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Iliad 15.36-40 and Hymn to Hermes 4.274-76 & 383-84 are oath-scenes in 
which, at first reading, Hera and Hermes seem to perjure themselves in oaths 
sworn to other gods. Scholars such as Hirzel assume over and over again that 
these scenes represent typical oaths: previous discussions therefore revolve 
around whether or not the statements in the oaths are technically false.1 I shall 

argue in these three apparent cases of divine perjury that the oath has not in 
fact been sworn, but only offered. Whether an oath has actually been sworn or 
not is an important distinction in relation to perjury, lying, and the attitude of 
the gods towards each. This article will attempt to shed light on these 
considerations. 

Circe's oath to Odysseus (Od. 10.343-346) provides an example of an 
oath-scene which follows the basic pattern as established by Arend.2 Kirk 
(1981: 62) points out the dangers in using Homeric evidence to glean the details 
of ritual actions in sacrifice, and the same may be said for the act of oath- 

taking. Consistency is supplied by the formulaic nature of the typical scenes, he 
states, but these formulae are selective. Homer does not include every detail in 
each occurrence of a ritual, but I begin with the premise that in the typical 
scenes the elaboration, simplification, or omission of the elements is carried 
out with regard for the tone and significance of an episode.3 

The first element of a typical oath-scene is the Invitation, or the Calling 
for an Oath (the Introduction in cases where the oath is offered rather than 

*I am grateful to Deborah Boedecker, Susan Cole, Sander Goldberg, Michael Halleran, 
Susan Iles Johnston, and Robert Seelinger for their valuable comments and criticism. 

1Hirzel 13, 17, 20, 22, 25, 34, etc. Other opinions of other scholars will be cited later. 
Unless otherwise stated, Greek citations are from T.W. Allen's Oxford Homer and Allen, Hal- 
liday, and Sikes, The Homeric Hymns. 

2Arend's model for typical oath-scenes in Homer furnishes a useful way to examine these 
scenes (122-23). I have added the Introduction, Call to Witness, Qualifications, and Repeated 
Tenor to Arend's schema, most of which he identified but did not include in the pattern. The 
Circumstantial or Temporal Qualification, a subcategory of the Tenor, states a condition that 
must be met for the Tenor to be fulfilled or what can prevent the Tenor from being fulfilled. 
This subcategory is not a concern for the purposes of this article. For further discussion, see 
Callaway 9-21. 

3For further discussion, see Edwards 5 and Callaway, particularly Chapter 6. 
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invited). Odysseus says to Circe: ei gI got TXaxiT1; y, 0ed, ga yav opKcov 

o61o6at (343). The Call to Witness (or Invocation) is a subordinate element 
which summons a deity, force, or object to act as a surety for the promise.4 
Circe's oath contains no Call to Witness, but Calypso swears by the following 
forces in Od. 5.184-186: 

IYTCO vVv CTO6 yaia Kaic oUpavob eVpiS; i7i?p0?e 
Kait T KaT?Etp6ogevov XTvy6; iS5op, 05; eT? g?YOTO; 
OpKco; 8e?v6OTaTc; TE? icXkt 6taKap?oot O?toiot. 

Let the earth and wide heaven above be witness 
to this now, and the down-flowing water of Styx, which 
to the blessed gods is the greatest and most terrible oath. 

The Tenor is the element which spells out the requirements for the oath: gil 'ri 
got oa'jzt niqia Ka(oKv poXe xCTEev OCo (Od. 10.344). The Execution, 
which usually appears in narrative, describes the actual swearing of the oath. 
For example, Odysseus tells his audience: "Qs c(padlrlv, i 5' axCiIK' &ao6gRv?v 

c(i ?K?iXuVov (345). The Conclusion, which also usually appears in narrative, 

portrays the completion of the oath: aocrap ?iei p' i goo7?v T'? T?Xre?crT(J?V 

Tov oppKov (346). The presence of either of these last two elements confirms 
the actual swearing of an oath in a typical scene. 

