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Background on Homer (Õμηρος) and the Poem 
 

1. Where do we get the text?  
 

The Iliad and Odyssey originate in the late eighth or early seventh century BCE. We have no 
completely trustworthy information on how the poems were passed down, but we know they are 
about 2,700 years old. It’s remarkable, considering the odds, that the full text survived at all. That 
is probably one real testament to its greatness. In this class, we are using the English verse 
translation Robert Fagles completed in 1990. As Dr. Fagles worked on his translation, he mostly 
used a 1902 Greek text published by David Munro and Thomas Allen. This text is convenient 
because it includes upper and lower case, accents and breathings. The Munro-Allen text was based 
on a hand written text done by Richard Parson in the early 19th century. Parson based his work on 
the first edition text published in Florence in 1488. Before the 1488 edition, the text existed only in 
bound manuscript form. These books in turn came from ancient papyrus rolls. It’s possible the 
poem’s “twenty-four” books derive from the number of papyrus rolls used to store the poem’s full 
text. 
 

2. Who was Homer? 
 

The Greeks firmly believed Homer was one man. Aeschylus said his work consisted of slices of 
the Homeric banquet. Herodotus placed his birth 400 years before his time. (5th century BCE.) 
That would place Homer about 140 to 160 years after the real Trojan War, which most scholars 
place roughly 1190 BCE. The ancient Greeks believed that Homer was a blind bard from the island 
of Chios. A blind poet from Chios is mentioned in one of the Homeric hymns. We also have the 
blind bard Demotocus in The Odyssey. Few scholars still believe that Homer was a single 
individual. More likely Homer is an amalgamation of many bards in a long, unbroken tradition.
 

3. Did Homer write? 
 

Homer’s literacy is still debated. Josephus, the first century writer of Jewish history, was the first 
to assert that Homer was ignorant of the written word. Still, no one thoroughly investigated this 
question until the 18th century. Various theories each prevailed for a time, until in the early 20th 
century, Milman Parry and later Albert Lord made a case for a long, continuous tradition of oral 
poetry handed down from one generation to the next. In their theory, the poet doesn’t so much 
recite the whole epic from memory of a fixed text, but improvises or “performs” along known lines 
and formulaic phrases, lines and scenes. Various schools of thought still persist on this matter. 
Indeed, as long as there are dissertations to write, I doubt the matter will ever be settled. For me, 
though, logic seems to imply that set pieces needed to be gathered together at some point into a 
unified whole. Linguist, archeological and historical evidence suggests this was accomplished 
over many generations, which may account for the numerous textual disparities.  
 

4. When were the poems first written down? 
 

At the heart of this theory is the idea that text we read represents a kind of “recording” of one such 
performance. Although there is no agreement, some scholars say the poems were first written 
down in the Peisistratid dynasty in Athens 546 to 510 BCE, especially under Hipparchus, 527-514 
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BCE. Mary Renault’s 1978 novel The Praise Singer gives a richly, fully imagined life of the poet 
Simonides (556 to 469 BCE)—a “rapsode” whose work spanned the gradual transition from oral 
to written work. Renault's fiction argues that this transition helped initiate the cultural flowering 
we know as the “Golden Age of Athens.
 

 
5. Who are the muses? 

 
Both The Iliad and The Odyssey begin with a prayer to “The Muse.”  More than just convention, the 

poet truly believes that the events he will attempt to relate are too majestic for a mere mortal to tell 
adequately. Notice, though, that in The Iliad, the poet prays to the muse “…to sing the rage…” while in The 
Odyssey, he prays “Sing to me of the man, Muse, the man of twists and turns.” The prayer’s intent is that 
divine inspiration will lift the poet’s abilities enough to bring life to the story. Who are these Muses?  They 
are the nine daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne (goddess of memory). Apollo trained them to help the world 
and the gods disremember evil, to relieve sorrow and to praise the gods. The particular muse to whom 
Homer is praying is Calliope—the muse of epic poetry.  As we progress, you’ll notice other “invocations” 
throughout the poem, especially at key moments. The other muses are: Clio, goddess of history; Erato, 
goddess of love poetry; Eutepe, goddess of music; Melpomene, goddess of tragedy; Polyhymnia, goddess of 
music praising the gods; Terpsichore, goddess of dance; Thalia, goddess of comedy and Urania, goddess of 
astronomy. 

 
6. What are some devices to remember? 

 
1. Homer begins the poem “in medias res,” literally “in the middle of things.” He does this so he 
can start at a crucial moment, a turning point. Exposition can wait. Sometimes he’ll use 
“flashback” to fill in missing details. 
2. Homer uses a meter or rhythm called dactylic hexameter. This is a line of six metrical units 
which may be either dactyls (A dactyl is two long syllables followed by one short) or spondees, 
(two long syllables). These metrical “feet” are repeated six (hex) times per line. The first four 
measures may be either dactyls or spondees, but the final two measures in each line must be dactyl, 
spondee in that order. Unlike English verse, the rhythm is based on pronunciation time, not which 
syllable is stressed. Thus we don’t see the metrical variations we often see in Shakespeare. Still, 
the rhythm in Greek, though regular, never becomes monotonous. Homer’s internal variations 
assure fluidity and balance. 
3. Often a caesura or pause will be heard mid-line. The caesura functions like a “comma” in 
modern day writing. 
4. Another common element in Homer’s poem is the use of epithet. An epithet is a descriptive 
“tag” associated with a person or place. “Swift-footed Achilles,” “Rosy-fingered dawn,” 
“Grey-eyed Athena,“ “Wiley Odysseus,” “Strong-greaved” and “Wine-dark” are examples. 
5. Simile and metaphor are often employed, though the simile is often long or epic in scale. The 
epic simile is a long comparison with “so” or “just so” as the key around which the comparison 
turns instead of the “like” or ‘as” modern poets use. The metaphor is a direct or implied 
comparison. 
6. Kudos (Coo does) and Kléos (klēē os) Literally Kudos means “glory.” Kleos means renown as 
in what is said about you. It is, for the Greek hero, his only shot at immortality. To win kléos was 
more than simply achieving fame. It was a way of living on in the retelling of heroic deeds. The 
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word may be related to the Greek word for “to hear,” as in what people are saying about you.  The 
ultimate goal was to win kléos everlasting. kleos aphthiton (κλέος ἄφθιτον, "fame imperishable"). 
Kléos was also passed from father to son. It was the son’s responsibility to carry on or even surpass 
his father’s kléos. 
7. Timé (team a) Literally this means respect or honor. It came with earning a Geras (Ger ass) or 
war-prize. The war prize could be armor, a sword, a special helmet, a tripod, an iron ingot or a 
slave or concubine. but it was a kind of closed end game. The more Timé one warrior has, the less 
others have. This helps explain  Achillles’ rage over loosing his war prize girl friend to 
Agamemnon in The Iliad. 
8. Aristeia (aris tea ah) A hero’s “one shining moment.” Usually god inspired, this is the moment 
when the hero is at his best, achieves the most, kills the most, wins the greatest glory. “Goes 
berserk?” 
9. Xenia (Zen e ah). The word translates as guest, host, friend, stranger, foreigner. 
This was a complicated social system explained in the section on the “Back Story.
 


