THE WORLD OF HOMER

R F. WLLETTS

MYCENEAN SOJ ETY

I shall b6gin w th a quotation. It is fromGorge Qote's Hstory
of QGreece published in 1846. This is what he said about the Trojan War:

"Though literally believed, reverentially cherished, and nunbered
anong the gigantic phenonena of the past, by the Gecian public, it is in

the eyes of noderninquiry essentially a |egend and nothi ng nore. If we
are asked whether it be not a |egend enbodying portions of historical
matter, and raised upon a basis of truth ...... if we are asked whet her

there was not some such historical Trojan war as this, our answer must be,
that as the possibility of it cannot be denied, so neither can the reality
of it be affirmed. W possess nothing but the ancient epic itself with-
out any independent evidence."

In 1846 there were no accepted objective criteria, in the form of
bui I dings, pottery, jewellery and arnmour, which could be relied upon to
forman independent witness of the material realities of the world which
energes in the Homeric poens. The history of G eece began approxi nately
with the First Aynpiad in 776 B.C.. Everything that went before,
including the Honeric Age, was |egend or nyth.

And now, what is sonetines described as the Aegean G vilization has
been di scovered by archaeol ogy. The objective criteria of Geek pre-
hi story now reach back to the beginning of the Iron Age, throughout the
whol e of the Bronze Age and into Neolithic times.

The pre-history of mainland G eece begins with a Neolithic Age which
ended about 3,000 B.C This was succeeded by the Early Bronze Age, when
a bronze-using people akin to the early inhabitants of Qeece and the
Cycl ades entered Geece fromits south-eastern coasts. Thi s peopl e
apparently did not speak an Indo-European | anguage. For there is linguistic
evidence of a pre-Qeek population in place-nanes, distinguished by the
elements -nth - and -ss - in their endings, - for exanple, Korinthos,
Tiryns (gen. Tirynthos), Kephiseos, Pamassos, Knossos. There are al so
pl ant-names |ike terebinthos (tamarisk), olynthos (unripe fig) hyakinthos;
and a fewother words like nerinthos (thread), asam nthos (bathing-tub).

Not long after 2,000 B.C., it seens, the first Q eek-speaking
people entered Geece. Perhaps they canme by way of the Dardanelles -
but there is no certainty. These first G eeks of the Mddl e Bronze Ag6
coal esced with the previous inhabitants, just as the Early Bronze Age
people intermngled with the Neolithic people. Hence, by the Mddle
B_ronée Age, soon after 1,600 B.C., the population of Geece was al ready
m xed.

Wth the last phase of the Late Bronze Age (1,400 B.C., to the
latter part of the 12th century B.C.,), Mcenae and the mai nl and
succeeded to the |eadership of the Aegean world after the destruction
of the Palace of Mnos at Knossos about 1,400 B.C. This destruction
was thorough - not only at Knossos, but elsewhere in Crete.



The martial character of the Mycenaeans is exenplified in the forti-
fication of their urban centres, in marked contrast with the unfortified
cities of Crete. There are other differences, recognised as elenents
of northern origin perhaps, in architecture, religion and in dress.

Al t hough the various ethnic groupings of which Mycenaean society
was conposed have still to be strictly defined, the 'Heroic Age' of
mai nl and Greece, synbolised by the Achaeans of the Homeric poems, shares
certain general characteristics with other 'heroic ages' el sewhere.
These characteristics were analysed by H M Chadwi ck in his Heroic Age

of 1912 and el sewhere. Bar barian newconers, with a nilitarised triba
organi sation, assimlate the superior culture and techniques of the socia
systemwhi ch they disrupt. In the process, their tribal systemunder-

goes further drastic changes. The appropriation of newresources of
wealth, in land and in movabl e goods, brings about marked social in-
equalities. In the case of the Achaeans, as the citadel doninates the
ham ets, so the kings and chieftains dominate the battlefield with their
expensive war-gear, their chariots and their weapons of bronze.

This general conception of the nature of Homeric or Mycenaean
soci ety roughly held the field until recent years. Despite their
di f ferences of approach, it is a concept shared, nodified and devel oped
by scholars such as @otz in "Le travail dans la Gece ancienne" (1920);
by MP.Ni|Isson in Honer and Mycenae (1933)1 by CGeorge Thonson in his
Prehistoric Aegean (1949) and N G L.Hanmond in his History of Geece
(1959).

