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Human cognition and narrative
closure

The Odyssey’s open-end'

Joel P. Christensen

Although there has been much work on the psychological relevance of Homeric language and

on cognitive aspects of memary and identity in Homer (e.g. Minchin 2001 and 2007),% Literary

- approaches informed by cognitive science may still help us see both the Iiad and the Odyssey in

new ways. In particular, the application of cognitive science to Homeric poetry promises to help

- modern readers appreciate how deeply—even if only implicily—ancient Greeks understood
" human mental functions, thus providing another perspective on interactions between poem and

audience during repeated pesformances. Collective narratives which developed over ime—like
those represented by orally derived epic—reflect the ways in which storytelling emerges from and
reinforces patterns inscribed in previous narratives and social roles. A range of modern cognitive
theories support the centrality of storytelling to shared culeure: intersubjectivity, for example,
emphasizes how our collective everyday life is built from worlds shared with others through
common natratives (see especially in Zlatev et al. 2008).> The theory of extended mind, too,
helps us to understand how complex mental functions may rely in part on our eavironment and
engagement with others (see Clark and Chalmers 1998). And, as David Hutto (2007) argues, sach
narrative engagement channels ‘folk psychology’, echoing the process whereby children develop
the ability to attribute mental states to others by hearing-and telling stories.

The broad cognitive frameworks for narrative [ have just mentioned should encourage us to
reconsider representations of minds in Homeric epic and potential interactions between such
representations and the minds of epic’s audiences. Asa step in this direction, this chapter explores
some ways in which modem cognitive frameworks help us understand both the problematic
ending of the Odyssey and, through an exegesis of this end, aspects of literary closure in general.
I will start by describing a range of cognitive and literary frameworks for human responses to
closure. Then, I will survey signs of closure in the Odyssey, some interpretive difficulties of
effeceing closure in the tale, and the epic’s economy of pleasure. wili close by focusing on
three representations of problematic closure deployed in Odyssey 24 to argue both that the epic
anticipates its audiences’ responses to complete and incomplete knowledge and that a cognitive-
literary approach facilitates a useful reinterprefation of the poem. The epic depicts pleasure
coming from narratives that resolve and grief issuing from incomplete endings. In doing so, it
provides an anticipative framework for its own ending: inexplicable or problematic endings,
rather than being mere causes of grief, present opportunities for agency and redefinition.
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Storytelling, human cognition, and closure

As I will discuss below, the Homeric Odyssey has a complex end with a history of fraught
interpretations. I assume that the strangeness of the epic’s end is purposeful and that it derives
in part from a basic understanding of the relationship between the human mind and narrative
closure. Before adumbrating the basic outlines of the epic’s ends and its interpretive difficul.
ties, it will be useful to survey some cognitive theories about the importance and function of
storytelling.

There are a range of approaches which emphasize the relationship between narrative and
cognition in human minds. For instance, Mark Turner has argued that imagining a narrative
sequence 15 2 “fundamental instrument of thought” (1996, 4) and, further, that utilizing some na.-
ratives as paradigmatic—patterns that guide the way we interpret the world—is “indispensable
to human cognition” (5). The experience of narrative and, in turn, its generation is essential to
cognitive development. From the beginning of our experience of the world, we internalire
causality: For example, pre-linguistic infants come to expect outcomes {objects falling when
pushed, for example) and EXPress surprise at encountering something non-causal (Bruner 1986,
18). Charles Fernyhough describes well the emergence of a toddler’s capacity to remember
events along with the ability to tell stories with the self at center (2012, 17).* And these early
stonies—as well as the memories they generate—necessarily entail a sense of cause and effect
which may be imposed on observed phenomena by human agency.

There is, then, a gap between what happens in the external world and the story our brains

develop to explain observed events. As Tumer argues, the human mind converts things that
happen (an event-story) into acts (action-stories) that necessitate agents and objects, which in
turn requite responsibility and blame; as 2 result, human audiences will tend to reject narratives
that fail to adhere to previous narrative experience. The importance of narrative sequence is
implicit m the argument of Aristotle’s Poetics when he insists that a plot must have a beginning,
middle, and end (Poetics, 1450b~1451a). For Aristotle, this imitation of events as hurnans expeti-
ence them conveys pleasure. Aristotle does not explain why a plot that is causally connected
with a clear end is the best one.® But if we follow his argument throughout the Poetics, a com-
pelling plot—namely one that adheres to audience expectations about causal relations—is more
effective in conveying verisimilitude, and therefore most successful in proveking an emotional
reaction when the expected pattern is excepted, generating surprise and wonder. Aristotle calls
this cleansing eatharsis—and scholars like Martha Nussbaum have argued that catharsis is both
emotional and intellectual: that the experience of identifying with a mimetic narrative forces the
audience into a “clarification concerning who we are”.”

