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    Across civilizations, the epic has been humanity’s grand ledger of memory, identity, and aspiration. H. A. Guerber’s The Book of the Epic gathers many of the world’s foundational long poems into a single, approachable narrative journey. Published in the early twentieth century, it belongs to the tradition of accessible literary handbooks that aimed to open canonical works to a broad audience. Rather than presenting verse translations, Guerber retells these monumental stories in clear prose, offering readers a guided path through plots, figures, and settings that span eras and cultures. The result is a panoramic introduction to the epic form and its enduring magnetism.

As a genre-spanning compendium, the book situates epics from antiquity through the medieval and early modern worlds in a global frame. Guerber, known for popular works on myths and legends, adopts an explanatory, storyteller’s voice designed for general readers, students, and curious newcomers. The publication context reflects early twentieth-century efforts to synthesize world literature for educational use without overwhelming detail. Within that aim, the volume emphasizes narrative continuity and cultural orientation over technical scholarship. It is not a specialist’s commentary but a readable bridge, guiding readers from unfamiliar names and settings toward a confident grasp of who acts, why they matter, and what broad movements shape each tale.

The premise is straightforward: each epic receives a concise prose retelling that preserves the main lines of action and the roles of principal characters while avoiding digressions that belong to full-length study. Guerber’s style is lucid and orderly, favoring steady momentum and intelligible transitions. The tone is respectful and measured, inviting rather than intimidating, and the mood balances wonder with clarity. Readers can expect a sequence of self-contained chapters that can be sampled independently or read as a continuous tour. The experience is less about fine-grained poetic analysis than about orientation, making this a helpful first step before engaging complete translations and scholarly editions.

Threaded through the summaries are themes that recur across cultures: heroic striving and its costs, loyalty and betrayal, duty to kin and community, the pressures of fate, and the ever-shifting boundary between the mortal and the divine. Guerber foregrounds how epics often weave memory and myth into a story-world that defines what a people values. Journeys, sieges, feats of strength, and tests of character provide the narrative engines, but beneath them are questions about leadership, justice, and the meaning of glory. By placing diverse traditions side by side, the book gently invites readers to notice patterns without insisting on any single interpretive framework.

For contemporary readers, the volume’s relevance lies in its breadth and accessibility. It offers a map to a scattered canon, helping newcomers situate names, episodes, and cultural contexts before tackling lengthy originals. In a time of global exchange, the book underscores how communities have long told themselves into being through expansive story cycles. It raises durable questions: how do societies remember, which values are enshrined in heroic models, and what happens when personal desire collides with public duty? The retellings are compact enough to encourage comparison and reflection, yet spacious enough to suggest why these narratives continue to anchor literary and civic imaginations.

Readers seeking orientation will find practical value here: a primer for classrooms, a companion for reading groups, or an itinerary for lifelong learners assembling a course through the classics. Guerber’s approach reduces initial barriers—archaic language, dense catalogues, unfamiliar geographies—without flattening the epics into mere trivia. The summaries gesture toward the scale, atmosphere, and moral texture of the originals, inviting further exploration rather than replacing it. In that sense, the book functions as scaffolding: it supports the climb to more demanding texts while keeping sight of the architectural outline—the arcs of journey and return, conflict and reconciliation, that structure the epic imagination.

Ultimately, The Book of the Epic offers a hospitable entrance to works that can otherwise feel forbidding, presenting their essential contours with clarity and respect. It does not aim to settle debates or divulge every twist, but to spark informed curiosity about the worlds these poems open. Readers who begin here will emerge with a firmer sense of the epic’s scope and stakes, better prepared to encounter complete versions and to weigh their artistry. In gathering many traditions into one volume, Guerber affirms that the epic endures not only for its grandeur but for the human questions it keeps alive across time.
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    The Book of the Epic by H. A. Guerber is a survey of the world’s major epic poems, presented as clear narrative retellings with brief cultural notes. Guerber defines the epic, sketches its oral and written transmission, and explains recurrent features such as heroic quest, divine intervention, and national memory. Organized largely by peoples and periods, the book moves from classical antiquity through medieval and Renaissance Europe to Near Eastern and Northern traditions. Each chapter outlines principal characters, central episodes, and prevailing ideals, aiming to make long, complex poems accessible to general readers while preserving sequence, atmosphere, and historical context.

Opening with Greece, Guerber recounts the Iliad and the Odyssey as foundational models of epic form. She follows the wrath of Achilles, the siege before Troy, and the contrasting codes of honor embodied by Greek and Trojan champions, noting the roles of Olympian gods. The Odyssey appears as a tale of return, hospitality, and endurance, tracing Odysseus' wanderings, temptations, and stratagems until home is reached. Brief references to the Epic Cycle and later Greek works, such as the Argonautica, situate Homer within a wider tradition. Emphasis falls on formulaic style, heroic values, and the poems' influence on subsequent literatures worldwide.

Turning to Rome, the Aeneid stands at the center. Guerber outlines Aeneas' flight from Troy, his guided voyage, and the trials that prepare him to found a new lineage, connecting personal duty with Rome’s destined greatness. She describes the poem’s structure, alternating travel and war, as well as key portents and episodes that crystallize pietas and statecraft. Short notices of other Latin epics, including the Thebaid and the Pharsalia, show how Roman poets adapted Greek models to national themes. The chapter underscores the Aeneid's lasting prestige as a school text, political myth, and artistic touchstone throughout Europe and beyond today.

Medieval France introduces the chansons de geste, above all the Song of Roland. Guerber summarizes the ambush at Roncevaux, the feudal bonds among Roland, Oliver, and Charlemagne, and the moral contrast with Ganelon's treachery, highlighting the poem's stanzaic form and martial ethos. Companion songs broaden the Carolingian cycle. The survey then turns to Spain and the Cid, depicting frontier warfare, measured courage, and the legal and familial frameworks of honor during the Reconquista. Here, historical grounding and sober tone distinguish the Spanish epic tradition. Together these chapters illustrate the shift from classical heroism to Christian chivalry in medieval Europe's literature.

In the Germanic world, Guerber presents the Nibelungenlied alongside related Norse materials. She outlines the rise of Siegfried, the contested hoard, courtly alliances, and the chain of vengeance that follows, then notes parallels in the Volsunga saga. Anglo-Saxon Beowulf receives a compact retelling, emphasizing leadership, fate, and the passage from youthful feats to mortal finality. Norse sources, including the Eddas and various sagas, supply a mythological backdrop of gods, monsters, and world-ending prophecy. Throughout, the narratives preserve stark honor codes, stark landscapes, and a strong sense of doom, contrasting with the ceremonial courts of Romance literature on the continent elsewhere.

From this point, Guerber treats the Matter of Britain and the flowering of romance. Arthur's court frames narratives of chivalric testing, with Lancelot, Gawain, and Tristan pursuing love, loyalty, and renown amid enchantments and perils. The Grail quest introduces spiritual aspiration alongside knightly prowess. French poets like Chretien de Troyes and later English redactions, notably Malory, shape interlaced plots and memorable episodes. This section clarifies how romance differs from the heroic lay while retaining epic scope. It also prepares the transition to Renaissance treatments, where classical decorum meets medieval themes in richly patterned, extended poetic cycles across several European languages.

The Italian Renaissance receives detailed attention. Dante's Divine Comedy appears as a visionary journey through realms of the afterlife, uniting theology, philosophy, and civic conscience in a sustained narrative. Boiardo and Ariosto develop the Orlando tradition in exuberant, interlacing adventures that juxtapose love, magic, and martial valor. Tasso's Jerusalem Delivered refocuses crusading material into a tightly ordered Christian epic, balancing piety and spectacle. Guerber next summarizes Camoes' Lusiads, where Portuguese exploration becomes national myth, guided by classical deities yet grounded in maritime experience. These chapters show epic accommodating new states, discoveries, and humanist learning without abandoning inherited forms and aims.