The conparative study of heroic ages shed light upon the genesis
of oral epic poetry over a long period of time in a pre-literate society.
It helped to explain why archaeol ogi cal elements fromthe 15th century
to the 7th century B.C. can be found in the text of Honer, while at the
same time re-enphasizing that Homer presents us largely with a picture
of a pre-Dorian Bronze Age world, though obviously sone parts of the Iliad
and Qdyssey are unhistorical in so far as they introduce superhuman
exploits, divine intervention, folk-tales and inmaginary wanderings. This
is the stuff of imaginative poetry. But the general situation and the
soci ety of the poens were historical, that is, of the Mycenaean period
the Late Bronze Age. O course, the epics are primarily concerned with
the doings of an individualistic upper class. But the society in which
they lived was bound by traditions to which they sonetimes pay little
heed. The people, if not the princes, were |loyal menbers of their triba
uni ts, based on ki nship.

The general view of Late Bronze Age or Mycenaean society which was
gai ni ng ground before the Ventris-Chadw ck deci phernent of the Linear B
script as' an early formof G eek was announced ten years ago does all ow
us, in spite of difficulties, to use Homer's epic as a bridge fromthe
M ddl e Bronze Age of Greece, and fromthe M noan Age of Crete, to the

historical world of the Greek city-states. The proposed deci pher ment
was accepted by a majority of scholars, seriously attacked by others,
i ncl udi ng Professor Beattie. Ot hers, including myself, would argue

further that, even if the criticisns based on linguistic grounds had been
systematically refuted, which they have not, the poverty of the docu-
ments and the difficulty of their interpretation could not allowthem

to be used as historical evidence.
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THE LINEAR B SCR PT

The Linear B. Script, occurring on the mainland at M/cenae and Pyl os
round about 1,200 B.C. was the palace style of recording at Knossos sone
200 years earlier. The Ventris - Chadw ck deci phernment offered to those
who accepted their transliterations the possibility of reconstructing
the social systemof M/cenaean G eece and of such parts of Gete as
m ght have had M/cenaean settlers between about 1,400 and 1,200 B.C
This reconstruction has gone ahead on a quite astonishing scale. Feudal
M/cenae has becone, as it were, a Bronze Age prototype of Wstern European
feudal i sm The Linear B tablets are held to reveal a mnute organi sation
of social life in a M/cenaean state paralleled by the records of other
pal ace civilisations in the second mllennium- Bronze Age Near East -
Boghaz Keui, Ugarit and the Hurrian pal aces of Nuzi and A al akh.

Even so the translations proposed for nmany of the tablets, even of
the 300 nore 'interesting ones' fromPyl os, Knossos and M/cenae descri bed
by Ventris-Chadw ck in the fundamental Docurents in M/cenaean Q eek of
1956, are admttedly provisional and often very dubi ous. Afriendly critic,
M. GS Krk, has recently observed that, on the basis of the proposed
deci phernent, some of the 500 selected tablets of Docunents give scant
sign of containing G eek. Presumably nost of the total of 3,500 tablets
are even less intelligible as Geek than the selected 300. Mor eover ,
as Ventris - Chadwick tell us, at least 65%of the recorded M/cenaean

words are proper nanes. It follows that sone 3,500 tablets produce only
990 separate words (excluding apparent proper names). C these, 260
are nere spelling or inflexional variants. C the remaining 630 distinct

words only some 252, according to the deci pherers, can be "directly
equated with Honeric or dassical fornms, and have correspondi ng meani ngs
which fit the context of the tablets with virtual certainty”.

But only about two thirds of this total of 252 fulfil the require-
nments of mnorphol ogy and context defined by the decipherers. Nor is the
total made up of 252 quite different words, but in sone cases of different
fornms, adjectival or nomnal, fromthe sane root. Therefore, the 252
"certain' Geek words of the decipherment ought to be reduced by at |east
35. C the remainder only two thirds really fill both requirenents.

This gives a total of 150 lexical units convincing as Geek on the basis
of the proposed deci phernent.

e of the nore explicit tablets fromPylos (Pylos Jn 829) was trans-

lated: "Thus the mayors and (their wives), and the vice-mayors and key-
bearers and supervisors of figs and hoeing, wll contribute bronze for
ships and the points for arrows and spears"”. There foll owthe names

of places with the quantity of bronze to be contributed by nayor and vice-
mayor of each pl ace. Not surprisingly, the same friendly critic had to
describe the supervisors of figs and hoeing as "those splendid but

i nprobabl e figures”.

