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INTRODUCTION 

The Iliad is a majestic narrative, sweeping in scope and vision. Its characters, imagery 
and sheer spectacle live on in our imaginations even now millennia since its creation. It 
addresses some of the most enduring aspirations human beings share: the longing for 
purpose and meaning, the desire to be remembered and loved, the need for respect and 
justice, and the yearning for immortality in the face of inevitable death.   

While the Odyssey is comedy, the Iliad is tragedy. As the war continues unabated into its 
tenth year, the reader witnesses an increasing level of savagery emerge on the 
battlefield. Repeated references to the domestic life men have abandoned in order to 
wage this war contrast sharply with the abhorrent nature of the combat, and the reader 
is frequently reminded of the destruction of one of civilization’s most enduring 
touchstones: the family. Finally, even the kindest men among the warriors—Hektor and 
Patroklos—succumb to the allure of gratuitous violence in their efforts to reduce and 
desecrate their victims.  
  
In the midst of this bitter combat, two individuals stand above all others: Achilleus and 
Hektor. Despite their competing allegiances, they come to share some of the same 
anxieties. Increasingly isolated in his rage, Achilleus suffers a growing sense of 
emptiness as he attempts to avenge his public dishonoring by a man less worthy than 
himself. That emptiness only mounts with his inability to satisfy the vengeance he seeks 
for the death of Patroklos, a death for which he is at least partially responsible. The 
husband, father, son, brother and faithful warrior, Hektor, fights for a cause he does not 
believe in because he is loyal to his family and his city and because he recognizes that 
only he stands between them and their ruin. 

Men live and fight knowing they will die and that Hades holds no real or substantial 
life for them. As Patroklos’ ghost evaporates with a “thin cry,” Achilleus observes, 
“Even in the house of Hades there is left something, a soul and an image, but there is no 
real heart of life in it” (XXIII, 103-104). Men are brought down by death, regardless of 
their characters. As Achilleus bitterly remarks, “Fate is the same for the man who holds 
back, the same if he fights hard. We are all held in a single honour, the brave with the 
weaklings. A man dies still if he has done nothing, as one who has done much” (IX, 
318-320). All men will die, and not even the greatest warrior, Achilleus, can escape that 
brute fact. At the story’s conclusion, two enemies—Achilleus and Priam—are 

unexpectedly and poignantly bound together in a shared grief over the bodies of two 
beloved men who died on behalf of their people.  
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Nevertheless, in spite of all this suffering and death, these warriors are elevated in 
consequence and stature precisely because they risk everything in daring acts of 
physical prowess, self-sacrifice, and sometimes unfathomable courage. In doing so, they 
make themselves heroes worthy of remembrance, a feat the gods can never achieve for 
themselves.  

If taught with enthusiasm, sympathy, and energy, students can enter into this engaging 
drama and reflect on some of the most important questions human beings face. At the 
very least, they can experience the awe this story evokes. 
  
This guide is written for teachers who are training readers new to the Iliad. It is not a 
scholarly treatment of the text as such; rather, it is focused on methodically leading 
teachers and their students into meaningful discussions about the issues at stake in the 
Iliad. Nevertheless, we recommend that teachers consult scholarly commentary to 
advance and enrich their own understanding of the text. Please see the short 
bibliography for suggested titles. 

This guide includes the following: 

● Ten steps to prepare the students to begin their study of the Iliad 

● A sample crib sheet to help the students keep track of the mortals and gods on 
both sides of the combat  

● Detailed and reflective synopses of the action of each of the twenty-four books 

● Discussion questions for each book 

● A list of broader questions suitable for closing discussions and essay assignments 

● Multiple illustrations 

● A short bibliography  
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TEN STEPS TO PREPARE THE STUDENTS TO STUDY THE ILIAD 

For many students, reading the Iliad will appear daunting at first. Its primitive story, 
laced with myths and unfamiliar names, can confound students new to the world of 
ancient Greece. The following are some helpful ways to ease the students into that 
foreign landscape: 

1. Utilizing a large map hung on the wall, give a history lecture of approximately 1 hour 
that covers the Greek world from roughly 2000 BC through 700 BC. Show the students 
pictures and photographs to engage their imaginations. Cover these 3 main civilizations 
in this order: Minoan, Mykenaian, and Trojan. A History of Greece to 322 B.C., by N.G.L. 
Hammond, is an excellent resource for preparing this lecture (see bibliography).  

2. Have the students fill in maps with key locations, employing Lattimore’s spellings to 
avoid later confusion: Aegean Sea, Ionian Sea, Mediterranean Sea, Skamandros, Krete 
and Knosos, Asia Minor, Ionia, Miletus, Troy, Hellespont, Mt. Olympus, Mt. Ida, Ithaka, 
Athens, Argos, Mykenai, Tiryns, Sparta, Thebes, Rhodes, Pylos, and Phthia. It is helpful 
to place the main actors in their locations as well: Menelaos/Helen at Sparta, 
Agamemnon at Mykenai, Achilleus at Phthia, Odysseus at Ithaka, Nestor at Pylos, 
Idomeneus at Krete, Priam/Hektor/Hekabe/Andromache/Paris/Helen at Troy, etc.  

3. Watch some short documentary film clips to provide the students with a sense of the 
geography and topography of Greece and Turkey. Show them some pictures that 
accurately portray the kind of armor the warriors would have worn. Be sure to avoid 
any substance that gives away the content of the story.  

4. Give a brief summary of the legend behind the story of the Iliad, what any Greek 
would have known about the wedding party of Thetis and Peleus and Discord’s apple. 
Limit this to just one paragraph. (This legend is only referenced once in the Iliad in Book 
XXIV, 25-30.) When giving this brief mythical background, be sure to tell the story 
without making significant attribution of responsibility to either the gods or men; the 
Iliad has its own story to tell. Inform the students that the action of the Iliad takes place 
in the tenth year of the war. Remind them that the Achaians and the Trojans worship the 
same gods. Again, avoid any substance that gives away the content of the Iliad.   

5. Explain the origin of the title. Ilion was the ancient name for Troy. The Iliad is an epic 
poem involving that city. The students will learn soon enough that this story is not 
about the Trojan War as such, but it is best to allow them to come to that understanding 
on their own.   
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6. Give the students a crib sheet on the gods and mortals competing on both the 
Achaian and Trojan sides (see sample on page 6). Instruct the students to consult 
Lattimore’s thorough glossary and notes at the back of the book for a more detailed list 
of characters, important locations and unfamiliar terms. The Lattimore edition also 
supplies two maps at the front of the book.   
          
7. While the teacher may wish to introduce the students to the Homeric question 
regarding authorship, the bard tradition, and questions of the war’s historicity, it is 
important that any treatment of these issues not become more than a few brief remarks. 
As stated above, this reading will not be an exercise in scholarship. Rather, this reading 
is intended to offer the students a first, imaginative encounter with the compelling 
story, its complicated characters, and the important issues it raises. Scholarship can 
come later. It is useful to keep other translations on hand (e.g., Fagles, Fitzgerald, Pope), 
but the issue of translation should only be raised if it encourages a deeper experience of 
the imaginative world. Translations should generally not be used to settle controversies 
the students need to wrestle with. 

8. Introduce the students to some of the key poetic devices commonly employed in epic 
poetry: the invocation of the goddess, simile, metaphor, epithet, catalogues. Offer some 
examples. Direct the students to keep track of these devices so that they can entertain 
their purposes interior to the story. 

9. Play an audio recording of someone reading or singing the first 70 lines of the Iliad in 
ancient Greek so that the students can acclimate to its meter (dactylic hexameter) and its 
sound. This also reminds the students that the text was not written in English. Teach the 
students how to read line numbers and how to properly cite the text. 

10. Have the students select their favorite passages and similes, and have them 
memorize them. On the last day of discussion, the students can share what they have 
memorized with their classmates.  
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SAMPLE CRIB SHEET:  Keeping Track of Both Sides in the Trojan War 

Trojans 
Priam, King of Troy 
Hekabe, Queen of Troy 
Hektor, Priam and Hekabe’s son, Troy’s greatest warrior 
Andromache, Hektor’s wife 
Astyanax (Skamandrios), Hektor’s son 
Paris (Alexandros), son of Priam, second husband to Helen, Hektor’s brother  
Helen, wife of Paris, first wife of Menelaos 

Gods who favor Trojans 
Aphrodite, Zeus’ daughter, Aineias’ mother, goddess of love and beauty 
Apollo (Phoibos), god of the sun, god of prophecy 
Artemis, Apollo’s sister, twin of Aphrodite, goddess of hunting 
Ares, god of war 
Xanthos (Skamandros), river god 

Achaians (sometimes called Argives, Danaäns, or Greeks) 
Agamemnon, King of Mykenai, leader of the expedition, son of Atreus 
Menelaos, Agamemnon’s brother, king of Lakedaimon, son of Atreus, first husband to 
Helen (Agamemnon and Menelaos are called the Atreides) 
Odysseus, King of Ithaka (later subject of the Odyssey) 
Achilleus, King of Phthia, son of Peleus and the goddess Thetis, leader of the Myrmidons 
Aiantes, refers to Aias (son of Oïleus) and Aias (son of Telamon), spoken of together 
Briseis, war captive of Achilleus 
Diomedes, King of Argos, son of Tydeus  
Nestor, King of Pylos, most aged elder of the kings 
Patroklos, son of Menoitios, close friend of Achilleus 

Gods who favor Achaians 
Zeus, son of Kronos, husband of Hera, favors both sides at different times 
Hera, wife of Zeus 
Athene (Pallas Athene), daughter of Zeus, goddess of wisdom/counsel/strategy 
Hephaistos, Aphrodite’s lame husband, god of fire, a divine blacksmith 
Poseidon, lord of the sea, son of Kronos, younger brother of Zeus 
Thetis, mother of Achilleus, sea goddess, wife of the mortal Peleus 
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

What follows are detailed, reflective synopses of the action of each book with an 
accompanying set of questions suitable for leading discussions. Both the synopses and 
the questions are written for the teachers, not the students; for this reason, they should 
not be given to the students. Both are meant to lead the teachers into a sympathetic 
reflection on the often poignant details of the narrative itself with particular emphasis 
on critical quotations. Special consideration has been afforded Books I, IX, and XXIV. It 
is our hope that by dwelling on these details in a leisurely fashion the teachers will 
discover their own threads of inquiry. The discussion questions are meant to advance 
the students’ understanding of the text and to raise important issues for their reflection. 
Teachers may choose not to consult the synopses and instead leap to the questions. In 
those cases, they should be aware that sometimes the importance of a question might 
not seem immediately obvious; in such cases, consulting the corresponding synopsis 
will help. If a question does not seem appropriately timed for a particular class, the 
teacher should feel free to skip ahead to material the students seem better prepared to 
address. The class can always circle back to old material.  

The list of broader questions at the close of the guide should be consulted occasionally. 
The relevance of those questions may arise in the discussions earlier than anticipated. 
They are suitable both for discussions and for essay assignments.  
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Book I: The anger of Achilleus and Agamemnon  

In the first seven lines of the poem, we hear the poet invoke the aid of the goddess in 
recollecting the sources and consequences of the story we are about to hear. We hear of 
an anger in Achilleus so great that it leads to the slaughter of thousands of his 
companions and Achaian heroes, whose bodies are left to be devoured by birds and 
dogs on the battlefield. We hear that the source of this anger springs from a terrible 
conflict between two Greek warriors, and we will later learn their names: Agamemnon 
and Achilleus. Finally, we hear that the “will of Zeus was accomplished” (I, 1-7).  

The poet asks, “What god was it then set them together in bitter collision?” A priest of 
Apollo, Chryses, has implored the Achaians to permit him to ransom his daughter, 
Chryseis. He says he prays that the “gods grant… Priam’s city be plundered and a fair 
homecoming thereafter” for the Achaians. He just wants his daughter back. While the 
Achaians support his claim and his ransom, Agamemnon rejects it in derogatory, 
offensive, and threatening language: “Never let me find you again, old sir, near our 
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hollow ships, neither lingering now nor coming again hereafter for fear your staff and 
the god’s ribbons help you no longer. The girl I will not give back; sooner will old age 
come upon her in my own house in Argos far from her own land, going up and down 
by the loom and being in my bed as my companion. So go now, do not make me angry; 
so you will be safer” (I, 26-32).  

The priest leaves silently but murmurs his prayers to Apollo that the Achaians be made 
to pay a high price for Agamemnon’s dishonor. An angry Apollo descends Olympos 
and sends shafts from his bow to bring a terrible plague upon the animals and the 
Achaians themselves. Nine days this plague rages through the army until on the tenth 
day Achilleus, with Hera’s encouragement, calls the people to an assembly to discuss 
this matter.   

Achilleus lays out the consequences of their present circumstances. They must either 
leave these shores to return home or they must implore the interpreter of dreams 
(Kalchas) to tell them why Apollo is angry. He wonders aloud if the Achaians are guilty 
of offering poor hecatombs or have broken some vow.   

Kalchas, the best of bird interpreters, stands to address the assembly with these words: 
“Then I will speak; yet make me a promise and swear before me readily by word and 
work of your hands to defend me, since I believe I shall make a man angry who holds 
great kingship over the men of Argos, and all the Achaians obey him. For a king when 
he is angry with a man beneath him is too strong, and suppose even for the day itself he 
swallow down his anger, he still keeps bitterness that remains until its fulfilment deep 
in his chest. Speak forth then, tell me if you will protect me” (I, 75-83). 

The first time we saw a priest of Apollo appeal to Agamemnon, he was treated cruelly. 
Kalchas is no fool. He does not plan on going the way of Chryses, and he knows 
Agamemnon is a hot-tempered king. Even if Agamemnon swallows his anger now, he 
will likely seek vengeance later. For this reason, Kalchas is more circumspect; he does 
not mention Agamemnon by name. 

Achilleus, on the other hand, steps forward with an offer for Kalchas’ protection with 
these rather aggressive, less circumspect words: “No man so long as I am alive above 
earth and see daylight shall lay the weight of his hands on you beside the hollow ships, 
not one of all the Danaäns, even if you mean Agamemnon, who now claims to be far the 
greatest of all the Achaians” (I, 88-91).   

Kalchas embraces Achilleus’ promise of protection and sets before the assembly the 
source of Apollo’s anger: Agamemnon’s dishonor of Chryses and his refusal to accept 
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the ransom and release the daughter. This plague will not abate until Agamemnon has 
returned the girl, but this time there will be no price, no ransom. Instead, Agamemnon 
will have to offer a blessed hecatomb on behalf of the priest. 

Agamemnon is enraged, first at the priest Kalchas, second at Achilleus. Of Kalchas he 
remarks, “Seer of evil: never yet have you told me a good thing. Always the evil things 
are dear to your heart to prophesy, but nothing excellent have you said nor ever 
accomplished” (I, 106-108). There is some reason to believe that this is not true. We 
know that Kalchas is “by far the best of the bird interpreters,” and it was he “who 
guided into the land of Ilion the ships of the Achaians through seercraft” (I, 69-72). 
Agamemnon spurns the words of Apollo’s prophet because they do not comport with 
his will. But he does agree to return the girl only after he has loaded up his remarks 
with his attachment to this girl, a greater treasure to him than his wife Klytaimestra. He 
says that “I myself desire that my people be safe, not perish. Find me then some prize 
that shall be my own, lest I only among the Argives go without, since that were 
unfitting” (I, 116-119). It is unfitting for the king and leader of the enterprise to be made 
bereft of his plunder. Someone will have to replace Chryseis with another girl.   

Again, Achilleus aggressively rebukes Agamemnon, calling him “greediest for gain of 
all men.” He remarks there is no store of plunder lying around to replace Chryseis. It is 
“unbecoming” for the men to have to return plunder they were already awarded. 
Besides, he says, Agamemnon will get four times as much plunder when the Achaians 
finally successfully sack Troy.       

“Powerful” Agamemnon’s rage increases. He rebukes Achilleus, calling him a cheat, a 
deceiver. He accuses Achilleus of trying to keep his own plunder while he, the king, is 
deprived of his honor. He will consent to give back Chryseis, but he lays down an 
ultimatum: Either one of the Greeks freely gives him a prize to replace his lost girl, or he 
will come to the tents of the heroes himself and choose one. He instructs the men to 
return Chryseis with a hecatomb. 

Achilleus turns to Agamemnon and delivers this remarkable and memorable rebuke: 
“O wrapped in shamelessness, with your mind forever on profit, how shall any one of 
the Achaians readily obey you either to go on a journey or to fight men strongly in 
battle? I for my part did not come here for the sake of the Trojan spearmen to fight 
against them, since to me they have done nothing. Never yet have they driven away my 
cattle or my horses...but for your sake o great shameless, we followed, to do you favour, 
you with the dog’s eyes, to win your honour and Menelaos’ from the Trojans. You forget 
all this or else you care nothing. And now my prize you threaten in person to strip from 
me, for whom I laboured much, the gift of the sons of the Achaians... Always the greater 
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part of the painful fighting is the work of my hands; but when the time comes to 
distribute the booty yours is far the greater reward, and I with some small thing yet 
dear to me go back to my ships when I am weary with fighting. Now I am returning to 
Phthia, since it is much better to go home again with my curved ships, and I am minded 
no longer to stay here dishonoured and pile up your wealth and your luxury” (I, 
149-171). 

Agamemnon’s response to Achilleus’ threat is reckless and degrading. He implies that 
Achilleus is a coward: “Run away by all means if your heart drives you.” He degrades 
his strength: “If you are very strong indeed, that is a god’s gift.” He tells him to take his 
Myrmidons with him: “I care nothing for you. I take no account of your anger” (I, 
180-181). He then states that he will himself go to Achilleus’ tent and take the fair-
cheeked Briseis from Achilleus to replace his lost Chryseis. This, he says, is a 
punishment for Achilleus’ failure to honor him and to bow before his will. 

Readers already know how this is going to end, for we have been given the outline of 
action in the opening lines: “Sing, goddess, the anger of Peleus’ son Achilleus and its 
devastation, which put pains thousandfold upon the Achaians” (I, 1-2). Agamemnon’s 
blind failure to take account of Achilleus’ honor and anger is the springboard for much 
suffering for Agamemnon and the Achaians; Agamemnon is simply too enraged and 
proud to see it. 

Achilleus is tested here. He instinctively reaches for his weapon in preparation to kill 
Agamemnon when Athene intervenes and stays his anger with the promise of three-
fold shining gifts “by reason of this outrage.” Achilleus has a choice in the matter; he is 
free to obey or disobey Athene’s injunction. He rebukes Agamemnon for being a 
coward, for hanging back when his men fight on his behalf, for taking the best of prizes 
and for leading like a tyrant. He then swears a great oath with the scepter in hand: 
“Some day longing for Achilleus will come to the sons of the Achaians, all of them. 
Then stricken at heart though you be, you will be able to do nothing, when in their 
numbers before man-slaughtering Hektor they drop and die. And then you will eat out 
the heart within you in sorrow, that you did no honour to the best of the Achaians” (I, 
240-244).   

After Agamemnon sends messengers to take Briseis, Achilleus goes down to the ships 
and weeps, stretching out his hands to call on his mother, Thetis: “Since, my mother, 
you bore me to be a man with a short life, therefore Zeus of the loud thunder on 
Olympos should grant me honour at least. But now he has given me not even a little. 
Now the son of Atreus, powerful Agamemnon, has dishonoured me, since he has taken 
away my prize and keeps it” ( I, 352-356). Thetis comes to comfort him out of the mist of 
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the “grey water” and Achilleus summarizes the events of the past day. He ends by 
asking her to supplicate Zeus on his behalf. He knows that she has special influence 
with Zeus because she alone stood by him during a previous Olympian rebellion. He 
wants Zeus to “pin the Achaians back against the ships and the water, dying, so that 
thus they may all have profit of their own king, that Atreus’ son wide-ruling 
Agamemnon may recognize his madness, that he did no honour to the best of the 
Achaians” (I, 409-413).  

Thetis comforts Achilleus with these words: “Ah me, my child. Your birth was 
bitterness. Why did I raise you? If only you could sit by your ships untroubled, not 
weeping, since indeed your lifetime is to be short, of no length. Now it has befallen that 
your life must be brief and bitter beyond all men’s. To a bad destiny I bore you in my 
chambers” (I, 413- 418). 

As Odysseus leads Chryseis back to her father, accompanied by a hecatomb to assuage 
Apollo’s wrath, Achilleus remains beside his ships: “Never now would he go to 
assemblies where men win glory, never more into battle, but continued to waste his 
heart out sitting there, though he longed always for the clamour and fighting” (I, 
490-492).  

This first book closes with Thetis supplicating Zeus on Mount Olympos on the twelfth 
day after the initial conflict between Achilleus and Agamemnon. At first, Zeus resists 
Thetis, for he knows his interceding on behalf of Achilleus will anger his wife, Hera. She 
hates Troy and would not want to see it honored thus, even if the ultimate goal was its 
destruction. Zeus threatens Hera when she rebukes him, and her son Hephaistos 
comforts her: “This will be a disastrous matter and not endurable if you two are to 
quarrel thus for the sake of mortals and bring brawling among the gods. There will be 
no pleasure in the stately feast at all, since vile things will be uppermost” (I, 573-575).   

So many competing storylines and threads have already emerged in this opening book, 
setting up the disaster that is to beset not just the Trojans and the Achaians, but also 
Achilleus himself. The gods themselves are made uncomfortable by these distresses as 
their luxurious ease is interrupted, and even possibly threatened, by the actions of the 
mortals. Here Zeus looks no better than any mortal man whose family is difficult to lead 
and whose wife continually nags him. He is secretive in his arrangement with Thetis, 
and he feels compelled to hide his true purposes from his wife who is ever suspicious of 
him. Finally, instead of a beautiful, young cup-bearer, clumsy Hephaistos waits on the 
gods who are consumed by “uncontrollable laughter” as they witness him awkwardly 
“bustling about the place” (I, 599-600). The students will begin to notice the sharp 
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contrast between the lives of men and the gods and how this contrast springs from the 
immunity to death and serious suffering the immortals enjoy. 

Discussion Questions 

It is important to take significant time with this book since it lays out for the reader the 
essential problems that underlie the remainder of the text.  

1. Read aloud the first seven lines of the text and study them together carefully (see 
above). These first lines summarize for the reader the action of the narrative. The poet 
asks, “What god was it then set them together in bitter collision?” This question and its 
correlatives seem to be at the root of much of the action of this story. Who is responsible 
for the events of this story? The gods? Individual men? Who and how so? The students 
should start keeping track of this question as they read, and the teacher should 
encourage the students to address it when they feel they have some new insight to 
contribute. There will be more than one answer at work in these discussions.   
2. Why does Achilleus call for the assembly? The text says that Hera encourages him to 
do so. Do you think he has his own reasons for calling for the assembly? What are they? 
Consult the text.  
3. Is Agamemnon correct in his assessment of Kalchas? Why does he insist on a 
replacement for Chryseis? Why does this seem to matter so much to him? Do not 
speculate beyond what the text says.   
4. Summarize precisely Achilleus’ argument against Agamemnon. Summarize 
Agamemnon’s. Stick to the text. What do we learn about the character of both men in 
this confrontation? 
5. At what exact juncture does the argument escalate? Who escalates the argument? Is 
this confrontation predicated on something else? With whom do you sympathize? 
6. Has Achilleus picked this fight with Agamemnon? If so, what evidence is there to 
suggest that? Does he provoke Agamemnon to commandeer his own war prize? If so, 
why? Why does Agamemnon react so strongly to Achilleus? What does Briseis mean to 
Achilleus and Agamemnon? 
7. Begin the conversation regarding Agamemnon’s leadership of the contingent. What 
kind of leader is he? What textual evidence do you have to support your claim? How 
are the other men reacting to his leadership? Listen closely to the voices of the other 
warriors. 
8. Why does Athene intervene? What does she say that prevents Achilleus from killing 
Agamemnon? Does this afford the reader any insight into Achilleus’ reasons for calling 
for the assembly?  
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9. What is Achilleus’ oath? (The students should be precise on this matter since his 
position will shift over the course of the story.) 
10. What is Achilleus’ argument to his mother? What exactly does he want and why? 
(The students will need to be precise on this, too, since this will change over the course 
of the story.) Why does Thetis agree to help him?  
11. Although not entirely spelled out, what so far can you determine about Achilleus’ 
prophesied future?  
12. Compare and contrast the lives of the mortals and the lives of the gods. Are they 
similar in any way? How are they different? Characterize the gods. Focus on the final 
passages that dwell on the gods’ banquet. Contrast this scene with the final scenes 
involving the mortals. The students will continue to address the character of the gods 
throughout their reading. 
13. A running count of the deceased should begin now in a chart with two columns: 
Trojan and Greek. This will help the students weigh how necessary, or not, Zeus’ 
interference is.  
14. Some enterprising student might wish to start keeping track of the number of days 
this story occupies.  

