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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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HOMER, BOOK XI OF THE
ODYSSEY
“All men begin their learning with Homer.”
- Xenophanes
“Homer was able to give us no information relating to the truth, for he wrote of
human rather than divine things.”
- Lactantius
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“If you put a real leaf and a silk leaf side by side, you'll see something of the
difference between Homer's poetry and anyone else's. There seem to be real
leaves still alive in the 'Iliad,' real animals, real people, real light attending
everything.”
- Alice Oswald
“Homer's whole language, the language in which he lived, the language that
he breathed, because he never saw it, or certainly those who formed his
tradition never saw it, in characters on the pages. It was all on the tongue and
in the ear.”
- Robert Fitzgerald
This week we will continue to look at the father of all things Greek, the one man
we can point to as most responsible for shaping our artistic heritage, the
mysterious and magnificent, Homer.
We have pondered about the man, men, or possibly, women who went into the
legend of Homer. We went on to examine the method of delivery; the evolution
from oral tradition to formally written epic poetry. Finally, we reviewed one of
the most important themes which ran through his works, that of xenia, ancient
Greek hospitality.
This week will take a more microscopic approach and attempt to get under the
skin, not only of Homer's second epic The Odyssey, but specifically of book XI
of that seminal work.

Whilst Homer's Iliad is widely accepted as the first great literary
work of Western Civilisation, The Odyssey has waggishly been
called the first great literary work of Western Civilisation actually
worth reading!
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Whilst this is perhaps a little unfair,
those of you who have read both epics
may feel the adage 'war is long periods
of boredom punctuated by short
moments of excitement' applicable to
The Iliad when compared to The
Odyssey.
The Odyssey is a story of the hero
Odysseus trying to make his way home
from the Trojan War, and is
doubtlessly richer, more creative and
better attuned to our sense of heroism.
It is multi-layered and multi-faceted. It offers the general reader a good deal
more in terms of humanity and psychology than The Iliad; it also improves with
rereading and in-depth analysis.
That's not to say it's a cakewalk. The twenty-four books that make up The
Odyssey seem like a daunting piece of bedtime reading. However, without
wanting to flog a dead horse, it is not nearly as daunting as The Iliad.
This is partly because The Odyssey is broken up much more distinctly into bitesize chunks. These include:
• Books I-IV. These deal with the adventures of Odysseus' son, Telemachus,
and as such were often published independently of the greater epic under
the name The Telemachia. They served the purpose of showing us the
degenerate life on Ithaca in the absence of the great Odysseus, but do not
actually feature the hero himself.
• Books V-VIII. They chronicle Odysseus' homecoming. We see our hero,
twenty years after he set out from Troy, a captive sex-slave to the nymph
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Calypso. He is released and then travels to Scheria, home of the noble
Phaiakians. He competes in athletic events before telling them the story of his
wanderings.
• Books IX-XII. These are stories told by Odysseus to the Phaiakian king and
queen about why it has taken him so long to get home. Here are recounted the
most famous stories of Odysseus, e.g. the witch Circe turning his men to pigs,
the descent to the underworld, the Cyclops, Calypso, the Sirens, Scylla and
Charybdis.
• Books XIII-XXIV. Here we see Odysseus back on Ithaca attempting to vanquish
the Suitors and regain his throne. We also view his reconciliation with Penelope
and the coming of age of Telemachus. However, some argue that the final book
is a later interpolation.

These clearly organised sections may be why the ancients, when reading or listening
to The Odyssey would often do it a random book at a time, rather than cover to cover.
Unfortunately for us, without such a deeply embedded and automatic knowledge of
Homer, it is difficult to pick a book of The Odyssey at random for casual digestion.
Difficult, but not impossible!