As conpared with the text of Honer, specialisation of |abour appears
to have been acute. Wodcutters, bronze-smths and shipbuilders arc
pl ausi bl e Bronze Age specialists, but unguent-boilers and chair-makers
and now, apparently, cyanus-nakers at M/cenae arc perhaps hearer the
M nistry of Labour categorisation of the Second Vrld War. And per haps
surpassi ng even that massive achi evenent of nodern bureaucracy are the
.37 female bath-p*urers of Pylos and the six sons of the headband nakers.
QO is all this just in keepingwith the ability of the |ist-makers of
Pylos to knowthe |ocation of every pig and sheep and chari ot - wheel ?
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The nost massive sortie into the real mof conparative sociol ogy
on the basis of these linguistic prenmises was nmade by Professor L.R
Pal nmer in his Achaeans and | ndo- Europeans of 1954 and el sewhere, in
which he examined Hittite, Latin and |Indo-Ilranian vocabulary to penetrate
(to use his own words) "the nysteries of ancient I|ndo-European institutions".
As a result, Professor Palnmer has concluded that the society of the Heroic
Age of Greece was feudal in form i.e., that land was held of an overlord

inreturn for an obligation to render nilitary service.

THE GREEK LANGUACE

The Greeks of historical tines learnt many inventions fromtheir
eastern nei ghbours, the greatest being the art of al phabetic witing.
The M noans before themwere sinmilarly indebted - and investigation of
t he connexi ons between the various M noan witing systens and Anatolian
and Oriental fornms of witing is now being pursued by a nunber of scholars.

So far as al phabetic witing is concerned, it is of course, known
beyond doubt that the North Semitic script was the nmodel for the Geek
and there are exanples of the nodel and the copy in their early stages.
It is generally agreed that there is no surviving exanple of the G eek
al phabet which can be dated earlier than the 8th century B.C The
Cretan al phabet is the closest of all to the Senitic Phoenician and it
has | ong been agreed that Crete was, if not the birthplace, at |east one
of the earliest receivers of the G eek al phabet.

Though the study of the transm ssion of the G eek al phabet takes us
back only to the 8th century B.C., we gainillumnating insights into
Greek pre-history fromthe study of the Geek dialects. This specialised
study produced a theory which, with slight variations, was accepted over
the past half century until recently. The ancients, fromthe tinme of
Hesi od, distinguished three groups of G eek-speaking peoples - Dorians,,
Aeol i ans and | oni ans. Modern schol ars accepted this as a rough basis,
since the Doric and lonic dialects were at least plainly recognisable.
Doric was divided into (a) North-west Geek and (b) the Doric proper of
t he Pel oponnese and the southern Aegean islands, including Crete. lonic
was divided into Attic and |onic. Lesbi an, Thessalian and Boeoti an were
grouped together as Aeolic. A fourth group, Arcado-Cyprian, had to be
designated to explain the conmon elenments of the dialects of Arcadia and
Cyprus. This was closely linked with Aeolic. On this basis, a scheme
of genetic relationships between the dialects was proposed, though it
was not entirely satisfactory.

This general theory was linked with the prenmises of three or nore
waves of Greek infiltration of the mainland. O these, Doric was the
nost recent and could obviously be linked with the Dorian invasion or
"return of the Herakleidai". It was nore difficult to postulate pre-
Dori an m grations, but nobst scholars favoured the idea of two separate
infiltrations - lonian and Achaean or Aeolian - these nanmes being used
i ndiscrimnately on the view that Arcado-Cyprian was nothing nore than
the southern branch of Aeolic.

It was clear that the dialects of Arcadia and Cyprus must go back
to a widespread "Achaean" dial ect, which el sewhere was overlaid or re-
placed b the Dorian inmgration. The colonisation of Cyprus, fromthe
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ar chaeol ogi cal evi dence, nust have begun in the Mycenaean period and so
it could be inferred that this "Achaean" substratumwas the comon

di al ect of southern Geece at that tine. But legend told of lonians in
the northern parts of the Pel oponnese and it was thought that there mnust
have been an lonian invasion followed by an Achaean or an Achaean foll owed
by an I oni an. However, the evidence for the replacenent of |onians by
Achaeans is scanty and insecure. Wen Herodotus (7.94) says that at
one tine the lonians occupied the part of the Pel oponnese subsequently
call ed Achaca, this does not prove that they were expelled by Achaeans.
It could mean no nore than that Attica and Achaia were once part of a
linguistic unity. And when Pausanias (2.37.3) says that, before the re-
turn of the Herakl eidai, the Argives spoke the same dialect as the

At heni ans, this does not prove that Argos spoke lonic.

In the archaeol ogical record there is a clear break between Early
and Mddle Helladic (C. 1900 B.C.) and this break is now generally equated
with the arrival of the first infiltration of G eek-speaking inmm grants.
There is another but nuch |ess decisive break between Mddle and Late
Helladic - the Mycenaean period, in fact - round about 1,600 B.C. Al |
this has been used in support of a theory of two pre-Dorian inmmgrations.

