
Chapter 25: Homer's Epics and the Bronze Age: A Journey 
Through Stories and Science 
Part 1: Unraveling Ancient Tales: Homer's Epic Adventures 
Chapter 1: More Than Just Stories: Why We Still Explore Homer's World 

Imagine epic tales filled with brave heroes, meddling gods, fierce battles, and long, 
dangerous journeys home. These are the kinds of stories found in the Iliad and the 
Odyssey, two of the most famous works of ancient Greek literature, believed to have 
been written by a poet named Homer. These poems aren't just exciting adventures; 
they've been like a blueprint for storytelling, ideas about right and wrong, and how we 
remember the past for thousands of years. The real human feelings and amazing 
events in these stories still grab our attention today. 

From almost the moment these poems were created, people have wanted to connect 
these amazing stories to real places and times in history. Characters like Achilles, 
Hector, Odysseus, and Penelope, the great Trojan War, and the risky adventures that 
followed, have made people search for actual proof of their existence. This urge to 
find history in myths got even stronger when archaeology – the study of ancient 
peoples through their physical remains – became a science in the 1800s. People like 
Heinrich Schliemann, who truly believed Homer's poems were historical fact, started 
digging and linked these epics to real ancient sites. His most famous claim was that a 
place called Hisarlik in modern-day Turkey was the legendary city of Troy.1 
Schliemann’s work, though sometimes criticized for being a bit rough 1, kicked off 
more than a hundred years of digging and debating, all trying to uncover the Bronze 
Age world that might have inspired these poems. This hunt for archaeological proof 
for Homer's stories shows how much we want to find real roots for our most important 
tales. This desire has not only caught the public's imagination but has also guided 
how archaeologists dig and understand their findings, as we see with the ongoing 
"Ithaca Question" (where was Odysseus's home?) 5 and how the epics have shaped 
our view of Bronze Age cultures – something so powerful it's sometimes called the 



"Homer Meme".3 

This report will take a close look at the main storylines of Homer's Iliad and Odyssey, 
including important different versions from other old writings, especially the poems of 
the Epic Cycle (a collection of stories about the Trojan War). Then, we'll check out the 
Bronze Age archaeological evidence from key places like Hisarlik (Troy), the big 
Mycenaean palace cities (Mycenae, Pylos, Tiryns), and the islands thought to be part 
of Odysseus's story (mainly Ithaca). We'll also look at the broader Mycenaean 
civilization – their stuff, how they fought, and their skills at sea. The main goal is to 
compare what the poems say with what archaeologists have found, to see where they 
match up, where there might be a connection, and, importantly, where they totally 
disagree. 

We'll do this by carefully studying the literature and the archaeological findings. It's 
tricky because we're trying to connect epic poems, probably written down in the 8th 
or 7th centuries BC but based on even older spoken stories 9, with the often broken 
and silent clues from the Late Bronze Age (roughly 1600-1100 BC) – the time the 
poems seem to describe. Also, how archaeologists dig has changed a lot, from 
Schliemann's enthusiastic but sometimes messy digging to the more careful, scientific 
methods of later experts like Blegen, Dörpfeld, Korfmann, and Aslan.1 These changes 
have really affected what "evidence" we have and how we understand it. So, our 
understanding of how Homer's stories and Bronze Age archaeology fit together is 
always changing with new discoveries and better methods. 

Chapter 2: The "Official" Stories: What Homer Actually Wrote 

When we talk about the "Homeric canon," we mostly mean the Iliad and the Odyssey. 
These two huge epic poems are super important in Western literature. But it's good to 
remember they came from a rich tradition of stories told out loud 9 and were part of a 
bigger group of epic poems called the Epic Cycle, which told the whole story of the 
Trojan War.13 Even though Homer's poems became the most famous, the Epic Cycle 
shows that the Iliad and Odyssey became "canon" partly because they were chosen, 
saved, and liked over many centuries. To really get these epics, we need to see how 
they tell their stories – like starting in the middle of things (in medias res) – and how 
much the gods are involved. Both of these things make it hard to match them up 
perfectly with history or archaeology. 

Section 2.1: The Rage of Achilles: Inside the Iliad's Tale of War 

The Iliad doesn't tell the whole story of the Trojan War. Instead, it zooms in on a short 
but super important time in the tenth and final year of the Greek siege of Troy.15 The 



poem famously starts in medias res – right in the middle of the action – throwing us 
into a big problem that drives the story: the "Wrath of Achilles."15 

The Story Unfolds (Books 1-4): The poem kicks off by asking the Muse (a goddess 
of inspiration) to sing about Achilles's anger.15 The Achaeans (the Greeks), a big group 
of Greek kingdoms led by Agamemnon, King of Mycenae, are camped outside Troy, 
trying to conquer it. A plague, sent by the god Apollo, is wrecking the Greek camp 
because Agamemnon won't return Chryseis, a captive girl who is the daughter of 
Apollo's priest, Chryses.15 Agamemnon finally agrees to send Chryseis back, but to 
show he's in charge, he takes Achilles's war prize, another captive girl named Briseis. 
Achilles, known as the "best of the Achaeans" (the greatest Greek warrior), is 
incredibly insulted by this. He furiously pulls himself and his Myrmidon warriors out of 
the fight.15 He asks his mom, Thetis, a sea goddess, to get Zeus (king of the gods) to 
help the Trojans win until the Greeks are pushed back to their ships and Agamemnon 
realizes how much he needs Achilles. This, Achilles hopes, will restore his honor.15 Zeus 
agrees, which means bad news for the Greeks. The story then shows Agamemnon 
trying to test the Greek soldiers' spirits, which almost causes them all to run away, but 
Odysseus and the goddess Athena stop them.15 A one-on-one fight is set up between 
Paris (the Trojan prince who started the war by kidnapping Helen from Menelaus, King 
of Sparta) and Menelaus. The winner gets Helen. Menelaus beats Paris, but the 
goddess Aphrodite swoops in and saves Paris, whisking him away to Helen's room.15 
The peace treaty is broken when a Trojan archer named Pandarus, egged on by 
Athena (who was pushed by Hera to make sure Troy was totally destroyed), wounds 
Menelaus. Full-on battle starts again.15 

Meet the Heroes and Gods: The Iliad is full of unforgettable characters. On the 
Greek side, besides Achilles and Agamemnon, there's Odysseus (famous for being 
clever), Diomedes (a super-strong warrior who even wounds gods), Ajax the Greater 
(a tough defender), and Nestor (an old, wise advisor). Achilles's best friend is 
Patroclus, and what happens to him is a key part of the story's tragedy.15 On the 
Trojan side, the main hero is Hector, son of King Priam and Queen Hecuba, and 
husband to Andromache. Hector is shown as a noble hero fighting for his city and 
family, very different from Achilles's more self-focused anger.15 His brother Paris (also 
called Alexandros) isn't as heroic but is the reason the war started.15 The Olympian 
gods are heavily involved, picking sides and jumping into human fights: Zeus tries to 
keep things somewhat fair but is often convinced otherwise; Hera and Athena hate 
Troy; Apollo and Aphrodite like the Trojans, and Ares (god of war) fights for them too 
until Diomedes wounds him.15 Thetis always looks out for her son Achilles.15 

