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PRAISE FOR JEFFREY M. DUBAN’S HOMER’S ILIAD IN A CLASSICAL TRANSLATION


“Those who know Jeffrey Duban’s translations and original poetry, The Shipwreck Sea: Love Poems and Essays in a Classical Mode (2019), and The Lesbian Lyre: Reclaiming Sappho for the 21st Century (2016), will be little surprised to have his Iliad now as well. This, as Duban explains, is not just another Iliad ‘in a new translation’ but a new Iliad ‘in a Classical translation’; that is, an attempt to communicate in English the archaic, ornamental, and artificial qualities of Homer’s language. He employs a once-traditional poetic diction, an elegant twelve-syllable line, principally iambic. Homeric poetry is at once archaic and new, traditional and surprising. Readers of Greek will here rediscover the Iliad in translation, while those without Greek will acquire a sense of the beauty of Homer’s language.”




–Pura Nieto Hernández, Brown University, Distinguished Senior Lecturer in Classics, Author, “Reading Homer in the 21st Century,” Contributor, The Homer Encyclopedia
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“Translation is a high calling of the classics scholar, an endeavor undertaken only by classicists of the highest order. Following in a nearly four-century tradition of reverence for the beauty of ancient languages and for the lessons antiquity offers to contemporary society, Dr. Duban hails from a long line of Boston Latin School educated scholars. His new translation of the Iliad brings to life a familiar epic that bursts with fresh vigor like the heroes whose journey and travails it recounts. With the achievement of this work, Dr. Duban brings great credit to the Latin School educators of days gone by and to the traditions and curricular rigor that persist today in the nation’s oldest and most historic institution of secondary learning.”




–Sherry Lewis-da Ponte ’88, Chair of the Classics Department, The Boston Latin School
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To the Memory of


Paul Petrek-Duban
(1989–2019)


ἠΰς τε μέγας τε


My son, my hero, and best boy.
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Now eve is manifest,
And Homeward lies our way:
Behold the weary West!


Tired flower! upon my breast,
I would wear thee alway:
Come hither, Child! be blessed,
My boy, my ever-joy confest!


– ERNEST DOWSON / JMD
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	Eng.

	English






	Fr.

	French






	Ger.

	German






	Gr.

	Greek






	Lat.

	Latin






	acc.

	accusative (case)






	c.

	abbreviation, Lat. circa ‘around’






	cf.

	abbreviation, Lat. confer ‘compare’ (imp.)






	dat.

	dative (case)






	gen.

	genitive (case)






	lit.

	literally






	masc.

	masculine






	nom.

	nominative (case)






	part.

	participle (mood)






	pass.

	passive (voice)






	perf.

	perfect (tense)






	pl.

	plural






	pron.

	pronounced






	sing.

	singular






	CLASSICAL


	 






	
Aen.

	Aeneid






	
Il.

	Iliad






	
Met.

	Metamorphoses






	
Od.

	Odyssey






	
Th.

	Theogony






	KJB

	King James Bible






	TLL

	
The Lesbian Lyre: Reclaiming Sappho for the 21st Century (Clairview Books, 2016)






	TSS

	
The Shipwreck Sea: Love Poems and Essays in a Classical Mode (Clairview Books, 2019)













PERSONS, PLACES, REGIONS, AND RELATIONSHIPS


ILIAD LINE REFERENCES in parentheses (here and throughout) are to this translation; in brackets, to the original text. In rare cases lacking either brackets or parentheses, references are determined by context. Line references to the Odyssey and Theogony are in parentheses. My translation is based on HOMERI OPERA, David B. Monroe and Thomas W. Allen, eds., 2 Vols. (Oxford, 1920, 3d ed.). Citations to the Odyssey are to THE ODYSSEY OF HOMER, W. B. Stanford, ed., 2 Vols. (Macmillan, 1965, 2d ed.). Citations to the Theogony are to M. L. West, HESIOD THEOGENY (Oxford, 1966). The following are discussed below.








	Homer’s “Greeks”

	Homer’s “Greece”

	Homer’s Trojans

	Post-Homeric Greeks






	Achaea

	Hellas

	Dardania

	Greaci






	Achaeans

	Hellen

	Dardanians

	Greacia






	Achaeus

	Hellenes

	Dardanian Priam

	Graecus






	Argives

	Panhellenes

	Dardanus

	Magna Graecia






	Argos

	Panachaean(s)

	Ilos, Ilion/Ilium

	 






	Danaans

	
Panachaiōn [gen.]

	Iliad

	 






	Danaus

	
Panachaious [acc.]

	Tros, Troy

	 






	Mycenae

	
pantes Achaioi [nom.]

	Troad (Peninsula)

	 















	Descendant

	District






	Aeolus

	Aeolia






	Dorus

	Doria






	Ion

	Ionia






	(Atthis)

	Attica















	People

	Dialect






	Aeolians

	Aeolic






	Dorians

	Doric






	Ionians

	Ionian






	(indigenous)

	Attic/classical Greek









Homer never refers to the Greeks at Troy as Greeks but as Achaeans, Argives, and Danaans. The choice is largely determined by meter—meter being determinative both in Homer and metered translation. The Trojans, for their part, go by the sole designation Trōes. Whatever the Greek, I use the three designations interchangeably, occasionally resorting to Greeks.


Homer’s Achaea constituted the northern part of the Peloponnese, extending the length of the Gulf of Corinth. At Achaea’s eastern extremity lay the principal site of Mycenae and, nearby it, Argos, one of the foremost Mycenaean cities—whence Achaeans and Argives as two of the three collective designations for the Greeks at Troy (but never “Mycenaeans”; though we find “Mycenae” and “the Mycenaean city of Argos”). The third designation, Danaans, derives from an Argive foundation myth involving the Libyan King Danaus. His fifty daughters—the Danaïdes*—fleeing marriage from their cousins—are the subject of Aeschylus’ Suppliants. Though Homer, as noted, uses Achaeans, Argives, and Danaans interchangeably, Achaeans predominates. They are often called eüknēmides Achaioi ‘well-greaved Achaeans’ (greaves = shin armor).


Danaans is not to be confused with Dardanians, a Trojan-related clan from the city of Dardania, north of Troy—the city founded by Dardanus, a son of Zeus. Dardania and Troy shared power on the Troad Peninsula. Homer clearly distinguishes Dardanians and Trojans, though by Virgil’s time the two had become synonymous. Also on the Troad—south and far eastward of Troy at the terminus of its principal river, Scamander—lies Mt. Ida. This is Zeus’ “getaway” from the frequent ruckus on Mt. Olympus (northern Greek mainland at the border of Thessaly and Macedonia). Ida allows Zeus, as it were, a closer vantage point for the war. The Judgment of Paris (pp. 59–60), giving rise to the war, occurs on the slopes of Ida.


Erichthonius, a mythical king of Dardania, begot Tros, the eponym of Troy (Gr. Troiē), also called Ilion (Lat. Ilium) after Tros’ son Ilos (Lat. Ilus), whence Iliad (the story of Ilion). Ilus begot Laomedon, father and predecessor to Priam, king of Troy (the genealogy in greater detail at Il. 20.224-267 [203-241]). Homer sometimes refers to Priam as Dardanian Priam. As with Troy/Ilion, there are alternate names for the Trojan prince Paris/Alexander, and for the river Scamander/Xanthus. Alternate names, as seen, are used interchangeably metri gratia (Lat. ‘for the sake of meter’). Scamander’s companion river is Simoeis (or Simoïs).


I generally Latinize Greek names, following English translation practice. Thus Ilus for Ilos, Ilium for Ilion, Cronus for Kronos, Ajax for Aias, Hephaestus for Hephaistos, etc. Where I do not—e.g., Gr. Heracles instead of Lat. Hercules—it (again) reflects translation practice or personal preference. But such instances are rare. The translation never alternates between Greek and Latin names for the sake of meter or otherwise. It does not use Jupiter/Jove for Zeus; Juno for Hera; Minerva for Athena. It does not refer to Zeus or any other god as God—though Homer frequently refers to a god or some god to indicate divine agency.


Ancient Greece was known as Hellas—derived from the mythological Hellen, son of Deucalion and Pyrrha, survivors of the great deluge (analogous to the biblical flood). Hellen was father to Aeolus and Dorus—progenitors of two of the principal Greek tribes, the Aeolians and Dorians. Hellen was also father to Xuthus, whose sons, Achaeus and Ion, were progenitors of the two other principal tribes, the Achaeans (see Achaea, above) and Ionians. The Aeolians, Ionians, and Dorians principally extended north to south along the coast of Asia Minor and its adjacent islands, whence three of the principal Iliadic dialects: Aeolic, Ionic, and Doric. The fourth, Attic, predominated on the Attica Peninsula (Greek mainland), with its principal city of Athens facing the islands of Salamis and Aegina to the west; and further west, Mycenae. Attic flourished during the classical period (c. 450 BC), aka the Age of Pericles, becoming the principal Greek dialect thereafter. It was, among much else, the dialogue dialect of Greek tragedy, while tragedy’s choral odes retained earlier dialectical forms.


According to the Greek historian Thucydides (c. 460–400 BC), the different tribes of Greece/Hellas all eventually took the designation Hellenes—(Gr. pron. Hel′-len-es; Eng. Hel′-lenes)—in deference to the increasing power of Hellen and his sons. Homer, he continues, nowhere refers to the land’s inhabitants as Hellenes but uses the terms Achaeans, Argives, and Danaans (as noted). Homer only once uses Hellenes, referring to Achilles’ men (Il. 2.715 [684])—the original Hellenes—because the sons of Hellen came to power in Phthiotis, i.e., the region of Phthia (Gr. Phthiē) in Thessaly (northern Greece) where Homer locates Achilles (Il. 1.159 [155], 174 [169]):




Now those inhabiting Pelasgian Argos,


And dwelling in Alus, Alope and Trachis,


And holding Phthia and Hellas—the land of fair


Womankind—Myrmidons, Hellenes, and Achaeans









Were called; of these Achilles captained fifty ships.


(Il. 2.712-716 [681-685])





The various Hellenic enclaves took no collective action prior to the Trojan War. The war, whatever its initial cause, size, or purpose—historically and archaeologically debated, but fixed for posterity by Homer and the Homeric tradition—became the focal point of Greek and Roman mythology, heroism, religion, precept, literature, and history; in sum, the Greeks’ mytho-historical nation-forging enterprise and, subsequently, through Virgil, the focal point of Western Civilization.


A nation-forging endeavor, the war, as related by Homer, involved all Hellenes, incorporating the principal Hellenic dialects and, through the famed Catalogue of Ships (Il. 2.493-940 [484-877]), purporting to identify and number the expedition’s aggregate force. The Iliad was thus intended to have a unifying Panhellenic appeal. Only in the Catalogue of Ships does Homer refer to Panhellenes, equating them with Achaeans: Panhellēnas kai Achaious [acc.] [Il. 2.530]. Homer elsewhere refers to Panachaeans (typically a line-final genitive: aristēres/aristēras [nom./acc.] Panachaiōn ‘the best of all the Achaeans’, lit. ‘the best of the All-Achaeans’), the compound more frequently appearing as pantes Achaioi [nom.] ‘all the Achaeans’. Homer regularly mentions the Hellespont (the waterway on the eastern entrance of which stood Troy); the Hellespont today known as the Dardanelles (after Dardanus, above).


The designation Greece comes from Lat. Graecia ‘Greece’, in turn derived from Gr. Graikos, Lat. Graecus. Graecus, a nephew of Hellen, was the eponymous founder of the tribe of Graeci ‘Graecians’. These were the first Hellenic peoples to colonize southern Italy, also known as Lat. Magna Graecia ‘Great(er) Greece’. Because they were the first Hellenes with whom the ancient Latins had contact, the Romans called all Hellenes Graeci ‘Greeks’. The Trojan Aeneas, arriving at Latium (the future site of Rome) encounters the Latians, later Latins, ruled by King Latinus (putative brother of Graces).†


†For the above references and genealogies, See H. G. Evelyn-White, Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns, and Homerica (Harvard Univ. Press, Loeb Classical Library, 1914, 1974), xxii, 154–157: §§ 1, 2, 4, 5; Glenn W. Most, The Shield, Catalogue of Women, Other Fragments (Harvard Univ. Press, Loeb Classical Library, 2007), 41–49: §§ 1, 2, 3, 4, 9; and Thucydides, 1.3.1-4, in Thucydides: History of the Peloponnesian War, Rex Warner, tr. (1954, rev. 1972), 36–37. Parts of the same information may be found in the run of mythology handbooks. For more detailed treatment, see Robert Fowler, “Genealogical Thinking, Hesiod’s Catalogue, and the Creation of the Hellenes,” Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 44 (1988) 1–19; and Benjamin Sammons, The Art and Rhetoric of the Homeric Catalogue (Oxford Univ. Press, 2010).






PRONUNCIATION, PRINCIPLE CHARACTERS


ADETAILED GUIDE to the pronunciation of classical names appears in TLL xvii–xxii. For present purposes, I offer an abbreviated version, owing to limitations of space and the uncertainties of the pronunciational endeavor itself. Indeed, questions enough exist concerning the pronunciation of Homer’s Greek in its own time, let alone the pronunciation of Homeric names in English millennia later. The English pronunciation of classical names is, in sum, variable, notwithstanding consensus in the most prominent cases. Few will argue the pronunciations of Achilles, Helen, Hector, and Agamemnon. But practice may differ, e.g., as to Priam (Prī′-am preferred; sometimes Pree′-am). An approach differing from that set forth in TLL may, in any event, be helpful.


The complexity of the issue may be garnered from Help:IPA/Greek: the pronunciation key for IPA transcriptions of Greek on Wikipedia (IPA = International Phonetic Alphabet). See also “Patroclus” (Wikipedia: 1. “Pronunciation of name”), and TLL 118 (on the multi-dialectical spellings and pronunciations of “Sappho”). Bypassing the IPA, as we did in TLL, we prefer to think that a good reading habit, a feel for language (Sprachgefühl), and reliance on the metrical scheme of this translation will render pronunciation generally manageable. The “intake” of multiple names in catalogue form will remain challenging, though one must appreciate the oral compositional skill involved and the original audiences’ delight in the poet’s command of the “catalogue subgenre” of epic poetry. Be that as it may, the following is intended to familiarize readers with the most probable pronunciations of the Iliad’s key characters and locations, many such pronunciations settled by usage and consensus.


[image: figure]


To transliterate is to express the sounds of one language in the alphabet of another. In English, as well as in transliterated Greek, a disyllabic name is typically stressed on the first syllable. Trisyllabic names are typically stressed on the first (and sometimes second) syllable; quadrisyllabic names, e.g., Tal-thy′-bi-us, on the second or third. The following line (divided by types of English poetic feet) would read as follows:




[image: figure]


(Il. 1.329)


[For types of poetic feet, see further Part III.]





Given the meter and requisite sensibility, one would be disinclined to read the names with third-syllable stresses, e.g., Tal-thy-bi′-us and Eu-ry-ba′-tēs (though that is how the latter name is stressed in Greek). Thus does the translation’s meter, for all else it does, aid in pronunciation. The name Πάτροκλος ‘Patroclus’ (see above) is yet more illustrative. The name is most often pronounced Pa-tro′-clus, although Pa′-tro-clus (as in Greek) is also common. However, in each instance of this translation, rhythm renders Pa-tro′-clus inevitable, as noted by the stress marks and bolded syllables below:
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(Il. 1.346)


[image: figure]


(Il. 1.354)





The metrical disposition of “Patroclus” thus aids in the name’s consistent pronunciation. Other consistently scanned names could be adduced. Challenges, however, remain, especially where the name appears but once, e.g.,






(. . . had not their stepmother)


[image: figure]


(Il. 5.432)





In such cases (pron. Ay′-eh-ri-bee′-a), don’t be discouraged. Give it a try and move on.


One further notes that ancient Greek names, when transliterated, are typically Latinized: Gr. υ to Lat./Eng. y (as in Eurybates and Talthybius, above); Gr. k to Lat./Eng. c; Gr. os to Lat./Eng. us. For example, the name “Heracles” (Eng. pron. Heh′-ra-cleez) is the Latinized transliteration of Ἡρακλῆς (Gr. pron. Hay-ra-klace′). The difference in transliterated pronunciation aside—Heh′-ra-cleez versus Hay-ra-klace′—there is a Greek-to-English change in syllabic stress from the last to first syllable (as there was in “Eurybates” from the third to the second). In fact, Greek names typically change accentuation when transliterated and pronounced in English. That, however, is of no concern to the Greekless reader, whose reading and common sense will result in a certain habituation to the pronunciation of names. (One may further consult Andrew Collins, “The English Pronunciation of Latin: Its Rise and Fall,” The Cambridge Classical Journal, 58 [2012], 23–57.)


[image: figure]


The Greek vowels, from which derive English a-e-i-o-u, are: α (alpha), ε (epsilon), ι (iota), ο (omicron), and υ (upsilon). Speakers of English know when an English vowel is long or short (e.g., “sat” versus “say”). The ancient Greeks would know the same concerning alpha/α, iota/ι, and upsilon/υ. However, long epsilon/ε is represented as eta/η (ā as in say); and long omicron/ο as omega/ω (ō as in old).


One thus notes in the name Ἡρακλῆς two eta/Η-η sounds, in the opening and final syllables. The opening uppercase eta/η is preceded by what is called a rough breathing, or aspiration, with an h-sound—the aspirated eta pronounced (h)ē. Thus, when Ἡρακλῆς is more precisely transliterated as Hēraclēs, the ē (with ā sound) properly represents similarly sounded Gr. eta/η. Or, because eta/η is lengthened epsilon/ε, transliterated e instead of ē creates an ε sound. At the same time, however, ē is often pronounced as either ay or ee by one or another speaker, from one name to another or with reference to the same name (see Alcmēnē, below). In the translation that follows (but rarely in the introduction or endnotes), I indicate Greek eta/η as ē, and Greek omega/ω as ō in proper names containing them, excepting those otherwise familiar to English readers, e.g., Hector (not Hectōr); Poseidon (not Poseidōn), Hermes (not Hermēs), Peleus (not Pēleus). This is not typically done in Homeric translation, but I do it here to “authenticize”—even exoticize—the text with a hint of original name pronunciations. The long marks—call them vowel elongations—are, nonetheless, largely for flavor.


Reviewing selected other usages, we note:




HĒRA (Ἥρα [Attic dialect]; Ἥρη [Ionic/Homeric]): variously pronounced Hera, Hē′-ra, or Hee′-ra.


ALCMĒNĒ (Ἀλκμήνη): variously pronounced Alc-mee′-nee, Alcmē′-nē, or Alc-mee′-nē.


HĒBĒ (Ἥβη): pronounced Hee′-bee.


MĒRIONĒS (Μηριόνης): variously pronounced Me-ri-ō′-nace (preferred, though the original has omicron/ο not omega/ω), Me-ri-ō′-nees, Me-ri-o′-nes, Me-ri-o′-nēs, Mē-ri-o′-nēs, or Mē-ri-o′-nees, etc.





The IPA notwithstanding, there is no formula governing these usages. Pronunciations thus often puzzle and seem to lack consistency. Pronunciations may further vary from one to another speaker, owing to habit, education, region, or English-speaking country of origin.


Seeking to streamline the inquiry, I offer a brief guide to vowel and other selected sounds. There follows a list of principal characters and places with recommended pronunciations where needed.


VOWELS










	a

	as in are or at







	ā

	as in say







	e

	as in elf or see







	ē

	as in say







	i

	as in it







	ī

	as in size







	o

	as in on







	ō

	as in zone







	u

	as in us







	ū

	as in loose









DIPHTHONGS








	ae

	as in aisle or see; sometimes a u sound as in sun, e.g., Aeneas (pron. A-nee′-as/U-nee′-us)








	ai

	as in aisle







	au

	as in owl







	ei

	as in freight







	eu

	as in food or you







	oe

	as in see







	oi

	as in soy







	ou

	as in food
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The letters c and g are always hard in classical Latin; and are hard in English, except when followed by i or e (omitting g-words of Germanic origin, e.g., get, gift, girl, begin). There is no equivalent in Homeric or classical Greek to hard/soft c. Soft c is represented by sigma σ/ς, hard c by kappa/κ. At the same time, gamma/γ is always hard. These peculiarities give further rise to uncertainties in the pronunciation of transliterated Greek. For example, the Iliad’s Nestor, though mostly associated with Pylos in the southern Peloponnese, also has ties to the town of Γερηνία/Ge-rē-ni′-a; hence his epithet “Gerenian Nestor.” Not knowing that Greek gamma/Γ—here uppercase γ—is always hard, speakers of English will pronounce it soft because followed by transliterated e. So also Μελέαγρος/Me-le′-a-gros, which drops the final-syllable ρ/r sound to become “Me-le-a′-ger,” hero of the pre-Iliadic Calydonian Boar Hunt. The name should be pronounced with hard g, but the same g-pronunciational confusion here occurs as with Gerenian (hard g mistakenly pronounced soft). Yet even when the hard g is retained, the name is variously pronounced: Me-lē-ā′-ger (preferred), Me-le-ā′-ger, Me-lē-ah′-ger, and even Me-li-ah′-ger. Also pronounced with hard g is the epithet Argeïphontes (Arge-i-phon′-tēs; see Hermes, below).


Gr. chi/χ is a gutturalized k sound (pron. ch as in Ger. Buch). It is sometimes transliterated as kh, but more often as ch pronounced simply as k, e.g., Ἀχιλλεύς, Achilles; Ἀρχίλοχος, Archilochus. It is further noted that Gr. theta/θ is pronounced th as in thin (not as in the).


[image: figure]


The following is a list of gods and goddesses, characters, and place names most often appearing in the Iliad. For purposes of the list, read:


ā as in say; ē as in they; ī as in price; and ō as in low.


GODS AND GODDESSES


(Roman names in brackets)


APHRODITE [Venus]: Daughter of Zeus and Diōnē. Goddess of love. Also referred to as Cypris/Cyprian because of her birth onto Cyprus. Favors the Trojans.


APOLLO [Apollo]: Son of Zeus and Leto. God of archery, music, dance, and poetry; prophecy, diseases, and healing; sun and light; twin of Artemis. Favors the Trojans.


ARES [Mars]: Son of Zeus and Hera. God of war. Favors the Trojans.


ARTEMIS [Diana]: Daughter of Zeus and Leto. Virgin goddess of the hunt, the wild, and the moon. Twin sister of Apollo. Favors the Trojans.


ATHENA [Minerva]: Daughter of Zeus (born fully grown and armed from his forehead). Virgin goddess of wisdom and war, sharing thoughts and counsel with Zeus. Frequent wielder of the aegis (Zeus’ fearsome shield). Favors the Greeks.


DIONE (Di-ō′-nē): Parentage uncertain. Consort of Zeus. Mother of Aphrodite.