The exception is book 11, the Nekyia, sometimes referred to as 'The Book
of the Dead'.
The Nekyia, is one of the more self-contained chapters in The Odyssey. So much so
that it actually feels like it has been included for its own sake rather than any necessity
of plot development.
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Odysseus, somewhat capriciously, is sent down
into hell to have a chat with a dead prophet. This
is over and done with in a blink of an eye and
one could be left with the feeling that this detour
is a trifle pointless.
And indeed it may be! However, it does give
Homer a chance to indulge himself, and indeed
us, with a long line of impressive and
entertaining cameos from dead heroes past – a
task he executes with aplomb.
The Nekyia is a veritable who's who of classical
heroic talent and a source of unalloyed joy for us
'mythophiles'. Quite bluntly, if you don't feature
in Odyssey book XI then you're simply a
nobody... or not dead yet.
The macabre style and flamboyance with which Homer directs the proceeding can be
witnessed from the get-go. In order to actually converse with the bodiless ghouls,
Odysseus must dig a pit three cubits in each direction and pour into it honey and milk,
sweet wine, water, white barley, and the blood of freshly sacrificed sheep. This exotic
cocktail is then drunk by the ghosts so they can speak truthfully to the living.
To find out who they were and what they said, tune for the lecture from Classical
Wisdom Weekly.
Better still, if you have a spare hour and are in the mood to do a little bit of prep for
the class then you could do a lot worse than reading (or rereading) book XI of The
Odyssey (don't worry, the spoilers are minimal).
Regardless, the lecture will doubtless provide enlightenment and illumination to the
very dullest and darkest of all abodes, those halls of Hades described in the Nekyia:
'The Book of the Dead'.
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AESCHYLUS
“Aeschylus, the Athenian, Euphorion's son, is dead. This tomb in Gela's cornlands
covers him. His glorious valour the hallowed field of Marathon could tell, and the
long-haired Persians had knowledge of it”
-Inscription on the gravestone of Aeschylus.
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Aeschylus' epitaph tells us how he wanted to be remembered; as a good
Athenian citizen who served his country with distinction during the Persian
Wars.
However, even within his own lifetime he had cemented his reputation in a
different field than that of war and had acquired the epithet which he carries
with him through eternity: 'The Father of Tragedy'.
We will take an intimate look at the
man, his life, his wars, his works, his
legacy and his tragicomic death.
Born 525 BC just outside Athens in the
sacred town of Eleusis, the young
aristocrat grew up in a time of
astonishing political upheaval and
dynamism.
He was a boy of just 15 when the last
Athenian tyranny was coming to an
end. Consequently, the city was then
free to embark upon an experiment
with a strange, new type of
government: democracy.
Politics clearly had its influence on Aeschylus during these formative years, as
he was to become a firm believer that power, justice and law must come, not
from the old order of supremacy and superstition, but from the 'demos', the
people. These themes were not just high-minded principles, but rose to the
surface time and time again in his dramas.
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However, these plays may never have existed, if Aeschylus had not been visited in
a dream by the god Dionysus (so the story goes) who instructed him to give up
his job at a vineyard and devote his life to the theatre!
Thus Aeschylus became our earliest extant playwright. But it is not simply for
this which he deserves his 'Father of Tragedy' accolade. Without his innovations,
theatre may not have evolved into the creature it is today.
Aeschylus came up with the idea of characters talking to each other, rather than
speaking independently to the Chorus. This was a product of necessity rather
than style because, before Aeschylus, there were only two talking actors on stage.
His introduction of a third greatly altered the theatrical potential for dramatic
interaction.
He may also have been the man responsible for introducing scenery and certainly
made theatre a more visually dramatic experience. Indeed, there is a famous
story that one of his Choruses was so gruesomely scary that children fainted, old
men urinated, and a pregnant woman either went into labour or dropped dead on
the spot!

As mentioned above, two theatres dominated the life of the poet. One,
in which his works were judged and, often rewarded with first
prizes. The other... the theatre of war.
Aeschylus was no mere conscript when he fought with valour at the battle of
Marathon in 490 BC. He was a true soldier, his job was war.
The pen would one day fit snug in the hand ready to attack the parchment, but
for now, his tool of choice was sword or spear. It was used, not to bring about
gasps and squeals from an enraptured audience, but the blood and destruction of
the Persian infantry.
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Though not without terrible personal sacrifice. At Marathon, he fought the
invading Persian army with bravery and distinction, but despite gaining a fine
reputation, he lost his elder brother, Cynegeirus, who died heroically while trying
to thwart a retreat.
Not that our intellectual warrior would have regretted his decision to take to the
field. Aeschylus went to war to protect his homeland and honour the gods. He was
a deeply patriotic and religious individual, as well as being a dramatic
philosopher.
And his experiences fighting against the barbarous, blasphemous Persian Empire
eventually helped to inspire his 472 BC prize-winning play, The Persians. This
play is our most reliable account of the decisive naval-battle at Salamis in 480 BC,
to which Aeschylus was probably a participant or at least an eye-witness.

From that time on, aided by the death of his great rival, Phrynichus, Aeschylus
began to dominate the dramatic festivals of Athens, winning an abundance of first
prizes. In fact, all of his extant plays are from this period, and all are thought to
have brought him home the coveted award.
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Though it is believed that he wrote up to 90 scripts in his long and glorious career,
these are the seven which survived:
•
•
•
•

The Persians (see above)
Seven Against Thebes (dealing with the fallout from the death of Oedipus)
The Suppliants (a tale of fifty women fleeing from a forced marriage in Egypt)
Prometheus Bound (a work of disputed attribution which depicts the cruel
punishment of a Titan)
• The Oresteia (A trilogy focusing on the bad blood flowing through, and often out
of, the veins of the members of the royal House of Atreus – analysed in detail
during our lecture)
For all of Aeschylus' patriotism, piety, brilliance in art and valour at war, he was not
without controversy. Indeed it seems he was put on trial for revealing, on-stage, the
secrets of the sacred Eleusinian Mysteries; a crime punishable by death.
However, he may have been lucky even to get to court; Heraclides of Pontus suggests
the audience attempted to stone him during the play for his impious indiscretion.
While the details of his trial are unknown, the results are. He was acquitted – likely it
seems not because of his innocence, but due to his, or perhaps his heroic elder
brother's, war record.

