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An empty stage. Dim light. Slowly, we become aware 
that there’s a figure standing in the dimmest, darkest 
corner. He walks toward the audience, puts down the 
suitcase and sits at a table as if waiting for someone else 
to arrive—or is he fixing his gaze on us? The old man 
shakes his head, takes off his hat and begins to mumble a 
forgotten tune.

This is the opening scene of Lisa Peterson and Denis 
O’Hare’s play production, An Iliad. Adapted from 
Homer’s The Iliad and the translation by Robert Fagles, 
An Iliad combines the classic hexameter verse of 
Homer’s classic with modern speech. The Iliad tells the 
story of the great Trojan War between the Greek States 
thousands of years ago and the siege of Troy. The war 
began when Paris, the son of Priam and Hecuba and 
brother to Hector, kidnapped Menelaus’ wife, Helen, the 
most beautiful woman in the ancient world. Led by King 
Agamemnon, the Achaeans and the Trojans continued 
to fight over the abduction for ten years. The Iliad 

begins nine years after the start of the war, when the 
Achaeans capture two beautiful maidens, Chryseis and 
Briseis. Agamemnon takes Chryseis and Achilles, the 
most powerful Achaean warrior in the epic poem, claims 
Briseis. After Chryseis’ father requests the return of his 
daughter and the Achaeans refuse, Chryseis’ fathers 
plagues the Achaeans. Defeated, Agamemnon agrees 
to return Chryseis to her father but expects Achilles 
to give him Briseis as compensation for his sacrifice. 
Achilles is enraged by Agamemnon’s request and refuses 
to continue to fight for the Achaeans. An Iliad provides 
further insight into the fight between Agamemnon and 
Achilles and Achilles’ battle with Hector, the strongest 
Trojan soldier. The main character of An Iliad, the old 
poet, retells great battle scenes involving the warriors 
as if he is an ageless soul who lived and experienced 
the Trojan War but instead of attempting to retell every 
detail of the story, he narrates the drama so that it is not 
just history.
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The Trojan War was fought between the Achaeans (also 
known as the Argives or the Danaans) and the Trojans. Gods 
and goddesses also played a role in the war and sometimes 
took sides, either aiding the Achaeans or the Trojans.

The Achaeans

Achilles Achilles is the son of the military man, Peleus, 
and the sea nymph, Thetis. The most powerful warrior of the 
Achaeans, Achilles commands the Myrmidons, soldiers from 
his homeland of Phythia in Greece. Proud and headstrong, 
he takes offense easily and reacts with blistering indignation 
when he perceives that his honor has been slighted. Achilles’ 
wrath at Agamemnon for taking his war prize, the maiden 
Briseis, forms one of the main subjects in An Iliad.

Agamemnon Agamemnon is the king of Mycenae and 
the leader of the Achaean army. He is the brother of King 
Menelaus of Sparta. Arrogant and often selfish, Agamemnon 
provides the Achaeans with strong but sometimes 
reckless and self-serving leadership. Like Achilles, he lacks 
consideration and forethought. Most saliently, his tactless 
appropriation of Achilles’ war prize, the maiden Briseis, 
creates a crisis for the Achaeans, when Achilles withdraws 
from the war.

Nestor Nestor is the King of Pylos and the oldest Achaean 
commander. Although age has taken much of Nestor’s 
physical strength, it has left him with great wisdom. He often 
acts as an advisor to the military commanders, especially 
Agamemnon. Nestor and Odysseus are the Achaean’s most 
deft and persuasive orators, although Nestor’s speeches are 
sometimes long-winded.

Odysseus Odysseus is a fine warrior and the cleverest of 
the Achaean commanders. Along with Nestor, Odysseus 
is one of the Achaeans’ two best public speakers. He helps 
mediate between Agamemnon and Achilles during their 
quarrel and often prevents them from making rash decisions.

Patroclus Patroclus is Achilles’ beloved friend, companion 
and advisor. Patroclus grew up alongside the great warrior in 
Phythia, under the guardianship of Peleus. Devoted to both 
Achilles and the Achaean cause, Patroclus stands by the 
enraged Achilles but also dons Achilles’ terrifying armor in an 
attempt to hold the Trojans back.