HADES [Pluto]: Son of the Titans Cronus and Rhea. Brother of Zeus and Poseidon. Ruler of the underworld. Favors the Trojans.




HEPHAESTUS (He-phais′-tus) [Vulcan]: Son of Zeus and Hera. God of fire; fashioner of crafts and armaments; architect of Zeus’ palace and the gods’ residences on Olympus. Favors the Greeks.


HERA [Juno]: Daughter of Cronus and Rhea. Wife and sister of Zeus. Queen of the gods. Goddess of childbirth and the sanctity of marriage. Favors the Greeks.


HERMES [Mercury]: Son of Zeus and Maia. Wing-sandaled messenger of the gods. Go-between of heaven and earth, earth and Hades (and guide of souls to Hades). God of those who traverse spaces, including travelers, merchants, and thieves. Also god of boundaries. Often referred to in Homer as Argeïphontes (Ar′-ge-i-phon′-tēs) (with hard g) ‘slayer of Argos’ (the hundred-eyed giant). Favors the Trojans.


IRIS (Ī′-ris): Daughter of Thaumas and the ocean nymph Electra. Goddess of the rainbow. Messenger of the gods. Personal attendant of Hera.


POSEIDON [Neptune]: Son of Cronus and Rhea. Brother of Zeus and Hades. Ruler of the liquid element. Favors the Greeks.


THETIS [Thetis]: Daughter of Nereus (the Old Man of Sea) and Dōris. Foremost of the sea nymph or Nereïdes (Ne-re′-i-des ‘daughters of Nereus’). Married by Zeus to the mortal Peleus (lest union with Thetis produce offspring greater than himself). Doting and mournful mother to Achilles.


ZEUS [Jupiter, Jove]: Son of Cronus and Rhea. King of the gods. Ruler of Olympus, the Olympian gods, the heavens and upper air (including clouds, thunder, rain, and storm). Arbiter of human destiny. His will is fate. Favors neither Greeks nor Trojans. Though his plan or intent is the demise of Troy, he intermittently favors the Trojans for reasons made clear in Book 1.


GREEKS


ACHILLES: Son of Peleus and the sea nymph Thetis. Grandson of Aeacus (a son of Zeus). From Phthia in northern Greece. Leader of the Myrmidons (see below). Protagonist of the Iliad. The embodiment of epic heroism and excess alike. As noted by artist Henry Fuseli (1778–1825), “Each individual of Homer forms a class, expresses and is circumscribed by one quality of heroic power; Achilles alone unites their various but congenial energies. The grace of Nireus, the dignity of Agamemnon, the impetuosity of Hector, the magnitude, the steady prowess of the greater, the velocity of the lesser Ajax, the perseverance of Ulysses, the intrepidity of Diomede, are emanations of energy that reunite in one splendid centre fixed in Achilles.” The Life and Writings of Henry Fuseli, Esq. M.A.R.A., John Knowles F. R. S., ed. (Henry Colburn and Richard Bentley, 1831), Vol. II, Lect. I, 38–39.


AGAMEMNON: Son of Atreus. Ruler of the Greek strongholds of Mycenae and Argos. Brother of Menelaus. Leader of the Greek expedition to Troy.


AIANTES (Ī-an′-tes): The two Greek warriors named Ajax; often paired, though quite different in aspect and effectiveness.


AJAX: Son of Telamon. Ruler of Salamis. The “greater” Ajax.


AJAX: Son of Oïleus. Ruler of Locris. The “lesser” Ajax.


ANTILOCHUS (An-til′-o-chus): Son of Nestor.


DIOMĒDĒS (Dī-o-mee′-dees): Son of Tydeus (Tee′-dyus). Youthful, valiant, and lethal Greek warrior.


EURYBATES (Eu-ri′-ba-tees): Greek herald.


HECAMĒDĒ (He-ca-mee′-dee): Serving woman (possibly concubine) of the aged Nestor.


HELEN: Daughter of Tyndareus and the princess Leda. Other legends make her daughter of Leda and Zeus (Zeus, in the form of a swan, seducing Leda). The most beautiful woman in the world. Wife of Menelaus, king of Sparta, who wins her in exchange for the most bountiful bridal gifts. Seduced by the Trojan Paris and brought to Troy, thus precipitating the war. Referred to as Spartan or Argive Helen; subsequently, and most famously, as “Helen of Troy.”


IDOMENEUS (I-doh-meen′-eus): Son of Deucalion and (according to a late source) an otherwise unknown Cleopatra. King of Crete. Leader of the Cretan contingent. A foremost fighter and advisor to Agamemnon. A principal defender when leading Greek fighters are wounded.




KALCHAS: Son of Thestor and Polymēlē. Greek seer and interpreter of omens.


MACHAON (Ma-cha′-ōn): Son of Asclepius, Greek god of medicine. Physician to the Greeks at Troy.


MENELAUS (Men-e-lā′-us): Son of Atreus. King of Sparta. Brother of Agamemnon. Husband of Helen.


MERIONES (Mē-ri-ō′-nēs): Son of Molus. Comrade and squire of Idomeneus.


NESTOR: Son of Neleus. Aged king of Pylos. The Iliad’s sole multigenerational fighter. Father of Antilochus.


ODYSSEUS: Son of Laërtes and Anticlea. Husband of Penelope. King of Ithaca. Protagonist of the Odyssey. Prominent in the Iliad.


PATROCLUS (Pa-tro′-clus): Son of Menoetius (mother uncertain). Childhood friend and companion to Achilles. A largely shadowy figure in the Iliad, with the exception of his impersonating Achilles and dying in battle as his “alter ego.”


PĒLEUS (see Thetis): Father of Achilles.


PHOENIX: Son of Amyntor. Foster son of Peleus. Childhood mentor to Achilles.


STHENELUS: Son of Capaneus. Comrade of Diomedes. TALTHYBIUS: Greek herald.


TEUCER (Too′-sur): Illegitimate son of Telamon. Half brother of Telamonian Ajax. Famed Greek archer.


THERSITĒS (Ther-sī′-teez): Ugliest and most intemperate of the Greek host.


TROJANS AND ALLIES


AENEAS (A-nee′-as): Son of Aphrodite and the mortal Anchises. Prominent Trojan warrior. Bravely engages Achilles. Distant ancestor of Romulus and Remus, founders of Rome (cf. Virgil’s Aeneid).




AGENOR (A-gee′-nōr): Son of Poseidon. Trojan warrior who engages and almost wounds Achilles. The Agenor-impersonating Apollo allows Hector to pursue him. The diversionary tactic allows the Trojans to complete their flight into Troy while isolating Hector for his final encounter with Achilles.


ANDROMACHĒ (An-dro′-ma-chee): Daughter of Ēëtion (Ē-ee′-shun), king of Thebe(s). Wife of Hector and mother of their infant son, Astyanax. (This “Thebe/Thebes” on the Troad Peninsula, not to be confused with Thebes in Boeotia [Bee-ō′-sha] on the Greek mainland north of Attica/Athens. There is also an Egyptian Thebes.)


ANTENOR (An-tee′-nōr): Aged counselor to Priam and the Trojans.


CASSANDRA (Cas-san′-dra): Daughter of Priam and Hecuba. Maddened prophetess.


DEÏPHOBUS (Dē-ee′-pho-bus): Son of Priam and Hecuba. Leads the charge against the newly built Greek wall fortification. Husband of Helen following Paris’ death (both events outside of the Iliad).


DOLON ( Doh′-lōn): Son of Eumedes. Trojan spy killed on a night raid by Odysseus and Diomedes.


GLAUCUS (Glau′-cus): Son of Hippolochus. Second to Sarpedon as leader of Troy’s Lycian allies. Famously encounters Diomedes, the two discovering their ancestral friendship.


HECTOR: Son of Priam and Hecuba. Commander of the Trojans and principal defender of Troy. His death, as he and all acknowledge, is the death of Troy itself.


HECUBA (Heh′-coo-ba): Wife of Priam. Queen of Troy. Mother of Hector.


HELENUS (He′-len-us): Son of Priam and Hecuba. Soothsayer of Troy.


IDEAUS (I-dee′-us/I-dī′-us): Trojan herald. Priam’s charioteer.


LYCAON (Ly-cā′-ōn): Son of Priam. Previously captured and sold on Lesbos by Achilles. Returning from Lesbos to Troy, Lycaon is identified and, despite his offer of ransom, ironically slain by Achilles.




PANDARUS (Pan′-da-rus): Son of Lycaon. Trojan archer. Treacherously breaks an early truce, wounding Menelaus.


PARIS: Also called Alexander. Son of Priam. Seducer of Helen. Slackard. Effeminate. More lover than fighter.


POLYDAMAS (Pol-y′-dam-as): Son of Panthous. Trojan warrior and counselor. At odds with Hector.


PRIAM: Son of Laomedon (predecessor king of Troy). Descendant of Tros, founder of Troy. Father of Hector, Paris, Helenus, and many others.


SARPEDON (Sar′-pe-don/Sar-pē′-dōn; Gr. Σαρπηδών): Son of Zeus and Laodamia. Leader of Troy’s Lycian allies. His death (which Zeus would vainly forestall) and the fight for his body are major events anticipating Patroclus’ and Hector’s deaths and, outside of the Iliad, Achilles’ own.


OTHERS


AEACIDES (Ee-a′-ci-deez)*: “Son of Aeacus” (technically Peleus). Patronymic sometimes designating Achilles.


AEACUS (Ee′-a-cus): Son of Zeus. Grandfather (through Peleus) of Achilles.


AEGEUS (Ee′-gee-us/Ee′-jus): King of Athens. Father of Theseus.


AEGIS (Ee′-jis): Zeus’ tasseled fear-inspiring shield.


ATĒ (A′-tē): Madness (personified).


ATREIDĒS/ATREÏDĒS (A-trei′-deez/A-tre′-i-deez): “Son of Atreus.” Patronymic designating Agamemnon (and sometimes Menelaus).


ATREÏDAI: Patronymic designating both Agamemnon and Menelaus (plural of Atreïdēs).


BRISĒÏS (Brī-see′-is): “Daughter of Briseus.” Spear bride awarded Achilles. Agamemnon’s taking of Brisēïs incites Achilles’ wrath and fateful withdrawal from the fighting.


BRISEUS (Bri′-seus): Father of Brisēïs.




CHIRON/CHEIRON (Kī′-rōn/Kei′-ron): Centaur supervising Achilles’ boyhood training.


CHRYSĒ (Chrī′-see): Town believed located in the southwest Troad.


CHRYSĒÏS (Chrī-see′-is): “Daughter of Chrysēs.” Spear bride of Agamemnon returned to Chrysēs and inciting Agamemnon’s theft of Brisēïs.


CHRYSES (Chrī′-seez): Father of Chryēïs. Priest of Chrysē.


CLYTEMNESTRA (Cly-tem-nes′-tra): Wife of Agamemnon.


CRONIDĒS (Cro-nee′-deez/Cron-ī′-deez): “Son of Cronus.” Patronymic designating Zeus.


CRONION (Crō-nee′-ōn): “Son of Cronus.” Patronymic designating Zeus.


CRONUS (Cro′-nus): Son of Ouranos and Gaia. King of the Titan generation of gods. Father of Zeus.


ĒËTION (Ā-ee′-shun): Andromache’s father. Slain by Achilles before her marriage to Hector.


ENYALIUS (En-ee-al′-ius): Little distinguished from Ares. Byname of Ares.


ERINYES (Eh′-rin-eez): The Furies. Venerable female goddesses of vengeance.


EURYSTHEUS (Eu-ris′-thee-us): Son of Sthenelus. Grandson of Perseus (legendary slayer of the Gorgon Medusa). Exacted the Twelve Labors of Heracles as the latter’s penance for slaying family members in a fit of rage.


GAIA (Gī′-a): Earth. Mother Earth.


GANYMĒDĒ (Gan-i-mee′-dee): Lovely Trojan youth swept up by Zeus in the form of an eagle to serve as his cupbearer.


HELLESPONT (Hel′-les-pont): Narrow waterway between the Aegean and the Sea of Marmara and, via the Bosphorus, to the Black Sea. Symbolic divide between Asia and Europe. Troy located at the southeast mouth of the Hellespont.


HĒRACLĒS (Heh′-ra-cleez): Son of Zeus and Alcmēnē. Mightiest of an earlier generation of civilization-founding heroes. Slayer of monsters and aberrant nature. Model for Achilles.


IDA (Ī′-da): Mountain in the south Troad to which Zeus often retreats (from Mt. Olympus on the Greek mainland) to survey the war.


LACEDAEMŌN (La-ce-dī′-mōn): Sparta. Home of Menelaus and Helen.


LAOMEDON (Lā-o′-me-dōn): Priam’s father. Predecessor king of Troy. Known for deceit in cheating Heracles of his compensation for building a protective fortification for Troy. Heracles returns and sacks Troy with a six-vessel contingent.


LYRNESSUS (Lyr-nes′-sus): Home of Briseïs. Believed located in the southeast Troad in the vicinity of Mt. Ida.


MELEAGER (Mel-e-ā′-ger): Hero of the famed Calydonian Boar Hunt (a predecessor excursion to the Trojan War). Paradigm for Achilles.


MENOETIUS (Meh-nee′-shus): Father of Patroclus.


MYCĒNAE (My-see′-nee/My-see′-nī): Major center of Greek civilization in the second millennium BC (middle to late Bronze Age, c. 2000–1001 BC). A military stronghold dominating much of southern Greece, Crete, the Cyclades (island group southeast of mainland Greece), and parts of southwest Asia Minor (Turkey) and its adjacent islands. The period of Greek history from c. 1600–1200 BC—late Bronze Age—is called Mycenaean, and the Mycenaeans are considered the first Greeks. The period includes the generally accepted date of the Trojan War, c. 1250 BC. In Homer, Mycenae “rich in gold” is Agamemnon’s capital city. It is strongly associated and confederated with nearby Argos. As the then seat of power and wealth, Mycenae is a stand-in designation for Greece/Hellas itself.


MYRMIDONS (Mir′-mi-dons): The followers of Achilles, lit. “ant men” (derivation uncertain).


NEOPTOLEMUS (Ne-op-tol′-e-mus): Son and sole offspring of Achilles (with Deidamia of Scyrus, an island where Achilles disembarked en route to Troy). Does not appear in the Iliad. Kills Paris following the fall of Troy.


NEREUS (Nēr′-eus): The Old Man of the Sea. Father of Thetis.




NĒRĒÏDES/NĒREIDS (Nē-re′-i-des/Nēr′-eids): The fifty sea-nymph daughters of Nereus. Sisters of Thetis, their leader.


OCEANUS (O-ke-an′-us/O-kē′-an-us): The mythical river encircling—and remotest from—earth. The origin of all earthly waterways. Sometimes referred to as “Ocean”—but not to be confused with “the ocean,” for which Homer uses the word thalassa.


OÏLEUS (O-ïl′-eus): Father of the “lesser,” or Oïlean, Ajax.


PALLAS: An epithet of Athena (derivation uncertain). Thus, Pallas Athena or simply “Pallas.”


PĒLEUS (Pee′-lyoos). Mortal father of Achilles. Wed to the sea nymph Thetis.


PĒLIAN (Pee′-lian): Adjectival form of (Mt.) Pelion, from the peak of which Chiron cut an ashwood shaft for Peleus, Achilles’ father. Hephaestus fashioned and fitted it with a head, whence the Pelian ash spear (or Pelian ash). Peleus gives the spear to Achilles, who uses it at Troy. Uniquely associated with Achilles; only he can heft it.


PĒLEÏDĒS/PĒLEIDĒS (Pē′-le-ï-dēs′/Pē′-lei-dēs′): “Son of Pēleus.” Patronymic designating Achilles (both forms hypothetical, i.e., based on analogous Homeric formations).


PERSEUS ( Per′-seus/Per′-see-us): Son of Zeus and the mortal Danaë (Da′-na-ee). Legendary founder of Mycenae. With Cadmus and Bellerophon, the greatest slayer of monsters before Heracles. Famously slays the Gorgon. Rescues Andromeda from the sea beast Cetus.


PHOEBUS: Light-associated epithet of Apollo. Thus, Phoebus Apollo or simply “Phoebus.”


PHTHIA (Phthee′-a): Town in Thessaly (northern Greece). Home to Achilles.


PLYLOS: City in the Peloponnese (southern Greece). Home to Nestor. Thus, Pylian Nestor.


SCAEAN GATES (See′-an or Scī-an). Principal entrance to Troy.


SCAMANDER (Sca-man′-der): Principal river of Troy (also called Xanthus).




SIMOEIS/SIMOÏS (Si-mo-eis′/Sim-o′-is): Lesser river of Troy, flowing southward of Scamander.


TELAMON (Tel′-a-mōn): Father of (the greater) Ajax. Thus, Telamonian Ajax (versus Oïlean Ajax). Though Telamon is the elder brother of Peleus and uncle to Achilles, nothing is made of these relationships in the Iliad. Participants in earlier heroic exploits—Telamon in the Calydonian Boar Hunt; Telamon and Peleus as Argonauts in Jason’s quest of the Golden Fleece—they provide paradigmatic authority for the taking of Troy.


THESEUS (Thees′-yus/Thee′-see-us): Son of Aegeus (Ee′-jus). Earlier generational hero. Mythic king of Athens. Slayer of Amazons and centaurs. Famously slays the Cretan Minotaur with the help of Ariadne. Undertakes—like Heracles—various civilization-stabilizing labors.


TETHYS ( Te′-thees): Titan goddess. Sister and wife of Oceanus/Ocean.


THĒBĒ: See Andromache.


TROAD (Trō′-ad): Peninsula on which Troy is located. The Troad is bound by the Hellespont to the north, the island of Lesbos to the south, the Aegean to the west, Phrygia to the east, and Mt. Ida to the southeast. The kingdom ruled by Priam.


TYDEUS (Teed′-yus/Tee′-dee-us): Father of Diomedes.


XANTHUS (Zan′-thus): Alternate designation for Scamander.


*Patronymic (Gr. patēr ‘father’ + onuma ‘name’). A form, usually ending in -idēs (nom.), used to designate offspring by their father’s name. Thus, Pēleidēs or Pēleïdēs (“son of Peleus” or Achilles); Danaïdēs (“Daughters of Danaus”); Nēreïdēs “Daughters of Nēreus”). For the pervasive use of patronymics, see pp. 33–36.
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But my grandmother would have thought it sordid to concern herself too closely with the solidity of any piece of furniture in which could still be discerned a flourish, a smile, a brave conceit of the past. And even what in such pieces supplied a material need, since it did so in a manner to which we are no longer accustomed, was as charming to her as one of those old forms of speech in which we can still see traces of a metaphor whose fine point has been worn away by the rough usage of our modern tongue. In precisely the same way the pastoral novels of George Sand, which she was giving me for my birthday, were regular lumber-rooms of antique furniture, full of expressions that have fallen out of use and returned as imagery such as one finds now only in country dialects. And my grandmother had bought them in preference to other books, just as she would have preferred to take a house that had a gothic dovecote, or some other such piece of antiquity as would have a pleasant effect on the mind, filling it with nostalgic longing for impossible journeys through the realms of time.




–MARCEL PROUST, SWANN’S WAY, OVERTURE
(C. K. Scott Moncrieff, tr.)














~ PREFACE ~




[T]ell your non-literate countrymen that Shakspere is Homeric, and they will get none the clearer idea of Shakspere; tell them that Homer is Shaksperean and they will comprehend more about Homer than if they turned over a shelf-full of his commentators.


–EDMUND LENTHAL SWIFTE, Homeric Studies (1868)





THIS AS I DETERMINE, is the first translation of Homer into a twelve-syllable—dodecasyllabic, iambic hexametric—line. It further appears to be the most sustained dodecasyllabic work in English. The translation, as much by requirement of meter as by design, is intermittently archaic, i.e., “licensed” (as in poetic license). As with Homer’s dactylic hexameter, meter here also commands, and much is done in its name. However, the line between metrical requirement and design is—as it should be—fine.


The resultant idiom, without seeking to replicate Homer, yet provides whatever sense can be recovered or supposed of the Iliad’s manner, antiquity, and peculiarities of style. The work is not “Homer’s Iliad in a New Translation”—as most new Iliads are styled—but “Homer’s Iliad in a Classical Translation.” By its title and execution, it reflects the emphases and ethos of my two prior publications, the second styled: The Shipwreck Sea: Love Poems and Essays in a Classical Mode (Clairview, 2019). This Iliad translation and the emphases of its introduction are without precedent in the long annals of Homeric translation.


This work is an outgrowth of my The Lesbian Lyre: Reclaiming Sappho for the 21st Century (Clairview, 2016)—a book as much about the translation of Homer and epic as of Sappho and lyric. It is an outgrowth of that book’s preoccupation with the manner of translation and its programmatic impetus, i.e., how a translation of Greek or Latin poetry should be made and why. The manner of this Iliad is traditional and, for that reason, formal. More specifically, my earlier translations of Sappho and other Greek lyric poets were rhymed and metered. The present work, by contrast, is in a twelve-syllable predominantly iambic ([image: figure] /) line, highlighting poetic diction (i.e., the selection and arrangement of words) and select archaisms (i.e., the “old-fashionedness” of word and word arrangement). The work’s metrical analogue is the infrequently used iambic hexameter (iambic pentameter the norm). The meter chosen, if not created, for this translation thus complements its purposefully unusual and archaic/venerable qualities. In fact, the meter, exceeding the more traditional iambic pentameter by two syllables per line, allows for a robust polysyllabism reflecting Homer’s own. A reproach to characteristically sparse (i.e., excessively monosyllabic) and often unimaginative (or too imaginative) modern, modernist, or post-modern idiom, the present translation seeks to recall and find a place in the estimable literary past.


The four-part introduction makes the case for the translation’s customized diction and idiom. These are designed to elevate the language of Homeric translation from the banalities of the past seventy years and more (in effect, since Lattimore’s Iliad, 1951). “Banality” includes flatness of expression, most often marked by excessive monosyllabism. It results from lack of effort, imagination, and often of the Greek language itself in those who purport to translate. Excessive monosyllabism has also been the fate of recent translations of Homer’s Odyssey and Virgil’s Aeneid.


I. A Personally Taken Translation serves as predicate for the translation anew of a work perhaps more frequently translated than any other. Such a translation necessarily offers something noteworthy, even remarkable: here a regularized style-elevating meter and, for all of that, novelty other than for its own sake. Unlike recent Iliads “in a new translation,” this “in a classical translation” offers newness in venerability. It is a translation newly allegiant to what is properly antique (and so viewed) but, for the past three generations at least, never rendered as such. “Old enough to be new,” the work is intermittently antique and artificial—in the root sense of art-making. It thus conveys something of the nature of Homer’s original—be it so faint, yet clearly audible, as the cosmic microwave background trailing the Big Bang. Homer’s Greek, to be sure, is artificial through and through; considered archaic even in its own time. These qualities have been consistently acknowledged and appreciated by readers of Homer in Greek. Since Lattimore and, arguably, Pope, they have been all but lost to readers in translation.


