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For Chris Woodhead, fellow pilgrim, fellow reader









To read great books does not mean one becomes “bookish”; it means that something of the terrible insight of Dostoyevsky, of the richly-charged imagination of Shakespeare, of the luminous wisdom of Goethe, actually passes into the personality of the reader; so that in contact with the chaos of ordinary life certain free and flowing outlines emerge, like the forms of some classic picture, endowing both people and things with a grandeur beyond what is visible to the superficial glance.


—John Cowper Powys










Author’s Preface


For one person to write a book on the “great books” may seem the height of presumption, and from one point of view it probably is. After all, distinguished scholars have spent lifetimes working on each of the books considered here, without in any sense exhausting the richness of what they have to offer.


But there is scholarship and there is enthusiasm. This is a book written by an unashamed enthusiast. I love these books, and I return to them again and again. I want most of all to communicate to others something of the enthusiasm I have, and to help new readers journey through territories that to us in the twenty-first century are increasingly difficult to penetrate. Maps are needed, and this is a large part of what I am trying to supply. I hope that with what is provided here my readers will quickly go on to be readers of Homer, of Aeschylus, of Virgil, of Dante, of Milton and the rest, and that they will be able to read these great books with delight and enjoyment, as well as gaining from them illumination, insight, and wisdom.


This book is a book about great books, and also about the way in which earlier works in the tradition influence later works and are continually referred to in them, often indeed in ways which throw light on the earlier works themselves. However, we have also selected a number of illustrations for the book, and in the text I occasionally refer to music. I hope in these ways to suggest that many of the books being considered here have entered Western culture in ways way beyond the literary. They are in a wide sense part of our heritage, and have influenced and been reflected in that heritage in manifold ways through the centuries. It is further testimony to the organic nature of a culture and its development that some of the translations used here are themselves classic works of English literature: Pope’s translations of Homer, Dryden’s of Virgil, and Arthur Golding’s of Ovid.


There are many modern editions of the works we consider here, and it is neither necessary nor appropriate to recommend any particular ones, save to say that many series of texts, such as the Oxford World’s Classics, Penguin Classics, and Everyman’s Library, contain helpful introductions and notes to the individual works. It is also worth pointing out here that, as translations often follow their own enumeration of lines and passages (and in some cases there is no standard system of line numbering anyway), we have not included line numbers in this book until we reach some of the later works, where doing so is both unambiguous and helpful. Nevertheless, there are enough pointers in this book to enable readers to find passages quoted or referred to easily enough in whatever edition is being used.


This is not an academic book in today’s sense of academic book, nor is it intended as a work of original scholarship. Nevertheless, I hope that what I have written will stand up to scholarly scrutiny. This would doubtless be a vain hope had not a number of friends more expert than I in various of my authors cast their critical eyes over the relevant chapters. It is with great gratitude that I record here my thanks to David Taylor, Edward Dowler, Michela Massimi, Natasha O’Hear, David Moses, Inma Alvarez, Thea O’Hear and Roger Hausheer. Some of these friends will find that the occasional phrase or sentence or suggestion of theirs has strayed into the final text, and David Taylor has kindly allowed me to use some of his translations of Sophocles. I hope that those who have helped me so generously will not feel that I have abused their goodwill.


I have also to thank João Carlos Espada, Director of the Institute of Political Studies (Institudo de Estudos Politicos) at the Catholic University of Portugal, for without him this book would not exist. I would never have embarked upon it had I not had a conversation with him in a Lisbon restaurant in 2003. We were talking about some vague plans Roger Scruton and I had then had for giving a lecture course on great books in London. “Come and give it here,” said João. My doubts about giving such a course on my own, about giving such a course in Portugal, and about giving it in Portugal in English were quickly swept aside; so in the autumn and spring of 2004–05 I found myself as Calouste Gulbenkian Visiting Professor at the Catholic University of Portugal teaching a course entitled “The Tradition of the Great Books.” I have to thank both João and the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation for making this possible, and also for my audiences in Lisbon whose responses and comments made me think that developing the lectures into a book might be worthwhile.


I should also mention that an earlier version of the Epilogue was originally given as a lecture that the Prince of Wales invited me to give at his Educational Summer School in Buxton in 2004, and was then repeated as a public lecture at the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation in Lisbon in 2005. I am grateful for both these opportunities to try out my thoughts. Finally I would to thank Peter Pugh, Duncan Heath and Lucy Leonhardt at Icon Books; Peter for taking the project on in the first place, Duncan for his meticulous editing of my manuscript, and for the many improvements he has made to it, and Lucy for picture research.










Introduction


“These fragments I have shored against my ruins.” Thus T. S. Eliot wrote at the end of The Waste Land. The fragments are fragments from the literature of the past. Eliot contrasted the wholeness of past eras in our heritage with what he saw as the fracturing of feeling, sensibility and belief in his own day, the 1920s, a time of public and, for Eliot himself, personal collapse.


Eliot wrote in the expectation that his readers would have some inkling of the texts he was referring to, as did his contemporaries Ezra Pound and James Joyce who also filled their works with references to the great works of the past. This expectation may have had a degree of disingenuousness about it, particularly when, as was often the case with Pound, the references were to highly obscure events and texts. Nevertheless, when Pound transcribed a fragment of Book Ten of Homer’s Odyssey and presented it as his First Canto, he could reasonably have relied on most of his readers recognizing what he was doing, just as a couple of generations earlier Tennyson’s readers would have understood what he was up to in his poem “Ulysses,” and may even have recognized that the Ulysses/Odysseus figure he was imagining owed as much to Dante as to Homer.


No longer. At the start of the twenty-first century, even for educated people, Homer, Greek tragedy, Virgil, Ovid and Dante no longer form an instantly recognizable cultural background, as once they did. Their absence from modern sensibility means in turn that we miss a great deal in writers closer to our time and language, such as Milton, Racine, Goethe, and even Chaucer and Shakespeare. These more modern writers, too, can seem forbidding to generations unschooled in entering worlds and cultures remote from their own. And we do not realize that even though the Greek and Roman classics and the medieval world are truly remote from us, our own minds and feelings are stocked with themes and attitudes rooted in those classics. So a journey through the ancient classics is a journey of discovery, to be sure, but it is also a journey of self-discovery (which was part of what Eliot and Pound were getting at in their superficially forbidding works).


To admit that the great books of the past may be difficult for today’s readers is emphatically not to say that these books are not in all kinds of ways rewarding, once the initial hurdle of unfamiliar background and myth is overcome. It is one of the main aims of this book to help today’s readers to read Homer and the rest not just with profit, which is certainly there, but even more with enjoyment, fascination, and pleasure on all sorts of levels, from the most sublime to the most earthy. It would be an exaggeration to say that someone who has not read the books we are about to examine is a stranger to the human condition; but there is certainly much about our condition, and particularly our condition as Westerners, that he or she will not be aware of.


Mentioning our condition as Westerners suggests a necessary qualification of our aim in this book. It is not claimed here that the only great books of the world are those within the Graeco-Roman Christian tradition. There are doubtless great books from Persia, from the Indian sub-continent, from China, from Japan and from other places besides, and doubtless we could read some of these books with benefit. But they have not fed into our thought and traditions in the same way as Homer and those works in some form of descent from Homer, the works we are to look at here.


Homer and the rest are not all the great books there are, but that they are great books can hardly be in dispute. Some might quarrel with omissions from our list, and we might agree that some books we have not included have as much merit as some of the ones we have included. And, with the exception of Goethe’s Faust, Part Two, we have not included works from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, partly on the grounds of space and partly because, for the most part, works from the past 200 years do not have the particular difficulties of background and reference of those from earlier times. However, the books we are to study have all survived the toughest test of all, the test of time.


In the words of the philosopher David Hume (from 1757):




The same Homer, who pleased at Athens and Rome two thousand years ago, is still admired at Paris and at London. All the changes of climate, government, religion, and language have not been able to obscure his glory. Authority or prejudice may be able to give a temporary vogue to a bad poet or orator; but his reputation will never be durable or general. When his compositions are examined by posterity or foreigners, the enchantment is dissipated and his faults appear in their true colours. On the contrary, a real genius, the longer his works endure, and the more wide they are spread, the more sincere is the admiration which they meet with.1





That the works on our list of great books should be on that list is no decision of ours. They are there because they have appealed in many different times and places, and also because they have influenced the writers who have followed them. In that sense, they are cornerstones of our literary and cultural heritage, and there are continuities of theme and influence which run through our selection, and which will guide our commentary.


We start with Homer’s Iliad, his account of the Trojan War, and we end with Goethe’s Faust, Part Two. Artificial or not, there is a sort of symmetry about this, for Homer’s tale begins with the abduction of Helen of Troy and Goethe’s conjures up visions of the same Helen. Over and above the personality of Helen, we might be led by the symmetry to see what Goethe calls the “eternal feminine” running through much of our story, the feminine as creative force, but also at times as leading to destruction.


Homer’s myth refers back to the judgment of Paris, when one of the princes of Troy chooses the goddess of love above the goddesses of marriage and of wisdom. He wins Helen for himself—and plunges Troy into war. In the fallout from the war, Agamemnon the leader of the Greeks incurs the mortal enmity of a woman, his wife, and pays the price. Odysseus, another of the Greeks, spends ten years travelling back to the wife he has left, a tale enlivened by amorous and other dalliances en route. In the Greek tragedies we look at, we see the maiden Antigone putting family piety before political necessity and the mother of the King of Thebes more responsive than her son to the call of Dionysus, the god of nature, wine, and frenzy.


In Homer, the Greeks defeat the Trojans, destroy Troy, and enslave their women. But in The Aeneid, the Roman Virgil’s myth, the outcome is reversed. Aeneas the Trojan escapes from Troy and wanders until he finds what eventually becomes Rome. He escapes from the mad love of Dido the Carthaginian queen to wed the daughter of the King of the Latins. In Ovid, Virgil’s near contemporary, we find a host of stories of the power and attraction of love, from the most profane to the most faithful.


A different atmosphere enters with Saint Augustine, for whom sexual love is the root of corruption. But in Dante’s Divine Comedy, as deeply a Christian work as Augustine’s Confessions, the creative love of a woman for the poet incarnates divine wisdom itself and leads Dante to the beatific vision, arguably the most sublime of all interpretations of the eternal feminine. By contrast, Milton, Pascal and Racine take a more Augustinian view of femininity, by turns seductive and destructive, a theme we also find in Shakespeare’s Hamlet (though much of the fault there is Hamlet’s own). Chaucer and Cervantes take us down their own by-ways, but we end with Goethe, for whom a synthesis of Gretchen, Helen, the Christian Marys of the Gospels and the nymph Galatea rising from the waves is the source of life, creativity, compassion and redemption.