Fromthe purely linguistic point of viewthere are sone mjor diffi-

culties in deternmining the place of lonic. A separation into Attic and
lonic can be readily referred back to mgrations in pre-history. But
then arises the question: What were its earlier affinities? In trying

to neet this problem Professor George Thonson had argued, in 1949, that
there had never been any lonians in the Peloponnese. That was sinply
the name given in later tines by the lonians of lonia to their Achaean
ancestors; and further, that lonic was, fromthe begi nning, a m xed

di alect, formed by the fusion of Achaean (already subjected to proto-
lonic influence), with a variety of |ocal vernaculars, including Attic,

Di al ectal Studies by Porzig and Risch in 1954 and 1955, also led to the
conclusion that the lonic invasion of Geece was a fiction. For it now
appears that various innovations in which lonic agrees with Doric were
introduced at the time of the Dorian migrations; and therefore that, at
the close of the second mllennium a dialect of the Arcadian type was for
a time under the influence of Doric. This influence soon ceased, and
the dial ect then proceeded on its independent course of devel opnent, only
subsequently dividing into the two branches of Attic and |onic.

The position of Aeolic is still not clearly determined and it could
still be the case that the nane represents a separate infiltration of
G eek speakers. However that may be, it is possible that, round about
1,200 B.C., the dialectal distribution was sonmething like this. The
Dorians were, in the extreme north-west and perhaps in contact with (non-
Greek) Illyrians; the Mycenaeans were occupying all southern Greece,
perhaps extending as far north as Bosotia; the Aeolians were fornmng a
sort of buffer between them cutting off the Dorians fromthe Aegean.

HOMER
The Homeric Question is not a modem invention. In the great days
of Hellenistic scholarship there was dispute whether the epics had been
conposed by the same man. Nowadays, sinple unitarianismis on the retreat

and what it is fashionable to call an analyst view based on the conpara-
tive study of epic style in other |anguages than Greek - including recent
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epic conposition - is becom ng nore generally accepted. e of the
schol ars who gave inpetus to this viewwas the late MInman Parry.

The inmportance of Parry's work - he died a premature death in
1935 - was for sone tinme overl ooked except by a few schol ars. H s
contributions to Honeric scholarship are two-fold. He appreciated the
rel evance of the nmodern oral poetry of Yugoslavia and actually recorded
a good deal of it. And he denpbnstrated that the Honeric poens had
been oral conpositions, dependent upon a gradually evolved traditional
style of fixed fornmulaic phrases (of the type of POLYTLAS DI OS CODYSSEUS
- '"long-suffering god-like Odysseus', or GEREN OS H PPOTA NESTOR -
"the Cerenion charioteer Nestor', or BOEN AGATHOS MENELACS - ' Menel aos
of the loud war-cry' applied to Menel aos even when he is getting out of
bed) -these phrases covering nost conmmopn ideas and situations. Parry's
work is now generally recognised, though few of the contenmporary scholars
who rightly praise his work seemto be aware of its relationship to the
wor k of Radlov at the end of last century or to that of H M Chadw ck in
the earlier part of this century.

"For Homer," wrote Parry, "as for all mnstrels, toversify was to
remenber - to renmenber words, expressions, phrases fromthe recitals of
m nstrels who had bequeathed to himthe traditional style of heroic
verse." In other words, the Homeric poens were transmitted over many
centuries by neans of oral tradition through the performances of <
professional mnstrels, performances which were at once inprovisations
and re-creations, maintaining, the stock phrases and epic fornul ae,
adding new material as they went on being recited in the Iron Age,
though in the main evoking a pre-Dorian world of the Bronze Age, until
they were finally commtted to witing, according to tradition, in
Athens at the end of the 6th century B.C.

There are elenments in the poens - descriptions of material object
and social usages - which have been dated to definite periods, early or
|late, fromthe 15th century to the 7th. The site of Troy has been
identified with Hissarlik, an ancient settlement near the coast of the
Aegean in the north-west corner of Asia M nor, whose remains showthe
mar ks of repeated destruction and rebuil ding.

The Troy sacked by the Achaeans belonged to the sane culture
as their own Mycenae-

The | anguage of the poens differs fromall the known dial ects of
Greek, spoken and literary. It appears as a nixed dialect, mainly
Aeolic and lonic, with a good deal of Arcado-Cyprian and a touch of Attic.
Such a literary dialect is, for us, a strange conception and we have to
go back to Chaucer and Beowulf to find even the approxination to an
analogy in our own literary tradition.

