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The Song of Ilium



"Let me not then die ingloriously and without a struggle, but
let me first do some great thing that shall be told among men

and gods hereafter."
- Achilles Iliad



Homer was believed to be a blind poet who lived

during the 8th century BC. Iliad and Odyssey are

epics attributed to him. Iliad is based on the

Trojan War (12th century BC) that lasted for ten

years. Ironically, the famous Trojan horse never

appears in the Iliad. The epic begins in the 9th

year of the war and ends with the funeral of

Hector. 

The blind bard and the song of Ilium



In order to understand Iliad, one must know the origin

from Virgil's Aeneid, Ovid's Metamorphoses, Hesiod's

Theogony and Homer's Odyssey. A marriage leading to a

war, a sacrifice causing death and ruin, invincible warriors

who die...the Iliad is full of paradoxes.

The tales behind the Iliad



The tale begins with...Thetis, the cursed
Nymph

Thetis was a Nymph (a water goddess) who

had the gift of prophesy. She could also

shape-shift. But she was destined to bear a

son who would become greater than his

father. Because of this curse, no god

would marry her. Peleus, a mortal man

and a king who cared nothing about curses

married her.



The history of Peleus

Peleus was the King of Pthia. He was

already married to Antigone but she

hanged herself. Peleus got the help of

Proteus and overcame Thetis when she

changed her form. 



The Apple of Discord

All the Olympian gods attended the

wedding and brought divine gifts. But Eris,

the goddess of strife, was not invited.

Nevertheless, she came and threw a

golden apple and said that only the fairest

of the goddesses can have it.



The Judgement of Paris
Hera (Queen of the goddesses), Athena

(goddess of wisdom and war) and

Aphrodite (goddess of love and beauty)

started fighting for the apple. They came

to Paris as he was a renowned judge and

asked him to declare the fairest among

them. Hera promised him untold riches if

he chose her, Athena wisdom and victory

in every war that he went for and

Aphrodite promised him the most beautiful

woman of Greece. Paris chose Aphrodite.



Paris, otherwise known as Alexander, was

the son of King Priam and Queen Hecuba

of Troy. On the day of his birth, Hecuba

had a dream that she was giving birth to a

flaming torch. A seer interpreted that the

boy would ruin Troy and suggested that he

be killed. A huntsman was given the task

of taking the baby to the woods and killing

him but he couldn't. Raised by bears and

then shepherds, Paris was popular with the

women and the goddesses for his

judgement skills.

Paris and the burning torch



Helen of Sparta was the most beautiful

woman promised to Paris by Aphrodite.

But she was already married to King

Menelaus. This Menelaus was a powerful

warrior. His brother Agamemnon, the King

of Mycenae, wanted to rule the whole

world. The walled city of Troy was on his

conquering list. 

The most beautiful woman of Greece



With his prize in mind, Paris travelled to

Sparta. Menelaus welcomed him as a

guest and announced a feast of peace

between Greece and Troy. Defying the

laws of hospitality, Paris kidnapped

Helen and took her to Troy. In some

versions, she fell in love with Paris and

left Menelaus of her own will.

The Feast of Peace



Menelaus and his brother Agamemnon

decided to use Helen to conquer Troy. It

was also a matter of honour. All the

heroes of Greece were called to arms.

However, the best swordsman Achilles

didn't turn up. Odysseus, the King of

Ithaca, was sent to bring Achilles.

The thousand ships of Greece



Achilles, the hero of Iliad, was the only

surviving son of Peleus and Thetis. A

soothsayer predicted that Achilles could

choose between two fates: die young in

battle and be remembered forever or die

old at home and be forgotten. Thetis took

the baby and dipped him in the River Styx

to make his body invincible. But she held

him by the foot and forgot to dip it. She

named him Akholaos (Akhos "doom" and

laos "glory).

The invincible hero doomed to die



Odysseus found Achilles and tried to

reason with him. Achilles hated

Agamemnon and refused to join. Achilles

was in love with Iphigeneia, Agamemnon's

daughter. He was even engaged to her. But

Agamemnon sacrificed her to ensure

victory in the upcoming war. Agamemnon

was also greedy and took most of Achilles'

share when they fought. But Greece

needed Achilles and his army of

Myrmidons to win.

The quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon



Achilles accepted when Odysseus told him

that the upcoming war would go down in

history. All the heroes who fought in it will

be glorified by poets and scribes for

centuries. They would be immortal.

Achilles loved glory more than anything

and put out his ships before his mother's

tears had dried. His heel was vulnerable to

weapons and he could possibly die.

For glory's sake, for immortality's sake...



menin aeide thea Peleiadeo Achileos...
Sing, O goddess, the wrath of Achilles, son of Peleus...

the epic begins



The Greeks conquered Thebes before

getting to Troy and looted everything. They

desecrated a temple of Apollo, the sun god,

and took Chryseis captive. Chryseis was the

priestess of Apollo and her father tried to

ransom her. Agamemnon refused to give her

back as he found her more beautiful than his

wife. He was the commander of the Greek

forces and Chryseis was his share of the

spoils of war. The father went back and

complained to Apollo.

