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Timeline


Some of the dates that follow are speculative.





	1188 BC

	Troy is sacked by the Greeks and Odysseus sails back towards Ithaca




	1178 BC

	Odysseus returns to Ithaca




	8th century BC

	The Odyssey is composed




	
AD 437
	The Burgundian Kingdom is sacked and King Gunther is killed (see The Nibelungenlied)




	
AD 451
	Burgundian troops fight against Attila the Hun




	
AD 516
	Hygelac, chief of the Geats (and Beowulf’s overlord), falls in a raid against the Frisians




	
AD 778
	Roland dies in an ambush at Roncesvalles




	
AD 990
	Gunnar of Hliðarendi is killed by his enemies in Iceland




	1000
	The manuscript of Beowulf is written down




	1010
	Njal the lawyer’s farmhouse is burned in Iceland 




	Mid-11th century
	The Song of Roland is composed




	Late 12th–early    
	




	13th century
	The Nibelungenlied is composed




	1280
	
Njal’s Saga is composed




	1389
	The Battle of Kosovo and death of Prince Lazar of the Serbs




	15th century
	The first songs of the Kosovo Cycle are composed




	1488
	Publication of first Western edition of the Odyssey





	1755
	The Nibelungenlied is rediscovered




	1772
	First printed edition of Njal’s Saga





	1787
	
Beowulf is rediscovered




	1814–15
	Publication of Serbian Folk Songs, edited by Vuk Karadžić, containing songs of the Kosovo Cycle





	1835
	The Song of Roland is rediscovered










Prologue


WE TEND TO think of epic stories as remote: faraway tales set long ago. But over the course of a few years, immersed in the epics of Europe, I grew to understand that these stories are all around us. As immediate as news reports, as explosive as blockbuster movies, as twistily compelling as the tales of a campfire bard. 


The idea for this book started on a road trip across Europe. My wife was on maternity leave, and I was editing a book, so there was no reason we couldn’t, as she put it, ‘have fun for a few months’. At the end of the summer, our eldest would be starting school, so this was our chance. We lurched from one mini-disaster to the next, rolling through seven countries in the space of four months, staying with friends, relatives and budget homestays through Airbnb. There was a visit to a mechanic after we punctured our tyres on a Sardinian dirt track, and we spent most of the ferry crossing to Sicily in the sick bay, after I forgot to strap our baby into his highchair. But we weren’t doing too badly: the kids were in one piece (each), we were still talking to each other and our ten-year-old Peugeot 206 was just about roadworthy. 


It was an innocent, balmy time, flushed with the joy of exploring Europe through the eyes of small children. In Nuremberg, we revelled in the model trains at one of the continent’s finest toy museums and plodded, more soberly, around the site of the Nazi rally. In Syracuse, we attended a puppet show after wandering around an ancient Greek amphitheatre. Occasionally, signs of a hardening continent seeped through our little family bubble – from racist graffiti in Hanover to African migrants asking for help in Sardinia. But dirty nappies and grazed knees tended to distract our attention. If the headlines got us down, we could always focus on the adventures of the Octonauts, or marvel at the brilliant woodwork of the German kindergartens.


How I loved Europe that summer: the brassy light beating down on the Mediterranean beaches, where the sea coddled our feet in blankets of turquoise; the dusty golden green of pine forests; the rituals you can still witness, from Sicilian signoras touching our baby’s feet and our older son’s blond hair, then doing the sign of the cross, to graduates celebrating their degrees by kissing the bronze lips of the Göttingen goose-girl. Great coffee, delicious ice cream; and as their quality deteriorated, the sausages got bigger and so did the beer mugs. 


But the talk back home was of severance. Identity politics was being marshalled for political gain; historical terms like ‘Anglo-Saxon’ and hoary concepts like ‘sovereignty’ were being triggered to canvass votes; Facebook profiles were being mined and divisive videos unleashed on YouTube by political strategists who derived their tactics from Sun Tzu’s Art of War and the nineteenth-century brinkmanship of Otto von Bismarck. 


By the time we reached the Bavarian Alps, it had already happened: Britain had voted to end its forty-two-year political union with the mainland. Squeezed into a horse-drawn carriage clopping towards the castle of Neuschwanstein, I found myself brushing elbows with a friendly Düsseldorfer. ‘You guys made a big mistake,’ he helpfully announced, scrolling down his iPhone to show me the freefalling pound. The castle was a Romantic folly built for the nineteenth-century aesthete, ‘Mad’ King Ludwig, but we were in no state for castle touring. My wife managed to lose her purse in the carriage, and I wandered around in a daze, the words mad and folly bouncing around my head. Fortunately, at least one member of our party was on the ball.


‘Daddy,’ our three-year-old exclaimed, ‘it’s a dragon!’


My eye followed his finger across a vaulted arch towards a scaly, curly tailed beast, its breast pinned by a golden-armoured hero with a gleaming sword. We looked at each other and smiled, standing there under the mural. 


And that was the moment when it clicked. 


The hero was Sigurd, or Siegfried, from the medieval tale of the Nibelungen. The story occurs in several versions. A couple of weeks earlier, I had downloaded the twelfth-century epic version – the Nibelungenlied – on to my Kindle. King Ludwig’s paintings followed another version, set down in thirteenth-century Iceland. Gazing up at the painting, I thought of Siegfried’s tale: he kills the dragon, claims a magnificent treasure, marries a beautiful princess … and during a woodland hunt, he falls to a spear in the back from a treacherous murderer.


Over the subsequent days and weeks, like a ball of wool played by a mischievous cat, this grim story spooled around my head, threading itself around other tales. I thought of its influence on the Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf and the Icelandic sagas, and later the writings of J. R. R. Tolkien (whose dragon-telling explains why the image of a scaly winged beast is so recognisable to three-year-olds today). And I thought about Siegfried’s connections with the great Homeric heroes – he’s a master of disguise, like the wily Odysseus, but he’s also a nearly immortal strongman, like Achilles, with his own Achilles heel – a leaf-shaped patch on his back.


‘Epic is about wandering in search of something,’ said the poet Derek Walcott. ‘You know: the knight leaves, goes forth and encounters different dragons, et cetera, on his quest.’ More than two millennia earlier, Aristotle defined it more formally: ‘an imitation of serious subjects contained in a composition of some compass’, employing ‘the steadiest and most dignified of metres’. What sucked me into the European epic wasn’t so much its form as the symmetry of its motifs and plot strands, sewing the continent together in a patchwork quilt of storytelling. 