A substantial part of this work was completed in 2020, the apocalyptic year of COVID and its anarchic racial-warfare and Cancel Culture companions. The work’s conclusion in 2023–2024 amid the Israel-Hamas War bore witness throughout the world to harrowing on-campus displays of anti-semitism, anti-Americanism, and the assault on Western values. Yet, in my every rendered line I felt the world, like the Iliad itself, reconstituted and preserved. Such was my “personally taken” response to the dissolution from which this Iliad emerged—a work, like its original, seeking the fixity and order of art, even as all crumbled about me. This is what art does, as they who most value it know.


II. Homeric Language: As Rich as English Might Aspire to Become proposes an English translation reflecting, without seeking to imitate, the richness of Homeric idiom. Toward that end, Part II makes the case for an intermittently archaizing diction and style responsive to the extreme antiquity of Homeric materials, including: the Greek language and its Indo-European provenance, multi-generational characters, internally recounted legends, physical objects (some validated by archaeological finds), and the ubiquitous evocation of “time out of mind” via references to Oceanus/ Ocean. The Titan son of primordial Earth (Gaia) and Heaven (Ouranos), Oceanus is an earth-encircling flow. He and wife Tethys are parent to all earthly waters and water divinities. The Iliad’s gods frequently pay visits to Oceanus. Oceanus prominently encircles the all-encompassing Shield of Achilles. And the Trojan river Scamander, son of Oceanus, supernaturally battles with Achilles. Such materials seek the translation idiom best reflecting them. The idiom here used is thus stylized, reverential. It eschews the hip, the colloquial, and the common. It is yet contemporary to the considerable extent that regularized meter and poetic license allow. The result is an elevation of language and style, a decided turnaround from translational decline, again, since Lattimore.


III. Dactylic Hexameter: The Meter of Homer and Classical Epic (In Brief) explains the workings of dactylic hexameter and the kindred formularity of Homeric language. Part III further touches on Homeric meter vis-à-vis English meter, noting that iambic pentameter, the heroic meter of English, is not necessarily best suited to the translation of dactylic hexameter, the heroic meter of Greek. Metrical language, whether in Greek or English is, again, and from start to finish, artificial—a Kunstsprache ‘art language’—which is to say a self-referential, metrically dictated, artistically wrought construct. We recall in this connection the root etymological meaning of “art” (Gr. root *ar- / Lat. art-): ‘fix, fasten, fashion, place, position, set in order’ (e.g., Eng. articulate).


By its nature then, Homeric language gives further credence to this translation’s ideolect, illustrating author William Fitzgerald’s dictum that “poetry is the place where language performs, and so poetry shows us most clearly what a language can do, and what it likes to do.” The question, then, is whether one wants a translation of Homer that reads like poetry, in a suitable register exhibiting the incidents of poetry, or like an appliance-installation manual. The issue is one of decorum. This is not a revisionary but a reversionary translation, one old enough to be new, restoring a certain translational authority, as befits him, to Homer.


IV. Homeric Artificiality in Translation: Rightness of Result uses Homeric meter, dialogue, character posturing, and the Iliad’s pervasive alliteration as cases in point. As Part II makes the case for an archaic idiom based on Homer’s essential antiquity, Part IV makes the case for a relatedly artificial—i.e., art-making—idiom based on the wealth of the Iliad’s stylized speeches (especially in battlefield contexts) and other linguistic contrivance, including word order and alliteration. As alliteration is a pervasive Homeric device, it behooves the translator to make something of it, as in Gr. poieō/poiētēs ‘make’/‘maker, poet’. Such making resides in a comparably alliterative translation—not, to be sure, in each instance where Homer is alliterative, but wherever resourceful English allows, with the net result of Homeric effect overall. That in fact is the overall goal of this translation: Homeric effect occasioning English poetic appreciation.


– JMD, NEW YORK CITY, 2025
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COMMENTARY








~ INTRODUCTION ~


I. A Personally Taken Iliad



IN THE INTRODUCTION to his translation of Virgil’s pastoral poetry—Virgil: The Eclogues (1980)—Cambridge University classicist Guy Lee (1918–2005) observes that “at all events the [translated] English line must have a certain strangeness, not to say awkwardness, about it. Poetry is often the unfamiliar, the different, the mysterious, even the slightly odd.” By the same token, a twelve-syllable line, as here, not necessarily divisible into discrete four- or six-syllable phrases (or words)—i.e., into thirds or halves—stands on what may called a “metric periphery.” It is the first prescription, that of difference, that guides my work; and the second, that of metric reach, that characterizes it. Otherwise, Homer’s Iliad in a Classical Translation would have been but another Homer’s Iliad in a New Translation, had it been at all. “The different . . . even the slightly odd” in translation is what a Homer-reflective Kunstsprache ‘art language’ rightly includes; while “on the periphery” is where artful usage—and Kunstsprache itself—properly resides. The idea of strangeness hearkens back to Aristotle’s Poetics where τὸ ξενικόν (pron. to xe-ni-kon′) ‘that which is strange’ is deemed an essential incident of poetry. The path here taken thus appears more untrodden than initially imagined: the first rendering of Homer into a twelve-syllable (dodecasyllabic) line, the line itself uncommon to English epic translation and, even then, testing rhythmic expectation.


Lee further notes that “a translation of poetry is open to objection at virtually any point; it can always be criticized for not being the original”—or for being, or not, much else besides. Responding to what is “not . . . the original,” critics inveigh against what is both too greatly or too little colorful—as they have done from Chapman, Pope, Dryden, and onward. “Colorful” is, of course, to be distinguished from careless, erroneous, willfully idiosyncratic, or decidedly bad.


This translation will escape neither censure nor praise. Reflecting my vision of the need at hand, the work is, in both senses, “visionary.” Alternatively, as Homer’s archaism did not trouble his own or long-subsequent audiences, this Homer troubles today’s reader to bear that in mind. Thus, a modicum of curiosity-rousing strangeness, including elevated language, the judicious use of archaisms, and sometimes inverted word order, are much what an evocative translation of epic poetry requires (both aesthetically and metrically). The need at hand further includes the translator’s creating the meaning and manner of Homer “in himself, and then . . . creat[ing] an audience like himself to hear him.” It is a matter of cumulative argument (think Lucretius). Indeed, the welcome rein of a fixed meter offers what Robert Bridges (Poet Laureate, 1913–1930) calls “desirable irregularities” and “opportunities for unexpected beauties.” We recall in this connection the delights taken by the young Marcel in the archaizing style of his idolized Bergotte:




I could not, it is true, lay down the novel of his which I was reading, but I fancied that I was interested in the story alone, as in the first dawn of love, when we go every day to meet a woman at some party or entertainment by the charm of which we imagine it is that we are attracted. Then I observed the rare, almost archaic phrases which he liked to employ at certain points, where a hidden flow of harmony, a prelude contained and concealed in the work itself would animate and elevate his style; and it was at such points as these, too, that he would begin to speak of the “vain dream of life,” of the “inexhaustible torrent of fair forms” . . . . I now no longer had the impression of being confronted by a particular passage in one of Bergotte’s works . . . but rather of the “ideal passage” of Bergotte common to every one of his books. . . . Like Swann, they would say of Bergotte: “He has a charming mind, so individual, he has a way of his own of saying things, which is a little far-fetched [un peu cherchée] but so pleasant.”





Bergotte’s style, says Proust, is instantly known; one need not consult the title page for the author’s name. Are we surprised? It is reverence for the bygone, for what is lost, that signals Proust’s own enterprise—a remembrance of things past (or the search for lost time). That past or loss is intimately deep—chasmic—whether psychologically, archeologically, or philologically determined. The search involves signals for which we listen and expect to hear.


The warriors of Homer’s Iliad, with discernible origins in the courtly settings and storytelling traditions of Mycenaean palace culture (c. 1500–1200 BC), are singularly savage and fury-driven. They are narcissistic, rapacious, acquisitive, and gluttonous. They delight in slaughtering both foe and hecatomb—nominally an offering of a hundred cattle (or other beast)—and as readily promise hecatombs in furtherance of wish-fulfillment. Pray or pledge, and out shambles a beast for sacrificial slaughter (and dinner). Consider the extreme case of Achilles’ heaping the pyre of Patroclus with cloven carcasses, beast and human alike (Il. 23.185-202).


At the same time, the Iliad’s warrior class possesses, and is redeemed by, a refined sense of beauty, be it of the female body or material objects in their vast array, the objects typically described in minute and appreciative detail, with an emphasis on provenance. The warriors, moreover, are often deeply sympathetic, ennobled by both loyalty to one another and an understanding of life’s inevitable and brutal brevity. They thus ever strive for something greater and longer-lived than themselves. They fixate on kleos ‘glory, fame’—kleos aphthiton ‘imperishable glory’ in the singular case of Achilles (Il. 9.464 [413]). I say fixate because their preoccupations are what ultimately render their lives artistic, i.e., fixed, enduring. It is for fixity of remembrance—to be fixed in memory—that the Iliad’s heroes strive, the battlefield the forge on which their teeming mettle is quickened, pounded, and shaped. As American poet and essayist Jones Very (1813–1880) observes, “We respect that grandeur of mind in the heroes of Homer which led them to sacrifice a mere earthly existence for the praise of all coming ages. They have not been disappointed.”


The hero’s need for remembrance is foil to his mortality. If, like the gods, he had eternal life, he would not need eternal remembrance (see Il. 12.340-346). Moreover, the Iliad’s heroes are prodigious talkers—over sixty percent of the Iliad consisting of directly quoted speech. They voice their passions and pains, reproaches and praises, might and misgivings, descents and ancestral deeds. They reflect “addressing their own great-hearted spirits.” Never at a loss for words, they reveal their humanity and seek to grasp and vindicate the present and its transience. This, too, is mitigation of savagery. As Thomas Mann has said, “Gigantic courage is barbaric without a well-articulated ideal to guide it. Only the word makes life worthy of a human being. To be without word is not worthy of human being, is inhumane.”


Homer’s heroes are ξενικοί ‘strange’ to us for these reasons as well, however much we empathize with their ultimately mortal and immediately understandable conditions and concerns. The means by which they are dissimilar and removed yet require recognition. Indeed, the Iliad’s archaic language, even if not entirely understood by the Iliad’s original audiences, has been recognized as a common feature of the poem’s distancing effect. For our purposes, dissimilarity and distance are conveyed through an English idiom “customized” to both the poem’s milieu and its protagonists’ manner and circumstance—an idiom here formal in diction and generally exhibiting incidents of high style. The case, in more recent literary guise, is made by poet-author Dana Gioia vis-à-vis Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha (1855), where Longfellow tries to invent a medium in English (including meter) to register the irreconcilably alien cultural material he presents.


These devices remind the listener that Hiawatha’s mythic setting is not of this world. There are other devices, including syntax, lineation, diction, and rhetoric that give Hiawatha its distinctive style. So also this translation of the Iliad. Generally elevated diction, intermittent archaisms, and occasionally inverted word order seek to convey—by their strangeness, glancing off-centeredness, or peripherality—the distance and idiosyncrasy of Homer’s Greeks, in time and manner of expression. As linguist-Homerist Geoffrey Horrocks has observed, “Archaic rules of syntax in the language of epic are due entirely to the fact that they are absolutely fundamental to the art of oral composition of dactylic verse.” A similar rule should inform the language of epic in translation, if it is somehow to reflect or intimate the original. In dactylic verse, as here, it is meter that governs. The present translation, through such moderately Englished devices, seeks to convey a sense of Homeric tone which seeks, if you will, to make a “fit” between Homer’s Greek and the English of this translation. The metrically conditioned English of this translation effects an enlargement of usage, reflecting what meter either prompts or requires.


My twelve-syllable line, an enlargement of the more customary ten-syllable pentameter, is unconventional, even as it is original to Homeric translation. To be sure, it is centered—between a sometimes short-ended pentameter (often epithet-omitting) and long-ended heptameter, or “fourteener”—the latter given to unwieldiness (as with Chapman, due both to line length and Chapman’s own lack of restraint). Also original/inventive is my blend of metrical feet within the line—e.g., iambs ( [image: figure] / ), trochees ( / [image: figure] ), spondees ( / / ), dactyls ( / [image: figure] [image: figure]), anapests ( [image: figure] [image: figure] / ), etc.—from phrase to phrase and pause to pause, though iambs predominate (English being English). It is the phrasing itself, often enjambed, and its regulating pauses that allow or even encourage such variations within lines of a predetermined length. However original or inventive the blend, the resultant regulation is decidedly traditional; this at a time when there is no longer agreement concerning what, in fact, constitutes an English poetic line. Thus, Charles Stein’s Odyssey (Berkeley, 2008), with “lines” ranging anywhere from three to twenty syllables and back again. Subsequent translations of Homer (and Virgil), while not as aggravated, show a similar disregard of form, rhythm, and sound. The variable feet of this translation assure a changeable and lively step (if you will), preventing the lockstep of metrical form as traditionally used, e.g., the nearly unbroken trochaic tetrameter of Hiawatha (splendid epic that it is) and the uniformity, predictable enough, of iambic pentameter no less than of regularized iambic hexameter: [image: figure] / [image: figure] / [image: figure] / [image: figure] / [image: figure] / [image: figure] /. Variable feet within an exacting twelve-syllable “fix” acquire an aggregate uniformity. They are conceptually tantamount to a publisher’s right-justified margin, creating the false but agreeable impression of uniform spacing between words, whether in a line or on the page.


Disavowing a common or quotidian Homer, I have, in Thoreauvian manner—as an expression of “men’s second thoughts”—made a classical translation, endowing it with what I believe to be the finesse, elevation, and authority of the original. Such translation further bespeaks a vision and temperament nowadays begging to incur disfavor. So be it. Speaking of the creative impulse, American painter Washington Allston (1779–1834) admonished: “Trust to your own genius, listen to the voice within you, and sooner or later . . . she will enable you to translate her language to the world, and this it is that forms the only merit of any work of art.” More colloquially put, as there is yet no definitive English translation of Homer, this Iliad may seek advantage among the contenders.


That the Iliad has never been translated into a twelve-syllable line is not necessarily the reason for my choice of meter. Rather, when I initially tried my hand at the poem’s opening seven lines—for illustrative purposes in The Lesbian Lyre—a twelve-syllable line resulted. Satisfied with that much, I resolved to continue. Indeed, I hold it as an article of faith—reversing the poet Horace’s precept concerning the story-telling start of an epic poem—that in judging epic translation one does not begin in medias res ‘in the midst of things’ but ab initio ‘from the start’. An epic translation’s start is the bellwether. As goes the start, so goes the rest. Thus encouraged by my rendering of lines 1–7, I was keen to sustain the endeavor. Moreover, as The Lesbian Lyre combatively took other epic translations to task, I determined to show how the Iliad might be differently or better done, though translating the entire work was far from my initial intent.


Here, then, is my opening:




SING, Goddess, the wrath of Achilles, Peleus’ son,
The cause accursed of Achaean pains uncounted.
Many a hero’s mighty soul did it hurl down
To Hell, the mighty themselves making meal for dogs
And banqueting for birds. Thus Zeus’ intent advanced,
From when the two contending parted first as foes,
Agamemnon, king of men, and dread Achilles.





The point of such translation is a matter of decorum—i.e., the language appropriate or fit to the manner of the original (see further Appendix I at www.poemoftroy.com). In sum, the language of translated archaic Greek epic is fittingly neither common nor colloquial—notwithstanding the practices of modern translators and their approving reviewers—any more than is the language of Homer’s own Greek. No “Yo, Achilles” here. The language of Homer is stylized, lapidary, and transporting. It should thus be rendered. We further note, as especially concerns diction, that poets tend ever to “denigrate what has gone before, suggesting that poetry before theirs was not only dull and wrong but also especially artificial [in the pejorative sense] and falsely poetic. The negative epithet ‘poetic diction’ tends always to be applied to the poetry preceding one’s own.”


Wanted for the decorous translation of Homer is less dumbing down and more a sense of what appealed to both Homer’s audience (c. 750 BC) and those able to appreciate his language and the language of his adapters for nearly a thousand years thereafter. I refer to the Greek poet Quintus of Smyrna (3d or 4th century AD) (Smyrna now Izmir, Turkey), who composed an extant Posthomerica (After Homer) in fourteen books, starting from where the Iliad left off (the funeral of Hector) and continuing to the end of the Trojan War (Quintus likely intending to replace earlier accounts lost by his time). The Posthomerica is written in the dactylic hexameter of Homer and very much in Homer’s idiom. Nothing dated or out of style about Homeric usage close to a thousand years after the Homeric heyday. Given the unparalleled artistic afterlife of Homer in Homer-imitative Greek, it befits Homeric translation to convey what aspects of Homer it may.


My translation of the Iliad’s opening lines differs somewhat from that offered in The Lesbian Lyre. This is consistent with the premise that works of art are essentially works ever in progress, even when seeming finished or perfected (Lat. perficio/perfectum ‘accomplish/accomplished through’). A comparable situation, as we suppose, inhered in the Iliad’s own extensive oral development, through to its written transcription and textual codification. In a computer glitch occurring in Book 15, the present author lost some twenty-five “completed” lines, from the document itself and from all backup. They were of course redone, approximating but hardly duplicating the original. More broadly speaking, revision was the constant companion of this translation.


In a lengthy poetic translation, the process of revision, before and possibly even after publication, bespeaks the constant give and take between (1) fidelity to the original; (2) the contending dictates of one’s chosen form (assuming form in the first instance); and (3) finish or finesse in translation. A translation can, within limits, be at once faithful and beautiful. Indeed, an excellent translation is, in its own right, an excellent poem, conveying the sense of excellence in its source or of the ancient poet’s composing likewise in English today. Accordingly, the language of Greek epic translation—as I endeavor to make the language of this translation—should seek to be rich, resourceful, and entertaining, recommending its original as such.


Praising the landmark Iliad of Richmond Lattimore (1951), classicist and translator William Arrowsmith (1924–1992) tellingly notes that




this is to my mind the finest translation of Homer ever made in the English language. It could be improved only by Lattimore’s revision of his work, a revision which I very much hope he will have the opportunity to make. For the meantime, it is quite enough that we should have an Iliad which again and again gives one the feeling of the Greek on the page, which, when it reads itself, is a creation as exciting as we can hope for in translation and which allows us to have the Iliad as a classic in the English language.





Thus, and for as consummate as Arrowsmith deemed Lattimore’s Iliad, he yet allowed for its imperfections, for the prospect of its revision—the endeavor ever ongoing, the give and take unceasing, the work ever in progress. We note in this connection that poet William Cowper (1731–1800) undertook—for worse more than better—a substantial “revisal” of his 1791 blank-verse translation of the Iliad, beginning the second edition (according to his second Preface) almost immediately after publication of the first. Similarly, the dictionally elevated and archaizing Robert Bridges published his greatest work, The Testament of Beauty (a poem in four books), in 1929. It was followed in 1930, the year of his death, by a second revised edition.


Arrowsmith’s appraisal of Lattimore, without overt reference, reflects the thinking of the Roman author and natural philosopher Pliny the Elder (23–79 AD), who notes in the preface to his multivolume Natural History that he




should like to be accepted on the lines of those founders of painting and sculpture who, as you will find in these volumes, used to inscribe their finished works, even the masterpieces which we can never be tired of admiring, with a provisional title such as Worked on by Apelles or Polyclitus, as though art was always a thing in process and not completed, so that when faced by the vagaries of criticism the artist might have left him a line of retreat to indulgence, by implying that he intended, if not interrupted, to correct any defect noted. . . . Not more than three, I fancy, are recorded as having an inscription denoting completion—Made by so-and-so. . . . This made the artist appear to have assumed a supreme confidence in his art, and consequently all these works were very unpopular.





Apelles was the most famous painter in antiquity; Polyclitus, a famed sculptor. The words “worked on by Apelles or Polyclitus” render Pliny’s Apelles faciebat aut Polyclitus ‘Apelles or Polyclitus was making/creating it’ (faciebat the imperfect or past continuous action tense of Lat. facere ‘to make’). Thus, the artist was making it, was in the process of making it, was working on it, when he deemed it finished; the imperfect tense indicating, if you will, that the work remained imperfect, i.e., unperfected, incapable of perfection, or necessarily incomplete, regardless the extent worked on. Works of art (in Platonic terms) thus always fall short of their fully expressive potential—unknown upon the work’s commencement or putative completion—which is to say, fall short of their heavenly paradigm. They thus remain unfinished—as even the most consummate artist appreciates.


In the present work, there is an epic amount and variety requiring finish. The shorter a translation or original work, the more resistant to disfavor. Imperfections need otherwise be indulged, that the forest be not missed for the trees. In the sole masterpiece that Michelangelo ever signed—his Pietà (1498–1499)—we find on the sash across Mary’s chest MICHAEL-A[N]GELUS BONAROUS FLOREN[TINUS] FACIEBA[T] (‘Michelangelo Buonarroti, the Florentine, was making this’.) By the same token, one opines that Leonardo notoriously left so many of his works unfinished, realizing he would never bring them to perfection. Only in the rarest case, continues Pliny, does one encounter the inscription ille fecit ‘he made it, finished it’ (fecit the perfect or past completed action tense of facere ‘to make’). This, opines Pliny, bespeaks a supreme artistic confidence in the finished (supposedly truly finished) work. Of such a kind is the meticulously described Hephaestus-wrought Shield of Achilles (Il. 18.534-691). Otherwise, as poet and Homer translator William Cowper colloquially insists, refusing to have his work tidied to modern tastes, “Give me a manly, rough line, with a deal of meaning in it. . . . There is a roughness on a plum, which nobody who understands fruit would rub off, though the plum would be much more polished without it.”


This, for present purposes, is to say that in a roughly 2,700-year-old epic poem of 15,693 lines, composed in a Kunstsprache—by definition entirely artificial, yet as entirely perfect as any language might be—translation invites an entirely artistic approach and necessarily imperfect result. It is a matter of similitude, no different in its way from the cinematographic re-creation of earlier times via period costumes, re-created sets, modes of transportation, manners and manners of speaking, and all manner of appurtenance. To such verisimilitude—to such deception—we time and again submit. Judiciously used archaisms and related idiosyncrasies are, in fact, verbal costume—mise-en-scène—distancing and lending credence to period and character; and, incident to character, dialogue. For Milman Parry (1902–1935), whose researches revolutionized our understanding of the oral formulaic nature of Homeric poetry, Homer was “almost unapproachably strange and distant. Only by recognizing that distance could he be understood.” For Parry, “distance and inaccessibility stood at the root of Homer’s meaning.”


