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Introduction


In the summer of 2011, Google, the search engine colossus, launched a social network, Google+, which threatened to rival Facebook.


Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s CEO, took an aggressive position. This was a hostile incursion into his rightful territory. Facebook would have to resist. He flooded the campus of the company he’d founded with inspirational posters.


Did they show memes from popular TV shows? Or grinning emojis? Did they display the famous Facebook thumb, pointing upwards?


Did they hell.


In displaying his imperial ambition, Marcus Zuckerbergus Libervultus* selected a phrase that issued from the mouth of a Roman senator over 2,000 years ago: ‘Carthago delenda est’, topped by the sinister silhouette of a helmeted Roman soldier.


Carthage must be destroyed. This city was the great and ancient enemy of Rome. The statesman Cato thought it had grown too rich; it was menacing Rome from right across the Mediterranean Sea.


Cato ended every speech he made in the Senate with these words, whether they were relevant or not. Relentless, bold, militaristic: the tag perfectly captures Zuckerberg’s overweening desire to crush all his competitors.


The Roman Empire may no longer exist, but excessive ambition always will. Empires come and go in different forms. Google+ vanished, crushed under the might of the Zuck and his myriad legions. Google delenda est!


Being a classicist can be a precarious business. Sometimes I feel like a soldier in the city of Troy, just after they’d hoisted in the wooden horse, feasted, fallen into a drunken stupor, and been roused by the clang of enemy metal. ‘But they said it was a present!’ went the cry round the streets of Troy, as their palaces and houses burned around them.


Large, brutal forces are ranged against the classicist, which seem all-powerful. Our enemy believes in ‘irrelevance’.


How, they wonder, is it possible to understand what happened so long ago? What is even the point of trying to learn and understand languages that have been six feet under for centuries?


People often regard Classics with slight amusement, as they do your eccentric great-aunt Millicent, who still reads paper newspapers, writes with an ink fountain pen and worries about missing the post. They always ask me: but why be a classicist?


‘Latin is a dead language, as dead as dead can be: it killed off all the Romans, and now it’s killing me!’ As for Ancient Greek – well, it doesn’t even use the same alphabet, so what’s the point of that? It’s so obscure, nobody’s even bothered to make up a disparaging jingle.


Latin and Greek are, of course, not dead. They have been bursting with life throughout the centuries. Imagine a river, with more than one mouth, and several tributaries, all flowing into the great sea of literature and culture. The texts and mythologies that form the study of Classics are as relevant now as they ever were.


As I prepare this book for publication, the comedians Steve Coogan and Rob Brydon are recreating the journey of Odysseus, for a TV show about male identity and friendship. The writer and hip-hop artist Akala recently investigated the same poem, travelling around the Mediterranean in search of its origins. He concluded that Homer’s oral culture wasn’t far off today’s rap battles. The Duke and Duchess of Sussex have named their charitable foundation Archewell, after the Greek word ‘arche’. They claim it means ‘source of action’; it does, but it means ‘rule’, too, hence the word ‘monarchy’ and so on. It’s a shame, then, that they didn’t have a classicist on their staff, who could have told them that ‘arche’ has a hard ‘ch’, and is pronounced ‘ark-eh’.


Prince Harry wasn’t paying attention in his Greek classes. But the subject flourishes. In private and grammar schools, it has been a traditional plank of the system for generations, though sometimes the teaching hasn’t changed in the last fifty years (I do not joke). Increasingly, the state sector is getting involved. Visit the website of Classics for All, a charity that provides funding for the teaching of Classics, and you’ll find videos of children across the country getting excited by conjugating verbs. ‘Latin is the language of the future,’ as one of the teachers, from Blackpool, says. And she means it.


This libellus, or ‘little book’, will provide all you need for a general understanding of the subject. If you want to be able to tell your Odysseus from your Oedipus, then this book is for you. If you did a bit of Latin at school, then this book is for you. If you did Classics at university, and have forgotten everything you learned, then this book is for you. If you have an interest in literature, poetry, history, mythology or philosophy, then… this book is for you.


If you’re a sceptic who puts Latin on a par with wearing ruffs, singing madrigals and learning the lute, then give us a chance. After all, if the Emperor of the Internet divined something useful in this apparently dusty old subject, then you might as well.


The following chapters cover the essentials in the study of Classics. There’s an excellent Latin phrase to describe the topics: sine qua non. You wouldn’t study it at all without touching on these points. The discussions take the form of conversations with my dog, Una, over the course of a few months, from the middle of August to the beginning of January.


We discuss the big as well as the small. We’ll see how mythology underpins literature and philosophy; we’ll look at how the great epic poems that stand at the very beginning of civilisation developed, and what they mean. We’ll enquire into the workings of history; and we’ll talk about love poems and tragedies.


On the human scale, you’ll find devoted inscriptions to pet dogs; you’ll encounter people whose job it is to fatten peacocks; you’ll meet crazed (or not) emperors; you’ll see transformations into dogs and wolves; and you’ll taste the vastness and complexity of the ancient world.


You can find terrifying battles, passionate loves and awe-inspiring turns of fortune, just as much as you can enjoy a joke about someone not pronouncing their ‘H’s, or a pompous ex-slave who uses silver bottles to pee in.


