
Leukippe and Kleitophon 7.5: Convergence of Theme and 

Narrative Technique In Kleitophon’s Lament 

Several recent scholars have agreed that Achilles Tatius’ Leukippe and Kleitophon pushes the 

limits of the conventional narrative to the breaking point, while nevertheless staying within the 

bounds of the genre.1 Indeed, this novel, described as “sophisticated eclecticism” by J.J. 

Winkler,2 was written for the reading pleasure of a sophisticated audience, with a seemingly 

endless labyrinth of narrative threads to follow and hidden meanings to uncover. Much ink has 

been spilled especially on the the apparent deaths of Leukippe, the so-called Scheintode, as one 

prominent exemplification of the parodic intent of Achilles Tatius. Kathryn Chew, who treats the 

novel as a parody of the high-minded morality (sophrosune) of conventional romances, notes 

how Leukippe “dies three separate times, each death more gruesome than the last, only to 

reappear later healthy and whole.”3 Actually, I would argue that each apparent death is less 

gruesome than the previous one, to the point in which the third death is not even described at all, 

due to the fact that it was not witnessed by Kleitophon, the ego-narrator. Accordingly, most 

commentators devote much attention to the intriguing first death, a bit less to the second, and 

practically ignore the third completely, with the narrative pattern being well understood by this 

point. In this essay, I will attempt to describe how Kleitophon’s lament in prison following the 

report of Leukippe’s third death (7.5) can be seen as paradigmatic for some of the central 

thematic and narratological elements of Achilles Tatius’ work--namely, the motifs involving 
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1 See, e.g.: Bartsch (1989) 159, 176-7; Reardon (1994) 92-3; Whitmarsh (2003); Repath (2005) 265.

2 Winkler (1989) 173.

3 Chew (2000) 58.



‘Eyes’, ‘Dreams’, ‘Fortune’, and ‘Kisses’, as well as the dual roles of Kleitophon as both 

Character and Narrator.

 John Birchall has shown that laments in the Greek Novel are highly developed rhetorical 

exercises and have five common characteristics: they contain an address (e.g., to the deceased or 

to a god); they compare either the past and the present or past hopes against future reality; they 

use asyndeton between words, clauses, and sentences; they are composed of uncomplicated 

sentences and short clauses (as if broken up by sobbing); and they use rhetorical questions 

(which earn the listener’s trust and dispel suspicion).4 There are eight extended laments in 

Leukippe and Kleitophon delivered by several characters, and not always on the occasion of a 

death.5 Comparisons between all of these laments and their various functions in Achilles Tatius’ 

novel is beyond the scope of this essay; for now, it becomes clear that, while each death provides 

a sort of diminishing marginal return as far as entertainment value (with the shock and 

theatricality quickly losing their novelty), the corresponding post-Scheintod laments only 

become progressively more entertaining (at least given a reader with a taste for irony). The third 

such lament conveys the most irony precisely because it comes much later in the narrative, and 

provides the reader with more scope to interpret and understand the recurring themes that all 

converge in this same speech. I will examine these themes one at a time.

 “Which deity deceived me with a brief bout of joy? What god put Leukippe on display in 

this new plot of disasters? I did not even satisfy my eyes (ὀφθαλµούς)--yet they gave me the only 

happiness I had. I did not take my fill even of looking (βλέπων).” (7.5.1) Kleitophon thus begins 

2

4 Birchall (1996) 7-14.

5 Charikles’ father (1.13), Kleinias (1.14), Leukippe’s mother (2.24), Kleitophon on their abduction by bandits 
(3.10), Kleitophon after each Scheintod (3.16, 5.7, 7.5), and Leukippe (6.16). Disqualified are Kleitophon’s lament 
of Kleinias (3.23), which is only one sentence, and Melite (5.25) and Kleitophon (8.2), which are more akin to 
epideictic oratory rather than lament.



