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Abstract 

 

This thesis investigates the theme of fate in the science fiction novel Ilium, and how this 

theme has been adapted from its source of inspiration, Homer’s Iliad. Through identifying the 

various aspects of fate in both Ilium and the Iliad, a segmented overview of this theme in 

each work is established. After situating Ilium in the field of literary adaptations and, more 

specifically, science fiction adaptations of classical works, a comparison of fate in both works 

follows. Ilium comments on fate in the Iliad as well as on fate and free will in modern-day 

society through recontextualising Homer’s epic in a science fiction universe while at the 

same time infusing it with 21st century thoughts and opinions. Ilium presents the notions of 

fate and technology in an ambiguous relationship with free will and the divine within a 

technologically advanced, dangerous, and unforgiving environment.             
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Introduction 

 

Over 2700 years ago an obscure poet composed the epic poem that would form the 

foundations of Western literature. This work of over 15,000 lines of verse deals with a war of 

epic proportions, which involves thousands of heroes, warriors and even gods. Known as the 

Iliad and ascribed to the enigmatic Homer, this epic has not lost its appeal over its lifespan of 

nearly three millennia; it is still read, translated, adapted and studied today. This lasting 

appeal could partly be ascribed to the universality of the themes that the Iliad explores. 

Anger, pride, friendship and loyalty are amongst these themes, yet fate1 has a complex and 

key role within the poem. However, rather than presenting the reader with a clear-cut image 

of this theme, Homer surrounds the matter of fate and its agents with ambiguity. Therefore, 

this theme has become a bountiful discussion topic for scholars, and an interesting subject to 

explore in fiction. In Ilium, a science fiction novel largely based on Homer’s Iliad, the Trojan 

War takes place in a distant future on a pseudo-earth. The war is overseen by genetically 

engineered Post-humans instead of gods and altered by the meddling of a revived 21st century 

scholar named Hockenberry. The product of a 21st century setting, Ilium has a different 

outlook on fate and the influence of the individual than its source of inspiration. This is 

unsurprising, as fate is often reduced to superstition in modern Western society, where life is 

dominated by free will (Solomon 435).  

Much research has been devoted to the theme of fate in the Iliad. Greene bases his 

information regarding early Greek thoughts on fate, good and evil on the work of Homer. He 

concludes that Homer explains the fate that rules humankind through a combination of 

“polytheism and divided responsibility, and an occasional recourse to Moira” (12). Zeus, is 

                                                 
1 Throughout this paper, the term fate will be used according to Raphals’s definition: “By fate or destiny I mean 

the notion that there is a set or immutable pattern to the world” (537). This fate influences individuals as well as 

determining the course of events in the world. 
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not all-powerful and his plans are sometimes thwarted by “the conflicting wills of the gods”, 

which puts the blame for misfortune on a divided group of gods, rather than one god who is 

evil as well as good (13). Even the gods are overshadowed by moira, however, which Greene 

describes as “a fixed order, rather than a power” determining “the roles and prerogatives of 

men and gods” (14). Most scholars, such as Knox, Janko, Bassett, Solomon and Duffy, agree 

that the gods in the Iliad largely determine the fate of individuals, Zeus being the most 

powerful and most influential. Many of them also recognise moira as the power that even 

Zeus cannot deny, often citing the example of his inability to prevent the death of his son 

Sarpedon (Homer 16.434).  

Two articles are concerned with Ilium and its relationship to the Iliad. Brown only 

briefly discusses Ilium as one of the cases in her article about science fiction works based on 

literary classics. She focuses on Hockenberry’s monumental part in altering the course of the 

war, yet also notes that the scholar’s intervention at times actually explains “established 

textual cruces in the Iliad” (Brown 425). Hockenberry does not only disrupt the Iliad, but at 

an earlier stage actually has an important part in reinforcing it. In his article “Revised Iliadic 

Epiphanies in Dan Simmons’s Ilium” Grobéty investigates the epiphanies2 in Simmons’s 

work as compared to the communication and relationship between mortals and the divine in 

the Iliad. He also touches upon individuality and free will in Ilium, compared to the limited 

power of the individual in Homeric times. However, neither Brown nor Grobéty further 

comment on the role of fate in Ilium and the relationship between this key theme in 

Simmons’s work and the work that inspired it. This is therefore the first study to offer a 

greater insight into the adaptation of the theme fate from the Iliad in Dan Simmons’s Ilium.  

 The central thesis of this study is that Ilium, through its adaptation of fate in the Iliad, 

comments on the notion of fate in its source of inspiration, as well as commenting on 21st 

                                                 
2 Direct communication between gods and mortals. 
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century ideas related to fate and free will. Simmons can explore both situations owing to his 

recontextualisation of Homer’s epic: the Iliad is transported to a distant future, but at the 

same time it is partially infused with 21st century perceptions and beliefs. This study first 

gives an analysis of fate in both the Iliad and Ilium, addressing a number of aspects of fate: 

the entities that make fate, the entities that carry out fate, the entities that can influence fate, 

and the entities that are influenced by fate. The findings of these analyses are then compared 

and contrasted using concepts from the field of adaptation studies to come to a conclusion 

regarding the adaptation of the theme fate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 

 

Chapter 1 – Fate in Homer’s Iliad 

 

Moira: Fate within the Homeric Universe 

Before scientific explanations came to dominate Western thinking, life was full of 

inexplicable events. The people of Ancient Greece, the “culture that ha[s], in many ways, 

come to define” Western society and thinking (Raphals 538), sought to explain these events 

through forces above them. Thus, written sources from as early as the 7th century BC assign 

an important role to fate as well as a complex system of deities (Knox 19). The Greek 

intellectual legacy regarding this topic began with the elusive poet Homer in the 8th or 7th 

century BC (19). No written sources other than Homer’s works remain from this period in 

Greek history, traditionally known as the Dark Age (7). Information concerning fate in 

Homeric society can therefore only be inferred from Homer’s epics and poetry (Knox 7; 

Greene 10). The Ancient Greek terms for fate are aisa and moira (Liddel and Scott). In 

common usage these words meant “part” or “portion”, but within poetry and philosophy they 

refer to “lots or portions of destiny, of death, or of allotted life span” (Raphals 553). The idea 

of a personified moira3 or three Moirai did not yet exist in Homeric times (Greene 16). 

