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Fall 2021: Iliad seminar Week 4: Poetry & the Embassy to 

Achilles 

SLIDE 1: Emerging themes 
 
At the end of book nine, we are one third of the way through the poem and can begin to 
see certain themes emerging, which we can express in clusters of ideas that circle 
around each other: 
 

• Poetry, memory, storytelling—epic poetry as self-referential, commenting on 
itself, a möbius strip 

 

• Leadership, heroism, community—What makes a good leader? What are the 
responsibilities of various community members, and where/how do they 
intersect? What is a hero in the Homeric world/the world of the poem? (We 
might also reflect on how Homer’s heroes differ and are similar to heroes in 
the modern world.) 

 

• Eternal immortal, fragile mortal, cyclicality—What does it mean to be eternal? 
 
SLIDE 2: Book 7-specific discussion questions 
 
A few noteworthy images from Book 7:  
 

• Apollo and Athena perching above to watch the combat like birds of prey 
 

• Nestor’s story has an element of foreshadowing (see lines 146-151) 
 

• Poseidon’s anger that the Achaeans “have not offered splendid hecatombs to the 
gods” and his concern that their effort not outshine his own. 

 
SLIDE 3: Allusions to writing in the Iliad 
 
One of the these allusions came in book six, when Glaucus told the story of Bellerophon 
to Diomedes. The “signs” referred to do not suggest alphabetic writing, but it’s 
interesting to note that a folded tablet is an object we have later references for. 
 
SLIDE 4: Seafaring and harvesting imagery 
 
Note the similarity in shape among stylus (from previous slide), oar, and winnowing 
shovel and fork. The shapes reflect a common ground among different mediums: sailing 
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and harvesting, like writing, can ensure survival (of a civilization, a culture). 
Seasonality/cyclicality also locate all three within a system of possibilities and 
limitations.  
 
SLIDE 5: Sappho Fragment 16 
 
Sappho was a lyric poet about whom no reliable information is known, other than that 
she is referred to, in antiquity, as a revered poet. She has been placed anywhere from 
650-450 BC during a period when women’s poetic traditions may have existed. In the 
Greek-speaking world, her poetry was still being read as late as the 6th century (post 
Christianization), and her work is cited in the 10th century Suda, also in Greek.  
 
Scholarly theories about her work include that some of her poems may have been 
marriage and festival songs and that a competitive element may be alluded to, possibly 
between the genders and their spheres of influence. Here, for example, Sappho could be 
offering competing visions of beauty, from “masculine” and “feminine” perspectives. 
 
SLIDE 6: Nestor’s stories 
 
Stories told within the Iliad’s narrative are shaped to have relevance to the events at 
hand, suggesting that ancestors have experiences or insights that can be illuminating, 
even if we don’t always want to hear them. Like the characters in the poem, we might 
find Nestor’s stories long-winded, but then we might miss the potentially life-saving 
lesson, advice, or latent connection/insight that the story yields. Glaucus’ story changes 
the course of his encounter with Diomedes, as it reveals that they are bound by a guest-
friendship relationship going back to their grandfathers and hence should not fight each 
other. Phoenix’s story in book 9 will move Achilles’ mind (even if it doesn’t yet move 
him to rejoin the battle). The story about Meleager that Phoenix tells differs in details 
from other versions that scholars are aware of, perhaps suggesting that consistent 
details were not a priority for their historical audiences. Tellers shape the details to 
appeal and relate to their audiences in the moment (something we also see especially 
starkly in the Odyssey). Perhaps what matters most is that the stories are remembered 
and retold, albeit it in different ways. 
 
SLIDE 7: Book 8-specific discussion questions 
 
A few noteworthy images from Book 8: 
 

• Zeus’ scales (is he the force behind which side falls, or is he the vessel for the 
message of Justice or the Fates?) 

 

• Teucer hides behind Telamon’s great shield—mother imagery (see lines 268-272) 
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• Zeus’ eagle (line 247) 
 
SLIDE 8: Recurring symbolism in book 8 
 
Book 8 draws on both bird and maternal imagery in the narrative. Both can be tracked 
across the poem and tied to the recurring themes. 
 
SLIDE 9: Themis, goddess of divine order 
 
Zeus and Themis have been depicted with the “scales of justice.” The scales’ significance 
is debated and, ultimately, somewhat obscure in that scholars are unsure how they work 
and who is “in charge” of the outcomes they dictate. Conceptually, the scales suggest 
that “justice” may be more about proportions and balance rather than a “golden mean” 
of modern conceptions. 
 
SLIDE 10: Zeus and Themis’ children 
 
Note that the daughters of Zeus and Themis are the Fates (Clotho, Lachesis, and 
Atropos) and the Hours (Peace, Justice, and Good Order). 
 
SLIDE 11: Book 9-specific discussion questions 
 
The most significant event in book 9 is the embassy to Achilles, sent by Agamemnon, 
who chooses not to go himself. This is a discussion point: Why does he not go in person? 
Does he seem prepared to acknowledge Achilles’ superior strength and skill?  
 
SLIDE 12: Achilles playing his lyre 
 
This scene gives us insight into lyric poetry, potentially as competitive and with relay 
elements (see again slide 5 on Sappho). 
 
SLIDE 13: Odysseus’ Appeals 
 
Three men appeal to Achilles to rejoin the battle: Odysseus, Phoenix, and Ajax. 
 
First, Odysseus appeals to him primarily on the basis of the compensation he will 
receive, adding that if that’s not enough, he should do it for the friends who will honor 
him, which (as Odysseus conceptualizes it) is basically another form of compensation.  
 
Achilles’ response is that he will leave in the morning because no compensation is 
worth his life. The Trojans are “fighting for the sake of their wives” (page 141, line 327), 
but Agamemnon has not respected Achilles bond with Briseis. He reveals the prophecy 

https://classicseducation.com/


INSTITUTE FOR CLASSICS EDUCATION 
 

 

© 2021 Institute for Classics Education | classicseducation.com  

 

4 

from his mother that if he fights at Troy, he will lose his life but achieve immortal fame, 
but if he returns home, he will live a long but unremarkable life.  
 
SLIDE 14: Phoenix and Ajax’s appeals 
 
Second, Phoenix appeals to Achilles via the story of Meleagros, who waited too long 
to intervene on behalf of his people and was reviled, rather than honored, by them. 
Notice that Phoenix also appeals to Achilles on the basis of how the gods treat 
suppliants, foregrounding or appealing to Achilles’ divine lineage. Achilles responds 
that Phoenix should not try to sway him with lamentation or go against his wishes, lest 
he become angry. 
 
Third, Ajax addresses Odysseus, telling him that Achilles does not respect the bonds of 
men, making his appeal more focused on responsibilities that mortals have to each 
other. To Achilles, he says, “respect your obligations as a host—we are here under your 
roof/on behalf of the whole Danaan army, and we are eager to remain/your nearest and 
dearest friends among all the Achaeans” (page 149, lines 640-642). Achilles 
acknowledges that Ajax is right, but he cannot let go of his anger (menis!). 
 
SLIDE 15: Sappho again 
 
She compares the bridegroom to a “sapling,” an analogy we see in the Iliad regarding 
warriors generally and Achilles in particular. 
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