It would be absurd to pretend that there is a single theme running through all our great books, and also far too reductive an approach to the books themselves. But as our sketch of the eternal feminine might suggest, there are criss-crossing and overlapping currents, and also (as we will emphasize) many references in the later works to earlier ones, which at the same time throw light on the earlier ones. No doubt we could also develop sketches of the way in which the themes of war, peace, social order, nature, piety, crime and punishment, forgiveness, homecoming, work, and much else besides move in and out of focus in our great books, and also how our own attitudes to these and other things are rooted in these earlier treatments of which we are no longer fully aware.


We hope that in reading our great books, readers of today will come to enjoy what they read, and at the same time gain a less fragmentary sense of their own cultural roots.










Homer


Any survey of the “great books” must begin with the ancient Greeks. Not only are their works monumental in themselves: for the cultures influenced by the Greeks, Greek art and literature is the fountainhead of so much later work. The philosopher A. N. Whitehead once remarked that all Western philosophy consists of footnotes to Plato. It would not be difficult to make a similar point about Greek literature. This will become evident over and over again as we make our journey from Homer to Goethe, through Roman and European thought and literature. But just because—even to those initially unacquainted with them—there will be a sense of familiarity when we look at Homer and Greek tragedy, and also at Greek sculpture, architecture and philosophy, there is also a danger. In approaching the ancient Greeks we must never forget how different they are from us, and how far their world and its atmosphere are from ours.


At first sight, there is a striking absence among the ancient Greeks of what we would call the Christian virtues, those of humility and concern for the underdog. Pride and even a degree of ruthlessness are admired by the Greeks—although, as we will see, among their writers, including Homer himself, there are forceful criticisms of these attitudes once we get beneath the surface. Then, to the Greek mind, fate, sometimes seen as the caprice of the gods, is implacable, unsoftened by thought of redemption. The Greeks did not value equality, despite their invention of democracy. Nor until comparatively late on was critical reasoning regarded as desirable; indeed, as we will see, in Homer’s character Thersites it was regarded as thoroughly undesirable. And forcing those who would rather not do so to think about what they were doing helped to bring about Socrates’ death.


Then there were the gods and the mysteries. Some have argued that in Homer and in the tragedies the gods do not cause things to happen that would not have happened anyway. The gods, in other words, represent forces which are already within us. But even if we accept this, to the vast majority of the Greeks in classical times the gods were ever-present. Or rather, the Greeks lived in an atmosphere in which there was a union in which the divine, the human, the animal, and the material all meshed. In the words of George Seferis, the great modern Greek poet, in Homer “the whole world is a woof of ‘umbilical cords’; the earthly, the heavenly world, animals, plants, the hearts of men, good, evil, death, life—that ripen, vanish, and flower again.”2 The Greek gods were not Christian gods or saints. They were more like contending forces of nature, but forces with minds and intentions of their own, interweaving with ours. Even the abstract philosophy of the Greeks is far from ours. Whitehead’s remark may have some truth, but the Plato studied by philosophers of today is a Plato who is almost a colleague or contemporary of ours, with our mentality. The fact that all his thought is framed in a mystical myth of the transmigration of souls between this world and another more perfect world, more real than ours, to which we aspire whether we recognize it or not, is typically overlooked as too embarrassing even to notice, let alone to take seriously.


Finally, there are the myths. As Matthew Arnold said of the Athenian playgoer entering the theater, “the terrible old mythic story on which the drama was founded stood, before he entered the theater, traced in its bare outlines on the spectator’s mind; it stood in his memory, as a group of statuary, faintly seen at the end of a long and dark vista.”3 Homer and the tragedians took their audiences on journeys during which they saw the statuary afresh, maybe in new and dramatic lights. But the core and even the detail of what they were showing their audiences, the audiences already knew. The Greeks lived and breathed these myths, which formed the basis of their religion and of their self-understanding. The relationship between the ancient Greek poets and their audiences, then, was quite different from that between modern writers and their audiences, and also from that between modern audiences (for whom the myths are not part of a universal inheritance) and the ancient Greeks.


We have two works traditionally attributed to Homer. Despite emerging from a rich literary tapestry which would include the poems of Hesiod and the Homeric hymns, the works attributed to Homer himself are, equally traditionally, regarded as the starting points of Western literature. There is The Iliad, a poem of epic struggle among heroes, and also of war and peace. There is The Odyssey, the archetypal tale of quest and homecoming, and also of righteous revenge.


We do not know whether both poems were written by the same author, or even whether there was a poet called Homer. We do not know when either poem was written or, more probably, orally composed. There seems to have been a standard written text used in festivals in Athens from about 550 B.C., but it is generally supposed that the originals, whether written or not, were composed much earlier, maybe dating from the eigth century B.C. These “originals” themselves are thought to have been based on centuries of earlier oral tradition, with bardic recitation and embroidering of myths emerging from the depths of time.


We do not need to go any further into the question of “Homer” here, save perhaps to remark that each of the poems reveals within itself an impressive unity of theme, treatment and language. How far the two poems are similar in style, and hence conceivably the work of the same voice, remains a matter of dispute.


What is clear, though, is that the classical Greeks themselves—those in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.—regarded the connected tales as deriving from a much earlier period, maybe from as far back as the middle of the second millennium B.C. The classical Greeks were aware of what they called Cyclopean architecture in places like Mycenae and Tyrins, colossal fortified palaces they believed to have been constructed by giants, surrounded by equally colossal tombs filled with rich grave goods. The world that these places testified to was a feudal world. It was dominated by powerful kings of immense wealth, surrounded by their knights and households of women-folk and also by armies of lesser soldiers and slaves. This world was marked by constant warring and fighting, and this is what Homer describes. We can never know whether there was a Trojan War, fought between a combined force of Achaeans (Greeks) against Troy in what is now north-western Turkey. But since the nineteenth-century archaeologists, led by the great Heinrich Schliemann, have revealed that there were great palaces and fortifications and tombs dating from the second millennium in just the places Homer said they were, including Mycenae and Troy themselves.




The Iliad




The epic poem which is the foundation of Western literature was probably composed in the form we have it around 700 B.C. Its theme is the mythical ten-year war between the states of Greece and the great city of Troy, set sometime in the second millennium B.C. The war was caused by the abduction of the beautiful Helen, wife of the King of Sparta, by Paris, one of the Trojan princes. The Iliad focuses on just four days of the war, now in its ninth year. The Greeks are encamped outside Troy, unable to take it; the Trojans are unable to dislodge the Greeks; and Achilles, the greatest of the Greek warriors, is angry. The Iliad is, as Homer tells us, the tale of the wrath of Achilles, and what that wrath brings about. Unsparing and without illusion, Homer shows the pity of war against the background of the great and luxurious civilization of Troy; but we know from the start that the city is doomed by an implacable fate, as delivered partly by means of the interference of the quarrelling Olympian gods. Ultimately, though, no human, Trojan or Greek, is victorious; all are victims of this war. The possibility of redemption is suggested only by the meeting between Priam and Achilles at the end of The Iliad. Priam, the King of Troy, is desolate at the death of Hector, his son and Troy’s best and only hope, at the hands of the remorseless Achilles. For just a few moments Achilles and Priam ponder their own fragility in mutual recognition of their common humanity.





The Iliad is about the Trojan War, a war between the combined forces of Greece and the Asiatic state of Troy, whose city is the fabulously rich Ilium (hence Iliad). But it is about only one incident in that war, in all four days of battle and a few weeks surrounding those days. The war itself, as Homer tells us, lasted for ten years overall, and its origins went back further still.


We could begin with the judgment of Paris, even though Homer himself makes but passing reference to the story. Paris, a prince of Troy, though living at the time as a shepherd, is asked to judge between the three great goddesses of Olympus (where the gods live) as to which is the most beautiful: Hera, the wife of Zeus, the king of the gods, and herself the patron of marriage and motherhood; Athene, the goddess of wisdom, of the arts and of military power; and Aphrodite, the goddess of love (who is Venus in Latin). Paris chooses Aphrodite, and he gets both his reward and the undying hatred of Hera and Athene.


Paris’s reward is to gain the love and the body of Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world. It comes about this way. Helen is the result of the coupling of her mother Leda with Zeus disguised as the famous swan—hence the countless images of Leda and the Swan in classical and later art. By the time Paris comes on the scene, Helen is the wife of Menelaus, the King of Sparta. Paris goes to visit Menelaus in Sparta. With the assistance of Aphrodite, Paris and Helen fall in love. They elope back to Troy, where they live as man and wife.


In order to avenge his shame and the abuse of his hospitality, Menelaus and the rest of the Greek kings, led by Agamemnon (his brother and King of Mycenae), declare war on Troy. A great fleet is assembled, but before it can leave Agamemnon has to sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia to secure a fair wind. (The sacrifice of Iphigenia is not mentioned by Homer, but it becomes prominent in other classical texts, including Aeschylus’ss Oresteia, as we will see later. It is also worth noting that Clytemnestra, Agamemnon’s wife who hates him over Iphigenia, is the half-sister of Helen.)


The Greeks’ force includes Odysseus, the wily King of Ithaca famous for his cunning; Nestor, the wise old ruler from Pylos; the two Ajaxes; Idomeneus, the King of Crete; Achilles, the greatest fighter of all (who was tricked into going by Odysseus); Patroclus, Achilles’ closest friend; and many others drawn from all over Greece. This force lands on the coast of Troy, near Ilium. During the campaign they attack a temple sacred to the sun god Apollo, patron of music and prophecy. They carry off Chryseis, the daughter of Apollo’s priest, as booty for Agamemnon, so earning that cruel god’s hostility. By contrast, Poseidon, the god of the sea, is pro-Greek because the Trojans never paid him for building the walls of Troy. The gods and goddesses are thus taking an interest in the battle below, lining up on one side or the other.


The campaign goes on inconclusively for nine years, the Trojans refusing to come out and fight a full battle, and the Greeks (who are called Achaeans in Homer) camped on the shore, unable to take the city. It is at this point, in the tenth year of the war, that The Iliad itself begins. Its twenty-four Books cover just four days on the conflict, but in them the whole story is suggested.


