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Introduction 
 

 

This is my synthesis of what I know about both the Trojan War and its main chronicler, Homer.  Both 

topics are hotly disputed by academics, and what I say below will settle nothing.  Nevertheless, I 

barge past the angels, rushing in to speak my mind.  No, don’t thank me, I’m happy to do it.  

Caveats: 

• The information below is just the tip of the academic iceberg.  I cite just a smattering of facts 

and try to give a flavor of the breadth of academic opinions.  When convenient, I cite 

researchers’ names.   

• Ancient Greek authors estimated the fall of Troy variously from 1334 B.C. to 1150 B.C.  The most 

typical modern estimate is within that range, 1200 B.C.  But the subject of dates is much more 

complicated. 

The most reliable dates specified below come from contemporary Hittite clay tablets and 

Egyptian records (stone carvings, painted walls, papyri).  Such dates can be trusted, more or less. 

Greek dates, however, are estimates based on alterations in ancient pottery styles over time.  

There are myriad reasons why such dates can only be considered approximate, including but not 

limited to the following:   

o The pottery styles span long periods of time in most cases, so precision of dating is 

difficult. 

o A given potter could keep working in an old style long after it had gone out of fashion—

sort of like a Bronze Age Lawrence Welk. 

o The pottery could have been found in an archaeological layer dated at 1000 B.C., but the 

pottery was a thousand years old at that time and was actually produced in 2000 B.C.  

(After all, if the Yellowstone super-volcano blew tomorrow, and 1000 years from now 

they excavated my condo, they could conclude that my Greek aryballos was from the 

third millennium A.D. rather than the seventh century B.C.) 

o Due to geological, animal, or man-made forces, the pottery could have shifted from one 

geological stratum to another. 

As far as I’m concerned, anyone who thinks such dating techniques allow an event to be dated 

within ten years or twenty-five years is either fooling themselves or is trying to keep their 

untenured job by appearing clever. 
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Collapse of the Late Bronze Age 

According to Robert Drews in his classic work The End of the Bronze Age: 

“Within a period of forty or fifty years at the end of the thirteenth and the beginning of 

the twelfth century [BC] almost every significant city or palace in the eastern 

Mediterranean world was destroyed, many of them never to be occupied again.” 

Troy was but one of dozens of cities in the eastern Mediterranean that were destroyed in a very 

brief period of time.  The following map shows destroyed cities in red—but note that the map 

covers only the Greek Late Helladic IIIB Period (roughly 1300 - 1200 B.C.).  Additional cities were 

destroyed in the IIIC Period (1200 - 1050 B.C.).  

 

Figure 1.  Collapse of the Late Bronze Age 

This book focuses on the fall of Troy but also puts it in the wider context of the Late Bronze Age.   
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Factual History 

3000 B.C. Approximate date of the founding of Troy I, i.e., the first city on the site of Troy.  Eight 

more such cities would follow over the millennia, each one built on the ruins of the 

previous one.  Troy’s location would be continually occupied for 4000 years, one of 

the longest durations in human history. 

2500 B.C. Troy II established.  (This was contemporaneous with the 
construction of the Great Pyramids.)  This was the second-
grandest of all the Troys, after Troy VI.  Destroyed 2300 B.C. 

Another estimate puts the establishment as 2600 B.C. and 
destruction as 2400 B.C. 

This is the Troy in which Troy’s discoverer, Heinrich 
Schliemann, found “The Jewels of Helen,” here modeled by 
Schliemann’s wife Sophie.  

          

2000 B.C. Possible/probable arrival of ethnic Greeks in Greece.  They displaced, absorbed, 

and/or dominated the existing inhabitants.  Other estimates put this as early as 2300 

B.C. and as late as 1800 B.C.  

1800 B.C. Troy VI established, the grandest of all the Troys and most similar to the lovely, rich, 

powerful city Homer describes.  Other possible dates include 1700 B.C.  See Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2.  Troy VI Citadel by G. Dagli Orti 
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1600 B.C. Beginning of the Greek Homeric culture, known as 
“Mycenaean” after the city of Mycenae, apparently the 
richest, most powerful Greek city of the time—as well as 
the kingdom of Agamemnon, Homer’s Greek king of kings.   

The “Shaft Grave Era” continued to around 1450 B.C.  It was 
named after the discovery of shaft graves within Mycenae’s 
wall by Heinrich Schliemann, which proved the existence of 
a Homeric warrior culture in Greece.  The most famous 
grave good is the golden “Mask of Agamemnon” (though 
this era preceded Agamemnon, if he existed at all, by some 
250 years). 

“Mask of Agamemnon photo by Xuan Che, 20 December 2010 [CC BY 2.0 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], from Wikimedia Commons.  
Dimensions of image altered to fit available space.”  

 

 

 

1540 B.C. Eruption of Mount Thera (the current Greek island of Santorini).  Other dates include 

1628, 1530, and 1520 B.C.  The eruption produced the loudest sound human ears 

have ever heard.   The resulting tsunami (and to a lesser extent, ash) dealt a deadly 

blow to the non-Greek Cretan Keftiu culture, now known as “Minoan” after the Keftiu 

King Minos.  Earthquakes around the same time didn’t help, either. 

1450 B.C.  The Mycenaean Greeks, formerly Keftiu vassals, rise up and conquer their former 

masters and eventually the rest of the Aegean. 

1400 - 1300 Earliest extant Greek writing, called 
“Linear B”.  All samples that we have were 
preserved when temporary clay tablets 
were unintentionally baked hard by the 
fires of the collapse of the Late Bronze 
Age.   

Linear B - Photo  by Sharon Mollerus - CC BY 2.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7633
385, from Wikimedia Commons.  

1400 B.C. (date from Hittite tablet, but disputed)  Substantial Greek land and sea forces under 

Attarsiya invade southwest Anatolia (modern-day Turkey) and later Cyprus.  (Some 

scholars claim is “Attarsiya” is Hittite for “Atreus,” the father of Agamemnon.)  Hittites 

come to the aid of their Anatolian vassal King Madduwatta and repel the Greeks.  This 

begins at least 160 years of periodic clashes between Greeks and Anatolians. 

