HOMER PREPARES [lliad 13-16]
“THE BATTLE FOR THE SHIPS”

James McCaughey with Matthew Horsley, percussion

Homer’s poetry came into being through long centuries of singing.

Singers inherited memories of great wars and a language for singing them - stories
of heroes, images, and catalogues of names were cast and recast in new versions for
successive audiences.

But what brought that tradition into the vast, elaborate and elegant shapes in which
we now have them - the lliad and the Odyssey? This we do not know.

Was Homer himself the last of those singers, who brought these materials into what
we now think of as their definitive form? Or did the poems come into that form
centuries later when editors and transcribers organised what had been memorised
by performers following him?

In Homer Prepares we imagine that the poems come into shape at a festival on
an island in the Aegean. Twelve days of singing, two performances each day.
Twenty-four performances in all. The twenty-four “books” of the lliad.

The audience is invited to listen as the singer prepares for each day’s performance as
an entertainment in its own right, creating a world of its own. These performances
build a composite world - the world of the Iliad - and create a vortex in which
characters and audience alike are caught up.

The story so far ...

Achilles, the most powerful of the Greek fighters, has withdrawn from action, furious
that king Agamemnon has dishonoured him. The Greek army have fought for ten
long years before the walls of Troy and are now pressed to fight on without Achilles.
Helen and Paris continue their treacherous love affair. Hector, Troy's great hero,
leaves the city gates to fight. His wife, Andromache, tries to stop him, knowing that
this departure will lead to his death. The Greeks build a wall to protect their ships.
Now the action is fought between two walls - the walls of Troy and the walls around
the ships. The Greeks send an embassy to Achilles to entreat him to return to action.
He gives his final and absolute answer: “No!”. Zeus sweeps Hector into an onslaught
beyond himself.

He bursts through the gates and is about to destroy the ships.

Tonight’s action

Poseidon helps the Greeks check Hector’s onslaught. Apollo, god of Troy, restores the
Trojan fortunes. Hector is about to burn the ships. Patroclos pleads with Achilles to
let him wear his armour and intimidate the Trojans. Achilles agrees. Patroclus is
successful, at first, but then ...



The Translations

The translations used are predominantly from Richmond Lattimore’s 1951 translation
published by University of Chicago Press. They are occasionally modified by

James McCaughey and include some additional elements from Stanley Lombardo’s
translation published by Kansas University Press. In Book 16 (“The Death of Patroclos”)
we use Christopher Logue’s translation (from War Music, Faber and Faber 1988) -
again with occasional modifications. James McCaughey acknowledges his debt to
these translators and recommends all of them to the modern reader.
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Performers

James McCaughey

James McCaughey has also written and performed Conversations with the Gods about
their Deaths and other Matters and Vlad and Me; Conversations with the Soul about
reincarnation and other inconveniences. He is a former classicist.

Matthew Horsley

Matthew Horsley is a multi-instrumentalist and composer specialising in the uilleann
pipes (Irish bagpipes) and percussion. He has performed with artists including

Steve Reich, Speak Percussion, the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, Clocked Out,
Topology and the Australian Art Orchestra. His debut album of Irish traditional music,
Australian Waters, was released in 2015. He currently plays whistles, Irish flutes and
uilleann pipes in the Australian production of the acclaimed musical Come From Away.
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Duration: 80 minutes; no interval.
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