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Iliou Persis 

 

THE MYTH IN POETRY AND ART 

 

For as long as the Trojan war was the subject of Greek song, the sack of that city must 

have provided bards with some of their most memorable poetry. The recovery of Helen required 

the destruction of an ancient and mighty city, with dramatic consequences for victors and 

vanquished. The Greeks won great glory,1 but their impiety during the sack tainted that 

achievement, and led to many warriors experiencing a perilous or even fatal return. The Trojans 

suffered annihilation: their men killed, their women enslaved. Yet a group led by Aeneas escaped 

destruction and propagated the Trojan race. The events of such a momentous night cry out for 

poetic treatment. Yet in what survives of classical literature, the earliest extended narrative of the 

sack is owed to . . . Publius Vergilius Maro, in the second book of the Aeneid. For earlier 

periods, mere fragments remain. 

The first extant poems which deal with the Trojan saga are set respectively before and 

after the fall of Troy. The Iliad, which describes events in the tenth and final year of the siege, 

conspicuously fails to pursue its narrative as far as the destruction of the city. Hector is sure that 

the sack will take place; indeed, his death will be its proximate cause.2 But the epic ends not with 

the sack, but with his funeral. The poet’s decision to stop short of what seems a more obvious 

                                                
I am grateful to Dr Christos Tsagalis for helpful comments. 

1 Cf. Hom. Od. 9.263-6. 

2 Hom. Il. 6.447-9; cf. Zeus’ prophecy at 15.68-71 and the pregnant simile at 22.410-11. 
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terminus springs from his concentration on a single theme: the anger of Achilles, its 

consequences and resolution. Adding a narrative of the sack of Troy would have seriously 

unbalanced the work, preventing the poet from giving prominence to the profound meeting 

between Achilles and Priam. More generally, accounts of the sack were no doubt already 

familiar when the Iliad was being composed; Homer decides to fashion his poem from less 

obvious material.3 In his hands, the low-key encounter between two enemies forms a more 

moving ending than the sack could ever have been. 

The Odyssey is the first extant poem to narrate the destruction of Troy. The gods brought 

about the sack of the city, Alcinous tells Odysseus, so that it would be a subject of song among 

men.4 As he speaks those words, the epic poet has just demonstrated the impact of that song. 

Odysseus asks Demodocus to tell of the wooden horse (made by Epeius with the help of Athena, 

and brought by Odysseus to the Trojan acropolis), but is reduced to tears by the story.5 The bard 

describes how the Greeks set fire to their huts and sail off, leaving Odysseus and other warriors 

inside the horse. The Trojans drag it to their acropolis and set it in the agora. They then debate 

what to do with it – whether to pierce it with their weapons, to cast it off a cliff, or to let it be, to 

secure the goodwill of the gods. Fate had determined that the city was doomed, and so the third 

course prevails. Later the Greeks leave the horse and sack the city, with Athena’s support. 

                                                
3 The poem also knows of the earlier sack of the city, by Heracles, which receives some coverage in archaic 

literature and art; see Il. 5.638-42, 648-51, etc., and Finglass (2011) on Soph. Aj. 434-6. 

4 Hom. Od. 8.579-80. 

5 Ibid. 482-531. 



3 

Demodocus specifies only one of the many dire events of that night known from later accounts: 

the visit by Odysseus and Menelaus to Deiphobus, presumably to kill him and recover Helen.6 

This is not the only reference to the sack in the poem – or, at least, to the events leading 

up to it. The horse also features during Telemachus’ visit to Sparta. Menelaus describes how 

Helen called out to the beast in the voices of the Greek warriors’ wives. Only the intervention of 

Odysseus prevented the other Greeks inside the horse (three of whom are named: Menelaus, 

Diomedes, and Anticlus) from responding and thus revealing the stratagem.7 A third reference to 

the horse occurs in Odysseus’ speech to Agamemnon in the underworld. Odysseus remarks on 

how Neoptolemus, unlike the other Greek leaders, kept hold of his emotions as they waited to 

launch their ambush.8 All these narratives shed light on wider themes within the poem.9 

