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Similes in Homer’s ‘The Iliad’

Introduction

Just open Homer’s ‘The Iliad’ on any page and start reading. There’s a pretty good chance the reader will run into one of Homer’s similes pretty soon. The writer uses the literary tool a great number of times in his works, including The Iliad. The similes are probably the aspect of Homer’s works that’s the biggest attraction for readers. They were used to provide relief or add vividness to scenes. Where today, in modern works, similes like many of Homer’s would be considered as greatly overdone, they are one of the most visible characteristics of the Iliad.
The simile could be considered as a literary version of a metaphor. In contrast with the metaphor that simply compares one situation or object to another, the simile offers a writer the possibility to extend the comparison, basically as far as he wants, in this way letting them influence and comment the actions;
“So formidable in fear he was –

like a dun lion from a stable yard

driven by hounds and farmhands: all night long

they watch and will not let him take his prey,

his chosen fat one. Prowling, craving meat,

he cannot make a breakthrough”

Fitzgerald, The Iliad 11, lines 630-635

Homer didn’t leave anything to coincidence. He chose his similes very carefully, and probably no detail in those descriptions was written down without reason. The similes were a ‘weapon’ for Homer, with which he could be subjective and give comments without actually crossing the line between an author and his story. This line is what makes the difference of an author being a narrator and one being the creator of a story. In the next paragraphs I will dissect some similes and analyse them, and while doing that providing clues for this thesis. 
Snowflakes versus fighters
The similes in The Iliad often seem to have the effect that they make a scene more pictorial for the reader. When Homer uses this kind of comparison, it is like a new light is shining on the main action; 

Meanwhile the troops 

were pouring from the shipways to the field.

As when cold snowflakes fly from Zeus in heaven,

thick and fast under the blowing north wind,

just so, that multitude of gleaming helms

and bossed shields issued from the ship, with plated

cuirasses and ashwood spears.

Fitzgerald, The Iliad 19, lines 390-396

The picture of the thick snowflakes falling makes the main picture that Homer sketches easier to imagine. This is probably because most readers (including those in ancient times) have experienced or can at least relate to the scene of thick snowflakes falling, and not so many have seen an army storming out, seen from a high viewpoint. This simple use of well-known pictures makes a scene like this more readable and accessible. 

This example of a simile also provides another, more important point of discussion. Did Homer mean to say anything else, when comparing the Akhaians with snowflakes? The picture of snowflakes falling from the sky may suggest some other characteristics about the Akhaians that Homer wants to point out. Words that come to mind when thinking of the snowflake-scene may be; chaotic, uncontrolled, fleeting. 
Also, the phrase “As when cold snowflakes fly from Zeus in heaven” may indicate the control the Akhaians themselves are under; they are just puppets of Zeus. This is also indicated by the next line “thick and fast under the blowing north wind”. After the simile, Homer goes on by describing the Akhaians as a “multitude of gleaming helms and bossed shields”. That Homer chose to describe the army as a collection of armor instead of a compact group of fighters grips back to the uncontrolled snowflakes, suggesting weakness.
In some scenes, Homer uses a long simile with much poetic language and a lot of visualisation to describe the happenings. The following portion is used by Homer to describe the scene where Odysseus is wounded by the spear of Sôkos; Aías comes to rescue him and finds Odysseus surrounded by Trojans:

Trojans had closed round him

as tawny jackals from the hills will ring

an antlered deer, gone heavy with his wound.

After the hunter’s arrow strikes, the deer

goes running clean away: he runs as long

as warm blood flows and knees can drive him on.

Then when at last the feathered arrow downs him,

carrion jackals in a shady grove

devour him. But now some power brings down

a ravenous lion, and the shrinking jackals

go off cowering: he must have their prey.

Fitzgerald, The Iliad 11, lines 541-551

It is obvious that Homer wants to emphasize Odysseus’ helplessness; he has no chance to survive on his own and needs the help of some other courageous strider to get out of this tight spot. The Trojans that surround him are described as merely scavengers. This picture is mainly established by the words the writer chooses: jackals, devour, ravenous, cowering.
Homer could have chosen to use another scene to describe Odysseus’ helplessness, he could have selected other animals for his simile, but he didn’t. Again, this is not a coincidence. Homer compares Odysseus to a deer to assign the deer’s characteristics to Odysseus as well. Sophisticated, gallantly, dynamic but also fragile. 
Similes chosen to generalize
The similes talked about so far, are quite literally comparable with the actual action, and like said, the characteristics of the simile apply to the subject or action in progress as well. Other similes are less like that. Compare the snowflake-simile to the next one. The following simile is used at the end of book seventeen, when the Akhaians take back the dead body of Patróklos:
Around them

battle spread like a fire that seethes and flares

once it has broken out upon a city;

houses fall in with flame-bursts, as the wind

makes the great conflagration roar: so now

incessant din of chariots and spearmen

beset them on their way.

Fitzgerald, The Iliad 17, lines 832-838

Whereas in the snowflake-simile every snowflake can describe a single soldier, Homer uses for this scene a simile that describes a whole situation at once, the Akhaians, the Trojans, their arms and armor and the battlefield itself. In this case, the simile does not tell the reader anything about the fighters, not about the Akhaians, not the Trojans. Neither does it actually tell the reader anything about all the fighters in general. It describes the entire situation and the fight. Homer didn’t think it was of any importance to name any characteristics about either side, and he was probably right. For this scene, the only thing that matters is the chaos. Homer chose this simile to generalize the action in one description, quite different from the fairly detailed similes we talked about so far.
As you can see, there are no literally descriptions of the situation the rescuers are in. The picture of a big city fire helps the reader to imagine the feeling of being in the middle of a flaring battle, carrying no weapons but a dead body. The line “battle spread like a fire that seethes and flares” indicates the uncontrollable aspect for the rescuers, and in a sense their helplessness against the flames of battle. Also, this seems to be an easier way for the writer to describe the actions in a more general way, instead of having to describe the clashing swords, flying spears and so on.
Perfect simile

In some similes, there can be no other comparison thought of that would better fit the situation than the one Homer chose. In the next simile Homer describes how the god Apollo downs the Akhaian wall:

As for the Akhaian rampart, in one sweep

he leveled it, as a boy on the seashore

wipes out a wall of sand he built

in a child’s game: with feet and hands, for fun,

he scatters it again.

Fitzgerald, The Iliad 15, lines 419-423

This simile describes a lot of things in just five sentences, and is maybe one of the most effective ones in the Iliad. It describes the helplessness of the Akhaians, the enormous power of the gods, the indifference of Apollo and the dependence of every mortal on the will of the gods. No other simile could replace this one, and still describing the named things with the same effectiveness and in a certain way detail.

Another thing that strengthens the ease and indifference with which the wall comes down, is the fact that Homer only uses a few lines to describe it. Would he have chosen to make it a bigger deal, wrote a whole page or more on the fall of the Akhaian rampart, the action wouldn’t have been as strong as it is right now.
Conclusion

In the previous pages it has been shown that Homer’s similes contain a lot more information than can be seen at first sight, and that Homer didn’t leave anything to coincidence. He picked out every simile, every sentence and every word very carefully. This has been proven by the examples of similes given. 
