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Introduction

Dear Fellow HeroesX Participants,

One of the out-and-out pleasures of the HeroesX project is 
gathering at the discussion board to exchange ideas and ask 
questions. 

During the 2014 iteration, we could always count on Professor 
Joel Christensen and members of the Board of Readers to 
answer our questions, offer insights, and generally point us in 
the right direction. But there was more to the experience than 
that. Joel and the other professors reflected the sheer joy the 
classics bring. As well, the team’s cheerful and helpful posts 
created an ambience that was friendly and downright 
encouraging. So, after visiting the discussion board, we would 
return to our reading, satisfied that our knowledge had 
advanced and that we were part of a genial and caring 
community.

In the spirit of keeping the word alive among us, Hour 25—the 
companion to HeroesX—has compiled the discussion board 
posts written by the Board of Readers in the third iteration of 
the project in the autumn of 2014.



Here, you’ll find the insights of Leonard Muellner, Keith Stone, 
Tom Walsh, Graeme Bird, Kevin McGrath, Claudia Filos, and 
especially Joel Christensen.

Discussion boards are casual rather than formal, so you’ll notice
the occasional typo slipped through. But what are a few typos 
amid all the thought and care the team put into their 
comments?

We’ve entitled this collection, “I Hope This Helps”-- the words 
that Joel and the other instructors often used to sign off their 
posts.

All of us at Hour 25 hope that this anthology helps you find new 
ideas and inspiration. May the word live on!

 

Myrmidon,

April 27, 2015

Homer’s Epics

Origins

Questions, questions, questions.  Participants of HeroesX are 
curious people and they filled the discussion board with 
questions about Homeric epics. Below, a participant wanted to
know if scholars agree on when the Iliad and Odyssey were 
composed. Joel Christensen replied.



Hi. As you can probably imagine, there is a great deal of debate 
around this topic and far from any consensus. (But I really 
contend that for many readings of the epics, it doesn't really 
matter much.) There has long been a general notion that the 
Homeric epics reached their final forms during the Archaic 
period (c. 7th century BCE) and were written down in Athens 
near the end of the 6th century, but there are many, many 
problems with this including how, when and why oral 
performance traditions were written down!

Gregory Nagy has proposed an evolutionary model that has the 
epics moving from greater fluidity to greater fixity from the so-
called Dark Ages into the Hellenistic period. It is clear from our 
evidence that the texts we have are products of Alexandrian 
(3rd-2nd Centuries BCE) editing of earlier traditions. But our 
earliest manuscripts go back to the 9-12th Centuries CE 
(although we have some papyri fragments from the Hellenistic 
era that help out). The evolutionary model is not universally 
accepted, but it certainly reflects more of the 'truth' of what we 
can say about the complex passage from oral performance into 
the text we have today.

What is definitely clear is that each of the periods mentioned 
(Dark, Archaic, Classical, Hellenistic) have received and remade
the Homeric poems in one way or another, much the same way 
that we still do today by printing new editions, making editorial 
changes or, as the CHS is trying, creating a Multiform text that 
restores someof this complexity. In fact, as a reader and as a 
thinker, you are now involved in this storied process!



Fact or Fiction?

Did any of the characters in the Iliad actually exist? That’s 
what participant IguanaVerde wanted to know. Here is the 
Joel’s reply:

Hi,

This is a question that a lot of people are interested in. There 
was a time when no one believed that any part of Homer's tales 
was rooted in history, but with the archaeological discoveries of 
Heinrich Schliemann in the 19th century (which established 
Mycenaean culture and found a destroyed city near Hissarlik 
considered the site of Troy) the tide turned a bit. Most modern 
historians see some historical truths reflected in the epics (some
cultural realities, perhaps reflections of memories of conflicts 
during the Bronze age across the Aegean). While it is clear that 
the site that is now called Troy was destroyed, it suffered 
destruction on several occasions and there was widespread 
chaos and ruin throughout the Eastern Mediterranean during 
the end of the Mycenaean period (around 1200 BCE, not too far 
off from the 'conventional' date for the Trojan War).

Evidence from Hittite texts published in the 20th century (with 
some Egyptian evidence too) presenting intriguing possibilities 
for a people that sounded like Achaeans (Ahhiyawa) a city of a 
man who's name looks like Priam and someone named 
Alaksandu (Alexander). But sometimes we look too hard for 
information that adheres to what we already know. (To be fair, 
some people take this information rather seriously).

The important thing is that even if there was a real Trojan War, 
the Iliad and the Odyssey aren't true tellings of it, but rather 
they are fantasies set in a mythologized past whose contents 
reflect the interests and beliefs of their audience. 
Archaeologists, for example, have noted that the epics contain 



objects and practices that belong to many different periods. I 
like to think of the ancient relationship to the epics the way we 
relate to movies about King Arthur and the like. The average 
audience member isn't too concerned about the historical 
fidelity (although the average viewer may assume some level of 
historicity). Instead, most of us are just interested in what 
happens in the story and satisfied with a fiction of the past that 
makes 'sense'.

And, it is important to note, that ancient audiences had 
different levels of belief and relative comfort with disputing the 
contents and magnitude of the poems. Herodotus and 
Thucydides, the historians, both seem to accept some Trojan 
War as a fact, but both are more than happy to quibble with 
details large and small.

Does that help?

-Joel

Later, Leonard Muellner offered a different perspective.

Hi IguanaVerde and Joel,

Fun and important questions! Here's another way to look at it. 
When you ask if Achilles and Hector and Homer were "real" 
people and events, you mean people like you and me, and you 
wonder if they actually walked the earth. The reason you ask 
that question is that for us, "real" or historical events and people
are more engaging or at least capture our interest in a different 
way than "imaginary" ones. But the Iliad and Odyssey belong to
a world that had no category of history, which is a Greek word 
and a concept that Herodotus and Thucydides developed in the 
5th Century BCE long after the Homeric poems had begun 
developing into what we see. Actually, Herodotus's Histories 
(which is the first work to use that term) starts with a version of 



the Trojan war and the rape of Helen that's "historical" or 
"historicized." He was looking back on the events and trying to 
think about things in a different way, not in poetry (like 
Homeric Epic) but in prose. So that's when the Greeks started to
develop a difference between myths and history, between what 
we think of as real and what we think of us as imaginary. But 
when we ask this kind of question, we're not thinking about the 
epic heroes the way that the Greeks did, since they did actually 
think that they were "real" and "historical", not fantasies or 
imaginary. That's the way myths function in many societies. We 
are sure that they are imaginary characters, but inside the 
culture they are actually more real than regular people who 
make swords or weave cloth. They were not measuring them 
against the same standard that we are. See what I mean? Don't 
say yes if you don't!! 

When it comes to Homer, that's another question. Homer the 
blind bard from the island of Ceos is another super-real person, 
about whom the Greeks told stories and later wrote biographies.
So he was a historical reality in the sense that within Greek 
culture he was a thriving persona who appears in poetry, for 
instance, in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo and in some versions 
of the Shield of Achilles in Book 18 of the Iliad and elsewhere. 
From our point of view, which contrasts myth with history (and 
in which the word "myth" can mean "lie"), he is not necessarily 
a real human being, but we would say that he represents the 
idealized performer of the Homeric epics as the Greeks 
conceived of him. That's what some people (including those 
who are working on this project!) think; but other people think 
that he was an actual poet who walked the earth like you and I. 
That's a complex topic, because at its heart is a disagreement 
about how the poems got composed, by an individual who wrote
or by performers in a generations-old tradition who didn't need 
to read or write. Do you know about how those traditions work? 
The best place to learn is this book: The Singer of Tales, by 
Albert Lord. You can find it in many libraries, and there will 



soon be a free version of it available on the website of the Center
for Hellenic Studies, http://chs.harvard.edu -- but it's not there yet. 
Hope this helps!

Who’s Who: the Catalogue of Ships and the Teikhoskopia

Duxfeminafacti notes that the Catalogue of Ships reflects the 
ancient Greek’s strong interest in their ancestry, much like the 
intrest modern people show in their family tree. She asks, 
“does this connect the average Greek of the era to the kleos of 
those who are in the narrative?”.

Joel replies:

Hi,
I always use the 'shout-out to my people' comparison to get 
students thinking about why the Catalog of Ships was allegedly 
one of the most popular episodes in the ancient world 
(personally I used to hate it but now appreciate it a lot more). 
But I think there's also a few other things going on.

Another way I like to think of it is similar to the song on Wu 
Tang's first album where they list and shout-out all the places 
where people are making hip-hop and 'rivaling' them in some 
way. There is an extra level of cleverness here: by integrating 
potential rivals and variant traditions into your song, you 
subordinate them to your performance while also absorbing 
part of the authority of theirs (and here I am thinking more of 
Homer than the Wu Tang Clan).

You're absolutely right that there is a genealogical (or at least 
folk genealogical) aspect. And this is connected too to the 
Panhellenic nature of Homer. In a way, the catalog allows for 
the integration of local genealogical and mythical traditions 
(which may or may not have had oral-performance 'lives' 
outside of this epic) into a non-local whole. The very myth of the
Trojan War (and to a lesser extent, the Voyage of the Argo) does

http://chs.harvard.edu/


a similar thing: it takes individual heroes who represent local 
traditions and places and sends them somewhere else. In a way, 
it is a narrative experiment in exploring a common community.

So, I think you're absolutely right that the Catalog allows for 
individual cities and even people to be connected to the glory of 
the whole. We always use stories of the past as part of the way 
we define who we are now.

And it seems they took it quite seriously. According to the 
historian Thucydides, the Athenians were accused of altering 
the Catalog in order to justify their control over the island 
Salamis. - Joel

A participant wanted to know why Priam waited for 9 years
after the start of the Trojan war to ask Helen to identify various
Greek warriors.

Joel: 

Hi,

This is a great question. Many of the most well-known scenes of 
the Iliad like this scene (called in scholarly circles the 
Teikhoskopia), the Catalog of ships, the building of the Greek 
fortifications, etc. are argued to belong "properly" to another 
point in the war and, therefore, not properly to the story time of 
our Iliad.

One of the neat things about the Iliad (and the Odyssey as well) 
is how it functions in ametonymic relationship with the larger 
mythical and poetic tradition. In this part for the whole system 
the Iliad evokes the themes and movements of the entire 
experience of the heroic world by telling just a part of it just as 
the movie Saving Private Ryan evokes the pathos and meaning 
of WWII by telling one small(ish) tale.

(And this is also why the movie Troy fails if we judge it 



according to the epic standard. That film tried to tell the whole 
story...)

So, what I try to do is ask why the epic would include something
that might not seem to fit. In other words, what might this scene
do that the epic needs. Some people think that Homeric and 
epic poetry was performed largely in episodic form and that an 
audience of the whole tale would expect certain scenes to be 
included because that's what they would associate with Homer. 
I like this idea a little, but I am still more moved by what the 
epic gets from including this scene.

For one, despite its apparent anachronism, we get a view of the 
heroes from the perspective of the wall--the scene affords a 
unique opportunity to see the heroes from the outside, from 
someone else's perspective. Second, we get to see Helen for the 
first time in the epic: this prepares us for her appearance at the 
end of the book when Aphrodite forces her to sleep with Paris. 
This allows for a surprisingly tender characterization of Helen 
and also prepares us in part for the human depiction of the 
Trojans in book 6 (in their first appearance at the end of book 2,
they seem rather unimpressive).

Third, we get to focus on specific heroes and their style of 
speech from someone who was famous in the tradition 
(Antenor) for being 'pro-Greek' but who has a very minor role in
this epic (he appears again in book 7). Odysseus and Menelaos 
seen from this angle are slightly different men. And I think this 
is also part of the importance of including scenes like this. 
Remember that in tales from myth and the epic cycle there was 
a range of possibilities for the depiction of a specific character 
or scene. Homer gets to 'activate' aspects of this tradition and 
play against the tension of other performances (and potential 
performances).

And, finally, I think you're right about the importance of the 
echo of the failed diplomacy. This scene allows the Trojan elders



to express their split opinion on whether or not Helen was 
worth all the trouble. The attention to this returns in the Trojan 
assembly in book 7 and the irony of a war over Helen being 
weighed still is never lost in an epic whose conflict also starts 
over a girl.

So, I think that the inconsistency or strangeness is probably 
worth risking for the opportunities for characterization and 
reflection that come in return.

Does this make sense?

Joel

Getting Supplication Right

Ozob128 asked two questions about social protocol in the early 
events of Scroll 1:

The first question is whether Chryses may have violated 
supplication protocol by not touching the chin and knees of 
Agamemnon. Are we to understand from 1.22-23 that the 
priest is appearing before the massed formation of the army, 
the Achaean assembly? He did supplicate all the Achaeans? 

  Joel replies:

Hi,

Some quick answers:

This is a great question because the situation is indeed a bit 
murky. The narrative says at line 15:



...καὶ λίσσετο πάντας ᾿Αχαιούς, ᾿Ατρεΐδα δὲ μάλιστα δύω, 
κοσμήτορε λαῶν•

[and the priest] begged all the Achaians, but especially the two 
sons of Atreus, leaders of the hosts.

