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Why Homer Still Matters



Sing, goddess, the anger of Peleus's son Achilles and its devastation, which put pains thousandfold upon the Achaeans, hurled in their multitudes to the house of Hades strong souls of heroes, but gave their bodies to be the delicate feasting of dogs, of all birds, and the will of Zeus was accomplished. - Homer, The Iliad, Book I



There is a moment, somewhere in the first hundred lines of the Iliad, when a first-time reader realises that the poem is not going to be what they expected. It might be the abruptness of it, that first word, rage, thrown at the reader without preamble or context, as if the poem had been going for some time before you arrived. It might be the catalogue of consequences in the opening lines: pains, deaths, bodies fed to dogs and birds, the will of Zeus accomplished. It might be the first time Achilles speaks and you hear, in the voice of the greatest warrior in the tradition, something raw and furious and recognisably human. Whenever it comes, the realisation is the same: this is not a museum piece. This is not the worthy literary monument you were perhaps told it was. This is something else entirely. This is alive.

That aliveness is what this book is about. Not the historical Homeric question, not the archaeology of Bronze Age Greece, not the metrical structure of hexameter verse, though all of these have their place in a fuller understanding of the poems. This book is about what it feels like to read Homer for the first time, and why the feeling is worth having, and what to pay attention to in order to have it as fully as possible. It is a companion for the journey, written in the conviction that the journey is one of the best available to a reader, and that the poems have been made unnecessarily forbidding by centuries of prestige and pedagogical duty that have nothing to do with what they actually are.

What they actually are is this: the greatest sustained account in any literature of what it costs to be human, to love people who die, to fight for things that may not be worth the cost, to try to get home when everything is trying to stop you, to be a person rather than a nobody, to face the knowledge of your own mortality and choose, in full awareness of what you are choosing, to live anyway. The Iliad and the Odyssey are about these things. They have always been about these things. They will be about these things for as long as people continue to need them, which is probably for as long as people continue to be people.

The Problem of Approach

Most readers come to Homer one of two ways, and both approaches carry built-in obstacles that this book tries to help you past.

The first approach is through the educational system, Homer as a set text, assigned for a course, something to be read and written about on a deadline. This approach has the advantage of providing structure and the enormous disadvantage of providing obligation. A poem read under duress is a poem read against the grain of what it is trying to do. The Iliad asks for the same quality of attention you bring to anything that matters to you personally; it cannot compel that attention, and an examination deadline is not a particularly reliable generator of it. Many people who encountered Homer this way came away feeling that they had passed through the experience rather than had it, and concluded that the poems were not for them. They are probably wrong. What was not for them was the context in which the encounter happened.

The second approach is through reputation, Homer as the greatest poet who ever lived, as the foundation of the Western tradition, as the source from which everything flows. This approach has its own obstacle: the expectation of greatness is precisely the thing that makes genuine encounter difficult. A poem approached as a monument is a poem approached at a reverent distance, and reverent distance is not what Homer wants from you. He wants you in the tent with Achilles, in the cave with the Cyclops, on the shore with Odysseus weeping for a home he can almost but not quite remember how to reach. He wants you close. The monument blocks that closeness more effectively than almost anything else.

This book tries to clear both obstacles. It provides the structure that coursework provides, a guide through the poems, chapter by chapter, with attention to what is happening and why it matters, without the obligation. And it provides the context that reputation gestures at without quite delivering: not the argument that the poems are great and therefore worth your time, but the much more specific and more honest argument that the poems contain particular things that are not available elsewhere, which a reader who pays attention will encounter in forms and at depths that repay any investment of time and energy brought to them.

What This Book Assumes

This book assumes no previous knowledge of Homer, no knowledge of ancient Greek, no familiarity with classical scholarship or the Homeric Question or the archaeology of the Bronze Age. It assumes only that you are a reader willing to pay close attention to what is on the page, and that you are open to the possibility that poems composed three thousand years ago in a world radically different from the present can nevertheless contain things that are directly relevant to your life now.

It does not assume that you will read both poems from beginning to end before consulting it. Many readers will find it useful to read a chapter of the book alongside the corresponding books of the poem; others will prefer to read the poem first and use the book as a retrospective guide; others will dip in and out as they encounter passages or questions that seem to need context. All of these approaches work. The book is designed to be useful at whatever point in the reading process it is consulted.

Why Now

A reasonable person might ask whether the early twenty-first century is a particularly good moment to be reading Homer. We live in a world of extraordinary velocity and noise, in which attention is a scarce resource being fought over by forces of considerable sophistication and not always benign intent. The idea of sitting down with a poem that takes somewhere between thirty and forty hours to read properly, a poem composed before writing existed, concerning a war over a woman who was abducted by divine compulsion, featuring gods who behave like dysfunctional family members and heroes who weep without embarrassment and a journey home that takes ten years, may seem, on this account, not merely unfashionable but actively countercultural.

It is actively countercultural. This is one of the arguments in its favour.

The poems move slowly by design. The oral tradition that produced them was shaped for audiences who had time, long evenings in the hall, the performance stretching over multiple nights, the same stories heard many times and therefore capable of being heard more deeply each time. They were not composed to be consumed. They were composed to be inhabited, to be carried around in the mind, to be returned to. The slowness is not a limitation to be overcome. It is the mechanism by which the poems do their work.

