What are the Typical Qualities of Homeric Heroes in the ‘Iliad’ and is Achilles Exceptional? 

In the epic cycle the Iliad there is a distinct characterisation of male warriors that separates them from other ordinary beings and places them in another category altogether. This category has labelled them to be heroes, however there are sharp contrasts between these characters which distinguishes them from one another but also seemingly draws away from the supposed ideology of a hero that we understand today. It is widely accepted that a hero can be described as a person of supernatural strength and courage, though such qualities may seem unrealistic and even misplaced in a scientific society[footnoteRef:1] and it is also said that this widespread idea that the time of heroes is past is reflected also in modern philosophical works[footnoteRef:2]. Despite this, heroes remain a huge topic of discussion in today’s society, however the question remains whether or not it is fair to judge heroes of the past by today’s standards. Within the Iliad, Homer highlights the qualities of each distinguished hero and manages to successfully differentiate between them to give them their own unique characterisation, and this paper shall explore how he manages to accomplish this. In addition, this paper shall also argue whether or not Achilles in particular can truly be named an exceptional hero greater than all others or if he is in fact simply overcompensated in his role. [1:  Desmond, W. 2011:1-2]  [2:  Desmond, W. 2011:1-2] 

To begin with, it is fitting to identify which heroes within the Iliad that shall be analysed. First and foremost there is Achilles, perhaps most famous of all heroes for his strength but also for his ultimate weakness which became his downfall. Alongside Achilles, the characteristics and traits of Ajax, Hector and Odysseus shall also be observed as they are the most renowned from this particular work. Heroism itself is also an interesting topic for discussion as it is generally accepted as a potential human behaviour, however its existence is mostly identified as a background assumption in examining the nature of war[footnoteRef:3]. This statement effectively summarises heroism all at once, though arguably there is still more that can be said on the subject of heroism, such as particular traits that must be demonstrated in order to be worthy of the title ‘hero’. From the journal ‘Ancestral War’, we are told that by definition, heroism involves a fitness cost to the individual (via increased risk of death); hence we might expect it to be selected against, eventually disappearing from the human population[footnoteRef:4] yet it is also argued that heroism does happen with some frequency across a wide variety of cultures and societies[footnoteRef:5] and is widely recognisable by a multitude of different cultures. It is further suggested that heroism is, by our definition, an altruistic response on behalf of one’s group in the event of war[footnoteRef:6], or even as such in any dangerous or difficult situation, therefore its task demands would appear quite distinct from those of other altruistic behaviours[footnoteRef:7]. For example this could mean defending others against an enemy. The authors of the aforementioned journal article continue to explain that ‘heroism is a willingness to fight for one’s group even when it places oneself at a reproductive disadvantage relative to other group members’[footnoteRef:8] and it ‘can evolve based on the selective pressures of war within a population of groups’ which overall confirms the idea that heroism is an act of selflessness. However these notions may not apply to the heroes of the ancient world, meaning that further scrutiny is required. [3:  Arrow, H., Kennett, D., Orbell, J., Smirnov, O. 2007:927]  [4:  Arrow, H., Kennett, D., Orbell, J., Smirnov, O. 2007:928]  [5:  Arrow, H., Kennett, D., Orbell, J., Smirnov, O. 2007:928]  [6:  Arrow, H., Kennett, D., Orbell, J., Smirnov, O. 2007:929]  [7:  Arrow, H., Kennett, D., Orbell, J., Smirnov, O. 2007:929]  [8:  Arrow, H., Kennett, D., Orbell, J., Smirnov, O. 2007:936] 

Of all classical heroes known in modern day society, it is arguable that Achilles is the most famous. The purpose of his character, however, is still debated to this day. As the son of a goddess, Achilles possesses unique and privileged access to the will of Zeus and knows his fate from the very start of the Iliad[footnoteRef:9] which is a trait found throughout most heroic tales such as Hercules, Jason and Perseus just to name a few. A point that can be agreed upon concerning Achilles is the fact that he has been created to be the quintessential Greek idea of a tragic hero[footnoteRef:10] by Homer as a means to dictate the epic poem. It is important to remember that Achilles is not the only hero within this work as there are others who are noted to be great men among their people. Before these heroes are evaluated in great detail, it is imperative that the major characteristics of a hero be discussed as well as how Homer expresses these traits within the Iliad. It is broadly accepted that a hero must be exceptional or extraordinary in some way in comparison to other everyday people and this can be seen through increased levels of strength, courage or in modern popular culture and media, a superpower. For Homer and the ancient world, the context of a hero was not completely dissimilar yet some distinctions must be drawn. [9:  Jones, P. V. 1996:115]  [10:  Lament, C. 2014:252] 

