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The Iliad, one of the greatest epic poems attributed to Homer, is renowned
for its vivid imagery, complex characters, and rich use of literary devices.
Among these devices, similes play a crucial role in conveying the intensity
of battle, the nature of heroism, and the human condition. A notable feature
of Homer’s similes is their frequent comparison of humans to animals. This
technique not only enhances the descriptive power of the narrative but also
provides insights into how the ancient Greeks viewed human nature and the
chaos of war.

During Achilles’ aristeia—his moment of exceptional prowess—in Books 20
through 22, Homer employs a series of powerful similes comparing humans,
especially warriors, to various animals. These comparisons serve to elevate
Achilles’ divine-like qualities while illustrating the ferocity and primal
instincts that characterize the battlefield. This article explores the
significance of animal similes in the Iliad, with a particular focus on
Achilles’ aristeia, analyzing how Homer uses these comparisons to deepen our
understanding of his characters and themes.

The Role of Similes in Homer’s Iliad

Similes as a Literary Device
Similes, also known as Homeric or epic similes, are extended comparisons that
link a familiar image—often an animal or natural phenomenon—to a more complex
idea or scene. In the Iliad, Homer employs these similes to:
- Enhance vividness and imagery
- Convey the scale and intensity of battles
- Illustrate characters’ emotions and qualities
- Connect human experiences to the natural world

The Significance of Comparing Humans to Animals
In ancient Greek culture, animals often symbolized specific traits:
- Lions and tigers represented strength and ferocity
- Wolves signified cunning and predatory nature
- Deer and horses symbolized grace and speed
- Birds and insects often depicted chaos or disorder



By comparing humans to these animals, Homer emphasizes aspects of human
behavior—such as rage, bravery, and brutality—that are instinctual and
primal. These comparisons serve to remind audiences of the animalistic side
of human nature, especially in the context of war.

Achilles’ Aristeia: A Turning Point in the
Iliad

Definition of Aristeia
The term “aristeia” refers to a hero’s moment of exceptional excellence and
combat prowess, often marked by divine favor and extraordinary feats. In the
Iliad, Achilles’ aristeia in Books 20-22 is the climax of his mortal prowess
and fury, showcasing his unparalleled strength and skill.

Context of Achilles’ Aristeia
Following the death of Patroclus, Achilles’ close friend, Achilles is
consumed by grief and rage. His aristeia begins as he prepares for
retribution against Hector, the Trojan prince who killed Patroclus. Homer
vividly depicts this phase with a series of intense battle scenes and vivid
similes, many of which compare Achilles and other warriors to animals,
emphasizing their ferocity and primal instincts.

Animal Similes During Achilles’ Aristeia

Examples of Animal Similes in Boks 20-22
Throughout Books 20 to 22, Homer employs numerous similes comparing
humans—particularly Achilles and Hector—to animals. These similes serve to
illustrate their strength, ferocity, and animalistic rage.

Key Similes Include:

1. Achilles as a Lion
- Homer describes Achilles as a lion, a symbol of fierce strength and
dominance.
- Example: "Like a lion that has caught a calf or a kid, Achilles pounced on
Hector..."
- Significance: This comparison underscores Achilles’ predatory nature and
his role as a relentless hunter on the battlefield.

2. Hector as a Wild Boar



- Homer likens Hector to a wild boar, emphasizing his courage and savage
fighting style.
- Example: "Like a wild boar that charges through the thicket, Hector went
into the battle..."
- Significance: The simile highlights Hector’s ferocious bravery and his
primal connection to the wild.

3. Achilles’ Fury as a Fire-Breathing Beast
- Homer describes Achilles’ anger as a raging beast or a blazing fire.
- Example: "Like a mountain fire that cannot be contained, Achilles’ rage
consumed him..."
- Significance: This simile illustrates the uncontrollable nature of
Achilles’ wrath, which propels him into relentless combat.

