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ntil fairly recently, Helen of Troy was re-
U garded as a completely mythical character.
This is hardly surprising, since, according to the
Greek legend, Helen was the result of an irregu-
lar union between a beautiful princess called Leda
and a swan—who was actually the god Zeus in
disguise. Far from being indignant at the discov-
ery that she had been impregnated under false
pretences, lLeda seems to have acquired a taste
for this peculiar form of sexual gratification, and
went on to bear Zeus the twins Castor and
Pollux .

The legend says that Helen was the most
beautiful woman in the world. In fact, her attrac-
tions were apparently irresistible when she was
merely ten years old. The hero Theseus—who was
also the King of Athens—saw her when he was on
a visit to Sparta (Leda was the wife of the King of
Sparta) and tossed a coin with his friend Pirithous
to decide which of them should have her. They
carried her off when she was dancing in the Tem-
ple of Artemis.

What happened next depends on which poet
or historian you prefer to believe. Plutarch says

that Theseus did not marry Helen because she was
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too young, but left her at a small town called
Aphidna in the care of his mother Aethra. But an
earlier version, which accords better with
Theseus’s well known taste for de-flowering vir-
gins, declares that she became pregnant by him
and had a daughter.

The legends seem to agree that her brothers
Castor and Pollux set out to rescue her, and
probably sailed with an army, since they are said
o have conquered the city of Athens. The Athen-
ians claimed that they knew nothing about Helen,
or where Theseus had taken her. Then a man
called Academus—probably anxious to get rid of
the brothers—told them that she was in Aphid-
na. This was also attacked and captured. Helen
was taken back to her home in Sparta, and
Theseus’s mother Aethra was taken along as a
prisoner .

This adventure made Helen so famous that
dozens of suitors flocked to Sparta to ask for her
hand. Her father Tyndareus apparently decided
that she was too young to choose for herself, and
examined the suitors one by one. Before he would
even accept them as possible candidates, he made

each of them swear that, whoever became Helen’s
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husband, the others would all go to his aid if he
was ever attacked by enemies. Finally, Tyndareus
chose Menelaus, the younger brother of Agamem-
non, King of Mycenae, and not only gave him his
daughter, but also yielded up his throne to him.

For two or three years, Menelaus and Helen
seem to have lived together happily, and Helen
gave birth to a daughter called Hermione. Then a
visitor named Pars arrived from Troy—on the
coast of what is now Turkey—Ilaiden with rich pre-
sents. Menelaus entertained him hospitably, fail-
ing to realise that Paris had come there with the
specific intention of stealing his wife.

At this point, we have fo digress to explain
why Paris was willing to take this considerable
risk. The legends about him are just as absurd as
those about Helen. He was the son of King Priam
of Troy, but a few days before his birth, his moth-
er Hecuba had a horrifying dream in which she
gave birth to a blazing torch, which burned down
the whole city. She was so shaken that she decid-
ed to kill the baby by exposing him on Mount Ida.
The child was found by a shepherd, who called
him Paris, and brought him up as his son. Paris

also became a shephered, but his natural domi-
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nance made him a leader among the shepherds of
Mount Ida.

Apparently he was also placed in charge of
catile, for when King Priam needed a bull to be
given away as a prize in some funerary games, it
was Paris who brought the finest bull in all the
herds on Mount Ida to Troy. Here he took part in
the games, and carried off all the prizes, defeat-
ing his brothers, including Hector. The brothers
were so jealous they decided to kill him. But at
this point, he was recognised by his sister Cassan-
dra—she was also a prophetess—and finally took
his rightful place as the Prince of Troy.

Paris was as famed for his good leoks as He-
len was for her beauty. This was to contribute to
his downfall, for as the most handsome shepherd
on Mount Ida, he had once been asked to judge a
beauty contest between three goddesses—Hera
(wife of Zeus, also known as Juno), Aphrodite
(also known as Venus) and Athene (also known
as Minerva). The prize was a golden apple,
which had been thrown down by the goddess of
discord, Eris, who was angry at not having been
invited. All three goddesses tried to bribe

Paris—Hera by promising him power and riches,



aév*tf' 5

SRAYBE S A T HRaK L EACE AL

LR MESTREREFH, NS EH
PTEE T £ B — Sk R4 E N FEALIG S i
B, 0 B ATRRPE 7 — kIR B W E R E AR
HREPRARE, ERILBS T LT
3, S5E T 2R, T T LAl AR
RERILEA], AFEHEHEH, DBy
BRAX AT /NT  RREATEM . SLFEARE , fl 4
HEMEN— R R — A HE R —A T
fi, BAEHTL T IR T MBRIA B HOL, R T
wHET

EAmEAE R 45 45 — 4, BB A
HIERI 4 Fiit. XERI T AENTZ
BRSO E iRk L ERIEREFEAH B
B tE— K ik 3 HFE P A = e — AL
(BT, AR | B8 3% Pk ek (PR A Y
$57) AN LR (AR IR B ) HEB R, KR
—A B HERS TR EFER, JLE
Wi { C BA B HIES IR X
(37 e AL W LSO, A U 4 AR

Paris and Helen of Troy

ka5

@



EBFHERE

Athene with glory in war, and Aphrodite by offer-

ing him the most beautiful woman in the world.

Paris decided to accept Aphrodite’s offer, and

judged her the most beautiful of the three—mak-

ing the other two goddesses life-long enemies .
The woman, of course, was Helen.

. She was happily married, but with the god-
dess of love on his side, Paris could hardly fail.
And when Menelaus made the mistake of going off
to Crete, Paris lost no time in persuading Helen to
elope with him. He added insult to injury by car-
rying off most of the gold in Menelaus’s treasury.

Menelaus hastened to his brother Agamem-
non to complain, and Agamemnon spent the next
ten years (another authority says two) assembling
more than a thousand ships and over a hundred
thousand men. The force included the suitors who
had promised Menelaus help in his time of need.

The story of the Trojan War hardly needs
retelling. Troy stood in the middle of a windy
plain, and should have been fairly easy to take.
But the Trojans had heard about the preparations,
and also summoned allies from all over Asia Minor
and Thrace. Their attempt to prevent the Greeks

from landing was unsuccessful, and the Trojans