And then in his first line he address he calls:

᾿Ατρεΐδαι τε καὶ ἄλλοι ἐϋκνήμιδες ᾿Αχαιοί

"Sons of Atreus and all the well-greaved Achaeans".

While the substance of the speech is directed to everyone,Greek 
is an inflected language, which means the subject of verbs is 
reflected in the verb forms themselves. So, when Chryses speaks
he clearly addresses a group rather than an individual. (But this
may be for politeness...)

But what is clear and what many have written about (including 
CHS friend David Elmer) is that the Achaeans shout out that 
Agamemnon should accept the ransom (1.23-4)

῎Ενθ' ἄλλοι μὲν πάντες ἐπευφήμησαν ᾿Αχαιοὶ αἰδεῖσθαί θ' ἱερῆα 
καὶ ἀγλαὰ δέχθαι ἄποινα•

“And all the rest of the Achaeans shouted to affirm That they 
should respect the priest and accept the fine ransom.”

So, as far as I can see, even if Chryses' protocol was in error, the 
Achaeans think that his offer is good enough.

The poster also asked if Chryses’ scepter (1.15) would be enough
to command the attention of his audience?

I think that the scepter held by the priest should be enough. 
Though it may seem minor to us, scepters have important 
meanings in the Iliad as we can see from Achilles' rejection of it 
in book 1 and Odysseus' use of it as a club in book 2. The point 
is, as I have understood it, is that it marks him out clearly as a 
priest of Apollo.



Does that help?

-Joel

The Power of the Iliad

The Iliad enthralls participant April R:

“I can see in my mind's eye and feel the intensity at the thought
of young men and women listening with wide eyes of
excitement to all the gory head-rolling-splatter-film-worthy
scenes of mayhem and violence. I love this aspect of the Iliad;
it gets me every time, why this passive battle-blood-thirst?”

Here’s Joel’s reply:

Dear April,

I love this comment!

Some Hellenistic scholars and later had this idea that the 
vividness of the descriptions (enargeia) somehow made things 
more real for the audience, but they don't seem to reflect much 
concern for what the violence does to the audience. Modern 
responses have been varied, some seeing violence and force as 
projecting that essentially brutal world (e.g. Simone Weil's The 
Iliad or Poem of Force) while others have seen a more realistic 
and honest view of violence in a depiction that is potentially 
antiwar (fewer).

I try to think of how the world of the audience was different 
from ours. They saw more death and gore, I suspect, than we in 
the modern world. So perhaps the effect of the violence is 
different. Also, I wonder about the difference in hearing vs. 
seeing. Some people might imagine such descriptions visually, 
to others they might slide by.



But I also think of certain gory depictions in film and how in the
works of Stone and Tarantino excessive violence may be seen to 
glorify or trivialize suffering but could also be interpreted as 
showing its excess to undermine its cultural meaning. The so-
called revenge-fantasy violence of Tarantino's later films come 
to my mind when thinking of the blood in the Odyssey's 
vengeance scene.

But I do think that there is a lot of variation: Homer's violence 
might be amusing to some and horrifying to others now. I can 
only imagine that the ancient audiences had a similar variety of 
responses.

Could you explain what you mean a bit more about the "passive"
in your question?

-Joel

Chariots in the Iliad

Ostendorf wanted to know if Achaeans and Trojans used 
chariots for fighting or to signify heroic status. Kevin McGrath 
of the Board of Readers replied.

Chariots were used in this poetry are -as you remark - vehicles 
of heroic status. The relation between a charioteer and a hero is 
a crucial one in this warrior culture however, and is part of a 
rich metaphorical system of reference.

Logic of the Iliad

Jack W concluded that the logic of the Iliad does not reflect 
modern reason. 

Leonard Muellner comments .

   Thank you, Jack W, for your wonderful response. You have hit 
the nail on the head: the logic of the Iliad is not our logic, but it 
is a logic, and you can and will rebuild it for yourself if you work



gradually and patiently at slow, close reading of the text. It's not
about literal-minded reading of the text, but it is about slow and
careful reading, the kind that Nietzsche describes in the passage
in H24H. 

By the way, I'm not a big fan of the notion that Ancient Greeks 
were not autonomous problem solvers and decision makers. 
The interaction between Athena and Achilles that we are talking
about is a nice case in point. They have a discussion, and she 
offers Achilles a reward in exchange for his compliance -- I am 
convinced by a Danish scholar's argument that the word that is 
translated 'obey' in the Sourcebook actually means 'comply 
with', in other words, 'actively accept a deal' not 'passively 
submits to a deal' -- and he decides to accept it. There's nothing 
non-autonomous about his behavior and his decision to change 
his mind and not kill Agamemnon, just as there is nothing that 
is not autonomous either about Agamemnon's refusal of a good 
deal at the beginning of the Iliad. 

But the general point that you understood from Adkins is totally
on target: this world is something different, and your 
frustration with the questions is in general a reflection of the 
distance there is to go and that the HeroesX project wants to 
help you through if you are willing.

Achilles’ Fate

In a thread about how Thetis might have known Achilles’ fate, 
Tom Walsh offered this perspective:

Perhaps think of it this way. It's not only Thetis that knows what
Achilles' choice will be. The tradition, out of which the the Iliad
emerges, already knows this kind of thing. One might define
fate was what happens in the narrative. As a god Thetis can have
special access to such knowledge, but isn't it the case that "we"
or "the audience" also already know what will happen to
Achilles? Interesting questions about how different our notions



of "suspense" in storytelling come up: can there be a notion of
suspense if the tradition already knows the narrative's
outcome? Well, it might not be our notion of suspense: it's not
so much what will happen, but how it will happen. I like to
think that the complex manner in which Achilles' fate is worked
out in the Iliad is an example of tradition at its most innovative.

Quarrel between Achilles and Odysseus

A project member asks what the macro-narrator of the
Odyssey knew at 8.75 about the quarrel between Achilles and
Odysseus that he is not telling us. The poster also notes that
Book 11 demonstrates the two didn’t hold a grudge against
each other, and wonders, “if the theme of the settled quarrel
could be the point of the narrator's hint in Book 8”.

Joel’s reply:

Hi again!

As you probably know, Greg Nagy begins Best of the Achaeans 
discussing Demodokos' song (1999, 22-25) and there surveys 
the absence of much remaining evidence for this quarrel in a 
specific narrative form and instead uses the putative division of 
the two heroes to indicate "two distinct themes that permeate 
the Iliad and the Odyssey--themes that define the central hero 
of each epic" (25).

So one answer that you might find somewhat unsatisfying is 
that there is no specific quarrel, instead, the story of the quarrel 
anticipates the differences between the heroes and helps to 
articulate different types of heroism and different poetic and 
narrative strategies. For the Odyssey, then, this helps because 
Demodokos makes the division just as Odysseus is about to tell 
a story in which he must turn from war and the Iliad to 
cleverness and homecoming. In this understanding, the absence
of mention or resolution of the quarrel in 11 is a function of the 
fact that we are in one man's epic.



A simpler but by no means exclusive suggestion as well is that 
the difference in content is connected to a difference in 
presentation. In book 8, it is the narrator who has Demodokos 
singing the song and speaking of the quarrel. In book 11, we are 
within Odysseus' song. We could imagine him (1) not explaining
the quarrel because his audience(s) have already heard about it 
or (2) suppressing the quarrel to appropriate Achilles' for his 
own ends.

The appropriation of Achilles' character for the Odyssey's 
interests is clear from both the perspective above and from the 
understanding that this is Odysseus' song. In each case the 
Achilles we see in book 11 isn't the Achilles of Demodokos who 
might strive with or contrast with Achilles, but instead is 
actually an Achilles who belongs to Odysseus and the Odyssey.

A couple of things to think about in the context though: how 
does Odysseus' presentation of Ajax square with his self-
presentation to the Phaeacians and larger Odyssean themes? 
And, second, is there something to be said about the quarreling 
of heroes and that theme's place in the Odyssey? Nestor 
mentions the quarrel between Menelaos and Agamemnon after 
the fall of Troy in book 3....

Let me know what you think about my explanations and if any 
of this is helpful.



Hesiod

Differences between Homeric and Hesiodic Poetry

Myrmidon asked about the main differences between Homeric
and Hesiodic poetry, and whether Hesiod’s works, which
appeared later than Homer’s demonstrated any evolution in
thinking.

Myrmidon,

Barbara Graziosi and Johannes Haubold in their book Homer: 
The Resonance of Epic (2005) have a really neat way to 
conceive of the difference between the two traditions. They 
conceive as Homer and Hesiod coming from the same general 
tradition of hexametric poetry, drawing on the same language, 
content and motifs. The main difference they emphasize is the 
perspectives or narrative strategies of the traditions.

Hesiodic poetry, they argue, tends to be macrocosmic in nature, 
that is it is more catalogic than dramatic and endeavors to tell 
the whole story with scant detail. Homeric poetry, in contrast, is
microcosmic and dramatic: it evokes the themes of the whole 
tradition by focusing intensely on single moments. In this way, 
the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women outlines the general 
narratives of the race of heroes, endeavoring to tell as much as 
possible, while Homeric poetry plucks out a moment in the 
tradition and dramatizes it.

Together, Graziosi and Haubold suggest, Homeric and Hesiodic 
poetry present two sides of the history of the mythical cosmos 
from the creation of the universe to the death of the race of 
heroes. There are some fragments that don't quite work (e.g. the
Hesiodic Aspis) and this argument explains why many of the 
Cyclic poems were considered Homeric. But this contrast nicely 
characterizes the complementarity of Hesiod's Theogony and 
the Homeric Hymns. Where the former tells the story of many 
generations and the grand tale of succession, the latter choose 
to narrate critical moments in the development of a single deity.



Does this help as a way of thinking about Homer and Hesiod?

I don't know if I can see any evolution in thought or perspective 
in the Hesiodic/Homeric pairing in particular. Personally, I 
think that the Homeric poems are both producers and products 
of what is now called the "Rationalizing Revolution"--but that's 
a story for another day!

-Joel

In a follow-up question, Joel was asked if Hesiod’s works, which
emerged when literacy was in its early stages, show signs of a 
literacy-based composition.

If anything, Hesiod's work is extremely oral in character 
(repetition, ring structures, paratactic grammar, catalogic). So I 
don't know if we can find anything there. Eric Havelock talks 
about orality in his Preface to Plato and I think that most 
Classicists see the marks of oral culture and composition on 
fifth century prose writers like Herodotus.

When writing was first used in Greece, it was used in very 
specific circumstances and it took a long time for literacy to get 
to the point where it was part of a cultural shift in aesthetics, 
performance and composition. Indeed, oral components of the 
culture existed along side written for hundreds (if not 
thousands) of years. I suspect that the performance traditions of
Hesiod and Homer were somewhat resistant to these changes.

But it would be interesting to hear what specific things you see 
as marks of literacy in Hesiod!

Hesiod and Ovid

Fred C notes a discrepancy between the Ages described by
Hesiod and Ovid.

Dear Fred,

This is a very good question. A couple of things change between 



Hesiod and Ovid. One of the things Ovid does is that he 
integrates 'scientific' knowledge into his creation story. (And to 
be fair, the Hesiodic tradition probably did something of the 
same.) So, his opening creation is a bit confusing: where Hesiod
has khaos, Ovid has a teeming mass where everything fights 
with its opposite. So far, so good. But then "some god' comes 
through and divides everything?

I think that part of what you're looking for--the promise of or 
anticipation of a cycle rather than a linear end--is to be found 
both in what happens in Met. book 1 and in the theme of the 
narrative as a whole. First, if you look at Ovid's description of 
the flood, it actually returns everything to a teeming mass of 
confusion. In a way, everything begins again after that flood (so 
we could see that as a new cycle).

But in the spirit of other ideas, Ovid's text is also about 
transformation and change. So, every step in the narrative 
anticipates the transformation of one thing into another. The 
dastardly trick Ovid plays, however, is that what transforms 
(and into what it changes) is often surprising. At a thematic 
level, if I were to make a wild interpretive stab, I would imagine 
that this embraces the idea of a cycle but also tells us that we 
can't always know what the next turn of the wheel will bring

Fred C continues the discussion by asking Joel if “Ovid sees a
steady deterioration in his scheme of generations, whereas
Hesiod does not? And that therefore”, writes Fred, “the
interpretation of "our", i.e. the present generation, becomes
more pessimistic?”

Dear Fred,

I am not sure I would deny what you're saying--but I do want to 
stress that the notion that Hesiod represents a cyclical view of 
life is not uncontroversial. If you read Hesiod carefully you can 
see that he leaves out the hope that things will get better, but he 
doesn't really give any indication that they will.

When it comes to Ovid, it is also a little knotty. Ovid moves 
through his nearly innumerable transformations and ends with 



the apotheosis of Julius Caesar. I am not sure that everyone 
takes him seriously about this or that his approach is not ironic. 
If anything, when comparing Hesiod and Ovid, I would suggest 
that Ovid is more playful and less pessimistic than Hesiod.