Theorists have bolted labels on to these connections, from Jacob Grimm’s search for the Zusammenhang or ‘together link’ to the twelve stages of Joseph Campbell’s mono-myth (and they’ve been going at it for so long that George Eliot parodied them all the way back in the 1870s, with Casaubon’s ‘Key to all Mythologies’ in Middlemarch). Many of their insights are illuminating, but I found them too mechanical for the intricate connections burrowing between the tales’ mythical and folkloric underpinnings. For me, the stories joined together in so many surprising ways, linking so organically, that the ties between them were like roots criss-crossing under the trunks of a vast, intractable forest.
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A few months after our family road trip, I was planning a new journey: a relay from Anatolia to the Arctic Circle, in the shadow of Europe’s epic tales. This time, I would be leaving my family behind and travelling solo. Unlike Odysseus, I wasn’t being strong-armed by some warmongering overlord; and I wasn’t on a Siegfried-style hunt for fame and fortune. I’m a scrawny, bespectacled scribbler type, not some muscle-bound hero. It was the stories I wanted to follow, and the many characters scattered within them. I hoped the journey, and the projected book, would be worth it. 


Some years earlier, I had travelled around the Shahnameh or ‘Book of Kings’, the medieval Persian epic. I had met farmers who recited its episodes during the harvest and war veterans who followed its narrative in the trenches of the Iran–Iraq War. Ancient storytelling, for them, wasn’t some precious artefact stored in ivory towers, but a pulsating part of daily life.


Until recently, I had assumed Europe was different, its history sterilised behind the orderly casings of its museums. But the last few years had eroded that certainty. Now, I wondered if a journey among the epics – the oldest, shaggiest, most dog-eared tales out there – could help me to understand what being European is all about. If the epics were still alive, still influencing people outside the palisades of academia that make them so intimidating to new readers, then surely it would be possible to follow their trail right across the continent?


The great European epics were all composed during, or based on, moments of seismic change. The Odyssey tells of the aftermath of the Trojan War, the primal conflict from which the Greek nation was spawned; and it was composed when the heroic age was being replaced by the city-states that would dominate the European future. The Nibelungenlied tracks the collapse of a Germanic kingdom at the fag end of the Roman Empire. Beowulf, the only surviving Old English epic, reflects the transition from paganism to Christianity. Many of these stories refer back to an epoch that has been labelled the ‘Age of Migration’. Tribes surged out of the steppes of central Asia and the archipelagos of Scandinavia, crossing the rivers of central Europe and filling the plains and peninsulas with which they have been associated ever since – the Franks and Danes, the German tribes, the Anglo-Saxons. Amongst many other things, these stories are Europe’s foundation myths.


As a literary reference, Europa first appears in Homer’s Iliad: Zeus’ captive, winged to Crete so the god could ravish her, displaced like so many of the tribes that would dominate its story. Nothing unusual there – dispersal is the starter signal on which early history ran its races. The name was used by Greeks to distinguish their territories west of the Aegean, later adopted by the Romans for their western empire, used by encyclopaedists and cartographers into the Dark Ages and deployed by Charlemagne’s propagandists as a catch-all for his imperium. But it wasn’t until the rise of humanism in the fifteenth century that it became common practice for people to call themselves ‘European’, as a way of distinguishing themselves from ‘Christendom’. 


None of us knows what ‘Europe’ will mean in the future. But what we can do is look at the stories from which its constituent parts were fashioned: the tales told over fireplaces, chanted across the halls of kings; the stories that inspired armies to march, thrilled the imaginations of their rulers and offered motivational imagery for revolutionaries. 


Many of us, still, are easily bewitched by tales of heroes slaying the dragon, battling together against the odds. Jaws, Apocalypse Now, Game of Thrones … or, to take the epics with which these modern classics share uncanny parallels: Beowulf, the Odyssey, the Nibelungenlied.1 As the kindly swineherd Eumaeus puts it in the Odyssey, ‘you can stare at a bard in wonder – trained by the gods to sing and hold men spellbound – how you can long to sit there, listening, all your life when the man begins to sing’.


How to make a selection, with so many epics to choose from? I was drawn especially to those with an oral background, stories I might be able to hear in some form of public recital. The word epic derives from the Greek verb epein – ‘to say’. In order to be truly ‘epic’, a story must be sayable. Words spoken aloud have power – to the ancient Greeks it was kelethmos, or ‘enchantment’. Because these stories were spoken aloud, long before the age of printing, they were able to sink deep roots, entangling themselves around the core of European culture. 


The European epic tradition starts with Homer, and so would I: specifically, the Odyssey, that beloved tale of a cunning hero’s long journey home from a war. From there, the ground would become less familiar. Travelling north into the Balkans, I would explore the Kosovo Cycle, the story of Christian knights fighting against the Ottoman Empire. Crossing the Adriatic, I would move around western Europe with the Song of Roland – about the deeds of Charlemagne’s paladins in the bosky passes of the Pyrenees. Central Europe would be represented by the Nibelungenlied, which tells of dragon-slaying Siegfried and the terrible revenge that follows his murder. Heading north, I would explore Britain and Scandinavia through Beowulf – that eerie tale of monsters and mead halls, and a hero who must stand brave against a dragon’s fire. And finally, I would approach the furthest flung of European nations through Njal’s Saga (and its verse companion, Gunnarsrímur), the story of two Icelandic friends and the feuds that rip their lives apart.


Europe’s epic heritage is too rich to squeeze into a single book, and this one cannot cover every region, nor every great epic tale. There were many I was sad to miss, but if I could trail these six stories across the continent, I hoped I would be able to answer a cluster of nagging questions: What did these stories do to create Europe? Are they still worth reading? And can they help us to understand Europe today? Setting off for Greece, I wasn’t sure what to expect. There probably wouldn’t be any dragons, and, fingers crossed, I was unlikely to get transformed into a pig by a wily sorceress. But nor was I expecting to take part in drinking rituals with poetry-singing war veterans, sleep in a Bronze Age tomb chamber, meet flag-waving secessionists at a Dark Age battle site or wander around an embryonic temple with a pagan high priest. The epics gave me a path. I had lived my whole life as a European. Now I wanted to ride the continent of my birth and find out what that meant.




PART ONE


The War that Launched a Thousand Ships


The Odyssey


The Trojan War is over and Odysseus wants to get home. After seven years as a captive of the nymph Calypso, he is sent off on a raft towards the island of the Phaeacians. There, he narrates his adventures since plundering Troy – the battle with the Cyclops, the alluring song of the Sirens, the Cattle of the Sun (which his men mutinously roasted, resulting in their deaths in a storm whipped up by the gods). The Phaeacians pity Odysseus and send him home to Ithaca, laden with gifts. 