© 2018 Cana AcademyTM 14



  

Book II: Testing the Soldiers, the Catalogue of the Ships 

Instead of sleeping, Zeus has pondered all night how to restore Achilleus’ honor and 
decides to send Evil Dream to Agamemnon to trick him into attacking Troy this very 
day. Hera, he lies, has finally convinced the other Olympians that Troy must be 
destroyed.  

In order to be most compelling to Agamemnon, Evil Dream camouflages himself as 
Agamemnon’s trusted, aged counselor, Nestor. Evil Dream flatters Agamemnon by 
appealing to his stature and responsibilities. Fool that he is, “who knew nothing of all 
the things Zeus planned to accomplish, Zeus, who yet was minded to visit tears and 
sufferings on Trojans and Danaäns alike in the strong encounters” (II, 36-40), 
Agamemnon believes this specter and calls for an immediate assembly of the princes.  

At the assembly of the princes and high counselors, Agamemnon tells them what 
happened during the night and relates his plan to test the soldiers’ loyalty. He says he is 
going to “make trial of them by words, and tell them even to flee in their benched 
vessels” (II, 73-75). (Why does Agamemnon feel the need to test the soldiers? Perhaps 
he feels he needs to test their loyalty because of the ugly, public encounter with 
Achilleus.) 

Nestor obliquely questions Agamemnon’s wisdom in this matter: “Had it been any 
other Achaian who told of this dream we should have called it a lie and we might rather 
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have turned from it” (II, 80-81), but he remains faithful to Agamemnon and orders the 
princes to assemble the soldiers. 

We are now introduced to one of the first full similes of the text and one of its most 
beautiful ones: “Like the swarms of clustering bees that issue forever in fresh bursts 
from the hollow in the stone, and hang like bunched grapes as they hover beneath the 
flowers in springtime fluttering in swarms together this way and that way, so the many 
nations of men from the ships and the shelters along the front of the deep sea beach 
marched in order by companies to the assembly, and Rumour walked blazing among 
them, Zeus’ messenger, to hasten them along” (II, 87-94).   

At the general assembly of soldiers, Agamemnon assumes Hephaistos’ scepter, the 
instrument that indicates the worth of the man; and the poet links this scepter to its long 
and illustrious history all the way back to Pelops, Thyestes and Agamemnon’s father, 
Atreus. Agamemon formally introduces the history of this long war: They have been 
here on these beaches for nine years, and their ships have rotted and their connections 
to young wives and children have frayed as they have waited in vain for their husbands 
and fathers to return. He proposes with incredible rhetorical force that they “run away 
with [their] ships to the beloved land of our fathers since no longer now shall we 
capture Troy of the wide ways” (II, 136-140). No sooner has Agamemnon made this 
proposal than the entire army enthusiastically sweeps down the shore to the boats, 
shouting and dragging the vessels into the sea. Upon witnessing this disaster, Hera 
chides Athene and reminds her that this is not the fate chosen for these men. To permit 
the Achaians to leave now without Helen, after all of this warfare and death, would be a 
travesty the Trojans would never forget to vaunt. She commands Athene to go among 
the Achaians and speak words of “gentleness” to compel them to cease their retreat.   

Athene finds her beloved Odysseus frozen still, deeply disappointed by the behavior of 
the troops. She chides Odysseus not to permit this shame in the words Hera gave her. 
Odysseus casts aside his cloak and runs towards Agamemnon. He grabs the scepter 
from Agamemnon and ranges among the Achaian princes, restraining them with soft 
words not to be cowards. He reminds them of Agamemnon’s true purpose, which he 
announced at the assembly: “Did you not all hear what he was saying in council? May 
he not in anger do some harm to the sons of the Achaians! For the anger of god-
supported kings is a big matter, to whom honour and love are given from Zeus of the 
counsels” (II, 194-197). When Odysseus sees some ordinary soldier, he strikes him with 
the staff and reprimands him harshly, calling him a coward who needs to listen to his 
aristocratic betters, for “[l]ordship for many is no good thing.” When the men are all 
finally reassembled, the commoner, Thersites, stands to contest Agamemnon’s and 
Odysseus’ leadership. The poet describes Thersites in degrading language: he of the 
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“endless speech”; “who knew within his head many words”; “disorderly, vain, without 
decency to quarrel with the princes with any word he thought might be amusing”; the 
“ugliest man” who came beneath Ilion; balding and “bandy-legged”; he who “went 
lame of one foot with shoulders stooped.” He is most hated by Achilleus and Odysseus, 
men whom Thersites is always abusing.   

This time, Thersites reserves his angry outcry for Agamemnon with a lengthy summary 
of Agamemnon’s incompetence and greed, mirroring much of what Achilleus said 
earlier in Book I: “Son of Atreus, what thing further do you want, or find fault with 
now? Your shelters are filled with bronze, there are plenty of the choicest women for 
you within your shelter, whom we Achaians give to you first of all whenever we 
capture some stronghold. Or is it still more gold you will be wanting, that some son of 
the Trojans, breakers of horses, brings as ransom out of Ilion, one that I, or some other 
Achaian, capture and bring in? Is it some young woman to lie with in love and keep her 
all to yourself apart from the others? It is not right for you, their leader, to lead in 
sorrow the sons of the Achaians. My good fools, poor abuses, you women, not men, of 
Achaia, let us go back home in our ships, and leave this man here by himself in Troy to 
mull his prizes of honour that he may find out whether or not we others are helping 
him. And now he has dishonoured Achilleus, a man much better than he is. He has 
taken his prize by force and keeps her. But there is no gall in Achilleus‘ heart, and he is 
forgiving. Otherwise, son of Atreus, this were your last outrage” (II, 225-242).    

Odysseus moves swiftly to silence Thersites, condemning him for being the worst of 
men among the Achaians. He threatens Thersites that if he presumes to speak like this 
again, Odysseus will strip him naked and publicly whip him in shame. Odysseus then 
strikes Thersites with the sacred scepter about the neck and shoulders until Thersites 
weeps and collapses in fear. The morale of the men has proven to be low in 
Agamemnon’s test. However, despite the recent experiences of the plague, the 
controversy between Achilleus and Agamemnon, and now this outbreak of mutinous 
speech, the men do not want to be led by a man of Thersites’ low character. And while 
they feel some pity for Thersites, they laugh at him and cheer Odysseus for crushing the 
braggart. Odysseus’ calm, forceful leadership has brought the men back to order and 
saved Agamemnon’s army. 

Odysseus now takes the staff in hand and addresses the assembly with special 
emphasis on Agamemnon. He gently chastises the soldiers for being like children and 
widowed women in their complaining and their desire to return home, but he also 
publicly sympathizes with their impatience by recognizing the suffering they have 
endured for nine long years: “Therefore I cannot find fault with the Achaians for their 
impatience beside the curved ships; yet always it is disgraceful to wait long and at the 
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end go home empty-handed” (II, 295-298). He proposes patience and a test of Kalchas’ 
prophecy first delivered nine years ago at Aulis when the Achaians first assembled their 
fleet. As they were making their offerings to the immortals, a bloody colored snake 
violently attacked and devoured a nest of eight young sparrows and their mother. Some 
god turned the snake to stone. Kalchas interprets the portent to mean that after nine 
long years of fighting and in the tenth year of the war, the Achaians will successfully 
take Troy. Odysseus encourages the assembly to put this prophecy to the test now by 
remaining. 

The wise, aged Nestor reminds the assembly that they were promised by Zeus’ flashing 
lightning that he favors their cause: “Therefore let no man be urgent to take the way 
homeward until after he has lain in bed with the wife of a Trojan to avenge Helen’s 
longing to escape and her lamentations” (II, 354-356). He advises Agamemnon to 
organize the force into tribes and clans so that the true leaders can be more easily 
detected and tested for their bravery.  

Agamemnon finally rises to address these counsels. He compliments the counselors and 
says of Zeus that he “has given me bitterness, who drives me into unprofitable abuse 
and quarrels.” This is the first time we have seen Agamemnon publicly regret the 
quarrel with Achilleus: “For I and Achilleus fought together for a girl’s sake in words’ 
violent encounter, and I was the first to be angry” (II, 377-378). He tells the men to feed 
their animals and themselves, make their sacrifices to the gods, and prepare for an 
assault on Troy. All deserters will be executed.   

The men retire to their shelters to make sacrifices, and Agamemnon sacrifices a fat ox, 
five years old, to Zeus. He summons his most trusted advisors—Nestor, Idomeneus, the 
two Aiantes, Diomedes, Odysseus, and Menelaos—to pray with him and to scatter the 
barley. He prays that the Achaians will be able to take Troy that very day, “but none of 
this would the son of Kronos accomplish, who accepted the victims, but piled up the 
unwished-for hardship” (II, 419-420). 

Nestor advises Agamemnon that they should rally the troops and stir the fierce war god 
in them. Athene, bearing the ornamental aegis, sweeps through the host and “kindle[s] 
the strength in each man’s heart to take the battle without respite… And now battle 
became sweeter to them than to go back in their hollow ships to the beloved land of 
their fathers” (II, 447-454).   
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The poet issues six cascading similes, one tumbling after the other, beginning at line 455: 

● As a forest fire lights up the sky, the marching soldiers’ bronze dazzles. 

● As multitudinous birds fly this way and that way and clash in swarms in the 
meadow, the tribes of the Achaians pour forth to the plain, and the earth 
thunders beneath their horses’ feet. 

● As flowers and leaves blossom in season, the multitudinous soldiers assemble in 
the meadow of Skamandros. 

● As the multitudinous insects flit about the sheep stalls in spring, such is the 
number of Achaian soldiers standing in the plain with burning hearts.  

  
● As goatherds separate their flocks in the pasture, the leaders separate their men 

into divisions.  

● And Agamemnon, “with eyes and head like Zeus...like Ares for girth, and with 
the chest of Poseidon; like some ox of the herd pre-eminent among the others a 
bull,” stands ready to assume “conspicuous” leadership. 

The poet calls out to the Muses to help him recall and catalogue the leaders and the 
many soldiers arrayed on the plain of Skamandros. 

While the preparation for battle continues, Achilleus stands apart and his men must 
content themselves with playing games and “wandering here and there in the camp.”   

Book II ends with a scene shift to the assembly of Priam. Iris has appeared in their 
midst, masked as Polites, son of Priam, to alert them to the coming assault of an 
extraordinary army of Achaians. He advises Hektor to organize the many different 
nations that have gathered at Troy into divisions by nationality. A smaller catalogue of 
the Trojans and their greatest leaders is provided. 
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Discussion Questions 

1. How do Agamemnon’s leading warriors react to his plan to test the troops? Listen 
carefully to their words. Why does Agamemnon feel he needs to test the men? What 
exactly is he testing? What are the consequences so far of the fight with Achilleus? Use 
the text. 
2. What is Agamemnon’s argument for returning home? Evaluate it. 
3. Why do the troops react the way they do?   
4. What do you think Agamemnon was planning? What were his expectations? What 
were Zeus’? What were yours? Why? 
5. Why does Athene appeal to Odysseus? 
6. Why is Odysseus so hard on Thersites? Compare and contrast Thersites’ remarks 
with Achilleus’ earlier argument. Are they similar? Different? In what way(s)? Why 
didn’t Odysseus correct Achilleus when Achilleus rebuked Agamemnon? What was the 
difference, if any? 
7. What is Odysseus’ argument for not leaving? What is Nestor’s? 
8. Revisit the question regarding Agamemnon’s leadership. What kind of leader is 
Agamemnon? Compare and contrast Agamemnon’s leadership with that of Odysseus. 
Does Agamemnon regret the argument with Achilleus?  
9. Why does Zeus reject the offering? What is Zeus’ will? 
10. Stop and dwell on the beautiful wave of similes at lines 445-477. Of what do these 
similes remind you? How do they make you feel? Why are they here?  
11. The review of the troops acts almost as a flashback, but rather than delving too 
deeply into the scholarship surrounding this passage, use this as an occasion to help the 
students imagine the size of these armies. Stop and count the number of Achaian ships 
and men (the Catalogue of the Ships) brought to the battle as evidenced in the 
catalogue. This is an excellent way to familiarize the students with the names and 
locations they will encounter in the text. Note the leaders, where they come from, and 
how many ships each has brought. Use a map to locate their origins. Making a chart is a 
useful exercise for getting a handle on their numbers. Compare and contrast the 
individual Achaian leaders and what they have brought to the fight. Compare and 
contrast the Achaian and Trojan cohorts. 
12. What are the Myrmidons doing? How do they look to you?     
13. Precisely summarize and evaluate the activity of the gods in this chapter. What role 
do they play? Keep a running list of interactions between the gods and men and how 
the gods respond to sacrifices and oaths. It is best to keep track of these interactions by 
keeping a list of book numbers and line numbers in a notebook for later consultation 
and discussion. 

© 2018 Cana AcademyTM 20



  

Book III: Helen at Troy 

Much of the emphasis of this book centers on the people of Troy and their heroes, 
specifically Hektor and Paris. We are also introduced to Helen for the first time. 

It opens with two beautiful similes. The Trojans are like wildfowl, crashing and 
disorganized; the Achaians go silently, “breathing valour.” The dust driven up into a 
stormcloud by the charging men is like the thick mist that gathers on the mountain 
peaks, blinding the shepherd.  

As the two armies advance toward each other, Paris (Alexandros), arrayed in a 
leopard’s hide, steps forward to challenge the Achaians. 

Menelaos catches sight of Paris and, like a hungry lion, he springs to the ground from 
his chariot to meet the challenge. Like a man surprised by a snake, Paris quickly and 
fearfully retreats when he sees Menelaos. Hektor rebukes his shameful brother Paris for 
the war he has brought to Troy and for his cowardice. It would have been better if 
“woman-crazy” Paris had never been born or at least had been killed before he 
“cajoled” Helen to come to Troy: “Surely now the flowing-haired Achaians laugh at us, 
thinking you are our bravest champion, only because your looks are handsome, but 
there is no strength in your heart, no courage” (III, 43-45). Paris has been nothing but a 
sorrow to his father, his city, his people and even himself, having brought these strong 
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warriors to Troy. His lyre, the favor of Aphrodite, and his beautiful locks will not save 
him when he rolls in the dust. Then Hektor blames the Trojans themselves for being 
cowards for not stoning Paris themselves.  

Paris keenly disarms his critical older brother, Hektor, by pouring praise on Hektor, 
saying he is weariless, like an axe-blade driven through timber, and his heart is 
unshakeable.  Paris cannot help it if Aphrodite favors him. The inference is that Helen is 
one of the gifts Aphrodite has bestowed on him, and one resists gifts of the gods at 
one’s own peril. Having said that, however, Paris tells his brother that he is willing to 
challenge Menelaos to a duel the outcome of which will settle the war. Whoever wins 
the challenge will take Helen and all of her possessions, and the combatants will return 
home. Hektor is delighted. He steps into the fray, raises his spear, and brings the 
contending armies to rest, although Agamemnon has to bring his troops to heel before 
they will stop trying to strike at Hektor. All fall silent and Hektor steps forward with the 
proposed duel. Menelaos accepts this challenge and proposes that two lambs be 
slaughtered and sacrificed to the gods as an oath to fulfill the promise of the challenge, 
but he will only accept the word of Priam, king of Troy, because an elder man’s word is 
more reliable. Both Achaians and Trojans are delighted with this proposal. They 
dismount and lay their armor aside to await the arrival of Priam and the taking of oaths. 

Back at Troy, Helen sits in her chamber weaving a “great web,” “a red folding robe” in 
which she weaves the details of the Trojan war being fought “for her sake” and the 
many heroes who have died for her. This is a striking image of a cunning woman who 
seems to enjoy the bloody combat fought for possession of her. Iris appears to Helen in 
the guise of Helen’s sister-in-law, Laodike. She beckons Helen to the Skaian gates to 
“behold the marvelous things done” by the Achaians and the Trojans on her behalf, and 
she tells Helen about the proposed duel. Helen is overcome with a “sweet longing” in 
her heart for Menelaos, her city and her parents; wrapped in shimmering garments, she 
goes to the gates to watch. The elders of the city are seated on the tower, and when they 
see Helen approach, they begin to murmur softly: “Surely there is no blame on Trojans 
and strong-greaved Achaians if for long time they suffer hardship for a woman like this 
one. Terrible is the likeness of her face to immortal goddesses. Still, though she be such, 
let her go away in the ships, lest she be left behind, a grief to us and our children” (III, 
156-160). Finally, we witness Helen’s great beauty through the eyes of her admirers, but 
even these elders wish she would go home since she has brought such suffering to their 
city. Priam, however, calls Helen to sit beside him so that she can see her old husband 
and her old people. He says he does not blame her but only the gods for this sorrowful 
war. She responds, “Always to me, beloved father, you are feared and respected; and I 
wish bitter death had been what I wanted, when I came hither following your son, 
forsaking my chamber, my kinsmen, my grown child, and the loveliness of girls my 
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own age. It did not happen that way: and now I am worn with weeping...slut that I am” 
(III, 172-180). Priam asks her to name for him one particular hero who has the 
appearance of royalty, and she tells him it is Agamemnon. Helen identifies the greatest 
of the Achaian heroes, and memories of each spill from her and from the counselor 
Antenor. We hear of an embassy Menelaos and Odysseus first conducted to Troy in 
order to win Helen back, a mission that obviously failed despite Odysseus’ powerful 
rhetoric. We hear of the prowess of Aias and Idomeneus. She looks for Kastor and 
Polydeukes, but she cannot find them because they are already dead. Priam is 
interrupted by the herald who calls him to the field for the exchange of oaths.  

Down on the field, where the Achaians and Trojans have assembled for the oath, the 
sacrifice is made and the prayer is lifted up to Zeus: “They spoke, but none of this 
would the son of Kronos accomplish” (III, 302). Priam leaves the field of battle because 
he cannot bear to witness the duel involving his “dear son” Paris. Hektor casts lots for 
who makes the first throw, and Paris wins. Both warriors, Menelaos and Paris, arm 
themselves for the duel. Paris casts his spear, and it strikes Menelaos’ shield but does 
not penetrate. Menelaos then throws his spear at Paris, and his spear strikes and 
penetrates Paris’ shield, smashing into Paris’ corslet and tunic. Menelaos then grasps his 
sword and charges at Paris, breaking it across Paris’ helmet. He cries aloud to Zeus for 
aid and grabs at Paris’ helmet, dragging him toward his men. Paris looks unmanned 
here as the embroidered strap of his helmet cuts into his soft neck beneath his chin and 
as Menelaos drags him forcefully backwards. Paris would have died had Aphrodite not 
intervened. She breaks Paris’ chinstrap, and Menelaos is left swinging an empty helmet, 
which he flings towards the Achaians. Aphrodite catches Paris up, wraps him in a thick 
mist and “set[s] him down again in his own perfumed bedchamber” (III, 381).   

Aphrodite then disguises herself as a beloved, old woman and goes to the tower where 
Helen is surrounded by other Trojan women. There she summons Helen to Paris’ 
bedchamber: “Come with me: Alexandros sends for you to come home to him. He is in 
his chamber now, in the bed with its circled pattern, shining in his raiment and his own 
beauty; you would not think that he came from fighting against a man; you would think 
he was going rather to a dance, or rested and had been dancing lately” (III, 385-389).  
The contrasting images of a perfumed bedchamber and an arrayed lover with the 
ugliness of the battle below could hardly be more jarring. Helen seems to sense this 
horrible discrepancy. She chides Aphrodite for beguiling her to the bedchamber. She 
mocks Aphrodite’s tendency for matchmaking: “Is there some mortal man there also 
who is dear to you? Is it because Menelaos has beaten great Alexandros and wishes, 
hateful even as I am, to carry me homeward, is it for this that you stand in your 
treachery now beside me? Go yourself and sit beside him...stay with him forever, and 
suffer for him...until he makes you his wedded wife, or makes you his slave girl. Not I. I 
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am not going to him. It would be too shameful. I will not serve his bed, since the Trojan 
women hereafter would laugh at me, all, and my heart even now is confused with 
sorrows” (III, 403-412). Aphrodite threatens Helen with a harsh outcome should Helen 
resist her, “lest I encompass you in hard hate, caught between both sides, Danaäns and 
Trojans alike, and you wretchedly perish” (III, 416-417). Helen relents under 
Aphrodite’s pressure and returns to Paris’ chamber. Aphrodite draws up an armchair to 
watch their lovemaking. 

Helen’s conversation with Paris is explosive. She berates him for coming off the 
battlefield. She says she wishes that he had died at Menelaos’ hands. She derides him 
for his boasts of being a better fighter. She mocks him for running away from battle and 
finishes by telling him that he better not return to the battlefield because he would 
almost certainly die there at the tip of Menelaos’ spear.   

Paris’ response is to beguile and seduce her, once again disarming his critic much like 
he did when Hektor chided him. He says that while Menelaos beat him, and only 
because he had Athene’s help, some day he will beat Menelaos. He shamelessly seduces 
her with love making and recalls for her the first time they made love on the island of 
Kranae, “Never before as now has passion enmeshed my senses.” Helen relents and 
they go to bed.   

The last and almost comical image at the close of this book is of the frustrated warrior 
Menelaos angrily striding up and down the line, searching for Paris while Paris enjoys 
the company of his lover (Menelaos’ former wife) in his bedchamber. Not even the 
Trojans would have protected Paris this time, “since he was hated among them all as 
dark death is hated” (III, 454). Agamemnon declares Menelaos the winner of the duel.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Examine the similes in the opening lines. What insight do these similes offer about 
the contestants?   
2. Characterize Menelaos. What are his strengths and weaknesses? 
3. We learn that the Achaians sent ambassadors to Troy before the war to arrange a 
resolution to the quarrel between their peoples. Why didn’t the elders return Helen to 
Menelaos? What do we learn about the Trojan elders in the encounter with Helen? Are 
they against the war or for it? Are they attracted to Helen? How do they view her?      
4. What do we learn about Hektor in this book? How does he view his brother’s affair 
with Helen, and how does he view his city? How does he view Helen? How does he 
view this war?  

© 2018 Cana AcademyTM 24



5. Characterize Helen. Examine Helen’s situation at Troy in the eyes of the other 
inhabitants. How do the Trojans view her? Read this passage aloud and go through it 
slowly and carefully.  How does she treat the elders? How do they treat her? How does 
Priam treat her? Why hasn’t Priam insisted that his son, Paris, return Helen to the 
Achaians? Why does Helen call herself a “slut”? What does she mean? Is she 
remorseful? 
6. Who does Priam blame for the war? Why? What do you think of that? What do we 
learn about Priam’s leadership of Troy? Evaluate his kingship based on the text. 
Compare and contrast his leadership with Agamemnon’s. 
7. Describe what Helen is weaving. Why is she doing that? Characterize her motives.    
8. What happens between Helen and Paris? Describe their relationship. What is Helen’s 
disposition toward Paris? Does she love him? Why does she give in to Aphrodite’s 
demands? How freely does she act in this scene? Why does Aphrodite do what she 
does? Contrast the bedroom scene with what is going on down on the battlefield. 
9. The duel between Menelaos and Paris should have ended the war, according to the 
terms of the oath. Why doesn’t this duel end the war? Recall that Menelaos insisted that 
Priam be present for the oath to ensure it is upheld. What has happened?    

