoynpe, Svotdynua, and verbal constructions) enjoys a
clear preference over cuueopd, which is only used by Dio Cassius—perhaps because
Thucydides prefers this noun and Dio aims to emulate him. The same goes for mé6oc,
although the verbal form médoyw/nad- is frequently collocated with other nouns for

disaster. The historian closest in time to the event itself, Polybius, only has one reference

461 Aulus Gellius (5.18.5) mentions “that most prodigious disaster of the battle of Cannae”
(cladem illam pugnae Cannensis vastissimam) with a reference to the fifth book of the Annals of
Quintus Claudius Quadrigarius (= fr. 52). An almost identical passage occurs in Macrobius’
Saturnalia (1.26).

462 The word calamitas is incompatible with the demands of the hexameter line, and thus not
found in epic poetry.
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to Cannae as a disaster (and barely one at that), even though he treats the battle at length
at the end of Book 3. %3 The contrast with Livy’s myriad of references is stark, and may
in part be explained by Polybius’ relative outsider status as a Greek. In fact, it was the
defeat of the Achaean League in 146 BCE, as we will see, that Polybius considered a true
disaster. More importantly, Polybius’ purpose of showing the superiority of the Roman
constitution may have led to his singular approach to the disaster of Cannae and his
conscious decision to downplay its significance as destructive event. After all, Polybius
makes explicit reference to the defeat at Cannae at the opening of Book 6 as an
opportunity to present the Roman constitution. The question for Polybius is not only how
Rome survived the disaster of Cannae but how they managed to acquire world dominion
so shortly after it.** The Cannae disaster, then, is for Polybius more a transformative
event that underscores the resilience of the Romans and the superiority of their
constitution.

Lucan’s claim that the evil (malum) of Cannae must now cede to Pharsalia does

not seem to have been shared by most authors, Greek or Roman.*®> As a national trauma,

463 Polybius (6.5) mentions the Battle at Cannae (tf} mepi Kévvav paym): “Therefore, now that I
have described its growth, I will explain what were the conditions at the time when by their defeat
at Cannae the Romans were brought face to face with disaster.” 610 xoi TOv VIEP TG CVLOTAGEWMC
a0Tod AGYOV Am0dedwKOTEG TEWPAcOUEDD VOV 1101 Slocapelv OTOTOV TL KAT €KEIVOVG LITPYE TOVG
Koupove, &v oig Aetpbéviec i mepi Kavvay péym toic SAoic ENToicoy mpayLocty.

464 Brink and Walbank 1954: 22.

465 Lucan 7.407-11: Pharsalia tanti / Causa mali. Cedant, feralia nomina, Cannae / Et damnata
diu Romanis Allia fastis. / Tempora signavit leviorum Roma malorum, / Hunc voluit nescire diem.
“Pharsalia is the cause of so great a mischief. The fatal names of Cannae and of Allia, cursed long
ago by the Roman Calendar, must give place to Pharsalia. Rome has marked the date of lighter
calamities, but has decided to ignore this day.”
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the disaster at Cannae seems to have had far greater impact than Pharsalia (state-
propaganda and imperial interests undoubtedly played a role here), although Cicero, who
was present at that battle on the losing side, recognizes Pharsalia as “that most calamitous
battle” (illa calamitosissima pugna, Phil. 1.23).4° The defeat at Cannae is explicitly
connected to prodigies and omens, not only among the poets (Propertius and Prudentius
speak of sinistras Cannas and infaustas Cannas, respectively), but also among historians
such as Polybius, Livy, and Dio Cassius. Polybius reports that the city of Rome was in
turmoil before the battle, oracular sayings were on everyone’s lips, and temples and
houses were full of “signs and portents” (onpeiwv 6¢ kai tepdtwv, Pol. 3.112). Based on
the authority of the historian Claudius Quadrigarius (1% ¢. BCE), Aulus Gellius mentions
that the Battle of Cannae took place on August 2, 216 BCE, one of the dies atri on which
warfare was officially forbidden—something which the generals had clearly ignored at
their own peril. Livy, who never shies away from reporting strange omens, includes an
elaborate list of portents at the start of Book 22. These omens announce Hannibal’s
devastating Italian campaign and the disastrous battles of Lake Trasimenus (217 BCE)
and Cannae. These prodigia (each of which violate some intuitive knowledge domain)
are all spontaenous signs that function as premonitory warnings suggestive of battle,
ranging from armies in the clouds to springs that gush forth blood.

In sum, the disaster lexicon confirms much of what the etymological approach

had already revealed: nouns such as cuppopd; words related to suffering, such as né6og /

466 Cf. Paterculus, who calls Pharsalia perniciosam rei publicae pugnam (“‘a battle disastrous for
the Roman Republic™), 1.9.3.
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maOnua; words related to tripping up, such as cpdipa, nttoicpa / ttdpo; words derived
from tOYM, such as drvyia / dtoynua, and its verbal forms; and substantive adjectives
such as devov and kakov, often in the plural. The terms are by no means interchangeable:
opdArpa and troiopa refer to defeat in battle only, while mtd0og/médOnpo and cvppopd are

more general and can cover a wide variety of disaster.

Human, Divine, and Natural Disaster

Historians who have studied natural disasters in the Ancient World have long
noted that there is no separate word or phrase, either in Greek or in Latin, that
corresponds to the modern compound natural disaster, or in German,
Naturkatastrophe.*®” Since there is no term for this phenomenon, the same abstract
nouns—aoupeopd, mdhog, dtvyio, T kakov, and so forth—can be used for what we
typically call natural disasters, namely floods, earthquakes, tsunamis, droughts,
epidemics, or volcanic eruptions. For Thucydides, for example, the Athenian plague is a
ovueopd, a tébog, a tadnua and a kakodév. The earthquake and tsunami at Helice are
described, by various authors, as a copeopd and a naBog. Three fairly recent edited
volumes on natural disaster in antiquity, Naturkatastrofen in der Antiken Welt (1996),
Naturkatastrophen in der Antike (1999), and L ’'Homme Face aux Calamités Naturelles
dans 1’ Antiquité et au Moyen Age (2006) give an insight into what modern scholarship
identifies as natural disaster in antiquity. The contributions that deal with specific events,

rather than disasters in a particular author or time period, focus overwhelmingly on

467 Meier 2007; Sonnabend 1999.
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earthquakes (and seaquakes, sometimes followed by flood; e.g. Helice 373 BCE, Rhodes
226 BCE, Antiochia 526 CE) and volcanic eruptions (Etna 475 BCE, Vesuvius 79 CE).
This preference for dramatic geophysical disasters is striking and may reveal a modern
bias in our thinking about natural disaster in the Ancient World. How, then, did ancient
thinkers conceptualize disaster? If earthquakes, droughts and fires are not considered
“natural,” how are they contrasted or grouped with other types of disaster, notably those
that we would consider political, social, or anthropogenic?

There is only very little ancient testimony that offers direct categorizations, and
all of it is late. Dio Cassius (2"%-3" c. CE) writes that the fire of Rome in 80 CE, which he
refers to as 10 kaxov or “the disaster,” seemed to be “not of human but of divine origin”
(ovx avBpadmvov aAAd doupoviov €yéveto, Dio. C. Hist. 66.24.3). The distinction is thus
between human (dvOpdmivov) and divine (Sarpdviov) disaster—a distinction that in
Earnest Cary’s Loeb translation becomes explicitly about the origin or causation of the
disaster. This distinction parallels the natural vs. manmade distinction, which defines
disaster based on whether it originates with nature or with people. The Greek is a little
more ambiguous, however. While éyéveto could suggest origin, the more neutral
translation “was” or “happened” would shift the focus away from the origin of the
disaster to the severity of its presence: the disaster was of divine rather than of human
proportions. Indeed, Dio comes to the conclusion that the disaster was doupoviov based
on the extent of the damage that the fire caused. He lists the various public buildings and
temples that went up in flames, and notes that from these one can “conjecture”
(texpumpacBar) how many other buildings must have been destroyed. While Dio’s
distinction also speaks, indirectly, to the origin of disaster, the emphasis is on the fact that
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this divine origin becomes manifest through the visible signs (texunpia) of the present
destruction. Dio classifies and defines the fire of Rome as divine, rather than human,
based on the overwhelming scale of its destructive power. The disaster is thus conceived
of as coming from the outside, from the daipwv—the very word that Du Saix had first
seen fit to translate as desastre.

The idea of divine disasters would be popular among Christian thinkers, for
whom the disasters clearly partake in a punitive paradigm. The 5"-century church
historian Sozomenus (6.2.13-6), for example, lists a host of natural disasters—
earthquakes, tsunamis, droughts, famines, plagues—that are signs of God’s displeasure
with Julian’s reign as emperor (4" c. CE). We have seen another variation of this in
Procopius’ account of the natural disasters that accompanied Justinian’s reign. It is not
until the late antique philosopher Simplicius (6™ c. CE) that we find a more elaborate and
explicit distinction between categories that we could recognize as natural and man-made
disasters. In his commentary on Epictetus’ Handbook, Simplicius distinguishes between
“common disasters that result from the universe” (td Kowa Kok 6o ToD TOVTOG
ocvppaivovta) and “those that result from people” (td 4o dvOpdmwv) acting in a bad way
toward each other.*®® Here, the emphasis is clearly on the origin of disaster (¢m6), with
the crucial distinction between amo o0 mavtog, which means the universe or the cosmos
or even Nature, and dno avOpdrwv, which refers to human origins. The natural disasters

include “earthquakes and floods and fires, plagues and famines and destruction of all

468 Greek text from Hadot 1995; the English translation by Brittain and Brannon 2002 reads: “the
widespread bad effects resulting from the universe” (79).
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kinds of animals and crops” (6e16LOVG Kol KOTAKAVGUOVE Kol EKTVPMOGELS, AOUOVE TE Kol
Apodg koi eBopdc Tavtoimv {dov te Kol kaprdv, 14.20-22).4¢° The human disasters
include such things as the sacking of cities, piracy, murder, and tyranny. Simplicius’
category of cosmic or natural disaster is further subdivided into two groups of three:
elemental violence (earth, water, and fire) and the sterility associated with the loimos
scheme (Apog, Aowog, eBopd). The latter group especially may bear some traces of a
more ancient concept of disaster, but his unique distinction between natural and human
disasters—without explicit reference to the divine—sets Simplicius apart in the

conceptual history of disaster.

Thucydides’ Disaster List
Perhaps the most famous and paradigmatic of disaster groupings is Thucydides’
programmatic statement in chapter 23 of the first book of the History. Thucydides
connects the unprecedented disasters (referred to as mafnuata) of the Peloponnesian war
with both human (e.g. sacked cities, exiles, civil discord) and natural (e.g. earthquakes,
eclipses, famines) events alike (Thuc. 1.23.1-3, transl. Smith):
But the Peloponnesian war was protracted to a great length, and in the course of it
disasters (maOnparta) befell Hellas the like of which had never occurred in any
equal space of time. Never had so many cities been taken and left desolate, some
by the Barbarians, and others by Hellenes themselves warring against one
another; while several, after their capture, underwent a change of inhabitants.

Never had so many human beings been exiled, or so much human blood been
shed, whether in the course of the war itself or as the result of civil dissensions.

469 In the edition by Hadot 1995: 25-7; it should be noted that ékmvpdoeic is a conjecture,
accepted by Meier 2007 and Brittain and Brannon 2002; it is perhaps based on lines 90 (Hadot
1996: 26), which pairs katakAvcpovg with ékmvpmaoeig; all MSS read ékntooetg in line 20.
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And so the stories of former times, handed down by oral tradition, but very rarely
confirmed by fact, ceased to be incredible: about earthquakes (celou®dv), for
instance, for they prevailed over a very large part of the earth and were likewise
of the greatest violence; eclipses of the sun (nAiov te ExAetyelg), which occurred
at more frequent intervals than we find recorded of all former times; great
droughts (avyuoti) also in some quarters with resultant famines (Apot); and
lastly—that which wrought most harm and destroyed (¢6sipaca) a considerable
part of the people—the noisome pestilence (1] Loipuddng vocog). For all these
things fell upon them simultaneously with this war.*”°

This type of list, which is by no means unique to Thucydides, includes what we today
would call natural (earthquakes, droughts) and complex disasters (famine, epidemic
disease), alongside anthropogenic ones (refugees, civil unrest) and even “normal” natural
phenomena (solar eclipses). Clearly, this modern type of conceptual subdivision does not
hold in ancient thought. Social and natural disturbances are seen as part of the same
universal turmoil. Whether or not Thucydides himself thought there to be some
connection between human and natural events is, as Gomme observed, unclear.*’! It
could be that his comments refer only to the popular opinion. For our purposes, however,
it is the list itself that is most instructive: earthquakes, eclipses, droughts and famines,

and pestilence. These so-called natural disasters fall into two groups: earthquakes and

470 ovtov 62 ToD TOAEpOL PRAKAG TE péyo TPoVPN, TadfuaTd TE EvvVEYON YevESOO &V anTd TH
EALGSL olor oy ETepar &V Tom ypdve. obte yap moLelC Tocaide Anedeicon Rpnuddncay, oi pév Hmod
BoapPBapwv, ai 6’ VO GEOV AVTMOV AVTITOAELOOVTOV (giol 8 ol Kol oikfTopag HeTEPaAov
aAokopeval), obTe LYl Tocaide AVOPOTOV Kol POVOC, O PEV KAT  aOTOV TOV TOAEUOV, O O d1d
TO 6TaG1AlEY. TA T TPOTEPOV AKOT] LEV AeYOuEVa, EPY® & omavinTepov Befatodpeva ovk
dmota Katéotn, GEIGUMY TE TTEPL, 01 £l TAEToTOV dLol LEPOC YiiC Kol ioyvpdTatol ol o Tol
Eméoyov, NAIoL te EkAeiyels, ol TUKVOTEPOL TOPE, TA £K TOD TPV YPOVOL UVNLLOVEVOUEVA
EuvéBnoav, odyuol te 0Tt Tap’ olg HEYGAOL Kol G’ otV Kod AMpol ko 1) ovy fikioTa PAdyoca
Kol péPog TL eOeipaca 1 AOWMONG VOG0G: TADTO YOP TAVTO UETE TODOE TOD TOAELOV Ga
Euvenébeto.

471 Gomme I 1956: 151.
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eclipses, which are primarily signs; and droughts/famines and pestilence, which are part
of the loimos scheme of sterility. All are, in turn, part of the signifying structure of war,
emerging as symptoms of universal and unprecedented turmoil. That this list is
conceptual rather than actual is clear: Thucydides only records two solar eclipses (2.28,
4.52.1), and no droughts or famines at all.*’? For our purposes, Thucydides’ disaster list
reveals less about actual historical disaster occurrences than about cultural conceptions of
disasters—how they are grouped, how they relate to other disasters, and what role they
play in historical discourse.

Let us focus on the earthquakes and eclipses in Thucydides’ list. When Gomme
notes that “eclipses are not disasters, like earthquakes,” it seems as if eclipses are the
anomalous item in the list. I would suggest that earthquakes and eclipses, when
understood as signs, are in fact complementary. One occurs on land, the other in the sky;
they are even paired in 4.52.1. Both function as signs—at least in the public opinion, if
not Thucydides’—to underscore the unprecedented nature of the war. In both cases
Thucydides emphasizes their extraordinary extent: in location and severity for the
earthquakes, and in frequency for the eclipses. Earthquakes were—and are—so common
in this part of the Mediterranean that their frequency per se is not enough to make them
significant, but their violence and geographic spread are. In fact, earthquakes were not

necessarily disastrous at all, but could be considered “willkommene Erdbeben” and

472 Cf. Rusten 2013: 142 n. 24: “Thucydides ... does not mention most of the war's solar eclipses
(despite 1.23.3, they were not more numerous), presumably because they had no influence on
public opinion or military planning.” I suspect Rusten is right about this.
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acquire mostly symbolic meaning, as Chaniotis has shown.*”* It is often pointed out that
Thucydides’ famous description of the earthquake and tsunami at Orobiae in Euboea
(3.89) mentions only natural causes and makes no reference to the gods or divine
portents.*’* This hardly proves that Thucydides himself did not believe they could be
signs, and this is besides the point at any rate. The same section (3.89), after all, opens
with Agis, king of Sparta, retreating from his invasion of Attica in 426 BCE when he is
confronted with a number of earthquakes.*’> According to Xenophon, this same Agis
would break off another invasion against Elis in 399 after an earthquake occurred, which
he interpreted as a divine sign (Hell. 3.2). If we are to make out Agis’ motivations,
Xenophon’s Hellenica records a comparable instance, this time with another Spartan king
(4.7). Agesipolis and his army were marching against the Argives in 388, when an
earthquake occurred. The recipients of the sign—Agesipolis and his soldiers—offered
contrasting interpretations. While the troops were singing paeans to appease Poseidon
and expected to retreat as Agis had done before, Agesipolis reasoned that since the god
sent an earthquake now that the invasion was already underway, the god must be urging
him on. In military contexts, earthquakes seem to be above all signs from the gods that

prohibit or incite action (again the Spartans in Thuc. 5.50.5 and 6.95.1).

473 Chaniotis 1998: 404-16.
47* Gomme I 151, 11 392.

475 Gomme does not want to attribute this military failure to superstition, but admits that based on
Thucidydes’ careful description, this earthquake, or any other in the History for that matter, did
not seem especially destructive. To me, this seems to reflect an unnecessary anxiety on Gomme’s
part to disassociate disaster and signs as somehow irrational.
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Thucydides himself may be less inclined than Xenophon or Herodotus to speak
directly in terms of divine portents, but Thucydides, too, records the famous but fictitious
Delian earthquake in the context of premonitory signs—the earthquake that we discussed
in the previous chapter as well.*’% In a passage that has been recognized as recalling the
language of the preface, Thucydides describes the war efforts building up (2.8.2-3):

And there were many prophecies being spoken, and many oracle-collectors were

singing verses, both among those who were about to go to war and in other cities

as well. What is more, Delos was moved (AfjAog €kiviOn) just before this time,

although it had never before been shaken in the memory of the Greeks. This was

said and believed to be a sign (omufjvar) of things to come.*””
Whether Thucydides himself believed the earthquake to be a sign is, as Gomme points
out, once again unclear. What is clear, however, is that Thucydides accepts this
earthquake as fact, even though modern seismological research definitively concludes
that no earthquake occurred on Delos at the time that either Herodotus or Thucydides
indicates. As Rusten concludes, the imaginary earthquake and the oracles surrounding it
point to a semiotic rather than a seismic event, also for Thucydides. While the earthquake
portended future disaster (uéAlovta kakd) in Herodotus’ account, Thucydides leaves out
kaxd and instead places the portent in the context of pre-war excitement. The kinesis of
Delos, in Rusten’s interpretation, puts the capstone on the larger kinesis, or

“mobilization,” in the pre-war fervor of the Greek city-states. What matters most for our

purposes is that Thucydides’ disaster list joins earthquakes and eclipses because both are

476 Rusten 2013: 135-45.
477 kol TOAAYL PEv MOyl EMéyeTo, TOAAY 8& ypnoHoAdyoL RSOV &V T€ TOIG HEALOVGL TOAEUNGELY Kai
&v Taig dAloig moleowy. £T1 € ATjAog EkiviOn OAlyov TTpo TovTOV, TPdTEPOV 0VTT® GEloEicN AP’

00 "EAnvec péuvnvron- éléyeto 88 kai £86kel émi toic uéALovst yeviioesan onufjvar.
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disasters-as-signs. Reflective of the disaster mentality of the Classical period,
Thucydides’ list reveals a conception of disaster in which (what we would call) natural

disasters are symptomatic for human disasters, and consistently occur alongside them.

Triad of Disaster

If earthquakes and eclipses are above all signs, then the second part of
Thucydides’ list focuses on disaster proper: drought and famine, and plague. The
Athenian plague in particular looms large in Thucydides’ history of the war, and we shall
return to his account of it shortly. But before we do so, we shall analyze the important
conceptual pair of Aipog and Aowdg, plague and famine. This pair, in turn, is part of a
cluster that stands out the most in ancient thought—and, it seems, in the history of ideas
at large—namely a triad consisting of plague, famine, and war, or sometimes civil war.
Even if they do often occur together and result in, or exacerbate, the other, they are quite
an incongruous triad from a modern classificatory perspective. Plague or epidemic
disease is a natural disaster (of the biological type), famine is a complex disaster
(triggered by atmospheric conditions, exacerbated by political conflict or social
instability, and so forth), and war is an anthropogenic disaster. None of them is acutely
unexpected or sudden: all three tend to be disasters with a slow onset, unlike earthquakes,
storms, or floods. What these disasters have in common, however, is that they affect
entire communities at a time, and based on their length and intensity they can truly
threaten the survival of the community. They are also more common than geophysical

disasters such as volcanic eruptions or tsunamis.
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As Jouanna has shown, Aynoc and Aowdg are frequently collocated, and not
seldom do manuscripts offer the one as an alternative reading for the other—this is the
case in Hesiod’s infamous list of the offspring of Eris, in Theogony 226-32. They need
not appear as part of the triad. Sometimes Aoog occurs alongside war or civil strife
(otdo1g). Scholars have noted, for example, that Thucydides’ description of the Athenian
plague resembles his description of the civil strife on Corcyra.*’® Indeed, these three
disasters are often employed conjointly and interchangeably by our sources, including in
oracles: an oracle was issued on the occasion of civil strife and plague throughout Greece
(Fontenrose Q1 = Paus. 5.4.6); another oracle dealt with plague and famine in the
Peloponnesus (Fontenrose Q3 = Phlegon OL. 1.6); or, in an oracle associated with a 7%-
century crisis, sources identify the disaster either as civil strife or as plague (Fontenrose
Q54 = Philod. Mus. 4.18-37-8; Plut. Mor. 1146c¢). In the historical consciousness, plague,
famine and (civil) war seem to be the most typical and consistent manifestations—or
symptoms—of the abstract notion of disaster.

We have already seen how Cicero lists this triad succinctly in the Philippics,
when he speaks of some “serious disaster” (gravior casus) befalling the Republic,
“whether war, pestilence, or famine” (si bellum, si morbus, si fames).*’® The tradition of
this triad goes back to at least Hesiod’s Works and Days, where “famine” (Muég) and

“plague” (Aouodg) are paired as divine punishments for the unjust city, followed by an

478 On similar imagery in Thucydides’ accounts of the plague and civil strife, see Brock 2000.
4 Cic. Phil. 1.13.
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assembled category indicative of war, “army, wall” (otpatov, telyoc) and seafaring,
“ships” (véag) (Hes. WD. 238-47):

But to those who care for evil arrogance and crooked deeds, to them far-seeing
Zeus, son of Cronos, marks out (texpaipetar) punishment. Often the entire city
suffers from one evil man, who does wrong and devises reckless deeds, and upon
them the son of Kronos from heaven brings great suffering (uéyo nfjna), famine
together with plague (Apov opod kai Aowov): the people perish (admwoOivdBovot)
and women do not bear children, and their households dwindle, by the will of
Olympian Zeus; and again, at other times, he either destroys their broad army
(otpatdv) or their wall (telyog) or punishes their ships (véoc) at sea, the son of
Kronos.*%0

The passage, especially starting at line 242, has had a measurable impact on Greek
conceptions of disaster and its relation to the divine. Plutarch says Chrysippus discusses
the passage in his lost work On Justice, and Callimachus reworks it in his Hymn to
Artemis. Hesiod’s influence in the cultural history of the Athenians is evidenced by this
passage, which is cited verbatim and used for political purposes by Aeschines. The orator
suggests, not without malice, that Hesiod’s poetry is as an oracle against Demosthenes’
policies (Aesch. 3.136):

If you take away the meter of the poet and examine his sentiments, I think you

will see that these are not Hesiod’s poetry, but an oracle (ypnoudv) against the

politics of Demosthenes. For indeed, fleet and army and cities have been utterly
destroyed because of his policies.*"!

480 01c 8" BPp1g TE PépMAe Kok kod oyétho Epya, / Toic 8¢ diknv Kpovidng texpaipeton edpdoma
Ze0c. / moAAakt 01 Eupmaca TOAG KaKoD Avopog Amnupa, / 6G Kev dAtTpaivn Kol dtdcbolo
untidotor / toiov 8° oOpavodev péy’ émyaye Tipe Kpoviov / Apov opod kai Aotuov:
amopdvHBovot 8¢ Aooi. / 008E yvvaikec TikTovsty, pvdlovst 8& oikot / Znvoc epodSpocivicty
‘Olourniov: gAlote 8 odte / 1 TdV Y& GTPUTOV EVPVV AmdAeceV 7} & Ve TeTx0c / | vEag 8V TOVT®
Kpovidng droteivotan [dmoaivotatl] autdv.

1 g0y mepreldveg Tod mouTod TO PETPOV TAC YVdMOG EEeTdnTE, olpan VUV SOEELY 00 TomupaTo
‘Ho1600v givar, aAAd xpnopov gic v Anpocbévoug moitteiov: Kol yop vauTikn kol el oTpatid,

Kol TOAELG ApdnV giolv dvnpracuéval €k THg TOLTOV TOMTEING.
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What makes Aeschines’ reference to the Hesiodic passage so effective is precisely the
idea that the entire community suffers greatly (Hesiod’s péya mfjpa) because of the
wickedness of one evil man (Demosthenes as Hesiod’s dvnp kaxo6g). The question who is
to blame for disaster can fall on the shoulders of one individual. Aeschines refers to
Hesiod’s hexameter lines as an “oracle” (ypnouov) warning against Demosthenes’
politics, which suggests that Hesiod’s poetry could be applied prophetically to current
affairs, one in which an individual must be held accountable for the disasters of a
community. The péya wijpa that befalls Hesiod’s wicked city is the paradigm by which

fourth-century Athenians define disaster.

Sterility and Strife

In Hesiod’s wicked city, Ayuog and Aowdg occur side by side. The pairing of these
words, which are etymologically related, has attracted some scholarly attention.*> But
Martin West’s modernizing comment that “malnutrition reduces resistance to disease,”
however true, misses the point.*33 As a scourge from Zeus, the one does not cause or
result in the other as West suggests; rather, disaster always comes in pairs or groups.
Famine and plague are joined because of sterility and the halt of (proper) reproduction, as
Marie Delcourt and other have long demonstrated. Barren lands bear no crops and barren
women bear no children, at least not ones that resemble their parents, only tepdra (cf. the

section on feras in the previous chapter). This state or complex of disasters constitutes

482 Jouanna 2006.
483 See also the critique by Jouanna 2006: 200, in his comprehensive study of Aotpog and Apoc.
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what has been called the loimos scheme, and thus means more than simply plague.*®* It is
a dominant feature in the collective imagination of the Greeks about disaster; so much so,
notes Parker, that it “constantly recurs both in myth and in the Greeks’ own perception of
historical reality.”*®> Herodotus, for example, records that after the Pelasgians had cruelly
murdered the Lemnian women, “the earth did not bear fruit nor did women or flocks
produce offspring the same way as before” (Hdt. 6.139).4%

Hesiod’s evil city, too, is plagued by a halt in reproduction: “the people perish and
women do not bear children, and their households dwindle” (WD. 243-4). Even though
the birth of tépata is not mentioned here, this sterility is characteristic of the loimos
scheme. The complementary passage on Hesiod’s righteous city makes this clear (WD.
225-31):

As for those that give straight judgments to members of the community and those

outside it, and not deviate from what is just, their city blooms and the people

flower in it. Peace, the rearer of youths, is throughout the land, not does far-seeing

Zeus ordain (texpaipetar) harsh war (mdéAepov) against them. Neither does famine

(Mpoc) nor disaster (¢tn) ever attend men that do straight justice, but they tend

their fields, the objects of their care, with abundance. For them the earth bears

much food, and in the mountains the oak bears acorns at the top and bees in the
middle. The woolly sheep are weighed down by their fleeces. And the women
bear children that resemble their parents (tiktovotv 8¢ yovaikec £€01KOTO TEKVQL

yovedor). They continually thrive with good things. They do not sail in ships, and
the grain-giving earth bears fruit.*?’

484 Delcourt 1938; Parker 1983: 257ff.

485 Parker 1983: 257.

486 oBte Y kKapmov Epepe 0vTE YUVOIKEG TE Kod Toipvon Opoimg tiktov Kol Tpd Tod

7 01 8¢ dikag Eeivorot kai vdnpoiot Sdodoty / i0eiog kol pf Tt mapekPaivovst dikaiov, / Toict
T€0NAE TOMG, Aol 8’ avBedotv &v adti] / gipnvn & Gva YTV KovpoTpdPOC, 0VdE TOT’ AVTOIG /
apyoréov mOAepOV TEKUAipETAL EDPLOTTA ZeVG: / 006 ToT” 1Bvdiknot pet’ dvopdot Apuog onndet /
008’ dtn, Ooking 6¢ uepunroto Epya véuovtat. / Toiot pépet uev yola moAbv Piov, obpeot 6 opdg /

dicpr pév e épet Pardvoug, péoon ¢ pericoag / eipomodrot 6’ diec poAdoic kataPePpibact: /
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Without mentioning Aoudc, Hesiod refers to the abundance and fertility of the righteous
city. One line in particular anticipates the later oaths about tépata that we encountered in
the previous chapter: “And the women bear children that resemble their parents.”
Children that do not resemble their parents are either deformed or illegitimate—the
disastered state of such mythological tépata as Oedipus, and, as we have seen, bastards
such as Edmund.

The association of deformity—especially in the foot, i.e. lameness—with Aoiudg
is made explicit in Callimachus’ reprisal of Hesiod’s wicked city. In the Hymn to
Artemis, the goddess Artemis—whose arrows, like those of her brother Apollo, cause the
plague—practices her archery. Confronted with the unrighteous city, she angrily aims her
bow at it (Call. H. 3.124-34, transl. Stevens):

On their herds pestilence (Aowdg) feed, on the worked fields, a frost (wéyvn). Old

men cut their hair in mourning over their sons, their wives die either stricken in

childbirth, or having escaped that fate, breed children none of whom stands on a

straight ankle (c@upov 0pO6v). But those on whom you would gaze smiling and

gracious, their fields bear abundant corn, abundant their race of four-footed
beasts, and abundantly does their household increase. Nor do they go to a tomb,
except when they are carrying out something very old. Nor does dissension

(dygootacin) wound their tribe, which ravages even well-established houses.**

One of Artemis’ spheres of influence is childbirth, particularly the protection of women

during labor (cf. Eur. Hip. 166-9, and Artemis Hecate, A. Suppl. 677). The reference to

TiKTOoVGY 8¢ YLVOTKEC £01KOTA TEKVA YovedaL: / BdAlovoty &’ dyaboict Stoupmepég 00d” éml vndv /
vicovtat, Kapmov 8¢ pépet (gidmwpog Gpovpa.

88 oyéthot, oig TovN yokemnV éuudésm opyNVv: / KTAved ev Aolnog Katafooketal, £pyo 08
v, / Kelpovton 08 yépovieg €9 ViAo, al 6& yovaikes / B?»nrm Bvriokovot Aeywidec e
(pvyovcsou / TiKTOoLGY v 00OEV €ml GPLPOV OPBOV 6 avéoTn. / 01G 0€ Kev DUELONG T€ Kol llaog
avydoona, / ketvolg €0 pév dpovpa (p8p81 otéyuv, €0 8¢ yevéOAN / TeTpamddmv, £V & 0ikog
déEetar 008’ &mi ofjpa / EpxovTal ANV €DTE TOAYPOVIOV TL PEPOGLY- / 0DSE S1y0oTAGIN TPOEL
yévog, 1 Te Kai e) mep / oikovg EotndTag £6ivato-
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children that are born with crooked ankles refers to those who are lame, a deformity
typically associated with tépata. This may also be an explanation, as Stephens points out,
of the cult name Artemis Orthia, that is, She Who Stands Upright.*®® The righteous city,
by contrast, is blessed with abundant crops and fertile offspring, as well as a lack of
dissension, or civil strife (dtyootacin).

The category of war, and civil war or strife in particular, suggests that the triad of
disaster does not only have an agricultural but also always a political dimension. The two
are linked: if there is a halt in natural reproduction, there is also something wrong in the
socio-political sphere, and vice versa. In the Laws, Plato would claim that what disease is
to the body, Aouog is to the seasons, and injustice to the body politic (906¢).
Callimachus’ use of d1yootacin is no doubt meant to echo its earliest attested use, namely
Solon’s elegy on Justice and Lawfulness, in which he exhorts the Athenians to reject civil
strife (Sol. Fr 4 = Dem. 19.254-6).%° It is Demosthenes who transmits Solon’s fragment,
which underscores the political context in which this sentiment is rehearsed in fourth-
century Athens. Furthermore, Solon’s fragment may help explain the third term in
Hesiod’s portrayal of the righteous city. In addition to the familiar disasters of the triad
(moAépog and Apog), Hesiod’s passage pairs Apog with another term, étn, which is
typically translated in this context as “disaster, ruin.” Commenting on this line, Martin

West suggests that ¢tn might refer to a blight or spoilage of crops (like the wheat rust

489 Stephens 2015: 139; Ogden 1997: 11. It can also mean “She Who Causes To Stand Upright,”
as it does when applied to Asclepius, the god of healing. For an extensive analysis of Orthia in
language, ritual, and myth, see Calame 2001: 165ff.

490 See also the comments by Stephens 2015: 139.
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associated with calamitas), or somehow corresponds to Aoidg in line 243. However well
this would fit our triad, there is no evidence to suggest that dtn can mean blight, or ruin
to crops specifically. In Homer, it means delusion or blindness, always in the sense of a
mental or intellectual error that leads to a mistaken act, but without any connotation of
moral guilt. In Hesiod, &t is part of a moral scheme as the disastrous result of this
blindness, and hence refers to the penalty that is meted out for hubris and injustice (cf.
WD. 216).*! Conceptually, &t is grouped together with Apudg (or Aowdc, dependent on
the manuscript) as the offspring of Strife (¢p1g) in the Theogony. Solon, in the same
elegy, lists dn as a characteristic of the evils (kakd) of Lawlessness (Avovopuin) (which
are also paired in Theogony 230-2), a list that also includes otyootacin. Thus, whereas
moAépog is likely to refer to external strife (i.e. being defeated in battle by enemies), dn

may well refer to the delusion that results in strife within the community.

David’s Disaster: kowvov md00g

These same three disasters—plague, famine, war—show up in the Biblical
tradition as well, where the question of blame and accountability comes to the fore. In the
Second Book of Samuel, God’s prophet Gad allows David to choose his punishment after
he transgressed God’s law by holding a census: “Shall there come on you three years of
famine in your land? Or three months of fleeing from your enemies while they pursue

you? Or three days of plague in your land?” (2 Sam. 24:13). The Septuagint has 8dvoatov

“1 Dodds 1951: 38 and Dawe 1967. On ate in its objective (ruin, disaster) and subjective
(delusion, blindness) meaning respectively, see Doyle 1984.
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(“death”) for the Hebrew deber (“plague, pestilence”), but the context makes clear that
the plague is meant: in a later verse (2 Sam. 24:25) the plague is referred to as
maggephah (“blow, plague, slaughter in battle), though the Septuagint has Opadoig
(“destruction”).**? Here, even more clearly than in Hesiod’s Works and Days, God not
only communicates—through the prophet—but also controls the distribution and
cessation of disasters in response to a religious transgression.

The first-century Roman-Jewish author Josephus, who discusses the passage in
his Jewish Antiquities, identifies the plague explicitly as Aowog, and lays out David’s
predicament as follows (7.321-2):

Whether he would have famine (Mu6v) come upon the land for seven years,*** or

be defeated by his enemies (after being) in battle (moAepncog) for three months,

or have plague and disease (Aoyov kai vocov) hurled upon (évokijyat) the

Hebrews for three days. And David, faced with an impossible (dunyovov) choice

of great evils (ueyahov kox®dv), was distressed and very troubled.***

Here we find the triad of disaster (Mpog, Aoydc, morepdg) that together forms a group of
“great evils” (ueydha xokd) from which David must choose. (Note also the language that
the Aowuog strikes from above like a thunderbolt, expressed with the verb cxnmto,

indicative of Derrida’s événement.) Josephus continues to describe David’s thought

process: if he chooses famine or war, people might think that he is protecting himself,

42 Deber is from the root dabar “speak” which can mean “destroy” in the sense of appointing or
arranging something in a destructive sense (cf. Pest-god Dibbara). Maggephah is derived from
the root nagaph,*“strike” (cf. plaga, TAqyn).

493 Instead of the three years found in the Hebrew Bible.
4 motepov 0EheL Mpov yevécOon katd TV ydpov &mi ETn Emtd, | TPEIG pfjvac morepicog VLo TV
ExOpdV NTTNOfjvar, fj Aoov Evokiyart kol vooov €mi Tpeis fuépag toig Efpaiotc. 6 & &ig

UMY OVOV EKAOYT)V LEYOA®V KOKDY EUTECOV EAVTETTO KOl GPOSP” NV CLYKEYVUEVOG,.
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since he has plenty of grain stored up and mighty fortresses to shield himself from
enemies. Rather, David prefers to fall into the hands of God rather than those of the
enemy (2 Sam. 24:14 and Jos. Ant. 7.323), and chooses plague, the great equalizer.
Josephus elaborates David’s decision by saying that it is a “common disaster (né060¢
xowov) both for kings and for subjects, in which fear is equal for all” (7.323).%° And so,
“God sent plague (Aowov) and destruction (pBopdv) upon the Hebrews” (7.323). This is
the same pair (Aowog and @Bopd) that Thucydides used for the Athenian Plague, and
indeed, in the detailed description of the plague that follows, Josephus seems to have
drawn inspiration from Thucydides.*®

For Josephus, and the tradition of biblical exegesis more generally, the plague is
especially associated with divine punishment, an idea that would continue into the
Medieval period. The triad of communal disaster persists in European cultural history.
For example, the author of the 17th-century Journal of the Plague Year notes: “We had in
Catalonia then the three greatest plagues God can inflict upon a people—famine, disease,
and war—all of which we had in abundance.”*” As for an Enlightenment example,
Voltaire, in his Philosophical Dictionary, begins the entry on War as follows: “Famine,

plague and war are the three most famous ingredients of this wretched world.”**® Where

5 160og Kooy kol Bactledol kai Toig dpyopévorls, &v @ 1o déog icov ambvimy yivetat

4% Loeb s.v. note b, p. 179: “This amplification of the brief Scriptural statement, “So the Lord
sent pestilence upon Israel,” is probably an imitation of the famous description of the plague in
Thucydides ii. 47 ff., which also furnished the model for similar passages in later books of the
Antiquities.”

47 In the edition by Amelang 1992: 36.
4% In the edition by Williams 1994: 7.
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Voltaire breaks with tradition, however, is in his assertion that war is the worst of the
three, for while famine and plague come from Providence, war, which combines the two,
“comes to us from the imaginations of three or four hundred people scattered across the
world with the name of princes or ministers.”**® This, in a way, is the logical conclusion
of David’s preference not to fall into the hands of his enemies. With the notion that war is
anthropogenic, while plague is not, the unity of the triad starts showing cracks,

anticipating the modernist distinction between natural and man-made disaster.

Darius’ Disaster: Loipdg or ctdoic?

In Josephus’ interpretation, David’s choice is for a md6og Kowvov, a communal
disaster. As a punitive principle, this is similar to the Hesiodic notion that the god
punishes the entire community for the transgression of a single individual. While all three
disasters ultimately come from the outside, i.e. from God, the choice for Aowdg indicates
a preference for an internal, communal punishment: David does not wish to suffer at the
hands of his enemies, a type of disaster that is externally inflicted. A similar situation
arises in Aeschylus’ Persians, which again sheds light on how disasters are grouped
together, and how, within the triad of disaster, military defeat compares to plague and
civil strife. The context of the play is Xerxes’ miserable homecoming after the defeat at
the Battle of Salamis (480 BCE). Before Xerxes arrives on stage, Queen Atossa summons
the ghost of Xerxes’ father, Darius. King Darius asks Atossa how Persia was brought to

the brink of disaster: “In what way? Did some stroke of pestilence (Aoipod oxknmtdg) or

499 Williams 1994: 7.
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civil strife (otdo1g) come upon the state?”” (Pers. 715). Delcourt has explained Darius’
question as a choice between a divinely sent disaster (Aoydc) or a human one (014015).
But in the next line, Atossa answers that neither is the case: instead, the entire army was
defeated on expedition. Rather than relying on the division divine/human disaster,
Darius’ question is best explained by his assumption that it must have been an internal
disaster that laid low the Persian empire. Both Aoiu6g and otaocic are imagined to be
internal disasters-as-events that affect the entire community; they fall upon them from
above (as indicated by oknmtoc) but are essentially an internal, communal affair. Darius
does not even entertain the option that disaster was afflicted upon the Persians externally
at the hands of their enemies, which is why Atossa’s news after the lost battle of Salamis
is so shocking.

Considering Darius’ question in the context of its literary production, there is also
the possibility that Aeschylus wishes to emphasize how the Persians simply cannot
comprehend that their mighty army should have been vanquished by an external enemy—
the Greeks. In fact, a similar sentiment is expressed by the Persian general Mardonius,
yet another Greek representation of the Salamis Disaster in Book 8 of Herodotus’
Histories. The historical content is the same as that in Aeschylus’ Persians. After the
defeat at Salamis, “when Xerxes learnt of (pa6¢) the calamity (nd6ocg) that had befallen
him, ... he planned his escape” (Hdt. 8.97). Here, the juxtaposition of mathos and pathos
is significant as it reveals a connection between (personal) disaster or suffering and
teaching or understanding. This is reminiscent of Croesus’ famous dictum in Book 1 of

the Histories: T 6& pot mabnipata £6vta ayaptro podnuato yéyove (1.207), which is

299



often rendered: disaster has been my teacher.>® As it was for Darius, disaster can be
revelatory. At any rate, after Salamis, Xerxes sends a messenger to Persia with news of
“his present misfortune” (trv Tapeododv ol GLHPopnV, 8.98; cf. cuuEopTv HeyaAny in
Mardonius’ speech, 8.100). His general Mardonius, fearful of his honor and still eager to
subdue the Greeks, persuades Xerxes to stay—or at least to let him (Mardonius) stay to
command the remaining troops. Mardonius musters the following argument (Hdt. 8.100):
It may be that the Phoenicians, Egyptians, Cypriots, and Cilicians have proved
themselves to be cowards, but this disaster (1d00c) can in no way be attributed to
Persians.>"!
The sentiment is clear: the Persians are portrayed as unwilling to accept blame for their
military disaster, instead accusing the mercenary troops of cowardice. Xerxes talks

Mardonius’ proposal over with Artemisia, repeating Mardonius’ claim (Hdt. 8.101):

... for the Persians, he says, and the land army are in no way to blame for our
disaster (m&0<oc), and of that they would willingly give proof (dm6deéic).>%?

Artemisia advises Xerxes to march away and to let Mardonius stay. If Mardonius wins,

the victory will be Xerxes’, and if Mardonius should suffer defeat (fjv t1 md0n), it will be

“no great disaster” (ovdepio cupeopt| peydin, 8.102) so long as Xerxes is safe.
Mardonius did suffer defeat one year later at the Battle of Plataea (479 BCE),

which Pausanias would refer to as the ntaicpo of Mardonius (Paus. 2.3.8). In the

390 Talbert 1991: 17; on the educational value of suffering in the Ancient Mediterranean, see 9-23.
For a similar sentiment, cf. A. Ag. 177 (tov wéBer naboq); Soph. OC. 7 (otépyewv ai wabar). In all
these instances, the source of both teaching and suffering is divine.

01 &1 8¢ Doivikée e kai Alyvmrtior kai Kompiol te kai Kilikeg kool £y&vovto, 00dv mpog
[Tépoag TodTo mpoonkel TO whHoC.

302 )\éyav dg pot Iépoa & kai 6 meldg 6TPaTdg 00deVOC peTaition ThOE0g €161, GALL
Boviopévolsi opt yévorr™ v amodesig
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Persians, Aeschylus has the ghost of Darius utter a prophecy that predicts the events at
Plataea as “a crowning catastrophe” (Pers. 807: kax®v Dyiot’, transl. Sommerstein) or,
in another dramatic rendering, “the mother of disasters’ (transl. Raphael and McLeish)
that is yet to come. For Herodotus, the Persian disaster at Plataeca was a clear proof of
divine involvement in human affairs, since it fell on the same day as the Persian defeat at
Mycale (9.100). But even if disaster ultimately has outside, divine origins, there is
nonetheless a distinction between disasters that wreak havoc within the community (such
as Aowdc and otocic) and those that are afflicted from without the community by
external enemies. Darius’ initial assumption that total annihilation must come from
Aowdg or otdoig is complemented by Mardonius’ assertion that the Persians are not to
blame for their military defeat. Aeschylus and Herodotus portray the Persians as
incapable of imagining that their disaster should have come externally, at the hands of the

Greeks.

A Touch of Aoypuog

When Darius fears a stroke of pestilence (Aoyod oxnntdg) has devastated the
Persians, he is essentially attempting to define a disaster that he has not witnessed himself
but the effects of which have been described to him. The only other occasion on which
Aeschylus refers to Aowdg is the prayer of the Danaids in the play Suppliants. Praying for
their Argive hosts, the Danaids ask the gods that “plague (Aow6g) may never empty this

city of men, nor may <strife> (<€p1¢>) bloody the soil of the land with its fallen natives”
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(Suppl. 659-62).5% The conjecture £pic, accepted by Page’s OCT, fits the context well
and mirrors Aeschylus’ association of Aowdg and otdo1g in the Persians as disasters that
come from the outside but destroy the community from within.

Indeed, plague looms large in the Greek imagination, not least because Greek
literature as we know it opens with a case of Aouodg in Iliad 1. Historically, the Athenian
Plague, which broke out thrice between 430 and 426 BCE, is certainly considered to be a
true disaster. Thucydides describes the Athenian Plague extensively, introducing it first
as 1 Aomong voooc (“pestilential disease,” 1.23, c.f. 2.47.3, also voonua, e.g. 2.51.1). It
is significant that the first visitation of the plague coincides with the Spartan invasion:
disasters operate in tandem. Thucydides relates how the Athenians—whom “the plague
and the war visited both at once” (1] vocog énékeito duo koi 6 méAepoc)—blamed
Pericles and held him responsible for the disasters that had befallen them (taig Euueopaig
TEPUIENTOKOTES, 2.49.2). The plague is a copgopd, a Kaxov (2.47.4) and a mabog
(2.54.1). Diodorus refers to the Athenian Plague as a “pestilential disease” (tf)g vocov T1|g
Aoyukfic), and in general terms as copeopd (D.S. 12.58.1). Thucydides describes the
action of the disease with the verb ¢f¢ipw: “the plague was destroying the Athenians in
both their army and their city” (1] vocog &v 1€ 11} otpatid T00g AOnvaiovg Epbeipe Kai v
i) moAel), and again, the plague is “destroying the army” (@pBeipovca v otpatidy;
2.57.2, 58.2). The outbreak of a plague is a “falling down upon” (éykatackiyor, 2.47.3,

cf. Aowod oxknmtdg A. Pers.715), a verb that applies to the falling down (or, transitively,

393 iMmote Aowdg Gvdpdv / Tavde TOMY kevhoar, / und’ Emympiolg <Epig> / mtdpacty oipaticot
TESOV YOG
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the hurling down) of lightning as well (S.77.1087; D.C. 45.15.5). Thucydides describes

the magnitude of this particular plague in hyperbolic terms; even though it has broken out

before (2.47.3),
still no plague (Ao6dg) of such extent nor any such destruction (¢6opd) of human
lives is on record anywhere (00dapod éuvnupoveveto). For neither doctors could
handle the disease, since they were first treating it without any knowledge
(&yvoiq), ... nor any other human skill. And the supplications in the temples or the
visits to oracles and such, all were futile, and at last people stopped using them,
overcome by the disaster (tod koxo?d). %

Plato and Plutarch refer to the Athenian Plague as Aoydg, too, but, part from the

discussion of the oracle in 2.54, this is the only place where Thucydides speaks of Aoiudg,

again in an oracular context. It is significant that the word is paired with ¢8opd (“ruin,

destruction; miscarriage, abortion”), which has the same root as @0sipw, and which

Josephus had seen fit to imitate for the story of David’s Biblical plague.

Remembering Disaster

It would seem as if historians are particularly fond of disasters. This has
everything to do with memory, something which we have already seen Thucydides
emphasize in his disaster list: the disasters are unprecedented and surpass everything else
on record in severity and frequency. He makes the same claim about the Athenian plague:
“no pestilence of such extent at least ... is on record anywhere” (00 T060DTOG Y& AOLOG

... ovdapod Euvnuovevero, 2.47.3). It is both a literary trope and a reality that historians

394 o0 pévTol T060DTOG YE Aoodg 008 OopE olTwE AvOPOTWY 0VSAUOD EUVNUOVEDETO YeVEGDHOL.
ol1e yap iatpol fjpkovv 10 TpdTov Oepamebovieg dyvoig, ..., obte GAAN dvOpwneio Téxvn
ovdepia: 60 TE TPOC iEPOIS IKETELGAV T| LOVTEIOLS KOl TOIG TO10VTOLS £YPNICAUVTO, TAVTA AVOQEAT]
NV, TELELTOVTEC T ODTAY AIéoTnooy DO T0D KAKOD VIKMUEVOL.
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tend to mark out disaster as something worth recording and remembering. This continues
up to the modern day. Indeed, part of the raison d’étre of present-day disaster studies
seems to be the belief that we live in a disaster-ridden era that is somehow
unprecedented; as sociologist Robert Perrow put it in 2007, “[different types of disaster]
have all increased in the United States in recent decades, and no diminution in sight.”%%
In her 2014 book, the Director of the Natural Hazard Center, Kathleen Tierney, singled
out the most recent decade: “The first decade of the twenty-first century was marked by
disasters of epic proportions, both in the United States and around the world.”>% In his
recent book Global Crisis, historian Geoffrey Parker analyzes “the unprecedented
calamities” of the seventeenth century—revolutions, droughts, famines, invasions, wars,
and regicides—and ascribes them to one overarching catastrophe, namely climate change.
When individual disasters follow in rapid succession and seem to form a pattern, the
perception is that they are symptomatic of some greater, global catastrophe, whether real
or imagined.

Perception, as always, may eclipse empirical reality. When the ultimate disaster of
Augustine’s times—the Sack of Rome—Ied to increased accusations that the Christians

and their neglect of the old gods were to blame for these unusually disastrous times,

Augustine tasked his pupil Orosius with documenting past disasters in order to prove

395 Perrow 2007: 1. In support of his dramatic opening statement, Perrow cites figures from one of
the world’s largest reinsurance firms, Swiss Re. (The reinsurance market trades in insurances as a
form of risk management for insurance companies.) Unsurprisingly, the cited benchmark for
qualification as disaster involves such arbitrary figures as”20 deaths, or 50 injured, or 2,000
homeless, or $70 billion in losses,” etc.

39 She illustrates her claim by listing disasters, including the 9/11 attacks, the 2004 tsunami,
Hurricane Katrina, the Chile Earthquake, and the financial crisis.
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empirically that the present was in fact less calamitous than the past. Orosius admits that
at first “the disasters of my own times seemed to have boiled over and exceeded all usual
limits,” but after consulting the data he concludes: “I have discovered that the days of the
past were not only as oppressive as those of the present but that they were the more
terribly wretched the further they were removed from the consolation of true religion.”>"’
Leaving aside his fascinating conclusion and the obvious ideological interests it serves,
Orosius’ empirical-historical method disproved the perception (including his own) that
the present times were excessively disastrous. Nonetheless, disasters can stand as markers
or orientation points (events) in the otherwise confusing chaos of history, and they offer a
chance for those involved to distinguish themselves. According to Suetonius, the emperor
Caligula complained that his own prosperous rule was not marked by any memorable
“public disasters” (calamitatibus publicis) and hence threatened with oblivion
(oblivionem); “and so, from time to time, he desired the destruction of armies, famine,
plague, fire, or an earthquake” (Suet. Calig. 31).°% Scholars have argued that disasters
were among the best opportunities for Roman emperors to show their generosity and
garner prestige that way. For our purposes, Caligula’s perverse list of desired calamitates

also demonstrates once again a conception of disaster that indiscriminately associates

different types of disaster. The historian turns disasters-as-events into disasters-as-signs

597 Orosius Hist. 1, prol.

S8 atque identidem exercituum caedes, famem, pestilentiam, incendia, hiatum aliquem terrae

optabat
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to construct the narrative of his history, anchored in fixed orientation points. And for that,

any disaster will do.