Disguised as a beggar, he makes himself known to his son Telemachus, who has just returned from a journey of his own. Together, they plan how to overcome the suitors who have descended on their home, squandering Odysseus’ estate and vying for his wife, Penelope. When she announces an archery contest – with her hand in marriage as the prize – they know it’s time to strike. Several suitors try to wield Odysseus’ bow, but none can manage the feat until he takes up the challenge himself, shooting an arrow through twelve axe heads. 


But the contest turns out to be target practice. Assisted by Telemachus, Odysseus slays the suitors and hangs the maidservants who consorted with them. Finally, he presents himself to long-suffering Penelope, who tests his identity with intimate questions. Husband, wife and son are reunited, and all that remains is for the goddess Athena to descend, pacifying an angry mob of islanders and the suitors’ relatives. 






1


O would to God this drifter had died before he reached us,


And then from all this chaos we’d been spared!


The Suitors, The Odyssey, Book Eighteen


RACE OFF OR start slow? I had eighteen countries to cross – a span of more than 3,000 miles – but before I hurtled around the continent, I needed to place myself. European epic begins with the Greeks, and the Odyssey is the most famous of all travel tales, so this was the logical beginning for a journey into epic. Composed roughly at the end of the eighth century BC and attributed to the bard known as Homer, this story is so familiar – with its Sirens and Cyclops and the great battle in Odysseus’ hall – it’s easy to forget that it predates the invention of mealtimes or the minting of coins. And yet, reading it today, the Odyssey feels now. The playfulness of its looping, non-linear narrative, the range of its characters, the viscera of its violence; so much that’s prized in storytelling today can be found, just as fresh, in Homer’s epic. Think road movie or disaster movie, slashed with setbacks and sudden deaths, climaxing in a shoot-out as blood-spattered as a spaghetti Western. 


The Iliad may have preceded it, with its brittle depiction of the Trojan War and the rage of Achilles, but it’s the Odyssey that established the template still followed by Hollywood screenwriters: the cycle of misadventures spinning towards a bloody confrontation with the enemy; the happy ending reuniting the lovers. If greatness is measured by imitation, the Odyssey is surely the greatest story ever told. Which makes it a tricky story to journey round. The clue’s in the name: all those Odysseys filling the shelves in any library or bookshop. New Odyssey, An Odyssey, Ithaca, Circe, Odysseus: The Return, The Odyssey: Missing Presumed Dead … And those are just a few of the titles published this decade. 


Why does this story, above all others, keep sucking us in? And what does it tell us about Europe – the continent whose cultural tendencies it did so much to shape? In order to explore these questions, I decided to follow the Odyssey on three tracks. One would take me amongst Greeks, people with a native connection to the story. Sometimes it’s through the particular that we uncover the universal, so I wanted to meet the people in the eye of the storm. But the Odyssey is also the iconic tale of travel and adventure: in order to get to grips with it, I needed to have some adventures of my own.


But first I wanted to visit a single island (according to some, the very island where Homer composed this epic) which is at the heart of a modern crisis. Because the Odyssey isn’t dead literature – that’s the exciting thing about the most enduring stories. They keep going, regenerating as the world changes around them. Imagine the plot as a series of news headlines: men rushing away from a war zone, stranded on the islands of the Mediterranean, desperately seeking a place to call home. Comparing present-day trauma to long-ago tales from the past doesn’t insult either, so long as you recognise the value of both.


Chios, just a few miles from the Turkish mainland. An island once famous for its mastic and black wine, until the Ottoman Turks massacred its population during the Greek War of Independence. Now it’s a hub of the ‘refugee crisis’, currently holding nearly four thousand ‘unprocessed’ asylum seekers. 


A fortress muscles over the sea. Grass and ragwort coil out of cracks in the bastion, like tattoos on a bouncer’s biceps. Wedges of sky peer through the loopholes and gaps in the rubble; sunlight glances off the lids of storage containers that house many of the refugees. Past a cluster of tents, men are playing cards around a trestle table. Behind them is a queue for supper. Some of the men are fingering relit cigarette stubs, thumbing the pockets of donated jackets for their ration cards. We are in the Souda refugee camp and tonight’s menu is rice and runner beans.


‘Teacher,’ says Yassin, ‘you must eat with us.’ 


I peel off my high-vis jacket and leave it scrumpled beside my shoes, inside the door of the tent. I don’t want to eat their food. Nothing against runner beans – it’s just that I know the food has been earmarked for the refugees. But Yassin is insistent, and I’ve never been much good at saying no. 


‘Laziz!’ I dip my hand in the rice and nibble a few flecks. ‘Tasty!’


‘Thank you, teacher. But I want to invite you to my real home. We would eat a big sheep!’


Two years earlier, Yassin was a medical student at Homs University – until the Syrian war closed the university. Back in his family’s village, he worked as a private medic, but his meagre income was leached by local chiefs – representatives of the ruling Alawite sect. One tried to blackmail him, another warned he would soon have to enlist.


‘But I didn’t want to go in the army. If you go in the army, you don’t even get a weapon – you are just for throwing away. I climbed over the mountains to Turkey, I went very low so the soldiers couldn’t get me.’


He found work in Bursa, but he had his eyes on Europe. His meagre salary, along with money sent by relatives, eventually added up and he approached the smugglers. The first time he tried, the boat never materialised. It took several months to collect enough funds for a retry. This time, coastguards stopped the boat and he was pulled out of a hatch. Another crossing was thwarted when the vessel was stolen by a rival smuggler. So it continued, until the sixth attempt.


‘It was a calm day,’ says Yassin. ‘I thought this is the day for chance.’ But halfway across, he started to have doubts. ‘There were too many of us in the boat. The water was around our ankles. We tried to get the water out with our hands, but it was impossible.’


Fortunately, they had made it far enough. Horn blast filled the air, like the audible answer to a prayer. A local fisherman had alerted the Greek coastguard. They were brought to Chios, logged on to the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) system, given forms to fill in, billeted to tents and container units, to wait for the long process of asylum. Back in Syria, Yassin had lived in a three-storey house with a satellite TV and decent Wi-Fi; now he had to adapt to life in a tent, watching out for the rats that infested the camp, along with the snakes that came for the rats; waking up to the sloshing of waves, the rattle of wind in the UNHCR canvas, and the screams of fellow refugees struggling to shake themselves free of the past.


I knew I would bump into refugees along my way through Europe; I would be following a similar route to many of them. But I didn’t want to encounter them in complete ignorance. I hoped that by spending a few weeks among the camps, I could learn something about the issue igniting so much passion across the continent. So, with a vague hope of making myself useful at the same time, I volunteered with a school for refugees run from a converted hair salon. 


