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Abstract 

This descriptive reading of the Iliad explores its meaningful reception within the ancient Greek 
polls. Because it was performed at the Greater Panathenaic Festival at Athens, I have ap
proached the poem as a religious artefact, or hero myth, that expresses devotional attitudes, be
liefs and practices specific to its most normative, content defining cultural context, the Panathe
naic Festival. More precisely, my study identifies an underlying, paradigmatic association be
tween the heroic characters of the poem's narrative and the male athletes who competed at the 
Games such as Olympia, which were held in honour of the gods. Building from the association I 
identify as operating between the heroes of the Iliad, Achilles and the Achaeans especially, and 
the athletes, I argue that the poem expresses the attitudinal/characterological entailments of the 
Greek male as he prepares to marry and become a citizen. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

This study of the Iliad explores its meaningful reception within the context of the polis, 

the Greek city-state.1 I aim to demonstrate that the poem was experienced as a hero 

myth that dramatically elaborated a pedagogy of male acculturation to the require

ments of life as a citizen. The Iliad, in my reading, related especially to Greek young 

men who were of an age to compete for the last time in the circuit of sacred games; 

young men of approximately thirty years of age who had completed their military 

terms and who were transitioning towards the settled, married life of the householding 

citizen. Given this focus, I infer that the poem was selected for the programme of con

tests at the Greater Panathenaia to establish the festival's legitimacy alongside the circuit 

of pan-Hellenic games that were anchored by the Zeus cult competitions at Olympia. 

This last point will be expanded upon shortly. Put briefly, underlying this descriptive 

study is the postulate that the poem was regarded as sacred and therefore served as a 

devotional medium through which performers and audience experienced their cult en

tities, their gods and heroes. 

I am seeking to elaborate a reading that sees in the Iliad an accretion of religious 

cult or, in other words, a reading that regards the poem as a means by which a potent, 

1 Regarding the historical dating of the poem as concurrent with the rise of the polis, see van Wees 1999: 
1-13. Also, Nagy 2002: 1-8, who provides a timeline for the shaping of the poetry and presents its per
formance logistics at the Panathenaic festival. My concern is with the poem's cultural relevance to the 
polis as a cultural organism and ideological construct and am most concerned with its formal perform
ance at Athens from the mid sixth century BCE onward through the Classical period. 
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identity-defining relationship was at regular ritual intervals re-established between the 

mundane world of people and society on the one hand, and the cosmic order main

tained by divinity on the other. I assume the position that the narrative content of the 

Iliad, while poetically engaged with memorializing the past, has no bearing on historical 

time whatsoever.2 Both the 'time' and 'space' of the Iliad, I shall argue, are paradig

matic, empirical and 'present' in the ritual context of the of the religious festival rather 

than points of reference for an interpretation that seeks to situate the Iliad historically. 

To this extent, Odysseus' boar tusk helmet and Ajax's massive shield do not situate the 

Iliad in the Mycenaean era any more than Achilles and Patroclus as epic partners enable 

us to see in the Iliad a tradition grounded in the Gilgamesh and Enkidu legends of 

Babylon.3 While such points of contact may be of interest for comparative analysis or 

for identifying cultural influences, they lend nothing to furthering an appreciation of 

the Iliad as a thematically coherent narrative that connects meaningfully to the historical 

Greek polis. 

A. The Greater Panathenaia 
The institution (at the Greater Panathenaia) of this relay performance (rhapsodic 
competition) is, for us, a crucial moment in the history of the epics, since it is the 
earliest point at which we can be certain of the existence of both works as we know 
them, (van Wees 1999: 6) 

2 I shall take up the matter of converting 'thematic content' expressed within a cultural artefact such as a 
poem into historical data shortly. For studying a poem such as the Iliad as an artistic work and, from this 
basis, approaching its content as meaningful and thematic, see Gadamer 1982: 27-47. Gadamer makes the 
essential point that art for much of the non-Christian world (with particular reference to ancient Greece) 
is the medium through which divinity reveals itself, Gadamer 1982: 28. 

3 On the first point, see Nilsson 1972; on the second, Burkert 1992. 
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In the mid-sixth century BCE the Athenian celebration of Athena Polias, divine eponym 

and sacred embodiment of the polis, was extended to the entire Greek-speaking world 

on a four-year rotation. The festival occurred in the final trimester4 of the month of 

Hecatombaion, a date corresponding roughly with the contemporary month of August. 

While the precise duration is unknown, the climactic procession and hecatomb sacrifice 

to the goddess was held on the twenty-eighth day of the month.5 It was at this time that 

the festival included in its programme of events song, dance and sporting competitions 

on a scale unequalled in ancient Greece, and may have lasted as long as eight days.6 

The day of the great sacrificial feast was marked by the procession leading the goddess' 

new gown, woven nine months earlier. 

4 The Greek month, beginning with the new moon, was divided into three ten day periods. A 'day' lasted 
from sunset to sunset. The annual cycle of months was stabilized and made to harmonize with the solar 
year by means of 'hollow month' intercalation, or by eliminating the twenty ninth day of each successive 
month and by adding an extra midwinter month. Despite the ability to do so, the Greeks never idealized 
time to the point of producing a Julian calendar, but always kept it empirical and therefore based directly 
on the observation of the celestial bodies. The authoritative treatise on Greek time is of course Hesiod's 
Works and Days, in which the poet makes a clear connection between human action, natural rhythm, and 
the Zeus-ruled cosmic order derived from a conscious appreciation of the quality of time. See Davidson 
2007: 204-207 

5 See Neils 1992: 15 for a conjecture of the festival programme. More recently, Neils 2007: 41-51 discusses 
the late-coming festival's attempts from the outset to match the features of both Olympia and Delphi. The 
Greater Panathenaia never succeeded in achieving the same level of prestige as Olympia, but it certainly 
attempted to outdo the most venerable of Games in the scale of its festivities. 

6 Neils 1991:14-15. Parker 2005: 256-257. 
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Inaugurated in 566 BCE, the Greater Panathenaia followed shortly after the fixing 

of the Periodos, the four-year cycle of pan-Hellenic athletic festivals.7 The pan-Hellenic 

Athena festival offered in its programme of athletic competitions the full range of those 

of the Periodos festivals.8 It was held at roughly the same time of the mid-summer as the 

Olympic Games and similarly awarded the olive wreath to her victors, albeit the culti

vated olive rather than Olympia's wild.9 To these were added a regatta and the exclu

sive, feature events, namely the full-armour dance, the purnche, the "dismounters' race", 

the race of the apobdtai and the euandria, a bodybuilding pageant.10 Reflecting the Py

thian and Isthmian Games, the musical programme included lyre and flute 

competitions.11 Besides these, the Greater Panathenaia featured the Isthmia's rowing 

competition, the hdmilla neon. Finally, rather than having two separate categories of 

7 Valavanis 2004: 8. The Olympic Games (Zeus) are traditionally dated at 776 BCE, while the Pythian 
(Apollo) and Isthmian (Poseidon) entered the cycle in 582, with the Nemean (Zeus) finally completing it 
in 573. The Olympic and Pythian Games were held every four years, two years apart from each other. 
See Table 1 below, page 5. Rather than having the Isthmian Games precede the major festivals at Olympia 
and Delphi, Golden 1998:11 has them occur on the same years as the Nemean Games. 

8 Kyle 1993:178-194. 

9 Not only did the victor receive a stephdne, or crown, victory was also met with vast quantities of highly 
valued Athenian olive oil along with quantities of cash, livestock and slaves, Valavanis 2004: 370-377. 
Prizes for the second place finishers in the athletic competitions were also awarded, see photo and tran
scription of Inscriptiones Graecae II2 2311 (circa 370), Neils 1992: 16. Only victors in the Periodos competi
tions were acknowledged and, apart from the foliage crown, no material rewards ensued, as these were 
provided from the native cities. 

10 Several of these competitions were exclusive to Athenian competitors, such as the euandria beauty con
test, the pyrrichios, and the torch-race. 

11 Flute playing was dropped from the programme at Delphi, given its funerary ambience (Pausanias 
10.7.5-7), Miller 2004: 58. 
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competitions for boys and men, a third age-category12 for youths was adopted, just as 

the competitions were structured at the Nemean Games.13 Apparently, the Greater 

Panathenaia sought to reflect the entire athletic programme of the Periodos. 

Table 1. The Periodos and the Panathenaia 

Poseidon (Isthmia) Year 1 (5) Zeus (Olympia) 

Zeus (Nemea) Year 2 Year 4 Zeus (Nemea) 

Poseidon (Isthmia) Year 3 Apollo (Pythia) Athena (Panathenaia) 

The Seasonal Occurrences of the Games 

Zeus Competitions (Olympia, Nemea): Five Days at the Second Full Moon Following the Summer Sol 
stice (Second Lunar Trimester, Midsummer, or Early August). 

Poseidon Competition (Isthmia): Springtime. 
Apollo Competition (Pythia): Five days in the First Lunar Trimester, 7-11 Boucation, Late 

Summer. 
Athena Competition (Panathenaia): Eight Days in the Third Lunar Trimester, 23-30 Hecatombion, Mid to 

Late Summer 

12 Age categories are generally defines as follows: Boys (12-16), Youths (16-20), Men (20-marriage30?), Va-
lavanis 2004:310. The categories were determined by the appearance of genital (boys and youths) and 
facial hair (men); but were not fixed chronologically, Neils 1992:15. 

13 The trumpeting, heralding and female competitions were part of the programme at Nemea and Olym
pia, Valavanis 2004: 310. 

7 



From the time of its inception, Athens attempted to make of the Greater Panathenaia a 

more opulent event than either the Olympic or Pythian Games.14 While the high order 

religiosity of the venerable Olympics could not be challenged and Delphi, site of the 

pan-Hellenic oracle, had a similarly secure position, wealthy Athens could provide un

paralleled material inducements in support of her Games.15 Relatedly, the late-coming 

Athenian festival appears to have sought to establish its legitimacy by featuring nearly 

the full list of competitions included in the entire cycle of pan-Hellenic competitions. 

The impression one has is that inclusion of the Iliad and the Odyssey as competitive per

formance scripts served the purpose of enhancing the prestige of the festival as it ac

quired a pan-Hellenic scope.16 

Although the poetry in all likelihood predated the sixth century, the Panathe-

naiac context for the Iliad's reception is the cultural medium through which the poem is 

14 Neils 2007: 41-51. Neils points out that the hecatomb offered to Athena matched that of the bull sacri
fice to Zeus at Olympia. Unlike Elis, which included vast pasturing lands, the sacrifice-worthy heifers 
had to be imported for the Athena festival, as Attica could not raise such a quantity of cattle within its 
territory. The hecatomb was very likely an original feature of the first staging of the Greater Panathenaia 
and underscored the lavishness of the event. 

15 The competitions at the Periodos honoured the victors exclusively and the hosting parties provided no 
material prizes to them, apart from the wreath and banquet honours. Generally, athletic competitions are 
regarded as non-religious features of the festivals, but there is nothing in the sources that suggests that 
they were any less an acknowledgement of the hosting god that the ritual procession and sacrifice. As for 
the highest-order of sanctity conferred upon the contests (not sacrifices) at Olympia, see Pausanias, 5.10.1. 
I shall discuss the religiosity of athleticism further below. 

16 Cairns 2001: 7; "The incorporation of the Iliad and the Odyssey into Panathenaic performance, then, may 
have enhanced their prestige, but it cannot be the cause of the enormous cultural authority to which the 
literary evidence attests; rather, it must itself have been motivated by a sense of the poems' existing pres
tige". 
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most profitably studied.17 Given this, my study of the Iliad seeks to demonstrate that 

the poem is best understood as an allegorical tale drawn from athleticism and drama

tized as a significant moment in the epochal Battle of Troy. In this light, the Iliad, like 

Athenian Tragedy that owes much to it, is best approached as an innovative form of 

hero myth or, in other words, a sacred narrative that served to evoke the existence of the 

Former Mortals, the demigod-heroes honoured throughout Greece in cult. Operating 

from the position that the widely held distinction between Homeric heroes and the he

roes of religious cult is entirely prejudicial, I shall seek to demonstrate that the poetic 

narrative as hero myth connects directly to the values and ideology of Greek polis 

culture.18 The Iliad has nothing to do whatsoever with pre-polis culture Greece; the 

poem instead enlivens the mythic past as it elaborates a pedagogy of polis acculturation 

addressed primarily to the "best of the Greeks", the male youths who have chosen to test 

their mettle through athletic performance. I shall elaborate upon this shortly, but to 

17 Nagy 2002: 7; "My main argument is that the city of Athens and the Panathenaic Festival in particular 
can be viewed as two decisive historical factors in the gradual shaping of what became the definitive 
forms of the Iliad and Odyssey, starting with the sixth century BCE." Unfortunately, the sources do not 
permit a clear sense of how the poems continued to be shaped diachronically, but the fact of the their in
clusion in a pan-Hellenic festival such as the Panathenaic is sufficient to enable a synchronic, intertextual 
analysis of their polis culture relevance. 

18 The treatment of the poems as incipient historiography is widely accepted. M. I. Finley 1956 has im
posed a completely erroneous hermeneutical paradigm, the Homeric Society Model, upon the poetry that 
continues to be highly influential. His approach is reflected in the following quote, "Essentially, the pic
ture of the background offered by the poems is a coherent one. Anachronistic fragments cling to it in 
spots, some too ancient and some, particularly in the Odyssey, too recent, a reflection of the poet's own 
time. For historical study, the accuracy of the background is quite separable from the demonstrable inac
curacy of the episodes and the narrative (...) The poet transmitted his inherited background materials 
with a deceptively cool precision. That enables us to treat his materials as the raw materials for the study 
of a real world of real men, as a world of history and not of fiction" p. 56. 
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conclude this initial discussion of the polis context for the poems, I wish to recall Nicias' 

(470-413) declaration; "Men are the polis, and not walls or ships that are devoid of 

men."19 Here, the Athenian general is making a statement regarding the character and 

disposition of the citizen body, the politeia, that perfectly reflects the Homeric attitude. 

B. The Iliad and the Polis 

Homeric poetry, it has been persuasively argued, reflects oral bardic performance in 

traditional societies. Under these conditions the preliterate performance of works such 

as the Iliad does not "fossilize" the historical past but rather seeks to represent an ideal

ized sense of it; one that is attuned to the attending audience's cultural 

self-understanding.20 Because the poem was included in the Greater Panathenaia's pro

gramme of contests, it stands to reason that the poem served the cultural interests of the 

festival and, additionally, spoke meaningfully to the receiving audience. More impor

tantly, both the Iliad and Odyssey must have somehow been appropriate to the Athena 

festival. While this may appear speculative, it ultimately yields a fuller appreciation of 

the poetry than does the general habit of treating the Iliad as a pastiche relic from the 

19 Thucidydes Peloponnesian War 7.77.7. 

20Andersen 1990: 42; "...the present takes precedence over the past. It is this primacy of the present that 
we can observe in the Iliad time and again. In an oral culture the past is by nature and necessity adaptive. 
In the absence of written records what we may call 'the historical dimension' (which is very much pre
sent) has no autonomous medium. The past exists only in minds of the members of the culture and is lit
erally always 'carried on'." See too Bakker 2006. 
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Dark Ages, which, in any event, utterly obscures the matter of the Iliad's meaningful re

ception within the context of the polis.21 

In the Introduction to his book entitled Status Warriors, Hans van Wees has 

identified the lingering problem relating to how the study of the Iliad is productively 

conducted: 

...We must reckon with the theoretical possibility that the whole world depicted in the 

epics is as fabulous as its inhabitants. If tradition told of heroes unlike any mortals 

that ever lived, it is possible in principle that tradition created for these heroes weap

ons, houses, institutions, customs and ideals unlike any that ever existed. However 

realistic these may appear, they might all be plausible fictions, (van Wees 1992: 9) 

Because the Iliad is a poem, it has to be interpreted as poetry exclusively. The practice of 

sorting out fact from fiction by selecting historically relevant detail from poetical embel

lishment has effectively rendered the poem a meaningless pastiche.22 Rather than at

tempting to convert the Iliad into a form of incipient historiography, I have adopted the 

position that the poem had as its primary setting the Greater Panathenaia, and therefore 

spoke meaningfully to the experience of living in the polis. Cornelius Castoriadis has 

21 See Morris 2001: 61: "Oral poetry must make sense to the poet and audience; just as the poem was re
created in every performance, so too can we speak of a constantly re-created oral tradition. Far from be
ing a repository of antiquated world views, it is present-oriented, consisting only of what the parties to 
the performance think proper. Their sense of propriety is likely to include archaic artifacts and practices, 
and may actively resist what the poet and audience think are recent innovations (...) But oral epic poetry 
tells us about the poet's and audience's imagination of what a heroic world ought to have been like, 
which is necessarily crafted from materials of their own cultures." 

22 This treatment of the Iliad achieves its nadir in the following statement by Kirk 1962: 253; 'The various 
kinds of anomaly and discord in the Homeric epics have now been described, and they show clearly 
enough were not the free invention of one man or two distinct men but are the complex entities contain
ing elements of different date, different style, and different culture. This result is irrefutable and must 
never be forgotten." In Kirk's assessment, the impression, or illusion, of unity is the result of the formu
laic nature of oral poetics, Kirk 1962: 258-259. 
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pointed out that no one would regard Shakespeare's Richard III as a document from 

which a picture of fifteenth-century England can be produced, and this much holds true 

for the Iliad as well.23 If indeed the poems "reflect no historical reality but the ideals of 

Homer and his audience,"24 then the reality that the Iliad fictionalizes, one must con

clude, pertains to the meaningful experience of polis living. 

Stephen Scully suggests this much in his statement: "...the city is the model for 

the construction of the Iliad as well as its essential theme."25 For Scully, the picture of 

polis living in the poem is tragically precarious because it connects to the polis at its his

torical point of origin.26 Polis-defending Hector, heroic embodiment of the cultured life 

the polis seeks to provide, is simply no match for the forces aligned against him. The 

climactic duel between "cultured" Hector and "natural," or anti-cultural, Achilles,27 puts 

23 Castoriadis 2004: 88; "Prenons le cas d'un public anglais cultive, qui est forme par Shakespeare : la ques
tion de savoir si ce qui est decrit dans Macbeth ou meme Richard III est historique n'a strictement aucun 
interet. Ce qui importe, c'est la formation de l'esprit donnee par ces textes." See also van Wees 1992: 9-10 
where the author makes a somewhat similar observation about Orwell's 1984 and Star Wars. As poetry, 
the Iliad simply cannot be made to reflect historical conditions 

24 van Wees 1992:10. 

25 Scully 1993: 4. Neither Scully nor van Wees fully commit themselves to their shared hermeneutical pos
tulates and fall back on the familiar approach of treating epic detail as historical data, albeit with "extreme 
caution." Both situate Homer and his audience historically in the eighth century BCE. I cannot contest 
this dating other than to say it requires external evidence to corroborate it. The early dating of the Iliad is 
claimed by pointing out that Homeric poetry had already begun to lose its meaningfulness by the sixth 
century BCE, see van Wees 1999: 2, and Cairns 2001:1-12. 

26 Scully 1993: 81-99. In chapter 6 "History and Composition," Scully elaborates his view that the Homeric 
polis is a pastiche collection of archaic details betokening the Mycenean Citadel on the one hand, and the 
contemporary, eighth century establishment of Ionian colonies such as Old Smyrna on the other. 

27 The duel between Hector and Achilles endures as a problem of interpretation given that it amounts to a 
hopeless slaughter. This point is addressed squarely by Willcock 1999: 404-415. Athena's interference has 
long been a point of difficulty as it clearly diminishes Achilles' accomplishment by limiting him to merely 
delivering the coup de grace on the duped and defenceless Hector. 
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the lie to the promise that the polis can provide a life of ease like that enjoyed by the 

immortals. In Scully's view, Hector is ultimately victimized by the gods who, if any co

herent motivation can be attributed to them, seek primarily to deny mortals the exis

tence they themselves enjoy.28 

Leaving aside the matter of the gods, I wish to highlight another seminal asser

tion Scully makes regarding character development in the poem. He rightfully points 

out that too much scholarly attention has been paid to the mortal narrative actors as 

motivated by individualistic, glory-seeking objectives rather than treating them in the 

polis context.29 My analysis extends from this to include the major figures of the Iliad, 

whereas Scully condenses his treatment to the antithetical pair, "polis-destroying" Achil

les and his victim, "polis-defending" Hector. 

If one keeps in mind Nicias' statement that the polis amounts to its human collec

tive,30 a far richer appreciation of the Iliad as a polis-specific artefact can be obtained. 

Similarly, if one dispenses with the erroneous view that the poem may be gleaned for 

28 Scully 1993: 125; 'Not only must the gods not take the human being too seriously, but also from their 
perspective they can see his greatest and most sacred of achievements—the city—only in terms of its inevi
table futility. The city's inability to secure its aggressive claims (i.e., to be arrektos, or unbreakable), more 
than the crimes of Alexander and Laomedon, helps explain, I believe, the tragic weakness of Hektor and 
is the reason that Zeus and Athena, the city's most inspired creators and staunch defenders, in the Iliad 
help bring about Hektor's death and Troy's downfall." 

29 Scully 1993:114-127. 

301 shall have more to say about the polis in my discussion of Greek religion, but I do not wish to define it 
with any more detail than to say it is a social entity ideally based upon interpersonal relationship beyond 
kin. The concept of "polis" of course contained within it territory, institutions and networks of association 
with other poleis, but these are all accretions of the non-sanguinary human bond. For a recent introduction 
to the Greek polis, see Hansen 2006. I accept Wickersham and Pozzi's 1991: 2 statement;" The polis is a 
state of mind, and that mind expresses itself in myth." 
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documentary evidence pertaining to the time of Homer, then one can also dispense with 

the historicist ideology of 'progressivism' that continues to afflict its study.31 The way 

out of this problem of interpretation is to take the observation of van Wees to heart and 

treat the Iliad as a "plausible fiction" that is meant to enliven in its audience (at the 

Greater Panathenaia, for instance) an imaginary contact with the idealized past, the 

mythic Heroic Age. 

While the Iliad served as, in Burkert's view, "the model and common reference 

point for the Greek mind,"32 the poem as a whole is best appreciated through the lens of 

athleticism and civic acculturation. By focussing on the hero Achilles primarily, the Il

iad connects to the experience of male youthfulness ~ to that state of being so idealized 

by the Greeks — that must give way to communitarian and householding obligations. 

While this has captured little scholarly interest, Achilles is a character who is very much 

within the parental orbit. His father packed him off to battle with two non-native at

tendants much like a Greek patriarch would have contracted the services of professional 

31 Williams 1993: 21-49. Williams confronts the vexing matter of human agency in Homeric poetry, an 
aspect that is often used to argue for the primitivism of the poetry. See also Hammer 2002: 49-79. 

32 Burkert 2001: 92; "The unique position of Homer in Greek civilization is so firmly established that we 
forget to wonder about it and to realize that it is in itself a unique phenomenon... One might be tempted 
to call Homer the Bible or the Koran of the Greeks, which brings out the basic difference that Homer is 
not, and never was, a religious revelation demanding submission and worship but rather literature that 
invited, and still invites, literary criticism, although he was to form the model and common reference 
point for the Greek mind." To get a sense of Homer (and Hesiod too) as a sacred text one is on far better 
footing comparing the poems to the South Asian works, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana than to the 
revealed doctrines of the Abrahamic traditions. An area of research that offers great promise in arriving 
at how the poetry of Homer and Hesiod was experienced - how it produced an enthusiasmos within the 
ancient audience — is the ritual poetics approach offered by Yatromanolakis & Roilos 2004: 3-34, and 
Kowalzig 2007:13-55. 
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trainers in helping his son to distinguish himself on the competitive field and, in victory, 

to win the esteem of both young and old. All of this before returning home, performing 

the ritual hair offering that signals the passage of youth and, finally, before marrying the 

bride of his father's choosing. Venerable Peleus has equipped his son with the material 

means and the practical support to achieve great things, but has otherwise left his boy 

to his own devices. Achilles' mother Thetis, goddess of the watery cave, is not so pas

sive about it all and returns to her boy with an air of desperate lamentation at her im

minent and inevitable loss. 

To conclude this section, my reading of the Iliad insists upon treating the work as 

a plausible fiction that connects the mythic age of the heroes with the glory-seeking or

deals of athletic competition. Through its thematic reference and through its presenta

tion of character, the Iliad elaborates a pedagogy of polis acculturation focussed specifi

cally (but hardly exclusively) on Greeks who were of the ability, class and level of ma

turity to participate in pan-Hellenic athletics. It is hard to envision an alternative to 

this; either the Iliad is a pastiche as G. S. Kirk insists, or it is an artefact in the same way 

that Hamlet is and ought to be appreciated as such. 
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Chapter 2. Background to this Study 

A. Athletics, Male Acculturation, and Greek Religion. 

Athletics refers to the Greek practice of identifying the "excellent one" from the many 

other competitors by means of a contested dthlon, or prize, given to the victor.1 To be 

awarded a prize for having won at a formal contest staged within a religious sanctuary 

was to be identified as a possessor of areti, or excellence, which, from a religious per

spective, provided a form of empirical proof of the abiding attention of the gods. The 

Periodos competitions provided the spectators a form of visual assessment of the quality 

the youths and young men on performative display; the total effect of witnessing the 

collection of healthy bodies all striving to be the best served the religious function of 

confirming the abiding vigilance of the gods; as long as strength, skill and talent were 

expressed in the competitive strivings of Greek bachelor males, the stability and fecun

dity of the Zeus-willed cosmos was therefore confirmed. Athleticism on the pan-

Hellenic stage marked the crowning achievement of the gymnasium-centred paideia 

maintained by the city-states, and the production of a victor at the main festivals was an 

auspicious affirmation of the gods' favour for the polis. 

Education at the gymnasium was, of course, restricted to the upper strata of the 

citizenry and an option only for households which did not require their sons to work at 

1 Athlon also refers to the competition generally, particularly in Homer, where its variant, dethlos is best 

translated as contest or, in the case of Heracles' Labours, as "test" (Iliad 8.363). The term equally denotes a 

ritual process that serves to connect the athlete with the hero, see Nagy 1990:136-40. 
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an early age. Such a lifestyle was advantageous for preparing potential athletes, al

though gymnasium education was not a requirement for participating in the pan-

Hellenic competitions. Freeborn Greek boys from low-status households had the op

portunity to compete despite the lack of a formal education, and this "meritocratic ave

nue" may well have been one of the most important features of athleticism. A young 

man who was fast on his feet and good with his fists could do much to advance the 

prospects of himself and of his family by distinguishing himself in an arena in which 

the wealthiest and most influential patrons were actively watching from the spectators' 

perch.2 As with any traditional society, a primary means of social advancement for tal

ented low-status males was by means of marriage, and athletic competition, particularly 

in the events that did not require the purchase of equipment, was undoubtedly the best 

means of drawing attention to oneself. 

2 Pausanias 6.10.1-3 provides the example of the legendary hero-athlete Glaucus who went from humble 
beginnings as a farm boy to pan-Hellenic boxing champion, and finally to having a heroic burial on his 
eponymous island. There seems to be some of this meritocratic drive behind 'storied' Glaucus who was 
inexperienced at boxing. When his father saw him rejoining a broken ploughshare by striking it with his 
fist as though it were a hammer, he took his boy to Olympia to compete in the boxing ring. Given his lack 
of training, Glaucus was severely pummelled by his opponents and was at the point of passing out when 
his father called out to him, "My boy, give him the plow strike!" (the pun here is that, in ancient boxing 
parlance, the plow strike meant a right-handed 'hay-maker' blow, but it also recollects the drotron plege 
Cronus, the first ruler (and dirty fighter!) at Olympia delivered to his father's genitals; see also Nonnos, 
Dionysiaca 12.46). Upon hearing his father's exhortation, Glaucus (Pausanias links his ancestry to the sea-
god Glaucus) went on to win the event. He also completed the Periodos sweep by doubling his Olympic 
totals at the Pythian Games, and then quadrupling this number again at both the Isthmian and Nemean 
Games. This legend attributed to an actual victor suggests that the undying fame the victor enjoyed ac
quired over time a formulaic, or paradigmatic, quality that in all likelihood, had nothing to do with the 
circumstances of the once-actual athlete's performance. On the story of Glaucus and the heroization of 
athletes, see Currie 2005: 120-57. For a discussion of athleticism and social advancement in the second 
century CE, see Golden 2008: 32-34. 
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The competitions at Olympia had an overtly prenuptial component as made evi

dent by the hosting hero Pelops' charter myth. Pelops, a foreign-born, "dark-faced" ar

riviste,3 wins in the myth the hand of the local princess Hippodameia and succeeds to 

the point of having the lower Greek mainland named in his honour (Pindar Olympian 

1.70-89) .4 The myth of the prenuptial chariot race in which Pelops wins Hippodameia is 

depicted on the western pediment of the Zeus temple.5 This iconic feature supports the 

view that marriage was a main objective of competition, as the scene on the temple fa

cade would have been viewed by the men on the morning of the events in which they 

competed, on the lighting of the great altar following the foot race. Likewise, the illus

tration on the eastern pediment of the temple, the wrestling match between the centaurs 

and Lapiths on the occasion of the wedding feast of Deidamia and Pirithous, would 

have caught the eye of the competitors as their procession entered the sactuary at the 

inauguration of the festival. This myth also conveys the indelible relationship between 

3 Burkert 1983: 97 emphasizes the name Pelops as denoting the hero's nocturnal aspect. 

4 The great temple of Zeus, completed in 457 BCE, displayed on the eastern pediment the chariot race be
tween Lydian Pelops and King Oenomaeus, son of Ares, with Zeus as arbiter standing between the com
peting parties. The western pediment also displayed a contest relating to a wedding, that between the 
Lapiths and the Centaurs. The depiction casts the battle in a manner that suggests wrestling contests. 
Interstingly, the Iliad appears to conflate both myths when he refers to Pirithous' bride as Hippodameia. 
As Barringer 2005 very astutely points out, the athletes entering the sanctuary would have gazed upon 
the depiction of the Centaur War fought to preserve the honour of Deidameia and the Lapith women. 
During the lighting of the Zeus altar on the morning of the third day, they would have faced the eastern 
pediment and gazed upon the scene depicting the preparations for the contest between Pelops and Oe-
nomaus. The hippie and boys' competitions were held on the two days preceding the central sacrifice, 
while the mens' contests occurred immediately following the Zeus hecatomb, see Valavanis 2004:148-152. 
The bearded men, the oldest of the age categories, would have been at a marriageable age. 

5 The competitions at Olympia were held alongside Pelops' grave ground and below the Hill of Cronus 
where Zeus had previously bested his father at the twilight of the mythic Golden Age. The inscription 
on a dedication at Olympia identifies Pelops as ancestor of the Achaeans, Pausanias 5.25.10. 
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athleticism and marriage as it recalls the mythic battle fought to preserve the virtue of 

the Lapith women. The myth emphasizes the sanctity of the wedding bond on the one 

hand and, on the other, identifies the triumph of the civilized Lapith men with their 

godlike bodies in full view over the bestial, half-horse centaurs who could neither con

trol their intake of wine nor curtail their sexual passion in the presence of women.5 

Both mythic illustrations, then, identify the centrality of marriage and indicate the role 

of athleticism in acculturating males to it. 

The "female" area of the Olympia sanctuary stood along its northern perimeter, at 

the far side of the stadium and at the foot of the Hill of Cronus.7 Added to the Hera 

temple were six goddess altars,8 the treasuries and the victors' banquet area. Apart from 

the priestess of Demeter Chamyne,9 married women were barred from the competi-

6 The wine motif expresses itself in the Pelops myth as well. Hippodameia (horse-mistress) was daughter 
of the murderous, incestuous king Oenomaus (wine-maker), descendant of Ares, see Kerenyi 1960: 62-3. 

7 Pindar refers to this locale as the Isles of the Blessed at 2 Olympian 70-72. 

8 The goddesses honoured with altars were; Hera, Gaia, Eilythia, Aphrodite, Artemis, and Hestia. The 
Metroon, the temple that housed Rhea, mother of Zeus and Hera, was constructed at the turn of the 
fourth century although she likely had a cult at Olympia long before the surviving monument as she was 
the wife of Cronus. Finally, the altar of Demeter Chamyne, attended by the priestess and the only woman 
permitted in the sanctuary, was located on the north side of the stadium, see Valavanis 2004: 54; 116; 118-
119. For a frustratingly sketchy account of the female competitions and Hera cult at Olympia, see Pau-
sanias 5.16.2-8. 

9 Distracted by grief at the abduction of her daughter, Demeter gnawed off the shoulder of the infant 
Pelops. Her priestess had a necessary ritual presence at the Olympia and the presence of the altar along 
the stadium identifies the etiological relationship between the Tantalus-Pelops myth disavowed by Pindar 
with the stadium foot race, the central event at the festival, see further Burkert 1983: 99. 
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tions, but select young women of marriageable age were in attendance.10 These virgins, 

perhaps victors at the Heraia festival, viewed the competitions from the Hera temple. 

Dressed in white gowns that left one of their breasts exposed, they also displayed them

selves as "prizes." Little is known about the victory banquet, but it did feature erotic 

dancing held in honour of Artemis Kordax and likely involved these girls and the 

victors.11 Nonetheless, the spectacular display of the "best of the Hellenes" served both 

as something of a 'swan song' to the freedom and independence offered by youth and, 

concurrently, as a practical medium of social advancement for the competitors. 

While marriage and social placement were essential to the games from a broader 

cultural perspective, the athletes themselves were driven by the more palpable goal of 

victory. The Zeus festival at Olympia, of course, anchored the circuit of pan-Hellenic 

competitions, and victory at the festival granted a status that is hard to translate into 

contemporary terms, given that the victor stood as an embodiment of Zeus' sacred 

10 Barringer 2005: 232; "Ancient literary sources suggest, and modern scholars speculate, that virgin 
women viewed athletes as potential husbands and evaluated them accordingly." Traditional societies such 
as ancient Greece treat marriage as its foundation. Marriages were contracted by the fathers, and the 
most influential families could draw into themselves the most talented young men by having them marry 
their daughters. At Olympia, the victor's banquet hall, the prytaneion, the goddess altars, and the treasur
ies all shared the same location at the northern end of the sanctuary. 

11 See Burkert 1983: 102. I tend to think that there was an erotic component to the victors' banquet con
nected with the dancing rites in honour of Artemis Kordax, whose temple also contained the bones of 
Pelops. 
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dispensation.12 Victory at the foot race was especially auspicious as the swiftest racer in 

the stadium was granted the honour of ascending to the top of the great altar of Zeus. 

With the entire assembly gazing in reverence from below, the victor was honoured by 

the task of lighting the altar flame in acknowledgment of Zeus.13 Added to the feasting 

and dancing in the 'women's section', the victor was symbolically immortalized by hav

ing his statue erected in the Altis, the sanctuary's sacred precinct.14 Similarly the vic

tor's glory was expressed in songs such as the victory odes of Pindar and Bacchylides, 

songs that allegorized the athlete's victories by likening them to the culture-bringing 

ordeals of the mythic heroes.15 By the fifth century the victors' names were registered 

into the Olympionikai, the victor lists, and the foot-race (stadion) victor had the added 

distinction of having his name denote the particular year of his accomplishment.16 

12 Mikalson 2007: 33-40. Mikalson raises fascinating and perplexing questions about the hosting god's 
role in granting victory, something that is very clearly asserted in epinecean poetry. The victory statues 
are not always placed in the hosting god's sanctuary (he gives the example of a Panathenaic victor who 
had his statue placed in the Demeter sanctuary of Eleusis, his home deme, rather than in the Athena sanc
tuary. He also points out how very few of these statues bear dedications to gods. 

13 Nagy 1990: 124-127. Nagy extends Burkert's analysis of the ritual process that anchored the festival. 
This began at the appearance of the full moon marking the third day of the festival (Greek days began at 
sundown) and the hero sacrifice to Pelops. The stadion (one lap of the stadium) race connected the grave 
site of Pelops, site of the purifying sacrifice of Pelops and concluded with the triumphal lighting of Zeus' 
flame in the full sun of the morning. See also Burkert 1983: 93-103. 

14 For the controversy over whether the athlete statue, andrids, was an expression of the victor's fame and 
honour, or whether it was a dedication to Zeus, see Currie 2005:143-148. 

15 Currie 2005: 1-4. Currie's book is an excellent resource for exploring the thematic interplay between 
athletic victor, the laudandus, and the hero. See also Nagy 1990:136-45. 

16 Christesen 2007:1-8. Having one's name stand as a chronographic point of reference is quite an expres
sion of honour and fame indeed! 
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The victor at the Games, Olympia especially, was regarded as a godlike man, 

thews/daimonios anir.17 What this designation means precisely is controversial; even in 

ancient times it invited contempt and criticism.18 All the same, this terminology was 

culturally normative and reflective of the honour shown the victor for his success at the 

pan-Hellenic Periodos festivals. No mere mortal, he was the very embodiment of divine 

approbation in which his polis took tremendous pride, as producing an Olympic victor 

amounted to empirical proof that the polis was strong and vital — and functioning ac

cording to the will of Zeus. The ability to produce victorious athletes on the pan-

Hellenic stage was both a deep source of pride and a powerful mark of distinction 

within the broader culture. It is no wonder that the polis provided its victorious native 

son with all the benefits of urban living or, in the language of the poets, a life free of 

care. Because the victor stood as the very embodiment of divine approval, the polis on 

whose soil he was nurtured and raised reciprocated by treating him as a godlike 

being.19 

17 Currie 2005: 158-159. See also the author's discussion of the heroization of athletes, Currie 2005: 120-
157. 

18 Harris 2009:158-163. Xenophanes (570-480 BCE), the early complainer against Hesiod and Homer, was 
particularly contemptuous of the honours paid to athletes by the polis, as opposed to the morally upright 
sage. Harris playfully entitles his article on the critics of athletes (Xenophanes, Euripides, Socrates), "The 
Revenge of the Nerds." 

19 See Currie 2005: 152-157. Both athleticism and hero-cult were indelible to polis culture and spoke 
meaningfully on the elevated level of religion and cosmology to male enfranchisement, military service 
and duty to one's native community. 

22 



B. Epic Poetry and Athleticism 

Greek culture, as has often been remarked, was fundamentally competitive, and occa

sions to make a display of excellence, arite, found their highest expressions in the con

text of the pan-Hellenic religious festivals — the Olympia-anchored Periodos festivals — 

already identified.20 Competition was epitomized in the major athletic festivals, but it 

was also a normative means of interrelating within Greek culture, serving much as it 

still does a means for determining leadership and collective betterment. Athletic con

tests, to repeat, served as an effective means of cultural selection whereby talent and 

ability could be demonstrated and "the best," ho dristos, identified through the ordeal of 

competition.21 This agonale Geist is sanctified by the poets Hesiod and Homer whose 

works stood alongside the Periodos festivals as the constituents of the pan-Hellenic stra

tum of Greek religion. Epic poetry, itself the matter of competitive performance, gave 

voice to the ideology of excellence, itself the sacred, godlike quality the Zeus-willed 

cosmos made possible. 

Conflict as a human motivator is the point of departure for Hesiod and is ex

pressed directly in his proem to Works and Days, his sermon of the "Two Strifes" 

(11-24).22 While the poet does not mention athleticism when he sings of the "strifes" it is 

not a far stretch to see the how his assertions apply to it. Regarding athleticism and 

20 Burkert 1985:105-107. 

21 Scanlon 2002: 9-13 aptly refers to the Greek male paideia as a "contest system." 

22 West 1978: 142. West discusses the dual aspect of Strife in relation to the baneful goddess of the 
Theogony. 
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male acculturation, creative eris promotes betterment through task-oriented rivalry and, 

undertaken with a socially minded attitude, does not engender animosity; it is an eris 

ruled by Aphrodite's attendant who is also the last appearing of the four cosmic Primal 

Entities, Eros.23 Corrosive eris, on the other hand, is ruled by Aphrodite's darker consort 

Ares, the middle child of Zeus and Hera, the most loathsome of the gods. Hesiod, of 

course, does not discuss athleticism24 directly in his poetry, but introduces his expose on 

strife to set the stage for a broader discussion of hubris and justice, the ethical antipodes 

governing human behaviour.25 I shall return to the pertinent aspects of Hesiodic poetry, 

but I wish at this point to focus on the Iliad and identify its structural relationship with 

the celebration of games at Olympia. 

When one attempts to orient oneself in the Iliad by means of the temporal and 

spatial references that are identifiable within it, one can have a more palpable sense of 

how the heroes of the poem stand as paradigms for the young men who underwent the 

ordeals of competition at Olympia. The spatial dimension of the Iliad is complex. On 

the one hand, the location of the Trojan plain at the southern entrance to the Hellespont 

is precisely situated within the narrative, and its surrounding topography clearly 

23 Scanlon 2002. His study explores the ubiquitous connection existing between the god and athletic con
testants. Athleticism, although competitive, was a means of establishing deep bonds between male par
ticipants and, of course, such bonds were necessary for polis acculturation. Competition served as a 
means of personal improvement through rivalry and community building through bonding. The Greeks 
did not have team sport, the "team" was the military unit, the phalanx. 

24 Hesiod does state that the goddess Hecate offers assistance to men in the polis functions in the delibera
tive assembly, battle and athletic contest, Theogony 416-38. 

25 Wickersham and Pozzi 1991: 6. 
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identified: the poet knows well the coastline, islands and waterways of the Aegean 

coast, along with the inhabitant populations. On the other hand, the champs de mars, the 

battlefield the poet creates, is described far more generically, almost as if he is illustrat

ing a stage set than referring to a known topography.26 In fact, the depiction of the plain 

in the Iliad is not altogether generic; it is a schematic transposition of the physical layout 

of the Olympia sanctuary. This comes into focus when the features of the western ex

tremity of Troy's plain are identified: there is a point of confluence between two rivers, a 

fording point, and the tomb of the eponymous ancestor occupies a prominent place

ment in proximity to these other natural features. In the eastern distance is Mount 

Gargarum, highest peak of Trojan Ida, at the top of which stands a shrine and altar to 

Zeus. Troy itself is never identified beyond formulaic expressions that describe it as 

"steep," "well-walled," having broad streets and the like.27 It does however also have a 

Zeus altar at its highest point, at the top of its acropolis above the temples of Athena 

and Apollo (Iliad 22.171-2). 

The dramatic setting of the Iliad is punctuated by the iconic features of Olympia. 

Rather than the Scamander and Simoeis joining in confluence (Iliad 5.773-4), it is the Al-

pheus and Cladius that connect before draining into the sea.28 Close by their confluence 

26 For an extended discussions of the Iliadic Trojan Plain as a physical geography, see Thornton 1999, 
Scully 1990:11-3. 

27 Scully 1990: 23-40 points out that Troy's most frequent epithet is "sacred." 

28 The confluence of the Alpheus and Cladius next to the Olympia sanctuary is well illustrated in Valava-
nis 2004: 21. 
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was the ford of the Alpheus near to which stood the tomb of the ancestral host of the 

Games, the hero Pelops.29 Thus, the western extremity in both Olympia and mythic 

Troy marks the point of entry where heroes and athletes move in procession across a 

fording point and past the ancestral tomb. Similarly, the eastern horizon at Olympia 

was dominated by a distant mountain range located in neighbouring Arcadia. Reflect

ing the Ida mountain range at the eastern perimeter of Troy, which is identified in the 

Iliad as "mother of the beasts" and which contains the Zeus altar on its highest peak (7/-

iad 8.47-8), is the Arcadian mountain that contained the cult of Zeus "the Wolf," Mt 

Lyceum.30 With its eastern extremity, indicated by its elevated Zeus altar, and its west

ern terminus, identified by an ancestral tomb, a crossing point over a river and, finally 

the salt sea, the dramatic context of the Iliad can be paradigmatically transposed onto 

the Olympia sanctuary, itself a ritual topography that acknowledged the supremacy of 

Zeus over the cosmos. Both the Trojan plain and Olympia therefore stand as cosmic 

29 Pindar Olympian 1.90-5. Interestingly, the number of divine rivers at Troy matches the number of rivers 
listed by Pausanias in Olympia's plain: 

Troy (Iliad 12.20-22) Olympia (Pausanias. 5.7.1) 
Scamander - Alpheus 
Simoeis - Cladius 
Rhesus - Helisson 
Heptaporus - Brentheates 
Caresus - Gortynius 
Rhodius - Buphagus 
Granicus - Ladon 
Aesepus - Erymanthus 

30 Burkert 1983: 84-103 has drawn attention to the many points of contact between the lore of Olympia 
and that of the Zeus worship, including games celebrated by youths, at Mt. Lyceum. 
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templates; as mythic-ritual idealizations in which existence expresses itself according to 

the divinely sanctioned plan.31 

The temporal context of the Iliad points similarly to the celebration of games at 

Olympia. To repeat a point made above on page 5, the Games were held from at least as 

early as the time of Pindar during the five days of the lunar phase on the second full 

moon after the summer solstice. The midsummer period spanning the corn harvest and 

the wine harvest was perilously hot and dry in ancient times; the Romans called it the 

dies caniculariae, the canicula referring to the star Sirius.32 This extremely hot, dry and 

perilous period spans a forty-day period when the star appears above the predawn 

eastern horizon, lasting from 3 July to 11 August. It was near or at the end of this period 

that the "ordeals" at Olympia were undertaken. Within the Iliad, the harvest acts as 

powerful metaphor, but it also operates to situate the narrative within the annual span 

of seasons. Moreover, the reference to Sirius as both a signal of pestilence and a beacon 

of the harvest at the outset of the climactic duel between Achilles and Hector at 22.24-32 

evokes the seasonal "mood" of the oppressive period leading to the grape harvest.33 

31 The network of islands to the west of the Hellespont can also be homologized to the Isles of the Blessed, 
or the northern sector of Olympia. Because this observation would require a considerable discussion, I 
have excluded it. 

32 For a discussion of Sirius in the ancient Mediterranean, see Brosch 2008: 5-35. Hesiod has much to say 
about the wine harvest season. 

33 Hesiod synchronizes the collection of grapes at the appearance of Arcturus in the predawn sky (W&D 
610), a full month after the end of the Dog Days, see West 1978: 311. For a more sustained discussion of 
the star and constellation references, Sirius especially, in Hesiod and Homer, see Lorimer 1951: 88-92. 
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While the problem of time in the Iliad itself remains a vexing matter,34 the narra

tive does unfold in an uninterrupted succession of days and nights that last a full forty 

days. Although fewer days contain dramatic events than the formulaic ten-day blocks 

that occur at its beginning (plague of Apollo Smintheus) and end (divine quarrel over 

Hector's corpse, Hector's obsequies), these can all be calculated successively to arrive at 

a definitive period of forty days, as I have referenced and tabulated in Table 2 below. 

The coherence of the "Dog Days" timespan with the poetic identification of Achilles as 

Sirius is also identified at Iliad 22.29, on day seventeen of the poem: the final day of the 

full lunar phase during which, at its outset, the goddesses Hera and Athena "raise up" 

Achilles and, at its conclusion, Hector dies.35 Perhaps more pertinent to the Games at 

Olympia is the assigning of the battle events in the poem to the five days of the full 

moon, the period identified by Pindar as the time in which the Games were celebrated.36 

34 See Tsagalis 2008: 135-49 for a recent discussion of time in Homer. While Tsagalis is mainly concerned 
with the twenty year span bridge the time of Helen's abduction with the epic present at 24.765-6, his essay 
does convey a sense of the difficulty of orienting oneself in Homeric poetry, given its constant use of 
chronological formulae. 

35 The astral symbolism connecting Achilles with the Dog Star is discussed in detail in Chapter 4. The 
Iliad is a poem and not a calendar and therefore it is best regarded as seeking to evoke the Dog Days and 
its period of fever-bringing heat rather than to precisely chronicle the dramatic events according to astral 
phenomena. Having stated this, I think that there is much left to pursue in this area despite its highly 
speculative nature. 

36 Pindar Olympian 3.20-2; 10.73-5 identifies the appearance of the full moon and Olympian 5.6 states the 
five days' duration of the contests. 
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Table 2. Time in the Iliad as the "Dog Days" of Summer 

Waxing Month Middle Month Waning Month Waxing Month 

Day 1 (1.01-52) 
Pestilence begins 

pestilence 

pestilence 

pestilence 

pestilence 

pestilence 

pestilence 

pestilence 

pestilence 
Gods at Oceanus 

Day 10 (1.53-474) 
Hector made agent of 
wrath by Achilles' curse 

Day 11 (1.475-492) 
Return from Chryse 

Day 12 (1.493-604) 
Gods return, Zeus assents 

to Thetis' petition 

Day 13 (1.605-7.292) 
Achaean procession into 
plain, first day of lunar 

phase 

Day 14 (7.293-465) 
Day of feasting, obsequies, 

wall building 

Day 15 (7.466-8.488) 
Zeus goes to Gargarum, 

full moon 

Day 16 (8.489-18.242) 
Great Day of Battle, Pa-

troclus dies 

Day 17 (18.243-22.515) 
Achilles-Sirius, enters 
plain, Hector dies, final 

day of lunar phase 

Day 18 (23.01-154) 
Funeral feast for Patro-
clus, building of barrow 

Day 19 (23.217-24.03) 
Gods at Oceanus 
Funeral Games 

Day 20 (24.05-18) 
Hector's corpse defiled 

Divine quarrel over corpse 

Divine quarrel over corpse 

Divine quarrel over corpse 

Divine quarrel over corpse 

Divine quarrel over corpse 

Divine quarrel over corpse 

Divine quarrel over corpse 

Divine quarrel over corpse 

Day 29 (24.31-350) 
Gods prepare Priam's 
journey across river 

Day 30 (24.351-781) 
Hector's body is returned, 
Trojan lamention begins 

Hector lamented 

Hector lamented 

Hector lamented 

Hector lamented 

Hector lamented 

Hector lamented 

Hector lamented 

Hector lamented 

Day 9 (see 24.665-8) 
Hector's funeral and feast 

Day 10 (24.784-804) 
Hector is buried 

The space-time correspondences between the mythic poetry of Iliad and the ritual 

celebration of the Olympic Games provides a clearer sense of the modelling process op-
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erating between athletes and heroes. This is, of course, already implicit in the praise po

etry of Pindar, as his art consisted of aptly associating the culture-bringing ordeals of 

the mythic heroes with the achievement of a victory at the Periodos festivals.37 Both 

Burkert and Nagy have developed the insight that a ritual trajectory underlies Greek 

athleticism and, building from this, I seek to advocate for a reading of the Iliad as mythic 

account of this process.38 At this point, a summary of this ritual trajectory needs to be 

identified. 

Prospective athletes began their training in earnest ten months before the staging 

of the Olympic Games. Nine months before undertaking the journey to Elis, the young 

men declared their intention to participate and began a prescribed training regimen. On 

the tenth month, at the first full moon after the summer solstice, the pool of competitors 

assembled at Elis, the major regional polis a half-day's journey to the north of the 

Olympia sanctuary39 The athletes then spent their final month's preparations under the 

high heat of the summer assembled as a collective in the gymnasium at Elis, which con

tained tall plane trees within its walls.40 This preparatory phase of competition has 

been aptly identified by Nagy as defining the first phase of the ritual trajectory, where 

37 Nagy 1990; Currie 2005. My argument attempts to make an ideological link between the Homeric hero 
experienced as a cult entity and the Olympic victor. 

38 Burkert 1983:101-2. Nagy expands upon this greatly, see especially 1990:118-9; 152-3; 199-214. 

39 Pausanias 5.24.9. 

40 The description of the athletes' training facilities at Elis is given by Pausanias at 6.23-24.1. Especially 
noteworthy is the importance of the cult of Eros, likely there to inspire a cultivation of the "good eris" 
among the competitors. Plane trees were also to be found in the centre of the Altis (Pausanias 5.27.11). 
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the collective of "Achaeans"41 ritually modelled "the dead" who were believed to lan

guish in isolation and anonymity in Hades.42 Adopting a strict diet, sexual abstinence 

and further training at the local facilities under the observation of the judges, the Hella-

nodikai, the community of athletes carried out their final training under inspection from 

the judges whose duties included determining the competitive heats and pairings for 

the Games. In relation to the Iliad, this phase is evoked twice; first at the mention of the 

assembly of the army under the plane tree at Aulis ten years prior to the poetic present 

(Iliad 2.300-7) and again in the narrative time span of ten days of pestilence delivered by 

Apollo (Iliad 1.44-56), which transformed the Achaean camp into a virtual mortuary be

fore the Achaeans crossed the river ford to enter the Trojan plain. 

The second phase of the ritual trajectory also took place at Elis. At the first ap

pearance of the waxing Olympian moon, the festival began at sunset (the beginning of 

the Greek day) in Elis. This inaugural evening was given over to the lamentations by 

the Elean women who honoured Achilles, the best of the Achaeans who was fated to die 

in the full bloom of youth before Troy was to be taken, with their keening as the sun 

sank below the western horizon.43 The following morning, the grand procession 

41 Pelops was identified at Olympia as the ancestor of the Achaeans on the pedestal of the statue to Ido-
meneus. This statue is grouped among nine that stood near the Zeus temple, which commemorated the 
Achaeans who rose to meet Hector's challenge. Nestor, who invoked Peleus as patron of the Achaeans in 
this episode (Iliad 7.125-8), also had a statue included among the dedications to Zeus, see Pausanias 
5.25.8-10. 

42 Nagy 1990:118-9. 

431 shall return to the Achilles cult at Elis at the conclusion of this section. 
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formed as the athletes, their bodies covered in oil and chalk, the judges in their black 

mourning gowns, along with the horses, attendants and other officials gathered for the 

march to the length of the road, named Sacred Way, to Olympia.44 Correlatively, the Il

iad lingers on the Achaean procession, formed within the camp according to respective 

homelands of its members.45 Furthermore, it is inaugurated by sacrifices and prayers of 

success addressed to Zeus (Iliad 2.412-29) and concluded with a swearing of oaths after 

crossing the river (Iliad 3.292-301).46 

The Olympia festival lasted for five days, to repeat, during the full phase of the 

midsummer moon, likely coincident with the end of the "dog days" of the Mediterra

nean summer. The day of the full moon, the third day of competitions, marked the 

lighting of the great Zeus altar by the foot race winner and the commencement of the 

men's event. I have tabulated above that this schedule corresponds with the Iliad's 

dramatic chronology as the length of the "ordeals undertaken for Helen's sake." What is 

more, when the narrative time is plotted within the Greek lunar month, theses five days 

correspond with the full moon phase as it expressed itself within this temporal struc

ture. Similarly, Zeus' leaving of Olympus for his altar over Gargarum in book 8 corre

sponds temporally with the lighting of his altar at Olympia. 

44 Pausanias 5.25.7 

45 Significantly, the Catalogue of Ships concludes by mentioning that Achilles remained at the ships 
{Iliad.2.772). The Achilles cult associated with the Games appears to have been confined to Aulis, a fea
ture that suggests Achilles' death before the fall of Troy. 

46 The crossing of the Scamander, interpreted to mean "the marker of a man", by the Achaeans is dis
cussed in Chapters 2 and 4. 
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The ritual programme of athleticism at Olympia provides a space-time template 

for the poetical context of the Iliad when it is treated as hero myth. The final point of 

correspondence between the poem and the festival has to do with the Achilles cult, the 

devotional expression of Iliad's tragic hero that was fully established by the time of the 

rhapsodic competitions at Athens.47 Identified by its tomb at the mouth of the Helle

spont and its temple on the White Island in the Black sea, the maritime cult of Achilles 

suggests the same "death-to-immortality" ritual process as athletic competition.48 Fur

thermore, because Achilles was honoured as both dead (tomb cult) and immortal (tem

ple cult), his cult also reflects the Hesiodic detail that certain of the heroes were selected 

by Zeus after their deaths to enjoy a "Golden Age" immortality on the Isles of the 

Blessed.49 While the immortalization of Achilles is not treated directly in either the Iliad 

or Odyssey, the erection of Achilles' tomb at his huts features prominently at the conclu

sion of both Homeric poems.50 This strong emphasis upon the construction of his tomb 

47 Burgess 2009:116; "So by the sixth century BCE, at least, there existed a place in the Troad formally rec
ognized as the burial place of Achilles, of such significance that it could give its name to a town estab
lished nearby. One surmises that in the struggle between Athens and Mytilene, both outsiders to the 
Troad, control of the tomb of Achilles, and by extension glory of the Greek mythological past, was 
deemed of great symbolic value." See Herodotus 5.94-6 for a discussion of the attempt by Pisistratus to 
establish an Athenian presence at Sigeum. 

