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Fall 2021: Iliad seminar Week 8: Patroclus’ sacrifice & Achilles’ 
shield 

SLIDE 1: Iliad Themes 
 
We are continuing to refine and reframe the poem’s themes as we move through the 
poem. Though we list them vertically, they are interconnected, a matrix of concerns, 
values, and ideas that the poem is thinking about “on the page.”  
 
SLIDE 2: Discussion questions for books 16-18 
 
Sample book-specific discussion questions that focus our attention on significant 
moments from each book.  
 
SLIDE 3: Revisiting “Works & Days” 
 
Back in week two, we looked at how Hesiod describes the “age of heroes” in his Works 
and Days: as an earlier tribe of mortals who were closer to the gods genealogically, in 
direct contact with the gods, and superior in strength than the “current” age (i.e. 
Hesiod’s historical one). According to Hesiod, the heroic age came to an end through the 
Theban and Trojan wars, with some heroes dying and others living on at the Isles of the 
Blest. Hesiod is part of the “present” age of men who have to toil at work and who live 
without close contact with the gods. His poem potentially provides a macrocosmic view 
of the Iliad’s world and a broader possible meaning of “Zeus’ plan being fulfilled” Iliad 
1.5, encompassing not only Zeus’ promise to Thetis but also a larger, cosmic plan. 
 
SLIDE 4: “Zeus’ plan” in the Cypria  
 
What we know of the Cypria, one of the epics in the Epic Cycle that narrates events 
before the Trojan War, offers additional insight into both the age of heroes and Zeus’ 
intentions for those heroes. The Cypria has not survived, but we have summary of it via 
a scholiast of the Iliad, which gives us a more specific motive for why Zeus sought to end 
the age of heroes: Earth was overburdened, and he wanted to lighten her load. Both 
Thetis’ marriage and Helen’s birth were pieces of a larger cosmic plan. 
 
SLIDE 5: Revisiting Iliad 1.5 
 
As we have discussed, menin refers to a particular kind of anger that has cosmic 
dimensions. When gods become angry, they plot destruction, as we see from the outset 
in book one via Apollo, whose anger at the Achaeans for dishonoring Chryses leads to 
him sending them a plague. Associating this form of cosmic anger with Achilles 
emphasizes his divine parentage, but as we also know, children of one divine and one 
mortal parent inherit mortality. Achilles strives to control the plot, sending Thetis to 
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Zeus, but Achilles does not have what gods have: privileged insight into future events. 
He believes he does, and in some cases he has more information than other heroes, but 
he is not plugged into the whole.  
 
Achilles’ grief leads to Achilles’ anger, which leads to destruction for the Achaeans and 
the Trojans. But ultimately, Achilles must content with the destruction he wreaks 
because he too is mortal.  
 
SLIDE 6: Patroclus and Sarpedon 
 
Set against discussions and debates in the poem about honor, prizes, and fame is the 
warrior’s immediate motive to enter battle: to support, protect, or avenge their friends 
and family members. Iphidamas (from book 11) came to Troy to help his friends, though 
he had to leave his new wife behind. He was at an age when men “long for glory,” but the 
glory is found also in being there for his friends. The poem is teaching us social values as 
well as the place and function of heroes. They sacrifice, and they are sacrificed.  
 
The meeting between Sarpedon and Patroclus seems loaded with allusions. Patroclus’ 
death, as we have been forewarned by Zeus earlier in the poem, kicks off a chain of 
events that will lead, beyond the poem, to Achilles’ death and the fall of Troy. In this 
sense, Patroclus’ death prefigures and stands in for Achilles’ death. The aftermath of 
Sarpedon’s death is also allusive (see slide 8). 
 
Having woken up from his nap, Zeus has resumed control of events. When given the 
opportunity to save lives or destroy them, he chooses the course of maximum 
destruction. Hesiod and what we know of the Cypria provide insight into the motives 
behind his choice. 
 
SLIDE 7: Hera warns Zeus 
 
Hera’s warning speaks to a number of concerns around honor, proportion, and balance. 
Zeus has already saved Sarpedon twice, but he cannot stall the hero’s death inevitably. 
Saving his own son creates the possibility of resentment among immortals who are not 
allowed to save their children. Their grief could lead to rage could lead to destruction. 
Zeus seems here to have a choice between saving his son or preserving the stability of 
his reign. Setting his choice against what we know of his plan and what we know about 
Thetis potentially adds layers of meaning onto the scene between him and Thetis in 
book one, when she appeals to him on the basis of having previously saved him. In 
addition, we recognize that Thetis is not the only immortal to have to sacrifice her child. 
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SLIDE 8: Goddesses & men 
 
After Apollo carries Sarpedon’s body back to Lycia, the hero is anointed with ambrosia 
and clothed in “immortal garments,” which seem to allude to a process of 
immortalization. We can compare this with a section of Aethiopis (again via summary, 
as the epic has been lost), in which Dawn appeals to Zeus not to prevent her son 
Memnon from dying but to immortalize him after death. The Aethiopis summary 
references Thetis securing a similar outcome for Achilles. 
 
Goddesses seeking immortality for their mortal sons or lovers is a prevailing motif in the 
ancient myths. But in our Iliad, this does not happen. Thetis does not ask Zeus to 
immortalize Achilles. This could be a variant tradition, perhaps shaped by Panhellenic 
intentions, that draws on the familiar Trojan War story in order to explore a theme of 
humans having to contend with mortality. If we think of it this way, then we might 
consider that one way Thetis “saves” Zeus is by conceding her son to be mortal, in which 
case the stability of Zeus’ reign comes at the price of Achilles’ life. 
 
SLIDE 9: “a useless burden on the earth” 
 
Achilles’ speech echoes concerns and values we have encountered in the Iliad and across 
the Epic Cycle. At the beginning of the poem, Achilles grief and rage resulted from the 
loss of Briseis and what she signified. Now his grief and rage are directed not only 
externally, on Hector, but also internally, at himself for having failed in his most sacred 
duty to protect Patroclus, the person who is nearest and dearest to Achilles. In addition 
to the personal dimension of this scene, Achilles also speaks a phrase that echoes what 
we know about Zeus’ plan from references to the Cypria that mortals had become a 
burden to Earth. We might see this as another instance by which Achilles’ story 
functions as a microcosm that reflects the macrocosm.    
 
SLIDE 10: Pindar on Thetis’ wedding 
 
Pindar’s Isthmian 8 provides a version of Thetis’ story that explains the reason for her 
marriage to Peleus, especially why she alone was forced to marry a mortal man (see her 
speech to Hephaestus in Iliad 18.429-441). Themis, goddess of justice, revealed that 
Thetis would give birth to a son greater than his father. Hence, if she were to marry 
Poseidon or Zeus, a succession crisis seemed inevitable. Notice the ways reading ancient 
sources (and fragments/summaries in the absence of full texts) situates the events in the 
Iliad and the characters’ motivations in a new light.  
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SLIDE 11: Achilles’ shield 
 
Through personal details shared about warriors at the moment of their deaths and 
agricultural and sea-faring similes, the Iliad, though set at and during the Trojan war, 
continually reminds us of the world beyond the battlefield. Achilles’ shield portrays that 
world and the one within the poem, encompassing all aspects of human experience, a 
macrocosm neatly fitted within the microcosm. 
 
SLIDE 12: Revisiting Sappho 44 
 
Sappho’s Fragment 44, which may have been a wedding song, complements the 
wedding scene described on the shield. 
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