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FOREWORD

Homer’s Iliad, which deals with the Trojan War, and Odyssey, the story of Odysseus’s homecoming after the fall of Troy, are the earliest epic poems of Western literature. In a poll for the greatest books of all times and peoples, they would emerge near or at the top. It is no small matter, then, to strike at the roots of the received view of them: to claim that they are not Greek in origin, but rather describe peoples and events in ancient Scandinavia.

It is good to see those roots being attacked. Received beliefs are death to the mind, and minds that are alive and growing need to question them. It is itself a part of the historical process that history is in a perpetual state of revision, for knowing the past is not an exact science. Until someone invents a reliable time machine, the past can be seen only through the corrective lenses of the present, and these are sometimes very strong and distorting. For example, there are still people who wear the medieval spectacles of biblical literalism, for whom the entire past must be crammed into six thousand years. This book is an invitation to try on a new pair of lenses.

Often it is the experts who most resist new theories, but in this case the experts seem to have long been teetering on the brink of Vinci’s conclusions. Moses Finley, a scholar second to none, demolished the orthodox view that Homer describes the Mycenean Age and that Heinrich Schliemann had excavated the real Troy on the Turkish coast. What, then, does Homer describe? Prehistorians such as Stuart Piggott and Georges Dumézil see the Homeric characters as part of a wider Indo-European culture. Karl Kerényi, the mythologist and friend of Carl Jung, finds repeated links between Greek and northern European themes. 
Martin P. Nilsson, the Swedish historian of religion, comes out bluntly with a Nordic origin for the Mycenaeans. Then, after carbon-14 dating was recalibrated, in Lord (Colin) Renfrew’s words, “The whole carefully constructed edifice [of prehistory] comes crashing down, and the story-line of the standard textbooks must be discarded.” Stonehenge, it turns out, predates the Pyramids, and Balkan metalworking preceded that of the Aegean. The northern Europeans were not the inheritors but instead the ancestors of preclassical Greek culture.

According to Vinci, rereading Homer in this light “further erodes the thick wall between myth and history.” But for the Homeric account to be read as the history of far-northern cultures, the lenses we see through must be recalibrated too, and preferably by an exact science. At this point we turn to climatology, which has as good a claim as any to being a genuine science of the past, and view the period in question through its findings.

After the last ice age ended in Europe, around twelve thousand years ago, the climate gradually became warmer, reaching a peak in temperature between about 4000 and 2000 B.C.E. Then, for five hundred years or so, the temperature fell in the Northern Hemisphere, glaciers advanced, rainfall increased, and the vegetation changed accordingly. The inhabitants of Scandinavia (Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark) and the Baltic coast could no longer sustain the way of life to which they had been accustomed. The death blow came with the eruption of the Thera volcano around 1630 B.C.E. and the cataclysmic weather that followed it. The northerners abandoned their homeland and headed south, probably along the Russian rivers. One tribe, called by Homer the Achaeans, reached the Peloponnese (the main peninsula of Greece) and there founded the Mycenaean civilization. Of course, they brought their myths and histories with them. As Vinci’s theory goes, finding similarities between the Aegean region and that of the Baltic, they adapted to their new territory the names of their native towns, rivers, tribes, and so forth and resituated their epic stories there. But the two geographies did not quite fit, and that is why Homer seems not just to “nod,” as the old saying had it, but to make blatant errors when he describes the Mediterranean world.

Generations of classical scholars have mapped and remapped the journeys of Odysseus / Ulysses, trying to find a plausible scheme for them somewhere in the Mediterranean. But if we assumes that “[t]he origin of the poem of Achilles, the Iliad, seems to be the regions of the 
Gulf of Finland, whereas the first nucleus of the poem glorifying Ulysses, the Odyssey, likely originated in the area of what is now Denmark,” then Homer had made no errors.

What is the evidence for this startling claim? Vinci offers one instance after another of similar names in the two regions. Of course, finding similarities in words from different languages is a habit of maverick prehistorians that we may mistrust with good reason. It needs strong corroborative evidence, which in Vinci’s case comes from geographic parallels—river for river, island for island, and so on.

The reader must decide whether this carries sufficient weight, but the author’s most persuasive argument comes from his fresh approach to the Catalog of Ships, that interminable account in Book 2 of the Iliad, which recounts the origins of all the contributors to the Greek fleet who will battle the Trojans. As Vinci explains convincingly, when set on Baltic geography, the catalog is brought into focus as a systematic, counterclockwise tour of this northern coast.

At this point, another type of prehistorian enters, less respectable than those I have named here but strangely in accord with the ancient mythographers themselves: Bâl Gangâdhar Tilak was an Indian scholar and politician imprisoned in 1897 for agitation against British rule. In The Arctic Home in the Vedas, he situated his and his captors’ common ancestors not in the Baltic, but rather even farther north. There are many enigmatic passages in Homer and in other examples of ancient mythology that make sense only if they are set in lands where the sun does not rise for days on end in the winter or set in the summer—that is, within the Arctic Circle.

In The Baltic Origins of Homer’s Epic Tales, readers will discover how Vinci, working from the evidence of place-names and geographical features—of which those prehistorians knew nothing—comes to agree with these early social scientists and to conclude that “the original homeland of the Indo-Europeans lay in the northernmost part of Scandinavia, the sort of ‘hat’ atop the European continent that faces the Arctic Ocean . . . Five or six thousand years ago, when the constellation of Orion marked the spring equinox and the Dragon pointed out the North Pole, the primordial Indo-European civilization developed there, in the ‘islands in the north of the world,’ thanks to the most favorable climatic period ever experienced in the region.”

Interestingly, this accords with an even less accepted body of writing, which began in 1888 with the publication of The Secret Doctrine, by 
H. P. Blavatsky, founder of the Theosophical Society. She wrote on the early history of humanity, supposedly basing it on ancient Oriental sources, and situated its origins in the northern polar regions. Other Theosophists who claimed knowledge of the distant past, notably the clairvoyant Charles W. Leadbeater and the channeling writer Alice A. Bailey, took Blavatsky’s scheme as their starting point, and Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Anthroposophy, retained its main outlines, adding many details of his own. The Traditionalist philosophers of the twentieth century, especially René Guénon (The Lord of the World), and Julius Evola (Revolt against the Modern World), presuppose a “Hyperborean” or Arctic homeland when they write of the earliest races of humanity. The idea of this northern origin, in short, has become a fixture of esoteric history.

As a scientist, Vinci sensibly ignores these currents. His work is not based on literature, except that of the ancient epics and myths themselves, and much less on any occult vision of the past. The inhabitants of his arctic homeland are not spiritual giants; they are ordinary people. They must have been more hardy than ourselves, however, for they forged a high culture in an extremely unfriendly climate. Surely they were more courageous, for when life became impossible where they had established roots, men, women, and children headed for unknown lands. Finally, they were without doubt more creative, for they went on to lay the foundations of Greek culture, which then “spread across the world, eventually by means of the Roman Empire, until this grand circle, which had begun many years before with the Achaean migration from the north, finally closed when the Romans came into contact with the Germans, eventually giving rise to modern European civilization.” In fact, in case we think their gifts irrelevant to the present day, Vinci reminds us that “the most important value that Europe has given the world, the idea of democracy, is found both in the Greek agorá and the Viking thing, the public meetings held in Athens and Iceland, respectively.”

The conclusion of the book hazards some bolder theories still: that the Egyptians and the Sumerians also have a northern origin, and that the migrants, expert seafarers, may even have reached Polynesia. The author’s reasoning is worth following, but if readers reserve their final judgment on these theories, so too does Vinci, for he himself calls these “speculations,” and merely a starting point for a greater search into the origins of humankind.

In this caution, he sends us an important reminder: The current revisioning of the past is an effort of major cultural import, but it has far to 
go. While some popular authors write as though they alone have discovered the key and answer to understanding our history, discerning readers know that no one researcher can be right or all completely wrong. Each has something to contribute, and it is far too early to declare the matter closed and all mysteries solved. Vinci points out, for example, that once the northerners settled in Greece, around 1500 B.C.E., they came into contact with advanced Mediterranean and Near Eastern peoples, and it was out of this blend that Greek culture emerged. The last significant work of historical revision regarding Greece was Martin Bernal’s Black Athena, which addressed this very blend, showing how much Greek culture was influenced by Egypt. It would be illuminating to read her book and Vinci’s side by side.

Vinci tells us of Homer’s curious appearance in the ninth or early eighth century B.C.E., at the exact moment when alphabetic writing began to spread through Greece. Because the Iliad and the Odyssey existed only in oral form, each had to be transcribed and adapted to the language and the new invention of the time. As to what that adaptation might have involved, we may look at the evidence presented by Anne Macaulay (The Quest for Apollo), David Fideler (Jesus Christ, Sun of God), John Michell (City of Revelation), and others who suggest that the Greek alphabet was an artificial creation and that the names of the gods as spelled in it were “rigged” so that their letter values, when added up, would produce significant numbers. With this, we are far from the epic poems of oral tradition that were recited around fires of mammoth bones during the long arctic winter. Yet constant through it all are the characters who, once encountered, are unforgettable: people such as the arrogant king Agamemnon, the constant wife Penelope, the proud warrior Achilles, and Odysseus, the “perfect incarnation of the Viking mentality, which is at the same time suspicious and daring and is endowed with an Odinic type of wisdom that is practical, curious, versatile, pragmatic and even unscrupulous, fundamentally based on a supreme control of language.” It is these men and women and their stories that are truly timeless, wherever their origins may have been.

