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Praise for The Iliad

“Mitchell’s Iliad is slimmer and leaner than anything we have seen before . . . [and] is by far the most swift-footed in recent memory, the line driving forward in a way that gives force to the English and nicely suggests the galloping dactyls of Homer’s lines. This is especially useful in those many passages in which characters speak with heated emotion. . . . Mitchell’s is the first major English translation of the poem to implement the theories of the eminent British scholar M. L. West, stripping away what West argues are the impure, later additions to the original written text. . . . His strong five-beat rhythm is arguably the best yet in English.”

—Daniel Mendelsohn, The New Yorker

“Mitchell has been widely hailed for his masterful translations and this one, I think, will be regarded as the capstone of his reputation.”

—Bookviews

“Thrillingly recounts a big war, filled with big armies, masses of men and horses, tall black ships, a walled city scraping the heavens, jealous, deathless gods, the clash of divinely inspired heroes and women unequaled in beauty.”

—Chicago Sun Times

“A propulsive, muscular rendering.”

—The Washington Post

“A sturdy, muscular, and nuanced translation that will surely bring many new readers to this great work, ‘one of the monuments of our own magnificence,’ in Stephen Mitchell’s happy formulation.”

—John Banville, author of The Sea

“Mitchell is one of the great translators of our time, renowned for his Gilgamesh and Tao Te Ching and various parts of the Bible. He’s outdone himself with the Iliad, bringing Homer’s classic to a new generation with a strong, fresh take.”

—Portland Oregonian

“Mitchell’s Iliad powerfully communicates the spirit and the spectacle of the classic story through a subtle poetic style that reflects the essence of the original. Whether you’re reacquainting yourself with the work or coming to it for the first time, you’ll find Mitchell’s interpretation of the Iliad intensely rewarding. Reader, enjoy the spoils.”

—BookPage

“Mitchell’s [translation] has resulted in a livelier, more contemporary feel for this epic of world literature. The result is a faster-moving story. . . . Make room for this one on the shelf.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Stephen Mitchell’s wonderful new version of the Iliad is a worthy addition to his list of distinguished renditions of the classics.”

—Peter Matthiessen

“With this new translation of the Iliad, you’re in for a treat. It is not just the clarity of thought and language that make this a better English language translation than the ones you might have tackled back in high school. It’s actually better researched, as well, . . . resulting in a text that is, in some ways, thematically altered from any you might have read—or tried to read—before. But nothing trumps Mitchell’s language here and his understanding of the text.”

—January Magazine

“Stephen Mitchell has done a marvelous thing here: he has given fresh energy and poetic force to a work that perennially repays our attention. Without the Iliad the West would be a vastly poorer place; Homer’s achievement speaks to every successive generation with its unflinching understanding of the essential tragic nature of life. Mitchell’s translation is a grand accomplishment.”

—Jon Meacham, author of American Lion

“Mitchell’s very readable Iliad could well prove to be more popular than his rival translators.’ ”

—The Globe and Mail (Toronto)

“Mitchell has done more than any other translator to fill Matthew Arnold’s criteria for rendering Homer. This translation is ‘eminently rapid,’ ‘eminently plain and direct,’ and ‘eminently noble.’ In remarkably straightforward English, free of pretense and other distractions, the story keeps much of its original excitement and seriousness. Mitchell has completed a labor of true love and driven hard toward the real thing.”

—Sarah Ruden, Department of Classics, Wesleyan University, and translator of the Aeneid

“From the moment Stephen Mitchell opens with the ancient invocation of ‘the rage of Achilles,’ the reader is captivated by his rendition of Homer’s epic poem. . . . This handsome edition breaks through centuries of accumulated cultural weight and restores the Iliad to its rightful legacy as a gripping epic that will keep the reader up long past the appearance of the rosy-fingered dawn. . . . A powerful new translation of Homer’s Iliad that gracefully captures the true poetry of its enduring spirit.”

—Shelf Awareness for Readers

“Stephen Mitchell has translated the Iliad’s ‘serene music’ with a serenity and musicianship worthy of the original. His love of Homer’s humanity and his deep insight into this most timeless of poems radiate from every line of verse. Mitchell’s Iliad is a glorious achievement, free-flowing and natural but also carefully researched. It promises to become the foremost version of Homer’s epic in modern English.”

—James Romm, Professor of Classics, Bard College, and author of Ghost on the Throne: The Death of Alexander the Great and the War for Crown and Empire

“A strange, almost forgotten feeling overtook me as I first dipped into this new translation. I felt compelled to recite aloud! The prose rocks and has a macho cast to it, like rap music. It’s overtly virile stuff, propelled from the time when music, language, information, and politics were not yet distinguished, meaning the idea of the nerd did not yet exist.”

—Jaron Lanier, author of You Are Not a Gadget

“Stephen Mitchell’s five-beat line is a startlingly strong alternative to other translators’ attempts to capture the inimitably mellifluous flow of Homer’s Greek. Mitchell fits a meter to the poem, but also the poem to the meter, paring away words that could not work in English, aiming always to preserve the uncanny aesthetic distance and moral neutrality of the original at its full, thrilling, and horrifying depth. Read three pages, any three pages, and you’ll realize that, no, you are not yet done with Homer.”

—Jack Miles, author of God: A Biography

“Stephen Mitchell’s magnificent new translation of the Iliad reminds us that there is always a new and different way to read and interpret the great classics and that they need to be reinvigorated from generation to generation, just as we need to be reminded that they are, however venerated, above all stories: exciting, full of life and great characters—in short great entertainment, not just great monuments of culture or the Western canon. Mr. Mitchell has accomplished this difficult feat wonderfully well and produced a book that is both a joy to read and an Iliad for this generation.”

—Michael Korda, H. Litt., author of Hero, Ike, and Ulysses S. Grant

“Mitchell’s powerful verse allows us to read the Iliad as it was read in the ancient world, as an exciting narrative about war, anger, and regret, with a lucidity that reveals the poet’s profound insight into the tragic nature of the human condition.”

—Mary Lefkowitz, Professor Emerita of Classical Studies, Wellesley College, and author of Greek Gods, Human Lives

“In a lifetime of conspicuously successful translations, this is Stephen Mitchell’s greatest achievement.”

—Victor H. Mair, Professor of Chinese Language and Literature, University of Pennsylvania


[image: Image]


To Michael Katz


Contents

Introduction

About the Greek Text

About This Translation

On the Pronunciation of Greek Names

Map

The Iliad

Book 1

The quarrel between Agamemnon and Achilles. Achilles withdraws from the war and sends his mother, Thetis, to beg Zeus to help the Trojans. Zeus agrees. (Day 1, after nine days of plague, through day 14.)

Book 2

Agamemnon tests the troops, who immediately disperse. Odysseus restores order. Thersítes insults Agamemnon and is thrashed by Odysseus. The Achaeans march to battle. The Catalogue of Ships: lists of the Achaean and Trojan forces.(Night before day 15; day 15.)

Book 3

Paris challenges Menelaus to single combat. Helen and Priam observe the Achaean commanders from the wall of Troy. The two armies declare a truce and take a solemn oath not to break it. When Paris is defeated, Aphrodite saves him and carries him back to the palace. Paris and Helen in their bedroom.