The Trojans

Andromache Andromache is Hector’s loving wife. 
Andromache begs Hector to withdraw from the war and save 
himself before the Achaeans kill him.

Astyanax Astyanax is Hector and Andromache’s infant son.

Briseius Briseius is the war prize of Achilles. When 
Agamemnon is forced to return Chryseis to her father, he 
appropriates Briseis as a compensation, sparking Achilles’ 
great rage.

Cassandra Cassandra is the daughter of King Priam and 
Queen Hecuba and sister to Hector and Paris.

Hector Hector is the son of King Priam and Queen 
Hecuba. He is the mightiest warrior in the Trojan army. He 
mirrors Achilles in some of his flaws, but his bloodlust is 
not as great as that of Achilles. He is devoted to his wife, 
Andromache, and son, Astyanax, but resents his brother Paris 
for bringing war upon their family and city.

Hecuba Hecuba is the queen of Troy, wife of Priam and 
mother to Hector and Paris.

Helen Helen of Troy is reputed to be the most beautiful 
woman in the ancient world. Helen left her husband, 
Menelaus, to run away with Paris. She loathes herself now for 
the misery that she caused so many Trojan and Achaean men. 
Although her contempt extends to Paris as well, she continues 
to say with him.

Paris Paris is the son of Priam and Hecuba and brother 
of Hector. Paris’ abduction of the beautiful Helen, wife of 
Menelaus, sparked the Trojan War. Paris is self-centered and 
often unmanly. He fights effectively with a bow and arrow but 
often lacks the spirit for battle and prefers to sit in his room 
making love to Helen while others fight for him, thus earning 
both Hector’s and Helen’s scorn.
 
Priam King of Troy and husband of Hecuba, Priam is the 
father of fifty Trojan warriors, including Hector and Paris. 
Though too old to fight, he has earned the respect of both 
the Trojans and the Achaeans by virtue of his level-headed, 
wise and benevolent rule. He treats Helen kindly, though he 
laments the war that her beauty has sparked.

The Gods and Immortals

Aphrodite Aphrodite is the Goddess of love and daughter 
of Zeus. She is married to Hephaestus but maintains a 
romantic relationship with Ares. She supports Paris and the 
Trojans throughout the war, though she proves somewhat 
ineffectual in battle.

Apollo Apollo is the son of Zeus and the twin brother of 
the goddess Artemis. Apollo is god of the arts and archery. 
He supports the Trojans and often intervenes in the war on 
their behalf.

Hephaestus Hephaestus is the god of fire and husband of 
Aphrodite. Hephaestus is the gods’ metal-smith and is known 
as the lame or crippled god. Although the text doesn’t make 
clear his sympathies in the mortals’ struggle, he helps the 
Achaeans by forging a new set of armor for Achilles and by 
rescuing Achilles during his fight with a river god.

Hermes Hermes is the messenger of the gods. Hermes 
escorts Priam to Achilles’ tent.

Thetis Thetis is a sea-nymph and the devoted mother of 
Achilles. Thetis gets Zeus to help the Trojans and punish the 
Achaeans at the request of her angry son. When Achilles 
finally rejoins the battle, she commissions Hephaestus to 
design him a new suit of armor.

Zeus Zeus was king of the gods and husband to Hera. 
Zeus claims neutrality in the mortals’ conflict and often tries 
to keep the other gods from participating in it. Despite his 
efforts to stay neutral, he throws his weight behind the Trojan 
side for much of the battle after the sulking Achilles has his 
mother, Thetis, ask him to do so.

Meet the Characters
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The World of the Play

Over time, the simplest things tend to be the ones that 
survive. Nowhere is this fact more clear than in the case 
of storytelling. Across cultures, across ages, across any 
demographic you care to name, we began as storytellers, 
and we continue to be storytellers in one form or another 
to this day. Whether we find ourselves around a campfire 
or around the water cooler, on a first date or tucking the 
kids in for the night, the oral tradition of sharing a tale is 
so ingrained in us that most of us take it for granted.
But the power of our words should give us pause 
for thought. After thousands of years and countless 
technological innovations, simply telling a story you’ve 

told or heard a hundred 
times before—an urban 
legend, a nursery rhyme, 
or an apocryphal piece of 
family history—remains 
as relatable as it was 
millennia ago.