Book IV: The Gods Break the Truce 

This book opens with the gods sitting in council, drinking wine, gazing down on Troy. 
In seeking to infuriate his wife Hera, Zeus speaks mockingly: “Two among the 
goddesses stand by Menelaos, Hera of Argos, and Athene who stands by her people. Yet 
see, here they are sitting apart, looking on at the fighting, and take their pleasure. 
Meanwhile laughing Aphrodite forever stands by her man and drives the spirits of 
death away from him. Even now she has rescued him when he thought he would 
perish. So, the victory now is with warlike Menelaos. Let us consider then how these 
things shall be accomplished, whether again to stir up grim warfare and the terrible 
fighting, or cast down love and make them friends with each other. If somehow this 
way could be sweet and pleasing to all of us, the city of lord Priam might still be a place 
men dwell in and Menelaos could take away with him Helen of Argos” (IV, 7-19). This 
duel between Menelaos and Paris could settle the war once and for all. Menelaos has 
won, and the Achaians and Trojans can now be left in peace.    

Hera reacts angrily at Zeus’ words. Having spent herself so long in an effort to 
completely destroy Priam and his city, she cannot possibly imagine giving up now.  
Zeus responds that he cannot understand why Hera so hates Priam and his city: “If you 
could walk through the gates and through the towering ramparts and eat Priam and the 
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children of Priam raw, and the other Trojans, then, then only might you glut at last your 
anger” (IV, 34-36). For now he will permit her to destroy his beloved Troy, but the next 
time he wants to lay waste some city she favors, she will have to stand aside. Hera 
asserts that her favored cities are Argos, Sparta, and Mykenai, and she will never stand 
in Zeus’ way should one of them become hateful to him. Besides, even if she did 
attempt to stand in his way, she says she knows he’s more powerful and will 
accomplish his will.  

She now advances her plan: Athene must reignite the war, but it must be the Trojans 
who break the oath, not the Achaians. She descends to the gathered Trojans in the 
disguise of Laodokos and searches out the archer Pandaros. She persuades him to break 
the truce by shooting an arrow at Menelaos to win glory and the gratitude of all the 
Trojans. She thus persuades “the fool’s heart in him,” and he lets fly an arrow straight at 
Menelaos. Athene then leaps in front of Menelaos to defend him by brushing aside the 
arrow as a mother brushes a fly away from her sleeping child. While Menelaos is only 
grazed, his bleeding frightens both Menelaos and Agamemnon. Agamemnon pleads 
with Menelaos not to die, for he will have to abandon this effort and return “a thing of 
reproach to Argos” without Helen or her treasure, and Menelaos will be left behind in 
the fields of Troy. Worse, the Trojans will vaunt forever how they defeated the Achaians.   

Agamemnon now reviews his troops and reassembles them for the fight. He ridicules 
Odysseus for hanging back from the battle, but Odysseus is unimpressed: “Your talk is 
wind, and no meaning.” He ridicules Diomedes for not measuring up to his father’s 
reputation, and Diomedes receives the rebuke without comment. The Trojans and the 
Achaians begin the fight anew, and “Terror drove them, and Fear, and Hate whose 
wrath is relentless...and the ground ran blood...for on that day many men of the 
Achaians and Trojans lay sprawled in the dust face downward beside one another” (IV, 
543-544). 

Discussion Questions 

1. How and why are the gods involved in the affairs of men? What are their aims and 
intentions? Are the men free to do as they will, or are the gods controlling events? In 
what way(s) are the gods responsible for the action in this story so far?   
2. What reasons does Agamemnon give to encourage Menelaos not to succumb to his 
wound? 
3. Take another look at Agamemnon’s leadership of the men. How does he treat his 
men, and how do they respond to his leadership? 
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Book V: Diomedes’ aristeia 

This book is largely dedicated to events on the battlefield, and the Achaians are in 
control. Perhaps stung by Agamemnon’s earlier criticism, Diomedes embarks on his 
aristeia, his time of conspicuous combat on the field of battle. He emerges as one of the 
most powerful warriors among the Achaians. He even manages to wound two gods 
who seek to participate in the fighting: “But you could not have told on which side 
Tydeus’ son [Diomedes] was fighting, whether he were one with the Trojans or with the 
Achaians, since he went storming up the plain like a winter-swollen river in spate that 
scatters the dikes in its running current...Like these the massed battalions of the Trojans 
were scattered by Tydeus’ son, and many as they were could not stand against him” (V, 
85-95).   

Athene stands by Diomedes and protects him from Pandaros’ arrow so that his injury is 
minor. While she warns him not to make war with the gods on the field of battle, she 
gives him permission to strike Aphrodite, and Diomedes is filled with an intense 
bloodlust. Rage takes hold of him “as of a lion whom the shepherd among his fleecy 
flocks in the wild lands grazed as he leapt the fence of the fold, but has not killed him, 
but only stirred up the lion’s strength, and can no more fight him off, but hides in the 
steading, and the frightened sheep are forsaken, and these are piled pell-mell on each 
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other in heaps, while the lion raging still leaps out again over the fence of the deep yard; 
such was the rage of strong Diomedes as he closed with the Trojans” (V, 136-143).  

Diomedes ranges through the Trojan ranks nearly unchecked in brutal combat until two 
of Troy’s greatest and bravest fighters, Aineias and Pandaros, join forces. Diomedes 
successfully slaughters Pandaros and, if not for Aphrodite’s intervention on behalf of 
her son, Aineias may have died as well. Diomedes strikes and wounds Aphrodite’s 
hand, and she shrieks and drops Aineias. Apollo catches Aineias and carries him off the 
field veiled in a mist. Diomedes knows that he has struck and wounded a goddess: 
“Give way, daughter of Zeus, from the fighting and the terror. It is not then enough that 
you lead astray women without warcraft?” (V, 348-349). 

Upon returning to Olympos, Aphrodite informs the other gods that the “Danaäns are 
beginning to fight even with the immortals.” Her mother comforts her and utters ugly 
threats against Diomedes, his household and even his wife. She also knows that it was 
Athene’s fault that Aphrodite was wounded. Zeus exhorts Aphrodite to stay off the 
battlefield. Her concerns must be associated with the secrets of marriage only.  

Diomedes continues to wage war with the Trojans, even when he knows they are being 
protected by Apollo. He rushes at Aineias, who is being covered by Apollo, and Apollo 
warns him off. Apollo takes Aineias to his temple at Pergamos, adopts the appearance 
of Aineias and joins the battle. But Apollo is angered by Diomedes’ aggression and 
exhorts Ares to stir the Trojans against the Achaians.  

This is the first time we hear of the Trojan Sarpedon’s history. He chastises Hektor for 
not fighting in the fray. Sarpedon reminds Hektor that he comes from faraway Lykia 
and that he has nothing to lose if the Achaians win the war. Indeed, he left his own dear 
wife, infant son and all of his possessions behind to join Troy in this fight. Everything 
that is dear to him back home has been made vulnerable to predators. Sarpedon’s 
words “bit into the heart of Hektor,” and Hektor springs down from his chariot to rally 
the Trojan troops to fight. Sarpedon is badly wounded and carried from the field with a 
spear in his leg.  

Hera, perceiving how poorly the Achaians are doing, exhorts Athene to counteract Ares’ 
great strength by going to battle herself. Athene dons her father’s war tunic and armor 
and throws the “betasselled, terrible aegis, all about which Terror hangs like a garland, 
and Hatred is there, and Battle Strength, and heart-freezing Onslaught and thereon is 
set the head of the grim gigantic Gorgon, a thing of fear and horror, portent of Zeus” (V, 
738-742). Hera begs Zeus to permit Athene to go the battlefield to push Ares from the 
field, and he assents. Hera rallies the Achaians. Athene chastises Diomedes for 
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permitting the Trojan successes while hanging back, and Diomedes reminds her that she 
has forbidden him to fight with the gods, “It is no poor-spirited fear nor shrinking that 
holds me. Rather I remember the order you yourself gave me when you would not let 
me fight in the face of the blessed immortals...Therefore now have I myself given way, 
and I ordered the rest of the Argives all to be gathered in this place beside me, since I 
see that this who is lord of the fighting is Ares” (V, 817-824). Athene orders Diomedes 
back to the field and exhorts him to fight even Ares since she will stand beside him in 
his chariot. Together, Diomedes and Athene drive their chariot straight at Ares, and 
Athene drives her spear into Ares’ belly. “Then Ares the brazen bellowed, with a sound 
as great as nine thousand men make, or ten thousand...And a shivering seized hold 
alike on Achaians and Trojans in their fear at the bellowing of battle-insatiate Ares” (V, 
859- 863). Ares retreats to Olympos where he complains to Zeus about the role the gods 
are playing in battle, especially Athene. Zeus rebukes Ares for getting involved, and he 
blames Hera’s persuasive arguments for Ares’ suffering.   

Having successfully saved Diomedes and the Achaians and having forced Ares off the 
battlefield, Hera and Athene retreat to Olympos.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Examine the increasing ferocity of the battle and the attribution of animal imagery 
and bloodlust to the combatants. Look at particular examples. Remind the students of 
Zeus’ reference to Hera’s insatiable desire to eat raw the Trojans in Book IV.  What is 
going on here? 
2. In what way(s) are the gods controlled by the actions of men or by something larger 
than both? Keep in mind that Achilleus’ prayer set much of the action in motion. Why 
are the gods getting so involved? Notice that the gods can be injured. Notice too that 
Diomedes is not afraid to do battle with the gods; he injures two.  
3. What do we learn about Sarpedon? Who is he? Take a look at his home life. What is 
the importance of his story? 
4. How has the combat changed since the gods joined the battle? Give specific examples. 
(Notice that the gods are at war with each other.)   
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Book VI: Hektor at Troy 

As the Achaians continue their destructive assault on the Trojans, the Trojans would 
have “climbed back into Ilion’s wall” had not Helenos, augur and son of Priam, spoken 
to Aineias and Hektor. He exhorts Hecktor to rally his troops. Furthermore, he instructs 
Hektor to return to the city to call his mother to assemble all of the ladies at Athene’s 
temple and make sacrifice and supplication on behalf of Troy, its wives and its children, 
for Diomedes is driving them hard on the battlefield and has “gone clean berserk.”   

As Hektor returns to the Skaian gates, all of the Trojan women gather around him, 
anxious for news of their men. We get our first glimpse of the beautifully built palace of 
Priam with its smooth cloister walkways and its many chambers and courtyards. 
Hektor’s mother, Hekabe, greets him and asks him why he has left the field. She sees his 
exhaustion, offers him refreshment of wine, and encourages him to pray to Zeus for his 
intercession. Hektor resists the wine because he believes it will weaken him. He also 
says he is in no position to offer a prayer to Zeus, covered in filth and blood as he is. He 
instructs her to assemble the ladies at Athene’s temple to make sacrifice on behalf of 
Troy. He also mutters words of disdain for his brother Paris: “How I wish at this 
moment the earth might open beneath him. The Olympian let him live, a great sorrow 
to the Trojans, and high-hearted Priam, and all of his children. If only I could see him 
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gone down to the house of the Death God, then I could say my heart had forgotten its 
joyless affliction” (VI, 281-286).  

Hekabe and the women do indeed make their sacrifice to Athene, but “Pallas Athene 
turned her head from her.” 

Hektor goes to the house of Paris, carrying his spear. He finds Paris there, arrayed in his 
splendid armor, and rebukes Paris for hanging back: “The people are dying around the 
city and around the steep wall as they fight hard; and it is for you that this war with its 
clamor has flared up about our city. You yourself would fight with another whom you 
saw anywhere hanging back from the hateful encounter. Up then, to keep our town 
from burning at once in the hot fire” (VI, 327-331).  

Once again, Paris disarms his critic with words of self abasement. He says he was just 
overcome with grief and sorrow at the Trojans’ plight. But his wife, Helen, has 
convinced him to return to the field. He only needs to finish putting on his armor. 
Hektor can wait for him, or Paris can catch up. 

Hektor does not respond to Paris. Rather, Helen interrupts with these words: “Brother 
by marriage to me, who am a nasty bitch evil-intriguing, how I wish that on that day 
when my mother first bore me, the foul whirlwind of the storm had caught me away 
and swept me to the mountain, or into the wash of the sea deep-thundering where the 
waves would have swept me away before all these things happened. Yet since the gods 
had brought it about that these vile things must be, I wish I had been the wife of a better 
man than this is, one who knew modesty and all things of shame that men say. But this 
man’s heart is no steadfast thing, nor yet will it be so ever hereafter; for that I think he 
shall take the consequence. But come now, come in and rest on this chair, my brother, 
since it is on your heart beyond all that the hard work has fallen for the sake of 
dishonoured me and the blind act of Alexandros, us two, on whom Zeus set a vile 
destiny, so that hereafter we shall be made into things for song for the men of the 
future” (VI, 342-359).  

Hektor resists Helen’s blandishments and tells her to get Paris out there quickly to 
defend Troy, “[f]or I am going first to my own house, so I can visit my own people, my 
beloved wife and my son, who is little, since I do not know if ever again I shall come 
back this way, or whether the gods will strike me down at the hands of the 
Achaians” (VI, 365-368). When Hektor returns to his apartments, however, Andromache 
and his son are missing. The servants tell him that she has gone to the walls “like a 
woman gone mad” because she heard that the Trojans were losing. When Hektor 
hastens through the streets of Troy to the Skaian gates, his wife comes running towards 
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him. The attendant nurse carries the baby boy, “admired, beautiful as a star shining,” 
whom Hektor calls Skamandrios but others call Astyanax.  

Here begins an incredibly tender domestic scene between husband, wife and child. 
Hektor smiles and gazes silently on his son as Andromache stands close by weeping 
and clinging to his hand: “Dearest, your own great strength will be your death, and you 
have no pity on your little son, nor on me, ill-starred, who soon must be your widow; 
for presently the Achaians, gathering together, will set upon you and kill you; and for 
me it would be far better to sink into the earth when I have lost you, for there is no other 
consolation for me after you have gone to your destiny—only grief; since I have no 
father, no honoured mother” (VI, 406-413). Here we learn that Andromache is an 
orphan, largely at the hands of Achilleus, who killed Andromache’s father and all seven 
of her brothers on one single day as they were tending their sheep and oxen. Artemis 
killed her mother. “Hektor, thus you are father to me, and my honoured mother, you are 
my brother, and you it is who are my young husband” (VI, 429-430). She begs him to 
stay at the rampart and protect the city at its weakest spot so that she won’t be 
widowed and his son won’t be orphaned.    

Hektor replies that he has thought of these things as well, but it would be deeply 
shameful for him to retreat like a coward behind the walls of the city, for “the spirit will 
not let me, since I have learned to be valiant and to fight always among the foremost 
ranks of the Trojans, winning for my own self great glory, and for my father” (VI, 
443-445). In a surprising moment of candor, Hektor admits that in his heart and mind he 
knows that Troy and its people will perish. Knowing that his father and mother and his 
brothers will die is hateful enough, but it is the thought “of you, when some bronze-
armoured Achaian leads you off, taking away your day of liberty in tears” (454-456) that 
brings him the most anxiety. He knows that when that day comes, she will effectively be 
a slave at the loom of another, and some day in the future, a man will see her weeping 
and say, “‘This is the wife of Hektor, who was ever the bravest fighter of the 
Trojans’” (460-461). He would rather be dead and buried than witness this. 

Hektor holds out his arms for Astyanax, but the baby shrinks back from his touch, 
crying aloud and frightened by his father’s armor and helmet. Hektor and Andromache 
both laugh aloud, and Hektor removes the helmet from his head and lays it on the 
ground. He takes the boy in his arms and playfully tosses him in the air, kisses him, and 
prays to Zeus that his son will be conspicuous among Trojans in strength and courage 
and known to be “better by far than his father” when he returns from battle to delight 
his mother. He then gives the boy to Andromache, who weeps profusely, and he strokes 
her and speaks kindly but in words of resignation that foreshadow his future, “Poor 
Andromache! Why does your heart sorrow so much for me? No man is going to hurl 
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me to Hades, unless it is fated, but as for fate, I think no man yet has escaped it once it 
has taken its first form, neither brave man nor coward” (VI, 486-489).     

Hektor picks up his helmet and as Andromache makes her way home, she turns back to 
behold him one last time. When she enters her home, all of the women cry out in 
lamentation, and they mourn Hektor “while he was living still” (500-501).  

In sharp contrast, high-spirited and galloping like a horse that breaks free from its tether 
with its mane floating over its shoulders, in glorious strength and quick knees, Paris 
laughingly greets Hektor at the very spot Andromache bid her final, mournful farewell.  
Paris apologizes for delaying Hektor, but all Hektor can do is muse on Paris’ odd 
juxtaposition of strength in battle and cowardice. He hates to hear the other men gossip 
of Paris’ shameful cowardice when it is because of Paris that the Trojans suffer this war. 
He closes with, “Let us go now; some day hereafter we will make all right with the 
immortal gods in the sky, if Zeus ever grant it, setting up to them in our houses the 
wine-bowl of liberty after we have driven out of Troy the strong-greaved Achaians” (VI, 
526- 529).  

Discussion Questions 

1. Spend some time on Glaucon’s and Diomedes’ encounter. Notice the lovely simile at 
lines 145-146: “As is the generation of leaves, so is that of humanity. The wind scatters 
the leaves on the ground, but the live timber burgeons with leaves again in the season 
of spring returning.” What is the meaning of this simile, especially for this story? This 
would be a good simile for the students to memorize.    
2. Recall the myth of Bellerophontes. How does this myth compare to the action 
surrounding its recollection?   
3. This is the reader’s first intimate view of Troy’s interior city. Describe it in detail. 
What do their quarters look like?   
4. How do the Trojans feel about Paris and Helen’s relationship? Offer evidence. 
5. What is Paris’ excuse for leaving the field of battle? Do you believe him? Does 
Hektor? Does Helen? Evidence?  
6. Characterize the conversation between Hektor and Helen. Read through this 
exchange carefully. What is Helen’s purpose in this conversation? Is she remorseful? 
Are her words genuine? Convincing? Is she flirting with Hektor? If so, for what 
purpose?  How does Hektor respond to Helen? 
7. Carefully dwell on the exchange between Hektor and Andromache and the baby, 
Astyanax. Describe their relationship. Compare and contrast this relationship with the 
relationship between Paris and Helen. 
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8. Andromache says, “Hektor, thus you are father to me, and my honoured mother, you 
are my brother, and you it is who are my young husband” (VI, 429-430). What does she 
mean, and why does she conclude this?  
9. How does Hektor view this war and its consequences? What does he tell 
Andromache? How does Andromache view Hektor’s involvement in the war?   
10. What is Hektor fighting for? What was Achilleus fighting for? What are 
Agamemnon, Paris, Priam, Odysseus, and Menelaos fighting for?    
11. Contrast the image of Paris galloping towards Hektor and Hektor’s demeanor. Much 
like the conclusion of Book III, we see Paris in sharp contrast to other members of this 
life and death struggle. What does this tell the reader about Paris? What does it tell the 
reader about this war?     

Book VII: A Temporary Truce and the Funeral Rites  

This book opens with Athene and Apollo planning to close out the war with a duel 
between Hektor and some appointed Achaian. Hektor calls for the duel, and since no 
Achaian is immediately stirred to participate, Menelaos volunteers. However, 
Agamemnon prevails upon his brother not to fight Hektor for, “‘[e]ven Achilleus, in the 
fighting where men win glory, trembles to meet this man, and he is far better than you 
are’” (VII, 104- 114). 

After much debate, the Achaians finally resolve to hold a lottery, and Aias wins, which 
frightens even Hektor. Here we read of Aias’ remarkable shield of seven ox hides and of 
his great physical strength and prowess. At the moment he is about to be killed by Aias, 
Hektor is saved by Apollo, and messengers of Zeus end the duel.   

Hektor proposes an exchange of gifts, and the hosts retreat to eat and drink in a festival 
atmosphere. When all of the Achaians have concluded their feast, Nestor recommends 
that all of the dead be gathered up from the field so that their bodies may be returned to 
their families back home. Furthermore, he proposes that a fortified wall, gate and 
surrounding ditch be constructed to protect the Achaians and their ships.   

Meanwhile, the Trojans hold an assembly at which Antenor suggests that the Trojans 
have broken true pledges and that the best way to conclude this matter is to give Helen 
of Argos and all of her possessions back to the Achaians and make an end of this 
destructive war. 
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Paris rebukes Antenor much as Agamemnon rebuked Achilleus in Book I. He does, 
however, concede that he could return all of Helen’s possessions and even contribute 
some of his own goods, but he refuses to return Helen. 

Priam stands and commands that the watch be made. He appoints Idaios to act as 
messenger to the Achaians with Paris’ offer, and he adds the request that a truce be 
made so that the dead may be gathered and their remains burned.  

At dawn Idaios ventures to the Achaian camp and delivers Priam’s answer and Paris’ 
offer.  Diomedes advises that they refuse the offer since it is obvious that the Trojans are 
only suing for peace because they are about to lose everything, including their great 
city. The assembly cheers Diomedes’ words, and Agamemnon tells Idaios to deliver the 
Achaian rejection. However, they will accept the terms of a temporary truce in order to 
collect the bodies of the dead. The Trojan assembly receives Idaios’ message and sets 
about caring for the dead. 

Both sides prepare and execute the mournful funeral rites for their dead. 

At the close of this book, we see the gods angered that the Achaians would build a 
fortification without first consulting them and without first making sacrifice. And while 
both sides feast into the night, all are made uneasy, for “all night long Zeus of the 
counsels was threatening evil upon them in the terrible thunderstroke,” and a “green 
fear” seizes them all as they pour out pointless libations to Zeus from their wine cups. 
Zeus is making his move, and his desires will be made manifest in Book VIII.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Why do Athene and Apollo agree to the duel? How does it conclude? What do you 
think is going on here? 
2. Take a close look at Aias’ magnificent shield. Describe it.  
3. Why do the Trojans refuse to return Helen?   
4. Why do the Achaians refuse the Trojan offer? 
5. Examine the funeral rites. How are they conducted? Be specific. 
6. Why are the men consumed with “green fear” at the close of this book? Why are the 
gods angry? Is there any predictable merit and reward system at work here between the 
gods and men? 
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Book VIII: Hektor’s aristeia and Zeus’ Will  

This is the book that begins the accomplishment of Zeus’ will. It is also the book in 
which Hektor experiences his great aristeia. 

The book opens with Zeus’ declaration of his extraordinary power over the other gods: 
“Then he will see how far I am strongest of all the immortals. Come, you gods, make 
this endeavour, that you all may learn this. Let down out of the sky a cord of gold; lay 
hold of it all you who are gods and all who are goddesses, yet not even so can you drag 
down Zeus from the sky to the ground, not Zeus the high lord of counsel, though you 
try until you grow weary. Yet whenever I might strongly be minded to pull you, I could 
drag you up, earth and all and sea and all with you, then fetch the golden rope about 
the horn of Olympos and make it fast, so that all once more should dangle in mid air. So 
much stronger am I than the gods, and stronger than mortals” (VIII, 17-27). He ends by 
forbidding the other gods from getting involved, either on the Trojan or Danaän sides. 
He then departs for Ida where he takes up his position to watch the battlefield. 

As the Trojans and Achaians fight throughout the day, the ground runs with blood. At 
midday, Zeus takes the golden scales, “and in them he set fateful portions of death, 
which lays men prostrate, for Trojans...and Achaians. The Achaians’ death-day was 
heaviest...and he himself crashed a great stroke from Ida, and a kindling flash shot over 
the people of the Achaians; seeing it they were stunned, and pale terror took hold of all 
of them” (VIII, 68-77).  
   
Hektor excels on the field of battle, feeling that the gods are with him. He thinks he can 
kill Diomedes and Nestor and even drive the Achaians back to their ships and out of 
Troy forever.    

Disobeying Zeus and fearing that Hektor will set the Achaian ships on fire, Hera 
intervenes and stirs up Agamemnon’s interest. A weakened Agamemnon turns to Zeus 
for help and reminds Zeus that he has always been faithful in offering sacrifices. 
Nevertheless, Hektor is going to rule the battlefield this day. Teukros laments to 
Agamemnon that he has not been able to “hit this mad dog.” Instead, he has hit Priam’s 
son, Gorgythion, and in one of the most tender similes of the Iliad, we see Gorgythion 
die: “He bent drooping his head to one side, as a garden poppy bends beneath the 
weight of its yield and the rains of springtime; so his head bent slack to one side 
beneath the helm’s weight” (VIII, 306-308). Teukros tries to strike Hektor with another 
arrow and misses again, instead striking Archeptolemos, Hektor’s charioteer. Apollo 
has been interfering after all. When Hektor sees that his charioteer has been killed by 
Teukros, he jumps down and grasps a large stone, lunging at Teukros and striking him 
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in the neck. Teukros drops to one knee, the bow falls from his hand, and Aias runs to 
cover him with his shield. Teukros is carried from the battlefield. Hektor continues to 
range across the battlefield, striking great fear into the Achaians. 

