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INTRODUCTION

The Iliad and the Odyssey, the epic poems attributed to a blind poet named Homer, record the adventures of the great heroes of ancient Greece who fought in the Trojan War. They are, to date, the two oldest known pieces of literature from Europe. They are not the oldest poems in the world—the Mesopotamian Gilgamesh is certainly older—but these works date to the time when the Greek writing system appeared more than 2,500 years ago.

The profound age of these epics led to a number of questions concerning their origins and creation. Do they recount history or fantasy? How old are they? Who wrote them, and how? Who was Homer, and was he really blind?

History and Fantasy

Considering some of the amazing characters and events that fill the Homeric epics, it is easy to see that there is a fantastic component to them. Achilles fights with the river Scamander on the plains of Troy; six of Odysseus’s men are eaten by the giant, six-headed monster Scylla; Odysseus travels to the underworld to consult with the dead prophet Teiresias. Much of the appeal of the stories that fill the Iliad and the Odyssey are their greater-than-life qualities—their passionate gods, beautiful heroines, death-defying heroes, and savage monsters.

It must be remembered, though, that the Greeks did not see all of this as fantasy. The gods, with their divine powers and all-too-human weaknesses, were the same deities the Greeks worshipped every day. The Zeus and Hera who made love on the peak of Mount Ida while the war raged beneath them were, indeed, the king and queen of the Greek pantheon, the most powerful beings in the universe. The small rituals performed by kings and swineherds alike, the welcoming of guests and the offering of part of every meal to the gods, were the same rituals practiced by the very Greeks who listened to these epics. While there was probably little fear of, say, Sirens in the life of the average Greek, lessons about the wages of impiety, of stinginess, of cruelty applied to the ancient Greeks just as it did to their heroic ancestors. The events in the epics were surely extraordinary, but they reflected, for the Greeks, real aspects of daily life.

Furthermore, when archaeologists got to digging in Greece and Turkey in the nineteenth century, they discovered that much of what was recorded in the Homeric epics was actually historical. Mycenae was a great citadel. The town of Wilusa/Ilios, from which we get the name Iliad, shows up in the texts of the Hittite Empire. They even found boar-tusk helmets in Greece and Crete to match the one Odysseus received from Meriones as recorded in Book 10 of the Iliad.

Most amazing of all, the German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann, who was the first person to excavate at the site of ancient Troy, found a great city there that had clearly been devastated by warfare toward the end of the Bronze Age (c. 3000–1200 BC), right when the Trojan War was understood to have occurred. Put simply, there was a lot of historical fact mixed in with the fantasy of the epics. To one extent or another, the poems were based on reality.

Age

When that reality was, though, was a matter of extreme debate. Determining the age of the poems is actually quite complicated, because there are literally centuries’ worth of references in the thousands of lines of text. We know that the poems were written down around 700 BC, so the stories they contain must be older than that. But how much older? Some of the references go well back into the Bronze Age, referring to things that existed some 500 years before the poems were written down. For example, the “capital city” of the Greeks as far as Homer was concerned was Mycenae, where Agamemnon, the “King of Men,” ruled. Archaeologists have shown that Mycenae was one of the greatest sites in Greece from about 1600 BC to 1100 BC. But after that, around 700 BC, Mycenae was nothing but a dinky little village in southern Greece. There could be no reason for Homer to make Mycenae a grand and glorious kingdom unless he was actually recalling the historical reality of the Bronze Age. So, there definitely appears to be a Bronze Age component to the epics.

But, in the Iliad, Homer mentions that Achilles has an iron sword. Iron was not used in the Bronze Age, when (as one might guess) bronze was the preferred material for arms and armor. The Greeks only started using iron for swords in the Dark Ages, some 250 years after the Bronze Age, but some 250 years before 700 BC. So, some parts of the epics refer to 1200 BC, but others to around 950 BC. Then, to further complicate matters, some references are even later. In the Odyssey, Odysseus brings home dozens of bronze cauldrons from his illustrious hosts, the Phaeacians. Such cauldrons—typically with three legs and thus called tripods—were popular objects of conspicuous consumption in the early Archaic Age, that is, roughly the time when the Homeric epics were being written down. As we see, the epics are filled with items that appeared around 1200 BC, 950 BC, and 700 BC.

Writing…

The matter of when produced another problem in understanding the creation of the epics. The Homeric epics emerged at the very dawn of writing in the Iron Age. An earlier form of Greek writing called Linear B existed in the Bronze Age, but it was an awkward script used mainly for recording lists, and it disappeared centuries before the current Greek writing system developed. So, the new writing style first appeared in the eighth century BC, literally when the Homeric epics were put into text. One possibility, then, was that the epics emerged side-by-side with the new alphabet. However, this did not account for all those earlier elements in the poems, the things that a poet writing in the eighth century BC would not know about, like a powerful Mycenae or boar-tusk helmets. The second possibility is that the poems evolved well before the emergence of writing, and that they were written down only when the new alphabet came into existence. This would account for the historical depth of the poems, but had as a side effect the notion that somehow the thousands of lines of the epics were kept intact without the use of writing. Considering the trouble that most people have remembering minute details of everyday life, this did not seem all that feasible, either.

