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Handout 1 Homer, Hesiod and Finley 

HOMER c 750 -700?? 

Brief Summary of Iliad 

Note: Book numbers are in parentheses and come before the synopsis of the book. 

(1) After an invocation to the Muses, the story launches in towards the end of the Trojan War 

between the Trojans and the besieging Greeks. Chryses, a Trojan priest of Apollo, offers the 

Greeks wealth for the return of his daughter Chryseis, a captive of Agamemnon, the Greek 

leader. Although most of the Greek army is in favour of the offer, Agamemnon refuses. Chryses 

prays for Apollo's help, and Apollo causes a plague throughout the Greek army. 

After nine days of plague, Achilles, the leader of the Myrmidon contingent, calls an assembly to 

solve the plague problem. Under pressure, Agamemnon agrees to return Chryseis to her father, 

but also decides to take Achilles's captive, Briseis, as compensation. Angered, Achilles declares 

that he and his men will no longer fight for Agamemnon, but will go home. Odysseus takes a ship 

and brings Chryseis to her father, whereupon Apollo ends the plague. 

In the meantime, Agamemnon's messengers take Briseis away, and Achilles asks his mother, Thetis, 

to ask Zeus that the Greeks be brought to the breaking point by the Trojans, so Agamemnon will 

realise how much the Greeks need Achilles. Thetis does so, Zeus agrees, (2)  and sends a dream to 

Agamemnon, urging him to attack the city. Agamemnon heeds the dream but decides to first test 

the morale of the Greek army by telling them to go home. The plan backfires, and only the 

intervention of Odysseus, inspired by Athena, stops a rout. 

Odysseus confronts and beats Thersites, a common soldier who voices discontent at fighting 

Agamemnon's war. After a meal, the Greeks deploy in companies upon the Trojan plain. The poet 

takes the opportunity to describe the provenance of each Greek contingent. When news of the 

Greek deployment reaches king Priam, the Trojans too sortie upon the plain. In a similar list to that 

for the Greeks, the poet describes the Trojans and their allies. 

(3) The armies approach each other on the plain, but before they meet, Paris offers to end the 

war by fighting a duel with Menelaus, urged by his brother and head of the Trojan army, Hector. 

While Helen tells Priam about the Greek commanders from the walls of Troy, both sides swear a 

truce and promise to abide by the outcome of the duel. Paris is beaten, but Aphrodite rescues him 

and leads him to bed with Helen before Menelaus could kill him. 

(4) Pressured by Hera's hatred of Troy, Zeus arranges for the Trojan Pandaros to break the truce 

by wounding Menelaus with an arrow. Agamemnon rouses the Greeks, and battle is joined. (5) In 

the fighting, Diomedes kills many Trojans and defeats Aeneas, whom again Aphrodite rescues, but 

Diomedes attacks and wounds the goddess. Apollo faces Diomedes, and warns him against 

warring with gods. Many heroes and commanders join in, including Hector, and the gods 

supporting each side try to influence the battle. Emboldened by Athena, Diomedes wounds Ares 

and puts him out of action. 

(6) Hector rallies the Trojans and stops a rout; the Greek Diomedes and the Trojan Glaukos find 

common ground and exchange unequal gifts. Hector enters the city, urges prayers and sacrifices, 
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incites Paris to battle, bids his wife Andromache and son Astyanax farewell on the city walls, and 

rejoins the battle.  

(7) Hector duels with Ajax, but nightfall interrupts the fight and both sides retire. The Greeks 

agree to burn their dead and build a wall to protect their ships and camp, while the Trojans 

quarrel about returning Helen. Paris offers to return the treasure he took, and give further wealth 

as compensation, but without returning Helen, and the offer is refused. A day's truce is agreed for 

burning the dead, during which the Greeks also build their wall and trench. 

 (8) The next morning, Zeus prohibits the gods from interfering, and fighting begins anew. The 

Trojans prevail and force the Greeks back to their wall while Hera and Athena are forbidden 

from helping. Night falls before the Trojans can assail the Greek wall. They camp in the field to 

attack at first light, and their watch fires light the plain like stars. 