Big Moments in the Story: After Achilles leaves, the Trojans, led by Hector, start 



winning, pushing the Greeks back to their ships (Books 8-15).15 A group led by 
Odysseus tries to get Achilles to come back by offering Agamemnon's apologies and 
lots of treasure, but Achilles says no.15 Things get so bad that Patroclus begs Achilles 
to let him fight wearing Achilles's armor to inspire the Greeks. Achilles agrees but tells 
Patroclus not to chase the Trojans all the way to the city walls.16 Patroclus does great 
at first but ignores the warning and is killed by Hector, with Apollo's help (Books 
16-17).15 Patroclus's death is the poem's turning point. Filled with sadness and wanting 
revenge, Achilles makes up with Agamemnon and rejoins the war (Book 19).15 His 
mother Thetis gets him new, god-made armor from Hephaestus (god of blacksmiths), 
including an amazing shield showing scenes of peace and war, like a picture of the 
whole universe.15 Achilles then goes on a terrifying killing spree against the Trojans 
(Books 20-21). The biggest moment is his fight with Hector outside the Scaean Gate 
(one of Troy's main gates). After a dramatic chase, Achilles, helped by Athena, kills 
Hector (Book 22).15 In his anger, Achilles disrespects Hector's body, dragging it behind 
his chariot. The Greeks then hold fancy funeral games for Patroclus (Book 23).15 The 
poem doesn't end with Troy falling, but with a touching scene: King Priam, guided by 
the god Hermes, goes to Achilles's tent to ask for Hector's body back. Achilles, moved 
by Priam's sadness and thinking of his own old father, agrees. Hector's body is 
returned to Troy, and they have a temporary truce for his funeral (Book 24).15 So, the 
Iliad is really about big ideas like anger (mēnis), honor (timē), fame (kleos), fate, and 
how even bitter enemies can find common ground in sadness and death.15 

Section 2.2: The Long Road Home: Odysseus's Amazing Journey in the Odyssey 

The Odyssey tells the story of Odysseus, the clever king of Ithaca, and his ten-year 
struggle to get home after the ten-year Trojan War.17 Just like the Iliad, it starts in 
medias res, with Odysseus having already gone through many of his famous 
adventures. He later tells these stories himself in a long flashback to a group of 
people called the Phaeacians.17 The Odyssey's story is more complicated than the 
Iliad's, mixing Odysseus's ongoing problems with what's happening back home in 
Ithaca and his son Telemachus's journey to adulthood. 

Trouble at Home: Telemachus Grows Up (Books 1-4): The first four books, often 
called the "Telemachy," focus on Ithaca and Odysseus's son, Telemachus.17 Odysseus 
has been gone for almost twenty years. His loyal wife, Penelope, is surrounded by a 
bunch of rude suitors who are eating up Odysseus's food and property and trying to 
force her to marry one of them. Telemachus, about twenty years old, feels helpless. 
The goddess Athena, often in disguise (first as Mentes, then as Mentor), guides 
Telemachus on a trip to Pylos (to see King Nestor) and Sparta (to see King Menelaus 
and Helen) to get news about his father. He finds out Odysseus is alive but trapped.17 



Meanwhile, the suitors plan to ambush and kill Telemachus when he returns.17 

Odysseus's Ordeal Begins (Books 5-8): The story then jumps to Odysseus himself. 
He's been stuck for seven years on the island of Ogygia with a beautiful nymph (a 
nature spirit) named Calypso, who wants him to be her immortal husband.17 Athena 
begs Zeus, who sends Hermes (the messenger god) to tell Calypso to let Odysseus 
go. He builds a raft and sails off, but his divine enemy, Poseidon (god of the sea, 
who's mad because Odysseus blinded his son, the Cyclops Polyphemus), shipwrecks 
him. Odysseus washes up on Scherie, the land of the Phaeacians. Naked and worn 
out, he's found by Princess Nausicaä and taken to the palace of her parents, King 
Alcinous and Queen Arete. They treat him well.17 It's here, during a feast, that 
Odysseus, moved by a song about the Trojan Horse (a trick Odysseus himself came 
up with), reveals who he is and tells them about his incredible adventures since 
leaving Troy (Books 9-12).17 

Odysseus's Famous Flashback: Monsters and Magic (Books 9-12): This is where 
we hear about Odysseus's most well-known trials: 

●​ The Cicones: A raid that cost him men. 
●​ The Lotus-Eaters: Their fruit makes you forget about home. 
●​ The one-eyed giant Cyclops Polyphemus: Odysseus blinds him after some of his 

men are eaten, making Poseidon his enemy forever. 
●​ Aeolus: Master of the winds, who gives Odysseus a bag of winds. His foolish crew 

opens it, blowing them way off course. 
●​ The cannibalistic Laestrygonians: They destroy all of Odysseus's ships except 

his own. 
●​ The sorceress Circe on the island of Aeaea: She turns his men into pigs. With 

Hermes's help, Odysseus beats her, and she becomes his helper for a year. 
●​ His trip to the Underworld (the Nekuia): He goes to talk to the ghost of the 

prophet Tiresias and also meets the ghosts of his mother Anticleia, Agamemnon, 
Achilles, and other dead heroes. 

●​ The Sirens: Their beautiful song lures sailors to their deaths. Odysseus hears it 
safely by having his men tie him to the mast while their ears are plugged with wax. 

●​ The six-headed monster Scylla and the deadly whirlpool Charybdis: He has to 
sail between them, losing six men to Scylla. 

●​ The island of Thrinacia: His crew, ignoring warnings, kills and eats the sacred 
Cattle of Helios (the sun god). This leads to their deaths in a storm. Only 
Odysseus survives and washes up on Calypso's island.17 

Return and Revenge (Books 13-24): The Phaeacians are moved by his story and 



give Odysseus a ship and treasure, taking him back to Ithaca while he's asleep (Book 
13).17 When he arrives, Athena disguises him as an old beggar so he can check things 
out safely.17 He stays with his loyal swineherd, Eumaeus, and eventually meets 
Telemachus, who has returned safely. Together, they plan to get rid of the suitors. 
Odysseus, still disguised, goes to his palace and is mocked and abused by the suitors, 
especially Antinous and Eurymachus.17 His old dog, Argus, recognizes him and then 
dies. Later, his old nurse, Eurycleia, knows it's him because of a scar on his leg.17 
Penelope, not knowing the beggar is Odysseus but curious about him, sets up an 
archery contest: she'll 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, as the beggar, asks for a try, strings it easily, and makes the shot. He 
then throws off his disguise and, with Telemachus, Eumaeus, and another loyal 
servant Philoetius, kills all 108 suitors in a bloody battle in the main hall (the megaron) 
(Book 22).17 Penelope is skeptical at first, so she tests Odysseus by asking him to move 
their marriage bed. Odysseus himself had cleverly built it from a living olive tree 
rooted in the ground – a secret only he would know. Convinced, she happily accepts 
him (Book 23).17 The epic ends with Odysseus reuniting with his father Laertes, and 
Athena stepping in to make peace between Odysseus and the angry families of the 
dead suitors (Book 24).17 The Odyssey is all about big themes like coming home 
(nostos), who you are (identity), loyalty, never giving up, being a good host (xenia), 
temptation, justice from the gods, and putting things back in order.18 