Polybius on Pity and Folly
Rituals and monumentalization can play a role in constructing and sustaining
disaster narratives, and one can suppose that these may serve cathartic functions and a
way of coping with past disaster. There is a point, however, at which the suffering of
disaster is prolonged through memory. We have seen how the Battle of Cannae was
remembered among Greek and Roman historians alike, with the notable exception of
Polybius, as the epitome of disaster. As I have suggested, Polybius may have had good
reason to downplay the significance of Cannae, but another reason presents itself
elsewhere in his History. In Book 38, Polybius identifies the defeat of the Achaean
League in 146 BCE, to which he was personally connected, as the ultimate Greek disaster
(tig T@V EAMMvov atvyiog, 38.1.1; peyiotag cupeopds, yeyovéval kota v ‘EALGSa,
38.1.9) the reasons for which are worth examining up close (Plb. 38.1, transl. Paton and
Walbank):
For though both the whole of Greece and her several parts had often met with
mischance (éntaikviog), yet to none of her former defeats can we more fittingly
apply the name of disaster (tfic dtvyiog) with all it signifies than to the events of
my own time. For not only are the Greeks to be pitied (éAenoar) for what they
suffered (éraBov), but we cannot fail to think that what they did was still more
disastrous (ntuynkévar) to them when we know the truth in detail.
The passage opens with a contrast of simple cases of defeat (expressed by the participle

gntoukviog, from mraim, “trip up, stumble”) and true disaster (dtvyia), deserving of its

name and connotation—indeed, Cannae was only a ntaicpa (though a complete one, toig
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O\o1g Entancav Tpaypacty). Greece had not suffered this before: when referencing the
struggles during and after the Peloponnesian War—as when the Spartans “stumbled”
(8mtancav, 38.2.9) against the Thebans, a mere ntaicpa—Polybius says that “all these
events may be described as misfortunes (countopata) but not by any means as disasters
(druynuota)” (38.2.10). True disaster is dtvyio or dtvynquoe (not TTOAGHO OF GLU-TTOUW),
it leads to suffering (£naBov), and elicits pity (éhenoar). Polybius then argues that the
Greek disaster is even greater than the downfall of Carthage, which is generally

considered the “greatest calamity” (peyiotov maBovg) (Plb. 38.1.4-6, transl. Olson):

The ruin of Carthage is indeed considered to have been the greatest of calamities
(ueyiotov mhBovg), but when we come to think of it the fate of Greece was no less
terrible and in some ways even more so. [...] The Carthaginians, having been
utterly exterminated by the calamity which overtook them (Gpa toig mepineteiong
apdnv apovicbévteg), were for the future insensible (dvenaicOntot) of their
sufferings (cvpntopdtwov), but the Greeks, continuing to witness their calamities
(8popddvteg oG avTdV dtvyiag), handed on from father to son the memory of their
misfortune (éxAnpiov).>%

Polybius here addresses the relationship between memory and disaster: utter
extermination (literally, “being made unseen, invisible,” doavicBévteg) means the total
loss of memory horizon. Future generations of Carthaginians are therefore insensible and
unperceiving (&veraioOntot) of their suffering while the Greeks look upon their plight

every day, and are thus constantly reminded of their defeat. The Greek disasters are

399 SokodvToc yodv peyictov mébovg yeyovévar tod mepi Tovg Kapyndoviovg ok Elattov &v Tic
Nynoaito, Katd 6¢ Tt Speilov 10 mepi v EALGSa t0TtE cuuPav. ... kol Kapynddvior pév dpo toig
nepueteiong apdnv deavictévieg avenaicOntol TV cEETEPOV €ic TO UEALOV £yEVovTo
COUTTOUATOV, 0l 0" "EAANVEC £QopdvTEg TAG ATV ATVYiNG TOol TOid®V TAPASOGILOV ET0INGAY
TNV aKAnpiov
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disasters in the sun, illuminated and continuously witnessed. The disastered state is
perpetuated with memory. We recall how Heracles, struck by disaster in Euripides’
tragedy, wishes he was like a rock, devoid of mind and memory. The Polybius passage
has an unmistakable tragic quality: the sudden reversal of fortune (mepureteiong, which is
translated as “calamities”), suffering, and pity make Greece an even greater tragic anti-
hero than Carthage.’!'? Polybius makes the point explicit (PIb. 38.1.7-9, transl. Olson):
So that inasmuch as we consider that those who remain alive and suffer
punishment are more to be pitied than those who perished in the actual struggle,
we should consider the calamities (nepineteiag) that then befell Greece more
worthy of pity than the fate of Carthage, unless in pronouncing on the matter we
discard all notion of what is decorous and noble, and keep our eyes only on
material advantage. Every one will acknowledge the truth of what I say if he
recalls what are thought to have been the greatest misfortunes (ta¢ dokovcog
neyiotag cvppopdg) that had befallen Greece and compares them with my present
narrative.>!!
Polybius considers the disasters of Greece more worthy of pity than the extermination of
Carthage. Gruen has demonstrated that, rather than making the Greeks appear as the poor
victims of fate and misfortune, Polybius in this passage redefines dtvyio as disaster with

a connotation of guilt, “a shameful misfortune generated by the folly and wickedness of

those who suffered it.”!? Indeed, Polybius will go on to say that “we should consider that

510 On theatrical metaphors in Polybius, see Grethlein 2013: 229 and Walbank 1957-79 ad 11.5.8,
on a passage where Tyche appears as the stage director introducing “disasters” (cvu@opdc) onto
the stage of history (23.10.16).

ST Gote ko Boov todg (dvTag petd Tinmpiog Ehecvotépoug vopilopey Tdv év antoic Toig
devOIg EKAEOVTOV TOV PBiov, Katd T0o0UTO Kol T0¢ T0TE Tepumeteiag TV EAMvev éleevotépag
vopetéov TV cvufavtov Kapyndoviotg, £av 8un tig depoviiotdy tod Kabnkovtog Kol tod
KOAOD, TPOC oOTO O TO GUUPEPOV ATOPAET®V TTOTOL TV ATOPAGIY. OTL O™ £GTL TO VOV gipnpuévov
VO MUV aAnbEc, elmot Tig dv vouvNnoebeic Kol Tapa<Oeic> TAg S0KOVGAG UEYIGTOG CLULPOPAS
yeyovévarl kotd v EALGSo Tpog T0 vV DO UMDY Aeyoueva.

>12 Gruen 1976: 47.

308



all states or individuals who meet with exceptional calamities (coppopaic) are
unfortunate (akAnpeiv), but that only those whose own folly (dfovAiav) brings reproach
on them suffer disaster (dtvyeiv)” (Plb. 38.3.7-8, transl. Olson).

We have thus returned to the question of blame (“the excellent foppery of the
world”), but rather than assigning disaster to “the sun, the moon, and the stars,” Polybius
finds the origin of disaster in humanity itself. Disaster, guilt, and shame are closely
intertwined. When Rhodes was struck by an earthquake, Polybius reports, the people
used it as an opportunity to win favor and money, so that the disaster became the cause of
improvement rather than damage (Plb. 5.88.1-4). The wisdom of the Rhodians must be
contrasted with the “ignorance” (&yvota, 5.88.3) of those who are unable to turn disaster
into profit. Defined in terms of material loss, the disaster was never truly a disaster. The
people of Rhodes found a way out of their predicament, in a way that, say, the doctors
during the Athenian plague were not: they succumbed to their dyvoiwa (Thuc. 2.47.3). If
the Greeks brought their suffering upon themselves, their ability to continously witness it
marks, for Polybius, their true disaster. Disaster is then not something that falls upon
people—from above, from the outside, unexpected and unique—but something that is
continuously happening, perpetually repeated in the minds of its victims and survivors.
As such, they arouse pity. We will see in the next chapter that this allows the disaster to
become a sign—a cultural symbol—that represents something greater than its more

limited referent in time and space.
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CHAPTER THREE

“How Can I Have Lunch?”
(1799 CE)

Agency and Punishment

Aegira, Bura, lofty Heliceia,
Whose walls would soon be clad with thick sea-moss.

—Poet Unknown, quoted in Philo of Alexandria

If, as they say, God spanked the town
For being over-frisky,

Why did He burn His churches down
And spare Hotaling’s whiskey?

—Charles K. Field

Ah now, the prophecy of old is come to completion,

that my father spoke, when he said Poseidon would be angry
with us, because we are convoy without hurt to all men.

He said that one day, as a well-made ship of Phaiakian

men came back from a convoy on the misty face of the water,

he would stun it, and pile a great mountain over our city, to hide it.

—Homer, Odyssey
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Introduction

Disasters function as signs in many ways, including as cultural symbols. In the
United States of the 20" century, the earthquake and fire that devastated San Francisco in
1906 has been such a disaster, one that has defined calamity in the popular imagination
for a century.’'3 A disaster becomes a cultural symbol through a process that geographer
Kenneth Hewitt has called “historical-geographical compression,” in which a particular
disaster such as the San Francisco Earthquake comes to represent the entire phenomenon
of seismic risk.>'* Mircea Eliade has discussed the ahistorical quality of the popular
imagination as “the inability of collective memory to retain historical events ... except as
it transforms them into archetypes.”>!> Polybius had argued that true disasters do not
involve total annihilation; rather, the state of disaster is perpetuated through memory.
Shaped by a continuous memory horizon, archetypical disasters in turn prohibit
forgetting. One such disaster archetype in the Ancient World is arguably the earthquake
and tsunami that destroyed the town of Helice in 373 BCE.

This chapter is about coping with disaster. Not in a technocratic sense, through
such means as rescue work or aid programs, but through measures of meaning-making—
that is to say, semiotics. I further develop the idea, raised in the previous two chapters,
that divining disaster is a form of what may be called hermeneutic disaster management.

The meaning of disaster is negotiated by incorporating it in a semiotic structure, a

513 Steinberg 2000: 25.
S14 Hewitt 1983: 11-12.
315 Eliade 1954: 46.
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sequence of signs that I call the disaster continuum. The choice for the Helice disaster is
justified on three grounds. First, it is among the first natural disasters documented
extensively in the history, rather than mythology, of the Ancient Greeks in the Classical
period.>!¢ Second, the Helice disaster becomes an archetype of disaster in Antiquity and
well beyond, which ensures that its meaning is continually re-negotiated in a variety of
sources. Helice becomes symbolic for a certain type of event. Third, the Helice
earthquake and tsunami is a historical disaster that in modern-day disaster studies is
readily classified as natural. By definition, this assumes—from a modern standpoint—
that the causes of this disaster lie essentially beyond human control. The wealth of
Ancient Greek and Roman testimony thus allows us to gauge the perceived naturalness
of the Helice disaster according to ancient standards. In this sense, the Helice disaster
differs from the Athenian Plague, which arguably functions as an archetype too, but
which, as an epidemic disease, falls into the more hybrid category of biological disasters.
Since Helice functions both as an archetype and as a typical natural disaster from a
modern viewpoint, it makes for an ideal test-case for the event-al thinking discussed in
the previous chapter.

This chapter is divided into three parts. Part [, 4 Sunken City, focuses on the
Helice disaster itself, or rather, the discourse that generates the process of making sense

of it. As a point of entry, I use a travelogue of an 18™-century Sicilian writer, Saverio

316 Tt is true that the Spartan earthquake of 464 BCE and the Malian Gulf tsunami of 426 BCE are
historical disasters that preceded the Helice earthquake and tsunami, but they do not meet the
second criterion of disaster archetype, and their traces in ancient literature are therefore
significantly fewer than those of Helice.
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Scrofani, who claimed he could still make out the ruins of Helice under the waters of the
Corinthian Gulf. His expression “How can I have lunch?” serves as the title of this
chapter, because it represents the power of the disaster continuum of signs to mediate
between past, present, and future. Scrofani struggles to cope not so much with the
disaster itself, but with the signs of disaster. Facilitated by the submerged ruins of the
Greek town, which function as indexical signs, the continuum connects a disaster of the
past with the fear for a disaster in the future, namely the eruption of Mt. Etna. Turning to
the ancient discourse about Helice, the disaster is defined by a spectacle of absence: the
radical invisibility of the sunken city and, yet, the lingering visibility of its ruins. The
meaning of the disaster has typically oscillated between two interpretative models that
modern scholarship identifies as either religious or (proto-)scientific. I argue that the
traditional opposition between religious (and, implicitly, ‘irrational’) explanations of
disaster, on the one hand, and natural (and hence ‘rational’) explanations on the other,
distracts from what both positions have in common as strategies of meaning-making,
namely the assumption that signs precede disaster, and hence that the disaster itself can
function as sign. The sender of the sign—its agent—can be divine or natural, but in either
case the explanatory model is about assigning meaning through agency. Establishing
agency thus emerges as a basic component of hermeneutic disaster management.

Part 11, Moral, Monstrous Agency, considers disaster agency through the various
forms of agency discussed so far, including the agency of cognitive science, the Agency
Paradigm of disaster studies, and the semiotic agent, or sender-of-the-sign, in Jakobson’s
communicative model. Ancient and modern testimonies of disaster alike suggest that a
further qualification of this agency is required, namely one that conceives of the
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relationship between the sender and the receiver of the disaster-as-sign in moral terms.
With Guthrie’s continuity between religious and secular anthropomorphizing in mind,
this moral agency manifests itself not only through such concepts as divine anger and
divine punishment, but also through metaphors and discourse that associate emotion, war,
or punishment with disaster. If disaster is imagined as a form of punishment or an act of
anger, identifying the agency behind the disaster becomes central to the effort of
hermeneutic disaster management. Drawing on examples from modern disaster discourse
from a wide variety of contexts—including the disaster archetype of the San Francisco
earthquake of 1906—I seek to demonstrate that attributing moral agency to disaster is not
only ubiquitous; it also allows us to see Poseidon’s punishment as decidedly less alien
and ‘primitive’ than modern scholarship would have us believe. Notwithstanding their
ontological differences, the wrath of Poseidon and the wrath of Hurricane Katrina partake
of the same spectrum of moral disaster agency within disaster discourse.

In Part 11, Poseidon’s Disaster Agency, I argue that Helice becomes symbolic not
just for a certain type of event, but also for a certain type of agency. To understand how
meaning is assigned to Helice in the ancient sources, we must understand how Poseidon’s
perceived agency contributes to how the disaster is culturally constructed. The choice to
focus on the disaster agency of Poseidon is a deliberate one, informed first and foremost
by his perceived involvement in Helice. Poseidon is the god of natural disaster par
excellence, associated with storms, floods, and earthquakes. Just as the plague is typically
a sign of Apollo’s agency, so do earthquakes and tidal waves indicate Poseidon’s agency.
I adopt a structuralist approach that examines not so much the field of action in which the

god intervenes, but the mode of action by which he does so. Specifically, I draw on
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Poseidon’s modes of action in myth to argue that it is defined by his ability to cover
things that used to be visible and to expose things that used to be invisible. Poseidon is a
master of covering/uncovering and rooting/uprooting. I conclude this section with a
demonstration of how divining Poseidon’s disaster can be done successfully—and even
preventatively—in Greek myth, when the rule of the abduction is furnished by prophecy
(i.e. a divinatory sign). This is evidenced by the Phaeacian king Alcinous, who, faced
with the marvelous sign of a stunned ship, is forced to cope with the signs of disaster so
as to prevent future disaster. Poseidon’s disaster agency, as symbolized on the level of
myth, informs how Helice is historically experienced, and, in turn, how Poseidon is

identified as the agent based on the effects that are observed.

PART 1

A SUNKEN CITY

Spectacle of Absence

It was the middle of a cold winter’s night when suddenly the earth trembled.
Statues came tumbling down their pedestals as a succession of violent quakes shook
houses and temples, reducing them to rubble. The people of the town were caught
unawares in their sleep, and many of them perished instantly, buried under the debris of
crashing roofs and crumbling walls. Those who survived the initial shocks rushed out of
their homes, disoriented and panicked, and fled the ruins of their fallen town. But it was
not over yet. At the break of dawn, a towering tidal wave came rushing inland and
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washed away what was left of the town, even though it was about two kilometers
removed from the shore. The water swallowed up every last visible trace of human life,
drowning the town’s survivors and submerging buildings and belongings under the dark
waves of the Corinthian Gulf. Two thousand men from neighboring towns were sent to
recover the bodies and bury the dead, but all had vanished. The only thing that remained
visible were the battered tree tops of Poseidon’s sacred grove. Years later, the land had
been redistributed and resettled, but when the sea was calm, fishermen could still make
out the ruins below the surface as they made their way across the lagoon. Sailors knew
they had to watch out especially for one dangerous shoal, formed by the bronze statue of
Poseidon standing under water. Fishing nets would get caught in the hippocampus that
Poseidon was still holding.>!”

Such is the narrative, based on the ancient sources, of the disaster that struck the
Achaean town of Helice in 373 BCE. Earthquakes have always been a serious hazard in
the Eastern Mediterranean, and the proximity of ancient Helice to the North Anatolian
Fault made, and makes, it especially vulnerable to seismic activity. The memory of
Helice lived on throughout Classical Antiquity as the archetypical natural disaster, aided
by the ruins of the sunken city that still remained visible to Ovid, Pliny, Pausanias, and

even to the Byzantines. It was not until recently that archaeologists uncovered the sunken

317 Aelian De Nat. Anim. 11.19; Arist. Meteor. 343b, 368a-b; Dio. Sic. 15.48-49; Ovid Met.
15.293-5; Paus. 7.24.6, 7.24.12, 7.25.8-9; Plin. Nat. hist. 2.206; Sen. Nat. Quaest. 6.23.4, 6.26.3,
with reference to Callisthenes (= Fr.Gr.Hist. 124 F 19); Strabo 8.7.2, with references to
Heraclides (= Wehrli F 46a) and Eratosthenes (= Berger F III B 103);
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city—not under the Corinthian Gulf, but under sedimentary deposits further inland.>'8
Disaster ruins, straddling the visible and the invisible, have always occupied a principal
place in the collective memory. They keep alive, Polybius would say, the memory of
disaster. Submerged cities become the stuff of legends. Scholars have suggested that
Plato, who must have been about fifty years old when the Helice disaster happened, based
his story of Atlantis on it.>!” The sunken cities still call out to us. Ernest Renan opened
his Souvenirs with the sunken city of Y's in coastal Brittany, whose church spires could
still be seen and whose drowned church bells—sailors would swear—could still be heard
on a quiet day.*?° The British major Heber Drury, in his translation of a Dutch traveler’s
letters from India, was so excited by the legend of the sunken city of old Goa that he
included a poem, of his own composition, celebrating the legend.>?! Marcus Aurelius had
already compared Helice and Pompeii as “dead cities.”>??> Drury’s poem, however,

contrasted Goa with Pompeii, since the latter had recently been brought to light again:

318 Marinatos 1960: 186-93. Ongoing excavations started in 2000, with the first breakthrough in
2001; the 373 BCE destruction layer was discovered in 2012, see Katsonopoulou 2002 and 2005.
Further bibliography on the Helike Project website [link].

519 See Ellis 1998; Jordan 2001. “Atlantology” is often—and in many cases rightly—associated
with the worst forms of pseudo-archaeology (e.g. Freksa 1997); see the reviews by Fears 2002,
394-8. On the reception of Atlantis, see Wyss 2014: 32-9. The association of Atlantis with Helice
goes back to Antiquity: Philo of Alexandria mentions Atlantis alongside Helice (De Aet. Mun. 40-
1). The hypothesis—discussed and deemed plausible by Walter 2017: 43—that Helice influenced
Plato’s tale of Atlantis seems to be supported by an anecdote in Diogenes Laertius, which relates
how the Spartan man who transported Plato from Sicily to Aegina and sold him there as slave,
died in the Helice disaster.

320 Renan 1897: 1
321 Visscher 1862: Letter V.

522 Marc. Aurel. 4.48.1 (mdoon 8¢ moreig Ao, tv’ obtog einm, tedvirxacty, EAikn koi [opmriot
kol Hpihdvov.)
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“But thou fair Goa! not again / Shall rise from out the boundless main. / In all thy beauty
buried deep / Beneath the wave for ever sleep.””??

The paradox of visible invisibility dominates discourse about Helice, too. The
sunken city is an example of what has been called the “spectacle of absence,” an image of
disaster in which the mutual exclusivity of the visible and the invisible no longer
holds.>?* The point is to see that something is no longer there; and so, paradoxically, it
remains there. If ruins can still be seen, their presence mediates the absence of what is no
longer present. In the 18 century, the Italian traveler Saverio Scrofani claimed he could
still see the remains of Helice beneath the waves of the Corinthian Gulf.>* Peering into
the sea from his boat, he could make out “a street, a corner of the theater and another
great building that could be the assembly.” The spectacle stirred up powerful emotions:
“What sad impression does this sight make on us!”>?® The ruins triggered in Scrofani the
memory of, and a sense of foreboding for, his native Sicily:

O Sicily, o my fatherland! You too have been on the eve of a similar disaster

[sciagura] many times... Etna still smokes, Etna does not stop threatening you...

How can I have lunch this morning, my dear, with a scene before my eyes that is
so horrible, with a presentiment so cruel? How? >’

523 Visscher 1862: 35.
524 Stubblefield 2015: 11, where the term is used to understand the visual representations of 9/11.

525 The veracity of Scrofani’s travel account is not beyond suspicion. On Scrofani’s somewhat
unorthodox place in 18"-century travel writing, see Bufalini 1997: 43-51. In a much more sober
account, Richard Chandler, whose travel account of Greece was published in 1795, writes that he
saw a piece of thick wall on the sea-shore that he thinks may belong to Helice, see Chandler
1817: 313. See also Constantine 1984.

526 Scrofani 1988 [1799]: 89. Translation is mine.

5270 Sicilia, o mia patria! Tu pure sei stata pin volte alla vigilia di simile sciagura ... L’Etna
fuma ancora, I’Etna non cessa di minacciarti ... Come pranzare, mio caro, questa mattina, con
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The visible remains of Helice recall to Scrofani the menacing threat of Italy’s most active
volcano, a natural disaster in waiting. For Scrofani, the memory of environmental
violence serves as a reminder that Sicily is vulnerable to such a fate, too. The spectacle of

absence may be contagious.

Divining the Helice Disaster (I): Scrofani

It is easy to see how the ruins of a disaster site can function as signs of, and signs
for, past and future disaster. They are an example of Pierre Nora’s lieux de mémoire,
“sites of memory,” neatly constructed packages of a controllable past.>® Scholars have
argued that the recent boom in memory studies is based on trauma: “[A]cademics speak
incessantly of memory because our epoch has been uniquely structured by trauma.”>%
Trauma, understood as a “psychic injury” (OED s.v. 2) or mental wound, is typically the
result of the (repressed) memory of a disaster experience. For Scrofani, past, present and
future are plotted on a disaster continuum of signs, in which the calamities of the past

(the memory of Helice) and the threats of future ones (the “cruel presentiment” of

Sicily’s fate) are negotiated through signs in the present (the ruins).>*° In mechanics and

una scena avanti agli occhi cosi funesta, con un presentimento cosi crudele? Come? (Scrofani
1988 [1799], pp. 89-90. Translation is mine.

528 Nora 1996.

529 Klein 2000: 138; cited, with further bibliography, in Alcock 2002: 20.

530 Modern disaster studies frequently use the term disaster continuum in the context of disaster
management (e.g. disaster management continuum, disaster development continuum, disaster
recovery continuum). This continuum is typically depicted as a cycle, from pre-disaster

(preparation and prevention) to post-disaster (response, recovery, and mitigation); e.g. Veenema
2007. For the idea of disaster as a continuum of signs, I am indebted to Gordon and Gordon 2009.
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mathematics, a continuum suggests a continuous sequence of elements passing into each
other without much observable differentiation, yet quite distinct at the extremes. With the
elements of the continuum made up of signs, the sequence progresses along a chain of
signification that is by definition subject to interpretation.

The sign, according to Peirce, operates ad infinitum so long as it is recognized as
a sign. Scrofani recognizes the underwater ruins as a visual, indexical sign of Helice.>*!
Helice-as-sign invokes the past and establishes the anterior end of the continuum. As a
reminder of past disaster, the sign, through a process of analogy, is simultaneously a
warning for future disaster in Sicily. Helice’s ruins are analogous to a second sign
Scrofani has observed, namely the billowing smoke from Etna’s restless stack, which is
the ominous sign of future calamity that establishes the posterior end of the disaster
continuum. The inferential procedure is abductive. The abduction of the past Helice
Disaster functions as one of the rules that in turns forecasts the future Sicily Disaster

(rule 2 in the second abduction):

Abduction 1  Helice

result sunken ruins (= sign)
rule if there are sunken ruins, there was a disaster
- case there was a disaster (= past)

Abduction 2 Sicily

result smoking Etna (= sign)

331 For ruins and architectural heritages as indexical signs, see Sadowski 2009: 121.
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rule 1 if Etna smokes, it may erupt

rule 2 just as the disaster of Abduction 1 happened, so could this one

- case there may be a disaster (= future)

As with Herodotus (6.27), Scrofani’s inferential reasoning suggests a retrospective
abduction (the past Helice disaster) that leads to a prospective abduction (the future Sicily
disaster). The relation between the two indexical signs—ruins and smoke—is one of
analogy, but with different temporal directions: just as the ruins signify disaster in the
past, so the smoke signifies disaster in the future. The analogy becomes a rule in the
second abduction, one that gives more immediacy and urgency to the implicit rule that a
smoking volcano signifies a possible eruption. The function of the analogy as rule is to
bridge different localities and temporalities through the power of signification; in this
way, the rule functions as a certain sign, a tekmar that helps bridge the invisible through
the visible.

Still, Scrofani’s interpretation of Helice-as-sign does not seem to constitute an act
of divination proper, even if it clearly falls within Ginzburg’s semiotic or divinatory
paradigm. While Scrofani infers from the sign “special knowledge” about the future,
namely the idea that Mt. Etna may erupt, the definition of the divinatory sign presented in
Chapter One also requires that from the sign is inferred a divine agent. Scrofani
anthropomorphizes Etna, assigning to it the intentionality of making threats, but there is
no suggestion of any agency behind Helice-as-sign. And yet, there are several
philological indications that suggest it is appropriate to speak of divining disaster, even if

Helice does not function as a divinatory sign per se. The Italian word that I translate as
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“disaster” is sciagura, which is derived, via the Latin exauguro (“to desecrate, to
profane”) from auguro: to observe and interpret omens and signs.>*? Past disaster is
connected to future disaster through the “presentiment” induced by the visual signs of
Helice’s ruins.>*? Scrofani’s experience at Helice is thus one of meaningful occurrence.
The present on this disaster continuum consists in Scrofani’s reaction to his
encounter with the signs: how can I have lunch in the face of this horrible disaster?>3*
How to go about one’s daily business, even doing something as simple as eating, when
one has observed the signs of past disaster and divined from these the threat of future
disaster? This question differs from the question asked most commonly in the modern
study of disaster—by behavioral psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists—
namely, how individuals, societies, and cultures cope with disaster. Scrofani’s question,
poignantly, is how to heed and cope with the signs of disaster, especially as they relate to
one’s memory of the past and affect one’s sense of vulnerability and uncertainty for the
future. True to the spirit of the traveler, Scrofani’s answer is to sail on quickly across the
Corinthian Gulf to Salona (Corriamo!, “Let’s hurry!”), leaving the traumatic ruins of

Helice behind. But instead, I shall turn the ship around and sail back to Helice to consider

532 Treccani s.v. sciagura, sciagurato (link). Lat. auguro, augur, augurium etc. derive from augeo
(“increase, augment”) and are part of the religious vocabulary of (favorable) omens that assure
the growth or increase of an action or enterprise. (E&M s.v. augeo.)

533 The word presentiment (Italian presentimento) invokes the practice of divination (divinatio,
pavtikn) as defined by Cicero: “the presentiment and knowledge of future events” (est
praesensionem et scientiam rerum futurarum, Cic. De Div. 1.1).

534 This is a good example of Paul Ricoeur’s “enigma of anteriority:” the experiences of the
present appear enigmatically under the guise of “the-always-already-there,” which is a mark of
phenomenological time, rather than cosmological time. See Ricoeur 2006.
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Scrofani’s question in the ancient Greek context: how did the ancient Greeks heed, and

make sense of, the signs and memory of Helice?

Helice’s Ancient Testimony

For Scrofani, the disaster continuum enables the spatial and temporal
transposition from 4™M-century BCE Helice to 18"-century CE Sicily. The referent of the
sign is dependent on the observer, who determines the horizon of expectations within
which the sign is interpreted. The decoding of the sign is based on the cognitive processes
of abductive inference and analogy. While disasters unfold in the interactions between
environment and society, the signs of disaster are represented primarily, though by no
means exclusively, in discourse. It is easy to see how travel narratives such as that of
Scrofani construct ruins—the result of disaster—as signs. But ancient discourses about
Helice not only construct the disaster itself as sign, they also represent the disaster as part
of a continuum of signs. The uncovering of Helice in disaster discourse from Heraclides,
Diodorus, and Pausanias oscillates between the radical invisibility of the sunken city and
the lingering visibility of its ruins.

Although we have no eyewitness accounts of the Helice disaster (unlike, for
example, Pliny the Younger in the case of the Vesuvius eruption), Strabo passes on the
contemporary report of Heraclides Ponticus, the 4"-century philosopher who was alive at
the time of the earthquake (8.7.2, transl. Jones):

And Heraclides says that the disaster (10 md00¢) took place by night in his time,

and, although the city was twelve stadia distant from the sea, this whole territory

together with the city was hidden from sight (kaAvp8évtoc); and two thousand
men who had been sent by the Achaeans were unable to recover the dead bodies;

and they divided the territory of Helice among the neighbors; and the disaster
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happened in accordance with the anger of Poseidon (cupfijvor ¢ 10 md6og kata
piviv Ioceddvoc). >

Heraclides’ account presents several details that highlight one main point: the city
vanished completely. The first sign of this is, paradoxically, the utter absence of signs:
city and territory are “covered over, hidden from sight” (kaAv@Bévtog), a verb that
expresses burial, death, or the cover of night; the disaster is said to have occurred at
nighttime, when people would have been asleep and too disoriented to respond
appropriately (cf. Diodorus’ account below); the reported distance from the sea makes the
town’s total inundation the more dramatic; and the mention of 2,000 Achaean rescue
workers—for all its interesting implications—serves to emphasize the complete loss of
human life and the subsequent redistribution of the land rather than Pan-Achaean
solidarity in the wake of disaster. This is no total annihilation, but a spectacle of absence.
Heraclides’ final and most elaborate point is the divine context of the disaster, which
happened “in accordance with the anger of Poseidon” (kata pfjviv [Tocgiddvog). He
continues to describe how the Ionians were denied a request for a statue of Poseidon (or
alternatively, a model of the temple), even after the Achaean Council had voted the
Heliconians to oblige. In fact, half of Heraclides’ report, as transmitted by Strabo,
consists of details regarding the religious transgression that resulted in provoking

Poseidon’s wrath, which is why the passage has been attributed to his lost work On

535 ‘Hpakieidng 8¢ enot xat’ antov yevésOar 1o nahog viktwp, dhdeka otadiovg dieyovong Thg
TOAEMG GO OaAdTTNG Kal TOVTOL ToD YWPIoL TAVTOS GUV Tij TOAEL KAAVPOEVTOG, d1GYIAIOVG OE
Tapd, TV Ayoaidv tepebivtoc dveréobat eV Tovg vekpovg un duvacat, Toig 8’ oudporg veipan
TNV yopav. coppivar 6¢ 10 mdbog kata pijviv [oceddvoc.
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Piety.>*® For Heraclides, then, Helice-as-sign reveals something about the origin and

cause of its destruction, and the agency behind it all.

The historian Diodorus Siculus, whose main source is Ephorus (4" century BCE),

adopts an interpretive framework similar to that of Heraclides.>*” In Diodorus’ account,

the themes of invisibility and divine origins reappear, but he dramatizes the event further

by stressing its unprecedented nature (15.48.1-3, transl. Oldfather, adapted):

During their term of office [= 373/2 BCE] great earthquakes occurred in the
Peloponnese accompanied by tidal waves which engulfed the open country and
cities in a manner past belief; for never in the earlier periods had such disasters
(m&On) befallen Greek cities, nor had entire cities along with their inhabitants
disappeared (d@aviopoc) because some divine force contrived destruction and
ruin for mankind (Beiag Tvog Evepyeiag v dnmAglay Kai Bopav TdV AvOpOT®V
unyovnoapévng). The extent of the destruction (cuppopdc) was increased by the
time of its occurrence; for the earthquake did not come in the daytime when it
would have been possible for the sufferers to help themselves, but the blow came
at night, so that when the houses crashed and crumbled under the force of the
shock, the population, owing to the darkness and to the surprise (drpocddkntov)
and bewilderment occasioned by the event, had no power to struggle for life. The
majority were caught in the falling houses and annihilated (Meavicbncav), but as
day returned some survivors dashed from the ruins and, when they thought they
had escaped the danger, met with a greater and still more incredible disaster
(mopado&otépa cuppopd). For the sea rose to a vast height, and a wave towering
even higher washed away and drowned (d@avic0évteg) all the inhabitants and
their native lands as well.>*

536 Schutrumpf 2008 (26A); Gottschalk 1980 agrees, but also points to Heraclides’ On Oracles,
since the reason why the Heliconians acted the way they did is because of an oracle “that their
city would be in danger if the lonians sacrificed at the altar of Poseidon” (95). It is significant that
the only other passage attributed to On Piety tells the story of the solar eclipse of 430 BCE, which
almost prevented Pericles’ expedition from sailing against the Peloponnese (Plut. Pericles 35.1-

5).

337 For Diodorus’ sources, and for Book 15 in particular, see Stylianou 1998: 25-132.

538 ¢mi 8¢ TovToOV Katd TV TeEhomdvvncoov EyEVovTo GEIGUOL HEYGAOL KOl KATAKAVGHOL YMDpog Kol
TOAE®V GMIGTOL OVOEMOTE YOP £V TOIG EMAV® YPOVOLG EyEvovTto A0 TotadTa Tepl TOAELS
‘EXnvidag, odte TdV TOAE@V adTAVOp®V AQoviouos, Beiag Tvog vepyeiag TV dmdAELoY Kol
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Diodorus makes essentially three points that are interconnected: 1) the disaster was
unprecedented; 2) the disaster brought total destruction; 3) the disaster had a divine
context. Rather than a random chance-event, the disaster is the result of targeted
machinations of “some divine force” (fgiog Ttvog Evepyeiag).’* The extraordinary extent
and totality of destruction are themselves indicative of divine origins: never before had
entire cities been wiped off the map. And yet, the destruction of Helice is once again
represented as not so much a total annihilation as a complete disappearance, or
apaviouds (Diodorus also uses two forms of the verb agaviCw). Indeed, the
disappearance of Helice is itself a visual sign—a sign through conspicuous absence.
Something that is supposed to be there is suddenly no longer there. In the same way, the
occultation of the moon and stars, a phenomenon also known as dpaviouog, signifies

through disappearance.*

“The God Is Wont To Send Signs”

@Bopav TV AvOpOTOV unyovnoapévnc. Enéteve 8¢ TO uEyebog Tiic cLUEOPAS O KoPdS: 0V Yap
NHéPag GVVERN yevESDHOL TOV GEIGUOY, £V T) SuvaTdv v TodG Kivdvuvebovtac Bondsiv avtoic, GAld
VUKTOG T0D TABoLG cVUPAVTOC ol pev oikial 61 TO péyefog ToD GEIGUOD KOTAPPITTOVUEVOL
oLVEXEOVTO, Ol 08 avOp(mrm 014 te 1O 6KOTOG Kol TO TG nspwmcamg GTPOGOOKNTOV KOl
Tapado&ov advvatmg giyov AvTiiapupdvesto Thg cmtnpiag. oi pev ovV TAElovg EvamoineOévTteg
TOIG TTOUOGL TOV 0IKIBV eovicOnoav: Emhafovong 8’ NMuEpag TvEG EEEMOMV €K TAV OIKIAV,
Kol 60EavTeg EkmepeVYEVOL TOV Kivouvoy peilovi Kol Topado&otépg GVUPOPT TEPIETECOV" THC
yap BaAddoong petempiobeiong £mi ToAD Kol KOpoTog VYNA0D £€aipopuévon KotekAveneoy
Gmovteg ovv Taig ToTpiow dpavichéviec.

53 Diodorus uses the same term for divine force to explain how the Delphic Oracle escaped from
being pillaged by the Persians, see Dio. S. 11.14.4.

%0 E.g. Theophr. Fr. 6.2 (ed. Wimmer).
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The divine context of disaster is also emphasized by a third account of the Helice
disaster, namely that by the travel-writer Pausanias. His details of the religious
transgression differ somewhat from that offered by Heraclides (the Heliconians had
murdered some suppliants seeking refuge at the altar of Heliconian Poseidon), but the
result is much the same (7.24.6):

The anger (10 uqvipa) of Poseidon came without delay; an earthquake at once

struck (katacknyag) their land and rendered the buildings and the very site on

which the city stood invisible for posterity to see (dpaveg £¢ Tovg Encita £moince).

The god is wont to send signs (mpoonpaivewy 0 0e0¢ €lwbev), usually the same in

all cases (kota T0 oOTO OC TO Emimav), before violent and far-reaching

earthquakes—either continuous rain storms or droughts occur before earthquakes

for a long time, and the air is contrary to the time of year each time. ...>*!
The disaster is again defined by the spectacle of absence, rendering the city “invisible”
(dpavég). The lack of signs establishes the posterior end of the disaster continuum, with
explicit reference to posterity (tovg &netta). The word dgavrg is not only associated with
the underworld (as epithets of Hades and Persephone), it is also a technical term in Greek
astronomy for the obscuration of the moon.>** An davng k6cpoc is an invisible, i.e.
starless sky, one that is utterly dark, lacking points of orientation.>** Topographically

speaking, Helice has been erased from the map and can no longer serve as orientation

point. This is Helice in a disastered condition, a state of disorientation. Through its

S ook uéddnoe o pivipa ék tod Moceddvog, GALL GelopHdg &¢ THY YOPOV ceicty avTika
KOTAGKN YOG TV T 0OIKOSOUNUATOV THV KOTACKELTV Kol OPoD Tf] KOTAGKELT] KOl a0TO ThG
TOAEMG TO EdaPOG APaVEC 8¢ TOVC Emettal moince. TO PV oLV AL &Ml TOiG GEIGLOIG, doot
uey£0et te VIEPNPKOCL Kol £TTL UNKIGTOV dukvodvTal THG YT|G, Tpoonpaively 0 Be0¢ KaTd Td T
¢ 1O Emimav glwbev—i| yap EmouPpion cuveyeic fj avyuol Tpod T®V GeEICUDY cvuPaivovoty émt
ypdvov mheiova, Kol O ANp mopd TV EKAcTOTE TOD ETOVG Hhpav

542 As divine epithet: Sapph. Fr. 55; S. OC. 1566. As astrological term: Vett. Val. 1.14, 6.22.
8 Vett. Vall. 1.2.
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conspicuous disappearance, however, the city continues to function as a sign, in the same
way that the obscured moon and the eclipsed sun function as signs.

While Heraclides and Diodorus both refer to the invisibility of post-disaster
Helice, Pausanias directly employs semiotic and divinatory language to interpret pre-
disaster Helice. In a line that immediately calls to mind Herodotus’ statement that “there
are typically signs beforehand” (piAéet ... mpoonuaiverv, 6.27), Pausanias mentions that
“the god is wont to send signs beforehand” (mpoonuaivewv 6 0gd¢ ... iwbev). Both
formulations contain a verb conveying customary or typical actions (piAéet, elmBev)
followed by the word mpoonpaivetv, which highlights the connection to the prognostic
arts and sciences of the divinatory paradigm. By indicating that divinely sent signs
usually precede violent earthquakes, as they must have done at Helice, Pausanias adds an
anterior semiotic layer to the disaster. The earthquake and tidal wave then appear in a
sequential chain of signification, in which signs sent by the gods foreshadow the pending
disaster. The divine involvement in producing the signs is expressed with the verb €imfev
(“is wont™). The preceding signs—of which rainstorms and droughts are but the first
items in a long list—expand the divine context of the disaster to suggest predictability
and regularity for future occurrences, thus establishing the entire progression of the
disaster continuum. The phrase “usually the same in all cases” (katd T0 aOTA ®G TO
émimav) must be read as part of the semiotic strategy to manage expectations about
disaster, indicating the search for a fixed and reliable sign (tekmar) that can guarantee the
same sign for the same event, while allowing for occasional discrepancies. What is more,

as we have seen with Herodotus, the generalizing implications of this statement renders it
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a likely rule for the process of inference that is inherent in divining disaster as a logical
operation.

These discourses of Helice, which may well have sources in common, plot the
disaster on a continuum of visibility and invisibility. The disaster is characterized by the
city’s total and utter destruction yielding a conspicuous absence of the city-as-sign. The
disaster itself is embedded in a dual landscape of the natural and the divine: the
earthquake and tidal wave are manifestations of Poseidon’s anger. The signs that are
visible, as reported by Strabo, underscore this duality: “Eratosthenes says that he himself
saw the place, and that the ferrymen say that there was a bronze Poseidon in the strait,
standing erect, holding a hippocampus in his hand, which was dangerous (kivovvov) for
those fishing with nets” (8.7.2 = Berger F III B 103).>* The submerged statue not only
proves that there lies a city on the bottom of the strait, it also serves as a forceful
reminder that the god may have had a hand in this. Even the sign that remains—symbol
of Poseidon—is a danger. The image of Poseidon’s bronze statue, submerged under the
Corinthian Gulf yet still threatening the fishermen, encapsulates the interactions between
the natural and divine elements in constituting the destruction of Helice along a

continuum of visual signs that, alternately, reveal and conceal the sunken city.

Explaining the “Natural”: Religion and Science

S Epatocfévng 8¢ kol antdg idelv enoi Tov tomov, Koi Tovg mopOuéac Aéyety, dg &v 16 TOp®
0p0og otnketl TTooeddv ybikeog, Eywv immokaumov €v 11| xepi, Kivduvov eépovta Toig
SKTLEDOLY.
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The duality of divine and natural signs in establishing the disaster continuum of
signs complicates existing scholarly views of ancient disaster, which tend to see ancient
responses to disaster along two separate strands of interpretation. According to Holger
Sonnabend,

there were two ways of interpreting environmental change and natural disasters in

antiquity. First, the religious explanation was that these changes or disasters were

signs of the gods or even punishment ... An alternative approach was provided by

scholars, who searched for explanations and who found (like Thales and Aristotle)

non-religious, reasonable, rational explanations.>*
The problem with Sonnabend’s statement is that it sets up the etic categories of “religion”
and, implicitly, “science” as a mutually exclusive dichotomy, one irrational (note the
incredulous inclusion of “even” before punishment) and the other rational.’*® Disasters
can be “signs of the gods,” but this belief is understood to inform religious explanations
only. Sonnabend further suggests that “scholars” such as Thales and Aristotle provided
“reasonable” explanations—but reasonable to whom? Such a dichotomy risks
perpetuating the problematic view that the human understanding of disaster has
progressed, or at least evolved, from a ‘bad’ model of irrational, religious fear to a ‘good’

model of scientific and secular rationalism. In this view, science is opposed to religion,

with ancient religion often dismissed as inherently fatalistic.>*’

545 Sonnabend 2012: 264.

546 On religion as a heuristic, non-native term, see for example Smith 2012.

347 Cf. Hayden White’s grand narrative of Greek Fatalism. More generally, it is telling that the
fatalist label is typically applied by scholars hailing from a Western, Christian tradition to
religions that are commonly regarded as Other, whether Greek paganism or Islam. See e.g. Bush

1991: 160-1. On fatalism and Greek religion, see Beerden 2013: 195-6 with bibliography.
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Fritz Krafft makes a similar argument about specific environmental disasters,
such as earthquakes:

The entire Greek area of settlement was so susceptible to seaquakes and

earthquakes that this phenomenon not only played a role in myths (Poseidon) and

popular belief, but also in every attempt to explain the world as a natural system

(in this case also in order to remove the fear of earthquakes being seen as

supernatural, arbitrary acts of the gods).>*®
Krafft employs a similar dichotomy that separates religious explanations from scientific
ones. Whether Sonnabend’s “natural” disaster or Krafft’s “natural” system, the modern
conception of what is “natural” may hinder our understanding of ancient conceptions of
the interaction between humans and their environment, especially during so-called
“natural” disasters such as the one that sunk Helice in 373 BCE. Any role for the divine is
then easily dismissed as a form of superstition. Both scholars take a one-directional
approach that starts with the environmental upheaval, which is then accounted for by
various systems of knowledge, some rational and some irrational. But to what extent does

a certain belief system already inform the experience and interpretation of disaster? Who

decides what constitutes a disaster anyway?

Intentional vs. Arbitrary

To be sure, the distinction between religious and scientific explanations is part of
ancient discourse as well, but it is worth paying close attention to what exactly is at stake.
Diodorus pits natural and divine explanations against each other in his account of the

Helice disaster (15.48.4):

8 Krafft “Earthquake” Brill’s New Pauly. Emphasis mine.
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Concerning the occurrences (copntopdatwv) there has been much inquiry. The
natural philosophers attempt to attribute the causes (aitiog) of these kinds of
disasters (mra®dv) not to the divine, but to some natural and necessary
circumstances (katnvaykacsuévag nepiotdoetg), while those piously inclined
toward the divine present some plausible causes (aitiog) for the occurrence,
namely that the disaster (tfig cupeopdc) happened on account of the anger of the
gods against those who had acted impiously toward the divine (gig 10 Ogiov
aocepnoact).>*
Diodorus bases his distinction between scientific (“natural”) and religious (“pious™)
explanations on the presumed contrast between natural, “necessary” (KoTNVayKoaoHEVOG)
and divine, providential causes. This contrast is illuminated by a passage in Plutarch that
uses similar language. In the context of Nicias’ reliance on diviners to interpret a lunar
eclipse, Plutarch answers the question why Anaxagoras kept secret his theory about the
phases of the moon: “For people did not tolerate the natural philosophers, who were
called at that time talkative airheads, because they reduced divinity to unreasoning
causes, unpremeditated powers, and necessary states (aitioag GAoyovg Kol Suvapelg
dmpovorTovg kai karnvaykaopéva taon) > The critique is not that scientific explanations
deny the existence of, or even a role for, the divine, but that they deprive (the verb is
dwtpifw, “to wear away’’) the divine of a personal, intentional interest in earthquakes
and eclipses as signs. Reading this critique against scientific explanations in reverse, it

suggests that religious explanations, by contrast, assign states that are preventable,

powers that are premeditated, and causes that are reasoned. According to most of

3% epi 88 TOV CLUTTOUATOV PEYAANC 0Dong (NTAGE®S, Ol PEV PLGIKOL TEIPGVTOL TAG aiTiag TGV
To10VTOV TOO®V 00K &ic T0 Belov dvapépety, AL’ ig PLGIKAS TIVAG KOL KOTNVOYKOOUEVOS
TEPIOTACELG, Ol 0’ €DGEPDG dlaKeipevol Tpog T Belov mBavAg Tvag aitiog arodidodot Tod
ovuPdvtog, mg dtd Be®dv Pivy yeyevnuévng tig cupeopdc Toig €ic o Oelov doefrcaot.

550 Anax. A18 = Plut. Nic. 23: 00 yip VelyovTo ToDC GUOIKODG KOl HETEMPOLESYAC TOTE
KOAOVUEVOLG, MG i aiTiog AAOYOVG KOl SUVALELG APOVONTOVG KOl KOTVOYKAGUEVD TTAOT).
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Anaxagoras’ fifth-century contemporaries, then, it is religion that provides reasoned
causes, not science.

As a cognitive strategy, the religious explanation offers the possibility of
assigning agency and intentionality to the disaster, which then becomes a meaningful
event: it happened for a specific and identifiable reason. Assigning responsibility to
divine anger means placing the origin of the disaster within the human sphere. Disaster is
thus brought—at least potentially—under human control, and can be prevented,
mitigated, and averted. Diodorus’ critique against the natural philosophers is that they
reduce disasters to arbitrary events. In the treatise Natural Questions, Seneca explicitly
says that no angry god is responsible for the earthquake that struck Campania in 62 CE.
Seneca’s goal is indeed to remove fear of earthquakes, but not, as Krafft suggest, because
they are arbitrary acts of the gods.*>>! In fact, Seneca seeks to turn earthquakes precisely
into arbitrary acts—just not of the gods, but of nature or fate (which, to be sure, Stoics
consider both providential and divine). They could happen anywhere at any time, so there
is no point in worrying. It is precisely the religious context found in Diodorus and others
that shows the earthquake to be not arbitrary, but an appropriate and intentional divine
response to a particular transgression. Making disasters arbitrary events diminishes the

role of human responsibility, and hence the potential for human control.

551 Krafft’s use of “arbitrary” could be taken to mean not “random, by chance, capricious”
(Merriam-Webster 1a) but “tyrannical, unrestrained” (M-W 2a-b), in which case my critique
cannot be upheld. However, the original German text (“Gétterwillkiir”) leaves little doubt about
the intended meaning of randomness.
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Attributing Agency

The dichotomy that Sonnabend sets up between religious and scientific
explanations belies the ways in which multiple, competing systems of knowledge can be
employed simultaneously.>>? Someone who, unlike Heraclides and Diodorus, is
considered by modern scholars to have taken a “scientific view” is Aristotle’s nephew
Callisthenes.>>* According to Seneca, who mentions Helice in his Natural Questions,
Callisthenes attributed earthquakes to underground winds. This theory, wide-spread in
Antiquity, argues that when the trapped air cannot be released, it results in tremors in the
earth. Seneca approves of this theory, suggesting that the air slips under the earth through
hidden passages under the sea: “Accordingly, this power the sea has for moving the earth
is assigned to Neptune. Anyone who has learned elementary literature knows that in
Homer he is called the Earthshaker.”>** In referring to Neptune/Poseidon, Seneca
involves the religious system of knowledge in his interpretation of earthquakes, appealing
to the cultural authority the Homeric tradition has over Seneca’s audience—as well as
over Seneca himself. While Seneca does not claim that Poseidon caused the earthquake,

he cannot escape the association with the belief system that he, and “anyone who has

532 Levy-Strauss has written: “In the same way we may be able to show that the same logical
processes operate in myth as in science, and that man has always been thinking equally well; the
improvement lies, not in an alleged progress of man’s mind, but in the discovery of new areas to
which it may apply its unchanged and unchanging powers.” Cited in Gordon and Gordon 2009:
34))

533 Gottschalk 1980: 94.
53 Sen. Nat. Quaest. 6.23.4: Ideo frequentissime mari apposita vexantur et inde Neptuno haec
assignata est maris movendi potentia. Quisquis primas litteras didicit scit illum apud Homerum

Evoaiyfova vocari.
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learned elementary literature,” is part of. Seneca partakes of both religious and scientific
models of explanation, according to which the disaster agency is attributed to Poseidon.
Modern parallels of this commonplace strategy are not hard to find. The
American geologist Clarence E. Dutton, writing on the latest discoveries in seismology in
1904, describes the experience of an earthquake in almost religious terms:
The first sensation is a confused murmuring sounds of a strange and even weird
character. Almost simultaneously loose objects begin to tremble and chatter.
Sometimes, almost in an instant, sometimes more gradually, but always, quickly,
the sound becomes a roar, the chattering becomes a crashing .... The roar
becomes appalling. Through its din are heard loud, deep, solemn booms that seem
like the voice of the Eternal One, speaking out of the depths of the universe.>>
The earthquake is preceded by a series of auditory signs. The Agency Paradigm is
unmistakable. From a phenomenological perspective, Dutton’s description suggests that
the cognitive strategy (clearly, the Agency Detection Device) of positing an animate and
communicative materiality (“murmuring” and “chatter”) is useful in making sense of the
sensory experience of an earthquake, even if the “weird character” of the phenomenon
ultimately gives way, for Dutton, to the monotheistic framework with which he and his
audience are familiar.>*® Dutton resorts to religious discourse to make sense of the
experience of the earthquake’s soundscape, while his book relies on the scientific
discourse of the day to explain the workings of the geophysical phenomenon as seismic

activity. Whether or not his use of the Agency Paradigm is poetic or accidental (Guthrie’s

third level of anthropomorphizing) is not entirely clear, and, at any rate, does not matter:

355 Dutton 1904: 42, 44.
3% See the discussion in Rigby 2015: 26-7.
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as Guthrie has noted that, as a cognitive phenomenon, Demeter and Chiquita Banana are

of one piece.

Hermeneutic Disaster Management

What unites scientific and religious explanations alike, then, is the belief in signs
preceding disaster, which establish the anterior end of the continuum, or for the disaster
to function as a sign of something else. In either case, these signs in turn suggest agency.
Preceding signs manifest themselves consistently in the natural environment (the
medium), although the sender, or agent, of the sign can be Nature or a divinity such as
Poseidon. When Seneca quotes Callisthenes directly in the Natural Questions, the context
is precisely the signs that preceded the Helice Disaster: “‘Among the many prodigies,’
[Callisthenes] says, ‘by which the overturning of the two cities, Helice and Buris, was
foretold, especially notable were both the immense columns of fire and the Delos
earthquake.’”>” Callisthenes takes for granted that the Helice disaster (the word
“overturning,” eversio, suggests that the disaster rather than the earthquake itself is
meant) was preceded by signs, and the word prodigia specifically points to divinatory
signs. These signs can be environmental: the prodigies were an earthquake on the island

of Delos (something that geo-archaeology shows cannot have happened) and columns of

357 Sen. Nat. Quaest. 6.23.3: “Inter multa,” inquit, “prodigia quibus denuntiata est duarum
urbium, Helices et Buris, eversio, fuere maxime notabilia columna ignis immensi et Delos
agitata.” Cf. 7.5.4.
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fire.>* The latter probably refers to a comet.>° In fact, the comet of 373/2 BCE was also
reported by Aristotle, and by Diodorus, for whom it “portended” (mpoeorjporvev) the end
of Spartan hegemony at the Battle of Leuctra in 371 BCE.>® Strabo contextualizes the
Helice Disaster by marking its temporal proximity to the Battle of Leuctra, thus implicitly
linking the two events as well.

Pausanias, who observed that divinely sent signs usually precede severe
earthquakes such as the one at Helice, lists a detailed set of environmental and
meteorological signs, such as unseasonable weather, dried up springs, sudden blasts of
wind, unusual shapes of stars, great flames in the sky, and violent rumblings beneath the
earth. These signs originate in nature, not culture, and Pausanias is clear about their
sender: “These and many other things the god is wont to show (£0é\el TpogvdeikvvsOot)
before violent earthquakes occur.”®! While Pausanias assigns the Helice disaster to the
workings of divine providence, he nonetheless details the meteorological and
atmospheric signs preceding an earthquake, followed by a pseudo-scientific typology of
earthquakes based on the motion of the shocks and severity of impact—all while
embracing the context of religious transgression. Furthermore, these signs, while

originating in nature, are characteristically unnatural, by being either overtly ominous

538 On the lack of seismic activity on Delos, see e.g. Pavlopoulos et al. 2011; Mourtzas 2012; both
are cited in the important article by Rusten 2013: 135-45.

