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Calming the Rage of Achilles: Civilization and Savagery in Epic Poetry 

 
It is not hard to believe that the most intricate piece of artwork to evolve out of the 

writings of the Trojan war was not a shroud nor a piece of pottery, but a shield.  The Shield of 

Achilles, in fact, famous in writing for its intricate design, almost painting-like in description.  

As anything forged by the gods is more than meets the eye, it is decorated with designs 

portraying life; weddings, feasts, war, religion, love, treachery, family, struggle, judgment, 

blood, and tears.  Together, the images form a complete depiction of life worked together on five 

far-from-simple sheets of tempered metal.  This shield is more than just a majestic symbol of the 

power of Achilles, but also the civility of mankind and the savagery of war.  This is one of many 

prevalent themes throughout epic poetry, in more than just the works of Homer.  Even an archaic 

heroic society like the Greece of Homer’s Iliad places emphasis on the idea of civilization within 

society, as well as the more savage tendencies of not only those considered “foreigners,” but 

heroes and kings as well.  Throughout The Epic of Gilgamesh, and Homer’s the Iliad and the 

Odyssey, these themes of civility and savagery make themselves apparent in the text, from 

Enkidu’s transition from beast to man, to Polyphemus’ monstrous hosting toward Odysseus and 

his crew.  Through war, death, and guest-friendship, the characters and heroes of these epics find 

and prove their own humanity or else risk the branding label of a “savage.” 

 In a current age of terrible weaponry and guerilla warfare, it is almost hard to imagine a 

time when war could have been fought with honor.  In the Homeric Greece of the Iliad, the 

heroes of the epic fight the war not only for victory, but also for honor.  In the midst of the ten 

year-long Trojan war, where the warriors of both Greece and Troy had lost many companions 
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and spent much time away from home, they still find it in themselves to conform to these 

honorable rules for warfare; ritualistic duels, the returning of bodies for burial and even 

camaraderie in the heat of battle.  The true warfare within the epic begins with a pact between 

the Trojans and the Greeks in order to put an end to the war and finally return home.  Menelaus 

and Paris, the men vying for Helen’s affections (despite one of them being her original husband), 

agree to a duel where the winner walks away with his honor intact.  In the Homeric community, 

individuals were ranked based upon their honor.  With excellence came a good reputation, but “a 

lack of excellence…[brought] a bad reputation or dishonour….”1 This drive for honor and 

recognition within the heroic epic not only portrays them as civilized characters, but keeps these 

heroes in line with a highly ritualized warfare.  That is not to say, however, that all war was 

fought with these ideas in mind, but when it came to duels especially, there was no room for 

mistake.  Homer makes a point of showing this intense and dedicated ritual where the soldiers 

disarm, sacrifice is made, and all warfare stops temporarily for a single dual. 

Much pressure and responsibility looms over the head of both Menelaus and Paris, as 

they both have something to prove.   Menelaus fights to regain the honor stolen from him when 

Paris spirited his wife off, and Paris fights to prove himself the better man than Helen’s previous 

husband.  But Paris is unable to deliver when he comes close to death and is spirited away by 

Aphrodite.  All hope of a peaceful settlement is lost, along with Paris’ “heroic” status.  As a 

cultured community, Homeric Greece is also a shame culture, where disdain from the 

community acts as a driving force in regards to actions.2  Where running from battle would 

                                                
1 Hans van Wees, Status Warriors: War, Violence and Society in Homer and History, (1992), 69. 
2 James M. Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad (1975), 116. 
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normally be considered dishonorable, in the Iliad it is a complete loss of respect from the entire 

community.  Even Helen is enraged at her new husband, who she once believed to be the better 

husband than her last.  In a fit of anger and shame against him, Helen speaks for the other heroes 

when she says: 

Oh would to god you’d died there, brought down 

by that great soldier, my husband long ago. 