But much of this must be viewed within the framework of what 
each narrative is doing. Hesiod, in the Works and Days has 
adopted a lament that men have deteriorated as a part of his 
presentation of traditional wisdom (the adoption of which is the
best way, according to Hesiod, to address this deterioration). 
So, I guess insofar as he leaves open the possibility of change, he
may have an optimistic view.

Ovid is a trickier poet. His 'worldview', as far as I can tell, is 
more chaotic and less easily defined. At the same time, though, 
his theme of metamorphosis is not necessarily about decline or 
improvement. If you go back to the opening chaos, Ovid's world 
appears to move from disorder, to order, to disorder, and back 
again.

Joel

Heroes

Joel comments on “kleos”

What's really neat about kleos is that it doesn't seem to be a 
'zero-sum' game like time where you can really only get it from 
someone else (although, this isn't the way everyone thinks 
honor works). Kleos comes from what each man does and what 
the future generations sing about him. So, when encouraging 
the Achaeans to face him in single combat in book 7, Hektor 
claims that the man he kills will get kleos for being killed by 
Hektor (and in return Hektor will get kleos from the victory). It 
does seem that you can get bad fame (Hektor worries about this
frequently, but especially when facing Achilles in book 22.



And all the men at Troy have the kleos of being in the Iliad. It is
people who do nothing who have no fame. That's one of the
reasons Athena sends Telemachus abroad in the Odyssey.
Think about the difference between the epics too: there are
many types of kleos and they don't all seem equal.

Achilles’ Fate

In a thread about how Thetis might have known Achilles’ fate, 
Tom Walsh offered this perspective:

Perhaps think of it this way. It's not only Thetis that knows what
Achilles' choice will be. The tradition, out of which the the Iliad
emerges, already knows this kind of thing. One might define
fate was what happens in the narrative. As a god Thetis can have
special access to such knowledge, but isn't it the case that "we"
or "the audience" also already know what will happen to
Achilles? Interesting questions about how different our notions
of "suspense" in storytelling come up: can there be a notion of
suspense if the tradition already knows the narrative's
outcome? Well, it might not be our notion of suspense: it's not
so much what will happen, but how it will happen. I like to
think that the complex manner in which Achilles' fate is worked
out in the Iliad is an example of tradition at its most innovative.

Achilles a “spoiled brat”

A participant described Achilles as a “spoiled brat”. Keith 
Stone commented.

I keep thinking, how does this connect to the social and ritual 
reality of those who give cult to Achilles? What does it show 
about Achilles's place in the worshiping community? A hero has 
a place of honor in the community that is formed around that 
hero—in this case Achilles, who is, in this song, the hero that the 



whole panhellenic community is formed around. This is a song 
about how important it is for all the Greeks to give Achilles the 
honor he is due, because he is the one who is able to save them in
the here and now.

Later, Instructor Tom Walsh joined the conversation.

What an important discussion-thread! Much of our experience of 
the Iliad depends on how you judge Achilles' decision to leave the 
battlefield. But I wonder if it's possible to "zoom out" from Scroll 
1 in order to see if there is a context for this move on the 
narrator's part. What does it mean culturally (in Archaic Greece) 
or traditionally (in epic narrative) for a hero to respond to a 
perceived violation in such a way that there are devastating 
consequences for his own colleagues, even as he knows full well 
that he will return under the right conditions? We'll see this kind 
of narrative in Scroll 9, when Phoenix, the Myrmidon elder who 
attempts to persuade Achilles to return, cites the exemplum 
("example") of Meleager. Meleager withdrew from his duties with 
devastating results for his culture, only to return later under 
diminished conditions. (I'm leaving the fun parallels out right 
now for you to search out on your own!) Consider too the parallel 
in Demeter's withdrawal from, well, nature itself in response to 
the kidnapping of Persephone, with her later return in the mythic 
context that indicates how her nature and culture are and ever 
will be.

If one collects enough of these "withdrawal-devastation-return" 
patterns, Achilles' withdrawal seems to fit nicely together with 
them. What follows from the conclusion that Achilles is, in the 
"formulaic" and "oral" context of this kind of narrative, yet 
another hero who withdraws from his culture with terrible results
and returns later? Well, first, I think, our judgment of Achilles 
now can be put in context--one might still be critical, but one 
must acknowledge that these withdrawals are part of the 
thinking-culture's asking itself something like: "How do we 



understand such a response to an injustice, or a perceived slight?"
I suspect you can find alternative ways to pose that question. It's 
at least not just a single character acting this out--one can say, 
perhaps (what do you think?) that it's the culture presenting this 
problem for us to think through; or the narrator; or the Homeric 
tradition.

One contemporary parallel: if you are slighted by your boss or 
supervisor at work, so much so that you need to do something 
about it, does it make a difference if you just call in sick, slow 
down your work, etc. or if, instead, you, say, file a grievance with 
your union? In the first case you may just be expressing a little 
anger at just that moment. In the second case (if you're lucky 
enough to have a collective context for your anger) you engage in 
a culturally accepted form of "rebellion." (It's still possible to 
object to such a response, but the culture as whole guides the 
process--not the individual alone.)

I think there's a way to think of the Odyssey as using this WDR 
structure. What do you think?

One last thought: When does Achilles' return?

If you're interested in pursuing this, I got first started thinking 
this through from my teacher's (Michael Nagler's) book 
Spontaneity and Tradition (1974). Yes, a while ago but still a 
landmark. He in turn cites in this context figures that you are now
familiar with, such as A. B. Lord

Heroes Sacrificed?

Although human sacrifice was tabu in ancient Greek culture, a
project member wonders if Kleobis and Biton were actually
sacrificed in place of the untimely oxen. 
Joel responed:

Hi,



I have been thinking about this idea for a bit today and I found 
it striking because I had never really thought about Kleobis and 
Biton in the sense of sacrifice before. But when it comes down 
to it, you are perfectly right that they do function as a form of 
sacrificial victim.

Although it is clear that human sacrifice was outside the norm 
in Greek culture, we do have plenty of echoes of it in the story 
traditions: Iphigenia is sacrificed by her father, for example. 
And Achilles sacrifices the Trojan youths in the Iliad. So it is 
clear that human sacrifice is something that is still understood 
as possible even if it is presented as taboo.

The example of Kleobis and Biton, however, reminds me more 
of the ethic of self-sacrifice that we see in the poetry of Kallinus 
(who writes about how beautiful it is to die for your city) the 
rhetoric of kleos in the Iliad, where one dies for immortal fame, 
and a story from the Seven Against Thebes where Creon's son 
Menoecus sacrifices himself on the walls of the city to Ares and 
thus ensures the city's survival (for one conflict).

Do these comparisons make you think of Kleobis and Biton 
differently? Are there other examples of human sacrifice that can 
help us to flesh this out a bit?

Still with Kleobis and Biton, Joel responds to a question asking
what the two names mean?

Joel responsed:

This is a good question that I have been musing over for a few 
days. I haven’t done an exhaustive etymological search for these
names, but I have been thinking of them. I think it is certainly 
possible that ancient listeners would have heard kleos and biê 
when confronted with Kleobis; but I think that it is also possible
that some would hear something to do with an ox (and here I 
am taking a big risk imagining that Kleobis might be a variant 
for Kleobous –equally likely is a shortening of Kleobios “famous
for life, life force”).



I think that Biton as a pun for wheel is great―but there is also 
the later world Bisôn which means “bison”...so maybe there is 
bovine language in both forms. I like entertaining the idea of 
each name echoing some sense of the story, that these names 
‘speak’ what the figures were famous for, replacing oxen. But, 
my play etymologies are not well supported by the linguistic 
evidence.

The thing about etymologies is that false etymologies can be as 
meaningful as the historically accurate ones. If people hear 
something in a word and attach meaning to it, does it matter if 
the association is not native? So my question for you is what do 
you think it would do for an audience to be able to hear puns or 
wordplay in the names of these figures? How does that change the
experience of the cult-hero and his worship?

What He Knew. When He Knew It

During his last hurray, did Patroklos realize he was equal to
Ares.

Joel:

Hi!

This is an interesting question, and I fear that I won’t be 
completely satisfactory in answering it, but I will try. The first 
thing is that I don’t think Patroklos “knows” that he is like Ares 
for two reasons. First, the narrative announces him thus and 
Homeric characters don’t really share knowledge with the 
narrator (his words are for the audience). Second, the point of 
being “like Ares” is that you are out of control, in some sort of 
berserker rage. Ares is a god of war, but he is the god of 
destructive and thoughtless war. (As opposed to Athena who 
presides over the sphere of strategy).

A good example of how ‘bad’ Ares is comes from book 5(872ff) 



when Zeus basically says that he hates him because he loves war
so much. As far as I read it then, a comparison of a hero to Ares 
indicates that he is full in a moment of war-fury or blood lust 
and resembles Ares both in the destruction he carries out and in
the single-minded fury with which he is fighting.

And there are three ways that I can see so far to compare 
someone to Ares: two are strong and one is weaker. First is the 
full line of the type at 11.295)

῞Εκτωρ Πριαμίδης βροτολοιγῷ ἶσος ῎Αρηϊ.

Hector son of Priam, equal to man-destroying Ares

This comparison occurs at 11.295, 11.604 (Patroklos), 12.130 
(Leontes), 13.802(Hektor), 20.46 (Achilles). Interestingly 
enough, the isos Arêi comparison is used of Patroklos when he 
appears in book 11. I also think we shouldn’t make too much of 
equal to (isos) since it is also used with comparisons to generic 
gods, whirlwinds etc. The weak form is an adjective made from 
Ares that is usually just translated as “warlike” 16.166 ῥώοντ'• ἐν
δ' ἄρα τοῖσιν ἀρήϊος ἵστατ' ᾿Αχιλλεύς,

And warlike (arêios) Achilles stood among them.

The irony here is that Achilles isn’t fighting at all! Eudoros 
(16.179) and Peisander (16.193) are described this way. But I 
think the passage you have in mind is as follows

16.784 τρὶς μὲν ἔπειτ' ἐπόρουσε θοῷ ἀτάλαντος ῎Αρηϊ And he 
rushed then three times just like swift Ares

This comparison uses the adjective atalantos (which is used 
elsewhere, but often with comparison to divine things) and 
while it describes Patroklos here, it is used of Megas (2.627), 
Meriones (7.166 and FIVE other times!), Hektor (8.215), and 
Automedon (17.536). So it seems to be applied at times of 
intense, warlike and, perhaps irrational behavior. (But that 
Meriones case is one I’d love to know more about.)



Milman Parry in his early work wrote about the traditional 
epithet as being either general (mostly for metrical and stylistic 
reasons) or particularized (aimed at the specific context and 
meaning). Some have mistaken this is meaning that a given 
word must be one or the other all the time. I think that it is 
probably the case with Meriones that the comparison to Ares is 
rather conventional (since his behavior doesn’t seem all that 
exceptional).

But with Patroklos, I think that we see a conventional title being
used to show that like Ares (and Achilles in truth), Patroklos has
entered an irrational, furious state that brings destruction in 
every direction (not just against the enemy) but especially on 
himself (which helps with the ascription to Hektor too).

But this is a topic of interpretation, not certainty. What does it 
do for you?

(Sorry for the length of the answer, once I got started I couldn't 
stop!)

-Joel

Achilles: Murderous Bridegroom

Duxfeminafacti wonders about Achilles, the eternal 
bridegroom, who killed Hector the happy husband and 
destroyed his marriage to Andromache. She asks of this was to 
symbolize his choice to reject marriage in favor of kleos.

 
Hi,  
I think this is in many ways a very perceptive question that is in 
fact its own answer!  
You're absolutely right that Hektor and Andromache represent 
that which is unattainable for someone like Achilles in the war. 
And Achilles doesn't merely symbolically end this happy scene, 
he ultimately contributes to the end of the entire family.  



I don't know, however, that we can go as far to say that Achilles' 
rage toward Hektor and Andromache is necessarily a kind of 
envy or symbolic jealousy. I would like to see if there is room in 
the text for that. When he laments Patroklos, Achilles mentions 
that he already has a son and that he hoped Patroklos would 
take Neoptolemus home to meet Peleus. 

The strangeness here is the absence of any concern at all for a 
woman.  
So, maybe there's something more to think about: Achilles gets 
upset about the loss of Briseis, calls her the "bride of my heart" 
(book 9) but then later on insists it would have been better if she 
had died (book 19). His loss is more that of Patroklos and that 
type of relationship may be reflected in Hektor's powerful speech
in 22 when he fantasizes about persuading Achilles with words 
the way young men and women seduce each other.  