On the other hand, when translators “contemporize” with anachronistic daring or idiosyncrasy—Logue’s Iliad, Headley’s Beowulf—they are deemed devilishly clever. The critics, intent on displaying their own flamboyance, parse and parade the peculiarities for all to gawk at. The difference in response reflects modernist preference: out with old, however appropriate; in with new, however outrageous. Il faut épater le bourgeois—today as during the birth of modernism in the early twentieth century. A 2020 review article of The Lesbian Lyre concludes that “Duban’s insistence upon discipline, decorum, and formality in poetry is part of his philosophy of life.” It would need be, as such notions are nowadays deemed quaint, regressive, or simply obsolete. But let that be. I have sought to create a work “old enough to be new”—new by virtue of its datedness. Indeed, something of what is now considered dated need be preserved, as older, yet serviceable, uses succumb to the social media juggernaut. The rule is time-honored: when something is replaced, it is all too often lost—if not recollected with scorn.


As Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) states in an essay titled “On Being Modern-minded” (1950), “We imagine ourselves at the apex of intelligence, and cannot believe that the quaint clothes and cumbrous phrases of former times can have invested [Lat. vestis ‘clothing’] people and thoughts that are still worthy of our attention.” A little humility is in any event required, given the more or less recently settled state of “modern” English vis-à-vis the millennia-old perfections and preservations of an archaic Greek Kunstsprache. “The desire to be contemporary,” says Russell, “is of course new only in degree; it has existed to some extent in all previous periods that believed themselves to be progressive. . . . The modern-minded man . . . has no wish . . . to have emotions which are not those of some fashionable group, but only to be slightly ahead of others in point of time.” Declining both the modern and modish, the fashionable or contemporary, this work draws on a larger store, judiciously harvesting diction and syntax from the historical trove of English-poetic usage. “Judicious” is the operative term, signaling a language “in the idiom and word-store of our forefathers, and their self-suggested nationality of phrase; with no more Archaism [sic] than has been time woven round Him [i.e., Shakespeare] whose language will never be archaic in English ears.” By “judiciously harvesting diction” (above), I mean diction that is largely understandable to twenty-first century readers. Thus, e.g., “despite” but never “maugre”; “erstwhile” but never “whilom”; “azure,” “empyrean,” or “firmament” for heaven(s) but never “welkin.”


So also in the description of the rebellious commoner, Thersites, “despite” appears (archaically) as a noun. Thersites was




Disdained of the Danaans, held in their despite


(Il. 2.228)





I could as readily have written:




Disdained by the Danaans who quite despised him





or




Disdained by the Danaans, for they despised him.





The diction is virtually identical. However, I reject these formulations because the one chosen is more archaic-sounding and, thus, dictionally heightened. “Despite” (the noun) is archaic but, again, judiciously so, especially as it contributes to an alliterative pattern, while the participial balance—“Disdained . . . held”—helps order and facilitate the syntax. So, which shall it be in the matter of current versus archaizing word order: Tender Is the Night or The Night Is Tender? Sufficient Iliads “in a new translation” are readily available. This is not one of them.


This work, as earlier noted, stands as a reproach to Cancel Culture, the movement as of early 2020, gaining apace under the hashtag #DisruptTexts, tweeting its successes as they accrue. “Very proud to say we got the Odyssey removed from the curriculum this year,” tweets a Lawrence High School English teacher—this in response to a tweet from her friend and colleague, “Be like Odysseus and embrace the long haul to liberation (and then take the Odyssey out of your curriculum because it’s trash).” Lawrence High School (as this Boston boy has known) is one of the traditionally poorest performing schools in Massachusetts. It is thus, unsurprisingly, pleased to jettison the ballast that would steady it. In the larger picture, its actions are the trickle-down of a now decades-long curricular decline in colleges and universities, where courses of once-recognized formational value are swept aside by the outpour of identity and oppression faddism. “Who kills Homer?” indeed.




II. Homeric Language: As Rich as English Might Aspire to Become




It is in the power of language that Jefferson was perhaps most impressed by Homeric song. Homeric language he instinctively felt to be as rich as English might aspire to become: “it is not that I am merely an enthusiast for Paleography. I set equal value on the beautiful engraftments we have borrowed from Greece and Rome, and am equally a friend to the encouragement of a judicious neology; a language cannot be too rich.”


–EMILY TOWNSEND VERMEULE, “Jefferson and Homer”





THE INTERMITTENTLY ARCHAIC quality of this translation falls, thus far, to the strangeness of the Homeric hero, and the disparity of his world and outlook from those of succeeding ages into our own. Also key is the antiquity of the Iliad and its materials—its vast antiquity, its own self-cognizant antiquity and timelessness, and that of the Greek dactylic-hexametric tradition in which it resides. “Homer’s age of heroes,” says Roderick Beaton, “cannot be a realistic depiction of any world that actually existed. Rather, it incorporates elements drawn from many different times, that range across a span of astonishing depth from the sixteenth to the eighth centuries BCE.” Homer’s past has similarly been deemed a “bottomless well.” As concerns the dactylic hexameter, the specialized diction and formulas embedded within it evoke “a context that is enormously larger and more echoic than the text or work itself, that brings the lifeblood of generations of poems and performances to the individual performance or text.” The near clockwork regularity of the hexametric close: — [image: figure] [image: figure] | — — rolling forth line after endless—or theoretically endless—line, bespeaks the constancy and depth of time itself. It is thus both archaic register and unfailing rhythm that conjure the sense of Homeric alterity—the otherness of epic perception, manner, and compositional style itself. Such factors warrant a translation “old enough to be new.” It is ultimately a matter of structure and aesthetic, of a translation, as in the case of Pope, “irradiated by the poetry of the past” and thus “reworking” it into a new-old language of epic poetry.


Homer, as further shown below, was archaic in his own time and appreciated as such. The same applies to Spenser’s The Fairie Queene, glorifying Elizabeth I (“Gloriana”), whose putative ancestor, the mythologically remote King Arthur, is Spenser’s perfected paradigm of the twelve moral virtues. As articulated by Shakespeare scholar Lucy Munro, with precept for the present work, the high style entails, e.g., the self-conscious incorporation into imaginative texts of linguistic or poetic styles that would have registered as outmoded or old-fashioned to the audiences or readers of the works in which they appear; a deliberately old-fashioned style as a “calculated continuity or re-evocation”; and the archaizing writer’s effort “to reshape the past, to mould the present, and proleptically to conjure times yet to come . . . creat[ing] a temporal hybrid that looks forward to its own incorporation into a national and literary future.” So B. R. McElderry, again as applied to the present work: Spenser’s English is “largely the English of his day, enriched from legitimate sources and by legitimate methods. His vocabulary is largely the vocabulary of his contemporaries. His archaic and dialect forms belong to no specific age or section. They color but do not obscure the diction, and many unusual forms appear but once.” And so Coleridge—punning, perhaps, on the extent of Spenser’s poetic license—calling Spenser “licentiously careless . . . in the orthography of words, varying the final words as the rhyme requires.” But no matter. Coleridge and all posterity affirm Spenser, Coleridge adverting to “the indescribable sweetness and fluent projection of his verse, very clearly distinguishable from the deeper and more interwoven harmonies of Shakespeare and Milton.”


Archaism and a well-researched antiquarianism pervade Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819) (the Robin Hood legend), as antique diction sets the tone for Tennyson’s Idylls of the Kings (1859) (the Arthurian legend, as with Spenser). Medievalism—its chivalry, knight errantry, courtliness, spiritual quests, and magnanimity—has its conceits and expectations: the contemporary or colloquial are not among them. The same may be said of English poet Ernest Dowson’s one-act fantasy, The Pierrot of the Moment (1897). How else capture, but by archaism and poetic diction, the exquisite disquisition on love between Lady Moonbeam and a stock character of commedia dell’arte? The work is in winsome rhymed pentameters, out-Shakespearing the Dream—art language through and through. On these and other grounds the present translation is itself a latter-day Kunstsprache ‘art language’ consonant with the language that was Homer’s, which I have elsewhere described as “an artificial idiom constructed out of archaic, dialectal, and invented forms, used both for their metrical utility and to give the effect of distancing the poetic language from everyday speech.” Spenser, Shakespeare, and Milton are Kunstsprachen (pl.). Monumental poetry (and often prose) in any language is a Kunstsprache, the art of its language being what makes poetry monumental. Nor is art language an attribute of epic poetry alone. In sum, the Homer of this translation is fixed or set in the idiom of no particular time. It is thus a work for any time, even as the confection that is Homer makes him “a poet for all ages.” If, as Pound submits, “a civilization was founded on Homer,” the least a translation can do for Homer is afford him a modicum of aplomb.


Though Greek dialect forms or their likeness defies imitation, and my invented forms (or coinages) are few, metrical utility, as in Homer, dominates. As early recognized, “In verse the thought is wedded to a certain cadence, rhythm, meter, perhaps even rhyme. The metrical system used is actively determinant of the course of thought.” And further, “translation is inseparable from measure. In translation from one language to another, a measure must govern the transference that occurs across the interval separating the languages. It is in reference to this measure that a translation can be judged good or bad or even not a translation at all.” And finally, the great biographer and arbiter of poets and poetry, Johnson: “To write verse is to dispose syllables and sounds harmonically by some known and settled rule—a rule however lax enough to substitute similitude for identity, to admit change without breach of order, and to relieve the ear without disappointing it.” This is further to signal that the present translation is not “like any cultural artifact . . . inevitably and specifically located in [its] own contemporary context”; is not “the product of the age into which [it is] born”; and cares not for the “demands of a contemporary audience.” Its concern is not the contemporary concern of “updating,” but the opposite—the reasonable extent and desirability of purposeful stylization.


Indeed, the literary translator discards “unnecessary considerations of an identifiable ‘target’ audience whose needs the translated text is hypothetically designed to meet.” Moreover, “because no poet is ever ‘a man speaking to men’ [Wordsworth], nor any poem nothing more than a ‘voice’ articulating a ‘meaning’, so likewise is it impossible to justify a translated poem appealing to the ‘reader’ for its currency, its validation, or its continuing life.” Finally, “there are translations . . . which ‘do not so much serve the work as owe their existence to it’”—which I take to mean that certain translations (few, to be sure) seek to meet not the expectations of person or period but the translator’s own, given his own disposition and particular sense of the author and his style. This is especially true amid the ongoing artistic debasement early encouraged by twentieth-century modernism. To tailor the adage, one must be true to oneself, even if born to the wrong century.


Reverting from the current and past centuries to those of Greek epic development, it cannot be my purpose to remake or even rehearse the arguments for the divers and thoroughgoing antiquity, and levels of antiquity, of Homer—dating to 3,500 years ago, at the earliest. This has been cumulatively established from the early nineteenth century to date by comparative literary/linguistic, archeological/historical, artistic, and oral-compositional analyses—to say nothing of once customarily intuitive or concordance-aided endeavors. The convergence of such approaches is compelling, whatever the residual issues. The inquiry has exponentially advanced with the aid of computer and algorithmic analyses, by which any element of Homeric composition—formulaic usage and its variants; alternate case endings in line-specific positions; types and lengths of enjambment—may be statistically determined. The findings in their graphed or variously schematized layouts are dizzying. My purpose, then, is to offer salient indications of Homeric antiquity, most derived from the Iliad and Odyssey themselves, whereby to account for my own “antique” manner. While likely known to the specialist, such points will be welcome to the newcomer, for whom this introduction to an “oldly” translated Iliad is largely intended.


Antiquity here keeps company with prominence, perpetuation. We recall that Troy, controlling access to the Hellespont and beyond (see map), was a strategic commercial center and military stronghold—the Hellespont forming part of the continental boundary between Europe and Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey), and later forming the de facto divide between the two. Troy was the greatest and most fabled city of antiquity, a magnet for conquest, the contest for its taking inevitable. Herodotus, at the outset of his Histories (5th century BC), views the Trojan War as the official cause of enmity between Asia and Europe, East and West. Indeed, the Trojan War, in its ten-year duration, multitude of combatants, divine machinery, and associated legends, is antiquity’s world-cataclysmic event, involving the clash of wealth-fabled civilizations—Mycenae/Europe/the West; Troy/Asia/the East—and of divine, semidivine, and superhuman protagonists of times long past. The Trojan War is also a quasi-historical event in classical Greek thought, the focal point of its mythology and ever the referential and imaginative source of Western literary thought. To the extent the Iliad has ever been viewed as a life’s guide to valor, self-sacrifice, enmity, reconciliation, compassion, and religious devotion, it is catechism and cataclysm both. In having Agamemnon, King of Mycenae, lead the gathered hosts of Greece in a united cause, Homer “established the foundation of Hellenic nationality; in short, he invented Greece”—even as Greece through Roman assimilation shaped Europe and inspirited Western civilization (Greek-permeated Latin the language of Europe for a thousand years). Accordingly, the modern, modernist, colloquial, or bloodlessly monosyllabic translation of Homer—a certain “just nowness”—little serves.


Homer, by our reckoning, is an archaic Greek poet (his floruit c. 750 BC). His subject matter, the Trojan War (mid-13th century BC), was to Homer himself remote—the “days of yore,” as it were (as was medieval knighthood to Spenser). Indeed, and by degree, much of the material in the intervening five centuries of oral epic development was also remote: the stories, their characters, and the ever-changing language in which they were conveyed. The closer to Homer’s own time, doubtless the less archaic; though archaic elements, long layered in, would survive for metrical, stylistic, or other reasons. But it is not solely the Trojan War and its mythologically imputed cause—the abduction of Helen—that are at play. An earlier Homeric consciousness, reflected in courtly comportment and aesthetic sensibility, may be traced to the Mycenaean Age of Greece (16th–13th centuries BC), also known as the Late Bronze Age. It was during this period that Mycenae (see map), a military stronghold in southern Greece and then-regional center of Greek civilization, held sway—as far south as Crete and westward to parts of Asia Minor.


The back-reaching antiquity of Homer includes principal and ancillary stories and characters (often recounted in “epic digressions”); the detailed descriptions of physical objects unknown to Homer’s (or later) time; set or “formulaic” descriptions of activities or procedures recurring from time immemorial; and especially the conduct and accoutrements of war (so much of the poem describing combat). These are variously mirrored in the diction and syntax of Homer’s Greek—conditioned, in turn, by epic meter en route to the perfections of Homeric poetry as eventually codified. As Richard Janko explains:






Since the oral tradition admitted change and new creation to supplement what was lost as it was handed down through the generations, the amount of archaism having its origin at any specific date will fall as innovations increase—innovations that will in their turn eventually become archaisms if the tradition persists. The rate of innovations might be altered by factors such as dialect or methods of training bards, but short of memorisation some would be inevitable.





There is, in sum, a constant, though never total, changing of the archaic guard throughout the process of epic generation—throughout any bard’s faciebat to the epic tradition’s fecit. Archaisms, adopted or displaced during centuries of oral recitational development, are a function of dialect or related factors such as word formation or morphology. Thus, the more serviceable an archaism to meter, formulaic expression, or other poetic consideration, the more likely to keep its place, to be layered in or embedded, however old.


As renowned archaeologist Emily Vermeule has noted, with precept for the present effort:




Each poet learned the traditional phrases of singers before him, often extremely archaic, for it is one function of epic to maintain and transmit an archaic heritage for the next generation. . . . The multiple voices that sound to us out of an epic like the Iliad bring a huge vocabulary, layers of new language piled on old language, former dialects and modern dialects, and the sense of many trained and probing minds. . . .





While we are accustomed to crediting Homer with Achilles as the story’s overwrought protagonist and consider this the developmental acme of an earlier more basic tale, we do not imagine the Iliad’s ancillary detail—including its ample digressions and their ancillary detail—spun of whole or recent cloth. These include the heroic reminiscences of the Iliad’s own heroes. They also include the lovingly profuse descriptions of both utilitarian and precious objects, whether of human or divine craftsmanship—these the ancestral pride (and sources of authority) of their epic-heroic possessors.


Thus, even as the Iliad describes a time far preceding that of Homer and his audience, the poem’s characters delight in recollecting times earlier yet, the specifics allusive and elusive both. The past, itself the predicate for storytelling, has a past or past-perfect, or pluperfect, of its own. It is in this sense that the Iliad is “soaked in retrospect,” showing no clear division between present and past, but a recurring notion of the concurrency of time. As one scholar notes: “elements of the so-called heroic past were juxtaposed with elements of the contemporary world or even recreated in the present. In this manner, the elite created a ‘supra-quotidian’ world and a timeless order that transcended the differences between past and present.” To take a prominent example, Agamemnon—imaginatively quoting Zeus and Hera in a rare instance of retrojective speech within a speech—conjures matter of epic-present importance. Agamemnon thus makes his case: Zeus, ruler of men and gods, was himself once deluded by Atē ‘Madness’ upon the births of Eurystheus and Heracles—the former birth hastened, the latter delayed. This serves as paradigm for what Agamemnon, ruler of men, claims was his own Atē in dishonoring Achilles (Il. 19.105-152). Heracles, the son of Zeus and Alcmene, is here described as one of Zeus’ own generation, bringing the timeless past into the epic-present; Heracles, the mightiest of the first generation of heroes and exemplum for Achilles himself. Reference to Heracles occurs throughout the Iliad, thus his paradigmatic and ultimately Troy-related feats. These include an earlier sack of Troy with a band of six vessels after Laomedon, Priam’s predecessor, cheats Heracles of wages (Poseidon earlier cheated). A latter-day Heracles, Achilles strives (by other means) for the kleos ‘glory’ of Heracles, i.e., for Hera’s kleos = Heracles.


Homer and his characters, including the gods, further delight in describing physical objects of great antiquity (or recent manufacture, as the case may be), e.g., Achilles’ description of the tree-cut sceptre (Il. 1.239245); Homer’s description of the Hephaestus-made sceptre passed through generations of gods and men to Agamemnon (Il. 2.103-113) (discussed below); Nestor’s antique “Dove Cup” (Il. 11.696-711) (discussed below); and, in a category of its own, the ekphrastic Shield of Achilles (Il. 18.522-702), newly made by Hephaestus. By the same token, Homer’s characters revel in tracing ancestry itself. Even while boasting valor and self-worth in the midst of combat, they engage in detailed genealogical accounts of heroic ancestors and former comrades-in-arms (e.g., Il. 6.130-234, 20.224-267). Nor is combat the sole—and realistically unlikely—occasion for recollection. War councils, with their meal settings and exhortations, also serve. The audiences closest to Homer doubtless greeted these accounts, or digressions, with varying degrees of familiarity, while we—and the centuries preceding ours—have encountered them with a certain bewilderment. Make what we may of them—with the help of scholarly notation—they create a deep and florid mytho-historical mise-en-scène.


Nestor, oldest and most garrulous of the Greeks at Troy, is a multi-generational warrior: “Already had / He seen two mortal generations come and gone, / Earl’er flourished and prosp’rous in sandy Pylos. / Amid the third he ruled . . .” (Il. 1.256-259). During his extensive lifetime, Nestor associated and fought with an earlier-storied generation of heroes—including Theseus, mythical king and co-founder of Athens; and Theseus’ companion Perithous (Il. 1.270), king of the legendary Lapiths, whose son Polypoetes leads a contingent to Troy (Il. 2.777-784). Nestor’s ramblings, whatever their deeper relevance to the immediate story, reinforce the sense of both Nestor’s old age and the deep and eventful antiquity of his experience. Not least, they invest a crusty long-winded but advice-esteemed warrior with entertainment value for the epic audience. Nestor at times recounts his “days of yore” in mind-numbing detail (e.g., Il. 11.744-919). Otherwise, he comes across as a long-winded and officious Polonius (Il. 23.342-388). We thus have Nestor—himself an “archaic relic,” if you will—relating matter archaic to his Iliadic comrades, doubly archaic to Homer’s audience, and by multiples more archaic to listeners since. In other cases, a days-of-yore digression is of immediate relevance to the story, as in Phoenix’s lengthy parable of Meleager and the Calydonian Boar Hunt, providing a paradigm for Achilles’ renouncing his rage and returning to battle (Il. 9.589-679).


Epic also has proximate means for conjuring a past more legendary and revered than its own present. Thus, the emphasis on heightened strength—as when a fighter wields a stone that no two men “nowadays” (i.e., in Homer’s own time) might lift:




And Hector grasped and uplifted a stone, lying
Before the gate, thick at the base, but deadly sharp;
Not readily might any twain, the best about,
Have hefted it, a wagon’s load, from off the ground,
As nowadays men are, but blithely he handled
It, quite alone; and crooked-counseling Cronus’
Son disburdened it.


(Il. 12.475-481, also 20.314-317; cf. 21.449-453)







Such is Homer’s recollection of the Iliad’s heroes and their aggregate past—the more remote, the worthier. The epic past thus self-referentially unfolds: the performance-present audience admiring remote epic heroes, themselves admiring heroes remoter yet, along an ever retrojected and ultimately mythological continuum, the lines blurred between epic poetry, history, mythology, and evanescent fairy-tale elements.


It is through Agamemnon’s capital city, Mycenae “rich in gold,” that deep time in the Iliad is most apparent (see Il. 7.209, 9.49-50, 11.47-48). As the seat of royal power, Agamemnon’s Mycenae serves as metonym for all Greece (Il. 12.75-76). Owing to its fabled supremacy, “Mycenae” came to designate the age in which it prospered—the Mycenaean Age being a late Bronze Age civilization that flourished in Greece between 1600 and 1200 BC. The period includes the generally accepted date of the Trojan War itself, c. 1250 BC. Mycenaean civilization was the first distinctively Greek civilization, with what excavations and archeological remains show were palaces exhibiting elements of “life at court” and high artistic achievement. The Iliad itself suggests that king and palace, like medieval lord and manor, parceled lands on a feudal model (e.g., Il. 6.212-217, 9.323-332.). Mycenaean civilization also had a writing system called Linear B, used largely for administrative or record-keeping purposes. In seeking to take Troy, Mycenae sought to take its Asian counterpart.


It was Heinrich Schliemann who, in 1876, having already identified and excavated the site of Troy, turned to Mycenae. There he unearthed dozens of treasure-laden grave shafts in and around the citadel (which he identified as the burial sites of Agamemnon and his followers). Discoveries included, among much else, skeletons, swords, daggers, arrowheads, vases, boar-tusk helmet remains, metal vessels (gold, silver, and bronze), and enumerated objects of jewelry. Most famously discovered was an electrum-made death mask which came to be known as the Death Mask of Agamemnon (displayed at the National Archaeological Museum of Athens).


