Iliad Gobbet

The extract is from the end of book 24 of the Iliad, the last book of the epic poem which was likely composed around the seventh or eighth century BC (West 1995, 203). The Iliad is set during the Trojan war and is one part of a larger Epic Cycle, much of which is lost. It is attributed to Homer, however there is much scholarly debate over this due to its origins as part of an oral tradition. Only fourteen days of the war are covered in the Iliad, starting with the famous anger of Achilles and ending in the funeral of Hector, in this extract.
The extract contains the last part of “horse-taming” Hector’s funeral (Il. 24.804). Immediately before the extract are three laments for Hector’s death, they are from Andromache, Hecabe, and Helen. Lamentation is a well-documented part of funeral ceremonies in ancient Greece, as well as the “countless throng” of professional mourners (Pantelia 2002, 21). Women lamenting at funerals was a common tradition and was one of the few occasions that women have a voice in ancient literature (Pantelia 2002, 22). The line “so she spoke wailing” marks the end of Helen’s lament in which she calls him the “dearest to my heart of all my husband’s brothers” (Il, 24.763) and talks of how he showed her kindness despite the animosity many Trojans had shown her. Helen’s participation in Hector’s funeral, as well as her lamentation is interesting. Andromache and Hecabe, as Hector’s wife and mother, would have been expected to give lamentations and be part of the ceremony. Helen however was the “ostensible cause of Hector’s death” (Pantelia 2002, 22). In comparison to Hector’s wife and mother, Helen seems a strange choice to contribute to the ceremony. On top of this, it has been noted by scholars that the order of speakers holds importance, with the last speaker being the closest and most important. Placing Helen in that position is an interesting decision.  Pantelia suggests that Helen may have been given such an important role in Hector’s funeral because she displays a unique understanding of Kleos (Pantelia 2002, 23). Kleos is heroic glory that preserves a hero’s memory (Mueller 2010, 8). Helen does not sing about the future, like Andromache, but rather of the past, of how great, kind, and gentle Hector was. She ensures his legacy is remembered into future generations.

Throughout the extract, as well as in the Iliad as a whole, there are many mentions of people crying. It is not only women crying as we may expect, but also great warriors that are “shedding tears” (Il.24.785). The Trojans are described performing the funerary ritual while “large tears flowed ever down their cheeks”. Strong, heroic figures weep as much as women in the epics. Unlike in modern western culture crying is not seen as being unmanly, in Homeric epic there is an intention to illicit emotions (Follinger 2009, 1). The end of the Iliad focuses on mourning with Achilles still weeping over Patroclus and all of Troy mourning Hector at his funeral (Follinger 2009, 25). The Trojan’s grief is shaped both by the individual loss of a beloved hero, but also of the impending loss of Troy now that its main defender has fallen (Austin 2016, 8).

Passages such as this one also give historians an idea of what ancient Greek funerals may have been like. As Mylonas puts it, “ we must not expect to find an objective and scientific description of the burials” in the Iliad and Odessey, but the bards who composed the epics “had to keep within the limits of the experience of their audience” and that “people hold on tenaciously to their ancestral burial customs” (Mylonas 1948, 56). This means that it is possible to piece together at least a partial picture of ancient Greek funerals using a mixture of textual and archaeological evidence. For example, in the extract the Trojans build a funeral pyre for Hector, and other heroes at other times in the epic are also cremated, from these scenes we can gather at least some of it is historically accurate to ancient Greek societies as we have clear evidence of cremations from that time period (Lewartowski 1998, 136). The Trojans placed Hector’s ashes and remaining bones into a “golden urn, covering them over with soft purple robes” and then put the urn in a “hollow grave” (Il.24.795). We have archaeological evidence of urns with cloth and ashes inside, found in shallow graves within the burials called urn-holes (Lewartowski 1998, 137). Furthermore, in the funerals depicted in the Iliad there are food and drink offerings made to the pyres. Achilles puts oil and honey on Patroclus’ pyre, and the Trojans pour “ruddy wine” over Hector’s pyre (Il.24.792). Similar practises of food and drink offerings to the dead are suggested to have occurred in Attica (Negro 2024, 70). 
After Hector’s funeral the Trojans hold a feast. Funeral feasts commonly appear in Homeric epics, and there is strong archaeological evidence of them being part of Mycenaean funerary rituals (Wright 2004, 128). When Achilles speaks with Priam in book 24, he urges the older man to eat by saying that “even the fair-haired Niobe took thought of food” even after losing all her children to Artemis and Apollo (Il.24.603). Funerary feasts seem to have played an important role in ancient Greek funerary rituals. 

The Iliad is often thought to be part of a larger Epic Cycle. Much of the Epic Cycle has been lost, but enough fragments have survived to piece together the larger narrative that the Iliad is a part of. The stories are all connected, and we somehow know the full story of the Trojan war despite the Iliad only covering a very small section of the ten year war (Manolova 2011, 97). For example, when Odysseus goes to the underworld in the Odyssey and talks with Achilles and Agamemnon it has been suggested that this could be seen as an epilogue to the Iliad (Whitehead 1984, 119). It survived and was formed through oral tradition, traces of which can be seen in the text in the form of epithets such as “old man Priam” and “glorious Hector”(Il.24.776). Epithets are short descriptors that tell the audience something noteworthy about a character (Akondo and Shifullah 2024, 573). There are many uses for epithets in literature or epic poetry, such as helping to keep with the poetic meter of dactylic hexameter (Akondo and Shifullah 2024, 575). 
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