I think that rather than consider Achilles a whole character 
lacking a part (marriage, wife) it might be better to see him as a 
part of a whole (the Iliad) that in turns re-arranges, compares and
examines its own parts. In this, the various characters represent 
different variations on the themes of manhood, heroism and 
personhood. The whole picture to be examined is for us--it is as if 
each character and his or her moment is a but point or series of 
points in an impressionist painting. They cannot see the whole 
picture. And neither can we if we stand too close.  
(But by standing close, we do gain so much a greater appreciation 
of the skill needed to make coherent picture from so many small 
pieces...)  
I do encourage you to think about it further. Are there other 
indications to you that Achilles wants to be married?  
Thanks for a very thought-provoking question.  -Joel

Joel



Family Matters

Duxfemiafacti returns with another question:
”I am wondering if their familial connection to both of the
heroes doesn't also emphasize what is at stake for both
heroes...not just their own kleos but that of future
generations...if Kleopatra is carried off by Meleagros' enemies,
that's is it for his family. There will be no more "patros" let
alone "kleos". Thus, by Patroklos being killed, it shows Achilles
that the glory of his family is being threatened by the Trojans
and that he must forfeit his life to preserve it. Is this totally off
base?”

Here’s Joel’s answer.

Hi,

I don't think you're totally off-base. It is definitely clear that 
individual reputation and family glory are entwined in special 
ways (which is why this Pater plus kleos compound is so 
important). And there's something else that might be in your 
head too: during his lament in book 18, Achilles says he thought
that Patroklos would survive the war (instead of himself) and 
then go home and introduce Achilles' son Neoptolemus to 
Peleus. Strictly speaking, this is Patroklos replacing Achilles. 
But there is a way that this replacement ensures the union of 
Father, Son and Grandson (a magical grouping Greek epic 
doesn't give us until the end of the Odyssey when Odysseus, 
Telemachus and Laertes stand together against the families of 
the suitors).

So, much of this must be operating in the Iliad. Phoinix's tale of 
Meleager, however, doesn't seem to indicate the threat to the 
glory of a family (the reminders of Peleus' disappointment may 
do that) as much as it strives to remind Achilles of the 
connection between his success (and ultimate glory) and the 
well-being of his people.

But the next interesting question is why this doesn't seem 



completely persuasive. What do you think Achilles' attitude 
towards kleos is as he hears the Meleager story?
-Joel

Does Achilles make stuff up?

Joel answers a question about why Achilles gives Thetis a
version of what he said, which differs from what the narrator
says. The comment is in reply to a question about Achilles
saying in Scroll 1.386 that he was the first to suggest appeasing
Apollo

Hi,
I think that this is a great question that has a couple of answers. 
First, if you read a lot of the speeches carefully, you'll notice that
Homeric speakers do what most people do, they present angles 
on 'facts' that are convenient for the needs at hand. Achilles 
does this too in book 9 when he calls Briseis the "bride of my 
heart". So, rhetorical posturing is an important part of the 
speech dynamic.

Second, we could always imagine that Achilles sees himself as 
the author of the action because he called the assembly and (as 
some people think) arranged for Calchas to point the finger at 
Agamemnon. There's a neat way that Greek can make such 
indirect agency clear. In English, we can say "The teacher 
teaches my son" or "my daughter is taught by a teacher" but in 
Greek we also have what is called the middle voice which in case
of teaching would translate as "I have my child taught Greek by 
the teacher" or "I have the teacher teach my child". (This is a 
distinct form of the verb in Greek.

I think this explanation may be a bit far out, but for someone 
like Achilles in my reading of the epic, he can be the source or 
cause of an action without doing it himself. So, in short, Achilles
isn't necessarily making things up, but he is presenting his view 
of the world, one which others (Agamemnon, or the narrator) 
might not share.



If you wonder if Achilles fabricates details--and he seems to rail 
against such a thing in book 9 when he tells Odysseus that he 
hates a man who says one thing and hides another in his heart--
check out his speeches to Priam in book 24 and the curious 
details about Niobe and her children. Let me know what you 
think!

Joel-

The issue of whether Achilles“makes stuff up” was also raised 
by another participant:

“Achilles in the focus passage is quoting his mother's words. Is 
he a reliable narrator?”

Good question! I think you might want to look at other things
Achilles says in the Iliad (and Odyssey), and see how reliable he
is in those other cases. And his mother does say in Iliad 1 that
Achilles' life will be short - so supporting evidence. Does he
have any reason to mis-quote Thetis?

Achilles a Sensitive Guy?

Tom Walsh also joined a discussion with Ozob128 and
kaoru9282 about whether Achilles’ character had feminine
attributes.

Dear Kaoru 9282, You bring up something very important for a 
reader of the Iliad, something that takes thinking through. 
What is the Homeric tradition doing with the character of 
Achilles? I myself think that not all singers “did” Achilles the 
same way. If so, we can try to get a handle on how “this version”
molded Achilles. Your identification of a “feminine” side of 
Achilles as presented in this version opens up a valuable 



evaluation of this Achilles. First, take two passages from Book 
IX of the Iliad. The first (IX 315-325) shows Achilles rejecting 
Agamemnon’s offering, during which he (Achilles) compares 
himself, as a warrior, to a mother bird feeding her chicks:

[315] I will be appeased neither by Agamemnon son of Atreus 
nor by any other of the Danaans, for I see that I have no thanks 
[kharis] for all my fighting. He that fights fares no better than 
he that does not; coward and hero are held in equal honor 
[timē], [320] and death deals like measure to him who works 
and him who is idle. I have taken nothing by all my hardships – 
with my life [psukhē] ever in my hand; as a bird when she 
has found a morsel takes it to her nestlings, and 
herself fares hardly, [325] even so many a long night 
have I been wakeful, and many a bloody battle have I waged 
by day against those who were fighting for their women.

So that passage is exactly in your category of Achilles showing a 
“feminine side” and thus is directly comparable to the passage 
that you cite. A rather simple observation is that something is 
going on with how this version is using gender (and other 
"domestic" things, e.g., motherhood, love, affection, tenderness,
etc.) to think through Achilles, kléos, and all that.

I think one might also include passages that don’t include the 
“gender switch” similes. I mean to say that the notion of the 
“feminine side” might include as well passages where Achilles 
acknowledges that "non-warrior action" is dear to him, as in 
IX.335-340, when Achilles talks about loving Briseis:

Passage 2:

[335] and these have them still; from me alone of the Achaeans 
did he take the woman in whom I delighted – let him keep her 
and sleep with her. Why, pray, must the Argives fight the 
Trojans? What made the son of Atreus gather the army of 
warriors and bring them? Was it not for the sake of Helen? 
[340] Are the sons of Atreus the only men in the world who love



their wives? Any man of common right feeling will love and 
cherish her who is his own, as I this woman, with my 
whole heart, though she was only the prize of my 
spear. Agamemnon has taken her from me; he has 
played me false.

One of my teachers laughed aloud at this passage—how can 
Achilles possibly talk about love? But the point is that Achilles 
himself acknowledges the radical nature of his claim to love 
(“though she was only the prize of my spear” IX.340). So, I 
think, the text is acknowledging that this remarkable statement 
means something, something that we might well think through. 
I’d look for other such passages that put into relief the character
of Achilles.

As to the “gender switch” passages there’s a great one with 
Penelope in the Odyssey. If you’re interested you can see Harold
Bloom’s collection of essays (in Homer's Odyssey, ed. Harold 
Bloom, Chelsea House, N.Y. 1988) where you can read Helena 
Foley’s 1978 article on these “gender-switch” similes: "Reverse 
Similes and Sex Roles in the Odyssey." It’s an important topic 
for our understanding of the striking nature of the Homeric 
tradition.

Great question! --Tom Walsh

Agamemnon’s Strategy in Quarrel Scene

In the post “Political Science According to Agamemnon”,
TwoStepsAhead notes that Agamemnon uses a two-pronged
strategy against Achilles in the Quarrel Scene. The first prong
is temporary derangement as an excuse. The second puts
Achilles in his place.

Hi,

I think you have a great reading here of Agamemnon's speech. I 
also think you're right that he understands something about 



where his power resides--in the people. But Agamemnon's 
leadership has some significant help here (and in the similar 
scenes in books 2 and 9). Where he might fumble or err, he has 
subordinate officers, fellow chieftains/kings to support him.

In the scene where Agamemnon gives what is probably his best 
speech in the epic, Achilles has already capitulated (he wants to 
go back to war; Agamemnon needs him to go back to war) and 
he enters the scene with Nestor and Odysseus. After the speech, 
Odysseus ensures that Achilles takes the gifts and agrees to a 
communal meal. This is a performance of authority for the 
masses before them. Let's not forget that Agamemnon declared 
his desire to go home publicly in book 9 and had to be 
restrained by Odysseus from fleeing to the sea when the Trojans
reached the ships.

But you are definitely right that there's a political consciousness
in the epic about the importance of the people and their unity. 
And you're also spot on that this is operative in the subtle 
messages of Agamemnon's Herakles' speech. David Elmer (The 
Poetics of Consent, 2013), Elton Barker (Entering the Agon, 
2009) and Dean Hammer (The Iliad as Politics, 2002) each 
treat this political sense from slightly different and 
complementary perspectives.

What do you make of the 'politics' of the funeral games?

-Joel



Briseis’ Value to Agamemnon and Achilles

Apropos of war prizes, rjed asked how important is it that
Briseis is a woman. He He wanted to know if it make a big
difference if Agamemnon had taken from Achilles a silver
cauldron of equivalent value, say, or some cattle, instead of a
woman?

Dear Russell,

Thanks for your question. I think that you're absolutely right 
that we can conceive of the argument between Achilles and 
Agamemnon as culminating with a tripod-separation rather 
than a woman. In fact, if you closely read the argument in book 
1, they seem pretty angry at each other from the beginning. 
Their dispute is about time (honor) and the girl is a token of it 
(geras).

But, I would wonder whether we'd lose something in that 
transformation. First, Agamemnon takes the girl because one is 
taken from him. And, I think, he wouldn't be so clearly in the 
wrong if some priest of some god came and asked for a horse or 
a cauldron back. Chryses' supplication and his rejection has 
important structural and thematic meaning for the epic 
(Priam's supplication and the return of Hector answers this at 
the end). Also, there is irony in Agamemnon's refusal to return a
woman and in his theft of Achilles' Briseis (since they are all 
fighting Troy to win a woman's return).

Achilles is mostly interested in the honor of it and Briseis could 
be anyone. He does claim in book 9 that she is the "bride of his 
heart", but most people I know believe this is rhetorical rather 
than heart-felt. (To be fair, I have encountered a few who think 
that he loves her.)



Joel recommends a book about Hector, and talks about
Heroes.

There is a nice book about Hektor that raises his profile a bit 
(James Redfield. Nature and Culture in the Iliad*: The 
Tragedy of Hector. It is a pretty good read).

But I think you're absolutely right that the Homeric heroes give 
us a range of behaviors so we have to think about what qualities 
are desirable and why. Achilles gives us a lot to think about and 
Odysseus does in the Odyssey but what about Hektor? Doesn't 
he force us to think about the definition of a 'hero'/man/human 
being in a different way? How would the Iliad be different if 
Hektor were more of a villain?

-Joel

Odysseus Harsh with the Elderly

A participant asked why Odysseus treated his father and
Eurykleia so harshly, describing it as elder abuse.

Joel answers.

Hi,

This is a great question and one that I think anyone who reads 
the Odyssey must contend with in order to make some sense of 
Odysseus as a character. I want to start off by saying that I have 
never encountered nor offered a fully convincing explanation. 
Part of my chalks it up to the realism of Homer's Odysseus, he is
a human being who is far from perfect and who's temper gets 
the best of him.

But let's take his elder-abuse in reverse. While I find his 
treatment of Eurykleia very emotionally unsettling, I think we 



have to contextualize it within the Odyssey and within Greek 
culture. In the epic, Odysseus is at a very delicate point and 
needs to ensure absolutely that his disguise will be maintained. 
He must make a strong impression on the nurse. Second, from a
cultural perspective, Eurykleia is still a servant and not his 
mother. Even if she is a part of the household, the Odyssey 
shows us that this doesn't guarantee safety.

I am equally bothered by the execution of the 'bad' serving 
maids for giving comfort to the suitors. but I think the seeming 
acceptableness of this act indicates the relative value of female 
slaves. That said, I do think that Odysseus' threat is bluster and 
the throat grabbing is less an attempt to strangle her life and 
more and attempt to silence her.

Jonathan Shay (Odysseus in America) and others who would 
diagnose Odysseus with PTSD would point to this moment of 
violence and Odysseus' treatment of his father as evidence of 
the invisible scars and trauma that persist with Odysseus even 
after he's home. I am open to this interpretation, but I also 
think that there is a narrative logic to his treatment of his 
father.

The Odyssey moves in repeated patterns whereby each later 
example seems grander or broader than the last until a moment 
of resolution or absurdity is reached. One of the epic's problems
and the hero's is where to end. Starting in book 13, Odysseus 
interrogates his loved ones in disguise to test them (to prove 
who they are and who he is) until some shared sign is offered to 
confirm who they are in relationship to each other and who they
used to be.

