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May the Fourth be with you 

 
Who decides your time to die? Fate and Doom in early Greek literature 

 
Translations of the Iliad are from Murray/Wyatt, the Odyssey from Murray/Dimock and of Hesiod from Most; with some amendments.  

 
1. kerostasia of Hektor and Achilleus.  Hom. Il. 22.208-213 
a0ll’ o3te dh\ to\ te/tarton e0pi\ krounou\j a0fi/konto, 
kai\ to/te dh\ xru/seia path\r e0ti/taine ta/lanta, 
e0n d’ e0ti/qei du/o kh=re tanhlege/oj qana/toio, 
th\n me\n ’Axillh=oj, th\n d’  3Ektoroj i9ppoda/moio, 
e3lke de\ me/ssa labw/n: r9e/pe d’  3Ektoroj ai1simon 
h}mar, 
w|1xeto d’ ei0j Ai%dao, li/pen de/ e9 Foi=boj ’Apo/llwn. 

But when for the fourth time they had come to the 
springs, then it was that the father lifted up his golden 
scales, and set in them two keres of grievous death, one 
for Achilleus, and one for horse-taming Hektor; then he 
grasped the balance by the middle and raised it; and 
down sank the day of doom of Hektor and went away to 
Haides; and Phoebus Apollo left him. 

 
2. kerostasia of Trojans and Achaeans.  Hom. Il. 8.69-74. 
kai\ to&te dh_ xru&seia path_r e0ti/taine ta&lanta: 
e0n d' e0ti/qei du&o kh~re tanhlege/oj qana&toio 
Trw&wn q' i9ppoda&mwn kai\ A)xaiw~n xalkoxitw&nwn, 
e3lke de\ me/ssa labw&n: r(e/pe d' ai1simon h}mar A)xaiw~n. 
ai4 me\n A)xaiw~n kh~rej e0pi\ xqoni\ poulubotei/rh| 
e9ze/sqhn, Trw&wn de\ pro_j ou)rano_n eu)ru_n a!erqen: 
 

…then it was that the Father lifted up his golden scales, 
and set in them two fates of grievous death, one for the 
horse-taming Trojans, and one for the bronze-clad 
Achaeans; then he grasped the balance by the middle 
and raised it, and down sank the day of doom of the 
Acheans.  So the Acheans’ fates settled down on to the 
bounteous earth and those of the Trojans were raised 
aloft toward wide heaven. 

 
3. Thetis petitions Zeus on behalf of Achilleus  Hom. Il. 1.520-527. 
h0ou=j dh\ kai\ ma=llon u9permene/a Kroni/wna 
o1yeai, ai1 k’ e0qe/lh|sqa, bow=pij po/ntia  3Hrh, 
o0llu/nt’ ’Argei/wn poulu\n strato\n ai0xmhta/wn: 
ou0 ga\r pri\n pole/mou a0popau/setai o1brimoj  3Ektwr, 
pri\n o1rqai para\ nau=fi podw/kea Phlei5wna, 
h1mati tw|= o3t’ a1n oi9 me\n e0pi\ pru/mnh|si ma/xwntai 
stei/nei e0n ai0nota/tw| peri\ Patro/kloio qano/ntoj, 
w4j ga\r qe/sfato/n e0sti. 
 

As it is [Hera] constantly reproaches me among the 
immortal gods, and says that I aid the Trojans in the 
fighting.  But now go back again, in case Hera notices 
something: and I will take thought to bring these things 
to pass.  Come now, I will bow my head to you, so that 
you may be certain, for this from me is the surest token 
among the immortals; no word of mine may be recalled, 
nor is false, nor unfulfilled, once I bow my head to it. 

 
4. Zeus’ prophesy.  Hom. Il. 8. 470-477. 
h$ de\ kai\ au!twj m' ai0ei\ e0n a)qana&toisi qeoi=si 
neikei=, kai/ te/ me/ fhsi ma&xh| Trw&essin a)rh&gein. 
a)lla_ su_ me\n nu~n au}tij a)po&stixe mh& ti noh&sh| 
 3Hrh: e0moi\ de/ ke tau~ta melh&setai o!fra tele/ssw: 

At dawn you will see, if you wish, ox-eyed queenly Hera, 
the most mighty son of Kronos wreaking more 
destruction on the great army of Argive spearmen; for 
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ei0 d' a!ge toi kefalh?| kataneu&somai o!fra pepoi/qh|j: 
tou~to ga_r e0c e0me/qen ge met' a)qana&toisi me/giston 
te/kmwr: ou) ga_r e0mo_n palina&greton ou)d' a)pathlo_n 
ou)d' a)teleu&thton o# ti/ ken kefalh?| kataneu&sw. 

mighty Hektor will not refrain from battle until the 
swift-footed son of Peleus has been stirred to action 
beside his ships on the day when at the sterns of the 
ships they will be fighting in most dreadful straits over 
the dead Patroklos; for so it is ordained. 

