
THE BOAR-HI.JNT IN GREEK MYTI{

It has been observed, with a frisson of surprise, that in European folk-
tales which feature hunting, the most fearsome and dangerous animal is
regularly not the bear or the wolf, but the wild boarl. The present article
seeks an explanation for why this should be, with particular reference to
Greek literature2 and myth. Not that comparative material is totally
shunned. Indeed, I begin my investigation with a quote, from a notable
practitioner of the comparative method, which goes right to the heart of the

matter: "The widespread association of the boar-hunt with the death or
murder of heroes is puzzling until one realises that the death of the boar is
itselfthe death of a hero and evokes guilt in his slayers, who can scarce be-

lieve his courage". With these words the late A.T. Hatto,'distinguished
polymath and professor of German literature in the University of London,
summed up3 an intuition that has wide implications, and not merely for our
understanding of Greek myth.

What is meant by the "death or murder of heroes" as associated with the

boar-hunt can readily be exemplified from the literary instances Hatto him-
self cites: (i) boar-hunts that lead directly îo the hero's death include, most

famously, that of Adonis (in Greek literature)4, and from "the mid-elev-
enth century versified Persian romance of Wîs and R6mîn", the story of
how king Moabad, robbed of his wife \Mîs by his younger brother Ràrnîn,

"lies encamped in hope of bringing Ràmîn to battle", when "a mighty boar

I "Auffallend bleibt, dass nicht Bàr oder Wolf in europ[iúsche] Màrchen als gef?ihr-

lichste rJVild gefiirchtet werden, sondern das Wildschwein": Lutz Róhrich in Enzyklopiidie

des Miirchens s.v. "Jagd, Jagen, Jàger" (7.403). This entry provides a useful introduction

to the role of the hunt in world-wide folk-tale (with full bibliographical notes pp. 4O7 ff.).

Cf. A. Beurmann (ed.), Es war eÍnmal ein Jtigersmann.-. Miirchen, Sagen und lcgenden
vom Jagend und der ltiger (Heidelberg 1966) Index s.v. "Wildschwein".

2 ,,Ihe Homeric epics show a like appreciation of the boar's matchless courage... in-

deed for battle - fury they place him above the mightier lion": A.T. Hatto in the first of the

treatnents listed in the following note, p. xii (the reference is to Iliadic similes). For boar

similes in the lliad see the Indexes to the individual volumes of the Cambridge commen-

tary on this poem s.v. "Similes... boar".
3 On p. xiii of the heface of his Collected Writings (Anglica Germanica series 2): Es-

says on Medieval German and Other Poetry (Cambridge 1980). Three articles reprinted in

this collection are particularly relevant to the present study: Poetry andthe hunt ín medi-

eval Germany, *AUMLA - 25, 1966,33 ff. = Essa/s pp.298 ff i 'Venus and Adonis' - urd
theboar,'Mod.Lang.Rev."41, 1946,353ff.=Essayspp.22ltr.;andSnalce-swordsand
boar-h-elms ìn 'Beowulf , "Engl. Stud." 38, 1957 , 145 ff. = Essays pp.233 ff-

4 See below p. 5.
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runs from the forest and sets the army in confusion. Moabad rides out to
confront the boar, misses with his javelin, and is gashed from navel to
heart, the seat (so the poet tells us) of love and hate"5. (i1) Boar-hunts that
are associated rnore indirectly with the death of the hero include the climax
of the Irish and Scottish folk+ale of Diarmuid and Gróinne6. Here Diar-
muid, nephew of King Fionn, elopes against his will with his uncle's wife
Gróinne; successfully kills the boar his uncle has been hunting; but is then
brought low by being made to measure the back of the brute he has slain:
while pacing its back bare-foot he is pierced in the heel by one of the boar's
poisonous bristles. Better known (perhaps thanks to Richard Wagner's
Rrng) is the ruse whereby Gunther and Hagen in the Nibelungenlied en-
compass the death of Siegfried: they invite him to a boar-hunt, and after-
wards Hagen stabs Siegfried in the back, while he is slaking his thirst at a
brook. "The motif of a knight who is treacherously slain at a boar-hunt,
with his murderer blaming his death on the boar, occurs in the old Pro-
vengal Daurel et Beton and in related chansons de gestes", as Hatto re-
minds us7. I close this deliberately brief and incomplete section of exam-
ples by returning to Greek myth and its firost famous instance of a boar-
hunt, that of Meleager in Calydon. Here too the hero's death is associated
indirectly with the vanquishing of the boar: Meleager successfully dis-
patches it, but is then embroiled in a quarrel with his two uncles over the
distribution of the spoils, a quarrel which relates to his growing passion for
the chaste huntress Atalantas. He kills them; and their sister, his mother
Althaea, in angry revenge brings about the death of her son by burning the

