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 FOREWORD

THE MYTHS told by the Greeks and Romans are as important as history for our understanding of what those peoples, ancestors of our own
 civilization, believed and thought and felt, and expressed in writing and in visual art. For their mythologies were inextricably
 interwoven, to an extent far beyond anything in our own experience, with the whole fabric of their public and private lives.
 

And then without these myths we should be hard put to it to understand the arts and literature and ways of thinking of the
 west, and of many other parts of the world as well, during the centuries that have passed since the classical world came to
 an end. Time after time these products of ancient imagination have been used to inspire fresh creative efforts, which amount
 to a substantial part of our whole cultural inheritance. Such renewals and adaptations have often seemed far removed, in character
 and spirit, from the original tradition; yet they stem directly from it, and are unimaginable without it.
 

 
The intelligible forms of ancient poets,

The fair humanities of old religion,

The Power, the Beauty, and the Majesty,

That had their haunts in dale, or piny mountain,

Or forest by slow stream, or pebbly spring,

Or chasms and watery depths: all these have vanished.

They live no longer in the faith of reason!

But still the heart doth need a language, still

Doth the old instinct bring back the old names…

 

And so even communities professing that quite different code of beliefs which is Christianity have, after various struggles,
 found it impracticable to dispense with the classical stories. Today new political systems have fabricated their own myths
 which Coleridge, writing those lines under the Graeco-Roman spell, had never imagined. Yet twentieth-century writers, from
 tragic theatre to comic strip, have continued to employ the archetypes with renewed vigour. These dramatic, concrete, individual,
 insistently probing ancient myths still supplement the deductions of science as clues to much in the world that does not alter.
 

The atmosphere to which they translate us is life-enhancing; for it gives us fresh strength by providing a route of escape.
 The escape is from day-to-day reality, of which, as we know, it is not possible to endure very much. Yet this is not escapism
 of any ordinary kind, for the road leads to another sort of reality, a more imposing sort, than the reality which dominates
 our ordinary lives. At times, in receptive conditions, these myths generate and throw off potent, almost violent, flashes
 of inextinguishable, universal truths. Those are not of course, as far as we are concerned, the religious truths which (among
 much else) the Greeks and Romans saw in their mythology. However they are truths that still impinge, sometimes with ungovernable
 force, upon the mind and feelings, and illuminate aspects of our human condition.
 

This particular brand of enlightenment is difficult or impossible to grasp by more logical and rational means, and would elude
 non-mythical presentation. Yet it would be wrong to say that myths seem modern or topical; they are as relevant to our time
 as to any other, no more no less. That is to say, they are not specifically antique either. They are ostensibly lodged, it
 is true, within a certain framework of the remote past, but that does not impede their perpetual compulsive tenacity. Indeed,
 their relevance to life’s basic, continuing situations is sharpened into high relief by this setting which, though ancient
 in origin and form, remains unaffected by temporal circumstances.
 

For the images of myth, once they have stirred our perceptions, precipitate them into a new, unforeseen dimension outside
 time.
 

The Greeks and Romans, although in different epochs they saw mythology in different lights, were by training and inclination
 ready to enter this exciting, unearthly dimension of timelessness, this
 

 
Dark, illimitable ocean, without bound,

Without dimension, where length and breadth and height,

And time and place, are lost.

 

Heavy with unplumbed meaning is this ocean—beckoning, inviting immersion and obsession Perhaps after so long a time we can
 only reach its shallows; yet we shall be losing an irreplaceable experience if we do not go as deep as we can. But we need,
 for this enterprise, a more detailed preparation than the ancients needed.
 

Each myth means something different to everybody who reads and studies it. The stories are hard to forget; feelings about
 them come unpredictably. Their underlying qualities do not readily yield to definition or classification—still less to weird
 searches for mystic hidden meanings and anachronistic allegories. Above all, as I hope will become clear, they are varied.
 No single theory, however valuably suggestive, will suffice to explain the whole range of Greek and Roman mythology, or even a major proportion
 of its content. Indeed, such all-embracing theories (of which there are many), whether put forward by anthropologists or classicists
 or psychoanalysts or scholars of religion, present the most dangerous hazard which students of this strange subject will encounter.
 And in this field we are exceptionally vulnerable to hazards, since we almost all come to it after an education in which the
 myths are neglected or, to the accompaniment of gutless illustrations, reduced to whimsical travesty.
 

So the only safe hope would seem to be the Horatian maxim:

 
Ask not, to what Doctors I apply;

Sworn to no Master, of no Sect am I.

 

Or, better, go to as many of the doctors as one can, and sit at their feet, and from all of them accept something—though (since
 they contradict one another) obviously not everything. For each of these different kinds of scholar that I mentioned has during
 the present century, in spite of these all too comprehensive theories, added to our realization that mythology is something far more serious
 than the primitive, unreflecting, childish precursor of science or of developed religion that it was formerly believed to
 be. Indeed, the revitalizing of the classical myths can be claimed as the most significant of all the impacts that the Graeco-Roman
 world has made upon modern thought.
 

I have included in this book not only purely fictional stories which everyone would classify as myths, and the folk-tales
 and fairy-tales which are their younger sisters, but also some of those sagas and legends which build imaginatively upon at
 least a minimum of historical basis. However, there are thousands of these various tales, and rather than attempt a dictionary
 I have wanted to say something about each one that I include. So I am selecting those which seem to me, for one reason or
 another, the most important and necessary; though, once you leave agreed territory such as Homer and the Agamemnon, this is a subjective process in which everyone would provide a different list.
 

Before discussing each theme, I shall tell the story which it comprises: since the actual course of ‘events’ often tends to
 be forgotten—eclipsed by other, high-lighted elements—when the myths are currently discussed. I was also encouraged by reading
 a remark by C. S. Lewis that the significant something, the something of great power and moment, which each of the basic myths
 seems to suggest, is communicable not only when a good ancient author tells them but even in the most atrocious modern summary.
 

Nevertheless, it would be misleading to ignore the principal ancient literary expressions of these stories—the sparks which
 they ignited in writers of genius. I have, therefore, made my summaries of each myth follow the version (probably one of many
 different versions) in which it was told by its most remarkable narrator; and I have included passages from among the best
 modern translators that I could find. These Greek and Latin authors are taken in chronological order so as to give a general
 survey of the changes in the ancient world’s ideas about myths. That is to say, the love-hate connection between myth and
 literature having, in the course of time, become very intimate, I have tried to sum up that relationship by seizing upon the outstanding encounters
 between the two. This will not satisfy a person who wants to look at the myths in a more primitive form than they assume even
 in the earliest Greek literature. Yet it was only in the hands of great writers that the power of the stories achieved its
 full realization, and was communicated to the world. However, the origins of a myth, although (especially in the classical
 field) they are seldom fully understood, need to be thought about as well: and in the discussions which in each chapter follow
 the narrative sections, I say something not only about the ancient author whose treatment of the theme I have chosen to describe,
 but about these earlier stages too. I also refer to aftermaths and repercussions, in the ancient world and in later Europe
 and elsewhere up to the present day.
 

Inevitably my debts to other writers are enormous. In addition I want to record my appreciation,
 for help of various kinds, to Miss Martine Franck, Miss Veronica Lemmon, Professor Joseph Campbell; Dr R. A. Higgins and Dr
 J. P. C. Kent of the British Museum; and officials of the London Library and the Hellenic and Roman Societies.
 

I am grateful to the following for quotations from copyright works: E. V. Rieu and Penguin Books for Homer: Iliad, Homer: Odyssey and Apollonius Rhodius: Argonautica, Robert Graves and Penguin Books for Apuleius: Golden Ass, Philip Vellacott and Penguin Books for Aeschylus: Oresteia, W. F. Jackson Knight and Penguin Books for Virgil: Aeneid, A. de Selincourt and Penguin Books for Livy: Early History of Rome, E. F. Watling and Penguin Books for Sophocles: Theban Plays, F. Wood and University of Minnesota Press for Rainer Maria Rilke: The Ring of Forms, D. Grene, R. Lattimore, W. Arrowsmith, E. T. Vermeule, E. Wyckoff, J. Moore, M. Jameson and University of Chicago Press for
 Complete Greek Tragedies, R. Lattimore and University of Chicago Press for Homer: The Iliad, Odes of Pindar, Greek Lyrics, Greek Tragedies, R. Lattimore and University of Michigan Press for Hesiod: Works and Days and Theogony, A. E. Watts and University of California Press for Ovid: Metamorphoses, J. B. Pritchard and Princeton University Press and Oxford University Press for Ancient Near Eastern Texts, D. Fitts and R. Fitzgerald and Oxford University Press for Sophocles: Antigone, D. Fitts and R. Fitzgerald and Dial Press for Greek Plays in Modern Translation, D. Fitts and R. Fitzgerald and Messrs. Faber and Faber for Oedipus at Colonus and Euripides: Alcestis, Messrs. Faber and Faber for Collected Poems 1931–1958 by Edwin Muir, L. P. Wilkinson and Cambridge University Press for Ovid Recalled, H. G. Evelyn-White and Loeb Classical Library for Homeric Hymns, F. L. Lucas and Messrs. J. M. Dent for Greek Poetry for Everyman, M. Balkwill, Sir Maurice Bowra, T. F. Higham, Gilbert Highet, G. Allen, J. Sterling and Clarendon Press for Oxford Book of Greek Verse in Translation, Sir F. Fletcher and Clarendon Press for Virgil: Aeneid VI, J. B. Leishman and Hogarth Press for translations of R. M. Rilke, J. Mavrogordato and the Hogarth Press for Cavafy, Poems Translated with Notes, Rae Dalven, Harcourt Brace & World, and the Hogarth Press for Complete Poems of Cavafy, P. Green and Messrs. John Murray for Essays in Antiquity, R. Fitzgerald and Messrs. Wm. Heinemann and Doubleday for Homer: The Odyssey, Rolfe Humphries and Messrs. Scribner for The Aeneid of Virgil, A. R. Burn and Messrs. Edward Arnold for The Lyric Age of Greece, L. MacNeice and Messrs. Faber and Faber for Aeschylus: Agamemnon, R. Payne and Messrs. Heinemann for The Wanton Nymph, C. Day Lewis and Messrs. Jonathan Cape for The Georgics of Virgil, C. Day Lewis and the Hogarth Press for Virgil: The Aeneid, the late Professor T. A. Sinclair and Messrs. Routledge and Kegan Paul for History of Greek Political Thought, O. Kiefer, G. Highet and Messrs. Routledge for Sexual Life in Ancient Rome, R. Warner and The Bodley Head for Poems of George Seferis, R. Warner, S. O’Sheed and The Bodley Head for L. R. Lind’s Ten Greek Plays in Contemporary Translation, Mrs Yeats and Messrs. A. P. Watt and Messrs. Macmillan for Sophocles’ King Oedipus translated by W. B. Yeats, Richard Aldington and Messrs. Chatto and Windus for Euripides: Alcestis, H. T. Wade-Gery, Sir Maurice Bowra and the Nonesuch Press for The Odes of Pindar, Graham Hough and Messrs. Duckworth for Legends and Pastorals. Professor George Thomson and Cambridge University Press for Aeschylus: The Oresteia, Messrs. Thornton Butterworth for a translation in Gilbert Murray’s Euripides and His Age.