Athene finally recognizes that Zeus has thrown his weight behind the Trojans, and she 
recalls that she witnessed Thetis supplicating Zeus to give honor to Achilleus. She 
convinces Hera that the two of them should intervene with their horses, Hera the driver 
of the chariot and Athene armed with the spear. Zeus witnesses this interference and 
sends Iris to deliver threats to both goddesses. The goddesses relent as Hera remarks, 
“Alas, daughter of Zeus of the aegis. I can no longer let us fight in the face of Zeus for 
the sake of mortals. Let one of them perish, then, let another live, as their fortune wills; 
let him, as is his right and as his heart pleases, work out whatever decrees he will on 
Danaäns and Trojans” (VIII, 427-431).  

While Hera and Athene sulk and plan the future destruction of the Trojans, Zeus finally 
divulges his will: “For Hektor the huge will not sooner be stayed from his fighting until 
there stirs by the ships the swift-footed son of Peleus on that day when they shall fight 
by the sterns of the beached ships in the narrow place of necessity over fallen Patroklos. 
This is the way it is fated to be; and for you and your anger I care not” (VIII, 473-478).  

Night falls with the Trojans encamped against the Achaian walls. Hektor is 
disappointed since he was not able to finish the job this day as he had hoped. 
Nevertheless, he is hopeful that they will drive the Achaians away the following day. 
He has his men prepare camp and their evening meals with great fires to ensure that the 
Achaians cannot slip away in the dark of night.  He wants no Achaian to escape without 
at least some wound to remind the Achaians to never besiege Troy again. Young boys 
and men too old to fight are to take the watch at Troy, and all of the women are to set 
their own fires in their homes to ensure that the Achaians cannot make a sneak attack 
on the city. Hektor anxiously awaits the dawn to relaunch the attack, and he has a 
special eye on Diomedes. He rejoices in the strength and glory of his aristeia: “Oh, if I 
only could be as this is all my days immortal and ageless and be held in honour as 
Athene and Apollo are honoured as surely as this oncoming day brings evil to the 
Argives” (VIII, 538-541). The Trojans make their sacrifices, but the gods turn away 
because they hate Troy and Priam.  

In the midst of all this combat and suffering, the book closes with a beautiful, pastoral 
simile with fires ablaze across the fields: “As when in the sky the stars about the moon’s 
shining are seen in all their glory, when the air has fallen to stillness, and all the high 
places of the hills are clear, and the shoulders out-jutting, and the deep ravines, as 
endless bright air spills from the heavens and all the stars are seen, to make glad the 

© 2018 Cana AcademyTM 37



heart of the shepherd; such in their numbers blazed the watchfires the Trojans were 
burning between the waters of Xanthos and the ships, before Ilion. A thousand fires 
were burning there in the plain, and beside each one sat fifty men in the flare of the 
blazing firelight. And standing each beside his chariot, champing white barley and oats, 
the horses waited for the dawn to mount to her high place” (VIII, 555-565).  

Discussion Questions 

1. Describe Hektor’s aristeia. 
2. What exactly is Zeus’ will? How aware are individual men of Zeus’ plan? How aware 
are the gods? How does he intend to accomplish his will? How do you feel about this? 
3. Examine the lovely and memorable similes at lines 306-308 and at lines 555-565. These 
would be wonderful similes for the students to memorize.  
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Book IX: The Embassy to Achilleus  

This pivotal book opens with Panic and cold Terror gripping the Achaians, most 
especially Agamemnon. He directs his herald to summon the assembly of warriors. 
Agamemnon stands to address the dispirited men in tears: “Friends, who are leaders of 
the Argives and keep their counsel: Zeus son of Kronos has caught me badly in bitter 
futility. He is hard: who before this time promised me and consented that I might sack 
strong-walled Ilion and sail homeward. Now he has devised a vile deception and bids 
me go back to Argos in dishonour having lost many of my people... Come then, do as I 
say, let us all be won over; let us run away with our ships to the beloved land of our 
fathers since no longer now shall we capture Troy of the wide ways” (IX, 17-28).    

The assembly sits in stunned silence until Diomedes stands and rebukes Agamemnon. 
He reminds Agamemnon that earlier he had accused Diomedes of holding back and of 
being a coward (Book IV). Now he will speak the truth as is his right: Zeus gave 
Agamemnon the gift of the scepter, but he did not give him courage, and courage is the 
greatest power. He mocks Agamemnon and tells him to go on home with his ships. But 
these Achaians will not be going with him and even if they did, he and his man, 
Sthenelos, will stay on and fight by themselves in service of the gods. 

This speech heartens the men who raise up a cheer in support of Diomedes’ words. 
Nestor now stands to address Diomedes’ words. He compliments Diomedes’ strength 
and his youthful ardor that no one would ever belittle. But he has not made the 
complete argument, primarily because of his youth. Why, he could be one of Nestor’s 
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sons, indeed his youngest! Nestor calls for a meal to be taken, a guard to be set, and a 
council of their greatest leaders to be called. When this smaller council has gathered, 
Nestor admonishes Agamemnon for having gotten them into this situation. He traces 
their present losses to the loss of their greatest warrior, Achilleus. They lost him because 
Agamemnon took Briseis from him, and he did so against the will of Nestor and the 
other men, “but you giving way to your proud heart’s anger, dishonoured a great man, 
one whom the immortals honour, since you have taken his prize and keep it. But let us 
even now think how we can make this good and persuade him with words of 
supplication and with the gifts of friendship” (IX, 109-113).   

Agamemnon  responds, “This is no lie when you spoke of my madness. I was mad, I 
myself will not deny it” (IX, 115-116). Agamemnon will recall this later when he says, “I 
am not responsible but Zeus is, and Destiny, and Erinys the mist-walking who in 
assembly caught my heart in the savage delusion....Delusion is the elder daughter of 
Zeus, the accursed who deludes all...once Zeus even was deluded” (XIX,  86-94).   

In order to make recompense, Agamemnon is willing to make a grand gesture by 
offering Achilleus excessively generous gifts: tripods, talents of gold, cauldrons, horses, 
women, and Briseis. Furthermore, he is willing to make a public oath, swearing that he 
never lay with Briseis. In addition, if and when Troy falls, Achilleus will be given the 
first fruits when the spoils are divided. He may choose twenty Trojan women. Even 
more, upon his return to Argos, Agamemnon will bestow one of his daughters on 
Achilleus as a prize, and he will grant the girl a dowry of seven citadels, a kingdom: 
“All this I will bring to pass for him, if he changes from his anger. Let him give way. For 
Hades gives not way, and is pitiless and therefore he among all the gods is most hateful 
to mortals” (IX, 157-159). Nevertheless, for all these gifts, Agamemnon still insists that 
Achilleus yield his honor to Agamemnon since he is the “kinglier” and elder born. 
Agamemnon is as implacable as Achilleus on this score. 

Nestor approves these gifts; no man could ever scorn such gifts. He calls for an embassy 
of Phoinix, Aias, and Odysseus to be sent with this offer to Achilleus. Nestor meets with 
them to give them private instruction, especially Odysseus. They must win over 
Achilleus and bring him back to the battle.  

The three ambassadors pray as they walk towards the Myrmidons’ ships. There they 
find Achilleus playing a beautifully carved lyre, singing of the deeds of famous heroes 
for his friend Patroklos. Achilleus greets them warmly as friends “dearest of all the 
Achaians.” Patroklos and Automedon (Achilleus’ chariot driver) set a hospitable table 
with ample meats and drink for their guests. When they have finished eating, Aias nods 
to Phoinix, and Odysseus toasts Achilleus and begins to address the reasons for their 
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visit. While the meal has been gloriously extravagant, as extravagant as anything 
Agamemnon could offer, they did not come merely to eat.  

Odysseus’ argument runs as follows: 

● The Achaians fear they are about to lose their ships to the enemy’s fire. 

● Zeus appears to have shifted his support to the Trojans. 

● Hektor is possessed by a rage for killing, and he only awaits the dawn to set the 
ships afire and to kill those who defend them. 

● Even though it is late, Achilleus can still save the Achaians. 

● If he refuses, it will be his great regret for the rest of his life. He should come now 
before it’s too late. 

● On a more personal note, Odysseus reminds Achilleus of the advice his father 
Peleus gave him on the day he left Phthia to join Agamemnon: “‘My child, for the 
matter of strength, Athene and Hera will give it if it be their will, but be it yours 
to hold fast in your bosom the anger of the proud heart, for consideration is 
better. Keep from the bad complication of quarrel, and all the more for this the 
Argives will honour you, both their younger men and their elders’” (IX, 253- 
258). Peleus knew well his son’s temper and had advised him to control it, 
reminding Achilleus that his temper is one of those things he can control.   

● Odysseus then relays the long list of gifts Agamemnon has offered as 
recompense for his anger. These gifts should encourage him to return. Notice that 
Odysseus omits Agamemnon’s demand for Achilleus’ submission to his 
“kinglier” authority. 

● Finally, Odysseus anticipates the possibility that Achilleus might not be able to 
forgive Agamemnon. He urges Achilleus to at least take pity on his fellow 
Achaians for friendship’s sake. They will honor him as a god for rejoining them. 
He might even be able to kill Hektor, and that alone would secure for him “very 
great glory.” 
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Achilleus’ answer to Odysseus is stiff. He says he will speak his mind forthrightly, for “I 
detest that man, who hides one thing in the depths of his heart, and speaks forth 
another.” His argument runs as follows: 

● No argument from Agamemnon or any other Danaän can persuade him now 
because of the ingratitude they displayed for his “incessant fighting.”  

● Fate, he says, is the same for the man who fights hard and the one who does not. 
“We are all held in a single honour, the brave with the weaklings. A man dies still 
if he has done nothing, as one who has done much” (IX, 318-321). Achilleus 
seems to be calling into question the purpose of all these many years of fighting. 
What has he done with his life all these years? How does he evaluate this life he 
has led?   

  
● There is simply no point in continuing to suffer the hazards of war for a payment 

so small. He details the many battle successes he has had and how he has always 
brought great plunder to Agamemnon who is ever “waiting back beside the swift 
ships,” waiting to distribute the plunder and keep much for himself. From him 
alone did Agamemnon take the small “bride of my heart,” Briseis. Agamemnon 
can keep her. And why should any Achaian be here at Troy, fighting this 
pointless war for the bride of Menelaos? Do only the sons of Atreus care for their 
wives? In a statement of moral equivalence, Achilleus notes that Agamemnon 
taking Briseis looks just like Paris running off with Menelaos’ Helen. Perhaps 
Achilleus recognizes that even if he returns, Agamemnon can still deprive him of 
his prizes and his honor on a whim at any time in the future. What is the point of 
that arrangement?  

● Achilleus says they seem to be doing alright without him. They built their wall 
and their ditch. But they will not be able to successfully fight Hektor. Only he, 
Achilleus, has done that. He once fought Hektor, and Hektor barely escaped. No, 
tomorrow, he will make sacrifice to Zeus and lead his men out to sea. After three 
days, he might just head for home. 

● His anger mounts even as he answers Odysseus: “Go back and proclaim to him 
all that I tell you, openly, so other Achaians may turn against him in anger if he 
hopes yet one more time to swindle some other Danaän...He cheated me and he 
did me hurt...Let him of his own will be damned, since Zeus of the counsels has 
taken his wits away from him. I hate his gifts. I hold him light as the strip of a 
splinter. Not if he gave me ten times as much, and twenty times over as he 
possesses now...not if he gave me gifts as many as the sand or the dust is, not 
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even so would Agamemnon have his way with my spirit until he had made good 
to me all this heartrending insolence” (IX, 169-387). He does not need any of the 
wealth or wives Agamemnon offers. He has ample at home. In fact, he seems 
insulted that Agamemnon makes this abundant offer of goods. 

● But even so, no amount of plunder and possession can make up for the fact that a 
“man’s life cannot come back again, it cannot be lifted nor captured again by 
force, once it has crossed the teeth’s barrier” (IX, 408-409). His mother has told 
him that he has two possible destinies awaiting him. He can stay and fight at 
Troy and win everlasting glory but die young, or he can return home to his 
father’s land and live a long life without glory.   

● He counsels the others to follow his example and sail home since it is obvious 
Zeus intends to protect Troy and give it the victory in this conflict. 

● On a more personal note, he asks them to leave his beloved elder Phoinix with 
him so that he can accompany them home tomorrow.  

Achilleus’ listeners sit stunned in silent amazement. Phoinix breaks the silence in an 
eruption of tears, full of fear for the Achaian ships: 

● How could Achilleus be so angry as to leave him behind and to leave the ships to 
burn? He makes a personal appeal to Achilleus, having known him since his 
youth. Phoinix reminds Achilleus that his father Peleus had sent Phoinix along 
with Achilleus when he first journeyed as a mere child to Agamemnon. He was 
Achilleus’ earliest teacher in matters pertaining to debating in the assembly and 
warmaking. 

● He would never be able to leave Achilleus even if Zeus promised to make him 
young again as he was when he first had to flee his home. He reminds Achilleus 
of the sad circumstances that originally brought Phoinix to Peleus’ home: his 
father’s betrayal of his mother; his mother’s betrayal of him; his father’s 
subsequent curse on Phoinix that he never have a son of his own; his escape to 
Phthia where he met the lord Peleus. Peleus took Phoinix into his home and 
loved him “even as a father loves his own son who is a single child brought up 
among many possessions.” He made Phoinix a wealthy man and gave him land 
and a people to rule. Just as Peleus made Phoinix the man he is, so too has 
Phoinix made Achilleus into a man, lovingly caring for him as a father would. 
Achilleus became the son Phoinix would never otherwise have had. For this 
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reason alone, Achilleus should give up his anger. Even the gods relent when 
sacrifices are offered. If Agamemnon had not made recompense, Phoinix would 
understand Achilleus’ position, but he has made an extraordinary offer, and 
Achilleus should accept it.  

● He tells Achilleus the parable of the Prayers. The spirits of Prayer, daughters of 
Zeus, are lame and slow behind the fleet-footed spirit of Ruin. Blinding Ruin 
leads men astray and destroys them, and Prayers follow after to heal. If a man 
stubbornly refuses to listen to Prayers, they will supplicate Zeus that Ruin 
overtake that man. Phoinix is warning Achilleus that he must receive the 
supplications of these honored and dearest ambassadors, take the gifts 
Agamemnon has promised and relent. Otherwise, Ruin will follow.   

● Phoinix then appeals to an old myth, the Myth of Meleagros, that he thinks 
supports the argument that Achilleus will return to battle but that when he does, 
it will be too late to reap the rewards initially offered.  

● Phoinix closes with an exhortation that Achilleus would do better to re-enter the 
war effort now while there are gifts still on offer and while the ships are still 
intact. He will be honored by the Achaians as the gods are honored. 

Achilleus’ response is bitter and abrupt.   

● He rebukes Phoinix, telling him he does not need these promises of honor; he 
already has Zeus’ honor.   

● Phoinix should not care so much for the favor of Agamemnon, nor lament over 
his present sorrows. Phoinix’s concern should be for his friend Achilleus, not 
with Achilleus’ enemy. In fact, friendship requires that Phoinix hate Achilleus’ 
enemy.   

● Nevertheless, he invites Phoinix to stay the night to talk more the next day about 
what to do. Perhaps Phoinix has weakened Achilleus’ resolve to leave the next 
day. Achilleus nods to Patroklos, and Patroklos makes up a bed for the old man. 
The implication is that it is time for the others to leave.  
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Aias sees the signal for what it is and tells the other ambassadors that this is a waste of 
time and they should go.  

● Achilleus is too hard, too stubborn, too proud, and too pitiless to listen to the 
appeals of those who love him.    

● Even a man will take the blood price from his brother’s killer so that the 
murderer can stay in his country and the injured man’s pride and anger can 
abate. The gods have put an implacable spirit in Achilleus for the sake of a 
simple girl. He won’t even accept the fact that Agamemnon has offered seven 
times that in return. Achilleus is being completely unreasonable.   

● He reminds Achilleus of their brotherly affection and of the fact that three of the 
greatest Danaäns have supplicated him this night.  

Achilleus’ response is simple and direct: “Son of Telamon, seed of Zeus, Aias, lord of the 
people; all that you have said seems spoken after my own mind. Yet still the heart in me 
swells up in anger, when I remember the disgrace that he wrought upon me before the 
Argives, the son of Atreus, as if I were some dishonoured vagabond” (IX, 644-648). He 
sees the reasonable character of the argument; he simply cannot overcome the memory 
of Agamemnon’s disgraceful treatment of him.  

He then makes a final decision, somewhat modified from earlier: He will not fight again 
until Hektor comes all the way to the Myrmidon ships to set them afire.  

The embassy returns to the hopeful Achaians, and Odysseus delivers Achilleus’ harsh 
rejection and his encouragement that they all leave at once. Just as Diomedes began this 
book by exhorting Agamemnon and his warriors to be brave and fight, he now stands 
to deliver a similar exhortation. He does remark, however, that the exorbitant offer of 
gifts has only encouraged and inflamed Achilleus’ rage and hardened his heart. He 
wishes the offer had never been made and issues something of a prophecy: “Rather we 
will pay him no more attention, whether he comes in with us or stays away. He will 
fight again, whenever the time comes that the heart in his body urges him to, and the 
god drives him” (IX, 701-703). 
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Discussion Questions 
  
It is imperative that the students spend considerable time and energy unpacking 
Achilleus’ position since it plays a pivotal role in the remainder of the story. They 
should assemble all of the arguments made in this book. 

1. What is Agamemnon proposing to do? How does this mirror, or not, the action of 
Book II? What do you think of Agamemnon’s leadership?   
2. What is Diomedes’ response? What do you think of it? Notice that Diomedes opens 
and closes this book. 
3. What is Nestor’s response to Diomedes? What do you think he is saying?  Why does 
he first clear the room? 
4. What is Nestor’s response to Agamemnon?  
5. What is Agamemnon’s explanation for what happened between him and Achilleus? 
Work through the text carefully. What does Agamemnon mean by “madness” here? The 
Greek word, ate, is sometimes translated “delusion.” What is going on here? (Rather 
than settle this question for the students by introducing outside commentary, try to 
evoke from them what it means internal to the text. Keep in mind that they will have 
other opportunities to address its meaning later in the text.) 
6. Agamemnon is prepared to offer Achilleus a generous compensation package. What 
does he leave out in his offer? Why? He seems to want something in exchange for the 
generous package. Aside from rejoining the battle, what does he want from Achilleus? 
Be specific. Is Agamemnon’s compensation package a good faith effort at achieving 
reconciliation? What is he saying about himself and Achilleus in offering such a 
generous package? What do you make of that?   
7. What is Achilleus doing when the embassy arrives? How does he treat them? 
8. Why do you think Odysseus was chosen for this embassy? Take a close look at his 
speech to Achilleus. Trace his argument carefully from the compliment of Achilleus’ 
hospitality to his closing remarks. What is the main thrust of his argument? What action 
is he encouraging? He repeats much of Agamemnon’s speech, but what critical point 
does he omit? Why does he omit that point? Do you think Achilleus senses the 
omission? Do you have textual support?  Why does Odysseus bring up Hektor? 
9. What is Achilleus’ response? What does he mean when he says, “I detest that man, 
who hides one thing in the depths of his heart, and speaks forth another”? Who is “that 
man”? What is Achilleus’ implication here?   
10. Trace Achilleus’ argument carefully. What is the essential nub of his response?        
11. Characterize Achilleus’ demeanor as he responds to Odysseus. What emotions are 
expressed in his speech? Why does Agamemnon’s compensation package seem to 
offend Achilleus? What does Achilleus want? Compare what he says in Book IX with 
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what he said in Book I. Has there been any change in his position? Do you feel 
sympathy for him? Why or why not?   
12. What does Achilleus tell the others to do? 
13. How do the ambassadors respond to Achilleus? Why? 
14. Trace Phoinix’s response to what Achilleus has said. How would you characterize 
this speech? What does he want Achilleus to do? What important insights do the myths 
offer? Take a close look at them. Do they actually support Phoinix’s argument? 
15. What is Achilleus’ response to Phoinix? What do you think of it?  
16. Trace Aias’ speech. What is his goal?  
17. What explanation does Achilleus give for refusing Aias’ appeal? What do you think 
of that explanation? Do you sympathize with it? Why? 
18. How has Achilleus modified his plans by the end of the conversation? 
19. Trace the use of the word “heart” and similar language throughout this book, 
keeping track of line numbers on the board and in notebooks (e.g., lines 189, 204, 256, 
321, 343, 387). What has the reader learned about Achilleus by the close of Book IX?  
Has his plan or desire changed since we last saw him? What troubles Achilleus? 
20. What insight does Diomedes offer upon the return of the ambassadors?  What does 
he understand about Achilleus? Is he right? 
21. What is Zeus’ intention at this point? Was Achilleus supposed to relent now and 
return to battle? 
22. As far as you can tell, is there any rational, predictable reward system of merit 
between the men and the gods? Between men? 
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Book X: The Book of Spies  

This is the book of spies when the Achaians don animal skins to sneak behind enemy 
lines to gather intelligence on the Trojan position. Unable to sleep, Agamemnon gathers 
some leaders to discuss his fear at the possibility of a Trojan night attack. He solicits 
spies to scout out the enemy, and Diomedes and Odysseus volunteer.   

On the Trojan side, Hektor solicits a volunteer for similar purposes, offering many 
rewards in return, and Dolon accepts the challenge. But Dolon is a greedy spy. He wants 
Hektor to swear that he, Dolon, will receive Achilleus’ chariot and immortal horses as a 
reward. While Hektor complies, it is obvious that Dolon would never be hero enough to 
command such extraordinary horses.   

Odysseus quickly spots and captures Dolon. He and Diomedes make Dolon confess all 
with the promise that they will permit his ransom once he has told them everything.  In 
an act of extraordinary treason, Dolon spills all the state secrets he has access to and for 
his cooperation, Diomedes cuts off Dolon’s head. It is a brutal scene. Athene fills 
Diomedes with an animal bloodlust, and he and Odysseus slaughter the sleeping 
Thracians in the exact position Dolon had revealed.    

© 2018 Cana AcademyTM 48



Discussion Questions 

1. Discuss why both sides opt for an intelligence mission.   
2. Discuss Dolon’s character. Why does he want to go on this mission? What do you 
think of his performance? Why do you think Diomedes kills him? 
3. Discuss Diomedes’ and Odysseus’ behavior towards Dolon and the Thracians. 
4. Take some time to trace the many references to animals and similes employing animal 
imagery: lion hides, leopard skins, ox hides, bull’s hide, the white teeth of a tusk-
shining boar, a grey wolf pelt, a marten’s hide. Odysseus and Diomedes are likened to 
“two rip-fanged hounds sight[ing] a wild beast” (X, 360) as they chase Dolon. What is 
the meaning of this imagery, and for what purpose(s) is it employed? Keep a general 
running record of these references. 

       

Book XI: Agamemnon’s aristeia  

This is the book that centers on Agamemnon’s aristeia, and it is the first time we see 
Agamemnon’s formidable warrior skills. The animalistic nature of the imagery and the 
similes was already adumbrated in the previous book, but here it reaches a height not 
yet experienced in battle. The fighting is more cruel and the desecration of the bodies 
more pronounced. Agamemnon’s brutal, merciless warfare leads to the cruel deaths of 
many. In one of the more tender references to domestic tranquility and its stark contrast 
to war, the poet tells of Iphidamas, slaughtered by Agamemnon, a man so newly 
married he left his young bride behind without consummating the marriage. That 
man’s elder brother, Koön, stabs Agamemnon in the arm, but Agamemnon cuts off 
Koön’s head and leaves the two brothers dead on the field of battle. Because of his 
wound, however, Agamemnon is forced to retreat to the ships.   

The book begins with Zeus sending Hate to Odysseus’ ship so that she can command 
the Achaians at both ends of the line. The goddess Hate cries out a loud, spine chilling 
scream to whip the Achaians into a mad frenzy for war so that battle becomes sweeter 
than their desire to return home. 