What they do, at their particular pace, is refuse the simplifications that speed requires. They will not let Patroclus's death be a plot event. They will not let Hector's farewell to Andromache be a touching interlude before the action resumes. They will not let the killing of the suitors be a satisfying climax without also being a room full of dead men who had names and families and varying degrees of culpability for what they did. Every time a busy contemporary mind wants to move on, Homer has already moved past the next thing and is examining what the thing after that costs, or what the thing before it meant to the person it happened to. The pace is a form of moral instruction. You cannot rush it without missing the instruction.

The poems are not slow because they are old. They are slow because they are honest. And honesty about human experience has always taken more time than the alternatives.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART ONE

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THE WORLD BEFORE THE PAGE
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The Poet Who May Never Have Existed
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Sing in me, Muse, and through me tell the story of that man skilled in all ways of contending, the wanderer, harried for years on end... -Homer, The Odyssey



Every book about Homer begins with a confession, and this one will be no different. We do not know who Homer was. We are not entirely certain that Homer existed at all, not as a single person, not as a poet in the way we understand that word today. The name that stands at the head of two of the greatest poems ever composed may be a convenient fiction, a placeholder for something far stranger and more interesting: the accumulated voice of a whole civilisation, singing to itself across centuries, gradually taking on the shape of a single man.

This should not discourage you. If anything, it should excite you. The mystery of Homer is not a problem to be solved before we can enjoy the poems, it is the first great pleasure the poems offer us. To ask who Homer was is to begin to understand what poetry is, what memory is, what it means for a story to survive.

And these stories have survived. For somewhere between twenty-seven and twenty-nine centuries, depending on which scholarly estimate you favour, the Iliad and the Odyssey have been read, memorised, performed, translated, argued over, wept at, and passed on. They have survived the fall of the civilisation that produced them, the destruction of the library that preserved them, the near-total disappearance of the language in which they were composed, and the contempt of every generation that was convinced it had finally outgrown them. They are still here. Homer, whoever or whatever Homer was, is still here.

This chapter is about how that happened.

The Ancient Question

The Greeks themselves argued about Homer. This is perhaps the most reassuring thing we can say at the outset: the confusion is not a modern failure of scholarship. It is built into the poems from the very beginning.

By the fifth century BCE, roughly two to three hundred years after the poems are thought to have reached something like their final form, educated Greeks were already debating whether a single poet had composed both the Iliad and the Odyssey, or whether they were the work of different hands. They called these rival camps the chorizontes, the Separators and the debate has never fully ceased. The poems feel different in tone, in moral vision, in the kinds of pleasure they offer. The Iliad is grave, formal, dense with grief and violence. The Odyssey is more varied, more cunning, more interested in the domestic and the strange. Whether these differences reflect two different poets, two different periods in the life of one poet, or simply the different demands of different subjects, we cannot say with certainty.

What we can say is that the ancient Greeks had no doubt that Homer was real. They disagreed fiercely about where he had been born; seven cities are said to have claimed him, including Smyrna, Chios, Colophon, Salamis, Rhodes, Argos, and Athens, a list that tells us less about Homer than about the prestige attached to his name. They wrote biographies of him, most of which are transparently legendary. In one tradition he is blind; in another he is the son of the river god Meles; in yet another he has a famous contest with the poet Hesiod, and the judges award the prize to the wrong man. These stories are myths about myths, Homer had become, long before the modern era, not merely a poet but a symbol of what poetry was.

The modern scholarly debate, usually called the Homeric Question, began in earnest in 1795, when the German classicist Friedrich August Wolf published his Prolegomena ad Homerum, arguing that the poems we have are not the work of a single genius but a compilation assembled from shorter oral songs and later edited into their current form. Wolf's argument was largely an inference from the absence of writing: if literacy in archaic Greece was limited or nonexistent, how could a single poet have composed and transmitted poems of this length without it? Wolf's answer was that he couldn't, that what we call the Iliad and the Odyssey are the results of a long, collective, anonymous process of composition, accretion, and editorial refinement.

This was deeply shocking to Wolf's contemporaries, many of whom had an almost religious investment in Homer's individual genius. It was, in retrospect, the opening salvo in a debate that would last two centuries and produce an enormous volume of scholarship, much of it illuminating, some of it bafflingly obscure, and all of it eventually complicated by a discovery that Wolf could not have anticipated.

The Singer in the Marketplace

In 1934, an American scholar named Milman Parry published a series of papers that transformed the study of Homer permanently. Parry had spent years in the Balkans recording the performances of guslars, oral epic poets who composed and performed long narrative songs from memory, without writing, accompanying themselves on a one-stringed instrument called the gusle. What he found among these living performers illuminated everything strange and repetitive about the Homeric text.

The guslars did not memorise their poems word for word. They composed them in performance, drawing on a vast repertoire of traditional phrases, story patterns, and scenes that could be combined and recombined to fit the demands of the moment. A phrase like "rosy-fingered Dawn" or "swift-footed Achilles" was not decorative: it was a functional tool, a ready-made unit of language that filled a precise position in the metrical line, freeing the singer's mind to concentrate on the larger arc of the story. These phrases, what Parry called "formulas", were the basic building blocks of oral composition.

