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Fall 2021: Iliad seminar Week 3: Gods among heroes 

SLIDE 1: Reviewing our guiding questions 
 
Throughout our reading, we’re circling around the same questions and patterns that 
guide our interpretation of the poem, its meaning, its function. 
 
SLIDE 2: Tracking epithets & their functions 
 
As mentioned last week, epithets are short descriptive phrases for characters (mortal 
and immortal) that repeat throughout the poem. They serve multiple functions, 
thematic and formal. For poets composing in performance, the formulae can be a kind 
of shorthand that helps poets meet metric needs. Epithets can work as mnemonic 
devices and as ultra-compressed narratives that highlight characteristic features. 
 
SLIDE 3: Tracking similes & their implications 
 
Similes make up a big part of the poem’s narrative. Some similes can be quite short. The 
ones we tend to associate most with Homer are the longer analogies that are mini-
narratives in themselves.  
 
The two examples here are comparatively rare instances in which similes are used with 
immortals. Similes act as bridges between two things that are different but share 
qualities in common, so Ares’ bellow at the moment of being wounded is not like a 
mortal’s…unless we amplify mortals by 10,000. Unlike Thetis and Aphrodite, Athena is 
not a mother, but her protective behavior mirrors the role of mothers in Homeric 
society. Note that we see quite a bit of maternal imagery recur throughout the poem, 
which is worth tracking and thinking about. 
 
SLIDE 4: Book 4 discussion questions 
 
Book four-specific sample discussion topics and questions. 
 
SLIDE 5: Zeus and Hera’s confrontation 
 
Zeus and Hera are a kind of prototype for marriage, though not necessarily a 
complementary or ideal one (Odysseus and Penelope arguably provide a better model). 
They can be competitive and antagonistic with and resentful of each other, attempting in 
various ways to usurp the other’s power. They cede to each other, but uneasily. Here, 
Zeus would like to have his way, and may feel entitled to because he is the strongest. 
Hera essentially cautions him not to abuse his power by failing to honor Hera. In this 
sense, their conflict may be said to echo Achilles and Agamemnon’s, which results from 

https://classicseducation.com/


INSTITUTE FOR CLASSICS EDUCATION 
 

 

© 2021 Institute for Classics Education | classicseducation.com  

 

2 

a failure of these two Achaean leaders to see eye-to-eye and respect each other’s 
authority. 
 
SLIDE 6: Laments for the war dead 
 
Generally speaking, in ancient Greek cultures, burial rites were a responsibility of 
women. Part of this includes lament, a poetic form that we hear performed in the poem 
by Thetis, Hecuba, Helen, and Andromache. While it may be typical for women to 
perform lament, we also hear Achilles lament Patroclus, and we “hear” laments to each 
one of the warriors who dies in the poem (approximately 240) by the poet. Some are 
quite short, giving a name and origin, but others are quite a bit longer, Simoeisius’ being 
one of the later (see slide 8 for shorter ones).  
 
While men and women are portrayed, in Homer, as occupying different realms, 
generally speaking, their roles cross over and intersect, especially in their functions as 
preservers and upholders of their cultures/societies. We might see them as being two 
microcosms that are incorporated into the macrocosm that is human society. 
 
SLIDE 7: Book 5 discussion questions 
 
Book five-specific sample discussion topics and questions. 
 
SLIDE 8: Lament as a way to confer kleos? 
 
Last week, we talked about how “kleos” refers to a specific type of fame, that of being 
sung about in epic, of “having one’s name on people’s lips.” If kleos means being 
remembered, being immortalized in song, then the hundreds of mini laments can be 
understood as a form of kleos/immortalization. Thus, even though the warriors being 
lamented were bested in battle, they too have earned their fame/eternity: their names 
are “woven” into the song that is the Iliad.  
 
We might also ask what does the poem believe is worth immortalizing? What are these 
heroes participating in that is worth remembering?  
 
SLIDE 9: Athena and Aphrodite 
 
In the Iliad, Athena and Aphrodite are portrayed as daughters of Zeus. Elsewhere 
(notably in Hesiod), Aphrodite is part of an older generation of gods. It’s noteworthy 
that two broadly speaking “contemporary” sources diverge in this way, with many ways 
to read this divergence. One potential effect could be that rendering Aphrodite as Zeus’ 
daughter allows the poet to portray the Olympians as a parallel for a familiar human 
family. We might see this in the competitive dynamic between the “sisters,” Athena and 
Aphrodite. We also see it in the dynamic between Athena and Ares, both Zeus’ children 
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and gods of war. Athena’s strategy proves more effective, generally speaking, than Ares’ 
bloodlust, across the poem. 
 
Earlier in the poem, we saw Aphrodite threaten Helen. In this book, she acts as 
protective mother and vulnerable daughter, snatching her son away from battle, being 
injured, and then running back to Olympus.  
 
Athena dressing is an example of a “type scene” that we see recur when warriors arm for 
battle. There is a sequence that can be adapted and adjusted. We will see a similar 
sequence later in the poem when Hera prepares to seduce Zeus to distract him. 
 
SLIDE 10: Book 6 discussion questions 
 
Book six-specific sample discussion topics and questions. 
 
SLIDE 11: Diomedes, Glaucus, and xenia 
 
The encounter between Diomedes and Glaucus encapsulates many of the poem’s larger 
concerns—the sacred contract between guest and host (broken by Paris and a pretext for 
the war) being honored by later generations, the idea of human generations as leaves on 
a tree that fall but become absorbed into a cycle of death and rebirth, the importance of 
adding honor to the family name, the idea that bonds of friendship on a personal scale 
(between the families of Diomedes and Glaucus supersede the larger ones (ofthe 
Achaean and Trojan factions). 
 
SLIDE 12: Hector and Andromache  
 
The scene between Hector and Andromache raises some interesting interpretive 
questions. The meaning of Andromache’s name (“she who fights with men”) is 
suggestive of the Amazons, and some scholars have theorized a connection between her 
and the warrior women. Further, her advice to Hector seems sound: to protect a 
vulnerable part of the protective walls and remain with the army safely behind the walls. 
His rejection of her sound advice may reflect his own preoccupation with proving his 
bravery and a way to distinguish himself from “handsome” Paris. Later in the poem, he 
will also reject Polydamas’ sound advice, ultimately leading to his fatal confrontation 
with Achilles. When he describes Andromache’s fate after the city’s fall, his 
preoccupation again is with how her survival will be a way for him to be remembered. 
Some scholars have suggested that Hector, even more than Achilles, is doomed by his 
desire for glory. 
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