The old stone building was divided into a couple of classrooms, with a curtained-off lobby and a small kitchen. Rules of conduct and papier mâché models hung alongside refugees’ paintings and portraits of teachers (for some reason, which I’ll put down to felt-tip availability, I was depicted with a face the colour of seaweed, ears like handlebars and a long crimson neck). Most evenings there were meetings, which could be as long-winded and nearly as tense as the war councils in the Iliad. Everybody pitched in, arguing over disciplinary procedures, throwing out project ideas, exchanging anecdotes about the frequent fighting between Syrian and Afghan students, who were acting out the rivalry between their elders for dominance of the camps.


Given what they’d been through, it’s amazing how balanced most of the students were. But amongst them, there were a few who struggled: boys who used their ninety-euro monthly allowance to drown their memories with drink, guys who fell for the camp drug dealers, kids whose arms were scarred by fights or self-harm. Looking into their eyes – these were old eyes. I knew something about mental health from personal experience, but not enough. Suffering from variations of post-traumatic stress disorder, these guys needed experts. Cooped up in the camps, their asylum hearings unscheduled, many were struggling to deal with their frustrations and anxieties about what lay ahead.


But when you sat with them to play a game of chess, saw their drawings and poems, played ‘duck, duck, goose’ with the younger ones and their laughter sizzled in your ears, the world felt very cruel for penning them in, trapped like the ancient Ithacans when the sorceress Circe transforms them into pigs.


To be a refugee is to be unwanted, an exile, suspected by the authorities and the locals, and worst of all by those around you; like Odysseus, returning to Ithaca in disguise, ‘a brazen, shameless beggar’ in the words of the suitor Antinous. Another pedlar accosts him and, egged on by the suitors, they end up wrestling for the prize of a sizzling hot goat sausage. Odysseus throws his rival, ‘so that blood gushed purple from his lips and with a shriek he fell on the dust’. A rare case in which the Homeric details sound comparatively tame.


The Odyssey is rife with fugitives, outsiders wandering in from elsewhere. Reading of the kindliness towards the dispossessed shown by Odysseus’ son, Telemachus, who harbours a fugitive on his ship without expectation of reward, or the swineherd Eumaeus, who hosts a penniless tramp (his master in disguise) and tells him the poignant tale of his own enslavement, one suspects the poet understood something about the pain of dispersal.


‘Have we not vagabonds enough, paupers whose pestering turns our stomachs while we feast?’ asks the suitor Antinous, rehearsing an argument that’s been at the heart of anti-immigration rhetoric for the last three millennia. I heard something similar in a waterfront bar one evening, sharing a bottle of wine with a retired fisherman called Michaelis. ‘They leave rubbish everywhere,’ he said, ‘they take drugs and get drunk. They are like animals!’ He clasped his wine glass between rope-calloused fingers, scrunching his nose tight. ‘If you want to help these people, why don’t you take them back to your country?’


He had a point. If ever there was purpose to political union in Europe, surely this was it: to find an organised way for a well-off continent of 500 million to absorb a population increase of just 0.3 per cent. But European leaders had been swinging more wildly than the Olympian gods, allowing domestic survival to suppress the more urgent task of pan-European policy making. Hungary had built a razor-wire fence, Angela Merkel had U-turned on her refugee policy and British Eurosceptics had distributed posters of immigrant ‘swarms’ to drive the vote for Brexit. As a result, Greece had been boxed unwillingly into the role (to quote its prime minister, Alexis Tsipras) of ‘a warehouse for human souls’.


Once, during an intermediate English class, I narrated the plot of the Odyssey to a young Afghan student. ‘That sounds like my journey,’ she said, with a wry smile. It wasn’t part of her cultural inheritance, but she could see the echoes. More voluble was a ‘project’ class, in which we read an adaptation from the Odyssey alongside Bob Dylan’s Rolling Stone: two tales of wandering souls. To my surprise, it was Homer and not the Dylan classic who got the students talking. 


‘This is about something,’ said a student called Nouri. ‘This person has a difficult experience, but he tries to survive. I can understand this.’


‘But I think our experiences are harder,’ said another student, Faizullah. ‘We are not captains with many slaves to do all our wishes.’


It wasn’t so much the lit. crit. that engaged the students as the chance to express themselves, and that came to the fore during a workshop on poetry composition. Far from the self-consciousness that might have stifled students in a comparable class in the UK, these young refugees were itching to get their compositions out: the scratch of pens, paper scrumpled in dissatisfaction, heads tossed back, whispered recitations, slowly curling smiles … 


There were poems about nature, about springtime and ‘the season of kissing’; surreal poems about endless journeys (one student wrote about ‘the scream’ that nobody could hear); satires about the hygiene levels in the camps and the never-ending bureaucracy of the asylum process; memorials to the people left behind. One wrote about mothers standing in empty rooms, another remembered sitting on the roof of his house, listening to the voices of his family. I wrote verses as well – it was important to make the sessions as collaborative as possible. There were images from those classes – a heart decanting blood into the sea, a voice simulated by the wind blowing through the flaps of a tent – that I would remember throughout the coming months of travel.


We weren’t reciting long verse tales to each other (although I’m sure some of the students could have carried on that far). But we were enjoying the solidarity of spoken word, treating poetry not as something static, silent in the pages of a book, but flying off our tongues, like the tales sung at the Homeric feasts. Epein: to say, to speak aloud, the origin of ‘epic’. Verses shared, like a joke or a snack or a smile shining across the table. A symbol of companionship.


One free afternoon, I followed the rocky coastline, past seafront apartments advertising vacancies and terracotta houses with fences of prickly pear. In a pebbled cove, a couple of fishermen were caulking an upturned dinghy. Steps twisted above the beach, past a sanctuary to the Phrygian fertility goddess, Cybele. I climbed higher, until I reached a grass-flecked outcrop pimpled by a two-foot stump of limestone. 


‘Homer’s Stool’, they call it, whatever that means. Some barefoot, bearded bard in a pleated chiton, reciting the lamentations of Andromache for her slain husband Hector, or thrilling the children with the grisly man-munching Cyclops? Entertaining the youthful, and the comically minded with the mock-heroic Battle of the Frogs and Mice? Or laying out the Thebaid, one of those long-lost epics that’s vaguely attributed to him? Whether anyone called Homer existed, whether the epics were composed by a single bard or clans of them, is immaterial. What matters is the surviving epics, and ‘Homer’ is our shorthand for the sensibility behind them.1


The location of Homer’s Stool, so near the temple to the Anatolian goddess Cybele, underlines a point that has some bearing on Homeric composition. No matter if the poet lived on Chios (according to Herodotus), Smyrna (following Aristotle) or elsewhere, he was likely orientated towards the Near East. This is borne out by the epics. It wasn’t just Troy in Homer’s sight but ‘the story climate of the Near East which taught Greece so much’, to quote the pre-eminent scholar of epic, Albert Lord. This blossomed especially in the Odyssey, which contains compelling resonances with various Asian myths and tales, not least the much earlier Sumerian epic, Gilgamesh.2 Chios was a fitting homeland for an Iron Age storyteller, for the same reason that it draws refugees fleeing warfare today – it’s at the edge of Europe, eavesdropping on the dramas of Asia.


