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1. Interviewing Homer

May I introduce myself as a hearsayer, which is to say, I am an interviewer with no notebook. In the old days, I had a notebook and sometimes I wrote while I walked. Even in the rain, I could keep writing, though I often found afterwards that I couldn’t read my notes.

For many years, my purpose was to interview Homer. They told me Homer was the poet who wrote the Iliad, apparently bearded, apparently dead. But there turned out to be several Homers, all of them anonymous, just as there are several recordings of ‘Nature Boy’ – one by Nat King Cole, one by Lady Gaga, one by Caetano Veloso, one by David Bowie; but the original was written by eden ahbez, who lived in a cave outside Los Angeles. When the song became famous, a Yiddish composer called Herman Yablokoff took eden ahbez to court, claiming that the tune was his. eden ahbez, whose name is a pseudonym, said that actually the song was dictated to him by angels in the Mojave Desert. Herman Yablokoff said that the angels bought the song off him. The case was settled out of court and some years later, a musicologist noticed that the tune had already been composed by Dvorak, who no doubt heard it sung in Bohemia by the angels who no doubt heard it sung by the people.

Homer’s poems take you to the same mysteries. To interview Homer, you have to interview several generations of Bosnian singers, Albanian and Cretan rhapsodes, scholars and angels and weavers and mourners, all of whom learnt their poetry from someone else and some of whom took it straight from birdsong. That’s why I began as an interviewer but ended up as a hearsayer. I bought a nondescript blue raincoat. I left my notebook at home among my other notebooks. I memorised a set of questions and sent them quietly forth like echolocations, no longer demanding answers as such, just surfaces. And so you might see me growing increasingly fictional, anonymous, inconstant, fluttering from side to side in perpetual interview, always in search of Homer. I work like a bat, clicking and slapping and beating the bounds of the voice.

Right now, for example, a winter bird is bouncing along the hedge. I think it is a finch but the name comes no closer to its pain than the word winter describes this actual moment in December. I don’t like the desolation of its tune. I can hear what it feels like to have gone beyond the soul’s capacity for lying, worrying along the earth, making one remark over and over. That is the voice of Anon, the voice of winter. It sounds like the plain-spoken voice of folk song and the beautiful modesty of Homer and no doubt it was dictated by the angels.

I heard the same sound in the Iliad once, many miles from here, where a man found himself suddenly in the wrong place and banged down his knuckles on his knees. He had ridden right into the Greek camp. All along the bank soldiers were throwing stones and two men dressed in metal were rushing at him with weapons. ‘Fool! Fool!’ he said to himself and the sound was small and inadvertent. His name was Asius but his voice was the voice of anyone whose luck runs out, whose name is no help, whose words are at the mercy of his body and those are the words I’m after!

Last week I was driving through rain, smashing the puddles and skimming information off the road like a student whipping through a dictionary at high speed. I riffled through trees and I whooshed past a man on the roadside waving and it made me think of snow globes where you tip a ball of glass upside down and it begins to snow for the people inside it, yes this man was stuck in a rain globe. It took me a hundred metres to imagine the water soaking through his coat. Then I turned round and picked him up. He brought his rain globe into my car. His whole atmosphere was flattened, like grass under floodwater.

I never found out his name. It was Ukrainian and I asked him to repeat it twice but I still couldn’t hear. He explained that this was an emergency because the pharmacy in Torrington would shut at half past five and he needed medication for his heart. What has happened to your heart? I said. He said he was given a pig’s valve ten years ago and then they changed it for a cow’s valve. If he didn’t take his medication, his heart would be rejected. I was anxious that it shouldn’t happen while I was driving. Would the heart come up suddenly through his throat and fall into his lap or would it be more slow and secret and had the whole process already begun in fact twenty minutes ago on the side of the road under the rain, as he stood there saying fool fool fool to himself, or whatever that is in Ukrainian?

