
INSTITUTE FOR CLASSICS EDUCATION 
 

 

© 2021 Institute for Classics Education | classicseducation.com  

 

1 

Fall 2021: Iliad seminar Week 7: The Greeks under siege 

SLIDE 1: Discussion questions for books 13-15 

Sample book-specific discussion questions that focus attention on central themes and 
issues we have been exploring 
 
SLIDE 2: Neoanalysis & Oral Theory 
 
Neoanalysis and oral theory are two critical approaches to Homer that can be  
competing and/or complementary, depending on what facets of the epics are being 
examined and how scholars/readers choose to think about them. In brief, neoanalysis 
studies the Homeric epics in relation to each other and previous and ensuing poetry 
around the Trojan war; oral theory studies the Homeric epics in the context of how they 
were composed (i.e. orally in performance).  
 
We have engaged both approaches in our discussions so far. Acknowledging our 
interpretive lenses can help us understand the beliefs that we hold about the poem and 
its meanings. For example, when we draw on Hesiodic material to understand “the plan 
of Zeus,” we are seeking a deeper understanding of Homer by looking at the epics 
alongside contemporaneous poetry. When we talk about type-scenes and epithets, we 
are engaging what we know about oral poetics to examine how the poem “works.”  
 
SLIDE 3: Hera and Heroes 
 
We have previously discussed the meaning of Heracles: Hera + kleos = Hera’s fame. 
Though it can seem paradoxical since Hera continually interceded to rob Heracles of 
fame, his fame came about through her interventions. Thus, by attempting to foil him, 
Hera makes his famous deeds possible. Hera is perhaps best known as the goddess of 
marriage and family. She was also associated with fertility, seasons/seasonality, and 
timeliness, and her name shares roots with ώρα (hora, meaning hour) and ηρως (hero).  
 
Hera’s first intervention with Heracles was to prevent him from being born before his 
cousin Eurystheus. Being born second means Heracles does not become the recipient of 
a prophecy that declares the next son of the Perseid line would become king. Eurystheus 
receives that honor instead, and as an adult, Heracles would be obliged to perform his 
labors for Eurystheus. This all because Heracles was not born at the “right” time. 
 
The problem of timing plays into our heroes in the Iliad as well. Agamemnon does not 
return Chryseis at the right time to prevent the plague from descending on the Achaean 
camp. Achilles does not return to battle in time to save the Achaean ships, which results 
in Patroclus going in his place and being killed. 
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SLIDE 4: Honor and Excellence  
 
We might notice, across the Iliad, conflict between honor (timē in Greek) and arete, a 
word consistently in use in Greek, though its meanings shift slightly over time. It would 
come to mean (and still does in modern Greek) virtue, though in Homer, “excellence” is 
perhaps closest in meaning. Since Homeric heroes are called to face danger and death, 
arete when used in reference to heroes tends also to mean valour, courage, bravery. 
 
Gods and heroes want a share of honors that is “in proportion” with their status, but 
determining what is a “fair share” proves messy. Achilles seems to claim status based on 
his excellence as a warrior and removes himself from the battlefield when he perceives 
that he has been dishonored. But by removing himself from battlefield, which is the 
place where his excellence manifests, can he still claim status based on it? 
 
SLIDE 5: What confers status? 
 
Genealogy can confer status, as we see various heroes with different degrees of closeness 
to the gods as well as to gods of different status as well. Birth order is also important, as 
evidenced by Agamemnon leading the expedition despite Menelaus being the wronged 
party. Skill also rates. How to navigate the various ways that heroes (and gods) claim 
status seems a central concern of the poem and will become especially interesting to 
observe in book 23, at Patroclus’ funeral games. 
 
SLIDE 6: Tension between Zeus and Poseidon 
 
After waking up, Zeus reasserts his dominance, enlisting Hera to support his efforts. The 
other gods display varying degrees of resentment, notably Ares and Poseidon. Ares is 
Zeus’ son, so to violate his father’s authority would be potentially to fall into disastrous 
succession violence, what Zeus sought to bring to an end with his reign (perhaps 
explaining Athena’s panicked concern that Zeus will react to defiance with maximum 
punishment, without discrimination). Poseidon’s outrage comes from his belief that the 
brothers are effectively equals.  
 
Notice complementary and contrasting ways that mortals and immortals respond to 
authority (and challenges to it) and how these challenges are resolved in both realms.  
 
SLIDE 7: The wills of Zeus and Poseidon in conflict 
 
Zeus is willing the Trojans to victory while Poseidon is rousing the Achaeans. In the 
battle, the result is suspension of forward progress: the sides are evenly matched such 
that one side cannot overtake the other. 
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SLIDE 8: Battlefield similes 
 
There are some 200 similes in the Iliad. They are especially prominent during battle 
scenes. Notice in the simile from book 15, lines 381-2 that the wave and the wind are the 
spheres of Poseidon and Zeus’ domains respectively. We might also notice that the wind 
is granted primacy as the will that drives the wave, and the Trojan forces overtake the 
Achaean ones. Notice also how Apollo is compared to a child playing at the seashore, 
creation and destruction both part of the game. This provides an interesting contrast 
with the simile we saw earlier that compared Athena to a mother shooing a fly from her 
baby’s face. 
 
SLIDE 9: Zeus’ thunderclap 
 
Zeus sends a thunderclap in response to Nestor’s prayer, but whether Nestor interprets 
it as support or dissent is not clear. We do, however, see that the thunder instills battle 
drive in the Trojans. Zeus’ plan is moving closer to fulfillment, and in order for the plan 
to be fulfilled, the Trojans must take enough of an upper hand to draw Patroclus into 
battle, which will ultimately lead to a domino effect. 
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