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Quotes

I thank God I met Homer again that summer. He was suddenly alongside 
me, a companion and an ally, the most truly reliable voice I had ever 
known. It was like discovering poetry itself, or the dead speaking. As I 
read and reread the Odyssey in translation, I suddenly felt that here was 
the unaffected truth, here was someone speaking about fate and the 
human condition in ways that other people only seem to approach 
obliquely; and that directness, that sense of nothing between me and 
the source, is what gripped me. I felt like asking, “Why has no one told 
me about this before?” [Nicolson, Adam. Why Homer Matters (2014), p. 
11. Henry Holt and Co. Kindle Edition.]

Almost no one loves the poems he wrote or the phrases that recur in 
them. Why should they? The place of Homer in our culture has largely 
withered away. I can only say that, for me, the growing experience of 
knowing Homer, of living with him in my life, has provided a kind of 
ballast. He is like a beautiful stone, monumentally present, a paternal 
foundation, large, slightly ill-defined, male and reliable. He is not a 
friend, a lover or a wife; far more of an underlayer than that, a form of 
reassurance that in the end there is some kind of understanding in the 
world. [Nicolson, Adam. Why Homer Matters (2014), p. 17. Henry Holt 
and Co. Kindle Edition.]

But whereas the Iliad suggests the ultimate loneliness of the hero, 
the Odyssey is a social poem. Most of it takes place on islands. 
Islands can be places of isolation, like Calypso’s Ogygia or Circe’s Aiaia, 
but they can also be the units within which a whole society is contained, 
as is Ithaca. The Odyssey studies both man the individual and man as a 
social animal and understands that these two elements of human 
experience are indivisible: at the end of it the hero has recovered his 
people, his property and his most private place. [Jenkyns, Richard. 
Classical Literature: An Epic Journey from Homer to Virgil and Beyond. 
Basic Books. Kindle location 386.]



But the subject [the authors and work of the Classical period] is also 
compelling in itself. Classical literature includes some works that 
rank among the supreme achievements of the human mind. Here are 
brilliance, depth, originality, as well as a variety and daring which would 
surprise anyone who takes the word ‘classical’ to imply marmoreal 
correctitude. Like all literatures at all times, classical literature also 
includes authors of lesser calibre, and they are part of the story too. 
[Jenkyns, Richard. Classical Literature: An Epic Journey from Homer to 
Virgil and Beyond. Basic Books. Kindle location 42.]

But as I read, a man in the middle of his life, I suddenly saw that this is 
not a poem about then and there, but now and here. The poem 
describes the inner geography of those who hear it. Every aspect of 
it is grand metaphor. Odysseus is not sailing on the Mediterranean 
but through the fears and desires of a person’s life. The gods are not 
distant creators but elements within us: their careless pitilessness, their 
flaky and transient interests, their indifference, their casual selfishness, 

their deceit, their earth-shaking footfalls. [Nicolson, Adam.[1] Why 
Homer Matters (2014), p. 8. Henry Holt and Co. Kindle Edition.]

Suzanne Saïd, “Homer” (2015), the Oxford Classical Dictionary - 
Like the Iliad [which covers just 52 days at the end of the Trojan 
War], the poem covers only a short timespan (42 days) as it moves 
between Olympus, Ithaca, Pylos and Sparta with Telemachus, then from 
Ogygia to Scheria with Odysseus, and is finally set in various places of 
Ithaca. Moreover, some days such as the second (8.1 to 13. 17), the 
fourth (17. 1–20. 90), and the fifth (20. 91–23. 343) are especially 
developed. Again, its scope is considerably broadened by 
foreshadowing and, especially, flashbacks.

[1] ADAM NICOLSON’S books include Sissinghurst, God’s Secretaries, 
Sea Room and the acclaimed Gentry. He is winner of the Somerset 
Maugham Award and the W. H. Heinemann and Ondaatje Prizes, both 
awarded by the Royal Society of Literature. He lives on a farm in Sussex 
with his wife, Sarah Raven. [Nicolson, Adam. Why Homer Matters (p. 
299). Henry Holt and Co. Kindle Edition.]



A Map of Odysseus’ 10-Year Journey to Get Back Home

A Mycenaean Fresco of Homer



A wonderful painting of epic itself survives from Mycenaean Greece. In 
the summer of 1939, the University of Cincinnati archaeologist Carl 
Blegen, along with a Greek team, began excavating the Mycenaean 
palace of Pylos, in the southwestern Peloponnese. In the great 
columned room at the center of the palace, Blegen discovered, in pieces 
on the floor, where it had been dumped by the fire that brought the 
Mycenaean world to an end around 1200 BC, a revelatory fresco. 