And how you used to boast, year in year out, 

that you were the better man than fighting Menelaus, 

in power, arm and spear!                  (Iliad III.500-4) 

Her anger toward Paris is reflective of this idea of a shame culture, especially when so much 

emphasis is placed upon honorable warfare.  Even Hector, the brother of Paris, is unable to 

control his rage and disappointment at the situation.  It is this ambition for honor and status that 

drives these heroes to conform to the social patterns of warfare.  They must either die gloriously 

or return home victoriously.  There is no settling on the middle ground in Homeric Greece, 

where all men are willing to fight in a battle for a cause that, to them, seems worth dying for.  

Paris is not the only exception to what some would perceive as cowardice, however. 

 On the other side of the battlefield, Achilles rages on, removed from the rest of the 

Achaean army and the war waging around him.  It was because of his own loss of honor that he 

refuses to fight for Agamemnon and the Greeks, choosing instead to stay within his tent until his 

departure for home.  With him is his companion and closest friend, Patroclus.  In the beginning 

of the epic, Achilles is faced with a choice in the Trojan War: pursue a mortal life and see it to 
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the end, or die a glorious death and achieve immortality through victorious battle.  He chooses 

life, pushing aside the usual motivation of the hero for his own desire for calm and peace, as well 

as his resentment toward Agamemnon.  Achilles seems impervious to this “shame culture” that 

so affects Paris.  His being in Troy is a favor to Agamemnon, and thus he feels no shame in 

removing himself from the community completely and running from battle.  Other warriors fight 

in battles with honor out of obligation to the community and to avoid that shame.3  Achilles, on 

the other hand, rejects this notion.  There is no inner debate or guilt that he feels tucked away in 

his tent, far removed from the community of heroes in the Greek army.  Just as long as Patroclus 

is with him and he had a long and prosperous life ahead of him, the Greeks could have lost, his 

“companions” could have died in battle.  But soon, all of that was about to change, forcing 

Achilles to face the honor of a hero and the frailties of human life. 

 As the hero within the Iliad with main character status, part of the plot revolves around 

Achilles coming into his own, and his development as a character and as a hero.  Unlike 

Odysseus or Hector, who are already fully fleshed out and civilized heroes, Achilles stands apart 

and aloof with a hint of savagery in him.   As stated before, he is unaffected by the shamed 

judgment of the community and is not civilized enough to look past the wrongdoings of 

Agamemnon to join said community.  He remains the lone wolf of the Trojan Army, once a wild 

card but now a liability.  He sees no shame in his actions and continues to feel vindicated at the 

turning tides of war, content that the Trojans were easily overpowering the Greeks without him.  

But the gods have plans in mind for him.  It is Patroclus who wears Achilles’ armor and goes to 

                                                
3 James M. Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad (1975),, 123 – 24. 
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battle, but it is divine fate and the gods who drive him to his death.  It is when Achilles hears 

about his fallen comrade that he finally realizes the severity of the situation and how inevitable 

his glorious death truly is.  But even with this realization, he does not become a civilized man, 

ready to join the world as the true hero he is.  He gives into the beast inside of him and lets go of 

all remaining civility in order to satisfy his own bloodlust.  Patroclus’ death was like his own 

death, and he only lives as if for his comrade, speaks as though he were already among the 

dead.4  He knows his fate is to die on the battlefield and he knows the consequences of returning, 

but all of that is forgotten in an attempt to satiate his need for revenge.  He is absolutely ruthless 

and unable to control his anger, giving into his savagery; he loses everything because of his 

petulance, but still refuses to take responsibility.5  Unlike the hero, who has control over his own 

emotions, feeling anger only at signs of disrespect, he is driven by his emotions until he finally 

strikes Hector down and avenges his fallen comrade.  He desecrates his body and refuses 

Hector’s final plea, to return his body home to his family for a proper burial.  He is unsure as to 

why Hector’s death has not made him feel any better, any more civilized, but he soon realizes 

that perhaps violence was not the answer.  When Priam comes to him to beg for his son’s body 

back, he relinquishes it and even weeps with the King of Troy.  He allows him safe passage back 

to Troy as well as tie for a proper funeral, culminating the lessons he learned throughout the epic.  