Much study has been devoted to Honeric linguistics and, so far as
it goes, it seens to be in harnony in its conclusions with Honeric
ar chaeol ogy. The nucleus of the epic tradition was a heritage fromthe
Mycenaean age Transplanted to Asia, after the Dorian invasion forced
m gration on other G eek speakers fromthe mainland, it was el aborated,
perhaps in the neighbourhood of Smyrna and Chi os, by poets whose ancestors
had cone partly from Thessaly and Boeotia, partly from the Pel oponnese.
Their spoken |anguage was thrown into confusion by the mgrations but
was extrenely rich in parallel forns and they seized on this feature to
their advantage in perfecting an eclectic nmediumdistinguished by its
fluency of netre.



That fluency is indeed remarkable. Verbally it arises fromthe
hexaneter's dom nating dactylic rhythm which in turn owes so nuch to
the large nunber of polysyllables in Honeric G eek. Honeric G eek

preserves very many uncontracted contiguous vowels,.so that its words
are nore easily suited to dactylic rhythmthan the contracted fornms of
Attic G eek. These contracted forns are nore suited to trochaics or

i anbi cs As Aristotle said: "The ianbic is the nost colloquial of
metres, as is shown by the way in which we so often fall into ianbics
in conversation."” Large scale contraction affected the rhythm of the
| anguage. Hormeric KAl METEEI PEN becones Attic KAl METEIPEN or DE TIS
EEI PE GYNAI KON becormes DE TI'S ElI PE GYNAI KON (Od. 2.108) . Uncontract ed
forms were an essential need for the hexaneter. So were such alternatives
of the epic |anguage as EMATA for HEMERAS, MECHOS for MECHANE, KRADI E
for KARDIE. So was the artificial |engthening of short vowels which
Aristotle comented upon.

The single verse constantly repeated is saved fromnonotony by

the skilful use of caesura. O course, this single verse is a netrica
unity. But G eek poetry, throughout its history until nodern tinmes,
has not become so divorced fromnusic as our own. It is quite clear
that the hexaneter was originally not spoken but sung. Honer descri bes

the bards of his poens, a Denpdocus or Phem as singing as, to the lyre.
He hinself invokes the muse to sing, ABIDE in the Iliad. When he bi ds,
the Muse ENNEPE (describe), in the Odyssey, this does not exclude

description in song. The Muses gave Hesiod a staff for a lyre, and the
staff seens to have been handed on to the rhapsodes of later tines. But
singing was originally the normal practice. Therefore, the argunents

of those who trace the origin of the hexanmeter to an early form of

choral lyric cannot sinply be dismssed by saying that this early lyric
does not exi st. To enphasise unduly the metrical unity of the hexaneter
is to overlook the point that it is comonly conposed of two formulaic
phrases divided at the feninine caesura.

The |l arge-scale enploynment of these stock phrases neans that epic
diction involves an inmrense anount of repetition. The washi ng of
hands, the cooking of meat, the reception of guests are described in set
terns and epithets are simlarly recurrent. O course, this recurrent
material is skilfully used, but it is a nmisenploynent of admiration to
try to argue that this material is always subtly vari ed. Must we agree
that Homer |eaves people or characters their epithets in cases where they
do not apply - as in the case of the always barking dogs who do not bark -

because their use will actually sharpen his hearers' perception of the
characters he is building up? There is so much of Honer that the oppo-
site tendency nust have been at worKk. The listener nust be allowed to

relax with something famliar, ornanental to the point of atrophy.

| have introduced the listener and | want to keep himin the fore-
front of all else that | have to say. Oiginally a kind of court
poetry, the poens of Homer becanme popul ar among a mass audi ence of
farmers, craftsnen, artisans, nmerchants, sailors, philosphers, their
wi ves and chil dren. They becane popul ar not by being vul garised, but
by a process of refinenent and perfection executed by guilds of pro-
fessional craftsmen who retained and devel oped their highly conventiona
and formal techniques with a conplex and subtle skill. The direct,
sinmple, brutal and intense experiences of a vanished Heroic Age gl ow
with vitality in a |anguage that was never spoken as ordinary speech.
That is why, despite all the historical and archaeol ogical detail that
can be verified and catal ogued, it remains true to describe "the world
of Homer", with all its unsurpassed concreteness and col our, as yet



situated sonmewhere outside tinme and space. This visionary world was
brought into contact with the real world of a new audi ence markedly
in the devel opnent of the sinles-

HOMER' S SI M LES

In sonme ways the simles arc like the stock epithets. They arc
sonetimes repeated, sonetimes fit a context better than another. It is,
of course, a comonplace of Homeric criticismthat in Honmer we find the
simle fully developed and that this is alnpbst unique in early narrative
poetry. Wth an audience intent on getting the story clear, |engthy
simles can be a distraction. But the new audience for Honer must have
delighted in these distractions, especially inthe Iliad, which has nore
of them The simles recalled the listener fromthe distant past to
his own time and fam|liar world. The present or the gnonic aorist
tenses prevail in the simles and a formal introduction and reference
back arc common. As, for exanple,in the fanobus simle from Book VII
(302) of the Iliad when the arrowm sses Hector and lands in the breast
of Gorgythion. Homer then tells us his pedigree, briefly summng up
his existence in tw I|ines:

"Gor gyt hi on, whose nother, l|ovely Kastianeira, with the body
of a goddess, had conme from R syne to marry the king".

