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HOMER’S SIMILE, VYASA’S STORY
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The paper compares a passage from Homer’s Odyssey with a passage from the Sanskrit epic, the Mahābhārata.  Both narrate a journey undertaken by the central hero ​– respectively Odysseus and Arjuna, whose mutual relationship has been explored in previous papers.  Odysseus is travelling to Scheria, Arjuna to heaven.  In both cases the journey starts and ends happily but includes an ordeal, which is split into two halves.  In the Greek the ordeal is temporarily interrupted when the hero sights land, and his joy is described in a simile.  In the Sanskrit the interruption consists in a brief episode involving the god Śiva and some seers.  The paper argues that both journey stories derive from a single `proto-narrative’, and that in particular the Homeric simile derives from an episode resembling that in the Sanskrit.

The origin of a simile

The prehistory of the Homeric epics is a topic of perennial fascination.  Whenever they reached written form (around 650 BC according to West 1995), all would agree that these works built on an earlier Greek tradition of oral epic expressed in a specialised poetic language.  But Indian epic too developed from earlier oral traditions (which in their case cannot have reached written form until at least the fourth century BC), and one wonders what can be learned from a comparative approach to the two traditions.  Comparison is possible in many ways and at many levels of generality, but the present paper is quite narrowly focused.  I am concerned, not with Homer or Vyāsa (the mythic sage supposed to have composed the Mahābhārata), but with two small portions of the texts ascribed to them.  At the heart of the paper is a four-line simile in the Odyssey (5.394-7) and a six-shloka passage from the main narrative in book 3 of the Mahābhārata (39.25-30).

   When these two ‘focal’ passages are compared in isolation, the differences between them are so numerous and the similarities so abstract that one could reasonably regard the passages as unrelated.  However, if one looks at the contexts or narrative settings within which these brief passages occur, the picture changes: the similarities are so numerous and various that some explanation is needed.  Direct influence of one epic on the other is implausible, and the best explanation is that both stretches of narrative derive from a common origin, which I call the proto-narrative.  But if the contexts are related in this way, it becomes far more likely that the focal passages are related similarly.  The question then arises whether the focal section of the proto-narrative was a simile or part of the main story.  If it was the latter, as I argue, we can learn something about the genesis of one Homeric simile.  This is my main aim.

Settings

Where and when the proto-narrative was told is an interesting question, and I suspect that it was where and when the proto-Indo-European language was spoken.  However, since that issue is separate from the task of demonstrating the existence of the proto-narrative and the presence in it of the ancestor of the focal passages, I need say no more.  I start with a brief introduction to the focal passages and their context.

   Book 5 of the Odyssey narrates Odysseus’s journey from Calypso’s island of Ogygia to Scheria.  The sea passage starts easily, but then turns into an ordeal.  The hero’s raft is wrecked in a storm sent by Poseidon, and it is only after further hardship that he succeeds in landing.  However, between the storm and the landing the ordeal temporarily intermits:  Poseidon departs, the sea becomes calm, the shore is close, and the hero feels optimistic.  This is where the simile comes: Odysseus, relieved at the sight of land, is compared to children whose father begins to recover after a long wasting illness.

   Book 3 of the Mahābhārata narrates the twelve-year exile of the five Pāndava brothers and their shared wife Draupadī.  After many dreary months of exile Arjuna (the third brother by order of birth but in many ways the central character of the epic) leaves his family and undertakes a journey to Heaven, to meet his divine progenitor, Indra king of the gods.  Going north to the Himalayas, he performs austerities in honour of Śiva.
  The god descends in the guise of a tribal hunter and defeats the hero in hand-to-hand conflict.  After reconciliation with Śiva and dealings with certain other gods, Arjuna is carried up to Heaven in Indra’s chariot.

   The focal passage comes between Arjuna’s austerities and his fight with Śiva – in other words, between the two halves of an ordeal.  It links the two halves by introducing a group of seers (rsis), who are so worried by Arjuna’s austerities (which will give him awesome supernatural powers) that they go to Śiva and express their anxiety.  The god reassures them, and they disperse happily.  Their happiness, I shall argue, is cognate with that of the children in the Homeric simile.

