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  A note on the text




  We have translated Homer’s words ourselves in order to help emphasise certain themes and ideas. But always near to hand are Richmond Lattimore’s translations of the

  Iliad and the Odyssey (the former reissued in 2011 with an introduction by Richard Martin). While there are many fine and more up-to-date editions of both epics, Lattimore’s

  translations match up with Homer’s poems line-by-line and preserve the repetitions and special diction that are both characteristic of them and essential to their interpretation. It is

  important also to note that the names in Homer’s epics have undergone many transformations from one language to another. In general, we have kept the more popular romanised and anglicised

  versions: hence Achilles for Akhilleus, Achaeans for Akhaians, Hecuba for Hekabe, etc. From time to time, a particular concept (highlighted in bold) has needed further elucidation: for this, we

  have used text boxes in order not to interrupt the flow of our story.










  
Introduction





  O Homer, where art thou?




  Beginning with Homer




  The classical world begins with Homer. The ancient Greeks famously didn’t have a sacred text like the Bible or the Qur’an. But they did have Homer. Homer, by some

  accounts, provided the origins of not only their literature, but also their religious, cultural, and political lives. Poets and scientists from the islands and mainland; Athenian tragedians, comic

  playwrights, and vase painters; Sicilian rhetoricians and temple-builders; politicians of all stripes and philosophers from every school – all these vastly different groups demonstrate

  intimate familiarity with Homer. Indeed, for disparate communities spread out across the Mediterranean from Massalia (Marseilles) in the west to Cyrene on the North African coast and the Black Sea

  in the east, Homer provided the glue for what we now call ancient Greek civilisation. The first-century AD Roman historian of rhetoric, Quintilian, likens Homer to the river

  Oceanus that the ancients thought encircled the world. Everything flows from Homer and back into him.




  Even nowadays we find Homer everywhere. From the eponymous anti-heroic husband of the long-suffering Marge to the language used in everyday conversation, Homer lives on in the here and now. That

  use of the word ‘heroic’, for example, or ‘epic’, or ‘Achilles heel’, ‘the Sirens’ song’, ‘Trojan horse’, an ‘odyssey’, etc. Or in the branding of everyday products, such as Ajax, the mighty household detergent, or Trojan, the make of condoms (naming a

  prophylactic after a city whose walls were breached is perhaps not the image the manufacturers were intending). More precisely, the two poems from which Homer’s fame derives, the

  Iliad and Odyssey, continue to thrive in the popular imagination. Modern literary giants such as James Joyce and Derek Walcott parade their debt to Homer in the titles of their

  works, Ulysses (the Latin form of Odysseus) and Omeros, respectively. But the influence is no less marked elsewhere. Acclaimed sci-fi author Dan Simmons recreates the events of

  the Iliad on an alternate Earth and Mars in his 2003 novel Ilium, while Daniel Wallace’s Big Fish (1998) adapts the Odyssey to the American South.

  Relatively ‘straight’ film adaptations include the Italian ‘spaghetti epics’ of the sixties and Hollywood’s more recent Troy, starring Brad Pitt as Achilles.

  More ‘inspired by’ are the Coen brothers’ O Brother, Where Art Thou?, featuring gorgeous George Clooney playing Ulysses Everett McGill complete with hair-grooming

  products and a song for every occasion, and Jean-Luc Godard’s 1963 Le Mépris, in which the famous German director Fritz Lang plays himself struggling to direct a film

  adaptation of the Odyssey.




  Indeed, ever since the Iliad and Odyssey were committed to writing, imitating Homer has represented something of the ultimate examination of an author’s literary

  credentials or even of the cultural clout of their society, as epitomised by the ‘national’ epics of Virgil (the Aeneid), Dante (Inferno), and Milton (Paradise

  Lost). These examples alone demonstrate just how far Homer’s stories have travelled through space and time, though epic has not been the only medium of transport: the Franco-Japanese

  cartoon Ulysses 31 features a space-age Ulysses (Odysseus) travelling through the galaxy to the beat of eighties pop. Homer bequeaths far more to posterity than simply the raw materials of

  two epics. Homer gives us the art of storytelling.