So, Aristotle makes it clear that stories with endings that seem causally determined facilitate our
enjoyment of and identification with 2 story {along with a clarification of identity). As Andy Clark
(2015) proposes in his theary of ‘predictive processing’, our brains are constantly engaged in a
process of predicting outcomes and mapping actions based on a store of prior experiences.® These
predictive processes govern basic motor functions as well as some higher-order behaviors, While
we share such cognitive apparatus with other animals, Clark argues that what makes human cog-
nition different is our ability to shape and rely on our environments and the extended cognitive
field provided by human culture and language (14-16).° As a result, then, of such basic cognitive
‘wiring’, cutcomes that defy our predictions can cause surprise, if not discomfort,

We can experience a gnawing frustzation that comes from not knowing how a story ends;
this feeling comes equally fiom the expertence of fiction and from the suspense of real hfe.
The studies 1 have mentioned so far help to indicate the fundamental level at which this type
of emotional feedback is generated. While narrative logic dictates that everything which hegins
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narrative functions both to safeguard us against mortal fear and to give us meaning despite it.
Critics have explored and plotted different generic and cultural attitudes toward those narra-
tives that effect closure and those that appear to remain open. Indeed, many readers have seen
a tension or dialectic between openness and closure as an indication of sophisticated narrative,
of what some might call literature. But much of this leads us down interpretive paths that are
both closed and endless—as the late classicist Don Fowler writes, “whether we look for closure

or aperture or a dialectic between them in a text is 2 function of our own presuppositions, not of
anything ‘objective’ about the text” (Fowler 1997, 5).

Ending the poem and the economy of pleasure

What the Odyssey has to say about the emotional effect of storytelling and the way it shapes teller
and audiences derives in part, I believe, from human sensed experience, both of the pleasure
of anticipating a tale’s end and of the pain of not knowing its conclusion. The epic plays with
conventions of story-ending and closure; the complexity of this ‘play’ both relies upon generic
expectations about closure (in a literary sense) and also reflects an understanding of the emotional
mpact of narrative endings. Odyssey 24 offers at least seven closural moments, including: the
second underwoild scene, the third retelling of the story of Laertes’ shroud, the Iast reunion of
the homecoming {Odysseus and Laertes), the split debate among the suitors, followed by the
death of Eupeithes, an adjudicating conversation between Zeus and Athen.
amnesty {Eklesis)." These moments are entwined; but the
explored within the epic.

a, and the imposed
y also address specific themes and plots

How the Odyssey ends has prevented many readers from appreciating its effects. Since at least
the fourth century bce there have been questions about its conclusions—Hellenistic scholars
saw resolution in the amorous reunion of husband and wife (23.293-296), while Aristotle saw
the epic’s telos or completion in the payback of the suitors.'® Fustathius, however, complained
that these interpreters “cut off critical parts of the Odyssey, such as the reunion of Odysseus and
Laertes and many other amazing things” (Comm. ad O4., 11.308). And, although boak 24 is
now accepted as essential to the whole, it has been called “ugly” (Bakker 2013, 129) and “lame,
hasty, awkward, abrupt” (Wender 1978, 63},

In order to appreciate the interpretive chalienges posed by these closural moments briefly

surveyed above, we need to trace the threads of the epic tapestry back to when Odysseus and
Fumaios converse after dining (15.398-402):

Let us delight in one another’s gruesome pains while we drink and dine in my home,

remembering. A man may delight later on in his pains when he has suffered many and gone
through much. "

vist § évi ot mivoves te Suvopsve te

kndeaty EAARAwY weprdusu Levyahsorm
pveondver petd yip s kol Eyeot tépretm avip,
¢ 1ig &) paher ToAAY Tiély ol oA Smahn Of

When understood within its broader thematic framework, this passage marks the epic’s program-
matic engagement with expectations concerning and emotional responses to clostre. Eumaios
supports his injunction to find pleasure in pain with something of a proverb—he moves from
2 proposition about their individual situation to a comment on universal human conditions.
Pleasure for Fumaios and, as implied by his gnomic statement, for others too, emerges In part
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Signaling closure

