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omer is one of the greatest European poets who ever
lived. He is most famous for two epic (very long)
poems, which treat themes associated with the Trojan War
fought around 1180 B.C. The first of these poems is the
Iliad, which describes episodes involving the heroes who
fought at Troy. The Iliad consists of more than 15,000
lines divided into 24 chapters, each designated by a capital
letter of the Greek alphabet. The heroes of the Iliad, both
Greek and Trojan, represent different personalities and
character traits. There are wise advisors such as Nestor,
brave warriors such as Ajax, and cunning tricksters such
as Odysseus. There are also heroes who behave cowardly,
namely the Greek king Menelaos and the Trojan prince
Paris. By reading the /liad, students in ancient Greece
learned how to act properly and how to interact with one
another on acceptable social levels. In fact, the Iliad was
so popular that Alexander the Great is said to have carried
his own personal copy of the epic with him when he
campaigned against the Persians.
The Odyssey contains over 12,000 lines and was
likewise divided into 24 chapters, one for each of the small
letters of the Greek alphabet. The ancient Greeks did this
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because they considered the Odyssey less ma-
jestic than the /liad. Nevertheless, students of
all ages love the Odyssey because its tale fo-
cuses on one hero, a Greek named Odysseus,
and relates the fantastic adventures he endured
in his 10-year attempt to reach home after the
fall of Troy.

In contrast to poetry that relies on rhym-
ing lines for its effect (as does most poetry
written in the English language), the /liad and
the Odyssey were written in what is called
dactylic hexameter. This means that each line
contains between 12 and 17 syllables divided
into six groups (or feet, as they are called). The
rhythm of the poetry is achieved by the artful
combination of long and short syllables in each
line.

When scholars examine these hexameters
and the words used in the /liad and the Odyssey,
they can see great differences between the two
poems. For example, the /liad seems to contain
more archaic (old-fashioned) words and relies
more on the repetition of formulas, that is,
certain combinations of words that occur over
and over again. Close observation also shows
that the /liad and the Odyssey use various
words for many of the same common objects.

Because of such differences in language,
scholars working in the great library at
Alexandria, Egypt, between the years 280 and
230 B.C. challenged the tradition that claimed
a man named Homer wrote both poems. These
scholars suggested that one person wrote the
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Iliad and another the Odyssey, but that the identi-
ties of the two authors were lost over time.
.\ Today, scholars are inclined to accept the
= tradition at face value and concede that one man,
Homer, may have written two very different
\\ epics just as, in more modern times, an author
such as William Shakespeare may have com-
‘“" posed several types of plays. Yet if there really
was one man named Homer, who was he,
when did he live, and what was the nature of
his job as a poet?
In order to answer these questions,
scholars must become literary detectives.
They must study the liad and the Odyssey
very closely and attempt to discover clues
that Homer may have included about
himself in his poems. For example, the
Odyssey contains passages in which
bards, the equivalent of medieval
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minstrels, roamed from court to court reciting poems
to the accompaniment of a lyre, a stringed instrument
resembling a small harp. This was a recognized
profession, and Homer most likely was a bard who
earned his living very much like the ones he described
in his works.

The tradition that he was blind can readily be
explained by the fact that he must have closed his eyes
as he recited his poems, the way a singer often does
today. Where and when he lived can be discovered by
studying the Greek language used in writing these
epics since the Greek language consists of several
dialects, each spoken in specific geographic areas.
The principal dialect of both the //iad and the Odyssey
is Ionian Greek. This was the language spoken in
Ionia — the region of the Aegean Sea that includes
the Greek islands of Samos and Chios and what is
now the coast of modern Turkey in the vicinity of the
city of Izmir (Smyrna to the ancient Greeks). The
archaisms, or old-fashioned words, particularly those
used in the Iliad, were in style during the 700s B.C.,
and suggest that Homer lived around 750 B.C. From
these clues one can confidently conclude that Homer

was a traveling bard who lived in Ionia, perhaps on

Chios or Samos, or in Izmir, over 2,700 years ago.
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ﬁ n apple, a beautiful woman, the promise of a
goddess, the deception of a prince, and the

anger of a king: these were the reasons for the 10-
year conflict between Greece and the city of Troy
that Homer chronicled in the /iad.

According to legend, around 1184 B.C., all the
gods attended the great wedding feast of the sea-

nymph Thetis and Peleus — all the gods, that is, ex-

cept Eris, the goddess of discord. In her anger at be-

ing excluded, Eris threw a golden apple with the
words "to the fairest" inscribed upon it into the room
filled with the wedding
guests. Three goddesses,
Hera, Athena, and
Aphrodite, immediately

claimed the apple, and

_ MR, —BEWMALT, —M MR

W, —MLEFHIMETT, — EERBER, X
SEl R I M B A (R4S At S
Frig Bk T b R R A

EUAE A TCHT 1 I844E LA, AT A A Hi 5
SN AR 2 AT Y B RS B —— A 1Y
AR, BT Gy S ot JE RIS . B Bt
W+ R, AR B R RIS AL R —
PR, LHASE “BAREMN, .
BLEE . BT IS AR = L M AR T 4R
NEH, HHBEEYERRR, HEE4L T,
WA AR R Sk — O 2L, Tk s A

e

by Anthony Hollingsworth



Zeus was asked to identify the true owner. He refused to
do so. His decision, he thought, would delight one of the
goddesses but anger the other two. Instead, he assigned
the task to the Trojan prince Paris. "Let these goddesses
hate a mortal prince," he said to himself, "while I stay
clear of angering anyone."