When Agamemnon approaches the Skaian gates, Zeus intervenes on behalf of Troy and 
has his herald, Iris, send forth a message to Hektor: “‘Go on your way, swift Iris, and 
carry my word to Hektor; as long as he beholds Agamemnon, shepherd of the people, 
raging among the champions and cutting down the ranged fighters, so long let him 
hold back and urge on the rest of his people to fight against the enemy through this 
strong encounter. But when, either struck with a spear or hit by a flying arrow, he 
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springs up behind his horses, then I guarantee power to Hektor to kill men, till he 
makes his way to the strong-benched vessels, until the sun goes down and the blessed 
darkness comes over’” (XI, 185-194). Hektor realizes that Agamemnon is off the field 
and, like a “huntsman drives to action his hounds with shining teeth against some 
savage beast, wild boar or lion, so against the Achaians Hektor the son of Priam, a man 
like the murderous war god, lashed on the high-hearted Trojans” (XI, 292-295). 

From Mount Ida, Zeus balances the battle evenly between the two sides, but many 
Achaians are wounded or killed. Some are their greatest warriors—Diomedes, 
Odysseus, Agamemnon, Eurypylos, and even their physician, Machaon. Three of them 
are wounded by Paris himself.  

All this time, Achilleus watches from his ship and calls Patroklos to his side, “and this 
was the beginning of his evil” (XI, 603). Achilleus tells Patroklos that now he is sure that 
the Achaians will come to him and beg, “for a need past endurance has come to 
them” (XI, 609). He bids Patroklos to go to Nestor to find out who was just wounded, 
for it looked like Machaon, son of Asklepios, the god of healing.  

When Patroklos speaks to Nestor, Nestor rebukes Achilleus’s behavior: “Meanwhile 
Achilleus brave as he is cares nothing for the Danaäns nor pities them. Is he going to 
wait then till the running ships by the water are burned with consuming fire for all the 
Argives can do, till we ourselves are killed one after another?” (XI, 663-668). If only he, 
Nestor, were young again so that he could fight the Trojans as he once fought the 
Eleians in his youth, “but Achilleus will enjoy his own valour in loneliness, though I 
think he will weep much, too late, when his people are perished from him” (XI, 
761-763). 

Nestor encourages Patroklos to recall that last day at home with their fathers, the day 
Odysseus and Nestor came to recruit the boys for battle. Peleus told Achilleus to always 
be conspicuous in battle, but Menoitios (Patroklos’ father) exhorted Patroklos to give 
Achilleus wise counsel, for although Achilleus was preeminent for his strength and his 
immortal origins, Patroklos was the elder. If Achilleus is “drawing back from some 
prophecy known in his own heart and by Zeus’ will his honoured mother has told him 
of something, let him send you out, at least, and the rest of the Myrmidon people” (XI, 
793-795). He tells Patroklos to wear Achilleus’ armor so that the Trojans will flee in fear 
and the Achaians will be encouraged to keep fighting with the fresh reinforcements 
fighting beside them.  
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Patroklos is moved by Nestor’s words and by Eurypylos’ pleas. The book closes with 
Patroklos tenderly caring for the wounded Eurypylos, and the coming tragedy is now 
set in motion.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Describe Agamemnon’s fighting. Does he look like a leader?  
2. Examine the lives of some of the warriors Agamemnon cuts down. Look at their 
stories. What did they leave behind? Take a close look at Iphidamas. 
3. How does Paris compare on the battlefield? 
4. What is the involvement of the gods in the action on the field? What is Zeus doing?  
5. What is Achilleus doing? What is Patroklos doing?  
6. How does Nestor feel about Achilleus’ and Patroklos’ behavior?   
7. Characterize Patroklos. What do we learn about his character in this book?  

Book XII: Hektor Attacks the Achaian Rampart 

This book opens with a heartbreaking foreshadowing of what is yet to come, focusing 
on the ditches and the wall the Achaians have built to safeguard their encampment. 
Recall they built this wall without first sacrificing to the gods: “So long as Hektor was 
still alive, and Achilleus was angry, so long as the citadel of lord Priam was a city 
untaken, for this time the great wall of the Achaians stood firm” (XII, 10-12). But when 
all of the brave Trojan warriors have died, in the tenth year, Troy will fall and the 
Achaians will have left in their ships. Then Poseidon and Apollo will destroy those 
walls. In a poignant vision of the future, the poet sings of the armor and the helmets 
and the bodies of the heroes tumbling through the mud, washed out to sea. And when 
the detritus has been cleared away, rain will fall, and the rivers will turn back to their 
natural channels, and the sand will pile up anew, as if there had never been this great 
act of violence and this human tragedy on these shores.   

These are the walls, however, over which the pitched battle rages at present as the 
Achaians strive to beat back Hektor. Hektor is determined to reach and destroy the 
ships this very day. The Trojan horses refuse to leap over the ditch and the wall the 
Achaians have built for protection, and Poulydamas recommends they dismount and 
cross the ditch in battalion formation. While all of the great Trojan heroes—Hektor, 
Aineias, Sarpedon, Paris, Alkathoos, Agenor, Deiphobos—comply with Poulydamas’ 
recommendation, Asios refuses. Asios meets up with two great Achaian warriors who, 
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like two oaks, defend the Achaian line. Under the intense counter-assault, Asios utters a 
prayer to Zeus, which is ignored since it is Zeus’ desire “to extend the glory to Hektor” 
in order to compel Achilleus back to the battlefield.   

Hektor and Poulydamas are still stuck at the edge of the ditch, unable to cross. At this 
moment, an eagle flies over, clutching a snake in its talons. The huge snake, still alive, 
strikes at the eagle’s neck and chest and wounds it enough that the eagle has to let the 
snake drop to the ground. The Trojans are frightened by what they see as a portent from 
Zeus. Poulydamas, especially, counsels Hektor not to pursue this way. He believes that 
while they might be able to reach the Achaian ships, their battalions will be too 
disorganized and on the run to escape the narrow passage by the ships. They are 
stepping into a trap, and the Achaians will not let them escape, nor will they permit the 
Trojans to burn their ships. He fears that the Trojans, like the eagle, will lose their army 
if they pursue this tactic.   

Not about to be turned back now, Hektor rebukes Poulydamas and accuses him of 
cowardice; he says Poulydamas would never be in any danger of dying here because he 
will shrink from the hard fighting. He disdains the portent; Zeus has already given 
Hektor his consent when “he himself nodded his head to me.” Poulydamas, he says, 
must have lost his wits to the gods. He also threatens to kill Poulydamas if he persists in 
saying these things aloud or in any way saps the courage of the other fighters.   

As they march forward, Zeus drives a dust storm into the Achaian encampment, 
confusing the Achaians. He also sends the aid of his son, Sarpedon, and another 
warrior, Glaukos, both Lykians of noble birth. In a beautiful display of courage, 
Sarpedon reminds Glaukos that the reason they are honored as kings is because they are 
courageous enough to fight on the front lines of the Lykians. Sarpedon says, “Man, 
supposing you and I, escaping this battle, would be able to live on forever, ageless, 
immortal, so neither would I myself go on fighting in the foremost nor would I urge 
you into the fighting where men win glory. But now, seeing that the spirits of death 
stand close about us in their thousands, no man can turn aside nor escape them, let us 
go on and win glory for ourselves, or yield it to others” (XII, 322-328).     

Now follows a fierce fight to bring down the walls and to set the ships afire. Hektor and 
his forces finally break through the rampart, “Then glorious Hektor burst in with dark 
face like sudden night, but he shone with the ghastly glitter of bronze that girded his 
skin, and carried two spears in his hands. No one could have stood up against him, and 
stopped him, except the gods, when he burst in the gates; and his eyes flashed 
fire” (Book XII, 462-466). 
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This book closes with a cliffhanger: the awful and terrifying expectation that Hektor is 
going to set the Achaian ships on fire.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Read aloud and discuss lines 8-33. What has the poet foreshadowed? How does this 
passage make you feel? How does it reveal the condition of men?  How does it remind 
you of the conversation in Book IX? The students should keep this passage in mind as 
they continue to read. 
2. What is Zeus’ plan? How is he executing it now? 
3. Read lines 310-328. Discuss the exchange between Sarpedon and Glaukos.  What is 
Sarpedon saying about the gods and men? How do Sarpedon and Glaukos perform in 
battle? 
4. Describe the two Aiantes. What do they contribute to the battle? 
5. This book is full of cinematic battle action. Help the students enter into that battle by 
discussing its individual elements. Keep counting the dead, and keep a record. 
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Book XIII: The Battle for the Achaian Ships  

This book tracks the fierce fighting over the ships, but now Zeus takes a rest from the 
battle and appears almost indifferent as the struggle below continues. Angry at Zeus for 
the Achaians’ losses and the potential disaster, Poseidon joins the battle in the guise of 
the seer, Kalchas. He ranges along the ranks, injecting bloodlust and spiritual power 
into the Aiantes. Aias (son of Oïleus) recognizes Poseidon and tells Aias (son of 
Telamon) that it is Poseidon who is with them, and Aias feels a sudden burst of joyful 
spirit in his chest. Poseidon fills Idomeneus with that same spirit for action and 
encourages him to fight beside him.  

And so this battle is between the two powerful sons of Kronos, “wreaking bitter agonies 
on the fighting warriors” as Zeus wills Hektor and the Trojans to just enough victory to 
drive Achilleus back onto the field of battle to fulfill the promise made to Thetis. 
Unaware of Zeus’ long term strategy, Poseidon angrily storms across the field in 
disguise to bring the Achaians the courage and the battle strength they need to defeat 
Hektor. He even bewitches a man so that Idomeneus can kill him. A ferocious fight over 
the body of the deceased engages many heroes on the battlefield. In fact, the cruel 
desecration is increasingly becoming a fact of life on the battlefield.    

Unaware of this ferocious attack on and slaughter of his warriors on the left side of the 
ships, Hektor battles on. The Aiantes, however, make a dramatic and remarkable stand, 
holding off the Trojans who would set the ships on fire. Poulydamas comes beside 
Hektor again and counsels him carefully this time, remarking on the various gifts the 
gods have afforded individuals. The implication is that while Hektor obviously 
possesses the gift of warfare, Poulydamas possesses the gift of counsel, and Hektor 
should listen to him at this critical moment. Poulydamas has noticed that the Trojan 
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contingent is increasingly surrounded and endangered, perhaps even trapped, in their 
present circumstances, just as he feared they would be. He is well aware of Achilleus’ 
reputation for insatiable combat, and he fears that Achilleus might be persuaded to 
rejoin the fight. Hektor finally bends to the counsel of Poulydamas and orders him to 
call for a retreat while he, Hektor, continues the fight. He ranges along the ranks in 
search of Deiphobos and finds Paris instead. Hektor habitually rebukes Paris for 
starting the war, but this time Paris responds that he is blameless since he has been hard 
at the fighting. He disarms his brother with his show of courage: “Now lead on, 
wherever your heart and spirit command you, and we shall follow you eagerly” (XIII, 
784-785). Hektor and Paris now join forces to fight together, Hektor so full of fury he 
resembles the war god, Ares.   

As Hektor continues to probe for weaknesses in the Achaian line, Aias steps forward to 
challenge him and delivers a prophetic word that Troy will fall, and as he speaks an 
eagle flies at his right and the Achaians view this as a portent of success. It fills them 
with renewed strength and courage. But Hektor is unmoved: “Aias, you inarticulate ox, 
what is this you have spoken? If I could only be called son of Zeus of the aegis all the 
days of my life, and the lady Hera my mother, and I be honoured, as Apollo and Athene 
are honoured, so surely as this is a day that brings evil to the Argives all, and you will 
be killed with the rest of them, if you have daring to stand up against my long spear, 
which will bite your delicate body; yet then you will glut the dogs and birds of the 
Trojans with fat and flesh, struck down beside the ships of the Achaians” (XIII, 824- 
832). As is commonly the case, Hektor is unimpressed with omens and portents.  

The slaughter seems to have reached a new level of barbarism in this book. There are 
increasing references to gluttony—gluttony of the birds and dogs—and the bodies of 
deceased warriors are increasingly desecrated by their foes.  

This book ends, much like it began, as the poet’s lens pulls upward and outward, and 
the clamor of war rises to the brooding and distracted Zeus, but Zeus takes no interest 
in the affairs of these men. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is going on with Zeus in this book? Notice the bookends at the beginning and 
the end. Examine the construction of the book. 
2. Characterize the fighting in this book. How has it changed? Offer details. 
3. Describe the relationship between Poulydamas and Hektor. Does Hektor trust 
Poulydamas? Give examples of their encounters. Does Hektor trust omens and 

© 2018 Cana AcademyTM 55



portents? Why or why not? Is this foolishness or wisdom in the context of the 
battlefield?   

Book XIV: Hera’s Seduction  

While Zeus pays no attention to the warrior’s clamor, Nestor hears it, and it worries 
him. The last time we saw Nestor was Book XI (623-642) when he was advising 
Patroklos to persuade Achilleus to rejoin the battle or to, at least, permit him to wear 
Achilleus’ armor into battle. Now we rejoin Nestor caring for Machaon’s wounds. So 
disturbed is the aged Nestor by what he hears, he takes up his son’s shield and a spear 
and heads outside to witness the Achaians in a confusing, bloody retreat and the Trojans 
breaching and destroying the wall. The wounded Odysseus, Diomedes and 
Agamemnon approach Nestor, and Agamemnon voices his fear that Hektor’s vaunt 
that he would burn their ships is coming true. He also fears that the Achaian soldiers 
hold him responsible and harbor an anger similar to Achilleus’. For the third time, the 
panicked Agamemnon advises a full retreat. He wants to remove the ships that can still 
be saved out to sea to await cover of darkness when the Achaians can slip away: “The 
man does better who runs from disaster than he who is caught by it” (XIV, 81). 

Odysseus rebukes Agamemnon much like Diomedes did last time. He regrets that Zeus 
ever gave Agamemnon leadership over the Achaian forces, and he does so in almost 
mutinous tones. Agamemnon receives Odysseus’ rebuke, but he asserts that in calling 
for retreat he represents the wishes of the men who would eagerly rally for a full retreat. 
This is reminiscent of Agamemnon’s test of the men’s loyalty at the start of Book II that 
ended so badly by exposing the true feelings of the men, i.e., their wish to return home.  

Diomedes seems to confirm Agamemnon’s instinct that the men are indeed angry with 
Agamemnon, but he concludes, “Let us go back to the fighting wounded as we are. We 
have to” (XIV, 128). 

Poseidon appears to Agamemnon in the disguise of an old man. He denounces 
Achilleus and hopes for his destruction. Nevertheless, he says that the gods are not 
angry with Agamemnon himself and that soon the Trojans will be beaten back to their 
city and away from the ships. Then Poseidon reveals his divinity by screeching a loud 
cry “like the yell nine thousand men send up, or ten thousand” (XIV, 148). So powerful 
is his cry that the Achaians are energized and filled with heart to continue their fight. 

© 2018 Cana AcademyTM 56



The poet’s attention shifts to the realm of the gods where Hera keeps watch on the 
battle and happily notices that her brother, Poseidon, is helping the Achaians. She 
decides to keep Zeus distracted by engaging in an elaborate seduction, employing 
Aphrodite’s “zone,” and she enlists Sleep, Death’s brother, to put Zeus in a postcoital 
slumber. While Sleep is at first resistant and fearful to play a role in this subterfuge, he 
relents when Hera promises him one of the younger graces in marriage, Pasithea.  

This scene of the gods provides comic relief full of slapstick and beguilement, but the 
reader cannot help but notice the sharp contrast with the tragedy unfolding on the 
battlefield described in a series of similes: “The two sides closed together with a great 
war cry. Not such is the roaring against dry land of the sea’s surf as it rolls in from the 
open under the hard blast of the north wind; not such is the bellowing of fire in its 
blazing in the deep places of the hills when it rises inflaming the forest, nor such again 
the crying voice of the wind in the deep-haired oaks, when it roars highest in its fury 
against them, not so loud as now the noise of Achaians and Trojans in voice of terror 
rose as they drove against one another” (XIV, 393-402). While the gods lie in pleasure in 
a bed of flowers, the men below die in unspeakable violence. An eyeball sticks on the 
tip of a spear “like the head of a poppy.” 

With Poseidon’s increasingly overt action on the field, the Trojans begin to suffer serious 
setbacks. Hektor is struck hard by Aias and falls to the ground, and the Achaians rush 
to drag his body away. The other Trojans gather around Hektor’s body to protect him 
and carry him back to the city. On their way there, they stop to revive him with the 
waters of the river Xanthos. Recognizing their opportunity, the Achaians are on the 
offensive.   

The gods seem made for comedy because their actions bear no ultimate consequences. 
They will never die. This is the signature difference between the gods and men, and 
perhaps it accounts for the heroism of the men. While the gods never put anything of 
serious consequence on the line, the men put their lives in jeopardy. This makes them 
purposeful, tragic, heroic and pitiable. By contrast, the gods can never be heroic. They 
are fit for comedy alone.  

Discussion Questions 

1. What is Nestor’s plan for Patroklos and Achilleus? What do you think of it? 
2. How does Agamemnon respond to the increasing success of the Trojans? How do his 
men regard his leadership? What are the consequences of the conflict with Achilleus in 
the assessment of Agamemnon and his leading counselors? 
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3. How do the gods intervene in this book? Where is Zeus?  
4. Evaluate the increasing violence and offer specific examples.  
5. Notice the sharp contrast between the tragic violence unfolding on the battlefield of 
men and the comic antics of the gods. Trace the differences between the lives of men 
and the lives of gods. What are the central differences between them? What are the 
consequences of those differences? Do you find the gods or men more attractive? Why? 

Book XV: Zeus’ Plan 

Zeus awakens from his sleep to the realization that the Trojans have been beaten back 
by the Achaians and that Hektor has been gravely wounded. Recognizing Hera’s ruse, 
an infuriated Zeus threatens Hera with severe punishment. She tells him Poseidon was 
interfering on his own impulse not by her encouragement. Zeus takes immediate action. 
He sends Iris to call off Poseidon and to call Apollo to strengthen Hektor: “Let him 
drive strengthless panic into the Achaians, and turn them back once more; let them be 
driven in flight and tumble back on the benched ships of Achilleus, Peleus’ son. And he 
shall rouse up Patroklos his companion. And glorious Hektor shall cut down Patroklos 
with the spear before Ilion, after he has killed many others of the young men, and 
among them my own son, shining Sarpedon. In anger for him brilliant Achilleus shall 
then kill Hektor. And from then on I would make the fighting surge back from the 
vessels always and continuously, until the Achaians capture headlong Ilion through the 
designs of Athene” (XV, 61-71). Here we have Zeus’ entire plan in summary. Not only 
does he plan on fulfilling his promise to Thetis to restore Achilleus, but we have all of 
the intervening steps required to accomplish his will. Even his own son’s death will be 
necessary, as will Patroklos’. In the end, however, the Achaians will destroy Troy. 
Exposing his fuller plan to Hera has the added benefit of fulfilling his earlier promise 
(Book I) that she would be the first to know of his plans. Even so, the gods seem to be 
increasingly mutinous in response to Zeus’ plans. 

Apollo breathes strength into Hektor and, like a beautiful, powerful horse who breaks 
free from his rope, Hektor gallops back into the fight; but this time Apollo fights 
alongside him. Hektor’s sudden and seemingly miraculous return to battle frightens the 
Achaians, and Apollo’s interference on the battlefield confuses them. Urged on by 
Apollo, Hektor and his men attack the wall, and it collapses before them like a child’s 
sand tower. The Trojans break through the Achaian line and make for the boats, 
savagely fighting the Achaians who guard the ships. Like a “murdering” and “ravening 
lion,” Hektor foams at the mouth and surges ferociously toward the ships. Once at the 
boats, Hektor calls out for fire, but every fire-bearer is beaten back by the extraordinary 
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strength and valor of Aias. Aias drives his men to defend the ships crying out, “Do we 
think there are others who stand behind us to help us? Have we some stronger wall that 
can rescue men from perdition? We have no city built strong with towers lying near us, 
within which we could defend ourselves and hold off this host that matches us. We hold 
position in this plain of the close-armoured Trojans, bent back against the sea, and far 
from the land of our fathers. Salvation’s light is in our hands’ work, not the mercy of 
battle” (XV, 735-741).   

Meanwhile, an alarmed Patroklos leaves Eurypylos, whom he had been caring for, and 
rushes back to the ships to urge Achilleus to save the Achaians. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is the exact plan Zeus has outlined? What are all of the intervening steps 
required for Zeus to fulfill his promise to Thetis?   
2. Do you think Achilleus had any idea this was how it would have to happen? Did 
you? Does it have to happen this way? How responsible, if at all, is Achilleus for the 
impending death of Patroklos?   
3. Why does setting the ships on fire cause such a panic among the Greeks, and why is 
setting those ships afire so important to Hektor? Help the students see the shifting lines 
and the sheer velocity of the battle of these past three books.    
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Book XVI: Patroklos’ Death 

A tender, weeping Patroklos immediately returns to Achilleus to share the news with 
him. Achilleus mocks Patroklos for his tears, likening his tears to “some poor little girl 
who runs after her mother and begs to be picked up and carried” (XVI, 7-8). He 
wonders if it could be that Patroklos’ or his own father has died. Or could it be the 
Argives Patroklos mourns, “how they are dying against the hollow ships by reason of 
their own arrogance?” (XVI, 17-18). 

Patroklos tells Achilleus that Diomedes, Odysseus, Agamemnon, Eurypylos, and many 
more warriors have been wounded. He chastises Achilleus for his hard heart: “But you, 
Achilleus; who can do anything with you? May no such anger take me as this that you 
cherish! Cursed courage. What other man born hereafter shall be advantaged unless 
you beat aside from the Argives this shameful destruction? Pitiless: the rider Peleus was 
never your father nor Thetis was your mother, but it was the grey sea that bore you and 
the towering rocks, so sheer the heart in you is turned from us” (XVI, 29-35). Echoing 
Nestor, he asks if it is “some prophecy” that keeps Achilleus away from the battle. 
Innocent of Zeus’ plan for him, Patroklos begs permission to wear Achilleus’ armor to 
lead the Myrmidons into battle. By deceiving and thus frightening the Trojans and 
giving heart to the remaining Achaians, he might win some time and space for the 
Achaians. 
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Achilleus denies a prophecy is driving his decision. No, what keeps him off the 
battlefield is Agamemnon’s extraordinary public shaming, “as if I were some 
dishonoured vagabond.” Achilleus repeats his promise of Book IX (652-654) when he 
said he would not return until the battle comes to the Myrmidon ships, but he adds 
something to the original conditions of Book IX. He will not return until the Danaän 
army returns Briseis with additional prizes.   

Nevertheless, he will permit Patroklos what he asks with this proviso: Patroklos must 
only act to win glory for Achilleus and not pursue the Trojans back to their city; he must 
only save the Achaian ships from burning. Apollo himself might take revenge on 
Patroklos on behalf of the Trojans if Patroklos presumes to fight the Trojans across the 
plains and back to the city. That last drive must be reserved for Achilleus so that his 
honor can be restored.  

Hektor finally breaks through Aias’ defenses and sets the ships afire. Patroklos arrays 
himself in Achilleus’ glorious armor and mounts his chariot driven by Automedon and 
the magical, immortal horses of Achilleus—Xanthos and Balios—and one mortal horse, 
Pedasos. Meanwhile, Achilleus moves among the Myrmidons, calling them to battle. 
Having been resentfully sidelined by Achilleus’ anger for weeks, they are filled with 
bloodlust like wolves “who tear flesh raw, in whose hearts the battle fury is tireless.”   

Achilleus retreats to his shelter and makes an elaborate sacrifice and prayer to Zeus for 
Patroklos: “Let glory, Zeus of the wide brows, go forth with him. Make brave the heart 
inside his breast, so that even Hektor will find out whether our henchman knows how 
to fight his battles by himself...but when he has beaten back from the ships their 
clamorous onset then let him come back to me and the running ships, unwounded, with 
all his armour and with the companions who fight close beside him” (XVI, 241-248). 
Zeus grants him one of the prayers and denies the other; the reader already knows how 
this will end. 