Instead, moira had an abstract nature. In its broadest sense, the term refers to the orderly 

division of the universe as a whole; in its narrowest sense it denotes the fate spun out for each 

mortal at birth (14-15). However, an impersonal force of good and evil was too abstract to 

satisfy the needs of Ancient Greek thinking about the course of their lives. Moira therefore 

existed conjointly with the polytheistic system of anthropomorphic gods (10-12). The 

Olympians, the twelve most prominent gods, were responsible for “expressing the power of 

Moira” and “uphold[ing] both the natural and moral order” (17). Because of their 

                                                 
3 Aisa and moira were used interchangeably, but moira is the more commonly used term. Therefore only the 

term moira will be used to denote the Ancient Greek concept of fate henceforth. 
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anthropomorphism, these gods had vices as well as virtues and could therefore be kind as 

well as cruel. Instead of passively enduring the inscrutable force of moira, mankind could 

now negotiate with or blame notoriously fickle, but at times generous and helpful gods (12). 

Moira still determined the limits of an individual’s life, most notably through foreordaining a 

moment of death, but if this individual pleased the gods, they could make his or her life 

enjoyable within these limits (18). Acts of hybris4 and atasthalia5 displeased the gods, 

however, and they would instead make life worse (20-22). Nevertheless, the gods were not 

completely unrestricted to lend support and ordain punishment as they saw fit, as moira had a 

certain influence over them as well (14).  

 The above is a simplified view of fate and the divine in the Homeric context. In 

reality “the ideas of Homeric world were far from systematic or even consistent with regard 

to the relation of Fate and the gods to Good and Evil” (Greene 24). The gods were arbitrary 

in their blessings and punishments, often just as cruel or kind to those who sacrificed 

regularly as to those who had never visited an altar in their lives (19). Occasionally, events 

that were difficult to assign to a “departmentalized god”, were ascribed to “vaguer” 

daimones, deities who existed before the Olympians (Raphals 12). The relationship between 

the gods and moira was problematic as well (Greene 14). The will of the gods and moira are 

often interchangeable in Homer’s works and it is even implied that the will of Zeus and moira 

are the same (15). However, the gods are also subject to moira on a number of occasions, 

which suggests that anthropomorphism comes at the cost of true omnipotence (Raphals 556). 

When inferring information regarding moira from Homer’s Iliad, it is important to remember 

that “the poet’s aim is to delight with his story, rather than to instruct” (Greene 11). 

                                                 
4 A form of pride, often an act of trying to surpass the gods (Greene 22). 
5 The act of purposefully going against either the will of the gods or the rules of decency and society (Greene 

20-21). 
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Therefore, Homer’s divergent ascriptions to either moira, the gods, Zeus, or the will of gods 

could have been informed by aesthetics or poetic conventions.  

 Fate is an extremely complex, yet essential 

theme of Homer’s Iliad. In this work, moira is the 

main structuring force that confines and guides the 

beings and events in the Trojan War. Its influence 

appears to be structured like a pyramid, smallest at 

the top where the immortals reside, bigger at the 

bottom amongst mortals (figure 1). The place of beings 

above others in this pyramid also indicates their influence over those lower in the hierarchy, 

but ultimately all are influenced by moira. To adequately examine this complex theme, the 

following analysis will be broken up into sections that correspond to the various levels of this 

hierarchy.  

Moira and Zeus: Partners in Ambiguity  

The poet Hesiod, a possible late contemporary of Homer, is the first to personify fate in its 

well-known tripartite form as the Moirai who spin the lives of mortals (Raphals 557). 

However, Homer’s moira is more elusive in nature. Most scholars agree that every character 

in the Iliad, god or mortal, is subject to moira (Solomon 444; Knox 41; Janko 5), yet none of 

them clearly specify what exactly moira is or does. It is sporadically mentioned as 

personified entity or entities: once as a solitary being who spins the threads of life (Homer 

22.149-151), and once as multiple entities who have given “mortals hearts that can endure” 

(24.57). The impersonal “will of fate” is also used on a number of occasions, as is the passive 

“it is fated”. Moira is at times equated with the will of an individual god (2.437) or the gods 

as collective (22.349-62), however, this is mainly done by mortals who hold the gods 

accountable for their unhappiness, rather than moira (19.11).  

