Priam’s View of the War and His Development: One Thread in the Iliad
The teichoskopia in the third book of the Iliad has often puzzled scholars because they believe that Priam should already know the outstanding Greek warriors. The characters and tone of the scene, however, have often been overlooked in favor of discussions of its placement.  Priam is speaking to Helen, whose direct experience of events allows her to instruct him, while she accepts her own responsibility.  Shortly afterwards, he willfully turns away from the fight between Menelaus and Paris.  The juxtaposition of these two scenes is intended to show us that Priam has rarely, if ever, looked upon the battlefield.  Helen’s account of the Greeks may seem strange because the war is in its final year, but it is intended for an old man who has never faced his city’s situation.  The last book of the Iliad has also troubled critics who see it as a break from the poem’s characteristic brutality.  This paper argues that the teichoskopia and the poem’s final scenes are carefully linked to reveal Priam’s development.


Some have seen Priam as a model of negligent and cowardly leadership, corresponding to Agamemnon on the Greek side.  He meets Agamemnon to help negotiate the terms of the duel, and in this scene the two supposed leaders are meant to be considered in comparison with one another.  We are, however, intended to contrast their characters and situations rather than assign blame.  Several clues in the poem depict Priam’s development through its whole course, even though we rarely see the old king.


Priam does not make any significant appearance again until 21.526, where he has again taken his place on the city’s wall.  The narrative arc of the next three books contrasts with the narrative that was stopped short in Book 3, when the duel between Menelaus and Paris failed to lead to a resolution.  Priam, with his focalization of the battlefield, is at the center of both of these narratives.  If we view the war through Priam’s eyes, the whole poem zooms in from the panoramic view of Book 3 to the intense focus on Achilles at 21.522.  A series of similes that intensifies the image of a burning city helps that process along and corresponds to Priam’s growing realization of imminent destruction.  When we are first introduced to him, he turns away from the potential killer of his weakest son; we leave the king and the poem as he embraces the real killer of his bravest son.  This is just one of the threads that we can follow as we consider the unity of the Iliad.
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