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HERODOTUS ON THE ORIGIN, TIME AND LIFE OF HOMER

1 Herodotus of Halicarnassus has recorded the following information on the origins, time and life of Homer, aiming to achieve the greatest accuracy. When Cyme, the old Aeolian city, was being founded, Hellenic tribes of every kind gathered there, and among those who came from Magnesia was Melanopus, son of Ithagenes son of Crethon – not a rich man, but one of modest means. This Melanopus married Omyres’ daughter in Cyme, and from that union a female child was born to him, whom he named Chretheis. When this Melanopus and his wife died, he entrusted his daughter to a man he knew very well, Cleanax of Argos.

2 When some time had passed, it happened that the girl fell pregnant after having sex with a man in secret. At first she managed to hide her condition; but when Cleanax became aware of it, he was angry about the mishap, and summoning Cretheis in private he held her wholly responsible for everything, emphasising the dishonor it brought among their fellow-citizens. He therefore decided on the following course of action with respect to the girl’s future. At that time the Cymaeans were colonizing the innermost part of the gulf of the Hermus; they founded a city and Theseus gave it the name Smyrna, for he wished to establish a memorial that was named after his wife; for her name was Smyrna. Theseus was among the leaders of the Thessalians who were colonizing Cyme, the offspring of Eumelus son of Admetus, and a very rich man. Cleanax placed Cretheis there along with Ismenias, a Boeotian, who had been chosen by lot as one of the colonists and was a very good friend of his.

3 When some time had passed, as Cretheis was going with other women to a festival at the river called Meles and was now ready to give birth, she bore Homer, who was not blind but could see. And she gave the child the name Melesigenes, taking the name from the river. At this time she was staying with Ismenias. But when some time had passed she went away, and undertaking manual work she supported the child and herself, finding work now with one person, now with another; and she educated the child with such means as she had.  

4 At that time there was in Smyrna a man called Phemius, who used to teach boys letters and all the other arts. Since this man was living alone, he hired Cretheis to work some wool for him that he had received from the boys as a payment. She worked at his place, with considerable decorum and self-control, and greatly pleased Phemius. Finally he proposed that she should live with him, employing a number of arguments which, he thought, would win her over, not least concerning her child. For he said that he would adopt him as his own son, and that, after he had supported and educated him, the child would gain renown, for he could see that he was intelligent and very talented. And finally he persuaded her to do as he suggested. 

5 The child was naturally gifted, and with care and education he quickly distinguished himself greatly from all others. As time went by and he reached manhood, he was not at all inferior to Phemius in learning. And so when Phemius died, leaving everything to the child, and not long afterwards Chretheis died too, Melesigenes took over as teacher. Now being on his own, he achieved greater prominence amongst men, and both the locals and the visitors from abroad became his admirers. For Smyrna was a trading post and a great deal of grain was exported from there, as it was brought to the city in great quantities from the surrounding land. And so the foreigners, whenever they finished work, would spend their leisure time sitting at the house of Melesigenes.

6 Among them at that time was a shipowner, Mentes, from the area around Leucas, who had sailed down for grain as he had a ship. He was an educated man for that time and very learned, and he persuaded Melesigenes to abandon teaching and set sail with him, in exchange for a salary and all that he might need. He added that it would be worth visiting lands and cities while he was still young. And I think that this argument, in particular, swayed Homer, for already at that time he may have been thinking of applying himself to poetry. So he abandoned his teaching and set sail with Mentes. And whatever place he reached on each occasion, he observed all the peculiarities of the region and gained knowledge through inquiry; it is likely that he also wrote down notes of everything.

7 On the way back from Etruria and Spain, they arrived at Ithaca. And it happened that Melesigenes, who was suffering from an eye disease, was feeling gravely ill and, because he needed care, Mentes, who was about to sail to Leucas, left him with a very good friend of his, Mentor, an Ithacan, the son of Alcimus, and begged him to take care of Homer; he would pick him up on the return voyage. Mentor spared no efforts in tending him, for he had ample resources and by far the best reputation among the Ithacans for righteousness and hospitality. There it happened that Melesigenes researched and learned about the story of Odysseus. The Ithacans say that he went blind then, whilst he was staying with them; but, in my opinion, he recovered on that occasion and went blind later, in Colophon. The Colophonians agree with me on these matters.