Book 4

Zeus quarrels with Hera and Athena, then sends Athena to Troy to break the truce. She persuades Pandarus to shoot an arrow at Menelaus. Agamemnon sends for Macháon to heal his brother, then visits the commanders, praising some and rebuking others. The two armies fight.

Book 5

The exploits of Diomedes. He kills Pandarus and wounds Aeneas. Aphrodite rescues Aeneas but is wounded by Diomedes. Ares encourages the Trojans, and Aeneas, cured by Apollo, returns to the battle. Athena and Hera help the Achaeans, and Diomedes wounds Ares.

Book 6

The encounter between Glaucus and Diomedes. Hector returns to Troy and speaks with Hecuba, Helen, Paris, and finally Andromache. Hector and Paris return to the fighting.

Book 7

The combat between Hector and Ajax. Hector is losing when night comes on and the combat is halted. The burial of the dead. The Achaeans build a defensive wall and trench around their ships. (Night before day 16; days 16 and 17.)

Book 8

Zeus forbids the gods to intervene in the war. Hector, inspired by Zeus, drives the Achaeans back behind their wall. Hera and Athena go to help the Achaeans, but Zeus sends Iris to intercept them. Hector’s triumph is ended by the arrival of night. The Trojans bivouac on the plain. (Day 18.)

Book 9

The embassy to Achilles. Odysseus, Phoenix, and Ajax in turn try to persuade him to accept Agamemnon’s gifts of reconciliation and return to the war, but Achilles refuses. (Evening of day 18.)

Book 11*

The exploits of Agamemnon. He drives the Trojans back until he is wounded. Hector is hit by Diomedes, who is then wounded by Paris. Odysseus is wounded as well. Nestor urges Patroclus to enter the battle. (Day 19.)

Book 12

The Trojans attack the Achaeans’ wall. Hector breaks through it, and the Trojans swarm in. The Achaeans retreat to their ships.

Book 13

Poseidon rallies the Achaeans. The exploits of Idómeneus. Hector rallies the Trojans.

Book 14

Discussion between Nestor and the three wounded Achaean commanders. Hera seduces Zeus and puts him to sleep. In his absence, Poseidon rallies the Achaeans. Ajax wounds Hector.

Book 15

Zeus wakes up and orders Poseidon to leave the battlefield. Apollo heals Hector and smashes the Achaean wall. The Trojans push the Achaeans back among their ships.

Book 16

Patroclus gets Achilles’ permission to borrow his armor and march out at the head of the Myrmidon troops. The Trojans set Protesiláüs’s ship on fire. Patroclus leads the Myrmidons into battle and drives back the Trojans, but is killed by Euphórbus and Hector, with Apollo’s help.

Book 17

The battle around Patroclus’s body.

Book 18

Achilles’ grief over Patroclus. Thetis goes to Hephaestus, who creates magnificent new armor for Achilles.

Book 19

Achilles is reconciled with Agamemnon, puts on the armor, and goes out to fight. (Day 20.)

Book 20

The gods hold a council. A combat between Achilles and Aeneas is interrupted by Poseidon, who saves Aeneas. Achilles kills many Trojans.

Book 21

The battle between Achilles and the river Scamander. The gods fight among themselves. Achilles drives the Trojans inside their wall.

Book 22

Achilles chases Hector around the wall of Troy and finally kills him, with Athena’s help.

Book 23

The funeral of Patroclus and the funeral games. (Evening of day 20 through day 22.)

Book 24

Zeus commands Achilles to return Hector’s body and commands Priam to go to Achilles’ hut with a large ransom. Priam is led to the hut by Hermes. The encounter between Priam and Achilles. The funeral of Hector. (Evening of day 22 through day 45.)

Appendix: Book 10

Pronouncing Glossary

Acknowledgments

About Stephen Mitchell

Notes on the Introductory Sections

Notes on the Translation

Notes on the Greek Text

Bibliography
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Introduction

Reading the Iliad

We return to the Iliad because it is one of the monuments of our own magnificence. Its poetry lifts even the most devastating human events into the realm of the beautiful, and it shows us how vast and serene the mind can be even when it contemplates the horrors of war. “Every time I study this priceless work,” Goethe said, “I am thrust into a state of astonishment.”

It has always been a popular poem, in every sense of the word. In ancient Athens, more than twenty thousand people, as we know from Plato’s Ion, would go to the marketplace, theater, or open hillside, the way we might attend a concert, to hear a famous rhapsode recite “The Death of Hector” or “The Meeting of Priam and Achilles.” Most people in these crowds weren’t educated, and they must have gone, bringing picnic baskets and the ancient Greek equivalent of popcorn, prepared to be transported by the power of the story and the gorgeousness of the language, like the groundlings at Shakespeare’s Globe. This was poetry that gave pleasure to everyone—men and women, adults and children, the simple and the very sophisticated. It still has the power to move us all.

Here are two stories about its appeal: “Last week I was in Alice Springs,” a friend wrote to me, “in the Australian outback, and I went into a tiny café serving kangaroo tacos. The young man behind the counter (he couldn’t have been more than twenty-one) had a tattoo saying Mηνιν. As I looked at it, he leaned over and said, ‘Mēnin. It means “rage.” First word of the Iliad, which is my favorite book. I wear this to tell people about the amazing text that’s out there for them to discover.’ He was so open and unembarrassed about his enthusiasm. I could tell he was ready to talk about the Iliad all day—if only he could find someone to listen.”

Second story: In 1990 the Colombian Ministry of Culture set up a system of itinerant libraries to take books to the inhabitants of hard-to-reach rural areas. Donkey drivers would travel to these remote villages in the jungle or the sierra, leave the books for a few weeks with a teacher or a village elder, then come back and pick them up. Most of the books were technical works, agricultural handbooks, collections of sewing patterns, and the like, but there was a scattering of literary works among them. In one village all the books were returned to the donkey driver except for a single volume: a Spanish translation of the Iliad. The villagers refused to give it back; they said that they couldn’t part with it, because the story so clearly reflected their own. “It told of a war-torn country in which insane gods mix with men and women who never know exactly what the fighting is about, or when they will be happy, or why they will be killed.”

Of course, we can only perceive in the Iliad what we bring to it, and there are as many ways to see it as there are minds that see. Simone Weil, in a brilliant and famous essay, portrayed the Iliad as an indictment of war, while Alexander the Great used to sleep with it under his pillow, esteeming it as “a treasury of all military virtue.” (His personal copy had been corrected by his tutor, Aristotle.) But all readers, whatever their point of view, can appreciate the sheer power of Homer’s language, even in the most prosaic or mediocre translations.

That power is where I want to begin, and not so much with comments as with examples. I want to point to the pleasures we find everywhere in the poem, the bursts of delight that lie in store for us even before we are able to appreciate the glorious architecture of the whole or the subtleties of its moral insight. Here is a ship sailing to Troy:

And as soon as the flush of dawn appeared in the heavens,

they boarded the ship and launched her. Apollo sent them

a favoring breeze, and they raised the mast, and they hoisted

the white sail aloft, and it bellied out with the wind,

and on either side of the ship’s prow, the deep blue water

sang out as the ship flew over the waves to her goal.