How does the poet indicate whether an oath is actually sworn? In typical 
oath-scenes, where the poet supplies all four elements in a formal manner, it is 

stated explicitly that the oath is sworn, as in Circe's oath to Odysseus. In an 

oath-scene containing an identifiable Execution or Conclusion (even if these are 

not formal elements with the expected vocabulary), the oath can be determined 

to have been sworn. In addition, oath-scenes which are told completely in 

narrative provide the Conclusion.5 

4Of the twenty-six oath-scenes in the Iliad and Odyssey, fifteen contain some form of Call to 
Witness. The Call to Witness is most commonly a subsection of the Invitation/Introduction el- 
ement (eight of fifteen), but can also appear in the Tenor (three of fifteen), or the Execution 
(four of fifteen). Some are repeated: witnesses may be directly invoked in the Invitation, while 
in the Execution it will be affirmed that these were sworn by. Hera is said to have sworn by the 
Titans in the Execution of II. 14.278-9, after Hypnos invoked the witnesses in the Invitation; at 
II. 10.321 Dolon suggests the scepter, after which Hector uses the scepter and invokes Zeus as 
well in the Execution (328-329). For more on the Call-To-Witness element in Homer, see 
Miulder 7-34, particularly 13-22 and 33-34, and Bollack 1-35, who includes collation and dis- 
cussion of literary references to Styx. 

5For example, Helen tells of her oath to Odysseus: ... Kaci o6t1ooa Kaprepov OipKov (Od. 
4.253). We need not assume that the narrator is telling the truth about an oath, but in these cases 
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When an oath is invited, that is, when a character urges another character 
to swear, and the character invited to swear responds positively to the request, 
we can assume that the oath is sworn.6 Odysseus in disguise offers an oath to 
Eumaeus (Od. 14.151-164), but Eumaeus' response, &kX' i TOt OpKov Rev 

(acol.L?v ... (171), shows that he refused the oath. The Invocation which 

Odysseus included in his offer would not be activated until the oath is sworn. 
Eumaeus did not annul the oath's effect, nor was the bond invalid because he 
refused to be associated with Odysseus' Invocation. Rather, Eumaeus refused to 
participate in the religious act of the oath, an act which involves two parties 
(Bollack 5), and in this way the oath was never put into force. 

In Book 15 of the Iliad Hera offers an oath to Zeus in an abbreviated 
form of the typical oath-scene. Zeus has awakened from the sleep Hera devised 
for him and is in a fury when he sees the Argives routing the Trojans and 
Hector lying wounded on the plain (15.4-13). He accuses Hera of intervening, 
and her fear compels her to begin an oath without Invitation (15.36-40): 

ioTco vI)v -6O6 Faiat Kact OWpavob; eipV; i`cep0O 
Kai TO KcaT?(t36i0R?vo v 1T'ybc; 1op, i; ? regyto'o; 

pKoS; 86tv6cTarz; TE? n'ek?t uKotpeooGt Ocoiol, 

oi 0' iep r KecpaXih Kal voI'epov x?%Xo acGrTv 

KOU)pi5tov, 'TO .IV -OVK av Y(Co jto7 g&W 6aL ooagiut. 

Let now Earth be witness and wide Heaven above and the 
down-flowing water of Styx, which is the greatest and most 
terrible oath to the blessed gods, and your sacred head and 
our marriage bed, by which I would not rashly swear. 

She immediately calls on witnesses, but adding Zeus' own head and their mar- 
riage bed to the list is unusual. An act of swearing by Zeus' i?ph K?(pa?tX 
cannot be taken lightly. Mortals swear by Zeus, but here the oath seems more 
personal, a type one would expect from Zeus' wife.7 Just as personal is their 
X,Xog ... Kovpi6tov. In swearing by an object, the object has the force of a 

an oath-scene is still described. Oaths given completely in narrative are II. 19.127ff, 20.313ff; 
Od. 4.253ff, 14.331ff. 

6See II. 23.581ff, where Antilochus does not respond to Menelaus' Invitation to an oath. A 
positive response can be seen in Calypso's oath at Od. 5.178, where she answers Odysseus' 
request for an oath by giving a Call To Witness. Achilles does the same at 11. 1.86. 