…And Poetry

Furthermore, those thousands of lines were not merely informal narration on the events of the Trojan War and its aftermath. Although it does not come across in most modern translations, the Iliad and the Odyssey are actually poetry. Unlike modern poetry, which tends to rhyme, the poetry of the Greek epics is marked by its use of meter, that is, a specialized flow of the language that gives recitation a certain singsong quality. The Iliad and the Odyssey both consist of what is called dactylic hexameter, meaning that each line of poetry has six units, or “feet,” that were composed of two to three syllables—either one long, stressed syllable and two short, unstressed syllables, or simply two long syllables. In reality, it is not that complicated, as the same pattern is often used in English poetry. One fine example is seen in E. E. Cummings’s “In Spring”:

“Sweet spring is your time is my time is our time for sweet spring is love time and viva sweet love!”

This flow of this poetic rhythm, with emphasis on those bold syllables, is the exact same flow with which the Homeric epics were spoken, although Cummings’s poem has one additional unit (seven, rather than six). Whoever recited the epics in their original Greek literally chanted the stories to the audience.

So, basically, at some point before 700 BC someone composed two poems dealing with a time span of over five hundred years, all in metrical verse without the benefit of writing. Clearly, something interesting was going on.

Homer?

For a while there were two separate theories as to how the epics came into existence. On one side were the Unitarians, who believed that the Iliad and Odyssey were the works of a single, extremely gifted individual, the ancient Greek equivalent of a Mozart or Shakespeare. This individual must have composed the epics in the eighth century BC, just when a new writing system emerged to capture his verses for posterity. This was certainly the thinking of the ancient Greeks. For them, Homer was a blind poet who came from the city of Smyrna (modern Izmir) on the west coast of what is now Turkey (then a Greek territory). The Greek historian Herodotus (c. 484–420 BC) claimed that Homer lived some 400 years before his own time, thus dating to around 825 BC. The fact that the Greek word homeros means “hostage” led to various ideas concerning the poet’s origins and biography, specifically that he was once held as a hostage in either western Turkey or on one of the nearby islands. In some dialects of Greek, though, the word seems to have been a synonym for “blind,” thus giving rise to the idea of the blind poet.

The other theory as to the origins of the Homeric epics was developed by a group known as the Analysts. They believed that both the Iliad and the Odyssey were composed by several poets over time, and only one, the last perhaps, may have been a fellow named Homer, who got all the credit. Perhaps it was he who dictated a final version to someone who wrote down all the lines with the new writing system.

By the mid-twentieth century, the Analysts’ theory won out. A pair of American classicists named Milman Parry and Albert Lord did some research on epic poetry composition in what was then Yugoslavia, where they learned of illiterate, sometimes even blind, peasants who could recite thousands of lines of epic poetry, without any use of writing. How did they do it?

The first part of the learning process was, simply enough, learning a lot of stories. These peasants spent their entire lives listening to recitations of the great epic tales, stories of heroes and heroines, and, over time, they came to memorize the basic elements of the tales. This is nothing more than learning the story of Peter Pan or the Hunchback of Notre Dame, with greater or lesser amounts of detail based on the memory skills of the peasant. This will lay the groundwork for the stories themselves, although not in poetic form.

The second part of the process is a bit trickier, the part that provides the poetic form of the epic. This consisted of what Parry and Lord called formulae. A formula is, basically, prefab poetry. It is a word, a group of words, or even a few lines of text that exist with a specific set of words in a specific order so as to produce the appropriate rhythm. We still use formulae in modern storytelling, even when poetry is not relevant. Many fairy tales, for example, begin with the formula “Once upon a time,” and they often end with the formula “and they lived happily ever after.”

For the epics, the formulae were more pervasive. “Godlike Achilles” and “Agamemnon, King of Men” were both formulae that produced poetry in the right meter, as does the much longer formulae “Silver-ankled Thetis, daughter of the old man of the sea” and “What is this that you have allowed to pass the barrier of your teeth?” Over the years and decades that the peasant heard the epics repeatedly, he gradually memorized the various formulae.

So, to produce a long epic of several thousand lines in the appropriate poetic meter, all the illiterate peasant had to do was string together formula upon formula to tell the stories he or she had been hearing since childhood, something like “Once upon a time the most beautiful princess in the world was married to Prince Charming…” What is important to remember is that there was no single, “correct” version of any poem or epic. Each poet literally re-created the story every time he or she told it. And, of course, as the stories were continually retold, changes and updates took place. A bronze sword could become an iron sword to make the tale more contemporary. The hero of a story could be changed to accommodate the tastes of the audience: People in Salamis hearing the tale would want to hear about their ancestor Ajax, while listeners in Argos would surely prefer to hear about their own forefather Diomedes. And if the poet forgot that he had Hector and Ajax fight in one part of the tale and later claimed that they had never met, well, how is that contradiction resolved? It’s a long poem and, being oral, it’s not like anyone could “flip back” to an earlier page to check. Flexibility and the acceptance of variations was the key to any unwritten epic.

This flexibility explained the historical variations in the epics, where Bronze Age kings wielded Iron Age swords. A story that was first composed of formulae around 1200 BC was retold and re-created throughout the centuries, adapted as necessary, until, with this fancy new writing system, someone decided to write down the poems, crystallizing them for posterity.

Background to the Trojan War

Once upon a time the sea goddess Thetis was forced to marry the mortal King Peleus. They had the wedding of the century, and all the Greek deities were invited except Eris, the goddess of strife. Insulted, Eris crashed the wedding and tossed onto the dance floor a golden apple inscribed “For the Most Beautiful.” Three goddesses immediately demanded the apple—Hera (wife of Zeus), Athena (goddess of warfare and wisdom), and Aphrodite (goddess of love and beauty). None of the gods wanted to arbitrate that dispute (being immortal, they would literally never hear the end of it), so they asked the Trojan prince Paris to serve as the judge. All three goddesses tried to bribe him—Hera with kingship over Asia, Athena with outstanding wisdom, and Aphrodite with the most beautiful woman in the world as his bedmate. Paris chose Aphrodite, and got in exchange Helen of Sparta. Problem was, Helen was already married to Menelaos, king of Sparta and brother of Agamemnon, king of Mycenae. So when Paris seduced Helen and brought her back to Troy, it started an international incident. For ten years the Greeks tried using diplomacy to get Helen returned. Then they went to war, which lasted another ten years.