Then abruptly we see himdead, as in a picture or a synbolic close-up
sequence in a film

"Just like a poppy with its head falling on one side, a poppy
in a garden, weighed down by its seed and the showers of spring,
just so his head sank to one side, weighed down by the hel net."

The inmage is detached fromthe inmediate context, it takes us to

anot her, nore benign world and illum nates the context by its sharp and
beautiful contrast. It is directed at us, the listeners, the readers.

W are intended to retain it in the nmnd s eye. And we do. The

| anguage is carefully chosen to give undertones to the imagery. "Mekon"
especially signified the opium poppy, the sleep-bringer. It is a

garden- poppy, and the battlefield becones a garden, the sudden brutal
death transnuted to a gentle everyday experience, famliar and nostal gic.
The transition heightens and softens the death. It now becones sone-
thing nmore than an itemin a catal ogue of slaughter, as we |ook again

at the battlefield through the pointed recall of the simle's conclusion -
"just so his head sank to one side". The word used here for "sank" is an
epic verb, only in the I|liad; has been used already in Book 11, again
inasimle, of the ears of corn bent lowin the field before the on-

sl aught of a boisterous west wind; and a second tinme, used netaphorically,
when Aganmemmon wi shes for ten counsellors like Nestor, which would nmean
that Priam s town would soon be tottering. War is like the forces of
nature, bending men and cities to their destruction.

The simle of the poppy, sinple and short as it is, illustrates
the aesthetic contradictions which the Iliad orchestrates on a grand
scal e. The appeal, by contrast, to the poignantly famliar world of

nature is constant - constant and necessary. This, | feel, is often
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over| ooked by those who conplain that Honmer's simles are sonetines

el aborated beyond the point of allusion for their own sake. These

el aborations should be seen within the whole design, as evocations of
a real world which is progressively built up in order to nake the | ost

world of the narrative nmellowwi th conprehension. The sane device
is consciously pursued in the work of the greatest of our nmodern war -
poets, WIfred Owen. In the midst of battle, making all experience

short-lived, a man renenbers the permanency of sun, wi nd, birds, fields;

"Hour after hour they ponder the warmfield -

And the far valley behind, where the buttercup

Had bl essed with gold their slow boots com ng up,
VWhere even the little branbles would not vyield,

But clutched and clung to them like sorrow ng hands;
They breathe like trees unstirred.

Till like a cold gust thrills the little word
At which each body and its soul begird
And tighten them for battle o

The simles evoke the ordinary world of comon nen, the audience
of the rhapsodes;

"In the neantinme, the Achaeans stood fast before the

oncom ng Trojans, but they could not fling them back

fromthe ships, despite their greater numnbers. Nor

could the Trojans ever break the Danaan ranks and make

their way anong the huts and shi ps. Rat her, just as

a carpenter's line nakes a ship's tinber quite straight

when handl ed by a skilful tradesman who has been

school ed by Athene to master his craft, just so their

fighting was equal, their battle drawn tight." (15.412)

O course, wo can argue, as Leaf did, that the simle is not exact,
since the point to be illustrated is the equality of two strains, while
the simle only gives the intensity of one, adding that it is not
unnatural that the poet should think of the equality and severity of
a fight as al nbst synonynous. Quite so. For in Book 12 (434) we
have a sinmilar conparison used nore exactly:

"Even so, the Trojans could not get the Achaeans on

the run. No, the Achaeans held on, just as an honest
wor ki ng woman hol ds the scales, with a weight poised in
the bal ance on one side against wool in the other, to
ensure a neagre reconpense for the sake of her children.
Just so, their fighting was equal, their battle drawn
tight."

This is a contrast indeed fromthe palace in Phaiaciawhere the
wormen of the household sit at the loomor sit and twi st the yarn, their
hands fluttering like |leaves on a tall poplar. We are now in the work-
aday artisan world of the city-state. Here is an inmage fromthe post-
heroic world, pointed by the use of the word ALETHES to mean "honest"
not its early sense. In the sane way, in the carpenter simle, SOPH E
is a late word, to denote cleverness or skill in handicrafts, and
neither SOPHI E nor its cognates appear el sewhere in Homer. The | anguage
like the scene, has a post-heroic ring about it.
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Hence, although we can conpare these and other like similes for
their verisimlitude, it is what they have in comon that is nmore re-
vealing if we are to appreciate their technical virtuosity, that is,
the appeal to an audience whose famliar world is consciously brought
to bear upon that other |ost, yet half-renenbered world of the violent
past, in order to build an inaginative bridge between the two.