The decision of both these poets to avoid a full-scale account of the sack is all the more 

remarkable when we consider how popular the topic was in archaic art.10 The horse is attested as 

early as the late eighth century, on a fragmentary bronze Boeotian fibula. A relief pithos from 

Mykonos, dating to the second quarter of the seventh century, shows a particularly impressive 

specimen. The horse is on the neck of the vessel, with several warriors visible through windows, 

and men fighting outside; the rest of the pithos displays the violent scenes of that bloody night, 

including two panels which might represent Menelaus confronting Helen and the death of 

Astyanax, although neither identification is certain. Such images are testimony to the popularity 
                                                
6 The poem nevertheless avoids explicitly mentioning Deiphobus’ marriage to Helen; see Schischwani (1994) 111. 

7 Ibid. 4.266-89. 

8 Ibid. 11.523-37. 

9 See Davies (2000). 

10 See further Sadurska (1986), Anderson (1997) 179-265, Hedreen (2001), Giuliani (2003) 77-95. 
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of the myth in the archaic period. Hence the absence of a major written poetic treatment 

presented others with an opportunity. An enterprising bard now had the chance to immortalise in 

writing this central event of one of the great Greek sagas.11 One such poet was the author of what 

we know as the epic Iliou Persis. But he was not alone. The same title was used for lyric poems 

by Stesichorus and Sacadas of Argos;12 and the sack was also prominent in the epic Little Iliad. 

Stesichorus and Sacadas were both active probably in the first half of the sixth century. The 

dating of the Cyclic works depends among other things on when the Homeric poems were 

composed, a subject beyond the scope of this chapter. Their composition may well have lasted 

some time; their essentially episodic nature might well have invited frequent interpolation, and 

so it may be a mistake to posit a specific date of composition. Nor can we assume that the Iliou 

Persis and Little Iliad preceded Stesichorus and Sacadas on the ground that epic treatments of 

the myth ought to come before lyric ones. As Bethe remarks, ‘one speaks of the replacement of 

epic by the lyric poets, but I would prefer to speak of their concurrence with epic poets in the 

contemporary treatment of the same material’.13 Even if we do prefer to think that epic had more 

                                                
11 Note however West (2012) 230-1, who argues that ‘the Odyssey poet must have known a poem similar to the Iliou 

Persis in scope and content. It is hardly going too far to say that he represents Demodocus as singing the Iliou 

Persis’; cf. ibid. 233-4 ‘the fact that the Odyssey poet knew poems closely related to the canonical Aethiopis, Little 

Iliad, Iliou Persis, and Nostoi makes it all the more likely that these poems enjoyed some general currency by the 

end of the seventh century.’ That would place our poem before the Odyssey as dated by West. 

12 Stes. pp. 183-205 in Davies (1991), on which see Davies and Finglass (forthcoming) ad loc.; Sacadas ap. Athen. 

13.610c as emended by Casaubon (1600) 559.10-14, on which see Bowie (2010) 152-3 and (forthcoming).  

13 Bethe (1929) II 382 (‘Man redet von Umsetzung des Epos durch die Lyriker, ich möchte lieber von ihrer 

Concurrenz mit den Epikern in gleichzeitiger Behandlung derselben Stoffe sprechen’). 
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impact on lyric than the reverse, lyric poets may have been influenced by various epic treatments 

of the story, not necessarily by the work that we know as the Iliou Persis.14 

The subject retained its popularity in art from the mid-sixth century until the mid-fifth 

century, with three scenes from the sack particularly prominent on Attic pottery: the recovery of 

Helen, the death of Priam (usually accompanied by the killing of Astyanax), and Ajax’s rape of 

Cassandra.15 Eventually it found its way into tragedy: Sophocles’ son Iophon wrote an Iliou 

Persis, and a Persis is credited to Cleophon and Nicomachus.16 But overall tragedy is more 

interested in the terrible consequences of the sack, whether for the conquerors (Aeschylus’ 

Agamemnon) or the conquered (Euripides’ Andromache, Hecuba, Trojan Women). 

