Ample 3

Weeping Heroes: The Softer Side of War


Homer’s epic, The Iliad, is responsible for more than setting up the standard by which all other authors write epic works.  Written around 850 BCE, The Iliad tells the story of the 10th year of the Greek siege of the city of Troy.  The work, scholars think, served as a guidebook for moral behavior, as a historical document, and as propaganda.  The Iliad begins with the evocation of the Muse; this evocation tells readers that the work will focus on the “rage of Peleus’ son Achilles” (Book I, 1).  Homer’s speaker takes us through several battles in which many men fall to the blades of Hector, the Trojan champion, and to Achilles.  He tells us of the conflict between Achilles and Agamemnon over the spoils of war, in particular the Trojan woman, Briseis.  When Achilles refuses to fight because Agamemnon has taken his prize, his dearest friend, Patroclus, puts on Achilles’ armor in an effort to rally the Greek forces that have been losing since Achilles left the battlefield.  He is killed by Hector.  His death spurs Achilles to rejoin the battle.  So angry is Achilles that he challenges Hector to single combat: Achilles not only kills Hector; he drags Hector’s body around the gates of Troy hitched to the back of his chariot.  He will prevent the Trojans from retrieving the body for several days.  Eventually the Trojans retrieve the body of Hector.  Filled with images of brutality and violence, it’s difficult for me to see how such a culture could lead to our own.  However, Homer’s depiction of Achilles following the death of Patroclus reveals something significant about the nature of the warrior even in Greek times.  Homer’s crying Achilles is more interesting than the warlike Achilles because it shatters a stereotype that constrains even modern-day soldiers.  [The introduction sets up the work and the reader’s initial responses to it.  The final sentence is the thesis.]

Book XXIV picks up on the twelfth day after Hector’s death; his body still rests outside of Achilles’ tent unburied.  Achilles, still mourning Patroclus, has been dragging Hector’s body around the tomb erected for his friend.  At the urging of Apollo and in spite of the objections of Hera, the gods decide to intervene and order Achilles to return Hector’s body (39-146).  At the same time that Thetis, Achilles’ mother, tells him to return the body, Iris, goddess of the dawn, tells Priam to travel to Achilles to ransom his son’s body (155-170, 191-237).  Priam and Achilles meet with the help of Hermes, the god of travelers, and Achilles agrees to accept the ransom Priam has brought (570-646).  The two men eventually share a meal and come to see something of themselves in the other (731-754).  Achilles agrees to give Priam and the people of Troy twelve days to honor and bury Hector 771-788).  The Trojans bury Hector in eleven days because they are afraid that the Greeks will attack before the funeral is over (919-940). [This paragraph retells only the portion of the Iliad to which the following paragraph is responding.  Note that specific lines are referenced for the details.]

Perhaps the most interesting element in this long tale of bloodshed and carnage occurs in Book XXIV when Priam and Achilles finally meet.  Achilles is still in the midst of his mourning of Patroclus but has been told by his mother that he should return Hector’s body.  The gods and his mother both mention Achilles’ mercy: “Whoever begs his mercy/he will spare with all the kindness in his heart” (190-191).  However, the readers have seen little of it; in fact, most of what we see is cruelty.  The desecration of Hector’s body is not an example of excessive grief but of brutality.  It’s hard to see anything ideal about Achilles for me here.  Who would want to be Achilles, a man who can only kill and when slighted thinks only of himself and his grief?  I don’t want our soldiers to follow that path.  In fact, we encourage our soldiers to act in opposite ways to Achilles, to control their anger, to distance themselves from their actions.  Yet the nature of killing makes it impossible to distance oneself, and soldiers come back from combat with a variety of conditions from nightmares to post-traumatic stress disorder.  Achilles seems to be a fellow sufferer in that respect.  Surprisingly, Homer allows his warrior to do something we do not allow ours to do.  Achilles gets to cry.  At least two passages in Book XXIV refer to the tears of Achilles (12, 597).  Even more surprising than the tears is that the tears occur in public, and there is no comment made about their appropriateness.  No thinks Achilles is less of a man because he cries.  In fact, he and Priam cry together in a scene that would be almost unthinkable in a modern war story.  Popular images of soldiers rarely show tears and when they do show soldiers crying, the image seems intrusive as though we are seeing something we should not.  By including this moment, Homer renders Achilles more human than he has ever been and makes me reconsider the place of tears in a soldier’s life.  If Achilles can cry and in public, what is so wrong about a soldier of the modern era crying?  Nothing, and my viewing of that soldier’s tears in the present is not intrusive because like the grief of Priam and Achilles, his tears are a grief shared. 
