
Theoklymenos, the ‘overlooked’ Homeric refugee 

Abstract 

Scholars have traditionally given Theoklymenos the fugitive seer in the Odyssey (15.223–

286, 508–546) short shrift. For example, Heubeck and Hoekstra (1989 246–247) view the 

suppliant of Odysseus’ son Telemakhos as an “intrusive” character, and dismiss his genealogy 

(15.223–255) as a less significant interpolation than the shorter biographies of Iliadic heroes. 

More importance is accorded to the prophecies of Theoklymenos than to his character 

(15.531–534; 17.152–161; 20.351–357, 364–370). But Theoklymenos is also important in his 

own right because he complements Odysseus in bringing to the fore the theme of the 

reception of the outsider. Odysseus seeks to return home, but Theoklymenos can never go 

home. His genealogy emphasizes his pre-exilic elite identity and illustrates the precarious 

nature of human existence, a theme that arises at critical points in the separate return quests 

of Odysseus and Telemakhos.  

Homeric epic is a fictional literary artefact, but it incorporates elements of social reality. 

Robert Garland observes (2014, 16–17, 131–134), for example, that Homer draws on the 

reality of travelling Greeks and others in 8 C BCE: hero-warriors, traders, journeymen, 

beggars, and fugitives. Garland notes the challenge of equating certain ancient Greek terms 

such as phugōn (both exile and fugitive) with modern classifications such as ‘refugee’ (2014, 

239–243). Nevertheless, the case study of Theoklymenos contributes to the discussion of 

what we generally define as a ‘refugee’. 

Relief for Theoklymenos from permanent loss of status and homelessness, if not starvation, 

depends on supplication, which Lynn-George (1988, 200) defines as ‘speaking so as not to 



die’. Supplication in this context may be seen as the equivalent of the refugee’s application. 

As the principal social unit, the oikos or household is the locus of social interaction with the 

‘other’, and the formalized interactions of hospitality provide the framework in which the 

Homeric refugee is ‘processed’ and integrated into a new home and life. 
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