In each of these meetings, Odysseus tells lies with some truth 
and has part of his former self and role(s) confirmed the the 
presence of the person before him. Steadily, he moves back in 
time from being a father to a husband to a son. His rough 
meeting with his father is thus an accumulation of tensions: it 



reflects the tension between son and absent father in the books 
about Telemachus, the alienation of son from home in the books
about Odysseus, the latent and assumed tension between 
fathers and sons in Greek myth (where they often kill each 
other), and finally the personal contextual tension of Odysseus 
as he learns not to be a warrior any more.

The signal moment in this is how quickly Odysseus relents. I 
think that we in the audience are supposed to be uncomfortable 
because Odysseus is uncomfortable as he realizes he has gone 
too far and has to learn to strike some balance between those 
talents that made him a survivor and the basic humanity that 
will help him live. In this last step, when he and his father recite
the stories of the trees in their groves, he reunites with that 
earlier part of himself. And this is never easy. But necessary.

That's about the best I can do. Any ideas?

Joel

Joel’s response prompted JacquiRenee to post:

My thoughts are - and this is not proofed out yet - is that 
Odysseus constantly challenges the established order. He is the 
outlier and so will always be outside convention, whether it is 
law of man - polis, or tribal law.

maybe...
 
 

  Joel:

   Hi Jacqui!

That may be part of it that I missed. And don't forget that his 
paternal line comes from Hermes and they are all outsiders to 
one extent or another. Here, too, Laertes is literally outside the 
community (which has turned against his family).

Does looking at the outsider status of both father and son help 



make sense? Are they both negotiating their place vis a vis 
convention?

Joel

In a discussion about whether Penelope recognized
Odysseus during their first conversation, Joel adds
these comments:

Hey Everyone,

This is a great debate that can really change the way we 
interpret the Odyssey. I play a similar interpretive game with 
Oedipus Tyrannos by asking when Jocasta really knows...

One extra layer to add to this are what some other characters 
say. In book 13, (and earlier with Agamemnon) Odysseus is told 
not to tell Penelope anything as part of the testing process. 
During the second Nekyia in book 24, the shades of the suitors 
assume that Penelope was in on the trick all along. (But, of 
course, they think the plan is her husband's).

I believe that close reading shows that she suspects the first 
time she invites him to speak to her. But suspecting is different 
from knowing. And I think there is a tension there as well. 
When Telemachus first encounters his father and Odysseus 
reveals himself, the son disbelieves. Odysseus frustratingly says 
"No other Odysseus will come home to you" (Book 16). This has 
always made me wonder if we should think that Telemachus 
(and Penelope too) might have been more prepared for his 
absence than his return. At some level, maybe part of Penelope 
doesn't want him to return!

But I don't really believe that. I think it is more likely that 
Penelope's restraint is a further display of her cleverness and 
prudence. In addition, why wouldn't she stand back and wait to 
see what Odysseus returned. What kind of a man is he after 20 



years?

Where do you all think she first knows and why?

Joel

“Heroes Quest as a Spiritual Quest”

Joel:

You have some great reactions to the epics here and I just 
wanted to expand on some of what you were saying. I am not 
quite sure that the ancient Greeks had an equivalent concept to 
our 'spiritual' but there was definitely a ritual element to the 
epics and their performance. And, David, you're right in sensing
something about a 'path' in the Odyssey. The whole story of 
homecoming, Greek nostos is about returning, as Douglas 
Frame (another CHS star) puts it, which is a return to light and 
life (and so much more). There in which Odysseus' homecoming
tale is a ritual about the return to life and the re-establishment 
of his world.

Telling heroic stories and performing epic were part of the ritual
of honoring heroes (who received sacrifices and were venerated 
like the gods at times). But their stories also give us guidance. 
The idea of treating people like "Zeus" as you put it, Myrmidon, 
is connected to the theme of 'Theoxeny', which is what happens 
in myth when the gods come in disguise to test you. (Bruce 
Louden has written some on this).

I like David's quote about Empedocles! The epics, may not be 
religious instruction manuals about religion, but they do 
contain a lot of information for the ancient audiences that we 
might consider religious in nature. For example, they support 
the basic nature of man (mortality) and explore right behavior, 
etc.

Some ancient authors would have made stronger cases, 



perhaps. Herodotus the Athenian historian claimed that Homer 
and Hesiod taught the Greeks all about their gods. (But the pre-
Socratic philosopher complained that Homer depicted the gods 
as worse than men.)

Great posts everyone,

-Joel

Heroes and Saints

Palimodes asked if there any comparative research concerning
the similarities or differences between hero worship  the 
veneration of saints and/or martyrs in early christianity. Keith
Stone replied:

•
Dear Palomides, I don't have much to add here, although for 
myself I would tend first to explain resemblances not as 
borrowings or convergences but rather as parallel expressions 
of ritual forms that were already held in common. So, for 
example, in a study of giants in the Hebrew Bible, Brian Doak 
considers them not to be borrowed from any other ancient 
Mediterranean culture into the culture of ancient Israel but 
rather as part of the basic cultural background that all 
Mediterranean cultures shared. He uses the term 
Mediterranean koiné for that background similarity.

Someone was also telling me at some not too distant point 
about a research project into the shrines and worship of Islamic 
saints, but I'm not finding any publications on that topic under 
their name at the moment

On a related matter, Lenny Muellner replies to a 
couple of participants who equated aspects of ancient 
Greek religion with Christianity.

Hi to Toulad and SueTamminga,

http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674066731


I enjoyed both of your posts very much and appreciate the spirit
which moved you to express them.

But there is a but: this course is interested in understanding 
another culture, an ancient one that is interestingly and 
engagingly different from ours, and in learning how to read its 
texts and images carefully and closely, without reading our own 
values and ideals into them. That means that having an agenda 
beforehand, however idealistic and beautiful it may be, can 
interfere with learning in this way. On the other hand, knowing 
exactly what your expectations are and putting them into words 
is also helpful, even if they are disappointed, since then we can 
see what they are. The idea here is to expand your horizons and 
not confirm everything that you already know about the way life
can or should be or always was. And to be honest up front, there
are things about Ancient Greek heroes that you will surely find 
disturbing as well as things that are reinforcing of humane 
ideals the way that many conceive of them. The heroes may 
even be disturbing to the way that the Ancient Greeks 
themselves conceived of what is valuable in life and human 
beings. But we need to rebuild the whole picture, not read in 
denial of what is there or in expectation that it be a certain way 
and not some other way. So the magic may not be what you 
expect it to be! I am sure that both of you are open to that. 
That's what we ask for: the openness and tolerance that lead to 
fresh understanding, wherever that takes us.

With gratitude for your expressions of passion and hope, Lenny.

ISIS fighters and Greek Warriors

A participant mentioned an article which compares the
current violence inflicted by a group of combatants in the
Middle East known as ISIS  to the violence of characters in
Iliad, The participant adds that he is appalled by all bloodshed
in the Iliad



Hi,

I think that one of the things about the violence of the Iliad that 
is both fascinating and a bit depressing is how successful it is at 
appealing to the brutality extant in different periods. Simone 
Weil in her famous The Iliad or a Poem of Force felt kinship 
between the horrors of WWII and the world/structure/values 
presented in the Iliad.

I too read Vlahos' comparison with Isis and, to be honest, I felt 
it to be a little facile and not terribly well-fit. There is a level of 
dissent, variability and complexity to the values expressed in the
Homeric epics that is absent from the absolutism and literalist 
ideology of our modern fundamentalists sects. Please don't 
misunderstand me here, there are certainly reprehensible 
actions displayed in the epics: the violence can be stomach 
churning, the class-based treatment depicted in the Odyssey is 
depressing, and the treatment of women is certainly wrong in 
an absolutist sense.

But the epics aren't depictions of the way things actually were or
the way their performers and audiences wanted things to be. 
Instead, they are thick tapestries of hopes, fears and nightmares
through which the audiences and performers explore the 
problems of their world. The violence there exists, I believe, as a
depiction of how terrible war is and as a warning against taking 
it too lightly; the inhuman and selfish behavior would be 
satirical if it didn't seem so real and functions, I think, to make 
audiences question their own behavior and treatment of one 
another; and the breakdown of civilization depicted within only 
serves to underscore how important civilization is, how vital 
institutions and structures are, to keep the darker spirits of 
human nature and nature at bay.

ISIS is a symptom, an outcropping (again in my opinion) of the 



worst behavior man is capable of. The weight of history, religion
and a vacuum of power has obliterated all of the constraints that
make us more human and less animal. The Homeric epics know
what man is capable of and show us doing worse and doing 
better. And I think that great art doesn't quail at showing us the 
truth. The trick is to see that within the blood and gore of the 
Iliad there are moments of sublime beauty pointing to the ways 
in which we can lead better lives together. The similes, the 
shield, the end of the epic when Priam and Achilles dine 
together--in their small ways these scenes help us to see that the
violence just isn't worth what is lost in the process.

-Joel

Someone is Missing

George S expressed surprise that after Hour 5, Alexander the
Great (an admirer of the Iliad) has not been mentioned, and
wonders if he has been missing something.

Joel: Hi George,
This is a great question, and one that may have answers we both
wouldn't anticipate. You're absolutely right that Alexander the 
Great (at least in the historical records we have) is depicted as 
styling himself a bit as Achilles. He's also stylized at times as a 
Herakles-figure and a general Greek hero in that some histories 
have him laying doubt about his parentage (as happens with 
Theseus myths): the oracle of Zeus-Ammon in Egypt makes 
Alexander the god's son! (Some of this might have to do with 
Egyptian cultural/political practices). And the Alexander 
Romance is even crazier.

Alexander isn't a primary portion of the course, however, 
because while he might be heroized, he was a historical figure. 
His stories (perhaps even while he was living) bear the evidence 
of patterning after heroic models and thus provide an excellent 



case-study for the way that Heroic narratives can influence the 
way we interpret events, model behavior and tell stories. But 
Alexander is treated from the perspectives of history and 
historiography more frequently than from the perspective of 
myth and epic.

Does that help?

Words, Concepts, Meaning, and Poetic Style

Song and Poetry

Participant Ferris White asks, “What is the difference between
song and poetry?” 

Joel Christensen responed. 

Hi,

This is a good an important question. Our word for poetry 
comes from the Greek verb poieô, which means to make. A 
poiêtês is thus a “maker” or “creator”. This word is not really 
present in early Greek poetry where forms of the verb refer to 
“made” or “fabricated” things. Instead, what we get in Homer 
are references to song aoidê, as in the following famous 
passages.
τοῖσι δ' ἀοιδὸς ἄειδε περικλυτός, οἱ δὲ σιωπῇ εἵατ' ἀκούοντες• ὁ 
δ' ᾿Αχαιῶν νόστον ἄειδε λυγρόν, ὃν ἐκ Τροίης ἐπετείλατο Παλλὰς
᾿Αθήνη. (Od.1.325-327)

And the very-famous singer sang to them while they Sat 
listening in silence. And he sang the grievous homecoming Of 
the Achaeans, the homecoming which Pallas Athena decreed for
them.

τῇ ὅ γε θυμὸν ἔτερπεν, ἄειδε δ' ἄρα κλέα ἀνδρῶν.  Πάτροκλος δέ 



οἱ οἶος ἐναντίος ἧστο σιωπῇ,  δέγμενος Αἰακίδην ὁπότε λήξειεν 
ἀείδων, (Il. 9.189-191)

[Achilles] was delighting his heart with the lyre and he sang the 
famous stories (klea) of men Patroclus sat alone opposite him in
silence Waiting for the time when the grandson of Aiakos would
stop singing.

Remember that these epics record and were performed in an 
oral culture. Their speech was almost exclusively recited (and as
oral-formulaic theory proposes, composed in performance as 
well). 

Note that in these passages which feature people singing, the act
of singing is clear but the object is thematically marked. In the 
Odyssey, Phemius sings the “homecoming” (nostos) of the 
Achaeans while the Iliad Achilles sings the “famous deeds” 
(klea) of men. The word in Greek for epic poetry is epos (which 
literally means “the word”) and epic stories in general can be 
referred to in the plural as epea.

So, in our sense, song=poetry because all epic poetry is seen as a
specious of oral performance and imagined as a type of song. 
Greg Nagy discusses a lot of this in Best of the Achaeans, but 
there is also some important stuff about theme and 
performance in Albert Lord’s The Singer of Tales.

Does that help?

-Joel



Menis and Kholos

Bmiller asked about the distinction between ”menis” and 
“kholos”, particularly as they seem central to understanding 
the relationship between the micro-narrative of Meleagros told
by Phoenix and the macro-narrative of Achilles.

Instructor Tom Walsh explains.

Dear Ben, 

Your curiosity about this distinction is important. I’d start with 
the core-vocabulary’s translation of menis as “superhuman 
anger.” I suggest that menisis to kholos as super-human anger 
is to anger.

