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			The Trojan War

			Key information

			
					When: mid-13th century BC, or early 12th century BC.

					Where: in Greece and Asia Minor.

					Context: during a diplomatic mission to Greece, Paris, the son of the king of Troy, kidnapped Helen, the queen of Sparta. The Greek cities thus sent their armies to Troy in order to rescue the young woman. According to Homer, a ten-year war ensued.

					Key protagonists:	Helen, queen of Sparta

	Menelaus, king of Sparta, Helen’s husband and Agamemnon’s brother

	Agamemnon, king of Mycenae, Menelaus’s brother

	Achilles, king of the Myrmidons

	Patroclus, Achilles’ friend and cousin

	Odysseus, king of Ithaca

	Priam, king of Troy

	Hector and Paris, princes of Troy.




					Outcome: after many twists, the Trojan War ended in the capture and destruction of the city by the Achaeans (the name given to the Greeks at the time). The brave soldiers, both Achaeans and Trojans, fell one by one during battle. Achilles himself, who was a demigod, died from an arrow shot into his heel. Those who survived scattered across the Mediterranean and founded illustrious cities. This was notably the case for Aeneas, whose descendent Romulus founded the city of Rome.

			

			Introduction

			The Trojan War, the epic saga of Greek Antiquity, originated from the struggle between men and the gods. Aphrodite had promised Paris the love of the world’s most beautiful woman. With her support, he kidnapped Helen, whom he believed to be the most stunning woman in the world, and fled with her to Troy.

			Menelaus, who wanted his wife back, called upon his brother Agamemnon, king of Mycenae, the most powerful Greek city at the time. He united armies from every city behind him and launched the largest military campaign ever led by the Greeks against Troy. The formidable armada landed on the Trojan shores. The attack was repelled several times, as Hector organised a fierce resistance behind the city’s high walls, which were reputed to be impenetrable. With the decisive help of Achilles and the Myrmidons, after many epic battles and the famous ruse of the Trojan horse, the city was finally captured and pillaged. Helen was taken back to Sparta. Many heroes, including Achilles, Hector and Paris, died during the battle, but their legendary adventures have lived on through the centuries.

		


		
			Context

			Helen’s marriage and Tyndareus’s promise

			When Helen, the daughter of Tyndareus, king of Sparta, came of age, her legendary beauty attracted many suitors. All the Achaean kings and war leaders sought her hand. Tyndareus did not want to anger these powerful kings, as a blunder on his part could revive internal disputes between the cities. Odysseus, the king of Ithaca, suggested a way to escape this predicament, undoubtedly in the hope of impressing the father to win his daughter. Following his advice, a horse was sacrificed and its skin thrown on the ground. All of Helen’s suitors were then invited to gather around it. This was a symbolic gesture: they had to promise to form a coalition alliance which would fight anyone who tried to take Helen from her new husband. This ingenious promise enabled Tyndareus to be sure that none of them would disrupt the stability in Greece after Helen was married.

			According to some sources, Helen herself chose the one she loved the most, Menelaus. However, it is more likely that her father chose him personally, as Menelaus was the richest of her suitors. Tyndareus entrusted him with his throne at the same time as his daughter.

			The Golden Apple of Discord

			The Cypria, an epic poem whose events take place before those of the Iliad, tells us that Eris, the goddess of strife and discord, wanted to get revenge for having not been invited to the wedding of Peleus and Thetis on Mount Olympus. To do this, she decided to throw a golden apple, bearing the inscription “To the fairest”, into the middle of the banquet, without stating whom it was really for. All the goddesses tried to claim it, but only Hera, the wife of Zeus, Athena, the goddess of war, and Aphrodite, the goddess of love, ended up competing over it. An external judge was required to make the final decision: they chose a mere mortal. The three goddesses were taken to Mount Ida, near Troy, where a young shepherd was asked to decide between them. In exchange for his favourable decision, Hera promised him power over mortals, Athena promised him victory in battle and Aphrodite promised him the love of the world’s most beautiful woman. The shepherd, who was none other than Paris, awarded the golden apple to Aphrodite, and thus gained the goddess’s protection and the love she had promised him. Nobody knew that he was the son of the king of Troy. On the other hand, he believed that the most beautiful woman in the world was the king of Sparta’s new bride, Helen.
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			The Judgement of Paris, painting by Rubens, 1632-1635

			Helen’s kidnapping

			During a previous war, the king of Salamis, Telamon, had kidnapped Hesione, the sister of Priam, king of Troy. Once the tensions between Troy and Greece had subsided, Priam sent a diplomatic peace mission to cities in Greece, led by his two sons, Hector, the oldest, and Paris, the youngest. Some versions of the story suggest that the objective of this mission was to demand Hesione’s return.