 

 

SOURCES AND PLOT 

 

Sources for the epic Iliou Persis are few, even in comparison to other poems of the Cycle. 

At the start of his plot summary Proclus calls the work the   0Ili/ou Pe/rsij, attributes it to 

Arctinus of Miletus,17 and states that it was two books long.18 Five further fragments are 

                                                
14 Cf. West (2002) 212-13, on Alcaeus. 

15 See the works cited in n. 10 above. 

16 Iophon 22 F 2b, Cleophon 77 F 10, Nicomachus 127 F 8 in Snell (1986). See further Anderson (1997) 105-76. 

17 Arctinus is also credited with the Aethiopis and (by one source) the Titanomachy, though nothing else is known of 

him. No early source refers to him by name, so we cannot place much faith in the attribution. See further Burgess 

(2001) 9-10. 
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preserved, as well as one fragment of uncertain attribution.19 Three are attributed to Arctinus (frr. 

1, 2, 4), of which one (fr. 2) also names the poem, calling it the   0Ili/ou po/rqhsij. Two other 

fragments refer to the author anonymously as o9 th\n Pe/rsida suntetaxw_j kukliko\j poihth/j 

(fr. 3) and o9 th\n Pe/rsida pepoihkw&j (fr. 6). A further fragment (fr. 5) comes from a source 

that simply states h9 i9stori/a para\ toi=j kuklikoi=j. Its content (a reference to how Electra, 

mother of Zeus’ son Dardanus, left the place in heaven where she had been a star because she did 

not want to watch the destruction of Troy) comes from an account of the sack, but that account 

might have been that of the Little Iliad rather than our poem. 

These fragments come chiefly from scholia: on the Iliad (frr. 2, 5), on Euripides’ 

Andromache (fr. 3) and Troades (fr. 6, cited by the scholiast on the authority of Lysimachus), 

and on Virgil’s Aeneid (fr. 1). The one remaining fragment is owed to Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus (fr. 4). The same author provides one of two testimonia for the poem.20 In the 

course of a discussion of the Trojan penates, he refers to Arctinus (and by implication our poem) 

as the oldest of the sources known to him. The other testimonium, an inscription on a relief 

plaque dating to the reign of Augustus or Tiberius, refers to the poem as the   0Ili/ou Pe/rsij.21 A 

                                                                                                                                                       
18 Perhaps the Alexandrian editor placed the book division so that the first book contained the preliminaries to the 

sack, the second the sack itself. 

19 Fragment numbers are taken from West (2003). 

20 See West (2003) 143. 

21 The plaque is one of the Tabulae Iliacae, for which see Squire (this volume). A further possible testimonium, 

another relief plaque (recorded by Davies (1988) 61), refers to various warriors at the Sack, but it is not certain that 

the item is meant to illustrate our poem. 
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final likely source is the epitome of the Bibliotheca ascribed to Apollodorus.22 Although the 

author does not refer explicitly to the Iliou Persis, or indeed to any earlier account of the story, 

some of his summary is probably taken from that poem. 

Proclus begins his account of the plot with the Trojans standing round the horse and 

wondering what to do with it. This is most unlikely to have been the opening of the work. The 

Neoplatonist has probably omitted the construction of the horse to avoid overlap with the end of 

his account of the Little Iliad.23 Three views are expressed: that it should be cast over a cliff, set 

on fire, or dedicated to Athena as a sacred object. The third view prevails, as in the Odyssey, and 

the Trojans celebrate their freedom. As they do so, two serpents appear, killing Laocoon and one 

of his sons.24 This disconcerting event leads Aeneas and his companions to leave Troy for Ida. 