48 Burgess 2009: 126-131. Burgess points out the complex, multilocal nature of Achilles Pontarches in this 
most remote part of the territorial range of Greek colonization. While the cult was not monolithic, it was 
synthetic and unified by the fact that Achilles served as its unifying cult entity. Like the first sacker of 
Troy Heracles, the Achilles cult subsumed both hero cult and divine cult. The Homeric evocation of Her
acles in both the Iliad and the Odyssey allude to the immortalization of Achilles, a central event in the 
Aethiopis. 

49 Hesiod, Works & Days 161-75. I shall return to this discussion shortly. 

50 Iliad 23.243-8, Odyssey 24.43-94. 

33 



at the shore of the Hellespont would certainly have been understood by the ancient 

audience as pertinent to Achilles' hero cult, which was fully operative by the mid sixth 

century BCE.51 

The location of the Achilles' tomb outside of the Trojan plain also reflects the ath

letic component of the hero's cult. Achilles was honoured at Elis, where his grave was 

displayed in the room of the umpires, the Hellanodikai.52 Achilles appears not to have 

been honoured at Olympia, but his cult was nonetheless indelible to Greek athleticism 

and to Olympia. Given that his grave stone was displayed at Elis within the judges' 

quarters, Achilles' hero cult pertained to the competitors as they formed the "collective 

pool of the dead"53 in the month leading up to the Olympia competitions. Thus the 

Achilles cult formed part of the broader ritual complex underpinning Olympian 

51 At Iliad 7.327-43, Nestor orders the Achaeans to build a single tomb to commemorate their dead and 
then advises not to have their bones interred there, but to return them to their respective homelands. It is 
unclear in the poem why this option is not extended to either Patroclus' or Achilles' remains, apart from 
the speculation that the poet was already operating with the knowledge of the cult as it was established at 
the Hellespont. Located midway between the islands of Samos and Imbros {Iliad 24.77-86) to the north
west of Achilles' tomb, is the underwater cave of his mother, also referred to as the "bosom of Thetis." This 
transformative location is where the mortal-born god Dionysus fled (Iliad 6.135-7), and is also where the 
lame god Hephaestus was "saved" and spent ten years acquiring his craftsmanship skills (Iliad 
18.398-405). Thetis' undersea cave, shared by her Nereid sisters and the Oceanid Eurynome, is a location 
of apotheosis and of divine transformation in the poem and thus stands as a foreshadowing of Thetis' 
removal of her son from the cremation fires and her conveying him to the White Island (Aethiopis fr.l). 
The Iliad, then, can be seen to treat of Achilles' tomb cult, given its focus on the hero's death, but it also 
alludes to the temple cult on the White Island, as it clearly identifies Thetis as powerful, transformative 
goddess capable of conferring immortality upon her son. 

52 The judges determine the competitive program over Achilles' grave in their quarters located outside of 
the gymnasium, see Pausanias 6.24.1. The association of the Achilles cult with the Hellanodikai attests to 
the hero's function as judge at the Funeral Games in book 23 of the poem. 

53 See above, page 31, note 42. 
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athleticism.54 Certainly, the hero is often invoked by Pindar who knows of his postmor

tem translation by Thetis to the Isles of the Blessed (Olympian 2.79-80) and, additionally, 

his White Island temple cult (Nemean 4.49-50). The best of the Achaeans, swift footed 

Achilles did not take part in the procession across the Scamander on the first day of the 

ordeals, but remained at his huts where his people played at the discus, javelin, and 

bow (Iliad 2.773-9). In my reading, this statement alludes to the Achilles cult at Elis, 

where the competitors first gathered as a group on the month before the Games for their 

final training; where too the Elian women, adopting the ritual role of Thetis and the 

Nereids, keened at sunset over the ill-fated death of the hero.55 

C. Hesiod's Myth of the Mortal Races and the Iliad as Hero Myth 

As stated above, Greek athleticism can be seen to follow a ritual process that moves 

from an initial, collectively experienced deathlike state through to the victor's singular 

achievement of "immortality" as "undying acclaim," kleos dphthiton, and as a "godlike 

man," anir thews. A similar plan of transformation can be seen to underpin the Muse-

54 Swift footed Achilles was worshipped at sites such as the one described by Pausanias along the road 
from Sparta to Arcadia at 3.20.8. He states that Spartan ephebes who are going to vie in the Plane Tree 
Grove, a fighting ring surrounded by plane trees and a moat (3.14.8) nearby the agora at Sparta, would 
sacrifice thuein to him at his "holy place" hieron. The Spartan Achilles cult in Pausanias' day was both di
vine and apparently connected to the worship of Helen. It is in this context that Pausanias identifies the 
marriage of Achilles and Helen, along with the White Island cult (3.19.11-3). Another feature of the hero-
god's cult were the appearance of his idols in Nereid shrines, apparently a common feature in Greek har
bours, where he received honours (2.1.8). The Achilles cult in the north-western seafaring routes of the 
Greek areas of colonial expansion dated from at least the sixth century BCE, Burgess 2009, and likely 
much earlier. See also Hedreen 1991 and more recently Rusyaeva 2003 who dates the remains of the 
Achilles temple at the fourth century BCE. Pindar (473 BCE?) is the first to identify the Achilles cult on 
the White Island at Nemean 4.49. 

55 In Olympian 1.71-85 Pindar clearly models his account of Pelops' coming of age myth, his chariot race 
with Oenomaus, on the Homeric portrayal of Achilles, see Griffith 1989:171-4. 
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inspired performance of mythic song, which recollects the glorious accomplishments of 

heroes and gods. To return to a point made earlier, the ethos of the polis was one of hu

bris and dike, roughly translated to mean arrogance and justice, but which extended into 

the spiritual realm by identifying the relative ontological placements within the Zeus-

ruled cosmos. At this level, dike denotes the wellbeing characteristic of a life lived in 

balance and attuned to divine will, such as health, beauty, talent and success. Con

versely, hubris denotes a discordant, spiritually alienated state in which illness and suf

fering takes root. 

Songs such as the Theogony and the Works and Days, which recollect the heroes 

and the gods, have a therapeutic value insofar as they produce in their audience an ele

vated experience that counteracts the oppressive conditions of existence, of a life lived 

in the awareness of death, limitation and failing. As Hesiod states in the proem to the 

Theogony: 

El y d p TI5 KCtl TTEV0OS EXCOV VEOKnBEl 0U|iCp 

afjyrat KpaSinv dKccxr)|iEvos, a\!rrap aoiSog 
Mouadcov 0EpdTrcov KAETCC TrpoTEpcov dv0pcoTrcov 
u(ivr)OEi pdKapds TE 0EOU$ OT "OXUUTTOV E'XOUOIV, 

CCTVJ/ 6 ys Suc^ppoauvscov ETTiXr|0ETai OU5E TI KHSECOV 

HEIivnTar Taxecos SE TrapETpaTTE 8cbpa 0Edcov. 

And if indeed despair dwell in some man's freshly afflicted spirit, he may wither his 
heart sorrowing; now then the singer, servant of the Muses, need sing the glories of 
the former peoples, the blessed gods too, those who hold Olympus; immediately the 
man is made to forget his stress and to have no memory of any of his afflictions, for the 
gifts (the myths in the song) of the goddesses (the Muses) quickly divert (him) (97-
103). 
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What is implied in this assertion is that the myths of the former men and gods "alter" 

paratrepo consciousness through their performance; that the myths, gifts of the Muses, 

act as a homeopathic agent of healing by inducing an ecstasy ~ a movement away from 

the withering stress of the self-conscious moment and into the ever-fresh paradigmatic 

time of myth.56 

The Hesiodic Myth of the Mortal Ages (W&D 109-201) has been analysed with 

great insight by both Jean-Pierre Vernant and Gregory Nagy.57 Vernant has demon

strated that the ethical-existential antipodes denoted by hubris and dike58 oscillate 

through each successive race and thus structure the progression of time within the myth 

as a cycle of progressive degeneration from a perfect original point (Golden Age) which, 

after arcing through its nadir, finally moves back to its point of departure (afterlives of 

the heroes). Nagy, building upon Vernant's analysis, has demonstrated that the hero 

cult appears to be an amalgam of features drawn from the three races preceding it. As 

with hero myth, hero cult served a providential role for Iron Age mortals, the poet's 

contemporaries (W&D 174-201). Furthermore, Nagy has aptly identified the poet's con

temporary age, the fifth one in the scheme as the quintessence of the previous one, 

combining as it does the qualites of hubris and dike that singularly define the conditions 

56 See Nagy 1999: 95-97 for a discussion of this Hesiodic passage and how it connects to the kleos of former 
men in Homeric poetry. 

57 Vernant 1996:19-106, Nagy 1999:151-173. 

58 Rather than defining these terms as arrogance and justice exclusively, I regard them as denoting exis
tential states of distress and wellbeing in addition to their moral connotations. 
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of each of the previous ones. Of especial significance to my analysis, is Nagy's elabora

tion of the four former ages as constituting a poetic ring that begins and ends with the 

achievement of dike.59 

Building upon this seminal insight — in addition to the equally penetrating in

sight that hero cult entailments express themselves in the myth — I shall attempt to 

demonstrate that mythic time, the time of the former peoples disclosed by myth and ac

tivated by cult, is, in contrast to contemporary time, a complete and constant cycle. 

Mythic time begins at a point of perfect dike, as attested in the lives of the Cronus-ruled 

Golden People, but degenerates incrementally through the lives of the Silver and 

Bronze People who embody the nadir of earthly hubris. The circuit of mythic time then 

arcs upwards from its nadir in the Bronze Age as it covers the time of the Heroes. The 

Heroic Age thus links back to the original, Golden Age time of dike by having such con

ditions manifest themselves in the Cronus-ruled afterlives of the heroes on the Isles of 

the Blessed. The Former Peoples, then, may be seen to exist metaphysically within a 

self-contained, perdurable time cycle accessed through myth and cult. The three races 

before the Heroic — the Gold, Silver and Bronze — are memorialized as anonymous 

"triple-ancestors," Tritopateres, whose scant histories identify a temporal movement from 

59 Nagy 1999: 169; "The form of this ring composition is the reflex of a theme: that the progression of man
kind has come full circle from Generation IV back to the Golden Age of Generation I. From these conver
gences in diction and theme, I infer that the ring-composed Hesiodic Myth of the Five Generations of 
Mankind operates in a cycle from Generation I to II to III to IV back to I, by way of the quintessential V of 
the here-and-now." 
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dike to hubris, provide the basic features out of which hero cult took its shape.60 The He

roes, whose honours were proclaimed and refreshed through the performance of myth 

and cult, supplied biographic detail to the Former People and, in so doing, enabled the 

ancients Greeks to ritually experience their mythic, culture-bringing ancestors. 

To repeat, the myths of gods and heroes, the Former People, when listened to and 

experienced by contemporary people, the constituents of the Iron Age, produce a heal

ing of "existential anxiety" dusphrone. Following Nagy's analysis, this healing, I argue, is 

the product of an ecstatic dislocation from the mundane existence ~ the source of the 

anxiety — into the time described in myth, the time of the former peoples.61 The con

temporary period, the Iron Age in which Hesiod addresses his songs, is a time of suffer

ing and of moral degeneration that plays itself out as a plan of incremental devitaliza

tion. The situation is tough now but it has been decreed by the gods to get even worse: 

indeed the future, the final days of the Iron Age, will be marked by moral reversal, gen

erational strife within families and by a time when children will be born in both a 

physically and attitudinally geriatric state. These aged children will become full em-

60 Nagy 1999: 151-159. In terms of cult, the Bronze People maintain no effective contact with the living 
and therefore do not supply any of its basic features. Unlike the Silver People who are highly significant 
in terms of cult as they are identified as worthy of honour, and exist below the ground, the Bronze People 
occupy the lowest point of the hubris-dike cycle. 

61 Rappaport 1999: 24-58. Rappaport regards ritual as a biological process held in common by all living 
beings that engages in response to environmental stress. As a homeostatic reaction to external stress, his 
treatment of ritual —or the ritual form — has certain similarities with Burkert's 1979:17-8 understanding of 
ritual. Burkert sees in myth a verbalized "program of action" closely associated with ritual enactments. 
Rituals in both Burkert's and Rappaport's treatments, have their sources in bio-organic adaptive re
sponses to environmental stressors. This coheres with Hesiod's affirmation of the healing virtues of his 
song. 
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bodiments of hubris: they will cease to fear the gods (W&D 187), they will abandon their 

obligations to their parents (W&D 187-188) and they will destroy each other's polis 

(W&D 189). At the end of the Iron Age, the qualities of responsible maturity will be 

overwhelmed by the most negative expressions of a dissipated, enfeebled juvenility. 

Existence in the Iron Age progresses diachronically in a constant increase of 

hubris up to the point when only geriatric babes are born, thereby reversing and, in so 

doing, reflecting the first embodiments of hubris, the Silver People, who spent one hun

dred years in a state of protracted infancy cleaving to their mothers before dying shortly 

upon attaining maturity (W&D 127-134).62 As with the Silver People, Zeus will "oblit

erate," dllumi, the race and put an end to the age, allowing for a return to dike. This 

much is implied in Hesiod's self-asserted desire to have been born either prior or after 

the contemporary time: 

unKET' ETTEIT' cocpsAAov eyco TTEMTTTOIOI HETETVCU 

dvBpdaiv, aXX' r\ TTp6a0E SCCVETV f| ETTEITCI y£VEO0ai. 
vuv yap 5r) ysvos EOTI ai8r)pEov OU5E TTOT' f)|_iap 
TrauaovTca Kaucrrou <ai oi'£uos OU8E TI VUKTCOP 

cp8EiponEvoi- xa^ETTas 8E 0EOI 5cboouai UEpiyvaj. 
aXX' EUTTTIS Kal xoTai HEHE(£ETCU saSXa KaKoToiv. 

If only I were not among this fifth generation, but either had died before or been born 
afterwards. For now indeed this race is of iron, and no time of day do they cease from 
toil and tears or wasting away at night. And the gods will dispense harsh cares, but all 
the same for these people it is to be a mixture of good and bad things. (W&D 174-179) 

62 The structural correspondences between the Silver and Iron People at the point of their obliteration are 
very tightly formed. Zeus performed his first genocide against them for their disrespect of the gods, the 
same reason for committing his forecasted second genocide against the Iron People. Furthermore de
scribes the Silver People as mega nipios just as he does Perses, the "everyman" who needs to be educated 
in the ways of justice and to whom he addresses the poem (286). 
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Hesiod's wish to live outside the current time, beset as it is with suffering and hardship, 

points to the ecstatic transport myth provides. Furthermore, the statement suggests the 

promise that a better time lies ahead. My interest here lies in the poet's expressed de

sire not to live in the existential moment owing to its degraded, hubristic quality which, 

to repeat, is only getting worse. Hesiod, like the man he refers to in the Theogony's 

proem, seeks too for ecstatic release from the withering conditions he inhabits and finds 

this release in the mythic time in which the gods and former people exist eternally, the 

time that is given over to hearing the myth, which is also the time of religious festival. 

The present is onerous and the future is even worse, but the recollection of the past in 

the myths of the gods and former people reconnects one to a fresh and creative time 

that makes existing under the conditions of the present age bearable. What is more, the 

calendar is punctuated by fixed and therefore dependable festivals which, having oc

curred in the past, will repeat themselves in the future on the appointed time. The poet, 

then, describes two existential modes; the mode of hardship, ailment and death that ex

presses itself in mundane time and the mode of joy that is entered into in the ritual en

vironment of the religious festival, or whenever the songs of the gods and the former 

people are sung. 

Hesiod prophesies that good things will be mixed amid evils for the Iron Peo

ples. Such a forecast appears to contradict his broader assessment of the future pros

pects for the age but, at the same time, preserves his view of the precious and scarce na-
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ture of righteousness. Like perhaps all religious prophets, he maintains that a devout 

life can still be chosen despite the increasing preponderance of wickedness in the world. 

For Hesiod, the good is still attainable; indeed, because of the current hardships, its at

tainment is vitally necessary. 

D. Hubris and Dike as Existential-Ethical Modes 

Hesiod's poetry is an exhortation to live and work attuned to dike according to an in

formed knowledge of the will of Zeus, the cosmic superstructure he oversees, and the 

vast network of divinity who work as his functional agents to keep the cosmos stable, 

fertile and productive. In this ethical formulation, dike includes as a fundamental re

quirement acknowledgement of the immortal overseers, Zeus foremost, in the form of 

cult. Conversely, hubris expresses itself on the mortal plane as neglect of expressing 

honour to the blessed gods, timds didomi makdressi theois (W&D 138-139). As the poet 

states categorically: "they did not attend to the immortals, nor were they inclined to of

fer sacrifice upon their altars, as is right and customary for men" (W&D 135-137). The 

view that human existence is indelibly bound to the practice of cult is essential to epic 

poetry. In both in Homer and Hesiod, civilized life cannot be envisaged without relig

ious devotion, the performance of sacrifice most especially. 

E. The Silver People 

The fundamental requirement of mortals to honour the gods in cult first expresses itself 

among the mortals of Silver Age who, as stated earlier, reflect specific attitudes — as in

deed all the Former Peoples do ~ and conditions of the Iron Age. I shall discuss the 
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Golden People in more detail shortly, but for the time being, it should be pointed out 

that their blessed existence occurred before the reign of Zeus and long before the birth 

of his daughter the goddess Dike, who instils in the consciousness of mortals the choice 

of acting justly. The "wanton arrogance" of the Silver People, their hubris atdsthalos at

tests to their inveterate puerility and not to their moral failings. Because their existence 

precedes Dike, they are commemorated as negative examples for contemporary people, 

but they themselves are not responsible for the defectively childish and ignorant state 

they embody. 63 Zeus, in anger, "concealed," krupto, the Silver People for their neglect of 

their sacred duties, but also because they could not cease from committing wicked hu

bris against each other. Finally, the Silver People are, like their Golden predecessors, 

honoured in cult: 

auTap ETTEI KOCI TOUTO yevos Kcrra yaTa KaAuyE, 
TOI nev UTTOX66VIOI laaKccpEs 8vr|Toi KCXAEOVTCCI, 

BsuTEpoi, dXX' EUTTTIS Tinr] KCCI TOTOIU OTrnSeT. 

All the same, and this people (Zeus) concealed down in the earth; the blessed dead under 
ground they are called, these second ones, but nonetheless honour too attends them (W&D 
140-142). 

F. The Golden People 

The first generation of mortals predate the rule of Zeus, and much is inferred from the 

detail provided that their period of flourishing occurred in the previous cosmic age, at 

the time of Cronus and the Titans (Theog.lll). This temporal placement, then, makes the 

63 Strauss Clay 2003: 82-99. Strauss Clay rejects Vernant's structuralist-synchronic study of the broader 
Myth of the Mortal Races in part on the basis that the goddess Dike is not born until the Age of the He
roes. Furthermore, in her view, the narrative logic elaborates a temporal sequence that tracks along the 
progressive stages of development of human maturation as first asserted by Falkner (1989). Strauss 
Clay's contribution is deserving of a more detailed treatment than I can provide at this point. 
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very first Former Peoples the last mortals of the prior age and therefore the final expres

sion of mortal existence under the long-established Former Gods. Their effortless exis

tence, at once paradise-like and embryonic, stands as a form of perfection in as much as 

it expressed a radical absence of the penthos "grief" that the myth seeks to heal among 

mortals of the contemporary age. They were beloved by the gods (W&D 112) and they 

experienced neither sorrow nor drudgery (W&D 113) but lived in a state of constant vi

tality sustained by the endless feast the earth provided them. They did not age (W&D 

113-114) and death overcame them as sleep (W&D 116). Finally, they had good things all 

over (W&D 116-117). 

The Golden People, living on earth under Cronus, did not survive under the rule 

of Zeus. The formulaic verse, announcing the end of a past generation and the emer

gence of a new one, which I have translated as "All the same, and this people (Zeus) 

concealed down in the earth" announces the end of the Golden Age; the final, perfected 

expression of mortal existence as "made," poieo, by these long-established "holders of 

Olympus." I have introduced Zeus as the unspoken subject of this verse for two rea

sons: it reflects the overarching theme of Hesiod's poetry, the will of Zeus, and, sec

ondly, because it also introduces into the broader myth of the mortal races the emer

gence of Zeus as cosmic ruler. While Zeus terminates this race, he does not do so com

pletely, as he will later do with the Bronze. Instead, he has enlisted them into the su

pervision of mortal acts in the poet's contemporary environment: 
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auTap ETTEI 5r) TOUTO yEvog Kccrd yaTa KaXuvps, 
TOI (JEV BainovEs ayvol ETTIXQOVIOI TEXE0OUOIV 

EOSXOI, dAE îKciKoi, 9uXaKss SvnTcov dvGpcbiTcov, 
[oV pa <puXdaaouaiv TE SiKas KOCI OXETXICX Epya 
fispa EoadnEvoi iravTri cpoiTcovTES ETT' aTav,] 

TrXouToBoTar Kai TOUTO yspag (3aaiXr)'iov EOXOV. 

All the same indeed this generation he buried down in the earth, these who are called sacred 
daemons upon the ground: The good ones, preventers of evils, who are guardians of mortal 
people, they duly oversee both just and cruel deeds; robed as they are in vapours and ranging 
all over the world, (they are) dispensers of abundance. And they hold this share of kingly hon
our (W&D 121-126). 

The poet states that in the contemporary Age of Iron, despite the accumulation of mis

ery afflicting this time, Zeus will mix for the Iron People "good things" esthld amid their 

sufferings. Among these good things is the effective presence of the daimones, both Gold 

and Silver, which stand as constituent cult entities specific to hero worship. The binary 

nature of the hero cult will be discussed further along, but what is important at present 

is to arrive at a clearer sense of the role of the Golden People, the Zeus-appointed 

guardians of contemporary mortals. We know from the myth that they lived before 

Zeus' cosmic reign and that their existence was effortless and free from the corrosive 

effects of toil, suffering, age and wickedness. Living before Zeus' cosmic reign and be

fore the ethical-existential modes of dike and hubris that he established over mortals, the 

Cronus-created Golden People experienced a perfected earthly state amid "good things 

all over" (W&D 119). I would add too that the Hesiodic recollection of the blissful, 



"Golden" existence stands as a mythic depiction of the conscious state achieved in the 

ritual environment of the religious festival.64 

On the previous point that the Golden People stand as exemplars of dike, atten

tion has to be given to how Zeus has granted them a post-existence as the "guardians 

over mortal people," the arbiters of human action: 

Tpig yap laupioi eiaiu ETT'I x9° v l TTouAu(3oTEipr| 
dSdvaroi Znvog (puActKES 9vnTcbv dv6pcoTrcov, 
oV pa cpuXdaaouaiv TE Bixac; «ai OXETXIO Epya 
fiEpa EaadnEvoi, TTdvrr) cpoiTcovTEs sir' aTav. 

For a threefold myriad there is upon much-producing earth of Zeus' immortal guardians over 
mortal people; they duly oversee both just and cruel deeds; robed as they are in vapours and 

ranging throughout the world. (W&D 252-255) 

While their period of flourishing predates the birth of the goddess Dike, their existence 

as it is memorialized in Hesiod's song expresses the state of being experienced when 

someone of the contemporary age lives in dike; attuned to the blessed life of the Former 

Peoples, such a person is diverted from existential suffering and vicariously partakes of 

"good things all around" as epitomized in the Golden People's lives. Although they 

lived at the greatest temporal remove from the contemporary age, they nonetheless in

habit it as Zeus' immortal guardians of justice. The Golden People, these vapour-

64 A theoretical elaboration of ritual ecstasy and the undifferentiated communitas consciousness it seeks is 
provided by Rappaport 1999: 216-230. This elaborates a promising inroad theoretical inroad into our un
derstanding of Greek ritual poetics. This ritual ecstasy provoked by the rhapsodic performance of the 
Iliad is identified in Plato's Ion 533e-536c. The verb denoting divine possession here is enthousidzo, and 
this passage of the Ion stands as our greatest attestation to the way in which the poetry was experienced 
as a ritual poetics. 
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enshrouded entities, have been tasked by Zeus to guard over goodness and to dispense 

boons to the devout who, in turn, extend them worship. 

G. The Bronze People 

The Silver People, to repeat, were hidden away by Zeus and their age ended because of 

their ignorance of just acts and neglect of the gods. Nonetheless, Hesiod states that they 

receive cult honours from their placement below the ground. Given this status, they do 

not occupy the nadir position on the cycle of mythic time; this is occupied by the next 

Zeus-created generation of mortals, the Bronze People: 

ZEUS SE TrocTrip TpiTov ccXXo ysvos nspoTTcov avSpcoTrcov 
XOAKEIOV TToina', OUK dpyupscp OUSEV OHOTOV, 

EK HEXICXV, BEIVOV TE KO\ 6f}pi|jov oTaiv Apnos 
spy' E'IJEXE OTOVOEVTOC KCXI u(3piEs, OU5E TI OTTOV 

fia8iov, dXX' dSdnavTos E'XOV KpctTspocppova 0u|a6v. 
[otTrXaaTor lisydXri 8E (3ir| KCU XE P̂£S dafTToi 
E£ cbucov ETTEcpuKov ETTI aTi(3apoTai UEXEOOI]. 

Then Father Zeus made another generation of mortal people, the third one, the Bronze. Not in 
any way the same as the Silver, these, sprung from ash wood, were fearsome and mighty. For 
these ones the deeds of Ares and violence were desired. They used not to eat any type of bread, 
but possessed a power-minded spirit of adamant, these unformed ones. Great strength and un
stoppable hands sprouted from powerful arms out of their shoulders (W&D 143-148). 

While the Silver People were given to hubristic acts committed against each other, their 

puerile ineptitude conditioned their wanton behaviour in such a way as to make it in no 

way comparable to that of the Bronze People. These brazen men were not children, but 

the possessors of enormously powerful bodies who revelled in hubristic acts, hubries, 

and war especially. Life for them, it appears, consisted in building armaments and bat

tlement houses, in fighting and dying in bloodbath warfare. Zeus did not even need to 
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end this Age as they obliterated themselves by their own hands; "unstoppable" hands, 

as described above, that attest to their "unformed" natures. 

Bronze has in epic poetry a particularly evocative symbolism. It is the metal of 

armament; it is both "sharp" and "unyielding", and gleams like Dog of Orion, the star 

that signals by its appearance on the predawn horizon both the time of pestilence and 

the approaching harvest (Iliad 22.25-32). It combines naturally with iron to describe the 

god Death, whose heart mixes the hardness and pitilessness these two metals evoke 

(Theog. 764-765). Bronze identifies liminality, separation and confinement, given that it 

appears where Night and Day cross paths at the juncture of the upper and lower worlds 

(Theog. 749-750). It is also the material for the cage that confines the Titans in banish

ment, guarded over by the Hecatoncheires who, like the Bronze People, are most espe

cially characterized by their excessive bodily might and their "unformed" dplastos na

tures (Theog. 151, W&D 148). 

While the Golden People have been brought up from the underworld, immortal

ized and enlisted by Zeus as his phulakes to roam invisibly over the earth and reward the 

just acts of mortals, the other Zeus-appointed phulakes, the Hecatoncheires, remain in 

the underworld to guard over the Titans. Similarly, the Bronze People abide in the un

derworld as the forgotten dead, the antitheses of the Golden people whom Zeus has 

immortalized and made his phulakes. 
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H. The Former Mortals and the Olympic Games 

In my formulation of the myth, the first three mortal races stand as a discrete threefold 

grouping. The Gold, Silver and Bronze Peoples can be regarded as a collective unit of 

anonymous ancestral beings — as Tritopateres -- whose mythic histories identify a proc

ess of incremental degeneration from a perfected original state suggesting the life of 

ease enjoyed by the immortals to a state of isolation and anonymity in Hades. In con

trast, the ritualized ordeals of the athletes begin where the myth of the mortal races 

ends insofar as the athletes-in-training constitute a Bronze-like anonymous pool of "the 

dead." Finally, upon successful completion of the ordeals, the victor at the Games 

achieved a life free of care similar to the conditions that prevailed in the Golden Age. In 

this way, the ritual process of athleticism completes the cycle of mythic time contained 

within Hesiod's ancestral myth, given that the victor attained the perfected conditions 

of the Golden Age. 

The mythic foundation of the Olympia sanctuary extends back in time to the 

Golden Age, when Cronus was first worshipped at the site. At that time, Zeus was born 

on Crete and entrusted to the Curetes, known also as the five Idaean Dactyls (the Five 

Fingers [Rings] of Ida) who undertook to train young Zeus to compete with his father 

and to win the prize of rule over the cosmos from the heights of Olympus (Pausanias 
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5.7.6-10). The eldest of these five, named Heracles,65 set up a foot race among his four 

younger siblings and introduced the laurel wreath as the victory prize, along with the 

cycle of the festival, which in Greek counting was held every fifth year in acknow

ledgement of each of the Dactyls: 

'HpotKXEi ouv TrpoCTEOTi TO) 'I6aitu 56^cx TOV TOTE ayuJva 
5I<X0EIV<XI Trpurrtu Kal'OXuuTua ovou.a BECTBOU- 5ia TTEU.TTTOU 

ouv ETOUQ auTov KaTEorncrotToaYECTGai, OTI (XUTOC; TE Kal 01 
a&sXcpoi TTEVTE rjcrav apiBuov. 

Custom has it that Idaean Heracles was first to establish the schedule of competitions and the 
name Olympia. He established the five-year cycle, seeing as he and his brothers were five in 
number (Pausanias 5.7.9). 

While this is not stated overtly in the sources, it is possible to see in the crowning of 

Olympic victors with the wild olive branch an identification of them with the Games' 

mortal founders, Golden People who were provided for by earth's natural abundance. 

To repeat a point made above, the victor, whose native polis provided him with the 

means of an opulent life, effectively won a life of ease and glory, having been "immortal

ized" through the "renown," kleos, acquired from his achievement. Olympic victors ac

quired the pdnta esthld that attested to their attainment of the life lived by the Golden 

Peoples, as identified in Hesiod's poem. Competitive excellence, confirmed by the 

65 Idaean Heracles was honoured at Olympia with an altar cult and given the epithet "Assistant" Pau
sanias 5.8.1. It should be noted that legendary time for Pausanias, writing in the second century CE, is 
conceived of differently than in Hesiod, most especially in not ascribing genetic discontinuity between 
the races. For instance, Idaean Heracles who lived in the Golden Age had his cult established by a post
diluvial epigone. In my reading of Hesiod's myth, the emphasis is put, not in chronicling quasi-historical 
events, but in identifying the specific ethical-behavioural characteristics of each discrete race. Hesiod 
seeks to remind his listeners of the former mortals and to uphold them as paradigmatic examples for liv
ing in Zeus-ruled time. 
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awarding of the Olympic olive wreath, indicated that the epitome of mortal existence 

had been reached and a life "free of care" gained; the Olympic victor, living under the 

reduced conditions of the Iron Age, enjoyed a life that reflected the perfected existence 

of the Cronus-created first mortals, the Golden People.66 

Olympia's resident hero was the lower Greek mainland eponym, Pelops. His 

iconic shoulder blade and weaponry were on display in the sanctuary, and he received 

hero sacrifice, enagismos, at his grave located between the Hera and Zeus temples.67 

Pausanias supplies a considerable amount of detail regarding his cult, and, given its 

mentions in Pindar, it is possible to project backwards six centuries in time from the 

source of these details to the ancient and classical periods. More precisely, the Pelops 

cult, as described by Pausanias, was fully integrated into Zeus worship at Olympia at 

least as early as Pindar at the time of Pindar's Olympian 1 in 476 BCE.68 Additionally, 

the sacrificial operations of the Pelops cult described by Pausanias reflect very clearly 

the offerings given to the dead in the Odyssey at 10. 516-540; 11. 23-50. Briefly stated, 

hero propitiation elaborates a movement from initial hubris (both in terms of the hero's 

condition in the underworld and the ritual state of the celebrants) before sacrifice to one 

66 Pindar Olympian 1.97-100. Olympic victory and a life of ease and renown are directly connected here, 
even to the point of making certain victors the focus of hero cult. For a detailed presentation of the topic, 
see Currie 2005:191-200. 

67 Pausanias 5.13.1-3. For a detailed analysis of how the worship of Pelops formed part of the ritual pro
gram of the Games, see Burkert 1983: 93-103, and Nagy 1990:116-135. 

68 The arrangement of Olympia's primary cult features; hero tomb by the river connected to the Zeus altar 
by means of the race course identify the paradigmatic structural arrangement of the Greek sanctuary. The 
sacrificial procedures are first identified in Pindar Olympian 1.90-100. 
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of dike, whereby the appeasement of the hero represents the preliminary, purifying stage 

in the broader ritual event of preparing for the honour of the god on the following day. 

Thus, hero cult also reflects the same ritual process of movement from death, isolation 

and anonymity to honour and immortality that appears in the ritual ordeals of athleti

cism. 

I. The Heroes 

In order to provide more clarity to this abstruse matter, I must draw attention to Nagy's 

seminal insight that hero cult amalgamates aspects drawn from each of the Former Mor

tals identified in Hesiod.69 As stated previously, the mythic recollection of the gods and 

the former men (the heroes) transforms the contemporary listener's spiritual state from 

one of existential suffering to one of wellbeing, or the sense of existential meaningful-

ness produced by recollecting Zeus' abiding authority over the cosmos. In my expose 

on the Myth of the Mortal Races, I have attempted to demonstrate that the first three 

generations identify a declining arc in the mythic time cycle that moves from its origin 

in a perfect state being (Golden Age), to one of utter violence and death (Bronze Age). 

Thus, the first three generations identify the existential antipodes between which mortal 

life plays itself out, and it is left to the fourth Age, the Heroic, to protract the arc of 

mythic time upwards and complete the cycle by returning to the perfect existence of the 

Golden People. Before identifying how this movement from hubris to dike reflects the 
69 See Nagy 1999:154-173. I do not make the distinction between the hero of cult and the hero of epic, but 
rather see in epic performance an expression of hero worship that reflects the ritual operations of cult. 
My study therefore reflects a slightly different reading of the Hesiodic Myth of the Mortal Races, one that 
sees in the hero of cult the embodiment of all aspects of the previous generations. 
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ritual operations of hero worship, attention ought to be paid to the details Hesiod sup

plies for the Heroic Age. 

Like the Bronze People, the Heroes were beset by violent conflict at Thebes and 

Troy, where a portion of them passed into death (W&D 161-166).70 The members of the 

other portion, however, were selected by Zeus and granted the perfected existence of 

the Golden Age: 

£v6' HTOL TOUC; |j£v Gavocrou TEXOC; apicpEKaXuipE, 
TOIC, bk 5LX' av9pajTTU)v |3LOTOV KOCI HGE' onaaaag 

ZEUC; Kpovi6nc; KaTEvaacrE TTorrfip iq TTEipaTa Y^inc; 
Kal TOL |j£v vaiouaiv 6tKr|5£0( 6upov E'XOVTEC, 

iv uaKapcovvnaoiaiTTap' 'QKECXVOV Pa0u8ivnv, 
oXpioi npouEc;, TOICTLV p.£Xir|8£0( KapTrov 

Tpic; ETEOQ GdXXovTa (pipei ^£[5(jopo<; apoupa. 
-rnXoO a n ' aGavaToov Totaiv Kpovo<; EUPCXCTLXEUEL. 

TOO y«P 5ECT|J6V EXuas TraTfip av6pujv TE GEUJV TE. 

TOLCTI 8 ' 6\iCbc, vEaToig Ti|jriKai KUSOC; 6iTr|8EL. 

There indeed the finality of death encased some of them, but father Zeus Cronides having be
stowed life on the portion of these people he selected, settled them at the limits of earth. And 
they live with spirits free of care on the Blessed Islands alongside deep-swirling Oceanus, For
tunate Heroes, for whom sprouting three times in a year the life-giving land yields sweet fruit. 
Far from the immortals, Cronus rules over them. For the father of both men and gods removed 
his shackles. And for these last ones both honour and glory follows them (166-169b). 

While the demigod heroes languished under similar bellicose conditions as the Bronze 

People, they were nobler and "more just" dikaioteros, and are called hemitheoi by the poet 

(W&D 158-160). While their lives were marked by battles such as those at Thebes and 

Troy, and most had similar afterlife prospects as their Bronze Age forebears, a portion of 

70 West 1978:191; "Hesiod has nothing special to tell of these people's way of life, and passes straight on to 
the manner of their death. It is exactly the same as that of the Bronze race: they killed each other off." 
While this may be the case, the reason supplied at Cypria fr.3 — that the gods devised the end of the age ~ 
can be regarded as implicit in the mythic account. 
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them were selected by Zeus and were granted an immortality on the Isles of the Blessed, 

where they enjoyed the bliss of the Golden Age. Thus, in Hesiod's myth, the Heroic 

Age describes the upward ascending arc of the cycle of mythic time, which completes 

the ritual trajectory. Like the brazen men, the heroes lived at the nadir of hubris, vio

lence and sinfulness, but the most noble and just among them were plucked by Zeus 

from Hades and granted a Golden Age immortality, thereby completing the circuit of 

the myth of the former mortals, which ends as it begins. Hesiod's myth, then, when 

sung by the skillful singer, produces a homeopathic healing insofar is generates an ex

perience of ecstatic dislocation from the suffering of profane time and its fatal inevitabil

ity, into the sacred circuit of mythic time; time that is stable, enduring and ultimately 

curative because it always leads to dike. 

My study of the Iliad treats it as a hero myth and, as such, has embedded within 

it the ritual process of movement from the Bronze Age conditions of violent hubris to 

recuperation of Golden Age dike, as presented in Hesiod.71 I therefore assume that the 

Homeric audience from the time of the poem's inclusion at the Greater Panathenaic fes

tival would have experienced it as a commemoration of the heroes of cult, and that the 

poem was addressed primarily to young men such as those who competed at Olympia, 

Muellner 1996: 52-96 has argued for a reading of the Theogony as a proem to the Iliad. 
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who were set to marry and to become citizens.72 The Iliad, therefore, does not recall an 

actual historical event but rather communicates the values of the polis by engaging 

mythic paradigms - heroic personages especially - that edify and dramatically enact 

these values, these expressions of hubris and dike. 

The next chapter, entitled "The Horse-taming Trojans," focusses on the foes of the 

Achaeans, the possessors of Helen who is the ultimate victory prize for the contests 

fought upon the Trojan Plain. While the broader myth of the Trojan War treats of the 

sack of the polis, the Iliad foreshadows this event in the death of Hector and concludes 

with the announcement of his burial. Given his centrality, I shall focus on Hector's 

dramatic depiction and, in so doing, I shall seek to account for why the gods have 

grown to hate the Trojans and seek their destruction, again by associating the Iliadic 

narrative with Hesiod's myth of the former mortals. While the gods have decreed the 

polis' destruction, they have also determined to leave Troy populated following the re

moval of Priam from the throne. This important detail is given little consideration, but 

Troy is given a future under the rule of the surviving demigod Aeneas, son of Aphro

dite. Furthermore, much is provided about Troy's past, particularly the key events lead

ing up to her first sack by Heracles. Although Troy remains Zeus' most beloved polis — 

72 While I lack the philological expertise to develop this insight, I ascribe to the etymological interpreta
tion of the word r|Qcoc; as denoting "the one who is ripe for marriage" and therefore intimately connected 
with the goddess Hera, see Curry 2005: 62 who, it must be stated, finds this rendering unconvincing. The 
theme of the harvest is basic to the Iliad and, as with Homeric poetry in general, the institution of mar
riage is indelible to the dramatic action. Finally, the "wrath" of Achilles has its source in the goddess 
Hera. 
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and has been rewarded with vast wealth and an impregnable wall — Priam nonetheless 

demonstrates himself sinful in the eyes of the gods for giving his consent to the mar

riage of Paris and Helen. In putting forward the selfish interest of his son Paris over 

and above the collective will of the Trojans, and the counsel of his senators, Priam incurs 

the wrath of Athena, the goddess who has planned the king's overthrow. Finally, for 

giving consent to the marriage of Paris and Helen, who is already married to Menelaus, 

Priam sins against Hera. As a result of this abdication of his paternal role in contracting 

lawful marriages for his sons, Priam is forced to look on helplessly as Athena orches

trates his "good" and well-married son Hector's slaughter for the indulgence he showed 

to his "bad" son Paris, the wife-snatcher. 

Much of the focus of my discussion, to repeat, is on Hector's conduct after his di

vine appointment as general over the Trojans. Whereas he had successfully defended 

the polis for the first nine years of battle by following the senators' instructions and 

warding off the attackers at the city gates, in the tenth year he devises to make an as

sault on the ships and dies the following day. This pattern repeats the shared biography 

of the Silver People who spent the first one hundred years of their lives clinging to their 

mothers' sides and then, upon leaving home, died shortly afterwards owing to their sin

ful violence and to their failure to acknowledge the gods. Hector too dies the day after 

his assault, and for the same reasons that the Silver People were obliterated. 
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My description of the Trojans applies the declining arc of mythic time as I have 

identified it in Hesiod's myth to Troy's sacred history. In this chapter I discuss how sa

cred Ilium degenerated from an original state of wealth, ease and divine tutelage sug

gestive of the Golden Age to its contemporary state of siege and imminent destruction 

owing to divine wrath, which identifies its current Bronze Age state of affairs. This de

generation from Golden origins to Bronze Age sufferings is caused by the arrogance of 

the Priamids, Troy's rulers who, over the three generations after the founding of the 

polis by their ancestor Ilus, do not desist from acting violently towards their fellows, 

nor do they honour the gods. Rather than personifications of athletic competitors, the 

Trojans monarchs — Priam, Hector and Paris ~ stand more as foils, as negative examples 

of male acculturation to the requirements of the polis. The chapter which follows, 

Chapter 4, focusses on the Achaeans and identifies them as the true heroes, the former 

mortals who move the arc of mythic time from the bellicose, Bronze Age conditions of 

battle at Troy to the Golden Age experience of victory and immortality. 

While the Trojans are characterized by their overbearing treatment of the allies 

who fight for them and by their lack of piety, the Achaeans, in contrast, embody the 

values required for polis living. In the first two sections of the poem,73 the Achaeans 

demonstrate themselves as more than capable of defeating the Trojans. Because of their 

eagerness to defend each other (Iliad 3.9), and because of their devotion to the gods, the 

73 For a recent discussion of the Iliad as comprising three sections, see Heiden 2008. 
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Achaeans demonstrate themselves to be true heroes and thus worthy role models for 

men who live in historical time, and who inhabit the polis. My description of the 

Achaeans identifies the nine principal characters and explores their respective responses 

to the crisis provoked by Achilles' curse against Agamemnon. I also explore the com

plex nature of leadership within the army and attempt to identify how the main charac

ters adapt to Agamemnon's failed command by instilling a strong esprit de corps, despite 

the dire setbacks they undergo. My interest is to arrive at a sense of the main actors and 

to promote a stronger engagement with them in order to gain a fuller sense of the story 

being told. 

The final two chapters focus on Achilles and his evil fate. My discussion keeps to 

his role within the narrative, but emphasizes how his portrayal addresses the transi

tional status of the athlete as a male who leaves behind his youth and the world of the 

military unit for his next phase of life; his life as a husband, householder and citizen. 

Chapter 5 explores Achilles' status among the Achaeans, treating especially his conflict 

with Agamemnon and its consequences for the entire army. I also devote considerable 

time to the ambiguous, dysfunctional relationship he has with Patroclus. On the one 

hand, Patroclus was assigned to act as something of a mentor for the younger, hot

headed hero, but within the span of the poem's narrative he acts solely as his charge's 

subordinate. While Patroclus is regarded by Achilles as his "dear comrade," he is pri

marily his "attendant" therdpon. On this matter, the effective partnerships at work 
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among the Achaeans, such as those arising between Odysseus and Diomedes and be

tween the Greater Ajax and Menelaus during the most intense fighting, may be re

garded as a pedagogical correctives to the ill-defined — and ultimately lethal — associa

tion between Achilles and Patroclus. The point I wish to make is that partnership for

mation among the Achaeans is motivated by the broader interests of the campaign, 

whereas Achilles' treatment of Patroclus is purely self-serving. On this matter, partner

ship formation among the Achaeans also stands in a pedagogical contrast to Hector's 

treatment of his counsellor Polydamas and to his arrogant neglect of his allies, Zeus's 

son Sarpedon especially. 

Achilles is a figure of tragic hubris, but this is not to suggest that he is to be 

judged purely as such. After all, he does come to the realization that he must pay with 

his own life for his lethal neglect of both Patroclus and the Achaeans. Additionally, in 

consequence of his curse against the Achaeans, Achilles comes to the understanding 

that the aims of Zeus are not directed at satisfying the desires of mortals, even ones such 

as himself whose lives are fated to carry out the cosmic plans of divinity. My final chap

ter attempts to arrive at a sense of the mirroring that occurs between Achilles and both 

Patroclus and Hector, the two heroes who die in his bronze armour. In so doing, I shall 

emphasize the radical dividedness that marks Achilles' existence, a dividedness that 

epitomizes the race of the demigods, their shared ontological modality and, relatedly, 
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why experiencing their tragic existences within the ecstatic medium of mythic song 

acted as a form of homeopathic healing. 

Achilles' divided nature expresses itself in the conflicting plans his parents have 

for their son. His mortal father Peleus, now aged, alone and vulnerable in his kingdom, 

wishes his son a successful return so that he can marry and assume the rule of the king

dom. Achilles' divine mother, on the other hand, laments the evil fate into which her 

son was born, but never does she offer Achilles the option of returning home and escap

ing the destiny that awaits him. Knowing the will of the gods, Thetis always acts in the 

poem to ensure that Achilles dies in the foreordained manner, that he is to be killed by 

Apollo and Paris beneath the walls of the polis. In this discussion, I shall attempt to 

clarify the fated nature of Achilles' poetic activity by means of the serpent symbolism 

that is operative in the portent at Aulis (Iliad 2.323-33) and in the evocation of the cosmic 

monster Typhoeus. Reflecting the broader mythology of the Trojan War and the end of 

the Heroic Age, Achilles' entry into the Trojan plain sets off the cosmic process that will 

ultimately end the cycle of mythic time; the determination, that is, by the gods to elimi

nate the race of the demigods. 

On the matter of divinity, I realize that my argument would be greatly strength

ened by devoting a chapter to the gods. Because the Iliad was so deeply embedded into 

the cultural self-understanding of the Greeks from the time of its inclusion at the 

Greater Panathenaea, I feel entirely justified in taking the view that the poem's audience 
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would have experienced the gods within the poem ~ and the heroes too, for that matter 

— as equivalent to the cult entities that formed the focus of their devotions. The over

whelming focus of the academic study of the Iliad is either technical or historical, and, as 

a result, the very apt question as to why the poem was meaningfully received within 

the polis culture context remains to be answered. 
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Chapter 3. The Horse-taming Trojans 

Early on in the Iliad, we are told that the gods have decreed the success to the Achaeans. 

Following Agamemnon's test of the army's resolve, Odysseus reminds them how, nine 

years previously, Zeus had confirmed their victory in the tenth year: 

X0i^a TE K(xi TTpunC 6Y ic, AuXi&a vfJEc; Axaiobv 
HYEPEOOVTO KCXKCX ripiancjp KaiTpouaicpEpoucrai, 
r|M£Lq 6' a|j<pi TTEPL Kpnvnv lEpouc; Kara PCOUOUQ 

E'P6OM£V aGavaTOiCTi T£Xr|£cro"ac; EKaTOufSac; 
KaXfj UTTO TrXaTavicrru) O0EV pssv ayXaov u8cup-

EV0' icpavn M£Y« ofjua- SpaKoov ETTI vtoja Sacpoivdc; 
a;j£p8aXE0Q, TOV p' auTOc/OXuMTTioc; X\KE CP6UJCT8E, 

3(JO|JO0 uTTa'C^aq "npoq pa TrXaTaviorov opouaEv. 
Ev6a 8' I'aav OTpou0oTo VEOOTTOI, vnma TEKva, 
O^CO ETr' aKpOTOtTCO TTETaXOLC, UTTOTTETTTniOTEC; 

OKTdb, ocrap MnT1P EvaTn f\v r\ TEKE TEKva-
EV0' o YE TOUC; EXEELVOC KaTr|O"0i£ TETpiyurrac;-

nnTrIP 8' aMcpETTOTaTo 68upo(j£vn cpiXa TEKva-
Tr)v 8' EXEXî aMEvoq TTTEpuyog Xaftev aucpiaxulav. 

auTap ETTEL KaTa TEKV' Ecpays crrpouOoio Kai auTpv, 
TOV HEV a p i ^ r | ^ o v 0 n K £ v 0£O<; OC, TTEp ECpnVE-

Xaav yap piv E0r|K£ Kpovou Tra'ic; ayKuXonnTEU)-
HIJELC; 8' icrraoTEq 0au|ja^ou£v oiov ETUXGH-

Yesterday or the day before it seems, when the ships of the Achaeans gathered in Aulis bear
ing evil things for Priam and the Trojans, and we, grouped around the spring, offered at the 
sacred altars purposeful hecatombs to the immortals under the beautiful plane tree, from 
which poured forth shining water. In that place the great portent was manifest... a serpent 
blood red on the back—a vision of horror I—which the Olympian himself led to the light. Slith
ering from the altar, it darted towards the plane tree. In the tree there were nestling 
sparrows—helpless chicks!—on the topmost branch hidden under the leaves. There were eight 
of them, while the mother who hatched the chicks was the ninth. Once in the tree the serpent 
devoured the pitiful chirping chicks as the shrieking mother flew around her beloved hatch-
lings. The serpent then coiled about and seized the shrieking bird by the wing. After it had 
devoured the sparrow chicks and mother, then the god presented the clear sign, he who made 
it manifest: indeed the son of crooked-counselling Cronus made the serpent into a stone. 
Standing there, we were amazed by what had happened (Iliad 2. 303-320) 
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Calchas interprets the portent1 in such a way as to see in the serpent's eating of the spar

rows raw the divine will of the Zeus. The Achaeans, it seems, are the serpent, the 

mother sparrow the Trojans and her chicks represent the network of allied cities the 

Achaeans, when Achilles was fighting, had systematically destroyed.2 This vision of the 

serpent devouring the sparrow raw, itself a picture of divine wrath and a harbinger of 

the fate of Troy, surfaces in the conversation between Zeus and Hera following the duel 

between Menelaus and Paris. 

In the time between Aphrodite's removal of Paris from the plain and Athena's 

ruse in compelling the Trojans to break their oaths, Zeus turns to Hera and identifies 

1 This bird and serpent omen appears to recur in an alternate form as the Trojans are preparing their as
sault on the ships. Zeus sends to the Trojans an omen of an eagle with a blood-red serpent gripped in its 
talons. Writhing and struggling, the serpent delivers a bite to the eagle, causing its release and its falling 
into the Trojan battalion consisting of Hector, Polydamas, and the largest and bravest contingent of Trojan 
youths. Polydamas interprets the sign as an indication of a failed assault and advises retreat (Iliad 12.196-
229). Pindar 8 Olympian 30-51 provides the myth of the three serpent assailants upon Troy. After Aeacus 
assisted the gods Apollo and Poseidon in building the wall, three serpents were seen to spring from the 
earth onto the tower. Two fell to their deaths, but the third made it onto the Pergamus, causing Apollo to 
prophesy that the assault will begin with the first generation (Aeacus' own) and end with the fourth 
(Aeacus' great-grandson Pyrrhus-Neoptolemus). 

2 Iliad 9.323-333. Repeating the metaphor, Achilles likens himself to a mother bird feeding her chicks with 
the food she has found in recollecting to the ambassadors how he had, over the past nine years, sacked 
twelve port cities and eleven land-bound ones. Like the mother bird, Achilles delivered much wealth to 
the army. 
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both her and Athena of Alalcomenae3 as Menelaus' divine helpers. He acknowledges 

Menelaus' victory and suggests to his wife that a spirit of friendship might replace the 

battle, that Priam's polis might still house families, and that Helen might return with 

Menelaus.4 This proposal for an equitable resolution is emphatically refused, as Hera 

protests that such an outcome would nullify her work in gathering the Achaeans to de

liver evils to Priam and his children (4.25-29). Now angered too, Zeus refers to his 

wife's hatred against Priam and his sons in terms that evoke the portent he sent nine 

years ago when he announced victory to the Achaeans in the vision of a snake eating a 

sparrow and her young raw. Like the snake, Zeus states that Hera seeks to devour raw 

Priam and his sons along with the devastation she seeks to inflict upon the polis 

(4.30-36). After demanding an equal compensation for granting Hera's revenge, Zeus 

states that holy Troy is his most beloved polis and that Priam's people have demon

strated themselves most pious in attending to his cult: 

a t Y « P UTT' HEXLCP TE KCXI oupavto aoTEpoEvri 

3 Athena is mockingly referred to by Zeus with the epithet, "of Alalcomenae," the name of a polis in Boeo-
tia. Hera is referred to with the more usual "of Argos" but it is unclear why the poet refers to Athena 
uniquely here (Iliad 4.8, 5.908), other than that it contrasts sarcastically with her duplicitous and aggres
sive plans. While the epithet is sarcastic in the context of its deployment, Athena is, after all, the "Protec
tor" of the agora and her hostility against the Trojans appears to stem from the violence committed to Me
nelaus and Odysseus when they petitioned for Helen's return. Scully 1992: 39-40 states that Athena has 
"pitiless indifference" for Troy but this simply ignores the earlier embassy and the attack in the agora (Iliad 
11. 122-142). See also Tsagalis 2008: 1-29 for a fascinating discussion of a rivalry with the Theban epic cy
cle embedded in the Iliad narrative although, admittedly, this reference is somewhat of an over-extension 
and is not taken up in Tsagalis' discussion. 

4 The typical translation of 4.18 is "that the city of Priam may still be lived in", Kirk 1985: 332. It has re
cently been argued that the fate of Troy is one of annihilation through conflagration, as opposed to the 
earlier sack, Mackie 2008: 4-5. However, in the Iliad, we learn that this is not to be so, but rather it is the 
house of Priam that is to be destroyed and the monarchy passed on to Dardanian Aeneas. 
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vaiETaouai TTOXHEC; ETTIXBOVLCOV avGpumcov, 
TaCOV MOL TTEpl Kfjpi TIECTKETO "IXlOC; ipf\ 

Kai ripiaiJOQ Kai Xaoc; EUMM^LOO np i ano io . 
ou y«P M°L 7TOTE Poo[j6<; E5EUETO SaiTOc; iicrr\c, 

XoiPfJQ TE KVIOT|<; TE- TO y a p Xaxopisv Y£P a^ HMEL<;. 

O/a/Z the cities under sun and starry sky inhabited by earthly folk, it was sacred Troy that 
honoured me according to the matters dear to my heart, and Priam along with the people of 
Priam of the good ash-wood. My altar never lacked the equal feast, the poured and burnt 
offerings either, the portion that is decreed to us (4. 44-49) 

When Hera finally agrees to surrender one of her three dearest cities, Zeus ends his 

provocative quarrel, accedes and orders Athena to go down and carry out her plans that 

will ultimately obliterate the House of Priam. Troy will continue to exist, but under the 

monarchical line of Aeneas, son of the goddess of love, Aphrodite (20.303-308)5. 