Against a ragged background, perhaps a rough, mountainous horizon, a 
poet—call him Homer—sits on a luminous, polychromed rock, a 
nightclub idea of a rock, dressed in a long striped robe with the sleeves 
of his overshirt coming almost halfway down his bare brown arms. His 
hair is braided, tendrils of it running down his neck and onto his back. 
He looks washed. Everything about him is alert, his eye bright and open, 
his body poised and taut, upright, ready. In his arms he holds a large 
five-stringed lyre, the fingers of his right hand plucking at those strings, 
which bend to his touch. 

Against the florid red of the wall behind him—the color of living, not 
dried, blood, the red of life—is the most astonishing part of this image: 
an enormous pale bird, the color of the bard’s robe, the feathers of its 



wings half delineated in the red that surrounds it, its eye as bright and 
open as Homer’s, its body larger than his, its presence in the room huge 
and buoyant, nothing insubstantial about it, making its way out into the 
world, leaving Homer’s own static singing figure behind. 

The bird is poetry itself taking wing, so big, so much stronger than little 
Homer with his hairdo and his fingers on the lyre. It is the bird of 
eloquence, the “winged words,” epea pteroenta, which the Homeric 
heroes speak to each other, epea having the same root as “epic,” 
pteroenta meaning “feathered”: light, mobile, airy, communicative. 
Meaning and beauty take flight from Homer’s song. 

It is one of the most extraordinary visualizations of poetry ever created, 
its life entirely self-sufficient as it makes its way out across that ragged 
horizon. There is nothing whimsical or misty about it; it has an 
undeniable other reality in flight in the room. There is a deep paradox 
here, one that is central to the whole experience of Homer’s epics. 
Nothing is more insubstantial than poetry. It has no body, and yet it 
persists with its subtleties whole and its sense of the reality of the 
human heart un-eroded while the palace of which this fresco was a part 
lies under the thick layer of ash from its burning in 1200 BC. Nothing 
with less substance than epic, nothing more lasting. Homer, in a miracle 
of transmission from one end of human civilization to the other, 
continues to be as alive as anything that has ever lived. 

Homer is no wild, gothic figure. He is shown supremely controlled, as 
organized and calmly present as anything in this civilized place, with its 
great storerooms, its archive center and its beautifully dressed and 
fragrant inhabitants. He is civility itself. By the time this fresco was 
painted, the Greeks had been able to write for about 250 years, running 
sophisticated palace-based economies, with record-keeping 
bureaucracies to organize tax and military service, and to administer 
complex commercial and quasi-imperial relations across the eastern 
Mediterranean.

Nicolson, Adam. Why Homer Matters (pp. 3-4). Henry Holt and Co.. 
Kindle Edition. 



World History Encyclopedia
 
See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VSna4tLyq-A&t=14s. And 
overview of Homer’s The Odyssey.

ADAM NICOLSON[1] – Why Homer Matters
 
See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NhXTEETdkmk. 

VIDEO of Man Reading the Homeric Greek
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MOvVWiDsPWQ 
From Podium Arts. A beautiful reading/sounding of the Homeric Greek, 
showing both the Greek text and an English translation.

A learned comment about the Greek pronunciation in this video: He is 
using the restored pronunciation of Ancient Greek, the accepted form 
which unfortunately not many use, for some unknown reasons. The 
stops are aspirated, as they should be. The iota subscript is 
pronounced, as it should be. Greeks today would say no, but that is 
because they learned it another way. Beta is beta, not veta. And a lot of 
other changes but too numerous. Also remember, even in ancient times 
there were many dialects. Just look at Sappho or Herodotus. So, the 
sounds could be pronounced numerous ways. We just have to accept 
what we hear, if we can understand at all. Great video and great 
pronunciation. Thank you for sticking with the classical restored 
pronunciation. I do have to admit sometimes though the un-aspirated 
stops are better in certain words where it is really hard for an English 
speaker to say. Such words starting with: φθ- for example.