I’ve come to think of this kind of thing as the *kholos-menis* 
continuum, in that the relationship between the two shows a 
kind of congruity. I only resist this continuum notion in so far 
as I’d hate to imply that there is a “sliding-scale.” For *menis* 
is, as Lenny Muellner has taught us in the book that Claudia 
refers to, “super-human” or “cosmic” or “numinous.” Not 
everyone can have this kind of anger just by becoming angry 
enough. Not everyone has a god for a parent. Achilles does. And 
gods are beyond the human as well. So gods, Achilles, et al. 
potentially can have *menis*. But anyone can have *kholos*.

So what is at the heart of this relationship? My answer is 
prompted by your reference to Meleager. Clearly Meleager’s 
withdrawal is prompted by how his anger *(*kholos*) leads to 
the devastation that then leads to his return.  For Phoenix to use
the Meleager narrative as his *exemplum* to Achilles depends 
on the parallel between Meleager’s *kholos* and Achilles’ 
*menis*. So the congruity between *menis* and *kholos* drives 
the crucial moment in Scroll 9 when Achilles resists the power 
of Phoenix’s exemplum, even though it is an extraordinarily 



appropriate and artistically stunning piece of Homeric 
rhetoric--think here of the Kleopatra-Patroklos parallel, as 
beautifully explicated in H24H. 

So to answer the question "what is at the heart of this 
relationship between kholos andmenis?--the short answer flips 
the terms around: the relationship is at the heart of Homeric 
narrative, especially as seen in the relationship of the narrative 
of Meleager to the narrative of Achilles.

That’s perhaps a long-winded way of saying “yes” there is a 
relationship; and certainly that relationship is that of sacral 
anger (*menis*) to--well “secular” anger doesn’t do it, since 
gods, anyone, can have *kholos*. One might say more usefully 
that kholos is *the* unmarked word for “anger,” and that 
*menis* is *a* marked word for anger, in that it depends on a 
sacral context (a divinity, the child of a divinity, a mythic 
narrative, etc.).

    The book that Claudia Filos refers to above is on the CHS 
website. I list all the instances of *kholos* in an appendix—so 
you can check the examples  in Homeric narrative quite easily--
and, usefully, I hope--through the line references.  
Happy reading!

--Tom W.



Hora

Linda M grappled with the idea of a hero being “not on time”. 
Tom Walsh offered this timely response.

Linda, I hear your "I don't understand why!" I think you might, 
like Heracles, have come to the edge of things, the border where
culture (here early Greek culture) reaches a kind of limit. I 
mean that you might be asking a very big question indeed. That 
question is "why is this thing the way it is?" Here the hero 
Heracles finds himself in conflict with "time" one of the most 
challenging concept of any human life. 

Maybe Heracles's "out-of-time"-ness is not unlike that conflict 
inherent in the human condition. I mean to say that there is 
something about our own existence that involves intractable 
problems with time. Aren't we like the hero out-of-time, before 
we become actually "out of time" in that other sense? So the 
myth of Heracles plays its role within early Greek culture, but it 
also, when you ask why, steps to the edge and looks at how we-
all-of-us have to deal with time: the elements selected in this 
discussion include the basic condition of work, one's parentage, 
the way in which the world perceives you, etc. In a way, it's as if 
the "time" is being tracked in the story of Heracles as it 
confronts work, birth and death, human action; I mean to say 
that it's as if the Greek myth of Heracles asks the question what 
does it mean to look at human life by thinking it through time.

I guess I'm trying to say that these big stories in their cultural
context make utter sense, especially when you use the tools that
you find in this course; but there's always a big "why" waiting,
where the mythic meets the human condition itself. So that the
issue of a Greek hero's being out-of-time has particular value to
the early Greeks whom we are trying to understand, but the
Greek hero's story at some point confronts the rest of reality. 



For me, balancing those two things--being true to the culture
and being true to the rest of the world--is a part of the task that
we can come to terms with--first within the course and then
when one looks beyond.

Lament

Ozob128 wanted to know why Phoenix paraphrases’ the words
of Kleopatra at 9.591-594 in her lament, and ask,” Wouldn’t
she have lamented to her husband in the first person?”

Joel:

Hi,

Kleopatra surely would have lamented to her husband in the 
first person, but it is not altogether that typical for a Homeric 
character to perform direct speech the way the narrator does. It 
happens some times, but is far more typical for speakers to 
report speeches of others indirectly. Odysseus reports Peleus' 
speech directly earlier in the same book (254-8), but that 
moment of imitation may have been ineffective.

I think that as Richard Martin and others have shown there is 
stylistic differences among different speakers. In part, Odysseus
may be more likely to take such a risk in a performance. On the 
other hand, it may be a feature of the scene. IN its reported 
form, Cleopatra's speech seems rather general and more easy to 
universalize to Achilles' situation. Perhaps it is the general note 
and idea of her speech that is more important to the teller of 
this tale (Phoinix).

Did you have any other ideas?



Ozob128 responed:
     I am still not quite sure: is this a conflict between the micro-

narrative and the maceo narrative, each having different 
agendas? Andromache’s lament as premonition is not so 
urgent as Kleopatra’s premonition because her city is on fire 
and the enemy is breeching the walls. Her words persuade; 
Andromache’s do not. I wish I understood the macro-
narrative.
 

Hi again,

I think this is still a very good question, but the difference is 
that Andromache is presented as a real person in the text 
whereas Cleopatra is just an illustrative case on Phoenix's story. 
His story may be the problem. Perhaps what you've sensed is 
something important to Achilles' rejection of it--maybe it lacks 
verisimilitude?

But comparing the two scenes is a good way to start. Let me 
know if you think of more.

Joel

What Ancients Greeks meant by “elite”

Participant Justine S asked, “Does elite mean in Greek culture 
what elite means in our dictionary?”

  Hi,  

I have to join Claudia in thanking you for a good question, one 
sensitive to the idea that concepts don't always map simply 
from one culture to another. I don't have my historical linguistic
handbooks to hand right now, so I will update tomorrow with a 
more technical answer, but my intuition is that from a lexical 
perspective, elite in the ancient world and ours corresponds to a
'select' group, using the same root Claudia mentions but 



indicating instead some group marked off from a larger mass.  
For ancient Greece, the term elite, again from a broad rather 
than a linguistic perspective, indicates the aristocratic class and 
the values/beliefs espoused by or associated with them. This in 
part is a bit of a mess sometimes because that which we might 
call elite can also appropriate and communicate values from 
different times and different classes.   

The classical Greeks (especially Athenians) had the ideal of a 
man who was kalos kai agathos which strictly could mean 
"beautiful and good" but can also mean just noble. Thus elite 
beliefs and forms of culture (often seen as represented in but 
not always by forms of Greek poetry) are those we most often 
study because they have been transmitted more fully by the 
passage of time. 

But in the texts and traditions that look at what elite is, there is 
always a question about what the term means and what it is we 
should aspire to.  
But the interesting thing that modern philosophers of literature 
and some Hellenists have shown (and here I am thinking of the 
work of Greg Thalmann especially and Peter Rose) is that 'elite' 
itself is a category of play and debate. We see this in Homer 
where people argue about what is right and proper (and in the 
multiple voices represented by Eumaios the swineherd, 
Thersites or even the importance of the armies in the Catalog of 
ships).  
For younger Americans (my students, for example) 'elite' can be
a dirty word; for the ancient Greeks, this is possible, but it is 
more often that it occupies a problematic or debated 
aspirational place.  
I guess my point is that posing the question of what elite means 
is in part an invitation to an ancient debate of which we are a 
part and to which the texts in the course often respond. But 
that's my off-hand response now. I'll read up some more and 
update tomorrow.  

Thanks for your questions and please keep them coming!  
-Joel  



What is “man”?

Project member, Harlemswife asks what is meant by “man” in
the expression, “the glories of man”. She wonders if “man”
refers to mankind, or possibly all male persons. Does it apply
to all biologically male persons, or one male person (e.g.
Achilles), or does include women? Harlmeswife adds, “ I have
been thinking that the Iliad is very focussed on male values
and attitudes, but then we have Cleopatra”

Joel:

Hi,

I don't know if I have seen this answered elsewhere, but the 
phrase most often used for "glories of man" klea andrôn; κλέα 
ἀνδρῶν (mentioned twice in the Iliad 9.189 and 524; once in 
the Odyssey 8.73). And this word andrôn, from Greek anêr 
definitely means man as in male. But I would not easily claim 
that the phrase klea andrôn correlates to stories of only male 
figures for two reasons. First, the traditional phrase is 
metonymic it uses a part of the traditional storytelling (i.e. 
“famous tales of men”) to stand in for several generations of 
heroes and their narratives. In addition, for a second point, all 
tales of men in Greek myth involve women (although this 
sidesteps the issue).

A third point is that the formulaic language of Greek poetry has 
variants for this phrase that indicate (to some extent) that the 
phrase is more general (and still metonymic). For example, in 
the Homeric Hymn to Luna, the poet says he will “the famous 
deeds of demigod-humans” (klea phôtôn asomai hêmitheôn, 
ἀρχόμενος κλέα φωτῶν / ᾄσομαι ἡμιθέων, 19-20) a line recalled
in the Homeric Hymn to the Sun, where we find the longer 
phrase (18-19)
ἐκ σέο δ' ἀρξάμενος κλῄσω μερόπων γένος ἀνδρῶν  ἡμιθέων ὧν 
ἔργα θεοὶ θνητοῖσιν ἔδειξαν.



Beginning with you I will sing the race of mortal men the 
demigods whose works the gods have shown to mortal men
Looking at this line made me realize that Phoenix’ mention of 
the klea andrôn in the Iliad, he leaves another word in the next 
line: he really says “the famous words of men, heroes...” 
(ἡρώων, 526). This word in the Odyssey is used to describe the 
countless wives and daughters of heroes who gather before 
Odysseus (11.329) so it still may be generally masculine. But the
problem is that in Greek it is common for groups of mixed 
genders to be referred to using the masculine plural (which is 
true in Latin too, but not in Sanskrit which, if memory serves 
me, uses the neuter for mixed group.

So, while it is true that the Greek world was patriarchal and that
its poetry and language reflects this; and it is also true that most
of the stories are about men, the phrase itself both by the nature
of formulaic language and the contents of the tale, in no way 
precludes the inclusion of women.

But this was a very good question. It got me thinking! Did this 
help?

-Joel

What is a “disconnected” child?

A participant wanted to know what it means when a child is 
called “disconnected”. The participant referred to this usage in
a dialog between Andromache and Hector, in which she says:

“407 What's gotten into you [Hector] – some kind of 
superhuman force [daimōn]? Your own power [menos] is going 
to make you perish [phth-n-ein]. You are not showing pity, |408
not thinking of your disconnected [nēpiakhos] son”.

Joel:



Hi,

You ask a very good question here. The word nêpiakhos is listed
in the Greek dictionary as a diminutive of nêpios which is 
generally used as a word to describe a child (see the dictionary 
entry at this link for some other examples). Note the semantic shift from 
"child" to "childish" or "silly".

I think that the translation you cite here is trying to do two 
things. First, it is trying to manage the Greek which gives us a 
seemingly redundant “infant child” (παῖδά τε νηπίαχον). The 
etymology of the word is parallel to our word infant which 
comes from Latin and means something like “incapable of 
speaking”. So, ne+epos can be understood as meaning “without 
words, speech”. Perhaps “disconnected” draws on the social 
aspect of speech or, we could go further, and see the 
“disconnectedness” as reflecting the disparate actions of a mind 
that is pre-speech….

So, the adjective for infant, indicates that which an adult has but
a child does not: the ability to use and control speech. I also 
think that we could imagine folk etymologies (which don’t have 
to be right to be popular or meaningful) playing with the idea 
that to be nepios is in some way to be without epos in a larger 
sense: pre-epic, pre-heroic, or something broader than that. I 
also would be open to some wordplay with the adjectival ending 
akhos here, which sounds like grief and is a part of the name of 
Hektor’s killer Akhi-leus. But both of these last comments may 
be going a little too far.

In short, I think that the translation here is one of the many 
examples where our language can’t convey the range of 
associations in the Greek. Are there other lines where a similar 
translation seems challenging? Does this one simply mean 
“unspeaking child” or do you think there may be more going 
on?/ Joel

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=nh/pios&la=greek&can=nh/pios0&prior=on


“Silver-footed Thetis” Epithet

Participant Ozob 128 wrote: 
“I sort of get why the Thetis epithet appears metrically only as 
the first word or the last word, but what are 'silver feet or 
steps.'? Are mortals only able to recognize goddesses by their 
feet?”

In response, Graeme Bird posted this.

Dear Ozob128, it appears that each god or goddess has epithets, 
some of which are specific to them; so Athena is sometimes 
"flashing-eyed" and Hera is "white-armed." So not just the feet! 
But it is worth thinking about how much each epithet tells us 
about the divinity in person, and how much such epithets may 
be so called "ornamental." 

Achilles a reliable narrator?

A further question from Ozob128:

“In the six lines of the passage, I am interested in how the 
images of motion: silver steps. Two “types” of death carrying 
(him) to his final performance; staying and fighting destroys his
NOSTOS, but on the other hand,(and this is the still center 
around which the images of motion whirl) his KLEOS will be be 
imperishable, outside of time, eternal. Framing this second of 
his “types” of deaths is a trip home, destroyed KLEOS, a long 
life, and a not fast ‘hit’ from death”.