Linear B has been preserved on thousands of unearthed clay tablets and tablet fragments discovered not only in Mycenae but elsewhere in the Peloponnese, including palace excavations at Pylos (home of the Iliad’s Nestor) and in the vicinity of Sparta (home of Menelaus and Helen); also north of the Peloponnese in Thebes (home to the myths of Cadmus, Oedipus, Dionysus, and Heracles); and on the Island of Crete at the royal palace at Knossos. Knossos was the center of the yet earlier Minoan Civilization, 3000–1450 BC, named after Minos, mythical King of Crete; Crete home to the myth of the Minotaur (“Minos’ bull”), the Labyrinth, Theseus, and Ariadne.


The Gilgamesh epic attests to the vast antiquity not only of Homeric themes but also of Homeric style. We thus learn that Standard Babylonian is “a literary version of Akkadian . . . used to write poetry and royal inscriptions; it has a free word order, and archaizing grammar, and rarefied vocabulary.” Poetic license and specialized diction, including archaisms, were thus innate to Gilgamesh, often called “the first poem.” Free word order and poetic diction, including archaisms, are also apparent in Homer, as noted—the emphasis we here give it fully apparent in a yet older, Mesopotamian source: “Even for the Babylonians, Gilgamesh was a figure of great antiquity . . . liv[ing] around 7800 BC . . . show[ing] that even four thousand years ago, Gilgamesh was thought to have lived four thousand years before that. . . . Gilgamesh himself travels further back in time, to meet what was even for him a figure of great antiquity: Uta-napishti, etc.” Accordingly, it is art-language embellishment which, from the millennia-old commencement of literature itself, conveys and reinforces a sense of remote, remoter, and remotest time. What do we possibly garner of a time-immemorial style—Mesopotamian or Greek—in a contemporary, colloquial, or simplified translation idiom?


As further evidence of Homer’s archaeological antiquity, we look to the heirloom Dove Cup of old Nestor—an item far predating the Iliad’s own time—brought to the dinner table set by Hecamēdē (pron. Heh-ka-mee′-dee). She is Nestor’s serving woman, likely enough his concubine despite his advanced age:




First she set for them a smoothly burnished table,
Crafted with cobalt feet, and thereon a brazen
Basket set, with an onion to flavor the drink
And pale honey and cakes of sacred barley meal,
And aside them stationed a comely cup, studded
With rivets of gold, from home by the elder brought.
Four were its handles, twin the doves feeding at each,
While from under, and twin to the handles upraised,
Ran buttressing. Scarce might another man avail 
To lift from off the counter the cup fully brimmed;
But easily would Nestor the elder lift it.


(Il. 11.696-706)





This chronologically distant importation—no mere table utensil—immediately finds epic context through humorous variation on the “which-no-two-men-today” trope, distancing and exalting Iliadic warriors over the men of Homer’s own time (see Il. 12.475-481, 20.314-317). The cup is further humorous in being so heavy an object, the likes of which Nestor and other Greeks brought from home for merely ceremonial or recreational use. If Hecamede had no trouble bringing it to the table, it was doubtless empty when she did, though we have no description of Nestor’s actually “fully brim[ming]” the cup before lifting it. As epic “older” typically signifies bigger and stronger, Nestor, the oldest Greek at Troy, may be credited with “residual strength” in Iliadic old age, comparable to the strength of “age-appropriate” fighters at Troy—despite his protestations of age-related failings. The same would validate Hecamede’s status as concubine rather than serving woman. By its description, moreover, the cup presents as an unusual un-Hellenic objet d’art—un-Hellenic and pre-Hellenic both—subject to archaeological placement in the sixteenth century BC.


Another notably prized or pedigreed object—many could be adduced, including the Shield of Achilles (Il. 18.534-702 [468-617])—is the sceptre of Agamemnon, symbol of his Zeus-sanctioned kingship; this, unlike Nestor’s cup, reflecting no archeological find, but antique literary imagination:




Among them arose wide-ruling Agamemnon,
Grasping the sceptre the smithy lord had labored
Making. And on Zeus, lord Croniōn, Hephaestus
Conferred it; and Zeus on his messenger, Hermes,
Slayer of Argos, bestowed it; the which Hermes
To lord Pelops presented, whipper of horses;
And from Pelops to Atreus, the people’s shepherd,
It passed, entrusted thereafter to Thyestēs,
Flocked with lambs; he to Agamemnon leaving it
To raise o’er many ships and rule the Argives all.


(Il. 2.103-112)







Kings, relates Hesiod, are from Zeus, ruling as Zeus’ temporal counterpart on earth and assuring its stability (as Zeus assures stability on Olympus). The provenance of Agamemnon’s sceptre is reckoned, in both immortal and mortal generations, from the time of its divine manufacture, which is to say from time immemorial. The Iliad’s chronology thus reckoned becomes the less exact—the more nebulous—the closer it approaches to divinity (to which time is meaningless). The duration of sceptre possession, with its successive ownerships, can be only relatively imagined. By such devices, the Iliad can be as early, old, or archaic as one likes.


Antiquity, remote antiquity, and primordial antiquity are thus writ large over archaic Greek epic, over the Greek epic tradition—its subject matter, reference points, and style. All of it, with the Muses’ cataloging and other resources, recollectable and immediately transmittable; the catalogs an exhaustive table of contents, reference resource, or “search engine.” The timelessness of such matter need somehow be reflected in epic translation of any age—now, a hundred years ago, or hence—even as it was reflected and remains enshrined in the epochal translation known as the King James Bible/ Version (KJB), aka the Authorized Version (1611). As Matthew Arnold urges, “the Bible is undoubtedly the grand mine of diction for the translator of Homer; and, if he knows how to discriminate truly between what will suit him and what will not, the Bible may afford him also invaluable lessons of style.”


Time and space do not allow for discussion of the KJB (1611) as a model for Homeric translation (1611 also marking the first complete translation of the Iliad into English by George Chapman). I have, in any event, elsewhere engaged with the topic. Suffice it for now that the Old Testament, both because of its acknowledged sacrosanctity and translators’ knowledge of Hebrew, escaped the trespass too often inflicted on Homer by those misguidedly seeking to do him service (their Greek or imaginations sparse). Not that scripture was ultimately spared the like fate in “contemporary” or otherwise simplified post-KJB editions.


Though our concern is the poetic, not prose, translation of Homer, the Victorian prose Iliad by Andrew Lang (Books X–XVI), Walter Leaf (Books I–IX), and Ernest Myers (Books XVII–XXIV) (1882) merits comment. The work was conscientiously modeled on the then-familiar diction of the KJB, and frequently disparaged on that account. And yet—surprisingly or not—its assessment a century since has proven more enthusiastic: the work “looks here not like pious embalming but an unusually well-defined stylistic experiment, executed with resource and conviction and capable of delivering the intended effect: ‘So they fought like unto burning fire.’” The internally quoted locution, and others like it, can be found in my own translation which, borrowing a page from Arnold, is a variously Hebraicized Homer—this time poetic rather than prose, and as indifferent to time period or age as the Iliad itself.


More recently, classicist Mark Edwards (1929–2016) has noted that Homeric language is “dignified, distinct from normal speech, archaic, and very rich in vocabulary, producing something like the effect on us of the familiar archaism of the [KJB] and the enormous vocabulary and metrical form of Shakespeare’s plays.” What Edwards calls “the familiar archaism” of the KJB connotes a pervasive approach, whereas this translation conveys an “intermittently archaic quality” among other decorum or metrically dictated usages. If Edwards’ assessment be accepted, a twenty-first–century Homer in a strictly metered English verse translation should produce effects comparable to those of the KJB and Shakespeare, fulfilling Vermeule’s desideratum that Homer in translation be “as rich as English might aspire to become.” And why should it not, as the Greek Iliad, the Hebrew Bible, the KJB, and this very translation are all Kunstsprachen ‘art languages’?




III. Dactylic Hexameter: The Meter of Homer and Classical Epic (in Brief)




Meter is an ancient, indeed primitive, technique that marks the beginning of literature in virtually every culture. It dates back to a time, so different from our specialized modern era, when there was little, if any, distinction among poetry, religion, history, music, and magic. All were performed in a sacred, ritual language separated from everyday speech by its incanta-tory metrical form. Meter is also essentially a preliter-ate technology, a way of making language memorable before the invention of writing.


–DANA GIOIA, “Notes on the New Formalism”


A metrical form of unsurpassed flexibility and beauty, the heroic hexameter had been wrought out . . .


–JOHN W. MACKAIL, “How Homer Came into Hellas”





FOR THE ILIAD AND THE ODYSSEY to have developed orally and been performed extemporaneously by the thousands of lines, a performance-facilitating language and meter were needed. The poems in their present form could not have been recited in full by a single bard, in one or consecutive sessions; more likely was their presentation in festival settings, over several days, by teams or relays of singers. The meter was dactylic hexameter, also known as epic, heroic, or Homeric meter. Over the course of its unattested oral development, Homeric meter provided the formulaic yet highly fluid locutions resulting in the Iliad and Odyssey as we have come to know them.


Greek dactylic hexameter—and Latin hexameter, as adapted—run as follows:




[image: figure]







NOTE: A dash indicates a long syllable; [image: figure], a short. A dash above two shorts indicates the possible replacement of two shorts by a long. A dash in parentheses above two shorts signifies that replacement is rare. A [image: figure] atop a dash represents a variable syllable (long or short). Vertical lines mark poetic feet. In what follows, the need to place long and short marks directly above vowels or diphthongs can create the appearance of uneven spacing.





The meter is dactylic because it consists of six “finger-shaped” units (Gr. daktulos ‘finger’), the basic unit, or foot, being one long and two short syllables. It is “hexameter” because there are hex ‘six’ feet to the metrical line. Lines typically exhibit a pause, or caesura (Lat. caesum ‘cut’), often at word end within a foot, which strategically both pauses and varies the rhythm. Here is the first line of Virgil’s Aeneid, known to many, and the first line of the Iliad (transliterated):




[image: figure]


Arma vir umque cano || Troi ae qui primus ab oris


Arms and the man I sing, who first from shores of Troy







[image: figure]


Mēnin a eide the ā || Pē lē ï a dyō A chi lē os


The wrath, Goddess, sing of Peleus’ son Achilles.





The two are identical but for the substitution by Virgil in the fourth foot of a final long “—” for two shorts. A long syllable may replace any two shorts, as a matter of metrical equivalence. The resultant foot, a “spondee,” may occur anywhere but in the fifth foot (with occasional exceptions). The final foot is always disyllabic, with a variably long or short final syllable. Thus, the last syllable of Aen. 1.1 is long (-is); that of Il. 1.1, short (-os). The line-ending rhythm is thus invariably: — [image: figure][image: figure] | — —, adding a determined finality throughout. However passing and uncertain life itself, however suddenly unsparing the battlefield, the hexameter contains, regularizes, and carries all forward within a set rhythmic design. At the same time, the invariable two-foot hexametric close has been deemed the ancient equivalent of rhyme.


Depending on the number of substitutions of two shorts by a long, a dactylic line contains anywhere from twelve to seventeen syllables; although in practice, thirteen to seventeen, as fully spondaic lines are rare (only five—and all in the Odyssey—one of them repeated). For this reason, rhyming “fourteeners” have sometimes been thought the appropriate meter for translating classical epic into English: by Arthur Golding in his highly influential Metamorphoses (1567), read by Spenser and Shakespeare; by George Chapman in the first complete translation of the Iliad (1611); by William Morris, Aeneid (1875); and more recently by A. E. Stallings, De Rerum Natura (The Nature of Things) (2007). The operative term, however, is sometimes, as fourteeners have no monopoly.


Dactylic hexameter, to result in an Iliad or Odyssey, would need be highly flexible: the result of (1) protracted development allowing the substitution at will of two shorts by a long; and (2) flexible rules for determining short- and long-vowel lengths in the first instance. A syllable is thus long/weighted either “by nature,” containing a naturally long vowel or diphthong, or “by position,” containing a short vowel followed by two consonants in the same or adjoining words. A syllable with a short vowel followed by two consonants—one or both of them a “liquid” (l, m, n, r) in the same or adjoining words—is either long/weighted or short/light, depending on need. Thus, a short-vowel syllable, though naturally light, acquires metrical quantity or weight when followed by two consonants. A word-final diphthong (otherwise long) scans short (or may be dropped/elided) when the next word begins with a vowel. Conversely, a mid-word diphthong (or long vowel), expectedly weighted for metrical purposes, is not necessarily stressed outside of verse (as the imperative sing!—Il. 1. 1: aeíde; prose áeide). In such a case, metrical quantity supersedes the natural, i.e., assumedly spoken, stress. The interplay between natural stress and metrical weight is essential to ancient Greek (and Latin) poetry. It is this, in significant part, that makes the poetry poetry. We mention in passing that natural or spoken stress was likely more a matter of variable vocal pitch or intonation than of emphasis as such.


The interplay between spoken stress and metrical quantity is key, because if metrical weight excessively coincided with spoken stress, the rhythm would be predictably prosaic. This is the danger inherent in English and other poetry based on spoken stress (typically iambic [image: figure] / ), barring such bravura or finesse of poetic incident as may be brought to bear. Such incidents may include stately diction, including alliteration and assonance; figures of speech and syntax; resourceful imagery; and flexible word order (a challenge in English)—the match of any expressive need. A case in point is Swinburne’s Tristram of Lyonesse (1882), an epic of 4,488 lines in highly enjambed (and thus flowing) rhymed pentameters, its white heat radiant from within. The poet considered it his best work. So also Keats’ Endymion. For the lush effectiveness of classicizing diction, imagery, and word order in a twelve-syllable line, one may consider Poet Laureate Robert Bridges (1844–1930):




. . . As when a high moon thru’ the rifted wrack
gleameth upon the random of the windswept night;
or a sunbeam softly, on early worshippers
at some rich shrine kneeling, stealth thru’ the eastern apse
and on the unclouded incense and the fresco’d walls
mantleth the hush of prayer with a vaster silence,
laden as ’twer with the unheard music of the spheres. . . .


(The Testament of Beauty, II.166-172).





Dactylic hexameter encouraged the ready memorization and/or impromptu creation of metrical phrases or units. It was thus that oral composition proceeded, rather than word by word. The singer could think ahead, facilitating performance. A developed example appears in kleos ‘glory, fame’ formulations:




[image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure][image: figure] | – –
κλέος ἄφθιτον ἔσται
kleos aphthiton estai
to be imperishable glory


*


[image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – [image: figure]
κλέος ἐσθλὸν ἄροιτο
kleos esthlon aroito
He would gain fine glory.


*




— [image: figure] [image: figure] | – [image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – –
σευ κλέος οὐρανὸν εὐρὺν ἱκάνει
seu kleos ouranon eurun (h)ikanei
Your glory reaches broad heaven.





Somewhat more familiar, perhaps, are such metrical phrases, or formulas, as: “Rosy-fingered Dawn”:




[image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – –
ῥοδοδάκτυλος Ἠώς
(h)rododactulos Ēōs [nom.]





The “wine-dark” (lit. “wine-faced”) sea:




— [image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure]
οἴνοπα πόντον
oinopa ponton [acc.]





“Earth-encircling” and/or “earth-shaking Poseidon”:




— | — [image: figure][image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – [image: figure]
γαιήοχος ἐννοσίγαιος
gaiēochos ennosigaios [nom.] (gai- ‘earth’)


*


[image: figure] | — — | — — | – [image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – [image: figure]
Ποσειδάων γαιήοχος ἐννοσίγαιος
Poseidaōn gaiēochos ennosigaios [nom.]







The metrical rhythm for the famed “swift-footed Achilles” is:




[image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – –
πόδας ὠκὺς Ἀχιλλεύς





The formulas, occupying any number of metrical feet (or partial feet) could be relied on, without forethought, to fill that much of a line. Though some formulas have fixed positions (“swift-footed Achilles” always at line end), others, with or without variation, might be variously placed. Formulaic flexibility is here yet apparent in the variant “swift-footed Iris”:




[image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – [image: figure]
πόδας ὠκέα Ἶρις





Compare (above):




[image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – –
πόδας ὠκὺς Ἀχιλλεύς





Here the adjective, in its trisyllabic feminine form ὠ-κέ-α ‘swift’ modifies the disyllabic Ἶ-ρις ‘Iris’, whereas the disyllabic masculine ὠ-κὺς ‘swift’ modifies the trisyllabic Ἀ-χιλ-λεύς ‘Achilles’. Then there is “king of men, Agamemnon.”




[image: figure] | — — | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | – –
ἄναξ ἀνδρῶν Ἀγάμεμνον
(ϝ)anax andrōn Agamemnōn







[The digamma in (ϝ)anax, di(ϝ)os, and numerous other words, with sound approximating the letter w, was (re)discovered by famed British classicist Richard Bentley (1662–1742). Bentley intuited its presence where needed because its absence left the meter defective (an issue glossed by Homer’s transcribers over the centuries). Residual digamma is but one of a number of features attesting to Homer’s extreme antiquity. The letter v or w continues, these millennia later, to reflect the digamma: Gr. di(ϝ)os, Lat. divus ‘divine’; Gr. (ϝ)oinos, Lat. vinum ‘wine’.]





The formula, occupying three and one-third metrical feet, could be relied on for mention of Agamemnon in the appropriate metrical position. Note that initial alpha in andrōn and medial epsilon in Agamemnōn are both naturally short vowels scanned long because followed by double consonants in each instance. Nor is Agamemnon exclusively “king of men, Agamemnon.” An alternative formula of comparable metrical length, beginning with a long syllable, makes him “wide-ruling Agamemnon”:




– | – – | – [image: figure] [image: figure] | — —
εὐρὺ κρείων Ἀγαμέμνων





Such are the simplest formulaic variations, consisting of noun or proper noun plus stock modifier or epithet (Gr. epi ‘upon’ + root the- ‘put, place’). This is in no way to understate the intricacy of formulaic usage overall, the ultimate result of which are the Iliad and Odyssey entire. With certain phrasings and recurrent descriptions largely predetermined—be they two or three words, an entire line, or group of lines—the poet could think ahead, focusing on elaboration, variation, and nuance.


In a category of their own, being a staple of Homeric diction, are formulaic variations consisting of proper name and patronymic (or patronymic alone in lieu of proper name). In Homer’s Greek, name-forms ending primarily in disyllabic -idēs are patronymics, i.e., offspring designated by the father’s name (Gr. patēr ‘father’ + onuma ‘name’). Thus, Cronidēs ‘son of Cronus’ is Zeus, also referred to (circumventing the patronymic) as kronou (h)uios ‘of Cronus the son’ or ‘son of Cronus’. The patronymic Atreïdēs ‘son of Atreus’ designates Agamemnon (sometimes his brother, Menelaus); Atreïdai (pl.) ‘sons of Atreus’ designates Agamemnon and Menelaus. Agamemnon can thus be designated, depending on metrical need, by name Agamemnon; by patronymic Atreïdēs/Atreidēs (‘son of Atreus’); or both, Atreïdēs Agamemnōn (‘Atreus’ son, Agamemnon’).


Atreïdēs Agamemnōn (nom.), scanning — [image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | — — is a Homeric formula, filling three poetic feet (or half a line). Similarly, Tydeldēs ‘son of Tydeus’ is Diomedes; more expansively, Tydeïdēn Diomēdea (acc.) (patronymic and name), scanning — [image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure] | — [image: figure] [image: figure]. Circumventing the patronymic but using his name is Tydeos (h)uion . . . Diomēdea ‘of Tydeus (gen.) the son (acc.) . . . Diomedes’ (acc.). The metrical flexibility of such naming variations significantly facilitates oral composition. Indeed, patronymic naming constructions exhibit the same flexible word order as any other Homeric phrasings. Thus, e.g., Hector . . . Priamides ‘Hector Priam’s son’, the two words appearing as the first words in two consecutive lines [Il. 13.802-803].


Then there are the special cases of Telamoniades ‘Telamon’s son’ (the Greater Ajax) and Oïliades ‘Oïleus’ son’ (the Lesser Ajax). The former, from Salamis (an island facing the port of Piraeus south of Athens), is the bravest and most stalwart of the Greeks after Achilles (serving as his stand-in, as does Diomedes, during Achilles’ absence). The latter, from Locris (north-west of Athens to the immediate north of the Peloponnese), is a middling warrior often paired with his superior counterpart. However, unlike the stolid Telamonian Ajax (Il. 11.619-628), Oïlean Ajax is especially swift of foot (Il. 14.551-554). Their peculiar name-prompted relationship is an Iliadic conceit. As Telamonian Ajax himself urges,




. . . but back of you will we


Twain contend ’gainst goodly Hector and the Trojans,
One in spirit as in name, even we that are
Wont to stand stoutly erect in dreaded assault,
Each to the other’s side entrusted.


(Il. 17.811-815; cf. 2.539-544, 13.789-798)





“Ajax” in Homer’s Greek is “Aias,” and the two heroes, when together, are referred to as the “Aiantes” (never Eng. “Ajaxes”). Being of “twin” nature, they are also referred to as the “Aiantes twain” (so in this translation) instead of, e.g., “the two Aiantes.” The archaic “twain” reflects frequent Homeric reference to the Aiantes in the Greek dual, a form specifically designating two of anything rather than one (singular) or more than two (plural). Dual verbal endings are used from the outset to describe the separation of Agamemnon and Achilles: diasteten erisante ‘they [the two] stood apart quarreling’ (dual finite verb plus participle). Duals are pervasive in Homer, adding a precision to subject-verb and noun-adjective numeration unknown to Latin or English. Translation of this feature via postpositive “twain” captures Homeric usage with the right archaic flavor.


Achilles was the son of the sea goddess Thetis and the mortal Peleus. His patronymic Pēleidēs ‘son of Peleus’ is dramatically enshrined—and archaized—together with his name, in the poem’s opening line:




μῆνιν ἄειδε θεὰ Πηληϊάδεω Ἀχιλῆος
The wrath sing, Goddess, of Peleus’ son Achilles.


 


[The quinquisyllabic Πηληϊάδεω/Pē-lē-ï-a-dyō [gen.] is an old double-suffixed form of patronymic. See The Iliad, Vol. 1, Books 1–XII, Walter Leaf, ed. (Macmillan, 1900), 3 (at 1.1). It is, further, the only form of the patronymic in any grammatical case lengthening the second syllable from epsilon (ε) to eta (η), and inserting a penultimate alpha (α). The form is otherwise Πηλεΐδεω/Pē-le-ï-dyo (Il. 15.64, 17.195, 20.85), typically at line-opening position, and once at line-end, see νεῖκος Ὀδυσσῆος καὶ Πηλεΐδεω Ἀχιλῆος (Od. 8.75). The unique form of patronymic in the opening line strikes a solemn, authoritative, and markedly archaic note—an indication of the mannered diction to come. To similar archaizing effect is τῶν ἁμόθεν/tōn ((h)amothen) (Od. 1.10) ‘from some one of these matters’ (p. 54). For other elements of the Iliad’s marked opening line, see W. B. Stanford, “Sound, Sense and Music in Greek Poetry,” Greece & Rome, 28.2 (1981), 135–136.]





