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ANDREW LANG (1844-1912)
 
Biographical Sketch from "Portraits And Sketches" by
Edmund Gosse
 
INVITED to note down some of my recollections of Andrew
Lang, I find myself suspended between the sudden blow of
his death and the slow development of memory, now
extending in unbroken friendship over thirty-five years. The
magnitude and multitude of Lang's performances, public
and private, during that considerable length of time almost
paralyse expression; it is difficult to know where to begin or
where to stop. Just as his written works are so extremely
numerous as to make a pathway through them a formidable
task in bibliography, no one book standing out predominant,
so his character, intellectual and moral, was full of so many
apparent inconsistencies, so many pitfalls for rash assertion,
so many queer caprices of impulse, that in a whole volume
of analysis, which would be tedious, one could scarcely do
justice to them all. I will venture to put down, almost at
haphazard, what I remember that seems to me to have been
overlooked, or inexactly stated, by those who wrote, often
very sympathetically, at the moment of his death, always
premising that I speak rather of a Lang of from 1877 to
1890, when I saw him very frequently, than of a Lang whom
younger people met chiefly in Scotland.



 
When he died, all the newspapers were loud in proclaiming
his "versatility." But I am not sure that he was not the very
opposite of versatile. I take "versatile" to mean changeable,
fickle, constantly ready to alter direction with the weather-
cock. The great instance of versatility in literature is Ruskin,
who adopted diametrically different views of the same
subject at different times of his life, and defended them with
equal ardour. To be versatile seems to be unsteady, variable.
But Lang was through his long career singularly unaltered;
he never changed his point of view; what he liked and
admired as a youth he liked and admired as an elderly man.
It is true that his interests and knowledge were vividly
drawn along a surprisingly large number of channels, but
while there was abundance there does not seem to me to
have been versatility. If a huge body of water boils up from a
crater, it may pour down a dozen paths, but these will
always be the same; unless there is an earthquake, new
cascades will not form nor old rivulets run dry. In some
authors earthquakes do take place as in Tolstoy, for
instance, and in S. T. Coleridge but nothing of this kind was
ever manifest in Lang, who was extraordinarily multiform,
yet in his varieties strictly consistent from Oxford to the
grave. As this is not generally perceived, I will take the
liberty of expanding my view of his intellectual
development.
 
To a superficial observer in late life the genius of Andrew
Lang had the characteristics which we are in the habit of
identifying with precocity. Yet he had not been, as a writer,
precocious in his youth. One slender volume of verses
represents all that he published in book-form before his
thirty-fifth year. No doubt we shall learn in good time what
he was doing before he flashed upon the world of journalism
in all his panoply of graces, in 1876, at the close of his
Merton fellowship. He was then, at all events, the finest



finished product of his age, with the bright armour of
Oxford burnished on his body to such a brilliance that
humdrum eyes could hardly bear the radiance of it. Of the
terms behind, of the fifteen years then dividing him from St.
Andrews, we know as yet but little; they were years of
insatiable acquirement, incessant reading, and talking, and
observing gay preparation for a life to be devoted, as no
other life in our time has been, to the stimulation of other
people's observation and talk and reading. There was no
cloistered virtue about the bright and petulant Merton don.
He was already flouting and jesting, laughing with Ariosto
in the sunshine, performing with a snap of his fingers tasks
which might break the back of a pedant, and concealing
under an affectation of carelessness a literary ambition
which knew no definite bounds.
 
In those days, and when he appeared for the first time in
London, the poet was paramount in him. Jowett is said to
have predicted that he would be greatly famous in this line,
but I know not what evidence Jowett had before him. Unless
I am much mistaken, it was not until Lang left Balliol that
his peculiar bent became obvious. Up to that time he had
been a promiscuous browser upon books, much occupied,
moreover, in the struggle with ancient Greek, and immersed
in Aristotle and Homer. But in the early days of his
settlement at Merton he began to concentrate his powers,
and I think there were certain influences which were instant
and far-reaching. Among them one was pre-eminent. When
Andrew Lang came up from St. Andrews he had found
Matthew Arnold occupying the ancient chair of poetry at
Oxford. He was a listener at some at least of the famous
lectures which, in 1865, were collected as "Essays in
Criticism"; while one of his latest experiences as a Balliol
undergraduate was hearing Matthew Arnold lecture on the
study of Celtic literature. His conscience was profoundly
stirred by "Culture and Anarchy" (1869); his sense of prose-