A. Monarchical Succession and the Foundation Myth of Troy 

In the divinely aborted duel between the soon to die city-sacker Achilles and the soon to 

be city ruler Aeneas, we are told of Troy's sacred history. The Trojan people have had 

six kings before the transfer of rule to Dardanian Aeneas; the first three rulers, Darda-

nus, Erichthonius, Tros, all having their reigns in the time prior to the foundation of the 

polis (20.215-230). The first ruler Dardanus was the son of Zeus and he founded his 

eponymous habitation on the slopes of Ida. His son, named Erichthonius, became the 

wealthiest man on earth after the North Wind, Boreas, took the form of a stallion and 

5 The conflict between Aeaneas and Priam is referred to directly in 13.459-61 where the poet states that he 
had wrath against godlike Priam as the king had failed to honour him despite his excellence. The tension 
between the two houses is also identified in the revelation that Anchises surreptitiously mated his mares 
with Laomedon's divine horses (5.268-9). 
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mated with the herd, producing twelve fillies that galloped like the wind as it blows 

over corn crops and foamy sea waves.6 After his passing, the rule was given to Tros, 

who in turn begot three exceptional sons.7 

The three sons of Tros are identified as they all contribute to the fate of Troy. 

Firstly, the eldest Ilus succeeds his father and settles his people in their present location. 

After his death, he becomes the eponym of the polis he founded, its oikisth, and is bur

ied at the bank of the Scamander.8 The middle son, Assaracus, is not commemorated in 

any way by his grandson and future ruler, apart from identifying his sons, the anony

mous Capys and Anchises who was Aphrodite's lover. Finally this phase of Troy's sa

cred past ends with the last royal son of Tros, Ganymedes, with whom Zeus becomes 

enamoured and is granted an immortal, Olympian existence because of his beauty. 

The first three generations of Trojan kings identify the primordial phase of the 

Trojan people's sacred history. Like rain from the clouds gathered at the peaks of Ida, 

the Trojan people came to life from Zeus' semen and settled on the mountain side. 

Then, like rivulets running down the slopes, the people moved into the valley below 

where, like the mountain runoff joining into the plain's elaborate network of rivers, they 

6 Aeneas' speech to Achilles is anticipated in the duel between Tlepolemus, son of Heracles, and Sarpe-
don, son of Zeus, in which is mentioned the divine horses given to Tros by Zeus in compensation for the 
abduction of Ganymedes (5.26-267). 

7 The organization of the native Trojan army into three squadrons appears to reflect the three primordial 
kings. Pandarus is leader of the Troes, apparently named after Tros (2.826) and Aeneas co-leads the Dar-
danians (2.819-20), which leads to the inferred connection between Hector's Trojans and the wealthy 
horseman Erichthonius. 

8 de Polignac 1995:143-144 links the establishment of the colonizer's tomb with hero cult. 
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settled and prospered as horse herders,9 gaining in health, beauty and wealth. Finally, 

this phase ended when Zeus took for himself the last-born prince of his great-grandson 

Tros and brought him back into the sky, thereby returning this primordial generation's 

progress back to its point of origin at Olympus.10 This pre-formal phase in which no 

clear separation from nature imposes itself between people and landscape, may be tabu

lated in the following cyclical pattern as it arcs through the four generations: 

Olympus Zeus-Ganymedes 

God-born Dardanus / \ God-making Tros 

Trojan Plain Erichthonius 

The next phase of Troy^s history is inaugurated by the polis eponym and founder Ilus.11 

Great-grandson of Dardanus and inheritor of the horses with which Zeus had compen-

9 King Erichthonius shares the same name with the mythic, earth-born, ophidian king of Athens. His 
name denotes autochthonous origins and therefore is structurally opposed to Olympian Zeus. He re
mains within the orbit of divinity by the blessing conferred to him by the "nature god" Boreas, the hippi-
form North Wind. 

10 Scully 1992: 25; "Although once of nature, man coming down from Mount Ida has transcended that 
original state through architecture and community. From the human point of view this transition is 
analogous to the separation of earth from sky and day from night at the world's beginning." 

11 In an alternate myth, Ilus expanded Troy's territorial possessions and captured Lydia. Having taken 
Mount Sipylus, Ilus expelled Pelops (Pausanias 2. 22. 3). Pelops' descendant Agamemnon can then be 
seen to reply to this ancestral grievance by sacking the city that bears this former king's name. 
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sated his father Tros for Ganymedes, Ilus passed on and left the rule to his only son 

Laomedon. During his reign, Zeus dispatched Poseidon and Apollo to build for the 

Trojans a wall that would ensure protection against all mortal assailants (21.441-460). 

As Apollo tended Troy's flocks on the hills of Ida, Poseidon constructed the rampart, a 

labour that would last a full year. They did not present themselves as gods, but negoti

ated a payment as hirelings according to the will of Zeus. Laomedon, blind to the pres

ence of divinity, reneged on his end of the deal and threatened to sell the two off in the 

islands after disrespecting them by gesturing in such a way as to suggest he would lop 

off their ears. 

Such behaviour had apparently little effect on Apollo, but Poseidon, the earth-

shaking ruler of the sea (15.190) was not so easily abused and, in vengeful wrath, af

flicted the polis with a "sea-serpent," ketos (20.147). Zeus came to the defence of Troy by 

having his Theban-born son Heracles fight off the serpent while Athena protected Hera

cles by leading the Trojan people in building another wall. Pursuing Heracles, the ser

pent emerged from the sea and slithered into the plain where it must have died 

(20.144-148).12 Although he spared the polis with Athena's assistance, Heracles too was 

abused just as Apollo and Poseidon had been, and was denied the horses of Tros, the 

12 See Mackie 2008: 25-26. The race between the serpent and Heracles is repeated in the narrative in two 
different ways. Firstly, it is matched by the race between Scamander and Achilles as he attempts to cross 
the fording point and enter the plain (21.233-283). Both gods present in the Heracles episode, Poseidon 
and Athena, come to Achilles' aide and declare his imminent victory (21.288-297). Secondly, it is repli
cated in Achilles' race with Hector as the embodiment of Hera's wrath and therefore as the personification 
of the serpent seen at Aulis who is petrified after eating the Trojan sparrow and chicks raw. Achilles, after 
all, is prophesied to die in the plain shortly after Hector's death. 
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divinely given mares, that were to be payment for ridding Troy of Poseidon's wrath-

inflicted monster. We are told of this perfidious act by Laomedon long before having its 

details supplied. 

Left uncompensated for his polis-protecting feat, Heracles set off in anger but re

turned with a fleet of six ships and sacked the polis. Aeneas is silent about Laomedon's 

fate and only identifies his four sons. The eldest is Tithonus who was desired by the 

goddess Eos and became her husband.13 He did not rise to Olympus like Ganymedes, 

but was instead brought to Ethiopia on the shores of Oceanus, location of the twelve 

days-length divine feast. Given his removal from Troy by the goddess, the rule passed 

to Laomedon's second born son Priam while the three other princes sat on the Trojan 

council as senators (3.147).14 

This catalogue of Trojan kings, announced to the polis-destroyer Achilles imme

diately before his entry into the plain, contains the beginning and end of time circuit of 

the Trojan people's elevated relationship with the gods, and with Zeus especially. It 

contains the three generation primordial phase that begins with the god-born mortal 

13 The broader legend of Tithonus reinforces the radical difference between the divine, "natural" phase of 
Troy's history and the mortal, "cultural" phase. Rather than succeeding Laomedon, Tithonus is desired by 
the goddess and he marries her, sharing her bed by the streams of Oceanus (11.1). While he is granted 
immortality, he neglects to request eternal youth and consequently experiences an existence of constant 
decline, to the point where he is shunned by his goddess bride and exists in an isolated and diminished 
condition reflecting that of the dead at the opening of Odyssey 24. For a fascinating presentation of the 
Ganymedes-Tithonus paradigm as it relates to the quality of time, see Davidson 2007: 214-5. 

14 Laomedon also had a bastard son Bucolion born to him before his princely sons (6.22-23). He mated 
with the nymph Abarbaria fathering two boys Aesepus (also the name of the river that flows through the 
Troes homeland of Zeleia) and Pedasus (also the name of the polis where Priam's concubine Laothoe is 
from). 
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son Dardanus who makes his home on earth and ends with the mortal-born god Gany-

medes who makes his home in heaven, in the Olympian palace of the people's divine 

progenitor Zeus. Finally, it lists the last three kings in the mortal phase, the polis-

dwelling period of the people's history, inaugurated by the founder-eponym Ilus but 

now to be terminated with Achilles' entry into the plain. Son of Aphrodite and future 

king of the polis, Dardanian Aeneas (the epithet connects him with the first king, Zeus' 

mortal-born son, Dardanus) discloses to Achilles, the "human monster" and agent of 

Hera's wrath,15 the royal line he is set to end by killing the heir-apparent Hector as 

Priam watches on in horror. 

15 Taking up Jasper Griffin's 2001: 365-384 observation that the Iliad downplays the fantastic by relegating 
the very few mentions of monsters to the periphery of the narrative as recollections from the prior genera
tions of heroes (Perithous, Heracles, Bellorophon, Meleager), Mackie 2008: 21-59 provides the first ex
tended discussion of this vital topic. Monsters are very often mythical representations of divine wrath, as 
we see with Poseidon's sea serpent or Artemis' boar, but in the main plot of the Iliad, it is Achilles who 
assumes this function. While his role is foreshadowed in somewhat monstrous imagery in the portent at 
Aulis, Achilles carries out the goddess' plans and, in so doing, corresponds to "raw eating" mode of the 
wrath-driven monster. See further O'Brien 1993:77-111. 
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Table 3. The Trojan Rulers 

Order of Authority Priam 

Order of Execution Hector 

Order of Preparation Paris 

The Senators. (Royal Family Members in Bold, Priests in Italics) 

Panthous 
Apollo Priest. 
Polydamas is 
rescued by 
Apollo 
(15.521-2), but 
his sons Hy-
perenor and 
Euphorbus 
are killed by 
Menelaus. 

Thymoetes Lampus. 
Brother of 
Priam and 
father of 
Dolops, slain 
by Menelaus 
(15.40-3) 

Clytius 
Brother of 
Priam and 
father of 
Caletor, slain 
by Ajax as he 
attempted to 
ignite the 
ships 
(15.419-20) 

Hicataeon 
Brother of 
Priam and 
father of Me-
lanippus, 
slain by Anti-
lochus after 
being called 
forward by 
Menelaus 
(15.568-78) 

Ucalegon Anterior 
Trojan prime 
minister and 
husband of 
Theano,priest 
ess of Athena. 
Ten sons by 
Theano, six of 
whom are 
slain. One 
bastard son 
who is also 
slain 

B. Priam, King of Troy 

In the complex denouement of the Iliad, Priam is brought to grief by being forced to 

watch helplessly as his 'good son' Hector is slaughtered for the actions of his 'bad son' 

Paris. This punishment is far worse that what was meted out to his own contract-

breaking father; while Laomedon was killed for his dishonour of the gods and his abu

sive treatment of Heracles, his royal line was left intact and his second son succeeded 

him.16 Priam's crime is more complex because it has to do with his response to Paris' 

16 There is no mention of Laomedon's death in the Iliad. The Epic Cycle is silent too on the topic, only 
mentioning that Laomedon received a magical grape vine from Zeus in payment for Ganymedes, Little 
Iliad Fr.7. In Roman times, the tomb of Laomedon was thought to have been located in the lintel above 
the Scaean Gate, which derives its name from the presence of the former king's corpse, Robertson 1970: 
24-25. Diodorus (4.32.4-5) states that Heracles killed Laomedon at the polis gates. Because Priam had 
advised his father to turn over the mares, Heracles appointed him king. 
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desire to keep Helen as his wife despite her marriage to Menelaus. Although as king he 

embodies the highest level of authority over the entire polis, Priam shirks his responsi

bility to the larger collective by ignoring the will of the people and the verdict of the 

senators who, of a voice, implore him to return the captive bride to her rightful hus

band. Instead, he indulges his foolish son's self-interest when he, more than anyone 

else, is able to rectify the situation and return Helen to Menelaus. 

Aged Priam does not intervene to correct his son's disastrous choice of a bride. 

Instead he gives it his consent, despite having witnessed over the nine years since 

Helen's abduction the incremental dismantling of his kingdom. When Helen first 

makes her appearance in the agora at the Trojan wall, the seven senators say to each 

other that there is "no reproach," ou nemesis, for suffering for so long for the sake of her. 

Nonetheless, they are of a mind that she should leave in the ships and not bring misery 

to themselves and to their children (3.153-160). Seated among the senators, Priam calls 

Helen over and tells her that she is not to blame despite the extreme sense of wrongful

ness she feels regarding her situation (3.171-176). Priam puts the "blame" aitios for the 

tear-filled war with the Achaeans on the gods (3.164-165). The gods, Hera more pre

cisely, are the cause of the war but Priam too is complicit. 

Hera is the goddess who rules over the marriage bond and is the source of the 

wrath levelled at the Trojans, Priam especially. To repeat, it is her wrath that is symbol

ized by the bird devouring serpent at Aulis, and it is her wrath too that makes of Achil-
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les the mortal agent of her punishment of Priam. At the poem's conclusion, the king 

supplicates Achilles for the return of Hector's body and, following the exchange of the 

corpse, Priam is invited to break his fast and feast with his son's slayer. In exhorting the 

king to eat, Achilles sermonizes to his guest by recalling Niobe's punishment for having 

provoked the wrath of the gods. The account given by Achilles draws Priam's suffering 

into close association with this former event. Like Priam, Niobe too was forced to wit

ness the slaughter of her children before she was herself petrified owing to Leto's wrath 

(24.602-620).17 When Achilles recalls the sufferings of Niobe to the king at the conclu

sion of the poem, Priam has already felt Niobe's pain most exquisitely in having to 

watch Hector's slaughter. Not only did Priam lose his vast kingdom (24.543-46), of his 

fifty sons, only nine were left to him after the death of his most dear one, Hector 

(24.248-52). Like the sparrow's nine hatchlings nesting in the plane tree at Aulis, these 

last sons will be killed too before Priam meets his end and Hera's "raw eating" wrath 

finally is satisfied. Goddess of the matrimonial bond, Hera has decreed the fall of the 

house of Priam because of the king's utter disregard for her sacred duties that attend her 

domain. 

Although many of the males have concubines and bastard sons, Priam is unique 

in having multiple wives (21.84-8). Of these, apart from queen Hecabe, his only other 

17 For a fuller discussion of the Niobe sermon and the way it is treated in the secondary literature, see Al-
den 2000: 27-9. 
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identified wife is Laothoe, daughter of Altes of Pedasus.18 Although she is still living 

(22.53), Laothoe's whereabouts are unknown as she does not appear to reside in the 

royal palace, the queen of which is Phrygian Hecabe, mother of Hector and Paris.19 

Priam likely met Hecabe, his future queen, in the campaign against the Amazons, when 

he served as an ally to Otreus and Mygdon (3.184-189).20 

The ambiguities surrounding the marriage of Hecabe and Priam endure, but 

there is a strong suggestion nonetheless that she was captured like Helen, Chryseis and 

Briseis rather than lawfully wed, like Hector's wife Andromache.21 This much is sug

gested in the terror-filled moments before Hector's death as Achilles, described as "the 

18 Priam's son Lycaon reveals to Achilles that he does not have the same mother as Hector in the hope of 
saving his life. In this passage, he reveals that Priam has multiple wives. Later we learn that Priam still 
possesses much treasure from Laothoe's dowry (22.49-51), a point which contradicts Hector's earlier dis
closure to the army that all of Priam's wealth had been sold away to Phrygia and Maeonia (Lydia) ever 
since Zeus fostered hatred, odussomai (18.290-292). This, of course, is a ploy to encourage the allies to at
tack the ships and win wealth for themselves. He is seeking to nullify Polydamas' advise to defend the 
city from within the walls now that Achilles has returned to battle (18.254-283) 

19 Hecabe's father is identified as Dymas and her youngest brother as Asius, whose image Apollo assumes 
when provokes Hector to confront Patroclus (16.715-719). The Phrygians serve as allies in the defence of 
Troy 

20 Priam may have come initially to Phrygia as an ally, but he eventually took possession of the country 
following the defeat of the Amazons (24.545). See Tsagalis 2008: 14-18 in which connections are made be
tween Hector's wife Andromache and the Amazons. Tsagalis overlooks Hecabe's association with Phry
gia and the Amazons. 

21 In rejecting Agamemnon's offer to marry one of his daughters, Achilles states the customary practice of 
having the father arrange an appropriate wedding for his son (9.394). The wedding between Hector and 
Andromache provides the most detail regarding the lawful wedding contract through gift exchange be
tween the respective families (22.471-2) 
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dog of Orion," is racing towards Troy.22 Priam implores his son to come within the walls 

as the Sirius-like Achilles had killed and ransomed so many of his sons. He tells Hector 

that there is much wealth remaining from Laothoe's dowry with which to buy back Ly-

caon and Polydorus (22.49-51). Despite Hector's lying statement (18.287-92) that Troy's 

wealth has been paid out to Phrygia and Maeonia (ancestral homeland of Pelops who is 

himself the ancestor of the Achaeans, Pausanias. 5.25.10) it still contains riches Paris 

won when he abducted Helen (6.288-292; 7.389-390) in addition to the goods from 

Thrace chosen later for Achilles. But there is never any mention of wealth from Phrygia, 

the dowry Dymas would have provided for Hecabe. While this appears to be a minor 

detail, it contributes to the ambiguities surrounding the union between Priam and He

cabe. In contrast, no such ambiguities exist regarding the king's later marriage to Laot-

hoe. The marital situation in the House of Priam is as follows: Priam is polygamous, 

Hector is monogamous and united to Andromache in the customary fashion, and Paris 

is, with his father's consent, married to Menelaus' abducted wife. 

To conclude, Priam's fate is foreshadowed in the portent at Aulis. With Achilles' 

return to battle, he is punished by Hera and forced to watch Hector's slaughter at the 

22 Davidson 2007: 207; "The Keans, we are told, awaited the arrival of the dreaded Dog each year on a 
mountaintop under arms like the Achaeans awaiting a wind at Aulis, so that sacrifice could be made to 
conjure the assuaging 'Etesian' winds. The Dog appears on Keos' fourth century coinages, rays emanat
ing from its head. The ritual was said to have been inaugurated by Aristaeus, father of dog-plagued Ac-
taeon, thus confirming other hints that he too was identified with Orion: 'The man who saw his son killed 
by dogs put a stop to that star which of the stars in heaven have the same title' (Diodorus 4.82.3)." The 
astral symbolism relates to the Olympic Games which were held at the end of the "dog days of summer," 
when Sirius is closest to earth. Within this complex network of seasonal symbolism, fathers seeing their 
sons "killed by the dog" can be seen to refer to witnessing defeat at the Olympic Games. 
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hands of Athena and Achilles. Because custom, as it is reflected in the poem, dictates 

that the father chooses the bride of the son, Priam is made guilty in her eyes. Finally, 

the Aulis portent's symbolism reflects precisely Priam's situation at the conclusion of the 

poem where he is left with nine living sons who will all be killed before he, like both 

Niobe and the sparrow, is finally killed by the gods. 

C. Paris 

Paris' sin is stated at the end of the poem: 

...OU8E TTO0"'Hpn 
OU5E noCTEiSacov' OU6E vXauKumi5i Koupn, 

aXX' I'xov ax; oxpiv TTPCOTOV ocnnxQETO "IXioc, ipr) 
KOU ripiapioc; Kai Xaoc; AX£^av6pou EVEK' aTr|^, 

be, veiKEaCTE 0EO«; OTE oi nscnjauXov L'KOVTO, 

Tr]v 6' nvr|cr' n oi nope jjaxXoauvnv aXsyEivriv. 

..., not so with Hera, nor Poseidon, nor the glimmering-eyed maiden, but these held out as 
when sacred Troy and Priam and the people first became abhorrent to them because of Alex
ander's folly; he who defamed the goddesses when they entered the inner chamber, and cele
brated her who causes disastrous lewd-mindedness (24. 25-30) 

For having chosen poorly in the contest between Hera, Athena and Aphrodite, Paris is 

given as a prize another man's wife. A prize which seems perversely fitting in that his 

selection promoted erotic desire (Aphrodite) above social duty (Athena) and matrimo

nial sanctity (Hera). Paris is a young man and therefore his selection is quite under

standable, but nonetheless it marks a failure at expressing mature judgement in identi

fying the appropriate winner in such events, the winner which must always be Hera. 

The contest has a prenuptial quality to it and the prize given for the wrong selection 
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suggests a lack of preparation for adult life; a lack of understanding of what it means to 

be a man and a member of a political community. 

From the outset of the poem, Paris is depicted as a fool and a dandy who brings 

shame upon Troy by his mere presence. Although a prince and member of the Troy's 

monarchical family, he does not lead an army and fights with a bow rather than the full 

equipment and chariot of a mature fighter, as does his brother Hector. This battle pres

ence takes on iconic significance as an attestation of maturity at the outset of hostilities 

when Paris presents himself as Troy's champion. He is described as wearing a leopard 

skin pelt and armed with a bow, a sword and two spears (3.17-8). In contrast, when 

Menelaus steps forward to meet his challenge, he is described as leaping onto the 

ground in his armour from his chariot (3.29). Whereas Menelaus is a man and presents 

himself as such in the display of his equipment, Paris presents himself as a youth who is 

still in the preparatory phase of cultural development; seeing Helen's rightful husband 

advance towards him to meet his challenge, he panics and fearfully skulks back into the 

mass of soldiers. This image of Paris23 as still unprepared — unworthy really — for the 

obligations of manhood is further reinforced when Hector draws the lots for the duel. 

The lot of the first spear cast falls to Paris and he equips himself with the armour of his 

23 After he wounds Diomedes, Paris is assigned the joint leadership of a company of Trojans in the assault 
upon the Achaean wall (12.93). Apart from the wounding of Diomedes, Paris is credited with killing 
Euchenor (13.660-8) as a foreshadowing of his slaying of Achilles. His only other killing is upon the flee
ing Deiochus who he hits from behind at the shoulder in a scene that anticipates Apollo's blow from be
hind on Patroclus (15.341-2). While Hector acknowledges the battle prowess of his brother at several oc
casions, the narrative detail serves to confute the praise given to him. 
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half-brother Lycaon (3.332-3), further reenforcing the impression of Paris, the source of 

Troy's peril, as both ill-prepared to meet the present threat and, in any event, uncon

cerned about the outcome. 

Hector has a deep sense of his brother's blighted presence at Troy as, in his first 

address to him, he call his brother a curse on his father, the polis and its entire popula

tion for having brought back Helen. He also calls the Trojans great cowards for not 

stoning him to death owing to the evils he has devised (3.56-7), an accusation that car

ries a strong measure of self-reproach. Hector will repeat his wish for Paris's death to 

his mother as an eventuality that would rid him of much sorrow (6.281-6).24 Of course it 

is Hector who has to die for Paris' "sacrilegious ignorance" ate but he too is utterly com-

plicit in his own death because he fails to defend the polis by eliminating the source of 

its affliction, which he knows to be his brother. 

We come to realize that the great complication Helen's presence poses for Troy 

lies in the fact that, as stated already, Priam clearly approves of her. Whereas Hector re

gards Paris as a curse on his father, the polis and the Trojan people (3.50), Priam, like 

Paris, is fully aware of the dire consequences of Helen's presence but remains uncon

cerned. This is because Helen, daughter of Zeus (3.418), was given as a gift of golden 

Aphrodite and, as Paris points out, such gifts cannot be discarded as they are beyond 

the ability of the person awarded them to have obtained them for themselves (3.65-6). 

24 In the heated battle at the ships, Hector vehemently chastises Paris, referring to for him the second time 
as "hated Paris" Dusparis for bringing death upon so many of their intimates (13.769-73). 
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Paris rationalizes his decision for keeping Helen because, left to his own devices, he 

would never have taken her.25 What he lacks, however, is an understanding that the 

gods dispense both good and evil things. Priam appears to reflect a similar attitude 

when Iris, the messenger goddess, takes the form of his daughter Laodice and leads 

Helen into the agora amid the hubbub of the senators who acknowledge her beauty but, 

at the same time, identify the evil she brings to the polis.26 As stated above, while the 

senators are all of a mind to return her, Priam wants instead to have Helen point out the 

presence of Menelaus and his kinfolk on the battlefield, telling her that, to him, she is 

not to blame but rather the blame lies with the gods for the tear-filled war (3.161-5). 

Priam's remark replies to the senators' first observation that there is no reproach, ou 

nemesis, for either side to having been fighting over Helen in that he places the blame, 

dittos, with the gods. He is simply unresponsive, however, to their desire to return her 

and spare themselves and their children. 

25 An alternative motive for Paris in not giving up Helen is his wrath against Troy. Paris' wrath is men
tioned twice in the conversation he has with Hector (6.326; 335) and may be a reference to his early exile, 
which is also the reason for his double name of Alexander-Paris, although the passage does not point to 
this directly. The name Paris relates to Hecabe's dream at the time of his birth that she would give birth to 
a fire-bearing, hundred handed Erin (Pindar 8 Paean). See Gantz 1993: 62-4. Paris, like Achilles, is a cho
sen agent in Hera's plan to destroy Troy and it is only fitting that he would be described in monstrous 
terms. Because the Trojan people counselled banishment and exposure on the slopes of Ida, Paris' return 
to the polis with his new bride can be seen as a wrath-fed revenge against the people who condemned 
him to death in infancy. For an alternative treatment of Paris' wrath that focusses on the semantics of 
Hector's characterization of Paris' cholos as ou kala, see Walsh 2005:197-201. 

26 Helen's presence reflects Hesiod's "beautiful evil," the divine gift Pandora, that one brother knows to 
reject (Prometheus) but the other, lacking the foresight (Epimetheus) accepts and, in so doing, introduces 
grief and suffering into the world, forever distancing the relationship between gods and mortals. Like 
Pandora, Helen excels at weaving, is beguiling in her beauty and has the mind of a bitch (Works and Days, 
59-105). In the Iliad, it must be made clear, that only Helen targets herself with blame. 
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Dismissive of his counsellors during the assembly in the morning before the duel 

involving his younger son, Priam openly rejects their verdict delivered through Antenor 

at the assembly held later that evening following the duel between Hector and Ajax.27 

While the earlier duel was contested at a distance from the polis, the second one takes 

place at the gates of Troy under the Oak of Zeus. This contest does not end well for 

Hector and the Trojans. Although a draw is declared and both contestants exchange 

gifts, Hector could not manage to inflict any consequential blows upon Ajax, while he 

himself needed Apollo's intervention not to be killed by the vastly superior fighter 

(7.272). Afterwards, while Agamemnon hosts Ajax's victory feast, the Trojan assembly is 

in a fear-filled tumult (7.345-6), prompting the leading senator Antenor to call out to the 

entire army, allies included, and to declare the return of Helen and the riches she ar

rived with (7.348-51). Immediately, Paris challenges Antenor by stating that the gods 

have destroyed his mind. He agrees, however, to return the goods, but not Helen 

(7.357-64). The assembly is finally dissolved when Priam supports his son and declares 

to the assembly that Idaeus will convey the offer to the sons of Atreus at dawn, but that 

the matter of Helen must be decided be divinely decided in the battle (7.368-78). 

Paris' abuse of Antenor, following it, and Priam's declaration to keep Helen al

ludes to an assembly held many years previously, when Odysseus and Menelaus sailed 

27 When Priam's messenger Idaeus enters the Achaean camp, he announces to Agamemnon the proposal 
put forward at the assembly, adding that the Trojans have expressed their desire to return Helen, the 
kouridie dlochos of Menelaus and, like Hector, he too wishes that Paris, the source of the strife, were dead 
(7.385-97). The effect of this announcement to the "enemy" camp is to make clear the universal disap
proval for Paris' and Priam's insistence on keeping Helen. 
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to Troy seeking Helen's return. They were then received as guests of the Trojan prime 

minister Antenor (3.207-8) — husband of the Athena priest Theano — but had his hospi

tality violently abused by a fellow Trojan, Antimachus, who was hired by Paris 

(11.123-4) to kill Menelaus (11.138-41). Despite this flagrant violation of both Zeus Xen-

ios (13.623-5) and Athena, guardian of the agora,28 there was no attempt by Priam to 

compensate the aggrieved. Such odious treatment recalls the events leading up to the 

first sack of Troy when Poseidon and Apollo requested payment from Laomedon ac

cording to their contracted agreement, but were both rebuffed with violent gestures. 

Similarly, the attack on Menelaus and Odysseus was not immediately avenged; only af

ter returning to Aulis was the portent delivered and the divine winds made finally to 

blow. There are echoes here too of Heracles' experience at Laomedon's court after he 

sought to receive the gifts of the gods, the horses of Tros, offered as payment for his and 

Athena's work in saving the polis. He too was denied and sent off only to return with a 

fleet of Achaeans to sack the polis and kill the king. 

In conclusion, Paris, last son of the Priamid line, displays the same selfish charac

ter as Ilus' first son Laomedon in that he receives gifts from the gods, but when the 

situation requires that he give these to a party with a rightful claim on them, he refuses 

28 Recall that Athena intervenes in the Achaean agora to prevent Achilles from murdering Agamemnon 
for taking Briseis away from him (1.193-5). The inference is that Athena intervened on the earlier occa
sion and saved Menelaus' life, just as she does when Pandarus, behaving in an identical fashion to Anti
machus, attempts to murder Menelaus and thus win gratitude and glory from Paris (4.95-6). Athena redi
rects his arrow and Menelaus is left with only a superficial wound (4.127-9). Hera reminds Athena that 
she too promised Menelaus that he would return with Helen after Troy has been destroyed (5.714-8) be
cause Menelaus was subjected to a violation of her domain as well. 
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and is unmoved by the dire repercussions his behaviour has on the broader community. 

Paris' insult to Antenor in the assembly following Hector's foreboding loss recalls the 

past sacrilege committed against Athena's jurisdiction, the agora, when the goddess' at

tendant Antenor acted as host and "protector," alalkomeneus, to Menelaus and 

Odysseus.29 Priam, as the later sources reveal,30 was able to identify the crisis leading 

up to the first sack of Troy and, in an attempt to spare the polis from the gods' wrath, 

advised his father king Laomedon to give the divine gift to the rightful Achaean claim

ant. Now that time has progressed and he finds himself occupying the throne, he is in

capable of advising his second son in the same way as he had his father when he was a 

young man. Priam was granted the throne over his older brother Tithonus because he 

acted in the best interest of the polis as he understood that the gifts of the gods are not 

to be hoarded but, instead, must be reassigned in a responsible manner. Faced with his 

own second son's acquisition of a gift from the gods, he acts in the same way as his fa

ther had done and not as he had when he himself was a young prince. What is more, 

there is never any indication that Priam, before Hector's slaughter, had any concern 

29 Scully's attitude towards Homeric divinity forces him to minimize Paris' (and Laomedon's) crimes 
against the gods and to promote instead the egregious—but generally accepted—view that the gods them
selves seek the city's destruction out of a form of haughty pettiness, or callous indifference, to the exis
tence of mortals, see Introduction p. 11, note 28. Athena acts in the Iliad narrative as the protector of the 
polis' political nucleus, the agora, where the counsellors meet to oversee the community's well being. In 
Troy's tragic situation, the Priamids are themselves the blight on the polis and this is why Athena, under 
the epithet of the "Protector" and guardian of the polis (6.305) aggressively eliminates the scourge to her 
domain, the Priamids themselves. 

30 See p. 10, n. 15 
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whatsoever for any of his sons; Priam agrees to Paris' demand to keep Helen not out of 

support for his son, but because he wants her near to him. 

D. Hector 

As discussed, Paris is depicted as a bowman who goes to battle on foot rather than as a 

spearman, like Hector, who rides the chariot and leads an army. Unlike Hector, Paris 

has left the polis, journeyed abroad as his father had done, accomplished an aristeia, and 

returned with a beautiful woman along with riches which, in the very significant eyes of 

his father, has won him esteem. Just as the Trojan acropolis houses the temples of Zeus' 

son and daughter below his altar, it also houses the palaces of Priam and those of his 

two sons, Paris and Hector (6.312-7). As discussed above, Paris is depicted in such a 

way as to evoke contempt whenever he is mentioned in the poem. While this is not a 

currently accepted view, I argue that Hector too is similarly held in contempt.31 Part of 

the reason that Paris cuts a ridiculous figure is that he fights as a bowman while his 

31 Beye 1993: 83 "At times the Iliad narrator seems to use such juxtaposition for great effect. The charac
terization of Hector is a case in point. Just as Patroclus is outfitted in Achilles' armour, which is too grand 
for him, so the narrator outfits Hector in descriptive formulas that conflict with the behaviour given him. 
The formal descriptions of Hector, however, are exactly the kinds of conventional views of hero warriors 
which one would expect to be applied to the man who not only appears everywhere in this poem but kills 
more named and unnamed figures than anyone else, and who is described from time to time as fighting 
brilliantly (e.g., 8.437-71; 13.136-54). Yet when the principal Achaeans are wounded, it is not Hector who 
does it; and more often than not he shrinks, retreats, has to be encouraged, displays all the acts and atti
tudes of a fearful man (e.g., 5.470-92; 11.163-64; 11.357-60; 13. 193-94; 14.435-39). The Achaeans talk about 
him as though he truly is the main menace of the Trojan forces." 
Beye's attitude regarding the Hector figure contrasts with the more positive assessments given by Red-
field and Scully. There is no doubt that he is a multi-faceted character and the reader's appreciation of 
him changes significantly depending on where one places one's emphasis in the reading. 
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status demands that he fights as a spearman.32 Hector is also made ridiculous by the 

equipment he possesses; for instance, he moves around the battlefield in a quadriga, a 

chariot driven by four of Troy's semi-divine horses (8.185-90) whereas everyone else 

(apart from Patroclus who has Achilles' three) rides two-horse chariots. His most exag

gerated battle gear is his enormous spear measuring eleven cubits, which he brandishes, 

first, in the non-martial environments of his brother's palatial chambers and, second, in 

the assembly he calls while camped at the river's edge. Likewise, he is often described 

as moving among the ranks of soldiers while aggressively clutching a spear in each 

hand. In describing Hector's hubristic nature, I shall discuss the matter of his piety first 

by focussing on the two scenes in which he prays and offers sacrifices to the gods. 

While highly nuanced in their elaboration, they serve to characterize Hector as impious 

owing to his preoccupation. Secondly, I wish also to highlight his abusive treatment of 

Polydamas, son of the Trojan senator and Apollo priest Panthous, who, as Redfield-

claims, is Hector's 'alter ego,'33 as well as his abuse of Sarpedon, the child of Zeus who 

has come to from far off Lycia to defend Troy.34 

32 See the discussion of the plain Trojan Pandarus who ignored his father's advice and led the army on 
foot and with a bow (5.192-200) 

33 Polydamas and Hector were born on the same night and whereas Polydamas was the better man in 
speech, Hector was superior in battle. See Redfield 2004:143-147. 

34 The contrast between Helen who comes to Troy as the gift for having chosen Aphrodite, goddess whose 
own son Aeneas will ascend to the throne, to precipitate the fall of the Priamids, and Sarpedon, the son of 
Zeus who arrives voluntarily to support the Priamids but is himself killed is a fascinating example of the 
structural proportionality at work in the poem. 
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E. The Peplos offering to Athena and Hector's Prayer to Zeus 

Hector's first occasion of piety occurs in Iliad 6, at the occasion of his entrance into the 

polis to have Hecabe gather the women to offer worship to Athena and implore her to 

hold back Diomedes (6.86-101). Hector, after telling the women of Troy to pray to the 

gods at the oak of Zeus (6.237-241), enters the chambers of his father's palace where he 

is met by his sister Laodice and mother, who instructs him to go to the top of the 

acropolis and pray to Zeus,35 after she has returned with the libation cup (6.256-62). 

This, she says, will strengthen him after having been exhausted from defending his fel

lows. Hector refuses his mother's instructions, stating that she seeks to weaken him by 

making him forget his spirit menos and valour alke. He finally draws attention to hands 

that are bespattered with bloody filth as a reason for his refusal to offer Zeus 

devotions.36 Hector declines to honour Zeus in the appropriate manner when he is 

called upon to do so by his mother who has clear associations with the goddess Hecate. 

Hector's rejection of his mother's instructions serve as an announcement of his doom. 

Hector does finally pray to Zeus at the conclusion of the scene, but not in the manner 

his mother had prescribed. Hector makes the following prayer: 

ZEU aXXoi TE 6EOI 86TE 8f) KOU TOV8E vEVEcrGoa 
Trat8' i\ibv (he, KO<L Eydb TTEP apiTrpETTEa TpwEomv, 

35 Where the Zeus altar is located (22.171-2). 

36 In contrast when in the previously discussed scene in which Hecabe offers to Priam the cup of libation, 
the king accepts and immediately washes his hands. In choosing gifts to offer Achilles, the poet identifies 
the cup Priam was given by the men of Thrace as a guest gift (24.234-5). There is no prior mention of this 
visit, but we do know that Theano, the Trojan Athena priestess is a Thracian, daughter of Cisseus (6.99) 
who was identified by Apollodorus as Hecabe's mother (see note 20). Thrace, like Phrygia, is associated 
with the god Ares and with Amazons, see Tsagalis 2008:14-18. I would add to these the goddess Hecate. 
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CO6E p[r|v T' ayaGov, Kai 'IXiou Icpi avacrcrEiv-
Kai TTOTE TIC; Ei'Trricn. TraTpoQ 6' o ye TTOXXOV aLisivcov 

£K TTOXELJOU CXVIOVTOC- cpspoi 5' Evapa PpoTOEVTa 
KTELVCXC; 5niov av5pa, x«pEir| 6E cppsva MHTHP-

Zeus and other gods, make my boy to become as distinguished among the Trojans as I, and 
thus that he be strong and good and a mighty ruler over Troy. Might someday someone say 
of him that he is far better than his father as he emerges from battle, bringing the gore stained 
spoils of the godlike man he has slain; might he in this way gratify his mother 
(6.476-81). 

Hector knows that the polis will be destroyed as, immediately before uttering his 

prayer, he makes the following statement to his wife: 

H Kai ELioi T<X6E TT6(VTCX LIEXEI yuvai- aXXa \x&X alvtbc; 
al5EOM0(L Tpcoac; Kai TptuaSac; EXKECNTTETTXOUC;, 

at KE KaKOQ toe; voacpiv aXuCTKa^oo TTOXEIJOIO-

OU8E |j£ 9UM6C, avooyEv, ETrsi naGov E|j|j£vai ECT0X6(; 

aisi Kai TTPCWTOLCTI \\zxb. TpdoEaai paxEcrGai 
apvunEvoQ TraTpoc; TE \xiya KXEOC; r)6' E^OV auToO. 

EL) yap iytb T65E oi8a KaTa cppsva Kai KaTa GULIOV-

I'aaETai HLiap OT' av TTOT' oXcoXr) "IXux; ipr) 
Kai npiaLJOcj Kai Xaoc; EULIM^LCO ripiaLioio. 

Woman, all these things are a worry to me too. But even more painful is the shame I should 
feel from the Trojans and Trojan women of the flowing gowns if I were base and avoided 
battle. But my spirit does not compel me this way, since I have learnt to be noble at all times 
and to fight at the forefront of the Trojans and win in this way great renown for my father 
and for myself. Really, I know well in my heart and mind that there will be a day when sa
cred Ilium will be destroyed and Priam, and the people of Priam of the good ash-wood too (6. 
441-449). 

Hector's irreverent prayer expresses a hope for his son that he knows cannot be realized 

as long as Paris is alive and holding on to Helen.37 Nor can it be realized because he has 

decided not to follow the accepted wisdom of defending the polis from the walls. His 

37 Recall that he stated to his mother that no one should pray to Zeus covered in blood and yet he does 
exactly this. Along with Athena's rejection of Helen's peplos and the sacrifice, Hector's rejection of 
Hecate-like Hecabe's instructions and his own forgetting of his stated need to have clean hands when 
praying to Zeus serve to identify the great distance between himself and the gods. 
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statement to Andromache provides the reader with the first suggestion that Hector will 

make an assault on the ships in a bid to win glory for himself and, in so doing, gain the 

esteem of his father. All the same, he immediately discloses the failed nature of his pro

ject because — and this only becomes apparent further along in the poem — he requires 

divine assistance to engage successfully in battle. In attempting to win glory in his fa

ther's eyes by disregarding his wife's appeal, Hector is effectively sealing the fate of his 

son, as well as the people of Priam, all of whom he had been divinely appointed to de

fend (2.802).38 Rather than doing the duty the gods have appointed him to do, which 

would require him order his father to heed the senators and return Helen, Hector opts 

instead for an aggressive strategy in the hope that the gods will continue to support 

him, even now that Ares has left him. During his visit to his brother's palace, Hector 

had expressed the hope that Paris would die and thus relieve his heart of "misery" oizus 

(6.285). What is more, it is expressed at the conclusion of the scene that was motivated 

by the peplos offering and sacrifice to Athena for the slaying of Diomedes; a petition 

that was refused by the goddess who is determined to bring about the eventuality Hec

tor knows will happen; that Troy will be sacked, and Priam along with his people will 

be killed. 

38 Scully 1992: 67; "The masculine ethos of the city warrior struggles against a feminine ethos of the city he 
seeks to secure. The wall, which gives the city its definition, leaches courage from the male in the face of 
death and makes the city a place of refuge for the weak..." This entire scene that has Hector covered in 
blood from Ares slayings walking through the royal palaces with his armour on and his spear held out as 
he visits the women of his household should also be viewed as his attempt not to appear cowardly to the 
Trojan women. He refuses his mother's instruction to pray and to drink wine as this would weaken him 
by making him forget his battle attitude, an act which not only is an assertion of his masculinity, it also 
identifies him as a doomed, profane man. 
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F. The Sacrifice in the Plain and Hector's Prayer to the Gods 

The second scene in the Iliad that features similar elements to the one just discussed oc

curs the night before the Great Day of Battle and the Trojan assault on the ships. 

Whereas the sacrifice to Athena was undertaken to reverse the losses the Trojans were 

experiencing at the hands of Diomedes, this sacrifice and feast is celebrated following 

the Trojan repulse of the Achaeans from the plain (8.489-552). Hector's enormous spear 

of eleven cubits length is again highlighted as he convenes the troops at a clearing along 

the river to plan the defence of the polis and the assault upon the ships.39 After express

ing his desire to despoil Diomedes of his armour,40 he utters his overreaching desire to 

be immortal and to be honoured as Athena and Apollo,41 and thus to bring evil to the 

Argives (8.538-41).42 The Trojans then offer an enormous hecatomb sacrifice of oxen and 

sheep brought in from the polis, which the gods reject because "sacred Troy, and Priam 

and the people of Priam of the good ash-wood have become all the more hateful to 

39 Later on, Dolon identifies the spot of Hector's assembly as the tomb of his great-grandfather Ilus. 
Dolon also reveals that Hector swore an oath promising him the chariot of Achilles (10.329-31). Dolon 
also reveals that Hector is holding the assembly upon Ilus' tomb (10.415). On the morning of the first day 
of fighting, Hector was declared general over the army by the messenger goddess Iris who took the form 
of his brother, significantly named Polites, at the top of 'senator' Aesyetes' tomb (2.790-806). Hector rec
ognizes the voice of the goddess standing upon the tomb, but makes no expression of pious acknow
ledgement before he leads the forces to another tomb, that of the now-forgotten Amazon Myrine, where 
he organizes the battalions (2.811-5). Hector always plans his military strategy from the top tombs. 

40 Recall that Diomedes managed to obtain Glaucus' Hephaestus-made golden armour (6.234-6), also that 
the previously discussed Athena sacrifice was arranged to have Diomedes killed. The desire for Diome
des' death is also a shared feature with the sacrifice to Athena 

41 Apollo revived Hector in the duel with Ajax (7.272), the first of several times the god saves his life, but 
never does Hector make any pious acknowledgement for the divine support he receives. 

42 For a discussion of Hector's desire to be like the Zeus-born gods, see Nagy 1999:148-150. I shall discuss 
Hector's crucial role in the Iliad in more detail in Chapter 5. 
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them" (8.551-2).43 While Hector is never described as participating in the sacrifice, his 

prayer to Zeus and the other gods to drive out the fate-delivered dogs is ironical as it is 

the gods themselves who have made of the Achaeans the monstrous serpent, or the 

dogs of doom, to the shores of Troy. 

In my discussion leading up to Hector's acts of piety, Hector is motivated primar

ily to win the esteem of his father by accomplishing an aristeia that will outdo that of his 

brother who has won Helen and has seemingly won too the esteem of Priam as a result. 

By book 8, Hector seeks to assault the ships, win the Hephaestus-made armour of Dio-

medes,44 and drive the Achaeans out of Troy as a means of winning the esteem of his 

father rather than ensuring the safety of the polis. Effectively, Hector declines his role as 

polis defender that, as Andromache reminds him, requires only that he remain at the 

gates just as he had done three times in the past (6.431-9). Hector knows this, but disre

gards the instructions, because to comply with them would make him lesser than his 

foolish brother; he refuses to merely hold off the foe so that Paris, who doesn't care a 

43 Hector is not described as taking part in the sacrifice just as, on the first morning of battle before the 
duel between Menelaus and Paris, Priam is excluded from the description of the sacrifice accompanying 
the oaths of faith. The herald Idaeus summons Priam to drive into the plain with Antenor and the sacrifi
cial lambs, but the ceremonies are performed exclusively by Agamemnon. Priam, king of the land, does 
not participate in the prayer as the poet generalizes its utterance to "someone of the Achaeans and Tro
jans" (3.296-7). After the prayer and sacrifice, Priam immediately excuses himself from watching the duel 
and returns to the polis with the bodies of the lambs (3.304-13). Both scenes are crafted to exclude any 
cult act performed by the Priamids. 

44 Recall that it was Diomedes who shouted out to the entire army that Ares was fighting alongside of 
Hector causing him to perpetrate the great slaughters of the Achaean youths. Diomedes, under the con
trol of Athena, also severely wounded Ares, forcing him to withdraw from battle (5.855-61). Without Ares 
fighting at his side, Hector agrees to Helenus' instructions to propitiate Athena and remove Diomedes 
from the plain. 
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whit about the Trojan population, can enjoy his prize Helen.45 Adding to Hector's jeal

ousy, and further underscoring the scorn the gods feel for him, is the fact that Paris ends 

up removing Diomedes from battle, and not Hector, though it was he who had prayed 

to the gods for this. 

G. Hector Threatens to Murder Polydamas 

The revulsion the gods feel for Hector is brought into focus even more clearly in his 

abusive treatment of those who offer him support, both his counsellor Polydamas and 

his ally Sarpedon. On the morning following the great Trojan sacrifice in the plain, Hec

tor and Polydamas undertake the assault on the camp and lead the bravest Trojan 

youths to battle against the Lapiths who await them at the gates of the Achaean wall. 

Shortly after Polydamas advises Hector on how best to approach the rampart, Zeus de

livers a bird portent that recalls the one given to the Achaeans nine years ago at Aulis. 

This new omen is modified somewhat in that it consists of an eagle holding a monstrous 

snake in its talons. As the bird passes over the heads of the Trojans from the left,46 the 

serpent rears its head up and delivers a bite to the eagle's chest, forcing it to let go of the 

serpent (12.200-9). Just as he had determined the best approach to the wall, Polydamas 

reads the divine message correctly, but Hector will have none of it and blasphemes the 

omen by stating that it is better to obey the will of Zeus than to obey birds: 
45 The extended scene in which Hector, bloodstained and brandishing his enormous spear, enters the 
chambers in Paris' palace where his brother has just finished making love to Helen and is now playing 
with his weapons (6.313-69), is best read as emphasizing the murderous jealousy the older, more respon
sible brother feels at being cast into the role of abetting the younger brother's selfish and outrageous be
haviour. 

46 The bird omens appearing at the right are auspicious (10.274-5). 
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nouXu6d| ja , au HEV OUKET' E^OI cpiXa TOUT' ayopsuEic;-
o l a 6 a KOU aXXov piuGov ajJEivova TOD8E vofjaai. 
Ei 6' ETEOV 5r| TOUTOV 6<TT6 CTTTouSng ayopEUEK;, 

E^ a p a 6n TOI ETTEIT(X GEOL cppEvac; ooXEaav auToi, 
be, KEXEOU Znvoc, \ikv EpiySouTroio XaGEaGca 

POUXEOOV, a<; TE |JOl (XUTOQ UTTEOXETO KCXI KOfTEVEUCTE-
Tuvri 5' OLCOVOLCTL TavuTTTEpuyEcrcn. KEXEUEIQ 

TT£l6ECr6ai, TUJV OU Tl [JETCXTpETTOn' o 6 8 ' aXEyi^OU 

EIV ETTI 8E^L' I'oucn Trpbc, nob T' HEXIOV TE, 

EIV ETT' apiOTEpa TOL \E TTOTL ^ocpov n^pOEVTa. 
f\\itlc, 8E |J£Y«^OLO AIOC, TTEiGcbuEGa PouXfj, 

be, Traai 0vr|TOLCTi Kai aGavaTOiCTiv a v a a a E i . 
ELQ O'LOOVOQ apicjToq apiuvEaGai TTEpi TraTpriQ. 

Polydamas, you make pronouncements that are in no way pleasing to me, and you seem to 
know another better utterance than this. If indeed you are counselling this fact in earnest, 
then surely the gods themselves have destroyed your wits, you who order me to ignore the 
•plans of loud-thundering Zeus, who both gave me a promise himself and nodded his assent. 
You order me to be persuaded by broad-winged raptor birds, by which 1 am in no way influ
enced, nor concerned, whether they appear on the right towards the dawn and sun, or on the 
left in the direction of the dark gloom! We are persuaded by the will of Zeus, who rules over 
the all mortals and immortals. One bird-omen is best to fight for one's fatherland 
(12.231-43). 

After this hubristic utterance, Hector4 7 threatens to kill Po lydamas if he is again found 

to be shirking from battle or influencing the you ths to avoid the attack. His robust 

s ta tement about fighting for "his paternal holdings, his nat ive land" pdtre, has to be p u t 

into context and regarded as ironical, given that he a lways refuses to see in his father 

the greatest threat to the polis.48 Wha t is more, Polydamas, as he will later do a second 

47 Zeus had sent to Hector a message delivered by Iris that instructs him to avoid battle until Agamemnon 
has been wounded. Following this he will put in the palm of his hand the strength to kill until he has 
reached the ships and the sun has set (11.206-209). Hector, as it later becomes clear, interprets this mes
sage to mean that Zeus has granted him the power to destroy the fleet. 

48 Redfield 1994: 145-6; "In this context even Hector's violence—his threat to kill Polydamas if he says an
other word-is acceptable, in the sense that, if Hector's judgement of the situation is correct, we will find 
his violence justified. Reason and communication are necessary casualties of war. Hector is fated to fail, 
and therefore his violence is an error. But it is a noble error and engages our sympathy. Polydamas is 
right and Hector is wrong, but we are on Hector's side... In rejecting Polydamas, Hector is doing his best 
to meet his responsibilities. He makes the error that a good man would make." 
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time (18.261-6), is in fact counselling the defence of Troy from within the walls, but Hec

tor can only accept advice that corresponds with his desire to win glory for himself and 

to win esteem in his father's eyes. 

H. Hector Abandons Sarpedon 

Hector's violent abuse of Polydamas following the bird omen is mirrored in the way he 

treats his principal ally Sarpedon. Shortly after the commencement of hostilities, 

Athena lights her beacon over Diomedes' head (Iliad 5.1-6) and amplifies his strength to 

a god-like level to turn the momentum against the Trojans. Pandarus, leader of the 

Troes, is killed by the goddess and Diomedes (Iliad 5.290-3) and then Aeneas, leader of 

the Dardanians, is near-fatally wounded by a stone Diomedes hurls at him (Iliad 

5.302-10), leaving Hector as the lone Trojan commander over the alliance of foreigners. 

Apollo, responding to Athena's battle presence, draws in the god Ares who takes the 

form of the Thracian Acamas and chastises the sons of Priam while drawing attention to 

the fallen Aeneas (Iliad 5.464-469). Rather than stimulating an esprit de corps, Ares' ex

hortation generates strife in the ranks, prompting Sarpedon to complain openly to Hec

tor at having to carry the brunt of the fighting: 
"EKTOP Trfi 6n TOI [iivoc, o!'x£T(xi o Trplv E'XECTKEC;; 

cpfjc; TTOU CXTEP Xaoov TTOXIV E^EMEV r|8' ETUKOUPOOV 

OLOC; CTUV YO(M3POLCTI KOtCTiyvriToicrL TE CTOLOI. 

TCOV vuv ou T I V sydbv I&EEIV Suvap' OU8E vofjcoa, 
aXXa KaTaTTTdbcraouCTi KUVEC; (be, apcpl XEOVTCX-

f]\itic, 8E [JCXXOMECrG' 01 TTEp T' ETUKOUpOl EVEipiEV. 
Kcxi Y « P tywv ETTLKOupoq E(i)v |jaXa Tr|X60EV HKCO-

TnXou yap Auidri EavGcp ETTL 8ivr|EVTi, 
EV6' aXoxov TE cpLXriv E'XITTOV Kai vrfniov uiov, 

Ka8 8E KTHMaTa TTOXXCX, T 6 T' £'X8£Tai 6c, K £TTL8£un<;. 
aXXa KCXI ihc, AUKLOUC; OTpuvoo Kai n£M°v

 «UT6<; 
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av8pl yaxEoxxaaGoa- aTap ou TL MOI EV06(8E TOLOV 

OLOV K' HE cpspoiEv Axoaol n KEV ayoisv-
Tuvn 8' EornKac;, aTap ou5 ' aXXoiai KEXEUEIC; 

XaOLCTLV pEVE^EV KO(i a[JUV£[JEVaL OjpECTai. 

Hector where now has your fierceness gone which you used to possess? Surely you said that 
even without allied folk you would still be steadfast; you along with your brothers in law and 
your brothers. But now for my part I am unable to see or identify any of these, rather they 
cower-like dogs around a lion!-and we do the fighting, we the ones assigned as allies. And I 
for my part, being an ally, have come from far away, far away being Lycia on the swirling 
Xanthus, where I left my dear wife and my infant son, along with my vast wealth, wealth of 
which the one who lacks longs for. But even so I stir up the Lycians to do battle and am my
self eager to fight with men, even though there is nothing here of mine that the Achaeans 
might either carry or drive away. But you stay put and do not urge on the others and stir up 
the people to protect their wives (Iliad 5. 472-486). 

The effect of Sarpedon's ut terance u p o n Hector is described as a "bite to the midriff"49 

a n d poetically evokes the monstrous , raw-eat ing wra th of the goddess . The rebuke en

ervates Hector into a frenzy and he urges on his warr iors wi th two spears in his h a n d s 

{Iliad 5.494-6). 

U p o n entering into war, he is accompanied in his chariot by the gods Ares, Enyo 

and, Cydoemus , (Battle Noise) {Iliad 5.592-4),+ w h o exploit Athena 's brief absence and 

kill great number s on Hector 's behalf.50 With the Achaean a rmy fleeing in rout, Hector, 

49 The phrenes, and other thoracic organs, are given cognitive qualities. This is perfectly understandable, 
as the chest area is the site of the experience of increased emotional affect manifest as rapid pulse rate, 
blood flow, and quickened breathing. The ability to bring these organs under control through conscious 
will is, of course, crucial especially under battle conditions and in the athletic arena, see Bremmer 
1987:57-63; Darcus Sullivan 1988: 80-81. 

