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3. The Shield of Achilles (Il. 18.478-608) 
 
3.1 Introduction1 
The Shield of Achilles is the first ekphrasis in ancient Greek literature, and at the same 
time the most complicated one.2 Indeed, when it comes to establishing whether the 
Shield ekphrasis should be regarded as narrative or descriptive – the central issue of 
this book – scholars have arrived at conclusions which are diametrically opposed. For 
example, Giuliani writes “[g]enau in dem Augenblick, an dem der Text beginnt, sich auf 
die Bilder des Schildes einzulassen, wechselt er vom narrativen zum deskriptiven 
Modus. Das ist ein eigenartiges Verfahren, es spricht für die implizite Einsicht des 
Dichters in die grundsätzliche Andersartigkeit des Bildes gegenüber dem Text”.3 
Heffernan, however, states that “(…) narrative does not stop at the frame of each scene 
Hephaestus creates. It penetrates that frame, animating the figures within it, and thus 
subverting any effort to visualize just where in space the figures are deployed (…)”.4 
Giuliani argues for a descriptive text, but Heffernan for a narrative one. Their views on 
this issue have further consequences: according to Giuliani, the descriptive nature of 
the ekphrastic text indicates that the Homeric narrator aims at giving the impression 
that he is describing an image; for Heffernan, however, the narrative nature of the text 
makes visualization impossible. 
 This chapter aims to establish which prototypically narrative and/or descriptive 
elements are present (section 3.3). First, however, the views of Giuliani and Heffernan 
merit closer attention: section 3.2 discusses the grounds on the basis of which they 
arrive at their conclusions. Giuliani and Heffernan are not the only scholars who have 
addressed the question of the ekphrasis’ narrativity or descriptivity; section 3.2 will 

                                                            
1 I use the OCT by Allen (though sometimes slightly modified); translation (adapted) is based on 
Squire 2013: 181-3. For the scholia, I use the edition by Erbse. 
2 The bibliography on the shield is huge; see for an overview Arpaia 2010: 233-245. As de Jong 
2011: 1 indicates, “[s]cholars have mainly discussed three issues: the relation between the Shield 
and real shields; the relation between the scenes on the Shield and the Iliad; and the method of 
description”. This chapter is concerned with the last point, which has so far received little 
attention (so Schmale 2004: 110). 
3 Giuliani 2003: 46. 
4 Heffernan 1993: 12. 
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therefore contain an overview of current scholarly opinion on this question.5 Section 3.3 
contains a detailed analysis of the various images found on the shield. After having 
drawn my conclusions in section 3.4, I briefly deal with the issue of the shield’s 
visualisation in 3.5. 
 
3.2 Shield of Achilles: Description, Narration, or Both? A Brief State of the Art 
Before discussing current scholarly views, two preliminary issues need to be addressed. 
First, it has long been observed that the narrator presents the shield while it is being 
made by Hephaestus.6 In this sense, the passage can be called narrative, and there is no 
scholarly disagreement about this point. Scholarly disagreement concerns the nature of 
the scenes or images depicted on the shield, i.e. those passages in which the narrator 
focuses mainly on the res ipsae. It is with the scholarly opinion on these passages that 
this overview is concerned. Second, because the shield contains a large number of 
different images, they have often been studied separately. Scholars have mainly 
concentrated on a specific number of images: the lawsuit in the city at peace (497-508), 
the city at war (509-40), and the herd of cattle (573-86).  

Scholars who have dealt with the question of the narrativity or descriptivity of the 
scenes or images can roughly be divided into three groups: 1) those who argue that they 
are descriptive (like Giuliani); 2) those who argue that they are narrative (like 
Heffernan); and 3) those who argue that they are a combination of both narration and 
description (the majority of scholars).  

Ad 1. For Giuliani, it is the dominant use of the imperfect tense in the shield 
ekphrasis which indicates that the narrator is describing an image.7 The imperfect tense 
indicates that an action is ongoing; an aorist that an action is completed. Giuliani notes, 
for example, that in the city at war the surrounding of the cattle and the killing of the 
shepherds (528-9) is related by imperfect tenses.8 If this were a succession of events, 

                                                            
5 In section 3.2, I do not discuss all scholarship on the shield, but only those scholars who 
explicitly address the question of the narrativity or descriptivity of the ekphrasis. 
6 The passage is often called a dramatized description, for which see section 2.4.1, and below. 
7 Giuliani 2003: 41: “(…) doch durch die Verwendung des Imperfekts wird der Zuhörer noch 
einmal daran erinnert, daß hier keine Geschichte erzählt, sondern ein Bild beschrieben wird”. A 
few aorists do occur, as Giuliani has noted (ibid.: 326-7, note 10), but he does not discuss these. 
8 τάμνοντ’ ἀμφὶ βοῶν ἀγέλας καὶ πώεα καλὰ / ἀργεννέων οἰῶν, κτεῖνον δ’ ἐπὶ μηλοβοτῆρας, “[the men 
in ambush] were cutting off the herds of cattle and fair flocks of white sheep on both sides, and 
they were killing the herdsmen as well” (Il. 18.528-9). 
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one would expect aorists.9 According to Giuliani, the imperfects are appropriately used 
to describe an image: an action which is in reality telic, i.e. which has a natural 
endpoint, acquires duration in an image, since that action can never reach its natural 
endpoint.10 Thus, the use of the imperfect demonstrates that the narrator aims at giving 
the impression that he is describing an image, and not narrating a story.11  

Next to the use of the imperfect, Giuliani points to a number of other features 
which make the shield ekphrasis descriptive: the places and human figures on the 
shield are anonymous, and all action is open and undecided: the narrator does not 
relate, for example, how the siege of the city at war ends.12 This openness of action does 
not, however, result in suspense.13 According to Giuliani, the use of the imperfect leads 
to the absence of suspense, since the imperfect characterises what is happening not as 
an action which creates suspense, but rather as an activity. In the case of the city at war, 

                                                            
9 Giuliani 2003: 41: “[w]enn von einem realen Vorgang die Rede wäre, würde man hier [Il. 18.528-
9] Aoristformen erwarten”. 
10 Giuliani 2003: 41: “[i]m Bild erhält ein Vorgang, der in der realen Welt nur als punktuelle, 
sogleich zum Abschluß kommende Handlung denkbar wäre, den Charakter von Dauer: Das 
Geschehen stockt, fährt sich gewissermaßen fest, kann nicht mehr zu einem Ende gelangen”. 
11 This idea is based on Primavesi 2002: 199: “[d]urch die Dominanz des Durativ-Zuständlichen ist 
die Sprache dieser Bildbeschreibung von der Sprache der Erzählung scharf geschieden. Der 
Erzähler folgt offenkundig dem Grundsatz, daß auf Bildern entweder Zustände oder noch 
andauernde Handlungen dargestellt sind, nicht aber Sequenzen von Ereignis-Punkten”. See 
section 3.3.3.1 below for further remarks about the value of the imperfect. 
12 Giuliani 2003: 42-3. Both remarks have often been made before. For the idea that the figures 
are anonymous, see e.g. Marg [1957] 1971: 33; for the idea that the scenes have no end, see e.g. 
Finsler 1915: 39 (“[d]er Dichter faßt eine Situation, löst sie in Handlung auf und stellt diese 
wieder still.”) and Marg [1957] 1971: 29 (“[a]ber es bleiben Ausschnitte, ohne Anfang und ohne 
Ende. Es bricht ab.”). 
13 Giuliani 2003: 43-4: “Spannung käme erst dann auf, wenn der Zuhörer für oder gegen die 
Belagerten Partei ergriffe, wodurch die Frage nach dem Ausgang erst ihren Sinn und ihre 
Dringlichkeit erhielte (womit wir aber die Ebene einer Beschreibung verlassen hätten und 
mitten in eine Erzählung hineingeraten wären). Eine solche Parteinahme wird im Text der 
Schildbeschreibung schon dadurch verhindert, daß Belagerte und Belagerer aus gleichermaßen 
distanzierter Perspektive geschildert werden und gewissermaßen austauschbar bleiben”. 
Heffernan thinks otherwise, for which see below.  
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these are activities which usually or normally take place in war.14 The fact that the 
narrator relates the world as it is, without creating suspense, is a further indication for 
Giuliani that the shield ekphrasis is descriptive.15 

Giuliani also states that although the text acknowledges the nature and boundaries 
of the image, it does not observe these boundaries consistently.16 He notes that the 
figures in the images on the shield do not stand still, but move, talk, sing, and make 
music, just like real people. This deliberate transgression of the boundaries of the image 
is not an indication of narrative: the figures could really move, as do Hephaestus’ robot 
maidens (18.417-21),17 but it is also certainly the case that the narrator exploits the 
possibilities that a verbal representation of an image affords.18 

Ad 2. For Heffernan, on the contrary, the dynamic and mobile figures are an 
indication of narrative. He further notes that there are also scenes “(…) that clearly 
meet all three of what Wendy Steiner calls the most important conditions of narrative: 
‘more than one temporal moment,’ a subject ‘repeated from one moment to another,’ 
and ‘a minimally realistic setting’”.19 The lawsuit would be such a scene (497-508), 
because it would consist of three distinct and temporally successive phases of action. It 

                                                            
14 Giuliani 2003: 43-4: “[d]ie durchgehende Verwendung des Imperfekts trägt zusätzlich dazu bei, 
daß auch kriegerische Aktionen nicht als eine Spannung erzeugende Handlung, sondern als ein 
Tätigkeit vorgeführt werden, wie sie im Kriegsfall eben allgemein üblich ist. Eine solche 
Tätigkeit aber ist kein geeigneter Stoff für eine Erzählung; sie will beschrieben werden”. 
15 Giuliani 2003: 44, 46. 
16 Giuliani 2003: 41: “[s]ehr deutlich verweist der Text hier auf die Eigenart und die Grenzen des 
Bildes, ohne sich in seinem Verlauf allerdings konsequent an diese Grenzen zu halten”.  
17 See de Jong 2011: 11, note 4 for an overview of scholars who hold the opinion that the figures can 
really move. 
18 Giuliani 2003: 42: “[d]ieses bewußte Überspielen der Beschränktheit bildlicher 
Gestaltungmöglichkeiten hat zwei Pointen. Die eine ist der Erzählung immanent: Man darf 
nicht vergessen, daß hier nicht ein menschliches, sondern ein göttliches Kunstwerk beschrieben 
wird. (…) Zum anderen aber – und diese zweite Pointe liegt außerhalb der Erzählung – nutzt der 
Text sehr bewußt die Möglichkeiten einer sprachlichen Darstellung, die mit spielerischer 
Leichtigkeit vieles zu beschwören vermag, was kein Bild je darstellen könnte” (emphasis in the 
original). 
19 Heffernan 1993: 13, who refers to Steiner 1988: 2. Steiner, however, discusses the narrative 
possibilities of painting, so that Heffernan’s conclusion on the basis of these three criteria that 
the lawsuit scene has “(…) been turned so thoroughly into narrative that we can hardly see a 
picture through Homer’s words” is rather ironic.  
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could be, of course, that the shield contains three separate images, i.e. that the 
sequence of events is forged on the shield, but this is not the case, according to 
Heffernan. In fact, it is impossible to visualize the shield, because “[a]ll we can see – all 
that really exists in this passage [497-508] – is Homer’s language, which not only rivals 
but actually displaces the work of art it ostensibly describes and salutes”.20 However, 
Heffernan does acknowledge that Homer never forgets that he is representing 
representation itself: every “narrative” starts with a reference to the making and placing 
of the scene on the shield; furthermore, Homer concludes his “most dramatic 
narratives” on a note of suspension which evokes the stasis of sculpture. 

The idea that the shield ekphrasis is narrative had much earlier been stated by 
Friedländer (1912), the author of the only comprehensive survey of ekphrasis in 
antiquity.21 For Friedländer, description should represent the surface appearance of a 
work of art.22 As soon as the narrator inserts elements which cannot be represented by a 
static work of art, the narrator has turned to narration. Friedländer’s judgement has 
proved influential.23 Heffernan, for example, shares Friedländer’s view that the shield 

                                                            
20 Heffernan 1993: 14; earlier on that page he notes that “[t]he work of poetic conversion here – 
the turning of spatial composition into verbal narrative – is impossible to discern or define 
because we have no inferential access to the composition itself. As a whole, in fact, the shield is 
shielded by the very language that purports to reveal it to us”. For the idea of rivalry between 
word and image, see section 1.3.1 above.  
21 Friedländer 1912: 2: “ [d]er Dichter ist einfach nicht imstande, eine bildmäßige Vorstellung, von 
der er ausgeht, etwa die belagerte Stadt, dauernd festzuhalten, sondern er wird von einer 
durchaus jugendlichen Freude an belebter Erzählung beherrscht. Gewiß hat er Kunstwerke 
gesehen, die Schildereien zeigten; wo hätte er sonst die Anregung her? Aber das Gefühl des 
energisch flutenden Lebens erfüllt ihn; das ruhende Bild löst sich ihm in Handlung auf, seine 
Figuren bewegen sich, wie auf einer Wandelbühne, und er leiht ihnen Gedanken und 
Empfindungen ohne Rücksicht auf das, was körperliche Darstellung wiederzugeben vermag. So 
bleibt denn nirgends ein fremder Bestandteil in der epischen Erzählung, sondern das Ganze ist 
in deren vorwärtseilenden Strom aufgenommen”. 
22 Becker 1995: 9: “(…) Friedländer (…) assumed that true description is the representation of the 
surface appearance of a work of visual art. An ekphrasis should try to represent, as faithfully as 
possible, the visible features of a work” (emphasis in the original); see also Becker 2003: 7-8. 
23 Friedländer was not the first to argue thus; a similar judgement is found in J.C. Scaliger’s 
Poetics (see Vogt-Spira 1998: 194-7; I owe this reference to Primavesi 2002: 193). 
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ekphrasis is narrative, as do other scholars.24 Similarly, scholars who hold that the shield 
ekphrasis is a mix of description and narration mostly depart from the assumption that 
an ekphrasis is, or should be, description. Elements which do not befit a static work of 
art, such as movement or sound, are labelled as narrative.25 

Ad 3. Among scholars who argue that the shield ekphrasis is a mixture of 
description and narration, Byre is the only one who has addressed the descriptivity of 
the ekphrasis. Using the terminology of Hamon, Byre notes that the ekphrasis consists 
of an introductory theme and various subthemes, which he regards as a feature of 
description.26 With one exception, the subthemes are nouns which designate a place.27 
He notes that in most of the scenes movement is found within these places, but he 
argues that “this is not usually sufficient to turn the scenes into true narratives”.28 Byre 
adduces three reasons for this. Firstly, he notes that in a number of scenes movements 
are related by iterative verbs or iterative temporal constructions; these movements are 
repetitive, and have no inherent beginning or end.29 Secondly, most of these 

                                                            
24 For the idea that the shield ekphrasis is narrative, see also e.g. Elliger 1975: 35 (“[w]ie man 
immer wieder betont hat, ‘beschreibt’ der Dichter des Schildes nicht, sondern ‘erzählt’, öfters in 
ganzen Szenenfolgen und so, als wäre das Dargestellte lebendig (….). Insgesamt sind zeitlichen 
Kategorien für die Darstellungen auf dem Schild wichtiger als räumlichen, haben temporale 
Konjunktionen und Adverbien (…) bei der Gliederung des Geschehens Vorrang vor den lokalen 
(…).”); Aubriot 1997: 25 (“[a] vrai dire, comment pourraient-elles l’être (…) dans un style narratif 
qui ne se distingue guère de celui du reste de l’épopée? Quelle peut bien être la justification de 
cette description qui n’en est pas une?”, cf. also Aubriot 2003: 136); and Alden 2000: 48 (“(...) 
nowhere else does the poet of the Iliad extrapolate into narrative static motifs such as those 
represented on the shield. The poet describes the scenes on the shield in his own voice: they are 
like complex moving pictures of situations which develop even as they are described.”). 
25 E.g. Schmale 2004: 108-9: “[w]ie auch bei vielen späteren Ekphraseis, geht die Beschreibung oft 
in Narration über, was man besonders gut an der antithetisch angelegten Schilderung der 
beiden Städten beobachten kann (…). Die Beschreibung geht nämlich über das hinaus, was auf 
einem unbeweglichen Bild dargestellt werden kann; der Beschreiber wird zu einem 
olympischen Erzähler, der außer über den inneren Zustand der Figuren über alles informiert ist. 
Die Darstellung der sich im Krieg befindenden zweiten Stadt ist ganz und gar erzählend (…)”. 
26 Byre 1992: 38-9. For themes and subthemes, see further section 2.2.2. 
27 The exception is ἀγέλην in 18.573, which designates a herd (see section 3.3.3.3, 6). 
28 Byre 1992: 39. 
29 Byre refers to 18.544-6, 566, 599 and 602.  
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movements refer to a plurality of actors.30 Thirdly, the scenes in which these 
movements are found are low in narrative interest, because “they lack specificity and 
singularity in time and place and personages and action”.31 Byre concludes that these 
scenes are low in narrativity, but does not address the question what this might mean 
for their descriptivity.32 

Byre argues that there are three scenes – the lawsuit (497-508), the city at war (509-
40), and the herd of cattle (573-86) – which do possess specificity and singularity. In 
fact, they have a high degree of narrativity, since they possess temporal sequentiality 
and causality.33 Byre further argues that they develop into stories with a plot.34 However, 
these stories do not have an end, since they are broken off before they can reach their 
resolution; the scenes thus “congeal again into the static artistic representations which 
began to be described in their first lines”.35  

According to de Jong, the extent of narration is high throughout the shield 
ekphrasis.36 She detects five forms of narration: 1) reference to sounds; 2) use of indirect 
speech and embedded focalization; 3) introduction of comparisons; 4) reference to the 
real-life properties (res ipsae) of the entities depicted, rather than to the precious 
metals of which they are made (opus ipsum); and 5) representation of different 
moments of time (as in the lawsuit scene, or in the city at war).37 In the case of the 
lawsuit, de Jong puts forward the idea that it could be the case that Hephaestus is 

                                                            
30 Byre 1992: 39. He further suggests that “it is possible to interpret the poet’s words not as 
referring to the repeated actions of the same individuals, but rather as a synthesis and summary 
of different phases of the same action as they are performed by different actors on the 
represented scene before his mind’s eye”. 
31 Byre 1992: 39; for the idea that pictures of typical scenes and perennial activities are low in 
narrativity Byre refers to Steiner 1988: 9-12.  
32 Although he later speaks of “(…) descriptive scenes” which “show typical scenes of the 
eternally recurring processes of life” (ibid.: 40). Byre’s definition of narrativity (for which see 
ibid.: 38) is borrowed from Prince [1987] 2003: 65. 
33 Byre 1992: 39-40. 
34 Byre 1992: 40: “[t]he audience asks itself not merely ‘what will be mentioned next?’ as it does 
with the descriptive scenes, but ‘what will happen next – will the besieged, or the besiegers win?’ 
etc.”. 
35 Byre 1992: 40.  
36 de Jong does not conceive of the shield ekphrasis as pure narration, but as “(…) a highly subtle 
combination and blending of narration and description” (de Jong 2011: 7). 
37 de Jong 2011: 5-6, where see for examples.  
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employing the synoptic method, i.e. that he compresses several successive actions into 
one scene on the shield. In the case of the city at war, however, she draws attention to 
adverbs of speed (525-32), and concludes that “[h]ere we are dealing not merely with a 
succession of actions but with a speedy succession of actions, and to express such speed 
is a property of a narrative not of a picture”.38 In addition, she notes the occurrence of 
aorist tenses in 525-30, “which in particular fit the extreme narrativisation of the first 
scene with its many adverbs of time”.39  

As this overview has made clear, scholars use various criteria to establish whether 
the shield ekphrasis is narrative and/or descriptive. Both descriptive and narrative 
elements will be further discussed in the next section, which investigates the narrativity 
and descriptivity of the shield ekphrasis anew.  
 
3.3.1 Shield of Achilles: Its Descriptivity and Narrativity. Overview of Tenses 
I want to start this section with an overview of tenses, and establish which discourse 
modes are found in the text.40 Because the shield ekphrasis is part of a larger passage, I 
will also take the surrounding lines into account; my analysis concerns lines 468-613. 
The main clauses in these lines contain aorists, imperfects, and pluperfects. The 
alternation of aorists and imperfects indicates that the passage contains a sequence of 
events. However, the distribution of tenses is not even: in those lines that refer to the 
making of the arms (468-82 and 609-613), aorists and imperfects predominate, but in 
those that deal mainly with what is depicted on the shield (483-608), it is the imperfect 
which is used the most, as the following table makes clear:41 
                                                            
38 de Jong 2011: 6. 
39 de Jong 2011: 7. She has also noted the aorists in 544-7. These are, however, different in that 
they are iterative aorists. See further my discussion below.  
40 I believe that the use of tense is of paramount importance for the correct understanding of 
ekphrasis. Some scholars are of a different opinion. Heffernan 1993: 25, for example, notes that in 
Virgil’s temple ekphrasis “the tenses of the verbs used to describe the pictures indicate which 
actions are depicted and which are added by the narrative about the pictures”, but he denies 
that Homer makes a similar distinction (“[t]his kind of distinction, which Homer does not make 
in his ekphrastic narratives (…)”, emphasis mine). Most recently, Squire 2013: 185, note 26, though 
referring to Primavesi 2002: 194-201, has stated that “(…) Homeric differentiations of tense were 
never quite as clear cut as they were for later Greek authors, but the general point nevertheless 
stands” (emphasis mine). 
41 I have counted all finite verb forms in main clauses; the following tenses have not been taken 
into consideration because they occur in subordinate clauses: ἐθέλοι, ἄνοιτο (473); ἐστεφάνωται 
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468-82 
(preparation; 
making of the 

shield) 

483-608 
(making of the 
images on the 

shield) 

609-13 
(making of the 

rest of the 
armour) 

aorists 7 16 5 
of which iterative aorists42 - 4 - 

imperfects 6 77 - 
pluperfects - 9 - 

               Table 3.1: Use of tenses in main clauses in 468-613 
 
If we look more closely at 483-608, and count only tenses which refer to the images on 
the shield, the following table results:43 
 

 number of times used percentage of total 
aorists 6 6.6% 

iterative aorists 4 4.4% 
imperfects 71 78% 
pluperfects 10 11% 

total 91 100% 
                                      Table 3.2: Tenses used to refer to the images in 483-608 

 
It is clear from table 3.2 that in those sections which refer to the images six normal 
aorists are found. They occur in three clusters: three aorists in 525-8, two in 532, and one 
in 581.44 The iterative aorists occur in two clusters, two in 546, and two in 599-602. These 

                                                                                                                                                       
(485); καλέουσιν (487); στρέφεται, δοκεύει (488), ἐστι (489); εἴποι (508); ἔεργεν (512); ἔχε (515); 
ἵκανον, εἶκε (520); ἔην (521); ἰδοίατο (524); ἐπύθοντο (530); ἱκοίατο (544); τρυγόῳεν (566); πειρήσεται, 
θέῃσιν (601). For a somewhat different counting of tenses, see Primavesi 2002: 196-8. 
42 These are iterative verb forms built on the aorist stem: δόσκεν, στρέψασκον (546); θρέξασκον 
(599, 602). 
43 The following tenses do not refer to the images in 463-608, and have therefore not been 
counted: (referring to acts of Hephaestus) ἔτευξε (482); ποίησε (490, 573, 587); ἐτίθει (541, 550, 561, 
607); ἔλασσε (564); ποίκιλλε (590); (in a comparison) ἤσκησεν (592). 
44 προγένοντο (525); προνόησαν (526); ἐπέδραμον (527); μετεκίαθον, ἵκοντο (532); μετεκίαθον (581). 
According to the LSJ, μετεκίαθον can be either imperfect or aorist (s.v. μετακιάθω), but I follow 
Chantraine 1948: 328 in labelling it as an aorist. 
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lines contain the diegetic discourse mode. The majority of lines, then, which refer to the 
images contain the descriptive discourse mode, since they contain exclusively 
imperfects and pluperfects. This means that the text of these lines does not feature a 
sequence of events. I will further discuss the significance of these results below in 
section 3.3.3. First, I want to take a look at the passage as a whole, and more specifically 
at Hephaestus’ actions. 
 
3.3.2 Shield of Achilles: Its Descriptivity and Narrativity. Hephaestus’ Actions (468-
613) 
As stated in the previous section, the backbone of the passage (468-613) is formed by a 
sequence of events.45 These events – Hephaestus making new arms for Achilles – are 
part of the fabula of the Iliad.46 The passage can be divided into four parts: 1) 468-77, 2) 
478-82, 3) 483-608, and 4) 609-13. The first part is characterized by a technical 

                                                            
45 This narrative element was also recognised in antiquity, as is clear from the ancient name for 
book 18 of the Iliad, the ὁπλοποιία (e.g. Str. 1.1.7). Theon, one of the authors of the 
Progymnasmata, cites the ὁπλοποιία as an example of an ekphrasis of the manner in which 
something is made: αἱ δὲ καὶ τρόπων εἰσὶν ἐκφράσεις, ὁποῖαι τῶν σκευῶν καὶ τῶν ὅπλων καὶ τῶν 
μηχανημάτων, ὃν τρόπον ἕκαστον παρεσκευάσθη, ὡς παρὰ μὲν Ὁμήρῳ ἡ Ὁπλοποιΐα (…), “there are 
also ekphraseis of the manner, such as those describing the manner in which pieces of 
equipment were made, like the making of the arms in Homer” (118.21-4, text in Patillon 1997: 67, 
translation by Webb 2009: 197; for this passage see further ibid.: 70). 
46 According to Létoublon 1999: 212, the shield of Achilles is the only object in the Iliad of which 
the fabrication forms part of the fabula, which indicates its exceptional character; a comparable 
passage in the Odyssey is 5.233-62, where Odysseus builds his own ship. All the other ekphraseis 
in the corpus of this study contain finished objects, just as the shields of Achilles in Q.S. 5.3-101 
and of Dionysus in Nonnus D. 25.380-567. In fact, it seems that in later ekphraseis a finished 
object becomes the norm. 
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vocabulary referring to metalwork.47 It relates how Hephaestus prepares himself and his 
smithy for work.48 The second part deals with the forging of the shield as a whole:  
 

 
First of all he made a shield both great and mighty, ornamenting it all over; he set around it a 
shining rim that was threefold and glittering, and from it a strap made of silver. The shield was 
composed of five layers: on it he made many richly ornamented things through his skilful 
craftsmanship. 
 