(1.469–74)

A Trojan archer shooting an arrow:

And laying the arrow’s notched end in the ox-gut bowstring,

he pulled it back with his right hand as far as his nipple,

with the iron tip of the arrow touching the bow shaft,

and the shaft was bent back, and he aimed, and then he let go,

and the great bow twanged, and the string sang out, and the arrow

flew through the dense crowd, eager to find its mark.

(4.112–17)

As the arrow is about to find its mark, the goddess Athena deflects it:

But then, Menelaus, the blessed gods did not forget you.

Athena stepped out before you and with her hand

deflected the deadly arrow, brushing it off

as a mother brushes a fly from her sleeping child.

(4.118–21)

The Trojan army, after a day of sustained carnage, is camped out on the plain, dangerously close to the Achaean ships:

So, with elated hearts, they sat up all night

on the battlefield, and their watch fires blazed all around them.

As, in the night sky, around the light of the moon,

the stars emerge, when the air is serene and windless,

and the stars shine bright, and the heart of the shepherd rejoices:

so, before Ilion, the watch fires the Trojans had set

blazed midway between the ships and the river Xanthus.

A thousand watch fires were burning upon the plain,

and around each, fifty men sat in the glow of the firelight,

and the horses stood alongside the chariots, munching

white barley and oats, and waited for dawn to arise.

(8.487–97)

Where did this shepherd come from? He miraculously pops up out of the poet’s imagination, and his joy and the glittering stars and the casual chewing of the horses give a feeling of profound awe to the scene. What an astonishing image this is, with its sense of infinite serenity that arises not from any of the characters (the Trojans are revved up with anticipation; the Achaeans are terrified) but from the poet’s own peace of heart.

Here is a passage in which Homer feels his way into the very horses. It ends with a line that may at first seem chilling in its matter-of-factness and lack of sentimentality:

. . . just so did the Trojan troops fall, and many horses

pulled empty chariots that rattled across the plain,

and they longed for their drivers; but these lay dead on the ground,

far dearer now to the vultures than to their wives.

(11.159–62)

As the Achaean hero Ajax is being pushed back by the Trojans, Homer superimposes a willful donkey onto him:

And as when a donkey is led by some boys down a road—

a stubborn beast, on whom many sticks have been broken—

and they pass a field, and his strength is too much for the boys,

and he willfully turns in to ravage the high-standing grain,

and although they beat him with sticks, their strength is too feeble,

they manage to drive him out with much effort, and only

when he has eaten his fill: just so did the Trojans

keep crowding Ajax and thrusting at him with their spears.

(11.518–25)

Both the armies fight on, evenly balanced, and suddenly, again out of nowhere, a poor spinning-woman springs into vivid existence through the power of the simile:

The Trojans kept trying to drive the Achaeans back;

but both sides held on. As an honest, hardworking woman

who spins for a living will hold the scales by the beam

and keep adding wool to a pan till the weight is balanced,

and thus she can earn a wretched wage for her children:

so evenly matched were the Trojans and the Achaeans.

(12.406–11)

A devastating blow by the god Apollo becomes a child’s game by the seashore:

And with utter ease he knocked down the Argives’ wall,

like a young child sitting and playing beside the sea

who amuses himself by building a sand castle, then

gleefully knocks it down with his hands and feet:

so you, Lord Apollo, demolished what the Achaeans

had toiled so hard to build, and drove panic among them.

(15.332–37)

Achilles’ troops swarm into battle like wasps. What is most marvelous here is the presence of the mischievous little boys and of the unsuspecting passerby, all of whom, at one or two steps from the primary simile, are generated out of the pure abundance of the poet’s imagination:

Meanwhile the Myrmidons, greatly exhilarated,

advanced with Patroclus leading and charged at the Trojans,

swarming out all at once like wasps on a roadside

that boys, in their childish sport, have stirred up to anger,

poking them over and over again in their nest,

the little fools, creating a public nuisance

for many people; and if a man passing by

jostles the nest and disturbs them, they all fly out

in a seething rage to attack him and fight for their young:

with a spirit like this, the Myrmidons all swarmed out

from the ships, and their furious battle cries filled the heavens.

(16.232–42)

When the Trojan warrior Euphorbus is killed, we are shown the mysteriously touching detail of his plaited hair:

. . . and the point

tore its way through the tender flesh of the neck,

and he fell with a crash, and his armor clattered upon him,

and blood soaked his hair, which was like the hair of the Graces,

the long locks plaited with spirals of silver and gold.

(17.43–47)

Achilles’ slave girl Briseïs mourns for the dead Patroclus, and we are given a momentary entrance into the lives of the other slave women:

Thus she grieved, and the women joined in her wailing

for Patroclus, and each one wept for her own private sorrows.

(19.309–10)

In the boxing match during the funeral games for Patroclus, as Euryalus looks for an opening,

. . . Epéüs rushed in and hit him

full on the cheek. He was lifted up off the ground

like a fish that leaps from the shallow seaweed-strewn waters

and falls back into the dark waves: just so did he leap,

and his legs collapsed underneath him, and down he fell.

(23.701–5)

Finally, Teucer, aiming an arrow at Hector, kills a young Trojan prince:

. . . he missed him and hit Gorgýthion in the chest,

Priam’s son by a wife who came from Æsýmē,

Cástianíra, as beautiful as a goddess;

and his head drooped, like a poppy in a spring garden

weighed down with seeds and a heavy rain: so his head

leaned to one side beneath the weight of his helmet.

(8.281–86)

Is there a more poignant image than this in all of literature? Here the pathos of the young man’s death arises from the precision of the simile: as we see his head droop, we also see a poppy slowly bending over beneath the weight of its own fertility and of the life-bestowing rain. This is not a prettifying of a brutal reality; it is a parallel reality; it springs, spaceless and timeless, from the poet’s intense noticing. Nor is it a mere memory of the pleasures of a lost peacetime far from the battlefield of Troy. The alternative world of the spring garden isn’t in the background, it is right before our eyes, presented in stereoscopic vision; the drooping poppy is just as real as the arrow-pierced body that in a moment will keel over and fall to the ground in a pool of blood. There is an immense tenderness at work here, a peacefulness of heart that infuses this great poem of war with the music of its own acceptance.

Honor and Fate

We know almost nothing about the Trojan War, which seems to have taken place around 1200 BCE, and we know very little about Homer. He was probably born around 700 BCE in one of the Greek colonies on the west coast of present-day Turkey or on one of the islands in the eastern Aegean Sea, and he almost certainly wasn’t named Homer. He was trained in the ancient tradition of oral poetry, and he used a traditional language that had evolved over centuries, bearing signs of its history in its many archaic features and its mixed dialect. As an epic singer, he went from town to town, or from noble house to noble house, to find new audiences, and he sang his poems to them in partly extemporaneous performance, accompanying himself on the phorminx (a four-stringed lyre), like the bards described in the Odyssey:

And the herald approached, leading the honored poet

whom the Muse loved beyond all others, granting him both

good and evil: she deprived him of sight but gave him

the gift of sweet song. The herald, Pontónoüs,

set out for him a large chair, studded with silver,

in the midst of the banquet and leaned it against a tall pillar,

and he hung the beautiful clear-toned lyre on a peg

a little above the singer’s head, and he showed him

how to reach up and take hold of it in his hands.

And he put on a table beside him a basket of food

and a cup of wine to drink when he felt the urge to.

And they all reached out for the feast that was set before them.