Figure 1: Those influenced by moira can be 

visualised as a pyramid-shaped hierarchy. 
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 Zeus, the Father of Gods, has a decidedly ambiguous relationship with moira. He is at 

the highest level in the hierarchy, and therefore has the most influence over others and is least 

influenced by moira. He is the only god with complete knowledge of what will happen in the 

future (Homer 2.131-32, 3.364-65, 15.80-90, 22.330), is the ultimate authority and ruler of 

the world (1.606, 1.625, 2.228), and is even suggested to influence or create the fortunes of 

man (8.493-96). Finally, he is characterised as the strategist in charge of the Trojan War 

(2.44-46, 2.444, 7.551, 12.266) and the mortals reinforce this view, ascribing their victories 

and losses to Zeus (2.444, 5.251, 10.102, 12.82). This great power and influence attributed to 

Zeus has divided classical scholars. Some are convinced Zeus’s plan and will are the same as 

moira (Duffy 477-78), whereas others draw a sharp distinction between moira and the gods 

(Solomon 442). Notwithstanding ample evidence for the first opinion, two key passages in 

the Iliad tip the scales in favour of the latter. In the first passage, Zeus is unable to prevent the 

death of his son Sarpedon. When he is about to interfere, his wife Hera reminds him that 

going against moira would cause discordance amongst the gods and he reluctantly yields 

(Homer 16.513-54). In the second passage, Zeus debates whether he should save Hector, the 

champion of Troy. This time Athena reprimands her father and he again refrains from 

interfering (22.211-19). Two important facts about moira can be inferred from these two 

passages. The first is that moira, not the gods, determine a mortal’s ultimate destiny: death 

(2.946, 3.123, 4.197, 9.385-86, 12.278-280, 14.394, 17.488-89). The second is that moira 

guides and governs Zeus and the other gods (Raphals 556). Zeus appears to theoretically be 

able to break the confines of moira, yet refrains from doing so, because this would cause 

disorder (Knox 41). He is not so much ruled by moira, but rather restricted by it. Within the 

confines ordained by moira Zeus has “ample elbow room” to plan and rule (Solomon 444), 

yet even he has to ultimately yield to moira as the structuring and guiding force of the 

universe.  



11 

 

The Olympian Gods: Manipulated Manipulators 

Once the course of events had been determined by the enigmatic collaboration between Zeus 

and moira, the Olympian gods ensured this plan was carried out (Greene 13, Raphals 555). 

The Olympians appear to have some knowledge about the plans for the future, as Apollo, 

Poseidon and Pallas Athena demonstrate (Homer 7.49-61, 16.824-28, 20.349). With the 

exception of Zeus, they do seem ignorant of the cosmic plan as a whole (15.80-90, 119) and 

can therefore be manipulated by the “Master Strategist” (7.551). Zeus is also unarguably the 

strongest of the Olympian gods (8.19) and rules them with his natural authority as well as 

through brute force (1.701, 4.66, 8.7-14, 9.90-92). To make sure the mortals behave 

according to plan, Zeus and the Olympians employ tactics ranging from more straightforward 

interference to indirect guidance and manipulation. They could exert direct influence through 

giving gifts, providing useful information, making appeals, or even joining in the fighting 

(3.433-41, 3.480-85, 5.349, 5.386, 5.516-17). They could also employ more subtle divine 

methods, such as impulses, morale boosts, prophecies, dreams and portents, to force or 

manipulate the will of mortals. However, according to Janko, the gods and goddesses are not 

completely in charge of a mortal’s conduct, but only make a person do or say what he or she 

had already considered autonomously and which is therefore in line with his or her character 

(Finkelberg 529; Janko 4). The term for this mixed influence on mortal behaviour is “double 

motivation” (Janko 4). Within this view, mortals could be seen as largely independent from 

the gods, who only nudge them in the right direction. However, direct interference, such as 

transporting someone away from the battlefield cannot be ascribed to double motivation and 

reasserts the decisive force of the divine in the Iliad.  

 

 

 



12 

 

Mortals: Playthings of the Gods 

Mortal man sits at the bottom of the hierarchy of moira. They eventually have to suffer death 

as preordained by moira and are at the mercy of the gods with regards to the exact course of 

their life. They are largely ignorant of their predetermined destiny as well (Homer 2.293-96) 

and have no other option but to “win honour within the limits set for [them] […] within a 

cosmos that is basically well-ordered, however hard that order may be to discern” (Janko 6). 

Brave men such as Achilles and Hector, face what moira has ordained without fear (Homer 

18.137-39, 22.359-62). This stands in direct opposition to those who attempt to escape moira, 

yet die shamefully nevertheless (21.116-20). Some privileged individuals, most notably 

Achilles, are given the choice between a long, insignificant life and a short, glorious one 

(9.499-505, 13.766-70). This choice appears to signify some form of free will at first, 

however, upon considering the character of the mortal, for example Achilles, one of the 

options was never a possibility and the fate he chooses “is directly connected with the hero’s 

particular trait of character” (Bassett 563). Mortals can exert a limited amount of influence 

within the confines of moira. The mortality appointed to each human at birth is the least 

flexible in this respect. As Achilles aptly summarises it: “[a] man’s life cannot come back 

again - / no raiders in force, no trading brings it back / once it slips through a man’s clenched 

teeth” (Homer 9.495-97). Mortals can influence their lives through either rejecting or 

observing certain decrees and behavioural codes (Greene 21-22). Acts of hybris or atasthalia 

cause a mortal to suffer beyond his allotted portion or bring about his death (Janko 6; Rees 

xi), as in the case of Patroclus (Homer 11.714). Mortals can also hope to positively influence 

the course of their lives by appealing to the gods through prayer, sacrifice, votive offerings or 

wine offerings. Prayer does not always lead to the desired effect and often the gods have 

already made up their minds beforehand (2.496-99, 3.357, 6.366, 12.201-2). For example, 

Athena blatantly ignores the offerings of the Trojan women who beg her to call back the 
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crazed fighter Diomedes (6.366). However, sometimes offerings can sway the opinions and 

hearts of the gods and especially Zeus is susceptible to prayers for help or mercy (8.280, 

19.404, 24.208). 

Fate in the Iliad 

The Iliad paints a distinctly ambiguous image of fate and all the actors concerned with it. 

