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18th and 20th Centuries


THE ILIAD OF HOMER
Translated by Alexander Pope

….
   The son of Hercules, the Rhodian guide,

  Thus haughty spoke. The Lycian king replied:

  "Thy sire, O prince! o'erturn'd the Trojan state,

  Whose perjured monarch well deserved his fate;

  Those heavenly steeds the hero sought so far,

  False he detain'd, the just reward of war.

  Nor so content, the generous chief defied,

  With base reproaches and unmanly pride.

  But you, unworthy the high race you boast,

  Shall raise my glory when thy own is lost:

  Now meet thy fate, and by Sarpedon slain,

  Add one more ghost to Pluto's gloomy reign."

  He said: both javelins at an instant flew;

  Both struck, both wounded, but Sarpedon's slew:

  Full in the boaster's neck the weapon stood,

  Transfix'd his throat, and drank the vital blood;

  The soul disdainful seeks the caves of night,

  And his seal'd eyes for ever lose the light.

  Yet not in vain, Tlepolemus, was thrown

  Thy angry lance; which piercing to the bone

  Sarpedon's thigh, had robb'd the chief of breath;

  But Jove was present, and forbade the death.

  Borne from the conflict by his Lycian throng,

  The wounded hero dragg'd the lance along.

  (His friends, each busied in his several part,

  Through haste, or danger, had not drawn the dart.)

  The Greeks with slain Tlepolemus retired;

  Whose fall Ulysses view'd, with fury fired;

  Doubtful if Jove's great son he should pursue,

  Or pour his vengeance on the Lycian crew.

  But heaven and fate the first design withstand,

  Nor this great death must grace Ulysses' hand.

  Minerva drives him on the Lycian train;

  Alastor, Cronius, Halius, strew'd the plain,

  Alcander, Prytanis, Noemon fell:(154)

  And numbers more his sword had sent to hell,

  But Hector saw; and, furious at the sight,

  Rush'd terrible amidst the ranks of fight.

  With joy Sarpedon view'd the wish'd relief,

  And, faint, lamenting, thus implored the chief:

  "O suffer not the foe to bear away

  My helpless corpse, an unassisted prey;

  If I, unbless'd, must see my son no more,

  My much-loved consort, and my native shore,

  Yet let me die in Ilion's sacred wall;

  Troy, in whose cause I fell, shall mourn my fall."

  He said, nor Hector to the chief replies,

  But shakes his plume, and fierce to combat flies;

  Swift as a whirlwind, drives the scattering foes;

  And dyes the ground with purple as he goes.

  Beneath a beech, Jove's consecrated shade,

  His mournful friends divine Sarpedon laid:

  Brave Pelagon, his favourite chief, was nigh,

  Who wrench'd the javelin from his sinewy thigh.

  The fainting soul stood ready wing'd for flight,

  And o'er his eye-balls swam the shades of night;

  But Boreas rising fresh, with gentle breath,

  Recall'd his spirit from the gates of death.

  The generous Greeks recede with tardy pace,

  Though Mars and Hector thunder in their face;

  None turn their backs to mean ignoble flight,

  Slow they retreat, and even retreating fight.

  Who first, who last, by Mars' and Hector's hand,

  Stretch'd in their blood, lay gasping on the sand?

  Tenthras the great, Orestes the renown'd

  For managed steeds, and Trechus press'd the ground;,

  Next OEnomaus and OEnops' offspring died;

  Oresbius last fell groaning at their side:

  Oresbius, in his painted mitre gay,

  In fat Boeotia held his wealthy sway,

  Where lakes surround low Hyle's watery plain;

  A prince and people studious of their gain.

  The carnage Juno from the skies survey'd,

  And touch'd with grief bespoke the blue-eyed maid:

  "Oh, sight accursed! Shall faithless Troy prevail,

  And shall our promise to our people fail?

  How vain the word to Menelaus given

  By Jove's great daughter and the queen of heaven,

  Beneath his arms that Priam's towers should fall,

  If warring gods for ever guard the wall!

  Mars, red with slaughter, aids our hated foes:

  Haste, let us arm, and force with force oppose!"

  She spoke; Minerva burns to meet the war:

  And now heaven's empress calls her blazing car.

  At her command rush forth the steeds divine;

  Rich with immortal gold their trappings shine.

  Bright Hebe waits; by Hebe, ever young,

  The whirling wheels are to the chariot hung.

  On the bright axle turns the bidden wheel

  Of sounding brass; the polished axle steel.

