
Homer's Epics and the Bronze Age: A Critical Examination of 
Narrative and Archaeological Evidence 
I. Introduction: The Enduring Enigma of Homer's Epics and the 
Bronze Age 
The Iliad and the Odyssey, attributed to Homer, stand as foundational pillars of 
Western literature, their narratives of heroism, divine machinations, the brutal realities 
of war, and the arduous path to homecoming having shaped storytelling, ethical 
considerations, and cultural memory for millennia. The raw human emotion and the 
grandeur of the events depicted continue to captivate audiences, ensuring their 
enduring relevance. Almost from the moment of their composition, and certainly 
throughout antiquity and into the modern era, there has been a persistent, powerful 
impulse to connect these epic tales with a tangible historical past. The figures of 
Achilles, Hector, Odysseus, and Penelope, the Trojan War, and the perilous wanderings 
in its aftermath, have prompted a search for their footprints in the material record. 
This desire to ground myth in reality intensified dramatically with the advent of 
archaeology as a discipline in the 19th century. Figures like Heinrich Schliemann, 
driven by an unwavering conviction in the historical truth of Homer's poems, 
embarked on excavations that would forever link the epics to specific archaeological 
sites, most notably Hisarlik in modern Turkey, which he identified as Troy.1 
Schliemann's pioneering, albeit often criticized for its crude methods 1, work initiated 
over a century of archaeological investigation and scholarly debate aimed at 
uncovering the Bronze Age world that might have inspired these poems. The very 
quest to find archaeological correlates for the Homeric epics speaks to a profound 
human tendency to seek tangible origins for foundational narratives, a tendency that 
has not only fueled popular imagination but has also significantly shaped the 
trajectory of archaeological inquiry and interpretation itself, as seen in the persistent 
"Ithaca Question" 5 and the way the epics have framed the interpretation of Bronze 
Age cultures, a phenomenon sometimes referred to as the "Homer Meme".3 



This report aims to provide an expert-level examination of the canonical storylines of 
Homer's Iliad and Odyssey, incorporating significant narrative variations from other 
ancient sources, particularly the poems of the Epic Cycle. Subsequently, it will 
critically assess the Bronze Age archaeological evidence from key sites such as 
Hisarlik (Troy), the great Mycenaean palatial centers (Mycenae, Pylos, Tiryns), and the 
islands implicated in Odysseus's story (primarily Ithaca). Broader aspects of 
Mycenaean civilization, including material culture, warfare, and maritime activities, will 
also be considered. The core of this investigation lies in comparing the literary 
accounts with the material findings to identify points of convergence, areas of 
plausible connection, and, crucially, instances of explicit contradiction or significant 
discrepancy. The methodology employed involves a careful synthesis of literary 
analysis and archaeological interpretation. This approach acknowledges the inherent 
complexities and limitations in bridging epic poems, likely composed in the 8th or 7th 
centuries BC and rooted in even earlier oral traditions 9, with the often mute and 
fragmented material record of the Late Bronze Age (roughly 1600-1100 BC), the 
period the epics purport to describe. Furthermore, the evolution of archaeological 
methods themselves, from Schliemann's enthusiastic but destructive trenching to the 
more meticulous, scientific approaches of later excavators like Blegen, Dörpfeld, 
Korfmann, and Aslan 1, has profoundly impacted the nature, reliability, and 
interpretation of the "evidence" available for comparison. Our understanding of the 
interface between Homeric epic and Bronze Age archaeology is therefore not static 
but is continually refined by new discoveries and evolving methodologies, meaning 
that perceived alignments or contradictions can shift over time. 

II. The Homeric Canon: Narratives of Troy and Odysseus's Return 
The term "Homeric canon" primarily refers to the Iliad and the Odyssey, two 
monumental epic poems that have achieved unparalleled status in Western literature. 
However, it is crucial to recognize that these works emerged from a rich and diverse 
oral tradition 9 and were part of a larger body of epic poetry, known as the Epic Cycle, 
which narrated the entirety of the Trojan War saga.13 While Homer's poems eventually 
overshadowed these other works, the existence of the Cycle demonstrates that the 
"canonical" status of the Iliad and Odyssey is, to some extent, a result of historical 
selection, preservation, and reception over centuries. Understanding these epics 
requires an appreciation of their specific narrative choices, such as the in medias res 
structure, and the pervasive influence of the divine, both of which pose challenges 
when attempting to align them with straightforward historical or archaeological 
accounts. 



A. The Iliad: Core Storyline, Key Characters, and Defining Moments 

The Iliad does not narrate the entire Trojan War; instead, it focuses intensely on a brief 
but pivotal period during the tenth and final year of the Achaean siege of Troy.15 The 
poem famously begins in medias res ("in the middle of things"), plunging the audience 
directly into a crisis that drives the narrative: the "Wrath of Achilles".15 

The exposition (Books 1-4) commences with an invocation to the Muse to sing of 
Achilles's rage.15 The Achaean forces, a coalition of Greek kingdoms led by 
Agamemnon, King of Mycenae, are besieging Troy. A plague, sent by Apollo, 
devastates the Achaean camp because Agamemnon has refused to return Chryseis, 
the captive daughter of Apollo's priest, Chryses.15 Under pressure, Agamemnon 
agrees to return Chryseis but, in a display of authority, seizes Achilles's war prize, the 
captive woman Briseis, as compensation. Achilles, the "best of the Achaeans" (aristos 
achaion), is profoundly dishonored by this act and furiously withdraws himself and his 
Myrmidon warriors from the fighting.15 He entreats his divine mother, the sea nymph 
Thetis, to persuade Zeus to grant victory to the Trojans until the Achaeans are driven 
back to their ships and Agamemnon recognizes his desperate need for Achilles, 
thereby restoring Achilles's honor.15 Zeus consents, setting the stage for Achaean 
suffering. The narrative then details Agamemnon's ill-fated attempt to test Achaean 
morale, which nearly leads to a rout, only halted by the intervention of Odysseus and 
Athena.15 A duel is arranged between Paris, the Trojan prince whose abduction of 
Helen from Menelaus, King of Sparta, was the casus belli, and Menelaus himself, with 
Helen to be the victor's prize. Menelaus defeats Paris, but the goddess Aphrodite 
intervenes to save her favorite, spiriting him away to Helen's bedchamber.15 The truce 
is subsequently broken when the Trojan archer Pandarus, incited by Athena (at Hera's 
urging to ensure Troy's utter destruction), wounds Menelaus, and full-scale battle 
erupts.15 

The Iliad is populated by a memorable cast of heroes and gods. On the Achaean side, 
besides Achilles and Agamemnon, prominent figures include Odysseus (known for 
his cunning), Diomedes (a formidable warrior who even wounds gods), Ajax the 
Greater (a bulwark of the Achaean line), and Nestor (the aged, wise counselor). 
Achilles's closest companion is Patroclus, whose fate is central to the poem's tragic 
arc.15 On the Trojan side, the preeminent hero is Hector, son of King Priam and Queen 
Hecuba, and husband to Andromache. Hector is portrayed as a noble defender of 
his city and family, a foil to Achilles's more self-absorbed rage.15 His brother Paris 
(also called Alexandros) is less heroic but pivotal to the war's origin.15 The Olympian 
gods are deeply involved, taking sides and directly intervening in mortal affairs: Zeus 
attempts to maintain a semblance of balance but is often swayed; Hera and Athena 



are implacable enemies of Troy; Apollo and Aphrodite favor the Trojans, with Ares 
also fighting on their side until wounded by Diomedes.15 Thetis consistently advocates 
for her son Achilles.15 