Li ke the scenes on the shield of Achilles, the stuff of the
simles is conmpounded fromthe lives of ordinary men as a conplete
change, fromthe life of the heroic narrative. The inmages of the poppy
inthe garden, the carpenter, the woman wei ghing wool, are paralleled
by the scene where the woman keeps flies fromher child, reapers in the
barl ey, the ass breaking into a field and so on.

It is the nerit of Professor Shipp's Studies in the Language of
Honmer, published ten years ago, to have consolidated this view of the
function of the simles fromhis study of the technical data and,
incidentally, to have shown the value of simlar studies for deepening
our appreciation of Homer's use of |anguage.

He concluded that the siniles of the Iliad are characterised by
linguistic |ateness. Late forns occur nmuch nore frequently in them
than in the narrative, and archaisns are hardly found. More than hal f
the simles of any length include late fornms, and no significant
difference is observable between the simles of different parts of the
poem

He al so asked hinself the question: to what extent does the l|in-
guistic evidence tally with the results of other nethods of approach?
Homer has three types of sinmile

(1) The sinple conparison of one thing with another, as in Bk
24.572 - "The son of Peleus leapt out like a lion."

(2) Those in which the points of comparison are expressly
devel oped on both sides, as in the poppy sinile

(3) The typically Honeric simile, inwhich the picture used as
illustration is developed for its own sake, details being
added whi ch no longer apply in the conparison, as in 4.482-9.

"He fell down to the dust, felled like a slender poplar with
a bushy top that has shot up in the big meadows by a stream
and is cut down by a wainwight with his gleamng axe, so as
to make felloes fromit for the wheels of a beautifu
chariot, though for the time being he leaves it to lie and
season on the bank. Thus King Aias felled Sinoeisios
Anthemon's son."

The sinplest type of conmparison is itself not universal in early
poetry. But it can exist alone, wthout any devel opment to the second
type. O the four in Beowulf only the last is of type (2). In the
Chanson de Roland there is only one sinmle of type (2); the sinple type
bei ng conmoner. The third type is apparently peculiar, in European
literatures at |east, to Homer and his direct or indirect imtators
(Virgil, Dante). Henc6 the possibility that the |onger, nore el aborate
simle has evolved fromthe sinple type. Wile the specifically
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Homeric type will have evolved fromthe second type, which in Homer it
has largely replaced.

Homeric simles have nmany features in common with others, and they

can be repeated, sonetines,as | have said,not fitting too Well in the
cont ext . Many long simles read like extensions of short ones. Shipp
concluded that literary considerations agreed with the result of his
linguistic analysis. The Honeric sinmile must have a long history
behind it and it is a very natural viewthat its full devel opnent is
later than that of the art of the narrative which it adorns. There is

nothing in the matter of the simles to make this conclusion unlikely.

I think that the possibility of a long history behind the sinmle

can be illustrated - and we expect religious contexts to be nore con-
servative - fromthat conmmon category of inage which describes the speed
of descent of deities fromlda or O ynpos. In some cases the conparison

with the flight of birds is pointedly enphasised

"Thus he spoke and Apollo did not turn a deaf ear to his
father, but went down fromthe nountains of lda like a
swift dove-kiliing hawk, the swiftest creature on wi ngs."

Such passages can be assessed as simles referring only to speed
and not to an assunption of the form of birds. But el sewhere there is
no doubt that real bird epiphanies are described. The species of bird
vary, but any of themnmay take the formof a divinity. A passage from
the 5th Book of the Iliad is particularly convincing. For At hene and
Hera set out for the battle to help the Geeks "with steps |ike shy
doves. " If it is intended to remind us of the strides of heroic warriors,
this simle is hardly suitable. Nor can it be, | think, intended as
nockery, as some suppose. I agree with Nilsson that the goddesses here
appear in the shape of birds. There are several other exanples from
the Iliad and the Odyssey, the last one in the Qdyssey during the battle
with the suitors, when Athene darted up and perched on the snoky roof-
beam of the hall, in the actual formof a swallow

It is significant that,in Honer,the gods sonetinmes do change into
bi rds, but never into aninals. Since the testinmny of the M noan nmonu-
ments | eaves no doubt that the bird is a formof the divine epiphany,
it seens that this recurrent type of metanorphosis has affected this
category of simle. Homer's delight in pictures is always apparent.
In the nere developed sinmles, criticism of their over elaboration should
be tenpered by the consideration that fresco-painting and iconography
have been as abiding as the poetic tradition in Geek history. W can
surely allow Homer the indul gence of stopping fromtime to time to paint
a detailed picture in words while the narrative is abandoned