Though he is not completely redeemed as a character, Achilles has finally regained some of his 

humanity, elevating himself back to heroic status. 

 The Iliad is not the only poem to address such issues, and neither is Achilles the only 

                                                
4 James M. Redfield, Nature and Culture in the Iliad (1975), d, 107. 
5 Hans van Wees, Status Warriors: War, Violence and Society in Homer and History, (1992),, 134. 



 6 

hero who has to face his own mortality.  In the Epic of Gilgamesh, the hero Gilgamesh begins his 

own journey as a savage king in a search for his own immortality. Gilgamesh himself is 

considered a civilizer of man.  He is far from one with nature, however, plowing it down instead 

in order to literally construct civilization: 

 Gilgamesh the tall, magnificent and terrible, 

 who opened passes in the mountains, 

 who dug wells on the slopes of the uplands, 

 and crossed oceans, the wide sea to sunrise…  

(Gilgamesh, I.37 – 40) 

 He is an expander and a conqueror, the complete opposite of his companion Enkidu, who was 

created from the land.  But he is also more than just a conqueror; he is also a tyrant.  Though he 

possesses the visage of a refined man, he is no more than a beast himself.   He “harries” the 

young men of Uruk, keeps daughters from their mothers, and sleeps with the newly wedded 

brides before they can see their bridegrooms.  It seems like there is no way of stopping 

Gilgamesh, so the gods create Enkidu as a means of civilizing him and making him into the great 

king he is destined to be. 

 Enkidu is born of the wild and is more beast than man.  He roams the forests rather than 

the city streets, fighting man to protect the animals as wild as he is.  Where the trapper lays his 

traps, Enkidu “sets free from [his] grasp all the beasts f the field, [he stops] me doing the work of 

the wild.” (Gilgamesh, I.132-133) He exists on a separate plane from society, leading an 

uncivilized existence.  It is Gilgamesh the Civilizer of Man who proposes a solution to this 

problem; give Enkidu the joys that all refined men enjoy, and it will humanize him.  He sends 
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the harlot Shamhat, who clothes him, feeds him, and couples with him.  For “six days and seven 

nights, Enkidu was erect, as he coupled with Shamhat.” (Gilgamesh, I.193-4) After partaking in 

the joys of the flesh, he is shunned from the heard, no longer recognized as a beast, but as a man.  

With his newfound senses, as well as a taste of humanity, he leaves with the harlot to challenge 

Gilgamesh to a duel, the civilization of society versus the strength of nature.  Together, the two 

of them form a lasting bond and it is their influences on each other that humanize them both.  

But Gilgamesh’s development as a hero is not yet complete. 

 Together, the two of them travel together in an Odyssey-like wandering that can be seen 

as a mechanism for change, overcoming trials, and his awakening and journey in life as an epic 

hero.  It is a tale of growth, suffering, death, and human meaning.6  But if Gilgamesh’s character 

must be realized, then he must also undergo the same trials that Achilles did.  During his time 

with Enkidu, he possesses a “heroic indifference to death” and is more occupied with being the 

hero that he so desires to be.7  It is the death of his partner, Enkidu, which brings his mind back 

to earth and begins his preoccupation with his new journey to live life as an immortal.  He 

already possesses divine status as two-thirds god and one-third man, but he also has the fleeting 

life of a mortal, and he knows that he too will soon pass on like his friend.  His death sparks a 

catalyst that begins a new journey for him that leads him to Uta-Napishti, the only mortal to have 

achieved immortality.  He undergoes many trials to gain this wisdom, but it is his own mortal 

weakness that causes him to lose his chance at eternal life.  This is not a failure, however, but an 

