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Fall 2021: Iliad seminar Week 11: A good death, proper rites, 
and pity 

SLIDE 1: Discussion questions for Books 22-24 
 
Sample questions for focusing discussion of each book. We will explore these further in 
the next two sessions. This presentation is especially concerned with the following: Is 
Hector’s a “good death,” as we might think of the concept after reading Herodotus? 
What is the significance of the funeral games within and beyond the age of heroes? What 
is the significance of Achilles and Priam eating together? At what point can we say that 
Achilles’ menis comes to an end? 
 
SLIDE 2: Greek key words 
 
A few more Greek words that are of particular significant in the final three books. 
 
SLIDE 3: Hector deliberates  
 
At the beginning of book 22, we are told that Hector’s “deadly destiny shackled him,” 
evoking a physical weight that prevents him from returning to the city with the rest of 
the fleeing Trojan troops. Approximately 100 lines later, he consults his “thumos” to 
decide what to do, lamenting that he did not listen to Polydamas. Heroes are out of time, 
out of season. Hector worries that to return now, after his “recklessness” has “ruined the 
people,” will subject him to censure and shame. His desire to bargain with Achilles 
suggests a desire to avoid his fate while his recognition that he and Achilles are past the 
point when that would have been possible. To seek that option would diminish him as a 
warrior since he would still die but defenseless, without his armor.  
 
SLIDE 4: The race around the city 
 
Achilles chasing Hector around the city evokes races in athletic contests. The 
comparison between Hector’s life and competition prizes heightens that connection. The 
description of the landscape they pass as they race draws our attention to the world 
before the war and, presumably, after it, since Hector’s death will lead to the city falling. 
Past, present, and future (i.e. eternity) converge in the race around the city and, by 
extension, via the rituals repeated seasonally in honor of ancestors, heroes, and 
immortals. 
 
Zeus once again wishes to alter a hero’s destiny (as he did with his son Sarpedon’s) but 
is cautioned against it. Whether he has the power to do so does not seem to be the issue 
as much as whether it is in his best interests to exercise that power. Even the most 
powerful must sustain a healthy balance between what is possible and what is 
productive. Zeus ultimately sends Athena to bring Hector’s fate to fulfillment. 
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SLIDE 5: Hector’s death 
 
Disguising herself as Deiphobus, Athena tricks Hector into believing that he faces 
Achilles with his brother at his side. When Hector realizes that he has been fooled, he 
accepts that his death has arrived and resolves to die like a warrior, “after doing some 
great deed for future men to hear.” The simile comparing the flash from Achilles’ spear 
and the Hesperus feels loaded with significance, as it paradoxically both kills and 
immortalizes Hector. His death is famous, sung about.  
 
SLIDES 6-7: Euripides’ Hippolytus & Ilus’ tomb 
 
Euripides’ tragedy Hippolytus provides an illuminating companion to the Iliad, 
especially as concerns our understanding of heroes, their seasonality (or lack thereof) 
and deaths.  
 
In Eurpides’ iteration, Hippolytus, son of Athens’ king Theseus, is a devout follower of 
Artemis who chooses not to worship Aphrodite. He shuns marriage and romantic life, 
wishing essentially to stay a boy forever, never to marry, never to become king (a sort of 
proto-Peter Pan). Insulted and angry, Aphrodite concocts a plot to punish Hippolytus 
for failing to honor her by causing his stepmother, Phaedra, to fall desperately in love 
with him. Unwilling to break her marriage vows, Phaedra kills herself but resolves to 
punish Hippolytus as well, thus fulfilling Aphrodite’s wishes. Before killing herself, she 
writes a letter to Theseus accusing Hippolytus of making inappropriate advances. 
Theseus exiles his son, who subsequently dies in a chariot crash. Father and son are 
reconciled at the moment of Hippolytus’ death. Artemis laments that his “nobility of 
mind has destroyed you” and promises him recompense, apparently in the form of hero 
cult honors (see lines 1423 and following). Rites will be performed in his name, and his 
experience “won’t slip wordlessly into silence.” He will be remembered, immortalized 
through ritual honors. 
 
