Heroism in Homer’s and Virgil’s epic tales – September 2006
A returning theme in both Homer’s and Virgil’s epic tales, is that of heroism. When reading these classic authors, it becomes clear that heroism was of great importance in the lives of the ancients. It is clear however, that not everybody can become a hero. In both Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, and in Virgil’s Aeneid, characters become heroes because of three major factors; they have the right prerequisites, help of the gods on Olympus and the right Fate. In this essay, I will prove this thesis by presenting fragments from these books and analysing them.
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A future hero definitely has to fulfil some prerequisites. Not everybody can become a hero, a simple farmer or peasant with no special characteristics would have hardly any or no chance of reaching heroism in Homer and Virgil’s ancient world. Looking at some of the main characters from both three books that undoubtedly can be described as heroes, it becomes clear that heritage is an extremely important prerequisite. Most heroes-to-be have a background of divinity, or at the very least royal blood.

In the Iliad, a character that acts according to the unwritten laws for a hero, is Akhilleus. His status as a hero in the book is set by his actions, but also in this example his heritage plays an important role. ‘Prince’ Akhilleus was the son of Thetis, and whether she was a sea nymph or a goddess is not really important for this discussion. It is clear that Achilles had contacts within the family on mount Olympus, and therefore he fulfils an important prerequisite. Also, Akhilleus was described to be king of the Myrmidons, which adds to the appropriateness to become a hero.

But just royal blood can be enough to fulfil the heritage-requirement, illustrated by Odysseus in the Odyssey. Although his parents were both mortals, he was the king of Ithaca. Odysseus’ right prerequisites seem to turn more around his courage and sensibility than his heritage, nevertheless he also fits in the picture of heroes with the right background.

In the Aeneid, the main hero is definitely Aeneas. This Trojan hero, founder of Rome is another perfect example of the right heritage; son of goddess Aphrodite (Venus) and Anchises, which is a cousin of king Priam of Troy. Also, Aeneas’ first wife was Creusa, daughter of Priam. Since Priam is pictured as almost an equivalent of the city Troy and because of Aeneas’ marriage to Creusa, it can be said that Aeneas is an (indirect) offspring of the city Troy itself, a son of Troy. This all made him perfect to be the hero, the founder of Rome, a consequence of Troy.
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Another important requirement already illustrated by Odysseus is that the characters have to have good qualities. For Odysseus there are many named, such as; master mariner and soldier (Odyssey, B22, line 182), The lord of all the tricks of war (Odyssey, B22, line 416), The patient hero (Odyssey, B17, line 362) and many more throughout the Iliad and Odyssey. For Akhilleus the right qualities are that he is the best fighter amongst the Akhaians and that he has a good heart, illustrated by his vengeance for his friend Patróklos. Aeneas’ good qualities are the love for his family and men and his courage. His qualities are less literally named, but illustrated by his actions through the Aeneid.

Without help from the gods heroism would almost be an impossibility.  Akhilleus receives help from his mother and some of the other gods, Odysseus is guided by Athena throughout his whole journey and also Aeneas is constantly assisted by the gods on Olympus. It doesn’t always have to be help from the gods that contributes to a characters development into a hero, a negative intervention often causes circumstances for the character in which he can prove his heroism. This is most clear in the Odyssey, where Odysseus receives a lot of counterforce from Poseidon, and in the Aeneid, where Aeneas is constantly affected by the hate of Hera (Juno). 

But Aeneas is assisted a lot by the gods in his adventures before founding Rome. Just before and during the fall of Troy, he receives help to escape death by the Greeks, so he can fulfil his Fate (founding Rome). The first time is when Hector comes to him in a dream to warn him;

In sleep, in dream, Hector appeared to me,

Gaunt with sorrow, streaming tears, all torn-

As by the violent car on his death day-

And black with bloody dust,

His puffed-out feet cut by the rawhide thongs.

-- Aeneid, B2, lines 363-367 --

He wasted no reply on my poor questions

But heaved a great sigh from his chest and said:

‘Ai! Give up and go, child of the goddess,

Save yourself, out of these flames. The enemy 

Holds the city walls, and from her height

Troy falls in ruin.’

-- Aeneid, B2, lines 385-390 --

Although there is no description that it was a god who comes to Aeneas in his sleep, and therefore no proof, this is probably because it is Aeneas himself narrating this part, and not an all-overseeing narrator. In all the previous cases in both the Iliad and the Odyssey it was a god disguised as a friend of the person having the dream, so it is very plausible that this is the case in this passage. A similar situation occurs when Aeneas is leaving Troy, and again it is a ghost that sets Aeneas on the right path to founding Rome;

Time after time I groaned and calles Creusa,

Frantic, in endless quest from door to door.