The Iliad

Contrary to popular opinion, the Iliad is not about the Trojan War. The story is set in the tenth and final year of the Trojan War, but the plot centers on a fight between Agamemnon and Achilles, the “Best of the Achaeans” (another word for Greeks) as he is called in the text. The fight, like the war itself, starts over women, when Agamemnon refuses to return the daughter of a priest of Apollo in exchange for ransom. Apollo punishes the Greeks with plague, and it is left to Achilles to appease the gods and save his comrades. In the process, he oversteps his prerogatives (at least as far as Agamemnon is concerned), so the King of Men steals Achilles’s war prize, the princess Briseis. Infuriated, Achilles leaves off fighting and prays to his goddess-mother Thetis to ask Zeus to help the Trojans win until the Greeks beg for Achilles to return to war. By the middle of the epic, the Greeks (called Argives and Danaans, as well as Achaeans) do come to plead with the sulking Achilles, but the warrior, having had time to think, decides that war, or at least Agamemnon, is not really worth risking his life for. It is only when Achilles’s best friend Patrocles dies in combat that the hero returns to battle to avenge his friend’s death.

The ancient Greeks believed that Achilles was the pinnacle of virtue, a fact modern audiences have trouble understanding, since he was, technically, a deserter and perhaps even a traitor. But understanding the virtue of Achilles is key to understanding the ancient Greek ideology of manliness, warfare, and the meaning of life. For the Greeks, the most important thing a warrior could strive for was glory, called kleos in Greek. Because the Greeks did not believe in a meaningful afterlife, immortality could only be achieved by acquiring fame and renown in this life. That meant getting a reputation as the best fighter, earning the respect and admiration of one’s peers, and accumulating the loot that manifested in a physical way the glory one achieved in battle.

Thus, when Agamemnon pulled rank on Achilles and stole Briseis (Achilles’s “loot”), he was depriving Achilles of kleos, the only reason Achilles was present at the war (he himself had no quarrel with the Trojans). If Achilles could not acquire kleos in the war, there was no point in his being there. Leaving the war and asking for the Trojans to temporarily get the upper hand was necessary for Achilles to reacquire his kleos, and thus give his life meaning again. The villain of the story is not Achilles but Agamemnon, the king who was incapable of either preventing or stopping a plague, or keeping his soldiers in good morale. Achilles, by contrast, saved his fellow soldiers, showed courtesy to friends and enemies alike, protected the weak, and, in the end, killed the Trojan hero Hector, thus eventually winning the war for the Greeks.

The flip side of the Iliad is the story of Hector, the champion of the Trojans. Hector was prince of Troy and the brother of Paris. As the best fighter among the Trojans, Hector was ultimately responsible for the salvation of the city. Unlike the case with the Greeks, the reader sees Hector defending his family, including his wife Andromache and his tiny son Astyanax. The precariousness and tragedy of war is played out in his story. With Zeus temporarily supporting the Trojans, Hector comes to believe that the gods are on his side, that he is invincible in battle. He grows increasingly daring and arrogant, pushing the Greeks to their limits, eventually killing Patrocles and thus bringing Achilles back into the fight. In the end, he is helpless to defend his doomed city.

Ultimately, the Iliad is a story about warfare: its glory, its pain, its stupidity. By relating to Achilles, the reader is forced to confront the question of whether killing others is a meaningful form of existence, and what is truly worth fighting and dying for. In Book 9 of the Iliad, Achilles notes that no thanks are given to the man who is always fighting, and that death comes with equal honor to both hero and coward. In Book 22, he is willing to sacrifice himself to avenge the death of his beloved friend. The Iliad is a search for the meaning of life in a world plagued by war.

The Odyssey

The Odyssey recounts the homeward journey of the Greek hero Odysseus after the Trojan War, a journey that ultimately took close to ten years. Having won the Trojan War for the Greeks by sneaking Greek soldiers into Troy inside a giant wooden horse, Odysseus left the war in high spirits. Unfortunately, the soldiers from Ithaca had less luck on the high seas than they did at Troy, and many were killed by giant Laestrygonians, drugged by Lotus-eaters, turned into pigs by the goddess Circe, and eaten by the monstrous Cyclops Polyphemus and the even more monstrous Scylla. After all that, traveling to Hades, the Greek land of the dead, didn’t seem so bad anymore! In the end, it was only by relying on his wits and willpower, as well as some help from his protective goddess Athena, that Odysseus was able to return to Ithaca to find half the town in his house, eating his food, courting his wife Penelope, and even plotting to kill his son Telemachus.

It turned out that life back at home in Ithaca had become increasingly stressful in the twenty years that Odysseus was gone. When Odysseus failed to return home with the rest of the Greek heroes, the people of Ithaca pressured Penelope to choose a new husband to be king. She managed to stall her numerous suitors for several years, claiming that she could only choose a new husband once she finished weaving a shroud for her father-in-law. Every night she undid the weaving, and by the time the suitors discovered her trick, Telemachus was almost old enough to be king himself. Rather than letting that happen, the suitors plotted his death. Fortunately, Athena suggested that Telemachus take a trip through Greece to find some word of his father, thus keeping the boy out of the suitors’ clutches until his father could return home.