This is in line with what is known about the Homeric context and its inconsistency regarding 

“the relation of Fate and the gods to Good and Evil” (Greene 24). The true nature and identity 

of moira are purposefully left vague, aside from its use as the preordained destiny of mortals 

and as a guiding force for the gods. Zeus has a large role as the planner of the more 

immediate course of events, yet how much he is guided by moira is not specified. The moira 

of mortals appears to be confined to their ultimate destiny, death, and the amount of freedom 

and influence they have within the course of their lives is debateable. The gods have a large 

amount of control, but according to the idea of double motivation, much of this control is 

exerted in line with a mortal’s own will and character. These conflicts between mortals, gods, 

and moira also illustrate the irreconcilable conflict between preordained order and free will 

within Homeric society (Knox 40). One sure fact can be deduced from this complex situation, 

however, and that is that everything happens for a reason. Whether it be moira, Zeus, human 

motivation or divine intention, nothing is left to chance: “Homer has no word for this, and 

does not know the idea either” (Janko 6).   
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Chapter 2 – Fate in Dan Simmons’s Ilium 

 

Ilium: A Clash of Eras, Worlds and Taser Batons 

It is difficult to imagine two periods further apart in time and space than Troy during the 

Heroic Age of Greek Mythology and the distant, technologically advanced future of Post-

humanity. However, in Dan Simmons’s science fiction6 epic Ilium (2003), these worlds 

merge and clash. Simmons is famous for his unusual literary blends, basing SF, fantasy, and 

horror novels on classics by authors such as Shakespeare, Keats, Dickens and Twain 

(Grobéty 2). Although he is not the only SF writer who uses the work of classical authors, 

Simmons’s rewritings are often considered “more scholarly” than other SF approaches of the 

classics (Brown 424). This scholarly zeal has led to international recognition. Ilium was on 

the bestseller lists of both the New York Times and Locus, the leading periodical within the 

science fiction and fantasy field (“Books: Bibliography”). Ilium also won the Locus Award 

and was nominated for a Hugo Award, both highly prestigious SF and Fantasy Awards 

(“Books: Bibliography”). 

 The main storylines in Ilium are concerned with a Trojan War set in a distant future, 

and the role Thomas Hockenberry plays within these events. Hockenberry is a scholic: a 

revived 21st century Homeric scholar with extensive knowledge of the Iliad. He is tasked 

with recording the similarities and discrepancies between Homer’s Iliad and an “unfolding 

reality that so parallel[s] the Iliad” on a pseudo-Earth (Simmons 237). This Trojan War is no 

longer overseen by the Homeric gods, but by self-appointed gods: genetically modified 

human beings, also known as Post-humans. Initially, events follow Homer’s Iliad to the 

letter, however, the Trojan War takes a wholly different turn when Hockenberry starts 

                                                 
6 The term science fiction will henceforth be abbreviated to SF for the sake of brevity. 
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meddling, initially incited by Aphrodite, but later of his own accord. His tampering is minor 

and frivolous at first – a wild night with Helen of Troy for example – but escalates after he 

attacks a goddess. Hockenberry ultimately incites both Achilles and Hector to join forces 

against the common enemy of all mortals: the self-proclaimed, Post-human gods. This battle 

and its far-reaching consequences are described in the sequel to Ilium, Olympos, but because 

the events in Olympos no longer bear any resemblance to Homer’s Iliad, this second novel is 

not relevant to the discussion below.    

The Fates Outspun  

The previous chapter discussed fate as moira in the Iliad and its influence on the hierarchy of 

mortals, lesser gods and the all-knowing, but apparently not all-powerful Zeus. Moira 

determines the destiny of mortals at birth and restricts and guides the behaviour of both 

mortals and immortals: it is the ultimate, and for many unpredictable force of the universe. In 

Ilium the physical incarnation of moira appears briefly alongside the Furies. Hockenberry 

describes both Fates and Furies as “gods – of sorts – yet sometimes they have regulatory 

power over the other gods” (Simmons 336). They are also “not as human in appearance as the 

regular gods and goddesses” and Hockenberry confesses he knows “almost nothing about 

them” (336). These physical Fates make no further appearances throughout the rest of the 

novel and therefore seem of limited importance. Fate, often with a capital F, is mentioned on 

numerous occasions, however, by the Greeks and Trojans, and Hockenberry. It denotes either 

the course of events for an individual, often related to his or her death, or the course of the 

war as a whole, as it is described in the Iliad. Moreover, instead of Fate as the guiding force 

of the universe, Simmons introduces Homer’s Iliad as the blueprint for the events in Ilium. 

Rather than a description of the Trojan War, the Iliad now determines what will happen and 

is often equated with Fate itself. How it is possible that the Iliad, the product of Homer’s 

creativity, suddenly comes to pass, is only hinted at in Ilium. It is suggested that this Trojan 
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War on the pseudo-Earth is a product of Homer’s mind (476-77), one of the worlds that 

“have come into being to give physical embodiment to the imaginations” of the “creative 

genius of individual writers” (Brown 425-26). However, Hockenberry, a character who is not 

a direct product of Homer’s imagination, also has a hand in the events of the original Iliad 

through explaining discrepancies in Homer’s work. For example, in Book Nine of the Iliad, 

during an embassy to Achilles, Phoenix, Achilles’s old mentor, makes a sudden and 

unexplained appearance. In Ilium, Phoenix is actually a disguised Hockenberry. This suggests 

that “Homer’s narrative was itself influenced by Simmons’s own events and characters” 

(426), rather than solely vice versa.  

