
Narrative Paradigm and Agamemnon’s Apology. Iliad 19.74-144 

This paper explores the phenomenon of Homeric paradigmatic narrative, responding 

especially to the research of De Jong,
1
 Alden,

2
 Willcock,

3
 and Austin

4
 on this intriguing subject.  

Compiling the varied – and sometimes contradictory – definitions of paradigm, para-narrative, 

digression, and analepsis from these scholars, I redefine the concept of narrative paradigm to 

describe the narration of mythological stories from more-or-less recent times before the main 

action of the poem, within the speeches of the internal characters that in some way parallels the 

present characters or situations; in addition I investigate how these narratives function as 

persuasive rhetorical devices, both internally, as the characters relate to one another, and 

externally, as the poet relates his narrative as a whole to the audience.  I focus on the more 

problematic examples within the Iliad, which complicate the questions of purpose and efficacy 

of the paradigms.  Within different narratives, I locate examples of deception, irony, inefficacy, 

ambiguity, and irrelevance and suggest possible readings and interpretations for such difficulties. 

Having thus defined my thesis, I concentrate on the specific example of Agamemnon’s 

apology (Iliad 19.74-144). Using this paradigmatic parallel I show that narrative paradigms are a 

complex mode of communication between the poet and his audience that show not only the 

secondary perspective and hortatory purposes of internal characters but also illustrate and 

develop complex relationships between the figures in the Iliad and contribute to the structural 

unity of the poem by echoing universal patterns and themes.  I rely heavily on close textual 

reading as well as inter- and intra-textual analysis of other Homeric passages.  I am especially 

interested in the multiple possible interpretations of the paradigm, besides the most superficial 
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parallel between Agamemnon and Zeus, and how these interpretations enhance the complexity 

and richness of the narrative and the poem by contributing to characterization and thematic 

explication.  For example, I explore the characterization of Agamemnon in this passage as he 

derides Hera for undermining the authority of Zeus, while he makes this superficially apologetic 

address to Achilles, his supposed subordinate. 

I conclude that Agamemnon’s “apology” complicates more than it resolves, and this is a 

unique and vital feature of Homeric paradigmatic narrative.  It is distinctive in that the paradigm 

itself, even superficially, does not seem to contain a true parallel to the present situation; it is 

especially unique in the different parallels that it offers and the multiplicity of interpretations that 

are possible to derive from these parallels.  It is also unique in the blatant discrepancy between 

the intention and knowledge of the speaker, Agamemnon, and the understanding of the unity of 

the poem as a whole and communication between the narrator and the audience.  With this 

paradigm, the poet manages to connect the entire arc of the story from the dismissed supplication 

of Agamemnon by Chryses in Book 1 to the accepted supplication of Herakles by Priam in Book 

24; this is the entire plot of Achilles’ wrath that is the expressed subject of the Iliad.   
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