Pivotal events propel the narrative towards its climax. After Achilles's withdrawal, the 
Trojans, led by Hector, gain the upper hand, pushing the Achaeans back towards their 
ships (Books 8-15).15 An embassy led by Odysseus, offering Agamemnon's apologies 
and vast treasures, fails to persuade Achilles to return.15 The dire situation prompts 
Patroclus to plead with Achilles to allow him to enter the battle wearing Achilles's 
armor to rally the Achaeans. Achilles agrees but warns Patroclus not to pursue the 
Trojans to the city walls.16 Patroclus, initially successful, disobeys this injunction and is 
killed by Hector, with Apollo's assistance (Books 16-17).15 Patroclus's death is the 
poem's turning point. Consumed by grief and a thirst for vengeance, Achilles 
reconciles with Agamemnon and re-enters the war (Book 19).15 His mother Thetis 
procures new, divinely forged armor from Hephaestus, including a magnificent shield 
depicting scenes of peace and war, representing the entire cosmos.15 Achilles then 
unleashes a terrifying slaughter upon the Trojans (Books 20-21). The climax is his duel 
with Hector outside the Scaean Gate. After a dramatic chase, Achilles, aided by 
Athena, kills Hector (Book 22).15 In his rage, Achilles mistreats Hector's corpse, 
dragging it behind his chariot. The Achaeans then hold elaborate funeral games in 
honor of Patroclus (Book 23).15 The poem concludes not with the fall of Troy, but with a 
poignant scene of reconciliation: King Priam, guided by Hermes, ventures to Achilles's 
tent to ransom Hector's body. Achilles, moved by Priam's grief and reminded of his 
own aging father, relents. Hector's body is returned to Troy, and a temporary truce 
allows for his funeral rites (Book 24).15 The Iliad, therefore, is a profound exploration of 
themes such as rage (mēnis), honor (timē), glory (kleos), fate, and the shared 
humanity that can bridge even the bitterest enmities in the face of suffering and 
death.15 

B. The Odyssey: Odysseus's Trials, Homecoming, and Key Encounters 

The Odyssey chronicles the ten-year struggle of Odysseus, the resourceful king of 
Ithaca, to return home after the decade-long Trojan War.17 Like the Iliad, it begins in 
medias res, with Odysseus already having endured many of his famous adventures, 
which are later recounted by him in a lengthy flashback to the Phaeacians.17 The 
poem's narrative structure is more complex than that of the Iliad, interweaving 
Odysseus's ongoing trials with events in Ithaca and his son Telemachus's 
coming-of-age. 

The first four books, often termed the "Telemachy," focus on the situation in Ithaca 



and the maturation of Odysseus's son, Telemachus.17 Odysseus has been missing for 
nearly twenty years. His loyal wife, Penelope, is besieged by a horde of arrogant 
suitors who consume Odysseus's estate and pressure her to remarry. Telemachus, 
around twenty years old, feels powerless. Guided by the goddess Athena, often in 
disguise (as Mentes, then Mentor), Telemachus embarks on a journey to Pylos (to see 
King Nestor) and Sparta (to see King Menelaus and Helen) seeking news of his father. 
He learns that Odysseus is alive but captive.17 Meanwhile, the suitors plot to ambush 
and kill Telemachus upon his return.17 

The narrative then shifts to Odysseus himself (Books 5-8). He has been held captive 
for seven years on the island of Ogygia by the beautiful nymph Calypso, who desires 
him as her immortal husband.17 At Athena's plea, Zeus sends Hermes to order Calypso 
to release Odysseus. He builds a raft and sets sail but is shipwrecked by his divine 
nemesis, Poseidon (god of the sea, angered by Odysseus's blinding of his son, the 
Cyclops Polyphemus). Odysseus washes ashore on Scherie, the land of the 
Phaeacians. Naked and exhausted, he is found by the princess Nausicaä and brought 
to the palace of her parents, King Alcinous and Queen Arete, who offer him 
hospitality.17 It is here, during a banquet, that Odysseus, moved by the bard 
Demodocus's song about the Trojan Horse (a stratagem Odysseus himself devised), 
reveals his identity and recounts his extraordinary adventures since leaving Troy 
(Books 9-12).17 

Odysseus's famous flashback narrative includes his encounters with: the Cicones (a 
costly raid); the Lotus-Eaters (whose fruit induces forgetfulness of home); the 
one-eyed giant Cyclops Polyphemus (whom Odysseus blinds after several of his 
men are eaten, thereby incurring Poseidon's enduring wrath); Aeolus (master of the 
winds, who gives Odysseus a bag of winds that his foolish crew opens, blowing them 
off course); the cannibalistic Laestrygonians (who destroy all but Odysseus's own 
ship); the sorceress Circe on the island of Aeaea (who turns his men into swine, but 
with Hermes's help, Odysseus overcomes her and she becomes his ally for a year); his 
journey to the Underworld (the Nekuia) to consult the shade of the prophet Tiresias, 
where he also meets the shades of his mother Anticleia, Agamemnon, Achilles, and 
other fallen heroes; the Sirens (whose enchanting song lures sailors to their deaths, 
but Odysseus hears it safely by having his men tie him to the mast while their own 
ears are plugged with wax); the monstrous six-headed Scylla and the deadly 
whirlpool Charybdis (between which he must navigate, losing six men to Scylla); and 
finally, the island of Thrinacia, where his crew, despite warnings, slaughters and eats 
the sacred Cattle of Helios, the sun god, leading to their destruction in a storm, with 
only Odysseus surviving to wash up on Calypso's island.17 



Moved by his tale, the Phaeacians provide Odysseus with a ship and treasures, and 
convey him back to Ithaca while he sleeps (Book 13).17 Upon arrival, Athena disguises 
him as an old beggar to protect him from the suitors and allow him to assess the 
situation.17 He finds refuge with his loyal swineherd, Eumaeus, and is eventually 
reunited with Telemachus, who has returned safely from his journey. Together, they 
plot the suitors' downfall. Odysseus, still in disguise, enters his palace, enduring 
mockery and abuse from the suitors, particularly Antinous and Eurymachus.17 He is 
recognized by his old dog, Argus (who dies upon seeing his master), and later by his 
aged nurse, Eurycleia, who identifies him by a scar on his thigh.17 Penelope, unaware 
of the beggar's true identity but intrigued by him, devises an archery contest: she will 
marry whoever can string Odysseus's great bow and shoot an arrow through twelve 
axe heads (Book 21).17 None of the suitors can even string the bow. Odysseus, in his 
beggar's guise, requests a turn, effortlessly strings the bow, and makes the shot. He 
then casts off his disguise and, with Telemachus, Eumaeus, and the loyal cowherd 
Philoetius, slaughters all 108 suitors in a bloody battle in the megaron (Book 22).17 
Penelope, initially skeptical, tests Odysseus by asking him to move their marriage bed, 
which Odysseus himself had ingeniously built from a living olive tree rooted in the 
ground – a secret only he would know. Convinced, she joyfully accepts him (Book 
23).17 The epic concludes with Odysseus reuniting with his father Laertes, and Athena 
intervening to establish peace between Odysseus and the vengeful families of the 
slain suitors (Book 24).17 The Odyssey explores enduring themes of homecoming 
(nostos), identity, loyalty, perseverance, hospitality (xenia), temptation, divine justice, 
and the restoration of order.18 

C. Beyond Homer: The Epic Cycle and Narrative Variations 

While the Iliad and Odyssey are the most famous and complete surviving epics 
concerning the Trojan War, they were part of a larger collection of poems known as 
the Epic Cycle.13 These poems, composed by various authors, aimed to provide a 
comprehensive narrative of the entire Trojan saga, from its mythological origins to the 
eventual fates of its heroes. Unfortunately, these cyclic epics survive only in fragments 
and summaries, primarily from later writers like Proclus and Photius.13 Their existence 
is crucial for understanding that Homer's narratives, while dominant, were not the sole 
accounts available in antiquity and that variations in plot details and character 
portrayals existed. The poems were generally intended to supplement each other, 
creating a continuous narrative, with one epic often beginning where the previous one 
concluded.14 

The key poems of the Trojan segment of the Epic Cycle include: 

●​ The Cypria (attributed to Stasinus or Hegesias): This epic covered the events 



leading up to the Iliad. It detailed the Judgement of Paris, the abduction of Helen, 
the gathering of the Achaean fleet at Aulis, the sacrifice of Iphigenia (a detail not 
in Homer), the landing at Troy, and the first nine years of the war, effectively 
ending where the Iliad begins.13 It filled in the crucial backstory that Homer only 
alludes to. 