50 Even though Hector kills masses of warriors, he achieves no glory for these. On this first day of battle 
Diomedes who has been given the ability to see the gods, declares to his comrades that Ares is doing the 
fighting for Hector (5.601-606). This is consistent throughout the poem, as Hector never has accomplishes 
any great deed that hasn't been somehow eclipsed by another. For instance, his setting fire to the ships is 
a token gesture following after Sarpedon and the Lycians' push through the walls. Again, in the death of 
Patroclus, Hector is only permitted the coup de grace in the already naked and mortally wounded Patro-
clus. 
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clearly still wounded from Sarpedon's "bite," ignores his ally's plea to be rescued as he 

lies wounded. Hector (Ares is at his side, Iliad 5.699) speeds past the fallen Sarpedon in 

silence while the Lycian's own "godlike comrades" attend to him (Iliad 5.682-8).51 

Driven onward by Ares, Hector abandons Sarpedon on the plain. This utter disregard 

for his ally later repeats itself during the assault upon the ships in which Sarpedon and 

the Lycians have such a prominent role. Sarpedon is killed by Patroclus and Ares, and 

Hector fails to make a serious attempt to recover the fallen warrior's armour. Similarly, 

after Hector has obtained Achilles' armour after Patroclus' death (killed by Apollo, 

Euphorbus and finally Hector, who delivers the death blow to the naked and mortally 

wounded Achaean), he makes no attempt to exchange it for Sarpedon's. Although they 

have cause, Sarpedon and the Lycians do not leave the battle despite their poor treat

ment by Hector. Quite the opposite, they acquit themselves most nobly in the great 

battle at the Achaean walls when, supposedly, Zeus has vouchsafed glory for Hector. 

The extreme contrast between the Lycians' battle attitude and that of Hector is 

expressed very clearly in Sarpedon's address to Glaucus, which he gives as the Lycians 

prepare to support Hector and Polydamas, who have had their assault stymied by Ajax. 

With Hector's battalion unable to advance any further, Zeus inspires Sarpedon to lead 

51 For a radically different treatment of this scene, see Redfield 1994: 124 who sees Hector's actions as an 
expression of his personal valour. In Redfield's view, Hector is clearing away the enemy, so that others 
can attend to the fallen warrior. Diomedes has already called the retreat and alerted the army to Ares' 
battle-presence alongside Hector. Odysseus stops battling the Lycians and retreats at the sight of Hector, 
but this is a far cry from the interpretation of the scene given by Redfield. 
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the Lycians into the fray {Iliad 12.290-3). Before entering battle, Sarpedon delivers the 

following speech to his fellow general Glaucus: 

rXotuKE T I n 6n vto'i T£Ti[jr|iJ£0"9a MaXicrra 
£&pr| TE Kptaaiv TE 16E TTXEIOIC; &ETTa£omv 
EV AuKiri, TTOCVTEC; 5E BEOUC, &c, Eiaopooocn., 

Kai TEHEVOQ VE[i6\iEGQa MEYCX EavGoio Trap' oxGac; 
KaXov cpuTaXifjc; Kai apoupnQ Trupocpopoio; 

TCU VUV XPH AUKLOLCTL ̂ ETa TTpCUTOUTlV EOVTac; 
Eora|JEv f\bk \ia\r\c, KauoTELpnc; avTiftoXnaai, 
ocppa TIC; d>5' Emr) AUKLOJV TruKa 6topr|KTacuv 

OU [J0(V 6(KX£E£C; AUKinV KOtTa KOipaVEOUCTLV 
HMETEpoi PaaiXfJEQ, £'5ouai TE mova \if\Xa. 

OLVOVT' E^aiTov piEXin6£a- aXX' apa Kai ic; 
EaGXn, ETTEL AUKLOLCTL \iETOl TTptOTOlCTl | j aXOVTa i . 

to TTETTOv EI [JEV yap TT6XE|JOV TTEpi TOV5E cpuyovTE 
ai£i 6n IJEXXOIMEV aynpco T ' aGavaTto TE 

ECTCTEaG', OUTE KEV auTOQ i v i TrpcuToiai |jaxoi|jnv 
OUTE KE a£ OTEXXOIHL M«Xnv £Q Ku6iavEipav 

VUV 8 ' E|JTTr|<; Y«P KfjpEq ECpEOTdCTlV GavOCTOlO 
j jupiai , ac; OUK EOTLcpuyEiv PPOTOV ou8' UTraXu^ai, 

L'OMEV HE Tcp EUXOC; 6p£^o|j£v r\i TIC; nuiv. 

Glaucus, how is it that we both are honoured the most with seating, choice portions and full 
cups in Lycia, and all look upon us as gods possessing as we do a great temenos alongside 
the banks of the Xanthus, with a fine orchard and wheat-bearing farmland? Now it is only 
right that we stand at the forefront of the Lycians in order to take part in heated battle, so 
that anyone of the armour-wearing Lycians may say, "Our kings who rule over Lycia are not 
infamous men, who dine and drink sweet wine - choice wine, sweet as honey. But, in fact, 
their strength is worthy, seeing as they fight at the front of the Lycians." My friend if indeed 
we were to escape from this war and were destined to be forever ageless and to be immortal, 
neither would I myself fight in the front nor might I prepare you to enter into battle where 
men win glory. But now the myriad fates of death are set in place, fates from which a mortal 
cannot escape, nor flee. Let us go and give glory to someone else or someone else to us! (Iliad 
12. 310-327) 

Whereas Hector rebukes and threatens Polydamas with murder in front of the bravest 

of Trojan youths,52 Sarpedon inspires Glaucus to acquit himself nobly. The contrast be

tween Hector's disposition to the allied forces and the attitude of the Lycians could not 

52 Again, Hector threatens to murder and to deny burial to any of the Trojans who do not advance to
wards the ships (1.346-51). 
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be more clearly drawn; on Hector's supposed day of glory,53 the Lycians demonstrate 

themselves to be the best fighters. Once the battle at the Achaean walls is heated by the 

presence of the Lycians, the scene in which Hector had abandoned Sarpedon is now re

versed; this time Hector is near-fatally wounded. Rather than abandoning him, both 

Sarpedon and Glaucus protect the Trojan's lifeless body (Iliad 14.426), enabling him to be 

moved back to the river and revived by Apollo. 

Further on, when Patroclus enters the battle, Hector initially holds fast to assist 

his army, but when he senses a shift in momentum (Iliad 16.362-4), he panics and flees in 

his chariot through the trench, leaving behind the Trojan people (Iliad 16.367-9). Sarpe

don holds fast and confronts the Myrmidon directly (Iliad 16.422-5), but is finally over

come,54 imploring Glaucus to prevent his armour from being taken with his dying 

breath (16.490-501). Now leader of the Lycians, Glaucus musters a defence of the corpse 

among his troops and then goes over the trench to upbraid Hector as follows: 

"EKTOP vuv 8n TrotYXU XEXOCTUEVOQ etc; ETUKOUPOOV, 

53 Here is the list of Hector's dubious achievements: (1) After Sarpedon has torn down the battlement ex
posing the wall to attack (12.397-9), Zeus supernaturally strengthens Hector to hurl a boulder through the 
gates (12.442-65). Hector hurls the rock that breaks the door, but the real work was done by the Lycians. 
(2) In the great battle at the ships, Hector only kills one man, Periphetes son of Eurystheus' messenger 
Copreus when he tripped against a shield and Hector planted his spear into the defenceless Achaean 
(15.637-640). Such a statement would likely have elicited shouts of contempt from the Greek audience. 
(3) Hector manages to take possession of Protesilaus' ship, the first Achaean to die in battle and thus an 
expendable vessel, and only manages to get the stern ablaze (16.120-3) before it is extinguished by the 
Achaeans as Patroclus enters the battle (16.293). (4) Hector only gives the death blow to Patroclus after 
he has been dazed and stripped of his armour by Apollo and mortally wounded by Euphorbus 
(16.849-50). 

54 Sarpedon's divine assailant is Ares who surreptitiously enters the battle in order to avenge the death of 
his son Ascalapharus (15.115-8). The poet does not attribute the death to the god directly, but instead has 
Glaucus identify Ares as Sarpedon's divine assailant (16.543) 
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o l CTEGEV E'IVEKOC TfjXE cpiXcov KO(L TraTpiSoQ al'n<; 
BUMOV ocnocpeivuGouCTL- au 6' OUK £0EXEIC; ETraMUVEiv. 

KEITCXI IapTrr|6obv AUKUJUV ayoc, aamcrraouv, 
OC, AUKinV El'pUTO 8lKnCTL T£ K(XL oQiVEi. CO-

TOV 8' UTTO naTpOKXcp Sanaa' E'YXE'L x a ^ K £ 0 C 'Apnc,. 
aXXa cpiXoi TrapaTr|T£, v£pi£aar|9r|TE 6e 0u|Jtp, 
MH 6(TT6 TEUXE' EXOOVTOI, aEiKiaaoaai 5E VEKPOV 

Mupni66vEq, Aavadbv KEXOXOOIJEVOL oaaoi OXOVTO, 

TOUQ ETTL Vr jUa l Gof ja iV ETTECPVOJJEV EYXELriCLV. 

Hector! now indeed you completely neglect your allies who for your sake whither away their 
spirits far from their loved ones and fatherland, but you are unwilling to come to their aid. 
Sarpedon, leader of the Lycian shield-bearers, who drew Lycia to himself through his sense of 
justice and valour is fallen, he who brazen Ares has overcome through Patroclus' spear. But 
friends! draw near, hold vengeance in your hearts, so that the Myrmidons do not pull off the 
armour and abominate the corpse, infuriated by all the dead among the Danaans, whom we 
killed at the swift ships (Iliad 16.538-47). 

Glaucus succeeds in getting Hector to finally attend to his allies and engage the Achae-

ans (Iliad 16. 552-3), but only briefly, as the Trojan general is the first to flee when Zeus 

turns the tide of battle (Iliad 16.656-8), confirming Sarpedon's first accusation that Hec

tor and the Trojans are cowardly. Glaucus experiences this fact too when he notices that 

Hector backs away from Ajax (Iliad 17.128-31), preventing the body of Patroclus from 

being acquired as a barter object for Sarpedon's armour (Iliad 17.160-78). Glaucus, who 

was instructed by Sarpedon to save his armour, bitterly rebukes Hector for his coward

liness and for his constant neglect of the allies (Iliad 17.141-68), just as Sarpedon had 

done on the first day of hostilities. Finally Glaucus ends off by threatening to return 

home and, in so doing, precipitate the destruction of Troy (Iliad 17.154-5). This appears 

to happen as, after Hector puts on Achilles' armour and promises half the spoils to 
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whoever among the allies brings back Patroclus' corpse, there is no further mention of 

the Lycians.55 

Athena plans Hector's death because he fails as a leader of the Trojan people. Al

though he is appointed general by the gods he does not act to defend his people who 

have made their collective will known through Athena's domain, the polis council. As 

general and the one entrusted to protect Troy, Hector fails at identifying his principal 

duty, which is to tell his father that Helen must be returned to Menelaus. But of course 

it is too late for all of this, and the insolent Priamids must, in the poem's present time, 

face the wrath of the goddesses for their inveterate neglect of the gods. 

Hector, unlike his father and brother, is both lawfully married and a committed 

family man, which makes his victimization all the more stinging,56 but it is also some

thing that makes of his unwillingness to defend the polis in the manner both his wife 

and the senators advise him to a failure in meeting his obligations.57 He is profoundly 

aware of his brother's folly and equally so of the devastating consequences it will bring 

to pass; Hector knows that his own family and people are doomed because of Paris and 

wishes him dead as a result (Iliad 6.281-5). Hector cannot break out of his father's sphere 

of influence. He is excessively concerned with winning his father's approval by demon-

55 Glaucus is mentioned in the list of the allies' names at Iliad 17.216 but this marks the Lycians' final men
tion in the Iliad. 

56 Hector's victimization is alluded to by Helen when she states to Hector that he is most afflicted by her 
"dog-like" presence and by Paris' sacrilege (Iliad 6.355-6) 

57 His refusal of his wife's and of the Trojan senator's instructions connects with his punishment by Hera 
goddess of marriage and Athena goddess of the political nucleus, the agora and assembly. 
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strating his battle prowess at the expense of ensuring the safety of the polis and, conse

quently, his own oikos. As with his father and brother, Hector fails at acting on behalf of 

his larger community; he does not heed the collective will of the people as it is ex

pressed through the Council and never once does he persuade his father to return Helen 

to her rightful husband.58 

In conclusion, Hector behaves hubristically by declining his allotted function as 

polis defender and protector of the Trojan women and children. Instead, he seeks an 

aristeia that would both spare the polis from the consequences of his brother's outra

geous marriage and would win glory for himself in the eyes of his father. While a cer

tain nobility can be attributed to his motives, this is erased not only by his lack of ability, 

but also by his selfish disconnection from the broader community he claims to protect 

and from the allied forces who fight for him. Unlike Paris and Priam, Hector is blame

less in Hera's eyes, but he most odious to Athena, the goddess who oversees the politi

cal administration of the community. 

I. The Trojans and the Myth of the Mortal Races 

The foundation myth of Troy identifies two distinct phases in the people's sacred his

tory. The first phase is the divine one that begins with Zeus descending from Olympus 

to father Dardanus and ends with Ganymedes' ascent to immortality and to the heav-

58 Recall that in the broader legend of Troy, as related by Diodorus (first century BCE), the Achaean Hera
cles appointed Priam king because he could stand up to his father and tell him to give what rightfully 
belongs to the other. Hector does not do this, and consequently loses the throne (see p. 10, note 15). 
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enly realm.59 The second phase begins and ends with the last three generations of kings 

who rule over the people as a polis. Whereas in the fist phase, the Trojans lived openly 

on the mountain slopes and in the plain amid great abundance, accruing unrivalled 

wealth and enjoying the beneficent company of the gods in a veritable Golden Age of 

ease and prosperity, the second phase, ushered in by the compensation Zeus pays for 

have withdrawn Ganymedes, is one of ongoing strife that ends, finally, with Zeus put

ting an end to the line of kings. 

Hesiod describes the second race of mortals in terms that reflect the conditions of 

the Iliad, particularly in terms that correspond to the depiction of Hector. Hesiod states 

that the Silver Child was an "utter dolt" mega nipios who spent the first hundred years of 

his life at his mother's side, in his own home. Upon leaving their mothers, soon per

ished in suffering on account of their mindlessness, as they could not cease from harm

ing one another, nor would they honour the gods with sacrifices (W&D 130-9). This ap

pears to reflect Hector's poetic presence to a very high degree. It is only in the tenth 

year of battle that Hector finally decides to leave the guaranteed security of Troy's wall 

before being killed. Like the Silver Children and like the royal descendants of Ilus, Hec

tor fails at the requirements of political life insofar as he acts violently to his fellows and 

neglects the gods. For these reasons, Zeus puts an end to the hated Priamids. 

See above, p. 67. 
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Finally Hesiod states that the Silver People, although covered over by the earth, 

received "honour" timE as blessed spirits below the ground. Like his great-grandfather 

— his tritopater — Ilus, Hector too was given a commemorative burial by his people. We 

know that in historical times, the Hector cult was located at Thebes alongside the spring 

of Oedipus.60 At some point in their past, the Thebans brought the bones there from 

Troy on advice from the Oracle of Delphi. Interestingly, the bones of Hector, a hero who 

died for his father's crimes — and was killed as his father looked on helplessly and in 

horror — were buried alongside the spring where Oedipus was believed to have washed 

the blood of his father from himself after his act of parricide. The placement of Hector's 

bones, along with the statement of the oracle that prophesies wealth for the Thebans, 

suggests that Hector's bones were seen to reverse the pollution generated from Oedipus' 

crime (Pausanias 9. 18. 5). As a heroic attestation of the "son who died for the father's 

crime," Hector's bones cancel out the pollution generated from Oedipus, "the son whose 

crime was killing the father." 

60 Tsagalis 2008: 16 provides more references to the establishment of the Hector cult at Thebes, and sup
plies additionally many Theban features associated with Iliadic Hector. 
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Chapter 4. The Bronze-clad Achaeans 

The Achaeans are the serpent-dog avengers the goddesses Hera and Athena have as

sembled to mete out punishment upon the Priamid kings for their litany of crimes. The 

Iliad does not, of course, recollect the sack of the polis as it concludes with the slaughter 

of Hector, the ransoming of his divinely preserved corpse and, finally, his lamentations 

and burial. Nonetheless, as discussed in the previous chapter, the poem anticipates the 

future as it identifies the new king Aeneas, descendant of Assaracus who is the second 

son of Tros. With the establishment of the Assacarids, the ancestral network is effec

tively replaced, with Ilus and his offspring no longer serving as protectors of land and 

community. While the Iliad does not deal with this epochal event occurring at the twi

light of the Heroic Age, it announces its advent by identifying the future king who will 

rule over the new polis. 

In the broader context of myths pertaining to Troy, the later sources disclose an 

extended history of violent antagonism with the Trojans, originating in the time of Ilus. 

Pelops, ancestor of the Achaeans, was believed to have been exiled from his homeland 

on Mount Sypilus by Phrygian Ilus.1 Both ancestors have their presence identified in 

the poem by means of iconic symbols of authority; Ilus has his great tomb at the fording 

1 Pausanias 2. 22. 3. In the Iliad, the Maeoninans accompany the Phrygians as allies (2.862-6). Phrygia and 
Maeonia also are the destinations Helen queries she might be sent after the goddesses have sacked Troy 
(3.399), also where Hector tells the allies all of Troy's wealth is located (18.291). The clearest reference to 
Pelops' place of birth is given by Achilles in his meeting with Priam. He tells the king about Niobe's fate 
on Mount Sypilus, a fate that Priam too will share, thus ending the line of Ilus. The reference to Lydia can 
be seen as allusion to a settling of scores between the ancestors of Pelops and Ilus. 
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point, and Pelops' presence is felt in the great sceptre given to him by Zeus and passed 

down through the monarchical line of Mycenae, with Agamemnon, leader of the 

Achaeans, having final possession of it. Just as the foundation myth of Troy identifies 

two distinct phases in the people's history, a divine one and a mortal one, a similar se

quence is given to the history of the sceptre. Made initially by Hephaestus, the sceptre 

was given to Zeus, who in turn passed it on to Hermes, slayer of Argus (Iliad 2.102-3). 

After passing through the three divine hands, the sceptre leaves Olympus to be the pos

session of horse driving Pelops, thereby beginning its mortal phase. Pelops then gives 

it to Atreus, who after his death passes it to Thyestes.2 Finally, it is received by Aga

memnon as an indication of his rule over many islands and over all of Argos (Iliad 2. 

107-8). 

A. The Achaean Camp as a Polis 

Keeping in mind the maxim of Nicias that a polis is neither the ships (or temples) nor 

walls but its men, we can arrive at how the encampment expresses conditions of a polis 

not only in its formal arrangement, which will be discussed shortly, but also in view of 

the polis-specific features it shelters. The first of these is the agora, the political nucleus 

of the camp which is located at its centre point and surrounded by the twelve ships of 

2 For the complications attending this line of succession, see Gantz 1993: 545-56. I tend to see a more for
mal arrangement at work. The sequence of four in the line balances off with the Trojan line of monarchi
cal succession, which concludes with Hector as general over the Trojan forces fighting on behalf of his 
brother Paris. This brotherly support is matched on the Achaean side by Agamemnon who has gathered 
the Achaeans to fight for his brother Menelaus' sake. For the myth that Troy could only be taken if the 
bow and arrow of Heracles and the shoulder bone of Pelops were brought to the polis, see Pausanias 
5.13.4. 
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Odysseus. This is where the camp ordinances are located, also where the twelve altars 

are.3 While one would expect the political nucleus of the camp to be located at Aga

memnon's huts, just as the Trojan agora is situated by Priam's gates, it is occupied in

stead by Odysseus, leader of the Cephallenians, with his twelve ships demarcating this 

"capital" location (Iliad 11.806-8). At equal distance from Odysseus's camp are the 

camps of the two Aeacids, Ajax and Achilles (Iliad 8.222-6).4 When Agamemnon prays 

to Zeus at this location, reminding the patron god of all the offerings he has made to 

him in the past, Zeus responds by sending a bird omen, an eagle that drops a fawn be

side his altar (Iliad 8.235-52). Just as the serpent Zeus later delivers as a portent to the 

Trojans symbolizes the Achaeans, so too does the fawn identify the helpless "prey-

status" of the Trojans. 

The Achaean camp, referred to by Nestor as the land of Achaea (Iliad 1.254; 

7.124), has stood for close to ten years as the base from which the Achaeans, aided by 

3 The difference in political attitudes between Achaeans and Trojans is brought to the foreground when 
Idaeus, messenger of Priam, declares the terms of the new truce. Diomedes speaks up and declares that 
no truce is possible at this point. The entire army joins in to declare their support of his assertion and 
Agamemnon declares that he is of the same mind as his people, in radical contrast to Priam. Following 
this, Agamemnon ritualizes the oath he makes to Zeus by raising his sceptre of Pelops to all the gods 
(7.400-12). 

4 While the Atreids Agamemnon and Menelaus connect with Troy's past at the generation of Ilus through 
their ancestor Pelops, Achilles and Ajax (Teucer too) are associated with Troy's wall as their ancestor Aea-
cus who was believed to have assisted Poseidon and Apollo in its construction. For the myth of Aeacus 
as wall builder and his descendants as the as the three serpent-assailants of Troy, see Pindar 8 Olympian 
30-46. See further, Chapter 2 p. 2. 
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Athena,5 have carried out the destruction of Troy's network of vassal states. At the final 

stages of the conquest, the Achaeans have grown rich from the bounty they have ob

tained and, at the outset of the poem, demonstrate attitudes and behaviours that repli

cate those of the Trojans whom they were first gathered by the goddesses to punish. I 

shall discuss the raids on Lyrnessus, Pedasus and Mysian Thebes in Chapter 5, which 

will focus on Achilles, but in this chapter I wish to draw attention to the Achaeans as an 

effective fighting force who are more than capable of defeating the Trojans without 

Achilles. It must be pointed out beforehand, however, that the principal obstacle facing 

the Achaeans within the narrative span of the poem is the realization of Achilles' prayer 

to make Agamemnon suffer by witnessing many Achaeans die under man-slaying Hec

tor (Iliad 1.239-44). I shall discuss this in detail in the next chapter, but it must be 

pointed out here that the depiction of the Achaeans very much responds to the exagger

ated claims Achilles, the best of the Achaeans, makes about his centrality to the objec

tives of the mission. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the Achaeans are the instruments of divine 

punishment meted out to the Trojans. Their victory is assured to them by Zeus when 

setting sail from Aulis, and the goddesses promised Menelaus that he will return with 

Helen after Troy has been destroyed (Iliad 5.714-7). While all of this operates on the 

5 Athena's first visitation to the Achaean agora identifies that she had previous dealings with Achilles 
(1.202). Later on, during Achilles' return to battle, he reveals that he had been supported by Zeus and 
Athena (20.192). This is already known by Aeneas (20.94-6). Achilles states that he did the fighting in the 
destruction of the twenty three cities while Agamemnon stayed behind. He begins this disclosure by 
comparing himself to a mother bird feeding her chicks in the nest (9.329). 
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cosmic level, victory over the Trojans is ultimately achieved because the Achaeans are 

minded to defend one another. The Trojans, like the Silver People, could not resist act

ing violently towards each other and ignored the gods whereas the Achaeans display 

the opposite. This contrast is poetically illustrated at the outset of book 3 as the 

Achaean army moves in procession across the fording point. The Trojans are described 

as being atwitter like cranes fleeing dark winter storms that push them southward to 

the shores of Oceanus, where they are slaughtered by Pigmies. The Achaeans, on the 

other hand, are described as moving silently, blowing might like the storm-bearing 

wind and, most importantly, "always eager in spirit to defend one another" (Iliad 3.9). 

This radical contrast is repeated at the commencement of hostilities when the 

Achaeans, led by Athena,6 are described as advancing in silence and obeying their 

commanders. Led by the loathsome god Ares, the Trojan army, itself an amalgam of 

alien fighters who do not share a common tongue, is compared to a wealthy man's ewes 

as they await milking (Iliad 4.433-9). The Trojans stand as a disjointed and demoralized 

fighting force that has experienced successive losses over the past nine years. Now led 

by Hector, an insecure warrior who is at best ambivalent in fighting to support his 

brother, the prospects for the Trojans remain decidedly grim. The situation, in contrast, 

is very different for the Achaeans. Reflecting the Trojan situation in which the older 

6 The goddess rides along with Deimus, Phobus and Eris (Iliad 4.439-40). Deimus and Phobus are the 
progeny of Ares and Aphrodite (Theog.933-4). In the Iliad, Ares orders them to prepare his battle equip
ment after hearing of the death of his mortal son Ascalaphus (15.119). Phobus is identified as his son (13. 
299). 
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brother carries out the fighting in support of his brother's marriage to Helen, Agamem

non, the Hera-chosen leader of the Achaeans, had gathered the army in support of his 

less-capable, but always noble brother Menelaus, who is rightfully married to Helen. 

In sum, the Achaeans,7 also referred to as the Danaans and Argives, constitute a 

collective who have cohabited the shores of sea for close to ten years and, in that span of 

time, organized their encampment in such a way as to reflect polis conditions. The 

sceptre, much like the "tomb" sema of Ilus, stands in as an iconic representation of the 

Achaean ancestor Pelops, and is closely associated with the agora and the "legal writs" 

themistes.8 Additionally, the community space, the agora, houses the altars to the gods 

and stands at the very centre of the territory as it is demarcated by Odysseus' twelve 

(the sacred number of the Olympian pantheon) vermillion-prowed ship-temples.9 Fi

nally the camp periphery is demarcated by the two Aeacid youths, both unmarried men 

who distinguish themselves as the best of the Achaeans in their respective attacking and 

7 Nagy 1999: 83-93 provides a very insightful etymological study of the name Achaean (as well as Achilles 
and the rivers Achelous and Acheron) as containing within it the ritual element of anguish. I would like 
to add to his study by suggesting that the term is an especially apt designation in the context of athleti
cism given the prevalence of injury and the near-universality of defeat. 

8 Nagy 1999:179-80. 

9 While there is no ancient source to corroborate this, the Homeric formula "the wine-eyed sea" strongly 
suggests the ecstatic journey taken in the land-bound ship, in the ritual environment of the festival when 
hero myths were sung. In imagining the agora scenes, one can construct the image of the twelve ships 
with the pairs of painted eyes at their bows as representing the vigilant gaze of the gods. 
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defending modes.10 These aspects of the camp, to repeat, point to Nicias' statement re

garding the polis and its true location, which is to be found in its men. The Iliad pre

sents nine principal characters on the Achaean side, all leaders of armies, and desig

nates them as the "senator-kings." These nine may be subdivided according to the same 

categories used to classify the Trojan royal household, as presented Table 3.1. 

Table 4. The Achaeans 

Senator-Kings Gerontes-Basileis 

Authority 

Execution 

Preparation 

Agamemnon 

Diomedes 

Telamonian Ajax 

Nestor 

Odysseus 

Achilles 

Idomeneus 

Menelaus 

Oelian Ajax 

Youths Antilochus Teucer Meriones 

Guardian-Youths Hegemdnes-Phulakon (9.80-86): Leaders of 700 Spear-Bearing Boys 

Thrasymedes Ascalaphus Ialmenus Meriones Aphareus Deipyrus Lycomedes 
Son of Nestor Son of Ares and Son of Ares and Attendant of Killed by Aeneas Killed by Helenus Son of Creon 

co-commander of co-commander of Idomeneus. Over- (13.541-542) (13.576-580) 

the Minyae. the Minyae. sees the wood 

Leads thirty Leads thirty ships gathering for 

ships. Patroclus' pyre. 

Killed by Dei- Second to last 

phobus place finisher in 

(13.514-519) the chariot race. 

Defeats Teucer at 

archery. 

10 The classic work on ephebia and its liminality as reflected in mythic topography is Vidal-Naquet 2005: 
151-76. Effectively, the Iliad resonates with Vidal-Naquet's insight regarding ephebia as not merely mili
tary service, but the final stage of male acculturation in which the potential citizen moves from the mythic 
topography of the margin (the wild) into the centre (the polis). Recently, a "giant-slayer" volume of criti
cal essays has been released in which the insights put forward in Le chasseur noir have been challenged, 
see Dodd and Faraone (2003): 69-106. 
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Coming of Age Koilroi-Neoi (13.89-93): The Poseidon-Chosen Wall Defenders 

Teucer 
Half brother of 

Ajax. Best of the 

Achaeans with 
the bow. When 

his Apollo-given 

bow breaks, he 

fights valiantly 

with the spear. 

Loses to Meriones 

in the archery 

competition. 

Leitus 
Co-comander of 

the Boeotians. 

Leads fifty ships. 

Wounded on the 

wrist by Hector 

(17.601) 

Peneleos 
Co-commander of 

Boeotians. Be

heads Ilioneus 

and Lycon. 

Wounded on the 

shoulder by 

Polydamas 

(17.597-600) 

Thoas 
Best of Aetolians 

Skilled at athlet

ics, combat and 

debate. Volun

teers to duel with 

Hector. Poseidon 

takes on his like

ness when he 

gathers the 

youths to assist 

Idomeneus. 

Rallies the troops 

after Poseidon 

leaves. Leads 

forty ships 

Deipyrus 
Killed by Helenus 

(13.576-580) 

Meriones 
Attendant of 

Idomeneus. Vol

unteers to duel 

with Hector. 

Oversees the 

wood gathering 

for Patroclus 

pyre. Second to 

last place finisher 

in the chariot 

race. Defeats 

Teucer at archery 

after remember

ing to pray to 

Apollo. 

Antilochus 
Son of Nestor and 

youngest and 

fastest runner of 

the Achaeans. 

Most dear to 

Achilles after 

Patroclus. Fights 
valiantly over the 

corpse of Patro

clus. Brings news 

of Patroclus' 

death to Achilles. 

Magnanimously 

gives Menelaus 

his prize in the 

chariot race. 

B. The Order of Authority: Agamemnon, Nestor, Idomeneus 

During the sacrifices to the gods on the first morning of the battle, Agamemnon calls 

"the pan-Achaean noble senators" (Iliad 2.404) following his sacrifice to Zeus. There are 

six named individuals in the list, with Odysseus, as always, being the last one named. 

The poet then states that Menelaus followed along even though his brother had ne

glected to call him forward. When Achilles is added to the list, we have the nine sena

tor kings. Of the list, the first three occupy the most senior echelon of the army and lead 

the greatest number of ships.11 Agamemnon has already been mentioned and I shall 

return to him after discussing the other two. Idomeneus, leader of the Cretans, is 

identified as having equal feasting portions as Agamemnon (Iliad 4.263-4). He volun

teers for the duel against Hector (Iliad 7.165), but his presence is felt in the battle at the 

ships, after the wounding of the other main combatants. 

11 Agamemnon leads one hundred, the most of any, followed by Nestor's ninety and Idomeneus' eighty, a 
number that is matched by Diomedes' fleet. 
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C. Idomeneus 

After Poseidon's grandson Amphimacus is killed, the god takes the form of Thoas and 

visits Idomeneus,12 who has left the battle to tend to the wounded (Iliad 13.206-20). The 

god motivates the Cretan leader to arm himself, climb into his chariot and lend assis

tance to the Aiantes and the youths he had previously inspired to defend the camp (Iliad 

13.89-93). Idomeneus, whom the poet describes as having speckled grey hair me-

saipolios to identify his advanced age (Iliad 13.361),13 is associated with the god Posei

don14 and with the guardian youths who fight ferociously to protect the camp. It is im

portant to note that Idomeneus has a very close relationship with his attendant Merio-

nes for whom he acts as mentor.15 Meriones serves along with Nestor's son Thrasyme-

des as the commanders of the guardian-youths (Iliad 10.58-9). 

12 Idomeneus' ships are alongside those of Ajax at the extreme end of the camp (Iliad 10.111-2). In the 
Catalogue of Ships, the poet states that Ajax moored his ships alongside those of the Athenians, led by the 
nearly invisible Menestheus. 

13 In the prelude to his confrontation with the future king Aeneas, Idomeneus declares to his foe his line
age that he traces back to his great-grandfather Zeus (Iliad 13.449-53). 

14 Poseidon slays Alcathous, son of Aisyetes, through Idomeneus (Iliad 13.434-5). 

15 Meriones also supplies Odysseus with his "ephebic" equipment for the night mission into the Trojan 
camp (Iliad 10.260-2). Similarly, Diomedes borrows the equipment of Nestor's son Thrasymedes, the other 
leader of the guardian youths. The classic anthropological treatment of the Doloneia remains Gernet 
1982: 2001-23. 
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D. Nestor 

While Idomeneus is associated with the guardian-youths, their great overseer is horse-

taming Nestor of Geraneia.16 His life has spanned three generations and has involved 

him with great heroes of the past such as Heracles, Peirithous, and Theseus. When the 

model of athleticism is applied to his poetic presence, Nestor appears to allegorize the 

past victor whose presence at the contest is both auspicious and instructive of what is 

required to achieve victory.17 Like aged Priam, he has two sons in the conflict, but the 

similarity with the Trojan king ends at this. Although too old to fight, Nestor remains 

deeply involved in the affairs of the camp as the chief advisor to Agamemnon, thus re

flecting the role of the Trojan senators, but he also remains very much involved with his 

two boys. In his capacity as advisor, Nestor plans the defence of the camp by advising 

the construction of a wall (7.337-43) and providing guidance to the seven hundred 

spear-holding guards (9.80-4). His perspective is so authoritative that Agamemnon, fol

lowing his initial disasters with the Apollo priest Chryses and Achilles in book 1, later 

gratefully accepts his advice and rarely acts without it. 

16 Iliadic Nestor has recently received a sustained analysis by Roisman 2005: 38: "In his words and per
son, Nestor is both a facilitator who brings together persons of divergent minds and dispositions for the 
good of the whole, and a preserver and conserver of the society. The sweetness of his speech, in both 
manner and matter, are essential to these tasks, as are his being eu phroneon in the full sense of the term: 
imbued with sympathy and positive regard, and motivated by concern for the welfare of his hearers and 
the community of Achaean heroes." 

17 Barringer 2005: 228 draws attention to the Spartan practice of having pan-Hellenic victors accompany 
the kings in battle. While the Nestor figure has not been treated so favourably contemporary treatments 
(Roiseman 2005: 17), his role in the poem is advisory (to the king), pedagogical (the guardian youths) and 
always supportive. When Agamemnon refers to him as mega kudos Achaion (10.87) we have a strong sug
gestion of the past "victor'"s honour and auspicious presence. 
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As the most senior senator-king and chief strategist, Nestor18 is deeply connected 

with the protection of the "land of Achaea." In the agora and in the battlefield, his ad

vise is always implemented and his presence is universally experienced as auspicious; 

he is the "great glory of the Achaeans" mega kudos Achaidn (10.87).19 Along with Idome-

neus and their proteges Thrasymachus and Meriones, the horseman Nestor maintains a 

vigilant presence among the seven hundred spear-bearing boys. When the healer 

Machaon is wounded by Paris' arrow, it is Nestor and Hecamede who tend to the 

wounded.20 Furthermore, Nestor's lengthy sermons are always given at points of crisis 

and always serve to identify a successful resolution by invoking his own victorious 

precedent.21 

18 The Iliad does not mention Nestor's ancestor Poseidon. The Odyssey, itself a ritual atonement and ap
peasement of Poseidon who regulates the boundaries and therefore the entry into civic space, recounts in 
great poetic detail the lovemaking between Poseidon and Tyro who bore Pelias and Nestor's father Ne-
leus (Iliad 11.235-57). 

19 See Roiseman 2005: 17 where she states that Homer invests Nestor with many flaws and her character 
study seeks to reconcile the apparent contradictions in his Iliadic depiction. In brief, these are his prolix
ity and, relatedly, the antiquated nature of his military advise. The fundamental problem with such criti
cal appraisals lies in investing Homeric detail with historical significance, which is an untenable herme-
neutical optic. Homer relates to character and the esprit de corps necessary for male acculturation and is 
never a source for military strategy. Nestor is certainly ripe for ribald depiction as a wordy old windbag 
but the poem never provides us with instance where this plays out among the characters. Military strat
egy in the Iliad is always a poetical contrivance and, as Plato has Socrates point out to Ion, is completely 
disconnected from the practical conduct of war (Ion 540e-542). 

20 Achilles too is a great, Cheiron-trained healer (Iliad 11.831-2) and it is by influencing this aspect of his 
character that Nestor ultimately manages to draw him back into the collective fold. 

21 Alden 2000: 74-120 has effectively demonstrated that the seeming digressions all reflect the main Iliadic 
narrative. This is especially the case with the three, increasingly lengthy Nestor sermons: The Centaur 
War fought over a woman at a wedding banquet (Iliad 1.254-73); the duel at the gates in which Nestor, 
aided by Athena, triumphs over the Ares-armed Ereuthalion (Iliad 7.124-60); The Eleian and Epeian War 
(Iliad 11.656-761) that succeeds in persuading Patroclus to fight in Achilles' armour. Rather than insertions 
of traditional material, they are all crafted to reflect the conditions experienced by the narrative characters 
within contexts of Nestor's own past successes. 
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Nestor's vast experience and great victories in his homeland and abroad enable 

him to assume leadership of the army following the Zeus-directed turn in the battle and 

Agamemnon's failure of nerve.22 With the army forced to retreat behind the walls and 

the Trojans encamped by the Scamander, Agamemnon23 has become despondent, tear

fully stating that Zeus has deluded him, and now, for the second time, orders the army 

to flee Troy in their ships (Iliad 9.16-28).24 But this time the Achaeans stay put. In re

sponse to the call to retreat, Diomedes rises to rebuke the king and to affirm that he will 

remain alone with Sthenelus until the goal of Troy is achieved (Iliad 9.32-49). When the 

army applauds Diomedes, Nestor expresses his admiration by stating that Diomedes 

could be his own son and then claims for himself authority over the agora by stating 

that no one can dishonour his utterances, not even lord Agamemnon (Iliad 9.61-2). 

22 The point at which the battle turns is marked by a fearsome Zeus-sent lightning flash that causes the 
Achaeans to flee in panic, leaving Nestor alone with his wounded horse which had been hit by Paris' ar
row (Iliad 8.78-84). Diomedes comes to his assistance and invites the old horseman to join him in a con
fronting Hector. However, when Zeus directs another lightning bolt in front of their chariot, Nestor real
izes that Zeus is favouring Hector (who has abandoned the body of his charioteer) and orders the ex
tremely reluctant Diomedes to retreat, pointing out to him that Hector's opinions in these matter hold no 
weight with the Trojans (Iliad 8.145-56). Furthermore, when Hector sees Diomedes flee, he makes the de
luded inference that Zeus has granted him victory and that he will set fire to the ships (Iliad 8.173-83). 

23 van Erp Taalman Kipp 1999: 206-217 provides a discussion of this scene, with an eye to rejecting the 
view that the king ever feels remorse for his actions. See further Hammer 2002:158-60 on the importance 
of plebiscitary politics and Nestor's appeal to Agamemnon "to speak for the good" as it plays out in this 
scene. 

24 This scene reflects Agamemnon's first test of the army in which they all stampede for the boats when 
Agamenmon facetiously orders retreat because of Troy's many allies (Iliad 2.110-41). The night before this 
test, the gods sent Dream to him in the image of Nestor and declared that he will take Troy. Agamemnon, 
described a fool nSpios (Iliad 2.38) interprets it to mean that he will conquer the polis that very day. When 
Zeus' plan is not immediately accomplished, Agamemnon claims to have been deluded by the god, but 
his blindness dte has its source in his hasty, self-seeking interpretation. Agamemnon orders retreat three 
times in the poem. The fourth time he speaks in the agora, he does not even stand up but admits to hav
ing succumbed to delusion (Iliad 19.78-144). Achilles reconciles with the king at hearing his final speech, 
which indicates that Agamemnon has finally learned to be effective in the agora. 
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Nestor takes control and keeps the campaign on course by first ordering the guardian 

youths to stand in watch outside the walls and then instructing Agamemnon to host the 

senator-kings in a planning session. All obey Nestor (Iliad 9.79) who has intervened ef

fectively to maintain an esprit de corps and has put in place an effective strategy to 

counter Agamemnon's failure at leadership. 

By ordering the youths to defend the camp by positioning themselves as sentries 

outside the walls, and instructing the senator-kings to deliberate in Agamemnon's huts, 

Nestor demonstrates his control over the operations of the defence of the land of 

Achaea.25 At the meal, Nestor plans to reintegrate Achilles by forming a delegation of 

two the senator kings, Odysseus (the hero who is connected with the agora) and Ajax, 

(the hero who embodies the Achaean wall) along with Phoenix, the most senior Myrmi

don general, who Nestor states is to lead the way (Iliad 9.163-72).26 When the compen

sation is rejected and Achilles still nurses his desire to have the Achaeans suffer at Hec

tor's hands, Nestor takes a different approach. In this first attempt at bringing Achilles 

back into the fold, Nestor chooses two emissaries from among the senator-kings and 

25 The deployment of the young men to the boundaries in defence of the civic space while the senior men 
assemble to plan and manage presents an image of a well-ordered society. Contrast this with the Trojan 
camp, where Hector holds his assembly on the boundaries of the civic space at the river and orders his 
youthful boys and greying men back to the polis to protect the women (Iliad 8.517-2). While this plan re
flects the same mentality as that of Nestor's by having the youths position themselves at the wall, it jeop
ardizes the polis by locating its political nucleus in a position of extreme vulnerability. 

26 My reading of the complex embassy scene treats the matter of the use of the dual pronoun as pertaining 
to the two senator kings. As a Myrmidon, Phoenix would not be present at the meal in Agamemnon's hut 
but would instead be expecting their company when the two arrive at Achilles' huts. Because only 
Nestor, Agamemnon and Odysseus are directly identified as being present, it is difficult to determine the 
exact composition of the group of senators. 
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one from within Achilles' own ranks to visit him in his huts.27 In the second instance, it 

is Patroclus, Achilles' own emissary to Nestor's huts, who ends up being the effective 

means of drawing the angry hero back into the fold. After watching Hecamede28 pre

pare her healing potion in Nestor's hut, Patroclus is persuaded by Nestor to enter the 

battle in Achilles' armour (Iliad 11.786-801). Although it comes at the most bitter price, 

Nestor ultimately succeeds in drawing Achilles back into the fold. 

In conclusion, both Nestor and Idomeneus provide the land of Achaea with wis

dom, experience and practical development of the corps of young fighters. They are 

both associated with Poseidon, the god of horses and walls, and demonstrate effective 

leadership through practical engagement, especially when the elite men, Diomedes and 

Odysseus, are wounded and the Trojans take the offensive. While his presence is sig

nificant, Idomeneus is secondary to Nestor who is the unrivalled source of authority in 

the camp, despite his not occupying its titular role. It is Agamemnon who leads the 

army by possessing the divine implement of rule, the sceptre of Pelops, and while he 

may not be personally up to task, his authority is continually affirmed by Nestor who 

always acts to compensate for Agamemnon's personal failings. 

E. Agamemnon 
Agamemnon is the titular head of the Achaeans but he lacks the personal qualities to be 

a consummate leader. Because the army is composed of talented men who are minded 

27 As Achilles later reveals, his entire army openly disapproves of his withdrawal (Iliad 16.200-209). 

28 Hecamede, daughter of Arsinous, was given as a prize in the Achaean raid on Tenedos. This island is at 
the outset of the poem identified with Apollo, Achilles' divine antagonist. 
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to come to each other's defence, they stand as a functional, self-regulating unit that is 

fully capable of adjusting in response to the failings of their commander. While Aga

memnon is inept in the agora he is not a figure of contempt in the same way that the 

Trojan Priamids are. Unlike Hector who is fighting for his own glory and to win the es

teem of his father, Agamemnon clearly loves his brother Menelaus for whom he has 

gathered the great army. Whereas Hector wishes death for his brother, Agamemnon 

expresses great anxiety whenever Menelaus puts himself at risk (Iliad 4.14850; 7.109-115) 

Hector too makes a deluded interpretation of a Zeus prophecy and clings to it in utter 

disregard for everyone else, but Agamemnon acknowledges his delusion and relin

quishes his authority to Nestor for the sake of the greater good. While he is effectively 

demoted, he maintains his titular and ceremonial position. Most importantly, Aga

memnon keeps fighting as both a ferocious warrior in his own right and as head of the 

largest Achaean army. 

On the morning of the great battle, Agamemnon puts on his breastplate em

bossed with serpents and takes up his shield on which the horrific Gorgon is displayed, 

flanked by Deimus and Phobus.29 When the bronze of his armour gleams up to heaven, 

Hera and Athena drum in honour of him (Iliad 11.43-6). Like Achilles, Agamemnon is 

29 The description of Agamemnon's armour attests to his role as Hera's agent of vegeance against the tro-
jans. morning begins with Zeus sending Eris holding a portent of war in her hands to Odysseus' ships 
where she emits a fierce battle cry that energizes the Achaeans to fight (Iliad 11.3-14). Zeus then causes an 
evil noise and dew drops of blood to form over the battlefield as a sign that many will go down to Hades 
(Iliad 11.52-5). This is the great day of battle that begins with Zeus sending Eris and ends when Hera or
ders the sun to set after the corpse of Patroclus is rescued and brought to the camp (Iliad 18.242). 
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the Hera-chosen agent of Troy's destruction; the decorations of his bronze armour iden

tify him as a manifestation of the serpent monster set to eat the Trojans raw. The first 

suggestion of Agamemnon's ruthless, hyperviolent battle presence arises early on in the 

fighting when he orders the army to cease taking ransom hostages and adds to this by 

telling Menelaus that unborn children are to be hacked from the mothers' wombs as 

Troy is to be left devastated and depopulated (Iliad 6.55-60). 

This brutality expresses itself again in his treatment of the sons of Antimachus, 

the Trojan who had attacked Menelaus those many years ago in the Trojan agora.30 Fol

lowing their slaying, Agamemnon commits an atrocity to the corpse of Hippolochus by 

decapitating it, lopping off the arms and rolling it into the Trojan ranks as if it were a 

round stone (Iliad 11.145-7). Agamemnon, leading the Achaeans, rushes into the ranks 

of the Trojans, killing great numbers of them (Iliad 11.148-62) before setting his sights on 

Hector: 

"EKTopot 6' EK PEXEOOV UTTOtyE ZEUC, EK TE KOVLHC; 
EK T' av8poKTaair|c; EK 0' cd'naToc, EK TE KU&OIHOO-
ATpEi8r|<; 8' ETTETO acpsScxvov Aavaolcri KEXEUOOV. 

ot 5E Trap' "IXou ofj|ja TraXcxiou Aap6avi8ao 
PIECTCTOV Kocrr TTESLOV Trap' ipivsov ECTCTEUOVTO 

IE|J£VOL TTOXEOUC;- o 8E KEKXnyobc; ETTET' alsi 
ATp£L8r|<;, Xu6pco 8E TraXaoaETo x£Lpa(; aaiTTOuc;. 

aXX' OTE 8r) ZKaiag TE TruXac, Kai cpnyov I'KOVTO, 
EV6' apa 8r) tcrravTO Kai aXXnXouc, avspiLMvov. 

Zeus then led Hector from the missiles and out of the dust, out of the manslaying; and away 
too from the blood and frenzy. Yet the son ofAtreus flew in pursuit, shouting fervently to the 
Danaans. They drove past the tomb of ancient Dardanian Bus, through the middle of the 
plain, and past the wild fig tree they moved towards the polls. The son of Atreus sped after 

30 See Chapter 2, p. 19. 
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(him) screaming, his invincible hands splattered with gore. Finally coming to the Scaean 
Gate and the oak tree, they then stood and awaited each other (11.163-71). 

Agamemnon's frenzied chariot race after Hector spans the entire length of the Trojan 

plain. Fleeing Hera's "serpent," Hector is led by Zeus from the tomb of Ilus past the 

wild fig, finally gaining sanctuary beneath the sacred oak where he receives instructions 

to avoid battle until Agamemnon is wounded (11.200-9). This occurs imminently as the 

armies realign themselves and Hector moves throughout the ranks to inspire his troops 

to confront the king. Two sons of Antenor respond to Agamemnon's challenge. First, 

Iphidamas who had recently arrived from his mother's family home in Thrace attacks 

Agamemnon, but is killed after appearing to deliver a death strike to the king's belly 

(11.221-47). Finally, Antenor's oldest son Coon steps forward to recover Iphidamas' 

body and wounds Agamemnon in the forearm before being killed (11.248-63) .31 

With Agamemnon wounded and gone from the battle, Hector's apparent suc

cesses resume.32 After both Diomedes and Odysseus are also wounded and the wall de-

31 The scene is crafted to correspond with Diomedes' attack on Ares (5.840-61). Agamemnon's slaying of 
the two sons of Antenor anticipates Achilles' return to battle in a number of ways. First is the description 
of the blood-splattered hands, which also applies to Achilles (20.03). Then there is the matter of the 
slaughter of two Trojan brothers, one recently arriving from abroad (Iphidamas/Lycaon) the other the 
eldest born (Coon/Hector). Finally both serpent-monster agents of Hera receive wounds to the forearm 
(21.166-7). Added to these details is the description of Agamemnon's armour preceded by the scream of 
Eris, which anticipates Achilles' return that is preceded by Athena's battle cry (18.217-8) and the arrival of 
the divine armour. 

32 He is again protected by the gods from Diomedes (11.349-3) and only manages to accumulate his kill
ings by the banks of the Scamander where the grey haired Achaeans, both Nestor and Idomeneus, lead 
the youths (11.497-03). Hector's inability to achieve any significant victory in battle is compounded by the 
fact that Paris, his bowman brother upon whom he wishes death, manages to wound and incapacitate his 
arch-nemesis Diomedes (11.369-72). Paris adds to his list of woundings later with Machaon and Eurypy-
lus 
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stroyed, Agamemnon again sinks into despondency, stating for the third and final time 

the need to retreat (Iliad 14.80-81). At this point, Odysseus hotly rebukes the king for 

this dismal plan that would collapse the morale of the fighters and devastate the camp 

(Iliad 14.83-102). Agamemnon, shamed into accepting his incompetence, agrees with 

Odysseus and invites the advise of a better counsellor (Iliad 14.104-8). Again, Diomedes 

responds to the king's appeal and proposes that they enter the battle despite their 

wounds and encourage the others to fight beyond the range of the missiles (Iliad 

14.129-32).33 After the king agrees to Diomedes' plan, Poseidon takes the shape of an 

old man, seizes Agamemnon's hand below his wound, and declares to him that, while 

Achilles is rejoicing now at the slaughter of the Achaeans, a god will soon kill him. Fi

nally Poseidon, god of the defensive wall, tells Agamemnon that the gods are not en

tirely angry with him (Iliad 14.143) and that he will watch as the Trojan generals and 

counsellors flee back to the polis (Iliad 14.144-6). 

Reflecting the divine punishment meted out to Priam but on a far lesser scale, 

Agamemnon is made to watch helplessly as the Achaeans are slaughtered before his 

eyes. Like the Trojans, he too acted as the Silver People did. When the Apollo priest 

Chryses, the man from the Golden Land, arrived into the Achaean camp with great 

33 Diomedes leads a fighting force from Argos, the home of the goddess Hera and like the Achaeans, the 
Argives stand as a collective name for the army. Additionally, although Nestor states that he is young 
enough to be his son, Diomedes is a seasoned fighter and battle commander who was one of the Epigones 
who successfully fought at Thebes. Agamemnon early on demonstrates that he is both threatened and 
jealous of Diomedes' greater qualifications to lead the army {Iliad 4.370-400). for a fascinating discussion 
of the Tydeus paranarrative, see Alden 2000:112. 
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wealth in exchange for his daughter, Agamemnon, rather than honouring the priest of 

Apollo by rightfully returning what belonged to him, instead uttered threats of violence 

at him (Iliad 1.26-32) .34 Like the Brazen Men, Agamemnon delighted in the lamentable 

works of Ares by abominating a corpse. Nonetheless, Agamemnon is not entirely hated 

by the gods as he both fights on behalf of his brother whom he clearly loves and ac

knowledges the greater judgement of his senator-kings. Agamemnon lakes the ability 

to lead in the agora but he maintains an esprit de corps and takes an active part in ad

dressing his personal failings. 

F. The Order of Execution: Menelaus, Odysseus, Diomedes. 

During the battle at the ships, Menelaus finally steps out of his brother's shadow and 

comes to embody the esprit de corps of the Achaeans. While Menelaus never shirks from 

defending the Achaeans and, as discussed already, volunteers himself readily in both 

duels on the first day of fighting, he is regarded by Agamemnon, and by the poet, as 

lacking the strength to confront Hector (Iliad 7.104-12). Despite his lack of ability, there 

is never any suggestion that Menelaus is less than determined to honour the 

Achaeans.35 When his contribution is most needed, Menelaus joins with Ajax to assume 

the command over the guardian youths and directs Nestor's son Antilochus to rush at 

34 This episode will be treated in detail in the chapter devoted to Achilles. 

35 On the night before the great battle, Menelaus is described to be sleepless and deeply anxious about the 
prospects of the Achaeans who are fighting for his sake (10.25-8). 
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the Trojans (Iliad 15.560-571). Fully engaged as Ajax' partner in command, he displays 

his deep affiliation with the Achaeans after Patroclus is slain. 

In contrast to Hector who behaves abusively to Sarpedon by not making an effort 

to recover his body and armour, Menelaus prays to Zeus and slays the mortal killer of 

Patroclus, Euphorbus (Iliad 17.45-50). Having slain a number of the sons of the Trojan 

senators as well, Menelaus builds up such a battle presence that no Trojan is willing to 

confront him in combat (Iliad 17.68-69). The poet states that Menelaus would have re

covered Euphorbus' armour had Apollo not intervened and directed Hector to attack 

him. At seeing Hector's advance, Menelaus, knowing Hector fights with divine assis

tance (Iliad 17.101), decides to temporarily abandon Patroclus' corpse to get help from 

Ajax. This provides Hector with the opportunity to strip the armour from Patroclus and 

to flee from Ajax's approach (Iliad 17.129-31).36 

With Hector now wearing Achilles' armour and the battle over Patroclus escalat

ing in intensity, Ajax fearing for his own life, tells the less experienced Menelaus that 

they need the assistance of the other senator-kings (Iliad 17.240-5). He responds by call

ing out and drawing the support of the Lesser Ajax, Idomeneus and Meriones. Al

though casualties mount on both sides, the Achaeans have fewer because, as the poet 

emphasizes, they always keep in the forefront of their minds the need to defend one an

other (Iliad 17.364-5). 

36 The poet states that Hector sought to outrage Patroclus' corpse by beheading it and then hauling of the 
body to feed the dogs of Troy (17.125-7) 
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While the battle is raging, Athena descends from Olympus and disguises herself 

as Phoenix. She then urges Menelaus to persist by pointing out there would be shame 

for him if Patroclus' body was devoured by the dogs at the Trojan wall, to which Mene

laus responds: 

OOLVL^ ohra vEpaii TtaXaiyEvic,, EL yap AGrivn 
8oir) KapToq i\ioi, PEXEWV 6' OITTEPUKOI spcjonv-

TOO KEV E'YOOY' EGEXOLML TrapEcrrauEvai KOU auuvsiv 
notTpoKXcp- uaXa yap M£ Gavcbv EaEudaaaTO Gu^ov. 
aXX' "EKTOJP Trupoc, alvov E'XEI MSVOC,, OU8' aTToXrjvEi 

X(XXKU) 8ni6ouv- Tip yap ZEUQ KOSOQ OTTOC^EL. 

Father Phoenix, elder born long ago, if only Athena could give strength to me, and keep 
away the flight of arrows, so that I could be able to take my stand and protect Patroclus, for 
his having died has greatly affected me. But Hector possesses the grim fury of fire and does 
not cease from his slaying with the bronze, to him Zeus confers glory (17.561-6).37 

Delighted that she should be invoked before the other gods in his prayer, Athena fills 

Menelaus with force (17.567-9) empowering him to slay and despoil Podes, son of 

Eetion. In response to this, Apollo, Hector's divine supporter, adds to the rebukes al

ready delivered by Sarpedon and Glaucus, shaming the Trojan in the following way: 

"EKTOP TIC; KE a ET' CXXXOQ Axoutov TapPpCTEiEv; 
oiov 8r) MEVEXO<OV 6TTETPEO~O«;, be, TO Trapoc; TTEP 

uaXGaKOQ ouxMnTnc/ v&v 6' OI'XETOU oloc; aEipac; 
VEKpOV UTTEK TpOJCOV, CTOV 8' EKTOCVE TTLCTOV ETOtipOV 

ECTGXOV EVL Trpouaxoiai noSfjv ulov 'HETICOVOC;. 

cue; cpaTO, TOV 8' CXXEOC; vscpsXri EKaXuipE UEXOUVO:, 

Pfj 8E 8ia TTpouaxwv KEKOPUGUEVOC; odGom XOIXKOJ. 