5 See Hatto (as cited in n. 3) p. xi f.
6 On this story see further the article by K.H. Schmidt in Enzyktopitdie des Miirchens

s.v. "Diarmuid* (3.604 ff.). Cf. his remarks p. 605: "M&chenhafte Zúge - die Verwand-
lung des toten Sohnes von Roc Mac Dicain in einen Eber dessen Tod gleichzeitig
D[iarmuid]s Ende impliziert'.

7 As cited in n. 3, p. xiii and p. 301. For an introduction to the topic of Chansons de ge-
sta see Ulrich Mólk's article s.v. in Enrykl. des Mtirchens (2.1221 ff.).

8 Karl Meuli (Ges. Schr. 2 p. 1053 f. n. 4) detected a parallelism here: Meleager's
father Oeneus had bought the boar down on Calydon as a punishment from Afemis be-
cause he omitted to sacrifice to her (1/. 9.533 ff.). The son avoids and repairs the father's
error by bestowing the honorific boar's hide upon Atalanta, the chaste huntress and equiva-
lent of Artemis (for artefacts which show or imply this bestowing see Boardman in LIMC
I s.v. "Atalanta" B 19-27. Some Greek vases show Atalanta clad in an animal skin like
Artemis: see Boardman iD. A5 (fragmentary black figure Attic dinos, c. 560 B.C.) and l0
(black figure Boeotian kantharos, second quarter 6th cent. B.C.). On this interpretaúon, the

story (at least up to this point) originates as an aition about the appropriate heatment of
Artemis comparable to the aition which Meuli thinks underlies the story of Dionysus in.fl.
6.130 ff. (for Meuli's views on this see my remarks in "Eikasmos" I l, 2000).
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famous stick of wood on which his life depends.
It will be seen that both categories of hero's death exemplified above are

associated not only with a boar-hunt but also with sexual passion, often of
an illicit sort. This is a very important consideration, and we shall return to
it at the end. But let us first contemplate Hatto's central intuition that "the
death of the boar is itself the death of a hero and evokes guilt in his slayers,
who can scarce believe his courage". We should associate this remark with
another by Hatto on the same theme: "it is not hard to see why the most fe-
rocious wild beast in Europe should have held so dignified a position in the
eyes of those who envied him his undaunted courage in hopeless situa-
tions"9. Classical scholars will not fail to detect, in the first passage's
phrase about "guilt in [the boar's] slayers", a close analogy to the theories
of Karl Meuli and Walter Burkertlo on the feelings of guilt aroused in the
human hunters (and sacrificers) of animals. Those theories may be reprised
from a slightly different angle (and the relevance of sexuality resumed) by
the following quotationll, which analyses the stories told by nineteenth
century Australia's bushmen:

The manifest purpose of the ritual to which this myth relates was food - magic enacted

by the hunters to secure the fertility of the game and success in the chase. Its two chief
elements were sex and killing rites repeated in various symbolic forms... It is surely per-
tinent to ask how a people who were supremely skilled in hunting and often killed their
game with savage glee (as stressed repeatedly in eye-witnesses' accounts) could ever have

come to associate with the act of hunting those feelings of guilt which the expression

"feeling sore" implies and which come to a head in the frenry of the nose-bleeding dance?

Similarly in the myth, the father's savage reprisal and, above all, the sons' meek sub-

9 Hatto as cited in n. 3, p. 230. Various folk-tales about friendship and hatred between
man and animals reflect this duality of attitude. Cf. K. Horn's article in Enqkl. des Miir-
chens s.v. "Freundschaft und Feindschat( (5.299 ff.): "Der Mensch als Jàger einerseits, als

Opfer wilde Tiere anderseits und als Tóter und Freund von Haustieren steht in einer dialek-
tischen Beziehung zum Tier: in seinen Erziihlungen ist sein geftirchteter Feind oder sein

wehrloses Opfer mitunter sein Freund" etc. Cf. U. Dierauer, Tier und Mensch ím Denken

der Antike (Amsterdam 1977) pp. I ff .
l0 Meuli, Ges. Schr.2. Index I "Sachen, Begriffe, Methodisches", s.v. Opfer...