Section 2.3: Lost Stories of Troy: What Other Ancient Poets Said 

While the Iliad and Odyssey are the most famous and complete epics we have about 
the Trojan War, they were part of a bigger collection of poems called the Epic Cycle.13 
These poems, written by different authors, tried to tell the whole story of the Trojan 
saga, from its mythical beginnings to what happened to its heroes in the end. Sadly, 
these other epics only survive in bits and pieces and summaries from later writers like 
Proclus and Photius.13 Knowing about them is important because it shows that 
Homer's stories, while the most popular, weren't the only ones around in ancient 
times, and there were different versions of plot details and characters. The poems 
were generally meant to fit together, creating one long story, with one epic often 
starting where the last one finished.14 

The main poems of the Trojan part of the Epic Cycle included: 

●​ The Cypria (maybe written by Stasinus or Hegesias): This epic covered 
everything leading up to the Iliad. It told about the Judgement of Paris (where 
Paris had to pick the most beautiful goddess), the kidnapping of Helen, the Greek 
fleet gathering at Aulis, the sacrifice of Iphigenia (a detail not in Homer), landing 



at Troy, and the first nine years of the war. It basically ended where the Iliad 
starts.13 It filled in the important backstory that Homer only hints at. 

●​ The Aethiopis (maybe by Arctinus of Miletus): This poem picked up after Hector 
died. It told about new Trojan allies arriving: Penthesileia, queen of the Amazons 
(female warriors), and Memnon, king of the Ethiopians, son of Eos (the Dawn 
goddess). Achilles kills both of them. The Aethiopis also told about Achilles's own 
death, shot by Paris with Apollo's help, and the fight over who would get his 
armor.13 

●​ The Little Iliad (maybe by Lesches of Mytilene): This covered events after Achilles 
died, like Odysseus getting Achilles's armor (which made Ajax go mad and kill 
himself), bringing Philoctetes and Neoptolemus (Achilles's son) to the war, and 
building the Trojan Horse.13 

●​ The Iliou Persis (Sack of Troy, maybe by Arctinus of Miletus): This described how 
the Trojan Horse got into the city, the Trojans debating what to do with it, the 
hidden Greeks attacking, and the brutal destruction of the city. This included the 
deaths of King Priam and Astyanax (Hector's son), and Trojan women like Hecuba 
and Andromache being taken as slaves.13 Virgil's famous story in Book 2 of his 
poem, the Aeneid, used this tradition a lot.13 

●​ The Nostoi (Returns, maybe by Agias or Eumelus): This epic told about the 
dangerous and often disastrous journeys home of the various Greek heroes after 
Troy fell. This included Agamemnon being murdered by his wife Clytemnestra and 
her lover Aegisthus, Menelaus's wanderings, and Nestor's safe return.13 It gives a 
wider picture for the Odyssey's focus on just one hero's return. 

●​ The Telegony (maybe by Eugammon of Cyrene): This was like a sequel to the 
Odyssey. It told about Odysseus's further adventures after he got his kingdom 
back, including a trip to Thesprotia, and how he was eventually accidentally killed 
by Telegonus, his son with Circe whom he didn't recognize.13 

These poems, even though mostly lost, show that the Trojan War story was much 
bigger and had more variety than just what's in Homer. They sometimes had different 
story details or even things that contradicted each other. For example, one 
surviving piece says the Little Iliad told about Neoptolemus taking Andromache 
prisoner after Troy fell, but Proclus's summary says the Little Iliad stopped before the 
city was sacked.13 More clearly, the warrior who killed Hector's son Astyanax during 
the sack of Troy is Neoptolemus in the Little Iliad, but Odysseus in the Iliou Persis.13 
Differences like these show how flexible spoken stories and early written ones were. 
The fact that these other versions existed shows that Homer's versions, while they 
became the "official" ones, were just one way of telling a much larger group of myths. 
The idea of how these stories were created and passed down orally also suggests that 



both the Iliad and Odyssey were shaped and polished from older material over time, 
probably starting in the 8th century BC 9, before they became the "Homeric" poems 
we know. 

Part 2: Digging for Clues: The Real World of Homer's Heroes? 
To see if Homer's epics have any connection to real history, we need to look at the 
archaeological evidence from the Late Bronze Age (LBA) in the Aegean area (roughly 
1600-1100 BC). This is the time when the Trojan War and Odysseus's adventures are 
traditionally set. This period was dominated by the Mycenaean civilization, a complex 
culture known for its palace centers, unique artifacts, warrior elites, and wide-ranging 
sea networks. 

Section 3.1: Kings, Palaces, and Scribes: How Mycenaean Society Worked 

The Mycenaean civilization thrived on mainland Greece and the Aegean islands. Major power 
centers were at Mycenae and Tiryns (both in a region called the Argolid), Pylos (in Messenia), 
Thebes (in Boeotia), and other places.12 These palace centers were usually fortified 
strongholds, often built on hills that were easy to defend. They were the main hubs for 
government, economy, military, and religion in their areas.12 
The buildings in these citadels were impressive. They are most famous for Cyclopean masonry 
– huge, roughly cut limestone blocks used to build massive fortress walls, like those at 
Mycenae and Tiryns.12 The Lion Gate at Mycenae, with its giant stone lion sculpture, is a 
famous example of Mycenaean building skill.12 Inside these fortresses were complex palace 
buildings. The heart of these was often a megaron: a large rectangular hall with a central 
fireplace, four columns around it, and a porch. This was probably the throne room and a 
space for ceremonies.20 Palaces also had courtyards, living areas, storerooms, workshops, 
and fancy drainage systems.20 Colorful paintings called frescoes decorated the walls, 
showing parades, hunts, battles, and nature scenes.22 An important early Mycenaean center 
called Peristeria in Messenia, sometimes called the "Mycenae of the Western Peloponnese," 
shows an elite ruling class from around 1500-1400 BC, even before Pylos and Mycenae were 
at their peak.25 
We know about the power structure of Mycenaean society mostly from Linear B 
tablets. These are clay documents with an early form of the Greek language written 
on them, figured out by Michael Ventris in 1952.19 These tablets, found mainly at 
Knossos (on Crete, when Mycenaeans were there), Pylos, Thebes, and Mycenae, are 
almost all administrative records – like ancient spreadsheets.26 They show a society 
that was very centralized and had a clear hierarchy (ranking system). At the very top 
was the wanax (wa-na-ka), a word thought to mean 'king' or 'high chief'.19 The wanax 
seems to have had total control over land, resources, and religious duties. Helping the 
wanax was someone called the lawagetas (ra-wa-ke-ta), often translated as 'leader 
of the people' or maybe a top military commander.28 Below them were other officials 



and social classes, including the hequetai (e-qe-ta), who were likely warrior-nobles or 
companions of the wanax, landowners, and maybe chariot warriors.28 There were also 
local officials or chiefs called basileis (qa-si-re-u). This word later came to mean 'king' 
in Classical Greek, but in Mycenaean times, it probably meant a lower-ranking official 
or village head.29 