●​ The Aethiopis (attributed to Arctinus of Miletus): This poem picked up after the 
death of Hector, narrating the arrival of new Trojan allies: Penthesileia, queen of 
the Amazons, and Memnon, king of the Ethiopians, son of Eos (Dawn). Both are 
killed by Achilles. The Aethiopis also recounted the death of Achilles himself, shot 
by Paris with Apollo's guidance, and the subsequent contest for his armor.13 

●​ The Little Iliad (attributed to Lesches of Mytilene): This covered events after 
Achilles's death, including the awarding of Achilles's arms to Odysseus (leading to 
Ajax's madness and suicide), the fetching of Philoctetes and Neoptolemus 
(Achilles's son), and the construction of the Trojan Horse.13 

●​ The Iliou Persis (Sack of Troy, attributed to Arctinus of Miletus): This detailed the 
infiltration of the Trojan Horse, the debate among the Trojans, the attack by the 
hidden Achaeans, and the brutal sack of the city, including the deaths of Priam 
and Astyanax, and the enslavement of Trojan women like Hecuba and 
Andromache.13 Virgil's famous account in Book 2 of the Aeneid draws heavily on 
this tradition.13 

●​ The Nostoi (Returns, attributed to Agias or Eumelus): This epic narrated the 
perilous and often disastrous homecomings of the various Greek heroes after the 
fall of Troy, including the murder of Agamemnon by his wife Clytemnestra and her 
lover Aegisthus, Menelaus's wanderings, and Nestor's safe return.13 It provides a 
broader context for the unique focus of the Odyssey on a single hero's return. 

●​ The Telegony (attributed to Eugammon of Cyrene): This served as a sequel to the 
Odyssey, recounting Odysseus's further adventures after reclaiming his kingdom, 
including a journey to Thesprotia, and his eventual accidental death at the hands 
of Telegonus, his unrecognized son by Circe.13 

These poems, though largely lost, reveal that the Trojan War narrative was more 
extensive and varied than what is preserved in Homer alone. They sometimes offered 
narrative variations or even contradictions. For example, one surviving quotation 
indicates the Little Iliad narrated Neoptolemus taking Andromache prisoner after 
Troy's fall, while Proclus's summary suggests the Little Iliad stopped before the sack 
began.13 More explicitly, the warrior who killed Hector's son Astyanax during the sack 
of Troy is identified as Neoptolemus in the Little Iliad, but as Odysseus in the Iliou 
Persis.13 Such discrepancies highlight the fluidity of the oral and early literary 
traditions. The very existence of these alternative accounts underscores that Homer's 



versions, while achieving canonical status, represent a selection and shaping of a 
much broader mythic tapestry. The theory of oral-formulaic composition further 
suggests that both the Iliad and Odyssey underwent a process of standardization and 
refinement from older material, likely beginning in the 8th century BC 9, which implies 
an evolution of the stories over time before they reached their "Homeric" form. 

III. The World of the Epics: Archaeological Insights into Bronze 
Age Aegean Civilization 
To assess the relationship between Homer's epics and the historical past, it is 
essential to examine the archaeological evidence from the Late Bronze Age (LBA) 
Aegean (roughly 1600-1100 BC), the period in which the Trojan War and Odysseus's 
adventures are traditionally set. This era was dominated by the Mycenaean civilization, 
a sophisticated culture characterized by palatial centers, a distinct material culture, 
warrior elites, and extensive maritime networks. 

A. Mycenaean Society: Palaces (Mycenae, Pylos, Tiryns), Power Structures 
(Wanax, Lawagetas), and Administration (Linear B) 

The Mycenaean civilization flourished on mainland Greece and the Aegean islands, with major 
centers of power located at Mycenae, Tiryns (both in the Argolid), Pylos (in Messenia), Thebes 
(in Boeotia), and other sites.12 These palatial centers were typically fortified strongholds, 
often situated on defensible hilltops, and served as the administrative, economic, military, and 
religious hubs of their respective regions.12 
The architecture of these citadels was impressive, most famously characterized by Cyclopean 
masonry – massive, roughly dressed limestone blocks used to construct formidable 
fortification walls, such as those at Mycenae and Tiryns.12 The Lion Gate at Mycenae, with its 
monumental relief sculpture, is an iconic example of Mycenaean architectural prowess.12 
Within these fortifications lay complex palatial structures, the heart of which was often a 
megaron: a large rectangular hall with a central hearth, four surrounding columns, and a 
porch, which likely served as a throne room and ceremonial space.20 Palaces also included 
courtyards, residential quarters, storerooms, workshops, and sophisticated drainage 
systems.20 Frescoes adorned the walls, depicting scenes of processions, hunts, battles, and 
nature.22 The archaeological site of Peristeria in Messenia, dubbed the "Mycenae of Western 
Peloponnese," reveals an important early Mycenaean center (1500-1400 BC) with tholos 
tombs and evidence of an elite ruling class, predating the peak of Pylos and Mycenae.25 
The power structure of Mycenaean society is primarily illuminated by Linear B 
tablets, clay documents inscribed with an early form of the Greek language, 
deciphered by Michael Ventris in 1952.19 These tablets, found mainly at Knossos 
(Crete, during Mycenaean occupation), Pylos, Thebes, and Mycenae, are almost 
exclusively administrative records.26 They reveal a highly centralized and hierarchical 
society. At the apex of this hierarchy was the wanax (wa-na-ka), a term interpreted as 



'king' or 'high chieftain'.19 The wanax appears to have had supreme authority, 
controlling land, resources, and religious functions. Assisting the wanax was a figure 
known as the lawagetas (ra-wa-ke-ta), often translated as 'leader of the people' or 
perhaps a high-ranking military commander.28 Below them were various other officials 
and social classes, including the hequetai (e-qe-ta), who were likely warrior-nobles or 
companions of the wanax, landowners, and possibly chariot warriors.28 There were 
also local officials or chieftains referred to as basileis (qa-si-re-u), a term that would 
later come to mean 'king' in Classical Greek, but in the Mycenaean context likely 
denoted a lower-ranking official or headman.29 

The Linear B tablets provide a detailed, if somewhat dry, picture of Mycenaean 
administration and economy. They meticulously record the collection, storage, and 
distribution of agricultural produce (grain, olive oil, wine, figs, honey, spices like 
saffron), livestock (sheep, goats, cattle, pigs), textiles (wool, linen), metals (bronze, 
gold), and manufactured goods.19 They list personnel, including various types of 
workers (female religious workers, corn grinders, spinners, bakers, perfume makers, 
stonemasons, smiths), their rations, and land tenure arrangements.27 Some workers 
are noted as being from other regions, possibly indicating slave labor.28 The tablets 
also document offerings to deities, revealing the names of gods who would later form 
the Olympian pantheon, such as Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Hermes, and Artemis, 
alongside some uniquely Mycenaean deities like Diwia and Posidaia (female 
counterparts to Zeus and Poseidon).27 Military matters are also present, with records 
of bronze allocations for weapons (spears, arrows), ships, and chariot components, as 
well as lists of rowers.28 This highly organized, bureaucratic system, centered on the 
palaces, contrasts significantly with the more loosely structured, hero-focused 
society often depicted in the Homeric epics. This discrepancy suggests either a 
substantial societal transformation between the LBA and the era of epic composition, 
or that Homeric poetry offers a selective, perhaps idealized, portrayal focusing on a 
warrior aristocracy rather than the intricacies of palatial administration. 

B. Material Culture and Warfare: Arms, Armor, Chariots, and the Reflection of a 
Warrior Ethos 

The archaeological record of Mycenaean Greece strongly supports the notion of a 
warrior ethos pervading the society, an image famously amplified by Homer's epics.31 
Fortified citadel sites like Mycenae and Tiryns, with their massive Cyclopean walls, 
inherently speak to a need for defense and a society where warfare was a significant 
concern.12 Artistic representations on frescoes, pottery, and seals frequently depict 
warriors, combat scenes, chariots, and hunting, the latter often serving as training for 
war.22 Perhaps most strikingly, the elite warrior burials, such as the Shaft Graves at 



Mycenae (c. 1600-1500 BC) and the more recent discovery of the "Griffin Warrior" 
tomb at Pylos (c. 1450 BC), reveal the immense wealth and status accorded to 
successful warriors.21 These graves were laden with gold and bronze weapons, 
precious jewelry, and symbols of power, indicating a society where martial prowess 
was highly valued.19 The increasing prominence of warrior burials, particularly in the 
Late Helladic IIIC period (post-palatial collapse), suggests that military leadership may 
have become even more crucial in a time of instability.35 