his lament by commenting on his eyes and the desired object of their gaze. It is fitting that this is 

the first thing Kleitophon (the Character) should mention, given the predominance of this motif 

within the narrative--there are no less than 45 separate references to the eye spread throughout all 

eight books of the novel. Upon seeing Leukippe for the first time, Kleitophon exclaims “her face 

flashed on my eyes like lightning,” and then describes how Beauty “runs through the eyes down 

to the soul.” (1.4) Soon thereafter, Kleinias, in his role of praeceptor amoris, discusses at length 

the importance of the eyes and the great pleasure of looking at one’s beloved, because beauty 

flows from the eyes down into the soul. (1.9) This is an idea from Plato’s Phaedrus, a dialogue to 

which Achilles Tatius frequently alludes. In it, Plato establishes a dichotomy between true divine 

beauty, which we must strive for, and physical beauty, which is only a mere reflection of divine 

beauty, and which can overcome a person with immoderate desire. Kleitophon’s eyes are 

constantly drawn to Leukippe and her beauty, but always for physical, rather than philosophical, 

reasons, and never in moderation. Helen Morales comments on how at the dinner party (1.6), 

Kleitophon “drinks his fill of undiluted vision, and so gets drunk.”6 As Kleitophon says in this 

lament, his satisfaction and happiness both depend on his eyes, his ability to view, without 

restraint, Leukippe’s physical beauty, and his need to consummate his physical desire. Simon 

Goldhill summarizes this recurring theme by writing that “‘distraction’ for the eye as much as 

‘seduction’ of the soul is an integral factor of the narrative of this novel.”7 One of the obvious 

ironies of this lament is that Kleitophon is more upset about his eyes no longer being satisfied 

than about the actual death of Leukippe. Just as he never realistically conveys his love for 

Leukippe as much as his love of her beauty, now he mourns not her actual death but his loss of 
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aesthetic and physical pleasure, in the form of gazing at her. This paradox represents, according 

to Shadi Bartsch, a “stock trait of rhetorical writing,”8 and the lament, as we have seen, is a 

highly rhetorical exercise.  

 “All my pleasure was just a dream (ὀνείρων)!” as Kleitophon continues in his lament. 

(7.5.1) This ironic statement echoes another common theme in the novel--there are 12 references 

to dreams and five descriptions of dreams by characters in the narrative.9 To call something “a 

dream” generally signifies happiness or hope for the future (as it is used here by Kleitophon), but 

dreams were also often understood to have a deeper meaning that, if interpreted correctly, could 

provide foreknowledge of events to come (which Kleitophon the narrator even explicitly states at  

the beginning of his tale at 1.3.3). Both of these conventions are undermined by Achilles Tatius--

the dreams are not happy, and they do not correctly foreshadow events. Bartsch has shown how 

the characters (and readers) expect the events in a dream to come true, and, thus, steps are taken 

to influence the desired outcome; invariably, however, the dreams in this novel are 

misinterpreted, setting in motion a series of events that, nevertheless, leads to the dreams finally 

being fulfilled in an unexpected way.10 For example, Kleitophon dreams that the doors to the 

temple of Aphrodite are shut, and he is told that if he waits, he will soon be rewarded with the 

rites of Love. (4.1.5) This causes him to stop attempting to sleep with Leukippe, and the 

assumption is that they will soon be properly wedded and the dream will be fulfilled. He is upset 

by the dream, however, and, after sleeping with Melite later, we realize its original intended 

meaning. When he states in his lament that his pleasure was just a dream, the irony continues to 
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8 Bartsch (1989) 138.

9 Kleitophon (1.3); Leukippe’s mother (2.23); Leukippe (4.1); Kleitophon (4.1); Sostratos (7.12).

10 Bartsch (1989) 80-95.



build because we (the Readers) and he (the Narrator, if not the Character) know by now that 

dreams in this tale are not what they seem, and they do not necessarily signify happiness. Or, 

conversely, if they were supposed to be a cause for pleasure, it would most likely be derived 

from another source than the obvious Leukippe, in fitting with the ubiquitous false 

interpretations. This could only mean that Melite, whom he had already slept with by this point 

anyway, was the real cause of his pleasure (or his dream) as well as (perhaps more for 

Kleitophon the Narrator) his lament, rather than the apparent death of Leukippe.  