His voice and his face were at right angles. Calmly, almost monotonously, he described the two twelve-hour heart operations and how a human can cease existing for a day while strangers fumble around in his chest and how his heart was woven of two twisting muscles, like a cinnamon whirl, which you could simply unwind if you wished and use the material for something else … but while he was speaking, his face was in shock, his eyes were flitting here and there trying to make sense of a tiny sensation of pastures in his chest … flies and milking parlours and the slap slap of water in a metal trough … He said that it was weird to have survived this long and there must be something he needed to be alive for and in my anxiety about the medication and the whole mess of what might happen if we missed it, I asked what he thought about this question. Do you mind me asking what it is, sir, what is that thing which needs you to be alive?

Without pausing to think, he said he needed to find his father who had been a cyclist and then an engineer and he had lived in the Donbas but now a war was being fought in his district and he was probably dead. There is always this war. There is always this hearsay about this war, which is why the world has grown wary and the heart has hidden itself in two spirals under the ribs of birds and humans and the task of poetry is to find it. Nevertheless, if we reached the pharmacy on time then for absolute sure he would travel to the Donbas and perhaps his father would be dead and perhaps he would devote himself to fighting for one side or the other and that would turn out to be exactly the reason for his life, even if he died while fighting. I wanted him to tell me how the war started, I wanted to know how anyone’s life could be fulfilled by war, but by now it was 5.29 and we had reached the pharmacy. He subsided out of the car, said something in Ukrainian and vanished.

¶ I was told by an Egyptian poet that the war started in the tenth century in Cairo, when someone left the door open to a walled garden and a deer came in at night and ate all the roses. No-body confessed to leaving the door open and so an argument began and when arguments begin in families there is much back-story to be covered. If someone could have caught and killed the deer, there might have been an end to discussions. The deer’s heart, still holding the trace of her secret scented feast, could have been cooked and eaten and the pleasure might have been calculated to weigh as much as a rose and we could all have forgotten the damage, but the deer was far away by the time it was discovered and the secrecy around the criminal became a curse passed down the generations so that now according to hearsay we are all of us born into violence.

The casualties from this war are still being lamented. Groups of singers meet at weddings to remember the sequence of events. They have simple stringed instruments called spike fiddles, which sound like wasps chasing the story, and they smoke while they play and take turns so that the performance can continue for several days. None of this is written down. The story runs in families and the children begin learning it when they are five. They start by bowing the horse-hair fiddle back and forth, then they master a verse then an episode. By the time they are teenagers, they can carry the monorhyme through a hundred lines, they know when to embellish the telling and when to replicate the battles word for word. They know that a woman had been barren for eleven years when she went to a magic spring and prayed for the help of a crow. When the crow appeared, she wished that she might have a child as glossy-black as its feathers and so she gave birth to a black boy who was rejected by his tribe. He was an outcast, but he was a hero. He travelled from the Arabian Peninsula through Egypt and Tunisia, fighting all the way, and the war went on and on, children were maimed, cities were bombed, leaving only a woman’s shoe and a heap of stones with a foot sticking out and the bitterness went on passing from one person to another.

Once the war had begun, there were beginnings within beginnings, wars inside wars. A city was besieged. Two families had to survive on one jug of water a day. The mothers watched the levels closely. I heard that one mother was nursing a sick child and she overfilled a cup and the other mother flew at her with a knife and they had to be pulled apart by their husbands. The children could never speak to each other after that. They lived together in a tent with a plastic sheet down the middle. When a bombing raid sounded, they would rush through the sheet to help each other, but as soon as it stopped, they went back to their grievance, the two mothers sitting apart from each other, one eye on the children, one eye on the jug.

But some people say the damage began earlier. Some people say that the king of Lydia was so in love with his wife, he wanted his bodyguard to see her naked. He tried to explain that his wife was not just lovely but actual, like a jug, but his words had no solidity and whatever bare beauty the bodyguard could imagine, even flame or stone, the king said it was still not solid enough, only her naked flesh would do her justice. What a foul thought, said the bodyguard. The body is secret, it’s a kind of excrement. Please don’t demand this of me. Don’t be so timid, said the husband, I will hide you behind the door, close to the chair where she puts her clothes, and you can invisibly press your eye to the strip of light above the hinge and when she walks from the chair to the bed, just slip away.