English contributions are surveyed from older foundations to early modern culminations. Beowulf's earlier notes anchor the tradition, but the focus falls on Spenser's Faerie Queene, an allegorical celebration of virtues shaped as linked books of knightly quests, and on Milton's Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained. Guerber outlines the fall of humanity, cosmic councils, and the resolve of a providential order rendered in stately blank verse. She remarks on Spenser's stanzaic craft and Milton's classical ambitions, indicating how English epic absorbs classical, biblical, and romance materials. The result is a national epic voice that is doctrinal, imaginative, and formally ambitious enduring.

Beyond Europe's Latin West, Guerber includes major nonclassical traditions. The Persian Shahnameh recounts legendary kings and champions such as Rustem, forming a continuous chronicle of Iran's identity. The Indian Ramayana and Mahabharata are presented in concise arcs, illustrating dharma, kinship ties, and divine intervention across expansive narrative frames. The Finnish Kalevala, compiled from runic songs, offers a northern cosmogony and hero cycle that solidified national consciousness. By juxtaposing these works with Western examples, the book shows epic as a vessel for collective memory, ethical codes, and origin myths. Its synopses guide readers toward context, comparison, and further study, underscoring enduring relevance.
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    H. A. Guerber’s The Book of the Epic appeared in the Anglophone world in the early twentieth century, around 1913, in the twilight of the Belle Époque and on the eve of World War I. Produced for educated general readers and schools in the United States and Britain, it reflects a moment when classical and world histories were being codified into “civilization” curricula. Public museums and imperial networks supplied translations and artifacts, while archaeology (from Troy to Mesopotamia) fed public fascination with antiquity. As an American educator active between 1890 and 1920, Guerber wrote within a transatlantic milieu that prized comparative survey, moral instruction, and the consolidation of national canons through accessible retellings.

The Trojan War, traditionally dated by Eratosthenes to 1194–1184 BCE, anchors the Greek epics that open Guerber’s survey. Archaeological campaigns at Hisarlik (northwest Turkey) by Heinrich Schliemann (from 1871) and Wilhelm Dörpfeld identified Late Bronze Age levels (Troy VI–VII) destroyed c. 1300–1200 BCE, aligning with Hittite references to Wilusa and Ahhiyawa. In historical terms, the war reflects a wider Aegean crisis amid Mycenaean palace collapses and shifting trade routes. In Guerber’s retelling of the Iliad and Odyssey, events such as Achilles’ wrath, the ruse of the Wooden Horse, and Odysseus’s perilous return from Troy present martial valor, cunning, and diaspora as formative experiences of Greek memory, linking mythic narrative to real Mediterranean upheavals.

The consolidation of Roman power under Augustus (27 BCE–14 CE) forms the political bedrock of Virgil’s Aeneid, central in Guerber’s compilation. After Julius Caesar’s assassination (44 BCE), Octavian defeated Antony and Cleopatra at Actium in 31 BCE and reorganized the state as the principate. Virgil composed the Aeneid between 29 and 19 BCE to project a sacred genealogy from Troy to Rome, binding Aeneas’s pietas to the imperial Pax Augusta. Sites like the Ara Pacis (dedicated 9 BCE) crystallized this ideology. Guerber highlights episodes such as Aeneas carrying Anchises from burning Troy and the shield of Aeneas, illustrating how Augustan Rome used epic history to legitimize rule, sanctify expansion, and memorialize civil war’s end.

The Migration Period (c. 375–568) and Hunnic pressures shaped the Germanic heroic age that surfaces in the Nibelungenlied (c. 1200) and in Anglo-Saxon Beowulf. Historically, the Burgundian kingdom on the Rhine was shattered around 436 by forces under the magister militum Aetius and allied Huns; later tradition transformed this catastrophe, recasting Attila (Etzel) and court politics at Worms. Beowulf’s background intersects with the raid of King Hygelac into Frisia, dated by Gregory of Tours to c. 516. In Guerber’s narratives, feasting halls, gift economies, and blood-feuds evoke comitatus bonds and fatal honor codes. Kriemhild’s vendetta and the fall of the Nibelungs, or Beowulf’s last stand against the dragon, mirror the social fragility of early medieval polities.

Carolingian expansion and the ambush at Roncevaux Pass (15 August 778) underpin the Song of Roland. Charlemagne’s campaign in the Pyrenees against Muslim-held Zaragoza ended with Basque mountaineers annihilating the Frankish rear guard near Roncesvalles; later epic tradition recast the ambushers as Saracens, aligning the tale with frontier holy war. Charlemagne’s imperial coronation on 25 December 800 formalized the alliance of throne and altar. Guerber recounts Roland’s refusal to sound the Olifant until too late and his death beside Archbishop Turpin and Oliver, dramatizing loyalty, sacrificial leadership, and the sacralization of warfare that would inform the rhetoric of the crusades in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

The Iberian Reconquista frames the Poema de mio Cid (c. 1207) and Guerber’s treatment of Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar (c. 1043–1099). Exiled by Alfonso VI of León-Castile in 1081, the Cid served Muslim Zaragoza before carving an independent dominion, seizing Valencia in June 1094. He governed amid fluid alliances across confessional lines until his death in 1099; his widow, Jimena Díaz, held Valencia until 1102. The poem’s documentary texture—oaths at Santa Gadea, the humiliation of the Infantes de Carrión, and the Cid’s famed beard—engages the social orders of fealty, honor, and frontier law. Guerber uses these episodes to illuminate the pragmatism and identity-formation of medieval Spain’s border societies.

The early modern era of oceanic empire culminates in Luís de Camões’s Os Lusíadas (1572), which Guerber includes to show how epic migrated from battlefield chronicle to maritime statecraft. Vasco da Gama’s 1497–1499 voyage rounded the Cape of Good Hope and reached Calicut (May 1498), inaugurating Portugal’s Estado da Índia. Dedicated to King Sebastian I, the poem fuses classical deities with contemporary geopolitics—Adamastor personifies the Cape’s perils—celebrating Lisbon’s global networks from Mombasa to Malabar. Guerber’s synopsis emphasizes concrete waypoints, diplomatic encounters, and naval logistics, linking early modern exploration to epic’s traditional purposes: legitimizing rule, memorializing risk, and transforming commercial corridors into narratives of national destiny.

Composed in a period of canon-building and geopolitical anxiety, The Book of the Epic functions as a comparative social document. By juxtaposing Troy’s sack, Augustan pacification, Frankish frontier violence, Iberian borderlands, and Portuguese imperial seamanship, Guerber exposes recurrent structures: militarized honor, sacrificial citizenship, and the costs of expansion on households and peripheries. Her curated range counters parochial nationalism by situating heroism across cultures, yet it also reflects early twentieth-century hierarchies that privilege Europe and frame non-European histories through imperial lenses. The work thus both reproduces and interrogates its era’s politics, inviting readers to measure civic ideals against the brutal contingencies that forged them.
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Every now and then in our reading we come suddenly face to face with
first things,—the very elemental sources beyond which no man may
go. There is a distinct satisfaction in dealing with such beginnings[1q],
and, when they are those of literature, the sense of freshness is
nothing short of inspiring. To share the same lofty outlook, to
breathe the same high air with those who first sensed a whole era of
creative thoughts, is the next thing to being the gods' chosen medium
for those primal expressions.

All this is not to say that the epic is the oldest form of literary
expression, but it is the expression of the oldest literary ideas,
for, even when the epic is not at all primitive in form, it deals
essentially with elemental moods and ideals. Epical poetry is poetic
not because it is metrical and conformative to rhythmical
standards,—though it usually is both,—but it is poetry because of
the high sweep of its emotional outlook, the bigness of its thought,
the untamed passion of its language, and the musical flow of its
utterance.

Here, then, we have a veritable source book of the oldest ideas of the
race; but not only that—we are also led into the penetralia[3] of the
earliest thought of many separate nations, for when the epic is
national, it is true to the earliest genius of the people whose spirit
it depicts.

