Heroic Mode





History of the term “heroic.”





The term “hero” (heros) in Greek means “semi-divine,” a person, one of whose parents is a god. Later it starts to mean any powerful person.





In literature the term “heroic” is applied to a particular type of poetry: Heroic poetry that is sometimes called Epic poetry. Heroic poetry is narrative verse that is elevated in mood and uses a dignified, dramatic, and formal style to describe the deeds of aristocratic warriors and rulers. Most heroic poetry looks back to a vaguely defined “heroic age” when a generation of superior beings performed extraordinary feats of skill and courage.








Contemporary understanding





Heroic character is superior to ourselves, almost superhuman. A hero has exceptional will power, courage, a strong sense of duty and honor. He / she puts common good over private, and values his / her task over his / her own person.





A classic hero is subject to fate. However, heroes, unlike ordinary people, are aware of their fate: they understand that they are doomed but still follow their destiny and often face death. This is why great heroes are often tragic (cf. Achilles).





A classic hero is usually alienated and isolated from the society that is afraid of him, hates him, etc. This makes heroes even more tragic.








Heroic mode in literature





Literary works in a heroic mode are usually of a large size: long poems or novels. They feature elevated, dignified, and formal style. They portray characters that are better / greater / more powerful than us, according to the classification proposed by Aristotle and N. Frye. They describe actions that befit heroes.





In terms of emotional mood (cf. musical modes) we can expect strong, energetic, powerful patterns of emotions.





Homer’s Iliad





The characters





The Greeks


Achilles (Greek protagonist; son of sea goddess Thetis)


Agamemnon (leader of the Greek armies)


Patroclus (friend of Achilles)


Diomedes, Ajax (powerful Greek warriors)





The Trojans


Hector (main threat to the Greeks, son of Priam, the ruler or Troy)








The main sequence of events (the plot) in the sections designated for study





Book 1. The conflict between Achilles and Agamemnon. Achilles refuses to fight for the Greeks. Achilles asks Thetis to arrange the defeat of the Greeks. Zeus agrees to the plan.





Book 5. Diomedes and the Greek army almost defeats the Trojans.





Book 8. The Trojans defeat the Greeks.





Book 9. Agamemnon seeks reconciliation with Achilles and sends an embassy. Achilles rejects Agamemnon’s offer. 





Book 15. The Greeks are in a desperate situation. The Trojans attack the camp and the ships.





Book 16. Patroclus begs Achilles to come out and help the Greeks. Achilles refuses to help and sends Patroclus instead. Patroclus drives off the Trojans but is killed by Hector.





Book 18. Achilles learns about the death of Patroclus, is furious and ready to fight the Trojans.





Book 19. Reconciliation between Agamemnon and Achilles.





Book 21. Achilles struggles with the river and is almost defeated.





Book 22. Achilles finally kills Hector. This event is compared to the fall of Troy.





�
According ot the original legend, Achilles is expected to be a great hero. Is this always so in the Iliad?





Non-Heroic Traits in Achilles





Surprisingly, in the first part of the Iliad Achilles appears to be very un-heroic. In fact, some characters of secondary importance, such as Diomedes or Ajax, appear to be much more heroic: cf. Book 5, pp. 135-136; Book 8, pp. 186-187; Book 9, p. 199, Book 15, p. 322-323, 324, etc.





Book 1


(p. 62ff) The scene of the quarrel. Achilles is insulted by Agamemnon. He is so proud that he refuses to fight for the Greeks even against his desire (p. 72).





Book 9


Agamemnon tries to apologize and make peace with Achilles. However, Achilles is still angry and seems to be greedy and concerned with spoils, booty, and other material things (p. 206-207). 





Achilles refuses to make peace with Agamemnon under any condition, despite the desperate position of the Greeks (p. 208). His personal considerations prevail over the common task.





Achilles chooses to flee and advises the Greeks to do the same (p. 209). His anger at Agamemnon makes him neglect his moral duty.