8 Mentes, on the return voyage from Leucas, put in at Ithaca and picked up Melesigenes; and for a long time he sailed about with him. But upon arrival at Colophon it happened that his eye disease returned, and this time he was not able to recover but went blind there. From Colophon, being now blind, he went to Smyrna, and in this condition he turned his hand to poetry.    

9 When some time had passed, since he had no means of earning a living in Smyrna, he decided to go to Cyme. Travelling across the plain of the Hermus he arrived at Neonteichus, a Cymaean colony; this site was founded eight years after Cyme. There it is said that he stood near a shoemaker’s shop and recited his first verses: 



Respect those who need hospitality and shelter, you who dwell in lofty Cyme, the wide-eyed girl, on the lowest foot of Sardene with its lofty foliage, and drink the ambrosial water of the divine river, the eddying Hermus, offspring of immortal Zeus. 


Sardene is a mountain situated above the river Hermus and Neonteichos. The name of the shoemaker was Tychius; upon hearing these verses he decided to welcome the man, for he pitied the blind beggar, and he invited him into his workshop and told him to take his share of what was there. So Homer went in. Sitting in the shoemaker’s shop, when other people were also present, he would perform his poetry for them, Amphiaraus’ expedition against Thebes and the hymns that he had composed to the gods, and giving his opinion on matters which were discussed by those present, he seemed remarkable to his listeners.   

10 Meanwhile, Melesigenes was staying around Neonteichos, earning his living through his poetry. The inhabitants of Neonteichos still showed in my lifetime the spot where he used to sit and perform his verses, and they had great veneration for the place. A poplar tree was growing there, which they said had grown from the time when Melesigenes came to them.  

10 After some time had passed, being impoverished and scarcely having enough to eat, he decided to go to Cyme, hoping to improve his situation. When he was about to set out, he recited these verses:



May my feet carry me forthwith to a city of respectful men; for the spirit of such men is willing and their counsel best.


Travelling from Neonteichos, he arrived at Cyme via Larissa, for that route was easiest for him; and, as the Cymaeans say, he composed this epigram for the king of Phrygia, Midas son of Gordies, at the request of his kinsmen; and it is still now inscribed on the memorial stele:


	
I am a virgin of bronze, and I lie on the tomb of Midas. As long as water flows, and trees grow high, and the sun rises and shines brightly, and the bright moon, and the rivers flow and the sea swells, staying here on this much lamented tomb I shall announce to passersby that Midas is buried here.  


12 Sitting in the salons of the old men in Cyme, Melesigenes performed the verses he had composed, and he delighted his audience with his words; and they became his admirers. Realising that the Cymaeans were receiving his poetry favourably, and that he was winning the friendship of his audience, he made this speech to them, saying that if they were willing to support him at public expense, he would bring great glory to their city. His audience was willing to do this and advised him to approach the council and make a request to the councillors. They said that they would support him. He did as they suggested, and when the council gathered he went to the council room and asked the presiding official to bring him in to the council. He accepted and led him in at the right moment. Taking his stand, Melesigenes made the same speech concerning about his maintenance that he had made in the salons. When he had finished speaking, he went outside and sat down. 

13 They deliberated over what answer they should give him. The man who had brought him in was favourably disposed, and so were all of the other councillors who had listened to him in the salons; but it is said that one of the councillors went against his request, saying, among other things, that if they decided to support the homeroi then they woud have a large and useless multitude. From then on, moreover, the name Homer prevailed over Melesigenes because of his disability, for the Cymaeans call the blind homeroi; so that, although he was previously called Melesigenes, his name became Homer.

14 And foreigners spread it about when they mentioned him. But the archon’s speech concluded that they should not support Homer, and the rest of the council was convinced in some way too. The presiding official came and sat beside him, and he explained the arguments that had been made against his request and the deliberations of the council. And when he heard this, Homer was aggrieved and spoke these verses:


What a destiny father Zeus made me prey to, raising me, when I was a child, on the knees of my reverend mother. Once, by the will of aegis-bearing Zeus, the city was fortified by the people of Phrikon, riders of enraged horses, keener than raging fire in deciding the battle, Aeolian Smyrna, the sea’s neighbour, august coast, through which the glistening water of the holy Meles flows. Starting from there the daughters of Zeus, his glorious offspring, wanted to celebrate the divine land and city of men; but they refused the sacred voice, the fame, the song, because of their thoughtlessness. One of them will understand when he suffers, he who decided my destiny with rebukes. I will endure the fate that the god gave me when I was born, bearing defeat with a patient heart, but no longer do my limbs wish to remain in the sacred streets of Cyme: my great heart incites me to go to a foreign people, however small it may be.
 