A starting point

How might one arrive at such a comparison?  The search for similarities between epics in different Indo-European languages, and particularly between the ‘oldest’ such epics (i.e. the first to be written down), is so obviously a reasonable undertaking that it needs no justification.  The problem is how to go about looking for similarities.  A priori, they might exist at any level from the tiniest motifs to massive underlying structures, and it is far from obvious what needs comparing with what.

   One starting point might be the comparisons undertaken by others.  However, although sporadic resemblances have often been noted, systematic comparisons between the two narratives are fewer than might be expected.  Dumézil, the dominant figure in Indo-European cultural comparativism, wrote his classic analysis of the Mahābhārata (1968 part I) essentially without drawing on the Greek material, and when he did compare Greek and Indian epic traditions (1971 part I) it was with reference to the essentially extra-Homeric figure of Herakles.
  In spite of the archaisms of the Greek language, he saw Homer as too creative and too innovative to provide much scope for the comparativist (1968: 580-581), and I have not found in his work any reaction to the comparison by Germain (1954: ch.1) between the scenes in which Odysseus and Arjuna respectively overcome rival suitors in an archery competition.  However, the search for rapprochements continues.  For instance, Dubuisson (1991) shows that comparison between Helen of Troy and Sītā in the Rāmāyana needs to be pursued, and Jamison (1994) convincingly compares one feature of the abductions of Helen and Draupadī.  Baldick (1994), although in my view overambitious, methodologically unsatisfactory, and over-reliant on an untenable adaptation of Dumézil’s functional schema, has the merit of at least suggesting the scale and importance of the questions that await detailed investigation.

   The present paper in fact takes as its starting point an earlier one (Allen 1996, summarised in 1993), which compares the series of females whom Odysseus encounters in the second half of his return journey from Troy with the series of females whom Arjuna encounters (towards the end of book 1) when, by way of penance, he visits the four quarters of India.  The comparisons were as follows: Circe ~ Ulūpī (both of them magicians); Sirens, Scylla and Charybdis ~ Vargā and her four friends (singing temptresses transformed into crocodiles); Calypso ~ Citrāngadā (both relatively colourless); Nausicaa ~ Subhadrā; and finally Penelope ~ Draupadī (the heroes’ main wives).  The rapprochement between Nausicaa and Subhadrā was based on fifteen points of similarity between their respective episodes, and yet the two women also differ profoundly: Subhadrā marries Arjuna, Nausicaa does not marry Odysseus.  Nausicaa’s amorous desires are encouraged by Athene, and her father proposes the match, but Odysseus avoids any marital or sexual entanglement.

   Should one simply say that on this particular point the two epics have diverged?  That would be a mistake.  One needs to read on from Book 1 to the next passage in which Arjuna leaves his wife and co-husbands, goes on a journey and encounters a female.  This occurs early in Book 3, during his visit to Heaven, where the female in question is the beautiful nymph Urvaśī.  Indra suggests a love affair and the nymph is enthusiastic, but the hero avoids entanglement.  Thus Urvaśī resembles Nausicaa in one of the most salient respects in which Subhadrā differs from her.

   Given that two rapprochements are in play (Nausicaa ~ Subhadrā and Nausicaa ~ Urvaśī), one immediately asks whether the proto-narrative contained a single female, as in the Greek, or two females, as in the Sanskrit.  The Indian females are not only entirely distinct but also well integrated in their respective episodes, and do not look like doublets.  Thus it is far easier to envisage Nausicaa as a conflation of two proto-narrative figures than to envisage Subhadrā and Urvaśī as having split between them features deriving from a unitary proto-Nausicaa.

   Whatever one thinks about this diachronic issue, the Nausicaa ~ Urvaśī rapprochement suggests a new direction in which to pursue the comparison.  Working backwards in the story from the encounter of maiden and hero, one wonders about the comparability of the journeys that bring the two together.  The following schema may clarify the matter.




Mbh. 1

Od.

Mbh. 3

nubile female
          Subhadrā
Nausicaa
Urvaśī
her home
         Dvārakā

Scheria
Heaven

hero’s journey          from Manipura
from Ogygia
from Forest

Whereas Arjuna’s Book 1 journey from Manipura to Dvārakā is devoid of adventure, the journeys containing the focal passages – Ogygia to Scheria, Kāmyaka Forest to Heaven – are both marked by ordeals.  Thus a comparison might prove rewarding.  For my present purpose, namely to elucidate the ailing father simile, it is not necessary to compare the journeys in full, though I hope to do so elsewhere.  Moreover, since Nausicaa parallels Subhadrā as well as Urvaśī, the Ogygia-Scheria journey to some extent parallels Arjuna’s Book 1 journey as well as his Book 3 journey, but since the former contains no equivalent to the focal passages it is of no further relevance.