form largely determined by "Friendship's Garland" (1871). I
have no hesitation in saying that the teaching and example
of Matthew Arnold prevailed over all other Oxford
influences upon the intellectual nature of Lang, while,
although I think that his personal acquaintance with Arnold
was very slight, yet in his social manner there was, in early
days, not a little imitation of Arnold's aloofness and
superfine delicacy of address. It was unconscious, of course,
and nothing would have enraged Lang more than to have
been accused of "imitating Uncle Matt."
 
The structure which his own individuality now began to
build on the basis supplied by the learning of Oxford, and in
particular by the study of the Greeks, and "dressed" by
courses of Matthew Arnold, was from the first eclectic. Lang
eschewed as completely what was not sympathetic to him as
he assimilated what was attractive to him. Those who speak
of his "versatility" should recollect what large tracts of the
literature of the world, and even of England, existed outside
the dimmest apprehension of Andrew Lang. It is, however,
more useful to consider what he did apprehend; and there
were two English books, published in his Oxford days, which
permanently impressed him: one of these was "The Earthly
Paradise," the other D. G. Rossetti's " Poems." In after years
he tried to divest himself of the traces of these volumes, but
he had fed upon their honey-dew and it had permeated his
veins.
 
Not less important an element in the garnishing of a mind
already prepared for it by academic and aesthetic studies
was the absorption of the romantic part of French
literature. Andrew Lang in this, as in everything else, was
selective. He dipped into the wonderful lucky-bag of France
wherever he saw the glitter of romance. Hence his
approach, in the early seventies, was threefold: towards the
mediaeval lais and chansons, towards the sixteenth-century



Pleiade, and towards the school of which Victor Hugo was
the leader in the nineteenth century. For a long time
Ronsard was Lang's poet of intensest predilection; and I
think that his definite ambition was to be the Ronsard of
modern England, introducing a new poetical dexterity
founded on a revival of pure humanism. He had in those
days what he lost, or at least dispersed, in the weariness
and growing melancholia of later years a splendid belief in
poetry as a part of the renown of England, as a heritage to
be received in reverence from our fathers, and to be passed
on, if possible, in a brighter flame. This honest and beautiful
ambition to shine as one of the permanent benefactors to
national verse, in the attitude so nobly sustained four
hundred years ago by Du Bellay and Ronsard, was
unquestionably felt by Andrew Lang through his bright
intellectual April, and supported him from Oxford times
until 1882, when he published " Helen of Troy." The cool
reception of that epic by the principal judges of poetry
caused him acute disappointment, and from that time forth
he became less eager and less serious as a poet, more and
more petulantly expending his wonderful technical gift on
fugitive subjects. And here again, when one comes to think
of it, the whole history repeated itself, since in " Helen of
Troy " Lang simply suffered as Ronsard had done in the
"Franciade." But the fact that 1882 was his year of crisis,
and the tomb of his brightest ambition, must be recognised
by every one who closely followed his fortunes at that time.
Lang's habit of picking out of literature and of life the plums
of romance, and these alone, comes to be, to the dazzled
observer of his extraordinarily vivid intellectual career, the
principal guiding line. This determination to dwell, to the
exclusion of all other sides of any question, on its romantic
side is alone enough to rebut the charge of versatility. Lang
was in a sense encyclopaedic; but the vast dictionary of his
knowledge had blank pages, or pages pasted down, on
which he would not, or could not, read what experience had



printed. Absurd as it sounds, there was always something
maidenly about his mind, and he glossed over ugly matters,
sordid and dull conditions, so that they made no impression
whatever upon him. He had a trick, which often exasperated
his acquaintances, of declaring that he had " never heard "
of things that everybody else was very well aware of. He
had " never heard the name " of people he disliked, of books
that he thought tiresome, of events that bored him; but,
more than this, he used the formula for things and persons
whom he did not wish to discuss. I remember meeting in the
street a famous professor, who advanced with uplifted
hands, and greeted me with " What do you think Lang says
now? That he has never heard of Pascal! " This merely
signified that Lang, not interested (at all events for the
moment) in Pascal nor in the professor, thus closed at once
all possibility of discussion.
 