Three of the most important ideas to emerge from the Odyssey concern hospitality, temperance, and manhood. Xenia, commonly translated as “guest-friendship,” was the Greek understanding of the hospitality due to strangers. A host owed certain things to any stranger who showed up at the door, including food, shelter, clothing, protection, and gifts. In return, the guest respected the host and offered identical services to the host or the host’s family if they should ever visit. Odysseus and his men had serious problems with the concept of xenia when they first set out from Troy. They attacked villages, burglarized Polyphemus, and Odysseus’s crew even tried to steal the leather bag he received from the hospitable god Aeolus (which was filled with wind that started a sea storm). It was through continual trials at sea, considerable suffering, and his absolute reliance on others for help that Odysseus learned the importance of xenia, and why kindness to strangers was what kept the world running.

Lack of temperance, or sophrosyne, is what got the men of Ithaca into so much trouble. They raided and pillaged and opened bags filled with wind because of their own greed. Their inability to endure hunger caused them to slaughter the sun god’s pet cattle, resulting in their eventual deaths at sea. One sailor was thoughtless enough to get drunk and fall asleep on the roof, resulting in an excess of gravity and a broken neck. Much of the suffering of Odysseus and his crew resulted from their own lack of self-control. By contrast, it was Odysseus’s willpower and endurance that allowed him, alone, to survive. Only he refrained from eating the cattle of the sun. In spite of absolute physical exhaustion, he swam for days to the island of the hospitable Phaeacians. Upon returning home in disguise, he postponed his reunion with his wife and family so he could take those treacherous suitors utterly by surprise and thus rescue his household. The story of Odysseus in the Odyssey is that of the triumph of fortitude and endurance over all odds.

For Telemachus, the Odyssey is a story about becoming a man. The epic begins not with Odysseus but in Ithaca, where the young Telemachus is desperately trying to restrain the suitors from eating him and his mother out of their home (the suitors really didn’t know the meaning of xenia!). At the prompting of Athena, Telemachus leaves Ithaca to journey out into the greater world of Greece, visiting Menelaos at Sparta and the wise man Nestor at Pylos. By leaving home and forming bonds of friendship and alliance with the kings of Greece, Telemachus makes the transition from boy to man. When he returns home, he is one of the first people to recognize the recently returned Odysseus (thanks to Athena), and thus is his father’s first ally against the suitors. The two men, together with a handful of faithful servants, plot the strategies and tactics necessary to confine, overwhelm, and slaughter the suitors, which they achieve in a stunning battle that took place in Odysseus’s own dining room. This successful military defense of family and household together with one of the great warriors of the Trojan War marked Telemachus’s further transition from man to hero.

Conclusions

The ancient Greeks had their children learn the Homeric epics in order to teach them virtue. In modern times, we read these classics to understand the human condition. What is worth dying for? What is worth killing for? What is the use of altruism? What is the importance of moderation? How do we deal with imperfect knowledge and the ambiguities of life? In reading these classics, we avail ourselves of the opportunity to see how people, humans just like us, dealt with such problems, and we can learn from both their solutions and their mistakes.

The works of Homer also form the groundwork for many of the plots, themes, allusions, and symbolisms of later Western literature. Both Chaucer and Shakespeare wrote of the doomed romance of the Greek prince Troilus and the Trojan Cressida. Christopher Marlowe was most famous for his reference to Helen as “the face that launched a thousand ships.” James Joyce’s Ulysses is based on Homer’s Odyssey. Even the modern rock band the Police sang of being “caught between the Scylla and Charybdis.” The fact that we have malware computer viruses called “Trojan horses” and that we can call a road trip an “odyssey” recall the importance of Homer in the Western tradition.

Finally, the tales of Homer are fantastic entertainment. Translations, graphic novels, and especially movies such as Troy and O Brother, Where Art Thou? continue to entertain and inspire modern audiences. The Homeric epics engage as well as educate, and this is the key to their enduring success.
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PREFACE

The headmaster of one of our foremost public schools told me not long since that he had been asked what canons he thought it most essential to observe in translating from English into Latin. His answer was that in the first place the Latin must be idiomatic, in the second it must flow, and in the third it must keep as near as it could to the English from which it was being translated.

I said, “then you hold that if either the Latin or the English must perforce give place, it is the English that should yield rather than the Latin?”

This, he replied, was his opinion; and surely the very sound canons above given apply to all translations. The genius of the language into which a translation is being made is the first thing to be considered; if the original was readable, the translation must be so also, or however good it may be as a construe, is it not a translation.

It follows that a translation should depart hardly at all from the modes of speech current in the translator’s own times, inasmuch as nothing is readable, for long, which affects, any other diction than that of the age in which it is written. We know the charm of the Elizabethan translations, but he who would attempt one that shall vie with these must eschew all Elizabethanisms that are not also good Victorianisms also.

For the charm of the Elizabethans does not lie in their Elizabethanisms; these are but as the mosses and lichens which Time will grow them upon our Victorian literature as surely as he has grown them upon the Elizabethan—upon such of it, as least, as has not been jerry-built. Shakespeare tells us that it is Time’s glory to stamp the seal of time on aged things. No doubt; but he will have no hands stamp it save his own; he will rot an artificial ruin, but he will not glorify it, if he is to hallow any work it must be frankly secular when he designs to take it in hand—by this I mean honestly after the manner of its own age and country. The Elizabethans probably knew this too well to know that they knew it, but whether they knew it or not they did not lard a crib with Chaucerisms and think that they were translating. They aimed fearlessly and without taint of affectation at making a dead author living to a generation other than his own. To do this they transfused their blood into his cold veins, and quickened him with their own livingness.