15 After this he left Cyme for Phocaea, laying on the Cymaeans a curse that no famous poet should ever be born in their land to bring them glory. Having arrived in Phocaea he adopted the same way of life, performing verses whilst sitting in the salons. There was in Phocaea at that time a certain Thestorides, a disagreeable man, who taught letters to schoolboys. When he learned of Homer’s poetry, he approached him with words to the effect that he was willing to assume responsibility for his care and sustenance, if Homer agreed to ascribe to him whatever verses that he had composed, and, whenever he composed others, always to do so under Thestorides’ name. 

16 When Homer heard this he concluded that he would have to comply, for he was in need of basic necessities and care. During his stay with Thestorides he composed the Little Iliad, which begins:



I sing of Ilion and Dardania of fine horses, for which the Danaans, servants of Ares, suffered much,


and the so-called Phocais, which the Phocaeans say Homer composed when he was with them. When Thestorides had transcribed from the mouth of Homer the Phocais and all his other works, he resolved to leave Phocaea, for he wanted to take possession of Homer’s poetry. And he no longer took care of Homer in the same manner as before. So he spoke these verses to him:



Thestorides, although many things are unexpected for mortals, nothing is more incomprehensible than the human mind.


So Thestorides left Phocaea for Chios, where he founded a school; and, reciting the verses as if they were his own, he won much praise and gained profit. Homer, for his part, continued to pursue the same way of life in Phocaea, earning a living through his poetry. 

17 After a short time some Chian merchants arrived in Phocaea. Hearing verses from Homer that they had often heard before from Thestorides in Chios, they told Homer that in Chios a certain school teacher was receiving much praise by performing the same verses. Homer realised that this must be Thestorides, and he desired with all his heart to go to Chios. But when he went down to the harbour, he found no ship sailing to Chios; but some men were preparing to sail to Erythrea for wood. Homer was happy to make his voyage via Erythrea, and he approached the sailors and asked them to accept him as a passenger, presenting many appealing arguments that were likely to convince them. They agreed to take him in, and invited him to embark. Homer embarked, praising them generously, and when he sat down he spoke these verses: 



Listen, Poseidon, powerful earth-shaker, ruler of sacred Helicon with its broad spaces, grant a favourable wind and a safe return for the sailors, who are escorts and overseers of the ship. Grant that, when I come to the foot of towering Mimas, I may encounter considerate and pious people, and punish the man who cheated me and enraged Zeus of Guests and the guest-table. 


18 When they reached Erythraea after a fine trip, Homer bedded down for the night on the ship. The following day he asked to be led by one of the sailors into the town, and they sent one to be his escort. As Homer was walking, because he found the terrain of Erythrea rough and mountainous, he spoke these verses:



Bounteous mistress Earth, giver of sweet wealth, how fertile you are for some mortals, but for others, with whom you are angry, how barren and rough. 


Once he had reached the city of the Erythraeans, he asked about the voyage to Chios. When a man who had seen him in Phocaea approached and greeted him, Homer asked for his help in finding a ship, so that he could cross over to Chios.   

19 There was no packet boat from the harbour, but he led him to where the fishing boats were moored. And by chance he happened upon some men who were about to sail to Chios; his guide approached them and asked them to take Homer with them. But they took no notice and set sail. So Homer spoke these verses:



Seafaring sailors, who in your wretched fate are like timorous shearwaters, who lead an unpleasant life, respect the sanctity of high-ruling Zeus of Guests; for the retribution of Zeus of Guests is dire for those who cause offence. 


After they had set sail, it happened that an unfavourable wind arose, and they were driven back to the place from where they had put out, and there they found Homer still sitting on the shore. When he realised that they had been driven back, he spoke thus:



“An unfavourable wind has arisen and caught you, foreigners; but take me even now, and you will have your voyage”.


The fishermen, regretting that they had not taken him in before, urged him to embark, saying that they would not leave him behind if he wanted to sail with them; and thus taking him in they set sail, and they put in on a beach. 