This is why Homer repeats himself. When a character in the Iliad speaks, the speech is almost always introduced with the same phrase: "And in answer to him spoke [name], swift-footed, or horse-taming, or great-hearted." When dawn comes, it is always "rosy-fingered." When the sea is mentioned in a certain metrical position, it is almost always "the wine-dark sea." These repetitions are not laziness or editorial sloppiness. They are the signature of a tradition of oral composition: a technology of memory and performance developed over centuries, refined by generations of singers, and brought to its highest expression, whether by one poet or many, in the poems we call Homer.

The oral poet does not compose by sitting down with a blank page. He composes in the act of performance itself, assembling the poem from units of traditional language the way a skilled builder assembles a wall from shaped stones, each piece prepared in advance, each fitting precisely into its place. -Albert Lord, The Singer of Tales (1960)

Parry's work was completed and extended after his early death by his student Albert Lord, whose book The Singer of Tales (1960) remains the foundational text in the field. Lord made explicit what Parry's data implied: that the Homeric poems are not written literature transcribed from the work of a single author, but the product of an oral tradition in which authorship, as we understand it, has no place. The tradition is the author.

This is a genuinely difficult idea to sit with, because we are so accustomed to thinking about poems as things that individual people make, private acts of creative will that bear the distinctive stamp of a particular mind at a particular moment. Homer disrupts this assumption entirely. If the oral tradition is the author, then "Homer" is less a person than a process, a name we have given to the moment at which an anonymous, centuries-long tradition of composition crystallised into the specific poems we have.

And yet, and this is crucial, something in the poems insists on a single intelligence. The Iliad, in particular, is too architecturally perfect, too precisely plotted, too consistent in its emotional logic, to feel like the work of a committee. The character of Achilles is too complex and too coherent across the poem's twenty-four books to have been assembled from fragments. Whatever "Homer" was, the intelligence that gave the Iliad its final shape was extraordinary, one of the greatest minds we have any evidence for in human history.

The tradition is the author, and yet something in the poems insists on a single, extraordinary intelligence.

What the Archaeologists Found

While the scholars were arguing about the poems, the archaeologists were digging up the world the poems described.

For most of the nineteenth century, the general scholarly consensus held that the Trojan War was a myth, that Troy itself was a legend, and that the world Homer described, with its bronze weapons and its walled citadels and its great kings with their retinues of heroes, was the invention of poets rather than the memory of historians. Then, in 1870, a German businessman named Heinrich Schliemann began excavating a hill called Hisarlik on the northwest coast of modern Turkey, and the world changed.

Schliemann found Troy. Or rather, and this qualification matters enormously, he found a site that was almost certainly the Troy of legend: a walled city with a long history of occupation and destruction, sitting at the mouth of the Dardanelles in exactly the position Homer's geography implies, bearing traces of a violent destruction in a layer dating to approximately 1180 BCE. This date places the fall of Troy, if it happened, at the very end of the Bronze Age, in a period of widespread social collapse across the eastern Mediterranean that historians call the Late Bronze Age Collapse.

Subsequent excavations at Mycenae, Tiryns, Pylos, and other sites revealed that Homer's world was not invented. The great citadels were real. The bronze weapons were real. The culture of gift-exchange and warrior honour that Homer describes had genuine parallels in the archaeological record. The Linear B tablets discovered at Pylos and Knossos, the earliest written documents in any form of Greek, dating to around 1200 BCE, contain references to social and religious institutions that match, broadly, what Homer describes. "Homer's world" had a real history.

This does not mean the Trojan War happened. The historical record cannot confirm a ten-year siege, or a wooden horse, or the specific quarrel of Achilles and Agamemnon. What the archaeology confirms is that the world Homer describes, its material culture, its social structure, its geography, is based on genuine memory of the late Bronze Age, preserved through the oral tradition across four or five centuries of the Greek Dark Ages and eventually crystallised in the poems. Homer is not inventing a world. He is remembering one, imperfectly, anachronistically, with the distortions that any long tradition of oral transmission will introduce, but remembering it nonetheless.

A note on the Dark Ages

Between the collapse of Mycenaean civilisation around 1200 BCE and the emergence of archaic Greek culture around 800 BCE, Greece passed through a period of dramatic depopulation, economic contraction, and cultural fragmentation. Writing disappeared. Long-distance trade nearly ceased. The great palaces were abandoned. This is the period during which the oral tradition preserved the memory of the Bronze Age, four centuries of singing in the dark, passing the stories down from generation to generation without the support of writing, institutions, or a literate audience. That the poems survived this period at all is close to miraculous.

The gap between the events Homer describes (roughly 1180 BCE) and the poems' final composition (roughly 750–700 BCE) is approximately four to five centuries. This is not quite as remarkable as it sounds: the oral traditions of many cultures have preserved historical memory across similar spans. But it does mean that by the time the Iliad and the Odyssey reached their final form, the world they described was as remote in time from their audience as the Tudor period is from ours. Homer is already, in some sense, a historical novelist, a poet working with inherited material, shaping ancient memory into something that speaks to a present audience.

