VA17 Art History I

ILIAD CRIB SHEET and WRITING ASSIGNMENT

The Story:

The Iliad and the Odyssey are two long epic poems composed in the 9th century BC and attributed to a wandering Greek minstrel poet, Homer.  Like Gilgamesh, these poems were originally communicated orally, probably to a musical accompaniment.


The Iliad consists of 24 books which describe a 49-day period near the end of the 10-year long war between the Mycenaeans and the Trojans.  The war is being waged by the Mycenaeans who have sailed across the Aegean Sea and have laid siege to the city of Troy.  The Mycenaeans are fighting to recover Helen, the beautiful wife of a Mycenaean lord (Menalaos), who was kidnapped by the Trojans.  In fact, emotions felt by men about the women who they have kidnapped, or who have been stolen from them, is a central theme of the story.


The story focuses on the most powerful Mycenaean warrior, Akhilleus, who becomes enraged after being insulted by his commander, Agamemnon (Menelaos’ brother), the king of Mycenae.  The entire story is taken up with Akhilleus’ reaction to this insult, and how this event tragically transforms his character.  As the story begins, a group of Mycenaean leaders are trying to understand their recent failures in battle and their near defeat by the Trojans.  They are on the verge of retreating to their ships, giving up and sailing back to Greece.  They conclude that their recent misfortune has been caused by bad luck following their commander Agamemnon’s mistreatment of a Trojan priest who had come bearing ransom to recover his beautiful daughter who had (in the midst of battle) been stolen by Agamemnon.  The Mycenaeans pressure Agamemnon to give up this young girl, and thereby reverse their prospects in battle.  Agamemnon reluctantly agrees, but insists that he will not be deprived of a beautiful young girl, his well-earned trophy of war.  Apparently because Akhilleus has been outspoken in encouraging Agamemnon to “do the right thing,” to sacrifice his personal pleasure for the sake of the men who are fighting for him, Agamemnon retaliates by declaring that he will take Briseis, the beautiful Trojan girl now possessed by Akhilleus.  (Briseis, is also a kidnapped “war trophy” who had been awarded to Akhilleus by his comrades.)  Akhilleus is enraged and deeply embittered by this “betrayal” by his commanding officer.  Akhilleus refuses to continue to fight on behalf of Agamemnon and Menelaos, withdraws his men from battle, and prays to the gods for a Trojan victory.

With their most powerful warrior on the sidelines, the Mycenaeans again begin to suffer repeated defeats at the hands of the Trojan leader, Hektor.  After several days of demoralizing combat, Akhilleus’ close friend, Patraklos, wants to reenter the fray and requests the use of Akhilleus’ armor.  Akhilleus lends him his armor and Patraklos returns to combat.  The Trojans, believing that it is Akhilleus they are fighting, retreat.  At the end of an intense day of fighting in which the Mycenaeans have driven back the Trojans, Hektor finally kills Patraklos.  When Akhilleus hears of his friend’s death, he is moved to return to battle.  He goes berserk, eventually killing Hektor, and in a ritualistic way, repeatedly dragging Hektor’s dead body behind his chariot.  The poem ends with Akhilleus finally giving up the dead body of Hektor to Hektor’s aged father, Priam, who had come pleading to be able to give his son a proper burial.

The Gods:


In the Iliad, the Greek gods play a continuing role as they try to influence and control the outcome of the war.  Some gods support the Mycenaeans while others support the Trojans.  For background information on Greek gods see Chapter 2 “Gods, Heroes and Monsters” in From Abascus to Zeus.
Names:


The Iliad contains hundreds of names which are foreign to our ears.  The Greeks (Mycenaeans) are also called Argives, Danaans, Akhaians.  The Trojans are also called Illians.

The Assignment:


During the week read your assigned chapter of the Iliad and come to class prepared to help your group produce an effective summary.  As with our reading of Gilgamesh, you will only be dealing with a fragment of the whole story, and this will be somewhat disorienting.  Your group’s job will be to teach the class your chapter of the story.  Your summary should include the identification of the principal protagonists and a description of the basic conflict.  Can you identify any over-arching themes in your chapter?  Select a couple of brief passages to quote (read aloud) during your group’s presentation to the class.


After all groups present their chapters we will try to form some overall understanding of the meaning of the story.  How does it compare to Gilgamesh?  How are Gilgamesh and Akhilleus similar and different?  What do they value?  What does the Iliad tell us about the thoughts of the early Greeks?