Before I headed west, I needed to go east. To the place where it all started. So, on a weekend off from teaching, I made my way to Troy. A ferry puttered across the sea and a couple of buses rolled along the Turkish mainland towards the famous alluvial plain. I hiked between tomato plantations and grazing sheep, stalking my Cyclops-sized shadow along the tamarisk-haunted banks of the Scamander. Reaching the sea at last, I swam around the barrow where Achilles was legendarily buried and sat on a tuft of rock to dry myself off. When Alexander the Great came here in 334 BC, he danced naked around the barrow and sprinkled it with wine; but I figured that probably wasn’t allowed these days. Just a few yards away, local women in burkinis and abayas were wading in the shallows, splashing and laughing. The meltemi wind blustered at their coverings, which flapped and rustled as if they were about to auto-sail themselves across the Aegean.


Troy is primarily the setting of the Iliad, but it haunts the Odyssey. It is the ominous place that Penelope hates to name; the ruin sung about by Sirens and bards, driving Odysseus to tears when he hears it recited in the hall of the Phaeacians. And just as its shadow looms over the Odyssey, so it looms over Europe. In his History of the Kings of Britain, the twelfth-century chronicler Geoffrey of Monmouth derived the ancient Britons from the Trojan Brutus (a mythical genealogy that’s repeated in the medieval tale of Gawain and the Green Knight, linking King Arthur to the Trojan bloodline). The seventh-century Frankish King Dagobert claimed ancestry from King Priam, the Norman chief Rollo traced his line to the Trojan Antenor and the Roman poet Virgil wrote one of the most influential epics, the Aeneid, about a rare Trojan survivor. Tellingly, it is the losers they identify with, not the winners; the Asians, the refugees, scattered from their homeland. Loss and destruction are not simply the themes leaking out of the epics, they are the foundation on which European culture was built. 


Scarred and deeply cratered, Troy languishes on the Hissarlik hill like a body that’s been serially disembowelled, under the mortuary glare of the sun. I spent the afternoon wandering around, from the great propylaeum (temple entrance) to the sloping rampart wall, firmed by alternated joints, which archaeologists have identified with Homer’s tale (supported by the discovery, in the 1930s, of hastily built ‘siege’ structures behind the wall). Teasingly, this four-metre-thick limestone shield suggests a city resistant to enemy might – the reason, as recalled in the Odyssey, that Odysseus comes up with the ‘crafty device’ of the Trojan horse to smuggle the Greek ambushers inside the city. Now, a model Trojan horse stood near the entrance turnstiles. Children brimmed inside, shrieking out of the narrow windows, while their parents watched from below, iPads and iPhones raised: Homeric imagery broadcast by Instagram.


Behind the rampart walls, poppies scarleted the fractured earth, fruit of a century and a half’s soil churning. Wading between them, I thought of Priam’s son, Gorgythion, falling in the Iliad, ‘as on the stalk a poppy falls, weighed down by showering spring’, as well as of the poppies that became such a defining image of the First World War.


And Priam and his fifty sons


Wake all amazed, and hear the guns,


And shake for Troy again.


So wrote Rupert Brooke in 1915, shortly before succumbing to sepsis and a few weeks before the fighting at nearby Gallipoli. For Troy isn’t just a war but every war. Which is why Homeric epic is still supplying military terminology, from Operation Achilles (Afghanistan, 2007) to Operation Odyssey Dawn (Libya, 2011). Verses like Brooke’s, and many others in the Great War, speak not only of Homeric resonance but also of the self-aggrandising of combat, cloaking itself in history, overlooking the ‘relentless, heartbreaking grief’ expressed by the war veterans of the Odyssey. Other wars may have predated it, but in terms of Western consciousness, Troy is the blood-stained maternity ward – which is why I would find its imagery flashing from the graffitied walls of the Greek capital.
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But still the night is young and seems to have no end,


No snoozing time for us who dwell within this palace.


So tell us more adventures – they are wonderful!


Alcinous, The Odyssey, Book Eleven


FORGET ABOUT MAN-EATING giants, the temptations of the Sirens, or even the becalming that maroons Odysseus’ crew on the island of the Cattle of the Sun. For the modern-day Aegean island hopper, the chief hazard is industrial action. There would be other delays to come, but for now, at the end of my month in Chios, it was the Panhellenic Seamens’ Federation that was holding me from Athens, protesting against changes to their pension fund.


After a couple of days’ loitering on the waterfront with recent arrivals from Turkey, I switched tickets for the next passage out. I needed to get moving: there was an Odyssean event taking place in Athens in a few days, a musician to meet and adventures to have on the way to Ithaca. 


At last, we were off. On deck, burly men with barely any hair chain-smoked under the radar stanchions, ash dancing with gobbets of spray under the lamps. A woman in a leopard-print suit stood beside me, one hand on her cigarette, the other stroking the lapdog peeking out of her handbag. The sea roiled through the night, and early in the morning the horizon laced itself in necklaces of amber light. 


Burrowing out of the Metro in the district of Exarcheia, I strolled between reinforced concrete splashed with graffiti and the glass panes of antique booksellers, gleaming with gold tooling. A spray-paint horse stencilled a metal panel beneath a grid-glass window, and I buzzed the intercom. Graffiti blossomed across the walls around me: tendrils of blood-red, delphinium-blue and matt black, vines in a forest watered by political rage.


Exarcheia is Athens’s beating heart, with a knack for setting off nationwide protests, from an army raid on the Polytechnic University in 1973 to the police shooting of a fifteen-year-old, Alexis Grigoropoulos, a few blocks from the university, which sparked the 2008 riots. This is an area that tattoos its politics across its chest, frothing with soup kitchens, recycling projects, guerrilla parks, squats and social centres. It also happens to contain one of Athens’s finest museums, the Archaeological Museum, which was due to host a reading from the Odyssey in a couple of days’ time. Waiting for this event, I killed time exploring the neighbourhood, although I wasn’t expecting to find Homeric iconography so alive here, amongst all these symbols of twenty-first-century protest.


‘Welcome to Exarcheia!’ said Lewsha, my American host, leading me up the rickety stairs inside her block. 


Through the Airbnb website, I’d booked myself into a marine-blue storeroom with a mattress on a pile of pallets. Lewsha was married to James, an Anglo-Greek art curator with a fondness for polysyllabic expostulations that I couldn’t help admiring.