1375 - 1350 Tiryns, Mycenae, and other Greek cities are fortified, i.e., walled citadels are built—

their citizens must have been worried about something.  However, paradoxically this 

marked the beginning of 100 years of peace and prosperity in Greece.  Maybe the 

walls worked. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7633385
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7633385
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1320 B.C. (date from Hittite tablet)  Greek peoples in western Anatolia and the offshore islands 

support the Anatolian territory of Arzawa in unsuccessful rebellion against the Hittite 

Empire. 

1295 B.C.  (date from Hittite tablet)  Only known armed conflict between Greeks and Trojans 

(and their allies).  Piyama-radu (probably an Arzawan king or rebel) attacks 

Wilusa/Troy.  (Wilusa is an alternate name for Troy.  See below.)  The Hittites send an 

army and defeat Piyama-radu and the Greeks. 

1280 B.C. (date from Hittite tablet)  Wilusan/Trojan King Alaksandu signs a treaty with Hittite 

King Muwatalli II. 

1277 B.C. (date from Egyptian record)  First mention of attacks by the “Sea Peoples.”  Sea 

Peoples are probably the most oft-cited cause of the collapse of the Late Bronze Age.   

(BTW:  Ramesses the Great reigned 1279 B.C. - 1212 B.C.  Moses and the Exodus from Egypt would 

have occurred in this period, since the Bible all but names him as the reigning Pharaoh at the time.  

Note that there is no archaeological evidence that Hebrews ever dwelt in Egypt.  It is not credible 

that the presence of 600,000 Hebrew men (plus their women and children) would leave no trace in 

the archaeological record.) 

1250 - 1180 Collapse of the entire eastern Mediterranean:  Greece, Crete, Cyprus, 

Canaan, Syria, Hatti (land of the Hittites).  Of the major nations, only Egypt 

survives, though weakened.   

1250 B.C. (date from Hittite tablet)  Piyama-radu again causes trouble.  The Hittite King Hattusili 

III chases him into Greek territory (Miletus), only to find he has fled overseas.  Hattusili 

apologizes to the Greek “great king” for crossing the frontier but demands the 

extradition of Piyama-radu.  No dice. 

1250 B.C. Troy VI destroyed—the majority of scholars think by earthquake.  This is the most 

commonly cited date.  Other dates include 1300, 1258, and 1225 B.C. 

1250 - 1230 First wave of destruction of Mycenaean cities:  Mycenae, Pylos, Tiryns, Iolkos, etc.  

Definite signs of earthquake at some locations and some signs of warfare as well.  

Citadels are rebuilt and expanded.  Some estimates put the date as late as 1200 B.C. 

1240 B.C. (date from Hittite tablet)  Hittites and allies conquer Greek Miletos.  End of Greek 

influence in Anatolia soon follows. 

1212 - 1175 (date from Egyptian  record)  Intermittent battles between Egypt and Sea Peoples, 

eventually forcing Egypt to pull out of Canaan and eastern Libya. 

1190 - 1180 Earliest and latest dates for collapse of the Hittite empire. 

1185 B.C. Second wave of destruction of Mycenaean cities, many for the second time.  Other 

dates include 1200 B.C., 1180 B.C. 
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1185 B.C. Troy VIIa destroyed as well, almost certainly by warfare.  Other dates cited for its 

destruction include 1300, 1258, 1250, 1200, 1190, and 1165 B.C.   

Troy VIIa was a shabby, poverty-stricken city not at all similar to what Homer 

describes.  Note that there is no evidence that the attackers were Greek.  And as 

cited above and below, Greek civilization was itself collapsing at the time, so who 

would have had time, money, and inclination for an overseas adventure? 

1100 - 800 Greek Dark Age.  Writing lost.  Commerce devastated.  Fine art ceases.  Greece 

depopulated by up to 50%, many Greeks migrating to the west coast of Anatolia 

(modern day Turkey) and the offshore islands.  

1100 - 1000 Dorian Greeks migrate from the north into the Peloponnese, replacing the Ionian 

(Mycenaean) Greeks that migrated across the sea.  Some Ionian pockets remain, 

though, e.g., Athens. 

800 B.C. Earliest extant example of writing in the new Greek alphabet, which was based on the 

Phoenician alphabet.  (The ancient Greeks referred to their alphabet as “Phoenician 

letters.”) 

However, the scholar Joseph Naveh argues that for technical reasons too boring even 

for me (e.g., the style of Greek letters compared to their Phoenician originals), 

adoption of the alphabet was much earlier, as early as 1100 B.C.  To my knowledge 

there has not been much support for his ideas. 

800 - 650 In the opinion of modern scholars, the earliest and latest dates for the life of Homer.  

That means the Trojan War was 400 - 550 years in the past.   

800 - 500   Greek Archaic Age.  Greece begins to flourish again, culturally and economically.  City-

state system established.  Democracy established in most of Greece. 

500 - 338 Greek Classical Age.  Persian Wars and Peloponnesian War take place.  Sophocles, 

Euripides, Aristophanes, Socrates, Plato, Hippocrates, Herodotus, Thucydides (and on 

and on) revolutionize culture. 

The Classical Age ends with the subjugation of Greek states by Macedonian King 

Philip, father of Alexander the Great. 
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Pre-Homeric Trojan War Mythical Tradition 

With something that goes back 3000 years, there’s little we can be absolutely sure of.  But one of 

the things we can be sure of is this:  Homer did not “invent” the Trojan War in a historical sense.  As 

we have seen, Greeks and Anatolians clashed off and on for 160 years, one occurrence of which 

definitely pitted Greeks against Trojans.  

Another thing we can be sure of is that Homer did not invent the Trojan War in a literary sense 

either.  How can we be sure?  Because both the Iliad and Odyssey include references to mythical 

elements that are outside of the scope of the works themselves.  These mythical elements include 

myths both related to and unrelated to the Trojan War.  A smattering of examples is as follows: 

• Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia  •  Sisyphus •  Oedipus  

• Agamemnon’s murder by his wife and her lover  •  The Trojan Horse •  Hercules 

• Orestes’ revenge upon Agamemnon’s murderers •  The elopement of Paris and Helen 

• Odyssey’s list of famous and infamous women •  Teiresias the prophet 

That is, though these mythical elements play no direct role in his stories, Homer assumes the 

audience already knows about these mythical elements; and he can allude to them with no 

explanation needed.  That means there must have been a mythical tradition that predated Homer 

and was familiar to his audience.  In the Iliad and Odyssey, Homer drew upon this mythical tradition. 