These five lines narrate the creation of the shield, its rim, and its shield strap.49 The 
narratees first learn that Hephaestus creates a big and sturdy shield, while decorating it 
(478-9a).50 Although not explicitly stated, the shield must be huge as well as round, 

                                                            
47 I note: φύσας (468, “bellows”), χοάνοισιν (470, “nozzle through which the blast is forced, tuyere”, 
so Jameson quoted in Edwards 1991: 210), ἐφύσων (470, “they blew”), χαλκόν (474, “bronze”), 
κασσίτερον (474, “tin”), χρυσόν (475, “gold”), ἄργυρον (475, “silver”), and lines 475b-7 as a whole: 
αὐτὰρ ἔπειτα / θῆκεν ἐν ἀκμοθέτῳ μέγαν ἄκμονα, γέντο δὲ χειρὶ / ῥαιστῆρα κρατερήν, ἑτέρηφι δὲ γέντο 
πυράγρην, “and next he placed upon its standard the great anvil, and gripped in one hand the 
ponderous hammer, while in the other he grasped the fire-pincers”. Cerri 2010: 29, with the 
scholia, emphasizes the visual aspect of these lines (468-77).  
48 The passage consists of an alternation of aorists (λίπεν, βῆ (468), ἔτρεψε, κέλευσέ (469); θῆκεν 
(476); γέντο (476, 477)) and imperfects (ἐφύσων (470); βάλλεν (474)). 
49 In these lines only imperfects are found. These could perhaps be scenic (for this use of the 
imperfect see Rijksbaron [1984] 2002: 12); alternatively, ποίει in 478 creates “a framework with 
the aorists expressing a series of actions undertaken within that framework” (de Jong 2011: 7, for 
this use of the imperfect see Rijksbaron [1984] 2002: 11). 
50 According to Minchin 2001: 128, “the description of the shield itself is in accordance with the 
Homeric format: the shield is sturdy (summary description, 478); it is huge (size, 478); it is 
carefully worked (workmanship, 479); it has a triple rim that glitters and a silver strap (feature, 
480). The element material is subsumed in the preceding lines (474-7). The history of the shield 
has been expressed through the narrative (369-477): it has been made for Achilleus by 
Hephaistos at the request of Thetis” (italics in the original). On a possible difference in meaning 

 
 
480 
 
 

Ποίει δὲ πρώτιστα σάκος μέγα τε στιβαρόν τε 
πάντοσε δαιδάλλων, περὶ δ’ ἄντυγα βάλλε φαεινὴν 
τρίπλακα μαρμαρέην, ἐκ δ’ ἀργύρεον τελαμῶνα.   
πέντε δ’ ἄρ’ αὐτοῦ ἔσαν σάκεος πτύχες· αὐτὰρ ἐν αὐτῷ  
ποίει δαίδαλα πολλὰ ἰδυίῃσι πραπίδεσσιν.  

impf.
impf. 
 
impf. 
impf. 
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because all shields in the Iliad are huge and round.51 Hephaestus next throws a rim 
around the shield (479b-480a). Line 480b lacks a finite verb, but the accusative case 
indicates that a verb of making must be supplied.52  
 In line 481 the narrator focuses on the shield itself (αὐτοῦ…σάκεος), which has five 
layers. The narrator does not state that Hephaestus makes these layers, but uses ἔσαν, 
“there were”. Scholars have tried to connect these five layers (πέντε…πτύχες) with the 
decoration on the surface of the shield – it would run in five circles around the shield – 
but this is unlikely.53 Rather, the πτύχες concern the inner structure of the shield.54 In 
addition, the narrator states that Hephaestus puts the decoration (δαίδαλα πολλά) on 
the shield itself (ἐν αὐτῷ), not on the πτύχες.55 With αὐτάρ ἐν αὐτῷ (481), the narrator 
opens the “digression” that deals with what is depicted on the shield; the “digression” is 
closed in 609 with αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ δὴ τεῦξε σάκος (…).56 
 In the third part (483-608), the narrator relates what is depicted on the shield – in 
other words, he relates what the δαίδαλα πολλά look like. The narrator does not state 
how the decoration is arranged, with the exception of the ocean, which runs around the 
rim of the shield (607-8). Apart from ἔλασσε (564), which refers to a specific process of 
beating out metal, the narrator uses verbs that refer to the process of making 

                                                                                                                                                       
between σάκος (used four times of Achilles’ second shield) and ἀσπίς (used only once, in 18.458), 
see Bershadsky 2010: 18-9. 
51 van Wees 1992: 19 and 1994: 133: “[t]he Iliad consistently depicts round, bronze-faced, 
embossed shields of varying size, a few of which are fantastically large, just as some of them are 
fantastically ornate and made of fantastically expensive materials”. 
52 Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 137: “ἐκ (…) auf σάκος bezüglich; daran, eigentlich herab (…), 
wozu ein Verbum wie ἐξῆπτε oder ἵει (Τ 383) aus βάλλε vorschwebt”. 
53 E.g. Willcock 1984: 269: “[t]he five ‘folds’ of the shield (481) indicate that the face showed a 
central circle surrounding by four concentric rings (…)”. 
54 See e.g. Gärtner 1976: 48. For archeological commentary, see Fittschen 1973: 6-7.  
55 For the meaning of the phrase δαίδαλα πολλά (“many richly ornamented things”) see Braswell 
1988: 396 (ad Pi. P. 4.296 (b)) and Morris 1992: 3-4, and on this passage ibid.: 11-2. Here, as well as 
in Hes. Th. 581, the phrase introduces figurative decorations; its other occurrences in archaic epic 
are Il. 14.179 (which most likely also refers to figurative decorations), and Il. 18.400 (where it 
refers to small pieces of jewellery Hephaestus has made for Eurynome and Thetis). The next two 
occurrences of the phrase are in ekphraseis, A.R. 1.729 and Mosch. Eur. 43; δαίδαλα only recurs in 
Q.S. 5.4, for the significance of which see Maciver 2012: 43-5. 
56 With ποίει δαίδαλα πολλά (482) the narrator indicates that Hephaestus is now busy executing 
πάντοσε δαιδάλλων (479). 
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something.57 The verbs of making are accompanied by the adverb ἐν, which indicates 
that Hephaestus puts something on the shield; the passage is thus characterised by 
refrain-composition.58 This does, however, mean that the position of the images vis-à-
vis each other remains unspecified. Scholars have tried to connect the variation in verbs 
of making (e.g. ἔτευξε in 483, but ποίησε in 490, and ἐτίθει in 541, 550 and 561) with a 
certain arrangement of the images.59 However, there is no additional textual evidence 
for such an arrangement.60  
 Although the narrator uses verbs of making to introduce the various images on the 
shield, the images themselves are, for the most part, presented as finished.61 For 

                                                            
57 See LSJ s.v. ἐλαύνω III 1. Both imperfects and aorists are found: (imperfects) ἐτίθει (541, 550, 561), 
ποίκιλλε (590), and ἐτίθει (607); (aorists) ἔτευξ᾿ (483), ποίησε (490), ἔλασσε (564), and ποίησε (573, 
587). The forms occur in clusters: two aorists (483, 490); three imperfects (541, 550, 561), three 
aorists (564, 573, 587), and two imperfects (590, 607). 
58 For refrain-composition (or “Ritornellkomposition”) see de Jong 2001: xvi, who refers to van 
Otterlo 1944: 161-3. 
59 E.g. Fittschen 1973: 9: “[e]s ist ferner möglich, daß der Dichter mit dem Wechsel der Formeln, 
mit der jedes Bild eingeleitet wird, den Wechsel von einem Bildkreis zum nächsten andeuten 
wollte (ἔτευξε: 483 / ποίησε: 490 / ἐτίθει: 541.550.561 / ποίησε bzw. ποίκιλλε: 573.587.590 / ἐτίθει: 
607). Demnach wären fünf solcher Kreise anzunehmen. Es ist aber genausogut möglich, daß der 
Dichter die abwechselnden Formeln allein zur dichterischen Gliederung seines Bildprogramms 
verwendet hat”. That the latter option is to be preferred, is clear from the difficulties Edwards 
1991: 207 runs into when trying to fit the decoration into five bands. 
60 It could be the case that variation in verbs is due to metrical factors: all verbs but one occupy 
different metrical positions, and if the same form is used more than once, that form always 
occupies an identical metrical position. The only exception is ποίκιλλε (590), which is found in 
the same metrical position as ποίησε (573, 583). Cf. de Jong 2011: 12, note 22. 
61 So e.g. Friedländer 1912: 2: “[d]enn das ‘Machen’ erstreckt sich bis auf die eine Ausnahme nicht 
in die Teile hinein, sondern jeder Teil wird als fertiges Bild empfunden”, and Byre 1992: 36: “[t]he 
narrative of the making of the shield, thus, is not continued into the poet’s discussion of each of 
the individual scenes”. It is well-known that Zenodotus athetised 483-608. The A-scholion 
(18.483a) states: ὅτι Ζηνόδοτος ἠθέτηκεν ἀπὸ τούτου τοῦ στίχου τὰ λοιπά, ἀρκεσθεὶς τῇ κεφαλαιώδει 
προεκθέσει, “[note] that Zenodotus athetised from this line onwards the rest, because he was 
satisfied with the summary introduction [18.478-82]”. As a reason for Zenodotus’ athetization, it 
is often said that he did not understand the function of the shield ekphrasis (see e.g. Nünlist 
2009: 207: “[i]t is quite likely that he failed to see the function of such a long elaboration at this 
point”). It could also be the case that Zenodotus was bothered by the combination of the 
finished images and the verbs of making, which suggest that the images are not yet finished. 
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example, after the narrator has related that Hephaestus made two cities on the shield 
(ἐν δὲ δύω ποίησε πόλεις…), he states that in one city there were marriages and feasts (ἐν 
τῇ μέν ῥα γάμοι τ’ ἔσαν εἰλαπίναι τε, 491). Ἔσαν (491) clearly indicates that the image is 
finished. In addition, in the shield ekphrasis two pluperfects occur, which evaluate two 
parts of the shield as finished (τέτυκτο, “had been made”, 549; τετεύχατο, “had been 
made”, 574).62 Apart from the references to making in the introductory lines, the 
narrator refers in one other instance only to an action of Hephaestus (564-5, περὶ δ’ 
ἕρκος ἔλασσε / κασσιτέρου, “and he forged a fence of tin around it”). Thus, although the 
narrator suggests by the verbs of making that Hephaestus is working on the images, it is 
the images themselves to which most attention is devoted. These are, furthermore, 
mostly presented as finished. 
 The repeated verbs of making, thus, seem to be a means for the narrator to organise 
his material, rather than a reflection of the process in which the shield is made by 
Hephaestus.63 A comparison with Agamemnon’s arming scene (Il. 11.15-46) will make 
this clear.64 Both passages are called Homeric or dramatized descriptions, but they 
differ in one important respect. The arming scene of Agamemnon consists of six 
different actions by Agamemnon. The order in which Agamemnon dresses is of 
importance: it would not be handy, if not impossible, to put one’s helmet on one’s head 
(the last element, 11.41-2) before having put on one’s greaves (the first element, 11.17-8). 
Consequently, the order of the events cannot be changed. Hephaestus’ actions in 
18.483-608, however, are more or less similar: all refer to acts of putting, making or 
fashioning something on the shield. As Chatman notes, these actions are highly 

                                                            
62 Cf. de Jong 2011: 7, who states that the pluperfect “at 549 perhaps also suggests that the 
narrator evaluates the finished work of art” (italics in the original). 
63 Byre 1976: 55: “[t]he repeated prepositional phrase adverb ἐν with μέν or δέ is a formula used to 
organize the poet’s material rather than to indicate the artist’s organization of his (…). The verbs 
of manufacture in the ritournelle lines (…) function in the same way, while adding little to the 
information about the techniques of Hephaestus, whose tools and materials are mentioned 
cursorily in 468-477”. Indeed, the interest in technical details is nil here (so Bassett 1938: 95). 
64 See section 2.4 for an extensive discussion of this arming scene. 



101 
 
iterative.65 The order in which these actions are performed does not matter: an earlier 
action has no consequences whatsoever for a later action.66 

The fourth and last part (609-13) narrates the making of the remaining parts of 
Achilles’ arms. It starts with a summarizing line, which indicates that Hephaestus has 
finished the shield: αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ δὴ τεῦξε σάκος μέγα τε στιβαρόν τε, “and after he had 
wrought the shield, huge and heavy” (609); this line forms a ring with line 478.67 After 
the retardation of 483-608, the making of the corselet, helmet and greaves is summarily 
narrated, with τεῦξε thrice repeated (610, 611, 613).68 Line 614 indicates that the whole 
armour (πάνθ’ ὅπλα) is finished; this line closes the making of the armour episode which 
had started at 468.  
 As stated above, the four parts of this passage are all different. Part one (468-77) 
deals with the technicalities of forging, part two (478-82) with the making of the shield 
as a whole, part three with the images (483-608), and part four (609-13) with the forging 
of the rest of the armour. Narrative rhythm varies, too: in part one it is relatively fast, in 
part four even faster; in part two the rhythm starts to slow down; part three is a major 
retardation. It would have been a pause, were it not for the repeated verbs of making.69 

                                                            
65 Chatman 1990: 33: “[n]ot that the event [Hephaestus’ actual fabrication of the shield] is 
terribly interesting in its surface representation: it is highly iterative, recounting simply a series 
of Hephaistos’s ‘fashionings,’ ‘placings,’ ‘puttings,’ ‘makings,’ ‘workings,’ and the like (…)”. 
66 Cf. Hagstrum 1958: 19, note 35. He argues against Lessing, who stated that Homer does not 
describe the shield as finished and complete, but as being wrought: “Lessing seems to ignore 
precisely what happens in reading Homer’s icon – that the reader moves from section to section, 
detail to detail, and the verbs referring to the process of making are secondary. Lessing disliked 
description on principle but admired Homer’s and was forced to find grounds other than visual 
and pictorial to explain his admiration”; a similar judgement in Primavesi 2002: 199. 
67 Stanley 1993: 9-13 detects large-scale ring composition throughout the whole of the shield 
ekphrasis, but most of his rings are not based on verbal repetition, but on vague 
correspondences between images. 
68 This section consists of four aorists; the other being ἧκε in 612.  
69 Byre 1976: 16 even argues that “(…) there is no true progression of fictional time, for the entire 
process of the shield’s production has been summarized in the narrative preceding the 
description, and there is nothing to suggest that the poet is following a chronological order in 
the sequence of his descriptions of the represented scenes” (emphasis mine). Richardson 1990: 
64 does not know what to think of this passage: “[t]he most remarkable pause involving 
movement through time is the description of Achilles’s shield while it is being made. Iliad 18.478 
begins the forging, and the shield is completed at 607. Although the lines between give a full 
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The verbs of making, then, camouflage or mitigate the pause that could have occurred 
on account of the insertion of such a large amount of digressive material. These verbs 
are but a thin veneer, which could explain why in all other ekphraseis of this study – 
indeed, in almost all later ekphraseis – the narrator presents a finished object.70 At any 
rate, it is now time to turn to the images, and establish their narrativity and/or 
descriptivity. 
 
3.3.3.1 Shield of Achilles: Its Descriptivity and Narrativity. The Images (483-608): 
Preliminaries 
Ekphrasis is the verbal representation of a visual representation, and as such embodies 
two layers of representation: a primary verbal layer, the text, and a secondary visual 
layer, the image.71 In this study, I investigate ekphraseis of narrative images, i.e. the 
images depicted on the object have a certain degree of narrativity. It should be noted 
that a narrative image does not automatically lead to a narrative text; the text could 
also remain descriptive. This can be schematized as follows (see also table 1.1): 
 

Text 
(as the representation of the image) 

Image 
(as the representation of action) 

1. descriptive 
narrative 

2. narrative 
                                                                                                                       Table 3.3 

 
As regards the images on the shield of Achilles, most scholars are agreed that they are 
narrative.72 My aim is to investigate their degree of narrativity. In the case of the text, the 
situation is more complex. As we have seen in section 3.3.1 above, the descriptive 
discourse mode is dominant in passages that refer to the images. To be precise, of the 
tenses used to refer to the images, 89% (imperfects: 78%, pluperfects 11%) is associated 

                                                                                                                                                       
description of each part of the shield, we are continually reminded that the action has not 
stopped. Every few lines a verb of making reminds us that the narrator is describing a shield that 
is in the process of being designed even as we watch. The confusion between pause and action is 
intensified by the many passages suggesting movement in the static scenes on the shield”. 
70 Cf. de Jong forthc. 
71 For the terminology employed, see section 1.3.1. 
72 This much is clear from the overview in 3.2. See also Snodgrass 1998: 161, who speaks of the 
“strong narrative content” of the shield. 
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with the descriptive discourse mode.73 This means that the text has, by and large, a 
descriptive organization.  
 A descriptive organization indicates, first of all, that event sequencing is absent 
from the text.74 This is important: it means that in those lines in which the descriptive 
discourse mode is found – and these lines are in the majority – the first basic element of 
narrative is absent. This, in turn, means that this passage (483-608) differs markedly 
from the majority of passages in the Iliad, which do contain a sequence of events.75 
Because there is no sequence of events, time is static, and only story time advances.76 
The text has a main theme (the δαίδαλα πολλά of 482) with various subthemes (e.g. ἐν δὲ 
δύω ποίησε πόλεις, 490). These subthemes may also have subthemes (ἐν τῇ μέν ῥα γάμοι 
τ’ ἔσαν εἰλαπίναι τε, “in the one there were marriages and feasts”, 491). The subthemes 
are mostly enumerated (δέ; sometimes μέν…δέ). Spatial progression is less frequent, 
though spatial markers often occur at the beginning of new subthemes (e.g ἐν τῇ μέν, 
491; τὴν δ’ ἑτέρην πόλιν ἀμφί, 509).77 The text thus mostly proceeds via enumeration.  
 We seem to be confronted by a paradox: while the text is largely organized 
descriptively, the images are of a narrative nature. The fact that a descriptive text can 
refer to a narrative image is mainly due to the use of the imperfect. The imperfect may 
designate a state (as in 491, ἔσαν), but also an ongoing event (as in 492-3: νύμφας δ’ ἐκ 
θαλάμων δαΐδων ὕπο λαμπομενάων / ἠγίνεον ἀνὰ ἄστυ (…), “they were leading brides from 
their rooms accompanied by flaring torches through the city”). Most imperfects on the 
shield designate ongoing events. These ongoing events do not reach their endpoint, 
which means that they do not form a sequence of events.78 Thus, by employing the 
imperfect the narrator represents actions or events in the text, but by avoiding to turn 
these into a sequence of events the narrator does not create a text with a narrative 
organization.  
 Scholars have indeed regarded the imperfect as the tense best suited to represent 
actions depicted on a static object. In the words of Becker, “[t]he imperfect tense (…) 

                                                            
73 The remaining 11% consists of aorists; these are discussed below. 
74 This observation only holds for those events found in main clauses, since the analysis only 
takes main clauses into account.  
75 Similarly Primavesi 2002: 199 (quoted in note 11 above). 
76 See for the terminology employed section 2.2.2. 
77 Cf. Elliger 1975: 35, who speaks of “(…) lokale Fixpunkte, die der Einzelszene ihren Ort 
zuweisen und ihr einen gewissen räumlichen Halt geben”. 
78 See Giuliani and Primavesi in section 3.2 above; and my own remarks in 2.2.2. 
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could reflect the visual image: given its progressive aspect, the imperfect could 
represent the necessary incompleteness of a depicted action that is frozen in a metallic 
representation”.79 In a similar vein, Vanderlinden states that the imperfect is used to 
describe actions directly represented on the shield.80 We may rephrase both remarks 
and say that the imperfect is used for what the images on the shield represent, for the 
rendering of the res ipsae in the text.81 By virtue of the imperfect, the res ipsae are 
imagined as ongoing events: the narrator imagines that something is going on before 
his eyes, i.e. as if the figures depicted on the shield are performing actions. Thus, the 
narrator translates a static image, as it were, into a number of ongoing events.82 

                                                            
79 Becker 1995: 109; a similar remark was already made by Byre 1976: 38-9, who while discussing 
the use of tense in Greek ekphrasis stated that the imperfect, because it expresses “(…) a past 
action seen in its duration, is the tense best suited to the description of static objects belonging 
to the epic past and the tense which best conveys the idea of action permanently frozen in 
representational art (…)”; Byre refers to Szantyr 1970: 30, who remarks in connection with Virgil’s 
ekphraseis that the imperfect “(…) entspricht der bildlichen Permanenz des dargestellten 
Vorgangs”. 
80 Vanderlinden 1980: 122: “l’imparfait sert à décrire les actions représentées directement, et c’est 
la grande majorité des formes verbales du texte”. Stansbury-O’Donnell 1995: 322 agrees: “the 
poet’s use of the imperfect sets the basic key for passages describing the scene. (…) it is used 
consistently throughout this passage [18.497-508] and the shield as a whole to indicate what 
actually appears on the shield (…)”; similar remarks in Stansbury-O’Donnell 1999: 43. 
81 Cf. further Stahl 1907: 96-7, who mentions “[a]ls besondere Arten des Imperfektums der 
ununterbrochenen Dauer” the “Imperfektum der Beschreibungen und Schilderungen” (where 
see for examples; the shields of Achilles and Heracles are both mentioned); Rijksbaron [1984] 
2002: 12 speaks of “(…) series of imperfects, describing a number of more or less simultaneous 
states of affairs; a ‘scene is painted’, so to speak” (emphasis mine). The reason why the imperfect 
can be used for this purpose is explained by Fleischman 1990: 74: “[g]iven that [imperfective] 
tenses view a situation as a process and without regard to its endpoints, they remove the 
possibility of its being apprehended as a completed whole. They are in this sense ideally suited 
for reporting experiences represented as the perception of an eyewitness (…) and are at the same 
time antithetical to narration” (emphasis mine). 
82 Not only are these actions forever ongoing, by their depiction on the shield they are also 
happening at the same time. This simultaneity is fitting for an image, since in a static 
representation all actions depicted can indeed be said to happen simultaneously. 
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 In the shield ekphrasis, mostly ongoing events are described.83 This is due to the 
fact that the Homeric narrator – who is also the focalizer – is mostly interested in what 
the images represent, in the res ipsae.84 The opus ipsum receives little attention. 85 On 
the whole, the narrator-focalizer does not “look” at the surface of the shield, but directly 
at what the images on the shield represent, at the visual story that is depicted. On this 
point the Homeric narrator does not in any way differ from a modern-day viewer: if I 
look at a photograph or a painting, it is not the material of the photograph or the paint 
that interests me; I want to know what the photograph or picture represents.86 

In what follows, the images on the shield will be treated separately. Text and image 
are, as far as possible, discussed separately. As stated above, the text mostly has a 
descriptive structure. Some parts of the text, however, contain elements which are 
associated with the diegetic discourse mode, i.e. they have a narrative textual structure. 
As for the images on the shield, I will determine their degree of narrativity. This 
investigation of the images’ degree of narrativity is based on two assumptions. First, I 
assume that it is the narrator’s aim to represent images in the text. Second, when it 
comes to deciding how many separate images are represented in the text, I assume that 
the text is organized as economically as possible, i.e. that the narrator refers to as few 
separate images as possible, unless there is clear evidence to the contrary. 
 

                                                            
83 As has been rightly remarked by Palm 1965-6: 119: “(…) überall ereignet sich etwas, mehr 
Vorkomnisse als Dinge sind beschrieben” (emphasis mine). 
84 Cf. Palm (quoted in the previous note), and Byre 1976: 38, who states that the poet will “(…) 
describe the representations as representations” (emphasis in the original). See further my 
remarks in section 1.3.2. On the role of the narrator in the shield ekphrasis, see further de Jong 
2011: 4-5. 
85 See for a list of references to the opus ipsum de Jong 2011: 6, and 12, note 18. 
86 Cf. Stansbury-O’Donnell 1995: 321: “[w]hen looking at a vase it is, I would argue, likely that an 
eight-century B.C. viewer thought less in terms of the component shapes making up a form, than 
of their pattern that suggested a warrior, a woman, a goat, a funeral bier, or some other form of 
the visible world like that imagined by the poet of the Iliad [i.e. in the shield ekphrasis]”. 
Similarly Holliday 1993: 5-6: “[i]n ancient art, which often tends to abstract time and event, the 
observer must become more than simply a decoder of messages. The observer must assimilate 
and construct the material presented by the artists in order to produce meaning: In a very real 
sense, the observer, both today as in antiquity, must become the true narrator, connecting the 
discrete images that have been brought into association with one another through artistic 
convention” (emphasis mine). 
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3.3.3.2 Shield of Achilles: Its Descriptivity and Narrativity. Overview of Images (483-
608)87 
1. Earth, sky, sea; sun, moon; constellations (483-9) 
2. Two cities: 
(a) A city at peace: wedding processions (490-6); a lawsuit (497-508) 
(b) A city at war: a siege, some inhabitants are marching out to ambush their enemy’s 
herdsmen, a battle (509-40) 
3. A field being ploughed: the ploughmen are offered wine whenever they reach the end 
of the field (541-9) 
4. A king’s domain: labourers harvesting the crop, the king silently looking on, a meal 
being prepared (550-60)  
5. A vineyard: young men and women carrying grapes to the accompaniment of a boy’s 
music (561-72) 
6. A herd of cattle: two lions attacking a bull (573-86) 
7. A sheep-pasture (587-9) 
8. A dancing floor filled with dancers (590-606) 
9. The Ocean around the shield’s rim (607-8) 
 
3.3.3.3 Shield of Achilles: Its Descriptivity and Narrativity. Analysis of Images (483-
608) 
1. Earth, sky, sea; sun, moon; constellations (483-9)88 

 
On it he fashioned the earth, and on it the sky, and on it the sea, and the tireless sun and the full 
moon, (485) and on it [he fashioned] all the constellations, with which heaven is crowned, the 
Pleiades and the Hyades and the mighty Orion and the Bear, which men also call by the name 
                                                            
87 Overview reproduced from Byre 1992: 33-34 and Squire 2013: 159. Each image is introduced 
with ἐν plus a verb of making. 
88 Verbs between square brackets have not been counted in the analyses of tenses (see 3.2 
above). 

 
 
485 
 

Ἐν μὲν γαῖαν ἔτευξ’, ἐν δ’ οὐρανόν, ἐν δὲ θάλασσαν,
ἠέλιόν τ’ ἀκάμαντα σελήνην τε πλήθουσαν,  
ἐν δὲ τὰ τείρεα πάντα, τά τ’ οὐρανὸς ἐστεφάνωται,  
Πληϊάδας θ’ Ὑάδας τε τό τε σθένος Ὠρίωνος 
Ἄρκτόν θ’, ἣν καὶ Ἄμαξαν ἐπίκλησιν καλέουσιν, 
ἥ τ’ αὐτοῦ στρέφεται καί τ’ Ὠρίωνα δοκεύει,  
οἴη δ’ ἄμμορός ἐστι λοετρῶν Ὠκεανοῖο.  

aor.
 
[perf.] 
 
[praes.] 
[praes.] 
[praes.] 
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Wagon, which circles in her place and watches Orion, and [which] alone takes no part in the 
baths of Ocean. 
  
The text which represents the first image has a descriptive structure. It consists of an 
enumeration of six subthemes: γαῖαν, οὐρανόν, θάλασσαν; ἠέλιόν τ’ ἀκάμαντα σελήνην τε 
πλήθουσαν; τὰ τείρεα πάντα. The Πληϊάδας θ’ Ὑάδας τε τό τε σθένος Ὠρίωνος / Ἄρκτόν θ’ 
are a specification of τὰ τείρεα πάντα, and thus a subtheme of τὰ τείρεα πάντα.89 The rest 
of this passage consists of four relative clauses, containing a perfect tense (485) and 
three (omnitemporal or habitual) present tenses (487-9).90 In addition, epic τε occurs 
thrice (once in 485, twice in 488).91 On account of epic τε and the present tenses, these 
relative clauses are permanent-digressive.92 They provide the narratee with general 
background information,93 and therefore do not describe what is depicted on the 
shield.94 
 Apart from the descriptive structure, no other prototypical elements of description 
are present in the text. There is no explicit attribution of qualities to subthemes in main 
clauses. The narrator provides almost no information of what the subthemes look like, 

                                                            
89 Τά in 485a refers to the relative clause in 485b (for this use of the anaphoric pronoun see 
Monro [1882] 1891: 225 and Chantraine 1953: 162); perhaps it may also refer to those 
constellations which are listed in 486-7. Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 138 translate τά with 
“those which are known” (“die (bekannten) Gestirne”). 
90 For this use of the present tense, see section 2.3.2 above.  
91 Alternatively, the first τε in 488 connects the two relatives (cf. Ruijgh 1971: 393). 
92 For this term, see Ruijgh 1971: 2. 
93 For the difference between general background information and description, cf. Smith 2003: 
32, who speaks not only of a descriptive mode, but also of an information mode: “[t]he 
Information mode gives information, presenting it as uncontroversial. Informative passages 
introduce mainly General Statives – generics and generalizing sentences – into the universe of 
discourse. This is the main difference between the Information and Description modes; the 
latter focuses on specifics, particulars of a single state of affairs”. 
94 For this idea, see also Byre 1992: 39: “(…) the relative clauses pertaining to constellations in the 
first scene [485-89] (…) are authorial comments concerning the subjects of the representations 
rather than the representations themselves”; Becker 1995: 105 notes that “[t]he clause in line 487 
does not elaborate the picture, but rather elaborates the way one talks about the referent of the 
picture”. Finkelberg 2004: 236 states regarding line 488 that the “(…) the picture of the starry sky 
introduced in Iliad 18 is too general to require such a detailed description of one of the 
constellations”. For a similar relative clause, see Il. 11.27-8 (discussed in 2.4.1). 
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either in reality or as depicted on the shield.95 He states nothing about the earth, the 
sky, and the sea; the sun is said to be tireless but this is no visual detail; only the moon is 
full (πλήθουσαν, 486).96 All constellations are present, but how these are positioned in 
the sky – if this is even the case – is unclear.97  
 The narrativity of the image is zero. In contrast with the majority of images on the 
shield, lines 483-9 lack anthropomorphic beings, which are a necessary condition for 
narrativity.98 There are no imperfect tenses which refer to the res ipsae. These lines thus 
contain no ongoing events, which means, in turn, that movement is lacking; the 
heavenly bodies are depicted in stasis.99 
 
2a. The city at peace 

                                                            
95 Cf. Dicks 1970: 30-1, and Edwards 1991: 211: “[h]ow the poet envisages their depiction on the 
shield is unclear, and there are no good parallels from contemporary artifacts”. 
96 West 2011: 352 however states that “on a real work of art a crescent moon would be more 
likely”. Thus the question arises in how far the language of the shield ekphrasis is formulaic; for 
this issue, see de Jong 2011: 6. 
97 The relative clause τά τ’ οὐρανὸς ἐστεφάνωται is difficult to interpret and translate; I have 
followed Willcock 1984: 270; similarly LfgrE s.v. στεφανόω B 2, “m[it] denen der Himmel sich 
schmückt”. Worthen 1988: 19 (where see for extensive discussion) opts for “[a]nd on it [he 
placed] the whole field of enconstellated stars which Ouranos encompasses like a diadem”, 
Edwards 1991: 212 for “[stars] which the sky (or Ouranos) has hung up as a wreath <around the 
earth; or around his head>” (brackets in the original; this interpretation also allowed for by LfgrE 
s.v. στεφανόω B 2). According to the LfgrE s.v. οὐρανός B I 1 b, Edwards’ interpretation postulates a 
meaning for οὐρανός, “horizon”, that is not paralleled elsewhere. 
98 See Herman’s third basic element of narrative (discussed in section 1.4.2); for the importance 
of anthropomorphic beings see also Prince 1999: 48 and Ryan 2007: 29. 
99 Byre 1992: 39: “[o]nly the passages dealing with the heavens at the beginning of the ecphrasis, 
with the Ocean at the end, and with the sheep pasture detailed in the seventh scene have no 
finite verbs (…), and hence give the impression of perfect stasis”. 