The Trojans fall for Patroklos’ ruse and fall back, fearful that Achilleus has rejoined the 
battle. Patroklos enjoys his aristeia but foolishly pursues the Trojans further than the 
ships, killing Zeus’ son, Sarpedon. In a tender moment of indecision, Zeus must bend 
his own will to the destiny that awaits his son. Hera warns him if he steps in to save his 
son, other gods will do the same, and the balance of fate and the power of the gods will 
be upset. Allow Sarpedon to die, but give him back to his people to be properly buried, 
she advises. Zeus weeps tears of blood for his son, and Patroklos kills him. As Sarpedon 
lies dying, he cries out to his friend, Glaukos, to avenge his death and protect his body 
from desecration. A terrific battle breaks out over Sarpedon’s body with the Achaians 
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led by Patroklos. Sarpedon’s body nearly vanishes beneath the layers of weapons, blood 
and dust until Zeus sends Apollo to retrieve it.   

Filled with bloodlust, Patroklos disobeys Achilleus’ earlier command and goes too far. 
Even so, Patroklos might well have succeeded in taking Troy, had Apollo not resisted 
him: “Besotted: had he only kept the command of Peleiades he might have got clear 
away from the evil spirit of black death. But always the mind of Zeus is a stronger thing 
than a man’s mind. He terrifies even the warlike man, he takes away victory lightly, 
when he himself has driven a man into battle as now he drove on the fury in the heart 
of Patroklos”  (XVI, 686-691). Four times Patroklos tries to scale the walls of Troy, but 
Apollo beats him backwards. On the fourth try, Apollo cries out, “Give way, illustrious 
Patroklos: it is not destined that the city of the proud Trojans shall fall before your spear 
nor even at the hand of Achilleus, who is far better than you are” (XVI, 707-709). Fearful 
of the god’s wrath, Patroklos retreats.   

In the form of a man, Apollo rallies Hektor to the fight and encourages him to kill 
Patroklos. Patroklos drives straight at Hektor, kills his charioteer, Kebriones, and cruelly 
vaunts over the body. Hektor, Patroklos and the other warriors from both sides, engage 
in combat over Kebriones’ body. Deep into the late afternoon, they fight until the 
Achaians finally capture the body and strip it of its armor.   

Patroklos charges forcefully at the Trojans and kills many, but Apollo moves through the 
crowd, and shrouded in a deep mist he “struck his [Patroklos’] back and his broad 
shoulders with a flat stroke of the hand so that his eyes spun” (XVI, 791-792). Apollo 
strikes the helmet from Patroklos’ head—Achilleus’ helmet—and it rolls through the 
blood and dust. Stunned, Patroklos drops his shield and Apollo cruelly rips away 
Patroklos’ corslet, exposing him to the javelin of Euphorbos. Euphorbos spears 
Patroklos from behind between the shoulder blades and then vanishes into the crowd, 
too fearful to face Patroklos in close combat. Patroklos desperately tries to retreat 
behind his soldiers, but Hektor sees that he is badly wounded and spears him in the 
stomach. The spear cuts right through Patroklos’ bowels and through his back. To the 
“horror of all the Achaian people,” Patroklos falls thunderously to the ground, mortally 
wounded. Hektor vaunts over the dying Patroklos: “You thought perhaps of 
devastating our city, of stripping from the Trojan women the day of their liberty and 
dragging them off in ships to the beloved land of your fathers. Fool!... For you, here the 
vultures shall eat you” (XVI, 830-836). He mocks Patroklos for having trusted Achilleus 
who must have directed Patroklos to kill Hektor. But Patroklos gets the last word: “Now 
is your time for big words, Hektor. Yours is the victory given by Kronos’ son, Zeus, and 
Apollo, who have subdued me easily, since they themselves stripped the arms from my 
shoulders. Even though twenty such as you had come in against me, they would all 
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have been broken beneath my spear, and have perished. No, deadly destiny, with the 
son of Leto, has killed me, and of men it was Euphorbos; you are only my third 
slayer” (XVI, 844-850). He prophesies Hektor’s imminent death at the hands of a 
vengeful Achilleus: “But now already death and powerful destiny are standing beside 
you” (XVI, 852-853). Patroklos’ soul flutters free, “leaving youth and manhood behind 
her.” Flush with success and overconfidence, Hektor speculates that he will likely kill 
Achilleus as well. Hektor puts his foot on Patroklos’ chest, wrenches the spear from his 
body, and kicks his body over. He chases after Automedon, but Automedon escapes 
with Achilleus’ magical horses. 

The plan Zeus willed is being fulfilled: Achilleus can only be brought back to the field of 
battle when his wrath has shifted decisively from Agamemnon toward Hektor.   

Discussion Questions 

1. What does Patroklos think of Achilleus? How does he characterize his behavior? Do 
you think he is correct? Offer evidence. 
2. Has Achilleus’ position changed any since Book IX? Has it changed since Book I? Go 
back and look at his exact words. Have his conditions for reentering the battle changed? 
Why doesn’t he enter now? Why has Achilleus not left for home yet? What is he waiting 
for? Why would he take the chance of permitting Patroklos to go in his armor while still 
hoping that the Greeks would sustain serious enough damage to beg for Achilleus’ 
return? What exactly is going on with Achilleus? What is he thinking? Is Achilleus 
deceiving Patroklos in any way? What did Athene promise him in Book I?   
3. Examine the content of Achilleus’ prayer. Again, what is Achilleus thinking? What is 
he asking Zeus for, and does Zeus grant his prayers?   
4. Why does Sarpedon die? Describe his death. Why doesn’t Zeus save his son? Can he 
save his son? 
5. Read aloud line 698 to the end of the book. It is important for the students to hear and 
feel these moments of great pathos. Who is responsible for Patroklos’ death? Gods? 
Men? If men, who? Chance? Destiny? Fate?   
6. How does Patroklos face his own death? Who does he think has killed him?   
7. What do you think of Apollo’s behavior? What do you think of Hektor’s behavior? 
Does this seem different from what you’ve seen of Hektor before? How? Why? 
8. How many Trojans and Greeks died in this book?    
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Book XVII: The Fight for Patroklos’ Body 

This book opens with Euphorbos trying to claim the bloody spoils of Patroklos’ body. 
Menelaos, however, has seen Patroklos go down, and he rushes to protect Patroklos’ 
body “as over a first-born calf the mother cow stands lowing, she who has known no 
children before this” (XVII, 4-5). Euphorbos foolishly challenges Menelaos, and 
Menelaos brags that he already killed Euphorbos’ brother, Hyperenor. The exchange is 
brief as Menelaos swiftly spears Euphorbos through the neck, stripping away his life. 
The poet writes of his death in the words of a tender simile drawn from nature and 
domestic life. The juxtaposition with the violence of battle is jarring: “He fell 
thunderously, and his armour clattered upon him, and his hair, lovely as the Graces, 
was splattered with blood, those braided locks caught waspwise in gold and silver. As 
some slip of an olive tree strong-growing that a man raises in a lonely place, and 
drenched it with generous water, so that it blossoms into beauty, and the blasts of winds 
from all quarters tremble it, and it bursts into pale blossoming. But then a wind 
suddenly in a great tempest descending upon it wrenches it out of its stand and lays it 
at length on the ground; such was Euphorbos of the strong ash spear, the son of 
Panthoös, whom Menelaos Atreides killed” (XVII, 50-59).  
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As Menelaos attempts to strip Euphorbos’ armor, however, Apollo intervenes and stirs 
up Hektor: “But bitter sorrow closed over Hektor’s heart in its darkness. He looked 
about then across the ranks, and at once was aware of the two men, one stripping the 
glorious armour, the other sprawled on the ground, and blood running from the gash of 
the spear-thrust. He stalked through the ranks of the champions helmed in the bright 
bronze with a shrill scream, and looking like the flame of Hephaistos, weariless” (XVII, 
82-89).  

Menelaos is overwhelmed by Hektor’s mighty scream. He debates internally whether 
he can actually take Hektor in combat since it seems apparent that Hektor enjoys the 
gods’ favor; he decides he cannot do this alone, so he seeks out Aias’ help in protecting 
Patroklos’ body. Hektor has already stripped Patroklos of Achilleus’ armor and is 
determined to cruelly cut off Patroklos’ head and drag his body back to Troy to be 
devoured by dogs. But Aias, “carrying like a wall his shield...covering the son of 
Menoitios under his broad shield stood fast, like a lion over his young, when the lion is 
leading his little ones along, and men who are hunting come upon them in the 
forest” (XVII, 132-134).   

Hektor dons Achilleus’ armor, the armor Peleus had bestowed on Achilleus. Moved by 
pity, Zeus sighs, “Ah, poor wretch! There is no thought of death in your mind now, and 
yet death stands close beside you as you put on the immortal armour of a surpassing 
man” (XVII, 200-203). In clothing himself in Achilleus’ armor, Hektor has assumed all of 
the responsibility for Patroklos’ death, despite the fact that he was only the third to 
strike at Patroklos. Now the wrath of Achilleus will shift from Agamemnon to the man 
who wears Achilleus’ armor. Zeus decides to give Hektor great prowess in battle to 
make up for this awful fate, and Ares responds by fitting the armor perfectly to 
Hektor’s body and investing him with all of Ares’ energy and force.   

Now commences a ferocious fight for the body of Patroklos, a battle not even Aias 
believes the Achaians can win. Despite repeated lashings, not even Achilleus’ immortal 
horses will return to the battle, so distraught are they at the death of “gentle” Patroklos, 
he who was “kindly toward all men while he lived.” Zeus beholds the mourning horses 
and regrets having given them to Peleus, “a mortal man, and you yourselves are 
immortal and ageless. Only so that among unhappy men you also might be grieved? 
Since among all creatures that breathe on earth and crawl on it, there is not anywhere a 
thing more dismal than man is” (XVII, 444-447). He vows not to permit Hektor to take 
those horses and the golden chariot. All this time, Achilleus remains unaware of what 
has transpired, and the Achaians send a messenger to inform him.   
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Discussion Questions 

1. Read aloud and discuss the simile that attends Euphorbos’ death at the hands of 
Menelaos: “He fell thunderously, and his armour clattered upon him, and his hair, 
lovely as the Graces, was splattered with blood, those braided locks caught waspwise in 
gold and silver. As some slip of an olive tree strong-growing that a man raises in a 
lonely place, and drenched it with generous water, so that it blossoms into beauty, and 
the blasts of winds from all quarters tremble it, and it bursts into pale blossoming. But 
then a wind suddenly in a great tempest descending upon it wrenches it out of its stand 
and lays it at length on the ground; such was Euphorbos of the strong ash spear, the son 
of Panthoös, whom Menelaos Atreides killed” (XVII, 50-59).  This would be a good 
simile to memorize.  
2. Discuss Hektor’s behavior toward Patroklos’ body. What does he do to the body? 
Why? What does he want to do? Why? Has Hektor changed? 
3. Discuss the significance of Hektor’s assumption of Achilleus’ armor. What are the 
symbolic and narrative implications? Do you feel pity for anyone involved at this point? 
Do you feel pity for Hektor?  
4. Zeus beholds the mourning horses and regrets having given them to Peleus, “a 
mortal man, and you yourselves are immortal and ageless. Only so that among 
unhappy men you also might be grieved? Since among all creatures that breathe on 
earth and crawl on it, there is not anywhere a thing more dismal than man is” (XVII, 
444-447). What does Zeus regret and why? What does he mean in this quotation? In 
what way(s) is this reflection mirrored in the action of the past several books of the 
Iliad? Recall that Zeus similarly reflects on Hektor’s impending death. 
5. Take a close look at the similes invoking maternal sentiments.  
   

Book XVIII: The Shield of Achilleus  

Before Nestor’s son, Antilochos, reaches Achilleus with news of Patroklos’ death, 
Achilleus seems to instinctively sense something has gone wrong and that Patroklos 
may even be dead. He recalls a prophecy his mother had that the “bravest of all the 
Myrmidons” would die while Achilleus still lived: “Unhappy! and yet I told him, once 
he had beaten the fierce fire off, to come back to the ships, not fight in strength against 
Hektor” (XVIII, 13-14). He is waiting anxiously for some news when Antilochos arrives 
and delivers the devastating message: “He spoke, and the black cloud of sorrow closed 
around Achilleus. In both hands he caught up the grimy dust, and poured it over his 
head and face, and fouled his handsome countenance, and the black ashes were 
scattered over his immortal tunic. And he himself, mightily in his might, in the dust lay 
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at length, and took and tore at his hair with his hands, and defiled it” (XVIII, 22-27). So 
grief stricken is Achilleus, Antilochos fears Achilleus will cut his own throat. Achilleus 
cries aloud as do his captive handmaidens. Even the nymphs of the sea grieve, and his 
mother Thetis grieves as if already mourning Achilleus’ death. For Patroklos’ death is 
the beginning of Achilleus’ demise, and Thetis knows this. She recalls his birth and his 
growth into a young man, “conspicuous among heroes,” and she grieves that she can 
do nothing to save him now.  

When Thetis goes to comfort Achilleus, she reminds him that “that these are brought to 
accomplishment through Zeus: in the way that you lifted your hands and prayed for, 
that all the sons of the Achaians be pinned on their grounded vessels by reason of your 
loss, and suffer things that are shameful” (XVIII, 74-77). Achilleus responds that he 
cannot take pleasure in this accomplishment now that Patroklos is dead. Hektor has 
taken his dearest companion, more beloved than his own life. Achilleus recalls that the 
armor Hektor has just stripped from Patroklos was a gift given to Peleus on the day of 
his marriage to Thetis, a marriage not wholly free from Thetis’ point of view. He wishes 
that his father had married a mere mortal so that his mother might never have to suffer 
the death of her own son; he confesses that he has completely lost the will to live unless 
he can wreak vengeance on Hektor. Weeping, Thetis reminds him, “Then I must lose 
you soon, my child, by what you are saying, since it is decreed your death must come 
soon after Hektor’s.” Achilleus responds with resignation to that fact, “I must die soon, 
then; since I was not to stand by my companion when he was killed” (XVIII, 99-100). 

At this climactic moment, Achilleus accepts his responsibility for how this has unfolded. 
He is to blame for Patroklos’ early death and the death of many of his companions 
because he sat “like a useless weight” on the beaches of Troy. He wishes that he and 
Agamemnon had not been overcome with “that gall of anger” that lingers in a man’s 
heart sweeter than honey. He regrets the argument with Agamemnon and vows to seek 
out Hektor and kill him. Most importantly, he seems to accept what he was unable to 
consent to earlier: his own death at “whatever time Zeus wishes to bring it about.” Now 
he must fight and “win excellent glory” and “learn that I stayed too long out of the 
fighting” (XVIII, 100-125).  

Thetis convinces Achilleus to wait just a bit longer as she must go to Hephaistos to 
commission a splendid replacement for the armor Hektor has taken.   

Meanwhile, the Aiantes continue to fight for the body of Patroklos as Hektor seems 
intent on gaining it. Iris pleads with the waiting Achilleus to at least show himself to the 
Trojans, and he agrees. Athene adorns him with the “fluttering aegis” and encircles his 
head with a flaming cloud. As he stands by the ditch near the battle, he shouts and his 
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cry mingles with that of Athene. Three times he shouts like this and drives confusion 
and terror into the Trojans who lose control of their chariots, and twelve of their best 
men die. This creates a breathing space for the Achaians to pull Patroklos from the 
combat and carry him to safety. Achilleus sees the broken body of his friend and weeps 
hot tears.   

All night long, the Myrmidons and Achilleus grieve the death of Patroklos. Achilleus 
recalls how he promised Patroklos’ father that he would bring the young man back 
from Troy loaded with wealthy treasure and glory. He then vows to delay Patroklos’ 
funeral until he has brought back the head of Hektor and the armor he took. Then he 
will behead twelve captive Trojan boys for “my anger over your slaying.” He will leave 
a company of Dardanian women to mourn Patroklos’ loss and prepare his body. The 
target of Achilleus’ wrath has now fully shifted from Agamemnon to Hektor.   

Back at the Trojan camp, Poulydamas pleads with Hektor to flee the field and retreat 
behind the walls of Troy to fight for the city’s sake now that Achilleus appears to be 
rejoining the battle. This angers Hektor. This is the fourth time Poulydamas and Hektor 
have clashed over policy, and Hektor forbids retreat. Hektor is deluded; he believes that 
the gods will back his contest with Achilleus. The other Trojans are thunderous in their 
approval since Athene “had taken away the wits from them” (XVIII, 311).  

The book closes with the brilliant and magical craftsmanship of Hephaistos as he forges 
a new shield for Achilleus. The shield is engraved with a beautiful cosmological 
portrait, juxtaposing the harvest and husbandry of ordinary farmers in their 
communities where weddings and peace abide with the disorder of petty quarrels and 
warring cities. Achilleus’ shield is a concentrated image of a world where good and evil 
live side by side.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Read aloud the exchange between Achilleus and his mother. Thetis seems to suggest 
that Achilleus should not be surprised by these events. This is, after all, what he had 
prayed for. Why is Achilleus caught off guard by what has happened? Why does he 
wish his father had married a mere mortal? Is Thetis correct? Why did Achilleus allow 
Patroklos to go into battle in his armor?   
2. Read aloud the passage in which Achilleus mourns the death of his dear friend. 
Dwell on it and describe it. What is going on with Achilleus at this moment? What is he 
thinking? Why? What does he now understand about his own responsibility in these 
events? What does he want now?   
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3. Hektor rebukes Poulydamas again. What is going on with Hektor? Has he changed 
any since the beginning of the Iliad? Does Hektor have reason to believe that the gods 
will back him in his contest with Achilleus?  
4. Have the students sketch their own versions of the famous shield of Achilleus. Have 
them draw their sketches on the board and discuss them. What is the significance and 
meaning of the shield? Why is it significant that Achilleus will now carry this shield into 
combat?   
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Book XIX: Mourning Patroklos and Preparing for Battle 

This book opens with the continued mourning of Achilleus and the Myrmidons over 
Patroklos’ body. Thetis brings the newly crafted armor to Achilleus and lets it fall 
crashing to the ground. Only Achilleus has the courage to look at the armor, and as he 
does, “the anger came harder upon him and his eyes glittered terribly under his lids, 
like sunflare” (XIX, 16-17). Because Achilleus is fearful that Patroklos’ body will decay 
in his absence, Thetis promises to preserve the body. She also tells him to summon an 
assembly to make peace with Agamemnon.   

Once the assembly is gathered, Achilleus stands to speak to Agamemnon of his regret 
for his anger since it led to the destruction of so many of the Achaians. Because Briseis 
became the object of such contention between the two men, it would have been better 
had Artemis struck her down on the day Achilleus took her as his prize. His absence 
from the field of battle has proved a boon only to Hektor and the Trojans. He now 
formally renounces his anger: “Now I am making an end of my anger. It does not 
become me unrelentingly to rage on” (XIX, 67-68). The Achaians raise a great cry of 
approval.  

© 2018 Cana AcademyTM 70



Agamemnon, speaking from his seated position in the assembly, addresses Achilleus’ 
remarks: “This is the word the Achaians have spoken often against me and found fault 
with me in it, yet I am not responsible but Zeus is, and Destiny, and Erinys the mist-
walking who in assembly caught my heart in the savage delusion on that day I myself 
stripped from him the prize of Achilleus. Yet what could I do? It is the god who 
accomplishes all things” (XIX, 85-90). Delusion, he says, is the daughter of Zeus and 
even Zeus has been entangled in her lies. This reference to Delusion recalls 
Agamemnon’s earlier reference in Book IX, where he attributes his dishonorable 
maltreatment of Achilleus to “madness.” He reiterates his earlier remorse and his 
willingness to restore Achilleus’ honor by awarding him excessive gifts.  

Achilleus responds to Agamemnon’s gifts by deflecting them. The gifts can be given 
and received later, but now is the time for fighting Hektor and the Trojans. Achilleus’ 
attention is no longer on the gifts of Agamemnon; the strength and focus of his anger 
has shifted to Hektor. Odysseus advises Achilleus and the Achaians to stop and take 
nourishment first, and he calls for Agamemnon’s gifts to be brought to the assembly, “so 
all the Achaians can see them before their eyes, so your own heart may be pleasured. 
And let him stand up before the Argives and swear an oath to you that he never entered 
into bed and never lay with her” (XIX, 173-176). Odysseus further counsels 
Agamemnon to personally receive Achilleus at his table in his shelter with an elaborate 
meal, “for there is no fault when even one who is a king appeases a man, when the king 
was the first one to be angry” (XIX, 182-183).   

Achilleus does not want to be received by Agamemnon for a meal, nor does he crave his 
gifts. He relents under Odysseus’ pressure to permit the other warriors to fortify 
themselves, but he will not drink or eat until he has satisfied his desire for bloody 
vengeance for Patroklos’ death. Odysseus seems to correct Achilleus with the 
implication that Achilleus is indulging an intemperate desire for vengeance. Achilleus 
has little choice over the matter since Odysseus rapidly moves to see that the gifts of 
Agamemnon are brought to the assembly where Agamemnon makes his oath for all to 
see. Achilleus accepts the gifts and the oath. 

When Briseis is returned to Achilleus, she appears in the form of Aphrodite, and pierced 
with keen sorrow, she weeps over the body of Patroklos. Her lamentation reminds the 
reader of Briseis’ own personal suffering, linking her mourning for the death of her 
entire family to her mourning for Patroklos. In a shocking revelation, the reader learns 
that it was Achilleus who slaughtered her entire family and that it was Patroklos who 
saved her by pledging to marry her to Achilleus: “So evil in my life takes over from evil 
forever. The husband on whom my father and honoured mother bestowed me I saw 
before my city lying torn with the sharp bronze, and my three brothers, whom a single 
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mother bore with me and who were close to me, all went on one day to destruction. 
And yet you would not let me, when swift Achilleus had cut down my husband, and 
sacked the city of godlike Mynes, you would not let me sorrow, but said you would 
make me godlike Achilleus’ wedded lawful wife, that you would take me back in the 
ships to Phthia, and formalize my marriage among the Myrmidons. Therefore I weep 
your death without ceasing. You were always kind” (XIX, 290-300). You were always kind 
is a touching remembrance of a man universally loved, it seems, among the Achaians 
and even their captives.   

Menelaos, Agamemnon, Odysseus, Nestor, Idomeneus and Phoinix all remain with 
Achilleus to comfort him for his loss and to encourage him to eat and drink, “yet his 
heart would not be comforted, till he went into the jaws of bleeding battle.” Instead, 
Achilleus gives himself over to tender memories of Patroklos serving him dinner. 
Nothing could cause him more suffering than this death, not even the news of his own 
father’s death or even his son’s death. He summons an image of his father, Peleus, 
weeping and grieving over his own death. He confesses that up until this moment he 
had hoped that only he would die at Troy and that Patroklos would assume care for his 
son and return him from Skyros to his home of Phthia. He ponders the possibility that 
his father Peleus may have already died or that his old age has reduced his 
circumstances substantially. These memories and reflections evoke from the elders great 
sorrow and lamentation as they remember “each those he had left behind in his own 
halls” (XIX, 338-339). So great is this sorrow that even Zeus takes pity on them and 
instructs Athene to feed Achilleus with nectar and ambrosia so that he may be 
strengthened for the coming battle.  