In ancient Greece, the 
birthplace of the story 
related in An Iliad, few 
citizens could read, but 
almost all knew the 
myths and legends that 
had been passed down 
from their ancestors. 
These stories were told 
again and again because 
they meant something 
important. They were 
religious fables, ancient 

histories, myths, and morality tales, many so old that fact 
and fantasy were indiscernible and inextricable. They 
were told to entertain audiences and to remind listeners 
of the values of their society. They were told to celebrate 
in good times and to distract in bad. They were told in 
thousands of voices for thousands of years, and as they 
transformed those who told them, those who listened to 
them were themselves inevitably transformed.

This is because the oral tradition, unlike writing, leaves 
a little freedom for the storyteller, a little wiggle room 
in the tale. When a story is put to paper, as Homer 
eventually did with his version of the Trojan War story 

in An Iliad, it becomes concrete and unchangeable. 
But prior to this, the tales of The Iliad were stories 
like any other, passed down through generation after 
generation. They were stories that changed continually, 
remaining dynamic over the ages. They were stories 
that were alive, that continued to evolve and reflect the 
character and style of each successive generation.

This is the part of the unique charm of tales passed down 
through storytelling. Over the years, details change and 
stories are transformed. Like the fish that got away, 
aspects of the story become magnified. Figures become 
larger than life, and the tasks they set themselves to 
become earth-shaking.

The oral tradition also represents one of the earliest 
types of performance. In creating the tales that had 
been passed down to them through generations, 
storytellers often had to take on many roles, attempting 
to be all things to all people in their audience. Each 
tale thus became unique not only in content, but in the 
way it was told.

It’s a testament to the story of The Iliad that we are still 
telling the tale today. But it is just as remarkable that we 
are still telling it in much the same way. Our lighting is 
better, certainly, and our scripts more thoroughly edited, 
but the core of the thing remains the same-one person, 
holding an audience rapt with his voice, his manner, 
using only his words and the belief of his audience to 
create epic journeys, terrible battles, whole worlds for 
us to inhabit. Of all the ways we now know how to tell a 
story, this remains among the finest.

The Iliad is generally believed to have been composed 
around 700 B.C. and has been in circulation ever since. 
The reason for this is not difficult to fathom. In addition 
to being a poem of monumental beauty and the origin of 
some of literature’s most haunting characters, The Iliad 
is first and foremost a martial epic, its subject warriors 
and war. If we took any period of a hundred years in 
the last five thousand, it has been calculated, we could 
expect, on average, ninety-four of these years to be 
occupied with large scale conflicts in one or more parts 

of the world. This 
enduring, seemingly 
ineradicable fact of 
war is, in The Iliad’s 
wide and sweeping 
panorama, as intrinsic 
and tragic a component 
of the human condition 
as our very mortality.

Today headlines from across the world keep Homer close 
by. The dragging of the bodies of U.S. Rangers behind 
their killers’ jeep through the streets of Mogadishu 
evoked the terrible fate of the Trojan hero Hektor. 
A young American widow was reported as saying that 
she has tried to close the door against the soldier who 
appeared at her home in dress greens, believing that 
if she could keep him from speaking his news of her 
husband in Iraq, she could keep his news at bay—a small 
domestic scene that conjured that heartbreaking words 
of Hektor’s widow, Andromache: “May what I say come 
never close to my ear; yet dreadfully I fear…” The Iliad’s 
evocation of war’s devastation, then, is as resonant 
today—perhaps especially today—as it was in Homer’s 
Dark Age. Now, as at any time, Homer’s masterpiece is an 
epic for our time.