‘Those jet-set curators,’ he fumed, ‘they’re coming here with this didactic mentality, using us as an abstraction! Documenta – you heard of them? They’ve set up their state-funded exhibition, and they’re presenting it as some kind of antidote to austerity!’


He was thrashing out proposals, exhibition lists and schedules, a desk-bound warrior. All over Exarcheia, people were at battle, whether with leather coshes and plastic shields, fingers hovering over their laptops, or tagging their protests with well-aimed cans of spray paint. This is an age of protest and you’re never far from one, but few places manage it with the panache of Exarcheia.


Spiderman was a few blocks from the flat, tilting across a concrete wall, under a punnet of falling eggs. A wrinkled tramp spanned a derelict apartment block, dedicated to ‘the poor of the world’. ‘Barack O’Mama’ was nursing a baby version of himself, while a silhouette figure was drowning in a giant egg timer and a clawed, mechanical dragon was swallowing a euro. To walk the streets of Exarcheia is to swim in the luridly coloured pages of a comic strip, with dialogue written by left-wing polemicists. Classical images mingled with pop art and runes of political affiliation: a Cyclopean one-eyed head with its brain chopped out; the owl of Athena; the goddess Artemis, her bow raised across a bared breast. 


Wandering the covered walkways, alongside shutters scrawled with slogans, I stopped to look at the posters: tirades against the local police, the ‘betrayal’ of Syriza, the EU and the Troika. Locals carried brooms to paste up their latest posters – flyers for Athens Pride, economic manifestos, a collage of photographed demonstrations (Palestinian slingshooters, stick-wielding Mexican tribespeople, Kurdish separatists firing behind sandbags, Greek rioters wearing bandannas – a globality of rebellion).


In this semiotic jungle, the image that kept stopping me in my tracks was the ubiquitous stencilled horse. High-maned, with a ladder dangling from its belly, this wasn’t just any horse. It was an artificial horse, mounted on rollers; a wooden horse. To be precise, it was Odysseus’ ‘cunning trap’, another iteration after the one I’d seen in Troy. But what did it mean, here in Athens?


After talking to protesters in Exarcheia Square (men in motorbike helmets and balaclavas, wielding leather coshes around burning oil drums) and bumping into a few Homerphiles in bookshops piled with left-wing classics by Chomsky, Bakunin and Slavoj Žižek, I was none the wiser. But sometimes you don’t have to look all that far, and this was one of the serendipities that travel occasionally throws up. For the source of the Trojan horse graffiti was in the very flat where I was staying.


There it was, spread across James’s desk in black-and-white A5. The stumpy tail, the ladder dangling under the belly. The only difference was this horse was stuffed with words: ‘hegemony’, ‘aesthetics of resistance’, ‘the othering gaze’; dozens of phrases, the kind that get bandied about in arts councils and well-meaning social enterprises. It was a project James’s collective had initiated, and Lewsha was their frontline guerrilla – she was the one who’d been printing the stencils all over Exarcheia. ‘We’re trying to reclaim the language of the discourse,’ said James, puffing on a Camel. ‘Documenta is an expression of the global art market machine, and we’re challenging this power dynamic. We’re dragging the discussion into the streets and squats.’ 


By turning the interlopers’ weapons against them, James believed his collective was mirroring the effect of the Trojan horse. But it was a complicated, contradictory image. Greeks had become Trojans, defending their own cultural spaces against the invaders. And weapons no longer cut it. By making words the stuffing of their Trojan horse, James and his colleagues were deploying an idea that simmers in the Odyssey: the power of words to bite just as hard as steel. After all, in the most iconic of Odysseus’ adventures – the encounter with the man-eating Cyclops – it’s word guile, not steel, that saves the hero’s skin. 


‘Nobody [Oudeis] – that’s my name,’ Odysseus tells the Cyclops after the monster has gobbled down several of his crew. It’s a brilliant pun echoing his own name. When he’s blinded the giant with a red-hot staff, this clever wordplay saves him. ‘Nobody’s killing me,’ Polyphemus roars, and so nobody helps him: a single word becomes the hero’s shield. 


‘We are all Greeks. Our laws, our literature, our religion, our arts, have their root in Greece. But for Greece … we might still have been savages and idolaters’. 


So wrote Percy Bysshe Shelley in 1822. Nearly two centuries later, his words were echoed by a banner hanging over Omonia Square, on the edge of Exarcheia: ‘Welcome to the Barbarians’. And yet still the philhellenes, the ‘lovers of Greece’, keep coming.


Shelley was a firm devotee of Homer, perceiving the Greek epics as ‘the column upon which all succeeding civilisation has reposed’. He was writing during the peak of Homerphilia, an enthusiasm that both nourished and fed off one of the most influential events of the nineteenth century: the Greek War of Independence. 


Between 1821 and 1829, Greece was flooded with over a thousand well-meaning activists from all over the continent: exiled officers who’d been on the wrong side of the Napoleonic wars, former fur traders back from the Americas, a French fencing teacher pretending to be a cavalry officer, a Spanish girl dressed as a man, hundreds of Germans who saw themselves as citizens of a new ‘Hellas’ (culturally strong but politically disunited) and England’s most famous poet.


That was Lord Byron, who did more than anybody to propagate literary philhellenism. He was drenched in the romantic love of ancient Greece, which he’d poured into Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, the poem that made his name, after hiking around Troy and visiting Odysseus’ Ithaca. Setting out to join the war, he designed his own uniform, inspired by descriptions in the Iliad. But he died before his illusions could be shattered, struck down by malaria in Missolonghi. Others weren’t so lucky. 


‘I said to myself, “you are going to fight under the standards of Achilles alongside the heroes of the siege of Troy”’, recorded a Prussian officer called Bollmann. ‘But the ancient Greeks no longer exist …’ 


Slowly, they discovered the grubby truth behind their romantic fantasies. Already disillusioned by the failure of their Greek compadres to converse in the language of Homer and dispirited by a death rate of one in three, the philhellenes watched Greek war bands fouling mosques and churches with their horses, prostituting Turkish boys, cutting pregnant women open and stuffing dogs between their legs. All this contributed to the visitors’ growing schizophrenia: revering Greece while reviling the Greeks.


The philhellenes stuck with the cause, and at Navarino Bay, muddled orders led to the unintended bombardment of a combined Ottoman–Egyptian fleet, which left the Turks incapable of recapturing the Greek island bases. The war would stutter on, but Greek independence had effectively been won (it would be confirmed in 1832, at the Treaty of Constantinople). It became a model for independence movements all over the continent. ‘The Greece that Byron fought for – the Greece that still exists,’ writes the historian Roderick Beaton, ‘with all the continuing problems inherited from its violent birth – lies at the very foundation of the Europe that we know today.’ 