 (9) Meanwhile, the Greeks are desperate. Agamemnon admits his error, and sends an embassy 

composed of Odysseus, Ajax, Phoenix, and two heralds to offer Briseis and extensive gifts to 

Achilles, who has been camped next to his ships throughout, if only he would return to the fighting. 

Achilles and his companion Patroclus receive the embassy well, but Achilles angrily refuses 

Agamemnon's offer, and declares that he would only return to battle if the Trojans reach his ships 

and threaten them with fire. The embassy returns empty-handed. 

 (10)Later that night, Odysseus and Diomedes venture out to the Trojan lines, killing the Trojan 

Dolon and wreaking havoc in the camps of some Thracian allies of Troy. 

 (11) In the morning, the fighting is fierce and Agamemnon, Diomedes, and Odysseus are all 

wounded. Achilles sends Patroclus from his camp to inquire about the Greek casualties, and while 

there Patroclus is moved to pity by a speech of Nestor.  

(12) The Trojans assault the Greek wall on foot. Hector, ignoring an omen, leads the terrible 

fighting. The Greeks are overwhelmed in rout, the wall's gate is broken, and Hector charges in. 

(13) Many fall on both sides. The Trojan seer Polydamas urges Hector to fall back and warns him 

about Achilles, but is ignored. (14) Hera seduces Zeus and lures him to sleep, allowing Poseidon to 

help the Greeks, and the Trojans are driven back onto the plain. (15) Zeus awakes and is 

enraged by Poseidon's intervention. Against the mounting discontent of the Greek-supporting 

gods, Zeus sends Apollo to aid the Trojans, who once again breach the wall, and the battle 

reaches the ships. 

(16) Patroclus can stand to watch no longer, and begs Achilles to be allowed to defend the ships. 

Achilles relents, and lends Patroclus his armor, but sends him off with a stern admonition to not 

pursue the Trojans, lest he take Achilles's glory. Patroclus leads the Myrmidons to battle and 

arrives as the Trojans set fire to the first ships. The Trojans are routed by the sudden onslaught. 

Patroclus, ignoring Achilles's command, pursues and reaches the gates of Troy, where Apollo 

himself stops him. Patroclus is set upon by Apollo and Euphorbos, and is finally killed by Hector. 

(17) Hector takes Achilles's armor from the fallen Patroclus, but fighting develops around 

Patroclus' body. 

(18) Achilles is mad with grief when he hears of Patroclus's death, and vows to take vengeance on 

Hector; his mother Thetis grieves, too, knowing that Achilles is fated to die young if he kills Hector. 

Achilles is urged to help retrieve Patroclus' body, but has no armour. Made brilliant by Athena, 

Achilles stands next to the Greek wall and roars in rage. The Trojans are dismayed by his 
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appearance and the Greeks manage to bear Patroclus' body away. Again Polydamas urges 

Hector to withdraw into the city, again Hector refuses, and the Trojans camp in the plain at 

nightfall. Patroclus is mourned, and meanwhile, at Thetis' request, Hephaistos fashions a new set of 

armor for Achilles, among which is a magnificently wrought shield. 

 (19) In the morning, Agamemnon gives Achilles all the promised gifts, including Briseis, but he is 

indifferent to them. Achilles fasts while the Greeks take their meal, and straps on his new armor, 

and heaves his great spear. His horse Xanthos prophesies to Achilles his death. Achilles drives his 

chariot into battle. 

(20) Zeus lifts the ban on the gods' interference, and the gods freely intervene on both sides. The 

onslaught of Achilles, burning with rage and grief, is terrible, and he slays many. (21) Driving the 

Trojans before him, Achilles cuts off half in the river Skamandros and proceeds to slaughter them 

and fills the river with the dead. The river, angry at the killing, confronts Achilles, but is beaten 

back by Hephaistos' firestorm. The gods fight among themselves. The great gates of the city are 

opened to receive the fleeing Trojans, and Apollo leads Achilles away from the city by 

pretending to be a Trojan. 