  The two poems with which Homer’s name has been associated ever since antiquity, the Iliad and the Odyssey, tell the story of two great cataclysmic

  events set in Bronze-Age Greece (c. twelfth century BC). The Iliad describes the war at Troy, when Greeks (or Achaeans in Homer’s language)

  clashed with Trojans over Helen, the most beautiful woman on Earth, and heroes like Achilles and Hector won immortal fame (kleos). The Odyssey is about the return home

  (nostos) of the Trojan War veteran Odysseus, his adventures with fantastical creatures on the way, the battle to reclaim his household, and his eventual reunion with his faithful wife

  Penelope.




  

    

      HOMER’S ACHAEANS


    


  




  

    

      Homer has several names which he uses to refer to the heroic-age Greeks. The most popular is Achaeans, which we use throughout this book. Others include Danaans and

      Argives. In the historical period, Greeks referred to themselves by city of origin and, as a group, Hellenes. Ancient Achaea was located in the north-west portion of the Peloponnese in central

      Greece. Lattimore spells Achaeans as Akhaians.


    


  




  It is easy to feel overwhelmed by the size of these poems. The Iliad runs to over fifteen thousand lines of verse, the Odyssey over twelve thousand. It is

  also easy to feel lost in their alien world. The total cast list runs to several thousands. The heroes who bestride these verses can throw boulders it would take two men of today to lift.

  All-too-human gods continually intervene in the affairs of man as they squabble among themselves. But Homer’s epics are powerful, gripping, and exciting tales about the big themes of human

  existence. They tell of the life and death struggle of battle; the love for a wife or husband, parent, sibling, or friend; the desire for honour and glory set against care for one’s city, family, or comrades; respect for the gods and pity for the weak. They are also about the (re)discovery of identity, the longing for adventure, and the pleasure of storytelling.

  Above all, the poems invite us to contemplate suffering loss, enduring pain, and the basic human instinct for survival. Among our tasks in this Beginner’s Guide is to help translate what made

  Homer’s poems stand out some two and a half millennia ago, and explain why we should still listen to them now.




  This means beginning with Homer himself. Should we conceive of Homer as an individual genius out of whose head these epic poems sprang fully formed? Or is it better to think of Homer as

  representing a tradition of storytelling that stretches back centuries over the eastern Mediterranean and beyond, of which the Iliad and Odyssey are a small part? Besides, where

  or how is the balance to be struck between the individual and his art, between originality and tradition? For the story of Homer – who he is, where he was from, whether he even existed

  – is also a story about epic poetry. How we answer these questions will make a difference to how we listen to his poems.




  But that is not all. For Homer’s story is also a story about us. It is about where we think poetic beauty and sublime meaning come from, about how we think about two poems that both belong

  to their own time and speak across the generations, about our basic assumptions concerning the nature of literature. In short, it is about why stories matter and the impact that they have on the

  world around them. This introductory chapter lays the essential groundwork for approaching just some of the complex cultural contexts through which we can learn to listen to Homer’s

  songs.




  Homer, singer of tales




  Contrary to modern (and many ancient) assumptions, Homer is not the beginning of the classical world. The Homeric poems actually stand at the end

  of an epic tradition stretching back over many centuries and winding through the entire Mediterranean area, intersecting in various ways with other storytelling traditions such as the Babylonian

  Gilgamesh epic or the Hebrew Bible.




  Signs of this larger world crop up over the course of both epics. First, unlike storytellers today, Homer rarely introduces a character and, even then, introductions convey only essential

  information, such as that Chryses is a priest of Apollo or that Nausicaa is the maiden daughter of the king of the Phaeacians. That Homer does not introduce at all featured characters like

  Agamemnon, Achilles, Odysseus (among others), or any of the gods suggests that his cast list was well known to the audience. Indeed, the Homeric epics assume that the audience not only know the

  major characters but are even familiar with the events themselves. At the beginning of the Iliad, for instance, we are not told why the heroes are before Troy, where Troy is, or who the

  Trojans are. We (should) already know that Helen, the wife of Menelaus, had run off with Paris, son of the Trojan king Priam. The Odyssey does not even bother to name its protagonist (it

  refers to Odysseus simply as ‘the man of many turns’), what he was doing in Troy, or where his home is.