Prompted by firebrands held by Sinon, who had entered the city under a false pretext, the 

Greeks sail back from Tenedos, and together with the men in the horse they launch their assault. 

In the course of the sack Neoptolemus kills Priam, who had fled to the altar of Zeus Herkeios for 
                                                
22 Apollod. Ep. 5.14-23. 

23 Admittedly, Proclus does allow some overlap between the two poems. By the end of his account of the Little Iliad, 

the Trojans have brought the horse into the city and are celebrating their deliverance, whereas in his summary of the 

Iliou Persis, they have not made up their minds what to do with the beast. Still, even here we can see how he avoids 

repetition: only in his summary of the latter does he mention the various options discussed by the Trojans, when we 

may presume that they debated their course of action in the Little Iliad too. (The Tabula Iliaca, on which see n. 21 

above, in its illustration of the Little Iliad shows Sinon accompanying the horse into Troy, hands bound behind his 

back; this suggests the story familiar from Virgil, in which he is left behind by the Greeks to persuade the Trojans to 

accept the horse, and so implies a discussion or debate.) Stesichorus’ poem almost certainly began with Epeius and 

the construction of the horse (see Finglass (forthcoming 1)). 

24 For the different accounts of Laocoon’s death see Coo (2011) 49-52. 
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refuge; Menelaus kills Deiphobus, finds Helen, and takes her to the ships; and the lesser Ajax 

drags off Cassandra, dislodging the status of Athena. The Greeks consider stoning him, but he 

saves himself by taking refuge at Athena’s altar; she herself takes vengeance on him during his 

voyage home.25 Odysseus kills Astyanax;26 Neoptolemus receives Andromache as his prize, and 

the rest of the spoil is divided up. Theseus’ sons Demophon and Acamas find their grandmother 

Aethra and take her back with them.27 The Greeks then set fire to Troy and sacrifice Polyxena at 

Achilles’ tomb.28 

Apollodorus goes into more detail in several places. Some of these must be taken from 

our poem, such as the three possible fates for the horse, which differ slightly from those found in 

Homer. But other passages had an alternative origin: for example, in Apollodorus, Aeneas flees 

during the sack, whereas in the Iliou Persis he departs after seeing the portent of the serpents. 

Hence we must be cautious in supplementing Proclus’ narrative with material taken from 

Apollodorus. For example, he tells us that Cassandra, supported by Laocoon, wanted to destroy 

the horse. The intervention of the serpents in the Iliou Persis makes it certain that Laocoon was 

involved at that early stage, but it does not follow that Cassandra was too. She may have featured 

at the end of the poem, too, since Apollodorus mentions that she was assigned to Agamemnon. 

Equally, the poet may have omitted her entirely; Apollodorus could have taken the references to 

her from other accounts of the fall of Troy. 
                                                
25 It is not clear whether the poem contained a (brief) account of the Greeks’ return home, or whether the poet 

referred proleptically to Ajax’s future trauma.  

26 For Astyanax in epic, tragedy, and art see further Kern (1918). 

27 For this episode in early literature see Finglass (forthcoming 2). 

28 Archaic and classical traditions concerning Polyxena and her sacrifice are discussed by Coo (2011) 160-8. 
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The fragments add little flesh to the bare bones offered by Proclus. The horse was a 

hundred feet long and fifty feet wide, and its tail and knees could move (fr. 1). The brothers 

Machaon and Podalirius featured in the poem as sons of Poseidon,29 the one an expert surgeon, 

the other skilled in making diagnoses (fr. 2). The latter was first to identify Ajax’s madness; this 

refers to the greater Ajax, who killed himself before the beginning of the poem. Astyanax was 

killed by being hurled from the walls of Troy (fr. 3). Agamemnon includes the sons of Theseus 

(i.e. Demophon and Acamas) and Menestheus among the recipients of spoil after the sack (fr. 6). 

