

[image: ]




[image: ]



 

Contents

List of Illustrations

Preface

Introduction

Homer and the Archeological Reader

Poet and Poem, Singer and Song

History and Geography

The Gods

Violence

Fathers and Sons

Men and Women, Families and Couples

Memory

A Final Word Before Reading

Notes

Chronology

Map and Illustrations

Commentary

  BOOK I: A Goddess Intervenes

  BOOK II: A Hero’s Son Awakens

 BOOK III: The Lord of the Western Approaches

 BOOK IV: The Red-Haired King and His Lady

  BOOK V: Sweet Nymph and Open Sea

  BOOK VI: The Princess at the River

 BOOK VII: Gardens and Firelight

BOOK VIII: The Songs of the Harper

 BOOK IX: New Coasts and Poseidon’s Son

  BOOK X: The Grace of the Witch

  BOOK XI: A Gathering of Shades

 BOOK XII: Sea Perils and Defeat

BOOK XIII: One More Strange Island

 BOOK XIV: Hospitality in the Forest

  BOOK XV: How They Came to Ithaka

 BOOK XVI: Father and Son

 BOOK XVII: The Beggar at the Manor

BOOK XVIII: Blows and a Queen’s Beauty

 BOOK XIX: Recognitions and a Dream

 BOOK XX: Signs and a Vision

 BOOK XXI: The Test of the Bow

 BOOK XXII: Death in the Great Hall

BOOK XXIII: The Trunk of the Olive Tree

BOOK XXIV: Warriors, Farewell



Who’s Who in The Odyssey

Bibliography: Suggestions for Further Reading

Acknowledgments


 

List of Illustrations

  1. Map: The World of The Odyssey

  2. A Plan of the Palace at Pylos

  3. The Homeric Ship: Odysseus on His Travels

  4. A Scene from The Odyssey: The Ram Jug, 7th century, B.C.E.

  5. Odysseus’ Bow: Strung and Unstrung

  6. Stringing the Bow: A Coin from Thebes, 5th century, B.C.E.

  7. The Test of the Bow: Ring-Handled Axes in a Line

  8. Double Axe-Heads Fixed in the Ground

  9. A Fragment of The Odyssey, Book XV. 161–181, 3rd or 4th century, C.E.

10. A Page from the Editio Princeps of The Odyssey, Book I.1–32, Printed in Florence, 1488


 

Preface

Following is a guide to The Odyssey keyed to the translation of Robert Fitzgerald. I had long known, as reader and teacher, that the Fitzgerald translation of The Odyssey is astoundingly vivid; it seems to me to capture in English what I appreciate in Homer’s Greek. As I worked on the guide, rereading, back and forth, again and again, both Homer and Fitzgerald, I began to appreciate what a truly monumental accomplishment the Fitzgerald translation is, how accurate, how brilliant. But let me emphasize that however much this volume is intended as a companion to his translation, neither publisher nor editor constrained me always to agree with Fitzgerald. Indeed, as users of the guide will see, I introduce discussion of Fitzgerald’s translation into my comments at many points, often providing more literal renderings of the Greek, occasionally marking my disagreement with the translator’s interpretation and proposing an alternate solution. Obviously, accuracy is my first aim here, but I have brought readers into the interpreter’s shop with several other purposes in mind. First, exploring a particular choice on the translator’s part is an effective way to highlight differences between Homer’s world and our own.

As I explain in the Introduction, appreciating the distances across which The Odyssey comes to us is part of the task of the “archeological reader.” One aspect of this distance is the translation, which lies between us and the original not as a sheet of plate glass but as a darkened mirror. The work of the translator should be demystified, however much the end product shares in the miracle of poetry (and it does because Fitzgerald is a true poet). If I so often say, “No, it doesn’t really say this, the Greek means …,” it is because I want readers occasionally to be frustrated that they aren’t reading the original, frustrated so that at least some of them will decide to learn ancient Greek for themselves. Homer in the original can be read with pleasure and profit, albeit slowly, after only a year of study. Even if it takes years to become adept at the finer points of Homeric philology, it is well worth the effort.

I had the opportunity of meeting Robert Fitzgerald only once, when he spoke to a group of eager undergraduates about finding the right register for each of his translations of ancient epic (he also translated The Iliad and The Aeneid). From the passion for the poetry he radiated then, and from the poetry of his translation itself, I daresay that no one would be happier if his work led readers to read and study Homer in Homer’s Greek rather than his own English. And while no translation is the equal of its original, Homer is among the more “translatable” of ancient authors: his carefully plotted story, his subtle characters and their eloquent speeches, his vivid descriptions and striking metaphors, in short, the major portion of his infinite invention transfers well into modern English, guaranteeing joys to the reader of a translation comparable to the pleasures of reading the original. As Fitzgerald, himself a consummate student of Homer’s Greek, proves, we need not choose between the two.

*  *  *

Two notes to readers:

In general I employ the spellings for proper names that Fitzgerald himself used—transliterations of the original Greek names—even though English-speaking readers will in some cases be more familiar with the Romanized versions of these names. Thus both translator and commentator refer to Odysseus rather than Ulysses (based on the Latin Ulixes); Akhilleus, not Achilles; Kirkê, not Circe; and so on. However, in the Introduction I use the more familiar English forms for place names where confusion might otherwise arise (e.g., Crete, not Krete), and I do refer to “Ulysses” when I am speaking of the character in the Latin tradition, from Vergil to Dante to Joyce. One note on my own transliteration of Greek words: Greek “u” [u—upsilon] is rendered “u” except for the family of poly-epithets—an element whose familiarity to English readers I did not want to obscure—and for the name “Euryalos” [Eurualos], translated “Seareach” by Fitzgerald (VIII. 148), but often appearing as “Euryalos” or “Euryalus” in literature on Homer and his epic descendants.

Finally, I use the abbreviations “B.C.E.” (Before the Common Era) and “C.E.” (Common Era) in place of the older denominators of the same periods, “B.C.” (Before Christ) and “A.D.” (anno Domini).


 

Introduction

Apart from the Bible, it is hard to think of any literary work that, in the world we have come to call “the West,” has been so influential through so many centuries as The Odyssey, as both a text and a direct source of characters and incidents. This may be a surprising outcome for a poem that seems to have had its beginnings as sung entertainment in the banquet halls of petty chieftains in Greece and around the Aegean basin during a time often named the Dark Age of Greece (roughly the years 1150–800 B.C.E.). Darkness is, of course, relative. Even if the written documents and material culture of the early first millennium B.C.E. in Greece seem meager compared with those of the earlier civilizations of Mycenae and Crete, much less the subsequent brilliance of Classical Greece, both of these cultural moments and all subsequent Western civilization are illuminated by the twin flames that blazed forth out of that darkness: The Iliad and The Odyssey. No matter what role a bard named Homer had in the final shaping and polishing of the epics, the enduring strength of these two works lies in the fact that they are the living productions of entire cultures, the culmination of the narrative talent of who knows how many generations of bards and audiences, each of which contributed in some way to the drama, the images, the wisdom—in short, the humanity to be discovered in these poems.