  Numerous other sources allow us a peek under the curtain that has fallen on epic’s grand stage. Fifth-century BC poets like Bacchylides and Pindar crown the victory

  of athletes at games around mainland Greece (including the ancient Olympic Games) by linking their protagonists’ labours to the martial feats of bygone heroes. The content for nearly every

  plot of Athenian tragedy derives from the heroic ‘other’ worlds of Thebes or Troy. Visual culture especially adds significantly to our knowledge of Homer’s mythical backdrop.

  Temple friezes all around the Greek world depict scenes from mythology, showing gods and sometimes heroes waging war on forces of disorder. The Parthenon, for example, has no fewer than three

  cosmic battles raging about its columns – the Centauromachy (the battle between Centaurs and Lapiths), the Amazonomachy (the battle between Greeks and Amazons), and the

  Gigantomachy (the battle between the Olympian gods and the Giants) – to accompany its depiction of the Trojan War.




  Above all, vases of different kinds, the popular merchandise of the day, reveal knowledge of a truly rich and lively mythical landscape, in which heroes accomplished tasks that in one way or

  another helped clean up society. Featured are heroes such as Heracles (Latin: Hercules), whose twelve labours show him ridding the world of various monsters, and Theseus, whose own tasks (e.g.

  killing the Minotaur) led to him being celebrated as the founding hero of Athens. Or again there’s Jason (of the Argonauts fame) in search of the Golden Fleece, Oedipus answering the

  Sphinx’s riddle, or Perseus killing the gorgon Medusa. Some common depictions seem to correspond to passages from our Iliad and Odyssey, two of the most common being

  Achilles ransoming Hector and Odysseus blinding the Cyclops Polyphemus. But most, surprisingly, appear either to represent those episodes differently or to depict entirely different accounts from

  those captured in Homer. This is an important point: the pictures on pots (as elsewhere) are emphatically not ‘illustrations’ of scenes from the Iliad and/or

  Odyssey. But they do help to illustrate for us the breadth and popularity of stories from myth and the wide variety of Trojan War narratives available outside the Homeric epics.




  So, Homer is emphatically not the creator of the Trojan War saga. Indeed, his epics in all likelihood represent the culmination of a tradition of storytelling that stretches back

  hundreds of years and reaches far and wide across the ancient world (into the ancient Near East, for example). Exactly why no other ancient Greek epic poems about these heroic myths, apart from the

  Iliad and Odyssey, survive is impossible to say. But certain features of Homer’s epics hint at why they were recorded and preserved for posterity. As any good

  comedian knows about that other inherently traditional kind of speech, the joke, it’s the way you tell it that counts. And Homer knows how to tell a good story.




  First, plot. The Homeric epics stand apart from the myths of the Trojan War and set the standard for subsequent narrative traditions largely through what they leave out. According to

  the fourth-century BC philosopher and natural scientist, Aristotle, Homer excelled all other ancient Greek poets of the so-called ‘Epic Cycle’ – a collection of

  epic poems that comes down to us in fragments and in the form of a late ‘summary’ – because he didn’t try to tell the whole Troy story. (Makers of the Hollywood

  Troy, take note!) That is to say, the stories told in the Homeric epics are pointedly not narratives of the Trojan War; rather, they are tales set in the Trojan War. So, the

  Iliad concentrates on a handful of days during the ten-year war, homing in on a narrow strip of land between the Achaean ships and Troy, unified under the theme of Achilles’ wrath.