Though Aeschylus was spared an ignoble death at the hands of the Athenian public, he couldn't be spared one altogether.
His life end came about in 456/5 BC in Gela, Sicily.
The veteran of the battle of Marathon, the Father of Tragedy died from a blow to the
head while taking a stroll.
And if you don't yet know what struck him... then you can find out in our lecture.
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SOPHOCLES
“If Sophocles lacks the archaic grandeur of Aeschylus or the neurotic intensity of
Euripides, he is supreme for his power and humanity. He is more objective than
either. He imitates neither the symbolism and poetic sublimity of the elder writer nor
the fierce partisanship of the younger”
- E.F.Watling
“Aeschylus is more religious and philosophical; Euripides more romantic and
sentimental. Sophocles by comparison is clinical”
- Edmund Wilson
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We will pick up where we left off, with our focus firmly on the development of
Greek theatre and the men who helped to shape our dramatic tradition.
Whilse last week's dramatist,
Aeschylus, was the grand old
master, it was Sophocles who had
the popular touch. He was the
champion of characterisation and
almost unbelievably prolific.
So prolific in fact that his vast
oeuvre of 123 plays won a recordbreaking 24 dramatic competitions.
This fact is doubly impressive if we
consider that the these
competitions only came about twice
every year.
If you're still not impressed then
take into account that while he was
a rookie, learning the ropes, he pit
his wits against the formidable Aeschylus. Then later, when he was enjoying his
golden years, Sophocles had to take on the enfant terrible of Athens, Euripides
- more on him later.
However, we're getting ahead of ourselves. So, who was Sophocles?
Well, unusually, almost amazingly, the evidence for his life is believable,
reliable, and pretty well corroborated. For once when discussing an influential
figure from the ancient world we can omit the normal dose of vague adverbs
like 'maybe' and 'perhaps'.

2

The Essential Greeks - Sophocles

Sophocles hailed from Colonus, just outside
Athens and his life was a far cry from the tragic
situations that characterized his plays.
He was born into a wealthy family and
provided with an excellent education. He
received high positions and enviable accolades
(among them hellenotamiae, strategos and
proboulos) throughout his life, despite being
neither a career politician nor soldier.
He was lucky enough to live through almost all
of the 5th century BC (496-405 BC), the most
important, dramatic and dynamic hundred
years in the history of Athens.
He was young enough to witness the
magnificent Greek triumph in the Persian
Wars. He was also fortunate enough to die just
before the humiliation of his beloved Athens at
the hands of the Spartans in the Peloponnesian War.

And beloved Athens surely was; Sophocles is the only one of the three
playwrights who spent his entire life and career in the cradle of democracy.
On top of everything else he was also considered beautiful and graceful!
This may have been why, as a 16 year old, he was cherry picked to lead the
Athenian festivities celebrating the victory over Persia.
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In short, we can say that he enjoyed an
ideal existence, all while changing the
face of tragedy and penning some fairly
morbid tales for future psycho-analysts,
like Sigmund Freud, to masticate over.
However, even in death he was not
quite done, but was posthumously given
an honorific title (dexion) for
introducing (or perhaps popularising)
the god of medicine, Asclepius, to
Athens.
It seems like there isn't a bad word to
say about the man – well... of course
there is! You can't please all of the
people all of the time after all.
For some he's too obvious an answer to
the question 'who is your favourite'?
Sophocles is, somehow, the victim of his own success.
He is often thought to be always the second choice. This being because the styles of
Aeschylus and Euripides tend to polarise. So for some, Sophocles is the perfect
compromise writer, picking up their silver-medal vote. He is the goldilocks choice.
Others, however, find him to be the best of both worlds; even more than the sum of
his parts. He possesses the elevated skill and grandeur of Aeschylus, while rooting
emotions and characterisation on firmly realistic ground... though without the intense
hyper-pathos of Euripides.
However, to only talk about him in comparison does him a great disservice.
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This is the man who popularised the myth of the mother-loving Oedipus with his
Theban Plays, gave the world on-stage death in Ajax, and showed that tragedy need
not always be tragic in Philoctetes. Moreover, he put a disturbing twist to an old
classic in Electra, and brought the mighty Heracles down to earth with a bump in
Women of Trachis.
All this he did with skill, subtlety and the utmost sensitivity.
But don't take my word for it, judge for yourself if his style and substance are enough
to satiate your dramatic thirst.
A good place to start? Well.... this lecture of course!
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EURIPIDES
“Sophocles drew men as they ought to be; Euripides as they were.”
-Aristotle (Poetics)
“Euripides, couldn't you give us something a wee bit clearer, not quite so epi – epig –
epepig – something not so damn clever?”
-Aristophanes (The Frogs)
“Cleverness is not wisdom”
-Euripides (The Bacchae)
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This lecture concludes our investigation into the lives and works of the three,
great Athenian playwrights.
We began with the grandiose pomp of Aeschylus and then moved on to
Sophocles – that handsome devil with the popular touch.
Now we reach the end of our theatrical tour by delving into the dark and
disturbing mind of the sinister and shocking enfant terrible of Athenian art, the
much parodied and polarising,
Euripides.
More than any other figure of the
period, Euripides (born c.480 BC)
was every bit the celebrity as he was
the dramatist. He was known in
much the same way we know of
Ernest Hemingway, Oscar Wilde,
Salman Rushdie or Hunter S.
Thompson. Even if we are familiar
with their work, we are equally, or
perhaps more, familiar with the
caricature of them sketched into the
public consciousness.
So, what was Euripides' stereotype?
Well... he was seen as a tortured recluse, a lone figure hunched over his
papyrus in a dark, dank cave. His brilliant, but damaged mind swirling with
images of gods, war, adultery, incest, exile, blasphemy, infanticide, patricide,
matricide, human-sacrifice, and the ultimate of all human horrors... foreigners.
In short, all the juicy ingredients needed to mix a tasty tragedy.
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This man's mantra was that beauty is terror. Whatever we call beautiful, we quiver before it!
At least that's the image, the parody, the joke established through gossip and
satire.
It's hard to know just how widespread this mocking was, but it does seem that the
chief expounder of these barbs was none other than Aristophanes, the leading
comedic wag of the age.
Aristophanes, along with other exponents of Old Comedy, used rumours about
Euripides as material to create a comic alter-ego who was not merely referenced,
but lampooned directly while appearing as a character in several plays.
Common jokes were:
• That Euripides' wife was having an affair with his lodger, who also
happened to collaborate with Euripides in writing some of his plays.
• That this cuckolding created in him such bitterness that many of his plays
ended up propounding a theme of misogyny.
• That he was an atheist and blasphemous towards the Greek gods (a very
serious crime).
• That he was responsible for making tragedy less lofty e.g. while Aeschylus
uses kings, gods and heroes as characters, Euripides uses beggars, cripples
and the working-classes (and even when portraying kings they are clad in
rags and slovenly).
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• That his mother sold cabbages in the agora – an early example of a “yo momma”
joke i.e. “yo momma so poor, she sells cabbages in the agora”.
• That he, like his contemporary Socrates, subverted the moral order of the day.