JOSCELYN GODWIN, TRANSLATOR OF 
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INTRODUCTION

THE KEY TO FINDING HOMER’S WORLD

Ever since ancient times, the geography in Homer’s two epics, the Odyssey and the Iliad, has given rise to problems and uncertainty. Towns, countries, and islands described by the poet with a wealth of detail conform to specific places in the Mediterranean world only partially at best, but more often not at all. Indeed, the geographer Strabo (63 B.C.E.–23 C.E.) does not understand why, in the Odyssey, the island of Pharos, situated at the door of the port of Alexandria, inexplicably appears to lie a day’s sail from Egypt. Likewise, the location of Ithaca remains confused: According to the precise descriptions in the Odyssey, it is the westernmost island in an archipelago that includes the three main islands of Dulichium, Same, and Zacynthus. But this does not correspond at all to the geographic reality of the Greek Ithaca in the Ionian Sea, which is located north of Zacynthus, east of Cephallenia, and south of Leucas. And what of the mountainous Peloponnese Peninsula that is described in both poems as a plain?

If Homeric geography was troublesome to Strabo, it is equally problematic for contemporary scholars. When the decoding of the Mycenaean writing “Linear B” (found on clay tablets and ceramic vessels in Greece and on Crete—that is, in the region of the eastern Mediterranean Sea, commonly considered to be the location of the events in the Odyssey and the Iliad) allowed us to compare the Mycenaean world to the Homeric one, the results were puzzling.

Professor John Chadwick, a British linguist and classical scholar famous for his work, along with Michael Ventris, in deciphering Linear B, states that there is a “complete lack of contact between Mycenaean geography as now known from the tablets and from archaeology on the one hand, and Homer’s accounts on the 
other.”1 In his turn, Professor Moses Finley, of Cambridge University, writes:

I shall briefly illustrate how little remains of Homer today as a witness for the world in which the Trojan War is traditionally held to have occurred. . . . It would almost be enough to compare the relatively lengthy and optimistic list of Homeric-Mycenaean parallels in the material remains to be found in Helen Lorimer’s Homer and the Monuments, published in 1950, with the paltry half-dozen or so that survived by the time Kirk’s Songs of Homer appeared in 1962. Since then, the Homeric palace and the Homeric war-chariot have been jettisoned, together with their accoutrements. And, finally, the worst blow of all: the surrender of the last bastion, Homer’s “Mycenaean 
geography.”2

Professor John Chadwick has recently summed up his conclusions on this subject: “I believe the Homeric evidence to be almost worthless. . . . One major reason is precisely the The attempts which have been made to reconcile them . . . are 
unconvincing.”3 Similarly, University of Genoa (Italy) Greek literature professor Franco Montanari offers that “regarding the correspondence between Homeric geography and the Mycenaean one . . . people stress divergences 
now.”4

In other words, when Homeric geography and topography are compared to the actual physical layout of the Greek world, glaring anomalies are revealed that are difficult to explain, especially given the consistency of Homer’s descriptions throughout the two epics. For example, the description of the Peloponnese as a plain occurs not sporadically but regularly, and Dulichium, the “long island” (dolichós means “long” in Greek) located near Ithaca, is repeatedly mentioned in both the Odyssey and the Iliad but has never been identified in the Mediterranean. Despite its familiar names, the world described by Homer seems largely closed to us. How can we find it?

We can begin by reaching back two millennia to the words of the Greek biographer and essayist Plutarch (46–120 C.E.). It is he who provides a possible starting point to finally penetrating this puzzling world. In his essay “De facie quae in orbe lunae apparet” (The Face That Appears in the Moon 
Circle),5 he quotes this line of verse from Homer: “A certain island, Ogygia, lies a long way off in the sea . . .” (Odyssey 7.244) 
and then adds that Ogygia—the goddess Calypso’s island, where Ulysses lands after a long period of wandering and from which he resumes his journey to his homeland, Ithaca—is situated “five days’ sail from Britain, toward the west.”

In this passage, Plutarch unequivocally places Ogygia in the geographic reality of the North Atlantic Ocean. He goes so far as to state that beyond it, other islands are to be found and that farther on lies “the great continent, which surrounds the ocean.” Plutarch offers another significant detail that confirms the reliability of his geographic understanding: In these “external islands,” he says, the summer sun “disappears for less than an hour per night, over a period of thirty days, while twilight glimmers in the west,” clearly a description of the way light lingers long in the sky during northern summer nights.

Plutarch’s indications lead us to identify Ogygia with one of the Faeroe Islands, the northernmost and westernmost among the islands surrounding Great Britain (see fig. I.1). This is the key that allows us to discover the geographic reality of Homer’s world, which has been elusive for so long. As we shall see in the pages that follow, many scholars through time have failed to find corroborating evidence that the world Homer presents to us is a southern, Mediterranean one, while an extremely strong case can be made for a northern Homeric world, one oriented around the Baltic Sea (see fig. I.2).

As we shall see in chapter 2, a series of precise parallels makes it possible to identify a group of Danish islands as corresponding exactly to all of Homer’s descriptions regarding the archipelago where Ithaca can be found. Among these islands, Langeland, the “long island,” finally reveals the solution to the puzzle of the mysterious island of Dulichium, Aerø corresponds perfectly to the Homeric Same, and Tåsinge corresponds to ancient Zacynthus. It is astonishing how closely Lyø, the western-most island in the archipelago, coincides with the poet’s description of Ulysses’ Ithaca not only in its position, but also in its topographical and morphological features. Furthermore, the details reported in the Odyssey regarding the war between Pylians and Epeans, as narrated in Book 11 of the Iliad, have always been considered inconsistent with Greece’s uneven topography, while they fit perfectly with the flat Danish island of Zealand, which stands in the same relation to Langeland as does the Peloponnese to Dulichium in Homer’s descriptions.

A northern location also explains the huge anomaly of the great battle that takes up the central books of the Iliad, a battle that continues for two days and one night. It is incomprehensible that the darkness of night in the Mediterranean world would not put a temporary stop to the fighting, but the fact that the conflict continues unabated through these hours makes a good deal of sense in a Baltic setting: What allows Patroclus’s fresh troops to carry on fighting through the night without a break is the dim, residual night light that is typical at high latitudes around the summer solstice. This interpretation—corroborated by the overflowing of the river Scamander during the battle that occurred two days after, a phenomenon that could certainly occur in northern regions in May or June due to the spring thaw—allows us to reconstruct the stages of the entire battle in a coherent manner, dispelling those perplexities and strained interpretations that have plagued readers and scholars to the present day (see chapter 7). To further strengthen this northern interpretation, we can even pick out from a passage in the Iliad the Greek term used to denote the faintly lit summer nights typical of the regions located near the Arctic Circle. This amphilýke nýx is a real linguistic fossil, which, thanks to the Homeric epos, has survived the migration of the Achaeans*1 to southern Europe.
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Fig. I.1. The Faeroe Islands and the island of Stóra Dímun (Ogygia). At the top are located the “great pillars” of Atlas. The westernmost island is Mykines. Stóra Dímun is enlarged at right.
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Fig. I.2. Homer’s world in the Baltic and the North Atlantic

But if Homer’s world is indeed a Nordic one, how did it come to be so closely associated with the Mediterranean? Why would a southern Mediterranean people create tales whose geography, climate, place-names, and depicted culture so clearly hew to a northern reality? How, in other words, did the myths of the Odyssey and the Iliad find their way south?

As we shall see, the explanation lies in the journey of not only Ulysses but of whole peoples as well. Homer’s tales embody what we might call the migration of myth. During the time from the sixth to the third millennium B.C.E. (overlapping the Bronze Age, which began between 4000 and 3000 B.C.E.), Europe experienced what is known as the post-glacial climatic optimum—that is, a period during which the northern reaches of the continent enjoyed significantly warmer weather and the variations of flora and fauna that accompany it. In fact, the climatic optimum lasted much longer and resulted in higher temperatures across Europe than
did the so-called warm medieval period (800–1200 C.E.), when Greenland actually was green and covered with meadows and when vineyards stretched north to Great Britain. Reaching its peak around 2500 B.C.E., however, the climatic optimum began to decline around 2000 B.C.E., likely impelling some northern peoples to migrate south in search of a more hospitable climate.

Considerable evidence has been found at Mycenaean sites to suggest that Mycenaean civilization came from the north. The distinguished Swedish scholar Martin P. Nilsson, in his Homer and Mycenae, reports archaeological remains uncovered in Mycenaean sites in Greece that corroborate this northern origin. These include the existence of a large quantity of Baltic amber in the most ancient Mycenaean tombs in Greece, which cannot be ascribed to trade because amber is very scarce in both coeval Minoan tombs in Crete and later graves on the continent (see chapter 9); the typically northern features of architectural remains (the Mycenaean megaron “is identical to the hall of the ancient Scandinavian kings”); the “striking similarity” between two stone slabs found in a tomb in Dendra and “the menhirs known from the Bronze Age of central Europe”; and the larger skulls more typical of northerners that have been found in the necropolis of Kalkani. This is why Bertrand Russell, in the first chapter of his History of Western Philosophy, claims that the Mycenaean civilization originated with fair-haired northern invaders of Greece who brought the Greek language with them.

Proposed in these pages is that the Trojan War and other events that have been handed down to us in Greek mythology were set not in the Mediterranean, but rather in the Baltic area, the primitive home of the blond “long-haired” Achaeans of Homer’s Iliad. These events probably date back to the beginning of the second millennium B.C.E., a time when northern Europe was steadily growing colder. They may have occurred during the interval just before the people whom we know as the Achaeans found their way south to the Mediterranean, perhaps following the Dnieper River down to the Black Sea, just as the Vikings—whose culture is in many ways quite similar to theirs—did many centuries later. As they moved, the Achaeans took with them their stories, their gods and goddesses, their place-names, and other remnants of their culture, all of which can be seen in Homer’s two epic poems.

While this book focuses on two important literary works, its means of exploration is essentially geographic, rather than literary, historiographic, 
or chronological. Yet to support the thesis that Homer’s world is actually a Baltic one, we shall explore a variety of subjects: climate as it relates to the convergence of Homer’s descriptions and a northern reality; etymology and morphology as they relate to the remarkable similarities between northern place-names and the locales in the Odyssey and the Iliad; chronology as it pertains to the Bronze Age and the postglacial climatic optimum; mythology as it reveals the parallels among Greek, Nordic, and other cultures; and, of course, the words of the two epics themselves, especially that part of the Iliad known as the Catalog of Ships, which, as we shall see in chapter 10, relates a verbal “map” nearly identical to the actual geography of the Baltic world.