7Hirzel (33 n.2) points out the formulaic quality of this oath, with special reference to II. 
15.38. Yet Leaf (II 86) contrasts the oath at II. 14 with that at II. 15: the fact that there are no 
underworld gods invoked in 15 "seems to indicate the want of a more distinctly personal 
sanction" than Styx, even in the case of a god. It is an unarguably personal Invocation. Diskin 
Clay reminds me that in Homer K?(pLakl is also the word for the 'being' or 'life' of a person. 
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bond, since once it has become part of the action it can confirm and confine the 
oath taker by its function.8 The etymological connection between OpKco and 

epKco; 'enclosure' proposed by Boisaq and others9 strengthens the idea of the 
force of an oath. The enclosure of an oath confines and bonds the participants 
in it. Luther (86) likens this idea of enclosure to the oath-taker bringing a 
magic 'ppKo; down around himself or herself through a self-curse. Although 
not a formal Call to Witness, swearing by an object, deity, or cosmic power 
has the force of calling it to witness (Burkert 251). For example, Achilles 
swears by a scepter at Iliad 1.234. According to Chantraine opKoS means "the 

object by which one swears" as well as "an oath." Hera's Invocation is the only 
one made by a god in Homer which calls upon something other than a chthonic, 
earthly, or heavenly power. But their marriage bed is more than an object; it is 
a symbol of their union. The bed signifies the bond of their marriage, much 
like Penelope and Odysseus' bed in Odyssey 23; a symbol which is very im- 

portant to Hera and gives more gravity to her proposed oath. 

The Tenor of the oath is in lines 41-42: gi St5' eirtv i6rnaq nlooa?t&ov 

EvoaiX0(ov/ Trgiaiv?t Tp&d; T? re Ka "EKtopa, toiot 6' apye7?t, "not by my 
will does Poseidon the Earthshaker work against the Trojans and Hector and 
aid those [Greeks]." In lines 43-44 Hera explains what must be Poseidon's 
frame of mind, but in fact she gives her own justification for his behavior: 
dockXc rto atoYbv 0outp; ?TO piPV?t KotCi avdyE?t,/ T?tpo?gvo)i; 6' C:id vqV)cniV 
i6Sbv ??to(e? 'Axato6g. Hera's words are carefully chosen.10 M'i negates only 
the following words 6t' C'iv i6TrlTa, not the verb nrrlgaivet. Hera speaks the 
truth so far: Poseidon is intervening on his own initiative, since we were not 
told that Hera sent Hypnos with a message to Poseidon. Rather, he seems to 
have gone of his own accord.11 

8Bollack 11. See also Benveniste 85 and Burkert 251. 
9Boisaq s.v. OpKO;. Frisk 418-19 and Hiersche 35-41 support the 6pKo0;-pKo; rela- 

tionship. Not as convincing is Leumann's proposal suggesting that opKOs corresponds to the 
Latin *sorcus or 'branch' (91-92). This theory, however, is strengthened by the oath-scenes 
which utilize a scepter in their pronouncements. 

10Another example of her craftiness appears at II. 19.108, where she calls upon Zeus to 
swear an oath concerning the birth of Heracles. Hera manipulates the results of the oath to the 
benefit of Eurystheus and the detriment of Heracles. 

11Leaf (II 83) says that the words of Hera do not become "rank perjury" as long as one 
ignores the lines added by Scholium T: ci artv&dov: tIV?i; rcXiyoxotv "axTa&p CRgiv 8i1 vif 

KacTevr?9evTE(;){S} Sltt/& dyyeiot Xal t ? &E vldva nooi6tdcovt avaKxt" (E 241 a-b). V?FV5(; 
6 t ec Oxt'K o{ av) yap &ao d6gooev "Hpa, (cf. 0 41-2), d.k' b 'YTYvoS; 6it yduov xfi; 
XdptxoS tiuxp TO cacitreOv xcotEi (Erbse III 619). These lines give instructions for Hypnos to 

report to Poseidon and were added seemingly in an effort to explain that action. 

18 



Perjury and the Unswor Oath 

Burkert (253) says of this scene: "the finer art lies in avoiding direct 
perjury but nevertheless deceiving one's partner by means of ambiguous and 
misleading formations..." This type of lying, best illustrated in the lies of 
Odysseus, has been termed "defensive lying."12 Autolycus, Odysseus' grand- 
father, is described as surpassing all men in thievery and the oath (Od. 19.395- 
96), the latter presumably by using ambiguous words. This ambiguity in lying 
and even swearing may not have been acceptable, but seems to have been 
recognized as a real possibility. Swearing falsely is presented as an issue in 
Iliad 19.188 when Agamemnon answers Odysseus' Invitation to an oath: o8)5' 

OktopKlo npo; o6ail{ovos. 