The classical age of ancient Greece knew The Iliad 
well, and the events surrounding the Trojan War 
furnished subjects for the great tragedians. Plato quoted 
and criticized Homer; Aristotle commented on him; 
Aristotle’s most famous pupil, Alexander the Great, is 
alleged to have slept with a copy of The Iliad annotated 
under his pillow. More tellingly, it is said that when 
the conqueror of the known world himself arrived 
at what remained of Troy, he lamented the fact that 
unlike the hero Achilles, he, Alexander, had no Homer 
to glorify his deeds.

Knowledge of Homer was brought to Rome in the third 
century B.C., by one Livius Andronicus, who composed 
Latin versions or imitations (as opposed to faithful 
translations) of the Odyssey, Homer’s sequel to The Iliad, 
as well as of the works of the Athenian playwrights. 
Perhaps more important, he established a curriculum 
of study of the Greek language and letters, of which 
Homer’s epic poems took pride of place. The centrality 
of Homer’s epics to the education of the Roman elite was 
never displaced, and indeed, the works of Homer formed 
the foundation of Greek studies in the schools of the 
empire. Young Octavian, the future emperor Augustus, is 

reported to have quoted The Iliad following the death of 
his uncle Caesar: “I must die soon, then; since I was not 
to stand by my companion / when he was killed.” Horace 
and Pliny knew Homer, Cicero criticized him, while 
Virgil’s epic imitation borders at times on plagiarism.

When the Roman Empire split in the sixth century 
A.D., knowledge of Greek, which flourished Byzantium, 
or the Eastern Empire, all but vanished in the West. 
The Iliad itself was forgotten, and in its stead stories 
about the war at Troy flourished, which, along with 
romantic sagas about Alexander the Great, formed the 
most popular “classical” material of the Middle Ages. 
The primary sources for these post-Homeric renderings 
of the matter of Troy, as the body of romance came to 
be called, were the Latin prose works of Dictys of Crete 
and Dares of Phrygia, dated to the third and fifth or 
sixth centuries A.D., respectively—both of whom were 
fancifully believed to have been eyewitnesses to the 
Great War at Troy. In these Latin renderings, Achilles, 
the complex hero of Homer’s Iliad, stripped of his 
defining speeches, devolved into a brutal, if heroically 
brave, action figure. In the hands of the medieval writers, 
sentiment hardened further against him. The twelfth-
century Roman de Troie takes pains, in thirty thousand 
lines of French verse, to ensure that Achilles is depicted 
as in all ways inferior, even in martial prowess, to the 
noble Trojan hero Hektor. Such interpretive touches 
would remain potent down the ages, arguably into the 
present time.

England, as late as the Elizabethan age, was largely 
Greekless, and the first translation of a substantial 
portion of the Iliad (ten books) into the English language 
was made by way of a French text and published in 1581 
by Arthur Hall, a member of Parliament until he suffered 
disgrace for, among other offenses, “sundry lewd 
speeches” and debt. His translation flirts with doggerel:

And often shall the passers-by say, Look who yonder is,
The wife of valiant Hector lo! Who in the field with his
Such fame and great renown did get, when Grecians compassed round
The great and mighty town of Troy and tore it to the ground. 

Then, between 1598 and 1611, George Chapman’s 
landmark translation of The Iliad appeared, made from 
Greek and other texts (and Latin translations), and was 
followed in five years by his translation of the Odyssey. 
It was the latter that, two hundred years later, Keats, 
who did not know Greek, read and commemorated 

Say It Like You Mean It
The Ancient Tradition of Storytelling
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by Caroline Alexandert

(countinued on pg 8)



8 9

unforgettably in his sonnet “On First Looking to 
Chapman’s Homer”:

Much have I traveled in the realms of gold,
And many goodly states and kingdom seen;
Round many western islands have I been
Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold.
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told
That deep-browed Homer ruled as his demesne;
Yet did I never breathe its pure serene
Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:
Then felt I like some watcher of the skies
When a new planet swims into his ken;
Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes
He stared at the Pacific—and all his men
Looked at each other with a wild surmise—
Silent, upon a peak in Darien.

The ice had been broken, and “there is since the late 
sixteenth century hardly a generation in the English-
speaking world which has not produced its ‘Homers.’”