Throughout our investigation, the specific language of Homer’s work will be our guiding star: We will turn to it often to set our course, for it tells of a world that is far different from a Mediterranean one. For instance, the subject of climate arises frequently in the text of the Odyssey and of the Iliad. Returning to Ogygia, we can see from Homer’s words that the temperatures on the island were not like those normally found in the Mediterranean: The fire burning in Calypso’s dwelling—“a big fire was burning on the hearth” (Odyssey 5.59)—in a time of the year coinciding with the warm sailing season hardly fits with a southern setting, but is quite conceivable for the Faeroe Islands.

Likewise, Ogygia’s vegetation (Odyssey 5.60–64)—that is, conifers (cedar, thuja, cypress), trees typical of those found near streams (alders and poplars), and “the soft meadows of violets and celery” (Odyssey 5.72)––seems to indicate a fresh and rather wet climate that is somewhat different from that of the Greek islands. The Faeroe Islands certainly could be characterized as wet, with an annual rainfall of more than sixty inches. While today the vegetation on the islands is extremely sparse, due, above all, to the strong winds prevalent there, conditions would have been very different during the postglacial climatic optimum. The high humidity levels of the archipelago would have been accompanied by warmer temperatures conducive to the growth of all kinds of vegetation—even the grapevines mentioned in the Odyssey (5.69).

But during the time of the setting of the Odyssey and of the Iliad, the climatic optimum had clearly begun its decline. In Homer’s descriptions of unsettled weather, we see a world that—however mild it had been in the years before—is now distinctly northern. In the Iliad, for instance, the poet frequently mentions the “thick fog” that falls on those fighting on the Trojan plain, and in the Odyssey Ulysses’ sea is never as bright 
as that of the Greek islands, but instead is always “gray” and “misty.” There is mention everywhere of wind, rain, and cold temperatures, and snow falls both at sea and on the plains in the Iliad. Moreover, sun and warm temperatures are hardly ever mentioned. Homer seems to be telling us that we are far from the torrid Anatolian lowlands. Even the way in which his characters are dressed is in perfect keeping with this kind of northern climate: They wear tunics and “thick, heavy cloaks,” which they never remove, not even during banquets. Interestingly, this attire corresponds exactly to the remains of clothing found in Bronze Age Danish graves, down to such details as the metal brooches that pin the cloaks at the shoulder.

Ultimately, it is not Homer’s descriptions in these two poems but the very tales themselves that point to their genesis in the Nordic world and tell the tale of their migration southward. In our investigation, we shall look closely at the parallels between Greek and Nordic myth. From this comparison we will see how migrants from northern Europe carried south with them their tales and even members of their pantheon. Not least of the similarities we shall discover are those between Homer’s Ulysses, who, Tacitus claims, sailed the northern 
seas,6 and Ull, an archer and warrior in Norse mythology. In fact, along the coast and among the islands of the Norwegian Sea—which is crossed by a branch of the Gulf Stream identifiable as the mythical River Ocean (see chapter 13)—we find many tales that are similar to the famous adventures of Ulysses, indicating that Homer’s stories may well have had their roots in northern sailors’ tales and local folklore before being transformed by the art and imagination of the poet.

The remains of these ancient tales may well tell of the Greeks’ distant Scandinavian past. Having survived that period in Greek history known as the Hellenic Middle Ages (or the dark ages that followed the Dorian invasion of the Mycenaean region and the subsequent fall of the Mycenaean world in the twelfth century B.C.E.), they may have eventually become crystallized as myths detached from temporal and geographic reality, so that any memory of a northern past was erased. Local northern folklore could, then, be the origin of Greek mythology, sustained by the bards who handed down such tales through the years.

But if these tales gradually became something apart from reality, their origins are evident in the many place-names in the Nordic world that have seeming counterparts in the south, for the migrants took the geography of their homeland along with them to the places where they 
eventually settled. No doubt spurred on by the similarity between Baltic geography and that of the Aegean and Mediterranean (a likeness that these seafaring peoples surely realized), they conferred on their new homes names that were familiar. They renamed with Baltic terms not only the new countries in which they settled, but also other Mediterranean regions, such as Libya, Crete, and Egypt, thus creating the enormous geographical misunderstanding of Homer’s world that has lasted through the ages.

And so we find that the medieval Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus mentions in his History of the Danes (Gesta Danorum—see page 87) a region called Hellespont, located to the east of the Baltic Sea. Could this place be Homer’s Hellespont? Likewise, there is the Finnish town of Toija, which may well be the original Troy (Troía in Greek). In the Iliad, the region of Troy is located along the Hellespont Sea, which is consistently described by Homer as being “wide” or even “boundless.” From this description, this body of water hardly seems to coincide with the Strait of the Dardanelles in western Turkey, the location of the city brought to light on the Anatolian site of Hisarlik—the city that is, according to the German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann’s theory, the site of Homer’s Troy. Yet the identification of this Turkish site with the Homeric Troy has always raised strong doubts. While it may coincide with the location of the Greco-Roman Troy—the Anatolian city so named by the Mycenaeans—Strabo claims that it does not coincide with the ancient Troy of Homer’s work: “This is not the site of the ancient 
Ilium.”7 In reality, Strabo tells us, this plain in what is now Turkey was under the sea in Homeric times, a fact confirmed geologically in 1977.

So what of the northern Toija? In July 1992, I took a plane from Copenhagen to Helsinki and from there drove on Highway E18 toward Salo. The road, flat at first, gradually became more undulating as I approached the turn to Lake Suomusjärvi. From the lake I headed toward Kitula and then toward the town of Toija—Troy. It seems that this peaceful place, although unaware of its glorious and tragic past, maintains in its name a strong connection to it. What was plain to see was that the topographical features of Toija, a quiet Finnish village, with its gas station, post office, drugstore, and houses, correspond exactly to those Homer hands down to us (see chapter 6 for more geographical detail), including, near Toija in the direction of the sea, a place called Aijala, recalling the stretch of coast (aigialós) where, according to 
Homer, the Achaeans beached their ships. Later, taking off from Turku airport in a small, single-engine craft, I was able to survey the entire area from far above: the two rivers to the north; the unmistakable elongated shape of the plain, now flooded (see chapter 6), where that famous fierce fighting took place; the hills around the village now called Kisko, but once the location of King Priam’s city; and more. It is easy to imagine, as the craft swoops once again over the watery plain on its way back to Turku, that beneath us in the lake bed lie the remains of the tomb of Ilus, Priam’s grandfather.

In fact, there are many examples of northern locales that are perfectly consistent with those places Homer describes—in many instances, much more consistent than the locations in the Mediterranean that have been traditionally considered Homer’s settings. Indeed, west of Helsinki we find a number of place-names that bear an astonishing resemblance to the names of allies of the Trojans in the Iliad: Askainen (Ascanius), Reso (Rhesus), Karjaa (Caria), Nästi (Nastes, the chief of the Carians), Lyökki (Lycia), Tenala (Tenedos), Kiila (Cilla), Kiikoinen (Ciconians), and so forth. While these and other Scandinavian place-names do not have recent origins, it is very difficult to establish just how old they are. Unfortunately, not even the oldest written Scandinavian documents predate the year 1000 C.E. Before this date, there is no written evidence available for reconstructing the evolution of place-names. It is significant, however, when names that seem morphologically similar to those in the Mediterranean world are found in clusters—which makes accidental correspondence between the two worlds very unlikely—or when such names can be linked to specific geographic or mythological entities. Still, we use place-names mainly as traces or clues in the development of this theory, while essentially basing it on the amazing geographic, morphologic, descriptive, and climatic similarities between the Homeric world and the Baltic one.

If the Greeks migrated from the Baltic, we might ask why the Greek culture, even at the time of its height, did not seem to be aware of its northern ancestry. It is likely that over time, the memory of the migration of their ancestors from the Baltic began to fade from the collective mind of the Greeks, and that if there were any remnants, they were surely erased after the collapse of the Mycenaean world at the hands of the Dorians in the twelfth century B.C.E. After all, the migration had taken place almost five hundred years before, which represents roughly the same time lapse that separates us from the discovery of America 
and all the lore surrounding that period. The Greek people thus came to identify the Homeric Troy, Mycenae, Tiryns, Athens, Thebes, Crete, Egypt, and other cities with their Mediterranean namesakes and the people and places in their epics came to be conceived of as myth rather than as historical truth.

So it is up to us to recover this hidden history, to prove here the historical and geographic reliability of the information contained in the Odyssey and the Iliad. That both Strabo and Plutarch and many other scholars have established the inconsistencies encountered when Homer’s world is grafted onto a map of the Greek world goes some way toward establishing the reality of Homer’s world in a Baltic-Scandinavian locale. Further, as we shall see, once Homer’s information is considered in this northern context, it becomes remarkably consistent and exact. Apart from the necessary archaeological corroboration, Homer’s work thus can be seen as one of historicity, not merely mythology, and any new reading of his poems in this light further erodes the thick wall between myth and history. In fact, in the Odyssey and in the Iliad, the northern Early Bronze Age, wrapped in deep shadows until now, has most likely revealed not only a great bard, but also its first chronicler.

This should not be very surprising, especially if we consider the reminder given by the scholar Stuart Piggott in his book Ancient Europe from the Beginnings of Agriculture to Classical Antiquity:

The nobility of the [Homeric] hexameters should not deceive us into thinking that the Iliad and the Odyssey are other than the poems of a largely barbarian Bronze Age or Early Iron Age Europe. “There is no Minoan or Asianic blood in the veins of the Grecian Muses . . . they dwell remote from the Cretan-Mycenaean world and in touch with the European elements of Greek speech and culture,” Rhys Carpenter remarked; “behind Mycenaean Greece . . . lies 
Europe.”8

In part 1 of this book we shall travel the world of Ulysses, locating his home, tracing the path of his voyage and adventures geographically in the Baltic arena and beyond, and then compare his character and adventures to those of Norse mythology.