			Whatever the exact aim was, the delegation was warmly welcomed by all the Achaean cities. In Sparta, the new king, Menelaus, received them in splendour. However, he was then called to his dying grandfather’s bedside in Crete. Subsequently, Paris fell in love with Queen Helen. Consenting and in love or, according to other sources, kidnapped by force, Helen boarded the fleet that was taking the Trojans back to Asia Minor. She was welcomed by Priam, and was married to Paris immediately.
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			The Abduction of Helen, painting by Guido Reni, 1626-1629.

			Although the Trojans considered that Helen’s kidnapping was proof of Aphrodite’s approval, the Achaeans respected the promise made to Tyndareus and formed a coalition against a common foreign enemy, Helen’s kidnapper.

			The Trojan War had been declared.

		


		
			Biographies of the key protagonists

			The Achaeans

			Queen Helen of Sparta

			Helen was the daughter of King Tyndareus of Sparta and his wife Leda. However, many epics attribute a more illustrious father to her: Zeus. Incomparably beautiful, she had already been kidnapped a few years earlier by Theseus, the king of Athens, then saved by her brothers, the twins Castor and Pollux.

			Her father decided to have her married to Menelaus, to whom he also handed over his throne: Helen thus became the queen of Sparta. When she was kidnapped by Paris, she was at the origin of the most famous epic saga of Antiquity: the Trojan War. Following the fall of Troy and the death of her kidnapper, she returned to her first husband. Menelaus, who wanted revenge for the humiliation he had suffered, initially planned to kill her. However, he fell in love with her once again and eventually decided to take her back with him. Their return journey across the Mediterranean lasted eight years.

			When Menelaus died, the Spartans chased Helen out, and she was forced to flee to Rhodes. Held responsible for the death of the city’s king during the assault on Troy, she was murdered in her bathtub by Queen Polyxo’s handmaidens. Her body was then hung from a tree and exposed to the vengeful public.

			She was worshipped in Sparta for centuries, and is the heroine whose legendary and breathtaking beauty has been recounted to us by mythology.

			King Menelaus of Sparta, Helen’s husband and Agamemnon’s brother

			Menelaus was the youngest son of Atreus, king of Mycenae, and his wife, Aerope. Raised with his older brother Agamemnon and their sister Anaxibia, he was exiled as a child by his cousin Aegisthus. As an adult, he helped his brother to reclaim the Mycenaean throne. Despite Helen’s many suitors, he was the one who won the hand of Tyndareus’s daughter, as well as the throne of Sparta. Two children were born from this marriage: Hermione and Nicostratus.

			Occupied in Crete during the Trojan mission to Sparta, he could do nothing to prevent his wife’s kidnapping. Once he had been informed of his misfortune, he went to Agamemnon to ask for his support and for the help of the Achaeans who had been part of the promise. He then led a mission alongside Odysseus and went to Troy to get his wife back. Homer recounts how, during the assault on the city, he saw Paris in the fray and went to fight him. Paris withdrew at the last minute, which saved his life on that occasion. Unable to satisfy his thirst for vengeance, Menelaus became even more aggressive. A seasoned fighter, he was one of the men who entered Troy inside the famous Trojan horse. He found his wife and brought her back to Sparta, after filling his ship’s hold with gold. He spent the rest of his life peacefully in Sparta.

			Described in texts as feisty and full of bravado, with a mop of blond hair, he was considered to be the most slighted of the Greeks, but, in the end, would remain a secondary protagonist in the Trojan War.

			Agamemnon, king of Mycenae, Menelaus’s brother

			Agamemnon was the eldest son of Atreus, king of Mycenae. He married Clytemnestra, the other daughter of the king of Sparta, with whom he would have four children: Chrysothemis, Electra, Iphigenia and Orestes. When his father died and Aegisthus was overthrown, Agamemnon came to the throne in Mycenae, which was then the most powerful city in Greece. Following Helen’s kidnapping, he was chosen by the Achaeans to lead the campaign against Troy. He was the head of the army throughout the war.

			Once the fighting was finished, he returned to Mycenae, where he was assassinated by Aegisthus, who had seduced his wife. Pindar (Ancient Greek poet, 518-438 BC) even goes as far as to state that it was most likely Clytemnestra herself who killed him.

