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Homer – The Poet  



Homer is traditionally credited with writing the two epic poems of 


ancient Greece, 


The Iliad


 and 


The Odyssey


. These poems tell the story 


of the Trojan War between the Greeks (also known as the Achaeans) 


and the city of Troy, and of the wanderings of Odysseus as he 


attempts to return home after the war. These two great poems have 


influenced generations  of  writers,  artists, musicians  and  filmmakers.


In ancient times, Homer was believed to  



be the author of further works including 


The Homeric Poems, The Contest of 


Homer and Hesiod


, 


The Nostoi


, 


The 


Little Iliad


 and several others, but 


modern-day scholars dismiss these 


claims, only attributing him as the 


author of 


The Iliad 


and 


The Odyssey


.


However, little is known about Homer. 


In fact, some scholars believe that he 


may never have existed at all. It’s a 


fitting  irony that  the  writer  of mythical 


tales might himself have been a myth! This 


mystery is known as the “Homeric Question”:  



Who was Homer? When did he live? Did he live at all? And did he 


write epic poems? For centuries, scholars have debated these questions 


– but it is fairly certain that we will never know the answers.


Ancient tradition places Homer’s birth as being in the eighth century 


BCE.  He was 



possibly


 born on the island of Chios, which is off the 


coast of Ionia, a region of Anatolia in present-day Turkey. Legend 


claims that he was the son of the River Meles and a nymph called 


Critheïs. He is said to have been a wandering storyteller, travelling  



to communities and entertaining audiences with his epic poems. There  



is also a tradition that states Homer was blind and died on the island 


of Ios in the Aegean Sea. 


Homer is often depicted 


as an older, bearded man.
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These stories were later repeated in two biographies of Homer written 


sometime between the second and fourth centuries CE. 



The Contest 


of Homer and Hesiod


 and 


The Life of Homer


 drew on pieces of poems 


attributed to Homer and from other information in ancient texts and 


traditional legends. But it is all just theory. 


Another perspective suggests that if Homer did exist, he lived much 


earlier and would have belonged to the oral tradition of storytelling, 


going back as far as the twelfth century 


BCE. In this tradition, epic 



poems were not written down but passed down the ages by spoken 


word. These oral storytellers – known as 


aoidoi


 (singers) memorised 


huge amounts of verse, which they would adapt, add to or change  



to suit their audiences. 
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These storytelling performances were always evolving, being shaped 


by their context and the skill of the storyteller. So it is possible that 


Homer originally composed 


The Iliad 


and 


The Odyssey


, which were 


later  modified  and expanded by other  storytellers  over  time  before 


eventually being  written down. The first “complete” written  text of  the 


two epic poems is believed to have come out in Athens, the capital 


of ancient Greece, during the sixth century BCE, roughly two hundred 


years after Homer is thought to have lived.


On the other hand, if we assume that Homer was not a real person, 


then 


The Iliad


 and 


The Odyssey


 may have been assembled from a 


variety  of songs  and poems and  then attributed to  the “fictional” 


character of Homer.


The reality is that the “Homeric Question” can never be answered and, 


despite the questions that remain about true authorship of


 The Iliad


 


and 


The Odyssey


, Homer is regularly credited as one of the greatest 


poets  of all  time. The Roman  poet Virgil  acknowledged the  influence 


of Homer in his own poetry and hoped to match his greatness. In the 


eighteenth century, the English poet Alexander Pope, who translated 


The Iliad


 into English, considered Homer the “greatest of poets”.
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From


 


The Iliad


 


to


 


The Odyssey


It is believed that 


The Iliad 


was  composed  first.  It tells the story 


of the ten-year war between the Greeks (Achaeans) and the Trojans. 


Although  the poem is set  during the final year of  this  war, it  also 


touches  on the  events leading  up to the  conflict.


The war begins when Paris, a Trojan prince, falls in love with Helen, 


the wife of Menelaus, King of Sparta. The goddess Aphrodite promises 


Helen to Paris and, while Menelaus is away, Paris abducts her and 


takes her to Troy. In response, Menelaus’ brother Agamemnon,  



King of Mycenae, raises a Greek army and sets sail to Troy to  



bring Helen home.


The story concentrates on two great warriors – the Greek hero 


Achilles and his Trojan rival Hector, brother of Paris. Eventually, 


Achilles kills Hector in battle, but Achilles also later dies, when he is 


shot in his heel – his one point of weakness – by an arrow. Achilles’ 


death is not spoken of in 


The Iliad


, but is mentioned in 


The Odyssey


, 


when Odysseus meets Achilles’ spirit in Hades (the underworld).


Odysseus is also a key character in 


The Iliad


. 
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Initially, Odysseus tries to avoid the war by 


pretending to  be  insane, but  he finally does 


join the Greek army. After ten years on the 


attack, Odysseus comes up with a plan to 


capture Troy. The Greeks construct a giant 


wooden horse and hollow it out to conceal 


several of Odysseus’ men inside. The Greek 


army pretends to sail away, leaving the wooden 


horse as a “gift”.


Believing that the war is over and they have 


defeated their enemies, the Trojans bring the 


horse into the city. That night, as the Trojans 


sleep, Odysseus and his men creep out of the 


horse and open the city gates to the returning 


Greek army. The Greeks storm the city; Paris 


is killed and Helen is rescued.


Continuing the story from the fall of Troy,  



The Odyssey


 concentrates on Odysseus’ 


adventures and ordeals as he attempts to 


return to Ithaca. Like 


The Iliad


, it is one of 


the oldest surviving and most impactful works 


of world literature. It contains many memorable 


incidents, monsters and characters that have 
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