No other subject offers such breadth; no other subject has been engaged with so deeply by so many people across so many different societies and countries over the centuries.


A Roman lady in the early Empire would be able to have a meaningful discussion with a modern teenager about the letters of Cicero or the poems of Sappho. It’s the closest thing we have to time travel. To ignore Classics, to suppress its study, would be like amputating a limb from the intellectual, imaginative and spiritual body of the world.


Sometimes antiquity seems so tantalisingly close that you could step out of the front door and into the forum at Rome, the swish of togas and the shouts of orators almost audible; sometimes it appears impossibly distant.


There is always a continuum: we are living in a classical world, and I am a C-la-ssical girl, as Madonna might have sung; her own name, of course, being a contraction of the Latin Mea Domina: My Lady.


Classics has been my companion for nearly all my working life. I began as a private tutor in London in 2003, almost as soon as I had left Oxford University, where I read Classics and English at Oriel College, and now my pupils are scattered all over the globe.


As well as the usual face-to-face encounters, the advance of technology means I can now appear as a disembodied presence, much like some minor god might manifest, only instead of magical swords or hats that make you invisible, I dispense irregular verbs.


A pupil might be in Hong Kong or Singapore or America, whilst I utter the words of the ancients from my study in London. Nouns, verbs and grammatical constructions flit and hum and crackle along the electronic wires, swift as thought, in a manner that would probably not have been so astonishing to the ancients. They had their goddess, Fama (Rumour), who spread her chatter all over the planet from her house on top of a mountain.


Latin is spreading: in totum orbem, or into the whole world.


When I teach, my pupils and I speak aloud the same words that emerged from the minds of the orator Cicero, the poets Virgil and Homer, the philosopher Plato, and countless others.


That, to me, is astonishing. A language is only truly dead when it is no longer on lips, in minds, in hearts.


Una, my dog, raised an eyebrow. Dogs are past masters at raising their eyebrows.


So when you say ‘sede’ to me in your lessons, and I sit, like a bona canis, or good dog, I’m actually demonstrating that Latin is very much alive, and if not kicking, then at least putting up a good show?


Yes indeed, I answered. Bona canis.


I gave her a pat.


Una is not above self-congratulation. Her feathery tail waggled from side to side.


In the following pages, Una and I meander through the dirty, busy streets of north London, and over the semi-rural hills of Hampstead Heath, but in our minds we are walking past the Parthenon in Athens, painted in all its glory, or peering in at some senators in the Senate House at Rome, when Cicero condemns the villain Catiline, or just lazing in a courtyard playing dice. To join us, you won’t even need your walking boots.


Now, there’s only one thing for it. Carpe diem.


Carpe what? said Una.


Ah… well, it doesn’t mean quite so much seize the day, as harvest it.


You can read this book in whatever way you want: dipping into chapters that catch your fancy, or all the way through. Academics, classicists and ancient historians spend their whole lives immersed in all the aspects of the subject that I discuss here, and every section will lead you, I hope, to explore those avenues in more detail. Secondary sources are footnoted or in the bibliography, and you can follow up any of the research or theories that way. All mistakes are my own.


Now, get ready, and harvest this book.


Carpe librum.





* Latin for ‘Book of Face’.





Chapter 1


THESE ARE THE DOG DAYS


An Introdogtion


It was the dog days of early August, and it should, by rights, have been blazingly hot.


There was one slight problem, however. I was not luxuriating on a Greek island, sunning myself by the wine-dark sea, or inhaling cocktails in the purview of a Roman ruin.


The only thing that bore even the slightest resemblance to wine-dark was the raincloud looming above me. I was, of course, in England.


A rainstorm had been in unrepentant swing for quite some time, as Una and I huddled miserably under a tree near the bottom of Parliament Hill, on Hampstead Heath, which is the closest thing to the countryside you’ll find in London.


Some dogs were grappling with each other a few feet away: a ball of fur and heads, they resembled Cerberus, the three-headed hound of Hades, and were certainly making enough noise to trouble the dead. I said as much to Una.


She regarded me with a very particular expression that she brings out maybe three or four times a day. It registers mild disdain.


Cerberus? she said.


Earlier that morning, Una had shoved me out of the house, all but exploding with energy. Now, she couldn’t see why a tiny spot of rain should stop us.


If one got wet, it was possible to dry oneself by shaking one’s entire body from nose to tail, and, failing that, to use the base of the sofa at home. Why couldn’t we carry on?


Una, I should mention, is an elegant black-and-white lurcher.


She huffed. A glimpse of a squirrel was making her twitch.


‘Cerberus,’ I said to Una. ‘You know, the monstrous guard dog of Hades? Heracles had to drag him up from the Underworld?’ My thin shirt was already soaked through.


Una sighed.


I was wondering how much longer we might have to wait, and was even thinking about braving the rest of it, when, at last, the torrent gave way to a fine mizzle, and the black rainclouds rolled apart.


A ray of sunshine pierced, spear-like, through the sky, and then the gorgeous bow of Iris, one of the messengers of the gods, appeared.


Una blinked at me, her long, fine lashes quivering in a way that means only one thing.


That I’ve made yet another classical reference.


Around us, the Heath relaxed. The joggers, plugged into their little musical pods, continued on their rounds. The school-children in fluorescent tabards, hunting for tiny, brightly coloured flags. Teenagers doing tricks on bicycles.


