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COMMUNICATION AND CRISIS IN ILIAD 1 
 

James Stratford 
 

Looking at the sweep of the Iliad’s narrative from beginning to end, we witness a great 
spectacle of war and peace. We watch a community enter a destructive period of crisis and 
conflict and we see how it moves through this towards the restoration of peace between com-
peting identities in the Achaian community, and even (albeit briefly) between the Achaians 
and the people of Troy. This is a vastly simplified version of the narrative but the story is also 
introduced as one of arresting simplicity. In the Proem (1.1-7), the poet tells us that this is a 
poem about one thing, the anger of Achilles. In tracing the trajectory of our narrative, in fol-
lowing the rise of war and the return to peace, we are following the external manifestation of 
an emotional state: anger. From this perspective, war, conflict, and suffering are expressions 
and effects of anger. This much is certainly clear after reading the whole narrative. But in the 
first book we are given a concise view of this process of internal transformation and external 
change. 

The meeting between Chryses and Agamemnon, its aftermath and resolution function as a 
virtual guide to reading the entire epic. This would have been especially useful for ancient 
audiences, not having the luxury of being able to jump forward to any part of the narrative, to 
see ‘what happens next’. Without spoiling the story by giving an actual summary of what will 
happen, or to whom, the Chryses example presents an overview of the general direction and 
movement of the narrative; the cause, expression and effect of anger. How the specific dy-
namics play out in the main narrative of the epic is held in suspense, only to be revealed by 
the progression of the poet’s verse. 

In this brief article, I will examine the original crisis in three stages. The first section will 
look at the role of communication in the development of the crisis. I will argue that the ex-
change between Chryses and Agamemnon fails as a result of both miscommunication and the 
way in which these men understand and express their power. Neither Chryses nor Agamem-
non communicates in the manner that is appropriate to their respective roles in this specific 
and well-defined context. In particular, I will examine how Chryses and Agamemnon antago-
nise each other in what they say and do and, even more importantly, what they do not say and 
do. Chryses fails to perform as a supplicant must, first by addressing his request to the 
Achaians en masse rather than Agamemnon personally; second, by not addressing Agamem-
non in respectful language; third, by failing to appeal to Agamemnon’s sense of pity, or the 
shared experience of separation; and fourth, by actually threatening Agamemnon. Likewise, 
Agamemnon fails in the execution of his role as the leader of the Greek alliance by insulting 
the priest and rejecting the ransom he brings. Acting in this manner, Agamemnon abuses the 
position of power that he holds by placing personal desire above his duty to act in a manner 
that will benefit the community and honour divine law. The second section will look at the 
effects generated by this breakdown. I will argue that the first casualty of the meeting is in 
fact Chryses who leaves empty-handed without his daughter (1.33ff.). After the intervention 
of Apollo on the priest’s behalf, success begins to transform into a disaster that is encapsu-
lated in the spectacle of plague and fire (1.50-52). Finally, the third section will look at how 
the crisis is resolved. Here, I will argue that the resolution begins when, on Achilles’ urging, 
the Achaians recognise that their actions have created the crisis (1.62-67). Just as poor com-
munication plays a major role in creating the crisis, resolution is achieved through an alto-
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gether different communicative approach which succeeds in winning over both Chryses and 
Apollo with kind words, gestures of submission and offerings. 

Behind the progression of the narrative is the general principle of cause and effect. Both 
conflict and peace arise between individuals in response to particular types of communication. 
Behind communication is the mind of the communicator; communication is the expression of 
individuals and their beliefs, influenced by their perspective, emotions, and the manner in 
which they understand themselves and their place in the world. So, at another level, the 
movement between war and peace is about the changes that take place within the minds of the 
adversaries. As minds change or are changed by events, communication and action also 
change, yielding with it a new sequence of results or effects. Behind all war and all peace is 
mind.  