The Singer and His Song: How the Poems Were Made

Imagine a performance. Not a theatre, nothing so formal. A courtyard, perhaps, or a great hall. Firelight. An audience that has heard versions of this story before. A man with a stringed instrument, the ancient Greeks called it a phorminx, who stands or sits and begins to sing.

He does not read from a text. He has no text. He composes in the moment, drawing on formulas and story patterns he has spent years internalising, shaping the performance to his audience and to his own creative instincts. If the audience is generous and attentive, he may take risks, elaborate a scene, insert a digression and develop a character. If the evening is late, he may compress. The poem is not fixed. It lives in the performance.

This is the world in which Homer's poems were born. The Greek word for such a singer is aoidós, literally, "singer", and the Iliad and Odyssey contain portraits of such figures within their own narratives: Phemius in the Odyssey, who sings of the Trojan War to Penelope's suitors; Demodocus, the blind singer of the Phaeacians, who performs scenes from that same war for the hero who lived through it. These are self-portraits of a tradition, Homer (if we may use the name) giving us glimpses of the kind of performer and performance from which these poems emerged.

The tradition probably stretched back to the Mycenaean period itself. The Bronze Age palace culture that Homer dimly remembers had its own court poets, singing the deeds of kings and heroes to royal audiences. When the palaces fell, the poets survived, not at courts now, but in the villages and marketplaces of a simpler world, carrying their songs with them. The tradition was kept alive not by institutions but by individuals, each learning from a predecessor, each adding and subtracting, each adapting the inherited material to new circumstances and new audiences.

The crucial question, unanswerable, but fascinating, is what happened at the transition from oral to written. At some point, probably in the late eighth century BCE, as literacy began to re-emerge in Greece (using an alphabet borrowed from the Phoenicians), someone wrote the poems down. The question is who, why, and how much they changed in the process.

One attractive theory, with some historical support, is that the tyrant Peisistratos of Athens, in the sixth century BCE, commissioned a standard written text of Homer to be performed at the Panathenaic festival, an annual civic celebration in Athens. This "Panathenaic recension" would explain why all our surviving manuscripts of Homer derive from a single tradition: the texts were standardised by civic authority in Athens and spread from there across the Greek-speaking world. But this theory has its critics, and the evidence is thin.

What we can say with confidence is that at some point in the transition from oral to written, an extraordinary mind, perhaps the singer we call Homer, perhaps an editor or compiler, made decisions about the shape of these poems that proved final and authoritative. The Iliad as we have it is not a random sample of the tradition about the Trojan War. It is a precisely constructed dramatic poem with a beginning, a middle, and an end. The same is true of the Odyssey. Someone made these choices. We call that someone Homer, because we have to call him something, and because the name has been attached to these poems for as long as we have any record.

The Epic Cycle: What Homer Is Not

The Iliad and the Odyssey were not the only poems about the Trojan War. They were not even the only poems attributed to Homer. In antiquity, they were surrounded by a body of related material known as the Epic Cycle, a collection of poems covering the events before, during, and after the Trojan War that the Iliad and the Odyssey deliberately omit.

The Cypria told the story of the war's origins: the Judgment of Paris, the abduction of Helen, the gathering of the Greek fleet at Aulis. The Aethiopis continued where the Iliad ends, describing the death of Achilles at the hands of Paris and Apollo. The Little Iliad and the Sack of Ilium told the story of the wooden horse and the fall of Troy. The Returns (Nostoi) described the homecomings of the various Greek heroes. And the Telegony gave Odysseus a further adventure after the Odyssey ends.

Almost all of this material is lost. We have summaries and fragments, enough to reconstruct the outlines of the stories, but the poems themselves have not survived. The Iliad and the Odyssey have survived, and the contrast is telling: these two poems were valued, copied, and preserved by every generation of literate Greeks and then Romans from their composition to the present day, while the rest of the tradition faded and was lost. This is not mere accident. It is a judgement of quality sustained across two and a half millennia.

What makes the Iliad and the Odyssey different from the rest of the Epic Cycle? The ancient critics thought they knew: superior artistry. The third-century Alexandrian scholar Aristarchus, the most important ancient editor of Homer, argued that the poems were distinguished by their dramatic concentration, their depth of characterisation, and their moral seriousness. He was right, but there is something more specific to be said: the Iliad and the Odyssey are different from the rest of the Cycle because they are not primarily about the Trojan War. They use the war as a setting and occasion, but their real subjects are grief, identity, human nature, and the question of how to live. These subjects do not age.

Reading Without the Author

We are now in a position to think about what the absence of a definite Homer means for us as readers.

In some ways, it changes nothing. The poems are there on the page, and they work whether or not we know who made them. We do not need a biography of Homer to be moved by the death of Hector or the homecoming of Odysseus. The emotional intelligence embedded in these poems does not depend on our ability to locate it in a particular human life.

In other ways, understanding Homer's origins changes everything about how we read. Once we know that these poems come from an oral tradition, the repetitions stop being blemishes and become music. The epithets stop being lazy and start being meaningful. "Rosy-fingered Dawn" is not a cliché, it is a phrase that has been refined by generations of singers until it is as perfectly fitted to its metrical position as a key to a lock. The long speeches, which can try the patience of a modern reader accustomed to fast-moving prose, are there because speeches were the primary arena of heroic display in the culture Homer describes, to speak well was to act heroically in the most important of human activities, the governance of communal life.