Hector, which other man among the Achaeans will fear you now? Indeed you have skulked 
away from such a one as Menelaus, who previously of course was a soft spearman. Now he 

37 Recall Odysseus exhortation to Achilles made in the voice of Peleus that Hera or Athena would give 
him strength if he were to curb his anger and act out philophrosune. 
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goes by himself taking the corpse out from the Trojans, after he has killed your faithful com
rade Podes who was good in the front ranks, the son ofEetion. So spoke (the god) and a black 
cloud of grief covered him, and he walked through the front ranks helmeted inflaming bronze 
(Iliad 17.586-92). 

The contrast could not be more clearly presented: Menelaus honours the gods and is 

mindful of his comrades, whereas Hector in the heat of battle, when it counts the most, 

acts like the Silver Men and does neither. Although Menelaus lacks the abilities of the 

other senator kings, he compensates for this by his deep sense of the esprit de corps.38 

When the fighting is at its most pitched level, Menelaus demonstrates his true worth 

through his devotion to the Achaeans who have supported him in his campaign to 

bring Helen back. When the poet describes the Achaeans as entering the plain silently 

and always eager to defend one another, the poet is foreshadowing Menelaus' actions in 

preventing Hector from committing an abomination to his fellow's corpse. 

G. Odysseus 

Menelaus emerges both as a leader who can organize men in the heat of battle and who 

can hold his own as a powerful fighter. Odysseus does not distinguish himself on the 

battlefield in the same way, as he does not, like the other fighters in his cohort, confront 

Hector individually, nor does he fight in defence of the camp on the great day of battle. 

As with Menelaus, Athena saves his life by changing the trajectory of a missile directed 

at him, turning a death blow into a glancing one, enabling him to keep fighting until 

38 Before entering the plain, Agamemnon calls a gathering of the senator-kings, but forgets to include his 
brother (Iliad 2.407). Menelaus' emergence as a leader is expressed in the change in attitude Agamemnon 
identifies in him (Iliad 10.120-5). 
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Menelaus hears his call, summons Ajax to hold off Hector and leads Odysseus by the 

hand to his chariot (Iliad 11.437-88). Also similar to Menelaus, Agamemnon abuses 

Odysseus with the remark that he is always last to battle but first to the feast (Iliad 

4.341-4).39 Along with his not having a noteworthy victory in battle, Odysseus is seen to 

flee when he apparently abandons Diomedes, who calls him a coward, alone to defend 

Nestor (Iliad 8.93-6) .40 These details tend to identify Odysseus, the true city sacker41 

and final Athena-assisted victor at Troy, as a lesser fighter than, say, the "best of the 

Achaeans" Diomedes and Ajax, to say nothing of Achilles. Nonetheless, Odysseus 

fights at the front ranks at the outset of the battle, and when angered after his "worthy 

comrade," esthlos hetairos, Leucus falls, he kills Priam's son Democoon. This causes Hec

tor to retreat immediately, and prompts Apollo to announce to the Trojans that Achilles 

is not fighting, a pronouncement he makes to motivate them against the Athena-led city 

sackers (Iliad 4.491-516). 

39 Agamemnon tells Nestor that Menelaus is slack and avoidant of effort and always follows along after 
him {Iliad 10.121-3). Hector makes the identical assessment of Paris. In all lists of the senator-kings, 
Odysseus occupies the last place, a detail that suggests the myth of Odysseus' feigned madness at the 
time when Agamemnon dispatched Nestor and Palamedes to round up all of Helen's suitors to bind them 
to their oaths Cypria Fr. 1. 

40 Odysseus' desertion of Diomedes sets up the scene in which he himself is wounded. After the two 
make an attack on Hector, Diomedes is wounded by Paris. Odysseus stands in front of him to hold off 
the Trojans while Diomedes pulls the arrow out of his foot, climbs aboard the chariot and then deserts 
Odysseus (Iliad 11.397-400) 

41 Other than the gods Ares and Enyo, only Achilles and Odysseus are the active heroes identified as city-
sackers. Odysseus is referred to as such twice, Iliad 2.278 and 10.363. The epithet alludes to fact that it is 
Odysseus who captures Troy. 
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Odysseus' part in the poem is primarily defined by his relationship to the agora. 

As discussed already his twelve ships situate the political nucleus of the camp and his 

activities are of a political nature more than they are military undertakings. From the 

outset, Odysseus always leads Achaean delegations to outside groups; whether to 

Chryse with the twenty youths, to Troy with Menelaus, to Hector's army encampment 

with Diomedes, to Phthia with Nestor, or to Achilles' huts with Ajax. He is the great 

communicator and diplomat who is identified by Nestor with the same elevated creden

tial as Agamemnon had bestowed upon himself, mega kudos Achaidn {Iliad 10.44). Odys

seus acts as cult attendant in the propitiation of Apollo, where he serves as leader over 

the youths {Iliad 1.311), and leads the procession too, bringing the daughter to the priest 

who awaits them at the altar {Iliad 1.440-5). He also attends Agamemnon in the sacrifice 

accompanying the swearing of the oaths of faith before the duel between Menelaus and 

Paris {Iliad 3267-70). 

Odysseus' role as both cult attendant and host of the agora is expressed in the 

great assembly held on the morning of the first day of battle. With Athena at his side 

and the sceptre of Pelops in his hand, "city sacking" Odysseus addresses the army, re

minding them of the serpent portent they had all witnessed at Aulis. Leading into his 

speech, Odysseus warns Agamemnon that, if he should order the army home before 

Troy has fallen, the Achaeans would then make him "the most hated of all mortal men" 
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and would not the fulfil the contract they made with him (Iliad 2.284-8).42 What Odys

seus is doing, it appears to me, is pointing out to Agamemnon that his primary function 

as leader is to not fail his people by breaking his pact with them. Holding the "imper

ishable sceptre of the ancestors" in his hand, Odysseus admonishes Agamemnon to live 

up to his obligations and warns him of the consequences should he fail to do so. 

Of course, this follows the test of the army.43 Agamemnon had the previous 

night received a dream from the gods, telling him to prepare the army quickly to take 

Troy, as now the gods are all united in purpose, having been persuaded by Hera's peti

tions (Iliad 2.26-34). Just as, later on, Hector misinterprets the gods' message that he will 

attack the ships before sundown (Iliad 11.200-9) to mean that he will drive the Achaeans 

off in victory, Agamemnon makes a similarly presumptuous interpretation by assuming 

the message to mean that he will sack the city that very day, for which the poet refers to 

him as a "dolt," nipios (Iliad 2.38). Having called an assembly, Agamemnon repeats his 

dream to the senator-kings and then tells them of the test he will put them to: 

aXX' CXYET' a t KEV TTUX; Goopn^ojJEV uiag Axaituv-
TrpuJTa 8' EVWV ETTECTIV TTEipnaonai, r] 9EMLQ EOTIV, 

xai cpEuyEiv auv vnuoi TToXuKXn'iai KEXEUCKJU-

42 Odysseus is pointing out that the Achaeans promised before departing that hey would not quit the 
campaign before Troy has fallen. After Odysseus reminds the army of the portent at Aulis, Nestor re
minds Agamemnon of Zeus' "promise," uposkhesis, on the day the ships departed (Iliad 2.348-53). Success 
thus depends on Agamemnon and his ability to keep with the mission. The goddesses, as stated already, 
also promised Menelaus that he would return after Troy has fallen (Iliad 5.714-6). 

43 The test of the army and the Achaean assemblies more generally has generated an enormous amount of 
discussion. For a recent discussion that is more representative of the current way the test of the army is 
critically assessed than my descriptive presentation, see Barker 2009: 54-7. If one sees in the Iliad the 
counsel for retreat or withdrawal to be the most shameful act possible, one simply cannot accept the fi
nessed ambiguities of interpretation Barker is imposing upon Thersites. 
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UJJETC, 6' CXXXOOEV aXXoc; EPHTUEIV ETTEECTCTLV. 

Come on so that we may make battle-ready the sons of the Achaeans. First though I will test 
them with words, as is customary, and then I will order them to flee to the many-benched 
ships. But you senators go into the rank to restrain them with words (Iliad 2.72-5) 

While the test is identified as being congruent with the accepted procedures hs themis 

estin, the order to return to the ships is boorishly excessive, confirming yet again that 

Agamemnon lacks the tact to hold his own in the public domain. This provokes the 

goddesses to counteract the king's behaviour by empowering Odysseus to rectify the 

egregious misstep. With the ancestral sceptre (Iliad 2.186) in hand, Odysseus moves 

throughout the camp as Agamemnon had instructed the senators to do and succeeds in 

gathering back the army from the ships. He ends off by asserting that there is only one 

king who has received the sceptre and themistes from Zeus and who, therefore, speaks 

on behalf of the people (Iliad 2.200-206). 

The order in the camp is finally restored after Odysseus delivers a beating, with 

the ancestral sceptre, to Thersites, the most loathsome of the Achaeans. This concludes 

Odysseus' efforts to return the camp to order and to restore the army's focus on its ob

jective. The symbolic act of delivering a blow with the ancestral sceptre to the back of 

"pharmakos" Thersites44 ends his seditious rant and wins for Odysseus the esteem of the 

Achaeans: 

44 Nagy 1999: 279. The literature on Thersites is exceptionally vast and generally sympathetic to him as a 
"voice of the people" who speaks truth to power, see Hammer 2002: 61, Barker 2009: 60-1. For the relation
ship between the pharmakos and the Apollo cult, see Burkert 1985: 82-4. 

127 



U) TTOTTOl H 6 n MUPL 'O&UOXTEUQ ECTGXa EOpyE 
pouX6(Q T' i^apxoov ayaGac, TTOXEIJOV TE Kopuaaouv-

vuv be T66E M̂ Y apicrrov EV ApyEioiaiv EPE^EV, 

be, TOV XcoPnTnPa ETTEaPoXov EOX ayopawv. 
ou Gpv |JLV TTaXiv auTic, avno~£i GUMOC; aynvwp 

VEIKEIELV PaaiXfjac; 6VEI6EIOL<; ETTEECTCTLV. 

Hear! Hear! Odysseus has indeed done much good both by his fine counsel and by taking the 
initiative in restoring focus on the battle. Now truly this is the greatest deed done on the 
Argives''behalf; that he has made this foul-mouthed slanderer to cease from his public rants. 
Never again will his bold thumos provoke him to argue with kings using offensive speeches. 
(2.272-277) 

The beating of Thersites does not only serve the purpose of restoring order to the camp, 

it stands equally as a direct warning to Agamemnon, foreshadowing the demotion and 

shameful rebuke he will receive for ordering retreat later on. To repeat, Odysseus, with 

Athena standing at his side, delivers the muthos of the portent at Aulis to the army, let

ting them know that victory is at hand after they have been successfully restrained from 

boarding the ships. Before this, he addresses Agamemnon directly and draws a com

parison between the king and Thersites; because Agamemnon orders retreat before Troy 

is sacked, he states, then the Achaeans deem him to stand as the most despicable of all 

mortal men. Agamemnon, who foolishly misinterpreted the divine portent delivered to 

him, is finally silenced by Odysseus (Iliad 14.90-5) for his continued desire to retreat. 

Shamed by his cowardly, failed leadership, Agamemnon acknowledges the harsh re

buke, rescinds his intention to retreat and, as discussed previously, calls upon a better 

man to take over from him (14.104-8). 
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To conclude, Odysseus, the great glory of the Achaeans, stands out as the politi

cal leader of the camp. With his masterful oratory, he can confront the main figure of 

authority, king Agamemnon, in such a way as to maintain both the structure of com

mand and the esprit de corps. Odysseus cannot be regarded as a figure of dissent, but 

rather as an actor who has his sights firmly set on the ultimate objective and, further

more, he possesses the acumen to make the necessary political adjustments to see that it 

is realized. Interestingly, it is king Priam and Antenor who recognize Odysseus' status 

as leader of the Achaeans. Priam states this much when he asks Helen to identify Odys

seus: 

EI'TT' ays [101 KOCI TOV5E cpiXov TEKOC; 6C, TIC, OS' EOTI-

MEicov pi£v KEcpaXfj AyaiJEnvovo^'ATp£L6ao, 
supuTEpoc; 6' ooMOiCTiv L8E OTEpvoicriv L5EO-0O(I. 

TEUX£0< |J£V 01 KEITOU ETTL X^OVL TTOUXu($OT£ipr|, 
auTOQ 8E KTIXOC; Che, ETTITTGOXEITOU OTLXOCC; av8pcov-

apvEicp niv E'YOOYS EICTKCJO TTnY£cn.|jaXXuj, 
be, r oLtov HEYCX TTUJU 8L£px£Tai apyEvvacjov. 

Come and tell me dear child who this man is. While he is shorter by a head than Agamemnon 
son of Atreus, by looking at him 1 see that he is broader in the shoulders and chest. Even 
though his battle raiment lies on the fertile ground, this man moves in inspection among the 
ranks like a ram. I deem him a thick-fleeced ram, the very one who, in my estimation, leads 
this great flock of sheep. (Iliad 3.191-197) 

Priam was clearly absent from the assembly when Odysseus and Menelaus petitioned 

for Helens' return as he recognized neither one of them. Antenor, who certainly was 

present, contributes his lingering memory of Odysseus in this scene: 

aXX' 6TE &n TToX6|jnTLQ avoa^EiEV 'OSUCTCTEUC; 
OT&CTKEV, UTTCXL 8E I'SECKE Korra xQovoc, 6\i\iara Trn^ac,, 

CTKfJTTTpOV 8' OUT' OTTLCTCW OUTE TTpOTTpr)V£q £VU)[ja, 

aXX' aoTEncpEC, E'XECTKEV 6ti8p£'i cpooTi EOIKCJOC,-
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cpociriG KEV ^6<KOT6V TE TIV' ELILJEVOU acppovd T' CXUTCOC;. 

aXX' OTE bf] ona TE LiEYaXnv EK OTHGEOC; I'EI 

KCXL £TT£(X Vl(p6(8E<7(TlV EOlKOTOt XEt-MSPMICN-V. 
OUK av ETTELT' 'OSuofji y' EpiaaEis 3POTOC; aXXoc/ 

ou TOTE y' &&' >08uCTfjo^ ayocaCTaMEB' ELSOQ ISOVTEC;. 

When polumetis Odysseus came forward and stood up, he always looked down with his 
eyes fixed on the ground, and moved the sceptre neither backward nor forward but held it 
straight like a witless man. You would have declared him base and senseless because of this. 
But indeed when he uttered from out of his chest his great voice and words like winter snow, 
then could no other mortal compete with Odysseus. We were astonished and no longer no
ticed Odysseus' appearance. (Iliad 216-224) 

Finally, the Trojan assessment of Odysseus is later reenforced by Diomedes when he is 

asked to choose a partner for the night time spying mission that Nestor devises. He 

unhesitatingly opts for Odysseus, stating the following: 

EL \xhj 5r) ETapov VE KEXEUETE \X OCUTOV EXEcrBai, 
TTIOC; av ETTEIT' '08uafjo<; lyd) 6EIOIO XaBoLLinv, 

ou TTEpi \xi\i Trpocppouv Kpa5in KOCI 0u|jdc; aynvcop 
EV TTavTECTcn. TTOVOICTI, CPLXEL 6E E naXXac; A0nvr). 
TOUTOU Y' EOTTOLJEVOIO KC(l £K TTUpOQ alGopiEVOLO 

aLJcpco vocrrnCTaiMEv, ETTEI TTEPLOI6E vofjaai. 

If indeed you urge me to take for myself a partner, then certainly I select godlike Odysseus, as 
he has an eager heart and brave thumos that is evident in all undertakings, moreover Pallas 
Athene loves him. Should he follow me even out of blazing fire then we would both return, 
because he knows how to think (10.241-247). 

H. Diomedes 

Diomedes' biography has to be considered in describing his role within the narrative 

and special emphasis has to be placed on his past battle success in the campaign at The

bes. It is important to recall Hector's prayer to Zeus in which he expresses the desire for 

a son who is better than himself. This theme arises in Agamemnon's boorish rebuke of 

Diomedes when he recalls to the son the memory of Tydeus. After antagonizing him by 
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questioning Diomedes why he cowers from battle, Agamemnon recalls the time when 

Tydeus, aided by Athena, slaughtered the youths that lay in ambush against him before 

stating that his son is worse in battle but better in the agora (Iliad 4.370-400).45 

This reference to the Battle of Thebes also draws attention to the fact that, like 

Nestor, Diomedes has been successful in a past military campaign. He is a victor who 

has come to Troy as the leader of the Argives, one of the three names given to army by 

the poet, and leader, too, of one of the three cities held to be dearest to Hera. Whereas 

Odysseus has, along with Ajax, the most modest of fleets among the senator kings, Di

omedes has come with at fleet that equals Idomeneus, which puts him on a par with the 

senator-kings who occupy the senior stratum of authority. 

Diomedes is the great scourge of the Trojans on the first day of battle. After 

Athena lights her beacon over his head and empowers him to detect the presence of 

gods on the battlefield, Diomedes devastates the Trojan attack by removing Ares from 

the plain. In the course of his fighting, Diomedes never manages an assault upon Hec

tor at the Scaean Gates and he is finally removed from battle when Paris wounds him at 

the tomb of Ilus as he is stripping the armour of Agastrophus, son of Paeon (Iliad 

11.369-83) .46 It has often been pointed out that Diomedes47 acts as a simulacrum of 

45 See Alden 2000: 114-20 for a fuller treatment of the father-son relationship as it is expressed in the Ty
deus paranarrative. The Theban connection to the Iliad has, as discussed in relation to Hector, been ex
panded by Tsagalis 2008:1-29. Diomedes and Sthenelus were both victors at Thebes and the gods do their 
utmost to prevent him from slaying Hector. 

46 The identification of Agastrophus as the son of Paeon identifies the presence of Apollo in the scene. 

47 Nagy 1999:30-1 downplays Diomedes' identification as "best of the Achaeans." 
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Achilles, given that his aristeia is announced by the lighting of the beacon, compared to 

the harvest star over Diomedes' head (Iliad 5.4-5), to the point of its completion after he 

strikes Hector with his spear on the helmet given to the Trojan by Apollo, only to be 

shortly after wounded in the foot by an arrow launched from Achilles' eventual slayer 

Paris. 

Many points of contact identify Diomedes' battle activity as a foreshadowing of 

Achilles. It must be pointed out that Achilles acts alone in performing his aristeia, while 

Diomedes operates with a "partner" hetairos, his charioteer and comrade at Thebes Sthe-

nelus for the most part. But he also attacks Hector while, on separate occasions, Nestor 

and Odysseus serve as his charioteer. Additionally, Odysseus is his partner on the vic

torious night mission into the Trojan camp. These shared features may be identified in 

the following table: 
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Table 5. Features Associating Diomedes and Achilles 

Diomedes 

Battles with Aeneas whom he mortally wounds but is rescued 
by Aphrodite and revived by Apollo 

Wounds two gods; Aphrodite and Ares. 

Exchanges bronze armour for golden armour made Hephaes
tus, which he obtains from Glaucus 

Drives two divine horses ofTros, which he wins from Aeneas 

Rebukes Agamemnon in the agora and states that he will take 
Troy alone if the king desires to leave the battle 

Performs a sacrificial slaughter upon Dolon at the river side 

Slays twelve Thracians along with their king, Rhesus 

Is given exceptional fighting strength by Athena 

Is wounded by Paris' arrow with the implied assistance of 
Apollo at the tomb ofllus 

Rushes at Aeneas three times before being turned back by 
Apollo 

Achilles 

Battles with Aeneas who is rescued by Poseidon 

Contends with two gods; Xanthus and Apollo 

Wears golden armour made by Hephaestus, which is a gift 
from Thetis 

Drives two divine horses, which were given to him by his 
father Peleus 

Rebukes Agamemnon in the agora and desires to leave the 
battle in response to the kings abusive treatment 

Performs a sacrificial slaughter upon Lycaon at the river side 

Slays twelve Paeonians along with their king, Asteropaeus 

Is given exceptional fighting strength by Athena 

Is killed by Apollo by means of Paris' arrow at the Scaean 
Gates 

Patroclus, disguised as Achilles, rushes three times at the 
walls of Troy before being turned back by Apollo 

More than any other warrior, Diomedes is featured as fighting from the chariot. He is 

also victorious in the chariot race at the Funeral Games and defeats Ajax in the full ar

mour competition.48 His athleticism, both in fighting in full armour and in his masterful 

charioteering, is highlighted in his great assault upon the Trojans and the gods. I shall 

outline the episode since it stands out as an idealization of athletic competition set 

within the battle context of the poem and, additionally, foreshadows the equally ideal

ized athleticism of Achilles' return to battle. 

48 Diomedes wins the "manly" competitions while Odysseus prevails in the more athletic ones, the wres

tling match in which he bests Ajax son of Telamon, and, in the foot race in which Achilles does not par

ticipate, he outruns Ajax son of Oeleus and Antilochus. Antilochus identifies the three distinct age cate

gories each competitor occupies {Iliad 23.787-92) 
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When Sthenelus, Diomedes' charioteer, sees that the two ancestral Trojans, Pan-

darus and Aeneas, have partnered to fight from Aeneas' chariot, he advises retreat, but 

Diomedes rejects this outright. Instead, he instructs Sthenelus to drive their chariot to

wards the Trojans (Iliad 5.275-6) as he has already identified that the horses are from the 

divine stock and seeks them as a prize (Iliad 5.265-73).49 Closing fast on the Trojan char

iot, Diomedes, with the help of Athena, sustains Pandarus' spear thrust (Iliad 5.287-9) 

and quickly sends his attacker to Hades with a spear cast of his own (Iliad 5.290-6). 

After Pandarus' body falls off of the chariot, Aeneas dismounts by leaping off 

aporoud in full equipment to protect the body from being taken by the Achaeans (Iliad 

5.297-8). Having dismounted from his moving chariot too, Diomedes hurls a huge stone 

at the Trojan, near-fatally wounding him (Iliad 5.302-10). Aphrodite enters the plain and 

attempts to carry Aeneas away (Iliad 5.318). Meanwhile, Sthenelus fixes the reins to the 

chariot's wheel rim to prevent the horses of Tros from bolting, and then runs over to 

Aeneas' deserted chariot, mounts it and drives the horses towards Deipylus, who finally 

leads the horses to the ships (Iliad 5.319-27). Sthenelus then races back to his own char

iot, unfastens the horses, mounts and drives off towards Diomedes (Iliad 5.327-30) 

Diomedes races in pursuit of Aphrodite, catches up to the goddess and strikes 

her wrist with his spear, causing her ichor to leak out (Iliad 5.330-43). Aphrodite wails 

in pain and drops her son's body, which prompt Apollo to enter the "relay" by picking 

49 Diomedes stratagem for winning the horses of Tros is a highly styled depiction that reflects the both the 
apobates race at the Panathenaea and the full armour race at Olympia. 
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up Aeneas and enveloping him in a cloud to protect him from attack (Iliad 5.344-6). Di-

omedes resumes the pursuit, racing towards Apollo and makes three assaults upon the 

god in an attempt to win Aeneas' armour. Finally, Apollo reminds him that he is a mor

tal and ought not to contend with the gods (Iliad 5.431-42). Having dispensed with Di-

omedes, Apollo conveys Aeneas to his temple where Leto and Artemis restore him to 

health (Iliad 5.443-8). 

In the third leg of the relay, Apollo calls to Ares and urges him to avenge Aphro

dite (Iliad 5.455-9), prompting him to enter the battle as Acamas the Thracian (Iliad 

5.458-69). After a long interlude, the relay resumes when Athena joins Diomedes who is 

tending to his wound (Iliad 5.794-5). The goddess tosses Sthenelus off the chariot and 

takes over the reins. She then dons the cap of Hades, becomes invisible, and drives Di

omedes to Ares where he completes his attack on the three Troy-supporting gods, com

pleting his assault when he drives his spear into the god's belly (Iliad 5. 855-857). 

The first day of fighting is one of success for the Achaeans. Menelaus and Ajax 

both demonstrably prevailed in their respective duels with the Trojan brothers and Di

omedes, aided by Athena, prevailed over the two other Trojans with ancestral links to 

Tros, slaying Pandarus and nearly killing the future king Aeneas. Although Hector 

managed to drive back the attackers, this was accomplished with the support of Ares, 

whom Athena and Diomedes later attacked, causing him to leave the plain. Added to 

these successes, Diomedes wins Aeneas' pair of horses, offspring of the divine horses 
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given to Tros in compensation for Ganymedes. Shortly following his military-athletic 

victories, Hector leaves the battle to petition the senators (which he neglects to do) and 

to persuade the Trojan women to supplicate the gods (Iliad 6.111-5). But he does this 

only after all of the primary Trojan generals (Aeneas, Pandarus, Sarpedon) have been 

either killed or injured, creating through his absence a vacuum in leadership that results 

in Glaucus, the second in command of the Lycians, to bravely—but foolishly—confront 

Diomedes (Iliad 6.119-22).50 

The very remarkable encounter between the Argive and the Lycian begins as a 

fighting duel, but plays out as a contest in oratory. Diomedes, who has just wounded 

two gods and who has been given the power to detect their presence (Iliad 5.127-8), sar

donically asks the Trojan ally if he is a god: 

TXOCOKOC, 6' 'ITTTTOXOXOLO Traic; KCXL TUSEOC; uidc; 
EC, IJEOOV OtMCpOTEpOOV CTUVLTnV HEU<XU)TE M0tX£O"9ai. 

ot 6' OTE 5r) OXESOV naav ETT' aXXnXoiaiv LOVTEQ, 

TOV TTpoTEpoq TTpoCTEEiTTE (tonv ayaGoc, &i.o\if\br\c,-
TIC; 5E CTU Earn cpEpiOTE KorraSvnTuJv avOpumouv; 

ou MEV yap TTOT' OTTCJOTTO: M«Xtl £vi Ki)8iav£ipr| 
TO Trpiv- otTap MEV vuv ye TTOXU -npofiifiriKac, ocrravToov 

aCb Gapasi, OT' EMOV 8OXLXOCTKIOV E'YXOQ EME|-V0<C/ 

8uoTr|va)v 5E TE Trai8£<; i\iCo IJEVEI avTioooaiv. 
EL 6E TIC; a0avaTU)v y£ KOT' oupavoO EiXnXouGac;, 

50 With Aeneas having his wounds treated in the Apollo temple, Pandarus killed, Paris making love to 
Helen, and finally their supporting god Ares also being tended to on Olympus, the Trojan commanders 
have all left the battlefield. Hector, previously rebuked by Sarpedon for leaving the fighting to the allies, 
once again relies on the Lycians to carry out the battle. This time Sarpedon too has been wounded and is 
being restored to health under the oak of Zeus. 

Immediately preceding the exchange between Glaucus and Diomedes, Helenus advises his 
brother Hector to have the Trojan women make a peplos offering to Athena as a means of averting the 
hero's unstoppable force. Helenus ends his plea by describing Diomedes as kdrtistos Achaidn, "most pow
erful of the Achaeans," and states that he provokes more fear than Achilles ever did, ending his statement 
in the following way: ovbe Tig ol bvvmai \IEVOC, Loo^aQL^Eiv. "no one is strong enough to duel with his 
menos" (Iliad 6.101). 
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OUK av EyooyE 6EOLCTLV ETTOupavioiai [jaxoLnnv-
OU&E yap OU6E Apuavroc, uiog KpaTEpoc; AuKoopyoc; 

SpV r)V, OC, pa 0EOLCTIV ETTOUpaVLOlCTlV Epl̂ EV-
6q TTOTE piCXLVO|J£VOLO AlWVUCTOlO Tl9r|Vac; 

CTEUE KaT' nyaGEOV Nuapiov- a t 8' a[ja TTaaai 
86cr6Xa x«|J«i KaTEXEuav UTT' av8pocpovoio AuKoupyou 

GEivoMEvai (k>UTTXfjyi- Aicovuaoc; 8E cpo|3r|0£Lq 
86CTE0' aXoq KaTa KU^a, 0ETL<; 8' UTTsSE âTo KOXTTUJ 

8£i8ioTa- KpaTspoQ yap EXE Tpono^ av8poq oiJOKXp. 

Glaucus, Hyppolochus' boy, and the son ofTydeus came together eager to fight in the middle 
of both armies. When they were near to one another, Diomedes, good at the battle call, spoke 
first. "Who are you who is bravest of mortal men? I have not seen you in battle where men 
win glory before now. All the same, now you have stepped far forward from all the army in 
your bravery, seeking to test my long-shadowing spear. The children of wretched fathers face 
my fury. If you are one of the immortals who has come from the sky, I for my part cannot 
fight with the heavenly gods. No indeed not even the son of Dryas, mighty Lycurgus lived 
long, he who struggled with the heavenly gods, when he drove down the nurses of raving 
Dionysus from holy Nysa, who all at once threw down their sacred wands when they were 
smitten under the ox-goad of man-slaying Lycurgus; but Dionysus fled slipping under the 
salty sea swell and Thetis welcomed him into her bosom, for a mighty dread seized him as he 
feared the man's threats (Iliad 6.119-37). 

Diomedes knows well that the boy is not a god.51 Immediately before this, the army 

had been instructed to not seek prizes from the living, but instead to slay the men be

fore despoiling the corpses (Iliad 6.67-71). Diomedes then tells him to come nearer if in

deed he is mortal and to meet his destruction (Iliad 6.143). Glaucus, who knows Dio

medes very well if only by reputation, reveals himself to be both mortal and an ances-

51 Recall too that Diomedes ordered the army to retreat at seeing Ares do the fighting for Hector (Iliad 
5.601-6). 
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tral Achaean, having as his great-grandfather Glaucus the Argive {Iliad 6.154).52 When 

Diomedes hears this, he identifies a past meeting of their grandfathers and proposes an 

exchange of armour both in commemoration of their ancestral philoxenia. Duped and 

deprived of his wits by Zeus, Glaucus53 loses his golden armour to Diomedes (Iliad 

6.234-6).54 

Diomedes is a young man (younger than Agamemnon and Odysseus [Iliad 

14.112] and young enough to be Nestor's youngest son [Iliad 9.57-8]) married to Aegia-

52 The close association between Glaucus' genealogical speech and Aeneas' has already been drawn atten
tion to in Faulkner 2008: 4. As with the Trojan myth, the Lycian myth relates three primordial generations 
in which the first three ancestor Aeolus, Sisyphus and Glaucus live in Argive Ephyre (6.152-5). Belloro-
phon, son of Poseidon and not Glaucus (Catalogues of Women 7). Although the poet does not identify Po
seidon by name, he does state that Bellorophon was the child of a god (6.191) and was welcomed into Ly-
cia, where he fathered three children before the gods took revenge on him (6.194-210). Lycian Glaucus' 
great-grandfather is an unnamed god and there is no reason not to see the traditional designation of Po
seidon as applicable to the Homeric account. 

Lycia was believed to have been named after the Athenian ancestor Lycus who possessed a shrine 
at Athens and was the brother of Aegeus, father of Theseus. The Lyceum in Athens bears his name and 
was sacred to the god Apollo Lyceus (Paus. 1.19.3). Exiled from Athens, he joined another exile, the Cre
tan Sarpedon, and ruled over the Carian Termilae who were subsequently named the Lycians after Lycus 
(Herodotus 1. 173). In his wanderings, Lycus also exported the Mysteries to Pherae in Messene (Pau-
sanias 4.1.6-8), and to Arene (Paus. 4.2.6). He was also regarded as a hero who offered prophecy (Paus. 
10.12.11). In the Iliad, the connection between the Lycians and Apollo Lycegenes is made very clear in 
having the god transfer the remains of Sarpedon out of the plain to the shores of the Xanthus in Lycia, 
where a cult to the hero is assumed to follow after (16.676-83), see Currie 2005: 50-2. 

53 Glaucus is referred to by both Sarpedon and Hector as a pepon which roughly translates as one who is 
"ready to be had,"or the "ripe one" as in the case of fruit or wine that is ready to be consumed. Thersites 
refers to the Achaeans with this term (2.235) when he castigates the army for having been duped by 
Agamemnon. Similarly, Poseidon, disguised as Calchas, refers to the guardian youths this way when he 
enters the battle and motivates the army by stating that the Trojans were previously like deer before jack
als before Agamenon dishonoured Achilles (13.120). 

54 The despoiling of Glaucus' golden armour by Diomedes seems to be obliquely alluded to in the Cata
logue of Trojans. Before the introduction of the Lycians, the Carians (see note 52), a people closely associ
ated with Lycia, and their leaders Amphimachus and Nastes are identified. One of the two came to the 
battle wearing gold like a girl and is identified as nepios, a fool. It is stated that this one is killed and de
spoiled by Achilles at the river, although the poet leaves out the account and the Carian leaders, who are 
never heard of again. The Carian leaders, one a "foolish girl" who comes to battle in gold, clearly alludes 
to the epic depiction of Glaucus and Sarpedon, who are introduced immediately following this anecdote 
(2.867-77). 
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leia (Iliad 5.412) but with no identified offspring, although there is a suggestion that he 

may have children awaiting his return (Iliad 5.406-409). Even his wife's identity pre

sents a complication, as she is identified as a daughter of Adrastus while his father too 

married one of Adrastus' daughters (Iliad 14.121)55. He tells Glaucus that he had no 

memory of his father as he left for Thebes when he was little (Iliad 6.222-3). Agamem

non recalls to Diomedes how Athena was his father's "helper" epirrothos who assisted 

him in vanquishing the Theban youths when they set an ambush against him (Iliad 

4.389-90). The poet does not refer to the death of Tydeus apart from stating that he is 

buried at Thebes (Iliad 14.114), but his demise conditions the depiction of Diomedes, 

particularly in how the Argive hero mirrors Achilles. 

Of all the heroes in the Iliad, Achilles included, Diomedes is the only one who 

wounds the gods. He does so, as discussed already, as Athena's helper, but following 

this, a series of anecdotes that identify the fate of mortals who attack gods is 

55 Adrastus fought alongside Tydeus as one of the Seven. The name Homer gives to Diomedes' wife is a 
feminized version of Aegialeus, son of Adrastus, who fought alongside Diomedes in the sack of Thebes. 
The poet is clearly alluding to both, see Pausanias 2.20.5 for a critique of Aeschylus' insistence on limiting 
the Epigones to seven. 
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presented.56 As we know from Agamemnon's first reference to Tydeus, he was helped 

by Athena. When Agamemnon goads Diomedes by stating that he is worse than his fa

ther, in battle, but better in the agora (Iliad 4.399-400), Sthenelus, who was also one of 

the Epigones, retorts that they, the sons of the Seven, stormed the wall of seven-gated 

Thebes, even though it was stronger than the one their fathers faced and they had a 

smaller army (Iliad 4.406-7). They were victorious, Sthenelus states, because the trusted 

the portents of the gods, whereas their fathers were destroyed by their "sacrilegious 

acts" atdsthaloi (Iliad 4.408-9). This biographical anecdote touches off a series of refer

ences to past heroes who perished because of the dishonour they showed to the gods. 

Begun by Agamemnon who relates to Diomedes the glorious exploits of his father, this 

series comes ends with Glaucus, ancestral relative of Diomedes, recalling the glorious 

exploits of his grandfather Bellorophon who enjoyed the support of the gods, but who 

ultimately grew hated by them. Bellorophon died in exile "wandering" on the Aleian 

plain, while his children were slain by Ares and Artemis (Iliad 6.203-5). 

56 Alden 2000:123-52. Following Diomedes' wounding of the gods, a series of anecdotes is given, identify
ing heroes who have grown hated by the gods for having attacked them. All of these condition Diome
des' epic activity and, because he mirrors Achilles, contributes to our sense of Achilles' role as main char
acter in the poem. Mortals who attack the gods are: the two sons of Aloeus Otus and Ephialtes (Iliad 
5.385-91); the son of Amphitryon (but really Zeus) (Iliad 5.392-7); Lycurgus (Iliad 6.131-5). Glaucus pro
vides the anecdote of Bellorophon, son of a god who at first enjoyed divine favour (Iliad 6.183) but later 
became hated by the gods and eventually died along with two of his children (Iliad 6.200-5). There is 
never any suggestion that Bellorophon attacked the gods and the reason divine favour was withdrawn is 
not stated, but, as Alden 2000: 137-42 has aptly identified, a thematic connection between the forebears is 
implied. The Pegasus myth is avoided in the Iliad, but the audience would have naturally associated it 
with Bellorophon even if the myth is deliberately avoided by the poet, Gantz 1993: 314. 
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Recall that Dione, mother of Aphrodite, comforted her daughter by stating that 

mortals such as Diomedes who attack gods do not live long, nor do they return home to 

their children. She also forewarns that a god mightier than Aphrodite might stand 

against him, bringing grief to his family back home: 

aol 8' ETTI TOUTOV avpKE QEOL YXauKumic; AGnvn-
vniTLOQ, OU&E TO OISE KO<T6( cppgva TU&EOC; uioc; 
OTTL piaX' ou 8nvaidc; 6<; aGocvaToicn. M«X1T«L, 

OU&E TL piv TTOU&EC; TTOTL youvaai TTaTTTTa^oucav 
EXGOVT' EK TTOXEMOIO Kai alvnQ Sn'ioTfJToc;. 

T(i) vuv TUSELSHQ, EL Kai piaXa KapTEpoc; EOTI, 

cppa^EaGco \xr\ TIC, OL apiEivcov CTELO (jaxnTai, 
MH 8pv AlyidXELa TTEpuppouv A8pnoTivr| 
£E, UTTVOU yooooaa cpCXouc; oiKfjac; EyEipn 

KOupiSiov TToGEOuaa TToaiv TOV apiorov Axaiobv 
IcpGiMn aXoxoc, Aiopr|8£o<; ITTTTO86(|JOIO. 

Now glimmering-eyed Athene has sent this man against you, the fool! Indeed the son ofTy-
deus does not know within him that such a one who fights against the immortals is not long-
lived. In no way will the children of such a man call him father before his knees, when he 
comes back from war and fierce battle. Now therefore let Tydeus' son, if he really is so in
credibly strong, consider whether a stronger one than you might fight against him, or 
whether Aegialeia, offspring of wise Adrastos, should wake from sleep in her beloved home, 
lamenting and longing for her husband, best of the Achaeans, this devoted wife of Diomedes 
the horse master (Iliad 5.405-415). 

Diomedes does go on to fight against a mightier god than Aphrodite with the help of 

Athena. After Apollo orders him away from Aeneas (Iliad 5.436-44), Diomedes goes to 

the river to tend to his wound, where Athena reveals herself to him. She then recalls to 

him the same episode as Agamemnon had, in which Tydeus slaughtered the fifty 

youths after he defeated them in all the athletic competitions at the feast hosted by 

Eteocles. Athena states that she ordered Tydeus to remain at ease at the banquet, but he 
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could not resist challenging the youths and defeating them (Iliad 5.800-8).57 Just as she 

stood as helper to Tydeus, Athena states to Diomedes that she will remain by his side 

and help him too, if he is as brave as his father {Iliad 5.809-14). 

Diomedes responds by stating that he recognizes her and that he is not at all fear

ful but still eager to serve her. He reminds Athena of her warning to him not to fight 

any of the gods, explaining that he called the army to retreat because he had detected 

Ares on the battlefield (Iliad 5.815-24). In this episode, Diomedes has demonstrated 

himself to be the obedient servant of the goddess; she put him to the test and he obeyed 

her whereas his father did not. The broader myth of the Seven Against Thebes relates 

that Tydeus ate the brains of Mellanippus in his rage at having been wounded by him.58 

Tydeus ate his vanquished foe "raw" at the gates of Thebes as he was succumbing to his 

own wounds, and for this Athena denied him the immortality he was fated to receive. 

This great blessing was later passed on from the father to the son.59 The theme of eating 

the foe raw at the gates of the polis emerges in the Iliad, as Achilles, the wrathful serpent 

of the goddess, later expresses the wish to eat Hector raw (Iliad 22.346-7). 

57 This theme is taken up in the Odyssey when Odysseus defeats the Phaeancian youths at their competi
tions, but the situation resolves itself much more harmoniously. 

58 Gantz 1993: 518. See too Alden 2000: 140-2. Alden states on 140 that it was Tydeus who ignored the 
inauspicious signs of Zeus, but these were clearly given to the men of Mycenae. It is his disobedience of 
Athena's orders that first makes him hated by the gods. 

59 Pindar Nemean 10.7. The nostos of Diomedes is not elaborated other than stating that he returned to Ar-
gos four days after the Poseidon sacrifice at Geraestus (Odyssey 3.177-82). 
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I shall return to Diomedes and his partnership with Odysseus in the following 

chapter that treats Achilles in detail. To conclude, Diomedes does not only mirror 

Achilles as a means of foreshadowing the protagonist's return to the battle, his depiction 

stands as a pedagogical corrective to Achilles and his relationship to those who hold 

him most dear, the Achaeans. The "executive" level of the Achaeans, Menelaus, Odys

seus and Diomedes, all married men with children awaiting their return, enjoy a special 

relationship with Athena. Although they are typically overlooked in the discussion of 

the heroes of the Iliad, they are the true heroes of the poem. The gift of immortality 

given to Diomedes is not overtly stated in the Iliad, nor is his return detailed in the Od

yssey, but the helping presence of Athena, the great successes in both the agora and on 

the plain and his positive example in besting his father, all condition the depiction of 

Diomedes as a hero set apart by the gods and granted their greatest blessing. 

In contrast to Diomedes, Menelaus is positively identified as having been 

awarded a life of ease and immortality in the sequel poem (Odyssey 4.561-8). Although 

made to wander off course for having neglected to honour the gods with sacrifice (Od

yssey 4.351-7), Menelaus is visited by a sea goddess, Eidothea, who questions him re

garding his isolation on the island (Odyssey 4.371-4). In reply to her testing question, 

Menelaus states that he himself "has sinned" alitaino against the immortals and then 

asks the divine messenger to reveal to him which of the gods he has offended and how 

he is to negotiate his return (Odyssey 4.376-81). While the god whom he has offended is 
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not revealed to him, he is instructed to consult Proteus, who serves under Poseidon, to 

learn of his prospects (Odyssey 4.383-93). Following the successful completion of his tri

als, the gods are propitiated and the glorious outcome of his life is revealed to him. 

Menelaus' return stands in the Odyssey as an encapsulation of Odysseus' own re

turn. After he too enrages the gods, Poseidon specifically, a sea goddess instructs him to 

consult Tiresias and learn of the atonement procedures he must enact before re

establishing his positive relationship with the gods. Odysseus too receives the proph

ecy of a glorious outcome to his life, but in less overt terms. After learning of the propi

tiation he must perform, Odysseus is told by the spirit of the seer that he is to experi

ence a death that has been deprived of strength, and that "blessed people" laoiolbioi will 

surround him (Odyssey 11.134-7).60 Such blessed people are the likes of Nestor, Idome-

neus, Diomedes and Menelaus. 

I. The Order of Preparation: Ajax and the Guardian Youths. 

Ajax has a prominent, but simple role in the Iliad: he steadfastly defends the Achaean 

camp against Hector's assaults. Achilles' "poor cousin," Ajax is never described as fight

ing from a chariot, nor does he possess any divinely given battle gear. One of Helen's 

suitors, he remains unmarried and, because of this, occupies, along with the Lesser Ajax 

and Achilles, the third order among the senator-kings: those, like the ancient Greek ath

letes, who were in the preparatory stages of citizenship. His fighting posture connects 

60 Works and Days.172. The heroes chosen by Zeus for an afterlife on the Isles of the Blessed are referred to 
as dlbioi heroes. See Nagy 1999:170 30n2. 
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him to the wall of the camp and he receives no assistance from the agora goddess 

Athena, but is instead supported by the great god of the battlement, Poseidon. Clearly 

identifying his defensive battle mode is his huge shield, which he uses to protect his 

fallen comrades. Recall too that he is rewarded with a victory feast after his duel with 

Hector. 

As mentioned in my discussion of Odysseus, Ajax takes part in the delegation to 

Achilles' huts. Last to speak, he tells his cousin that the Achaeans love and honour him 

above all others (Iliad 9.642). This assertion identifies the deep affiliation existing be

tween Achilles and the Achaeans, a bond of affiliation that is reenforced by having it 

expressed between the two descendants of Aeacus who have positioned their respective 

camps at the extreme ends to act as the defensive walls. Ajax cites the example of the 

man who accepts compensation point from the murderer of his brother or son and, in so 

doing, has his vengeful spirit restrained (9.628-636). This is significant as Achilles' 

prayer invests Hector with the power to kill many Achaeans and thus expresses a form 

of murder of a kinsman.61 

It should be recalled that Ajax had demonstrated that Hector is no match for him 

as a fighter, and that the Trojan's success in driving the Achaeans back to their boats is 

61 Of course, the compensation being offered is to Achilles for the girl taken by the king. Ajax points out 
that Achilles is being more than satisfied on this account. 
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owing entirely to Achilles' curse.62 Ajax is to bear the brunt of the fighting at the ships, 

which would never have taken place had Achilles not cursed the king by making him 

watch the Achaeans die at the hands of Hector. This comes about after Sarpedon tears 

down the battlement, permitting Hector to hurl a rock through the gates positioned at 

Ajax's ships (Iliad 12.401-71). As the Trojans are breaking through the wall, Poseidon 

takes the form of Calchas and tells the Aiantes63 that they will save the Achaean people 

from the madman Hector who boasts of being the son of Zeus (Iliad 13.47-54). The god 

then strikes the two with his sceptre, conferring strength upon them (Iliad 13.59-61). 

Similarly, Poseidon visits the guardian youths and admonishes them to stop their 

weeping at the sight of the Trojans passing over the wall. He reminds them how previ

ously they were like terror stricken deer and were unable to confront the Achaeans (Iliad 

13.101-5). The god then tells the youths that the Trojans have been empowered to attack 

the ships because of the vileness of Agamemnon and the careless attitude of the army, 

which refuses to defend the ships because of the strife it has with its leader (Iliad 

13.107-10). In the passage, Poseidon equates the demoralized attitude of the army with 

62 Zeus has already announced to the gods that Patroclus will die before Achilles returns to battle (Iliad 
8.473-7). In cursing the Achaeans with death, Achilles is effectively murdering his kinsmen through his 
manslaugthering agent, Hector. 

63 Ajax, son of Oeleus, always acts in conjunction with the more prominent son of Telamon and need not 
therefore be given a separate treatment. As with Odysseus and Diomedes, the two Aiantes fight as a unit 
and therefore display an effective partnership; they are always eager to defend each other. It should be 
noted that the lesser Ajax, reflecting Agamemnon's treatment of a corpse, commits an outrageous act by 
decapitating Imbrius' corpse whom Teucer had killed and rolling the head to the feet of Hector (Iliad 
13.202-5). This detail serves as an indication of his own destruction by Athena and Poseidon, see Gantz 
1993: 695-6. 
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Achilles' strife-motivated withdrawal and rebukes them for it. While he identifies 

Agamemnon's dishonour of Achilles as the cause of the attack, he implicates the entire 

army because of the poor response they show to it. Poseidon then adjures the best 

youths to atone for — or "heal"-- akeomai the rupture in the esprit de corps {Iliad 13.115).64 

In conclusion, the Achaean youths demonstrate themselves to be capable of hold

ing off the Trojans. They rise to the occasion and demonstrate themselves to possess a 

greater resolve than their king who, as discussed already, will soon seek to undermine 

their ability to hold off the enemy by again expressing the desire to flee the plain.65 Fi

nally, a coming-of-age scenario can be seen to underpin the depiction of the other de

scendant of Aeacus, Teucer.66 Teucer at first distinguishes himself as a bowman, the 

best shot of the Achaeans. In his first prominent portrayal, Teucer is described as firing 

his arrows from behind Ajax's massive shield "as a boy under his mother" {Iliad 

8.268-72). From within the shelter of Ajax's shield,67 he manages to inflict heavy casual

ties on the Trojans, even to the point of provoking Apollo to intervene to save Hector 

64 It is also important to note that the youths must also atone for dishonour the Achaeans demonstrated in 
not sacrificing to Poseidon and the other gods after constructing the wall (7.446-82). 

65 Recall that when Agamemnon accepts the rebuke given to him by Odysseus and passes on the author
ity of the army to Diomedes, Poseidon again appears and consoles him with the news that the gods are 
not completely mad at him and that the Trojans will soon be driven back to the polis (14.138-46) 

66 Teucer is Ajax's half-brother. He is the son of Telamon {Iliad 8.281) and Hesione, sister of Priam, al
though his mother is not identified in the poem, see Gantz 1993: 224-5. 

67 The iconic shield of Ajax is described at Iliad 7.219-23. 
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from his shot (Iliad 8.309-11).68 After slaying ten Trojans, Hector hurls a jagged stone at 

him, which breaks his bowstring and wounds his hand, prompting Ajax to protect his 

injured brother until he can be carried back to the ships (Iliad 8.323-34). 

Although he is the first of the principal Achaeans to be wounded, he is not in

jured to the point of having to withdraw entirely.69 Teucer resumes the fight on the 

great day of battle at the ships and is identified as one of the best seven youths singled 

out by Poseidon who had exhorted the best young men to defend the ships (Iliad 

13.89-93). Again, he is the first to kill a Trojan in the defence (Iliad 13.170-1). After 

Apollo brings down the wall (Iliad 15.355-66), Hector drives at Ajax, who cannot turn 

him back because of his divine assistance (Iliad 15.414-8), and in his attack kills Ly-

cophron (Iliad 15.430-4). Ajax then calls to his cousin to get his bow that was a gift of 

Apollo (Iliad 15.441). Just as Zeus had previously protected Sarpedon from his arrow 

(Iliad 12.402-3), he again intervenes to prevent Hector's death by breaking Teucer's bow

string (Iliad 15.461-5). In contrast to Pandarus, best archer of the Lycians who curses his 

Apollo-given bow when he fails to kill Menelaus and Diomedes (Iliad 5.206-16), Teucer 

does not act dishonourably. Reflecting the earlier scene in which Apollo spared Hector's 

life, Ajax identifies the work of the gods in the matter, and, rather than sheltering his 

68 While the arrow misses Hector, it kills his charioteer whom Hector abandons to attack the Achaean 
archer (Iliad 8.317-22). 

69 Hector's wounding of one of the guardian youths, the bowman Teucer, has to be contrasted with the 
bowman Paris' wounding of the great spearman and "horsemaster" Diomedes. It is yet another demon
stration of how Hector, despite his ferocity, is invariably denied a significant battle accomplishment. 
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half-brother as he had done previously, he now orders his cousin to take up a spear and 

shield. Taking his stand alongside Ajax, Teucer is no longer a boy protected by his 

"mothering" big brother, as he now fights as spearman. 

J. The Achaeans and the Myth of the Mortal Races 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the mythic history of the Trojan monarchical suc

cession allegorically identifies the decline from the Golden to the Silver Age in the He-

siodic myth of the mortal races. In contrast, the long-haired, or bronze-clad, Achaeans 

symbolically represent a positive movement within the cycle of mythic time that arcs 

upwards from the horrible bellicosity of the Bronze Age and settles, finally, in the easy 

existence of the eternal feast on the Isles of the Blessed enjoyed by the immortalized he

roes. As the victorious spawn of Hera (Iliad 18.359), the "fierce and mighty" Achaeans 

are, as a collective unit, the raw-eating serpent spawned from her wrath that overpow

ers the "Silver," sparrow-like Trojans. Like the Brazen Men, the Achaeans, encamped by 

the salty sea, live beyond the fertile plain and the cultured environment of the polis. 

Having given themselves to brutal war, there are those among them who act out of 

blind rage and turn their own bloodstained hands upon themselves. These Achaeans, 

like the Bronze Men, decimated themselves and passed into the underworld where they 

languish in bitter sorrow among the spirits of the dead in the mouldy house of Hades. 

This fate only includes a portion of them. For among the Achaeans were the righteous 

of the race of demigods who fought at Thebes of the Seven Gates and sailed to Troy for 

Helen's sake. These blessed heroes were believed to live on after their deaths far from 
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the gods, beyond Oceanus in the Isles of the Blessed. Like the first people, the golden 

race of mortals, they enjoy honour and glory under the rule of Cronus.70 

70 W&D 156-169c. 
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Chapter 5. Achilles Remains Behind 

The defining features of Achilles situates him at the third level, the level of preparation, 

on the scale of male acculturation that I have previously elaborated. He stands along

side the other two unmarried senator-kings, the two Aiantes.1 He leads fifty ships, each 

containing fifty men, over whom Achilles had appointed five generals.2 In the span of 

the poem, Achilles never holds any consultative assembly with his generals, but his 

close companion Patroclus is forever at his side. Like his cousin Ajax, Achilles has not 

married although his status is complicated by the fact that he has a son Neoptolemus on 

the island of Scyrus (Iliad 19.326-7). There is no mention of the boy's mother.3 To 

muddy the waters even more, he refers to Briseis as his wife but he has not married her 

in any formal sense.4 Given that he has not married in the customary manner, Achilles 

cannot be seen to be fully integrated into the political body as have Menelaus, Odysseus 

1 Achilles was typically represented artistically as a beardless male and was regarded as youth, or ephebe 
alongside other heroes such as Hiancynthus, Hippolytus and Phaeton, see Graf 1993: 77. See further 
Nagy 1999: 143 on the representational correspondence between Achilles and the kourotrophic god 
Apollo. The significant difference in their respective representations is that Achilles fights with his fa
ther's equipment, the chariot and the spear, whereas Apollo is iconically the archer god. 

2 The leaders are; Menestheus, son of the river god Spercheus and grandson of Peleus, Eudorus, son of 
Hermes, Peisander, Phoenix and Alcimedon {Iliad 16.172-97). Like the Trojan senators, the Myrmidon 
generals were completely ignored by their ruler (Iliad 16.200-9). 

3 For the myth of Achilles' stay in king Lycomedes' palace on Scyrus and his rape of Deidameia, see Gantz 
1993: 81. 

4 Achilles refers to Briseis as his wife after he hears that Agamemnon has offered him one of his three 
daughters in marriage {Iliad 9.336-43). In the same speech, he renounces his "marriage" to Briseis by stat
ing that if he returns home he will take the bride his father chooses for him or choose one for himself (Iliad 
9.393-400). Briseis herself says that it was Patroclus who promised her that he would see to it that Achilles 
would marry her (Iliad 19.295-300). Achilles, on the other hand, never demonstrates any consistent atti
tude about marriage. 
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and Diomedes. And the placement of his ships at the extreme end of the camp symboli

cally evokes his liminal status as a young man still in the preparatory phase of his accul

turation. 

Achilles is of course the protagonist of the poem and "the best of the Achaeans." 

He is beloved and cared for by Hera as much as Agamemnon is (Iliad 1.208-9). Aga

memnon's part in meting out her punishment against Troy consisted of serving as the 

goddess agent in assembling the great army (Iliad 4.28-9).5 As much as Agamemnon 

acts as the goddess' agent, he precipitates the conflict that has such devastating conse

quences by provoking the wrath of Apollo, the god who finally kills Achilles. To arrive 

at a sense of Achilles' rage, the events described at the very opening of the poem need to 

be described as they establish the conditions for the dispute that generates the crisis in 

the Achaean esprit de corps. 