 The Iliad is the guiding force throughout the first half of the novel, but Hockenberry 

has already asked himself much earlier “how quickly and how sharply real events in th[e] war 

can swerve from the details of Homer’s tale” (Simmons 85). Evidently, the course of events 

and thus the fates of the Homeric characters can be influenced, initially only by Hockenberry, 

but later also by the characters of the Iliad. Nearing the end of the novel, the events have 

completely abandoned the Iliad and “all bets are off now” (615). Fate appears wide open and 

is unpredictable, even for Hockenberry. 

Zeus: Matched for Wits? 

In Homer’s Iliad, Zeus rules over gods and mortals, and he alone is knowledgeable of the 

cosmic plan as a whole. He can exercise considerable influence on the lives of humans and 

immortals, however, even he has to work within the confines of moira. The Zeus of Ilium 

appears just as influential as his Homeric counterpart. He is physically superior to all the gods 

and they are under his command (Simmons 339-40). He is also in charge of the events of the 

Trojan War, symbolically manipulating the scales that will determine the fortunes of the 

Achaeans and Trojans with his thumb (377-78). He maintains his status as all-knowing god, 

although he is initially matched in knowledge by the scholics. They are completely helpless, 
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however, when events diverge from Homer’s work (419), whereas it is implied that Zeus 

knows and plans things above and beyond the events as described in the Iliad (182, 328, 645, 

659-61). 

 Zeus’s relationship with fate, which is thoroughly explored in the Iliad, receives due 

attention in Ilium. The two important events that illustrate Zeus’s relationship with fate in the 

Iliad, his inability to save both Sarpedon and Hector, are noticeably omitted. The ongoing 

debate about Zeus’s will as opposed to fate is brought up more directly, however, by the 

goddess Aphrodite, when she asks Hockenberry whether he thinks “Zeus rule[s] the universe, 

or Fate” (Simmons 55). Hockenberry partially reflects the accepted scholarly opinion in this 

debate by answering that “the universe bends to the will of Zeus and must obey the vagaries 

of the god-force called Fate” (55). Interestingly, he voices a less Homeric, more modern-day 

opinion when he adds that “kaos still has some say in the lives of both men and gods” as well 

(55). Kaos refers to the state of the universe before order existed (Rose 19). According to 

Hockenberry, chaos has a part to play in the fates of men, which he later proves by disrupting 

the foretold order of events. How much the disruption is the work of Hockenberry as agent of 

chaos, or of the will of Zeus is disputed however. On a number of occasions Zeus is aware of 

Hockenberry’s meddling and could have prevented it (Simmons 182, 328), but chooses not 

to. It is even suggested that Zeus especially selected Hockenberry for revival, because he 

needed an excuse to annihilate all mortals (56, 661). Neither is fully clarified, however, thus 

leaving room for Hockenberry’s idea of kaos.   

The Olympian Gods: From Gods to Frauds 

The Olympians were noted for their fickle and cruel nature, but could be generous and 

merciful as well. However, the gods of Ilium, who have inherited the name, appearance and 

backstory of the original Olympians (Simmons 338), seem to have no compassion for their 

human followers at all and are almost exclusively characterised negatively. They are like 
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“wanton boys” (Shakespeare 4.1.37) who harass insects with technologically enhanced 

magnifying glasses:  

Ares shrugs […] Like a pouting little boy – an eight-foot-tall pouting little boy with a 

pulsing energy field – he finds a smooth stone and skips it across the water. “What 

does it matter if Diomedes dies today or next year? He’s mortal. He’ll die.”  

Now Athena laughs without embarrassment. “Of course he will die, my dear brother. 

And of course a single mortal’s life or death is of no consequence to us… to me. But 

we must play the Game.” (Simmons 116-117) 

The differences between Ilium’s gods and their Homeric counterparts is caused by the former 

group’s true nature: contrary to their own beliefs, they are not really gods (184). With the 

possible exception of Zeus and Hera, these beings are actually Post-humans, Homo sapiens 

who have had their DNA altered through nanotechnology. This makes them beautiful, 

flawless and, since they no longer age, practically immortal (19, 43-44). However, their 

human descent ensures that they are inferior copies of the true Olympians. Firstly, they are 

more arrogant and selfish and less wise and helpful than Homer’s gods (86, 116-117, 599). 

They have merely taken on the role of Greek gods “to gain their divine advantages” (Grobéty 

17). Secondly, they are not truly immortal. They cannot die of old age, but can still be 

wounded beyond repair, even if they initially appear unaware of this (Simmons 182-84). 

Thirdly, they are ignorant of the ways of fate, being kept in the dark by Zeus, who has 

forbidden the scholics to share their knowledge of the Iliad (54-55, 288). Therefore, the gods 

of Ilium do not actively enforce fate, but rather passively conform to what is written in the 

Iliad. Finally, they have no true divine powers, but make use of technology to approximate 

the power of gods. A number of examples are stealth-cloaking technology (18), quantum 

teleportation (20), and morphing technology, which allows them to take on the form of 

mortals (124). Technology, rather than divine descent, gives them power over the mortals of 
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the Iliad, who are not as technologically advanced as their superiors and therefore believe 

that the Post-humans are truly gods. The scientific approach of the divine is not absolute, 

however, and the Post-humans’ origins and powers retain a hint of mystery, or in 

Hockenberry’s words: “Sometimes, up here on Olympos, it’s hard to believe completely in 

cause and effect and the scientific method” (342). For example, when two robots observe one 

of the gods’ flying chariots, they are not absolutely sure how this device is able to fly, even 

after applying all their analytical equipment (373). These doubts regarding the technological 

nature of the gods are further explored when Hockenberry confronts Zeus:  

“I know you’re not the real Greek gods.”  

“We’re not?” says Zeus. His smile, sharp white teeth glinting from his gray-silver 

beard, is not paternal.  

“Who are you?” I ask again.  