 “O my Leukippe, how many times you have died on me! Have I ever had a rest from 

mourning? I am always at your funeral, as one death hastens to replace another. But those were 

practical jokes that Fortune (Τύχη) played on me; this is no longer one of her tricks.” (7.5.2) 

Kleitophon’s invocation of personified Fortune (aka Fate) plays on another common theme, one 

which is used 24 times in the novel in this case. In fact, it would appear that Fortune is the 

primary controlling agent pulling the strings of all the action in the novel, a fact stated at the very 

beginning by Kleitophon when he sets the stage for his tale by saying “Fortune began her 

drama.” (1.3.3) Fortune is cited as the capricious cause of many of the “tragic” events of the 

novel, especially involving the separation of Kleitophon from Leukippe (e.g.: 4.9.5, 5.7.9, 5.10.4, 

7.5.2). The game goes both ways, however, and brings good luck as well as bad. It is Fortune 

(along with Kleinias and Satyros) that aids the initial wooing of Leukippe (1.9.2, 2.4.2), saves 

her from being sacrificed (3.22.3) and from her madness (4.15.5), and steers Kleitophon and 

Melite to their union (5.16.5, 5.26.9). David Konstan shows that Fortune plays a large part in all 

the ancient novels, and that characters are rewarded who accept their fate rather than fight 
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against it or attempt to control it.11 This model basically fits Achilles Tatius’ work, but not 

without more of his usual playful defiance of convention. Tim Whitmarsh aptly describes the 

essence of the irony here by showing that Kleitophon is “prone to repeated tragic lamentation, 

casting himself as a plaything of random fortune, and interpreting Τύχη as malevolent chaos”--he 

never realizes that he is only a character in a novel where, obviously, “the heroine never dies” 

and “the loving couple are always reunited at the end.”12 Whitmarsh’s emphasis is on the comic 

irony derived from Kleitophon’s hyper-tragic rhetoric and naïve credulity, which creates an 

interesting and ambiguous dynamic between the roles of Kleitophon as character versus narrator. 

I think we can extend this dynamic even further, however, by understanding that “Fortune” is 

most likely the author himself, Achilles Tatius. Thus, not only does Kleitophon the Character 

realize and accept the vicissitudes of Fortune, while not realizing that he is merely a character in 

a novel, but now even Kleitophon the Narrator has become the unwitting subject of ridicule in 

his own tale by constantly referring to, and lamenting, the agency of Fortune, which is, in fact, 

the author. His first lines of this section, “how many times have you died on me? Have I ever had 

a rest from mourning?”, are already quite ironic in light of the absurdity of the situation, but they 

are made doubly so when we (the Readers) appreciate the fact that he is blaming the author 

himself, whose existence he is unaware of, for his (fictional) misfortunes.

 “Oh the unholiness and sacrilege of it; how many times I kissed (κατεφίλησα) your 

butcher, how our limbs intertwined (συµπλοκας) in defilement, and the ultimate gift of Aphrodite 

I gave to her, not you!” (7.5.4) Kleitophon’s lament appropriately ends by mentioning, yet again, 

the kisses and embraces he shared only the day before with Melite, not Leukippe. That episode 
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(5.27) is clearly the most obvious and climactic subversion of novelistic convention, and the best 

evidence for labeling Leukippe and Kleitophon as a parody of the novelistic trope of chastity 

(sophrosune). Similar to the previous motifs, there are 25 references to kissing throughout the 

narrative, including three short philosophical digressions (2.8.1, 2.37.7, 4.8.2). Goldhill describes 

how “the erotic kiss has played a distinctive role in the progression” of Leukippe and 

Kleitophon’s affair.13 As we will see, it plays an equally important role in Melite and 

Kleitophon’s affair. Kleinias (1.10.5) and Satyros (2.4.4) both advise Kleitophon on how to kiss 

Leukippe, and the first kisses come soon thereafter (2.7.5). Kleitophon comments on how the 

soul is drawn up towards the kissing lips, (2.8.1) another very Platonic image of the soul that 

corresponds with the ‘Eyes’ motif above. Later, after hearing about the intentions of Charmides, 