This complicated relationship has coloured interactions between Greece and western Europe ever since, including Greece’s mismanaged absorption into the Eurozone. If European culture has its ‘root’ in Greece, as Shelley claimed, how could Greece be excluded? When the very symbol of the union – the euro itself – is derived from the Greek letter epsilon (a reference, according to the EU website, to ‘the cradle of European civilisation’)? 


Debate still swings on the Greek crisis: internal differences or a crisis in the neoliberal welfare capitalism model? A systemic failure of the currency union or the fault of one nation in the Eurozone? The country that did more than any other to create Europe continues to have the most contradictory relationship with it. Like Brits crossing the Channel, Greeks talk of ‘going to Europe’. They may have given Europe its name, its foundational literature, philosophy and political concepts, its earliest maps and scientific discoveries, but they remain outsiders in the European project. Which makes the pan-European intimacy with Homer all the more problematic. Do we have the right to claim these stories when we remain so ambivalent about the nation that forged them? 


It was time to listen to Homer. At the edge of Exarcheia, behind a row of policemen with riot shields, I crossed a formal lawn and stepped between the ribbed Ionian pillars of the Archaeological Museum.


Inside, an exhibition had been arranged on the theme of Odysseus’ wanderings. Looming over Bronze Age amphorae and a lekythos jar on which Circe dispensed her potion was a statue dredged in 1900 from a two-thousand-year-old shipwreck. The marble was corroded and pitted, nibbled by marine bacteria to the crumbly texture of stale Weetabix. Stooped, his mottled face sunk beneath a pointy pilos hat, this was Odysseus as the penniless tramp, the self-declared ‘toiling and suffering man’. For the ancient sculptor, it wasn’t the cunning weapon deviser or island king who intrigued, but the wanderer stripped to the lowest position in society.


From James Joyce’s Ulysses to the Coen Brothers’ O Brother, Where Art Thou?, from Fenelon’s Les Aventures de Télémaque (an eighteenth-century bestseller about the travels of the hero’s son) to Margaret Atwood’s Penelopiad, the great and good of Western literature have lined up to do their cover versions, squeezing Odyssean plots and characters through the ideologies of romanticism, modernism, feminism, absurdism, post-colonialism. Odysseus the everyman: a hero of everywhere and every-when. It’s hard to think of another story that’s been aped so often. 


How easy to forget this is a Greek story – composed by a Greek, deeply engaged in what it means to be Greek. When Homer sang about the union of various Aegean kingdoms for a common goal (the recovery of Helen and revenge against the Trojans who’d ‘captured’ her) and the struggle of that union’s most ingenious member to ‘get back to the land of his fathers’, he established the foundations of Hellenic nationality. In short, he invented Greece. Regular Homeric recitals at the pan-Athenaeum (along with special games and sacrifices to Athena and Poseidon) became part of the imperial project that clawed Athenian authority over the disparate islands and peninsulae we now think of as Greece. Without Homer’s epics, Greece as a nation might still have existed, but it would have needed to find another thread to bind itself. 


That crumbly statue – the penniless wanderer – is pretty much Odysseus’ condition when he turns up at the Phaeacian court. Helped by the kindly and charming Princess Nausicaa, he tells his tale like any wanderer arriving out of the blue, so effectively that the Phaeacians warm to him. ‘You frame and bedeck this tale,’ declares King Alcinous, ‘as knowingly as any bard.’ Odysseus may be a warmonger, a crew leader, a weapon deviser, but he’s also a storyteller. 


But if the soldier can be a storyteller, how do we distinguish between the magic of his poetry and the bloody deeds executed with his bow? It’s a conundrum that threads through the great epics, joining their blood-stained heroes to the more problematic blood shedding in which so many are implicated. What lured the philhellenes to swing their swords for Greek independence? Homeric heroes were still inspiring the men who made themselves cannon fodder in the nineteenth century. Which is why Socrates, all the way back in the fifth century BC, warned that Homer would make calamitous reading for young men in the ideal city.


Odysseus isn’t the only storyteller that night in Alcinous’ palace. The Phaeacian bard, Demodocus, has such a gift ‘that he charms his hearers with every song to which his heart is moved’, accompanied by his own playing on the lyre. Now, sitting in a gallery in the museum, I was waiting to hear a modern-day lyrist, Nikos Xanthoulis, one of Greece’s leading classical musicians. Unfussily dressed in jeans and a blue shirt, he stood out from the marble reliefs around us, aligned to the setting by his lyre. Resting it on his left leg, he leaned in to pluck the first watery notes, and I thought of an image from the climax of the Odyssey: the hero, stringing his giant bow before he launches his vengeance against the suitors, like ‘a skilled musician who makes fast both ends of twined cat-gut and strains it to a new peg in his lyre’.


It was no passive audience that day. Gripping her transcript, a woman with a beehive of grey hair rose from her seat and read Homer’s description of the lavish Phaeacian court: the dogs crafted from gold and silver, the maids’ distaffs fluttering like poplar leaves. She made way for a lady in horn-rimmed glasses, who recited the passage about the land of the Lotus-eaters. The lyre floated its notes, swooshing with ripples like falling water. A woman in a purple blouse and scarf took the reins of the narrative and the lyre glided faster, splashing out dramatic flourishes at the tips of the verse:


τὸν δ’ ἀπαμειβόμενος προσέφη πολύμητις Ὀδυσσεύς 


Now spoke up many-sided Odysseus:


‘Ἀλκίνοε κρεῖον, πάντων ἀριδείκετε λαῶν,


‘Lord Alcinous, who shines amongst your island people,


ἦ τοι μὲν τόδε καλὸν ἀκουέμεν ἐστὶν ἀοιδοῦ


What a good thing it is to listen to a bard


τοιοῦδ’ οἷος ὅδ’ ἐστί, θεοῖς ἐναλίγκιος αὐδήν. 


Like this one here, whose voice is like a god’s.


It was like a neighbourhood book club – devoted to the Odyssey! Half a dozen voices rattled along the polysyllabic flow of the hexameters, hard consonants bouncing off the tripping rhythm, a sound that was physically robust and ghostly at the same time: ancient and immediate. 


As Xanthoulis put down the lyre, I could see the audience looking around with buoyant expressions. I picked up my notebook and approached a couple of the reciters, eager to know what it meant for them. 


‘We see this as our story,’ said Vera, the lady in purple. ‘Coming through many problems with the Cyclops and all these things, it’s like us. We are living the story when we read it! All our troubles in Greece today, all the things we are suffering.’


The grey-haired Alexandra was more cerebral: ‘It is a journey into the soul. Reciting it is like a spell.’