And when they had had enough of eating and drinking,

the Muse moved the poet to sing of the glorious deeds

of heroes.

(Odyssey, 8.62–73)

At some point Homer wrote down or dictated his material, and in the course of years or decades he composed the vast panorama of the Iliad, expanding his early draft to four or five times its original length and thus creating the supreme masterpiece that has been handed down to us, amazingly intact, over more than two and a half millennia.

In the Iliad Homer describes a legendary past that contains elements of historical reality. The epic takes place in an age when men used bronze for their tools and weapons, rather than the iron that was common in Homer’s time, and when the great cities were much wealthier and more populous than the ones he had seen, and the heroes bigger and braver—an age when gods and goddesses had human offspring and attended weddings and feasts on earth and were intimately and sometimes fatally involved in the lives of men and women. Details of this heroic past, part historical and part legendary, had been handed down to him by the epic tradition, and he himself had spent time among the ruins of the massive Trojan walls that still stood twenty feet above the ground.

Everyone in Homer’s audience knew the story of the Trojan War; poets had been celebrating it, so people thought, ever since the event itself, even during the lifetime of some of its heroes. The story is simple. It begins with the folly of a handsome young Trojan prince, Paris, who seduces the famously beautiful Helen, wife of his host, King Menelaus of Lacedaemon, and takes her to Troy, along with many of her possessions. In retaliation Menelaus’s brother Agamemnon, the most powerful king in Achaea (Greece), gathers a vast army from all over the land and sails across the Aegean with a fleet of a thousand ships to attack Troy. We aren’t shown the end of the story in the Iliad, but everyone knew that after ten years of siege the Achaeans finally conquered the great city, burned it, killed the men, enslaved the women and children, and sailed back to their various destinies.

The story about Achilles’ rage and its ruinous consequences is a later addition to this ancient plot, but it is at the center of the Iliad, and Homer wisely and elegantly restricts his story to this particular strand. It too can be easily summarized. In the tenth year of the war Agamemnon publicly dishonors Achilles, the greatest of the Achaean warriors, by taking back Briseïs, a beautiful young woman whom the army gave to Achilles as a war prize. Achilles, humiliated and enraged, withdraws to his camp and refuses to fight in the war, and as a result the Trojans gain the upper hand. Desperate, Achilles’ beloved friend Patroclus gets his permission to lead the Myrmidon troops out and drive the Trojans back to their city, but in the ensuing battle he is killed by Hector, the greatest warrior of the Trojans. Achilles is devastated and furious, returns to the fighting, kills Hector, and savagely mistreats his corpse, day after day dragging it around Patroclus’s funeral mound. After the elaborate funeral games for Patroclus, Priam travels to the Achaean camp and begs for the body of his eldest son. Achilles relents, as Zeus has commanded him to, agrees to a truce, and returns the body. The poem ends with the funeral rites for Hector.

The destruction of Troy may seem barbarous to us, and wildly unfair, but to Homer’s Greek audience it was justified; it was the direct result of Paris’s crime and thus neither arbitrary nor excessive, however much compassion they might feel for the agony of the Trojans. There were certain rules of conduct that everyone took for granted, both in Homer’s time and in the dream time of the Iliad. One rule was that the laws of hospitality are sacred. A host is obligated to entertain his guest with the utmost generosity, to provide for his comfort and safety, and to send him off with expensive gifts, while the guest is bound to honor his host and treat him with equal respect. This mutual bond between host and guest is more than a matter of courtesy. It is, in the moral world, what the law of gravity is in the physical world: the force that holds things together and prevents society from flying apart into lawlessness and savagery. Even a man whose grandfather had been the host of an enemy’s grandfather, as we see in one touching incident in the Iliad, would refuse to face that man in hand-to-hand combat, so sacred was the relationship of host and guest.

Another rule is that a man’s reputation is more valuable than anything else, even his life. A warrior dedicates all his efforts to winning honor and glory among his peers and hopes that his fame will last forever, through the songs of endless generations of poets. “The best men choose one thing above all others,” the philosopher Heraclitus said, “everlasting fame among mortals.” That is the motivation and reward for the hardships he must endure, and it is why a hero always strives to be the bravest of men. It is also the basis for the loyalty that common people have for their princes and soldiers for their commanders. The hero’s creed is famously expressed by the great Trojan ally Sarpedon, who says to Glaucus, his comrade-in-arms:

“Glaucus, why is it that we two are held in the greatest

esteem in Lycia and honored with pride of place,

the choicest meat, and our wine cups always refilled,

and all men look up to us both, as if we were gods,

and we each have a large estate on the banks of the Xanthus,

beautiful tracts of orchards and wheat-bearing farmland?

It is so that we may now take our stand in the front ranks

and lead our army into the thick of battle

and fight with courage, so that the soldiers will say,

‘These men who rule us in Lycia are not unworthy.

They may dine on fat sheep and drink the best of the wines,

but they are strong, too, and brave, and they fight in the front ranks.’

Dear friend, if the two of us were to survive this war

and could live forever, without old age, without dying,

I wouldn’t press on to fight in the front lines myself

or urge you into the battle. But as it is,

since death stands facing us all in ten thousand forms

and no mortal can ever escape it, let us go forward

and either win glory ourselves or yield it to others.”

(12.289–307)

With this code of conduct in mind, consider the situation at the beginning of the war. It is clear that the Achaeans are entirely in the right. Paris has committed a reprehensible crime by seducing the wife of his host. No one disputes this: King Priam states that his son’s action is the cause of the war, Paris is considered “a great curse” by Hector, his elder brother, and is “hated / by every one of the Trojans like death itself.” The Achaeans have already tried to restore the honor of Menelaus by peaceful means—Menelaus and Odysseus went on an embassy to Troy before the war began—but the Trojans refused to give Helen back. The only option left, since it would be intolerable to do nothing, is to punish the whole city of Troy for its complicity in the crime.

Why don’t the Trojans give Helen back? Homer doesn’t address this issue, except in a few asides. He says that during the embassy to Troy a man named Antimachus had “dissuaded the Trojan assembly / from giving back Helen to Menelaus,” but he doesn’t tell us what Antimachus’s arguments were and why the Trojans agreed. He also has the Trojan counselor Antenor, later on, warn that “no possible good / can happen to us until we have given her back.” In response Paris states that he will do no such thing; and in spite of the fact that “all the Trojans / have urged him to do so,” neither Priam nor Hector makes him return Helen, although Paris should have no authority in the matter. (In Act 2 of Troilus and Cressida, by contrast, Shakespeare, seeing the dramatic possibilities, has Paris, Troilus, and Hector offer passionate arguments for and against keeping Helen.) All that we notice in the Iliad is the Trojans’ suicidal obtuseness. By the time Hector is faced with death at the hands of Achilles in Book 22 and considers giving Helen back as a last desperate measure, it is far too late.

The Trojans’ refusal to make things right is particularly baffling since they are well aware of the consequences of an Achaean victory: the total destruction of their society. Both Hector and Priam, toward the beginning and the end of the poem, talk about the devastation of Troy, the horrible slaughter, the rape and enslavement of the women, the infants brutally tossed from the city wall. This savagery on the part of a conquering army was not considered immoral in the ancient world: it was simply what conquering armies did. Still, granted that war is insane and the most terrible of solutions, there is an at least equal insanity in the Trojans’ not doing the right thing.