Both The Iliad and The Odyssey were popular as sung stories in their time, and once recorded in written form they were installed by literary scholars and have never been replaced as the twin models of the genre of epic poetry. If The Iliad has traditionally been received as in some sense the more epic—in other words, the more fiercely heroic and bloodier of the two—The Odyssey has been treasured as the more accessibly human. Even as Odysseus’ narrative takes him well beyond familiar geography, the boundaries of the human psyche and human society are drawn and figuratively patrolled. The very border of mortality marks the limits of the human, while at the same time it is presented as penetrable: the poet takes Odysseus once and us twice into the realm of the dead, to speak and listen to the shades of the dead. And even if in The Odyssey we see less petty backbiting and infighting among the gods and demigods than in The Iliad, the gods of The Odyssey are frequently all too human. Learning how to behave toward the gods, in daily piety and ritual, and how to negotiate the incursions of the divine into the human—from interpreting oracles and portents to facing the presence of a god in disguise or in epiphany—all of this tests and defines what it is to be human.

The narrative course of The Odyssey presents a wider range of characters than The Iliad offers. In the besieged Troy we get a glimpse of family units—men, women, and children—but the thematic pattern of The Odyssey demands that both poet and audience enter more often and more deeply into the hopes and fears, the desperation and exultation of individual characters—among others, a fatherless youth, a slave bereft of his master, a husbandless wife, a young woman who fantasizes about a potential bridegroom, an old man condemned to mourn his son, and an older and erotically experienced woman who gives up her best hope for a lasting relationship. It is the variety and depth of character as much as the compelling plot in which they all play their allotted roles that have kept The Odyssey irresistibly alive in the minds of readers of all ages.

  Poets are readers, too, and many poets have refashioned bits of Homer’s Odyssey to suit their own purposes, not simply mining the Homeric vein for foreign riches but adding levels of significance to the original poems. In a fragment of the archaic Greek poet Arkhilokhos often invoked as one of the first individual voices in the West, the singer describes how he threw away his shield and ran from battle. Alkaíos and Anakreon follow suit. Centuries later the Latin poet Horace picks up the theme, and it begins to look like part of the poet’s traditional self-deprecation. However, the originator of this claim is Homer’s Odysseus, who says of one particularly sticky pass, “I wrenched my dogskin helmet off my head, / dropped my spear, dodged out of my long shield / [and] ran,” here not away, but to beg mercy from the Egyptian king (XIV.318–20). Significantly for both later poets, this is one of Odysseus’ fibs, for this episode is part of the story the disguised Odysseus tells about his assumed character of Cretan traveler and fortune seeker. The individual’s and the poet’s voices then partake of the voice of Homer’s Odysseus in the very passage where Odysseus is being most himself—lying, and most poetic—inventing fictions.

This is not the place to explore the manifold transformations that The Odyssey and above all the character of Odysseus have undergone through subsequent literature, not least because a good map of much of the territory exists in W. B. Stanford’s survey of the “Ulysses theme.”1 Some stories concerning Odysseus which circulated in antiquity are lost to us, but many are still extant. We meet Odysseus in Sophocles’ tragedies: Ajax (before 441 B.C.E.) and, more darkly, Philoctetes (ca. 408 B.C.E.); briefly in Euripides’ Hecuba (ca. 424 B.C.E.); in the Rhesus; and in the satyr play Cyclops. The Odysseus of the tragedies takes on a life of his own, which will resound down the ages through Seneca’s Troades, the mid-first-century C.E. Latin adaptation of Euripides, and ultimately to Shakespeare’s The History of Troilus and Cressida (1602–1603) and Jean Giraudoux’s 1935 theatrical fable La guerre de Troie n’aura pas lieu (The Trojan War Will Not Take Place). Shakespeare’s dark play is based in part on Geoffrey Chaucer’s narrative poem Troilus and Criseyde (ca. 1385), which itself follows any number of medieval Latin and vernacular Troy poems.

Like Shakespeare’s, all the many stage representations in which Odysseus plays a role draw on other Odyssean traditions, beginning with The Iliad and including the meanings that gradually accreted to his figure across centuries and cultures, which then were partially erased and massively revalued. In Greco-Roman philosophical traditions, Odysseus became the example of the man who survives—for the Stoics by the strength of his character and the subordination of fear and desire to will; for some of the other philosophical sects by his astonishing adaptability. The Odyssey had shown Odysseus in both lights and did not apologize for the moments when his infinite adaptability crossed the line into guile and deceit. The Roman comic poet Plautus has more than one character invoke Odysseus as cunning strategist and archtrickster, and it is no surprise that the master wordcrafter among Roman poets, Ovid, chose Odysseus’ battle with Ajax over Achilles’ arms as the moment in Odysseus’ career he would highlight, a battle which was waged and won by skill in words alone (Metamorphoses, Book XIII).

As knowledge of the Greek originals faded in the West, reaching its nadir in the Middle Ages, Odysseus became little more than a byword for trickiness, even treachery. This was reinforced by the fact that the Roman Catholic West was inclined to regard in a dim light the Greek Orthodox East, with its center at Constantinople (once Byzantium, now Istanbul), from which the Catholic West had split first politically and then doctrinally. Of course, the theme of Greek “treachery” predates the schism of Rome from Constantinople, running back to the stratagem of the Trojan horse itself, and is kept alive in every retelling of the fall of Troy. This is inscribed in Vergil’s Aeneid, the classical text which was most widely studied in the West and one of the few secular texts which was read and recopied without interruption throughout the Middle Ages.

The relationship of the crowning work of Vergil, the Roman Homer, to both Homeric poems is complex (as was noted already in Vergil’s own time), but the clever way the Roman challenges his Greek precursor may be well exemplified by the role Ulysses has in The Aeneid. In his epic about Aeneas—who, according to legend, escaped the fall of Troy, led Trojan settlers to Italy, and through both battle and alliance established the basis for the founding of Rome by his descendants, Vergil permits Odysseus to appear only at a distance, and in sharp and rather unflattering perspective. In Books II and III, Aeneas—not unlike Odysseus at the court of Alkínoös and Arêtê—responds to his hostess’ request and tells Dido of the fall of Troy and his own subsequent wanderings. Within this Vergilian tribute to Homer’s strategy of having Odysseus narrate The Odyssey Books IX-XII, Ulysses is mentioned. It is from Book II of The Aeneid, and with reference to Odysseus’ Trojan horse, that we derive the proverbial “timeo Danaos et dona ferentes” (“I fear the Greeks even when they are bearing gifts,” II.49). Despite such warnings and even more spectacular portents, the false Sinon manages to convince the Trojans to breach their walls and drag the wooden horse within the city. (The Greek Sinon had first established credibility and won Trojan sympathy by pretending to have been maltreated by his comrades, Ulysses in particular.) Although it is never stated in so many words, it is hard not to imagine that Sinon’s whole script is the work of Ulysses, whom tradition makes the inventor of the ruse of the horse. In this narrated scene in The Aeneid, Odysseus is thus invisible behind Sinon’s words (but visible in that invisibility), just as readers know that he is hidden in the horse.2

Throughout Aeneas’ account of the travels that brought him from Troy to Dido’s Carthage, Vergil has him skirt Ithaka, and only once does he bring Aeneas’ and Odysseus’ itineraries together. At one stop on the desolate coast of Sicily, Aeneas and his companions discover Achaemenides, who turns out to be—so Aeneas reports the story—one of Ulysses’ men who had been left behind in Polyphêmos’ cave. The Trojans give him aid and transport, despite his being a Greek and their mortal enemy. The more important point is to highlight an Odyssean episode which shows Odysseus at his most irresponsible. “Pious Aeneas,” in contrast, saves his followers—indeed, he even saves one of Odysseus’, if, that is, we permit Vergil to interpolate this character into The Odyssey and, as it were, correct Homer. Nor do the literary repercussions of this Odyssey-inspired scene end here: Vergil’s successor Ovid repeats the maneuver, interpolating Vergil as well as Homer, by recounting yet another version of Achaemenides’ experiences in the land of the Kyklopês and then presenting a newly invented character, Macareus, one of Odysseus’ companions who, Ovid claims, skipped ship after hearing of the dangers Kirkê foretold (Metamorphoses XIV. 154–444).

