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HOMER AND XENIA
“We acknowledge him the father of poetical diction, the first who taught that
language of the gods to men.”
Alexander Pope, The Iliad, Preface
“Homer has taught all other poets the art of telling lies skillfully.”
Aristotle
“The author of the Iliad is either Homer or, if not Homer, somebody else of the same
name.”
Aldous Huxley
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This Classical Wisdom Weekly lecture on the Essential Greeks doesn't merely
highlight one aspect of ancient Greek culture, it looks right to the heart of all
things Greek. We’ll investigate the origins of what it meant to define oneself as
Greek... as well as the writings that would set in motion over two thousand
years of literary excellence and come to define an entire civilization.
Sound like quite the undertaking? Well, that’s because it is.
Of course, there is only one figure who could be responsible for setting in
motion such a weighty ball of beauty and brilliance... it is the one and only, the
inimitable, the legendary, Homer.

And legend may be an apt choice of word. Indeed, there is very
little known about the man reputed to have shaped Western
civilisation with his two epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey.
It is accepted by many, though by no means all, that Homer came from Chios,
just off the coast of modern-day Turkey. And that the Iliad was borne unto the
world circa 750 BC, with the Odyssey following twenty-five to fifty years later.
You will often hear it said that these two poems were composed rather than
written. This is because it is widely accepted that the stories in the epics were
handed down through an oral tradition, generation after generation, with the
poetry being recited to music by skilled bards.
So the questions abound. Did Homer write or was he one such performer
himself? Did he dictate to a scribe? If he were blind, as some contest he was,
then surely he must have. But would this really have been possible? Was he
truly THAT remarkable?
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Yet another question to take into
consideration is: was he creator or
merely chronicler? And, most
interestingly of all, was he really
only one man?
Some consider the contrasting
themes of the Iliad and Odyssey
too diverse to be consistent in the
mind of one individual. Others,
however, think it appropriate that
a younger Homer would naturally
be concerned with the war and
bloodshed found in the former,
while an older, more
contemplative man, would
appropriately focus on the home
and the hearth within the pages of
the latter.
Indeed, two of the most renowned and distinguished classical scholars, Samuel
Butler and Robert Graves, have even proposed the idea that the Odyssey, with its
emphasis on the end of war and the necessity to strive for domesticity, may have
actually been written by a woman.
Debating the authenticity, the methods, the style of these masterful epics is all
well and good, some people spend a lifetime doing so. However, there is still one
aspect of Homeric literature we have not touched upon. It is, rather obviously,
the stories themselves!

This leads us to a rather troubling question- just how can we make a
synopsis of Homer's great works?
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Well, if one wanted to anger the academic community then they could quickly
reply that the Iliad was “about the Trojan War”. However, we suggest not trying
this one out at the next Classics department cocktail party...
Nonetheless, the war does feature heavily into the epic poem.
The book, for instance, takes its title from the name of the citadel itself (Ilion
being an ancient name for Troy) and is set over a few weeks in the tenth year of
the Trojan War.

Broadly speaking, the focus of the work is on the semi-indestructible Achilles who,
angered by the arrogance and avarice of the commander of the Greeks,
Agamemnon, goes on strike. He refuses to participate in the war until stirred by
vengeance upon the death of his lover and dearest comrade, Patroclus.
The Odyssey, on the other hand, deals with the eponymous Odysseus and his
journey home from the same war. On his trip Odysseus is thwarted at every turn
by the fearsome and cantankerous sea-god, Poseidon.
After twenty years away, Odysseus must not only get home past a flock of men,
monsters, gods and ghouls, but when he arrives, he is faced with the task of
defeating 108 Suitors who have set up camp in his house.

All this Odysseus must do in order to reclaim his Oikos.
Oikos, for those who aren’t familiar with the word, is just one of the key terms that
were used to define the Homeric world. These terms, often with no direct
translation, are essential for an enlightened understanding of the Homeric world.
So here is a brief glossary of the more important ones:
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Glossary
Oikos – house and household, including all family members, servants and possessions. This is what gives a hero his legitimacy.
Kleos – literally 'what people hear about you'. Interestingly, not what they say about
you. It is something between reputation, immortal fame and the acknowledgement
that fantastical deeds have been performed. Homeric heroes are obsessed with obtaining Kleos.
Arete – Virtue, excellence. However, it is hierarchical and connected to nobility.
Thus, the downtrodden and enslaved cannot have arete, but a king's horse can!
Timē – Booty. Gold. Stuff! Ideally acquired in relation to arete, but in reality just wonderful in its own right.
Xenia – Hmmm.... Xenia.... tricky! It is arguably the most important and dominant
theme that runs through both the Iliad and the Odyssey. It can be translated, in a
word, as 'hospitality', but it is much, much more complex, peculiar and intriguing than
that. The fate or reputation of almost every character in Homer rests on a knife-edge
adherence to or rejection of Xenia. Without it, we would not have the stories, culture
and heritage we do.

To find out how, and also why, Xenia is so important to every aspect of the Homeric
world, watch the video on the hospitable Mr. Homer!
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