I am also grateful for certain passages to my fellow-author of Greeks and Romans, Mr Don Pottinger, and to the publisher Messrs. Thomas Nelson and Sons, Ltd.
 

I want also to thank Miss Jocelyn Burton for seeing this edition through the press.

MICHAEL GRANT

Note. See two headings in the Index (methods, theories; myth, divisions of) for some of the various ways in which the subject
 can be approached.

 
 
 PART I

 THE HEROES OF HOMER

 
 
 CHAPTER 1

 
 THE WRATH OF ACHILLES
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1 The Story Told in the ILIAD



THE POET begins his story, in the tenth year of Troy’s siege by the Greeks, with an invocation to the Muse.
 

 
 
Sing through me

That anger which most ruinously

Inflamed Achilles, Peleus’ son,

And which before the tale was done

Had glutted hell with champions bold,

Stern spirits by the thousandfold;

Ravens and dogs their corpses ate.

For thus did Zeus, who watched their fate,

See his resolve, first taken when

Proud Agamemnon king of men

An insult on Achilles cast,

Achieve accomplishment at last.1

 

 
The flowing rhythm of the Iliad was given this more abrupt, ballad-like shape by Robert Graves.
 

 
While attacking Chryse not far from Troy, Agamemnon, commander-in-chief of the invaders, had taken as his share of the plunder
 Chryseis, daughter of Chryses priest of Apollo. Before the assembled Greek army, her father appealed to Agamemnon to release
 her, but his plea was refused and the old man was dismissed from the camp. Chryses prayed to Apollo to punish the invaders, and Apollo, hearing his prayer, came down from Olympus, afflicting
 the Greeks with a plague. ‘As he set out, the arrows clanged on the shoulder of the angry god; and his descent was like nightfall.
 He sat down opposite the ships and shot an arrow, with a dreadful twang, from his silver bow. He attacked the mules first
 and the nimble dogs, and then he aimed his sharp arrows at the men, and struck again and again. Day and night, innumerable
 fires consumed the dead. For nine days the god’s arrows rained on the camp.’2

 
On the tenth day Achilles called for a council of war. The prophet Calchas declared that Chryseis must be given back to her
 father. Agamemnon angrily agreed but seized, instead of her, the girl Briseis, who had been allotted to Achilles. And so Achilles
 withdrew from the war, appealing to his immortal mother Thetis, who persuaded Zeus to right the wrongs of her son. Accordingly,
 the king of the gods sent Agamemnon a deceptive dream assuring him that he can now capture Troy. Agamemnon tested his army
 by suggesting that they should all return home. They took him too seriously and rushed for the ships, but the goddess Hera
 dispatched Athene to stop the retreat. Odysseus summoned a council of war, at which, after beating the ugly demagogue Thersites
 into silence, he induced the soldiers to fight. There follows a list marshalling the Greek and Trojan forces.
 

 
The Trojan prince Paris, who had brought about the war by abducting Helen from Sparta, challenged her husband Menelaus to
 a duel on which the result of the war was to depend. The father of Paris, King Priam, came to the city walls, where Helen
 pointed out to him the Greek chieftains. Though defeated by Menelaus, Paris was spirited from the battle-field by Aphrodite.
 There was no pact because, while Hera was implacably opposed to Troy, her husband Zeus had promised satisfaction to Achilles:
 so Athene, in disguise, tempted Troy’s Asian ally Pandarus to shoot an arrow at Menelaus. He was slightly wounded, and the
 fighting broke out again.
 

 
In the battles that followed, the Greek hero Diomede performed glorious exploits, ‘like a winter torrent that comes tearing
 down and flattens out the dykes’. The gods and goddesses entered the battle, and Diomede’s spear scratched Aphrodite’s wrist as she rescued from him Anchises’ son Aeneas. On the Trojan side, Hector was
 supported by the war-god Ares himself, but even Ares received a wounding blow from Diomede. Returning to Troy to bid his mother
 Hecabe sacrifice to Athene, Hector spoke with Helen and Paris and then with his wife Andromache, who had their little son
 Astyanax with her.
 

 
Hector stepped out into no man’s land, and addressed the armies with a challenge. The gods, too, were present; for Athene
 and Apollo were enjoying the scene, in the form of vultures perching upon a tall oak. Ajax responded to Hector’s offer of
 a duel, which turned out slightly to the advantage of the Greek. But on the advice of the aged Nestor, the Greeks began to
 fortify their camp. Zeus forbade the gods to intervene and heartened the Trojans.
 

 
Thus all night long they sat, across the corridors of battle, thinking great thoughts and keeping their many fires alight.
 There are nights when the upper air is windless and the stars in heaven stand out in their full splendour round the bright
 moon; when every mountain-top and headland and ravine starts into sight, as the infinite depths of the sky are torn open to
 the very firmament; when every star is seen, and the shepherd rejoices. Such and so many were the Trojans’ fires, twinkling
 in front of Troy midway between the ships and the streams of Xanthus. There were a thousand fires burning on the plain, and
 round each one sat fifty men in the light of its blaze, while the horses stood beside their chariots, munching white barley
 and rye, and waiting for Dawn to take her golden throne.’3

 
Agamemnon, discouraged, was now willing to make the fullest amends to Achilles, and dispatched Ajax, Odysseus and Phoenix
 to his tent. They were to seek a reconciliation, so that the greatest of the Greeks could return to the battle. But Achilles
 in tragic pride rejected their proposals. He would only come back, he said, if Hector actually threatened the ships of his
 own men, the Myrmidons. Odysseus and Diomede raided the Trojan positions and killed the Thracian King Rhesus, capturing his
 horses. But next day both these Greek leaders, and Agamemnon too, were wounded, and their army fell back to its fortified
 camp.
 

 
There is an interlude while Nestor, returning to his hut with a casualty, Machaon, has a meal prepared for them by a maidservant,
 captured from Tenedos. ‘She began by moving up to them a handsome polished table with enamelled legs. On this she put a bronze
 dish with an onion to flavour the drink, some yellow honey, and sacred barley-meal, and beside these a magnificent beaker
 adorned with golden studs, which the old man had brought from home. It had four handles. Each was supported by two legs; and
 on top of each, facing one another, a pair of golden doves were feeding. Anyone else would have found it difficult to shift
 the beaker from the table when it was full, but Nestor, old as he was, could lift it without trouble. In this cup their comely
 attendant mixed them the pottage with Pramnian wine, and after making it ready by grating into it some goat’s milk cheese
 with a bronze grater and sprinkling white barley on top, she invited them to drink.’4 And then Patroclus, sent by Achilles to ask who had been hurt, appeared in the doorway of the hut, ‘like a god’.
 

 
Now, however, desperate fighting broke out again, and the Trojans, led by Hector, stormed the Greek battlements. Yet Hera
 planned to rescue the Greeks. Obtaining from Aphrodite (although they were on different sides) a charm which would make herself
 irresistibly attractive, she enticed Zeus into her arms. He made love to her, and then fell asleep. Posidon, who had intervened
 on the Greek side, drove back the Trojans, and Hector was stunned by a stone. But Zeus woke up, and ordered Posidon to leave
 the battle, and Apollo to revive Hector. The Greeks were driven right back to the ships.
 

 
In this emergency, Patroclus persuaded Achilles to allow him to intervene. And so Patroclus fought Hector, and was killed;
 and Hector transferred the immortal armour of Achilles from the dead man’s body to his own. As a violent battle raged round
 the corpse, Achilles, maddened by revengeful grief, demanded new armour from his mother, and the god Hephaestus made it. Though
 forewarned that he would not live long after Hector, Achilles was now determined to go into battle at once. After a formal
 reconciliation, he received Briseis back from Agamemnon.
 

 
Led by Achilles, the Greek troops rushed from the ships. On either side the gods ranged themselves. With the Greeks were Hera,
 Athene, Posidon, Hephaestus and Hermes. On the Trojan side stood Ares, Apollo, Artemis, Leto, Aphrodite and the river god
 Xanthus who was also called Scamander. Before the terrifying advance of Achilles, the Trojans gave ground. Divine intervention
 saved Aeneas and Hector, but many others met their end at his hands. As even god fought with god in this greatest of battles,
 Achilles raged with his spear like a driving wind that whirls the flames this way and that, when a conflagration rages in
 the gullies on a sun-baked mountainside, and the high forest is consumed. He chased his victims with the fury of a fiend,
 and the earth was dark with blood. At their imperious master’s will the horses of Achilles with their massive hooves trampled
 dead men and shields alike with no more ado than when a farmer has yoked a pair of broad-browed cattle to trample the white
 barley on a threshing-floor, and his lowing bulls tread out the grain. The axle-tree under his chariot, and the rails that
 ran round it, were sprayed with the blood thrown up by the horses’ hooves and by the tyres. And the son of Peleus pressed
 on in search of glory, bespattering his unconquerable hands with gore.’5

 
When the resisting river was choked with corpses until its waters rose and nearly engulfed him, he moved towards the walls
 of Troy itself. Outside the city gates, Hector was waiting alone for him. But as Achilles leapt forward, Hector’s courage
 failed him and he ran before his enemy three times round the walls. Then, however, Athene tricked him into making his fatal
 stand. As he fell, his throat pierced by Achilles’ lance, he called with his dying breath upon the knees and life and parents
 of the slayer, begging that his own father and mother should be allowed to ransom his body. ‘You cur,’ replied Achilles,
 ‘don’t talk to me of knees or name my parents in your prayers. I only wish that I could summon up the appetite to carve and
 eat you raw myself, for what you have done to me.’ And in full view of the walls, and of Andromache looking out from them,
 he dragged Hector’s corpse back to the camp behind his chariot.
 

 
Visited at night by the ghost of Patroclus demanding burial, Achilles arranged for him a splendid funeral, sacrificing twelve
 captured Trojans on the pyre; and the funeral was followed by athletic sports. But Hector was still unburied. For eleven days
 his body, kept whole by Apollo, was dragged each day round the tomb of Patroclus by his killer. But compassion now came upon
 the gods, and Zeus intervened. Instructing Thetis to bid her son accept ransom for the corpse, he ordered Priam, through his
 divine messenger Iris, to take the ransom by night to the camp of the Greeks. Led by Hermes, Priam passed through the Greek
 lines. With his own aged father Peleus in mind, Achilles received the old king with courtesy and granted his plea for the
 body of Hector, calling upon the ghost of Patroclus not to resent the restoration of his enemy’s corpse.
 

