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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
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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. II. 8.69-74.
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...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. I. 1.520-527.
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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.
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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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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. II. 8.526-527.

guxopol EATOpEVos Al T’ dAhotciv Te Beoiotv
eEehaov EvBeVde kUvas knpeaoidopnTous,
oUs KNpes POPEOUTT HEACIVECOV ETTT VTGV,

[ 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. II. 18.535-538.

v 8 Epis ev 8¢ Kudotuos opiAeov, ev 8 olov Knp,
aAhov Lwov Exouca veouTaTov, AoV douTov,
&A\ov TeBunadTa koTar HoBoveAke oSty

glpo 8 EX’ AUP’ WIHOIGT SaDOIVEOV OIHOTI PLOTWV.

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.
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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.

ol 8¢ PET OUTOUS
Knpes kuaveat, Aeukous apafeuoal odovTtas,
Sewwmal PAocupal Te Sadoval T amAnTal Te
STp1v Exov TPl MTTOVTwWY: Tooal & &p 1evTo
aflpo HEAOY TTIEEIV OV OE TTPGITOV PEUGTTOIEY
KEIMEVOV T) TIITTTOVTO VEOUTATOV, Ol HEV OUTE)
BaAN” ovuxas peyahous, Yuxn 8 AidooSe katev
TapTopov s kpuoevld'. ol 8t dpevas eUT APECAVTO
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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. II. 3-77-79.

ou pev yap Lwol ye GpiAwv amaveubev aTaipov
Bouhas eCopevol Bouleucopev, aAN’ EUE pEV KNP

GUPEXOVE OTUYEQEN, T) TTEP AGXE Y1YVOUEVOV TTEP

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, amphichaing, 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.1. 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 audexave, ‘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, kfipes éBav BavaToto dpepouoan (I1. 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. 0d. 12.85-97

evBor & evi 2KUAAT valel Setvov AeAakular.

NS ) Tot Gcovn HEV 0T OKUAGKOS VEOYIAT)S
ylyveTal, outn & oUTe TEAGWP Kakov' OUSE KE TIS ULV
ynbnoetev 18cov, oud &l Beos avTIOCEIEY.

s ) Tot Todes elol Suddekar TAVTES GPOL,
€€ 8¢ T¢ ol Selpa TEPIUNKEES, EV OE EKAOTT)
ouepSahén kedpon, Ev 8¢ TPIGTOIXO! OSOVTES
mukvol Kol Bapees, TAE1o1 pEAavos BavaTolo.
HEOOT] MEV TE KOTO GTTEIOUS KOlAo1o SeSukev,
e€w & eEloxel kedolas Setvolo Pepedpou,
auTou & 1xBuag, OKOTENOV TEPIHOIHWIWO,
SeAdivas Te kUvas Te, kol €1 Tobt ugifov EAnat
KNTOS, O Hupla Pookel ayaoTovos Auditpltn.

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
rears in

creatures as deep-moaning Amphitrite

multitudes past counting.

10a. Birth of (Titanic) Moirai in Hesiod; Th. 217-22. Trans. Most, with amendments.

kol Moltpas kot Knpas eyelvato vnAemoivous,
KAwBed Te Adxeatv Te kol ATpomov, ol Te BpoTioot
yetvougvolot 818ouatv Exetv eyabovv Te Kakov T,

al T avdpbu Te Becdv Te TapaiPocias epemoucty,

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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oude. TTote An.youot Beai Setvoio xohoto, hold fast to the transgressions of both men and gods;
TPV Y’ A0 TG 8LICIC! KAKTV OTLV, OCIS CUOPTT)

until they give evil punishment to whoever commits a

crime.

10b. Birth of (Ouranic) Moirai in Hesiod; Th. 904-906. Trans. Most.

and the goddesses never cease from their terrible wrath

Motpas 6, fis TAeloTNV TIUNV TTO.pe PNTIeTa Zevs, And the Fates, upon whom the counsellor Zeus bestowed

KAcwbed e Adxeotv Te kol ATpotov, ol Te SiSouol

~ , y , , , the greatest honour, Klotho and Lachesis and Atropos,
Buntols avBpwmolotv exetv ayaBov Te Kakov Te.

who give to mortal human beings both good and evil.

11. The Descent of Peirithous to Hades. Hes. fr. 216.1-4 (Most).

.......... . ONJeoat pe Bindt Te Soupl pokpddL, Jto destroy me by force and a long spear

oMo pe Moip’ ool kol AnToUs wAeoe[c vios. But deadly Fate] and Leto’s son destroyed [me.

oA’ aye 8 pot Tova Si]aumepews ayo[peacov: But now come and] tell [me this] through and through
............... Jv8e katnAubes [els *AiSoo ] you have descended [into Hades
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