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Themes

Pride and Honour 

Pride was very important to the Greeks and it was not seen as a fault, but as a virtue. Christians believe that pride is one of the seven deadly sins, but Greeks thought that pride was a positive quality. In the Iliad it is both a source of greatness and of ruin. The men of Greece fought for the honour of their country as much as for the safe return of Helen. Even after ten years of bloody war, Menelaus refuses to give up his quest to rescue Helen and eventually he is rewarded by her safe return, but at a very high price.

War and Peace

Homer writes a lot about the glory of war and its importance but makes it clear that war is terrible. 

The Greeks believed war brought out the true character of a warrior and their bravery and honour should be tested to the limit. In ancient Greece, men were measured by their behaviour on the battlefield.  This is a matter of pride (see above) and was taken very seriously. Homer manages to put across this contradiction of war through various characters. Achilles, the greatest warrior of Greece, carries a shield that is carved with pictures of peace and prosperity. Odysseus, a great warrior and a wise king uses cunning rather than fighting to bring the war to an end.  Homer obviously favours peace over war and never shies from describing its true horror and terrible after effects.  

Women

Women had few rights in Ancient Greece. They could not own property or vote, and were generally confined to their homes for most of their lives. The only exception was if the woman was a Goddess, or if she lived in the city of Sparta. She would then be able to have more influence over her own life. Spartan women were taught at school and learned to fight alongside men, unlike the rest of Greece where most women just looked after the household. Helen, however, was the daughter of a mortal woman, Leda, and the king of the gods, Zeus and she was also queen of Sparta.  Despite her family connections and the attitudes of her city, Helen is still a puppet in this story. The Gods used mortals to interfere with events. They influenced Paris to kidnap Helen that began the war, and they even intervene during battles. There is no account of Helen’s feelings about the war. In some versions of the story, Paris kidnaps Helen, and in other versions she goes to Troy willingly out of love for the young prince. 