A. The Quarrel in the Camp 
Reflecting the earlier embassy to Troy in which Menelaus was attacked in the agora and 

made to return empty-handed, the Iliad opens with the arrival of a man named Chryses 

5 When Helen states that she had been twenty years at Troy (Iliad 24.765), the inference then is that the 
first ten years of her departure were spent by Agamemnon who formed the army by petitioning her 
original suitors to honour their pact to defend her honour. There is never any mention of the suitors' pact 
in the poem, of course and the pact between the army and Agamemnon, as discussed already, is that they 
do not return home until Troy has been sacked, see Gantz 1993: 564-7. The theme of the suitors does fit 
into the broader thematic structure of Homeric poetry when their role in the Odyssey is considered. In 
this way, the entire time span of the poems, beginning with Menelaus and the "good" suitors avenging the 
dishonour shown to his household and marriage, and concluding with Odysseus' return to reconstitute 
his household by avenging the "bad" suitors. 
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who has sailed into the camp with a great treasure to ransom his daughter.6 Just as 

Laomedon had done with his petitioners when they sought what was rightfully theirs, 

Agamemnon dishonours the priest by refusing the offer of "ransom" dpoina and sending 

him off under threat of violence (Iliad 1.26-32). Furthermore, Agamemnon dishonours 

the gods by abusing Chryses in the way that he does. Agamemnon enters into the first 

scene of the poem by acting in the very same way as the descendants of Ilus do; he hurls 

violent abuse and he dishonours the gods. Additionally, Agamemnon ignores the will 

of the Achaeans who all loudly "entreat" empeuphemeo the king to express reverence for 

the priest and to accept the ransom (Iliad 1.22-3). Visited by the Golden Man, Chryses, 

Agamemnon behaves like the Silver Men and acts out of hubristic sinfulness. The priest 

then prays to Apollo to make the Achaeans pay for his tears (Iliad 1.42), which the god 

does by launching his pestilent arrows into the camp. For nine days and nights the 

camp experiences the conditions of the Bronze Age as the Achaeans are made to suffer 

and die for their king's hubris. 

On the tenth morning of the plague, Hera expresses her care for the Achaeans by 

inspiring Achilles to approach Agamemnon in the agora. He states that the pestilence 

risks the terminating their mission, and that the seer needs to be consulted to determine 

the cause of Apollo's wrath (Iliad 1.59-67). Calchas the seer then addresses the agora but 

first asks for protection from Agamemnon as he fears that his prophesy will enrage him. 

6 The name of the priest, his daughter and the land the come from, Chryse, symbolically evokes the Is
lands of the Blessed. These are the Golden People of Hesiod's poem. 
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Achilles agrees to protect Calchas, who then states that the priest's daughter must be 

returned to him unbought and unransomed, along with a hecatomb offering to be per

formed at Chryse (Iliad 1.94-100). Thus, to keep with the circuit pattern of the Hesiodic 

myth of the mortal races, the Bronze Age conditions of suffering and death are resolved 

by heroic intervention and divine will. The plague ends formally when Agamemnon 

has performed purifying sacrifices (Iliad 1.313-7), preceding the departure of Odysseus 

and the twenty youths who accompany Chryseis aboard the ship. Finally, they restore 

her to her "Golden" homeland, Chryse,7 where they sing the paean, sacrifice and feast in 

propitiation of Apollo (Iliad 1.430-74). 

Before Apollo is appeased, the Bronze Age conditions prevail; Agamemnon, furi

ous at having to return the priest's daughter, nonetheless agrees to return his prize as he 

would rather have the people spared than destroyed (Iliad 1.116-7). While he hurls ver

bal abuse at Calchas, he does not threaten him with violence and ends off by stating to 

7 Pausanias 8.33.4 states that Philoctetes had received his wound on the island of Chryse close by Lemnos, 
but that it had since sunken into the sea. Chryse is not identified clearly as an island and has generally 
been regarded as a port city in the Mysian Troad, Kirk 1985: 57. Another interesting point regarding the 
place names south-west of the Troad identified in relation to the sack of the Mysian cities and Apollo 
Smintheus, is its seeming reflection of historic Aeolis and the Aeolian league. Migrants from Boeotia and 
Thessaly originally settled this mainland area. They migrated first to Lesbos and Tenedos before the Aeo
lian confederacy of cities was established under the divine patronage of Apollo in the seventh century. 
Ilium too was part of the eleven (originally twelve as Smyrna defected to the Ionians) cities that formed 
the mainland component of the League (Herodotus 1.149-52), as were various other centres associated 
with Apollo in the Iliad, such as Tenedos, and Cilia. On this point, it must be recalled that Ismenius 
(Smintheus?) Apollo was worshipped at Boeotian Thebes Herodotus 1.52 and that Hector's hero-grave 
was displayed there (Pausanias, 8.18.5). All of this adds to Tsagalis' 2008:1-29 argument that the Homeric 
Troad reflects many features of Boeotian Thebes. It is tinged with vague references to the Aeolian League 
of historic times and Boeotian Thebes was its ancestral metropolis. The association between Aeolian Asia 
Minor and Boeotia is well established in Hesiod {Works and Days 636-40). As an epithet, Smintheus does 
convey a sense of the god as a dispenser of plague, as do other Apollo epithets such as Parnopius and 
Karnaeus, see Muellner 1996: 99. 
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the assembly that they should offer him a prize that he should not be alone without one 

(Iliad 1.118-9). It is at this point that Achilles intervenes directly, not to protect Calchas 

from him, but to rebuke Agamemnon for making claims on what has already been dis

tributed. He then finishes by stating that the army will pay him back many times if 

Zeus permits them to sack Troy (Iliad 1.127-9). Agamemnon, feeling his authority under 

threat (Iliad 1.131-2) counters by asking him the rhetorical question if Achilles would 

keep his prize while he is left without one. He then states that the Achaeans ought to 

provide him with one of equal value, or else he will come to take one from Achilles, 

Ajax or Odysseus (Iliad 1.135-9). Agamemnon then ends the dispute by stating that they 

should "work these and other matters out," metaphrasometha, later but, for the present, 

they must organize the god's propitiation and restitution for his priest. He ends off by 

saying that a "man with power in the agora," aner boulephoros, ought to take charge of 
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this duty, singling out Ajax, Idomeneus, Odysseus, and finally Achilles as the ones 

qualified (1.140-7).8 

Achilles was first inspired by the goddess Hera to seek the source of the plague 

and he obediently carries out this directive. However, once this has been determined 

and the king suggests that Achilles might be the one to go to Chryse and offer sacrifice 

to Apollo, the young hero succumbs to rage.9 Rather than leaving off the matter for the 

later assembly, as Agamemnon ordered, Achilles launches into his abuse of Agamem

non, stating that the king is only fighting to win honour for himself and Menelaus (Iliad 

1.159). He then continues by asserting that he does the fighting but is awarded a lesser 

prize by the Achaeans, finally concluding by stating that he will return to Phthia and 

hence no longer act dishonourably by supplying the king with wealth (Iliad 1.162-71). 

8 The first two Ajax and Idomeneus are Agamemnon's favourites {Iliad 4.26-64; 4.284-9) while Odysseus 
and Achilles are men with whom he has a conflictual relationship, as the Thersites scene later indirectly 
identifies (Iliad 2.220-1). See Kirk 1985: 67-8 for an analysis of the terminology that insists on Agamem
non's devious and malicious intentions. This prejudicial attitude regarding Agamemnon is near-universal 
in the critical treatment of the dispute, but the text itself does not support this. For a recent discussion of 
the scene that favours the corrupt, power-obsessed view of Agamemnon — and consequently of the view 
that Achilles embodies a courageous voice of dissent ~ see Barker 2009: 39-47. See too Hammer 2002: 82-
92 who sees in the quarrel a expression of themis as the prerogative of the king and not as the expression 
of the will of the people. Barker makes the point that, lacking any mediating judiciary dissent pursued 
by one man against a monarch cannot succeed. The scholarship on Agamemnon is far too influenced by 
Achilles' judgement of him (and the horror that is the Homeric Society approach!) than on the king's ac
tions within the narrative itself. On this matter, refer to citation of Kirk who states the following;"... but 
nevertheless divine sea and fair-cheeked Khruseis add, in the circumstances, to the bland and devious im
pression..." What is one to make of this? Similarly, Kirk regards the choice of the descriptor ekpaglos for 
the men who are to propitiate Apollo as "certainly malicious" even after arguing against the negative 
qualities attributed to its etymology in the LSJ. 

9 This scene indicates the ritual antagonism existing between the two closely related characters, Achilles 
and Apollo. Apollo's wrath at Achilles is never referred to in the Iliad although it is clearly understood as 
he is the hero's divine assailant. 
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Achilles makes a bold claim here that proves to be untruthful once the narrative 

detail the poet supplies is retrospectively applied to it. The fact that Achilles lies about 

the distribution of prizes is revealed when the details surrounding the previous raid are 

analyzed. Chryseis was awarded to Agamemnon by the Achaeans following the sack of 

Thebes (Iliad 1.365-9), the birthplace of Hector's wife Andromache. As with the earlier 

raid on Lyrnessus, in which he obtained Briseis (Iliad 2.688-93), Achilles kills the male 

members of the royal house and takes hostage the female members. After slaying An

dromache's father, king Eetion, Achilles performs funerary rites out of "reverence," 

sebdzomai for him.10 He also kills the king's seven sons and takes the queen as hostage, 

ransoming her for a vast sum (Iliad 6.425-428). 

To repeat, in the division of the spoils, the Achaeans awarded Chryseis to Aga

memnon, the daughter of the Apollo priest who is never associated with the royal house 

at Thebes. Along with the "unmeasurable ransom," apereisios dpoina, he obtains for the 

queen, Achilles takes several of Eetion's personal possessions; most notably the king's 

phorminx (Iliad 9.186-188), his exceptional horse Pedasus (Iliad 16.152-153) and finally, a 

mass of iron king Eetion used to hurl in athletic competitions (Iliad 23.826-829). 

10 This verb expresses an attitude of religious devotion. It occurs previously within the same formulaic 
expression; os|3doaato yctQ to ye Ouuti), which the poet supplies in relating why Proetus did not slay Bel-
lorophon, who was the son of a god, despite his wrath cholos against him (Iliad 6.166-167). The detail that 
the local nymphs have set up a tree grove at the gravesite suggests the institution of cult, although Eetion 
of Mysia appears unknown outside of the Iliad. Menelaus kills a son of Eetion, Podes, although it should 
be assumed that he is the son of Eetion of Imbros (Iliad 17.575). For a discussion of the Eetion episode as a 
reflection of an alternate saga, see Zarker 1965: 110-4, and Tsagalis 2008: 19-21 who aptly draws parallels 
between the sack of Mysian Thebes and the great battle of Boeotian Thebes. 
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The details the poet supplies paint a very different picture than the one Achilles 

presents in his quarrel with Agamemnon. Clearly, Achilles' challenge to Agamemnon's 

authority pre-exists the dispute over prizes. Also, the pattern of Achilles taking for 

himself prizes that are more appropriate to the king appears in the raids on Lyrnessus 

and Pedasus in which Briseis was given to Achilles by the Achaeans (Iliad 1.276). In the 

raid on Pedasus, Achilles captured Lycaon, the son of Priam and his second wife Laot-

hoe, and sold him to Euneus of Lemnos.11 While the taking of battle hostages such as 

Lycaon is different from having prizes awarded for battle success, it does point to a pol

icy Agamemnon has enacted that enables his soldiers to gain wealth for their fighting 

prowess.12 

It is after Achilles' misstatement regarding the distribution of prizes and his ex

pressed desire to return home that Agamemnon forces the issue by telling him to flee if 

that is what he desires. He acknowledges that Achilles is enormously powerful, but he 

also reminds him that a god has given this to him (1.178).13 The king is wrong in this 

confrontation too, as he had identified two possible ways of asserting his authority over 

11 The silver bowl Achilles received for ransoming Lycaon is offered as the first prize in the foot race, 
which Odysseus wins (23.741-5). The games and the dispensing of prizes can be seen as a way for Achil
les to offer restitution to the Achaeans for the suffering he caused them when he lied about the prizes in 
his quarrel with Agamemnon. 

12 As noted earlier, Agamemnon and Nestor later rescind this privilege in the sack of Troy (6.66-9). 

13 Recall that Achilles identifies the assistance he had previously received from Zeus and Athena in the 
raid on Lyrnessus (20.191-2). Aeneas, as discussed previously, had already identified the fact that Achilles 
fought with the assistance of Athena (20.92-6). Thus, Achilles knows, the Acheans know and the Trojans 
know that Achilles' great might is heaven-sent. 
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his self-absorbed warrior; he could opt to be selfish and diminish his office by claiming 

Achilles' rightfully allotted prize as his own, or he could have acted as a vigilant author

ity and assigned him the task of going to Chryse and carrying out the propitiation as a 

means of having Achilles demonstrate his care. Of course, he opts for the bad choice 

and decides to claim Briseis as his own.14 

The Bronze Age conditions reach their climax in the camp along the lifeless sea. 

After the nine days of plague, the mortuary environment is identified by the densely 

packed, constantly burning cremation pyres (Iliad 1.51). The lethal atmosphere infects 

the agora as the dispute of the possession of a woman escalates to the point where the 

objective of the army in bringing the wrongly taken Helen is altogether lost sight of. 

Filled with "rage," cholos, Achilles ponders murdering the king and reaches for his 

sword (Iliad 1.188-94). At this point, Athena enters the agora and seizes his "flaxen hair," 

xanthe kotne, from behind him, concealing herself from the rest of the army. Under direc

tions from Hera, she points out to Achilles that both he and Agamemnon, her two cho

sen mortal agents of Troy's destruction, are equally beloved of the queen of the gods, 

mother of the "long-haired," kdre komoontes, Achaeans (Iliad 18.359). Athena also de

clares that Achilles will receive a triple measure of splendid gifts aglad ddra if he ceases 

from this hubris and yields to the gods (Iliad 1.213-214). 

14 Nestor advises Agamemnon not to follow through with this as Briseis was rightfully awarded to him 
(Iliad 1.276). It is only after he displays himself to be ineffectual and proposes retreat that he finally ac
cepts Nestor's counsel and offers to return Briseis. Agamemnon is not nefarious as he is typically made 
out to be. He is concerned about the well-being of the army but he is utterly dependent on the interven
tions of his counsellors to realize the community's objectives. 
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Achilles does indeed accede to divine will and returns his sword to its silver 

scabbard as Athena departs for Olympus. Acting within the guidelines provided him, 

Achilles verbally abuses the king and seizes the ancestral sceptre.15 With it in his grip, 

Achilles delivers his great oath: 

o 6E TOL \ii\oic, £ao~£T(xi opKoc,-
H TTOT' AxiXXfjoc; TTOBH I^ETCXI uiac; Axaiwv 

auMTTavT0<9 TOTE 6' ou TI 8uvnoE(xi axvunsvoc; TTEP 
XpaiaMEiv, EUT' av TTOXXOI ucp' "Eicropoc; av5pocpovoio 

GvpaKovTsq TTLTTTWCTI- ou 8' Ev6o9i 0u|j6v apiu<*£ic; 
XOOOJJEVOC; 6Y apioTov Axaitov OU8EV ETICTOCQ. 

And this shall be for you a great oath: There will truly be a time when longing for Achilles 
comes over all the sons of the Achaeans, and then you (Agamemnon) in your grief will not be 
able to ward it off when many fall dead under Hector the manslayer, but you will tear out 
your thumos in your bitterness, seeing as you never showed honour to the best of the 
Achaeans (Iliad 1.239-244). 

Having declared his vow, Achilles hurls the sceptre to the ground, a gesture which 

prompts Nestor to state "a great suffering has come to the land of the Achaeans" (Iliad 

1.254). Achilles' oath repeats the prayer art. of Chryses to Apollo as it also contains the 

intention to have the Achaeans suffer for Agamemnon's act of dishonour. The earlier 

dishonour shown to the Apollo priest enlivened the god's wrath minis, resulting in the 

current sufferings besetting the camp and requiring a demonstration of honour by resti

tution and by propitiatory sacrifices. Similarly, the initial scene in which Chryses enters 

15 Not to diminish the monumentality of Achilles' utterance, but the theme that many shall be defeated for 
the honour of the best among them reflects athleticism and is utter nonsense under battle conditions. The 
glory seeking behaviour ascribed to Homeric heroes is profoundly indicative of solitary agonistic per
formance appropriate to athletic festivals. The manipulation of Pelops' sceptre at this point in the poem 
appears to allegorize a preliminary ritual undergone by the competitors at Aulis. As perhaps too the 
beating of Thersites before the procession is formed and the ford is crossed. 
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the camp focusses on his golden sceptre, the iconic attestation to his status as priest 

(1.14-5). Achilles too dramatizes his dispute with the king by means of his physical ma

nipulation of the ancestral sceptre of Pelops, made of "dead" wood coated in bronze 

with golden studs (1.234-46).16 The priest, holding before him his golden sceptre gar

landed by the fillets stemma normally worn as a head dress and his great ransom in tow, 

gains the immediate approval of the army, but Agamemnon, reacting like the Silver 

People after being cloven to their mothers for a hundred years, dishonours the gods by 

rejecting the ransom and threatening violence to the priest. Like the other Silver People 

of the poem, the Trojan Priamids, Agamemnon refuses to act upon the counsel of his 

people and keeps the "Golden girl" Chryseis for himself. Although the Achaeans sup

port the priest's claim, they nonetheless are made the target of the god's reprisal. 

Achilles' oath imitates Chryses' prayer by targeting the reprisal for the 

king's dishonourable behaviour on those who allotted the prize originally, the Achae

ans. In Achilles' case, the Achaeans do not impose themselves on the debate in the way 

that Athena does; it is only after Achilles utters his oath and casts the sceptre onto the 

ground that Nestor intervenes and declares that a great grief entered the land of the 

Achaeans (1.254). After recalling to the army how he had fought alongside the mighti

est men on earth ~ men who were much better than present-day ones — Nestor instructs 

Agamemnon to leave Achilles' prize to him, and for Achilles to honour the sceptre-

16 Recall that in the Hesiodic myth of the mortal races, the heroes exist in conditions reflecting the Bronze 
Age, but a select few go on to achieve an afterlife that repeats the Golden Age. 
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holding king (Iliad 1.254-84).17 Agamemnon first acknowledges Nestor's wisdom, but 

he harps about Achilles overstepping himself and again draws attention to his relation

ship with divinity (Iliad 1.286-91). Achilles responds by rejecting Agamemnon's author

ity over him, stating that he will not resist the removal of Briseis, and concludes by 

threatening death if anything else of his is taken (Iliad 1.293-303). 

The scene concludes with Achilles, Patroclus and his generals withdrawing to 

their huts at the furthest extremity of the camp. Odysseus, meanwhile, has prepared his 

ship for the voyage to Chryse. Agamemnon calls upon his delegation to purify them

selves and they offer hecatomb sacrifices to Apollo before departing. After Agamem

non's heralds remove Briseis, Achilles succumbs to tears, drops to the sand at the sea 

shore and prays with his hands outstretched (Iliad 1.348-51). He calls out to his mother 

by invoking her as having born him into a brief existence (Iliad 1.352). He then states 

that Zeus owed him a "debt" opheilo and should have put honour into his hands, but in

stead he did not honour him in the slightest (Iliad 1.353-4). Thetis appears to her boy in 

a state of lamentation, strokes him and asks about the sorrow in his heart. After Achil

les revisits his crisis, he asks his mother to petition Zeus to carry out his curse against 

17 The sermon puts the current conflict over a woman in the context of a bride abduction, which is also the 
broader context of the Trojan War. Because Nestor's presence positively resolved the earlier contest, he is 
claiming a similar result if the two follow his current advise, see Alden 2000: 76-82. Nestor provides no 
details about the battle, nor does he directly refer to the enemy as the Centaurs. The Centaurs, relatives of 
the Lapiths, were invited to the wedding of Peirithous and Hippodamia. Unable to control their intake of 
wine, they became drunk and set about raping the women present at first sight of the bride. Nestor refers 
to Peirithous' bride by the name of Pelops' wife whom he won from Oenomaus. Interestingly, this change 
of names manages to combine both contest scenes that would later adorn the west and east pediments of 
the classical period Zeus temple at Olympia, see Barringer 2005: 221-35. 
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the Achaeans in punishment of Agamemnon's "sacrilegious blindness" ate in dishonour

ing the best of the Achaeans (Iliad 1.407-12). Thetis responds to her son by stating the 

grief she bears at giving birth to him and then by confirming what he already knows; 

that his fate is now to be fulfilled, his brief life is to end. Before agreeing to his request 

and instructing him to maintain his wrath against the Achaeans by remaining at the 

ships, she states that she bore him to an "evil fate" kake atse (Iliad 1.414-22). 

In conclusion, Achilles' curse is a curse against himself. By empowering Hector 

to carry out his oath to slay the Achaeans, he sets into motion the conditions of his own 

fate as the city-sacking serpent of Hera's wrath. As an Achaean himself, his curse to 

bring death upon the Achaeans is also an oath of self-annihilation.18 The Bronze Age 

funerary environment of the camp creates an underworld context in which the raw eat

ing wrath of the goddess first expresses itself. Hera first inspires Achilles to act out of 

care for the Achaeans, which leads to the calling of the assembly and the quarrel with 

Agamemnon. Athena then seizes Achilles by the hair to prevent him from slaying the 

king, offering him glorious gifts three times greater if he obeys and desists. Finally, The

tis visits her boy and takes him in her arms to lament with him over his brief existence, 

ordering him to maintain his isolation and wrath against the Achaeans. While, on the 

earthly level, Achilles expresses a violent rejection of the army's Zeus-determined 

18 Heiden 2008: 34; "Thus the action of the Iliad is built upon the folktale motif of the 'backfiring wish': a 
mortal speaks words that magically determine the future, but the meaning of those words and the future 
they create is not what the mortal intended or desired." 
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authority, on the heavenly level, he acts with obedience by carrying out the gods' or

ders. 

B. The Delegation to Achilles' Huts 

As discussed earlier, on the evening of the day (second day of hostilities) in which Zeus 

turns the tide of battle, announces Patroclus' death, and drives the Achaeans out of the 

plain, Agamemnon admits that he had been deluded by the father of the gods and now 

calls upon the army to leave in the ships for the second time, but this time he does so in 

earnest. After Nestor and Diomedes take charge, the senior counsellor convenes a dele

gation of two senator-kings, Odysseus and Ajax, and the most senior of the Myrmidon 

leaders, Phoenix. Just as Agamemnon had assigned to Odysseus the leadership of the 

delegation to return Chryseis, Nestor similarly empowers him to return Briseis, along 

with many other gifts, as a way of making Achilles cease his wrath and revoke his 

curse. 

In the opening book of the poem, Achilles is visited by three goddesses, with 

each visitation representing a descending level of divinity: from Hera who has chosen 

him, to Athena who has assisted him, and to Thetis, finally, who had given birth to him. 

While the immortal contacts are on an increasing scale of personal intimacy, the intent 

of each serves to separate Achilles from his human community. Hera begins by inspir

ing concern in him and Thetis ends by instructing him to maintain his wrath in isolation 

from his community. In the second scene that features Achilles, the Embassy Scene, a 

similar series of three visitations is conducted by his human community as it seeks to 
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counteract the divinely created cleavage between Achilles and the Achaean army. The 

approach the delegation takes is to focus on the angry warrior's fatherly connections 

and, to this end, puts the paternal voice of Peleus into Odysseus, that of the mother into 

Phoenix, and that of the broader fraternity into his blood relative Ajax. 

Whereas the opening scene leaves Achilles at the shore of the barren sea weeping 

bitterly in his mother's arms, his next appearance establishes an altogether different 

mood. The delegates come upon Achilles as he is playing the phorminx he had taken 

from Eetion's palace and pleasuring his thumos by singing the glories of men 

(9.185-90).19 He greets the delegates warmly and orders Patroclus to prepare wine and 

meat for the guests, finally instructing his attendant to sacrifice to the gods as he sits 

down across from Odysseus (9.218-20). 

Odysseus lets Achilles know that Zeus is favouring the Trojans and that Hector is 

boasting that he will burn the ships at sunrise, making it their fate to perish phthw at 

Troy (9.236-46). Assuming the voice of Peleus, Odysseus reminds the youth of his fa

ther's admonishment when he had sent him from Phthia, his homeland, to Agamem

non: 

ub TTETTOV rj p€v CTOI y£ TTonrip ETTETEXXETO rir|XEuc, 
HiJaTi TUJ 6TE a EK CDGLHC; Ayo(|JE|Jvovi TTEIJTTE-

TEKVOV EMOV K&PTOC; pi£V ABnvain TE KOU "Hpn 

19 Just as Helen, who is also isolated from her Achaean community, busies herself by weaving the contests 
between the Achaeans and Trojans, Achilles is singing of the glorious deeds of the battle. When Demo-
docus sings of the glories of men in the Odyssey he is singing of the Trojan war (Odyssey 8.73-4), see 
Nagy 1999: 100-14. The few references to Achilles' encampment define it as peaceful location. Just as 
Achilles is described at leisure and singing, the poet also states that his people took pleasure in the discus, 
the javelin toss and archery. 
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6d)CT0ua' a i K' EGEXGOCTI, au bk |JEYa^nTopa 0U(J6V 

I'OXEIV EV OTnGECTai- cpiXocppoauvn y«P aMEivoov-
XriY^MEvaL 6' Epi5o<; KaKopnxavou, ocppa ae naXXov 

Ticwa' ApYELcov HIJEV VEOL f\be yipovTEC,. 

Young boy, it was to you father Peleus issued his command on that day when he sent you 
from Phthia to Agamemnon: "My child mighty force will Athena and Hera give you, if they 
so choose, but you must keep your great-hearted spirit within your chest, as caring-
mindedness is better. Restrain, then, your evil-contriving strife so that both the Argive 
young and old may honour you all the more (Iliad 9.254-258) 

This brief statement identifies the paradoxical nature of Achilles' existence and situates 

it within the contrasting plans of his parents. Achilles does possess the might of the 

goddesses, but it is given to him to actualize their plans. Although she deeply laments 

this, Thetis orders her boy to keep nourishing his wrath, whereas Peleus stresses the ba

sic requirement of philophrosune, which finds its fullest expression among the Achaeans, 

who are always eager to defend one another. Odysseus' appeal to Achilles seeks to re

turn Achilles to Agamemnon by first recollecting how his own father had given him 

over to the king and then by offering him the restitution, which includes marriage and 

settlement within the king's family and domain. Such prospects are beyond Achilles' 

fated allotment, of which he is fully conscious, as his mother has told him that his life is 

brief and that he is soon to die. In order for Achilles to realize his fate, he must obey the 

gods, and this means that he must nurture the evil-contriving strife until they instruct 

him to do otherwise. 
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Peleus is an ambiguous but constant presence in the Iliad. Achilles often evokes 

him by wondering if he is still alive, or if he has died in his palace in Phthia, the land of 

withering.20 While he sent his son to Agamemnon to be a "speaker of words and a doer 

of deeds" (Iliad 9.443), he is consistently depicted as a redeemer of outcasts, or murder-

convicted exiles.21 

Among these redeemed outcasts is Phoenix, whose name conveys something of a 

redemptive motif as it also denotes the bird which regenerates from its own ashes. The 

senior general of the Myrmidons follows Odysseus in attempting to persuade Achilles. 

Whereas Odysseus assumed the paternal voice and made the offer of compensation, 

Phoenix casts himself in a motherly role and concludes his appeal by pointing out the 

need to show reverence to the gods. He leads off in a similar way as Odysseus by stat

ing that Peleus sent Achilles to Agamemnon in order for him to learn about war and 

politics, describing him as an "inexperienced," nSpios, when he departed from home (Il

iad 9.440). He then recalls his own early departure from his homeland and how he came 

20 See Nagy 1999: 100 for a fascinating discussion of the poetic deployment of the term as a "much-
nurturing" homeland that evokes fatality. Phthia is situated in Thessaly along the banks of the river 
Spercheus and on the slopes of Mount Pelion. Nestor, who accompanied Odysseus when they went to 
Phthia to enlist Achilles into the army, refers to Peleus as something of a "pater Achaion" when Hector is
sues the challenge of a duel and only Menelaus responds. He repeats his expression that a great suffering 
has come upon the land of Achaea and that the great statesman of the Myrmidons would the elder Peleus 
groan at the current state of affairs. He recalls how Peleus rejoiced at hearing of the birth and lineage of 
all the Argives (Iliad 7.124-8). The implication in Nestor's invocation of Peleus is that he would be deeply 
upset to hear that any of the sons of the Achaeans have held back from fighting Hector and the Trojans, 
including his own son. 

21 When Achilles accuses Agamemnon of treating him like a "no-account hoboe" atimetos metandstes (Iliad 
9.648; 16:9) there is an ironic pathos at work, given that Peleus is a redeemer of such individuals and has 
entrusted these to educate his son. 
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to Peleus after a dispute with his father over a concubine. After being compelled by his 

mother to sleep with the woman, young Phoenix was cursed by his father and rendered 

sterile. Furious, the boy plotted to avenge himself by murdering his father. The Achae-

ans, however, intervened and held him back, hiding him indoors to prevent him from 

carrying out a plan for which he would suffer the wrath of the Erinyes. They kept him 

in seclusion for nine days, during which time he feasted on his father's herds and wine. 

On the tenth night, young Phoenix fled his father's home to Phthia, where he was wel

comed by Peleus and appointed to rule over the Dolopians. Unable to have children of 

his own, Phoenix describes his role in a motherly way, recollecting how he was the only 

one the infant Achilles permitted to feed him wine and meat at the banquet (Iliad 

9.434-498), 

Whereas Odysseus had previously adopted a paternal tone to Achilles in remind

ing Achilles of his father's wishes, Phoinix identifies himself in motherly terms, calling 

the angry warrior his philon tekos and reminding him of maternal care he received from 

him at home, before joining the army. While Odysseus takes a more direct approach 

and lays out for Achilles the restitution Agamemnon is offering, Phoenix follows up 

with a very personal and emotional appeal, which he concludes by alluding to Achilles' 

sinfulness. This is brought to the fore in his concluding sermons, the "dte-litai" and Me-

leager speeches that follow after Achilles' rejection of the compensation offered to him.22 

22 For a very detailed discussion of Phoenix's sermons see, Alden 2000:179-290. 
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The pathos of Phoenix's "motherly" appeal to honour the gods comes through in its con

trast with the instructions he receives from Thetis, who ordered her son to remain apart 

and to maintain his wrath. It should also be pointed out that Patroclus too was also 

welcomed into Peleus' home to assist his son after he killed a fellow boy out of rage 

(23.84-90). Whereas Peleus offered sanctuary to exiled murderers, he, by the will of the 

gods, fathers lion-hearted, man-destroying Achilles (Theog. 1005-6).23 

Peleus not only sent his son off to battle with Phoenix and Patroclus to help him 

achieve the everlasting fame, he also provided him the divine equipment he received at 

his wedding feast. The armour in which both Patroclus and Hector die was given to Pe

leus by the gods as a wedding gift (Iliad 18.82-5), and Poseidon gave the groom the char

iot driven by the immortal horses borne from Boreas and the Harpy Podarge (Iliad 

16.148-51). His massive spear was given to Peleus by the centaur Cheiron (Iliad 

16.140-4). Achilles also acquired the knowledge of healing from the "most just of the 

centaurs" Cheiron (Iliad 11.831-2). Thus, Peleus supplied his boy with the practical and 

instructional means to achieve renown in the great battle of Troy, the battle to bring 

Helen home. 

23 Epeigeus was sent to Peleus and Thetis after slaying a kinsman and then sent to Troy to accompany 
Achilles (Iliad 16.571-6), see Heiden 1998: 4-6. The myth of the slaying of Phocus is suggested by having 
Telamon too offer sanctuary to the exiled murderer Lycophron who, like Patroclus, serves as Ajax' atten
dant (Iliad 15.430-2). Both of these are killed by Hector. Heiden also makes the point that Thetis herself is 
something of an exile as she was sent to earth to marry a mortal. Recall too that she was fated to give 
birth to a son who would best his father, and this is why Themis prevents her from marrying Zeus (Pin
dar Isthmian 8.26-36). 
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After hearing of the gifts of restitution provided by Agamemnon and the offer of 

the hand of the daughter of his choosing, Achilles rejects them as trivial offerings, given 

that he has wealth at home and has amassed an even greater supply since leaving for 

war (Iliad 9.364-87). To return to the point made at the introduction, Achilles utterly re

jects the offer of marriage and defines the taking of his prize in the same way as Paris' 

abduction of Helen, as Agamemnon having taken away his wife (Iliad 9.336). He later 

returns to the topic of his wedding and states that, should the gods grant him a return, 

he will marry the bride chosen for him by Peleus.24 As he did in the quarrel with Aga

memnon, Achilles misstates his situation and confuses both his marital status and pros

pects upon his return. 

Also reflecting the earlier quarrel with the king, Achilles takes complete credit for 

having destroyed the twenty-three Trojan cities. There is no mention that the Trojans 

fight like "deer," nor that the Achaeans as a unit are vastly superior than he alone. In

stead, it is only about Agamemnon's insatiable greed and how he has been drawn into 

the position of having to satisfy it. In laying out the lazy, greedy king's lack of grati

tude, he uses the ill-omened analogy of the mother bird who labours to bring food back 

to her nestlings, just as he did in fighting while Agamemnon stayed behind, apportion-

24 Interestingly, he states that he would not marry a daughter of Agamemnon's even if she competed in 
beauty with Aphrodite and in craftwork with Athena, details which also evoke the contestants at the 
Judgement of Paris (Iliad 9.388-90). When Achilles states that he could have his choice of any woman in 
all of Hellas and Phthia, there is a suggestion of the broader myth that Achilles was never one of Helen's 
suitors as she would have married him instantly, see Gantz 1993: 564-7. The Achilles cult at the White 
Island honours Achilles Pontarchus who is married to Helen, making of the two a divine couple in com
pensation for the wedding that was denied them in their mortal life (Pausanias 3.19.13). 
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ing a few of the goods but keep most for himself (Iliad 9.323-33).25 Again, he omits any 

reference to the "force" krdtos given to him by the goddesses. Achilles begins his misrep

resentations26 by stating that a man who conceals one thing and says something else is 

as hateful to him as the gates of Hades (Iliad 9.312-3), and yet he does this very thing. 

What Achilles is concealing in his mind is his fated and fast approaching death at Troy, 

as prophesied to him by his mother. He also misleadingly states to Odysseus that his 

mother has given him a double fate; that he will either die soon and win everlasting re

nown, or, if he leaves, he will live long and anonymously in Phthia.27 Returning from 

Troy is never an option extended to Achilles by Thetis and, given this, the journey back 

to Phthia and to Peleus — who awaits him with his wealth and a bride in botidneira 

Phthie, the "man-nourishing Land of Perishing — is then an allegory of death and entry 

into the underworld.28 

25 when the portent at Aulis is applied to Achilles' self description as the mother bird, he is announcing 
that he too will be consumed by the goddess' wrath he nurses. 

26 I realize that this is a contentious assessment, given the way Achilles' situation with respect to Aga
memnon's authority is typically handled, but one has to assess his statements in light of the details pro
vided in the poem. Furthermore, one has to regard the Achilles figure as a youth who is in the process of 
moving out from the influence of his parents. 

27 For a recent discussion of Achilles' reply to Odysseus that astoundingly does not engage Achilles' 
statement regarding his double fate, but instead sees in the reply Achilles' awakening to the futility of war 
and heroic values, and an awakening too of the inner dimension of the person, see Rinon 2008: 24-27. In 
the closed world of hero myth, there are no double destinies, especially in the case of a hero such as Achil
les. The return to Phthia and to Peleus is not an option, but rather an allusion to dying, to passing 
through the gates of Hades. For the indelible relationship between heroic death and undying fame as the 
two are connected in Achilles' articulation of his double fate, see Nagy 1999:184-5. 

28 The funerary nature of Achilles' return to battle will be discussed shortly. 
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Finally, Ajax, as discussed in the previous chapter, puts it to his cousin directly by 

citing the example of "restitution" -point that enables a murderer of a countryman's son 

or brother to remain in his homeland. This may allude to the myth of Phocus, mur

dered by his brothers Peleus and Telamon, who were both exiled by their father for their 

crime. Of course, there is no mention of Phocus in the Iliad, which never refers to Ajax 

as an Aeacid either, but, as I have indicated, both the households of Achilles and Tela

mon are identified as providing sanctuary to exiled murderers. Peleus and Telamon ei

ther killed Phocus in anger at being bested in athletic competition (this is alluded to in 

Patroclus' crime), or else they murdered him on instructions from their mother who was 

jealous of the goddess-begotten boy (alluded to in Phoenix' biography).29 For their 

crime, the two brothers were exiled from Aegina and both later provide sanctuary, ex

iled murderers in their own lands of banishment. Thus, when Ajax states the impor

tance of accepting restitution to Achilles, he can be seen as reminding his cousin of their 

own fathers' shared crime and punishment. Achilles replies as follows: 

Alav SioysvEc; TsXaLJobviE KoipavE Xaouv 
TT&VT6< TL MOI Korra 6U|J6V EEICTCO L4u6r|crao-0ai-

aXXa MOI oL6av£Tai Kpa5tr| XoXcu OTTTTOT' EKEIVOUV 
Mvnaonai ax; u' 6taucpr|Xov EV ApYEioiaiv E'PE^EV 

ATpEL5r|c; COQ EL TLV' aTiunTov LJETavaornv. 
aXX' UL4EU; E'PXECTGE KO<L aYYEXinv 6m6(pacr0E-

ou Y « P Trpiv TToXELioio LJE5r|O~OL40(i OUMCXTOEVTOC; 

Trpiv y' uiov npiaL40io 8aicppovoc; "EKTOpa 6lov 
MupLu66vu)v ETTI TE KXiaiac; Kal vfjac; iKEcrGai 

KTELVOVT' ApyEiouc;, KaTa TE auu^ai Trupl vr\ac,. 
ancpl 8E TOI xfj ELifj KXICTLP Kal vr)'i |J£^o<ivr| 

"EKTOpa Kal nELiatbTa M«X1Q axnasaGai 6'iu). 

Gantz 1993: 222-3 discusses the variant accounts of the death of Phocus at the hands of his brothers. 
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God-born Telamonian Ajax, leader of the people, you seem to say all of this to me according 
to my thumos but the heart in me swells with anger when I remember that one and how he 
abused me in front of the Argives, son ofAtreus! as if I were some no-account hoboe. Now go 
to him and declare my message; that I will not consider joining bloody war until fiery-
minded god-like Hector, son of Priam, comes to the huts and ships of the Myrmidons slaying 
Argives, and burns their black ships with fire (Iliad 9.644-654). 

C. The Death of Patroclus 

At the conclusion of the first book of the poem, Zeus nods his assent to Achilles' curse 

in response to Thetis' supplication, making the desire expressed in the petition the real

ity the poem relates. On the day of fighting before the delegation to Achilles is con

vened, Zeus tells them that he will empower Hector until the fighting is taken to the 

ships before Achilles returns to the fighting. The bitter consequence of Zeus' fulfilment 

of his prayer is that the Achaean Patroclus is to die (Iliad 8.470-6). In cursing the Achae-

ans with death at the hands Hector, Achilles imitated the Apollo priest Chryses, but 

what he fails to factor into his prayer is that he too is an Achaean. Therefore, in cursing 

his community with death he is opening himself up to having his curse rebound against 

himself.30 Achilles, of course, never intended for Patroclus to die, but Zeus builds this 

eventuality into his curse, which results in having Achilles suffer far more for his blind

ness than Agamemnon does. 

Just as Achilles was inspired by Hera to summon Calchas and offer him protec

tion so that he could determine the source of the plague afflicting the Achaeans, he 

summons Patroclus to determine the identity of a wounded Achaean on the morning of 

30 See page 13, note 18. 
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the great battle. Suspecting that it is Machaon, the healer of the Achaeans, who has 

been wounded by an arrow shot by Paris, he dispatches Patroclus to Nestor's hut to 

confirm his identity (Iliad 11.611-5). In the opening scene of the poem, the priest invokes 

Apollo Smintheus, who rules over Chryse, Cilia and Tenedos, to both infect and heal the 

Achaeans; this transposes itself onto Patroclus' mission when he witnesses Hecamede of 

Tenedos preparing a recuperative drink in Nestor's great goblet for the returning com

batants (Iliad 11.624-44). Nestor then draws Patroclus in and persuades him to bring aid 

to the Achaeans by driving off the Trojans in Achilles' armour (Iliad 11.796-801).31 Hav

ing determined that it is indeed Machaon who was injured, Patroclus resumes his run 

and returns to Achilles. He is stopped at Odysseus' ships by Eurypylus, who lies bleed

ing at the altars of the gods (Iliad 11.806-11).32 Patroclus then applies the healing arts 

Achilles taught him and delays his return, permitting Hector to lead the Trojans through 

the wall. 

When Patroclus returns to Achilles, he is rebuked for weeping and then sardoni

cally asked if either of their fathers has died (Iliad 16.7-19). Patroclus reports back to 

him regarding the wounded Achaeans, leaving out Machaon's status, and then puts the 

request forward to enter the battle in the armour Peleus had given his son. Although 

31 Nestor appears to know that Thetis and Zeus are involved in Achilles' withdrawal (11.795-6). 

32 These woundings by Paris anticipate Achilles' death. Machaon is hit in the shoulder, Eurypylus in the 
thigh and, moving down the body, the inference is that Achilles, like Diomedes, will receive his strike in 
the foot. 
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Patroclus is motivated to bear aid to the Achaeans, Achilles approves as he sees in the 

plan an opportunity to win honour and glory at the hands of the army: 

aXXa Kai cbc; riaTpoKXs VEOOV CXTTO Xoiyov aLiuvoov 
E|JTTEO~' ETTiKpaTEux;, [xr\ 6n TrupoQ alGo|JEvoio 

vfjac; eviTrpHCTUjai, cpiXov 6' and VOOTOV EXtovrai. 
TTEIGEO 8' Cbc, TOL Eyob LJUGOU TEXOC; EV cppEai GELIO, 

tb<; otv [ioi TLMnv LiEyaXnv Kal Ku8og apnat 
TrpoQ TravToov Aavaouv, orrap o'C TTEpiKaXXEa Koupnv 
avp ocnovaaacoaiv, TTOTI 6' ayXaa 6topa Tropcjocnv. 

But even so Patroclus ward off destruction from the ships and attack them with force, so that 
fire may not be kindled up and the ships burnt thus taking away dear return. Obey! So that 1 
put into your mind the purpose of my instruction and that you gain for me great honour and 
glory from all of the Danaans, and they send back the beautiful girl, along with splendid gifts 
(Iliad 16.80-86). 

He then cautions Patroclus not to assault the polis, not out of concern for him, but be

cause such a manoeuvre would reduce his honour (Iliad 16.90). Finally, he concludes by 

expressing a presumptuous wish: 

at yap ZEU TE TTOCTEP Kal AGnvain Kai "ATTOXXOV 
MHTE TIC; ouv Tpcbcov GavaTov cpuyoi oaaoi I'aai, 

MHTE TIC; ApyELOuv, vto'iv 8' EKSULIEV oXEGpov, 
oepp' o io i Tpoinc; i£pa Kpn8Enva XUIOLJEV. 

If only Father Zeus, Athene, and Apollo would let none of the Trojans flee death however 
many they are; nor any of the Argives either, but let the two of us instead escape destruction, 
so that we alone may loosen Troy's sacred veil (Iliad 16.97-100).33 

33 Note the marriage symbolism at work. The capture of Troy by himself and Patroclus alone is equated 
to the nuptial night. Again, the allegorical nature of the Iliad as it relates to the transition of males from 
military serves and bachelorhood to enfranchised citizenship and marriage provides a far more meaning
ful reading of the poem than the warrior society model that seeks to explain selfish behaviour by putting 
it the context of the conjectured Hobbesian world of Dark Ages Greece. 
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The irony of the wish is evident; neither warrior will live much longer, let alone see the 

fall of Troy.34 The wish also brings to the fore the great extent of Achilles' disassociation 

from the Achaeans, as he wishes on the one hand to win honour from them still but, all 

the while, wishes that they too would perish in order for himself and Patroclus to expe

rience the "loosening of Troy's sacred veil" alone.35 At this point Achilles demonstrates 

that he has lost all care for the Achaeans and that his concern for Patroclus only extends 

as far as he does his bidding properly.36 

After handing over to Patroclus the armour and the horses the gods had given to 

Peleus along with the command of the Myrmidons, Achilles pours libation from the cup 

Thetis had given him and petitions Zeus with a prayer. Invoking Zeus of Dodona, 

Achilles reminds the god that he had shown him honour by greatly afflicting the 

Achaeans and wishes him to fulfill his desire to have Patroclus drive the Trojans from 

the ships before returning unharmed (Iliad 16.233-48). Having already determined Pa-

34 Janko 1994: 328. 

35 The erotic connotations are evident. That the veil has a nuptial reference, recall that Aphrodite gave 
such a garment to Andromache when Hector led her out of Eetion's home (22.469-72). 

36 Although he is often described as Achilles' philos hetairos, Patroclus never demonstrates himself to be 
more than an attendant, or therapon, as he only ever acts to perform manual tasks for his Achilles. The 
designation of him as therapon is significant as it draws out his role as Achilles' ritual substitute, enabling 
the poet to include Achilles' death within the poem without having him actually die. On Patroclus as 
Achilles' ritual substitute, see Nagy 1999: 292-5. 
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troclus' death, Zeus grants the portion of the prayer that corresponds with the plan he 

has already contrived and announced to the gods (Iliad 16.249-52).37 

Patroclus is described as mega nepios (Iliad 16.46) before setting out from the secu

rity of Achilles' side and thus reflects the Silver People when they are at their mother's 

sides.38 Like this second generation of mortals, Patroclus only lives a short time after 

donning Achilles' armour and leaving the protection of the camp. He disregards the 

instructions given to him and does not return after repulsing the Trojans, but drives into 

the plain and makes an attack on Troy. Although Patroclus is initially motivated out of 

a need to bring assistance to the Achaeans, his god-granted success inflates his pride 

and causes him to ignore Achilles' instructions.39 Having despoiled Sarpedon's armour, 

Patroclus goes on to slay nine warriors before making three rushes at the Trojan wall. 

Apollo repulses each assault and orders him to go back, telling him that it is not or

dained for either him or Achilles to sack Troy (Iliad 16.707-9). 

Filled with hubris and behaving like the Silver Men, Patroclus ignores the god's 

orders and makes three more rushes, each time killing nine warriors. On the fourth as

sault, Apollo approaches him from behind and strikes him with the flat of his hand, a 

37 Achilles is always devout and the description of his reverent pouring of the libation contrasts with Hec
tor's refusal to perform such a rite at his mother's prompting. Nonetheless, the death of Patroclus also 
conveys a punishment of Achilles' presumptuousness in treating his comrades as tools in advancing his 
self-interest. Patroclus's death also is a reprisal for his failure to provide a positive example to Achilles, as 
his own father Menoetius had exhorted him to do. 

38 W&D 131. 

39 Ares assists him to slay Sarpedon (Iliad 17.480-481). 
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blow that removes the divine armour from his body. Left naked and dazed on the bat

tlefield from the god's "blow" plegS,40 Patroclus is then pierced through by the spear of 

Euphorbus, son of the Trojan senator and Apollo priest Panthous (Iliad 16.786-817). 

Near death, he attempts to crawl back into the Achaean ranks before Hector delivers to 

him a gratuitous — but fatal — spear thrust (Iliad 16.828). 

Patroclus' death foreshadows Achilles' own demise. Just as the death of Hector 

anticipates the fall of Troy within the narrative, the death of Patroclus, his therdpon — 

ritual substitute of Achilles — serves to signal his own death. Achilles is to die in the 

same way as Diomedes is wounded at the tomb of Ilus, that is, by Apollo who will 

guide Paris' arrow into his heel. Patroclus, however, is not killed by an arrow, but 

rather by a spear such as the one Achilles fights with. Patroclus is also slaughtered by 

the double action of Apollo and a mortal, Euphorbus, who is described as surpassing 

his peers in the martial and athletic skills of the spear throw, horsemanship and foot rac

ing (Iliad 16.808-810) and later as "the best of the Trojans" (Iliad 17.80). Such designa

tions mirror the defining characteristics of Achilles, who fights with the spear and also 

drives horses. Apollo, to repeat, strikes Patroclus' back, rendering him dazed and na

ked before Euphorbus drives his spear into him, presumably in the same location as 

Apollo had struck him. Given the way in which Euphorbus is described, the scene is 

poetically crafted to both foreshadow Achilles' own death and to identify Achilles, the 

40 The use of this term and the placement of Apollo when he delivers the striking blow invests the scene 
with a sacrificial quality. 
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Achaean who curses his community with death, as complicit in the death of his beloved 

Patroclus. 

Even before he is told of Patroclus' death, Achilles surmises it as he observes the 

battle and recalls of his mother's prophecy that the best of the Myrmidons would die 

before him (Iliad 18.6-14). Preoccupied with these thoughts, Nestor's son Antilochus 

confirms what he already knows, launching Achilles into a delirium of guilt-ridden 

grief. His pitched wailing sets off the entire camp; the captive women join the lamenta

tion and the sound of his grief reaches the undersea cave of the Nereids. Thetis and her 

fifty sisters leave their father's undersea cave for the camp to weep for Achilles' immi

nent death.41 

Achilles tells his mother about the death of Patroclus and the loss of his father's 

armour; he also states that he will repay Hector for killing his dearest companion (Iliad 

18.79-93). Upon hearing this, Thetis confirms her earlier prophesy and announces that 

his death will follow shortly after that of Hector (Iliad 18.95-6). Achilles replies as fol

lows: 

(XUTLKCX TEGvounv, ETTEI OUK ap' E'IJEXXOV EToapcp 
KT£IVO|JEVU) ETrapOvoa- o |j£v piaXa Tr|A66i TraTpnc, 

EcpGiT', EHELO 6E 8fJCTEv apfjc; aXKTfjpa YEVECTGCXI. 

vuv 5' ETTEL ou VEOJJOU \E cpiXnv EQ TTOtTpiSa yalav, 
OU8E TI riaTpoKXcp y£v6unv cpaoQ ou6' ETapoica 
role, CXXXOIQ, oi 5r| TTOXEEC; 86([JEV "EKTOPI 5icp, 

aXX' npai Trapa vnucriv ETOOCTIOV axGoc; apoupnQ, 
TOIOQ ECJJV oio(; ou TK; AxaiObv xaXKOXiTcJbvajv 

EV TTOXEMCO- ayopfi &£ T apiELvovEg Eiai Kai aXXoi. 
(he, epic, EK TE GEOOV EK T' av8pu)Trcjov ocnoXoiTO 

41 Book 24 of the Odyssey describes the grand funeral and lamentations of Achilles. 

179 



Kod xoXoc;, be, T ECPEIIKE TroXucppova TTEP xaXETTfjvoa, 
o<; TE TTOXU yXuKioov IJEXITOC; KO<T<XXEI|3OM£VOIO 

avSpobv EV OTr|0ECTaiv OCE^ETOU HUTE KOCTTVOC/ 

dbc; E[j£ vuv EXOXOOCTEV ava^ av&pobv AyapEHVOOV. 
aXXa Ta [ikv TTPOTETUXSOU iaaopiEv axvuu.£voi TTEP, 

6UMOV i v i cnrr|6£aCTi cpiXov SanacravTEc; avayKrv 
vuv 6' EIM' oeppa cpiXiic; KEcpaXfjc; oXETfjpa KIXEUJO 

"EKTOpa- Kppa 8' Eyob TOTE SE^OMOCI OTTTTOTE KEV 8n 
ZEuq EBsXri TEXEaai pS' aQavocToi 0EOI aXXoi. 

OUSE yap OU&E 3ir| 'HpaKXfjoQ cpuyE Kfjpa, 
be, TTEP cpiXTaToq EaKE Ait Kpovioovi avaKTi-

aXXa E [iolp' E8a^aaCT£ Kai apyaXEO^ xoXo^ "Hpr)<;. 
co<; Kai lycov, EL 6r) | joi OMOIH Moipot TETUKTai, 

I pray that I die straightaway seeing as I did not think to assist my companion who is now 
dead: Who far from his home has perished, and needed me to be his protector against destruc
tion, but now because of this I will not go to my dear homeland, nor in any way did I become 
a beacon to Patroclus or to my other comrades, those many slain by god-like Hector, but sat 
by the ships, a fruitless weight on the fertile soil, myself who is like no other among the 
bronze-coated Achaeans in battle, although in the agora others are better. May strife thus be 
utterly destroyed from gods and men, and anger, anger that incites a thought-burdened man 
to rage bittlerly, anger that is much sweeter than dripping honey, and thickens like smoke in 
the breasts of men even so now did the king of men Agamemnon enrage me. But we will let 
go of these past things, we who grieve, out of necessity we subdue the dear thumos in our 
breasts. Now I go to strike back at the murder of this dear head, at Hector... I accept my end 
seeing as Zeus and the other immortals will its fulfillment. No, not even mighty Heracles 
fled death, He who was most dear to king Zeus son of Cronus, but fate and the grievous 
wrath of Hera overpowered him. (Iliad 18.115-119) 

In this statement, Achilles awakens to his responsibility for causing Patroclus death. 

Having been consumed by his anger at Agamemnon, he put himself above his commu

nity by exploiting the debt owing his mother to bring destruction upon them, ignoring 

his paternal exhortation to act out of philophrosune, to take his place among the Achae

ans who love him most of all, and to be always eager to defend his fellows. Just as with 
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the two other agents in his curse, Hector and Agamemnon,42 Achilles misreads the re

sponse Zeus gives to his prayer, investing the response with a false, self-serving hope. 

Although he was never told by his mother that he will survive to see Troy fall, the self-

aggrandizing effect of witnessing Hector, the agent of his curse, attack the ships and 

slay the Achaeans leads him to express the desire that both he and Patroclus alone will 

be the surviving victors. Upon realizing that it was his own behaviour that caused Pa

troclus' death, he accepts his fate and resolves to return to battle to kill Hector so that he 

too may die. 

In conclusion, the death of Patroclus, himself the victim of Achilles' murderous 

rage, expresses the end of Peleus' desire for his son to win renown and return victorious 

to Phthia. Having lent to Patroclus the bronze armour and chariot given to Peleus by 

the gods at his wedding, he sends the "greatly inexperienced" mega nipios Patroclus off 

to meet his doom.43 Patroclus' death marks the end of any hope for return to Peleus' 

kingdom, for marriage, and for a comfortable longevity. Whereas Patroclus attended to 

Achilles in life, in death the situation reverses itself as the spirit of slain warrior, after 

revealing that he too had slain his fellow countryman, instructs his former master to 

42 Recall that Agamemnon interprets his dream to mean that he will sack Troy that very day, despite 
Achilles' withdrawal and Hector interprets his message from Iris to mean that he destroy the fleet before 
sundown. The situation with Achilles is complicated by the fact that Zeus does not send him a portent 
directly, but orchestrates the fulfilment of his prayer by sending messages to the other parties. Achilles 
does not misinterpret a Zeus-sent message, but rather invests a false hope in its outcome; he hopes that 
the Achaeans really will all be killed so that he and Patroclus may have Troy to themselves. 

43 On the name of Patroclus as denoting "the glory of the ancestors," see Nagy 1999: 102-105. Given that 
Peleus' and equipment is given to him, I would rather place the emphasis of the death of Patroclus on the 
end of any possibility for the son to return and to take over the family household from the father. 
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combine their bones in the same urn given to him by Thetis (Iliad 23.91-2). Achilles con

sents and, after the corpse has been placed on the pyre, shears off his long hair. Achil

les then calls to his native River Spercheus and tells the god that the vows Peleus had 

made to him were in vain.44 He finishes his prayer by telling the River that, because he 

will not return to his native land, he is now offering his lock of hair to Patroclus to take 

with him as he passes through the fire. With the death of Patroclus, Achilles is both 

slayer and slain, as Patroclus' death and the loss of Peleus' armour symbolize loss of any 

hope for return and the termination of the paternal line.45 

D. Achilles Returns to the Battle 

The early scene in which Athena makes her first appearance reflects somewhat Patro

clus' slaying. In both the hero is set to attack but is prevented by a god who approaches 

from behind and comes into physical contact with the hero in a manner that suggests a 

cult operation. In the death of Patroclus, Apollo's blow suggests the axe falling upon 

the back of the victim before the sacrificial blade ends its life. Athena's intervention 

seems to allude to the hair offering, given that she seizes Achilles by his hair and prom

ises him three times more gifts if he leaves off from the hubris of murdering Agamem

non (Iliad 1.213-4). Effectively, Achilles does receive three allotments of gifts. First, he 

receives from Thetis the golden armour of Hephaestus (Iliad 19.3-13). Achilles then re-

44 Peleus had vowed to the River that, upon Achilles' return, his son would perform the hair offering ac
companied by a sacrifice of fifty rams. 

