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One

Ancient Literature

A mtoe

1 Ancient Greek Literature

Greek literature refers to writings composed in areas of Greek influence, throughout the
whole period in which the Greek-speaking people have existed. Ancient Greek literature refers
to literature written in Ancient Greek from the oldest surviving written works in the Greek
language until approximately the fifth century AD and the rise of the Byzantine Empire. At the
beginning of Greek literature are works of Homer. the Iliad and the Odyssey. In the classical
period many of the genres of western literature became more prominent. The two major lyrical
poets were Sappho and Pindar. The Classical era also saw the dawn of drama. Two of the most
influential historians were Herodotus and Thucydides. In the 4th century BC, three philosophers
were notable: Socrates. Plato. and Aristotle. Later Greek poetry flourished primarily in the 3rd
century BC. During the Roman cra, the physician Galen. in the history of ancient science., was
the most significant person in medicine after Hippocrates.

Byzantine literature refers to literature of the Byzantine Empire written in Atticizing,
Medieval and early Modern Greek. Chronicles, distinct from historic, arose in this. period.
Encyclopedias also flourished in this period. Modern Greek literature refers to literature written
in common Modern Greek. emerging from late Byzantine times in the 11th century AD. The
Cretan Renaissance poem Erotokritos is the masterpiece of this carly period of modern Greek
literature. Much later, Diafotismos was an ideological, philological. linguistic and philosophical
movement among the 18th century Greeks that translated the ideas and values of European
Enlightenment into the Greek world. Adamantios Korais and Rigas Feraios were two of the
most notable figures. The years before the Greek Independence. the lonian islands became the
center of the Heptanese School (literature). Notable representatives were Andreas Laskaratos,
Andreas Kalvos., Aristotelis Valaoritis and Dionysios Solomos.

Later the intellectual center was transferred in Athens. A major figure of this new era was
Kostis Palamas (1859-—1943) . considered “national poet™ of Greece. Modern Greek literature is
usually (but not exclusively) written in polytonic orthography. Modern Greek literature is
represented by many writers, poets and novelists. George Seferis and Odysseas Elytis have been
awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature.

The Greek language arose from the proto-Indo-European language. though roughly one-
third of its words cannot be derived from various reconstructions of the tongue. A number of
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alphabets and syllabaries had been used to render Greek. but surviving Greek Iitcramr¢ was
written in a Phoenician-derived alphabet that arose primarily in Greek Ionia and was fully
adopted by Athens by the fifth century BC.

I.1.1 Classical and Pre-Classical Antiquity

This period of Greek literature stretches from Homer until the 4th century BC and the rise
of Alexander the Great. The earliest known Greek writings are Mycenaean. written in the
Linear B syllabary on clay tablets. These documents contain prosaic records largely concerned
with trade (lists. inventories. receipts. etc.): no real literature has been discovered. Several
theories have been advanced to explain this curious absence. One is that Mycenaean literature.
like the works of Homer and other epic poems. was passed on orally, since the Linear B
syllabary is not well-suited to recording the sounds of Greek.

Greek literature was divided in well-defined literary genres. each one having a compulsory
formal structure, about both dialect and metrics. The first division was between prose and
poetry. Fictional literature was written in verse. while scientific literature was in prose. Within
the poetry we could separate three super-genres: epic. lyric and drama. We can observe here
that the Greek terminology has become the common European terminology about literary
genres. Lyric and drama were further divided into more genres: lyric in four (elegiac, iambic.
monodic lyric and choral lyric) ;: drama in three (tragedy. comedy and pastoral drama). About
literature in prose there was more freedom: the main areas were historiography. philosophy and
political rhetoric.

1.1.2 Epic Poetry

At the beginning of Greek literature stand the two monumental works of Homer. the Iliad
and the Odyssey. The figure of Homer is shrouded in mystery. Although the works as they now
stand are credited to him. it is certain that their roots reach far back before his time (see
Homeric Question). The Iliad is the famous story about the Trojan War. It centers on the
person of Achilles. who embodied the Greek heroic ideal.