(22) When Apollo reveals himself to Achilles, the Trojans had retreated into the city, all except for 

Hector, who, having twice ignored the counsels of Polydamas, feels the shame of rout and resolves 

to face Achilles, in spite of the pleas of Priam and Hecuba, his parents. When Achilles 

approaches, Hector's will fails him, and he is chased around the city by Achilles. Finally, Athena 

tricks him to stop running, and he turns to face his opponent. After a brief duel, Achilles stabs 

Hector through the neck. Before dying, Hector reminds Achilles that he is fated to die in the war as 

well. Achilles takes Hector's body and dishonours it. 

(23) The ghost of Patroclus comes to Achilles in a dream and urges the burial of his body. The 

Greeks hold a day of funeral games, and Achilles gives out the prizes. (24) Dismayed by Achilles' 

continued abuse of Hector's body, Zeus decides that it must be returned to Priam. Led by Hermes, 

Priam takes a wagon out of Troy, across the plains, and enters the Greek camp unnoticed. He 

grasps Achilles by the knees and begs to have his son's body. Achilles is moved to tears, and the 

two lament their losses in the war. After a meal, Priam carries Hector's body back into Troy. 

Hector is buried, and the city mourns 

Odyssey 
The Odyssey begins ten years after the end of the ten-year Trojan War, and Odysseus has still 

not returned home from the war. Odysseus' son Telemachus is about 20 years old and is sharing 

his absent father’s house on the island of Ithaca with his mother Penelope and a crowd of 108 

boisterous young men, "the Suitors", whose aim is to persuade Penelope to marry one of them, all 

the while enjoying the hospitality of Odysseus' household and eating up his wealth. 

Odysseus’ protectress, the goddess Athena, discusses his fate with Zeus, king of the gods, at a 

moment when Odysseus' enemy, the god of the sea Poseidon, is absent from Mount Olympus. 

Then, disguised as a Taphian chieftain named Mentes (otherwise known as “Mentor”), she visits 

Telemachus to urge him to search for news of his father. He offers her hospitality; they observe 

the Suitors dining rowdily while the bard Phemius performs a narrative poem for them. Penelope 

objects to Phemius' theme, the "Return from Troy" because it reminds her of her missing husband, 

but Telemachus rebuts her objections. 

That night Athena, disguised as Telemachus, finds a ship and crew for the true Telemachus. The 

next morning, Telemachus calls an assembly of citizens of Ithaca to discuss what should be done 
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with the suitors. Accompanied by Athena (still disguised as Mentor), he departs for the Greek 

mainland and the household of Nestor, most venerable of the Greek warriors at Troy, now at 

home in Pylos. From there, Telemachus rides overland, accompanied by Nestor's son, Peisistratus, 

to Sparta, where he finds Menelaus and Helen, now reconciled. He is told that they returned to 

Sparta after a long voyage by way of Egypt. There, on the island of Pharos, Menelaus 

encountered the old sea-god Proteus, who told him that Odysseus was a captive of the nymph 

Calypso. Incidentally, Telemachus learns the fate of Menelaus’ brother Agamemnon, king of 

Mycenae and leader of the Greeks at Troy: he was murdered on his return home by his wife 

Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus. 

 

Escape to the Phaeacians 

Then the story of Odysseus is told. He has spent seven years in captivity on Calypso's island, 

Ogygia. Calypso falls deeply in love with him but he has consistently spurned her advances. She 

is persuaded to release him by Odysseus' great-grandfather, the messenger god Hermes, who 

has been sent by Zeus in response to Athena's plea. Odysseus builds a raft and is given clothing, 

food and drink by Calypso. When Poseidon finds out that Odysseus has escaped, he wrecks the 

raft, but Odysseus swims ashore on the island of Scherie (helped by a veil given by the sea 

nymph Ino), the home of the Phaeacians, where, naked and exhausted, he hides in a pile of 

leaves and falls asleep. The next morning, awakened by the laughter of girls, he sees the young 

