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Homer, Epic Poet

The poems attributed to Homer still influence
literature and culture today.

Homer is the legendary poet credited with writing the /liad and the
Odyssey. These epics, known for their sweeping scope, gripping
stories, and vivid style, have captured readers’ imaginations for
almost 3,000 years.

Was there really a Homer? No one can prove his existence
with any certainty, for no authentic record of Homers life exists.
Tradition has it that he was born in lonia in western Asia Minor,
perhaps on the island of Chios, and that he was blind. The
location is not unreasonable, for lonia was a center of poetry
and learning, where eastern and western cultures met and new
intellectual currents were born. Descriptions of Asia Minor in
the lliad and the Odyssey contain plot elements found in the
world’s first known epic, Gilgamesh, which by Homer’s era

had traveled from Mesopotamia (present-day Irag) to become
familiar in Asia Minor. For example, the hero Gilgamesh visits
the underworld, just like the hero of the Odyssey; he also

has a very good friend who is killed, just like Achilles has in .«
the lliad.

Most efforts to date Homer’s life place him R e
somewhere between 850 and 750 B.c. As a Greek @ NG
oral poet, it is unlikely he lived much later, for by then et
writing had been reintroduced to Greek culture. The /

details in Homer’s epics make clear that the poems :

were orally composed and that the /liad was written
first—probably some years before the Odyssey. The
two epics differ in style: the lliad is a single long, highly 7
dramatic narrative, while the Odyssey is episodic and
reads more like an adventure novel than a drama. For % |
these reasons, some scholars even speculate that the epics !
were composed by two different poets.

Inspiring Poems \Whatever the truth about Homer may

be, no one disputes the quality of the two epics with which

he is credited. The ancient Greeks revered the fliad and the
Odyssey. They recited the poems at religious festivals and had
children memorize them in school. All the Greek writers and
philosophers who came after Homer drew on the two epics.
Their influence spread to Rome and beyond, and they became
foundational works of western literature. Even in modern times,
great works from James Joyce’s Ulysses to Derek Walcott's Omeros
have been directly inspired by Homer’s verse.
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