Slide 5 Handout: Textual evidence for Greek attitudes towards people with different skin
colors (the Archaic Period, ca. 800 BCE — 480 BCE) (Translations by Leah Himmelhoch)

(Note: ancient Greeks did not consider skin color ‘significant’ the same way we do, so do not mention it often!)
L. ‘Aithiopians’ in Homer (8- 7% ¢. BCE):

A. The Gods favor the Aithiopians (‘shining/burnt-faced men’, i.e., dark-skinned men) and still consort with them
(though they no longer do so with the rest of mortals):

1) lliad 1.423-5, Thetis explains to Achilles why she cannot talk to Zeus right now:

Zedg yap ¢ Qreovov pet’ apvpovag Aibonijag For Zeus set out yesterday for the river Ocean to feast
¥00g P kata daita, Beol & dpa naveg Emovro. with the worthy Aithiopians, and all the gods followed with him.

2) lliad 23.205-07, Iris (the messenger of the gods) tells the winds that she must depart to be honored by the
Aithiopians:

ovk £80¢: el yap avtic én’ Qeovoio péedpa. No time for sitting. No, for I must go to the streams of Ocean
Aidionov £ yoiav, 601 pelovs’ Exatoppog to the land of the Aithiopians, where they are making a splendid sacrifice of 100 oxen
aBavdrorg, tva o1 kai £ym petadaicopat ipdv. for the immortal gods. There, indeed, will I have my share of the sacrificial feast.

3) Odyssey 1.21-5, Poseidon is off enjoying some time with the Aithiopians:

GAN’ O pev Aibiomag petekiofe mAoO™ éovtac, But he [Poseidon] had gone to visit the Aithiopians, so very far away,
AiBiomag tol duyBa dedaiartar, Eoyotol avopdv, who were divided into two groups dwelling in the most remote regions of men:

ol ugv dvoopévov Yrepiovog ol 8™ avidvtog, one group where Hyperion [god of the sun] sets, the other where he rises.
AVTIOOV TAVPOV TE Kl APVEIDY EKUTOUPNC. Poseidon went there to receive a splendid sacrifice of hundreds of bulls and rams.
£&vO’ & vy’ étépmeto dauti TOPNIEVOG:. .. There he was sitting and taking delight in the feast....

B. The Aithiopians’ divine favor may relate to two intertwined ancient Greek beliefs, namely that:

1) The earth was a flat disc (so the rising sun came up from beneath the disc to the East then set by dropping
below it to the West). People living near these two regions (the path of the sun) were special/supernaturally
touched. (Again, ‘Aithiopian’ means ‘burnt/blazing face’ since Greeks though their dark skin came from sun
exposure). Thus, Aithiopians’ dark skin marked their proximity to the divine.

2) Those living at the world’s extremes were somehow ‘extreme’ themselves: either hyper-blessed/magical (e.g.,
Aithiopians) or hyper-barbaric/monstrous (e.g., Amazons).

II. Dark Skin in Homer:

A. Dark skin was considered masculine (pale skin was feminine (see the next slide’s II)). The darker his skin, the more
beautiful, masculine, and martially skilled a man was:

1) In Odyssey 16.172-6, to help Odysseus defeat the suitors, Athena restores him to his youthful prime, making
him pelayypoug, (175) ‘black-skinned, dark-skinned.’ (This adjective’s first half melas (néhog, ‘black, dark’) is
the root for our word melanin):

7 xoi ypucein papde Enepdocat’ AdHv. And, indeed, Athena touched him with her golden wand.

@APOG HEV 01 TPAOTOV EDTAVVEG NOE YLITOVQ First, a well-washed cloak and a tunic

07K’ apel otBeoot, dépag &’ deerde kol fifny. she cast about his breast, then she increased both his stature and his youthful bloom.
ay 8¢ pedayypoumg yéveto, yvaduol 6& tavocbev, And he became dark-skinned again, and his hollow cheeks filled out,

KuAveaL 8™ EYEVETO YEVELAOES UL YEVELOV. and the beard about his chin took on the deep-blue color/hue of the night sky.
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