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In the Iliad the gods intervene in mortal affairs constantly, despite being powerful beings, is their advice and help always taken and appreciated?

In this Essay I will be looking into Homers Iliad, the epic poem depicting the Trojan war, but more specifically on how the gods intervene with mortals and how they tip-toe around fate. I will take into account whether their advice is always heeded and if it is appreciated in some cases or treated with disrespect. As well as this I want to investigate what the gods should not change i.e. fate and the loopholes, they may come across that works in their favour in dodging the current/flow of fate. 
As a bit of backstory; the Iliad is set during the Trojan war (a war started over Helen, wife of Menelaus, as she is spirited/stolen away by Paris to Ilium/Troy), but properly begins at the end of the nine-year war. Homers Iliad is the first written record of Greek Mythology, as there wasn’t much of a concept of the Greek gods before the poem. The first book[footnoteRef:1] shows you a glimpse of a god’s anger, as we see Apollo viciously attack the Greeks with plague, an attribute commonly associated with the god as well as the sun and music. Apollo sides with the Trojans because of their heinous treatment of his high priest Cryses, who begs Apollo to show them the error of their ways. As he is Apollos favourite priest, the enraged god takes the insult somewhat personally and delivers his own brand of justice. Later on in the poem, when coming to a parley with Athena, Apollo agrees to lifting the plague, but still actively works against the blood thirsty Greeks shortly after because his allegiances are still with the Trojans of Ilium.  [1:  Homer, Rieu, E., Jones, P. and Rieu, D. (n.d.). The Iliad. London, England: Penguin Group, book 1 p.5.] 

 It would appear Homer enjoyed showing the gods to be somewhat mortal in thought and mannerism if nothing else. They were obviously powerful beings, who were not to be trifled with, but we see many scenes where they do not act as a western civilisation may envision a god[footnoteRef:2]. Squabbling and jeering, it’s not always friendly and it doesn’t always have the grace and eloquence you’d expect of the gods, we also see comedic moments, for the entertainment of the listeners rather than accuracy.  [2:  A. Maria van Erp Taalman Kip. “The Gods of the ‘Iliad’ and the Fate of Troy.” Mnemosyne, vol. 53, no. 4, 2000, pp. 385–402] 

The god’s initial interference is what starts the nine-year war, with the trickery of Eris, the goddess of chaos. Her promise of a golden apple starts the fated conflict, and feminine vanity helps it along. Athena, Hera (Queen of the gods) and Aphrodite were a part of a challenge set forth by Eris for Paris, where he had to choose the most beautiful out of the three and present the apple to her. We see Zeus’ reluctance to do the challenge himself, as he doesn’t want to incur the wrath of the powerful women in front of him, especially Hera, whom he knows acts out with a vile temper if she doesn’t get her way. However, we also see his lack of empathy for Paris, a mortal, by imploring him to choose instead, and receiving dire consequences for his troubles.  Zeus isn’t completely lacking in empathy, and despite telling the gods not to interfere, he is often persuaded to pick sides throughout the war, depending on who is asking him. From observations of the text, various gods and some mortals play on his emotional empathy. However, a good portion of his meddling is simple strategy to ending the war quickly, so that the gods who he councils can stop there tiresome fighting amongst one another. For example, using his power, Zeus sends a somewhat false prophetic dream to Agamemnon, to honour Achilles and have the Greeks slaughtered as he promised the sea nymph Thetis. Agamemnon knows this is a dream given to him by Zeus and does as it heeds swiftly, hoping for a glorious end to the war where the Greeks have the honour of the win. Prophecies and omens are regarded seriously within Homeric society by mortals and gods alike, but they can be falsified by said gods to get the right reaction out of their intended target and further their own agenda. We see this happen when instead of rallying, Agamemnon’s Greeks start fleeing to their boats in fear, a perfect manipulation on Zeus’ behalf. 
This is just the beginning of immortal interference however, as Athena the goddess of wisdom and purposeful battle appears before the demi-god Achilles, freezing time as he draws his sword to settle a disagreement between himself and his Greek leader, Agamemnon. Athena wants more than anything to see the Greeks win and the Trojans fall, but this is out of hurt pride and vanity, traits you would not necessarily associate with a god. Her advice to instead spite his leader is heeded by Achilles, but for his own ambitions more than anything else, he sees it as a way to embarrass Agamemnon, it is not done out of respect to her insightful prophetic knowledge. 
He treats Athena with the respect her status asks for, none the less. Disrespect of the gods isn’t advised in the books, no matter what your allegiances are. The gods are known to hold grudges that can destroy whole cities, and often treat cities like trading chips with the other gods in the pantheons. There is such an agreement between Zeus and Hera in book 4 of the Iliad, where Zeus begrudges Hera and Athena’s bloodthirsty need to destroy Ilium, a city he favours dearly for their libations and altar sacrifices. He concedes to Heras wishes, but not before threatening to do unto a city she favours what she has done to Ilium. Hera flippantly agrees with this, saying she would not hold a grudge against him, and sneakily implies that she couldn’t even if she wanted to, because he is far more powerful than her, successfully inflating his ego[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Homer, Rieu, E., Jones, P. and Rieu, D. (n.d.). The Iliad. London, England: Penguin Group, book 4 pp. 59-60.] 