What form would this mythical tradition have taken?  Because it pre-dates writing, there can be no 

physical evidence.  But logically:  songs, prose stories, and poems.  Some of those poems may even 

have been for all intents and purposes epic poems.  They may have even established dactylic 

hexameter as the meter of epic poetry, which then passed down through the ages to Homer. 

(In dactylic hexameter, every line of poetry is composed of 6 “feet,” where each foot consists of one 

long and two short syllables.  Whereas English syllables are stressed versus unstressed, ancient 

Greek syllables are long versus short.) 
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The “Epic Cycle”  

The Iliad spans only a few weeks in the tenth year of a 10-year war.  That is, it depicts a tiny slice of 

the overall Trojan War.  Other epic poets covered the rest of the war, drawing on the same mythical 

tradition as Homer.  Together, these epic poems are known as the “Epic Cycle.”  Like Homer’s works, 

most of these epic poems were probably composed orally and only later written down.  But it’s 

possible that one or two of the later ones were composed in written form. 

All of these epic poems have been lost.  We know of them only from fragments, quotes in the works 

of other writers, and a synopsis of all of them written by a guy called Proclus. 

The following table lists these poems, in order of the sequence of the events of the war—not in the 

order of dates of composition.  Who authored them is a matter of debate (isn’t everything?), as are 

dates of composition—so we need not worry our pretty little heads over them.  Most scholars 

would agree that, except for one or two that are possibly from the 5th century B.C., they probably 

were composed in the 6th century or late 7th century B.C., i.e., more or less contemporaneous with 

Homer.  They are all smaller than the Iliad and Odyssey—some of them much, much smaller. 

Poem Plot 

Cypria First 9 years of the war:  Origins of the war.  Judgment of Paris.  Elopement of Helen 

and Paris.  Odysseus pretends to be insane.  Sack of Teuthrania, mistaken for Troy.  

Marriage of Achilles.  Sacrifice of Iphigenia.  Start of the war.  Laying waste to the 

Trojan countryside.  Achilles captures Briseis.  

Iliad Year 10, the “wrath of Achilles”:  Agamemnon takes Briseis, so Achilles goes AWOL.  

Hector kills Patroclus, so Achilles returns the favor. 

Aethiopis Year 10:  Achilles kills the Amazon queen Penthesileia and the Ethiopian king Memnon.  

Paris kills Achilles.  Odysseus and Ajax argue over who should get Achilles’ armor. 

Illias 

Mikra 

Year 10:  Denied Achilles’ armor, Ajax goes mad and kills himself.  Philoctetes kills Paris.  

Odysseus fetches Achilles’ teenage son Neoptolomus.  Helen helps Odysseus. 

Iliupersis Year 10:  Ruse of the Trojan Horse.  Cassandra and Laocoön warn about the Horse.  

Sack of the city.  Neoptolomus kills Priam and takes Hector’s wife Andromache as his 

concubine.  Murder of Hector’s infant son Astyanax. 

Nostoi Returns of Diomedes, Nestor, Menelaos, and Agamemnon to Greece.  Includes the 

murder of Agamemnon and revenge killing by his son Orestes. 

Odyssey 10-year wanderings of Odysseus and his return to Ithaka. 
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Telegonia Fathered by Odysseus, Telegonus is born to Circe.  Odysseus marries Callidice, queen 

of the Thesprotians.  (Penelope is still alive and kicking.)  Callidice conveniently dies.  

Odysseus and Telegonus travel to Ithaka.  Telegonus unwittingly kills his father 

Odysseus.  Telegonus marries Penelope (his step-mother, who must be pretty long in 

the tooth by now), and Telemachos marries Circe (kind of his step-mother).  Weird-o-

rama. 

(There were also four other epic poems based on the mythical tradition that were not related to the 

Trojan War.) 

Notice how the 6 epics “fit” around the Iliad and Odyssey so precisely?  That fact is usually cited as 

proof that the Iliad and Odyssey preceded composition of these epics; and that the Epic Cycle 

authors, awed by Homer’s stature, literarily tip-toed around his work when fleshing out the rest of 

the war. 

The scholar Jonathon Burgess thinks this is bunk.  He cites artistic evidence to show that the Iliad 

and Odyssey were originally less popular than the poems of the Epic Cycle, and only over time—say, 

the 5th century B.C.—were his poems appreciated for their genius.  At that time, he argues, editors 

went in and whittled away at all the Epic Cycle poems, snipping off beginnings and endings so they 

would fit around Homer so cleanly, and so they wouldn’t duplicate each other’s content.  Eventually 

the superiority of Homer’s poems overshadowed the poems of the Epic Cycle.  Over time they faded 

away and were swept into the dust bin of history. 
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Triumph of Achilles, Franz Matsch 

 

Penelope and the Suitors, John William Waterhouse 

 

The Wrath of Achilles, Michel Martin Drolling  
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Homer the Man 

 

We know nothing about him, including whether he really 
existed and whether he wrote the Iliad and/or Odyssey.  All 
we have are legends, none of them of “historical value.”  
He was supposedly born in Ionia (the coast of modern 
Turkey and the nearby islands).  Chios and Smyrna are the 
most oft-cited locations.  He was supposedly blind, 
probably because his name is similar to the Greek word for 
“blind.”  A more defensible translation of “Homer” is that 
his name means “hostage,” though it is a mystery why that 
would be his name.  

Not counting the ancient Greeks, the earliest and latest 
dates cited for the life of Homer are 800 B.C. to 650 B.C.  
Herodotus said Homer lived 400 years before him, which 
would put him in the 9th century B.C.  As time goes by the 
scholarly tendency has been to move Homer later and later 
in time.  Most scholars currently say he lived in the 725 - 
650 B.C. range. 