Aristotle maintains that those who invoke the gods when they swear to 
observe certain duties in the future and then fail to do so break the oath 
(PkaiVct zrbv OpKov) but do not intentionally swear a false oath.13 Thus the 

Trojans in Book 3 of the Iliad are not committing perjury: they are oath- 
breakers, since they failed to perform what they had sworn. Although the 
Homeric language at Iliad 10.332 has Hector swearing a false oath to Dolon 
(TJCiopKov ?7Itbgo(c?), Aristotle and others agree that the intention of the oath- 
taker is the essential element which decides whether perjury was committed.14 
Homer does not seem to be taking into consideration the intention of a 
character swearing an oath: a perjurer is the person who swears a false 
proposition, whether its outcome is beyond his control or not. Hesiod describes 
the punishment of false oath-swearers and suggests that their intention is an 
important factor by the using the adverb ?KWCV 'willingly': ...zT? K?V Tt; ?KOv 
?7ciopKov 66octc6 Th. 232. More than two centuries later, Herodotus recounts 
the story of Glaucus, who is told by the oracle at Delphi that the intention to 
commit perjury is just as bad as actually committing it (6.86). The intention of 

12To Winkler (135) lying "refers to a policy of systematic and deliberate misdirection...in 
order to protect oneself in a social environment full of enemies and charged with unremitting 
suspicion." In an example of aggressive lying, Odysseus tells the young shepherd (Athena) 
how he murdered a man in Crete for trying to take his booty (Od. 13.259-268), a thinly veiled 
threat. Stanford 36-40 identifies three types of lies: the fictional (told mainly for artistic effect), 
the benevolent (told with an object of doing good to someone else), and the malevolent (told to 
bear false witness against someone else). To Stanford divine lies were purely malevolent. For 
examples of the phenomenon of lying in ancient and modern Greek society, see Walcot 1-19. 

13Aristotle Fragment 143 (Rose 148) in Bekker V 1502, see also Hirzel 77 n.2. In contrast, 
those who intentionally swear a false oath, a validating one which relates to past or present fact, 
are guilty of bEutopKia, or perjury. Latte col. 351 and Plescia 13, 84-85 give definitions for 
promissory and assertory (or validating) oaths. It must be remembered, though, that all the 
distinctions between types of oaths were made by later authors. 

14Cleanthus and Chrysippus; see Hirzel 75-78 and Latte coll. 351-2. Therefore, we can view 
Hector as an oath-breaker but not a perjurer. 
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the oath-taker is also a consideration in the famous statement by Hippolytus in 
Euripides: "my tongue swore, but my mind is unswornm" (Hipp. 612).15 
Euripides' Agamemnon argues that the gods knew how to discern whether an 
oath had been sworn wrongly or coerced (IA 394a-395). 

The type of equivocal statements that we see Hera and Hermes practicing 
appears elsewhere. Herodotus tells how Themiston avoided perjury and murder 

by throwing a young woman into the sea as her father had bid him, but hauling 
her back by a rope he had attached to her (4.154). Thucydides' grim 
assessment of the change in meanings of words and the meaningless of 

promises and oaths in times of war (3.82-84) is a precursor to the accusations 
made common by orators that their adversaries are falsely swearing. The idea 
that the Greeks viewed the oath as a contract between the parties involved lends 
itself to the further step of cleverly wording the oath-formula in order to ward 
off divine punishment.16 

Oaths carry with them a spoken or unspoken curse on the person falsely 
swearing. Calling upon the gods as witnesses gives them a dual role: they 
witness the oath-taking and also act as protectors of the oath, and even 

punishers of the transgressor. In the sacrifice/oath-scene of Iliad 3 Agamemnon 
calls upon (among others) those in the underworld who punish false oath-takers 

(278-79). These are probably the Erinyes, who are specifically named in a 
similar Call to Witness at Iliad 19.259-60.17 Homer (11. 3.301), Herodotus 

(6.86), and Demosthenes (23.68) all mention the extension of punishment upon 
the offspring of the perjurer. 