490 
 
 
 
 
495 
 
 

Ἐν δὲ δύω ποίησε πόλεις μερόπων ἀνθρώπων
καλάς. ἐν τῇ μέν ῥα γάμοι τ’ ἔσαν εἰλαπίναι τε, 
νύμφας δ’ ἐκ θαλάμων δαΐδων ὕπο λαμπομενάων  
ἠγίνεον ἀνὰ ἄστυ, πολὺς δ’ ὑμέναιος ὀρώρει· 
κοῦροι δ’ ὀρχηστῆρες ἐδίνεον, ἐν δ’ ἄρα τοῖσιν  
αὐλοὶ φόρμιγγές τε βοὴν ἔχον· αἱ δὲ γυναῖκες  
ἱστάμεναι θαύμαζον ἐπὶ προθύροισιν ἑκάστη. 
λαοὶ δ’ εἰν ἀγορῇ ἔσαν ἀθρόοι· ἔνθα δὲ νεῖκος  

aor.
impf. 
 
impf.; pluperf. 
impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
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And on it he made two fair cities of mortal men. In the one there were marriages and feasts, and 
they were leading brides from their rooms accompanied by flaring torches through the city, and 
a loud wedding-song had arisen; young men, dancers, were spinning around, and in their midst 
(495) were sounding flutes and lyres; and they, the women, were marvelling, while each of them 
was standing at their porches. The people were gathered in the place of assembly; and there an 
argument had arisen, and two men were quarrelling over the blood-price for a man who had 
died; the one was claiming to [have the right to] pay everything, (500) declaring publicly to the 
people; the other was refusing to accept anything. Both were eager to obtain a judgement by an 
arbitrator. The people were shouting in applause, helpers on both sides. Heralds were holding 
back the people; and they, the elders, were sitting on polished stones in the sacred circle, (505) 
and were holding in their hands the sceptres of the loud-voiced heralds; with these [sceptres], 
next, they were leaping up to their feet, and were passing judgement in turns. In their midst 
were lying two talents of gold, to be given to whichever among them should utter the straightest 
judgement.  
 
The next subtheme of the δαίδαλα πολλά are two cities. They are introduced together, 
which fits the descriptive structure of the text: it is often the case that a main theme is 
first introduced as a whole, after which the narrator can describe the various 
subthemes.100 With ἐν τῇ μέν we move into the first subtheme; the second subtheme will 

                                                            
100 See on this point Allan 2009: 179 (discussed in section 2.2.2), and on this line specifically 
Wirbelauer 1996: 148, who speaks of “Formulierungen, die als Überschrift das folgende Bild 
etikettieren (δύω … πόλεις μερόπων ἀνθρώπων), wobei in V. 490f. noch die Besonderheit vorliegt, 
daß der Dichter zunächst einen Überblick bietet, um dann im folgenden Vers mittels ἐν τῇ μέν 
die Aufmerksamkeit auf die erste Stadt zu lenken. (…) Die Technik des Überschreibens oder der 
Etikettierung entspricht im übrigen den alltäglichen Erfahrungen bei der Versprachlichung 

 
 
500 
 
 
 
 
505 

ὠρώρει, δύο δ’ ἄνδρες ἐνείκεον εἵνεκα ποινῆς
ἀνδρὸς ἀποφθιμένου· ὁ μὲν εὔχετο πάντ’ ἀποδοῦναι 
δήμῳ πιφαύσκων, ὁ δ’ ἀναίνετο μηδὲν ἑλέσθαι·  
ἄμφω δ’ ἱέσθην ἐπὶ ἴστορι πεῖραρ ἑλέσθαι. 
λαοὶ δ’ ἀμφοτέροισιν ἐπήπυον ἀμφὶς ἀρωγοί·  
κήρυκες δ’ ἄρα λαὸν ἐρήτυον· οἱ δὲ γέροντες  
εἵατ’ ἐπὶ ξεστοῖσι λίθοις ἱερῷ ἐνὶ κύκλῳ, 
σκῆπτρα δὲ κηρύκων ἐν χέρσ’ ἔχον ἠεροφώνων·  
τοῖσιν ἔπειτ’ ἤϊσσον, ἀμοιβηδὶς δὲ δίκαζον.  
κεῖτο δ’ ἄρ’ ἐν μέσσοισι δύω χρυσοῖο τάλαντα,  
τῷ δόμεν ὃς μετὰ τοῖσι δίκην ἰθύντατα εἴποι. 

pluperf.; impf.
impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
impf.  
impf. 
impf.; impf. 
impf. 
[opt. aor.] 



110 
 
not be introduced until 509 (τὴν δ’ ἑτέρην πόλιν). The two cities are conventionally 
called the “city at peace” and the “city at war” after a scholion on 490.101  

The city at peace consists of two further subthemes: 1) marriages and feasts (γάμοι 
τ’ ἔσαν εἰλαπίναι τε), elaborated in 492-6; and 2) the lawsuit, or better, the agora scene 
(λαοὶ δ’ εἰν ἀγορῇ ἔσαν ἀθρόοι), elaborated in 497-508.102 These two passages are clearly 
marked as separate subthemes: both are introduced with ἐ(ι)ν followed by ἔσαν, and 
provide an indication of what follows. In 497 there is a clear switch of location (εἰν 
ἀγορῇ); in addition, λαοί creates a contrast with the γυναῖκες of 495-6. In what follows, I 
will discuss each subtheme separately. 

The text of 492-6 has a descriptive structure. Textual progression is enumerative: all 
clauses are connected with δέ; some spatial markers also occur: ἐν (491), ἐκ (492), ἀνά 
(493), ἐν (494), ἐπί (496).103 The tenses used are the imperfect, and one pluperfect 
(493).104 The imperfects are used to describe the res ipsae.105 For the use of the pluperfect 
ὀρώρει (493), we should compare the similar form ὠρώρει in 498. Both pluperfects have 
their normal meaning, i.e. they are used to indicate that a state has arisen as a result of a 
previous action.106 In this sense, they may be said to equal the imperfect of εἰμί, namely 

                                                                                                                                                       
eines Bildes, indem der Beschreibende zunächst das Ganzen bezeichnen muß, bevor er auf die 
Details zu sprechen kommen kann” (italics in the original). 
101 bT-scholion ad 18.490 (ἐπὶ τὰ ἐπίγεια φέρεται. διοικουμένου δὲ τοῦ βίου πολέμῳ καὶ εἰρήνῃ (…)). 
102 It is better to speak of “the agora scene” or “dispute scene” (so Wirbelauer 1996: 143-4, note 4); I 
follow Wirbelauer in retaining the name “lawsuit scene” for practical reasons.  
103 Ὑπό in 492 is not spatial; it is usually translated with “accompanied by” (e.g. Edwards 1991: 
213). 
104 The following nine pluperfects occur in the shield ekphrasis: (res ipsae) ὀρώρει (493), ὠρώρει 
(498), ἕσθην (517), ἐῴκει (548), ἐφέστασαν (554), ἑστήκει (557, 563), εἵατο (596); (opus ipsum) 
τέτυκτο (549), τετεύχατο (574). All pluperfects referring to the res ipsae equal imperfects 
(ἕσθην/εἵατο “had been clothed” = “were wearing”; ἔοικα is a perfect with present sense; similarly 
ἕστηκα, which means “to stand”). 
105 We find both states (ἔσαν, 491; ὀρώρει, 493), and ongoing events (ἠγίνεον, 493; ἐδίνεον, 494; βοὴν 
ἔχον, 495; θαύμαζον, 496). 
106 So LfgrE s.v. ὄρνυμι B I1 1 b β: “Pf./Plqu. (…) beschreibt Zust[and], der aus (dem Einsetzen) 
einer (oft plötz[lichen] od[er] stürmischen Bew[egung] resultiert (…), dient aber auch bloßer 
Sit[uation]sbeschr[eibung] (z.B. Σ 493…), dabei manchmal fast wie Hilfsverb ‘es ist 
(entstanden)’”. For the translation with “had arisen” and the like, see Wirbelauer 1996: 156, note 
53 who has a list of scholars who translate the pluperfect in 498 accordingly. 
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ἦν.107 Thus, “a loud wedding-song had arisen” can also be translated with “there was a 
loud wedding song”. A song cannot be depicted on the shield. Nevertheless, the ὑμέναιος 
was usually sung by the bride’s attendants as they led her to the bridegroom’s house,108 
and that is precisely what is going on in the previous line. The narrator adds 
information, which though easily inferred from the image, goes beyond the surface of 
the work of art. This does not, however, make the text narrative: as we have seen, the 
textual organization is descriptive.109 

In addition to the descriptive textual organization, some other prototypical 
elements of description are present in the text, too. The text contains one visual detail, 
λαμπομενάων (492). As for the occurrence of other qualities, I note καλάς (491) and 
πολύς (493); this last detail refers to sound. The narrator does not refer to the opus 
ipsum in these lines. The amount of detail is thus low.110 The descriptivity of the text, 
then, is mainly due to its descriptive textual organization, i.e. to the enumeration of 
figures and the actions they are involved in. This observation holds true for almost the 
whole of the shield ekphrasis.  

I now want to assess the narrativity of the image. First, it should be noted that each 
verb has a different subject, which is always expressed, apart from the subject of 
ἠγίνεον.111 We do not find the same figures involved in more than one action. The figures 
are not named and remain anonymous, as elsewhere on the shield.112 Of the imperfect 
verbs, all subjects are plural. The plurals are variously interpreted. According to Ameis-
Hentze, the plurals are generic; they state that only one wedding is depicted on the 
shield.113 Vanderlinden states that this scene is depicted more than once on the shield.114 

                                                            
107 Cf. also LSJ s.v. ὄρνυμι A 4, where it is stated that Apollonius Rhodius uses ὄρωρε as if it were 
ἐστί (so e.g. 1.713) and ὀρώρει as if it were ἦν (e.g. 2.473, 3.457); similarly Mooney 1912: 114 (ad A.R. 
1.713). 
108 LSJ s.v. ὑμέναιος A. 
109 For sound in descriptions, see Wolf 2007: 27. 
110 Cf. the large amount of (visual) details in Agamemnon’s arming scene (see section 2.4.1). 
111 This gives the clause an almost passive sense, with νύμφας positioned first: “and brides were 
being led (…)”. 
112 As has been often remarked, e.g. by Marg [1957] 1971: 33. 
113 Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 138: “[d]ie Plurale γάμοι, εἰλαπίναι, νύμφας, θαλάμων als 
Gattungsbegriffe: es war nur eine einzelne Hochzeit dargestellt”; similarly Leaf [1898] 1902: 304. 
In a similar vein, Marg [1957] 1971: 32-3 argues that the plurals are an expression of the 
stereotypical: “[d]azu gehört, daß das Menschenwesen immer in Vielzahl auftritt. Vielzahl gibt 
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Yet the easiest solution is simply to assume that throughout the city (ἀνὰ ἄστυ) a 
number of weddings are depicted, precisely as the text indicates.115 

According to Byre, this scene is low in narrativity, because as a picture of a typical 
scene it lacks “(…) specificity and singularity in time and place and personages and 
action”.116 This is indeed the case. The reason why this image can be called a typical 
scene is because it depicts weddings as they are normally celebrated; in other words, 
the events in the image follow a script. Of this wedding script, neither begin nor end is 
depicted: only a number of actions from its middle part are portrayed. Not only event 
sequencing, but also world disruption is absent: the script is not interrupted. As for 
‘what-it’s-like’, this is perhaps conveyed by θαύμαζον in 496: the women are looking with 
wonder at what is happening.117 

Although the image is low in narrativity, it does depict some kind of story. We may 
say that the image on the shield possesses implied generic narrativity: it depicts “an 
isolated moment in a recognizable action in which various people may engage: this 
category includes the frames and schemata [i.e. scripts] that cognitive studies have 
taught us that we recognize”.118 The image on the shield depicts various isolated 

                                                                                                                                                       
archaisch das Typische. Deshalb sehr deutlich gleich zu Anfang nicht eine Hochzeit, sondern 
Hochzeiten (…)”. 
114 Vanderlinden 1980: 107-8: “[l]e pluriel γάμοι, νύμφαι, indique que la scène est reproduite 
plusieurs fois”. 
115 Chantraine 1953: 32-3, after having rejected the idea that νύμφας is a poetic plural, states that 
“[i]l faudrait alors admettre que le bouclier porte plusieurs cortèges de noce (…)”; similarly Cerri 
2010: 170: “[l]a figurazione rappresenta palesemente più cortei che si snodano 
contemporaneamente in diverse vie della stessa città: la cosa è interpretabile o come schema 
iconografico proprio dell’epoca, motivato da ragioni di ricchezza decorativa, o come riflesso di 
un uso reale, che inducesse a celebrare i matrimoni in certe date piuttosto che in altre, con la 
conseguente contemporaneità di più cortei nuziali”. 
116 Byre 1992: 39, also discussed in section 3.2 above. 
117 Scholars have interpreted θαύμαζον (496) as referring to the way the women are looking, rather 
than as to how they are feeling. For example, Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 139 translate with 
“schauten staunend”. Herein they follow the scholia (A-scholion, 496a: ὅτι ἐθεῶντο, οὐκ 
ἐξεπλήττοντο, “because they were gazing (with wonder), not because they were amazed”; a bT-
scholion, 496b, glosses θαύμαζον with ἐθεώρουν, “were gazing”). The shield contains more 
spectators, for which see Clay 2011: 9. 
118 Kafalenos 2012: 40, after Sonesson 1997: 245, who speaks of implied generic temporality: “a 
single, static picture, lacking multi-phasicality, but recognizable as a possible intermediary scene 
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moments, but the observation stands. The word implied is significant: a static image can 
only imply temporality. The term generic narrative is also used by Stansbury-O’Donnell 
to refer to geometric vases depicting combat scenes with unidentifiable warriors.119 In 
my view, this term can aptly be applied to this image, and to a number of other images 
on the shield, too.  

The second subtheme, the lawsuit (497-508), has attracted much scholarly 
attention, with emphasis on the legal issues involved.120 On account of these issues, its 
translation and interpretation are difficult.121 The text of this passage has a descriptive 
structure. Apart from the pluperfect ὠρώρει in 498, only imperfects are found. Textual 
progression is enumerative; some spatial markers occur.122 Strikingly, one temporal 
adverb (ἔπειτα, 506) occurs, which will be discussed below. Some other prototypical 
elements of description are present, too. I note the following details: (visual) δύο (498), 
ξεστοῖσι (504), δύω and χρυσοῖο (507). Of these, χρυσοῖο may refer to the opus ipsum. 
Other qualities mentioned in the text are ἱερῷ (504), ἠεροφώνων (505, sound), and 
ἰθύντατα (508). 

                                                                                                                                                       
of whole classes of (usually trivial) action schemes [i.e. scripts]. Here, there is a temporal link 
resulting from an indexical relationship between the depicted scene and whole classes of 
common-sense action schemes”. See further section 1.4.3. 
119 Stansbury-O’Donnell 1999: 48 (discussed in section 1.4.3). Herein a parallel exists between 
Geometric art and the shield ekphrasis, according to Stansbury-O’Donnell 1995: 321: “[a] third 
parallel between shield and art is the generic nature of the scenes and their actions and figures. 
(…) The vast majority are nameless and are distinguished only by their function: dancers, 
warriors, reapers, shepherds, elders, etc. Their actions might also be described as ritualistic and 
oft-repeated. This anonymity is clearly found in most of Geometric art (…). Further, the scenes 
themselves are taken out of the fabric of daily life in both shield and vase painting”. 
120 Westbrook 1992: 53 calls it “(…) one of the most disputed passages in the Iliad, both as to its 
translation and the legal significance of the trial”. For a brief bibliography, see Becker 1995: 111-2, 
note 205. We may add Stansbury-O’Donnell 1995: 321-4, Wirbelauer 1996: 155-68, and Nagy 1997: 
195-206. 
121 It does not help that the lawsuit is depicted on a shield. This makes it difficult to determine 
the precise order of events: in this image, all events are happening at the same time – though, of 
course, necessarily described after each other. 
122 Only lines 497a and 497b-98 are spatially connected to each other. The other spatial indicators 
are: εἰν ἀγορῇ (497), ἐπὶ ἴστορι (501), ἀμφίς (502), ἐπὶ ξεστοῖσι λίθοις (504), ἱερῷ ἐνὶ κύκλῳ (504), ἐν 
χέρσ᾿ (505), ἐν μέσσοισι (507), μετὰ τοῖσι (508). 
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Before assessing its narrativity, I will first discuss the image in detail. The narrator 
starts with an overview of the whole scene: λαοὶ δ’ εἰν ἀγορῇ ἔσαν ἀθρόοι (497). He next 
gives the reason for this assembly: an argument is going on (ἔνθα δὲ νεῖκος / ὠρώρει, 497-
8). This information is necessary for the comprehension of this scene. The narrator next 
zooms in on two men (δύο δ᾿ ἄνδρες, 498) who are quarrelling over the blood price for a 
man who has died (498-9). Here, the narrator refers for the first time to something that 
has happened earlier. He does so by using an aorist participle (ἀποφθιμένου, 499), which 
is one of only seven aorist participles in the shield ekphrasis.123 The reason why 
relatively few aorist participles are used could be the fact that they express anteriority, 
which static images cannot explicitly convey.124 By using an aorist participle, the 
narrator can refer to an event that is anterior to the events depicted in the image.125 
Thus, we see that the narrator, inspired by the narrative in the image, adds a narrative 
element of his own which is not depicted.126 

The quarrel concerns a blood-price for a man who has died, i.e. who has been 
murdered.127 The precise nature of this quarrel is unclear. After the narrator has 
introduced the two men together (δύο δ’ ἄνδρες, 498), he states what the one is doing (ὁ 
μέν, 499), what the other is doing (ὁ δέ, 500), and what both are doing (ἄμφω δέ, 501). For 

                                                            
123 The other six are προϊδόντες (527), βάντες (532), στησάμενοι (533), στρέψαντες (544), ἱερεύσαντες 
(559), and ἀναρρήξαντε (582). 
124 Aorist particles are rare in the ekphraseis of this study. The ekphrasis of the shield of Heracles 
contains two aorist participles (ἀπουράμενοι, 173; ἐξεριπόντες, 174). In the cloak ekphrasis in A.R. 
1.730-67 and the goatherd’s cup in Theoc. Id. 1.27-60 not a single aorist participle occurs; in 
Mosch. Eur. 37-62 one aorist particle is found (ἀναπλώσας, 60), but this participle refers to the 
decorations on the basket. 
125 It could perhaps also be the case that a corpse is depicted in the image. Seeing however that 
the narrator does not explicitly refer to a corpse (e.g. by using an imperfect or pluperfect), I 
assume that it is not depicted. Stansbury-O’Donnell 1995: 322 adduces another reason why it is 
most likely that the corpse is not depicted: “[a] corpse is not mentioned in the scene, and 
considering the already lengthy nature of the legal proceedings it is difficult to imagine the 
corpse still being around. It is possible that the arrangement of the proceedings and participants 
or the two talents of gold could serve as a signal for the nature of the dispute in the mind of the 
poet”. 
126 Such additions are, strictly speaking, only present in the text. See for other such additions my 
discussion of the city at war below. 
127 Leaf [1898] 1902: 305 even prints ἀνδρὸς ἀποκταμένου, following Zenodotus and αἱ πλεῖσται (i.e. 
the named or emended texts, according to Edwards 1991: 216). 
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the interpretation of 499-500, I follow Edwards, who interprets: “the one man was 
claiming <to be able, to have a right> to pay everything (i.e. to be free of other 
penalties), the other refused to accept anything (i.e. any pecuniary recompense in place 
of the exile or death of the offender)”.128 In this case, the issue is whether compensation 
for the dead man should be accepted or not. Alternatively, the issue could be whether 
compensation has been paid: “the one man was claiming to have paid everything, the 
other was denying that he had received anything”.129 The majority of scholars, though 
not agreed on the details, prefer the first interpretation.130 If we assume that the 
narrator wants to describe an image, it seems that the first interpretation is the most 
likely: it is easy to imagine one figure offering money, or making a gesture which 
suggests an offer, and the other as refusing this offer by stepping back, or making a 
certain gesture with his hands.131 

In lines 498-501, the narrator has referred four times to two figures.132 Are they 
involved in different actions, or are different, simultaneous aspects of one and the same 
action described? The latter option is to be preferred, since the dispute (νεῖκος, ἐνείκεον) 

                                                            
128 Edwards 1991: 215 (brackets in the original), where see for further discussion.  
129 According to de Jong 2011: 5, who opts for the second interpretation, the use of indirect speech 
in 499-500 is a form of narration. I do not regard indirect speech as a form of narration. Of 
course, indirect speech cannot be depicted on a static image, but this does not make it narrative. 
Just as in the other scenes, the narrator is interested in the res ipsae, and these may also include 
speech acts. Heffernan 1993: 13, to whom de Jong (ibid.: 12, note 17) refers, notes correctly that 
“(…) the text reports speech acts directly (…) rather than representing the gestures which could 
visually signify them (…)”. This does not mean, however, that the text becomes thereby narrative 
(which is what Heffernan seems to suggest): the speech acts are, too, imagined as ongoing 
events, and thus do not differ from the other ongoing events. 
130 See Westbrook 1992: 75-6, approved of and summarized by Nagy 1997: 200: “[t]he defendant 
wishes the limit to be ransom, not revenge, while the plaintiff wishes the limit to be revenge, not 
ransom”; overview of arguments for the first interpretation also in van Wees 1992: 370, note 143, 
Wirbelauer 1996: 157-8 and Alden 2000: 56, note 23. Cerri 2010: 173-4 prefers the second 
interpretation. 
131 Stansbury-O’Donnell 1995: 323 thinks that the litigants are standing still, but this is unlikely for 
the reasons mentioned above. 
132 ἐνείκεον (498), εὔχετο (499), ἀναίνετο (500), and ἱέσθην (501). 
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consists of the claims of both parties.133 Line 501, “both were eager to obtain a judgement 
by an arbitrator”,134 closes off this first part of the image; it indicates the aim of both 
litigants, and thus looks forward to the settling of the dispute.135 Ἐπί in ἐπὶ ἴστορι (501) 
most likely has spatial meaning (“by, before”); alternatively it could express agency (“at 
the hands of”).136 

In line 502, the narrator zooms out, and describes the relationship between the 
citizens (λαοί) and the two men (ἀμφοτέροισιν). The citizens are shouting in applause 
(ἐπήπυον), ἀμφὶς ἀρωγοί; this phrase is interpreted as “helpers on either hand, to either 
party” by LSJ, but a spatial interpretation, “on both sides”, is to be preferred.137 This 
allows the narratee to form a mental picture of the scene: two litigants (in the middle, 
perhaps) are surrounded on either side by the crowd. The implication of this spatial 

                                                            
133 Cf. Becker 1995: 111: “[t]his vignette is made up out of static pictures, which are elaborated with 
inferential detail, but still not dramatized”; dramatization being “(…) the same figures 
performing consecutive actions” (ibid.: 112). 
134 I translate ἱέσθην with “were eager for”, following the LfgrE (s.v. ἵημι B II A). Lattimore and 
Nagy 1997: 200 give the verb a different meaning, “were heading for”, but this introduces a new 
action and is therefore unlikely. de Jong 2011: 5 translates with “were eager for”. She notes that 
this is an instance of embedded focalisation (others in 510-2, 524, 526, 547), which she regards as 
a narrative element. Descriptions may also feature embedded focalisation, for which see e.g. de 
Jong 2001: xvii in her entry on scenery: “we find descriptions or brief references when the story 
needs them; they derive almost exclusively from characters, in embedded focalization or a 
speech” (emphasis mine). 
135 Πεῖραρ (501) is usually translated with “judgement” (see Edwards 1991: 217), but Westbrook 
1992: 76 argues for “limit”, approved of by Nagy 1997: 200-2 and by Edwards 1991: 216, who 
explains: “[t]he court must set the ‘limit’ (…) of the penalty, i.e. whether it should be revenge or 
ransom, and also the appropriate ‘limit’ of either revenge or ransom”. 
136 Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 139 (“bei oder vor dem Schiedsrichter”), and Leaf [1898] 1902: 
305 (“at the hands of, a use which has no exact parallel in H., but is closely connected with the 
use of the prep[osition] to express attendant circumstances (…)” (italics in the original). 
Chantraine 1953: 109 gives ἐπί a local sense, “in the proximity of, nearby”: “pour avoir une 
décision auprès d’un juge”. It is not clear who is meant by ἴστωρ (see Edwards 1991: 216 and 
especially Wirbelauer 1996: 159-61). Willcock 1984: 270 summarizes the communis opinio: “(…) 
the ἴστωρ is that one of the γέροντες whose opinion prevails, i.e. the one referred to in 508”. 
137 LSJ s.v. ἀμφίς A 1. For the spatial interpretation, see Chantraine 1953: 89 (“des partisans des 
deux côtés”) and LfgrE s.v. ἀμφίς B I (“auf (von) beiden Seiten”). A spatial interpretation is also 
put forth by the scholia (A-scholion and bT-scholion, 502a and 502b). 
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arrangement is that the crowd is divided into two parties, each of which supports one 
litigant. 

In line 503, it is stated that “the heralds were holding back the people” – but from 
what or whom? Usually, it is assumed that they are keeping the people away from the 
litigants. Wirbelauer has argued that they are keeping the people away from the elders 
(οἱ δὲ γέροντες, mentioned at the end of the line).138 This is an attractive interpretation, 
because it gives this passage a structure that makes it easier to visualize: lines 497-503 
are about the λαοί (497, 502) and the δύο ἄνδρες; the action of these lines is situated in 
the agora (497). On the agora, the elders occupy a place of their own (ἱερῷ ἐνὶ κύκλῳ, 
404). By having the heralds keeping the people away from the elders, the narrator 
emphasises the fact that the elders occupy a special position.  