  Even the Odyssey, whose range extends over both the known and unknown world and spans some twenty-odd years, is tightly woven around the final point of Odysseus’s journey back to

  Ithaca and what happens when he arrives there: the hero’s ‘post-Iliad’ adventures are mostly told in flashback by Odysseus himself. The compressed plots of the

  Iliad and the Odyssey imply that the epics were made for audiences who were entirely familiar with the general background of the Trojan War. The intricacy with which they engage

  with these traditions without repeating each other, moreover, indicates a sustained and dynamic rivalry with that mythic tradition.




  

    

      THE ‘EPIC CYCLE’


    


  




  

    

      The ‘Epic Cycle’ refers to a group of epic poems that document the heroic age. They are first mentioned as a group by Aristotle, who compares them unfavourably

      to the Homeric poems (Poetics 1459a19–b18). We know them only as fragments preserved in other authors and in the form of a second-century AD prose synopsis,

      Proclus’s Chrestomathy. As a collection, they provide the necessary background for a reader to understand the Iliad and Odyssey. For example, Proclus’s

      summary tailors the beginning and end of each tale to provide one continuous narrative encircling the Homeric poems, without thought of appropriately dramatic beginnings or endings. The

      ‘Epic Cycle’ as we know it is made up of the following poems. The Cypria provides the origins of the Trojan War, including Helen’s birth, the judgement of Paris, and

      their elopement to Troy. The Aethiopis gives the events of the war directly after the Iliad (including the deaths of Memnon, the Amazon Penthesilea, and Achilles). The

      Little Iliad details the war’s final stages from the struggle over Achilles’ arms to the wooden horse. The Sack of Ilion documents the fall of Troy and its

      destruction. The Telegony sketches out the events after the end of the Odyssey (specifically Telegonus’s search for his father Odysseus).


    


  




  Next, character. Aristotle also notes that Homer immediately ‘brings on stage’ his characters and creates a great deal of the drama and tension through what they

  say. The Iliad, for example, is over forty percent direct speech. Allowing others to speak has the effect of opening up the tale to different perspectives, which in turn encourages empathy

  with the characters. Memorably, we feel the intense pain of Andromache, as she laments over her husband’s body. We learn what Hector, the city’s protector, meant to her. We get a sense

  of her devastating loss, the loss of a last whispered word with him in the bed they shared (Iliad 24). We must confront our own contradictory and shifting opinions, as Achilles goes from a

  man protecting his people to one who damns them to hell, and from a man who abuses the corpse of his enemy to one who weeps with that man’s father. The Odyssey puts the audience to

  the test in different ways. By having Odysseus tell his own story of his journey from Troy for three whole books of the epic (Odyssey 9–12), Homer makes the

  audience distinguish truth from lies for themselves, as the spinner of tales explains just how he lost all of his men. While these poems are entertaining, they also demand emotional intelligence on

  the part of, and critical reflection from, their audiences. The Homeric epics rarely present simplistic ideas or outcomes, rendering it difficult or problematic to take sides (say, against the

  Trojans or the suitors) or maintain unflinching, unproblematic support (with, say, Achilles or Odysseus).




  Third, theme. We have already mentioned that Homer refrains from telling the whole story. Rather, he stitches his narrative together around one central theme. In the Iliad, that is

  Achilles’ rage, the poem’s first word. Achilles rages against Agamemnon, whose kingly prerogative runs roughshod over collective opinion. But Achilles also rages against all

  the Achaeans for – as he interprets their silence – consenting. He rages too against Hector and the Trojans, for the death of his friend Patroclus. One could say that he rages even

  against human (and divine) codes of behaviour, as he tries to deny burial to his fallen enemy. Through this theme, the Iliad relentlessly questions what the Trojan War is really about: why

  are the Achaeans fighting on the plain before Troy (or Ilion, Homer’s other name for Troy)? And it represents conflict in such unflinching detail that limbs are severed, organs

  skewered, eyeballs roll in the dust, and the souls of heroes scurry off to a gloomy afterlife.