 

 

The earliest mention of a work of Homer was by Callinus, a poet who flourished about 650 B.C.  The 

fact that he’s cited so early in history gives credence to his existence as a real person.  On the other 

hand, the ancient Greeks knew no more about him than we do.  There was period of time when any 

work of epic poetry (i.e., the Epic Cycle) was attributed to Homer, i.e., “Homeric” didn’t mean “by 

Homer” but rather “epic poetry.”  It wasn’t till the 4th century B.C. that it was assumed that Homer 

wrote the Iliad and Odyssey and not the other poems of the Epic Cycle as well. 

Iliad and Odyssey:  The 4 Stages of Composition 

(Some of the following is my own thinking.) 

Another of those things we can be sure about is that the versions of the Iliad and Odyssey that we 

have now cannot be solely attributed to Homer.  Rather, they were created in 4 stages; and some 

unknown set of persons contributed to them.  

1. Pre-Trojan War stage 

Assuming the Trojan War occurred around the commonly accepted date of 1200 B.C., some 

elements in Homeric poetry actually pre-date that period.  For example, Homer says Hector 

used a huge shield that today we would call a tower shield, and that he used a spear 5 meters 

long, which today we would call a lance.  And he says that Odysseus wore a boar’s tooth helmet.  

All three of these are shown on the Minoan (Keftiu) fresco in Figure 3 below from 1600 B.C.  This 

equipment would have been obsolete by the time of the Trojan War.  Homer almost certainly 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Callinus
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inherited these details from tales, poems, or songs from the mythical tradition that preceded 

the 1200 B.C. Trojan War.    

 

Figure 3.  Portion of Akrotiri Fresco (photo by W. Sheppard Baird)   

The Mycenaean “Warrior Vase” below  from 1300 - 1200 B.C. shows what Greek Trojan War 

soldiers would have really looked like.  Shields were medium sized and round, spears were the 

height of a man, and helmets were made of bronze and sported horns. 

 

Warrior Vase - photo by Sharon Mollerus - https://www.flickr.com/photos/clairity/9778998684, CC BY 2.0, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=44601907 

 

Another Homeric element that precedes the time of the Trojan War is the name “Achilles.”  

“Achilles” appears multiple times in the Greek Linear B tablets as the name of actual individuals; 

and the tablets are from precisely the time of the Trojan War. 

Now, if a future archaeologist was researching the 19th or 20th centuries and came across the 

names Robert E. Lee Pruitt, Robert E. Lee Suggs, Robert E. Lee Johnson, and Robert E. Lee 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=44601907


15 

Williams, he would rightly assume that there must have been an earlier hero named Robert E. 

Lee, after which these people were named.  So it is with Achilles.  The Linear B tablets prove that 

the name Achilles was common at the time of the 1200 B.C. Trojan War, and therefore there 

must have been an earlier hero of that name, whom later baby boys were named after.  

2. Trojan War stage  

There’s no reason to doubt that a good share of the details in Homer’s work descended from the 

Late Bronze Age, i.e., the purported time in which the Trojan War took place.  Given Homer’s 

dependence on the prior mythical tradition, this is more than a logical assumption. 

But we don’t have to rely just on logic.  There is proof that some details in the Iliad were indeed 

accurate depictions of the Late Bronze Age: 

• In Homer, the metal used in the vast majority of cases is bronze, which by Homer’s time had 

been supplanted by iron as the fundamental technology of society.  Homer inherited the use 

of bronze helmets, swords, spear points, etc., from an earlier age. 

• Archaeology has determined that some of the cities cited in Homer were indeed robust, 

powerful cities in the Late Bronze Age; but by Homer’s time they had crumbled to ruin, and 

he could have known nothing about them personally.  The knowledge must have been 

handed down to him through history. 

3. Homeric stage 

It would be logical to assume that Homer unintentionally added some details from his own time.  
In fact, in the rare cases where Homer the poet-narrator steps forward and addresses the 
audience, he explicitly says that he is looking back on an earlier era of history, a golden age long 
gone by, where men were men, for example: 

“But the son of Tydeus caught up a mighty stone, so huge and great 

  that as men now are it would take two to lift it.” 

Again, we have proof that Homer indeed added details from his own time.  Homer lived in the 

mid-Iron Age, when iron had pretty much supplanted bronze as the technical foundation of 

material society.  In the Bronze Age, humans did not know how to extract iron from iron ore.  

Therefore, iron was a precious metal that could only be obtained from iron meteorites or rare 

pure deposits of iron.  But the Iliad and Odyssey have many anachronistic references to iron that 

must have been added during Homer’s own time. 

Homer also refers to Phoenicia, which didn’t exist in the Bronze Age.  It was then called Canaan.  

Another example is Homer’s multiple references to Greek temples.  In the Bronze Age, Greeks 

did not build temples to their gods.   

Yet another example is the fascinating passage from Iliad Book VI in which the narrative 

stumbles awkwardly over the concept of writing (Linear B), which had been lost by Homer’s 

time: 

“Protios shrank from killing Bellerophontes, since his heart was awed by such action, 
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  but sent him away to Lykia, and handed him murderous symbols, 

  which he inscribed in a folding tablet, enough to destroy life, 

  and told him to show it to his wife’s father, that he [Bellerophontes] might perish.”    

4. Post-Homeric stage 

Homer was an oral poet.  In his lifetime, Greece was in only the early stage of adopting writing.  

Homer composed and performed his works orally. 

Therefore, the fact that the Iliad and Odyssey survived the poet’s death proves that 

students/apprentices must have memorized his poems and either immediately committed them 

to writing—very unlikely—or passed them on orally to others in a chain that eventually 

committed them to writing. 

After that, written versions would have to be passed down from one century to the next, as 

papyrus copies disintegrated. 

Both processes—oral transmission and written transcription—would inevitably have included 

both errors and conscious alterations by “editors,” which would have altered the Iliad and 

Odyssey.  What is known, suspected, or assumed about this process is as follows:   

• An initial stage of oral transmission probably lasted a hundred years or so after Homer’s 

death. 

• The date at which scholars say the text of the Iliad and Odyssey were fixed, producing a 

canonical version, ranges from the 6th century B.C. (600 - 500 B.C.) to 150 B.C.  

• In the mid-6th century B.C. the Athenian tyrant Pisistratus supposedly arranged to have the 

text of the Iliad and Odyssey as we now have them.  Supposedly. 