To add an extra dimension to all
this, it is quite likely that
Euripides would have actually
been in the audience when some
of these zingers landed, even if
we've no knowledge of how he
reacted.
It must be kept in mind that
Aristophanes, like all good
comedians, was more concerned
with laughs than with truth.
Indeed, it is almost impossible to
imagine that Euripides was from
anything other than a high-class
family and enjoyed a fine
education.
And, far from being a misogynist,
Euripides treats his female
characters with great sensitivity
and sympathy, as well as portraying them as independent and intelligent.
We've no real reason to believe that the man who produced, directed and wrote The
Bacchae, Hippolytus, Medea, and Electra really was the artistic oddball that others
made him out to be. However, it feels appropriate to think he was because, instead of
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merely putting a new spin on traditional Greek myths, he always managed to find an
even more shocking way to deliver a tried and trusted tale.
With a flick of the quill he could make heroes devils and devils heroes. He could
shatter illusions and demand that pre-conceived certainties be carefully re-examined.
He was unashamedly innovative and liked to get his hands dirty while fiddling with
your cerebrum.
Not that this was always the popular way forward – Euripides won a modest 5 firstprizes during what we now think of as an extremely distinguished career.
However, while it was his complexities, his ambiguities and his lack of conformity that
brought him up against resistance in his own time, it is perhaps those same qualities
that keep him relevant and endear him to so many today.
But how could a man take traditional stories like Medea, with a treacherous and
murderous foreign wife or Electra, with a quasi-incestuous and blasphemous
daughter, and twist them into something yet more terrible and turbulent?
Well... all shall be revealed during this lecture!
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SOCRATES
“Socrates continues to constitute a mystery with which anyone interested in
philosophy or in the writings of the Greeks must contend”
Alexander Nehamas
“Socrates refutes all those who claim to know what virtue is by showing their views
to be internally inconsistent”
Alexander Nehamas
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This Classical Wisdom Weekly lecture on The Essential Greeks focuses on a
charismatic, peculiar and divisive figure, one you’ve no doubt heard of. While
not quite being the founder of ancient philosophy, he certainly ushered in a
new era of philosophical thought. Indeed, this is clearly evidenced by the fact
that all those who went before him were subsequently branded 'presocratic'.
Socrates is the man on whom we are focusing, and we can say with some
confidence that his influence has been nothing short of enormous.
His mild temperament, eternal optimism, belief in human goodness and
relentless pursuit of wisdom endeared him to many. So many, in fact, that
various philosophical schools, even some with contradicting beliefs, (e.g. the
Academic Sceptics, the Cyrenaics, the Stoics and Cynics) all considered him to
be the man most representative of and in tune with their philosophy.
And all of this Socrates managed without ever putting quill to parchment!
This reluctance to write may be the reason Socrates is shrouded in such
ambiguity and why the 'Socratic problem' (whether Plato’s writings reflect his
or his teacher’s ideas) has no satisfactory answer... even to this day.