In part 2 we turn to Troy, discovering its geographic reality in the north as evidenced in Homer’s Iliad and noting how it matches specific details of the Trojan War as narrated by Homer.

In part 3 we investigate the origins of the Mycenaeans in the Baltic-Scandinavian world at the time of the climatic optimum and explore the geographic reality of Homer’s wider Nordic world as presented in the Catalog of Ships.

Finally, in part 4 we shall locate the primordial home of the Indo-Europeans and consider the decline of the climatic optimum that resulted in their southern movement, as well as the migration of their myths, with a close look at the fascinating solar, stellar, and lunar myths that bespeak a northern origin.

I am well aware that many hypotheses developed here radically contrast with certain current notions, some of which are thousands of years old. In response, we can recall an important and relevant reflection of Francis Bacon, the first great philosopher of modern empirical science: “One cannot restrict reality within the limits of human knowledge, as people have done until now. On the contrary, knowledge must be increased and widened to include the picture of reality as it is discovered.” The historian of science Federico Di Trocchio expands upon Bacon’s words:

One must counter the ancients’ statement “Don’t go beyond” with modern science’s “Go the farthest beyond.” This is why he [Bacon] set the Pillars of Hercules on the title page of his most famous work, Novum Organum: They were a visible representation of the presumed limits of knowledge. He also set the words of the prophet Daniel as his motto between the Pillars: Multi pertransibunt et augebitur scientia (Many people will go beyond and knowledge will make 
progress).9

So we dedicate the following chapters to the memory of Francis Bacon. As we “go beyond” in our explorations, we shall find that we are able to feel and relive the true spirit of Homer’s mythology not in the dry, uneven ground of Greece or in the sunny Mediterranean islands, but in northern Europe’s immense forests and silent lakes; in its dark, misty seas and fickle skies and never-ending twilights. Echoes and memories of a distant Hyperborean past, lost but never completely forgotten, survived through these myths, later to be reflected in every expression of Greek civilization and, eventually, handed down to us.



PART ONE

THE WORLD OF ULYSSES




CHAPTER 1

ULYSSES HOMEWARD BOUND: THE ISLAND OF OGYGIA AND THE LAND OF SCHERIA 


OGYGIA

In the Odyssey, the island of Ogygia is the crucial turning point in Ulysses’ wanderings: On the one hand, Ulysses’ arrival there marks the beginning of his return journey to Ithaca; on the other, his time there marks an end to the fabulous adventures he tells in the Phaeacian court. It was Plutarch who has personally directed us to the North Atlantic by locating Ogygia there, which leads us to identify it with one of the Faeroe Islands at their high latitude just four degrees below the Arctic Circle.

Interestingly, there are many characteristic caverns along the coast of the archipelago that remind us of the “deep grottos” often mentioned in the Odyssey with regard to Ogygia. This setting likewise squares with the mention of the large number of seabirds that fly around Calypso’s grotto: “Jays, sparrow hawks, and crows cawing with their long tongues / sea crows which love sea-life . . .” (Odyssey 5.66–67). The abundance of fish in northern seas does indeed lead to a greater number of seabirds there than in warmer waters such as the Mediterranean. In fact, one of the traditional activities of the Faeroese is gathering seabird eggs and feathers.

And what of Calypso herself? She may have been a local Faeroese deity: Homer actually calls her “goddess” (theá). Is it mere chance that the root of her name is similar to the name of an island, Kalsoy, that lies inside the Faeroe archipelago?

Ogygia—where Ulysses lands after wandering across the open sea—must be an island lying to the east and directly facing the Norwegian Sea. In the southern part of the Faeroe archipelago lies the island Stóra Dímun, which corresponds to this position. Its highest peak is Høgoyggj. The similarity between this name and the name Ogygia (in Greek, Ogygíe) leads us to suppose that the ancient Bronze Age name of the island as a whole came to indicate the mountain looming up on the horizon. This little island could well be Ogygia, “far off in the sea,” separated by an “immense abyss” (méga laîtma) from the mainland where, according to Homer, Ulysses was held captive by Calypso for seven years.

We can also find the headland where our hero, “sitting on the rocks of the seashore, / tearing his heart with tears, groans and distress, / looked at the tireless sea” (Odyssey 5.156–58): This refers possibly to the easternmost side of Stóra Dímun, Cape Raettartangi, beneath Klettarnir—the other peak on the island that rises a little lower than Høgoyggj—and facing the Norwegian Sea and the European continent.

Homer refers to Calypso as the daughter of Atlas, whose description fits perfectly with Ogygia’s morphology:

A goddess lives there,

terrible Atlas’s daughter, he who knows

all depths of the sea. He himself supports the great pillars [kíonas makrás]

that support the earth and the sky. (Odyssey 1.51–54)

The reference to the “great pillars” is not merely coincidental: The Faeroe Islands, especially those lying on the northern side of the archipelago, have a narrow, elongated shape and a peculiar layout (see fig. I.1, page 4). From above they almost look like the vertebrae of an enormous backbone, with narrow stretches of sea in between each. They tower over the sea, one next to the other, like a kind of grand colonnade. Here are the “great pillars” of Atlas.

Ulysses at last is able to leave Ogygia on a raft that he builds according to Calypso’s instructions: “Come now, chop down some big trees with a bronze axe and make / a wide raft, then build on a deck / so that it can carry you across the misty sea” (Odyssey 5.162–64). The poet dwells for no fewer than twenty lines of verse on the various phases of this construction (Odyssey 5.243–62). The Italian scholar Adriano Romualdi makes an interesting statement on this subject: “The Mediterranean world has never 
seen anything like the raft Ulysses built upon leaving Calypso, and yet it is identical to those engraved on the rocks in 
Sweden.”1 In his turn, the German scholar Karl Schuchhardt says: “Homer’s description of Ulysses’ raft, built after Calypso’s instructions, finally allows us to understand how the crafts which we see in the Northern engravings were actually 
made.”2

After making his raft, Ulysses sails away (Book 5 of the Odyssey), watching the constellations, in particular the Bear, “which the bright goddess Calypso had told him / to keep on his left-hand [ep’aristerá cheirós echónta] while sailing across the sea” (Odyssey 5.276–77). We can easily deduce from these lines that Ulysses’ return route lay in an easterly direction. Let us continue to follow the raft: “He sailed through the sea for seventeen days, / and on the eighteenth, the shadowy mountains of the Phaeacian land / appeared, which grew very close to him / and looked like a shield on the misty sea” (Odyssey 5.278–81). These lines undoubtedly suit the Atlantic Ocean much better than the narrow Mediterranean Sea, and those “shadowy mountains,” which suddenly appear “like a shield” out of the “misty sea,” cannot be anything else but the high Norwegian coasts (see fig. 4.1, page 52), likely the fjord area near Bergen. This is why Homer always refers to Phaeacia as “land” (gaíe) rather than “island.”

Our lonely sailor nearly reaches the end of his long journey across the sea when “mighty Poseidon, on his return from visiting the Ethiopians, / saw him from the distant Solymi mountains; from there he watched him / sailing across the sea and flew into a rage” (Odyssey 5.282–84). The Solymi Mountains could be likened in name to Mount Sulitjelma, north of Norway, among the highest of the Scandinavian mountains, as well as to the town of Solum to the south, located in a mountainous region west of Lillehammer. At this point, Poseidon raises a storm, which ends up destroying the raft. However, Ulysses manages to straddle a log and save himself, thanks to the propitious aid of both a sea goddess—Ino Leucothoe, who gives him a magical “life belt,” which we shall return to later—and the goddess Athena, his protectress:

She locked the ways of the other winds,

told them to stop and go to sleep,

then called for the violent Boreas [the north wind] and broke the waves in front of him,

so that he reached the Phaeacians, who are keen on ships. (Odyssey 5.383–86)




SCHERIA

After Ulysses drifts southward for two days and two nights, the wind drops, but he finds it very difficult to reach the land: “There were no coves or harbors for ships, / only sheer cliffs, rocks and reefs” (Odyssey 5.404–405). By following the coast, he eventually manages to find a place to land “at the mouth of a fine river / which seemed to him to be the best place / as it was free of rocks” (Odyssey 5.441–43).

Here a sort of miracle occurs: The god of the river “stopped its current at once [ho d’autíka paûsen heón rhóon], halted its flow, / became still and drew him to safety / in the mouth of the river” (Odyssey 5.451–53). While a natural phenomenon like this would be very uncommon in a Mediterranean context, where the tides are almost imperceptible and the rivers’ currents push unceasingly to the sea, it is quite normal on Atlantic shores, where the flood tide periodically washes up the rivers, allowing ships to come into the estuaries. This only adds to the line of reasoning that—starting from Plutarch’s statement on Ogygia’s location and following Homer’s directions—has led us from the Faeroe Islands to the Norwegian coast, and this natural mechanism is how Ulysses reached Scheria, the land of the Phaeacians, who gave him a warm reception and then took him to Ithaca.

The above-mentioned passages provide us with a number of pieces of geographic information that help us to locate Scheria more precisely. After the storm took him by surprise off the Norwegian coast, Ulysses was blown southward by the north wind toward the land of the Phaeacians. Phaeacia can therefore be located in the southern part of the Scandinavian peninsula, where, beginning from the city of Stavanger and heading southward, the level of the coast becomes lower, beaches appear, and several rivers flow out into the sea.

Just a couple of miles south of Stavanger, in the area of Klepp, there flows a river known as the Figgjo, which is the first river of reasonable size to be found in the area south of the fjords. It is natural to identify it with the river mentioned in the Odyssey, especially because its name sounds rather like the term Phaeacians (Phaíekes in Greek). If we bear in mind that the city of the Phaeacians could not have been very far from the river where Ulysses landed and, as Homer says, a rock in the shape of a ship was situated at the entrance to the port (Odyssey 13.161–63), archaeology, perhaps with the help of some local tale or legend, might succeed in proving its location. In reality, about a half mile north of the mouth of the 
Figgjo, at the entrance to the harbor of Sele, there lies an islet named Feistein whose oblong shape is very similar to that of the keel of a ship.