45 For the view that it is Achilles who dies when Antilochus announces Patroclus' death, see Mackie 1999: 
499-500. 
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ceives from Agamemnon a store of gifts, including Briseis, accompanied by the king's 

oath that he had not violated her (Iliad 19.242-75). Finally, Priam brings to him the 

ceremonial implements, including the great Thracian goblet, to exchange for Hector's 

corpse. 

Achilles' return to battle begins, to repeat, with the death of Patroclus. Upon 

hearing of it, he befouls himself with dirt and tears at his hair. When the corpse is 

brought to the camp, Achilles lays his "manslaying hands" (Iliad 18.317) upon Patroclus' 

chest and recalls how he promised Menoetius he would return with his son to Opoeis 

after he had sacked Troy (Iliad 18.324-7).46 He then declares that Zeus does not fulfil all 

the desires of men, as his own desire to be welcomed back by Peleus, he now fully real

izes, cannot be. Finally, he promises Patroclus that he will attend to his burial after he 

slays Hector and sacrifices twelve sons of the Trojans over his pyre (18.333-42). As the 

Achaeans cleanse the corpse, Zeus comments to Hera that she has accomplished her 

plan now that Achilles has returned to battle: 

ETTpn̂ occ; Kori ETTEITCX POWTTK; TTOTVIO: "Hprj 
avoTnaacr' AxiAfja TroSac; TOCXUV- n pa vu CTEIO 

E«£ auTfjc; EYEVOVTO K&pn KOMOGUVTEC; Axoaoi. 

Cow-eyed Lady Hera you have done it seeing as you have raised up swift-footed Achilles! 
Truly now the long-haired Achaeans were born of you! (18.358-9)47 

46 The irony of this desire is later revealed when Patroclus' spirit discloses that he was in life an exiled 
murderer and thus the possibility of ever returning to Opoeis never existed. 

47 While Zeus fathered the Trojans and established the Golden Age of their mythic history, Hera gives 
birth to the bronze-clad Achaeans, the serpents of her wrath, who slaughter the Priamids and set up Ae
neas, child of Golden Aphrodite, as king over the cosmic polis. 
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In conclusion, Hera, Athena and Thetis all visit Achilles at the outset of the poem 

and condition his behaviour in such a way as to enliven within him the "raw eating" 

monstrous rage required to mete out punishment against Priam and his people. In obe

dience to the goddesses, Achilles remains isolated in his camp and nurses his wrath as 

he watches Zeus fulfil his curse against Agamemnon by having Hector attack the ships. 

Seeing that his curse is actually brought to pass, Achilles allows himself the hope that 

Zeus will permit him to return victorious, thereby achieving renown for himself and for 

his father. After handing over to Patroclus the equipment the gods had given to Peleus, 

Achilles does not seek after his mother but rather prays to Zeus directly, hopeful, per

haps, that Zeus will override the fate his mother had revealed to him and enable himself 

and Patroclus to "remove Troy's sacred veil." Patroclus, donning the divine armour and 

assuming the persona of Achilles, acts out of hubris when he attacks the polis Troy, 

which provokes divine reprisal. While Achilles did order his attendant to return to him 

after driving the Trojans from the plain, he did this not out of concern for him but out of 

a desire to not have his own honour diminished. 

Unlike Hector who declines his mother's libation cup and does not wash before 

praying to Zeus, Achilles exercises the piety he has always expressed by washing and 

honouring Zeus with the cup his mother had given him for this purpose. He prays to 

Zeus who has fulfilled his curse and asks Zeus to see to it that Patroclus both drives the 

Trojans from the ships and returns, along with the Myrmidons, unharmed. When this 
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prayer is not fulfilled and Patroclus body is returned to him naked and gored, Achilles 

does not curse the father of the gods for not having done his bidding, but realizes that 

he does not fulfil all the wishes of men. Rather than cursing the gods, Achilles accepts 

that his prayer to have Patroclus return to his side has failed as a result of his behaviour. 

He accepts, too, his fate and resolves to die at the gates of Troy on the same spot where 

his attendant died in his father's armour at the hands of the same god who will soon kill 

him. With Patroclus dead, the possibility of a triumphant return to Peleus and to a set

tled, married life in Phthia ends. 
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Chapter 6. Achilles Rises Up 

A. The Crossing of the Scamander 

On the morning of the first day of battle, Agamemnon gathered the army and held a 

grand sacrificial feast. Having received a Zeus-sent dream of victory,1 the king prayed 

to the father of the gods to grant that he sack Troy, putting the polis to the torch and kill

ing Hector before the sun has set upon that very day (Iliad 2.412-8). Zeus accepted the 

sacrifice, but not in the manner Agamemnon expected; the god imposed upon the army 

a dreadful toil before finally accomplishing their predestined victory (Iliad 2.419-20). 

Zeus grants only the part of the wish that was announced to the army at Aulis, but he 

does not grant to the "fool" n&pios Agamemnon his wish to have it all done with on that 

day. After the sacrifice and feast, Nestor calls the army to form a procession as Athena 

shakes the golden-tasseled aegis over their heads and emboldens the men to battle, 

making war sweeter for them than a return to the land of their fathers (Iliad 2.446-54). 

As the army snakes towards the ford of the Scamander, the poet describes the soldiers' 

bronze armour as shining up to the heavens like fire blazing through a mountain forest 

(Iliad 2.455-8). This poetic image of the army moving into the plain like a fire consum

ing a forest is then expressed in mythological terms by comparing the bronze-clad 

Achaeans to the cosmic monster Typhoeus and compares the clamour of the march to 

1 Recall that Agamemnon hubristically interprets the dream to signal that Troy will fall before the end of 
the day (Iliad 2.37-40). 
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the groans of the earth at the time when Zeus stifled the monster in the land of the 

Arimi (Iliad 2.780-5).2 

Remaining with this scene a little longer, immediately before this mention of Ty-

phoeus there is a contrasting reference to Achilles and his army who are described as 

staying by the seashore, taking pleasure in athletics and not fighting. Achilles remains 

at the ships as the procession of the Achaeans enters the plain, which the poet compares 

to both a forest consuming fire and to the earth-born, fire-bellowing monster Typhoeus. 

This evocation of Typhoeus connects with the portent at Aulis insofar as it conforms 

with the Achaeans' depiction as a serpent moving out of the ground, slithering into the 

tree and devouring the family of sparrows. The fact that the army is compared to Ty

phoeus identifies the epochal nature of the combat; the event the poet is relating has a 

cosmic dimension as it identifies the agency of the goddesses who have generated a 

wrath-filled serpent to dislodge from the earth the Zeus-favoured Trojan rulers. 

Although Achilles has no part in this procession, the scene serves to anticipate 

his eventual entry into the plain four days later, the final day of fighting. This initial 

mention of Typhoeus draws the Achaeans into the goddesses' project of destroying Troy, 

2 Before marrying Metis, Zeus confronted an initial challenger, the spawn of Gaia. After Cronus was cast 
out of heaven, Gaia made love to Tartarus with the assistance of golden Aphrodite and gave birth to hun
dred headed Typhoeus (Theog. 820-5). He would have ruled over gods and mortals on the day he 
emerged out of the Tartarus had Zeus not been quick to act (Theog. 837-8). Typhoeus' blasts of fire risked 
consuming the entire cosmos in a great conflagration, but Zeus immediately burned off his many heads 
with his thunderbolt, beat him with blows (Theog. 854-61) and thrust him with grief in his thumds back 
into Tartarus. The evocation of this monstrous beast identifies the cosmic nature of the battle and fore
shadows Achilles' entry into the plain, given that he is the new spawn of the goddess. Cypria fr. 3 identi
fies the epochal nature of the Trojan War and how it was motivated by Typhoeus' mother Gaia to end the 
Heroic Age. 

187 



but it functions primarily to foreshadow the poem's climactic episode when Achilles 

himself enters into the plain. On this final day the conditions are reversed; the Achae-

ans are now pent in by their ships and Achilles rises up to cross the ford to battle the 

Trojans. Whereas the Achaeans celebrated a great feast before entering the plain on the 

first day of contests, on the fifth day Achilles refuses to eat until Hector has been killed 

(19.199-214).3 Both episodes contain a prayer to Zeus which is only partially answered 

and, additionally, Athena intervenes to amplify the strength of the contestants as they 

prepare to cross over the river.4 Finally, the reference to Typhoeus anticipates the way in 

which Achilles is depicted as he crosses the ford and enters the plain. I shall discuss 

Achilles as the monstrous serpent of the goddesses' wrath in detail but, for the time be

ing, I hope to identify how the reference Typhoeus serves to foreshadow this. Table 6 

identifies the correspondences between the preliminary events of the first day of battle, 

in which the Achaeans evoke the memory of Typhoeus, and those of the final day in 

which Achilles is "raised up" anistemi (Iliad 18.358) by Hera. 

3 The symmetry operating between the first and last day of battle is maintained by having the first day 
end with Ajax' victory over Hector, followed by feasting and a day of burial. These events foreshadow 
Achilles' defeat of Hector and the burial of Patroclus. See Table 6, p. 189. 

4 Athena's amplification of Achilles' battle strength is also foreshadowed by Diomedes' entry into battle at 
the opening of Book 4. Nonetheless, she works her magic over the Achaeans and thus demonstrates that 
she is attending to their success. In her first appearance, we are made to know that Athena has previ
ously appeared to Achilles and gave him battle might to destroy Troy's network of vassal cities (Iliad 
1.202). As with the army and Diomedes on the first day of battle, Athena announces Achilles' successful 
entry into the battle and the plain by casting the aegis over his head and igniting her beacon above him 
(Iliad 18.203-6). 
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Table 6. Correspondences Between First and Last Days of Battle 

First Day 

Zeus sends Dream to announce the victory to Aga

memnon. 

Reconciliation with Agamemnon. Sacrifice, feast, 
Achaean procession over which Athena shakes the 
aegis 

Gathering of the senators except for Achilles 

Athena shakes the aegis of the army 

Achaeans compared to fire and Typhoeus 

Duel between Menelaus and Paris who is wearing Ly-
caon's armour. 

Duel between Ajax and Hector at day's end. 

The following day marks a rest from battle, a victory 
feast for Ajax and burial of the Achaean youths. 

Final Day 

Zeus announces the Achaean victory to Hera 

Gathering of army at the ships in which Achilles recon
ciles with Agamemnon. Boar sacrifice (19.250-6), re
fusal of feast. 

Gathering of the senators except for Diomedes, and the 
two Aiantes (19.309-11) 

Athena infuses nectar and ambrosia into Achilles' chest 
(19.352-4) 

Achilles shines like fire and the harvest star as puts on 
the armour of Hephaestus (19.19.364-83) 

Achilles slaughters Lycaon who is naked. 

Duel between Achilles and Hector at day's end. 

The following day marks a rest from battle, the burial 
of Patroclus and the celebration of the Funeral Games. 

B. Achilles as the Monstrous Serpent of Hera's Wrath 

As Achilles rides his chariot towards the Scamander, Zeus convenes the pantheon and 

divides the gods who are to descend into the plain and battle on opposite sides. The 

reason for having the gods on the plain is to prevent Achilles from exceeding his fate by 

demolishing Troy's wall since, even if fighting alone, the Trojans would be incapable of 

defeating him (Iliad 20.26-30). Achilles' godlike state and the supernatural power he 

now possesses requires the direct involvement of divinity, but there is more to the scene 

than this; the presence of the gods and the way they conduct themselves identifies the 

epochal nature of the event. 

189 



The gods pair off for battle but they do not confront one another directly; they 

instead act to arouse strife among the mortal combatants (20.54-5). Athena and Ares ex

change terror-inducing battle cries, Zeus hurls his thunder bolts and Poseidon causes 

such powerful tremors that Hades leaps from his throne and cries out to prevent the 

earth from being torn open and the dead exposed to view (20.61-6). The scene thus 

evokes a cosmic disruption in which all three strata are identified and the effects of the 

gods permeate all of the orders of reality. The opening of the underworld further iden

tifies the emergence of the serpent from out of the ground, such as it is depicted in the 

portent at Aulis and, also, as when Typhoeus rose up from the earth to set the world 

aflame and to attempt to dislodge Zeus from Olympus.5 

This first episode of the Theomachy6 ends with the confrontation between the 

two children of the gods, the future king Aeneas and Achilles. The gods settle down 

and resume their more typical involvement by intervening to ensure that all goes ac

cording to plan.7 Following his confrontations with Aeneas and Hector, Achilles begins 

5 Schein 1985: 50-1 draws attention to the correspondence between the cosmic battle between Zeus and 
Typhoeus, described in Hesiod, and the Theomachy, the battle of the gods that is spread over books 20 
and 21. His treatment of the battle of the gods provides a more typical reading of the Theomachy and 
repeats the view that the episode is construed by the poet in such a way as to undermine the gods' divine 
status. 

6 This initial phase of the battle between the gods is grim and portentous. The gods do not confront each 
other at this point, but the references to Zeus, Poseidon and Hades create an apocalyptic mood that has 
been compared to the Titanomachy, see Edwards 1991: 287. 

7 Poseidon saves Aeneas from Achilles (Iliad 20.318-23). Apollo, who does not disguise himself, first 
warns Hector to avoid Achilles (Iliad 20.376-8), then he saves him after his warning is ignored (Iliad 
20.441-4). Before this, Athena blows lightly upon Hector's spear after he hurled it at Achilles, forcing re
bound backward and fall at his feet (Iliad 20.438-41). 
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his assault by driving through the Trojan army, sending part of it back towards the polis 

and hemming the other part in at the fording point of the Scamander (Iliad 21.1-4). With 

a portion of the Trojans trapped along the river bank, Hera produces a thick fog that 

disorients the army and causes half of it to submerge in the water.8 At this point, Achil

les leans his spear against the tamarisk bushes,9 dives into the water and slaughters the 

army to the point of turning the water red with blood. From out of this carnage, he 

chooses twelve living youths,10 the "glorious sons of the Trojans," as "restitution" point 

promised for Patroclus (Iliad 21.17-32).11 His hands now weary from the killing, Achilles 

binds the youths and gives them over to his comrades to bring back to the ships (Iliad 

21.26-32).12 

8 Hera's control over light and darkness is first expressed at the end of the previous day, when she causes 
Helios to set against his will. After this, there is no longer any specific reference to the sunset, making the 
transition of days more complex to identify. The broader effect of this is to impose an infernal mood upon 
the concluding portion of the poem; we are to imagine Achilles as both dead and, at the same time, shin
ing like Sirius against the backdrop of the crepuscular sky. 

9 The identification of tamarisk bushes at the riverbank connects this scene with the Doloneia in which 
Diomedes and Odysseus slaughter Dolon, Rhesus and the twelve Thracians as a foreshadowing reflection 
of Achilles' treatment of Lycaon, Asteropaeus and the Twelve Trojan youths (Iliad 10.465-8). 

10 The twelve youths taken balance out the twelve noble youths of the Achaeans who fell as Achilles 
shouted from the trenches in the final hour of the battle over Patroclus' corpse {Iliad 18.230-1). 

11 The horrific description of Achilles as he slaughters the army in the water suggests the presence of 
Apllo in several ways. First he is referred to as Zeus-born (Iliad 20.17), then he is described as "equal to a 
god"dai'moni isos as he leaps into the water with only his sword (Iliad 20.18-9), and finally he is compared 
to a dolphin (Iliad 20.22). Taken together, all of these features suggest the presence of Apollo and heighten 
the impression of Achilles as embodying a godlike state. 

12 To repeat, this scene is anticipated by Diomedes' slaughter of the twelve Thracian men asleep at the 
river (Iliad 10.487-8). The slaughter of Rhesus, the Thracian king, in the Doloneia reflects the late-arriving 
Paeonean king Asteropaeus who is slaughtered on the twelfth day after arriving at Troy. Lycaon too is 
described as having spent the previous eleven days feasting at Imbros with his friends after having been 
ransomed from the island of Lemnos (Iliad 21.40-8). On the twelfth day, Apollo, who had earlier taken on 
his appearance in prompting Aeneas to confront Achilles, calls Lycaon to his death at Achilles hands. 
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Having delivered the prisoners, Achilles re turns to the river and comes u p o n Ly-

caon who , like Patroclus at the t ime of his slaughter, is naked and u n a r m e d (Iliad 

21.49-52).13 Refusing supplicat ion from his victim, Achilles states that he no longer ac

cepts "ransom" dpoina n o w that Patroclus is dead (Iliad 21.99-100).14 In an act that sug

gests a sacrificial operation, Achilles strikes Lycaon's shoulder at the point where the 

collar bone joins the neck, producing a heavily bleeding gash. H e then grabs his victim 

by the foot, hur ls h im into the Xanthus-Scamander, and ut ters the following: 

ou6' 6|JLV TTOT(X|J6C; TTEP Euppooc; apvupo&ivnc; 
apKEaEi, to 8n 6r |0a TTOXEIC; IEPEUETE Taupouc;, 
^CJOOUQ 8' EV 8ivr|0"L KOCGIETE ucbvuxac; L'TTTTOUC;. 

aXXa KOU <hq OXEECTGE KOCKOV uopov, ELQ o KE TTOCVTEC; 

TICTETE riaTpoKXoio cpovov KOU Xoiyov Axaicov, 
OUQ ETTI vr)uoi Gofjcriv ETTECDVETE voacpiv EJJEIO. 

Not even will the fair-flowing, silver eddying river protect you, to whom you have of old sac
rificed many bulls and cast into his whirlpool single-hooved living horses. But even so will 
you be destroyed by an evil fate, until one and all shall pay for the murder of Patroclus and 
the ruin of the Achaeans whom you struck down by the swift ships while I stood apart {Iliad 
21.130-135).15 

13 Paris is described as wearing the armour of Lycaon, which he borrowed before facing Menelaus in the 
duel (3.332-3). 

14 As he had done with Andromache's mother in the raid on Thebes, Achilles had previously ransomed 
Lycaon when he sacked Pedasus. Reflecting Agamemnon's battle attitude, Achilles who now fights to 
avenge Patroclus, no longer has any interest in obtaining wealth given that he now has a personal stake in 
the battle. Achilles' habit of taking prisoners for ransom and providing funeral rites to his victims (Eetion 
of Thebes) is now completely inverted. 

15 Lycaon is accused by Achilles of deaths he could not have caused, as he had been told that his former 
prisoner had only returned to battle that very day and thus was not among the Trojans who attacked the 
ships. Achilles too implicates himself in the destruction of his comrades by stating that he did not assist 
them. 
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Achilles' extreme violence at the riverside identifies the transference of his menis away 

from Agamemnon, as ordered by his mother (19.35), and towards Hector. It must be 

pointed out that the gods had told him Apollo had slain Patroclus (19.413-4) and not 

Hector; therefore Achilles' monstrous fury cannot simply be understood as his venge

ance against his dear comrade's slayer.16 Nor can these acts of outrageous violence be 

regarded simply as poetically embellished battle episodes; Achilles needs to be regarded 

as a Typhoeus-like monster who acts at Hera's bidding to eliminate the Golden Age 

privileges Zeus has granted to the Trojans. His treatment of Hector's half-brother Ly-

caon is meticulously described to reflect the operations of the Scamander cult.17 Rather 

than the live horse and bull sacrifices given Scamamnder-Xanthus, Achilles substitutes 

these with Priam's youngest son and, in so doing, performs the initial act of removing 

"sacred" Troy's Zeus-granted privileges. 

16 Recall too that Iris had apprised Achilles of Hector's intention to abominate the corpse and instructed 
him to show reverence for Patroclus before the goddesses "raised him up" (19.175-9). The term denoting 
reverence sebas is used also in connection with Eetion of Thebes whom he cremated in his armour (6.416). 
Because the term has only one other mention in the poem (6.167), the two episodes need to be brought 
into association. Whereas previous to the inflaming of his wrath, Achilles was inclined to extend relig
ious observance and bury his victim (the account of Eetion's burial suggests the establishment of hero 
cult), now that his wrath has resulted Patroclus' death, he is called upon to act out of reverence and insure 
that Patroclus' body remains intact and thus honoured with funeral rites. While both episodes contrast 
radically, they both identify Achilles as a figure who effectuates the transition of the dead into Hades. 

17 The offering of a human victim to a god is the topic of many myths, such as that of the child Pelops, 
and Lycurgus. For an anecdote on the purity of a river and the extent to which it will safeguard itself 
from defilement by the blood of a murderer, Pausanias (8.30.8) draws attention to an unusual feature of 
the river Helicon in Boeotia. At a point in its course, the river submerges before resurfacing under the 
name of the Baphyra. The local mythic explanation for this natural phenomenon identifies a crucial fea
ture of river worship that I see at work in this scene. The myth states that Orpheus' murderers attempted 
to wash the blood from themselves, but that the river submerged itself to prevent having its water cleanse 
the murder. Of course, the Scamander is throughout this entire episode described as being glutted with 
the bodies of youths and flowing red with their blood, but the treatment of Lycaon serves to identify the 
termination of the Scamander's role in maintaining the idyllic, Golden Age conditions of the Trojan plain. 
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The sacrifice of Lycaon causes the river god Scamander to become enraged and 

to seek to end Achilles' labour ponos by summoning Asteropaeus, leader of the Paeoni-

ans, to confront him (21.136-49).18 Announcing himself, Asteropaeus states that this is 

the eleventh morning of his arrival at Troy and that his grandfather was the river of his 

homeland, the Axius (21.155-60). He then hurls both his spears at once, wounding 

Achilles by grazing his arm, but is soon killed by Achilles, who then despoils the corpse 

and utters the following curse over the Paeonian's dead body: 

KELCT' OUTU)- XO<XETT6V TOI EPICTGEVEOC; Kpovioovoc; 
TTOuaiv ipî EMEvai TTOTapiolo TTEP £KY£Ya&Ti. 

cpfjaGa CTU \iiv TTOTCXMOO YEVOC; En^Evai Eupu pEovroc;, 
auTap £YW YEVEHV M£Y«Xou Aide; EUXOIJOCI Eivai. 

TLKT£ \i avnp TTOXXOICTLV avacrauov Mup|ji86v£aai 
nr|X£u<; AlaKi5n<;- o 6' ap' AlaKoc; EK Aide, PEV. 

TW KpEiaacov HEV ZEUC, TTOT(XHUJV aXiMupnEvrouv, 
KpEiaacov 6' auTE Aide; YEVEH TroTanolo TETUKTai. 

Kal Y«P 0"ol TTOTCXMOC, YE TTapa \iEy<xc„ EL 8uvaTai TI 
xpaia|j£iv- aXX' OUK ECTI Ait Kpovicovi piaXEcrGoci, 

TCJJ OU6E KPEICOV AXEXUHOC, iaocpapit^i, 
OU6E PaGuppEiTao \iiya aGEvoc/QKEavoio, 

£^ ou TTEP TT6(VTE<; TTOTa|joi Kal Traaa GaXaaaa 
Kai Traaai Kppvai Kal cppEiaTa paKpa vaouaiv-
aXXa Kai oc, 5EI6OIKE Aide, MEY«XOIO KEpauvdv 

8Eivr|v TE ppovTnv, 6T' an' oupavoGEv a|japaYno"n 

Lie flat as you are! Hard is it for you to struggle against the children of the mighty son of 
Cronus, sprung as you are from a river. You declared that your race is from a wide-flowing 
river, But I declare that my lineage is of great Zeus. The man who rules over the many 
Myrmidons produced me, Peleus, son of Aeacus, and Aeacus was the son of Zeus. Just as 
Zeus is mightier than the rivers flowing into the sea, so too is the line of Zeus mightier than 
that of a river. For indeed beside you is a great river, if he has the power to help anyone; but 
he cannot fight against Zeus, son of Cronus. For whom neither is lord Achelous a match, nor 

18 Patroclus' first victim was the other leader of the Paeonians, Pyraechmes, whom he killed at the stern of 
Protesilaus' ship before dousing the fire Hector had set to it (16.284-93). Patroclus then slays twelve war
riors (16.394-418). After Sarpedon succumbs to his spear, Patroclus kills Hector's half-brother Cebriones 
and makes off with the corpse (733-82). 
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the great strength of deep-swirling Oceanus, Out of whom all rivers and all seas, and all 
springs and large wells flow. Even he fears the thunderbolt of great Zeus, which is fearsome 
and loud as it crashes down from the sky (Iliad 21.184-199). 

Achilles boasts over Asteropaeus' corpse as the river eels and fish devour its exposed 

entrails. He declares that he is descended from Zeus, and therefore greater than the off

spring of the rivers. Achilles does not refer to his maternal ancestry, but identifies that 

his paternal great-grandfather — his tritopater — is Zeus himself.19 

After further slayings of the Paeonians,20 Scamander intervenes directly by 

speaking to Achilles. Although enraged, the River addresses Achilles with respect (Iliad 

21.214-5), and pleads with the hero to do his slaughtering on the plain, not in his stream 

(Iliad 21.214-221). He states that the corpses of the slaughtered men have dammed the 

river, preventing its waters from washing into the sea. Achilles, who always obeys the 

gods, complies and states that he will leave off and now turn his attention to the portion 

of the army that followed Hector back to the polis (Iliad 21.223-226). What follows is the 

first leg of Achilles' foot race as he crosses the river and enters the plain. 

C. The First Leg of Achilles' Race with Scamander 

Following the slaughters of Lycaon and Asteropaeus, Achilles' first foot race begins 

when Scamander calls upon Apollo and reminds him of Zeus' order to assist the Trojans 

until the end of the day (Iliad 21.228-32). Seemingly preparing an ambush for Achilles, 
19 Oceanus, whom the poet refers to as the genesis of all the gods, is Achilles' maternal great-grandfather, 
thus making Achilles both the descendant of the first Titan (Theog. 133) and Zeus, the last of the Olympian 
children. 

20 This name too reflects the presence of Apollo, as does Lycaon. Recall that Pandarus' father also had the 
name Lycaon and that he prayed to Apollo Lycegenes before breaking the oath of faith (4.101). 
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the River then forms into a flood and rushes at him as he leaps into the middle of the 

river (Iliad 21.229-34). Scamander is now a great wave and, bellowing like a bull, he 

beats down upon the hero's shield, throwing him off his feet and away from the oppo

site bank. Achilles attempts to hold onto a tree to steady himself and uproots it, creat

ing a dam and momentarily preventing the river surge from drowning him (Iliad 

21.242-6). The foot race now fully underway, Achilles seizes the opportunity by running 

in escape towards the plain (Iliad 21.246-64). Unable to outrun the River, Achilles 

chooses to face his assailant as a way of determining if the gods have abandoned him 

(Iliad 21.265-7).21 

Achilles now fears for his life and prays for deliverance. In his prayer to Zeus, he 

states that his mother had spoken falsely to him by forecasting his death from Apollo's 

arrows at the walls of Troy (21.276-8). He also wishes that Hector had slain him (recall 

that Athena had turned his spear away to protect him) as he now faces is an "ignomini

ous death" leugaleos thdnatos, such as the one a boy might experience while fording 

swine in the winter (Iliad 21.281-283).22 His prayer is immediately answered by both 

Athena and Poseidon, who appear to him as mortals and take hold of his hand. Posei

don then declares to Achilles that he will indeed be victorious: 

21 Despite having been fed the food of the gods and having had the aegis shaken over his head, Achilles 
was still wounded by Asteropaeus, thereby suggesting that his divine support may have been with
drawn. 

22 Death by drowning is especially miserable as the loss of the body means funeral rites cannot be prop
erly performed. This is an a recurring theme in the Odyssey that finds its clearest expression when Odys
seus wishes that he had died on the Trojan plain fighting over the body of Achilles as he would then have 
received burial and the Achaeans would have promoted his fame kleos (15.299-312). 
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nnXaSn nnT «P T l Xinv Tp£E ur|TE TL Tapfki-
TOLCO yap TOI vto'i 0EIOV ETTiTapp60cu EIL4EV 

Znvoc, ETTaivnaavToq i\(h KOU naXXag A0r|vrv 
cbc, ou TOL TTOTantp Y£ 6aur|U£V(xi OUCTIMOV tcnriv, 
aXX' 88E UEV Tax« XoocpncrEi, au 6E Ei'aEou (XUTOC/ 

auTap TOI TTUKIVUJC; uTro0r]cr6|j£0' a t KE mOpou-
ur) Trpiv uauEiv x ^ p a g OMOUOU TTTOXEUOIO 

•npiv Kara 'IXiocpiv KXUTOC TEIXECX Xaov EEXom 
TpcoiKov, be, KE cpuYDO"!-- cu 6' "EKTOpiGupiov aTroupag 

Sip ETTL vfjaQ L|JEV- 6l80UEV 6E TOL EUXOQ ap£O"0O(l. 

Son ofPeleus, do not quake and have so much fear. For we are two helpers come to 
you from among the gods, Zeus-Sanctioned, even myself and Pallas Athena. Thus it is not 
fated for you to be laid low by a river, rather indeed, he will soon cease, and you yourself will 
go on. But we will counsel you wisely, if you should obey. First do not stay your hands from 
war that levels all alike until you have enclosed the Trojan army within the famous wall of 
Troy, should it attempt to escape. But you, having robbed Hector of his thumos, return to 
the ships. We grant fulfilment to your prayer (Iliad 21.288-297). 

Achilles is rescued but not before experiencing the extreme fear of his own mortality as 

he attempts to cross the fording point of the Scamander, "the marker of men."23 Follow

ing the divine rescue and proclamation, Achilles resumes his run towards Troy with his 

courage restored and his strength again amplified by Athena (Iliad 21.304). 

The plain is now flooded and the corpses of the battle dead are described as float

ing about amid their armour and weapons (Iliad 21.300-2). No longer able to impede 

Achilles (Iliad 21.303-4), Scamander calls upon his brother Simoeis to well up and join 

23 Athena and Hermes had similarly rescued, Troy's first sacker Heracles from drowning in the Styx (Iliad 
8.367-9; Odyssey 11.626). 
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the pursuit and prevent Achilles from having a proper burial (Iliad 21.308-23).24 Again, 

he forms into an enormous foaming wave of blood and corpses and sets to crash down 

upon the hero (Iliad 21.324-7). Enshrouded in Hera's mist and inundated by the corpse-

filled flood, Troy's plain has, upon Achilles' entry, been transformed into an inferno. 

When Achilles first entered the ford, the carnage he meted out against the Trojan forces 

trapped in the water effectively transformed the river into a flow of blood. The mass of 

corpses glutted it, causing it to dam up and flood the plain with its gory contents. With 

the first leg of his race complete, the morbid effects of Achilles' presence are now spread 

into the once idyllic, Golden Age environment of the Zeus-blessed Trojan plain. 

D. The Second Leg of Achilles' Race with Scamander 

The Scamander, by whose banks the divine horses of Tros grazed and where also the 

gods took their pleasure with mortals, receives no support from Apollo but looks now 

to his network of divine brethren, Simoeis and the other rivers, to drown the fiery mon

ster of Hera's wrath.25 Still darkened by Hera's thick mist and now transformed into a 

Bronze Age setting of violent death, the Trojan plain appears as an underworld locale,26 

as anticipated at the opening of the Book, when Hades feared that the land of the dead 
24 The race with Scamander suggests features of the Achilles cult. As Pontarch, Achilles likely would have 
been offered devotions to ensure safe passage through the Hellespont, which was also know as the Race
course of Achilles, see Burgess 2009: 126. Additionally, it is very likely that he, along with Thetis and the 
Nereids (their cave is identified as being located midway between Samos and Imbros at Iliad 24.78), had 
as a feature of his cult the ritual transfer to Hades of souls lost at sea. This seems to lie behind the Greek 
tradition of setting up Nereid shrines, including Achilles icons, at harbours, see Pausanias 2.1.8. 

25 Hesiod states that the daughters of Oceanus, among whom are listed the mothers of Aphrodite (Dione), 
Thetis (Doris), and Athena (Metis), share with both Apollo and the Rivers the task of raising boys into 
men (Theog. 346-8). Hesiod identifies Troy's divine rivers except for the Caresus (Theog. 340-5). 

26 Mackie 1999: 497-8. 
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would be exposed to daylight. Although it is awash with blood and corpses now that 

Achilles has entered into it, the blighting of the plain remains incomplete following the 

first leg of Achilles' race with the Scamander. 

Rescued and reenergized by Poseidon and Athena, Achilles dashes on in confi

dence that gods have determined his victory. Nonetheless, the fight is not out of Sca

mander who, now allied with Simoeis, joins in the chase and again forms into a massive 

gore-filled wave set to drown Achilles and deny him his tomb (21.324-7). Overcome 

with fear for Achilles, Hera herself intervenes by summoning her "club-footed" kullo-

podion son Hephaestus to assist the swift-footed hero.27 As the wave is set to crash over 

Achilles, Hera sets loose Hephaestus and gathers the West and South Winds28 to dis

perse her mist and blast the fire her son emits (Iliad 21.330-1). The poet allegorizes the 

blighting of the plain with the state of an orchard after the harvest: 

•new 5' £^nP«v0r| TTE8IOV, OXETO 6' ayXaov u&oop. 
(he, 8' 6Y OTTGOpivdc; Bopiqc, vEoapSe' aXoonv 
aup' av^np«vrv xaLpti 6E MIV oq TIC, £0Eipr|-

(be, E^npo<v6r| TTE6LOV TTCXV, KO<5 5' apa VEKpouc; 
KfJEV- o 8' ic, TTOTanov TpEipE cpXoya TTancpavouoo-ocv. 

27 Hera uses the name "Club-Foot" in summoning her son to ally himself with Achilles against the River 
brothers. Hephaestus' divine function in the Iliad requires a far more substantial treatment than I can 
provide, but I must point out that the craftsman god's descent into the plain must have been experienced 
as an emotional highpoint for the ancient audience. The imagery of the wobbly, misshapen —but fiercely 
powerful — god joining with the beautiful young hero is a moment of poetic genius that still captivates 
one's imagination. 

28 The North Wind is not summoned as it is a life-granting wind. Recall that Sarpedon was revived by 
Boreas under the oak of Zeus, also that the Wind sired the flock of Erichthonius. While Hephaestus and 
the Winds replicate the effects of the conflagration associated with Typhoeus, Hesiod states that the bene
ficial winds, the Southerly, Northerly and Westerly, are heaven-sent whereas Typhoeus emits the Eurus, 
the Easterly, and other baneful winds (Theog. 869-71). 
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The entire plain was parched, its shimmering water restrained. As when at harvest time Bo
reas quickly withers the freshly wetted orchard, and he rejoices, whoever laboured it. So was 
the whole plain parched and the corpses consumed. The god then turned his blazing flame 
towards the river (Iliad 21.345-9). 

The corpse-filled river set aflame is compared to rendered pork lard in a burning 

cauldron (21.361-5).29 The bodies within it now consumed, the rivers and plain undergo 

a purifying elimination of the death they contained through the passage of Hephaestus' 

wind-blown fire. Scalded and unable to offer any resistance to Hera's son, Scamander 

appeals to Hera: 

"Hpn TLTTTE croc; UIOQ E|j6v poov expat Kr|5Eiv 
EE, cxXXoov; ou IJEV TOI tyd) TOCTOV CUTIOQ EIUI 

ocraov oi aXXoi TTOCVTEQ, OCTOL TpdoEacnv apouvoi. 
cxXX' r|Toi [ihv Eyuov cxTTOTrcxucroMOU EI au KEXEUEIQ, 

TTcxuEaSoo 8E Kai OUTOQ- kyth 6' ETTL KOU T66 ' 6pioO[jaL, 
PH TTOT ETTl TpUJEOmV CXXÊnCTELV KCXKOV f\\i(Xp, 

ur|8 OTTOT' av Tpoin M«XEpcp Trupl TTacra 8ar|Tai 
KaiopiEvn, KaCcoCTi 6' apn'ioi UIE<; Axaiwv. 

Hera why has your son tormented my stream, singling me out from the others? I am not so 
blameworthy against you as the many others who have abetted the Trojans. I shall cease, if 
you so command, but make Hephaestus cease too. Furthermore, I will swear that I will not 
ward off the day of evil from the Trojans. When set ablaze, all of Troy will burn under a de
vouring conflagration, kindled by the warring sons of the Achaeans (Iliad 21. 369-376). 

29 Mackie 1999: 491; "While it is important to recognize that the river at Troy is associated with the river of 
the Underworld, even though no overt statement of this is ever made, it is equally noteworthy that the 
character of the river is appropriate to the action being undertaken. Scamander has a variable nature 
above the earth, just as the Underworld rivers do below it." Scamander, Troy's divine river, transforms 
from its life-bestowing function (divine horses, resuscitation of Hector at 15.433-9), to an infernal stream 
once Achilles sets foot in its waters. Finally it, like the plain, is lifeless river after it has been purified by 
the fires of Hephaestus, which allegorize the parching heat of summer before the second harvest. 
Whereas Mackie 2008: 180-6 sees in the burning river a foreshadowing of the fate that is to befall Troy, I 
rather put the emphasis of the transformation on both the epochal shift out of the mythic Heroic Age and 
the initiatory process of Achilles' establishment as a cult entity. In the broader tradition, Troy will indeed 
be put to the flame because of the "fire breathing hecatoncheire" Paris (Pindar Paean 8), but the Iliad does 
make clear that it is the Priamid rulers that are to be displaced and Golden Aphrodite's son Aeneas to be 
established as king over the mythic polis. 
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After Scamander's promise, Hera orders her son to cease fighting another god for the 

sake of mortals and the river then resumes its flow as it had before Achilles crossed the 

ford (Iliad 21.377-85).30 

E. The Foot Race into the Plain and the Presence of Apollo 

The preparation for Achilles' entry into plain began the previous evening, which was 

the beginning of the day in ancient Greek time reckoning, when the goddesses "raised 

up" Achilles. Following his symbolic death at the news of Patroclus' fall, Thetis and the 

Nereids emerge from their underwater cave and lead the lamentations. The goddesses 

then enliven Achilles' monstrous wrath by having Iris tell him of the treatment Hector 

has in store for his comrade's corpse. They then set to work; Hera forces the sun to set, 

Athena shakes the aegis over Achilles, thereby making of him a harvest star beacon, 

and, at dawn, Thetis equips him with the golden armour of Hephaestus, which shines 

like fire as he leads the bronze-clad Achaeans into battle.31 The epochal, Typhoeus-like 

dimension to Achilles' entry into the plain is announced by the cosmic upheaval caused 

by Zeus' thunder and Poseidon's quakes. Finally, the funerary, underworld setting for 

the foot race is anticipated by Hades' fear that the dead will be exposed to the daylight. 

Thus, if the Theomachy is to be regarded as integral to the poem, then its cosmic dimen

sion must be fully appreciated as a poetic announcement of the end of the Heroic Age, 
30 Before Achilles entered the water, Troy's divine rivers provided a Golden life of ease for its inhabitants, 
and provided the immortal visitors too with ambrosial sustenance (Iliad 5.775). Achilles' entry into its wa
ters ends the river's sanctity and transforms the plain into a Brazen locale of death. Finally, the fires of 
Hephaestus complete the process by withering the plain's vegetation like the dry west wind at harvest 
time and purifying the waters of slaughtered youths that had fallen victim to godlike Achilles. 

31 For a thorough discussion of Achilles as an embodiment of fire, see Mackie 2008:180-3. 
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that time when the immortals took pleasure with mortals and, in consequence, pro

duced great sufferings among all concerned. 

Achilles' crossing of the Scamander stands as perhaps the most emotionally in

tense episode in the Iliad, also the most opaque one in terms of arriving at a sense of 

what is going on within it. The name of the river, the Scamander suggests athletic com

petition, as the skdmma "the furrows" was the name given to the marker lines made in 

long jump contests and also to the wrestling pits. Joined with anir, the name given to 

the river by mortals suggests a ritual transition from youth to adulthood. This is ampli

fied by the river's divine name Xanthus, a name shared with the great river of Sarpe-

don's homeland of Lycia. As a colour, xdnthos refers especially to hair, but it also stands 

as an indication of ripeness and therefore alludes to the harvest. Just as the River is as

sociated with the Troy's exceptional horses, Xanthus is also the name of one of the im

mortal horses given to Peleus by Poseidon that was born to Podarge and the West wind 

after coupling at the banks of Oceanus (Iliad 16.149-51). One of Hector's four horses of 

Tros is also called Xanthus (Iliad 8.185).32 Finally, the lock of hair Achilles has left un

shorn as a river offering for his return to his homeland is also described as being xdnthos 

in colour (Iliad 1.197). 

32 Horses are associated with the god Poseidon who, in the mythic lore of Olympia, had given to Pelops 
his chariot and horses so that he could win his bride. A fascinating association of the myths of Achilles 
and Pelops is made by Pindar in 1 Olympian where he clearly models his account of Pelops' coming of age 
myth, his chariot race with Oenomaus, on the Homeric portrayal of Achilles. In both accounts, the hero 
prays to a god at the seashore and, upon declaring the necessity of death and the folly of remaining aloof 
from the contest, is finally rewarded by the god with gifts of golden equipment, see Griffith 1989:171-4. 
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In Hesiod, the Rivers assist Apollo in raising boys into men (Theog. 347-8).33 

While Apollo does not appear directly in Achilles' crossing of the Scamander, his pres

ence, as stated above, is identified by Achilles himself when he enters the water with his 

sword and slaughters the youths. Apollo is also reflected in the sacrificial victim Lycaon 

who has just returned from Arisbe where he feasted for eleven days with his friends af

ter having been delivered by Eetion of Imbrus. The poet states that a god had put him 

in the hands of Achilles who, in turn, was to send him off to Hades, and not to Lemnos 

as Achilles had done previously (Iliad 21.45-8). This god is Apollo, as is made clear in 

the earlier confrontation between Achilles and Aeneas, when Apollo takes on the form 

of Lycaon. 

A similar allusion to Apollo exists with Asteropaeus, leader of the Paeonians who 

had arrived in Troy eleven days before his death at Achilles' hands (Iliad 21.155-6). The 

semantic allusion to Apollo is by means of the paean, the choral ode sung to honour 

Apollo, and expresses itself in Asteropaeus' homeland.34 Apollo, the god who oversees 

the raising of boys to men and who is assisted in this function by the Rivers and the 

33 Hesiod names the rivers of the Troad and concludes his catalogue with divine Scamander (Theog. 337-
45) 

34 The name of the Paeonian general too seems to allude to Apollo, the son of Leto who is an astral god
dess (Theog.404-8). Within the span of epic time, the first mention of the paean occurs on the tenth day, 
when Odysseus and the twenty Achaean youths sing the "beautiful paean" at Chryse to propitiate Apollo 
and to end the god's plague (1.473-4). The god who heals Ares on Olympus is referred to as Paeeon, al
though the tendency is to distinguish this god from Apollo, see Kirk 1990:153. Another semantic allusion 
to Apollo occurs when Diomedes is wounded by Paris as he is stripping the armour from Agastrophus, 
son of Paeon (Iliad 11.368). Reflecting the early scene when the paean was sung to end the plague, Achil
les calls upon the Achaean youths to sing the beautiful paean as they carry Hector's body back to the 
camp (Iliad 22.391). 
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Oceanids, has his presence reflected in each of the three mortal actors of the first episode 

in which Achilles slaughters the Trojan army. 

The second part of the scene, Achilles' foot race across the fording point, begins 

with a mention of Apollo's name. This first mention occurs after Achilles obeys Sca-

mander's instructions to do his ghastly work on the plain. The River then calls to 

Apollo and reminds him of Zeus' instructions to support the Trojans until the end of the 

day. Once Achilles leaps into the river, Scamander begins the chase (Iliad 21.233-6). The 

second mention comes when Achilles prays to Zeus and states that his mother had 

prophesied to him that Apollo was to be his slayer, not a river. It is at this point that 

Athena and Poseidon rescue him and declare to him that he will kill Hector. While 

Apollo does not involve himself directly in Achilles' run across the river's ford, his vigi

lant presence is nonetheless reflected in the episode up to the point of the divine inter

vention and the declaration that Achilles' prayer is answered. 

F. Achilles as Sirius 

At the conclusion of the Theomachy, the gods return to Olympus while Apollo enters 

Troy to prevent the destruction of the wall (Iliad 21.514-9). Achilles' shining armour, 

now within view from the walls, is compared to a polis set aflame for having provoked 

the wrath of the gods (Iliad 21.522-5). In a scene that recalls the Teichoscopia of book 3, 

Priam gazes over the plain and sees "monstrous" Achilles, prompting him to order the 
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opening of the gates {Iliad 21.526-36) .35 Moving towards the polis and slaughtering the 

remainder of the retreating army, Achilles now displays himself to Priam as the mon

strous personification of the Hera's wrath. It is at this point that Apollo finally inter

venes to prevent Achilles from taking Troy and exceeding his fated allotment (Iliad 

21.538-9). As the parched and routed army flees within the wall, Apollo inspires Age-

nor to confront Achilles at the oak (Iliad 21.545-9). He hurls his spear and strikes Achil

les in the lower leg, but does not pierce through the divine greave. When Achilles 

drives at him, Apollo removes Agenor from the scene, taking on his form before run

ning from the oak into the plain. Unaware of the god's presence, Achilles takes up the 

chase, thus beginning his second foot race with a god, but this time the race is westward 

from the oak and the gate. 

Meanwhile, the routed Trojans, again described as fawns, gather at the wall and 

form as spectators (Iliad 22.1-4).36 Hector does not join them, but remains outside the 

gates, taking the position Agenor previously held as the army streamed into the polis 

(Iliad 22.1-6). Now that the audience has taken its place and Hector has taken his stand 

35 In the book 3 episode, Priam refers to Menelaus as peldrios when he asks Helen as to his identity. Helen 
later refers to Ajax as "monstrous." Ajax is the mortal who is most decribed by this adjective, which con
nects both of the Achaeans who duel with the sons of Priam on the first day of the battle. Patroclus uses 
the term to describe Hector {Iliad 11.820). The term describes the gods of death (Hades at 5.395), violence 
(Ares's spear at 5.594 and Ares himself at 7.208), and wrath (Hera' spear at 8.424). In addition to the 
spears of the gods, it is used to describe the golden armour given by the gods to mortals (Iliad 10.439; 
18.83) 

36 The defensive battle arrangement that, in book 6, Andromache had implored her husband to assume is 
now effectively reversed. Recalling the past three Achaean assaults, she advised her husband to remain 
at the wall while the army gathers at the wild fig tree (Iliad 6.431-4). Under this arrangement, Troy could 
not be taken, and Hector could not be defeated, not even by Achilles. Now with Achilles running toward 
Troy, the army that is on the wall while Hector awaits him at the Scaean Gates. 
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at the gates, Apollo reveals himself to Achilles and taunts him for having let the army 

escape (Iliad 22.8-13). Achilles responds to the god who he knows will eventually slay 

him by declaring that, had he the power, he would make him pay for having saved the 

polis (Iliad 22.19-20) .37 Unlike Heracles, the first sacker of Troy,38 Achilles does not at

tempt to attack his divine antagonist, but instead leaves off the chase and races back 

toward the polis. Now described as a prize-winning horse (Iliad 22.22), Achilles aban

dons the race with Apollo and doubles back toward Troy; again it is Priam who first 

sees him approaching: 

TOV 6' o Y£pu)v np ia j jcx ; Trpclvroc; 16 EV 6cp9aX|joicn. 
TTaM<pouvov9' &c, r aoTsp' ETTECTCTUIJEVOV TTE6IOIO, 

oc; pa T' OTTobpnG sicnv, a p i ^ n ^ o i hi o i auytx i 
cpouvovTOd TroXXotai MET' ac r r paa i VUKTOC; aMoXycp, 

OV T£ KUv' 'OpUJOVOC; £TTLKXr|CTlV KaXEOUCN. 
XaiJTrpoTaToq \ikv 6 y' E O T I , KOCKOV 6E TE o f jpa TETUKTOU, 

KOCl TE cpEpEL TTOXXOV TTUpETOV 6£lXolCTl PpOTOlCTlV-
cog TOU X « X K O ^ £Xa|jTTE TTEPL crrr|0Eaai GEOVTOQ. 

Then venerable Priam first witnessed him with his eyes as moved over the plain shining 
brightly as a star, the one that signals harvest. Its bright rays stand out as they blaze among 
the many stars in the deadly dark night. This star they call by name Dog of Orion. It is in-

37 Apollo is carrying out Zeus' orders to prevent Achilles from exceeding his fate and taking Troy. Nagy 
1999:143-4 discusses this scene and its precursor (20.443-54) along with the foreshadowing confrontations 
between Diomedes and Patroclus with Apollo. Nagy points out the crucial feature of Apollo as he acts in 
the poem as Troy's protector; "With the perspective of ritual at our disposal, and with the evidence of the 
traditional epic diction that keeps formally matching the figures of Achilles and Apollo, we may now 
even ask whether the antipathy of the god toward the Achaeans in the Iliad has less to do~at least in 
origin—with his sympathy toward the Trojans and more with the theme of his antagonism toward the 
hero of the Iliad." (p. 144). 

38 In my discussion of Diomedes, I drew attention to the observation that mortals who attack the gods do 
not live long. Heracles had injured both Hera and Hades, but Achilles does not act in this manner. In nei
ther of his foot races with the gods does Achilles attempt to injure either of them, but in both cases he 
follows their directives. Achilles' reverent attitude towards the gods must condition the way we appreci
ate his extreme behaviour; it also lends emphasis to the tragic nature of his birth and fate as the mortal 
ordained by the gods to rid Troy of its divine qualities. 
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deed the brightest, but it makes of itself an evil sign and brings feverish heat to wretched 
mortals. Thus did the bronze on his chest shine as he ran (Iliad 22.25-32). 

G. The Death Race around Troy 

Horror-stricken at Achilles' approach, Hector's parents implore their son to come within 

the walls.39 The bronze on his golden armour gleaming in the distance, Achilles is now 

compared to the Dog of Orion, the beastly canine that devours the son as the father 

looks on helplessly.40 Poetically identified as Sirius, Achilles races eastward over the 

parched and blighted plain towards the polis gates, where Priam's son awaits him in the 

armour that his own father Peleus had given him.41 Polis-defending Hector, equipped 

to appear as Achilles himself, before he sent Patroclus to his death, is now compared by 

the poet to a wrath-filled and poisoned serpent awaiting a man at its hole (Iliad 22.93-6). 

The reference to the serpent identifies the raw-eating wrath of Hera as operating 

within Hector as well as Achilles. As discussed previously, Hector, before being super-

naturally invested with manslaying might by Achilles' curse, had followed the senators' 

instructions and defended the polis at the gates and under the oak (Iliad 15.720-3). 

39 Priam curses Achilles by wishing upon him a raw-eating death by dogs and vultures (Iliad 22.42-3) and 
then evokes the possibility of such a demise for himself should Hector not enter the wall (Iliad 22.66-7). 
See Chapter 1, p.13. 

40 See the earlier discussion of the Aristaeus-Actaeon myth in Chapter 2, p. 13 n. 21. 

41 The poetics of the broader episode must be appreciated. Priam's youngest son Lycaon is slaughtered at 
the western bank of the river before Achilles crosses the ford and enters the plain. Priam's oldest son 
stands at the other extremity of the plain where he will be similarly slaughtered. The deaths of Priam's 
first and last sons signals the end to line of Ilus. On the cosmic level, it also announces the end to the He
roic Age, the mythic time in which mortals and immortals commingled. 
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Three times before the gods made Hector their general, the Trojans fought off the 

Achaeans at the walls (Iliad 6.435-9). Also on three occasions, Hector faced the "best of 

the Achaeans" in individual combat under the oak of Zeus.42 On this fourth occasion, 

Hector holds his ground as his parents implore him to pass through the gates and save 

the Trojans (Iliad 22.6-7). Not persuaded by Priam's grim forecast of his own death at 

the jaws of the palace dogs, Hector is not minded to pity him, but instead stays put, re

mains silent and leans his shield against the wall (Iliad 22.97) in passive defiance of his 

father's instructions.43 Unwilling to save the Trojans by entering the walls, Hector is as 

much a participant in carrying out Hera's punishment as Achilles, the armour of whom 

he now wears. 

After ignoring his parents' entreaties, Hector turns inward and recriminates him

self for having brought destruction upon the people by his own sinfulness. He states 

42 These three confrontations were as follows: Achilles recalls to the delegation how Hector, before his 
curse to cause death to the Achaeans, never ventured beyond the gates and the oak, and how he once 
faced him there (Iliad 9.351-5). Reflecting the earlier duel with Achilles, Hector faced monstrous Ajax (Il
iad 7.208; 211) in the duel at the end of the first day of hostilities, and required the assistance of Apollo to 
endure the contest (Iliad 7.244-76). Finally, Agamemnon chases Hector from the river to the oak, where 
Zeus ends to the duel before it begins (Iliad 11.170-1). Added to these, there are three occasions in which 
Apollo intervenes to prevent Hector from dying: Hector's Apollo-given helmet saves him from Diomedes' 
spear (Iliad 11.352-6). Next, he is revived by Zeus and reanimated by Apollo at the river after Ajax clob
bered him with a boulder (Iliad 15.239-43). Finally, Apollo shrouds him in mist and carries him away as 
Achilles made three lunges at him (Iliad 20.443-6). 

43 This scene is best read as an ironical reflection of the scene on the first day of battle when Hector re
turned to the polis to set in motion the propitiation of Athena. At that time it was himself and his wife 
who stood where his parents now stand. Andromache then advised Hector to remain at the walls and 
save the Trojans. Hector, covered in blood, stated that he was less moved by the death of his parents than 
by the thought of his wife being taken into captivity, and stated, finally, that he wished to die rather to 
witness this (Iliad 6.441-65). 

208 



that if he were to go inside, Polydamas44 would be the first to chastise him for ignoring 

his counsel to lead the army into the polis when Achilles returned to battle (22.99-107). 

No longer the wrath-filled serpent, Hector is now a guilt-laden, failed general who is 

ashamed to face the remainder of his devastated army.45 Hector had imposed a self-

serving interpretation upon Zeus' message and refused to accept that his allotted period 

of krdtos expired with the Hera-willed setting of the sun.46 In doing so, he not only re

jected Polydamas' counsel and lied to the army, he sinned against the gods by failing to 

adhere to their instructions. Although he had accused his hated brother Paris for hav

ing been an affliction to his father, polis and people, Hector identifies that it is himself 

44 Recall that Polydamas first interpreted the serpent portent and advised Hector to retreat from the ships. 
As discussed previously, Hector not only rejected the omen and Polydamas' advise to leave off the assault 
of the ships, he also threatened to kill him (12.248-50). When Andromache's advise to defend the polis at 
the wall is included, Hector rejects three times the senators' advise to defend the polis at the walls. 

45 It should be noted that the army, deluded by Athena, also rejected Polydamas' advise, but only after 
Hector deceived them by stating that there was no longer any treasure with which to pay them 
(18.288-92). 

46 Zeus' message is delivered by Iris at 11.200-9 while the sun sets and the sacred darkness comes on at 
18.238-42). Sirius-Achilles "rises" at sunset (18.202-14). The poet describes the gleam of the blaze Athena 
creates around Achilles' head in such a way as to evoke the Sirius; "The Dog appears on Keos's fourth-
century coinages, rays emanating from its head," Davidson 2007: 207. Hesiod describes the quality of 
time in which Sirius, "The Scorcher," is visible as one in which women are most sexually aroused and men 
are at their weakest. The time span in which Sirius is most visible is between the corn harvest and the 
grape harvest, corresponding roughly to the contemporary months of July and August (Works and Days 
582-618). Brosch 2008: 23; "The heliacal rising of Sirius was taking place in antiquity during the hottest 
season of the year, when only mad dogs would venture out in the open. This is why the Romans use to 
call the period near the heliacal rising dies caniculariae or Dog Days. In principle, this period of about 40 
days long extended from 20 days before to 20 days after the conjunction of Sirius with the Sun, from 
about July 3 to August 11, ..." In the Athenian calendar of festivals, this period roughly corresponded to 
the time between the celebration of the Plyntaneria festival, after which Athena left her temple for her 
bathing and residency in the Erechtheum, and the Skira festival seventeen days later (on 12 Skirophorion) 
and the Panathenaia in which the goddess' tutelage was renewed with the offering of the peplos and the 
celebration of Games. The month of Skirophorion was a time of indolence, countryside retreat and of the 
Women's Assembly (alluded to in the Hesiod citation above), see Burkert 1985: 230. 