• Elites could have possessed written copies (not necessarily canonical) by the Classical Age 

(500 - 400 B.C.). 

• In the 3rd century B.C. Zenodotus tried to assemble a canonical version of Homer’s works.  In 

the 2nd century B.C. Aristarchus did likewise.  There were a lot of cooks editing the broth. 

• Surviving papyri fragments suggest that relatively uniform texts existed after the mid-2nd 

century B.C.   

• The earliest Homeric papyri fragments that still exist today are from the third century B.C.  

The earliest surviving complete copy of a work by Homer (the Iliad) dates from the 10th 

century A.D.  
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Theories about Homer’s Relationship to the Iliad and Odyssey 

The best quote on the subject that I’ve ever seen was by Lewis Carroll, author of Alice in 

Wonderland:  “My theory is that the Iliad and Odyssey weren't really written by Homer, but by 

another person of the same name.”   

These days, no informed person believes that Homer wrote the Iliad and Odyssey in their entirety as 

we have them today.  And there is nearly universal acceptance that Homer composed in a pre-

literate environment:  Though Greece was in the early stages of adopting the Phoenician alphabet, 

Homer was not literate himself.  Rather, he was part of a centuries-old or even millennium-old oral 

tradition, in which the poems were both composed and delivered orally.  

Scholars have come up with as many theories about Homer as Baskin-Robbins has flavors of ice 

cream.  The main ones are as follows: 

1. The no-Homer theory:  There was no Homer, nor any other single poet, that was responsible for 

the Iliad and Odyssey.  They are merely composed of pre-existing folk tales, songs, and poems, 

stitched together over time by one or more persons. 

The main arguments against this theory are: 

• The stunning quality of the language in the twp poems, especially the Iliad.  Such beauty 

does not come from a bunch of shit-kicking yokels, only from one of the greatest poets of all 

time.    

• Their artistic unity.  By “artistic unity,” I mean that they focus on a single central theme 

throughout, rather than merely narrating a series of unrelated events, as the poems of the 

Epic Cycle are thought to have done.  (And as more recent Trojan War poems such as 

Quintus of Smyrna’s Posthomerica from the 4th century A.D. does.  I’ve read it, trust me, it’s 

boring as all get-out.)  The two central themes are of course the anger of Achilles and the 

return of Odysseus to his homeland.   

2. The solitary genius theory:  Not counting later alterations made after Homer’s death, the poems 

were in the main written by a single poet of genius whom we call Homer. 

The main arguments against this theory are: 

• As described above, large segments of the poems contain elements from both pre-Trojan 

War times and Trojan War times that Homer could not personally have known about and 

that must have been handed down over the centuries. 

• The Iliad and Odyssey are so different in tone and content.  The Iliad is all bravery, nobility, 

and violent death.  Contrarily, the Odyssey is considered by some to be a bit comic in tone.  

John Chadwick, one of the decipherers of Linear B, calls it “light-hearted.”  (To me, though, 

lynching twelve servant girls ain’t particularly a barrel of laughs.)   

And in terms of content, ignoring the presence of the gods in both works, the Odyssey 

contains a vast amount of supernatural elements absent from the hyper-realistic Iliad:  
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Circe’s magic, Skylla and Charybdis, the brass island and bag of winds, Laestrygonian giants, 

the land of the dead, and the Sirens. 

3. The poet-integrator theory:  There was a single poet of genius who took existing folk tales, 

songs, and poems and wove them into a narrative of his own making, to which he contributed a 

vast amount of brilliant original poetry.  

Again, the main argument against this theory is that the Iliad and Odyssey are so different in 

tone and content.   

4. The apprentice theory:  The poet-integrator had a helper who was responsible for much/most of 

the Odyssey.  As Homeric translator and my main man Richard Lattimore puts it: 

“I can think of an old master, called Homer, mainly responsible for the Iliad; and a young 

master, favored apprentice and poetic heir; perhaps a nephew or son-in-law; also going by 

the name, or assuming the name, of Homer; and mainly responsible for the Odyssey.” 

 

Frequently Asked Questions.  Or not. 

 

Did the Trojan 
War—i.e., a war 
between Greeks and 
Trojans in the 
approximate time 
frame of 1200 B.C.—
really happen? 

Yes, no, and maybe. 

Yes:   The 1295 B.C. Hittite tablet referring to the depredations of Piyama-
radu pretty clearly proves Greeks and Trojans (with their Hittite allies) did 
fight a war in the approximate timeframe of the purported Trojan War. 

No:   

(a) The 1295 B.C. Piyama-radu conflict did not destroy Troy, so it cannot be 
considered “Homer’s Trojan War.” 

That leaves only 2 candidate Troys that fit the required time period:  Troy VI 
and VIIa. 

(b) The majority of scholars believe that the destruction of Troy VI was due 
to earthquake, not war.  This was the opinion of Troy’s third major 
excavator, Carl Blegen.  

(c) Troy VIIa was destroyed by war around 1185 B.C., but there is no 
evidence that the attackers were Greeks; nor does the shabby state of 
the city match Homer’s description of Troy as the most beautiful, rich 
city in the eastern Mediterranean. 

Maybe:  Troy VIIa meets the critical criteria:  It’s in the right place, at the 
right time, with the right result (destruction).  It just isn’t the beautiful city 
that Homer describes, nor is there proof that it was Greeks who destroyed it.  
The following logic supports the idea of Troy VIIa being the inspiration for 
The Iliad:  Either there was some great past war between Greeks and Trojans  
that inspired the entire mythical tradition and epic cycle, eventually resulting 
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in Homer and his poems; OR the whole tradition was made out of whole 
cloth, i.e., thought up by some anonymous nobody between, say, 1300 B.C. 
and 800 B.C. 

On the whole, it makes more sense to assume that Troy VIIa really was 
destroyed by Greeks and inspired Greek history for hundreds of years, than 
to assume that the war was an entire fabrication. 

Did Achilles, Paris, 
Odysseus, and 
Agamemnon really 
exist? 

Yes, yes, no, and maybe. 