" The final book of the Odyssey is in part about how to end a poem. This process of its closure,

moreover, itself capitalizes upon both the narrative it has developed prio}r1 €10 thlz|l boocilc ]a;iciaarx;
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the same f:xpt?rience again and again. Different emotional effects from storytelling are centra] .
the conversation between Penelope and Telemachus in book 1 (337~344): o

Phemi
.hermos, you know many other spells for mortals, the deeds of men and gods, the thingg -
. . - . ’ s
singers m'ake famous while they remain here singing as these men sit drinking the{i '
wine 1n silence. Stop this grievous song: it wears always on the heart in my chest anq :

unforgettable grief [penthos alaston] has come over me especially. Always rememberiy
£

that sort of man, I lone fi i
s ng for my husband whose fame [kleos] spreads wide through Greece
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Penelope asAks for the suitors to sing a different song, because this one causes her penthos alast

cez%seiess pain. Note how she limits the function of storytelling for this audience: she chzs -
terizes the song as bewitchment {Behcripia], entertainment. There is a gap here in.the W ra}(;—
mtf.:maI audiences respond to the same narrative: the suitors’ entertainment is Penelo c’j i,
This contrast also bears fruit in its psychological reflections. The cause of the differencz in f}jm
responses becomes clearer when Telemachus speaks (346-355): -

My mother, why do you begrudge the singer to delight wherever his mind leads him
Smger,s arcn’t' to blame but Zeus is who allots to each of mortal men however he wishes-
There’s nothing wrong with him singing the terrible fate of the Danaans. for men make‘
more famous the song which comes most recently to their ears. Let your ’heart and mind

be bold enough to listen: Odys ’ i
: Odysseus wasn’t the only man who lost his h i i
Troy, many other men died too. > homecoming dayin

Telema.chus acknowledges that the story is the “terrible fate of the Danaans™ but end

the telhng of it for two reasons: first, the most entertaining tale is the most recent oniifg
no .story 1s more current than this. And, second, the grief is not only hers: other men died
during tb.e zeturn home. The difference in the responses of Penelope and Telemachus is ea
to explain from an emotional perspective. Penelope is emotionally connected to the abS e
of her husband-—and its effects—in a2 way Telemachus cannot be. Even though Od Senc?
delayed return has had a negative material impact on Telemachus, his fathergis stﬂlyéfleils
story to him. Accordingly, his reception of the tale relativizes it: O,dysseus is one of J:n )
But what often goes unnoticed is that Telemachus and the suitors are able to derive pizsuzt;

because they have implicitl i ; )
a7 Y mplicitly provided a different end to the story: They think that Odysseus

. 1There is additio.nal thematic relevance beyond the divergent emotional responses. When
e emacl{us makes it to Sparta in book 4, Menelaos confesses to indulging in gniéf as he thinks
back to his companions, the war, and the terrible returns home {4.104-112):
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Often, while grieving and mourning everyone and while sitting in my home I sometimes
delight my mind with lamentation; and other times I stop, since my fill for shrill lJament is
fast-coming. I don’t grieve so much for all the others when I mourn as for one who trou-
bles my sleep and my food as I remember him—since no one of the Achaeans toiled and
achieved as much as Odysseus did. T will always feel grief for him and my woe [akhos] for
him is always unforgettable [alaston] because he has been gone so long and we do not know
if he is alive or dead. So, too, must they moumn for him, I imagine, elderly Laertes, prudent
Penelope and Telemachus, the child he left just born in their househoid.

Here again we find an expression of emotion similar to Penelope’s. In contrast to Telemachus,
Menelaos makes Odysseus exceptional; he singles him out from the many others and imagines

“the response of those bereft of him. The diction ties his response to Penelope’s too: He isolates
- Odysseus for causing him grief, here too described as alaston.'® Menelaos provides another clue

i the difference between Telemachus' response to the homecomings and Penelope’s. The

 uiirelenting grief marked by the adjective alastos s steeped in uncertainty or a lack of resclution:
‘Penelope does not know if Odysseus is alive or dead. Telemachus’ commients make it clear that
e does not feel similarly because to his mind the story is over. That Telemachus has wrtten

4n end to his father’s tale is implied in later books. During a conversation with Nestor, in fact,
he declares Odysseus dead and incapable of achieving a “true return” (keive & obkén vooTog

‘#tijropog, 3.241). Later when he asks Menelaus for some fame of his father (&f v por Kamdova

Totpog dvionog, 4.316), he atternpts to put a limit on the tale by framing this request as a wish to
be informed of the “grievous ruin” of that man {xstvov hvypdv Srebpov éviorieiv, 4.323).