 
Priam slept in the forecourt and left before dawn. There was a truce of eleven days for Hector’s funeral. Then the battle
 began again.
 

 
 
 2 Troy and Homer

 
More than five thousand years ago, Greece was inhabited by people who ground and polished their stone tools, made painted
 pottery, and scraped a living in villages near the scarce arable land where there was a river or a spring. About 3000 BC their dwellings were destroyed by invaders, possibly from Asia Minor. These were people, probably of non-Indo-European tongue,
 whose bronze tools made their lives rather easier; though civilization was much further advanced in more fertile countries
 such as Egypt, Sumeria and Crete. That island, with its good soil and climate, produced ship’s timber and a surplus of wine
 and oil. Its non-Greek inhabitants (again perhaps from Asia Minor) united in about 2000 BC into a single kingdom, based on
 sea-power, with its capital at Cnossus. These prosperous Cretans developed an imaginative, lively civilization and a flowing,
 curving, naturalistic art very different from the hieratic style of their teachers the Egyptians.
 

 
Meanwhile on the Greek mainland, people speaking a language somewhat resembling Greek, and perhaps originating from the South
 Russian steppes, began to arrive during the first centuries of the second millennium BC. Intermingling with other racial strains, they developed a culture partly indebted to Crete—and revealing common ground with the Hittites of inland Asia Minor (page 34)— but partly novel. This reached its climax in the royal fortresses
 of southern Greece, such as Mycenae, Tiryns and Pylos. The monarchs of those places, whose luxury caused a sensation when
 the German archaeologist Schliemann disclosed the royal Mycenaean graves in 1876, possessed powerful new armaments—bronze
 rapiers, shields and chariots. By 1500 BC the Mycenaeans were influencing Cretan civilization in their turn, and ruled the whole island for about fifty years. Thousands
 of clay writing tablets found at Cnossus, dating apparently (though this is contested) from c. 1400 BC—and others of c. 1200, still strangely similar, at the mainland centres—are written in a script known as ‘Linear B’, which has been shown
 to be an early form of the Greek language.
 

 
Mycenaean Cnossus seems to have fallen in c. 1400, but during the next two hundred years the cities of the mainland, and especially Mycenae, were at their height as powerful
 land empires and Mediterranean trading centres. The thirteenth century was a time of great upheavals throughout the near east;
 Mycenaean exports to Egypt and the Levant ceased abruptly, and in about 1250 BC, as archaeology confirms, invaders (of whom there were many at this time, in Asia Minor and in Egypt) besieged and burnt the
 key-city of Troy near the Hellespont (Dardanelles). Then in the twelfth century not only did great hordes of invaders again
 inflict terrible destruction upon Syria and Egypt but the holocaust, of whatever origin (page 35), spread to Greece itself.
 For excavation shows that the palaces of Pylos, Mycenae and Tiryns came to grief in their turn.
 

 
Almost all the principal Greek myths are connected with centres of this Mycenaean civilization, which provided many a subject
 and hero. However mythical their exploits, the names of the Iliad’s great warriors are likely enough to be the real names of men who lived in Mycenaean Greece—and fought the Trojans; another
 ‘Hector’ appears on a Linear B tablet. Moreover, the catalogue of contingents in the Iliad seems to go back to an historically true Order of Battle of that period. There may well be some historical truth (though
 coloured by his own time, page 39) in the picture the poet gives of the Greek besiegers as a loose confederacy, under their
 overlord Agamemnon, of proud, recalcitrant, meat-fed chiefs, jealous of their reputations. Possibly, too, the invading army
 already believed in the Olympian gods as a similar loose confederacy under Zeus—who may conceivably appear with his scales
 of destiny upon a Mycenaean amphora. At any rate, Homer’s knowledge of Mycenaean objects came from a poetic tradition going
 back to those days. The huge shield of Ajax like a tower, Hector’s bronze helmet, the cup of Nestor, the silver-studded swords,
 and the only reference to writing, 6 are traceable to the Mycenaean age.
 

 
One of its last and culminating efforts must have been the siege of the horse-rearing, textile-fabricating city of Troy, in
 its strategic position on the Hellespont, That city, where there had been at least six earlier successive settlements, was
 already at this epoch, as archaeologists have shown, somewhat beyond its prime (‘Troy VIIa’); Homer’s tales of its grandeur
 rather fit the immediately preceding fourteenth century BC (‘Troy VI’), in which there had been a great rise in the importance
 of the town. Excavators have also proved that ‘Troy VIIa’ fell to a violent fire, probably by human agency. There was nothing
 new about sieges in the ancient world, nor were they new to near eastern story-tellers. From the Hittites, for example, who
 had ruled until the thirteenth century on the Anatolian plateau and display resemblances to the peoples across the Aegean
 (page 93), we have a tolerably preserved account of the siege of Urshu (somewhere in northern Syria) by their army; while
 the epics of Ugarit, in the same area, tell of a siege of Udum (page 50).
 

 
‘And so,’ says the geographer Strabo (himself from Asia Minor) in the days of Augustus, ‘Homer took the Trojan War, an historical
 fact, and decked it out with his fanciful stories.’7 According to one convenient definition of terms, this makes his story a legend (that is to say a story based, however remotely,
 on historical fact), as opposed to a myth which has no basis of fact at all. At any rate the Greeks, who felt their lack of
 ancient records such as those of Egypt and Asia, took the whole thing as history, and based a great part of their entire cultural
 tradition upon this acceptance. The heroes and their doings were believed to have been authentic—a supposition which Homer
 had encouraged by the careful orderliness with which he circumscribes them all within two or three generations. Some of the leading figures, it has been suggested, may really have
 been personifications of warring tribes, whose varying fortunes during the migrations are reflected in the victories or deaths
 of this or that hero. Be that as it may, the poem, though its subject is the Wrath of Achilles and not the war as a whole—of
 which we do not see the end—is made to look like a chronicle.
 

 
Since people like having remote ancestors to venerate, the stories were perpetuated and elaborated as each family or city
 attached a glorious pedigree to itself. Down to Roman times, there were tombs and relics attributed to the heroes to be seen
 everywhere in Greece, and they were accorded a specific kind of worship of their own (page 235). Similar remains are also
 found in Homer’s native country, western Asia Minor. Myths and legends of Greece had been transplanted there when the country
 was colonized (amid raids and migrations such as those which had earlier given birth to epics) at the end of the first millennium
 BC*; and so we find ‘tombs’ of Achilles, Idomeneus and Calchas on those coasts. The island of Lesbos retained stronger links:
 for across the gulf of time which separated the Trojan War from the Greek city-states, the royal house and the constitution
 survived and remained the same. At Cyme in Aeolis, too, there was a king Agamemnon who claimed descent from the Homeric hero.
 

 
The destroyers of Mycenae may (though this cannot be said for certain) have been no less Greek than their victims—backward
 relations, the last stream of Greek invaders. That is to say, they may have been the Dorians, who passed through the Balkans
 into northern Greece (c. 1150–1100), pushing before them earlier Greek arrivals (Aeolians and Ionians) who thus became the migrants to Asia Minor
 to whom reference has just been made. Of the first four centuries after these events we have little knowledge, and we call
 it a ‘Dark Age’. At least material prosperity was smaller, and communications were fewer; though the break may not have been
 so complete as was supposed. How dark was the ‘Dark Age’? Or is it only our knowledge that is dark? That is a question that archaeologists are
 trying to answer. But at any rate the age was one of great changes. There was, for example, a marked artistic break. Writing,
 which had existed so abundantly on Cretan and Mycenaean ‘Linear B’ tablets, vanished or almost vanished for four hundred years;
 the fine arts of fresco, metal-work and ivory-carving came to an end; and the designs of the characteristic Geometric pottery,
 made at Athens* and other centres during these ‘dark’ centuries, were schematic and linear, so far removed from Minoan and Mycenaean curves
 that a direct line of artistic descent (other, perhaps, than in the actual shapes of the vases) is hard to imagine.
 

 
Towards 750 or even 700 BC, the Homeric poems took something like their final shape. During the intermediate period, the bards had been illiterate or
 at any rate did not commit their poems to writing. In these intervening centuries the epic poems, with their stock formulas
 (themes, word-groups, and phrases) as mnemonic guides for impromptu singing, had been orally transmitted from bard to bard
 like the Norse and German sagas, or the stories still to be found in western Ireland. In the 28, 000 lines of the Iliad and Odyssey there are 25, 000 repeated phrases, large and small, and for each of thirty-seven leading characters in the two poems there
 is a stock descriptive phrase of the same length. Handed down by such means through the generations, the Iliad brings us not only the distant events and stories of the siege of Troy, but many accretions of subject matter as well as
 varying dialects (Aeolic, Arcadian, Ionic, Attic) from the centuries between—and from the time of the genius who, perhaps
 in the eighth century, cast the poem into its superb and timeless form. By a unique paradox, Greek literature begins, for us, with poems of unsurpassable beauty.
 

 
Whether this poet of the Iliad himself transformed into a single epic the multitudinous, relatively short lays (concerned with religion, history, folk-lore,
 ritual and fancy) that he inherited, or whether this amalgamation had already, in whole or part, been gradually evolved by
 many composers over a long period, is and may well remain unknown. The nearest thing to a fact,’ as Sir Denys Page once observed, ‘is the name of Homer, the man who, by his skill
 as master poet, absorbed the finest products of the poetic past into a balanced and harmonious unity.’ Probably he accompanied
 his own recitation of the poem with the lyre used by a bard in the Odyssey8—unless he employed a baton, attributed to him by Pindar (518–438 BC), and directed the performances of others. Whether the poems were composed for this specific purpose or not, their recitation
 is likely to have taken place at a great festival; we do not know which, but perhaps it was the Pan-Ionian festival at Mount
 Mycale, the promontory between Ephesus and Miletus in western Asia Minor.9

 
There had long been festivals, but during the eighth century (in which the Olympic games too were founded) they became larger
 and grander. The Iliad could be recited in fifteen two-hour sessions, that is to say in three days, or two if the audience had enough stamina; no
 doubt the bards worked in relays. This was about the time when, as inscriptions show, the Phoenician alphabet was coming to
 the Greeks. That meant that the poem was copied down—not necessarily by Homer, though not long after his day. The Iliad and Odyssey, when composed, became the property of a guild or clan, the Homeridae, who ‘published’ them by recitation.10 Perhaps King Pisistratus of Athens (560–527 BC) arranged for them to be given their final form; and then, for another four hundred years, editors continued to leave their
 mark on the text. The present division into twenty-four books may date from the third century BC.