While the Iliad is pure tragedy. the Odyssey is a mixture of tragedy and comedy. It is the
story of Odysseus. one of the warriors at Troy. After ten years fighting the war. he spends
another ten years sailing back home to his wife and family. Penelope was considered the ideal
female, Homer depicted her as the ideal female based on her commitment, modesty. purity.
and respect during her marriage with Odysseus. During his ten-year voyage. he loses all of his
comrades and ships and makes his way home to Ithaca disguised as a beggar. Both of these works
were based on ancient legends. The stories are told in language that is simple. and direct. The
Homeric dialect was an archaic language based on lonic dialect mixed with some element of
Acolic dialect and Attic dialect, the latter due to the Athenian edition of the 6th century BC.
The epic verse was the hexameter.

The other great poet of the preclassical period was Hesiod. Unlike Homer. Hesiod speaks
of himself in his poetry; it remains true that nothing is known about him from any external
source. He was a native of Boeotia in central Greece. and is thought to have lived and worked
around 700 BC. His two works were Works and Days and Theogony. The first is a faithful




depiction of the poverty-stricken country life he knew so well, and it sets forth principles and
rules for farmers. Theogony is a systematic account of creation and of the gods. It vividly
describes the ages of mankind. beginning with a long-past Golden Age. Together the works of
Homer and Hesiod comprised a kind of Bible for the Greeks: Homer told the story of a heroic
relatively near past. which Hesiod bracketed with a creation narrative and an account of the

practical realities of contemporary daily life.

I.1.3 Lyric poetry

The type of poetry called lyric got its name from the fact that it was originally sung by
individuals or a chorus accompanied by the instrument called the lyre. Although, despite the
name. the lyric poetry in this general meaning was divided in four genres. two of which were
not accompanied by cithara. but by flute. These two latter genres were elegiac poetry and
iambic poetry. Both were written in ionic dialect. clegiac poetry was in elegiac couplets and
iambic poems in iambic trimeter. The first of the lyric poets was probably Archilochus of Paros.
circa 700 BC. the most important iambic poet. Only fragments remain of his work. as is the
casc with most of the poets. The few remnants suggest that he was an embittered adventurer
who led a very turbulent life. The lyric in narrow sense was written in acolic dialect and meters
were really varied. The most famous authors were the so-called Nine lyric poets, and

particularly Alcaeus and Sappho for monodic lyric and Pindarus for choral lyric.

1.1.4 Drama

Ancient Greek drama developed around Greece’s theater culture. Drama was particularly
developed in Athens. so works are written in Attic dialect. The dialogues are in iambic trimeter,
while chorus are in the meters of choral lyric.

In the age that followed the Greco-Persian Wars, the awakened national spirit of Athens
was expressed in hundreds of superb tragedies based on heroic and legendary themes of the past.
The tragic plays grew out of simple choral songs and dialogues performed at festivals of the god
Dionysus. In the classical period. performances included three tragedies and one pastoral
drama. depicting four different episodes of the same myth. Wealthy citizens were chosen to
bear the expense of costuming and training the chorus as a public and religious duty. Attendance
at the festival performances was regarded as an act of worship. Performances were held in the
great open-air theater of Dionysus in Athens. All of the greatest poets competed for the prizes
offered for the best plays.

All tully surviving Greek tragedies are conventionally attributed to Aeschylus. Sophocles or
Euripides; there are two Greek tragedies. however. for which the authorship is disputed. Seven
tragedies of Aeschylus’ survive. among which are the Oresteia, the only extant Greek trilogy.
One of these seven (Prometheus Bound). however. may actually be the work of his son
Euphorion. Seven works of Sophocles have survived. the most acclaimed of which are the three
Theban plays. From Euripides. 19 tragedies have survived. the most well-known among them
being Medea, Hippolytus. and Bacchae: Rhesus is sometimes thought to have been written by
Euripides” son, or to have been a posthumous reproduction of a play by Euripides.

Like tragedy. comedy arose from a ritual in honor of Dionysus, but in this case the plays
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were full of frank obscenity. abuse, and insult. At Athens. the comedies became an official part
of the festival celebration in 486 BC, and prizes were offered for the best productions. As with
the tragedians. few works still remain of the great comedic writers. Of the works of earlier
writers, only some plays by Aristophanes exist. These are a treasure trove of comic
presentation. He poked fun at everyone and every institution. For boldness of fantasy. for
merciless insult. for unqualified indecency. and for outrageous and free political criticism. there
is nothing to compare to the comedies of Aristophanes. In The Birds, he held up Athenian
democracy to ridicule. In The Clouds. he attacked the philosopher Socrates. In Lysistrata. he
denounced war. Only 11 of his plays have survived.