A further fragment describes how the Palladium, given by Zeus to Dardanus, remained 

hidden in Troy; the Greeks stole a replica that had been placed in public as a decoy (fr. 4). The 

authenticity of the fragment has been doubted,30 with Horsfall suggesting that the extra 

Palladium was invented by the Romans to bolster their claim that they possessed this venerable 

statue; Aeneas took it with him on his voyage to found Rome.31 But as West counters, ‘the same 

claim may have been made in Arctinus’ time by the Aineiadai in the Troad’;32 Aeneas’ escape 

was recounted in the Iliou Persis, and so perhaps was his foundation of a local dynasty. The idea 

of a false Palladium is also associated with Demophon, son of Theseus, in a myth which is 

unlikely to have a Roman origin.33 The format of the story also recalls another work, 

                                                
29 Elsewhere their father is Asclepius. 

30 First by Bethe (1929) II 254-5 (pp. 250-1 in the first edition); cf. Horsfall (1979) 374-5 and (2008) on Virg. Aen. 

2.165-6, and Davies (1988) 65-6, who includes this fragment as a fragmentum dubium. 

31 Horsfall compares Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 2.66.5, where Aeneas is said to have taken the real Palladium with him, 

the Greeks stealing a mere copy. 

32 West (2003) 151 n. 53. 

33 Polyaen. Strat. 1.5, Sourvinou-Inwood (2011) 225-62. 
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Stesichorus’ Palinodes, in which the real Helen remains in Egypt while the Greeks recover a 

mere ei1dwlon from Troy.34 Those poems provide an unquestionably archaic parallel for an 

account of two Palladia, one genuine, one false. 

 

 

THE CHARACTER OF THE POEM 

 

Extant early accounts of the sack are so brief that there is little room for significant 

comparison. Nevertheless, we can follow up a few details. For example, in the Odyssey the 

debate over what to do with the horse takes place after the Trojans have dragged the Greeks’ gift 

inside the city; Stesichorus, by contrast, sets their discussion outside, an altogether more logical 

course.35 Proclus does not reveal where the debate takes place in the Iliou Persis. A location 

inside the city is more likely, for the following reasons (owed to Dr Tsagalis). First, Proclus’ 

katakrhmni/sai makes better sense if the horse is inside; there are no cliffs in the vicinity of the 

seashore, whereas it would be possible to cast the device off the walls of the city.36 Second, 

Proclus states that the Trojans began to feast after taking their decision. A decision taken inside 

the walls is naturally followed by feasting throughout the city. If the Trojans were outside the 
                                                
34 For this connexion see Zeitlin (2010) 277-8, who cites earlier literature. 

35 See Stes. fr. S88.i col. ii.6 in Davies (1991) 185, ‘hurrying to a temple onto the acropolis . . .’, a line which comes 

from the debate on what to do with the horse. These words imply that the Trojans are not already in either of these 

locations, and so are most likely outside the city. 

36 Cf. Hom. Od. 8.508 kata\ petra/wn bale/ein e0ru/santej e0p 0 a1krhj; Proclus’ word seems to evoke the same 

picture. 
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walls, they would have to feast on the beach (an improbable location), or first return to the city 

(yet Proclus makes no reference to such a return). Third, Apollodorus (5.16) locates the debate 

inside the city, and we may imagine that this is an episode where he has been influenced by our 

poem. 

In the Odyssey Deiphobus is killed by Odysseus and Menelaus, whereas in Proclus’ 

summary, only Menelaus is named. Perhaps the Odyssey includes Odysseus as one of the killers 

to glorify the protagonist of that epic;37 perhaps the Iliou Persis features only Menelaus to 

emphasise the particular antagonism between the wronged husband and his wife’s lover. (This 

could be the poet’s innovation, or he might be returning to an already-existing version of the 

myth that Homer changed for his own purposes.) It is possible but unlikely that Proclus has 

abbreviated the perpetrators, and that Odysseus takes part in the killing in the Iliou Persis too.38 

The poem tends to attribute one wrongdoing to each hero: Menelaus kills Deiphobus, Odysseus 

kills Astyanax, Neoptolemus kills Priam, Ajax rapes Cassandra. And when two men are involved 

(Demophon and Acamas), Proclus mentions both of them. 