And everyone else staring down at their phones, waiting for their next message to appear.


I turned to Una.


Iris? she suggested, with a flick of her tail, which waves, flag-like, when she is interested in something, although that is usually a decomposing vole.


‘Iris, the rainbow, was a messenger god, along with Hermes. The ancient world, much like ours, was powered by messages. People prayed to the gods, and sent curses. Heralds and embassies brought offers of peace or threats of war. In Athenian drama, the speech given by a messenger is one of the dramatic cruxes of the play.’


The sun was now fully out, the rainbow fading, the dark clouds pushing off to water the more distant suburbs. Iris, having done her duty, was heading back to Mount Olympus for a well-earned rest, a cup of ambrosia and a gossip with her fellow immortals.


‘Our idea of the rainbow as the kitsch preserve of fluffy unicorns is not at all the same as the ancients’. For Homer, Iris is “storm-footed”; she’s also the sister of the Harpies, vicious half-birds half-women.’


We pottered up Parliament Hill, beginning to dry off a little. Una took the opportunity to rub herself on a bit of grass; she only succeeded in making herself look more bedraggled.


‘It’s all about messengers,’ I continued. ‘The rainbow is a celestial phenomenon, marvelled at by generations. We’ve been trained to think of it as light refracted into seven distinct colours. But look at how Virgil describes Iris, in his epic poem the Aeneid.’ I pulled the quote up on the SPQR app.




Ergo Iris croceis per caelum roscida pennis


mille trahens varios adverso sole colores


And dewy Iris, on rosy wings, through the sky


Came pulling a thousand colours…





At this point the goddess is zooming to Earth, on a heavenly mission. She is described as ‘roscida’ – dewy; on ‘croceis pennis’ – rosy wings; and she drags with her ‘mille colores’ – a thousand colours.


A thousand?


Una can’t really see colours, but she was still a bit confused.


In Homer’s Iliad, Iris is ‘porphureen’.


Does that mean ‘purple’?


It does, Una. But that’s not what Homer was thinking of.


Let’s look up the word in Liddell and Scott. This is an Ancient Greek dictionary, first published as recently as 1889, and still essentially in the same form. Things used by classicists are none of your shoddy flat-pack stuff: they are built to last, which is more than can be said for dishwashers.


This Liddell, incidentally, was the father of the Alice Liddell who inspired Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland (which has been translated into Latin as Alicia in Terra Mirabilis*). I have had my Liddell for over twenty years. There even used to be jokes in it.


Really? In a dictionary?


Yes. If you looked up sykophantes in the first edition, you’d find the meaning ‘false accuser’; then that it referred to people who accused others of stealing their figs. ‘This,’ says Liddell, ‘is probably a figment.’


Tumbleweed, said Una.


Ahem. They removed it from subsequent editions. Rather than lugging about a heavy volume, I have it all on my phone.


I looked up ‘porphureos’, and read it out for Una:


‘of the swoln [sic]…’


Sick?


No, sic. It means ‘thus’. It’s Latin. It’s when something looks odd, or is a mistake, and you put it there to show that it’s what was actually written down.


I continued with the definition: ‘swoln sea, dark-gleaming, dark; of blood; of death in battle; of stuff, cloths, etc., dark, russet; of the rainbow, prob. bright, lustrous; and of serpents glittering. Homer seems not to have known the porphura, so that the word does not imply any definite colour.’


The ‘porphura’ is the murex, a shellfish that, when crushed, produced purple dye – an expensive process, which is why it was the colour associated with wealth and emperors.


Note, though, that ‘the word does not imply any definite colour’. The rainbow is not purple; Iris is certainly not entirely purple.


Iris shows us quite how different the ancients were. To us, a rainbow is a process of physics. To them, it had a sense of movement, and of brightness, that ‘rainbow’ does not even begin to convey.


Look at the rainbow and you might see just seven colours, because you’ve been trained to do so. Perhaps now you’ll see a thousand.


Una was tugging at her lead. A squirrel, grown bold, had appeared a mere few feet away. It paused, bright-eyed, and glanced at us.


You, it seemed to be saying to Una, can’t catch me. Then, just in case, it scampered up a tree trunk to safety.


Deflated, Una turned to me. You’re always banging on about Classics. So what is it? And why is it called Classics? Is it like my favourite books?


What are your favourite books? I asked.


Una considered. She was about, I could tell, to say Dog Quixote. But then she thought better of it.


The Latin word ‘classis’ meant, amongst other things, a group of Romans who had reached a particular level of wealth – in other words, a class. It then spawned the adjective ‘classicus’.


What does that mean?


Excellent. A1. Top-hole. The bee’s knees.


The dog’s pyjamas?


Exactly. Classics is the study of what, over time, readers, writers and critics came to know as the Top Drawer of Literature from the Greco-Roman era. Specifically, the many surviving texts from fifth-century-BC Athens, and the first centuries BC and AD in Rome.


We have enough poetry, prose, plays, philosophical treatises, histories and other texts to fill the Colosseum many times over. One day you could be reading a light-hearted poem about a battle between frogs and mice; the next, a disquisition on ethics; the day after, an early effort at science fiction in which someone visits the moon. Most students will begin with the literature, with a dash of philosophy thrown in to add some spice.


