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Viewpoint: Yes. The style of Homeric epic is not one of a poet who composed in writing, and comparative evidence from oral poetry in other cultures suggests traditional poetry is able to sustain large-scale compositions along the lines of the Iliad and the Odyssey.
Viewpoint: No. Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey are longer than oral poems are likely to have been, and both show evidence of a thoughtful reworking of traditional material that is probably the product of written composition.
References
In “The Immortal,” his secular retelling of the medieval folktale of “The Wandering Jew,” Jorge Luis Borges imagines a Homer who acquires physical immortality and spends interminable centuries living and reading, acts that for him grow progressively more difﬁcult to distinguish, until at last he feels that he has become “everyone and no one.” Borges’s decision to treat the identity of Homer as an important aesthetic issue is signiﬁcant on an historical level as well, for no poet except Shakespeare rivals him in being so central to the Western literary tradition, while being at the same time so mysterious as a biographical subject. This understanding is not a unique modernist insight but one felt acutely by the ancient Greeks as well, who developed a variety of theories of who Homer was and where he came from to compensate for the fact that he had already become an obscure ﬁgure. This aspect of Homer itself could be mocked. In the True History, written by the satirist Lucian of Samosata in the second century C.E., the narrator of the fabulous journey tells of a visit to the Islands of the Blessed, which turn out to be populated by historical and mythological ﬁgures alike. There he meets Homer himself, who delights in exploding the many lies that have been told about him and his poetry, and offers the ultimate indignity for admirers of the Hellenic national poet—that he was not Greek at all, but a Babylonian!
The two essays that follow take up an important aspect of Homer’s elusive presence by addressing the question of orality and how it may have affected the composition of the Homeric poems. For some time now the dominant mode of thought has been that the poems were not the composition of a single artist (Homer) but the result of a long tradition of oral-formulaic poetry by which poets learned a repertoire of metrical formulas and contributed to it, if need arose, to improvise stories whose length would be determined only by the singer’s skill and the attentiveness of his audience. Basing his argument upon the hypothesis ﬁrst proposed by Milman Parry and taken up by his student Albert Lord and others, Robin Mitchell-Boyask develops the thesis of Homer as an oral poet, whose works everywhere show the effect of a style that is oral, not written. Charles Platter concedes that many features of orality can be seen in Homeric epic but points to many aspects in the poems that a theory of oral-formulaic composition cannot explain and draws attention to the tremendous size of the poems, completely without parallel in the performance culture that can be derived from the Iliad and the Odyssey.
In both essays the ﬁgure of the historical Homer lurks but remains undiscovered and undiscoverable. Tantalizing
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 as the prospect of ﬁnding him may Page 131 | Top of Articlebe, to be denied it is not such a hard fate; after nearly three millennia, we are used to disappointment, and we have the poems (a pretty nice compensation) into which the ghost of Homer has ﬂed. As Borges’s Homer puts it, “When the end draws near, there no longer remain any remembered images; only words remain.”
–Charles Platter Viewpoint: Yes. The style of Homeric epic is not one of a poet who composed in writing, and comparative evidence from oral poetry in other cultures suggests traditional poetry is able to sustain large-scale compositions along the lines of the Iliad and the Odyssey
The question posed in this chapter immediately creates two further ones whose answers are necessary to address the larger problem: What do we mean by “Homer,” and what is an oral poet? Greek tradition early on ascribed to Homer both the Iliad and Odyssey, as well as a series of songs about the Olympian gods that came to be known as the Homeric Hymns because their style, content, and atmosphere all matched those of the longer heroic epics. These works depict the activities of oral poets and, some have thought, maybe even Homer himself. In one of the longest songs, the Hymn to Apollo, its singer breaks off and identiﬁes himself as “the sweetest of singers ... a blind man who dwells in rocky Chios” (169–172). The bard is a singer who carries his lyre, like Apollo himself, with him. This image, complete with blindness, is repeated in book 8 of the Odyssey, where the Phaeacians’ local bard Demodocus sings a series of three songs to the disguised Odysseus and his hosts. Demodocus seems to be represented as composing in his performance his songs from traditional materials for his immediate audience but begins with the story of the quarrel between Odysseus and Achilles, which is thematically signiﬁcant for Homeric epic as a whole and might offer a glimpse at an alternative tradition to the Iliad as we have it (Nagy 1979.42–58). Then Demodocus hears the growing tension between Odysseus and the young men of Ithaca, threatened in their courtship of Princess Nausicaa by this handsome, charismatic, but older stranger, a tension that results in mutual rebukes and that is closed by Odysseus’s claim to bodily excellence, save for his legs, still wobbly from his time at sea. Demodocus, taking that cue, composes a song on the defeat of Ares by the lame Hephaestus, a song that, naturally, delights Odysseus since it, like the others, is really about him. Last, Odysseus himself requests to hear Demodocus’s song about the Trojan Horse, and, judging from Homer’s description, this one is considerable in length and composed during the performance. Now, while many used to believe that these blind bards are in fact Homer, these portraits seem more useful as accounts of the nature of oral poetry and its composition. The ﬁrst bard’s location in Chios is tempting because the language of Homeric poetry does suggest an origin in the Greek islands off the coast of Asia Minor. The blindness of both singers is likely generated by the tradition in Greek myth that connects blindness with divine knowledge. In other words, the bards are not Homer, but they may have been something like Homer.
