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Dedicated to the memory of my mother, for introducing me to the wonders of the Trojan War when I was seven years old.
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1. The Late Bronze Age Aegean and Western Anatolia, ca. 1250 BCE, including the major sites on mainland Greece, Crete, the Cycladic Islands, and the western coast of Turkey (Anatolia).


Introduction

Was there a conflict sometime back in antiquity that gave rise to the legend of the Trojan War? Did the battles of that war take place near the site that we now call Troy? The ancient Greeks and Romans certainly thought that such a war had taken place, and they thought they knew the site of its battles, in northwest Anatolia (modern Turkey). Later, they built their own cities, Hellenistic Ilion and Roman Ilium, respectively, at the same location. It is said that Alexander the Great even slept with a copy of the Iliad annotated by Aristotle under his pillow and visited the presumed site of Troy during his Asian campaign in 334 BCE.

The Greeks and Romans believed that the Trojan War was both a real event and a pivotal point in world history; Herodotus and Thucydides discussed the Trojan War briefly in the opening pages of their respective books, written during the fifth century BCE. However, none of the later Greco-Roman scholars and authors was quite certain when it had actually happened. Estimates for the date of the war, including those by Herodotus, ranged from 1334 BCE to 1135 BCE, but those estimates were usually based on little substantive evidence; dates were put forth as “a thousand years before Alexander the Great’s visit” or “eight hundred years before the time of Herodotus.” Eventually, the third-century BCE Greek geographer Eratosthenes’s estimated date of 1184 BCE (“407 years before the first Olympiad”) became the most favored, although it too was based mostly on guesswork.

Classical scholars during the Middle Ages and into the early modern era were more dubious and frequently minimized the importance of the Trojan War, or even dismissed it entirely as a piece of fiction. Only when Heinrich Schliemann, the so-called father of Mycenaean archaeology, claimed to have again located the site of Troy in the 1870s was attention seriously paid to the possibility that the story may have had a basis in historical reality, with interest focused on his newly excavated remains at the site of Hisarlik (Turkish Hisarlık, “Place of Fortresses”). Since then, scholarly discussion has continued unabated, with academic debate focused on several areas, including the literary evidence and the archaeological data for the existence of—and specific details concerning—Homer, Bronze Age Greece, Troy, and the Trojan War itself (see fig. 2).

The tale of the war, as related by Homer in the eighth century BCE, and by other Greek poets and playwrights in the centuries following, contains themes that have resonated down through the ages. The basic story, a timeless epic of love and war, rivalry and greed, heroes and cowards, is easily told. It revolves around a few central characters and a host of supporting actors. Those immediately central to the story include, on the one side, Helen, the wife of the Mycenaean Greek king of Sparta, Menelaus; Menelaus’s brother Agamemnon, king of Mycenae; Achilles, a Mycenaean warrior from Thessaly who is almost without equal in battle; and Odysseus, the Mycenaean king of Ithaca. On the other side are, among others, Paris, the son of King Priam of Troy; Priam himself; and Hector, an older son of Priam.

The story of the Trojan War has fascinated humans for centuries and has given rise to countless scholarly articles and books, extensive archaeological excavations, epic movies, television documentaries, stage plays, art and sculpture, souvenirs and collectibles. In the United States there are thirty-three states with cities or towns named Troy and ten four-year colleges and universities, besides the University of Southern California, whose sports teams are called the Trojans. Particularly captivating is the account of the Trojan Horse, the daring plan that brought the Trojan War to an end and that has also entered modern parlance by giving rise to the saying “Beware of Greeks bearing gifts” and serving as a metaphor for hackers intent on wreaking havoc by inserting a “Trojan horse” into computer systems.

[image: image]

2. After retiring from a successful business career, the wealthy Heinrich Schliemann devoted the rest of his life to finding and excavating Troy.

But, is Homer’s story convincing? Certainly the heroes, from Achilles to Hector, are portrayed so credibly that it is easy to believe the story.
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