Is there a double standard for mortals and gods? Zeus and his fellow gods 
lie without scruple. The only hope of getting the truth out of a god was to 
make him swear the inviolable Stygian oath as described in Hesiod. Indeed, it 
would be in a god's best interest to avoid perjury at all costs. According to 

Hesiod, gods make a libation with the water of Styx (Th. 793), so that in effect 

they are making contact with the goddess, who can then convict a god making a 
false declaration (West 374). Whenever anyone of the Olympians lies, Zeus 

15Of course, this line represents the conflict between inner truth and outer appearances, and 
Hippolytus fulfills his original promise to keep his word about the Nurse's confidence; see 
Avery 19-35, and for a discussion of the relationship between curse and oath, Segal 165-180. 

16The connection of bargaining and contracts to oaths was most recently suggested by Plescia 
86, who also provided many of the examples of oaths in other authors. 

17Burkert 197-98, who says that lines 278-79 do not presuppose a judgment of the dead; 
rather, the Erinyes are an embodiment of the self-curse that the oath contains. Fontenrose 25 
and Burkert 197, 252 have the Erinyes punishing oath-breakers after death. Kirk (1985: 305) 
portrays the Furies as dwelling in the earth but punishing mortals directly on the earth and when 
still alive, as in Aeschylus. 
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sends Iris to fetch the Oscov tcyav o5pKov, the famous "cold water" (Th. 783- 
786). Once a god pours out the libation and then perjures himself (icRoplcov ... 
?z7c 6OCoTI), he remains breathless for a year and for the next nine years is 
exiled from the councils and feasts of the gods (Th. 793-803)-reason enough 
to avoid swearing an oath that is untrue.18 In light of this supposed punishment 
Homer's audience would be interested in Zeus' response to Hera. 

Hera, however, continues talking and gives no indication of a formal 
Execution for the oath, which would include a form of 6oiv)itt and K?kEc?6O. 
Nor do we see a formal Conclusion, which would contain a form of 'oUv)ugI as 
well as a form of T?kcX? with opKos as direct object. Rather, Hera interrupts 
her own oath and attempts to flatter Zeus by telling him that she would advise 
Poseidon to obey Zeus' commands (45-46). This bit of cajolery seems to soften 
Zeus' anger. In narrative we see c6q (p6tro (47), but none of the vocabulary 
which signals that an oath was sworn follows it. The omission of the Execution 
and Conclusion is a reflection of her wish to avoid swearing to something that 
is not true. In fact, she has offered the oath but not sworn it. That Hera did not 
swear the oath was not considered when Aristarchus, Leaf, Whitman and 
Scodel, and others called her oath fraudulent.19 

Homer has his audience watching this scene with considerable suspense. 
We know that Hera is on the verge of swearing a false oath, and we wonder 
what Zeus' reaction will be. Will he accept Hera's protestations and grandiose 
Call to Witness as an oath? Will he be angry with her and punish her seeming 
perfidy? The irony is in Zeus' reaction: ti?rirlo?v! The deviation in this scene 
reflects the success of Hera: Zeus' anger at her is deflected, and he asks her to 
prove the truth of her words by going to the gods and summoning Iris and 
Apollo (53-55). The use of ?T?6v (53) is Homer's emphasis (and Zeus' rec- 

ognition) of Hera's unwillingness to conclude formally the oath and thereby 
swear falsely.20 

18Hirzel 181 suggests that the year-long coma proves the perjury; the nine year ordeal is the 
punishment. 

19Aristarchus: ctapaocKKpovoxot Tov opKov (Erbse IV 16) and Leaf II 108. I have to differ 
with Whitman and Scodel 12 over their description of this oath-scene between Zeus and Hera. 
They, along with Leaf and Burkert, believe that Hera actually swore this oath, whatever am- 
biguities the wording conceals. Hera did not in fact swear, but this assertion in no way weakens 
Whitman and Scodel's interpretation of Poseidon's intervention. 