The problem is that with no first-hand evidence in the form of
written text, we don't know for sure exactly who Socrates was or
what he thought. Instead we are forced to rely on bits and bobs
written by others.
The most substantial contributors to the legend of Socrates are the comic
playwright, Aristophanes, the soldier and historian, Xenophon, and Socrates'
friend and protégée, Plato.
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It is from Plato's pen that the character
of Socrates has become established,
specifically as the protagonist of
dialogues in which he verbally jousts
with other real characters from ancient
Athens.
Here the 'Socratic problem' is staring us
directly in the face; we have no concrete
idea if Plato's 'Socrates' bears even a
passing resemblance to the real, flesh
and blood Socrates. Some aspects of his
character are corroborated by others,
some are accepted on face value, others
carefully scrutinised and some, by
certain groups, disregarded altogether.
Despite our general nervousness in
authenticating Socrates, there is enough
consensus to sketch a broad biography
of the man's life.
Born in Athens in 469 BC, Socrates
came from humble, but honest
beginnings.
His mother, Phaenarete, was a midwife while his father, Sophroniscus, passed his
own trade, that of stonemason, on to his son.
Socrates, in typically peculiar fashion, identified more with his mother's
profession than his father's... with one main difference. While she facilitated the
birth of new, healthy Athenians, Socrates was a nurturer of ideas even if, like a
midwife, not necessarily a producer of the same.
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Be he a stonecutter, midwife or
philosopher, Socrates was also, like
countless other regular citizens,
bound by pride and duty to do his
stint of soldiering.
Socrates served as a hoplite, an
infantryman. If you are thinking that
this was done to supplement his
income as a tradesman, then you’d be
wrong. In fact, to serve as a hoplite
one needed to supply the equipment
oneself; no insubstantial task for a
mere labourer.
Socrates, described as a great ugly
brute with extraordinary strength and
surprising grace of movement, served
with distinction in the Peloponnesian
War and saved the life of the brilliant, controversial general Alcibiades. This was
one piece of evidence for why he acquired a reputation for courage and virtue.
The natural career path for impressive young soldiers was to go into politics.
However, this Socrates shunned with one exception; in 406 BC he was one of the
prytaneis (Presidents) of the assembly.
Accepting this office, however, would prove to be a rather dangerous undertaking
for the philosopher. It was in 404 BC that the 30 Tyrants, a Spartan supported
oligarchy, seized power of Athens. Within his role as President of the Assembly,
Socrates disobeyed the new powers that be by refusing to follow an order to arrest
an innocent man. He may well have been in mortal danger because of this and,
indeed, many say that the enemies he made that day came back to haunt him
later.
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Fortunately, democracy was eventually reinstated before any real harm could befall
Socrates. He was now safe from prosecution... for five years anyway.
It wasn’t until 399 BC that the democracy he had fought to protect, preserve and
polish turned its back on him.
He was tried and found guilty of both corrupting the minds of the youth of Athens and
of impiety, or not believing in the gods of the state. He was subsequently sentenced to
death by means of ingesting hemlock.
Socrates was survived by his wife, Xanthippe, his two sons, and by a close-knit group
of loyal acolytes who spread his teaching across the world through two and a half
thousand years.
The climax of Socrates' life is the courtroom drama which makes up Plato’s
dialogues... and it is remarkable because while everyone knows the verdict, it is
dramatic nonetheless.
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PLATO
“Reading Plato should be easy, understanding Plato can be difficult.”
Robin A.H. Waterfield.
“Other thinkers have philosophised since the time of Plato, but that does not destroy
the interest and beauty of his philosophy”
Frederick Charles Copleston
“Plato says that the unexamined life is not worth living. But what if the
examined life turns out to be a clunker as well?”
Kurt Vonnegut
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This Classical Wisdom Weekly lecture on the Essential Greeks looks at an Athenian philosopher whose
fame is now so great that it is hard to imagine he
went virtually unknown throughout Western
Europe for over a thousand years.
He was in equal parts student and scholar, mathematician and master. Whilst his philosophising is what gives
him his renown, there is an often ignored literary brilliance about this timid
thinker who recorded the words of his placid mentor, Socrates, and taught
them to his dynamic young protégée, Aristotle.
We are talking about the inimitable Plato.
And with surprisingly good fortune, Plato is a figure from ancient Greece about
whom we actually have some biographical information!

Plato, unlike the impoverished Socrates, was born into wealth and
comfort as a member of an aristocratic and noble family.
And not merely noble, but connected too! On his mother's side he had links to
the hero of archaic Athens, the reformer, Solon.
Not that his father, Ariston was descended from cabbage-sellers either. Instead
he claimed ties to the semi-mythical king, Codrus.
Therefore right from the time of his birth (at some point in the 420s BC) much
would have been expected from a boy of such grand and auspicious origins.
To exacerbate matters, the young chin-rubber would have grown up witnessing
the ascendant Athens slowly self-destructing during the Peloponnesian War
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and would have come of age politically at a time when Athens was in dire need of
leadership.
Plato's political career was on a plate, there for the taking. He even had two uncles (Critias and Charmides) who were members of the short-lived Thirty Tyrants
(an oligarchy that briefly ruled Athens) and a
link via his stepfather, Pyrilampes, to the unrivalled political talisman of the fifth century,
Pericles.
As Plato's family tree had such deep political
roots, it must have seemed inevitable that the
budding branches would reach up to high office.
Thus his decision to become a philosopher,
which some viewed as no more than a vagabond or a con-artist, must have been a great
shock to the oikos (household).
One can almost hear the words of his mother
echoing through the ages: “You want to be a
what...? Oh Zeus, where did I go wrong?!”
Though it is perhaps not as surprising as it first seems that a sensitive young man
chose wisdom over politics. With good breeding usually comes a good education,
and this was not wasted on the modest, but brilliant boy.
Consequently learning, thought, and introspection became his chief motivators,
not electioneering, war and demagoguery. And from such academic pursuits
came a life devoted to education.
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Plato established the Academy, the world's first 'university' upon his return from a
tour of the Mediterranean. It was here that he would mould the next generation of
Greek intellectuals – the most prominent of whom was, of course, Aristotle.