As the protagonist of the Iliad, it is suitable that the analysis of character begin with Achilles. The opening line of the first book in the Iliad portrays a prominent introduction to Achilles’ character as it asks the goddess to ‘sing the rage of Peleus’ son Achilles, murderous, doomed…’[footnoteRef:11] which effectively summarises him as a whole. This is agreed by Vivante who suggests that Achilles is one with his wrath[footnoteRef:12]. Immediately we are struck with the notion of Achilles being violent and full of rage, which is confirmed later in the book through his fighting and passionate arguments. Ordinarily this would not be a choice characteristic of a hero, however since this is a classical hero of ancient myth, certain preconceptions do not apply. The Homeric hero’s ideal is to be a ‘speaker of words and doer of deeds’[footnoteRef:13], though this can be interpreted to mean that those deeds need not be righteous in their cause, simply magnificent in some way that cause them to be remembered. This idea is supported by authors Smirnov, Arrow, Kennett and Orbell as they state that heroism is by definition an altruistic response to an event of war with another group and that these behaviours would be distinct from those of other selfless behaviours[footnoteRef:14]. They also agree that heroism is a willingness to fight even when it places oneself at a disadvantage[footnoteRef:15] supporting the belief that heroism is a series of acts and deeds rather than a title. It must be earned, and Achilles does this through his reputation and actions at Troy. Jenkyns goes on to suggest that there is a striking conception of prowess, honouring sharpness of mind alongside strength of arm[footnoteRef:16] which also portray a heroic character, traits that Achilles is argued to possess aplenty. It is widely accepted that Achilles was the greatest of heroes, therefore it is understandable why other heroes are often compared to him as a standard. Homer begins by portraying Achilles as a ruthless, hypersensitive Greek warrior who reacts to perceived and real slights with quick rage[footnoteRef:17], traits which do not correlate with the standardised role of a hero. However throughout the Iliad, Achilles undergoes a psychological metamorphosis[footnoteRef:18] that changes him into a more empathetic being. These identifications made by scholars all agree that Achilles was a ruthless character at the beginning, however by his death Achilles displays understanding and empathy even towards his enemies, as seen in the Iliad where Priam goes to Achilles to beg for the body of his son to be returned. Priam’s words ‘stirred within Achilles a deep desire to grieve for his own father’[footnoteRef:19] and they weep together before Achilles proclaims to Priam ‘poor man, how much you’ve borne – pain to break the spirit! What daring brought you down to the ships, all alone, to face the glance of the man who killed your sons’[footnoteRef:20]. This entire scene describes a more relatable character which better fits the ideal figure of a hero, which again relates back to Jenkyns’ point that it is the deeds that make the hero[footnoteRef:21], however Homer has chosen to portray Achilles as a transformed figure who is humbled by the pleading of an old king. Homer dictates Achilles’ story line to demonstrate the metaphorical description of discontinuous growth[footnoteRef:22] that Achilles undergoes, and this transformation reflects his monumental achievement of deep empathic caring[footnoteRef:23]. This transformation is how Homer depicts Achilles as a hero, one with numerous flaws from the very beginning but changes according to events that impact his life. [11:  Hom. Il. 1.1-5]  [12:  Vivante 1985: 45]  [13:  Jenkyns, R. 1992: 8-9]  [14:  Arrow, H., Kennett, D., Orbell, J., Smirnov, O. 2007:929]  [15:  Arrow, H., Kennett, D., Orbell, J., Smirnov, O. 2007:936]  [16:  Jenkyns, R. 1992: 8-9]  [17:  Lament, C. 2014:252]  [18:  Lament, C. 2014:252]  [19:  Hom. Il. 24.590-594]  [20:  Hom. Il. 24.605-608]  [21:  Jenkyns, R. 1992: 8-9 ]  [22:  Lament, C. 2014:252]  [23:  Lament, C. 2014:253] 