The Linear B tablets give us a detailed, if a bit boring, picture of Mycenaean 
government and economy. They carefully list the collection, storage, and handing 
out of farm products (grain, olive oil, wine, figs, honey, spices like saffron), animals 
(sheep, goats, cattle, pigs), textiles (wool, linen), metals (bronze, gold), and 
manufactured goods.19 They list workers, including different types like female religious 
workers, corn grinders, spinners, bakers, perfume makers, stonemasons, and smiths 
(metalworkers), along with their food rations and how land was owned.27 Some 
workers are noted as being from other places, possibly meaning they were slaves.28 
The tablets also record offerings to gods, showing names of gods who would later be 
part of the Olympian gods we know, like Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Hermes, and Artemis, 
as well as some uniquely Mycenaean gods like Diwia and Posidaia (female versions of 
Zeus and Poseidon).27 Military stuff is also there, with records of bronze given out for 
weapons (spears, arrows), ships, and chariot parts, plus lists of rowers.28 This highly 
organized, bureaucratic system, run from the palaces, is quite different from the more 
loosely organized, hero-focused society often shown in Homer's epics. This difference 
suggests either that society changed a lot between the Late Bronze Age and when 
the epics were written, or that Homer's poems give a selective, maybe idealized, view 
focusing on warrior nobles rather than the details of palace administration. 

Section 3.2: Warriors and Weapons: The Look of Bronze Age Warfare 

The archaeological finds from Mycenaean Greece strongly support the idea that a 
warrior culture was a big part of their society, an image made famous by Homer's 
epics.31 Fortified citadel sites like Mycenae and Tiryns, with their huge Cyclopean 
walls, show a need for defense and a society where war was a major concern.12 Art on 
frescoes, pottery, and seals often shows warriors, battle scenes, chariots, and hunting 
(which was often practice for war).22 Maybe most impressive are the burials of elite 
warriors, like the Shaft Graves at Mycenae (c. 1600-1500 BC) and the more recent 
discovery of the "Griffin Warrior" tomb at Pylos (c. 1450 BC). These graves show the 
incredible wealth and status given to successful warriors.21 They were filled with gold 
and bronze weapons, valuable jewelry, and symbols of power, showing a society 
where fighting skill was highly prized.19 The fact that warrior burials became more 
common, especially in the Late Helladic IIIC period (after the palaces collapsed), 
suggests that military leaders might have become even more important in unstable 



times.35 

Mycenaean arms and armor were advanced and changed over time. 
Spears were the main weapon throughout the Mycenaean period. At first, they were long and 
maybe used with two hands. Later, they became shorter and good for thrusting or throwing 
while using a shield.31 
Swords also developed. Early types (16th century BC) were long, sometimes with rounded 
tips. Later, shorter, stronger swords like the Naue II type (which appeared in the 13th century 
BC) became popular. They were good for both cutting and thrusting.31 Daggers were also 
common. 
Shields were crucial for protection. The large, body-covering "tower shield" and the uniquely 
shaped "figure-of-eight" shield, usually made of layers of ox-hide and sometimes 
strengthened with bronze, were typical of earlier Mycenaean warfare.31 Later on, smaller, 
often round shields were used, some possibly made entirely of bronze or leather with bronze 
bosses (raised bumps).31 
Helmets were vital. The boar's tusk helmet, made from pieces of boar tusk sewn onto a leather 
cap, was an amazing and difficult-to-make piece of armor, likely showing high status, just as 
described in the Iliad.31 Bronze helmets of various designs also became more common.31 
The most complete example of Mycenaean body armor is the Dendra panoply (c. 1450-1400 
BC). This was a full suit of bronze plate armor with a segmented chest piece, shoulder guards, 
neck guard, and greaves (leg protectors).31 It weighed around 18 kg (about 40 pounds) but 
was surprisingly flexible and offered a lot of protection. Simpler types of armor, like bronze 
shoulder guards and maybe scale armor, were also used.31 The move towards lighter, more 
flexible weapons and armor in the later Mycenaean period (13th century BC) might show 
changes in fighting tactics, possibly with more mobile foot soldiers. This could match some of 
Homer's descriptions of fights that focus on individual heroes, though the earlier, heavier gear 
like the Dendra panoply also sounds like the descriptions in the epics of heroes dressed in 
shiny bronze. 
Chariots, usually pulled by two horses, appeared on mainland Greece by the 16th 
century BC.29 Linear B tablets from Pylos and Knossos show that palaces controlled 
and maintained hundreds of chariots, listing their parts and the people who worked 
with them.28 What they were used for in war is debated. At first, they might have been 
used as moving fighting platforms. But by the 13th century BC, especially lighter "rail 
chariots," they seem to have been used more to transport warriors on the battlefield, 
who would then get off to fight.31 This latter use is generally similar to how they're 
shown in the Iliad. 

The general material culture (the objects people made and used) of the 
Mycenaeans, besides weapons, included a lot of locally made pottery (both everyday 
and fancy decorated types), bronze tools and containers, and luxury items like 
intricately carved gems, gold and silver cups and jewelry, glass ornaments, and ivory 
carvings.21 The Minoan civilization on Crete had a strong influence on Mycenaean art, 



especially in the early stages, which you can see in their designs and styles. However, 
Mycenaean art often changed these influences, tending towards more formal, 
symmetrical, and sometimes war-like themes compared to the more natural and 
flowing Minoan art.21 Frescoes in palaces and fancy houses showed parades, religious 
rituals, hunting scenes (especially boar hunts, a popular Mycenaean activity), battles, 
warriors, and chariots, again showing what the ruling class cared about.22 

Section 3.3: Masters of the Sea: Ships and Trade in the Bronze Age 

The Mycenaean civilization was all about the sea. Its power and wealth were deeply 
connected to the Aegean Sea. Archaeological evidence, like shipwrecks, traded 
goods, and pictures of ships, shows us they had sophisticated sailing skills, wide trade 
networks, and improving ship technology during the Late Bronze Age. This 
sea-focused world is important for understanding if big overseas trips like the Trojan 
War and the long voyages in the Odyssey were even possible. 

Mycenaeans were brave sailors and traders. Their pottery, often filled with valuable 
things like olive oil, wine, and perfumed oils, has been found all over the Eastern and 
Central Mediterranean: in Cyprus, the Levant (Syria-Palestine), Egypt, Anatolia 
(Turkey, including Troy/Wilusa), Sicily, Sardinia, and maybe even further west.21 In 
return, they imported important raw materials like copper (mostly from Cyprus), tin 
(from far-off places like Anatolia, Central Asia, or even Cornwall in Britain), gold, ivory, 
glass, ebony (a dark wood), and amber (from the Baltic region).22 This huge network 
allowed not just goods to be exchanged, but also ideas and technologies. 