Book One opens with Homer invoking the muse, the goddess of poetic inspiration:




Achilles’ wrath, to Greece the direful spring


Of woes unnumber’d, heavenly goddess, sing!


That wrath which hurl’d to Pluto’s gloomy reign


The souls of mighty chiefs untimely slain;


Whose limbs unburied on the naked shore,


Devouring dogs and hungry vultures tore.


Since great Achilles and Atrides [Agamemnon] strove,


Such was the sovereign doom, and such the will of Jove [Zeus].


(All translations from The Iliad are those of Alexander Pope (1715–20).)





Thus the opening of The Iliad. Its subject and the mainspring of all its action are indeed the wrath of Achilles. The Achaeans are afflicted with plague, which they believe is caused by Apollo’s anger over the abduction of Chryseis. Urged by Calchas, their priest, and backed up by Achilles, Agamemnon is forced to return Chryseis to her father. In return and to avoid losing face, Agamemnon insists that Achilles give him Briseis, Achilles’ own prize and bed-slave. Intervention by the goddess Athene prevents Achilles from killing Agamemnon on the spot and Briseis is seized. A distraught and furious Achilles withdraws himself, Patroclus and his Myrmidon troops from the war.


Achilles calls on his mother, the sea-nymph Thetis, to let the Trojans win. Thetis, who once saved Zeus when long ago he was in danger from the combined forces of Hera, Poseidon and Athene, goes to Olympus to entreat Zeus. Her arms around his knees, she prays him to let the Trojans have the upper hand at least until the Greeks pay back Achilles, and Zeus agrees. Hera, enemy of the Trojans and also of Zeus’s amours, is furious, but peace between them is restored by Hephaestus, the lame smithy god. Hephaestus reminds Hera and the other immortals of what happens to those who oppose Zeus, who, by this time, is powerful enough to command all the others. It is not worth the gods fighting over the fate of mere mortals. At this reminder of Zeus’s power, the gods desist from quarrelling and set about feasting and carousing, laughing at the crippled Hephaestus bustling around the hall filling their glasses.


On earth, meanwhile, at the start of Book Two Agamemnon is sent a dream by Zeus, convincing him that the Greeks will win. But when day breaks, and Agamemnon calls a general council, the Greeks themselves start to rush back to their ships. Odysseus lambasts them, and the council reconvenes. It will already be clear that honor and shame and military prowess are the dominant motives in the Homeric world. In a voice not heard again until, perhaps, Socrates, Thersites, a common soldier, injects some common sense into the discussion: Has Agamemnon not got enough spoils and women from the war already? Let us, cowards as we are, leave Agamemnon here:




Hence let us fly, and let him waste his store


In loves and pleasures on the Phrygian shore.


We may be wanted on some busy day


When Hector comes…





And look how he has treated Achilles, a much better man than he. For his pains Thersites is thrashed by Odysseus, who, along with Nestor, urges battle. The Greek army gathers, while the Trojans arm and leave the city. Homer catalogues both forces. We are now in Day One of the four days of battle.







Day One of the Battle


At the start of Book Three the armies meet to engage in battle, and Paris proposes that he has single combat with Menelaus in order to bring the war to an end. Helen is alerted to the duel and comes to the battlements. Strangely perhaps, she is admired, even loved, by Priam, the King of Troy and the Trojan elders—the gods, not she, are responsible for the war, says Priam. Helen points out some of the Greek heroes to Priam. In the duel Menelaus begins to overwhelm Paris, but Aphrodite rescues Paris and—in a passage of highly charged erotic power—takes him back to Ilium, to the delights of the bed of an initially reluctant Helen.


In Book Four, Athene and Hera plot the destruction of Troy. Athene persuades Pandarus, a Trojan archer, to shoot at Menelaus. She deflects the arrow, but it has its desired effect. The temporary truce is broken. Battle now starts in earnest. Roared on by Agamemnon, praising some, castigating others, the Greeks have the better of things at first. In Book Five, Diomedes, a young Greek hero, urged on by Athene, wreaks havoc among the Trojans, forcing a partial retreat.




Thus from high hills the torrents swift and strong


Deluge whole fields, and sweep the trees along


Through ruin’d moles the rushing wave resounds


O’erwhelms the bridge, and bursts the lofty bounds…


So rag’d Diomedes, boundless in his ire,


Drove armies back, and made all Troy retire.





Pandarus fires an arrow at him, but again it fails to kill, only rousing Diomedes the more, like a lion attacking a herd of sheep:




He foams, he roars; the shepherd does not stay,


But trembling leaves the scattering flocks a prey.


Heaps fall on heaps; he bathes the ground with blood,


Then leaps victorious o’er the lofty mound.





In his rampage, he kills Pandarus and injures Aeneas, one of the greatest of the Trojan leaders, who is also the son of Aphrodite. Aphrodite rescues her son, and Diomedes now oversteps himself, stabbing Aphrodite herself. He is warned by Apollo, who, with Ares, the god of war, is starting to intervene on behalf of the Trojans. Hector, the greatest and noblest of the Trojans, begins to take a hand as well, and the Greeks are driven back. Hera and Athene rally the Greeks, and Diomedes, protected by Athene, wounds Ares, who returns to Olympus to complain to Zeus.


In Book Six, the battle swings back towards the Greeks. Diomedes’ remorseless slaughter of Trojans continues, interrupted only when he and Glaucus, a Trojan, come to a chivalrous agreement based on earlier family ties. Conversations between those engaged in killing and being killed, often hostile and contemptuous, but often too moderated by a grudging respect for the courage and virtue of one’s opponent, are a feature of the Homeric narrative. Hector, meanwhile, returns to Ilium to make the women of Troy attempt to appease Athene through a sacrifice, unsuccessfully as it turns out. We are shown Ilium in all its grandeur, the benefits of the peace and civilization in the great city in stark contrast to the carnage on the plain below. Hector has poignant meetings with his mother Hecabe and with Helen. Helen is abject:




Would heaven, ‘ere all these dreadful deeds were done,


The day that show’d me to the golden sun


Had seen my death! Why did not whirlwinds bear


The fatal infant to the fowls of air?


Why sunk I not beneath the whelming tribe


And mid the roarings of the water died?





But failing that, would that “I had been wife to a better man.” Hector urges her to persuade Paris to rejoin the battle.


Hector, meanwhile, goes on to talk to his own wife, Andromache, and to see Astyanax, his infant son. Andromache is desperate for Hector to remain in Ilium, directing the fighting from there. But bound by the code of honor, Hector cannot be a coward, even though he knows well that the day will come when Troy is destroyed along with Priam and his mother and all Troy’s warriors and glories. But worse still:




Thy griefs I dread:


I see the trembling, weeping captive led


In Argive [Greek] looms our battles to design,


And woes of which so large a part was thine!





He sees Andromache, in other words, taken as a slave by the Greeks. Hector then goes to take the child, but the child is frightened by his father’s armour and helmet. Hector removes his helmet, kissing and dandling Astyanax, praying to the gods that his son be no less excellent than his father in strength and in battle. Heavy with foreboding, Hector leaves Andromache and Astyanax, and with Paris returns to the battle.


Inspired by the gods, Hector decides to issue a challenge to a Greek to engage in single combat (Book Seven). Menelaus volunteers, but is dissuaded, and the greater Ajax, the biggest and strongest of the Greek heroes, steps forward. The duel is inconclusive. Hector and Ajax exchange gifts, parting as friends. Night begins to fall. In the Greek camp Nestor advises the Greeks to announce a truce the next morning, to collect their dead and to build a defensive wall and ditch around the ships, all of which they proceed to do. In Ilium too there is talk of putting an end to the war, though Paris refuses to give up Helen. At dawn the Trojans offer the Greeks all that Paris brought to Troy—except Helen. Urged on by Diomedes, the Greeks reject this with a roar. A short truce will allow the dead to be gathered, washed and cremated, after which the war will start again.







Day Two of the Battle


At the start of Book Eight, Zeus warns the gods against further interference on the plain below, after which the clash of arms and screams of men and horses begin again. In a Greek advance Diomedes kills Hector’s charioteer, but is himself held up by a thunderbolt from Zeus right in front of his chariot. The Greeks are routed by Hector and pushed back to the ditch around their ships. Hera and Athene attempt to intervene on behalf of the Greeks, but are warned off by Zeus, who tells them that the Trojans will continue to have success until Patroclus is killed and Achilles returns to the battle. Night comes on before Hector and the Trojans can destroy the Greek ships. Full of hope that at long last the Greeks are to be driven from their land, the Trojans camp out on the plain with a thousand camp fires lighting the plain and Troy itself:




The long reflections of the distant fires


Gleam on the walls, and tremble on the spires.


A thousand piles the dusky horrors gild,


And shoot a shady lustre o’er the field.


Full fifty guards each flaming pile attend,


Whose umber’d arms, by fits, thick flashes send.


Loud neigh the coursers o’er their heaps of corn


And ardent warriors wait the rising morn.





In the Greek camp, Agamemnon, despairing, suggests that they leave (Book Nine), but he is rebuked by Diomedes. Nestor suggests that they attempt to conciliate Achilles and bring him back into the war. A mission consisting of Odysseus, Ajax and Phoenix, Achilles’ old tutor, goes to Achilles. But Achilles is adamant. He rejects all gifts and entreaties. He will not fight again until the Trojans are attacking him and his own ships. Odysseus has to report that Achilles is angrier than ever. Diomedes says the Greeks should forget Achilles and that Agamemnon himself should lead them into battle the next morning.


Agamemnon and Menelaus are deeply worried (Book Ten). They cannot sleep, and call a council of the Greek chieftains. As a result Diomedes and Odysseus volunteer to go to the Trojan camp, to spy. On the way they find a Trojan spy, Dolon, coming the other way. They interrogate and kill him. Acting on Dolon’s information, they advance to the Trojan camp, killing a band of sleeping Thracians and their king, and stealing their famous horses, which they bring back to the Greeks in triumph.







Day Three of the Battle


At the start of Book Eleven, Agamemnon arms and leads out the Greeks. He is a lion in battle, remorselessly spearing Trojans and hacking them to pieces. The Trojans are driven back to the gates of Ilium, but Hector then rallies the Trojans, and gradually things turn their way. Agamemnon’s charge is stopped when he himself is wounded and has to retreat. Hector himself kills nine Greeks. Diomedes and Odysseus kill seven Trojans, and although Diomedes drives Hector off, he is wounded by an arrow from Paris. Odysseus and Menelaus are also wounded. Ajax kills five Trojans, but is himself forced back. Patroclus is sent by Achilles to find out what is going on. Nestor urges him to enter the battle himself, in Achilles’ armour.