Almighty Zeus sighs. “I’m afraid we don’t have time for the story right now.” (662) 

Hockenberry gets no further chance to talk to Zeus and the question of who Ilium’s Olympian 

gods truly are remains unresolved.  

Mortals: Marionettes No More.  

The mortals in the Iliad are at the mercy of the gods, who influence their lives directly and 

indirectly, and punish and reward them for their behaviour. Moreover, mortals hope to 

influence their fortunes through appealing to the gods. At first, the mortals in Ilium are as 

much at the mercy of the gods as they are in Homer’s work. As Athena describes it, mortals 

merely act out “their little roles on their little stage, dying their terrible deaths” (Simmons 

341). They believe in their gods, offer them sacrifices and perceive their technology as true 

godlike power. They are also completely ignorant of the course of their destiny and rely on 

oracles and prophets to learn about the future (232, 526). Most humans, like Hector and Paris, 

believe in a certain malleability of their personal fate (226), and Achilles’s choice between 
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his two possible fates is also mentioned (429). However, ultimately all humans believe in a 

set course for each of them, such as the fixed doom of the citizens of Troy (417, 227).  

 The transition from human subordination to rebellion is initiated by Hockenberry’s 

meeting with Helen of Troy. Helen encourages Hockenberry to carry out his plans to change 

the course of the war and the fate of all mortals involved (Simmons 507). She tells him to 

look for the fulcrum, the pivotal event in the war, “Fate’s hinge as it were” (382), which 

eventually proves to be directing the rage of Achilles against the gods instead of against 

Hector. This will allow Hector and Achilles to join forces against the Olympians. 

Hockenberry successfully turns Achilles against the gods (446-48), but fails to also enlist 

Hector (495). Helen and a small group of important Trojan women such as Hecuba, queen of 

Troy, and Andromache, Hector’s wife, decide to assist Hockenberry. They have wanted to 

end the war for years and are tired of their “cruel and arbitrary deities”, whom they hope to 

overthrow with Hockenberry’s help (507-8). They eventually play a key part in instigating 

the war between man and gods, by convincing Hector to join (378-79). Soon after the alliance 

between Hector and Achilles is formed, mankind begins a war against the cruel deities that 

“they’ve worshipped and sacrificed to and obeyed since they were old enough to think” 

(577).  

Hockenberry: From Unwilling Chorus to Hapless Hero 

When Zeus first meets Hockenberry, he is less than impressed: “‘My god, you old-style 

humans were ugly to look upon […] How can you be so scrawny your ribs are showing and 

still have a paunch?’” (Simmons 660). Indeed, compared to the athletic, flawless heroes and 

deities, Hockenberry is not very impressive. He begins his tale as a simple scholic, observing 

and recording the Trojan War on behalf of the gods. As a subordinate of the gods, he will 

have to answer to the wrath of Zeus if he opposes the god’s divine commands: scholics are 

not permitted to interfere in the war, nor are they allowed to reveal any of its details to the 
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Olympian gods or any of the involved mortals (54-56). Having spent his former life studying 

Homer, Hockenberry knows the events of the war by heart and often acts as a chorus (2). He 

foreshadows events, such as the journey of Odysseus (14), but also explains matters that 

readers unfamiliar with Homer’s Iliad may not understand. Hockenberry is tired of his 

passive role as scholic, however, and decides to “rebel against the gods’ will” (85). 

Aphrodite, who wants Hockenberry to help her cause in the war, foolishly provides him with 

devices that are usually only reserved for the gods, but instead of using these devices to assist 

the goddess, Hockenberry turns his new-found godly powers against Aphrodite and the other 

gods. From insignificant scholar, he becomes a key agent in the Trojan War, and, more 

importantly, in the war against the gods. Even Zeus is reluctantly impressed now, 

commenting that Hockenberry “must have felt like Fate himself” (661).  
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Chapter 3 – Ilium: The Rebellious Grandchild of the Iliad   

 

Homer 2.0: Adapting the Classics 

When Homer composed the Iliad nearly three millennia ago, he almost certainly relied on 

existing oral versions of this narrative as source material (Knox 17-18). In transferring oral 

recitation to written poetry, he had essentially created the first adaptation of this narrative, 

starting a long tradition that still flourishes today. An adaptation can be defined as “an 

extended, deliberate, announced revisitation of a particular work of art” (Hutcheon 170). It is 

“announced” in its “overt relationship with the original” (6); is “extended” because it is more 

than a “short intertextual allusion” (170); and is a “revisitation” rather than a direct copy 

because it is “[an] autonomous work”, although it derives part of its charm from its 

relationship with the original (6). An important difference between adaptation and original is 

the context each work is created or perceived in (28). Part of the process of adaptation is the 

recontextualisation of the original work, which involves both interpretation and recreation of 

the original within a new context (Hutcheon 28; Fischlin and Fortier 5). The alterations made 

reveal much about the “sensibility, interest, and talents” (Hutcheon 18) of the adapter and, 

more importantly, about the “larger contexts of reception and production” (28). Each 

adaptation retains different elements of the original work, but according to Hutcheon, the 

“core of what is transposed” is the story or at least a recognisable portion of the story-

elements from the original work, such as characters, worlds, events and themes (10).  