 
At 1.12-21 Chryses approaches the Achaians bringing both the symbols of his office and 

ransom for the return for his daughter Chryseis (1.14f.). The size of the ransom is clear. It is 
ajpereivsia or ‘countless’ (1.13), and ἀγλαά or ‘splendid’ (1.23). That he comes as a suppli-
cant is clear from the poet’s use of λίσσετο (1.15) to describe his action toward the Achaians.1 
He offers a simple greeting to the Achaians en masse, before singling out the Atreidai 
(1.16f.), wishing them success in their expedition against Troy (1.19). On the surface, Chryses 
appears to have said all the right things, and this much can be gleaned from the enthusiastic 
reception he receives from the crowd. They applaud the priest and call for him to be respected 
and his ransom accepted (1.22f.).2 However, Chryses’ bid to secure his daughter’s return fails. 
While pleasing the crowd, his words succeed in angering the one man they are aimed to 
move, Agamemnon, who replies with a fierce and threatening rejection of Chryses’ request 
(1.26-32). Rejected and dishonoured, Chryses leaves empty-handed and in his grief he calls 
on the god Apollo to punish the Achaians (1.37-42). 

Critics generally blame Agamemnon for this first crisis. Kakridis, for example, designates 
Chryses as the gentle, blameless victim of Agamemnon’s unprovoked aggression.3 It is not 
difficult to understand why. After all, it is Agamemnon who rejects and abuses the priest. To 
support this, Kakridis contrasts the way in which Chryses’ and Agamemnon’s speeches are 
introduced, as well as comparing the manner in which Agamemnon greets the priest with 
Odysseus’ more polite approach when he returns Chryseis to her father: w\ Cruvsh, prov m∆ 
e[pemyen a[nax ajndrw`n ∆Agamevmnwn (‘Chryses, I was sent here by the lord of men Agamem-
non’, 1.442).4 Readers are also often guided by the way in which the assembly responds to the 
priest in the scene. As Scodel has remarked, critics tend to ‘assume that the crowd’s response 
shows how wrong Agamemnon is, and it does’.5 Agamemnon is in the wrong but Chryses is 
also partly responsible for the failure of his supplication. 

The errors that Chryses makes are subtle but extremely important for understanding why 
Agamemnon responds in the way that he does. In the first place, Chryses does not address 
Agamemnon personally. Instead, he speaks to the crowd and to the Atreidai collectively 

                                                 
1 Crotty (1994), 21. Crotty argues that while there are certainly standard features to a supplication, they 

need not appear in each one—some are more or less elaborate than others. So with Chryses, he notes 
that his supplication ‘is in keeping with the dignity of his office’. He cites Gould (1973), 80 n.39, 
who lists 35 supplications in the Homeric poems. 

2 Kakridis (1971), 130. 
3 Kakridis (1971), 130. 
4 Kakridis (1971), 130.  
5 Scodel (2008), 128. 
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(1.15f.). By doing so, Chryses effectively ignores and dishonours Agamemnon. The import-
ance of the direct and personal aspect of supplication is evidenced in latter examples of suc-
cessful supplications. Priam, himself a king, personally takes the journey to supplicate Achil-
les and he addresses him personally and directly, though others are also present (Automedon 
and Alkimos at 24.473). By not speaking directly to Agamemnon, Chryses makes a second 
error, ensured by the first. He fails to offer any words or gestures of supplication that we will 
see as necessary inclusions in later successful attempts.6 Pedrick sums up the importance of 
the gesture in supplication: 

 
[T]he significance of the suppliant’s gestures helps explain each recourse to the cere-
mony. Signaling as they do his humility, his willingness to relinquish hostility (if any 
intrudes) and his desperate need, they can be the basis for any plea forced by a weak-
ened condition or inferior position, whether to an enemy or a friend.7 

 
Also absent are any words of respect or other honorific expressions offered to Agamemnon 

personally. Chryses simply offers his greeting to the Atreidai, the ‘sons of Atreus’ (1.16). In 
successful supplications, the supplicant is careful to offer such terms as a vocal expression of 
their submission to the will of the one before them. At 1.503 Thetis addresses Zeus as Ζεῦ 
πάτερ, or ‘Father Zeus’ while Priam greets Achilles with the common, but clearly respectful 
honorific θεοῖς ἐπιείκελ᾽ Ἀχιλλεῦ, or ‘godlike Achilles’ (24.486). Even Achilles is more gen-
erous in his language just before the games when he addresses Agamemnon as ἄναξ ἀνδρῶν, 
or ‘lord of men’ (23.49). Such a title would be appropriate for Chryses to use here. Its absence 
speaks volumes. Chryses also neglects to make any use of appeals to Agamemnon’s sense of 
pity. This is also a feature that we will hear repeated in later successful supplications. Once 
again, the best example of this is provided by Priam who bases his supplication on Achilles’ 
pity and love for his father (24.486-506). Indeed, both Chryses and Agamemnon are fathers, 
and Chryses could appeal on the basis of this to produce the kind of empathy that this situa-
tion requires. Both men, we might presume, know what it feels like to suffer as a result of 
being separated from their own family. Instead, as Wilson states, Chryses relies entirely on 
the ‘persuasive force of his unlimited apoina, and additionally on the accoutrements of his 
office as a priest of Apollo.’8 Clearly, this is not enough. 