The fighting has now reached the ditch around the Greek ships, but the Trojans cannot cross it by chariot (Book Twelve). They will have to storm it on foot. Zeus, though, sends them an omen. An eagle flies overhead with a snake in its talons. In a desperate lunge, the snake bites the eagle. In agony, the eagle drops the snake. The Trojan priest reads this as meaning that the Greeks will slaughter many Trojans if they breach the ditch, and that they should retreat. Hector contemptuously rejects this advice, and the Trojans storm on. Prominent are the two Ajaxes, desperate in defense of the Greeks, and Sarpedon, a Trojan, who is also a son of Zeus by a mortal woman. Sarpedon breaches the Greek wall. After an intense struggle, Hector is the first man through, smashing a gate in the wall.


At the start of Book Thirteen the Trojans reach the Greek ships, and Zeus turns away in the belief that no gods will break his edict. But Poseidon does, firing up the Greeks, among them the two Ajaxes and Idomeneus. Hector, leading the Trojan onslaught, is held up. In the fierce fighting many die. The advantage begins to swing back to the Greeks as the Trojans are out-maneuvered. As Hector attempts to regroup the Trojans, he and Ajax taunt each other.


With Agamemnon, Odysseus and Diomedes all wounded, and the ships under threat, spirits are low in the Greek camp (Book Fourteen). Poseidon, disguised as an old man, exhorts Agamemnon to rouse himself from despair, and Hera too decides to take a hand. Her method is not disguise as a human, but a full-on seduction of Zeus, to keep his attention away from Troy. She tricks Aphrodite into giving her an appropriately named aphrodisiac to administer to Zeus. She engages the god Sleep to help her, and the spell begins to work…. Wrapped in a golden cloud that Zeus himself calls up, they begin to make love on one of the peaks of Mount Ida, near to Troy itself:




His eager arms around the goddess threw.


Glad Earth perceives, and from her bosom pours


Unbidden herbs and voluntary flowers;


Thick new-born violets a soft carpet spread,


And clustering lotos swelled the rising bed,


And sudden hyacinths the turf bestow,


And flamy crocus make the mountain glow,


There golden clouds conceal the heavenly pair,


Steeped in soft joys, and circumfused with air;


Celestial dews, descending o’er the ground,


Perfume the mount, and breathe ambrosia round.


At length with love and sleep’s soft power oprest,


The panting thunderer nods, and sinks to rest…





With Zeus thus overcome by sleep and love, Poseidon fires up the Greeks. The greater Ajax fells Hector with a boulder. Hector is withdrawn by his men. The Greeks are rampant and, as Book Fifteen begins, the Trojans are retreating, pursued by the Greeks.


Zeus wakes up, furious at Hera’s trick. He will get Apollo to cure Hector of his wounds and Poseidon called off. But he also foretells the entry of Patroclus into the battle, and the deaths of his own son Sarpedon and also of Patroclus and of Hector himself at the hands of Achilles. From then on the Greeks will eventually triumph, capturing Ilium itself. Hector, revived by Apollo, re-enters the battle. There is terrible slaughter. The Greeks are driven back to the ships once more, resistance really coming only from Ajax as the Trojans start to fire the ships.


As this is going on, in Book Sixteen we see Patroclus persuading Achilles to let him, in Achilles’ armour, lead Achilles’ troops, the Myrmidons, into the battle to save the Greeks. Achilles assents, but warns him not to attempt to do more than save the ships. He is not, in the flush of victory, to go on to Ilium itself. When the Trojans see the Myrmidons—warriors like flesh-eating wolves—led, as they believe, by Achilles himself, they panic and are driven back. Many Trojans are killed, including twelve by Patroclus himself. One of these is Zeus’s son Sarpedon. But not even Zeus can save him against Fate:




How many sons of gods, foredoom’d to death,


Before proud Ilion must resign their breath!





Sarpedon, killed by Patroclus, calls on the Trojans to save his armour from the Greeks, but




The fates supprest his lab’ring breath


And his eyes darken’d with the shades of death:


Th’ insulting victor with disdain bestrode


The prostrate prince, and on his bosom trod:


Then drew the weapon from his panting heart,


The reeking fibres clinging to the dart:


From the wide wound gush’d out a stream of blood,


And the soul issu’d in the purple flood.





In the end, as the fight rages, the Greeks strip Sarpedon of his armor, but Apollo rescues the body. Patroclus and the Greeks drive on, right up to the walls of Ilium. At Apollo’s behest, Patroclus himself withdraws a little, though continuing to fight. Eventually he is wounded both by a blow from Apollo, knocking off his helmet, and a spear thrown by a Trojan. Hector moves in for the kill. He is taunted by the dying Patroclus as being only the third of his attackers and as having only a short time to live before he is himself killed by Achilles.


The Greeks, led by Menelaus, attempt to defend Patroclus’ body and Achilles’ armor (Book Seventeen). But Hector leads a Trojan assault and captures the armor, putting it on himself. For this he is pitied by Zeus: his supremacy will be short-lived and he will have no homecoming. Both sides redouble their efforts, with Aeneas prominent among the Trojans, who once more begin to dominate. A mist forms around the body of Patroclus, where the fighting is the most intense. Menelaus, encouraged by Athene, manages to drag Patroclus’ body back to the Greek side. Eventually, under cover from the two Ajaxes, Menelaus and Meriones, another of the Greeks, begin to bear the body off the battlefield.


Achilles is now informed of Patroclus’ death (Book Eighteen). From now on, Achilles will hold center stage. A black cloud of grief engulfs him, and he lets out a terrifying cry which his mother Thetis hears in the depths of the sea. Sorrowfully, Thetis warns him that his own death will follow on Hector’s, if that is the road he wishes to take. It is. Not even Herakles could escape his fate, and I must win glory too! Back on the battlefield Hector is close to recapturing Patroclus’ body. Achilles goes to the ditch and, crowned by Athene with a golden cloud, raises a tremendous shout. The Trojans are terrified and withdraw, but Hector unwisely rejects the chance to go back into Ilium itself. The Trojans, the fools, as Homer says, will stay on the plain. As night falls, Achilles and the Greeks mourn and tend the body of Patroclus. Meanwhile Thetis persuades Hephaestus to use all his skill to make new armor and a splendid new shield for Achilles. The shield is decorated with fantastic scenes depicting the earth, sea, sky and heavens; then two towns, one with scenes of a wedding and a court in session, the other under siege from a great army and the ensuing battle; also pastoral scenes of ploughing, reaping and grape-gathering, with herds of cattle and flocks of sheep and farm buildings; and then one of youths and maidens dancing, with a large crowd round about them and a singer of tales with his lyre; and finally, round the whole edge of the shield, the mighty stream of Ocean.







Day Four of the Battle


Achilles, with his new armor, summons the Greeks to hear him apologise to Agamemnon (Book Nineteen). Agamemnon says that the quarrel arose because he was blinded by Zeus and Ate (Folly), his eldest daughter. Odysseus mediates further. The Greeks feast before resuming battle, and Achilles and Agamemnon end their feud. Briseis, returned to Achilles, and Achilles himself mourn Patroclus. Achilles arms for the battle. Xanthus, one of his horses, prophesies his eventual fate, which fires up Achilles even more.


In Book Twenty, Zeus removes the ban on interference by the gods. Hades (the underworld) is nearly split open by the sound of the gods on the warpath. As the two armies race towards each other, Aeneas, inspired by Apollo, challenges Achilles; he is worsted, but rescued by Poseidon (this is because Aeneas’s lineage is beloved of Zeus and destined to be saved by Aeneas, and Zeus would be angered were Aeneas snuffed out). As Achilles’ bloody rampage begins, Apollo warns Hector not to take Achilles on, rescuing him by means of a dense mist when Achilles catches sight of him. Achilles’ rampage gathers pace, as an inhuman fire; Achilles’ horses trample on the shields and bodies of the slain, as Achilles presses on:




All grim with dust; all horrible with blood;


Yet still insatiate, still with rage on flame:


Such is the lust of never dying fame!





The Greeks pursue the Trojans to the river Scamander (Book Twenty One), and Achilles cuts them in two, one half driven across the plain towards Ilium, the other into the river itself. Lycaon, one of Priam’s fifty sons, begs for mercy, embracing Achilles’ knees and recalling an earlier encounter when they broke bread together. He receives no pity from Achilles:




The great, the good Patroclus is no more!


He, far thy better, was foredoom’d to die…


Sudden, his broad sword display’d,


And buried in his neck the reeking blade.


Prone fell the youth; and panting on the land


The gushing purple dyed the thirsty sand.


The victor to the stream the carcass gave


And thus insults him floating on the wave:


‘Lie there Lycaon! Let the fish surround


Thy bloated corpse, and suck thy gory wound.


There no sad mother shall thy funerals weep,


But swift Scamander roll thee to the deep,


Whose every wave some watery monster brings


To feast unpunish’d on the fat of kings,


So perish Troy and all the Trojan line!


Such ruin theirs and such compassion mine.’





Many others are cut down by Achilles in similar style. Then the god of the Scamander himself, angered by the slaughter, turns on Achilles in a mighty flood, uprearing and rushing on him to drown him. Achilles is saved by the intervention of Hera, who gets Hephaestus to staunch the flow of water and dry the plain with a supernatural fire. After this, the gods start to fight among themselves, Athene against Ares and Aphrodite, Poseidon against Apollo, Hera against Artemis, the sister of Apollo and goddess of the hunt. Priam, meanwhile, seeing the rout of the Trojans, opens the gates of Ilium. The Greeks are held back by Agenor, a Trojan warrior, and then Apollo who impersonates Agenor, leading Achilles away from the city gates.


With all the Trojans in the city, Hector remains outside (Book Twenty Two). Achilles, released from his deception by Apollo, is on the warpath. Priam and Hecabe implore their son to come in behind the walls, but he refuses to retreat. He has to face Achilles. They meet, and Achilles chases Hector as a hawk pursues a dove. Three times the pair circle the walls of Ilium. Zeus and Apollo withdraw their protection from Hector, and Athene now takes a hand, impersonating Deiphobus, Hector’s favourite brother. Together they will face Achilles. Spear thrusts are exchanged, but Hector then realizes “Deiphobus” has vanished. He is on his own, and he knows that Athene has tricked him. He falls on Achilles, brandishing his sword. As he charges, Achilles drives his spear through Hector’s neck, unprotected by armor. Showing no mercy, Achilles fixes Hector’s body by the ankles and drags him behind his chariot round the city and off to the Greek ships. Priam and Hecabe lament, but Andromache, ignorant of the fight, is preparing a hot bath for her man. “Foolish one,” says Homer in a rare personal comment, “she knew not that he was now beyond the reach of baths, and that Athene had laid him low by the hand of Achilles.” She finds out soon enough. With the wriggling worms eating Hector, the Trojans’ only real defense, the fate of Astyanax is at best one of servitude and oppression.