Then the life is theirs not his? In part no doubt it is so; but if they have loved him well enough, his life will have entered into them and possessed them. They will have given him of their life, and he will have paid them in their own coin. If, however, the mouth of the ox who treads out the corn may not be muzzled, and if there is to be a certain give and take between a dead author and his translator, it follows that a translator should be allowed greater liberty when the work he is translating belongs to an age and country widely remote from his own. For a poem’s prosperity is like a jest’s—it is in the ear of him that hears it. It takes two people to say a thing—a sayee as well as a sayer—and by parity of reasoning a poem’s original audience and environment are integral parts of the poem itself. Poem and audience are as ego and nonego; they blend into one another. Change either, and some corresponding change, spiritual rather than literal, will be necessary in the other, if the original harmony between them is to be preserved.

Happily in the cases both of the Iliad and the Odyssey we can see clearly enough that the audiences did not differ so widely from ourselves as we might expect after an interval of some three thousand years. But they differ, especially in the case of the Iliad, and the difference necessitates a greater amount of freedom on the part of a translator than would be tolerable if it did not exist.

Freedom of another kind is further involved in the initial liberty of rendering in prose a work that was composed in verse. Prose differs from verse much as singing from speaking or dancing from walking, and what is right in the one is often wrong in the other. Prose, for example, does not permit the iteration of epithet and title, sometimes due merely to the requirements of meter, and sometimes otiose, which abounds in the Iliad without in any way disfiguring it. We look, indeed, for the iteration and enjoy it. We are never weary of being told that Hera is white-armed, Athene gray-eyed, and Agamemnon king of men; but had Homer written in prose he would not have told us these things so often. Therefore, though frequently allowing common form epithets and titles to recur, I have not less frequently suppressed them.

Lest, however, the reader should imagine that I have departed from the letter of the Iliad more than I have, I will give the first fifty lines or so of the best prose translation that has yet been made—I mean that of Messrs. Leaf, Lang, and Myers, to which throughout my work I have been greatly indebted. Often have they saved me from error, and rarely have I found occasion to differ from them as to the meaning of a passage. I do not believe that I have translated a single paragraph without reference to them, but this said, a comparison of their opening paragraphs with my own will show the kind of way in which I differ from them as to the manner in which Homer should be translated.

Their translation (here, by Dr. Leaf) opens thus:


Sing, goddess, the wrath of Achilles Peleus’ son, the ruinous wrath that brought on the Achaeans woes innumerable, and hurled down into Hades many strong souls of heroes, and gave their bodies to be a prey to dogs and all winged fowl; and so the counsel of Zeus wrought out its accomplishment from the day when strife first parted Atreides king of men and noble Achilles.

Who then among the gods set the twain at strife and variance? Even the son of Leto and of Zeus; for he in anger at the king sent a sore plague upon the host, that the folk began to perish, because Atreides had done dishonour to Chryses the priest. For he had come to the Achaeans’ fleet ships to win his daughter’s freedom, and brought a ransom beyond telling; and bare in his hand the fillet of Apollo the Far-darter upon a golden staff; and made his prayer unto all the Achaeans, and most of all to the two sons of Atreus, orderers of the host: “Ye sons of Atreus and all ye well-greaved Achaeans, now may the gods that dwell in the mansions of Olympus grant you to lay waste to the city of Priam, and to fare happily homeward; only set ye my dear child free, and accept the ransom in reverence to the son of Zeus, far-darting Apollo.”

Then all the other Achaeans cried assent, to reverence the priest and accept his goodly ransom; yet the thing pleased not the heart of Agamemnon son of Atreus, but he roughly sent him away, and laid stern charge upon him, saying, “Let me not find thee, old man, amid the hollow ships, whether tarrying now or returning again hereafter, lest the staff and fillet of the god avail thee naught. And her will I not set free; nay, ere that shall old age come on her in our house, in Argos, far from her native land, where she shall ply the loom and serve my couch. But depart, provoke me not, that though mayest the rather go in peace.”

So said he, and the old man was afraid and obeyed his word, and fared silently along the shore of the loud-sounding sea. Then went that aged man apart and prayed aloud to King Apollo, whom Leto of the fair locks bare, “Hear me, god of the silver bow, that standest over Chryse and holy Killa, and rulest Tenedos with might, O Smintheus! If ever I built a temple gracious in thine eyes, or if ever I burnt to thee fat flesh of thighs of bulls or goats, fulfil thou this my desire; let the Danaans pay by thine arrows for my tears.”

So spake he in prayer, and Phoebus Apollo heard him, and came down from the peaks of Olympus wroth at heart, bearing on his shoulders his bow and covered quiver. And the arrows clanged upon his shoulders in his wrath, as the god moved; and he descended like to night. Then he sate him aloof from the ships, and let an arrow fly; and there was heard a dread clanging of the silver bow. First did he assail the mules and fleet dogs, but afterward, aiming at the men his piercing dart, he smote; and the pyres of the dead burn continually in multitude.



I have given the foregoing extract with less compunction, by reason of the reflection, ever present with me, that not a few readers—nor these the least cultured—will prefer Dr. Leaf’s translation to my own. Throughout my work I have taken the same kind of liberties as those that the reader will readily detect if he compares Dr. Leaf’s rendering with mine. But I do not believe that I have anywhere taken greater ones. The difference between us is the prayer of Chryses, where Dr. Leaf translates “If ever I built a temple,” etc., while I render “If ever I decked your temple with garlands,” etc., is not a case in point, for it is due to my preferring Liddell and Scott’s translation. I very readily admit that Dr. Leaf has in the main kept more closely to the works of Homer, but I believe him to have lost more of the spirit of the original through his abandonment (no doubt deliberate) of all attempt at stately, and at the same time easy, musical, flow of language, than he has gained in adherence to the letter—to which, after all, neither he nor any man can adhere.