To be sure, much of literature, and particularly the literature of the
epic, is true rather to the tone of a nation than to its literal
history—by which I mean that Achilles was more really a Greek hero
than any Greek who ever lived, because he was the apotheosis of Greek
chivalry, and as such was the expression of the Greeks rather than
merely a Greek. The Iliad and the Odyssey are not merely epics of
Greece—they are Greek.

This is an age of story-telling. Never before has the world turned so
attentively to the shorter forms of fiction. Not only is this true of
the printed short-story, of which some thousands, more or less new,
are issued every year in English, but oral story-telling is taking its
deserved place in the school, the home, and among clubs specially
organized for its cultivation. Teachers and parents must therefore be
increasingly alert, not only to invent new stories, but—this even
chiefly—to familiarize themselves with the oldest stories in the
world.

So it is to such sources as these race-narratives that all
story-telling must come for recurrent inspirations. The setting of
each new story may be tinged with what wild or sophisticated life
soever, yet must the narrator find the big, heart-swelling movements
and passions and thraldoms and conquests and sufferings and elations
of mankind stored in the great epics of the world.

It were a life-labor to become familiar with all of these in their
expressive originals; even in translation it would be a titanic task
to read each one. Therefore how great is our indebtedness to the ripe
scholarship and discreet choice of the author of this "Book of the
Epic" for having brought to us not only the arguments but the very
spirit and flavor of all this noble array. The task has never before
been essayed, and certainly, now that it has been done for the first
time, it is good to know that it has been done surpassingly well.

To find the original story-expression of a nation's myths, its
legends, and its heroic creations is a high joy—a face-to-face
interview with any great first-thing is a big experience; but to come
upon whole scores of undefiled fountains is like multiplying the
Pierian waters.

Even as all the epics herein collected in scenario were epoch-making,
so will the gathering of these side by side prove to be. Literary
judgments must be comparative, and now we may place each epic in
direct comparison with any other, with a resultant light, both
diffused and concentrated, for the benefit of both critics and the
general reader.

The delights of conversation—so nearly, alas, a lost art!—consist
chiefly in the exchange of varied views on single topics. So, when we
note how the few primal story-themes and plot developments of all time
were handled by those who first told the tales in literate form, the
satisfaction is proportionate.

One final word must be said regarding the interest of epical material.
Heretofore a knowledge of the epics—save only a few of the better
known—has been confined to scholars, or, at most, students; but it
may well be hoped that the wide perusal of this book may serve to show
to the general reader how fascinating a store of fiction may be found
in epics which have up till now been known to him only by name.

J. Berg Esenwein
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Derived from the Greek epos, a saying or oracle, the term "epic" is
generally given to some form of heroic narrative wherein tragedy,
comedy, lyric, dirge, and idyl are skilfully blended to form an
immortal work.

"Mythology, which was the interpretation of nature, and legend, which
is the idealization of history," are the main elements of the epic.
Being the "living history of the people," an epic should have "the
breadth and volume of a river." All epics have therefore generally
been "the first-fruits of the earliest experience of nature and life
on the part of imaginative races"; and the real poet has been, as a
rule, the race itself.

There are almost as many definitions of an epic and rules for its
composition as there are nations and poets. For that reason, instead
of selecting only such works as in the writer's opinion can justly
claim the title of epic, each nation's verdict has been accepted,
without question, in regard to its national work of this class, be it
in verse or prose.

The following pages therefore contain almost every variety of epic,
from that which treats of the deity in dignified hexameters[4], strictly
conforms to the rule "one hero, one time, and one action of many
parts," and has "the massiveness and dignity of sculpture," to the
simplest idylls, such as the Japanese "White Aster," or that exquisite
French mediaeval compound of poetry and prose, "Aucassin et Nicolette."
Not only are both Christian and pagan epics impartially admitted in
this volume, but the representative works of each nation in the epic
field are grouped, according to the languages in which they were
composed.

Many of the ancient epics are so voluminous that even one of them
printed in full would fill twenty-four volumes as large as this. To
give even the barest outline of one or two poems in each language has
therefore required the utmost condensation. So, only the barest
outline figures in these pages, and, although the temptation to quote
many choice passages has been well-nigh irresistible, space has
precluded all save the scantiest quotations.

The main object of this volume consists in outlining clearly and
briefly, for the use of young students or of the busy general reader,
the principal examples of the time-honored stories which have inspired
our greatest poets and supplied endless material to painters,
sculptors, and musicians ever since art began.
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The greatest of all the world's epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey, are
attributed to Homer, or Melesigenes[1], who is said to have lived some
time between 1050 and 850 B.C. Ever since the second century before
Christ, however, the question whether Homer is the originator of the
poems, or whether, like the Rhapsodists, he merely recited extant
verses, has been hotly disputed.

The events upon which the Iliad is based took place some time before
1100 B.C., and we are told the poems of Homer were collected and
committed to writing by Pisistratus[2] during the age of Epic Poetry, or
second age of Greek literature, which ends 600 B.C.

It stands to reason that the Iliad must have been inspired by or at
least based upon previous poems, since such perfection is not achieved
at a single bound. Besides, we are aware of the existence of many
shorter Greek epics, which have either been entirely lost or of which
we now possess only fragments.

A number of these ancient epics form what is termed the Trojan Cycle,
because all relate in some way to the War of Troy. Among them is the
Cypria, in eleven books, by Stasimus of Cyprus (or by Arctinus of
Miletus), wherein is related Jupiter's frustrated wooing of Thetis,
her marriage with Peleus, the episode of the golden apple, the
judgment of Paris, the kidnapping of Helen, the mustering of the Greek
forces, and the main events of the first nine years of the Trojan War.
The Iliad (of which a synopsis is given) follows this epic, taking up
the story where the wrath of Achilles is aroused and ending it with
the funeral of Hector.

This, however, does not conclude the story of the Trojan War, which is
resumed in the "Aethiopia," in five books, by Arctinus of Miletus.
After describing the arrival of Penthesilea, Queen of the Amazons, to
aid the Trojans, the poet relates her death at the hand of Achilles,
who, in his turn, is slain by Apollo and Paris. This epic concludes
with the famous dispute between Ajax and Ulysses for the possession of
Achilles' armor.

The Little Iliad, whose authorship is ascribed to sundry poets,
including Homer, next describes the madness and death of Ajax, the
arrival of Philoctetes with the arrows of Hercules, the death of
Paris, the purloining of the Palladium, the stratagem of the wooden
horse, and the death of Priam.

In the Ilion Persis, or Sack of Troy, by Arctinus, in two books, we
find the Trojans hesitating whether to convey the wooden steed into
their city, and discover the immortal tales of the traitor Sinon and
that of Laocoon. We then behold the taking and sacking of the city,
with the massacre of the men and the carrying off into captivity of
the women.

In the Nostroi, or Homeward Voyage, by Agias of Troezene, the Atridae
differ in opinion; so, while Agamemnon delays his departure to offer
propitiatory sacrifices, Menelaus sets sail for Egypt, where he is
detained. This poem also contains the narrative of Agamemnon's return,
of his assassination, and of the way in which his death was avenged by
his son Orestes.

Next in sequence of events comes the Odyssey of Homer (of which a
complete synopsis follows), and then the Telegonia of Eugammon of
Cyrene, in two books. This describes how, after the burial of the
suitors, Ulysses renews his adventures, and visits Thesprotia, where
he marries and leaves a son. We also have his death, a battle between
two of his sons, and the marriage of Telemachus and Circe, as well as
that of the widowed Penelope to Telegonus, one of Ulysses'
descendants.

Another sequel, or addition to the Odyssey, is found in the


Telemachia, also a Greek poem, as well as in a far more modern work,


the French classic, Télémaque, written by Fénelon for his pupil the


Dauphin, in the age of Louis XIV.



Another great series of Greek poems is the Theban Cycle, which
comprises the Thebais, by some unknown author, wherein is related in
full the story of Oedipus, that of the Seven Kings before Thèbes, and
the doings of the Epigoni.