‘The Odyssey is a never-ending story for us,’ added a woman called Ioanna, who had brought her children with her. ‘It is not from that time only, but every time. But also it has a happy ending. He gets home and when you read this, it gives you a good feeling. It gives you hope.’


Later, I sat with Nikos Xanthoulis in the atrium cafe, sipping sweet gritty coffee. We mixed up a stew of subjects, from Nikos Kazantzakis’s Zorba the Greek and his sequel to the Odyssey (Nikos believed Zorba was a better match for the Odyssean spirit) to his grandmother’s ability to recite a lengthy Cretan epic – a reminder of the long-enduring span of epic traditions. 


‘Odysseus is one of us,’ said Nikos. ‘That is why we can understand him. He has a sympathy for everybody, he’s trying to survive.’ 


This is why he appeals to Greeks today, and why he’s appealed across so many different milieus. It is what makes the Odyssey, in Nikos’s view, particularly well suited to public recital. 


‘We could have done it differently. We could have read the Odyssey with classically trained actors. But doesn’t the epic belong to everybody? I was talking to the lady who read about the Cyclops, and she commented on Odysseus’ “human” qualities. Look at how he behaves. He has beaten this monster, he’s blinded him, escaped, he’s back on his ship, all he has to do is sail away … and then he calls out his name!’


It’s a critical moment. Too proud to keep his identity a secret, Odysseus exposes himself to the wrath of the Cyclops’ father, the sea god Poseidon. A strategic mistake, perhaps, but for Nikos this is the moment when the hero reveals everything about himself.


‘He can’t help it,’ said the musician, his face stretching in boyish delight. ‘And isn’t that so human?’ 
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My dearest son, what brings you down into this world


Of death and empty dark when you are still alive?


Odysseus’ mother, The Odyssey, Book Eleven


OUT OF ATHENS on the road to hell. Which, when you’re in Greece, is a mappable location. Dawn ‘rose-fingered’ – just the way Homer likes it – glancing between giro stalls and billboards. The Corinth Canal glistens under the highway, which snakes into the Peloponnese, guided by palisades of sticky black pine and tall firs. Beach resorts swing frayed signs out of cypress groves, parasols peeling inside the warped frames of yesterday’s paradise. At Areopoli, I switch to a local minibus, admiring its goat-like grip on the stony track of the Mani; as dexterous as an elderly, black-cowled woman, who drills the driver with the hard tack of her consonants, then hurls herself into a thistle field to make her way home. 


In Athens, I experienced the Odyssey’s continuing resonance for modern Greeks, and in Chios I learned about the immediacy of its storytelling, echoed in the traumatic experiences of refugees. Now, I want to feel the story and its spirit for myself. En route to Ithaca, my plan is to dip into two of my favourite episodes. One is associated with the darkest of all Odysseus’ adventures, the other with a glamorous city visited by his son Telemachus. Between them, I hope they will teach me something about the relationship between the epic and the landscapes from which it was conjured. 


The hero’s visit to the underworld is a key episode in his journey. Directed by the sorceress Circe, he seeks out the dead seer Tiresias, hoping to learn how he can find his way home, and in the process he encounters a panoply of the dead. Not only significant in plot terms, this is a dramatically powerful episode, poignantly reuniting Odysseus with his dead mother, along with the shades of his comrades-in-arms, Achilles and Agamemnon, and his hapless crewman, Elpenor, who fell from Circe’s rooftop after drinking too much wine. 


From Gerolimenas, a stony, shelving plain tapers towards the narrow waist of Cape Tanairon, which fans out before shrinking into a bony ridge swallowed by the sea: a ramble of about ten miles. As isolated as Land’s End, its sinkholes and underwater warrens rationalise the long-standing local associations with the underworld. I’ve read about a cave here, known locally as ‘the cave of Hades’, and a cult to the sea god Poseidon, who throws so much trouble at Odysseus. 


As I stride out from Gerolimenas, the heat is pricking my neck – a mischievous acupuncturist with red-hot needles. I relish the blades of shadow dropped by the stone towers, the walls of rising cliffs bristling with prickly pear and yellow candlesticks of broom. After a few miles, I’m in marching mode. The only audible sound is the slap of footfall, skin lubricated by sweat, tenderised against the leather whips of my shoes. The road slides down a mountain ledge towards the isthmus that chains Cape Tanairon to the rest of the Mani. An African wind blasts along the scarp, grumbling through tangles of spurge, howling over the chattering cicadas. 


Ahead shimmers the sea in bands of turquoise and quartz. Nuzzling at the sandy inlets, either side of a thorny buff, the water tingles with invitation, and I race towards it. A sea-polished ledge does the job of a swimming-pool locker; a moment’s plunge and the water absorbs me. The blistered soles of my feet protest against the salt, but the water is deliciously soothing. I could hang here all evening. 


The gods are remembered at Cape Tanairon. Inside a dry-stone wall near the beach, spirals wheel around circled petals, framed by chalky white tesserae, like a diagram of the cape. Identified with a sanctuary to Poseidon, its foundation stones have been absorbed into a Byzantine chapel, whose ruins squat on the bluff. Under horseshoe arches and the slate red pediment of a narrow doorway, I step inside a prayer chamber that looks like it’s holding a rummage sale. Amongst the offerings are a jewellery box, a bottle of Nemea wine and a toy Shrek. Should I leave something? I’ve packed thriftily and I don’t fancy letting anything go this early in my journey. But as I climb out of the chapel, I can’t help wondering if I’ve broken a taboo. ‘Ever jealous the gods are,’ as Menelaus warns Telemachus, ‘that we men mind their dues.’


For a sailing nation, no god is more relevant than the sea god. So it’s hardly any wonder that Poseidon wields such a dramatic influence over the Odyssey. On the Mani, Poseidon was even more terrifying than elsewhere, for not only was this narrow peninsula wracked by the sea, it was haunted by earthquakes – the dealings of the ‘Earth-Shaker’, to use one of Poseidon’s most common sobriquets. 


After spending the night under the lighthouse, lulled to sleep by the rhythmic booming of the waves, I wander back across the beach, past the Byzantine chapel, and dip into the adjacent cove, where an oval cavern yawns beside a couple of battered fishing dinghies. Behind a vaulting fig tree and cairn-like projections, waves of soot-stained rock ascend to tangled grasses and belly towards the muddy earth. This is the mouth of Hades, associated with Hercules’ mission to drag out the hell-hound Cerberus, which is mentioned in the Odyssey. But this cave is also connected to Poseidon, for a nearby oracle of the dead doubled as an asylum for fugitives: under-water overlapping with underworld. The Odyssey dramatises this association, dragging Odysseus towards the underworld in order to untangle the sea god’s wrath. 
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