The Aeneid memorializes the Trojan origins of Rome. In its wake, through the Middle Ages, cities and nations, most prominently France and Britain, put about stories that provided each with a Trojan foundation. In this way an ancient pedigree was provided for their contemporary aversion to the Greeks, with Ulysses standing first in the line of sworn enemies most directly responsible for the fall of Troy, a defeat they now made their own, and his character epitomizing the perfidious Greek at his worst.

The perfidy of the horse and the origin of the Roman people are specifically linked and heightened in The Divine Comedy when Vergil answers the pilgrim Dante’s query about the twin flames they see in the eighth circle of hell. These are Ulysses and Diomedes, Ulysses’ companion on many missions, who together, as Vergil says, “bemoan / the snare of the horse which made the gate / whence issued the noble seed of the Romans” (Inferno XXVI.58–60). What Dante knows of Odysseus he knows through the Latin tradition, primarily Vergil’s Aeneid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and Statius’ Achilleis (widely read notwithstanding its unfinished state) along with their commentaries, which were the staples of medieval schooling in the Classics or, as they were then called, “The Authors” (auctores). Dante conveys his recognition that his knowledge of these figures of Greek epic is entirely mediated by Latin, along with his profound sense of the historical belatedness of his Italian tongue, by staging a Vergilian intervention when it comes time for Dante to question Ulysses and Diomedes. “Leave the speaking to me,” Vergil advises, “who have understood / that which you wish: for perhaps they would be disdainful, / since they were Greeks, of your speech” (XXVI.73–75).

Vergil adjures them by his own celebration of both characters in verse and asks one of them to tell how he came to die (XXVI. 79–84). Dante makes Ulysses respond, and now it is the Italian poet’s turn to make the next move in the literary game of interpolation. The subsequent narrative of Ulysses’ last journey is often read, anachronistically, as a remarkable anticipation of romantic, even Faustian, striving. But Dante, like Augustine before him, need only have looked within himself to find the great temptation for an intellectual that the desire for unbounded knowledge represents. Indeed, that temptation, and all the woe born of it, runs back in the Judeo-Christian tradition to the first temptation in Eden. The shipboard address of Dante’s Ulysses to yet another set of comrades he will lead to destruction continues the tradition of Odyssean eloquence, and, while it wins over Ulysses’ shipmates, Dante expects the reader of the The Divine Comedy to be wary of its appeals to the senses and experience (XXVI. 115–16). He gives Ulysses these concluding words: “Consider your stock: / you were not made to live like brute animals, / but to pursue manly valor and knowledge” (XXVI. 118–20).

But for Dante there is a third way, between brutish existence and undisciplined striving for glory and wisdom: submission to authority and the willingness to brook the limits placed on human knowledge by God. Dante goes far beyond Vergil’s presentation of Ulysses as a negative example of irresponsible leadership, against which Vergil highlights Aeneas’ self-effacing responsibility. Dante’s Ulysses destroys both his companions and himself not merely in striving to satisfy idle curiosity and to see other lands and peoples but in searching for knowledge, on which he, erring, places no limits. It is out of his own understanding of the temptation of the desire for knowledge that Dante could describe in such heroic terms Ulysses’ five-month-long sea journey beyond the Pillars of Hercules (i.e., the Strait of Gibraltar), which for Greco-Roman and medieval navigators marked the bounds of the known world. But, as even Dante’s Ulysses makes clear when he describes his ultimate shipwreck—“and our prow sank, as it pleased another, / until the sea closed back over us” (XXVI. 141–42)—this is a heroism which attracts us at our peril. The “other” mentioned in the canto’s penultimate line is, Dante’s Ulysses now understands, Dante’s God.

  While the double-sided nature of Odysseus, explicit already in The Odyssey, gave rise to the widest range of interpretations and responses, many of the other players have also left their impress. Penélopê, even if a bit impatient and peeved in the first of Ovid’s Heroides (“Letters from the Heroines”), became for medieval readers of that very popular collection of poetic epistles the epitome of married chastity. And beyond: “Penelope” became synonymous with “faithful wife” in English and other European languages—with the obvious possibility that the term could be used sarcastically (as in Da Ponte’s libretto for Mozart’s Così fan tutte). Likewise, but with no blot on her scutcheon, her famous ruse has entered the proverbial: a “Penelopean web” is any work that will never be finished.

Diametrically opposed to Penélopê, Kirkê (Circe) became the archetypal temptress. She is the ultimate progenitor of Ariosto’s Alcina and Tasso’s Armida in the Italian Renaissance, not to mention the various Spenserian temptresses inspired by them. Nor is her afterlife limited to the literary tradition; she too became proverbial. For example, Germans, many of whose proverbial expressions reflect the value their culture has placed on a classical education, may still call a seductive woman a “Circe,” and they have even created a verb, becircen, to describe Circe-like erotic enchantment. Like Penélopê’s web, Circe’s cup has become proverbial: it is the draft, literal or figurative, which works enchantment, particularly of the erotic variety.

Mentor too has a proverbial existence as the name of any adviser; indeed, so common is the appellation that in English we no longer even need capitalize the name. The Oxford English Dictionary suggests that its use as a common noun, which dates from the eighteenth century, is due largely to the important role Mentor played in the then wildly popular novel Télémaque by the French abbé Fénelon (1699). If so, this is yet another indignity inflicted on Telémakhos, who of all the characters in The Odyssey has had the least impact on literary and popular traditions. Historically, this is in large measure the result of his having virtually no profile in the Latin tradition, but it is also true that, without a careful and sympathetic reading, he runs the risk of becoming a rather uninteresting prig. Poor Telémakhos! The French novel of which he is the title hero is not only unread today but virtually unreadable, unless one is held by interminable discussions of virtue and theories of moral education.

Less important characters in The Odyssey have had better luck. Nausikaa, like Telémakhos a virtual prisoner of the Greek tradition, had to wait until the recovery of Greek to work her charm in the West, but when she did, her champion was none other than Goethe, who sketched and completed parts of a drama about her failure to win Odysseus as a bridegroom. Soon thereafter Eumaios returned in twelfth-century dress as the Saxon slave Gurth in Sir Walter Scott’s historical romance Ivanhoe (1820), a story of absent lords, usurpers, and disguised returns which clearly shares more than a swineherd with The Odyssey. But the most surprising figure to enjoy a poetic afterlife in Odyssean spin-offs is Polyphêmos, the one-eyed Kyklops. Perhaps it was the very challenge of the task which inspired poets to present him hopelessly in love with the nymph Galatea. The mannerist tradition of the lovesick monster begins in Greek with Theokritos’ eleventh Idyll and makes its way to the European baroque in large part thanks to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, where the spurned lover kills Acis, his “rival” for Galatea’s affections (XIII.740–898).

I referred earlier to the fact that knowledge of Greek and Greek texts virtually disappeared in western Europe in the Middle Ages, so that poets like Dante and Chaucer were dependent on the Latin tradition. Clearly, knowledge of The Odyssey depended on knowledge of Greek, but surprisingly, the reverse seems also to have been true: The Odyssey played an important role in the reintroduction of the study of ancient Greek in Renaissance Europe. Petrarch (1304–1374) owned a manuscript of The Odyssey, but it was a closed book to him. Having Homer so near and yet inaccessible pained him, and he and Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–1375) hired the Greek Leonzio Pilato to translate The Odyssey into Latin in the 1360s.