5% Alternatively, it could refer to earthquake lights, a physical phenomenon where lights seem to
emanate from the ground before an earthquake, see Thériault et al. 2014; for a general audience,
see the article in National Geographic by Howard 2014.

50 Dio. Sic. 15.50.2. Cf. Stylianou 1998: 382.

361 Paus. 7.24.8. ko 1€ ToA 6 0£0¢ £mi T0i¢ Prodolg TV celoudv Tpoevdeikvuchon
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(e.g. unusual shapes of stars) or outright calamitous in themselves (e.g. dried up springs).
Divine and natural explanations are not mutually exclusive. Approaching ancient disaster
from a semiotic perspective bridges this artificial divide between religion and science in
understanding ancient—and modern—disaster discourse.

Diodorus’ distinction between pious and natural interpretations lays bare the
concern with identifying the responsibility, rather than mere causality, of disaster.
Heraclides, Diodorus and Pausanias all make sense of the destruction of Helice by
assigning the disaster to a divine context with human responsibility. By linking the
religious transgression committed by the Heliconians to the wrath of Poseidon through
the earthquake, the disaster becomes a man-made disaster. To assign responsibility to
necessary or random natural forces would be to allow disasters that are devoid of
meaning—a negative form of meaning-making. Instead, this hermeneutic form of disaster
management—coping through interpretation—relies on the belief that signs are part of
the disaster continuum, not only because it makes it possible to predict the event (usually
after the fact, as I will discuss shortly), but also because it regularizes the disaster,

integrating it within a sequence of events.

Divining the Helice Disaster (II): Aelian

The proper and timely heeding of the signs could, in theory, lead to a hermeneutic
disaster management capable of prevention or at least anticipation. The failure to
interpret the signs and thus to anticipate the disaster is, in the case of Helice, transmitted

in a story by the Roman author Aelian (2"%-3" c. CE). In the Characteristics of Animals,
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Aclian reports that the local animals had anticipated the earthquake at Helice and had
escaped to the nearby hill-town of Cerynea in time before the disaster (11.19):

For when the people of Helice treated so impiously the Ionians who had come to

them, and murdered them at their altar, then it was (in the words of Homer) that

‘the gods showed forth signs among them’ (toicwv 6¢ Oeoi tépaa Tpodatvov). For

five days before Helice disappeared (dpavicOijvar) all the mice and martens and

snakes and centipedes and beetles and every other creature of that kind in the
town left in a body by the road that leads to Cerynea. And the people of Helice
seeing this happening were filled with amazement, but were unable to conjecture

the reason (£0opalov pév, odk siyov 8& Thv aitioy cupPalsiv). 62
Aclian’s account continues the established tradition of the Helice Disaster as divine
punishment, and as a spectacle of absence (again, the verb dpavifw is used twice). But
Aelian adds a divinatory context preceding the disaster, different from that offered by
Pausanias.

The inhabitants of Helice recognized the fleeing animals as a sign (or at least they
considered it a marvel, é0adpalov), but they could not figure out the reason (aitia) for
their behavior.>®* Significantly, Aelian quotes part of a Homeric verse from the Odyssey
(Beol épaa mpodeavov, 12.394). The context is one of the central transgressions of the

poem, namely the slaughter of Helios’ sacred cattle at the hand of Odysseus’ hungry

companions. Odysseus tells the Phaeacians how the meat on the spits, roasting in the fire,

502 ¢me1dn) yap NoéPnoav &g todg “Tmvag Tovg deucopévoug ol Elkfotot, koi émi fopod
améopaay avtove, Evtatbo dnmov (T0 ‘Ounpikov To0t0), Toicty 8¢ Beol Tépaa TPodvEAVOV: TPO
névie Yap HuepdV Tod dpavicOfvor Ty EAikny, dcot udc év adtii foov kod yohad koi d@eig Ko
okoldmeEVSpat Kai 6ovaVLaL Kai Té Aoutd oo v Totadta, A0pdo vrelnel TH 06 Ti €ic
Kepovelav Ekpepovon. oi 8¢ Elknotot Opdviec tadta mpattopeve E0adpoalov pév, odk eiyov 8&
NV aitiov cupPareiv.

363 While much evidence of animals predicting earthquakes is anecdotal, scientists have long been
interested in animal behavior before earthquakes. [Link. Smithsonian Magazine 2016]. Most
recently, a German scientist has equipped cattle in Italy with sensors to determine if their
collective behavior changes before an earthquake. [Link New York Times article 2017]
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https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/17/world/europe/italy-earthquakes-animals-predicting-natural-disasters.html?mcubz=0

started bellowing like cattle, and the skins crawled. Such were the portents (tépaa) the
gods showed; after six days of feasting on the meat, the companions set sail and Zeus
struck them all down in a storm. Aelian’s use of the Homeric context emphasizes the
religious transgression of the Heliconians, and the belief that the gods will send signs in
warning of the pending disaster, which in both cases occurs after some delay (five days in
Aelian, six days in Homer). In both contexts, the signs consist of animal behavior,
although in Aelian’s case the animals are alive and part of the natural world. Their
behavior, however, is unnatural in that they act like humans, traveling by road
collectively in one body, even though they belong to different species. They are therefore
real tépata, violating the intuitive knowledge domain of psychology. As discussed in
Chapter One, the Homeric cattle, slaughtered and roasted, emit unnatural auditory
(bellowing) and visual (skins crawling) signs that distort the process of transitioning from
nature (animal) to culture (artefact), from being raw to being cooked (the text explicitly
says the bellowing meat consisted of “cooked and raw” parts, oOntaAéa 1€ Koi dpd, Od.
12.396).%%* The ominous sign of the tépac, then, is here created by the unnatural behavior
of natural things.

The Heliconians, the reasoning goes, could have divined disaster if only they had
successfully abduced the case (a disaster is coming) from the result (the strange
occurrence, or tépag, of animals fleeing town). This prospective abduction can be

tabulated below:

564 On natural and cultural signs, specifically in the context of foodstuffs, see Beerden 2013: 118-
22.
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Abduction

result animals fleeing town (= sign, T€pag)

rule the gods show forth tépata before disaster
- case a disaster will happen

It is not that the Heliconians failed to observe the sign, or that they did not recognize the
sign as such. Yet they neglected to use it as the basis for a process of inference. Looking
for the aitio, the Heliconians fail to formulate an appropriate rule that would lead them
there. The rule, in fact, is once again of particular interest. We could assume that
Herodotus’ rule—signs usually precede disaster—is operative as well, but Aelian’s
reference to the Homeric line is sufficient as an explanation for the strange occurrence of
the tépac. Similar to how Thucydides uses the verb tekunpiow to prove something based
on Homeric testimony, so too does Aelian’s use of the Homeric line function as a stable,
almost prophetic, sign or tekmar. The rule itself works again by analogy: just as the
Homeric tépata announce disaster, so do the Heliconian tépata. The divinatory context
of the rule lends a prophetic quality by analogy to the observation and interpretation of

Helice’s téparta.

Economy of Signification

While the anticipation of disaster by heeding the signs of fleeing animals offers a
hypothetical advantage in hermeneutic disaster management, the fact of the matter is that
the detection of these signs on the anterior end of the disaster continuum mostly takes

place, as we have seen in Herodotus and others, post eventum. The disaster continuum
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creates an economy of signification, in which the supply and demand of signs is regulated
by both cultural expectation and personal perspective. J.Z. Smith discusses the economy
of signification in the context of ritual:
If everything signifies, the result will be either insanity or banality. Understood
from such a perspective, ritual is a strategy in the exercise of choice. What to
include? What to hear as a message? What to see as a sign? What to perceive as
having double meaning? What to exclude? What to allow to remain as
background noise? What to understand as simply ‘happening’? >¢°
Earthquakes, comets, and unusual animal behavior are seldom considered as simply
‘happening,’ and are thus easily seen as signs. But Smith’s economy of signification does
not address what happens after the sign is recognized. Even if earthquakes are readily
interpreted as signs, the linking of signifier and signified remains subject to a process of
interpretation—what does the sign stand for? Cultural expectations regulate this linking:
signs usually precede disasters; Helice is a disaster, so there must have been preceding
signs. Callisthenes interpreted the earthquake of Delos as a sign announcing the
destruction of Helice—even though there never was an earthquake on Delos. The demand
for a sign has produced an imaginary earthquake. Similarly, the animal behavior reported

by Aelian, while not entirely without scientific basis, is likely to have been created by the

economy of signification.>®® Callisthenes saw another portent for Helice in the comet of

365 Smith 1982: 56. Emphasis in the original. The reference is to Plutarch De vitioso pudore 534c.
The story here is that a couple of mule drivers, who had just delivered a set of sacred vessels to
the temple of Athena Polias, asked the priestess for a drink of water from the vessels. The
priestess decided against it, thereby exercising, as Smith has it, “her sense of the economy of
signification.” Using the water for the sake of quenching the mule drivers’ thirst would
undermine the significance of the sacred water and reduce it to the banal.

5% On the evolutionary mechanism that might have led to the preternatural ability in some
animals to sense disasters such as earthquakes, see Kirschvink 2000: 312-323.
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373/2 BCE, while for Diodorus—and perhaps for Strabo—this comet foreshadowed the
Spartan defeat at the Battle of Leuctra. The meaning of the signs must be negotiated and
is constantly re-interpreted, depending on the decoder’s perspective.

Recognizing the signs—and the chain of signification in particular—is essential to
hermeneutic disaster management. The importance of heeding and interpreting the signs
is succinctly captured by Pliny the Elder in his Natural History (2.200):

An earthquake does not represent a simple disaster (simplex malum), nor is the

danger confined to the earthquake itself, but equally, or more so, it is dangerous

as an omen for the future (ostento). The city of Rome never experienced an

earthquake without this being forewarning (praenuntium) that something was

about to happen.>®’
For Pliny, earthquakes are dangerous and potentially disastrous as seismic events. But
they are even more dangerous as semiotic events, insofar as they portend future disaster.
One has to heed not only the signs on the anterior end of the disaster continuum, such as
Aclian’s fleeing animals or Pausanias’ dried up spring, but also—and, according to Pliny,
especially—the signs on the posterior end. The Helice disaster can be remembered to
signify later disasters, such as the Battle of Leuctra, or can be feared to signify future
ones, such as the eruption of Mt. Etna. The many memory horizons of disasters, real or
imagined, offer insights into the various interpretive strategies that individuals, societies,
and cultures employ to come to terms with the occurrence of past disasters and the threat

of future ones. Disaster is constructed along certain cultural norms and expectations.

When the Italian traveler Scrofani saw the sunken ruins of Helice, he could not eat his

567 Nec vero simplex malum aut in ipso tantum motu periculum est, sed par aut maius ostento.
Numquam urbs Roma tremuit, ut non futuri eventus alicuius id praenuntium esset.
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lunch, distraught at the sight of the past and the presentiment of the future. The
hermeneutic disaster management of Helice suggests that the ancients employed a coping
strategy by embedding disaster in a signifying continuum. An essential part of this
network of signification, at least in the Ancient Greek context, is the presumed agent
behind the sign. Ultimately, the meaning of the disaster-as-sign is bound up with the

divine agency that sent it.

PART II

MORAL, MONSTROUS AGENCY

Agency Reconsidered

The importance of divine agency as a factor of meaning-making in the discourse
of the Helice disaster—both in the primary and secondary sources—requires an excursion
into the very concept of agency. After all, agency has thus far been a defining element of
divining disaster as a mentality in three different but complementary ways. First, in the
field of disaster studies, as we have seen, the Agency Paradigm is used when disasters of
all kinds are identified primarily in terms of their perceived external cause or agent.
Second, in the cognitive study of religion, the (Hypersensitive) Agency Detection Device
allows humans to perceive agents where none may in fact exist. Third, in Jakobson’s
communicative model, the sender of the sign is a semiotic agent that sends an encoded
message to a recipient. The link between these uses of agency—which meet in the very
concept of divining disaster—resides in Guthrie’s levels of anthropomorphizing. The
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figure of Poseidon is endowed with an agency that is operative within the Agency
Paradigm of disaster; as a counterintuitive, anthropomorphized, and hidden agent whose
presence is revealed through its perceived effects in the physical world; and as a sender
of divinatory signs, both those preceding the disaster and the disaster-as-sign itself. If, as
I have argued, a semiotic perspective is preferable to a binary division between religious
and natural explanation in understanding ancient conceptions of disaster, then it is the
concept of agency that plays a key role in this semiotic perspective. What I am proposing
here is that a focus on disaster agency allows us to discern a radical continuity in the
mentality of divining disaster that does away with ‘irrational’ religious explanations, on
the one hand, and ‘rational’ natural ones, on the other. If we accept Guthrie’s proposed
spectrum of secular and religious anthropomorphizing as valid, at least from a cognitive
viewpoint, then the disaster agency of Poseidon and, say, Hurricane Katrina are of one
kind. In the excursion on agency that follows, I propose a revision to the Agency
Paradigm based on a moral context to account for the range of secular and religious
anthropomorphizing that perceive the disaster as sent by, or embodied in, some moral
agent.

The very notion of an agent suggests the presence of a patient, a suffering victim:
something is done to someone. The relationship between agent and patient can be
conceived of as either intentional and willful, or haphazard and random. Here the Agency
Paradigm splits along the fault line of responsibility. In present-day American disaster
discourse, certain voices on the periphery routinely go so far as to claim that disaster was

an act of God meant to punish a particular group of people considered guilty of some
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perceived sin.>®® The appeal to higher, divine powers is the most evocative example of
the Agency Paradigm; if the divine powers are punishing a community because of some
transgression it has committed, we can rightly speak of a Moral Agency, or Punitive,
Paradigm. The Moral Agency or Punitive Paradigm lays the responsibility for the disaster
with the community itself (or a group or individual within it). The divinity’s punishment
is simply an expected and appropriate—indeed, almost automated or natural—response
to a transgression. Indeed, this familiar paradigm is rooted in Biblical as well as Greek
religious thought, as evidenced by such examples as God’s punishment of David in 2
Samuel and Poseidon’s wrath in the case of Helice. The Moral Agency Paradigm
continues to be invoked with various degrees of anthropomorphizing, ascribing imagery
of divine (or satanic) agency to natural disasters.>® In the following sections, I draw on
examples from modern disaster discourse, especially disaster archetypes such as the San
Francisco Earthquake of 1906, to shed light on the notion of moral and punitive agency

that seems so clearly operative in the Helice discourse.

5% On this topic in general, see Steinberg 2000 and the second edition of 2006, which includes
Hurricane Katrina. In an interview with “Hannity & Colmes” on Fox News, Hank Erwin, State
Senator of Alabama, argued in response to Hurricane Katrina that God uses “weather to express a
message to America.” Erwin asserted that Katrina was God’s wrath on a sinful coast, known for
gambling and wickedness. When co-host Colmes asked Erwin why the French Quarter, “where
most of the sins take place,” was still standing (another case of Hotaling’s Whiskey, see below),
Erwin offered the theodicy that “when sin enters society, innocent people suffer.” Fox News 2005
[link]

369 Names and metaphors are meaningful: the heatwave that tormented much of Southern Europe
in the summer of 2017 was dubbed, appropriately, “Lucifer.” According to this article, however,
the only thing the Italians consider “malevolent” and “unnatural” is air-conditioning. “Europe
Swelters Under a Heat-Wave Called Lucifer.” The New York Times. Aug. 6, 2017. [Link]
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Angry Poseidon, Angry Summer

In identifying the disaster with its perceived external agent, the Agency Paradigm
assumes that a community is under attack by a force that is out of, or even beyond, “our”
control, at least for the moment. (The definition of this “our” is particularly relevant in
the shaping of disaster discourse: who defines the disaster? Who assigns responsibility
and blame?) This paradigm lends itself to an analogy with war. It is telling, for example,
that FEMA falls under the Department of Homeland Security, whose responsibilities
include border security and terrorist threats.’® The conceptual overlap between natural
disaster and war also works in reverse (i.e. war is like natural disaster): in response to the
increased nuclear threat from North Korea, Japanese authorities announced that they
would alert the public in the event of an attack by means of public address systems that
are currently used for alerting cities to earthquakes and tsunamis.>’! In addition to
analogies of war, the paradigm also lends itself for analogies of emotion. In the case of
Helice, the force behind the disaster is Poseidon. His motivating agency is not perceived
to be neutral: Poseidon is said to be angry, and the disaster is a response to a specific
transgression. The analogy of emotion—anger in particular—is accompanied by the idea

that there is wrongdoing, a belief that still permeates modern disaster discourse today.

370 Prior to the creation of DHS in 2003, FEMA had been an independent agency since its
creation in 1979.

ST “How To Survive Nuclear War: Japan Warns Citizens About North Korea Attack.” Newsweek,
June 26, 2017. [Link]
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News media and politicians regularly partake in the Agency Paradigm and its
analogies of war and emotion, especially when responding to natural disasters.>’> When
hurricane Matthew hit the Caribbean in October 2016, reports spoke of how the storm
takes “its last lashes at Haiti,” and “whips the Florida Coast.” It continued “its siege up
north,” while “the Carolinas brace for the fury of Matthew.”>”* Other news organizations
posted pictures of ruined residences, showing the “wrath of Matthew.” The sensationalist
metaphors (lashes, whips, brace, fury, wrath), which are standard hurricane rhetoric,
suggest violent, abusive blows of punishment and corresponding emotions of anger. The
storm is given a proper name, which further enhances its perceived agency. But there is
more at stake here: the naming of hurricanes originates not with the personification but
with the gendering of natural forces. After labeling a storm that hit South Florida in 1949
Bessie’s Hurricane, the Weather Bureau formalized this practice of gendering hurricanes
as female the following year. The feminization of hurricanes is an example of what
anthropologist Sherry Ortner has called the “mutual metaphorization” that occurs
between gender and the nature/culture binary.>’* The feminine, especially amidst the
sexual politics of post-war America, was assigned the qualities of nature’s most

destructive and uncontrollable forces. Throughout the 1950s and 60s, female hurricanes

372 For the role of media in reporting disasters, see e.g. Goltz 1984.

573 “Hurricane Matthew Pounds Cuba After Drenching Haiti.” CNN News. October 4, 2016
[Link]; “Nearly 2 Million Under Evacuation in US Ahead of Hurricane Matthew, 126 Killed in
Carribean.” ABC News. October 6, 2016 [Link]. “Businesses That Jump into Action After A
Natural Disaster.” CNBC News. October 6, 2016. [Link]; “The Wrath of Hurricane Matthew in
Pictures.” ABC News. October 8, 2016. [Link]

3™ Ortner 1996: 179.
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were routinely described as “wild, capricious, fickle, whimsical, and erratic, creating the
sense that nature was literally out of control.”>”®> Under increasing pressure from
advocacy groups, the Weather Bureau started assigning male names to storms in 1978.37¢
The idea that nature can be violent and angry is not confined to hurricanes alone.
The period of record-breaking heat-waves that swept over Australia in early 2013 was
dubbed “Angry Summer.”>’” A bellicose prime minister Gillard assured the people of
Queensland, who had been afflicted by wildfires, that while the whole country was being
“challenged by nature, we are a strong and smart nation and we’ll get through this, as we
always do, by pulling together.”>’® Indeed, the use of such metaphors reinforces the idea
that the disaster has a certain agency that threatens the community. The clearly
perceptible Patterns of War approach presupposes the idea that “our” lands are under

attack, besieged by this external agent, who is a violent and hostile Other—whether a

hurricane named Matthew, Katrina, or Mother Nature herself.

Punishment, or “A Blessing in Disguise”

375 Steinberg 2000: 68.

576 Tronically, the gender roles have taken on a different significance in recent years: a study
found that people perceive hurricanes with female names as less threatening; as a result, they tend
to lead to higher casualties.

377 «Australia Links Angry Summer to Climate Change—At Last.” The Guardian. March 3, 2017.
[Link.] The official climate report by Australia’s national climate commission was entitled
“Angry Summer.” [Link.]

378 “Major Flood Crisis Hits Queensland, Australia.” BBC News. January 28, 2013. [Link]
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The idea of disaster as punishment remains available as an explanatory tool, too,
in discourse that is dominated by moral language. In the wake of major disasters such as
Hurricane Katrina in 2015 and the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, several religious
authorities referred to the idea of collective punishment for the sins of a specific group.>””
The right-wing governor of Tokyo, Shintaro Ishihara, characterized the 2011 East Japan
Earthquake and Tsunami as punishment or judgement from heaven (tembatsu);
conservative radio host Glenn Beck similarly suggested that the tsunami could be “a
message from God.”*%® Governor Ishihara’s comment is worth quoting in full:

Japanese politics is tainted with egoism and populism. We need to use the tsunami

to wipe out egoism, which has attached itself like rust to the mentality of the
Japanese people over a long period of time.>®!

While modern usage of tembatsu need not be religious per se, the moral framework is
clear.>®? Language of dirt (tainted, rust) dominates the interpretation that identifies
disaster with the workings of a purging agency. The punishment is transformative in the
sense that it “wipe[s] out” the transgression, or, in the case of a tsunami, whose

destructive but purifying waters wash away Japanese sins. Following the Great Kanto

57 On Hurricane Katrina as collective punishment, see “Katrina: Wrath of God?” NBC News.
[Link] For the rejection of collective punishment by several religious authorities after the Indian
Ocean Tsunami of 2004, see “Deadly Tsunami Resurrects Old Question of Why.” Los Angeles
Times. Jan. 8, 2005. [Link]

380 “Tokyo Governor Apologises For Calling Tsunami ‘Divine Punishment.”” The Guardian.
Mar. 15, 2011. [Link.]

581 See previous note.

582 Private correspondence with Janine Sawada, Professor of East Asian Studies and Religious
Studies, Brown University, Oct. 18, 2017.
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Earthquake of 1923, the famous manga artist Rakuten Kitazawa drew a cover image for
the magazine Jiji Manga that showed a giant cat-fish—the Japanese symbol for
earthquakes—covering up a startled woman with more modest clothing; the caption reads
“Vices rectified by the earthquake.”*%? As Weisenfeld has argued, it is no coincidence
that in Japanese disaster discourse one subgroup is singled out (women) as representing
the moral vices that triggered the disaster in the first place.’%*

The San Francisco Earthquake of 1906—itself an archetype of seismic
catastrophe—gave rise to similar moral sentiments. The earthquake, in fact, proved a
major impetus for the Pentecostal Movement. The preacher and writer Frank Bartleman
(1871-1936), who was part of the Azusa Street Revival (1906), commonly considered the
birth of the Pentecostalist Movement, declared that the earthquake was God’s judgment
on a “terribly wicked city.”>* He set out these views in a pamphlet entitled “The
Earthquake!!!”, of which more than 100,000 copies were distributed across the Bay Area.
Bartleman’s doomsday tract ends on an apocalyptic note: “The present, seeming calamity
is but a blessing in disguise for a lost and ruined race, if we will have it s0.”°%¢ A similar

narrative of moral purification, though without overt reference to divine punishment, is

383 Weisenfeld 2012: 185-6.

3% The leading seismologist, and chair of geophysics at Tohoku Imperial Univeristy, Kusukabe
Shirota (1875-1924) associated women with the negative geomantic entity yin/land (in, in
Japanese): the shaking of earthquakes was thus connected to female unrest and restlessness. See
Weisenfeld 2012: 184-5.

3% Bartleman 1925: ch.3 (online at this link). On the origins of Pentecostalism, see Espinosa
2014; on Bartleman, the Pentecostalism Movement, and the San Francisco Earthquake, see
Svensen 2009: 66-72.

58 Bartleman 1906 (online at this link)
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sketched by the American poet and frontiersman Joaquin Miller (1837-1913), who

witnessed the earthquake and fire firsthand:
In truth I know nothing in nature quite so innocent as an earthquake. ... I think
that fires are good, especially in hell. San Francisco was not a clean city, like
Chicago and Boston — she was nasty. From what I can read the city is much
healthier than it was before, and the people are much better behaved. Before the
fire I was overrun here by bullies, egotists, adventurers — they were loud and
vulgar. ... [T]here had never been such a rich city in the history of the world —

rich in rye and bourbon from Kentucky — rich in all brands of wines. Never had
there been a fire so richly fed.>®’

Similar to how Ishihara imagines the purifying power of the tsunami to “wipe out

2999

egoism,” Miller portrays a dirty city whose moral transgressions (“egoists’” and “rye and
bourbon” being some of them) are cleansed by the purifying power of fire: “The city is
much healthier than it was before.” The disaster turns out to be a blessing.

But how does one account for observed anomalies in the system of moral
punishment? For Bartleman, the disaster is a “blessing in disguise,” perhaps especially
for those who died while innocent: “There are innocent in every city, and God is mindful
of them. He will spare them from the destruction, or better yet, take them to heaven in it,
out of this wicked world.”*%® The demise of the innocent and righteous in a disaster calls
for theodicy (in the form of heavenly rewards, according to Bartleman) in the same way

that the survival of the guilty and immoral does. While Miller was right to point out the

obliteration of the many liquor depots in the city, the fires had left unscathed,

387 Miller 1906, for the Oakland Tribune, May 6, 1906 [Link]. For more narratives on the San
Francisco Earthquake, see Lotchin 2011, and the online collection “Eyewitnesses to the
Earthquake and Fire,” The Virtual Museum of the City of San Francisco. [Link.]

58 Bartleman 1906 (online at this link)

352


http://www.sfmuseum.net/1906/ew5.html
http://www.sfmuseum.org/1906/ew.html
http://frankbartleman-story.blogspot.com/2008/10/earthquake-tract.html

miraculously, the largest whiskey repository on the West Coast, known as A.P.
Hotaling’s warehouse. Local poet Charles K. Field composed the following verses in
response: “If, as they say, God spanked the town / For being over-frisky, / Why did He

burn His churches down / And spare Hotaling’s whiskey?”%%’

Acts of Nature, Acts of God

Even as the interpretation of the intended purpose of a disastrous event can be
challenged by observation, the Punitive Paradigm—and the Agency Paradigm in
general—continues to be applied in myriad ways. In 1993, nearly 20% of those surveyed
in a Gallup poll agreed with the following statement: “The recent floods in the Midwest
are an indication of God’s judgment on the people of the United States for their sinful
ways.”>*° The floods are presented as a sign—an indexical sign—of God’s rightful
judgment. The fact that 20% agreed with the punitive expression of the statement does
not mean that the remaining 80% rejected the Agency Paradigm. It is likely that the vast
majority considered natural disasters not an act of a wrathful divinity, but simply the
violent workings of a natural world, disinterested and uncaring about human civilization
(much as Niall Ferguson referred to Katrina as an act of “pitiless Nature”—the capital N
is telling).>®! Pushed to the extreme, the Agency Paradigm can support a view of

“natural” disaster as a completely randomized event dictated by natural forces that are, in

389 In: Schenk et al. 2014: 147-8.

59041 in 5 See Floods as God’s Wrath,” St. Louis Post Dispatch, July 23, 1993, cited in Steinberg
2000: xxi. On religion and disaster more generally, see Dynes and Yutzy 1965: 34-48.

91 Ferguson 2005 (Daily Telegraph), link
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392 If the random and

the words of one scholar, “by definition, uncontrollable.
indiscriminate forces of Nature are to blame, (moral) responsibility is deflected away
from the community altogether. This is precisely the view regarding earthquakes
propagated by Stoics such as Seneca.

As we have seen, however, such a view belies the insight, emphasized by the
Vulnerability Paradigm, that not everyone is equally vulnerable to disaster. If, as another
disaster scientist has it, “natural disasters occur as purposeless, asocial events,” it is all
too easy to forego any responsibility whatsoever.>** In fact, in its secularized legal usage,
an Act of God is an event that lies completely outside of human agency and cannot be
prevented or foreseen. It is used by insurance companies to forego responsibility, most
often of some natural disaster such as flood. “God” is simply the ultimate unpredictable
Other, a force of randomized nature, who dissolves all human responsibility. In the early
twentieth century, the banking and insurance company Wells, Fargo & Company used to
issue express receipts with the notice: “This company will not be responsible for acts of
God, Indians, or other public enemies of the government.”>”* These agents (God, Indians,
other public enemies) are perceived to operate outside of the normal realm of
responsibility and are thus not part of the social contract. The fact that Indians are

included underscores their status as some alien Other, a hostile and unpredictable force of

nature beyond human control.

392 Baum 1987.
393 Warheit 1976.
39 Clevenger 1909: 18 (link); cited in Prince 1920: 14.
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The Monstrous

We need not have recourse to the monsters of the modern popular imagination,
such as vampires, aliens, or great white sharks, to see how monsters are part of disaster
discourse, too, especially where the Agency Paradigm is concerned.’”® After Hurricane
Harvey and Irma in the summer of 2017, TIME Magazine ran an article that opened as
follows: “A hurricane is a monster with two orders of magnitude. It is a weapon of mass
destruction ... [a]nd it’s a precision-targeted weapon too.”>* The Patterns of War
approach is unmistakable, and the enemy—a hurricane in this case—is imagined as a
monster. A reporter from the Miami Herald tweeted that anticipating Hurricane Irma was
“like waiting for a monster to show up.”>?” Monsters have long been part of disaster
discourse, and not just in a metaphorical sense. My study of 1€pag in Chapter One has
shown how the birth of monstrous offspring, for example, functions as a symptom and
embodiment of disaster.

In their study of monstrosity and disaster, Gordon and Gordon offer a typology of
monsters that distinguishes three main types.>*® Ancient monsters disrupt harmony and
bring chaos. They may take the form of a monstrous act—such as killing a brother or

sleeping with one’s mother—that must be corrected for the sake of the community’s

395 The bibliography on monsters is extensive. A standard work on monsters as Others is Kearney
2002. A comprehensive guide to the cultural and conceptual history of the monstrous is Asma
2009. For monsters in a religious context, see Beal 2002.

3% “The Angels of Irma.” TIME Magazine. Sept. 25, 2017, p. 36.

597 “Hurricane Irma: ‘A Low Howl,” ‘Tearing Through the Trees,” ‘Like Waiting for a Monster.””
The New York Times. Sept. 10, 2017. [Link]

%8 Gordon and Gordon 2009.
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survival. Destroying or expelling the monster thus becomes a form of sacrifice. Modern
monsters are “naturally unnatural,” being excessively large or excessively small, or even
excessively smart. Alternatively they may possess attributes that are not supposed to mix,
such as the female genius or the black Jew; they simply cannot be authentic. Frantz
Fanon suggested that the educated black man, in the racist’s imagination, is like Rodin’s
The Thinker with a permanent erection. The third type is the postmodern or nihilistic
monster, which embodies an absolute indifference to, or absence of, meaning. Their
destruction is mechanized and excessively egalitarian: zombies, psychopaths and
terrorists do not particularly care who their victims are; there is nothing unique about
their targets. Rather than endangering shared values, this postmodern monster threatens
to consume the meaning of value itself.

Monsters thus appear in the Agency Paradigm of disaster, either operating as a
proxy for another, possibly divine, agent (e.g. Poseidon sending a sea-monster in
response to a transgression), or as an autonomous, violent threat to the established order
(e.g. Typhoeus threatening Zeus’ rule). But the monstrous can also be understood from
the perspective of the Uncertainty Paradigm as a warning sign (cf. Latin monstrum, from
moneo ‘to warn’ and monstro ‘to show’; and the birth of deformed babies or tépata).
Gordon and Gordon write:

There is, then, a lesson to be learned from such creatures; they speak to us,

summoning in us a crisis of the self, because it is we who are being warned,

which means that there must be something we are ultimately doing wrong and that
is up to us to fix.>*

3% Gordon and Gordon 2009: 29.
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Monsters are revelatory. Phenomenologically, the appearance of the monster is not just
dangerous in itself (Pliny’s earthquake as simplex malum), it also signals that something
is wrong (Pliny’s earthquake as praenuntium). One has to find out what that is—the
monster both signifies and enacts disaster. A modern disaster such as climate change,
envisioned as a monster, bears out this dual role of sign and agent. Its concomitant
relation to responsibility and guilt is neatly illustrated in a cartoon by political cartoonist
Tom Toles. A big, green, blob-shaped monster called “climate change” takes the
defendant’s stand in a courtroom, declaring: “Maybe that storm was one of mine, maybe
it wasn’t. You can’t prove a thing, so you’ll just have to let me go.”%%’ The recent storm
(presumably the deadly tornado that struck Moore, Oklahoma on May 20, 2013) is linked
to climate change as its sign and its proxy. Yet it is climate change that appears as the
monster, challenging the chain of signification and denying (legal) responsibility for the
storm. The irony, of course, is that climate change has all too many human defendants

who are prepared to testify against its responsibility for individual disasters.

Contagion

Yet another potent modern instance of a disaster operating under the Agency
Paradigm of the monstrous is the Aedes aegypti mosquito, which is responsible for the
spread of Zika as well as other viruses. A 2016 article in a local Florida newspaper

explicitly likens the mosquito to a monster, one that “knows human vulnerabilities and

600 “A Loophole You Could Lose a Planet Through.” Washington Post. May 22, 2013 [Link]
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preys on them.”®’! In all fairness to the mosquito, it is only the carrier (the vector, in
medical terms) that transmits the pathogen. Its monstrosity consists in its role as a
messenger bearing a noxious gift. This is the notion of contagion, the spread of disease
by contact and, in the case of human-to-human transmission, the ultimate perversion of
social exchange, a trope that lies at the heart of many plague narratives. By turning their
victims into monsters, zombies and vampires partake in this perversion, t00.°°? In step
with the Agency Paradigm, the Patterns of War approach is commonly deployed in
discourse about disease. After the development of a working vaccine following the 2014
Ebola outbreak, a WHO official noted that “we will not be defenseless” when the next
outbreak hits; a Boston Globe article described Ebola as “raging” and the need for it to be
“controlled” with the vaccine, which “opens up new, faster, more efficient ways to
encircle and strangle the virus.”®’® The virus needs to be tamed, put into chains, brought
into the embrace of bonds so that it can give up its secrets, much as Menelaus did with
shape-shifting Proteus, and Peleus with wily Thetis. Even before the discovery of
infectious agents such as viruses, bacteria, and other micro-organisms as possible causes
of disease (monsters by virtue of being excessively tiny), Galen referred to the plague as

a “wild beast” (therion).***

601 “Fighting A Zika Monster: Why The Aedes Aegypti Mosquito Is So Hard To Control.”
WLRN. Aug. 25, 2016. [Link]

692 In the history of ideas, contagion and miasma (corruption of the air) have long been rival and
co-existing notions of explaining the source and transmission of the plague. See Gordon 1999.

803 Boston Globe Donald G. McNeil Jr (NYT), Friday Dec. 23, 2016, p. A6.
604 Ps-Galen, On Theriac to Piso 281 [link]
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The battles against Ebola or plague are presented as communal fights, but
metaphors of war and battle are also found in individual patients suffering from disease.
Susan Sontag’s famous essay lllness as Metaphor has critically demonstrated this in the
case of cancer, and later of AIDS as well.®® Cancer, in particular, provides a powerful
semiotic image of disaster, as the anarchic disruption of the sign. Maurice Blanchot
writes:

‘Cancer”: why does it frighten us with a name, as if thereby the unnamable were

designated? ... Here is a cell that doesn’t hear the command, that develops

lawlessly, in a way that could be called anarchic. It does still more: it destroys the
very idea of a program, blurring the exchange and the message. It wrecks the
possibility of reducing everything to the equivalent of signs. Cancer, from this
perspective, is a political phenomenon, one of the rare ways to dislocate the
system, to disarticulate, through proliferation and disorder, the universal
programming and signifying power. This task was accomplished in other times by
leprosy, then by the plague.®
The proliferation of leprosy and plague “in other times” was established by actual
contagion; cancer, in Blanchot’s reading, appears as a postmodern monster precisely
because it proliferates through dislocating the signifying systems within the body. Like
the cancerous cells, the contagion of the plague also blurs the exchange and the

message—both a medical reality and a literary trope that goes back, as we have seen, to

Thucydides (2.37.3)—but between, rather than within, bodies.

605 Sontag 1978; Sontag 1989. Senator John McCain’s recent diagnosis with brain cancer led to
another round of war related comments, including “McCain faces his greatest battle yet” and
“Cancer doesn’t know what it’s up against,” and those arguing against the use of such language.
See “John McCain Faces His Greatest Battle.” CNN News. July 20, 2017. [Link.]; “Grief, Support
Pours In After McCain Brain Cancer Diagnosis.” CNN News. July 19, 2017. [Link.] For critique
of such language, see: “Why Cancer Is Not A War, Fight, Or Battle.” CNN News. July 21, 2017.
[Link.]; “It’s O.K. to be a coward about cancer.” TIME Magazine. July 21, 2017, pp. 21-22.

06 Blanchot 1986: 86.
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As Gordon and Gordon have suggested, disaster victims can become monsters,
too, both in popular discourse and political rhetoric. A disaster such as the AIDS
epidemic in the 1980s, or the current opioid epidemic, produces stigmatized victims that
are a continuation of the initial sign, marked by the disaster and carrying it with them.%"’
As a consequence, the responsibility and blame is now relegated onto the victim:

They become both the signifier and the signified; their ill fate must, in some way,

be of their own doing—their failure properly to have read the signs. Our success

in reading such signs must, then, take the form of eschewing its messenger. %%
The victim as part of the disastrous sign continuum is not confined to disease. In certain
political climates, immigrants in general and refugees in particular are perceived as
tainted with, and carriers of, disaster. Inviting them in is to invite disaster in.
Consequently, marked by their religion or the color of their skin, they must be shunned or
at least quarantined (the Australian detention center on the island of Nauru is a case in
point).®%? In 2006, the far-right politician Geert Wilders infamously warned that the
Dutch immigration policy would lead to a “tsunami of islamization,” an image that casts

(Muslim) immigrants as an invasive and destructive natural disaster that is outside of

human control.®!® The French nationalist politician Jean-Marie le Pen, responding to the

807 Cf. Huet 2012: 201.

%8 Gordon and Gordon 2009: 10.

69 The refugee-as-prisoner motif is on striking display in the former prisons of Haarlem and
Arnhem, the Netherlands, which have been transformed into housing for refugees; both prisons,
now national monuments, are circular and dome-shaped, because they were designed based on
Bentham’s panopticon model. “Dutch Prisons Offer Asylum To Refugees.” The Sydney Morning
Herald. May 18, 2016. [Link.]

610 «“Wwilders Bang Voor ‘Tsunami Van Islamisering.”” De Volkskrant. October 6, 2013. [Link.]
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Ebola crisis in 2014, personified the disease as “Monseigneur Ebola.” Le Pen suggested it
could solve Europe’s immigration problem, which he referred to as “a cataclysmic
phenomenon.”®!! This type of rhetoric associates immigration with disaster to suggest
that extraordinary measures are needed to confront and combat it. After Hurricane
Katrina, the sign continuum pressed on along racial lines, with white victims
predominantly portrayed as “survivors” and “residents,” and black victims as “looters”
and “criminals.”®!'? Gordon and Gordon note: “The stories of illicit behavior, of rape and
pillage, were themselves the continuum, the movement of signs, that “we” should shun
such populations.”®!3 Those who help also risk becoming infected. The sign continuum of
disaster operates as a semiotic contagion, but, again, the vulnerability is not distributed

equally: The Other (as defined by gender, religion, race) is especially vulnerable.

A Genealogy of ‘Modern’ Disaster

As far as our modern understanding of disaster is concerned, it is the
Enlightenment project that is widely credited with (or blamed for) ushering in a view of
catastrophe that is firmly rooted in a rational examination of physical causes. Agency is
thus brought down from heaven to earth, to the human realm. Such is the modern

narrative about the evolution of the disaster mentality: “Explaining the natural causes of

611 “Jean-Marie Le Pen Suggests Ebola As Solution To Global Population Explosion.” The
Guardian. May 21, 204. [Link.]

612 «“Who’s a Looter? In Storm's Aftermath, Pictures Kick Up a Different Kind of Tempest.” The
New York Times. Sept. 5, 2005. [Link.] Cf. Chambers 2006, cited in Gordon and Gordon 2009:
122 n. 10.

613 Gordon and Gordon 2009: 11.
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catastrophes, trying to understand [them], is thus of crucial importance in humanity’s
taking responsibility for its own history.”!* In this context, the infamous Lisbon
Earthquake of 1755 is generally regarded as the first “modern” disaster. What is
“modern” about it is not the start of so-called rational discourse about disaster, nor the
acknowledgement of human responsibility, both of which can be easily traced back to
antiquity; rather, as Huet points out, we have inherited from the culture of Enlightenment
a “sense of emergency ... by sweeping away the divine explanations of human wreckage
to seek among humans alone the cause of human ills and in nature alone the cause of
physical chaos.”®!® Certainly, the mechanistic worldview and technological project of the
Enlightenment, in which humans (white, male, European humans, to be precise) exert
their control over the rebellious and chaotic elements of nature and society, had edged out
the lingering Biblical view by the turn of the twentieth century. The natural evils of
medieval theology had become fully secularized and rationalized as natural disaster. To
be sure, as Rigby is quick to note, the naturalization of disaster has made possible better
disaster preparation (such as improved building regulations and early warning systems)
along with an ethos that prefers humanitarian aid over scapegoating.®!® It has also spurred
the scientific investigation of natural phenomena, allowing the creation of vaccines, the
monitoring of volcanoes, and the tracking of tropical storms. But it has also created a

false sense of control over nature, which has led to increased vulnerability. Steinberg has

614 Mercier Faivre and Thomas 2008: 11.

815 Huet 2012: 7.
616 But see the critique of disaster aid in Gordon and Gordon 2009.
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pointed out that Florida’s reputation as a hurricane state is partly man-made:
Conceptually, moreover, the naturalization of disaster has at the same time perpetuated
the Agency Paradigm through the creation of new agents.

The genealogy of ecocriticism is often traced back to Adorno and Horkheimer,
whose Dialect of Enlightenment, a critique of modernity penned amidst the catastrophic
unfolding of the Second World War, theorizes how the domination of nature translates
into the domination of other humans. They defined the program of Enlightenment as “the
disenchantment of the world; the dissolution of myths and the substitution of knowledge
for fancy.”%!” The mechanistic and techno-scientific worldview would secure man’s
sovereignty over the natural world, through classification and “the regulative thought
without whose fixed distinctions universal truths cannot exist.”®!® They show, however,
that the myth-busting prowess of enlightenment rationality is underpinned, paradoxically,
by a mythic fear of nature as Other: we have inherited from the Enlightenment an
“anthropologically primitive fear and need to control rebellious nature.”%! Each natural
disaster, by exposing the lack of control, threatens to overturn this myth of mastery over
nature, and challenges the political system charged with doing so. From this perspective,
a disaster represents loss of control and sovereignty of the State over some Other, which
can take the form of a hurricane, the HIV virus, Indians, women, or refugees. The

Enlightenment, then, made a lasting contribution not only to the naturalization of disaster,

617 Adorno and Horkheimer 1979: 3.
618 Adorno and Horkheimer 1979: 14.
619 Rabinbach 1997: 17.
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but also—and especially, perhaps—to the politicization of disaster.®?® On the one hand,
this means that responsibility for disasters lies with the government, which is expected to
predict, prevent and mitigate disaster. To do so, government imposes extraordinary
measures to regain control: it is no coincidence that the context for Foucault’s famous
discussion of panopticism as a system for surveillance is provided by the plague. On the
other hand, the politicization of disaster means that specific interests of power are
involved in ascribing meaning—and especially the lack thereof—to disaster. If under the
Moral Agency Paradigm the blame is typically assigned to a customary set of scapegoats,
the interpretive strategy of denying disaster its meaning can be said to be its exact polar

opposite: an Amoral Agency Paradigm.

Helice Revisited (I): Anger and Survival

How does this Moral Agency Paradigm—with its connections to punishment,
monsters, and contagion—aid our understanding of an ancient disaster such as the
earthquake that leveled Helice in 373 BCE? The ancient narratives about Helice clearly
partake of this paradigm: for Heracleides, Diodorus and Pausanias, the earthquake is
understood in relationship to the god Poseidon, whose anger is motivating his agency.
The word for anger, in Strabo’s transmission of Heracleides, is pfjvig, which is typically

associated with divine anger, or anger of cosmic consequences.?! It is one of the central

620 See Huet 2012: 8.
62! In addition to Poseidon’s anger at Helice, Strabo uses pfjvic only twice more, in the exact same
construction (kota pfjviv + divinity) and in both cases to express divine anger: Kot ufjviv

AOnvac ouvéPn (13.1.40; shipwreck), katda pijviv iic B0 (12.8.9; disease).
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themes of the Homeric /liad.%** Diodorus’ Library has a total of 8 instances of pfjvic, all
of which apply to divine anger. Pausanias’ use of unvipa, which shares the same root as
unvic, applies mostly to divine anger, and occasionally to the anger of exceptional
individuals such a mythical heroes and legendary figures. Alexander the Great’s
destructive “anger” (uqvipa), for example, “struck down” (katéoknye) from Macedon to
crush the Thebans (7.17.2). When Pausanias speaks of Poseidon’s wrath, the earthquake
similarly “strikes down” (katacknyoc) Helice. The stroke from above (oxnmtog) is a
central symbol of disaster phenomenology, as we have seen in Chapter 2. As [ will show
in Chapter 3, the verb katacknnto is typical for divine visitations of all kind, not least
the ultimate weapon, Zeus’ thunderbolt.

The Patterns of War approach is visible, for example, in Pausanias’ typology of
earthquakes. The second type of earthquake is compared to the assault of battering-rams
(lit. “machines for the siege of a city”).%?> What is clear is that the effects of divine or
cosmic anger are defined by utter disaster and an overwhelmingly destructive outcome.
The section on the destruction of Thebes, in fact, comes as an illustration of the latter part
of Pausanias’ remark that “Greece at that time [i.e. the Roman conquest] descended into a
complete state of submission, although parts of it had been harmed and utterly ruined
from the beginning by divine power (tod daipovoc).”%?* Seen through the Agency

Paradigm, discourse of the wrath of Poseidon falls into the same cognitive category as,

622 An illuminating study of pfjvig in Homeric epic is Muellner 1996.
623 10ic 8¢ moMopkiov unyovipacty (7.24.10)

624"E¢ Gmav 62 doBeveiog tote pbMota katfiidev 1 EALGS AvpovOeica katd pépn kai
dromopOnbeica £€ dpytic VO Tod daipovog 7.17.1
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for example, a reference to the wrath of Hurricane Katrina. Comparison here serves, as
discussed before, primarily an imaginative function. I am not so much arguing for the
existence of “real” similarity (that Poseidon is ontologically similar to, identical to,
derived from, or in the same genus as Katrina) as that it is useful to imagine that they are
similar.%? For by imagining them to be similar, we can comprehend the readiness with
which ancient discourse associates disaster with an external agency. As part of a disaster
mentality, Poseidon’s agency turns out to be more familiar than expected.

What, then, is the moral framework of the Helice disaster? For Pausanias, the
destruction of Helice is proof of the inviolable rights of suppliants: “The anger of the god
of Suppliants (Hikesios) is shown to be inexorable, both in the case of Helice and in
many others besides.”%2¢ While the cult title Hikesios is only attested for Zeus (and
perhaps for Apollo), Pausanias cites other examples of this violation involving other gods
(Cylon and Athena; Spartans and Poseidon) that rendered the transgressors at Helice
“accursed, polluted” (évayeig, 7.25.3), thus invoking the wrath of the Suppliant god. The
disaster victims owe the disaster to their own moral actions. Their disastered state renders
them contagious, and everyone is swept up in the punishment. Pausanias is adamant that
nobody survived the Helice disaster: the earthquake is a weapon of mass destruction. And
yet, as in TIME Magazine’s assessment of Hurricane Irma, “it’s a precision targeted

weapon too.” Diodorus reports that only the transgressors died in the Helice disaster: “They

625 See Freidenreich 2004, and his analysis of the methodology used in J.Z. Smith’s essay on
Jonestown.

626 To 8¢ 10D Tkesiov pfvipa tépeott pév 1oig &¢ v EAikny, népeott 8¢ kol gAlog S15ay0fvar
ToALO1G ¢ Eotv dmapaitrov (7.25.1)
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say that except for those who committed the sacrilege no one else perished in the
disaster.”%?” The vulnerability of the community is contingent upon varying degrees of
proximity to the transgressors.

A modern editor of Diodorus, Charles Sherman, wryly asks about the guilt of the
ten Spartan ships that, according to Aelian, were anchored off Helice and were also
destroyed by the tidal wave.%?® Are the Spartan ships a reversed case of Hotaling’s
Whiskey, challenging Diodorus’ attempt at theodicy? Any attempt to reconcile Diodorus’
and Pausanias’ seemingly incompatible accounts based on “what actually happened” is
decidedly beside the point. Rather, as the discourse of Hurricane Irma suggests, the two
responses are typical of hermeneutic disaster management. Both accounts can be more
readily understood as complementary, similar to how Hurricane Irma is imagined to be
both universally destructive and precision targeted, at the same time. Again, I am not
suggesting that Irma and Poseidon are ontologically comparable in their destructive
capacity, but that, with a view to the perceived agency of the disaster, two seemingly
incompatible notions (universal vs. targeted destruction) become comprehensible through
an imagined similarity. Far from equating different systems of knowledge or suggesting
that we “learn” from these parallels, this modern comparison generates a hypothesis

about strategies of hermeneutic disaster management in ancient discourse.

Helice Revisited (IT): Signs and Meaning

627 \éyovoty, 8Tl TATY 1OV doePnobviov ovdeig BALog nepiénese T cuugopd (15.49.6)
28 In Sherman’s Loeb edition of Diodorus; the reference is to Aelian 11.19.
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The purpose of what I call hermeneutic disaster management is to restore
meaning, and this is precisely where the semiotic framework comes in. Here Blanchot’s
reading of cancer as disarticulating force is evocative: “wreck[ing] the possibility of
reducing everything to the equivalent of signs,” disaster disrupts the exchange and the
message. Hermeneutic disaster management thus operates by restoring the possibility of
reducing everything to signs. The semiotic model here is Jakobsonian, with its emphasis
on the communicative aspect of the sign.®* The communicative model explains the role
of agency in assigning meaning to disaster: if there is a sender of the sign, the sign can
function as a message. The warning signs mentioned by Pausanias and Aelian are a good
example of the cultural implementation of this semiotic model: the divinity
communicates in advance the pending disaster through signs. Applied to ancient
discourse, however, the focus on semiotics blends some of the artificial boundaries
between cultural history and literary analysis—the search for meaning in a world as
represented through text, and the search for meaning in the text itself. We have observed
the same connection between anthropological and textual means of divining disaster in
Herodotus. In Pausanias, as in Herodotus, the explicit remark that the god is wont to send
signs before disaster reflects a cultural belief about communication, with Poseidon as the
sender or encoder, and the Heliconians as the (failed) receivers or decoders. At the same
time, the literary representation of the Helice disaster by Pausanias and others oscillates,

as | have noted at length, between the radical invisibility of the sunken city—expressed

629 See Chapter One, Part IV.
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by kaAdmtm and forms of dpavilw/deavic—and the lingering visibility of its ruins. This
is expressed implicitly and is only uncovered through comparative literary analysis.

To illustrate this point, let us consider Pausanias’ typology of earthquakes once
more. The third, and most violent type of earthquake, is compared to the symptoms of a
feverish man, whose breathing is rapid and labored. This is the type that struck Helice,
and “it is this shock alone that leaves no signs (onueia) on the ground that it was ever
inhabited.”%° In contrast to the feverish man, for whom “the symptoms (émonuoivet) are
everywhere set upon his body,” the earthquake leaves behind no visible signs. Seen from
a semiotic perspective—akin to the Uncertainty Paradigm, according to which disaster
threatens or reflects a loss of meaning—this is a fascinating notion: on the one hand, this
disaster—measured by its impact—is characterized by the total absence of signs; on the
other hand, by signifying the most destructive type of earthquake, the absence of signs is
itself meaningful, and re-establishes meaning. Significantly, in the narratives about
Helice, we never witness the actual moment or experience of the loss of meaning.
Meaning is always already restored by the disaster narrative itself. Can we say that the
literary and narrative function of disaster discourse plays a role in hermeneutic disaster
management complementary to such cultural historical phenomena as detecting agency in
the environment? This may seem to push the limits of interpretation, but certainly the
suggestion that narrative itself is a form of coping with (the signs of) disaster is not

controversial at all. What [ am suggesting, then, is that disaster discourse—as analyzed

30 névm te M) Toranty kivnoig 00dE Tod oikisdiivai mote vrodeinel onueio év TH i (7.24.11)
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through the semiotic perspective—both offers insight into strategies of, and

simultaneously is part of, a hermeneutic management of disaster.