In addition, the ring composition in 497-502 (λαοί in 497 and 502) marks these lines 
as a unity, which makes it likely that a new unit begins in 503. This is indeed the case: 
the narrator introduces two new subthemes (κήρυκες; γέροντες), the latter of which are 
described in 503b-506. Within this unit, the κήρυκες are named in line 505: σκῆπτρα δὲ 
κηρύκων (…) ἠεροφώνων; the heralds, then, are also associated with the γέροντες. 
Lines 503b-6 present particular problems. First, it is stated that the elders are sitting on 
polished stones (504), and that they are having sceptres in their hands (505). Line 506 
however reads: “with these, next, they were leaping up to their feet (τοῖσιν ἔπειτ’ ἤϊσσον), 
and were passing judgement in turns (ἀμοιβηδὶς δὲ δίκαζον)”. Two issues must be 
addressed here. First, most scholars have τοῖσιν refer to the sceptres.139 Edwards and 
Becker, however, take the two litigants as subject of ἤϊσσον, and have τοῖσιν refer to the 
elders: “to these (elders) then they dashed”.140 This interpretation is to be rejected. 
Firstly, the abrupt change of subject (up to two times) is out of place in a description, 

                                                            
138 Wirbelauer 1996: 164-5. He cites as a parallel Il. 2.96-7, where the heralds are keeping the λαοί 
away from the βασιλέες. 
139 E.g. Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 140, Leaf [1898] 1902: 306, Willcock 1984: 271; similarly the 
LfgrE, who translate ἀίσσω accompanied by a dative with “sich mit etwas in der Hand rasch 
bewegen”; it is further noted that the present stem indicates that the action is presented as 
ongoing (“die Bewegung wird in ihrem Verlauf dargestellt”, s.v. ἀίσσω, B I; this instance is listed 
under B I A I 1 a). 
140 Edwards 1991: 217, followed by Becker 1995: 112. 
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even more so when this subject is not made explicit.141 Secondly, the focus of lines 503-8 
lies on the elders – and not on the litigants – who are furthermore separated from the 
other people on the agora. Thirdly, if the litigants are now rushing before the elders, 
they are performing a new action. We do find the same figures involved in different 
actions on the shield (see e.g. 509-40 below), but there the narrator clearly indicates 
that such is the case.  

Second, the elders are sitting in lines 503b-5, but in line 506 they are leaping up to 
their feet and passing judgement in turns. This does not necessarily mean that the same 
figures are involved in different actions. The narrator begins this scene with spatial and 
visual details: the elders are sitting on polished stones in the sacred circle (ἐπὶ ξεστοῖσι 
λίθοις ἱερῷ ἐνὶ κύκλῳ), while having sceptres in their hands.142 This can be regarded as a 
visual indication for “the elders were in council”. Within this circle of sitting elders, one 
elder can be imagined as leaping up with his sceptre. This leaping up with a sceptre is 
the speaking of judgement. This interpretation is based on ἀμοιβηδὶς δὲ δίκαζον: “in 
turns” indicates that δίκαζον is an iterative imperfect, which means that ἤϊσσον is an 
iterative imperfect, too: one elder who is rising indicates that the next elder will rise, 
too, and after him the following elder, etc.143 If line 506 is thus interpreted, ἔπειτα 

                                                            
141 Cf. Johnson 2011: 52, note 21, who although working with different concepts states that “(…) 
Edwards’s solution creates a relation between fragments that is unparalleled in the Shield, for 
nowhere else do the subjects of the panels change with such rapidity”. 
142 Some scholars have argued that there is only one speaker’s staff (e.g. Ameis and Hentze [1868] 
1908: 140, who speak of “das Szepter”, and Chantraine 1953: 33, who labels σκῆπτρα as a poetic 
plural). However, as the LfgrE note, on account of τοῖσιν and the fact that there is more than one 
herald, σκῆπτρα is real plural (s.v. σκῆπτρον B 2 c β). In addition, even though in reality only the 
speaker holds a sceptre, in an image all elders (and even all heralds) may hold staffs at the same 
time, so as to make indication of the figures possible. It could also be the case that because all 
these figures are holding sceptres at the same time a certain lapse of time is suggested; so e.g. 
Thür 1970: 431-2, note 34: “[a]uf dem Bildwerk erscheint der zeitliche Ablauf der Vorgänge in 
eine Ebene gerückt, und jede Person in ihrer wichtigsten Tätigkeit dargestellt. Es können also 
alle Herolde und Geronten gleichzeitig mit einem Szepter zu sehen sein, obwohl sie 
nacheinander tätig werden”; see also Wirbelauer 1996: 165, note 83. 
143 Edwards 1991: 217 notes that “[i]n its only other occurrences (Od. 18.310, HyDem 326) ἀμοιβηδίς 
(…) refers to a series of people acting in turn (…)”. Cf. 5.3.5, 1 for my discussion of ἀμοιβαδίς in 
Theoc. Id. 1.34. 
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indicates that the narrator is now referring to a new phase in the action.144 This new 
phase, however, is depicted within one and the same image. 

In the last two lines of this image, the narrator states that in the midst of the elders 
(ἐν μέσσοισι, 507) two talents of gold are lying, which are to be given to whichever 
among them (μετὰ τοῖσι) should speak a judgement most straightly (508).145 Line 508 
differs in its use of verbs from the surrounding lines: it contains a final-consecutive 
infinitive (δόμεν) followed by a relative clause with a potential optative.146 By stating the 
reason why the two talents are present in the image, the narrator looks beyond what is 
depicted on the shield to an undetermined point of time in the future.147 Important is 
that line 508 is marked by its verbal form as prospection: what is stated here is not 
depicted on the shield. That the narrator ends this scene on a note of prospection 
indicates clearly, in my view, that an image is being described: it is the purpose of the 
talents to be given to an elder, but this is only their purpose: in the image, the talents 
remain forever in the midst of the elders. 

The narrativity of the image has been addressed by other scholars. According to 
Byre, for example, the scene does not only possess specificity and singularity, but also 
temporal sequentiality and causality, which give it a high degree of narrativity: “[i]n the 
lawsuit, where the two litigants speak in turn, the divided people shout their approval 
of each and are held in check by the heralds, and the elders pronounce their judgement 
in turn”.148 Other scholars have also distinguished more than one temporal moment.149 

                                                            
144 Ἔπειτα thus functions as a temporal adverb, and not as a presentational discourse marker (a 
function ἔπειτα may also have, for which see section 2.3.2). The adverb is found four times in the 
shield ekphrasis: 506, 523, 527, and 545. Only in 523 does ἔπειτα function as a presentational 
discourse marker (for which see below). Landolfi 1998: 21 speaks of a “fixed formula of 
descriptive transition”: “(…) ἔπειτα (vv. 506, 523, 527), piuttosto che indicare rapporti di antero-
posteriorità fra i singoli medaglioni, costituisce una formula fissa di transizione descrittiva” 
(emphasis mine). 
145 It is not stated who decides who wins the talents of gold; for this issue see Wirbelauer 1996: 
166. 
146 Εἴποι cannot be interpreted as a distributive-iterative optative, since the talent of gold can 
only be awarded once; ἰθύντατα, furthermore, points to one single recipient. 
147 Richardson 1990: 146, 234-5 note 13 interprets line 508 as a “(…) type of explanation [which] 
accounts for an incident or a circumstance by disclosing a fact of the present or immediately 
preceding moment that has been concealed until now” (emphasis mine). 
148 Byre 1992: 39-40; in note 18 he notes that “[t]he lawsuit is a narrative (…)”. 
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The image does indeed depict more than one temporal moment. However, all 
actions are presented as ongoing events in the text. Furthermore, most events are 
happening at the same time; only the judging of the elders in line 506, by virtue of 
ἔπειτα, is temporally situated after their sitting in 504-5. As I have argued above, the 
events in lines 504-6 do not necessarily involve the same figures performing 
consecutive actions. Thus, all events may be depicted in one single image.150 This single 
image implies a sequence of events: in real life the events depicted in the image would 
follow after each other. Thus, first litigant one would state his case, next litigant two, 
after which the elders would start their session.151 The deliberation would take some 

                                                                                                                                                       
149 E.g. Heffernan 1993: 13, who argues that “[t]he disputation passage (…) provides at least three 
distinct and temporally successive phases of action: (1) a quarrel arises in the marketplace (497-
500); (2) ‘then’ (if Lattimore’s rendering of the d’ in line 501 is accurate) the disputants go to an 
arbitrator (501-2); and (3) they make their arguments before the elders (503-8). Some of these 
phases contain further sequences: in the first phase, the promise of restitution for the murdered 
man is followed by the refusal to accept it; in the third, the disputants take turns speaking” 
(emphasis mine); he also states that the “characters in this passage never assume a pictureable 
pose” (ibid.); above, I have tried to indicate that the characters do have a pictureable pose. 
Edwards 1991: 217 also argues for three scenes, but adduces no arguments for this division 
(“[p]resumably the dispute formed one scene on the shield, the hearing another, the litigants 
appearing in both (the ‘episodic’ form of narrative)”). 
150 Other scholars have argued for a single image, too. So e.g. Becker 1995: 110-2, who however 
ignores the difficulties of this passage (e.g. he states that the figures are not performing 
consecutive actions; but he translates 506 as “the disputants were rising to speak to them (i.e. 
the elders)” (ibid.: 112), which would mean that they are involved in consecutive actions, as they 
are doing something quite different in 499-500). Stansbury-O’Donnell 1999: 322-3, who although 
stating that the imperfect sets the basic key for describing the scene, nevertheless has lines 498-
501 refer to events prior to those depicted on the shield; this is due to a misunderstanding of the 
pluperfect ὠρώρει in 498 (“the poet shifts to the pluperfect (…). This shift places the events 
described in the following lines into a time before the scene depicted on the shield, the assembly 
of the people”, ibid: 322). For Stansbury-O’Donnell, this proves that this passage shows that “the 
poet used various elements of his imaginary picture as signals to read several different moments 
of time into the picture” (ibid.: 322). As I have demonstrated, the narrator indeed does so, but 
this is effected by other means. Stansbury-O’Donnell’s interpretation is approved of by 
Wirbelauer 1996: 162, note 75. 
151 It could also be the case that the dispute and the council of elders are not connected to each 
other. Because they are described after each other, it is logical to connect them (post hoc ergo 
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time, after which the elders sitting in council would rise and pronounce their 
judgement.  

The narrator augments the narrativity of the image by referring to non-depicted 
events: a man has been killed (ἀνδρὸς ἀποφθιμένου, 499), and the talents are to be given 
to one of the elders (δόμεν, 508). These events are marked by their verbal forms (aorist 
participle, infinitive) as anterior and posterior to the ongoing events. These events 
belong to the text only, and are not depicted in the image. They provide a larger 
framework for the events in the image: the man who was killed is the cause of the 
quarrel, and the two talents of gold look forward to the settling of the dispute. Thus, the 
framework is one of cause and effect. 

The second basic element of narrative, world disruption, is not greatly emphasized. 
Even though murder is a prototypically disruptive event, the image depicts the judicial 
procedure, which is properly conducted.152 The events thus follow a script. In this light, 
we might argue that the interpretation of lines 499-500 as being concerned with 
whether compensation should be accepted is preferable, since this means that an 
ordinary case of assessing the sentence is depicted; if the first litigant has not paid the 
blood price but claims to have done so, an element of world disruption is introduced in 
the image.  

‘What-it’s-like’ is perhaps present. Just as in the previous image, there are observers 
or spectators on the spot: “the people were shouting in applause, helpers on both sides” 
(506). It is clear that the dispute is an exciting one to witness. Yet here, as well as in 496 
above, it is not the feelings or experiences of the main figures in the image to which is 
referred, but of bystanders. The references are, furthermore, made in passing. The 
narrator does not foreground the element of ‘what-it’s-like’.  

In connection with the lawsuit, Byre (quoted above) speaks of specificity and 
singularity. Whereas most subjects of the events in this scene are plural, in lines 499-501 
two individual figures occur. Yet the figures are anonymous, and it is doubtful whether 
an image can depict a specific lawsuit. As for singularity, I do not know what is unusual 
about this image: as I have argued, world disruption is absent. If anything, I would say 
that this image has generic narrativity, too. 

                                                                                                                                                       
propter hoc). However, I can find no textual indications that the elders are judging the specific 
case of the two previously mentioned litigants. 
152 So Edwards 1991: 213, who speaks of “the peaceful settlement of a dispute over a man’s death 
by a city’s judicial institutions”. 
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I conclude. The narrativity of the lawsuit is mainly due to the fact that the image 
implies a sequence of events. In addition, the narrator refers to events prior and 
subsequent to those depicted on the shield, and thereby places the image in a larger 
framework of cause and effect. If we compare the narrativity of the lawsuit (497-508) 
with that of the weddings and feasts (491-6), we see that they differ mainly on these two 
points. That the narrativity of the lawsuit is higher also has to do with its subject matter: 
a lawsuit is a conflict, the outcome of which is undecided; this conflict involves two 
people who strive for contrary goals. Nevertheless, the lawsuit does not feature world 
disruption, which is the most conspicuous element of narrative (see 1.4.2). To find this 
element, we will have to turn to the next image, the city at war. 
 
2b. The city at war 
 
510 
 
 
 
 
515 
 
 
 
 
520 
 
 
 
 
525 
 
 
 
 
530 
 
 
 
 

Τὴν δ’ ἑτέρην πόλιν ἀμφὶ δύω στρατοὶ ἥατο λαῶν 
τεύχεσι λαμπόμενοι· δίχα δέ σφισιν ἥνδανε βουλή, 
ἠὲ διαπραθέειν ἢ ἄνδιχα πάντα δάσασθαι  
κτῆσιν ὅσην πτολίεθρον ἐπήρατον ἐντὸς ἔεργεν·  
οἱ δ’ οὔ πω πείθοντο, λόχῳ δ’ ὑπεθωρήσσοντο.  
τεῖχος μέν ῥ’ ἄλοχοί τε φίλαι καὶ νήπια τέκνα  
ῥύατ’ ἐφεσταότες, μετὰ δ’ ἀνέρες οὓς ἔχε γῆρας·   
οἱ δ’ ἴσαν· ἦρχε δ’ ἄρά σφιν Ἄρης καὶ Παλλὰς Ἀθήνη  
ἄμφω χρυσείω, χρύσεια δὲ εἵματα ἕσθην,  
καλὼ καὶ μεγάλω σὺν τεύχεσιν, ὥς τε θεώ περ,  
ἀμφὶς ἀριζήλω· λαοὶ δ’ ὑπ’ oλίζονες ἦσαν. 
οἱ δ’ ὅτε δή ῥ’ ἵκανον ὅθι σφίσιν εἶκε λοχῆσαι,  
ἐν ποταμῷ, ὅθι τ’ ἀρδμὸς ἔην πάντεσσι βοτοῖσιν, 
ἔνθ’ ἄρα τοί γ’ ἵζοντ’ εἰλυμένοι αἴθοπι χαλκῷ.  
τοῖσι δ’ ἔπειτ’ ἀπάνευθε δύω σκοποὶ εἵατο λαῶν 
δέγμενοι ὁππότε μῆλα ἰδοίατο καὶ ἕλικας βοῦς.  
οἱ δὲ τάχα προγένοντο, δύω δ’ ἅμ’ ἕποντο νομῆες  
τερπόμενοι σύριγξι· δόλον δ’ οὔ τι προνόησαν.  
οἱ μὲν τὰ προϊδόντες ἐπέδραμον, ὦκα δ’ ἔπειτα  
τάμνοντ’ ἀμφὶ βοῶν ἀγέλας καὶ πώεα καλὰ 
ἀργεννέων οἰῶν, κτεῖνον δ’ ἐπὶ μηλοβοτῆρας.  
οἱ δ’ ὡς οὖν ἐπύθοντο πολὺν κέλαδον παρὰ βουσὶν  
εἰράων προπάροιθε καθήμενοι, αὐτίκ’ ἐφ’ ἵππων 
βάντες ἀερσιπόδων μετεκίαθον, αἶψα δ’ ἵκοντο.  
στησάμενοι δ’ ἐμάχοντο μάχην ποταμοῖο παρ’ ὄχθας, 
βάλλον δ’ ἀλλήλους χαλκήρεσιν ἐγχείῃσιν.  

impf. 
impf. 
 
[impf.] 
impf.; impf. 
 
impf.; [impf.] 
impf.; impf. 
pluperf. 
 
impf. 
[impf.; impf.] 
[impf.] 
impf. 
impf. 
[opt. aor.] 
aor.; impf. 
aor. 
aor. 
impf. 
impf. 
[aor.] 
 
aor.; aor. 
impf. 
impf. 
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Around that other city were lying two armies of troops gleaming in armour. A twofold plan was 
finding favour with them: either to sack it, or else to divide in two all the possessions that the 
lovely city contained within. And they [the townspeople] were not at all persuaded, and were 
secretly arming themselves for an ambush. The wives and young children were guarding the 
wall, standing on it, and among them [were] men in the grip of old age. (516) And they [the 
fighting men of the city] were going, and Ares and Pallas Athena were leading them, both in 
gold, and they were wearing golden clothes, both fair and tall in their armour, precisely as gods 
[are], conspicuous on all sides; and the people underneath were smaller. (520) And they, when 
they had arrived where there was space for them to set their ambush, by a river, where was a 
watering place for all cattle, there they were lying in ambush, clothed in ruddy bronze. And for 
them, next, away from the main body two scouts were sitting, waiting whenever they should 
catch sight of the sheep and crooked-horned cattle. (525) And they [the cattle] quickly 
appeared, and two herdsmen were following with them, delighting in their pipes; and they 
foresaw in no wise the stratagem. (527) And they [the men in ambush], after having seen them 
from a distance, rushed forward, and quickly thereafter they were cutting off the herds of cattle 
and fair flocks of white sheep on both sides, and they were killing the herdsmen as well. (530) 
And they [the besiegers], when they had heard the loud noise from the cattle, while sitting in 
front of their quarters, after having immediately mounted their chariots with high-stepping 
horses, followed after, and they arrived quickly. (533) After having arrayed, they were fighting a 
battle along the banks of the river, and they were hitting one another with bronze-tipped spears. 
And among [them] Strife, among [them] Battle-din were joining battle, and among [them] 
deadly Fate, grasping one man alive but freshly wounded, another who was unwounded, and she 
was dragging another who was dead by the feet through the carnage; the raiment which she was 
wearing around her shoulders was red with the blood of men. And they were joining the battle 
just like living mortals and were fighting, and they were dragging away the bodies of each other’s 
slain. 
 

535 
 
 
 
 
540 

ἐν δ’ Ἔρις ἐν δὲ Κυδοιμὸς ὁμίλεον, ἐν δ’ ὀλοὴ Κήρ, 
ἄλλον ζωὸν ἔχουσα νεούτατον, ἄλλον ἄουτον,  
ἄλλον τεθνηῶτα κατὰ μόθον ἕλκε ποδοῖιν·  
εἷμα δ’ ἔχ’ ἀμφ’ ὤμοισι δαφοινεὸν αἵματι φωτῶν. 
ὡμίλευν δ’ ὥς τε ζωοὶ βροτοὶ ἠδ’ ἐμάχοντο,  
νεκρούς τ’ ἀλλήλων ἔρυον κατατεθνηῶτας.   

impf.
 
impf. 
impf. 
impf.; impf. 
impf. 
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The city at war is the longest scene on the shield (31 lines). If we look at the use of 
tenses in the text, we see that in 509-24 and 532-40 only imperfects occur.153 These lines 
contain the descriptive discourse mode; textual progression is mainly enumerative. In 
lines 525-32, on the other hand, we find aorists next to imperfects: the main clauses 
contain five aorists but only three imperfects. In addition, four temporal adverbs (525, 
527, 531, 532), three aorists participles (527, 532, 533), and one subordinate temporal 
clause (530) are found. It is clear, then, that lines 525-32 contain the diegetic discourse 
mode. This means that these lines contain a sequence of events; the text thus has a 
narrative structure. This is striking, if only for the fact that the use of tense and adverbs 
differs substantially from the rest of the shield ekphrasis, in which imperfects (and 
pluperfects) predominate.154 
 Before discussing this observation further, I will first address the other prototypical 
descriptive features of the text in 509-40. As we have seen, the text has a descriptive 
organization (apart from 525-32). A number of visual details are found: δύω (509), 
τεύχεσι λαμπόμενοι (510), lines 517-9 as a whole, εἰλυμένοι αἴθοπι χαλκῷ (522), δύω (523), 
ἕλικας (524), ἀργεννέων (529), χαλκήρεσιν (534), and line 538. As for other qualities 
incorporated in the text, I note ὅσην (…) ἔεργεν (512), φίλαι, νήπια (514), πάντεσσι (521), 
καλά (528), πολύν (530, sound), ἀερσιπόδων (532), ὀλοή (535), νεούτατον, ἄουτον (536), 
τεθνηῶτα (537), ζωοί (539), and κατατεθνηῶτας (540). Note that descriptive elements also 
occur in lines (525-32) that contain the diegetic discourse mode.155 
 Lines 517-9 are wholly devoted to the opus ipsum. They differ from the rest of the 
city at war, since they do not contain any ongoing events, but states only (ἕσθην and 
ἦσαν, 517 and 519). In these lines, the narrator explicitly describes the appearance of 
surface of the shield. Line 538 also features a state (ἔχε); it describes the clothing of Κήρ. 
The line refers to the res ipsae, and does not describe the surface of the shield. 
Nevertheless, the line is concerned with visual appearance. 
 Let us now return to the occurrence of the diegetic discourse mode in 525-32. The 
diegetic discourse mode is inserted into a passage which contains the descriptive 
discourse mode. Whereas the descriptive discourse mode can be connected with the 
representation of an image in the text, the diegetic discourse mode seems, a priori, less 
fitting for the representation of an image. One could argue that the narrator is now 
                                                            
153 ἕσθην in 517 is a pluperfect (“had been clothed”), but equals an imperfect (“were wearing”); the 
aorist optative in 524 occurs in a subordinate clause and does not count.  
154 See table 3.2 above. 
155 See further my discussion of Agamemnon’s arming scene in section 2.4.2. 
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wholly immersed in the action depicted in the image, so that he has “forgotten” that he 
is describing an image and has now turned to narration (the evidence of which are the 
aorists and the temporal adverbs).156 However, this solution is unnecessary. 
 An alternative explanation is that the aorists refer to actions which are not depicted 
on the shield. This was first stated by Vanderlinden, who also argued that the aorists 
must be regarded as anterior.157 Primavesi has further elaborated Vanderlinden’s 
argument. He argues that the aorists are a textual sign for an explicit moving away from 
what is depicted in the image, and that they refer to non-depicted stages of the action 
that occur in between those stages of the action that are depicted.158 Following this line 
of argumentation, I would say that the imperfects in lines 525-32 refer to actions 
depicted on the shield, but the aorists to actions not depicted on the shield. This means 
that the imperfects in lines 525-32 are not used differently than the other imperfects in 
the shield ekphrasis.159 

                                                            
156 This is, for example, suggested by Friedländer (for whom see note 21 above). 
157 Vanderlinden 1980: 123: “[l]es aorists eux expriment des actions non représentées, antérieurs 
(…). Ces aoristes correspondent donc, comme il est fréquent, à des plus-que-parfaits français”.  
158 Primavesi 2002: 203-4: “[w]enn nun die durchweg durative bzw. zuständliche Prädikation die 
Eigenart der Bildbeschreibung gegenüber der Erzählung markiert, dann können die an zwei 
Stellen der ‘Stadt im Krieg’ eingeschalteten Aoristprädikate konsequenterweise nicht anders 
aufgefaßt werden denn als sprachliche Signale für die Durchbrechung der Bildbeschreibung. 
Auch der Inhalt dieser punktuellen Prädikate macht es plausibel, daß sie notwendige 
Handlungszwischenschritte explizieren, die auf dem virtuellen Bild des göttlichen Künstlers 
nicht eigens dargestellt sind, die man sich aber leicht denken kann” (emphasis in the original). 
159 The observations of Bakker 1997: 15 on the use of tenses in a number of passages in Thucydides 
could also be relevant for the understanding of the use of tenses in the shield ekphrasis. Bakker 
observes that in some Thucydidean passages it is “(…) imperfect verbs, and not aorists, that 
express events that “happen” in the story, and so constitute the time-line or foreground. (…) We 
see imperfects used for events that happen in the narrative at this point, and aorists for what is 
off the time-line”. He associates this use of the imperfect and aorist with what he calls the 
mimetic mode, in which the imperfect is used not so much as a reference to an event but as the 
displacement of its observation in the past (ibid.: 37); by using these imperfects the narrator 
suggests that events are observed on the spot. Bakker (ibid.: 43) further states that “[i]t might not 
be too misleading to compare narrative presentation in Thucydides’ mimetic mode with a 
movie, or a series of pictures passing before the reader’s eye. To this flow of visual information, 
commentary may then be added, as background explanation (…). The result is a mixture of 
‘showing’ and ‘telling’ in which the relation between the aorist and the imperfect is reversed (…): 



126 
 
 In this way, the diegetic discourse mode can be harmonized with the 
representation of an image in the text. The aorists refer to actions that exist only in the 
primary layer, the text: they do not refer to an action in the secondary layer, the image. 
The narrator has various means at his disposal to refer to actions that are not depicted, 
i.e. actions that relate to the text only. We have witnessed this phenomenon earlier in 
the shield ekphrasis: the aorist participle ἀποφθιμένου in 499 and the infinitive δόμεν in 
508.160 

Lastly, the question whether the occurring aorists can be interpreted as anterior, as 
argued by Vanderlinden and Primavesi, merits discussion. An anterior aorist expresses 
a state of affairs which “(…) is completed with regard to (is anterior to) a state of affairs 
mentioned in the preceding context (‘past-in-the-past’)”.161 The problem, however, is 
that the aorists in 525-32 are not anterior to a state of affairs mentioned in the preceding 
context, but to a state of affairs mentioned in what follows. On the other hand, all aorists 
express actions that are completed vis-à-vis what follows.162 Perhaps this is more a 
problem of translation than of Greek syntax. I do however want to draw attention to 
the use of the pluperfect in Latin ekphraseis, which similarly refers to actions that are 
not depicted.163 In Latin, anteriority is certain on account of the value of the pluperfect. 

                                                                                                                                                       
the aorist serves as background to a descriptive, visualizing foreground carried by imperfect verbs” 
(emphasis mine). This last remark fits the shield ekphrasis very well. The mimetic mode is, 
furthermore, associated by Bakker with foregrounded description (ibid.: 29; this term is 
borrowed from Lopes 1995); in addition, Allan’s descriptive mode is in some respects similar to 
Bakker’s mimetic mode (Allan 2013: 378, 382-3). 
160 Byre 1976: 44-5 has a list of elements by which non-represented information (Byre speaks of 
“authorial comments concerned with the story”) may be recognized: “[t]he Greek poet may use 
pluperfects to indicate action that has attained completion by the time of the moment 
represented, aorists participles to indicate prior action, and independent or subordinate clauses 
whose temporal reference is expressed by the tenses of its verbs or implied by its context”; Byre 
does not mention finite aorist verbs.  
161 Rijksbaron [1984] 2002: 20; he further states that “[t]his nuance may be made explicit by 
means of a modifier like πρότερον ‘earlier’; in other cases, we must rely on the context” (ibid.). 
162 It should be noted that of the six aorists in the shield ekphrasis, five are verbs of motion 
(προγένοντο, 525; ἐπέδραμον, 527; μετεκίαθον, ἵκοντο, 532; μετεκίαθον, 581); only προνόησαν is not 
(526). These aorists could indicate that the figures have completed an earlier movement, on 
account of which they are now present in the image. 
163 So Szantyr 1970: 33, who writes that that the pluperfect “(…) kann schon allein geradezu als 
Indiz dafür dienen, dass der betreffende Vorgang vom Dichter nicht als Gegenstand einer 
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The Latin pluperfect corresponds to the Greek anterior aorist.164 Further, Apollonius 
Rhodius uses an anterior aorist in the ekphrasis of Jason’s cloak to refer to an action 
that is not depicted (ἤλασεν in 1.755).165 

I now turn to the narrativity of the image. In contrast to the preceding images and 
to most images that follow, the city at war has a high degree of narrativity. In the 
following analysis, I will show how this high degree of narrativity is achieved.  