A patronymic is sometimes formed with alternative suffix -iōn: Kroniōn (= Kronidēs) ‘son of Cronus’ (Zeus); Pēleïōn (= Pēleïdēs) ‘son of Peleus’ (Achilles) (nom. Pēleïōn not appearing in the Iliad). The occasional feminine patronymic is formed with suffix -ïs. Βρισηΐς ‘Brisēïs’. Achilles’ concubine or “spear bride” is thus the daughter of Briseus. Her seizure by Agamemnon triggers the action of the Iliad. Χρυσηΐς ‘Chrysēïs’, Agamemnon’s concubine, is the daughter of Χρύσης ‘Chrysēs’ (priest of Apollo) from Χρύση ‘Chrysē’ (a town near Troy). Distinguishing such names is the beginner’s first challenge. The required return of Chrysēïs to her father sets the stage for Agamemnon’s seizure of Brisēïs. The patronymics “Brisēïs” and “Chrysēïs” are the two women’s sole designations. Their names, one might say, are patronymically circumscribed. Brisēïs is sometimes called kourēn brisēos ‘girl, maiden, daughter [acc.] of Briseus,’ yet lacks a given name of her own. Her imagined likeness, in a sculpture by Paul Manship (1885–1966), graces the dust jacket of this volume.


In this translation I mix and match patronymic usages for metrical and other reasons. Thus, where Homer designates Agamemnon by name, the translation might use a patronymic and vice versa. Where Homer designates him by formulaic phrase, the translation might resort to simple name or patronymic. By the same token, and depending on metrical need, Atreïdēs (pron. A-tre’-i-dēs—four syllables) may appear as Atreidēs (pron. A-trē’-des—three syllables). The practice is consistent with Homer’s own use of diphthongs (two vowels pronounced as one), which may be separated by dieresis (Gr. dia ‘apart’ + (h)aireo ‘pull, draw’), e.g., Atreïdēs, which creates an additional syllable. Whatever the possibilities, the translation on balance retains patronymic flavor vis-à-vis Agamemnon and others.


The reader should be especially alert to the following patronymics appearing throughout this translation:




Cronidēs — Zeus


Atreïdēs — Agamemnon, sometimes Menelaus (in this translation sometimes Atreides)


Pēleïdēs — Achilles (in this translation sometimes Pēleidēs)


Aeacidēs — Achilles (patronymic on the name of Achilles’ grandfather Aeacus)


Telamoniadēs — the Greater Ajax





For purposes of this translation, naming formations have an analogue in noun-epithet combinations, e.g., ship(s) + epithet(s). Homeric ships are regularly “dark,” “hollow,” “curved,” “curve-beaked,” “well-benched,” “well-balanced,” or “rapid-running.” The translation, regardless the original, freely chooses from among the alternatives for metrical and other reasons. Similarly, for the Greek alternative-lacking naus ‘ship’, the translation alternates between “ship,” “hull,” “bow/prow,” and “vessel” (“galleon,” “barque,” “craft,” and “keel” but rarely; never “boat”)—e.g., “hollow hulls,” “well-benched vessels.” The nature and balance of Homeric ship-formularity is thus preserved in translation, as it is for the Homeric formulary overall. It is further noted that a formula is not rendered identically to each identical Greek usage. However, and as pertains to ships and other objects, the formulaic range or import is always apparent.


As further concerns syllabification, a “curvèd” ship may become a “curved” ship by metrical need comparable to that requiring dieresis, i.e., the need of an extra syllable. In fact, syllable-added accentuation appears in moderation throughout, e.g., “the agèd one,” “here gatherèd,” “unransomèd,” “preferrèd” (usually at or toward line-end). Conversely, vowel elisions occur when one less syllable is wanted. Thus, scanned as either three or two syllables are: “chariot,” “warrior,” “Ilium”; and comparatives and superlatives such as “earlier,” “mightiest.” The word “ivory” is properly either two or three syllables, while the word “every” is properly two, but scanned as three where needed. The following are also scanned as two or three, by either (1) synizesis (Gr. syn ‘with’ + idzō ‘sit’), e.g., “alien,” “beauteous” (and other such -eous words), “champion,” “devious” (and other such -ious words), “Phrygia,” “radiant,” etc. or (2) “e”-vowel roll, e.g., “answering” (and other such participial forms), “boisterous,” “corselet,” “reverent,” “sovereign.” At the same time, an apostrophe sometimes appears for clarity, e.g., “reverent” or “rev’rent” (both disyllabic). The following may be scanned as three or four syllables, e.g., “charioteer,” “Dardania(n),” “Olympian,” “pitifully,” “superior.” “Telamonian” may be scanned as four or five; so also “immediately,” “invariably.” Words such as “field,” “layer,” “lion,” “power,” “tower,” “ruin,” etc. are here scanned as either one or two syllables; “ruinous” as two or three (but “prayer” always as one). Frequently used trisyllabic “corselet” (above)—always so spelled here (but also spelled “corslet” and “corselette”)—is pronounced, according to need, as three or two syllables.


Names ending in -eus regularly retain the ending as monosyllabic: “Peleus,” “Atreus” (disyllabic); “Otrynteus” (trisyllabic), “Idomeneus” (quadrisyllabic). By contrast, names ending in -aus regularly retain the ending as disyllabic: “Menelaus, Agelaus; Oenomäus” (all quadrisyllabic, the last dieresized for clarity), and “Protesiläus (five syllables). Names ending in -ius are variable: “Axius, Imbrius” (two or three), “Acrisius” (three or four), “Erichthonius” (four or five). Dieresis also has its uses: thus “Atreïdēs” (four syllables, as seen), but “Atreidēs” (three) (cf. Pēleïdēs/Pēleidēs); also “Oïleus” (three syllables), but “Oileus” (two). Otherwise, contraction occurs primarily through omission of medial v or e, e.g., “e’er,” “o’er.” Such uses often appear in alliterative combination:




. . . Fast descending the rugged mount, forth
Strode he on steadfast step, the lofty mountain peaks
And woodlands apprehensive neath th’ immortal foot
Of Poseidon’s o’erpow’ring pace.


(Il. 13.18-21)







Elided “the” (th’) before a word-initial vowel is frequent, e.g., “th’ Achaeans,” “th’ Aiantes,” “th’ immortal,” “th’ other.” Though here marked, such elision in traditional English poetry is frequently implied (the “e” retained but un-pronounced). An archaic flavor results from a sometimes-shortened passive participle, e.g., “exasperate” for “exasperated”:




Thus prayed the priest, and Phoebus Apollo heard him.
From Olympus’ summit he pounced, exasperate . . .


(Il. 1.43-44)





Other examples include “inundate” for “inundated” and “infuriate” for “infuriated” (“infuriate” either three or four syllables).


In some cases, an epithet is supplied for meter’s sake, though absent in the original; or is otherwise omitted when present in the Greek. Epithets, though sometimes interchanged when the person or object is known by more than one, are occasionally omitted. Again, it is not the individual instance, but the aggregate of the translation’s epithets and other conventions that conveys the tenor of Homeric formularity and style. The reader in translation little cares whether Achilles retires to his “dark ships” or “hollow vessels,” any more than did Homer’s own listeners. Nor did they (or we) object to a seated “swift-footed Achilles.” As meter drives every aspect of Homeric poetry, so does it drive this translation—more a Homeric translation than merely a translation of Homer. Indeed, there is nothing ultimately new in such once anticipated and appreciated English poetic conventions, however distant (but not remote) from contemporary sensibility. It is in this sense as well that the translation is “in a Classical Mode”—just old enough to be new.


Finally, and so as not to grate with excessive antiquity of diction or style, I have tended toward reduction of Homeric pleonasm (Gr. pleo ‘fill’; Eng. plenty, replete, replenish). Such usages are in their own right part of the Homeric formulary and, as such, aid oral composition. Homer will thus pleonastically say, e.g., “engage in dread strife and hateful war,” “mingle in bed and in love,” “speak and address,” “order and command,” “in spirit and in mind,” “heard with his ears,” etc. The reduction of such usages—e.g., “when he noted” instead of “when he saw with his eyes”—is as much a concession to meter as to contemporary sensibility.




IV. Homeric Artificiality in Translation: Rightness of Result




Dante is given the privilege of inventing his own language as he proceeds, freely changing his vowels, genders, and participles to eke out his rhymes, and throwing in words of his own manufacture according to inner sentiment and personal fancy. The freedom enjoyed by writers before the invention of punctuation (which came in with printing) can, of course, never be recovered—a freedom in which Dante revels; for commas and colons are leaden pellets hung on the wings of inspiration. The translator, however . . . must punctuate in such a manner as to show which of the possible interpretations he adopts; he must avoid solecisms and, of course, must never be obscure or hieratic.


–JOHN J. CHAPMAN, Dante (1927)





1. Alliteration: Roots and Reason


ALLITERATION (LAT. LITERA ‘letter of the alphabet’) occurs when consecutive or closely positioned words begin with the same consonant or consonant sound. More broadly, it occurs when the consonant or consonant sound is initial, medial, and/or final (though the latter two are technically “consonance”). There is also assonance, the recurrence of vowels sounds. For economy’s sake, I refer to all three as “alliteration.” Homeric alliteration, with examples provided below, occurs at all levels: two- and three-word combinations, full lines, numbers of lines, and entire passages, often with more than a single consonant or vowel sound in play. Alliteration in oral poetry does not surprise, both because oral poetry exists for the ear rather than the eye and because similarities of sound aid memory and recitation. Homeric alliteration is more pervasive than currently recognized, and significantly more integrated or textured than the stark word-initial alliterations of Beowulf and other early English poetry—stark, because in largely mono- and disyllabic Old English, alliteration falls predominantly at word beginning, whereas in polysyllabic Greek it appears distributively. Little better reveals the signature artificiality of Homeric Greek than its insistent, yet often surprising, alliterations. These bind and secure the poetic line, line group, or passage, often creating or reinforcing meaning (the sound-sense corollary). Alliteration enhances phrase and passage movement. It is ornamental but never trivial, gratuitous, or tongue-twisting, e.g., of the “Peter Piper” or “seashells by the seashore” variety. Artistically done, it delights; and the better done, the less apparent, as the art in art is concealment. The present translation, where and insofar as English allows, is decidedly alliterative—as seen from the outset in my opening seven lines (see Appendix I at www.poemoftroy.com).


Alliteration at its best is an adjunct of meaning—a matter of “poetic decorum,” a means by which sound reflects and reinforces sense. Well-known Homeric examples include the Cyclops’ dashing of Odysseus’ companions’ brains against the floor of his cave—with its repeated “κ/k” and “χ/kh” sounds—before dismembering and devouring them (Od. 9.287-291); conversely, the liquid-flowing sounds of the Sirens’ song, resisted by the mast-bound Odysseus (Od. 12.184-191). In both cases, sound reflects and reinforces sense. The technique analogizes sound and sense, creating coherence between them. As Pope famously observes in his An Essay on Criticism:




The sound must seem an echo to the sense.


Soft is the strain when Zephyr gently blows,


And the smooth stream in smoother numbers flows;


But when loud surges lash the sounding shore,


The hoarse, rough verse should like the torrent roar.


When Ajax strives some rock’s vast weight to throw,


The line too labours, and the words move slow;


Not so, when swift Camilla scours the plain,


Flies o’er th’ unbending corn, and skims along the main.





Alliteration, to change the metaphor, is a root system throughout the poetic landscape, retaining the soil and making it firm—giving it grip—where it would otherwise be crumbly and scatter. Alliteration has its method, capitalizing on the intuited or suggestible kinship among words—words alike in sound or somehow liking one another in context. The technique both secures the soil and advances passage across it.


Or, alliteration is to poetry (and, in its way, to prose) what harmony is to music. The coincident sounds create a pleasurable sense of rightness, of inevitability, and thus of purposeful design. As alliteration pleases, so does it persuade. The technique may reflect the gift of an individual poet, or as in the case of Homer and other ancient traditional poetries, the endpoint or summation of countless recitations, each developmental in its way, each lighting on more dictionally decorative and alliteratively pleasing expression. Indeed, the Homeric examples here briefly reviewed could little have leapt to the fore in any initial recitation. They are simply too ingrained with sound-sense and/or ornament, too “rooted” in the poetry, to have sprung extempore. This results from the richly polysyllabic nature of Homeric Greek. The greater the number of syllables, the greater the alliterative potential. The credible translation of Homer reasonably no less than necessarily reflects what is the essence of Homer.


Toward that end, each line of this translation contains at least one di- or polysyllabic word, even if only a disyllabic conjunction or preposition, as sometimes occurs. Most lines contain at least two polysyllabics; many, more than two. Entirely monosyllabic lines are rare, appearing with less frequency than spondaic line closings in Homer. In such a case, the result appears inevitable, e.g., the description of the soothsayer Kalchas in Book 1:




ὃς ᾔδη τά τ᾽ ἐόντα τά τ᾽ ἐσσόμενα πρό τ᾽ ἐόντα


(h)os eidē ta t’ eonta ta t’ essomena pro t’ eonta


Who knew what was, knew what had been and was to be.


(Il. 1. 69 [70])





The increased polysyllabism of this translation heightens rhythmic movement, even as it increases alliterative potential. Polysyllabism further signals prosodic maturity. Indeed, from the mid-twentieth century to date, the principal disappointment of Homeric (and Virgilian) free-verse (and even blank-verse) translation has been a deadening mono- and disyllabism. There is, of course, no fully Greek-replicating polysyllabism in English—largely because English is, or has evolved into, a non-inflected language. Which is to say, English is scant in word endings that signal grammatical function (word order serving that end). It is also less compound-prone and very much simpler than Greek (archaic, classical, or contemporary). English, moreover, retains its original Anglo-Saxon/Germanic stock of mono- and disyllabic words. Polysyllabism is yet possible, thanks largely to numerous loan words from Greek and Latin. Thus, to take the readiest examples: luminous/bright; finale/end; antipathy/dislike; amicable/friendly; appellation/name, domicile/house; deceased/dead. Polysyllabism in the English translation of Greek and Latin is thus a kind of “giveback” to the languages through which English has largely developed, the circle coming round. Of course, there are numerous Greek- and Latin-derived English words that lack Anglo-Saxon–based alternatives. This only increases the case for a robust polysyllabism, though one would not know it from the current state of epic in translation. Whether through lack of initiative or imagination, many a line of classical epic translation appears—in medical parlance—to flatline.


2. Making a Translation: Freedom in Constraint


Translation of the epic-poetic—of all classical poetry, in fact—is thus expected to be more than mere transference or rendering of meaning, but something actively of the translator’s own making (Gr. poieō ‘make’, poiētēs ‘maker, poet’; Eng. poet, poetry). It is expected to show invention: (Lat. in ‘in, into’ + venio ‘I come’) and, not least, contrivance (Med. Lat. contropare ‘compare’; Old Fr. controver/contreuv- ‘imagine, invent’; Fr. trouver ‘find’; It. trovare ‘find, discover’; Eng. trove, contrive, troubadour; cf. Il Trovatore ‘The Minstrel, Singer, Poet’). Poetic usage thus stands opposed to the pedestrian (Gr. pod- / Lat. ped ‘foot’), which is to say it does more than merely tread or plod. It sooner marks its pace by all available means—by judicious archaisms and alliteration (as argued); a regularized yet varied rhythm (lacking in everyday speech); and various figures of syntax, e.g., inversions (other than expected word order for metrical, ornamental, or archaizing effect). All such devices may be subsumed beneath the heading of invention, including the resourceful creation of new words (neologisms), word forms, or compounds—again, for metrical, ornamental, or archaizing effect. The mandate is especially compelling where the original language, here Homer’s Greek, abundantly exhibits all such features. Conversely, the mandate—call it poetic license—decreases when the translation, as so often during the past one hundred years, is free verse. Where there is no constraint, there is no need for constraint-circumventing devices. In such a case, invention tends more to traduce than translate the original.


Homeric Greek is artificial through and through, a metrically governed and formulaically tailored language at no time ever spoken—yet with an imposing capacity as much for consummate character and story development as for the singular and seemingly microscopic treatment of ancillary matter. Homeric Greek is, further, extremely nuanced, as determined by its use of particles (see below). Therein lie both the majesty and magic of Homer’s language. It is a long-developed and eventually consummate invention. It is, in the culinary sense, a confection (Lat. conficere/confectum ‘prepare/prepared’). Being a confection, it is spun like cotton candy; it is the smile on the Cheshire Cat, the absent presence. It can and will do anything for the sake of the meter that drives it. More conventionally put, Homer’s language is a centuries-long–developed and perfected artifact (Lat. root art- ‘art’, from Gr. *ar- ‘to fit, make fit, harmonize’ + Lat. facere/factum- ‘make/ made’). A poetic translation of Homer should thus also be an artifact—as artificial as it need or dare be. Otherwise much is “lost in translation.”


Homeric poetry—as any metrically regulated verse—is at once a competition and compromise between what need be said and how. As meter governs, it significantly shapes the message. This is especially so in Homer where meter, as seen, consists of an ordered alternation of long and short syllables. Think of it: every syllable of every word must fit the pattern. The result is like nothing ever spoken or speakable. Moreover, and as also seen, the pattern significantly overrides spoken stress with metrical weight (or quantity), their too frequent coincidence being prosaic in effect. Which is, again, to say Homeric Greek was and could never have been colloquial. It was and remains a Kunstsprache, with all the inbuilt and self-glorying artificiality that marked the starting point and, to this day, the highpoint of Western literature. Like armed Athena, sprung fully grown from the forehead of Zeus, Homeric epic, c. 750 bc, made its full and consummate epiphany after an undocumented, oral, centuries-long gestation.


Freedom resides in constraint, in that to which we choose to submit—here, poetic form. And no language has been freer in constraint than Homeric Greek. Such language, at the cost of repetition, is the invitingly unnatural and sui generis outgrowth of a meter that requires not only the sequencing of long and short syllables but also the preponderant avoidance of spoken stress and metrical weight—the two in purposeful “conflict.” That, in significant part, is what makes Homeric poetry poetry, and that much is irreplicable in English. Homeric poetry further involves imaginative uses of diction, formulae, figures of speech and syntax, and a preponderantly pliant word order. In English poetry, by contrast, spoken stress and poetic weight/ beat necessarily coincide, because English poetry, knowing little of vowel quantity, follows spoken speech. To that extent, English poetry commands fewer artifice-making resources than classical poetry. At its call, however, are meter, rhyme (if used), the apt and imaginative uses of diction, figures of speech and syntax, and a sometimes pliant word order (collectively, the “incidents” of poetry). The result, in the best—i.e., premodern—hands, is metrical and/or rhymed constraint in the service of meaning, a literary yin and yang. English poetry, moreover, has developed from and within a predominantly written tradition, lacking both the accretions and stratifications of oral development, including the in- and intermixing of dialect forms. For this reason, English poetry has no need of the myriad verbal alterations and inventions found in Homer metri gratia. Rather, and in a way largely inapplicable to Homer, English—because non-inflected—must deal with expressed personal pronouns, prepositions, auxiliary verbs, and—for other reasons—definite and indefinite articles. Such uses tend toward the monosyllabic piling-up of little words, so much flotsam impeding poetic flow. In sum, and by contrast to classical poetry, English poetry at its art-language best will yet conform to the norms of spoken use.


3. Inflection, Particles, Dialect Forms


Ancient Greek (as Latin) is an inflected language (Lat. in ‘in, inward’+ flecto ‘turn, bend, curve’; cf. Eng. reflect). Which is to say, a language whose forms inwardly turn or curve to designate grammatical function, e.g., polemos ‘war’ (nom.), polemoio ‘of war’ (gen.) (often contracted to polemou); polemō(i) ‘to or for war’ (dat.), polemon ‘war’ (acc.). Words thus change to indicate specific grammatical functions or aspects, here case (nom.), number (sing.), and gender (words ending in -os masculine). This feature significantly obviates the need for express prepositions (e.g., of, to, with, by, in, etc.). Similarly, ancient Greek verbs exhibit personal endings, i.e., endings added to designate grammatical (1) person (I, you, he, she, or it, etc.); (2) number (singular, plural, etc.) (3) tense (present, future, etc.), (4) voice (active, passive, etc.), and (5) mood (indicative, subjunctive, etc.). Such endings signal a verb subject absent the use of an express personal pronoun, e.g., poieō/poiō ‘I make’, poieis ‘you make’, etc. (the subject being “contained” in the verb). Greek verbs further have tense-indicating stems, e.g., poiēsō ‘I will make’ and, in past tenses, past stems together with syllabic augment and/or reduplication, e.g., epoiēsa ‘I made’; pepoiēka ‘I have made’; epepoiēkē ‘I had made’, obviating the need for auxiliary verbs (i.e., am, is, will, did, have, had, etc.). Inflection results not only in polysyllabism but also in a concision of verbal form and flexibility of word order unthinkable in English and most European languages. Because Greek word endings signal which words “go together,” words, especially in poetry, can be loosely distributed over two or three lines—nouns separated from adjectives, adverbs from verbs, and so on. Word endings thus also obviate the need for punctuation (no dangling participles in Greek). Uninflected English, by contrast, relies on a largely predictable word order: subject and verb, adverb and verb, noun and adjective typically within close proximity.


The marked flexibility of Greek word order and of epic word formation and variability is a key element in the artificiality of Homeric Greek, such artificiality having artificialities of its own. Thus, for example, where the meter will not accommodate a past-tense augment, the augment is dropped, augment being “not merely an artistic option but rather an archaic and rule-governed phenomenon.” The personal ending may drop as well. Thus, disyllabic tiei ‘he pays’, can appear in the Homeric imperfect tense as




trisyllabic etie ‘he was paying’


[e-augment],


disyllabic tie ‘he was paying’


[augment dropped], or


monosyllabic ti’ ‘he was paying’


[augment dropped, e-ending elided before word beginning with a vowel].





Metrical accommodation further occurs in subjunctive endings, which (by rule) are long, e.g.,




pempomen ‘we send’


[with omicron]




pempōmen ‘we may send’


[with omega].





But the subjunctive stem is regularly shortened if a short syllable is needed. Thus,




pempomen ‘we send or ‘we may send’


[as determined by context].





Such sleights of hand, metrical and otherwise, allow great flexibility within an otherwise regulated line. Need a long syllable where one does not properly exist? Double the s (sigma) or l (lambda) without essentially changing the word or its sound; or double an already present e (epsilon) with something of a “hiccup” effect, e.g., epesi, epessi, or epeessi ‘with words’ (the last form both adding an extra short—the first e—and then treating the second e as long, or weighted, because followed by two consonants). The very name “Achilles” (Ἀχιλεύς / Ἀχιλλεύς) is sometimes spelled with one lambda, sometimes two—depending on whether a weighted iota syllable is needed. The variants, in fact, appear in the name as twice appearing in the first seven lines of the Iliad. In the same metrically accommodating vein, the Homeric infinitive “to be” may appear in five different forms, each suited to different metrical need: einai, emen, emmen, emenai, emmenai (to say nothing of other forms of the verb “to be”). So also with other verbs, e.g., ‘to go’: elthein, eelthein, elthemen, elthemenai.