As arule, the Greek gods did not like losing contests,
especially beauty contests. Therefore, to increase their
chances for victory, each of the goddesses offered Paris a
bribe. Athena offered him divine wisdom, and Hera of-
fered to make him a king. Their offers were attractive,
but Aphrodite's bribe was the best. If Paris gave her the
apple, she promised to give him Helen as a bride. Helen's
beauty was well known, and all the princes of the world
had sought her hand in marriage. Therefore, when the
day of the contest arrived, Paris chose Aphrodite and gave
the apple to her.
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Paris wanted his prize immediately, but one obstacle stood
in the way: Helen was the wife of Menelaos, the king of Sparta.
Therefore, in order to marry?er, he had to devise a plan. He
decided to go to Menelaos p'retending to seek his friendship
but, in truth, hoping to steal Helen. Aphrodite, mindful of her

promise, helped him in his crime. Late one night, Helen myste- -

riously fell in love with the Trojan prince, and the two of them
slipped out of the palace and sailed back to Troy.

Menelaos was enraged and demanded the return of his wife.
When the Trojans refused, he and his brother Agamemnon as-
sembled the Greek army and sailed to Troy. So many warriors
were ready to fight for Helen that Homer claims, "If the Greeks

were divided into groups of ten and each group chose only one

Trojan to pour them wine, many men would go thirsty."
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For nine long years, the Greeks fought against Troy
without any success. They sacked all the other towns in
the region, but the Trojans, ;}Eupe behind-the walls of
their city, could not be defeated. Poseidon, the god of the
seas, and Apollo, the sun-god, had built those walls, and
nothing that the Greeks tried could bring them down. Even
Agamemnon, while addressing his soldiers, expressed his
frustration, "And now nine years have gone by, and the
timbers of our ships have rotted away and the cables are
broken and our wives and children wait for us, while our
work here stays unfinished."

In the 10th year of the war, the year that Homer re-
counts in the Iliad, events changed drastically after
Achilles, the greatest Greek warrior, fell in love with a
young maiden named Briseis. When the spoils of war were
divided among the Greeks, Briseis had been given to
Achilles. Now, Agamemnon, jealous of Achilles' prize,
demanded that Briseis be given to him. Homer tells us
that Achilles was outraged. "You wine sack," he shouted,
"with a dog's eye and a deer's heart, never once have you
taken courage in your heart to arm with your people for
battle. Now I am returning home with my ships. I no longer
wish to stay here dishonored."

For the Greeks, Achilles' decision was disastrous. Al-
though he chose to remain at Troy, he withdrew to his
ship and did not fight. When the Trojans learned what
had happened, they marched into battle and fought
untiringly. Without Achilles, the Greeks were powerless.
Fearing defeat, they even built a wall to protect their ships.
The Trojans knew that if they could burn the Greek ships,
they would win the war. The Greeks would not be able to
return home, and their camp would be destroyed.

For several days, the Trojans were victorious.
Nothing the Greeks did could stop the Trojans
or their leader Hektor. Everyone who faced
Hektor either fell under his sword or fled his
might. Finally, Achilles' best friend, Patroklos,
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asked Achilles if he could wear his armor. Patroklos
thought that if the Trojans saw Achilles' armor, they
would think he had returned. Patroklos was right, but
he was no match for Hektor. The two of them fought,
and Hektor quickly slew the Greek prince.

When news of Patroklos' death reached Achilles,
he flew into a rage. His love for Briseis had kept him
from the war, but the death of his best friend brought
him back. He immediately returned to battle. When
the Trojans saw Achilles charging to fight them, they
fled. Hektor knew, however, that the Trojans would
not escape if Achilles advanced unimpeded. If he
wished to save his men, Hektor, the best of the Trojan
warriors, had to face Achilles. What a horrific sight
that battle must have been. According to Homer, Achil-
les slew Hektor and mercilessly dragged his body three
times around the city, while the Trojans watched from
their walls. Indeed, Achilles had avenggd Patroklos,
butHektor's death was not in vain. He’fnay have lost
his life’an the plains of Troy, but hi;.s’a{criﬁc/q lféd/saved
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by R. Anthony Kugler

T he story of the war between the Greeks and the
Trojans has been told and retold many times, with
each teller offering a slightly different version. So it is with
the story of the wooden horse that finally led to the de-
struction of Troy and its people. Though later writers, like
the Roman Virgil, offer vivid details and a coherent
storyline, the earliest version we have, the one from
Homer's Odyssey, is told only in bits and pieces —in much
the same way as we speak of nightmares we have only
recently escaped.

We first hear of the horse from the Greek king

Menelaos after he returns to Sparta with his wife Helen.
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