Nausicaa, who has gone to the seashore with her maids to wash clothes, after Athena appeared 

to her in a dream and told her to do so. He appeals to her for help. She encourages him to seek 

the hospitality of her parents, Arete and Alcinous.  Odysseus is welcomed and is not at first asked 

for his name. He remains for several days, takes part in a pentathlon, and hears the blind singer 

Demodocus perform two narrative poems. The first is an otherwise obscure incident of the Trojan 

War, the "Quarrel of Odysseus and Achilles"; the second is the amusing tale of a love affair 

between two Olympian gods, Ares and Aphrodite. Finally, Odysseus asks Demodocus to return to 

the Trojan War theme and tell of the Trojan Horse, a stratagem in which Odysseus had played a 

leading role. Unable to hide his emotion as he relives this episode, Odysseus at last reveals his 

identity. He then begins to tell the story of his return from Troy 

 

This forms the next section where Odysseus tells of his many adventures 

Cyclops 

Circe 

Sirens 

Scylla and Charbris 

Having listened with rapt attention to his story, the Phaeacians, who are skilled mariners, agree to 

help Odysseus get home. They deliver him at night, while he is fast asleep, to a hidden harbour 

on Ithaca. He finds his way to the hut of one of his own former slaves, the swineherd Eumaeus. 

Athena disguises Odysseus as a wandering beggar so he can see how things stand in his 

household. After dinner, he tells the farm laborers a fictitious tale of himself: he was born in Crete, 

had led a party of Cretans to fight alongside other Greeks in the Trojan War, and had then 

spent seven years at the court of the king of Egypt; finally he had been shipwrecked 

in Thesprotia and crossed from there to Ithaca. 

Meanwhile, Telemachus sails home from Sparta, evading an ambush set by the Suitors. He 

disembarks on the coast of Ithaca and makes for Eumaeus’s hut. Father and son meet; Odysseus 

identifies himself to Telemachus (but still not to Eumaeus), and they decide that the Suitors must be 

killed. Telemachus goes home first. Accompanied by Eumaeus, Odysseus returns to his own house, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phaeacians
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eumaeus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crete
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thesprotia
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still pretending to be a beggar. He is ridiculed by the Suitors in his own home, especially by one 

extremely impertinent man named Antinous. Odysseus meets Penelope and tests her intentions by 

saying he once met Odysseus in Crete. Closely questioned, he adds that he had recently been in 

Thesprotia and had learned something there of Odysseus’s recent wanderings. Odysseus’s identity 

is discovered by the housekeeper, Eurycleia, when she recognizes an old scar as she is washing his 

feet. Eurycleia tries to tell Penelope about the beggar's true identity, but Athena makes sure that 

Penelope cannot hear her. Meanwhile, Odysseus swears her to secrecy. 

 

Slaying of the Suitors 

The next day, at Athena’s prompting, Penelope maneuvers the Suitors into competing for her hand 

with an archery competition using Odysseus' bow. The man who can string the bow and shoot it 

through a dozen axe heads would win. Odysseus takes part in the competition himself: he alone is 

strong enough to string the bow and shoot it through the dozen axe heads, making him the winner. 

He then turns his arrows on the Suitors and with the help of Athena, Telemachus, Eumaeus and 

Philoteus the cowherd, he kills all the Suitors. Odysseus and Telemachus hang twelve of their 

household maids, who had betrayed Penelope or had sex with the Suitors, or both; they mutilate 

and kill the goatherd Melanthius, who had mocked and abused Odysseus. Now at last, Odysseus 

identifies himself to Penelope. She is hesitant, but accepts him when he mentions that their bed was 

made from an olive tree still rooted to the ground.  

The next day he and Telemachus visit the country farm of his old father Laertes, who likewise 

accepts his identity only when Odysseus correctly describes the orchard that Laertes had 

previously given him. 

The citizens of Ithaca have followed Odysseus on the road, planning to avenge the killing of the 

Suitors, their sons. Their leader points out that Odysseus has now caused the deaths of two 

generations of the men of Ithaca: his sailors, not one of whom survived; and the Suitors, whom he 

has now executed. The goddess Athena intervenes and persuades both sides to give up 

the vendetta.  After this, Ithaca is at peace once more. 