Chryses’ supplication is not only weakened by what he fails to do; he also antagonises 
Agamemnon by threatening him.9 At the end of his brief speech, Chryses refers directly to 
Apollo, and specifically as ἑκηβόλον, ‘the ‘one who strikes from afar’ (1.21). This is the sec-
ond time Apollo is referred to in this ominous manner in the opening verses, the first refer-

                                                 
6 Wilson (2002), 42, citing Crotty (1994), 20f. Chryses neither kneels in front of nor attempts to touch 

Agamemnon as a physical expression of submission. This can be constrasted against Thetis’ success-
ful supplication of Zeus. At 1.498-502 Thetis touches Zeus’ knees with her left hand and holds his 
chin with the right. Another powerful example of the gesture is given by Priam when he clasps Achil-
les’ knees and kisses his hands, the same hands that have killed his sons (24.478f., 506). Pedrick 
(who also notes Chryses’ omission), also observes that ‘some suppliants who conspicuously omit im-
portant gestures are refused’: Pedrick (1982), 38f. Pedrick cites Hektor as an example of this (22. 
337ff.), though I would add that Hektor does make a vocal expression of submission. This seems fair 
enough, as dying on the ground he is physically unable to get to his knees.  

7 Pedrick (1982), 128. 
8 Wilson (2002), 42. On his failure to employ pity see also Scodel (2008), 89. 
9 Pedrick (1982), 132, also observes that threats given by supplicants in the Iliad are ‘uniformly unsuc-

cessful’. Note also Hektor’s unsuccessful threat (22.338, 358-60). 
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ence coming from the narrator just six lines earlier (ἑκηβόλου 1.14). Here, the reference to the 
archer god carries with it a definite threat. Observing this, Kakridis states: ‘as soon as he fin-
ishes we feel a threat hovering in the air…one can imagine a cloud thickening gradually and 
darkening the sky. Behind the priest there now rises the figure of a destroyer god.’10 This is 
neither the attitude nor the language of a supplicant reliant on securing the favour of another. 
It is little surprise that it is not received as one either, regardless of the crowd’s approval. The 
crowd, the poet tells us, is moved by the priest’s ransom and his office (1.22f.). This much 
Chryses presents, but little else besides, and more on top of this which weakens his position 
instead of strengthening it. 

The failure of Chryses’ supplication is evident in the simple observation that it fails to pro-
duce the outcome that he desires: the return of his daughter. Instead, the priest’s words make 
Agamemnon angry and in reply he launches a verbal attack of his own that is both disrespect-
ful and unnecessarily violent. Rather than addressing the priest formally, he refers to him 
simply as γέρον, or ‘old man’. The scholiast comments, ‘His old age, which in the eyes of 
others is a thing deserving respect, he casts in his teeth as a reproach.’11 Indeed his first words 
to Chryses are in the form of a direct order when he declares:  

 
mhv se, gevron, koivlh/sin ejgw; para; nhusi; kiceivw 
h] nu`n dhquvnont∆ h] u{steron au\ti~ i[onta 

(Iliad 1.26f.) 
 