In Book Twenty Three, as night falls on the Fourth Day of the battle, the Greeks withdraw to their camp. The body of Hector is flung face down beneath the funeral pyre of Patroclus. During the night Achilles is visited by Patroclus’s shade, who tells him that he, Achilles, will die at Troy too, and begs that they should be buried together. Achilles reaches out to embrace him, but there is nothing to grasp. The next morning Patroclus’ pyre is burned, his bones placed in a golden vessel to wait for Achilles’ death. There is human sacrifice here, too, Achilles killing twelve noble Trojans, to be burned on Patroclus’s pyre. The Greeks feast and have games to celebrate Patroclus: chariot-racing, boxing, wrestling, foot races, armed combat, discus, archery and javelin. As would be expected, competition is fierce and contentious.


Achilles withdraws to his camp, and frets for eleven days (Book Twenty Four). He attempts to mutilate Hector’s unburied corpse, but Aphrodite and Apollo preserve the body. On the twelfth day, the gods send Thetis to tell Achilles to relent. The messenger goddess Iris is sent to Priam, to tell him to go to Achilles with a ransom, to plead for the body. Against Hecabe’s advice he goes, guided at night through the Greek lines by the god Hermes. Achilles is amazed to see Priam, but Priam reminds Achilles of his own father. This is often seen as the finest moment of The Iliad, the implacable Achilles at last recognizing the humanity of his enemy, and Priam at the same time seeing Achilles, too, as a fellow suffering human being.


Together they weep, Priam for Hector and Achilles for his father and for Patroclus. Achilles accepts the ransom, and Hector’s body is prepared, out of sight of Priam, in case, Achilles thinks, seeing the body would provoke the old man to anger, provoking in its turn the wrath of Achilles himself. They eat, and agree to an eleven-day truce to allow Hector’s burial and funeral games. As Priam leaves, Achilles begins to sleep for the first time since Patroclus’s death, the fair-cheeked Briseis by his side. Priam, with Hermes, transports Hector’s body back to Ilium. Cassandra, Priam’s ill-fated prophetess daughter, cries out to the Trojans to welcome back their hero, the glory of the city and the people. Andromache, Hecabe and Helen all lament the greatest and noblest of the Trojans. Eleven days later, Hector is burnt on a great funeral pyre, his bones buried in a grave mound. There is a magnificent funeral feast in Priam’s palace:




A solemn, silent, melancholy train


Assembled there…


And sadly shar’d the last sepulchral feast.


Such honours Ilion to her hero paid


And peaceful slept the mighty hero’s shade…


…and so ends The Iliad of Homer.










The Sequel


Troy is not taken in The Iliad; though, with the death of Hector, we know it will be. Part of Homer’s genius is that, in a sense, no more needs to be said. Nevertheless, incidents from the later history of Troy feature importantly in the literature following The Iliad, not least The Odyssey itself. So we will give a brief summary of the most significant of these.


Odysseus, disguised as a beggar, makes his way into Troy. There he meets and speaks to Helen, who tells in The Odyssey how she washed him and promised not to reveal him to the Trojans. In return Odysseus reveals the Greeks’ plans, which please her because she is longing to return home, having recovered from the madness that Aphrodite visited on her. While in Troy, Odysseus steals the Palladium, a black stone, sacred to Athene and the “luck” of Troy, on which Troy’s safety depended. He also kills a number of Trojans.


The war continues in desultory fashion. Paris brings the Amazons to fight on the Trojan side, but they are defeated by Achilles and Ajax. Achilles also kills the Ethiopian Memnon, but is then himself killed by an arrow in his foot, fired by Paris. Odysseus recovers Achilles’ body, but both he and Ajax claim the armor for themselves. Odysseus prevails. Ajax goes mad, killing a flock of sheep and then himself.


Odysseus and Diomedes sail to Lemnos to pick up the archer Philoctetes, whom the Greeks had cruelly abandoned there ten years earlier on their way to Troy. Reluctantly Philoctetes comes with them, and one of his arrows kills Paris.


Odysseus now plots the trick of the Wooden Horse. The Greeks appear to sail away, leaving on the beach a huge wooden horse, ostensibly a peace offering for the theft of the Palladium. In fact it is filled with Greek soldiers. Laocoön, the priest, and Cassandra warn the Trojans that it is a trick. But Laocoön and his sons are killed by a great sea snake, sent by Poseidon, and Cassandra had been condemned by Apollo, whom she has refused, to foresee the future but not to be believed. Helen suspects there are Greeks inside the horse and tries talking to them, but they keep silent. Believing the Greeks to have gone for good, the Trojans drag the horse into Ilium with great rejoicing. In the night, with the Trojans tired and drunk from their merry-making, the horse opens and the Greeks come out. They open the gates of the city for the Greek army which, under cover of night, has returned, the fleet having simply hidden off-shore behind an island.


Ilium is destroyed, its men slaughtered. Astyanax is thrown over the battlements, to prevent the appearance of another Hector. Helen, who has taken up with Deiphobus after the death of Paris, is spared by Odysseus. She returns to Sparta with Menelaus. Andromache is abducted by Neoptolemus, the son of Achilles, and Cassandra by Agamemnon.


We will look later at the fortunes of some of those who escaped the burning city, including Odysseus, Agamemnon, Menelaus, Helen, and Aeneas.







Themes from The Iliad



To us in the twenty-first century, the gods are anything but god-like. They are childish, they quarrel, they fight, they seduce each other and humans, they bear resentments, they laugh at disability (specifically at Hephaestus). Nor are they immune to the ravages of fate. Even Zeus cannot protect his favored son Sarpedon against Patroclus.


Complaints of this sort against the Homeric gods are not new. As early as the sixth century B.C., the agnostic philosopher Xenophanes was speaking of the gods behaving in ways which universally cause shame among human beings. Plato in The Republic (c. 375 B.C.) took the Homeric descriptions of the gods to be so disgraceful as to require censorship of such tales in an ideally regulated society. A little po-faced, perhaps; would we want to lose the account of Zeus and Hera’s love-making or that of Thetis supplicating Zeus on behalf of her son? Zeus, too, does understand the poignancy of the fate of at least some of the humans, a fate he cannot in the end deflect.


But the gods lack a crucial dimension of existence by virtue of the one respect in which they differ from us. The immortals are condemned by their immortality to an existence of frivolity, at least as compared to the scenes enacted below on the plain of Troy. Sarpedon, in fighting heroically and dying bravely, is morally more worthy than Zeus on Olympus. It is this crucial difference as much as anything which led Longinus in the first-century A.D. to write that “as far as possible Homer made the humans in the Trojan War gods, and the gods human.” And we can add to this the fact that, despite some muttering and dissent, in the end the immortals simply accept Zeus’s commands, not because they agree with them or respect him, but simply because he is more powerful. There is nothing in Olympus like Hector bravely accepting his fate, let alone anything comparable to Milton’s Satan rebelling against God (if that is to be regarded as noble).


Of the human characters, Agamemnon is flawed, but still magnificent. He is the Lord of Men, and a lion in battle. On the other hand he is indecisive, vain, and deceitful, and shown to be all these things. But, Thersites apart, the Greeks recognize him to be their leader, and some of his failings arise from the difficulties inherent in leadership. In Plato’s Republic his nobility is marked by his being reincarnated as an eagle.


Achilles is the hero of The Iliad, or so he has been taken by generations of readers, not least by Alexander the Great. Knowing that his own life will be short, he is magnificent in his indifference to fate and to others, in his god-like isolation and in his rage. He inspires deep affection and loyalty, amounting almost to love, from those who know him: Patroclus, his Myrmidons, and even arguably Briseis. On the field of battle he is elemental, almost a force of nature. He is, of course, supremely brave, but also supremely pitiless, not least in his sacrifice of the twelve Trojan youths at the funeral of Patroclus. At least he is pitiless until he recognizes his own suffering and humanity in acknowledging the suffering and humanity of Priam. That it is Achilles, of all people, who takes the old man’s hand and weeps with him in their mutual sorrow is what raises The Iliad itself to a level way beyond what could have been anticipated before that point, and what, as we will see, provides a puzzling contrast with the end of Virgil’s Aeneid.


Hector has some claim to being the most noble character in The Iliad. He is depicted as the guardian of “chaste wives and little children.” He fights not because he wants to, but because he has to on behalf of his family and his people; and, lacking Achilles’ arrogance, he may be even braver. On the other hand, in the fighting he is as merciless as anyone else, as Patroclus finds to his cost. The Trojans respect and follow him, but he is not a wise leader. On two occasions on the Third Day of the battle, success and thought of final victory go to his head. He refuses good advice, which leads directly to the Trojans’ downfall. That, though, may have come anyway, because Hector is the great warrior he is only in the absence of Achilles. His leave-taking of Andromache and Astyanax is unbearably poignant, as are his death and his courage in finally turning to face Achilles when he knows all is lost.


Andromache is the most tragic figure in The Iliad. She is the embodiment of virtuous womanhood and motherhood, in contrast to Helen. She, more than anyone else, shows what the Trojans were fighting for, a life of peace and civilized existence for all, but particularly for children and women. But, as we know—and as she knows—this cannot be, and as a woman her fate is entirely dependent on the actions of others.


The Iliad is, as Simone Weil put it in a marvelous essay, a poem (the poem) of might.4 It shows what war does to men and women. War turns women into booty and men into things; either killing machines or victims. We see this phenomenon again and again in The Iliad. To what once were men, spears lance beneath the brows, down to the eyes’ roots, skulls are cracked to splinters, brains are splattered beneath helmets, shrieking heads tumble in the dust, spears skewer men through the groin and guts, livers split, stabbed hearts judder in their last throes, until blood stains the dust of the plain and night blinds men’s eyes; these victims once were men, often individuated by Homer and captured in a few brief phrases, phrases which often recall the homes, the families, the flocks and the fields they never again will see. Meanwhile, their butchers, the killing machines, vaunt and taunt—of the main characters, Patroclus alone a partial exception—their own humanity as much lost in the orgy of slaughter as that of their victims.