There exist also cyclic poems in regard to the labors of Heracles,
among others one called Oechalia, which has proved a priceless mine
for poets, dramatists, painters, and sculptors.[1]

In the Alexandra by Lycophron (270 B.C.), and in a similar poem by


Quintus Smyrnaeus, in fourteen books, we find tedious sequels to the


Iliad, wherein Alexander is represented as a descendant of Achilles.


Indeed, the life and death of Alexander the Great are also the source


of innumerable epics, as well as of romances in Greek, Latin, French,


German, and English. The majority of these are based upon the epic of


Callisthenes, 110 A.D., wherein an attempt was made to prove that


Alexander descended directly from the Egyptian god Jupiter Ammon or,


at least, from his priest Nectanebus.



Besides being told in innumerable Greek versions, the tale of Troy has
frequently been repeated in Latin, and it enjoyed immense popularity
all throughout Europe in the Middle Ages. It was, however, most
beloved in France, where Benoit de St. Maur's interminable "Roman de
Troie," as well as his "Roman d'Alexandre," greatly delighted the
lords and ladies of his time.

Besides the works based on the story of Troy or on the adventures of
Alexander, we have in Greek the Theogony of Hesiod in some 1022 lines,
a miniature Greek mythology, giving the story of the origin and the
doings of the Greek gods, as well as the Greek theory in regard to the
creation of the world.

Among later Greek works we must also note the Shield of Heracles and
the Eoiae or Catalogue of the Boetian heroines who gave birth to
demi-gods or heroes.

In 194 B.C. Apollonius Rhodius at Alexandria wrote the Argonautica, in
four books, wherein he relates the adventures of Jason in quest of the
golden fleece. This epic was received so coldly that the poet, in
disgust, withdrew to Rhodes, where, having remodelled his work, he
obtained immense applause.

The principal burlesque epic in Greek, the Bactrachomyomachia, or
Battle of Frogs and Mice, is attributed to Homer, but only some 300
lines of this work remain, showing what it may have been.

Footnote

[Footnote 1: A detailed account of Oedipus, Heracles, the Argonauts,
and the "War of Troy" is given in the author's "Myths of Greece and
Rome."]

THE ILIAD
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Introduction. Jupiter, king of the gods, refrained from an alliance
with Thetis, a sea divinity, because he was told her son would be
greater than his father. To console her, however, he decreed that all
the gods should attend her nuptials with Peleus, King of Thessaly. At
this wedding banquet the Goddess of Discord produced a golden apple,
inscribed "To the fairest," which Juno, Minerva, and Venus claimed.

Because the gods refused to act as umpires in this quarrel, Paris, son
of the King of Troy, was chosen. As an oracle had predicted before his
birth that he would cause the ruin of his city, Paris was abandoned on
a mountain to perish, but was rescued by kindly shepherds.

On hearing Juno offer him worldly power, Minerva boundless wisdom, and
Venus the most beautiful wife in the world, Paris bestowed the prize
of beauty upon Venus. She, therefore, bade him return to Troy, where
his family was ready to welcome him, and sail thence to Greece to
kidnap Helen, daughter of Jupiter and Leda and wife of Menelaus, King
of Sparta. So potent were this lady's charms that her step-father had
made all her suitors swear never to carry her away from her husband,
and to aid in her recovery should she ever be kidnapped.

Shortly after his arrival at Sparta and during a brief absence of
its king, Paris induced Helen to elope with him. On his return the
outraged husband summoned the suitors to redeem their pledge, and
collected a huge force at Aulis, where Agamemnon his brother became
leader of the expedition. Such was the popularity of this war that
even heroes who had taken no oath were anxious to make part of the
punitive expedition, the most famous of these warriors being Achilles,
son of Thetis and Peleus.

After many adventures the Greeks, landing on the shores of Asia, began
besieging the city, from whose ramparts Helen watched her husband and
his allies measure their strength against the Trojans. Such was the
bravery displayed on both sides that the war raged nine years without
any decisive advantage being obtained. At the end of this period,
during a raid, the Greeks secured two female captives, which were
awarded to Agamemnon and to Achilles in recognition of past services.

Although the above events are treated in sundry other Greek poems and
epics,—which no longer exist entire, but form part of a cycle,—"The
Iliad," accredited to Homer, takes up the story at this point, and
relates the wrath of Achilles, together with the happenings of some
fifty days in the ninth year.

Book I. After invoking the Muse to aid him sing the wrath of
Achilles, the poet relates how Apollo's priest came in person to the
Greek camp to ransom his captive daughter, only to be treated with
contumely by Agamemnon. In his indignation this priest besought Apollo
to send down a plague to decimate the foe's forces, and the Greeks
soon learned from their oracles that its ravages would not cease until
the maiden was restored to her father.

Nor will the god's awaken'd fury cease,


But plagues shall spread, and funeral fires increase,


Till the great king, without a ransom paid,


To her own Chrysa send the black-eyed maid.[2]



In a formal council Agamemnon is therefore asked to relinquish his
captive, but violently declares that he will do so only in case he
receives Achilles' slave. This insolent claim so infuriates the young
hero that he is about to draw his sword, when Minerva, unseen by the
rest, bids him hold his hand, and state that should Agamemnon's threat
be carried out he will withdraw from the war.

Although the aged Nestor employs all his honeyed eloquence to soothe
this quarrel, both chiefs angrily withdraw, Agamemnon to send his
captive back to her father, and Achilles to sulk in his tent.

It is while he is thus engaged that Agamemnon's heralds appear and
lead away his captive. Mindful of Minerva's injunctions, Achilles
allows her to depart, but registers a solemn oath that, even were the
Greeks to perish, he will lend them no aid. Then, strolling down to
the shore, he summons his mother from the watery deep, and implores
her to use her influence to avenge his wrongs. Knowing his life will
prove short though glorious, Thetis promises to visit Jupiter on
Olympus in his behalf. There she wins from the Father of the Gods a
promise that the Greeks will suffer defeat as long as her son does not
fight in their ranks,—a promise confirmed by his divine nod. This,
however, arouses the wrath and jealousy of Juno, whom Jupiter is
compelled to chide so severely that peace and harmony are restored in
Olympus only when Vulcan, acting as cup-bearer, rouses the
inextinguishable laughter of the gods by his awkward limp.

Book II. That night, while all are sleeping, Zeus sends a deceptive
dream to Agamemnon to suggest the moment has come to attack Troy. At
dawn, therefore, Agamemnon calls an assembly, and the chiefs decide to
test the mettle of the Greeks by ordering a return home, and, in the
midst of these preparations, summoning the men to fight.

These signs of imminent departure incense Juno and Minerva, who, ever
since the golden apple was bestowed upon Venus, are sworn foes of
Paris and Troy. In disguise, therefore, Minerva urges Ulysses,
wiliest of the Greeks, to silence the clown Thersites[5], and admonish
his companions that if they return home empty-handed they will be
disgraced. Only too pleased, Ulysses reminds his countrymen how, just
before they left home, a serpent crawled from beneath the altar and
devoured eight young sparrows and the mother who tried to defend them,
adding that this was an omen that for nine years they would vainly
besiege Troy but would triumph in the tenth.

His eloquent reminder, reinforced by patriotic speeches from Nestor


and Agamemnon, determines the Greeks to attempt a final attack upon


Troy. So, with the speed and destructive fury of a furious fire, the


Greek army, whose forces and leaders are all named, sweeps on toward


Troy, where Iris has flown to warn the Trojans of their approach.



As on some mountain, through the lofty grove


The crackling flames ascend and blaze above;


The fires expanding, as the winds arise,


Shoot their long beams and kindle half the skies:


So from the polish'd arms and brazen shields


A gleamy splendor flash'd along the fields.



It is in the form of one of Priam's sons that this divinity enters the
palace, where, as soon as Hector hears the news, he musters his
warriors, most conspicuous among whom are his brother Paris, and
Aeneas, son of Venus and Anchises.