In comparison to Achilles, Ajax is also a greatly renowned hero in the Iliad and is said to be the greatest[footnoteRef:24] second only to Achilles in might and in deeds of war[footnoteRef:25]. He is especially noted throughout the Iliad as the willing champion of the Greeks when their need is greatest[footnoteRef:26] which combines to portray the ideal persona of a hero in the Homeric cycle. Other noticeable traits of Ajax include his huge size and enormous strength[footnoteRef:27], which allows him to be the great defensive warrior of the Achaeans[footnoteRef:28] often found in the forefront of battle when the Greeks are on the offensive[footnoteRef:29]. Self-confidence is another predominant characteristic of Ajax[footnoteRef:30] and this stems from his pure strength which gives him more courage than perhaps the typical classical character, adding to the list of heroic qualities represented by Homer in the Iliad. On the other hand, identical characteristic traits between Achilles and Ajax can explain the similarity between the two heroes in Homer's work[footnoteRef:31], as both Achilles and Ajax are described as being confident in their strength[footnoteRef:32] and both are described as the "bulwark" or "source of protection" for the Achaean force, an epithet applied to no other warrior in the Iliad[footnoteRef:33]. To be compared thus with Achilles, it is already established that Ajax does in fact share heroic qualities, yet there remains an argument by scholars to suggest that Ajax is a comic hero introduced by Homer[footnoteRef:34], meaning he was a character without any intellect, who depends solely upon his great physical strength and animal courage displayed on the field of battle[footnoteRef:35]: M. W. Mansur goes as far as to view Ajax as a ‘burly athlete who is weak above the shoulders and no good in the council’[footnoteRef:36]. For Homer to represent a hero this way is in fact deeply troubling, as all other heroes such as Odysseus often, if not always, display a degree of intelligence that symbolises wisdom, and Ajax is no exception, meaning that the scholarly assumption that Ajax is not wise is in fact deeply mistaken. To prove this statement, the insult of Hector shall be taken into account. In the Iliad, Hector identifies Ajax as a ‘bellowing ox’[footnoteRef:37] which is supposed to allude to the dim wittedness of Ajax, however it must be remembered that it is an enemy who hurls this insult, an enemy whom Ajax has already beaten more than once[footnoteRef:38] which therefore limits the effectiveness of this passage in explaining Ajax’s character. Most scholars such as Highet and Mansur assume that Homer meant to imply that Ajax was as ‘brave as a lion and as stupid as a donkey’[footnoteRef:39], yet this statement is unfair towards the true character, as Homer interprets this simile in a way which better fits his style of heroic character. To this extent, it is distinctly noted that Ajax has endurance in battle, especially when the odds are against him[footnoteRef:40] therefore it is not obstinacy that Homer portrays through Ajax but rather stout resistance against the enemy striving to overwhelm him[footnoteRef:41], therefore it should be said that he is brave and adamant to persevere instead. To further support the argument that Ajax is in fact represented as a hero by Homer, it is noted that the enemy recognises in Ajax qualities other than strength and skill as a warrior[footnoteRef:42] therefore supporting the argument that Homer uses numerous qualities to present classical heroes. To summarise, Ajax is argued to be a man that ‘reveres the gods and yields to them when he must, but above all is loyal and unselfish, always ready to put to the test his great strength and skill as a warrior wherever and whenever he is needed in the conflict’[footnoteRef:43]. With this last statement in mind, it is clear that Homer included Ajax within the Iliad and depicted him as a hero because of the role he plays and also because he displays numerous heroic traits, such as strength and bravery. [24:  Seers, M. 2010:149]  [25:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:275]  [26:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:275]  [27:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:273]  [28:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:273]  [29:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:273]  [30:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:273]  [31:  Seers, M. 2010:154-155]  [32:  Seers, M. 2010:149]  [33:  Seers, M. 2010:149]  [34:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:271]  [35:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:271]  [36:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:271]  [37:  Hom. Il. 13.950-953]  [38:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:271]  [39:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:272]  [40:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:272]  [41:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:257]  [42:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:272]  [43:  Trapp, R. L. 1961:275] 