It is indeed a world far from hot baths, described without flinching by Homer. In this world, as we have said, men become things and women booty. All, victors and victims alike, lose their essential humanity, in which—like Achilles and Priam at the end—each recognized the vulnerable and morally inviolable humanity of the other. In the killing frenzy, by contrast, all are dehumanized, turned into animals or other forces of inhuman nature. Hence the characteristic Homeric imagery: the Greeks as cattle before the assault of a murderous lion when Hector routs them; the Trojans like uprooted trees swept by the wind as in a forest fire, the force of nature in this instance Agamemnon.


There is something deep in this portrayal of men and women in the condition of war as subject to purely natural forces. For there is a strong strain of thought about political reality which says that all that really rules in the affairs of men is the law of force, conceived as a law of nature. This strain of thought may be found in Hobbes, but it was not foreign to the classical Greeks. In a notorious incident in the Peloponnesian War (in 416 B.C.) the Athenians tell the islanders of Melos to submit to superior force or pay the penalty. According to the historian Thucydides, the Athenians tell the Melians that “our opinion of the gods and our knowledge of men leads us to conclude that it is a general and necessary law of nature to rule whenever one can. This is not a law we made ourselves, nor were we the first to act upon it when it was made. We found it already in existence, and we shall leave it to exist forever among those who come after us.” And they add that were the positions reversed, the Melians would act in exactly the same way themselves.


In a way, in The Iliad we see the operation of the law of force as a law of nature. But there is more to it than that, for, as Weil also points out, the destruction of Troy and of the civilized world it encompassed was an atrocious crime. The founding myth of Greece portrays a primal crime. Deep down, and belying the “official” morality of pride and honor, far from glorying in it, the Greeks were haunted by it, and from it they derived a profound sense of human misery. Without sentimentality, The Iliad also portrays the misery and evil of human existence far from hot baths. And it also portrays the precariousness of victory, the constant reversals of fortune in war, and the short life of those who vaunt over their victims.




While the immortals know no care, as Achilles says to Priam,


Two urns by Zeus’s high throne have ever stood,


The source of evil one, and one of good;


From thence the cup of mortal man he fills


Blessings to these, to those he distributes ill;


To most he mingles both; the wretch decreed


To taste the bad unmix’d, is curs’d indeed;


Pursued by wrongs, by meagre famine driv’n,


He wanders, outcast both of earth and heaven.


The happiest taste, not happiness sincere;


But finds the cordial draught is dash’d with care…





Zeus’s evil gifts are the lot of us all, as Achilles says. Homer shows us such are the lot of victors and victims alike.


Over the centuries, some have read The Iliad as a poem of the magnificence of heroism and war. Magnificence of this sort there is, certainly on the surface. We have to remember that the society Homer is describing is a radically aristocratic-cum-feudal one, in which leaders command as much by personal bravery, example and power as by more political or legalistic means. They gain allegiance from their vassals by their own example, by leading from the front. In such societies, loss of face is the worst thing that can happen to a man—or at least to a leader.


Not for nothing is the action of The Iliad motivated by the losses of face of both Agamemnon and Achilles. And not only is courage in battle the supreme Homeric test for a man; as we see in the case of Hector, the gentler arts of civilization depend on the willingness of men of supreme courage and nobility to be ready to kill and be killed, and also to exemplify the type of magnificence Homer shows us. So if the Homeric heroes are killing machines, they are not just killing machines, as is shown by the respect they sometimes show each other even in killing or death, and which is shown supremely in the reconciliation of Achilles and Priam. Their bravery, and the meaning of their bravery and even their arrogance, arises from a type of society which requires such attitudes, and which requires them for the preservation of its not necessarily ignoble form of life, however undemocratic and distant from ours that may be.


As to the deeper meaning of The Iliad, inherently critical of the characteristic Greek aristocratic pride of life, Simone Weil comes near the mark. “There is no picture of human destitution more pure, more bitter and more poignant than The Iliad. The contemplation of human misery in its truth implies a very high spirituality.” But the human misery in its truth which The Iliad portrays is not confined to the misery of battle or caused by battle. It is the far more general misery of fate itself, that symbolized in Zeus’s two urns, that mixture of good and evil, and ultimately of death, which is the lot of us all, in whatever circumstances. This notion of fate was also elaborated by the Greeks as a thread wound around a man from his birth, prefiguring the great realities of existence, and the unavoidable destiny of each individual: riches, troubles, homecoming and, above all, death. Fate, in all sorts of ways, is the everpresent backdrop to The Iliad.


The gods of ancient Greece are not, as we have seen, all-powerful, but whether or not the gods are subject to unavoidable fate need not detain us here, because what they are not subject to is death. Homer and the Greek tragedians (and The Iliad supremely, for the reason Weil gives) look at the fate of men—and women—unflinchingly, without illusion, without sentimentality, without evasion, without romantic self-vaunting bombast, but also without despair. Pace Weil sees in Homer and the tragedians intimations of Christianity, this is not a Christian attitude, because Christianity offers us redemption from fate; but it is an attitude which deserves the accolade of high spirituality. And Weil is surely right when she says at the end of her essay on The Iliad, encapsulating its deeper message below the superficial grandeur of the heroism it so vividly portrays, that “only he who knows the empire of might and who knows not to respect it, is capable of love and justice.”







The Odyssey




The second epic attributed to Homer tells of the adventures of the cunning Odysseus, one of the Greek heroes at Troy, in his ten-year voyage from Troy back to his own kingdom of Ithaca. Odysseus is continually forestalled in his homecoming by Poseidon, the god of the sea, whom he has offended. After many incidents—seafaring, military, magical and amorous—he ends by losing all his ships and all his men. His wife Penelope is meanwhile a prisoner in her own palace, besieged by a horde of suitors seeking her hand in marriage and feasting at Odysseus’s expense. Guided by the goddess Athene, Odysseus does return to Ithaca to wreak a terrible revenge on the suitors. The Odyssey is the archetypal tale of homecoming; but that raises the question, taken up by later writers, as to whether the wily, energetic and restless Odysseus could in this world ever really be at home.





Whether or not The Odyssey was composed by the author of The Iliad, it does form a partial sequel to The Iliad, in the sense that its theme is the journey taken by Odysseus after he and the other Greeks left Troy. In The Odyssey, apart from Odysseus himself, we meet various characters from The Iliad, including Helen and Menelaus and the shades of Agamemnon, Achilles and Ajax. It is easy to see the Odysseus in the two poems as the same character, though he is naturally far more center-stage in the sequel. And just as in The Iliad the action is focused on a short episode in a much larger story, of which we are made aware, so in The Odyssey the action is concentrated on the events immediately preceding and following Odysseus’s return to his island of Ithaca, though in the course of the narrative we learn much of his wanderings in the previous ten years.


Having said that Odysseus is center-stage in The Odyssey, by a stroke of storytelling genius on Homer’s part, we do not at first meet Odysseus. We learn that he has been away from his home and kingdom for twenty years, and that many there assume that he will never return, to their advantage. The first part of the poem has Telemachus (the son whom Odysseus never really knew, having left Ithaca when he was a tiny baby) and us, the readers, embarking on a search for the lost king.


The Odyssey opens with the gods on Olympus discussing Odysseus’s predicament. It is now twenty years since the fleet set sail for Troy, and ten years since its fall. Except Odysseus, all have made it home or are dead. Odysseus longs to get home to his wife and family, but is being held on the island of Ogygia by the nymph Calypso, who wants to marry him. He is also being persecuted by Poseidon, because, as we shall see, Odysseus has blinded his son, the Cyclops Polyphemus. But Poseidon is temporarily absent, and Athene, Odysseus’s protector, pleads for him. Zeus agrees that she should go to Ithaca to encourage Telemachus, now a young man, to go and seek news of Odysseus.


This she does, impersonating Mentes, a mortal, an old friend of Odysseus. The situation in Ithaca is bad. Penelope, Odysseus’s faithful wife and Telemachus’ mother, is being besieged by one-hundred and eight “suitors,” local nobles who are sitting around in the palace all day feasting and revelling at Odysseus’s expense, ostensibly seeking her hand in marriage. Penelope is holding them off by saying that she will marry none of them until she has completed a funeral shroud for Odysseus’s father Laertes, who is still alive, but retired to the country. She weaves by day, and unravels by night as the suitors feast off the fat of Odysseus’s estate. Fired up by Athene, Telemachus confronts the suitors, telling them they have to leave.


But they will have none of it. They know the trick Penelope is playing on them and have no intention of leaving. They will stay until Penelope accepts one of them. Particularly obnoxious are the arrogant and bullying Antinous and the oleaginous and scheming Eurymachus. Derided by the suitors, though supported by Mentor, an old friend of Odysseus, Telemachus sets sail in search of news of his father.


He goes first to Pylos, to visit King Nestor. He is well received and hears a lot from Nestor about the ill-fated departure of the Greeks from Troy, about a quarrel between Menelaus and Agamemnon, about the fleet being scattered, about the terrible fate which awaited Agamemnon at home—being murdered by his wife and her paramour—and about much else besides, but nothing about what eventually happened to Odysseus. But they might know at Sparta, so Nestor’s son Peisistratus will take Telemachus there.


Telemachus is recognized by Helen and Menelaus as Odysseus’s son, and Helen tells Telemachus about Odysseus entering Troy as a beggar and meeting her. All speak well of Odysseus and of his endurance and resolution, and Menelaus tells Telemachus of a prophecy he heard on his own long and indirect voyage back to Sparta. Odysseus is alive, but a disconsolate prisoner on Calypso’s island, without a boat or means of escape. Telemachus determines to return to Ithaca. Meanwhile on Ithaca, to Penelope’s dismay, the suitors are plotting to ambush Telemachus on his return and kill him.


Zeus now sends Hermes to instruct Calypso to release Odysseus. She goes to find him, and the first we see of Odysseus, he is pensive on the lonely beach




With streaming eyes in briny torrents drown’d,


And inly pining for his native shore;


For now the soft enchantress pleased no more;


For now, reluctant, and constrain’d by charms,


Absent he lay in her desiring arms,


In slumber wore the heavy night away,


On rocks and shores consumed the tedious day;


There sate all desolate, and sighed alone,


With echoing sorrows made the mountains groan,


And roll’d his eyes o’er all the restless main,


Till, dimmed with rising grief, they stream’d again.


