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Abstract
Purpose The Iliad and Odyssey of Homer represent the corner-
stones of classical Greek literature and subsequently the founda-
tions of literature of the Western civilization. The Iliad, particu-
larly, is the most famous and influential epic poem ever con-
ceived and is considered to be the most prominent and repre-
sentative work of the ancient Greek epic poetry. We present the
injuries that involve the face, mentioned so vividly in the Iliad,
and discuss the aetiology of their extraordinary mortality rate.
Methods We recorded the references of the injuries, the attack-
er and defender involved, the weapons that were used, the site
and the result of the injury.
Results The face was involved in 21 trauma cases. The frontal
area was traumatized in 7 cases; the oral cavity in 6; the
auricular area in 4; the orbits and the retromandibular area in
3; the mandible and the nose in 2; and the maxilla, the
submental and the buccal area in 1, respectively. The mortality
rate concerning the facial injuries reaches 100 %.
Conclusion Homer’s literate dexterity, charisma and his unique
aptitude in the narration of the events of the Trojan War have
established him as the greatest epic poet. We consider the study
of these vibrantly described events to be recreational and enter-
taining for everyone but especially for a surgeon.
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Introduction

The Iliad and Odyssey of Homer represent the cornerstones of
classical Greek literature and subsequently the foundations of

literature of the Western civilization. The Iliad, particularly, is
the most famous and influential epic poem ever conceived and
is considered to be the most prominent and representative
work of the ancient Greek epic poetry. It continues to capture
the admiration and is still taught today, translated into most
languages of the world.

This fascinating source of medical and surgical history also
addresses many significant social themes such as morality,
honour, friendship, mortality, love and death. It consists of 24
chapters which are called rhapsodies and are named after the
24 letters of the ancient Greek alphabet.

The poem describes the siege and battle of Troy during a
war between the Achaeans and the Trojans, which took place
probably in the twelfth century BC and lasted for 10 years [1].
The city of Troy was also called Ilion, and this is where the
name Iliad is derived from. According to the myth, Paris, the
son of Priam who was the King of Troy, kidnapped Helen, the
beautiful wife of King Menelaus. Subsequently, the most
powerful Kings of ancient Greece organized an expedition,
under the leadership of King Agamemnon, brother of Mene-
laus, against Troy with purpose to expunge the offence given
by the Trojans.

Until the excavations of Heinrich Schliemann in the
late nineteenth century, who discovered the ancient Troy
and provided the evidence to support the historic basis
of the Trojan War [2, 3], Homer’s poem was believed to
be fictional.

The colourful and detailed descriptions of war injuries and
relevant anatomic references by Homer are of special interest
for surgeons. The descriptive and schematic reference of
Homer to these injuries is of such value that has led some
historians and researchers to support the idea that he must
have been a military surgeon [4, 5].

We present the injuries that involve the face, mentioned so
vividly in the Iliad and consider their study a great experience,
especially for the maxillofacial surgeon.
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Materials and methods

Analysis and recording of the injuries of all the three thirds of
the face including traumata of the mouth, nose, eyes, forehead,
cheeks and chin, which concern the oral and maxillofacial
surgeon and are reported in the Iliad, were attempted.

To achieve this, we studied meticulously the text of Iliad in
ancient Greek and the translations in Modern Greek and
English [6–8] and searched for references to trauma of
facial tissues.

We recorded the references of the injuries, the attacker and
defender involved, the weapons that were used, the site and
the result of the injury (Table 1). We also identified and
isolated five references of injuries from the text which were
considered as vivid descriptions of unique accuracy and detail.
Whole passages are quoted in the “Results” section so that the
reader can appreciate the quality of the poem.

Results

The German surgeon Herman Frolich was the first to present
complete details of the wounds in the Iliad in his work “The
military medicine of Homer” published in 1879 [4]. Of the
recorded 147 injuries [4], 54 concern the head and neck area
[1] whereas the face is involved in 21 trauma cases. These

injuries are summarized in Table 1. The frontal area was
traumatized in 7 cases; the oral cavity in 6; the auricular area
in 4; the orbits and the retromandibular area in 3; the mandible
and the nose in 2; and the maxilla, the submental and the
buccal area in 1, respectively. The mortality rate concerning
the facial injuries reaches 100 %. Some cases of unique
descriptive accuracy are cited below.

Book V, 290–296: “With this he hurled his spear, and
Athena guided it on to Pandaros’ nose near the eye. It
went crashing in among his white teeth; the bronze point
cut through the root of his tongue, coming out under his
chin, and his glistening armour rang rattling round him as
he fell heavily to the ground.”
Book XVI, 345–350: “Idomeneus speared Erymas in the
mouth; the bronze point of the spear went clean through it
beneath the brain, crashing in among the white bones and
smashing them up. His teeth were all of them knocked
out and the blood came gushing in a stream from both his
eyes; it also came gurgling up from his mouth and
nostrils, and the darkness of death enfolded him
round about.”
Book XVI, 401–410: “But Patroclus drew nigh to him,
and smote him upon the right jaw with his spear, and
drave it through his teeth; and he laid hold of the spear
and dragged him over the chariot rim, as when a man