By the time of the poet Stesichorus, a half century or so after Homer, the failure to understand the Trojans’ thinking gave rise to a story that Helen had never gone to Troy in the first place. Here is how the historian Herodotus explains it:

The Egyptians’ priests [told me that Helen stayed in Egypt throughout the war], and I myself believe their story. I reason thus: If Helen had actually been in Troy, then the Trojans would certainly have given her back to the Greeks, whether Paris agreed to or not. For neither Priam nor his kinsmen could have been so insane as to risk their own lives and their children and their whole city merely so that Paris could live with Helen. Even in the first years of the war, they would have realized this and returned her. After all, many Trojans were being killed in every battle with the Greeks, and Priam himself was losing two or three or even more of his sons in every battle, if the poets are to be believed. And even if Priam himself had been married to Helen, I think that he would have returned her to the Greeks in order to put an end to these calamities. Paris was not even heir to the throne; if he had been, things might have been in his hands, since Priam was old. But Hector, who was his elder brother and a far better man, was first in line and heir to the kingdom on Priam’s death. And it couldn’t have been in his interest to support his brother’s wrongdoing, especially when it brought such calamities on himself and the rest of the Trojans. So it is clear that Helen couldn’t have been in Troy and therefore they couldn’t give her back, and this is what they told the Greeks, but the Greeks wouldn’t believe them.

The only substantial explanation in the Iliad occurs in Book 3, when Priam and his counselors sit on the great wall of Troy watching the battle:

And when they saw Helen climbing the stairs to the ramparts,

they nodded to one another, and softly they said,

“No wonder that both the Trojans and the Achaeans

should endure long years of sorrow for such a woman:

she is dreadfully like an immortal goddess; her beauty

pierces the heart. But let her sail back to her home

and not remain here, a curse to us and our children.”

(3.142–48)

In these lines we see the uncanny, awe-inspiring power of Helen’s beauty, which is—almost—a justification for wanting to keep her in Troy. But it is not enough, not if they all have to die for her sake. So the puzzlement remains.

The real explanation for the Trojans’ fatal insanity is the shape of the story that Homer was bound to tell. That story could be deepened and expanded and elaborated, but it had to end with the destruction of Troy. However we may feel like begging Priam or Hector to give Helen back (the way early twentieth-century audiences at the Yiddish theater in New York used to yell at King Lear, “Don’t believe them! They’re rotten!”), we can be sure that Priam and Hector won’t listen. Heraclitus said that character is fate; in the Iliad, story is fate. The Trojans couldn’t return Helen because they didn’t return her. Troy had to fall because it did fall. Fate, which is mightier than the best intentions of the protagonists or the gods’ conflicting sympathies or the will of almighty Zeus, is nothing but the story handed down to Homer, the story he had to tell.

Wretched War, Man-Glorying War

Homer inherited many epithets for war from the oral tradition, and most of them describe war as an affliction: ainos (dreadful), argaleos (gruesome, cruel, bitter), dēios (deadly), dusēlegēs (bringing much grief), kakos (evil), leugaleos (wretched), lugros (miserable), olöos (ruinous), poludakrus (bringing many tears), stugeros (loathsome), phthisēnōr (man-destroying), among others. It’s easy for us to see why this is so. In scene after scene Homer records the death in battle of a vigorous young man, someone with a wife and children perhaps, and loving parents who will never see him again, someone who just a few moments earlier was filled with the vibrancy of young manhood, and now—with a spear in his chest or with his tongue and jaw sheared away or an arm lopped off at the shoulder or a spear pushed up through his buttock into his bladder or crushing his skull and splattering his brains inside his helmet—he topples over the rails of his chariot, already dead or bleeding to death, screaming in agony or reaching out for his comrades, with his massive bronze armor clattering upon him, his teeth chewing the dirt, his nails desperately clawing for a way back to life. The pathos of this final moment is repeated over and over with slight variations, often with biographical details that give a poignant individuality to the young man whose life has been snuffed out.

Homer’s battles are described graphically, and they may seem to us like unmitigated hell. Day after day there is a constant din of men fighting, an uproar of war cries and battered shields and helmets, spears clashing against shields, shields grinding into other shields, warriors yelling for help or shouting out in agony or triumph, the whole battlefield strewn with mangled, gore-covered corpses, the air loud with the cries of killers and killed, the whole earth, it seems, drowning in blood. Panic can suddenly grip a whole army; when a hero approaches, lesser men are terrified and flee, and even the heroes themselves can be terrified or heartsick or overwhelmed with despair. Sometimes the battlefield is such a slaughterhouse that it is difficult to find a spot where the ground is visible through the heaped-up corpses. Sometimes when a warrior drives his chariot, the horses gallop over bodies living and dead, and the chariot rails are splattered with the blood flung up by the horses’ hooves and the wheel rims.

And yet there is another side to the slaughter, an aspect that is more difficult for us to comprehend, since in our culture sympathy naturally goes out toward the apparent victim. Homer inherited other kinds of epithets: war is also kudianeira, man-glorying, and both Achaeans and Trojans are called philoptolemos, war-loving. There is even a word, charmē, for the exhilaration that a warrior feels at the prospect of entering a battle. All this seems very strange to us. And we may be totally disoriented when we come to the moment in the famous, heartbreakingly tender scene between Hector and Andromache when the Trojan hero prays for the welfare of his infant son:

“Zeus and you other gods who can hear my prayer,

grant that this child, this boy of mine, may grow up

to be as I am, outstanding among the Trojans,

strong and brave, and rule over Troy with great power.

And let people say of him, ‘He is a better man

than his father was,’ as they see him returning from battle,

having killed his enemy, carrying back in triumph

the gore-stained armor to gladden his mother’s heart.”

(6.475–82)

Who among us can read the final line of this speech, at least for the first time, without a shock of bewilderment? Here, amid all the sorrow and concern and deep husbandly love, in what both these admirable people sense may be their final meeting, at the climax of a prayer that Hector must know will never be fulfilled, is the image of a mother rejoicing at her son’s return from battle with the bloody armor of the enemy he has just killed, as if she were watching him in his robe and mortarboard graduating from college. There is no revulsion or squeamishness in her heart, no fear, no sympathy for the young man he has killed. She is the wife and daughter and mother of warriors, and all she feels at that moment is pride in the honor of her son. Of course, Hector’s imagined Andromache is not Andromache, but we are meant to believe that he understands how his wife, or any sensible woman, will react.

It isn’t easy to feel our way into the warrior culture that Homer is describing, but as we enter the rhythms of the poem we become imaginatively acclimated to that culture and perhaps even comfortable in it as we wouldn’t be in real life, given the values that we have grown up with. Some readers may feel reluctant to identify themselves with men trained to be killers, as if this mode of sympathy will somehow harden their hearts and turn them into desperadoes or freebooters, eager to leave their civilized habits behind and rush out to sign up with Blackwater USA. The mind of the warrior, though, is only one side of the reality in this poem. Homer is always supremely balanced. He includes the for and the against in his boundless sympathy, the apparently tragic and the apparently comic, the friend and the enemy, the victor and the vanquished. And through this inclusion we can begin to understand a part of the human experience that may have been opaque and unavailable to us before.