(All translations from The Odyssey are those of Alexander Pope, assisted


by William Broome and Elijah Fenton (1725–26))





Upset as she is by the gods’ edict, Calypso wishes Odysseus happiness, but warning him that he will still have many trials to face, and chiding him that Penelope cannot be compared to her in face or form. She also reminds him that she has offered—and he is refusing—the offer of eternal life and youth if he were to stay with her. With Calypso’s help he makes a boat and sails off, only to be wrecked by Poseidon. For two days he clings to a beam from the wreckage, finally landing on an island, where he shelters and falls asleep.


This is the island of the Phaeacians (possibly Corfu), ruled by Alcinous. Alcinous has a daughter, Nausicaa, one of the most delightful creations in ancient literature. Nausicaa is roused by Athene to go and do some laundry in a river near to the palace. When this is finished, her maids start playing ball: “along the skies, / Toss’d and retoss’d, the ball incessant flies. / They sport, they feast; Nausicaa lifts her voice, / and warbling sweet, makes earth and heaven rejoice.” Just as Artemis the huntress seeking boar and deer in the woods and mountains outshone her companion nymphs, so “With equal grace Nausicaa trod the plain, / And shone transcendent o’er the beauteous train.” When it is time for them to go, Nausicaa herself throws the ball; one of the others misses it—and they all cry out, awakening Odysseus:




What sounds are these that gather from the shores?


The voice of nymphs that haunt the sylvan bowers,


The fair haired Dryads of the shady wood


Or azure daughters of the silver flood?





Chivalrously taking care to hide his nakedness with a bough, he emerges, frightening off all the girls, except Nausicaa herself. Odysseus throws himself on her mercy, and she leads him to the city, taking care that they should not actually arrive together so as to preserve her good name.


As instructed by Nausicaa, Odysseus makes his way to Alcinous’s palace; he goes in with Athene’s help, and finds Alcinous and Arete, his queen. Embracing Arete’s knees, Odysseus pleads for help on his journey home. This Alcinous agrees to do, after Odysseus has explained that he is not a god, and how, after his captivity on Ogygia, he ended up where he is. Alcinous would like to have Odysseus as a son-in-law, but will not detain him, after they have entertained him with games, singing, and feasting the next day.


In the morning, after sacrifices, the games duly take place, with Odysseus—with no false modesty—beating them all with the discus. After dancing and feasting, at Odysseus’s request, the bard Demodocus begins to sing of the Wooden Horse of Troy. As he sings, Odysseus’s “griefs renew, / Tears bathe his cheeks, and tears the ground bedew; / As some fond matron views in mortal flight / Her husband falling in his country’s right.” But only Alcinous actually observes this. He commands Demodocus to desist, and demands that Odysseus explain why he is so moved.


Odysseus reveals himself and—both to us and the Phaeacians—recounts his adventures since leaving Troy, all the time insisting that there is nothing dearer to him than Ithaca, his own country and home. After leaving Troy, Odysseus and his men sack Ismarus, the city of the Cicones. But instead of quickly making off with the women and booty they have seized, his fools of men stay on, and many of his companions are killed by reinforcements brought in. After that, passing Cythera, they come to the land of the lotus-eaters. Eating this fruit destroys all ambition or desire to return, and numbers succumb. The rest sail on to the country of the Cyclopes, one-eyed giants, a fierce, uncivilized people without laws, ships or trade, but living in a land of plenty. Odysseus and twelve of his companions go ashore, to the cave of the Cyclops Polyphemus, in the hope of a friendly reception.


But when the giant comes in with his flocks, he traps the men inside and eats two of them. The next morning he drives his flock out and leaves, but not before sealing the mouth of the cave with a huge boulder. During the day, Odysseus sharpens a huge piece of wood in the cave into a stake. At night, the Cyclops returns with his flocks. Odysseus plies the Cyclops with wine, and tells him that his name is Nobody. After announcing that he will eat Nobody last, the Cyclops topples over drunk. Odysseus heats up the stake and drives it through his single eye, blinding him with terrible pain. His cries arouse his fellow Cyclopes, but in answer to their queries as to who has attacked him, Polyphemus replies “Nobody,” and they go away. Next morning the blinded Polyphemus stands in the door of the cave, feeling for anyone attempting to leave. Odysseus and his men tie themselves under the bellies of the rams, and, as Polyphemus feels only the backs of his animals as they leave the cave, escape back to the ships. But Odysseus, from the sea, cannot resist deriding Polyphemus and revealing who he really is. Polyphemus, unavailingly hurling boulders at the ships, swears that his father Poseidon will take revenge on Odysseus. If he ever gets home, it will be with none of his men.


The Ithacans come next to the island of Aeolus, keeper of the winds, where they spend a happy month. When they leave, Aeolus gives them sacks of wind to blow them along, but Odysseus’s men open the sacks, thinking they are full of gold and silver, and they are blown back to Aeolia. They are cursed by Aeolus, and sail on to the land of the Laestrygonians, giants who massacre all the men in Odysseus’s squadron, except those on his own ship, which is the only one to escape. They come next to the island of the sorceress Circe. They divide into two groups to search for provisions, and one group find themselves at Circe’s house. She turns all of them into pigs, except one who escapes to tell what has happened. The god Hermes now appears to Odysseus, giving him a magic herb to protect him from Circe’s spells. Odysseus goes to Circe, and is saved from being turned into a pig, but has to share Circe’s bed, which he does in great luxury. Circe turns the pigs back into men. They all stay on the island in comfort and plenty for a year. At the end of this time, they yearn for home, and Circe lets them go, though telling Odysseus he will have to go down into Hades (the underworld) to consult the prophet Tiresias. As they leave Circe’s palace, Elpenor, a young sailor, gets drunk, climbs on the roof and falls off, killing himself.


As instructed by Circe, Odysseus and his men sail to the land of the Cimmerians, a sunless land of mist and fog. They sail up the River Oceanus until they reach the entrance to Hades. There they make sacrifice, and the souls of the dead start pouring out. The first they recognize is Elpenor, who upbraids them for not having given him proper burial. Then Odysseus meets Anticleia, his mother, and Tiresias. Tiresias tells him that they will have a hard time of it on the way back to Ithaca. On no account are they to touch the flocks of the Sun-god on the island of Thrinacie. If they do, only Odysseus will ever reach home. When he does, he will find—and kill—the suitors in his palace. After that he must make one last journey to a people who know nothing of the sea, who mistake an oar, which Odysseus will be carrying, for a winnowing fan. He must make sacrifice there to Poseidon, before himself dying a gentle death, far from the sea. Odysseus then questions his mother about Penelope and Telemachus, and his father Laertes. All yearn for Odysseus’s return, and Odysseus tries, but fails, to embrace his mother’s shade. There follows a procession of other famous women, including Antiope, the mother of the founders of Thebes, Epicaste (Jocasta), Oedipus’ mother, and Leda. After the women have been chased off by Persephone, queen of Hades, there comes Agamemnon, vitriolically comparing the iniquity of his wife (who had him and Cassandra murdered) with the virtue of Penelope. Then come Achilles and Patroclus. Achilles speaks:




Talk not of ruling in this dolorous gloom,


Nor think vain words (he cried) can ease my doom.


Rather I’d choose laboriously to bear


A weight of woes and breathe the vital air,


A slave to some poor hind that toils for bread,


Than reign the sceptered monarch of the dead.





Odysseus gives Achilles news of the valour of Neoptolemus, Achilles’ own son, in the front of the action in the last days of Troy. But the shade of Ajax refuses to acknowledge Odysseus or accept his apology. Odysseus also sees King Minos, the judge of the dead, Orion the great hunter, and Tityus, Tantalus, and Sisyphus, all being tortured eternally for defying the gods, and finally the mighty Herakles, who salutes his mortal visitor.


They go back to Circe’s palace, to give Elpenor proper burial, and Circe warns them about the Sirens and Scylla and Charybdis, all of which they will have to pass. Odysseus avoids the Sirens, who drag men down to destruction by the sweetness of their song, by plugging the ears of his men with wax and by lashing himself to the mast, so that he can both hear their song and be prevented from responding to it. Scylla is a monster who catches sailors from their ships to eat them, and Charybdis is a terrible whirlpool, on either side of a narrow strait. Scylla snatches six of Odysseus’s comrades, but the ship gets through the straits, after which they find land and shelter. But it is Thrinacie, and while Odysseus is asleep, his men kill the Sun-god’s cattle. When they sail off again, the ship is destroyed by a storm and all the men but Odysseus drown. Odysseus stays on what is left of the ship, and lashing mast and keel together, he manages to get back past Scylla and Charybdis. After nine days and nights on the raft, he lands on Ogygia, where he is received kindly by Calypso and is to remain for seven years.


After Odysseus finishes his account there is silence. Alcinous then invites all to feast and sacrifice to Zeus before they send Odysseus off with a ship and crew. This they do, setting Odysseus down in Ithaca, but the return voyage is not without incident. Enraged by what has happened, Poseidon turns the ship into stone off the Phaeacian coast. Odysseus is met by Athene in Ithaca, who warns him about the suitors, and, for protection, transforms him into an old beggar. She tells him to go to the hut of Eumaeus, a loyal old swineherd.


When he reaches the hut, the dogs snap and snarl at him. Eumaeus chases them away, and welcomes the old beggar without realizing who he is, at the same time praising Odysseus and vilifying the suitors. Odysseus pretends to be a refugee from Crete, who had been to Troy with Idomeneus, but has suffered many misfortunes since his return. Eumaeus and the beggar eat, after which Odysseus is given a bed and Eumaeus goes to watch his boars through the night.


In Sparta, Athene visits Telemachus, telling him it is time to return. Sailing back from Pylos, he picks up a prophet, Theoclymenus, and takes him with him to Ithaca. In Eumaeus’ hut, Eumaeus and Odysseus eat their evening meal. Eumaeus dissuades Odysseus from going to the palace, and tells of his own adventures. Reaching the coast, Telemachus gets himself dropped off, sending Theoclymenus and the crew to sail on to the harbor and the palace.


The next morning, as Eumaeus and Odysseus are having breakfast, Telemachus appears. He is embraced by Eumaeus with expressions of affection and relief that he is safely back. Eumaeus goes to the palace to tell Penelope the good news secretly. While he is away, Athene gets Odysseus to reveal himself to Telemachus. Swearing Telemachus to secrecy, the two plot revenge. In the palace the suitors hear that Telemachus has returned and plot his capture and possible death.