Table 1 Details of injuries involving the face mentioned in the Iliad

Book and verses Site of injury Attacker/defender Weapon Result

1 IV, 457–462 Frontal bone (supraorbital rim) Antilochus-Echepolus Spear Death

2 IV, 498–505 Temporal and frontal bone Odysseus-Democoön Spear Death

3 V, 72–75 Nape of the neck, oral cavity Meges-Pedaeus Spear Death

4 V, 290–296 Nose, maxilla, oral cavity, mandible Diomedes-Pandaros Spear Death

5 VI, 6–11 Frontal area Aias-Acamas Spear Death

6 XI, 91–98 Frontal area Agamemnon-Oïleus Spear Death

7 XI, 109–110 Auricular area Agamemnon-Antiphus Sword Death

8 XIII, 176–181 Auricular area, decapitation Teucer-Imbrius Spear and sword Death

9 XIII, 383–393 Submental area Idomeneus-Asius Spear Death

10 XIII, 610–618 Frontal area, root of the nose, orbits Menelaus-Peisander Sword Death

11 XIII, 660–672 Retromandibular area Paris-Euchenor Arrow Death

12 XIV, 486–498 Orbit to occipital area and decapitation Peneleos-Ilioneus Spear and sword Death

13 XV, 430–438 Auricular and temporal areas Hector-Lycophron Spear Death

14 XVI, 345–350 Oral cavity, occipital area Idomeneus-Erymas Spear Death

15 XVI, 401–410 Mandible, oral cavity Patroclus-Thestor Spear Death

16 XVI, 603–607 Retromandibular area Meriones-Laogonus Unclear Death

17 XVI, 734–744 Frontal bone, orbits Patroclus-Cebriones Stone Death

18 XVII, 614–620 Retromandibular area, oral cavity Hector-Coeranus Spear Death

19 XX, 472–474 Auricular area Achilles-Mulius Spear Death

20 XXIII, 689–700 Buccal area Epeius-Euryalus Boxing fist Concussion

21 XXIII, 388–397 Oral cavity, forehead, elbows Eumelos Chariot race, broken yoke Bruises and abrasions
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sitting upon a jutting rock draggeth to land a sacred fish
from out the sea, with line and gleaming hook of bronze;
even so on the bright spear dragged he him agape from
out the car, and cast him down upon his face; and life left
him as he fell.”
Book XVII, 615–619: “Thus to Idomeneus he came as a
light of deliverance, and warded from him the pitiless day
of doom, but he himself lost his life at the hands of man-
slaying Hector-this Coeranus did Hector strike beneath
the jaw under the ear, and the spear dashed out his teeth
by the roots, and cut through the middle of his tongue;
and he fell from the chariot, and let fall the reins down on
the ground.”
Book XXIII, 388–397: “Eumelos was thrown from his
chariot close to the wheel; his elbows, mouth, and nostrils
were all torn, and his forehead was bruised above his
eyebrows; his eyes filled with tears and he could find no
utterance.”

Discussion

Homer’s epic poems are the only source of information with
respect to the practice of Medicine and Surgery in ancient
Greece. The Iliad is full not only of astonishing descriptions of
surgical conditions, injuries and wounds but their treatment
also [9].Machaon and Podalirius whowere sons of Asklepios,
God of Medicine, are described in the Iliad as capable physi-
cians [6–8]. They had knowledge of methods of haemostasis
[10] and disinfection of surgical wounds using wine, vinegar,
sea water and warm olive oil [6–8]. The renowned physicians
were capable of performing many surgical interventions, such
as removal of arrows and spears from wounds and placement
of dressings and bandages with purpose to prevent
further infection.

A capable surgeon was highly respected and valued in the
ancient Greek society. His presence among the combatants
was of such paramount importance that Homer characteristi-
cally mentions that “A healer’s life is worth a battalion ofmen,
for his skills in cutting out arrows and for his knowledge of the
herbs” [6–8]. This belief is further supported by the fact that
when Machaon, the Greek surgeon, was wounded in the right
shoulder by an arrow, the Greeks were deeply alarmed and fell
into grief [11].

Herman Frolich reported that the total count of injuries
mentioned by Homer in the Iliad reaches the number of 147
[4]. The fatality rate of these injuries is 77.6 % [12].
Sapounakis et al. recorded 54 cases affecting the head and
neck down to the clavicles. Mylonas et al. documented 48
cases of the same area mentioned in the Iliad of which 44 were
fatal. Their intention was to include all injuries of the cranium
(temporal, parietal, occipital) and those of the neck and throat.

Our purpose was to focus on the traumata of the face, which is
the main area of trauma concerning our specialty. We also
quoted whole passages from the translation of the original text
which we consider of great interest and value particularly for
the maxillofacial surgeon.

We identified 21 injuries of the face sustained in
the Trojan War. Interestingly, the mortality rate asso-
ciated with facial trauma on the battlefield of Troy is
100 %, since the only two nonfatal injuries were the
ones of Epeius and Eumelos, which occurred as an
outcome of a boxing contest and a chariot race, re-
spectively (Table 1).

This significant difference of fatality rates can be attributed
to the fact that the facial skeleton was well known to the
warriors of Homer’s era as a target for striking their opponent
with a probable fatal result. Therefore, we can presume that
they possessed the knowledge of a penetrating trauma of the
face being very likely fatal by provoking irreversible damage
to the brain or cervical spine. Since the chest, abdomen and
skull were effectively protected by shield, armour and helmet,
the combatant’s effort was focused on striking the only pro-
foundly exposed area of his opponent, the face. This conclu-
sion is further supported by the fact that in hand to hand
combat, the extremely well-trained and skillful Mycenaean
era warriors were capable of directing their lethal weapons, the
spear and the sword, with remarkable accuracy to the enemy’s
face.

Homer’s literate dexterity, charisma and unique apti-
tude in the narration of the events of the Trojan War
have established him as the greatest epic poet. We
consider the study of these vibrantly described events
to be recreational and entertaining for everyone but
especially for a surgeon.
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