There is also a joke book, the Philogelos.


Tell me a joke from it?


‘A pupil asks an incompetent teacher the name of Priam’s mother. At a loss, he answers, “Well, out of politeness we call her Ma’am.”’


I can see that one going down well.


You couldn’t hope to read every single text in one lifetime. You’d have to be immortal. And only jellyfish are immortal, and they can’t read. As far as I know.


Yet even so, the survival of a text is a precarious business.


For centuries, the Greek lyric poet Sappho was on our radar, but we had none of her poems.


Only in the nineteenth century did fragments of Sappho appear in, of all places, a rubbish dump in Egypt. This is no reflection on what people thought of her: merely that the papyrus was used and reused, scribbled on and over until it was discarded.


A scene in Ronald Firbank’s twentieth-century novel Vainglory demonstrates the frustration of deciphering scraps of a manuscript.


Here is a professor, announcing to a roomful of eager guests the latest discovery, apparently from Sappho. They are all expecting something sublime.


What they hear is rather different:


‘…the Professor declaimed impressively the imperishable line.


“Oh, delicious!” Lady Listless exclaimed, looking quite perplexed. “Very charming indeed!”


“Will anyone tell me what it means,” Mrs Thumbler queried, “in plain English! Unfortunately, my Greek—”


“In plain English,” the Professor said, with some reluctance, “it means: ‘Could not’ [he wagged a finger] ‘Could not, for the fury of her feet!’”’


Torn from its context, this sentence might as well have beamed down from outer space.


These days, we’ve pieced the fragments together, and Sappho’s verse delights millions of readers. A Sappho bot on Twitter zaps out her (translated) verse, bringing a touch of the ancient world smack bang into the modern.


So if you want to learn Classics, where do you start?


Language. The first stop, the fons et origo—


The what?


Sorry – the fount and source for this mammoth subject is the languages in which these texts were composed.


Can’t you read them in translation?


You can. I’m often asked what’s ‘the best’ translation of the Iliad, which is like having to choose which Mozart symphony you prefer. Here’s Alexander Pope’s verse Iliad:


‘Achilles’ wrath, to Greece the direful spring


Of woes unnumber’d, heavenly goddess, sing!’ says Pope.


But listen to E.V. Rieu’s prose version:


‘The Wrath of Achilles is my theme, that fatal wrath which, in fulfilment of the will of Zeus, brought the Achaeans so much suffering…’


Rieu† doesn’t even mention the goddess until a few lines later. Comparing translations is a way into tasting the flavour of the texts, but to enjoy the full banquet, it’s worth tackling the languages themselves.


The classicist studies Classical Latin and Ancient Greek, their grammar, syntax and vocabulary. You can also delve into what Latin looked like before it became Latin (answer: really strange), and search deeply into the roots of words, finding parallels between Latin and Greek, stretching back to their theoretical sources.


And whilst you’re learning the language, you’ll also be sampling the texts. With texts, like two sides of the same sestertius, come contexts.


The discipline requires a good dash of ancient history. If literature is the steak, then background is the Béarnaise sauce. Studying the Roman poet Virgil gains toothsome spice when you know that he composed the Aeneid with the Emperor Augustus looming over him.


So what’s the period you cover?


You can begin with pre-Greek societies in around 2700 BC, and gallop all the way through the Athenian Empire, the Roman Empire, and come hurtling into the end of the Byzantine Empire (which was an extension of the Roman) in AD 1453.


Una thinks in dog years, which are rather shorter than human years, so for her that was almost unimaginable.


Crumbs, she said, her nose quivering.


You may well invoke those morsels of disbelief. During this immense stretch of time, both Greek and Latin were hale and hearty, throughout Europe and even the rest of the world. There exists a titanic corpus. Latin was an international mode of communication, even in the most surprising places. A sixteenth-century Aztec, for example, sent a letter to the King of Spain written in Latin.


The story of Stephen Parmenius illustrates this dimension. He was born in Hungary in the sixteenth century, and visited most of the universities in Europe, before rocking up in Christ Church, Oxford. He joined the explorer Sir Humphrey Gilbert on a trip to North America, and wrote an embarkation poem in Latin hexameters. Unfortunately he was drowned. But who knows – had he survived, we might have an epic poem based in what would become the USA.


Even today, the Pope has a dictionary in which modern phenomena are given Latin names.


He never, said Una.


He certainly does. There’s a word for train and everything.


What is it?


‘Hamaxostichus.’ Countless books are translated into Latin and Ancient Greek, my favourite being Winnie Ille Pu.


And you know, Una, if somebody is sitting in a room trying to construe ‘Harry took his wand out’ into Latin, then I think we can agree that it’s not a dead language, or even a zombified one.


People still use it? asked Una. She looked a tad surprised.