Achilleus arrays himself in the armor Hephaistos has forged, and the armor is 
ennobling. He feels his glorious limbs fill it and raises his great shield, “[a]nd as when 
from across water a light shines to mariners from a blazing fire, when the fire is burning 
high in the mountains in a desolate steading, as the mariners are carried unwilling by 
storm winds over the fish-swarming sea, far away from their loved ones; so the light 
from the fair elaborate shield of Achilleus shot into the high air” (XIX, 375-380). He 
instructs his magical horses to bring him back and not leave him behind as they did 
Patroklos. The voice of Hera fills Xanthos with a human voice and prophesies that while 
he will save Achilleus today, the day of Achilleus’ own death lies near. However, none 
of this is Xanthos’ fault; rather it is Zeus and powerful Destiny who claim Achilleus’ 
life. It was Apollo who killed Patroklos and gave the credit to Hektor. Someday soon 
Achilleus will be overtaken by his own “destiny to be killed in force by a god and a 
mortal” (XIX, 417). Achilleus rebukes the horse Xanthos for uttering that prophecy. He 
already knows his destiny is to die far from home on the field of Trojan battle, and he 
will give the Trojans as much bloodshed as they can handle in the meantime.  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 Discussion Questions 

1. Compare and contrast the speeches of reconciliation of Achilleus and Agamemnon. 
Of the two, which do you find more compelling? What do they both say about their 
individual responsibility for recent events? Why does Agamemnon remain seated? 
Return to Book IX where Agamemnon first invokes Delusion. What do you think he 
means here? Is this a true reconciliation? Explain. 
2. Why does Achilleus seem to deflect Agamemnon’s gifts? Do the gifts matter to 
Achilleus? Why or why not? Why is the public awarding of the gifts to Achilleus so 
important to Odysseus? Why does he insist it go forward regardless of Achilleus’ 
wishes? What do those gifts represent?   
3. What do we learn about Briseis’ past with respect to Achilleus and Patroklos? Recall 
that Achilleus has a similar past with Andromache’s family.   
4. Dwell for a time on the poignant passages surrounding Achilleus’ grieving with the 
elders. Who is there? Why can’t Achilleus eat and drink? Is he just being stubborn and 
governed by his passion, or is something else going on? Achilleus is reminded of his 
father, Peleus, and his own son. Why? What are the men reminded of as they grieve 
with Achilleus? Recall Zeus’ words: “Since among all creatures that breathe on earth 
and crawl on it, there is not anywhere a thing more dismal than man is” (XVII, 444-447). 
In light of recent events what do you think accounts for man’s dismal condition?  
5. Describe the armor Achilleus has received from Hephaistos and Thetis. Examine the 
simile carefully. How does the armor make him look and feel?  
6. How and why does Achilleus harshly rebuke Xanthos? Compare this rebuke to earlier 
reflections by Achilleus.    

Book XX: Total War  

A massive, total war of extreme violence breaks out when Achilleus rejoins the battle, 
and Zeus has decided to permit the gods to choose sides and participate as they see fit. 
This means gods will be intervening on behalf of their favored warriors, involving them 
in war with one another. This was something the gods had originally said they wanted 
to avoid (see Book I). Zeus says that he will hold back and watch “to pleasure my 
heart.” He does fear, however, that Troy will collapse under the weight of Achilleus’ 
anger. Hera, Athene, Poseidon, Hermes, and Hephaistos enter the war on the Achaian 
side. Ares, Apollo, Artemis, Aphrodite, Leto and Xanthos enter on the Trojan side.   

Meanwhile, Achilleus faces off with Aineias, but Poseidon intervenes to rescue Aineias 
to ensure that his family genealogy survives this terrible war: “It is destined that he 
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shall be the survivor, that the generation of Dardanos shall not die, without seed 
obliterated, since Dardanos was dearest to Kronides of all his sons that have been born 
to him from mortal women. For Kronos’ son has cursed the generation of Priam, and 
now the might of Aineias shall be lord over the Trojans, and his sons’ sons, and those 
who are born of their seed hereafter” (XX, 302-308). 

Achilleus’ aristeia results in the deaths of many Trojans, including Hektor’s brother 
Polydoros. When Hektor sees Polydoros die, he bravely rushes out to face Achilleus, 
despite Apollo’s earlier warning (XX, 376-378). Achilleus is elated to face Hektor, “Here 
is the man who beyond all others has troubled my anger, who slaughtered my beloved 
companion” (XX, 425-426). Hektor remains unimpressed although he does acknowledge 
that he is far weaker than Achilleus. Hektor throws the first spear, but Athene blows the 
spear back at Hektor; it falls at his feet. Achilleus charges at Hektor, furious for battle 
and a rage to kill, but Apollo shields Hektor in a thick mist. Achilleus is left to fight and 
kill other Trojans mercilessly, “since this was a man with no sweetness in his heart” (XX, 
467). The reader is left with the image of Achilleus sweeping “everywhere with his 
spear like something more than a mortal harrying them as they died, and the black 
earth ran blood...straining to win glory, his invincible hands spattered with bloody 
filth” (XX, 493-592).  

Discussion Questions 

1. Describe the sensation of total war this book depicts. Which gods fight on which side? 
What is driving the gods? Where is Zeus? What is he worried about?   
2. Describe Achilleus’ aristeia. What is driving him?  
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Book XXI: Achilleus’ Rage Unleashed   

Achilleus’ aristeia is more barbaric and more prolonged than any we’ve witnessed in the 
story so far. His rage is uninhibited, and the velocity of his combat is overwhelming to 
the enemy. In the face of his assault, the Trojan forces are divided into two parts: one 
makes a swift retreat to the city, but the other gets crowded into the dangerous currents 
of the river, Xanthos. Achilleus leaps into the water with his sword and kills the trapped 
soldiers, spilling their blood into the river and polluting its waters. He then captures 
twelve younger men and has them led away to the ships to be executed at Patroklos’ 
funeral, as he earlier promised. 

In the midst of this, Achilleus comes across a young warrior named Lykaon, son of 
Priam and Laothoe. Achilleus is startled by Lykaon because he had already captured 
this man some time before and sold him into slavery. As he lifts his spear to kill Lykaon, 
however, Lykaon slips beneath the spear and grabs at Achilleus’ knees in an act of 
supplication. He pleads for his life, reminding Achilleus that he had already sold him 
into slavery and that he has only just returned after Priam offered a large ransom for 
him. He has been back only twelve days. If Achilleus kills Lykaon, he will have killed 
both of poor Laothoe’s sons—Lykaon and Polydoros. He also reminds Achilleus that 
Hektor is not his true brother since they were born of different mothers. He has no real 
connection to Patroklos’ death.   
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Pitiless, Achilleus rejects the supplication, remarking that before Patroklos’ death, he 
was inclined to exercise pity and spare Trojans. But not now: “So, friend, you die also. 
Why all this clamour about it? Patroklos also is dead, who was better by far than you 
are. Do you not see what a man I am, how huge, how splendid and born of a great 
father, and the mother who bore me immortal? Yet even I have also my death and my 
strong destiny, and there shall be a dawn or an afternoon or a noontime when some 
man in the fighting will take the life from me also either with a spearcast or an arrow 
flown from the bowstring” (XXI, 106-113). 

Seeing the futility of his supplication, Lykaon falls back and lets go of Achilleus’ spear. 
Achilleus wields his sword at Lykaon, cutting into his collarbone and slicing through 
his neck. Lykaon falls to the ground, face first and his blood soaks the earth. Achilleus 
grabs his foot and drags his body to the river, “Lie there now among the fish, who will 
lick the blood away from your wound, and care nothing for you nor will your mother 
lay you on the death-bed and mourn over you, but Skamandros will carry you spinning 
down to the wide bend of the salt water. And a fish will break a ripple shuddering dark 
on the water as he rises to feed upon the shining fat of Lykaon. Die on, all; till we come 
to the city of sacred Ilion, you in flight and I killing you from behind; and there will not 
be any rescue for you from your silvery-whirled strong-running river, for all the 
numbers of bulls you dedicate to it and drown single-foot horses alive in its eddies. And 
yet even so, die all an evil death, till all of you pay for the death of Patroklos and the 
slaughter of the Achaians whom you killed beside the running ships, when I was not 
with them” (XXI, 122-134). Nothing can slake Achilleus’ desire for vengeance. 

So thorough and brutal is Achilleus’ slaughter of the Trojans and so devastating is his 
choking of the river’s waters with the dead, the river itself rises up and rebukes 
Achilleus and cries upon Apollo for his intervention. It bellows like a bull, pushing the 
dead out onto the dry land. It rises against Achilleus and chases him across the plain, 
nearly drowning him several times. Nearing exhaustion and desperation, Achilleus calls 
on Zeus to save him. He would rather die an honorable death at the hands of the great 
hero Hektor than die like a young boy caught in the grip of a swollen river. Poseidon 
and Athene take the appearance of men and encourage Achilleus to fight until he has 
pinned the Trojans down in their own city and killed Hektor. Xanthos (sometimes called 
Skamandros) calls out to the river Simoeis to join him in the fight against Achilleus until 
they have buried his body beneath their sands. The rivers boil over with the blood, 
armor and dead bodies Achilleus has killed and engulf him in their whirlpools. Fearful 
for Achilleus, Hera causes Hephaistos to set the plains on fire to fight against the rivers. 
Everything seems caught in the great conflagration of Hephaistos—the corpses of the 
dead warriors, the trees, the plains, the rushes, and the plants that grow beside the river. 
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The eels and fish leap out of the river’s turbulent and boiling waters. The river is finally 
defeated and cries out to Hephaistos for an end to the strife.   

The gods openly join in the fight, taking on each other in scenes of comic jest—Hera, 
Hephaistos, Xanthos, Athene, Ares, Aphrodites, Poseidon, and Artemis—and while they 
engage in battle with one another, Achilleus continues to drive toward the gates of Troy, 
“inflict[ing] labour upon them all, and sorrow on many.”   

From his citadel, Priam looks down upon the disaster besetting his troops below. He 
descends to the gates and instructs his guards to watch for the frantically stampeding 
Trojans and get them inside the city before Achilleus’ wrath catches them. But they must 
close the gates swiftly to shut out Achilleus.   

Only the great-hearted Trojan, Agenor, has the courage to stand outside the gates to 
fight Achilleus. And while Agenor engages in brief combat with Achilleus, Apollo 
intervenes to rescue Agenor from what must be a sure death. He covers him in mist, 
and Agenor escapes Achilleus’ spear. Apollo leads Achilleus on a wild goose chase by 
likening himself to Agenor, and this diversion gives the Trojans just enough time to 
escape Achilleus’ bloodlust. They stream into the city behind its walls and lock the gates 
against Achilleus.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Read aloud the passages detailing Achilleus’ combat with the rivers. Help the 
students reimagine what this fantastical scene would look like. The image of Achilleus 
racing away from fire and water is a remarkable one. The image of rivers bloated with 
the dead bodies and the armor of warriors is incredibly memorable. Not just men are 
dying. The entire natural world seems caught up in the violence now. Since Achilleus’ 
entrance into combat, the entire cosmos seems to be at war. Discuss this at some length, 
keeping in mind the opening lines of Book I. Why is this happening? (It might serve the 
students’ imaginations to see actual photographic evidence of real wartime destruction, 
e.g., post-WWII Europe.)   
2. What is Achilleus’ explanation for why he will not spare Lykaon this time? How does 
Achilleus address his own impending death? Is this a change in Achilleus’ attitude? 
Open this question up more by comparing and contrasting his words with what he said 
in Book IX and elsewhere. Does Achilleus sound like a man resigned to his own fate? 
Does he sound like a man who has embraced his fate and made his peace with it? Does 
he sound cynical and angry? Does he sound like a nihilist or like a man who has 
embraced some singular purpose in life? Discuss this at length. 
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3. Apollo says, “Shaker of the earth, you would have me be as one without prudence if I 
am to fight even you for the sake of insignificant mortals, who are as leaves are, and 
now flourish and grow warm with life, and feed on what the ground gives, but then 
again fade away and are dead” (XXI, 462-466). Compare this to the simile in Book VI, 
145-146. What is being said in these two similes? If this is true, why do the gods get 
involved with men’s affairs? What do these similes say about man’s condition? 
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Book XXII: The Death of Hektor  

The central event of this book is the sad death of Hektor. As all of the Trojan soldiers 
have retreated behind the protection of the rampart walls, Hektor stays behind outside 
the Skaian gates, “his deadly fate” holding him “shackled.” Apollo finally reveals 
himself to Achilleus, and Achilleus is infuriated that he has been led astray on this long 
chase by a god who cannot suffer retribution. He runs back toward the Skaian gates. 

Priam is the first to catch sight of Achilleus racing across the plain, flaring in his bronze 
armor like the blazing star, Orion’s Dog, who brings the fever to mortal men. Priam lifts 
his hands up high over his head and groans aloud to his son Hektor, begging him to 
return to the safety behind the gates. In one stunningly beautiful passage, Priam 
summarizes the horrors of war that have throttled his life and the lives of his people. 
Achilleus is likely to kill Hektor, he says, because he is far stronger, and he is a hard 
man. If only the gods hated Achilleus as Priam does, he would die and be devoured by 
the vultures and the dogs. He has already enslaved or killed so many of Priam’s brave 
sons. Priam does not yet know that Achilleus has already killed Lykaon and Polydoros, 
but he cannot see them among the host. Their deaths would bring great grief to the 
Trojans, to their mother and especially to their father, Priam. But that grief would pale 
in comparison to that which the people would suffer if Achilleus were to successfully 
kill Hektor, their last protector. In anguish, Priam grasps the agonizing future in one 
single moment: “Come then inside the wall, my child, so that you can rescue the Trojans 
and the women of Troy, neither win the high glory for Peleus’ son, and yourself be 
robbed of your very life. Oh, take pity on me, the unfortunate still alive, still sentient but 
ill-starred, whom the father, Kronos’ son, on the threshold of old age will blast with 
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hard fate, after I have looked upon evils and seen my sons destroyed and my daughters 
dragged away captive and the chambers of marriage wrecked and the innocent children 
taken and dashed to the ground in the hatefulness of war, and the wives of my sons 
dragged off by the accursed hands of the Achaians. And myself last of all, my dogs in 
front of my doorway will rip me raw, after some man with stroke of the sharp bronze 
spear, or with spearcast, has torn the life out of my body; those dogs I raised in my halls 
to be at my table, to guard my gates, who will lap my blood in the savagery of their 
anger and then lie down in my courts” (XXII, 56-71). 

Standing beside Priam is Hektor’s mother, Hekabe. She too begs Hektor not to fight 
Achilleus. If ever Hektor understood what he owes his mother, he would retreat inside 
the wall. Otherwise, his body will most assuredly be taken unmourned down to the 
ships to be devoured by the Argive dogs. 

As Achilleus races toward Hektor, “gigantic” in his strength, Hektor doubts himself, 
recalling Poulydamas’ previous words of advice when he strongly encouraged Hektor 
to remove the Trojans back to the citadel when they had a chance. But Hektor refuses: 
“Now, since by my own recklessness I have ruined my people, I feel shame before the 
Trojans and the Trojan women with trailing robes, that someone who is less of a man 
than I will say of me: ‘Hektor believed in his own strength and ruined his 
people’” (XXII, 104-107).  

He ponders his options. He could fight Achilleus and possibly kill him, or he could be 
killed by Achilleus with his entire city as witness. He could set down his shield, helmet 
and spear and go out to parley with Achilleus, promising to return Helen and her 
possessions. He could even add all of the hidden riches of Troy to be distributed among 
all the Achaians.   

But none of this appeals to Hektor. To go unguarded and without his weaponry to face 
Achilleus as if he were some young man whispering tender love to a young maiden 
would be the height of foolishness, for Achilleus might simply “kill me naked, as if I 
were a woman, once I stripped my armour from me” (XXII, 124-125). He resolves to face 
him armed with his weapons. 

But as Achilleus approaches him with raised spear, arrayed in his shining armor, Hektor 
is suddenly seized with fear and trembling. He does the unthinkable: he runs. Achilleus 
pursues him like a hawk pursuing a “trembling dove.” They dash around the Trojan 
ramparts, arriving at the two well springs fed by Skamandros. From one well rises hot 
water and the steam of a hot springs; from the other rises cool water like ice or snow. 
Here in the midst of this terrible moment of war, we are reminded of the once domestic 
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tranquility that abided here when the lovely Trojan women could still wash their 
clothing at these springs. But this was before the Achaians came. Here the two runners 
come, one fleeing, the other pursuing. Again, the poet reminds us of the domestic 
tranquility that permitted running contests and funeral games where the contestants 
ran for the festal beast, ox-hide, tripod or woman: “No, they ran for the life of Hektor, 
breaker of horses” (XXII, 161).  

Zeus looks down with pity upon Hektor’s dilemma: “My heart is mourning for Hektor 
who has burned in my honour many thigh pieces of oxen...but now the brilliant 
Achilleus drives him in speed of his feet around the city of Priam” (XXII, 169-173). He 
asks the other gods if they should save Hektor or let him die. Athene rebukes Zeus, 
repeating something similar to what Hera said of Sarpedon: “Do you wish to bring back 
a man who is mortal, one long since doomed by his destiny, from ill-sounding death 
and release him? Do it, then; but not all the rest of us gods shall approve you” (XXII, 
179-181). 

Achilleus pursues Hektor as a hound hunts a fawn crouching in the bushes. Hektor 
periodically dashes for the gates in the hope that men up high might cast down spears 
to defend him, but Achilleus continually forces him away from the bastion back out 
onto the plain. Apollo gives Hektor running strength to sustain him, and Achilleus 
directs his own men not to intervene for fear that someone else might steal the glory of 
killing Hektor.   

On the fourth circuit around the city, Zeus balances the golden scales with two “fateful 
portions of death,” and Hektor’s death is heavier. Apollo abandons Hektor, and Athene 
encourages Achilleus, “Stand you here then and get your wind again, while I go to this 
man and persuade him to stand up to you in combat” (XXII, 222-223). Athene disguises 
herself in the form of Hektor’s beloved brother, Deiphobos. She tells Hektor she will 
stand beside him, and they will take Achilleus together. So moved by Deiphobos’ 
courage Hektor responds, “I am minded all the more within my heart to honour you, 
you who dared for my sake, when your eyes saw me, to come forth from the 
fortifications, while the others stand fast inside them” (XXII, 235-237). So deceived by 
Athene’s “beguilement,” Hektor ceases running and turns to face Achilleus in combat. 
Hektor asks that they exchange an oath that whoever wins this single contest will return 
the body of the deceased to their people. Achilleus cruelly rejects this oath: “Hektor, 
argue me no agreements. I cannot forgive you. As there are no trustworthy oaths 
between men and lions, not wolves and lambs have spirit that can be brought to 
agreement but forever these hold feelings of hate for each other, so there can be no love 
between you and me, nor shall there be oaths between us, but one or the other must fall 
before then to glut with his blood Ares the god who fights under the shield’s guard. 
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Remember every valour of yours, for now the need comes hardest upon you to be a 
spearman and a bold warrior. There shall be no more escape for you, but Pallas Athene 
will kill you soon by my spear. You will pay in a lump for all those sorrows of my 
companions you killed in your spear’s fury” (XXII, 260-272). This is war, and war is 
cruel, pitiless and unrelenting. There can be no covenants between the killer and his 
prey.   

Achilleus throws his spear at Hektor, but Hektor deftly dodges it. Unseen to Hektor, 
Athene grasps the spear and returns it to Achilleus. Hektor, however, is convinced that 
the gods are not going to betray him on this day to death: “You will not stick your spear 
in my back as I run away from you but drive it into my chest as I storm straight in 
against you; if the god gives you that” (XXII, 283-286). He casts his spear at Achilleus, 
but Achilleus’ great shield protects him. Hektor has lost his spear in a useless cast. He 
calls out to Deiphobos for an extra spear, but Deiphobos has vanished. Hektor suddenly 
realizes he has been cheated and betrayed by the gods. Crestfallen but no coward, he 
knows this day marks his death. Even so, “Let me at least not die without a struggle, 
inglorious, but do some big thing first, that men to come shall know of it” (XXII, 
304-305). He pulls his sword from his side and lunges at Achilleus, and Achilleus 
charges at him with his spear. Achilleus knows Hektor’s armor well since it was 
originally his own, and he now inspects its weak points. He thrusts at the collar bone 
where it joins the neck and throat and plunges the spear into the soft part. Hektor drops 
to the ground, and Achilleus vaunts over him: “On you the dogs and the vultures shall 
feed and foully rip you; the Achaians will bury Patroklos” (XXII, 335-336). While 
Hektor’s body will be cruelly desecrated, Patroklos will get the burial Hektor tried to 
deny him. Hektor pitifully begs Achilleus to not “let the dogs feed on me” but rather to 
take the ransom his family will offer and return his body to his people so that he can 
receive his proper rite of burning. Achilleus responds: “No more entreating of me, you 
dog, by knees or parents. I wish only that my spirit and fury would drive me to hack 
your meat away and eat it raw for the things that you have done to me. So there is no 
one who can hold the dogs off from your head...no, but the dogs and the birds will have 
you all for their feasting” (XXII, 345-354). Hektor dies prophesying Achilleus’ imminent 
death at the hands of Paris. Achilleus remarks over Hektor’s dead body that he does not 
care since he obviously has no control over his own death; the timing belongs to the 
gods.  

He then rips the spear from Hektor’s body and strips the armor. The other Achaians, 
awestruck by the beauty and stature of Hektor’s body, take turns stabbing Hektor and 
desecrating his body, remarking to one another, “See now, Hektor is much softer to 
handle than he was when he set the ships ablaze with the burning firebrand” (XXII, 
373-374). Achilleus directs the men to sing a victory song as they return to the ships to 
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honor Patroklos with a spectacular funeral rite. He then prepares to reduce Hektor’s 
body through a shameful desecration: He drills holes through his tendons between the 
ankle and the heel and draws leather thongs through the holes. He then attaches the 
thongs to the back of his chariot. He mounts his chariot and whips his horses into a run: 
“A cloud of dust rose where Hektor was dragged, his dark hair was falling about him, 
and all that head that was once so handsome was tumbled in the dust; since by this time 
Zeus had given him over to his enemies, to be defiled in the land of his fathers” (XXII, 
400-404). The desecration of Hektor’s body is so personal, so violent and cruel, so 
publicly shameful, it seems that Achilleus’ anger has transcended the events of this war, 
the conflict between the two combatants and the quarrel with Agamemnon. The 
complete and violent obliteration of his enemy’s body and his once glorious stature is 
Achilleus’ goal.    

Stricken with grief, Hekabe and Priam grieve and groan as the members of the city 
throng around them. Priam implores them to let him go to the ships to beg for Hektor’s 
body, but the people hold him back. The city raises up such a lamentation it is as if the 
city had already burned from top to bottom. Hekabe leads the chant of sorrow: “Child, I 
am wretched. What shall my life be in my sorrows, now you are dead, who by day and 
in the night were my glory in the town, and to all of the Trojans and the women of Troy 
a blessing throughout their city. They adore you as if you were a god, since in truth you 
were their high honour while you lived. Now death and fate have closed in upon 
you” (XXII, 431-436). 

Unaware of what has transpired and busy weaving in an inner room of her home, 
Andromache calls to her maids to prepare a warm bath for Hektor for his return from 
battle. But she hears the great cries of lamentation and fears that Hektor has been driven 
out onto the plains since he was always reckless in his pursuit of glory. She dashes to 
the high bastion just in time to behold Hektor’s body being dragged away to the ships, 
and she faints. When she regains her senses, she summons an image of her widowhood 
and her son’s future in a single, grievous lamentation. Even if he survives the assault of 
the Achaians, the boy, Astyanax, will suffer the loss most keenly, for all of his 
possessions will be denied to him; the loss of his status will keep him an impoverished 
beggar who toils in the service of others and who must beg from his dead father’s 
companions. When he begs at the tables of his father’s companions, one of their sons 
will cast him out of the great hall because he is only an orphan of a once great, dead 
prince. Hektor’s body will not be properly mourned and buried in the fine cloth laid up 
for him; instead, he will be eaten by the dogs, and the worms will feast on what 
remains.   
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The reader has in some sense just witnessed the fall of Troy, for Hektor was its only 
protector.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Read aloud Priam’s sensitive portrait of what the war has done to him, to his family, 
and to his kingdom, beginning at line 33. Discuss his involvement and the consequences 
of the war from Priam’s perspective.   
2. Why does Hektor resist retreating behind the Trojan walls? For what does he blame 
himself? What possible options does he entertain for action at this late juncture? What 
finally convinces him to stay outside the walls? 
3. Read aloud the dramatic encounter between Achilleus and Hektor. Why do you think 
Hektor runs? If he was going to run, why didn’t he retreat behind the walls? How does 
this race of hot pursuit with Achilleus make you feel? Why? How does it make Zeus 
feel? What does Zeus do and why? What are these scales to which the poet refers? Have 
we seen them before? Where? Does Zeus read the scales, or does he determine the 
weights in each plate? What difference would it make?     
4. What is Athene’s involvement in Hektor’s death? Is this fair? Why does she do this? 
How does this make you feel?  
5. What is Achilleus’ response to Hektor’s prophesy? Does he believe it? Does he care? 
How does his response to this prophesy mirror or not mirror Achilleus’ earlier 
treatment of his own death?  
6. Characterize Achilleus’ behavior toward Hektor when he is alive and after he is dead. 
How does he desecrate Hektor’s body? Why does he do this? What does he want? 
Notice the likeness to desires Zeus attributes to Hera, i.e., her desire to eat the Trojans 
raw.   
7. Read aloud Andromache’s response to Hektor’s death. How does she portray her 
future and Astyanax’s future? Recall that Achilleus was responsible for the death of 
Andromache’s family.  Recall Book VI, 429-430.  
8. Recall all of the most devastating deaths of heroes we’ve seen so far. Compare them 
and notice how reduced they are at the moment of their deaths. What is happening to 
them and to their killers? What is going on? 
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Book XXIII: Patroklos’ Funeral and the Funeral Games 

When Achilleus returns to the ships, he sponsors the great funeral games in honor of 
Patroklos. Seemingly resigned to his impending death, Achilleus intends to distribute 
the many prizes he and Patroklos earned while fighting at Troy. The prizes for the 
winners of the games are luxurious and representative of Achilleus’ enormous fighting 
strength. First, however, he must mourn for Patroklos’ death with the attendant funeral 
rituals.  