However, Plato's Mediterranean travels were not always so fruitful.
On one excursion he was actually taken captive and sold into slavery,
only to be ransomed by a doting admirer.
Like almost all of the important figures from this time, Plato's death has a touch of
mystery and myth about it. The various accounts say he died either in bed with a
young woman (no doubt teaching her about ratios), at a wedding banquet, or
alone and peaceful in his sleep; however he went, it was at the ripe old age of 80.
However, there is one important aspect of Plato's life we've failed to touch upon
here, and a pretty significant one too – his works!
Plato, unlike Socrates before him, wrote. However, he didn't write in the manner
we expect of a philosopher. He wrote dramatic dialogues in which the characters
(one of whom was inevitably Socrates) debated some important, and often some
frivolous, philosophical issue.
These dialogues, wonderful pieces of literature in their own right, also helped to
shape the philosophical and intellectual future of Greece, Europe and the wider
world.
To find out why and to discover what Plato had to say about education, the soul,
truth, beauty, law, government, love and sex – in short, to really get under the
skin of this intriguing individual, tune in for our lecture.
I guarantee you'll love it... platonically, of course.
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HERODOTUS
“Get our young people out of the library where they're reading Thucydides and get
them to start living like Herodotus – going out and seeing the world”
Thomas Geoghegan.
“As to the fabulous things that Herodotus is accused of inventing, first, say that those
who set foot in foreign lands find many things incredible. Once they have travelled in
Asia, Africa and India, they will change their opinions”
Antonio Possevino.
“Men trust their ears less than their eyes”
Herodotus.
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We could spend our time
dissecting the epic poetry of
Homer, the Athenian theatrical
dramatists, or the origins of
Western philosophy. We will,
however, now turn our
attention to the only subject
which encompasses all of these
things, history.
To do this we must go back to
the first man of history. No...
not Adam; Herodotus!
I should make it clear that here
we are talking about
historiography, a genre we can
say with some confidence that
Herodotus, if not created, then
at the very least popularised.
However, before today's subject is even out of the starting blocks we already
have a problem!
Herodotus seems like an historian, but this is something he himself never
claimed to be. This is for the simple reason that the word didn't exist. And the
word didn't exist because Herodotus was a historiographical pioneer; a
trailblazer of flitting around and sticking his nose into other people's business.
It is stated in the preface to his Histories that all he wished to do was record
how Greeks and non-Greeks originally came to strife. However, he does this
with such flair and garnish, in such a grand yet familiar manner, that some
discredit him for it.
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Much more will be said about this in the lecture, as it is a complex and divisive
issue. So for now let's leave the debate where it is and take a look at the character
behind the controversy.

Well... it is almost as difficult to understand Herodotus' legacy as it is
to chronicle his life. Details are sketchy, dates unreliable, locations
contradictory and persons unattributed.
That said, we're pretty sure it was circa 484 BC that Herodotus was born into a
sophisticated family in the Persian-loyal city-state of Halicarnassus (modern
Bodrum, Turkey).
Like any Ancient Greek worth his salt, he was exiled at least once, perhaps
because he clashed with the local tyrant, Lygdamis.
There is a rumour that, from his sanctuary on Samos, Herodotus plotted and
then led an uprising against Lygdamis, though this is highly fanciful.
Halicarnassus, originally a Greek colony before it was subject to Persia, was also
a key trading post with Egypt. Consequently, it would have been awash with a
diversity of peoples.
Herodotus therefore would have experienced an unusually multicultural
upbringing. It's easy to imagine him as a young man eliciting wild and wonderful
stories from the traders and sailors milling around the port; lighting within him
the fire of curiosity.
Having grown up with a privileged background, a good education and a window
to the outside world, it should not have been surprising that Herodotus became
the traveller and chronicler he did.

3

The Essential Greeks - Herodotus

His sojourns took him to Egypt, Greece, Tyre, Babylon and Italy. From these
locales he reported the stories of those he met – not allowing himself to be
influenced by something as trivial as credibility!