 
There were in the Trojan Cycle, in addition to the Iliad and Odyssey, six other poems of uncertain authorship but attributed to Homer: the Cypria (from the Judgment of Paris, page 441, to the War); Aethiopis (about Achilles’ slaying of Penthesilea the Amazon, Thersites and the Ethiopian Memnon, followed by his own death); the Little Iliad; Sack of Troy; Returns (Nostoi) of the heroes; and Telegony (about Telegonus, Odysseus’ son by Circe). The Iliad itself, about the Wrath of Achilles, was one of a cycle of poems about Wraths. A very long period indeed, full of convulsions
 and vicissitudes, and lacking in records other than this constantly growing oral tradition, had elapsed between the Mycenaean age and the welding together of the Homeric poems. The situation might almost be compared
 to the Mexican village of Santiago where, according to John Steinbeck, ‘they set out a battle between peoples they did not
 know in a land they had never heard of in a time that was forgotten’. So far distant from the events, the Iliad’s points of contact with Mycenae are sometimes tenuous. For example, the ‘Linear B’ tablets now show the Mycenaeans to have
 possessed a highly organized, bureaucratic society of inventories, land tenures, labour specialization, and much writing—endless
 counting and classifying and assessing—far closer to the Hittites and the peoples of north Syria than to the simpler picture
 by Homer.
 

 
And then again, with an eye on later times, the poet perhaps overestimates the West-East aspect of the original siege of Troy.
 Trojan culture had looked westwards (as archaeological remains make clear) rather than to its mainland Hittite neighbours,
 and its population was of somewhat similar cultural background to the Greek invaders. So Homer may only be reflecting a later
 awareness of difference between Greece and the East (which was to culminate in the Persian War) when he stresses the oriental
 cosmopolitanism of the Trojan ranks. ‘They were like the sheep that stand in their thousands in a rich farmer’s yard yielding
 their white milk and bleating incessantly because they hear their lambs. Such was the babel that went up from the great Trojan
 army, which hailed from many parts, and being without a common language used many different cries and calls.’11 The significance of the war as origin of the strife between Greece and the East, much stressed by historians such as Herodotus,
 may only have become apparent after Ionian and Aeolian Greek settlers on the coast of Asia Minor—ancestors of Homer himself—had
 clashed, perhaps in the ninth century, with Asian peoples such as the Phrygians.
 

 
Indeed, even if the Greek conception of the heroic age began on the mainland after the fall of Mycenae, its survival may have
 been largely due to the Ionian forerunners of Homer preserving across the Aegean, with the retentiveness of a ‘colonial’ outlook,
 their ties with their original homes in Greece itself. While the Iliad’s predominantly war-like tone belongs to a strain which was to reach its climax in Sparta, the quite different tradition represented by its
 sensitivity of touch, its candid individualism and its flowing narrative seems Ionian. And then again, the iron axes, knives
 and arrow-heads mentioned in the Iliad likewise date from not earlier than the turn of the first millennium, when the Iron Age came to the Aegean; and, incidentally,
 even many of the blows attributed to bronze weapons in the poem could only have been struck by iron. Cremation, too, in the
 Geometric urns which this later age produced (page 36), is the universal Homeric practice, whereas the normal Mycenaean custom
 had been inhumation. The poet of the Iliad lived in these new times, and his poem shows much more of its poet’s Geometric age than of his subject’s Mycenaean epoch.
 Back across the centuries, from his own supposedly inferior ‘dark’ age, looks Homer with nostalgic approval at an earlier
 time of golden bellicosities, feudal homes, baronial mansions and loyal retainers. Perhaps this picture was flattering and
 comforting to the squireens or princelings of his own day; at any rate they must have applauded the rapid discomfiture of
 the only political malcontent of the Iliad, Thersites.
 

 
Is there any relation between the Homeric Iliad and contemporary visual art? If so our knowledge of each would be enriched. It is certainly possible to trace on the Geometric
 pottery, made at Athens and also at Smyrna (one of the contestants for Homer’s birthplace) and other centres across the Aegean,
 a gradual development—alongside purely linear motif—of scene and figure-painting. By the middle of the eighth century, when
 the first Greek temple with architectural pretensions, Hera’s temple at Samos, was erected, there were big funeral vases,
 some showing designs of races and processions, and many with battle scenes. Among these scenes, incidents from the Iliad and other epic poems have been identified; but without certainty. Figure sculpture was still highly formal, and a new way
 of depicting human beings and human life was being worked out step by step. It is hard to say which figure is meant to represent
 a god or a hero, or if so who this is, until writing and personal attributes appear on vases during the seventh century. Then
 incidents from the Iliad are soon found in Boeotia, Sparta, Corinth, eastern Greece and the islands. Did the poets inspire the painters, or was it the other way round? The visual artists have been credited
 with hitting upon a way of representing the human body, and setting up a chain reaction which transformed the narrations of
 the poets. But Homer with his consummate artistry and eyewitness technique is so much more advanced than the Geometric painters
 that this seems unlikely; and the interactions between poet and visual artist, such as occur in later western art, are hard
 to trace.
 

 
Yet Homer possessed the abnormally strong and imaginative visual sense which earned him Voltaire’s description as a ‘sublime
 painter’. The colour and vivid tenderness of his similes, drawn from a wide range of nature and human life, present a marked
 contrast to the simplicity and rarity of such figures in the Song of Roland or Beowulf. If Dante’s similes make us see the scene more definitely, Homer’s make us feel one particular feature of it; and they are
 the very essence of his intuition. Often two pictures follow rapidly upon one another, to emphasize different aspects, or
 a contrast or change.
 

 
 
As obliterating fire lights up a vast forest

along the crests of a mountain, and the flare shows far off,

so, as they marched, from the magnificent bronze the gleam went

dazzling all about through the upper air to the heaven.

These, as the multitudinous nations of birds winged,

of geese, and of cranes, and of swans long-throated,

in the Asian meadow beside the Caystrian waters

this way and that way make their flights in the pride of their wings, then

settle in clashing swarms and the whole meadow echoes with them,

so of these the multitudinous tribes from the ships and

shelters poured to the plain of Scamander, and the earth beneath their

feet and under the feet of their horses thundered horribly.

They took position in the blossoming meadow of Scamander,

thousands of them, as leaves and flowers appear in their season.

Like the multitudinous nations of swarming insects

who drive hither and thither about the stalls of the sheepfold

in the season of spring when the milk splashes in the milk pails:

in such numbers the flowing-haired Achaeans stood up

through the plain against the Trojans, hearts burning to break them.12

 

 
Homer conveys the pictorial and emotional appeal not only of a great battle but of humble, natural scenes and doings. This
 is one aspect of his unique descriptive powers, of his simple, natural, picturesque, imaginative style, suited perfectly to
 its theme.
 

 
 
 3 Achilles: Helen

 
Each person in the Homeric myths is a strongly differentiated individual. The greatest warrior among them is Achilles. He
 is, at times, savage; this may be intended to reflect his origins from Greece’s Thessalian periphery. But he is also the most
 beautiful, eloquent, courteous, generous and wise among the heroes. He obeyed his father’s orders ‘always to be the best and
 to surpass others’.13 There are few signs, naturally enough, of the Christian chivalry of Roland, Lancelot or Beowulf Yet he is a man of taste
 and artistic skill, ‘singing of famous men, accompanying himself on a tuneful lyre’, and a great gentleman—not at all the
 spoilt, boastful boy, dreading a scene, into whom Euripides was to make him (page 261)14

 
Iliad concentrates interest upon this formidable personality. With his lust for undying fame, his prowess in battle and his sensitivity
 to insults, he is the most nearly perfect practitioner of the Homeric code. He has a good deal in common with Shakespeare’s
 Hotspur—youth, prowess, passion for honour and a personal wrong to resent. Yet Achilles is not only more ferocious, but also more tragic. Though there is not, until the Roman poet Statius,
 any mention of that all too mortal heel which limits the invulnerability conferred on him by his mother Thetis, and he is
 no more vulnerable or invulnerable than anyone else, he knows he is foredoomed.15 Like the Sumerian hero Gilgamesh, and Keret of Syrian Ugarit (page 50), he is partly of divine extraction, and yet he, again
 like them, is fated to die. This is the classic tragedy of man’s futile quest to overcome death, a theme on which many Greek
 myths were to brood.
 

 
Achilles embodies the qualities which most men would like to have. He possesses in extreme degree all the virtues and faults
 of the hero, and these are the cause of all that happens. He resents being flouted by Agamemnon because this denies due honour
 to his outstanding heroic qualities.16 Yet Achilles, in his turn, is put in the wrong by his refusal to accept Agamemnon’s terms: this is disregard both of his
 commander and of his companions—one of whom, Odysseus, suggests that he should give way now so as to receive payment as part
 of the apology due.17 Later, half-maddened with grief and passion after the death of Patroclus, Achilles is no longer interested in honour or propriety.
 But then, in the last book, comes his unforgettable vindication—the deeply moving encounter with Priam, a purification and
 a surprise; yet no surprise, for we ought to have expected it of him. Though fierce emotions still burn below the surface,
 18 the hand he reaches out to the old man repairs the failure in his character (page 57).
 

 
Before this, we have seen all his complexity vanish in the rage of the supreme warrior, whose appearance is as terrifying
 as his ferocity.
 

 
 
A clash went from the grinding of his teeth, and his eyes glowed

as if they were the stare of a fire, and the heart inside him

was entered with sorrow beyond endurance. Raging at the Trojans

he put on the gifts of the god, that Hephaestus wrought him with much toil.

First he placed along his legs the fair greaves linked with

silver fastenings to hold the greaves at the ankles.

Afterwards he girt on about his chest the corselet,

and across his shoulders slung the sword with the nails of silver,

a bronze sword, and caught up the great shield, huge and heavy

next, and from it the light glimmered far, as from the moon.

And as when from across water a light shines to mariners

from a blazing fire, when the fire is burning high in the mountains

in a desolate steading, as the mariners are carried unwilling

by storm winds over the fish-swarming sea, far away from their loved ones;

so the light from the fair elaborate shield of Achilles

shot into the high air. And lifting the helm he set it

massive upon his head, and the helmet crested with horse-hair

shone like a star, the golden fringes were shaken about it

which Hephaestus had driven close along the horn of the helmet.

And brilliant Achilles tried himself in his armour, to see

if it fitted close, and how his glorious limbs ran within it,

and the armour became as wings and upheld the shepherd of the people.

Next he pulled out from its standing place the spear of his father,

huge, heavy, thick, which no one else of all the Achaeans

could handle, but Achilles alone knew how to wield it,

the Pelian ash spear which Chiron had brought to his father

from high on Pelion, to be death for fighters in battle.19

 

 
As the glitter of bronze rippled like laughter over the plain, and the glory of arms lit up the sky, he gnashed his teeth
 in an intolerable fury, and his eyes blazed with a fire which burned down the centuries in the heart of every Greek.
 