Mycenaean arms and armor were sophisticated and evolved over time. 
Spears were the primary offensive weapon throughout the Mycenaean period, initially long 
and perhaps used two-handed, later becoming shorter and suitable for thrusting or throwing 
in conjunction with shields.31 
Swords also underwent development. Early types (16th century BC) were long, sometimes 
with rounded tips. Later, shorter, more robust swords like the Naue II type (appearing in the 
13th century BC) became popular, effective for both cutting and thrusting.31 Daggers were 
also common. 
Shields provided crucial protection. The large, body-covering "tower shield" and the 
distinctively shaped "figure-of-eight" shield, typically made of layers of ox-hide and 
sometimes reinforced with bronze, were characteristic of earlier Mycenaean warfare.31 Later 
periods saw the adoption of smaller, often circular shields, some possibly made entirely of 
bronze or leather with bronze bosses.31 
Helmets were vital. The boar's tusk helmet, constructed from slivers of boar tusk sewn onto a 
leather cap, was a remarkable and labor-intensive piece of armor, likely signifying high status, 
as described in the Iliad.31 Bronze helmets of various designs also became increasingly 
common.31 
The most complete example of Mycenaean body armor is the Dendra panoply (c. 1450-1400 
BC), a full suit of bronze plate armor consisting of a segmented cuirass, shoulder guards, neck 
guard, and greaves (leg protectors).31 Weighing around 18 kg, it was surprisingly flexible and 
offered substantial protection. Simpler forms of armor, such as bronze shoulder guards and 
potentially scale armor, were also in use.31 The evolution towards lighter, more flexible 
weaponry and armor in the later Mycenaean period (13th century BC) may reflect changes in 
military tactics, possibly involving more mobile infantry. This could align with some Homeric 
descriptions of combat that emphasize individual champions, though the earlier, heavier 
equipment like the Dendra panoply also finds echoes in the epics' descriptions of heroes clad 
in gleaming bronze. 
Chariots, typically two-horsed, appeared on the Greek mainland by the 16th century 
BC.29 Linear B tablets from Pylos and Knossos indicate that palaces controlled and 
maintained hundreds of chariots, listing their components and personnel.28 Their role 
in warfare is debated; initially, they may have been used as mobile fighting platforms, 
but by the 13th century BC, particularly lighter "rail chariots," they seem to have 
functioned more as battlefield transport for warriors who would then dismount to 



fight.31 This latter use is broadly consistent with depictions in the Iliad. 

The general material culture of the Mycenaeans, beyond weaponry, included a wide 
range of locally produced pottery (both utilitarian and finely decorated), bronze tools 
and vessels, and luxury items such as intricately carved gems, gold and silver cups 
and jewelry, glass ornaments, and ivory carvings.21 Minoan civilization on Crete 
exerted a strong influence on Mycenaean art, particularly in the early phases, evident 
in motifs and styles. However, Mycenaean art often adapted these influences with a 
tendency towards more formal, symmetrical, and sometimes militaristic themes 
compared to the more naturalistic and fluid Minoan art.21 Frescoes in palaces and elite 
dwellings depicted processions, religious rituals, hunting scenes (especially boar 
hunts, a popular Mycenaean activity), battles, warriors, and chariots, further reflecting 
the preoccupations of the ruling elite.22 

C. Maritime Capabilities: Seafaring, Trade Networks, and Naval Technology in the 
Late Bronze Age 

The Mycenaean civilization was fundamentally maritime, its power and prosperity 
intrinsically linked to the Aegean Sea. Archaeological evidence, including shipwrecks, 
traded goods, and representations of ships, paints a picture of sophisticated 
seafaring capabilities, extensive trade networks, and evolving naval technology during 
the Late Bronze Age. This maritime context is crucial for understanding the plausibility 
of large-scale overseas expeditions like the Trojan War and the extensive voyages 
described in the Odyssey. 

Mycenaeans were bold seafarers and traders. Their pottery, often containing 
valuable commodities like olive oil, wine, and perfumed oils, has been found 
throughout the Eastern and Central Mediterranean: in Cyprus, the Levant 
(Syria-Palestine), Egypt, Anatolia (including Troy/Wilusa), Sicily, Sardinia, and possibly 
even further west.21 In return, they imported essential raw materials such as copper 
(primarily from Cyprus), tin (from sources as distant as Anatolia, Central Asia, or even 
Cornwall in Britain), gold, ivory, glass, ebony, and amber (from the Baltic region).22 This 
extensive network facilitated not only the exchange of goods but also of ideas and 
technologies. 

Two remarkable shipwrecks offer unparalleled insight into LBA maritime trade: 
The Uluburun shipwreck, discovered off the coast of Turkey and dating to around 1300 BC, 
carried an astonishingly rich and diverse cargo from at least seven different cultures.45 Its 
primary cargo included ten tons of copper ingots (mostly Cypriot) and one ton of tin ingots 
(origins debated, possibly Anatolian or Central Asian), the raw materials for bronze. It also 
carried Canaanite jars filled with terebinth resin, olives, and glass beads; around 175 ingots of 



raw glass (cobalt blue, turquoise, lavender – the earliest known intact glass ingots, likely 
Egyptian or Levantine in origin); logs of African ebony; elephant and hippopotamus ivory; 
Baltic amber; Egyptian jewelry (including a gold scarab of Nefertiti); Mycenaean, Cypriot, and 
Canaanite pottery; weapons of various origins (Canaanite, Mycenaean, Italian); tools; and 
foodstuffs.45 The cargo's composition suggests it might have been a royal consignment, 
possibly related to the diplomatic gift exchanges known from contemporary texts like the 
Amarna Letters.46 
The Cape Gelidonya shipwreck, also off the Turkish coast and dating slightly later to around 
1200 BC, carried a cargo primarily consisting of copper ingots, scrap bronze tools (likely for 
recycling), and some tin ingots.47 The presence of tools like stone hammerheads, polishers, 
and a possible stone anvil suggests a metalsmith or "tinker" may have been aboard, perhaps 
involved in processing or trading metals.47 The ship itself was likely Canaanite or Cypriot.47 
This wreck highlights the importance of the metals trade and the practice of recycling in the 
LBA economy. 
These shipwrecks, along with other evidence like marked ingots and pottery 38, 
demonstrate a highly interconnected Mediterranean world where long-distance 
voyages were common. This interconnectedness, facilitated by advanced naval 
technology, also made the region susceptible to piracy and maritime conflict. The 
Late Bronze Age saw the rise of groups known collectively as the "Sea Peoples," who 
engaged in widespread raiding and warfare across the Eastern Mediterranean, 
contributing to the instability and eventual collapse of several major powers around 
1200 BC.49 Odysseus's own tales of raiding (e.g., the Cicones) and his encounters with 
various hostile groups at sea in the Odyssey might reflect a folk memory of this 
turbulent maritime environment, where trade, exploration, and predation were often 
intertwined. 

Mediterranean LBA ships were typically wooden plank-built vessels, initially propelled 
by paddles, but rowing became more common as the era progressed.53 The invention 
of the steering oar, and later the rudder (around 2000 BC, though its widespread LBA 
use is less clear from these specific snippets), improved maneuverability.53 A 
significant advancement was the development of the Helladic oared galley, a long, 
narrow, and light vessel propelled primarily by rowers, designed for speed and 
agility.52 These galleys, capable of carrying a substantial number of warriors (e.g., 
pentekonters with 50 rowers 54), were ideal for both trade and warfare, including 
raiding. Further revolutionizing seafaring towards the end of the LBA (around the 
13th-12th centuries BC) was the introduction of the brailed rig and loose-footed 
sail.49 This system, which allowed sails to be reefed and maneuvered much more 
effectively than earlier fixed square sails, enabled ships to sail closer to the wind and 
with greater control. This advanced rigging is depicted on both Egyptian and Sea 
Peoples' ships in the Medinet Habu reliefs from Egypt, indicating its widespread 



adoption.49 Representations of Mycenaean ships are found on pottery (e.g., the 
Tragana pyxis depicting a galley 54), seals, and as models, like the Gurob ship model 
from Egypt, which some scholars interpret as a Helladic oared galley.54 Homeric 
descriptions of ships as "black-prowed" or "dark-prowed" 55 find some resonance 
with the polychromatic nature of such models. 

Safe harbors and anchorages were essential for this maritime activity. Mycenaean 
ships would have utilized numerous natural bays, inlets, and the lee of promontories.56 
Geoarchaeological research is crucial for reconstructing LBA coastlines, as many 
ancient harbor areas (like those at Miletus, Ephesus, and potentially Troy) have since 
silted up or been altered by sea-level changes.56 The fantastical, "AI-like" ships of the 
Phaeacians described in the Odyssey 57, which navigate by thought and know all 
destinations, while clearly mythological, might be an exaggerated reflection of the 
very real and impressive advancements in shipbuilding and navigational skills achieved 
by certain LBA maritime cultures. 