Regardless of Herodotus' veracity, there was no doubting his
popularity.
He performed at the Olympic Games (art and literature being staples of that
festival) with one report saying he recited his 600-odd page masterpiece without a
pause to an enraptured audience.
There is also a contrary story which suggests he wouldn't begin reading until the
clouds were just right. By
the time they were, his
eager audience had become
irritable and left!
His fame almost won him a
citizenship vote in Athens –
a city where he seems to
have spent a great deal of
time. And while he never
would become a citizen of
the cradle of democracy, his
work was undeniably
popular among her citizens;
it is believed to even have
influenced the famous
playwrights Sophocles and
Aristophanes.
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The final resting place for a famous writer of no fixed abode is almost inevitably open
to dispute.
The main contenders are Thurii in Southern Italy, Thurium in Macedonia or, of
course, Athens. However, the notion that he was buried alongside Thucydides, the
most dominant historiographer of the next generation, is fantastic in the extreme.
So, with what words can we finish talking about this vivacious individual; was he the
father of history or the father of lies? Well, both... and neither.
So how to describe him? Insatiably curious, prone to whimsy, a talented writer, a slave
to gossip, an innovator, a barbarian apologist, a cosmopolitan, a partisan egoist; he's
certainly been praised for and accused of much since the publication of his Histories.
But most importantly, how will the first man of history be remembered by you? How
will his echo ring in your ears? If you're not sure… Classical Wisdom Weekly’s lecture
should help to clue you in!
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THUCYDIDES
“Perhaps no good historian is impartial; Thucydides certainly not, though singularly
candid”
- Henry Theodore Wade-Gery
“He saw more truly, inquired more responsibly, and reported more faithfully than any
other ancient historian”
- Henry Theodore Wade-Gery
“War is a violent teacher”
- Thucydides
1
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Previously, we took a look at Herodotus, the man responsible for introducing
the art of history to the world. So it would be remiss in the extreme if we did
not follow up with that great man's successor, Thucydides.
Not that the two are remembered in a similar light. If they are spoken about in
the same breath, it is usually when a contrast is being made.
Thucydides completely rejected the wild whimsy of his forerunner and tried,
where possible, to look at facts – at the nuts and bolts of history.
He conducted research on the Peloponnesian War between the Athenians and
Spartans because he (correctly) considered it to be the seminal conflict of the
time.
He did this in order to make sure the correct people were held accountable for
failure. For Thucydides, failure was all important. He cared only about the
ends; means meant nothing to him.

It is for these reasons that some have dubbed him 'the father of political realism' and 'the father of scientific history'.
But what of the origins of this pragmatic fellow? Well, as is often the case with
these characters, there is not a great deal to go on.
He was born circa 460 BC into wealth and nobility.
His father, the aristocrat Olorus, quite probably had connections to Thracian
royalty. The wealth which allowed Thucydides to freely pursue his career in
historiography came from the abundant gold mines of that Northern Greek
region.
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He also had links to two of the previous generation's most impressive military
figures, Miltiades and Cimon.