Yet, who was Homer? Was there “a” Homer? The ancient Greek tradition believes there was but disagrees over what it was, exactly, that Homer composed and often attributes to Homer the entire Epic Cycle, which was a series of heroic epics depicting the entire Trojan War from its origins until the returns home of all its heroes. The Iliad and Odyssey are the only surviving components of the larger Cycle. Aeschylus is said to have called his tragedies “slices from the banquet of Homer,” implying a reliance on Homeric epic for plot material; yet, what we know of Aeschylean drama and the Epic Cycle suggests that the tragedian drew on more than the Iliad and the Odyssey for his dramas. Herodotus is the earliest extant Greek author to distinguish Homer from the composer of the Cypria(another part of the Epic Cycle) on the basis of the different legends concerning Helen in Egypt. Aristotle then, just over a century later, differentiates between the Iliad and the Odyssey and the rest of the Epic Cycle on the basis of the greater unity in the former. Plato refers to “Homer” repeatedly and without complication, most infamously in the Republic. The Roman critic Longinus could write that the Odyssey was the product of Homer in his old age, with the intensity of the Iliad mellowed and loosened, like the glow of a setting sun. Thus, while there was debate in antiquity concerning what Homer composed, the ancient world had little doubt that there was indeed a Homer, even if that Homer was capable, to paraphrase Horace in the Ars Poetica, of nodding.
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Those nods, when Homer seems to err and contradict himself, formed part of the stimulus for the German scholar Friedrich A. Wolf’s Prolegomena to Homer(1795), which gave birth to
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DEMODOCUS THE BARD
This song the famous minstrel sang; but Odysseus grasped his great purple cloak with his stout hands, and drew it down over his head, and hid his comely face; for he had shame of the Phaeacians as he let fall tears from beneath his eyebrows. Yea, and as often as the divine minstrel ceased his singing, Odysseus would wipe away his tears and draw the cloak from off his head, and taking the two-handled cup would pour libations to the gods. But as often as he began again, and the nobles of the Phaeacians bade him sing, because they took pleasure in his lay, Odysseus would again cover his head and moan. Now from all the rest he concealed the tears that he shed, but Alcinous alone marked him and took heed, for he sat by him, and heard him groaning heavily. And straightway he spoke among the Phaeacians, lovers of the oar: “Hear me, ye leaders and counsellors of the Phaeacians, already have we satisﬁed our hearts with the equal banquet and with the lyre, which is the companion of the rich feast. But now let us go forth, and make trial of all manner of games, that yon stranger may tell his friends, when he returns home, how far we excel other men in boxing and wrestling and leaping and in speed of foot.” So saying, he led the way, and they followed him. From the peg the herald hung the clear-toned lyre, and took Demodocus by the hand, and led him forth from the hall, guiding him by the self-same road by which the others, the nobles of the Phaeacians, had gone to gaze upon the games. They went their way to the place of assembly, and with them went a great throng, past counting; and up rose many noble youths. There rose Acroneus, and Ocyalus, and Elatreus, and Nauteus, and Prymneus, and Anchialus, and Eretmeus, and Ponteus, and Proreus, Thoon and Anabesineus, and Amphialus, son of Polyneus, son of Tecton; and up rose also Euryalus, the peer of man-destroying Ares, the son of Naubolus, who in comeliness and form was the best of all the Phaeacians after peerless Laodamas; and up rose the three sons of noble Alcinous, Laodamas, and Halius, and godlike Clytoneus. These then ﬁrst made trial in the foot-race.