Book III. Both armies now advance toward each other, the Trojans
uttering shrill cries like migratory cranes, while the Greeks maintain
an impressive silence. When near enough to recognize his wife's
seducer, Menelaus rushes forward to attack Paris, who, terrified,
takes refuge in the ranks of the Trojan host. So cowardly a retreat,
however, causes Hector to express the bitter wish that his brother had
died before bringing disgrace upon Troy. Although conscious of
deserving reproof, Paris, after reminding his brother all men are not
constituted alike, offers to redeem his honor by fighting Menelaus,
provided Helen and her treasures are awarded to the victor. This
proposal proves so welcome, that Hector checks the advance of his men
and proposes this duel to the Greeks, who accept his terms, provided
Priam will swear in person to the treaty.

Meanwhile Iris, in guise of a princess, has entered the Trojan palace
and bidden Helen hasten to the ramparts to see the two armies—instead
of fighting—offering sacrifices as a preliminary to the duel, of
which she is to be the prize. Donning a veil and summoning her
attendants, Helen seeks the place whence Priam and his ancient
counsellors gaze down upon the plain. On beholding her, even these
aged men admit the two nations are excusable for so savagely disputing
her possession, while Priam, with fatherly tact, ascribes the war to
the gods alone.

These, when the Spartan queen approach'd the tower,


In secret own'd resistless beauty's power:


They cried, "No wonder such celestial charms


For nine long years have set the world in arms;


What winning grace! what majestic mien!


She moves a goddess and she looks a queen!"



Then he invites Helen to sit beside him and name the Greeks he points
out, among whom she recognizes, with bitter shame, her brother-in-law
Agamemnon, Ulysses the wily, and Ajax the bulwark of Greece. Then,
while she is vainly seeking the forms of her twin brothers, messengers
summon Priam down-to the plain to swear to the treaty, a task he has
no sooner performed than he drives back to Troy, leaving Hector and
Ulysses to measure out the duelling ground and to settle by lot which
champion shall strike first.

Fate having favored Paris, he advances in brilliant array, and soon
contrives to shatter Menelaus' sword. Thus deprived of a weapon,
Menelaus boldly grasps his adversary by his plumed helmet and drags
him away, until, seeing her protégé in danger, Venus breaks the
fastenings of his helmet, which alone remains in Menelaus' hands. Then
she spirits Paris back to the Trojan palace, where she leaves him
resting on a couch, and hurries off, in the guise of an old crone, to
twitch Helen's veil, whispering that Paris awaits her at home.
Recognizing the goddess in spite of her disguise, Helen reproaches
her, declaring she has no desire ever to see Paris again, but Venus,
awing Helen into submission, leads her back to the palace. There
Paris, after artfully ascribing Menelaus' triumph to Minerva's aid,
proceeds to woo Helen anew. Meantime Menelaus vainly ranges to and
fro, seeking his foe and hotly accusing the Trojans of screening him,
while Agamemnon clamors for the immediate surrender of Helen, saving
the Greeks have won.

Book IV. The gods on Mount Olympus, who have witnessed all, now
taunt each other with abetting the Trojans or Greeks, as the case may
be. After this quarrel has raged some time, Jupiter bids Minerva go
down, and violate the truce; so, in the guise of a warrior, she
prompts a Trojan archer to aim at Menelaus a dart which produces a
nominal wound. This is enough, however, to excite Agamemnon to avenge
the broken treaty. A moment later the Greek phalanx advances, urged on
by Minerva, while the Trojans, equally inspired by Mars, rush to meet
them with similar fury. Streams of blood now flow, the earth trembles
beneath the crash of falling warriors, and the roll of war chariots is
like thunder. Although it seems for a while as if the Greeks are
gaining the advantage, Apollo spurs the Trojans to new efforts by
reminding them that Achilles, their most dreaded foe, is absent.

Book V. Seeing the battle well under way, Minerva now drags Mars out
of the fray, suggesting that mortals settle their quarrel unaided.
Countless duels now occur, many lives are lost, and sundry miracles
are performed. Diomedes, for instance, being instantly healed of a
grievous wound by Minerva, plunges back into the fray and fights until
Aeneas bids an archer check his destructive career. But this man is
slain before he can obey, and Aeneas himself would have been killed by
Diomedes had not Venus snatched him away from the battle-field. While
she does this, Diomedes wounds her in the hand, causing her to drop
her son, whom Apollo rescues, while she hastens off to obtain from
Mars the loan of his chariot, wherein to drive back to Olympus. There,
on her mother's breast, Venus sobs out the tale of her fright, and,
when healed, is sarcastically advised to leave fighting to the other
gods and busy herself only with the pleasures of love.

The sire of gods and men superior smiled,


And, calling Venus, thus address'd his child:


"Not these, O daughter, are thy proper cares,


Thee milder arts befit, and softer wars;


Sweet smiles are thine, and kind endearing charms;


To Mars and Pallas leave the deeds of arms."



Having snatched Aeneas out of danger, Apollo conveys him to Pergamus
to be healed, leaving on the battle-field in his stead a phantom to
represent him. Then Apollo challenges Mars to avenge Venus' wound, and
the fray which ensues becomes so bloody that "Homeric battle" has been
ever since the accepted term for fierce fighting. It is because Mars
and Bellona protect Hector that the Trojans now gain some advantage,
seeing which, Juno and Minerva hasten to the rescue of the Greeks.
Arriving on the battle-field, Juno, assuming the form of Stentor
(whose brazen tones have become proverbial), directs the Greek
onslaught. Meanwhile, instigated by Minerva, Diomedes attacks Mars,
who, receiving a wound, emits such a roar of pain that both armies
shudder. Then he too is miraculously conveyed to Olympus, where, after
exhibiting his wound, he denounces Minerva who caused it. But,
although Jupiter sternly rebukes his son, he takes such prompt
measures to relieve his suffering, that Mars is soon seated at the
Olympian board, where before long he is joined by Juno and Minerva.

Book VI. Meanwhile the battle rages, and in the midst of broken
chariots, flying steeds, and clouds of dust, we descry Menelaus and
Agamemnon doing wonders and hear Nestor cheering on the Greeks. The
Trojans are about to yield before their onslaught, when a warrior
warns Hector, and the just returned Aeneas, of their dire peril.
After conferring hastily with his friends, Hector returns to Troy to
direct the women to implore Minerva's favor, while Aeneas goes to
support their men. At the Scaean Gate, Hector meets the mothers,
wives, and daughters of the combatants, who, at his suggestion, gladly
prepare costly offerings to be borne to Minerva's temple in solemn
procession.

Then Hector himself rushes to the palace, where, refusing all
refreshment, he goes in quest of Paris, whom he finds in the company
of Helen and her maids, idly polishing his armor. Indignantly Hector
informs his brother the Trojans are perishing without the walls in
defence of the quarrel he kindled, but which he is too cowardly to
uphold! Although admitting he deserves reproaches, Paris declares he
is about to return to the battle-field, for Helen has just rekindled
all his ardor. Seeing Hector does not answer, Helen timidly expresses
her regret at having caused these woes, bitterly wishing fate had
bound her to a man noble enough to feel and resent an insult. With a
curt recommendation to send Paris after him as soon as possible,
Hector hastens off to his own dwelling, for he longs to embrace his
wife and son, perhaps for the last time.

There he finds none but the servants at home, who inform him that his
wife has gone to the watch-tower, whither he now hastens. The meeting
between Hector and Andromache, her tender reproaches at the risks he
runs, and her passionate reminder that since Achilles deprived her of
her kin he is her sole protector, form the most touching passage in
the Iliad. Gently reminding her he must go where honor calls, and
sadly admitting he is haunted by visions of fallen Troy and of her
plight as a captive, Hector adds that to protect her from such a fate
he must fight. But when he holds out his arms to his child, the little
one, terrified by the plumes on his helmet, refuses to come to him
until he lays it aside. Having embraced his infant son, Hector
fervently prays he may grow up to defend the Trojans, ere he hands
him back to Andromache, from whom he also takes tender leave.