The Homeric description of Phaeacia recalls the “picture postcard” of a typical sea town of the Bronze Age:

A good harbor lies beside the city

with a narrow entrance; the ships are ashore

along the road and each has his own landing-place.

The square lies round the beautiful temple of Poseidon

and is paved with quarried stones thrusted into the ground.

Here they prepare the equipment of their black ships,

anchors and hawsers, and plane the oars. (Odyssey 6.263–69)

Some of the most important Bronze Age remains in Norway lie in the area of Klepp. They consist of a number of tumuli that are about fifteen feet high and about a hundred feet in diameter and which contain gold and bronze objects and jewels. There are also many rock engravings of the same age in which boats are often depicted, squaring with the fact that Homer calls the Phaeacians “the famous seafarers”—nausíklytoi ándres (Odyssey 8.191)—though they, like Scheria, have no known remnants in the Mediterranean.

It is also significant that the name Scheria, though having no meaning in Greek, is very close to the Old Norse word sker, which means “sea rock” (skjær in modern Norwegian, similar to scar and skerry). This suggests both the obstacles that Ulysses comes up against in his landing—that is, sheer cliffs, rocks (Odyssey 7.279), and reefs—and the morphology of the Norwegian coast, which “looked like a shield on the misty sea” (Odyssey 5.281).

Interestingly, the word misty (eeroeidés in Greek) is frequently used to describe the sea in both the Odyssey and the Iliad. Likewise, the descriptor “wine-dark” (oínops) is often used. Neither evokes the sunny Mediterranean during the sailing season; instead, both suggest the picture of a northern sea. Another adjective used by Homer to describe the sea (although not quite so often) is ioeidés, “violaceous” or “violet-colored,” “gloomy,” or 
“dark.”3 It is used in the Iliad to describe a stormy sea (11.298), and is also used by Hesiod, an eighth-century-B.C.E. Greek poet, for the same 
purpose.4 This recurrent description moreover fits perfectly with the entire meteorological picture in both of Homer’s epics: cold, wet, and generally unsettled, as we shall see later in more detail. 
Mist is mentioned not only in reference to the sea: Ulysses is wrapped in a thick mist when he arrives in the Phaeacian town on his way to King Alcinous’s royal palace (Odyssey 7.41–42).

Indeed, Scheria’s climate, like that of Ogygia, is not mild, as a worried Ulysses notes as soon as he lands:

If I keep watch this troublesome night, here by the river,

frost and moist dew together

could finish off my painful gasping due to my exhaustion;

an icy wind blows from the river before dawn. (Odyssey 5.466–69)

Luckily, Nausicaa’s maids hurry to provide our hero with “a cloak and a tunic” (Odyssey 6.214). Meanwhile, Arete, the Phaeacian queen, “sits by the hearth in the firelight” (Odyssey 6.305). Yet all these events are supposedly set in the warm sailing season!

Also of note geographically with regard to Scheria’s location is Nausicaa’s statement: “We live in seclusion, in the sea with many waves, / faraway, and no mortals are in contact with us” (Odyssey 6.204–205). This seems to fit perfectly with the position of Scheria on the southern coast of Norway, isolated from the Achaean world of that time, where, as we shall see, many peoples were settled around the Baltic coast. The Odyssey also tells us that the Phaeacians had not been living in Scheria for a long time; they had settled there after coming from another country known as “the vast Hypereie” (Odyssey 6.4). We could assume that their descent from the Hypereie to Scheria—that is, from northern to southern Norway—was linked to the decline of the climatic optimum, which had already begun in the period in which the Homeric poems were set.

Extraordinary Neighbors

Once Phaeacia is set in the geographic context of Norway, the other details that Homer reports about the Phaeacians and their neighbors not only reveal a strong consistency with the details of this locale, but also fit well with Norse literature. In their previous homeland, the Phaeacians had been subjected to harassment by some very unpleasant neighbors, the Cyclopes, described as “domineering people” (Odyssey 6.5) and “over-bearing and unfair” (Odyssey 9.106). As we know, the Cyclopes also made things difficult for Ulysses. As we shall see in chapter 4, traces of the Cyclopes exist along the high coasts of northern Norway. In addition, the name Hypereie, “highland,” fits with the information that they lived “on the top of 
mountains” (Odyssey 9.106). Important evidence regarding the Cyclopes is found both in medieval Norse literature and Norwegian folklore, the last echoes of a tradition that is rooted firmly in the Early Bronze Age.

The Phaeacians, it seems, had a comfortable relationship with the gods, for, as King Alcinous says,

The gods appear visible in front of us 

whenever we offer them sumptuous sacrifices, 

they banquet with us, sitting where we are. 

Even if a lonely wayfarer meets them, 

they do not hide themselves because we are their neighbors, 

like the Cyclopes and the wild tribes of the Giants. (Odyssey 7.201–206)

On the subject of the gods, Nausicaa confirms the words of King Alcinous: “We are most dear to the gods” (Odyssey 6.202). A little further on she defines the Phaeacians as “godlike”: antithéoisi (Odyssey 6. 241). Zeus himself reminds Hermes that the Phaeacians are “related to the gods” (Odyssey 5.35).

Regarding the Giants, King Alcinous himself was a direct descendant of “the brave Eurymedon, / who once ruled over the bold Giants” (Odyssey 7.58–59). Norse mythology places the Giants in the north of Scandinavia (the trolls, legendary beings often depicted as gigantic and rather unpleasant in nature, play an important role in Norwegian folklore), and even from a geographic point of view relates the Giants to the gods, as does Greek mythology. In the Edda, the famous collection of mythological Old Norse poems written in the twelfth century (also called Elder Edda or Poetic Edda in order to distinguish it from the Younger Edda, authored by the thirteenth-century Icelandic skald Snorry Sturluson), the god Odin says: “The river that divides the Giants’ area / from that of the gods, is called 
Ifing . . .”5 A trace of the Giants’ mythical home can be found today in the name of a region known as Jotunheimen, north of Bergen.




TALES OF THE SEA

The character of Ulysses, a great seafarer, fits splendidly with the skill for navigation that was thriving during the Norwegian Bronze Age due, in part, to the climatic optimum. Evidence of this navigational culture 
can be found in the lines of verse that Homer devotes to the Phaeacians’ seafaring skills. In the context of such abilities, the length of the journey by raft from Ogygia to Scheria—seventeen days to cross the “fearful immense abyss”—is not at all unreasonable. When Captain Bligh was left in a boat following the mutiny on the Bounty, he managed to reach Timor after forty days and thirty-six hundred miles, which is almost ten times the length of Ulysses’ voyage from the Faeroes to the Norwegian coast.

Later on, we shall learn specifically about the remarkable parallels between an Atlantic context and Ulysses’ wanderings before reaching Ogygia. His adventures are probably what remain of ancient tales told by Bronze Age sailors, who undoubtedly spiced them up with exaggerations, paradoxes, and metaphors describing their routes across the Norwegian Sea at a time when the climate was much better than what we know it to be there today.

Even though the climate might have been more beneficent, we might well ask how these prehistoric sailors managed to keep course for hundreds of miles in open sea without the aid of a compass. Actually, a long time ago, Polynesian peoples traveled enormous distances from one archipelago to another over the immense Pacific Ocean using nothing but their thorough knowledge of the stars, acquired after many years of training. Ulysses is their perfect Western counterpart, sailing from Ogygia to Scheria while keeping a constant eye on the stars. Skill aside, the art of seafaring by means of the stars requires a certain number of clear nights to allow for sufficient visibility. It was the climatic optimum that made crossing the treacherous northern seas possible during the Early Bronze Age. In fact, after 1000 C.E., the Vikings managed to reach the North American coast from settlements in Iceland and Greenland thanks to a similar favorable climatic period.

Before we leave Norway and head for Ithaca aboard the Phaeacian ship taking Ulysses home, we should remember that thousands of years after the events related by Homer, the Vikings made their debut in history on the southern part of the Scandinavian peninsula—indeed, on the very spot where Ulysses encountered the Phaeacians. These Norsemen were extraordinarily skilled at goldsmithing, an art that can presumably be traced back to the splendid Bronze Age that had flourished in northern Europe and Norway ever since the second millennium B.C.E. We can find reference to this art in Homer’s works—when, for instance, the smith god Hephaestus declares that he forged “many ornaments, / buckles, spiral 
bracelets, hair-bands and necklaces” (Iliad 18.400–401) in the vicinity of “the Ocean’s Current,” which is identifiable as the branch of the Gulf Stream that flows along the Norwegian coasts.

But the similarities between the Vikings and the Phaeacians extends even further: It is quite reasonable to assume a connection between the ocean-traveling Norwegian Vikings and the “long-oar Phaeacians” (Odyssey 8.191) who were “more skillful than any other man / at steering ships in the sea” (Odyssey 7.108–109). Nausicaa also states that the “Phaeacians do not care for the bow and quiver, / but for masts, ship oars and good ships; / being proud of them, they sail on the foamy seas” (Odyssey 6.270–72). A sentence from the Norwegian scholar Anton Wilhelm Brögger (quoted by Geoffrey Bibby in The Testimony of the Spade) is relevant here: “The Bronze Age in Norway was above all connected to the sea and navigation, much less to 
agriculture.”6

Now that we have rediscovered and placed anew Ogygia and Scheria, it is time to leave the land of the Phaeacians and continue on our way in search of Ithaca and its archipelago. On this subject Homer has provided us with a wealth of detail, all of which makes a cohesive whole unto itself but does not correspond to the geographic and topographic context of a Mediterranean Ithaca. Yet, as we shall discover in the next chapter, it is extremely easy to detect Homer’s archipelago in a new northern setting.





CHAPTER 2

ITHACA’S ARCHIPELAGO: DULICHIUM, SAME, AND ZACYNTHUS 

I live in bright Ithaca; here there is the famous 

Mount Neriton with its rustling leaves; many islands 

lie hereabouts, very close to each other, 

Dulichium, Same and wooded Zacynthus. 