Achilles:  As described above, an ancient hero named Achilles must have 
existed, or else all those Late Bronze Age baby boys would not have been 
named after him.  And just as it makes more sense to assume that Troy VIIa 
really was destroyed by Greeks, than to assume the war was an entire 
fabrication, so it makes more sense that there was a real historical Achilles 
(albeit one from an earlier generation) rather than one dreamed up by the 
poets. 

Paris:  Homer uses two names for Paris—Paris and Alexandros.  Alexandros 
would have been the Greek rendering for the Trojan/Luwian name 
“Alaksandu.”  As described above, there really was a historical Trojan king 
named Alaksandu, albeit one from an earlier generation. 

Odysseus:  Sorry, there’s no evidence for such a person.  I’ll reluctantly chalk 
this up as a NO. 

Agamemnon:  I find it very credible that the historical name Attarsiya (see 
above) would be the Hittite rendering of “Atreus.”  Did he have a son named 
Agamemnon that took over the family business and invaded Anatolia?  
Again, it makes more sense for history to have made a fuss over a real 
historical Agamemnon, rather than for him to be entirely fictional.  

Did the ruse of the 
Trojan Horse really 
occur? 

There are two types of Bronze Age scholars in the world: 

• “Homerists” that argue that the episode of the Trojan Horse is plausible.  
For example, there was a 2015 PBS program called “The Real Trojan 
Horse,” in which engineers designed one and argued for its plausibility. 

• Scholars who dwell on planet earth.  The entire idea is absurd.  It’s 
inconceivable that any defenders would be stupid enough to fall for it, and 
thus inconceivable that any attackers would be stupid enough to take the 
time, effort, and money to build it.  Why wouldn’t the Trojans just hoist a 
ladder and look for a trap door?  Some scholars agree with my position, 
some don’t.  

There is one interesting theory:  that the Trojan Horse is an ancient cultural 
memory of what was really a battering ram, as for example the following 
Assyrian battering ram of several hundred years later … 
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… and the battering ram resembled a horse.  This is clever but beside the 
point.  The question is not, “Did something inspire someone to come up with 
the story of the Trojan Horse?”  Clearly, something must have, because we 
have the story.  The real question is, “Did a giant wooden horse in which 
soldiers hid, so the enemy would be tricked into letting them into the city 
really exist?”  And the answer is:  “Be serious.” 

What about the 
scope of the war— 
10 years, 1000 ships, 
50,000 - 100,000 
Greeks? 

Again, the answer is:  Homerists versus earth dwellers.  There is no way 
Greek economies of the time, divided as they were among small city-states 
(city-regions, actually), could have transported that many men halfway 
across the known world and kept them supplied for that many years. 

Moreover, men don’t fight for ten years.  Frontline soldiers have to be 
replaced regularly.  They fight for a handful of years and then either desert, 
find ways to avoid the fighting, or go crazy.  As an example, in World War I, 
after fighting for four years, the armies of France, Britain, Russia, and 
Germany basically just refused to fight anymore. 

Modern conflicts of long duration, such as Viet Nam or Afghanistan, are 
possible only because troops are continuously rotated out of the fighting.  As 
one American officer of the Viet Nam conflict put it:  “We didn’t fight in Viet 
Nam for ten years; we fought for one year, ten times.”  Ancient Greece 
simply hadn’t the population (or wealth) to rotate troops like that. 

Not to mention the impossibility of convincing 50,000 to 70,000 irregular 
non-professionals to give up ten years of their lives—their peak sexual years 
at that—in what would have been by year four or five clearly an unwinnable 
conflict.  Again, some scholars agree with my position, some don’t. 

Why is Odysseus 
such a bad guy? 

Let’s face it, in spite of him being both the hero and the protagonist, this is 
not a dude you’d want your daughter to date.  He: 

• Makes an unprovoked attack on the city of Ismaros. 

• Steals what he wants from the Cyclops. 

• Spends a year making love to Circe and one or more years voluntarily 
making love to Kalypso, instead of rushing home to his wife in Ithaka.  

• Slaughters 108 suitors. 
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• Is less than forgiving to the unfaithful servant Melanthios: 

“They cut off, with the pitiless bronze, his nose and his ears, tore off his 
private parts and gave them to the dogs to feed on raw, and lopped off 
his hands and feet.” 

(The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree:  Young Telemachos hangs 12 
servant girls who’ve been doing the nasty with the suitors.)  

The simple responses to the above bullets are, in order:  C’est la guerre; 
finders keepers; boys will be boys; they had it coming; and so did he.  For a 
more persuasive explanation, see below. 

Why does Homer 
have multiple names 
for things? 

• Achaeans, Argives, 
Danaans  

• Paris, Alexandros 

• Troy, Ilium 

Possible explanations: 

• The mythical tradition that he inherited had multiple names.  A modern 
analogy would be how we had the following names for the same peoples:  
Russians, Soviets, Communists, Bolsheviks. 

• Multiple names gave him more flexibility with the meter.  He was writing 
in dactylic hexameter, and the more choices he had to fit the metrical 
context of the moment, the better. 

• As for the use of both “Troy” and “Ilium”, there is a more compelling, not 
to mention more interesting, explanation.  The following is generally 
accepted as true.  It’s based on the research of Manuel Robbins, John 
Chadwick, Emil Forrer, and Trevor Bryce. 

It appears from Hittite tablets that there were two regions of northwest 
Anatolia that were either next door to each other or were in fact the same 
region referred to by two different names: 

o Taruiša, which Homer called Troia and we call Troy. 

o Wilusa or Wilusiya.  The Greeks rendered this as “Wilios.”  However, 
before the Classical Period—i.e., the approximate time of Homer—the 
“W” sound (the Greek letter digamma) was lost in Greek, and the 
pronunciation became “Ilios.”  Eventually the Romans took over Troy 
and rendered the name as “Ilium”. 

So over time Troy and Ilium became synonymous. 

Book II of the Iliad 
lists all the Trojan 
allies.  Why did 
Homer omit the 
most powerful ally 
of all, the Hittites?  

Homer may have known of the existence of the Hittites.  Pockets of Hittite 
culture would still have existed in Homer’s time.  For example, in the Bible 
David contrives to kill Bathsheba’s husband “Uriah the Hittite.” 