Source: Homer, The Odyssey, 2 volumes, translated by A. T. Murray (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1919), book 8, sections 83–120.
“the Homeric question.” Wolf, having noticed that there are narrative inconsistencies in Homer (which some since have insisted are not actual inconsistencies) and that writing and reading do not exist in Homeric epic (aside from a brief reference in Iliad 6. 168–169), argued that what we call “Homer” is in fact the product of a compilation, or series of compilations, over a long period of time that were stitched together, and, because there was no single artistic hand, sometimes the seams of those stitches are visible; thus, the Greek term for the professional Homer singer, rhapsode, was returned to its original meaning of “song-stitcher.” Thus arose the long battle, still continuing today, between the “analysts,” who follow Wolf’s lead, and the “unitarians,” who believe in a single “monumental composer” (Whitman, Kirk) who shaped each epic, or even both, based on the traditions of oral epic.
The bridge to the concept of the monumental, but traditional, composer was the publications, in middle of the twentieth century, of Milman Parry and Albert Lord on the nature of oral poetry and its implications for the study of Homeric epic. On the basis of extensive ﬁeld-work on oral poets in Yugoslavia, Parry articulated a theory that traditional language and themes could enable a poet to compose large-scale poems without the aid of writing. Thus, while the Homeric epics ultimately survived to our era because of the invention of writing, they were composed and transmitted orally. Parry demonstrated that Homer’s repertoire consisted of a stock of traditional ﬁxed phrases, which he called “formulas,” that could describe most of the typical situations in a heroic poem; these are the memorable noun-epithet combinations such as “swift-footed Achilles” and “cloud-gathering Zeus” that could occupy a given place or places in the traditional hexameter lines of Greek poetry, sometimes even
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ﬁlling the entire line. While these phrases were limited in number (at least in the texts we have), they were sufﬁcient enough in quantity and ﬂexibility to enable a poet to shape his performance according to the needs of the situation. Parry thus demonstrated that the formulaic system in Homeric epic was so intricate and logical that it could only have arisen from many generations of reﬁnement in performance. When a poet reaches a certain point in the hexameter line, he has at his disposal a range of formulas that can ﬁt the metrical space; so, often his choice of formula can be as individually expressive as a completely original phrase. What is especially striking in Parry’s discoveries is the sheer economy(to use Parry’s term) of the formula systems. For example, for eleven signiﬁcant gods and heroes in the Iliad and Odyssey there are 824 uses of 55 different formulas. Yet, these formulas also cover a large scope, as 88 percent of the formulas cover the four main parts of the hexameter line. Parry thus concluded that the scope and economy found in Homeric poetry are so rich and intricate that they cannot be the work of a single poet, especially one who wrote. The formulaic system is the pen and paper of the oral poet, the aid to memory that liberates him while composing in performance. The contribution of Lord, Parry’s student, was to show how traditional themes were as integral as traditional language in the composition of heroic Page 133 | Top of Articlepoetry. Broad themes and story motifs enabled a poet to compose, during performance, intricately structured works on the scale of the Iliad and the Odyssey. Certain types of scenes, such as ones of hospitality or arming, could be extended as needed and alternated with one another in an effective and recognizably structured sequence. When the generic aspects of certain scenes are violated, such as when Patroclus leaves Achilles’ spear behind during his arming scene, we are directed to pay attention by the poet’s decision not to exploit fully the recognizable themes of his craft.
