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Fall 2021: Iliad seminar Week 6: Zeus’ plan accelerates 

 

SLIDE 1: Discussion questions for books 10-12 

 
A few book-specific questions to prompt attention to and discussion of larger themes. 
 
SLIDE 2: On the superhuman strength of heroes 
 
Note instances in book 12 where the poet remarks on the unusual strength of heroes, 
how it exceeds that of “mortals who live now” (the poet’s historical audience). These 
instances provide textual support for the Iliad being set in the mythical past, when gods 
and heroes were closer together and heroes’ strength was excessive. 
 
SLIDE 3: What does it mean for a Homeric hero to achieve “fame” or 
“glory”? 
 
The Greek word we often see translated in Homer as “glory” or “fame” is kleos, more 
specifically having one’s name be sung about. In Homer, we also see kleos paired with 
afthiton, which can mean “imperishable” or “unwilting,” depending on context. 
Imperishable is a word associated with the gods, so having one’s name be sung about 
confers a kind of immortality: Hence Verity’s “my fame will never die” in Iliad 9, when 
Achilles is explaining to the embassy the two potential prophesies associated with him. 
Unwilting evokes nature suspended in a state of perfect verdancy. In “real life,” gardens, 
orchards, crops must go through a cycle of death and rebirth, but if tended properly, a 
healthy, productive cycle will ensue.  
  
The modern phrase “unsung heroes” can help us understand specifically what kind of 
“glory” or “fame” Homeric heroes are promised: fame through epic song, epic as a 
medium for remembering heroes.  
 
SLIDE 4: More Greek words of significance 
 
Patroclus (and Cleopatra) mean “fame of the ancestors.” Patroclus will become the 
means through which Achilles achieves fame, since he will return to battle to avenge 
Patroclus’ death.  
 
Atê can refer to the goddess Atê (the personification of Delusion) as well as the 
experience of being deluded (hence atê with a small “a”). Through this double meaning 
we can approach the idea of human and divine wills being aligned. Human failings 
(pride, greed, lust) bring on delusion/Delusion. Both Agamemnon and Achilles succumb 
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to their inner urges, but we also see, in the poem, characters being held back from 
tipping over into delusion, often with divine assistance (e.g. when Athena pulls Achilles 
back from killing Agamemnon in book one and when she urges Diomedes to get on his 
horse and return to the Greek camp in book 10). 
 
SLIDE 5: Thumos, the hero’s seat of consciousness 
 
Note that the word thumos has been translated as either heart, mind, or spirit. Generally 
(though not universally), we tend, in modern times, to think of heart and mind as 
binaries referring to the seat of emotion and rationality respectively, with the ideal state 
being one in which rationality takes priority over emotion. In Greek, thumos 
encapsulates both and can refer to the seat of consciousness; both heart and mind must 
be balanced/mastered for a good outcome. Hence, in Verity’s translation of book 9, 
Achilles being advised to “master your great spirit (thumos).”  
 
SLIDE 6: Odysseus and Diomedes honoring the gods 
 
Compare and contrast how heroes interact with and invoke the gods throughout the 
poem. In book 10, Odysseus recognizes the presence of Athena and offers her a prayer 
for protection. Note that Poseidon expresses annoyance that the Achaeans did not offer 
a prayer when they built their wall around the camp. Later in book 10, Diomedes heeds 
Athena’s warning to retreat, which Patroclus will fail to do when Apollo tells him to turn 
back from Troy’s gates. 
 
SLIDE 7: Iphidamas’ sacrifice remembered 
 
Iphidamas, who is fighting alongside the Trojans, falls in battle. According to the 
“exchange” that we have seen expressed elsewhere in the poem, his death brings glory to 
Agamemnon, who defeated him one-on-one combat. But the poem remembers both, the 
one who falls and the one who is victorious. One cannot be remembered without the 
other. 
 
The memorial he receives within the poem is one of the lengthier ones. We derive 
insight into what drew him to Troy, which is both the desire to help his friends and his 
own longing “for glory.” He dies at the peak of life, as he has just been married, evoking 
the hero as the garden eternally suspended at its most verdant. 
 
SLIDE 8: Nestor sets Patroclus on his disastrous/heroic path 
 
Nestor’s observation about Achilles has a prophetic quality, as his “valour” will come to 
late to save Patroclus, though it is only Patroclus’ death that will move Achilles to return 
to battle. Nestor advises Patroclus to enter the battle wearing Achilles’ armor, which will 
indeed save the Danaans but at his own expense. The poet and those hearing his song 
have privileged information in that they know what will happen already. But the figures 
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within the poem do not yet know that their choices (such as they are) are leading them 
closer to their ends. 
 
SLIDE 9: Polydamas and Hector 
 
Polydamas’ interaction with Hector raises interesting questions about group dynamics 
in the Iliad. Who is authorized to speak when and about what?  
 
Hector’s reaction to the bird-omen is puzzling. On the one hand, he claims to have 
confidence in Zeus’ plan and to believe that Zeus is on his side. On the other, he rejects 
the bird-omen despite birds being a way that immortals communicate with mortals. 
Compare, for example, how Odysseus responds to the heron’s cry in book 10. Hector is 
not wrong that he must fight for his people, but are his actions in this moment in the 
best interests of his fight?  
 
SLIDE 10: Sarpedon and Glaucus 
 
Sarpedon’s speech to Glaucus provides insight into the relationship between risk and 
reward among heroes. Heroes receive honors parallel to the risks they take. Because 
Sarpedon and Glaucus fight on the front line, they receive the largest portion of the 
honors. Scholars have typically called this system an “exchange economy,” though it can 
also be thought of as a distribution of resources to create optimal flourishing, as in 
gardens and orchards or when planting, sowing, and harvesting crops. These might not 
be thought of so much as exchanges (give-and-take) as of balancing needs and 
appointing resources to promote healthy growth. 
 
Also noteworthy in Sarpedon’s speech is his acknowledgment that humans must die at 
some point. Whether they fight in the war or stay at home, death will eventually come 
for them. Since death is inevitable, they strive to display excellence worthy of being 
remembered, thus becoming part of a cycle that endures even after the hero’s life force 
has left his body. 
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