The best answer I am aware of comes from Hittite scholar Trevor Bryce: 

“We cannot rule out the possibility that Homer himself knew about the 
Hittites but deliberately kept them out of his epic, so that they would not 
diminish the status of his Trojans and consequently that of their 
opponents and the epic conflict in which they were engaged.” 
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What’s this business 
in the Odyssey about 
“shooting an arrow 
through the axes”?  

At the climax of the Odyssey, Penelope addresses the suitors: 

“I shall bring you the great bow of godlike Odysseus. 

  And the one who takes the bow in his hands,  

  strings it with the greatest  ease, 

  and sends an arrow clean through all the twelve axes, 

  shall be the one I go away with.” 

This had me stumped for the longest time.  Countless people have 
speculated on what it means, for example: 

• Shooting between rows of axes. 

• Shooting through circular adornments attached to the axes. 

• Shooting through the cylinder in the ax head where the handle goes. 

Finally, the TSG Entertainment logo 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TSG_Entertainment#/media/File:TSG_Entertainment_logo.jpg ) made 
it clear to me.  There really were Bronze axes of similar construction, 
variously called eye axes, fenestrated axes, or duckbill axes.

 

Which is better:  the 
Iliad or Odyssey? 

In my opinion, the Iliad is the better poem, the Odyssey the better story.  If I 
had to be stranded on a desert island and could take only one, it would be 
the Iliad. 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TSG_Entertainment#/media/File:TSG_Entertainment_logo.jpg
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My Synthesis—Wait for it …. 

Early History 

We know that after conquering the Cretan Keftiu people around 1450 B.C., Greeks took over the 

Keftiu trade colonies and trade routes in the central and eastern Aegean.  This would have brought 

them into contact with Anatolian peoples, including Trojans and Hittites. 

Not counting the possibility of Troy VIIa, we know that Greek peoples clashed with Anatolian 

peoples on the coast of Asia Minor and the offshore islands at least five times over a period of 160 

years (1400, 1320, 1295, 1250, and 1240 B.C.  See above.)  The 1295 B.C. clash was definitely a war 

between Greeks and their Anatolian ally Piyama-radu versus Trojans and their Hittite allies.  The war 

must have been inconclusive, because nothing really changed. 

We also know that at the end of the 160 years (1240 B.C.), the Greeks were expelled—at least as a 

political force—from much of their eastern Aegean possessions.  (They did retain some offshore 

islands, such as Rhodes and Kos.) 

160 years is a long time.  Greeks had all that time to think about their clashes in Anatolia, compose 

folk tales and poems about them, and pass them down through history as a mythical tradition.  The 

legend of Achilles probably developed in this timeframe, so that by the late 13th century / early 12th 

century baby boys could have been named after him; and later, those boys, now men, could have 

been listed in the Linear B tablets. 

The cultural memory of the 1280 B.C. Trojan King Alaksandu could likewise have entered the Greek 

national consciousness during that period and been absorbed into the pre-Homeric mythical 

tradition as Alexandros, also called Paris. 

A Mainland Agamemnon?  

To me it is not credible that at this stage of history a mainland Greek king could have administered 

territory halfway across the known world.  Nor is there evidence that there was a single hegemonic 

leader of Greece at the time—a “Great King” or “King of Kings”—who was powerful enough to do so 

(unless you consider Homer’s poetry of some 600 years later “evidence,” which I do not). 

I conclude that: 

• Local Greeks set up one or more local political entities in the eastern Aegean. 

• These local political entities were the Greeks involved in all the clashes with Anatolians. 

• The king of one of these local political entities established hegemony over the other Greek local 

political entities. 

• Therefore, in 1250 B.C. this hegemonic “king of kings” was referred to by Hattusili III as a “Great 

King,” his equal.  (See above.) 

In my fiction I posit a single entity called the Kingdom of Achaea, with which Piyama-radu was allied 

and to which he defected. 
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Troy VI 

This gets us to the destruction of Troy VI, around 1250 B.C.  The majority of scholars say the cause 

was earthquake.  But the problem is, both earthquakes and wars can topple walls and start fires.  

Three thousand years later it’s hard to decide which occurred. 

 My opinion is this.  There is no evidence that armies could successfully breach sturdy walls of a well-

defended city until the Assyrians several centuries later—and Troy VI had very sturdy walls indeed 

and was well-defended in the bargain.  The walls of Troy VI would have been impregnable to the 

siege capabilities of the day.  (A siege could have starved it out, but that wouldn’t topple the walls.) 

I support the earthquake theory.  I have no reason to dispute the date of 1250 B.C.  But having spent 

a lot of money to acquire my artistic license, in my fiction I put the date at 1216 B.C., so that my 

protagonist can be present for the destructions of both Troy VI and VIIa and not be an old man.  For 

doing so, scholars will rip my flesh like weasels.  If any of them ever read it.  Which I doubt. 

Troy VIIa 

After being partially toppled by an earthquake in the time of Troy VI, the walls of VIIa would have 

been vulnerable to attack.  And the archaeological evidence clearly indicates that the city was 

sacked by invaders around 1185 B.C.  There is no record of who sacked it—at the time, the Hittite 

civilization was itself collapsing, and the citizens of Hatti had more pressing things to do than record 

far-off conflicts. 

While acknowledging that there is no proof, I conclude that Troy VIIa was indeed sacked by Greeks.  

The destruction of Troy was so important to the ancient Greeks that they created an entire mythical 

tradition around it; and later in time, eight epic poems.  It’s more logical to assume that the war did 

occur, than that the mythical tradition and Epic Cycle were fabrications on the part of an entire 

culture. 

The Punch Line 

Between the fall of Troy VIIa (the first quarter of the 12th century B.C.) and Homer’s time (8th century 

B.C.), the fall of Troy VIIa would have been absorbed as part of the overall mythical tradition.  And 

since it was nearest in time, the memory of the fall of Troy VIIa would have had more impact on 

later Greek culture than memories of earlier Greek-Anatolian conflicts, such as the Piyama-radu 

conflicts (which unlike the conquest of Troy VIIa, were failures).  

Assuming Troy VIIa was destroyed by Greeks, this would lengthen the duration of Greek-Anatolian 

conflicts from 160 years to 215.  So from the perspective of the Mycenaean man in the street, the 

wars had gone on forever, with the most recent episode the successful sack of Troy (VIIa). 