Telemachus makes for the town, followed separately by Odysseus and Eumaeus. In Penelope’s hall, Telemachus and his mother are joined by Theoclymenus, who says that Odysseus is back, planning revenge on the suitors. En route for the palace, Odysseus is insulted by Melanthius, a disloyal herdsman, who continues to dog his steps after he has reached the palace. Once there, Odysseus is recognized by Argos, his hunting dog of twenty years earlier, who dies having seen his master one last time. Odysseus enters the palace and is insulted by the suitors. Penelope is intrigued by the beggar and asks to see him.


Odysseus is insulted by Irus, another beggar, and the suitors force the two to fight. Odysseus wins. Penelope now announces to the suitors that, as Telemachus is a man, and with Odysseus gone, and as Odysseus had instructed if he failed to return, the time for re-marrying is near. The suitors still refuse to leave and continue to insult Odysseus—Antinous and Eurymachus as always to the fore.


At night, with the hall empty of suitors, Odysseus and Telemachus start hiding the suitors’ weapons. Penelope comes down and upbraids Melantho, one of her maids and the mistress of the suitor Eurymachus, for continuing to insult the beggar Odysseus. For the first time Odysseus and Penelope begin to converse. Pretending to be a Cretan, Odysseus tells her something of Odysseus’s wanderings and assures her that he is still alive. Penelope orders Eurycleia, Odysseus’s old nurse, to wash him, and she recognizes her master from an old hunting scar on his thigh. Odysseus fiercely enjoins her to secrecy. In somber mood, Penelope tells Odysseus how she intends to choose her new husband. She will set up a shooting competition in which the winner will be the one who can shoot an arrow from Odysseus’s bow through twelve axe-heads set up in a row.


The next morning, Odysseus is encouraged by Athene. The hall is prepared for feasting and the contest. Eumaeus brings in a loyal cowherd, Philoetius. The suitors begin to revel and plot against Telemachus, insulting both him and Odysseus. Theoclymenus foretells their fate, but they take no notice, continuing to feast.


Penelope now announces the competition. Telemachus sets up the axes and tries to string the bow himself, failing narrowly. As the suitors attempt—and fail—to string the bow, Odysseus reveals himself to Eumaeus and Philoetius, bringing them into the plot. He also tells Eurycleia to bolt the doors of the hall. After Eurymachus has failed to string the bow, Antinous suggests a pause. Odysseus steps forward, asking to be given a chance. Antinous is furious, but Telemachus and Penelope insist. Commanded to leave by Telemachus, Penelope retires to sleep, her eyes full of tears for Odysseus. To the derision of the suitors, Odysseus picks up the bow, and then, to their dismay, strings it and shoots a single arrow through all twelve axes, after which he tears off his rags, and, emptying a full quiver of arrows at his feet, shoots Antinous through the neck. There is uproar as Odysseus reveals himself, continuing to fire arrows at the suitors, Eurymachus receiving the second blow. Telemachus and the others bring in the hidden arms, but so does Melanthius, arming the suitors. On his second journey, as Telemachus and Odysseus hold off the suitors, he is caught and tied up by Eumaeus and Philoetius. Athene then takes the form of Mentor. With her help, and bit by bit, the suitors are all hacked down:




All steeped in blood, all gasping on the ground.


So, when by hollow shores the fisher-train


Sweep with their arching nets the roaring main,


And scarce the meshy toils the copious draught contain,


All naked of their element, and bare,


The fishes pant, and gasp in thinner air;


Wide o’er the sands are spread the stiffening prey


Till the warm sun exhales their soul away.





Only the herald and a bard are spared, while a dozen disloyal serving maids are executed and the treacherous Melanthius is terribly mutilated before being killed.


Eurycleia is sent to tell Penelope the news, but she cannot believe her. She is still doubtful even after Odysseus himself has appeared. By a stratagem worthy of Odysseus himself, Penelope tricks Odysseus into divulging the secret of the marriage bed that Odysseus himself had constructed years earlier, a secret known only to the two spouses and a single maid of the time, now long dead. At this, Penelope’s unbelieving heart is convinced, and




Touch’d to the soul the king with rapture hears,


Hangs round her neck, and speaks his joy in tears.


As to the shipwreck’d mariner, the shores


Delightful rise, when angry Poseidon roars:


Then, when the surge in thunder mounts the sky,


And gulf’d in crowds at once the sailors die:





And, recalling Odysseus’s own fate:




If one, more happy, while the tempest raves,


Outlives the tumult of conflicting waves,


All pale, with ooze deformed, he views the strand,


And plunging forth with transport grasps the land:


The ravish’d queen with equal rapture glows,


Clasps her loved lord, and to his bosom grows.


Nor had they ended till the morning ray,


But Pallas held backward the rising day,


The wheels of night retarding, to detain


The gay Aurora in the wavy main;


Whose flaming steeds, merging through the night,


Beam o’er the eastern hills with streaming light.





Odysseus eventually speaks of the last journey prophesied by Tiresias, and then they lay themselves down to love and to further talk about all that has happened, until sleep comes upon them.


In the morning Odysseus leaves to visit his father and to repair the depredations that the suitors wreaked on his estate and flocks by raids of his own. The suitors meanwhile are escorted by Hermes, squealing like bats, to “the dusky land of dreams /… where souls unburied dwell / In ever flowing meads of asphodel.” Down there Agamemnon and Achilles hear of Odysseus’s triumph. Agamemnon once more praises Penelope’s fidelity. On earth, Odysseus is reunited with Laertes, his father. Meanwhile the families of the suitors want revenge on Odysseus. Athene joins Odysseus as Mentor one last time. After a brief scuffle between Odysseus and Telemachus and their attackers, which has the attackers turning on their heels, with Zeus she restores peace in Ithaca.







Themes from The Odyssey



The Odyssey is lighter in tone and color than The Iliad, the battle in Odysseus’s palace and the loss of all Odysseus’s companions on the voyage notwithstanding. Odysseus’s wanderings may be long, circuitous and at times directionless—for him—but we, the audience, know they are coming to an end. Also each new landing, grim as some of them might be, ushers in a new and interesting adventure. The Odyssey also has a single identifiable hero, whose cause against the suitors—in contrast to the causes of the heroes of The Iliad—is assumed by Homer and all his readers to be righteous. We may feel that their punishment, and even more that of the maids, is excessive for the crime they have committed, but there is never any doubt that they deserve some punishment; and such are the pace of the second half of The Odyssey and its mounting tension that it is hard even for modern readers not to rejoice at the outcome of the battle. To put it bluntly, in The Odyssey what we see is the eventual triumph of good people (Penelope, Telemachus, Eumaeus) after years of apparently hopeless oppression and insults from bullies and tyrants.


As to Odysseus himself, in his travels he may not be entirely admirable. He is certainly opportunistic at times, cunning and callous at others, and he does not always seem too concerned at the fate of his companions, all of whom die on the journey while he alone survives. Though he weeps for the foolish Elpenor, there is little of the poignancy at the deaths of his mainly nameless companions which we are made to feel in The Iliad about so many of those who fall on the plain of Troy. And Odysseus’s companions are foolish and disobedient. They cut the strings of the flasks of the winds, they slaughter the flocks of the Sun-god, they get turned into swine, they stay among the lotus-eaters.


Nor, despite his impressive and thought-provoking refusal of an immortal life with Calypso (thought-provoking especially after his encounter with Achilles’ shade), are we convinced that a desire to return to Ithaca is always Odysseus’s only motive. Penelope’s fidelity is never in doubt at any level, where Odysseus’s fidelity might charitably be described as long-term, constant at a deep level despite episodic and not always or entirely unwelcome interruptions on the surface. This, along with his wiliness and his at times picaresque adventures, makes him a more interesting hero. After all, a completely single-minded homecoming which brooked no delay or distraction would hardly be worth writing about, let alone reading about. This does, of course, raise the question posed by Dante in the Inferno, Canto XXVI, and taken up by Tennyson in his poem “Ulysses.” Can we really believe that the Odysseus depicted in The Iliad and The Odyssey would ever be content to sit in Ithaca with Penelope, gradually handing over the reins of power to Telemachus? Homer does not quite ask us to believe this; there is still the question of the mysterious last voyage enjoined on him by Tiresias. In Dante, Odysseus (or Ulysses as he calls him) is put into the Eighth Circle of Hell, as one of the great false counselors. But Dante sees him as noble too. He has Odysseus, ever the wanderer, ever the searcher for knowledge and for new experience, sailing off beyond the pillars of Hercules, into the Atlantic ocean, beyond the inhabited world, to meet his final, noble doom, and the theme of Odysseus as the eternal searcher is further elaborated by Tennyson.


Mention of Dante and Tennyson reminds us that, even more than The Iliad, The Odyssey has provided a rich source of inspiration for subsequent writers. There is, famously, James Joyce’s somewhat clunking attempt to transpose its details to the streets of Leopold Bloom’s Dublin in Ulysses, and Virgil’s consummate homage to Homer in The Aeneid (to which we will shortly be turning). Out of a thousand other examples, we could mention here the reading of Odysseus’s reception in Eumaeus’ hut—surely in itself one of the most moving testaments in world literature to the superiority of simple peasant virtue to all the trappings of wealth and fame—in Goethe’s The Sufferings of the Young Werther. Werther himself, having been rebuffed in polite society, drives away to watch the sun setting from the top of a hill, while reading “that beautiful passage in Homer where Ulysses is entertained by the hospitable swineherd,” and is, as we all are, deeply moved.


Werther also refers to Odysseus’s talk of “the immeasurable sea and the boundless earth,” reminding us that in Homer the Romantics found a rich source of inspiration, with his acute sensitivity to the forces of nature and to the interweaving of the human, the natural and the divine. The Odyssey is a tremendous tale, riveting still in its tension, in its beauty, in its density of detail, in its richness of incident and in the sheer mastery of the telling and construction. But it is more than that. There is in it a sense of fate and destiny, numinous, even religious, suggested by Homer in the divine interventions and the visits to the underworld—which are surely not just literary devices. This sense of mystery and transcendence is wonderfully evoked for us today by Seferis in his poem Stratis Thalassinos among the Agapanthi (Stratis the Sailor being an Odysseus figure in many of Seferis’ poems):




The first thing God made is the long journey


that house there is waiting


with its blue smoke


with its aged dog


waiting for the homecoming so that it can die.


But the dead must guide me…


(Translation by Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrod (Jonathan Cape, 1973).)





As, of course, they and the gods guide Odysseus.
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