But as knowledge of Homer was disseminated by English 
translations, as well as by knowledge of the original 
Greek, the perception of The Iliad’s central hero, Achilles, 
shifted, and so accordingly did the perceived meaning 
of the epic. Not only had Achilles been tarnished by the 
medieval lays, but from the time of Augustan England 
of the eighteenth century, he was further diminished by 
the ascendancy of another ancient epic: Virgil’s Aeneid, 
which related the deeds and fate of the Roman hero pius 
Aeneas—Aeneas the pious, the virtuous, dutiful, in thrall 
to the imperial destiny of his country. In contrast to his 
paragon of fascism, Achilles, who asserts hi character 
in the Iliad’s opening action by publicly challenging his 
commander in chief’s competence and indeed the very 
purpose of the war, was deemed a highly undesirable 
heroic model.

Thus, while The Iliad’s poetry and tragic vision were 
much extolled, the epic’s blunter message tended to be 
overlooked. Centuries earlier, tragedians and historians 
of the classical era had matter-of-factly understood the 
war at Troy to have been a catastrophe: “For it came 
about that, on account of the length of the campaign, the 
Greeks of that time and the barbarians as well, lost both 
what they had at home and what they had acquired by 
the campaign,” wrote Strabo in the early first century 
B.C., in what can be seen as a summation of the ancient 
view of the Trojan War, “and so, after the destruction of 
Troy, not only did the victors turn to piracy because of 

their poverty, but still more the vanquished who survived 
the war.” But now, later ages marshaled The Iliad’s 
heroic battles and heroes’ high words to instruct the 
nation’s young manhood on the desirability of dying well 
for their country. The dangerous example of Achilles’ 
contemptuous defiance of his inept commanding officer 
was defused by a tired witticism—that shining Achilles 
had been “sulking in his tent.”

Homeric scholarship goes back to the dawn of literary 
scholarship, to the work of Theogenes of Rhegium, 
around 525 B.C., and in most Western—and some non-
Western—universities continues to this day. Thousands 
of books, articles, and lectures, beyond tabulation, have 
been composed on this epic, and an incalculable mass of 
scholarship has examined and analyzed The Iliad from 
almost every conceivable angle of approach.

While the play is adapted from Homer’s Iliad from over 
2,400 years ago, An Iliad does not solely focus on the past 
and in fact, alludes to many recent wars and discusses 
general themes of war that could apply to current 
conflicts. We have included this article to show students 
that war experiences transcend time, and experiences 
from warriors in the Trojan War can compare to soldiers 
fighting in war today.

Spit flies from the wounded soldier’s mouth and his face 
pulses, red. “Death! Where are you?” roars Philoctetes, 
played by the actor Paul Giamatti. “Why after all these 
years of calling, have you not appeared?” About 200 
military mental-health experts watched him spiral into 
despair as they worked their way through box lunches, 
squeezed into a suburban-D.C. hotel conference room. 
“Earth, swallow this body whole, receive me just as I 
am, for I can’t stand it any longer,” he moans, breathless. 
“I am wretched, afflicted, and alone.”

Sophocles wrote these words 2,400 years ago when he 
inventoried the maladies of combat veterans in his plays 
Philoctetes and Ajax, which recount two Greek soldiers’ 

anguish during the Trojan War. Now the Theater of 
War project has revived these ancient stories, with a 
plain message for today’s veterans: your experiences are 
timeless. For as long as men have fought one another, 
they surely have been psychologically damaged by it. The 
diagnosis has changed over the years—shell shock, battle 
fatigue, combat stress, and now post-traumatic stress 
disorder—but the consequences have remained constant: 
anger, isolation, guilt, grief, helplessness, and, at the most 
extreme, wrecked families and suicide.

Most of the many recent plays and films about Iraq and 
Afghanistan have failed commercially. But the Sophocles 
readings target a much narrower audience. Director 
Bryan Doerries has shown his production to five military 
audiences since August and hopes to expand its reach 
and perform regularly for returning troops. “I would like 
to see these plays used to destigmatize psychological 
injury,” he said.