** This dynamic between the pleasurable pain from a sad tale that has an end and the destructive
grief from the unresolved narrative appears elsewhere in the Odyssey. As | anticipated in discuss-
ing Fumaios’ invitation to Odyssens to indulge in telling cach other sad tales, the fact that the
tales are complete and behind them is crucial for their pleasure-content—a positive cognitive
feedback loop from telling a complete tale. Stories that have been told and are over are narrative
experiences that communicate who the characters are—the stories that we tell each other of our

 pasts establish identities for our present.

When stories are incomplete and cannot be told, the epic marks them out as having a det-

" fimental effect. Eumaios, in a slightly earlier scene, reveals that he too mourns without ceasing

{alaston) for Telemachus because he does not know if the boy is alive or dead and it causes grief

" because he is helpless to effect any change at all {14.174-190). Eumaios draws a direct connec-

tion between hearing about his guest’s suffering and knowing him (G0} Eye pot ob, yepmé, th &
b0l i€’ évioreg / Kol pot TobT dydpevcov drfropov, Sep’ &b £idd-). The adjective alastos, also
apphied to Odysseus’ absence carlier by Penelope and Menelaos, has etymological associations
to explain its use. I have translated it in different ways (e.g. “ceaseless” or “inescapable”), but its
etymology points most clearly to a root that might render it “unforgettable”—marking some-
thing that cannot be forgotten no matter how hard one tries." The adjective alastos is applied
to grief and grieving (with three different lexical roots: penthos; akhos, and oduromai) over events
that have no clear ending; they are “unforgettable” in the sense of inescapable. These associa-
tions are metanarrative and metacognitive: such grief is connected both to the incompleteness
of the Odyssey and to our desire to turn events into action-narratives that have clear outcomes.
Just as the poem’s external audience witnesses its internal audiences struggling with the incom-
pleteness of tales, the external audience experiences strains of simnilar frustration: in one part, in
sympathy for the characters themselves; and in another, in response to a growing need to know
the end of the tale itself.
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A final occurrence of the same adj

Ithacan assembly on the deaths of the suitors, E

families should do.* Before he speaks, the narrative describes him {(24.428-430):

?ﬁnzng. them then Eupei'thes stood and spoke, for unforgetrable grief [alaston
ed his thoughts over his son Antinoos whom Odysseus killed first. .
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jective helps to support these last assertions. During the
upeithes stands to speak about what the aggrieved

. . penthos]

——mi.n the earlier passages, it is the characters them-
hes is speaking of someone who is already dead and
fc;?ture challenges the claim that there is an essential
adjective alustos. Eupeithes explains the source of his
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etymological: already by the time of Homer, the related noun alastor for avenger was active—
the man who seeks and exacts vengeance is one who by nature cannot or will not forget.?
In addision, the passage draws additional force from its resonance with repeated descriptions
of parents’ unforgettable grief. In the Iliad, Thetis, carrying unforgettable sorrow in her heart,
has penthos alaston in her thoughts as she grieves for Achilles, whom, though still alive, will
die. She is powerless to act to save him (wévlog Ehactov Exovce petd ppeciv: oide Kol ehTde:
11. 24.105). In the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite, the Trojan king Tros feels unforgettable grief
when his son Ganymede disappears (“Unforgettable grief overtook Tros™ mind because he
did not know where the divine wind had taken his dear son [Ganymede}: He mourned him
thereafter continually every day”; Tpdu 82 névllog fhactov &xe epévas, 0498 Tt fidet / Bnmy ol
pihov vidv dviipraos Bfomg Gk / OV 81 Ensita yoooke Sutprepig fpera wivra, 207-209).
And, in Hesiod’s Theogony, Rhea has the same emotional response when Kronos eats her
children {“[Kronos| did not keep 2 blind watch, but he noticed the children [being born|
and ate them up. And unforgettable grief took Rhea”; @ 8 v &p’ ook &haookomuiv Eygv,
DA Sokebov / waidag sobe katémve: Pény § Ege névBog dhaotov, 466-467). In each case, the
inescapable emotion comes from a situation outside the character’s control, is related to a
strong emotional bond, and happens at a time of paralysis or mnaction. In these examples, the
formulaic invocation of grief depends upon a narrative pattern: the pain issues from a lack of
resolution, from not knowing whether one thing or another has happened, and not heing able
to do anything about it.

