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Fall 2021: Iliad seminar   Week 1: Introducing the Trojan War 

The World of Homer 
 
A goal of our first class is to familiarize ourselves with the cultural and historical contexts 
out of which the Homeric epics emerged and through which they have come down to us 
in the modern world. Part of this requires accounting for both what we connect to in 
Homer and what we may miss, misunderstand, or not relate to. 
 
What differentiates us, as modern readers of the epics in English translation, from the 
ancient people who experienced the epics? 
 
For the most part, we read the ancient Greek texts the same way we read modern texts: 
i.e. we sit quietly by ourselves with a written text, which we then may or may not discuss 
with others in classroom or recreational reading contexts. Conversely, ancient Greeks, 
especially of the archaic and Classical Greek periods—so approximately 750 - 332 BC: 
Hesiod, Homer, the tragedians, the philosophers—did not read these texts. They heard 
them performed, often in a ritual/religious context at festivals in honor of the gods and 
probably also in private settings.  
 
In addition, we tend to treat myth, legend, and history as discrete categories in ways 
they did not necessarily exist for the ancients. The ancient Greeks, on the other hand, 
seem to have treated them as a single nebulous thing, a truth that exists but that remains 
forever out of human reach and so that it must continually be searched for, investigated, 
and debated. The Homeric poems incorporated myth (cosmological stories that 
explained the origins of the world and the place of gods and humans within it), legend 
(stories that may have had a grain of truth that became grander and more embellished 
over time), and history (past happenings that we can document). We don’t necessarily 
conflate these things, or at least, we don’t believe we conflate them. As these categories 
did not exist at the time the poems were coming into existence and first being written 
down, they cannot be meaningfully applied to the events the poem covers, except to say 
that the Greeks seem to have viewed the Homeric epics as a sacred text that told a truth 
or series of truths about them, their values, and their beliefs. 
 
To approach the Homeric texts, which began their lives not as texts but as songs that 
were transmitted orally, it is also helpful to account for our own assumptions about 
literature. “Literature” implies “literacy.” Authors are people who compose unique stories 
in writing. A pervasive, if idealized and contested, view of “the author” might include 
notions of individual geniuses who produce unique works of art. None of these apply to 
the Homeric epics. They are a meter and a set of stories, but these stories do not have a 
single author who can be identified. The epics combine a variety of dialects, across space 
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and time. Their construction strongly suggests they were composed orally and 
potentially include a pastiche of various poetic forms (e.g. epigram, lyric, lament).  
 
What we don’t know about Homer and the Homeric epics far, far outweighs what we do 
know, but they are often spoken about and interpreted with great confidence and 
authority because the poem still speaks to us. Against our differences, we also find in the 
epic related feelings, fears, passions, and struggles. It continues to feel relevant to our 
lives.  
 
Inevitably, reading the epics, we will have to confront the limits of what we can know. In 
this course, we want to create a quiet space where we can pause, suspend judgment, 
and explore the poems, without being afraid of uncertainty or trying to gloss over what 
we don’t understand, to develop a confident humility. 
 
SLIDE 1: Defining Greek mythology 
 
What we call “Greek Mythology” typically comes from a set of written sources produced 
across more than a thousand years, in Greek and Latin, in a variety of places and socio-
political contexts.  These stories are believed to pre-exist the written sources in which 
we encounter them. The Homeric epics are, with Hesiod, our oldest written sources, but 
they did not begin as written sources, as we will see in the ensuing slides.  
 
 
SLIDE 2: Timeline of Greek mythology 
 
I’ve highlighted in blue the years in which our written sources were composed. The years 
before and after represent the years in which these stories would have come into 
existence and continued to be received, in a variety of ways. Here, the idea is to situate 
the Homeric epics in their larger context. How we receive and interpret them in 2021 is 
influenced by thousands of years of reception and interpretation. The stories and 
characters in Homer may be echoes of historical events that were already ancient by the 
time they were written down in the eight century BC. 
 
SLIDE 3-5: Differentiating between the mythical and historical past 
 
The Bronze Age was a documentable historical period that has at times been conflated 
with the mythical Age of Heroes, but events from myth and history do not line up side-
by-side. This was a period of cultural exchange between civilizations on three continents 
in the Mediterranean basin. Evidence of that exchange lies in the resonance across 
stories that come down to us—Iliad, Odyssey, Gilgamesh, Mahabharata, Enuma Elish, and 
more. 
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The Trojan war myths may have come into existence across and possibly before this 
period and been carried into the Iron Age and beyond (see slide 2), but they are set in a 
mythical past, a time when gods and heroes interacted and heroes were direct 
descendants of the gods. These heroes were huge, strong, and protective but also 
potentially also destructive forces (more on this is slide 7). The myths may be echoes of 
events that occurred during the Bronze Age. They may be referencing a war that took 
place at the end of the age. Snippets of evidence can tempt us into certainty, but such 
evidence is allusive and suggestive, not definitive. 
 