In the Odyssey, the three courses of action discussed by the crowd are to pierce the horse, 

to cast it from a cliff, or to let it be. Proclus’ account shows a slight variation: the first option is 

the same as the second in the Odyssey, and the second to set it on fire. The difference is unlikely 

to be significant. In the Iliou Persis Astyanax is thrown from the walls of Troy by Odysseus, but 

by Neoptolemus in the Little Iliad. Each poet may have had a reason for assigning this grim task 

to a particular warrior, but without the complete text, which would enable us to examine 

                                                
37 Thus West (2012) 230. 

38 The argument that follows is owed to Dr Tsagalis. 
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questions of motive and characterisation, we cannot tell. The Little Iliad also includes the theft of 

the Palladium, by Odysseus and Diomedes, but there is no indication that the statue is a mere 

copy, as in the Iliou Persis. 

Amid all this uncertainty, I venture three tentative points about the overall presentation of 

the sack in the epic. 

(i) The sheer number of events that have to be fitted into two books means that the 

narrative was probably somewhat breathless. As a consequence, the emotional impact of any one 

scene is likely to have been muted. Contrast Virgil’s account in the Aeneid, where (for example) 

the death of Priam is described at length with such pathos. The one surviving extended quotation 

from the Iliou Persis spends a surprisingly long time delimiting the respective expertise of a pair 

of medics. One has to wonder whether the poet was wise to use eight lines in this way, given his 

decision to recount such a detailed narrative within so brief a poem. 

(ii) In Homer Demodocus omits the grim deeds of the sack. The only specific event that 

he mentions is the visit of Odysseus and Menelaus to Deiphobus, a reasonable enough mission 

given that Helen fell to him after Paris’ death; his mutilation and killing, prominent in later 

accounts, is not mentioned.39 By contrast, the Iliou Persis goes out of its way to to depict the 

Greek assault in an unflattering light. Neoptolemus kills Priam at Zeus’ altar; Ajax rapes 

Cassandra despite her clinging to Athena’s statue; death is meted out to infants (Astyanax) and 

women (Polyxena).40 Little here glorifies the Greek conquerors.41 

                                                
39 Cf. e.g. Virg. Aen. 6.494-7. 

40 The Odyssey knows of Ajax’s death at the hands of the gods, but ‘is reticent as to the reason for Athena’s wrath’ 

(S. West (1988) on 1.325-7, with discussion). 
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(iii) The poem seems especially interested in the house of Aeneas. He slips away before 

the sack; the two Palladia may be connected with him, as discussed above; and the survival of 

one of Laocoon’s children may symbolise the preservation of one line of the Trojan royal house 

(that of Anchises), while the other is destroyed (Priam’s).42 The survival of Aeneas’ family is 

briefly noted elsewhere in early epic, and seems to have been prominent in Stesichorus.43 Our 

poet may have given particular emphasis to this motif because of a connexion with a dynasty 

claiming descent from Aeneas, or (for purely literary reasons) to emphasise the survival of the 

Trojans despite the violence and cruelty of the Greeks. The potential for such a sophisticated 

contrast between slaughter and salvation was certainly there. But without the original text, we 

cannot tell whether the poet took advantage of it. The same difficulty frustrates any attempt to 

assess the character of this enigmatic poem. 
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41 All these events took place in Stesichorus, and several in the Little Iliad. 

42 Thus Robert (1881) 192-3. 

43 Cf. Hom. Il. 20.300-8 and Hom. Hym. 5.196-7, with Faulkner (2008) 3-18, and the discussion of the Tabula Iliaca 

in Davies and Finglass (forthcoming). 
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