Never let me find you again, old sir, near our hollow  
ships, neither lingering now nor coming again hereafter12 

 

In describing Chryses as merely δηθύνοντ᾽, or ‘lingering’, he further denigrates the old 
priest’s mission to recover his captive daughter. This is exacerbated by his mocking of the 
priest’s official status, clearly indicated by his possession of a golden staff (1.14, 28),13 and 
his gloating over the power he has over the priest’s daughter. Agamemnon delights in describ-
ing the fate in store for Chryseis, far away from home, at the loom and in his bed (1.29-32). 
Taken together, Brown also argues that Agamemnon ‘not only constructs a version of himself 
as able to act in such a way, but he constructs a version of the priest as unable to prevent such 
treatment’.14 Agamemnon will later claim in defence that he fights for Chryseis because of his 
affection for her (1.113f.). Here, however, Agamemnon’s tasteless remarks about the priest’s 
daughter reveal a malicious aspect of his character.15 Kakridis comments: 

                                                 
10 Kakridis (1971), 129. 
11 Quoted in Pulleyn (2000) ad 1.26. See also Kakridis (1971), 130. 
12 Unless otherwise stated, all translations from the Iliad are from Lattimore (1961). All line references 

and Greek quotations are from the standard Oxford Classical Text edition (Monro and Allen 
[1920]). 

13 Brown (2006), 22, has a similar reading on this. He adds, however, that ‘Agamemnon’s actions here 
are similar in effect to Akhilleus’ casting down of Agamemnon’s skeptron later at Il. 1.234’. He 
goes further, citing Vodoklys’ suggestion that ‘Agamemnon’s treatment of Khryses itself represents 
a display of his own position’. For the latter, see Vodoklys (1980), 17-37.  

14 Brown (2006), 24. 
15 Edwards (1987), 177, sums up this scene nicely. See also Kirk (1984) ad 29-31. 
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It is quite clear that Agamemnon piles up these adverbial phrases only to torment the 
father by removing his daughter progressively farther away from him.… The phrase 
τηλόθι πάτρης, uttered with reference to Chryses’ daughter, is the cruellest answer to 
the corresponding wish made by the priest for the Achaeans: εὖ δ᾽ οἴκαδ᾽ ἱκέσθαι.16 

Agamemnon’s behaviour towards the priest has been rightly understood as evidence of 
Agamemnon’s unwillingness to appreciate the status held by the priest and his special rela-
tionship with Apollo.17 More importantly still, we can read his behaviour as indicative of his 
inability to control his anger and his lack of metis, or cunning intelligence, in his use of 
power.18 Agamemnon’s readiness to threaten the priest is unnecessary given that Chryses has 
offered Agamemnon a way to win without having to resort to force,19 even if the offer has not 
been presented in the way that he would prefer and probably expect. Instead, Agamemnon 
uses this as an opportunity to display his power in front of the assembly, expressed in the con-
trol he now asserts over the body of the Trojan woman. In a very real sense this is a reply to 
Chryses’ own performance of power. Both men, in fact, are performing in front of an audi-
ence, the assembly, and their acts are as much directed to this audience as they are to each 
other.  

After Chryses speaks, his offer of ransom is met with applause. In contrast to this reception 
a heavy silence follows Agamemnon’s words. The crowd is stunned by Agamemnon’s re-
sponse to the priest. Their silence is one of disapproval rather than reverence.20 These audi-
ence responses are a useful guide to how we might be expected to feel about what has just 
been said or done.21 

Behind the failure of Chryses’ supplication we see two individuals who are primarily inter-
ested only in their own honour and power, and this undermines the meeting from the very be-
ginning. Rather than securing the desired resolution, attitudes of narrow self-interest and ex-
cessive pride provoke first anger in Agamemnon (1.24, 1.32), and fear in the priest (1.33). It 
is important to stress that it is the mindsets of both men that undermines this exchange. Rather 
than creating a situation where both men will actually get the honour that they want, they suc-
ceed in creating a situation defined by conflict, separation and suffering; a situation that takes 
them further away from their objective. 

The breakdown in communication produces a range of harmful effects that impact an in-
creasingly broad cross-section of the community until all are eventually affected by the aris-
ing of anger. At first, the outcome of the meeting appears to go Agamemnon’s way. He holds 
on to his prize, and from his perspective, he appears to keep his honour. However, it is note-
worthy that the poet gives no emphasis to this. As we will soon find out, Agamemnon’s vic-
tory is not really a victory at all.  

                                                 
16 Kakridis (1971), 131. 
17 Wilson (2002), 43. 
18 Wilson (2002), 43. 
19 Wilson (2002), 43. 
20 Kakridis (1971), 131. We witness similar contrasting responses to the speeches of Achilles. After 

making his oath declaring that he will not fight until the army is at its knees, the crowd, Achilles’ 
internal audience, is completely silent. Then, after the death of Patroklos when Achilles rejoins the 
battle and declares an end to his dispute with Agamemnon the poet describes the pleasure of the 
crowd (19.74f.). This needs some qualification, however, in light of their response to Chryses’ offer 
of ransom, which the crowd applauds. While Chryses’ supplication is not the most submissive, an 
opportunity for a good exchange is on offer nonetheless and this is what the crowd recognises. 