 
 
Even in death, songs did not leave him,

but, standing beside his pyre and his grave, the maidens

of Helicon let fall upon him their abundant dirge.

Even the immortals were pleased

to bestow on a brave man, though perished, the song of goddesses.20

 

 
It is Achilles who gives the Iliad its architectural unity. The poem is a great bridge with five massive piers—his quarrel with his supreme commander; his refusal
 to forgive; the resulting death of Patroclus; the vengeance on Hector; and the final scene of mercy to Priam.
 

 
Hector, too, is a glorious fighter. ‘In front of him he holds his rounded shield, with its close layers of hide and its ample
 sheath of beaten bronze; and his burnished helmet sways upon his temples.21 But he is less whole-hearted than Achilles, and perhaps a better leader than warrior. He is not, as some have called him,
 weak and valueless, nor is he a proud warrior madly leading his city to ruin. He is a good man in whom the warlike and elegiac
 moods meet, a good son, husband, father and champion. But he, too, is fated to die.
 

 
 
Out of the bright sky Zeus himself was working to help him

and among men so numerous he honoured this one man

and glorified him, since Hector was to have only a short life,

and already the day of his death was being driven upon him

by Pallas Athene through the strength of Achilles.22

 

 
Hector himself, like Achilles, is not hopeful about his fate; and knows that Troy will fall.23 But although he and his city cannot escape, he will win glory if he dies bravely.
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It is a terrible moment when this mighty man quails and runs before Achilles. The moment has caught the attention of that
 dryly realistic yet compassionate, much more Hellenistic than epic, Alexandrian poet of our own century, Cavafy: writing,
 as E. M. Forster said, ‘at a slight angle to the universe’ about the interactions of past and present.
 

 
 
Our efforts are like those of the Trojans.

We think that with resolution and daring

We will alter the downdrag of destiny.

 

 
 
But when the great crisis comes,

Our daring and our resolution vanish

And we run all around the walls

Seeking to save ourselves in flight.

 

 
 
However, our fall is certain. Above

On the walls, the dirge has already begun.

 

 
But until that desperate time, Hector is the leader and hope of Troy.

 
He is critical of his brother Paris, who had caused the war by taking Helen, and earlier (as Homer does not tell) by the Judgment
 through which he preferred Aphrodite to Hera and Athene (page 441). ‘“Sir, ” said Hector of the glittering helmet, “no reasonable
 man could make light of your achievements in battle: you have plenty of courage. But you are too ready to give up when it
 suits you, and refuse to fight. And I find it mortifying to hear you abused by the Trojans, whom you yourself have brought
 to this pass.”’24

 
The most interesting of the other heroes are all Greeks. The supreme commander Agamemnon is physically brave, but lacking
 in moral courage and resolution. Worried, truculent, greedy, untruthful, violent and boastful, he says and does the wrong
 thing, veering between pigheadedness and generosity, confidence and despair. Homer’s careful delineation of his faults seems
 to reflect the hatred of feudal princes for the necessity of accepting a temporary overlord. Agamemnon’s brother Menelaus,
 unfortunate to be cuckolded, is brave but lacks glamour, has bad luck in not winning his duel with Paris, and is no leader. ‘“Sir, ” remarks King Agamemnon to Nestor, “there are times when I should indeed be
 glad to see you take Menelaus to task. He is often inclined to do nothing and let things slide, not through laziness or any
 lack of brains, but because he looks to me and depends on my initiative.”’25

 
Odysseus, on the other hand, is the complete man of action, unromantically but lovingly drawn. Vigorous (on one day he eats
 three dinners) and extremely intelligent, he is nevertheless everybody’s friend because of his good sense—or nearly everybody’s,
 for the beefy, dull-witted Ajax (whom he cheats at wrestling) suffered from his cleverness.26 Nestor is a long-winded Polonius whose advice is sound; though at the games he elaborately advises his son how to cheat.
 And he is good at urging men who, unlike himself, are still fit for fighting not to hang back—even the mightiest of the warriors,
 such as Diomede. ‘The prince Diomedes was asleep, with the hide of a farm-yard ox beneath him, and a glossy rug drawn under
 his head. Nestor the Gerenian charioteer went up to him, woke him with a touch of his foot, and flung a taunt at him to rouse
 him further. “Wake up, ” he said. “Why should you sleep in comfort all night long? Has it escaped your notice that the Trojans
 are sitting on the plain above us, barely a stone’s throw from the ships?” Diomedes, who had woken and leapt up in a trice,
 replied with some feeling: “You are a hard old man, sir, and you never take a moment’s rest. Are there not younger men in
 the army to go the rounds and call up all the kings? There is no holding you down, my venerable lord.”’27

 
There are real women, also, in the Iliad. It is true that they are not in the midst of public affairs, as in the Icelandic sagas, and when they are slaves they are
 baubles to be traded and exchanged—not always at a flatteringly high price. ‘Losing no time, the son of Peleus brought out
 and displayed fresh prizes for the third event, the all-in wrestling. For the winner there was a big three-legged cauldron
 to go on the fire—it was worth a dozen oxen by Achaean reckoning— and for the loser he brought forward a woman thoroughly
 trained in domestic work, who was valued at four oxen in the camp.’28 Yet the wives of the heroes play their part with dignity, like Gudrun and Brynhild, and they have sensitivity, poise, responsibility
 and good taste. Helen and Andromache are as seriously depicted as Achilles— though in this masculine world love sometimes seems below
 the dignity of the fighting man; we are not among the lovers of a troubadour. But Hector and Andromache are a loving couple,
 there are even signs of an attachment between Achilles and Briseis, and it is because of Paris’ fatal love for Helen that
 the whole war was fought.
 

 
An unhappy woman, doomed by Zeus (as she knows) to be a subject for poets, to the Greeks Helen was a desperate, beautiful,
 tragic curse (page 190). But such was her beauty that the Trojan elders of the Iliad had only to see her to understand how it had all happened—though they would prefer that she was not with them.
 

 
 
These were seated by the Scaean gates, elders of the people.

Now through old age these fought no longer, yet were they excellent

speakers still, and clear, as cicadas who through the forest

settle on trees, to issue their delicate voice of singing.

Such were they who sat on the tower, chief men of the Trojans.

And these, as they saw Helen along the tower approaching,

murmuring softly to each other uttered their winged words:

‘Surely there is no blame on Trojans and strong-greaved Achaeans

If for long time they suffer hardship for a woman like this one.

Terrible is the likeness of her face to immortal goddesses.

Still, though she be such, let her go away in the ships, lest

she be left behind, a grief to us and our children.29

 

 
Helen’s name is pre-Greek; perhaps she began her history and cult as a tree-goddess. The stories about her are conflicting.
 It is said that the poet Stesichorus, perhaps living in the sixth century BC, was struck blind for blaming Helen, and wrote a ‘palinode’ denying that she had ever been at Troy—it was only a phantom had
 been there, and she got no farther than Egypt; and the story is told again in Euripides’ Helen.30 This tradition has been perpetuated in our own day by his compatriot George Seferis:
 

 
 
She was there, at the desert’s edge. I touched her. She spoke to me,

‘It is not true, it is not true,’ she cried.

‘I never went aboard that coloured ship;

‘I never trod the ground of manly Troy’…

 

 
 
She was there, on the banks of a Delta. And at Troy?

Nothing. At Troy a phantom.

So the gods willed it.

And Paris lay with a shadow as though it were solid flesh:

And we were slaughtered for Helen ten long years.

 

 
The alternative and more famous version, telling of Helen’s abduction to Troy, may well have been no part of the original
 Trojan legend. The poets seem to have borrowed it from some source dependent upon an epic of Ugarit, on the Syrian coast.
 Ugarit, now Ras Shamra near Latakia, was a flourishing kingdom between the eighteenth and thirteenth centuries BC, and the town included what was perhaps the world’s first great international port. The Ugarit poems, mainly of fourteenth-century
 date, belong to the northwestern branch of the Semitic languages, and are written in Canaanite alphabetic cuneiform, foreshadowing
 the Phoenician alphabet which was to come to Greece in the eighth century BC (page 37). The Ugaritic poems have strong links not only with the Old Testament but also with the Homeric cycle. For there
 are very many detailed echoes of these poems in the Iliad31 and Odyssey32—for example, the Odyssey likes dogs 33 (page 88) which are popular at Ugarit but nowhere else in the Semitic world; and there are fore-shadowings of the story of
 Helen. In the epic Keret, the prince of that name mourns the departure of his wife, but the god El—called ‘father of men’ like Zeus—tells him to besiege
 Udum and demand the king’s daughter Hurriya ‘whose eye-balls are gems of sapphires, whose eyelids alabaster cups’. Keret does
 so, and the besieged city surrenders her.
 

 
 
These correspondences raise a question which is important to our historical knowledge of the transmission of mythology. Are
 the similarities due, ultimately, to the connections between the Minoans and Ugarit in the seventeenth and sixteenth centuries
 BC?—for Cretan pottery was imported to Ugarit, and there was probably a Minoan settlement there. But then, in the fourteenth
 and thirteenth centuries, this colony was superseded by a Mycenaean settlement. Did that play a part in the transmission?
 Or does the link between Homeric and Ugaritic poems instead indicate a literary association in the eighth century, between Homer and the Phoenicians who had taken over Ugarit traditions? There was by then a Greek colony—in the
 closest relation with the great Phoenician cities of Byblus, Tyre and Sidon—at Al Mina not far from the mouth of the Orontes.
 Moreover, that was the time when the Greeks borrowed, first, the Phoenician alphabet, and then (and increasingly in the next
 century) the many ‘orientalizing’ artistic features, fantastic monsters and the like, for which Phoenicia was the natural
 intermediary between Greek lands and the near or middle east—Babylon and Assyria, with their roots in the Sumerian past (page 94). The answers to these problems are not with us yet; but the researches of the next few years may provide them.
 

 
At any rate Helen might never have got to Troy if it had not been for Levantine Keret. But the alternative rendering—that she did not—reflects the existence of a second version unaffected by Keret.

 
 
 4 The Qualities of a Hero

 
One of the Iliad’s outstanding contributions to human civilization, for good and for evil, is its concept of the hero. The Greeks of the eighth century BC, and for ever afterwards, 34 saw something splendid and superhuman about what they supposed to be their lost past. This seemed to them filled with superb
 figures living for renown, and pursuing it with competitive vigour. The hero must use his superior qualities at all times
 to excel and win applause, for that is the reward and demonstration of his manhood. He makes honour his paramount code, and
 glory the driving force and aim of his existence. Birth, wealth and prowess confirm a hero’s title; his ideals are courage,
 endurance, strength and beauty. Enthusiastically confident in what he achieves and possesses, he relies upon his own ability
 to make the fullest use of his powers.
 