They do. That’s not even thinking about the countless Latin tags and mottos that abound. A thriving subculture exists on YouTube, with Latin songs, lessons and parodies. Look up ‘Agamemnon’ by Rathergood, which pairs the mighty leader of the Greek armies with a leg of lamb called Legolambnon. ‘I sailed to Troy with the navy,’ sings the king. ‘I taste good with spuds and gravy,’ answers the roast joint. Radio Bremen regularly broadcasts bulletins in Latin, known as Nuntii Latini (Latin News).‡


There is a version of Wikipedia in Latin, Vicipaedia, with updated Latin news. On Saturday mornings, you’ll usually find me scratching my head over the Latin crossword in The Times – it’s called O Tempora! (O the Times!). I’m also a member of a Classics reading club, Pindr, which meets fortnightly: we’ve been reading Plutarch’s Life of Mark Antony, in Greek, as well as some poems by Horace.


Why is it called Pindr?


After the poet Pindar. We regularly communicate in Latin. A sample exchange:


‘Si ancillam filio invenire potero, veniam!’


Or in English: ‘If I can find a babysitter for my son, I’m coming.’


Lollius Maximus, said Una.


Giovanna Chirri, an Italian news reporter, wangled a scoop because she was the only person who understood the Pope when he announced in Latin that he had just resigned.


Sterling stuff, said Una. And really, terribly useful.


I gave her my best stern look.


The languages are important. But there’s another aspect, too, which is equally valid. Many people, as I did, come to Classics by way of enchantment.


There was an Usborne book, called Animal Stories. My mother had bought it for me. It retold Aesop’s fables, and other tales of origin, but I yearned for the section on magical animals.


Here I met (and pitied) the kraken, a sea monster who drags unwary sailors to their deaths; here, the unicorn, enticed from hiding by a Tibetan girl; here, the monstrous, ox-eating griffin. I was particularly affected by the cockatrice, the deadly serpent born from a cockerel’s egg, which devastated living things with its breath. For many years afterwards I was nervous around henhouses.


But these were all by the by, amuse-bouches for the main event.


I was feeling a little dewy-eyed, overcome with the memory of being five years old, wrapped up in a blanket, immersed in a fantastical world.


Which was? The main event, you say? Una butted my calf.


Sorry, Una. She brought me back to the present with her usual elegance. Which was the story from Greek myth, of the hero Bellerophon and the winged horse Pegasus.


Even at that young age, I sensed something deeper and more resonant than the other stories. It said something urgent and important about the world.


I still have the book, now much battered. The illustrations seem comically crude. Everybody wears laurel wreaths and togas, which the ancient Greeks certainly didn’t do, and the story is much compressed, for the ears of the child audience.


In the Usborne version, Bellerophon is sent away by a king who hates him, for reasons undisclosed, to kill a monster called the chimera. He is helped by the goddess Athena (who appears as a woman with film-star looks). She provides him with a magical bridle, and orders him to tame Pegasus.


Pegasus really caught my imagination, his broad feathery wings so incongruous and yet so fitting. He is so potent a symbol, and I did not know then that he had sprung from the blood of the slain gorgon’s head.


Really?


Yes! That’s why you sometimes see Perseus, who slew the gorgon, riding the horse. The two heroes are confused. Pegasus had a brother, you know, called Chrysaor – he was born from the gorgon’s head at the same time as Pegasus. Not a horse. No wings. Just a man. But he did become the father of a three-headed giant, so, you know. Swings and roundabouts.


Pegasus has a long afterlife – you can see him, guarding the gates of the Inner Temple in London, cast in bronze, hooves upreared to the skies. That combination of the beauty of the horse and the elegance of the wings is unparalleled in Greek myth.


What was disquieting – and thus interesting – was that Bellerophon, after he’d killed the chimera by filling its throat with boiling lead, grew too big for his buskins.


Returning home, one imagines, with the body of the chimera lashed to the winged horse’s back, he quaffed ale, ate plenty of roast oxen, roister-doistered and told anyone who’d listen that he was a famous hero, whilst belching and smelling slightly of body odour. His muscles, once taut, would begin to turn into wobbly fat.


A bit like yours, said Una.


Now now. He would become rather a bore, propping up the bar in his local taverna. His friends would find that they had other appointments.


‘Did I tell you,’ he would slur, over his third bowl of wine, ‘that the chimera had three heads?’ He had probably made a rug out of it, or at least nailed the heads above his dining room table.


‘Excuse me, I’ve got to see a man about a dog…’


‘Go on then,’ one of the remaining listeners might have said. ‘If you’re so special, why don’t you go and tell Zeus all about it.’


His pride would have been wounded. These silly fools did not know what he, Bellerophon, had gone through. He’d killed a monster! The nearest any of them had come to that was herding a distressed goat. Perhaps he was of divine birth. Perhaps he ought to go up to the skies and claim his birthright.


So the hero did. He put down his flagon of beer, sploshing foam onto the table, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand (as boozy heroes always do), mounted Pegasus and soared up to the skies, towards Mount Olympus, the home of the gods.


But Zeus spotted him from a distance. There’s no keeping anything from Zeus.


He had heard of this fellow Bellerophon, and had half an eye on him. This was really too much. A mere mortal, trying to breach the heavenly heights?


He ordered a bee to go and torment his ride.


Pegasus, maddened, hurled Bellerophon from his back, and the boasting hero plummeted down to his death.


So much for Bellerophon.


Zeus, meanwhile, decided he rather liked the look of Pegasus, and retained him to pull his chariot. (Quite why the gods needed chariots when they could materialise at will has always bothered me, but I suspect it’s to do with showing off. Like those oligarchs who have seventy sports cars and a mega-basement just to put them in.)