20If Zeus pressed Hera to take the oath, we no doubt would have ended up with a scene like 
that at II. 23.581ff, where Antilochus refuses to take an oath that Menelaus presses on him. 
This oath-scene is even more obvious in its lack of swearing: the Execution and Conclusion are 
missing, since Antilochus was not willing to perjure himself. 
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The Hymn to Hermes contains similar scenes. Hermes offers an oath to 
both Apollo (h.Merc. 274-76) and Zeus (h.Merc. 383-84) that he is not guilty 
of the theft of Apollo's cattle. 

ei 68 0Xe?et; raotTp6 KC?pactXhv .t&yav opKiov 6ooiogat' 
hi1 gkev Eye nTir%' acb; iOTcioXopgat aoto; ?ivalt, 275 

rtT? titV' aXXov O(conta pocv K,oiOv KO UCtOV Z?pv, 
a't rive at p06e; Eit 

But if you wish I will swear a great oath by the head 
of my father and I promise that neither am I myself guilty 
nor have I seen any other thief of your cows, 
whatever cows are. 

otoOaa Kat arc'; 
cb; OVK aCtzt61 ?iFgt- geyav 6' trcit6(CooL0 it opKov' 383 
o) g& 'Ca ' &OdavT&lv E?KOG'rflTa 7poOipata. 

and you yourself know 
that I am not guilty. But I will swear a great oath; 
no, by these richly decorated porticoes of the gods. 

In both instances Hermes uses the future (6goDgoait 274 and eCt6hScogRat 

383),21 making it even more obvious that the oath is not sworn. The first 

instance begins with an Introduction in which he offers an oath to Apollo that 

he intends to secure by swearing on his father's head (274). This reference 

reminds us of Hera's offered oath at Iliad 15 (especially K?(pacxi, 39) and hints 

at Hermes' hidden agenda: to gain access to Olympus and cause Zeus to ac- 

knowledge him as his son (Clay 134). Hermes then states the Tenor, that he was 

not guilty of the theft himself, nor does he know any other person who stole 

the cows (275-76). 

In the appearance before Zeus, where Apollo and Hermes argue their 

dispute, Hermes again offers to swear in the Introduction to this oath-scene 

(383). His Tenor appears first (383). He calls upon the richly decorated 

21 Et6coogoat is a conjecture by Barnes. Allen 291 objects to this form on the grounds of a 
bad parallel (II. 22.254) and that such a familiar form would be able to be changed to Tct- 

6oplat. He suggests that the original was the typical formula -ytaxv 6' iin OpKov 6gouRait, 
then the OpKov was omitted and added at the end (so 6' xin 61zgo)Lat OpKcov), finally yielding 
8?xtciooigLat, which was weakened to 86Ecit6OogaC or aitogolt. Either way, a future tense is 

clearly in order. 
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porticoes of the gods as witness, especially appropriate, as Clay points out, for 
the young god seeking to penetrate them (384).22 

The focus has always been on Hermes' wording in each oath-scene. "The 
wily god has chosen his words carefully; neither here nor later, in the presence 
of Zeus, does he actually perjure himself; he never drove the cows through the 
door" (Clay 134). Baumeister (229) and Gemoll (236) have pointed out the 

discrepancy in his words to Zeus: he drove the cows into the cave (not his 
house) and he slipped in and out through the keyhole (so he did not cross the 
threshold). Allen and Sikes (176) maintain that Hermes perjured himself freely 
in front of Apollo, but chose words that were literally true when he argued his 
case before Zeus. Sowa (172) bluntly states that the two oaths (lines 274 and 
383) are false. 

In fact, Hermes has not sworn an oath either time; he has only offered it. 
I am not arguing that Hermes be deprived of his due: his words at lines 377- 
382 are clever, and his defense before Zeus reflects his well-deserved 

reputation as the god of thieves. Moreover, his ambiguity rivals that of Hera in 
Iliad 15. Nevertheless, although he offers an oath at lines 274 and 383, at no 
time does he actually swear it. The first argument in favor of this inter- 
pretation is the use of the future tense in both instances: 6tooticat (274) and 
?7i6c0toogCt (383). The future suggests the offering and not actual swearing of 
an oath. Six oath-scenes in Homer involve the offering of an oath, and only one 
of them is in fact sworn.23 The use of a future form (6go`utat or another 

verb) is the usual signal for these offers of an oath. 
In addition, from what we have seen of a typical oath-scene, these offered 

oaths are not sworn. As discussed earlier, for an oath to be considered sworn, 
it must have an Execution and/or Conclusion. In each offered oath the Intro- 
duction and Tenor elements are discernible (though the Tenor at 379-80 comes 
first), and at line 384, Hermes gives a Call to Witness. An audience familiar 
with the oath-scenes of Homer has every reason to expect an Execution and/or 
Conclusion, and attention is drawn to their absence. 