209 



who destroyed the people by his sinfulness (22.104) and now deliberates whether to 

remove his armour and "banter" aorizemenai with Achilles, offering him Helen and the 

rest of Paris' treasure, a negotiation that he equates to the banter exchanged between a 

soon to be wedded couple (Iliad 22.127-8). 

Hector rejects this prospect in a statement that evokes Achilles' earlier treatment 

of Lycaon, who was slaughtered naked and fed to the fishes after attempting to barter a 

ransom. By satisfying himself that Achilles would show him neither pity nor respect, 

but would slaughter naked as though he were a woman (Iliad 22.123-5), Hector deter

mines that the best option is for him and Achilles "to come together" sunelauno, not as a 

prenuptial couple (bantering),47 nor as lovers (himself as the naked woman), but in 

strife, and with all haste (Iliad 22.129). Unlike his confrontation with Achilles earlier 

that day, in which he contravened Apollo's instructions and carried out his pledge to the 

47 Given that Hector deliberates the possibility of a philia with Achilles, the view that his wrath is directed 
at Priam is strongly reenforced. The scene of the hero engaging in an inner deliberation before the oppo
nent is foreshadowed in the previous episode in which Agenor awaits Achilles under the oak (Iliad 
21.553-70). Agenor holds his shield securely and opts to stay put (Iliad 21.579-80). On the Achaean side, 
Odysseus debates fleeing the onset of the Trojans, but, like Agenor, resolves to face them before being 
wounded (Iliad 11.404-10). Menelaus too deliberates fleeing after slaying Patroclus' attacker Euphorbus 
and standing over the body and the armour (Iliad 17.91-105). Like Hector, Menelaus flees and thus en
ables Hector, whom he knows is supported by the gods, to obtain the armour of Peleus. While both 
Odysseus and Agenor resolve to hold fast and are both saved from death by the gods, the situation is 
more complex in associating Menelaus' flight with that of Hector. Menelaus does not flee but withdraws 
to enlist Ajax into the battle over Patroclus' body (Iliad 17.114-22). Neither does Hector attempt to flee 
into the open gates initially, but runs past them (22.136-8). The inner deliberations have received consid
erable scholarly treatment, largely in response to Bruno Snell's views on the matter of agency and psycho
logical autonomy, see Williams 1993: 21-26, and Gaskin 2001:147-61. 
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troops by facing Achilles after his half-brother Polydorus was killed,48 Hector carries out 

neither of his deliberated options, but is overcome at the sight of Achilles' fiery presence 

and sets off from the gates in a fear-induced run (Iliad 22.131-7). 

With the remainder of the Trojan army perched on the wall and Hector's horrified 

parents watching from above the gates, Achilles now begins his final foot race49 to claim 

Hector's "soul" ysuchi (Iliad 22.161) and to precipitate his own death.50 Joining the Tro

jans as spectators are Achilles' people (Iliad 22.205), who watch the race from the plain 

and are instructed not to shoot at Hector, which would deny Achilles kudos for arriving 

48 The pattern of this confrontation matches the previous one with Ajax. In the earlier episode, Hector 
initiates the challenge bravely after hearing of his brothers' injuries (Iliad 13.781-3) by setting off towards 
Ajax. Upon seeing him, Ajax makes a verbal threat, Hector replies with a taunt of his own (Iliad 
13.810-32) before casting his spear at his opponent (Iliad 14.402-5). Having failed to cause injury, he with
draws and obtains divine assistance in preserving his life. Although its features are difference, the same 
sequence of events appears in the later fight with Achilles. 

49 The poet makes two allusions to athletic competitions. He states that the race was not for the sacrificial 
beast (Iliad 20.19), which suggests the stadion foot race victor's honour in lighting the great altar of Zeus 
for the sacrificial banquet. Secondly, he also distinguishes the competition from the chariot race for either 
a tripod or a woman that commemorates a dead man. This alludes to the Pelops myth as the tripod sug
gests his "trial" in his father's cauldron for which he was brought up to heaven and the woman likewise 
refers to Hippodameia, the prize for his chariot race victory over Ares' son king Oenomaeus. Both of 
these myths are presented in Pindar's Olympian 1 in which he clearly draws from Iliadic Achilles in retell
ing the Pelops myth, see Griffith 1989:171. 

50 Recall that Thetis had declared Achilles' was to die shortly after Hector's death (Iliad 18.96). Achilles 
responds to this by accepting his fate as the rightful outcome for not having assisted his comrade (Iliad 
18.98). Achilles knows that Hector was not Patroclus' slayer, but that it was Apollo, the "best of the gods," 
who killed him and gave glory to the Trojan (Iliad 19.413-4). Hector's acts of violence against the Achae-
ans all have their source in Achilles' Zeus-granted curse, and therefore Achilles is finally complicit in the 
assault upon the ships. Achilles accepts his responsibility for the deaths of Patroclus and his other com
rades at the hands of Hector (Iliad 18.101-6). Because of these details, it is best to regard Achilles' rage 
against Hector as self-directed and thus, like the earlier episode in which he hears of Patroclus' death, a 
poetical suicide. This is expressed through the poetic imagery of having him kill Hector in his own ar
mour. 
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second on the scene {Iliad 22.206-7).51 Finally, joining the mortal spectators, the entire 

pantheon observes (Iliad 22.166) as the two set off to race.52 Having left off the pursuit 

of Apollo and now driving at Hector with his spear poised to strike, Achilles, his 

mother's golden armour blazing like fire or like the rising sun, bears down upon terri

fied Hector, clad in the bronze of Peleus, who flees like a trembling dove from a 

mountain hawk at the sight of his assailant. 

Running the length of the polis wall, the race course follows a wagon trail from 

the gates to the two springs and stone washing tanks at the furthest point, the watch-

tower and wild fig tree stand as its other points of demarcation (Iliad 22.144-56). The 

runners make three laps of the course, with Achilles taking the lead each time as they 

neared the gates, preventing Hector from coming close to them and forcing him back 

into the plain. After three passes of the gates, Apollo, who had energized Hector to 

maintain the run (Iliad 22.203-4), departs from the course as the racers arrive at the 

springs for the fourth time (Iliad 22.209). With Hector at the furthest extremity of the 

course, Zeus raises the scales signalling the Trojan's defeat. With Hector's "fate" ker de

parting into Hades, Apollo returns to Olympus and Athena descends to Achilles' side 

(Iliad 22.210-5). 

51 This detail evokes Hector's slaughter of Patroclus who arrived second after Euphorbus thrust his spear 
into him. Recall that, in the scene that anticipates Hector's death, Patroclus' final statement confirms that 
there is no glory for Hector insofar as he states that the victory was obtained by the gods and that Hector 
himself arrived third in the slaying, after Apollo and Euphorbus (Iliad 16.846-50). Patroclus reveals to 
Hector the identity of his slayer, just as Hector will later do with Achilles. 

52 The fourth day of fighting began with Zeus' call for an assembly of the pantheon to which all went ex
cept Oceanus (Iliad 20.1-9). 
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The poetic depiction of the race course takes up the features of the Trojan plain as 

it is described in the poem. Apart from the mention of the two hills, Thorn Hill (the 

grave of the Amazon Myrine) and Fair Hill on the bank of the Simoeis (where the gods 

assemble, Iliad 20.151-5), and the wall built by Athena and the Trojan people (Iliad 

20.145-6), the plain is also crossed by a mule cart trail.53 At its eastern point stand the 

Scaean Gates and the oak of Zeus, which is never mentioned in Hector's death race, 

while its western endpoint is made up of the tomb of Ilus erected at the confluence of 

the two rivers. Standing between the tomb and the oak is the wild fig (Iliad 12.166-7). 

The oak, to repeat, is not identified in the death race, but is instead replaced by the 

"watchtower" skopis, under which lies the tomb of the senator Aesyetes.54 The wild fig, 

marker of the point of vulnerability in the Trojan wall (Iliad 6.433-4),55 signals the point 

at which the course leaves the walls and extends towards the plain. Standing beyond 

the watchtower-tomb (Iliad 22.145), the fig is passed by the runners before reaching the 

two springs and stone tanks, marking the point at which the course loops back towards 

53 It is first crossed in the mule cart by Priam and Antenor who bring the two sacrificial victims for the 
swearing of the oath of faith before returning to the polis with the victims' remains. Finally, Priam and 
Idaeus set off on the trail in the same cart bearing the ransom for Achilles, while the king returns alone 
with his son's divinely preserved body. For an extended discussion of the main features of the Trojain 
plain, as well as its dramatic function, see Thornton 1999: 357-69. 

54 The watchtower (tomb of Aesyetes), like the tomb of Myrine, is mentioned in the first episode in which 
the plain serves as setting, the scene in which Hector is declared by the gods to be general over the army. 
It is only referred to again in this final scene in which he is made to pay the price for his shameful treat
ment of the army. The oak is not referred to in either of these opening 

55 Andromache had reminded Hector that the "best" hoi dristoi of the Achaeans accompanied the two 
Aiantes, Idomeneus, the Atreides and Diomedes when they attacked this place of vulnerability three 
times previously (Iliad 6.433-9). By elimination, the senator-kings Andromache does not mention are; 
Nestor, Odysseus and Achilles. 
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the polis. In treating the course as a condensed depiction of the plain, the springs and 

stone tanks can be seen to substitute for the confluence of the Scamander and Simoeis, 

before which lies the sema of the polis founder Ilus.56 

Now in the final hours of the fourth and last day of Hector's command, the poet 

describes the setting at the polis gates as he had on the first morning, when Hector was 

given command over the allied army by the gods (Iliad 2.802-7).57 Whereas the oak 

identified a place of sanctuary and divine contact for Hector, its substitution with the 

tomb indicates the end of the supernatural assistance he received previously. On three 

occasions, Hector stood at the oak and faced the best of the Achaeans in individual 

combat under its branches. In his duel with Ajax, observed by Athena and Apollo who 

sat perched as vultures in the oak, Hector managed to survive with the aid of Apollo, 

but he could not do any serious harm to his opponent. Similarly, when Agamemnon 

furiously chased Hector in his chariot from the fighting at the tomb, Hector stopped to 

confront him only after he had reached the safety of the oak. Finally, Achilles had pre

viously fought Hector at the oak and although, like Ajax, he easily bested him, he was 

56 The tomb of Ilus is never described as being marked by a stone, or a stonework construction similar to 
the tanks. In the chariot race at the Funeral Games, the endpoint in the course is marked by a wooden 
pole (either of oak or pine) and two white stones which the poet suggests was the sema of a former mortal 
(Iliad 23.327-32). Thus, in the poem itself supplies an example to support the very reasonable inference 
that the tomb of Ilus is a stone or stonework construction. 

57 Before his appointment, Hector followed the orders of the Trojan senators who previously rejected his 
stratagem to conduct an assault upon the ships (Iliad 15.721-3). 
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unable to defeat him {Iliad 9.352-5). Clearly, Hector could not be defeated so long as he 

stood defending the polis under the oak.58 

While the watchtower above Aesyetes' tomb identified the first point of contact 

between Hector and Zeus, it also served to foreshadow his doom.59 In this first scene, 

the Achaean army is described as advancing into the plain like the devastating fire of 

the cosmic monster Typhoeus. As in the final scene at the walls, the poet locates the Tro

jans assembled in the agora at Priam's gate (Iliad 2.787-8).60 Upon hearing Polites-Iris' 

announcement that he is now commander over the army, Hector orders the army out of 

the opened gates and into the plain, where they collect upon the tomb of Myrine. The 

situation has reversed itself on this fourth day of fighting, the final day of Hectors lead

ership and life. Whereas he ordered the army out of the gates from the agora above the 

walls, now the army has collected itself over the battlements as he alone races with 

Achilles, who prevents him from coming within missile range from the walls. Pre-

58 Andromache is first to counsel defence at the walls by instructing Hector to remain above them while 
the army defends the point of vulnerability, see note 41. The senators too ordered the defence to be con
ducted at the walls before Hector was given command, and finally Polydamas advised this after the sun 
had set on Hector's supposed day of glory. Three times, then, Hector rejects the prevailing wisdom to 
pursue his glory-seeking plan. 

59 Although it has disappeared from the poetic setting in the death race, the first mention of the oak also 
signals Hector's doom. Recall that Hector, pursuing the retreating Achaeans with Ares at his side, ig
nored Zeus' son pleas to be rescued, see Chapter 2, p. 32. This episode encapsulates Hector's hubris inso
far as he imperils the lives of his people in his desire to win esteem for himself and for his father. This 
repeated neglect of his comrades is precisely why he is made to stand at the gates and face Achilles. 

60 The agora is on the walls above the Scaean Gates where the tower piirgos is located (Iliad 3.149-53). Like 
the plain, Troy itself is depicted with the flatness of a theatrical backdrop. Moving up a vertical line, the 
agora is located above the Scaean Gates where too the doors to Priam's palace are located (Iliad 7.344-7). 
Above the palace is the acropolis housing the Athena and Apollo temples and the Zeus altar at its top
most point. Other than its wide streets and the palaces of Hector and Paris, no other features of the polis 
are identified. 

215 



vented from fleeing within the walls by his swifter opponent, Hector is forced to turn 

back into the plain at the watchtower three times. Given that the oak of Zeus is no 

longer present, replaced now by the watchtower tomb of Aesyetes, there can be no 

thought of the sanctuary and divine support Hector had previously received when he 

fought earlier with Achilles. 

The race ends at the springs when Athena replaces Apollo on the plain and ar

rives at Achilles' side to announce Hector's imminent death. She then tells Achilles to 

stop and gather his breath while she persuades Hector to fight with him (Iliad 

22.216-23). Taking the form of his brother Deiphobus, Athena reassures Hector that he 

will assist him in his fight (Iliad 22.229-31). Hector does not recognize the voice of the 

goddess, as he had when Iris took the form of his brother Polites, but expresses his 

gratitude for having come out from behind the walls while the others remained within 

(Iliad 22.233-7). Emboldened by the thought of his brother's support, Hector turns to 

face Achilles and requests a pact of body exchange (Iliad 22.250-7). Uttering similes that 

reflect his carnivorous rage, Achilles declares to Hector that no oaths of faith are possi

ble between them and that Pallas Athena will now kill him by his spear (Iliad 

22.261-71)..61 Hurling his spear at Hector, Achilles states that he is now to pay retribu

tion for the "grief" kedos caused to his slain comrades (Iliad 22.271-2). 

For a discussion of Athena's part in the duel between Achilles and Hector, see Willcock 1999: 411-13. 
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Achilles' spear misses, emboldening Hector to reply to his foe that he is the 

"greatest affliction" pema megiston to the Trojans as he hurls his spear (Iliad 22.288). Hec

tor's spear does not miss, but rather it bounces off of Achilles' shield. When he calls to 

his brother to give him another spear, Hector realizes that he is alone, that Athena had 

duped him and that the gods now call him to his death (Iliad 22.297-9). Stating that 

Zeus and Apollo had been vigilant in the past and had "rescued" eiruato him from situa

tions such as this one, he now asserts that his fate is at hand (Iliad 22.301-3). Rather than 

pleading for his life as Lycaon had done at the river bank, Hector exclaims that he does 

not wish to die passively and ingloriously but wishes instead to do a great deed and 

thus serve as an example for others later on (Iliad 22.304-5). 

At the beginning of the footrace Hector was likened to a poison-fed serpent 

awaiting a man at its mountain cave as he listened to the horrified pleading of his par

ents. At the race's conclusion, Hector is described as an eagle diving from on high and 

passing through the dark clouds to seize its meal, either a tender lamb or timid hare 

standing on the plain.62 Although he had previously made aggressive advances upon 

both Ajax and Achilles, these were done in the knowledge that Zeus and Apollo stood 

by as his protectors. Earlier that day, Apollo rescued Hector when he confronted Achil

les in response to the death of his half-brother Polydorus, despite having warned him 

directly not to fight with the hero (Iliad 20.376-80; 431-7; 449-4). Indeed, before his final 

62 The imagery evokes the Zeus-sent portent on the morning of the previous day in which the eagle, al
though gripping the "monstrous" serpent in its claws, is finally struck in the breast beside the throat 
(12.204). 
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charge at Achilles, Hector was incapable of any significant battle success and, as dis

cussed already, his assault upon the ships was entirely orchestrated by Zeus in fulfil

ment of Achilles' prayer. More than any other character in the poem, Hector received 

divine assistance but, upon realizing that this has now been rescinded, he acts bravely 

and wins glory for himself by finally facing his slayer. 

Armed with the Pelian spear retrieved by Athena and returned to him (Iliad 

22.276-7), Achilles aims at his opponent's neck, which is unprotected by the divine ar

mour. In his dying breath, Hector now pleads with Achilles not to carry out his threat 

to feed his corpse to the dogs at the ships.63 When this is rejected and Achilles expresses 

i 

the desire to eat him raw as his rage compels to do, Hector ends off by uttering the pro

phetic curse that he may "bring about" genomai the wrath of the gods on the day when 

Paris and Apollo slay him at the Scaean Gates. Achilles replies by telling his foe's life

less body that he will accept his own death as the will of the gods, and then removes his 

armour leaving Hector's corpse naked. 

After an Achaean delivers a wound to the body (Iliad 22.375), Achilles calls upon 

the army to turn their attention to the Trojans but interrupts himself after he recalls that 

Patroclus remains unburied. He then orders the Achaean youths to sing the paean and 

63 This plea repeats Hecabe's final statement to her son at the outset of the footrace (Iliad 22.89). Recall 
that Hector had planned to decapitate the corpse of Patroclus and feed the body to the dogs of Troy, a 
point made repeatedly during the battle over the corpse (Iliad 17.125-7; 240-1; 255; 272-3). The "unspeak
able glory" the poet states that Hector would have won at Iliad 18.165 alludes to the atrocities committed 
against Patroclus' corpse, had he prevailed in the battle. This eventuality is directly communicated to 
Achilles by Iris shortly thereafter (Iliad 18.178-80). 
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carry the corpse back to the ships as he speaks on the army's behalf, announcing to 

them the great glory they have won for having slain godlike Hector, to whom the Tro

jans prayed throughout the town as to a god (Iliad 22.378-94). In his speech, Achilles 

makes two references that suggest cult. The first reference is overt and appears in his 

exhortation to the "Achaean youths" koiiroi Axaion to sing the paean as they lead the 

corpse to the ships. Recall that at the end of the Apollo priest's curse against the Achae-

ans for their king's insult, Odysseus led the twenty youths in singing the paean that 

propitiated the god and ceased the plague. Achilles, who modelled his own curse after 

the priest's, calls upon the youths to sing the paean now that Hector, his designated 

agent of affliction has been killed.64 The singing of the paean marks the end of suffering 

for the Achaeans and points the way to the rehabilitation of the community undertaken 

the following morning at the celebration of Games. 

The second reference is more vague and appears to identify a feature of the an

cient Greek Achilles cult for which no ritual details survive. In recollecting that Patro-

clus remains unburied, Achilles states: 

TOU 8' OUK £mXncro|jo(i, ocpp' av E'YCUYE 

(̂JOOICTLV JJETEU) Koti. \xo\. cpiXoc YOUVOCT' opcupn-
a 8E GOCVOVTOUV TTEP KcxTaXnGovT' EIV Ai'8o<o 

auTap i\<h KOtL
 KEIGI cpiXou \xz\xvx\ao\x EToapou. 

64 For the parallelism operating between god and hero, particularly with reference to this episode in 
which the paean is sung at Hector's death, see Nagy 1999:142-3. 
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"I shall have no cause to forget (Patroclus) so long as I among the living and my dear knees 
may propel me. But when in Hades among the dead and utterly forgotten, nonetheless even 
there I will have remembered my dear comrade (Iliad 22.387-90).65 

Achilles' actions after receiving the news of Patroclus' death are those of a "living dead 

man." That is, after Thetis and the Nereids emerge from the sea to mourn Patroclus, 

Achilles appears to have died as well, and his actions, culminating in his participation 

in the slaughter of Hector, are undertaken to consciously precipitate his own death by 

Apollo. Now that he has recovered the armour given to him by his father Peleus and, 

most especially, now that he possesses both Patroclus' and Hector's corpses, Achilles 

appears to act in the poem as a cult entity that functions to ensure the transition of the 

dead into the underworld. I shall endeavour to clarify this statement in the remainder 

of the chapter. 

H. Achilles and the Corpses 

Before exploring how Peleus' poetic function as a redeemer of exiled murders operates 

to inform the way in which Achilles actions' are to be appreciated in the concluding por

tion of the poem, I shall first discuss the way in which Achilles is depicted as a "living 

dead man" upon hearing of Patroclus' death. First, Achilles' poetical death is expressed 

in the groan he emits, which prompts Thetis and the Nereids as well as the women in 

the camp to cry in lamentation, and is visually evoked by his filth-befouled physical 

body as he writhes in grief at the news of his beloved companion's slaughter. From this 

65 Richardson 1993: 146 points out that the statement Achilles makes refers to his attitude after his own 
death. 
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point on to his meeting with Priam, Achilles refuses all food and, most importantly, 

proclaims his determination to cause to die Patroclus' death. After learning of Patroclus' 

death, Achilles acts out of a suicidal determination in returning to battle, as he fully ap

preciates the extent of his own responsibility in bringing it about (Iliad 18.98-9). After 

declaring to his mother his own imminent death as the fitting consequence for his be

haviour, he is paradoxically elevated to a quasi divine state by the Trojan-hating god

desses, who "raise him up" by feeding him the immortal sustenance, by shaking the ae

gis over him and by equipping him in the divine armour that glows like the death star 

and like the sun as it cracks the earthly horizon. Achilles is elevated to a godlike state in 

order for him to "desecrate" the Golden Age-like Trojan plain and to mete out punish

ment to Priam by having his son slaughtered before his helpless gaze. 

Achilles' fated function as the monstrous "Dog Star"66 ends with the death of 

Hector, who had been supernaturally empowered to bring fire and death to the Achae-

ans. After calling upon the youths to sing the paean, Achilles drags Hector's despoiled 

and abominated corpse back to his hut.67 Once there, he addresses the divinely pre-

66 To repeat, there is no mention of the sunset after Hera orders Helios to set, an event which is simultane
ous with Athena's raising up of Achilles, which is poetically depicted as the shining of Sirius. The end of 
the following day is announced by Apollo's abandonment of Hector (recall that Scamander had reminded 
him of his commitment to bear aid to the Trojans until the end of the day at Iliad 21.230-2) and the simile 
of Achilles' spear as the evening star (Iliad 22.317-8). The raising up of Achilles, through which he passes 
from being an embodiment of death to being the Dog Star ablaze with divine fire, on the previous day 
matches the moment of Hector's slaughter. 

67 The view that Achilles' hut, located by the seaside and at the extremity of the Achaean camp, consti
tutes an underworld locale is made by Mackie 1999. 
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served corpse of Patroclus,68 whom he identifies as residing in the domains of Hades. 

He apprises his deceased companion of the imminent fulfillment of his promise to give 

Hector's body to the dogs and to cut the the throats of the twelve Trojans youths over 

his pyre (Iliad 23.19-23).69 Patroclus, whose body was carried to his hut by the Achaeans 

after a struggle in which twelve of them perished, now lies on a bier with his face heav

enward, his imperishable flesh cleaned and clothed in anticipation of his funeral. After 

his address, Achilles hurls the naked, filthy corpse of Hector face down in the dust be

fore the bier, thereby creating a poetical reflection of own divided state; Patroclus' 

corpse radiates with the attention of Thetis, who made it more beautiful than it was in 

life, whereas Hector, now lying at the base of the bier, expresses the extreme opposite, 

the ignominious death that Achilles so dreaded in his race with Scamander. On the more 

immediate level, the imagery of the two corpses reflects Achilles' own mortified, be

fouled and condemned flesh that, paradoxically, is divinely protected by the golden ar

mour of the fire god. 

68 Patroclus' corpse was carried on a bier into the huts after sundown on the previous day. Achilles then 

cleansed, anointed and dressed it (Iliad 18.343-53). At sunrise, Thetis infused nectar and ambrosia into its 

nostrils, making the flesh "forever firm" aiei ... empedos (Iliad 19.33, 38-9). This account differs from the 
treatment of Sarpedon and Hector whose bodies are anointed with the immortal sustenance, see Edwards 
1991: 238. 

69 That the slaughter of the Trojans reflects the sacrificial operation accorded to the hero is reflected both 
in the description of the youths as aglaos, a term that designates them as worthy gifts such as any selected 
victim offered in sacrifice. This is made more clearly in the use of the verb apodeirotomeo to describe the 
slaughter. The same verb, meaning "to cut the neck completely" is used at Odyssey 11.35 when Odysseus 
describes the sacrificial procedures he performed in the grove of Persephone. The fact that the victim is 
chosen as an outstanding specimen from the flock is stated at Odyssey 11.33, and this corroborates with 
the view that the twelve youths are aglad. The slaughter of the youths followed by relegating their corpses 
to the funerary fire follows the same ritual pattern as the sacrifice performed by Odysseus. 
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To pursue this point further, the poetics of the divided states embodied by Achil

les himself and represented by the two corpses at his hut suggest the Hesiodic myth of 

the mortal races, particularly the bridging of the Bronze and Golden Ages the poet 

elaborates in his account of the afterlife conditions of the Heroic Age. Treating the two 

corpses first in this context, the beauty of Patroclus' body ~ rendered imperishable by 

Thetis — symbolizes the strong and perfect age, the Golden Age, when death held no 

corrosive force. In stark contrast, lying beneath the bier of Patroclus, Hector's horrifi-

cally abominated body stands out as a grim indication of death during the Bronze Age, 

given both its condition and, more importantly, given its separation from its community 

of mourners. To complete the pattern of the Hesiodic myth, the lives of both men were 

cut short, either directly or indirectly, by Achilles, but also by the gods in a manner that 

reflects the account of the Silver People. Table 7 below identifies the points of corre

spondence between both Hector and Patroclus as they are presented in the poem; these 

in turn conform with the account given in the Hesiodic myth of the Silver People who, 

despite their great ignorance, were accorded cult honours as the blessed dead below the 

earth (W&D 141). 
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Table 7. Features Associating Hector and Patroclus 
Hector ordered by the Trojan senators to remain at the Patroclus ordered by Achilles to remain at the ships un-
Scaean Gates until he is made general over the Trojan til he is given the leadership over the Myrmidons, 
army. 

Desires Diomedes' divine breastplate and Nestor's Desires Achilles' divine armour to drive the enemy in 
golden shield to drive the enemy in retreat (8.191-7). retreat (16.40-5). 

Ignores instructions to attack the enemy until he has Ignores instructions to attack the enemy and drive it 
reached the ships and the sun has set. from the ships into the plain. 

Kills Patroclus and despoils him of his bronze armour. Kills Sarpedon and despoils him of his bronze armour 
(16.663-5). 

Rushes away from the Scaean Gates three times before Rushes three times at the Scaean Gates before the gods 
the gods intervene and arrange for his slaughter. intervene and arrange for his slaughter. 

Announces before dying to his mortal assailant who Announces before dying to his mortal assailant who his 
his own killer will soon be. own killer will soon be. 

Corpse kept in Achilles' huts where it is preserved by Corpse kept in Achilles' huts where it is preserved by 
the gods. the gods. 

Lavish funeral celebrated with the bones deposited in a Lavish funeral celebrated with the bones deposited in a 
golden amphora over which a mound is piled up. golden amphora over which a mound is piled up. 

The death of Hector has several points in common with that of Patroclus. They both die 

while wearing the star-embossed bronze armour of Achilles, which he received from 

Peleus who, in turn, received it from the gods at his wedding to Thetis (18.84-5). Both 

resent their orders to remain at the "home base" or, to use the Hesiodic analogy to re

main at their mother's sides, rather than leading an assault upon the enemy as a way of 

protecting their people. Like the Silver People, both men die shortly after leaving their 

sheltered milieus as a result of their hubris. 

In Patroclus' case, he is given Achilles' battle equipment and is ordered to drive 

off the Trojans from the ships, but not to enter the plain and attack the polis. Not the 

child of the gods, Patroclus is hubristically inflated by the success he experiences while 
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wearing the divine equipment and foolishly ignores the orders of both Achilles and 

Apollo to desist from taking Troy. Patroclus, described by the poet as mega nepios, fi

nally leaves his "mother" Achilles' side only to die shortly thereafter.70 Although he was 

foolish in seeking to wear the armour of Achilles and succumbed quickly to hubris as a 

result, Patroclus nonetheless was motivated to act out of care for the Achaeans when he 

was persuaded by Nestor to enter the battle. Thus, despite his fatally foolish mistake in 

ignoring both Achilles' and Apollo's instructions, Patroclus embodies the Achaean atti

tude of philophrosiine by demonstrating his eagerness to assist his comrades.71 

I have already discussed the way in which the pattern of the Silver People ex

presses itself in Hector's dramatic situation.72 To recap: Before succumbing to the hu-

bristic delusion that Zeus had granted him the power to defeat the enemy, Hector held 

off the Achaeans for nine years by following the senators' instructions and defending 

the polis at the gates. Although the third day of hostilities, referred to as the Great Day 

70 Achilles describes Patroclus as a baby girl koure nepie running to her mother when he returns from 
Nestor's huts to report to him about the sufferings of the Achaeans {Iliad 16.7-11). Previously, Achilles had 
described himself as the mother bird carrying food back to her nestlings (Iliad 9.323-7). Utterly dependent 
upon Achilles, Patroclus fails at following his father's exhortation to act as a guide and teacher to the 
younger, but more noble Achilles and thus provokes the contempt of the poet. On two occasions the poet 
defines Patroclus with the term that most characterizes the Silver Man as he sets out from his mother side, 
mega nSpios (Iliad 16.46; 685-6). Finally, Patroclus' spirit calls himself a fool when he reveals to Achilles 
that he was banished from his homeland (and his mother's side) after murdering Amphidamus' son (Iliad 
23.88). The poet also calls Hector, Aeneas, Chromius and Aretus fools when they set out to attempt to 
capture Achilles' divine horses (Iliad 17.497), but Patroclus remains the character who is most denned by 
the term. 

71 Menelaus, for whom all the Achaeans are fighting, identifies the fallen Patroclus as "the best of the 
Achaeans" (Iliad 17.689). This designation both attests to his role as Achilles' proxy and acknowledges his 
service to the army in driving off the Trojans and killing Sarpedon. 

72 Chapter 3: 38-9. 
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of Battle, was to be the time of his Zeus-granted power to slay the enemy and set fire to 

the ships, Hector hubristically assumed that he had been granted the ability to rout the 

enemy. Despite the completion of the day, he once again abused Polydamas and, now 

wearing Achilles' armour, ordered the army to remain at the riverside camp and attack 

the ships at sunrise. 

With the sun having set on his supposed day of glory, Hector could not cease 

from his hubris and sinfulness. Having gathered from the battlefield the divine armour 

loosened from Patroclus by Apollo's blow, Hector sought to claim Patroclus' corpse and 

to decapitate it; impaling the head over the wall of Troy and feeding the remains to the 

dogs below (Iliad 17.125-7).,73 On the eve of his death, Hector takes on the outward ap

pearance of Achilles by equipping himself in the star-studded armour. 

73 Iris later conveys this information to Achilles, thus fomenting his goddess-induced, raw eating wrath 
against the Trojan (Iliad 18.175-9). This stands in stark contrast to Hector's statement at the close of the 
first day of battle, at which time he vowed that he would offer the armour of his vanquished opponent to 
Apollo, but would return the corpse for burial by the Hellespont. On Hector's foreshadowing at Iliad 
7.81-8 of the tumulus of Achilles-Patroclus, the grave of both his victim and slayer, see the discussion in 
Burgess 2009:113. 
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Table 8. Features Associating Hector and Achilles 
Hector refuses wine and to wash the gore from his Achilles' hands are described as gore-strained (20.503). 
hands (6.266-8). He also refuses food and does not wash the gore from his 

body (23.41). 

He sets up camp by the waterside at the extreme He has a camp by the seaside at the furthest point from 
end of the Trojan plain. the plain. 

He accepts the request of a messenger (Dolon) to He sends a messenger (Patroclus) on a foot race into the 
gather information in the Achaean camp. He also Achaean camp to gather information. He grants his re-
grants his request to offer him Achilles divine horses quest upon completion of the mission by offering him his 
and chariot upon completion of the mission. Failing horses, chariot and armour. Failing at his mission, he is 
at his mission, the messenger is slaughtered in ritual slaughtered in ritual fashion by an "Achilles substitute" 
fashion by an "Achilles substitute" (Diomedes) and (Euphorbus) and his equipment is obtained as a victory 
his equipment is obtained as a victory prize. prize. 

He is compared to the death-bringing star (11.62). He is compared to the harvest star Sirius, the sign of evil 
(22.29-30). 

His eyes blaze like fire as he orders the Trojans over Achilles is described as blazing like fire as he returns to 
the Achaean wall (12.467). battle (his head at 18.206; hands at 20.371-2; armour at 

22.135). 

He is revived at the Trojan camp by the river's edge He is revived at the seaside Achaean camp and has his 
and has his strength amplified by an aegis-bearing strength amplified by and aegis-bearing god (18.203-4). 
god (15.254-70; 307-10). 

He seeks to decapitate Patroclus' corpse and feed the He tells Hector as he is dying that he will feed him to the 
body to the dogs (18.175-9). dogs (22.348-354). 

Table 8 above identifies corresponding motifs that serve to connect Hector with 

Achilles. To repeat, Hector's man-slaying might and his ability to bring fire to the ships 

come about purely as a result of Achilles' curse, thus making Hector Achilles' chosen 

agent of destruction. In keeping with this assignment, certain of Hector's actions fore

shadow those of Achilles after he returns to the war. Having pent the Achaeans back 

within the walls, Hector sets up camp at the water's edge, not of the sea, but rather at 

the bank of the river. Although he is a pallid reflection of Achilles as a fire-bringer, Hec

tor does nonetheless set fire to a ship after breaking through the wall, an act that both 
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fulfils Achilles' curse and foreshadows the burning of Troy by Achilles on the following 

day74 

Another feature of Hector's dramatic actions that foreshadow Achilles' entry into 

battle is the detail that Hector accomplishes all of his slaughters upon youths at the 

eastern bank of the Scamander.75 As discussed above, this is the same location where 

Achilles later inflicts his extreme carnage on the Trojans, but on the western bank. 

Moreover, just as Achilles is compared to the fever-bringing harvest star, the Dog of 

Orion, Hector too is compared to the death-bringing star on the morning of the Great 

Day of Battle (Iliad 11.62) immediately before Zeus turns the tide of battle and empow

ers him to begin his slaughters (Iliad 11.301-3; 497-04).76 Added to their shared astral 

symbolism, Achilles is further reflected in Hector's transformed battle function — his 

74 After Zeus strengthens Hector to lift the stone and hurl it through the gates of the Achaean wall, Hec
tor's face is described as the "fast-arriving night," his bronze armour gleaming and his eyes blazing with 
fire (12.462-6). He is again described in Typhoeus-like terms at Iliad 15.605-12, after Zeus states that he 
will give glory to Hector by having him set the ships ablaze (recall that he only manages to burn half of 
Protesilaus' ship) to fulfill the "overreaching prayer of Thetis" (Iliad 15.596-8). Similarly, Hector is de
scribed as shining like fire when he slays his only opponent and takes hold of the stern of Protesilaus' 
ship (Iliad 15.623; 638-3). 

75 Hector's first series of slaughters (Iliad 5.703-10) is accomplished as the Achaeans are retreating to their 
ships after Diomedes announced that Ares was fighting alongside of him. When Hera and Athena de
scend to help the Achaeans, they settle down at the confluence of the Scamander-Simoeis (Iliad 5.773-6) 
and shortly after Athena assists Diomedes to injure Ares, Hector's divine helper, stimulating Hector to 
attempt to propitiate the goddess. The location of the vast number of Achaean youths that died on the 
first day of battle is precisely identified by Nestor at Iliad 7.327-30, who gives no credit to Hector, but 
states that it was Ares who slew them at the Scamander. Hector is only attributed with one slaughter (11-
iad 7.11) between the time of Ares' wounding and the duel with Ajax. Finally, Hector is described as fight
ing against Nestor and Idomeneus who are leading a phalanx of youths in a particularly pitched and 
casualty-filled battle at the Scamander (Iliad 11.497-504). 

76 The list of the nine named victims of Hector are singly mentioned, four of whom are also the names of 
singly mentioned Trojans. 
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change from polis defender to ship attacker ~ following Zeus' bringing to fulfilment the 

curse against Agamemnon and the Achaeans. Finally, as with Achilles, Hector is de

scribed as having gore-stained hands, his eyes are likened to fire, and he is invested 

with both the divine power to slaughter many men and to inflict fire upon his victims.77 

In the final two books of the poem, Achilles still appears as a quasi divinity. His 

function as the goddesses' agent of wrath complete, Achilles now appears to reflect a 

cult entity that exercises a power over the dead, particularly in expediting the soul's 

transition into the underworld through the exercise of funerary rites. The resolution of 

the poem is occupied by the two days of lamentation, burial and commemorative cele

bration of games for Patroclus, then followed by Priam's supplication and recuperation 

of Hector's corpse twelve days after his death, finally ending with his burial eleven days 

later. In attempting to clarify this insight, I wish to draw attention to the poetical inser

tion of Peleus into burial episodes of both Patroclus and Hector, the heroes who died in 

the armour "of the father in which the son did not grow old" (Iliad 17.197). 

As discussed previously, Peleus is given the function of a redeemer of the "exiled 

vagrant" atimetos metandstes.78 Phthia, the Land of Perishing and his royal home, is also 

a sanctuary and a place of renewal for characters such as Phoenix and Epeigeus, charac

ters who have been banished from their homelands for crimes against their kin. I have 

77 Besides Hector and Achilles, Agamemnon is described as having gore covered hands (Iliad 11.169). In 
the blood coloured tapestry Helen weaves, the prize-contests vied for by the Trojans and Achaeans are 
staged within the palms of Ares (Iliad 3.125-8). A common epithet of Ares is "blood-defiled" miaiphdnos. 

78 Chapter 5:17-22. 
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argued that the myth of the murder of Phocus is the reason both he and his brother Te-

lamon, who is never identified in the poem as an Aeacid, live apart from their native 

Aegina. The motif of the exiled murderer is indelible to Peleus' poetic biography and 

surfaces also in the biography of Telamon, as he offered sanctuary to the exiled mur

derer Lycophron of Cythera who, reflecting Patroclus' relationship to Achilles, served as 

his son Ajax's "attendant" therdpon.79 

Peleus' poetic function as a redeemer of exiled murderers surfaces in the visita

tion of Patroclus' spirit to Achilles as he lies asleep at the seashore.80 The spirit first 

commands Achilles to do what he has already vowed to do, to bury him quickly that he 

may pass through Hades' gates (Iliad 23.69-92). The spirit then says that he is prevented 

from crossing the river to join the spirits, the "phantoms of the expired." These shun 

him as he remains unburied and has yet to pass through the fire. After calling out for 

Achilles' hand, the spirit states that he has succumbed to his fate and tells Achilles what 

he already knows, that he too will fall before the gates of Troy. Patroclus' spirit then 

makes another request of Achilles, to have their bones joined and buried together. In so 

doing, the spirit reveals to him that when he was a boy he, a "fool" nSpios, killed Am-

phidamus' son out of rage during a game. His father Menotius brought him to Phthia 

79 Thus, in the Embassy Scene, when Ajax expresses his hurt at Achilles' disregard for the philotes of his 
comrades, and equates the hero's grievance with Agamemnon with that of compensation for the murder 
of a son or a brother, he is not only implying that family relations obtain among all the Achaeans, but is 
also identifying an intimate feature of their own family's past. Recall too that Nestor invokes Peleus as a 
father-figure for the Achaeans at 7.125-8. 

80 This is the same location where he is visited by Thetis at 1.348-50 and at 18.67-9. 
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where he was received by Peleus who prepared him to serve as Achilles' attendant 

therdpon (Iliad 23.85-90). This biographical information, it appears to me, conditions 

how we are to understand Patroclus' final request to have both of their bones encased in 

the golden amphora given to Achilles by his "revered mother" pdtnia miter {Iliad 23.91-2). 

I wish here to highlight how the persona of Peleus is drawn into Achilles' final 

expression of magnanimity in accepting Priam's supplication and releasing to him his 

son's corpse. From the outset of this final episode, the father-son analogy operates to 

define the contact between Achilles and Priam. The poet compares Achilles' amaze

ment at Priam's sudden appearance to the "sudden blindness" ate puking that comes over 

a wealthy man when an exiled murderer enters his house (Iliad 24.480-4). This complex 

simile associates Achilles with the role of the redeemer of the exiled murderer, the role 

that the poet has ascribed to Peleus. Kissing the hands that killed his many sons, Priam 

immediately appeals to Achilles to remember his father and to see in him Peleus' own 

miserable situation (Iliad 24.486-506).81 

Priam implores Achilles to take pity on him by invoking both reverence for the 

gods and, for the second time, the memory of Peleus (Iliad 24.503-4). The supplication 

succeeds and Achilles laments for his father and for Patroclus, whose name expresses 

the failed possibility of his return to his homeland to carry on his father's legacy. Sof-

81 In the Embassy Scene, Odysseus' initial appeal is made in the voice of Peleus. Speaking as his father, he 
exhorted Achilles to curb his anger and act out of philophrosune in order for the Argives to honour him 
especially (Iliad 9.254-8). This instruction is finally fulfilled when Achilles returns Hector's body out of 
compassion for Priam. 
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tened by the old man's suffering, Achilles responds to Priam by relating to him Peleus' 

equally grievous plight, lamenting that the gods have spun it out for wretched mortals 

to live in grief while they are themselves sorrowless (Iliad 24.525-6).82 Zeus, Achilles 

states, dispenses evils and benefits from two jars. He first gives the example of the man 

who has a mixed lot, first experiencing evil and then good. He follows this by present

ing the case of a man who receives only misery, identifying the horrors that result. 

Achilles then relates this circumstance — the utterly miserable man — with Peleus' situa

tion. Peleus, Achilles states, experienced nothing but good things, receiving glorious 

gifts from the gods throughout his life, even receiving a goddess in marriage. Nonethe

less, he too, like the man who receives only evil, will end his life in misery as he pro

duced only one untimely panadrios son who will not attend to his old age (Iliad 

24.534-42). 

Achilles finally compares Priam to Peleus by stating that he too was "at first 

blessed" to prin... olbion einai (Iliad 24.543). Priam was without equal throughout his 

vast kingdom by reason of his wealth and many sons, but he too is brought to grief by 

Achilles, who leaves both men without an heir to their respective thrones. Achilles con

cludes his speech by telling Priam to compose himself and to cease lamenting for his 

82 Achilles is of course acutely aware of the sorrows his divine mother has had to bear for having married 
a mortal. Wearing a veil of mourning, Thetis visited her son the previous day to announce to him the 
gods' anger and to instruct him to accept ransom for Hector (Iliad 24.133-7). Achilles' speech to Priam an
ticipates Zeus' statement about mortal suffering at Odyssey 1.36-43, see Richardson 1993: 332. 
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son as it will not return his son to life; moreover it may bring to pass another evil (Iliad 

24.549-51). 

It is at this point that Priam blunders. He impatiently orders Achilles not to have 

him seated, but to quickly return Hector's body to him. He then draws attention to the 

ransom, telling his host to accept it. Finally, Priam adds the impossible wish that Achil

les might take the wealth and return with it to his father's kingdom, as he has spared 

Priam his life (24.552-8). This presumptuous statement by Priam, in which he proposes 

an impossible outcome to their encounter, violates the protocols of the supplication and 

provokes the hero's anger. Shortly before, in their shared lament, Achilles likened 

Priam to his own father and revealed his own fate to the Trojan king (24.540-2). Priam 

did not seize upon this and failed to understand that, like himself, Peleus too will be left 

to die without an heir, as Achilles will soon follow after Hector in meeting his fate be

low the walls of the polis. Not only, then, is the suggestion that Achilles might return to 

Peleus with the wealth obtained from Priam incongruous with the dictates of his 

fate,the assertion that Achilles has chosen to spare his life is also premature, as the king 

has not yet been granted safe passage from the hut.83 

Achilles responds to Priam by angrily asserting the sacred context of their en

counter. He too had been informed by the gods as to its occurrence and been instructed 

83 For a discussion of Achilles' life following the narrative span of the Iliad, see Burgess 2009: 86-87. It is 
entirely reasonnable to interpret Thetis' statement at 18.96 to mean that Achilles is to die on the day after 
Hector's burial. If the chronology of the Odyssey is taken into account, then Achilles would have been 
buried thirty days after he returned Hector's corpse to Priam (Odyssey 24.63-8). 
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too to relinquish Hector's corpse (24.560-2). Achilles reveals to Priam his knowledge 

that a god had delivered him into the hut, and thus makes it known to his supplicant 

that his awareness is beyond what is accessible to mortals; that he knows the actions of 

the gods. Achilles ends his reply by threatening that he may sin against Zeus and retain 

the corpse should Priam stir up further the hurts within him (24.560-70).M 

This instils in the supplicant an attitude of awe (24.571) and Achilles' attitude 

changes correspondingly. As Priam accepts the seat offered him, Achilles orders 

Automedon and Alcinus to assist him in exchanging the treasure for the corpse.85 After 

inviting the king's herald (the god Hermes)86 into the hut, Achilles removes a chiton and 

two robes from the ceremonial vestments included in the ransom. Once the body is 

cleaned, anointed and clothed, Achilles places the corpse upon the bier before he and 

his attendants transfer it to Priam's wagon. He then makes a final prayer to Patroclus, 

appealing to him not to be angry and declaring that he will give him the ransom just 

obtained. Achilles finally returns to the hut and feasts with his guest, permitting him 

safe passage and the requisite amount of time to accomplish Hector's burial. 

84 In keeping with the depiction of the scene as an underworld journey, Achilles assumes the role of a cult 
entity who has power over the dead. The offering of ransom to him and the obsequious attitude Priam 
must adopt in his presence evokes the mood of a hero cult propitiation. 

85 Again, Achilles has the anointing of the corpse done beyond the view of Priam so as not to provoke in 
the father excessive grief and thus arouse again Achilles' murderous rage. A proscription against exces
sive emotions during the operations of the funerary rite appears to lie in the background of this; Priam 
needs to maintain his composure throughout in order for him to successfully prosecute a return from 
Achilles' hut. See Seaford 1994: 74-8 for a discussion of legislation against excessive mourning at Athens 
and its manifestations in Homer and tragic theatre. 

86 The identity of the herald as Hermes is given at the conclusion of the scene, as they depart the hut at 
dawn (Iliad 24.689-90) 
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In conclusion, Achilles' final actions in the Iliad express the attitude of phi-

lophrosune that his father exhorted him to keep at the forefront of his mind. Peleus, 

whom the poet identifies as host and redeemer of exiled murderers, presents himself 

finally to Achilles as Priam, father of Hector whom Achilles invested with the power to 

carry out his curse against Agamemnon, and whom he killed in the bronze armour 

given by his father. Achilles does more than obey his mother's orders in ceasing his 

abuse of the corpse and agreeing to its return; he experiences genuine compassion for 

the grief-stricken king as he realizes the extent to which Priam's predicament reflects 

that of his father. In some ways Peleus is worse off, as Achilles can make it possible for 

Hector's community to properly mourn him and to return his bones to their native soil. 

No such postmortem outcome awaits Achilles. Not only is he fated to die under the 

walls of Troy, as the gods have revealed to him, he has also been informed by the spirit 

of Patroclus that he is to be buried in the soil beneath his hut, which housed him for the 

past ten years, thus leaving Peleus without any means of effective mourning. 

Achilles was born to an evil fate, as his mother had lamented. He, the best of the 

Achaeans, had to die before the fall of Troy. Worse still, he was born to carry out the 

goddesses' plans, on the mundane level, to punish Priam for consenting to Paris' mar

riage and, on the cosmic level, to end the Heroic Age and its sufferings resulting from 

the existing between mortals and immortals. Seen in this light, the reference to "wrath" 

minis, with which the poem leads off, is not of Achilles or, rather, it does not originate 
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with him, but with Hera. Achilles had been, before the Apollo-delivered pestilence and 

Hera's intervention, not only the most effective fighter but, as Ajax reminded him in his 

exhortation to accept Agamemnon's compensation, the most honoured and beloved of 

the Achaeans (9.630-1). The Achilles of the Iliad is from the outset in the hands of Hera 

and Athena, and it is they who foment within him the violent hubris needed to draw 

Hector out of the plain and to nullify the sacred gifts of wealth and protection Zeus had 

bestowed upon his most beloved polis. 

Although he is obedient to the gods throughout, Achilles succumbs to the in

fatuation that Zeus will fulfil his desires. This occurs, to repeat, when he orders Patro-

clus out of the huts in his armour to drive off the Trojans and, in so doing win the 

Achaean's honour. Thus, somewhat like Agamemnon and Hector, Achilles makes the 

arrogant mistake of believing that Zeus will grant his wish that all will die so that he 

and Patroclus alone may win Troy, rather than having it that they two alone should be 

buried at the seashore beyond the plain. With his hands upon Patroclus' lifeless body, 

Achilles states his bitter insight that Zeus does not fulfill all the desires of men before 

announcing his plan to kill Hector and retrieve the armour. It is following this speech, 

to repeat, that Zeus acknowledges Hera's victory in raising up Achilles (Iliad 18.357-9). 

Finally, it is after his wizened resolution to return to battle that he receives the threefold 

greater gifts Athena promised him in book 1, when she ordered him not to murder 

Agamemnon in the agora. From Agamemnon Achilles receives back the daughter of 
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Briseus, from Thetis he receives the golden armour of Hephaestus and, lastly, from 

Priam he receives the gift of expressing the redemptive magnanimity that defines him 

as the son of Peleus. 

I. Achilles and the Myth of the Mortal Races 

The poetic experience of Achilles' tragic situation as it is elaborated in the Iliad effec

tively defines the homeopathic healing myths of the gods and the former mortals which 

were, as Hesiod states, intended to produce. Swift footed Achilles, imbued with all the 

qualities necessary for success, is fated to die before the goal of Troy is achieved. Worse 

still, his behaviour appears to imperil the final goal, as the hero hubristically models 

himself upon Apollo in uttering his curse to have the Achaeans die and their means of 

return burned by Hector for the dishonour Agamemnon dealt him. And yet Achilles' 

wrath-induced curse was determined by his fate, by his having been chosen by the 

goddesses to desecrate Troy and to end the intermingling of mortals and immortals. 

Himself the product of such a woeful union — the only child of Thetis and Peleus — 

Achilles fully embodies the ontological conflict of the half-god, half mortal demigod; the 

marriage of his parents and his birth were, after all, willfully produced by Hera to end 

such baneful couplings, along with mythic age in which they occurred. Seen then, from 

the perspective of a homeopathic healing, the hearing of Achilles' sufferings makes 

those of the contemporary age infinitely more bearable. 
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Conclusion 

My study of the Iliad has attempted to arrive at a sense of its meaningful reception 

among the ancient Greeks, and to attempt to account for its inclusion as ritual perform

ance that was also a competitive medium at the Greater Panathenaia. In my introduc

tion, I explored the points of structural correspondence, the space-time points of refer

ence, shared by both the ritual setting of the games at Olympia and the dramatic context 

of the hero myth that is the Iliad, the plain of Troy. Like the heroes of myth and cult, 

whose undying acclaim is maintained by the ongoing ceremonial performance of Ho

meric poetry, the victors achieved a status that made of them a sacred presence, a mani

festation of the continuing viability of the Zeus-willed cosmos. Along these same lines, 

I touch upon the Achilles cult and how it corresponds to the ordeals undergone by "the 

collective pool of the dead," the body of athletes gathered in the plane-tree shaded pre

cinct in Elis on the month before their procession along the Sacred Way to Olympia. 

The Iliad, and the Odyssey for that matter too, treats exclusively the death of Achilles and 

the erection of his tomb at the mouth of the Hellespont. Roughly contemporary with 

the poem's performance at Athens in the mid sixth century BCE, was the Athenian 

campaign to establish their influence over the navigation routes into the Euxine (Black 

Sea).1 Seemingly reflecting this strategic manoeuvre is the strong emphasis on the 

building of the tomb shared by Achilles and Patroclus in both the Iliad and the Odyssey. 

1 A more clearly defined propagandists element had been identified in the invocation of Homer to assert 
Athenian claims over the island of Salamis, the ancient homeland of the Greater Ajax, see Pozzi and 
Wickersham 1991:16-31. 
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While the political motives behind this emphasis are obscure, the poem does put its 

stress on the tomb cult dimension of Achilles worship and only alludes to the hero's 

apotheosis, as it was expressed in the establishment of his temple cult on the White 

Island.2 

Having identified the structural correspondences operating between the Iliad and 

Olympia, I have engaged Hesiod's Myth of the Mortal Races as an interpretive template 

in my study of the heroes in the poem. The wealthy Trojans, privileged by Zeus over 

the course of many generations, demonstrate themselves to be like the Silver People. 

Because they could not desist from treating others with hubris they have brought upon 

themselves the wrath of the gods. In consequence, the Golden Age circumstances they 

enjoyed when they first formed their polis devolve, once Achilles crosses the Scaman-

der, into the dire underworld conditions of the Bronze Age. Thus, the Trojans attest to 

the declining arc of mythic time, the descent from the Golden Age to that of the Bronze. 

The Achaeans, on the other hand, demonstrate themselves to be true heroes. Liv

ing in huts on the western shores of the salty sea and determined to bring Helen home, 

the Achaeans remain steadfast in their endeavour. Always eager to defend each other, 

they effectively compensate for Agamemnon's failure to lead them. Also, when their 

most experienced fighters are forced to withdraw and Hector brings the battle into the 

camp, their youngest cohort, led by Idomeneus, Menelaus, and Ajax, hold divinely em-

2 See Nagy 1999:174-210. 
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powered Hector off and later prevent him from making off with Patroclus' corpse. 

Given their esprit de corps and their ability to adapt to Achilles' withdrawal and Hector's 

unprecedented surge of attack, the Achaeans demonstrate themselves to be true heroes. 

Because of their perseverance they move from their Bronze Age army camp conditions 

into the Golden Age realm of victory. Finally we learn in the Odyssey, that certain 

among them, most notably Menelaus and Odysseus, are granted places at the unending 

feast on the Isles of the Blessed. 

Godlike Achilles hovers above all of this. His evil fate enlivened over the course 

of the five days of contests between the horse-taming Trojans and the bronze-clad 

Achaeans, Achilles succeeds in drawing Hector out of his sanctuary beneath the oak 

and at the gates. The focus of the poem is not on his fate, of course, but rather on how 

he experiences its grievous impositions. Finally he too shares with the Achaeans the 

upward movement of the ritual trajectory despite his premature death before Troy's as 

of yet unconquered walls. Beginning his tragic lot in anger and alienation, he degener

ates into a deluded self-aggrandizement at witnessing his curse come into full expres

sion with Hector and the flames at the ships. Like the Trojans, Achilles too behaves like 

the Silver People and suffers the loss of his most beloved Patroclus as a result. But he 

does transform himself after taking full responsibility for Patroclus' death. Finally be

having according to his paternal instructions, Achilles hosts feasts of reconciliation on 

behalf of the two men who died (and whom he killed) wearing his bronze armour. In 
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serving as host at his mortuary hut, Achilles too demonstrates that, even after death, the 

feast may go on. 
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