PART III

POSEIDON’S DISASTER AGENCY

Signs, Symbols, Myth

The meaning of Helice in ancient discourse is bound up with the agency of
Poseidon. Considering the disaster as a divinatory sign, the identity of the agent is
revealed through its effects. As Helice is covered over, Poseidon is revealed. If the Helice
discourse is informed by Poseidon’s perceived disaster agency, our understanding of the
meaning of Helice depends on the way Poseidon is imagined to operate. In turn,
Poseidon’s disaster agency as reflected in myth reveals some of the symbolic and
religious assumptions on which the cultural construction of Helice is based. The
transition from a “historical” disaster such as Helice to the “ahistorical” disasters of
mythology is more straightforward than it may appear at first sight. Already, the case-
study of Helice discourse has provided us with a first glimpse into the structural patterns
on which the cultural construction of disaster is based. The Moral Agency Paradigm has
given us the notion of a communicative or punitive deity, and a community at risk of
transgression and punishment. The semiotic perspective has provided us with a system of
signs through which the meaning of disaster is negotiated, both implicated within the text
(narrative level) and explicated through the text (cultural historical level). The way in
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which fext, broadly conceived as “any collection of signs which together form a coherent
whole,” produces meaning—in narrative and in the physical world—Iies at the heart of
the hermeneutic enterprise.®*! In hermeneutic disaster management, then, text is an
effective way to restore the possibility of reducing everything to signs.

Myth, as I use it here as well as in Chapter Four, can play the role of a traditional
and authoritative set of signs (“a symbolic narrative”) that makes sense of the world,
especially a world in which disaster, like a cancer, is continuously blurring message and
exchange through the anarchic proliferation of the sign.%*> Homer’s testimony, for
Thucydides, provided sure signs, texunpia. Referencing the work of Ernst Cassirer,
Gordon and Gordon remark that “Myth, in our context, brings meaning to this chaos of
signs, the sign continuum, by making it symbolic.”%* What does it mean to make signs
symbolic? In An Essay of Man, Cassirer distinguishes between signs (or signals) as
operators and symbols as designators. This distinction, for Cassirer, separates animals
from humans. Signs are part of the “physical world of being;” symbols of the uniquely
“human world of meaning.”%** The transition from sign to symbol, therefore, suggests the

transition from the physical world to the abstracted world of human consciousness. The

631 Martin and Ringham 2006: 199.

632 Martin and Ringham 2006: 130; Blanchot 1986: 86. For definitions of myth and the emphasis
on tradition, compare Burkert 1979: 23: “A traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to
something of collective importance” and Bremmer 1987: 7: “Traditional tales relevant to
society.”

93 Gordon and Gordon 2009: 33.

634 Cassirer 1944: 32. For a critical analysis of Cassirer’s distinction between signs and symbols,
see Schultz 2000: 64-8.
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chaos of signs, whether manifest through an utter lack, or an anarchic proliferation, of
signs, becomes itself a symbol on a narrative level. In the discourse on Helice, as we have
seen, the absence of signs has itself become significant—or, in Cassirer’s terminology,
symbolic. Cancer, as one of Blanchot’s manifestations of disaster, wrecks the possibility
of reducing everything to the equivalent of signs. Conversely, symbols, according to
Cassirer, cannot be reduced to mere signs. Thus, a state of disaster becomes meaningful
by reducing it to the equivalent of signs, which help connect events in the physical world
of being; myth, in turn, transposes the sign to the human world of meaning by rendering
it symbolic.

The difference in the semiotic terminology of “symbol” between Cassirer and
Peirce is worth elaborating on. For Peirce, as we have seen, the symbol is not
distinguished from a sign, but rather a type of sign (the other types being icon and index),
whose relationship to its referent is entirely arbitrary or conventional. Compared to the
icon and index, whose relationship to the referent is based on resemblance and causality,
respectively, the symbol is most removed from the referent (physical object in reality).
Peirce’s symbol thus shares this quality of separation from the physical world with
Cassirer’s symbol, which likewise is a designator in the human world of meaning. (The
separation between humans and animals that Cassirer envisioned seems to be maintained:
some animals may be able to decipher Peirce’s icon—e.g. a picture of an apple—but not
Peirce’s symbol, e.g. the word “apple.””) Where I diverge sharply from Cassirer’s theory
of symbols is in his description of the act of myth-making as one of emotional

excitement, which he considers continuous with religious thought in a sense reminiscent
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of Tylorian animism.®* We can, however, cautiously bracket these objections, since my
concern is less with zow mythical concepts and symbols are formed (and certainly not in
some universal anthropological or Cassirer’s Neo-Kantian way) as with what myths and
symbols reveal about certain cultural historical conceptions, in this case concerning
disaster. On this mythological plane, disaster is rendered meaningful through symbols.

The question is: which symbols?

“God of Brute Force”

The general assumption I work with, then, is that the symbolic language about
disaster informs disaster discourse such as we find it in the testimonies of Helice. While
Acelian, who places the signs preceding Helice explicitly in the mythological context of
Homeric epic, seems to be an obvious example validating this assumption, I have
something more implicit and subconscious in mind. The fact that the Helice disaster is
associated, from Heracleides to Seneca, with Poseidon is suggestive of a certain model of
Agency. Why this god in this case? The answer to this question can be answered, at least
superficially, by referring to the god’s field of action, or sphere of influence. Seneca, for
example, refers to the Homeric epithet “Earth-shaker” to confirm that the “power of the

sea for moving [the earth]” (maris movendi potentia) has been assigned to Poseidon.®®

635 See the critique in Kirk 1970: 261-8.

636 The extent to which Poseidon is Lord of the Water versus Husband of Earth (partly based on
the difficult proposition that da- in Mycenaean Poseidaon refers to Earth) is much debated. For
references, see Burkert 1985: 402 n. 2; for Poseidon Lord of Horses (interpreted as chthonic
animals) as an indication of the sea being a secondary characteristic, see references in Burkert
1985: 403 n. 37. Against this: e.g. Nilsson GGR 450.
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Indeed, Poseidon seems to be the deity of natural disaster par excellence, “a god who
sends destructive storms at sea, earthquakes, seaquakes, volcanic eruptions and other
natural disasters (Naturkatastrofen).”®’ We can compare two similar statements on

Poseidon’s field of action by Walter Burkert and Jan Bremmer:

Poseidon remains an embodiment of elemental force; sea storm and earthquake
are the most violent forms of energy directly encountered by man, while the horse
was the strongest energy which man could then control. One can grapple with
such power and one must always take account of it, but clarity and illumination
does not proceed from it — this must come from Athena or Apollo; and the only
thing entirely irresistible is the heavenly thunderbolt.%*®

P[oseidon]'s connection with the nervous energy of the horse, the unpredictable
strength of sea and earth and the brute force of ecstatic warriors demonstrate that
he was associated with the terrifying powers of man and nature. At the same time,
in situating P[oseidon]'s shrines outside the polis, the Greeks communicated a
value judgment about the acceptability of brute force in human society, a
judgment reinforced by the juxtaposition of P[oseidon] and Athena or Apollo in
Greek mythology: the god of brute force and chaos is always subordinate to the
gods of intelligence and order.%’
Both scholars point out the limitations of Poseidon’s elemental force in ancient Greek
religion: he is subordinate, on the one hand, to gods such as Athena and Apollo, who
establish order and bring enlightenment, and, on the other, to the most powerful
expression of violence, namely that of Zeus’ thunderbolt.

To fully understand the role of Poseidon in the Greek experience of the Helice

disaster, we cannot rely on Poseidon’s supposed sphere of influence alone. One of the

97 Simon 1969: 69.
938 Burkert 1985: 139.
939 Bremmer NP “Poseidon.”
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structuralist principles as formulated by Dumezil suggests that the polytheistic system of
the Greeks can only be understood when the gods are analyzed in relation to one another.
Poseidon and Zeus the Suppliant are both linked to the destruction of Helice in
Pausanias’ account. The god Dionysus, who in Euripides’ Bacchae supervises the
earthquake that shakes the foundations of Pentheus’ palace, invokes “Lady Earthquake”
("Evvoot motvia, 585).%4° The epithet helixOwv (“Earth-shaker”) is applied to Poseidon
(Pi. P. 6.50) and Dionysus (S. 4nt. 153). According to the scholiast, Dionysus is so called
because the frenzied dance movements of his Bacchantes shake the earth. The power to
shake the earth, it seems, is not limited to Poseidon. Still, other epithets attest to
Poseidon’s ability to move the earth, including ‘Evociyfwv and ‘Evvociyatog (both
“Earth-Shaker”) and the cult title “Securer” (Ac@dlielog). Pausanias (3.11.9) reports that
Poseidon the Securer had a sanctuary in Sparta together with Athena of the Marketplace.
Furthermore, Poseidon’s epithet “Earth-mover” or “Earth-holder” (I'amoyog, I'oudoyog)
is also applied to Zeus and Artemis.®*! In the latter case, Artemis “Earth-mover” is called
upon to ward off the plague of Thebes alongside Athena and Apollo (Soph. OT 160). The
polytheistic system of the Greeks suggests that a variety of divinities can be involved in
causing, and warding off, disaster; the relations among them reveal a dynamic, rather

than a static, picture of disaster agency.

640 Dodds 1960: 150 translates “Sovereign Spirit of Earthquake.” Woodruff 1998: 24 has “Queen
of Commotion.”

641 The meaning of this epithet is uncertain because of the latter part of the compound: an
inscription from Sparta (/G V 1.213) has gaiawochos, which would suggest the epithet does not
belong to echein (“hold”), but to the root *uegh- “to move, carry.” Chantraine has postulated “to
shake.” See Burkert 1985: 402 n. 21.
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Poseidon’s Mode of Action

Besides what Marcel Detienne calls the already-structural (e.g. multiple gods
sharing a sanctuary or epithet), “the surest validation for an analysis of the relations
between gods or the definition of the field of action peculiar to a divine power would
stem from some native statement, particularly one of a theological nature: a statement by
[someone] ... who, down the ages, transmitted not only the most conscious belief but
also, along with those, all that was abandoned to the historical subconscious of the
language and the civilization that the language conveyed.”%*? On the one hand, an
explicit native statement such as that of Seneca transmits the “conscious belief” that
earthquakes fall under Poseidon’s province. On the other hand, the language of
invisibility that dominates Helice discourse (Heracleides: kaAvmtw; Diodorus:
apaviouods; Pausanias: apavnig; Aelian: agovilm) reveals the “historical subconscious of
the language™ transmitting the manner in which Poseidon intervenes. This leads to
another one of Dumezil’s structuralist principles, namely that “the thing to discover is not
where a god intervenes, but sow he does.”®** The god’s field of action is thus
distinguished from the god’s mode of action.

We can apply these principles to Diodorus, who offers more elaborate “clear
proofs” (éupaveig dmodeitelg) that it was Poseidon who destroyed Helice (15.49.4-5).

Diodorus presents four such proofs: earthquakes and floods fall under Poseidon

642 Detienne 2008: 61. Emphasis is mine.
643 Detienne 2008: 61. Emphasis in the original.
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“authority” (é€ovoiav, cf. potentia); ancient belief has it that the Peloponnese was
Poseidon’s “dwelling-place” (oikntpilov); the country is considered “sacred” (iepdav) to
Poseidon, and he is honored above all by all its cities; and, finally, there are great caverns
and bodies of water under the Peloponnese, including two underground rivers, one of
which plunges in the ground and, in former times, completely “disappeared” (eavileto),
while the second one plunges into a “chasm” (yaopa) from where it flows “hidden under
the earth” (kexpoppévog kotd yig). This seems to be a mixture of theological,
geographical, and environmental proofs. First, that earthquakes fall under Poseidon’s
authority is a theological assumption, one that is transmitted by, for example, as old and
theological a tradition as Homer. Second and third, the geographical location of the
disaster (Helice, on the Peloponnese) is suggestive of Poseidon as well, since this space is
both home to him (oikntiprov) and considered sacred to him by the inhabitants. Both
these proofs are transmitted as conscious beliefs.

The fourth proof is, at first sight, somewhat strange: the underground rivers bear
no direct relationship to the events at Helice at all. While Poseidon is no river god, the
subterranean rivers that can inexplicably emerge as springs are likely associated with his
control over the earth.%** A chorus in Aeschylus praises the water of the Theban river
Dirke, which “Earth-holder Poseidon” and the children of Tethys send forth (A. Sepz.

304).°% T would suggest that Poseidon’s agency over the earth becomes manifest,

%44 See also Bremmer NP “Poseidon.”

645 Cf. Pind. O. 6.58. The epithet Epilimnios (Poseidon of the Lake) may be connected to this
aspect of the deity as well (SEG 28.690; 32.1273; Hesychius s.v.). Burkert 1985: 139 points to the
Aeschylus passage to suggest that “all springs are said to be sent by Poseidon,” but that seems an
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specifically, in his ability to make things disappear, and possibly re-appear, by covering
over things that should be visible and exposing things that should be invisible. The
presence of rivers “hidden under the earth” (kekpvppévog kata yiic), and their marvelous
re-appearance to the surface, exemplifies Poseidon’s control over the earth to cover up or
expose things (possibly with larger, eschatological implications, given the reputation of
underground rivers such as the Styx). This environmental proof, then, turns out to be the
most precise: this is exactly what happened at Helice, as the parallel language of
disappearance (deavilw, kpomtm) testifies, subconsciously or otherwise. The third proof
stands out because it tells us #ow Poseidon intervenes.

Supporting evidence of this interpretation of Poseidon’s mode of action in
afflicting disaster is found in Pausanias. As we have seen, here, too, Helice is wiped off
the map by a divinely sent earthquake followed by a tidal wave. But Pausanias compares
the disaster to the utter disappearance of a Lydian city on Mt. Sipylus, which “vanished
into a chasm” (é¢ ydopa apavicOfvar, Paus. 7.24.13). Pausanias tells us that the
mountain split, water welled up, and the chasm became a lake called Salo€. The resulting
absence of traces is similar to Helice (dpavicOijvar, cf. dpavég). In fact, Pausanias points
explicitly to the environmental change that hides the visible ruins from view: “the ruins
of the town were visible (dfjka) in the lake, until the water of the torrent hid them from
view (amékpoyeyv, 7.24.13).”%46 What this passage demonstrates, then, is the power of

Poseidon-induced disaster to completely cover up, hide from view, and render invisible

exaggeration to me. There is, however, a clear connection between Poseidon Hippios (of the
Horse) and fresh-water springs

646 gpgima mOLeme SHha v &v Tfj Aipvn, mpiv §j 10 Déwp dmékpuyev avtd Tod Yedppov.
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both those it seeks to punish and the very signs or traces of it. In the following sections, I
demonstrate how Poseidon’s mode of action regarding disaster first takes shape on the

symbolic level of the Homeric epics and other sources of Greek mythology.

Breaking Open the Earth

The first representation of an earthquake in Greek literature—and, I would argue,
of disaster more generally besides the Aoidg of Book 1—occurs in Book 20 of the Iliad.
An epic scene of divine strife (the word &€pic bookends the passage) pitches gods against
gods before the walls of Troy, with earth and sky both in turmoil (/. 20.55-66):

So the blessed gods stirring on both drove them

Together, and broke out among themselves the weight of their strife (pida.).
Terribly thundered he father of gods and men

From high above, while Poseidon from deep under (vépOe) shuddered (étiva&e)
the boundless earth and the sheer heads of the mountains.

And all the feet of Ida with her many waters were shaken (é¢ocgiovto)

And all her crests, and the city of Troy, and the ships of the Achaeans.
Aidoneus, lord of the dead below, was in terror

And sprang from his throne and screamed aloud, for fear that above him
Earth-Shaker (évooiyfwv) Poseidon might break the earth open (dvappnéete)
And the houses (of the dead) be exposed (pavein) to mortals and immortals
Ghastly and moldering, so the very gods shudder before them;

Such was the crash that arose as the gods clashed together in strife (£p1dt).%4

The scene portrays the three dominant cosmic powers—the brothers Zeus, Poseidon and

Hades—in their respective fields of action, engaged in their respective modes of action.

847 °Q¢ Tovg dupotépoug pakapeg 0ol dtpdvovteg / cOuPodov, &v &’ avtoic Epda priyvuvto
Bapeiav: / devov 6 Ppovnoe motnp avopdv t€ Bedv e / Vydbev- avtdap vépOe TToceddmy
gtivae / yailav amelpeoiny opéwv T° aimeva kdpnva. / Tovieg 6’ £66€iovto TOOEC TOAVTIO0KOG
"Ion¢ / xal kopvai, Tpomv te TOAG Kal vijeg Axyoaudv. / Ede1oev 8° VEvepBey avas Evépmv
Aidwveig, / deicag & éx Opdvov arto ki Touxe, pr ol drepde / yoiav avappitete ITocetddwmv
évooiybwv, / oikia 6¢ Ovnroict kol dBovaTolct pavein / GUEPSUAE’ EDPDEVTA, TG, TE GTLYEOVGL
Ocoi mep- / 166606 dpa kKTOMOC MPTO OEdY EPLdL EVVIOVIMV.
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Zeus thunders from on high, while Poseidon shakes from down below (£tivaée,
€oceiovto). Poseidon’s power to shake things is all-encompassing: significantly, from
bottom to top (not from top to bottom, e.g. “the feet of Ida ... and all her crests”) and
from earth to sea (e.g. “the city of Troy, and the ships of the Achaeans”). In the realm
below, Hades fears that Poseidon “might break open” (dvappnri&eie) the earth and the
Underworld “might be exposed” (pavein). Exposing the houses of the dead to the light of
day, for immortals and mortals to see, is a prospect of unspeakable horror: the next line
contains a formula typically associated with Tartaros, the dark pit or “great chasm”
(xdopo péyo) underneath Hades. %48

Poseidon has personal and structural connections to Tartaros. It is a place that
should remain hidden away in darkness, or Erebos (cf. Ap. Bibl. 1.1-3).°* Indeed, a late
Roman source suggests that the type of earthquake (chasmatia, gaping) that swallowed
up Helice sinks its victims down “into the deep abysses of Erebos, hidden in eternal
darkness.”%° It does not only represent death, but also the containment of chaos in the
service of cosmic order. Hesiod refers to the place as a tépac, which indicates its
monstrous ability to signify something that ought to be concealed. Tartaros is the place
that imprisons the Titans, who pose a challenge to the cosmological regime established

by the Olympian gods. In fact, the gates that guard the entrance to Tartaros are built by

8 5uepSolé’ evpmevTa, Td e TVYEost Oeol ep (11, 20.65); dpyodé’ edpmevTa, TG TE GTVYEOVGL
Oeoi mep (Hes. Th. 739, 810).

649 In Orphic cosmogony, the four primordial elements are Chaos, Night, Erebos, and Tartaros
(Ar. Av. 685fY).

30 ad Erebi profundos hiatus abactae, aeternis tenebris occultantur (Am. Marc. 17.13).
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Poseidon, so the Titans can be “hidden” (kexkpveatai, 7h. 730). What is more, the gates
are guarded by the Hundred-Handers, one of whom is Poseidon’s son-in-law. Poseidon’s
hypothetical ability to expose Tartaros to mortals and immortals thus threatens to
overturn the established order. Variations of the epic formula “shining upon mortals and
immortals” are typically reserved for the sun (e.g. afavdrtoict pagivot /

kai Ovnroiot Bpotoiowy, Od. 3.2-3, cf. Ovnroioct kai dBavdartoict pavein, 11, 20.64, the line
ending is similar, with active and passive optatives of @aivw, respectively). In fact, a
similar threat of exposing the houses of the dead is uttered by Helios himself in the
Odyssey. The context is the cattle of the sun-god, which Odysseus’ companions have
foolishly slaughtered. Helios tells Zeus: “Unless they pay me fitting recompense for my
cattle, I will go down to Hades and shine among the dead” (Od. 12.382-3). Zeus responds
that Helios should “keep shining upon mortals and immortals” (d0avatoist asive / kai
Bvnroiot Bpotoiowv, Od. 12.385-6). As compensation for his lost cattle, Zeus promises to
strike Odysseus’ ship with lightning and shatter it to pieces. Helios’ threat is based on his
control over (the movement of) the sun. Hades’ fear in //iad 20, by contrast, is based on
Poseidon’s control over (the breaking open of) the earth. In either case, we are dealing

with disasters in the sun.

Leveling the Achaean Wall

The power of Poseidon to break things open is attested in one other context in the
lliad, which sheds further light on his ability to inflict disaster by covering up and
rendering unseen. The same verb avappiyvou (“break up/open,” 1. 20.63), quite rare in
Archaic poetry, is used in a passage describing Poseidon’s desire to destroy the Achaean
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wall.®! The Achaeans, anxious to protect their ships beached on the shores of Troy, have
fortified their camp with ramparts, ditches, and walls (//. 7.436-41). The gods take notice,
and at an Olympic council Poseidon complains to Zeus that no appropriate hecatombs
have been given. What is more, the fame of the great Achaean wall threatens to eclipse
that of the Trojan walls, which had been built by the hands of Poseidon and Apollo.
While the latter argument seems more personal to Poseidon and explains his particular
interest in the matter, both the failed sacrifices and the rivalry with the Trojan wall are
ultimately threats to divine k/eos. In his reply, Zeus addresses this concern explicitly,
reassuring Poseidon that “your fame (kA€og) will last as long as the light of dawn is
scattered” (/1. 7.458, cf. line 451). Poseidon’s kleos is tied to the fate of the Achaean and
Trojan walls. Zeus realizes this and tells Poseidon (//. 7.459-63):

Come now, after once more the flowing-haired Achaeans

are gone back with their ships to the beloved land of their fathers,

break up (avappnéag) their wall and scatter (katayedan) it into the salt sea

and again cover (koAvyar) the great beach with sand;

so let the great wall of the Achaeans go down to destruction (GpaAiddvvntar).
The mode of destruction employed by Poseidon (or at least so proposed by Zeus) is not
only to break up and to scatter, but also to “cover” (kaAvyo1)—the same verb Heracleides

would use for Helice. Poseidon’s concern with the utter removal of any visible sign of the

wall is motivated by the threat to his kleos. Breaking up the Achaean wall, scattering it

851 gvappryvopt occurs three times in the liad, and not in the Odyssey, Hesiod, or the lyric poets
before Pindar. Twice the verb describes an action by Poseidon (7.461, 20.63); the objects of the
verb are the Achaean wall and the earth, respectively. The other occurrence in the //iad is of two
lions “renting apart” the carcass of a bull, in the description of the shield of Achilles (//. 18.561).
The verb’s association with outbursts of natural violence resurfaces in Aristotle, who uses the
passive form to describe floods and volcanoes (Mete. 368a26; Mir. 846a9, respectively).
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into the sea, and finally covering the beach with sand ensures the total effacing of the
wall’s traces. The verb apoddvvntot, which the scholiast in fact glosses as apavilntot
(“disappear”), underscores this effect: literally, dpoiddve means to soften or smoothen;
in the case of the wall, it is a disappearing by smoothening or leveling.

In this sense, apuoldbvm has a semiotic meaning that suggests effacing, wiping
clean, removing identifying markers. Besides the context of the leveling of the Achaean
wall, this use is demonstrated in the one other Archaic attestation of the verb, an
illuminating passage in the Hymn to Demeter. Distraught and angry, Demeter has
removed herself from the company of the gods. She travels the human world in disguise,
“effacing (dpaiddvovca) her looks for a long time, so that nobody among men or broad-
girdled women would recognize (yiyvwoke) her upon sight” (HH 2.94-5). The goddess
erases the visual markers that would give away her divine aspect, for the purpose of not
being recognized. She is, quite literally, undercover. The semiotic sense of ApoAdOV® is
also exemplified by a passage in Apollonius. It tells how hunters rise early to avoid the
light of dawn, “lest it efface (dpodldOvn) the quarry’s fresh track and scent, drying it up
(éviokipyaca) with its white beams” (A.R. 4.112-3). Here, the power of the sun erases,
rather than reveals, visual and olfactory signs.®>? The effacing of such signs—whether the
Achaean wall, Demeter’s looks, or the quarry’s tracks—renders their surface a blank

slate, devoid of points of orientation and hence beyond recognition, a disastered state. In

652 The hunters in the Argonautica rely on the cover of darkness to counter the parching power of
the sun to erase signs. Similarly, in //iad 23, Apollo uses a dark cloud and “covers” (kdAvye) the
body of Hector to prevent the sun from “drying up” (cxnAer’) his flesh (//. 23.189-91). The sun
has the paradoxical quality to hide things, through scorching, that should be exposed (tracks;

corpse).
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the case of the erasing of the Achaean wall, this is achieved through two elements
exemplary in their disorienting uniformity: water and sand, the sea and the beach (or,
possibly in a different context, the sandy desert).®>* In this way, Poseidon inflicts disaster
by smoothening out and covering up the visual signs that threaten his kleos.

This interpretation is strengthened by the opening of //iad 12, when the epic poet
returns to the ordained fate of the Achaean wall in more detail.®>* The poet announces
that in the tenth year, when Troy has been sacked and the Achaeans have returned home,
“then at last Poseidon and Apollo took counsel to level (dpoiddvor) the wall, letting
loose the strength of the rivers” (/I. 12.17). Three gods are involved in the destruction of
the wall: Apollo, Zeus, and Poseidon (//. 12.24-32):

Phoebus Apollo turned the mouths of these waters together

and nine days long threw the flood against the wall, and Zeus rained

incessantly, to break the wall faster and wash it seaward.

And the Earth-Shaker (évvooiyaiog) himself holding in his hands the trident

guided them (fjy€it'), and hurled into the waves all the foundations (Ospeilio)

of logs and stones, which the toiling Achaeans had put in place,

and made all smooth (Aeia) again near the hard-running Hellespont

and once again covered (kaAvwye) the great beach with sand

after leveling (dpoaidvvac) the wall.

Apollo manipulates the landscape by redirecting the rivers, Zeus rains down heavily from

above, and Poseidon, who is portrayed as the leader of the effort, attacks the very

foundations (Bepeiha) of the wall. This is consistent with his titles Earth-Shaker

653 Herodotus gives an account of a sandstorm (known today as simoom, “poison wind”) in the
Egyptian desert, which “buried” (koatoydoar) the army of Cambyses and made it “disappear”
(dpavicOfjvar) under the sand (Hdt. 3.26). Cf. Hdt. 4.173.

654 “The present passage reads like a naive device to explain why no Achaean wall, or its ruins,
stood in the poet’s days. This is the view taken by bT here and at 7.445, cf. Aristotle fr. 162
Rose” (= Strabo 13.1.36). Kirk 317. On the wall, see also Scodel 1982: 33-50.
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(évvooiyaioc), Securer (AcpdAeioc), and Upholder of Foundations (Bgpeiiovyog, SEG
30.93, Inscr. Del. 290.116), and his tendency to destroy, as we have seen, from the
bottom up. (This is the essence of overturning, or katactpo@n.) Significantly, Homer
explicitly mentions that Poseidon made the land all “smooth” (A&ia) again, before
concluding with a close variant on the lines in Book 7 (462-63) that includes covering
with sand and leveling. In the joint effort to destroy the Achaean wall, Poseidon’s mode
of action involves breaking up and overturning foundations—not, as in the cosmic
earthquake of /liad 20, to expose things, but now to cover up that which threatens his

kleos.

Covering with Mountains (I): Phaeacia

Poseidon’s mode of action in inflicting disaster is, in part, defined by the
antitheses of covering up/exposing, which, as I have argued, mark his disasters as
semiotic events. Poseidon, moreover, is a master of enclosing and trapping. He shuts up
the Titans in Tartarus, and he traps Odysseus at sea. Poseidon makes things disappear by
covering them up after he has trapped them. Building walls, as the ones that enclose the
Titans in Tartaros, is an obvious example of Poseidon’s ability to trap things. Another
example is his ability to root and uproot things, as a close parallel to the scene of the
Achaean Wall in Iliad 7 reveals.®> The ability to root/uproot is already intimated by

Poseidon’s strategy of undermining the foundations (Ospeiha) of the Achaean wall. On

655 Kirk 288-9 already notes that the two Homeric scenes are close parallels. On the role of both
scenes as “negative aition,” see de Jong 2001: 321.
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the flipside, of course, it was Poseidon who laid the foundations of the Trojan wall as
well as the gates and walls encircling Tartaros, concealing the Titans. The parallel scene
occurs in the Odyssey, a poem that centers on the antagonistic relationship between
Poseidon and Odysseus. In this context Poseidon complains to Zeus about threats to his
kleos. If in Iliad 7 it was the Achaean Wall that posed the threat, in Odyssey 13 the early
homecoming of Odysseus is cause for complaint. Poseidon tells Zeus that the
Phaeacians—who, like Polyphemus, are Poseidon’s progeny—have dishonored him by
granting Odysseus passage on their ship and showering him with lavish gifts. (Odysseus’
attempt at passage, or poros, constitutes his trying to navigate his way out of being a
disastered individual.) Poseidon suggests the following punishment (Od. 13.149-52):

Now I wish to wreck (paicat) the beautiful ship of the Phaeacians

as it returns from its journey on the misty sea,

in order that they may stop and desist from conveying

people, and I would cover (qpeucorivyar) their city with a great mountain.
Poseidon’s mode of action once again consists in inflicting disaster by covering
something over (-kaAOyor) on all sides (dpot-), specifically by hiding it under rock and
earth (a mountain), just as the coffin envelopes the dead man’s bones or the dark mist of
death shrouds the dying warrior (e.g. 1. 23.91, 16.350).%

In addition, Poseidon wishes to wreck the ship, as he so often does. Shipwreck is

a way of trapping people at sea, cast adrift on a raft or stranded on an island. Odysseus, of

63 The verb poicat (< poim), typical for Poseidon’s ability to wreck ships (cf. Od. 5.221, 6.326,
23.235), is of particular interest: the etymology of the word (this is a conjecture by Frisk, see
Chantraine 966) is thought to be a cross between prjyvout (“break”) and waio (“strike”)—
avappryvou, as we have seen, is associated with Poseidon both in /liad 20 (cosmic earthquake)
and /liad 7 (Achaean wall).
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course, is shipwrecked, and so is Locrian Ajax, the only hero besides Agamemnon to die
on his homecoming from Troy. Poseidon drove him against the rocks of Gyrai (identified
as modern Gyaros, a tiny island in the Cyclades).®>’ Ajax survived, but boasted that he
had escaped the waves in spite of the gods. Poseidon heard him, and with his trident split
a piece off Gyrai; this “splinter” or “piece” (tpv@oc) crashed into the water, dragging
Ajax with it (4.500-9). It is this piece of rock that kills Ajax, as it “carried him down into
the sea (m6vtov), endless and tossing” (Od. 4.510).9°% Unlike OdAocco or méhayog, the
term movtog designates the unknown open sea, “where the shores are lost to view and
where all that can be seen are the sky and the water which, during starless nights or in
misty storms become indistinguishable, forming a single, dark, indistinct mass where
there is no point of reference to help one find one’s way.”%° Thus, Poseidon breaks off a
rock that conceals its victim under the ever-tossing waves of the deep sea, erasing all sign

of him. Ajax has been disastered.

Covering with Mountains (IT): Polybotes
Parallels to this mode of action include Poseidon’s treatment of the giant
Polybotes and his treatment of some his sons. Diodorus tells the latter story: Poseidon’s

sons by the nymph Halia (later Leucothea) refuse Aphrodite passage to Rhodes, and the

57 Cf. Lycophron’s Cassandra 387-407: Ajax’s death is retribution for his violation of the
prophetess Cassandra. Hornblower 2015 ad loc.

038 1ov 8 £pdpet kot TovTov dmeipova kopaivovta. Significantly, the epithet dneipav is
similarly applied to woévtog in Theogony 678, a key disaster passage during the Titanomachy
(with many parallels to the divine strife in //iad 20) that is discussed in the next chapter.

99 Detienne and Vernant 1991:; 152.
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goddess punishes them with madness. They rape their mother Halia and abuse the locals,
and so Poseidon “buried them under the earth” (kpOyou kata yijg, D.S. 5.55.7) for their
wicked deeds. As we have seen, Diodorus uses a similar phrase for his fourth proof of
Poseidon’s agency at Helice, in the context of the underground rivers “buried under the
earth” (kexpoppévog xata yig). The case of Polybotes is more specific. During the
Gigantomachy, “Polybotes, as he was chased through the sea by Poseidon, came to Cos;
and Poseidon, breaking off (dmoppn&ac) that piece of the island which is called Nisyros,
threw it on him” (Apollod. 1.6.2). In the same battle Athena throws the island of Sicily on
the giant Enceladus, but Poseidon is the only one who does so by breaking it off. Strabo
tells the same myth about Poseidon and Polybotes, specifically as aition for the island
Nisyros. He uses the same uncommon noun tpd@og that Homer used to designate the
broken-off piece of Gyrai that doomed Ajax. Strabo writes: “Having broken off
(amoBpavcag) a piece (tpueog) of Cos with his trident, he threw it upon him, and the
missile became the island Nisyros, holding down the giant lying beneath it” (10.5.16).
Although none of the ancient sources make this connection, Nisyros is a volcanic island,
suggesting another instance of the volcano-as-buried-monster motif. Buried under Mt.
Etna on Sicily lies the monster Typhoeus, according to Pindar and Aeschylus, or,
according to Callimachus, the giant Enceladus, Athena’s victim whom we have already
met in our discussion of Euripides’ Heracles in Chapter Two. %

The visual record of the Polybotes myth underscores Poseidon’s mastery over the

earth. In addition to Poseidon’s wielding of Nisyros on the Parthenon frieze, two Attic

660 Call. Fr. 117 (382) and Scholiast on Pindar O. 4.11.
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red-figure vases from the Late Archaic and Early Classical periods show Poseidon
wielding an enormous rock looming over the giant as he is about to fall down (LIMC s.v.
Poseidon 177-8, cf. 180).%°! In both cases, the artist has depicted several small animals on
the rock, including a scorpion, octopus, snake and deer; and an octopus, scorpion, and
hedgehog. By depicting the animals, the artist makes clear that the rock is in fact an entire
island, complete with indigenous fauna. But the presence of the animals serves another
function that has to do with Poseidon’s ability to uncover things. The animals depicted on
these vases are experts at deception and hiding, whether through cunning (octopus,
hedgehog, scorpion), chthonic connections (snake, scorpion), or swiftness of foot (deer).
An ancient proverb, for example, warned against the scorpion lurking under every stone
(e.g. Praxilla 750; Soph. Fr. 37; Ar. Thesm. 529); a drinking-song offers a particular
interpretation: “Under every stone, my friend, a scorpion lurks. Take care that it does not
strike you: all manner of trickery (86A0¢g) accompanies what is unseen (t@® d@avel)”
(PMG 903). The rock hurled by Poseidon certainly represents brute force, but the
creatures depicted on it also suggest that the breaking off, or unearthing, of the stone
reveals things that are usually unseen. Poseidon has not just broken off any rock, he has
overturned something at its very foundations, bringing to light animals that excel at
hiding but no longer remain hidden. Hurling Nisyros thus shows Poseidon’s mastery over
the roots of the earth. A late fifth-century red-figure depiction of Poseidon’s battle with

Polybotes (LIMC s.v. Poseidon 179), in fact, leaves out Nisyros but adds Gaia, whose

661202916 (Vienna) Beazley no. 202472, 202916; 202427 (Vatican); two black-figure vases
depict the rock without animals or plants (LIMC s.v. Poseidon 174-5).
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presence not only signals her maternal relation to Polybotes, but also underscores

Poseidon’s role as Earthshaker and Earthholder.

Rooting the Phaeacian Ship

Regardless of Poseidon’s ability to cover the Phaeacian city under a mountain,
Zeus allows neither that nor the wrecking of the ship. Instead, Zeus suggests “to turn [the
ship] into a rock (Beivar AiBov) that resembles a fast ship, nearby the shore, so that all
may marvel (fvo. Oavpalwotv) at her” (Od. 13.156-7).%2 On the one hand, the petrified
ship offers a semiotic marker within the physical landscape, not only for the Phaeacians
(in the text), but quite likely for audiences of the epic performance as well (outside the
text), with strong aetiological implications.®®* On the other hand, transforming the ship to
stone is suggestive of the manner in which Poseidon is imagined to operate. (And
possibly Zeus, who transformed the tépag of the snake devouring fledglings into a stone
monument at Aulis.) When the Phaeacian ship returns, Poseidon lies in wait like a hunter,
ready to act upon Zeus’ suggestion (Od. 13.162-4):

Earth-Shaker came near her [the ship], and he

turned her into stone (Adav £€0nke) and rooted her below (éppilmwoev Evepbev)
driving with the flat of his hand. Then he went away.

662 Whether or not Zeus denies the request to hide the city under the mountain has been much
debated since Antiquity, but it does not affect my reading of the passage. All manuscripts and
Aristarchus have péya in /1. 13.158; several modern editions, however, follow Aristophanes’
emendation, ur). The issue is discussed in Friedrich 1989: 395-9.

663 Roman sources (Pliny HN 4.12.53; Pomponius Mela 110-111) mention the identification of a
rock rising from the sea outside the harbor of Corcyra (modern Corfu) as Odysseus’ ship, but the
tradition is undoubtedly older (Heubeck 174; cf. Thuc. 1.25). On the petrified ship as folktale
motif, see Hansen 1997: 455-6 (in Morris, Powell New Companion to Homer)

390



What is Poseidon doing here? He does not smite the ship, nor does he end up covering
the city of the Phaeacians under a mountain. Turning the ship into stone, he firmly “roots
the ship from below” (éppilwoev &vepbev) with his hand. Here Poseidon’s ability to
create roots and foundations is on display. The epithet p1lobyog (“upholding the roots™) is
attested for Poseidon in Callimachus (F7. 285). Oppian, at the close of Book 5 of the
Halieutica, offers a prayer that connects pilodyoc directly with foundations: “May
Poseidon Asphalios support and guard the unshaken (dotveélikta) foundations below
(Bepeima vépOe), which hold the roots (pilodya) of the earth” (678-80).

The Phaeacian ship becomes rooted, thus effectively becoming an island. This
invites comparison to Delos, the wandering island that became rooted (again). In
Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos, the god Poseidon is invoked as the one who “from below
lifted [the islands] all from the foundations and rolled them into the sea” (Call. Del. 32-
3). Callimachus alludes specifically to Poseidon’s action in Odyssey 13 in the next line:
“Down the depth of the sea he rooted them from below (mpvuvodev ppilmoe), so that
they might forget the mainland” (Call. Del. 34-5).%%* The implications of the comparison
with Delos will be discussed further in the next chapter; suffice it to say for now that
turning the Phaeacian ship to stone does not only testify to the aetiological imagination of
the Aegean landscape, but also to Poseidon’s mastery over foundations and roots.

Fixing something in place, rooted to the foundations of the depth, is expressed by
the verb p1low. While Poseidon’s action of immobilizing the ship by rooting it to the spot

like an island may seem rather benign, this is decidedly an act of subjugation. When the

664 Stephens 2015: 186.
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Phaeacians see what has happened to their ship, they ask: “Oh my, who has bound
(énédna') our swift ship on the sea as she was sailing home?”” (Od. 13.168-9). The ship
has been immobilized as if bound by fetters, a disastered state in which Heracles found
himself, too, upon waking. The implications of binding (the verb is meddw, < wédm,
“fetter””) for ideas of sovereignty in Greek thought are well-established.®®> The ultimate
weapon, Zeus’ thunderbolt, roots its victims to the spot and binds them; Poseidon’s
trident functions as the thunderbolt’s double. We are reminded once again of Poseidon’s
role in fixing the walls and gates that keep the Titans fettered in Tartaros after being
immobilized by the thunderbolt and the Hundred-Handers. Specifically, Hesiod says
“there is no exit for them, for Poseidon has put in place doors (00pag o' Enébnke) of
bronze, and a wall that extends all along on both sides” (7h. 732-3). Doors and walls are
a means of covering over and concealing. At the same time, those who are behind shut
doors are immobilized. In the Hymn to Aphrodite, the story is told that Eos locked her
lover Tithonos in the bedroom and “put in place doors” (60pag o' énébnke, HH. 5.236) to
keep him there, since he could neither move his limbs nor sit upright. Overcome by old
age but deathless, Tithonos is “without any vigor” (006¢ Tt Kikvg, HH. 5.237), just as the
shade of Agamemnon, rising from the Underworld to meet Odysseus, is “without any
vigor” (006¢ Tt Kikvg, Od. 11.393). Being immobilized, while not quite the same as being
dead, is a state of not being fully alive; rather, it is, as Blanchot would have it, differed

death: disaster.

65 Detienne and Vernant 1991: 55-106.
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Taming and Binding Alcathoos

For immortal gods that cannot be killed, being bound is the worst fate. Ares, for
example, experienced this at the hands of Otos and Ephialtes, whose “harsh bond tamed
him” (yaAemog 8¢ € deonog édauva, 1. 5.391). There is indeed a close semantic
connection between binding and taming, since bonds are an important means of taming or
subduing (dapvam, dapdlm, oduvnur), including of wild animals such as the horse, an
animal that has a special connection to Poseidon.®® In his treatise on horsemanship,
Xenophon describes a method of breaking in horses through a figure-of-eight maneuver
known as méon), “fetter” or, in equestrian terms, “ring” (X. Eq. 3.5, 7.13). Poseidon is
typically said to “tame” ships through storms and gales, as the formulaic line ending
[Mocewamv edauacoey testifies (e.g. Od. 11.399, 24.109). In a passage from the /liad,
Poseidon tames not a ship but a warrior, and he does so by magically rooting him to the
spot, or binding him. The Greek hero Idomeneus battles with Alcathoos when Poseidon
comes to Idomeneus’ aid (/1. 13.434-8):

But now, at the hands of Idomeneus, Poseidon subdued him (¢6dpacce), and,

having bewitched (6¢A&ag) his flashing eyes, he bound (néonoe) his shining limbs

So that he could neither retreat nor evade,

But like a stele (6AL' (g Te oTNANV) or a tree with towering leaves

He stood there, motionless (dtpépog €otaota).
In this passage, we see the close association of the semantics of binding and taming, and

Poseidon’s active role in it. Unlike the Phaeacian ship, which literally turns to a

motionless rock, the hero Alcathoos is a stele or tree only by comparison. The sturdy

%% On the close semantic relationship between taming and binding see Detienne and Vernant
1991: 76ff. On Poseidon Hippios, see Detienne and Vernant 1991: 187-219.
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materials—stone and wood—underscore the notion that Alcathoos, like the ship, has
been immobilized. The effects of binding are real enough. The verb 0éAEac (< BEAy®)
suggests a magical and transitory intervention: this is how Hermes puts people to sleep,
how Circe transforms men into animals, and how the Sirens’ song bewitches its victims
(Od. 5.47,10.291, 12.40). Alcathoos is magically rooted to the spot, just as the tree to
which he is likened extends its roots deep into the earth. The comparison to otiAn is
especially noteworthy, because the word can mean a block or stone used to buttress a
wall (11.12.259), or a monument, in particular a gravestone. The first meaning, certainly
when juxtaposed to the tree, would suggest a position of being fixed in the ground for
support; it emphasizes Poseidon’s mastery over foundations. The second meaning
conveys the sense of semiotic marker, in particular one that communicates death (cf.
sema).®®’” (In five out of seven Homeric instances, otijAn is mentioned alongside topfocg,
“tomb mound,” underscoring the importance of this meaning.%®®) Being rooted to the spot
signifies death, as it indeed does for Alcathoos. Unable to flee or defend himself, he
becomes easy prey for [domeneus, like a trapped animal caught in the bonds of a net. In

this sense, Alcathoos becomes his own grave marker, petrified and paralyzed.

Immobilizing Horses

%7 In Classical Greek, the semantic distinction between stele and sema as foundation and marker
of death can be seen in a passage in Thucydides, which tells how the walls of Athens were built
hastily, as evidenced by the mishmash of stones both polished and unwrought. Thucydides says
that many “pillars” (otfjAar) of the wall were taken “from graves” (o onudrtwv) (Thuc. 1.93).

668 77.11.371, 16.457 = 16.675, 17.434, Od. 12.14.
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One parallel passage later in the /liad sheds further light on the connection
between immobilizing and death. At the death of Patroclus, the immortal horses he had
borrowed from Achilles are so distraught that they are completely motionless. The
opening formula is nearly identical to Poseidon’s stunning of Alcathoos: “But just as a
stele remains steadfast (GAL' (¢ te oA pével Eumedov), one that is placed over a tomb
mound (TOpPw) of a dead man or woman, so they remained motionless (&g pévov
acpuréwc) holding the well-built chariot” (/1. 17.434-6). While the point of the
comparison is the fact that both stele and horses stay in place (névet, pévov), the funerary
connotation (the stele as grave marker and the context of Patroclus’ death) is equally
significant.®®® As the horses stand motionless, they neither want to retreat “to the wide
Hellespont” (énl mhatvv ‘EAAonovtov) nor go back into battle. This effect is similar to
the stunned Alcathoos, who is said to be unable to retreat or evade. The inclusion of the
formulaic line ending émi mlotvov ‘EAAcrovtov (énl mhatel EAAnondvte) is significant:
the formula occurs twice more in Homer to refer to the tomb that will contain the bones
of Achilles, which will in fact be mixed with those of Patroclus (/. 7.86, Od. 24.82; cf. Il.
23.125-6).°7° The immobilization of the horses and their unwillingness to return to the
Hellespont, then, foreshadows the death of their master, Achilles.

What is more, the tomb of Achilles, as Nagy has shown, becomes a kind of

lighthouse, a beacon for the salvation of sailors battered at sea.®”! The steadfast stele,

669 Edwards 1991: 106.
670 This is pointed out by Edwards 1991 ad loc.
71 On the tomb of Achilles, see Nagy 2010, esp. 149-51 on the tomb as lighthouse.
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marker of death, becomes a sure sign (tékpop) that helps navigate sailors to safety. In
Euripides’ Hecuba, for example, Polymestor tells Hecuba that her “grave” (ofjua) will be
a “guiding mark for sailors” (vavtiloig téxpap, 1273). What does Poseidon have to do
with this? Piloting ships is Athena’s sphere of action, as is steering horses. Poseidon’s
province lies with the brute and unpredictable strength of the element itself: the rough sea
and trembling earth, as well as the wild and nervous colt. He can jolt them into action, or
root them to the spot, both of which are potentially dangerous. The immobilized horses
invite comparison to the stunned Alcathoos and petrified Phaeacian ship. While Poseidon
is not actively involved in the paralysis of the horses as he is with Alcathoos and the ship,
the language suggests that their behavior falls under Poseidon’s sphere of action. Besides
Poseidon’s straightforward association with horses as Poseidon Hippios, these two horses
in particular were a gift from Poseidon to Achilles’ father Peleus (/. 23.277-8). The
comparison with the stele mirrors Alcathoos directly (dAL' &¢ e oTAN), and the
Phaeacian ship indirectly, both by metaphor (horse :: ship) and by metonymy (stone stele

:: stone ship).®”?

Immobilizing Chariots

The idea that Poseidon subdues ships and horses by rooting them to the spot helps
explain why Antilochus, the runner-up of the famous chariot race in /liad 23, is asked to
swear an oath by Poseidon. Diomedes, under the protection of Athena, has won the race

and claims first prize, but Achilles pities Eumelos, who has crashed, and wants to offer

672 The metaphor is explicitly attested in Homeric epic: Penelope uses it in Od. 4.708-9.
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the second prize to him instead of Antilochus. Antilochus protests and Achilles defuses
the tension, until Menelaus, who finished third, accuses Antilochus of cheating with a
chariot maneuver. Menelaus demands that Antilochus lays his hand on his horses and
“swear by the Earth-Mover and Earth-Shaker that you did not bind (nedfjca) my chariot
on purpose with a trick” (/I. 23.584-5). The Byzantine commentator Eustathius already
noted that medfjocan (< meddm) is a strong word here, and Edwards has wondered whether
the verb could be “another echo of the racing jargon?”%”* I would argue that the verb is
best explained in direct relation to the invocation of Poseidon. While it is true that, as
Edwards has suggested, Poseidon is lord of horses and has ancestral ties to Antilochus,
we can more fully appreciate the invocation by considering the action of which Menelaus
accuses Antilochus.

At first glance, this seems to be Athena’s domain: control over horses is her
expertise, and so is trickery. In fact, through the clever advice of Nestor, who is an expert
at the sort of cunning intelligence (metis) that belongs to Athena, Antilochus was able to
round the turning post at the right time so as to cut off Menelaus. Nestor’s advice praises
metis over bie (strength): Antilochus should keep his eye on the turning post, and “hold
[the horses] steady” (£xel doparémg) so as to take advantage of a bottleneck in the track.
Antilochus heeds his father’s advice, but uses a different trick.*’* As Menelaus and

Antilochus hurtle toward the post, there “was a trench in the earth (poyuog &nv yaing),

673 Edwards 1991: 233.

67 Thus Edwards 1991: 217; Gagarin 1983: 35-9 has argued that Antilochus overtakes Menelaus
at the turn, thus following Nestor’s advice. This argument is hard to reconcile, however, with
lines 373-5, which explicitly state that they (Diomedes, at any rate) were already on the final
stretch. See Edwards 1991: 218.
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where winter water had pooled and broken out (¢£€ppn&ev) of the road, and hollowed out
(BaBvve) the place all around” (/. 23.420-1). Menelaus proceeds along what is left of the
road, while Antilochus begins to drive outside the track. He will have to rejoin the track,
at which point the road is too narrow for both of them and Menelaus holds back to avoid
a crash. In doing so, Antilochus has immobilized Menelaus’ chariot and stopped him in
his tracks. The use of medficon may be racing jargon, but if so, it involves tactics (whether
magical defixiones or otherwise) that are the concern of Poseidon.

The evidence is environmental, so to speak: the binding or impeding of Menelaus’
chariot happens at a narrow passage in the road, where the force of earth and water have
adversely affected its conditions. Poseidon’s field of action is unmistakable. The earth is
broken open, forming a trench or a ditch (paoyuog < priyvop) and torrent water has
hollowed out the place after breaking out (€€éppn&ev < priyvour) from under the road. It
is noteworthy that Aristophanes read “the place from below” (y®@pov &vepBev) instead of
“the place all around” (y®pov Gravta). As we have seen in the cosmic earthquake,
Poseidon operates by shaking “from below” (vépOe ... étivage, 1. 20.57). The scholiast
describes the road as a ydopa (bT), the yawning abyss by which Tartaros is known. The
scale is much smaller, of course, but this is Poseidon’s domain nonetheless. A passage in
Strabo on the Homeric epithets for Lacedaemon further supports this point. Attempting to
explain kntwecoa and koetdescav (Zenodotus’ alternative reading of /. 2.582 and Od.
4.1), Strabo reports that some say “the trenches (poyuot) caused by earthquakes are
called kaietoi” (8.5.7), a word which is apparently derived from the Laconian term for
prison (kaietas), which Strabo says is a kind of cavern. Although Strabo makes no
mention of Poseidon, the underground prison and the connection with earthquakes
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(Laconia was famously prone to earthquakes, cf. Strabo gbceiotoc 6° 1| Aakwviky, 8.5.7)
are suggestive of Poseidon’s sphere and mode of action.®”> Antilochus did indeed impede
Menelaus with a trick, taking advantage of a terrain uprooted by earth and water to
immobilize Menelaus’ chariot. We can now more fully appreciate why Menelaus
demands an oath sworn by Poseidon.

Ironically, Antilochus meets his end in a similar situation on the battlefield at the
hand of Memnon. The story, which goes back to the Aethiopis, is referenced in the Sixth
Pythian Ode by Pindar, celebrating the victory in a chariot race. The ode, dedicated to
Poseidon éAeAiybwv (“Earth-Shaker”), narrates how Nestor’s chariot is rooted to the spot,
an easy prey for Memnon’s spear.®’® Antilochus remains standing (uévov, Pind. P. 6.38)
and takes the spear instead, thus saving his father with his own death. The immobilization
of the chariot is expressed with the verb form énéda (< neddm, “bind with fetters™), and
the subject of the verb is Nestor’s horse. The horse, Poseidon’s animal, stopped the
chariot in its tracks after being hit by Paris’ arrows. Again, the use of meddm in this
context signals a situation where a vehicle—a horse-drawn chariot, a ship—is suddenly

rooted to the spot. Poseidon’s role is to keep these vehicles steady by controlling the

675 It is worth mentioning that the Homeric epithet kntdeooa is explained (both by the scholiast
and by Strabo) to mean “large,” based on the word «fjtoc, which means sea monster, or, as the
scholiast has it, “the largest of all water animals” (tévtov peilov sivon t@v &vodpav (dmv, 11.
2.581 D scholia). As a sea-monster, he ketos is commanded by Poseidon. For example, Poseidon
sent a ketos after the Trojan king Laomedon has failed to pay his debt to Poseidon and Apollo for
building the walls of Troy (see, e.g., Ps.-Ap. 2.103; Dio. S. 4.42.1; Ov. Met. 11.207).

676 The “shaking” (as in: “cause to vibrate,” LSJ s.v. ékeAilw, III) in this particular epithet may in
fact be connected specifically to Poseidon Hippios, and refer to the trembling of the earth caused
by the horses’ hooves. As mentioned above, when the same epithet applies to Dionysus (S. 4nt.
153), the scholiast explains that the frenzied dance movements of the Bacchantes cause the earth
to shake.
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natural elements and animal impulses, but the tactical use of terrain or hostile arrows can

force the horse to a sudden halt and sudden disaster.

Immobilizing Ships

From the perspective of the observer, the experience or witnessing of sudden
immobilization naturally invites speculation as to its cause. It is a marvel, or thauma, that
prompts a process of inferential reasoning as to its origin or agent, thus functioning as a
potentially divinatory sign. Within the narrative confines of epic poetry, the agency
behind these various forms of immobilization is readily and explicitly identified with
Poseidon. A curious bit of folklore sheds further light on the implications of experiencing
immobilization, particularly as it pertains to ships at sea, Poseidon’s realm par
excellence.®’" It was believed in Antiquity that the remora, or suckerfish, could stay a
ship (hence the Latin remora, “delay,” and its Greek name, echeneis, “holding a
ship”).®’® Oppian describes this extraordinary marvel in detail: the tiny fish gapes its
mouth around the keel of the ship, and no longer does the ship heed the helm, or obey the
waves and winds, “but, fixed fast (mayeioa), remains (puipvel) against her will and is
fettered (memédnton) for all her haste, rooted (pilwOeioa) on the mouth of a feeble fish”
(Opp. Hal. 1.232-4). The sailors tremble at these “invisible bonds of the sea” (deidela

deopd Barddoong, 235), and the “fetter” (médnv, 241) this fish has cast around their ship.