The third dramatic genre was the satyr play. Although the genre was popular. only one
example has survived in its entirety. Euripides’ Cyclops.
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Homer was an Ancient Greek Epic Poet of the Odyssey and the Iliad.
1.2.1 Life

Homer’s ancestry can be traced from Odyssey. He was the son of Epikaste and Telemachus.
Born around the 8th-9th century BC, he was said to be a court singer and a story teller. Even if

these details about Homer are available. not much is known about him. In fact his existence is
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somewhat doubted. Some say he was born on the island of Chios while argue that he existed in
lonia. But the dialect and the description in the poems pointed that Homer lived in lonia.

When we think of the blind poet Homer with relation to Ancient Greece, the first thing
that comes to our mind is his beautiful epic poems lliad and Odyssey. While there is
disagreement. whether Homer alone wrote these poems or many other people, the “analysts”
and the ancient Greek people and the “unitarians™ are on Homer’s side. These poems were an
important part of the Greek culture as they were written during the famous Trojan war era.

The argument whether Odyssey was written by Homer or not has been going on for a long
time. Even if the epics are controversial. there is enough evidence that the Odyssey is written in
a consistent style, and this fact is doubtful if they had been written by different authors.
Another argument is that whether Homer wrote both Iliad and Odyssey. The difference in style
and languages of the epics leads to debate. One ancient Greek literary critic, namely Longinus
argued that the styles differed because Homer wrote both these poems in different stages of his
life period. While Iliad was created during his youth, Odyssey was written as Homer aged.

There is also much debate about how Homer composed such long poems, because it seems
impossible for people now to memorize such long stanzas. [t’s said some editors merged all his
works as one whole epic. The fact that uncomfortable transitions from topic to topic in his
poems supports the argument.

An argument has tried to subsidize with the reasoning that lengthy works can be composed
orally by poets whose recitations belong to a long tradition of storytelling. The oral poet
constructs his poem from verbal formulas. groups of two or more words that have alrcady been
composed in order to serve recurring needs in the narrative. These may be used. for example.
when the poet wishes to reintroduce a character that he has already described.

Many scholars agree that [liad and Odyssey underwent change and were improved during the
8th century from the original material. Athenian tyrant Hipparchus played an important role in
this improvement. The refinement of the Homeric text must have involved the production of
canonical written text.

While Iliad and Odyssey have become famous. his Homeric Hymns have not remained far
behind. The Homeric Hymns are short poems celebrating the various Gods. The styles of the
Homeric Hymns are the same as the Iliad and the Odyssey. the reason for which they are
attributed to Homer.

As Homer was non-literate. how these poems were written are arguable. Perhaps, he
dictated his poems to a scribe who wrote them. The Greek alphabet was also introduced around
the 8th century, so Homer must have been among the first rhapsodes who were literate.

The poems of lliad depict the seige of the city of Ilion or Troy during the Trojan War. The
word Iliad itself means “something concerned with Ilion”. Ilion was the city based in the state of
Troy. When Iliad was created is arguable. Some scholars are adamant that it was written around
the 8th-9th century, while some debate it must have been written during the 6th-7th century.

The whole Iliad is devoted to war of Troy. giving a detailed poetic description of the war.
The characters of the fighters. their battle cries and all the intricate details of the war arc
mentioned. The epic has strong religious and supernatural influence. Both warring parties are
extremely religious and the Greek and Trojan heroes draw strength from favored gods. giving
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them divine power. Regularly making sacrifices to Gods. while the Gods constantly intervene in
the war on behalf of their believers. almost treating the humans as puppets for their own causes.

The Iliad covers only the final and tenth year of the Trojan war. The intial war years, the
background of the war and the end of the war are given a miss.

The Odyssey was composed in 12,110 lines of dactylic hexameter. The most extraordinary
part of the poem is the modern plot and that the events construction depended as much upon the
women as the warriors. Today Odyssey occupies an important part of classical literature.