 

Hesiod c 700BC 
 

Hesiod's Theogony is a large-scale synthesis of a vast variety of local Greek traditions 

concerning the gods, organized as a narrative that tells how they came to be and how they 

established permanent control over the cosmos. It is the first Greek mythical cosmogony. The initial 

state of the universe is chaos, a dark indefinite void considered as a divine primordial condition 

from which everything else appeared.  

Although it is often used as a sourcebook for Greek mythology, the Theogony is both more and 

less than that. In formal terms it is a hymn invoking Zeus and the Muses: parallel passages 

between it and the much shorter Homeric Hymn to the Muses make it clear that the Theogony 

developed out of a tradition of hymnic preludes with which an ancient Greek rhapsode would 

begin his performance at poetic competitions. It is necessary to see the Theogony not as the 

definitive source of Greek mythology, but rather as a snapshot of a dynamic tradition that 

happened to crystallize when Hesiod formulated the myths he knew—and to remember that the 

traditions have continued evolving since that time. 

The written form of the Theogony was established in the sixth century.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antinous_son_of_Eupeithes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eurycleia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melanthius_(Odyssey)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Laertes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feud
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Synopsis of Hesiod Works and Days 

In the Works and Days, Hesiod describes himself as the heir of a farm bequeathed to him and his 

brother Perses. However, Perses apparently squandered his wealth and came back for what is 

owned by Hesiod. Perses went to law and bribed the lords to judge in his favour. The poem 

contains a sharp attack against unjust judges like those who decided in favour of Perses; they 

are depicted as pocketing bribes as they render their unfair verdicts. Hesiod seems to have 

thought that instead of giving him money or property which he will again spend in no time, it is 

better to teach him the virtues of work and to impart his wisdom which can be used to generate 

an income. 

Like the Theogony, the Works and Days begins with a hymnic invocation to the Muses, albeit much 

shorter (10 verses to the Theogony's 115) and with a different focus. The poet invokes the "Pierian 

Muses" to sing of their father Zeus and his control of the fates of mankind. Through the power of 

Zeus men might be famous or nameless; he easily strengthens and oppresses the strong, reduces 

the conspicuous and raises up the inconspicuous; easily he straightens the crooked and withers 

the many. Hesiod then appeals to Zeus to guide his undertaking: "Hearken, seeing and hearing, 

and through justice put straight the laws; and may I speak the truth to Perses." 

Hesiod begins the poem proper by directly engaging with the content of the Theogony. There was 

after all not Eris ("Strife") as in that poem,  but two: one is quite blameworthy and provokes wars 

and disagreement among mankind; but the other is commended by all who know her, for she 

compels men to work honorably, rivaling each other: 

And potter is ill-disposed to potter, and carpenter to carpenter, 
and the beggar is envious of the beggar, the singer of the singer. 

 
Hesiod encourages Perses to avoid the bad Eris, and not let her persuade him to frequent the 

arguments in the agora, but to focus on working for his livelihood.  Family business follows, as 

Hesiod implores his brother to join him in sorting out their fraternal discord through the "justice of 

Zeus". It comes out that they had previously divided their patrimony, but that Perses claimed more 

than his fair share by influencing "bribe-devouring kings" ( dōrophagoi basileis). 

The following few hundred verses—by far the most famous portion of the poem—comprise a 

series of mythological examples and gnomic statements outlining Hesiod's conception of justice 

and the necessity of work with the ostensible goal of persuading Perses to follow a proper path in 

life. The first lesson is why the immortals keep an easy livelihood hidden from mankind: the 

story of Prometheus and Pandora is the answer. In the Theogony, Pandora and the "tribe of 

women" had been sent as a plague upon man in punishment for Prometheus' attempt to 

deceive Zeus of his deserved portion when men and gods were divvying up a feast, and for 

his subsequent theft of fire.  In the Works and Days Hesiod proceeds directly to the theft of fire 

and punishment. Zeus instructed the gods to build an "evil" for mankind: that is, Pandora, whom 

