The Iliad is widely considered to have been actually written down at some point around the 8th century BCE, however, the precise date is uncertain. It was most probably composed by the poet Homer, although scholars are in debate as to whether Homer was a single individual or a collection of people. The Iliad is speculated to have been part of an oral narrative culture before it was eventually written down. Scholars often date the composition to the period around 750-725BCE however, some have estimated as far back as the 9th century BCE. 
“By this time the use of writing was becoming more widespread in Greece, and it seems that the poems were also set down for the first time. But it's clear that the poems contain features preserved from the pre-writing age.” (Daisy Dunn, 2020)

During this period there was a lot going on in Greece, one of the biggest being the collapse of the Mycenaean civilisation. This caused a decline in both trade and literacy and is often referred to as the ‘Dark Ages’. Because of this the Linear B script which was used by the Mycenaeans vanished causing information about previous generations to be lost. “In the case of the Greek Dark Age, the writing system vanished completely.” (Joshua J Mark, 2023)  

Around this time also the Greek city state or ‘Polis’ started to form with cities such as Athens, Corinth and Sparta beginning to form their own individual characteristics both politically and culturally. Although there was some separation the concept of a Greek identity began to form with a shared language and traditions. “Each had their own governing laws, customs and interests. Barrier walls surrounded their peripheries, to protect them from outside invasions.” (Rosie Lesso, 2022) 

Before widespread literacy bards would memorise their stories and perform them orally in communal areas such as courts or public events. These tales were then passed down the generations via word of mouth instead of being written down. The stories being told by the bards were those of heroes and myth that told of a history and ancestry for the Greeks. “Through the retelling of traditional myths, it was possible for a poet to insert his own perspective on these myths, to bring to light some previously obscure interpretation, or indeed to offer a criticism of the traditional story.” (Mateusz Brodowicz, 2024)   

One of the key messages within the Iliad is the cost if war. The poem highlights the tragic and brutal side of war through both the Greeks and the Trojans such as in this extract. Eventually when the war is won it came with vast amounts of death, loss and emotional toll. The extract describes the preparations for the funeral of Hector, the son of the king and a beloved general, who was killed during the war. The people are described as ‘wailing’ and ‘shedding tears’ which shows the pain the war has brought to them. “Hector's death spells doom for the Trojans, even if the poem ends before the Greeks' victory. He is the Trojans' best warrior, and without him, they are on a path to destruction from which they cannot escape.” (Sasha Blakely, 2023) 

Another key message in the Iliad is the strength of rage. A large amount of the story is driven by the rage of Achilles, often with catastrophic consequences. The most important instances of this are shown with him withdrawing from the war which inevitably  prolongs it causing a higher death toll for the Greeks, and in the killing of Hector. This one act of rage cemented the fates of the Trojans and ultimately ended the war. The story teaches us about how these strong emotions inside all of us can have far reaching and unpredictable consequences. In this passage it shows the consequences of Achilles’ rage as the people of Troy cry for their fallen general. “Only at the end of the Iliad, after his anger has been unleashed in violence, it is transformed into pity and shame. He realizes that someone he has killed, Hector, and whose body he is mutilating, is the beloved son of King Priam, and that this son matters as much to the king as do those about whom he cares.” (Jay McDaniel, 2022) 

The third key message in the Iliad is that of the human condition and specifically mortality. Throughout the poem many characters face death and this is shown as an inevitability with being only fleeting. This constant pushes the characters harder and harder to either achieve glory or to carry out their fate. Eventually the death of Patroclus causes Achilles to go out and fight Hector. This is a pivotal moment in the story as the death of either of these men could cause the end of the war. Death falls upon Hector and soon after Troy falls. Characters perceived as dear and as embodying dear principles are vulnerable, suffer and die, eliciting tenderness, compassion and grief, but also being moved and poignancy. (Eric Cullhead, 2019)

This extract from the Iliad contains a lot of strong themes that speak to those that hear it. The first of these is that of grief of mourning. The passage tells the reader of the pain that is felt by Hectors father and the rest of the Trojans which is particularly powerful as everyone knows the pain of loss and can relate to these characters. 

The second theme is in honour and rituals, with the burial rites being described in detail to accentuate their importance. Hectors bones being places in a golden urn and buried shows the reverence they had for his memory.

The third theme is family bonds and community, with a large group of people coming together all to mourn the fallen warrior. This shows the reader the sense of unity that comes in the wake of something tragic. Priam’s leadership is shown to be nurturing which is a complete opposite to that of the Greeks.

The final theme in this passage is the passing of time and the finality of death. The transition between gathering the wood to the funeral pyre and finally to the burial emphasises how time passes by. In war time does not stop and therefore it is important to continue traditions that we would do otherwise and maintain some level of normality. This specific tradition marks the end for Hector, the piling of the mound shows the finality of his death and there is no going back. As well as honouring Hectoring they are marking the death of their city as well. 
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