The misjudgement entered the bodyguard’s blood. He found himself small-eyed inside himself in the narrow shadow between the door and the wall, watching the queen remove her clothes and lay them on the chair four inches from his face. When she got into bed, he slipped away. She saw him but she said nothing. On the following day, she sent for him. She said that since he had seen her naked, he was now obliged either to murder her husband and marry her or to be executed. That is how Gyges the bodyguard became king of Lydia. As he went about his kingliness, nobody could see his heart full of guilt, but soon the guilt began to spread like rust. It weakened the metal of his mind and this weakness was passed to his children and their children’s children and five generations later, according to hearsay, war broke out and the kingdom of Lydia fell to the Persians.

These stories carry the war carefully, trying to contain its horrors, but there is always something uncontainable which breaks the language: grief of mothers, damage of children, poisoning of the earth, perversion of the mind, blasphemy against the body, as well as the understanding that if war happens once it will happen twice.

A man grew up among Assyrians in Iraq. His people were massacred. He escaped to America; he travelled to Syria and was decapitated. A man grew up in Troy, he was born into someone else’s argument, he rode his horse into battle, he was decapitated. Homer’s description of his head rolling over the ground like a round stone is a constant migraine to me and even as I imagine the smell of roses wafting out of the Egyptian epic, I’m aware of the stone headache which follows, but in Bengal, there is a tribe of poets who refuse to take sides. They travel up and down the basin of the Ganges. In the North West, they are called Fakir, in the East they are called Baul, which means urine or perhaps it means madmen. Their madness is to be against caste, against creed, against nationality against division. They wander from village to village, singing poems to the accompaniment of a one-string zither called an ektara. Time is altered by the ektara. The Bauls have been singing since the Middle Ages, but even before they were called Baul they were already singing. Whatever is beyond doctrine is Baul and there has never not been Baul in the world. It mixes Sufism, Hinduism and Buddhism and it both predates them and continues to this day. The poems are not written down; they are passed through families from one generation to the next. According to hearsay, there was a poet called Lalon who was abandoned by his parents and brought up by weavers. He lived in a forest. He apprenticed himself to the local singer and became so famous that his followers began to record his songs and now there is a book of his songs edited by the followers of his followers. Sometimes Lalon set his signature into a poem, but always in such a way as to erase himself: ‘Everyone asks Lalon what is your caste? Truly I have never seen my caste …  in me there is no more I.’ According to hearsay, Tagore met Lalon and adopted his style and went on to win the Nobel Prize. According to hearsay, Lalon went on living as an outcast until he was 118.

There is hearsay and then there is hear-song. Keith Cantú heard a group of old men singing the songs of Lalon in Bangladesh and they taught him to play the ektara, the dotara and the duggi drum and bells. Who is Keith Cantú? He is a historian of religions, but when the historian starts playing, he becomes Lalon, he becomes Anonymous and when Anonymous starts playing, time goes in circles. Bhaswar, who comes from a Baul family, takes off his shoes and begins to sing. He sings his way up and down the Ganges. In the North West, the melodies are mountainous and jagged. He sings about the wild forests of Iran and beyond. He can almost hear the Sufi singers of Kashmir, who listen to waterfalls for forty days and then sing what they hear. Their songs wander over the borders and back again and everyone anonymous wherever they are they are Baul, because the name is a widening, rather than a narrowing word, which includes all those who sing from the same anonymous centre. And this is the sense conveyed by Bhaswar, who retains a mystery in his speaking. And Bhaswar sings about his house made of canvas with only one peg and the tent keeps blowing away. Who lives in his house? Three madmen with a quantity of colours. One of them flings the colour everywhere, one makes a painting and one rips up the canvas. Don’t go anywhere near those crazy people. Three crazy people came to Noida. They did a crazy thing. One of them gave away his coat and stood there chanting in the road. As he moves east, the melodies get softer. They bring tears to your eyes. He smiles to himself as he sings. He says the songs make people more human but sometimes his voice is so true it’s like a glass syringe delivering agony into the soul, it’s like a ghost. He sings about a dream he had. A caravan was travelling through the land and an old man was in the middle of the road searching. The old man said he was the teacher of Muhammad in Baghdad and the beloved of God in Delhi but in East Bengal, he is only an old man searching in the road. He says it’s dangerous to sing these songs. Now that a national border has been driven through their territory, the Bauls are under threat. It’s illegal not to have a nationality. It’s illegal not to take sides and Bhaswar’s uncle was hung upside down from a tree. And decapitated.