20 Then the fishermen turned to their work; Homer spent the night on the beach, and as he walked and wandered about the following day he came to the place called Pine. And there, while he was resting at night, a fruit of the pine fell upon him (the fruit that some call whorl, others cone). And Homer spoke these verses:



Another pine drops a better fruit than yours on the peaks of windy Ida with its many valleys, where the iron of Ares shall be among mortals who walk the earth, when the Cebrenian men possess it. 


The Cymaeans at this time were preparing to occupy Cebrenia near Mount Ida, and much iron is produced there.

21 Homer got up from there and followed the sound of goats being herded. When the dogs barked at him, he cried out; and Glaucus (for this was the name of the goatherd) ran quickly when he heard his voice, and he called the dogs back and scared them away from Homer. For a long time he was astonished at how a blind man had come alone to such places, and for what reason. So he approached Homer and enquired who he was, how he had come to uninhabited places and pathless regions, and what he needed. And Homer, telling him all that had happened to him, moved him to pity; for Glaucus, as it seems, was not hard-hearted. And so, taking Homer with him, Glaucus brought him to his lodging, lit up a fire, and prepared a meal, and placing it in front of him invited him to dine.

22 Since the dogs were not eating and were barking at them while they dined, as they usually did, Homer spoke these verses to Glaucus:



Gentle Glaucus, let me put a thought in your head: first give the dogs their meal at the doors of the courtyard, for that is best: a dog is the first to hear a man approaching or a beast going into the enclosure.


Hearing this, Glaucus was delighted with the advice and was astonished at him. Having eaten, they amused themselves in conversation, and as Homer related his wanderings and the cities he had visited, Glaucus was astounded by what he heard. And when it was time to sleep, he took his rest. 

23 On the following day, Glaucus decided to go to his master’s house to inform him about Homer. He entrusted pasturing the goats to his fellow slave and left Homer indoors, telling him that he would come back before long, and going down to Bolissos, which is close to that place, and meeting his master, he reported the whole truth about Homer, making a wonder of his arrival, and asked what should be done with him. But he believed very few details of the story, and denounced Glaucus as a fool for taking in and supporting disabled people; but he asked him to bring the foreigner to him anyway.    

24 Going back to Homer, Glaucus reported these things and urged him to make the trip, saying that it would be good for him; and Homer was willing to do so. And so Glaucus took him and led him to his master. As he conversed with Homer, the Chian found that he was clever and experienced in many things. He therefore convinced him to remain there and look after his children, for the Chian had sons of age. So he charged him with the education of his children, and Homer performed this role. And he composed there, at the Chian’s in Bolissos, the Cercopes, the Batrachomyomachia, the Psaromachia, the Heptapaktike, the Epikichlides, and all the other playful poems of Homer; so that he now also became famous in the city thanks to his poetry. And Thestorides, as soon as he became aware that he was there, departed on a ship from Chios.

25 After some time had passed, having asked the Chian to take him to Chios, he arrived at the city; and, founding a school, he taught his verses to children. He was recognised as very clever by the Chians, and many became his admirers. Once he had accumulated sufficient resources, he married a woman, from whom two daughters were born to him; and one of them died unwed, while the other he gave in marriage to a man from Chios.       

26 Turning his hand to poetry, he repaid the favours that he had received, first of all to Mentor the Ithacan in the Odyssey, for tending him assiduously in Ithaca when his eyes were sick, by fitting his name into his poetry and saying that he was a friend of Odysseus; and he made Odysseus entrust his household to him when he left for Troy on the grounds that he was the best and most just of the Ithacans. At many other points in his poetry too, to honour him, he made Athena assume the appearance of Mentor when she engaged in conversation with someone. He also repaid his teacher Phemius for his support and education in the Odyssey, and especially in these verses:



And the herald put the beautiful lyre in the hands of Phemius, who far excelled all in singing,


and again:



And taking up the phorminx, he struck up a beautiful song.


He also mentions the shipowner by the name of Mentes, with whom he sailed around and saw many cities and lands, in these verses:



Mentes the son of wise Anchialus I profess to be, and I rule the Taphians fond of the oar.