These men were considered Athenian heroes during the Persian Wars and their
connections, together with his own breeding and fortune, would have made
Thucydides a leading candidate to enjoy a glittering military career.
He was also aided by the robust constitution, as he survived the great plague that
ravaged Athens from 430 BC. No mean feat if the description of the disease is
accurate (you'll find out the full horror of it in our lecture)!
The event for which Thucydides gained fame in his own lifetime was not his
History of the Peloponnesian War, but the fight for Amphipolis in 424 BC.
Thucydides, being a strategos (general) at the time, would have been full of
confidence for this confrontation. Amphipolis was right in the Thracian heartland
where he had grown up, where his wealth was and where his affinity with the
local populace may have tipped the balance in his favour.
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But.... disaster struck. The Spartan commander Brasidas managed to negotiate
moderate terms with the Amphipolitans before Thucydides even reached the town.
The city was lost; Thucydides disgraced.
The Athenians stripped him, not only of his office, but even of his citizenship rights.
Thus, he was cast out to wander a lonely and forlorn figure, branded forever with the
stigma of exile.
The bright side? He was now unfettered from partisanship.
Exile gave him the freedom to travel extensively and unmolested. Not only because he
was no longer occupied as a soldier, but because he was not viewed as an enemy by
any state.
This, combined with that
fact that throughout the war
(431-404 BC) Thucydides
had been making copious
notes and recording
important speeches, meant,
although he was no longer
culpable for Athens'
eventual defeat, he could
damn well make sure
everyone else knew who
was.
And how did it all end for the great man? Well... that's the problem with accurately
constructing a biography about Thucydides. His own book is the main source of
information about him, consequently there is no authoritative date for his death.
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Some believe it was as late as 395 BC, after the Athenian armistice which pardoned all
exiles. Others think he had already perished by 411 BC, as this is the date at which his
history abruptly ends.
Perhaps it is this lack of personal information about Thucydides that explains why he
is remembered less as a noteworthy individual and more as a soap-opera rival against
Herodotus. A assumption that, in reality, doesn't hold up to closer scrutiny.
However, that doesn't stop it from existing. It's like being a Beatles or an Elvis man –
you can like both, but there is always one you gravitate toward. The same goes for
Herodotus and Thucydides.
Who has the greater pull for you? To help you either validate, form, or change your
opinion, our lecture will be there to help.
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ARISTOTLE
“We must not listen to those who urge us to think human thoughts since we are human, and mortal thoughts since we are mortal; rather, we should as far as possible
immortalize ourselves and do all we can to live by the finest element in us – for if it is
small in bulk, it is far greater than anything else in power and worth”
Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics)
“All men, by nature, desire to know.”
Aristotle (Metaphysics)
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Now we will investigate the third pillar of the trinity that helped to shape our
idea of modern, Western philosophy.
Something quite remarkable about these three men is that, not only were they
the leading lights of the intelligentsia of fifth and fourth century Athens, but
they were so in successive
generations.
First came Socrates, then Plato and
finally Aristotle... our subject for
today.
Far from being like the placid,
elusive figure of Socrates or akin to
the artistic, cerebral Plato, Aristotle
had far more fire and vim.
He was dynamic and prolific – not
to mention varied and brilliant.
Such was the magnitude of his work
that it's hard to imagine he died at a
relatively young age compared to
his forerunners.
He produced a truly staggering quantity of material dealing with topics such as
physics, poetry, theatre, music, rhetoric, linguistics, politics, biology and
zoology – to name just a few (and we haven't even mentioned philosophy yet)!
So encompassing was he that there was barely a field of learning which he did
not either create, analyse, or improve (mathematics being the peculiar
exception).
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But what of the origins of this maniacal, mechanical, monstrous
mind?
Well, unlike the elder thinkers he was
not a native of Athens. However, that
doesn't mean he grew up in lowly
surroundings – his father was a
physician at the court of King Amyntas
II of Macedonia.
It's more than likely that Aristotle
would have spent some part of his
childhood in these auspicious circles
attaining a quality education.
Upon coming of age in 367 BC, and
lured by the Academy of Plato, he made
an intellectual pilgrimage to Athens and
became a mainstay of its scholarly
circles. Though the image this conjures,
of long white beards and stern, serious
men, doesn't quite fit Aristotle. One
source described him as a dandy with
rings on his fingers and a fashionable
hair cut.
He remained in Athens until the death of Plato in 347 BC. Then disenchanted at
the direction Plato's nephew, Speusippus, was taking the Academy, he decided to
move on to Assos in Asia Minor.
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Assos was a fine stomping ground for Aristotle. Here he cut his teeth as a teacher,
took a wife and had a daughter.
In 345 BC he moved on to the nearby island of Lesbos and began, perhaps for the
first time in the history of man, to scientifically classify flora and fauna by specie.
He explained the nature of each organism, and observed and logged incremental
changes which occurred in the natural world.
Obvious stuff, of course, but only obvious because of Aristotle!
With his Lesbian biology lessons complete, Aristotle moved on once more.
Though a return to Athens seemed inevitable, it was not in the cards just yet.
Instead he retread old ground, ground he'd walked as a child.
He took a job as a tutor at the Macedonian court. Whilst it may seem like a
strange change of career from field researcher, Aristotle would have considered
the position impossible to pass up as his tutee was none other than a young
Alexander the Great.
Aristotle did what he could with the young prince, but the demands of
government meant full devotion to his studies was impossible and Aristotle
quickly became surplus to requirements.

The time for the inevitable return to Athens was at hand.
However, an absence of 13 years and open collusion with Athens' subjugators,
Macedonia, hadn't given Aristotle the authority to walk brazenly back into the
Academy and expect to be welcomed with open arms (though he did walk brazenly
into the arms of a new wife).
So instead he opted to establish his own school, the Lyceum.
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As a centre of research and a school with a clear program of learning, the Lyceum
would have been much more recognisable to us as a university than Plato's Academy,
which had almost no formal structure whatsoever.
It was during this time that professor Aristotle, together with his colleagues, compiled
the texts still available to us today at all good (and even some lousy) books shops.
As mentioned before, Aristotle was nothing short of prolific. Moreover, he was
certainly not afraid to tackle some of the “big questions”. He wrote on, among other
things, the structure of the soul within his De Anima, the source of cosmic motion
within The Metaphysics, the structure and purpose of tragedy within The Poetics, and
the true purpose of a human life within Nicomachean Ethics.
And that is to just name a few!
And so life continued in this vein for Aristotle, spending his years teaching and
writing, right up until 323 BC when Alexander the Great rather selfishly dropped
dead.
With Macedonia's power over Athens now curtailed, it was no longer a safe place to be
for those, like Aristotle, who had connections to the kingdom.
Thus Aristotle, preposterously and paradoxically one of the suspects of Alexander's
murder, fled to the sanctuary of Chalcis. For whatever reason, life on Chalcis was not
sympathetic to the thinker. After only one year he died of natural causes, aged 62.
The legacy he left is astounding.
He is, more than any other individual, responsible for shaping the European mind;
and by extension the minds of those in the Americas and Antipodes.
The debt we owe him is enormous and impossible to repay. The only way to try from
this remote time and distance would be to endeavour to recommit ourselves to
educational and enlightening pursuits.
A good place to start? Well… this lecture, of course!
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