21 See also Wyatt (1988), 290. 
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In the immediate aftermath of the supplication the primary victim we are aware of is 
Chryses who leaves for the sea, his grief now compounded with fear (1.33). As Edwards ob-
serves, the setting of the prayer is lightly but effectively amplified as ‘an indication of course 
not of topographical precision but of the connotations of desolation and misery which the mo-
tif usually carries’.22 The beach is a liminal place, reaching far beyond the confines of the as-
sembly and mortal community. Indeed, it transcends both. It will serve a similar function later 
in the epic, when Achilles goes to the sea after his quarrel (1.348-51), and again grieving for 
Patroklos after killing Hektor (23.59-61). In this special space, these men are able to express 
their despair, and to connect with far higher, elemental and divine powers through prayer.23 In 
his silent indignation, Chryses prays to Apollo to bring death to the Achaians (1.35-42). He 
wants the Achaians to ‘pay for’ his tears (1.42). Chryses appeals to the god on the basis of 
repayment also. Chryses has served Apollo well as his priest and now he wants this service to 
be rewarded, and his honour to be restored (1.37-41).  

The god’s response is swift and deadly, coming in the form of plague. The victims of the 
plague are innocents. First, it takes the mules and the dogs before progressing to the rest of 
the Achaian community (1.50-52). The image is one of indiscriminate suffering and death as 
Apollo’s wrath creates a spectacle of devastation on a scale that threatens the very existence 
of the Greek community at Troy. The culmination of plague is visible in the image of the con-
tinually burning corpse fires: αἰεὶ δὲ πυραὶ νεκύων καίοντο θαµειαί (‘always, the fires of the 
dead were burning thickly’, 1.52). In these early verses, we see a community consumed by 
fire as a direct result of miscommunication, and the abuse of power and divine law. Rather 
than just punishing Agamemnon, the whole Achaian community which he represents is made 
to suffer for his pride, anger and selfishness.  

The community suffers because of their leader’s failure to respect and act in accordance 
with the protocols of war. Instead, he treats this as an opportunity to exert his power over the 
enemy’s woman. Like Helen, Chryseis becomes a symbol of control, conquest and power. By 
electing to keep her for himself, Agamemnon abuses the power he is responsible for govern-
ing, and in doing so damages both the fragile relationship between his own community and 
that to which the woman belongs, and his community’s relationship with the gods themselves. 
It is this abuse of power which incurs the harshest penalty. Just as the gods bring their wrath 
against Troy for the theft of Helen in the form of the Achaian siege, Agamemnon incites the 
rage of the gods against the Greek community at Troy.24 Troy will burn, but before the end of 
the great city, the Greeks themselves burn. 

In effect, what we see is a domino-like sequence in the transfer of anger. Agamemnon’s 
anger is transferred to Chryses, and his anger manifests as the µῆνις of Apollo which is di-
rected back at Agamemnon and the entire Greek community, man and beast alike. In their 
effects, Agamemnon’s unrestrained anger travels full circle, ending where it began and pun-
ishing its source. Anger manifests as destructive fire, and this fire gives us the first spectacle 
of the Iliad. Why is this a spectacle? For the simple reason that this is a sight that captures 
attention. Here, we become aware of an audience that is both mortal and divine. The men 
present at the assembly for bringing an end to the plague constitute one part of this audience. 

                                                 
22 Edwards (1980), 8. 
23 Chryses prays to Apollo, while Achilles prays in the first instance to his own immortal mother. In 

the second instance, he does not communicate with a god, but he does communicate with the spirit 
of the dead Patroklos. 

24 See Muellner (1996), 117. 
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Arguably even more important, however, is the divine audience that watches events transpire 
at Troy. At 1.56, Hera is described as watching on (ὁρᾶτο, 1.56). Viewing, here, is far from 
passive. In fact, it is instrumental to the gods’ interference in mortals’ affairs. Such is the 
visual power of the scene of suffering and death that she feels pity and decides to intervene to 
save them from this miserable fate. This is the power of the spectacle, to make those watching 
feel, and by so doing, target the mind of the spectator, whether they are sympathetic allies, or 
enemies. 