 
5. Hektor’s address to the Trojans.  Hom. Il. 8.526-527. 
eu1xomai e0lpo/menoj Dii/ t’ a1lloisi/n te qeoi=sin 
e0cela/an e0nqe/nde ku/naj khressiforh/touj, 
ou4j kh=rej fore/ousi melaina/wn e0pi\ nhw=n. 
 

I pray in high hope to Zeus and the other gods to drive 
out from here these dogs borne by the fates, whom the 
fates brought on their black ships. 

 
6. Ker on the battlefield.  Hom. Il. 18.535-538.  
e0n d’ 1Erij e0n de\ Kudoimo\j o9mi/leon, e0n d’ o0lon\ Kh/r, 
a1llon zwo\n e1xousa neou/taton, a1llon a1outon, 
a1llon teqnhw=ta kata\ mo/qone3lke podiin: 
ei[ma d’ e1x’ a0mf’ w1moisi dafoineo\n ai3mati fwtw=n. 

And among them Strife and Tumult joined, and 
destructive Ker, grasping one man alive, fresh-wounded, 
another without a wound, and another she dragged dead 
though the melee by the feet; and the raiment that she 
had about her shoulders was red with the blood of men. 

 
7. Ker on the battlefield.  Hes. Sh. 154-160.  
e0n de\ Proi5wci/j te Pali/wci/j te te/tukto,  
e0n d' O#mado&j te Fo&boj t' A)ndroktasi/h te dedh&ei,  
e0n d' E!rij, e0n de\ Kudoimo_j e0qu&neon, e0n d' o)loh_ Kh_r  
a!llon zwo_n e1xousa neou&taton, a!llon a!outon,  
a!llon teqnhw~ta kata_ mo&qon e3lke podoi=in.  
ei[ma d' e1x' a!mf' w!moisi dafoineo_n ai3mati fwtw~n,  
deino_n derkome/nh kanaxh?|si/ te bebruxui=a.  

Upon it were wrought Pursuit and Rally; upon it burned 
Tumult and Murder and Slaughter; upon it was Strife, 
upon it rushed Battle-Din, upon it deadly Ker was 
dragging men by the feet though the battle, holding one 
who was alive but freshly wounded, another who was 
unwounded, another who had died.  Around her 
shoulders she wore a cloak, purple with the blood of 
men, and she glared terribly and bellowed with a 
clanging sound. 

 
8. Ker on the battlefield.  Hes. Sh. 248-257.  
          ai4 de\ met' au)tou_j  
Kh~rej kua&neai, leukou_j a)rabeu~sai o)do&ntaj,  
deinwpai\ blosurai/ te dafoinai/ t' a!plhtai/ te  
dh~rin e1xon peri\ pipto&ntwn: pa~sai d' a!r' i3ento  
ai[ma me/lan pie/ein: o$n de\ prw~ton mema&poien  
kei/menon h@ pi/ptonta neou&taton, a)mfi\ me\n au)tw?|  
ba&ll' o!nuxaj mega&louj, yuxh_ d' A!ido&sde kath?|en  
Ta&rtaron e0j kruo&enq'. ai4 de\ fre/naj eu}t' a)re/santo  
ai3matoj a)ndrome/ou, to_n me\n r(i/ptaskon o)pi/ssw,  
a@y d' o#madon kai\ mw~lon e0qu&neon au}tij i0ou~sai.  

Behind them, the dark Keres, gnashing their white teeth, 
terrible-faced, grim, blood-red, dreadful, were engaged 
in conflict around those who were falling.  They were all 
eager to drink black blood.  Whomever they caught first, 
lying there or falling freshly wounded, she clenched 
around him her great claws, and his soul went down to 
Haides to chilling Tartarus.  When they had satisfied 
their spirits with human blood, they would hurl him 
backwards, and going forward they would rush once 
again into the battle din and melee. 
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9. Patroklos’ ghost; Hom. Il. 3-77-79. 
ou0 me\n ga\r zwoi/ ge fi/lwn a0pa/neuqen a9tai/rwn 
boula\j e9zo/menoi bouleu/somen, a0ll’ e0me\ me\n kh\r 
a0mfe/xane stugerh/, h3 per la/xe gigno/meno/n per 

Never more in life will we sit apart from our dear 
comrades and take council together, but loathsome ker 
has gaped around me, the fate that was appointed me 
even from my birth. 

 
‘The verb that is used, amphichainō,  indicates that when Ker opens her mouth to swallow you, she sends you back to 
the original abyss.’ 
Vernant, J.-P. (1991), 'Feminine Figures of Death in Greece', in F.I. Zeitlin (ed.), Mortals and Immortals (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press), 98. 
 
‘The ker swallowed Patroklos with the rare verb amphichasko, like the dragon-child who sucked at Klytaimnestra’s 
breast in Aischylos (Choephoroi 545), mixing mother’s milk with clots of blood, for the ker’s nature is mixed with life 
and death.’ 
Vermeule, E. (1979), Aspects of Death in Early Greek Art and Poetry (Berkeley: University of California Press), 40. 
 