Especially noteworthy parallels are the intersections between myth and ritual (as we see 
also via repeated references to Trojan hero Ilus’ tomb at significant moments 
throughout the Iliad  and the funeral games in book 23) and the danger of excess. 
Hippolytus’ excessive devotion to Artemis and refusal to honor Aphrodite puts him out 
of balance and ultimately destroys him. 
 
SLIDE 8-10: Doing rites right 
 
The preparation of the funeral pyre, the invocation of the gods (and their subsequent 
intervention on a favored hero’s behalf), selecting prizes to be distributed among the 
winners—these connect the world of the mythical past with the historical participants at 
festivals in honor of gods and heroes. For modern readers, the careful attention to rites 
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and rituals can heighten our awareness to how we use rites and rituals in our time as 
well, for self-definition and to create communal experiences that bring us together.  
 
Apollo and Aphrodite ensure that Hector’s body does not decompose, as Thetis had 
promised to protect Patroclus’ earlier. Nestor advises his son Antilochus how to compete 
in the chariot race, relying not only on strength but also on cunning, perhaps providing 
a slow transition to the post-heroic world of the Odyssey that we soon will meet as well 
as creating the possibility that cunning can be a crucial value in peacetime, as strength is 
in wartime. 
 
SLIDE 15: Achilles’ excess 
 
Apollo raises his objection to Achilles’ excess and lack of proper pity. We might here 
notice that the gods themselves often express pity for mortals (Zeus most notably 
weeping tears of blood onto the battlefield when Sarpedon dies) and are warned not to 
take things to extremes. Zeus does the latter here, warning Hera not to take her anger 
too far. He goes on to handle competing interests rather deftly, honoring Thetis and 
Achilles (as previously discussed) while also protecting Hector from Achilles’ wrath. 
Peace and stability rely on careful balancing of needs and interests, as Zeus seems 
keenly aware. 
 
SLIDE 12: Priam sets off for the Achaean camp 
 
Heeding the gods, Priam determines to go to the Achaean camp, even if it means his 
death, his wish to hold and grieve for his son superseding concern for danger. We might 
think of this as the aristeia of Priam. His noble goal is to observe the instructions of the 
gods and recover his son’s body, regardless of anyone’s concerns in the moment, 
regardless even of whether he achieves his outcome. He demonstrates faith in the gods 
and their plans for him. His piety is expressed also through his prayer before setting off 
for the enemy camp. 
 
SLIDE 13: Reconciliation 
 
Perhaps the moment that Achilles is able to see himself in his enemy—prompted by 
Priam—can be understood as the final stage in Achilles letting go of his menis. Priam 
sees a son who will be grieved by a father who is like Priam himself. Achilles sees a 
grieving father, which is what his own father will become. Achilles’ words at lines 524-5 
recall his words to Lycaon earlier in the poem, when he rejected his supplication, though 
Achilles here accepts Priam. In the process, Achilles also accepts his mortal destiny, the 
“threads” the gods have woven for him (line 525).  
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SLIDE 13: Achilles’ warning 
 
Sharing a meal is one of the acts that binds guest and host in a xenia relationship. It 
thus seems significant that Achilles insists on sharing a meal with Priam. We may also 
recall, via Achilles and Demeter in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, that withholding 
food can be a feature of holding on to grief and rage. Achilles seems concerned not to 
create the conditions for himself or Priam slipping into rage. 
 
SLIDE 15: Priam’s request 
 
The Great Panathenaia was an Athenian festival in honor of their patron goddess Athena 
held every four years that featured musical and athletic competitions. Winners received 
black-figure amphorae filled with oil from Athena’s sacred olive trees. The amphorae in 
the photo is believed to be one such a prize. How many days the Great Panathenaia 
lasted is not known for certain. Some reconstructions have put it at 8 or 9 days, others 
12. If the latter, that would lend sacred meaning to Priam’s request for 12 days to 
properly mourn and honor Hector. 
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