Exerting immense metrical influence—i.e., making meter work—are the Greek “particles,” bane of translators and source of lengthy discussion. Particles, as their name implies, are recurring “little words”—often two- and three-letter vowel-final monosyllables. Dropping the final vowel when followed by a vowel-initial word—de to d’ (‘but’); te to t’ (‘and’); ge to g’ (‘at least’); also kai (‘and’) to k’ (kai a conjunction, not a particle)—particles are often reduced to non-syllabic consonant sounds, pronounced as part of the word that follows. Thus, omitting one or more syllables in lines where they occur, elided particles enable and critically regulate meter—so much so that one can find a repeated particle in the same line, once elided and once not—the former a non-syllabic consonant sound exerting metrical regulation, e.g., by preventing hiatus [Il. 16.30: mē eme g’ oun (h)outos ge laboi cholos ‘may no such anger in any case take me’]. Or, particle repetition may simply enhance alliterative effect while providing a needed final syllable [Il. 16.445: (h)on de domon de ‘to his house’; or (h)onde domonde].


Add to this the Homeric mix, again largely metri gratia, of the then four major Greek dialects: Ionic, Aeolic, Doric, and Attic (see map), with forms of the same word differing from one dialect to the other. Thus, the epithet of Apollo—paiān ‘healer’ (and later, the celebratory hymn, a paean):




Paiēōn (Ionic/Homeric)


Pāōn (Aeolic)


Paiān (Doric)


Paiōn (Attic).





I elsewhere provide a list of key Ionic/Homeric vs. Aeolic forms appearing in Homer. One thus sees at a glance the different metrical possibilities and nuances for which dialect-mixing allows. Relatedly, the numerous Homeric (h)apax legomena ‘once spoken’ words (sing. legomenon). These are words, or word forms, appearing only once in Homer, early estimated at about two thousand.


The ancient Greek dialects, though quite marked in their differences, were still mutually comprehensible, at least in literary contexts. Alternatively, the dialects as literary languages were, collectively, the Greek language itself. Numerous dialect-mixing examples appear in [Plutarch] Essay on the Life and Poetry of Homer (1st–2d centuries ad), §§8–14, 71–81. Says [Plutarch]:




It is clear, then, that in mustering [apergazetai ‘he works up’] all the dialects [phōnas, ‘voices, sounds’] of the Greeks, he creates a richly varied discourse [poikilon . . . logon] and sometimes uses dialect expressions . . . and sometimes archaic ones, as when he says aor [sword] and sakos [shield], though in some places he uses the common and ordinary words for those same things, ksiphos and aspis. One might wonder at the way even everyday words sustain the elevation of Homeric discourse. . . . Studied diction loves to escape the ordinary and thus become more vivid and in general more pleasing. . . . ([Plutarch] §§14–15; Greek transliterated)





It is in this spirit, to be sure, and for metrical and/or alliterative reasons, that this translation alternates between shield/buckler, belt/baldric, spear/lance, reck/consider, assay/attempt, among other helpful or simply decorative usages, e.g., ’til/till for until; scape for escape; and various final d- or ing-truncated participles, e.g., situate, infuriate, and excruciate for situated, infuriated, and excruciating. Subjunctives appear with a frequency and flavor reflecting pre-twentieth century usage, e.g., “If he be,” and infinitives are frequently “pruned” for metrical reasons, e.g., “If he prefer await.” There are occasional second- and third-person archaic verb endings, e.g., thinkest/thinkst, thinketh; even, e.g., thinkst thou . . .? (in a challenge issued by a god). Such usages are assessed, first, by rightness of result in context; and second, by the determined style or programmatic dictates of the translation itself. Archaism, as [Plutarch] indicates, is a subset of diction (word choice and disposition). When such diction is “studied” (Gr. eng-kataskeu[ast]os, lit. ‘thoroughly prepared’, i.e., ‘created through and through’), it is man-made or artificial.


4. Rhetorical Artificiality


The artificiality of Homer, as now seen, begins with the demands and peculiarities of Homeric meter and the allowances and sleights of hand that serve and make it possible. The resultant idiom is unique—no more so than in the poem’s direct discourse, i.e., its speeches. Over sixty percent of Homer consists of quoted conversation—introduced by such formulaic lines as these: “And thus answering in turn, he spoke, responding”; or “And looking askance, he thus addressed him, saying”; or “And thus responding, he addressed him wingèd words.” Other speeches include prayers to gods, and battlefield exhortations, including self-exhortations—the last introduced by, e.g., “And thus he addressed his own great-hearted spirit”—articulating and allowing the listener to track the speaker’s thoughts. There is also imagined or hypothetical speech/reflection introduced by, e.g., “And thus might an Argive address his companion.” Speeches give the Homeric poems a highly dramatic quality, making Homer the primary source of Greek drama—vis-à-vis medium and plot alike—in which dialogue predominates. But while characters will speak, they do not necessarily or at all speak in dactylic hexameter. That is a matter of Homeric artificiality. For as influenced as Greek drama was by Homer, it uses iambic trimeter for dialogue, which tracks the natural rhythms of speech.


Were such manner of speech not artifice enough, Homeric warriors, even when on the battlefield, address one another in the most deferential, even chivalrous, terms, e.g., daimónie ‘My good sir’/ ‘My dear fellow’; Ō pepon ‘O, my friend’ (also daimoníē ‘My dear lady’ in various contexts). There are also chivalrous gestures, as when Diomedes and the Lycian Glaucus, about to engage in combat, realize they and their fathers enjoyed a guest-host relationship. They thus cease fighting and exchange armor to commemorate and perpetuate the tie (Il. 6.235-262). Another such gesture appears in Agamemnon’s foregoing competition and yielding first prize to his competitor (Il. 23.974-984). Warriors, moreover, even while facing foes in mortal combat, pause to boast of prior exploits, these laced with genealogical digressions containing digressions of their own—all by way of establishing lineage and credentials (e.g., Il. 5.697-712, 6.130-262, 20.224-267). Anterior to such encounters, warrior and charioteer—even while awaiting their counterparts—will discourse at length on tactics, past personal history, and even the pedigree of horses (Il. 5.289-304), the possession or acquisition of which redounds to their glory.


Equally action-arresting, and thus artificial, are the frequent and seemingly frame-by-frame descriptions of an arrow or spear released, flying forward, and penetrating—first through a shield’s surface, next through the protective hide and metal layers behind it, next through the warrior’s mail-corseleted garment or belt, next through the skin itself, and finally into whichever body part or organ takes the blow (Il. 3.377-382). So also a biographical vignette of the intended target after the arrow’s release but before its strike (Il. 13.742-757). A detailed death throe might ensue, including dying words, or a narrative reflection on the cruelty of death. Prior to the weapon’s release, the attacker might voice the intent of taking his adversary’s meliēdea thumon ‘honey-sweet life’ (Il. 17.20 [17])—the adjective elsewhere used of wine, food, fodder, sleep, and homecoming. In the famous wounding-of-Menelaus scene, description of the arrow-nocking and bow-drawing takes a seeming eternity before the string is actually released (Il. 4.120-136; cf. 8.367-374). This is neither how combatants speak nor how combat itself occurs. It is artifice—a highly artistic evocation of war in the service of greater-than-life portrayal and effect. It is the millennia-old precursor to the cinematographic slow-motion portrayal of high points or crucial events, as much artifice as artificial.




5. Alliteration: Artificiality’s Case in Point


While other examples of artificiality exist, none better serve for illustration than Homer’s patterns of alliteration, consonance, and assonance (collectively “alliteration,” as noted above). This is not the accent-indicating and thus heavily apparent alliterative scheme of Beowulf and other early English poetry, but something far more finely developed and distributive. And it is entirely artificial, judging from its inevitable absence from spoken language. In conversation, even passing alliteration raises eyebrows for its often comic or suggestive effect. In fact, we generally consign alliteration to aphorisms, brand names, and advertising slogans. Conversely, a phrase becomes noteworthy for its alliterative contrivance. In Homer, however, alliteration is a cohesive skein capturing and aligning similar sounds in the service of meaning, finesse, or simple delight. Considerations of space require that we limit discussion to selected examples from which others might be deduced. Noteworthy are letter θ/thēta alliterations. The language of translation should, again, reflect this key element of Homeric composition—not on an impossibly case-by-case basis, but on balance, being alliterative where and however English might reasonably allow.


Homeric alliteration runs the gamut. It starts with two-word combinations, e.g.,




εἰν ἑνὶ δίφρῳ ἐόντας . . .


ein (h)eni diphrō(i) eontas


in one chariot being


[ein a lengthening metri gratia for en ‘in’]


[Il. 5.160, 11.103]





Alliteration is highly apparent in formulaic phrases, the same often formulaic for that very reason, e.g.,




ἐπὶ (ϝ)οἴνοπα πόντον


epi oinopa ponton


upon the wine-dark (lit. wine-faced) sea.


[Il. 1.350]





It is also apparent in purposefully contrived (non-formulaic) phrases, e.g.,






δοιὼ δ᾽ οὐ δύναμαι ἰδέειν κοσμήτορε λαῶν


doiō d’ ou dunamai ideein kosmētore laōn


But I am not able to see the two shepherds of the people


[Il. 3.236]


χύντο χαμαὶ χολάδες


chunto chamai cholades


Spilled to the ground his intestines


[Il. 4.526]





Entire lines are often alliterative:




ὣς εἰπὼν ἔμπνευσε μένος μέγα ποιμένι λαῶν.


(h)ōs eipōn empneuse menos mega poimeni laōn


Thus speaking he inspired great strength into the shepherd of the host.


[Il. 15.262]





The step from isolated lines, to two or more lines, to entire passages is small—but with telling effect. Such instances establish semantic, i.e., signaling or signifying, associations (Gr. sēmainō ‘show’, Lat signum ‘sign’), which is to say sense rooted in sound. The most significant instance of sound-sense correlation in archaic Greek poetry appears in the epic Theogony (Birth of the Gods) by Homer’s successor Hesiod. It is of a kind readily found in Homer, and with an actual Homeric parallel. The parallel is no mere borrowing or coincidence, but evidence of powerfully associative thought in poetic time and milieu.


The Muses in Hesiod’s Theogony descend Mt. Helicon amid their own singing and dance. With a prototypically enigmatic utterance, they inspire the then-shepherd Hesiod with the divine gift of epic poetry. The lines, addressed to the shepherds in mock contempt, signal the ultimate lack of verifiability in any mythic account:




ποιμένες ἄγραυλοι, κάκ᾽ ἐλέγχεα, γαστέρες οἶον,


ἴδμεν ψεύδεα πολλὰ λέγειν ἐτύμοισιν ὁμοῖα,


ἴδμεν δ᾽, εὖτ᾽ ἐθέλωμεν, ἀληθέα γηρύσασθαι.


poimenes agrauloi, kak’ elenchea, gasteres oion,


idmen pseudea polla legein etumoisin (h)omoia


idmen d’, eut’ ethelōmen, alēthea gērusasthai.




Rustic Shepherds, sordid disgraces, stomachs all,


Many lies to truth likened we know how to tell;


We know, when so wishing, to speak true things as well.


(Th. 26-28)





We note the triple-alliterative thēta (θ/th) and the twice alliterative lambda (λ/l) in the bolded transliterated phrase—the words meaning: ‘we wish’ (ethelōmen), ‘true things’ (alēthea), ‘to speak’ (gērusasthai). The alliteration signals the association in archaic Greek thought between truth and volition—truth uttered when the speaker wishes to speak it, i.e., is so inclined, perceives advantage, or is otherwise intent on falsehood. The uncertainty of truth in an oral pre-literate society gives rise to ‘many lies resembling the truth’ (pseudea polla . . . etumoisin (h)omoia), which is to say, to verisimilitude (Lat. verum ‘true’ + simile ‘like, similar to’). A good liar—one whose story “adds up”—will thus be taken at his word. Such is Odysseus par excellence, of whom Homer says, following one of Odysseus’ grand mendacities,




ἴσκε ψεύδεα πολλὰ λέγων ἐτύμοισιν ὁμοῖα:


iske pseudea polla legōn etumoisin (h)omoia


Speaking many falsehoods, he likened them to truths.


(Od. 19.203; cf. Th. 27, above)





But for the change of (1) verb—iske ‘he likened’ for idmen ‘we know’ and (2) participle legōn ‘speaking’ for infinitive legein ‘to speak’, the two contexts are one and the same.


We further note that Homeric alēthea muthēsasthai ‘to tell the truth’, with internally alliterative muthēsasthai ‘to tell’, is used in lieu of Hesiodic alēthea gērusasthai ‘to utter, speak’—both words emphatic as spondaic line endings: [image: figure] (fifth and sixth feet), instead of the typical: [image: figure]. One such Homeric context, most approximating Hesiod, is as follows:




ψεύδοντ᾽, οὐδ᾽ ἐθέλουσιν ἀληθέα μυθήσασθαι


pseudont’, oud’ ethelousin alēthea muthēsasthai


They falsely speak, nor wish they to utter the truth.


(Od. 14.125)







The Muses speak the truth “when they wish” because in archaic Greek thought, as today, the presence or intervention of divinity—including the Muses—is deemed dependent on divine will (cf. “God willing”). What happens happens apparently because a god has wished or willed it. Having willed it, the god then arrives to accomplish it (not that arrival is actually needed, though epiphany is always impressive). This creates and further strengthens an alliteratively pronounced association between true things/ the truth (alēthea), divinity (theos), arrival (elthōn), volition (ethelōn), and accomplishment or placement (theiē).


That gods ‘arrive’ (elthein) among men is an epic commonplace, even as that which the gods ‘place’, ‘position’, or ‘accomplish’ among men is signaled by the soundalike thēta root: *θε‘place, put’ (Gr. tithēmi ‘I place, put’). So also Gr. θέμις (themis ‘law, custom, adjudication, appropriate[ness]’—that which is placed or established—personified as the goddess Θέμις), Thus, Odysseus to Penelope, concerning the riddle of their marital bed:




ὅτε μὴ θεὸς αὐτὸς ἐπελθὼν


ῥηϊδίως ἐθέλων θείη ἄλλῃ ἐνὶ χώρῃ.


(h)ote mē theos autos epelthōn


(h)rēïdiōs ethelōn theiē allē(i) eni chōrē(i)


Unless a god, himself coming on,


easily—wishing [to do so]—placed [the bed] in another place.


(Od. 23.185-186)





There are, however, any number of alliterations that are largely ornamental, playful, or purposefully punning. The following line, emphatic in thēta sound, is, more than anything else, playful or high-spirited:




μή με θεὰ Θέμι ταῦτα διείρεο: οἶσθα καὶ αὐτὴ


mē me thea Themi tauta dieireo: oistha kai autē


Do not, goddess Themis, ask me these things; yourself you know.


[Il. 15.93]





Here, the alliterative thea Themi ‘goddess Themis’ creates a diminutive or endearing tone, e.g., “Themis, my dear” or “Themis, dearie.” We further note a devilishly clever play on verb and apostrophized god:






ἔγνως ἐννοσίγαιε ἐμὴν ἐν στήθεσι βουλὴν


egnōs ennosigaie emēn en stēthessi boulēn


You know, O Earthshaker, the plan within my breast


[Note verb e-g-n-ō-s and addressee e-n-o-s-i-g-ai-e; also emēn en stēthessi boulēn]


[Il. 20.20]





Space allowing, we would have proceeded to lengthier bravura passages containing theta and other alliteration. These appear in the discussion at www.poemoftroy.com. Their purport may, however, be deduced from the alliterative operations as seen above.


We conclude with a theta alliteration of purposefully archaizing intent, appearing as it does at the very start of the Odyssey. It sends an unequivocal message—as if to say, this is, and will be treated as, an antique poem, even in these, our putatively “modern” times. The poet begins by invoking the Muse to tell of Odysseus, the “man of many turns,” who suffered much both on land and sea upon his return from Troy. The adventures are many, so the poet ends the invocation as follows:




τῶν ἁμόθεν γε, θεά, θύγατερ Διός, εἰπὲ καὶ ἡμῖν


tōn (h)amothen ge theā, thugatēr, Dios eipe kai (h)ēmin


From some one of these (events), goddess, daughter of Zeus, tell us also


(Od. 1.10)





Thisecond word ἁμόθεν ((h)amothen) is compounded of (h)amos ‘some, someone, some one’ (archaic equivalent of otherwise Homeric and classical tis ‘some, someone’) and the archaic suffix -θε(v) (with “v/n” because the next word begins with a vowel). The doubly marked archaic compound signals a plentiful antiquity, even as it sounds alliteratively smart or up to date with the addition of two further θ/th sounds in the same line (tōn (h)amothen ge theā, thugatēr). Such contrivance is all in an epic’s “day’s work,” this one appearing emphatically at the outset. Homer thus exploits alliteration not only for its own sake but also to announce, in his own time, how remarkably an archaic/archaizing poet he is—in diction, style, and theme. It behooves any translation of Homer to convey whatever modicum of this it might, albeit faint, yet clearly audible, as the cosmic microwave background trailing the Big Bang.


Alliterative examples—beyond two-to-four-word combinations—that lack Homeric counterpart but are yet true to Homeric usage, are:




                                         and the old man,


Peleus, chariot lord, was offering a fattened


Thigh of bull, to Zeus thunderbolt rejoicing,


Within the court’s enclosure, and clasped a golden


Goblet, whence flowed as fellow to the offering


A fiery wine.


(Il. 11.864-869 [772-755])


So we departed, much aggrieved, angered for the gain


Agreed to but given not.


(Il. 21.511-512 [456-457])





Most extensive yet is the description of Thersites:




Then were the others still, throughout their ranks restrained,


But Thersites alone, intemperate of tongue,


Yet scoffed and bawled, disorderly, obstreperous;


Convulsed was his vernacular, availing not.


With kings inclined to quarrel, intoxicate he,


Danaan dullard and simpleton, reprobate


Of Troy, blighted his breeding; bandy-leggèd, lame


Of foot, his shoulders inward shunted to his chest;


Pointy-headed, and sparse the tuft upon his pate;


Despisèd of Odysseus he, to Achilles


Loathsome most, for he ever importuned the two


And against Agamemnon relentlessly railed,


Disdained of the Danaans, held in their despite.


(Il. 2.216-228 [211-223])





The Thersites rendering is as artificial in its way as any of the theta-driven alliterations above. The latter are too intrinsically Greek-contrived to yield gold in translation. Conversely, the Thersites passage in Greek lacks the alliterative fullness given it here. The result nonetheless seems right; and Homer’s technique, on balance, retained.


From such passages as these, the reader senses what Homeric language is like and can do—whether by formulaic occurrence or otherwise—in any given phrase, line, lines, or line-sequence. The gold, whether panned from the stream’s surface or mined from deep within, is there for the finding. Such specifics as I have highlighted cannot be comparably rendered in translation. However, the nature and effect of such language can be comparably suggested to the extent English alliteration, diction, meter, and ingenuity allow, i.e., wherever it is possible to approximate the resources of one language with those of another. It is ultimately a matter of rightness of result on a line-by-line, passage-by-passage basis; and that assessment will surely vary. I have, of course, sought right result throughout (see further Appendix II at www.poemoftroy.com).





II.


TRANSLATION






~ PROLOGUE ~


Mythological Background


THE TROJAN WAR BEGINS with the marriage of the mortal Peleus, Achilles’ father, and the sea goddess Thetis. Zeus would himself have married Thetis but for the prophecy of an offspring greater than its sire. Zeus had himself been an offspring greater than his sire, the Titan Cronus (whom he dethroned). Zeus thus refrains from wedding Thetis to avoid generational recurrence. Moreover, had Achilles been born a son of Zeus and Thetis, he would have been born a god instead of a demigod. Assuming, next, his own marriage to a mortal woman, Achilles’ children would have been demigods. Yet it is sooner a purpose of the Trojan War, or “meta-purpose,” to end divine-human marriage, extinguish the race of demigods (a concern paralleled in Genesis 6), and achieve ultimate separation of men and gods. Demigods want nothing more than to be gods, or be considered their equal. The continued existence and propagation of demigods is a threat to established divinity. Thus, the need for demigod extinction. Though not part of the Iliad’s story, the matter of demigods is yet written into the story’s DNA: Achilles knows his divinity has been thwarted. This contributes to his μῆνις ‘wrath’, which is the poem’s opening word and theme.


Peleus was the son of Aeacus, son of Zeus, making Achilles a great-grandson of Zeus. The status is alluded to in Homer (Il. 21.213-217), and Homer refers to Achilles as both Aeacidēs ‘son of Aeacus’ and Pēleïdēs ‘son of Peleus’. The genealogical distancing of Zeus and Achilles mitigates Achilles’ threat to Olympus, leaving him threat enough to himself and to the Greeks and Trojans at Troy.


The goddess Eris ‘Strife’ is alone uninvited to the wedding of Peleus and Thetis. In response, and as cause of strife and dissension, she casts an apple into the hall, inscribed “to the fairest.” Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite all claim the apple, whereupon Paris, the Trojan prince (handsomest of Trojans), is chosen to adjudicate. The contest, pervasively depicted in works of art, occurs on the foothills of Mt. Ida near Troy, to which Zeus frequently “escapes” to watch the war, away from the to-do on Mt. Olympus on the Greek mainland. Hera promises Paris power; Athena, wisdom; and Aphrodite, the most beautiful woman alive: Helen, already married to Menelaus, king of Sparta. Choosing love over all, Paris declares Aphrodite fairest.


On a visit to Sparta, Paris abducts Helen (she quite willing) and returns with her, her possessions, and treasures to Troy. The Greeks, under the leadership of Agamemnon, Menelaus’ brother, amass their combined forces in an expedition to regain Helen. It is noteworthy that Menelaus, though the aggrieved husband, does not lead the troops. This signals Menelaus’ lack of leadership (reflected in the inability to retain his own wife). As seen throughout the Iliad, he is actually quite mediocre—though he does have his moment in the defense of the fallen Patroclus’ corpse. We know from other sources that Menelaus won Helen as wife, over her many suitors throughout Greece, solely by excess of gifts.