Indeed, overcoming stigma has been the Pentagon’s 
trickiest problem in treating PTSD in recent combat 
veterans, who are trained to suppress discomfort and 
focus on the mission, and who have acknowledged 
mental damage and asking for assistance. The Defense 
Centers of Excellence for Psychological Health and 
Traumatic Brain Injury invited Doerries to its November 
conference, a brainstorming session on ways to make 
soldiers more resilient in the face of combat and 
encourage them to seek help. Ajax and Philoctetes have 
much to say about both.

“War is war is war is war, and hasn’t changed in 
3,000 years,” psychiatrist Jonathan Shay told me. He 
has treated Vietnam veterans for 20 years and has 
written two books comparing contemporary soldiers’ 
experience—both in combat and at home—to those in 
Homer’s The Iliad and The Odyssey. For the Athenians, 
Shay said, theater served as a bridge between the 
battlefield and civil society, a mix of therapy, purification, 
and reintegration. Communalizing combat trauma, 
he argued, can help heal it, making recovery a shared 
experience. I would have liked to see these plays when 
I came home from Iraq, not for insights on leaving 
the battlefield and reintegrating into old lives, but for 
commiseration and context in a disorienting moment, 
when I had more in common with soldiers to millennia 
dead than with people I passed on sidewalks.

“Our fierce hero sits shell-shocked in his tent, glazed 
over, gazing into oblivion,” says Ajax’s wife, Tecmessa, 

played by the actress Elizabeth Marvel, of Burn After 
Reading. “He started to make these low sounds, the kind 
I never thought I’d hear him make, for he always told 
his men that crying was for women and cowards.” Ajax 
won fame in the Trojan War as a feared warrior, but 
he spirals into a rage when his generals give the slain 
Achilles’ armor to his rival, Odysseus, Ajax plots to kill 
his superiors, but the gods intervene, and Ajax instead 
mistakenly slaughters a field of cows and sheep. The 
shame overwhelms him. “Do you see what I’ve done?” 
the Broadway actor Bill Camp wails. “I’ve killed these 
harmless barnyard animals with my hands. What a joke 
my life has become, my reputation, my sense of honor!” 
Beyond consolation, Ajax plunges the hilt of his sword 
into the ground and falls upon the blade.

While Ajax bears warnings about the failure to seek help 
and the potential impotence of caregivers, Philoctetes 
delivers a measure of hope. The eponymous hero lays 
bare his anguish and loneliness and asks his comrades 
for aid. They take him into their care, delivering him 
from his isolation and pain, War will damage minds, but 
the severity and the duration of psychological wounds 
can be contained when help is provided and sought. 
Otherwise, we have Ajax, dead upon his sword.

Tragic Heroes
What Today’s Veterans Can Learn 
from Tales of the Trojan War
by Brian Mockenhaupt

Illustration by Jon Krause
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Discussion Questions and Exploration Activities
1.	 What does the character of the poet add to the storyline of An Iliad? Do you think it would make a difference if 

the play had written with a different type of character telling the story? How does his narration give your further 
insight into the lives of the characters? 

2.	 For the next ten minutes, have students brainstorm their three favorite stories. They can be either fictional stories 
that have been told to them by friends and family or events in their life that they wish to share. After each student 
has come up with a couple of stories, have them share their favorite one to a partner or the whole class and 
encourage them to divulge every detail. 

3.	 Explore the history of the Trojan War. What were the two groups fighting? Which soldiers were fighting and on 
what side were they fighting? What was the basic timeline of the war? 

4.	 Spend some time having students share their own personal stories about war. Do you know someone who has 
fought in a war? Has someone that you cared for died fighting in a war? In other words, how has war impacted 
you?
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http://www.seattlerep.org/Plays/0910/ IL/
http://www.seattlegayscene.com/2010/04/review-iliad-at-seattle-repertory.htm http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/
thearts/2011559084_iliad09.html?cmpid=2628
http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/iliad/summary.html

About the Artists
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0641354/
http://workinginthetheater.com/biography/detail/denis_ohare
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