  The Odyssey has a somewhat different focus. Its first word is man (andra). This is the man, Odysseus, the hero of this epic. Andra also means

  husband, and Odysseus’s role as Penelope’s returning husband spells doom for the suitors. But andra also denotes a man; that is, man in general. And

  Odysseus’s role as representative somehow of the mortal condition comes under intense scrutiny. His ability to say one thing while keeping another in his heart led to his being adopted as a

  model for stoic philosophers, with their special dedication to putting up with the hardships of life. But, less favourably, Odysseus was also the go-to figure for Greek and

  Latin literary representations of politicians or special advisers, in whose words one can place no trust.




  Fourth, spectacle. Both Homeric epics powerfully exploit the potential of the imagination to conceive of whole worlds. Whether it is the ability to range over massed ranks on the battlefield, or

  the capacity to penetrate the innermost workings of a character’s mind, Homer’s skill is to reconstruct the world’s epic scope from the perspective of the gods. His vision of the

  Trojan War comes from the Muses, whom he addresses in his proems (the introductions to his epics). This poetic licence enables him in particular to enter two worlds strictly off limits to ordinary

  mortals. In Odyssey 11, for example, we accompany Odysseus as he somehow enters Hades (the ancient Greek underworld, meaning literally ‘the unseen place’), where he interviews

  famous figures from the Trojan War and receives a prophecy of his own fate. More frequently, Homer takes us to the heights of Olympus to witness the grand politicking of Zeus, Poseidon, and the

  other gods (Iliad 1, 4, 8, 14, 15, 20, 24; Odyssey 1, 5, 24). Yet Homer’s privileged access to the divine adds depth to human suffering. In Iliad 3, Aphrodite

  invites the audience into Paris and Helen’s perfumed bedroom, which both jars with the scenes of battle raging around Troy’s walls and re-enacts the cause of the war (the couple’s

  elopement). In Iliad 24, Hermes leads us into Achilles’ tent, where Priam will debase himself by kissing the hands of Hector’s killer in an effort to secure his son’s

  burial. In Odyssey 19, Athena stages a conversation around the hearth between Penelope, desperate to hear some word of her husband, and Odysseus himself, in disguise as a beggar. The gods

  are everywhere in the Homeric epics – in the flight of an arrow, in the decision not to unsheathe one’s sword, in the manic laughter that echoes through Odysseus’s halls and

  condemns the haughty suitors to death. Through the gods, paradoxically, much of the poems’ humanity – their pathos, humour, and tragedy – is derived.




  Fifth, tone. Homer reaches the sublime heights of Olympus. But, even with the gods, he’s not averse to bringing us crashing down to Earth, as he does with the

  foul-mouthed ‘lesser Ajax’, who ends up with a mouthful of dung for failing to pray to Athena before a foot race. Homer translates epic into a more memorable register by drawing on

  scenes from nature, using a figure of speech known as simile (comparing one thing to another). Menelaus is compared to a mountain lion keeping dogs at bay as he defends the body of the fallen

  Patroclus. In the eyes of Priam, Achilles appears like the Dog Star, shining bright and banefully, bringing destruction to Troy as he prowls the battlefield in pursuit of Hector. Homer uses similes

  to support themes and to advance the plot subtly. In Iliad 2, the near-mutinous Achaeans are compared to waves sent spraying in contrary directions, only to be brought together as one wave

  slamming against a single cliff once the threat to army unity has been faced down. The simile also offers rare occasions for Homer to moralise. In Iliad 16, the onslaught of war is

  compared to a flood sent by Zeus to punish men for their wickedness, in perhaps what is a distant echo of Near-Eastern or biblical tales of divine wrath. Similes in the mouths of men help to unveil

  their character and some universal traits of humanity. Achilles compares Patroclus – weeping at the fate of their Achaean comrades – to a young girl running after her mother, while he

  compares himself to a mother bird bringing food to its young. But the similes also may make the ravages of war both more common and precious. Agamemnon cries like a woman in childbirth after he is

  wounded. The two sides coming together in battle are compared first to two men arguing over field boundaries and then to wool being weighed out by a woman who must provide for her children.