The warriors of the Iliad are eager to win glory in battle, but even aside from that, they feel intense pleasure in the act of fighting. After Achilles has withdrawn from the war, he wants nothing more than to return; he longs for “the battle shouts and the fighting.” Later, when he sends Patroclus out to push back the Trojans, he warns him not to let his attention be distracted by the sheer pleasure of killing. This pleasure is what an athlete feels in the exercise of his prowess, the total immersion in the present moment, where there is no thinking about past or future, and life keeps moving, staccato, moment by moment, into the continuous intensity of what comes next: running, leaping, driving your horses, judging the moves of the enemy, holding the spear in your hand at just the right spot to balance its weight, looking so precisely into the chaotic movements of the battle that a deeper order arises and suddenly skin flashes between the layers of bronze and as you hurl your spear you see that it has already hit its mark. “I know about fighting,” Hector says.

“I know how to kill a man;

I know how to swing my shield to the right or left;

I know how to charge straight into the frenzy of chariots

attacking or fleeing in terror; and I know how

to step in the deadly dance of hand-to-hand combat.”

(7.226–30)

You can feel his exhilaration especially in the last line: a heightened sense of aliveness amid the continual threat of extinction, an adrenaline-testosterone high that soldiers have testified to in wars ancient and modern. Right-thinking people are properly horrified by the thought of war, but soldiers know what athletes know, that there is a zone you can enter, a state of pure body-awareness, in which the right movement happens by itself, effortlessly, without any interference of the conscious will. A veteran from the war in Iraq told a friend of mine about flying an F-16 with a surface-to-air missile chasing her, “and you could tell,” my friend said, “that she was having the time of her life.” Homeric combat is, for the brave man, a superior form of competition, the gambler’s ultimate high. Death, as Dr. Johnson said, concentrates the mind wonderfully. Victory over an opponent who has been trying to kill you is an exhilarating experience, as we see time after time in the battle scenes.

This intoxication of combat shows us why it is easy for a goddess like Athena to stir up an entire army so that they long to enter the fighting:

within the heart of each soldier

she stirred up the strength to fight on without any respite,

and at once the desire for war became sweeter to them

than sailing back in their ships to their own dear country.

(2.434–37)

There are times during the battle when a warrior feels inspired, indestructible, alive with a vitality beyond his wildest dreams. Hector even goes berserk at one point, foams at the mouth, his eyes blaze, and in his invulnerability he rages through the enemy ranks like an unstoppable fire. And here are the two Ajaxes after meeting the great god Poseidon. “My heart has been struck by a jolt of courage,” Ajax the Smaller says; “I feel / my body tingling all over, my arms and legs / surge with strength, and I long to go into battle.” His namesake and comrade-in-arms, Ajax the Tall, answers,

“I feel that too. A current runs through my hands,

they long for a spear, my legs want to sprint, my body

feels stronger than it has ever been, and I can’t

wait to meet Hector and fight him in all his fury.”

These were their words to each other as they exulted

in the joy of war that the god had put in their breasts.

(13.76–81)

Homer describes war with an objectivity that can easily offend modern readers because he so obviously isn’t offended at the violence he describes. But objectivity doesn’t mean coldness or lack of involvement. His descriptions are passionate; they include both the pain of the victim and the joy of the victor, and they seem endlessly inventive. Men are pierced, stabbed, cut, carved, hacked, slashed, and severed in dozens of ways, and Homer’s astonishing virtuosity makes many of these deaths fresh, surprising, even fascinating to witness. Here, for example, is a particularly vivid and gruesome example. After Agamemnon spears Hippolochus’s brother through the chest, Hippolochus jumps out of the chariot and tries to run away, but Agamemnon

cut him down with his sword,

then sliced off his arms and his head, and he kicked the torso

and sent it rolling away through the crowd like a log.

(11.145–47)

Even when a warrior simply falls over from a spear wound he may be given an extended simile that has him fall in slow motion with a majesty that we could never have anticipated, as when Ajax spears a young Trojan in the first great battle of the poem:

. . . the spear drove on through his shoulder,

and he fell to the ground in the dust like a stately poplar

that has grown up in a broad meadow beside a marsh,

and its trunk is smooth, but small branches grow from its top;

and a wheelwright cuts it down with his gleaming iron

and bends it into a rim for a handsome car,

and it lies on the bank of a river and dries in the sunlight.

(4.452–58)

Homer’s poetry always touches the defeated and the dead, but also the victorious and the living. The fallen Hector is no more poetic than the triumphant Achilles; the young man cut down like a poplar is no more worthy of our empathy than the young man who leaps onto his enemy like a lion breaking a heifer’s back. When Patroclus hauls in Thestor as if he were a prize-winning marlin, we feel his pride as a sportsman, and it is clear how inappropriate any moral judgment of him would be.

Next, he rushed straight at Thestor, the son of Enops,

who was huddled up in his chariot, out of his mind

with terror; the reins had slipped from his hands, and Patroclus

came up and stabbed him on the right side of his jaw

and drove the spear through his teeth. Then, gripping the spear shaft,

he pivoted back and lifted him over the rail

like a fisherman who sits on a jutting boulder

and hauls a tremendous fish up out of the sea

at the end of his line, caught on the bright bronze hook:

just so did Patroclus haul him up out of his car,

mouth gaping around the spear point, and tossed him down

on his face, and he lay there flopping until life left him.

(16.362–73)

As we immerse ourselves in the poem, our response to passages like this is not revulsion but enjoyment, because Homer’s depiction of war is as beautiful as it is terrible. “The battle scenes hardly ever, in the original, read like mere transcriptions of carnage,” one critic says. “The formality of the verse form does not so much distance as heighten them, they are not less but more than usually ‘there,’ so that—our own powers of response enormously intensified—the narrative can blaze for hundreds of lines on end, seemingly at full stretch but with always enough energy in reserve to reach still higher and burst into almost intolerable splendor.”

Achilles

Achilles is the most loved character in the Iliad, along with Patroclus and Hector. Like all great leaders, he inspires an extraordinary devotion in his men, and they long for him as he sits suffocating in his rage. But he also inspires a deep personal devotion among the people closest to him.

His friendship with Patroclus is marked with such passion that Greeks of later ages, when homosexuality was the norm, assumed that they were lovers, although there is not a trace of erotic feelings between them in the Iliad. The most moving statement of Patroclus’s devotion comes in the request his ghost makes at the end of the poem: “May my bones not be buried apart from your bones, Achilles. / May they lie together, just as we grew up together.” This kind of passion is something that we in our culture rarely experience in friendships; we can relate to it more in matters of sexual love. But for the ancients there was nothing more intense than the love of comrades-in-arms. We find the same passion in the friendship of David and Jonathan in the Bible, in which “the soul of Jonathan was knit with the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul.” When David mourns him, he says, “Your love for me was wonderful, passing the love of women.”

In this friendship Achilles is clearly the superior; he is higher in birth, martial prowess, and every other kind of excellence, and Patroclus is happy to serve him as lieutenant, butler, and confidant. Their friendship is a privilege for him, and it was a privilege even when they were growing up together as boys; he is grateful to Achilles’ father for allowing him to be his son’s attendant. Patroclus knows his friend well and is skillful at not provoking his imperious nature. When Nestor asks him to sit down in his hut for a moment, Patroclus replies,

“This is no time for sitting, my lord; he is proud

and may take offense if I linger—the one who sent me.

