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Greek and Latin Literpture, A Comparstive Study. Edited by John Higginbothgm.
(London: Methuen & Co, LTD.) 1969

Chapter VI Epic Poetry by David Gaunt , pp. 162-194

p. 167 The I11pd ond the OdysBey appesar to have come down to us substantiglly
as they were known to the Athenisns of the sixth century B,C. The Greeks
themselves gttributed both poems to g single suthor, glthough some of them,
observing great differences in tone between the two poems, offered the
hypothesis thot Homer wrote the Iligd in his prime and the Odyssey in old

age. D, L. Page offers strong evidence from the vocgbulary of the two poems

to show that in fact they gre more likely to h,ve come from different sources.
However that mgy be, both poems sre certaintly the producés of g poetic
trodition very different from gnything which has been common in Europe since
the introduction of writing. . . Such stories, whatever their period, gre
traditional, and glthough they spring in most cases from 5 kermel of fact
(such as the campaign of Charlemagne in Spain in A, D, 777 and the death of
his son Roland in the Pass of Roncesvglles), they sre not ®historical' in

the sense of attempting to give gn gccurate narrgtive of what havpened so

long ago. The bard describes not what happened but, ps pristotle spys, the
kind of thing thet 1s likely to hgpren: he 1s concerned with men, their deeds
ahd thelr pgssions, snd slthough he would clpim, if questioned, to be telling
the truth, it 1s 5 truth which hgs been gltered, vgried, and refined through
the years so g8 to conform more completely thgn the reality mgy hgqve done with
the bard's ideg of what is convincing.

When the bard is cglled uvnon for some such story as that of the Wooden Horse

he does not, as it were, play back a tape recording. He drgws on two sources:
his knowledge of the story as trgnsmitted by his predecessors, gnd his knowledge
of certain poetic formulge which centuries of bLardic singing have proved use-
ful gnd convenient - useful becguse they cover p» wide rpnge of heroic or

naturgl activity, agnd convenient becpuse they fit aprropriastely into the
hexpmeter line,

p. 169 It cannot be too much emphgsized that the process described pbove is
essentislly mot the reproduction of 3 memorized text, but the re-crestion,
in memorized formulse, of 5 story known to the singer and remgde by him for
a particular occgsion,

p. 170 It mpy perhaps be objected that under the conditions described ghove
there can never be any one creagtive poet to whom pn epic may be ascribed: zny
given poem must be the product of g long period of trpnsmission during which
a bard learns from his elders and trgnsmits to his Juniors, mgking only very
smgll contributions of his own, It is certgqinly true that the formulaile
style, with 1ts stiff 'embroidered' quality, must go right bgck into the
Mycenaean veriod, and it seems likely that berds were singing in this way
for centuries before the sack of Troy. This csn be seen from the fact that
some of the objects described by Homer cagn be shown to have 5 Bronze pge
provengnce: e.g. the curious 'bogr's tusk helmet! (ef, Il. x, 261-5)
certqin%y had Mycengean and Minoan ancestry, as also did the big shields
Mete 77 0pyos such as the one described im Il, VIII, 267 ff. The Homeric
poems are an smplgam whose origins go back a very long way, and research shows
that, with care, we mgy find in Homer interesting sidelights on the Mycennean
period.
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