Hearsay negotiates the borders between species, between genders, between peoples. Songs come down from Kashmir and Afghanistan and China and Nepal and the Baul poets swap the words and sing the same ideas. South Slavic epic borrows words from Albanian epic and the Christian poets exchange themes with the Muslims. Homeric poets sing in multiple dialects, including the language of the dead and the language of the gods; and an English man with a guitar sings the same story as a Scandinavian folktale. Then something changes and the poets take their instruments into battle and sing to encourage murder. I’ve seen a gusle carved with three medieval battles and the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, as if all wars were the same war and all poetry was fighting it. I’ve heard that two sisters were walking by a river and one of them pushed the other in. ‘O sister O sister, take me by the gown and draw me up upon the dry ground … O sister o sister, that may not be, until salt and oatmeal grow both on a tree …’ I’ve heard that the younger sister drowned and her body was pulled out of the river by a miller and her breastbone was turned into a violin with veins for strings and fingers for pegs and when the violin was played it sang a ballad about murder and all the poems in the world could be heard humming.

Other people say yes that’s exactly what the songs say, all conflict is the fault of the dead. They say that people who die unfairly cannot leave the earth and old generals know this. When they meet to discuss plans, they begin by taking a heap of bones out of black velvet wrappings, they put their hands on the bones and pray for advantage over their enemies. They know this method is effective, because when Russia was invaded by Germany and the soldiers had come right into the bedrooms of Stalingrad and were lying on the children’s beds drinking vodka, a shy archaeologist asked to speak to General Zhukov. He said that he had been one of a group of researchers who opened the tomb of Tamburlaine the Great and he noticed an inscription on the coffin. It said: ‘If you disturb these bones, a power worse than Genghis Khan will invade Russia’; but it was in Asiatic script which nobody could read but him. When Zhukov heard this, the hairs prickled on his arms, he went as pale as flour. He telephoned Stalin, who ordered that the bones of Tamburlaine should be returned to his tomb and within days, the Battle of Stalingrad was won. Stalin was so frightened, he burnt every poem which mentioned Tamburlaine and the sons of Tamburlaine and the sons of the sons of Tamburlaine. All this is hearsay. I heard it from Damir, who traces his ancestry back to Genghis Khan. He comes from the Nogai tribe in the Caucasus, although at the moment he lives in Bristol and if you meet him on your way to the shops, you will sometimes be delayed for several days while he tells you the history of the world.

¶ Homer says that love began war. He says that the goddess of love moves by means of smiles and Paris, who came from Troy, travelled to Sparta, to the house of Menelaus, and couldn’t help smiling at his wife. When Helen smiled back, they were lost. Their bodies melted. Irresistible love took control. They fled to Troy. They kept smiling, even as Menelaus gathered an army. But once the Greek ships had arrived and the fields in front of the city were covered in corpses, they began to hate each other.

The war lasted ten years, but poets used to tell the events over three nights. The skill was all in listening. When one poet stopped, the next must be ready to take over in the same rhythm, from the same store of memories, although the memories altered over time and the hearsay spread and gathered new beginnings. Someone brought news of an Ethiopian prince who travelled from the coast of Africa and fought Achilles and someone else said he was the son of Tithonus who turned into a grasshopper and so a new poem grew out of an old poem and the stories had their territories, like blackbirds.

Where the territories crossed, the poets traded variants. They brought new words into old poems so that every Homer carried several dialects in his singing. To perform the Iliad was to insert yourself between previous tellings and the present moment and find the middle language which interprets between them. It is not just that Aeolian needs to be mixed with Ionian and Arcado-Cypriot, it is that the dead have something to say to the living. The tradition must be passed horizontally across space and vertically down through time. It is not written down. It is hearsay. It is a kind of memory but it is stored outside the body. It can be mapped onto landmarks or stars or notched sticks. It borrows from birdsong and can be triggered by birdsong. It is often woven and recited while weaving. It is mimed and danced and then becomes latent in the muscles. Its medium is metre, which provides the axis around which everything else is moving. I picture it as a whirling spiral of hearsay. Homer pictured it as a goddess.