In the city at war (509-40), the same figures are involved in different actions: the 
townspeople are arming themselves in 513, marching out of the city in 516, waiting in 
ambush in 522; in 532-3 they are engaged in a fight. Some scholars have regarded this as 
clear proof of narration, as a sign that the narrator has stopped describing the image.166 
However, there are indications that it is the image on the shield which depicts different 
phases from the war. First, the use of the imperfect: the same figures are involved in the 
different actions, but these actions are presented as happening at the same time. In my 
view, this resembles the way in which a picture triggers a narrative response: when a 
character is depicted as performing different actions, the viewer assumes that different 
moments in time are represented; after all, it is impossible for one and the same figure 

                                                                                                                                                       
bildlichen Darstellung gedacht war. Hierfür liefert Verg. Aen. 1, 483-484 ein schönes Beispiel: ter 
circum Iliacos raptaverat Hectora muros / exanimumque auro corpus vendebat Achilles. Auch 
ohne das Tempuskriterium ist offensichtlich, dass das dreifache Schleifen des toten Hektors um 
die Mauer Troias nicht auf dem Bild gezeigt werden konnte und dass es als epischer Zusatz zu 
gelten hat: ‘dreimal hatte Achill den Hektor um Ilions Mauer geschleift und war gerade (d.h. auf 
dem Bild) dabei, seinen Leichnam gegen Gold einzutauschen’”; see also Fowler 1991: 32 and 
Adema 2008: 116-7. 
164 And usually not the Greek pluperfect, as Becker 1995: 111, note 204 seems to imply. See further 
de Jong forthc. 
165 See section 6.2.5, 5. 
166 E.g. by Becker 1995: 120-1: “[u]nusual here [in 520-9] (…) is the move to full dramatization: the 
story of the ambush planned in 513 is narrated in 520-9. Once the description has established 
action, not a fixed image, as the focus, it further dramatizes the picture in 530-34 by describing 
the same figures performing consecutive actions (…). The images are fully dramatized, turned 
into stories; Lessing would approve (…). The ekphrasis here goes beyond interpreting images 
and has turned them more completely into stories”; similarly Francis 2009: 10: “[i]n the city at 
war, an army marches out from the city, takes up its ambush and attacks. Yet the action is not 
described as a series of vignettes but as a continuous moving narrative, as if the shield were 
running some sort of movie in animated metal”. 
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to be engaged in two different actions at the same time.167 If one assumes that the 
narrator is representing a static image, and if one allows for the fact that images can 
depict different moments in time, then the fact that the same figures are represented as 
involved in different actions at the same time can only lead to one conclusion: the 
narrator is describing an image which consists of different moments in time.168 

Starting from this assumption, I divide the city at war into six different moments in 
time or phases: 1) 509-15; 2) 516-9; 3) 520-4; 4) 525-6; 5) 527-9; and 6) 530-40. I also draw 
attention to the fact that phases 2-6 all start in a similar way, namely with οἱ δέ (516, 20, 
25, 30) or οἱ μέν (527). The text thus progresses via enumeration: it is as if the narrator is 
pointing out the figures. In addition, the anaphoric pronouns help the narratee to keep 
track of the switches between the different phases. Two phases, furthermore, start with 
a temporal clause (520; 530); one with an aorist participle (527). These elements, too, 
suggest that the narrator has moved to a new phase.169 

The first phase (509-15) consists of two parts, 509-12 and 513-5. In the first part, the 
narrator sets the scene; in the second part, he focuses on the actions of the figures. Line 
509 introduces the second main subtheme of lines 490-540, “that other city” (τὴν δ᾿ 
ἑτέρην πόλιν).170 Around it are lying two forces of armed men (δύω στρατοὶ…λαῶν).171 

                                                            
167 See further section 1.4.3. 
168 I am not the first to argue that the image of the city at war consists of different moments of 
time. Primavesi 2002: 203-4 argues for four tableaux (509-19; 521-4; 528-9; and 533-40); his 
division is based on the occurring temporal clauses and aorists: “[i]ndem die Temporalsätze den 
Übergang zu einer anderen Handlungsphase markieren, durchbrechen auch sie [i.e. like the 
aorists] das Kontinuum der Bildbeschreibung. So ergeben sich insgesamt drei solcher 
ausdehnungslosen Übergänge [520; 525-7; 530-32] und mithin die Abgrenzung vier durativ-
zuständlicher Tableaux, die der Erzähler als bildlich realisiert präsentiert (…)” (ibid.: 204; 
emphasis in the original); Cerri 2010: 181 distinguishes five quadri (“[o]gni quadro rappresenta un 
unico scenario e un solo momento della guerra sostenuta da un città assediata. I quadri sono 
collegati narrativamente tra loro, nel senso che concorrono a formare una storia scandita in 
cinque episodi (…)”; Cerri’s episodes are 509-19; 520-6; 527-9; 530-2; and 533-40. Cf. also Leaf 
[1898] 1902: 608-9 and Vanderlinden 1980: 110-1, 118.  
169 An aorist particple at the beginning of a new phase is also found in line 582, for which see 
below.  
170 The anaphoric pronoun τήν in combination with ἑτέρην reinforces the contrast with the 
previous city (see Monro [1882] 1891: 228 and Chantraine 1953: 162). 
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Scholars are generally agreed that one besieging army, divided into two divisions, is 
represented.172 It is often stated that the attackers differ among themselves in their 
opinion on what to do with the city.173 Yet it is preferable to assume with Ameis-Hentze 
that the attackers are of one mind, and that their single plan consists of two 
possibilities: either to sack the city, or to accept half of its property (511-2) as payment 
for ceasing the war.174 Their plan forms an ultimatum to the city, whose inhabitants 
must either give up half of their possessions, or their city will be sacked.  

This is the only interpretation of 510-2 that harmonizes with 513: “they [the 
townspeople] were not at all persuaded, and were secretly arming themselves for an 
ambush”. Line 513 indicates that the townspeople are rejecting the ultimatum, and that 
they are marching out to gather provisions, as can be deduced from lines 520 and 
following. If the attackers were not agreed, line 513 would be incomprehensible, for it 
would not be clear what option was rejected. In addition, the information that the 
attackers disagree among themselves is irrelevant for the ensuing action. 

Line 513 presents some difficulties. Οἱ δ’ οὔ πω πείθοντο can be translated in two 
ways: “they were not yet persuaded”, or “they were not at all persuaded”.175 This line also 
contains one of only two negations that occur in the shield ekphrasis.176 Negations are 

                                                                                                                                                       
171 Cf. Edwards 1991: 218: “[i]t has often been pointed out that the description seems to be based 
on a two-dimensional representation in which the besieged city appeared with the enemy forces 
on either side (…)”. 
172 Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 140, Reinhardt 1961: 403, Schadewaldt [1944] 1965: 483, note 1, 
Marg [1957] 1971: 32, note 42, Edwards 1991: 218-9; but cf. Wirbelauer 1996: 148-9. 
173 E.g. Willcock 1984: 271 (“(…) Homer interprets this as two attacking armies, and this gives him 
the idea that they have different intentions: to attack and sack the city, or to take half the 
citizens’ possessions as a payment for stopping the war. These alternatives then become an 
assumed ultimatum to the city, which the citizens refuse (513)”, italics in the original); similarly 
Edwards 1991: 219, Cerri 2010: 182, and the LfgrE s.v. δίχα B 1 b β (“bei Meinungsverschiedenheit”). 
174 Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 140: “(…) hier nicht von einer Meinungsverschiedenheit, 
sondern wie θ 506: ihre Absicht ging auf zweierlei, auf die zwei entgegengesetzten Möglichkeiten: 
sie wollten die Stadt zerstören, oder die Bewohner sollten die Hälfte ihrer Habe herausgeben. 
Auf diese Forderung besieht sich 513 οἱ δ’ οὔ πω πείθοντο”; this interpretation is also advocated by 
Schadewaldt [1944] 1965: 483, note 1. A parallel for this interpretation is indeed Od. 8.506, where 
τρίχα δέ σφισιν ἥνδανε βουλή refers to three possibilities that are being considered by one party. 
175 LSJ s.v. πω, A I and II. 
176 The other negation (οὔ τι, 526) is also found in the city at war scene, though in combination 
with an aorist. 
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perhaps out of place in the description of an image, since something that does not 
happen cannot be depicted.177 Similarly, it may be asked how the narrator knows that 
the besieged are secretly arming themselves for an ambush (λόχῳ δ’ ὑπεθωρήσσοντο).178 
Apparently, the narrator knows that an ambush is depicted on the shield (lines 520 and 
following), and uses that knowledge, so to speak, to indicate what the arming of the 
besieged – for this can be depicted in an image – is aimed at. As for οὔ πω, if it is 
translated with “not at all” it indicates that the townspeople are adamant in their 
rejection of the ultimatum; if translated with “not yet”, it means that the narrator looks 
forward to a certain moment in the future when the townspeople might accept the 
ultimatum.  

After the narrator has set the scene in lines 509-12, he relates what the inhabitants 
are doing in 513-5. The fighting men of the city are marching out (513); women and 
children, as well as old men, are guarding the walls (514-5). Just as in 495-6, the narrator 
ends this phase with a static image: the women, children and old men are standing 
still.179  

In phase two (516-9), the fighting men of the city are marching out; this is related at 
the beginning of this phase (οἱ δ’ ἴσαν, 516).180 Τhe focus shifts immediately to the two 
gods who are leading them, Ares and Pallas Athena. These gods do not play any role in 
the ensuing fight. The rest of this phase is dedicated to the opus ipsum: the gods are 
both gold, wearing golden clothes (517), beautiful and big in their armour, just as the 
gods are in reality (ὥς τε θεώ περ).181 With this comparison, the narrator emphasizes the 
fact that he is describing an image. Line 519 ends with the spatial relation of the gods 
                                                            
177 See section 1.4.3. 
178 LSJ translate ὑποθωρήσσομαι (hapax) with “arm oneself in secret”; similarly Ameis and Hentze 
[1868] 1908: 141 and Edwards 1991: 219. Chantraine 1953: 138, remark II suggests another possible 
interpretation of ὑπό, “they were beginning to arm themselves” (“ils se mettaient à s’armer”). 
179 In line 515, two spatial markers occur, ἐφ-εσταότες (“standing on”) and μετά (“among them”). 
180 I follow Leaf in punctuating with a comma after ὥς τε θεώ περ (518); and in writing ὑπ’ oλίζονες 
(519) instead of ὑπoλίζονες. 
181 For ὥς τε θεώ περ, I follow Ruijgh 1971: 575-6: “[c]onformément à l’emploi le plus central de ὥς 
τε, il faut admettre que ὥς τε θεώ περ est une relative postpositive: les deux dieux représentés en 
or sur le bouclier sont comparés avec les deux dieux tels qu’ils sont en réalité. En effet, la 
particule περ, en soulignant la notion exprimée par θεώ, signale pratiquement que la 
comparaison concerne les dieux réels, tout comme une vingtaine de vers plus bas, les hommes 
représentés sur le bouclier sont comparés avec des hommes réellement vivants (Σ 539 ὥς τε ζωοὶ 
βροτοί (…))”. 
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and men on the shield: Ares and Athena stand out on all sides (ἀμφίς); the fighting men 
beneath them (ὑπό) are depicted smaller.182  

The third phase (520-4) also starts with οἱ δέ, after which a temporal clause 
introduced by ὅτε follows. Both the subordinate clause as well as the main clause 
feature imperfect tenses (ἵκανον; ἵζοντο). I interpret ἵκανον here as “had arrived”, a 
meaning this verb often has. Thus, although the subordinate temporal clause contains 
an imperfect, the state of affairs expressed by this subordinate clause is nevertheless 
completed.183 This means that the arrival of the scouts is already completed, and hence 
not depicted. In this sense, this temporal clause is similar to the temporal clause in 530-
2, for which see below. 

The fighting men of the city have chosen a spot where there is space for them to set 
an ambush (ὅθι σφίσιν εἶκε λοχῆσαι, 520), ἐν ποταμῷ (521), “by a river”.184 Next to this river 
is a watering spot (ἀρδμός) for all cattle (521).185 This also explains, although the narrator 
does not explicitly state so, why this particular location is chosen, for it is likely that the 
attackers will come here to water their cattle. Away from those in ambush 
(ἀπάνευθε…λαῶν), two scouts are sitting (523).186 Here, as often, ἔπειτα (“further”, “next”) 

                                                            
182 Ἀμφίς means “on all sides”, according to the LfgrE (s.v. ἀμφίς B I 1 b, “ringsum”; herein they 
follow Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 141); they reject the interpretation by Leaf [1898] 1902: 307 
as “apart from their followers”; Edwards 1991: 219 follows Leaf. According Chantraine 1953: 89, 
both interpretations are possible (“[l]’interpretation de Σ 519 est discutable (…) On peut 
entendre soit ‘à l’écart’, soit ‘de part et d’autre’”). 
183 Usually, an imperfect tense in a subordinate clause indicates that the state of affairs expressed 
by this subordinate clause is simultaneous with that of the main clause (see Rijksbaron [1984] 
2002: 76; cf. also Fleischman 1990: 177-8). One could perhaps argue that this is the case here, too. 
This would mean that the arriving of the fighting men takes place simultaneously with their 
lying in ambush. Although this is impossible in real life, it could well be depicted in an image. 
184 I follow Willcock 1984: 271, who derives εἶκε (“there was space for”) from εἴκω, as do the LfgrE 
s.v. εἴκω B 1 a: “Platz machen, (bzw. unpers. bieten)”. For ἐν as “by”, see LSJ s.v. ἐν A I 4; similarly 
Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 141 (“am Flusse”). 
185 For the use of τε in 521, see Ruijgh 1971: 472 (“[c]omme cette phrase appartient à la description 
du bouclier d’Achille, dont les scènes représentent le ciel et la terre avec la vie des hommes et 
des leurs bêtes, il est très facile d’admettre ici une application temporaire. (….) L’analyse 
coordinative est bien possible: ‘… dans le fleuve et (=à savoir) là où il y avait une abreuvoir pour 
tout le bétail, …’”). 
186 I interpret τοῖσι as a dative of interest (following Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 141); I connect 
λαῶν with ἀπάνευθε (translated by Leaf [1898] 1902: 307 as “away from the main body”); 
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functions as a presentational discourse marker: it signals a move to a new subtheme in 
the description (the scouts); there is no temporal progression, as the scouts have 
already taken their positions (εἵατο, “were sitting”, 523). 

In 524, the narrator relates the intentions of the scouts: they are waiting (δέγμενοι) 
whenever/for the time when (ὁππότε) they should catch sight (ἰδοίατο) of the sheep and 
crook-horned cattle (524). The narrator uses a participle followed by a temporal clause 
to refer to an indefinite moment in the future; the optative indicates that the seeing 
might happen.187 In line 508, the narrator had also referred to the future. Yet whereas in 
line 508 the future moment lies outside what is depicted on the shield, here the future 
state of affairs is immediately realized in what follows (note τάχα, “quickly”, in 525).  

In phase four (525-6), the herdsmen have arrived with their cattle. This phase 
contains two aorists, and one imperfect. Since the imperfect describes what can be seen 
on the shield, this phase depicts the herdsmen with their cattle: δύω δ’ ἅμ’ ἕποντο 
νομῆες / τερπόμενοι σύριγξι, “and with [the cattle] two herdsmen were following, 
delighting in their pipes” (525-6).188 The narrator adds two events (προγένοντο, 525; 
προνόησαν, 526) which are not depicted, but which are apparently regarded by the 
narrator as necessary for the narratee to understand what is depicted on the shield.189  

First, if the herdsmen are accompanying the cattle, the cattle (οἱ δέ) must also be 
present. The presence of the cattle is expressed by the first event, οἱ δὲ τάχα προγένοντο, 
“and they quickly appeared”. The verb προγίγνομαι connotes suddenness or 
unexpectedness.190 In addition, the temporal adverb τάχα, “quickly”, is found.191 The 
                                                                                                                                                       
alternatively, ἀπάνευθε is used adverbially (so LfgrE s.v. ἀπάνευθε(ν) B 1 a, “getrennt”) and λαῶν 
depends on σκοποί (so e.g. Willcock 1984: 271). 
187 See LSJ s.v. ὁπότε I 2 b for this use: “after a verb of waiting, of a time future relatively to the 
past”. The optative indicates that the state of affairs could be realized (for this use of the 
optative, see Chantraine 1953: 260: “[l]orsque le verbe principal est au passé, l’optatif [avec ὅτε et 
ὁππότε] peut s’employer avec une valeur éventuelle”). 
188 According to Primavesi 2002: 203-4, lines 525-7 as a whole form a Handlungszwischenschritt 
(for this term, see note 158 above). 
189 We may compare Bassett 1920: 41-2: “Homer had a horror vacui which in intensity, though not 
in kind, reminds one of the painter of geometric vases. He was averse to lacunae of all kinds”; see 
also Richardson 1990: 20.  
190 LfgrE s.v. γίγνομαι B II 6, προγίγνομαι: “(plötzl[ich] bei jem[ande]m auftauchen 
(hervorkommen)”). 
191 According to Edwards 1991: 220 τάχα means “soon”, and not “swiftly”; he gives no reason 
however why this should be so. 
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phrase indicates that the cattle were suddenly and quickly present. This suddenness 
and speed can, in my view, be connected with the spatial arrangement of the phases on 
the shield: this phase is positioned next to the previous one. Thus, because these phases 
are next to each other on the shield, the cattle have indeed appeared quickly – just one 
phase ago, they were not yet present in the image. I also note that the temporal adverb 
τάχα is connected with an aorist (and not with an imperfect), which means that the 
speed is associated with an action that is not depicted on the shield.192 

Second, the narrator adds that the herdsmen “foresaw in no wise the stratagem” 
(δόλον δ’ οὔ τι προνόησαν, 526).193 This non-depicted event makes the significance of 
τερπόμενοι σύριγξι clear: the herdsmen are wholly absorbed in the playing on their 
pipes, and have therefore no thought for their surroundings; hence, they do not foresee 
the ambush.  

I have stated above that lines 525-6 form a separate phase. Yet the evidence for this 
is perhaps not so strong: in this phase, we do not find earlier mentioned figures 
performing a new action. Rather, new figures have appeared: the herdsmen and their 
cattle. In addition, there is no movement towards a new location: the herdsmen have 
arrived at the watering spot by the river where the townspeople are lying in ambush 
(521-4). On the other hand, line 525 starts with information that is not depicted. This 
information fills the gap between lines 523-4 (the scouts are waiting for the arrival of 
the cattle) and 525 (the herdsmen and their cattle are present). For such filling of gaps, 
we might compare comics, where this typically happens between two panels.194 
                                                            
192 According to de Jong 2011: 6, in lines 525-32 “(…) we are dealing not merely with a succession 
of actions but with a speedy succession of actions, and to express such speed is a property of a 
narrative not of a picture”. Of the four temporal adverbs that indicate speed (τάχα, 525; ὦκα, 527; 
αὐτίκα, 531; αἶψα, 532) not one modifies an imperfect; τάχα, αὐτίκα and αἶψα modify aorist verbs, 
and are thus associated with events that are not depicted on the shield; ὦκα modifies another 
adverb, for which see below. 
193 Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 141 indicate that “δόλον konkret = λόχον”. 
194 Kafalenos 2012: 47: “(…) the process of reading comics (…) requires readers to move from 
image to adjacent image and fill in gaps. In his study of comics as an art form, McCloud points 
out that readers animate the scenes each panel depicts by filling in the ‘gutter’ – the term that 
comics theorists use to denote the gap between adjacent panels”; the reference is to McCloud 
1994: 66-9. The similarity between ekphrasis and comics has already been noted. Johnson 2011: 
43 argues that “(…) comics and verbal description share some fundamental principles in how 
they tell stories (…) Comics and ekphrasis are both pictures in sequence”. Johnson then 
investigates how the shield of Achilles can be divided into different images. He identifies as 
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Similarly, between phases 4 and 5 (525-6; 527-9) and 5 and 6 (527-9; 530-40) we find 
such information that is not depicted (527; 530-2).195 Thus, it is on the basis of the 
information that is not depicted (the aorist in 525) that I regard lines 525-6 as a separate 
phase. 

The fifth phase (527-9) consists of the attack on the besiegers’ cattle by the 
townsmen in ambush. The phase starts again with an aorist verb, this time 
accompanied by an aorist participle, οἱ μὲν τὰ προϊδόντες ἐπέδραμον, “and they, after 
having seen them (τά) from a distance, rushed forward” (527).196 This clause contains 
two events (the seeing and the rushing forwards) which are not depicted. It explains 
how those who were earlier lying in ambush came to be involved in the actions that are 
depicted: they are cutting off the herds on both sides (τάμνοντ’ ἀμφί, 528) and are killing 
the shepherds as well (ἐπί, 529).197 Τάμνοντο is accompanied by two temporal adverbs, 
ὦκα δ’ ἔπειτα, “and quickly thereafter” (527).198 The adverb ὦκα modifies the adverb 
ἔπειτα, not the verb τάμνοντο. Ἔπειτα has temporal force here; the two adverbs together 
indicate that the intercepting of the cattle occurs immediately after those in ambush 
have rushed forward. Again, the narrator emphasizes that figures are quickly present.  

The sixth and last phase consists of a battle between the besiegers of the city and 
the townspeople. This battle is described in 533-4: “after having arrayed (στησάμενοι), 
they were fighting a battle along the banks of the river, and they were hitting one 
another with bronze-tipped spears”. The spatial information in 533 (ποταμοῖο παρ’ 
ὄχθας) indicates that the battle is happening near the place of the ambush (520-4; ἐν 

                                                                                                                                                       
many discrete images as possible; images are determined “(…) according to meter, adverbs, 
syntax, sense, and visuality” (ibid.: 44); in the city at peace, this results in about one fragment per 
line (ibid.: 50-1). In this study, I follow a different method, whereby it is mainly the repetition of 
figures that indicates a new phase. 
195 Similarly, line 582 provides information that is not depicted (aorist participle combined with 
the anaphoric pronoun, τὼ μὲν ἀναρρήξαντε) at the beginning of a new phase. See further my 
discussion below. 
196 According to Leaf [1898] 1902: 308, τά refers to the μῆλα, or “vaguely” to the state of things. I 
take it to refer to the animals and the herdsmen. 
197 For τάμνοντο in combination with ἀμφί, see LfgrE s.v. τάμνω Β ΙΙ G 1: “von zwei Seiten her, 
ringsum Rinder absondern/rauben”. 
198 LSJ s.v. ὦκα 2 translate ὦκα δ’ ἔπειτα as “immediately”. 
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ποταμῷ, 521). The aorist participle στησάμενοι refers to an earlier event, and makes clear 
that both parties are fighting in battle array.199  

In lines 530-2 the narrator narrates how the besiegers, who are lying around the city 
in phase one, come to be involved in the fight: “and they, after they had heard the loud 
noise from the cattle, while sitting in front of their quarters, after having immediately 
mounted their chariots with high-stepping horses, followed after, and they arrived 
quickly”. These lines consist of aorist verbs only, and thus refer to events not depicted 
on the shield. Four events are mentioned: 1. the besiegers hear the noise from the cattle 
while sitting before the city;200 2. they mount their chariots;201 3. they follow after; and 4. 
quickly arrive. The first event is expressed by a temporal clause (ὡς) with an aorist 
indicative (ἐπύθοντο); thus, this event is anterior to that of the main clause.202 The 
second event is expressed by an aorist participle (βάντες), which is also anterior to the 
main clause. The third and fourth events are found in main clauses with aorist finite 
verbs (μετεκίαθον, ἵκοντο). 

Lines 535-8 also appear in the Hesiodic Shield (156-9), with ἐθύνεον for ὁμίλεον (535); 
this has made these lines suspect. Consequently, it has been argued that they are 
interpolated.203 Their authenticity has also been defended.204 I will not repeat the debate 
here, but I am not convinced by the arguments against their authenticity, and I prefer 
to let the lines stand.205 In fact, they are appropriate: since lines 530-40 form the climax 

                                                            
199 Edwards 1991: 220 speaks of a “pitched battle”. 
200 According to the LfgrE s.v. εἴρ(η) Β, the traditional meaning “assembly places” does not fit its 
use here in 18.531; instead, they propose “Wohnung, Bleibe”, “dwelling, whereabouts, quarters”. 
This fits the preposition προπάροιθε much better: who would sit before an assembly place? 
Edwards 1991: 220 bypasses the difficulty by stating that “προπάροιθε suggests an audience sitting 
in a camp meeting-place listening to speakers who stood in front of them”.  
201 As Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 142 indicate, ἐφ’ ἵππων / βάντες (531-2) refers to the 
mounting of chariots, even though ἀερσιπόδων, “high-stepping”, is an epithet which properly 
refers to horses. According to Faulkner 2008: 267-8, the epithet implies speed. 
202 Rijksbaron [1984] 2002: 76: “(…) ὡς + aorist indicative: the state of affairs of the dependent 
clause is anterior to that of the main clause”. 
203 E.g. by Solmsen 1965: 1-6, who also regards 539-40 as interpolated. Edwards 1991: 220-1, 
following Lynn-George 1978: 396-405, thinks that 535-8 are interpolated; West 2011: 353 also 
regards 535-8 as interpolated. 
204 E.g. by van der Valk 1966: 478-81, Alden 2000: 61-2, note 33, and Palmisciano 2010: 55-6. 
205 I quote Leaf [1898] 1902: 308: “[t]hese personified spirits of strife (…) cannot be said to be alien 
from Epic thought (…)”. 
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of the city at war, it is fitting that the divine forces mentioned here join in the fight.206 
Their presence, and especially the behaviour and look of Κήρ, emphasises the savagery 
of battle.207 

In lines 539-40 the narrator returns to the fighting humans of 533-4.208 Only here in 
the shield ekphrasis does the narrator twice describe the same figures involved in the 
same action (ἐμάχοντο, 533 and 539). This can be explained by the digression of 535-8. 
After the narrator has zoomed in on the activities of one individual (536-8), he returns 
to the general battle, to which he consequently adds new information. First, he states 
that the human figures are fighting just like living people (ὥς τε ζωοὶ βροτοί, 539). This 
comparison makes clear that the narrator is describing a shield: the figures are not 
really alive. Second, the last line of the city at war focuses on a realistic but gruesome 
detail: the figures are dragging away each other’s (ἀλλήλων) dead bodies.209 This 
emphasis on the dead (νεκρούς (…) κατατεθνηῶτας) provides a certain closure to the city 
at war scene. Even though the battle will never finish – its outcome is not depicted – 
one thing is clear: war results in dead people. 

I sum up the results of my analysis. The city at war is the most complicated scene 
on the shield. The analysis of tenses has made clear that the passage contains both the 
descriptive (509-524; 533-40) and the diegetic discourse mode (525-32). In addition, in 
lines 525-33 temporal adverbs occur. Thus, lines 525-32 contain a sequence of events. 
This means that the text in 525-32 has a narrative structure/organization, which might 
seem out of place in the description of an image. As I have argued above, this narrative 
structure can be understood by assuming that the aorists provide information that is 
not depicted on the shield. As such, the narrative textual organization can be 
harmonized with the representation of an image. 

                                                            
206 With the triple ἐν in 535 τοῖσιν must be supplied (LfgrE s.v. ὁμιλέω B 2 c α). 
207 Alden 2000: 63. See Il. 11.36-7 for similar depictions on Agamemnon’s shield (Γοργὼ 
βλοσυρῶπις (…) / Δεῖμός τε Φόβος τε). On Κήρ, see further section 4.3.2, 11. 
208 The subject of ὡμίλευν δ’ ὥς τε ζωοὶ βροτοί are the human figures of 533-4 (so e.g. Ameis and 
Hentze [1868] 1908: 142, van der Valk 1966: 480, and Alden 2000: 61, note 33; see also Ruijgh in 
note 181 above), not Ἔρις, Κυδοιμός, and Κήρ (as e.g. Becker 1995: 122 will have it). That the 
human fighters are the subject is clear from τε in 540, which indicates that the subject of this line 
– which must be the humans on account of νεκρούς (…) κατατεθνηῶτας – is the same as the 
subject of 539. 
209 Ἀλλήλων picks up ἀλλήλους from 534. 
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The reason why the diegetic discourse mode occurs in the city of war – and not, for 
example, in the city at peace – is due to the nature of the subject matter. The city at war 
as depicted on the shield consists of six different temporal moments: 1. a city is 
surrounded; the besieged are arming (509-15); 2. the besieged are marching out; Ares 
and Athena are depicted, too (516-9); 3. the besieged are arriving and lying in ambush 
(520-4); 4. the herdsmen of the besiegers have arrived (525-6); 5. the herdsmen are 
attacked (527-9), and 6. a battle between besiegers and besieged is being fought (530-
40). These phases are snapshots that consist of one moment in time only. The narrator 
is anxious to fill in what has happened in between these snapshots: for example, 
between phase five and six he narrates how the besiegers came to be involved in the 
fight with the besieged (530-2). The speed with which the non-depicted actions are 
completed is striking: perhaps this can be connected with the arrangement of the 
images on the shield itself.  