   As has already been hinted, the argument falls into two halves.  Part I looks at the two journeys as wholes, in terms of the journeyer, the episodic structure, a few selected details, and the narratology.  Part II compares the focal passages.  The diagram below relates to the overall structure of the journey stories, but does not attempt to show the relative amounts of text devoted to each episode in each epic.  The central stretches C represent the focal passages, while B and D represent the two halves of the ordeal.

Odysseus’s journey
––– ====== ≡≡≡≡≡≡ ====== –––
Arjuna’s journey
––– ====== ≡≡≡≡≡≡ ====== –––
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I. The context

The hero
Apart from being central figures in their respective epics, Odysseus and Arjuna have in common the adventure that I took as my starting point: having left their main wives in one place, they have encounters with females in four different areas before returning to the original wife.  In addition (Allen in press), towards the end of their lives, they both fight a duel with one of their sons (not the most salient one) and are associated or identified with a horse.  Thus the two journeys we are about to compare are undertaken by heroes whose lives run in parallel at other times.

The structure of the journey

A.  For both heroes the journey starts easily and agreeably (as we shall see), and it is only when the physical distance has largely been traversed that the ordeal begins.  As already noted, the ordeal falls into two parts, separated by the intermission (C) containing the focal passages.

   B.  In part I the storm progressively destroys Odysseus’s raft, and Arjuna’s austerities become progressively more severe.  Odysseus sees his raft reduced to an unnavigable hulk, then to a single plank, and finally finds himself swimming naked, buoyed up only by Ino’s krêdemnon (her veil, mantilla or shawl – 5.373).  Arjuna settles down in his Himalayan glade, and month by month increases the severity of his dietary regimen and ascetic or yogic exercises, until in month four he lives ‘on wind alone’ (i.e. undertakes a total fast), standing on tip-toe with arms raised (39.23).

   D.  In part II of the ordeal Odysseus is first thrown against a rough rock and then dragged off it, losing some of his skin in the process and almost drowning.  He has still to swim on until he finds the river mouth where he can land.  Here he collapses, prostrate and scarcely breathing.  As for Arjuna, the hunter (Śiva in disguise) picks a quarrel with him over a wild boar which they both shoot simultaneously, and the duel proceeds from arrows to stones, then to punching and wrestling, until the hero is reduced to an unconscious heap.

   From one point of view, Odysseus’s ordeal continues as he staggers uphill to pass the night in a heap of leaves, and only ends the next afternoon when Nausicaa provides him with food and clothing.  However, his sufferings on land can be envisaged as a separate episode from those at sea, and for present purposes we need not go beyond the landing.

   E.  The happy end to his ordeal at sea occurs when Odysseus prays to the unnamed river god, who responds by facilitating his landing (451-453).  For Arjuna the end to his ordeal comes when he is granted a vision of Śiva in his divine form and, after praying to him, receives forgiveness, praise, a supernatural weapon, and instantaneous recovery from the bodily harm he has sustained.

   The global comparison can be summed up in the following schema, which suggests titles for the episodes in the hypothetical proto-narrative.  The titles will also be used to refer to the corresponding stretches of the attested narratives.

Odyssey

Mahābhārata

 proto-narrative
A. 17 days on raft
 yogic journey

 Easy Transit

B. the storm

 Arjuna’s austerities
 Ordeal I

C. calm, and simile
 seers visit Śiva
 Intermission

D. difficult landing       duel with Śiva
 Ordeal II

E. River God is helpful Śiva is helpful
 Happy Ending

   The similarities between the two journeys must of course be weighed against the considerable differences.  The two heroes themselves contrast in many ways (Allen 1996), and their purposes too are quite different, at least on the surface.  Odysseus has for a long time been pining to return to his home in Ithaca, while Arjuna is obeying the instructions of his elder brother Yudhisthira and seeking divine weapons from Indra (38.13).  This is with a view to the ultimate defeat of the Pāndavas’ enemies and a return to the royal capital, but it is only in this indirect sense that he is setting off on a homeward journey.  In fact, whereas Odysseus is returning to his beloved Penelope, Arjuna is leaving his beloved Draupadī in the forest.

