Homer, Iliad
Discussion Topics for Hum 101

(skipping Bks 7, 8, 10, 12, 13, 15, 21)
CONSIDER THESE QUESTIONS AS YOU READ.  IMPORTANT:  Write in line numbers of passages from the text that help you answer them.

In General:  This is a poem about the Greek hero Achilles and his relationship with his own people (the Achaeans = Greeks) and his enemies (the Trojans).  Try to decipher what you can about “family and community” as you read this epic. Note throughout the interaction between the gods and the mortals. 

Book 1

a)  What causes Achilles’ wrath?

b)  Who is Chryses, and what is his relationship with the Achaean army?  With Agamemnon specifically?  Through Chryses, what god has an antagonistic relationship with Agamemnon?

c)  What is your impression of the character of Agamemnon?  Of Achilles?  What kind of relationship do these two warriors have on the social level? 

d)  Who is Thetis?  What does she want from Zeus?  How does she ask for it?  What is the society of gods like compared with human society?

e)  Describe the relationship between Hera & Zeus as described here.

Book 2 

a)  Describe the relationship between Zeus & Agamemnon on as many levels as you can.

b)  Look for similes.  Keep a list of your favorites.  Check out 2.104 as a start.  Notice how many similes involve images from nature.

c)  Who is Thersites?  What is his role in this book?  Hint:  notice what he gets hit with on the shoulders.  What is this object’s function/significance?

d)  How do heroes communicate with and consult the gods?  Describe the ways in detail.  How do the divine contact heroes?  Keep track of the approaches and methods you encounter.

e)  How does the so-called “Catalog of Ships” begin?  Who is invoked and why?  Why is this catalog included here?

Book 3

a)  Compare Menelaus and Paris on as many levels as you can:  as warriors, husbands, etc.  How do they get along with their respective brothers (Agamemnon & Hector)

b)  Describe typical battle strategy.  How is war fought in Homer?  What tactics are employed?  What weaponry?  Keep track of significant descriptions as you read the epic.

c)  Helen of Troy (or is it Sparta?):  What does her  weaving of the “red folding robe” (149ff) signify?  What story does it tell?

d) Describe Helen’s relationship with Aphrodite.  With Priam?  With Paris?  With Hector?  What does she think of her former Greek compatriots (in the teikoscopia or “view from the wall” in lines 200ff)?  How does she describe them?  Why is this teikoscopia important? 

e)  Note the "arming" scene (lines 383ff). There are three other descriptions of arming exactly like this one in the poem. Can you find them? They are examples of formulaic language employed in poetry that is orally composed.

Book 4
a)  What is a council of the gods like?  Describe.

b)  How are Zeus and Hera getting along now?

c)  How do the gods talk about and get involved with humans and their cities?  Describe.  Get straight which god supports which hero/city.

d)  About battle:  how do the warriors rouse themselves?  How do they encourage their companions-at-arms?  What techniques are used?

e)  How does a hero die in battle?  Pick a couple of examples.  What do heroes die for?

Book 5

a)  Compare Diomedes and Ares, paying special attention to their man-to-god combat (lines 955ff)

b)  Read 431ff carefully.  What is Dione’s attitude toward mortals?  (Note:  only in Homer does Aphrodite have a mother, Dione--elsewhere she is born from the severed testicles of the Sky God, Ouranos) 

Book 6

a)  Describe the meeting of Glaucus & Diomedes as an example of xenia ‘hospitality’.  Who gets the better deal in the gift exchange?  Why?

b)  Notice how myths are used within myths. Example:  the story of Bellerophon in line 212ff.  Watch for older myths about heroes’ grandparents elsewhere in the poem.

c)  Helen again:  Describe her feelings about herself (lines 405ff) and her relationship with Hector.  

d)  Describe the relationship between Hector and his mother, his wife, and his child.  How is Hector’s persona different when he is at home versus out on the battlefield?  

e)  What kind of women are Hecuba and Andromache?  What kind of life do they have?

Book 7 (summary only)

Hector & Ajax duel, but Zeus calls it off. The two heroes exchange friendship gifts. A  temporary truce for the burial of the dead is agreed upon by both sides. Paris offers to give the Greeks all the loot that he took from Sparta, except, of course, Helen. The Greeks reject the offer.

Book 8 (summary only)

Zeus begins the day by weighing the fate of the Achaeans & Trojans on his scale—the Achaeans lose, so he turns the tide of battle toward the Trojans for the day. Zeus prevents the Olympian gods from interfering in the battles.

Book 9
a)  Who is included in the embassy to Achilles?  What characteristic does each warrior possess that makes him ideal for the job?

b)   Describe the approach each ambassador uses to persuade Achilles to rejoin the battle.  What mythical exemplum does Phoinix use in his approach and how does it work?

c)  What does Achilles’ mother tell him about his fate?  

Book 10 (Summary only)

Called the "Doloneia" (Story of Dolon) after the Trojan scout captured, pumped for information, and then killed during a spying mission by Odysseus and Diomedes. Dolon's name means "cunning," a word often applied to Odysseus.