4. Horses as Swift Birds
- Homer compares the swift horses carrying Achilles’ chariot to a flock of
birds soaring across the sky.
- Example: "Like a flock of swallows that dart across the sky, the horses
sped along..."
- Significance: The simile emphasizes speed and grace, contrasting the chaos
of war with natural beauty.

Analysis of the Animal Similes’ Impact
These similes serve multiple purposes:
- They elevate the warriors’ prowess to mythic proportions.
- They connect human combat to natural and primal forces, illustrating the
raw power involved.
- They evoke emotional responses from the audience, emphasizing the brutality
and heroism of the fighters.

Themes and Symbolisms in Animal Similes

Primal Instincts and the Nature of War
Animal similes underscore the idea that war taps into primal instincts—rage,
aggression, survival. Homer’s comparisons suggest that beneath the veneer of
civilization, humans are driven by animalistic impulses.

Heroic Idealization
Similes likening heroes to animals such as lions or tigers serve to elevate
their status, portraying them as forces of nature. Achilles’ lion-like
depiction emphasizes his strength, courage, and dominance.



Chaos and Disorder
The comparison of warriors to wild animals also highlights the chaos of
battle. The uncontrolled, feral nature of animals mirrors the disorder and
violence of war.

The Cultural Significance of Animal Similes in
Homeric Greece

Symbolism in Greek Culture
In Greek mythology and culture, animals often symbolize specific virtues or
vices:
- Lions: strength and nobility
- Wolves: cunning and ferocity
- Eagles: divine power and authority
- Horses: speed, nobility, and connection to the divine

Homer’s use of these symbols reflects these cultural values, framing heroes’
qualities in familiar terms.

Educational and Moral Implications
Animal similes also served as moral lessons, illustrating the virtues and
vices associated with different animals, and encouraging audiences to reflect
on human nature.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Animal
Similes in The Iliad
Homer’s frequent comparison of humans to animals, especially during Achilles’
aristeia, enriches the epic’s vividness and thematic depth. These similes
serve to portray the raw, primal instincts that drive warriors, elevating
their heroism while acknowledging the chaos and brutality inherent in war.
During Achilles’ moment of unparalleled prowess, the animal similes
underscore his divine-like strength and ferocity, capturing the essence of
heroism in Homeric Greece.

By understanding these comparisons, modern readers gain insight into ancient
Greek perceptions of heroism, the nature of combat, and the enduring power of
metaphor in literature. The animal similes in the Iliad remind us that
beneath the veneer of civilization, humans remain connected to their primal
roots—a truth as relevant today as it was thousands of years ago.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

Why does Homer frequently compare humans to animals
in the similes during Achilles' aristeia in Books
20-22?
Homer uses animal comparisons to vividly illustrate human qualities,
emphasize the ferocity or nobility of warriors, and create a more evocative
and relatable imagery for the audience, especially during intense scenes like
Achilles' aristeia.

What specific animals are commonly used in the
similes during Achilles’ aristeia, and what do they
symbolize?
Homer often compares warriors to lions, leopards, wolves, and hawks. These
animals symbolize qualities such as strength, ferocity, cunning, and
predatory prowess, highlighting Achilles’ formidable nature in battle.

How do the animal similes in the Iliad enhance the
reader’s understanding of Achilles’ character during
his aristeia?
The similes depict Achilles as a fierce, unstoppable force of nature,
emphasizing his rage, skill, and dominance on the battlefield, thus deepening
the reader’s appreciation of his heroic stature.

Are the animal comparisons in Books 20-22 unique to
Achilles' aristeia, or are they a common feature
throughout the Iliad?
While animal similes are common throughout the Iliad, their use during



Achilles’ aristeia is particularly vivid and frequent, underscoring the
intense and violent nature of this specific episode and highlighting
Achilles’ exceptional prowess.

What is the literary significance of comparing
humans to animals during Achilles’ aristeia in the
context of Homer’s epic tradition?
These comparisons connect human heroism to the natural world, emphasizing
primal instincts and the chaos of battle. They also serve to elevate the
hero’s deeds, aligning human martial excellence with the raw power of
animals, a common motif in Homeric poetry.