SLIDE 6: Hellenic civilizations 
 
This period that we are calling Hellenic Civilization is significant for us as students of 
Homer’s epics because it was during this time that they are believed to have been 
written down. Historians have referred to the first Olympiad as “the beginning of 
Hellenic history.” It is around this time, the transition from Iron to archaic historical 
periods, that the Greek alphabet is adapted, and the epics are written down. They turn 
up in the 6th century in Athens, where Peisistratus and his sons (one of whom was 
Hippias) incorporate recitations of Homer at the Great Panathenaea, a festival in honor 
of Athena, patron goddess of Athens. It is not possible to know exactly what happened 
between the epics being composed, written down, and acquiring such acclaim that they 
became part of the festival, but scholars see Athenian fingerprints in aspects of the 
epics. Also unclear is what, if any, changes were made to the epics by the scholars at 
Alexandria during the Ptolemaic period. The desire to locate the “true” Homer seems to 
have animated scholars then as now. The versions we have in the modern world seem to 
have come to us from this time. 
 
SLIDE 7: Hesiod & the macrocosm 
Dating for Hesiod is vigorously debated, as is the question of who came first: Homer or 
Hesiod. For our purposes studying Homer, Hesiod is helpful in illuminating the world of 
Homer’s heroes. Two poems attributed to Hesiod are Theogony, a genealogy of the gods, 
and Works and Days, a didactic poem that explains why humans in his time must live as 
they do and provides advice for how to thrive. Via Theogony, the Olympian pantheon 
worshipped in Hesiod’s day goes through a series of succession wars that end when 
Zeus takes control. His concern, once in power, is to maintain the stability of his rule. 
Works and Days elaborates on this via Hesiod’s description of the five ages of man and 
the Prometheus and Pandora myths. The fourth of Hesiod’s five ages is the Age of 
Heroes, which Zeus decides he must bring to an end via the Theban and Trojan wars. 
Men of Hesiod’s age must work and suffer because Prometheus gave them gifts against 
the will of Zeus. To punish humans for the advantages provided by Prometheus’ gifts, 
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Zeus gifts them Pandora (meaning “all gifts”), who will be both a source of delight and of 
suffering.  
 
Hesiod’s Theogony can be read free online here: 
https://www.theoi.com/Text/HesiodTheogony.html 
Works and Days is available here: https://www.theoi.com/Text/HesiodWorksDays.html 
 
SLIDE 8: Homer and the microcosm 
 
Much recent scholarship locates Homer’s epics in the late 8th century. The poet or poets 
do not explicitly refer to themselves within the poem, though they refer to epic song. 
Seen in light of Hesiod, the poems can be understood as microcosms that narrate two 
stages in the mortal-immortal relationship: Iliad being set at the end of the age of heroes, 
Odyssey transitioning into the post-heroic world. In the Iliad, the gods are ever-present, 
in direct communication with the gods, and active on the battlefield itself. In the 
Odyssey, the gods recede, deferring to and communicating through Zeus. Themes in 
Hesiod are explored in depth in Homer. 
 
SLIDE 9: Nestor’s cup 
 
The prevalence of the myths in daily life is attested through their depiction of everyday 
objects and on public buildings. Nestor’s cup, the earliest known example of inscriptional 
writing in the 24-letter Greek alphabet, is an interesting example of a question that is 
often asked: Are artifacts depicting Homer, or are Homer and visual artists pulling from 
the same pool of stories?  
 
SLIDE 10: Student’s Homer exercise 
 
An artifact that reminds us: when we are studying Homer, we are participating in an 
ancient tradition. 
 
SLIDES 11-14: Evolution of Greek 
 
Slide 11 shows, on the left, a Linear B script used in Crete during the Bronze Age. A 
fragment from a table is shown on the left. The Greek alphabet is believed to have been 
adapted from the Phoenician one (slide 12), with the addition of a direct sound to symbol 
correspondence. On the right, we can see a fragment of the Greek alphabet during the 
archaic period (slide 12). Slide 13 show later examples of the Greek alphabet, while slide 
14 shows us ancient Greek as modern readers experience it today. 
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SLIDE 15: The Epic Cycle 
 
Homer’s epics are two specific stories within the larger pool of stories known as Trojan 
war myth. These are seven of them, that tell various episodes from the war. Their dating 
is unknown and contested. One theory is that they were written after the Homeric epics 
in order to fill in the story gaps. None has survived as its own full text; rather, they are 
known via references and lines cited in surviving sources from antiquity and the Middle 
Ages.  
 
More information on the epic cycle can be found here: 
https://www.theoi.com/Text/HesiodWorksDays.html 
 
SLIDES 16-33: Artifacts depicting episodes from Trojan war myth 
 
We cannot be sure whether the visual images on these artifacts intend to depict a 
particular version of Trojan War myth—whether Homer’s or another’s. The artifacts 
suggest the pervasiveness of these myths in the daily lives of the ancients. They were 
not simply stories that existed to entertain and be left behind. They were interwoven 
and integral. 
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