677 As much as ships are the horses of the sea, so too are chariots: Apoll. 4rg. 4.1326, Oppian
Hal. 1.354.

678 For this belief, see Plut. Moral. 641b; Ael. De An. 2.17 (9.17); Phil. 117; Plin. 9.79; Ov. Hal.
99; Lucan 6.674 f; Oppian Hal. 1.217-42.
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Oppian compares the stunned ship to a deer, which, hit by a hunter’s arrow, is rooted to
the spot in fear and pain, an easy prey for the hunter. (Who, we may ask, is the equivalent
of the hunter in the simile?)

The ship’s immobilization by the remora is expressed with the verbs pilow (as the
Phaeacian ship) and neddm (as the Phaeacian ship, the chariots, and Alcathoos), as well
as myvopt, which means to fix something in place. Its immobility is conceived of as
being bound by bonds and fetters (deopd, m€dn). Significantly, Aelian compares this
binding of the ship by the suckerfish to a horse being tamed: “like someone checking
most vigorously a disobedient and savage horse with bit and tightened rein, [the
suckerfish] stays the ship’s onrush and, having bound it (redncac), holds it in place” (De
Nat. 2.17).%7 In Roman times, the suckerfish was used for magical purposes (veneficium,
sorcery), such as love charms and hindering litigation in court (Plin. Nat. Q. 9.79).%%°
This suggests that the miraculous and unexpected halting or slowing down of things is
readily associated with, and attributed to, supernatural causes. The ship stayed by the
suckerfish is cause for wonder and astonishment; in Oppian’s terms, a Oodpa (217) and a
Oaupog (236), or for Ovid, a mirum (Hal. 99). The thaumastic quality of these events

reinforces the possibility of divine or supernatural agency.®®!

Divining Disaster (I): Alcinous

7 Gomep 0OV Tnmov cTopie Ameldfi Kai TpaydV YoAvd crkAnpd Plondtata dvaxkpovcac,
avaoTéALEL TiiG OpuUTG Kol Ttednoag Exel

680 Pliny notes that its only good quality is the prevention of pre-term labor.
681 Hesychius offers Oodpata and onpeia as glosses for tepdoreia.
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This thaumastic quality is significant, because this is what allows a strange
occurrence to be recognized as a sign. It functions as a tépag, alerting and warning its
observers that something is not right. The connection with the semiotic process of
divining disaster thus immediately suggests itself. Indeed, the disastered ship of the
Phaeacians constitutes a mythical example of divining disaster, one brought about by the
thaumastic quality of the ship-turned-rock. Zeus’ intention, after all, is that all may
marvel at it (Bavpalwowv Od. 13.157). Confronted with this thauma, the Phaeacians turn
to each other and wonder: what does this mean? At this very moment, the ship becomes a
sign—a divinatory sign—as it sets in motion a process of inference that leads both to a
divine agent and special meaning about both past and future. The value of this inferential
process, which is abductive, depends on the strength of the rule. Fortunately, the
Phaeacians can turn to a rule that is based not on guesswork, but on the certain sign
provided by an elaborate oracular pronouncement. This allows the Phaeacians to divine
disaster successfully, not only to explain a past occurrence, but also to prevent disaster in
the future.

Confronted with the strange, observed fact of the disastered ship (the sign, or

effect), Alcinous remembers a prophecy told by his father, Nausithous (Od. 13.172-8): 82

%82 The final line, “Now all these things have come to pass” (td 8 31 vdv mavta tereitar, Od.
13.178), is also spoken by the seer Halitherses (Od. 2.176), who recognizes at the opening of the
Odyssey that the return of Odysseus is at hand. A slight variation of this formula is spoken by
Odysseus in the Iliad, when he observes that Calchas’ interpretation of the snake omen back at
Aulis has come to pass (//. 2.330). This would mean they are now in their final year at Troy, and
so he convinces the men to stay. In other cases, too, the formula is spoken by an individual in
relation to some prediction, and can be followed by a call for action (e.g. dAX' dye, 1. 2.331; 4\
Gyed', Od. 13.179). Halitherses, recognizing the bird omen that the assembly just witnessed, urges
the suitors to stop squandering Odysseus’ possessions, because “great disaster” (uéyo mijuo) and
“murder and doom” (pdvov Kai kfjpa) await them. At the moment of the original omen, the
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Oh no! Surely, the prophecies (8¢c¢paf') spoken long ago (moiaigpoata) have come
upon me, those of my father, who used to say Poseidon bore a grudge
against us, because we are safe convoys for everyone.

He said that one day [Poseidon] would wreck a beautiful ship of Phaeacian men
returning from a convoy on the misty sea,

he would wreck it, and wrap a great mountain around our city.

So the old man declared. Now all these things are coming to pass (té o€ o1 vOvV
TavTo TEAETTON)

This is Alcinous’ how-can-I-have-lunch moment. Faced with the signs of disaster, it is
upon the Phaeacian leader to manage the process of meaning-making. Luckily, the

meaning of the ship, and its implied call for action, is predicated upon a prophecy. The

prophecy fixes the wondrous occurrence in an explanatory chain of events that includes

cause, effect, and agency: Poseidon (agent) is angry because of the convoys (cause), and

will wreck a ship (effect/result 1) and destroy the city (effect/result 2). The transition, for

Alcinous as interpreter of the signs, is from aural sign to visual sign. Alcinous had heard

this prophecy (-pata in 6écpata and ntaiaipoata implies a spoken decree), and its

fulfilment is now visible in the signs enacted around him, starting with the wrecked ship.

Logically and semiotically, the abduction that Alcinous performs is as follows:

Abduction Alcinous

result ship turned to stone (= sign)

rule Poseidon is angry because of convoys and will wreck a
ship and destroy the city

- case Poseidon is angry because of convoys (past) and will
destroy the city (future)

people experience it as thaumastic: the fighting birds at the assembly on Ithaca leave everyone in
wonder (Odupnoav, Od. ); the omen by which Calchas predicts the duration of the battle for Troy
has everyone marveling (Bovpdaopev).
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Alcinous acts as the interpreter of his father’s prophecy, correctly linking the visible sign
of the stunned ship to the sequence of events. The logical procedure Alcinous engages in
is abduction, since he is reasoning from the observed effect or result (the stunned ship),
via the rule (the prophecy), to the case (Poseidon bears a grudge). The abduction has both
prospective and retrospective implications, revealing both cause-and-effect in the past,
and further effects in the future. The key here is the rule that pops into Alcinous’ mind.
Contained in the prophecy, the rule can be spelled out as a syllogism: if Poseidon bears a
grudge, he will 1) turn our ship to stone, and 2) cover our city with a mountain. The first
of these signs has come to pass, the second not as of yet. Alcinous’ recognition is timely
enough to prevent the fulfilment of the second part of the prophecy, namely the
destruction of a Phaeacian city under a mountain. The prophecy implies that the final
disaster might be averted by addressing the agent and the cause. This is exactly what
Alcinous proceeds to do: he orders the Phaeacians to stop convoying people and to offer
sacrifices to Poseidon.

While abduction typically yields uncertain knowledge—Peirce, we recall, said
abduction is nothing but guessing—the particular status of the rule, namely the fact that it
is a prophecy, here intervenes epistemologically. In Homer, té 0écpata refers strictly to
true knowledge originating from the gods. Alcinous’s timely abduction allows him to
prevent the fulfilment of the second effect contained in the prophecy—the destruction of
the city. He orders the Phaeacians to stop conveying people and sacrifice to Poseidon.
Alcinous thus correctly divines disaster through abductive reasoning that, because of a
true prophecy, yields certain knowledge. In this sequence of events, the ship plays a
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double role as both disaster itself and sign of disaster. The loss of a ship and its sailors
can be said to be disastrous, but it must be pointed out that this is by no means stressed by
the Phaeacians or the epic poet. The ship merely incites wonder. Its function as sign
supersedes the event itself: the ship is above all a disaster-as-sign. The message
(Poseidon is angry) might have eluded the Phaeacians if not for the prophecy, although
the ship, in some way, can be understood as symbolic of Poseidon, or, as Zeus seems to
have in mind, divine agency in general. What makes the ship even more interesting,
however, is that its signifying powers extend beyond the epic poem itself: a rock outside
of Corcyra (modern Corfu) was identified in Antiquity with the stunned ship. In Peirce’s
semiotics, this rock functions as an iconic sign because it resembles a ship; it is also
functions as an indexical sign because it is believed to be contiguous with the ship. At

any rate, the stunned ship from the Odyssey has found a referent in the physical world.

Divining Disaster (II): Polyphemus

Alcinous’ hermeneutic disaster management, made possible by the timely
recognition of the sign and the correct formulation of a rule based on prophecy, averts
further disaster. But not everyone is as successful at divining disaster. Even if a prophecy
provides a framework for certain knowledge, the failure to recognize the signs in a timely
fashion can prevent averting disaster. This is the case for Alcinous’ distant relative, the
Cyclops Polyphemus, whose realization that a long-spoken prophecy is being fulfilled
comes too late (Od. 9.507-12):

Oh no! Surely, the prophesies spoken long ago have come upon me.

There used to be a certain seer (uavtig) here, a noble and great man,

Telemus Eurymides, who excelled in the art of divination (pavtoctvn)

405



and grew old divining (poavtevopevog) for the Cyclopes.

And he told me all the things that would later come to pass (téde mavta

televtnoecHan),

that at the hands of Odysseus I should lose my eyesight (apaptoecBot dnonig).
Polyphemus utters the exact same line as Alcinous (Od. 9.507=0d. 13.172), and the seer
whose prophecy he recalls, Telemus, is as reliable as Nausithous.®s* The prophecy in
question, however, is embedded in a more complex situation, namely the identity of
Odysseus and the recognition of one particular sign: his name. %%

In conditional form, the rule contained in the prophecy would read: If Odysseus
shows up, you will lose your eyesight. The reason for Polyphemus’ failure to recognize
this sign is that Odysseus famously re-names himself Nobody. Only when Odysseus
reveals his true name, taunting Polyphemus as he sails away (Od. 9.502-5), does
Polyphemus realize that the prophecy has been fulfilled, and there is nothing he can do
about it. Polyphemus could have concluded this the moment he had been blinded,
reasoning abductively from the result (loss of sight), via the rule (prophecy) to the case
(this man is Odysseus). To prevent his personal disaster, Polyphemus would have had to
isolate beforehand the unknown term of the prophecy (or rule), namely the name
“Odysseus.” His failure to do so is not just contingent upon Odysseus’ cunning in

withholding his name. Polyphemus explicitly declares that he had expected this Odysseus

from the prophecy to be a “great and handsome man” (Od. 9.513), whereas he turns out

683 On this parallel, Heubeck 1988-1992: ad loc notes that “the poet likes such inventions, but
they have no basis in tradition.”

%84 On the importance of Odysseus’ name, and its connection to folklore, see Page 1973: 19;
Brown 1966; Brown 1996.
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to be “small, worthless and weak™ (Od. 9.515). Thus, Polyphemus’ use of Telemus’
prophecy is too little too late, because the assumption he made about what Odysseus
should look like was incorrect.®®® Even if a prophecy provides a framework for sure
knowledge, the failure to interpret the signs in a timely fashion can still ruin everything.
Polyphemus is looking, but just does not see. Semiotically impaired, he is therefore
terrible at abduction. As a result, he is not only blindsided, he is, quite literally, blinded.
With Polyphemus’ loss of sight, we seem to be far removed from typical disasters
such as earthquakes and cities buried under mountains. And yet, on the one hand, for
Polyphemus himself, blindness is the ultimate individual disorientation. On the other
hand, in the narrative of the Odyssey, this episode sets in motion Odysseus’ curse, of
being disastered himself at the hands of Poseidon, who has vowed to avenge his son.
Indeed, while Poseidon’s disaster agency is consistently lurking in the background, we
are transitioning to the semiotic state of the disaster-as-condition, which is the focus of

the next chapter.

685 Another difference with Alcinous’ interpretation is that his prophecy consists of two effects
(the ship and the city), which allows for the first one to function as a proper sign, whereas for
Polyphemus the one effect (blindness) already fulfills the prophecy. The entire prophetic
framework, in fact, is much smaller, and there is no explicit cause for Polyphemus’ misfortune,
although Odysseus claims that the blindness is a retributive justice for violating the laws of Zeus
Xenios.
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CHAPTER FOUR

“Hell, Upside Down”
(1972 CE)

Uncertainty and Suffering

Of course, being out of Sarajevo, for people from Sarajevo, is also hell.

—Ademir Kenovic

The utility of geography in matters of small concern, also, is quite evident; for
instance, in hunting. A hunter will be more successful in the chase if he knows the
character and extent of the forest; and again, only one who knows a region can
advantageously pitch camp there, or set an ambush, or direct a march. The utility
of geography is more conspicuous, however, in great undertakings, in proportion

as the prizes of knowledge and the disasters that result from ignorance are greater.

—Strabo, Geography

Shining solitude, the void of the sky, deferred death: disaster

—Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster
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PART 1

IMAGINING DISASTER

From New York to Athens

Modern disaster mythology owes much to the 1970s. The golden era of the
disaster movie saw the screening of such films as Airport (1970), The Poseidon
Adventure (1972), The Towering Inferno (1974), Earthquake (1974), The Hindenburg
(1975), Avalanche (1978) and The Swarm (1978).%% Irwin Allen, who produced The
Poseidon Adventure, The Towering Inferno, and The Swarm, became known as the
Master of Disaster. Clearly, Allen and others had tapped into a market with a demand for
the representation of disaster experiences.®®’ What that experience was imagined to look
like is captured by the The Poseidon Adventure, generally considered to be the first fully-
formed disaster movie. Allen summed up the basic industrial formula as follows: %

We have a perfect set-up of a group of people who have never met before and

who are thrown together in terrible circumstances. In the first six minutes, 1,400
people are killed and only the stars survive.

686 The standard works about disaster movies include Sontag 1965; Yacowar 1977; Roddick
1980; and Keane 2001.

7 As Roddick notes, “One doesn't need to be a structuralist to observe this fact [i.e. that the
disaster movie cycle of the 1970s met some basic need in mass culture], and innumerable
unsupported explanations have been put forward to account for it: a sort of post-Watergate
depression, a national inferiority complex after the Vietnam debacle, or even a 'bread and
circuses' attitude caused by 'the erosion of democracy and the Western materialist way of
living'— all of which are both a little too obvious and wholly impossible to substantiate.”
(Roddick 1980: 244)

888 An interview with the Hollywood Reporter in 1972, quoted in Roddick 1980: 243.
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The plot is simple: a cruise ship is overwhelmed by a tidal wave caused by a seaquake,
the boat capsizes, and only a handful of people survive in the psychological and physical
drama that ensues. At its core, then, The Poseidon Adventure is a survival movie. The
meaning of survival, however, is plotted on a map of symbolism and mythology. The
central importance of the elemental forces is obvious: the first four disaster movies listed
above correspond to air, water, fire, and earth, respectively. The disaster movie employs
the natural elements to violently confront human hubris: flying disasters, such as Airport,
are based upon “the tradition of man’s punishment for the hubris of presuming to fly”—
the airplane as a modern reincarnation of Icarus.®® The same can be said for ships,
particularly luxurious ones. In The Poseidon Adventure, a cruise ship is on its final
voyage before retirement, and the passengers are celebrating New Year’s Eve in the
opulent ballroom. A hubristic confidence in human technology, fueled by commercialism
and greed, spells disaster for the ship. Captain Harrison tells the owner’s unscrupulous
representative, the Greek Linarcos (whom Harrison calls an “irresponsible bastard”—it
seems the Ancient Greek hubris of seafaring, as felt in for example Hesiod’s poetry, is
reborn in the figure of Linarcos), that the ship cannot take the extra cargo and full speed,
but he acquiesces nonetheless. Similarly, The Towering Inferno opens with a celebratory
reception for the world’s largest building, only to come crashing down in flames (and,
paradoxically, water) over the course of the movie. Arguably the most successful disaster

movie of all times, Titanic (1999), is based on the exact same premise.

%89 Yacowar 1977: 92.
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On the other hand, the natural elements are central to creating the state of semiotic
isolation that characterizes the disastered condition. In Airport, the airport, which is
supposed to be a safe haven, is cut off from all communication with the outside world by
a snowstorm. Ships at sea are by definition at risk of being cut off from the outside world.
In The Poseidon Adventure, the last contact with the mainland is through a radio
announcement that an enormous tidal wave is on its way. After that, this lifeline of
communication is broken—signs can no longer be exchanged with the outside world. As
Reverend Scott tells the panicked crowd: “We’re cut off from the rest of the world. They
can’t get to us. Maybe we can get to them.” But the resulting semiotic disorientation
continues in yet another way. As the ship starts to sink, it goes topsy-turvy and all
familiar reference points are lost. Up becomes down and vice versa. The tag line of the
original theater poster reads “Hell, Upside Down,” showing the ship half upside down in
the water, its rear end still sticking out ominously. Survival thus becomes salvation, as it
does in many disaster movies:

If The Poseidon Adventure is more or less alone in making explicit use of

religious imagery, the idea of the disaster as a primitive elemental test sent by God

is strongly present in all the movies ....%%
Besides the overt Christian references in The Poseidon Adventure (the two reverends, the
Christmas tree, one couple’s planned excursion to the Holy Land), the movie draws on
classical mythology for some of its symbolism. The cruise ship, on its way from New

York City to Athens, is called the S.S. Poseidon. When Linda, who is destined to die in

the hellish fires of the upside-down engine room, inquires about the ship’s main

690 Roddick 1980: 254. Emphasis mine.
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ornamental statue, Captain Harrison explains that this is “the god of the sea, also god of
storms, tempests, earthquakes and other miscellaneous natural disasters.” (Incidentally,
this is the only utterance of the word disaster in the movie.) The statue appears to be
based on the famous Artemision Bronze, which, quite appropriately, was found in a
shipwreck off the coast at Cape Artemision and is currently on display at the National
Archaeological Museum in Athens. Although scholars have long debated the identity of
the statue as either Zeus or Poseidon, based on whether the figure is wielding a missing
thunderbolt or trident, the movie has settled the issue by adding the trident. Thus the sea-
travelers have decidedly subjected themselves to the god Poseidon, whom Captain
Harrison refers to as a rather “ill-tempered fellow.” With the theme of hubris in mind, the

journey to Athens becomes a test, a punishment even, for its commercial travelers.

“We’ve Turned Over:” Imagining Disaster

What does The Poseidon Adventure have to do with our understanding of Ancient
Greek representations of disaster? It is easier to argue that the film provides insight into
the disaster mentality of the 1970s in America. Besides the casual instances of classical
reception that are all too apparent in the movie’s title and itinerary, the film seems to do
nothing to illuminate the ancient context on which it draws, which, to be sure, should be

wholly unsurprising for a genre the main purpose of which is to entertain.®®! And yet, I

81 Hardwick and Stray 2008: 4: “It is sometimes said that reception sheds light on the receiving
society but not the ancient texts or contexts. Most people involved in reception would accept that
on the contrary the relationship between ancient and modern is reciprocal (although they may
disagree about how best to assess this) ...”
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would suggest that the phrase “Hell, Upside Down” provides a helpful point of entry into
the visual representation of disaster for comparative purposes. My primary concern is
once again with a heuristic comparison, one that serves an imaginative function by
shedding light not so much on the ‘actual’ experience of disaster (which is here filtered
through the medium of a Hollywood blockbuster anyway) but on how this experience is
imagined and represented in vastly different and seemingly unrelated contexts, and how
the mentality of divining disaster is on display in, and illuminated by, these
representations. In turn, I will suggest ways in which these representations themselves
function as a form of hermeneutic disaster management. In a chapter that is mostly
devoted to analyzing mythological rather than historical texts—Homer, Hesiod, Pindar,
Aeschylus, Apollonius, Callimachus—the idiosyncracies of the operation of divining
disaster in these genres become more visible, and easier to comprehend, when set against
the more familiar genre of the modern disaster movie. I am not arguing that The Poseidon
Adventure is ontologically similar to, say, Apollonius’ Argonautica in how disaster is
treated; rather, it is useful to imagine that they are similar, for in doing so, we can more
readily comprehend the hermeneutic function of this kind of story-telling as it relates to
disaster. The observed similarities may seem to point in the direction of the universality
of a certain phenomenology of disaster, as for example the experience of disorientation,
but we must be cautious in assuming such connections, and this lies well beyond the
scope of this study at any rate.

The Poseidon Adventure provides a recognizable and familiar way to engage with
disaster imagery, in particular as it relates to what has been called the “geographicalness”
of the disaster experience, a term used in the field of disaster studies and which I will
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discuss below in Part II. The tag line “Hell, Upside Down” is an extreme visualization of
disaster geography, one that combines spatial disorientation (upside down) with a moral,
punitive, and vaguely theological connotation (hell). The latter is important, because
these are categories of meaning-making. The scene of the capsizing ship, which, given its
cinematic challenges at the time, may seem comically preposterous to the modern viewer,
is a key moment in the movie, at least from the perspective of defining disaster. It sets the
stage for hell, upside down. The visuals are clear enough, as passengers slide down the
increasing incline of the tilting floor or drop down, eventually, from dining tables now
suspended from the roof, but the confusion and disorientation of the dazed passengers is
nonetheless explicitly addressed in the movie’s dialogue:

Linda Rogo: [dazed] Jesus Christ. What happened?
Reverend Frank Scott: We’ve turned over.

Mike Rogo: Linda, Linda honey, are you all right?

Linda Rogo: Hi... where the hell have you been?

Mike Rogo: Where do you think? Flying around on my ass!

Linda’s casual use of religious terms (“Jesus Christ,” “hell”’) may be seen as expletives
without further meaning, but it certainly sets the tone for the meaning-making that is
required in this extreme situation. Linda’s crucial question (“What happened?”) gives
voice to the uncertainty of the whole experience, and it is no doubt significant that the
Reverend gives the definitive answer: “We’ve turned over.” More than a factual
statement, this is a theological statement as well: they are now in a disastered state of
being overturned, which, as the Reverend seems to realize, means that their ordeal—their

test for survival—has now begun.
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The next question Linda asks is addressed to her husband (“Where the hell have
you been?”), to which he replies: “Flying around on my ass!” Besides the comic relief
that Ernest Bognine’s character here provides, the comment complements the Reverend’s
attempt at defining disaster. Linda’s quest for meaning (what and where) is answered by
two instances of spatial disorientation, one general (we have turned over) and one
particular (/ was flying around). This spatial disorientation lies at the heart of divining
disaster, for it is through re-orienting themselves with fixed signs that the disastered
condition can be lifted and its sufferers saved. This happens figuratively as well as
literally, since most of the movie is concerned with finding the way out—that is, through
the engine room at the back of the ship where the hull is relatively thin and where rescue
workers can reach them, as they eventually will. The upside-down ship is a maze of
disorienting corridors, and once familiar landmarks have either become unrecognizable
or are submerged in water or consumed by flames. The readers of the signs are unlikely
heroes. By relying on unexpected guides with special knowledge (Robin, a little boy with
an unusual knowledge of the ship’s architecture; and Acres, an injured servant and a
foreigner, who knows the ship’s servant alleys), Reverend Scott, who is himself an
outcast, guides the protagonists through the ship’s labyrinth until he sacrifices himself,
falling into the fires of the boiler room while securing a path for the others. His Christ-
like sacrifice becomes the way out for the others. In the end, their rescue comes from
above: “My God, there is somebody up there,” says Mike Rogo in a statement that
sounds vaguely theological (it is indeed followed by acknowledging the Reverend’s
contribution: “The preacher was right!”), as their rescuers start cutting through the hull.

They clamber into the helicopter, before the ship submerges completely.
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“Robinson Crusoe on a World-Wide Scale”

The visual representation of the ship half-sunken in the water, as depicted on the
original movie poster, neatly encapsulates the disorientation of the disaster experience. %>
The effect of two more recent remakes is not quite the same: the posters of both The
Poseidon Adventure (2005) and Poseidon (2006) show the ship completely upside down,
fully submerged under water. The difference is that while the more recent images depict
the finality and completion of the disastrous event, the original poster depicts disaster in
progress, oscillating between up and down, the disorienting experience of the world
tilting in uncertain directions. A ship upside down is not disorienting per se; a ship
capsizing is (“flying around on my ass”). Strikingly, the film poster of Earthquake (1974)
achieves the same effect: with the shattered word “EARTHQUAKE” diagonally placed
across the poster, it shows people, buses, and buildings falling, suspended in midair as the
ground crumbles away beneath them. The diagonal line—of the capsizing ship, the
quaking earth—characterizes the symbolism of the disaster experience as disorientation.
The experience of earthquakes as disorienting and similar to the tossing sea has an
equivalent in Ancient Greek. In the Classical period at least, the same term used to
describe the rolling swell of the sea is also used for the tossing motion of an earthquake
(oaAog, Eur. IT. 46)—Poseidon’s hand, of course, can be detected in both. But there is an

important difference: unlike the sea, the earth is usually experienced as a stable and

2 For the original theater poster, see here.
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secure element. The feeling of security is intimately connected to this experience, but
profoundly shaken up, as Charles Darwin observed, during earthquakes:

A bad earthquake at once destroys our oldest associations: the earth, the very

emblem of solidity, has moved beneath our feet like a thin crust over a fluid: --

one second of time has created in the mind a strange idea of insecurity, which

hours of reflection would not have produced. %3
While the universality of this experience cannot be taken for granted, one visual
representation of this idea from Antiquity readily come to mind. The well-known relief
from the house of L. Caecilius Iucundus in Pompeii shows the effects of the Campanian
earthquake of 62 BCE in exactly this way: the Temple of Jupiter is tilted to one side,
establishing a diagonal line across the relief. The relief visualizes the connection between
spatial disorientation and the experience of insecurity.***

The violence associated with the elemental force of earth and sea, in particular
their ability to overwhelm ships and buildings by overturning, is, however destructive,
always localized and individualized. Inspired by the San Fernando earthquake of
February 1971, the creators of Earthquake wanted to experiment with large-scale
disasters that affect millions, not just “a bunch of people getting on a boat or a plane.”%%

Still, this is by no means universal disaster. Disaster movies tend to portray natural and

technological disasters, such as storms, earthquakes, fires, and aviation accidents,

93 Darwin 1906: 289, cited in Hewitt 2016 [1997]: 48.
94 The socio-political upheaval of civil strife (6téo1c) in Prusa prompted Dio Chrysostom to
remark that strife is “just as in an earthquake, when everything is moved and everything is

suspended and nothing is safe” (dhonep v celoud navta Kiveltol Kol Tavta, HeTé®pd £0Tt Kol
o000y BéPatov).

895 In: Davis Ecology of Fear link
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particularized and individualized, allowing for heroes, villains, and the entire spectrum of
human character. The experience of universal disaster belongs to a different genre, that of
the apocalypse. The myth of universal catastrophe unshackled itself from the natural
world—the Great Flood of world mythology, Stoic empyrosis, the plague in Mary
Shelley’s The Last Man—with the advent of the nuclear age. In the 1980s, at the height
of the Cold War, the anthropologist Anthony Oliver-Smith wrote that “our own age
seems particularly shadowed not only by our many wars and disasters, but also by the
possibility of ultimate catastrophe—nuclear holocaust.”®¢ Splitting the atom has been
Prometheus’ latest trick, the crown jewel of science and technology. But the ultimate
mastery over the smallest elements in nature can also have global catastrophic
consequences: “Everyone ... is now bonded in a catastrophic vision by the threat of
nuclear war.”%” Bonded in a catastrophic vision is precisely what Michel Serres has in
mind, too:
Adversity is now attacking that which attaches and binds us all together and
connects us universally, our earth and our species, complete sums of our cords
and alliances. Since Nagasaki we have our disappearance in our power, and the
danger curve is rising exponentially. ... Individual, local, ancient and primitive
death is being succeeded by a modern, specific, and global death, our collective
worldwide horizon. %%

The threat, or realization, of universal catastrophe has been the subject of science fiction

movies since the 1950s. Susan Sontag, in her essay on the imagination of disaster in

99 QOliver Smith 1986: 1.
7 Oliver Smith 1986: 2.
98 Serres 1995: 119.
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science fiction films, argues that “the lure of such generalized disaster as a fantasy is that
it releases one from normal obligations.”%*” She continues:
The trump card of the end-of-the world movies—Ilike The Day the Earth Caught
Fire (1962)—is that great scene with New York or London or Tokyo discovered
empty, its entire population annihilated. Or, as in The World, the Flesh, and the
Devil (1959), the whole movie can be devoted to the fantasy of occupying the
deserted city and starting all over again—Robinson Crusoe on a world-wide
scale.”®
Sontag’s examples can be complemented with numerous recent iterations of the same
theme. But the image of Robinson Crusoe on a world-wide scale does more than evoke
the fantasy, as Sontag has it, of “starting all over again.” Rather, in the Crusoe myth, the
universal disaster is once again concentrated in the individual—the lone survivor of a
shipwreck, desolate on a deserted island, an image that goes back to such outcasts as

Philoctetes and such wanderers as Odysseus. Robinson Crusoe embodies the disastered

individual who has lost all points of orientation.”!

The Banality of Disaster

Sontag concludes that these disaster films function as an escapist release from
boredom and banality. For imaginary disasters such as the one in The Poseidon
Adventure, the events as represented in the narrative, are indeed anything but banal, and

Sontag’s claim could be supported by the assumption that the viewer identifies with, or

9 Sontag 1965: 45.
790 Sontag 1965: 45.

701 Especially in Michel Tournier’s postmodern retelling, Friday (or, in the original French,
Vendredi, ou les limbes du Pacifique, 1967).
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experiences vicariously, the suffering aboard the doomed ship. And yet, the disaster film
is among the most banal genres on the big screen, indulging in overdetermination,
excessive visibility, and an obscene overload of images.’*? The film itself renders the
disaster banal through the act of representation. From the perspective of hermeneutic
disaster management, this banality is not necessarily ‘negative’ the way banality is
typically used by cultural critics. Rather, I would argue that this banality is precisely what
characterizes the transformation of the disaster-as-event (the unexpected, unanticipatable
evenement) to the disaster-as-sign, when the disaster is re-absorbed in the endless cycle of
representation, iterability, and meaning. Banality is only the expected result, at least in
modern-day representations, of hermeneutic disaster management.

The relationship between banality and (over)representation reveals a key quality
of the phenomenology of disaster, one that is best understood from the perspective of the
Uncertainty Paradigm. In an anecdote that is meant to illustrate the banality of disaster,
the cultural critic Meaghan Motris recalls how one Christmas Eve, in 1974, the television
broadcast she was watching in Sydney, Australia, was suddenly interrupted by a special
news flash:

Usually, on hearing that, you get an adrenaline rush, you freeze, you wait, you

hear what’s happened, and then the mechanisms of bodily habituation to crisis

take over to see you through the time ahead. This occasion was alarmingly

different. The announcer’s voice actually stammered: “er ... um . .. something’s
happened to Darwin ...”7%

792 Thus, Morris 1988, in her analysis of Baudrillard’s use of the term.
703 Morris 1988: 9.
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The real catastrophe, Morris suggests, is the lack of information and the rupture in
representation. No pictures, reports, or images follow, just silence—the soundscape of
disaster established by the absence of signs. The question that Linda Rogo asked aboard
the Poseidon (“What happened?”) is not answered, and the announcer’s stammer
followed by silence is as devastating and disorienting as the capsizing ship. It took
another 24 hours, Morris wrily observes, before everyone realized “that Darwin had
merely been wiped out by a cyclone ... [w]hereupon we went into the ‘natural disaster’
genre of TV living, and banality resumed for everyone, except for the victims.””%* As
long as the event remained unknown, the absence of information resulted in the imagined
disappearance of Darwin (7he Sun’s headline would read “The Day Darwin Died”), until
it reappeared after the true signified (the cyclone Tracy) was identified, and its
representation restored. Morris’ experience is one in which the true catastrophe is the
rupture in the representation of disaster—not the disaster itself—and is thus closer to the
experience of the viewers of The Poseidon Adventure than to to that of the fictitious
Linda Rogo, herself the victim. Still, both events can be understood from the Uncertainty
Paradigm, as instances of nonrepresentation that accompany the disaster and threaten to

disrupt any sense of meaning.’®> As one scholar of media culture has stated: “A context

704 Morris 1988: 10.
705 Cf. Stubblefield 2014: 18, who discusses this in the context of 9/11.
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in which loss of TV signal carries greatest cause for alarm, even images of destruction
have the capacity to reassure the viewer that everything is ok.”’%

If our discussion of disrupted TV signals seems to have brought us only further
from the Ancient Greek world, I will demonstrate that the opposite is the case. It is true
that, as far as modern-day, live disasters are concerned, the media is tasked with
managing “the interrelation with the visible and the invisible.””%” Marie-José Mondzain,
whose genealogy of contemporary media starts with the “iconocracy” of the Byzantine
church, poses the question: is there really a significant difference in “submitting to a
church council or to CNN?”7% Her point is that the power of those overseeing the
process of interrelation and control over the image—both through discourse and
dissemination—is galvanized in the icon. In the context of heremeneutic disaster

management, the interrelation between the visible and the invisible is precisely what

796 Mimi White, “Site Unseen: An Analysis of CNN’s War in the Gulf,” in Seeing through the
Media: The Persian Gulf War, eds. Susan Jeffords and Lauren Rabinovitz (New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press, 1994), 138.

707 Stubblefield 2015: 16.

798 Mondzain 2004: 223. Mondzain acknowledges a shift or distinction in the relation that these
iconocracies manage. Stubblefield summarizes her position as follows: “At the core of this
distinction is a move from the metaphysically driven model outlined above to what is often
portrayed in terms of a “flattening out” of the image. On account of a variety of interrelated
forces which include the advent of digital representation, a general move away from
“documentary culture,” and a skepticism regarding master narratives, images in the contemporary
sphere are no longer engaged in re-presenting signifieds in the world, let alone the Absolute.
Instead, the image is enmeshed in a horizontal structure of self-referentiality whose relation to the
real does not precede or transcend the parameters of representation itself. This seemingly self-
sustaining network of images is the basis for global formations of power which, according to
Mondzain, employ the logic of the incarnation not necessarily to summon the Divine but to
reinforce the hold that these formations have on the visual economy itself. These relations are
made legible in the twenty-first-century disaster where the kind of metaphysically charged
invisibility discussed above manifests as traumatic “breaks” in representation.” (Stubblefield
2015: 16)
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enables the nonrepresentation of the disaster-as-event to become, as it were, visible. If
this phrase is reminiscent of Solon’s (and Tzetzes’) definition of tekmairomai /
tekmerion, it is because the cognitive activity—marking sequences in time and space
through fixed signs—is essentially the same. The disastered condition is characterized by
the interruption of this activity, the sudden impossibility of, or halting in, the ability to
conjecture the invisible from the visible. Certain individuals or organizations with a
special claim to knowledge—Greek seers, Byzantine bishops, CNN, the little boy
Robin—help navigate through the disastered landscape by receiving, interpreting, and
disseminating the signs. The emphasis on vision and visibility ostensibly prioritizes
landscapes over other scapes. In The Poseidon Adventure, for example, the disastered
landscape is associated with the visual disorientation brought about by the ship upside
down; the Helice disaster can be understood in this context, too. But it must be admitted
that the lack of signs that characterizes the disastered condition becomes manifest in
other scapes as well, notably the soundscape of disaster. Here, the excess or
overrepresentation of signs—Iloud noises, people yelling, children crying, roarings seas or
rumbling skies—can indicate disaster in all its reassuring banality, while the conspicuous
absence of signs, as in the unexpected interruption in the broadcast or the sudden
disappearance of Helice, can indicate the nonrepresentation of disaster. Both represent

the disastered condition.
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PART II

DISASTER GEOGRAPHY

Feeling Out of Place

When Herodotus tells the story of Jason and the Argonauts, he locates one of their
adventures in the mysterious Lake Tritonis, somewhere off the Libyan coast (Hdt. 4.179).
Jason and his crew realize too late that they have sailed into the treacherous and
disorienting shoals of the lake. Suddenly there is no way out, and, as so often in the epic,
Jason finds himself “at a loss” (dmopéovtt). The sea-god Triton appears and orders him to
bring the tripod that he keeps aboard the Argo. In return, Triton promises to show the
Argonauts “the way out” (tov mdpov) and to send them all on their way “safe and sound”
(@mipovoc).”® The story continues with another prophecy uttered by Triton, namely that
whenever a certain descendant of the Argo’s crew carries off the tripod to his home, then
one hundred Greek cities will be built around Lake Tritonis. What interests us here,
however, is the role of Triton’s prophetic ability in securing a safe passage out of a
disastrous situation. The story of the Argonauts and Lake Tritonis is told in more detail
by Pindar and Apollonius, and both will be dealt with in this chapter, but Herodotus has
boiled the story down to its essentials. The Argonauts find themselves in a state of

disorientation: the usual paths of navigation are unavailable to them. As when Heracles

79 The adjective is very rare in prose. Only attested four times before the 1% ¢. BCE. Twice in
Herodotus, here and in 1.42, in a speech by Adrastus. Once in Plato’s Phaedrus, in Socrates’
speech on the immortality of the soul. Once in a fragment of the orator Alcidamas.
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awakes from his disorienting madness (see Chapter Two), Jason is perplexed and in a
state of aporia. It is clear that this state is associated with danger and, quite possibly,
suffering (miua, cf. aniuwv). Plotting a course out of this state and across the sea—an
activity that, we recall from Chapter One, is designated by the verb tekpaipopor—
requires fixed markers (tékuap) of orientation. The sea-deity Triton steps in to provide
these markers that help the Argonauts reorient themselves, end their suffering, and find
their way out and, eventually, home. For the Argonauts, the geography of disaster is
underwritten by their desire for a nostos, or home-coming, that is “safe and sound”
(amuov), without wfjua, “suffering”—a key word in this chapter.

The image of a seafaring ship stranded in a land-locked lake conjures up an image
of utter displacement. Something that is out of place, or mapd tOmoV, is readily seen as a
sign, as one of the definitions of onueiov testifies (Chapter One). In this chapter, I argue
that this imagery of out-of-placeness characterizes the phenomenology of Ancient Greek
disaster, and, what is more, that it helps to explain divining disaster on a spatial or
geographical level. The connections between disaster and geography are well-known to
sociologists and anthropologists. Geographer Kenneth Hewitt distinguishes three broad
aspects in the geography of disaster, which can be illustrated based on our study of the
Helice disaster.’!? First, there are the formal and mappable relationships between hazards
and vulnerability. In the case of Helice, such factors as the town’s proximity to the fault
line and the sea made it vulnerable to seismic and hydrological hazards. This aspect of

disaster geography does not concern us here. Second, the geography of disaster is

710 Hewitt 2016 [1997]: 40-2. (Regions of Risk)
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witnessed in the disruption and “unravelling” of spatial order. As supporting
infrastructure is destroyed within and beyond the disaster zone, the space is cut off from
the rest of the world. This was achieved, quite radically, by the tidal wave that washed
over the town of Helice and caused it to disappear. The “unravelling” of the fabric of the
spatial order disrupts communication, loosening or even undoing the visible and invisible
bonds that keep the plane in touch with the control tower, the ship connected to the
mainland, and the town an identifiable point on the map. The unravelling of the spatial
order is central to the disaster experience.

Hewitt’s third aspect of the geography of disaster points to the “geographicalness
of experience,” a geography of belonging as experienced by members of a community,
for which collective memory is key. This emic form of disaster geography is
characterized by out-of-placeness: the shock of being disoriented, feeling lost, a stranger
in one’s own home. The loss of place ‘out there’ is connected with its vivid, ‘internal’
survival through remembrance. Hewitt gives the example of a woman’s recollection after
an air raid: “... when I returned my house was burned down. I had the house key in my
hand, but there was no door there.””!! Her house no longer exists ‘out there’ on the map.
Still, the woman’s internal map, which retains the pre-disaster geography, leads her
straight to a door, key ready in hand, that is no longer there. While there are no survivors’
accounts of the Helice disaster, or anything that can pass for disaster ethnography, the

discourse that springs from it makes clear that memory is negotiated by the indexical

"1 Quoted in Hewitt 1994: 19. (“When the Great Planes Came and Made Ashes Of Our City ... :
Towards An Oral Geography of the Disasters of War.” Antipode 26 (1): 1-34.
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signs of Helice’s geography, real and imagined. The oscillation between its radical
invisibility and its continuous resurfacing, whether through underwater traces, Poseidon’s
statue peeking out over the surface, or even the textual testimony of Heracleides and
others, they reinforce the memory of, and effectively ensure the continuity of, the
disastered landscape—a landscape at once radically disconnected from its protective star
yet perpetually divined and defined due to its ability to function as a sign. This chapter is

concerned with the geography of disaster in the second and especially the third sense.

“There Were No Landmarks”

If the previous chapter was dominated by the Agency Paradigm of disaster, this
chapter naturally views disaster from the perspective of Uncertainty. In particular, I
develop the idea of the disaster-as-condition, or the disastered state, as one that is marked
by disorientation. Semiotically speaking, the disastered state—which can apply to a
person, a place, anything—indicates that something functions as a sign: a monstrous,
indexical sign (feras) that points to a place, person, or object as being out-of-place. This
state is lifted by being re-oriented with the help of a fixed marker, a stabilizing sign
(tekmar) that anchors this place, person, or object into a spatial order that restores its
meaning. On the symbolic level of myth, this disorientation of the disastered state is
expressed by two seemingly opposite ideas: a state of being bound, and a state of
wandering. While the former suggests being fixed in one place, geographically fettered
and immobilized, the latter suggests being lost, geographically unfettered and
boundlessly roaming. The central figures of these two states are Prometheus, shackled to
the rocks of the Caucasus, and lo, forced to wander the ends of the earth. The fact that the
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two cross paths in Prometheus Bound already points to the importance of that work for
this chapter.

This paradoxical disastered state, which this chapter examines in and especially
through myth, can be seen in anthropological and sociological studies of disaster in the
modern era, too. Kai Erikson’s study of the 1972 Buffalo Creek flood disaster in West
Virginia was among the first to take this emic perspective seriously. Both the ideas of
immobilization and being lost, for example, are expressed by these survivors of the
Buffalo Creek flood disaster:

“We find ourselves standing, not knowing which way to go or where to turn,” said

one survivor. “They should call this whole hollow the Bureau of Misplaced

Persons,” said another, “we’re all just lost.””!2
The immobilization is articulated with the word “standing,” the sense that directionality
is lost because it is unclear where to go or “where to turn”—Iliterally as well as
figuratively. The second survivor gives a meaning to “being lost” that suggests

misplacement, or not being in the right place. This sense of misplacement, of being a

stranger in one’s own home, is echoed by another Buffalo Creek flood survivor:

We don’t have a neighborhood anymore. We’re just strange people in a strange
place. We feel our lives have been completely turned inside out by what has

happened.’!?

12 Erikson 1978: 2010. Emphasis mine.
13 Quoted in Erikson 1978: 211.
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The verb to turn, which, as we have seen in Chapter Two, plays an important role in the
semantic phenomenology of the Ancient Greek disaster experience, surfaces again. Lives
have been “completely turned inside out,” resulting in the feeling of misplacement.

Being lost as the experience of being misplaced complements the common sense
that being lost means not being able to find one’s way out (cf. aporia). This geographic
disorientation is expressed by the language of disappearance that dominates, as we have
seen, the Helice discourse. Orientation points that used to be there, are no longer there:
the disastered space becomes a blank space on the map. One can literally not find one’s
way. A tornado survivor expresses this sentiment as follows:

I’ve lived in this little town all my life. I mean, I was actually lost. I didn’t know
where I was at because there were no landmarks, nothing to go by ..."!

The lack of landmarks, the semiotic markers (tekmar) that allow survivors to orient
themselves within the landscape, defines the disastered condition. The absolute darkness
experienced by the Argonauts, known as kafoulas and discussed below, is an extreme,
mythical example of this condition of complete disorientation, in which all directionality
is lost. The way out (poros) consists in re-assigning the fixed markers (tekmar) that have
been washed away, obscured, or confused. This part of hermeneutic disaster
management—the post-disaster meaning-making recovery—is concerned with
categorization, made possible by the semiotic and divinatory awakening that Prometheus

has gifted to humankind. New landmarks alone are not sufficient; the landmarks need to

14 Quoted in Wolfenstein 1957: 58. Disaster: A Psychological Essay
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be mapped onto the disastered landscape. It must not only be seen, it must be seen as the
thing it replaces, donning the characteristics of both indexical and iconic signs.
Anthropologist Barbara Bode has done extensive fieldwork among the people of
Huaraz, a Peruvian town devastated by the earthquake and avalanche of 1979. When the
government urged the people of Huaraz to relocate, the survivors were reluctant to do so:
To survivors, it would not be Huaraz were it not ‘in its place’ ... To be ‘in its
place’ was right and good. It was hoped that the streets, too, could remain in their
places and could retain their own names. “We would be very sad and confused if
streets were called by other names,” people said.”"
The failure to keep the streets in their place would result in confusion. Randomness and
arbitrariness (pay, potnv) are antithetical to hermeneutic disaster management. The
streets must remain in their places—i.e., they must be indexical signs—and they must
retain their own names—i.e., they must be iconic signs. In the Ancient Greek context, the
element of (perceived) randomness that is often present in divinatory rites serves to
secure the belief that something ends up in the right place. This process neutralizes the
very randomness employed to render something meaningful. The example of

Epimenides’ ritual re-orientation of Athens after a plague serves to illustrate this aspect

of divining disaster.

Remapping Post-Disaster Athens
Epimenides, a legendary diviner from Crete who was placed in the 7" and 6™ c.

BCE, engaged in what is best described as the post-disaster geographic reordering of

715 Bode 1989: 79. No Bells to Toll: Destruction and Creation in the Andes
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Athens. The details of Epimenides’ life are scattered across various sources, notably
Plutarch, but a coherent picture emerges.’'® The story goes that Athens was suffering
from plague (Aop6g), or both plague and civil war (otdoic), as a result of the polluted
murder of Cylon at the hands of the Alcmeonids. Even after they had been expelled, the
city was still stuffering from ritual pollution. According to Diogenes Laertius, the
Athenians then consulted the Oracle at Delphi about what to do —a first step in divining
this disaster. The Pythia told them to find Epimenides, someone “skilled in divine
matters” (Sewvog té Ogin), and to bring him to Athens.”!” When he arrives in Attica, he
assembles a flock of sheep, some black, some white. From the spot where the miasma
originated, he frees the sheep and lets them wander at will, while he and his attendants
closely follow them around, with the mission of sacrificing the animal at the exact spot
where it would lie down. Durand and Borgeaud have analyzed Epimenides’ purification
as an attempt at the literal remapping of the sacrificial space of the city—it is a cultic
reorientation, a disclosing of fixed markers, previously obscured, based on the seemingly
random wanderings of the sheep. In this way, the animals function as indexical signs,
marking the orientation spots in this new cultic landscape: “a new religious beginning,
after the momentanous [sic] dead-end.””'®

Epimenides’ successful effort in reorienting the cultic, post-disaster landscape of

Athens is further illuminated by a crucial aspect of his mantic persona. He is typically

716 Plutarch Life of Solon 84; Maximus of Tyre 38.3; Diogenes Laertius 1.109-110; Constitution
of Athens; Pausanias.

17 Maximus of Tyre 38.3; Plutarch Life of Solon 84.
18 Borgeaud 1999: 299.
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considered a charismatic, itinerant seer, someone who had no teacher (008¢ obtoc &cyev
elmelv avT® d1ddokarov, Max. Tyr. 38.3), and who was considered, as Cicero has it, an
expert of inspired rather than technical divination (Cic. De Div. 1.34-6). But the label
applies more to the way in which he acquired his skill than to the way in which he
practices divination—the ritual practice with the sheep and the sacrifices are an instance
of technical, rather than natural, divination. Diogenes tells the story how Epimenides had
become a seer in the first place, a story intimately connected to the method by which he
would divines disaster at Athens later in his life (Diog. 1.109). As a young man,
Epimenides was looking for some lost sheep, but got tired and went to rest inside a cave
by the side of the road at noon (a propitious hour, including for Jason, as we will see).
When he woke up, he no longer recognized the world or people around him. Quite
disoriented and “at a loss” (dtamopovpuevog, Diog. 1.109), he eventually found his
younger brother, now an old man, and thus it came to light that he had slept for decades.
This experience then gave him mantic powers. Thus, his feat of Athens’ cultic
reorientation by following sheep to fixed guide marks turned out to be an appropriate
compensation for the ultimate disorientation he experienced in his youth, also as a result
of tracking sheep. We should note here what Aristotle says about Epimenides in the
Rhetoric (1418a):

Deliberative speaking is more difficult than forensic, and naturally so, because it

concerns the future, whereas forensic speaking concerns the past, which is already
known, even by diviners, as Epimenides the Cretan said (for he did not divine the
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future, but things that were past but obscure) (G Ad TEPL TOV YEYOVOTOV HEV
adnrov 8¢).7"

This kind of mantic power he displays seems to be concerned with some aspect of the
past and present that, without the divinatory sign, would remain obscure and invisible.
Epimenides divines disaster, not through predicting it or even diagnosing it (the Pythia
had done that), but as a remedy for disaster, by mapping onto the visible world that which

was previously hidden, obscure, or é61\og.

Sideways and Upside Down: Clashing and Wandering Rocks

The legendary story about Epimenides may tell us something about how, in the
post-classical imagination, the Athenians of the Archaic period dealt with disaster. The
ancient experience of disaster, however, cannot be accessed through sociological and
anthropological fieldwork like that of Hewitt, Erikson, and Bode, at least not directly.”*
Still, the representation of the experience remains available, channeled through literary
sources, including those with even fewer historical pretensions than those concerning
Epimenides. In the following sections, I focus on the myth of the Argonauts’ suffering on
their voyage home as an exemplary representation of disaster, and the disastered

condition, in the ancient imagination. On the one hand, the Argo is subjected to a state of

wandering (mAdvn); on the other hand, the ship and its crew are bound and immobilized

9 10 3¢ dnunyopeiv yarendtepov Tod Sikalesho, eikdTwg, S10T1 TEPL TO PEALOV, 8Kel 8¢ mepi 1O
YeYOVAC, O EmoTnNTOV 10T Ko TOiC pavieoty, g Een Empeviong 6 Kpng (ékeivog yap mepi tdv
E00UEVOV OVK ELOVTEVETO, AALG TTEPL TMV YEYOVOTOV UEV AONA®V OF)

720 Toner 2013 attempts to capture the ‘original experience’—I have no such intentions.
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on many an occasion, not least in the middle of the Libyan desert. While many earlier
retellings of the Argonauts are lost to us, Apollonius’ Argonautica—for all its Hellenistic
idiosyncracies, such as the mixture of scientific and fabulous geography—continues in
the tradition of Argonautic stories the earliest traces of which are found in Homer. In
Odyssey 12, Circe lays out the route for Odysseus, and warns of the Wandering Rocks
(IMaryktai métpat), located near Scylla and Charbydis (Od. 12.61-72). These rocks are
impassable: not even Zeus’ doves can fly past them, and no ship has sailed past them that
has not been destroyed by waves and blasts of fire, with the exception of the Argo.
Against this Homeric backdrop Apollonius crafted the Argo’s return voyage in the fourth
book of the Argonautica, for which he draws freely on the geography of the Odyssey.”*!
What makes the Wandering Rocks so dangerous, besides the wind and fire that beat
down on the place, is their spatial instability. Apollonius describes their movement as
vertical: the rocks “at one moment soared to the heavens like great cliffs, and at the next
sunk to reach the bottom-most depths of the sea as the vast mass of wild swell washed
over them” (4rg. 4.945-7).722 With Thetis at the rudder of the Argo plotting a straight
path through the rocks (®étic 6° 1Bvve kélevBov, 4.937) the Nereids lift the ship high
above the water, passing it from one to the other, as if they were playing a ball game on

the beach (4.948-55).