Here’s  instructor Graeme Bird’s answer:

This is a more complicated question, if I am understanding it 
correctly! It is possible to see here a small example of ring 



composition, with the kleos aphthiton in the center, 
surrounded, as you say, by the other elements like nostos and 
telos. I need to think more about your comments here though! 
Thanks for sharing them. Graeme Bird

Total Recall

A participant raises two issues about Total Recall.

He says he doesn’t understand why Glaucos, when he uses the 
word “memnai” doesn’t seem to have access to an event from 
long ago.  Ozob 128 also asks , ”  When companions, those near
and dear, remind you to remember your furious bravery 
15.734 etc, does this use have overtones of total recall?

Here is Joel’s answer:

Hi,

That's a great question about Diomedes in book 6. I've actually 
worked on this with a friend of mind (Elton Barker) and think 
there are two basic readings. One (the one I don't buy) is that 
Diomedes really doesn't remember him and couldn't possibly 
have recall. The other is that Diomedes (and the Homeric 
tradition through him) is intentionally forgetting or 
marginalizing the deeds of Diomedes' father and his friends 
who tried to take Thebes and failed.

(And, Tydeus was once loved by Athena who wanted to make 
him immortal until she caught him eating brains).

So the way we read the story is that this type of failure of 
memory is surprising and marked, signaling a narrative strategy
to use tales from Thebes only where it helps the story of the 
Iliad. In a way, the denial of this memory prompts the audience 
to think about what might not be remembered and why this 



forgetting might be significant/important.

There is another scene in book 4 where Agamemnon tries to use
a story of Tydeus to shame Diomedes and Sthenelos, his 
companion, shockingly asserts "we are better than our fathers". 
(This is extra-charged because the two were part of the second 
expedition against Thebes that sacked the city. Also important 
is that Hesiod (in the Works and Days) locates the wars around 
Thebes and Troy as the mechanisms that ended the race of 
Heroes. So there is implicit comparison and competition 
between the sacking of those two cities).

 On remembering bravery, I am not quite sure that the same 
rules/associations apply since bravery isn't a story (more the 
promise of a story to be told). That formulaic remembering 
seems more limited and a part of the insult/flyting/vaunting 
tradition of battlefield speech rather than the more complex 
tradition of narrative. But there might be a more interesting 
answer from one of the other readers!

-Joel

Socrates and the written word

Luna 89 expressed interest in the relationship between
Socrates and the written text.

Joel:

Hi,

Would you be willing to explain your question a bit more? As far
as we know, we have no evidence of Socrates engaging with a 
written text or writing something. The Socrates we have is 
written about by his student Plato (although we have depictions 
from another student Xenophon and from comic writers like 
Aristophanes).



Plato does depict Socrates as talking about reading at times, but
one of my favorite things about some of the Socratic 
conversations is that he always seems to have quotations from 
Homer at hand. It is clear that he knew large portions of the 
epics by heart (or at least that's how he is depicted). IN Plato's 
dialogue Ion he even bests a rhapsode at interpreting and, to an 
extent, performing Homer.

So, are you interested in who wrote the depictions of Socrates, 
whether Socrates was reading things and the audience in the 
dialogues or the audience of the dialogues?

-Joel

The Greeks as a people

Radekkozak poses a question about the Greeks as a nation:

“…there seems to be common agreement that the notion of
Greeks as a nation is a later concept…i was thinking in terms of
metric system used in Illiad : didn't Homer also need/make all
t h o s e d i f f e r e n t t e r m s f o r d e s c r i b i n g e n t i r e t y o f
Greeks[Achaeans, Danaans, Argives] for the sake of metrics”.

Joel:

Hi,

The general idea of your question is important and there are 
ways to balance between the Panhellenic character expressed by
the epics and the various ethnonyms used to express "Greek". 
First, remember that though the narrative occurs at one time 
while we experience it, the language used within it developed 
over generations in an oral-poetic performance tradition. So, it 
would be natural that some names might be attracted 
thematically to some phrases and contexts where others might 
not be. Of course, a poet always had some choice in selection 
from the available tradition, but sometimes those choices are 



more momentous than others.

Even if the tradition preserved differences between these 
different names (Achaeans, Danaans, Argives), the composers 
and audiences of the the epics seem interested in overlooking 
them. So, it is really hard to detect any pattern of difference in 
their usage. But, if you think you see some, it would be 
interesting to look at them more closely.

As far as the restriction of meter, there aren't many Homeric 
scholars who feel that the poets/performers of the Iliad and the 
Odyssey were ever so restricted by the metrical aspect of their 
performance language that they couldn't choose to avoid 
combinations or phrases that would detract from the overall 
meaning or goal(s) of the text. Writers on epic language from 
Greg Nagy to J. M. Foley and E.J. Bakker have shown pretty 
convincingly that the oral-formulaic tradition left plenty of 
room for new and exciting meanings/combinations.

While the Greeks didn't have a concept of Hellas as a nation as 
we would consider it now, they definitely had a concept of 
"Greekness". And many scholars see significant influence on the
epics from the margins of the Greek world. If we date the final 
formation of the epics to the late Archaic age or, better, we 
adopt an evolutionary model that sees the epics developing 
gradually through the Classical period and later it becomes clear
that the Epics were both a product and a producer of a greater 
sense of Greekness as the Greeks became more aware of and 
more engaged with the non-Greek world.

That said, there are always interesting cases that challenge our 
notions of how the poetry works, and this is where some of the 
excitement of reading the poems slowly and carefully comes 
from. So, keep reading and asking these important questions!
-Joel



Sacred Force

A poster with knowledge of ancient Greek says that the    ιερηις
of Telemachus is mentioned 5 times throughout the Odyssey,
and that is related to psyche, noos, thumos and menos. The
poster wants to know what this ‘sacred force’ is.

Joel’s response:

This is a good question that I have looked into before and 
haven’t come up with a very satisfying answer. One of the ways 
to look at it is to consider similar moments of indirect reference 
or periphrasis. Archaic Greek poetry does something similar 
with references to Herakles:

ἐλθὼν γάρ ῥ' ἐκάκωσε βίη ῾Ηρακληείη (Il 11.690)

And after he came, Herakles [lit. “the Heraklean force”] caused 
ruin

This phrase and variants (βίη ῾Ηρακληείη) occurs throughout 
the corpus of early Greek poetry. And though it well emphasizes
the physical and violent nature, it seems not to indicate 
exceptional moments of Heraklean force but instead just merely
to refer to Herakles. There may have been a time in the 
development of the Greek poetic language where this phrase 
had particular and pointed meaning, but as far as I can tell from
the way it is used in the poetry we have, it generally means just 
“Herakles” (although it still has the power to indicate an 
important part of his nature.

It is from this analogy foremost that I have thought about this 
phrase for Telemachus. (And this is not an original approach. 
The Byzantine scholar Eustathius in commenting on the phrase 
in the Odyssey writes: “And now for Telemachus whom the poet
periphrastically calls “the holy strength of Telemachus”. And he 
says this in a more reverent way, the way he says “the force of 
Herakles instead of just Herakles’” (Τὸ δὲ, νῦν ὁ Τηλέμαχος. ὃν 
περιφράζων, φησίν. ἱερὴ ἲς Τηλεμάχοιο. σεμνότερον τοῦτο 
εἰπὼν ἤπερ τὸ, βίη ῾Ηρακλῆος, ἀντὶ τοῦ ῾Ηρακλῆς. )).

And it might be that this phrase is old. In ἱερὴ ἴς the word ἴς 



probably had a digamma (like our 'w') before it and it might be 
the case that the combination ἱερὴ ἴς is rather old. The noun 
itself is related to Latin vis (like the "vim" in our "vim and 
vigor") and is a bit closer to menos (but only roughly in 
semantic terms) than the other words you mention.

But if it is the case that such a manner developed for 
Telemachus during the poetic tradition and that the Heraklean 
example is a sufficient analogy, then we might wonder rightly 
how Telemachus came to have an association with “sacred 
force” in the same way that Herakles is associated with violence.
One explanation might be that this is just a common way to talk 
about someone, like saying “the man”. But I could only find 
three other convincing examples in Greek Hexameter and two 
referred to the force of Odysseus (but not sacred).The third 
refers to Herakles.

23.720: οὔτ' Αἴας δύνατο, κρατερὴ δ' ἔχεν ἲς ᾿Οδυσῆος. 

Hes. Fr. 198.2 ἐκ δ' ᾿Ιθάκης ἐμνᾶτο ᾿Οδυσσῆος ἱερὴ ἴς, 

Theogony 951: ἲς ῾Ηρακλῆος, τελέσας στονόεντας ἀέθλους

A less than satisfying response might be that this phrase fulfills 
a metrical function that others don’t. I don’t usually buy such 
arguments and it doesn’t seem likely based on a quick survey of 
Telemachus phrases in the Odyssey. And there are other line-
ending phrases that could function the same way (e.g. 1.113 τὴν 
δὲ πολὺ πρῶτος ἴδε Τηλέμαχος θεοειδής).

So what we’re left with, I think, is that for some reason this 
particular phrase developed to describe Telemachus almost 
exclusively. Perhaps there are traditions where the relevance of 
this combination to Telemachus are clearer. (And it would not 
surprise me at all of Lenny or Greg had an immediate and more 
lucid answer.) We could then imagine the 
composers/performers of our Odyssey using this formula to 
acknowledge or play upon that tradition.

On the other hand (but not in a way that excludes the former 
reading completely) maybe this use is particular to this Odyssey.
Can you see anything common to the scenes where Telemachus 
is described thus? Is there a pattern that develops?



Sorry to not have a clearer answer for such a good question. I 
will keep thinking about it!

A little later, Joel returns with further comments.

This is a good question that I have looked into before and 
haven’t come up with a very satisfying answer. One of the ways 
to look at it is to consider similar moments of indirect reference 
or periphrasis. Archaic Greek poetry does something similar 
with references to Herakles:

ἐλθὼν γάρ ῥ' ἐκάκωσε βίη ῾Ηρακληείη (Il 11.690)

And after he came, Herakles [lit. “the Heraklean force”] caused 
ruin

This phrase and variants (βίη ῾Ηρακληείη) occurs throughout 
the corpus of early Greek poetry. And though it well emphasizes
the physical and violent nature, it seems not to indicate 
exceptional moments of Heraklean force but instead just merely
to refer to Herakles. There may have been a time in the 
development of the Greek poetic language where this phrase 
had particular and pointed meaning, but as far as I can tell from
the way it is used in the poetry we have, it generally means just 
“Herakles” (although it still has the power to indicate an 
important part of his nature.

It is from this analogy foremost that I have thought about this 
phrase for Telemachus. (And this is not an original approach. 
The Byzantine scholar Eustathius in commenting on the phrase 
in the Odyssey writes: “And now for Telemachus whom the poet
periphrastically calls “the holy strength of Telemachus”. And he 
says this in a more reverent way, the way he says “the force of 
Herakles instead of just Herakles’” (Τὸ δὲ, νῦν ὁ Τηλέμαχος. ὃν 
περιφράζων, φησίν. ἱερὴ ἲς Τηλεμάχοιο. σεμνότερον τοῦτο 
εἰπὼν ἤπερ τὸ, βίη ῾Ηρακλῆος, ἀντὶ τοῦ ῾Ηρακλῆς. )).

And it might be that this phrase is old. In ἱερὴ ἴς the word ἴς 
probably had a digamma (like our 'w') before it and it might be 
the case that the combination ἱερὴ ἴς is rather old. The noun 
itself is related to Latin vis (like the "vim" in our "vim and 
vigor") and is a bit closer to menos (but only roughly in 



semantic terms) than the other words you mention.

But if it is the case that such a manner developed for 
Telemachus during the poetic tradition and that the Heraklean 
example is a sufficient analogy, then we might wonder rightly 
how Telemachus came to have an association with “sacred 
force” in the same way that Herakles is associated with violence.
One explanation might be that this is just a common way to talk 
about someone, like saying “the man”. But I could only find 
three other convincing examples in Greek Hexameter and two 
referred to the force of Odysseus (but not sacred).The third 
refers to Herakles.

23.720: οὔτ' Αἴας δύνατο, κρατερὴ δ' ἔχεν ἲς ᾿Οδυσῆος. 

Hes. Fr. 198.2 ἐκ δ' ᾿Ιθάκης ἐμνᾶτο ᾿Οδυσσῆος ἱερὴ ἴς, 

Theogony 951: ἲς ῾Ηρακλῆος, τελέσας στονόεντας ἀέθλους

A less than satisfying response might be that this phrase fulfills 
a metrical function that others don’t. I don’t usually buy such 
arguments and it doesn’t seem likely based on a quick survey of 
Telemachus phrases in the Odyssey. And there are other line-
ending phrases that could function the same way (e.g. 1.113 τὴν 
δὲ πολὺ πρῶτος ἴδε Τηλέμαχος θεοειδής).