Here, Homeric formulaic language and its marked deployment echo what modern stud-
ies have demonstrated regarding the impact of a certain type of grief. Psychological research
has identified unresolved griefl—sometimes called “ambiguous loss” {sce Boss 1999)—as a
special category with symptoms similar to “anxiety, depression, and somatic illnesses” (Boss
1999, 10}. The uncertainty or lack of resolution can cause inaction and undermine con-
fidence in the self and the world (ibid., 107). Indeed, additional studies have shown that
individuals who are coping with “complicated grief” demonstrate a diminished capacity for
attention and compromised cognitive functions (Hall et al. 2014}, This is caused in part by
a dysfunctional return to the cause of uncertainty, “a repetitive loop of intense yearning and
longing that becomes the major focus of their lives™.% The courses of treatment effective for
unresolved grief have significant implications for my arguments about the emotional impact
of narrative in the Odyssey. Pharmacological interventions have been shown to be of limited
efficacy. Instead, storytelling and long-term psychotherapy have proved to provide the only
durative relief.® -

Without the intervention of another narrative, people who suffer from unresolved grief
remain like the parents in Homeric poetry mentioned above—paralyzed in an obsessive cycle
of reflection. At times, however, their mental apparatus provides a response from prior expe-
rience, from the store of narrative detail that helps to structure their thoughts and guide their
actions. When the pattern of unforgettable pain is applied to Eupeithes—and the end of the
Odyssey—it induces a variation that imperils the sarvival.of Odysseus and threatens a different
end to this tale. Each of the strands of the epic’s narrative is clipped or tied off, but Eupeithes
has a claim to action that cannot be ignored. His unforgettable grief elicits a paradigmatic pat-
tern: children are open-ended tales, narratives that go on after the end of the parent. For this
Homeric father, a dead child is certainly not 2 closed tale; revenge is not just the quickest
resolution, it is the primary and conventiona! end to this tale. In short, Eupeithes addresses
his own endless grief with a narrative solution: he plans to write the ending of the tale by
killing Odysseus. In this, he is applying a paradigmatic solution. Odysseus has killed his son;
Qdysseus needs to die,
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The sign of the shroud
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but rather a god and Odysseus. This passage elides the events of the epic itself where there is no

dlear collusion between Penelope and Odysseus. Not only does ic appear to deprive Penclope
of some agency and correctly identify some divine agency, but it alse depicts Amphimedon as
blaming the gods for his own suffering {confirming Zeus’ lament discussed above). But, in addi-
tion, this passage [eatures a Homeric character-mind trying to make sense of a series of events
and atteibuting agency and causality in different directions: now Penelope, now Odysseus and a
god, now Telemachus. In his questing to tell a story thac makes sense, Antinoos actually weaves
together a fairly ‘true’ picture of agency and causality.® But he also imposes an interpretation
on the tale—that Odysseus and Penelope colluded ahead of time—which the external audience
knows did not clearly happen. The epic, then, presents a character intentionally re-reading his

own experiences in a way that allows him to make sense of the world he inhabits even as the

sudience of the poem is engaged in a similar process.

At the beginning of book 24, then, the Odyssey re-centers problems of how we interpret the
tales we hear and the impact of our own expectations and needs on the way we retell cur stories.
The metapoetic and metacognitive nature of his closing gesture is reinforced by the act of weaving

* the shroud and the object itself. As many have observed, weaving is often a metaphor not just for

intelligence but for poetic composition in Greek culture and others.® In the Iiad, Helen weaves

" a phares that depicts “The many struggles of the home-taming Trojans and the bronze-girded
" Achaeans / Al the things they had suffered for her at Ares’ hands” {(II. 3.121-128). An ancient

scholar recognized in Helen'’s weaving an embedded metaphor for Homer’s own art, which he

© calls “a worthy archetype for his own poetry” (GEwdypeov apygTomov Gvémhaosy 6 mowyeng i iiag

nomoswg, Schol, bT ad 1. 3.126-127). If we pursue the relevance of the weaving metaphor to
the Odyssey, we find that it continues to shape itself around the relationship between audience
desire and narrative closure. Weaving appears throughout the poemn, but its decoration goes unde-
scribed. Helen gives Telemachus a garment to give to his fusture wife (Qd. 15.123-130}. Calypso
{5.62) and Circe (10.222) weave while singing, Nausicaa leaves a robe for Odysseu$ (6.214} which
Arete recognizes because she made it (7 234-235). We even hear that the Naiads who live on the
shore of Ithaca weave “sca-purple garments, wondrous to see” (13.108), but we never see them.
The lack of description might be less confounding if Penelope’s delaying were not understood as
equivalent to the delaying narrative strategies of the Odyssey.” But few commentators have wor-
ried about what might be pictured on the finely woven cloth. Barbara Clayton writes:

Homer's audience would have assumed an implicit narratve component in Penelope’s
web, perhaps that she is depicting the heroic deeds of Laertes ... 1 do not think that
Homer's silence on this point represents the omission of an unimportant detail. I would
argue instead that Homer deliberately leaves the narrative content of the web within the
realm of potentiality. And this aspect of potentiality in turn complements the fact that

Penelope’s web is potentially never complete.
{2004, 34

The undescribed content of the shroud is a metaphor for the unbounded and complete
nature of the Odyssey itself. It simultaneously responds both to our reluctance to end a tale and
our need to do so. Tis completion, coterminous with Odysseus’ return, seals its connection with
that narrative —especially considering that, like the tale of the epic, the shroud was woven and
unwoven before it was finally ‘made’. But the refusal to provide an image on the shroud—or

to describe the image that is there—Ileaves narrative work to the audience itself.” Amphimedon
own story on the blank surface

emerges in the poem as a stand-in for someone who “writes’ his
e narrative, his retelling of the

of the shroud. But since he is an observer and a participant in th
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tale engages with the themes I discussed above regarding the way Homeric characters Process
and act upon narratives. Even in the underworld, Amphimedon reconsiders and retells his story
in an attempt to take control of it. He shows us how he completed it by placing himself in 4

perspective where he was the victim of unexpected collusion. In doing so, he models (mis-) |

reading for the narrative’s audiences and, further, contributes to the epic’s presentation of the
impact of narrative on human life. The blankness of the shroud leaves the narrative work to g
and we are compelled to finish its tale. We have to telf that story just as, 1 propose, we have to
imagine what happens after the end of the Odyssey.

The end of a poem

While the epic dramatizes our need to provide an end to a tale through the depiction of Eupeithes’
death and an exploration of the theme of unforgettable grief, its deployment of the shroud motif
applies an implicit understanding of the hinan narrative mind by creating a puzzle for its audiences.
Our modem undenstanding of cognitive science can help us understand the effect thes has oufside
the poem. The unexplained here becomes not a cause of grief but instead an opportunity for agency.

T opened this chapter by discussing some of the thematic and compositional problems of the
Odyssey’s final book. One advantage for using a cognitive approach to the Odyssey is that it helps
us to zcknowledge that it is within the epic’s range of narrative strategies not to make sense,
or to challenge our expectations for narrative In part because these very expectations are hased
on other narratives, The device of raveling and unraveling narrative becomes a powerful sign of
indeterminacy and control. Book 24 returns to this image and features someone whose life {and
story) is over, encouraging the audience to think of the shroud and its attendant interpretive
issues as the story ends.

Earlier 1 emphasized the powerful desire on the part of the audience to hear—if not
produce—the end of the tale. This desire is connected to our causal sense of narrative, embed-
ded on a cognitive level and present in a compulsion to bring stories —even our OWI—t0
completion. This perspective makes me hear the repeated report of the shroud’s comple-
tion differently: “so she was completing i, though unwilling, under compulsion” (fg & pav
dlettheoos kol obk £08hovo’, On’ avaying). Anangk? in Greek poetry can signal physical force
or threat (as it does here) but it can be generalized as an externally imposed compulsion,
something like fate. Thus, this line signals that the sign of the shroud is also in part about the
necessary completion of a thing, be it a garment, a poem, or even a life itself

In its retelling and redeployment as a sign of closure, the shroud is not altogether the most
complicated motift it is delivered by a dead man among the dead. Book 24, then, starts with
a moment of narrative surphus modeling how part of its own tale is received by audiences
who have no further tales to live. But before Amphimedon speaks, we get to eavesdrop on a
conversation between Agamemnon and Achilles (24.93-98):

So you, when you died, didn’: lose your name, but your fame will always be noble among
all men, Achilles. But what consolation is this for me when I ran the war? Zeus devised
ruinous pain for me in my homecoming at the hands of Aigisthos and my destructive wife,

&G ob pév ovdE Bavaw Gvop’ dhecog, GAML To1 aist
ndvTag én’ dvipedimong 1805 EooeTon 60Lav, " Agiidel
obtip Epol i 168’ fidog, drel néhenoy Tohdmsuon;