IV. Archaeological Investigations: In Search of Homeric 
Landscapes 
The allure of Homer's epics has driven archaeologists to search for physical traces of 
the Trojan War and Odysseus's kingdom for over a century. These investigations have 
centered on Hisarlik in Turkey for Troy, and various locations in and around the Ionian 
island of Ithaki for Odysseus's realm. 

A. The Quest for Troy: Excavations at Hisarlik 

The mound of Hisarlik in northwestern Anatolia is almost universally accepted by 
scholars as the site of ancient Troy, the legendary city besieged by the Achaeans.1 
Decades of excavation, beginning with Heinrich Schliemann in the 1870s and 
continuing with Wilhelm Dörpfeld, Carl Blegen, Manfred Korfmann, and currently 
Rüstem Aslan, have peeled back layers of occupation, revealing a complex history 
spanning millennia. 

1. Stratigraphy and Chronology: Troy VI and VIIa as Homeric Candidates 

Excavations at Hisarlik have uncovered at least nine major settlement layers, 
designated Troy I through Troy IX, with numerous sub-phases, indicating continuous 
or near-continuous occupation from the Early Bronze Age (c. 3000 BC) to the Roman 
period.4 The layers most relevant to the Homeric question are Troy VI (c. 1750 – c. 
1300 BC) and Troy VIIa (c. 1300 – c. 1180 BC).4 These strata belong to the Middle 
and Late Bronze Age, contemporary with the flourishing and eventual decline of the 



Mycenaean civilization on the Greek mainland.37 The Iliad itself, while describing 
events of the Late Bronze Age, is understood to be the product of a long oral tradition, 
likely committed to writing in the 8th or 7th century BC, centuries after the period it 
depicts.9 

2. Fortifications, Destruction Layers, and the Debate on the Trojan War's 
Historicity 

Troy VI was a prosperous and powerfully fortified city. Its citadel was ringed by 
magnificent limestone walls, in places up to 5 meters thick and originally standing over 
9 meters high with mudbrick superstructures and projecting towers.4 These walls 
featured a distinctive "sawtooth" or offset design in sections. Inside, large, 
freestanding houses were arranged on terraces.37 Significantly, excavations led by 
Manfred Korfmann from 1988 onwards revealed an extensive lower city spreading 
south and east of the citadel, defended by a rock-cut ditch, making Troy VI a much 
larger and more important urban center (around 30 hectares) than previously 
thought.1 This grander Troy aligns better with Homer's descriptions of a wealthy and 
"well-walled" city, a plausible target for a major expedition. The final phase of Troy VI 
(Troy VIh) was destroyed around 1300 BC. The archaeological evidence, including 
collapsed masonry and buckled walls, strongly suggests destruction by a major 
earthquake, not by enemy action, as there is little sign of widespread burning or 
battle casualties from this phase.4 Wilhelm Dörpfeld, Schliemann's successor, initially 
favored Troy VI as the city of Priam.4 The type of destruction—natural disaster rather 
than sack—is a key point of divergence from the epic narrative if Troy VI were the 
candidate. 

Troy VIIa was built relatively soon after the destruction of Troy VI, likely by its 
survivors, reusing many of the earlier fortifications but with modifications, such as 
added mudbrick breastworks and towers.37 The character of the settlement changed: 
the citadel became densely packed with smaller houses, and many of these houses 
contained large storage jars (pithoi) sunk into the floors, a feature often interpreted as 
preparation for a siege or a period of hardship.4 Troy VIIa was violently destroyed 
around 1180 BC. This destruction layer shows clear evidence of enemy attack: 
widespread conflagration, arrowheads embedded in walls, sling bullets, and some 
human remains found in houses and streets.1 This date and manner of destruction 
align more closely with the traditional timeframe and narrative of the Trojan War. Carl 
Blegen, who excavated in the 1930s, was a strong proponent of Troy VIIa as the 
Homeric city.1 The shift in scholarly consensus towards Troy VIIa as the prime 
candidate is not merely about dating but crucially about the type of destruction; a city 
sacked by enemies, as suggested by the evidence in Troy VIIa, fits the epic tradition 



far better than Troy VI's earthquake. 

The historicity of the Trojan War remains a subject of debate, despite the 
compelling evidence at Troy VIIa. Korfmann's work, by demonstrating Troy's size and 
regional importance (possibly as the capital of Wilusa, controlling access to the 
Dardanelles and Black Sea trade), made it a more credible prize for a large-scale 
Achaean expedition.1 However, Korfmann's interpretations were challenged by Frank 
Kolb, who argued for a less significant Troy and questioned the evidence for a major 
conflict corresponding to Homer's war.10 While most scholars now accept a larger, 
more important Troy, the exact nature and scale of the conflict remain uncertain: was 
it a single, decade-long siege as Homer describes, a series of smaller conflicts, or a 
local war embellished over centuries of oral tradition?1 Korfmann himself concluded 
that Troy was very likely destroyed by warfare around 1180 BC and that the Iliad 
contains a kernel of historical memory of such conflicts.11 

3. Hittite Archives (Wilusa, Ahhiyawa) and External Perspectives 

Crucial external evidence for the context of a potential Trojan War comes from Hittite 
archives discovered at Hattusa, the Hittite capital in central Anatolia. Cuneiform 
tablets from the Late Bronze Age (roughly contemporary with Troy VI and VIIa) 
mention a kingdom in northwestern Anatolia called Wilusa.1 Many scholars identify 
Wilusa with Homeric (W)Ilios, an alternative name for Troy. These texts also refer to a 
powerful and often troublesome people or kingdom to the west called Ahhiyawa, 
widely believed by most specialists to refer to the Mycenaean Greeks or a significant 
Mycenaean state.1 

The Hittite documents describe diplomatic relations, treaties, and periods of tension 
and military conflict involving Wilusa and the Ahhiyawa. For example, the "Tawagalawa 
Letter" discusses disputes over Wilusa, and the "Manapa-Tarhunta Letter" refers to a 
Hittite military intervention in Wilusa. One particularly striking, though not universally 
accepted, piece of evidence is a treaty that mentions Alaksandu as a king of Wilusa.1 
The name Alaksandu is remarkably similar to Alexandros, the alternative name for 
Paris, the Trojan prince who abducted Helen. These Hittite texts provide an invaluable, 
non-Greek, contemporary perspective, suggesting that Troy/Wilusa was indeed a 
significant political entity in the Late Bronze Age and that it experienced interactions, 
including hostilities, with Mycenaean/Ahhiyawan powers. This elevates the traditional 
story of the Trojan War from a purely literary or mythical construct to an event 
potentially rooted in the complex geopolitical realities of the 13th century BC Aegean 
and Anatolian worlds, even if the specifics of Homer's narrative are heavily 
embellished or are a composite of various historical events and figures. 



The following table summarizes key Homeric descriptions of Troy against the 
archaeological findings at Hisarlik's Troy VI and VIIa layers: 

Table 1: Homeric Descriptions of Troy vs. Archaeological Findings at Hisarlik 
(Troy VI & VIIa) 

 
Homeric 
Description 

Archaeological 
Finding at Hisarlik 
(Troy VI: c. 
1750-1300 BC) 

Archaeological 
Finding at Hisarlik 
(Troy VIIa: c. 
1300-1180 BC) 

Alignment/Contradi
ction/Debate 

"Well-walled," 
"strong-built," 
imposing 
fortifications 

Massive, sloping 
limestone walls (up to 
5m thick, >9m high 
with superstructure); 
multiple gates; 
"sawtooth" bastions; 
impressive citadel 37 

Reuse of Troy VI 
walls; renovations 
with stone towers 
and mudbrick 
breastworks; 
continued strong 
fortifications 37 

Alignment: Both 
layers show 
impressive 
fortifications 
consistent with 
Homeric epithets. 
Troy VI walls are 
perhaps grander. 

"Windy Ilios" Site is located on a 
hill (Hisarlik mound) 
exposed to winds 
from the Dardanelles 
58 

Site is located on a 
hill (Hisarlik mound) 
exposed to winds 
from the Dardanelles 
58 

Alignment: 
Geographical 
location fits the 
description. 