Additional Resources
Many of the Similes in The Iliad Compare Humans to Animals; During Achilles'
Aristeia in Books 20–22

The Iliad, attributed to Homer, stands as one of the most profound epic poems
in Western literature. Its richness derives not only from the grandeur of its
themes—heroism, wrath, fate, and mortality—but also from its masterful use of
literary devices. Among these, similes—or epithets of comparison—are
particularly prominent, serving to deepen the reader’s understanding of
characters, actions, and emotional states. A recurring motif in Homeric
similes is the comparison of humans to animals, which amplifies the visceral
and visceral imagery, making abstract qualities tangible and immediate.

This detailed analysis explores the significance of animal similes in The
Iliad, especially during Achilles' aristeia in Books 20–22, examining how
Homer employs these comparisons to underscore heroism, rage, and the chaos of
battle.

---

The Role of Similes in Homeric Poetry

Homer’s Use of Similes: A Literary Strategy

Similes in Homeric epics serve several pivotal functions:

- Enhancement of Imagery: They create vivid visual or sensory impressions,
making scenes more concrete.
- Characterization: They reveal inner states or qualities of characters by
linking them to familiar animals or natural phenomena.



- Emotional Amplification: They heighten emotional intensity by evoking
powerful images.
- Cultural Reflection: They mirror the values and environment of Homer’s
audience, often referencing animals significant in Greek culture.

In Homeric similes, the comparison typically involves a human action or trait
likened to an animal’s behavior, highlighting qualities such as strength,
frenzy, agility, or ferocity. This device allows Homer to elevate human deeds
to a mythic level, aligning heroism with the natural world.

---

Animal Similes in The Iliad: An Overview

Common Animals Used in Similes

Homer frequently compares humans to various animals, each chosen for
particular symbolic qualities:

- Lions: Embody strength, ferocity, and dominance.
- Leopards and Panthers: Represent stealth, agility, and deadly precision.
- Boars: Signify rage, stubbornness, and brutality.
- Vultures and Eagles: Symbolize predatory power and divine authority.
- Horses: Reflect speed, vitality, and nobility.
- Dogs and Wolves: Often denote ferocity, loyalty, or savagery.

The choice of animal enhances the meaning of the simile, aligning the human
qualities with those animals’ innate traits.

---

Similes During Achilles’ Aristeia in Books
20–22

The Context of Achilles’ Aristeia

Achilles’ aristeia—the hero's period of exceptional valor and martial
excellence—is a central motif in Homer’s narrative. During Books 20–22,
Achilles displays unparalleled fury and prowess, turning the tide of battle
against the Trojans and their allies. Homer’s portrayal of Achilles’ rage and
strength during this period is richly decorated with similes, many involving
animals, which serve to heighten the epic's dramatic intensity.



Key Animal Similes in Achilles’ Aristeia

Below are some notable examples, analyzed for their imagery and thematic
significance:

1. Achilles as a Lion or Leopard (Book 20)

Homer depicts Achilles as a fierce predator, comparing him to a lion or
leopard:

> "Like a lion that has just seized a wild goat in the mountains, and is
tearing it apart with savage fury, Achilles rushed on the Trojan ranks."

- Imagery: The lion symbolizes raw power and dominance. The act of tearing
apart prey emphasizes Achilles’ brutality and ferocity.
- Thematic significance: This simile underscores Achilles' primal, almost
animalistic rage, elevating his martial prowess to a mythic level aligned
with the natural order.

2. Achilles’ Fury as a Boar (Book 20)

Homer likens Achilles’ relentless attack to a boar:

> "Achilles, like a savage boar that has been wounded and now rages wildly
through the forest, charging everything in its path."

- Imagery: The boar’s ferocity and stubbornness are invoked here. The
animal’s rage after injury highlights Achilles’ own wrath following the death
of Patroclus.
- Thematic significance: The simile emphasizes Achilles’ unyielding fury and
resilience, depicting him as an unstoppable force of nature.