Now, at this point, one might object that the sheer, simple existence of the texts of Homeric epic argues against Homer’s being an oral poet. If Homer was an oral poet, then why did his art not die with him? And since the epics were in fact written down, how could their oral nature not be affected—or, perhaps, infected—by writing? Indeed, after the initial ﬂorescence of the Parry-Lord theories, a scholarly backlash resurrected an old concept in a revised form: that, while Homeric epics may have had their origins in oral performance, their length required the assistance of writing in their composition. While this is an attractive hypothesis, it does not in itself refute the work of Parry and Lord, which showed that large-scale oral poems are indeed possible. Moreover, such arguments seriously underestimate the powers of human memory, especially when aided by the techniques of traditional oral poetry. One possible escape from this conundrum is through the theory that Homer, or at least an authoritative performer of Homer, dictated his poems to a literate scribe, and the process of dictation and transcription may have affected the ﬁnal product. Parry and Lord themselves transcribed performances of Yugoslavian bards. However, we lack evidence that such dictation ever took place in ancient Greece. Moreover, it is unclear how the Homeric epics could be performed regularly and transmitted essentially verbatim by purely oral means until they could be transcribed. It now seems likely that, as Homeric epic evolved toward what we would now recognize, it became increasingly traditional and conservative, even if not entirely ﬁxed.
A major, crucial component in the transmission of the oral Homer to us appears to have been the institution of the performance of Homer at the Panathenaic Festival in Athens during the sixth century B.C.E. Two fourth-century texts, Lycurgus’s Against Leocrates(102) and the pseudo-Platonic Hipparchus(228b), report that during that time Athens had initiated public performances of Homeric epic, and only Homeric epic, at the quadrennial Panathenaea. Of particular note is the claim in the latter that Hipparchus (one of the last tyrants in Athens) “ﬁrst brought the epics of Homer into this land, and compelled the rhapsodes to go through them, one taking over from the other, in sequence, just as they do now still” (Nagy 1996.80–81). Already in Iliad 9 (188–191) we see a description of Achilles himself singing the “fames of men” (klea andrôn—a. periphrasis for heroic poetry) accompanied by his lyre with Patroclus waiting for his great friend to ﬁnish, presumably, Gregory Nagy suggests (2003.43–44), so he himself might take up the next part of the song in turn. The notion of an edict requiring the poems to be performed in order, however, suggests that during the reign of Hipparchus or his father Pisistratus, rhapsodes were thought to have strayed too far from some Homeric ideal, and thus the institutions of the Panathenaea would somehow regularize them into something more canonical. This stabilization has come to be known as the “Peisistratean recension.” Yet, even this stabilization does not imply the aid of writing, for a group of master rhapsodes, even if illiterate, could have collectively guided the process. Presumably, as literacy increased in Athens during the ﬁfth century, there began to emerge transcripts of these performances, even as the oral performance tradition continued unabated, so the transcripts themselves did not become authoritative master copies for those performers.
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Yet, if “Homer” develops through oral tradition and is ﬁnalized by a collective, is it still “Homer”? What does it mean to be Homer then? Nagy (1996.90-91) argues that the etymology of the name of Homer as the primordial mythic originator of epic poetry can be explained as “he who joins together,” as a carpenter does a wheel, the Greek for which, kuklos, generates the word “cycle”: “If this etymology is correct, then the making of the Cycle, the total sum of epic, by the master poet Homer is a metaphor that pictures the crafting of the ultimate chariot-wheel by the ultimate carpenter or ‘joiner’.” Homer is thus the name of the performance tradition of these epics that evolved into the texts that we have now. Homer is not just a poet but the “culture hero” (to continue to use Nagy’s terminology) of epic poetry; indeed, Homer thus becomes oral epic poetry itself. Homer perhaps signals this with an epic poet inside the Odyssey whom we discussed before, whose name, Demodocus, means “received by the people” (Nagy 1979.17–19). The names of these bards are generated by their functions in the epic tradition, just as the names of the heroes of these epics are generated by their stories. The name of Akhilleus (to return to a more Hellenic form for the purposes of etymological clarity) means something like “he who brings pain (akhos) to the people (laos)”(Nagy 1979.69–83), while the name of Odysseus Homer twice links to the effect he has Page 134 | Top of Articleon others and the gods on him; ﬁrst, Athena asks her father Zeus (1.62) “why are you so angry (odusao) at [Odysseus]?” and, second, when Odysseus recalls how his grandfather Autolycus named Odysseus because “I have aroused anger (odussamenos) in many” (19.407). Like hero and like poet, names are generated by their functions in the traditions of heroic poetry. Let us then conclude by changing our thesis, that Homer was not just an oral poet but oral epic poetry itself.