Hearsay is a goddess. It is her voice which sings Homer. It is not the poet who remembers the poem, but a very very old symmetrical self-replenishing melody sometimes remembers a person and then poems recite poets. When poems recite poets, time begins to move in circles because whatever is recited once will be recited twice and three times and that is what Fate means. It means already recited. It means that the past and the future are permanently on the tip of the tongue and so the sea can be described as deep-rolling even as a boat is bumping over the shallows and the earth is life-giving even as a man’s blood drains into it and Aphrodite moves by means of smiles even as two lovers die at odds and swift-footed horses can often be seen walking slowly. The scholars tell us to ignore these formulae because they are nothing more than compositional aids but it is better to say that certain poems dwell in a haunted time zone where the sea can be in two states at once and the poets can have more than one life. Taliesin, for example, is a sixth-century poet who is born again whenever his poems are recited, and a child in Gaza, starving and shot at in a tent, when she describes what she suffers in monorhyme; she is also Imru’ al-Qays, an exiled poet-king from the sixth century, and a modern city full of traffic and orange-sellers is already a ruin in a pre-Islamic ode and the life-giving Earth is already and always drinking blood …


… i la terra beneida de nit i de dia crida

… and the blessed Earth cries out …



(A Catalan farmer used to sing this as he sowed the seed. He was a glossador, which means he could compose spontaneously in pentameter without writing anything down, but this particular set of words must have pleased him because he scribbled the music onto a scrap of paper and a hundred years later his great-granddaughter showed it to her friend Joana and Joana sang it to me down the telephone:


Ningu te acta vida … there is no permit for a long life, there is no calendar for death, the one who grows me here, sowed my fate along the furrow but kept the measure out of sight … i la terra beneida de nit i di dia crida … and the blessed Earth cries out – all day all night – because the flesh she fed now she must eat it … i la terra beneida de nit i di dia crida …



According to Joana, this song is still alive and whenever she performs it, the glossador turns up. Once he snapped all four strings of her double bass and once he switched on the radio and sang ‘Vida Vida Vida’ and once the whole audience could hear him droning and he wouldn’t stop and I carry this living song in my pocket on my phone so that sometimes I’m just walking through the city not thinking and the blessed Earth cries out …)

¶ Badia Obaid is an Arabic-speaking Zipang Mesopotamian storyteller, with a repertoire of stories from ancient Iraq. What does Zipang mean? It means breath. Badia is a still-breathing Mesopotamian storyteller who was born in Baghdad. She came to England as an actress and voice-over artist, a writer, reporter, presenter and producer. She has a traditional embroidered dress and when she puts it on, she puts on timelessness. She puts on Zipang. Badia speaks in Arabic and her friend Wafa’ Tarnowska, a children’s writer from Lebanon, translates the stories into English and French as she goes along. They keep three languages in the air, like jugglers, and each language has a different memory. In her mother-tongue, each woman has known the devastation of war. Wafa’ lost twenty members of her family in the recent attacks by Israel, but they smile at each other as they speak, as if the goddess of love was moving constantly between them in the past and together they explain that there is a certain village in Iraq, well known for its lavender which you can smell from far away. It tingles your nose with its dry silvery sweetness. Comme un sucre sec. According to Badia, a woman from that village gave birth to a son, who smelt so strongly of lavender that often the bees came swarming in through the window and she had a hard time protecting him. Wafa’ confirms that this woman loved her son, oui elle aimait bien son fils. She endured all the boredom and delight of watching him grow up, but in the end she lost him. He went to fight in some war or other and never came back. Jamais. Badia declares and Wafa’ translates that the woman dressed herself in black, she took to the roads. Whenever she passed a bush of lavender she would tear it to shreds and stand there beating her body and cursing death. They glance at each other, taken aback by her swear words. This is very destructive, this is really quite disturbing, they say to the woman. You should go and speak to someone. Yes, Badia says – you should find that magician who lives in the woods and ask him how to get your son back. Wafa’ confirms that the woman went to find that magician and told him about her son who smelt so strongly of lavender and how desperately she wanted him back. The magician said it was easy. He said she must travel from village to village with a sprig of lavender, knocking on the doors and telling her story. When she found a house which had never been visited by death, she should hand over the sprig of lavender and in exchange they would give her back her son. For seven years that woman went from house to house, knocking on the doors and telling her story and not a single house had not known death. The story ends when the woman translates her loss into everyone’s. First in Arabic, then in mother-tongue and back again in English, then in French, the woman put the lavender in her buttonhole and became a midwife, a mother of everyone.