‘By a0mfe/xane, ‘yawned’, ‘gaped’, he must mean that the Ker opened her mouth to seize him like some monstrous 
beast.  Several times we hear that the Keres carry dying men away, kh=rej e1ban  qana/toio fe/rousai (II. 302; xiv. 
207), just as on the Shield of Achilles they drag the corpse to and fro.’ 
Clarke, M. (1999), Flesh and Spirit in the Songs of Homer: A Study of Words and Myths (Oxford: Clarendon Press), 249. 
 
10. Skylla; Hom. Od. 12.85-97 
e1nqa d' e0ni\ Sku&llh nai/ei deino_n lelakui=a. 
th~j h} toi fwnh_ me\n o#sh sku&lakoj neogilh~j 
gi/gnetai, au)th_ d' au}te pe/lwr kako&n: ou)de/ ke/ ti/j min 
ghqh&seien i0dw&n, ou)d' ei0 qeo_j a)ntia&seien. 
th~j h} toi po&dej ei0si\ duw&deka pa&ntej a!wroi, 
e4c de/ te/ oi9 deirai\ perimh&keej, e0n de\ e9ka&sth| 
smerdale/h kefalh&, e0n de\ tri/stoixoi o)do&ntej 
puknoi\ kai\ qame/ej, plei=oi me/lanoj qana&toio. 
me/ssh me/n te kata_ spei/ouj koi/loio de/duken, 
e1cw d' e0ci/sxei kefala_j deinoi=o bere/qrou, 
au)tou~ d' i0xqua&a|, sko&pelon perimaimw&wsa, 
delfi=na&j te ku&naj te, kai\ ei1 poqi mei=zon e3lh|si 
kh~toj, a$ muri/a bo&skei a)ga&stonoj A)mfitri/th. 

In it dwells Skylla, yelping terribly.  Her voice to be sure 
is only as loud as the voice of a newborn whelp, but she 
herself is an evil monster, nor would anyone be glad at 
the sight of her, not even though it should be a god that 
met her.  She has, you must know, twelve legs, all 
flexible, and six necks, exceedingly long, and on each 
one a frightful head, and in it three rows of teeth, thick 
and close, full of black death.  Up to her middle she is 
hidden in the hollow cave, but she holds her head out 
beyond the dread chasm, and fishes there, eagerly 
searching around the rock for dolphins and sea dogs and 
whatever greater beast she may happen to catch, such 
creatures as deep-moaning Amphitrite rears in 
multitudes past counting. 

 
10a. Birth of (Titanic) Moirai in Hesiod; Th. 217-22. Trans. Most, with amendments. 
kai\ Moi/raj kai\ Kh=raj e0gei/nato nhlepoi/nouj,  
Klwqw/ te La/xesi/n te kai\ 1Atropon, ai3 te brotio=si 
geinome/noisi didou=sin e1xein e0gaqon/n te kako/n te, 
ai3 t’ a0ndrq=n te qew=n te paraibasi/aj e0fe/pousin, 

And she bore Fates and pitilessly punishing Dooms, 
Klotho and Lachesis and Atropos, who give to mortals 
when they are born both good and evil to have, and who 
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ou0de. Pote lh.gousi qeai\ deinoi=o xo/loio, 
pri/n g’ a0po\ tw=| dw/wsi kakh\n o1pin, o3sij a9ma/rth| 

hold fast to the transgressions of both men and gods; 
and the goddesses never cease from their terrible wrath 
until they give evil punishment to whoever commits a 
crime. 

 
10b. Birth of (Ouranic) Moirai in Hesiod; Th. 904-906. Trans. Most. 
Moi/raj q’, h|[j plei/sthn timh\n po.re mhti/eta Zeu/j, 
Klwqw/ te La/xesi/n te kai\ 1Atropon, ai3 te didou=si 
qnhtoi=j a0nqrw/poisin e1xein a0gaqo/n te kako/n te. 

And the Fates, upon whom the counsellor Zeus bestowed 
the greatest honour, Klotho and Lachesis and Atropos, 
who give to mortal human beings both good and evil. 

 
11. The Descent of Peirithous to Hades. Hes. fr. 216.1-4 (Most). 
….. ….. . o0l]e/sai me bi/hfi te d?our?i?/ makrw=i, 

a0lla/ me Moi=r’ o0lo]h\? kai\ Lhtou=j w1les?e?[v ui9o/j. 

a0ll’ a1ge dh/ moi tau=a di]a?mpere/wj a0go?/[reason: 

….. ….. …..]n?de kath/l?uqej [ei0j ’Ai%dao 

          ]to destroy me by force and a long spear 
But deadly Fate] and Leto’s son destroyed [me. 
But now come and] tell [me this] through and through 
          ] you have descended [into Hades 
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