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To what extent do key figures within Homeric epics conform to Greek ideals of a hero?

Within this essay I will use key figures from the Odyssey and the Iliad, those being Achilles, Odysseus, Hector and Agamemnon, presenting how they conform to Homer’s ideals of a Greek hero. But firstly, what those ideals are needing to be addressed. The hero must be of royal blood, with the possibility of one of their parents being a god or having a god within their family line. Another ideal is that they are favoured by the gods as well as having a god or gods being antagonistic towards the hero. The hero would also need to be a good leader; military or otherwise, superior in combat, described as god-like and also, they must be mortal as immortals can not be heroes. They also must seek kleos, which is glory in battle, and they also must have an ignoble death for the men to be heroes, which is also another ideal as only men could be heroes, due to it being a male dominated society.

Firstly, I will focus on Agamemnon. Agamemnon was of royal blood, he was a descendant of Atreus and ruled over Mycenae. While Agamemnon did not have a godly parent or have a god within his ancestry, he can be still considered to be a hero because he was born into royalty. Though he does not descend from the gods, his family had connection with Poseidon, as he took Agamemnon’s ancestor, Pelops as his lover. This could have contributed to why Poseidon supported the Argives in the Trojans as well as his dislike towards the Trojan royal family is that he had a past with the descendants of Atreus. Poseidon gives Agamemnon confidence in his decisions when he wishes to abandon the war against the Trojans. (Hom, Ili, 13.353) This favour of Poseidon, as well as Hera and Athena, who sided with the Argives in the war, allows Agamemnon to be considered as a hero due to having been favoured by the gods, while the favouring is not to the same extent as others, they aided his cause by giving certain Argives such as Ajax the ability to injure the gods on the side of the Trojans when they entered battle that they were forbidden from doing so (Hom, Ili, 5.957). Another way in which Agamemnon can be considered to be a hero is that he is opposed by a god or in the case of Agamemnon, gods. Within the Iliad, the main gods that oppose Agamemnon is Artemis and Apollo. Artemis prevents the Argives from leaving the port of Aulis until Agamemnon sacrifices his daughter, Iphigenia so the Argives can sail to Ilium to attack Troy.  The opposition from Apollo occurs when Agamemnon claimed Chryseis, the daughter of one of his priests, Chryses, resulting in Apollo sending a plague to the Argive camp (Hom. Ili, 1.8). This causes Agamemnon’s argument with Achilles when Agamemnon claims, Briseis, Achille’s war prize (Hom. Ili, 1.5). This opposition allows Agamemnon to conform to the ideal of being a hero. Additionally, a way in which Agamemnon conforms to the ideals of being a Homeric hero is by the way in which he dies. Agamemnon has an ignoble death due to being murdered supposedly in the bath, by his wife, Clytemnestra and her lover, Aegisthus (Auffarth,2006). His death occurs due to his hamartia; his fatal flaw, which in Agamemnon’s case is his hubris; his pride and self-confidence, when he brings Cassandra back to Mycenae from Troy along with his decision to sacrifice his daughter, Iphigenia (Johnson, 2006) which he believed that his actions would have no consequences, which however he was wrong. On the other hand, Agamemnon is never given the epithet of god-like but instead is described as the ‘Shepard of the people’ and epithet that is also give to Achilles who is described as god-like, which while Agamemnon may not cut the imposing figure that Achilles does, he is still on the same level as Achilles. The epithet also implies that he is a leader, but it can be argued that he is a flawed one, due to him allowing his emotions to guide his decisions and orders causing him to act rashly, such as when he takes Briseis from Achilles which had multiple consequences that he did not think through before acting. He also turns to others for guidance with his leadership, such as Nestor and Odysseus, which would make him a good leader as he is ensuring he decision is the correct one. Hernandez argues that Odysseus is actually anti-Agamemnon even through they are on the same side suggesting that Odysseus is on the side of Achilles within their argument. (Hernandez, 2002) However, he chooses to ignore their council due to his hubris, stubbornness and believing himself to being right. Agamemnon had the potential to be a good leader but allowed his fatal flaw to prevent this. Cook argues that Agamemnon is manipulative in his leadership by using grief to inspire the men into battle. (Cook, 2003) Agamemnon is not described as going into battle, but he is the commander of all of the Argive army, which shows the faith and respect the kings within the Argive army had for him, even if it was sometimes misplaced due to his actions. While Agamemnon does seek glory in battle, he seeks it differently to the other as he seeks it by being the leader of the army and orchestrating their victory. Therefore, fundamentally Agamemnon is a Homeric hero as he has most of the ideals needed to be one however he does not conform to all the ideals which can arguable make him not a hero.