                                                
6 Tzvi Abusch, ‘The Development and Meaning of the Epic of Gilgamesh: An Interpretive Essay’, Journal of the 
American Oriental Society, Vol. 121 (2001): 616. 
7 Ibid, 616. 
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act of humanity; a very humanizing moment that ties his journeys together.8  In these 

humanizing moments that both he and Enkidu suffered, they realize their own weakness and 

humanity.  Gilgamesh, like Achilles, comes to a begrudging yet civilized acknowledgement of 

his own mortality and returns to Uruk to rule as a king, bringing love and wisdom back to his 

people in the end.9 

 The rule of Gilgamesh and the heroicism of Achilles culminate in one epic hero: 

Odysseus.   Homer’s the Odyssey is a direct continuation of the Iliad.  Like its prequel, the 

Odyssey diverges from the traditional path of the hero that Gilgamesh follows, though its central 

character is thought to be one.  The tale follows Odysseus, the king of Ithaca and one of the 

heroes of the Trojan War, as he tries to complete his ten-year journey back home to his wife and 

his kingdom.  Throughout his travels, he encounters many people, both civilized and savage.  

Without any wars or battles to be fought, the epic centers its ideas of civilization and savagery 

around the people Odysseus meets and how they each react to him.  Though he meets hosts both 

terrible and sublime, he encounters none so awful as the suitors taking up residence within his 

own home.  As royalty and civilized citizens of status, Penelope and Telemachus, the wife and 

son of Odysseus, are the perfect hosts.  Even in his young age, Telemachus remains poised and 

polite to all in his home, even Athena in disguise as a stranger, despite the treatment of the 

suitors.  When she arrives in Ithaca, he greets her with warmth, takes her weapon, bathes her 

feet, and listens to her stories.  Only then does he inquire her name, the correct and honest ritual 

for a civilized man (though he has hardly come of age yet).  While Odysseus is away at war and 

                                                
8 Gerald K. Gresseth, “The Gilgamesh Epic and Homer”, CJ 70 (1975): 14. 
9 Tzvi Abusch, ‘The Development and Meaning of the Epic of Gilgamesh: An Interpretive Essay’, Journal of the 
American Oriental Society, Vol. 121 (2001): 619. 
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eventually homeward bound, suitors plague his home, eat his food and livestock, and terrorize 

his maids, all with the intent of taking Penelope’s hand.  Penelope remains poised and resentful, 

while Telemachus shows no anger at their disrespectful behavior in his home, unlike the heroes 

of Homer’s the Iliad, who display their rage but remain in control of their emotions otherwise.  It 

is not until Athena gives him the courage to resist the suitors that he finally begins to resent them 

as well, an eventual step toward his manhood and maturation as a character.10  

 The suitors are far from the perfect guests.  They are not like men, but like vultures, 

circling around the house of Odysseus and waiting for Penelope to pick a new husband so they 

can obtain the royalty and status she has to offer.  Rather than showering her with gifts, they act 

out of savagery: 

My mother, greatly to her distress, has been beset by suitors, sons 

of the greatest nobles here… [T]hey haunt my palace day in, day 

out; they slaughter my sheep and oxen and fatted goats; they make 

merry here, they selfishly drink wine and thus abundance of things 

is wasted. (Odyssey, book II, p.13) 

Even in their own home, neither Penelope nor Telemachus are treated with respect.  It is this 

disrespect and savagery in part of the suitors, coupled with word that his father is alive, that 

drives Telemachus to finally leave Ithaca in search of Odysseus.  It is on this journey that he 

meets Menelaus and Helen, who provide him with a greeting so opposite the suitors that it is 

almost refreshing.  In their home, they feast and he is honored.  These feasting scenes, which are 

repeated throughout the Odyssey whenever Odysseus finds himself in a new and strange land, 

                                                
10 Hans van Wees, Status Warriors: War, Violence and Society in Homer and History, (1992), 126. 
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follow the same scheme: gift-giving, chariot departure, individual libation, greeting, and omen.11  

Menelaus, despite not knowing Telemachus personally, nor even knowing his lineage at first 

glance, is nothing but a gracious host, offering a full feast and even gifts, as a sign of respect to 

Telemachus and his heritage.  Odysseus is lucky enough to encounter guests as civilized as 

Menelaus, but he is also unlucky enough to come across some of the more savage hosts as well. 