Pilato’s translation was neither distinguished nor influential, but the Italian poets’ patronage of him accelerated the interaction of Italian humanists and Byzantine Greeks. In shortly over a hundred years, Italian humanists had learned enough Greek from their Byzantine contemporaries to introduce ancient Greek into the curricula of some of the more advanced Italian academies (e.g., Florence) and to read Horner and other Greek originals in growing numbers. Increasing concern with Greek texts in Greek inspired more humanists to acquire books from the hoard of manuscripts in Constantinople, a transference of cultural goods which proved fortuitous, since in 1453 the Turks finally succeeded in taking Constantinople, ending a tradition of Greek scholarship, much of it devoted to Homer, that ran back all the way to the Alexandrian scholars. From Italy, scholarly study of Greek literature spread across western Europe, and it was on the basis of the manuscripts gathered from the remnants of the Byzantine empire, at first primarily in Italy, that the first Greek texts were printed (The Iliad together with The Odyssey in Florence by 1488; see illustration number 10).

However, Pilato’s was not the first translation of The Odyssey made on the Italian peninsula. Not that it remained extant so long that Petrarch could have used it, but around 220 B.C.E. Livius Andronicus had effected for his Roman students a prose translation of The Odyssey, a work which can justly be credited with laying the foundation of Classical Latin literature and certainly of establishing the tradition that this literature model itself on Greek literature. Livius Andronicus’ version was successful in that it was quickly surpassed in stylistic refinement. Almost at once, Greek literature was not just seen as the stuff from which translations were made but was imitated in ever more creative ways. I have already spoken of many uses of themes or characters from The Odyssey in Roman literature, and that discussion came nowhere near exhausting the possibilities. Ovid, describing his trip into exile from Rome, compares his woes with those of no figure more frequently than Odysseus. I have also mentioned how Vergil modeled large parts of The Aeneid on The Odyssey, from scenes (the hero addressing his companions at the height of a storm; the hero rebuffed by the shade of one he had aggrieved and whose death he had, indirectly, caused) to structural elements (the hero’s inset narrative of his own travels and travails).

In more modern times, retellings of all or parts of the actual Odyssey have been relatively infrequent. Odysseus’ return is the subject of Monteverdi’s Il ritorno d’Ulisse in patria, written for the Venice opera season of 1641, as it is of Gabriel Fauré’s rarely performed Pénélope (premiered in Monte Carlo in 1907). Poor Telémakhos again: he was banished from the libretto for the sake of a sharper focus on the married lovers. Even more recently (1954), there is a film version of the entire epic, with Kirk Douglas as a swashbuckling Odysseus. But without doubt the most significant and influential “remake” of The Odyssey in the twentieth century, and arguably since Vergil’s Aeneid, is James Joyce’s modernist masterpiece, Ulysses (1922). Joyce does not so much retell the story of The Odyssey as use the Homeric original as a deep subtext for both structure and characters. The reader’s knowledge of The Odyssey is taken as a background against which Joyce expects him or her to read the events of a day in Dublin, and Leopold and Molly Bloom are drastic revisions of Odysseus and Penélopê. Here, finally, Telémakhos comes into his own in the person of Stephen Dedalus. Besides being an experiment in narrative form and language, Joyce’s Ulysses aims to be more encyclopedic of modern culture than Homer’s Odyssey is of Mycenaean and Dark Age Greece.

It would be impertinent to pretend to analyze the relations between Joyce’s modern masterpiece and Homer’s Odyssey in depth here. Let its existence suffice to testify to the vitality of Homer’s Odyssey in our century. Nor did that vitality exhaust itself in the mythic modernism of a Joyce or Kazantzakis.3 The most recent publication of the 1992 winner of the Nobel Prize for literature, Derek Walcott, is a long narrative poem entitled Omeros.4 Achille, Hector, Antigone, Philoctete live and love in a West Indian milieu. Their characters and story are even more loosely tied to The Iliad and The Odyssey than Joyce’s Ulysses is to the latter. What links the world Walcott creates to that of Homer’s poem is a vision of a shared landscape and the ethos that emerges from it. I say “landscape,” but it is as much a shore-and seascape. The shore Walcott evokes is at once a directly observed Caribbean and a Mediterranean refracted through Homeric recalls. As in The Odyssey, a tired castaway can find rest in a bed of leaves where the sea washes the land, and Homer, too, after so many centuries of cultural seafaring, is reconstituted once again.5

HOMER AND THE ARCHEOLOGICAL READER

Even without reference to the rich afterlife Homer’s Odyssey has enjoyed, reading the original poem in our time involves us willy-nilly in a project of archeology. This is true, in different ways, whether we read Homer in a Greek or an English text. In fact, The Iliad and The Odyssey have always demanded archeological reading. Let me explain what I conceive to be the task of the archeological reader.

Discussions of readers and audiences tend to assume Homer’s original audience as the ideal. There is no question that such an audience shared with the poet a code of language, ideas, and assumptions that enabled them to receive The Odyssey with a simplicity and immediacy that can never be re-created. It is often presumed that our aim ought to be just such a reception. Leaving aside the obvious consideration that this is not possible, and without considering how close an approximation could be achieved, we ought to ponder whether it is even desirable.

Perhaps in part because it is impossible to recover, the state of the ideal audience is presented as if it were Edenic, a paradise now lost to us. The immediacy of reception that characterizes that lost innocence is, however, by nature unreflective. Masked behind the longing to experience a work precisely as its first audience did is often a desire not to think about the context of its production (as the first audience did not need to); not to analyze the dependency of meaning and interpretation on time, place, and culture; and not to reflect about the work of reading itself. Rather than lament our fallen state, I propose that we consider the benefits of distance, reflection, even—perhaps—objectivity. All of which is not to say that trying to imagine our way back into the mind of the first audience ought not to be one of our tactics in reading. But by making it only one part of the package, we are less likely to overvalue it and, out of desperation, to claim that we have in fact achieved what can only be approximated by an act of informed imagination.

The archeological reader may learn other things about a text by coming to it after a careful process of discovery, that is, of uncovering. Nor are the layers through which we dig wholly detritus. Of course, the later accretions and responses to a text are not in any sense part of the original, but they are of interest in the context of a wider cultural history. Even if not part of the text itself, they are a necessary component of our study of it, since we as readers stand at the end of an ongoing process of interpretation. We may of course prefer to ignore our own history as a reading culture, but the archeological reader always chooses the hard work of analysis and discrimination over the fantasy of unmediated response. This is not to deny us moments of such response. I will maintain that at least part of the time we must work to enjoy the spilling of blood in an act of just vengeance as I imagine the first audience would have, and as Homer expected them to. But to know that we should in some sense have this response is already a historically self-conscious position; it can be indulged responsibly only as part of the larger and more complex response I call archeological reading. Archeological reading is the kind we must do whenever we can, and certainly whenever our aim is to study a text in the context of the culture in which it was created.