–ROBIN MITCHELL-BOYASK, TEMPLE UNIVERSITY Viewpoint: No. Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey are longer than oral poems are likely to have been, and both show evidence of a thoughtful reworking of traditional material that is probably the product of written composition
The major event in twentieth-century Homeric scholarship was the development of the Milman Parry-Albert Lord hypothesis, which argued that the Iliad and the Odyssey were hugely indebted to a preliterate, oral tradition of composition through which poets composed extemporaneously through the manipulation of ﬁxed metrical phrases also known as formulas. This hypothesis was particularly inﬂuential because it appeared to offer a way around the impasse that at the time of Parry’s earliest works was more than a century old. In 1795 Friedrich A. Wolf had drawn attention to the fact that the Homeric poems had been produced in an age before literacy was widespread in the Greek world. Indeed, beyond a single obscure reference in the Iliad(6.168–170) the poems do not refer to writing at all. Moreover, the length of the poems, some 15,693 lines in the case of the Iliad and only a slightly more economical 12,109 for the Odyssey, meant that we were left with the paradox of poems of monumental length composed without the aid of writing. Wolf’s observations set off a ﬂurry of activity among scholars who tended to argue for one of two basic positions: 1) the Iliad and the Odyssey were composed of shorter (and therefore more easily memorizable) poems that had later been more or less clumsily edited into a coherent whole by a literate scribe; 2) the Iliad and the Odyssey are the work of a single author whom the ancients knew as Homer. Adherents of the ﬁrst view became known as analysts for their tendency to “analyze” the text of the poems so as to detect the various strata out of which they were composed. Those who remained committed to the second opinion, in turn, were known as Unitarians for their belief in the essential “unity” of the poems.
After a century of argument, much ﬁne observation of the Iliad and the Odyssey had taken place. Yet, little had been concluded. Unitarians were not able to surmount the Wolﬁan paradox to explain how such monumental texts could be composed without writing and had offered adequate explanations neither for the fact that the poems are so repetitive nor for the abrupt transitions that characterize them throughout. Analysts, on the other hand, despite having the advantage of a single, elegant hypothesis to explain all of these features—they are the residue of incomplete compiling by the editor and, indeed, are themselves strong evidence for the validity of the analysts’ claims—had not been able to achieve consensus about the various layers that made up the poems. If the supposed strata from which the Iliad and the Odyssey were composed were not self-evident, perhaps the analytical method was ﬂawed in principle and the schemata it produced arbitrary ﬁctions. It was within the
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 context of this debate, which had grown gradually less productive, that Parry’s hypothesis became so inﬂuential.
Yet, the model of Homeric epic as simply oral is inherently ﬂawed: for neither the Iliad nor the Odyssey has reached us or any other scholar, whether ancient or modern, via the oral tradition. They have only been studied as texts copied and recopied over time until the invention of movable type in the ﬁfteenth century C.E. As Barry Powell points out: “We may take it for granted that our literary artifacts, Homer and Hesiod, reﬂect orality, but the only evidence for their living song nevertheless comes from written texts” (Powell 2002, p. 13). What if it turned out, as Powell suggests, that “the qualities of great oral poetry are those of great literate poetry: strong characters, vivid language, compelling narrative, ethical conﬂict, and satisfying resolution”? In that case, the Homeric poems might not even represent a written tradition just a step removed from its oral source—and so preserving most of the features of the older, preliterate tradition—but two more or less distinct traditions that draw independently on the same aesthetic principles for similar artistic effects.
Yet, this is certainly taking things too far. If the Parry-Lord hypothesis does nothing else it certainly accounts for many of the repetitive aspects of Homeric verse in a convincing way. Surely, after all, the epithet-noun combinations, like “swift-footed Achilles” and “Zeus, father of gods and men,” are more persuasively explained as compositional devices than as examples of unusually repetitive poetry. Nevertheless, saying Page 135 | Top of Articlethat the Homeric poems make use of, or are derived from, oral poetry is not the same thing as saying that the poems are oral, in the same sense that the Serbo-Croatian songs transcribed by Parry and Lord are oral, that is, composed without the aid of writing by means of a traditional poetic vocabulary and possessing a plausible performance context.