   During the Easy Transit, Odysseus traverses the ocean more or less naturalistically, steering his well-provisioned raft before the gentle breeze that Calypso provides, while Arjuna speeds overland like the wind itself – his ‘Indra-yoga’ makes him as fast as thought (38.27).  Moreover the ordeal has a different meaning in the two cases.  Although he has been warned by Calypso of the woes in store for him (207), Odysseus is presented as the involuntary victim of Poseidon’s anger (occasioned by the blinding of Polyphemus eight years previously).  In contrast, Arjuna’s austerities are more or less voluntary: though they are oriented to Śiva, they are not inflicted by the god, nor are they a penance.  Arjuna addresses himself to Śiva because of the instructions he is given, not only by Yudhisthira, but also by Indra himself who, disguised as a Brahman ascetic, meets his son in the Himalayas and encourages him (38.43, 163.13).

   Odysseus grasping the inanimate rock against which the wave has flung him is not very like Arjuna seizing the hunter god at the climax of their duel, and Athene’s help during Ordeal II has no parallel in the Sanskrit.  Odysseus prays to the river god before he collapses on the shore, while Arjuna collapses before he prays to Śiva.  Śiva is relevant right from the start of Ordeal I through to the Happy Ending, while Poseidon departs at the end of Ordeal I (381), and nothing obvious connects him with the rock or with the river god, let alone with the ailing father simile.  At most one can reflect that the difficulties of the landing accord with the god’s parting words (379), i.e. with his hope that the suffering (kakotês) still in store for Odysseus will not seem trivial.

   In view of all these differences (and more could be added), a sceptic would still have a case for doubting that the two journeys are cognate.  I now try and counter such doubts by a closer look at episode A.

The Easy Transit
   i.  As Odysseus realises when Calypso first tells him about his voyage, his course lies across a great and fearful stretch of sea which is never crossed by ships (175-6), let alone by rafts.  As he travels northwards, Arjuna penetrates a ghastly thorny forest, which is inhabited by wild animals and by more or less supernatural beings, but avoided by ordinary humanity (mānusa-varjitam 39.13-14).  So both heroes are travelling unfrequented routes.

   ii.  While Odysseus steers, sleep does not fall upon his eyelids (271) – apparently for the whole period of seventeen days.  Arjuna reaches the mountains in a single day, but presses on day and night without fatigue (divā-rātram atandritah 38.28-29).  So both heroes show unusual resistance to exhaustion.

   iii.  Following the instructions of Calypso, Odysseus navigates by keeping his eye on certain stars (272-277), while Arjuna sets off ‘sighing and looking upwards’ (ūrdhvam udīksya 38.17) – for no obvious reason.  Thus both heroes gaze at the sky.

   iv.  In the Greek the end of the Easy Transit is marked by two references to mountains: on the eighteenth day Odysseus sees the shadowy mountains of Scheria (279); and it is from the mountains of the Solymi that Poseidon sees the hero. Arjuna’s Easy Transit ends in the Himalayas, and a number of mountains are named (Gandhamādana, Himālaya, Bhrgu’s Peak, Cold Mountain).  Moreover, in his prayer to Śiva Arjuna claims that the great mountain on which he has been stationed is one that the god particularly cherishes (dayitam 40.48).  Thus both heroes head for mountains, and both gods are linked with mountains.

   v.  My final point comes from just before Ordeal I.  When Poseidon catches sight of the raft, he gathers the clouds, agitates the sea with his trident, and rouses the winds; ‘and darkness (nux) rushes down from heaven’ (294).  When Arjuna enters the forest at the foot of the mountains, heaven resounds with conches and drums.  A rain of flowers falls to earth, and a multitude of clouds, spread across the sky, veils the whole area (chādayām āsa sarvatah 39.14-15).  In the Sanskrit the meteorological phenomena have no obvious narrative function beyond underlining the cosmic significance of the occasion, and the text goes on to emphasise the physical beauty of the mountain glade where Arjuna settles down to his austerities.  The Himalayas are of course often wreathed in clouds, but a naturalistic reading does not accord with the drums and rain of flowers, and the clouds and darkness probably constitute a significant similarity.