He also returned the favour of Tychios the shoemaker, who took him in in Neonteichos when he went to his workshop, introducing him in these verses from the Iliad:



And Ajax arrived from nearby bearing a shield like a tower, made of bronze and seven bulls’ hides, which Tychios laboured to fashion for him, far the best of leather-cutters, whose home was in Hyle. 


27 Thanks to this poetry Homer was held in high esteem around Ionia, and his fame was already reaching mainland Greece. While living in Chios winning renown for his poetry, since many people were coming to him, those who met him advised him to go to Greece. He welcomed the idea and was very eager to travel. 

28 Realizing that he had composed many great eulogies for Argos, but none for Athens, he added to his poem, the Great Iliad, these verses to exalt Erechtheus in the Catalogue of Ships:



The people of greathearted Erechtheus, whom Athena daughter of Zeus once reared and the grain-giving earth bore.


And to praise their commander Menestheus, for being the best of all men at stationing infantry and charioteers, he said in these verses:



The son of Peteos, Menestheus, in turn commanded them. No man on earth has ever been equal to him in arranging horses and shield-bearing men.


And he placed Ajax, son of Telamon, and his Salaminians in the Catalogue of Ships with the Athenians, speaking these verses:



Ajax from Salamis led twelve ships, and he stationed them where the Athenian ranks stood.


And in the Odyssey he added that Athena, having gone to speak to Odysseus, arrived at the city of the Athenians, which she honours more than all other cities:



And she came to Marathon and Athens with its broad places, and entered 	the well-built house of Erechtheus.


29 Having added these verses to his poetry and made his preparations, wishing to sail to Greece, he put in at Samos. It happened that the local people at that time were celebrating the festival of the Apatouria. And one of the Samians, when he saw that Homer had arrived, for he had seen him before in Chios, went to his clansmen and told them (about Homer), praising him greatly. The clansmen asked him to bring him there; and chancing upon Homer, he said: “Foreigner, as the city is celebrating the Apatouria, our clansmen invite you to celebrate with us”. Homer said he would do so, and went with the man who had invited him. 

30 As he was walking he met some women who were offering sacrifices to Kourotrophos at the place where three roads cross; the priestess, annoyed at seeing him, said: “Man, go away from the sacrifice”. Homer took this utterance to heart, and he asked his guide who it was that had spoken, and to what god the sacrifice was being offered; he explained that it was a woman, sacrificing to Kourotrophos. And upon hearing this he said the following verses:  



Hear me as I pray, Kourotrophos, and grant that this woman reject the love and bed of young men, but let her delight in old men with hoary temples, whose strength is blunted, though their desire is still keen.


31 When he came to the clan gathering and stood on the threshold of the building where they were feasting, there was, some say, a fire burning in the building, but others say that they lit it after Homer spoke these verses:



Sons are crown for a man, walls for a city; horses are the ornament on a plain, ships of the sea, and wealth enhances the house; and honourable kings sitting in the assembly are a beautiful sight to others. And when a fire is burning the house looks more honourable. 


Having entered and reclined, he feasted with the clansmen; and they honoured and admired him. And then Homer slept there. 

32 On the following day, as he was going away, some potters who were firing a kiln full of fragile pottery saw him, called him over, as they had learned that he was wise, and asked him to sing for them, saying that they would give him some of their pottery and anything else they had. Homer sang these verses for them, which are called The Kiln:



If you are going to give me a reward I will sing, o potters; come then, Athena, hold your hand over the kiln, may the cups and all the dishes turn a fine black, and be well baked and obtain the price that they are worth, with many sold in the agora, many in the streets, and bring in great profit, and provide for us as much as 	for them. But if, turning to impudence, you begin to tell lies, then I will summon those destroyers of the kiln, Crush and Shatter, Blister and Shaker, and  Underbake, who does much damage to this art †…† the furnace and the rooms, and may the whole kiln be in disorder, while the potters wail loudly. As a horse’s jaw champs the bit, so may the kiln	champ, making sherds of all the pottery within. And may you come, as well, Circe, daughter of the Sun, you who know many charms; mix 	your wild drugs, ruin them and their works; and may Chiron, too, bring many Centaurs here, those who escaped the hands of Heracles and those who died. May they kick these pots to pieces, may the kiln fall apart, and may the potters lament when they see these destructive deeds; I will rejoice as I watch the downfall of their art. And he who puts his head over the 	top, may his whole face be burned, so that all may learn how to behave appropriately.     