Finally, the parallels of these two oath-scenes in the Hymn to Hermes with 
the oath offered by Hera at Iliad 15 must be mentioned. Hera and Hermes both 
rely on their own craftiness to deliver them from a difficult situation. We have 

22Clay 136 n.129. See also Allen, Halliday, and Sikes 328: "The oath 'by the splendid 
porticoes' seems parodic. He intended to live there." 

23II. 1.233, 15.36, 21.373; Od. 14.151, 19.302, 20.229. Achilles offers an oath at I. 1.233 
to no one person in particular. Despite the lack of formal Execution and Conclusion, his act of 
throwing down the scepter carries out the oath (11. 1.245-6), and it is concluded by his sitting 
down (II. 1.246). See Callaway 73-75 for a discussion of this scene. 

23 



Cathy Callaway 

already examined the carefully chosen words each god uses and may justifiably 
accuse them of lying. Yet Hermes and Hera merely offer oaths, and none of 
these oath-scenes is completed with Execution or Conclusion elements, thus 

negating any force the offers had. Furthermore, the similarity of Zeus' re- 
action to both the oaths offered to him is striking and serves to characterize 
both oath-offerers: he laughed (g?ei6rleV II. 15.47 and gly' 54yeXaooGev 
h.Merc. 389). Here then is the summation of the attitude towards lying and 
even perjury among the gods. Lying was acceptable, and the more cleverly 
done the more it was admired. Perjury, however, was severely punished.24 

This article has established the fact that neither Hera nor Hermes was 

guilty of perjury. In order to strengthen their lies, they each offered to swear 
an oath but did not in fact swear it. The impact of the offer and the lies 
themselves is stated directly in the reactions of Zeus and Apollo. Zeus smiles at 
Hera's attempt to extricate herself from blame (gceiTr Gev II. 15.47), Apollo 
laughs at the baby Hermes' lie (yeXacoax h.Merc. 281), as does Zeus 

(~y,?kacoo?v, 389). It may be that Apollo and Zeus, as the gods with superior 
status in the situation, can afford to be generous and overlook the lies. It may 
be that craftiness and ambition, like love, receive their just rewards. 

24It is surprising, then, when Apollodorus tells us that Zeus swore (oi&cogaoozco 2.1.3) that 
he had not been with Io. Perhaps we should consider the rank of the perjurer in this case, or the 

explanation put forth by Hesiod (fr. 124) that false oaths about sexual activity may be exempt. 
The fact that Hesiod proposed this solution suggests that unpunished perjury, even by the king 
of the gods, was as troubling in antiquity as it is now. 

24 



Perjury and the Unswor Oath 

Works Cited 

Allen, T. W. 1895. "The Text of the Homeric Hymns: II." JHS 15: 251-313. 
, W. R. Halliday, and E. E. Sikes. 1936. The Homeric Hymns. Oxford. 
and E. E. Sikes. 1904. The Homeric Hymns. London. 

Arend, W. 1933. Die Typischen Scenen Bei Homer. Berlin. 
Avery, H. C. 1968. "My Tongue Swore, But My Mind Is Unsworn." TAPA 99: 19-35. 
Baumeister, A. 1860. Hymni Homerici. Leipzig. 
Bekker, I. 1870. Aristotelis Opera. Berlin. 
Benveniste, E. 1948. "L'expression du serment dans la Grece ancienne." RHR 134: 81-94. 
Boisaq, E. 1950. Dictionnaire etymologique de la langue Grecque, 4th ed. Heidelberg. 
Bollack, J. 1958. "Styx et Serments." REG 71: 1-35. 
Burkert, W. 1985. Greek Religion. trans. J. Raffan. Cambridge, Mass. 
Callaway, C. 1990. The Oath in Epic Poetry. Dissertation: University of Washington. 
Chantraine, P. 1968-77. Dictionnaire etymologique de la langue Grecque. Paris. 
Clay, J.S. 1989. The Politics of Olympus. Princeton. 
Edwards, M. 1987. Homer: Poet of the Iliad. Baltimore. 
Erbse, H. 1973. Scholia Graeca in Homeri Iliadem. Berlin. 
Fontenrose, J. 1968. "The Gods Invoked in Epic Oaths." AJP 89: 20-38. 
Frisk, H. 1954. Griechische etymologisches Worterbuch. Heidelberg. 
Gemoll, A. 1886. Der Homerischen Hymnen. Leipzig. 
Hiersche, R. R. 1958. "Note additionelle relative a l'etymologie d'opKo; et d'ogvi'ug." REG 

71: 35-41. 
Hirzel, R. 1904. Der Eid. Leipzig. 
Kirk, G. S. 1985. The Iliad: A Commentary, Vol.l. Cambridge. 