Glaube... "Abwàlzen der Schuld" (p. 1233);Bwke*, Homo Necans @erlin 19972), Regis-

ter 3. Personen und Sachverzeichnis s.v. "Schuldbewusstsein und Opfer" (p. 372), esp' pp.

48 f. and 87 f. = 
Index ofPersons and Things s.v. "Guilt-consciousness and sacrifice" (p.

323), esp.37 f. and 74 f. Róhrich as cited above (n. l) p. 396: "Am Ende einer J[agd] steht

der Tod. Zwar bleibt dem Menschen, wie vielen Tierarten, nicht anderes iibrig als zu toten

um zu essen. Doch enstehen ethische Probleme wenn das Tóten eines Tieres zum Vernti-
gen wird".

ll The passage here cited comes from J.M. Orpen, A glìmpse into the Mythology of the

Maluti Bushmen,"The Cape Monthly Magazine" ll, 1874, as quoted in F. Klingender,
Anímals ín Art and Thought to the e nd of the M iddle A ges (London t 97 l) pp. 14- I 8.
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mission to it are surely out of all proportion to their offence. ..
.. . The meaning of the whole cycle of myths... and of the associated rites and paintings

would thus appear to be food-magic, the success of which was conditional upon a strict
observance of the taboo on incest. . .. The incest taboo, unknown to the lower animals and
consequently a cultural achievement of the greatest magnitude, implies a repression of de-
sire and of the aggressiveness that springs from jealousy which children first experience in
relation to their parents.. .

... The unbearable tension, springing from the antisocial urges of incest and pafricide,
was released in the sex and killing rites... Hence... the taboos aftached to the game in one

form or another and which can have no other meaning than that ofpunishment ("feeling
sore") for the aggression that has been transferred from the father to his symbolic substi-
tute, the totem. "The game would not die, if we did not show respect to it", said the Bush-
men.

Though nowhere mentioned by him, this evidence meshes neatly with
Burkert's remarks on human sexual excitement at the climax of the hunt or
sacrifice. Note in particular this: 'Man had to outdo himself in this transi-
tion to the hunt, a transition requiring implementation of all his spiritual re-
serves. And because this sort of behaviour became specific to the male sex,

that is to say, "men's work", males could more easily adapt themselves to
the intra-specific aggression programmed for courtship fights and the im-
pulses of sexual frustrations... Sexuality defines the specifically male role
just as much as does hunting and warring behaviour. Hunting is, of course,
fuelled in part by the powers of aggression, which had their original func-
tion in mating fights. That is to say, from the very start it included an un-
der-current of sexual motivation... when enthusiastic, aggressive tension
reaches its peak, particularly at the moment of success, it may suddenly
turn sexual"12.

Now when the animal being hunted is a boar, these considerations be-
come all the more relevant, since, as Hatto has observedl3, "in view of the
boar's masterful way of mounting his sow" it was not difficult for the beast
to become "a symbol of overmastering virility". The equivalence between
hero and animal, hunter and hunted, thus becomes all the closer. Because of

12 Burkert (as cited above n. 10) p. 7l = p. 59. Cf. Róhrich's article in Enzyktopiidíe
des Mtirchens as cited above (n. l) p. 405: "Die symbolische und bes[onders] sexual-
symbolische Bedeutung der J[agen] ist in der Lit[eratur] vom M[ittel] Afiters] bis zur Ge-
genwart geniitzt worden. Der Ablauf eines Liebesabenteuers wird in der struktur eines
Liebesjagt - J[ager]/Beute, Verfolgung/Eroberung-gegliedert, wobei in der Lit[eratur] hàii-
fig noch ein Doppelaspekt hinzukommt: die Verwandlung des J[ager]s in die Beute". Cf.
ib. p.407: "Jagen metaphern umschreiben nicht zufàllig Liebe in Alltagsprache und Liebe.
Jàger-Attribute wie Gewehr (Flinte, Búchse, Pfeil etc.), Pulversack, Horn and Hund fun-
gieren dabei vorzugsweise als maskulin-phallische Symbolik... 'Ein J[àger], der sein Pul-
ver verschossen hat', ist ein impotenter, alte Mann".