These last words may suggest that I claim graces which Dr. Leaf has not attained. I can make no such claim. All I claim is to have done my best towards making the less sanguinary parts of the Iliad interesting to English readers. The more sanguinary parts cannot be made interesting; indeed I doubt whether they can ever have been so, or even been intended to be so, to a highly cultivated audience, they had to be written, and they were written; but it is clear that Homer often wrote them with impatience, and that actual warfare was as distasteful to him as it was foreign to his experience. Happily there is much less fighting in the Iliad than people generally think.

One word more and I have done. I have burdened my translation with as few notes1 as possible, intending to reserve what I have to say about the Iliad generally for another work to be undertaken when my complete translation of the Odyssey has been printed. Lastly, the reception of my recent book, The Authoress of the Odyssey, has convinced me that the general reader much prefers the Latinized names of gods and heroes to those which it has of late years been attempted to popularize: I have no hesitation, therefore, in adhering to the nomenclature to which Pope, Mr. Gladstone, and Lord Derby have long since familiarized the public.2

SAMUEL BUTLER

AUGUST 8, 1898

1Butler’s notes have been omitted.

2The names of the gods and goddesses have been changed back to the Greek.


MAJOR CHARACTERS OF THE ILIAD



The Achaeans—aka the Danaans or Argives (names used for the Greeks):

AGAMEMNON—king of Mycenae, leader of the Greeks, and brother of King Menelaus of Sparta

ACHILLES—leader of the Myrmidons from Phthia. A half god war hero, he is the son of sea nymph Thetis and the mortal Peleus. Achilles’ anger is one of the key plots of the story.

ODYSSEUS (Ulysses)—king of Ithaca; the smartest Greek commander, and hero of the Odyssey. Husband of Penelope and son of Laertes.

AJAX THE GREATER—son of Telamon, ruler of Salamis. He is the second greatest warrior after Achilles.

MENELAUS—king of Sparta; husband of Helen, and brother of Agamemnon

DIOMED—son of Tydeus, King of Argos

AJAX THE LESSER—son of Oïleus, ruler of Locris, and often a war partner of Ajax the Greater

PATROCLUS—Achilles’ best friend, advisor, and closest companion

NESTOR—king of Pylos and chief advisor to the Achaeans; father of Antilochus and Thrasymedes

IDOMENEUS—king of Crete

PHOENIX—elderly warrior and friend of Achilles

MACHAON—a physician to the Greeks

CALCHAS—soothsayer

Victims and Prisoners of the Achaeans:

CHRYSES—priest of Apollo, father of Chryseis, not to be confused with Chryse, the name of a town in the Iliad

BRISEIS—A Trojan woman captured by the Greeks; she was Achilles’ war prize.

CHRYSEIS—Chryses’ daughter taken as a war prize by Agamemnon

The Trojan Men:

HECTOR—son of King Priam and Queen Hecuba; the Trojans’ mightiest warrior

AENEAS—son of Anchises and Aphrodite

DEIPHOBUS—brother of Hector and Paris

PARIS—lover of Helen (whose abduction sparked the Trojan War); son of Priam and Hecuba and brother of Hector

PRIAM—the aged king of Troy, husband of Hecuba, and father of Hector and Paris

POLYDAMAS—A young Trojan commander whose prudent advice is ignored; he often serves as Hector’s foil.

AGENOR—A Trojan warrior who tries to fight Achilles.

SARPEDON—One of the sons of Zeus; killed by Patroclus. A coleader of the Lycians (who fought for the Trojans).

GLAUCUS—son of Hippolochus, a friend of Sarpedon and coleader of the Lycians

DOLON—a Trojan sent to spy upon the Greek camp

ANTENOR—counselor to King Priam and the Trojans

HELENUS—soothsayer

PANDARUS—archer

RHESUS—king of Thrace

IDAEUS—herald

Women in Troy:

HECUBA—Priam’s wife; mother of Hector, Paris, Cassandra, and others.

HELEN—Menelaus’s wife and Queen of Sparta; her abduction by Paris precipitated the Trojan war.

ANDROMACHE—Hector’s wife; mother of Astyanax

CASSANDRA—Priam’s daughter; courted by Apollo, who bestows a gift of prophecy upon her.

Major Deities (Roman names in parentheses):

ZEUS (Jove and Jupiter)—king of the gods, husband of Hera

HERA (Juno)—queen of the gods, wife of Zeus

ARTEMIS (Diana)—goddess of the hunt

APOLLO—god of music, light, and prophecy; son of Zeus, brother of Artemis

HADES (Pluto)—ruler of the underworld, son of Cronus

APHRODITE (Venus)—goddess of love, daughter of Zeus

ARES (Mars)—god of war, son of Zeus

ATHENE (Minerva)—goddess of wisdom and war, daughter of Zeus

HERMES (Mercury)—messenger of the gods, son of Zeus

POSEIDON (Neptune)—god of the sea, brother of Zeus

HEPHAESTUS (Vulcan)—god of fire, son of Zeus and Hera, husband of Aphrodite

IRIS—goddess of the rainbow and messenger of the gods

THETIS—sea nymph, wife of the mortal Peleus, mother of Achilles


BOOK I

[image: ]

The quarrel between Agamemnon and Achilles—Achilles withdraws from the war, and sends his mother Thetis to ask Zeus to help the Trojans—Scene between Zeus and Hera on Olympus.