  Eight brazen spokes in radiant order flame;

  The circles gold, of uncorrupted frame,

  Such as the heavens produce: and round the gold

  Two brazen rings of work divine were roll'd.

  The bossy naves of sold silver shone;

  Braces of gold suspend the moving throne:

  The car, behind, an arching figure bore;

  The bending concave form'd an arch before.

  Silver the beam, the extended yoke was gold,

  And golden reins the immortal coursers hold.

  Herself, impatient, to the ready car,

  The coursers joins, and breathes revenge and war.

  Pallas disrobes; her radiant veil untied,

  With flowers adorn'd, with art diversified,

  (The laboured veil her heavenly fingers wove,)

  Flows on the pavement of the court of Jove.

  Now heaven's dread arms her mighty limbs invest,

  Jove's cuirass blazes on her ample breast;

  Deck'd in sad triumph for the mournful field,

  O'er her broad shoulders hangs his horrid shield,

  Dire, black, tremendous! Round the margin roll'd,

  A fringe of serpents hissing guards the gold:

  Here all the terrors of grim War appear,

  Here rages Force, here tremble Flight and Fear,

  Here storm'd Contention, and here Fury frown'd,

  And the dire orb portentous Gorgon crown'd.

  The massy golden helm she next assumes,

  That dreadful nods with four o'ershading plumes;

  So vast, the broad circumference contains

  A hundred armies on a hundred plains.

  The goddess thus the imperial car ascends;

  Shook by her arm the mighty javelin bends,

  Ponderous and huge; that when her fury burns,

  Proud tyrants humbles, and whole hosts o'erturns.

…
His translation of the Iliad appeared between 1715 and 1720. It was acclaimed by Samuel Johnson as "a performance which no age or nation could hope to equal" (although the classical scholar Richard Bentley wrote: "It is a pretty poem, Mr. Pope, but you must not call it Homer.").

1. THEODORE ALOIS BUCKLEY - VICTORIAN ASSESSMENT OF POPE

Sensible as I am of the difficulty of disproving a negative, and aware as

I must be of the weighty grounds there are for opposing my belief, it

still seems to me that the Homeric question is one that is reserved for a

higher criticism than it has often obtained. We are not by nature intended

to know all things; still less, to compass the powers by which the

greatest blessings of life have been placed at our disposal. Were faith no

virtue, then we might indeed wonder why God willed our ignorance on any

matter. But we are too well taught the contrary lesson; and it seems as

though our faith should be especially tried touching the men and the

events which have wrought most influence upon the condition of humanity.

And there is a kind of sacredness attached to the memory of the great and

the good, which seems to bid us repulse the scepticism which would

allegorize their existence into a pleasing apologue, and measure the

giants of intellect by an homeopathic dynameter.

Long and habitual reading of Homer appears to familiarize our thoughts

even to his incongruities; or rather, if we read in a right spirit and

with a heartfelt appreciation, we are too much dazzled, too deeply wrapped

in admiration of the whole, to dwell upon the minute spots which mere

analysis can discover. In reading an heroic poem we must transform

ourselves into heroes of the time being, we in imagination must fight over

the same battles, woo the same loves, burn with the same sense of injury,

as an Achilles or a Hector. And if we can but attain this degree of

enthusiasm (and less enthusiasm will scarcely suffice for the reading of

Homer), we shall feel that the poems of Homer are not only the work of one

writer, but of the greatest writer that ever touched the hearts of men by

the power of song.

Having thus given a brief account of the poems comprised in Pope's design,

I will now proceed to make a few remarks on his translation, and on my own

purpose in the present edition.

Pope was not a Grecian. His whole education had been irregular, and his

earliest acquaintance with the poet was through the version of Ogilby. It

is not too much to say that his whole work bears the impress of a

disposition to be satisfied with the general sense, rather than to dive

deeply into the minute and delicate features of language. Hence his whole

work is to be looked upon rather as an elegant paraphrase than a

translation. There are, to be sure, certain conventional anecdotes, which

prove that Pope consulted various friends, whose classical attainments

were sounder than his own, during the undertaking; but it is probable that

these examinations were the result rather of the contradictory versions

already existing, than of a desire to make a perfect transcript of the

original. And in those days, what is called literal translation was less

cultivated than at present. If something like the general sense could be

decorated with the easy gracefulness of a practised poet; if the charms of

metrical cadence and a pleasing fluency could be made consistent with a

fair interpretation of the poet's meaning, his _words_ were less jealously

sought for, and those who could read so good a poem as Pope's Iliad had

fair reason to be satisfied.