  Finally, the similes themselves can approach the sublime. Odysseus, washed up naked on the Phaeacian shoreline of Scheria and near dead, is compared to a glowing coal wrapped for a future fire, as

  he covers himself in leaves during the dead of night.




  By means of these five elements (among others), Homer communicates the continuing resonance of this lost heroic age for our present circumstances. His epics sing about the

  brutality of war, the value of friendship, the importance of the community’s survival, the omnipresence of the gods, the troubled humanity of heroic actions, the loss of a loved one, and even

  the dangerous seductiveness of the story itself. But, before we can embark on epic’s much-resounding sea (to borrow a line from Homer), we first need to learn to listen to this kind of

  poetry. Words, phrases (such as ‘much-resounding sea’), and even whole scenes in Homer are frequently repeated, transposed to other contexts, and echo throughout the whole body of epic,

  beyond even Homer. For, unlike poetry as we know it, whose form, content, and very composition derives from the mind of an individual, ancient Greek epic is not the invention of one man but the

  product of centuries of innovation and evolution in far-flung storytelling traditions. But, if one person didn’t invent the story of the Trojan War and the returns home, then who is

  Homer?




  In search of Homer




  There is no simple or easy answer to the Homeric question. Homer appears as someone or even something different depending on who is asking the question. For the

  Romans, Homer was the inventor of epic, an inspiration to Ennius, Lucretius, and Virgil. For the Italian humanist Giambattista Vico or eighteenth-century German classicist F.A. Wolf, Homer was a

  nationalist idea containing the spirit and communicating the essential nature of a Greek people. Even the Greeks of the classical period disagreed about where Homer came from, which epics he

  composed, and when he lived.




  The problem derives from the fact that the Iliad and Odyssey belong to a culture that was predominantly oral. The Homeric poems were not

  originally disseminated as books with the author’s name clearly printed on the spine. Like other poems of the same form – that is to say, archaic Greek hexameter poetry

  – they would have been performed at public events or festivals, where the author or, better, poet (from the Greek poetēs, meaning

  ‘maker’) would have been obvious. A good example of a likely scenario occurs in Homer’s epic rival Hesiod. In his Works and Days, Hesiod describes performing in a poetic

  competition and winning first prize for an earlier work (perhaps his Theogony). Apart from this reference, however, there is only one other archaic Greek hexameter poem that has an

  ‘autograph’ of sorts. This is the Hymn to Apollo, which refers to its author as ‘the blind poet from Chios’. Nowhere in the whole of either the Iliad or

  Odyssey is an author named. Rather, both works are imagined as emanating from the Muses, goddesses who, as Hesiod relates in his Theogony, oversee poetic memory. The epic poet

  appeals to the Muses for the authority to sing about the past and about events that involve the gods.




  

    

      ARCHAIC GREEK HEXAMETER POETRY


    


  




  

    

      Archaic Greek hexameter poetry refers to those oral poems composed in the same dactylic hexameter metre as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, using the same

      artificial language, and even deploying many of the same formulae. The only other two epic poems to have survived in full are Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and Days,

      though the few fragments of poems that have been assigned to an ‘Epic Cycle’ also appear in hexameter. The Theogony gives an account of the creation of the cosmos down to

      Zeus establishing his reign (the Greek gods are conceived as part of the world, not prior to it). The Works and Days, which sets out man’s place within the world, is perhaps best

      known for its two mythological examples that explain the toil and pain that define the human condition: the story of Prometheus and Pandora, and the myth of the Five Ages

      of Man. Also ascribed to Hesiod are the fragmentary Catalogue of Women, which explores the age of heroes (thereby offering a transition between the divine sphere of the

      Theogony and the human focus of the Works and Days), and the Shield of Heracles, which narrates one of the adventures of the great hero Heracles (Latin: Hercules).

      Also belonging to this category of poetry are the Homeric Hymns, a collection of thirty-three anonymous ancient Greek hymns celebrating individual gods.