POET AND POEM, SINGER AND SONG

The Homeric Odyssey requires archeological reading at an even deeper level, since it is not simply the creation of one poet for one audience at one time or in one place. So complex is the puzzle of the origins of the Homeric epics that scholars and amateurs alike refer to “the Homeric question.” (Indeed, to make it sound yet more portentous, English speakers often use the German die homerische Frage in tribute to the nation which has wrestled most earnestly with the question over the past two centuries.) What is the Homeric question? Simply put, it is Who was Homer? The question is as old as the establishment of a literate culture in Greece in the sixth century B.C.E. In the earliest phase, argument centered on questions which now appear simple. For example, Where did Homer live? Many towns vied for the honor. Which poems did Homer write? During this phase, many were willing to ascribe to Homer considerably more segments of the epic cycle than the two major poems alone—The Iliad and The Odyssey—that have come down to us in their entirety. Finally, which group or guild of rhapsodes recited the authentic version of the Homeric poems? (The rhapsodes were so called from the staff—Greek rhabdos—they held while declaiming, reciting the poems by rote, or, more likely, because they “stitched” [rhaptein] one song to another.)

By the Classical period (fifth and early fourth centuries B.C.E.), the Homeric poems had long been the backbone of Greek moral education, but even in that increasingly literate and literary time, the vast majority of Greeks would have heard Homer more often than they read him. In the Ion, Plato gives us a portrait of a rhapsode who performed in Athens and throughout Greece in Socrates’ own day, in other words, in late-fifth-century B.C.E. Athens, the age of Sophocles, Euripides, and Aristophanes (to name dramatists only). Plato’s brief dialogue is well worth reading, not only as a portrait of a popular rhapsode and thus evidence for this important stage in the transmission of the Homeric poems but above all for the critique of the claims the educational and cultural establishment made for Homer, a critique that Plato puts into the mouth of his Socrates.

Greek culture and rule were extended far beyond the traditional borders of Greek influence by Alexander the Great, originally of Macedonia. The wider, more cosmopolitan world he left at his death in 323 B.C.E. is commonly known as the Hellenistic world. The small islands of self-rule and limited democracy that characterized the Classical period were overwhelmed by regional satrapies. Under the patronage of local princes, particularly in Pergamum on the coast of Asia Minor and in Alexandria, scholars collected and compared the texts of the Homeric poems. Under this new scientific scrutiny—already Alexander’s tutor, Aristode, had addressed “Homeric questions” at the conclusion of the first book of his Poetics—a range of philological problems emerged. To begin with, the assemblage of multiple copies of the Homeric poems made it clear that the texts varied. More than one scholar set himself the task of preparing an authoritative text. How was one to decide which word to choose when different papyrus rolls offered different readings? Which lines should be accepted or rejected when the texts varied radically or when some passages were repeated and others seemed crude to the tastes and expectations of highly literate Hellenistic scholars?

In light of the arrogance of many textual critics in subsequent centuries or other traditions, we can see that the Hellenistic scholars, for all their petty rivalry, worked with admirable tact and skepticism. The Homeric poems had a place in their esteem that approached the sanctity of scripture in sacred traditions. Rather than make copies without the verses that one or more scholars considered redundant or unacceptable, they developed a system of marginal signs meant to alert the reader to the purportedly dubious status of these verses. For this we can be thankful, for while we can reconstruct their principles and to some extent their tastes, the text itself seems to have passed through this period without being diminished or recast. The Hellenistic scholars saw that many words and references in the Homeric poems were mysterious because of changes in the language and culture, but they had neither the historical linguistics nor the archeology to enable them to begin to reconstruct Homer’s world. At least they recognized that such a reconstruction would be the first step to an understanding of his poetry.

The Chronology, below, lists some significant moments in the history of Homeric scholarship. My interest here is to visit crucial stages in the Homeric question as it evolved, because our current hypotheses about the origins of the Homeric poems are best understood, again archeologically, as developments in an ongoing process. The Greeks—not only Classical and Hellenistic but their Byzantine descendants—focused on questions of Homer’s provenance, the authority of one reading over another, and the need to explicate his meaning. In some instances, the explication led rather far afield, particularly when an exegete adhering to one philosophical or religious sect or another, confident that his doctrine was true and that Homer was the supreme exponent of truth, used allegory to harmonize Homer with his truth. Thus for different interpreters the gods became physical elements such as air and water, gods and heroes became ethical virtues, and the nymphs human souls.

But throughout this period, and even after Homer was reintroduced into the literary culture of western Europe, he was less studied than evoked—as the original Western poet (along with other mere names such as Linus, Musaeus, and Orpheus), as the fount of Classical mythology, and as the first epic poet. As I have described, only in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries did significant numbers of western European scholars have the opportunity to learn Greek and, with the advent of printing in the second half of the fifteenth century, the texts with which to work. Homer also began to circulate in translations, not only in Latin (at the time the universal language not only of the Church but of scholarship and international affairs) but in modern vernaculars, in English first in George Chapman’s rhymed Iliad and Odyssey (the pair were in print by 1616), then in Alexander Pope’s versions in his trademark heroic couplets (The Iliad, 1715–20; The Odyssey, 1725–26).

Pope’s Homer, great as it was, was more Pope than Homer, as contemporary critics were swift to point out. His historical pretensions as well as those of his critics are themselves significant, for they mark incipient scholarly concern with the historical Homer. Starting in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when, on the one hand, the study of history as a discipline was making rapid advances and, on the other, folktales and the heroic medieval literatures of the various European nations began to be studied and appreciated, substantial new light was shed on Homer. In this, scholarship and fashion went hand in hand. When, in the seventeenth century, the abbé d’Aubignac called Homer illiterate, he intended it as an insult; in the second half of the eighteenth century, which saw the popularity of the pseudomedieval songs of Ossian, the “illiterate bard” was an attractive figure.6 Working on a more serious level, Vico, Woods, Wolf, Lachmann, and others, with increasingly acute historical sense, led the way in reconceiving the cultural context in which the Homeric poems were created. All were right in this respect: that reconstructing that context was the key to understanding the origins of the poems, and thus solving the Homeric question.

By the end of the nineteenth century, it was not uncommon, at least among literary historians writing in English or German, to assume that the social and political conditions of the culture which produced the Homeric poems were comparable to those observed in “primitive cultures” (as these were then termed) around the world. Some also drew attention to the performance of oral poetry in such cultures and suggested that the Homeric poems were likewise the oral productions of a bard. Scholars were, however, uncertain how to connect this largely ethnographic insight to the analysis of the Homeric texts. At the opening of this century, the remarkable archeological discoveries in mainland Greece and the Troad (the area around Troy in the northwest corner of what is now Turkey) seemed to offer a more fruitful field for Homerists: surely here were the real objects, the material culture which Homer’s heroes would have known and which Homer was describing.

Soon, however, an approach based on both ethnographic parallels and a detailed analysis of Homer’s poetic language proved more fundamental to Homeric scholarship than the archeological discoveries of Heinrich Schliemann and his successors. In the 1920s a young American doctoral candidate, Milman Parry, wrote and defended a thesis at the Sorbonne.7 What emerged from this and subsequent studies by Parry and, after his death, by his assistant, Albert Lord, and others, we call the theory of oral-formulaic composition. Both Parry and Lord combined close analysis of the texts of the Homeric poems with on-site study of contemporary oral poets still performing in unbroken oral traditions. Of particular interest was the rich and then still productive bardic culture of the South Slavs.