Prometheus' brother Epimetheus accepted from Hermes despite his brother's warnings never to 

accept gifts from the gods.  Before Pandora's arrival, man had lived free from evils, toil and 

illness, but she had been given a jar which contained all these curses; this she opened, releasing 

all its contents but Elpis ( "Hope" or "Expectation").  
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The Myth of the Ages follows.  In the Hesiodic scheme there were five ages of mankind: the 

Golden Age, Silver Age, Bronze Age, Heroic Age and the present age, that of Iron. Race of gold 

man lived in the time of Cronus, an age of plenty and peace, for the earth gave for all their 

needs of its own accord and rivalries of any kind were thus unknown. Golden Age man never 

aged, and when they died they went as though to sleep. When this age came to an end, its 

population became guardians of mankind, protecting them from evils and granting them wealth.  

The Silver Age was much worse than the Golden, both in stature and temperament. The lived as 

children with the mothers for a hundred years and, once they came of age, they lived but a brief 

time, suffering because of their foolishness. They fought with one another and did not mind the 

gods. Angry at their impiety, Zeus destroyed the race; still, they are granted the honor of being 

called "chthonic blessed mortals".  The Bronze Race was fearsome and warlike. Their weapons 

were bronze, they lived in bronze houses and worked in bronze: black iron did not exist yet. The 

fell at each other's hands and came to an inglorious end.  The race of heroes was more just and 

noble. Though demigods, they too fell in war, most notably those at Thebes and Troy. After death 

they were transported to the Isles of the Blessed where they lived a post mortem life of plenty 

similar to the Golden Age.  Hesiod then laments that he lived during the Iron Age which is 

characterized by toil and hardship. He predicts that Zeus will destroy his race, too, when men 

are born gray-haired and all moral and religious standards are ignored. Aidos and Nemesis 

will depart the earth, leaving behind ills against which there will be no bulwark. 

The kings are now addressed, as Hesiod relates the fable of the nightingale and the hawk to 

them. A hawk flying high in the air had a nightingale in its talons. The smaller bird was shrieking 

and crying, to which the hawk responded: 

You fool, why do you scream? Someone much your better has you. 

You go wherever I conduct you, songstress though you may be. 

I shall make you my dinner, if I wish, or let you go. 

Senseless is he who wishes to set himself against his betters: 

he lacks victory and suffers grief upon grief.  

 

Hesiod on Creation of Women 

The Creation of Women in Theogny 

Forthwith he (Zeus) made an evil thing for men as the price of fire; for the very famous 

Limping God formed of earth the likeness of a shy maiden as the son of Cronos willed. 

And the goddess bright-eyed Athena girded and clothed her with silvery raiment, and 

down from her head [575] she spread with her hands an embroidered veil, a wonder to 

see; and she, Pallas Athena, put about her head lovely garlands, flowers of new-grown 

herbs. Also she put upon her head a crown of gold which the very famous Limping God 

made himself [580] and worked with his own hands as a favour to Zeus his father. On it 

was much curious work, wonderful to see; for of the many creatures which the land and 

sea rear up, he put most upon it, wonderful things, like living beings with voices: and great 

beauty shone out from it.  

 But when he had made the beautiful evil to be the price for the blessing, he brought her 

out, delighting in the finery which the bright-eyed daughter of a mighty father had given 

her, to the place where the other gods and men were. And wonder took hold of the 
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deathless gods and mortal men when they saw that which was sheer guile, not to be 

withstood by men. [590] For from her is the race of women and female kind: of her is the 

deadly race and tribe of women who live amongst mortal men to their great trouble, no 

helpmeets in hateful poverty, but only in wealth. And as in thatched hives bees [595] feed 

the drones whose nature is to do mischief—by day and throughout the day until the sun 

goes down the bees are busy and lay the white combs, while the drones stay at home in 

the covered hives and reap the toil of others into their own bellies— [600] even so Zeus 

who thunders on high made women to be an evil to mortal men, with a nature to do evil. 