[bookmark: _Hlk519161935]Secondly, I will focus on Hector, who was born into the royalty of Ilium as the son of Hecuba and Priam, the king and queen of Troy (Nünlist, 2006). But it can be argued that in fact Hector was the son of Apollo, however this is unknown, but possibility due to the reverence the sun god shows towards Hector. Another way in which Hector is a hero is the fact he is superior in combat and is given the epithet ‘killer of men’, an epithet which is also given to Ares, this insight into the prowess of Hector due to him being compared to a god, more specifically the god of war, thus giving him the title of hero due to him being superior in combat and being god-like, even if it is by his actions rather than his looks. Hector clearly seeks glory in battle due to him going to fight, who he believes to be Achilles, but is Patroclus in disguise, by wearing Achilles’ armour (Hom, Ili, 16). As killing Achilles would have brought Hector a great deal of kleos and may have ensured a Trojan win to the war. Due to Hector actively seeking kleos it allows Hector to be viewed as a hero. Another ideal which Hector conforms to is that Hector has the favour of the gods in particular, Apollo and Aphrodite also Zeus to an extent. Apollo and Aphrodite protect Hector’s body from being desecrated, after his death (Nünlist,2006). He has the favour of Zeus by being the son of Priam who Zeus holds favour for. He faces opposition in the form of Hera and Athena due to him being the brother of Paris; who chose Aphrodite to be the most beautiful of the three of them, but also because they support the Argives in the war (Stoevesandt,2006). Hera goes as far to distract Zeus so that the Achaeans can rally their forces (Hom, Ili,14.346). He also faces opposition from Poseidon due to Hector killing his grandson, Amphimachus as well as Poseidon supporting the Achaeans (Graf, 2006). Hector was also a good leader due to him refusing to stay behind the walls of Troy, leaving his men to fight without him, he also forces his brother Paris to fight due to the war being caused by his actions (Hom. Ili, 6.318). This shows that Hector has good leadership skills due to him returning to fighting on the front line to give his men courage adding to his image of a hero. While Hector does not have an ignoble death due to dying in battle, even if he does run from Achilles, it is how his body was treated after his death at the hands of Achilles which make it ignoble. Due to Achilles dragging his body behind his carriage in the attempt to desecrate his body preventing him from going to the afterlife (Nünlist, 2006). Therefore, Hector does conform to the ideals of a Homeric hero except in the form of his death due to falling in battle.

Thirdly, the study of Achilles. Achilles while being born to royalty through his father, Peleus, the king of Aegina. Achilles is also the son of the sea nymph, Thetis (Sigel,2006). Who is Achilles primary supporter, she pleads with both Zeus and Hephaestus on his behalf to get armour (Hom, Ili,18) and to favour the Trojans (Hom, Ili, 1.508). His opposition was the gods on the side of the Trojans during the war, which was Apollo, Artemis, Ares and Aphrodite, the gods are never overly antagonistic towards him they focus more on causing problems for the Argives. (Sigel,2006) But Apollo does contribute to Achilles’ death (Sigel,2006). Achilles is given the epithet like to the gods, which shows that Achilles is a god like individual which allows him to conform to the ideal of a Homeric hero. Achilles was known as the greatest warrior of the Achaeans, (Sigel,2006) while being the greatest warrior he also seeks personal glory in battle. His sole focus is one of war and the glory he can earn from taking part in it. Although Achilles was superior in combat it did not make him a good leader, he is quick to anger, he acts rashly without thinking (Sigel,2006) and only thinks about himself. The whole of the Iliad is based on the rage of Achilles. Achilles withdraws from battle allowing many Achaeans to die in battle because he refuses to fight. The also goes as far as making his Myrmidons withdraw from battle against the Trojans (Sigel, 2006). These actions prevent Achilles from conforming to the ideal of being a good leader due to him being ruled by his emotions. However, his death allows him to conform to a hero due to his death being ignoble as he was killed by poison, that was on an arrow shot by Paris that went through his heal (Sigel,2006). It is seen as ignoble as it was poison that killed him and also that using a bow and arrow in battle is considered cowardly. Therefore, while Achilles was heroic in a sense his actions prevent him conforming with ideals of a Homeric hero, consequently he cannot be considered a hero.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Lastly, to study Odysseus. Odysseus was the son of Laertes, the king of Ithaca, (Visser,2006) who descended form Hermes, the messenger god, giving Odysseus a divine ancestry. This allows Odysseus to conform to two ideals of a Homeric hero, having a god as an ancestor and being of royal blood. Odysseus is constantly supported by the goddess, Athena, she seeks Zeus’ aid for him, guides him when she can (Hom, Ody,7) and help him seek shelter when he is shipwrecked in the land of the Phaeacians (Visser, 2006). Her constant support allows him to conform to having the favour of a god to be a Homeric hero. While Athena aids Odysseus, Poseidon stands against him due to Odysseus’ actions in blinding his son the cyclops, Polyphemus (Hom, Ody, 9). Poseidon is of the many reasons for Odysseus’ ten year return journey back to Ithaca from Troy. His opposition towards Odysseus also allows Odysseus to conform to another ideal with the Homeric hero. Another ideal Odysseus conforms to is that he was a good leader, he genuinely cares for the men he leads, when Elpenor dies, Odysseus gives him a proper funeral (Hom, Ody, 11) and when in the land of the lotus eaters, where his men ate the lotus blooms making them no longer wish to return home, he drags them back aboard their ship as he knows that they wish to return home to Ithaca (Hom, Ody, 9). Odysseus is also superior in battle due to him surviving ten years of war with Troy and then defeats and kills all of the Suitors when he returns to Ithaca, which is another ideal that Odysseus conforms to. He also gains kleos from his superiority in battle as well as the Trojan horse being his idea, showing his cunning and ability to adapt within battle (Vasser,2006). Odysseus can also be described as god like (Hom, Ody,7) due to the strength he possesses for a man between the age of 40-60 years old, as shown when he strings the bow in Ithaca (Hom, Ody,21) and throwing the discus in the Phaeacian games (Hom, Ody,8). Another way in which Odysseus conforms to the ideals of a Homeric hero is the circumstances of his death. Odysseus is killed by his son, Telegonous, by the witch Circe, by a poisoned spear. (Zimmerman, 2006) His death is ignoble due to it being caused by poison. Therefore, Odysseus conforms to all the ideals of being a Homeric hero.

In conclusion, while all four of the case studies conform to most of the ideals of a Homeric hero, only Odysseus conforms to all of them. Therefore, when looking for a true Homeric hero there is only Odysseus.
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