Singers in this and other well-documented traditions learn their craft by hearing and doing. By manipulation of a repertory of formulae (stock phrases), the singer does not repeat but rather re-creates a certain tale afresh every time he sings it. Armed with the theory of oral-formulaic composition, Parry made sense of Homer’s oft-criticized repetitions and fixed epithets. But he did more. By careful analysis of the occurrence of various noun-epithet combinations (e.g., “swift-footed Akhilleus,” “wine-dark sea,” “rosy-fingered dawn”) at different metrical positions in Homer’s dactylic-hexameter line (a supple but strictly ruled system of anywhere from twelve long syllables—more normally eleven long and two short—to six long and eleven short syllables), Parry was able to show not only the extent of the formulaic system but its economy. In other words, the practice of oral poets over the centuries had undergone a sort of evolutionary “natural selection,” through which the bards’ artificial, i.e., conventional, language was so pared down that only rarely did more than one noun-epithet phrase for the same person or thing survive for any particular metrical slot in the line.8

This is highly technical, as are the many refinements of the idea that scholars have introduced over the years. Nonetheless, a grasp of even a simplified version of the thesis leads to a realization of its far-reaching implications. Does the theory of oral-formulaic composition undermine Homer’s poetic autonomy? That became the central question, for what above all provoked violent resistance to the theory was not only that it appeared to remove originality from the process of creating two of the greatest and certainly the first long poems in the Western tradition—“the bard uses inherited material”—but that it seemed to deny a place to creativity itself. If the singer were working with a strict metrical schema and his cache of formulaic phrases had for the sake of efficiency been reduced to one formula per slot, it seems that composition would have been well-nigh automatic.

But this is an extreme and untenable response. We can, I think, get a reasonable feel for both the constraints and the freedoms available to the singer of formulaic poetry by considering any number of familiar systems, for instance, music. Whether the musical idiom be Gregorian chant, Renaissance polyphony, late-eighteenth-century classical, ragtime, disco, or rap, given a certain bit of thematic material, the living practitioners in each style would think of harmonizing or developing it in only a limited number of ways. Later students of each style might argue that the system allowed little or no choice. In contrast, practitioners and contemporary listeners, for both of whom the constraints are given and therefore virtually unconscious, focus solely on the range, however narrow, of possible variation. As with so many things, constraints permit freedom.

Indeed, if we analyze it, language itself is largely a formulaic system, albeit with a more generous range of possible variation. As competent speakers of the language, we know the rules of grammar and the range of each word’s meaning. We know that one will have failed to construct a comprehensible sentence if the words occur in an incoherent order or if the words themselves cannot be interpreted to make sense. Nor do we often create many of our own words: we take them from a preexisting vocabulary. Nevertheless, we feel entirely unconstrained in manipulating the language. Just as we draw on a vocabulary, the oral poet draws on a “formulary,” a repertory of formulae. And just as we sense the freedom rather than the constraint of the system—we do not spend much thought on what it is impossible or nonsensical to say—so the oral poet feels he has enormous freedom to manipulate his poetic diction.

The system works whether the constraints are largely unperceived—as with language, one’s native language at least—or they are observed self-consciously. As a living example of self-conscious observation, think of the oral-formulaic system of jokes. When we hear a joke, we don’t memorize it word for word. It is usually enough to retain the general context and the punch line. When we want to retell it, we re-create the structure and fill it in with what seem to be our own words but are in reality stock phrases of “joke-ese”: an X, a Y, and a Z—it’s always three—are at the Pearly Gates—a phrase hardly ever used today in any other context—requesting St. Peter to let them into heaven. Or an A, a B, and a C are in a rowboat….

Formulaic aspects, as Parry suggested and as other scholars have worked out in considerably greater detail, are not limited to the phrase, half line, or series of half lines. Certain “typical” scenes, such as leave-taking and offering sacrifices, have their formulaic rhythms and patterns. These two are of course actions which would have had their standard protocol in any event. However, many other actions, such as arming, which might vary from person to person, are presented according to very strict standards. Many jokes, as the examples in the previous paragraph suggest, have traditional themes and forms as well as a recognizably formulaic diction. We can think of whole families of contemporary jokes, for example, “How many X’s does it take to change a light bulb?”

Folktales provide another universe in which the very typicality of patterns makes retelling simple. Once you hear the story of a prince who must accomplish three tasks in order to win the hand of a princess, you can retell it with ease. You can retell it with any set of tasks, so long as there are three. You can tell it in a version in which it is a cruel stepmother rather than a fierce would-be father-in-law who sets the tasks (nor do you need to have experienced “stepmotherly cruelty” to make this substitution: you “know” from other tales that stepmothers can be cruel). And you can tell it in a version in which the princess herself sets the tasks, or asks riddles instead. The possibilities are endless, yet this is in every case the manipulation of traditional story elements. While the teller may feel he or she has complete freedom, the story that emerges will sound as if it were a thousand years old and had never been told in any other way.

The oral poet, then, has patterns at more than one level that guide him or her in the spontaneous re-creation of a story. It may well be that all popular culture is formulaic and generic. From our own experience we know just about all the possible story lines a western or horror movie can take. It is even easier with half-hour TV shows. (The half-hour slot, with commercial breaks, may be for screenwriters what the dactylic hexameter with mandatory breaks at half line—caesurae—was for Homer.) The genre and even the characters are known before the program begins, because they continue from one program to another within the series. So ancient audiences might have known what was likely to come if a tale from the voyage of the Argo, or of Heraklês’, or Theseus’ exploits, had been announced. As soon as the issue is presented, most intelligent viewers know exactly what is going to happen, and how and when the problem will be resolved. True aficionados can look at their watches and know whether, according to the protocol of the program, four minutes before the last commercial break is too late to introduce a new complication or plot reversal. None of this diminishes our enjoyment of our chosen entertainment; indeed, the particular proportion of predictability and variability, of familiarity and surprise, is the essence of such entertainment. I present this not as Homer’s equivalent—there are many reasons why the Homeric poems are and were for their day much, much more than television sitcoms are for ours—but as an example of contemporary experience that may help us understand the workings of a popular and formulaic system.

Most recently, it has been argued that a certain inevitability in the entire story set in as soon as a bard determined to sing of the wrath of Akhilleus or the homecoming of Odysseus. If the shapes of story patterns were set at this level, this would of course make it considerably easier for bards to sing a long story, not relying on memory but simply telling the story. While less familiar to us in narrative poetry, such patterned improvising is well-attested in groups of performers, for example, the troupes of commedia dell’arte comedians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries or, closer to our own time, music-hall vaudevillians.

These analogies are instructive. However, a peculiar and rather obvious problem presents itself when we analyze the Homeric poems as the products of an oral-formulaic tradition. They were written down. The essence of the oral tradition is that the participants, singers and listeners, believe in its inviolability, its unchanging nature, so long as it is oral. In the absence of recording equipment, it is not possible to compare two oral accounts by the same singer, and thus not possible to prove the fact of variation. Modern studies of singers in this century, conducted by scholars with tape recorders, have proved that there is a wide variation in subsequent as well as distant performances of the “same” story, just the sorts of differences the entire system of oral composition might predict. But the singers always believe that they are singing the story unchanged.