Two amazing shipwrecks give us incredible insight into LBA sea trade: 
The Uluburun shipwreck, found off the coast of Turkey and dating to around 1300 BC, carried 
an astonishingly rich and varied cargo from at least seven different cultures.45 Its main cargo 
included ten tons of copper ingots (metal bars, mostly Cypriot) and one ton of tin ingots 
(where they came from is debated, maybe Anatolia or Central Asia) – the raw materials for 
making bronze. It also carried Canaanite jars filled with terebinth resin (a type of tree sap), 
olives, and glass beads; about 175 ingots of raw glass (cobalt blue, turquoise, lavender – the 
oldest known whole glass ingots, likely from Egypt or the Levant); logs of African ebony; 
elephant and hippopotamus ivory; Baltic amber; Egyptian jewelry (including a gold scarab 
beetle of Queen Nefertiti); Mycenaean, Cypriot, and Canaanite pottery; weapons from 
different places (Canaanite, Mycenaean, Italian); tools; and food.45 The mix of cargo suggests 
it might have been a royal shipment, possibly related to the gift exchanges between kings 
known from texts like the Amarna Letters (ancient diplomatic letters found in Egypt).46 
The Cape Gelidonya shipwreck, also off the Turkish coast and dating a bit later to around 
1200 BC, mostly carried copper ingots, scrap bronze tools (probably to be melted down and 
reused), and some tin ingots.47 The presence of tools like stone hammerheads, polishers, and 
a possible stone anvil suggests a metalsmith or "tinker" might have been on board, perhaps 



involved in working with or trading metals.47 The ship itself was likely Canaanite or Cypriot.47 
This wreck shows how important the metals trade and recycling were in the LBA economy. 
These shipwrecks, along with other evidence like marked ingots and pottery 38, show a 
highly connected Mediterranean world where long-distance voyages were common. 
This interconnectedness, made possible by advanced ship technology, also made 
the region vulnerable to piracy and sea conflict. The Late Bronze Age saw the rise of 
groups known together as the "Sea Peoples." They engaged in widespread raiding 
and warfare across the Eastern Mediterranean, helping to cause the instability and 
eventual collapse of several major powers around 1200 BC.49 Odysseus's own stories 
of raiding (like the Cicones) and his encounters with various hostile groups at sea in 
the Odyssey might be a folk memory of this chaotic time at sea, where trade, 
exploration, and fighting were often mixed together. 

Mediterranean LBA ships were typically wooden plank-built vessels. At first, they were 
moved by paddles, but rowing became more common as time went on.53 The invention 
of the steering oar, and later the rudder (around 2000 BC, though it's less clear if it 
was widely used in the LBA from these specific notes), made ships easier to steer.53 A 
big step forward was the development of the Helladic oared galley, a long, narrow, 
and light ship moved mainly by rowers, designed for speed and quick turns.52 These 
galleys, which could carry a lot of warriors (e.g., pentekonters with 50 rowers 54), were 
great for both trade and war, including raiding. Another revolution in sailing 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 pulled up 
(reefed) and moved much more effectively than earlier fixed square sails, let ships sail 
closer to the wind and with more control. This advanced rigging is shown on both 
Egyptian and Sea Peoples' ships in the Medinet Habu reliefs (carvings) from Egypt, 
meaning it was widely used.49 Pictures of Mycenaean ships are found on pottery (like 
the Tragana pyxis, a type of box, showing a galley 54), seals, and as models, like the 
Gurob ship model from Egypt, which some scholars think is a Helladic oared galley.54 
Homer's descriptions of ships as "black-prowed" or "dark-prowed" 55 somewhat 
match the colorful nature of such models. 

Safe harbors and places to anchor were essential for all this sea activity. Mycenaean 
ships would have used many natural bays, inlets, and the sheltered side of 
headlands.56 Geoarchaeology (studying ancient geography) is crucial for figuring out 
what LBA coastlines looked like, as many ancient harbor areas (like those at Miletus, 
Ephesus, and possibly Troy) have since filled up with silt or been changed by rising 
sea levels.56 The fantastical, "AI-like" ships of the Phaeacians described in the 
Odyssey 57, which sail by thought and know all destinations, are clearly mythical. 
However, they might be an exaggerated reflection of the very real and impressive 



progress in shipbuilding and sailing skills achieved by some LBA sea cultures. 

Part 3: On the Trail of Legends: Searching for Troy and Ithaca 
The magic of Homer's epics has pushed archaeologists to search for physical signs of 
the Trojan War and Odysseus's kingdom for over a century. These searches have 
focused on Hisarlik in Turkey for Troy, and various places in and around the Ionian 
island of Ithaki for Odysseus's home. 

Chapter 4: Finding Troy: Was Homer's Famous City Real? 

The mound of Hisarlik in northwestern Anatolia (modern Turkey) is almost universally 
accepted by scholars as the site of ancient Troy, the legendary city attacked by the 
Achaeans (Greeks).1 Many years of digging, starting with Heinrich Schliemann in the 
1870s and continued by Wilhelm Dörpfeld, Carl Blegen, Manfred Korfmann, and 
currently Rüstem Aslan, have uncovered layers of settlement, showing a complex 
history that lasted for thousands of years. 

Section 4.1: Layers of History: What Digging at Hisarlik Revealed 

Excavations at Hisarlik have found at least nine major settlement layers, called Troy I 
through Troy IX, with many smaller phases within them. This shows that people lived 
there continuously or almost continuously from the Early Bronze Age (c. 3000 BC) to 
the Roman period.4 The layers most important to the Homeric question are Troy VI (c. 
1750 – c. 1300 BC) and Troy VIIa (c. 1300 – c. 1180 BC).4 These layers belong to the 
Middle and Late Bronze Age, the same time the Mycenaean civilization was flourishing 
and eventually declining on mainland Greece.37 The Iliad itself, while describing events 
of the Late Bronze Age, is thought to be the result of a long oral tradition (stories 
passed down by word of mouth), likely written down in the 8th or 7th century BC, 
centuries after the time it describes.9 

Section 4.2: Walls, Fire, and War: Does the Evidence Match the Iliad? 

