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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Inasmuch as my inquiry depends on appreciating Homer’s
ideas in his own terms, [ have transliterated some Greek words
and phrases. I have generally Latinized the consonants (e.g., chi
becomes ch), and used ¢ and ¢ to signal Greek eta and omega respec-
tively. I have omitted accents where the form is unambiguous. But |
have not been consistent where the literature on a word uses pre-
dominantly its Greek form (e.g., kleos). 1 have primarily sought
readability, with the idea that the Greekless reader would be able to
continue with less distraction (even perceiving English cognates
more clearly) and the classicist would divine the form in question
with little discomfort. The same applies to the transliteration of
Greek names, where | have often preferred the more familiar Latin
spellings.

All translations are my own and are designed simply as an aid to
the reader. It will be quickly seen that any resemblance between
my translations and verse is purely illusory. Eloquence had to be
sacrificed to an attempt to repeat in English significant words that
the Greek repeats and sometimes to reflect the order of words in
the line. It i1s my hope that interested readers will want to check my
interpretations against the Greek or better translations; thus I have
tried as far as possible to make the lines of my translation corre-
spond to the lines of the original, even at times reproducing in
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2 HOMER: THE POETRY OF THE PAST

as the spokesman of a tradition and not as an artistically gifted
individual.

Along such lines Eric Havelock and Albert Lord have powerfully
claimed that we misread our Homer as a literary text when it was
originally nothing of the sort. Their work has been controversial in
some respects, but it is at least certain that we cannot assume a
priori that such an art, answering the needs of such a different
society and formed in what was to some extent a different medium,
should have intuited the same values and aspired to the same
effects as we see or seek in poetry now. Hence, calling Homer for
the moment the one poet, or the two poets, through whom, speak-
ing or writing, rough but recognizable approximations of the Iliad
and Odyssey first came into being, I cannot help wondering what
on earth he was about and whether “poetry” meant for him and
his audiences what it has meant for us.

Provoked by Homer, the reader of poetry then turns historian of
the idea of poetry and returns to the poems to ask what it was to be
a singer of songs in that world. But of course Homer is hardly to be
found: beyond the notorious historical problems of his identity and
even existence, there are major theoretical difficulties in looking for
the poet behind the poem. New Criticism has long forbidden us to
consult the putative author for the meaning of a text; structuralism
has added that we can never emerge from the labyrinth of words to
reach our author; and deconstruction warns us that if we got there
nobody would be home. Yet if we must forgo trying to find the
flesh-and-blood bard who, in any of the dozen or so Ionian cities
that claimed him in antiquity, once sang these songs, it is possible
to derive from these texts a good deal of information about the
nature and function of poetry in that time and place. In fact, the
Homeric “view” or “idea” or “conception” of poetry, as it must be
cautiously named, is by now a well-established subfield in Ho-
meric studies and in histories of criticism.

Once the question about Homer becomes a question about the
view of poetry found in the poems, we are able to follow many
philologists, historians, and students of comparative epic who
have secured from these nearly anonymous poems an inventory of
important statements about poetry and its place in society. The best
of these studies manage to interpret these passages without impos-
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6 HOMER: THE POETRY OF THE PAST

this poetry made for itself and by which it established, dialectically,
its special place and function.

First, epic is poetry of the past in the obvious but significant
sense that it defines itself by its heroic subject matter. Indeed, it is
noteworthy that epic prefers defining its subject matter to defining
any other aspect of itself. This sustained and nearly exclusive em-
phasis on the tales at the expense of the telling has the effect of
bestowing a prestige and reality on a past which the poetry pre-
tends merely to disclose. Thereby questions about the rhetorical
form and literary structure of epic poetry are evaded, for form and
structure are not located in the account of the past but are pro-
jected onto the heroic deeds as their real, natural, and permanent
articulations. Epic thus resists rhetorical analysis by collapsing the
form and content of heroic poems into a notion of past actions as
the substance on which poetry offers us a transparent window: the
poetry of the past is constituted as a genre whose laws and forms
pretend to have been written by heroes on the indelible surface of
divine memory.

Second, however, epic is poetry of the past; although it pretends
to be a mere unrhetorical rendering of ancient deeds, it does claim
to give a unique access to those events and to bring them especially
close to us. This claim—lodged with the Muses—distinguishes
epic from all other discourse about the past: only the version they
sponsor is “poetic” and can bring the past fully before us. To re-
duce this promise of closeness to a claim for historical accuracy
would be anachronistic and feeble. The poets’ tales are of course
presumed true—after all the past is real—but the Muses are less an
archive than divinities presiding at a performance, a presentation
of deeds as they happened and still happen under their divine
purview. Yet it would be equally anachronistic to translate poetry
into a purely aesthetic activity, seeing it, for example, as an artistic
representation of painful deeds that makes them pleasurable
through the imposition of order and meaning. In a mysterious
way, the Muses do make the experience of poetry so wholly per-
suasive and absorbing that it becomes an emotional transport, but
this experience is less like aesthetic contemplation than like being
present at a divine epiphany or a necromancy.

In grounding itself in magic and enchantment rather than rhet-
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