Continuing with the heroes of the Greeks, one that must be taken into consideration is Odysseus as, of course, he is a hero that has his own works, so it is prudent to analyse his traits and compare him to Achilles. Odysseus is the pragmatic survivor who chooses life over honour[footnoteRef:44] and is known to be more diplomatic than other leaders, especially Achilles or Agamemnon. This character is also known to be the embodiment of unscrupulous craftiness, yet Homer presents this characteristic as a minor aspect of Odysseus’s rich and versatile nature[footnoteRef:45]. Homer’s general representation of Odysseus shows him to be a character of ingenuity and inventiveness[footnoteRef:46] but most importantly wisdom, which allows him a knowledge of how to deal with people and situations[footnoteRef:47]. This is shown when Odysseus creates order out of chaos[footnoteRef:48], giving us a clear illustration of Odysseus being a strong leader within the Iliad. In comparison to Achilles, Odysseus is known to use his wits more than his strength which means that he differs to other heroes within the Iliad. Examples of the ingenuity and diplomatic traits that Odysseus displays can be found within the instance where Odysseus calls back the Achaean forces from fleeing and returns the order of the ranks[footnoteRef:49]. This excerpt contributes to Odysseus’s characteristic of being the one to offer advice. There is also a notion that Odysseus is indicated by Homer to have some personality behaviours of a coward, however some scholars argue that the behaviour derives from his instinct to survive, live and be free[footnoteRef:50] rather than from cowardice, and judging by his appearances throughout the Iliad, this proves a more efficient description of the character. This is because the argument can be supported through the character of Odysseus in the Odyssey, where time and again Odysseus faces great perils and dangers but continually survives on his wits in order to return home. This sheer force of will to continue living plays a chief role in the character of Odysseus which can also be seen in the Iliad as previously mentioned. [44:  Desmond, W. 2011:9-10]  [45:  Vivante 1985: 97]  [46:  Vivante 1985: 98]  [47:  Vivante 1985: 98]  [48:  Wees, H. 1988:21]  [49:  Hom. Il. 11.360-370]  [50:  Vivante 1985: 98] 

Since a select few heroes from the Greek army have been explored, it is only fair that the most prominent hero from the Trojan army also be identified and examined. Amongst all the Trojans it is clearly said that Hector, their prince, is ‘first in glory’[footnoteRef:51] among his people. It is said that he is the most skilled in battle though he is defeated by Ajax on more than one occasion and his temperament is arguably not one usually attributed to a prince. This character is termed by Desmond as sympathetic but rather conventional[footnoteRef:52], a rather peculiar way of describing a supposed hero in an epic cycle, however arguably this portrayal supports the generalised notion that Hector is different to our other heroes such as Ajax and Achilles. In comparison, Homer himself refers to Hector as ‘man-killing’[footnoteRef:53], a more brutal reference to the character which does not correspond with the idea that Hector is sympathetic. These two contrasting ideas form the need for further assessment. Jenkyns, who articulates his opinion of the attributes of Hector quite effectively, speculates that Hector is an exceptional man and a great warrior[footnoteRef:54], both complimentary terms, but he also notes that in some ways Hector is an ordinary person with ordinary experiences[footnoteRef:55]. The latter half of this analysis appears to completely contradict itself and when observing the character within the texts, can be safely disregarded, as Hector is no ordinary character or man. This can be supported with facts, as firstly Hector is a prince of Troy, a fact that instantaneously makes him extraordinary. Furthermore the character of Hector is largely more complicated, or at least, has more depth than first perceived. Primarily Hector is a warrior with a warrior’s pride, demonstrated in his speech in which he declares he shall never retreat from Achilles[footnoteRef:56] which shows him to have courage, however this pride is also his fatal flaw. Furthermore it is known that Hector makes two fateful decisions from which he brings about his own demise. Firstly he is arrogant and dismisses the advice of Polydamas, a close comrade[footnoteRef:57] of Hector’s, to draw back to the city and instead elects to remain encamped on the plain where Trojans and Argives met halfway[footnoteRef:58], however this decision leads them to defeat due to Achilles’ rage. The next decision made by Hector’s arrogance is the final one he makes, to face Achilles by himself before the walls of Troy[footnoteRef:59], however when his confidence fails him, we see another side of Hector, the more human side capable of fear. Overall the character of Hector can be explained as being the most realistic and in some ways more relatable in comparison to Achilles and Ajax with regard to their strength and warrior prowess. Although Homer portrays a high level of arrogance in this character, the heroic qualities of courage and almost divine invulnerability exist in Hector’s unshakable faith and love of his city, and this is how Homer chooses to represent Hector in the Iliad. [51:  Hom. Il. 6.568-574]  [52:  Desmond, W. 2011:9-10]  [53:  Hom. Il. 24.596]  [54:  Jenkyns, R. 1992: 11]  [55:  Jenkyns, R. 1992: 11]  [56:  Hom. Il. 18.342-360]  [57:  Hom. Il. 18.291-292]  [58:  Hom. Il. 18.294-297]  [59:  Hom. Il. 22.110-131] 