			Achilles, king of the Myrmidons

			Achilles was the son of Peleus, king of the Myrmidons, and the goddess Thetis. He was a demigod who is thought of as the true hero of the Trojan War. Raised in Larissa by his mother, he was able to choose his destiny: to have a short life and be crowned in glory, to the extent that his name would be remembered centuries after his death; or to have a long, peaceful but totally anonymous life. Achilles chose glory.

			While he was absent from the Trojan War for a long time, Odysseus finally convinced him to support the Achaean army. He led his elite warriors, the Myrmidons, and gave the Greeks a decisive advantage until he pulled out of the war following a dispute with Agamemnon. The death of his friend Patroclus would drive him back to the battlefield, to avenge him. There he faced Hector, Priam’s son, whom he killed before being shot in the heel by Paris with a fatal arrow.

			
				
					Did you know?

					We use the term ‘Achilles’ heel’ to describe a person’s weak spot. The most popular legend states, in fact, that Thetis submerged her newborn son in the waters of the River Styx, with the aim of making him immortal. Her son’s body thus became invincible, as though it were covered by invisible and impenetrable armour. However, it was impossible to immerse him completely: as she submerged him headfirst, she had to hold him firmly by his heel, which thus became the only part of his body that could not benefit from this magical protection. Some iconographic representations depict his death with an arrow in his lower thigh, but most literary sources agree that ‘heel’ is a more appropriate translation.

				

			

			Patroclus, Achilles’ friend and cousin

			Patroclus, son of Menoetius, was a close friend and cousin of Achilles, whom he accompanied to Troy as both his horseman and messenger. It should be noted that Homer is the only one who omits all mention of a romantic relationship between Patroclus and Achilles.

			During the war, when Achilles returned from battle to his tent, Patroclus borrowed his weaponry and led to Myrmidons to the battlefield. He was killed during a one-on-one combat with Hector, and his body was taken back to Achilles. Driven mad by grief, Achilles took up arms and avenged his friend by killing Hector. Patroclus’s body was cremated on a gigantic pyre, and a grand funeral was organised in his honour.

			Odysseus, king of Ithaca

			Son of Laertes and Anticlea, Odysseus was the king of Ithaca and several surrounding islands. He married Penelope, the daughter of Icarius and Periboea. Together they had a son, Telemachus.

			Odysseus was present from the beginning of the Trojan War. On the Achaeans’ side, he gave the impression of a wise, shrewd king. He was also in charge of all the diplomatic missions and negotiations, both before and during the war. He is also said to be the instigator of the Trojan horse ploy.

			Moreover, he is the hero of the Odyssey, Homer’s other epic, which recounts how, on his way back from the Trojan War, Odysseus wandered the Ionian Sea in a long maritime voyage, during which he encountered the magician Circe and the cyclops Polyphemus. As he had been gone for 20 years, he was presumed dead in Ithaca, where his wife Penelope was putting off all the claimants to the throne who wanted to marry her. Having promised that she would choose her next husband once her tapestry was finished, she made sure that every evening she undid the work she had done during the day. When Odysseus returned to Ithaca, he recovered his throne and his family. According to Homer, the rest of his life was peaceful.

			The Trojans

			King Priam of Troy

			Priam, son of Laomedon and Strymo, was the king of Troy when the war broke out. He was married to Hecuba and was the father of many children, including the princes of Troy, Hector and Paris. Described by Homer as a wise, just and righteous king, he sent his sons on a diplomatic mission to the cities of Greece, including Sparta. During the war, he lost his eldest son, Hector, who was killed by Achilles. Devastated, and hoping to recover his son’s body to give him the customary funeral honours, he went to the Achaean camp, risking his life, to beg Achilles to give him his son’s body, which he obtained. During the capture of Troy, he was killed in his palace by Neoptolemus, the son of Achilles.

			Hector, prince of Troy

			Hector was Priam’s eldest son and young Paris’s brother. He was the general-in-chief of the Trojan armies and was thus the counterpart of Agamemnon, who was in charge of the Greek armies.

			During the siege of Troy, he killed Patroclus, whom he had mistaken for Achilles. When Achilles returned to battle, he killed the prince to avenge his friend. After attaching Hector’s corpse to his chariot, he rode it along the walls of Troy to display it, then led it back to the Achaean camp, where Priam came to claim it.

			He was a paragon of virtue and was celebrated as a gallant prince throughout Antiquity as well as in Medieval literature. His reputation undoubtedly

			Paris, prince of Troy
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