So what we’re left with, I think, is that for some reason this 
particular phrase developed to describe Telemachus almost 
exclusively. Perhaps there are traditions where the relevance of 
this combination to Telemachus are clearer. (And it would not 
surprise me at all of Lenny or Greg had an immediate and more 
lucid answer.) We could then imagine the 
composers/performers of our Odyssey using this formula to 
acknowledge or play upon that tradition.

On the other hand (but not in a way that excludes the former 
reading completely) maybe this use is particular to this Odyssey.
Can you see anything common to the scenes where Telemachus 
is described thus? Is there a pattern that develops?

Sorry to not have a clearer answer for such a good question. I 
will keep thinking about it!

-Joel 



I just wanted to add another comment to this that I couldn't 
before because I had misplaced my Odyssey commentary. 
Heubeck, West and Hainsworth (1988, page 155 ad. 409) take 
a fairly dim view of this epithet. For one, they note roughly 
similar phrases applied to Antinoos (e.g., ἱερὸν μένος 
᾿Αντινόοιο, 18.34) and Alkinoos (e.g., ἱερὸν μένος ᾿Αλκινόοιο, 
13.24). Here we see menos instead of is. The commentators 
then suggest that “[t]he grand phrase seems hardly appropriate
to the youthful Telemachus, and very likely he has taken over a 
formula originally devised for another hero with a name of 
similar metrical pattern.”

I still quail at the idea that a phrase would be purely 
traditional and deprived of any contextual meaning, but if
you examine the phrases associated with Telemachus they
seem either unformulaic (in that he doesn’t appear to 
have many ‘special’ or particular formulae associated with
him) or really formulaic (in that they seem drawn, as the 
commentators suggest, from stores of generic epithet 
combinations. The evidence from our fragments bears out
the notion that Telemachus (at least by that name) was 
not well represented in archaic poetry. The only early 
fragment I can find is from Hesiod (recorded in 
Eustathius):

Hes. Fr. 221 (Eustathius in Hom. (π 117―20) p. 1796. 38) 

Τηλεμάχωι δ' ἄρ' ἔτικτεν ἐύζωνος Πολυκάστη

Νέστορος ὁπλοτάτη κούρη Νηληϊάδαο 

Περσέπολιν μιχθεῖσα διὰ χρυσῆν ᾿Αφροδίτην 

Well-belted Polycaste, the youngest daughter of Nestor 
Neleus’ son, gave birth to Persepolis after having sex with 
Telemachus Thanks to golden Aphrodite.

The relative absence of Telemachus in our extant fragments 
doesn’t say too much, but combined with his seemingly limited 
formulaic status we could imagine that he was a ‘later’ 
appearance in the Homeric tradition (which some scholars do). 
But this lateness certainly was only relative and should make us 



think about why he’s so important to our Odyssey and why the 
poetic and mythic tradition might need Telemachus.

Greek Tragedy

Amy C notes that the children from a divine-mortal coupling
are mortal,  and asks why Dionysos is immortal? 

Dear Amy,

You're right that Dionysus is an exception to the rule and that 
his mother is the mortal Semele (and Herakles in some cases is 
also an exception). There are other exceptions too: according to 
the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite, Ganymede gets to become 
immortal(through his connection with Zeus) and Tithonos gets 
a partial immortality from his marriage to the dawn goddess, 
Eos.

For each figure who becomes immortal while starting out 
mortal there are specific details that help to explain how he or 
she could attain immortality when no one else can (they are 
exceptions that prove and enforce the rule). Dionysus is not just
part divine, but he was also gestated for a time in Zeus' thigh. 
Also, like Herakles,in some traditions Dionysus' mortal body 
has to be destroyed as part of his path to immortality.

Look for the structural logic/symbolism in each tale to figure 
out that particular story's use of the mortality/immortality 
dynamic. In the Iliad, it is essential to acknowledge man's 
mortality in order both to raise the meaning of human life and 
the value of kleos. In the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite, the 
answer is a bit different, involved with sexuality, gender, and 
the two aspects of human mortality (age and death). The late 
Charles Segal has a great article on this ("The Homeric Hymn to
Aphrodite: A Structuralist Approach." Classical World 67 
(1974) 205-12.)



Hope that helps a little/Joel

The Furies

The Furies spark participant manisghandi to ask questions
about these creatures.
 
“ … the Furies, as chthonic female deities, came first, and their
association with angry dead male heroes came later -- is that
correct? Are there any male Furies? Does the anger that
survives the heroes become something distinct from them, and
change gender”?

Hi,
In the world of Greek myth there aren't male Furies because the
chief duty of the Furies is to represent an 
'older'/chthonic/female realm whose influence has been 
marginalized or somehow disenfranchised. 

In Hesiod, this nature is framed by the tale of their birth: the 
Erinyes come from the drops of blood from Ouranos' castrated 
genitals. They are in this way metonyms for violence between 
the genders, acts of vengeance, and earth-related issues.

But in this moment of violence we can also identify some 
principles that you might be detecting later: the Furies depend 
for the moment of creation on conflict between the male and 
female forces of Gaia and Ouranos--so while they are female 
and are depicted taking a female's part, they are also necessarily
connected to male forces as well.
This is activated in the story of their transformation and 
institutionalization in Athens where they become something a 
bit more tame under Athena (and by implication, Zeus). 
Through their 'domestication' their power can be shared with 
other figures (male or female) and, especially thanks to Athena 
who is often the aid of male hero figures, themes of vengeance 
and anger are 'collectivized'.



And it is also not unimportant that Apollo is involved in this 
too. In his very important book on menis Lenny Muellner shows
how this divine anger operates on a thematic level and describes
the rage of Achilles and Apollo. (Lenny talks a good bit about 
Hesiod too.)

I think I might have strayed a bit in this answer, but I hope I 
was a little helpful!
-Joel

Manisghandi replies:

Thank you for your good answer. I asked because in one of the 
videos, Prof. Nagy said that "Furies are the embodiment of all 
the unfinished business of angry heroes". So apparently I got it 
wrong in thinking that heroes could be among the furies. 
Rather, it appears that the Furies act on behalf of angry heroes, 
or on behalf of anger in general? Is that it? Thanks.

Claudia Filos joins the conversation.

Hi mansigandhi and Joel,

These are really interesting questions! I think Greg is arguing 
that the Furies are a feminized and collective way of 
representing angry heroes. But Joel, you may have further 
thoughts about this!

A participant wanted to know why, in the debate 
between Athena and the Furies they were referring to 
themselves in the singular. 
 
Hi,
This is a good question that fortunately isn't too tough to 
answer. There are a few things going on here. First, it is not 



uncommon as a matter of ritual style or generic expectation to 
have a singular first-person "I" or to have a "We" (in choral and 
lyric poetry there is variation). So some of this may just be 
differences in ritual convention.
There are also moments where one member of a chorus speaks 
instead of the whole or where the chorus splits and offers 
different voices. This is one of the chief ways to show 
debate/chaos/plurality of vision.
Does that help?
--Joel

A participant asserted that the tragic view of the hero 
is just the view of his fate.
Here is Joel’s reaction:
Hi,
I think this is a good start, but part of the problem with thinking
about tragedy as a genre (and as an outlook) is how man views 
his fate (as you put it) and his own ability to alter it or affect it in
some way. At the beginning of the Odyssey Zeus laments: 
“Mortals! They are always blaming the gods / for their troubles, 
when their own witlessness / causes them more than they were 
destined for?” (Lombardo Translation, 1.36-8). I always tell 
students to think of these lines as instruction (in a way) for how 
to 'read' the Odyssey.
So, here's my question, how does weighing different levels of 
responsibility affect your interpretation of tragedy? Wouldn't it 
be rather meaningless if the only point of Sophocles' Oedipus 
Tyrannos were simply that Oedipus was fated to suffer? How 
does thinking about what Zeus says in the Odyssey give greater 
nuance to Ancient Greek discussions about 'fate'?/Joel



Humans: Witless? Or Reckless?

In Joel’s comments above, he uses a translation that 
describes humans’ behavior as “witlessness”.  A 
participant asks Joel if that is a better translation than 
Lattimore’s “recklessness”.

Hi again,
I don't know if Lattimore's translation is necessarily better or 
worse, but rather that it chooses an interpretation for us that 
actually nicely dovetails with the fate-free will discussion. In the
case of "witlessness" as a translation for Od. 1.34 (σφῇσιν 
ἀτασθαλίῃσιν ὑπὲρ μόρον ἄλγε' ἔχουσιν), implies, I think, that 
mortals (suitors, Odysseus' companions, even Odysseus) are 
short-sighted a stupid and therefore exacerbate already bad 
situation.

"Recklessness" does something of the same, but to my sense its 
semantic field also includes a sense of wantonness, of 
wickedness of some sort. I don't mind this translation, but it 
seems to imply a little more strongly that men suffer because 
there is something intrinsically wrong with them not because 
they make foolish mistakes. The Greek, again to my sense, 
encapsulates the range of both English words rather well.

So, not to make this all too painful, but Lattimore, to me, seems 
to be projecting the probably right idea that men suffer because 
of wickedness; Lombardo's translation leaves open the 
possibility that they suffer because of what we might call 
"honest mistakes". By the end of the epic, it is clear (to me at 
least) that we're supposed to consider both possibilities...
Does that make sense?
-Joel



Our Participants

Some of our participants posted what they hoped to
achieve in the HeroesX Project, and why.  Here are a
few such posts.

Claudia A describes how she enjoyed Homeric poetry
in school in Italy and wants to discover the musicality
of the poems, which she first learned in Italian.

Hi,
Welcome! I too read the epics in high school, but I fear that I 
did it with less care and attention than you did. All really 
remember is thinking that Patroklos was my hero and Achilles 
is a twit. (My thinking has developed a little over time).

As I mention on another thread, one of the really rewarding 
things about returning to these stories again is to note how your
own life experience alters and enriches your readings of the 
poems. This can be really powerful, both in bridging the gap 
between the time in your own life, and in seeing how responsive
such ancient works are to our lives.

So I will[ask] how your appreciation of the epics especially has 
changed over time. Becoming a father and aging a bit made me 
see the Odyssey and Odysseus with much more nuance and 
appreciation. At the same time, as youthful bluster died away, I 
found the Iliad more harrowing and harder to read (no more 
less rewarding...)

Keep up the great work,

Joel

Chewsm, the mother of an infant,  is determined to
carry on with HeroesX while she copes with the
challenges of caring for her child. She says, “ I cannot
imagine being a good mother, if I fail to maintain a
vibrant intellectual life. But I am still navigating the



challenge. So, despite my already being tardy in my
entrance to this course on this… I go bravely forth!”

Joel:

Hi and welcome!

I must say I have the utmost respect for your perseverance and, 
I hope, some words of encouragement to promise that the effort
put in now will pay dividends later.

As Claudia writes above, I also know what it is like to juggle the 
delights and depredations of new parenthood with the so-called 
"life of the mind". (And, Claudia is too humble: I remember a 
certain woman who was juggling an infant and driving to her 
Alma Mater for Greek tutoring all for the love of Homer!). My 
children, now 2 and 4, are 17 months apart. When we found out 
the second was on the way, I realized I had a book to write 
before he arrived!

Over the next few months, I worked during the day, cared for 
my daughter every other day, and retired to write furiously 
every night while she slept. (Somehow, my wife lived without a 
doting husband...if I ever was one). After my son was born, 
there were times when I would stand with him in a Baby Bjorn 
as I corrected papers, read, wrote...

And now, though my memory of the period hazes, I can't 
imagine not having both worlds at once. My kids have begun to 
learn some Greek songs, they know me as someone with books 
cascading from desk to floor, and they have already sat in on 
their first college classes.

But the more important point than my own experience, is that 
literature is about life and entwined deeply within it. We learn 
about living and preparing for the unknown from other people's
stories, but we also bring new information from our own 
experiences. Becoming a father absolutely changed the way I 



read both the Iliad and the Odyssey; losing my own father had a
similar and sadder effect.

We live alongside and sometimes through the stories we read 
and the stories we tell other people. I can only hope and 
imagine that doing this with others as we now can online will be
a more enriching and expansive experience. I know that in 
unexpected ways literature has made me a better father, 
husband and son.

May it do something the same for you! Don't hesitate to ask for 
help from any of us.

--Joel

Achievements

Participant Lilliana described what she had achieved 
in the Heroes Project.

Graeme Bird comments 

Dear Liliana, that's great that you are able to go over this 
material a second time! Reading slowly and carefully is so 
important as a key to finding things that you didn't see the first 
time; to come up with new ideas that you can think over and 
also share with others for their input - like right here!  
I like the way you say you hope to be able to think in an 
independent way, rather than, I presume, just taking someone 
else's ideas without critically weighing them for yourself. I hope 
you'll feel free to share insights that you have with others on this
discussion board and elsewhere. Best wishes, Graeme Bird.

The End