"Broad streets" Evidence of paved 
streets within the 
citadel; large, 
freestanding houses 
suggesting open 
spaces 37 

Densely packed 
smaller houses filling 
previously open 
areas; narrower 
streets implied 4 

Contradiction/Deba
te: Troy VI fits "broad 
streets" better than 
the crowded Troy 
VIIa. 

Towers (e.g., Great 
Tower of Ilios) 

Rectangular 
watchtowers 
integrated into the 
walls 37 

Additional stone 
towers added to 
fortifications 37 

Alignment: Both 
layers had towers, 
consistent with 
Homer. 

Gates (e.g., Scaean 
Gate) 

At least five gates 
identified in Troy VI 
walls; some with 
large, non-structural 

Gates from Troy VI 
likely reused and 
possibly modified 66 

Alignment: Multiple 
gates existed, though 
identifying a specific 
"Scaean Gate" is 



pillars 37 impossible. 

Proximity to rivers 
Scamander & Simois 

Hisarlik is situated 
between the modern 
Karamenderes and 
Dümrek Çay rivers, 
often identified with 
Scamander and 
Simois 1 

Hisarlik is situated 
between the modern 
Karamenderes and 
Dümrek Çay rivers 1 

Alignment: General 
topography matches 
Homeric description. 

View from Mount Ida Mount Ida (Kaz Dağı) 
is visible approx. 30 
miles south of Hisarlik 
1 

Mount Ida (Kaz Dağı) 
is visible approx. 30 
miles south of Hisarlik 
1 

Alignment: General 
topography matches 
Homeric description. 

Evidence of a long 
siege (10 years) 

No direct 
archaeological 
evidence for a 
decade-long siege. 

Dense housing, 
storage pithoi 
suggest preparation 
for hardship/siege, 
but duration is 
unknown 4 

Ambiguity/Contradi
ction: Troy VIIa 
shows possible siege 
preparations, but no 
proof of a 10-year 
duration. 

Destruction by sack 
and fire 

Destroyed by 
earthquake, little 
evidence of burning 
37 

Destroyed by 
widespread fire, 
evidence of enemy 
attack (weapons, 
skeletons) 11 

Contradiction (Troy 
VI) / Alignment 
(Troy VIIa): Troy 
VIIa's destruction 
aligns well with the 
traditional sack 
narrative. 

Trojan Horse No archaeological 
evidence found.1 

No archaeological 
evidence found.1 

Contradiction: 
Considered a literary 
motif from later 
tradition (e.g., 
Odyssey, Little Iliad 
13). 

B. The Search for Odysseus's Kingdom: The "Ithaca Question" 

Identifying the homeland of Odysseus has proven even more challenging than 
locating Troy. While tradition since antiquity has identified the modern Ionian island of 
Ithaki as Homer's Ithaca, discrepancies between the epic descriptions and the island's 
actual geography and archaeology have fueled centuries of debate, known as the 



"Ithaca Question." 

1. Homeric Geography vs. Modern Topography: The Enduring Debate 

The Odyssey provides several geographical clues about Odysseus's kingdom. Ithaca 
is described as one of several islands, including Dulichium, Same, and Zacynthus.6 Key 
descriptions of Ithaca itself include it being "low-lying" (chthamalē), "furthest out to 
sea towards the dusk" (or north/west, panhypertatē pros zophon), while the other 
islands lie towards the dawn.6 It is also described as "rugged" (trachheia), "not fit for 
driving horses" (oud' hippēlatos), but good for goats.7 Specific features mentioned 
include Mount Neriton ("leaf-trembling"), Mount Neion, the harbor of Phorcys, a cave 
sacred to the Nymphs, the Raven's Rock (Korax), the spring of Arethusa, and a nearby 
island called Asteris where the suitors planned their ambush.7 

Modern Ithaki, a relatively small, mountainous island between Kefalonia and the 
mainland, fits some of these descriptions (it is rugged and poor for horses) but 
contradicts others (it is not obviously "low-lying" nor is it the furthest west/northwest 
of the main Ionian islands – Kefalonia and Zakynthos lie further south, and Lefkada to 
the north).6 These discrepancies have led scholars to question the traditional 
identification.5 Attempts to reconcile the descriptions with Ithaki's topography often 
involve interpreting ambiguous terms (like pros zophon) or suggesting geological 
changes, but no solution has gained universal acceptance.67 The ambiguity inherent in 
Homer's descriptions, possibly stemming from the long oral tradition that might have 
conflated features from different locations or periods 9, perpetuates the debate. The 
search for a single, precise geographical match might be misguided if the epic's 
setting is a composite or idealized representation of a Western Greek island kingdom. 

2. Archaeological Evidence on Modern Ithaki (Agios Athanasios/School of Homer, 
Polis Cave, etc.) 

Archaeological work on modern Ithaki has confirmed significant occupation during 
the Mycenaean period, but the findings have been complex and often debated in 
relation to Odysseus's palace. 

●​ Agios Athanasios / "School of Homer": Located near Exogi in northern Ithaca, 
this site has been extensively excavated by a team from the University of Ioannina 
(led by Thanasis Papadopoulos and Litsa Kontorli-Papadopoulou) between 1994 
and 2011.68 They uncovered a multi-level complex dating from the Middle Helladic 
period through Roman times. Key Mycenaean features include parts of a 
Cyclopean fortification wall, a sophisticated underground spring/fountain 
complex (dated LH IIIB2), and the foundations of a substantial three-roomed 
rectangular building identified as a megaron, similar in plan (though simpler) to 



those at major Mycenaean centers.68 Papadopoulos argued strongly that this 
complex, particularly the megaron, represents the historical palace of Odysseus, 
fitting Homer's descriptions of the setting for the suitors' slaughter.68 However, 
challenges remain: the site suffered from significant disturbance due to later 
occupation and looting, complicating the clear identification and dating of 
Mycenaean strata 70, and the complex, while significant, may not match the scale 
expected for a major Homeric hero compared to Pylos or Mycenae.73 Funding 
issues halted excavations before completion.68 

●​ Polis Cave (Loizos Cave): Situated in Polis Bay on the northwest coast, this cave 
served as a cult site from the Bronze Age through the Roman period.7 Excavations 
by Sylvia Benton in the 1930s yielded Late Mycenaean pottery, indicating activity 
during the relevant period. More famously, the cave produced twelve bronze 
tripod cauldrons dating to the 9th-8th centuries BC, a number strikingly 
corresponding to the thirteen gifts Odysseus received from the Phaeacians (one 
was found earlier).7 A Hellenistic potsherd inscribed ΕΥΧΗΝ ΟΔΥΣΣΕΙ ("A Vow to 
Odysseus") was also found, providing direct evidence of Odysseus worship on 
Ithaca in later antiquity.7 While these finds strongly link the site to Odysseus 
tradition and later hero cult, they do not prove the cave was visited by the LBA 
Odysseus himself. The existence of later hero cults demonstrates the island's 
strong traditional association with the hero, but such cults often arose at 
locations believed to be connected to heroes, whether the connection was 
historically accurate or a later attribution based on the epics themselves. 

●​ Aetos Mountain: Located on the narrow isthmus connecting the northern and 
southern parts of Ithaki, this site has revealed remains of an ancient city occupied 
from Mycenaean to Roman times.69 Bronze coins featuring Odysseus and the 
inscription "IΘΑΚΩΝ" (of the Ithacans) were found here, again indicating later 
Odysseus worship.69 Schliemann and others excavated here but found no 
definitive palace.6 

●​ Other Sites: Mycenaean remains, including settlement traces and fortifications, 
have also been found at Stavros (Pilikata area) and Trilagada.69 

Overall, modern Ithaki shows clear Mycenaean presence and a strong later tradition 
connecting the island to Odysseus. However, the lack of a universally accepted, 
monumental Mycenaean palace comparable to those on the mainland remains a 
significant challenge for definitively identifying it as the seat of the Homeric hero. 

3. Alternative Theories and Mycenaean Presence in Western Greece 

The geographical and archaeological ambiguities surrounding modern Ithaki have led 
to several alternative theories regarding the location of Homer's Ithaca. 