And once we know that Homer is not a private individual expressing a personal vision but a tradition expressing the collective imagination of a culture, we read the poems differently. The gods are not Homer's personal theology, they are the Greek world's way of describing the forces that govern human life, forces that are real even if the forms given to them are fictional. The heroic code is not Homer's personal ethics, it is the ethical world of the oral tradition, refined over centuries, embodying the genuine values of a culture that believed in the supreme importance of honour, excellence, and the remembrance of deeds.

This does not mean we are obliged to share those values. Part of the richness of reading Homer is the experience of encountering a moral universe very different from our own, and finding, in that encounter, unexpected points of contact. The way Homer insists on showing us both sides of the Trojan War, giving dignity and humanity to the Trojans as well as the Greeks, is a moral achievement that transcends its own era. The way the Iliad refuses to celebrate violence even while it describes it with incomparable vividness is a moral intelligence that speaks directly to any reader who has ever wondered what war is really for.

Homer is not archaic. He is elemental. The things he is writing about, love, grief, anger, loyalty, the longing for home, the terror of death, are not historical phenomena. They are the permanent furniture of human experience. - Adam Nicolson, The Mighty Dead: Why Homer Matters (2014)

The Question of Blindness

We should say something about the blindness, because it has been so central to the image of Homer, even though we have no reliable evidence for it at all.

The tradition of Homer's blindness is ancient and persistent. The earliest surviving biography of Homer, probably composed in the fifth century BCE and attributed (falsely) to Herodotus, describes him as blind. The blind singer Demodocus in the Odyssey, whom the Muse loved and gave the gift of sweet song even as she took his sight, was widely read in antiquity as a self-portrait. Blindness and poetry were deeply associated in ancient Greek culture, the seer Tiresias was blind, the prophet Phineus was blind, and the idea that the gods compensate physical blindness with inner vision was a commonplace. It is possible, in other words, that the tradition of Homer's blindness is not biographical fact but mythological interpretation: an attempt to explain, in the terms available to ancient thought, how a poet could see so clearly into the human soul.

The poet John Milton, himself blind when he composed Paradise Lost, invoked Homer explicitly in his own great poem's opening, asking for an inner illumination to compensate for his lack of physical sight. Milton was claiming membership in a tradition, the tradition of the blind bard who sees more than the sighted, and consciously aligning himself with the image of Homer. Whether Homer was actually blind is, in a sense, beside the point. What matters is what the image of blindness has meant for the tradition of thinking about poetry and vision.

For our purposes, it is enough to say: we don't know. We don't know if Homer was blind, or old, or young, or from Chios, or from Smyrna, or from anywhere at all. What we know is that somewhere in the ancient Greek world, probably in the second half of the eighth century BCE, the poems we have reached something like their final form. Everything else is legend.

Why the Mystery Is the Point

There is a temptation, when confronted with all this uncertainty, to feel that we are missing something essential, that if only we could recover the "real" Homer, we could read the poems properly. This temptation should be firmly resisted.

The mystery of Homer is not an obstacle to reading him. It is a feature of the poems themselves, built into their nature as oral tradition rather than authored text. The Iliad does not belong to Homer in the way that Hamlet belongs to Shakespeare, not because it is anonymous, but because it was never a private creation in the first place. It belonged, from the beginning, to everyone who sang it, everyone who heard it, everyone who passed it on. It belongs, now, to everyone who reads it.

This is one of the reasons these poems have survived when so much else has been lost. A poem that belongs to no one in particular can belong to everyone. A poem that emerges from the collective imagination of a culture carries within it something more durable than individual genius, it carries the distilled experience of a whole people's encounter with the fundamental conditions of human life. War and peace. Love and loss. Homecoming and exile. Grief and the stubborn persistence of joy.

The poet Jorge Luis Borges, who was himself blind, in the tradition of Homer, wrote that Homer's identity does not matter, because Homer is the Iliad and the Odyssey: the poems define the poet more completely than any biography could. There is wisdom in this. We approach Homer not by reconstructing the life behind the poems but by entering the poems themselves, by following Achilles into his rage and his grief, by sailing with Odysseus through the dark water, by sitting with Priam in the tent of his son's killer and listening to what two men who have nothing to say to each other find, in the end, to say.

The Muse, in the poems, sings through the poet rather than being directed by him. "Sing in me, Muse, and through me tell the story." The poet is an instrument. The story is larger than any individual who carries it. This is, at one level, a theological claim, the idea that great poetry comes from divine inspiration rather than human craft. But it is also something truer than theology: an honest acknowledgement that the greatest stories do not belong to their tellers. They belong to the language, to the tradition, to the culture, to time.

Homer belongs to time. And time, so far, has not let him go.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Gods, Heroes, and the Rules of the Homeric World
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The gods who live at ease have one great law among them: they must not openly take sides, one against another, or wreck the plans of fate, yet they do, constantly, and the world turns on their quarrels.