&V Voot Yap pot Zedg pficato Aoypov Bredpov
Adyictlov dnd yepol xai odAopsvng dhdyoro.
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i 1 i 1 t
Agamemnon says this to Achilles after the latter has sympathized with him that he did no
ga

i tral
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' { the Hiad hear Odysseus’ tale, they appear to con s g2 otects
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o Q 5 '
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call aporia or pathlessness in a Platonic dialogue. In recent work, Laura Candiotto {(2015)
argues that emotion and reason collaborate cognitively in the aporetic state. Candiotto
on cognitive studies that examine “epistemic emotions”
a “transformative process that allows us to find, within
an otherness” (242). Further, she suggests that the emo
required to achieve this state are dependent upon group intellectual and emotional work,
what some have called the extended mind and the extended emotions.” From the perspective
of performance, we would here understand the instrumental nature of
its own and each other’s perception of and response to the narrative.
reshaping, the audience itselfis remade as wetl.

The Odyssey’s final book begins with concerns about the reception of narrative and reflects
upon the difficult challenges of bringing a tale to its end. The conversations of the dead also
prompt audiences to think about what kind of tale this is: Achilles received immortal fame for
dying in war; Agamemnon became part of a negative homecoming paradigm with his wife.
The open-end remains for Odysseus’ own stery. By retelling Odysseus’ killing of the suitors
within parenthetical considerations for different types of fame, the epic makes clear that it is
really Odysseus” story that is at issue here and, further, that the final details added in this story
transform what kind of story it has become. The end of
paradigmatic forces of audience expectation and cogniti

draws
to argure that the aporetic state entails

negativity itself, the key to imagine
tional shame and the cognitive field

the audience in shaping
Except, in this mutual

the Odyssey acknowledges, then, the
ve dissonance exerted on its closure

which motivate the compulsion to bring the story to an end.

- A longer exploration of this theme would include a fuller explication of the eklésis, the
suddenly imposed end of the Odyssey. But this chapter’s comments have helped to frame the
effect of such immediate and “false’ closure on its audience(s). If the epic leaves us with unfor-
gettable grief, it comes from the pain of not having our questions answered and knowing they

likely will not be. These moves are critical of a simplistic and ovezly paradigmatic use of myth
and they echo both what Arstotle says about the importance of predictability and surprise
in effective narratives and what modern science has told us about the human mind: that we
desire clear causality and closure so much that we will fabricate it if necessary. The grief that
the epic’s players experience at not knowing Odysseus’ fate echoes the real-life pain of not
knowing a loved one’s fate, not understanding how to live (or act) after 2 momentous evernt,
or the anxiety of an unknown death that awaits everyone. Such abruptness and lack of closure

play upon our reflexive desire to know a story’s end and demand that its audiences consider
what other kinds of endings might be possible,

Notes

t Versions of this chapter were presented at the 2016 CAMWS Annnal Meeting in Williamsburg, VA,
New York University, and Harvard University. Much gratitude is due to helpful comments from audi-
ences there and to Peter Meineck for insightful and helpful comments on an earlier drafe,

For overviews of Homeric psychology, see Harrison 1960; Russo and Simon 1968; and Russo 2012.
Palmer (2610} calls “jatermentsl thought” a type of “extended cognition or intersubjectivity” that char-
acterizes the dynamic relationship between external and internal fimctions of minds {35-41). For a
theory of mind related to this, see Zunshine 2006, 6-8.

For “fotk psycholegy”, cf, Bruner 1986, 6; and White 2007, 102-106.

For the evolutionary development of the human capacity for narrative, see Gotschalk 2012, 26-31;
cf. Dennet 2017, 177-204; cf, Logan 2007, 41-58 for the emergence o
extended mind. Churchland (2013, 204-205)
sciousness possible,

For a recent analysis of Ariscotle’s plots, see Mein
of predictive processing which proposes that our

f language and the theory of
argues against the proposal that language makes con-

eck 2017, 30-51. Meineck draws on the theory
brains are always predicting outcomes for given
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: 3 ? and
i tances based on prior models or patterns. Surprise creates a ‘sensory error that sharpens an
CITCLLINS
unsettles cognition. CL. Clark 2015,
7 See Nusshaurn 1986, 390-391; contra Nuttal.l 1996, '10—.16. 2017
8 See also Clark 2013 and the integration of his theories in Meinec 017. e sbove. moce 5. There
he importance of human language in the development of consciousness, see above, o S here
’ if;OSroth deiate about the extent to which cognitive function and riar‘mm;?i ca;le;bvjezzncrzr; Cogr;idvé
i d presentation of the relationship
erview of recent debates and a nuance; lp
Znec;:tions and cultural variations, see Senzaki et al. 2014, CE. Kaplm':z et al. 2105;1 can taks place in 2
C% Le Hunie and Golembiewski 2014, 75: “Thanks to storyt.eﬂxr}g, evolu ke puce 2
¥ i éle lifetime. You don’t need to die of thirst to realize that going into the desert witho
sin .