 
Yet, although he is no god, there is something about him which brings him not too far from heaven: Hesiod thought of the heroes
 as half-way between gods and men (page 126).35 Their mighty achievements inspired poets to suggest that human nature, far though it is from divinity, can yet come within
 reach of it—a conclusion which the greater claims of the supernatural had made impossible for Egypt or Babylonia. For the
 Greeks, too, there were many reserves and qualifications; yet man could still aspire. In the words of Pindar the Boeotian:
 

 
 
We can in greatness of mind

Or of body be like the Immortals,

Though we know not to what goal

By day or in the nights

Fate has written that we shall run.36

 

 
Glory—favourable public opinion—was the quality by which the individual could become like the gods. It was a glory of military
 and athletic prowess, hereditary arrogance and aristocratic class privilege. The only demagogue in the Iliad, Thersites, receives contemptuous punishment. Heroic aspiration is the keynote; denial of due honour was a catastrophe for
 Achilles (page 42). The hero’s whole career was an unremitting struggle, undertaken with all his manly endurance (tlemosyne),37 for the first prize among his peers. In a period of rapid transition Homer, like Dante and Shakespeare after him, is upholding
 a traditional nostalgic system of values.
 

 
No remote serenity was attributed to these legendary figures. They were violently emotional, and of erratic temperamental
 stability. When Patroclus is killed, there is no question of the greatest of the heroes, Achilles, keeping a stiff upper lip.
 ‘He picked up the dark dust in both his hands and poured it on his head. He soiled his comely face with it, and filthy ashes
 settled on his scented tunic. He cast himself down on the earth and lay there like a fallen giant, fouling his hair and tearing
 it out with his own hands. The maidservants whom he and Patroclus had captured caught the alarm and all ran screaming out
 of doors. They beat their breasts with their hands and sank to the ground beside their royal master. On the other side, Antilochus
 shedding tears of misery held the hands of Achilles as he sobbed out his noble heart, for fear that he might take a knife
 and cut his throat.’38

 
Yet in weakness and strength alike the Hero has transformed our ways of thinking. The heroic outlook shook off primitive superstitions
 and taboos by showing that man can do amazing things by his own effort and by his own nature, indeed that he can almost rise
 above his own nature into strengths scarcely known or understood. As early as the Homeric poems themselves the great stories are
 held up as educational examples.39 This continued throughout antiquity, and then again in the schools of the Renaissance upon which the élite institutions of today, not least in Britain and America, are still based. When we read the Iliad, we feel larger than life, freed from the compulsion of present realities. The epic heroes carry us with them in their struggles
 and their sufferings; they are not as we are, yet we follow after them. And so when they suffer or exult, so do we.
 

 
Herder in 1773 attacked all rococo attempts to prettify the heroes. His admirer Goethe saw in the Greeks a people that had
 understood better than any other how to give form to life on a grand scale—they knew how to strike out and, while keeping
 within bounds, savour life to the limit. The Greeks, with their heroes, were the most vivid experience of Goethe’s life—though
 a disillusioning one in the end, because he, a modern northerner, came to despair of reviving them from the dead. To Holderlin,
 before his mind failed, the heroes were a ruling passion. ‘Greece was my first love, and shall I say that she will be my last? … Who can endure it? Whom does the
 terrifying glory of antiquity not uproot, as the hurricane uproots young woods when it seizes them, as it seized me?… I loved
 my heroes as a moth loves the light.’
 

 
Yet much of the militancy of the western tradition, as well as its humanity, can also be traced back to the personages of
 the Iliad; for instance, the spirit of Thomas Carlyle, writing On Heroes and Hero Worship. He feels a ‘heart-felt prostrate admiration, submission, burning, boundless, for a noblest god-like Form of Man’. Quoting
 Novalis on the Body of Man as the one, holy Temple in the Universe, Carlyle claims to link the hero-cult with Christianity—’the
 greatest of Heroes is one’—but it is a Christian ideal far from the humility of the New Testament.
 

 
For the Homeric hero loved battle, and fighting was his life. The society to which he is said to belong devotes peculiar,
 maximum attention to war, like the heroic ages in Russia, India, among the south Slavs, and also (we are learning) in Africa.
 A hero’s activity is narrower than a god’s because it is concentrated on the most testing kind of action, war—hateful perhaps
 and with miserable moments, but an unequalled field for achievement and glory. Large stretches of the Iliad have been described as a bath of blood, gloriously described. The fighting can occasionally be broken off for a conference
 (Iliad II, III). But, although there are subordinate traces of a more peaceful ethic embodying ideas of justice, the heroic pursuit
 of glory leaves no room for chivalry or the sporting spirit, because lack of suitably emphasized vengeance would mean an inadequate
 satisfaction of honour. It was, usually, futile to plead with a hero’s sense of injury. ‘Patiroclus picked up a jagged, sparkling
 stone—his hand just covered it—and standing in no awe of Hector threw it with all his force. He did not make an idle cast,
 for the sharp stone caught Hector’s driver Cebriones, King Priam’s bastard son, on the forehead, with the horses’ reins in
 his hands. It shattered both his eyebrows, crushing in the bone; and his eyes fell out and rolled in the dust at his feet.
 He dropped from the well-built chariot like a diver and yielded up his life. The knight Patroclus jeered at him: “Ha! Quite an acrobat, I see, judging by that graceful dive! The man who takes so neat a header from a chariot on land could
 dive for oysters from a ship at sea in any weather and fetch up plenty for a feast. I did not know that the Trojans had such
 divers.”’40

 
The gloating reaches its culmination when Achilles and Hector meet in the duel that is fatal to Hector.

 
 
Clean through the soft part of the neck the spear point was driven.

Yet the ash spear heavy with bronze did not sever the windpipe,

so that Hector could still make exchange of words spoken.

But he dropped in the dust, and brilliant Achilles vaunted above him:

‘Hector, surely you thought as you killed Patroclus you would be

safe, and since I was far away you thought nothing of me,

o fool, for an avenger was left, far greater than he was,

behind him and away by the hollow ships. And it was I;

and I have broken your strength; on you the dogs and the vultures

shall feed and foully rip you; the Achaeans will bury Patroclus.’41

 

 
And Achilles, each day, dragged the corpse in the dust behind his chariot, three times round the tomb of Patroclus.42 Already at the funeral of Patroclus, Achilles in his grief had gone beyond the Homeric norm—by human sacrifice. He had ‘done
 an evil thing: he put a dozen brave men, the sons of noble Trojans, to the sword, and set the pyre alight so that pitiless
 flames might feed on them’.43 Genocide, too, already thousands of years old, had been the stated aim of the Trojan War as Homer described it. ‘No, we are
 not going to leave a single one of them alive, down to the babies in their mothers’ wombs—not even they must live. The whole people must be wiped out of existence, and none be left to think of them
 and shed a tear.’44

 
Such barbarities apart, an atmosphere of tragedy surrounds the Hero. There is pathos in his struggle against his fellows and
 against fate; he fulfils himself in death, the last and most searching ordeal, the true test of worth. The death of the old
 in battle, thought Homer and after him the Spartan poet Tyrtaeus, was even more to be deplored than the death of the young,
 for the old man’s corpse looks less noble. But the death of a hero, too, was seen as utterly hateful. To Homer above all,
’ remarked Louise Matthaei, ‘we owe that amazed and stricken sense of the utterly unjustifiable oppression of death, which
 has dogged us ever since.’ To Simone Weil it seemed that when a great hero of the Iliad fell, ‘the bitterness of this scene, we savour it whole, alleviated by no comforting fiction, no consoling immortality, no
 faint halo of patriotic glory’. Heroism leads to misery and death, honour to slaughter: the poet knows much about human suffering.
 Such a myth, to psychoanalysts like Geza Roheim, reflects human nature’s tragic ambivalence, of which there is no termination
 but death.
 

 
The epic bards of all nations inherited a tradition of sorrow and defeat. And above all the deaths of Hector and Patroclus,
 for all the bragging over them, are too pitiful for savage exultation to prevail. There is pity for the shortness of heroes’
 lives and the waste caused by their anger and pride, and pity is heightened by the contrast between their passionate delight
 in living and our knowledge (which they sometimes share) of what lies in store for them. Yet this is not the melancholy of
 Edda and Beowulf and Ecclesiastes, but a conviction based less on pessimism than on the belief that life is important because there is little beyond the grave
 (page 94). The pathos and war weariness of the Iliad are subordinate to the main clash of arms; nevertheless, at times, the sadness is clearly heard. It is a tragic conception,
 already sounded in the first five verses, that a quarrel should bring so much death and disaster.
 

 
On the Trojan side, there is impending catastrophe in Hector’s meeting with his baby boy Astyanax.

 
 
‘But may I be dead and the piled earth hide me under before I

hear you crying and know by this that they drag you captive.’

So speaking glorious Hector held out his arms to his baby,

who shrank back to his fair-girdled nurse’s bosom

screaming, and frightened at the aspect of his own father,

terrified as he saw the bronze and the crest with its horsehair,

nodding dreadfully, as he thought, from the peak of the helmet.

Then his beloved father laughed out, and his honoured mother,

and at once glorious Hector lifted from his head the helmet

and laid it in all its shining upon the ground. Then taking

up his dear son he tossed him about in his arms, and kissed him,

and lifted his voice in prayer to Zeus and the other immortals:

‘Zeus, and you other immortals, grant that this boy, who is my son,

may be as I am, pre-eminent among the Trojans,

great in strength, as am I, and rule strongly over Ilion;

and some day let them say of him: “He is better by far than his father, ”

as he comes in from the fighting; and let him kill his enemy

and bring home the blooded spoils, and delight the heart of his mother.’45

 

 
The chain of events that had begun with the old father of Chryseis hounded from the Greek camp ends with Hector’s old father
 being sent home, by the most ferocious of heroes, with mercy (page 42). That meeting of Achilles, at the end of the poem,
 with the bereaved father of his enemy is in profound contrast to slaughter and human sacrifice; it is like the Reversal or
 Recoil which was later to be the hallmark of many an Athenian tragedy (page 224). The ostensibly simple description of this
 scene is all the more pathetic because the dominant note of the whole poem still remains, not pathos, but the roar and exultation
 of battle. Out of the degradation and misery comes compassion.
 

 
Such compassionate chords make up the profound humanity of the Iliad. Though scarcely pointing any moral, the poem (with a magical blend of simplicity and grandeur) justifies the ways of men
 and women at their finest and best. These myths did much to launch the Greeks upon their abiding concern with human dignity.
 The view is impersonal and disengaged, yet interpretation of thoughts and motives is both lively and understanding, tolerant
 but never indifferent, passionate but balanced. Far above the level of saga, the Iliad combines the unfaltering vision of Dante with Shakespeare’s boundless sympathy. Men are unscrupulous, hot-tempered, irresolute
 and domineering, but they are also noble, self-sacrificing, impelled by deep emotions, and devoted to an exacting code.
 