Two centuries ago F. A. Wolf, in his epoch-making Introduction to Homer (Prolegomena ad Homerum), tried to reconstruct the state of writing that could have been known to Homer and his contemporaries. And the introduction, or rather the reintroduction, of writing into Greece is also at the heart of the “Homeric problem.” Reintroduction because, as archeologists in this century have made it known, in the later Minoan and Mycenaean periods (roughly 1500–1200 B.C.E.), Greek was written widely around the Aegean, both on Crete and on the mainland, in the script known today as Linear B. Linear B is a syllabary, that is, it represents each syllable by a different character. While a considerable advance on earlier systems of pictographic writing—which represent entire words or concepts by ideograms or hieroglyphs—a syllabary is less efficient than an alphabet, which assigns to each sound, in no matter which combination, a single sign. Nonetheless, despite the comparative inefficiency, Linear B functioned well enough for the purposes of the Minoan and Mycenaean overlords who employed it, or trained scribes to employ it. Granted, the range of texts for which the script was employed was limited—inventories, public inscriptions, commercial documents; there are no literary texts. The very mode and material of writing would make the preservation of literary texts of any length difficult, although despite comparable difficulties a rich and highly evolved literature is extant in contemporary Sumerian, Babylonian, and Akkadian, also written in syllabaries on clay tablets.

Literacy was the province of a trained elite, a caste of scribes, as in ancient Egypt, China, and many other cultures. There was not a broad class of educated persons which could form a “reading public.” With the collapse of Minoan-Mycenaean culture, the needs for which the script had been used disappeared, and with them writing itself. The fall of this civilization is often treated as a fascinating mystery, something akin to (and at times linked to) the disappearance of Atlantis, but as in the case of the much later “Fall of Rome,” the transformation was likely more gradual. There were certainly wars, there may have been massive invasions and movements of peoples, there may even have been devastating earthquakes and volcanic explosions. But a healthy culture can rebuild and recover from any of these. What clearly happened, over several centuries and under the pressure of these occurrences, is that the old patterns of rulers and ruled, creditors and debtors, importers and exporters, changed.

Nor was the Aegean basin immune from changes in adjacent areas. Crete became less important relative to Egypt and to the new forces setting out from the eastern shore of the Mediterranean. There can hardly be more eloquent testimony to the importance of Phoenician culture and trade than the Greeks’ adoption of an alphabet clearly derived from the Phoenician characters. The first examples of writing in what we now call the Greek alphabet date from the last half of the eighth century B.C.E.

  It is of course a long way from scribbling a few words to writing down the whole of The Iliad or The Odyssey. Moreover, the idea of doing so would have to occur to someone, and it would not be likely to occur to an oral poet at the height of an oral tradition. This is the gap over which bridges of various sorts have tentatively been built. According to one argument, in the late eighth or early seventh century B.C.E. an artist, perhaps called Homer (unless that be the name, then already traditional, of some outstanding singer at an earlier stage of the tradition), sang versions of the story of Akhilleus and the homecoming of Odysseus so remarkable, and recognized as such, that at once the practice of oral tradition changed. Instead of learning to re-create epics afresh at each new sitting, the younger generation, recognizing the monumentality of Homer’s versions, memorized the poems. Figurative “sons of Homer” (Homeridae) and then the rhapsodes described earlier continued to recite the Homeric poems by rote at least into the fifth century B.C.E., by which time writing had been so well established that scribes were able to take down the poems, the texts of which are the ancestors of ours today.

There are difficulties with such a story. For one thing, the oral tradition would mitigate against the recognition of a remarkably different version of a traditional story, although certainly audiences would have said they liked one singer or one song more than another. Moreover, it is hard to imagine a tradition moving from formulaic composition to memorization in one generation.

At the other extreme is the idea of a Homer who, heir to and master of the oral-formulaic tradition, lived when writing was becoming more common. It was Homer then who had the brilliant idea of writing down his own versions of the traditional songs. This theory would have the virtue of guaranteeing that in our texts we have something close to the authorially authenticated written versions of a representative, perhaps the last, of the oral tradition. But participants in a living oral tradition are allegedly unable to conceive of the poems they sing ever being forgotten and thus needing to be written down. A slight modification of this version introduces another individual into the equation, which has the advantage of keeping “the consciousness of Homer” untainted by knowledge of the craft of writing. It is this other individual who will have learned the skill of writing and has taken down the epics, with the cooperation of the poet (by dictation) or on his own. In either case, the assumed primitive state of writing and writing materials would have made this a daunting task. If there was any shorthand at this time, we do not know of it, and many scholars regard dictation as not merely unlikely but impossible.

Gradually, as oral formulaic has matured as a theory and the number of those who would deny that oral poetry has anything to do with the Homeric poems has dwindled, scholars have been able to take more tempered views. One need no longer be a radical proponent or opponent. Among the important advances is the study of the oral-written complex in Archaic and Classical Greece. While living traditions of bardic poetry have been highly suggestive as analogies, we now believe that the devastating effect “literate” culture seems to have on modern oral traditions ought not be posited for ancient Greece. First of all, oral and literate subcultures often coexist in the same society. Moreover, it is one thing when written culture erupts as an explosion of newspapers and books imported from long-literate cultures elsewhere into a society heretofore without writing. But the situation in Archaic Greece would have been different. Modes of exchange were not such that eighth-or seventh-century B.C.E. Greeks were suddenly overwhelmed with copies of Phoenician (or other Semitic) or Egyptian texts. Rather, writing probably began to enter their cultural world at the margins (in Cyprus, perhaps) and then only gradually loom larger in their consciousness. It is also likely that it appeared in relatively limited contexts at first, perhaps in inventories and religious dedications.

Eric Havelock has gone so far as to suggest that the nearly unique interrelation of literate and oral culture in this time and place was largely responsible for the form and quality of Greek literature from Homer to Plato.9 His argument is worth considering. We don’t have to decide whether he is right in order for us to agree with him, and others, that when writing was incipient, tentative, and experimental, there might well have been a moment for the old oral traditions and the new writing to interact in a benign rather than a destructive way. Not yet aware of the paradox formulated by Plato that writing destroys rather than prolongs memory (Phaedrus, 274C–275B), perhaps the poets of the eighth century B.C.E. were able to entrust their memories to the new medium without anxiety.

We can carry this speculation—and it is only that—a step further. Maybe it was the medium of writing which inspired one or more singers to create tales of a dimension and structural complexity hitherto unattempted. We will never know. What we do know is that both The Iliad and The Odyssey are monumental poems and that their author (on the singular, see the following paragraphs) was already admired in ancient times for the economy and craftiness of the structure of the poems. It has often been observed, and I will have occasion to do so many times in the Commentary, that The Odyssey shows a particular artfulness in structure, with the “Telemachy” at the beginning, the flashback of Books IX–XII, the paired scenes in Hades, and so on. Other critics and schools have found all or some of these to be “problems” rather than the artful devices I take them to be. These complex emplotments may just show the impress of letters, which can stop and double the flow of narrative as easily as animal skins, papyrus sheets, or even clay tablets, can be shuffled and recopied.

There is not likely ever to be an answer to the mystery of how the Homeric poems were “translated” from the oral to the written state. I would like, however, to point to one aspect of The Odyssey which needs to be weighed in our consideration of whether its final assemblage occurred wholly within the oral tradition or over the threshold of a new literate age—not that this can lay the matter entirely to rest. In the second half of the poem, Odysseus tells a famous set of lying tales. As others have noted and as I detail in the Commentary, each of these accounts involves subtle differences from the preceding versions. At each retelling, the narrating Odysseus carefully adapts his tale to its context and to his listener or listeners. This is certainly not the achievement of a poet, oral or otherwise, who thinks all versions of the same story are the same. Are these subtle variations perhaps more characteristic of a culture that knows the fixed form of the written word and hence can track variants and compare versions? Or is it conceivably the final gift of an oral poet consciously at a late point in his tradition, who knows not only that different themes require different stories but—and this he will have learned from his experience as a wandering minstrel—that the same story must be presented differently, to different audiences, and even to the same audience on different occasions? In either case, it seems to me, we have a Homer who is aware of the layers and levels of other and earlier songs to the point that he can play with them, even to the point that we might call him an “archeological poet.”