   These five points, though individually tiny, cumulatively add weight to the rapprochement between the two journeys.
  They are also of interest for their bearing on the question of whether the journey in the proto-narrative was over land or sea – points iii and v might be taken to imply the latter.  However, I leave that issue open and turn to a rapprochement of a very different character.

The Double Narration

In Homer the journey from Ogygia to Scheria is essentially told twice over.  So far reference has been made solely to the third-person account in Book 5, but when Odysseus reaches the palace of Alcinous, the story is told a second time, more briefly and in the first person (267 ff.).  The Book 5 version, told as it were directly by Homer, occupies about 200 lines, the Book 7 version, expressed in the words of Odysseus, only about 20.

   Similarly, in the Sanskrit, reference has mostly been made to the main account of the journey given in adhyāyas 38-41 and expressed in the third person.  But when Arjuna rejoins his wife and brothers and recounts his adventures during his five-year absence, he covers the story a second time, and naturally in the first person.  This second telling is shorter than the first, being confined within the single adhyāya 163.  In terms of shlokas one might calculate the relative lengths as 128:45.

   There are certain complications.  The Sanskrit third-person narrative does not purport to relate to Vyāsa in the way the Greek is often taken to relate to Homer: it purports to be told in the first instance by Vaiśampāyana, one of Vyāsa’s pupils.  More importantly, within the third-person narrative the Easy Transit is covered twice.  Before the ordeal begins, Vaiśampāyana’s interlocutor Janamejaya interrupts the narrator to ask for a really full version, and the story starts again (although it actually covers the Easy Transit less fully than before).  Furthermore, all three accounts differ in detail.  However, such complications do not detract from the fact that both epics narrate this particular journey at least twice, and that the ordering and relative length of the third- and first-person versions are similar.

   Apart from the general relationship between the two heroes, the argument for a proto-narrative lying behind the two journeys is thus based on the concordance between three separate types of comparison: the global structure of each story, the details of its opening section, and the way in which it is told.

II.  The focal passages
When Poseidon departs, Athene (intervening on earth for the first time since Odysseus left Troy) calms most of the storm winds, with a view to easing her protégé’s arrival in Scheria.  However, he continues to be tossed about on the waves for another forty-eight hours, and it is only the third day that brings a windless calm.  At this point he is raised by a wave, and sees the land.

It was like the sudden joy of children when they see their father out of danger; the father has suffered from some disease, has been in torment, has wasted away month after month, victim of some detested power; but then the gods rescue him from distress, and so there is sudden joy; (such joy came upon Odysseus now with the sight of land and trees...) (tr. Shewring).

In the four lines of the simile proper the reader fleetingly meets four agents or types of agent, two human and two supernatural.

   i.  The father with the wasting disease.

   ii.  The children (or sons) who move from anxiety to joy.

   iii.  The detested power or hateful spirit (stugeros daimôn) who afflicts the father.

   iv.  The gods (theoi) who release him.

   It is plausible to imagine, and to imagine Homer’s audience imagining, that the children, once they were aware of their father’s condition, and perhaps the father himself tried by prayer or ritual to influence the spirit, the gods, or both (I am not sure whether the difference is significant).

   Outside the simile, but within the Intermission, three other agents are relevant.

   v.  Odysseus, the ship-wrecked mariner who glimpses safety.

   vi.  Poseidon, the god who has afflicted Odysseus and whose waves continue to buffet him even when the god has departed.

   vii.  Athene, the goddess who begins to help the hero on Poseidon’s departure.

   The surprising feature of the passage is that Odysseus is compared, not with the ailing father, but with the children.  Both parties presumably rejoice at the action of the gods – indeed the aspasion of l. 397 could allude to the joyful relief of father or children or both; and it would certainly be more logical to compare the lone Odysseus to the lone father (both of whom have been suffering physically) than to the sons, a collectivity who have only been suffering mentally and, furthermore, wholly or partly on behalf of a third party.  Moreover, if the comparison were between Odysseus and the father, the aptness of the simile would be enhanced in that the affliction of the father by the spirit would correspond to the affliction of Odysseus by Poseidon, and the action of the gods would correspond to the assistance provided by Athene.  However, the fact remains that it is the joyful relief of the children, implied by the aspasios of l. 394, that is compared to that of Odysseus.  Naturally, the simile, and its relationship to other similes, have come in for their share of commentary from Eustathius and Alexander Pope down to Moulton (1977: 128-130) and Heubeck (1992: 339), but comparison with the Sanskrit introduces so much new material to work on that I doubt if much would be gained by summarising previous scholarship.