But Ithaca lies down there, the last in the sea 

toward the night, whereas the others lie toward the dawn and the sun. (Odyssey 9.21–26)

Thus the Odyssey gives Ithaca’s position exactly as being the westernmost island—“toward the night”—in an archipelago that includes three main islands: Dulichium, Same, and Zacynthus. Yet the comparison between these directions and the position of Greek Ithaca in the Ionian Sea—identified as being Ulysses’ island from at least the fifth century B.C.E.—reveals unexplainable inconsistencies. The Greek Ithaca (see fig. 2.1) is not at all the westernmost island in its archipelago. Nor is there any trace of Dulichium among these Greek islands.

Dulichium, the “long” island (dolichós, “long,” is a common adjective in Homeric language), is in both poems a significant geographic presence—it is mentioned twice in the Iliad and ten times in the Odyssey. Homer tells us that when the Greeks left for Troy, no fewer than forty ships went from Dulichium and the nearby Echinean Islands (Iliad 2.630), while only twelve ships, led by Ulysses, went from Ithaca, Same (called 
Samos in the Iliad), and Zacynthus (Iliad 2.637), indicating that Dulichium was a relatively large island. This is confirmed by a precise detail in the Odyssey: Fifty-two suitors came from Dulichium asking for Penelope’s hand, compared to twenty-four from Same, twenty from Zacynthus, and twelve from Ithaca (Odyssey 16.247–51). What is more, Homer always mentions Dulichium first when speaking of the islands. Yet this island has never been identified in the Mediterranean world.


[image: image]

Fig. 2.1. The Greek world in the Aegean Sea and the Ionian Sea

Beyond the distinguishing features of Dulichium, one of the three main islands in Ithaca’s archipelago—that it was probably the largest, judging by the number of ships and suitors that called it home, and that it was somewhat elongated in shape—the Odyssey provides us with other indications of the layout of the islands near Ithaca. Homer states that between Same and Ithaca there lay both a strait—porthmós (Iliad 4.671)—and another small island known as Asteris (Iliad 4.845–46), where the suitors lay in ambush for Telemachus. Thus we can deduce that Same lay near Ithaca, the westernmost island in the archipelago. All this information in the Odyssey, together with that in the Iliad—which verbally “photographs” Ithaca and the other islands in the Catalog of Ships—characterizes the layout of the archipelago. Yet no such precise location information exists for a Greek or even Mediterranean Ithaca.

Bearing in mind that we have located Scheria in southern Norway, from which Ulysses was taken by ship directly to Ithaca, we can now attempt to locate Ithaca in the archipelagos lying not too distant from the Norwegian coast. In examining the Danish islands, we immediately notice the island of Langeland, “Long Island,” and the adjacent South Fyn archipelago, located close to the southern coast of Fyn. Besides Langeland, which, as its name implies, is very long, the archipelago has two relatively large islands that are much smaller than Fyn itself: Aerø and Tåsinge. Together with these three islands there are a series of smaller islands running roughly in a straight line from the southeast to the northwest, from Langeland up to little Lyø, which lies opposite the headland of Horneland, marking the western boundary of the archipelago.

In short, the layout of the South Fyn archipelago coincides exactly with the Homeric archipelago of Ithaca. We can therefore directly compare Dulichium, Same, and Zacynthus with Langeland, Aerø, and Tåsinge (see fig. 2.2).

Dulichium, the “long” island that has been a puzzle for thousands of years, is at once identifiable with Langeland, which looks like an elongated cudgel with its handle facing north. As we might expect, it is the largest 
island of this group, stretching more than thirty miles in length with a maximum width of about six miles. The only other longish island in the Baltic is Öland, adjacent to the Swedish coast, though it is not part of an archipelago, and rather than being a suitable possibility for Dulichium corresponds to Homer’s Euboea, as we shall see in chapter 10.
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Fig. 2.2. The group of islands, or South Fyn archipelago, adjacent to Lyø (Ithaca): Avernakø (Asteris), Aerø (Same), Tåsinge (Zacynthus), Langeland (Dulichium), Lolland (one of the EchineanIslands), and the southwestern side of Zealand (Elis)

Same (Samos)—which, according to the Odyssey, is situated near Ithaca, the westernmost island of the archipelago—corresponds perfectly to the island of Aerø, which lies next to Lyø, the last island to the west. Further, in the small nearby island of Avernakø, located in the strait between Lyø and Aerø, we can identify the “not very large” island Asteris (Odyssey 4.846), “between Ithaca and Same [messegýs Ithákes te Sámoió]” (Odyssey 4.845), where Penelope’s suitors tried to waylay Ulysses’ son Telemachus.

If Dulichium corresponds to Langeland, and Same (Samos) to Aerø, then Homer’s Zacynthus must correspond to Tåsinge, the third of the main islands of the group. Even the names of this Danish island and its Homeric counterpart sound somewhat similar, lending further credence to the correspondence among these islands of the South Fyn archipelago, not far from the Klepp area of southern Norway (Scheria), and those in Homer’s Ithaca archipelago.


THE HOMERIC PELOPONNESE

Dulichium is the key both to the location of Ithaca and its archipelago and to the long puzzling whereabouts of the Homeric Peloponnese. In both the Iliad and the Odyssey, the Peloponnese—the home of several important Achaean kingdoms, such as those ruled by Agamemnon, Menelaus, Nestor, Arcadia, and Elis—is described as being a plain, while the Greek Peloponnese is distinctly mountainous. What is more, in spite of its name, meaning literally “the Island [nêsos] of Pelops,” the Greek Peloponnese is not an island.

Using the geographic parameters we have established thus far, however, we can locate a more appropriate Peloponnese in the Baltic world: The Iliad states that Dulichium (Langeland) lay “beyond the sea opposite Elis”—péren halós Élidos ánta (Iliad 2.626)—the latter being a region of the Peloponnese. Given that Langeland faces Zealand, the largest island in the Baltic Sea, it follows that Zealand, as flat as Homer states in both poems, is candidate for the real Pelops Island. Interestingly, a map tells us that the Greek Peloponnese in the Aegean 
Sea represents Zealand’s geographic counterpart, for both of them lie in the southwest of their respective basins—which is no doubt why the Achaeans gave this place in their new southern home the same name as the northern Pelops Island (despite the fact that it is a peninsula rather than an island).

It was to Zealand that Telemachus came in search of news of his father after sailing from Ithaca to Pylos, the Peloponnesian city of the old king Nestor, who had taken part in the Trojan War. The wind that blows his ship along, “the strong Zephyrus [the west wind] howling over the wine-dark sea” (Odyssey 2.421), confirms Telemachus’s eastward course. The west wind, stirred up by the goddess Athena to lead his ship to its destination (Odyssey 2.420), suits perfectly that which would accompany a voyage from Ithaca to Pylos in this Danish setting, while in the Greek world a north wind like the one Athena sent when she helped Ulysses reach Scheria (Odyssey 5.385) would be more appropriate. As we shall see in chapter 11, in a detailed examination of the regions of the Peloponnese and their northern counterparts, Pylos—whose geographic position has been one of the most famous problems of Homer’s geography since ancient times—lies on the west coast of Zealand, to the east of the South Fyn archipelago. This location provides an answer as to why Telemachus chooses Pylos as his first stop on his journey to this Danish Peloponnese.

When Telemachus and his men return from Pylos to Ithaca:

They sailed along Crouni and Chalcis with fine streams.

The Sun set and all the ways became dark.

The ship, pushed by Zeus’s wind, headed for Pheae

and sailed along fine Elis where the Epeians rule.

Then Telemachus directed it toward the islands . . . (Odyssey 15.295–99)

We can still find the name of the island of Pheae—Fejø—in that sea today. As for Chalcis, thanks to both its position and its name,*2 it could be identified as the present-day Danish town of Halsskov, situated on a headland on the west coast of Zealand, facing the northernmost point of Dulichium-Langeland only ten sea miles distant. Telemachus, therefore, 
must have passed in front of Halsskov, sailing first southward along the western side of Zealand on his way from Pylos before heading straight for the South Fyn archipelago and Lyø (Ithaca), the last island to the west.




RECONSTRUCTING A PUZZLING WORLD

The archipelago of Ithaca is one of the most important keys in the reconstruction of Homeric geography, for in it three elements converge and reinforce one another toward that new geographic reality of Homer’s world: details found in the Odyssey, information found in the Iliad’s Catalog of Ships, and the geographic layout of the Baltic. By comparison, enormous inconsistencies arise if we attempt to locate Ithaca in a Mediterranean setting, not least of which are the facts that Ithaca is not the westernmost island of its archipelago, the “long island” of Dulichium does not exist, Same is located in the Aegean Sea rather than the Ionian, and the Peloponnese is anything but flat and is not an island, though its name explicitly tells us that it is.

By placing in their original northern context the extremely consistent geographic references found in the two poems, we can easily and accurately reconstruct a world that has represented a puzzle for thousands of years. In fact, the consistency between the world of Ithaca and the South Fyn islands is so exact that even if this correspondence had been discovered by mere chance, instead of by following Plutarch’s indications, it would represent a very strong piece of evidence in favor of the northern location for Homer’s world. As a matter of fact, there is no other group of islands in the entire world that corresponds so perfectly to the details provided by both poems as does this Danish archipelago.

Now let us turn our attention to Ithaca, “the last in the sea / toward the night, whereas the others lie toward the dawn and the sun” (Odyssey 9.25–26). The shape and layout of the South Fyn islands leave no doubt whatsoever: The last island to the west, the final island in the archipelago, beyond Aerø (Same) and Avernakø (Asteris), is Lyø. In chapter 3 we shall verify that not only the position, but also the topographical and morphological features of Lyø, fit perfectly with the descriptions of Ithaca provided in the two poems.