2 E.g. Hunter 1993: xxvi.
722 01 07 018 piv kpnuvoic &voliykion Répt kdpov, / dikote 8¢ Bpiyton vedto Hd keHOET TOHVTOL /
NPNPewd’, 801 ToALOV Vreipeyev &yprov oidpa. All translations of the Argonautica are by Richard

Hunter (1993).
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The Wandering Rocks, or Planctae, are in the later tradition often conflated with
the Clashing Rocks, or Symplegades (copumhnyddeg).”*® Apollonius, however, locates the
Symplegades at the Bosporus, which the Argonauts pass through on their way to Colchis
in Book 2, while the Planctae are located around Sicily and are part of the journey home
in Book 4. The role of Athena and related deities in navigating through these dangerous
passages by creating a poros has been expertly analyzed by Detienne and Vernant, and
their assessment of what these treacherous places represent is worth quoting in full:

At all these spots in the sea, gigantic, moving rocks rear up, constantly shifting

both sideways and upside down. They convey and image of an area in which all

directions are confused, where left and right, and up and down are

interchangeable and ever-changing.”*
The shifty and rollicking state of these rock formations is reminiscent of the winds.
Pindar, in the Fourth Pythian Ode, describes the twin rocks of the Symplegades as “alive”
(Cwai), and “rolling more swiftly than the ranks of loud-roaring winds” (kvAtvééckovtd
1e Kpouvotepat 1j Papuydovmmv avéuwv otiyeg, P. P. 4.208-10). The shifting mobility of
these rocks makes them analogous to the winds; the adjective kpauvog (“swift, rushing”)
is typically applied to the winds as well (e.g. Od. 5.385, 6.171). After the Argonauts had
passed through, the Symplegades “were firmly locked together and rooted (€ppilwBev) in

one spot forever” (4rg. 2.604-5), thereby lifting the disastered condition.”? Thus, “by

23 Lindsay 1965 (Clashing Rocks)
24 D-V 222
2 gétpan 8 gig Eva y@dpov Emoyedov ARG / voreuss EppilmOev
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rooting them to the bottom of the sea, immobilizing them forever, the Argo gave
orientation to the expanse of the sea.”’?°

At the Wandering Rocks in Argonautica Book 4, the effect of chaos is heightened
by the fires and winds that are usually raging there as well, although Hera has ordered
Hephaestus and Aeolus to stop as the Argo passes; still, the sea is said to be boiling, and a
dense mist shrouds the light of the sun. Hephaestus and Aeolus make a natural pair, as
both control the winds. Aeolus, who himself lives on a floating island, chains up the paths
of the winds by shutting them in a bag (askos); Hephaestus, in his role as artisan and
blacksmith, similarly controls the winds enclosed in the smitty’s bellows (askos).”>” The
incessant horizontal and vertical movements of these rocks—even with their analogous
counterpart, the winds, under control—are the Greek equivalent of “Hell, Upside Down,”
at least as far as the geographic and semiotic disorientation is concerned. The difference
is that in the Greek imagination, these places are inherently part of the seascape itself,
and not just created by particular circumstances such as an underwater quake, too much
cargo, a villainous ship owner, and so forth. The chaotic overturning of directionality at
the Clashing and Wandering Rocks is emblematic of the disastered condition, in which
the boundaries between elements become in some way mixed up. The two rock

formations derive their names from the verbs TAalw (“turn aside,” middle-passive:

“wander”, noun: mAdvr) and mAfcow (“strike, clash,” noun: wAnyn). The two words are

26PD-V 170 n. 111.
27 See D-V 170-1 n. 111, and further references.
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closely associated, as are their namesake rocks.”® We shall return to this state of
wandering; suffice it for now to say that it is a defining characteristic of the disastered
condition.”

It is worth noting that, besides the divine guides that are typically present in myth,
Strabo records a euhemerizing interpretation, which he attributes to Polybius, of the
extraordinary navigation skills needed to pass through dangerous places. Strabo compares
the wanderings (mAdvar) of Jason and Odysseus, and identifies the Strait of Messina,
between Sicily and Calabria, as a passage that is exceptionally difficult to navigate.
Strabo approves of Polybius’ interpretation that Homeric geography has referents in the
actual Mediterranean as they knew it, and that Charybdis can in fact be identified with the
Strait of Messina. In the Odyssey, Charybdis is a monster on a rock near a fig tree, who
thrice a day sucks in seawater and belches it up again (Od. 12.84ff). This results in a
dramatic and disorienting rise and fall of the sea level, which Homer describes as follows
(Od. 12.237-43, transl. Shewring):

When she spewed it forth, she seethed and swirled (kvkmpévn) through all her

depths like a cauldron set on a great fire, and overhead the spray fell down on the

tops of the two rocks. But when she sucked the sea-water in, one might look right

down through the swirling eddy (kvkwpévn), while the rock roared hideously
around her and the sea-floor came to view, dark and sandy.”*°

728 At Od. 5.389, Aristarchus took mAdlw as a dialectical form of TAfcowm.

2% On wandering, see Montiglio 2005.

730 1 o1 81 dEepdoete, AMEPNG BG &v mupl TOAD / mdc” dvapoprdpeEsKe KKmUEVY . DYosE & vy
/ GKpO1G1 GKOTEAOIOY €1° AUEOTEPOLOLY Emmttev. / GAN’ 6T dvaPpoete Oaldoong ahpvpov Homp,
/ mic’ Evtocle pAvesKE KUKOUEVT, QU@L O TETPT / devov PePpoyet, Dmévepbe d¢ yoia pdvecke /

Yapue koaven
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Charybdis is another place where swirling confusion (cf. the verb kvkdw, “mix’) reigns.
At one time seawater falls down overhead, at another the earth at the bottom of the sea is
exposed. The elements mix in a way they are not supposed to, thus enhancing the notion
of disturbed directionality as up and down become indistinguishable. Polybius
rationalizes this strange phenomenon by saying “that Aeolus, the man who taught
(mpoonpaivovta) navigators how to steer a course in the regions of the Strait of Messina,
whose waters are subject to a constant ebb and flow and are difficult to navigate on
account of the reverse currents (malppoiag), has been called lord of the winds and

regarded as their king” (Strabo 1.2.15, transl. Jones).”*!

Here, the wind god Aeolus—
whom we also encountered in the scene at the Planctae—has become a navigator, whose
activity is described with the divinatory verb mpoonuaive. Strabo does not tell us how
Aeolus managed to navigate the reverse currents (mtaAippoiag) in the Strait (we may
assume it has something to do with the winds), but the usefulness of his divinatory
knowledge—Aeolus is compared to Danaus and Atreus, who are historicized as great
“seers” (navtelg) and “diviners” (igpookomovpévoug), as well as to the Chaldeans and the
Magi—elevated him to the status of a god. The passage reveals the role of nagivation as a
semiotic practice closely allied to divination in navigating a passage made treacherous by

a shifty and unreliable reverse current. Indeed, the term maAippoia, which is the key in

linking the fantastical Charybdis with Polybius’ rationalizing interpretation, signals a

3L 1ov yap Aidrov TOV Tpoonuaivovta Todg Ekmhovg &v Toic katd TOV mopdudv Tomolg
GUPOPOUOLS 0VGL Kol SVGEKTAOLG 010l TAG TaAppoiag Tapiay T€ gipfjobat TV dvéuwmy Kol Bactiéa
vevopicOai pnot
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strange zone of liminality, in which directions are not stable. This term, as we shall see, is

also applied to the mobility of the floating island Delos.

“In the Grip of Perfect Calm”

When the Argonauts are blown off course toward the Libyan sea, they reach the
infamous shallows along the coast from where “there is no return” (o0xét1 vOGTOG,
4.1235). The shallows are represented as a strange zone of unusual liminality.”*? The
flood-tide (mAnuvpig, 4.1241) is extreme, leaving the ship on the sand before retreating
completely. This is reminiscent of the maAippoia in the Strait of Messina and, on a
mythological level, the extreme rising and falling of the sea-level at Charybdis. But
unlike Charybdis, the ship is not violently sucked up in a whirlpool but quietly deposited
in the middle of a desert. The result is an experience of vast emptiness—an absolute and
disorienting lack of signs, as land and sky blend into one another in an endless vista of
nothingness (4.1239-40, 1245-9, transl. Hunter):

As far as the eye can see stretches sand; there is no movement of animal or bird.

... They leapt from the ship, and grief seized them as they viewed the sky and the

wide stretches of land like the sky, which disappeared into the distance without

break. They could see no source of fresh water, no path, no herdmen’s yard far off
in the distance; everything was in the grip (kateiyeto) of perfect calm.”??

732 Peter Green notes that, though exaggerated by Apollonius, the phenomenon really exists
(Green 2007: 318)

3 fgpin & dpadog mapakékTol, o0dE TL €lot / EpMETOV 00OE moTNTOV deipetar ... /... /o1 &’
G1to vyNnog Opovoav, dyxog 6’ Elev gicopdwvtag / NEpa Kol peyding vdta y0ovog Mépt ica, /

TNAOD VrepTeivovTa dnvekés: 000E v’ apdudy, / ov mhtov, 00K andvevde KatnLYAGGAVTO
Botnpov / adAiov, ED0KNA® 0& KATELYETO TAVTO YOAV.
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The perfect calm that envelops the stranded ship and its voyagers stands in stark contrast
with the chaos at Charybdis or, for that matter, the wild storm raging around the SS
Poseidon. And yet, both are semiotic disasters, with the Argo’s suffering expressed by the
nonrepresentation of disaster, the Poseidon’s by the overrepresentation of disaster. Unlike
“Hell, Upside Down,” the Argonauts’ disorientation stems from the indiscernibility of
signs (their uncoding) rather than their illegibility (their recoding). The usual decoder of
signs, the Argo’s helmsman Ankaios, realizes that there are no signs to read and thus no
paths to forge, and he gives in to despair. Ankaios’ expertise falls short as the sea-line is
receding, declaring “there is no way to escape disaster” (000’ VTAAVELS / EoT’ dTNG,
4.1261-2). The world around them is as if suspended (koteiyeto), and so are the
Argonauts. This disastered condition is marked by this sense of insecurity and
entrapment, as the Argonauts themselves are suspended in a state between life and death,
with no way out. Apollonius describes their deferred death explicitly in terms of disasters
familiar from the disaster triad of plague-famine-war (4.1280-9, transl. Hunter):
As when men roam (gilicoovton) through a city like lifeless ghosts, awaiting the
destruction of war (moAépoto) or plague (Aowoio) or a terrible storm (Spppov)
which swamps the vast lands where cattle work; without warning (adtopota) the
cult statues sweat with blood and phantom groans are heard in the shrines, or in
the middle of the day the sun draws darkness over the heavens and through the

sky shine the bright stars: like this did the heroes then wander (¢pmvlovteg) in
aimless distress along the stretches of the shore.”*

34 olov &’ dyiyoroty gotkdteg iddAooty / dvépeg eilicoovTal avé Troly, §| Todépoto / fj Aowoio
TEAOG TOTIOEYUEVOL NE TV OUPpov / dometov, 6¢ te fodV kaTd popiog Ekhvoey Epya, / OTTOT’ GV
avtopato Edova, pén idpdovta / afpatt Kol pokai onkoig v eavtdlovtat, / g Kol HEAMoGC HEcm
Auott vOkT éndynoty / odpavodey, o 8¢ Aapmpd St AEpoc dotpa pasivi— / dC TOT’ APIoTHEC
doAyod Tpdmap aiyloroio / HAvov Epmolovieg
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The Argonauts are compared to lifeless ghosts, ready to die at some disaster—war,
plague, and storm, which swamps the fields of agricultural production (£pya) and may
thus result in famine. The pending disaster is paired with typical ominous pre-disaster
signs (sweating cult statues, phantom voices in the temples, the obscuration of the sun),
but such signs (typical Hellenistic terata) are conspicuously lacking for Jason and his
men.’>* The men’s aimless wandering (gilicoovtat, Epmoovtec) reflects the
overwhelming out-of-placeness of their disaster experience. Without orientation points,
there is nowhere to direct their step to. The verb £pmolm (“creep, crawl”) expresses the
movement of those who are extremely weighed down by distress. It may well echo
Homer’s use of the verb in Odyssey 13, when Odysseus has just landed on his native
Ithaca. Yet Odysseus experiences deep distress: he does not recognize anything and is
thus unable to orient himself, because Athena has shed a magical mist over the land,
scrambling the landscape’s code and making all signs illegible. Homer tells how “he
[Odysseus] lamented his native land / wandering (¢pmd{wv) along the coast of the loud-
resounding sea” (Od. 13.219-20).7%% Just as the Argonauts, Odysseus is utterly dislocated
because of a lack of visual markers: his homecoming is no homecoming at all (yet), and
he even wonders where he should next wander off to (] & kai avtog / TAdlopar; Od.

13.204-5).

735 The scholiast connects the sweating statues to the defeat of the Thebans in the battle of
Chaeronea, see Green 2007: 319, with comments.

36 6 8 680peto matpida yoiav / £pmdlov mapd Oiva modveroicBoto Boddoong
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Divining Disaster (I): Restoring Sights and Sounds

Odysseus’ orientation and sense of security is restored when Athena scatters the
mist and reveals the land (Od. 13.252), a definitive reorientation that is preceded by the
goddess’ important semiotic act of naming various sites, such as the harbor and the
sacred grove. In the Argonautica, the semiotic reorientation of the Argonauts is also
brought about with divine aid, but not before their disastered condition has worsened
even more. As night falls, the men “covered (kaAvyduevor) their heads with their cloaks
and lay all night long and into the morning, with no nourishment at all, waiting for a most
pitiful death” (4rg. 4.1294-6).73" They are not just out-of-place, they are now also out-of-
time, ignoring the separation between night and day. This is all the more striking in the
context of the narrative structure of the epic. The straightforward linearity of the
voyaging is established by Apollonius’ careful plotting of the day-by-day progress of the
voyage. *® Richard Hunter argues that this marking of time is central to the poet’s vision
of the story: “The Argonauts’ voyage is emblematic for all (past and future) sea-voyages,
in which the careful and repetitive marking of time is crucially important, and the whole
poem may analogously be conceived of as an aition for universal Greek culture.””*° Their
faces cloaked, they could not read the stars even if they wanted to. It is fitting that Jason’s
reorientation begins at high noon, when, with his head still covered, the sun’s rays are

beating down from the apex of the sky, creating what Stéphane Mallarmé in “L’ Azur”

37 ¢v 8¢ kapn TETAOIGL KAAVYAUEVOL GQETEPOLGLY, / Kpunvol Koi dnactot ékelato vikT’ Emt
nacav / Kol aog, oiktiot® Boavatm £mt.

738 Hunter 1993: xxiii.
739 Hunter 1993: xxiii.
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illustrates as the ciel désastré of total disorientation, as discussed in Chapter Two. Jason’s
disastered state of aunyavia (Arg. 4.1318) elicits pity among a group of local goddesses,
and one of them gently lifts the veil off Jason’s face (4rg. 4.1314), exposing him once
again to the sun, just as Theseus had done to Heracles in his post-disaster recovery.’*
The divine visitation functions as a sort of dream-like epiphany—the poet notes
that the goddesses remained visible to Jason alone (4rg. 4.1316)—Ileaving Jason with a
divinatory sign (a prophecy) that, when decoded properly, is the key to their way out.”*!
The oneiric vision clears the way for his worldly vision to be restored. The prophecy is as
follows: “As soon as Amphitrite releases the speeding chariot of Poseidon, then pay fair
requital to your mother for all she has suffered in carrying you in her belly for so long”
(Arg. 4.1325-8, transl. Hunter).’#? Jason has no idea what the prophecy means, or how to
decipher it, but even so, their divinatory sign brings him back at the very moment the
goddesses disappear. The text makes his semiotic reorientation apparent in two ways:
Jason re-establishes the visual landscape with his eyes and the sonic soundscape with his
voice. First, with his cloak no longer covering his head (his apocalyptization), he “looks
all around” (mantivog, Arg. 4.1332), and declares that, while he does not understand the

message, he will now gather his comrades so as to find some “sign” (tékuwp, 4.1335) of

740 The term aunyovia is part of the semantic field of metis, and associated with the negative state
of aporia (Detienne and Vernant 1991: 144), cf. Pindar’s Paean 9 discussed in the introduction.

741 Vian 1981: 191-2 offers a comparison of Jason’s vision with Homeric dreams. The fact that
the vision happens at mid-day is significant, since noon is considered especially propitious for
epiphanic dreams. See also notes in Green 2007: 320, with bibliography.

2 g0’ dv 8¢ Tot Apgrrpity / Eppa Moseddmvog §vtpoyov avtika Ao, / 81 po TOTe GPETEPY
Ao punTéPL Tivet” auoPny / ov EKapey dnpov Katd vndvog DUpE pEpOLGa
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how to return, relying on the “intelligence” (ufitig, 4.1336) of the group. Second, he
jumps up and shouts to his friends, and the poet compares him to a lion roaring to find its
mate, as his voice echoes in the mountain glens and terrifies the cattle and herdsmen in
the fields (4rg. 4.1337-42). If upon arrival in Libya they could find neither path nor
herdmen’s yard, now Jason has found his voice again, by which he repositions himself in
the soundscape.’ Thus, with his eyes and his voice, Jason dispels his semiotic blindness
brought about by the vast expanse of the desert, and reorients himself in the landscape.

A brief excursion on the verb mantaive, by which Jason reorients himself in the
visual landscape, is appropriate here, because it helps explain the role of visual
orientation in divining disaster. The verb moantaive describes the kind of careful,
searching look with which one scans an area or landscape in order to identify or fix a
particular visual marker. An instructive example is found in the /liad, when Menelaus,
looking for Antilochus to inform him about Patroclus’ death, “scans [the battlefield] in all
directions like an eagle” (mdvtoce mantaiveov d¢ T aietdc, /1. 17.674). The eagle can spot
the hare even when it is hidden. A simile about the eagle’s keen eyesight follows,
comparing the eagle to Menelaus, whose “shining eyes spun around in every direction”
(6oo€ pacve / mavtooe diveicbny, 1. 17.679-80) until he “recognized” (évonoe, 1L.
17.682) Antilochus on the left side of the battlefield. The verb dwvevw (“whirl”’), which
here complements the meaning of montaivm, emphasizes the multi-directionality of this

expert form of visual perception. When employed by the keen eyesight of an eagle or

743 1 thus disagree with Green, who concludes, with reference to the Homeric lion similes, that
“Jason’s linonine summons are hopelessly out of contex (Green 2007: 321).
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Menelaus, this spinning motion contributes to a complete visual field. At the same time,
this whirling motion can express disorientation when encountered in an unchecked state.
For example, Aratus laments the unreliability of the motions of the planets, or wandering
stars, which “whirl about” (6ivevovtan), so that their paths cannot be reliably “plotted”
(émrekunparo, Arat. 455-6). Similarly, the noun &ivr refers to the confusing, circular
motions of an eddy or whirlpool. The goal of mantaive is the mental recognition of a
stable signified, a fixed marker; for Menelaus, this is Antilochus, for Aratus, the heavenly
paths that mark out time and space. When Odysseus and his comrades are sailing past
Scylla, he keeps his eyes fixed on where she may appear, “scanning (momtoivovtt)
everywhere in the direction of the misty rock™ (Od. 12.233). Odysseus’ eyes are focused
on locating an enemy, Menelaus’ eyes on locating a friend; once spotted and recognized,
a path or trajectory can be plotted out to reach the visual marker. For Jason, the verb thus
expresses the careful visual orientation by which he seeks out the tekmar that will aid him

in constructing a passage out of his state of aporia.

Divining Disaster (II): Decoding the Sign

When Jason has submitted his remarkable dream-like vision to the metis of the
group, “the most wondrous of signs occurred” (10 P KIGTOV TEPA®Y ... £TOYON, Arg.
4.1364). The sign is a monstrous sign (teras-pelor), as “from the sea towards the land
sprang a monstrous horse (meAdp1og ... inmog), a giant creature, its neck covered with a

golden mane and held aloft; it shook the dripping foam from its body and quickly

445



sprinted off, its legs flowing like the wind” (4rg. 4.1365-8, transl. Hunter).”** For Peleus,
the occurrence of this equine té€pag triggers the decoding of the rest of the prophecy, just
as the t€pag of the stunned ship unlocked the prophecy for the Phaeacian leader Alcinous
in the Odyssey. Both terata share another important similarity: they upset common-sense
experiences about the world (which is why they are identified as terata in the first place),
in particular by disrupting the boundaries between different elements. Here, the horse’s
ambiguous state is marked by its extreme mobility, as it bridges land and sea, as if some
amphibious creature, before swiftly sprinting off into the distance. The Phaeacian ship’s
ambiguous state, on the other hand, was marked by its sudden lack of mobility, as it
becomes rooted like an island—not unlike the Argo in its present state. Peleus
immediately recognizes that the tépag of the monstrous horse stands for the chariot of
Poseidon that is mentioned in the prophecy. Indeed, horses, ships, and chariots are all
connected in Greek thought, as discussed in the previous chapter. This prompts the
second, and most important interpretation of the sign contained in the prophecy, namely
that “mother” stands for “ship,” i.e. the Argo. The belly of the mother corresponds to the
belly of the ship.

Next, Peleus translates the prophecy into a concrete action by linking the direction
in which the monstrous horse moved to the direction in which they need to carry the ship.
Thus, both the tépag of the horse (the sign encountered by all) and the symbol of the

mother (as heard by Jason in his prophetic vision) stand for the ship. Just as the horse

744 &€ aMOC fimelpdvde meddplog dvBopev Tnmog / AUEILaQRc xpLGENGL HETHOPOG o Eve, yoiTang: /

pluea 6¢ celedevoc yvimv dmo vipyutov dauny / opto Bégv mtvori] ikehog TodaC.
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travels across the desert, so the ship must also travel across the desert. Since the horse
needs to return to the water, Peleus’ reasoning goes, the horse’s “tracks” (iyvia) will
“indicate” (onuavéev) some inland sea lagoon (4rg. 4.1377-9). Green and other
incredulous commentators—including, it seems, Apollonius himself (cf. the poet’s
apostrophe in Arg. 4.1381-8)—find the twelve-day track across the desert carrying a
fifty-oar ship hard to believe, but this is entirely besides the point, at least from the
perspective of how divining disaster manifests itself in the epic. What matters is that the
Argonauts need a way out of the desert, a poros, and at this point only divine guidance,
here in the form of the tracks—the indexical sign par excellence—made by the tépag-
horse, provide the path toward salvation.

At this point, Apollonius’ narrative meets that of Herodotus, as the Argonauts
reach Lake Tritonis and put the ship down in the lake. But sailing out of the lake proved
no easy task: “they tried to work out (dmetekuaipovto) where there might be channels
(mopovc) which would enable them to leave Lake Tritonis” (Arg. 4.1538-9), but they had
no “plan” (pfjtiv) and roamed aimlessly all day.”* The Argo is compared to a snake
“turning its head this way and that way” (&vBa xai &vBa képn otpépet, Arg. 4.1543) as it
searches for a crack in the ground to escape the heat of the desert. The phrase &vBa kai
£vBo, as we will see, is also indicative of the state of disorientation when all elements are
in turmoil, and no poros can be found. Furthermore, the passage neatly bears out the

relationship between texpaipopon and topog, and the role of pfjtig in plotting such a way

5 opovg T dmetexpaipovto / AMpvng ékmpopolreiv Tprtwvidog, ob tva pftv / 1y Exov,
APPAdOEMG O& TAVNUEPTOL POPEOVTO.
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out. In previous situations, goddesses associated with Metis such as Athena and Thetis
provided divine aid, and in the desert the Libyan goddesses—daughters of Poseidon and
associated with Athena Tritogeneia—had done so. This time, their guide is the sea-deity
Triton, whose wondrous appearance is similarly marked as a tépoag (4rg. 4.1598, 1619).
Triton plots a course out of the lake through a narrow channel, and on along the coastline

toward Crete, promising the Argonauts a “safe voyage” (mhoog amnuwv, Arg. 4.1582).

The Black Emptiness of Katoulas

The resolve of the Argonauts, however, is tested one last time, in a scene that
epitomizes the geographicalness of the disaster experience. The sense of safety and
security promised by Triton (cf. dmjumv in both Herodotus and Apollonius, and also
Pindar’s Paean 9) is undermined by the loss of all orientation during a sudden and
complete darkness, known as katoulas (katovldc), as they sail past Crete (4rg. 4.1694-
1701, transl. Hunter):

Suddenly, however, as they raced over the great expanse of the Cretan sea they

were terrified by the darkness which men call kafoulas; no stars penetrated the

deadly darkness (vOkt’ dAonv), no beams of the moon; down from the heavens

spread a black emptiness (Lélav xdoc), or it was some other gloom (cxotin)

rising up from the furthest depths. They had no idea whether they were moving in

Hades or over the waters. They handed over their hopes of return to the power of
the sea, helpless (apnyoavéovec) to control where it might lead them. 46

746 artia 88 Kpntaiov vmép péyo Aodtpa 0éovtac / vOE pOPet THVIEP TE KATOLAGSKL
KIKAGKOVGLY / VOKT’ OAONV: 00K dotpa dticyavey, ovk dupopuyai/ unvng, ovpavobey 8¢ puélav
¥&0G, N6€ TIc GAAN / dpodpel okotin pydtov dviodceo Pepébpwv: / avtol &’ it’ Aidn &0 HoacLy
gupopéovto / Ngidey ovd’ docov, Enétpeyav ¢ Baddoon / vooTov, dunyavéovteg Omn eépot.
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Once again, the Argonauts face a disaster that is marked by the uncertainty of
nonrepresentation. The darkness is total, so that no starlight or moonbeam can penetrate
it. All sense of directionality in time and space is therefore lost, which contrasts sharply
with the temporal and geographic linearity of the Argo’s journey in Apollonius’ epic.
Indeed, Hunter refers to this scene when he notes that “the steady security of the passage
of the days makes even more terrifying those times ... when we do not have that security
to which to cling.”’#” This frightening darkness is described as “black emptiness” (uéhav
x@og) and “gloom” (oxotin), invoking the primordial abyss of Chaos and the darkness of
Skotos, the third divine principle to come into being, after Poros and Tekmar, in
Alcman’s cosmology (Alc. Fr. 5). The darkness blurs the boundaries between the
different realms (sky, sea, earth, underworld). A choral passage from Sophocles’
Antigone likens the shaking of a house and the ruin that will follow to a storm at sea, with
wind sweeping over the “darkness of the deep” (€peog Dpaiov) that “rolls up” (kvAivdet)
black sand from the depths. Erebos is the terrifying place of impenetrable, misty
darkness, which, like the depths of the sea, is a place devoid of any point of orientation.
This is the semiotic hell of katoulas, which leaves its victims uncertain whether they are
still at sea or moving in Hades.

The phenomenon of katoulas has puzzled scholars.”® The word katovAdc may be

translated as “shrouding,” and seems to be especially associated with the darkness of

747 Hunter 1993: xxiii.
748 See the comments in Green 2007: 332.
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night.” The scholiast and the Etymologium Magnum gloss it as okotevi VO (“gloomy
night”) on account of its being “deadly” (dAonv). Unlike the darkness at sea earlier in
Book 2 (1102-5) or a similar scene in the Odyssey (14.301-4), katoulas is not the result of
storm or bad weather. Green has pointed out that the Cretan Sea is one of the only parts
of the Aegean where one is completely out of sight of land; something that did not appeal
to such “habitual island-hoppers” as the Greeks.”>® One could argue, however, that the
Argonauts had just crossed an even larger expanse of the Mediterranean without any land
in sight, when they sailed from Libya to Crete. Still, Green is certainly right to suggest
that the absolute darkness of kafoulas can be connected to the fear of sailors who
experience a complete loss of tekmar. When sailing at night, this includes both the loss of
the stars above and the loss of the twinkling lights coming from the many Aegean islands.
In fact, when Jason now calls on divine aid, it is the god of divination himself, Apollo,
who dispels the darkness by holding up his golden bow: “in all directions it shone with a
gleaming brilliance (noppapény aiyAnv)” (4rg. 4.1710).7°! The light reveals a rock, a
small island, which they call Anaphe (“Appearance’), because Apollo had caused it to
appear. The island is the shining beacon that saves the Argo, functioning as a salvific
point of orientation whose visual appearance breaks through the black abyss of katoulas,

thus re-establishing semiotic order for the Argo and its crew.

49 A fragment of Sophocles has vukti tfj katovAddt (S. Fr. 433, ed. Radt).
750 Green 2007: 332.
Bl nopuopény & anéhapye Prog mépt mavtodev aiyAnv
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“The Land Was In Such Confusion”

The experience of katoulas, as described in Apollonius’ epic poem, suggests that
the geographicalness of the disastered condition can be expressed by analogy with such
primordial principles as Chaos and Skotos. What I am going to suggest—and I will
develop this idea in Part III—is that the disaster experience, and the disaster narrative in
particular, can be represented as negative cosmology, which signals the semiotic
unraveling not on a local, individual level, but on a universal, cosmic level. First,
however, I shall transition to Part III by way of another disaster experience, or at least the
representation thereof, as captured by a different genre, that of history. We are thus
concerned with a historical disaster once more, namely the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius in
79 CE. Since we are not concerned with recreating the disaster experience of actual
individuals, and hence not with historicity per se, a later source such as Plutarch’s
account of the Vesuvius eruption is valuable for its representation of the disaster
experience—at least as imagined by a Greek intellectual of the 1% and 2" century CE. I
shall argue that the representation of disaster in both Plutarch’s and Dio Cassius’ account
of the Vesuvius eruption must be understood as the unraveling of not just the spatial
order but also of the cosmic order.

The passage in question, found in Plutarch’s dialogue The Oracles at Delphi No
Longer Given in Verse (398E), opens with one of the characters offering a defense of
divination by arguing that the “recent disasters” (véa méOn) in Campania had been
announced—or rather, sung—not long before by the Sibyl. This is a direct claim of
divining disaster in a very obvious, albeit retrospective, sense. Signification and
causation are mixed up: Plutarch’s character remarks that “Time, as if in her debt,
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rendered what was due” (6 ypdvog domep 0@eilwv dmodédwkev). It is as if the Sibyl’s
song caused rather than signified the disaster. The disaster is prefigured, created even, in
the divinatory act of the prophetess. From a semiotic perspective, the clairvoyant
certainty provided by the Sibyl’s prediction stands in stark contrast with the utter
uncertainty symbolized by the disastered landscape itself. If the Sibyl’s song is a clear
sign, the disaster geography it creates is marked by both a confusing excess and a
disorienting lack of signs (overrepresentation and nonrepresentation). Plutarch’s
character describes the disastered landscape as follows (Plut. 398E):
... eruptions of fire from the mountain, and boiling seas, and the tossing
up of rocks and flames by the wind, and the destruction of such great cities that

those who came there during the day experienced ignorance and uncertainty as to
where they had been situated, since the land was in such confusion

(ovykeyopévnc).”?
The geography of disaster is made visible through a network of signs—or the lack
thereof. In the disastered landscape, disfigured by the violent eruption of elemental
forces, the former landmarks and orientation points have become unrecognizable.
Everything is confused—Iliterally, “mixed up” (cvykeyvpévng)—which makes it
impossible to locate the cities that once stood there. The disoriented survivors are
described as experiencing “ignorance” (&yvolav) and “uncertainty” (dsdestov). This
represents the unravelling of the spatial order and the resulting feelings of uncertainty and

out-of-placeness that characterize the “geographicalness” of the disaster experience.

732 gxprieig mopdg Opeiov ko (Eoeig Oohaooiog kol TETPGHV Kol GAOYUMY VIO TVEDHOTOC
avappiyelc kai eOopag TOAEMV Go TOGOVTOV Kol TNAKOVT®Y, O Led’ uépav éneAbodotv
Gyvolav givor Kol 4oaesiay OTov KATMKNVTO THG Y DPUG CUYKEXVUEVNG
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Cosmic Disaster in Cassius Dio
In Plutarch’s account, the absence or distortion of visible signs marks the disaster
geography. The Sibyl, moreover, contributes to the sign continuum by establishing the
anterior end of that spectrum. Cassius Dio’s account of the same volcanic eruption
demonstrates yet another side to the “geographicalness” of the disaster experience,
namely the sense of displacement not just among the people but among the very elements
that give order to the universe. The mixed up elements described by Plutarch, too,—
boiling seas, fiery mountains, rocks and flames thrown up by blasts of wind—are
indicative of a cosmic turmoil that threatens to upset the order of the universe itself. But
Cassius Dio goes beyond that in a passage that is worth producing in its entirety, and
which I have divided up for reasons of clarity (66.22, transl. Cary, adapted; emphases
mine):
1) Numbers of huge men quite surpassing any human stature—such as the
Giants are pictured—appeared, now on the mountain, now in the surrounding
country, and again in the cities, wandering over the earth day and night and
also flitting through the air.
2) After this fearful droughts and sudden and violent earthquakes occurred, so
that the whole plain round about seethed and the summits leaped into the air.
3) Frequent rumblings happened (cuvéBaivov), some subterranean, that
resembled thunder, and some on the surface, that sounded /ike bellowings; the

sea also joined in the roar (cuvéBpepe) and the sky re-echoed it
(cvvemyet).”>?

733 gvdpeg moAlol kai peyddot, Thcav Ty avOpomivyy edoty HrepPePAnidteg, olot ol yiyovtec
vYphpovtal, ToDTo PEV &V T Opel ToUTO O £V T TEPL ANTO YDPQ TOIC T€ TOAESL Ued’ HuEpav Kol
VOKTOP &V T1] Y1) TEPIVOSTODVTEG KOl &V TA AEPL Sroport®dvteg EPavtdovto. Kol Petd TovT’
adyuol te dewvoi kai oelcpol E&aipvne opodpoi &yiyvovto, BdoTe Kai TO mediov EKEivo mav
avafpdrtectont kol To dxpo dvamnddy. Mol e ol HeEv vrdyelol Ppovtaic otkvion ol 08 Kol
gniyelol poknOuoic dpotot cuvéBatvov, Kai 1) te 0ahacco GUVERPELLE KOl O 0OVPOVOG GUVETXEL.
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This passage describes the signs that announce the arrival of the disaster. Section 1)
contains visual signs that are best considered ferata: huge men appear, who are so
contrary to “human nature” (dvOpwnivnv @bowv) that they are thought to resemble the
Giants. Section 2) contains signs that indicate the kinetic disturbance of the land;
droughts and earthquakes distort and disrupt the usual landscape by crossing boundaries
that are not usually crossed: the earth is seething and mountains leap into the air. Finally,
section 3) contains auditory signs that indicate the soundscape of disaster; rumblings
encompass all domains: underground, above ground, in the sea, and in the air. The
experience is such that it seems to defy description, that is to say, Dio resorts to analogy
and metaphor to describe the extraordinary events. The huge men are /ike the Giants, the
eerie soundscape resembles that of thunder and animal bellowing.

Such analogies also dominate the following sections, in which Dio describes the

eruption itself (66.22-3, transl. Cary, adapted; emphases mine):

4) Then suddenly a portentous crash (ktomoc) was heard, as if the mountains
were tumbling in ruins (cvpmntdéviov); and first huge stones were hurled
aloft, rising as high as the very summits, then came a great quantity of fire and
endless smoke, so that the whole atmosphere was obscured and the sun was
entirely hidden (cvykpvebijvan), as if eclipsed. Thus day was turned into night
and light into darkness (ck6t0¢).

5) Some thought that the Giants were rising again in revolt (for at this time also
many of their forms could be discerned in the smoke and, moreover, a sound
as of trumpets was heard), while others believed that the entire cosmos was
being consumed into chaos (ydog) or fire.

6) Therefore they fled, some from the houses into the streets, others from outside
into the houses, now from the sea to the land and now from the land to the sea;

for in their disorderly confusion (tetapayuévor) they regarded any place
where they were not as safer (doparéctepov) than where they were.”>*

73 ki TovTOL KTOMOG TE £E0im106 E€amvaing M¢ kil TV OpdV CLUTTTOVIOY EENKoVGOT, Kol
avéBopov TpdTtov uev Abot drepueyedeic, dhote Kol &g antd ta dxpo €ikécbat, Emeita TP TOAD
Kol Kammvog AmAeToc, MoTE TAVTA UEV TOV Aépa cuoklochijval, Tavta 6& TOV AoV cuYKpLEBTval
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The confusion of the landscape and the soundscape is emphasized by the repetition of the
prefix cvv- in sections 3) and 4), as well as Plutarch’s use of the word cuvykeyvuévnc.
Section 4) ends with the utter disorientation caused by the darkness of the sun’s
obscuration. In this apocalyptic context, the word cx6tog evokes the primordial darkness
associated with Erebos. The word once again evokes the divine principle of Skotos in
Alcman’s cosmology, which comes into being while all matter is still undifferentiated.
The idea of primordial chaos is further evoked by Dio’s report that people believed—
based on both visual and auditory signs—that the Giants were rising up in revolt. Since
the Gigantomachy had threatened to overthrow the order of a Zeus-ruled universe, the
experience of disaster, based on the signs that make up the disastered landscape and
soundscape alike, resembles that of the disintegration of the cosmos itself. Indeed, Dio
concludes section 5) by reporting the belief among some that the cosmos itself was being
returned to its primordial state, whether understood as the yawning abyss of Chaos (y&og)
or a universal conflagration.

Dio’s account describes the reaction of people, running from one place to the next
in search for safety (inside/outside, land/sea). Their disorder and confusion is indicated
with a participle of the verb tapdocw. The loss of directionality is a semiotic

predicament, as signs either no longer mean what they used to mean, or they cannot be

kaddmep ExheromdTa. VOE T 0DV €€ UEPOC Kal GKOTOG &K POTOG EYEVETo: Koi £60KOVY Oi pEV
TOVG Yiyavtag énaviotactaot (ToAla yop Kol ToTe eldmAa, aDT®Y &V TQ) KoV dlEQaiveTo, Kol
TPOGETL KOl GOATIYY@V TIG PoT) 1k0VETO), Ol d€ Kol £ Y&og 1 Kol TOp TOV KOGUOV TAVTO
avaAiokeoBort. kol 010 Tad T’ EQuyov ol PEV €K TV OIKIAV & TAG 000VG ol 08 EEwbev elom, £k T¢
¢ Baldoong &g TV YRV kai &€ dketvng £¢ TV OdAaccay, olo TETOPUyHEVOL Kod TTiY TO GId GOV
GOV AGQAAESTEPOV TOD TAPOVTOG TYOVUEVOL.
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observed at all. The noun tapayr|, we recall, also indicates the pre-semiotic state of
confusion (tapoyn) that Prometheus dispelled. Dio’s final phrase in section 6) (“they
regarded any place where they were not as safer (do@aréstepov) than where they were”)
highlights the Uncertainty Paradigm as a lens through which to understand disaster, and
encapsulates the sense of misplacement associated with it. The Greek word for “safe”
here is dopaing, which we have encountered before both as epithet of Poseidon
(Asphaleios) and in relation to the verb codAdm (“[cause to] fall, trip up”), a significant
word in the disaster lexicon. A safe place is a place that is steadfast and immovable, and
will not make one fall down. I have already suggested that the notion of falling is central
to the disaster experience, since it is the most basic form of disorientation. With the
eruption of Vesuvius, this notion takes on universal and cosmic proportions.

The cosmic proportions that are evoked in the disaster experience can be seen
toward the end of Dio’s account. He reports how an enormous quantity of ash covered
sea, land, and air, and buried the cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii. Furthermore, all
this “dust” (kdvig)—a harbinger of the plague, Dio notes—spread to Africa, Syria, Egypt,
and Rome itself, where, as a result, the air was stifled and the sun was darkened. Fear and
panic ensued, since “people neither knew nor were able to imagine (eixdoot) what had
happened” (Dio 66.23).7>3 Dio’s need for analogy has been extended to the disaster
witnesses themselves, for whom the events have no conceivable likeness (€ik6¢). No

visual parallels are available. The lack of a direct resemblance suggests that the disaster

35 oB1’ €18061 T0ig AVOPMOTOIC TO YEYOVOG 0DT” gikGoon Suvapévolg
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represents something extraordinary and of cosmic proportions, akin to the Gigantomachy
or, indeed, the end of the world (66.23):
But those people, too, believed that the whole world was being turned upside

down (Gve t€ kol kTo petactpépectar), that the sun was disappearing
(GpaviCeoBon) into the earth, and that the earth was being raised to the sky.

756
The end of the world is expressed as a semiotic and geographic confusion of cosmic
proportions. Everything is turned upside down in literal catastrophe (dvo te kol KéT®
petaotpépesar—some manuscripts read Kataotpépecstar) and all sense of directionality
is lost. The order of the universe unravels as earth and sky switch places, while the sun—
the most visible sign of all—conspicuously disappears. Elements that should not mingle
are now mixed. The representation of disaster—as imagined by Plutarch and Dio
Cassius—relies on mythological imagery. Regardless of what Plutarch and Dio Cassius
themselves thought—something that does not concern us directly here—it seems
reasonable to infer, from a literary-historical perspective, that the models of myth

continued to serve as reference points with which to make sense of extreme events such

as volcanic eruptions.

736 6N évomlov ko éketvol Thvto Gve Te Kod KATo petactpépesot, kai Tov udv filov &g v
yiv dpaviCeoa, Trv 6¢ Yijv £G TOV 0LPAVOV AVIEVOL.
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PART III

NEGATIVE COSMOLOGY

Hesiod’s Theogony is a study in imagining, and managing, cosmic disaster.”>’
This is disaster as apocalypse in the first sense of the word, “the imagined End.””*® But
within the cosmological narrative offered by Hesiod, cosmic disaster only serves to re-
present and reinforce the structure of a Zeus-ordered universe. This is a semiotic structure
with geographic implications: the different components of the universe acquire meaning
because of separation, including in space. Sky is up, Earth is down; Zeus rules from
Olympus, the Titans are hidden in Tartarus. The sovereignty of Zeus is challenged,
threatened even, by various displays of cosmic strife, only to ultimately succumb to the
overwhelming and catastrophic intervention of Zeus and the weapon of his supremacy,
the thunderbolt. In the context of the Oedipus myth, Matthew Gumpert writes:

For the Greeks, catastrophe is always a semiotic crisis averted: an event which,

while apparently representing a threat to the semiotic order of things (in

(S)ra(lllesrsggan terms, the langue of the land), function in fact to reinforce that

This insight applies to the Theogony, too. The semiotic order of things, on a cosmic level,

is based on the separation of, and differentiation between, signs. The first primordial

571 shall not discuss Hesiod’s Five Races (or Ages) from the Works and Days; for the Hesiodic

narrative of decline and disaster and its Near Eastern parallels, see Koenen 1994: 1-34.

8 See the discussion on Apocalypse in Chapter Two, section “Passivity, Apocalypse, and
Disaster-as-Accident.” But with the caveat that Archaic Greek thought does not seem to
conceptualize the End as end.

73 Gumpert 2012: 50.
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element in Hesiod’s cosmos, Chaos (xdog, “chasm™), has been understood since Ovid as
the confused and chaotic mass out of which all things were formed (Met. 1.1).7° This
state suggests confusion, as the modern English word chaos does, because of an excess of
signs. In the Theogony, however, Chaos is confusion because of the absence of signs. As
the cosmos takes on its semiotic order, the Titanomachy and the Typhonomachy threaten
to undo this order, and in the clashes of divine strife that follow, the world is thrown into
a state of disaster. This is not the place to discuss the role of Chaoskampf, the primordial
struggle against chaos, in Indo-European mythology and legend. But what I am arguing
here is that universal or cosmic disaster is a form of what Huet has called negative
cosmology, in which the narrative account itself is challenged by disastrous irruptions
that threaten to undo the discursive activities of the cosmogonic narrative by returning to
the original, primordial and pre-semiotic state of emptiness or ydog. The opposite of
disaster, and of negative cosmology in particular, is overdetermination, categorization,
and all those discursive strategies that subsume any and all accidents or perceived cases
of randomness to a grand scheme of meaning. In the sections that follow, I consider the
signs that make up the various landscapes and soundscapes that are constituted by, and

are threatened to unravel in, the narrative of the Theogony and related works.

Soundscapes of Divine and Human Strife

760 On Chaos in Hesiod, see West on 7h. 116. Cf. Most’s comment in the Loeb edition of Hesiod,
line 116: “Usually translated as ‘Chaos’; but that suggests to us, misleadingly, a jumble of
disordered matter, whereas Hesiod’s term indicates instead a gap or opening.”
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The effects of cosmic strife are on full display in the battle between Olympian
gods and Titans. The Titanomachy is consistently framed as an instance of “strife” (£p1g),
and it is here that we first encounter disaster on a cosmic scale. Cosmic disaster involves
any or all four elements of the world as imagined by mythical thought: the Sky, the Sea,
the Earth, and the Underworld, or Tartarus.”®! The Olympians and Titans have been
fighting for ten years, “with no solution for their harsh strife (£p160g)” (Th. 637), until the
Hundred-Handers join the cause of Zeus. Then the battle lines are drawn yet again, to the
detriment of the elements (Hes. 7h. 677-86):

They displayed deeds of main force and strength together

on both sides, and the boundless sea resounded (mepiaye) terribly,

and the earth crashed (éopopdynoev) loudly, and the wide sky groaned (émécteve)
as it quivered (ce1dpevog), and great Olympus was shaken (tvdcceto) from its
foundation (wed60ev)

by the rush of the immortals, and the heavy quaking (8vooig) from their feet
reached misty Tartarus, and the shrill cry (ion)

of their unspeakable rout and mighty volleys.

So it was as they sent their groan-causing missiles against each other;

and shouts (pwvn) of both sides reached starry sky

as they called out, those who clashed with great battle-cry (oi 8¢ EOvicav peydhm
oA T®). 762

The phenomenality of this cosmic disaster operates on the levels of sound and motion.
These are the effects of divine strife, and are defined by upheaval of the natural elements,

which, since the strife is of a cosmic scale, involves all domains: sea, earth, sky, even the

761 The distinction between yaia and I'oio as referring either to the place or the deity is based on
the modernizing assumption that these categories are somehow mutually exclusive; it is unlikely
that an Archaic Greek person would have been similarly disturbed by this dual ontology.

762 ye1p@v t€ Bing 0° Gua Epyov Eparvov / dupdtepot, Sevov 82 mepioye moOvTog dmeipav, / i 68
UEY’ éopopdynoey, EmEcTeve &° 0LPAVOG EDPLS / GELOUEVOC, TEGODEV O€ TIVAGTETO HOKPOG
"Oivumoc / purf) v dBavdrtwv, Evooig 8’ Tkave Papeio / taptapov NepOEVTA TOdMV, CITED T° imn
/ dométov imyuoio PoAdmv Te Kpatepdwy. / ¢ dp’ én’ aAMA0LIC Tecav Pédea oTovdEVTO: / POV
O’ AUEOTEPOV TKET” OVPAVOV ACTEPOEVTA / KEKAOUEV@V: Ol O€ EOVIGAV PEYAA® GACANTER.
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underworld.”®® The scene is the true cosmic paradigm of strife, both on a divine level, as
the passage from Iliad 20 discussed in Chapter Three, and on a human level, as for
example during a battle scene in Iliad 14. In Illiad 20, the scene is dominated by
Poseidon, who shudders the earth and mountains, shakes Mt. Ida, Troy and the Achaean
ships, and is about to break open the Underworld and expose the dead—as in the
Theogony, the verbs Tivacom and ceim express the disruptive motion of this force, while
gvoolc invokes Poseidon’s epithet ‘Evociybmv. Even though the focus in the /liad is on
Poseidon as the source of the upheaval in motion, that passage nonetheless concludes
with a phrase that emphasizes the soundscape of divine strife: “Such was the crash that
arose as the gods clashed together in strife” (16660¢ &po. KTOTOG MPTO DedV EP1L
Euviovtov, 11. 20.66).

In the Theogony, this soundscape similarly results from the mixing together of
opposing deities. The soundscape consists of the suffering of the elements, on the one
hand, and the battle cries of the warring gods, on the other. While the Sea echoes
(mepioye), the Earth crashes (éopapdynoev) and the Sky groans (éméoteve), the gods issue
cries (imn]) during their rout, shouts (pwvn) and battle-cries (GAointd). The pwvn
reaching upward to the sky complements the &vooig reaching downward to Tartarus:
sound and movement penetrate the highs and lows of the cosmos, and are thus all-
encompassing. Put simply, natural disaster and divine strife are one and the same on a

cosmic scale. On a human scale, on the other hand, the natural or elemental component

763 So Martin West on this passage: “It is a typical feature of a theomachy that its effects are felt
even in the underworld” (West 1966, 348). Elsewhere, West identifies this as a Near-Eastern
motif (391).
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exists primarily on the level of analogy. When the Achaeans and the Trojans are about to
attack each other in //iad 14 (it is explicitly a display of strife, cf. £p1da mroAépoto
tédvvooav, 1. 14.389), the scene is dominated by its soundscape. The phrase ot 6¢
Evvicav peyarw arointd (/1. 14.393 = Th. 686) corresponds word for word to the one in
the Titanomachy. This time, however, it sets up a Homeric simile, in which the
soundscape of human strife is approximated, through an a fortiori comparison, with
nature (//. 14.394-401):

Not so loudly bellows the wave of the sea at the shore

stirred up from the deep by a dreadful blast of Boreas,

nor so loud is the roar of blazing fire in the mountain glades,

when it rises up to burn the forest;

nor does the wind shriek so loudly around the high tops of the oak trees,

the wind that roars especially loudly when it’s raging,

as then was the cry (pwvn) of the Trojans and Achaeans

shouting terribly, when they rush forward against each another.”6*
The sound of clashing warriors is compared to that of water, fire, and wind. Unlike in
scenes of divine strife, the elements are not actually in turmoil; it is only one element,
namely the soundscape of the battle cry, of which the extraordinary intensity is described
by analogies of natural violence.

Violence done to the element of earth, which is left out of this simile, appears in
other contexts. During the Titanomachy, the earth “was crashing” (éopapdynoev, Th.

679) and the verb used here, cpapayéwm, is of particular interest. It denotes not so much

the act of crashing as the sonic quality of crashing in a resounding or rumbling fashion.

764 oBte Oaddoong kipe TOcov Podq moTi xépcov / Tovtodev dpvopevov vorf] Bopéwm dAeysviy: /
ol1e TVPOG T06GAC YE TOTl Ppdpog aibopévoro / obpeog &v froonc, 6te T° dpeto Kauéuey VANV: /
00T’ Gvepog TOGGOV Ye TTEPL HPLGIV DYIKOUOIGL / TT0EL, O T€ HaAoTa péya Ppéuetat yolenaivay,
/ 6oom Gpa Tpowv kol Ayoidv ETAeTo VT / devov abcdvtwv, 61 &n’ dAARA0IGY Hpovcay
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Again, this crashing, rumbling sound is applied to a variety of contexts and associated
with different elements; for example, when the verb cuapayéw is applied to the sea in a
Homeric simile of bustling men, it refers to the seething of the crashing surf: “as when a
wave of the loud-resounding sea roars / on a great beach, and the sea is crashing” (og 6te
KOpo ToAveAoicBoto Boddoong / aiyloAd peyaio Ppéuetal, cpopayel 0 te movrog 1.
2.210-1). The verb fulfills a very similar purpose, again in a simile of bustling warriors,
when applied to the meadow (Aeyudv), which takes the place of the word movtoc in the
formulaic line ending (kAoayyndov npokabiléviov cpapayel 6 1€ Aswwmv, I1. 2.463). The
simile compares the settling of geese, cranes and swans, whose “clanging noise”
(khayynoov) makes the meadow “crash” (opapayel), to the noise produced by the
Achaean army pouring onto the plain: “the earth thundered terribly beneath their feet and
the feet of their horses” (Vo y0oV / cuepdaréov kovaPile ToddY aT®V Te Kol innwv, /1.
2.456-6)—similar to the trembling effect (§vooig) of trampling feet on a cosmic scale that
was on display in Theogony 681-2, reaching down to Tartarus.

In the Homeric simile, the soundscape of the scene follows upon, and is
complementary to, a preceding simile that gives the visual picture of the scene. Here, the
shining bronze armor is compared to an “obliterating fire” (zdp &idnAov) that lights up an
“enormous forest” (dometov DAnv), whose “all-dazzling gleam reached to heaven through
the upper-air” (oiyAn mappavonca ' aifépoc odpavov ikev, 11, 2.458—compare ket
ovpavov in Th. 685). The scene is set by the visual image of the fire/bronze and the sonic
image of the birds/men, and the simile consistently makes the natural world (the
shrieking birds, the burning forest, the roaring sea) the tenor of the simile, while the
world of warfare makes up the vehicle. Thus, in Homer’s scenes of human strife, the sea
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and the plain never actually “crash” (cpapaye?), nor do enormous fires actually reach up
to heaven. It is the Iliadic soundscape of war that invites the comparison with nature,

whereas in the Theogony the soundscape of war is that of nature.

Crashing Gaia and Cosmic Conflagration

The verb cpapayéw is used once more in Homer, this time to designate the sound-
effect of Zeus’ thunderbolt—the cosmic weapon of sovereignty that can throw the world
in chaos only to reaffirm Zeus’ superiority. In the conclusion to a speech addressing the
now dead body of the hero Asteropaeus, Achilles asserts that “even he [Oceanus] fears
the thunderbolt of great Zeus, and the terrible thunder, when it crashes from the sky” (kai
0¢ deidoike Al0¢ peydAoto kepavvov / devny te Bpovtny, 6T art' ovpavobev cuapoynon,
1. 21.198-9). In this speech, Achilles declares himself “better, stronger” (kpeicowv, /1.
21.190-1, 194) than Asteropaeus, because he derives his lineage from Zeus (via Peleus
and Aeacus), while Asteropaeus traces his lineage to the river-god Axius. Asteropaeus
had been spurred on by none other than the river Scamander, whose feud with Achilles is
central to the scenes in Book 21 that will be discussed shortly. Water and fire are pitched
against one another, and the domain of Oceanus is no match for that of Zeus, whose

domain is defined by the power of the thunderbolt.”®®

75 The superiority of Achilles’ lineage is further emphasized, it seems, by the paradox that is
Asteropaeus’ name, which means “Lightening-Thrower.” He is in fact the only ambidextrous

hero in the lliad (mepdé&iog, 11. 21.163), and throws two javelins simultaneously with both hands.
Like Zeus, whose epithet is the “Lightener” (dotepomnmg, cf. 11..1.580, 609, 12.275; Th. 390),
Asteropaeus is an expert at striking with the shaft, and yet, he is undone by the very descendant of
the Lightning-god himself. The god Hephaistos, who is closely associated with the production of
the thunderbolt, is often seen as ambidextrous, although the epithet Augryvneig, which M. West
translates “ambidexter,” is usually understood to mean “lame in both limbs” or “with both feet
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In the Theogony, meanwhile, the earth “crashes” (the verb ocpapayilw) once again
when Zeus’ aristeia begins, in a scene that depicts the tremendous power of the lightning
bolt. What interests us here are once again the effects that Zeus’ might has on the natural
elements, in a show of force that is once again defined by the soundscape of divine strife
(Hes. Th. 693-705):

All around life-bearing Earth crashed (éopopdyile)

kindled ablaze, and the enormous forest (dometoc VAn) crackled loudly on all
sides.