Sing, O goddess, the anger of Achilles son of Peleus, that brought countless ills upon the Achaeans. Many a brave soul did it send hurrying down to Hades, and many a hero did it yield a prey to dogs and vultures, for so were the counsels of Zeus fulfilled from the day on which the son of Atreus, king of men, and great Achilles, first fell out with one another.

And which of the gods was it that set them on to quarrel? It was the son of Zeus and Leto; for he was angry with the king and sent a pestilence upon the host to plague the people, because the son of Atreus had dishonored Chryses his priest. Now Chryses had come to the ships of the Achaeans to free his daughter, and had brought with him a great ransom: moreover he bore in his hand the sceptre of Apollo wreathed with a suppliant’s wreath, and he besought the Achaeans, but most of all the two sons of Atreus, who were their chiefs.

“Sons of Atreus,” he cried, “and all other Achaeans, may the gods who dwell in Olympus grant you to sack the city of Priam, and to reach your homes in safety; but free my daughter, and accept a ransom for her, in reverence to Apollo, son of Zeus.”

On this the rest of the Achaeans with one voice were for respecting the priest and taking the ransom that he offered; but not so Agamemnon, who spoke fiercely to him and sent him roughly away. “Old man,” said he, “let me not find you tarrying about our ships, nor yet coming hereafter. Your sceptre of the god and your wreath shall profit you nothing. I will not free her. She shall grow old in my house at Argos far from her own home, busying herself with her loom and visiting my couch; so go, and do not provoke me or it shall be the worse for you.”

The old man feared him and obeyed. Not a word he spoke, but went by the shore of the sounding sea and prayed apart to King Apollo whom lovely Leto had borne. “Hear me,” he cried, “O god of the silver bow, that protectest Chryse and holy Cilla and rulest Tenedos with thy might, hear me oh thou of Sminthe. If I have ever decked your temple with garlands, or burned your thigh-bones in fat of bulls or goats, grant my prayer, and let your arrows avenge these my tears upon the Danaans.”

Thus did he pray, and Apollo heard his prayer. He came down furious from the summits of Olympus, with his bow and his quiver upon his shoulder, and the arrows rattled on his back with the rage that trembled within him. He sat himself down away from the ships with a face as dark as night, and his silver bow rang death as he shot his arrow in the midst of them. First he smote their mules and their hounds, but presently he aimed his shafts at the people themselves, and all day long the pyres of the dead were burning.

For nine whole days he shot his arrows among the people, but upon the tenth day Achilles called them in assembly—moved thereto by Hera, who saw the Achaeans in their death-throes and had compassion upon them. Then, when they were got together, he rose and spoke among them.

“Son of Atreus,” said he, “I deem that we should now turn roving home if we would escape destruction, for we are being cut down by war and pestilence at once. Let us ask some priest or prophet, or some reader of dreams (for dreams, too, are of Zeus) who can tell us why Phoebus Apollo is so angry, and say whether it is for some vow that we have broken, or hecatomb that we have not offered, and whether he will accept the savor of lambs and goats without blemish, so as to take away the plague from us.”

With these words he sat down, and Calchas, son of Thestor, wisest of augurs, who knew things past present and to come, rose to speak. He it was who had guided the Achaeans with their fleet to Ilium, through the prophesyings with which Phoebus Apollo had inspired him. With all sincerity and goodwill he addressed them thus:

“Achilles, loved of heaven, you bid me tell you about the anger of King Apollo, I will therefore do so; but consider first and swear that you will stand by me heartily in word and deed, for I know that I shall offend one who rules the Argives with might, to whom all the Achaeans are in subjection. A plain man cannot stand against the anger of a king, who if he swallow his displeasure now, will yet nurse revenge till he has wreaked it. Consider, therefore, whether or no you will protect me.”

And Achilles answered, “Fear not, but speak as it is borne in upon you from heaven, for by Apollo, Calchas, to whom you pray, and whose oracles you reveal to us, not a Danaan at our ships shall lay his hand upon you, while I yet live to look upon the face of the earth—no, not though you name Agamemnon himself, who is by far the foremost of the Achaeans.”

Thereon the seer spoke boldly. “The god,” he said, “is angry neither about vow nor hecatomb, but for his priest’s sake, whom Agamemnon has dishonored, in that he would not free his daughter nor take a ransom for her; therefore has he sent these evils upon us, and will yet send others. He will not deliver the Danaans from this pestilence till Agamemnon has restored the girl without fee or ransom to her father, and has sent a holy hecatomb to Chryse. Thus we may perhaps appease him.”

With these words he sat down, and Agamemnon rose in anger. His heart was black with rage, and his eyes flashed fire as he scowled on Calchas and said, “Seer of evil, you never yet prophesied smooth things concerning me, but have ever loved to foretell that which was evil. You have brought me neither comfort nor performance; and now you come seeing among Danaans, and saying that Apollo has plagued us because I would not take a ransom for this girl, the daughter of Chryses. I have set my heart on keeping her in my own house, for I love her better even than my own wife Clytemnestra, whose peer she is alike in form and feature, in understanding and accomplishments. Still I will give her up if I must, for I would have the people live, not die; but you must find me a prize instead, or I alone among the Argives shall be without one. This is not well; for you behold, all of you, that my prize is to go elsewhither.”

And Achilles answered, “Most noble son of Atreus, covetous beyond all mankind, how shall the Achaeans find you another prize? We have no common store from which to take one. Those we took from the cities have been awarded; we cannot disallow the awards that have been made already. Give this girl, therefore, to the god, and if ever Zeus grants us to sack the city of Troy we will requite you three and fourfold.”