It would be absurd, therefore, to test Pope's translation by our own

advancing knowledge of the original text. We must be content to look at it

as a most delightful work in itself,--a work which is as much a part of

English literature as Homer himself is of Greek. We must not be torn from

our kindly associations with the old Iliad, that once was our most

cherished companion, or our most looked-for prize, merely because

Buttmann, Loewe, and Liddell have made us so much more accurate as to

amphikupellon being an adjective, and not a substantive. Far be it from us

to defend the faults of Pope, especially when we think of Chapman's fine,

bold, rough old English;--far be it from, us to hold up his translation as

what a translation of Homer _might_ be. But we can still dismiss Pope's

Iliad to the hands of our readers, with the consciousness that they must

have read a very great number of books before they have read its fellow.

2. POPE'S PREFACE TO THE ILIAD OF HOMER

Homer is universally allowed to have had the greatest invention of any

writer whatever. The praise of judgment Virgil has justly contested with

him, and others may have their pretensions as to particular excellences;

but his invention remains yet unrivalled. Nor is it a wonder if he has

ever been acknowledged the greatest of poets, who most excelled in that

which is the very foundation of poetry. It is the invention that, in

different degrees, distinguishes all great geniuses: the utmost stretch of

human study, learning, and industry, which masters everything besides, can

never attain to this. It furnishes art with all her materials, and without

it judgment itself can at best but "steal wisely:" for art is only like a

prudent steward that lives on managing the riches of nature. Whatever

praises may be given to works of judgment, there is not even a single

beauty in them to which the invention must not contribute: as in the most

regular gardens, art can only reduce beauties of nature to more

regularity, and such a figure, which the common eye may better take in,

and is, therefore, more entertained with. And, perhaps, the reason why

common critics are inclined to prefer a judicious and methodical genius to

a great and fruitful one, is, because they find it easier for themselves

to pursue their observations through a uniform and bounded walk of art,

than to comprehend the vast and various extent of nature.

Our author's work is a wild paradise, where, if we cannot see all the

beauties so distinctly as in an ordered garden, it is only because the

number of them is infinitely greater. It is like a copious nursery, which

contains the seeds and first productions of every kind, out of which those

who followed him have but selected some particular plants, each according

to his fancy, to cultivate and beautify. If some things are too luxuriant

it is owing to the richness of the soil; and if others are not arrived to

perfection or maturity, it is only because they are overrun and oppressed

by those of a stronger nature.
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Christopher Logue (b. 1926) has spent over forty years working on his contemporary version of Homer's Iliad. Begun in 1959 the project has expanded into five full-length collections, known collectively as War Music. Born in Portsmouth, Hampshire, Logue was part of a post-war artistic milieu that encompassed friendships with Samuel Beckett and Henry Miller in Paris. As well as his poetry, Logue has written for the theatre and cinema, including two screenplays one of which, Savage Messiah, was directed by Ken Russell, and he also appeared in front of the camera for the same director as Cardinal Richelieu in The Devils. For many years he contributed to the satirical magazine, Private Eye. The various instalments of War Music have been highly acclaimed, being shortlisted for the 2002 International Griffin Poetry Prize, and winning the Bernard F O'Connor Award from The Paris Review. 

All Day Permanent Red is the fourth book in the War Music series, but deals with some of the early battle scenes from The Iliad. This non-chronological approach is typical of the freedom Logue allows himself in relation to his source material, changing or omitting episodes and sometimes inventing entirely new scenes. His approach to language is similarly non-literal, mixing traditional imagery with the jarringly modern as in his description of the death of a Greek soldier from an arrow wound that makes "a tunnel the width of a lipstick through Quist's neck." This visceral immediacy is evident in the structure of the verse which is informal and flexible, meeting the demands of the moment and capturing both the horror and exhilaration of making war. His style is cinematic, now tracking the action from a distance, now zooming in close-up to focus on vignettes within the chaos of the fight, like the death of "Bubblegum" who one minute is "out to make his name!" and the next is lying dead in the dust. In this shifting perspective, Logue is close in spirit to Homer where emotion is yoked to action and the gods are no better than ourselves, only more powerful. 

In this extraordinary reading, Logue brings the different characters thrillingly to life, sweeping the listener along on the bloody tide of action. However, he also knows how to change pace, as in the beautiful closing passage when we are given a god's eye view of the Western world, the culture of which Homer's epic has done so much to shape. 

His recording was made for The Poetry Archive on 10 January 2003 at The Audio Workshop, London and was produced by Liane Aukin.
http://www.poetryarchive.org/poetryarchive/singlePoem.do?poemId=1531 
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