33 He spent the winter in Samos, and going to the most prosperous houses during the new moon he made some money by singing these verses, which are called Eiresione; some of the local boys always guided and attended him:



We approached the house of a highly influential man, who has great power and raises a great clamour, always blessed. Open by yourselves, doors: for Wealth will come in abundance, and with Wealth also flourishing Cheer and good Peace. May all the grain jars then be full, and may the barley cake always inch down from the kneading trough. Your son’s bride will come to you in a seat, sturdy-footed mules will bring her to your house, and may she weave at her loom as she treads a floor of amber. I will return, I will return every year like the swallow. I stand at the doorway


and



…if you are going to give something; if not, we will not stay here, for we have not come here to live with you.


These verses were sung in Samos for a long time by the children when they collected money during the festival of Apollo. 

34 At the beginning of spring Homer undertook a voyage to Athens from Samos. And sailing out with some local people, he was carried off course to Ios. They did not moor at the town, but on the shore. It happened that Homer began to feel rather ill; having disembarked, he lay down on the shore, feeling weak. For many days they stayed at anchor because of adverse weather, and people were continuously coming down from the town and spending time with Homer, and they admired him as they listened to him.  

35 While the sailors and some people from the town were sitting with Homer, some young fishermen came ashore at that place, and alighting from the boat they approached them and said: “Come now, foreigners, listen to us, to see if you are able to understand what we say.” And one of those present urged them to speak, so they said: “We left behind what we caught, and what we did not catch we carry with us.” Some say that they spoke in metre: 



All we caught we left behind, what we did not catch we carry with us.


Since those present were not able to understand what they had said, the boys explained that while they were fishing they were not able to catch anything, but then, sitting on the land, they deloused themselves, and the lice that they had caught, they left behind, while those that they were not able to catch, they were bringing home. Homer, hearing this, said these verses:



From the blood of such fathers you were born, who neither possessed rich lands nor grazed countless herds.


36 As a result of this illness it happened that Homer died in Ios, not from his failure to understand what the boys had said, as some think, but because of his weakness. After his death, he was buried in Ios, on the shore there, by his fellow sailors and those people of the town who had conversed with him. And long afterwards, the people of Ios inscribed the following elegy, when his poetry had become famous and was admired by everyone; it is not by Homer:



Here the earth covers the sacred head, adorner of warrior heroes, divine Homer.  


37 That Homer was an Aeolian, and not an Ionian or a Dorian, I have shown in what I have related above, and he too makes this inference possible on the basis of the following facts: it is likely that a poet of Homer’s calibre, when he describes the customs of men, will either seek out the finest ones and incorporate them into his poems or he will describe his own native customs. You will therefore now judge for yourselves as you listen to the following verses. For in the case of sacrifice, he either sought out and described the best kind, or the one belonging to his fatherland. For he says:



First they pulled back the heads and slaughtered and flayed them. They cut out the thighbones and covered them in fat, making a double fold, and placed pieces of raw meat upon them.


In these verses nothing is said about the use of the loin in sacrifice; for, of all the Greeks, only the Aeolians do not burn the loin. He also shows in the following verses that, being an Aeolian, he correctly followed their customs:



The old man burned them on splinters and poured on the sparkling wine; beside him the
young men held five-pronged forks in their hands.


For only the Aeolians roast the entrails on five prongs, all the other Greeks on three; and the Aeolian word for pente (five) is pempe. 

38 So I have set out the details of his origins, death and life. As for Homer’s time, one may calculate it precisely and correctly by taking into account the following. From the time of the expedition to Troy, which Agamemnon and Menelaus organized, it was one hundred and thirty years until Lesbos was colonised by cities (formerly it had no cities). Aeolian Cyme, also called Phrikonian Cyme, was founded twenty years after the colonisation of Lesbos. Smyrna was founded by the Cymaeans eighteen years after Cyme; and Homer was born at that time. From Homer’s birth there are six hundred and twenty two years until Xerxes’ crossing from Asia to Europe, which he accomplished by bridging the Hellespont during his expedition against the Greeks. From that moment it is possible for anyone who wishes to establish the chronology easily on the basis of the archon list at Athens. Homer was born one hundred and sixty eight years after the Trojan War.
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