In the spectacle of the corpse fires we witness a powerful visual dynamic that becomes one 
of the golden threads of the poem, running in parallel to the main action, reflecting the chan-
ging spirits and minds of the Iliad’s protagonists. Achilles’ anger, when directed against the 
Achaian community, manifests in the fires of war—the blaze of the corpse fires, the threat of 
the burning ships, and the immortal fire of Zeus himself that is brought down against the 
Achaians. However, this is not a static relationship. Just as the emotions of the most influen-
tial individuals change, so does the character and effect of fire. 

To this point, we have been concerned with the processes that generate crisis. We have 
seen already how crisis is the result of particular ways of communicating and how these in 
themselves reflect the individual’s understanding of their own power, how that is best served, 
and how this informs the way in which they relate to the world around them. Crisis, then, is 
indicative not just of a social or physical state of affairs, but more importantly, of the state of 
mind of the participants. To move beyond and away from crisis, change must occur in the 
mind of the individual. Change begins with the recognition that something is wrong and cor-
rective action must be taken. With this awareness, with this change in mind, new actions and 
new effects are not just possible but inevitable. 

 The resolution to the crisis begins when Achilles confronts the Achaians with the fact that 
they have angered Apollo (1.64f.). He essentially acknowledges that the community is re-
sponsible for their own suffering by acting in a way that has incurred the anger of the archer 
god. He speaks up, as a leader must, for the sake of his community,25 suggesting to Agamem-
non that they should determine the exact cause by consulting a seer, priest, or reader of 
dreams (1.62f.). In doing so, Achilles gives authority to the suggestion by providing a gnomic 
statement: kai; gavr t∆ o[nar ejk Diov~ ejstin (‘since a dream also/comes from Zeus’, 1.63). At 
the heart of Achilles’ first intervention is his own realisation of the need to repair the com-
munity’s relationship with the gods through restoring the primacy of divine law over personal 
greed and desire. This sets in motion a new sequence that will result in the resolution of the 
initial crisis. 

It is telling that this recognition comes from Achilles and not Agamemnon, who remains 
quite unaware of what he has done wrong. This much is clear in the defence he gives for 
wanting to keep the girl, when he pouts that he likes her more than his own wife (1.113f.). 
More than just an indictment against Agamemnon’s leadership, it points toward the pivotal 
role Achilles will play in the epic, as he emerges as a powerful force of reconciliation and 
healing. 

Calchas identifies the source of Apollo’s anger as resulting from Agamemnon’s rejection 
of the priest’s ransom and his refusal to return his daughter (1.94-96) and in spite of his anger 
at this pronouncement he agrees to return the girl (1.116). This is not the place to discuss the 
second quarrel that develops between Agamemnon and Achilles. However, Agamemnon’s 

                                                 
25 Atchity (1978), 189. 
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defence tells us much about his understanding of his own power which is instructive in help-
ing us comprehend both how these crises are generated and how they are resolved. Agamem-
non treats power as a personal possession. It is power over others rather than power on behalf 
of others, which is the way it is understood by Chryses and why the priest makes his appeal to 
the gathered host. Later, it will become clear that Agamemnon’s power is in fact less of a pos-
session and more of a responsibility. He is honoured by Zeus as a σκηπτοῦχος βασιλεύς or 
‘sceptred king’ (1.279), but his primary role is not to gather honour for himself, but to main-
tain order through the distribution of honour and maintenance of justice, by administering the 
themistes.26 In dishonouring the priest and refusing the offer of exchange, Agamemnon fails 
in the execution of his principal roles, and he does so not for the benefit of the community as 
a whole but for his personal gain, to keep something for himself. Whether he likes her more 
or less than Klytaimnestre is irrelevant to the execution of his role as leader of the Achaians.  

