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Who was Homer?
[image: ]Homer is the name given to be poet of the Iliad and Odyssey, two important Epic poems that were composed sometime in the 8th century BCE and are some of the earliest examples of Ancient Greek Literature. The Iliad, set during the fabled Trojan War, tells the story of the great anger of Achilles, first as a result of his quarrel with King Agamemnon and then because of the death of his closest companion, Patroclus. The Odyssey, set after the Trojan War, details the epic journey home by one of the Greek key commanders during the war, Odysseus. By the Classical era, Homer’s own life and existence had been mythologised. There was a widespread belief that Homer was a blind bard from Ionia who composed his poems with divine inspiration from the Muses.

Oral TraditionMarble bust of Homer. 2nd century Roman copy of Greek original. British Museum, London.

Originally the Iliad and the Odyssey were transmitted across the ancient world by oral tradition. Oral tradition is a form of communication where ideas, knowledge, and art, are preserved through story telling from generation to generation. The work of Classical scholars has determined that Homer’s poems were originally constructed this way before they were codified into the text we have now, which is evidenced by the use of stock phrases, formulaic expressions, and repetition of important sections which would have aided the bard in remembering and performing the poems. 

The Homeric Question
Because of the ambiguous nature of the details of Homer’s life, and the existence of oral tradition, many people question whether Homer is indeed a real person at all. ‘The Homeric Question’ is the name given to the debate in scholarship over whether the Iliad and Odyssey represent the work of a single author who was a known historical figure, or whether Homer represents a conceptual ‘author’ and is a convenient name assigned to a body of literary work that was created over generations by various storytellers which eventually amalgamated into one single story. 
The two sides of this debate are known in scholarship as ‘unitarians’ and ‘analysts.’ Unitarians believe Homer to be a single poet and that the two Epic poems show an artistic unity which suggest they were written at one time by a single hand. Analysts believe that the poems were composed by many hands over several generations and that parts of Iliad and Odyssey may have been composed by different poets.  The answer may lie somewhere between the two theories. There is a degree of consistency in the language of the Iliad and the Odyssey, but linguistic analysis suggests that the Iliad and Odyssey may have been composed at different times, with the Iliad being earlier, and so were by different people. 
It is certainly the case that the story of the Trojan War, and stories revolving around its key characters, had been in circulation orally before the 8th century BCE when the poems were written. It may be a case that ‘Homer’ codified an existing tradition, that had been evolving for generations, into one single story. 
Regardless of which theory scholars believe, ‘Homer’ is always the name credited as the author of the Iliad and Odyssey, whether ‘Homer’ represents one single author or the work of a collection of creatives over time. 
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