Before you read a single line of the Iliad or the Odyssey, there is a world you need to inhabit. Not learn about, inhabit. The world Homer describes runs on a set of assumptions so different from our own that without some orientation, the poems can feel bewildering: gods interfere in battles for reasons that seem petty; heroes refuse to fight over matters of pride that seem absurd; women are traded like property and yet speak with more intelligence than anyone around them; men weep openly in front of their armies and are respected for it. None of this is irrational. All of it makes sense, deep, coherent, human sense, once you understand the rules.

This chapter is your field guide to the Homeric cosmos. Think of it not as background reading but as the key to a house you are about to enter for the first time. Once you know where the rooms are and how the locks work, you will be free to move through them at will. The strangeness will not disappear, Homer's world should remain strange, and some of its values should remain troubling, but the strangeness will become navigable, and the distance between that world and ours will become, paradoxically, a source of illumination rather than confusion.

We will begin with the gods, because in Homer the gods come first. Then we will turn to the heroes, the code by which they live, and the web of obligations and relationships, honour, shame, guest-friendship, loyalty, that holds the Homeric world together. Finally, we will meet the people who have been waiting in the wings throughout: the women of Homer, who are, in their own ways, as remarkable as any of the men.

The Gods of Olympus: Neither Good Nor Omnipotent

The single most important thing to understand about Homer's gods is this: they are not moral authorities. They do not love justice in the abstract. They do not intervene in human affairs to punish wickedness or reward virtue. They have favourites, and they pursue those favourites' interests with the same passionate, self-interested energy with which they pursue their own pleasures and grudges. When Athena helps Odysseus, it is not because Odysseus is the most righteous man alive. It is because she loves him, his cleverness, his adaptability, his way of meeting her on equal terms, and she is the kind of being who acts on what she loves.

This is, for modern readers shaped by centuries of monotheistic tradition, genuinely disorienting. We are accustomed to a God who is, at least in principle, the source of moral law and the guarantor of justice. Homer's gods are nothing of the kind. They squabble. They deceive. They seduce mortals and abandon them. They take sides in human conflicts and prosecute those sides with a ferocity that sometimes exceeds the mortals themselves. In the Iliad, the gods are essentially supercharged versions of the humans below them, more powerful, more beautiful, more long-lived, and quite possibly less wise. When Ares, the god of war, is wounded by the mortal hero Diomedes in Book Five, he screams so loudly that ten thousand men could not match the sound, and retreats to Olympus to complain to his father Zeus. Zeus listens with barely concealed contempt. "Do not come whining here," he says, in effect. "You are the most hateful of all the gods to me. You love nothing but strife and war." There is comedy in this, and beneath the comedy, something important: even the god of war is not entirely comfortable with what war is.

What the gods do have, and what mortals do not, is immortality and freedom from sustained suffering. They can be wounded, Diomedes wounds both Ares and Aphrodite in Book Five, which is one of the poem's most extraordinary passages, but they do not die, and their pain heals quickly. They feast and laugh and quarrel on Olympus while the humans below are dying for their amusement and their honour. The contrast between divine ease and human suffering is one of Homer's most persistent moral instruments: it is precisely the gods' immunity from death that makes their interventions in human affairs both comic and, at a deeper level, troubling.

Homer's gods are not moral authorities. They are powerful, passionate, and partial, mirrors of human nature, magnified to cosmic scale.

There is one exception to this general picture of divine self-interest, and it is the most important figure in both poems: Zeus. Zeus is the king of the gods, and he alone has something approaching a relationship with fate, the Greek word is moira, which means literally "portion" or "share." Zeus does not control fate, but he knows it, and he sometimes weighs it in his famous golden scales, tipping the balance between life and death. In the Iliad, Zeus is often torn between his affection for individual heroes (particularly the Trojan Sarpedon, his own son) and the demands of what fate has decreed. When Sarpedon is fated to die, Hera reminds Zeus sharply that he cannot change what is destined without unravelling the order of the cosmos. Zeus relents, weeping. Even the king of the gods cannot save his son.

This is one of Homer's great theological insights: power and love are not the same thing. To be all-powerful is not to be able to protect what you love. Zeus, the most powerful being in the universe, watches his son die and can do nothing, can do nothing, that is, if he wishes to preserve the world as it is. The price of order is the acceptance of loss. This is not a comforting idea, but it is a true one, and Homer faces it without flinching.

The Olympians: Who They Are and Why They Matter

Homer's poems assume that you already know the gods. Since we do not, here is a brief guide to the major divine figures you will encounter, not an exhaustive mythology, but the minimum needed to follow the action of the poems.

Zeus

KING OF THE GODS · THE ILIAD'S UNEASY ARBITER

The most powerful Olympian, husband of Hera, father of many gods and heroes. In the Iliad, he tries, and largely fails, to remain neutral, being pulled by his sympathy for the Trojans (particularly after Thetis begs him to favour them) and his awareness of what fate has decreed. He is majestic, sometimes comic, and capable of genuine sorrow. His golden scales, which he uses to weigh the fates of men, are one of the poem's most powerful images.