Troy VI was a rich and strongly fortified city. Its citadel (the central, fortified part of 
the city) was surrounded by magnificent limestone walls, in some places up to 5 
meters (about 16 feet) thick and originally over 9 meters (about 30 feet) high, with 
mudbrick tops and towers sticking out.4 These walls had a unique "sawtooth" or offset 
design in some sections. Inside, large, separate houses were arranged on terraces.37 
Importantly, excavations led by Manfred Korfmann starting in 1988 found an extensive 
lower city spreading south and east of the citadel. This lower city was defended by a 
ditch cut into the rock, making Troy VI a much larger and more important city (around 
30 hectares, or 75 acres) than people used to think.1 This bigger Troy fits better with 



Homer's descriptions of a wealthy and "well-walled" city, a believable target for a 
major attack. The final phase of Troy VI (Troy VIh) was destroyed around 1300 BC. The 
archaeological evidence, including fallen walls and buckled stonework, strongly 
suggests it was destroyed by a major earthquake, not by enemies, as there's little 
sign of widespread burning or battle deaths from this phase.4 Wilhelm Dörpfeld, who 
took over from Schliemann, initially thought Troy VI was King Priam's city.4 The way it 
was destroyed—by a natural disaster rather than a sack—is a key difference from the 
epic story if Troy VI were the one. 

Troy VIIa was built pretty soon after Troy VI was destroyed, likely by its survivors. They 
reused many of the old fortifications but made changes, like adding mudbrick 
defenses and towers.37 The city itself changed: the citadel became crammed with 
smaller houses, and many of these houses had large storage jars (pithoi) sunk into the 
floors. This is often seen as a sign they were preparing for a siege or hard times.4 Troy 
VIIa was violently destroyed around 1180 BC. This destruction layer shows clear 
evidence of enemy attack: widespread fire, arrowheads stuck in walls, sling bullets, 
and some human skeletons found in houses and streets.1 This date and type of 
destruction match more closely with the traditional timeframe and story of the Trojan 
War. Carl Blegen, who dug there in the 1930s, strongly believed Troy VIIa was the 
Homeric city.1 The shift in expert opinion towards Troy VIIa as the main candidate isn't 
just about the date, but crucially about how it was destroyed; a city sacked by 
enemies, as the evidence in Troy VIIa suggests, fits the epic story much better than 
Troy VI's earthquake. 

The historical reality of the Trojan War is still debated, even with the strong 
evidence at Troy VIIa. Korfmann's work, by showing Troy's size and importance in the 
region (it might have been the capital of Wilusa, controlling access to the Dardanelles 
strait and Black Sea trade), made it a more believable prize for a large Greek 
expedition.1 However, Korfmann's ideas were challenged by Frank Kolb, who argued 
Troy was less important and questioned if there was evidence for a major war like 
Homer's.10 While most experts now accept a larger, more important Troy, the exact 
nature and size of the conflict are still uncertain: was it a single, ten-year siege as 
Homer describes, a series of smaller fights, or a local war that got exaggerated over 
centuries of storytelling?1 Korfmann himself concluded that Troy was very likely 
destroyed by war around 1180 BC and that the Iliad contains some historical memory 
of such fights.11 

Section 4.3: Whispers from the Past: What Ancient Hittite Records Tell Us 

Crucial outside evidence for a possible Trojan War comes from Hittite archives found 



at Hattusa, the Hittite capital in central Anatolia (Turkey). Clay tablets from the Late 
Bronze Age (around the same time as Troy VI and VIIa) mention a kingdom in 
northwestern Anatolia called Wilusa.1 Many scholars believe Wilusa is the same as 
Homeric (W)Ilios, another name for Troy. These texts also talk about a powerful and 
often troublesome people or kingdom to the west called Ahhiyawa, which most 
experts think refers to the Mycenaean Greeks or a major Mycenaean kingdom.1 

The Hittite documents describe diplomatic relations, treaties, and times of tension and 
military conflict involving Wilusa and the Ahhiyawa. For example, the "Tawagalawa 
Letter" talks about arguments over Wilusa, and the "Manapa-Tarhunta Letter" 
mentions a Hittite army going to Wilusa. One particularly interesting, though not 
everyone agrees, piece of evidence is a treaty that mentions Alaksandu as a king of 
Wilusa.1 The name Alaksandu is remarkably similar to Alexandros, the other name for 
Paris, the Trojan prince who kidnapped Helen. These Hittite texts give us an invaluable, 
non-Greek, contemporary view, suggesting that Troy/Wilusa was indeed an important 
political player in the Late Bronze Age and that it had interactions, including fights, 
with Mycenaean/Ahhiyawan powers. This lifts the traditional story of the Trojan War 
from being just a myth to an event possibly rooted in the complex politics of the 13th 
century BC Aegean and Anatolian worlds, even if the details in Homer's story are 
heavily exaggerated or are a mix of various historical events and people. 

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

Table 1: Homer's Troy vs. What Archaeologists Found 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) 

What Do You Think? 
(Alignment/Contrad
iction/Debate) 

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

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

Reused Troy VI walls; 
updates with stone 
towers and mudbrick 
tops; still strong 
fortifications 37 

Good Match!: Both 
layers show 
impressive 
fortifications like 
Homer described. 
Troy VI walls might be 
even grander. 



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

Site is on a hill 
(Hisarlik mound) 
open to winds from 
the Dardanelles strait 
58 

Good Match!: The 
location fits the 
"windy" description. 

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

Tightly packed 
smaller houses filling 
up open areas; 
narrower streets 
seem likely 4 

Hmm, a Puzzle: Troy 
VI fits "broad streets" 
better than the 
crowded Troy VIIa. 

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

Rectangular 
watchtowers built 
into the walls 37 

More stone towers 
added to 
fortifications 37 

Good Match!: Both 
layers had towers, 
like Homer said. 

Gates (e.g., Scaean 
Gate) 

At least five gates 
found in Troy VI walls; 
some with large 
pillars that weren't for 
support 37 

Gates from Troy VI 
likely reused and 
maybe changed 66 

Good Match!: 
Multiple gates 
existed, though we 
can't pick out a 
specific "Scaean 
Gate." 

Near rivers 
Scamander & Simois 

Hisarlik is between 
the modern 
Karamenderes and 
Dümrek Çay rivers, 
often thought to be 
Scamander and 
Simois 1 

Hisarlik is between 
the modern 
Karamenderes and 
Dümrek Çay rivers 1 

Good Match!: The 
general area matches 
Homer's description. 

View from Mount Ida Mount Ida (Kaz Dağı) 
can be seen about 30 
miles south of Hisarlik 
1 

Mount Ida (Kaz Dağı) 
can be seen about 30 
miles south of Hisarlik 
1 

Good Match!: The 
general area matches 
Homer's description. 

Evidence of a long 
siege (10 years) 

No direct 
archaeological proof 
of a ten-year siege. 

Crowded housing, 
storage jars suggest 
preparing for hard 
times/siege, but we 
don't know for how 
long 4 

Unclear/Doesn't 
Quite Fit: Troy VIIa 
shows possible siege 
prep, but no proof of 
10 years. 



Destroyed by sack 
and fire 

Destroyed by 
earthquake, little sign 
of burning 37 

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

Doesn't Fit (Troy VI) 
/ Good Match! (Troy 
VIIa): Troy VIIa's 
destruction fits the 
traditional sack story 
well. 

Trojan Horse No archaeological 
evidence found.1 

No archaeological 
evidence found.1 

Doesn't Fit: Most 
think this was a 
literary idea from 
later stories (like the 
Odyssey and Little 
Iliad 13). 