In the pages which follow, you will find me like the midwife knocking on doors, asking questions, hunting for those stories which will bring back the dead, hunting for the difficulties which connect everyone. I’m looking for the voice of poetry before it knows it is poetry, when it is still improvising itself out of human emergency and memory and the song of the seed-sower and the bone violin. That seems to me to be the originary voice of Homer and when it speaks, the glossador turns up and so does Taliesin and Lalon and Imru’al-Qays and the king of Lydia and the word poetry is not wild enough to hold them all. I’m off to find a better word – more anonymous, more generous …

This quest began as a series of lectures during my tenure as Oxford professor of poetry, but at that point I still thought a person could encounter Homer by reading the Iliad. I had not realised that oral poetry demands a more drunken and bat-like enquiry from one eavesdropping to another. I had not realised that the lectures I want to hear are not really lectures about Homer but lectures about ourselves by Homer and that my first task was to find not the written-down poet in the past, but the one who is still alive, still speaking, who gave one of his poems to the scribe but the rest to the wind. That is why I stand here in the middle of the road, with the wind in my hood and the glossador in my pocket, increasingly inconstant and fictional.

SHE speaks as MIST.


‘What am I which

carries my head

hidden in water inside-out

and one eye can’t see the other?




Not sleep I think

not dust …’




So saying, the mist

with woollen feet, white gloves and

hiding her body in her beard

appeared among the missing worlds and




Not




And then the woods were not

the wind was not




The knock on the door was not




The two who stood there

and the two who saw them said

not what they said




Because by now their mouths were not,

their words were not …




‘What is that which

weeps as it lifts …’

Not mist said the mist

weeping






2. What am I?

Who was Homer? I asked someone that question when I was fifteen and she told me he was blind. Homer! The poet of the dawn’s pink fingers, the poet who noticed how poplars turn their leaves in the wind like the hands of servants: the fact passed through me like a ghost that his sight was coming from elsewhere. Homer was blind.

So how did he write down his poems? He didn’t write them down. He knew them already. Who taught him? The Homer before. What do you mean the Homer before – who was Homer?

Who was Homer? It sounds like an academic question, but I prefer to think of it as a riddle. Not the modern kind of riddle, whose answer appears in italics upside down at the end, but the Middle English kind – like one of those riddles which were gathered in a folio in the tenth century and presented to Exeter Cathedral.


My tooth is long, I snuffle the earth, what am I?

Of ancient lineage, I live in cities, under smooth surface I hide my power … what am I?

My clothes are silent when I tread the ground … or sit in my house or unsettle the waters …



There are no answers provided in the Exeter Book. To read these riddles is to find yourself suddenly in a different country where everything comes to interrogate you as yourself. What am I snuffling? Am I a pig? Am I a rake? What smooth surface hides me? What am I when I imagine a swan? What am I?

‘What am I’ is the primary and most ordinary riddle. It weighs down a child whenever she tells a lie and gets away with it. It swings to and fro between two people sitting shyly on a bench. It is there at the end, when the patient turns crossly to the wall and accepts the gravity of her body and sleeps at last … what am I as I slip away and replace myself with what I always was who was I?

Poems are difficult not because they obscure their meanings but because like a gust of wind blowing your name away they lightly reveal this question at the end of every phrase. The poem interviews the listener and it’s tempting to find easy answers. When a poem is written by one poet, there are plenty of distracting things to ask about the poet’s life; but these are only relevant in so far as they drove the poet over the borders of her certainty and into the kingdom of riddles.

Most often, the facts of a poet’s life work against the form of the poem, which is riddling. But there are no facts of Homer’s life. The Iliad and the Odyssey were compiled over several centuries. The written-down versions were made of unwritten anonymous versions and the power of Anon is like the power of Rumpelstiltskin – it must never be named. That’s why Homer begins
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