Hera

QUEEN OF THE GODS · FIERCELY PRO-GREEK

Zeus's wife, and his most persistent antagonist. Hera's hatred of Troy is implacable, rooted, in mythology, in the Judgment of Paris, who chose Aphrodite over her in a beauty contest. In the Iliad, she schemes, deceives, and seduces Zeus to distract him from the battlefield while the Greeks gain advantage. She is not sympathetic in the conventional sense, but she is formidably intelligent and completely committed.

Athena

GODDESS OF WISDOM AND WAR CRAFT · PATRON OF ODYSSEUS AND THE GREEKS

The most active divine presence in both poems. In the Iliad, she fights alongside the Greeks with ferocious energy, at one point guiding Diomedes' spear to wound Ares himself. In the Odyssey, she is Odysseus's constant companion and advocate, disguising him, protecting him, and engineering his return. Her relationship with Odysseus is the closest thing to equality between god and mortal in either poem, she admires his cunning as he admires her wisdom, and they recognise each other across the gap of mortality.

Apollo

GOD OF THE SUN, PROPHECY, AND THE ARTS · PRO-TROJAN

The most beautiful and most terrible of the Olympians. He sends the plague that opens the Iliad, shoots silver arrows from his silver bow that carry disease and death. He protects Hector throughout the poem and, in the tradition that falls just outside the Iliad's narrative, guides the arrow that kills Achilles. Apollo represents something important in Homer's moral universe: that beauty and destruction are not opposites but aspects of the same divine force.

Poseidon

GOD OF THE SEA AND EARTHQUAKES · PRO-GREEK IN THE ILIAD, ODYSSEUS'S NEMESIS IN THE ODYSSEY

In the Iliad, Poseidon backs the Greeks and occasionally enters the battle in disguise, stirring the troops. In the Odyssey, he is Odysseus's great antagonist, the blinding of his son Polyphemus the Cyclops has made him implacable. His storms and his enmity account for much of the ten years it takes Odysseus to get home. He is the poem's embodiment of the indifferent, violent natural world.

Aphrodite

GODDESS OF LOVE AND BEAUTY · PRO-TROJAN

In the Iliad, Aphrodite is both the cause of the war (she promised Paris the most beautiful woman in the world) and an active, if ineffectual, participant in it. When she tries to rescue her favourite Paris from a duel with Menelaus, she is wounded by the mortal Diomedes, one of the poem's most darkly comic moments. She is out of her element in war, and Homer knows it, and uses her misadventures to comment on what war does to beauty and love.

Ares

GOD OF WAR · PRO-TROJAN, BUT HELD IN CONTEMPT EVEN BY ZEUS

The embodiment of brute martial violence, as opposed to Athena's strategic warfare. He is wounded, routed, and humiliated in the Iliad, Homer's comment on the difference between mindless force and genuine courage. The heroes of the poem are not Ares-like; they are brave despite being mortal, which is a different and more admirable thing.

Hermes

MESSENGER OF THE GODS · GUIDE OF SOULS TO THE UNDERWORLD

Quick, clever, benevolent, and slightly mischievous. In the Iliad's greatest scene, it is Hermes who guides aged Priam through the Greek camp at night to beg for his son's body. In the Odyssey, he carries Zeus's order to Calypso to release Odysseus, and guides the shades of the dead suitors to the underworld. He is the least threatening of the gods and the most reliably helpful to mortals in genuine need.

Hephaestus

DIVINE CRAFTSMAN · MAKER OF ACHILLES'S ARMOUR

The lame smith-god, husband of Aphrodite, who forges the extraordinary armour of Achilles in Book Eighteen of the Iliad. His workshop scenes, fire, bellows, metal, are among the poem's most vivid, and his lameness among the immortals is one of Homer's recurring jokes about the gap between divine perfection and divine reality. He is, in the best sense, a working god.

On pronouncing Greek names

Greek names can look forbidding on the page but are almost always straightforward once you know the basic rules. Every syllable is pronounced: Agamemnon is Ag-a-MEM-non, not Ag-a-MEM-non with a silent syllable. The letter combination "ch" in Greek names is pronounced like a hard "k": Achilles is a-KIL-eez, Patroclus is pa-TRO-klus. The ending "-es" is always two syllables: Achilles has three (a-KIL-eez), Odysseus has four (o-DIS-ee-us). When in doubt, pronounce everything, stress the second-to-last syllable, and move on. The poems do not stop to correct your pronunciation, and nor will this book.

Fate, Free Will, and the Space Between

One of the questions readers most often bring to Homer, and one that Homer most deliberately refuses to answer, is this: are the characters in these poems free? Do they make choices, or do they simply execute what fate has decreed?

The Greek word moira, fate, or portion, hovers over both poems like the smoke of sacrifice. Almost every major character in the Iliad knows, or suspects, how they will die. Achilles is told explicitly by his goddess mother that he faces a choice between two fates: a long, obscure life at home in Phthia, or a short, glorious life at Troy that will be remembered forever. He chooses Troy, or rather, the choice is made for him by his own nature, because a man like Achilles cannot be anything other than what he is. Hector knows that Troy will fall and that he will die before its walls. He says so to his wife Andromache in Book Six, in one of the poem's most heartbreaking scenes. He knows, and he stays.