Chapter 5: The Mystery of Ithaca: Where Was Odysseus's Island Kingdom? 

Finding Odysseus's homeland has been even harder than finding Troy. While tradition 
since ancient times has said that the modern Ionian island of Ithaki is Homer's Ithaca, 
differences between the epic descriptions and the island's actual geography and 
archaeology have led to centuries of debate, known as the "Ithaca Question." 

Section 5.1: Homer's Map vs. Modern Islands: Why It's So Puzzling 

The Odyssey gives 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 are towards the dawn.6 It's also described as "rugged" (trachheia), "not fit for 
driving horses" (oud' hippēlatos), but good for goats.7 Specific places mentioned 
include Mount Neriton ("leaf-trembling"), Mount Neion, the harbor of Phorcys, a cave 
sacred to the Nymphs (nature spirits), the Raven's Rock (Korax), the spring of 
Arethusa, and a nearby island called Asteris where the suitors planned their ambush.7 

Modern Ithaki is a relatively small, mountainous island between Kefalonia and 
mainland Greece. It fits some of these descriptions (it is rugged and bad for horses) 
but not others (it's not obviously "low-lying" nor is it the furthest west/northwest of 
the main Ionian islands – Kefalonia and Zakynthos are further south, and Lefkada is to 
the north).6 These differences have made scholars question the traditional 
identification.5 People try to make the descriptions fit Ithaki's geography by 
interpreting unclear words (like pros zophon) or suggesting the land has changed 
over time, but no single answer has satisfied everyone.67 The unclear nature of 
Homer's descriptions, possibly because the story was told orally for a long time and 



might have mixed up features from different places or times 9, keeps the debate 
going. Trying to find one exact geographical match might be the wrong approach if 
the epic's setting is a mix of places or an idealized version of a Western Greek island 
kingdom. 

Section 5.2: Digging on Ithaki: Clues to Odysseus's Home? 

Archaeological work on modern Ithaki has confirmed that people lived there a lot 
during the Mycenaean period, but the findings have been complicated and often 
debated when trying to connect them to Odysseus's palace. 

●​ Agios Athanasios / "School of Homer": Located near Exogi in northern Ithaca, 
this site was dug extensively by a team from the University of Ioannina (led by 
Thanasis Papadopoulos and Litsa Kontorli-Papadopoulou) between 1994 and 
2011.68 They found a multi-level complex used from the Middle Helladic period 
through Roman times. Key Mycenaean features include parts of a Cyclopean 
fortification wall (like those at Mycenae), a fancy underground spring/fountain 
complex (dated to Late Helladic IIIB2, around the 13th century BC), and the 
foundations of a large three-roomed rectangular building identified as a 
megaron (main hall), similar in plan (though simpler) to those at major 
Mycenaean centers.68 Papadopoulos strongly argued that this complex, especially 
the megaron, is the historical palace of Odysseus, fitting Homer's descriptions of 
where the suitors were killed.68 However, there are challenges: the site was badly 
disturbed by later people living there and by looting, making it hard to clearly 
identify and date the Mycenaean layers 70, and the complex, while important, 
might not be as grand as expected for a major Homeric hero compared to Pylos 
or Mycenae.73 Lack of money stopped the excavations before they were 
finished.68 

●​ Polis Cave (Loizos Cave): Located in Polis Bay on the northwest coast, this cave 
was used for religious worship from the Bronze Age through the Roman period.7 
Excavations by Sylvia Benton in the 1930s found Late Mycenaean pottery, 
showing activity during the right time period. More famously, the cave produced 
twelve bronze tripod cauldrons (large three-legged pots) dating to the 9th-8th 
centuries BC – a number that strikingly matches the thirteen gifts Odysseus got 
from the Phaeacians (one was found earlier).7 A piece of pottery from Hellenistic 
times (later Greek period) inscribed ΕΥΧΗΝ ΟΔΥΣΣΕΙ ("A Vow to Odysseus") was 
also found, giving direct evidence of Odysseus being worshipped on Ithaca in 
later ancient times.7 While these finds strongly link the site to the Odysseus 
tradition and later hero worship, they don't prove the cave was visited by the LBA 
Odysseus himself. The existence of later hero cults shows the island's strong 



traditional connection to the hero, but such cults often started at places believed 
to be connected to heroes, whether that connection was historically real or a later 
idea based on the epics themselves. 

●​ Aetos Mountain: Located on the narrow strip of land connecting the northern 
and southern parts of Ithaki, this site has shown remains of an ancient city lived in 
from Mycenaean to Roman times.69 Bronze coins with Odysseus's picture and the 
writing "IΘΑΚΩΝ" (of the Ithacans) were found here, again showing later 
Odysseus worship.69 Schliemann and others dug here but didn't find a definite 
palace.6 

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

Overall, modern Ithaki clearly had Mycenaeans living there and has a strong later 
tradition connecting the island to Odysseus. However, the lack of a universally 
accepted, grand Mycenaean palace like those on the mainland remains a big problem 
for definitively saying it was the home of the Homeric hero. 

Section 5.3: Other Ideas: Could Ithaca Be Somewhere Else? 

The geographical and archaeological uncertainties around modern Ithaki have led to 
several other theories about where Homer's Ithaca might have been. 

●​ Kefalonia (Paliki Peninsula): The most well-known recent alternative theory, 
pushed by Robert Bittlestone in his book Odysseus Unbound (2005), suggests 
that the western peninsula of Kefalonia, called Paliki, was Homeric Ithaca.5 
Bittlestone, working 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 sea channel (nicknamed "Strabo's 
Channel") that has since filled in with silt. If Paliki were an island, its location 
compared to other Ionian islands (with modern Ithaki possibly being Homeric 
Dulichium) might fit Homer's description of Ithaca as "farthest out towards the 
dusk" more closely. Bittlestone tried to match many specific Homeric places to 
features on Paliki.76 The theory got a lot of public attention and some scholarly 
support for its use of different fields of study.76 However, it has also faced a lot of 
criticism about the geological evidence for the channel, the interpretation of 
Homer's words, and the speculative nature of some of his site identifications.76 

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

●​ Other Locations: Various other places on Kefalonia 5 and even more distant 



locations like southwestern Spain 5 or the Baltic Sea 76 have been suggested, 
usually based on less complete evidence or more imaginative interpretations. 

No matter where exactly Odysseus's capital was, the broader region of Western 
Greece was clearly part of the Mycenaean world. Important Mycenaean sites have 
been dug up not just 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 
produced Mycenaean tombs and evidence of settlement.78 This shows that powerful 
Mycenaean kingdoms existed in the west, providing a believable social and political 
setting for a kingdom like the one described in the Odyssey, even if its exact center is 
still a mystery. 

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

Table 2: Homer's Ithaca vs. What Archaeologists Found on Modern Ithaki and 
Other Key Sites 

 
Homeric 
Geographical/Palati
al Description 

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

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

What Do You Think? 
(Alignment/Contrad
iction/Debate) 

"Low-lying" 
(chthamalē) 

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

Doesn't Fit (Ithaki) / 
Maybe Fits (Paliki): 
Depends on how you 
interpret "low-lying" 
and if 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 

Doesn't Fit (Ithaki) / 
Maybe Fits (Paliki): 
Highly debated 
based on 
interpretation of pros 
zophon and which 
island is which. 