Then Agamemnon said, “Achilles, valiant though you be, you shall not thus outwit me. You shall not overreach and you shall not persuade me. Are you to keep your own prize, while I sit tamely under my loss and give up the girl at your bidding? Let the Achaeans find me a prize in fair exchange to my liking, or I will come and take your own, or that of Ajax or of Odysseus; and he to whomsoever I may come shall rue my coming. But of this we will take thought hereafter; for the present, let us draw a ship into the sea, and find a crew for her expressly; let us put a hecatomb on board, and let us send Chryseis also; further, let some chief man among us be in command, either Ajax, or Idomeneus, or yourself, son of Peleus, mighty warrior that you are, that we may offer sacrifice and appease the anger of the god.”

Achilles scowled at him and answered, “You are steeped in insolence and lust of gain. With what heart can any of the Achaeans do your bidding, either on foray or in open fighting? I came not warring here for any ill the Trojans had done me. I have no quarrel with them. They have not raided my cattle nor my horses, nor cut down my harvests on the rich plains of Phthia; for between me and them there is a great space, both mountain and sounding sea. We have followed you, Sir Insolence! for your pleasure, not ours—to gain satisfaction from the Trojans for your shameless self and for Menelaus. You forget this, and threaten to rob me of the prize for which I have toiled, and which the sons of the Achaeans have given me. Never when the Achaeans sack any rich city of the Trojans do I receive so good a prize as you do, though it is my hands that do the better part of the fighting. When the sharing comes, your share is far the largest, and I, forsooth, must go back to my ships, take what I can get and be thankful, when my labor of fighting is done. Now, therefore, I shall go back to Phthia; it will be much better for me to return home with my ships, for I will not stay here dishonored to gather gold and substance for you.”

And Agamemnon answered, “Fly if you will, I shall make you no prayers to stay you. I have others here who will do me honor, and above all Zeus, the lord of counsel. There is no king here so hateful to me as you are, for you are ever quarrelsome and ill-affected. What though you be brave? Was it not heaven that made you so? Go home, then, with your ships and comrades to lord it over the Myrmidons. I care neither for you nor for your anger; and thus will I do: since Phoebus Apollo is taking Chryseis from me, I shall send her with my ship and my followers, but I shall come to your tent and take your own prize Briseis, that you may learn how much stronger I am than you are, and that another may fear to set himself up as equal or comparable with me.”

The son of Peleus was furious, and his heart within his shaggy breast was divided whether to draw his sword, push the others aside, and kill the son of Atreus, or to restrain himself and check his anger. While he was thus in two minds, and was drawing his mighty sword from its scabbard, Athene came down from heaven (for Hera had sent her in the love she bore to them both), and seized the son of Peleus by his yellow hair, visible to him alone, for of the others no man could see her. Achilles turned in amaze, and by the fire that flashed from her eyes at once knew that she was Athene. “Why are you here,” said he, “daughter of aegis-bearing Zeus? To see the pride of Agamemnon, son of Atreus? Let me tell you—and it shall surely be—he shall pay for this insolence with his life.”

And Athene said, “I come from heaven, if you will hear me, to bid you stay your anger. Hera has sent me, who cares for both of you alike. Cease, then, this brawling, and do not draw your sword; rail at him if you will, and your railing will not be vain, for I tell you—and it shall surely be—that you shall hereafter receive gifts three times as splendid by reason of this present insult. Hold, therefore, and obey.”

“Goddess,” answered Achilles, “however angry a man may be, he must do as you two command him. This will be best, for the gods ever hear the prayers of him who has obeyed them.”

He stayed his hand on the silver hilt of his sword, and thrust it back into the scabbard as Athene bade him. Then she went back to Olympus among the other gods, and to the house of aegis-bearing Zeus.

But the son of Peleus again began railing at the son of Atreus, for he was still in a rage. “Wine-bibber,” he cried, “with the face of a dog and the heart of a hind, you never dare to go out with the host in fight, nor yet with our chosen men in ambuscade. You shun this as you do death itself. You had rather go round and rob his prizes from any man who contradicts you. You devour your people, for you are king over a feeble folk; otherwise, son of Atreus, henceforward you would insult no man. Therefore I say, and swear it with a great oath—nay, by this my sceptre which shalt sprout neither leaf nor shoot, nor bud anew from the day on which it left its parent stem upon the mountains—for the axe stripped it of leaf and bark, and now the sons of the Achaeans bear it as judges and guardians of the decrees of heaven—so surely and solemnly do I swear that hereafter they shall look fondly for Achilles and shall not find him. In the day of your distress, when your men fall dying by the murderous hand of Hector, you shall not know how to help them, and shall rend your heart with rage for the hour when you offered insult to the bravest of the Achaeans.”

With this the son of Peleus dashed his gold-bestudded sceptre on the ground and took his seat, while the son of Atreus was beginning fiercely from his place upon the other side. Then uprose smooth-tongued Nestor, the facile speaker of the Pylians, and the words fell from his lips sweeter than honey. Two generations of men born and bred in Pylos had passed away under his rule, and he was now reigning over the third. With all sincerity and goodwill, therefore, he addressed them thus:

“Of a truth,” he said, “a great sorrow has befallen the Achaean land. Surely Priam with his sons would rejoice, and the Trojans be glad at heart if they could hear this quarrel between you two, who are so excellent in fight and counsel. I am older than either of you; therefore be guided by me. Moreover I have been the familiar friend of
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