Bellerophon’s death was an early intimation that the world of the ancients was not so simple. It wasn’t just about bumping off a monster, marrying a maiden and ruling a kingdom. I could marvel at Bellerophon’s prowess, but at the same time this was complicated by his stupidity.


I didn’t know it then, but I had been introduced to one of the classical world’s major concepts: hubris.


This term is widely considered to mean prideful behaviour leading to a fall. The ancient understanding of hubris was more complex, meaning an act done to shame somebody. Bellerophon’s flight to Olympus would bring shame on the gods, and so he had to go.


There are many other facets to this story. One of the more profound is the way in which the philosopher Plato transmuted it. Plato’s version sees a charioteer, symbolising the soul, driving two winged horses up to heaven. One of the horses is wild, and threatens to pull the driver back towards the Earth below; the other is good, and heaves him up to the heavens. Reining horses becomes a common metaphor for reining in the self: we also see it in a tragedy by Euripides, where Hippolytus loses control of his chariot and is killed.


This is the struggle of man, illuminated by myth and meta-morphosed into philosophy. Anybody can find relevance in that image.


We shall meet Bellerophon again, when we talk about Homer, and when we talk about tragedy.


But for the moment, we are back to Iris and the messengers. The tale of Bellerophon, even in its bowdlerised and truncated form, still conveyed something resonant.


Myths are about transmission, marking moments when the nature of the world shifts, and yet providing universal truths about human experience.


In reading the ancient texts, in trying to absorb what has gone before and how it relates to where we are today, we are engaged on a quest for the essence of reality, to understand who we are, why we are, and what made us.


I paused. We began to make our way up the hill.


Una, however, did not hurtle away into the distance, as is her wont. Instead, she padded along by my side, nose twitching.


That all sounds great and everything. But are there any more dogs in all this? she asked.


Dogs? Oh yes, I replied. Plenty.


Well go on then.


Let’s see. How about the gender-bending tale of Procris and her magical dog?


That, said Una, sounds like a great place to start.





* Charles Lutwidge Dodgson Latinised his first two names into Carolus Lewis, and then switched them round as if seeing them in a mirror. See, Latin gets everywhere.


† E.V. Rieu also wrote light verse for children. Sample:


‘Said the Shark to the Flying Fish over the phone:


“Will you join me tonight? I am dining alone.


Let me order a nice little dinner for two.


And come as you are, in your shimmering blue.”’


He is not much remembered for this.


‡ The headline at the time of going to press: Negotia de Europaeis auxiliis contra coronavirus composita – (lit.) The negotiation concerning European allies, against coronavirus, has taken place.





Chapter 2


CAVE CANEM


Dogs in Classical Life
and Literature


Earlier, before the rain had caught us, as Una and I were sauntering up to the Heath, with a song in our hearts and a braid in our hair—


A braid in our hair?


You know what I mean. It’s an expression, isn’t it? It means ‘joyfully’, doesn’t it?


I suppose so.


We’d passed many houses with ‘Cave Canem’ on their gate-posts, usually accompanied by a picture of a snarling beast that looked as if it would give you what for, should you come within reach of its jaws.


Actually open the gate, however, and you’d probably find a wimpy cockapoo inside with no more biting power than a damp blanket.


Some of my best friends are cockapoos.


That may be so. But nevertheless. There is a pleasing brevity to the phrase Cave Canem, much lacking in our more plodding ‘Beware of the Dog.’ In fact, it is a perfect illustration of the elegance and concision of Latin.


R.J. Yeatman,* one of the authors of 1066 and All That, a spoof history textbook, painted ‘CAVE CANEM’ on his gate. He neglected, however, to provide a picture of a dog.


Somebody pointed out to him that burglars might not be as well versed in Latin as he was.


‘Well’, he replied, ‘then they are not the sort of burglars we want.’†


Dogs have always been used as guardians – whether for show, as most of the dogs in London are, or for extra muscle. There is a picture at the House of the Tragic Poet in the ruins of Pompeii of a dog so fierce that he appears to scratch furrows into the ground, desperate to tear out your throat. He’s black, with white patches, a bit like Una. Also at Pompeii, excavators found the remains of a guard dog, still with its collar on. The poor thing had perished, tied up, during the eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79.


The Roman writer Columella advises that the first thing a farmer should do when setting up is to buy a dog, and it should be white so that you don’t mistake it for a wolf at night. You should also give your sheepdog a short name, two syllables being best. These are Columella’s more sensible ideas: you’ll also find him telling you to get rid of caterpillars by sending a menstruating girl to walk barefoot round your garden. But dogs, he says, will be your prime guardians, and I think we can trust him on that.


Una is excellent at sniffing out postmen, and can sense them a mile off. She growled, as if to show that she too, if called upon, could tear out an intruder’s throat.


If you stand by the entrance to the Heath at any time of day, you’ll see a parade of dogs, from prinking poodles to lolloping Labradors.


Una, being a lurcher and therefore half-aristocrat, half-gypsy, is descended from the ancient sighthound known as the vertragus. The swift Laconian (or Spartan), on the other hand, hunted by scent.


Una’s sense of smell is notoriously bad. Whole cavalcades of squirrels can pass by behind her, and she won’t notice when she’s turned round. Yet if something flashes by in the distance, she’ll be after it like a javelin hurled from the hand of a rampaging Goth.


