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MORE THAN MYTH TO THE ILIAD

In Homer’s epic poem the Iliad, the rich and powerful city-state of Mycenae headed a united Greek attack against “windy Ilion”—the city of Troy—to avenge the kidnapping of “lovely-haired Helen,” wife of Sparta’s king Menelaus.  For centuries, the fabled treasurers of these legendary cities were thought to exist—like the Trojan War itself—in imagination only.  But modern archaeology suggests there may be more than myth to Homer’s classic tale.

Read “More Than Myth to the Iliad” on pages 134-137 and answer the following questions below:

1. Why was (and is) oral tradition an important part of literature?

2. Why was Heinrich Schliemann determined to conduct archaeological digs in Greece?

3. What evidence did Schliemann find to support his theory that Mycenae was a rich, flourishing city?

4. Point out ways in which the current archaeological team inferred that at least 6,000 people lived in Troy.

5. Why do some archaeologists and historians believe that trade was the source of the Trojan War?

6. Was there a Trojan War?  If so, what was its likely cause?

7. What is significant about the strait called Dardanelles?

8. Describe the Greek themes found in the movie “Troy”.

9. What is arête? How was arête displayed in the movie “Troy”?

10. Describe how the Greek tragedies are displayed in the movie “Troy”

More Than Myth to the Iliad

Greeks in antiquity considered the Iliad to be a historical account of their past.  Alexander the Great, for example, traced his mother’s family back to the hero of Achilles.  We know today that the poem is not a true story of a war in Greece’s late Bronze Age (about 1600 to 1100 B.C.).  For one thing, the Iliad was not written during this period.  It is the result of more than 500 years of oral tradition, handed down by generations of professional poets.  Credit for the final masterpiece went to someone the Greeks called “divine Homer,” but they new nothing more about this person than his supposed name—and neither do we.


Still, myths often spring from a kernel of historical truth, and in the late nineteenth century, the Trojan War’s mythical rival cities entered the real world of history.  Between 1870 and 1890 German businessman and amateur archaeologists Heinrich Schliemann carried out archaeological digs that put Troy and Mycenae on the map.  Since then, archeologists and scholars have uncovered numerous details suggesting that Homer’s Iliad records many aspects of the Greek Bronze Age (known to the historians as the Mycenaean Age, for the city that dominated the period).  The giant walls of Mycenae and its fabulous treasure, for example, and the geography around Troy itself in northwestern Turkey, all support descriptions you can find in the poem’s stirring rhythms.


Descendants of Greek-speaking peoples who appeared on the Greek mainland around 1900 B.C., the Mycenaeans eventually developed societies that revolved around a central palace.  In addition to the Mycenae itself, Schliemann and later archaeologists have discovered major Mycenaean centers whose names appear in the Iliad: “sacred” Pylos, Tiryns “of the huge walls,” and “thirsty” Argos, to list only a few of them.  Researchers have also discovered hundreds of settlements and tombs—all with a shared culture.  

The historical Mycenae dominated the plain of Argos, a wealthy region that controlled much of the trade across the Aegean Sea.  The city’s massive walls enclosed a large administrative complex of royal courts, houses, sanctuaries, and storerooms.  Its famous grave circle, unearthed by Schliemann in 1876, revealed rich treasures suggesting that as early as the 16th century the Mycenaean ruling class possessed a treasure trove of silver, gold, and ivory.


From archaeological digs at both Mycenae and Troy came signs that Homer’s Iliad told of real things in the ancient world.  Among the items found at Mycenae, for example, was a small gold ring.  Carved on its face is a miniature battle scene showing a man protecting his entire body behind a huge shield, the kind that Homer describes the Greek hero Ajax holding in front of him “like a wall.”  The Iliad’s heroes were known across the sea in Asia as well.  Tomb art found in Turkey and dating from the fourth century B.C. depicts a scene from the Trojan siege (Troy being conquered).


Troy’s location at the mouth of the Dardanelles, the strait that Homer called the Hellespont, gave it command of the water route into central Asia.  From this vantage point, the historical Trojans traded skillfully throughout central Asia.  What remains of Troy’s walls still overlooks a plain crossed by willow-lined rivers mentioned in the Iliad.
Henrich Schliemann’s excavation of Troy was crude and impatient.  He sank trenches straight to bedrock, believing Homer’s “windy Ilion” would lie at the bottom, thus destroying several layers of history.  Today an international team of archaeologists directed by Manfred Korfmann of Germany’s Tubingen University is reexcavating the entire site—nine levels ranging from 3000 B.C. to the Roman city of New Ilium in the early 16th A.D.  The sixth and seventh levels straddle the years 1250 to 1150 B.C. the era of Homer’s war.

Whether or not the Greeks actually launched an invasion or entered Troy by means of the famous Trojan horse ruse, evidence shows that the two peoples were in trading contact.  Mycenaean pottery found at Troy dates back to 1500B.C.

Some 1,300 feet (396 m) beyond the citadel first uncovered by Schliemann, Korfmann’s team of archaeologists has made a most exciting find.  They uncovered an extensive trench 8 feet (2.4 m) deep and 10 feet (3 m) wide encircling an entire town of wooden houses.  The reconfigured city which increases the known area of the sixth level of Troy by as much as 50 acres is almost ten times as large as the citadel and held a population of at least 6,000.  This finding makes Troy an opponent more equal to the mighty Mycenae than Schliemann’s hilltop fortress. 

Farther afield, a nearby sand cove, lies evidence to support speculation that the Trojans took advantage of their commanding position at this crossroads of trade between Europe and Asia.  Because of prevailing north easterly winds, shallow-keeled Bronze Age merchant ships would have been forced to wait at Troy for a favorable breeze before proceeding north of the Dardanelles to the Black Sea.  Korfmann’s team has located burials in the cove that reflect different cultural influences, suggesting that the crews of stranded vessels may have died while waiting for the wind to change.  Korfmann says later texts confirm that “occupants of the region exacted tolls from incoming vessels.”  If Troy grew rich with this practice, it would have made bitter enemies of merchants like the Mycenaeans.

Indeed, some historians speculate that conflict over trade routes, rather than Helen’s legendary beauty, may have sparked the Trojan War.  As Korfmann sees it, “It is possible that Troy experienced several commercial skirmishes (battles), if not one Trojan War.” 