●​ Kefalonia (Paliki Peninsula): The most prominent recent alternative theory, 
championed by Robert Bittlestone in his book Odysseus Unbound (2005), 
identifies the western peninsula of Kefalonia, known as Paliki, as Homeric Ithaca.5 
Bittlestone, collaborating with geologist John Underhill and classicist James 
Diggle, argued that Paliki was a separate island during the Late Bronze Age, 
separated from the rest of Kefalonia by a shallow maritime channel (dubbed 
"Strabo's Channel") that has since silted up. If Paliki were an island, its location 
relative to other Ionian islands (modern Ithaki potentially being Homeric 
Dulichium) might fit Homer's description of Ithaca as "farthest out towards the 
dusk" more closely. Bittlestone attempted to match numerous specific Homeric 
locations to features on Paliki.76 The theory gained considerable popular attention 
and some scholarly support for its interdisciplinary approach.76 However, it has 
also faced significant criticism regarding the geological evidence for the channel, 
the interpretation of Homeric passages, and the speculative nature of some site 
identifications.76 

●​ Lefkada: Wilhelm Dörpfeld, the influential early archaeologist, argued that the 
island of Lefkada, north of Ithaki, was Homeric Ithaca, based on his interpretation 
of the geographical descriptions and his excavations near Nidri.5 This theory has 
less support today but remains part of the history of the debate. 

●​ Other Locations: Various other sites on Kefalonia 5 and even more distant 
locations like southwestern Spain 5 or the Baltic 76 have been proposed, typically 
based on less comprehensive evidence or more speculative interpretations. 

Regardless of the exact location of Odysseus's capital, the broader region of Western 
Greece was clearly part of the Mycenaean world. Significant Mycenaean sites have 
been excavated not only in the Argolid and Boeotia but also in Messenia (e.g., the 
well-preserved Palace of Nestor at Pylos 19, and the early Mycenaean center at 
Peristeria 25) and in the Ionian Islands themselves, including Kefalonia, which has 
yielded Mycenaean tombs and evidence of settlement.78 This demonstrates that 
powerful Mycenaean polities existed in the west, providing a plausible socio-political 
context for a kingdom like the one described in the Odyssey, even if its precise center 
remains elusive. 

The following table compares key Homeric descriptions of Ithaca with archaeological 
evidence from modern Ithaki and the leading alternative theory (Paliki/Kefalonia): 

Table 2: Homeric Descriptions of Ithaca vs. Archaeological Evidence from 
Modern Ithaki and Key Alternative Sites 

 



Homeric 
Geographical/Palati
al Description 

Archaeological 
Finding on Modern 
Ithaki (Agios 
Athanasios, Polis 
Cave, Aetos) 

Archaeological/Geo
logical Argument 
for Paliki/Kefalonia 
(Bittlestone) 

Alignment/Contradi
ction/Debate 

"Low-lying" 
(chthamalē) 

Mountainous island 67 Paliki peninsula is 
relatively low-lying 
compared to eastern 
Kefalonia 76 

Contradiction 
(Ithaki) / Potential 
Alignment (Paliki): 
Depends on 
interpretation of 
"low-lying" and 
whether Paliki was an 
island. 

"Farthest out... 
towards the dusk" 
(panhypertatē pros 
zophon) 

Not the 
westernmost/norther
nmost main Ionian 
island 6 

If Paliki was an island, 
its position relative to 
others (inc. modern 
Ithaki as 'Dulichium') 
could fit this 
description better 76 

Contradiction 
(Ithaki) / Potential 
Alignment (Paliki): 
Highly debated 
based on 
interpretation of pros 
zophon and island 
identification. 

"Rugged" (trachheia), 
poor for horses 

Fits description; 
mountainous terrain 7 

Paliki has some 
rugged areas but 
also flatter plains. 

Alignment (Ithaki) / 
Partial Alignment 
(Paliki) 

Mount Neriton Specific identification 
on Ithaki debated 
(e.g., Mt. Exogi or 
Anogi) 7 

Bittlestone identifies 
features on Paliki. 

Ambiguity/Debate: 
No definitive 
identification 
accepted for either 
location. 

Harbor of Phorcys, 
Cave of Nymphs, etc. 

Various locations 
proposed on Ithaki 
(e.g., Polis Cave, 
Vathy harbor) but 
identifications are 
speculative 7 

Bittlestone proposes 
specific locations on 
Paliki.76 

Ambiguity/Debate: 
No conclusive 
identifications. Polis 
Cave finds (tripods, 
inscription) support 
later Odysseus cult 
on Ithaki.71 

Monumental 
Mycenaean Palace 

No undisputed 
monumental palace 

No major Mycenaean 
palace found on 

Contradiction/Ambi
guity: Lack of a clear 



found. Agios 
Athanasios is a 
candidate but 
debated in scale and 
interpretation 68 

Paliki, though some 
Mycenaean sites 
exist on Kefalonia.78 

palace is a major 
issue for both 
primary candidates. 

Surrounding Islands 
(Dulichium, Same, 
Zacynthus) 

Identification with 
modern islands (e.g., 
Kefalonia, Zakynthos) 
problematic based on 
Homeric descriptions 
6 

Bittlestone proposes 
modern Ithaki = 
Dulichium, parts of 
Kefalonia = Same, 
Zakynthos = 
Zakynthos. 

Debate: 
Re-identification of 
islands is central to 
alternative theories 
but remains 
controversial. 

V. Synthesizing Narratives and Archaeology: Contradictions, 
Convergences, and Critical Assessment 
The attempt to map Homer's epic narratives onto the archaeological landscape of the 
Late Bronze Age Aegean reveals a complex tapestry of convergences, ambiguities, 
and outright contradictions. A critical assessment requires acknowledging the distinct 
natures of epic poetry and archaeological evidence, moving beyond a simple search 
for "proof" towards a nuanced understanding of how myth, memory, and material 
remains interact. 

A. Evaluating the Evidence for the Trojan War: What Archaeology Reveals and 
Conceals 

The archaeological investigation of Hisarlik provides the strongest link between the 
Homeric tradition and the Bronze Age. There is a broad convergence on several key 
points: Hisarlik is almost certainly the site of Troy 1; the destruction of Troy VIIa around 
1180 BC aligns chronologically with the traditional dating of the war and the broader 
context of Late Bronze Age collapse 37; the city in the Late Bronze Age (Troy VI/VIIa) 
was indeed impressively fortified, especially considering the extensive lower city 
revealed by Korfmann, matching Homer's epithets like "well-walled" 11; and Troy VIIa 
exhibits clear evidence of violent destruction consistent with a sack.11 Furthermore, 
contemporary Hittite texts provide external corroboration, suggesting that Wilusa 
(likely Troy) was a significant Anatolian kingdom that engaged in conflict with 
Ahhiyawa (likely Mycenaeans).11 Aspects of material culture depicted in the Iliad, such 
as chariots and certain types of armor and weapons, also find general parallels in the 
Mycenaean archaeological record.31 

However, significant contradictions and ambiguities remain. Archaeology cannot 



verify the epic's scale and duration – a ten-year siege involving a massive coalition of 
Achaean forces is beyond direct proof; the destruction layer at Troy VIIa could 
represent a shorter conflict or one episode among many.1 Specific characters like 
Achilles, Helen, or Hector, and specific events like the duel between Paris and 
Menelaus or the strategem of the Trojan Horse, remain archaeologically unattested.1 
The Trojan Horse, in particular, is widely considered a literary invention, primarily 
detailed in later sources like the Odyssey and the Aeneid, though mentioned in the 
Little Iliad.13 The pervasive divine intervention that shapes the Iliad's plot is inherently 
beyond archaeological verification. Additionally, if one considered the grander Troy VI 
as Homer's city, its destruction by earthquake contradicts the narrative of a sack.37 
Archaeology also conceals much: the specific motivations of the actors, the 
intricacies of political alliances beyond Hittite hints, the identities of individuals, and 
the lived human experience of the conflict. 