  Homer may be singular in this regard, but that very singularity leads us to another question: did the same poet write The Odyssey and The Iliad? As early as the Hellenistic scholars there were “separators,” i.e., those who argued that the poet of The Iliad and the poet of The Odyssey were different individuals. The arguments of separators and later “analysts”10 are transfigured, but not necessarily totally transcended, once we accept, as I and most Homerists now do, that the Homeric poems are in some sense the product of an oral tradition. As a scholar I tend to the view that The Iliad and The Odyssey are the creations of two different poets. I base this not on matters of style or the distribution of hapax legomena (literally “once said,” the technical term for words used but once in either or both poems) and not even on the radically different tone of the two epics, which the choice of theme could go far to explain. Many comparisons with more contemporary writers are dredged up, usually to bolster the unitarian side of this debate: if you didn’t know it to be the case, would you dare attribute both Love’s Labour’s Lost and King Lear to the same poet? Most poets change over the courses of their careers, others do not. Already the ancient author of the treatise On the Sublime (“Longinus” he is called, although we do not know his name) proposed to solve the problem by having Homer write the fiercer and more concentrated Iliad as a young man, the more episodic and romantic Odyssey at an advanced age. But while some poets grow more diffuse and sentimental with age (e.g., Wordsworth), we can easily think of many more artists who grow both subtler and stronger with advancing years (e.g., Horace, Vergil, Dürer, Shakespeare, Beethoven, Verdi). Such analogies will never help us answer the question, because there are too many variables for the equation. Nor would I base my argument on what I have described as the more complicated, more artful structure of The Odyssey, for that very structure may, for all we know, come with the theme of Odysseus’ homecoming.

Ultimately, I see the difference most clearly in what, with conscious anachronism, I would call the “theological.” The gods of The Odyssey are not the gods of The Iliad. They have, to be sure, the same names, and they take the same sides in traditional quarrels. And there is a great deal of overlap, which is not surprising, since the two poems emerge from the same culture. However, in the main action of The Odyssey, the gods seem more concerned with ultimate justice. On the whole they exhibit less of the “furious self-absorption” which characterizes, as Bernard Knox so well describes it, the gods of The Iliad.11 This can also, of course, be argued as a consequence of a different theme. But this difference inclines me to believe they were likely composed by different authors.

This division proposed and debated by scholars nevertheless can and should fade into relative unimportance for us as readers of either poem. What is important is to realize how the poet of The Odyssey depends on The Iliad and what differences obtain between the two. The Odyssey certainly presents itself as post-Iliadic, just as the story it relates is subsequent to the action of The Iliad. As the Commentary will frequently note, the characters and predicaments of The Odyssey are regularly presented against a backdrop we know best from The Iliad. (We can only speculate on the shape of many of the other epics then circulating.) The Helen of The Odyssey must be read against the Helen of The Iliad. The same goes for Akhilleus, whose appearance and words in Hades take their very point from their distance from those which characterized the hero of The Iliad. Scholars may or may not want to “separate” the author of The Iliad from that of The Odyssey, but, considering the cumulative and communal working of oral tradition and the intertextual relationships between the two poems (i.e., the allusions and references from one to the other), we are well advised to read them as the products of one Homer.12

HISTORY AND GEOGRAPHY

It is in light of the archeology of the Homeric poems that the archeological reader must approach the history and geography represented in them. History and archeology can tell us much about the worlds in which the poems took shape, but to go back from the world described in The Iliad or The Odyssey to reconstruct a coherent picture of Homer’s time is not possible. I noted earlier that Parry’s oral-formulaic theory outstripped the discoveries of archeologists as a source of insights into the world of Homer’s poems. These discoveries are real, but as our understanding of Minoan-Mycenaean and other first-and second-millennium B.C.E. Mediterranean civilizations has advanced, it has become clear that the relationship of the Homeric poems to the actual history and everyday reality of these cultures is one of fictional representation, indeed, layers of fictional representation not unlike the layers of an archeological site. Commentators occasionally still claim to find “memories of Mycenae” in the Homeric poems, in other words, references to artifacts such as a boar’s-tooth helmet or the Mycenaean features of a floor plan. Traces of distant memories they may be, but we must remember that for Homer and his poems they were in no sense “Mycenaean”: he and his audience had a generalized sense of the glories of their forebears, but this had not yet been given a specific time and locale through the work of archeologists and historical linguists.

Likewise, in an age when travel was difficult, and when no one had the bird’s-eye view of the Mediterranean we get easily today from maps and satellite photographs, none of those in Homer’s audience would have been able to say where Homeric geography diverged from that of the real world. Indeed, given the localization of knowledge which would characterize such a culture, audiences in different places would react differently to the representation of the world. To judge from the areas which are described fairly clearly, it would appear that the Homeric audience knew the Greek mainland and the Aegean basin, including the western littoral of what we now call Turkey (parts of which were “Greek” into the present century—the evacuation of Smyrna/Izmir dates only to 1921, and possession of Cyprus, just outside the Aegean, is still hotly contested). West of the Greek mainland, the geography seems to have become uncertain very quickly. Even the precise assignment of Ithaka and its fellow islands in Homer to the actual landmasses northwest of Greece in the Ionian Sea engages scholars in controversy, and despite the clever arguments of many students of Homer, I have no confidence that “Homer” ever laid eyes on Ithaka. I am confident that most of his audience had not, and thus would not have cared about the “accuracy” of his descriptions of features of the Ithakan landscape (e.g., cave of the nymphs, bay) that frequently exercise commentators. Still less would they have striven to locate the land of the Kyklopês or the Laistrygônes; we must imagine that even the directions such places evoked in Homer’s audiences varied depending on whether they lived in Boiotia or in Pylos, to the north or to the south. By the same token, Homer’s audience would not have presumed that his geography was not accurate: the point is that accuracy measured by our standards was not and could not have been an issue. To a listener who had never left his mountain village in Arkadia, an accurate description of the currents in the Dardanelles might sound more fantastic than the most outlandish tale of gigantic shepherds living in what would otherwise be a familiar landscape.

Earlier I suggested an analogy between the layers of historical representation or memory in Homer and the multiple horizons of an archeological dig. In the poems, however, the layers are often mixed, unconsciously of course, to a degree that would give a professional archeologist nightmares. Homeric implements and weapons are at times bronze, at other times iron, simultaneous in Homer in a way that does not reflect the revolution in technology and warfare that the introduction of iron actually meant for Mediterranean cultures. The contradictory customs of bride-price and dowry coexist in a manner unparalleled in any culture known to anthropologists. But while Aegean archeology and anthropology cannot explain such features, the archeology of the poems and the anthropology of their performance can. It is common to cite as a comparable case the rewriting of history which the events of 778 C.E.—for which we have testimony in several contemporary or near-contemporary chronicles—underwent in the process of making the Chanson de Roland. Neither contemporary witnesses nor modern historians doubt that it was the (Christian) Basques who attacked the rearguard of Charlemagne’s Franks as they passed back into France after campaigning against the Moors in Spain. But for reasons of narrative economy, and even more clearly of ideology, the Old French epic has simplified the story, making the “infidel” Moslems responsible for this treachery.

It is important to recognize that casual anachronism and lack of concern for historical and topographical accuracy are by no means limited to prescientific cultures. We may again compare
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