bad idea”

. . 4
11 See Scloman, Greenberg, and Pyszczynska 2015, 8082 for the connection between mortal anxiety an

al discourse and individual narratives. ' ’ o .
2 ‘;Othdcch]"étou; to tskf:se signs of closure, the promise of an mland;ourney forett.)ld by Te].rejiﬁs g;)féoe;g
L i: l:ook 11 adds another layer of indeterminacy to how the epic ends. On this see especially
— d Purves 2010, 77-89. . ‘ ) o
égz(}i 7'1?1 70811323 2;6 HMQ list this as “the end [péras] of the Odyssey whe.:eas S;ktllcl)l. tni?%d.eiz 96
v h/i\?\'find 153 :;ttest this as “the end [félos] of the Odyssey.” For an overview of the ep s
Bertman 196&; Moulton 1974; Wender 1978.
i 1 OWIL ' . 3639,
1; ?11 C;IT:)SLSE‘C):; atlr;or?v‘?ng (4.624 and 17.167-16%), watching the beggar Iros fight Odysseus {18.36-39)
ce - .
i 306).
17.604-606), and revelry {18.304--30 g dor ik
16 t;?)l;q;:lt;;%h(les as programmatic see Adkins 1960, 19-20; cf. Marks 2008, 22-23. Contra Van der

; Clay 1983, . . 1 -
17 }:zi%]fa‘;i;sr Zelief about Odyssens’ death, see Barker and Christensen 2015, 94-95; for Telemachus

i M han 2002, . ‘ § . 2006
18 ;Zsruf ,sslifrt a?ngln;gs of the adjective alasion, see Barker and Christensen 2015, 94-96. Cf oraux

i te 19). . e
19 gggaﬁliﬁ%éﬁ 695—)96 for Thetis; cf. Marks 2008, 67-68. &haotoc: alastos, likely ﬁolr:n t;lz(; 15:); ; el; s
‘es‘ca e memory’,' cf. Gk. AavBive (“escape notice’); GAndig (‘true’); ln.en { forgetﬁ{lltfézg.
to &A%Gtoap (aldstdr, ‘avenger’) as ‘one who does not forget’. Sfc Chmptrmt.lillets.cx;;n e bepforgOtteﬂ’,.
20 See Loraux 2006, 156-161 for a discussion of the poetics of “mourning tha
e, note 12. . ) .
ii ;ei:oi)bko ::z’dng}:lirar 2009, 69. They go on to describe a “maladaptive” excess of avoidance and obsession
i ial isodation. ) ' . e
3 éeadjgis:i;%(; 129 Zisook and Shear 2009, 7071 for “complicated grief treatmegt whzcl:joizl inx;r“
’ z;ﬂti\;e beha,vior:;l techniques with aspects of interpersanal psycho-therapy and motival
c
viewing”. Cf. Shear et al. 2016.
24 For the differences, sce Lowenstam 2000.

39-341. : .
32 i‘:e L:‘::iigaalzdzge?gi fame, of, Muelter 2010, Murnaghan 1987, 95-96: Penelope is also a weaver of
n Wi , cf.

fots. On weaving in the Odyssey and méfis, see Slatkin 2011., .2.34*237;.C1ay;0n ?U(iég;ssszg Odyssens
27 Iéf Aust;in 1975, 253; Peradotto 1990, 83-84. For the possibility that in other tra
ret;.lrn home Laertes and Penelope were colluding, see: Haller 2013,
in, Cl 2004, 38. o ' -
32 gee’g&%ﬁzy et al. 2015 for the relationship between cognitrve discrepancy and dls;c::rgan;:z ;c;(i)t;zn ;);
30 Fei a succinct articulation extended mind theory—which posits that othgf peopleda?: o ; evirmen:
ﬁ.lonction as an essential part of the functioning of human minds—see .(Jlark an halmer mmés o
the longer exploration in Logan 2007, For intermental thought and the importance
understanding how fiction works, sce Palmer 2010, 240-245.
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