If the Homeric poems are oral we should expect to ﬁnd signs of the performance context for which they were produced. We are immediately struck, however, by the already-noted length of the poems. The recitation, or better, re-creation (if the oral-formulaic theory is correct) of the Iliad and the Odyssey would have taken days, far longer than what even the most avid audience could, let alone would, sit through. Nor is there any hint that such constraints affected the shape of the two poems. For there are no clear internal breaks at regular intervals that would have been convenient stopping points. Note that the conventional division of each poem into twenty-four books proves nothing. Such divisions are the result of Hellenistic scholarship that was produced centuries after the Homeric poems reached their ﬁnal form, and there is no reason to assume that they reﬂect anything about performance history.
The Homeric poems speak loudly to this issue, for there are several apparently programmatic passages where the performance of poetry is discussed. Most signiﬁcant is the fact that in these examples the chosen story is always a short episode, like the punishment of Ares and Aphrodite (Odyssey 8.266–366), and not something “to be continued” in the manner of any book of Homer. The closest thing to a counterexample would be the “performance” of Odysseus, who narrates his own story to the Phaeaceans in books 9–12 of the Odyssey. Yet, the circumstances here are clearly special. There is ample evidence to suggest that the Phaeacean love for poetry is unusually intense, and, in the end, Odysseus is not a traveling poet but a hero who has experienced the events he narrates. Therefore, without strong corroborating evidence his bardic practice and its reception cannot be taken to reﬂect the norms in Homer’s time. Thus, there is a crucial difference between the society described by the Homeric poems and the society necessary for the consumption of “Homeric” poems as we know them.
If Homer is oral, that should presumably mean something such as that his poetry comes out of a tradition that has developed over generations, incorporating and assimilating new material as it became useful to do so. Yet, there is a surprising degree of discontinuity here (Page 1963). Homeric heroes are aware of the existence of “bright iron,” for example, but it is not clear that they have any use for it except as a means of exchange. Their weapons instead are of bronze, showing that the technology of war comes from linguistic strata developed prior to the use of iron in weapon making. Other archaeological inconsistencies can be found. The shield of Ajax dates from a different period than the shields of the other Homeric warriors, and the famous boar’s-head helmet of Dolon in book 10 of the Iliad is far out-of-step with the more substantial headgear of Achilles, Hector, and the rest. This sort of inconsistency, of which further examples could be given, gives more the impression of a heterogeneous mass of material worked into shape by a later compiler than of a homogenizing oral tradition made smooth by frequent telling and retelling of the same stories.
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Nowhere is the type of incongruity felt more strongly than in the preparations for the famous embassy scene in book 9 of the Iliad when an embassy of Odysseus, Diomedes, and Phoenix goes to visit Achilles, who has withdrawn from the battle with the offer of reparations made by Agamemnon to induce him to return. The preparations for the mission are elaborate as Agamemnon enumerates the gifts he will provide, after which the heroes depart for Achilles’ camp. The sequence of events here is unproblematic, but small discrepancies point to a more complex narrative past to this scene. Unlike in English, where nouns and verbs appear only in the singular and the plural, Greek distinguishes between singular, plural, and “dual” for things that appear in pairs. This fact is signiﬁcant for the present discussion because as Agamemnon’s three ambassadors walk along the beach “they” become “both” (9.182-185). That is to say, the third-person plural verbs disappear and are replaced by “duals.” That is unlikely to be the result of a copying error, which tends to result in the production of simpler texts, not the introduction of exotic grammatical forms. Instead, it seems likely that the story of the embassy to Achilles that appears in the Iliad was once two stories, one which had a cast of two and the other with a cast of three (Page 1963). It is not possible to reconstruct these stories in detail, but there are parallels that suggest ways the two-man narrative might have been shaped. For example, the pairing of the wily Odysseus and the plain-spoken Diomedes recalls the embassy of Odysseus with Menelaus to request the return of Helen, which is described by the Trojan prince Antenor in book 6. Whatever the precise content of the story, however, this incident from book 10 shows that the poem as we now have it did not spring straight from the illiterate genius of an anonymous representative of the oral tradition but represents a subsequent stage of organization where the poet (or editor) has attempted, either without sufﬁcient skill or interest, to
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Vase painting of Homer’s hero Odysseus gouging out the eye of the cyclops Polyphemus(from William Harlan Hale, The Horizon Book of Ancient Greece, 1965)
 incorporate two similar but not identical versions of the same story. It is not, therefore, the work of an “oral poet” in any sense that the term gives us insight into the composition of the poem as we have it. Instead, we have poems that bear the imprint of an original consciousness operating on traditional material and developing it in new ways, occasionally without sufﬁcient attention to details (Heubeck, Fowler).