But before we confirm the accuracy of this northern location, let us first look at the situation of the Greek Ithaca, also called Thiaki, and determine why it does not tally with the place Homer so thoroughly 
describes. Moses Finley is extremely outspoken on the subject: “Even the topographical detail of Odysseus’ home island of Ithaca can be shown to be in a jumble, with several essential points appropriate to the neighboring island of Leucas but quite impossible for 
Ithaca.”1 Moreover, the Treccani Italian Encyclopedia states: “Regarding the identification of the places described in Homer’s poems, if the hypotheses put forward about Thiaki are puzzling, then those regarding Leucas are not convincing 
either.”2

Quite simply, the poor island of Ithaca in the Ionian Sea is so different from the original described by Homer that all that remains as connection between the two is the name of Ulysses’ glorious fatherland—for although the names of larger islands such as Same and Dulichium were lost or altered in their migration south, the Achaeans who moved to the Mediterranean probably made a point of preserving Ithaca’s name, perhaps due to the fame it had achieved in a primitive version of the Odyssey.

It remains for us now to compare the features of Lyø with those described in the Odyssey. Because it would be far more beneficial for us to do this on Lyø, let us leave the islands we have explored thus far for this new island destination.





CHAPTER 3

ITHACA

A trip to the island of Lyø from the city of Fåborg on Fyn in Denmark certainly helps us to imagine that these waters were sailed by northern Mycenaeans in the Bronze Age. During the forty-minute ferry crossing from Fåborg to Lyø and Avernakø, the beautiful westernmost islands in the South Fyn archipelago file past. The geography here confirms how realistically Homer describes Antinous’s plan to eliminate Telemachus on his way back to Ithaca from the Peloponnese: “Give me a fast ship and twenty partners / and I will go to lay an ambush for him / in the strait between Ithaca and rugged Same” (Odyssey 4.669–71).

Antinous and his cohorts lay in wait for Ulysses’ son in Asteris (Avernakø), where “the observers were on the alert on the windy eminences, / taking turns” (Odyssey 16.365–66). Indeed, Avernakø has two heights, one on the western side of the island and one on east, from which it would be easy to watch the transit of ships in the strait between Lyø and the island of Aerø (Same) as well as in the inlet facing the adjacent coast of Fyn. From the configuration of these islands, we can readily see that if Telemachus were not to travel by night, as suggested by the goddess Athena—“Sail at night!” (Odyssey 15.34)—there would be no way out for him: His ship would be intercepted and the story of the Odyssey would be altered forever.


EXPLORING LYØ

Upon viewing Lyø and these waters, it is simple to envision the island as Homer’s Ithaca. Far more than its Mediterranean counterpart, it resembles descriptions of that ancient island both geographically and topographically. Roughly shaped like a triangle, the island, which comprises about three square miles, has a radial network of paths and roads running from its coasts inland toward a small, pretty, typically Danish village (see fig. 3.1).

Lyø has many good beaches and fine views, and inland the island is quite agricultural, with wheat and vegetable fields and several farms raising livestock. There are many freshwater ponds and small lakes, where live happy families of ducks. Indeed, Homer mentions Ithaca’s “perennial waterholes” (Odyssey 13.247) and the “spring Arethusa” (Odyssey 13.408).

The island does not rise far above the sea, which, unlike the mountainous Itacha in Greece, squares with Homer’s description: auté dé chthamalé, “it’s low” (Odyssey 9.25–26). Yet it is far from being flat, and an elevation in the eastern part of the island recalls “Mount Neriton with its quivering leaves” (Odyssey 9.22). Although this rise is only about eighty feet high and is covered by trees, it would not have gone unnoticed in the flat Baltic topography, especially viewed from the sea. By way of comparison, the Himmelbjerget (Mount of the Sky), one of the highest peaks in Denmark, has an elevation of 535 feet; the highest mountain on Fyn, the Frøbjerg, is 430 feet high; and a topographical feature in the southwest of Fyn produced by a morainal chain and known as the Fyn Alps is 131 feet high.

We can find confirmation of this rise by comparing the topography on the eastern coast of Lyø with the words of Homer: Here the land features include two points bounding a small cove that vaguely resembles a bird’s beak—which corresponds to Homer’s description that in “the port named after Phorcys, the old man of the sea, / on the island of Ithaca; two sheer points protrude / jutting out, and shield the harbor” (Odyssey 13.96–98). This is where the Phaeacians land and leave Ulysses asleep on the beach. Immediately on awakening, he recognizes “Mount Neriton covered by trees” (Odyssey 13.351).

On the western side of Lyø, there is evidence of ancient human settlement in the form of a dolmen made of stones placed vertically to support a larger stone placed in a horizontal position on the top. Dating back to the Neolithic age, it goes by the name Klokkesten, the “bell stone,” which refers to the peculiar noise that issues from it when it is hit with a rock on a specific spot. It was already ancient in the Early Bronze Age of Ulysses and therefore must have also been an important landmark, which is perhaps born out in Homer’s work: As soon as Ulysses lands 
in Ithaca, he heads straight for his faithful swineherd Eumaeus, just as Athena had advised him to do: “You will find him sitting among the pigs; they graze / near the Crow’s Rock” (Odyssey 13.407–408). Could this “Crow’s Rock” be Lyø’s ancient dolmen? Its Greek name, kórakos pétre, hints at both the name of the dolmen and, onomatopoetically, the sound it makes when it is struck. Locating Eumaeus on the western side of Lyø fits perfectly with yet another detail provided by the Odyssey: that referring to “the extremity of the fields [agroû ep’eschatién] where the swineherd has his home” (Odyssey 24.150).


[image: image]

Fig. 3.1. Map of Lyø (Ithaca). This westernmost island in the South Fyn archipelago accords perfectly with geographical, morphological, topographical, and climatic descriptions of Ithaca in the Odyssey.

This location may also help us identify the spot on Ithaca where Mentes, king of the Taphians, lands at the beginning of the poem: “My ship is over there near the fields [ep’agroû] out of the town, / in Rheithron port, under wooded Neion” (Odyssey 1.185–86). On that side of Lyø the southern coast bends, creating a sort of wide cove suitable for berthing. A little inland there is an undulating area that could be ancient Neion, and if we further follow Mentes’ comments about his landing, in this same area, “near the fields” (Odyssey 1.190), we may locate the piece of land belonging to old Laertes, Ulysses’ father.

Further comparison of ancient Ithaca’s topography as described in the Homeric text with the physical reality of this small Danish island provides additional verification of the similarities between the two. Homer’s Ithaca is wooded toward the east and in the middle—in other words, around Neriton and Neion, hence the mention of “a wood with all kinds of plants [hýle pantoíe]” (Odyssey 13.246). On the other side, facing west, where Lyø’s land is farmed, are Homer’s “fields.” This area ends to the north in a point jutting out toward Fyn, “Ithaca’s first point [próte akté Ithákes]” (Odyssey 15.36), where Telemachus lands alone after his risky voyage from Pylos by night while his companions sail on toward the town.

We can quite reasonably assume that Ithaca’s main harbor was situated on the northern coast, somewhere near the “first point”: It is the most sheltered spot and at the same time is accessible to the coast of Fyn. In fact, it is no accident that the present-day landing place for ferryboats on Lyø is situated here. The ancient “ferrymen”—porthmêes (Odyssey 20.187)—who connected the island with the mainland (Fyn) probably followed a course from this same landing place.

The town of Ithaca itself lay next to the port; indeed, it is likely that it and the harbor were one entity, as passages in the Odyssey like this one seem to indicate: “Telemachus was in the countryside and had made the ship / come back to the town [astýd’apopleíein]” (Odyssey 
16.330–31). Homer tells us that after Telemachus landed on the “first point,” his crew “sailed toward the town rowing backward [anósantes]” (Odyssey 15.553). If we look at the probable location of the town of Ithaca, in the center of the northern coast of Lyø (see fig. 3.1), we can see how backing up would be expedient for a ship that had initially come alongside the first point.

Interestingly, this curious detail regarding the crew of Telemachus’s ship rowing backward is perfectly consistent with a peculiar feature in the structure of ancient Scandinavian ships, as reported by the Roman historian Tacitus (55–120 C.E.): “The shape of their ships is different from ours: both ends comprise a prow and are therefore ready for landing . . . and rowing can be reversed according to the circumstances” (et mutabile, ut res poscit, hinc vel illinc 
remigium).1 This is confirmed by the most ancient northern craft found to date, “Alsen’s ship,” which dates to the fourth century B.C.E. The construction of this vessel is like that of Homer’s ships, which are often referred to as being amphiélissai (Iliad 28.260; Odyssey 6. 264)—that is, “curved on both sides.”

Eumaeus gives us yet another confirmation of the position of the town of Ithaca when, on his way home, he says: “I was on my way back, already above the town, / where Hermes’ Hill lies, when I saw a fast ship entering / our port” (Odyssey 16.471–73). This suggests the closeness of the town to the port and allows us to identify Hermes’ Hill with one of the island’s small hills that rise above the northern coast. Because Eumaeus is heading to the west of the island, where his hut lies, after visiting Penelope in Ulysses’ house, we can presume that Ulysses’ home was located in the eastern part of town, to the right of the port—that is, near the area of today’s ferry landing.

In the time of Homer’s epics, the name of the town must have been the same as that of the whole island; thus, after landing at first point, Telemachus’s ship “headed for Ithaca” (Odyssey 16.322). Like his father, Telemachus made a beeline for Eumaeus’s hut (Odyssey 15.555), situated on the same side of the island—that is, near the dolmen. Ulysses himself, however, has to take a different route, for the Phaeacians leave him at the port of Phorcys, on the opposite side of the island. In order to reach Eumaeus’s home, he thus has to cross the island from east to west rather than west to east, a walk of about two and a half miles that follows “the uneven track / through woods and rises, heading where Athena / had indicated the good swineherd” (Odyssey 14.1–3).

Slightly inland, just outside the town, is “the structure of the fountain 
with clear water / which the citizens drew” (Odyssey 17.205–206). There Ulysses, on his way home, meets Melanthius the goatherd, who, after a heated discussion with Ulysses and Eumaeus, “ran past them, as they were going slower, / went ahead and reached Ulysses’ palace very quickly” (Odyssey 17.254–55). Wouldn’t it be marvelous if archaeologists could find the remains of this Bronze Age fountain?