The epitome of guest friendship, or xenia, is Alcinous, king of the highly maritime-based 

island of Phaeacia.  When Odysseus is brought to his land near the end of his journey, he is 

nothing but kind and welcoming to the travel-worn Odysseus, despite not knowing his status or 

identity.  Though Phaeacia is a highly xenophobic nation, Alcinous offers him the highest 

standards of hospitality by inviting him to feast, allowing him a chance to view and participate in 

their games and festivities, as well as offering him a boat and safe passage home. It is only until 

after he is seen weeping at the bard’s stories of the Trojan War that Alcinous inquires as to his 

name.  Odysseus finally opens up to him, recounting his story for both the reader and his host. 

Alcinous offers him gifts and safe passage home after the recounting of his story and despite 

Poseidon’s attempts to steer the ship off course, they keep their promise and deliver him to 

Ithaca safely.  As some of the most culturally rich and humanized people within the Odyssey, the 

Phaeacians embody the idea of pious, maritimized people as the epitome of civilization within 

the epic.  Considering Odysseus does much traveling and comes from a maritimized trade nation 

himself, the Phaeacians are much like the people of Ithaca.  Just the fact that they trade by sea as 

well shows a rich and diverse cultural history far different from anything displayed before in 

Homeric epic.  While a few of Odysseus’ other hosts can attempt to compare to Alcinous, he 

                                                
11 Mark W. Edwards, “Type-Scenes and Homeric Hospitality”, TAPA 105 (1975): 54. 
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also encountered quite a few savages along his trip. 

On the opposite side of the coin is Polyphemus, the Cyclops and son of Poseidon.  Unlike 

the island of Phaeacia, Polyphemus lives alone on an island with his flock of sheep.  He is hardly 

versed in the intricacies of sea trade and even rejects the gods, despite his father being one of 

them.  When Odysseus ends up in his cave, his idea of guest friendship is not to offer Odysseus 

food or drink, or even a bath, but to smash up his crewmen and eat them.  He refers to his meals 

as borai, or food for animals, and has no agriculture; he keeps livestock, but has no knowledge of 

how to cultivate the land.12  Unlike Odysseus’ other hosts, who partake in a feast, Polyphemus 

smashes up his food and eats it.  As one of the main devisers between man and animal, the feast 

acts as a sign of civility, and feasting is shown quite often within both the Iliad and the Odyssey.  

The Cyclops, however, takes but does not give, beliving his own “gift” of eating Odysseus last to 

be entirely suitable for the situation.13  His rejection of the gods and animalistic behavior sets 

him apart from the men, showing his nature as one of the more savage hosts of the Odyssey, and 

the true epitome of uncivilized savagery. 

While the Epic of Gilgamesh stands apart in timeline and region from the works of 

Homer, these three pieces of epic poetry have very similar themes.  Apart from facing death and 

countless trials, these three epics deal with culture, sex, manners and death as civilizing forces.  

While the characters of each epic retain an elevated status because of their role as demigods and 

heroes, they all have their humanizing and civilizing moments; Gilgamesh when he loses the key 

to immortality, Achilles when he refuses to fight and lets Patroclus die in his stead, and Odysseus 

                                                
12 John Rundin, “A Politics of Eating: Feasting in Early Greek Society,” American Journal of Philology 117.2 
(1996). 
13 Ibid. 
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when he taunts the Cyclops Polyphemus and angers his father Poseidon.  Each of these moments 

brings these heroes back down to earth, proving that, while they certainly are extraordinary, there 

are all still human.  Each epic hero encounters savagery and becomes civilized, be it through 

experiencing death or losing a comrade, or even being forced to endure countless trials just to see 

their own beds again.  By the end of each epic, these heroes have elevated their status even 

higher than before by besting their foes and proving their humanity, as the true key to 

immortality is not longevity, but in one’s devotion and relation to mankind and to one’s 

community. 