It must not be forgotten that we have lived to see him,
always wonderful indeed, and always passionately devoted
to perfection and purity, but worn, tired, harassed by the
unceasing struggle, the lifelong slinging of sentences from
that inexhaustible ink-pot. In one of the most perfect of his
poems, " Natural Theology," Lang speaks of Cagn, the great
hunter, who once was kind and good, but who was spoiled
by fighting many things. Lang was never " spoiled," but he
was injured; the surface of the radiant coin was rubbed by
the vast and interminable handling of journalism. He was
jaded by the toil of writing many things. Hence it is not
possible but that those who knew him intimately in his later
youth and early middle-age should prefer to look back at
those years when he was the freshest, the most exhilarating
figure in living literature, when a star seemed to dance upon
the crest of his already silvering hair. Baudelaire exclaimed
of Theophile Gautier: " Homme heureux! homme digne
d'envie! il n'a jamais aimé que le Beau!" and of Andrew
Lang in those brilliant days the same might have been said.



As long as he had confidence in beauty he was safe and
strong; and much that, with all affection and all respect, we
must admit was rasping and disappointing in his attitude to
literature in his later years, seems to have been due to a
decreasing sense of confidence in the intellectual sources of
beauty. It is dangerous, in the end it must be fatal, to
sustain the entire structure of life and thought on the
illusions of romance. But that was what Lang did he built his
house upon the rainbow.
 
The charm of Andrew Lang's person and company was
founded upon a certain lightness, an essential gentleness
and elegance which were relieved by a sharp touch; just as
a very dainty fruit may be preserved from mawkishness by
something delicately acid in the rind of it. His nature was
slightly inhuman; it was unwise to count upon its sympathy
beyond a point which was very easily reached in social
intercourse. If any simple soul showed an inclination, in
eighteenth-century phrase, to " repose on the bosom " of
Lang, that support was immediately withdrawn, and the
confiding one fell among thorns. Lang was like an Angora
cat, whose gentleness and soft fur, and general aspect of
pure amenity, invite to caresses, which are suddenly met by
the outspread paw with claws awake. This uncertain and
freakish humour was the embarrassment of his friends,
who, however, were preserved from despair by the fact that
no malice was meant, and that the weapons were instantly
sheathed again in velvet. Only, the instinct to give a sudden
slap, half in play, half in fretful caprice, was incorrigible. No
one among Lang's intimate friends but had suffered from
this feline impulse, which did not spare even the serenity of
Robert Louis Stevenson. But, tiresome as it sometimes was,
this irritable humour seldom cost Lang a friend who was
worth preserving. Those who really knew him recognised
that he was always shy and usually tired.
 



His own swift spirit never brooded upon an offence, and
could not conceive that any one else should mind what he
himself minded so little and forgot so soon. Impressions
swept over him very rapidly, and injuries passed completely
out of his memory. Indeed, all his emotions were too
fleeting, and in this there was something fairy-like; quick
and keen and blithe as he was, he did not seem altogether
like an ordinary mortal, nor could the appeal to gross
human experience be made to him with much chance of
success. This, doubtless, is why almost all imaginative
literature which is founded upon the darker parts of life, all
squalid and painful tragedy, all stories that " don't end well"
all religious experiences, all that is not superficial and
romantic, was irksome to him. He tried sometimes to
reconcile his mind to the consideration of real life; he
concentrated his matchless powers on it; but he always
disliked it. He could persuade himself to be partly just to
Ibsen or Hardy or Dostoieffsky, but what he really enjoyed
was Dumas pêre, because that fertile romance-writer rose
serene above the phenomena of actual human experience.
We have seen more of this type in English literature than
the Continental nations have in theirs, but even we have
seen no instance of its strength and weakness so eminent as
Andrew Lang. He was the fairy in our midst, the wonder-
working, incorporeal, and tricksy fay of letters, who paid for
all his wonderful gifts and charms by being not quite a man
of like passions with the rest of us. In some verses which he
scribbled to R.L.S. and threw away, twenty years ago, he
acknowledged this unearthly character, and, speaking of the
depredations of his kin, he said:
 