With this in mind, we realise just how much the gods can influence human nature and the events that transpire around them, despite Zeus’ reluctance to directly interfere, he certainly has the power to and if he is moved to, he does move in favour of his rage. 
Despite ‘fate’ being an intangible force that the gods should not meddle with, they often find loopholes where they can subtly reshape fate without interfering directly as they might like to. We find instances where gods will spirit away favourites or rescue their children from a deadly blow outright. Aphrodite is such one, as she saves her son Aeneas from Diomedes on the battlefield and does this again with the help of her lover Ares[footnoteRef:4]. In return Diomedes, knowing that she is a god through Athena’s divine intervention, gives Aphrodite a superficial wound knowing full well who she is and what she is capable of.  [4:  Homer, Rieu, E., Jones, P. and Rieu, D. (n.d.). The Iliad. London, England: Penguin Group, book 5 pp.78 & 81 - 83.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This is not the first instance of disrespect shown towards Aphrodite, Helen of Troy also recognises the goddess, and instead of being cowed by her, she argues her treatment with her, woman to woman. Of course, only having other gods and goddess’ taking such a tone with her, Aphrodite does not take kindly to Helens crass words, and even goes so far as to threaten the mortal with a grizzly end at the hands of Greeks and Trojans alike. Disrespect of any kind aimed towards a god is rapidly met with righteous anger and spite in most cases[footnoteRef:5]. The only mortal to constantly respect the gods within the Iliad is Hector, and despite his devotion and piety to the gods, he meets his end at the hands of Achilles and the fall of Troy follows his demise[footnoteRef:6]. Unlike Hector, Achilles’ respect for authority seems to fluctuate, depending on his mood. He thinks very highly of himself throughout the book, and this may be due to his lineage or it may be just how Homer perceives a Greek hero to be, thoughtless of his mortal flaws.  [5:  Yilmaz, T. (2012). REPRESENTATION OF THE GODS IN THE ILIAD BY HOMER: A BRIEF ANALYSIS. [online] Dergipark.org.tr. Available at: https://dergipark.org.tr/download/article-file/215808 [Accessed 25 May 2019].]  [6:  Harrishum.blogspot.com. (2019). Respect Toward the Gods. [online] Available at: http://harrishum.blogspot.com/2010/01/respect-toward-gods.html [Accessed 25 May 2019].] 

In regard to disguising themselves from mortal eyes, only a few of the gods go out of their way to disguise themselves properly in front of keen mortals and they are usually recognised, whether through divine intervention or pure speculation. If they do disguise themselves its usually for a purpose that they deem to be important, when Hermes is asked to guide Priam through the Greek encampment to Achilles for the barter of Hectors corpse as Zeus asked of him[footnoteRef:7]. This is a choice made morally by Zeus through compassion for Priam’s wish to bury his son, displaying a god’s compassion for a father and his son. Father and son relationships are revered in ancient Greece and are said to be one of the most profound kinds of relationships to be had. We see this with Sarpedon, which is to be mentioned shortly. This is more a reflection on society then it is a reflection on the god itself in my opinion, and that can be said for some of the other traits instilled within the gods too.  [7:  Homer, Rieu, E., Jones, P. and Rieu, D. (n.d.). The Iliad. London, England: Penguin Group, book 24 pp. 429-433.] 

An interesting aspect of the Iliad is that not all of the gods will willingly intervene with fate even though they know they can, they fear the repercussions that could come from constant intervention on their part. For example, Zeus has the prime opportunity to save his demigod son Sarpedon[footnoteRef:8] and is advised by Hera not too because of said repercussions. She warns him that if he shows favour for one mortal, the gods will endeavour to do the same for their favourites and disrupt fate. So, the question becomes; why can one god rescue their ill-fated mortal child and not another? Perhaps it has something to do with status, as Zeus is a much more powerful god then Aphrodite, perhaps his actions would disrupt the flow of fate more profoundly. The Fates or Moira are knowledge of past, present and the future and they ‘control’ the outcome of fate and they are the ones who put forth restrictions for the gods so that they don’t great disrupt the flow and pardon the turn of phrase but, rock the boat.  [8:  Homer, Rieu, E., Jones, P. and Rieu, D. (n.d.). The Iliad. London, England: Penguin Group, book 16 pp.285 - 287.] 

As mentioned before, Homers views on the gods might be for comedic purpose, as there is a section in the poem where the gods hold council and banter is had, Hephaestus leading the laughter to lighten the almost homicidal mood. However, there is also an inherent feeling of hierarchy and family in the pantheon, the gods know their places in this ‘family’ and know that they must get along to some extent, because Zeus is the final authority they would have to answer to. With this being said, there are slight variations in the poems between books, specifically to how main characters act towards others and their intentions, Achilles and Patroclus for example, where their relationship isn’t expanded upon until the last couple of books, namely when Patroclus dies, and Achilles is suddenly very invested in his servant’s wellbeing. 
A popular belief that some scholars believe is that there may have been more then one ‘Homer’, working on the epic poem, which is why there is such a difference in how the characters act around each other. A feeling of empathy is had for the Trojans and especially Hector, one wouldn’t expect this to come out of a Greek epic poem where Achilles is the renowned ‘hero’. However, tradition is to be respected in this ancient culture, it is something the gods hold to high standards, and will loose their tempers for if not followed properly and respectfully. So, for example, when Achilles drags Hectors corpse around Patroclus’ burial mound, the gods are righteously irked with his disrespect for burial rights, even for an enemy soldier. Those that aligned themselves with the Trojans showed sympathy for the body by preserving it with ambrosia so that it may be buried properly, with hopes that Achilles would relent it to Priam for burial within the walls of Troy[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  Homer, Rieu, E., Jones, P. and Rieu, D. (n.d.). The Iliad. London, England: Penguin Group, book 23 pp. 400.] 
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