 Famous works by authors such as Homer, Shakespeare or Austen are an infinite 

source of inspiration for adapters. The most important reason to adapt famous works is the 

opportunity to “engag[e] with the original author” and his or her socio-historical context 

(Fischlin and Fortier 6). Famous writers are not only “literary author[s], but a meeting 

ground, and affinity space, a textual as well as contextual cultural and social universe” 



23 

 

(Voigts-Virchow 38). Adapters can have “starkly different, even opposing, aims and 

intentions” when adapting famous work (Sanders 18). Some offer explicit “commentary on a 

sourcetext” or its author by parodying, clarifying or criticising the work, or rewriting it from 

a different perspective (Fischlin and Fortier 5-6; Sanders 18). Others create homages out of 

admiration for the original or its author (Fischlin and Fortier 6). Finally, adapters can also use 

their work to comment on present-day social or political issues, exploiting the “cultural 

cachet” of the original author to convey their own message (Fischlin and Fortier 5; Hutcheon 

91). 

 The further the adaptation deviates from its source in genre, form or context, the more 

striking any similarities between both are. This is why SF adaptations of works from Greco-

Roman literature lead to “complex negotiations” between “pre-modern ways of knowing and 

being human […] and now-ascendant thinking and practice” (Rogers and Stevens 6-8). Aside 

from the obvious differences between SF and ancient works, both are strikingly similar in 

their distance from the 21st century reader and in their exploration of epistemology, humanity 

and time. Firstly, both classical antiquity and the futuristic setting of SF are strange contexts 

for the 21st century reader (17). This allows an exploration of present-day themes and 

thoughts in a new context and often from an unusual point of view. Secondly, both SF and 

Ancient Greek and Roman works explore epistemology: the theory of human knowledge and 

understanding or, in simpler terms, what it means to know something (Rogers and Stevens 

13; OED). Within this field, both are especially interested in the implications for science-

based knowledge as opposed to philosophy and ethics within a society that is increasingly 

orientated towards scientific and technical thinking (Rogers and Stevens 10). Both genres 

also examine the essence of being human through opposing ordinary humans and artificial 

hominids or humans with hyper- or disabilities (Christensen 2, 7-9, 28). Finally, both are 
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interested in time, how it can be influenced, and the pattern it follows, either linear or cyclical 

(Grayson 2-3). 

Ilium: Reverence and Rebellion 

Ilium conforms to the definition of an adaptation by Hutcheon. The relationship between 

Simmon’s novel and Homer’s epic is announced in the preface as well as the title7 and is 

sustained throughout the book. However, Ilium does not only “acknowledg[e] the Iliad’s 

authority as a classical model”, but also “rebel[s] against the original epic in order to find its 

own identity” (Grobéty 22-23). Simmons’s choices are demonstrative of his own motives as 

well as his context. His use of the famous Iliad for an SF adaptation, is possibly related to the 

cultural cachet of Homer’s work (Hutcheon 91). Considering Ilium’s praise of “Homer’s 

genius” by suggesting that his creativity could generate whole worlds, Simmons’s choice 

could also stem from his admiration for the work (Grobéty 23). How Simmons has adapted 

the specific theme of fate is further explored below.  

Fate and Free Will: Updated but Unresolved 

The Fates in Ilium are strange beings that protagonist Hockenberry knows “almost nothing 

about” and that apparently have only limited power (Simmons 336). This devaluation of fate 

incarnate was already apparent in late Ancient Greece. Whereas some still believed in an 

incorporeal fate rather than a physical fate, others also began to accredit a person’s own will, 

as well as the new concept of Tyche8 (Greene 8). In the 21st century, the idea of fate is 

“utterly dismissed” and chance and free will are considered the only forces influencing the 

course of life (Solomon 436). The ideas about fate and free in Ilium are halfway between the 

ancient and present-day view. Through initially situating the mortals and gods within the 

confines of the Iliad, Simmons includes some form of fate. The architect of this fate is not a 

                                                 
7 Ilium is the Latin name for the city of Troy. 
8 Greek for fortune or chance (Greene 8). 
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faceless power or strange creature, however, but the poet Homer. Introducing an author’s 

creativity as the driving force behind the events in Ilium may suggest that the power of 

imagination and the human mind can shape the course of destiny, as well as restrict and 

confine the world for others. Using the Iliad as a blueprint also allows Simmons to set up 

audience expectations (White 11). Many readers have some knowledge of the Iliad and 

Simmons initially fulfils their expectations and even explains inconsistencies in the original 

work. However, as Hockenberry predicted, “kaos still has some say in the lives of both men 

and gods” (Simmons 55) and whereas the novel sets out along a predetermined course, the 

influence of mortals changes the flow of destiny. Led by the scholic, the ancient Greeks 

assume responsibility for their own fate, gradually rejecting the old idea of a course set from 

birth and accepting a notion more characteristic of a 21st century context: individuals can 

shape their own destiny. However, by hinting at Zeus’s involvement, this newfound freedom 

could also be an illusion, and part of a bigger plan.  

Zeus: The Devious Strategist 

The nature of Zeus and his relationship with fate have been under discussion from the 

Homeric period onwards (Greene 14). In Ilium, the master strategist has retained his 

enigmatic nature as well as his ambiguous relationship with fate. The position of Zeus as 

opposed to fate in the Iliad is directly as well as indirectly reviewed in Ilium. During the 

scene between Hockenberry and Aphrodite, the goddess of love literally poses the question 

that still occupies scholars today: “[D]oes Zeus rule the universe, or does Fate?” (Simmons 

55). Aside from this direct reference, Zeus’s power, influence and knowledge are also 

investigated throughout the book. Earlier in the novel, Zeus, like the other characters, appears 

to be confined to the limits of the Iliad. However, when events deviate from Homer’s work, 

Zeus allows this, although he could have stopped Hockenberry, and is even hinted to be the 

person behind Hockenberry’s interference (82, 328, 661). Especially during the key 
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conversation between Hockenberry and Zeus, the enigma surrounding the god, his power and 

his history is further deepened (659-62). Zeus in Ilium, then, is not only a vehicle for the 

scholarly debate concerning his classical counterpart, but also serves to problematize the 

notion of free will and the nature of the divine.     