Opening Lines of The Odyssey
 
BOOK 1

ἄνδρα µοι ἔννεπε, µοῦσα, πολύτροπον, ὃς µάλα πολλὰ
πλάγχθη, ἐπεὶ Τροίης ἱερὸν πτολίεθρον ἔπερσεν·
πολλῶν δ’ ἀνθρώπων ἴδεν ἄστεα καὶ νόον ἔγνω,
πολλὰ δ’ ὅ γ’ ἐν πόντῳ πάθεν ἄλγεα ὃν κατὰ θυµόν,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VSna4tLyq-A&t=14s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NhXTEETdkmk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MOvVWiDsPWQ


[5] ἀρνύµενος ἥν τε ψυχὴν καὶ νόστον ἑταίρων.
ἀλλ’ οὐδ’ ὣς ἑτάρους ἐρρύσατο, ἱέµενός περ·
αὐτῶν γὰρ σφετέρῃσιν ἀτασθαλίῃσιν ὄλοντο,
νήπιοι, οἳ κατὰ βοῦς Ὑπερίονος Ἠελίοιο
ἤσθιον· αὐτὰρ ὁ τοῖσιν ἀφείλετο νόστιµον ἦµαρ.

[10] τῶν ἁµόθεν γε, θεά, θύγατερ Διός, εἰπὲ καὶ ἡµῖν.[2]

 
Peter Green (2018) - The man, Muse—tell me about that resourceful 
man, who wandered far and wide, when he’d sacked Troy’s sacred 
citadel: many men’s townships he saw, and learned their ways of 
thinking, many the griefs he suffered at heart on the open sea, battling 
for his own life and his comrades’ homecoming. Yet 5 no way could he 
save his comrades, much though he longed to— it was through their 
own blind recklessness that they perished, the fools, for they 
slaughtered the cattle of Hēlios the sun god and ate them: for that he 
took from them their day of returning. Tell us this tale, goddess, child of 
Zeus; start anywhere in it! [Homer. The Odyssey (p. 27), translated by 
Peter Green, from the “Introduction”. University of California Press 
(2018). Kindle Edition.]

Emily Wilson (2018) - Tell me about a complicated man. Muse, tell me 
how he wandered and was lost when he had wrecked the holy town of 
Troy, and where he went, and whom he met, the pain he suffered in the 
storms at sea, and how he worked to save his life and bring his men 
back home. He failed to keep them safe; poor fools, they ate the Sun 
God’s cattle, and the god kept them from home. Now goddess, child of 
Zeus, tell the old story for our modern times.10 Find the beginning. 
[Homer. The Odyssey (p. 105), translated by Emily Wilson, Book I. W. W. 
Norton & Company, 2018. Kindle Edition.]

[1] Wikipedia - Adam Nicolson, FSA, FSA Scot, FRSL (born 12 
September 1957) is an English author who has written about history, 
landscape, great literature and the sea. He is also the 5th Baron Carnock 
but does not use the title. He is noted for his books Sea Room (about 
the Shiant Isles, a group of uninhabited islands in the Hebrides); God's 
Secretaries: The Making of the King James Bible; The Mighty Dead (US 
title: Why Homer Matters) exploring the epic Greek poems; The 



Seabird's Cry about the disaster afflicting the world's seabirds; The 
Making of Poetry on the Romantic Revolution in England in the 1790s; 
and Life Between the Tides, a boundary-crossing account of the tides in 
human and animal life.
[2] Homer, “The Odyssey with an English Translation by A.T. Murray, 
PH.D. in Two Volumes” (Medford, MA: Cambridge, MA., Harvard 
University Press; London, William Heinemann, Ltd., 1919).

The Bronze Age
 

Britannica about the Neolithic Age – From about 7000 BCE in 
Greece, farming economies were progressively adopted in 
Europe, though areas farther west, such as Britain, were not 
affected for two millennia and Scandinavia not until even later. 
The period from the beginning of agriculture to the widespread 
use of bronze about 2300 BCE is called the Neolithic Period 
(New Stone Age).

 
From History.com – The Bronze Age marked the first-time humans 
started to work with metal. Bronze tools and weapons soon replaced 
earlier stone versions. Ancient Sumerians in the Middle East may have 
been the first people to enter the Bronze Age. Humans made many 
technological advances during the Bronze Age, including the first 
writing systems and the invention of the wheel.

From the World History Encyclopedia at “Bronze Age”:

The Aegean during the Bronze Age sees the development, dominance, 
and collapse of three major cultures. At the end of the Bronze Age, 
settlements throughout the Aegean were small and dispersed, and 
writing fell out of use until the Greek Archaic Period which began in the 
8th century BCE. The Greek epics, the Iliad and Odyssey by Homer, 
written down in the 8th century BCE for the first time, are stories of 
Bronze Age heroes and places from the Mycenaean, Minoan, and 
Cycladic world.