. . . You understand

how terrifying a man he can be, my lord;

he might be quick to blame even one who is blameless.”

(11.599–605)

For his part Achilles treats Patroclus with tenderness and a bit of gentle mockery, at one point comparing his tears of compassion at the slaughter of the Achaeans to the tears of a little girl tugging at her mother’s skirts. But Patroclus doesn’t hesitate to speak out about the dire situation of the Achaean army and Achilles’ share in it:

. . . But you are impossible

to deal with, Achilles. I hope I am never seized

with such anger as yours. What good is your excellence? How

will it benefit others, now or in times to come,

if you hold it back and refuse to save the Achaeans?

Your father cannot have been Lord Peleus, nor

can Thetis have been your mother: the rough sea bore you,

the harsh cliffs fathered you, since your heart has no pity.

(16.25–32)

This passionately honest response to a dangerous superior is testimony to the strength of their friendship.

The sea goddess Thetis, Achilles’ mother, is equally devoted to him and even more attuned to his moods; she hears his grief from the depths of the sea and comes whenever he needs her. One of my early readers found herself weeping in a New York subway car as she read a printout of Book 1, so touching was Thetis’s motherly solicitude:

At once she arose like a mist from the gray waters

and sat down before him and listened to him as he wept

and stroked his hair and spoke to him softly: “Child,

why are you weeping? What has caused you this sorrow?”

(1.364–67)

Thetis is a tragic figure in the Iliad, the only one among the blessed gods who doesn’t and can’t live at ease. She was forced by Zeus to marry a mortal against her will, and after she suffered the pain of seeing Peleus grow old, she left him. The only person she deeply loves is her doomed son, and she is constantly devastated by his misery. What Zeus says to Achilles’ immortal horses he might with equal appropriateness have said to her:

When he saw them weeping, Lord Zeus was filled with pity,

and he shook his head and said to himself, “Poor fools,

why did we give you to Peleus, a mortal man,

when you are unaging and deathless? Was it to let you

share in the wretched sorrow of humankind?

For there is nothing so miserable as humans

among all the creatures that live and breathe on the earth.”

(17.439–45)

Truly Thetis is the mater dolorosa before the fact, an immortal goddess who looks like a twenty-year-old, tenderly stroking the hair of her doomed twenty-something-year-old son, like the Mary of Michelangelo’s Pietà. Grief at Achilles’ fate dominates her mind, to the exclusion of everything except the desire to help him. When Zeus, at the end of the poem, calls on her to deliver a message to Achilles, she is ashamed to show her face on Olympus, since her sorrow contradicts the very nature of a god. Achilles knows what the difference between men and gods is; he says to Priam, with unconscious irony, “However we can, we [humans] must learn to bear / misfortune like this, but they [the gods] live free of all sorrow.” His demeanor toward his mother is perfectly childlike, open, and frank. But he is also aware of the sorrow he is inadvertently causing her. At one point, in a gesture of pure love, he even wishes himself into oblivion for the sake of her happiness:

If only you could have stayed at home with the sea nymphs

and Peleus had taken a mortal woman as bride!

But as it is, your heart will be filled with endless

grief for the death of your child.

(18.71–74)

The most striking instance of devotion to Achilles is from Briseïs, the subject of the quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon that is the mainspring of the Iliad’s plot. We get just two glimpses of her. The longest is her lament for the dead Patroclus, in which she mentions that Achilles killed her husband and her three brothers when he conquered the city of Lyrnessus, to the southeast of Troy, and that Patroclus promised, after the war, to make her Achilles’ lawful wife. The other glimpse is in Book 1, when Patroclus, obeying Achilles’ command, hands her over to Agamemnon’s heralds:

He led out the beautiful girl, and he handed her over

to the two men. And they walked back beside the ships,

and Briséïs walked with a heavy heart.

(1.350–52)

The last phrase translates the Greek aekous’, which literally means “unwillingly, reluctantly.” Is it too much to read devotion into this one word? It is remarkable that a woman whose husband and beloved brothers have been killed by an enemy should be reluctant to leave him. And from Achilles’ own remarks about Briseïs—he calls her “my wife, my darling” and says, “I . . . loved this woman, with all my heart, / even though she was a captive, won by the spear”—we may reasonably infer deep feelings between them. But whatever she feels for Achilles, whether it is in fact devotion or simply the desire of a powerless slave to be comfortable and protected, she wants nothing more than to be his wife.

It’s easy to see why people would be devoted to Achilles. He is tall and handsome, three times more powerful than an ordinary warrior, the best and bravest of the Achaeans, always supremely confident of his own abilities, a loyal friend, a good son. He is also the most intelligent character in the Iliad, if we define intelligence as subtlety and complexity of thought, and he speaks with a fierce eloquence. He is passionate and direct, is fluent with his emotions, says what he thinks, and “hate[s] like the gates of Hades / the man who says one thing and hides something else inside him.” During the funeral games for Patroclus in Book 23 Achilles shows his most genial side, and his charisma and princely generosity dominate the scene.

In his enforced idleness, while the rest of the Myrmidons pass the time “amusing themselves on the seashore / with archery and with throwing the spear and the discus,” we find Achilles reciting or composing poetry,

singing and plucking a clear-toned lyre,

a beautiful instrument with a silver crossbar

to hold the strings; he had taken it from the spoils

when he had captured and plundered Ëétion’s city;

with it he was delighting his heart, and he sang

poems about the glorious deeds of heroes.

(9.183–88)

This brief scene links Achilles to someone at the other end of the heroic spectrum: Paris, who is the only other character said to play the lyre. But for Achilles poetry is a mark not only of his sensitivity but also of his love of excellence and his desire for martial greatness. We can see the same love of excellence in his reaction to the armor that Hephaestus has made for him: his delight in the shield, breastplate, and helmet come partly from the fact that he knows he can now kill Hector, but also from the god’s marvelous craftsmanship; rather than back away in awe, as the rest of the Myrmidons do, he lets himself gaze at the armor for a long time.

And yet, in spite of all these virtues, Achilles spends almost the whole of the Iliad in a circle of hell as painful as any that Dante imagined. Mēnin, rage, the first word of the Iliad and its theme, is a word used only of the anger of Achilles or of the gods; it indicates an elemental, cataclysmic, indiscriminately destructive emotion. (At one point Achilles wishes that both armies, Trojans and Achaeans alike, were annihilated.) Rage, resentment, depression, the sense of being “a useless burden upon the earth,” guilt for causing the death of his beloved friend, unassuageable grief, a cruelty and savagery that go far beyond the bounds of acceptable heroic behavior—all these emotions are forms of intense suffering that proceed directly from Achilles’ inflexible pride. To be choked with hatred, as Yeats wrote, is the greatest of evils. When Achilles reenters the war he is in such a frenzy to slaughter that he barely seems human anymore; he is more like a force of nature, destroying whatever lies in his path. Later, in a refinement of cruelty, he sacrifices twelve young warriors whom he captured in the Xanthus river:

. . . and with butchery in his heart

he ordered his men to bring the dozen young Trojans,

and he slit their throats with his knife, one after the other,

and threw them onto the pyre.