Arrian, the biographer of Alexander the Great, owned a vertragus, whom he called ‘most swift and wise and divine’. Her name was Horme, which means ‘A violent movement onwards, an assault, attack, onset’.


Quite right too, said Una, who certainly is swift and wise and divine, though I would never let her know that, as it might go to her head. But I hesitate to imagine what residents of the Heath would think if I had named Una ‘Attack!’


‘Silver! Silver!’ A woman hurried by, alternately looking down at her iPhone in that manic way that people have, as if there’s a chain attached to the screen, and up to scan the park. I turned, to see where her dog was.


A little girl came scrambling towards her. Silver was her daughter. This is Hampstead, after all.


Alexander the Great himself named a city after his dog, Peritas, so he must have been devoted to him. Peritas was meant to have saved Alexander from death, and died in his master’s lap.


Una was very put out. Why don’t you ever name cities after me?


Er, well… anyway. Moving on. The writer and soldier Xenophon composed a treatise on hunting with dogs, the Cynegeticus, in which he discusses different breeds of hunting dogs, the Castorian and the Vulpine, the latter of which was apparently a cross with a fox.


Una made a slightly appalled flick of her tail.


Well, I did say apparently. He mentions it was the twin gods Apollo and Artemis who gave the gift of hunting to Chiron the centaur.


Who was he?


An ancient schoolmaster who taught many heroes, including the warrior Achilles and Cephalus, whom we’re about to meet. Xenophon provides plenty of detail on the best way to hunt hares.


I could tell you that, sniffed Una.


Aristotle mentions the enormous Molossian mastiff, heavier than the hunting dogs, from Molossus on the Greek mainland (whose first king was said to be a descendant of Achilles), and praises them for bravery. Virgil too says that you need never fear wolves or brigands with a Molossian hound at your back. The Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius (he of the slightly twee Meditations) fitted them out with collars and spikes and trained them to attack in formation, so that they really were dogs of war.


Dogs were often burned with the dead body of their owner, so that they could accompany them into the afterlife. It was common across both Latin and Greek cultures to bury dogs with honours: Theophrastus’ fourth-century-BC text Characters talks of a man of petty ambition, who dedicates an epitaph to his little Maltese dog, called Barker – only there it’s a little bit of a snide dig at his pretensions.


A marble epitaph to a dog called Margarita Pearl is a poem as if written by the dog herself, detailing her biography.


Here, the love for the hound is deep and sincere: she has never been chained up, and her snow-white body has never endured a beating; she used to lie on her master’s and mistress’s soft laps.


The close connection between dog and human, it seems, is a constant. Another charming example is the tombstone put up for the dog Helena, who lived sometime in the second century AD. The inscription refers to the hound as a ‘foster daughter’.‡


One of the loveliest things to have appeared from antiquity so far is a mosaic, from Alexandria in the second century BC. It shows a dog, white with black spots and a red collar, sitting by a jar that’s been knocked over, we assume, recently. The expression on the hound’s face shows exactly the kind of mixture of love, surprise and remorse we recognise in our doggy friends when they’ve done something they know they shouldn’t have.


The Romans bred dogs and introduced new varieties: it’s estimated there were about ten thousand pet dogs roaming the streets of, er, Rome.


Ahem, said Una.


We can imagine the streets heaving with them: the historian Suetonius talks of a stray that brought an actual human hand into the dining room of the Roman Emperor Vespasian. Which I imagine put him off his roast dormouse.


Yuck. Though dormouse sounds nice.


Indeed. They fattened them up in special jars. And we can well imagine a Roman lady with her little Maltese toy dog, much as you might see a fashionista with a little dog poking out of her handbag today.


Well, said Una. You know what I think about those sorts of dogs.


I was perspiring a smidgeon at this stage. It was still hot, and the Heath teemed with Londoners. Una’s tongue was out, and she licked my hand warmly, which meant something along the lines of, I hope you give me a monument when I’m gone.


Dog saliva was considered to have healing properties, and many dog statues have been found at religious sites, perhaps because of their therapeutic role. Anyone who’s ever been licked by a dog will recognise the rightness of this.


Canine loyalty is evident throughout history. The historian Plutarch tells of the evacuation of Athens when the Persians were about to invade. The departing Athenians looked back on shore and saw their dogs, all running to the sea, howling. One, belonging to Pericles’ father, dashed into the waves and swam by the ship’s side until it reached Salamis.


That’s nice, said Una.


Well, not really. The old fellow died as soon as they landed.


We retreated to a quiet, shady place, sat down on a bench (or at least, I did) and watched the parade of hounds: bounding Alsatians whose knowledge of Latin left a lot to be desired, and a bichon frise that might have been the toy of an empress.


A while ago I mentioned how far from sizzling we were, though it was the dog days of August. W.H. Auden’s poem ‘Under Sirius’ describes a vivid picture of a listless summer. A legion’s spears grow rusty, the scholar’s brain is empty, and even the prophetess, the sibyl, can’t perform her oracles properly. I once recited this in a ruined Roman theatre at Leptis Magna in Libya, causing some consternation amongst the tourists, who were unsure whether this mad Englishman was part of a show or not.