The dating for these subdivisions is different for each culture and has 
been developed through cultural and ceramic changes. The broader 
terminology for dating across the whole of the Aegean uses the 

https://ref.ly/logosres/homodgk?ref=Homerus.Hom.%2c+Od.+1
https://ref.ly/logosres/homodgk?ref=Homerus.Hom.%2c+Od.+1


terminology Early, Middle, and Late Bronze Age, and is split roughly into 
these dates:

Early Bronze Age (EBA): c. 3000-2200 BCE - Minoan culture on 
Crete; pre-palatial; “Looking to mainland Greece during the Early Bronze 
Age, the inhabitants known as the Mycenaeans were only beginning to 
establish themselves in the region. By the end of the Early Bronze Age, 
settlements and buildings had been built.”

Middle Bronze Age (MBA): c. 2200-1700 BCE – “Crete was now 
developing palatial complexes, with important sites being Knossos, 
Phaistos, and Malia…. The first complexes emerged c. 1925-1900 BCE 
and are referred to as the Old Palaces.” And, “Middle Bronze Age saw an 
increase in prestige grave goods being deposited in burials, which is 
best seen in the shaft graves of Mycenae in addition to an increase in 
trade with Crete and the material culture of the mainland showing 
greater influence by the Minoans. It is also clear that the settlements 
and population at Thebes, Mycenae, and Argos were beginning to grow.”

Late Bronze Age (LBA): c. 1700-1000 BCE – “After the destruction of 
the palatial centres in 1700 BCE, only Knossos was rebuilt to its former 
splendour. The first few hundred years of the Late Bronze Age saw a 
shift in religious practices with most of the peak sanctuaries falling out 
of use, with only a handful associated with palatial centres continuing in 
use. This shift in religious practice could be attributed to the 
eruption of Thera between c. 1650 and 1550 BCE, which may have 
caused environmental changes and volcanic ash and pumice on the 
island.” And, “The Late Bronze Age was the time in which the 
Mycenaean culture developed, flourished, and collapsed.”And “Around 
1400 BCE the Mycenaeans had expanded to Crete with the introduction 
of Linear B used for administrative purposes at Knossos.” And, “By c. 
1100 BCE there is little archaeological evidence for the Mycenaeans. 
This destruction and abandonment known as the Bronze Age Collapse 
may have been caused by natural disasters, climate change, political 
and social unrest, overpopulation, invasion by the mysterious Sea 
Peoples, or a combination of multiple factors.”

About Odysseus
 



But the theory that best answers these objections is that the Iliad is a 
young man’s poem, that Homer’s worldview underwent transition 
and even transformation as he aged, and that he may have died 
before he could quite finish the second poem, which was then finished 
off by a disciple. [Cahill, Thomas. Sailing the Wine-Dark Sea: Why the 
Greeks Matter, Chapter II, (Hinges of History Book 4), 2003. Knopf 
Doubleday Publishing Group. Kindle Edition.]

The premium Homer’s Odysseus thus places on experience is used to 
appropriate effect by Tennyson and Cavafy—even if each poet 
knowingly contradicts a central Homeric theme, Tennyson by 
suggesting that his hero became bored after he got home and yearned 
for further adventures, Cavafy by giving all material value to the 
adventures and none but formal value to the homecoming. Joyce’s 
insight is deeper, appreciative of the unexpectedly, even shockingly 
antiheroic nature of Homer’s second text and its status as the 
world’s first comic novel—and first romantic comedy—albeit a 
comedy that dramatizes “a world of pain.” [Cahill, Thomas. Sailing 
the Wine-Dark Sea: Why the Greeks Matter, Chapter II, (Hinges of 
History Book 4), 2003. Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. Kindle 
Edition.]

The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms at “comedy” – A 
comedy will normally be closer to the representation of everyday 
life than a *tragedy and will explore common human failings 
rather than tragedy’s disastrous crimes. Its ending will usually 
be happy for the leading characters. In another sense, the term 
was applied in the Middle Ages to narrative poems that end 
happily: the title of Dante’s Divine Comedy (c.1320) carries this 
meaning. [Baldick, Chris. The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms 
(Oxford Quick Reference) (p. 139). OUP Oxford. Kindle Edition.]