    


  




  A further problem lies in the fact that Homer’s poems operate on a scale far removed from any other text of the period that comes down to us. For example, both the

  Hymn to Apollo (546 lines) and Hesiod’s Works and Days (somewhat over one thousand lines) could have been performed easily in one evening. In contrast, the performances of

  the Iliad and Odyssey would have been a massive undertaking for a single individual: it is thought that each epic would require at least three entire days to stage. No

  performance context recorded fits the bill, although in fifth-century Athens tragic performances also spanned three days, with one playwright putting on his quota of plays (three tragedies and a

  satyr play) each day. Significantly, the one reference that we do have to the Homeric poems being performed is at the Great Panatheneia, a four-yearly Athenian festival established in honour of

  Athena by a family called the Peisistratids. As part of their strategy to curry popular support (for political office), they were apparently responsible for instituting performances of the

  Iliad and Odyssey as part of the festival programme. Indeed, such is their alleged influence that many scholars think that this is when the Homeric poems were written down and

  fixed in form (the so-called ‘Peisistratid recension’). It should be noted, however, that there is no evidence that the whole of the Iliad and Odyssey were

  performed. For most Greeks of the archaic period, experience of epic poems would have been episodic. Professional singers called rhapsodes (they who ‘stitch verses

  together’) would typically perform the best bits of epic. We see just such scenarios (albeit on a smaller scale) in the Odyssey, when the Ithacan bard Phemius entertains the suitors

  with songs about the ‘returns’ of the Trojan War veterans, or when the Phaeacian bard Demodocus provides hospitality for Odysseus by singing about the conflict between Achilles and

  Odysseus, the adultery of Ares and Aphrodite, and the fall of Troy. Epic poems (in part as well as in whole) were both composed for performance and recomposed in reperformances, meaning that

  audiences would not only know the tales (and their manner of telling) but also learn to be sensitive to variations in theme, content, and focus.




  It is in this context of rhapsodic performance that the name Homer first emerges. When the poems’ performances (by rhapsodes) became detached from their composition (by poets), the name of

  an author (in this case, ‘Homer’) was attached to the circulating poems (or sections of poems) as a marker of authority. In turn, the performance tradition also began to generate

  details of the life and origins of that authority. None of these ‘biographies’ of Homer is worth much as evidence of an actual living, breathing Homer. But they do give an impression of

  how his poetry was received in antiquity. The fact, for example, that none of the biographies can agree on a place of origin mimics the wide dissemination of Homer’s poetry throughout the

  Greek world and his pan-Hellenic (‘all-Greek’) appeal. An anonymous fourth-century BC text reconstructs a contest between the two giants of epic poetry, Homer

  and Hesiod. The work, called simply the Certamen (‘Contest’), dramatises the critical importance of competition for literary productions of this kind. The second-century

  AD philosopher-cum-satirist Lucian directly poses the ‘who is Homer?’ question and indulges the scholar’s fantasy of travelling all the way to Hades to

  interview Homer to find out (in his ‘True’ Story). Lucian lists the places that claim Homer as their own – the eastern Aegean islands of

  Chios and Samos, or the coastal town of Smyrna (modern-day Izmir). Wrong, says this ‘Homer’. The answer’s Babylon! While the former listing points to the

  ‘Ionic’ origins of epic dialect, it is more arguable whether the answer of Babylon suggests an awareness of epic’s Near-Eastern connections. But giving Homer a foreign birthplace

  certainly fits Lucian’s predilection for controversy.




  Questions about Homer tend to lead back to poems themselves. So, what do we know about the writing down of the Iliad and Odyssey? Some scholars suppose that the

  Homeric poems were fixed when writing was reintroduced to the Greek world sometime in the eighth century BC, while others see their written transmission as a process that

  lasted centuries (seventh to fifth centuries BC). However, we lack any hard evidence for the original recording of the epics. Did an oral poet learn to write down his poems?