Helen’s father, Tyndareus, knowing that any choice of husband would cause discord among the remaining suitors, made them all swear the “Oath of Tyndareus,” whereby they pledged their support to whoever of them suffered injury. This, perforce, would maintain the peace. The oath thus precipitated the muster of troops for Troy, serving as rationale for the first purposeful alliance of all Hellenes, or Greeks. Indeed, those who wooed Helen from every part of Greece would now fight on her behalf. Hence, the Panhellenic intent of Homer’s Iliad—a poem with incipient national appeal for all Greeks. The appeal is further apparent in the “Catalogue of Ships” listing the far-ranging Greek contingents that sailed for Troy. Also Panhellenic is the Iliad’s freely blended use of dialects from the major regions of Homer’s Greece: Aeolic, Ionic, Doric, and Attic (see map). The differing dialect forms also (and more immediately) serve to facilitate Homeric meter. Where the meter does not accommodate one dialect form, it does another. However, Ionic, also known as epic or Homeric Greek, predominates.


Homer’s Iliad does not begin with the Judgment of Paris, the theft of Helen, the muster of troops, or even the start of the war itself. It begins, according to the Roman poet Horace’s dictate, in medias res ‘in the midst of things’, creating a coherent self-contained whole from a given starting homer’s iliad in a classical translation point—the procedure approved by Aristotle (Poetics)—and ending with the death and funeral of Hector, the Trojan defender and mainstay. The ending, though neither necessary nor inevitable, is appropriate to Homer’s chosen part of the story. Poets of lesser rank dealt with episodes and events pre- and postdating Homer’s Iliad—the so-called “cyclic” poets. Very little of their work survives, though known by reference and summary—and known to be inferior to that of Homer.






~ BOOK I ~


Achilles and Agamemnon Quarrel, Achilles Withdraws from Battle, Thetis Implores Zeus to Avenge Achilles by Favoring the Trojans


THE ILIAD BEGINS AT a point toward the end of the ten-year siege of Troy, with an argument between Agamemnon and Achilles. Achilles is the mightiest and most beautiful of the Greeks at Troy. Being too young at the time to woo Helen, he is not bound by the Oath of Tyndareus (p. 60) as he takes pains to explain. He fights not to vindicate Menelaus but to ensure his own enduring glory—the promised reward for the brief life allotted him.


To sustain their siege over a ten-year period, the Greeks raid neighboring towns and islands, both for supplies and women to serve as concubines. Two such captives (or “spear brides”) are Brisēïs, awarded Achilles; and Chrysēïs, awarded Agamemnon. At the start of the poem, Chrysēs, priest of Apollo and the father of Chrysēïs, comes to the Greek camp to ransom his daughter. But Agamemnon refuses and insolently sends him away. Chrysēs seeks Apollo’s vengeance. The god inflicts a nine-day plague on the camp, and the Greeks perish in droves (the plague reflecting, on a different level, the squalor of a ten-year beach encampment).


Achilles calls a council, encouraging the soothsayer Kalchas to explain the plague. Acquiring a promise of protection from Achilles, Kalchas reluctantly blames Agamemnon’s refusal to return Chrysēïs. Thus required, Agamemnon focuses on Achilles, whose idea it was to involve Kalchas; and the two quarrel over issues of hierarchy, namely, whether Zeus-granted governance and rule over multitudes (Agamemnon) merit deference to inherent bravery and moral superiority (Achilles). Nestor intervenes to end the dispute, but not before Agamemnon announces he will take Brisēïs as compensation for the surrendered Chrysēïs (which he does).




An outraged Achilles withdraws himself and his troops from battle, since Agamemnon’s dishonor of Achilles nullifies his glory (public humiliation being inimical to glory). Achilles will thus have the worst of both worlds: neither glory (the reward for dying young at Troy) nor longevity (the reward for having stayed at home). That is the dilemma and crisis of his withdrawal from battle—with grievous consequence for his companions in arms. He entreats his mother, Thetis, to petition Zeus for Greek defeat in vindication of the affront to his honor. Zeus agrees, inciting Hera to argument (Zeus and Hera regularly arguing throughout the poem). The dispute comically mimics that of the Greek protagonists. The lame smithy god, Hephaestus, seeks to reconcile his arguing parents, complaining their discord will spoil supper. “Unquenchable laughter” seizes the gods at the sight of Hephaestus hobbling about. Dinner concludes, and the gods retire to bed.


[image: figure]


μῆνιν ἄειδε θεὰ Πηληϊάδεω Ἀχιλῆος


οὐλομένην, ἣ μυρί᾽ Ἀχαιοῖς ἄλγε᾽ἔθηκε,


πολλὰς δ᾽ ἰφθίμους ψυχὰς Ἄϊδι προΐαψεν


ἡρώων, αὐτοὺς δὲ ἑλώρια τεῦχε κύνεσσιν


οἰωνοῖσί τε δαιτα, Διὸς δ᾽ ἐτελείετο βουλή,


ἐξ οὗ δὴ τὰ πρῶτα διαστήτην ἐρίσαντε


Ἀτρεΐδης τε ἄναξ ἀνδρῶν καὶ δῖος Ἀχιλλεύς.














	SING, Goddess, the wrath of Peleus’ son Achilles,






	The cause accursed of Achaean pains uncounted.






	Many a hero’s mighty soul did it hurl down






	To Hell, the mighty themselves making meal for dogs






	And banqueting for birds. Thus Zeus’ intent advanced

	5






	From when the two contending parted first as foes,






	Agamemnon, king of men, and dread Achilles.






	Which, then, of the gods, conjoined the two discordant?






	The offspring of Leto and Zeus, the archer god,






	Apollo. Enraged at the king, he confounded

	10






	
The camp with pestilence, and the people perished






	For Chrysēs’ sake, whom Agamemnon dishonored;






	For Chrysēs had come to the swift Achaean ships,






	Arrayed in the robes of the archer Apollo,






	With plentiful spoils, the ransom for his daughter.

	15






	And he beseeched the Achaeans, especially






	Those twain of Atreus sprung, orderers of the ranks:






	“Atreus’ sons, and you other well-greaved Achaeans!






	May the Olympian gods procure your plunder






	Of Priam’s town and your coming home thereafter,

	20






	But this ransom accept for my daughter’s return,






	Respecting the rights of far-shooting Apollo.”






	Then agreed the Argives all, voicing their assent,






	To respect the priest and take the teeming treasure;






	But how this rankled Agamemnon, king of men!

	25






	Roundly he rebuked him, adding this reproval:






	“Be ever gone, old grizzled one, your distance keep,






	That I no more encounter you, either dawdling






	Here aside these hollow hulls or reappearing






	Afterward. Forsworn the god’s insignia then,

	30






	Not worth the thread. Your darling girl I’ll not release,






	’Til senescence be her lot, at my dwelling place






	In Argos, far from her fatherland, plying my






	Loom and bestriding my bed. But leave, no longer






	Anger me, that you depart the more securely.”

	35






	Thus he spoke, and fear unsettled the agèd one.






	Silently to the seashore’s seething strand he went






	And, at a distance removed, beseeched Apollo:






	“O god of plague, if e’er to you I’ve sacrificed






	The crackling hinds of bulls or consecrated goats,

	40






	Then this of my god I devotedly implore:






	Let the Argives by your arrows repay my tears.”






	Thus prayed the priest, and Phoebus Apollo heard him.






	From Olympus’ summit he pounced, exasperate,






	Bearing his bow and quiver covered end to end,

	45






	
And the arrows clanged to the angered god’s descent—






	Veiled his advance, masked his visage with midnight’s dread.






	Apart the ships applied he plenteous weapons.






	First among the mules, then ’mid rav’nous dogs he ranged,






	Then on the soldiery itself the deluge drove

	50






	Unending. The pyres raged, corpse on corpse compacted.






	Thus decimated, nine days long the men endured.






	But thereafter Achilles assembled the host,






	Beholding, distressed, the soldiers’ devastation.






	And they, to their stations once gathered and convened,

	55






	Attended Achilles, who spoke among them thus:






	“Sons of Atreus, now I suspect that, driven back,






	Will we homeward flee, if disease not triumph first,






	Or battle and plague not destroy us every one;






	But come, let us some soothsaying counselor seek,

	60






	Or priest, or bird interpreter—for visions too






	Derive from Zeus—to disclose the god’s displeasure;






	Whether he our ritual offerings resent,






	Our sacrifices full; or heartily greeting






	The redolence of flawless goats or roasted lambs,

	65






	He disavow this evil and deliver us.”






	Thus speaking was he seated, and among them rose






	Kalchas, Thestōr’s son, bird augur preeminent,






	Who knew what was, knew what had been and was to be;






	To Troy had he delivered the Danaan ships

	70






	By seercraft, gift of the archer god Apollo.






	Intending them well, he thus intoned among them:






	“O Achilles, beloved of Zeus, you bid me speak






	The wrath of Apollo, far-shooting archer god.






	Declare it, then, I will. But devoutly swear you

	75






	Yourself, in my need, to render me assistance.






	For I shudder to think of distressing the man






	Who rules the Argives all, and whom they all obey.






	Greater a king when angered at a commoner;






	
For though he promptly digest his indignation,

	80






	Yet nurtures he within distemper unsubdued,






	Until it be attained. So, pledge me your support”!






	Answering him, swift-footed Achilles proclaimed:






	“Nay! Courage taking, speak what prophecy you know.






	For not by Apollo, dear to Zeus, to whom you,

	85






	Kalchas, praying, divulge your divinations true;






	Not whilst I draw breath, beholding the earth entire,






	Will anyone on you beside these hollow hulls






	Lay heavy hands, of this Greek host assembled here.






	Not even should you mention Agamemnon, who

	90






	Much proclaims himself the best of the Achaeans.”






	Directly, then, proclaimed the blameless prophet thus:






	“Nor ritual nor sacrifice does he reprove,






	But Agamemnon, for his treatment of the priest,






	That he released not the daughter nor ransom took,

	95






	For which Apollo vexes him and ever will.






	Nor exiting the Argive camp will plague depart






	Until the lovely-lidded girl delivered be






	Unto her sire, unpurchasèd, unramsomèd,






	And sacrifice to Chrysē brought. Thus mollified

	100






	Might Apollo grant remission, his rage renounced.”






	Thus speaking he retired, and among them up stood






	The warrior, wide-governing Agamemnon






	Atreïdēs, aggrieved, darkly addled his heart,






	His eyes aglare, the likeness of conflagration.

	105






	Bleakly regarding Kalchas, he rebuked him thus:






	“Unprincipled prophet, so you pontificate,






	A derelict, disdaining candor evermore,






	Planning villainy beloved of your prophet’s craft,






	Never speaking soundly nor virtue displaying.

	110






	So, now among the Argives give you vatic voice,






	That lord Apollo by design undoes us quite,






	Since for the girl Chrysēïs I declined accept






	The ransom’s trove, since greater my inclination






	
To convey her home, more fully preferring her

	115






	To my lawful wedded consort, Clytemnestra,






	As she in countenance, figure, disposition,






	And industry her equal is. But, nonetheless,






	Surrendered shall she be, advantaging our cause;






	I sooner the men protected than perishing.

	120






	But rally you, some other prize prepare for me,






	That I alone amid the host not prizeless be.






	Unfit the thought, well mark it: my prize goes elsewhere!”






	Then replied Achilles, the godlike, swift of foot:






	“Agamemnon, for greed and gain preeminent,

	125






	What prize from the great-hearted Greeks will you garner,






	Such benefits in short supply obtainable?






	Those pillaged hereabouts are allocated all






	And, allocated, poorly reapportionèd.






	To Apollo deliver the maiden apace!

	130






	Then from the Argives garner you countless glories






	If Zeus to ruin e’er topple towering Troy.”






	Wide-ruling Agamemnon, scolding, thus replied:






	“Inveigle me not, Achilles, however good






	And godlike; not thus will you win or elude me.

	135






	Think you, whilst you possess your battle prize, that I,






	As you command, will countenance the girl’s return?






	So be it, were the Greeks, great-spirited, to gift






	Me in return, as due, assigning just reward.






	But should they nothing give, then I myself shall take,

	140






	Escorting her, Odysseus’ prize or Ajax’s;






	Or even yours, Achilles, shall I confiscate,






	And much dispirited whome’er I thus approach—






	My full intention, as befits, in time disclosed.






	But, come now, to the godlike sea a galleon draw,

	145






	With oarsmen aptly numbered and with hecatomb,






	Embarking the fair-favored Chrysēïs thereon.






	And more, let one sound-minded man commander be,






	Idomeneus, Ajax, or divine Odysseus,






	Or, Pēleïdēs, you, most prodigious of men,

	150






	
That Apollo, respected thus, be pacified.”






	With dour regard the fleet Achilles answered him:






	“Villain, alas, appareled in rapacity,






	How will the Argives, rank and file, disposèd be






	To rally ’gainst the foe, when you command them fight?

	155






	Not for Trojan spearmen’s trespass am I present






	Here nor on warfare’s whim. Why count them culpable?






	Never once upon my livestock have they fallen,






	Nor on my hearth in fertile man-fost’ring Phthia,






	Nor afflicted my yield, since interposed between

	160






	Are shade-ensconcèd peaks and coasts far-echoing.






	For you alone we came, great contumacious one,






	Reaping plaudits for reprobates, dog-countenanced






	Menelaus and yourself, from the Trojans all.






	This do you allow, oblivious, insensate,

	165






	Shamelessly proposing to pillage the prizes






	For which I battled and which th’ Achaeans conferred.






	Not once have I reward received the equal yours,






	Whene’er the Greeks attack a prosp’rous Trojan town:






	A pitiful combat’s yield is thus by myself

	170






	Alone collected, while of parceled prizes all






	Is each the greatest granted you; the trifling, me,






	Despite my fame, alone to fondle by my ship.






	To Phthia I now return, since preferable






	My seaborne faring home than biding—scoffed at here—

	175






	Your fecklessness and prodding your intemperance.”






	To him responded Agamemnon, king of men:






	“Depart then, should your spirit thus command, since I,






	On my account, will not entreat you stay. Others






	There are to honor me, Zeus counselor most of all.

	180






	Abhorred to me of Zeus-belovèd lords are you,






	Forever discord’s darling, drenched in blood and gore.






	Be you mightier adjudged? Thus gracious the gods.






	Hurried homeward with your vessels and companions,






	
Commands give to the Myrmidons, damned if I care.

	185






	Your tantrums I discount, my declaration thus:






	As archer Apollo reclaims my Chrysēïs,






	I return her, by vessel with warrior escort;






	But your prize, fair-featured Brisēïs, I demand,






	Myself upon your tent descending, that you mark

	190






	How much the greater than you I be, and others






	Shun to challenge me, deeming them my equal born.”






	So he spoke, and rose the gall in Achilles’ gorge,






	And sundered was the heart within his tousled chest:






	Whether, from aside his thigh the deft sword wielding,

	195






	He despatch Agamemnon, provoking the host;






	Or arrest his mettle and his choler constrain.






	The choices thus within himself considering—






	The sharpened sword from out its scabbard drawn—arrived






	Athena from high Olympus, by the white-armed

	200






	Goddess Hera sent, caring alike for them both.






	Athena from behind took hold his tawny hair,






	By him alone observed, to others unbeknownst.






	Wheeling thunderstruck about, Achilles perceived






	The goddess proximate—her vision penetrant!

	205






	Thus fulminating, declared he in wingèd words:






	“Why come you, progeny of aegis-bearing Zeus,






	To observe Agamemnon Atreïdēs’ pride?






	But this I prophesy, and promptly transpire it:






	His infatuate life to my compulsion lost.”

	210






	Him did the grey-eyed goddess Athena advise:






	“From high heaven I come to inhibit your rage—






	Should you relent—sent by Hera the white-armed queen,






	Solicitous, committed to your well-being.






	From dissension now ceasing, your weapon repose

	215






	And ringingly rebuke him with protestation.






	For thus I declare, and the like betide it true:






	That magnificent gifts, amends for this misuse,






	Will you three-fold amass; but bend you and obey.”






	
Thus responding swift-footed Achilles replied:

	220






	“Goddess, befits it I follow your counsels twain,






	However much irate at heart; far better thus.






	Who abides the gods will by gods abetted be.”






	Thus saying, to its hilt applied he heavy hand,






	Scabbardward plunging the ample sword, attending

	225






	Athena’s word; but she Olympus-bound withdrew,






	Where aegis-bearing Zeus and th’ other gods abide.






	Achilles continued, caustically addressing






	Agamemnon, nor ever did his dudgeon dim:






	“Grape-soaked sovereign, agape your canine countenance,

	230






	Your heart the darting deer’s—never once accoutred






	Dare you be, when Danaans for combat convene,






	Nor geared be for ambush amid the Argive best,






	For that to you were death assured, doubt not. Sooner






	You ransack the Achaeans hereabouts, to pounce

	235






	Plundering his prize, whenever a man protests.






	Despot feeding on your folk, worthless willings all,






	Elsewise were such affront assuredly your last.






	Thus I pronounce and promise true, my pledge aright:






	That by this sceptre, bearing leaf no more nor branch,

	240






	Since from its wooded mount detached—nor will it bloom,






	For ’round about the axe has shorn it, branch and bark—






	And now the sons of the Achaeans carry it,






	Law-givers, in their hands, who guard the precedents






	By Zeus pronounced; be this my affirmation sworn:

	245






	If e’er to the Achaean camp come need of famed






	Achilles, doomed be the Danaans—however






	Much you agonize—fallen lifeless to Hector,






	Slaughterer of men. Then burst your breast asunder,






	To have thus abused the best of the Achaeans.”

	250






	So spoke Achilles, downward casting his sceptre,






	With golden nailings jeweled, and resumed his seat;






	And, sitting across him, Agamemnon railed on.






	Stood next among them Nestor, sweet-tongued orator






	
Of Pylos, polished his speech, from whose very lips

	255






	Pronouncement poured the honey’s like. Already had






	He known two mortal generations come and gone,






	Prior flourished and prosp’rous in sandy Pylos.






	Amid the third he ruled. And with good intention






	Toward Atreus' son and Achilles proclaimed he thus:

	260






	“Alack the day, in dread by all Achaeans held!






	Let Priam sure and Priam’s progeny rejoice,






	Let celebrate the Trojans all within their hearts,






	Acknowledging this your dire contention, for shame,






	Who in counsel and in combat surpass the Greeks.

	265






	By me persuaded be, and mind my counsel sure.






	Aforetime with your betters kept I company,






	Nor ever was I once demeaned in doing so,






	Valiants the lot of them, none better anywhere;






	Perithous one, also Dryas the protector,

	270






	Kaineus, Exadius, godlike Polyphēmus,






	Theseus, good Aegeus’ son, like to the immortals.






	Prospered they, mightiest nurtured of earthborn men.






	Mightiest nurtured and most mightily matched, fought






	They feral mountain tribes, annihilating them.

	275






	With such consorted I, decamping from Pylos,






	Far distant the land, for they themselves had summoned.






	And well did I acquit myself. But gone today






	The earthborn mortal men to join their company;






	Yet to my guidance gave they heed and due regard;

	280






	So heed you both, thereby better deemed obeying.






	Do not, however nobly bred, appropriate






	His prize, the girl the Argives first afforded him.






	Admit his right. And you, Achilles, covet not






	To vie with kings, provoking them, since never once

	285






	Do sceptred kings, on whom Zeus confers eminence,






	Apportion their prestige. If you be mightier,






	A goddess mother gave you birth. But better he






	Since ruling over multitudes. Desist from force,






	Atreïdēs, while I entreat him rest his rage,

	290






	
Who of the Greeks in barb’rous clash our bulwark is.”






	Thus answering, spoke Atreidēs Agamemnon:






	“Indeed, old man, such matter you proclaim aright!






	But this man wishes to outdo us every one.






	He craves command, desires to be superior,

	295






	Directives gives—the likes of which I reckon not






	To follow. If the gods a fighter fashioned him,






	So licensed they his insolence and calumny.”






	Sidelong viewing him, averred divine Achilles:






	“Indeed, a ne’er-do-well and coward would I be,

	300






	Capitulating to your orders, all of them.






	Compliance from these others wrest, but not from me






	Intending most your biddings all to disregard.






	But this too I declare; attend you and take heed:






	My hands from battle dormant lie—idle their use

	305






	To you or any other on the girl’s account,






	Since, given, is she taken back. And of the stores






	That I possess aside my rapid ship, would you






	Against my will take nothing, bearing it away;






	Just go ahead and try, that these bear witness true—

	310






	Your blackened blood a’trickle dripping from my spear.”






	With words impassioned thus, the twain contending fought,






	And the Argive assembly, uprising, adjourned,






	Whereat Achilles to his tents and balanced ships






	Retired, with Patroclus and their companions all.

	315






	But Atreïdēs seaward drew a speedy ship,






	Equipped with twenty oarsmen, and within it placed






	A hecatomb unto the god, himself taking






	And seating Chrysēïs, fair-countenanced, within,






	And many-minded Odysseus captained the ship.

	320






	Ascending the vessel they voy’ged the water’s way,






	But Atreïdēs bid the men self-purify,






	And purged they to seaward their contaminations,






	And to Apollo offered perfect hecatombs






	
Of bulls and goats aside the shoreline’s restless strand,

	325






	And the smoke-woven savor suffused high heaven.






	Thus labored they about the camp, but Atreidēs






	Remained livid, as when first threat’ning Achilles,






	And beckoned Eurybates, Talthybius too,






	Achaean messengers and bustling henchmen both:

	330






	“Approach you the tent of Pēleidēs Achilles,






	And by her hand fair-featured Brisēïs reclaim.






	If he deny me, myself will I reclaim her,






	With companions approaching, the worse for him yet.”






	So speaking he despatched them, precise his command.

	335






	And the twain unwilling walked the restless seashore’s






	Strand, to the Myrmidon ships and tents arriving,






	And found Achilles sitting aside his quarters






	And dark vessel; nor viewing them delighted he;






	And they, unnerved, attended deferentially,

	340






	Eyes downward cast, nor ventured nor addressed him aught.






	But knowing the matter within his heart, he spoke:






	“Greetings both, Zeus’ messengers and heralds of men,






	Draw near. Not you but Agamemnon is to blame






	Who sends you on the maiden Brisēïs’ account;

	345






	But come, Patroclus, divinely born, relinquish






	The girl, deliver her, that they witnesses be






	Before the illustrious gods and mortals all,






	And before the remorseless king, if ever need






	Of me again arise, some ruin to forestall.

	350






	With what malefic mind he makes his offerings!






	Caution knows he not, nor knows he circumspection,






	That the Argives aside their vessels safely fight.”






	Thus he spoke, and his dear friend Patroclus obeyed.






	From the tent conveyed he fair-visaged Brisēïs,

	355






	And gave her for the taking; and the two repaired






	From Achilles’ camp, and the woman, unwilling,






	Followed them. And Achilles, disgusted, withdrew






	In tears, far distant from his companions sitting






	
By the breaking brine, beholding its vast domain;

	360






	And with palms uplifted, his mother much implored:






	“Mother, because to life foreshortened I was born,






	Olympian Zeus high-thundering should rightly have






	Granted me honor, but misuses me instead;






	And now Agamemnon Atreidēs wide-ruling

	365






	Derides me, determined to commandeer my prize.”
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