l3 As cited above (n. 3), pp. 303 and225 respectively.
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the physical construction of his body, the boar's most frequent mode of
wounding his human pursuers was in the groin with his tusk. But this fact

takes on a symbolic aspect when we bear in mind the idea of sexual ex-

citement at the climax of the hunt which illuminates such deaths combined
with emasculation asl4 that of Adonis (cf. [Bion] Epitaph. Adon.7 f. pqpòv

óEóvrt, / î,eurQ l,euròv ó6óvc: note the suggestive juxtaposition of words

meaning "white"; or, at the Calydonian Boar Hunt, that of Ancaeus: cf. Ov.

Met.8.399 f.: occupat audentern, quaque est via proxima leto / summaferus
geminos direxit ad inguina dentes. Note the irony of the proceeding boast

discite, fernineis quid tela virtHa praestent,/ o iuvenes (392 f.).

In this light, the encounter between human hunter and boar hunter

emerges, like that of Spanish matador and bull, as a clash between the

forces of life and death, the virile hunter pitted against the no less virile
boar, on each side the powers of procreation facing those of destruction.

The association between guilt feelings and animal sacrifice is the ultimate

source, according to Burkert, of the common tragic motif of the "sacrificer

sacrificed"lS, and a similar association will have given rise to the no less

common tragic motif of the "hunter hunted" [see e.g. Aesch. Eum.253 ff.
(orestes and the Erinyes), soph. Plril. 1146 ff. (Philoctetes the prey of the

birds he has hunted) , Eur. Bacch. Il08 f. (Pentheus and the Bacchants)1,

which reaches its most sublime and generalised form in the very plot of
Sophocles'O7"

This identification of hunter and hunted, animal and hero, underlies

several stories of the boar-hunt in Greek and Greek-influenced literature

and legend. For instance, in the novellal6 at Herodotus 1.34-5, Adrastus

14 For the equivalence of death and castration see the career of the Phrygo-Lydian

deity Attis/Adonis (cf. below p. 5 f.) who according to one tradition is killed by a boar, ac-

cording to another by self-mutilation (cf. Pausan. 7.17.lO-12; Hermesianax fr. 8 Powell).
15 Burkert (as cited above n. l0) p. 29 n. 34 = 

p. 2l n. 35; cf. R. Seaford, Homeic and

Tragic Sacrifice, "TAPA" I19, 1989, 87 ff. and Reciprocìty and Rítual (Oxford 1994) pp'

281 ff. etc. For a primitive version of "the hunter hunted" or punished by the animal he has

killed see Callimachus fr. 96 Pf. (I quote from Trypanis' Loeb translati on (p. 72 f.) of the

relevant Díegesls): "A huntsman... upon killing a boar said that it was not fitting for those

who surpass Artemis to dedicate (their trophies) to her; so he dedicated the boar's head to

himself, hanging it on a black poplar. He lay down to sleep under the tree and the head fell

and killed him". Cf. Meul| 'Phyltobolía' (von der Míihll Festschr.) p. 263 = Ges. Schr- 2.

p. 991 f. and n. 6, and Schefotd Festschr. p. 160 = 
Ges. Schr.2,1087 (cf' 1093 f')'- 

16 For this term see e.g. E. Maas, "Byzant. Neugr. Jhb." 5, 192617,182 ("Kroisos-

novelle") and David Asheri's commentary on Hdt. 1.34-45 ("era noto in Lidia che uno dei

figli tdi Cresol era morto violentemente: tutto il resto è novella"). On the definition of
"novella" in this type of context see e.g. K. Reinhardt, Traditìon und Geist (Giittingen