The Gods of Ilium: Technology and the Divine 

The malicious, yet ostensibly perfect Post-human gods of Ilium are the ideal human beings 

according to an existing philosophical movement that has developed alongside human 

advancement technology. Introduced and popularised by philosopher Max More, 

transhumanism proposes that technology should be used to improve humankind indefinitely, 

eventually producing flawless, immortal human beings (Idema). Ilium addresses the limits of 

technology as a beneficiary for the human species. Ilium’s gods are powerful and ostensibly 

perfect, but at the same time tyrannical, ignorant and cruel to lesser mortals. Improving 

mankind thus may produce stronger, more beautiful and ageless beings, yet it does not 

necessarily improve the species in a moral, mental and spiritual sense. Simmons also leaves 

an opening for the supernatural, despite the fact that the divine is presented as the result of 

“technological extravagance, created by human genius” (Grobéty 14). Scientific analysis 

cannot explain certain divine powers and the true nature of the Olympians and Zeus remains 

ambiguous. This seems to suggest that the enigmatic and divine still exist, even within a 

strongly technologically advanced age. 

Tricky Thomas Hockenberry 

Hockenberry decides to rebel against the gods after he has noticed that Achilles already 

harbours animosity for Athena (Grobéty 18, Simmons 19-22). His reasons to start a war 

against the gods and alter the course of the Trojan War are never made explicit, however. He 

perhaps wishes to save the people he has come to care for, such as Helen or the common 



27 

 

Greeks and Trojans (Simmons 387). However, he also repeatedly evinces disinterest in their 

fate:  

The nine years of painful rebirth and slow memory return and constant warfare and 

constant heroic posturing, not to mention my own enslavement by the gods and the 

Muse, have taken their toll. I’d be just as happy if a B-52 appeared and dropped an 

atomic bomb on both the Greeks and the Trojans. Fuck all these heroes and the 

wooden chariots they rode on. (5)  

This passage also demonstrates that he detests being a scholic and working for the gods, 

however, he has never stood up against his divine employers, because he is afraid that his 

much-loathed life will be over (1-2). The moral ambiguity apparent from Hockenberry’s 

dubious motives is the first reason to consider him a mythological trickster (Strootman). 

Tricksters, such as Loki in Norse mythology and Raven in Native American mythology, are 

characterised as creatures that live between worlds (Strootman). They are typically travellers 

and indeed, Hockenberry not only travels extensively between Olympos Mons, home of the 

gods, and the world of mortals, but also between the two opposing camps within the Trojan 

War. He also connects the Archaic Greek world, the distant future and the world of the 21st 

century reader. Moreover, tricksters are known for their craftiness, which allows them to 

outsmart others and create chaos (Strootman). Hockenberry fits this description, disrupting 

the course of the war, attempting deicide and ultimately instigating a war between mortals 

and gods. However, he manages to escape with his life each time. Most importantly, 

tricksters negotiate between the clashing philosophies within a society, through their 

transitional position between these ideas (Strootman). Hockenberry negotiates between two 

key concepts in Ilium: fate and free will. By rebelling against the gods and disrupting the 

Iliad, he introduces free will, however, he initially reinforced the Iliad and is possibly still a 

puppet of Zeus once he has rebelled.   
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Conclusion – Ilium: Free Will with a Hint of Intangibility  

 

Fate plays an important part in the Iliad and by adapting Homer’s epic, Simmons has also 

given this theme a central place in his own work. He has recontextualised the Iliad by placing 

it in a futuristic setting, while at the same time drawing it towards the reader by introducing 

21st century thoughts about fate and the related matters of free will and divinity. Within this 

new context, a “science-fiction vision of our time as one of religious disinterest, psychology 

and individualism” (Grobéty 22), Simmons can comment on both Homer’s Iliad as well as on 

present-day society. The first issue from the Iliad that Ilium addresses, is the ambiguous 

relationship between Zeus and fate. The scholarly debate regarding this topic is directly 

introduced through Aphrodite and is indirectly explored throughout the novel by keeping the 

exact nature and influence of Zeus a mystery, and giving contradictory hints about his 

knowledge and involvement in the events. Ilium also criticises the divine as this is presented 

in the Iliad. The gods are negatively personified, care little about the mortals and behave in a 

way that disgruntles their followers, who see their deities as fickle and cruel. Finally, the 

place of moira in the Iliad is briefly investigated. Ilium disregards the importance of fate in a 

personified form, instead, introducing the Iliad itself as a guiding force of the universe.  

 The use of Homer’s work as a blueprint for the events in the Iliad comments on fate 

in 21st century society. Instead of a personified or faceless fate, the power of the human mind 

and imagination are the greatest shaping force, however, this human mind is dangerous and 

restricts the lives of others as well. The divine as the executing force of fate is criticised 

through the Post-human gods and goddesses, who not only demonstrate the dangers of 

transhumanism and power without responsibility, but also symbolise the controlling power of 

religion. The mortals in Ilium are tired of the religious tyranny, however, and will no longer 

submit to any guiding force. They rebel against the powers that restrict them, be it the 



29 

 

confines of the Iliad or the power of religion, and assert their free will. Hockenberry’s small, 

but essential part in inciting the war shows the power of the individual, whereas it takes many 

together to truly make a difference. This positive message about free will and the ability of 

mankind to stand up against a repressive force is partly belied, however. Zeus and the true 

nature of the divine are left ambiguous, thus there is always the implicit possibility of Zeus as 

the ultimate planner or a supernatural power that guides the universe. Even within a world of 

science and technology, the intangible forces of fate and the spiritual may still have a place. 
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