The glories of war have faded considerably by the time Odysseus, 
the hero of the Odyssey, tries to make his way home from Troy. The 
hero of Homer’s second poem is no shining demigod but a man using all 
his wiles and wits to get himself out of one fix after another. Odysseus is 
polytropos (a man of twists and turns), polymetis (versatile), polytlas 
(long-enduring), and polymechanos (a great tactician)—all those polys 
(meaning “very,” “much,” or “many”) crediting him as the pinnacle of 



canny resourcefulness. He doesn’t so much attack his enemies head-
on with brute strength as find a clever way around the many monsters 
he encounters. Whether he faces the land of the Lotus-eaters (whose 
drug makes men forget their homes), the hideous giants called 
cyclopes, Aeolus king of the winds, the cannibal Laestrygonians, the 
witch Circe, the Sirens whose enchantments lure all sailors to their 
deaths, or the impossibility of steering a safe course between the 
jagged rock of Scylla and the gigantic whirlpool of Charybdis,3 he 
defeats all challenges with cunning, occasionally with the bold lies that 
human speech makes possible. He manages to survive even a visit to 
Hades, the Greek underworld. In the ancient world, Odysseus the 
dissembler was thought contemptible, a second-rate hero when placed 
against the noble Achilles. To the modern reader, Odysseus is a far 
greater hero than a petulant boy who leaves the playground with his 
toys. [Cahill, Thomas. Sailing the Wine-Dark Sea: Why the Greeks 
Matter, Chapter II, (Hinges of History Book 4), 2003. Knopf Doubleday 
Publishing Group. Kindle Edition.]

In the Iliad, the worst opprobrium that one hero can hurl at another 
is to call him “a woman.” In the Odyssey, Odysseus and his men are 
overcome repeatedly by “tides of sorrow” as they recall their lost 
homes, “consumed with grief and weeping live warm tears”—just the 
words Homer used in the Iliad to describe Andromache on the verge of 
losing her man. Yes, in the Iliad Achilles and Priam weep together once—
at the climax of the poem—but the Odyssey contains an inexhaustible 
torrent of tears. [Cahill, Thomas. Sailing the Wine-Dark Sea: Why the 
Greeks Matter, Chapter II, (Hinges of History Book 4), 2003. Knopf 
Doubleday Publishing Group. Kindle Edition.]

Likewise in the eighteenth century, the first century capable, I believe, of 
appreciating what Homer was up to in the Odyssey, the percipient 
Samuel Johnson remarked, “To be happy at home is the ultimate 
result of all ambition, the end to which every enterprise and labour 
tends, and of which every desire prompts the prosecution.” Such a 
sentiment was seldom, if ever, expressed with such conviction by any 
commentator before the eighteenth century, except the mysteriously 
godlike Homer, so refreshingly unpartisan, so unideological, and so 
confoundingly secular in his old age. Johnson’s “end” is not anyone’s 
end in the Iliad, but it is Odysseus’s homely purpose, which would 



only have earned him the contempt of Achilles and the whole 
procession of heroes. All Odysseus wants to do is make it back to 
his wife, son, and home. [Cahill, Thomas. Sailing the Wine-Dark Sea: 
Why the Greeks Matter, Chapter II, (Hinges of History Book 4), 2003. 
Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. Kindle Edition.]
 
About Penelope
 
PENELOPE – Penelope is herself a fascinating character, utterly 
different from all the Homeric prima donnas and self-dramatizing primo 
divos we have been in the presence of up to now. Though he scarcely 
awards her an aria of her own, Homer constantly shifts his 
description of her, as if to underscore her many facets. She is 
“reserved,” “discreet,” “cautious,” “wary,” “poised,” “alert,” 
“guarded,” “composed,” “well aware,” “self-possessed,” “warm, 
generous,” of “great wisdom,” “the soul of loyalty.” She, too, weeps 
in private, draws a veil across her face in public. She is the female 
equivalent of her husband, secretly strategic, full of wiles, keeping 
the overbearing suitors at bay for years with one deception after 
another. Odysseus, who in his years of travel has lived with the nymph 
Calypso and slept with the enchantress Circe—and would hardly have 
been expected to do otherwise by Homer, Penelope, or anyone else—
remains in Penelope’s eyes “always the most understanding man alive.” 
Her most important virtue, more important even than her 
considerable discernment and fortitude, is her faithfulness. [Cahill, 
Thomas. Sailing the Wine-Dark Sea: Why the Greeks Matter, Chapter II, 
(Hinges of History Book 4), 2003. Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. 
Kindle Edition.]