THE ENJOYMENT OF HOMER

As | have pointed out elsewhere ('Early Crete and Early Geek' in
Mar xi sm Today Dec. 1962, p.376), the archaeol ogi cal discoveries of the
past half century and nore, acconpanied by advances in the field of
linguistics, allowthe nodern reader of Homer to comnbi ne the enjoynent
of literary masterpieces with sonething of the same respect for authority
that exalted the reputation of the poet in antiquity. This authority,
however, is of a different order,, being, though not clearly defined and
often indeed obscure, the authority of an actual historical background,
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with roots in the late Bronze Age and sonetinmes harking back to the
col l apsed M noan civilisation once centred in Crete. Furt her archae-
ol ogical and linguistic study can help to establish further I|inks
between the M ddle Bronze Age and the early phases of the world evoked
by Honmer. The limts of our historical know edge of the origins of
Hellenic civilisation could be pushed back a thousand years, and the
record of a vital stage of social devel opnent thereby becone nore
securely based.

"But", as Karl Marx said, "the difficulty is not in grasping that
Greek art and epos are bound up with certain forns of social devel op-

ment . It rather lies in understanding why they still constitute with
us a source of aesthetic enjoyment and in certain respects prevail as
the standard and nodel beyond attainment"”. Marx's description of epic

as the art form of an undevel oped society (in A Contribution to the
Critique of Political Economnmy) has been comrented upon recently by
Ernst Fischer (The Necessity of Art p. 12) in these terns:

"What matters is that Marx saw the tine-conditioned art of an
undevel oped social stage as a nmonment of hunmanity, and recognised that
inthis lay its power to act beyond the historical nmonment, to exercise
an eternal fascination.

"W may put it like this: all art is conditioned by tinme, and
represents humanity in so far as it corresponds to the ideas and
aspirations, the nerds and hopes of a particular historical situation.
But, at the sane time, art goes beyond this lintation and, within the
hi storical monent, also creates a nonent of humanity, prom sing constant
devel opnent . We shoul d never underestimate the degree of continuity
t hroughout the class struggle, despite periods of violent change and
soci al upheaval . Like the world itself, the history of mankind is not
only a contradictory discontinuumbut also a continuum Anci ent,
apparently long-forgotten things arc preserved within us, continue to
wor k upon us - often without our realising it - and then, suddenly,
they cone to the surface and speak to us like the shadows in Hades whom
Odysseus fed with his bl ood. In different periods., depending on the
social position and the needs of rising or declining classes, different
thi ngs whi ch have been latent or lost are brought again into the |ight
of day, awakened to new life."

The different things which the Homeric poens thensel ves brought
into the light of the day throughout the centuries of their conposition
wer e awakened to new life because they were vital, dynamic realities
whose freshness the epic reciters renewed against the realities of the

new wor | d. Honer describes a world of violent notion in which the old
Bronze Age society is being shattered, to prepare the way for the class
society of the city-state. His epics arc the heralds of change, at

once charged with the nmenories of the vanishing past and also lighting
the threshold of the epoch of European class society, which is now
chal l enged by the institutions and ideology of Socialism

The dynami smof the content, exploring the past, bringing that
past into touch with a new present, establishing the heroic nature of
man in all the tragedy of his brief nortality as the major thene of later
European literature, preserves the power of Honer through the nedi um of
the Greek |anguage. No other European |anguage has persisted with so
relatively little change for so long - nearly three thousand years.
Latin and Italian are two | anguages. Anci ent and Modern Greek are a
singl e | anguage. Honer still belongs to the literary traditions of
the Greek people in a way that Beowul f and Piers Plowran cannot bel ong
to our own literary traditions. Qur own | anguage and, accordingly, our
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literary traditions have changed very quickly in conparison. Hence the
question which Marx thought it worth while to discuss is of particular

i mportance to us just now. W are in the nmdst of a revival of fol k-
song, which is already threatened by "consumers' culture”, the culture
whi ch is not spontaneously generated but which, like other commditi es,

depends upon manufacturers and sal esnen and therefore ceases to be
genui nel y popul ar and becones shallow, debased, tenporary.

Geat art in the past has often been popul ar. Some of it still
is - including Homer in translation. We can learn fromthe way in
whi ch the Homeric poens were conposed and devel oped in antiquity, from
their historical setting at the dawn of class society, fromthe power
whi ch raises their thenes out of a tinme-bound context - above all about
the relationship between great art and a popul ar audi ence. Homer
prom ses constant devel opnent.
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