When Achilleus and the other men arrive back at the ships, Achilleus gathers the 
Myrmidons together to begin the proper mourning of Patroklos. The men drive their 
horses around the body of Patroklos three times, and Achilleus leads the chant of 
lamentation, laying his hands on Patroklos’ chest: “Good-by, Patroklos. I hail you even 
in the house of the death god. All that I promised you in time past I am accomplishing, 
that I would drag Hektor here and give him to the dogs to feed on raw, and before your 
burning pyre to behead twelve glorious children of the Trojans for my anger over your 
slaying” (XXIII, 19-24). He returns to Hektor’s body and pushes his face into the dust 
near Patroklos’ bier.   

His men remove their armor and try to persuade Achilleus to wash himself, but 
Achilleus refuses to wash or eat until Patroklos’ body has been properly mourned and 
ritually burned. Only when a mound in his honor has been erected will Achilleus cut 
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his hair in sorrow. He instructs Agamemnon to call his men together in the morning to 
lay in the necessary timber and all of the artifacts Patroklos needs for his journey to the 
underworld.   

While the others take their meal and lie down to sleep, Achilleus grieves, unable to 
sleep. He moves down to the beach and finally succumbs to a sweet sleep that washes 
“his sorrows out of his mind.” An unhappy shade of Patroklos, however, haunts his 
dreams. He stands over Achilleus’ sleeping body and rebukes him: “You sleep, 
Achilleus; you have forgotten me; but you were not careless of me when I lived, but 
only in death. Bury me as quickly as may be, let me pass through the gates of 
Hades” (XXIII, 69-71). The other dead, he says, will not permit him to cross the river to 
mingle with them. Instead he is left to wander outside the gates of Hades. He asks 
Achilleus for his hand and warns him that he will not return from the dead again once 
Achilleus has burned his body. He will no longer enjoy that special companionship they 
once had when he was still alive and they were making their plans together. He warns 
Achilleus that he too will die soon, and he asks that his ashes be stored together with 
Achilleus’ in the same urn. He recalls how he killed a man when he was just a boy and 
was brought for safe refuge to Peleus who raised him as a brother to Achilleus. 
Achilleus reaches out to Patroklos and tries to embrace him, but Patroklos slips away 
like a vapor back to the underworld with “a thin cry.” Achilleus suddenly awakens and 
grieves: “Oh, wonder! Even in the house of Hades there is left something, a soul and an 
image, but there is no real heart of life in it” (XXIII, 103-104).   

In the morning, Agamemnon commands his men to gather the necessary timber for the 
funeral pyre to be stacked by the beaches. Then they carry Patroklos’ body down to the 
beach as Achilleus tenderly cradles his head in his arms. They cover Patroklos’ body 
with locks of their hair. Symbolic of his own recognition that he will never return home, 
Achilleus cuts the one long lock of hair he had been saving for the river Spercheios in 
thanksgiving upon his homecoming. He places this lock of hair in Patroklos’ hands. 
They lay the body on the pyre, and Achilleus sacrifices two of Patroklos’ nine dogs and 
all twelve of the Trojan boys. He promises again that he will offer up Hektor’s body to 
the dogs for feasting; but Aphrodite has protected Hektor’s body night and day and 
anointed it with immortal oil, and Apollo shields Hektor’s body from the sun’s heat. 
When they attempt to set the pyre on fire, it will not light up, so Achilleus prays to the 
winds Boreas and Zephyros, who offer a huge, roaring funeral pyre as Achilleus makes 
a libation to them.  

Achilleus’ grief seems unquenchable. He mourns over the pyre “as a father mourns as 
he burns the bones of a son, who was married only now, and died to grieve his 
unhappy parents” (XXIII, 222-223). Finally exhausted, he falls asleep as the afternoon 
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sets in. When he awakens, he calls for the funeral games in honor of Patroklos. The 
remainder of the book details those contests and who won, and it closes with Achilleus 
offering a lavish prize to Agamemnon and Agamemnon’s silent acceptance. In these 
games, Achilleus proves to be a generous and hospitable host.  

Discussion Questions 

1. How do you think Achilleus feels about his own impending death? How does he 
address it? Examine his words and actions. Does he seem angry? Resigned? Exhausted? 
Peaceful? Anxious? Futile?   
2. How does he receive Patroklos’ words? Read those lines aloud. What does he learn 
about the afterlife from his dream? How does this affect him? What is Patroklos worried 
about?   
3. Examine the tender simile at XXIII, 221-225 and its meaning for the story. Homer has 
given us another vision of the future. What is that future? 
4. How does Achilleus grieve Patroklos’ death? Read passages aloud so that the 
students can enter into the pathos of this scene. Describe the funeral rituals in some 
detail.   
5. Describe the funeral games. Why are games being held to honor the death of a 
warrior? How do the various contestants perform? How does Achilleus treat the other 
participants? How does he treat Agamemnon? How has the relationship between 
Agamemnon and Achilleus changed? 
6. Why is Achilleus giving away all of these gifts? How does this make you feel?  
7. Where is Agamemnon in all of this? 
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Book XXIV: Two Enemies Meet  

While the others retire to bed, Achilleus remains awake, unable to sleep and weeping 
still, “In longing for Patroklos, for his manhood and his great strength and all the 
actions he had seen to the end with him, and the hardships he had suffered; the wars of 
men; hard crossing of the big waters. Remembering all these things he let fall the 
swelling tears, lying sometimes along his side, sometimes on his back, and now again 
prone on his face; then he would stand upright, and pace turning in distraction along 
the beach of the sea, nor did dawn rising escape him as she brightened across the sea 
and the beaches” (XXIV, 6-13).  

Periodically, he yokes Hektor behind his chariot and drags him three times around 
Patroklos’ tomb. This continual torture and desecration of Hektor’s body is not lost on 
the gods, specifically Apollo, who places a golden aegis around the body so that it 
cannot be torn.   

On the twelfth day, Apollo angrily addresses the other gods and chastises them for 
permitting this shameful treatment of Hektor’s body. Hektor, he says, was always pious 
in his sacrifices, and he should be given a proper burial by his family and the Trojans, 
not left to this destruction: “So Achilleus has destroyed pity, and there is not in him any 
shame; which does much harm to men but profits them also. For a man must some day 
lose one who was even closer than this; a brother from the same womb, or a son. And 
yet he weeps for him, and sorrows for him, and then it is over, for the Destinies put in 
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mortal men the heart of endurance” (XXIV, 44-49). But Hera will have none of this. She 
rebukes Apollo and the other gods, reminding them that Achilleus is especially sacred 
because he is the son of a goddess whereas Hektor is a mere mortal. Zeus intervenes at 
this point and says that Hektor was also beloved of the gods, best of all men. He 
summons Iris to bring Thetis to him to resolve the situation. Thetis herself is in deep 
mourning dressed in black in her cave, already anticipating the death of Achilleus. Iris 
escorts Thetis to Zeus and the assembly of the gods, and Zeus tells Thetis that she must 
go to her son Achilleus and inform him of the gods’ anger. Achilleus must return the 
body of Hektor to Priam. Furthermore, Zeus orders Iris to go to Priam and command 
him to ransom his son’s body and to bring the ransom to Achilleus with the hope that 
this will “soften his anger” and bring an end to “his heart’s madness.” Thetis goes 
directly to Achilleus and comforts him, stroking him and reminding him that his end is 
near for “already death and powerful destiny stand closely above you” (XXIV, 131-132). 
She tells him that Zeus, above all gods, is angered with Achilleus’ treatment of Hektor’s 
body and that he must now accept ransom. Achilleus immediately relents, “So be it. He 
can bring the ransom and take off the body, if the Olympian himself so urgently bids 
it” (XXIV, 139-140). In a tender, humane touch, Thetis and Achilleus spend the rest of the 
night talking with one another. 

Meanwhile, Zeus sends Iris forth to inform Priam that he is to take a ransom to 
Achilleus and take no one else with him except a herald to lead the mules and wagon. 
Hermes will be sent to guide and protect him as he makes his way to Achilleus.  

When Iris finds Priam, he is covered in dung from rolling on the ground in his mad 
grief. (This mirrors Achilleus’ expressions of grief for Patroklos.) Priam’s daughters and 
sons are all in deep mourning. Iris relates Zeus’ message, and Priam is frightened. He 
seeks his wife’s counsel, and Hekabe tells him not to go. He would be mad to put 
himself into Achilleus’ power. She is so full of hatred for Achilleus, she would like to 
sink her teeth into his liver, a terrible reference to a cannibalism that would see the 
complete destruction of one’s foe. Priam hears her out but decides to follow Iris’ advice 
to ransom Hektor’s body. If Achilleus kills him, at least Priam will have had his fill of 
mourning, catching his son up in his arms one last time. He sets about amassing the 
vast ransom he plans to offer, sparing nothing of luxury, and he lashes out at his other 
sons, beating them away from the house with his stick. Where were they when noble 
Hektor was protecting their city? In an agonizing renunciation of his other sons, he calls 
them disgraces, cowards, liars, dancers, singers and mere plunderers. He chastises them 
and orders them to prepare the wagon to bring home the noblest son of Troy.   

Before he departs, Hekabe and Priam join together in offering a libation in honor of 
Zeus and in supplication for Priam’s protection on this dangerous journey. Zeus 
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answers their prayer with a mighty omen, an eagle. The Trojan people follow him as far 
as they are permitted, fearful they will never see their king again. And thus begins the 
sorrowful journey to the Achaian ships, Priam and his herald, accompanied by Hermes 
disguised as a young man.   

When he arrives at Achilleus’ tent, Achilleus has just finished dinner. Under cover of a 
thick mist, Priam slips in unnoticed by the other Achaians and catches at Achilleus’ 
knees in the posture of a supplicant. In an incredible gesture, he kisses the 
“manslaughtering” hands that have killed so many of his own sons. Achilleus is awed 
by godlike Priam. Priam begs Achilleus to remember his own father who, like Priam 
himself, is advanced in years and vulnerable to the affliction caused by others. When 
Peleus hears that Achilleus is still alive, he will be gladdened, but this joy can never be 
Priam’s again because Achilleus has killed his sons, most notably the most honorable of 
them, Hektor. He begs Achilleus to take pity on him and accept the lavish gifts in 
ransom, for “I have gone through what no other mortal on earth has gone through; I put 
my lips to the hands of the man who has killed my children” (XXIV, 505-506). 

Priam’s piteous words elicit an outpouring of grief from Achilleus, grief for his own 
father who will soon, like Priam, receive word of his son’s death. He takes the old man’s 
hands and pushes him gently back, and the two men grieve, Priam huddled at 
Achilleus’ feet. Priam weeps for Hektor, and Achilleus weeps for his father and for 
Patroklos. Their individual mourning joins into one cry of lamentation that fills the 
dwelling. This is such a stirring moment: two enemies weeping together over their 
individual losses.    

Achilleus rises from his chair, takes Priam’s hand and draws him to his feet. He 
compliments Priam on his immense courage and is moved by his condition, but “there 
is not any advantage to be won from grim lamentation” he says, “[s]uch is the way the 
gods spun life for unfortunate mortals, that we live in unhappiness, but the gods 
themselves have no sorrows. There are two urns that stand on the door-sill of Zeus. 
They are unlike for the gifts they bestow: an urn of evils, an urn of blessings. If Zeus 
who delights in thunder mingles these and bestows them on man, he shifts, and moves 
now in evil, again in good fortune. But when Zeus bestows from the urn of sorrows, he 
makes a failure of man, and the evil hunger drives him over the shining earth, and he 
wanders respected neither of gods nor mortals” (XXIV, 525-533). Achilleus says his 
father is such a man: He was given great lordly possessions, lordship over the 
Myrmidons and an immortal wife. Despite all of these great blessings, however, Peleus 
was never given more than one son, and that one son is a “single all-untimely child” 
who will die young on the battlefields of Troy far away from the father who needs him. 
And all that son has brought is sorrow to Priam and his children. Priam shares the same 
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condition. He too once prospered, lord over a great kingdom, wealthy and blessed with 
many children. And yet, he too, has suffered a great affliction at the hands of the gods.  
It is man’s fate to suffer, and man must accept this brute fact. This is the single, 
sorrowful condition that captures all men. The contrast with Achilleus’ encounter with 
another supplicant, Lykaon from Book XXI, could not be sharper.  

Priam asks Achilleus not to delay him anymore. He needs to see his son. This angers 
Achilleus. He leaves the room and calls for his servants to wash and anoint Hektor’s 
body. He does not want Priam to see Hektor in his present condition, for he fears that 
Priam will not be able to control his temper at the sight of the desecrated body. 
Achilleus fears that Priam’s anger will evoke the worst kind of anger in him and he will 
be tempted to kill Priam himself and thus be guilty in the eyes of the gods. When the 
servants have cleaned and anointed the body and dressed it in a fresh tunic taken from 
the ransom, Achilleus lifts the body himself and lays it on a litter so that his men can 
move it to the wagon. He cries out to Patroklos an apology for not fulfilling his promise 
to leave Hektor’s body to the dogs.  

Achilleus then feeds Priam to strengthen him, reminding him that even Niobe 
remembered to eat. When they have finished eating, they gaze upon each other in 
admiration and awe, Priam at Achilleus for his size and beauty and Achilleus at Priam 
for his majestic words and bravery.  

Priam has not slept since Hektor was killed, and he asks for a bed to sleep on. Achilleus 
has his servants make a bed with royal purple bedding. Before he goes to bed, in a 
gracious act of hospitality and generosity, Achilleus asks Priam how long he intends to 
conduct Hektor’s funeral so that the fighting can be suspended long enough to 
accommodate this need. Priam says Troy will grieve Hektor’s death for nine days, bury 
him on the tenth, feast and make the barrow on the eleventh, and resume fighting on 
the twelfth day. Achilleus leads Priam and his herald to the porch’s shelter to hide him 
from Agamemnon and then reclines himself inside the shelter with Briseis beside him 
for the first time since her return.  

Hermes awakens Priam in the middle of the night and warns him that he must leave at 
once for fear that Agamemnon will discover his presence. If Agamemnon catches Priam 
here at the boats, he will make Troy pay triple ransom for the king. As Priam and his 
herald journey home, Kassandra catches sight of him and calls out to the city news of 
the king’s arrival with Hektor’s body. All join into the mourning “passing endurance.”  

Once his body is laid in state, Andromache holds his head in her arms and captures 
again the image of her future and her son’s future. If Astyanax is not thrown from the 
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towers in revenge for an Achaian man, then he will be taken into captivity and enslaved 
like his mother. When the city mourns for Hektor, they mourn for his son and for his 
city as well, for nothing but bitterness and pain remain. She regrets that “some last 
intimate word that I could remember always, all the nights and days of my weeping for 
you” had not been given her. Next, Hekabe and Helen speak, with Helen recounting 
how Hektor, among all the other Trojans, was the kindest friend: “In this time I have 
never heard a harsh saying from you, nor an insult” (XXIV, 766-767). In a beautiful, 
poetic symmetry, Achilleus mourns the “kindest” of men (Patroklos) as Priam and Troy 
mourn their “kindest” of men (Hektor).   

Priam then directs the funeral preparations, assuring the people that the Achaians will 
not attack them as they range beyond Troy’s citadel in search of firewood. They then 
conduct the funeral rites, burn Hektor’s body, collect his bones and bury them in robes 
of purple in a mounded grave. They then set their watchguards and conduct the funeral 
feast.  

Discussion Questions 

The teacher and the students should take considerable time working through this book 
since it is a vivid and eloquent closing chapter of a long and complicated story. The 
teacher may want to read sections of this book aloud so that the students can enter into 
the drama more readily. 

1. Read aloud lines 1-21 and recreate what is going on in that scene. Why is Achilleus so 
bent on desecrating Hektor’s body? Is there some connection between Patroklos’ death, 
Hektor’s death, and Achilleus’ impending death that is being played out here in this 
desecration? What is Achilleus doing or attempting to do? 
2. Apollo says to the assembly of gods: “So Achilleus has destroyed pity, and there is not 
in him any shame; which does much harm to men but profits them also. For a man must 
some day lose one who was even closer than this; a brother from the same womb, or a 
son. And yet he weeps for him, and sorrows for him, and then it is over, for the 
Destinies put in mortal men the heart of endurance” (XXIV, 44-49). What does he mean? 
How has Achilleus “destroyed pity”? This is at least the third time Achilleus has been 
called pitiless. How is he pitiless? What is this “endurance” Apollo speaks of? This 
expression has been used several times in the text.   
3. What is the danger of Priam’s plan? Look at Hekabe’s advice. Why does Priam decide 
not to follow her advice?   
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4. Read aloud lines 476-676 to help the students imagine this extraordinary scene of 
shared suffering and sorrow as two enemies meet in an unexpected and incredibly 
humane moment. Be sure to practice this reading in advance. 
5. What are Priam’s first words to Achilleus? What is his physical posture toward 
Achilleus? What does he appeal to in Achilleus? How does Achilleus react to these 
words? Compare and contrast Achilleus’ words to Hektor in Book XXII (260-272) with 
his demeanor towards Priam in this last encounter.  
6. The text says the two men sit and weep. Describe this scene. Are they weeping 
together or separately? How can you tell? What are they weeping for?  
7. Contrast Achilleus’ response to Priam’s supplication with Achilleus’ earlier encounter 
with the supplicant, Lykaon, in Book XXI. Why is Achilleus receptive to Priam’s 
supplication but not Lykaon’s? What makes the difference?  
8. Achilleus says: “Such is the way the gods spun life for unfortunate mortals, that we 
live in unhappiness, but the gods themselves have no sorrows. There are two urns that 
stand on the door-sill of Zeus. They are unlike for the gifts they bestow: an urn of evils, 
an urn of blessings. If Zeus who delights in thunder mingles these and bestows them on 
man, he shifts, and moves now in evil, again in good fortune. But when Zeus bestows 
from the urn of sorrows, he makes a failure of man, and the evil hunger drives him over 
the shining earth, and he wanders respected neither of gods nor mortals” (XXIV, 525- 
533). What does Achilleus mean? What do the urns represent? Can a man ever have a 
life free of evils? Free of blessings? What is the ratio of evil to blessings, according to 
Achilleus? Is there any rational reward system at work in the world, according to 
Achilleus? What is the story of Niobe and how does it relate to Achilleus and Priam? 
9. Does Achilleus get it right? Do his words capture the entirety of the story? Is he 
missing anything? Collect the textual evidence. What did Thetis say in Book XVIII, lines 
72-77?   
10. How is Achilleus reminded of his father, Peleus? How are Priam’s and Achilleus’ 
and Peleus’ situations similar? What binds them all together? What can Achilleus finally 
see in Priam?  What does Priam see in Achilleus?       
11. Priam asks to see his son’s body, and this angers Achilleus. Why? What concerns 
Achilleus?     
12. Assess Achilleus’ treatment of Priam. How many days does he give Troy respite 
from battle? Why?    
13. Why must Priam sneak away in the middle of the night? 
14. Describe Troy’s grief for their loss of Hektor: Andromache’s, Priam’s, Hekabe’s, and 
Helen’s.  
15. Discuss the ending of this story with the students. How do they feel? How long is 
the action of this story? What do they know happens after the story? Recall the opening 
lines of the poem and the progress of that story.  
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16. Notice the lovely touch of symmetry: The poem begins with the failed supplication 
of the father, Chryses, and ends with the successful supplication of the father, Priam. 
Has anything changed in this narrative? Or, will the story simply pick up where it left 
off after the funeral rites for Hektor? 
17. One beautiful way to end this study is to have the students recite their favorite 
similes and passages from memory. This is something they could be preparing as they 
read.   
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A warrior’s greave 

BROADER QUESTIONS SUITABLE FOR CLOSING DISCUSSIONS AND ESSAY 
ASSIGNMENTS  

1. Why is Achilleus’ fate considered so important and so unique? After all, any great 
warrior of his particular prowess who fights for more than nine years in a dangerous 
conflict runs a high risk and a high likelihood of dying from combat related wounds. Is 
the prophecy an important element in Achilleus’ decision and, if so, why is it suddenly 
such an important part of Achilleus’ story and felt so particularly by Achilleus? Or is the 
prophecy beside the point?   

2. We hear in the opening lines of the poem that Achilleus’ anger is responsible for 
much of the action of the story. How does his anger act as a spur for the action of the 
story? To what degree is Achilleus’ behavior responsible for the deaths of many? We 
also hear that “the will of Zeus was accomplished.” What is Zeus’ will, and to what 
degree is he responsible for the action of the story? 
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3. Examine all of the instances when Achilleus expresses his wishes. Taking all of what 
he says into consideration, what do you think he wants? What is Achilleus’ great desire? 
Can he and does he accomplish it? 

4. The gods are often portrayed in comedic terms. Why do the gods seem particularly 
suited for comedy while the men seem suited for tragedy only?   
       
5. Examine and evaluate several moments in the text when a character cites ate, 
blindness or Delusion, as the cause of his actions (e.g., Agamemnon, Achilleus). What is 
going on here? (Do not assume they are disingenuous in their explanations for their 
behavior.)   

6. The deaths of the warrior heroes are often shockingly diminishing and sadly unheroic 
(e.g., Euphorbos, Patroklos, Lykaon, and Hektor). The men look beaten, dominated and 
ultimately completely at the mercy of their killers. Discuss the effects the violence has 
not only on the killed but on the killers as well. Examine particular instances.  

7. Collect as many similes as you can that juxtapose life conducted in peace and life 
lived out in war. Examine the shield of Achilleus. What do you see about human life?   

8. The poem has several instances of unintended consequences. Examine them and 
explain what has happened. 

9. Trace the developing consciousness of Achilleus throughout the poem. Where does he 
begin, and where does he end?   

10. In the world of the Iliad, what is the condition of man? How important is death to 
these men? Why?  

11. Sobered by the appearance of his devastated enemy, Priam, Achilleus says: “Such is 
the way the gods spun life for unfortunate mortals that we live in unhappiness, but the 
gods themselves have no sorrows. There are two urns that stand on the door-sill of 
Zeus. They are unlike for the gifts they bestow:  an urn of evils, and urn of blessings. If 
Zeus who delights in thunder mingles these and bestows them on man, he shifts, and 
moves now in evil, again in good fortune” (XXIV, 525-530). Explain what Achilleus 
means. How is this true or not true in the action of the Iliad? Is there any rational reward 
system of merit at work in this story? 
      
12. What did the ambassadors say to Achilleus in Book IX? Why did he reject their 
offers? In what way(s) were the offers insufficient and unpersuasive to Achilleus? Why? 
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13. Return to your running catalogue of the gods’ interference in human affairs. What 
can you now conclude about the gods? Some have suggested the Homeric gods are 
externalizations of irrational, inexplicable impulses in human beings. Does this comport 
with what you have seen in the Iliad? What other interpretations of the gods seem 
plausible? Is there a higher power than Zeus? In general, does the interference of the 
gods produce right order or disorder in the community of men? Examine this problem 
by looking at concrete cases in the text. 

14. Some characters behave much like the gods on occasion. Take, for example, 
Achilleus and Helen. How do they behave like gods, and what separates them from the 
gods and other men?  

15. Have the students share their favorite passages, preferably memorized, and discuss 
them. 
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