The images can be said to contain Herman’s first element of narrative, event 
sequencing. By depicting the same figures engaged in different actions, the image 
represents a sequence of events.210 The order in which the events are described by the 
narrator is chronological: he first describes the first phase, etc. This chronological order 
perhaps mirrors the way these events are depicted on the shield itself. The narratee 
may imagine a frieze or band, on which the different phases are depicted one after each 
other. This would mean that the images on the shield can be likened to a picture 
series.211 

The figures engaged in the actions depicted are mostly in the plural and 
anonymous. In lines 536-7 three individuals are singled out; in this respect, these lines 
are similar to 499-500, where two figures are singled out. Only non-human figures are 
named (Ares and Athena, 516; Strife, Battle-din, and Fate, 535). The human figures, then, 
are not particularized. Furthermore, such non-human figures are typically found in 
battle scenes. 

                                                            
210 In the text, all actions are presented as ongoing and happening at the same time. On this 
point, cf. van der Valk 1966: 481: “[d]ans les passage de Σ, on a l’impression que les négociations 
entre les deux armées et l’embuscade dressée par les assiégés sont des activités successives. Mais 
le poète semble avoir voulu les présenter comme simultanées: le bruit qu’une embuscade a été 
dressée parvient, dit-il, aux assiégeants au moment où ils se sont réunis au conseil (Σ 531 εἰράων 
προπάροιθε) (…). Selon moi, dans ce passage le poète n’a pas réussi à construire un récit logique 
des événements”. 
211 See for this term 1.4.3. I further discuss the shield’s visualisation below in 3.5. 
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Herman’s second element of narrative, world disruption, is present. A city under 
siege is a disruptive event, especially for those who are besieged. Even for the besiegers, 
the siege does not go according to plan. The inhabitants of the town are adamant in 
their refusal of the ultimatum (οἱ δ’ οὔ πω πείθοντο, 513), and they march out for an 
ambush. Whereas one would perhaps expect that the besiegers attack the cattle of the 
besieged, in the city at war the cattle of the besiegers is under attack.212 That this attack 
comes as a surprise is emphasized in 526: δόλον δ’ οὔ τι προνόησαν. Thus, the action 
depicted in the image does not develop according to a script, but deviates from it. This 
means that the siege depicted on the shield is not a typical one.213 

Herman’s third element of narrative, ‘what-it’s-like’, is present, but not very 
prominently. The narrator refers to the thoughts or intentions of the figures in 510-2, 
524, and 526. The actions of Ker in 535-40 make the savage nature of battle clear.214  

The narrativity of the city at war is higher than that of the city at peace. This is due 
to two reasons: 1. the city at war consists of six different moments in time, and 2. the 
events are disruptive. In addition, the narrator adds many more non-represented events 
in the city at war, especially in lines 525-32. As for ‘what-it’s-like’, this narrative element 
does not feature prominently in either city. Lastly, it should be emphasized that 
although the city at war has many narrative qualities, the narrative is very much a visual 
one. The narrator presents the narratees with six snapshots, six frozen moments. The 
narratee does not learn the cause of the war, or how it has begun; neither will he know 
how the battle ends. In this sense, the city at war is indeed a visual narrative. 
 
3. A field being ploughed (541-9) 

                                                            
212 Cf. Edwards 1991: 220: “[i]t is possible that the poet has seen juxtaposed pictures of a siege and 
the capture of cattle, and has interpreted it as the seizing of the besiegers’ cattle by the 
townsmen, though the reverse would seem a more likely event” (emphasis in the original). 
213 I thus disagree with Giuliani 2003: 44, who regards this scene as a typical siege (“[d]ie 
durchgehende Verwendung des Imperfekts trägt zusätzlich dazu bei, daß auch kriegerische 
Aktionen nicht als eine Spannung erzeugende Handlung, sondern als ein Tätigkeit vorgeführt 
werden, wie sie im Kriegsfall eben allgemein üblich ist. Eine solche Tätigkeit aber ist kein 
geeigneter Stoff für eine Erzählung; sie will beschrieben werden”, emphasis mine). 
214 Cf. my discussion of Sc. 237b-70a in 4.3.2, 11. 

 
 
 

Ἐν δ’ ἐτίθει νειὸν μαλακὴν, πίειραν ἄρουραν,
εὐρεῖαν τρίπολον· πολλοὶ δ’ ἀροτῆρες ἐν αὐτῇ 
ζεύγεα δινεύοντες ἐλάστρεον ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα.  

impf.
 
impf. 
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On it he placed a soft fallow, a fertile field, wide, thrice-ploughed. In it many ploughmen, while 
wheeling their yoked teams, were driving [them] this way and that way. And they, whenever 
after having turned they would reach the headland of the field, (545) to them next a man gave 
into their hands a cup of honeysweet wine, coming up [to them]; and the others turned along 
their furrows, eager to reach the headland of the deep fallow. It [the fallow] was growing dark 
behind [them], and it looked like a ploughed [fallow], even though it was of gold; it was 
exceedingly made as a wonder. 
 
This is the first of three subthemes introduced by ἐν δ’ ἐτίθει (541-9, 550-60, 561-72). 
These images are of an agricultural nature, and depict the seasonal work of the farmer’s 
year: ploughing, harvest, and vintage.215 I shall start again with the text. There is a 
difference in the use of tenses between 541-3 and 547-9 on the one hand (imperfects 
and pluperfects), and 544-6 on the other (iterative aorists). In addition, line 544 
contains a subordinate temporal clause with ὁπότε; in line 545, we find ἔπειτα. Thus, 
whereas 541-3 and 547-9 clearly contain the descriptive discourse mode, it would seem 
that 544-6, on account of ὁπότε and ἔπειτα, contain the diegetic discourse mode.216  
 If we compare lines 544-6 with 525-32, which also contain the diegetic discourse 
mode, we notice that in 525-32 normal aorist tenses occur, but in 544-6 iterative 
aorists.217 How must these iterative verb forms be understood? Primavesi argues that 

                                                            
215 Edwards 1991: 221. According to Taplin 1980: 7-8, these three scenes “clearly represent spring, 
summer, and autumn”; he further takes 573-86 to represent winter (Leaf [1898] 1902: 609 already 
suggested as much, but he is cautious). According to West 2011: 352-3, the ploughing takes places 
in November, the harvest in May, and the vintage in September. It seems best, then, not to 
connect these scenes with any particular season. 
216 See also my discussion below of lines 599-602, where iterative aorists occur too (twice 
θρέξασκον, in 599 and 602). 
217 According to Kühner and Gerth 1898: 162, Anmerkung 4, there is a difference in meaning 
between aorist and imperfect iteratives: “(…) in Verbindung mit diesen Endungen bewahren 
beide Zeitformen ihren ursprünglichen Charakter, indem der iterative Aorist ein wiederholtes 

 
545 
 

οἳ δ’ ὁπότε στρέψαντες ἱκοίατο τέλσον ἀρούρης,
τοῖσι δ’ ἔπειτ’ ἐν χερσὶ δέπας μελιηδέος οἴνου   
δόσκεν ἀνὴρ ἐπιών· τοὶ δὲ στρέψασκον ἀν’ ὄγμους,  
ἱέμενοι νειοῖο βαθείης τέλσον ἱκέσθαι.  
ἡ δὲ μελαίνετ’ ὄπισθεν, ἀρηρομένῃ δὲ ἐῴκει, 
χρυσείη περ ἐοῦσα· τὸ δὴ περὶ θαῦμα τέτυκτο.  

[opt. aor.]
 
aor. iter.; aor. iter. 
 
impf.; pluperf.  
pluperf. 
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these aorists become durative by the iterative suffix, and are thus like the other 
imperfects used in the shield ekphrasis.218 Yet this solution is unnecessary, and the verbs 
can retain their iterative meaning. In fact, lines 544-6 differ from lines containing 
imperfects, in that they do feature a sequence of events – but of two events only, which 
are, furthermore, iterative. I will address this issue in the discussion of the image below.  
 The text, then, has a descriptive organization in 541-3 and 547-9, but a narrative one 
in 544-6. What are the other descriptive features present in the text? Lines 541-2 contain 
many adjectives, some of which are of a visual nature (μαλακήν, εὐρεῖαν, τρίπολον; 
perhaps πίειραν). Other visual details are found in lines 547 (βαθείης), and especially 
548-9. In fact, these lines contain no ongoing events, and focus only on the way the 
shield looks. As such, these lines are prototypically descriptive.  
 Lines 548-9 are devoted wholly to the way the fallow looks: it is growing dark 
behind the ploughers (ἡ δὲ μελαίνετ’ ὄπισθεν). This phrase could refer either to the res 
ipsae or opus ipsum.219 The rest of the lines is devoted to the opus ipsum, and indicate 
that the narrator is describing a static image: the fallow looked (ἐῴκει) like a ploughed 
one, even though it was made of gold.220 This section is closed off by τὸ δὴ περὶ θαῦμα 
τέτυκτο, “it had been made exceedingly as a wonder” (549). The pluperfect makes clear 
that what is here reviewed by the narrator is finished; τό most likely refers to the 
preceding image.221 By emphasizing that the image or shield is a θαῦμα, the narrator 
anticipates unbelief on the side of the narratee (“how can a field that is made of gold 
become black and look like a ploughed field?” – “because it is a marvel”).222 At the same 
time, the narrator expresses his admiration for Hephaestus’ divine craftsmanship.223 

                                                                                                                                                       
Ereignis, das iterative Imperfekt eine wiederholte Handlung in ihrer Entwickelung, in ihrem 
Verlaufe bezeichnet”, Stahl 1907: 104 denies any such difference in meaning. 
218 Primavesi 2002: 198: “(…) da bei fünf Aoristen der Aspekt durch ein die Wiederholung 
anzeigendes Iterativ-Suffix oder durch iterativen, eine Wiederholung anzeigenden Optativ 
wieder ins Linear-Zuständliche umgebogen wird (…)”. 
219 See Becker 1995: 126-7.  
220 Explicit comparison between image and reality is rare in the Homeric shield ekphrasis, but 
much more frequent in the Shield (see Bühler 1960: 96, who has a list of such phrases in other 
ekphraseis; he does not list ὥς τε θεώ περ in 518 and ὥς τε ζωοὶ βροτοί in 539). On lines 548-9, see 
also Heffernan 1993: 4 and Squire 2011: 336-7. 
221 According to Becker 1995: 128, τό refers to the shield. 
222 Becker 1995: 129 appropriately quotes the T scholion on 548-9: ἡ ὀπίσω τοῦ ἀρότρου γῆ 
ἐμελαίνετο. ἄπιστον δέ, καὶ αὐτὸς διὰ τοῦ θαυμάζειν πιστὸν εἰργάσατο, “the earth behind the plough 
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 Let us now turn to the narrativity of the image. Its main theme is a νειὸν μαλακήν, “a 
soft fallow” (541); μαλακήν refers to its loose and arable earth.224 The field is fertile 
(πίειραν ἄρουραν).225 It is also wide (εὐρεῖαν), which means that it can contain many 
ploughers;226 and it is τρίπολον, thrice-ploughed, which indicates that the image depicts 
a field that has already been ploughed.227 After having provided an overview of the 
whole field, the narrator focuses on the figures in it (ἐν αὐτῇ, 542): many ploughmen 
(πολλοὶ δ’ ἀροτῆρες) are driving their teams of oxen throughout the field (ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα, 
543).228 
 Ἐλάστρεον (543) is the frequentative of ἐλαύνω (“were driving repeatedly”), and thus 
prepares for lines 544-7.229 In these lines, the narrator zooms in on the actions of the 
figures described in 543. As indicated above, in lines 544-6 the narrator uses a temporal 
clause with an iterative optative (ὁπότε…ἱκοίατο, 544), and two iterative aorists (δόσκεν, 
στρέψασκον, 546). In connection with the representation of a static image, the iterative 
verbs can be explained as follows. An iterative verb indicates that the action depicted in 
the image repeats itself ad infinitum: each time a plougher reaches the headland, 
someone gives him a cup of wine. On the shield, we may imagine one plougher being 

                                                                                                                                                       
was becoming black. This is incredible, but [the poet] himself has made it credible by his 
marvelling”. 
223 So de Jong [1987] 2004: 49; on θαῦμα, see further Becker 2003: 9-10 and de Jong 2011: 10. Cf. also 
the use of θαῦμα ἰδέσθαι in Od. 13.108 (discussed in 2.3.2). 
224 According to Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 143, μαλακήν means “locker”, i.e. “loose”, 
presumably of the soil. LSJ translate with “fresh-ploughed fallow” (s.v. μαλακός I); the LfgrE 
translate “(sich) weich (anfühlend)” (s.v. μαλακός B 1), note that the adjective is used “von 
ritzbarer Oberfläche” and that it implies that the field is “gut pflügbar” (B 1 a). 
225 For the relation between ἄρουρα and νειός, see LfgrE s.v. ἄρουρα B 1 a α. 
226 The scholia connect the epithet εὐρεῖαν with the many teams of oxen in the field (T-scholion, 
542a: ἀκολούθως τῷ ἐπιθέτῳ· τὴν γὰρ εὐρεῖαν πολλοῖς ζεύγεσί φησιν ἀροῦσθαι, “[line 542b is] in 
accordance with the epithet, for by “wide” he means [that the field] is ploughed by many 
teams”). 
227 For τρίπολον, see West 1978: 274: “[d]uring the fallow year the soil was broken up by plough or 
mattock two, three, or even four times (…)”. That the field has already been ploughed is also 
evinced by ἀρηρομένῃ δὲ ἐῴκει (548). 
228 The LfgrE translate ζεύγεα δινεύοντες ἐλάστρεον ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα with “trieben (jeweils) wendend 
(…) die Gespanne hin u[nd] her” (s.v. δινεύω B). 
229 The LfgrE translate ἐλάστρεον with “trieben auf und ab, wendeten jew[eils] am Feldrain” (s.v. 
ἐλαστρέω). 
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handed a cup. Yet there are more ploughers in the field: other ploughers (τοὶ δέ, 546) are 
turning at the other side of the field (στρέψασκον), and are eager to reach the headland, 
too.230 The narrator, then, surveys the field with the ploughers as a whole. Since 
ploughing involves going up and down a field multiple times, he uses iterative forms to 
indicate that the action must be imagined as repeating itself. The iterativity is inferred 
by the narrator from a static image. 
 Scholars are agreed that iterative events acquire a descriptive aspect.231 Rather than 
designating a single, unique action, iterative verbs designate actions that repeatedly or 
habitually take place. In lines 544-6, a sequence of two events repeats itself: each time 
the ploughers reach the headland, a man comes up to them (ἐπιών, 546) and gives them 
a cup of wine. The relation between these two events is made clear by the temporal 
conjunction ὁπότε (544) in combination with ἔπειτα (545). The aorist participle 
στρέψαντες (544) refers to an earlier event, and indicates that the ploughers who are 
now being handed a cup of wine have earlier turned at the headland on the other side 
of the field.232 This earlier event is also depicted in the image, but it involves other 
ploughers (τοὶ δέ, 546), who are depicted in making this very turn (στρέψασκον, 546). 
Event sequencing is thus implied by the image. Line 547 closes this section off by ring 

                                                            
230 Cf. Byre 1992: 39: “most of these iteratives refer to the motions of a plurality of actors; here it is 
possible to interpret the poet’s words not as referring to the repeated actions of the same 
individuals, but rather as a synthesis and summary of different phases of the same action as they 
are performed by different actors on the represented scene before his mind's eye”; similarly 
Becker 1995: 125: “the number of ploughmen (…) encourages the audience to imagine different 
figures engaged in different stages of ploughing, not a single figure engaged in consecutive 
actions”. 
231 The locus classicus is Genette [1972] 1980: 117 (“…[t]he classic function of iterative narrative is 
thus fairly close to that of description (…)”). See also Chatelaine [1986] 1987: 135, Mosher 1991: 
434-5, Schmid 2003: 29 (“[r]epeated transformations, even if they are both relevant and 
unpredictable, represent at best a low level of eventfulness. (…) When it represents iteration, 
narration approaches the mode of description”; similarly Schmid [2003] 2010: 12), Herman and 
Vervaeck [2001] 2005: 66 (“[i]teratives are prevalent in the description of habits”), and 
Lyytikäinen 2012: 81-2 (“[o]ne way of downplaying the uniqueness of events, even on the level of 
narration, is by using iterative narration (…) emphasizing the iterative, or the things that keep 
repeating themselves in daily life, shifts the focus from the stories with dramatic plots and 
extraordinary events to pictures of the world”). 
232 So the LfgrE s.v. στρέφω B I b a (“the τέλσον is the starting point on one side of the field, 
[στρέ]ψαι denotes the turning on the opposite side”). 
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composition (τέλσον ἱκέσθαι, 547 ≈ ἱκοίατο τέλσον, 544): the ploughers who are now at 
one side of the field are eager to reach the other side of the field, where they will receive 
a cup of wine. Their actions are thus not only repetitive, but also circular: they have no 
inherent beginning or end.233 The idea of circularity is strengthened by the ring 
composition in these lines. 

The narrativity of this image is generic and thus low: the image depicts a number of 
easily recognizable moments from an everyday activity, ploughing.234 Most subjects are 
plural and anonymous, although in line 546 a man (ἀνήρ) is mentioned. Event 
sequencing is implied by the image in lines 544-46a; world disruption is absent. As for 
‘what-it’s-like’, the wine is said to be honeysweet (μελιηδέος, 545) but the drinking of 
this wine is not referred to. The figures are eager (ἱέμενοι, 547) to reach the headland of 
the fallow. Again, we see that the element of ‘what-it’s-like’ is present, but that 
references to feelings or experiences are made in passing. 
 
4. A king’s domain: labourers harvesting the crop (550-60) 

 
On it he wrought the estate of a king; there hired labourers were reaping, holding sharp sickles 
in their hands. Of the cuttings, some were falling along the swath, in a row, on the ground, the 
other [cuttings] the binders of sheaves were binding with sheaf-bindings. Three sheaf-binders 
were standing by; and behind [them] (555) boys, picking up the cuttings, carrying [them] in 
their arms, were unceasingly passing them on; and among them a king was standing at the 

                                                            
233 Byre 1992: 39: “[t]he movements, confined to the spaces in which they are initially set, are (…) 
not only repetitive but also circular (which is, incidentally, in keeping with the [presumably] 
round shape of the shield) – i.e. their actions have no inherent beginning and end”. 
234 Similarly Byre 1992: 39. 

550 
 
 
 
 
555 
 
 
 
 
560 

Ἐν δ’ ἐτίθει τέμενος βασιλήϊον· ἔνθα δ’ ἔριθοι
ἤμων ὀξείας δρεπάνας ἐν χερσὶν ἔχοντες. 
δράγματα δ’ ἄλλα μετ’ ὄγμον ἐπήτριμα πῖπτον ἔραζε, 
ἄλλα δ’ ἀμαλλοδετῆρες ἐν ἐλλεδανοῖσι δέοντο.  
τρεῖς δ’ ἄρ’ ἀμαλλοδετῆρες ἐφέστασαν· αὐτὰρ ὄπισθε  
παῖδες δραγμεύοντες, ἐν ἀγκαλίδεσσι φέροντες   
ἀσπερχὲς πάρεχον· βασιλεὺς δ’ ἐν τοῖσι σιωπῇ 
σκῆπτρον ἔχων ἑστήκει ἐπ’ ὄγμου γηθόσυνος κῆρ. 
κήρυκες δ’ ἀπάνευθεν ὑπὸ δρυῒ δαῖτα πένοντο,  
βοῦν δ’ ἱερεύσαντες μέγαν ἄμφεπον· αἱ δὲ γυναῖκες  
δεῖπνον ἐρίθοισιν λεύκ’ ἄλφιτα πολλὰ πάλυνον.   

impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
pluperf. 
 
impf. 
pluperf. 
impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
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swath, in silence, holding his sceptre, rejoicing in his heart. And heralds, at a distance, 
underneath an oak, were getting a banquet ready, and after having slaughtered a big ox they 
were preparing it; and they, the women, (560) were sprinkling abundant quantities of white 
barley as a meal for the reapers.  
 
The second agricultural subtheme consists of a harvesting scene. I first discuss the 
image. In line 550, the narrator announces the main theme, τέμενος βασιλήϊον, “the 
estate of a king”. In contrast with the previous image (lines 541-2) and the next (561-2), 
the narrator does not state anything concerning the physical appearance of the main 
theme.235 He next moves on to the figures who are working on the land (ἔνθα δ’ ἔριθοι, 
550). In lines 550b-51 the narrator provides a general picture of what is going on in the 
image: hired labourers are reaping.236  

In the following lines, the narrator further specifies what the labourers are doing. 
He first proceeds by enumeration (552-4): ἄλλα (…) / ἄλλα δ’ (…) / τρεῖς δ’ (…).237 The 
sheaf-binders in 554 stand out: they are said to be three in number, and are not engaged 
in any activity, but standing by (ἐφέστασαν).238 Behind them (αὐτὰρ ὄπισθε), boys are 
picking up the sheaves (δραγμεύοντες) and passing them on (πάρεχον) to the sheaf-
binders (554-5).239 The narrator proceeds spatially through the scene. He does not 

                                                            
235 We should perhaps read, with the majority of manuscripts, τέμενος βαθυλήϊον, “with deep crop, 
very fruitful”. This would provide the main theme with an adjective that describes its physical 
appearance. Βαθυλήϊον is also read by Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 143, who translate “eine 
Flur mit hoher Saatfrucht”. According to Leaf [1898] 1902: 309-10, both readings are equally 
possible and appropriate. The OCT and West print βασιλήϊον. According to Edwards 1991: 223, 
βασιλήϊον “is clearly correct”; he refers to 556 (βασιλεύς) and to Hes. Sc. 288 (…αὐτὰρ ἔην βαθὺ 
λήιον…, “and there was a deep corn-field”), under influence of which the reading βαθυλήϊον might 
have occurred. I would rather turn his argument around: it makes more sense that the author of 
the Shield imitates Homer; the occurrence of βασιλεύς in 566 might have led to the reading 
βασιλήϊον. 
236 Ἔριθοι is a general name for hired labourers; ἤμων is used intransitively. 
237 The meaning of ἐπήτριμα (552) is uncertain. See Edwards 1991: 171 (“the ancients took it to 
mean ‘close together’, from ἤτριον, ‘warp’”) and the LfgrE s.v. ἐπήτριμ(ος) B (who suggest 
“nebeneinander, reihenweise”); this was also suggested by Leaf [1898] 1902: 284 (“[i]n rows, one 
after another seems to be the sense required in all three places”, italics in the original). 
238 On this point, see also Richter 1968: 121. 
239 According to Edwards 1991: 224, πάρεχον means “were at hand” (for which he refers to Il. 
23.835). LSJ s.v. πάρεχω A translate this instance with “hand over”, as do the LfgrE s.v. ἔχω B II 8 a 



145 
 
enumerate the ongoing events in their chronological order: first, of course, the cuttings 
have to be gathered and handed on (555-6), before they can be bound into sheaves 
(553).240 In their midst, the king is standing silently at the swath.241 He stands out from 
the rest, presumably on account of his sceptre.  

Lines 552-7 form a group, in that all action takes place at the swath (μετ’ ὄγμον, 552 
≈ ἐπ’ ὄγμου, 557). The action of lines 558-60 is situated at a distance from the reaping 
(ἀπάνευθεν), under a tree (ὑπὸ δρυΐ).242 The heralds are making ready a banquet (δαῖτα 
πένοντο): after having slaughtered a big ox (ἱερεύσαντες, aorist participle) they are now 
preparing it (ἄμφεπον, 558-9). The women are sprinkling barley over the meat (παλύνω) 
as meal for the labourers (δεῖπνον ἐρίθοισιν, 559). What is being prepared, then, is a 
general feast for the labourers.243 

                                                                                                                                                       
α (“hinhalten, zureichen”). For ἀσπερχές, see LfgrE s.v. ἀσπερχ(ής) B 2 (“à propos d’un travail Σ 
566 (…) la nuance est ici difficile à préciser: avec zèle ou sans relâche? Pour le premier sens, cf. Ω 
124 (…), pour le second, νωλεμές, -έως est plus proche (…)”). 
240 Δραγμεύοντες is a hapax; see LfgrE s.v. δραγμεύοντες B: “(Ähren) aufsammeln u[nd] (zu 
Garben) bündeln”; similarly LSJ s.v. δραγμεύω, “collect the corn into sheaves”. Differently 
Edwards 1991: 224, who states that “[t]he ‘handfuls’ are gathered and bound into sheaves by the 
ἀμαλλοδετῆρες; then the children grab the sheaves (δραγμεύοντες), carry them off in their arms, 
and place them in stooks”. However, a δράγμα is not a sheaf but a handful of corn, for which see 
LSJ s.v. δράγμα, “handful; esp. as many stalks of corn as the reaper can grasp in his left hand”; and 
LfgrE s.v. δράγμ(α) B, “eig[en]tl[ich] Handvoll (…) spez[iell] (Pl.) die Schwaden abgesichelten 
Korns (die dann ihrerseits gegriffen u[nd] zu Garben = ἄμαλλαι gebunden werden)”. Differently 
again Richter 1968: 121, who states that “[w]as die Garbenbinder nicht erfassen, wird in der 
Nachlese gesammelt und natürlich ebenfalls zu Garben gebunden. Ährenlesen ist auch hier 
Kinderarbeit (…)”. 
241 The silence of the king has attracted much attention; see e.g. Becker 1995: 132. According to 
Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 144 and Edwards 1991: 224, βασιλεύς refers to a local landowner.  
242 For this use of ἀπάνευθε, see LfgrE s.v. ἀπάνευθε(ν) B 1 b, “abseits, d.h. in einer gewissen, meist 
nicht großen Entfernung von der Hauptperson, dem Schauplatz der Handlung usw.”. 
243 This is the interpretation put forward by, among others, Leaf [1898] 1902: 310, Bruns 1970: 56-7, 
and Edwards 1991: 224. It has also been suggested that the heralds are preparing roast meat for 
the king, and that the women are making porridge for the labourers, so e.g. Willcock 1984: 271-2. 
This requires πάλυνον to be taken in the sense of “rührten Gerstenmehl in Menge an, zu einem 
Brei” (Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 144). The LfgrE take πάλυνον here in its usual sense, and not 
as referring to a kind of porridge (s.v. παλύνω B 1). 
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The narrativity of this scene is low. Again, we may speak of generic narrativity. A 
king is singled out, but the βασιλεύς does not represent a particular king, but someone 
who holds the office of king.244 In this sense, he resembles the ἴστωρ in 501 and the πάϊς 
in 569. The image does not depict a sequence of events, but with ἱερεύσαντες in 559 the 
narrator refers to an earlier, non-depicted moment. In lines 552-6, the narrator 
describes the figures in their spatial arrangement: the boys are standing behind (αὐτὰρ 
ὄπισθε) the sheaf-binders. He could also have described the actions of the figures in the 
order in which these normally take place (as he does in lines 498-501, and in the city at 
war). The spatial arrangement, however, fits the description of a static image; 
furthermore, it makes clear that the way the narrator looks at the image is also driven 
by the composition of the image: apparently, the δράγματα catch his eyes first, after 
which he looks at the ἀμαλλοδετῆρες, behind whom he next spots the παῖδες. World 
disruption is absent, but ‘what-it’s-like’ is not: the king is said to rejoice in his heart 
(γηθόσυνος κῆρ, 557).245 

Apart from its descriptive structure, the text contains some other prototypically 
descriptive features. I note the following visual details: possibly βαθυλήϊον (550, if this is 
the reading one adopts), ὀξείας (551), ἐπήτριμα (552), τρεῖς (554), μέγαν (559), and λεύκα, 
πολλά (560). Two pluperfects (ἐφέστασαν, ἑστήκει), equalling imperfects, designate 
states rather than ongoing events.  
 
