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PREFACE






Most
people know of Homer’s Illiad, which describes an episode from the
Trojan War, and also his Odyssey describing the long journey home
of one of the Greek heroes from that war. Most people know him as
Ulysses.





Apart
from him, the story includes a long list of the most famous names
in ancient ‘history’: Helen of Troy (“the face that launched a
thousand ships”), Paris (her abductor), Achilles (the almost
invincible warrior), Priam, Hector (the Trojan hero), Aeneas, Ajax,
Agamemnon and Cassandra, just as a sample.





What
is less well known is that the Illiad tells only a small part of
the ten year siege of Troy, over a period of several weeks. None of
the main Greek heroes die, and the action ceases long before the
famous use of the Trojan Horse to turn the war in the Greek’s
favour. That episode is told (in a recollection of Odysseus) in the
Odyssey.





Originally, there are supposed to have been eight separate
poems forming the “Epic Cycle” spanning the beginning of the war,
its course, and then the journeys home of the surviving Greek
heroes.





One of
those lost poems, about which little is known for certain except
the title, is the Aethiopis. The story of the Aethiopis starts
directly from the end of the Illiad, with the arrival at Hector’s
funeral feast of Penthesilea (Queen of the Amazons), later followed
by Memnon (an African King). The poem includes the death of
Achilles (who I refer to as Achilleus in this work) and ends with
the Greek forces (apparently in disarray) preparing to sail home
from Troy.





There
are many accounts of the detailed plot, and individual incidents,
from the Aethiopis, including in later Ancient Greek plays. But,
no-one knows for certain, and so what follows is to a large degree
my own invention. The characters, of course, are taken from
Homer.





For
those interested in the decisions taken on which characters to
focus on, and aspects of the plot, the Note at the end may be of
interest.





Thanks
especially to my wife Joan Mitchell, for brushing up her Homer and
correcting my execrable spelling. All remaining errors are entirely
my own.





Jeff
Barcham

Sydney

January 2020


 CAST



(in speaking order):






Penthesilea
(Queen of the Amazons)






Paris (Son of
Priam, husband of Helen)






Cassandra
(Daughter of Priam, priestess of Apollo)






Helen (Former
wife of Menelaus)






Briseis (War
bride of Achilleus)






Achilleus (Son
of Peleus, commander of the Myrmidons)






Agamemnon
(Commander of the Greeks, brother of Menelaus)






Thersites
(Greek factotum)






Ajax (Son of
Telamon, Greek hero)






Odysseus
(Greek hero and tactician)






Menelaus (Son
of Atreus)






Nestor (Ageing
Greek hero)
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 Penthesilea



i






Arriving

To console the bereaved

So late that they are already drunk

Displays so many failures

(punctuality

friendship)

That you are left to wonder

(even before announcing yourself)

Whether you are destined

To make it all worse

After days
sharing wine

Mixed only with self-pity and too-briefly

unburdened fear

They embrace

The Entrance of the most famous

living Amazon (since I killed my sister)

Like a debt collector arriving

At a funeral to demand payment

For the grave goods

The main attraction of the feast

When I can push far enough through the mob

To see the him

Is surprisingly neglected

By the rest of the hall

In formal pose and dress

He lies stately on a perfumed slab

Pretty no more


ii






I am
Penthesilea

I am too late





Queen
of the Amazons

whose good name will die with me





As
soon as we heard the news

and finished plundering your colonies





I was
sent with my royal guard

all 12 they would let me bring





To
fight for your majesty

to stoke the rumour of mine





Your hero is
dead

with him your fate sealed






But we will hold
fast that portion

Of your line we are allotted

if you can stop laughing

long enough to point it out


iii






Finally at ease

In the garret they have hidden us in

It occurs to me (over the snoring)

That it is my vanity that will throttle me

A life spent proving

My brains bigger than my brothers’ testicles

(those hairy handles that grip so well in a wrestle)

That my sister’s girdle was always

Meant for me

That I am worthy





Now

in this poultry coop

Among tired old men and

Women fallen (or about to be)

Do I really want to win the race to fame

Among these losers

Is this the type of blood

I need to shed for the future





We are
still in truce until the morning

And my hosts are so blind drunk

They would probably not remember

My triumphal arrival

let alone

A premature exit

The Scaean Gates are still unbarred

To let in provisions and let out the rich





I expect

My ceremonial armour would buy

A lot of land in Anatolia

Along with as many husbands

As I could stomach


Iv

They tell
me

Memnon turned up overnight

As well

With his Aethiop hirelings

to think

I could have met them on my way out

Showed off my new twin-headed lance

Along with the contents

Of his wide-famed bowels

Saving him the dishonour of grovelling

To hungover royalty for being

Even tardier than me


v






I
happened upon it on my way to the feasting hall

In the hope (yet more vanity) of breakfast

There was a lot of gravity and noise as

One by one they pretended shame

At agreeing to put the walls (again I didn’t say)

Between them and the Greeks

The strategy was finalised

Before I found a seat at the back

(ten rows from the food trestles

with their steaming meats

absurdly fresh figs

oven-fresh loaves)





Perhaps (before I arrived)

They had already agreed the virtue of prayer

Another bout of Divine plague in the enemy

Would certainly have been useful

Or rumours of another bumper Spring crop

About to be lost in Greece

On top of the last nine

Or could they imagine no better

After all this time

Than that the Greek heroes’ sons would have

Lesser sword arms to slaughter them with

After their forbears died of old age

Camped outside the impregnable gates of Troy

Impreg





Eventually I
stood

Announced that my Amazons

Were impregnable too (half a laugh)

Had come to fight and were happy to hear

That Troy’s slow-moving obstacles would not

Be coming between us and the Greeks


vi






One or other of
Priam’s remaining sons

Lost some fingers

after pointing a sword at me

In their offence they placed us in the front line



Paris



i


She’s
a lively one

Deiopites won’t forget again

The reason weapons are banned

In Trojan councils





They
quickly lost interest in her on hearing

The size of her retinue

But she might draw attention away

From our new African hirelings

Gift them easy victories

To ease them into the fighting

Perhaps even buy us some time

To see whether the last of our gold

Reaches its destination and finds strong

Egyptian arms to tempt into this mess





To
show my maturity

I offer (and they refuse) to send

Helen along with all that gold

(the golden-hair poetics of it

nearly swayed them and

Laocoön was ever keen

he has never liked her

the celibate seldom do)





I knew
full well

That God-Kings are hardly lacking

In gold or formerly-beautiful women

But unless I make these gestures

I’m reminded by the next speaker

cutting me off

That it’s all my fault

anyway

So of course they won’t agree

To send out of the city the one thing

The Greeks might still

Realistically want from us

(apart from our blood

over the ground)

But at least they listened to me





Everything (according to them)

Flows from the endless ache of my loins

Rather than any stray common sense

Priam might have passed down to me

(meagre though such a legacy might seem

at this point in my life)





So here’s hoping
this new Queen
Can annoy the enemy for a while
Even tempt
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