Homer was a celestial personality for the ancient Greeks. Along with his work he was a
source of model for his heroic conduct. His epics. poems have inspired many poets. storytellers.
and dramatists such as William Shakespeare. His works have been translated into English by
George Chapman (1616) and Alexander Pope and they occupy a permanent place in classical

literature.
1.2.2 Excerpts from THE ILIAD
BOOK |

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

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

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

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

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

by Homer. trans. by Samuel Butler (Gutenberg text)




1.2.3 Appreciation and Analysis

These two epic poems. consisting of over 30,000 lines, are based on traditional poetic
stories that were told orally. often accompanied by lyre music. They were passed down from
many generations. years before they were written. As for authorship. these stories were
probably dictated to scribes by many different story-tellers. While not historically accurate.
linguistics experts say they reflect certain aspects of the Late Bronze and Dark Ages (1200-900
BO).

The Homeric style. devised when writing was a new convention. consists of often repeated
formulaic metered lines of six metrical units known as *dactylic hexameter” or * heroic
hexameter”. Virgil also used this style in his Aeneid (c. 19 BC) which was inspired by Homer’s
works and tells of Aeneas’ journey to Rome after the Trojan War. The development of this
poetic formula provided ease in composing poetry to fit the needs of the orator or singer: it gave
them the flexibility to change words or phrases. yet adapt their work to their audience. They
might be retelling a well-known poem and while the basic meaning stayed the same, in changing
the arrangement of the words. it was fresh and new.

Another characteristic of Homer's style is the use of epithets, a mnemonic aid, that helps
the author and the audience remember certain events or human attributes. For example god-like
men. fair-haired women. Other examples are: Aenecas. “ counselor of the Trojans™;
Agamemnon. “shepherd of the people”: Apollo. “son of Zeus” and “rouser of armies™;
Achilles. “son of Peleus” and often referred to as “swift-footed”: and Odysseus, “mastermind of
war”, “sacker of cities” and “man of action”.

The Homeric Hymns . composed with the same dialect and “dactylic hexameter™ as in Iliad
and Odyssey, have also been attributed to Homer. They range in length from a few lines to
hundreds of lines. Most of them address the Greek gods and “To Earth. the Mother of All”.

As for the Homeric Question , similar to the life. it is difficult to ascribe much in the way of
personal details to the man Homer, if he even existed. Some say “Homer” was a common name
given to blind men who roamed the country entertaining people with their recitations of poetry.
They plied their trade from town to town, singing of everyday events or the heroic deeds of
notable people. They stood to crowds in open markets. at festivals. or in the courts of kings.
Ancient Greek historian and “Father of History” Herodotus. or *Pseudo-Herodotus™ for those
who question his existence. and who lived much later than Homer wrote Life of Homer (c. 500
BC). Homer has been said to have lived in the arca of lonia as far back as the 12th century BC
although now most scholars place his existence between the 7th and 8th centuries. Some say “he”
is a construct of many ancient Greek scholars. Many claim that Iliad and Odyssey contain
autobiographical details. Some say his mother was named Themisto; or that she was a nymph
named Kretheis. his father the river Meles. Many cities claim to be Homer’s birthplace
including Smyrna (now Izmir. Turkey), the Island of Chios in the Aegean Sea. Athens. and
Rhodes. Greece. They say Homer died on the island of los. As to the doubt of his identity.
existence and authorship is posed the Homeric Question which Homeric Scholars study yet today.

Nothing about the man Homer is certain, except for the fact that he was greatly influential

in the history of Greek and Western culture. spirituality. government. literature, education,




the arts. and everyday society. Homer. “the father of poetry”. continues to inspire modern
intellectuals, poets. artists. film makers, and authors. Maybe it matters not who the author.
translator. or the reader of his works are. but certainly in the timeless works of Homer we will
continue to see reflections from past civilizations, and of our own. and of those in the future.
The scribes. storytellers, biographers. historians. and poets all have played a part in shaping the
Homer that we know today.
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). Aeschylus
Aeschylus (c. 525456 BC) was an ancient Greek tragedian.
1.3.1 Life

Aeschylus was born in ¢. 525 BC in Eleusis. a small town about 27 kilometers northwest of
Athens. which is nestled in the fertile valleys of western Attica. though the date is most likely
based on counting back forty years from his first victory in the Great Dionysia. His family was
wealthy and well established: his father. Euphorion. was a member of the Eupatridae. the
ancient nobility of Attica,though this might be a fiction that the ancients invented to account for