Scholars have seen more positive effects of this reshaping of the oral tradition in many other places in the poems.
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Alfred Heubeck, for example, emphasizes this aspect of Homeric composition in his discussion of Telemachus’s search for his father, which occupies books 1-4 of the Odyssey, and books 9–12 of the same poem, in which Odysseus narrates his adventures to the Phaeaceans. Both passages have been targets of analytic criticism, which has seen them as separate poems. While not contesting this claim, Heubeck stresses instead the degree to which both stories are artistically integrated into the overarching story told by the poems. Thus, at practically the same moment that Telemachus embarks on the journey to search for news of his father, Calypso reluctantly agrees to send Odysseus homeward with the result that father and son return to Ithaca in close succession (books 14–16). This neat blending of the two stories has a variety of artistic effects, in addition to setting up the plot for the destruction of the suitors, which is necessary for Odysseus if he is to reclaim his wife and property. Both father and son end up at the cottage of the swineherd Eumaeus, yet the reception they receive from the herdsman’s dogs is quite different and illustrates graphically the cost of Odysseus’s absence. The dogs immediately challenge him (14.29–36), and he is only saved from being mauled by the intervention of Eumaeus, in stark contrast to the fawning reception they give Telemachus when he arrives a little later (16.4–6). The presence of father and son in the same place at this point also allows for signiﬁcant attention to be paid to the recognition of Odysseus, who is disguised as an old man, and for a bond to be forged between them that will be crucial if the restoration is to take place. Clearly, then, the Telemachus story is not an incidental part of the Odyssey grafted on indifferently but the product of great care given by a masterful storyteller.
Further, the Odyssey seems to possess a strong awareness of the Iliad not as a ﬂuid structure but as a text with a deﬁnite shape. It “sequelizes” the Iliad in a number of passages to offer a retrospective view of the Trojan War and the values that sustained it. Most famous in this respect is the famous conversation with Achilles in Hades that Odysseus narrates to his Phaeacean hosts, in which Achilles responds to Odysseus’s observation that he is supreme in Hades just as he was in life with the assertion that he “would rather slave on earth for another man … than rule down here over all the breathless dead” (11.489–491, trans. Fagles). In speaking that way Achilles reprises the theme of heroic virtue and its limits, which is important for understanding his behavior in the Iliad. There he recalls his mother Thetis’s description of the prophecy that offers him the choice of a brief spectacular life and a long one without glory (book 9). Despite his difﬁculties with Agamemnon, however, Achilles never wavers long about what his choice will be. When he ﬁrst speaks to the ambassadors from the Greek army, Achilles tells them that he will sail for Greece the next day. By the end of the book, however, he has deﬁnitely forgotten that threat, and before long he, too, will return to the ﬁghting. In the Odyssey, however, he has had time to reﬂect on that decision, and his comment to Odysseus, with its reﬂection on his own fate, points to an author who had the other poem before him and took pains to juxtapose the two texts carefully.
No one doubts that Homeric poetry derived from an oral tradition. It surpassed that tradition in so many ways, however, that it can scarcely be called oral itself. Heubeck imagines Page 137 | Top of Articlethe creative consciousness behind the Odyssey as “the spirit of a young poet who has himself become conscious of the questionable and limited validity of those aristocratic values which for earlier heroic poetry had been the props of an idealized view of the world and the pillars of a healthy society” (Heubeck, p. 21). Robert Fowler is more circumspect, reckoning this issue as one of the “unknowables,” but maintains, nevertheless, that the poems were conceived as new kinds of texts “lovingly revised” with the aid of writing. Yet, Fowler ultimately rejects the simple dichotomy between oral and written: he describes the literate author(s) of the Iliad and the Odyssey as “oral poets” (Fowler, p. 230). We may accept this view, but to do so we will have to abandon the understanding of orality as preliterate in favor of a more nuanced view that includes Homer, or even Homers, with pens in hand.
–CHARLES PLATTER, UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA References
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