 
Already in the Homeric poems themselves its stories are held up as educational models and sagas for the attention of posterity
 (page 52); and part of the significance of the Trojan myth lies in the variety of responses that it has evoked from creative
 imaginations throughout the ages. Achilles and the rest have been needed, at many epochs, to invigorate men’s perceptions
 of their own surroundings. To this day they provide, as Myres expressed it, ‘an enlargement, disentanglement and articulation
 of our own experience.’
 

 
In classical times the Trojan story was everywhere. Homer had his commentators as early as Theagenes of Rhegium in the sixth
 century BC. The most famous of all painters, Polygnotus, depicted Troy’s fall at Delphi, on behalf of the people of Cnidus.
 One-fifth of all Aeschylus and Euripides comes from the Trojan cycle, two-fifths of Sophocles. ‘My father,’ said a friend of Xenophon,
 ‘eager to have me become a good man, compelled me to commit to memory all the poetry of Homer, and thus it happens that even
 now I can repeat from memory all the Iliad and Odyssey?.’46 Alexander the Great made Achilles his pattern, and carried the Iliad about with him in a jewelled casket. For one thousand years of antiquity this poem was the greatest unifying, civilizing
 factor in Greek and Graeco-Roman history, exercising influence in a thousand ways upon literary, educational, political and
 moral thought.
 

 
Prose versions in Latin, of uncertain authorship but known by the name of ‘Dares’ and ‘Dictys’ who were the alleged writers
 of their Greek originals, reintroduced the story to the medieval world; until the sixteenth century, these epitomes were accepted
 as more ‘reliable’ than Homer. But men’s imaginations, for five hundred years, were also caught by a discursive epic romance
 likewise derived from the Iliad, the Roman de Troie of Benoit de Ste Maure (c. AD 1160–5). And for the same length of time reigned Geoffrey of Monmouth’s story that Britain’s origin was Trojan.
 

 
The reinterpretations of Homer have been innumerable. Titian, Tintoretto and Veronese imposed their own Venetian stamp upon
 many a legend of Troy (page 90); Marlowe wrote memorably of Helen (page 48), and Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida (Chryseis), based on a medieval offshoot of the Iliad elaborated by Chaucer, adds a brutal, cynical slant. In the great age of French tragedy, Racine’s first important play was
 his Andromaque (1667). He was particularly at home in this world (page 197)—though criticized in his day for recasting Achilles as a courtly
 lover. Goethe, on the other hand, in his unfinished Achilleis (1797–9), makes the hero a life-weary Hamlet, mirroring the deadly ennui which Goethe himself knew. Goethe also paid repeated
 tributes to Helen, from the time of his Iphigenie (1779) to the publication of his Helena (1827), twenty-seven years after its inception.
 

 
 
Whom Helena has paralysed,

His reason hardly shall regain.

 

 
A plethora of Homeric operas and operettas had now come to an end, and the nineteenth century was adding its specific quota
 of sentiment, philosophical idealism and romance. Chapman’s translation (1596–1611) had been unpopular in the time of Pope,
 but Keats hailed it as the discovery of a new imaginative world. Matthew Arnold wrote On Translating Homer, and his Palladium (1867) is perhaps the most firmly rounded of the poems in which he touches morality with emotion.
 

 
 
We shall renew the battle in the plain

Tomorrow: red with blood will Xanthus be;

Hector and Ajax will be there again,

Helen will come upon the wall to see.

 

 
Countless French writers of the same time contemplated her; and so did Edgar Allan Poe.

 
 
Helen, thy beauty is to me

Like those Nicaean barks of yore,

That gently, o’er a perfumed sea,

The weary, wayworn wanderer bore

To his own native shore.

 

 
Walt Whitman, however, had had enough of all this.

 
 
Come Muse, migrate from Greece and Ionia,

Cross out please those immensely overpaid accounts,

That matter of Troy and Achilles’ wrath, and Aeneas’, Odysseus’ wanderings;

Placard ‘Removed’ and ‘To let’ on the rocks of your snowy Parnassus.

 

 
Yet still in our own century Edwin Muir was a poet absorbed in the Sack of Troy, which is the archetype, in a group of his
 poems, of the fallen town or citadel, betrayed and ruined by time and time’s human agents.
 

 
Giraudoux, blending tragedy and burlesque in his often-performed play The Trojan War Shall Not Take Place (1935), is obsessed by this as the symbol of all wars, which flatter human instincts and are the crudest of egalitarian devices. The dramatist sharpens our reasoning power and sensitivity without proposing a clear conclusion,
 as Hector, feeling the modern conflict in his soul, veers suddenly to renunciation: ‘the spear clashing on his shield has
 suddenly rung false’. To Giraudoux, living in our world, destiny weighs desperately heavy. Yet, even so, it is only a last-minute
 failure of diplomacy which unleashes hostilities and disaster.
 

 
 
 5 A Hero and His Gods

 
The gods of Greek myth are almost beyond our emotional reach, because they are many instead of one. But the anthropologists
 have, at least, made it impossible for us to generalize from the Old Testament that polytheism, everywhere, is the more elementary stage of religion, and monotheism the more advanced stage. For, although the earliest object of worship
 was very often an undifferentiated power, Andrew Lang pointed out in 1898 that even very primitive peoples, such as Australian
 aborigines, have a remote, transcendent High God. Evans-Pritchard has subsequently shown that Kwoth, worshipped by the Sudanese
 Nuer, is in the same category. Sometimes, indeed, the high god of an earlier stage fades when a polytheistic array of spirits
 is invented at a later epoch. Or, in other religions, the two conceptions continue simultaneously. Among the Dakota Indians,
 what the ordinary man regards as eight distinct deities the priest takes to be aspects of one and the same.
 

 
In Egypt, the revolutionary reign of Akhenaten in the fourteenth century BC introduced some sort of a monotheism or universal, cosmic idea of a divinity, addressed in the singular. Yet the gods of
 the Iliad remain firmly distinct one from another, and indeed the products of ‘Linear B’ decipherment (page 33) suggest that there
 had already been considerable individuation of these beings as early as the thirteenth century. It may be that in Greece an
 earlier, general sense of divinity was gradually fragmented, and that (in the case of female deities) the use of the word
 ‘Potnia’ (lady) with dependent genitive or epithet marks an intermediate stage in this process. The differentiation was probably
 due in part to an increasing idea of divided functions: Zeus rules the sky, Posidon the sea, and so on. But it is likely also that when, in the second millennium
 BC, the ancestors of the Greeks gradually infiltrated the country that was to belong to them, their religious ideas incorporated,
 one after another, the local deities of the various, more or less isolated, communities which they encountered (page 146).
 Indeed, the favoured treatment accorded to one hero or another by Homeric gods could go back to specific regional links of
 this kind, reflecting the ancient near-eastern tradition of petty states and parochial beliefs. And the inhabitants had their
 local favourites, too, among the gods, just as a peasant of Chios to this day will say, in a scarcely monotheistic spirit,
 that the Virgin of his village church is superior to those in the valleys round about.
 

 
Yet the creation of the Olympians, as Greece knew them, is to a very great extent due not directly to religious thought (or,
 as some believe, to ritual, page 157) but to the epic poets. The gods, it is true, came down from the past, but their vividness
 is a result of the poetic tradition which imagined them in the radiant colouring of the Homeric myths. It was the achievement
 of the epic tradition to weld this heterogeneous collection of deities into a single family of clear-cut individuals, displaying
 the firm outlines and consistency of a classical masterpiece; the poets not only inherited myth but created it. And above
 all, it was from the poet of the Iliad that the gods took shape, with whatever assistance he may have received from his forerunners (page 36). This religion and
 this mythology are the outcome of poetic and artistic genius, conveying an euphoric vision, aesthetic not moral in its origin,
 of a dazzling, awe-inspiringly vital Olympian world.
 

 
This world, no less than its heroic counterpart on earth, fascinated the German romantic poets. Schiller’s hypnotic poem The Gods of Greece (1788) struck chords of sorrow and desolation for deities who had become faded and precious. In Heine, answering him, the
 nostalgia is sharper. The gods are helpless, because being mere ‘holiday-gods’, unloving and unloved, they have been conquered
 by young deities. ‘So feasted they all day’, he wrote in a letter (1828) translated by E. M. Butler, ‘till the setting of
 the sun … Then suddenly there came panting in a pale Jew, dripping with blood, a crown of thorn upon his head and a great wooden cross upon
 his shoulders; and he threw down the cross on to the high table of the gods, so that the golden bowls trembled, and the gods
 fell silent, and grew pale, and became ever paler until they finally dissolved away altogether in mist.’
 

 
Yet for all its literary origins and repercussions, the Homeric picture of divinity was to acquire a strong religious aspect,
 which the Greeks came to take very seriously; their imaginative thinkers set a decisive stamp upon the history of the race.
 From our modern viewpoint, Greek religion may be explained negatively—by a description of all that we cannot share with it. For, as W. Kranz observed, ‘we have no trust in oracles, mysteries, soothsayings and dreams; we do not pray at sunrise and sunset, before we drink, at departure
 and homecoming. We make no libation of bread and wine, no sacrifice to the souls of our dead; we do not give the god his share
 at each success in battle, in the games, in the theatre, in the work of our hands.’ Conversely, we expect a religion to have
 a creed or a general code or a system of morality. The Greeks did not. Nor did they, in Homer’s time, have prophets or priests,
 revelations or sacred books, doctrines of redemption and salvation. Yet, for all that, their unflinching faith in the reality
 of the unseen, and the guise in which they embodied this faith, represent an important stage in the history of human belief.
 

 
This is chiefly because they believed that their gods were in the shape of human beings. In itself that was nothing new, since
 man has always transferred to the objects of his worship the qualities he recognizes in himself; all ancient societies—including
 at times the Jews47—were sure that Nature was governed by man-like forces: God made man in his own image. Indeed, most believers in God today
 still see Him, in their mind’s eye, in human shape. But the Greek gods were the most thoroughly human and anthropomorphic
 that the world has ever seen. It is true that the Iliad retains faint traces of animal-shaped gods—cow-eyed Hera, owl-eyed Athene, and the like—but these are far removed from the
 grotesque animal epiphanies of Asia in the second millennium BC, or of Polynesia, or of the Montana Crow Indians with their sun-coyote. For the Greeks took it for granted that man is the crown of creation, and
 so, since heaven is seen in terms of earth, the gods have his shape; they felt themselves unlike orientals in ‘believing the
 gods to have the same nature as man’.48 Indeed, such was their confidence in humanity and its range and possibilities that they could feel man to be closest to divinity
 when he was most completely himself. So this transformation of the gods into human shape was a prodigious influence towards
 emancipation—or spiritual pride.
 