Thus having spoke, the illustrious chief of Troy


Stretch'd his fond arms to clasp the lovely boy.


The babe clung crying to his nurse's breast,


Seared at the dazzling helm and nodding crest.


With secret pleasure each fond parent smiled


And Hector hasted to relieve his child,


The glittering terrors from his brows unbound,


And placed the beaming helmet on the ground;


Then kiss'd the child, and, lifting high in air,


Thus to the gods preferr'd a father's prayer:


"O thou! whose glory fills the ethereal throne,


And all ye deathless powers! protect my son!


Grant him, like me, to purchase just renown,


To guard the Trojans, to defend the crown,


Against his country's foes the war to wage,


And rise the Hector of the future age!


So when triumphant from successful toils


Of heroes slain he bears the reeking spoils,


Whole hosts may hail him with deserved acclaim,


And say, 'This chief transcends his father's fame:'


While pleased amidst the general shouts of Troy,


His mother's conscious heart o'erflows with joy."



Then, resuming his helmet, Hector drives out of the Scaean Gate and is
joined by his brother Paris, now full of ambition to fight.

Book VII. Joyfully the Trojans hail the arrival of both brothers,
before whose fierce onslaught the Greeks soon fall back in their turn.
Meanwhile Minerva and Apollo, siding with opposite forces, decide to
inspire the Trojans to challenge the Greeks to a single fight, and,
after doing this, perch upon a tree, in the guise of vultures, to
watch the result. Calling for a suspension of hostilities, Hector
dares any Greek to fight him, stipulating that the arms of the
vanquished shall be the victor's prize, but that his remains shall
receive honorable burial. Conscious that none of their warriors—save
Achilles—match Hector, the Greeks at first hesitate, but, among the
nine who finally volunteer, Ajax is chosen by lot to be the Greek
champion. Overjoyed at this opportunity to distinguish himself, Ajax
advances with boastful confidence to meet Hector, who, undismayed by
his size and truculent speeches, enters into the fight. The duel is,
however, not fought to a finish, for the heralds interrupt it at
nightfall, pronouncing the champions equal in strength and skill and
postponing its issue until the morrow.

In his elation Ajax offers thanks to Jupiter before attending a
banquet, where Nestor prudently advises his friends to fortify their
camp by erecting earthworks. While the Greeks are feasting, the
Trojans debate whether it would not be wise to apologize for the
broken truce and restore Helen and her treasures to the Greeks. But
this suggestion is so angrily rejected by Paris that Priam suggests
they propose instead an armistice of sufficient length to enable both
parties to bury their dead.

At dawn, therefore, Trojan heralds visit Agamemnon's tent to propose a
truce, and offer any indemnification save Helen's return. But,
although the Greeks consent to an armistice, they feel so confident of
success that they refuse all offers of indemnity. Both parties now
bury their dead, a sight witnessed by the gods, who, gazing down from
Olympus, become aware of the earthen ramparts .erected during the
night to protect the Greek fleet. This sight prompts Neptune to
express jealous fears lest these may eclipse the walls he built around
Troy, but Jupiter pacifies him by assuring him he can easily bury them
beneath the sand as soon as the war is over.

Book VIII. At daybreak Jupiter summons the gods, forbidding them to
lend aid to either party, under penalty of perpetual imprisonment in
Tartarus. Having decreed this, Jupiter betakes himself to Mount Ida,
whence he proposes to watch all that is going on. It is there, at
noon, that he takes out his golden balances, and places in opposite
scales the fates of Troy and Greece. A moment later a loud clap of
thunder proclaims the day's advantage will remain with the Trojans,
whose leader, Hector, is protected by Jupiter's thunder-bolts each
time that Diomedes attacks him. This manifestation of divine favor
strikes terror in the hearts of the Greeks, but encourages the
Trojans. They, therefore, hotly pursue the Greeks to their ramparts,
which Hector urges them to scale when the foe seeks refuge behind
them.

Seeing the peril of the Greeks, Juno urges Agamemnon to visit Ulysses'
tent, and there proclaim, in such loud tones that Achilles cannot fail
to overhear him, that their vessels will soon be in flames. Then,
fearing for his companions, Agamemnon prays so fervently for aid that
an eagle flies over the camp and drops a lamb upon the Greek altar.
This omen of good fortune renews the courage of the Greeks, and
stimulates the archer Teucer to cause new havoc in the Trojan ranks
with his unfailing arrows, until Hector hurls a rock, which lays him
low, and rushes into the Greek camp.

Full of anxiety for their protégés, Juno and Minerva forget Jupiter's
injunctions, and are about to hurry off to their rescue, when the king
of the gods bids them stop, assuring them the Greeks will suffer
defeat, until, Patroclus having fallen, Achilles arises to avenge him.
When the setting sun signals the close of the day's fight, although
the Greeks are still in possession of their tents, the Trojans bivouac
in the plain, just outside the trench, to prevent their escape.

Book IX. Such anxiety reigns in the Greek camp that Agamemnon holds
a council in his tent. There, almost choked by tears, he declares no
alternative remains save flight, but Diomedes so hotly contradicts him
that the Greeks decide to remain. At Nestor's suggestion, Agamemnon
then tries to atone for his insult to Achilles by gifts and apologies,
instructing the bearers to promise the return of the captive and to
offer an alliance with one of his daughters, if Achilles will only
come to their aid. Wending their way through the moonlit camp, these
emissaries find Achilles idly listening to Patroclus' music. After
delivering the message, Ulysses makes an eloquent appeal in behalf of
his countrymen, but Achilles coldly rejoins the Greeks will have to
defend themselves as he is about to depart. Such is his resentment
that he refuses to forgive Agamemnon, although his aged tutor urges
him to be brave enough to conquer himself. Most reluctantly therefore
Ulysses and Ajax return, and, although sleep hovers over Achilles'
tent, dismay reigns within that of Agamemnon, until Diomedes vows they
will yet prove they do not need Achilles' aid.

Book X. Exhausted by the day's efforts, most of the Greeks have
fallen asleep, when Agamemnon, after conversing for a while with
Menelaus, arouses Nestor, Ulysses, and Diomedes to inspect their
posts. It is in the course of these rounds that Nestor suggests one of
their number steal into the Trojan camp to discover their plans. This
suggestion is eagerly seized by Diomedes and Ulysses, who, on their
way to the enemy's camp, encounter Dolon, a Trojan spy, who is coming
to find out what they are planning. Crouching among the corpses,
Diomedes and Ulysses capture this man, from whom they wring all the
information they require, together with exact directions to find the
steeds of Rhesus. To secure this prize, Ulysses and Diomedes steal
into the Trojan camp, where, after slaying a few sleepers, they
capture the steeds and escape in safety, thanks to Minerva's aid. On
seeing his friends emerge from the gloom with so glorious a prize,
Nestor, who has been anxiously watching, expresses great joy, and
invites his companions to refresh themselves after their exertions.

Old Nestor first perceived the approaching sound,


Bespeaking thus the Grecian peers around:


"Methinks the noise of trampling steeds I hear,


Thickening this way, and gathering on my ear;


Perhaps some horses of the Trojan breed


(So may, ye gods! my pious hopes succeed)


The great Tydides and Ulysses bear,


Return'd triumphant with this prize of war."



Book XI. At daybreak Jupiter sends Discord to waken the Greeks and,
when they appear in battle array, hurls a thunder-bolt as a signal for
the fight to begin. Stimulated by Hector's ardor, the Trojans now
pounce like ravening wolves upon their foes, but, in spite of their
courage, are driven back almost to the Scean Gate. To encourage
Hector, however, Jupiter warns him, that once Agamemnon is wounded the
tide will turn. Soon after, a javelin strikes Agamemnon, and Hector,
seeing him borne to his tent, urges his men on with new vehemence
until he forces back the Greeks in his turn. In the ensuing medley
both Diomedes and Ulysses are wounded, and Achilles, moodily lounging
on the prow of his ship, sees Nestor bring them into camp. Wishing to
ascertain who has been hurt, he sends Patroclus to find out. Thus this
warrior learns how many of the Greeks are wounded, and is persuaded to
try to induce Achilles to assist their countrymen, or at least to
allow his friend to lead his forces to their rescue.