"Rugged" (trachheia), Fits description; Paliki has some Fits (Ithaki) / Partly 



poor for horses mountainous terrain 7 rugged areas but 
also flatter plains. 

Fits (Paliki) 

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

Bittlestone identifies 
features on Paliki. 

Unclear/Debated: 
No definite 
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 

Unclear/Debated: 
No conclusive 
identifications. Polis 
Cave finds (tripods, 
inscription) support 
later Odysseus 
worship on Ithaki.71 

Monumental 
Mycenaean Palace 

No undisputed 
monumental palace 
found. Agios 
Athanasios is a 
candidate but 
debated in scale and 
interpretation 68 

No major Mycenaean 
palace found on 
Paliki, though some 
Mycenaean sites 
exist on Kefalonia.78 

Doesn't Fit/Unclear: 
Lack of a clear palace 
is a major issue for 
both main 
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. 

Debated: 
Re-identifying the 
islands is key to 
alternative theories 
but remains 
controversial. 

Part 4: Connecting the Dots: Story vs. Science 
Trying to match Homer's epic stories with the archaeological landscape of the Late 
Bronze Age Aegean shows a complex mix of matches, uncertainties, and total 
mismatches. To assess this critically, we need to remember that epic poetry and 
archaeological evidence are very different things. We should move beyond just 
looking for "proof" and towards a more careful understanding of how myth, memory, 
and physical remains interact. 

Chapter 6: The Trojan War: Fact, Fiction, or a Bit of Both? 



Section 6.1: What the Dirt Tells Us (and What It Doesn't) About the War 

The archaeological investigation of Hisarlik provides the strongest link between the 
Homeric tradition and the Bronze Age. There's a general agreement on several key 
points: Hisarlik is almost certainly the site of Troy 1; the destruction of Troy VIIa around 
1180 BC fits chronologically with the traditional dating of the war and the wider 
context of Late Bronze Age collapse 37; the city in the Late Bronze Age (Troy VI/VIIa) 
was indeed impressively fortified, especially considering the large lower city found by 
Korfmann, matching Homer's descriptions like "well-walled" 11; and Troy VIIa shows 
clear evidence of violent destruction consistent with a sack.11 Furthermore, 
contemporary Hittite texts offer outside support, suggesting that Wilusa (likely Troy) 
was an important Anatolian kingdom that had conflicts with Ahhiyawa (likely 
Mycenaeans).11 Aspects of material culture shown 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 disagreements and uncertainties remain. Archaeology cannot 
confirm 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 fight among many.1 Specific characters like 
Achilles, Helen, or Hector, and specific events like the duel between Paris and 
Menelaus or the trick of the Trojan Horse, remain archaeologically unproven.1 The 
Trojan Horse, in particular, is widely considered a literary invention, mainly detailed in 
later sources like the Odyssey and the Aeneid, though mentioned in the Little Iliad.13 
The constant 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 hides much: the specific reasons people acted as they did, the 
details of political alliances beyond Hittite hints, the identities of individuals, and the 
lived human experience of the conflict. 

Section 6.2: Odysseus's World: How Does It Compare to Bronze Age Life? 

The Odyssey paints a picture of a world broadly consistent with the Mycenaean 
Bronze Age. There are clear agreements: 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 disagreements and uncertainties 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 

Section 6.3: When Stories and Science Don't Match Up 

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 (Things Out of Time): 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 (Different Versions of the Story): 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. 

Part 5: The Adventure Continues... 
Chapter 7: Why These Ancient Stories Still Matter Today 

The ongoing quest to connect Homer's Iliad and Odyssey with the archaeological 
remains of the Aegean Bronze Age shows a complex and fascinating conversation 
between literature, memory, and physical evidence. This report has looked at the main 
stories of these foundational epics, considered different versions from the wider Epic 



Cycle, and carefully examined the archaeological findings from key sites like Hisarlik 
(Troy), Mycenaean palace centers, and Ithaca, along with broader evidence of 
Mycenaean civilization and their sea activities. 

The analysis confirms that while Homer's epics are set in a world that broadly matches 
the Late Bronze Age Aegean, they are not history books. There are matches: Hisarlik 
is widely accepted as Troy, and the destruction of Troy VIIa around 1180 BC provides a 
believable, if not definite, link to the Trojan War legend.11 The description of a fortified 
city matches the impressive walls of Troy VI/VIIa.37 Hittite texts offer outside 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 sea technology are well proven by archaeology.22 

However, many contradictions and uncertainties remain. Specific Homeric events 
(the ten-year siege, the Trojan Horse) and individuals (Achilles, Odysseus, Helen) lack 
direct archaeological proof.1 The constant involvement of the gods is clearly 
mythological. The geography of Homeric Ithaca is problematic when compared to 
modern Ithaki 7, and a definite palace of Odysseus has not been found.68 Furthermore, 
things that seem out of place in terms of time (anachronisms) in material culture and 
social structures likely reflect the later Iron Age when the epics were actually written 
down and passed on.28 

These differences shouldn't just be seen as Homer or archaeology getting it wrong. 
Instead, they highlight the very different ways these sources tell us about the past. 
Homeric epic is a product of centuries of oral tradition 9, a literary art form meant to 
entertain, teach, and keep cultural memory alive, mixing historical echoes with myth, 
folklore, and poetic imagination. Archaeology, on the other hand, tries to rebuild past 
societies by systematically analyzing physical remains, working within the limits of 
what has survived and how we interpret it.12 Expecting a perfect match between a 
narrative poem finished centuries after the events it describes and the broken 
physical record of the Bronze Age is not a sound approach. 

The real value of this combined study might be less about "proving" Homer right and 
more in what we learn along the way. The search for Homeric sites has been a 
powerful driver for archaeological discovery, greatly enriching our understanding of 
the Aegean Bronze Age itself – its societies, trade networks, conflicts, and 
technologies – whether or not they directly link to specific epic characters or events.1 
The debates that arise, like Korfmann's re-evaluation of Troy's importance 65 or the 
ongoing Ithaca Question 5, continually push scholars to improve their methods and 



interpretations, showing how dynamic historical and archaeological study is. 

Ultimately, the Iliad and the Odyssey last not because they are exact historical 
records, but because of their deep exploration of what it means to be human. The 
conversation between these timeless texts and the physical remains of the world they 
describe continues to be a rich and rewarding field of study. It reminds us that the 
past comes to us through many voices – the poetic and the material – and that 
understanding its complexities requires listening carefully to both. Future 
archaeological discoveries, new ways of analyzing texts, and advances in scientific 
methods will undoubtedly continue to reshape this ongoing conversation, ensuring 
that the mystery of Homer and the Bronze Age remains a captivating subject for 
future generations. 
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