. 1981. "Some Methodological Pitfalls in the Study of Ancient Greek Sacrifice" in Le 
sacrifice dans l'antiquite, eds. J. Rudhardt and 0. Reverdin. Geneva. 41-90. 

Latte, K. 1932. "Meineid." RE Suppl. 15. 346-357. 
Leaf, W. 1900. The Iliad, 2nd ed. Amsterdam. 
Leumann, M. 1950. Homerische Worter. Basel. 
Luther, W. 1954. Weltansicht und Geistesleben. G6ttigen. 
Milder, D. 1930. "G6tteranrufungen in Ilias und Odyssee." RM 79: 7-34. 
Plescia, J. 1970. The Oath and Perjury in Ancient Greece. Tallahassee, Fla. 
Segal, C. 1972. "Curse and Oath in Eurpides' Hippolytus." Ramus 1: 165-180. 
Sowa, C. A. 1984. Traditional Themes and the Homeric Hymns. Chicago. 
Stanford, W.B. 1950. "Studies in the Characterization of Ulysses III." Hermathena 75: 35-48. 
Walcot, P. 1977. "Odysseus and the Art of Lying." Antiquity 8: 1-19. 
West, M. L. 1966. Hesiod. Theogony. Oxford. 
Whitman, C. and R. Scodel. 1981. "Sequence and Simultaneity in Iliad N, E and 0." HSCP 

85: 1-15. 
Winkler, J. J. 1990. The Constraints of Desire. New York. 

25 


	Article Contents
	p. [15]
	p. 16
	p. 17
	p. 18
	p. 19
	p. 20
	p. 21
	p. 22
	p. 23
	p. 24
	p. 25

	Issue Table of Contents
	Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-), Vol. 123 (1993), pp. i-viii+1-420
	Front Matter [pp.  i - viii]
	Presidential Address 1992, New Orleans, Louisiana
	Cultural Fictions and Cultural Identity [pp.  1 - 14]

	Greek Poetry and Prose
	Perjury and the Unsworn Oath [pp.  15 - 25]
	Homer's Ethical Geography: Country and City in the Odyssey [pp.  27 - 78]
	First Appearances in the Odyssey [pp.  79 - 107]
	Inventa Componere: Rhetorical Process and Poetic Composition in Pindar's Ninth Olympian Ode [pp.  109 - 147]
	Hekabe's Extended Supplication (Hec. 752-888) [pp.  149 - 160]
	Heraclides' Three Soul-Gates: Plato Revised [pp.  161 - 180]
	Impersonation of Voice in Callimachus' Hymn to Apollo [pp.  181 - 198]

	Latin Poetry
	Romani numen soli: Faunus in Ovid's Fasti [pp.  199 - 217]
	Quaelibet Audendi: Fortunatus and the Acrostic [pp.  219 - 245]

	Hellenistic and Roman Studies
	Ptolemy II and the Hunting of African Elephants [pp.  247 - 260]
	Interstate Kinship and Roman Foreign Policy [pp.  261 - 286]
	Livia and the History of Public Honorific Statues for Women in Rome [pp.  287 - 308]

	Theory and Method
	Sappho Schoolmistress [pp.  309 - 351]
	Enargeia and the Spectator in Greek Historiography [pp.  353 - 377]
	Evidence from Experimental Psychology for the Rhythm and Metre of Greek Verse [pp.  379 - 403]

	Paragraphoi
	A Cautionary Tale [pp.  405 - 410]
	The APA and the Regional Associations [pp.  411 - 413]
	The APA and the Regional Associations: A Reply [pp.  413 - 416]
	An Electronic TAPA [pp.  417 - 418]

	Back Matter [pp.  419 - 420]