   I take up the story immediately after the account of the austerities (39.20-24).

(25)  Then all the great seers went to the god who wields the Pināka [a particular bow or spear used by Śiva].  They prostrated themselves before the dark-throated Lord and sought his grace.  As a group they informed him of the activity of Phalguna [Arjuna]: ‘This mighty Pārtha [Arjuna] has taken up his position on the heights of the Himalayas, and is standing in awesome, almost impossible self-mortification, sending smoke in all directions.
  O Lord of the Gods, we none of us know what he intends.  He is causing us intense anxiety.  It would be best if he were stopped.’
  The Great Lord said:

(28)  ‘Go quickly, cheerfully and unfatigued to the place from which you came.  I know the intention that is fixed in his mind.  It is not any desire for Heaven, or for sovereignty, or for long life.  I shall accomplish all that he desires this very day.’
  Vaiśampāyana said:

(30) When the truth-telling seers heard the words of Śarva [Śiva], they went back with joyful hearts, each to his own ashram.

   Within the Indian context the anxiety of the seers is entirely natural, for it commonly happens that ill-intentioned beings perform prodigious feats of austerity and thereby extort from the gods boons which endanger the orderly running of the cosmos.  An example is provided by two mutually cooperative demons in Book 1 (adhy. 201-204).  I summarise.

Deciding to conquer the universe, the brothers Sunda and Upasunda go to the Vindhya mountains and practise awesome austerities.  They live on wind, stand on their toes with arms raised, and heat the mountains so that they belch smoke.  The gods fail to distract them, and finally Brahmā, though refusing them immortality, grants them what is almost the equivalent, namely invulnerability to all save each other.  They soon conquer the entire universe except for Brahmā’s Heaven, slaughtering brahmans and seers, and putting an end to Vedic practices.  They are eventually induced to kill each other, and Indra’s rule is restored.

   There are several comparable demons, such as Rāvana (whose power is based on a thousand years of austerities), Hiranyakaśipu, and his descendant Bali.  Thus one understands both the potential threat inherent in Arjuna’s behaviour and the importance attached to knowing his objective.

   The Greek and Sanskrit passages have already been compared as constituting part of the Intermission, the break between two episodes in an ordeal, but in addition the focal passages present a change of scene and a change of personnel.  The simile removes us momentarily from the seas off Scheria to an unspecified place on land where a sick man is lying.  The Sanskrit passage removes us momentarily from the mountain where Arjuna has settled to the unspecified location where the seers find Śiva.  The god tends to live on Mount Kailāsa (also in the Himalayas), but wherever the meeting takes place, Śiva has to fly down (nispapāta 40.3) in order to fight Arjuna.  As regards personnel, the simile introduced no less than four new agents, whereas in the Sanskrit equivalent the only new participants are the seers.  However, the two sets of agents can be matched as follows (the numerals refer back to the previous list).

   i.  Arjuna, the hero-ascetic whose unprecedented austerities occasion the seers’ anxiety.  The normal effect of such austerities is naturally to cause bodily wasting (Shee 1984: 289-92).  In this case, in the first-person text (163.16), Arjuna says ‘My vigour (prāna) did not decline – it was like a miracle.’  This can perhaps be regarded as a naturalisitic retouch intended to make more plausible Arjuna’s good showing in his combat with Śiva, but in any case the four-month fast can be compared with the slow languishing of the ailing father.  The asceticism gives supernatural power, the illness does not; but both involve long-drawn-out bodily stress.

   ii.  The seers.  The seers start out in mental anguish (sa mtāpayati na h 39.27), but are told to be cheerful (samhrstā 28), and do indeed disperse in a mood of joy (prahrstā-manaso 30).  Their change of mood precisely parallels that of the children, though the Greek leaves the initial unhappiness implicit in the situation and in the double use of aspasios ‘gladly welcomed, glad’.