Even without such physical archaeological evidence, however, we can see that Lyø not only fits with the geographic position of the Homeric Ithaca, but that it also provides a topographical and morphological context that is completely consistent with the scenery described in the Odyssey, allowing us to actually reconstruct the routes and movements of different characters in these epics.




COWS AND GOATS, BUT NO HORSES: FURTHER EVIDENCE OF A NORTHERN ITHACA

The Odyssey never mentions chariots or draft animals being used in Ithaca; indeed, all the characters move from one place to another on foot, which makes sense given the island’s modest size. At the same time, Homer often refers to Ithaca’s topography as being “rough”—trecheîa (Odyssey 9.27, 13.242)—and when Ulysses is about to go down to the town, he asks Eumaeus for a stick, for “the path is slippery” (Odyssey 17. 196). Athena’s description of Ithaca, which fits perfectly with this Baltic setting rather than with the dry Greek islands, similarly upholds this characterization of the island’s topographical makeup and also sings its praises as a fertile and lush land in which to raise livestock:

It is rough and unsuited to horses,

it is not too narrow, but not even vast.

Here wheat is very abundant and wine

is produced, it always rains [aieí d’ómbros échei] and there is plenty of moisture.

It is excellent for goats and oxen, there is a wood

with all kinds of plants, there are perennial waterholes. (Odyssey 13.242–47)

We can note that the reference to wine production indicates a more temperate climate on the island than that of today, in keeping with the timing of the postglacial climatic optimum.

Overall, Lyø appears to be large enough for a king of the Early Bronze Age—Ulysses—whose name may still echo in the name of a place at the southernmost point of the island: Kong Lauses Høj, the “hill (or tomb) of King Lauses.” Yet the island is small enough to justify the characterization of Ithaca in the friendly proposal of Menelaus, husband to Helen and ruler of Sparta and the surrounding region (called Lacedaemon by Homer and Laconia by the Greeks) to give one of his towns to his astute ally Ulysses: “I would have brought him here from Ithaca with all his wealth, / his son and his people, too” (Odyssey 4.175–76).

The small size of the island also explains why Telemachus refuses the horses Menelaus offers him as a gift: “There are no wide roads or grazing in Ithaca; / it is pastureland for goats, but it is dearer to me than a land suitable for horses” (Odyssey 4.605–606). Telemachus also stresses the gap between Ithaca’s rural, unassuming world and

the sparkling of bronze, gold, amber,

silver and ivory*3 in [Menelaus’s] echoing home.

The court of Olympian Zeus must be like this inside

with such incalculable riches! I am astonished at the sight of it. (Odyssey 4.72–75)

The poet repeatedly tells us that pigs and goats are reared in Ithaca. Ulysses himself owns “twelve herds of cattle in the mainland” (Odyssey 14.100), on the coast facing the island, as confirmed by the arrival of one of the cowherds at his palace: “Philoetius, the master cowherd, was the third to arrive, / taking a sterile cow and some fattened goats. / Ferrymen took them across, they who / take all men, whatsoever reaches them” (Odyssey 20.185–88). We are tempted to imagine that a direct ancestor of one of today’s Fåborg ferrymen carried Philoethius and his cow more than a hundred generations ago on the morning of that fatal day when Ulysses slaughtered his wife’s suitors.

The herds of cattle belonging to our hero illustrate one of the most curious aspects of Ulysses’ multifaceted character: His mind-set, a precursor to our modern-day capitalistic mentality, deems it “the most profitable course / to accumulate wealth by going round many countries, / as Ulysses can make large profits among men. / Nobody else can compete with him” (Odyssey 19.283–86). This ancient Scrooge—indeed, Agamemnon contemptuously calls him “a man greedy for wealth [kerdaleóphron]” (Iliad 4.339)—

had incalculable goods, none of the other lords 

has as many, both they who lived on the dark mainland 

and in Ithaca itself. Not even twenty men together 

had as much wealth. (Odyssey 14. 96–99)

Aside from revealing aspects of Ulysses’ character, this passage and the reference to Philoethius allow us to deduce the proximity of Ithaca to a “dark mainland” (épeiros in Greek), which is, without a doubt, Fyn, a larger island next to Lyø—indeed, the largest by far of those islands in the South Fyn archipelago. The Catalog of Ships states that Ulysses’ fleet included

the proud Cephallenians, 

those who had Ithaca and Neriton with its rustling leaves, 

those who lived in Crocyleia and rugged Aegilips, 

those who had Zacynthus and lived in Samos, 

those who had the mainland and lived on the opposite shores. (Iliad 2.631–35)

Of the twelve ships that make up Ulysses’ fleet, probably only one is actually from Ithaca, which we can deduce from the line that introduces the events surrounding Polyphemus: “Dear companions, stay here now / while I go with my ship and my companions / to realize who are these men” (Odyssey 9.172–74). Similarly, another passage from the Odyssey confirms that all sailors aboard Ulysses’ ship come from “rugged Ithaca where they were born and grew up” (Odyssey 10.417).

But if the topography of Lyø, its nature as a hospitable home to livestock, and its proximity to the “mainland” of Fyn add even more credence to it being Ithaca, what can we make of its name in this regard? The name Lyø probably derives from ly, which means “shelter” in Danish. Yet it is the likeness between Lyø and lys, the Danish word for “light,” that provides us with a starting point for a hypothesis regarding the name Ithaca (Itháke in Greek). Homer often links Itháke with the adjective eudeíelos, meaning “bright,” “shining,” “beaming,” and “perfectly visible”—all the more reasonable if we consider that the meaning of Itháke can be traced back to the verb aíthein, “to glow,” “to burn,” or “to blaze.” (The suffix -ke, as in Itháke, which is the feminine form of -kos, is a common ending for many adjectives in Greek.) Thus the name Ithaca probably means “the glowing (island),” and the expression “Itháken eudeíelon” (Odyssey 2.167, 9.21) in the accusative case means something like “bright glowing” or “perfectly visible.” We should note Homer’s consistent use of the adjective for this prehistoric Île Lumière. Maybe its name originated from an ancient fire or the “perfectly visible” fires that were lit at night and seen by both the inhabitants of the opposite coast and any passing sailors.

Yet another confirming detail of Ithaca’s Baltic location relates to Phemius, the bard of the Ithacan court who first sang of the glorious adventures of his king: he of the “disastrous return from Troy / Pallas Athena inflicted on the Achaeans” (Odyssey 1.326–27). Phemius’s name can be found almost unchanged in the name of the island of Femø near Lolland, thirty sea miles east of Fyn. Because the distinctly Baltic setting of Homer’s poems (except for the parts related to Ulysses’ wanderings, which we shall deal with separately) suggests that their origin can be ascribed to local poets, it would be natural to suppose that the first bard to sing King Ulysses’ feats was Phemius himself, the court poet who thus left his “signature” on the poem.

Yet another detail—or cluster of details—in both poems suggests that Ithaca’s weather is far more similar to that of a northern climate than to that of the Mediterranean. For example, in the Homeric world, fog seems omnipresent. In the morning when Ulysses arrives in Ithaca, fog completely hides the island, so thoroughly, in fact, that “everything seemed foreign to the King, / the long paths, the good ports, / the steep rocks and the blooming trees” (Odyssey 13.194–96), until the goddess Athena “dispelled the fog and the land appeared” (Odyssey 13.352). The young man whom Ulysses meets immediately after his landing “was wearing a double cloak around his shoulders” (Odyssey 13.224). The night after his arrival is “bad, moonless; Zeus poured rain / and a strong Zephyrus wind, which brings rain, blew the whole night” (Odyssey 14.457–58).

This bad weather in Ithaca should not surprise us, however, for Athena has already informed us that there “it always rains” (Odyssey 13.245). When Ulysses goes to bed at the home of the swineherd Eumaeus, his host

set a couch for him

by the fire . . .

Here Ulysses lay down and he covered him

with a large thick cloak, which served as a change

he wore when a heavy shower pelted down. (Odyssey 14.518–22)

Soon afterward, before he heads outdoors, Eumaeus dons “a very thick cloak to protect himself from the wind” (Odyssey 14.529). The next morning Ulysses complains: “I wear inadequate clothes and the frost at daybreak [stíbe hypeoíe] / might kill me” (Odyssey 17.24–25). Further on Eumaeus says: “Most of the day has already gone by / and soon it will be most cold this evening” (Odyssey 17.190–91). It is a fact that despite Ithaca’s long-assumed Mediterranean location, throughout the entire fourteen books that the Odyssey dedicates to it, we never once hear mention of the sun or its warmth.

Of course, this makes it easier for us to understand Penelope’s consideration for the respected guest whom she has not yet recognized as her husband: She orders her servants to “set a bed / with blankets, quilts and colored rugs / so that he may arrive quite warm at dawn” (Odyssey 19.317–19). Indeed, when Ulysses lies down, Eurynome “threw a cloak over him” (Odyssey 20.4).

Telemachus too sleeps “wrapped up in a sheep fleece” (Odyssey 1.443) and when he and one of his guests prepare for a banquet inside the palace, “after the maids bathed them and smeared them with oil, / they wore tunics and thick cloaks [chlaínas oúlas]; / then they left the baths and sat down” (Odyssey 17.88–90). And yet we have noted that all the events related to Ulysses’ return take place during the sailing season, when warmer weather prevails! In short, it seems that the climate of Homer’s Ithaca is not at all that of a Greek island and is instead that of the period in northern European when the climatic optimum was already in decline.

Now that we have outlined all the geographical, topographical, descriptive, and meteorological similarities between Ithaca in the Odyssey and the Danish island of Lyø, it is easy to see how closely the two match. If it took Ulysses twenty years to find his way back to his beloved Ithaca, it has taken us no less than three thousand! We can now only wait for archaeologists to confirm what careful readers and geographers can conclude.
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