And he gave them a second evil to be the price for the good they had: whoever avoids 

marriage and the sorrows that women cause, and will not wed, reaches deadly old age 

[605] without anyone to tend his years, and though he at least has no lack of livelihood 

while he lives, yet, when he is dead, his kinsfolk divide his possessions amongst them. And 

as for the man who chooses the lot of marriage and takes a good wife suited to his mind, 

evil continually contends with good; [610] for whoever happens to have mischievous 

children, lives always with unceasing grief in his spirit and heart within him; and this evil 

cannot be healed.   

Hesiod W&D 69 – 105 

So he ordered. And they obeyed the lord Zeus the son of Cronos. Forthwith the famous 

Lame God molded clay in the likeness of a modest maid, ...And the goddess bright-eyed 

Athene girded and clothed her, and the divine Graces and queenly Persuasion put 

necklaces of gold upon her, and the rich-haired Hours crowned her head with spring 

flowers. And Pallas Athene bedecked her form with all manners of finery. Also the Guide, 

the Slayer of Argus, contrived within her lies and crafty words and a deceitful nature at 

the will of loud thundering Zeus, and the Herald of the gods put speech in her. And he 

called this woman Pandora (= all endowed), because all they who dwelt on Olympus 

gave each a gift, a plague to men who eat bread. 

 But when he had finished the sheer, hopeless snare, the Father sent glorious Argos-Slayer, 

the swift messenger of the gods, to take it to Epimetheus as a gift. And Epimetheus did not 

think on what Prometheus had said to him, bidding him never take a gift of Olympian 

Zeus, but to send it back for fear it might prove to be something harmful to men. But he 

took the gift, and afterwards, when the evil thing was already his, he understood. 

For ere this the tribes of men lived on earth remote and free from ills and hard toil and 

heavy sickness which bring the Fates upon men; for in misery men grow old quickly. But the 

woman took off the great lid of the jar  with her hands and scattered all these and her 

thought caused sorrow and mischief to men. Only Hope remained there in an unbreakable 

home within under the rim of the great jar, and did not fly out at the door; for ere that, 

the lid of the jar stopped her, by the will of Aegis-holding Zeus who gathers the clouds. 

But the rest, countless plagues, wander amongst men; for earth is full of evils and the sea 

is full. Of themselves diseases come upon men continually by day and by night, bringing 

mischief to mortals silently; for wise Zeus took away speech from them. So is there no way 

to escape the will of Zeus. 
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MI Finley, Early Greece, The Bronze and Archaic Age p97 -8 

  on post Homeric society  
 

With the elimination of kings in all but name, the aris- 

tocracy seems to have closed ranks, to have controlled 

much of the land (and in particular the best land), and to 

have created political instruments for monopolizing 

power. The stress on genealogies in the later traditions, 

with every noble ‘family’ claiming a divine or ‘heroic’ 

ancestor, is a certain sign of the tendency towards an ex- 

clusive aristocracy of ‘blood’. Their wealth gave them a 

military monopoly for a long time. Metal was scarce and 

expensive, particularly the iron for swords and spear- 

heads. About the middle of the eighth century, there came 

innovations in helmets, body armour and weapons, partly 

inspired from both central Europe and the east. Within 

another hundred years or so, the full panoply was being 

regularly worn, from helmet to greaves, and that was far 

beyond the reach of anyone without means. Wealth was 

also essential for horse- breeding, now important with the 

rise of the cavalry, a Peculiarly aristocratic military arm  

throughout history. The place of cavalry in Archaic Greece 

is obscure and some historians tend to dismiss it as neces- 

sarily insignificant on Greek terrain. It cannot be denied, 

however, that horses and horsemen are very prominent in 

the painted pottery of the period; that such later Greek 

writers as Aristotle laid great stress on cavalry; that it was 

the Greek migrants who brought the cavalry to Italy; or 

that the ruling aristocracy of Euboea were called the Hip- 

pobotaj, the ‘horse-feeders’, as late as the time of Hero- 

dotus (V 77). At the least, we must accept the value of 

cavalry in raiding and as a way of giving heavily armed 

fighters mobility in reaching a battlefield. 