   One big difference between children and seers lies in their relationship to agent i.  The Seers are not Arjuna’s children (he has in fact had sons by Draupadī and by three of thefemales he met during the Penance).  On the other hand, Arjuna and seers are linked.  As Śiva tells him, in a previous body (pūrvadehe 41.1) he was Nara, companion of Nārāyana; and, as is often stated (e.g. 1.210.5), these were two seers.  So Arjuna, though not father to the seers, is in a sense their senior colleague.

   iii.  Śiva.  The god has not so far afflicted Arjuna, but he is the final cause of the first part of the hero’s ordeal, and could be described as afflicting him in the second part, even though both we (the readers) and the seers know that all will end well.  Śiva’s role is in fact ambiguous, for although he will ultimately help Arjuna, in his hunter guise he appears to be a deadly enemy.  Heading iii refers to this hostile and destructive aspect of the god.

   iv.  Śiva again, but this time in his friendly aspect, the aspect implied by the name I use (śiva ‘auspicious, gracious, kindly’).  This is the aspect which he shows to the seers during the interview when he gives them reassurance and a promise, and which he shows to Arjuna after the duel when he fulfils the promise.

   I suggested above that the happy outcome in the simile could well have followed prayer addressed by the children to the gods.  If so, the prayer would correspond to the seers’ address to Śiva.

   Since the Sanskrit passage is not a miniature scenario segregated within a simile but part of the main story, the distinction between the four roles discussed so far and the remaining three is much less sharp than in the Greek.

   v.  Arjuna again, but whereas in i Arjuna was seen through the eyes of the fearful seers as someone located elsewhere and potentially dangerous, he is here seen through his own eyes or those of the audience, for both of whom he is present on this earth, familiar and unthreatening.  In the Greek the gap between i and v was that between the ailing father in the simile and Odysseus in the main story, but here it is more subtle.  It is between Arjuna seen from Mount Kailāsa (or wherever Śiva is) and Arjuna seen from the perspective of humanity.

   vi.  Śiva again, as in iii and iv, but considered in the wider context of the epic (cf. Scheuer 1982), and beyond it.  I do not attempt to discuss the general question of the relationship between Śiva and Poseidon, the two trident-wielders.  

   vii.  Indra.  During his journey each hero has not only a divine opponent, real or apparent, but also a divine helper, who intervenes once before the Intermission: if Śiva corresponds to Poseidon, it is Indra who here corresponds to Athene.  The situation is slightly different from vi, since whereas a Poseidon ~ Śiva rapprochement would seem to be a promising hypothesis to explore in a number of contexts, this would hardly apply to Athene ~ Indra.
  However, the latter rapprochement, though doubtless only of limited scope, is not altogether bizarre, for Athene is daughter of Zeus king of the gods, while Indra is himself king of the gods.  Moreover, in the particular context of the two journeys, there is a sense in which Athene and Zeus taken together correspond to Indra: the return of Odysseus via Scheria is initially decreed by Zeus on the prompting of Athene (start of book 5), while the journey of Arjuna to Heaven is initially planned and announced by Indra (1.225.9-12).

   If we concentrate on the focal passages themselves, the essence of the comparison can be expressed in the following triangular schema:


ailing father



 ascetic Arjuna














 
   supernaturals


   Śiva

anxious children


 anxious seers

Naturally, considerable differences separate the Greek simile and the Sanskrit story.  For instance, as regards the father and Arjuna, to waste from illness and to undertake austerities are only remotely similar: tapas is not a kakotês.  Similarly, the children rejoice at a cure, or the start of it, while the seers rejoice on receiving information and a promise, well before its fulfilment.  Finally, the Greek supernaturals, split into the hateful spirit and the unspecified plural theoi, contrast with the unitary named figure of Śiva.  Nevertheless, taken together with the similar contexts, the similarities between the focal passages justify postulating a proto-narrative.

Discussion

While it is of course impossible to reconstruct proto-narratives in detail, one can reasonably propose schemata of a certain degree of abstraction: something must have existed corresponding to the triangular structure.  I suggest three elements as follows: a man who, voluntarily or not, underwent prolonged physical stress, probably involving loss of body weight; a collectivity, of unspecified number and lacking individual names, who were at first worried by the condition of the man but ended up relieved and happy; one or more supernaturals who were implicated in the man’s condition but intervened to bring it to an end, thus causing the joy.  No doubt too, the episode involving these figures was set apart from the main story of the journey, if only in that its location was different from that of the hero’s adventures.