Thus far we are able to establish heroic traits that have been embedded into the characters of Homer’s Iliad, however not all are the same and some characters have distinctive traits which are used to separate them from others. Such heroic qualities can be seen as but not limited to courage, physical strength and skill in battle and ingenuity. These characteristics are both physical and behavioural, elevating them above others within the epic cycle as a means to make them memorable and idiosyncratic. With this in mind, there still remains several specific traits which are either common or notable among Homer’s main characters within the Iliad, such as superhuman strength, great skills in leadership, masterful skills in battle, wisdom and either a powerful desire to survive or be remembered. Achilles is known as the strongest and most feared warrior of them all and not without merit, as it is said repeatedly that as a warrior he is the greatest among the Acheans, yet we see a transformation within Achilles throughout the epic cycle where his anger and rage is replaced by grief and compassion[footnoteRef:60] in relation to his interaction with Priam. This is how Homer chooses to represent Achilles and it makes him into a more relatable and very human character as despite his flaws in the beginning he becomes almost a wholly new character towards the end, the final transformation occurring with his death. With this great development of character, it can be said that Achilles is indeed an exceptional individual but not solely based on his near divine strength and warrior skills. In comparison to other heroes such as Ajax, Odysseus and Hector, Achilles does in fact lack certain qualities that they exemplify, such as perseverance and cunning respectively. Arguably it is in fact Hector whom Achilles shares the most similar traits with, as both display a high level of arrogance in their words and actions, such as when Hector chooses to dismiss advice from Polydamas[footnoteRef:61] and when Achilles refuses to fight due to how Agamemnon insulted his pride[footnoteRef:62]. The differing factors between Hector and Achilles lies in their reasons for fighting, as one is for honour and glory but the other fights for the defence of his beloved home[footnoteRef:63]. To further compare, we can see that Ajax demonstrates more selflessness of the two, with Achilles instead responding impetuously to situations. In addition, Odysseus uses his wits and cunning to survive and even rally the Greeks back to battle with greater morale whilst Achilles relies predominantly on his own strength of arm. Of the two, Odysseus is more exceptional when it comes to giving advice and counsel as Achilles is not known to give any, which again adds to the argument that although Achilles is exceptional, there are flaws in this character which Homer represents and develops throughout the Iliad. [60:  Vivante 1985: 68-69]  [61:  Hom. Il. 18.294-297]  [62:  Hom. Il. 1.394-407]  [63:  Jenkyns, R. 1992: 11] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion it can be said that Homer effectively presents numerous characters with individual and unique personality traits and behaviours which cast them into a humanistic yet also distinctive role as heroes. In comparison to Achilles most of these characters outrank him in some way, either by their superior intelligence and cunning or by their better controlled temper, therefore it cannot be argued that Achilles can still be seen as the most exceptional purely due to his military prowess and his heritage. His uniqueness derives from his progression as a character, beginning with rage yet ending with compassion, something that would definitely embody the qualities of a hero in the modern perspective. It can be said of Achilles that the ‘many sidedness of noble human nature develops its whole richness in this one individual’[footnoteRef:64] and the same is true of the other Homeric characters Odysseus, Ajax and Hector; each of them is a whole in himself, a complete living human being and not at all only the allegorical abstraction of some isolated trait of character[footnoteRef:65]. This perfectly describes the qualities of their characters, however the ideal of a hero is not concentrated predominantly on the personality traits of the characters. To summarise, a hero in the ancient world is a human, usually of divine heritage, who uses their strengths and abilities for the sake of honour and glory often through military conquest or in the undertaking of impossible tasks, usually with an inconsistent sense of honour or personal code. In the obtaining of honour and glory, their names are eternalised and that is what creates the typical quality of a hero, a name that is immortalised through deeds. [64:  Desmond, W. 2011:7-8]  [65:  Desmond, W. 2011:8-9] 
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