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Fall 2021: Iliad seminar Week 2: Community & authority 
among gods and men 

 
Slide 1: Week 1 Review 
 
Review of key concepts from week 1 that we want to hold onto as we move into deeper 
investigation of Iliad itself. 
 
Slide 2: What to keep track of across first three books (and moving 
forward) 
 
A great challenge of reading the Iliad is to read out of rather than into the text. To this 
end, we benefit from noticing as much as is possible, without comment, suspending 
judgment and interpretation and lingering in what we can call the “data gathering” 
phase. 
 
Two significant elements that we cannot reproduce in English translation are 1) the 
poetic effects of dactylic hexameter, the meter of Homer, and 2) the performance 
context (communal and sacred context). But we can identify a few characteristic formal 
features of the poem that have been linked to oral composition—and that we can 
replicate in English: epithets (that both served metrical functions and expressed 
characteristic features), sequences and type scenes  related to, among others, 
dressing or arming, one-on-one combat, assemblies. These sequences have been called 
“themes.” 
 
Epithets used broadly include “son/daughter of …” for mortals and immortals, 
“beautiful cheeked” and “of the lovely ankles” for women, “sprung from Zeus” of “son of 
Ares” for warriors.” 
 
A few other examples:  
 
Agamemnon is “lord of men,” “shepherd of the people,” “wide-ruling.” 
 
Odysseus is “sacker of cities,” “much-enduring,” “resourceful.” 
 
Achilles is “swift-footed,” “godlike.” 
 
Paris is “handsome.” 
 
Athena is “grey/shining-eyed,” “third-born/Tritogenia.” 
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We also want to notice the frequency and type of similes, which can serve multiple 
functions: 
 
— They can locate moments and/or actions that may feel abstract or distant within 
concrete, possibly relatable, phenomena, in the process inviting emotional 
identification; 
—They can aestheticize moments/actions that may otherwise be brutal, in the process 
offering beauty as a counterpoint to the horror of war; 
—They can be reference points with recognizable (for the poem’s historical listeners) 
symbolic and spiritual significances; 
—They can suspend time, drawing attention to especially significant moments/actions, 
in the process subordinating action (plot) to meaning (ideas and their value). 
 
Homeric similes fall into three general categories: animal (Iliad 3.23-39), nature, 
domestic life. And they can also be layered, sometimes with strings of them, two, 
three, or even five at one very climactic moment in book two lines 455-483 
(approximately). 
 
SLIDE 3: Discussion questions 
 
Sample discussion questions for book one. 
 
SLIDE 4: The Iliad’s first five lines 
 
Close reading of the first five lines and a few key words/phrases within them suggest 
layers of meaning that historical audiences may have recognized. The bolded English 
words correspond with the Greek words. We want to maintain awareness, 
simultaneously, of what is familiar and what is strange. One of the “strange” aspects is 
connotative meanings: words don’t have the same associations for us that they did for 
ancients. Here are four words/phrases from the first five lines that feel especially 
significant both for what they signify in Greek and for the challenge of translating them.  
 
SLIDE 5:   
 
The first ten lines, as a compressed narrative of the whole poem, introduce the key 
players and their natures, the central conflict, which is itself a mini version of the larger 
conflict (two men fighting over a woman, resonance with Hesiod’s Age of Heroes and 
Pandora myths from “Works and Days”): 
 
Achilles is represented as a man torn between his mortal and divine lineage. His mother 
is immortal while his father is mortal: Mortality is the dominant characteristic, leaving 
Achilles mortal and in need of accepting that he must die. Which of the gods set them 
fighting? Apollo, but we know, if we know our Hesiod, that a larger plan of Zeus is also 
at work. He wants to end the age of Heroes. Gods fight with each other over their 
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loyalties to different mortals, which potentially destabilizes Zeus’ authority as he 
negotiate different gods’ wishes (evident in Hera’s anger that he promises Thetis to save 
her son). 
 
SLIDE 6-8: Applying Hesiod  
 
Hesiod’s “Works & Days”: last week we talked about the Pandora myth, which we’re 
seeing as a pattern repeated in the Iliad (i.e. the paradoxical idea of women as a 
“pleasurable pain"). We also see how Hesiod frames the Trojan War conflict. The 
macrocosm sets a repeated pattern that we see in multiple microcosms—the conflict 
between Paris and Menelaus, the conflict between Achilles and Agamemnon. Zeus’ 
concern to maintain his power repeats in Agamemnon’s desire to maintain his power, 
but then there are also other Greek leaders who may feel they have claims to authority 
and are not willing to subordinate themselves to Agamemnon, i.e. Achilles. 
 
SLIDE 9: Book 2 discussion questions 
 
Questions we can ask that give us an opportunity to think about the Iliad in terms of its 
sacred context: It can teach historical audiences how to deal with prophecies, the 
challenge of interpreting them.  
 
SLIDE 10: Odysseus recalls events at Aulis 
 
The vision that Odysseus describes is suffused with pathos: the baby birds crying, their 
mother trying to protect them but being unable and herself dying. Calchas focuses on 
the victory promised the Achaeans, but what about the Trojan citizens who did no wrong 
and perhaps even resent Paris for having brought this war to their gates? 
 
The Achaeans can be said to be obliged to avenge the wrong Paris inflicted. This is not a 
world with international law codes, but they have sacred laws, divine laws, and the 
Trojan prince broke an important one: the law of xenia—hospitality, a sacred code 
protected by Zeus. But in doing so, a lot of innocents will be sacrificed: the innocent 
people of Troy. That is offensive to Artemis, who is the divine protector of innocence. 
Notice later whose sight she fights on… 
 
We learn that it’s a little murky, figuring out exactly what the gods want and negotiating 
their different realms. Even when you think you know what one wants, there’s the 
possibility that what that god wants will contradict what another god wants. Zeus is the 
ultimate authority, but other gods still have power, and mortals have to be very careful. 
The gods can be tricky! 
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SLIDE 11: Book 3 discussion questions 
 
Book three specific questions: we are trying to figure out what is this world? What do 
these people believe? We can draw from other texts composed around the same time 
(broadly speaking) and the body of myths that this poem’s narrative is pulling from to 
contextualize. 
 
SLIDE 12: Helen as agent and instrument 
 
Weaving and poetry are closely associated in ancient Greek thought. Some scholarship 
has suggested that dancing and singing of verse was how women could memorize 
patterns and stitches and may have provided accompanied to women while they were 
weaving. This image of Helen weaving echoes those associations while portraying her as 
the agent that drives the war. But Aphrodite’s hand is the larger force driving events. 
Her will is channeled through Helen. 
 
Aphrodite promised Helen as Paris’ reward for naming Aphrodite “the fairest” (see: The 
Judgment of Paris), while Zeus uses her as “punishment” of a sort, since she is the cause 
of the conflict between the Achaeans and the Trojans, one of two wars that Zeus uses to 
end the age of heroes, per Hesiod. Thus, beauty is a gift, but it is also a gift from the 
gods, so inherently dangerous, not necessarily something that we can assume is being 
used for good or bad. It can be deployed for either good or bad ends. 
 
 The contrast between “beautiful” Helen and “ugly” Thersites (in book two) may also be 
important. Note that Odysseus does not say Thersites' assessment is wrong, only that it 
is not his place to speak in this way.  
 
Proximity to the gods is not working out so well for either mortals or immortals. Mortals 
are torn between the competing desires of the gods, which also poses a problem to Zeus 
having to negotiate the gods’ competing demands, desires, and loyalties. 
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