Kleitophon exclaims that Leukippe is “my spouse in kisses only...They’re my kisses, and I won’t 

let them be adulterated by another man.” (4.8.3) This creates an awkward juxtaposition when, six 

months later, Kleitophon appears to be still mourning Leukippe, but never fails to mention his 

pleasure in kissing Melite (5.13.5, 5.15.4, 5.16.8). In fact, there is more narrative devoted to his 

kisses with Melite than with Leukippe, who is, after all, off limits for the rest of the novel after 

their early failed tryst. (2.24) In addition, Kleitophon, the aesthetic lover of beauty seen by his 

eyes, describes the beauty of Melite in detail, including how his vision of her gave him great 

pleasure and evens reached his soul. (5.13) This is very similar to the introduction and first 

interactions with Leukippe. It is also Melite who can be closely associated with the goddess 

Aphrodite, while Leukippe identifies with Artemis.14 Chew draws attention to Achilles Tatius’ 

use of parody of the idea of chastity, and how he even “flaunts his fling with Melite in the 
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reader’s face.”15 Goldhill makes a similar case by focusing more on the philosophical aspects of 

the parody: “doing philosophy” is used both to describe Kleitophon’s long resistance to Melite’s 

advances, and her seduction and ultimate consummation with him; it is all part of the 

“ironization of the philosophy of chastity.”16 Furthermore, in regards to the lament, Kleitophon 

finishes by once again focusing not on Leukippe’s actual death per se, but only on the fact that 

he slept with the person who he thinks murdered her. More specifically, we are reminded how he 

kissed her, embraced her, slept with her, and took no small pleasure in any of it.  Kleitophon the 

Character is the only person not ‘in the know’ about Leukippe’s death (Kleitophon the Narrator, 

Achilles Tatius, and the Reader are obviously fully aware), and it is plausible to assume that this 

lament, as well as all the rhetorical passages (and possibly even the events of the story itself!), 

are modified at least partially in hindsight by Kleitophon the Narrator for the benefit of the 

primary Narratee (and, ultimately, the Reader). This means that the actual rhetoric of the lament, 

which focuses more on Melite than on Leukippe (whom Kleitophon the Narrator knows survived 

at this point), could be a sign of more caprice by the author, Achilles Tatius, than is often 

thought. Melite’s and Kleitophon’s unabashed tryst is the unexpected twist that most 

conspicuously presents the case for the convention-undermining intentions of the novel. A more 

fascinating, and subtle, design by the author is the possibility that Kleitophon the Narrator is not 

narrating the lament for what he felt upon hearing of Leukippe’s death, but what he feels now, 

even as he tells the story, for Melite, who represents for him the true love interest and the true 

heroine of the novel.
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 Leukippe and Kleitophon is the most intriguing, and most frustrating, type of novel--one 

that is highly entertaining, demands multiple re-readings, and allows various possible 

interpretations. Bartsch argues that the connections of themes and narrative techniques exist 

more for the hermeneutical games they provide the reader than the actual connections 

themselves.17 I have attempted to show how some of the connections of Achilles Tatius’ common 

themes converge in the passage of Kleitophon’s lament at 7.5, often for the sake of comic irony 

and extra-conventional mischief. In my view, this irony and mischief is increased, and 

complicated, by the possibility that Achilles Tatius writes himself into the story as Fortune, who 

plays games with both Kleitophon the Character and the Narrator. In addition, it is increased by 

viewing Kleitophon the Narrator as lamenting his loss of Melite in the present more than his loss 

of Leukippe in the narrated story. Furthermore, it is conceivable that the reason for Kleitophon’s 

presence in Sidon without Leukippe in the opening frame is because he is traveling to Ephesus to 

see Melite again; his apparent unhappiness could be due to the uncertainty of her whereabouts 

and status rather than anything related to Leukippe. In this way, Achilles Tatius could be seen as 

continuing to defy novelistic convention even after the ostensible end of novel.
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