The mythical tradition—the national memory, if you will—consciously or unconsciously recast this 

215-year history as one long ten-year war against the Trojans … which of course has much greater 

dramatic impact than one war every 36 years (on average), against various Anatolian peoples.  Let’s 

face it, no one’s going to pay a bard to recite an unfocused tale like that.  No punch.  No oomph. 
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Likewise, capturing New York would be much more dramatic than capturing Newark.  A story about 

the fall of rich, powerful Troy VI would make the paying public sit up and take notice.  A story about 

the fall of VIIa, already on its last legs?  Not so much.  So consciously or unconsciously, VI and VIIa 

were conflated into a single city.  After a couple hundred years in an illiterate culture, no one would 

have been aware of the difference between the two versions of the city anyway. 

The history had another impact on the mythical tradition.  I was not accurate above when I said that 

the mythical tradition recast the 215-year history into one long ten-year war against the Trojans.  In 

the mythical tradition, there was not one war against Troy, but three, the other two of which 

preceded Homer’s war against Troy: 

• As referred to in the Iliad, a generation before Homer’s Trojan War, Hercules and his army 

sacked Troy because Priam’s father, Laomedon, welched on his promise to give Hercules his 

immortal horses if he would slay a sea serpent to whom his daughter was to be sacrificed. 

• In the Cypria, the Greek army first lands at Teuthrania, south of Troy, mistaking it for the city of 

Priam.  They fight an inconclusive battle there, realize their mistake, and head back to Aulis in 

Greece. 

In this manner the mythical tradition actually reflects the intermittent warfare of the true history.  

The Historicity of Homer the Man 

I am troubled by the scholarly tendency to place Homer later and later in time, i.e., nearer and 

nearer our own age.  A late Homer is not a Homer operating fully in the oral tradition.  The later in 

time you place Homer, the more likely it is that he would have composed his poems in written form 

or dictated them to someone else who wrote them down.  My opinion counts for naught, but I 

believe the correct time is around 750 B.C.  This would place him in the earliest stages of adoption of 

the Phoenician alphabet. 

The brilliance of the poems makes me certain that one single poetic genius, whom we call Homer, 

was responsible for the vast bulk of the Iliad.  (See below for my opinion of the Odyssey.)  However, 

it’s fairly indisputable that he occasionally stitched together earlier stories, songs, and poems from 

the mythical tradition.  But to end up with a single unified whole as he has, he must have largely 

polished them into his own words.  Remember, Shakespeare took almost all of his plots from earlier 

stories too. 

Likewise, it was inevitable that after his death oral poets keeping his work alive, as well as 

transcribers writing it down, would have mucked with his work. 

So “Homer” is mostly responsible for the Iliad and Odyssey that we have today, but not solely so.    

I suspect Homer did not invent dactylic hexameter.  Rather, I suspect he inherited it from the oral 

mythical tradition.  I don’t think such a thing springs full-grown from the mind of man, like Athena 

from the forehead of Zeus.  I suspect it developed over a long period of experimentation—trial and 

error if you will—by many folk poets. 
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It is sometimes said that Homer invented similes and metaphors; but I suspect that what such 

people really mean is:  His work is the earliest one known to use them.  To me, comparing one thing 

to another is so fundamental to the human psyche that, even more so than dactylic hexameter, it 

would have been a longstanding literary device that he inherited.      

The Iliad and the Odyssey 

I’m only reading them in translation, but nevertheless I’m troubled by how different in tone the Iliad 

and Odyssey are—troubled enough to lean towards Richard Lattimore’s opinion above, that Homer 

oversaw a pupil or apprentice who had a large hand, maybe the dominant hand, in the Odyssey. 

But I see another reason for the difference between the two poems.  I firmly believe the following, 

regardless of whether there was a single poet behind the Odyssey or multiple poets. 

The Iliad and Odyssey are different in tone because they represent entirely different phases of 

history (though closely linked in time) and entirely different mind sets on the part of the poet.  The 

Iliad depicts the proud and flourishing Mycenaean age, whose greatest triumph was the conquering 

of Troy.  The Odyssey, on the other hand, is not about the Trojan War—it’s about the collapse of the 

Late Bronze Age, which immediately followed (see above). 

The Odyssey is practically a how-to manual for Sea Peoples raiders of the Collapse of the Bronze Age.  

Examples are as follows:  

• Odysseus makes an unprovoked attack on the city of Ismaros. 

• He pillages the cave of the Cyclops. 

• He tells a tale of an unprovoked attack on Egypt. 

Plus, the loyal swineherd Eumaios tells how he was captured as a boy by Phoenician raiders and sold 

into slavery. 

Furthermore, Odysseus hears the tales of all the Greek heroes of the Trojan War, now dead and 

miserable in the underworld, their glory a thing of the past. 

Just as the Iliad and Odyssey take place back to back in time, so did the fall of Troy and the 

destruction of dozens of Greek cities in the Late Bronze Age (see above).  The essence of the Iliad is 

the nobility of heroism and the willingness to face death bravely.  The essence of the Odyssey is:  

things have gone to shit, and you have to do whatever it takes to survive and make your way home. 

Indeed, both Agamemnon’s murder and Odysseus’ struggle with the suitors can be seen as 

microcosms of the collapse of the Late Bronze Age, when the stability of the old order had passed 

away, ushering in a new age of violence, where it was every man for himself. 

Homer knew about the past glory of the Greeks.  All around him he saw the ruins of once-great 

cities and heard the ancient tales of rich, powerful kings and warriors—hence the noble events and 

high style of the Iliad.  In the world of the Iliad, even enemies are noble:  after dueling for the length 

of a day, Hektor and Ajax are so impressed with each other that they stop fighting and exchange 

gifts. 



27 

But the fall from that past glory was all too apparent to Homer—hence the anarchy and cynicism of 

the Odyssey.  In the world of the Odyssey, everyone is out to kill you (Cyclopes, Laestrygonians, 

Skylla, Charybdis, Poseidon, the suitors) or prevent your homecoming (lotos eaters, Sirens, Circe, 

Kalypso—even your own crewmen). 
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