3. Achilles’ Speed and Agility as a Horse (Book 21)

Homer describes Achilles’ swift maneuvers as akin to a horse:

> "Like a swift horse that flees from a lion, Achilles pushed through the
chaos of the battle."

- Imagery: Horses symbolize speed and nobility, but here are also associated
with flight and agility.
- Thematic significance: The simile captures Achilles’ agility and strategic
prowess, emphasizing his mastery in combat.

4. Achilles’ Rage as a Vulture or Eagle (Book 22)

As Achilles confronts Hector, Homer employs the imagery of a vulture or
eagle:

> "Achilles leaped like a great eagle swooping down upon its prey, and



Hector’s fate was sealed."

- Imagery: Eagles and vultures are predatory birds associated with divine
power and death.
- Thematic significance: This simile accentuates Achilles’ predatory focus
and his role as a divine avenger, emphasizing the inevitability of Hector’s
doom.

---

Thematic Significance of Animal Similes in
Achilles’ Aristeia

Depiction of Heroic Rage and Power

The animal similes during Achilles’ aristeia serve to elevate his martial
display beyond human limits, aligning him with nature’s most formidable
predators. This alignment:

- Highlights his unmatched strength and ferocity.
- Suggests a loss of human restraint, emphasizing primal rage.
- Connects his actions to the natural order, where predators dominate prey,
reinforcing the idea of Achilles as a force of nature.

Illustrating the Chaos and Violence of Battle

Similes involving animals create a visceral sense of chaos:

- Animals like lions, boars, and eagles evoke savagery and brutality,
mirroring the warfare’s chaos.
- The ferocity of these animals amplifies the dangerous, unpredictable nature
of battle.
- Homer’s comparisons remind the audience of the wildness inherent in war,
blurring the line between civilization and the natural instinct for survival
and dominance.

Divine and Heroic Power

Animal similes also serve to elevate Achilles’ status:

- By likening him to divine or regal animals such as eagles, Homer
underscores divine favor and heroic status.



- The similes act as a bridge between the mortal and divine, portraying
Achilles as a hero almost akin to a divine predator.

---

Deeper Literary and Cultural Interpretations

Symbolism and Cultural Significance of Animals

In Greek culture, animals held symbolic meanings that Homer taps into:

- Lions: Symbols of strength and kingship.
- Eagles: Divine messengers, symbols of divine power and sovereignty.
- Boars: Signify rage, stubbornness, and the chaotic force of nature.
- Vultures: Associated with death and the divine judgment.

Homer’s animal similes thus resonate with cultural perceptions, elevating
Achilles’ heroism to a mythic level.

Animal Similes as a Reflection of Heroic Ideals

The heroic ideal in Homeric Greece emphasizes bravery, strength, and
fury—traits vividly captured through these similes. Comparing Achilles to a
predator:

- Reinforces his role as a protector and avenger.
- Embodies the frenzy and passion that define Homeric heroism.
- Demonstrates the interplay between civilization and primal instinct, a
recurring theme in Greek epic poetry.

---

Conclusion: The Power of Animal Similes in
Homer’s Iliad

The numerous similes comparing humans to animals in The Iliad, especially
during Achilles’ aristeia in Books 20–22, serve as a vital narrative and
poetic device. They:

- Amplify the visceral impact of Achilles’ martial prowess.
- Portray his rage as primal and unstoppable, akin to natural predators.
- Create vivid images that evoke the chaos and brutality of war.



- Connect heroism with the natural world and divine symbolism.
- Reflect cultural values and the ideals of heroism prevalent in Homer’s
Greece.

Through these animal similes, Homer not only dramatizes Achilles'
extraordinary feats but also underscores the timeless, universal qualities of
heroism and fury that transcend human limits. They serve as a bridge between
the human and the natural, elevating the epic’s themes to a mythic plane and
enriching its enduring appeal. In sum, the comparison of humans to animals in
The Iliad is not mere decoration; it is a deliberate, powerful means of
conveying the complex nature of heroism, rage, and the chaos of battle that
define this timeless epic.
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