Sirius is the dog star, the brightest star in the firmament, and its appearance in the sky during August whilst the sun is out is supposed to add a bit of extra oomph to the heat. Supposed to, I muttered, looking up.


Una knows Sirius very well, since in doglore he came down to Earth to ask all the dogs if they wanted to go and live with him on his star.§ The dogs refused, of course, wishing to remain with their humans. There’s another dog-legend that the star was forced to take dog form on Earth, punished for a crime that he didn’t commit.¶ The star is within the constellation of Canis Major, and there are many stories about how this particular doggy arrangement came to be, which I’ll tell you in a minute. At one point in the Aeneid, a flame around the hero Aeneas is compared to the brightness of the dog star, showing his brilliance and semi-divinity; when Achilles in the Iliad is similarly described, it also has sinister associations.


Perhaps the most famous dog in classical, if not all, literature is Argus, the loyal hound who waits for his master Odysseus to return home and then, once he’s recognised him (after a whole twenty years, let us not forget), quietly expires. We’ll look at that scene later when we talk about the Odyssey. Argus, incidentally, may well have been a Laconian; whereas the dogs of the swineherd, Eumaeus, who rush towards Odysseus and almost tear him limb from limb, were probably Molossians.


Dogs rather ran in the family. One of Odysseus’ ancestors was a man called Cephalus. The whole story is found in Ovid’s Latin poem Metamorphoses, which we’ll discuss in more detail later; there you’ll find the characters’ Latin names, such as Aurora for Eos; I’ll use the Greek, because they came first.


The dawn goddess, Eos, took quite a shine to Cephalus.


A shine? That’s your worst joke ever.


Well, she’s the dawn, isn’t she, and she’s literally ‘taking a shine’ to him when she appears…


I know how it works. I’m just saying…


All right. Eos… took a fancy to him.


Better.


Mortals never seem to learn it’s unwise to refuse a deity. The voice of love was calling Cephalus; but he was deaf to it, and was not as free with his favours as Eos might have wished.


The dawn goddess, in an almighty huff, informed him that his wife, Procris, was a whore and would sleep with anyone for gold.


‘Ridiculous!’ you can imagine Cephalus saying, but perhaps feeling a tiny bit nervous and wondering about all the times he’d been away or out late hunting with his mates. Eos promptly disguised him, and he managed to tempt Procris into bed with a golden crown.


Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on how you look at it, this meant he lost his bet with Eos, and had to sleep with her.


Which was bad luck in the end for Cephalus, as Procris became insanely jealous and abandoned him, flouncing off to Crete.


Now I know you’ve been wondering where dogs come into this, and you’d be quite right to do so. King Minos of Crete was the proud possessor of a hound called Laelaps (‘whirlwind’), which the goddess Artemis had bestowed on him. This is the King Minos you may have heard of, the constructor of the labyrinth, the enormous maze complex Daedalus designed in order to imprison the Minotaur, the half-man half-bull. But he doesn’t come into this part of the story.


Laelaps was a remarkable creature, who, like Dudley Do-Right, never failed to catch his man. Minos, despite being married with children, was utterly charmed by Procris, and he decided he would give her Laelaps, along with a dart (or a javelin) that never missed its mark.


Procris was duly seduced. What says love more than a supernatural dog and a weapon that can’t fail to kill?


Diamonds don’t cut it, interjected Una.


Procris grew worried about her affair with Minos, and especially that his wife Pasiphaë (the mother of Ariadne and the Minotaur) might put a spell on her. So, pre-empting Shakespeare by several centuries, she returned to Athens dressed as a boy.


She became best friends with Cephalus, and joined him on a hunting expedition, which is one way, I suppose, to keep your husband in order. Cephalus must have been taken down a number of pegs. Every time his own dog bounded on ahead, snatching at its quarry with its jaws, along came Laelaps, leaping in front.


Naturally Cephalus coveted Laelaps and the dart, so he offered Procris a vast sum of money for the gifts.


But Procris (remember, disguised as a boy) wouldn’t part with them – quite rightly – apart from for love.


And so Cephalus went to bed with him. Or rather, her.


After Cephalus discovered that Procris was actually Procris, the happy couple were reunited, because what says ‘I love you’ more than pretending to be a boy to get your husband into bed? Cephalus got to keep Laelaps and the dart, too, and everything was tickety-boo.**


The only hiccup was that now Artemis, the originator of the gifts to Minos, became annoyed at her magical bounty being bandied about in such a base fashion. When Cephalus gallivanted off to go hunting after midnight, she put it into Procris’ head that he was sneaking away to see that hussy Eos.


Procris followed him, and Laelaps, sensing her, growled and stiffened.


Cephalus, not knowing who it was, hurled the dart.


And of course, since it never missed its mark, there and then it killed Procris.


Una, crestfallen, lowered her tail. So it’s the dog’s fault?


I suppose so. Cephalus was banished for the murder, and departed, distraught, to Thebes, the city of Oedipus.


You would have thought that Cephalus had learned his lesson about lending stuff that belonged to the gods, but no. You might be tempted to say something about spots and leopards. As Thebes was being ravaged by a giant fox, in revenge for the death of the Sphinx, he lent Laelaps to Amphitryon (Heracles’ mortal father).
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