Then to my vision her sad wraith appeared-

Creusa’s ghost, larger than life, before me.

-- Aeneid, B2, lines 1000-1003 --

‘You may not take Creusa with you now;

It was not so ordained, nor does the lord

Of high Olympus give you leave. For you

Long exile waits, and long sea miles to plough.’

-- Aeneid, B2, lines 1010-1013 --
Another clue that it is a god appearing to Aeneas, is that the ghost talks about Creusa in the third person (‘You may not take Creusa with you now’). In this passage the ghost of Creusa puts Aeneas on the (long) path towards Italy and Rome, fulfilling his Fate and becoming a hero.

Gods also help potential and future heroes by stopping them from doing unheroic things. To some extent this happened to Akhilleus in the Iliad, when he tries to do dishonouring things to the body of Hector, but Apollo and Aphrodite protect the corpse. In the Aeneid, this happens for example in book two, when Aeneas feels a rage coming up against Helen; 

Now fires blazed up in my own spirit –

A passion to avenge my fallen town

And punish Helen’s whorishness.

-- Aeneid, B2, lines 754-756 --

But at that moment, clear, before my eyes –

Never before so clear – in a pure light
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Stepping before me, radiant through the night,

My loving mother came: immortal, tall,

And lovely as the lords of heaven know her

-- Aeneid, B2, lines 772-777 --

‘You must not hold the woman of Laconia,

That hated face, the cause of this, nor Paris.

The harsh will of the gods it is…..’

-- Aeneid, B2, lines 790-792 --

Aeneas’ mother Aphrodite (Venus) stops him from hurting Helen, because that would be an unheroic thing to do, and because he has to leave Troy with his family as soon as possible. Aeneas killing Helen in rage would definitely not fit the image of the hero that founded Rome.

The third factor, that is probably most important for the possibility of a character becoming a hero or not, is Fate. This is so important because Fate seems to be supernatural, even a higher power than the gods on Olympus. Despite the fact that the gods can give Fate a hand (like the gods do with Aeneas in the previous passages), neither the character or the gods can turn away Fate. During the whole book the Aeneid, Hera (Juno) does try to turn away the Fate of her beloved city Carthage (it will be destroyed by the Romans), however she can only delay it. Hera’s hate is established early in the book;

The race I hate is crossing the Tuscan sea,

Transporting Ilium with her household gods –

Beaten as they are – to Italy.

-- Aeneid, B1, lines 94-96 --

It takes Hera until book seven to realize that Fate cannot be turned away, however she tried with all means and help of other gods in the books before. When she does realizes the changelessness Aeneas’ Fate to found Rome (and therefore the fall of ‘her’ Carthage), she decides to delay it;

I am defeated

And by Aeneas. Well, if my powers fall short,

I need not falter over asking help

Wherever help may lie.

-- Aeneid, B7, lines 422-425 --

By changeless fate Lavinia waits, his bride.

And yet to drag it out, to pile delay

Upon delay in these great matters – that

I can do: to destroy both countries’ people,

That I can do.

-- Aeneid, B7, lines 429-433 --

So even though Hera plays a great role in Aeneas’ adventures and travels, she can’t affect the Fate for Aeneas, that he will become a hero and found Rome. Her interventions do contribute to Aeneas’ heroism however, because she creates situations in which he can show his heroic qualities. While Hera tries to be a ‘puppet master’ of Aeneas, she fails. It is actually Fate who is the ‘puppet master’ of both Aeneas and Hera.

To illustrate that it is these three factors that make the hero, and not the character itself, Sinon is the perfect example. Sinon (son of two mortals with no royal blood) tries to be the hero by convincing the Trojans to bring the gift of the horse into the city, by pretending to be an outcast of the Akhaians. However, Sinon comes off as treacherous and very unheroic. First of all, he volunteers to go to the Trojans. He wants glory for himself, and not per se for his people. Secondly, he convinces the Trojans by lying, generally seen as an unheroic act (however Odysseus does the same thing in the Odyssey when fooling the suitors, but with different motivations). So even though Sinon tries his best to become a hero, he doesn’t quite succeed, because he does not comply with the three factors named. In these tales he comes off as the villain, responsible for the destruction of Troy.
The right prerequisites, help of the gods and the right Fate are the three factors that make the hero. No character in Homer’s and Virgil’s ancient tales becomes a hero by himself, without complying with these three rules. 
�


Achilles doodt Hektor





�


Odysseus slacht de ‘suitors’ af





�


Locatie van Troje