5. A vineyard: young men and women carrying grapes (561-72) 

                                                            
244 Feldman 1969: 79: “[a]uf dem Schild bleiben sie alle namenlos, ohne Eigenleben, und 
bekleiden höchstens ein Amt oder eine Pflicht, wie die Könige, die Richter, die Hirten”. 
245 The scholia derive this emotional state from the appearance of the king on the opus ipsum: 
ἐφαίνετο γὰρ τῷ προσώπῳ ἡδόμενος καὶ τοιαύτην ἔχων κατάστασιν, “because it appears from his 
face that he has pleasure and that he has such a condition” (A scholion, 18.557c). 

 
 
 
 
565 
 
 
 
 
570 

Ἐν δ’ ἐτίθει σταφυλῇσι μέγα βρίθουσαν ἀλωὴν
καλὴν χρυσείην· μέλανες δ’ ἀνὰ βότρυες ἦσαν, 
ἑστήκει δὲ κάμαξι διαμπερὲς ἀργυρέῃσιν.  
ἀμφὶ δὲ κυανέην κάπετον, περὶ δ’ ἕρκος ἔλασσε  
κασσιτέρου· μία δ’ οἴη ἀταρπιτὸς ἦεν ἐπ’ αὐτήν,  
τῇ νίσοντο φορῆες, ὅτε τρυγόῳεν ἀλωήν.  
παρθενικαὶ δὲ καὶ ἠΐθεοι ἀταλὰ φρονέοντες 
πλεκτοῖς ἐν ταλάροισι φέρον μελιηδέα καρπόν. 
τοῖσιν δ’ ἐν μέσσοισι πάϊς φόρμιγγι λιγείῃ 
ἱμερόεν κιθάριζε, λίνον δ’ ὑπὸ καλὸν ἄειδε   

impf.
impf. 
pluperf.  
aor.  
impf. 
impf.; [opt.] 
 
impf. 
 
impf.; impf. 
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On it he wrought a vineyard heavily laden with clusters, beautiful, golden; black were the grapes 
along it, and it [the vineyard] was set up with silver poles throughout. Around it he drove a 
trench of blue enamel, and around [it all] a fence (565) of tin; a single path only led to it [the 
vineyard], along which the carriers were going, whenever they were harvesting the vineyard. 
And young girls and young men, with light-hearted glee, were carrying the honeysweet fruit in 
wicker baskets. In their midst a boy was making delightful music with a clear-toned lyre, and he 
was beautifully singing a Linos-song in accompaniment with his delicate voice; and they, 
stamping [the ground] together, were following the dance and shouting, while jumping with 
their feet.  
 
The third and last agricultural subtheme consists of a vineyard. I first discuss the text, 
which has a descriptive structure. Lines 561-5 are, in fact, prototypically descriptive: the 
lines are wholly devoted to a physical description of the vineyard.246 Much attention is 
paid to the opus ipsum: χρυσείην (562), κάμαξι (…) ἀργυρέῃσιν (563), κυανέην κάπετον 
(564). As for other visual details, the vineyard is heavily laden with clusters of grapes 
(σταφυλῇσι μέγα βρίθουσαν, 561), and the grapes are black (μέλανες, 562).247 The narrator 
also states that the vineyard is beautiful (καλήν, 562), and that only a single path leads 
to it (μία δ’ οἴη ἀταρπιτός, 565). In the rest of the image (566-572), only one visual detail 
is found (πλεκτοῖς, 568); as for other qualities, I note ἀταλὰ φρονέοντες (567), μελιηδέα 
(568), λιγείῃ (569), ἱμερόεν, καλόν (570), and λεπταλέῃ (571); the details in lines 569-71 
refer to sound. 
 In 564-5 the narrator refers to an action of Hephaestus, which he elsewhere only 
does at the beginning of a new image: περὶ δ’ ἕρκος ἔλασσε / κασσιτέρου. That this 
reference occurs within this subtheme can perhaps be explained by the fact that 
whenever we hear of Hephaestus making something it is in reference to the scenery. 

                                                            
246 Cf. Elliger 1975: 37: “[d]ie auf so engem Raum auffallend zahlreichen landschaftlichen 
Elemente sind also genau einander zugeordnet. Das ist in der ganzen Schildbeschreibung ohne 
Parallele und dürfte seine Erklärung darin finden, daß der Weinberg, von Menschenhand 
angelegt, selbst ein Kunstwerk im Kunstwerk darstellt” (emphasis mine). 
247 According to Becker 1995: 134, μέλανες refers to the opus ipsum; it could also refer to the res 
ipsae (cf. ἡ δὲ μελαίνετ’ ὄπισθεν in 548). At any rate, blue grapes are meant (Richter 1968: 129); 
perhaps one can also conclude from the adjective that the grapes are ripe and ready to be 
harvested. 

λεπταλέῃ φωνῇ· τοὶ δὲ ῥήσσοντες ἁμαρτῇ 
μολπῇ τ’ ἰυγμῷ τε ποσὶ σκαίροντες ἕποντο. impf. 
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Apart from this and the other reference to making in 561 (ἐτίθει), the narrator uses only 
verbs that designate states in lines 561-5 (ἦσαν, 562; ἑστήκει, 563, ἦεν, 565), which give 
the impression of stasis. The text progresses spatially.248 Nothing is happening in these 
lines: the narrator provides a picture of a vineyard in which not a single human figure is 
present.  

Though the vineyard itself is empty of people, the path leading to it is not.249 Line 
566 does not refer to anything which is depicted on the shield: the iterative imperfect 
(νίσοντο) in combination with the distributive-iterative optative (τρυγόῳεν) mark this 
line as a description of what habitually happens on this path.250 This is the path, then, 
along which the carriers (φορῆες) go to the vineyard every time they are gathering the 
vintage.  
 I now turn to the discussion of the narrativity of the image. In 568, the narrator first 
describes human figures that are depicted on the shield: they are carrying (φέρον) the 
honeysweet fruit in wicker baskets (567-8), presumably along the path mentioned in 
566.251 As in 556, the narrator focuses on one individual in the midst of the others (τοῖσιν 
δ’ ἐν μέσσοισι) who stands out from the crowd, presumably on account of his lyre 
(φόρμιγγι λιγείῃ, 569).252 While playing the lyre, he sings the Linos-song. Although song 
cannot be depicted, it should be noted that the narrator first describes the boy (πάϊς) 
with his lyre (φόρμιγγι λιγείῃ) in 569, after which 570-1 is easily accepted by the narratee 
as an inference from what is depicted in the image. After having described this 
individual, the narrator moves back to the group in 571-2 (τοὶ δέ). Τοὶ δέ could either 

                                                            
248 The spatial indicators are ἀνά (562), διαμπερές (563), ἀμφί, περί (564), ἐπί (565). 
249 Cf. Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 144-5: “(…) der durch den Weingarten führende Pfad, auf 
dem sich alles Dargestellte abspielt”. They take ἐπ᾿ αὐτην as “über, d.i. durch ihn selbst hin, den 
Weingarten im Gegensatz zu Graben und Zaun”; for this meaning, see LSJ s.v. ἐπί C I 5. 
250 For the iterative imperfect, see Rijksbaron [1984] 2002: 14; Chantraine 1953: 260 lists τρυγόῳεν 
among the examples of “optatifs de répétition dans le passé”. 
251 According to Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 145, the φορῆες are not the παρθενικαὶ δὲ καὶ ἠΐθεοι 
of 567, but labourers hired by the owner of the vineyard (“Arbeiter im Dienst der Winzer”). 
However, the similarity between φορῆες and φέρον makes it likely that the same figures are 
meant; in addition, their interpretation leaves the presence of the girls and boys unexplained.  
252 According to the scholia, he relieves the labour of the workers (δηλονότι τέρπων καὶ 
ἐπικουφίζων τὸν πόνον, “that is to say delighting [them] and relieving the work”, T scholion, 569-
70a).  
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refer to the παρθενικαὶ δὲ καὶ ἠΐθεοι of 567, or to other figures.253 In the former case, we 
must imagine that the girls and boys are dancing while carrying their baskets. In the 
latter, the narrator now describes different boys and girls who are dancing.254 
 The narrativity of this scene is low and generic. In the first six lines (561-6), the 
narrator does not refer to any human figures; these only appear in lines 563-72. Event 
sequencing and world disruption are absent. The narrator singles out one figure, but 
this individual is mentioned because of his occupation. ‘What-it’s-like’ is absent, too; 
ἀταλὰ φρονέοντες (567) does not refer to what the girls and boys are thinking about their 
activities, but to the fact that they are young and innocent.255  
 
6. A herd of cattle: two lions attacking a bull (573-86) 

 

                                                            
253 Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 145 opt for the former; for the latter option, cf. the use of τοί δέ 
in 546 (“the others”). 
254 According to the LfgrE, ῥήσσω means “stoßen, nur beim Tanzen: rhythm[isch] den Takt (m[it] 
d[em] Fuß?) schlagen” (s.v. B 1); similarly Willcock 1984: 272 (“keeping time with their feet”). 
Ἰυγμῷ can refer to cheerful or sad sound (so LfgrE s.v. ἰυγμός Β: “jauchzen oder klagen, 
schluchzen (…) Σ 572 allg[emeiner] Anlaß des Herbstfestes spricht eher für fröhliches 
‘Jauchzen’, für ‘Klagen’ Inhalt des Linoslied u[nd] nachep[ische] Wortbed[eutung]”). 
255 See LfgrE s.v. φρονέω B I 1 c δ: ἀταλά (…) “unbeschwerte (von Zukunftssorgen unbelastete) 
Kinder u[nd] Jugendliche (…)”; Richardson 1974: 157 (ad h.Cer. 24) translates “with youthful 
spirit”. 
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580 
 
 
 
 
585 

Ἐν δ’ ἀγέλην ποίησε βοῶν ὀρθοκραιράων· 
αἱ δὲ βόες χρυσοῖο τετεύχατο κασσιτέρου τε, 
μυκηθμῷ δ’ ἀπὸ κόπρου ἐπεσσεύοντο νομόνδε   
πὰρ ποταμὸν κελάδοντα, παρὰ ῥοδανὸν δονακῆα.  
χρύσειοι δὲ νομῆες ἅμ’ ἐστιχόωντο βόεσσι 
τέσσαρες, ἐννέα δέ σφι κύνες πόδας ἀργοὶ ἕποντο. 
σμερδαλέω δὲ λέοντε δύ’ ἐν πρώτῃσι βόεσσι  
ταῦρον ἐρύγμηλον ἐχέτην· ὃ δὲ μακρὰ μεμυκὼς   
ἕλκετο· τὸν δὲ κύνες μετεκίαθον ἠδ’ αἰζηοί. 
τὼ μὲν ἀναρρήξαντε βοὸς μεγάλοιο βοείην 
ἔγκατα καὶ μέλαν αἷμα λαφύσσετον· οἱ δὲ νομῆες  
αὔτως ἐνδίεσαν ταχέας κύνας ὀτρύνοντες.  
οἱ δ’ ἤτοι δακέειν μὲν ἀπετρωπῶντο λεόντων,  
ἱστάμενοι δὲ μάλ’ ἐγγὺς ὑλάκτεον ἔκ τ’ ἀλέοντο.  

aor.
pluperf. 
impf. 
 
impf. 
impf. 
 
impf. 
impf.; aor.  
 
impf. 
impf. 
impf. 
impf.; impf. 
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On it he made a herd of straight-horned cattle. And they, the cattle, had been made of gold and 
tin, (575) and with lowing they were hurrying from the farmyard to the pasture beside the 
sounding river, beside the waving reed. Golden herdsmen were marching with the cattle, four in 
number, and nine swift-footed dogs were following them. Two fearsome lions among the 
foremost cattle (580) were grasping a loud-lowing bull: and he [the bull], bellowing mightily, 
was being dragged away; and the dogs and young men followed after him. And the two [lions], 
after having torn open the hide of the mighty bull, were devouring the innards and black blood. 
And they, the herdsmen, were vainly setting the swift dogs on, while exhorting [them]. (585) But 
they, with regard to biting, were turning away from the lions, and taking their stand very close 
by were barking and avoiding [the lions]. 
 
The main theme of this section is not a location, but a herd of cattle (ἀγέλην… βοῶν 
ὀρθοκραιράων, 573). As is clear from 575-6, the cattle are moving from one location to the 
other. The fact that the cattle are not depicted in one single location but in movement 
is probably the reason why the main theme of this section is not a location.  
 I start with a discussion of the text. It consists mainly of imperfects; one pluperfect 
(τετεύχατο, 574) is found, too. These tenses are all associated with the descriptive 
discourse mode. Only the aorist μετεκίαθον in 581 is alien to the descriptive discourse 
mode. This aorist can be interpreted as referring to information that is not depicted, 
just as the aorists in the city at war. Rather than arguing that the text here contains the 
diegetic discourse mode, I analyse τὸν δὲ κύνες μετεκίαθον ἠδ’ αἰζηοί in 581 as a narrative 
sentence occurring in the descriptive discourse mode.256 Thus, apart from this sentence, 
the text has a descriptive structure. 
 I note the following other descriptive features. Line 574 refers to the opus ipsum, 
and describes the appearance of the surface of the shield; similarly χρύσειοι in 577. I 
note the following other visual details: ὀρθοκραιράων (573), ῥοδανόν (576), τέσσαρες, ἐννέα 
(578), δύο, πρώτῃσι (579), μεγάλοιο (582), μέλαν (583). Some other details are also found: 
κελάδοντα (576, sound), πόδας ἀργοί (578), σμερδαλέω (579), ἐρύγμηλον, μακρὰ μεμυκώς 
(580, sound), ταχέας (584).  
 Let us now turn to the image. After focusing on the opus ipsum in 574, the narrator 
moves to the res ipsae in 575-6, with much attention going out to spatial details (ἀπό, 
νομόνδε; πάρ, παρά).257 After having provided an overview of the image as a whole (573-

                                                            
256 There are, furthermore, no other temporal markers present in the text. 
257 Cf. Elliger 1975: 33, note 8, who states that “(…) die Ortsangabe wohl mit Rücksicht auf das 
später folgende reiche lokale Detail (576) ausgespart ist”. 
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6), the narrator focuses on the four herdsmen which accompany the cattle; nine dogs 
are following them (577-8).258 The narrator next moves to the front of the herd (ἐν 
πρώτῃσι βόεσσι), where two fearsome lions have caught a loud-bellowing bull (579-80). 
The bull is being dragged away, while bellowing mightily (μακρὰ μεμυκώς, 580).259 The 
focus on sound may seem striking, but is again easily accepted as an inference by the 
narrator from the action depicted in the image (see also on 570-1 above).260  
 Lines 582-6 form a new phase.261 This is marked by the anterior aorist participle 
ἀναρρήξαντε (582), which indicates that the bull is now dead.262 I note, too, the 
anaphoric pronoun τὼ μέν, which is similarly used at the beginning of a new phase in 
the city at war. Again, an aorist tense is found (μετεκίαθον, 581) between two phases (for 
which compare 530-2 above). With this aorist tense, the narrator indicates that the 
herdsmen and dogs are now in the vicinity of the bull.263 The lions are devouring the 
innards and blood of the bull (583). The herdsmen are vainly (αὔτως, 584) inciting the 
dogs against the lions.264 Lines 585-6 can be regarded as an elaboration of αὔτως: the 
dogs do not bite, but bark and avoid the lions.265 I would hazard the suggestion – and 

                                                            
258 Ἐστιχόωντο in 578 may indicate that the herdsmen are depicted in a row – perhaps two by 
two? (see LSJ s.v. στιχάομαι A; the LfgrE s.v. στιχάομαι B translate with “aufmarschieren”). 
259 The use of the passive is rare in the shield ekphrasis; ἕλκετο perhaps emphasises the 
helplessness of the bull. 
260 Furthermore, it is only logical that a ταῦρος ἐρύγμηλος (580) bellows mightily (μακρὰ μεμυκώς). 
261 Stansbury-O’Donnell 1999: 43-4 has misunderstood the tenses in this passage (he sees, for 
example, a prolepsis in ἀναρρήξαντε, which he mistakes for a future participle), on account of 
which he arrives at a different conclusion. 
262 For an aorist participle at the beginning of a new phase, see also 527 above. That line 582 
marks a new phase is also recognised by Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 146: “[a]syndeton: ein 
neues Moment, aber innerhalb der vorher beschriebenen Situation”. Becker 1995: 139 states that 
“depictions can low and move in the describer’s experience of the images, which is what is being 
described by this ekphrasis”; I beg to differ. 
263 Primavesi 2002: 204: “[i]n 579-81 sehen wir die beiden Löwen, die das Rind wegzerren; in 583-
586 sehen wir Hirten und Hunde bei halbherzig-ängstlichen Gegenmaßnahmen. Dazwischen 
müssen Hirten und Hunde natürlich herangeeilt sein; das aber können wir uns denken, und so 
steht es, als Zwischenschritt, im Aorist”. 
264 For αὔτως as “vainly”, see Edwards 1991: 228 and LfgrE s.v. αὔτως B 5. For ἐνδίεσαν, see Willcock 
1984: 272 (“probably, ‘set on’”) and LfgrE s.v. δί(ημι), δίω B 2 (“hetzten hinein, auf”). 
265 For ἀπετρωπῶντο, see LfgrE s.v. τρωπάω B II 1 (“turn away (from: gen.)”); δάκεειν is an infinitive 
of respect (so Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 146 and Willcock 1984: 272). 
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this would be no point of discussion in a Hellenistic text – that αὔτως is a little 
metanarrative joke of the narrator: it is only natural that the exhortation of the 
herdsmen is “in vain” (αὔτως). After all, the narrator is describing a static image, in 
which an exhortation never has effect.266 
 The narrativity of this image is much higher than that of the previous three. Firstly, 
it consists of two different moments of time; thus, event sequencing is present. The 
narrator also refers to two non-represented events by an aorist verb and participle. 
World disruption is present, too, in the attack on the bull (579-86).267 In lines 573-8, the 
narrator creates a pastoral image, with emphasis on its loveliness (e.g. the waving reed 
beside the sounding river, 576). With σμερδαλέω (579) the narrator smashes this 
pastoral loveliness; the sound of the river has given way to the sound of a bull in death 
agony (μακρὰ μεμυκώς, 580). This is certainly an element of ‘what-it’s-like’.  
 Striking in this image is the attention to number: rather than an unspecified 
plurality of figures, the narrator specifies four herdsmen, nine dogs, two lions, and one 
bull.268 Fittschen notes that the narrator might be thinking of a symmetric composition, 
with two lions on either side of the bull.269 At any rate, the specified number of figures 
strengthens the idea that the narrator is describing an image, since it creates the 
illusion that the narrator has a specific image in front of him, in which there are nine 
dogs, not less and not more.270 
 
7. A sheep-pasture (587-9) 

                                                            
266 This suggestion was also made by Aristonicus, as appears from an A-scholion ad 18.584a (for 
which see Cullhed 2014: 207, to whom I owe this reference). For other examples, see Hes. Sc. 310-
11 (discussed in 4.3.2, 12), ἐτώσια in Theoc. Id. 1.38 (discussed in 5.3.5, 1), and ἀφθίτῳ in A.R. 1.730 
(discussed in 6.2.5, 1). 
267 We may compare the similar simile in 17.61-7, in which one lion kills a bull; the savagery of the 
lion is emphasized (αἷμα καὶ ἔγκατα πάντα λαφύσσει / δῃῶν, “tearing it apart”, 17.64-5) as well as 
the fear of the herdsmen and dogs (οὐδ’ ἐθέλουσιν / ἀντίον ἐλθέμεναι· μάλα γὰρ χλωρὸν δέος αἱρεῖ, 
“[they] do not want to face him; because hard green fear has hold of them”, 66-7). 
268 The narrator had also used numerals in 523 and 525 (δύω σκοποί and δύω … νομῆες), and in 554 
(τρεῖς … ἀμαλλοδετῆρες). 
269 Fittschen 1973: 14-5. 
270 We could perhaps speak of an effet de réel (for which see 1.5.2). 

587 
 
 

Ἐν δὲ νομὸν ποίησε περικλυτὸς ἀμφιγυήεις 
ἐν καλῇ βήσσῃ μέγαν οἰῶν ἀργεννάων,  
σταθμούς τε κλισίας τε κατηρεφέας ἰδὲ σηκούς.  

aor.
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On it the famous crook-legged made a meadow in a fair valley, large, of white sheep, and 
farmsteads and roofed huts and pens. 
 
This short interlude does not consist of human figures.271 On account of the lack of 
human figures, as well as its brevity, this subtheme has attracted attention.272 Perhaps it 
belongs closely to the previous one, in which the cows were said to be hastening 
νομόνδε, “to the meadow” (575); this image starts with ἐν δὲ νομὸν ποίησε. Lines 587-9 
could very well be the meadow to which the cows are hastening. Two arguments may 
speak against this interpretation. First, ποίησε, which is usually interpreted as 
introducing a separate scene.273 As I have argued above (3.3.2), the introductory verbs 
should not be connected with any arrangement of the scenes on the shield. Second, the 
meadow in 587-9 is one in which sheep are found (οἰῶν ἀργεννάων, 588). Yet there seems 
to be no reason why cows and sheep could not share a meadow.274 
 The narrativity of this image is zero: there are no human figures engaged in any 
actions. As for the descriptivity of the text: the location of the meadow (ἐν καλῇ βήσσῃ) 
and its size (μέγαν) are indicated (588), as well as the animals (588) and the buildings 
that are in it (589). This gives the narratee a basic idea of what the meadow looks like. 
Yet visual details are scarce, and the narrator only attributes two qualities to the 
meadow (μέγαν οἰῶν ἀργεννάων), and one quality to the huts (κατηρεφέας). 
 
 

                                                            
271 I follow the interpretation of ἀμφιγυήεις by the LfgrE (s.v. ἀμφιγυήεις B, “beidseitig krumm, 
krummbeinig”). According to Leaf, “σταθμοί seems to be a general name like the modern ‘sheep-
station,’ including both the κλισίαι, huts for the shepherds, and σηκοί, folds for the sheep”. 
Richter 1968: 25, note 138, on the other hand, states “[d]och ist nicht einzusehen, warum hier 
σταθμοί nicht feste Holzhütten sein sollen, in denen die Tiere bei Unwetter und in kalten 
Nächten Schutz suchen konnten”. According to Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 147, σταθμοί are 
“Viehställe”, κλισίαι “Hütten der Hirten”, and σηκοί “unbedachte Pferche oder Hürden”. The LfgrE 
s.v. σταθμός B 1 translates with “Hirtengehöft”, and refers for discussion to Leaf, Richter and 
Ameis-Hentze. 
272 For example, Taplin 1980: 9 thinks the lines may be interpolated; Becker 1995: 141 states that 
because they lack movement or sound, “they are anomalous on the shield”. Yet they are 
comparable to 483-9 and 607-8. 
273 See e.g. Edwards 1991: 226. 
274 In h.Ven. 168-9, shepherds are driving cows and sheep together from the flowery meadows 
(νομῶν ἐξ ἀνθεμοέντων) to the cattle-fold (εἰς αὖλιν). 
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8. A dancing floor filled with dancers (590-606) 

 
On it the famous strong-armed god made an elaborate dancing floor, like the one which once, in 
broad Knossos, Daedalus had fashioned for fair-haired Ariadne. There young men and maidens 
worth many cattle were dancing, holding one another’s hands at the wrist. (595) Of these the 
maidens were wearing fine cloths, and the young men were wearing fine-spun tunics, softly 
glistening with oil. And the maidens were wearing fair garlands, and the young men had golden 
daggers hanging from silver sword-belts. And they, at one time, moved with skilled feet, (600) 
very nimble, just as when a potter, sitting [before it], tries his wheel, fitting in his palms, to see if 
it will run; at another time again they moved in lines towards each other. A great multitude was 
standing around the lovely dance, delighting in it; [and among them a divine minstrel was 
singing, (605) while playing on his lyre;] and two tumblers were spinning around among them, 
in their midst, taking the lead in dance. 
 
The last image with human figures consists of a dancing floor (χορόν).275 I start with a 
discussion of the text. It consists mostly of imperfects and pluperfects; this means that 
the text largely has a descriptive structure. In this respect, lines 591-2 and 599-602 are 

                                                            
275 That χορόν designates a place for dancing, rather than a dance, was already recognised by the 
scholia (see A and T scholion, 18.590 a and b). See also Marg [1957] 1971: 37, note 50 and Elliger 
1975: 33, note 8 (who notes, furthermore, that χορόν in 603 can also have spatial meaning).  

590 
 
 
 
 
595 
 
 
 
 
600 
 
 
 
 
605 
 

Ἐν δὲ χορὸν ποίκιλλε περικλυτὸς ἀμφιγυήεις,
τῷ ἴκελον οἷόν ποτ’ ἐνὶ Κνωσῷ εὐρείῃ  
Δαίδαλος ἤσκησεν καλλιπλοκάμῳ Ἀριάδνῃ. 
ἔνθα μὲν ἠΐθεοι καὶ παρθένοι ἀλφεσίβοιαι 
ὀρχεῦντ’ ἀλλήλων ἐπὶ καρπῷ χεῖρας ἔχοντες.  
τῶν δ’ αἳ μὲν λεπτὰς ὀθόνας ἔχον, οἱ δὲ χιτῶνας  
εἵατ’ ἐϋννήτους, ἦκα στίλβοντας ἐλαίῳ·  
καί ῥ’ αἳ μὲν καλὰς στεφάνας ἔχον, οἱ δὲ μαχαίρας 
εἶχον χρυσείας ἐξ ἀργυρέων τελαμώνων. 
οἳ δ’ ὁτὲ μὲν θρέξασκον ἐπισταμένοισι πόδεσσι 
ῥεῖα μάλ’, ὡς ὅτε τις τροχὸν ἄρμενον ἐν παλάμῃσιν   
ἑζόμενος κεραμεὺς πειρήσεται, αἴ κε θέῃσιν·  
ἄλλοτε δ’ αὖ θρέξασκον ἐπὶ στίχας ἀλλήλοισι. 
πολλὸς δ’ ἱμερόεντα χορὸν περιίσταθ’ ὅμιλος 
τερπόμενοι· [μετὰ δέ σφιν ἐμέλπετο θεῖος ἀοιδὸς 
φορμίζων·] δοιὼ δὲ κυβιστητῆρε κατ’ αὐτοὺς  
μολπῆς ἐξάρχοντες ἐδίνευον κατὰ μέσσους.   

impf.
 
aor. 
 
impf. 
impf. 
pluperf. 
impf. 
impf. 
aor. iter. 
 