All the land was boiling hot (£Cee 8¢ 0oV mica) and the streams of Oceanus
and the barren Sea. The hot blast (dvtun) enveloped (Gueene) them,

the chthonic Titans, and an indescribable (dometog) flame reached the divine
upper-air (aibépa diav ikavev),

and the sparkling flare of the thunderbolt and the lightning

dazzled their eyes despite their strength.

A divine conflagration (kadpo Beonéciov) prevailed over Chaos: to see it directly
with the eyes and to hear the sound with the ears,

it was just as when Earth and broad Sky above

were coming together, for even such a great noise (0odmog) would arise

with her being crashed upon, and him crashing down from above.

So great was the noise (0o0mog) when the gods clashed in strife (€p1ot
Euvioviav). %

If Poseidon’s power is to break open, expose, and uproot, Zeus’ force is expressed in his
control over fire. This is no ordinary fire but a “divine conflagration” (xadpo Oeonéciov):
its effects are magnified and take on cosmic proportions, affecting Earth, Sea, Chaos (the

regions below the earth), and reaching up into the Upper-Air (aiBépa diav ikavev). The

crooked” (LSJ). For Hephaestus’ morphological peculiarities, see Detienne and Vernant 1991:
259-73.

766 Gl 8¢ yoio pepéoProg Eopapayile / karopusvn, Adke 8 duei mepi peydh’ dometog VAN / Elee
0¢ x0av mioa kol Qreavolo péedpa / TOVTOC T dTphyeTog: ToVGg O dupene Bepuog oty /
Trijvag xBoviovg, PAOE & aibépa dilav Tkavey / dometog, 6ooe & Auepde Kol ipdipwv mep Eoviwv
/ odyn poppaipovoa kepavvod T€ 6TEPOTIG TE./ KaDpo 08 Beonéastov kdteyev xdoc: €icato &’
Gvto / dpBaApoioty idelv 6’ obacty docav dkodool / abTtwe, ¢ 6Te yoio Kol ovpavog EDPVG
UmepBe / midvato: Tolog Yap ke PEYas VL0 dOVTOC Op --MPEL, / THC UEV Epetmouévng, Tod &’ Lydbev
€€epmovTog: / 10660G d0VTog EyevTo Be®dv €p1otl Luvidviov.
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image of the “enormous forest” (dometog VAN) set ablaze that was part of a Homeric
simile becomes reality when Zeus’ lightning bolt is unleashed. Not only the oceans but
also “all the land was boiling hot” (&Cee 6¢ yOav maca), an image all the more striking
because the verb (€, which is typically applied to water, treats the stable element of
earth as a fluid. Detienne and Vernant have explained the power of the thunderbolt in
terms of chaining up and binding, and this passage likewise reveals the blinding and
paralyzing flash of Zeus’ weaponry as an immobilizing force.”®” What is more, the
semantics of fire bear out this idea of paralysis, and not just with respect to blindness and
the Titans’ eventual punishment of being cut off from the light of the Sun, “put in the
shadows” (éokiacav, Th. 716) of subterranean Tartarus. Zeus is said to “envelop”
(&upopeme) the Titans in fire, a verb used to describe how fire heats up boiling water used
for bathing (/. 8.348, Od. 8.347). The term dvtun (“breath, blast”) is derived from the
verb dnu, “to blow” (cf. déAha, “whirlwind”), and is used for the hot blasts coming from
the blacksmith’s bellows that are especially associated with Hephaestus. The blacksmith
controls the hot winds to melt and mold the hardest and most precious metals, especially
bronze. Paradoxically, while blasting and boiling suggest agitated motion, one dry and
the other wet, the Titans are effectively trapped and immobilized by these forces.

This effect is typical of Zeus’ thunderbolt. In his battle with the monster
Typhoeus, Zeus again unleashes a kadpa, and again all the elements are ablaze (cf. the
identical formula &Cee 6 yOmv naca, Th. 847) (Th. 844-52):

A conflagration (xadpa) by both held back the dark sea,
from the thunder and lightning and the fire from the monster,

767 Detienne and Vernant 1991 78-9.
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of the tornado winds (mpnompwv dvéumv) and the flashing lightning bolt.
All the land and the sky and the sea were seething (£Cee 6¢ ¥Omv maoa kol
ovpavog NoE Bdlacoan);

big waves raged round and about around the headlands

by the rush of the immortals, and a ceaseless quaking arose.
Hades, who lords over the dead below, and the Titans,

who are down in Tartarus around Kronos,

were afraid of the ceaseless clamor and the terrible battle-strife.”®

Based on the cosmic disruption, the Typhonomachy in many respects resembles the
Titanomachy.”® But now, the fire comes from two sources, Zeus’ lightning bolt as well
as Typhoeus himself.””° Zeus has fatally hit Typhoeus with a lightning bolt, and the fire
that ensues starts to melt the earth (Hes. Th. 861-7):

And the monstrous earth was burned far and wide

by a divine blast (adtuf] Oeonecin), and just as when tin is melted,

heated, through the skill (t€xvn) of craftsmen, in crucibles with bellow-holes,
or iron, which indeed is the strongest,

when it is subjected to blazing fire in mountain glens,

melts in the divine ground by Hephaestus’ hands;

just so, then, the earth was melted by the blaze of burning fire.””!

768 kadpa 8 O’ dppotépav Katexey ioedéa movtov / PpovTic Te oTEPOTRG TE TVUPOC T AId TOTO
TEADPOV / TPNOTNPOV AVEUOV TE KEPOLVOD T PAeYEBovTOG / £lge 6 YOV Tdoo Kol ovpovOg 110
Bdracoa- / Buie & ap’ aue’ dxtag mepi T auel te Kopato poakpd / puth) ¥ dBavatov, Evooig 6’
doPeotog Opmpel / Tpée 6 Aldng Evéporot Katapbipuévoloty avacowy / Titfvég 6 dotaptdpiot
Kpdvov aueig €6vteg / doPéotov keAdoolo Kol aiviic dntotitog.

7% This has been reason for some to consider the Typhonomachy scene, as a whole or in parts,
spurious—or, at least, a latter addition by a poet after ‘Hesiod’. For discussion, see West ad loc.
The fraught question of authenticity does not concern us here.

770 There is some confusion whether the fire that issues from Typhoeus is because he is on fire as
a result of Zeus’ blasts, or because Typhoeus himself spews fire. West thinks it is the former.
Other authors in Antiquity, either “misled by this passage” (West ad loc) or relying on a parallel
tradition, have taken Typhoeus to be a fire-breathing monster, e.g. A. PV. 370-2, Pin. Pyth. 1.15-
28, Apld. 1.6.3.

T moAAR 8¢ meldpn kaicto yoio / adTufi Osonesin, kai tkeTo kacoitepog O / Téxvn v’
ailn@v &v évtpnrolg yodavoiot / Oakpbeic, M€ oidnpog, 6 mep KpaTeEPMTOUTOS £0TLY, / 0VPEOG &V
Broonot dapalduevoc Topl knAéw / thkeTon &v yOovi din v’ ‘Heaiotov Tahdunow: / dg &pa
TAKETO Yoo GEAaL TVPOG aifouévolo.
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Trapped in Water, Trapped by Fire

Further evidence supports the idea that divine fire immobilizes its victims, cutting
off their breath. In the /l/iad, Hera commands Hephaestus to create a “divinely kindled
fire” (Beomdaeg mop, 11. 21.342) with which to threaten the river Scamander. Hephaestus
first parches the plain before turning to the river, burning the trees and plants that grow
near its banks. Then he moves on from this barren wasteland to scorch the eels and the
fish that live in the water, and the strength of the river is burning away as its waters are
brought to a boil. Scamander’s stream is compared to a boiling cauldron, and finally the
river “would no longer flow along, but was stopped, and the blast (adttur) of resourceful
Hephaestus oppressed (t€ipe) it with force” (Z1. 21.366-7).7”> The image is striking: the
flow of the river Scamander is brought to a complete stop by the oppressive heat of
Hephaestus’ magical fire. The fire immobilizes the river by boiling and evaporating it.
The river is no longer able to move along its familiar track, and the “fish, who in the
eddies (xotd o6ivag), in the lovely streams, tumble about (kvPictwv) this way and that
way (8vBa kai &vBa), oppressed (telpdpevol) by the blast of resourceful Hephaestus™ (/1.
21.353-5).77 The fish are disoriented and upside-down: the verb xvBictam means to
tumble head first (a kvBioTnTp is a tumbler or a diver); they swim hither and tither (£vBa

kai &vBa), as their way out—their poros—is cut off by the blazing heat. The verb teipw is

2. 008° £0ehe mpopéety, AAN’ Toyeto- 1€ipe & dvtury / Hooiotoro Binet moldepovoc

73 1x00eg o katd divog, / o1 kot kaAd péedpa kufictwv £vOa kai &vOo. / Tvotf] Telpdpevol
noivpuntog ‘Heaiototo.
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especially associated with being out of breath, deprived of a space to breathe. The hot
blast takes away one’s breathing space: the Homeric line teipopevot dAiyn o€ t'
avamvevoig moAépoto (“being oppressed, there is little breathing space in the fighting,” /1.
11.801 =16.43 = 18.201) stresses this association.

Finally, a scene earlier in Book 21—a scene that in fact sets up Hera’s antagonism
toward the river Scamander—offers another example of fire’s ability to immobilize and
trap. Book 21 opens with a mention of the “crossing place” (mdpov) across the river,
where Achilles “cut in twain” (diatunéog) the Trojan army, half of which is chased
across the plain and half of which is now stuck in the river. Hera detains the first half on
the plain by letting fall a deep mist, thus cutting off their passage. The other half, trapped
in the river, anticipate the sorry state of the fish that Hephaestus would scorch shortly
after, and to whom they are compared in a simile: “They tumbled into it with huge
clamor, and the deep-running water resounded, and the banks echoed loudly (peyaA’
ioyov) around them, as with loud shouting (dAaAnt®) they tried to swim this way and that
way (£vOa kai &vBa) being spun around in the eddies (EMlooopevol mepi divag, 1. 21.9-
11).”77* Next, Achilles leaps into the water and starts mowing his sword around in a
circle, “turning this way and that way” (émiotpo@adnv), until the water is reddened with
blood. Even though the turmoil and chaos caused by Achilles take place on a human

level, the soundscape of the scene invokes the primordial chaos at a cosmic level.

774 ¢v & Emecov pneybhm matdy®, Bpaye 8 aimd péedpa, / SO 8 dpei mepi peydd’ foayov: o1 &’
aAoAnT® / Evveov EvBa kai EvBa EAocopevol mepi divag.
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Indeed, transposed to a divine if not cosmic level, the natural elements themselves
would be in turmoil during such a prodigious hunt, as a passage from the Hymn to
Artemis illustrates. Artemis delights in the hunt and lets her arrows fly (HH. 27.6-10): the
mountain tops “tremble” (tpouéet), the woods “ring out terribly” (idyet ... dewvdv; cf.
peydaA’ ioyov of the Trojans in the river), and the earth and deep sea “shudder” (ppicoet).
Just as Achilles slaughters his victims “turning this way and that way” (émotpo@dadny),
so too does Artemis “turn this way and that way” (émotpéetar) in her hunt for prey. The
hunter-goddess and human war-machine are similar insofar as their violent agency has
such an impact on the soundscape as to invite comparison with the ultimate disorder of
cosmic disaster. In the case of Achilles’ actions in Book 21, this idea is strengthened by
the two separate but complementary similes that accompany the scene. First, Achilles is
compared to the element of fire, whose blaze the locusts try to escape by swarming into
the water; in the second, Achilles is compared to a “monstrously gaping” (peyoaknteog)
dolphin, who chases the fish to the corners of the harbor where he devours them all. The
continuity of the two similes and their connection to the plight of the Trojans is
strengthened by the key verbs ntocow (“to shrink from™) and @ebyw (“flee”): both the
locusts and the fish “shrink from” (nrt®ccovot, 1. 21.14; nt@dccov, 21.26) the fire and the
dolphin, by “fleeing” (pevyéuevon, I1. 21.13; pevyovteg, 21.23) into the river and the
corners of the harbor, respectively. The water proves a refuge for neither, as it fails to be

for the Trojans also. Their poros is cut off by the singular force of Achilles in a way that
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is similar to how fire immobilizes its victims by detaining them and cutting off their
breathing space, or how the most ferocious hunter of the sea corners its prey.’”

These scenes suggest that water and fire do not, and should not, mix. In Tartarus,
rivers of fire and water run alongside each other, according to Plato (Phaed. 113a-b).”’®
When they do mix, the results are disastrous and imply divine involvement. The
messenger in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon speaks of the dreadful storm that struck the
Achaean fleet, “a grave disaster” (Lakpov wijpa, Ag. 629) that the chorus assumes must
be a sign of divine anger (4g. 635, 649): “For they conspired together, those who had
formerly been bitter enemies, Fire and Sea, and the two of them gave proof of their
pledges by destroying (pOsipovte) the disastrous Argive army” (A. Ag. 650-4).777 In the
prologue of Euripides’ Trojan Women, the two elements of Fire and Sea are associated
with Athena, who declares that she has borrowed her father’s thunderbolt, and Poseidon,

god of the sea, as both conspire to wreak havoc on the Achaeans. The fact that, albeit in a

simile, Achilles embodies both fire and water (by means of the dolphin) only goes to

775 The image of Achilles as Dolphin seems to be on Oppian’s mind, when he describes the rage
of the dolphin, chasing the fish and reddening the sea with their blood (Hal. 2.608-13). See also
Hal. 5.429-41, where the fish are driven into a corner by the dolphin and the fisherman’s fire, and
“there is no path of escape for them, but they dance in the sea” (toict1 8" dpukra kKEAevba
dropyedvtar & €vi moviw, 440). It is hard to imagine that Oppian was not thinking of //iad 21
when composing these lines.

776 Plutarch records a superstition according to which rivers of fire and the flow of the Styx
intermingle (otapol Tpog Opod Kai Ltuyog dmoppdyeg dvakepavvovtal, Plut. Mor. 167a, De

Superst.)

T Evvdpocay yap, dvteg &xOiotor 1o miply, / Tp koi 0dAacca, kol To wiot’ Ede1&dtny / @Osipovte
TOV dVoTnVoV Apyeinv oTpaTov.
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show that Achilles’ fury has the ability to overturn the cosmic order—which, considering
the prophecy that Thetis’ son would imperil Zeus’ rule, hardly comes as a surprise.

The clear distinction between earth, sky (fire), sea, and the netherworld is what
organizes the cosmos. Divine strife threatens to overturn those boundaries; human strife
threatens to do so by comparison only. The effect of Zeus’ thunderbolt is understood not
only as supernatural fire and cosmic conflagration; its effect also invokes the undoing of
the separation between Earth and Sky: “It was just as when Earth and broad Sky above /
were coming together, for even such a great noise (0odmog) would arise / with her being
crashed upon, and him crashing down from above” (Hes. Th. 702-5).”"® The tertium
comparationis of Zeus’ thunderbolt and the catastrophic disintegration of the cosmos are
the visual and sonic qualities of these events. Visually, the light is dazzling and blinding;
aurally, the sound is overbearing. Both suggest a complete loss of orientation that is

associated with the unorganized primordial state of the cosmos.

Typhoeus and Athena

Hesiod’s cosmic narrative is not over yet, however. With the Titans safely locked
away in Tartarus, Zeus’ freshly minted rule is faced with yet another threat: the monster
Typhoeus, son of Earth and Tartarus. If in the Theogony Typhoeus’ threat to the cosmic

order is real, the /liad presents the threat in the form of a simile.””” When the Achaean

78 On the unusual grammatical features of this simile, which make its degree of reality hard to
pin down, see West ad loc.

77 This is the only reference to Typhoeus in the /liad and the Odyssey.
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army is advancing, it is “as if all the ground were devoured with fire, and the earth
groaned underneath them (Omectevayile), as if Zeus who delights in thunder were angry
when he lashes (ipdoon) the earth around Typhoeus ... so the great earth groaned
(otevayileto) beneath their feet” (1. 2.780-4).78 The tertium comparationis is the
soundscape of nature: the earth “groans” (cf. éméoteve, said of the Sky in Hes. Th. 679)
under the marching feet of the Achaeans as it did when Zeus were “lashing” the earth to
bury Typhoeus. These lashes refer to the striking of the thunderbolt, which explains the
reference to fire. The soundscape of the advancing Achaeans invokes the primordial
chaos of Zeus’ battle with Typhoeus, but by no measure is the cosmic order actually
under threat.

The actual birth of Typhoeus, however, is in fact intended to upset the Zeus-
ordered state of the cosmos. The circumstances of Typhoeus’ birth, which Hesiod does
not dwell on, are elaborated in a tradition recorded in the Hymn to Apollo, according to
which Typhoeus was begotten by Hera alone out of anger with Zeus and his birth of
Athena. The monster is twice described with the formula “terrible and troublesome
Typhoeus, a misery for mortals” (dewvdv T’ dpyaréov 1€ Tvedova wijpa potoicw, HH.
3.306 = 353), a ring form that thus brackets off the digression on Typhoeus’ birth within
the hymn.”®! In this digression, the poet lays out Hera’s motivation for bearing another

child. The reason is not just her indignation at Zeus’ depriving her of her conjugal rights

80 .. &g 1 1€ mopi yOdOV Moo vEporto: / yaia & dmesteviyile Al OG TEPTIKEPADVE / XDOUEVD

ote T auei Tvewél yaiav ipdoon / ... / dg dpa @V V1o Toooi péya otevayileto yoia

8L Cf. Miller 1986: 83. Typhoeus shares the ominous title nfjpa Bpotoicty with the sea-monster
Scylla (Od. 12.125). The formula dewov v’ dpyaréov te = used for Typho (Hymn to Apollo), for
Scylla, and here sea. Like Typhoeus, Scylla yaps like a puppy.
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(atudletv, 312) by birthing Athena; more poignantly, she is embittered by the fact that
her previous attempt at asexual generation did not turn out well: she is aggrieved that
Hephaestus turned out a “weakling” (fmedavog, 316) whom she had to cast from heaven,
while Athena “is preeminent among all the blessed gods” (ndcwv pokdpecot petompimet
aBavartoioy, 315). To rival the brilliance of Athena, Hera wishes for a child “preeminent
among the immortal gods” (6goict petanpénor abavdaroioty, 327) as well. The similar
phrasing, which is pointed out by Miller, bears out this structural connection between
Athena and Typhoeus as unusual offspring born from a single parent. Typhoeus forms a
threat who will challenge Zeus’ rule, while Athena is the product of Zeus’ effort to
neutralize a possible threat offered by Metis, whom Zeus has prudently swallowed
earlier.

Moreover, the arrivals of both Athena and Typhoeus are accompanied by the kind
of cosmic turmoil we have seen before. The Hymn to Athena describes how, upon issuing
from Zeus’ head in full panoply, Athena’s arrival disrupts the cosmic order (HH. 28.9-
14):

... Great Olympus was shaking (§AeAilet’)

terribly under the might of the grey-eyed one, and all around the Earth

groaned (idynoev) horribly, and the deep sea was moved (£xtvinOn),

stirred up by surging waves, and the salt water was suspended (£oyet0)

suddenly, and the brilliant son of Hyperion stayed (octficev)
his swift-footed horses for a long time.”%?

82 . uéyog & EheMler’ "Olvumog / detvov vrd Bpiung yAoawkdmdog, duei 8¢ yaia / cpepdoiéov
idymoev, ékvnon 6’ dpa TOVTOG / KOLOGL TOPPLPEDLCL KUKDOUEVOC, E0YETO 0° GAuUN / E€amivne:
othoev 8’ ‘Yrepiovog dylaog viog / inmovg okuTodag dnpov xpovov ...
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The natural elements respond to Athena similarly to how they respond to divine strife:
Olympus is shaking (éAeAilet’, cf. Tivdooeto, Th .680); the Earth is groaning (idynoev,
cf. meplaye and énéoteve, Th. 678); and the sea is moved (ékwviOn). The experience is
defined once again by motion as well as the soundscape. Although the text does not say
this, we may speculate that what terrorizes the elements so much is the visual aspect of
Athena’s armor, the tépog of the Gorgoneia in particular. In Pindar, however, it is
Athena’s loud war cry (dAdAa&ev ... Pod) that throws nature in turmoil, and “Sky and
mother Earth shuddered (8pp1&€) before her” (P. Ol 7.37-8)—something Sky and Earth
experienced also when Artemis was out hunting wild animals (cf. ppicoet 6¢ t€ yoia
novtoc, HH. 27.8-9).7%

What is most remarkable about Athena’s effect on the landscape, however, is that
the upheaval is followed by a sudden lack of motion, a magical standstill of the elements
similar to Poseidon’s power of immobilization. The surging swell of the ocean is kept in
check, and the Sun stays his chariot’s horses, which implies that the progression of time
itself has come to a halt. The paths of the Sun and the Sea, markers of temporal and
spatial movement, are temporarily out of commission, as if paralyzed by Zeus’ lightning;
order is restored when Athena takes off her armor. Her extraordinary birth thus combines
two distinct ideas: the disastered condition of the cosmos is manifest in both the violent
eruption of motion and the total suspension of motion, or, if we perceive these motions as

signs of divine agency, an overabundance of signs or an absolute lack thereof.

783 For the birth of Athena in Hesiod, see Th. 886-900. The birth of Athena in full armor is first
mentioned, according to the scholiast on Ap. Arg. 4.1310, by Stesichorus.
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Typhoeus as Cosmic Teras

Athena’s cosmic disruption is the effect of the extraordinary visual and sonic
violence of her appearance. In this capacity, she mirrors Zeus himself, who causes similar
cosmic disruption in his divine strife with Typhoeus. When Zeus advances against his
final foe, his thunder and feet overwhelm the soundscape of the entire cosmos (Hes. Th.
839-43):

He thundered hard and mighty, and Earth all around (duei 6¢ yoia)

resounded horribly (cpepdoaréov kovapnoe) and broad Sky above,

and the Sea and the streams of Oceanus and earth’s Netherworld.

Under the immortal feet great Olympus quaked (meAepilet’),

the feet of the lord as he approached, and Earth groaned beneath him

(8mectovéyle). 8
The cosmic effects of Zeus’ appearance are similar to those of Athena’s birth: the
formula dpoi 8¢ yoia / cpepdoaréov (kovapnoe or idymoev) underscores this similarity, as
does the quaking of Olympus and the general turbulence of the other cosmic realms.
Zeus’ control over the universal soundscape appears to throw the cosmos in a temporary
state of sonic confusion, but ultimately serves to reaffirm his sovereignty: “The sound
maps the cosmos as terrain under Zeus’ sovereignty.”’> In this way, the solo-birth of

Athena is another indication of Zeus’ supremacy, as her arrival realigns the soundscape

of the cosmos in accordance with Zeus’ sovereignty.

84 srAnpov 8 £Bpdvinoe kol dPpuov, auei 82 yoio / cpepdariov kovafnoe kai ovpovOg €DPUG

Ureple / TOVTOC T 'QKreavod T poai Kol TapTapo yaine. / moool 8 U’ abavitolot uéyag
neAepiletr’ "Olvumog/ dpvouévolo Gvaxtoc: énectovayile o€ yoio.
785 Goslin 2010: 365.
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But whereas the birth of Athena reaffirms Zeus’ rule, the birth of Typhoeus—
Athena’s structural counterpart—threatens to overturn it. Whether born of Tartarus or
Hera, Typhoeus appears as a 1€pag of cosmic proportions. Typical human tépata do not
resemble their parents, and hybridity is often a distinguishing feature. In the case of
Typhoeus, he is said to “resemble neither gods nor humans” (otte 0eoic Evaliykiov ovte
Bpotoiol, HH. 3.352). As the embodiment of cosmic tépag (he is in fact so called by
Pindar and Aeschylus), Typhoeus’ appearance is defined by semiotic disruption. Hesiod’s
elaborate description focuses on the cacophony of auditory signs emitted by the monster
(Hes. Th. 829-35):

And there were many voices in all of his dread heads,

emitting a manifold and boundless voice: for sometimes

they made sounds in such a way as for the gods to perceive,

at other times they made the sounds of a bellowing bull,

irresistible in his might, and haughty in his voice,

at other times the sound of a lion with a shameless heart,

at other times a sound like puppies, wondrous to hear,
at other times he hissed, and the lofty mountains echoed beneat

1. 786
The sounds and voices that Typhoeus emits are unstable, always changing and impossible
to pin down, as shown by the repetition of the phrase “sometimes ... at other times”

(&Alote ... GAlote). Scholars have observed that Hesiod uses the entire range of sonic

vocabulary in this passage, thus stressing the soundscape of the monster more than any

86 pvoi & &v maonotv Ecav deviic keparfiot, / mavtoiny dm’ icicat décpatov: EAlote udv yop /
@OEyyovO’ (g te Beoiotl cuvipey, GALOTE &’ awTe / TapPoL EPPPUYE® PEVOS AayETov docay
ayavpov, /

dAhote & avte Adoviog dvoudéa OBupov Exovtog, / dAlote & ad okvAdkesoty gotkdta, Oavpor’
axodoat, / GAlote &’ av poilecy’, LTO & Hyxeev ovpea LOKPA.
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other aspect.”®” And yet, as Goslin has remarked, “although Typhon possesses more types
of voice than any other single creature in the Theogony, he is unable to organize these
into a form of communication.”’®® He Dubbed by scholars an “acosmia incarnate” and
“the sovereign of disorder,” Typhoeus’ confused soundscape threatens to establish a
world order with a different ordering of sound that would radically alter communication
between god and man: “Typhon’s sonic chaos ... is symptomatic of the disordered state
of sound at this stage of the succession myth”—that is, before the song of the Muses.”®
Within the cosmological narrative, however, Typhoeus’ sonic chaos serves to reaffirm
Zeus’ power, even as it appears to throw the universe in disarray. Writes Gumpert: “The
only proper response to catastrophe, semiotically speaking, is more catastrophe: that is,
cacophony.”’®® Such is Zeus’ strategy, too: his thundering stride overwhelms the
soundscape of the entire cosmos (Hes. 7h. 839-43). Typhoeus’ cacophony reinforces the
semiotic order of Zeus, whose overwhelming thunder re-establishes control over the
soundscape. The catastrophe brought about by Zeus’ ultimate weapon, which shakes up

and reshuffles the structure of the universe, is thus a semiotic crisis averted.

The Disastered State of Tartarus

87 Ford 1992: 190; Leclerc 1993: 43-4; Goslin 2010: 358.
88 Goslin 2010: 358.

8 acosmia incarnate: Clay 2003: 26; sovereign of disorder: Detienne and Vernant 1991: 121;
Goslin 2010: 354 n. 12.

70 Gumpert 2012: 46.
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Typhoeus’ victory would have returned the universe to a state of semiotic
indeterminacy resembling the directionless, subterranean space of Tartarus. In fact, the
disastered state is perfectly represented, spatially, by the conception of Tartarus, “an
abyss of limitless wandering where there is no above or below and no right or left.””!
Tartarus is a semiotic disaster par excellence, since there is no orientation possible.
Hesiod’s description of the place follows naturally after Zeus’ defeat of the Titans,
because it is in this dark, subterranean world that the Titans are hidden away in bondage,
enclosed by the brazen walls that Poseidon has installed. In this place, as West and others
have pointed out, the distinctions between earth, water, fiery sky and misty darkness
gradually disappear. The “roots” (piCar), “springs” (nnyai), and “extremities” (meipata)
of all four domains meet here (7h. 728, 736-8). Tartarus is not a pleasant place: “the gods
shudder at it” (otvyéovot Beol mep, Th. 739, 810), a formula reserved for how the gods
detest both old age (HH. 5.246) and, as we have seen in Chapter Three, the subterranean
world of death that Poseidon threatens to expose (/1. 20.65)—all things that are
antithetical to the divine. Hesiod describes is as a “vast chasm (yaopa péya), whose floor
a man would not reach in a whole year if once he got inside the gates, but storm wind
upon terrible storm wind (wpd 60l o BvEAANC) would carry him this way and that way

(8vOo ko &vOa)” (Hes. Th. 740-3).79? Although there is a way in, Tartarus is conceived

such that there is no way out, much like a giant storage jar on which Poseidon has put a

71 Detienne and Vernant 1991: 118.

2 ydopo péy’, 00€ ke mAvTo TEAEGPOPOV €ic EvianTov /ovdag Tkott’, el Tpdto muAéwv Eviocds
yévotto, / dALA kev EvBa kai EvBa pépot Tpo BOEAL BuEAANG
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bronze 1id.”** The whirling confusion of the storm winds (00e\la) upsets all sense of
directionality; those caught in this directionless space are “twisting around in eddies”
(eEMocodpuevor epl divag) like fish being trapped, carried &vOa kai £vOa. “To this extent
Tartarus represents, in spatial terms, what Chaos does in temporal ones: the primordial
indeterminacy from which the world will later be organized into regions and
differentiated cosmic elements.””** A fragment from Pherecydes associates the storm
winds with the entrance to Tartarus: “The daughters of Boreas, the Harpies and Thyella
[i.e. Storm] guard it [i.e. Tartarus]; there Zeus casts out (ékpdAier) whenever one of the
gods commits an outrage.””">

The Titans have in fact been banished to this place, but occasionally other gods
are threatened with a similar dismal fate. In the Hymn to Hermes, Apollo threatens to hurl
the young Hermes into Tartarus, a place that Apollo describes as an “inescapable
darkness” ({o@ov ... aunyavov, HH. 4.257), from which he will not be “released”
(avaivoetar, 258) by either Zeus or his mother. Hermes would be doomed to “wander”
(éppnoelg, 259) under the earth for eternity. When the verb &ppw, which typically occurs
in the imperative mood as a curse (“be lost! damn you!”), applies to actual movement, it

indicates aimless or circular motions. This would be a serious downgrade for the swift-

footed messenger god, putting him on par with the lame tépac-god Hephaestus. The

93 For Tartarus as a storage jar, see West’s comments on the phrase nepi Seipfiv (“around its
neck”), Th. 727.

794 Detienne and Vernant 1991:; 118.

795 Pherecydes Fr. 5 Pherecydes: keivng 82 thc poipog &vep0év dotv 1y toptapin poipa:
@VAacoovot 8’ adtrv Buyatépeg Bopéov Apmutai te kol OveAla: EvOa Zevg kPaiiet Oedv dtav
T1g &uPpiont’
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limping gait of Hephaestus, described elsewhere in the /liad with the verb kiAvvoed® (“to
roll”), is also referred to with the verb &ppw (ZI. 18.421). In the Odyssey, the verb is
applied to the stranded Menelaus, when he “is wandering” (Od. 4.367) apart from his
friends and is met by the sea-deity Eidothea who observes that he cannot find a téxpmp,
or “way out” (Od. 4.373). Being disoriented is like being caught in a net, or trapped in
inescapable bonds. Apollo’s threat of Hermes in Tartarus thus joins the two notions of the
disastered condition as both being immobilized and wandering.

What does all this have to do with divining disaster? The two are closely
connected in mythical logic: if disaster is experienced as a state of disorientation and
geographical out-of-placeness, then the road to recovery begins with re-fixing points of
reference and establishing orientation markers, especially spatial ones. This is what
divining disaster does: it reorients the disastered landscape through signs. With
mythological and cosmological narratives, this is accomplished by the “text” itself,
understood as a network of signs that creates meaning. Cosmology is itself a form of
hermeneutic disaster management. Cosmic disorientation is expressed by the mixing of
all realms and the violent sounds and blinding lights this produces. These cosmic
disasters, effected by divine strife, are symbols of the potentially permanent yet
necessarily temporary return to the ultimate disastered condition, which resembles the
directionless geography of Tartarus where storm winds blow &vBa kai €&va. On a human
and animal scale, the much smaller reverberations of this phenomenon become visible,
for example, in the disorientation experienced by the Trojans, trapped in the water, whose

escape route is cut off by Achilles, or the fish that, oppressed by Hephaestus’ fire, are
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out-of-place in their own river, racing &vba kai £€vOa to find a way out where there is

none, deukta kEAgLOa.

PART IV

BOUND AND ADRIFT

Hesiod’s péya mwijpa (I): Erratic Winds

In Hesiod’s Works and Days, the disasters unleashed upon the evil city by Zeus
are described as péya mijna, “great suffering.” They include, as we have seen in Chapter
Two, the disaster triad of plague, famine, and war. Literally, this third category involves
armies and walls being destroyed, as well as ships at sea. Aeschines interpreted these as
losses to the army and the navy, but, to be sure, the punishment at sea is strongly
suggestive of storms and shipwreck as well. Hesiod’s other uses of péya nifjua make clear
what forms this suffering can take.””® The other occurrences of péya mfjuo in the Hesiodic
corpus (besides the one that refers to the disaster triad) are explicitly linked to the
sufferers, regularly expressed with a dative of disadvantage: three instances refer to the
experience of disaster for humans (Typhoeus’ winds, and Prometheus/Pandora) and one

refers to the experience of disaster for the gods (broken oaths sworn by the Styx).

796 14 total attested occurrences of wijuo in Hesiod, 6 of which take the adjective puéya. Of these
six, three refer to Prometheus/Pandora (74. 592, WD 56, WD 82), one to evil winds (TH. 874),
and one to the evil city (WD 242); these five refer to human suffering, while one occurrence of
uéyo mijua refers to divine suffering (Th. 792, Styx). The sixth attestation is from a fragment, and
its context is unknown (Fr. 159).
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The first Hesiodic case of péya mijpa refers to the storm winds, and is most
instructive in outlining the Archaic conception of disaster and its relation to divination as
a semiotic practice. As we have seen, Hesiod’s description of Typhoeus’ body
emphasizes the chaotic and disorderly nature of his being, which is expressed both in the
cacophony of sounds and the indeterminateness of shapes he produces (74. 832-5). His
monstrous overabundance of signs renders him a semiotic disaster that threatens to
plunge the world into chaos. The defeat of Typhoeus neutralizes—at least for the time
being—the threat to Zeus’ rule, which is a threat to a state of order. Zeus casts him into
Tartarus, but the poet emphasizes that Typhoeus still has a role to play (7. 870-80):

From Typhoeus comes the force of the wet-blowing (dévtwv) winds,
except that of Notos, Boreas, and clearing Zephyros:

these at least are from the gods by birth, a great boon for mortals.

But the other winds blow randomly (péy) at sea:

these, falling upon the misty open sea,

a great disaster (mfjpa péya) for mortals, seethe (Bviovotv) with an evil whirlwind
(G€AAD).

They blow (¢ieior) differently at different times and scatter ships

and ruin (pBeipovot) sailors. There is no help against disaster (kokod)

for men who encounter those on the open sea.

Some of them even on land, boundless with flowers,

ruin (@Beipovaot) the fair fields of earth-born humans,

filling them with dust (kévioc) and troublesome turmoil (kohoovptod).”’

The péya mijpa of these storm winds consists in their haphazard and random

directionality. What makes these winds so destructive is that they are utterly

7 ¢ 88 Tupwéog 6T’ AvEP®Y uéEvog Vypov Géviawv, / vooer Notov Bopém e kol dpyeotém

Ze@vporo- / ol ye pév 8k 6ty yeveny, Ovntoic uéy’ dveap. / oi & SAlon puony adpor dmimveiovst
Odrlacoav: / ol 01 Tol TimTovs oL £C NiEPoEdEn TOVTOV, / Thjua. uéya Ovnroiot, Koki] Bviovowy
GEAAN- / GAOTE &° B delot Slaokidvact te vijag / vavtag Te ehsipovst: kokod 6’ ov yiveTat
dAxr) / dvdpdoty, ot kelvnotl cuvavimviol katd évTov. / ol 8 ob kai kotd yoiav dmeiptrov
avBepdecocav / Epy’ épata @Oeipovot youaryevéwv avlponwy, / mumieicon KOviog te Kol
apyorEéon KOAOGLPTOD.
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unpredictable, causing a whirling chaos in which any sense of direction is lost, and
navigation becomes impossible. These storm winds must be understood in opposition to
the regular and potentially helpful winds—Notos, Boreas and Zephyros—who are born
from the gods. Earlier in the Theogony, these winds are identified as the offspring of the
dawn-goddess Eos and the star deity Astraios (7/4. 378-82). They are the luminous points
of reference (tekmar) by which space and time are given orientation: Eos is the light of
dawn as it breaks in the East, while Astraios is the nocturnal light of the twinkling stars,
when the Sun has plunged into the Ocean in the far West.””® The winds are brothers of
the Morning Star, who is also the Evening Star, and of all the luminous bodies (dotpa
haumetdmvta, Th. 382). The familial relationship between the winds and the stars reflects
the close association between poros and tekmar: the winds create pathways across the
vast ocean, and the stars provide the reference points.””

These observations have significant implications for the “geographicalness” of
disaster. As Detienne and Vernant point out, “the regular winds which always blow in the
same direction and which mark out navigation routes on the vast ocean also give
direction and order to the visible world by establishing boundaries and connections
between its various regions.”*% If the boundaries and connections are upset and

overturned, the disorder that ensues is antithetical to geography itself: any sense of

directionality is lost. Even the possibility of geography becomes out of the question. This

78 See Detienne and Vernant 1991: 154. Aratus makes Astraios the “father of stars” (dotpwv ...
natépa, Ar. Phaen. 99).

7 See Detienne and Vernant 1991: 118-9, 153-5.
800 Detienne and Vernant 1991: 119.
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is precisely what the gales born from Typhoeus represent. They blow “at random” (péy),
a word that, as we have seen in Chapter One, is associated with the pre-semiotic state of
confusion (tapoayn) dispelled by Prometheus. The poet further expresses the unreliability
and confusion of the storm winds with the phrase dAAote 0’ Al ot (“they blow
different at different times”).%! The winds are scattering ships and ruining (p0sipovct)
sailors (7h. 876-7). The disaster verb ¢Beipw refers to wandering sailors, lost at sea; as
we have seen in Chapter Two, it is used to describe the plague’s destructive power as
well. These winds are thus in part a semiotic disaster. But their consequences are not just
felt at sea. The winds rage over the earth also, and “ruin (p6eipovot) the lovely works of
earth-born men, filling [their fields and houses] with dust and a horrible uproar” (7h. 880-
1). The same verb @beipw is used, now undoubtedly to refer to the destruction of crops,
with a hint of Aowog. And yet, Hesiod’s text gives no indication of agricultural damage
per se. Rather, the destructive capacity of these winds consists in their ability to create a
confusion that is marked by a tumult of auditory and visual signs, as the wind roars

loudly and sweeps up dust.5%?

Hesiod’s péya wijpa (II): Coma and Exile
Because death is not an option for the gods, the image of divine suffering is

especially revealing. Hesiod’s péya mijpa to the gods themselves comes in his description

801 See West’s note ad loc. Cf. Od. 5.327-30.
892 The word kohoovptoc (Th. 880) is in fact glossed by the scholiast with Tapoyn; dust is
typically associated with the divine (cf. Zeus Konios, in Paus. 1.40.6; the sudden dust-storm in

Sophocles’ Antigone 417-21).
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of the oaths sworn by the river Styx (Th. 792).3%* Immortals who break the oath sworn by
her waters lie in bed for a year, “breathless and speechless” (avamvevotog Kai dvavdoc,
797; cf. vipTpog, 795) and unable to approach food or drink. Frazer’s characterization of
this ordeal as “silence and fasting” seems an understatement.®%* In fact, the oath-breaker
goes into a magical sleep (k®dpa, 798) that is referred to as a “great disease” (vodcov
péyov, 799).89 Afterwards they are expelled from the community of gods for another
nine years. This means they do not participate in any of the communal activities,
including the council and the feasts. Since the gods cannot die, this banishment is
reminiscent of the “deferred death” of ritual expulsion.

The “geographicalness” of divine péya nijpa as represented here in the Theogony
combines two distinct ideas. On the one hand, the sufferer cannot move. This
immobilization, as we have seen in Chapter Three, is closely associated with language of
binding and being covered over. In fact, the three occurrences of k®dua in Hesiod and
Homer all take the verb kaAvmto, “cover,” although only in the Theogony does this deep,
trance-like slumber refer to something evil (kaxdv, Th. 798) rather than soft (Laiaxodv,
e.g. Il. 14.359). Still, as West points out, koAbt never refers to natural sleep, and the
Archaic association between sleep and death is well-established (and, in fact, juxtaposed

by Penelope herself in Od. 18.201-2).8% Two analogies help explain this disastered,

803 Cf. WD 804, where Horkos (“Oath”) is a nfju’ émiopkotg.

894 Frazer 1920 Apollodorus, pp. 218-19

805 See West 1966: ad loc. On k@®uo as a deep, divinely caused slumber, see Montiglio 20135.
806 See West 1966: ad loc.
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coma-like state as applied to the gods. First, the immobilization is like that of a
shipwrecked man: the same formula “breathless and speechless” (dvdmvevatog Kai
dvavdog) is used to describe Odysseus, who has just washed ashore on Phaeacian
Scheria. The second analogy is that of old age: we recall how Tithonos, who, like the
shade of Agamemnon in Hades, has lost all “vigor” (kikvg), is confined to the four walls
of his bedroom, unable to move his limbs and condemned not to speechlessness per se
but to inane babble (cf. v pel donetoc, HH. 5.237). Mobility and communication are
thus severely impaired.

Another poignant case of old age is the seer Phineus, whose story is told in
Apollonius’ Argonautica (2.178ff). Afflicted with mquota from Zeus for the improper
use of his prophetic power (2.179), Phineus’ punishment is old age and the inability to
eat, as the monstrous Harpies snatch away his food every time he is about to eat. When
Jason and his crew appear, Phineus steps out of his home (4rg. 2.203-5, transl. Hunter):

A dark dizziness (kapoc) enveloped (dueekdAvyev) him, the earth beneath seemed

to him to revolve, and he sank into a helpless torpor (kdpatt), unable to speak

(&vawdoc).8
On a semantic level, kaAvnto, kdpa, and dvavdog invite comparison with the disastered
state of the divine sufferer; kdpog is glossed for k@dpa by Hesiod’s scholiast. What is
more, Phineus exemplifies the inability to approach food and drink, another characteristic

of the k®ua in the Theogony. In the Argonautica, the k®dpo leaves Phineus unable to

speak or move. The phenomenality of this experience is captured by the poet in the

807 hipog 88 v dppekdAvyey / TopeHpeog, yaiav 8& mémE 8d0knoe pépecon / veldbev, GPANP®
0’ &nl KOOt KEKMT™ vandog.
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phrase “the earth beneath seemed to him to revolve,” which points to the utter
disorientation of his disastered condition. The ground below is no longer a stable element
for Phineus. But while his reference points in his immediate space are impaired (he is
blind as well), Phineus still has the gift of prophecy and the ability to construct paths in
time and space that extend beyond his immediate and limited geography—a skill that he
will employ much to the advantage of the Argonauts. What the analogies of shipwreck
and old age demonstrate, then, is that the k®po of the Theogony is a disastered condition
that limits one’s ability both to move and to communicate with the outside world—this is

a state of isolation and immobilization.

Gods in Exile

The second part of divine péya mijpa, namely the expulsion from the community
of gods, signals a different form of isolation, namely displacement. Hesiod refers to this
punishment as even “harsher” (yoAenmdtepog, Th. 800) than the first one, due in no small
part, probably, to its greater duration (nine years as opposed to one). The wrongdoer is
“deprived of” (dmapeipetar, Th. 801) the company of the other gods, and can neither join
in the Olympic council nor in the communal feasts. This is similarly a state of isolation,
but one characterized by being shut out rather than closed in. The nine years of
banishment are significant: when Hera “cast” (Eupoiov, HH. 3.318) her son Hephaestus
from heaven into the sea, he spendt nine years of exile with Thetis (//. 18.394ff). Another
example is Apollo, whose punishment for killing the Cyclopes was to herd Cadmus’
flocks for nine years—for this reason, Aeschylus refers to Apollo as “a god exiled from
heaven” (puydd™ an’ oOpavod 0edv, A. Suppl. 214, cf. Plut. On Exile 607¢). These two
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forms of punishment seem typical for the kind of disaster that can befall the gods, and
they need not operate together the way they do as péyo nfjpa in the Theogony. Ares being
locked up in a brazen pot for one year exemplifies divine immobilization by being closed
in (expressed as being bound, see Chapter Three), while Apollo’s punishment of nine
years of servitude, herding Cadmus’ flocks, represents divine isolation by being shut out.
And yet, the two parts of Hesiodic punishment are really two sides of the same coin. This
becomes clear in the figure of Prometheus, at least as represented in the play Prometheus
Bound.

Prometheus is literally immobilized, fettered to a rock, unable to move his limbs.
Although he does not exhibit the same symptoms as the aged Phineus or the shipwrecked
Odysseus, Prometheus’ condition is characterized with the word vocog (cf. Th. 799)—in
fact, vdcsoc, voonua, and vooém occur more by far in Prometheus Bound than in any
other Aeschylean play.®%® The chorus describes Prometheus, who is credited with the art
of medicine, as a bad doctor who himself has fallen sick (P} 473). Io’s condition, too, is
repeatedly described as a divinely sent voécoc (PV 596, 606, 632). At the same time, there
is no doubt that Prometheus, chained to the far-flung mountains at the edge of the
inhabited world, has been exiled from the community of gods. It is true that Prometheus
is bound for more than nine years: the play itself gives us the number of 10,000 years
(nopiethy, PV 94, a number that should be considered proverbial for “a very long time”),

and thirteen human generations (PV 774); the scholiast, followed by Hyginus, gives

898 podlecki 2005: 193 speaks of a “sickness-theme.”
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30,000 years based on Aeschylus’ lost play Pyrphoros.®” The number 30,000 has been
linked to Empedocles’ period of purification that the daipmv must undergo as penalty
(Fr. B115, ed. D-K).%1°

The exile invoked by Empedocles must be connected both to Prometheus and to
the divine sufferer from the Theogony. The similarities between Prometheus and the
Empedoclean daipwv have already been recognized: both are immortals punished for a
crime by many thousands of years (30,000?) of harsh suffering before final release and
redemption.®!! This suffering is expressed as the out-of-placeness of an “exile” (puydc)
and “wanderer” (dAftng). Plutarch, in his Platonizing interpretation of Empedocles’
poem, notes that the eternal soul is “in exile and wandering” (@e0yet Koi TAavaTa),
feeling terribly out of place in this world, “bound within the body” (évdedepévn t@
ocopor), as if “on an island buffeted by the toss” (év vijow cdAov £xovon molvv). In this
earthly exile, Plutarch continues, the soul “shifts a short distance from one place here to
another,” and as such suffers from “being greatly vexed and feeling strange” (uikpov

gvtadba toémov €K TOmoV TOPAALAEY ... dvcavaoyetel kal Eevorabel, Plut. On Exile

899 The status of Pyrphoros (“Fire-Bearer”) is unclear. Long believed to be the first or third play
in the Prometheus trilogy alongside Prometheus Bound and Prometheus Unbound, some,
including Sommerstein, have identified Pyrphoros with the satyr drama Pyrkaeus (“Fire-
Kindler”), which was likely performed at the conclusion of the 472 BCE production that included
Persians. For a brief overview of the discussion, see Sommerstein 2009: 52-4, 199-200. For the
years of punishment, see Seaford 1986: 1-3, and also the commentary by Griffith 1983 ad loc.
(PV 94). The references to Prometheus’ duration of punishment according to Hyginus are in Fab.
54, Fab. 144, and Astr. 2.15. The reference to the scholiast is at PV. 94, or A. Fr. 208a (ed. Radt).

810 Griffith 1983 is dismissive of this link (cf. Seaford 1986: 1); West 1966 ad loc 801 notes that
Empedocles magnifies the nine-year period of banishment to 30,000 seasons, or years, “perhaps
on the model of Aeschylus’ Prometheus trilogy.”

811 Seaford 1986: 2, with reference to Thomson 1946: 319 (“Aeschylus and Athens™).
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607¢). The verb Eevomabéwm neatly points to the “geographicalness” of the disastered
individual: it does not just mean feeling strange but feeling like a stranger. Plutarch’s
Platonic conception of the soul combines the two ideas of péyo mfjpo: simultaneously
forced to wander, exiled and out-of-place (mapda témov), yet also bound and immobilized
within a mortal body—feeling like a stranger.

But this is Plutarch’s reading of Empedocles. The fragment itself reveals a clear
connection with cosmogony in general, and with the cosmogonic aspects of Hesiod’s
Theogony in particular. The out-of-placeness of the Empedoclean daipwv is of a
conspicuously cosmic and elemental nature (Emp. Fr. B115, ed. D-K = D10, ed. Loeb,
transl. Laks and Most):

For the force of the upper-air chases (duwket) them toward the sea,

The sea spits them out (dnéntvoe) toward earth’s surface, the earth toward the

rays of the bright sun, and he hurls them into (§uPaie) the eddies of the upper-air.

Each one receives them from another (6ALog &’ €€ dAAov 6€xetan), but all hate

them. Of them, I too am now one, an exile from the divine and a wanderer (puyag

Be60ev kai AATNG),

I who relied on insane Strife (Neikei pawvopéve).3!2
Spurned by all the elements—upper air, sea, earth, sun—the exiled “wanderer” (dAjTNng)
cannot stay in one place, cast adrift from his assigned place under the stars. After this
ordeal, which is both punishment and purification, the divinity is restored to his original
status, and returns to ‘“‘his natural location and rank” (v xotd UG Ydpav Kai Td&ty, ad.

B115 ed. D-K =DI11 ed. Loeb = Plut. Is. et Os. 361c). The fact that at the end of their

purification these daipoveg return to their status “in accordance with nature” (katd @OGV)

812 0iBéptov pev Yap oee Pévoc movTovde Sidket, / TOvTog & & xOovog obdag dméntuoe, yoia & &¢
avydc / nediov paébovtog, 6 0’ aibépog EuPote divaig / GAAOG & €€ GAAOL d€xETAL, GTLYEOLOL O
TovTeg. / TV Kai &ym vV gipt, euydg 0e60ev kal dAng, / Neikel povopéve micuvog
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suggests that their wandering in exile is something mapd @Oowv, thus bestowing upon
them the quality of the tépag, the out-of-placeness of the monstrous sign.

Indeed, this motif of being spurned by the elements is operative in other
individuals with aspects of €parta, too. Disastered heroes such as Heracles and Oedipus,
tainted with miasma and sent into exile, are said to be rejected by the elements (Eur. Her.
1295; S. OT. 1426-7). To be sure, the references to the four elements by Empedocles
suggest Pythagorean rather than Hesiodic influence. And yet, the principle of exile of the
Empedoclean daipwv is similar to, if not directly modeled on, that of the divine sufferer
of uéya mijna in the Theogony. One piece of philological evidence in particular bears this
connection out: the phrase “each one receives them from another” (8Alog &’ €& GAhov
déyetar) echoes exactly the Hesiodic phrase in Theogony 800 (8Alog &’ €& dAlov déxeTon
yoAemdTepoc OLoc).81 It is used differently, but the context is the same: the phrase
refers to the continuation of punishment and suffering for divine wrongdoers. More
importantly, the recurring phrase establishes a direct link between Empedocles’ exile and
Hesiodic péya mfjpa, and thus an indirect link between Hesiodic péya nfjpo and the

suffering of Prometheus.

Prometheus Bound, Io Adrift
It comes as no surprise, then, that Hesiod’s third case of péya nfjua refers, in fact,

to Prometheus himself. In Works and Days, Prometheus is called a péya nfjpa for future

813 Cf. West 1966 ad loc, who notes the recurrence of the phrase, but does not interpret or explain
it. For a context of human suffering, cf. the similar phrase uttered by Briseis in l/iad 19.290.
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generations by no other than Zeus himself (WD. 56). Moreover, his crime of stealing fire
and gifting it to mortals results in the xakdv that is Pandora (WD. 57), who herself is also
referred to as a mfjpa (WD. 82) and, in the Theogony, as a wfjua péyo for mortals (7%.
592). As aresult, “the earth is full of evils, and so is the sea” and “diseases visit humans
daily and nightly at all time, of their own accord, bringing evils to mortals” (WD. 100-
4).81* The punishment inflicted upon Prometheus is the subject of Prometheus Bound, a
tragedy traditionally attributed to Aeschylus but the authenticity of which is no longer
considered certain.®! His exile to the farthest regions of the earth is stressed in the
opening lines of the play: the place is “remote” (tnAovpov), “uninhabited” (&Bpotov), and
“a desert” (épnuiav, PV. 1-2). The stage is set for a disastered state not unlike that of the
Argonauts in Libya. Unlike Jason and his crew, however, Prometheus is, as Zeus’ helper
Kratos (“Power”) puts it, “clever at finding a way out (nmdpov), even from a helpless
situation (dunydvav)” (PV. 59). Prometheus would not be released until the next play,
most likely, but the one thing he can do is talk. His power of speech is what keeps him
alive, during this ordeal of symbolic death that anthropologist Louis Gernet has identified

as the capital punishment of apotumpanismos.®'® For it is his prophetic knowledge of the

814 ghho ¢ popia Aoypd kot” avOpdmovg dAdAnTon: / mhein pudv yop yoia kakd®dv, mhein 88

Bdracoa- / vodool &’ dvBpomolsty £’ UEPN, o & €nl VOKTL / aDTOUATOL POITMGL Kokd Bvntoict
eépovoat / oy, Emel povny éEeideto untieto Zevg.