1960) p. 33 n. I = 
Horner: Gennan scholarshíp in Translation, p. 188 n. 17; R. Merkel-
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accidentally kills Croesus' son Atys, though actually aiming at the boarlT,
and, as the climax of the tale, kills himself out of an overwhelming feeling
of guilt. It is generally recognisedls that this story has powerfully in-
fluenced the complicated inset tale in the Eighth Book of Apuleius' Meta-
morphoses: in the outlines of this, Charite's husband Tlepolemus is mur-
dered by the villainous Thrasyllus while on a boar hunt. The motive again
relates to sexual lust, since Thrasyllus proceeds to pursue the hand of the
widow (who has improvised a cult for her dead husband). She, informed of
Thrasyllus' treachery by her husband's ghost in a dreamlg, entraps Thrasyl-
lus and blinds him before killing herself (8.1-15). The mode of Tlepolemus'
murder is particularly significant: Thrasyllus puts him in the way of the
boar so that he is mangled by it, and then throws his lance through his ri-
val's right thigh: crederet ferri vulnera similia futura prosectu dentiurn
(8.s).

Another aspect of identification between hero and hunted, hunter and
boar, is to be found in the use of boar-helmets. Their existence in Myce-
nean times is well-documented, but doubts have been expressed as to
whether the tusks incorporated in these helmets could have resisted splitting
under attack. Hatto stresses, therefore, that "in the minds of their wearers
(or of the latters' ancestors) defensive magic as well as ordinarily practical
considerations will have played its part in these princely helmets", with the
choice of boar being "determined by considerations of aggressive and de-
fensive magic of the same kind, say, as occurs in the Aino epic, where the
animals depicted on the sword sheaths leap off to join in the fray"2o. Such
an idea would, of course, be entirely alien to the world of Homeric epic, but
the Doloneia does notoriously describe a boar-helmet (Il. 10.261-5) worn
by Odysseus2l, a remarkable artefact in several respects.

bach, Geschichte und Zukunft (A. Hain Festschrift, 1967) p.316 n.2 = Hestia und Ertgone
p.462 n.2.

l7 The boar-hunt takes place in the mountains: cf. R.A.G. Buxton, Imaginary Greece:
the contexts of mythology (Cambridge l99a) p. 86 f.

l8 So, for instance, A.G. Vy'esterbrink, Some parodies in apuleius' Metamorphoses, in
B.L. Hijmans and R. Van der Paardt (edd.), Aspects of Apuleius' Golden Ass (Groningen
1978) p. 70; B.L. Hijmans,'Mnemos." 39, 1986, 358 (I owe these two references to Dr. A.
Bitel).

19 Dreams feature with striking frequency in tales of heroes killed indirectly at boar-
hunts. Apart from Croesus' dream foreshadowing his son's death (Hdt. 1.34.1 f.), note the

Níbelungenlied's account of Kriemhilde, worried by a dream into trying to prevent her
husband Sigfried going to his fatal hunt (the same futile attempt (without the dream) in
Apul. Met.8.4).

20 Hatto (as cited above n. 3) pp. 249 and 25 l.
2l On which see the discussion ad loc. in J.B. Hainsworth's commentary. Note in par-
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Before we leave the subject of war, it may be worth observing how
Greek poetry sometimes implies a near equivalence22 of a death-defying
nature between war and the hunt23. Thus the Greek lyric poet Stesichorus,

who often chose for his subject-matter themes redolent of epic poetry
(think, for instance, of his lliupersis), also composed a poem about the

Calydonian boar-hunt (Suotherae), a papyrus fragment of which (fr.222)
lists some of the participants in a manner reminiscent of epic catalogues of
martiat warriors. Ovid's Metamorphoses (8.267 ff.) burlesques the topic by
a parody of epic motifs and themes24.

Let us finally return to the issue of sexuality. We have considered above

the significance of the theme of the hero who is directly killed (or emascu-

lated) at a boar-hunt by a thrust of the brute's tusks. But what are we to
make of those tales mentioned above where the death is indirect and very

often engineered by sexual jealousy? It is striking that so many of the

heroes whose deaths are indirectly associated with the boar-hunt should be

maternal nephews in a way significant for the narrative. This is of course

true of Meleager, who quarrels with and kills his mother's brothers. It is

ticular his conclusion (p. 180): "there is no doubt... that a piece ofbronze-age equipment

is referred to, but it is questionable whether ùe venes themselves could be survivals from

the bronze age, their language being in no resPect exceptionally archaic"'
22 Cf. Róhrich as cited above (n. l) p. a06 f.: "Psychol[ogisch] war die J[agen],

bes[onders] die hòfisch-aristokratische, sicherlich auch ein Ersatz fùr den Krieg denn

