Iliad Outline
I.   The Trojan War was a ten-year siege of the city by a consolidated force of  

      mainland and island kings and their armies.


A .  The traditional date for the fall of Troy is 1184 B.C.E. about the same

      
       time the Hebrews were moving into Canaan.


B.  It occurred during the Mycenaean Age (c.1500-1150 B.C.E), named after

   
      Mycenae:  the largest, wealthiest city on the mainland, ruled by 

 
      Agememnon.


C.  It was fought because Paris, son of King Priam of Troy, abducted Helen, 


      the wife of King Menelaus of Sparta.


D.  King Agamemnon, Menelaus’s brother, led an armada of a thousand 


      black ships to Troy to avenge the insult and to retrieve Helen.


E.  Homer’s Iliad does not tell the entire story; rather, it deals only with 


      about fifty-two days during the tenth year of the siege.


F.  Stories about the Trojan War survived orally for about 400 years until 


      Homer, somewhere around 700 B.C.E., wove the stories into an epic 

      poem.

II.  An epic – a long narrative poem dealing with large and important characters

      and events – was defined for the Western world by Homer’s two poems.


A.  Homer’s techniques became the conventions of succeeding epic poems 


      in imitation of the Iliad and the Odyssey.



1.  Characters are larger and stronger than men and women are in


           
      contemporary life and are able to achieve great feats of physical



      strength and courage.



2.  Gods and goddesses are more directly involved in human life as



      well, making life’s meanings more transparent than they are now.



      The gods and goddesses are characters in the poems.



3.  The epic’s style is lofty and avoids vulgarities and colloquialisms.



4.   The poem begins with an invocation to the Muse, who sings 


       through the poet, helping him tell a story he was not there to see



       for himself.



5.  The epic begins in medias res, “in the middle of things” (i.e. in the



      middle of the story), and fills in the necessary background in flash-



      backs.




a.    A bard working with traditional material could assume that 



                   his audience knew the story and the characters, and so




        could pick the narrative up at any point.


B.  Homer’s subject – warfare—likewise was crucial, so that most future


      epics will be about heroes on the battlefield and the honor they win

        
      there.

III.  The poem begins with a dispute between Agamemnon, the great king, and 

       Achilles, the greatest warrior, over a slave girl, leading to the “anger of 

       Achilles,” the announced theme of the poem.


A.  The Greeks lived in what is sometimes called a “shame culture,” an 


      other-directed culture in which one’s worth is based on how one’s 


      peers value him.



1.  A warrior’s worth is based on the prizes awarded him by the army.



2.  When Agamemnon strips Achilles of one of his prizes –the slave 



      girl Briseis – Achilles loses face.



a.  Agememnon has himself suffered a loss since he had to 




      return Chryeis to her father Chryses.




b.  Chryses had appealed to the god Apollo to send a plague 



      (pestilence) upon the Greek army so that Agamemnon




      would return his daughter to him.


3.  Agamemnon would lose face by backing down to Achilles before



      the whole army, which he commands, and so they reach an 



      impasse (conflict).



4.  Achilles withdraws from the fight and stays in his tent to get back

                            at Agamemnon until his best friend, Patroclus, wearing Achilles’


     armor, is killed in a battle by Hector, the greatest Trojan fighter.



5.  Achilles also summons his mother Thetis, and asks her to petition



      Zeus to let the Trojans gain dominance over the Greeks until the



      Greeks restore honor to Achilles.




a.  Thetis’ appeal to Zeus gives the audience a glimpse of the 




      gods on Olympus, and the power dynamics that operate




      them.




b.  Zeus agrees that the Trojans will temporarily gain 




      advantage in the war, although he cannot alter the the




      fated downfall of Troy.




c.  Zeus’s intervention allows for the Greek’s temporary defeat




      without detracting from their valor.



6. By dishonoring Achilles, Agamemnon has removed Achilles’ 



     motivation for fighting.




a.  The society reflected in the Homeric poems is in many ways




       a “shame” culture, in which a warrior’s sense of worth is




       largely determined by how others perceive him and what 




       others say about him.




b.  Thus, Agamemnon had done more than insult or dishonor




      Achilles; he has called Achilles whole worth into question.


7.  Then Achilles, who has been angry with Agamemnon, directs his



      anger (wrath) at the Trojans and Hector until he meets Hector in



      battle, kills him, and then dishonors the body, refusing to allow it 



      burial.


B.  The Trojans fight not just for honor and glory (fame), but also for their 

          
      country’s survival.  We see this most clearly in Hector, who appears in


      the early books of the Iliad both as the leader of the Trojans in the field,


      and with his family inside the walls of Troy.



1.  In his first words in the Iliad, Hector scolds Paris for the shame and



     hardship he has brought on the Trojans.



2.  We see Hector inside Troy with his family in Book VI.




a.  Hector goes to Troy to ask his mother to offer gifts to




     the goddess Athena, and to summon his brother Paris



     back to battle.




b.  Hector meets his wife Andromache and baby son Astyanax


                 on the walls of Troy. Their conversation gives us a glimpse




      of what the Trojans are fighting for.




c.  Hector’s own statement of why he must fight reiterates the




     importance of “shame,” but also highlights his role as




     protector of his city.



3.  Our view of the Trojans is colored throughout by the knowledge


      that they will be defeated.




a.  Hector’s meeting with Andromache and Astyanax lets us




      see the cost of the Trojan war in human terms.




b.  Hector will be killed by Achilles




c.  Astyanax will be thrown from the walls of Troy.




d.  Andromache will be led away into slavery.

C.  The anger of Achilles ends when Priam, Hector’s aged father and the 


      King of Troy, travels alone to Achilles’ tent to beg the return of his  

      son’s body. 



1.  Achilles and Priam weep together, and Achilles returns Hector’s



     body.


2.  When the anger of Achilles ends, so does the poem; its final event



      is the funeral of Hector in Troy.

IV.  Among the Iliad’s myriad legacies, two are especially important for the history 

       of literature.


A.  The first enduring legacy is that heroism is defined in the poem as 


      fighting hand-to-hand battle.



1.  Considerations for family and community come after that for 


       
      one’s own reputation.



2.  Hector, who is a very good man, nevertheless chooses his own



      dignity and integrity over that of his community and his wife,


          
      Andromache, and his son Astyanax.


B.  The second enduring legacy is Homer’s treatment of the enemy –


      the Trojans – as equal in dignity and humanity to the army of 


      Agamemnon and Achilles.



1.  Both armies speak the same language, worship the same gods,



      and live by the same codes.



2.  The Trojans can be seen as more sympathetic, since we see them



      with their families, while the Achaeans (Greeks) are an army on



      the prowl.