Book XII. Although the Trojans are now fiercely trying to enter the
Greek camp, their efforts are baffled until Hector, dismounting from
his chariot, attacks the mighty wall which the gods are to level as
soon as the war is over. Thanks to his efforts, its gates are battered
in, and the Trojans pour into the Greek camp, where many duels occur,
and where countless warriors are slain on both sides.

Book XIII. Having effected an entrance into the camp, the Trojans
rush forward to set fire to the ships, hoping thus to prevent the
escape of their foes. Perceiving the peril of the Greeks, Neptune, in
the guise of a priest, urges them to stand fast.

Then with his sceptre, that the deep controls,


He touched the chiefs and steel'd their manly souls:


Strength, not their own, the touch divine imparts,


Prompts their light limbs, and swells their daring hearts.


Then, as a falcon from the rocky height,


Her quarry seen, impetuous at the sight,


Forth-springing instant, darts herself from high,


Shoots on the wing, and skims along the sky:


Such, and so swift, the power of ocean flew;


The wide horizon shut him from their view.



But the advantage does not remain continuously with the Trojans, for
Hector is soon beaten back, and, seeing his people's peril, again
hotly reviles Paris, whose crime has entailed all this bloodshed.

Book XIV. In the midst of the gloom caused by a new irruption of the
Trojans in the Greek camp, Nestor hastens to the spot where the
wounded Agamemnon, Ulysses, and Diomedes are watching the fight. But,
although Agamemnon renews his former suggestion that they depart,
Diomedes and Ulysses, scorning it, prepare to return to the fray, in
spite of their wounds. This renewal of Greek courage pleases Juno,
who, fearing Jupiter will again interfere in behalf of the Trojans,
proceeds by coquettish wiles and with the aid of the God of Sleep to
lull him into a state of forgetfulness. This feat accomplished, Juno
sends Sleep to urge the Greeks to make the most of this respite, and,
thus stimulated, they fight on, until Ajax hurls a rock which lays
Hector low. But, before he and his companions can secure this victim,
Hector is rescued by his men, who speedily convey him to the river,
where plentiful bathing soon restores his senses.

Book XV. Thus temporarily deprived of a leader, the Trojans fall
back to the place where they left their chariots. They are just
mounting in confusion, in order to flee, when Jupiter, rousing from
his nap, and realizing how he has been tricked, discharges his wrath
upon Juno's head. Hearing her attribute the blame to Neptune, Jupiter
wrathfully orders his brother back to his realm and despatches Apollo
to cure Hector. Then he reiterates that the Greeks shall be worsted
until Patroclus, wearing Achilles' armor, takes part in the fray. He
adds that, after slaying his son Sarpedon, this hero will succumb
beneath Hector's sword, and that, to avenge Patroclus' death, Achilles
will slay Hector and thus insure the fall of Troy.

Once more the Trojans drive back the Greeks, who would have given up
in despair had not Jupiter encouraged them by a clap of thunder.
Hearing the Trojans again burst into camp, Patroclus rushes out of
Achilles' tent and sees Teucer winging one deadly arrow after another
among the foe. But, in spite of his skill, and although Ajax fights
like a lion at bay, Hector and the Trojans press fiercely forward,
torch in hand, to fire the Greek ships.

Book XVI. Appalled by this sight, Patroclus rushes back to Achilles,
and, after vainly urging him to fight, persuades him to lend him his
armor, chariot, and men. But, even while furthering his friend's
departure, Achilles charges him neither to slay Hector nor take Troy,
as he wishes to reserve that double honor for himself. It is just as
the first vessels are enveloped in flames that Patroclus rushes to the
rescue of his countrymen. At the sight of a warrior whom they mistake
for Achilles, and at this influx of fresh troops, the Trojans beat a
retreat, and the Greeks, fired with new courage, pursue them across
the plain and to the very gates of Troy. Such is Patroclus' ardor
that, forgetting Achilles' injunctions, he is about to attack Hector,
when Sarpedon challenges him to a duel. Knowing this fight will prove
fatal to his beloved son, Jupiter causes a bloody dew to fall upon
earth, and despatches Sleep and Death to take charge of his remains,
which they are to convey first to Olympus to receive a fatherly kiss
and then to Lycia for burial. No sooner is Sarpedon slain than a grim
fight ensues over his spoil and remains, but while the Greeks secure
his armor, his corpse is borne away by Apollo, who, after purifying it
from all battle soil, entrusts it to Sleep and Death.

Meantime, renewing his pursuit of the Trojans, Patroclus is about to
scale the walls of Troy, when Apollo reminds him the city is not to
fall a prey either to him or to his friend. Then, in the midst of a
duel in which Patroclus engages with Hector, Apollo snatches the
helmet off the Greek hero's head, leaving him thus exposed to his
foe's deadly blows. The dying Patroclus, therefore, declares that had
not the gods betrayed him he would have triumphed, and predicts that
Achilles will avenge his death. Meantime, pleased with having slain so
redoubtable a foe, Hector makes a dash to secure Achilles' chariot and
horses, but fails because the driver (Automedon) speeds away.

Book XVII. On seeing Patroclus fall, Menelaus rushes forward to
defend his remains and rescue Achilles' armor from the foe. Warned of
this move, Hector abandons the vain pursuit of Achilles' chariot, and
returns to claim his spoil. He has barely secured it when Menelaus and
Ajax attack him, and a mad battle takes place over Patroclus' remains,
while Achilles' horses weep for the beloved youth who so often
caressed them.

Book XVIII. No sooner is the death of Patroclus known in Achilles'
tent than the female captives wail, while the hero groans so loudly
that Thetis hears him. Rising from the depths of the sea, she hurries
to his side, regretting his brief life should be marred by so much
sorrow. Then, hearing him swear to avenge his friend, she entreats him
to wait until the morrow, so she can procure him armor from Vulcan.
Having obtained this promise, she hastens off to visit the god and
bespeak his aid in behalf of her son.

Meanwhile the Greeks, who are trying to bear away Patroclus' remains,
are so hard pressed by the Trojans that Juno sends word Achilles must
interfere. Hampered by a lack of armor and by the promise to his
mother, the hero ventures only as far as the trench, where, however,
he utters so threatening a war-cry that the Trojans flee, and the
Greeks are thus able to bring Patroclus' body safely into camp, just
as the sun sets and the day's fighting ends.

Having unharnessed their steeds, the Trojans assemble to consider
whether it will not be best to retreat within their walls, for they
know Achilles will appear on the morrow to avenge Patroclus. But
Hector so vehemently insists that they maintain the advantage gained,
that they camp on the plain, where Jupiter predicts his wife's wish
will be granted and her favorite Achilles win great glory. It is in
the course of that night that Thetis visits Vulcan's forge and in the
attitude of a suppliant implores the divine blacksmith to make an
armor for her son. Not only does Vulcan consent, but hurries off to
his anvil, where he and Cyclops labor to such good purpose that a
superb suit of armor is ready by dawn.

Book XIX. Aurora has barely risen from the bosom of the sea, when
Thetis enters her son's tent, bearing these wonderful weapons. Finding
him still weeping over his friend's remains, Thetis urges him to rouse
himself and fight. At the sight of the armor she brings, Achilles'
ardor is so kindled that he proclaims he will avenge his friend.
Pleased to think the Greeks will have the help of this champion,
Agamemnon humbly apologizes for the past, proffering gifts and a
feast, which latter Achilles refuses to attend as long as Patroclus is
unavenged. Before entering into battle, however, our hero implores his
divine steeds to do their best, only to be warned by one of them that,
although they will save him to-day, the time is fast coming when he
too will fall victim to the anger of the gods. Undaunted by this
prophecy, Achilles jumps into his chariot and sets out for the fray,
uttering his blood-curdling war-cry.