The priestess of Apollo



Apollo struck the Greeks with a nasty plague

because his priestess was not returned. Achilles

called the heroes and asked Agamemnon to

return her. This hurt his pride. He demanded

Briseis, Achilles' captive. Achilles loved her and

considered this an attack on his honour. He

refused to fight for the Greeks and remained

inactive for most of the war. Odysseus was sent

to return Chryseis and the plague abated.

Achilles even asked his mother to go to Zeus and

make the Trojans win so the Greeks would

understand his prowess.

The wrath of Achilles



Hector urged Paris for a duel with

Menelaus to end the war quickly. Helen

would be the wife of the victor. It was a

matter of love and honour. Paris got beat

up severely and Aphrodite saved him

before Menelaus could kill him. Zeus made

the Trojan Pandaros to wound Menelaus

with an arrow. This broke up the law of the

duel and the fighting began.

Would you fight for love or honour?



Diomedes was a skilled Greek warrior and

the commander of the Argive troops. He

saw Aphrodite in the act of rescuing

Aeneas. Diomedes wounded the goddess.

Apollo warned him not to touch the gods.

Once again, Diomedes wounded Ares

himself when he saw the god of war siding

with the Trojans. Diomedes also seized the

sacred Palladium that protected Troy.

The man who wounded the gods



The gods had their own favourites...

Siding with the Olympians

Trojans Greeks

Aphrodite Hera Zeus Athena



The Trojans fought to defend their city

from foreign invaders. The Greeks fought

for glory. Hector duelled with Ajax but

nightfall forced them to quit. Both sides

agreed on a day's truce to burn their dead

and build walls. The Greeks constructed a

temporary but strong wall and dug

trenches.

A day's truce



Agamemnon had realized his mistake and

sent Odysseus, Ajax and Phoenix to get

Achilles back into the team. Briseis was

given back with many other valuable gifts.

Achilles was outside his tent playing his

lyre. He received the ambassadors well but

Achilles refused to fight for Agamemnon.

He agreed to fight only if the Trojans set

the Greek ships on fire.

Agamemnon's ambassadors of peace



Patroclus was the son of King Menoetius and

the best friend of Achilles. He was given to

Peleus for upbringing. Patroclus was older than

Achilles and they grew up together. He soon

became the squire of Achilles. He was also a

good advisor and was sorry to see Achilles laze

in his tent when Greeks were being killed.

Hector had breached the wall once again. That

was when Patroclus spoke up. 

The best friend who stopped by



Hector's troops were setting the Greek ships

on fire. Achilles granted Patroclus permission

to defend their ships only. He did not want

Patroclus taking away his glory. Achilles also

gave him his armour. Patroclus killed

Sarpedon, a Trojan hero and a son of Zeus.

Apollo warned him but Patroclus fought

Hector and the latter killed him. Hector took

Patroclus' armour according to custom.

Warriors began fighting over Patroclus' body.

Do not take my glory!



Achilles went mad with fury when he heard of

Patroclus' death. He retrieved the body and

went straight to the wall of the Trojans. He

roared aloud in rage while the body was

removed. Thetis requested Hephaestos, the

smith of the gods, to make a shield and new

armour for Achilles. He refused all the gifts

offered by the Greek heroes. He fasted for a

whole day and kept nursing his rage.

Grief beyond madness



Achilles fought with superhuman strength the

next day. He destroyed half of the Trojan

army across the river Skamandros and filled

the river with corpses. The river god rose up

against Achilles. Hephaestos protected

Achilles with his firestorm.The gods fought

among themselves as the war went on.The

Greeks roared aloud in victory. Agamemnon

was infuriated to see the glory of Achilles.

The Greeks understood that Agamemnon was

a poor commander.

Skamandros shall run red with blood



Hector was warned by the prophet

Polyadamas about enraging Achilles. All the

Trojans had retreated except Hector. He

decided to face Achilles and prove himself a

hero. But within a short while, Hector

understood he could not win against a demon

of fury. Achilles stabbed Hector and further

dishonoured him by tying his body behind his

chariot. Achilles dragged him around Troy

thrice and took the body to his tent. 

The duel between Achilles and Hector



In his thirst for vengeance, Achilles had

forgotten the funeral rites of Patroclus who

warned him in a dream. He also requested

that his ashes be placed along those of

Achilles. Patroclus was cremated and funeral

games are held as per custom. Achilles gave

out many valuable gifts for the winners. All

the while, he kept his grudge on the Trojans

and on Agamemnon. 

The funeral games of Patroclus



Priam was horrified to see his son's body

being dishonoured. Zeus sent Hermes to help

Priam get Hector's body back. Priam entered

the Greek camp unnoticed. He clasped the

knees of Achilles and kissed his hands.

Achilles wept for his father when he saw

Priam. He gave Hector's body back and Troy

was in mourning.

I kiss the hands of the man who killed my son



Homer's epic ends with the mourning for

Hector. Virgil's Aeneid is the first classical

text to mention the wooden horse contrived

by Odysseus. Aethiopis by Quintus mentions

that Achilles fought Penthesilea, Queen of the

Amazons and killed her. The text also records

that Paris shot an arrow and Apollo guided it

to pierce Achilles' heel, thereby killing him.

As far as tales go, there are many...

We men are wretched things



"Any moment might be our last. Everything is more
beautiful because we're doomed." - Iliad

Efharisto...thank you
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