J[agen] vermittelt die Illusion des Krieges und eines stets siegreichen Kampfes". Robert

Smith Surtees (1305-64), the author ofvarious humorous novels detailing the exploits of
Mr. Jorrocks, the sporting gxocer, once put memorable and highly pertinent words into the

mouth of his hero (Handley Cross (1843) chapter 7): "'Unting is all that's worth living for
- all time is lost wot is not spent in 'unting... it's the sport of Kings, rie ímage of war
without its guílt and only Jîve-and-twenty per ceùt of its dangef' (my italics: admiuedly he

is talking of fox-hunting). Returning to ancient Greece, note David Asheri's commentary

on Hdt. 1.36.2: "in generale, dal Punto di vista greco, il cacciatore è un eroe e I'eroe è un

cacciatore". Cf. R.B. Manning, Hunters and Poachers (Oxford 1998)' ch' 2.
23 The frequent emphasis on the formidable size of the boar that is being hunted (e.g.

Hdt. 1.36.1: ùòg rpîpa pé1cr) observed by Meuli, Scythica vergilíana, "Schweiz. Arch.

fiir Volkskunde" 56, 1960, l'26 = Ges. \chr.2.799) may be partly explained by the wish to

provide a worthy "enemy", though other factors beside are at play (see e.g. Burkert (as

cited above n. 10) p. 88 = p. 75: "In the hunter's imagination and in mutual acts of en-

couragement, the quarry... had to seem 'big' and 'masculine".. in a sense the 'big' and
.masculine' prey was part of the group, gíl,og in the basic sense of the word. Masculine,

big, both a member of the family and doomed to die"). For war as "a transformation of
ritual killing" comparable with, though even more serious than, hunting see Burkert p. 58

=p.47.
24 Cf. N. Horsfall, "CJ" 14, 1979,319 ff. The presentation of the boar on its ap-

pearance in Apuleius Met. 8.4 exaggerates its ferocity to the point of parody: see Hijmans

and van der Paardt as cited above n. 18 and in the Groningen commentary ad loc.
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also true of Diarmuid in the Irish tale, who is the maternal nephew of King
Fionn, and of Tristan in Gottfried's Tristan und Isold, who is the maternal
nephew of King Mark. In Gottfried's narative (w. 13512 ff.) the High
Steward Marjordo dreams that a bopr (an animal already associated with
Tristan because (w. 4944 ff.) its figure was displayed on his shield) bursts
into King Mark's bed-chamber, ploughs up the royal bed, and befouls its
sheets with his foam. This undeniably sexual imagery is followed by the
appropriate sequel: Majordo awakes to witness an illicit assignation
between Tristan and Isold.

In explanation of this recurrent affinity I would invoke (with all due
caution) the remarks on aggression, sexuality and incest25 cited above in
connection with the Bushman of Australia. In the Meleager story, aggres-
sive instincts which might dangerously be directed against the father are
more safely channelled towards uncles on the mother's side26. Likewise in
the tales of Diarmuid and Tristan, the prospect of an incestuous affair with
the father's wife is averted by intrusion of the mother's brother.

St. John's College. Oxford MALCOLM DAVIES

25 Compare the interpretation of folk-tales (such as that oí Cain and Abel) abogt fratri-
cide as "Vatermord... abgeschwàcht zu B[ruder]mord" (M. Lúthi in Enqkl. des Miirchens
s.v. "Bruder, Briider"[2.856]).

26 For the possible relevance of incestuous and patricidal instincts in the context of
hunting see e.g. Burkert (as cited above (n. l0) pp. 86 ff. 

= 
pp. 73 ff.), esp. the conclusion

(p. 88 = p. 75): "the rising generation's latent rebelliousness... and its Oedipal inclinations
toward patricide are deflected and ritually neutralised in the hunt, sacrifice, and war". Cf.
K. Roth's article s.v. "Kastration" in Enqklopitdie des Miirchens (7.1002) for castration-as
punishment for incest in folk-tales. Cf. R.G.A. Buxton, 'THS" 100, 1980,24 f. on blinding
as a possible symbolic substitute for castration in, e.g., the climax of the Oedipus story;
note the binding of Thrasyllus in the story at Apuleius Met.8.l-15 mentioned above.