Book 16





The Greeks are in a desperate situation. Patroclus begs Achilles to join the battle and accuses him of non-heroic behavior (p. 330-331).





Achilles still refuses to fight, sends Patroclus into battle instead (p. 332-333) and wishes the death of all Trojans and even Greeks! He warns Patroclus not to accomplish too much and leave all glory to Achilles.








Heroic Traits in Achilles





Achilles shares some typical heroic traits that “carry over” from the original legend. For example, Achilles has a tragic fate which is a common feature of classic heroism. His death is often predicted: Book 1 (p. 72); Book 21 (p. 421); Book 22 (p. 444). He has a double fate that depends on his personal choice: to win glory and die, or to live and be forgotten (Book 9, p. 209). Just as in the legend, Achilles finally chooses a heroic path: to die.





However, in the actual plot of the Iliad Achilles becomes heroic only in the second part of the poem, and almost towards the end.





Book 18





Achilles learns of the death of Patroclus. He is extremely perturbed emotionally and finally decides to choose a heroic path: to die in order to avenge Patroclus’ death. He will now consciously and knowingly follow his tragic fate (p. 377-378).





Achilles suddenly starts to show highly moral qualities that befit a hero: compassion, the sense of duty, etc., and almost becomes a different person. He regrets what he had done out of anger (p. 377-378).








Book 19





Achilles renounces his wrath and is ready to cooperate with the Greeks. Reconciliation with Agamemnon follows. Again, he regrets his earlier behavior and shows noble character traits, the sense of duty, and no respect for material goods (p. 393-394, 396).








3. Why is Achilles both heroic and not?





At the beginning of the poem Achilles is selfish, angry, arrogant, with no sense of duty and no compassion. He almost choses to flee and lose his glory.





In the end of the poem Achilles acts nobly, shows a great sense of duty, compassion, and other heroic traits.





Book 1, The conflict between Achilles and Agamemnon. Achilles refuses to fight for the Greeks. Achilles asks Thetis to arrange the defeat of the Greeks. Zeus agrees to the plan.





Achilles is non-heroic (pp. 61-64, 72)





Book 5, Diomedes and the Greek army almost defeats the Trojans.





Diomedes is more heroic than Achilles (pp. 135-136)





Book 8, The Trojans defeat the Greeks.





Diomedes is more heroic than Achilles (pp. 186-187)











Book 9, Agamemnon seeks reconciliation with Achilles and sends an embassy. Achilles rejects Agamemnon’s offer.





Achilles is non-heroic (pp. 206-209, 214-215)


Diomedes is more heroic than Achilles (pp. 199)





Book 15, The Greeks are in a desperate situation. The Trojans attack the camp and the ships.





Ajax is more heroic than Achilles (pp. 322-323)





Book 16, Patroclus begs Achilles to come out and help the Greeks. Achilles refuses to help and sends Patroclus instead. Patroclus drives off the Trojans but is killed by Hector.





Achilles non-heroic (pp. 330-331, 332-333)





Book 18, Achilles learns about the death of Patroclus, is furious and ready to fight the Trojans.





Achilles is heroic (p. 377-378)





Book 19, Reconciliation between Agamemnon and Achilles.





Achilles is heroic (pp. 393-393, 396)





Book 21, Achilles struggles with the river and is almost defeated.





Achilles acts heroically





Book 22, Achilles finally kills Hector. This event is compared to the fall of Troy.





Achilles acts heroically





In other words, Achilles starts being heroic only towards the end of the poem: i.e., precisely where his heroic actions are needed to complete the plot (kill Hector)!





The most reasonable explanation is that Homer distorts the original heroic features in Achilles for the purpose of the plot (cf. Hamlet).





Homer first makes Achilles non-heroic to achieve the psychological effect of delaying the outcome of the plot. Homer later “adjusts” his character to his plot, and makes him heroic only when it becomes necessary. This again proves both Aristotle’s and Vygotsky’s point that it is not the character that is important in literary works with plots, but action and the development of the plot.