(23.172–75)

The argument between Agamemnon and Achilles is the beginning of the Achaeans’ grief in the Iliad. Given the exigencies of the heroic code of honor, there is nothing Achilles can do once the intemperate words have been spoken and Agamemnon has publicly humiliated him. When you subscribe to a code of honor, as everyone in the Iliad does, your freedom of action is drastically curtailed. This is not simply the barbarism of Bronze Age ethics; well into the twentieth century distinguished men were still killing each other in duels over so-called affairs of honor. But killing Agamemnon is not an option for Achilles. In one of the most riveting scenes in the poem Athena descends from heaven, seizes him by his blond hair, fixes “her terrible blazing eyes” upon him, and forbids him to draw his sword. His only options now are to accept the insult, which honor won’t permit, or to withdraw from the war. Even after Zeus grants Achilles’ horrifying request to pin the Achaean army close to their ships, which results in the slaughter of hundreds or thousands of his comrades-in-arms, no one disputes that he is in the right. Agamemnon himself later says so—“I was out of my mind with rage; I will not deny it”—as does Poseidon: “King Agamemnon is absolutely / at fault in this, because he dishonored Achilles.” (The Greek word for what descended on Agamemnon is atē, which means “madness” or “moral blindness,” a kind of temporary insanity in which passion overwhelms all rational considerations.)

Where Achilles is clearly in the wrong is in refusing Agamemnon’s offer of reparation. The offer is magnificent and should satisfy even the most arrogant of heroes: treasures of gold, champion race horses, skilled women slaves, plus Briseïs, certified as sexually untouched; and a promise of even more lavish gifts later on, including one of Agamemnon’s daughters in marriage and the kingship over seven large cities in Argos. Achilles’ refusal is a breach of the heroic code, which has its time-tested mechanisms for restoring balance. Men are permitted to expiate their crimes by exile or by payment; the details may be in dispute, but the principle isn’t. Ajax bluntly expresses what all the Achaeans feel:

“I see that Achilles

has hardened his heart. He hasn’t listened. He won’t

be reasonable. He doesn’t honor the friendship

we honored him with, above others. He is relentless.

And yet a man will accept due reparations

for his brother or son, even from someone who killed him,

and the killer stays on at home, having paid enough,

and the family’s anger is held back once they receive

the blood-price.”

(9.629–37)

However much Achilles loves Briseïs, it isn’t the loss of her in itself that rankles so deeply; it is the public humiliation. Honor is his only concern. It is true that at the height of his rage there are moments when he doubts that honor is worth dying for. “Nothing is worth my life,” he says, and he means it, for the moment. At one point it actually seems as if he has a conscious choice at his disposal:

“My mother, Thetis,

tells me that there are two ways I might die: if I stay here

and keep on fighting around the city of Troy,

I can never go home, but my glory will live forever;

but if I return in my ships to my own dear country,

my glory will die, but my life will be long and peaceful.”

(9.412–17)

Whether this is a matter of fate or choice is irrelevant. By remaining in Troy, Achilles keeps choosing honor, as he has to, and thus keeps choosing to accomplish the will of the story.

Achilles intimately knows the seductions of even justified anger, “which, far sweeter / than trickling honey, expands in the breast like smoke.” But to everything there is a season: a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to reject and a time to accept. It is clear that acceptance of Agamemnon’s offer is the appropriate response now, and that it is only excessive pride that motivates Achilles to reject it. The rhetoric of his refusal is brilliant beyond any other speech in the Iliad, but the emotion behind it seems perilously close to that of a small child who keeps working himself into a tantrum.

The aftermath of the refusal is catastrophic for Achilles. It leads to the death of Patroclus and his own unassuageable grief. As Agamemnon says, in one of his few insightful remarks, “of all the gods, only Hades / is implacable and perverse, which is why men hate him.” The Tao Te Ching states this more clearly:

Whoever is stiff and inflexible

is a disciple of death.

Whoever is soft and yielding

is a disciple of life.

In these long speeches in which he proclaims the value of life, Achilles ironically proves that he is a disciple of death. When a person will not bend, the universe eventually takes him across its knees and snaps him like a dry twig.

Helen

Helen is the loneliest character in the Iliad, the loneliest woman in the world. There is something uncanny about her beauty. People are either in awe of it or they shudder at it. When Homer says that she is dreadfully like an immortal goddess, the adverb isn’t merely formulaic: it has the weight of desolation behind it. Beauty for her is a curse. She is the dream of every woman who looks in the mirror and finds something lacking, and the helpless desire of every man. She can do nothing to mitigate or control the intensity of their reactions. Even the old men of Troy feel their hearts pierced and their bones shaken when she passes. But what good can that do her? They are seeing only her outer form, and she has long since stopped deriving any pleasure from that.

She has also long since awakened from her infatuation with Paris. Now she feels nothing but contempt for him and for herself. She is living with a man who, however handsome and brave he may be, is a fool, someone without moral awareness or “a proper sense of the people’s outrage.” From her point of view there is nothing between them; no affection, no understanding, just the prospect of boredom, frustration, and loveless sex that she wants no part of. She speaks to him, and of him, with the utmost rudeness, which is a measure of her despair. All her life she, like Paris, has been the recipient of “the enchanting gifts / of Aphrodite the golden.” But Aphrodite is a harsh mistress, and sexual enchantment, though one of “the radiant gifts of the gods,” turns out to be yet another form of temporary insanity. In the first flush of intoxication Helen left her whole world behind for Paris’s sake, only to discover later on that her great love story was in reality a deadly farce, that the more she lived with his magnetic charm, the less it meant to her, until at last it means nothing at all.

When Paris and Menelaus enter into single combat over her, with the understanding that “whoever wins will take [her] away,” she becomes, literally, the trophy wife. What does it matter to her who wins? It is a hopeless situation, and the only way out she can think of is death. But death isn’t an option either. As she says to her father-in-law, Priam,

“If only death had come to me when I followed

your son here, leaving my home and my marriage bed

and my precious daughter and all my beloved friends.

But death didn’t come, and I melt away in my weeping.”

(3.161–64)

Her self-hatred would be excruciating if it weren’t so morally beautiful, as a first step toward regeneration. “Brother-in-law of mine,” she says to Hector, in her soft voice, “of the bitch that I am, / a cause of evil, a curse and abomination.” She blames herself and Paris for all the misery that has descended on the Trojans and the Achaeans; it has all happened “through my fault, bitch that I am, and through Paris’s folly.” Even her private meditation is infused with the consequences of her crime. We first see her

in her own chambers, in front of the loom,

making a large purple robe, in which she had woven

many fierce combats that Trojans and Argives both

had endured on the field of battle because of her.

(3.116–19)

Here she makes a palatable beauty out of the warriors’ suffering, repeating her self-loathing in every scene she weaves, just as she knows that someday her own suffering will be transformed into a source of beauty for other people, as if she were feeling her way into the very moment when future becomes present and the listener can actually see her and hear her speak, intimately, nearer than breath, than heartbeat: “Zeus has brought us an evil fate, so that poets / can make songs
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‘Stephen Mitchell’s translation is a brilliant accomplishment.

It captures the fierce energy, rhythms, and powerful narrative
of Homer’s Greek in vivid and compelling English.”
—Elaine Pagels, author of The Gnostic Gospels
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