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The following passages from The 1liad illustrate the Homeric ideal of excellence.
In the first, Hector of Troy, son of King Priam, prepares for battle. Hector’s wife
Andromache pleads with him to stay within the city walls, but Hector, in the tra-
dition of the Homeric hero, feels compelled to engage in combat to show his

worth and gain honor.

Hector looked at his son and smiled, but said
nothing. Andromache, bursting into tears,
went up to him and put her hand in his. “Hec-
tor,” she said, “you are possessed. This bravery
of yours will be your end. You do not think of
your little boy or your unhappy wife, whom
you will make a widow soon. Some day the
Achaeans [Greeks] are bound to kill you in a
massed attack. And when I lose you I might as
well be dead. There will be no comfort left,
when you have met your doom—nothing but
grief. I have no father, no mother, now. My fa-
ther fell to the great Achilles when he sacked
our lovely town, Cilician Thebe! of the High
Gates. . .. I had seven brothers too at home.
In one day all of them went down to Hades’
House.2 The great Achilles of the swift feet
killed them all. . . .

“So you, Hector, are father and mother and
brother to me, as well as my beloved husband.
Have pity on me now; stay here on the tower;
and do not make your boy an orphan and your
wife a widow. . . .”

“All that, my deat,” said the great Hector of
the glittering helmet, “is surely my concern.
But if T hid myself like a coward and refused to
fight, I could never face the Trojans and the
Trojan ladies in their trailing gowns. Besides,
it would go against the grain, for I have
trained myself always, like a good soldier, to

Hn The lliad the Cilices lived in southern Asia Minor.
2Hades refers both to the god of the underworld and to the
underworld itself.

take my place in the front line and win glory for
my father and myself. . . ."

As he finished, glorious Hector held out his
arms to take his boy. But the child shrank back
with a cry to the bosom of his girdled nurse,
alarmed by his father’s appearance. He was fright-
ened by the bronze of the helmet and the horse-
hair plume that he saw nodding grimly down at
him. His father and his lady mother had to laugh.
But noble Hector quickly took his helmet off
and put the dazzling thing on the ground. Then
he kissed his son, dandled him in his arms, and
prayed to Zeus {the chief god} and the other
gods: “Zeus, and you other gods, grant that this
boy of mine may be, like me, pre-eminent in Troy;
as strong and brave as I; a mighty king of Ilium
[Troyl. May people say, when he comes back
from battle, ‘Here is a better man than his fa-
ther.’ Let him bring home the bloodstained ar-
mour of the enemy he has killed, and make his
mother happy.”

Hector handed the boy to his wife, who took
him to her fragrant breast. She was smiling
through her tears, and when her husband saw
this he was moved. He stroked her with his
hand and said: “My dear, I beg you not to be
too much distressed. No one is going to send
me down to Hades before my proper time. But
Fate is a thing that no man born of woman,
coward or hero, can escape. Go home now, and
attend to your own work, the loom and the
spindle, and see that the maidservants get on
with theirs. War is men’s business; and this war
is the business of every man in Ilium, myself
above all.”
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Many brave Greek warriors die in battle, in-
cluding Achilles’ best friend Patroclus, slain
by the Trojan Hector. Achilles now sets
aside his quarrel with Agamemnon (who has
appealed to Achilles) and joins the battle.
King Priam urges his son not to fight the
mighty Achilles, but Hector, despite his
fears, faces Achilles and meets his death. In
this passage, the grief-stricken Priam goes
to Achilles and requests Hector’s body.
Achilles responds with compassion. This
scene shows that although Homer sees the
essence of life as the pursuit of glory, he is
also sensitive to life’s brevity and to the suf-
fering that pervades human existence.

. .. Big though Priam was, he came in unob-
served, went up to Achilles, grasped his knees
and kissed his hands, the terrible, man-killing
hands that had slaughtered many of his sons.
Achilles was astounded when he saw King
Priam, and so were all his men. . . .

But Priam was already praying to Achilles.
“Most worshipful Achilles,” he said, “think of
your own father, who is the same age as I, and
so has nothing but miserable old age ahead of
him. No doubt his neighbours are oppressing
him and there is nobody to save him from
their depredations. Yet he at least has one
consolation. While he knows that you are still
alive, he can look forward day by day to see-

ing his beloved son come back from Troy;

whereas my fortunes are completely broken. I
had the best sons in the whole of this broad
realm, and now not one, not one I say, is left.
There were fifty when the Achaean expedition
came. Nineteen of them were borne by one
mother and the rest by other ladies in my
palace. Most of them have fallen in action,
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and Hector, the only one I still could count on,
the bulwark of Troy and the Trojans, has now
been killed by you, fighting for his native land.
It is to get him back from you that I have come
to the Achaean ships, bringing this princely
ransom with me. Achilles, fear the gods, and
be merciful to me, remembering your own fa-
ther, though I am even more entitled to com-
passion, since I have brought myself to do a
thing that no one else on earth has done—I
have raised to my lips the hand of the man who
killed my son.”

Priam had set Achilles thinking of his own
father and brought him to the verge of tears.
Taking the old man’s hand, he gently put him
from him; and overcome by their memories they
both broke down. Priam, crouching at Achilles’
feet, wept bitterly for man-slaying Hector, and
Achilles wept for his father, and then again for
Patroclus. The house was filled with the sounds
of their lamentation. But presently, when he
had had enough of tears and recovered his com-
posure, the excellent Achilles leapt from his
chair, and in compassion for the old man’s gréy
head and grey beard, took him by the arm and
raised him. Then he spoke to him from his
heart: “You are indeed a man of sorrows and have
suffered much. How could you dare to come by
yourself to the Achaean ships into the presence
of a man who has killed so many of your gallant
sons? You have a heart of iton. But pray be
seated now, here on this chair, and let us leave
our sorrows, bitter though they are, locked up in
our own hearts, for weeping is cold comfort and
does little good. We men are wretched things,
and the gods, who have no cares themselves,
have woven sorrow into the very pattern of our
lives.”

1. What glimpses do we get from Homer’s I/izd of the respective roles of men and

women in Greek society?

2. Homer's epic poems were studied and even memorized by Greek schoolchildren.
What values would the poems have taught these youngscers to emulate?
3. What lessons about the human condition did Achilles draw from the tragic events

of the Trojan War?