At the beginning of this article we observed the destructive effects of miscommunication. 
Conversely, appropriate communication plays a defining role in resolving the crisis. At 1.430 
Odysseus arrives at Chryse bringing both Chryseis and a golden hecatomb to propitiate 
Apollo (1.438f.). When Odysseus arrives the roles are reversed. Odysseus is now effectively 
in the role of supplicant and he carries out his task well, addressing the priest as ὦ Χρύση 
(1.442). His task here is simply to return the girl rather than ask for anything from the priest. 
Odysseus does so by placing Chryseis in the arms of her father (ἐν χερσὶ τίθει, 1.441 and 
446). Twice this gesture is described, and this handing over is here emphasised as an appro-
priate gesture equivalent to the touch that is a standard feature of supplication. Like the touch, 
here too the gesture requires the submissive actor to make physical contact with the one to 
whom his is submitting. Odysseus’ supplication immediately yields positive results. Chryses’ 
fear is turned to joy as he is united with his παῖδα φίλην (‘dear child’, 1.447). As an expres-
sion of his happiness, Chryses responds by making a new prayer to Apollo asking for an end 
to the destruction of the Achaians (1.451-56). 

The resolution of this first crisis culminates in a new spectacle, an image of feasting, ac-
companied by the sounds of song as the Achaians offer hymns to Apollo all day long (1.458-
74). The poet describes Apollo listening, his heart glad with their beautiful paean (1.172-
74).27 What we witness here is the way in which the whole community benefits from this 
change in approach; the change of mind and the shift in communication that follows yield 
new results which benefit the community. A communal disaster is resolved by reuniting par-
ent and child. The scene foreshadows the reunion of Priam with the body of his son Hektor at 
the conclusion of the epic.  

 
This first episode is critical because it provides a microcosm of the narrative arc for the 

epic, and a model of the dynamics of the breakdown and restoration of community relations: a 
model of war and peace. While wrought by the angry Apollo, the suffering the Achaians are 
made to endure has its roots in the emotions and mindsets of two men: Agamemnon and 
Chryses. At the very core of this first disaster we see two individuals who, instead of entering 
into a formal exchange, succeed in angering each other. Chryses contributes to the failure of 
                                                 
26 See Muellner (1996), 106.  
27 Edwards (1980), 21, comments that elements within this scene, including sacrifice, feast, and prayer 

are all to be found elsewhere, but he adds, ‘It must be noted however that there is no verbatim par-
allel to the whole scene.’ He goes on to quote from Chantraine (1932), 127: ‘Même pour un motif 
aussi banal que cette description de sacrifice, on observe un jeu de formules traditionnelles, non une 
répétition mécanique.’  
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the exchange. While he comes as a supplicant, Chryses is also proud, disrespectful and even 
threatening in his attempt to secure his daughter’s return. He is unable to bring himself to be-
have as a supplicant must, abstaining from offering any of the powerful symbolic gestures 
that we see in successful supplications. He neither addresses Agamemnon directly nor greets 
him in a manner that would acknowledge his seniority within the community. Such omissions 
may reflect the priest’s dignity, but his behaviour is inappropriate in this context. We think 
forward to the image of the venerable Priam clasping Achilles’ knees and kissing the hands 
that that have taken his sons’ lives (24.477-79). Chryses’ veiled threat that the Achaians 
should honour Apollo is the final straw. He may be right, but this is not the way to go about 
getting what he wants. I do not want to suggest that Chryses is wholly responsible for the 
failure of the exchange. However, it is clear that Chryses contributes in subtle and important 
ways to provoking Agamemnon’s harsh response. 

With divine inspiration, the restoration of order begins and through a process of recogni-
tion, learning and corrective action the Achaians succeed in placating Chryses and bringing 
an end to the µῆνις of Apollo. The girl is returned and order is restored. More important 
though is the manner in which she is given back. She is not simply handed over. Rather, we 
see Odysseus greet the priest and hand her back personally and with great care. His attitude is 
clearly one of submission, unlike the priest’s original appeal, and that of Agamemnon earlier. 
Honour restored, the spectacle of suffering becomes one of celebration and feasting, forerun-
ners of the final scenes in the text, the meal shared by Achilles and Priam (24.621-28) and the 
feast of celebration which follows the funeral of Hektor and completes the Iliad itself 
(24.801-03). In the fire of the feast and the sounds of celebration, the poet creates an alterna-
tive spectacle to the image of the continuously burning corpse fires. The energy of anger ex-
pressed through plague and fire undergoes a clear transformation. Just as the host had suffered 
as a whole because of the breakdown in order, once order and justice are restored the whole 
community benefits. 
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