[aor. subj.; aor. subj.] 
aor. iter. 
impf. 
impf. 
 
impf. 
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different. The comparisons in 591-2 and 600-1 account for different tenses in those lines 
(aorist and iterative subjunctives). Both comparisons do not refer to what is depicted 
on the shield. As for lines 599 and 602, these contain two iterative aorists accompanied 
by two temporal adverbs, ὁτὲ μέν (599) and ἄλλοτε δ’ αὖ (602). This means that lines 
599-602 (excluding the comparison) contain the diegetic discourse mode; I discuss this 
further below. 
 The text has a number of other prototypically descriptive features. Lines 595-8 
consist of states only and explicitly describe the appearance of the dancing boys and 
girls; they are full of visual details (λεπτάς, 595; στίλβοντας ἐλαίῳ, 596; χρυσείας, 
ἀργυρέων, 598; other qualities relate to beauty: ἐϋννήτους, 596; καλάς, 597). In the other 
lines, I note the following visual details: πολλός (603) and δοιώ (605). Other qualities are 
ἀλφεσίβοιαι (593), ἐπισταμένοισι (599), and ἱμερόεντα (603). I leave the two comparisons 
out of consideration, since they do not relate to what is depicted on the shield.  
 Let us now turn to the image. After the narrator has introduced the dancing floor in 
590, he describes its appearance indirectly, by comparing it with the dance floor which 
Daedalus had once fashioned for Ariadne. The comparison has attracted much 
attention, because it compares a scene from daily life to the heroic past, instead of vice 
versa.276 At any rate, the comparison signals a move away from the shield to a reality 
outside it, in this case the past.277 
 With ἔνθα, the narrator focuses on the figures depicted on the dancing floor. Young 
boys and girls are dancing (ὀρχεῦντο) – just as one might expect in a χορός (593-4). In 
these lines, the narrator surveys the ongoing action as a whole. He further specifies the 
nature of the dance in 599-602, but first describes the appearance of the figures in 595-
8. He uses only verbs that designate states (three imperfect verb forms of “to have” in 
595, 97 and 98; and a pluperfect in the sense of an imperfect, “to wear”, 596). The 
narrator proceeds by enumeration, and twice contrasts the girls with the boys (τῶν δ’ αἳ 

                                                            
276 See e.g. Edwards 1991: 229 and Aubriot 2003: 139. Bassett 1938: 96 notes that “[t]he only 
reference to the past is the mention of Daedalus, and this is no more than an epic superlative: τῷ 
ἴκελον, οἷόν ποτ’ ἐνὶ Κνωσῷ, κτλ., means nothing more than that the dancing place on the shield 
was as wonderful as the most famous in legend”. 
277 As is clear from ποτε (591) and the anterior aorist ἤσκησεν (592). De Jong has listed this 
comparison, as well as that below in 600-1, as a form of narration (see section 3.2 above). 
However, descriptions may also feature comparisons, for which see e.g. Hamon 1982: 163; one of 
his examples is “the fore-topmast staysail is as white as snow”. On comparison and metaphor in 
descriptions, see also Bal 1982: 119-23. 
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μὲν (…) οἱ δέ, 595; αἳ μὲν (…) οἱ δέ, 597; the parallel lines are connected by καί in 597). The 
narrator moves from their general appearance (their dress, 595-6) to a particular 
element of it (garlands and golden daggers, 597-8). 
 Lines 599-602 further deal with the nature of the dance. They feature the temporal 
adverbs ὁτὲ μέν (599) and ἄλλοτε δ’ αὖ (602) with two iterative aorists (θρέξασκον, for 
which see the discussion above).278 The narrator refers to two successive events.279 
These events can be represented in a single image, which must be imagined as 
simultaneously depicting two different stages of a dance. First, the narrator looks at the 
first stage, and states that “one time” the figures are dancing in this way (599-600). He 
next looks at the second stage of the dance, and states that “another time” they are 
dancing in that way (602).280 The iterative indicates that the figures perform the same 
dance over and over again.281  
 The narrator next zooms out, and describes the crowd, who are standing around 
the dance and enjoying it (603-4a).282 Lines 604b-605a are not found in the manuscripts, 
but were inserted here by Wolf.283 They are not genuine, and I therefore do not discuss 
them here.284 The narrator ends this scene with two solo-dancers (δοιὼ δὲ κυβιστητῆρε, 
605).285 They are spinning around (ἐδίνευον, 606) in the midst of the other dancers (κατ’ 
αὐτούς / (…) κατὰ μέσσους, 605-6), and are thus leading the dance (μολπῆς ἐξάρχοντες, 

                                                            
278 I translate θρέξασκον with the LfgrE as “sich (schnell/geschmeidig) bewegen” (s.v. τρέχω B). 
For the adverbial use of ὁτέ, see LSJ s.v. ὁτέ C. 
279 Similar adverbs are found in Theoc. Id. 1.36-7 (for which see 5.3.5, 1). 
280 Cf. the depiction of a dance on an Attic Geometric oinochoë and the discussion in Snodgrass 
1998: 64-5. 
281 Cf. Ameis and Hentze [1868] 1908: 147, who note ad ὁτὲ μέν and ἄλλοτε δ’ αὖ: “einmal – ein 
andermal (…) mit Iterativformen von wiederholtem Wechsel” (emphasis mine); similarly Byre 
1992: 39. 
282 Χορός may refer both to the dance as well as the dancing place (see Elliger, quoted in note 275 
above, and LfgrE s.v. χορός Β 2) 
283 Wolf did so on the authority of Athenaeus, who claims that Aristarchus had removed them 
from the text. See for discussion West 2001: 250-2.  
284 According to Edwards 1991: 231, “[t]he omission of an instrumental accompaniment to the 
dancing remains odd (…), especially since both the wedding and vintaging scenes concludes 
with phorminx-players (494-5, 569-70)”. That a picture of a dance does not necessarily require 
“instrumental accompaniment” is made clear by a Geometric oinochoë (figure 26 in Snodgrass, 
for which see note 280 above). 
285 So Edwards 1991: 231.  
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606). With κατ’ αὐτούς / (…) κατὰ μέσσους the narrator zooms out again; he ends this 
image with a reference to the boys and girls of 593. 
 The narrativity of this image is generic and low. Event sequencing is implied in the 
two stages of the dance. World disruption is absent; ‘what-it’s-like’ is present in 603-4 
(τερπόμενοι); again, the narrator refers to the feelings of the bystanders. 
 
9. The Ocean around the shield’s rim (607-8) 

 
On it he put the great strength of the river Ocean around the outermost rim of the strongly-
made shield.  
 
The last image contains no human figures. Neither does the narratee learn much about 
the appearance of the Ocean. More important is its location: it is located around the 
rim of the strongly-made shield (608). Ekphraseis often end with mentioning the 
Randstücke.286 This provides a sense of closure, which is further strengthened by ring 
composition (ἄντυγα πὰρ πυμάτην ≈ περὶ δ’ ἄντυγα βάλλε φαεινήν in 479; σάκεος πύκα 
ποιητοῖο ≈ σάκεος in 481), as well as the phrase πύκα ποιητοῖο: the shield is now “strongly 
made”.287 The narrativity of the image is zero. As for the descriptivity of the text, I note 
the visual details μέγα (607, which can perhaps be connected to the huge size of the 
shield) and πυμάτην (608); πύκα ποιητοῖο (608) relates to the quality of the shield. 
 
3.4 Conclusion  
The ekphrasis of the shield of Achilles (Il. 18.478-608) is in more than one way a mixture 
of narration and description. The backbone of the passage is narrative, as the narrator 
has Hephaestus forge the shield. Most attention, however, is devoted to what the 
images on the shield represent (the res ipsae). They are presented in the text as 
finished. In order to understand the narrativity and descriptivity of the ekphrasis, a 

                                                            
286 Bühler 1960: 104: “(…) solche ‘Randstücke’ stehen gewöhnlich am Schluß von 
Beschreibungen”; Bühler refers to Mosch. Eur. 55-61, Il. 18.607-8 and Hes. Sc. 314-5. 
287 Cf. also Spitzer 1955: 207, note 5 (quoted by Krieger 1967: 8): “[s]ince already in antiquity the 
poetic ekphrasis was often devoted to circular objects (shields, cups, etc.), it was tempting for 
poets to imitate verbally this constructive principle in their ekphraseis” (italics in the original).  

607 
 

Ἐν δ’ ἐτίθει ποταμοῖο μέγα σθένος Ὠκεανοῖο
ἄντυγα πὰρ πυμάτην σάκεος πύκα ποιητοῖο.  

aor. 
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distinction must be made between the text (the primary layer) and the image (the 
secondary layer). 

An analysis of the discourse modes has made clear that the largest part of the text, 
through which the images are represented, has a prototypically descriptive structure. It 
features mainly imperfects and pluperfects, and consists of themes and subthemes. 
These are mostly enumerated, often in combination with spatial indicators, which 
frequently occur at the beginning of new subtheme. Sometimes, other prototypical 
elements of description are present, such as visual details. At times, the narrator 
explicitly describes the appearance of the figures on the shield (516-9; 561-5; 595-8). In 
such cases, he uses verbs that designate states. Most verbs, however, designate ongoing 
events. 

The text, however, does not always have a prototypically descriptive structure. In 
lines 525-32, 544-6, and 599-602 it has a narrative structure. On the one hand, we find 
ordinary finite aorists, accompanied by adverbs of manner expressing speed in 525-32; 
on the other, lines 544-6 and 599-602 contain finite iterative aorists, accompanied by 
temporal adverbs. In both cases, the occurring tenses can be harmonized with the 
representation of an image in the text. The finite aorists in 525-32 do not refer to actions 
that are depicted on the shield, but to non-represented events that the narrator regards 
as essential for the narratee to comprehend what is going on in the “now” of the images 
on the shield. The events expressed by these aorists, then, belong to the primary textual 
layer only; they do not refer to actions represented by the secondary visual layer. The 
iterative aorists in 544-6 and 599-602 do refer to what is depicted on the shield. The 
iterative verb forms indicate that the actions must be imagined as repeating themselves 
ad infinitum, as befits their depiction in a static image.  
 The images on the shield of Achilles have various degrees of narrativity.288 Most of 
them have a low degree of narrativity. This is due to the fact that event sequencing and 
world disruption are mostly absent. We can say that most images on the shield possess 
(implied) generic narrativity: they provide a picture of human life.289 They do not, 

                                                            
288 It is thus not the case that “[t]he Shield [i.e. the ekphrasis] appropriates visual images by 
translating them into stories. The translation includes motion, thought, motive, cause and effect, 
prior and subsequent action, and sound” (Becker 1995: 152, emphasis mine). As I have argued, 
the images on the shield are stories. 
289 This has often been remarked. See e.g. Bassett 1938: 96 (“[t]he scenes give a picture of human 
life”), Edwards 1991: 208 (“[a]ll the scenes are full of ordinary people taking part in the activities 
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however, present ordinary events, but events which have a special significance for 
human beings.290 This means that even though such events often recur in human life, 
they are not mundane.  
 Sometimes, the narrator refers to events prior or subsequent to the depicted 
events, and thereby places the events depicted in the image in a larger framework of 
cause and effect. Three images imply a sequence of events that is not disruptive: the 
lawsuit (497-508), the ploughing (541-9), and the dance (590-606). In these images, we 
find different figures engaged in different actions.  
 Images with a low degree of narrativity also have a certain degree of descriptivity. 
World disruption is absent, which means that the images depict the world as it is.291 
This is a prototypically descriptive feature.292 Thus, to a certain extent Giuliani is right 
(see section 3.2 above). Yet one cannot, as Giuliani does, deny that the images possess 
narrativity. Here, the advantages of a prototype approach are evident: an image can 
have both narrative and descriptive features at the same time. 

Two images on the shield, the city at war (509-40) and the attack on the herd of 
cattle (573-86), possess a considerably larger amount of narrativity than the rest of the 
images. This has to do, first, with the fact that both images feature world disruption. 
Second, both images represent a sequence of events in which the same figures are 
performing consecutive actions: the attack on the cattle consists of two distinct 
temporal moments, the city at war of six. They are thus complex images. It is, 
furthermore, no coincidence that it is in the city at war that the text contains the 
diegetic mode (525-32; aorist verbs, adverbs of speed): the complexity of the image 
requires that the narrator fills in the gaps between the different represented moments. 

I have so far not discussed the element of ‘what-it’s-like’. In the images on the 
shield, this element is not foregrounded: to my mind, the images do not “(…) convey the 
experience of living through [a] storyworld-in-flux, highlighting the pressure of events 

                                                                                                                                                       
of ordinary life”), and Putnam 1998: 167 (“Homer offers us (…) vignettes that epitomize the 
regularity of human existence. His shield details a timeless realm of universals (…)”). 
290 In connection with the wedding processions and lawsuit scene, van Wees 1992: 34 aptly 
speaks of “highlights of life in town”. 
291 See further sections 1.4.2 and 1.5.1 above.  
292 See section 1.5.2 above, and Wolf 2007: 34: the typical suggestion of narrative is that 
“something happened because of something else and led to a certain end”, but the typical 
suggestion of description is simply that “something is there and like that”. 
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on real or imagined consciousnesses affected by the occurrences at issue (…).293 
Nevertheless, the narrator does sometimes refer to the feelings or experiences of the 
figures, often of the bystanders. One could argue that ‘what-it’s-like’ is a textual element 
only: after all, pictures cannot directly express feelings or experiences.294 Yet as I have 
demonstrated in my analyses, references to ‘what-it’s-like’ can always be understood as 
inferences by the narrator from what is depicted in the picture.  

All in all, I would say that the Homeric narrator clearly aims at representing images. 
Even in the city at war, which is the most narrativized image, the narrator makes it 
clear that we are looking at an image. The images are snapshots: the action therein 
depicted is imagined as ongoing, but how it is started, or how it will end is not narrated. 
All events are described as ongoing at the same time, which mirrors the way multiple 
events are depicted in a visual narrative. Images cannot create an explicit sequence of 
events, and the narrator – by employing the imperfect and thus avoiding explicit event 
sequencing – iconically mirrors this situation in his representation of the res ipsae in 
the text.  

Even though the narrator does not explicitly link events in the text, he chooses to 
present the ongoing events in their chronological order.295 This is especially clear in the 
city at war. This temporal arrangement has a number of reasons. First, it helps the 
narratee to keep track of what is happening: it would have been confusing if the general 
battle (530-40) had been enumerated before the attack on the herdsmen (527-9). By 
following a temporal ordering, the narrator is also able to suggest causality (post hoc 
ergo propter hoc), although this is nowhere explicitly expressed (γάρ is nowhere found 
in the shield ekphrasis, nor any causal conjunctions). Second, it also allows the narratee 
to infer that in the “original” static image (i.e. on the opus ipsum) the events are 
depicted in this order. It is very likely, of course, that a craftsman would depict the siege 
of a town in its chronological order, too. I further reflect on this and similar issues in the 
next section. 
 
3.5 Coda: Visualizing the Shield of Achilles 
The results of this chapter have important consequences for the visualisation of the 
shield, since it has been argued that the shield cannot be visualised. For example, Otto 
writes: 
                                                            
293 Herman 2009: 1 (emphasis in the original); also quoted in section 1.4.2 above. 
294 See section 1.4.3.  
295 In one case only (553-6) the narrator prefers a spatial arrangement over a temporal one. 
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[z]unächst ignoriert Homer gewisse Regeln, die bei der Wiedergabe eines Produktes der 
Bildenden Kunst in Worten obligatorisch sind, sofern der Erzähler wirklich beabsichtigt, 
seinen Gegenstand wenigstens einigermaßen vorstellbar zu machen. Dazu gehört 
beispielweise der Versuch, dem Hörer/Leser einen irgendwie gearteten Überblick über die 
Komposition zu verschaffen, ihm die Anordnung der einzelnen Teile des Bildes einsichtig 
zu machen, das Material, aus dem sie jeweils gearbeitet sind, die dabei verwendete 
Arbeitstechnik usw. Das tut Homer nicht.296 

 
Further on, Otto writes “[z]udem ist seine [Homers] Darstellung auch nicht darauf 
angelegt, wieder in ein Bild rückübersetzt werden zu können. Achilles Schild ist im 
ganzen nicht visualisierbar, nicht vorstellbar”.297 I think that Otto approaches the shield 
ekphrasis with the wrong expectations. Otto expects a focus on the opus ipsum – in fact, 
she posits this as a rule (“gewisse Regeln”). Yet this is not the way ancient ekphrasis 
works, as I have argued in 1.3.2. In the shield ekphrasis, as in every other ekphrasis of 
this study, the narrator focuses mostly on the res ipsae.  
 The predominant focus on the res ipsae means that the narrator presents the 
narratees with his visualisation of what is in the reality of the fabula only a static image. 
Perhaps visualisation is not the right word: the narrator also adds elements which are 
not depicted. Therefore, I propose to speak of the narrator’s imagination, or of his 
imaginative response.298 At any rate, the narratee does not have direct access to the 
“original images” on Achilles’ shield, but accesses these only through the narrator’s 
imaginative response to these images. Yet does this mean that it is therefore impossible 
for the narratee to visualise the shield of Achilles, i.e. that the narratee cannot form a 
mental image of what the shield might have looked like? 
 I do not think so. Otto rightly draws attention to the fact that the narrator does not 
describe the position of the images on the shield vis-à-vis each other, or always name 
the material of which these images are made. Yet this does not therefore mean that the 
images on the shield cannot be visualized by the narratee.299 As we have seen above, the 
                                                            
296 Otto 2009: 212. 
297 Otto 2009: 216. Cf. Heffernan 1993: 12-4 (discussed in sections 3.1 and 3.2 above). 
298 Cf. Becker 2003: 8 (quoted in section 1.3.1). 
299 Cf. Crielaard 1995: 219-24: “especially the Shield of Achilles shows clearly that the poet and his 
audience were accustomed to the concept of rather complex narrative representations, which 
spectators could ‘read’ and from which a detailed story could be constructed. The important 
point here is that apparently poet and audience could mentally visualize what such complex 
figurative art looked like” (emphasis mine). 
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res ipsae are described meticulously, with much attention for spatial detail. The text 
certainly allows for their visualization as scenes, but perhaps not so much for their 
visualization as static images on a shield.300 
 Otto mentions a number of other elements which make visualization difficult. She 
draws attention to the multitude of figures, which would never fit on a real shield.301 Yet 
Achilles’ shield is made by a god, and it is huge. She also notes movement and different 
temporal moments.302 However, movement is only added by the narrator’s imagination, 
and the visual arts, too, can depict different moments of time.303 As I have argued in 
section 3.3.3 above, the representation of different temporal moments on the shield 
itself is clearly signalled. The narrator thus makes it very clear that he refers to different 
moments of time as represented on the object.  
 I reiterate here that I assume that it is the aim of the narrator to describe an 
image.304 A similar judgement is found in the scholia.305 For example, when the narrator 

                                                            
300 So Primavesi 2002: 204: “[d]iese durch die sprachliche Gestaltung vorgezeichnete Gliederung 
darf jedoch (…) nicht als Anleitung zur Rekonstruktion von Bildern verstanden werden, sondern 
ausschließlich als Repräsentation virtueller Bilder im Text” (emphasis in the original). 
301 Otto 2009: 213: “[a]bgesehen von den Bedürfnissen des Lesers/Hörers kümmert sich Homer 
aber auch in mehreren Hinsichten nicht um die Bedürfnisse und Fähigkeiten der Bildenden 
Kunst selbst: Allein schon die Masse dessen, was da angeblich auf dem Schild alles abgebildet 
sein soll, ist auf einem echten Schild nicht unterzubringen”. Why the idea persists that the 
narrator describes a “real” shield is unclear to me; cf. also Edwards 1991: 202, who argues that a 
shield constructed out of five layers of metal “makes little practical sense”. 
302 Otto 2009: 213: “[z]udem schildert Homer Bewegung, d.h. in der Zeit ablaufende Vorgänge, 
wie sie die Bildende Kunst schlechterdings nicht darstellen kann”. 
303 Contra Finkelberg 1994: 1-2, who argues that “(…) even if a plausible interpretation of this 
scene [the city at war] along the lines of primitive art cannot be ruled out (one may think, for 
example, of a series of scenes rather than a single scene), there is no explanation for the fact that 
the figures of the shield are described not only as moving but also as making sounds (…) The 
result is an impossible blend of colours, movements and sounds which can hardly be thought of 
in terms of a real piece of craftsmanship”. 
304 I thus disagree with statements such as the following, made by Heffernan 1993: 14: “[a]ll we 
can see – all that really exists in this passage [497-508] – is Homer’s language, which not only 
rivals but actually displaces the work of art it ostensibly describes and salutes”. 
305 Cullhed 2014: 207 notes “(…) that Lessing’s idea of the poet translating the artwork into a free 
narrative is never anticipated in the scholia, and Homer’s language is generally interpreted as 
describing the figures on the surface of the shield, not the represented realities” (emphasis mine). 
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refers to sound in 495 (αὐλοὶ φόρμιγγές τε βοὴν ἔχον (…), “the flutes and lyres were 
sounding”), an exegetical scholion comments on βοὴν ἔχον that οὐχ ὡς ἀποτελουμένου 
ἤχου τινός, ἀλλ’ οἷον τὰ εἴδωλα ὡς αὐλοῦντα καὶ κιθαρίζοντα ἦν, “not because any sound is 
produced, but because the figures were depicted as if playing the flute and the 
cithara”.306 Eustathius is of the same opinion: ἰστέον δὲ καὶ ὅτι τὸ “ὑμέναιος ὀρώρει” 
ἐγράφη οὐχ’ ὅτι ἐξηκούετο, ἀλλ’ ὅτι τῷ σχήματι τῆς ζωοπλαστίας οὕτως ἐῴκει. τοιοῦτον δὲ 
καὶ ἑξῆς τὸ “αὐλοὶ βοὴν ἔχον” (…), “and one must also know that ‘a wedding-song had 
arisen’ [493] is written not because it was audible, but because it resembles in this way 
the form of the artistic representation. Something similar [is found] also in what 
follows, the ‘flutes were sounding’ (…)”.307 Both views, though from different eras, draw 
attention to the fact that behind the imagination of the narrator a static image can be 
sought.  
 The narrator presents the shield of Achilles as a divinely made shield, which is huge 
and on which a multitude of different images is depicted. These images have a high 
degree of complexity. As such, the shield is larger and more complex than anything that 
might have existed in reality, but this does not mean that real examples of visual art 
from Homer’s lifetime might not have served as inspiration for the shield of Achilles.308 
These examples need not be shields, of course.309 It is unclear from which era the art 

                                                                                                                                                       
There seems to have been a debate between two Hellenistic scholars concerning the nature of 
the figures. Dionysius Thrax argued that the figures were supernatural and could really move; 
Aristonicus disagreed and argued for a non-animated shield (see ibid.: 199-200). 
306 bT-scholion, 18.495c (for discussion and another example see Cullhed 2014: 205). Cf. also the 
exegetical scholion on γηθόσυνος κῆρ quoted in note 245 above. 
307 Eust. In Il. 4.231.20-2 (van der Valk). See, however, Cullhed 2014: 217, who after having 
discussed the remainder of this quotation argues that “(…) the possibility remains that within 
the realm of myth, which seeks to celebrate Hephaestus, the figures move magically”. 
308 Herein I follow Snodgrass 1998: 42, who speaks of “(…) a level of sophistication in art for which 
we have as yet seen no parallel in the surviving works which we believe to belong to Homer’s 
lifetime. So there is a difficulty. We must start by accepting that Homer himself could conceive 
of such art. Most probably he had seen actual examples which inspired specific details of his 
description: he may have compiled a picture of unattainable complexity but, as I have implied, it 
is too much to believe that he did so out of elements that were themselves entirely imaginary”. 
Similarly Stansbury-O’Donnell 1995: 316. 
309 Cf. Revermann 1998: 31, who writes that “(…) iconography, not everyday use or method of 
fabrication, is the salient point” (emphasis mine). 
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that served as inspiration for Homer stems, whose lifetime is also a matter of debate.310 
Important for my argument is that all of the images that the narrator incorporates in 
the shield ekphrasis could have been realized, too, by artists working in the time of 
Homer. 
 Of these elements, the representation of different moments of time might be 
regarded as the most advanced. How could these have been depicted on a shield? 
Snodgrass argues for the synoptic method.311 He notes that in the city at war, the 
narrator avoids any suggestion that a figure or figures are repeated.312 Yet in my 
discussion of this scene above, I have argued that the figures are repeated, and that this 
repetition is essential in indicating that the shield depicts different moments of time. 
As for the attack on the cattle (573-86), Stansbury-O’Donnell has argued that “[f]rom 
the passage, it is evident that the poet did not image multiple depictions, but rather a 
single scene on the shield”.313 Unfortunately, Stansbury-O’Donnell has misunderstood 
the tenses that are used, which leads him to this erroneous conclusion.314 In this scene, 
too, it is clear that figures are repeated.  
 Rather, I would suggest that these images on the shield are similar to a polyphase 
single picture or a picture series.315 They consist of different snapshots which each 
represent one moment in time. Seeing that it is most likely that the scenes are arranged 
in friezes, one can easily imagine the city at war as unfolding in a number of separate 
images depicted after each other in a frieze.316 The repetition of figures indicates a new 

                                                            
310 See the overviews in Fittschen 1973: 5, note 20, Crielaard 1995: 218-9, and Snodgrass 1998: 42-4. 
For a list of parallels between the shield ekphrasis and artwork, see also the extensive discussion 
in Stansbury-O’Donnell 1999: 200, note 53. He concludes that “(…) these parallels between the 
poetic ekphrasis and contemporary works open up the use of ekphrasis as a model for 
Geometric pictorial narration”. 
311 For which see 1.4.3. 
312 Snodgrass 1998: 58: “[n]ote how, in his narrative (…), Homer avoids any suggestion that a 
figure or figures was repeated: the sallying force as a whole arrives at the river-bank, the scouts 
are posted, the cattle and sheep arrive – with each advance in time, the subject of the next 
sentence changes. This is a tell-tale hint of an essential feature of this convention”. 
313 Stansbury-O’Donnell 1999: 43. 
314 See note 261 above.  
315 See for the terminology employed in this paragraph section 1.4.3. 
316 For the idea that the images on the shield are arranged in friezes, see Stansbury-O’Donnell 
1995: 320 (the shield “(…) is divided into long, continuous friezes that circle back upon 
themselves”; similarly Stansbury-O’Donnell 1999: 200, note 53). See also Fittschen 1973: 7-9. 
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temporal phase. The various spatial settings (from the city to the river, for example), 
may also function as an indication for a new phase. I am not sure whether we must 
imagine the frieze as divided into separate segments, like a comic. This seems unlikely. 
For examples of friezes we may turn to Phoenician bowls, which were most probably 
around in Homer’s time.317 These do not feature a division into separate parts.  
 The shield can be visualized as consisting of a number of friezes that contain 
various images. It contains a mixture of different type of images, which can be divided 
into two groups. The first group consists of the city at war and the attack on the cattle. 
These are most likely comparable to picture series. The second group is made up out of 
the other images on the shield. They are single images. These images do not have 
repeated figures. The various actions in which the figures are engaged are all happening 
at the same time, in a single location. Some of these images can be regarded as a 
subtype of polyphase single images: although they do not feature one and the same 
character engaged in different actions, they do depict various stages of a larger series of 
events (e.g. the lawsuit in the city at peace and the ploughing).318 
 The material of which the images are made is not consistently described, and their 
position vis-à-vis each other on the shield remains unknown. This does not prevent 
their visualisation, as I have tried to show in 3.3.3. In order to visualize the shield, 
Homer’s original audience would undoubtedly have used their knowledge of 
contemporary visual narrative.319 Most of this material is lost, which makes it very 
difficult to reconstruct the way the shield may have been visualized by Homer’s original 
audience. 
 The shield is a divinely made object that surpasses anything that could have existed 
in both quality and quantity. Yet throughout the shield ekphrasis the narrator is at 
pains to describe the action of every figure that is depicted on the shield. Indeed, the 
very point of all this is to create (a picture of) Achilles’ shield for the narratee, so that 
he, too, may visualize it. Every narratee will arrive at a different picture of Achilles’ 

                                                            
317 On Phoenicians bowls with episodical narrative (“a story in cartoon fashion featuring the same 
characters in successive scenes, the whole forming a temporal sequence”), see Markoe 1985: 29-
30; see especially figure 3 in Edwards 1991: 206 (= Markoe 1985: 278), which consists of nine 
episodes. 
318 Cf. Sonesson 1997: 244: “(…) the multiphase picture, which is a single, static picture, containing 
persons and events which are known to represent various phases taken from the same event 
series, or action scheme (…)” (italics in the original). 
319 Cf. the remarks of Squire, quoted in 1.3.3 above. 
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shield, as the many reconstructions that have been made witness.320 Yet that this 
attempt at visualizing the shield should be made is beyond doubt.321 This is, in my view, 
the very point of ekphrasis – the verbal representation of a visual representation. 

                                                            
320 See for a number of reconstructions Fittschen 1973: Tafeln II and III. 
321 I thus wholeheartedly agree with the remarks made by West [1975] 1990: 303 regarding the 
shield ekphrasis in Virgil’s Aeneid 8: “[t]his paper has not argued that the shield of Aeneas was a 
real shield, or that there ever was a shield like this (…), but rather that its illustrations would be 
conceivable and effective on a real metal shield. This is one of the poetic purposes of the 
passage, and if we forget or deny it we fail to understand the poetry”. 