815 Arguments for Aeschylus’ authorship are found in Podlecki 2005 and Lloyd-Jones 2003;
arguments against authenticity by Griffith 1977 and West 1990, who suggests the play was
written by Euphorion, the son of Aeschylus. I personally sympathize with Podlecki’s honest
comment, “I don’t know and don’t care” (Podlecki 2005 (vii)).

816 Gernet 1981.
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threat to Zeus’ rule—namely the birth of his usurper should Zeus beget a son with
Thetis—that gives him the leverage he needs to find his way out of this situation.

Prometheus’ state of being bound is complemented by lo’s state of being cast
adrift, or wandering (mAdvn). Her disastered state is expertly captured by Podlecki’s
translation of the word dvomAave, which is how o describes herself in line 609, as “ill-
starred in her wanderings.” Her state of disorientation is emphasized from the moment
she first arrives on stage (PV. 562-5, transl. Podlecki):

What land? What people? Whom should I say I see,

This storm-tossed individual, bridled in stone? ...

Indicate (orjunvov) where on earth I have come, a wanderer (memAdvnuot) in

pain.?!
She needs Prometheus’ help in re-orienting herself. She asks him to “indicate”
(onunvov)—that is to say, relay a sign—about her geographic location. After all, Io has
been wandering (remAdvnpar) for a long time, chased by a gadfly (oiotpoc, PV. 567) set
upon her by Hera, as well as the spirit of the monstrous herdsman Argos. The semantics
of her wandering bear out her suffering and sense of displacement, both characteristic of
the disastered state. She describes her plight as “wandering far, driven far” (tnAémiayktot
nAdvar, PV. 577), collocating two forms derived from the verb tAdlw, “to wander” (root
plak-, see table in Chapter Two), as she does again in line 585 (moAvmAavor mAdvar). The

repetition suggests a sense of overrepresentation typical, perhaps, of the distraught

sufferer of disaster.

817 1ic vR; Tl yévog; Tiva & Aevocety / Tovde yoAvoig &v metpivolowy / yewpalouevov; / ... /
onunvov émot yi|g 1 LOYEPA TETACVTLLOL.
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When she realizes that Prometheus has access to special knowledge, Io demands
to know the “end of my wandering” (tépua tijg Eufg mTAdvng, PV. 622). She requests that
he “give some clear sign” (tékunpov), which Prometheus gives in great detail as he plots
her path through time and space (see Chapter One). lo’s disastered state is remedied by
divinatory knowledge: Prometheus gives her wanderings meaning by disclosing not the
divine agency that causes it (she already knows Hera is behind this) but by plotting out
the entire course of events, thus revealing what still lies ahead of her. If Prometheus is
reluctant to do so, fearing knowledge will only increase her suffering, Io firmly states that
“the sick take comfort in knowing fully and clearly what suffering remains” (PV. 698-
9).81% In this context, divining disaster is the remedy of reorienting lo based on the paths
in time and space she must still wander. Prometheus’ role as a diviner is essentially that
of a geographer, mapping out places that cannot be seen to restore meaning for the
battered lo. In this regard, his activity, though of course devoid of ritual context,
resembles that of Epimenides, who reoriented the cultic geography of plague-ridden
Athens. Prometheus, as he is known to do, brings order and chaos by taming the apparent
randomness of life. To Io, her wandering appears random indeed, but Prometheus’
divinatory and geographic knowledge reveals a purpose to it by anchoring her path in
time and space, thus relieving its meaninglessness. When the “gadfly’s fiery barb stings”
her again (oiotpov 8’ &pdig / ypier W dmvpo, PV. 879-80), the last lines she utters before
rushing off-stage are (PV. 883-6, transl. Podlecki):

I am blown off course by a raging
Wind of frenzy (Aboong). My tongue is out of control.

818 10i¢ vosobot Tot yAvkd / 10 Aowdv dryog mpovéenictacon TopdC.
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My words churn and strike at random (gikfjt)
Against waves of foul disaster (&tng).5"”

As the madness strikes again (and the word Avooa invokes comparison with the raging
Hercules in Euripides’ play, discussed in Chapter Two), she loses control over her
speech, the one things that still keeps Prometheus sane. lo’s words now strike “at
random” (gikfju), thus plunging her again in a pre-semiotic state of confusion, her state of

disaster resumed.

“Tangled in Disaster’s Endless Net”

The word &1, which is a familiar member of the disaster lexicon, is a marked
term here. It is the last word spoken by lo in the play, and will occur twice more in the
play, in both cases used by Hermes to describe Prometheus’ pending state of utter ruin
(PV. 1072, 1078). Hermes’ visit (starting in line 944) is laced with threats directed at
Prometheus, in order to force him to give up his secret prophecy about Zeus. Prometheus
stands firm, and declares that he will not disclose anything until he is released first. He
readily accepts any consequences (PV. 992-4, transl. Podlecki):

So let the bolts of blazing fire be hurled,

Let him churn and throw everything into confusion (tapaccétwm)

With a white-winged snowstorm and rumblings from the earth. 3%

Prometheus here anticipates the violence of Zeus, which is imagined as cosmic disaster.

Indeed, Zeus’ hurling of the thunderbolt typically disturbs the cosmos as it reshuffles and

819 ZEw 8¢ Spopov pépopat Aoong / mvedpatt papymt yYAdoong dxpatig, / Gorepoi 8& Adyot

ToiovG’ ikl / 6TLYVIG TPOC KOHoY &TNg.

820 poc Tadto purtécOm pev aifarodoca EAOE, / Aevkomtépmt 8 vipadt kai Bpoviipact /
yBovioig KukdTe TAVTO KOl TAPUCCET®"
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reorients his own supremacy. The ensuing cosmic confusion (cf. Tapayn) would be
similar to the state of randomness that lo endured upon her exit off the stage. Hermes
reiterates his threats (PV. 1014-35), conjuring up an image of storms and tidal waves
from which Prometheus cannot escape (d¢puktoc), as Zeus will dash the mountain to
pieces and bury him under the rocks. And again, Prometheus calls upon cosmic disaster
to strike him (PV. 1043-52, transl. Podlecki):

So let fire’s sharp tendril be hurled

At me. Let thunder agitate

The heavens, and spasms (c@akxéAlmt)

Of wild winds. Let blasts shake

The earth to the base of its very roots.

Let the sea’s wave, surging fiercely,

Send into turmoil (cvyy®oeiev) the paths

Of the stars in heaven. He can lift up

And hurl my body to Tartaros
In Necessity’s harsh vortex (oteppaig divorg

).821
The image of cosmic confusion becomes gradually more elaborate and all-encompassing.
Now, all the elements are represented (fire, aether, winds, earth, sea, heaven, Tartarus)
and all are in violent turmoil. The semiotic consequences are significant: the verb
ovyyooetey literally expresses the action of heaping something with earth, covering it
over with a mound. It suggests that the paths of the stars—the most reliable téxpap for

humankind—are going to be invisible, buried, as it were, under the surging swell of the

sea. The cosmic conditions are similar to those experienced by lo on a personal level: the

821 1poc Tadt’ &n’ duoi prrtécdm pdv / mopdg duerikng Bostpuyog, aidnp 8’ / &pedilécdn Ppovti
oQOKELML T’ / Aypimv avépmy, x0ova, 8’ &k Tubuévav / avtaic pilaig mveduo Kpadaivot, / kKo 08
ToVTOoV TPpOyEl pobimt / cuyymoeiey T@V ovpaviwv / dotpov 61660vg £ e kehauvov / Taptapov
apomv plyete 6&pag / ToOUOV Avaykng oteppaig divag:
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word cpakéimt, a rare medical term, was also applied to Io’s spasmodic motions incuded
by Hera’s gadfly (PV. 878).

In his final rebuke, then, Hermes angrily predicts that Disaster (Ate) will hunt
Prometheus down (étng Onpabeicar), and when it does, he has no-one to blame but
himself: “For with full knowledge, not suddenly or in secret, you will have got yourself
tangled in disaster’s endless net (dnépavtov diktvov dtng Eumiey0noect’) through
stupidity (avotéc)” (PV. 1076-9).8%2 This remarkable phrase—*“tangled in disaster’s
endless net”—continues the hunting metaphor Hermes had used earlier.®?*> Prometheus is
going to get caught in the net because of his own foolishness, according to Hermes. The
master of mOpo¢ can no longer escape. The adjective describing the net as “endless”
(dmépavtov, from mepdo, “to cross”) belongs to the same semantic field as mopog.5*
There will be no way out of this net. Prometheus was already bound in an inescapable net
of sorts made by Hephaestus (aueipinotp’ PV. 81), but now the net is cast by Zeus
himself, and thus has even greater cosmic implications. Indeed, in the final lines of the
play, Prometheus is subjected to the negative cosmology induced by Zeus (PV. 1080-93):
the earth is shaking, thunder rumbles, flames are flashing, whirlwinds are spinning. The
winds “leap” (oKkiptdr), once again the same verb as used for lo’s spasmatic jumping (PV.

599-600, 675), thus further strengthening the idea that the cosmic confusion is paralleld

822 giduion yap / kovk £Eaipvng 008 Aabpaing / gic dnépavtov diktvov dng / dunieydnoecsd’ v’
avoiog.

823 Cf. S. Ant. 1095, where Cleon, whose mind is “disturbed” (tapéocopan), fears that he may run
into “the fowler’s net of disaster” (&g ... Aiv).

824 Detienne and Vernant 1991: 288-96.
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in [o’s state of individualized disaster. The cosmic disaster that has been anticipated for
so long by both Prometheus and Hermes now becomes reality, as “Sky and sea are mixed
in confusion” (Euvtetdpaxtar &’ aifnp wovtwt, PV. 1088). The representation of cosmic
disaster at the close of Prometheus Bound is dominated by an overabundance of visual

and auditory signs.

The Floating Island

We shall now turn from the mAavai of lo to another case of endless wandering,
namely that of the floating island of Delos, the importance of which for disaster discourse
has already surfaced in Chapters One and Three. Delos occupies a special place in the
cultural and environmental history of the Ancient Mediterranean. Most famous as the
birth place of Apollo, the Panhellenic cult center of Delian Apollo and the financial
center of the Delian League, the island has also been known throughout Antiquity for its
mobility, or lack thereof. On the one hand, Delos is known as a wandering island,
“floating on the sea” (émmlmovca Oardcon, Cal. ~Del. 213) and “wandering
(mhalopévn) in the deep, she swims on the tide (maAippoin) ... where (€vOa) the south
wind, then (§v0’) the east wind, wherever the sea may carry her” (hDel. 192, 194).%% On
the other hand, it is represented as “unmoved” or “unmoving” (éxivntoc, P. Fr. 33¢c; Hdt.
6.98.3). In this section, I argue that the kinetic issues of Delos mark the island as a

disastered place, whose (im)mobility is bound up to its status as a landmark for sailors

825 mhalopévn meddyeoor mddeg 84 oi ovy EVi xdpw, / GAAL Todppoin émviyeton dvOEéptcoc de, /

&vBa votog, EvO’ evpoc, omn popénct Bdhacoa.
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and a point of orientation for the gods. While Delos may seem to lack many of the
characteristics that would typically be associated with disaster, the significance of her
wandering (mAalouévn), like that of lo, is that it represents displacement and
misplacement. Delos is related to the primordial chaos of negative cosmology, because,
like anything that in some respect brings together or confuses elements that should
remain separate, floating islands, “through not being rooted, sometimes loom up like land
and sometimes disappear into the sea.”®*¢ Her directionality is &vOa kai &v0a like the
storm winds, and her drifting on the countercurrents (moAppoiot) invites comparison with
the unnavigable Strait of Messina (Strabo 1.2.15). Aeolus himself inhabits a floating
island, too. As far as the geographicalness of disaster is concerned, the unreliability of a
geographic marker that ought to be fixed and reliable, especially for the seafaring Greeks
with their anxieties about open waters, renders the moving island exceptionally
dangerous.

The earliest evidence for Delos as a floating island comes not from the Homeric
Hymn to Apollo, but from Pindar. The Pindaric fragment, preserved by Strabo, records
the tradition that Delos only became rooted when Leto gave birth to Apollo and Artemis
(P. Fr. 33d = Strabo 10.5.2; transl. Race):

For previously it was carried on the waves by the blasts of winds of all sorts

(mavtodoandv dvépmy piraiow). But when Coeus’ daughter [i.e. Leto], frantic

with the pains of approaching birth, set foot on it, then did four upright columns
with bases of adamant rise (dndpovoav) from their foundations in the earth and

826 Detienne and Vernant 1991: 169.
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on their capitals support the rock. There, after giving birth, she beheld her blessed
offspring.®?’

The wandering island appears as a ship cast adrift by various winds, blown this way and
that way on the vast expanse of the ocean. The island becomes rooted from the bottom
up: four pillars spring up from the roots of the earth up to support the “rock” (né€tpav)
that is Delos. The architectural metaphor is that of a temple rising up out of the sea, with
the island resting on the capitals of the pillars as the entablature. The rooting of the island
and the construction of the temple both result in distinctive landmarks, which establishes
a divine or sacred geography that links specific places to specific deities. The island of
Delos is Apollo’s temple.

Another famous example of a moving island is Rhodes. In one of his Olympian
Odes, Pindar tells how, at the time when Zeus was apportioning the lands to all the gods,
“Rhodes had not yet appeared (pavepdv) in the expanse of the sea, and the island lay
hidden (kexpO@Bon) in the salty depths” (P. OL 7.57-8).52% But the sun-god Helios, who
sees all, had spotted the island already and claimed it for himself. While Rhodes and
Delos are often mentioned alongside each other as evidence of the same phenomenon,
their movement is, at least in Pindar, not strictly identical. Rhodes moves vertically, at
first “hidden” (kexpO@Oar) in the darkness below the sea as if fettered in Erebus, before it

becomes “visible” (pavepdv) on the surface of the sea. Delos, on the other hand, moves

827 v yap 10 mapo1de Popn T KOUATEGGY TAVTOSAm®dY GvEpmv Pmoicty: 6AL" & Kotoyevig omdt’
®diveoot Buiols” dyyitokoig EnéPa viv, o tOTE TEGGUPEC OpOail TPEUvmY dnmpovcay ybovimv, dv
& émkpdvorlc oyébov métpav adapovtomédihot kKioveg, £vBa texolc’ ddaipov’ EmOYaTo Yévvay.

828 pavepay &v meddyet Podov Eppey movtim, / dluopoic 8 &v PEvOeoty viicov kekpvedat.
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horizontally, blown across the surface of the sea by various winds. And yet, the vertical
movement is prefigured in the adamantine columns that rise up to anchor the island
securely into the ocean floor. The wandering island provides no fixed point of
orientation, but the rooted island does. The semiotic importance of islands as geographic
markers cannot be overstated. The reliability of the island as a point of orientation in the
vast expanse of the sea resembles that of the stars in the vast expanse of the sky. Islands,
like stars, are often described as shining. When the gods look down from Olympus, Delos
appears as the “far-shining star of the dark-blue earth” (tnAépavtov xvavéag y8ovog
dotpov, Pi. Fr. 33c). When Delos becomes “fixed,” the verb used by Callimachus is
ompilo (Eveompikton, H.Del. 13), which is also used for the “heavenly signs” (orjuot’
&v ovpav@®) that are the fixed stars (Arat. Phaen. 10, cf. 230, 274). The island of Aegina,
too, is said to be the “shining star” (paevvov dotpov) of Zeus Hellanius (Pi. Pae. 6.126).
From the perspective of the gods, then, the islands are what the stars are for mortals,
fulfilling the same function of luminous, geographic point of orientation in an expanse

that is otherwise vast, dark, and devoid of tekmar.®*

The Polysemy of Delos
The name Delos itself (AfjAog), meaning “clear, conspicuous,” may have

contributed to the focus on the lore of the island’s (in)visibility and status as a wandering

829 Pindar (see below) refers to Delos as dxivntov épog; the adjective dxivntov also applies to the
fixed stars (Gotpa dxivnra, Poll. 4.156).
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island. Aristotle, for one, explained Delos’ name this way.®**° The overabundance of
alternative names, in fact, could be interpreted as a case of overdetermination, which, as
Huet has suggested, is the exact opposite of disaster, and works to undo the negative
cosmology presiding over it. The name Anaphe (Avdon, “Appearance”), which
according to Posidonius and Philo is another name for Delos, was typically given to a
small island near Thera.®! It was thought to have emerged in a geological manner similar
to Delos, and was also sacred to Apollo.3? The etymological connection between Delos
and Anaphe is clear, insofar as both islands used to be “inconspicuous (adeloumene) and
invisible (aphanes)” (adniovuévn kai apavig, Phil. De Aet. 121) before they either
stopped moving around or rose to the surface. The Argonauts give the name Anaphe to
the visible rock that emerges in the light shone by Apollo to break the frightening, total
darkness of katoulas. Apollo the Gleamer (AiyArjtng) “caused it to appear” (avépnvev,
A.R. 4.1718), which thus explains the name of this island. Its sudden and salvific
appearance is precisely the tekmar that relieves the disastered condition of the Argonauts.
This corresponds to Apollo’s role as a divinatory god. Similarly, Vergil says Apollo fixed
Delos in place, making it “unmoved ... scorning the winds” (immotam ... contemnere
ventos, Ver. Aen. 3.77). This is not so much Poseidon’s brute force of rooting things
magically to the spot, which establishes a teras, but rather represents Apollo’s ability as a

divine seer to create a tekmar, as he does for the Argonauts with Anaphe.

830 Plin. Maj. 4.66
81 Phil. De Aet. 211. Modern Anafi.
832 Am. Marc. 17.13; Pliny 2.202
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The island of Ortygia, meanwhile, is identified with Delos by Apollonius. Strabo
comments that Ortygia is an old name for Delos. In the Homeric Hymn Ortygia is a
separate island on which Leto lands first to give birth to Artemis, after which she lands
on Delos to give birth to Apollo.®** Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos, which makes no
mention of Ortygia, identifies Delos with Asteria, the sister of Leto whose name means
“The Starry One,” and whose flight from heaven down to the sea was like that of a falling
star (Cal. HDel. 37-8). The story, of which traces are found already in Pindar, goes that
Asteria was pursued by Zeus (and, according to Nonnus, by Poseidon also). Zeus chased
her across the sky, and she transformed herself into a quail (6ptv&) and plunged into the
ocean—hence the name Ortygia, “Quail Island.”%3* According to Pindar, Asteria, “thrown
into the sea, appeared as a conspicuous rock; sailors have long called her Ortygia. She
was often carried over the Aegean, until the most powerful one desired to lie with her
[i.e. Leto] and produce bow-bearing offspring” (Pi. Pae. 7b.46-52).83° The parallel fate of
the two sisters is clear: Asteria and Leto are both forced to wander, the former pursued by
Zeus and the latter hounded by Hera. The wandering comes to an end when they are
united geographically, and the island becomes fixed.

The names Asteria and Ortygia underscore the association with Delos as an astral

point of reference in the vast expanse of the dark sea; Anaphe, too, suggests the sudden

83 HH. 3.16; A.R. 4.1705; Strab. 14.1.20.

834 On Asteria, see Apollod. 1.21.

835 8¢ v &v méM[ay[o]g / predcicay evaydo nétpav eavival]: / kargovti pv Optoyioy vodrat
néAal. / Teedpnto &’ én’ Alyaiov Boud- / tag O kpdtiotog / Epdocato pydeic / toEopopov
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appearance of the island as a salvific tekmar. But the polysemy of Delos does not end

here. Pliny the Elder offers an even longer list of alternative names for Delos (4.66,

transl. Rackham):
According to the story, Delos for a long time floated adrift (fluctuata); also it was
the only island that down to the time of Marcus Varro had never felt an
earthquake shock; Mucianus however states that it has suffered twice from
earthquake. Aristotle has recorded that it owes its name to its having suddenly
appeared emerging from the water; Aglaosthenes, however, calls it the Isle of
Cynthus, and others Quail Island (Ortygia), Star Island (4steria), Hare Island,

Cloak Island, Dog Island, and Fiery Island because fire was first discovered
there. %3¢

The variety of names can be explained, in part, by the various roles and epithets of its two
most famous scions, Apollo and Artemis. At the same time, it is tempting to speculate
that the variability of names is connected to the variability of the island’s geography as
suggested by its movability. The underdetermined and disastered status of its location is
countered by its overdetermined name. Impossible to pin down geographically, the island

is pinned down semiotically by a multitude of names.

The Mobility of Delos: axivntov tépag

Pliny brings up another defining feature about Delos, namely its status as an
aseismic island, a subject we have previously discussed in Chapter Two. Pliny records
two different views, one that Delos was not shaken by an earthquake until the time of

Varro, and one that it had in fact been shaken twice. While Jeffrey Rusten is keen on

836 .. Delos, quae diu fluctuata, ut proditur, sola motum terrae non sensit ad M. Varronis

aetatem.: Mucianus prodidit bis concussam. hanc Aristoteles ita appellatam tradidit quoniam
repente apparuerit enata, Aglaosthenes Cynthiam, alii Ortygiam, Asteriam, Lagiam,
Chlamydiam, Cynethum, Pyrpilen igne ibi primum reperto.
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separating out Delos’ free-floating status from its aseismic reputation, noting that Pliny
has correctly distinguished the island’s immovability from its unshakability, I suggest
that the two ought to be considered together, and must be interpreted as part of the overall
moveability of Delos, the one representing horizontal, the other vertical movement. It is
true that the symbolic earthquakes associated with Delos may be part of a rationalizing
attempt meant to supplant the notion of a wandering island; and yet, seismic activity is
simply another way to understand vertical mobility and the phenomenon of an island
being anchored in the depths of the sea.

The vertical movement of Delos, rather than its horizontal wandering, becomes
the island’s most defining feature in later, proto-scientific discussions. Delos and Rhodes
on the one hand, and Atlantis and Helice on the other, have one important geological
feature in common, at least in the scientific imagination starting with Theophrastus. The
movements of these islands—the upward surfacing of Delos and Rhodes, the downward
sinking of Atlantis and Helice—are associated with earthquakes. The Roman historian
Ammianus Marcellinus, who took a special interest in earthquakes and tsunamis,
classifies four types of earthquakes, the first of which is called brasmatiae, or
upheavings. Motions deep under the ground lift up the earth from within, much like a
giant tide. This is how Delos and Rhodes came to the surface. Another type, the
chasmatiae or gapings, suddenly open abysses and swallow up parts of the earth. This is
what happened to Atlantis and Helice. As the name suggests, this disaster invokes the

chasma of Tartarus itself, and indeed, Ammianus concludes by saying that these places
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sank “into the deep abysses of Erebus, and lie hidden in eternal darkness” (17.7.13).%37

For Theophrastus, Philo and others, the relation between Delos’ rising and Helice’s
sinking is important as a compensatory geological feature. This balance between the
rising and sinking of islands forms the counterargument against those who say that the
finitude of the universe is proven by the fact that the sea is receding. The answer,
according to Theophrastus and Philo, is that the oceans are in fact not diminshing,
because the emergence of some islands is compensated by the submersion of others,
especially such large ones as Atlantis (Phil. De Aet. 138-42).

While the emphasis in the Archaic period may lie on Delos as a wandering rather
than a seismic island, the mobility of Delos has been associated with earthquakes as early
as Herodotus. As we have seen in Chapter One, Herodotus refers to an oracle in which
Apollo declares that he “will move Delos, unmoved though it is” (xtviio® Kai AfjAov
axivntov mep €odoav, Hdt. 6.98.3). Herodotus—and with him, Thucydides—interpreted
this kinesis as the shaking of an earthquake. For Herodotus, the earthquake constituted a
tépag by virtue of its divinatory signification. But the tradition of Delian mobility
suggests that there is more to its movement than seismic activity. The question whether
the earthquake is imagined (as it certainly seems to be, based on the archacogeological
research that has found a notable lack of seismic activity on Delos), while relevant, is less
interesting than the question what this movement signifies. The earthquake turns Delos

into a sign.

87 ad Erebi profundos hiatus abactae, aeternis tenebris occultantur
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Herodotus considers the island’s seismic kinesis an ominous sign for evil yet to
come; in Pindar, it is precisely the sudden halt in the island’s kinetic ability that is
recognized as a sign.®*® This Pindaric fragment, which we have referenced before,
addresses the island of Delos/Asteria as an axivntov tépag (Pi. Fr. 33¢ ed. Snell):

Hail, O god-built one, offshoot (§pvoc) most desirable

to the children of Leto with the shiny locks,

daughter of the sea, immobile feras (dxivnTov tépac)

of the broad earth (yBovog evpeiag), whom mortals

call Delos, but the blessed ones on Olympus

call the far-shining star of the dark-blue earth (tnAépavtov kvavéag ¥Bovog

dotpov).8¥
Pindar’s use of the word &pvog, the term for a young sprout that shoots up out of the
ground, might suggest the vertical movement of the island being rooted. Still, the kinesis
in question here need not be narrowly defined as either the vertical movement of the
island rising out of the sea, and her roots being fastened, or as the horizontal movement
of her wandering. Her sudden lack of mobility, rather than an excess of it as in
Herodotus, is perceived as a sign, a tépoac. She is the daughter of the sea and an immobile
tépag of the earth, straddling two contrasting elements, one shifty and one stable.

But the phrase y8ovog evpeiag dxivntov 1épag sets up another contrast. This

contrast involves different vantage points, namely that of Bpotoi, mortals, and that of

nakapeg, the blessed gods. For mortals, Delos” immobility is a tépac—a strange, counter-

838 Rusten thinks kinesis never refers to the shocks of earthquakes, but see Hesychius, the
scholiast on Callimachus, and Pindar himself, as Rusten acknowledges. It is also not so relevant,
because from a semiotic perspective, any movement (whether an earthquake or something else)
can become a sign.

839 vaip’, ® 0€08’ pdta, Mmaporn Aokapov / maideoot Aatodc ipepoéotatov Epvoc, / mOvTov
Bvyatep, yBovog evpei- / ag dxivintov tépag, dv te Ppotoi / Adlov KikKANokolowy, udkopec &’ év

‘OMoure / tAépavtov kvavéag x0ovog dotpov.
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intuitive sign whose occurrence suggests divine agency. The island’s sudden stability is
explained by Apollo’s anchoring the island in the ocean, thus uniting the daughter of the
sea with her mother. From the vantage point of the heavenly gods, Delos is an dxivintov
tépag in a different way.®** The gods view Delos as a “far-shining star of the dark-blue
earth” (tA&pavtov xvavéag yBovog dotpov), no longer a wandering star but a fixed star,
an dotpov akivnrov (Poll. 4.156)—and the story of Asteria’s plunge from heaven is
undoubtedly at work here too. The two uses of yBovdc set up a contrast between Delos as
the “immobile sign of the broad earth,” as viewed horizontally by humans, and the “far-
shining star of the dark-blue earth,” as viewed vertically by the gods. For the gods, Delos
appears not as a marvelous t€pag but as a stable tékpap. Even though the word téxpop
itself is not mentioned, the parallels between dxivnrov tépag and thAépavtov dotpov
suggest the difference in perception of Delos-as-sign as that between tépog and tékpap.
The rare adjective mAépavtoc / tnieeavng (“far-shining”) provides a clue. The word
only occurs once in Homer, in a passage about the funeral pyre of Patroclus and Achilles,
which was briefly discussed in the previous chapter in the context of the immobilized
horses of Achilles. The tomb is situated on a projecting headland near the Hellespont,
“that it may be far-shining (tnAepavnc) from over the sea both to those that now are and
those who will exist hereafter” (Od. 24.83-4).%*! The tomb, by virtue of its far-shining

ability, becomes a lighthouse, a beacon of salvation for sailors battered at sea, similar to

840 Another meaning of dxivntog may be operative, too. When applied to graves or sacred things,
it can mean inviolate, as in “that which should not be moved” (e.g. Hdt. 1.187, 6.134). The
juxtaposition with tépag strengthens the connection with divine agency.

841 (¢ kev TNAe@ovig £k TOVTOQELY Gvdpdoty €in / Toig o1 vV yeydaot koi ol petdmcdey Ecovroi.
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the vavtidoig tékpap of Hecuba’s tomb. The far-shining quality of Delos-as-tékuap
serves the same navigational and orienting function as the tomb, but now, at least in the
Pindaric fragment, from the perspective of the gods. The disastered condition of Delos—
symbolized by her vertical and horizontal kinesis, and the unreliability of her appearing
and disappearing in and out of sight at random—is lifted by her immobilization, which

allows her to function as a far-shining fixed sign (a tékpap).

Octopuses, Seals, and Delos Atropos

In mythical thought, the movement of Delos—whether vertical or horizontal, or
both—serves to underscore her ambiguous status as an in-between space that is not
bound to one realm, one element, or one location. It is this ambivalence that gives Delos
the quality of a tépac as something contrary to nature (mapda gvov). Although the
horizontal movements of Delos (her wanderings) are conspicuously lacking in the
Homeric Hymn dedicated to Delian Apollo, the island herself expresses the fear of being
submerged. She wishes to extract guarantees from Leto that Apollo will in fact honor her
after he is born on Delos, because her soil is so hard and rocky (HH. 3.72-5, 77-78):

And having overturned (xataotpéyoag) me with his feet, he would push me in the

waters of the salty sea (GA0g év meddyeoowv),

where great waves (uéya kdpa) will forever plentiful wash over my head.

Octopuses (movAvmodeg) will build their chambers in me, and black seals (pdkai)
will build their homes, free from worry, because I lack people.®+?

842 moooi karacTpéyac don GrOC &v meddyeooty. / Ev0’ &g pdv péya kbpo koo kpatdg g odel /
K\ooel, .../ .../ .../ movAdmodeg 8’ &v £uoi Badapoac edxai te péloval / oikio wotfcovot
axnoéa yNTel Aodv-
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Delos uses the language of shipwreck: the formulaic unit péya xdpa xotd occurs, besides
this instance, thrice more, all in the description of Odysseus’ main shipwreck, where “a
great wave drove down on him from on high” (§Aacev péya kdpo kat’ dxpng, Od. 5.313;
cf. 5.327, 5.461). Apollo may have the ability to anchor Delos, as he does in the later
tradition, but in this hymn it is above all his power to submerge her by turning her upside
down (xataotpéyoag) that frigthens the island. In this catastrophic vision, waves would
wash over her as they do over Odysseus’ spinning raft that is driven &vBa xai &vBa (Od.
5.327), and she would disappear entirely into the sea, pushed down “in the waters of the
salty sea” (AO¢ &v meldyeoowv). It is no coincidence that the formula GAo¢ €v meldyecov
is reserved, once again, for Odysseus’ shipwreck scene, where it refers to the underwater
realm of Odysseus’ savior, the sea-deity Leucothea. The second occurrence is also in a
salvific context for storms at sea. The Hymn to the Dioscuri describes the “good signs”
(onuata kaAd) for sailors in a storm, when the Dioscuri halt the winds and stop the
waves aA0g év meddyesow (HH. 33.14-6).

The disastered state of the shipwreck imagery also helps to explain Delos’
puzzling comment that “octopuses” (movAOmodeg) and “seals” (pdKai) will make their
homes in her. Part of the point is that she becomes a habitat for animals rather than for
human beings, something which, due to her rocky and infertile soil, may already be the
case. The two animals that are named are highly significant, as they connect both to the
shipwreck theme and the notion of spatial ambivalence that characterizes the disastered
condition. Seals, to start with, are the liminal animal par excellence. They live both on
land and on sea, crossing the boundaries between these realms. In Homer they are
referred to as kftea, “sea-monsters,” who dwell in the depth of the sea but come on land
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to sleep on the sandy shores (Od. 4.446, 452). The reference is to the island of Pharos,
where a shipwrecked Menelaus and his crew hide under the foul-smelling skins of seals
to ambush the prophetic sea-deity Proteus, in order to extract a tekmar and a poros from
him.

From their first appearance in Homer to the descriptions of Aristotle and Aelian,
the seal is consistently thought of as a mediator between the dry and the wet, inhabiting
the liminal spaces between land and sea along the coast. In the Hymn to Delos,
Callimachus nods to the Homeric Hymn when Hera describes the island where Leto will
give birth as a place “where seals of the deep breed on the deserted rocks” (omAdoecoy,
Cal. HDel. 242-3). The Homeric word omAdg refers to a rock over which the sea dashes,
the liminal space between land and sea that is inhabited by seals, octopuses, and that
characterizes the disastered state of Delos (cf. also said of the Planctae, Ap. Arg. 4.788,
932). All amphibious creatues—which include cuttlefish, molluscs, and so forth—join
elements that Zeus’ cosmology has demarcated as separate. Through these animals, the
elements “exchange reciprocal pledges” (Opp. Hal. 1.412) just as they did when they
joined forces for the storm that destroyed the Achaean fleet returning from Troy. These
animals, as Detienne and Vernant point out, “are, in a way, analogous to those ‘roots’,
‘sources’, ‘extremities’ mentioned by Hesiod, which merge into each other and become
confused together in the depths of Tartarus.”®** The analogy between the seal and the
floating island is now beginning to take shape. Half connected to the rigidity of land, and

half connected to the fluidity of water, Delos sometimes moves horizontally buffeted by

843 Detienne and Vernant 1991: 173 n. 134.
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the winds, and sometimes vertically, rising up or being submerged into the intractable sea
by Apollo, or, as the later tradition would have it, earthquakes.

The octopus lays bare another element of Delos’ ambivalent status as an island.
The octopus is mentioned once in Homer, where it is part of a simile describing
Odysseus’ shipwreck. As Detienne and Vernant have shown, the elusive octopus
exemplifies metis (cunning-intelligence).3#* The octopus is a moAvTAOKOC being, an
interlacing network of countless, tangled arms that also belong to the confusing
multiplicity of such semiotic monsters as Typhoeus, who is similarly described as
molvmAokog (Pl. Phaedr. 230a). This quality also applies to humans. Odysseus, whom
Eusthatius calls an octopus, is the human embodiment of metis par excellence.?%
Theognis urges his listeners to be like the octopus as he recommends presenting different
aspects of oneself to each of one’s friends: “Take up the disposition of the octopus with
its many coils (moAvmAdkov), which takes on the appearance of the rock to which it
clings. One day follow this way, another day, take on a different color. Cleverness
(co@in) is better than inflexibility (dtpominc)” (Thgn. 214-7).%46 The suggested ideal is
that of the polutropos man, the one who, like the octopus, excels in twisting and turning,
revealing new faces on every occasion. The epithet is applied to Odysseus (Od. 1.1) as
well as to Hermes (HH. 4.13). This contrasts with the rigidity and inflexbility (atropia) of

those devoid of such wily cleverness.

84 Detienne and Vernant 1991: 27-54.
845 Bust. p. 1318, 36fT. See also Detienne and Vernant 1991: 52 n. 91.

846 rovAvmov OpyNv Toye TOATAOKOV, DG TOTIMETPN, TH TPOGOUAT|GT], TOTOC 10TV £pavn. VDV pév
N0’ €pémov, T0TE & dALOTOG YPpOA YIVOL.KPEGC®V TOl GOPIN YiveTan dTpoming.
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The state of atropia—an immovable condition in which turning is impossible—
may provide another clue to understanding Delian (im)mobility. The word has decidedly
negative connotations: Hesychius glosses it as pesovoktiov (midnight) and dwpia (wrong
time, unseasonableness). The adjective dtpomog (“not to be turned, inflexible™) is applied
to Hades, and is also the name of one of the Fates, or Moirai. As the children of Themis,
goddess of stability, fixity and good order, the Moirai represent the inflexibility of fate,
which cannot be turned. In the Hymn to Delos, Delos herself is referred to as dtpomnog, in
the line “That one—windswept and dtpomoc and wave-beaten as she is, rather more a
course for the sea gull than for horses—is fixed (éveotipuctan) in the sea” (HDel. 11-
3).847 The epithet has long puzzled commentators. Several emendations have been
proposed on the grounds that &tpomog has a positive meaning (“unturned,” i.e. not shaken
by earthquakes) and seems at odds with the other, negative adjectives. Scholiasts have
glossed it as dkivnrtog and dceiotog, associating unmovability and unshakability; the
scholiast refers in fact to Thucydides’ comments on Delos’ seismic status. Another
scholiast has glossed it as dyedpyntoc (“uncultivated”). This explanation, which refers
once again to Delos’ rocky soil that cannot be turned by the plough and hence is
uncultivated, suits the reference to the unsuitability for horses. This use of dtpomog, in the
meaning “unturned” by the plough, would be unique. While this would provide the
negative meaning that fits the other adjectives, and fits the tradition of Delos’ poor soil,

there is another solution, in which it must be assumed that the meaning “unmoved” is, in

847 1cetvm & Mivepdecca kol drpomoc Toid 0’ aMmANE / aifving kai pdlov énidpopog NEmep
innoig / movie éveotnpikTal.
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fact, negative—at least on some level. As a wandering island, Delos may have eluded and
confused sailors, but her movability represented the ability to be polutropos, twisting and
turning like an octopus, which allowed Asteria to avoid the embrace of Zeus, similar to
how Thetis avoided the embrace of Peleus through the twists and turns of metamorphosis.
Apollo’s intervention consists in halting the horizontal and vertical movements; it is this
divine intervention, resulting in a sudden lack of mobility, that makes Delos a tépag
axivnroc.

To be sure, this is a salvific moment for Delos. Her newfound atropia at the hands
of Apollo removes this kinetic ability to either be overturned and hence submerged (as
she had initially feared) or to roam the seas, drifting on the wind, blown &vBa kai &vBa in
a state of whirling confusion. Instead of being mapda t6mov, she is now the center of
things, and “the islands have formed a circle around and about you, and surround you as a
chorus” (HDel. 300-1). The geography is reshaped as the other islands encircle Delos—
hence the name Cyclades, according to some ancient commentators. The emphasis on
choral performances, with music “resounding on all sides” (au@iBéntov) deep into the
night (the arrival of Hesperus usually signals silence), links the new Delos to the Muses,

whose song sanctions the rule and order of Zeus.

“An Island By Mortals Unnamed”

One comparative piece of evidence can be offered to support the argument that, in
the Greek imagination, the mobility of islands is associated with disaster, and with the
mentality of divining disaster directly as well. A historical example recorded in
Plutarch’s dialogue The Oracles at Delphi No Longer Given in Verse tells how an island
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rose out of the depths of the sea right around the time when Rome’s hegemony was being
established across the Mediterranean to the detriment of other nations. What is more,
Plutarch cites a set of oracular verses that prophesies and explicitly links the sign (the
tépag of the disastered island) and the event (the ascendancy of Rome) (Plut. Mor. 399 C-
D, transl. Babbitt):

And then again these lines about the island which the sea cast up in front of Thera and
Therasia, and also about the war of Philip and the Romans:

‘But when the offspring of Trojans shall come to be in ascendant

Over Phoenicians in conflict, events shall be then beyond credence;

Ocean shall blaze (Adpyet) with an infinite (Gonetov) fire, and with rattling of

thunder

Scorching blasts through the turbulent waters shall upward be driven;

With them a rock, and the rock shall remain firm fixed (otnpi&etar) in the ocean,

Making an island by mortals unnamed; and men who are weaker

Shall by the might of their arms be able to vanquish the stronger.’
The fact is that these events, all occurring within a short space of time—the Romans’
prevailing over the Carthaginians by overcoming Hannibal in war, Philip’s coming
into conflict with the Aetolians and being overpowered by the Romans in battle, and
finally an island’s rising out of the deep accompanied by much fire and boiling
surge—no one could say that they all met together at the same time and coincided by
chance in an accidental way (katd oYMV Kol aTORAT®G); no, their order makes
manifest their prognostication (6AL" 1} Tdé1g Eppaiver TV mpdyvooty). 34

This event may well describe the result of actual volcanic activity in the region around
Thera (Santorini). The oracular lines clearly associate the island’s rising out of the sea

with negative cosmology: the visual seascape is dominated by the ocean set ablaze (the

848 ko ToL mepl THC VooV ALY, fiv dvijkev 1) Tpd Ofpagc koi Onpoociac OdAaTTa, Kai TEPL TOD
dhinmov kol Popaiov morépov: « AAA" 0note Tphwv yeved kabvmepbe yévntar / Powikwv &v
aydvi, Tot’ £ocetal Epya dmiota / TOVTOG UEV AAEL TOP AOTTETOV, €K O KEPALVAV / TPNOTHPES
UeV Gve S0 kopatog aiovoty / Guutya ovv TéTpa, 1 6€ atnpifetal avtod / oV eatog avlpmmolg
vijoog Kal yeipoveg Gvdpeg / xepol PiModipevol TOV KPEIGGOVO, VIKGOVGL. » TO Yap &V OAlY®
1pove Paopaiovg te Kapyndoviov DrepryevécBon katamolepncavtag Avvipav, kai @ilmmov
Altoloic copPardvta kai Popaiog péymn kpotmbijval, kal téAog €k fubod vijoov dvaddvar petd
TVPOG TOALOD Kol KAOdwvoc Emiécavtog, 00K Gv elmot TIg O AMMVINGEY G0 TAVTO Kol GUVETEGE
KOTA TOYNV Kol a0TopdT®S, OAL™ 1) TAELG Eppaivel TV TpdyvacLy:
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epic term domnetov describes the fire); the soundscape is dominated by thunder; and the
spatial disorientation is represented by the raging waters that are up instead of down. This
is a scene of disorientation that evokes primordial chaos; the island’s vertical mobility
(the rock that is being driven upward) upsets the usual boundaries and separations
between the different elements, as the island, like Delos, becomes “fixed” (otnpi&etan, cf.
éveotnpiktal, Cal. H.Del. 13) in the ocean.

In this case, the island’s emergence is already part of a semiotic context, namely
that provided by the oracle. Whether created post eventum or not, it is presented as a
genuine oracle in Plutarch’s narrative. The island’s dramatic appearance need not be
explained; rather, it helps explain what is going on in terms of the political events that are
at play. It serves as an orienting marker (tékpop) in the signifying system of the oracle.
Contextually, the island’s significance is that it coincides with the other events, and thus
suggests intentionality rather than mere chance (tvyn). Whether Plutarch envisions a
symbolic reading, too, in which the island’s unexpected ascendancy represents Rome’s
unlikely rise, is not clear, but certainly possible. What is beyond doubt, however, is the
idea that the unexpected mobility of islands is readily interpreted as a sign, and
incorporated in a semiotic and divinatory framework accordingly. In its wondrous
appearance, the island suggests divine agency, thus functioning as a 1épag, and in turn
becomes a fixed sign, thus functioning as a tékpoap, both physically in the seascape of the
Mediterranean and semiotically in the interplay between prophecy and event, between

sign and referent.
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Conclusion

Then a strange blight crept over the area and everything began to change. Some
evil spell had settled on the community: mysterious maladies swept the flocks of
chickens; the cattle and sheep sickened and died. Everywhere was a shadow of
death.®¥
The general consensus is that Rachel Carson’s prophetic imagery in Silent Spring (1962)
launched the modern environmentalist movement.®>° The book opens with a picturesque
view of rural America, where all life is in harmony, punctuated by a soundscape of
birdsong, “the dawn chorus of robins, catbirds, doves, jays, wrens ....” %! But the
soundscape is transformed by an apocalyptic lack of such aural signs: the term silent
spring refers both to the loss of birdsong, and, more generally, to the “strange stillness”
that has contaminated this once idyllic scene. The eco-catastrophe that Carson describes,
which is fueled by the indiscriminate use of pesticides and chemicals, includes a

normative component: one road, she tells her readers, is “deceptively easy” and leads to

“disaster;” the other is “our only chance to reach a destination that assures the

849 Carson 2002 [1962]: 2.
850 Garrard 2012: 1
851 Carson 2002 [1962]: 2.
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preservation of our earth.”%? This sense of moral and political activism still motivates
eco-critical scholarship today. Richard Kerridge, for example, defines ecocriticism as
“[seeking] to evaluate texts and ideas in terms of their coherence and usefulness as
responses to environmental crisis.”®>* The concept of “environmental crisis” is
problematic, as it is presented as a monolithic and universal principle. The challenge for
ecocritics is to recognize both that ‘nature’ is always in some way culturally constructed,
and at the same time that nature really exists, ‘out there.”%>* But the normative claim of
ecocriticism—its cultural rather than scientific provenance—is all too relevant at the
conclusion of the present study. Indeed, as Greg Garrard put it, “ecocriticsm cannot
contribute much to debates about problems in ecology, but it can help to define, explore
and even resolve ecological problems in a wider sense.”>® This research hopes to have
contributed to precisely such problems. The environmental objects of this study—from
the ominous eclipse in Pindar’s Paean to the petrified Phaeacian ship in Homer’s
Odyssey, and from the tidal wave washing over Helice to the strange seismic and
semiotic behavior of Delos—have all aided in the exploration of what can be described as

an overarching ecological problem: how to make sense of disaster.

852 Carson 2002 [1962]: 277.
853 Kerridge 1998: 5.

854 Lawrence Buell has called this “a myth of mutual constructionism” (Buell 2001: 6). See also
Garrard 2012: 10-11.

855 Garrard 2012: 6. The distinction between “problems in ecology” and “ecological problems” is
made by John Passmore, who describes the former as properly scientific issues, and the latter as
“features of our society, arising out of our dealings with nature, from which we should like to free
ourselves, and which we do not regard as inevitable consequences of what is good in that society”
(Passmore 1974: 44).
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Unlike Carson’s Silent Spring, none of the ancient texts we have surveyed and
discussed call for social and political action to change human behavior regarding the
natural environment; but like Carson’s monumental work, they can be analyzed as part of
disaster discourse, that is, as the production and transformation of metaphors, analogies,
narrative, images, and other instruments and effects of meaning-making. It has been my
hypothesis that a key expression of this process of meaning-making is found in
Herodotus’ remarkt that “there are usually signs beforehand, whenever great disasters
occur” (6.27). As I have argued in Chapter One, this remark, which Pausanias would
echo several centuries later in his discussion of the Helice disaster, characterizes, and is
informed by, the mentality that has been at the heart of this study: divining disaster, the
hermeneutic process of making sense of disaster by embedding it in a system of signs.
Disaster, as Chapter Two has shown, tends to disrupt meaning itself by dislocating signs;
hence, disaster (whether ‘natural’ or not) also emerges as an ecological problem insofar
as it represents the implicit normative claim that, put simply, something has gone wrong
in the environment. This can be expressed with the phrase mapda @vowv, through the
disaster triad of plague-famine-war, or through such geographical experiences as feeling
out-of-place. Indeed, what exactly is imagined to have gone wrong, and #ow this is
expressed in the language and imagery produced by the textual evidence of Ancient
Greek culture, has been an important part of this study, a part that is best described as the
ancient Greek phenomenology of disaster.

Starting with Chapter One, this research has sought to demonstrate that the
tendency to associate signs with disaster, and to associate intentionality and agency with
such phenomena as earthquakes and plagues—in other words, to see disasters as signs—
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can be understood as a cognitive attribute that may well be universal to humankind. At
the same time, I have explored the semiotic apparatus that is culturally specific to the
Greeks and their language. In mapping the role of signs in various semiotic practices in
archaic and classical Greek literature, and their relationships to each other, I have
identified the terms té€pag and tékpop / tekpnprov as key concepts with which to
understand divining disaster as a semiotic practice. In particular, I have argued for the
importance of the logical operation known as abduction in understanding the workings of
divining disaster on a cognitive level, for which the ideas of C.S. Peirce, whose semiotics
is currently enjoying a revival across the humanities, have been instrumental. The
recognition of the sign as something out-of-place or contrary-to-nature (tépog) starts the
process of inference to understand the event at hand. What makes the ancient Greek
context stand out is the possibility that prophecy, or any true oracular sign, can take the
place of the rule in the inference, thus redering the knowledge obtained via the abductive
process a certainty rather than mere guesswork. This process—and the mentality that is
supports—is operative across genres, including, for example, in Homer’s Odyssey,
Herodotus’ Histories, and Aeschines’ Third Oration. This research thus continues the
trend of taking divination, and the logical principles on which it is based, seriously as a
form of cognition. What is more, it contributes to the study of ancient divination insofar
as divination is more broadly understood as a semiotic practice not just concerned with
heuristics (seeking knowledge) but also hermeneutics (constructing meaning).

The process of meaning-making is intimately connected to the concept of disaster
itself, as I have argued in Chapter Two. The notion of defining disaster touches upon the
indeterminateness of the sign “disaster,” something which is on display the very moment
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the word enters the English language in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Thus Chapter Two, which
is concerned with the concept of disaster, its etymology, and its historical development,
reveals the philosophical imperative to turn the disaster-as-event (unexpected,
unannounced, unanticipated) to the equivalent of a sign. Besides contributing to the
conceptual history of disaster by tracing the term to the works of classical reception in
French humanism, my research presents a comprehensive disaster lexicon based on
etymology as well as translation, with the assumption that such important roots as *ke/
(strike) and *kad (fall) give insight into the phenomenology of disaster, the meaning of
which oscillates between that of a random accident and a purposeful misfortune. This
abstract sense of disaster is complemented by an examination of the concrete instances of
disaster in Greek literature (e.g. Thucydides’ disaster list), which leads to the conclusion
that the triad plague-famine-war serves as the main reference point in the ancient Greek
imagination of disaster, furnishing many of its symbols, metaphors, and analogies.

In Chapters Three and Four, I have demonstrated the applicability of these
concepts to historical contexts (e.g. the Helice disaster) as well as literary contexts (e.g.
the Argonauts), with a particular view to the representation of disaster in text. Making
sense of disaster happens within as well as through narrative. What is so fascinating
about the so-called religious response to Helice is that by positing a divine agency
(Poseidon) rather than a random natural principle, the meaning of the disaster rests
invariably with those who are to blame. Responsibility cannot be deflected onto a
faceless Nature, who, however much she may be personified and anthropomorphized
when disaster strikes (as shown in Chapter Three), is often blamed in what Michel Serres
has called the modern constitution of post-Enlightenment logic and science. All disaster
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then becomes not just socially constructed, but genuinely anthropogenic. Carson’s section
on the idyllic American landscape and soundscape at the opening of Silent Spring
concludes: “No witchcraft, no enemy action had silenced the rebirth of new life in this
stricken world. The people had done it themselves.”%® This sentiment of self-inflicted
disaster, which is so characteristic of the apocalyptic voices in the Anthropocene, signals
a secular return to the ideas found from the Iliadic plague, to Heracles’ suffering, and
Diodorus’ interpretation of Helice, namely that the people had done it themselves as well
as to themselves. The divine agency of Poseidon does not operate randomly, but in a
targeted and purposeful manner, an experience that, in a secular sense, is still present in
such modern metaphors of hurricanes as monsters, picking off its victims one by one.
The Helice narratives also reveal the importance of the visibility vs. invisibility of
signs, and I have demonstrated the particular role that Poseidon’s disaster agency plays in
covering things up, on the one hand, and exposing things, on the other. But the
significance of this theme goes further, as Chapter Four has shown: the lack of signs and
overabundance of signs are part of the problem of disaster representation, which, on the
one hand, can take the form of the so-called spectacle of absence (nonrepresentation) or
the banality associated with overrepresentation. In joining anthropological and
sociological disaster research with classical texts, I hope to have shown that divining
disaster has an important geographic component. The loss of orienting markers and the
utter absence of signs constitute, phenomenologically speaking, the disastered state. In

this state, which is captured by the tagline from the movie The Poseidon Adventure, “Hell

856 Carson 2002 [1962]: 3.
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Upside Down,” meaning must be restored by orienting oneself on fixed markers, which
correspond to the concept of té€kpap, associated with the indexical sign. They may come
in the form of footprints in the vast expanse of the desert, as the seemingly random spots
in which a sacred sheep chooses to lie down, or the sudden gleam of an island, shining
like a star to light up the paths across the expanse of the ocean. The instability of such
transitory and unreliable environmental phenomena as clashing rocks, moving islands,
and monsters such as Typhoeus threaten to disturb the semiotic order of the landscapes
and soundscapes in which they occur. Their significance in the ancient Greek
imagination, [ have argued, can be illuminated in the context of the mentality of divining
disaster: they are disorienting elements whose overabundance of signs or utter lack
thereof (Carson’s “strange stillness™) disrupt the process of meaning-making, particularly
in such geographic and environmental contexts as navigation at sea and wandering on
land, on the one hand, and being fettered and bound, on the other.

In sum, “Divining Disaster: Signs of Catastrophe in Ancient Greek Culture” has
taken a semiotic perspective to show how signs—divinatory signs in particular—are
employed in a hermeneutic form of disaster management. Modern scholarship has long
viewed ancient disasters either as an empirical reality, overlaid with modern categories
and assumptions about what constitutes a disaster, or as a demonstration of the primitive
and superstitious fear of divine punishment. This research, by contrast, has focused on the
cognitive modes involved in making sense of disaster, and argues that disaster partakes of
a coded system of signs between the human, the natural, and the divine. One framework
for semiotic expressions in Ancient Greek culture is divination, and while divination is
increasingly taken seriously as a form of cognition, this study has aimed to fill the

524



demand for a more comprehensive overview of the semantics, typologies, and logic of
semiotic strategies in ancient Greek thought by drawing on the work of C.S. Peirce, Carlo
Ginzburg and others. This dissertation has thus brought together the cognitive study of
divination and the comparative historical study of disaster experiences, ultimately
revealing that the logic that connects signs with disaster still permeates modern disaster
discourse today. If there is anything to “learn from disaster,” as some would have it, my
research suggests that disasters reflect the cultural imperative for a hermeneutic
management of uncertainty. And here lies, I think, the ecocritical value of this study: at a
time when our environment is perceived as increasingly perilous, the transhistorical study
of disaster, and in particular of the phenomenology of dsaster as found in ancient Greek
literature, may serve us in situating our own experience of disaster within the longue

durée of disaster discourse.
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