The Scepter of Agamemnon and the Scepter of Hesiod

Agamemnon’s scepter (σκῆπτρον) serves as a metapoetic symbol that recasts the Iliad’s central conflict as a debate on the educative value of epic poetry, particularly when Agamemnon’s scepter is viewed against Hesiod’s (σκῆπτρον, Theogony 30). Several scholars (Østerund 1976, Nagy 1990, Kirby 1992, Stoddard 2003, et al.) have noted a general resonance between Hesiod’s scepter and those that kings wield in the Homeric epics when speaking before an assembly.  They have used this resonance effectively to elucidate the Muses’ gift to Hesiod—it symbolizes his authority to speak to his audience as a basileus or judge might—but the resonance works in the other direction to inform Agamemnon’s scepter as well.  If Hesiod’s poetic scepter is a symbol of kingly authority to speak, Agamemnon’s kingly scepter is a symbol of the poetic tradition from  which he ultimately derives his preeminent position in the army.  After all, the most immediate point of reference for the Homeric audience while they listen to the scepter described would be the rhapsode’s own staff.  


The explanation with which Nestor justifies Agamemnon’s leadership of the Achaeans, namely that he is “more powerful, since he commands more men” (φέρτερός ἐστιν ἐπεὶ πλεόνεσσιν ἀνάσσει, 1.281), is woefully myopic, as it provides only the most immediate cause of Agamemnon’s authority without elucidating the foundation of that authority.  His reference to Agamemnon as the “scepter-bearing king” (σκηπτοῦχος βασιλεύς, 1.279) sheds more light on the matter: the scepter bestows upon whoever holds it the right to address the assembled Achaeans as well as the right to pass judgment (1.238-239).  Other leaders may briefly wield the scepter when they wish to speak, but it, and along with it the final power over authoritative speech and judgment, ultimately belongs to Agamemnon.  And he controls the scepter not because he is “more powerful,” but because he has inherited it from his grandfather, Pelops, to whom Zeus gave it via Hermes (2.102-108).  Agamemnon’s leadership over the Achaeans is therefore a divinely-given ancestral right, and we can perhaps surmise that the superior power he derives from commanding more men than Achilles is simply a product of this inheritance.                  


The scepter’s history in Iliad 2.102-108 encodes within itself the mythic tradition of the ancestors from whom Agamemnon inherits his position.  The scholia consider the rare epithet given to Pelops, “horse-beater” (πληξίππῳ, 2.104), to be a reference to his chariot race with Oinomaos.  Additionally, the verbs expressing the scepter’s transmission from each figure to his successor switch after four instances of the volitional “gave” (δῶκε) to the ambiguous “left” (ἔλιπεν/λεῖπε) for the successions of Thyestes and Agamemnon.  Both the scholia and Eustathius assert that Homer was unaware of any animosity between Atreus and Thyestes, but Eustathius directs his arguments against “some people” (τινές, 1.283.6) and “ancients” (οἱ παλαιοί, 1.283.16-17) who construed the shift in verbs as alluding to the untold story.  The passage’s subtle allusions would have generated in the minds of each of these “ancients” a mythic context arising from his particular knowledge of other attestations of the myth.  This process homogenizes the innumerable sources each individual audience member knows into an ideated construct that every Iliadic performance presupposes as its antecedent in the epic tradition from which it depends.  Agamemnon’s scepter, by embodying his familial legacy, therefore symbolizes his family’s epic tradition as part of the larger epic tradition.  This scepter and kleos are the only human possessions called “unperishing” (ἄφθιτον) in archaic epic.


Achilles’ treatment of the scepter in the first book then acquires a metapoetic force in light of the scepter’s poetic significance.  He describes it using the same roots Hesiod uses to describe his own scepter, but where Hesiod’s is “a shoot of flourishing laurel” (δάφνης ἐριθηλέος ὄζον, 30) plucked in the mountains, Achilles says that Agamemnon’s scepter “will never grow leaves and shoots (ὄζους, 1.234)” and “will not flouish” (οὐδ’ ἀναθηλήσει, 1.236) since it left its stump in the mountains.  He describes it not simply as an object of culture, but as an object stripped of its proper vitality.  As Achilles hurls the scepter to the ground in rejection of the current social system, which rests upon the heroic legacy of the Pelopidae that the scepter embodies, he rejects epic poetry itself as a fossilized, sterile, and ineffective means of determining political behavior, and thereby recasts the central conflict of the Iliad as a self-referential debate about the value of heroic epic as a source of ethical wisdom.  
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