Book 11

a)  What do we learn in this book about Agamemnon's fighting ability? Remember in Book I when Achilles accused the commander of being a coward and "never fighting in the first ranks?" Does this charge hold up?

b)  Explain the role of prophecy and the power of Zeus in this book.

c)  Analyze the crucial conversation between Nestor and Patroclus. Who is Patroclus? What are his feelings toward the war? Toward Achilles?

Book 12 (summary only)

Hector and the Trojans storm the Achaean ramparts; an omen prophesizes failure, but Hector continues anyway. They break through and terrorize the Achaeans.

Book 13 (summary only)

Poseidon takes advantage of Zeus' absence to interfere in the battle, helping the Achaeans enormously. Aristeia 'best fighting' day for the two Ajaxes. A glimpse of Aeneas on the battlefield.

Book 14

a)  Analyze Hera's seduction of Zeus and the marital relationship of these two gods. Keep in mind the gifts of Pandora, as explained by Hesiod in the Theogony. How does Hera employ each of these gifts to get what she wants?

Book 15 (summary only)

Zeus wakes up from his love fest with his wife to find havoc on the battlefield. He reminds Hera that Troy is fated to fall and that Hector will be killed by Achilles. Nothing she or anyone else does will change that. It is important to note that the gods cannot change what is fated (the Fates are gods much older than the Olympians—look at the Theogony family tree); Hector and his men reach the Achaean ships.

Book 16

a)  Who first suggested that Patroclus wear Achilles’ armor in battle,  back in what book? Note the clever use of foreshadowing...

b)  Describe the relationship between Patroclus and Achilles.  Just how close of friends are they?  

c)  There is a good example of the relationship between Fate and the gods in this book (lines 511ff).  Describe it.

d)  How does Sarpedon die?  How does his body leave the battlefield and where does it go?

e)  Describe in minute detail the death of Patroclus.  Take it step by step.  What ritual act does his death resemble?  Compare to death of Enkidu in The Epic of Gilgamesh 

Book 17

a)  Hector is roused for battle four times in this book.  Find the places.  Why does he need all this encouragement?  

b)  Pay close attention to what Patroclus tells Hector with his dying breath.  What does it mean?

c)  Why does Hector take Patroclus’ armor?

Book 18

a)  The shield (Greek:  sêma) of Achilles is an ekphrasis 'description',  in microcosm, of the entire Greek cosmos.  Study all its component parts carefully and interpret.  What does it tell you about Homeric heroes?  About mankind?  About the Greek view of the world?  Finally, why is Achilles entitled above all others to wear this great shield ?

Book 19

a)  What is different about Achilles now that Patroclus is dead?  Describe & compare his former and present behavior. Has he improved? Has his anger abated,  or increased?

b)  What excuse does Agamemnon give this time for his mistakes?  

c)  Describe Briseis reaction to the death of Patroclus.  Why does she react this way?  How do women lament in Homer?  Describe in detail.  How does Achilles lament?

Book 20

a)  How do Aeneas and Hector do when they challenge Achilles? 

b)  Analyze Achilles' behavior toward humanity. 

Book 21 (summary only)

Achilles fills the Scamander river (a real river) with so many Trojan corpses that the river (known to the gods as the divinity Xanthus) protests. Achilles attacks him, and the river wins, almost killing Achilles, who has to be rescued by Hephaistos, who boils the river (god) until he relents. A fabulous image!

Book 22

a)  How does Hector die?  Describe in minute detail, step by step.  How is his death different from a normal hero’s death?  What are heroes able to do at the last moment before they die, that they couldn’t do before? (check out 418 ff & compare with an earlier death scene...)

b)  Describe the character of king Priam.  What are his emotions, his attitudes toward a) his children, b) his wife, c) his city, d) Helen?  Find passages here and in earlier books that help you answer (Perseus 1.0 is great for this kind of search).

c)  Zeus wants to spare his mortal children from death, but doesn’t.  What stops him?

 (ex:  lines 200 ff, repeated almost verbatim earlier for Sarpedon)

d)  Describe Andromache’s reaction to Hector’s death.  Describe her lament.  She foreshadowed his death earlier in this book?  Where?  What are her fears now that he is gone?

Book 23

a)  What or who gives Achilles the idea of holding the funeral games now?  Describe.

b)  Why are funeral games held?  Where are they held (on what ground?)  How do they begin?  How do they end?

c)  Where is Hector during the funeral games?  

d)  What does a hero’s grave look like?

e)  Pay close attention to old Nestor’s advice to his son about how to win a chariot race.  (348 ff) His advice is in the form of a riddle (Greek: ainos).  What is the deeper message?  Study the instructions carefully.  What different meanings does the turning post (sema) have, according to Nestor?

Book 24

a)  Describe the meeting of Achilles & Priam.  What effect does this meeting have on Achilles?  What does Priam say that effects a change in Achilles?  Ponder the meaning of Achilles’ name:  he whose laos (people) have akhos (grief).  How does this book reveal the true nature of Achilles?

b)  How does grieving effect a positive result from a negative situation?  How does the ritual of grieving in Homer differ from our own American attitude towards the expression of grief?

c)  Notice how the entire epic ends.  Why does it end with women’s laments for Hector?  What does this do for Hector?  Does it bring proper closure to the epic? 