   But was the episode located within a simile or was it not?  Unless further evidence can be adduced (for instance from wider Graeco-Sanskrit comparison, or from other Indo-European traditions), one can only work in probabilities.  Moreover, comparative mythologists must beware of repeating the error of those early nineteenth-century comparative linguists who tried to derive non-Indic languages directly from Sanskrit rather than from proto-Indo-European (cf. Dubuisson 1993: 115-120): even if in some context the Sanskrit does seem remarkably conservative, it too will surely have departed from the proto-narrative in some respects.  Nevertheless, it does seem likely that the focal passage with its triangular structure was originally located in the main story.

   One line of argument for this relies on generalities.  An epic cannot exist without a main story, but it can exist without lengthy similes, however aesthetically valuable they may be; indeed, such similes seem to be a stylistic feature more typical of Homer and epics influenced by him than of epics in general.  Thus the chances are that they were not characteristic of the proto-narrative, but developed within the Greek tradition.

   A stronger line of argument depends on the details of the passages.  As we noted, the relationship between the simile and the main plot is awkward: Odysseus, whose ordeal is apparently relenting, is compared, not to the sick man who is in the same situation, but to the children, who are in a different one.  If the proto-narrative had a simile, either it made the same comparison, in which case the awkwardness has survived for many centuries (which seems implausible), or it made a different and more logical one, in which case the change is inexplicable.  If the proto-narrative was more like the Sanskrit, no such problems arise.  The Sanskrit story makes excellent sense, and its general form could well be old.  I thus envisage the original main plot as including an episode in which the hero underwent an ordeal and aroused in a collectivity anxiety which was relieved by supernatural intervention.

   If so, the development of the Greek tradition was roughly as follows.  The main plot of the proto-narrative was more elaborate than in Homer, and in particular it distinguished between two females encountered by the hero: with the first (who came last in a series of four consecutive encounters with females) the hero had sexual relations, while with the second he avoided them.  A distinction was also made between the two journeys which brought together hero and female.  In conflating both the two females and the two journeys, the Greek has tended to simplify the main story line, though it might be argued that the reduction in the number of characters and events is counterbalanced by greater complexity in detail and motivation.  Much the same can be said of its treatment of the focal passage: it has simplified the main story by extracting the anxious collectivity and relegating them to the simile, so that the main story can concentrate on the hero, his ordeal, and the relevant deities.  However, the simplification is counterbalanced by complications of a new kind.  Thus one effect of introducing the simile has been to multiply the number of distinct agents and entities, so that the ailing father becomes distinct from the hero, new supernaturals are involved, and the wasting disease with its cure becomes distinct from the ordeal with its triumphant ending.

   This account makes it clear why the simile should focus on the joy of the children rather than of the father.  It is because the simile was not originally devised to illustrate the joy of Odysseus, but rather represents in compressed and encapsulated form what was originally part of the main story.  In that story the change from anxiety to joy was experienced not by the hero, who was probably elsewhere, but by an anonymous collectivity, and in constructing the simile Greek tradition has retained the old locus for the emotion.
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� I refer throughout to the Critical Edition.  All citations are from book 3 unless otherwise indicated.  the most convenient translation is van Buitenen 1975, who also provides a general introduction.


� I use the name Śiva to cover the variety of names used in the original text.


� Preciado-Solis (1984) without reference to Dumézil, compares Herakles and Krsna, but makes less use of the epic than of the “later” Purānas.  Guthal (1994) treats both epics as the products of individual poets, ignoring the traditions to which they belong.  See also Vielle (n.d.).


� And conversely, the global rapprochements support the tiny ones – the circularity is not vicious.


� I ignore the very brief reference to the journey in Odysseus’s first speech to Nausicaa (6.170-2), his subsequent reference to the Book 7 account (12.450-3), and the oratio obliqua summary of his travels addressed to Penelope. 


� Tapas, ‘austerity, self-mortification’, is from the root tap ‘heat’.  The unprecedented severity of Arjuna’s tapas is emphasised again in 78.20.


� One might rather expect Athene ~ Durgā.