With unabated rage—"So let it be!


Portents and prodigies are lost on me.


I know my fate: to die, to see no more


My much-loved parents and my native shore—


Enough—when heaven ordains, I sink in night:


Now perish Troy!" He said, and rush'd to fight.



Book XX. The gods, assembled on Mount Olympus, are told by Jupiter
that, whereas he intends merely to witness the fight, they may all
take part in it, provided they remember Achilles is to reap the main
honors of the day. Hearing this, the gods dart off to side with Troy
and Greece, as their inclinations prompt, and thus take an active part
in the battle, for which Jupiter gives the signal by launching a
thunder-bolt. Not only do the gods fight against each other on this
day, but use all their efforts to second their favorites in every way.
Before long, however, it becomes so evident they are merely delaying
the inevitable issue, that they agree to withdraw from the field,
leaving mortals to settle the matter themselves.

There are vivid descriptions of sundry encounters, including one
between Achilles and Aeneas, wherein both heroes indulge in boastful
speeches before coming to blows. At one time, when Aeneas is about to
get the worst of it, the gods, knowing he is reserved for greater
things, snatch him from the battle-field and convey him to a place of
safety. Thus miraculously deprived of his antagonist, Achilles resumes
his quest for Hector, who has hitherto been avoiding him, but who,
seeing one of his brothers fall beneath the Greek's blows, meets him
bravely. But, as the moment of Hector's death has not yet come, the
gods separate these two fighters, although their hatred is such that,
whenever they catch a glimpse of each other, they rush forward to
renew the fight.

Book XXI. Fleeing before the Greeks, the Trojans reach the Xanthus
River, into which Achilles plunges after them, and where, after
killing hosts of victims, he secures a dozen prisoners to sacrifice on
his friend's tomb. Hearing Achilles refuse mercy to a young Trojan,
and enraged because he has choked his bed with corpses, the River God
suddenly rises to chide him, but Achilles is now in so defiant a mood
that he is ready to fight even the gods themselves. In spite of his
courage he would, however, have been drowned, had not Neptune and
Minerva come to his rescue, fighting the waters with fire, and
assuring him Hector will soon lie lifeless at his feet.

He ceased; wide conflagration blazing round;


The bubbled waters yield a hissing sound.


As when the flames beneath a cauldron rise,


To melt the fat of some rich sacrifice,


Amid the fierce embrace of circling fires


The waters foam, the heavy smoke aspires:


So boils the imprison'd flood, forbid to flow,


And choked with vapors feels his bottom glow.



The course of this day's fighting is anxiously watched by old King
Priam from the top of the Trojan ramparts, and, when he sees
Achilles' forces pursuing his fleeing army across the plain, he orders
the gates opened to admit the fugitives, and quickly closed again so
the foe cannot enter too. To facilitate this move, Apollo assumes the
guise of Hector and decoys Achilles away from the gates until the bulk
of the Trojan army is safe.

Book XXII. Meantime the real Hector is stationed beside the gate,
and Achilles, suddenly perceiving he has been pursuing a mere phantom,
darts with a cry of wrath toward his foe. Seeing him coming, Hector's
parents implore him to seek refuge within the walls, but the young man
is too brave to accept such a proposal. Still, when he sees the fire
in Achilles' eyes, he cannot resist an involuntary recoil, and
turning, flees, with Achilles in close pursuit, hurling taunts at him.

These warriors circle the citadel, until the gods, looking on, knowing
they can no longer defer Hector's death, but wishing it to be
glorious, send Apollo down to urge him to fight. In the guise of one
of Hector's brothers, this god offers to aid him, so, thus supported,
Hector turns to meet Achilles, with whom before fighting he tries to
bargain that the victor shall respect the remains of the vanquished.
But Achilles refuses to listen to terms, and in the course of the
ensuing duel is ably seconded by Minerva, while Hector, who depends
upon his supposed brother to supply him with weapons when his fail, is
basely deserted by Apollo.

Seeing him disarmed, Achilles finally deals him a deadly blow, and,
although the dying hero tries to abate his resentment, loudly
proclaims he shall be a prey to vultures and wolves. Hearing this,
Hector curses his conqueror and dies, predicting Achilles shall be
slain by Paris. His victim having breathed his last, Achilles ties him
by the heels to his chariot, and then drives off with Hector's noble
head trailing in the dust!

Meantime Andromache, busy preparing for her husband's return, is so
startled by loud cries that she rushes off to the ramparts to find out
what has occurred. Arriving there just in time to see her husband
dragged away, she faints at the pitiful sight, and, on coming back to
her senses, bewails her sad fate, foresees an unhappy fate for her
infant son, and regrets not being able to bury her beloved husband.

Book XXIII. On reaching his tent with his victim, Achilles drags it
around Patroclus' remains, apostrophizing him and assuring him that
twelve Trojans shall be executed on his pyre, while his slayer's body
shall be a prey to the dogs. Then, having cast Hector's corpse on the
refuse heap, Achilles assembles the Greeks in his tent for a funeral
repast, after which they retire, leaving him to mourn. That night he
is visited by Patroclus' spirit, which warns him he will soon have to
die, and bespeaks funeral rites. This vision convinces Achilles that
the human soul does not perish with the body, and impels him to rouse
his companions at dawn to erect a huge pyre on the shore, where
innumerable victims are to be sacrificed to satisfy his friend's
spirit. Then he renews his promise that Hector's body shall be a prey
to the dogs, little suspecting that Venus has mounted guard over it,
so that no harm may befall it.

In describing the building and lighting of the pyre, the poet relates
how the flames were fanned by opposite winds, depicts the sacrifices
offered, the funeral games celebrated, and explains how the ashes were
finally placed in an urn, where those of Achilles were in time to
mingle with those of his friend.

Book XXIV. Although most of the Greek warriors are resting after the
strenuous pleasures of the day, Achilles weeps in his tent until
daybreak, when he harnesses his horses to his chariot and again drags
Hector's body around Patroclus' tomb, little suspecting how Venus and
Apollo guard it from all harm. It is only on the twelfth day after
Patroclus' death, that the gods interfere in behalf of the Trojans, by
sending Iris to Priam to guide him to Achilles' tent, where they
assure him his prayers will obtain his son's body. The rainbow goddess
not only serves as guide to the mourning father, but brings him unseen
into Achilles' tent, where, falling at the hero's feet, the aged
Priam sues in such touching terms that the Greek warrior's heart melts
and tears stream down his cheeks. Not only does he grant Priam's
request, but assures him he is far happier than Peleus, since he still
has several sons to cheer him although Hector has been slain.

These words soft pity in the chief inspire,


Touch'd with the dear remembrance of his sire.


Then with his hand (as prostrate still he lay)


The old man's cheek he gently turn'd away.


Now each by turns indulged the gush of woe;


And now the mingled tides together flow:


This low on earth, that gently bending o'er;


A father one, and one a son deplore:


But great Achilles different passions rend,


And now his sire he mourns, and now his friend.


The infectious softness through the heroes ran


One universal solemn shower began;


They bore as heroes, but they felt as man.



Still guided by Iris, Priam conveys the body of his son back to Troy,
where his mother, wife, and the other Trojan women utter a touching
lament. Then a funeral pyre is built, and the Iliad of Homer closes
with brave Hector's obsequies.

All Troy then moves to Priam's court again,


A solemn, silent, melancholy train:


Assembled there, from pious toil they rest,


And sadly shared the last sepulchral feast.


Such honors Ilion to her hero paid,


And peaceful slept the mighty Hector's shade.



Footnote

[Footnote 2: All the quotations from the Iliad are taken from Pope's
translation.]
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