The aristocracy also used their wealth to forge bonds of  

patronage and obligation with commoners. It must be 

admitted that the status of the mass of these peasants, 

craftsmen and seafarers is unknown to us except in nebu- 

lous terms. Apart from such classes as the Spartan helots 
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…………………………………the question remains open  

whether, and to what extent, the bulk of the labour force in 

the fields and pastures and in the noble households were 

free or half-free; or whether, indeed, such concepts are yet 

applicable in any meaningful way. Genuine slaves were to 

be found, captive women and fewer men………………… 

……………………………But that does not imply that the 

lower classes were ‘free’ in our sense, or in a sense a fifth- 

century Athenian would have understood. Although they 

no doubt had personal and property rights that were pro- 

tected by custom, and though they may still have been 

summoned to an assembly from time to time (as in the 

Homeric poems), it is more than probable that they were 

also tied in other respects, such as in an obligation to pay 

over a portion of their produce or to give an amount of 

unpaid labour, possibly even in a restriction on the right to 

move freely from their plot of land or their crafts. 

 We must allow further for ‘declassed’ aristocratic and 

for a middle class of relatively prosperous, but non- 

aristocratic, farmers with a sprinkling of merchants, ship- 

pers and craftsmen. Their origin and history may be 

obscure, but they make their appearance in the fragments 

of lyric poetry that begin about 650 B.C. and they were the 

major factor in the most important military innovation in 

all Greek history, at about the same time. Once the 

panoply had been sufficiently refined, it was only a matter 

of decades before some commander saw the possibility of  

organizing heavily armed infantrymen, called hoplites, into a 

close formation in close ranks. Its advantages over the 

much looser organization of the aristocratic warriors were 

so great that by the end of the seventh century, the phalanx 

had become the normal formation in the Greek world 
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Handout 2  E.R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational p31 -33 
 

But sooner or later in most cultures there comes a time 

of suffering when most people refuse to be content with Achilles’ 

view, the view that “God’s in his Heaven, all’s wrong with the 

world.” Man projects into the cosmos his own nascent demand 

for social justice; and when from the outer spaces the magnified 

echo of his own voice returns to him, promising punishment for 

the guilty, he draws from it courage and reassurance. 

 In the Greek epic this stage has not yet been reached, but  

We can observe increasing signs of its approach. The gods of the 

Iliad are primarily concerned with their own honour . To 

speak lightly of a god, to neglect his cult, to maltreat his priest, 

all these understandably make him angry; in a shame-culture 

gods, like men, are quick to resent a slight. Perjury comes 

under the same rubric: the gods have nothing against straight- 

forward lying, but they do object to their names being taken 

in vain. Here and there, however, we get a hint of something 

more. Offences against parents constitute so monstrous a 

crime as to demand special treatment: the underworld Powers 

are constrained to take up the case……………….. 

 And once we are told that Zeus is angry with men 

who judge crooked judgments. But that I take to be a reflex 

of later conditions which, by an inadvertence common in 

Homer, has been allowed to slip into a simile. For I find no 

indication in the narrative of the Iliad that Zeus is concerned 

with justice as such.  

 In the Odyssey his interests are distinctly wider: not only does 

he protect suppliants’ (who in the Iliad enjoy no such security), 

but “all strangers and beggars are from Zeus”; in fact, the 

Hesiodic avenger of the poor and oppressed begins to come in 

sight. The Zeus of the Odyssey is, moreover, becoming sensitive 

to moral criticism: men, he complains, are always finding fault 

with the gods, “for they say that their troubles come from us; 

whereas it is they who by their own wicked acts incur more 

trouble than they need.”  Placed where it is, at the very be- 

ginning of the poem, the remark sounds, as the Germans say, 

“programmatic.” And the programme is carried out. The 

Suitors by their own wicked acts incur destruction, while 

Odysseus, heedful of divine monitions, triumphs against the 

 Odds: divine justice is vindicated. 

 The later stages of the moral education of Zeus may be  

studied in Hesiod, in Solon, in Aeschylus. 

 