B. The Material World of Odysseus: Reconciling Epic Descriptions with Bronze 
Age Realities 

The Odyssey paints a picture of a world broadly consistent with the Mycenaean 
Bronze Age. There are clear convergences: the poem is set against a backdrop of 
palatial centers, kingship, a warrior aristocracy, and specific social customs like xenia 
(guest-friendship) that resonate with the general understanding of Mycenaean 
society.18 Odysseus's identity as a seafaring hero fits well within the context of the 
extensive maritime capabilities and trade networks of the Late Bronze Age, evidenced 
by shipwrecks like Uluburun and Cape Gelidonya and advancements in naval 
technology.45 Descriptions of palatial architecture, including megarons, courtyards, 
and storerooms, find general parallels in excavated Mycenaean palaces like Pylos.20 
The mention of luxury goods such as bronze weaponry, gold cups, fine textiles, and 
ivory aligns with the material wealth found in Mycenaean elite burials and 
settlements.21 

Yet, significant contradictions and ambiguities persist here as well. The most glaring 
is the lack of a definitively identified palace of Odysseus on Ithaca or any proposed 
alternative location that matches the scale and specific details sometimes implied in 
the epic.6 The archaeological findings at Agios Athanasios on Ithaki are suggestive but 
remain debated.70 The social dynamics depicted in Ithaca, particularly the prolonged 
impunity of the suitors and the apparent weakness of Telemachus's authority, may 
seem at odds with the highly centralized, bureaucratic control suggested by Linear B 
tablets from major centers like Pylos.26 However, Ithaca could have been a smaller, 
more peripheral kingdom with different power dynamics. Much of Odysseus's journey 
involves encounters with mythical beings (Cyclopes, Sirens, Circe) and fantastical 



locations (Land of the Dead, Scheria with its magical ships) that are inherently beyond 
archaeological verification.17 While Mycenaeans traded widely, the geographical 
scope of Odysseus's wanderings, particularly into mythical realms, exceeds confirmed 
LBA knowledge, although contacts with the Western Mediterranean did exist.43 

C. Explicit Contradictions and Discrepancies: Where Homeric Accounts and 
Archaeological Records Diverge 

Synthesizing the analysis reveals several key areas where the Homeric narratives 
explicitly diverge from or are unsupported by the archaeological and historical record: 

1.​ The Trojan Horse: As mentioned, there is no archaeological evidence for this 
iconic stratagem. It appears to be a literary motif developed within the epic 
tradition, absent from the Iliad itself but central to the sack narrative in the 
Odyssey and the Epic Cycle (Little Iliad, Iliou Persis).1 

2.​ Divine Intervention: The active, physical participation of Olympian gods in 
battles, influencing outcomes and interacting directly with heroes, is a 
fundamental aspect of the epics but lies outside the realm of archaeological 
proof. It reflects a mythological worldview distinct from historical causality. 

3.​ Scale and Duration of the Trojan War: The epic portrayal of a ten-year siege by 
a unified Achaean force numbering over 100,000 men (implied by the Catalogue 
of Ships) is logistically and archaeologically difficult to substantiate for the Late 
Bronze Age. The evidence at Troy VIIa points to destruction, but not necessarily a 
conflict of that specific duration or magnitude. 

4.​ Homeric Geography of Ithaca: The persistent and well-documented 
discrepancies between Homer's descriptions of Ithaca's location relative to other 
islands and its specific topographical features, and the reality of modern Ithaki, 
represent a major contradiction that fuels alternative location theories.6 

5.​ Odysseus's Palace: The absence of a clear, undisputed monumental Mycenaean 
palace on Ithaki (or convincingly on proposed alternatives like Paliki) that would 
suit the status of a major Homeric king remains a significant gap between the 
epic narrative and the archaeological findings.68 

6.​ Anachronisms: While the general setting is LBA, specific details in Homer 
regarding armor, weapons, burial practices (cremation is more typical of the later 
Iron Age than the LBA palatial period), or social customs may reflect the time of 
the poems' composition or transmission (Iron Age, c. 9th-7th centuries BC) rather 
than the 13th century BC setting. For example, while the Dendra panoply is LBA 31, 
some descriptions of armor in Homer might better fit later types. 

7.​ Literacy and Administration: The Linear B script demonstrates administrative 
literacy within Mycenaean palaces.26 Homer's world, however, appears largely 



non-literate in its narrative function, relying on oral communication, messages, 
and memory. This contrast may reflect the loss of Linear B literacy during the 
post-palatial "Dark Age" when the epics likely took shape. 

8.​ Internal Narrative Variations: The existence of differing accounts within the 
broader Epic Cycle (e.g., who killed Astyanax 13) demonstrates that even in 
antiquity, there was no single, monolithic "Trojan War story," making Homer's 
version one specific, albeit highly successful, rendition. 

These contradictions underscore the fundamental point that the Homeric epics, while 
potentially containing echoes and memories of the Bronze Age, are not historical 
documents in the modern sense. They are literary masterpieces forged in a later era, 
blending tradition, myth, contemporary influences, and poetic creativity. Expecting a 
perfect one-to-one correspondence with the archaeological record misunderstands 
the nature of both epic poetry and archaeological evidence. The silences in the 
archaeological record – the absence of specific individuals, events, or structures 
mentioned by Homer – are often as telling as the convergences. 

VI. Conclusion: The Enduring Dialogue Between Myth, Memory, 
and Material Record 
The enduring quest to reconcile Homer's Iliad and Odyssey with the archaeological 
remains of the Aegean Bronze Age reveals a complex and fascinating dialogue 
between literature, memory, and material evidence. This report has examined the 
canonical narratives of these foundational epics, considered variations from the wider 
Epic Cycle, and critically assessed the archaeological findings from key sites like 
Hisarlik (Troy), Mycenaean palatial centers, and Ithaca, alongside broader evidence of 
Mycenaean civilization and maritime activity. 

The analysis confirms that while Homer's epics are set against a backdrop broadly 
consistent with the Late Bronze Age Aegean, they are not historical treatises. 
Convergences exist: Hisarlik is widely accepted as Troy, and the destruction of Troy 
VIIa around 1180 BC provides a plausible, if not definitive, correlate for the Trojan War 
legend.11 The description of a fortified city finds resonance in the impressive walls of 
Troy VI/VIIa.37 Hittite texts offer external support for conflict between Wilusa (Troy) and 
Ahhiyawa (Mycenaeans) in this period.58 Similarly, the world of the Odyssey—with its 
palaces, seafaring, and warrior elites—reflects general aspects of Mycenaean 
civilization, whose extensive trade networks and advanced maritime technology are 
well attested archaeologically.22 

However, numerous contradictions and ambiguities persist. Specific Homeric 



events (the ten-year siege, the Trojan Horse) and individuals (Achilles, Odysseus, 
Helen) lack direct archaeological proof.1 The pervasive role of the gods is inherently 
mythological. The geography of Homeric Ithaca remains problematic when compared 
to modern Ithaki 7, and a definitive palace of Odysseus has not been unearthed.68 
Furthermore, anachronisms in material culture and social structures likely reflect the 
later Iron Age context of the epics' composition and transmission.28 

These discrepancies should not be seen merely as failures of Homer or archaeology. 
Rather, they highlight the fundamentally different ways these sources engage with the 
past. Homeric epic is a product of centuries of oral tradition 9, a literary art form 
designed to entertain, instruct, and preserve cultural memory, blending historical 
echoes with myth, folklore, and poetic invention. Archaeology, conversely, seeks to 
reconstruct past societies through the systematic analysis of material remains, 
operating within the constraints of preservation and interpretation.12 Expecting a 
seamless fit between a narrative poem finalized centuries after the events it describes 
and the fragmented material record of the Bronze Age is methodologically unsound. 

The true value of this interdisciplinary pursuit may lie less in "proving" Homer true and 
more in the insights gained along the way. The quest for Homeric sites has been a 
powerful catalyst for archaeological discovery, vastly enriching our understanding of 
the Aegean Bronze Age itself – its societies, trade networks, conflicts, and 
technologies – irrespective of direct links to specific epic characters or events.1 The 
debates generated, such as Korfmann's re-evaluation of Troy's significance 65 or the 
ongoing Ithaca Question 5, continually push scholars to refine methodologies and 
interpretations, demonstrating the dynamic nature of historical and archaeological 
inquiry. 

Ultimately, the Iliad and the Odyssey endure not because they are precise historical 
records, but because of their profound exploration of the human condition. The 
dialogue between these timeless texts and the material remains of the world they 
evoke continues to be a rich and rewarding field of study. It reminds us that the past 
reaches us through multiple voices – the poetic and the material – and that 
understanding its complexities requires listening attentively to both. Future 
archaeological discoveries, new textual analyses, and advancements in scientific 
techniques will undoubtedly continue to reshape this ongoing conversation, ensuring 
that the enigma of Homer and the Bronze Age remains a compelling subject for 
generations to come. 
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