And yet the characters of the Iliad do not behave like people who believe themselves to be puppets. They deliberate. They agonise. Hector, before his fatal duel with Achilles in Book Twenty-Two, has an extended internal debate, one of the poem's most psychologically vivid passages, in which he considers fleeing into Troy, offering to negotiate, fighting. He chooses to fight not because fate compels him but because his sense of honour and his shame before the people of Troy leave him no other option he can live with. The choice is real, even if its outcome is fated.

This is Homer's great insight into the relationship between character and fate: they are not opposites. Fate does not override character; it is expressed through character. Achilles dies young because of his choice at Troy, and his choice at Troy is an expression of who Achilles is, a man who cannot accept dishonour, cannot moderate his emotions, cannot live in the grey compromises that a longer life would require. The fate that kills him is woven into his nature. This is not comforting, but it is true: we are most ourselves in the choices that destroy us.

A man's character is his fate.

Heraclitus, Fragment 119 (c. 500 BCE) - a sentiment Homer explores throughout both epics

The gods complicate this picture without resolving it. The gods can intervene in human affairs, they can deflect spears, strengthen arms, fill heroes with panic or courage, even snatch a favourite from the field in a cloud of divine mist. But they cannot, it seems, undo what fate has decreed. They can delay, they can disguise, they can ease the dying, but they cannot save a man whose time has come. Sarpedon dies. Hector dies. Achilles, though we do not see it in the Iliad, dies. Zeus weeps and watches. The gods are inside fate, not above it.

For the modern reader, this creates a narrative experience of unusual emotional power. We know, or quickly sense, how these stories must end. The tension is not in the outcome but in the journey, in watching characters we love move, with full consciousness, toward their destruction. This is closer to tragedy than to adventure, and it is why Homer's poems feel so different from other ancient narratives. They do not comfort us with the possibility that things might work out differently. They insist on the reality of loss, and then ask us to find beauty in the way people face it.

The Heroic Code: Honour, Glory, and the Obligation to Excel

To understand Homer's heroes, you need to understand the world they live in, specifically, the system of values that governs their behaviour, shapes their decisions, and determines their worth. Scholars call this system the "heroic code," and while that phrase may sound dry and academic, the reality is anything but. It is a burning, urgent, sometimes maddening set of imperatives that the heroes of both poems live and die by, and once you feel its force, much of what seems puzzling or extreme about their behaviour becomes not only comprehensible but deeply human.

The central concept is timé, honour, or worth. In Homer's world, a man's honour is not an internal quality of character, invisible to others. It is a public, social, material fact: it is demonstrated by what he owns, how others treat him, the prizes he wins in battle, the respect he receives in assembly. When Agamemnon takes Briseis, Achilles's war prize, from him at the beginning of the Iliad, he is not simply taking a woman. He is publicly reducing Achilles's honour in front of the entire Greek army. He is saying, by his action: your honour is subject to my will. For Achilles, who is the greatest warrior alive and whose sense of self is entirely invested in his status as such, this is a wound from which no physical injury could distract him.

Paired with timé is kléos, glory, or the fame that survives death. In a world without an afterlife worth having, Homer's underworld is a grey, joyless realm where the dead wander as shadows, stripped of intelligence and pleasure, the only immortality available to a mortal is the immortality of being remembered. Achilles's famous choice is, at its core, a choice about kléos: to live long and forgotten, or to die young and be remembered forever in song. The song, for Homer's heroes, is not vanity. It is the only meaningful answer to the fact of death.

This is why the poets, the Homers of the ancient world, occupied such a central place in Greek culture. They were not entertainers. They were the keepers of kléos. To be praised in song was to be saved from oblivion. The heroes of the Iliad are aware, sometimes explicitly, that their deeds are being observed by a tradition that will outlast them: they are performing for posterity as much as for the moment. When Achilles retreats to his tent and consoles himself by singing the famous deeds of heroes, he is participating in the same tradition that will eventually preserve his own fame. He is, in a sense, his own future audience.

To be praised in song was to be saved from oblivion. The heroes fought for glory, and glory was the only immortality they had.

The opposite of honour in Homer is not dishonour in the abstract: it is aidós, shame. Shame is the feeling a hero experiences when he has acted in a way that falls below his own standard and, crucially, below the standard of his community. It is the feeling Hector imagines, the whispers of the Trojans behind his back, when he considers retreating from Achilles. Shame is not private guilt; it is public exposure, the gaze of the community turned cold. For Homer's heroes, shame is almost as potent a motivator as the desire for glory. Many of the most consequential decisions in both poems are made not out of rational calculation but out of the unbearable prospect of shame.

There is a third term that completes the heroic triad: areté, which is usually translated as "excellence" or "virtue," but which means something more specific in Homer's context. Areté is the fulfilment of your nature, doing supremely well what you are fitted to do. For a warrior, it means fighting brilliantly. For a king, it means ruling wisely. For Penelope, it means enduring faithfully and managing her household with intelligence. Areté is not a moral quality in the Christian sense, it does not require goodness or virtue toward others. It requires excellence in the performance of your role. This is sometimes uncomfortable for modern readers, but it is the basis of Homer's heroic world, and it explains much that might otherwise seem like moral blindness.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
READING
HOMER

A Journey Through The Iliad
and The Odyssey

JAMES BARKER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