  Did he or a group of poets dictate to a scribe? Did oral performers have ‘scripts’? Nor do we know the motivation for that fundamental shift in medium: why write down an oral

  poem? It is also misleading to insist that once the epics were written down they were fixed once and for all, or to suppose that the epic tradition stopped evolving once the new technology of

  writing had been widely adopted. Be that as it may, by the fifth century BC, authors such as the historian Herodotus are openly referring to Homer’s version of the

  events at Troy and differentiating it from others, while a generation or two later Aristotle uses Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey as model narratives which he can use to come up

  with a rudimentary literary theory.




  In the wake of Alexander the Great’s conquests in the fourth century BC and the Hellenisation of the Mediterranean, examples of Greek literature were gathered,

  recorded, and stored as part of an advertising campaign by ruling elites of their cultural heritage and political legitimacy. As a result, this age witnessed the flourishing not only of museums

  (from the Greek Musaion, literally ‘a temple to the Muses’) but also of libraries, while new occupations grew up around the collection and authentication of works of literature. Activity centred on Homer, demonstrating the cultural capital his poems provided for the Greeks, in much the same way as Shakespeare’s works have been

  essential for the construction of an English literary tradition. It wasn’t enough now to listen to Homer: given the prestige involved, it became imperative to get the right texts of

  the Iliad and Odyssey. The vigorous editing of the Homeric poems in fact gave rise to the discipline of scholarship. Scholars such as Aristarchus, Zenodotus, and Aristophanes of

  Byzantium (modern-day Istanbul) became the gatekeepers of culture, policing ‘authentic’ texts of Homer and cracking down on alternative versions. While their activity may have distorted

  our subsequent conception of a fixed text of Homer, at the same time it is likely that without their activity we may not even have had the chance to enjoy Homer at all.




  By this period, because of his two epic poems, Homer was considered the font of everything. In a marble relief by Archelaus of Priene (probably second century BC), Homer

  – flanked by his literary progeny, the Iliad and Odyssey, and proclaimed by all manner of personifications (‘Myth’, ‘History’, ‘Poetry’,

  ‘Tragedy’, ‘Comedy’, ‘Nature’, ‘Excellence’, ‘Mindfulness’, ‘Trustworthiness’, and ‘Wisdom’) – is depicted

  being crowned by ‘Time’ and the ‘Inhabited World’. Homer’s poetry is everywhere and for all of time. With the rise of Rome, Homer’s star remained undiminished,

  serving as the model for its great epic, Virgil’s Aeneid, as well as providing the examples on which rhetoricians or scholars based their observations about literature, in works such

  as On the Sublime.




  Once Rome falls, it becomes more difficult to trace the history of Homer’s poems. It is clear they must have remained highly valued, if not widely disseminated, by the fact that they are

  preserved in mediaeval manuscripts. It is to the monastic industry of manuscript production, which saw texts painstakingly copied by hand over the centuries, that we owe our knowledge of nearly all

  ancient Greek and Roman literature, Homer chief among them. One of the earliest and finest examples is the tenth-century AD Venetus A (so called because it resides in the

  Biblioteca Marciana in Venice) manuscript of the Iliad. The twelfth-century Archbishop of Thessaloniki, Eustathius, compiled an epic commentary on Homer. But it is the

  movement known as the Renaissance (fourteenth to seventeenth centuries) that reaffirms Homer’s cultural capital. Dante (c. 1265–1321) refers to Homer as Omero poeta sovrano

  (‘Homer the sovereign poet’), though most readers now experienced Homer second-hand through translations, a trend that has continued to this day.
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  1 The so-called ‘Apotheosis of Homer’, Archelaus of Priene, probably second century BC, British Museum




  

    

      

        In this marble relief, Homer is represented as being flanked by his literary progeny, a kneeling Iliad and Odyssey, while being

        heralded by all manner of personifications: ‘Myth’, ‘History’, ‘Poetry’, ‘Tragedy’, ‘Comedy’, ‘Nature’,

        ‘Excellence’, ‘Mindfulness’, ‘Trustworthiness’, and ‘Wisdom’. Behind him, and crowning him, stand ‘Time’ and the ‘Inhabited

        World’.
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