 
Homer and Hesiod, said Herodotus, ‘taught the Greeks the descent of the gods and assigned to them their names and honours
 and arts, and described their appearance.’49 But the way in which the gods were characterized conflicts with our ideas of divinity. They were not perfect; they were not
 even good. They fought, feasted, misgoverned and seduced just like the conquering chieftains and buccaneers on earth. Indeed,
 the Trojan royal house behaved a good deal better than the gods did. But the gods were everlasting, and they were immeasurably
 beautiful, strong and impressive. To an art-loving people, they were an inspiration for centuries.
 

 
Yet it was by no means impossible to mock them. Peoples more primitive than this, ancestral to Homeric ideas, had already
 been accustomed to regard their gods under a ludicrous, buffoon aspect as well as seriously. Besides, as Sir Maurice Bowra
 observed, a heroic age like Homer’s has so high a sense of the dignity of man that it can afford to make fun of the gods;
 as in Cervantes and Shakespeare, even tragedy may be strongly salted with humour, satire and ridicule. Thus Zeus himself,
 the ruler of all (page 184), is a petulant, sensual, hen-pecked figure, who can change sides twice a day. ‘My father,’ observes
 his daughter Athene, ‘is in a wicked mood, obstinate old sinner that he is, always meddling with my plans.’50Nor does the poet intend us to take too seriously the vivid terms in which he asserts his undoubted supremacy over the other
 Olympians.
 

 
 
Whenever I might strongly be minded to pull you,

I could drag you up, earth and all and sea and all with you,

then fetch the golden rope about the horn of Olympus
 

and make it fast, so that all once more should dangle in mid air.

So much stronger am I than the gods, and stronger than mortals.51

 

 
His wife Hera, venerated by Bronze Age communities (at first quite separately from him) at Argos, Mycenae, Sparta and Samos,
 appears as a cruel, sly termagant who farcically tricks him into wasting time in bed with her—in a story which may reflect
 a rite of divine marriage and seasonal renewal (page 112). But Zeus retaliates reminding her of a humiliating punishment she
 had experienced before. ‘Have you forgotten the time when I strung you aloft with a couple of anvils hanging from your feet
 and your hands lashed together with a golden chain you could not break? There you dangled, up in the air and in among the
 clouds; and the gods on high Olympus, though they rallied round you in their indignation, found it impossible to set you free.’52

 
Posidon, a native Greek god—though not originally of the sea—is more prominent at Pylos even than Zeus; in the epic poems
 he escaped most indignities. In his maritime aspect he inspired Leonardo da Vinci—his was the first of many Renaissance interpretations
 of this deity (1504), paralleled by Milton’s invocation in Comus. But Ares, the god of war (originally a foreign divinity, with Thracian associations), is blustering, brutal and even cowardly.
 

 
 
Ares is blind, and with unseeing eyes

Set in a swine’s face stirs up all to evil.53

 

 
The most sordid scene of all, however, occurs when Athene, at Hera’s instigation, clouts Aphrodite the partisan of Troy, and
 there is a thoroughly unseemly scuffle (which some try to excise from the poem):
 

 
 
Athene caught up with her and drove a blow at her breasts with her ponderous

hand, so that her knees went slack and the heart inside her.

Those two both lay sprawled on the generous earth.54

 

 
A Greek would enjoy this scrapping between the two radiant, terrific beauties, and he would not worship them less reverently
 because of such a brawl.
 

 
Their intervention in his life seemed to him formidable but sporadic. There was something contradictory about making the participants
 in these unedifying Olympian scenes the arbiters of human behaviour. Yet man is, it seemed, inextricably connected with the
 gods, for the poet does not quite regard human beings as responsible for their own decisions; there is less tragic affirmation
 of personal freedom than in the heroic poetry of the Teutons. So the Olympians are seen in two ways. They live apart—yet on,
 or not too far from, the earth. Their home is the enormous massif of Mount Olympus, between Thessaly and Macedonia, with its
 splendid displays of light and cloud. The Olympian family would have been too separate if each had been allowed to stay in
 his own village or valley; and mountain-tops had long been the home of the sky-god Zeus. So the mythographers concentrated
 the gods upon Olympus. Yet there was a feeling that they retained a strong interest in the world. Not only did some of them
 supervise the operation of the earth’s natural elements, but they protected cities and peoples and, when they chose to, exercised
 a fierce power to hurt individuals or to help them,
 

 
When we say ‘by an effort of will’, the Greek might say ‘by the help of some god’. Life at its intensest moments seemed lit
 with a sudden brightness and brilliance from some non-human source; the existence of divinity meant that, in critical and
 climactic times, human life could touch a new dimension. This was particularly needful in that greatest of occupations, fighting.
 Many millennia before the Angels of Mons, the need was felt for guardian angels in battle. The heroes, as they fought, were
 accompanied by their gods—perhaps they were ‘possessed’, as in Haitian Voodoo.
 

 
 
Hector stood up close to Ajax and hacked at the ash spear

with his great sword, striking behind the socket of the spearhead,

and slashed it clean away, so that Telamonian Ajax

shook there in his hand a lopped spear, while far away from him
 

the bronze spearhead fell echoing to the ground; and Ajax

knew in his blameless heart, and shivered for knowing it, how this

was god’s work, how Zeus high-thundering cut across the intention

in all his battle, how he planned that the Trojans should conquer.55

 

 
Later writers gave a more sophisticated twist to these happenings. Not long after the Iliad, Stasinus of Cyprus56 ascribed the Trojan war to a wise and pitying Zeus, on the Malthusian assumption that he ‘decided to relieve the all-nurturing
 earth of men’. And then Euripides, in his Trojan Women, emphasized the destructiveness of the gods in this war (page 68).
 

 
What could be done to be preserved from their violence? There was always prayer. That was an entreaty, without confession
 of shortcomings or promise of improvement; a matter of contracts, bargains and mutual assistance. But it was still very important,
 for to most men religion meant forms of worship. Yet the amount of divine intervention, good or bad, to be expected was not
 too great. The Iliad has its miracles, and a good many of them; and the gods inspire the main doings of a hero, but they leave him room to display
 his own vigorous capacity for action. They are extraneous, and when they intervene, they throw into relief a contrast between
 the grandeur of human life and its imperfection. They are useful as narrative, but they do not change human nature, except
 to remind it of fallibility or, conversely, to fortify its self-esteem—for instance, by reconciling it to the greatest of
 Homeric terrors, death. For the rest, there was freedom of choice, and the supremacy of the gods was acknowledged without
 sacrificing the dignity and independence of man.
 

 
It is, therefore, too simple to label the gods as ‘coaches, substitutes, referees, spectators and spongers’. But the question
 does arise whether their interventions were regarded as backing right against wrong. When Gladstone saw in the Homeric gods a sense of duty and a consciousness of moral responsibility, he exaggerated.
 Even if we leave their personal irregularities aside, the most that can be said is that the Homeric poems contain casual,
 but inconsistent, references to the punishment of the wicked. Zeus tended to protect the stranger and the oppressed, and perhaps
 fear of the gods might lead a man into moderation; but they lacked true affection for mortals. There was something devastatingly
 arbitrary about their fitful decisions and actes de présence. It warranted the pessimism-greater than Homer’s—of the lyric poet Archilochus, who probably lived not long after him.
 

 
 
To the gods all things are easy. Many times from circumstance

of disaster they set upright those who have been sprawled at length

on the ground, but often again when men stand planted on firm feet

these same gods will knock them on their backs, and then the evils come,

so that a man wanders homeless, destitute, at his wit’s end.57

 

 
Yet, for all the inadequacies of the gods in guidance and support, the epic poems simultaneously show another sanction working
 strongly upon the heroes. This is not metaphysical but psychological. Catastrophes were often brought about, among these warriors
 bursting with heroic energy, by pride (hubris). By excess of this quality the hero was lost to aidos, which is shame or decency or the restraining force of public opinion. This loss meant a fatal hardening of character (atasthalie), and also signified in the shame-culture of Homer—an earlier stage than our own (declining) guilt-culture (page 183)—that
 he had forfeited the good repute for which men so greatly strove; for the characteristic of a shame-culture is tension between
 the individual impulse and the pressure of social conformity. And so the hero, for all his brilliant ferocity, succumbs to
 the terrible power of blind folly, which (like Strife, Death and Rumour) is half personified (page 187): as ate, ‘the eldest daughter of Zeus’.58Then his lot is nemesis, the retribution which falls on the justly disapproved.59

 
That is how disaster came upon both Agamemnon and Achilles. Their arrogant grandeur (Agamemnon admits it) had made them forgetful
 of the common cause; just as later the downfall of rich Croesus of Lydia was a by-word for the results of hubris (page 188). There was something of all this inherent in the whole story of the Fall of Troy, as Euripides, in a more reflective
 age, was to state more explicitly:
 

 
 
That mortal who sacks fallen cities is a fool;

Who gives the temples and the tombs, the hallowed places

Of the dead to desolation. His own turn must come.60

 

 
Most men believe, even now, both in fate and in freedom of will, at the same time—and the Homeric poems are equally contradictory. That is why Michael Tippett used the
 story of King Priam for his opera (1962) centred upon the mysterious nature of human choice. At the outset of the Iliad we are told of the fulfilling of Zeus’ purpose (page 27); yet it is more often thwarted and diverted. Normally Fate, a fixed
 order rather than a fully personified power, is the instrument of Zeus, or his partner, 61 or even synonymous with him: both Zeus and Fate stand for the causes of events which man is powerless to alter. So there
 can be no conflict with Zeus. Yet, three times, Fate decides which way his balance shall dip. Perhaps this dramatic emphasis
 seemed to the poets the proper compensation for a certain lack of omnipotence in the gods. They have their failings; they
 are not the creators of the universe (page 109); and Zeus cannot avert the death of his own protégé Sarpedon. He can, however,
 postpone it. But for others the day is fixed and cannot be delayed. The Iliad dates from before the time when fate is separate from the gods, or above them, or when it symbolizes the unaccountable in
 human experience (in the Odyssey), or is linked with Chance.62

 
Yet fate is never far away from the Iliad, which like all great epics and myths has important things to say about human destiny. It frankly admits the stubborn, mysterious inconsistencies of life. At the end, Achilles’ words to Priam are bleak: ‘We men are
 wretched things, and the gods, who have no cares themselves, have woven sorrow into the very pattern of our lives. You know
 that Zeus the thunderer has two jars standing on the floor of his palace in which he keeps his gifts, the evils in one and
 the blessings in the other. People who receive from him a mixture of the two have varying fortunes, sometimes good and sometimes
 bad; though when Zeus serves a man from the jar of evil only, he makes him an outcast, who is chased by the gadfly of despair
 over the face of the earth and goes his way damned by gods and men alike.’63 This is a stark realism, bordering on hopelessness, in which the hero needed all the enduring self-reliance that he could
 muster. With its aid, he faced the world boldly and proudly, accepting whatever fate might bring.
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