Faith, they might steal me, w? ma will,
And, ken'd I ony fairy hill
I#d lay me down there, snod and still,
Their land to win;
For, man, I maistly had my fill



O' this world's din
 
His wit had something disconcerting in its impishness. Its
rapidity and sparkle were dazzling, but it was not quite
human; that is to say, it conceded too little to the exigencies
of flesh and blood. If we can conceive a seraph being fanny,
it would be in the manner of Andrew Lang. Moreover, his
wit usually danced over the surface of things, and rarely
penetrated them. In verbal parry, in ironic
misunderstanding, in breathless agility of topsy-turvy
movement, Lang was like one of Milton's " yellow-skirted
fays," sporting with the helpless, moon-bewildered traveller.
His wit often had a depressing, a humiliating effect, against
which one's mind presently revolted. I recollect an instance
which may be thought to be apposite: I was passing through
a phase of enthusiasm for Emerson, whom Lang very
characteristically detested, and I was so ill-advised as to
show him the famous epigram called " Brahma." Lang read
it with a snort of derision (it appeared to be new to him),
and immediately he improvised this parody:
 
If the wild bowler thinks he bowls,
Or if the batsman thinks he's bowled,
They know not, poor misguided souls,
They, too, shall perish unconsoled.
I am the batsman and the bat,
I am the bowler and the ball,
The umpire, the pavilion cat,
The roller, pitch and stumps, and all
 
This would make a pavilion cat laugh, and I felt that
Emerson was done for. But when Lang had left me, and I
was once more master of my mind, I reflected that the
parody was but a parody, wonderful for its neatness and
quickness, and for its seizure of what was awkward in the
roll of Emerson's diction, but essentially superficial.



However, what would wit be if it were profound? I must
leave it there, feeling that I have not explained why Lang's
extraordinary drollery in conversation so often left on the
memory a certain sensation of distress.
 
But this was not the characteristic of his humour at its best,
as it was displayed throughout the happiest period of his
work. If, as seems possible, it is as an essayist that he will
ultimately take his place in English literature, this element
will continue to delight fresh generations of enchanted
readers. I cannot imagine that the preface to his translation
of " Theocritus," "Letters to Dead Authors," "In the Wrong
Paradise," " Old Friends," and " Essays in Little " will ever
lose their charm; but future admirers will have to pick their
way to them through a tangle of history and anthropology
and mythology, where there may be left no perfume and no
sweetness. I am impatient to see this vast mass of writing
reduced to the limits of its author's delicate, true, but
somewhat evasive and ephemeral. genius. However, as far
as the circumstances of his temperament permitted, Andrew
Lang has left with us the memory of one of our most
surprising contemporaries, a man of letters who laboured
without cessation from boyhood to the grave, who pursued
his ideal with indomitable activity and perseverance, and
who was never betrayed except by the loftiness of his own
endeavour. Lang's only misfortune was not to be completely
in contact with life, and his work will survive exactly where
he was most faithful to his innermost illusions.  
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ULYSSES THE SACKER OF CITIES
 
I
 
THE BOYHOOD AND PARENTS OF ULYSSES
 
Long ago, in a little island called Ithaca, on the west coast
of Greece, there lived a king named Laertes. His kingdom
was small and mountainous. People used to say that Ithaca
'lay like a shield upon the sea,' which sounds as if it were a
flat country. But in those times shields were very large, and
rose at the middle into two peaks with a hollow between
them, so that Ithaca, seen far off in the sea, with her two
chief mountain peaks, and a cloven valley between them,
looked exactly like a shield. The country was so rough that
men kept no horses, for, at that time, people drove, standing
up in little light chariots with two horses; they never rode,
and there was no cavalry in battle: men fought from
chariots. When Ulysses, the son of Laertes, King of Ithaca
grew up, he never fought from a chariot, for he had none,
but always on foot.
 
If there were no horses in Ithaca, there was plenty of cattle.
The father of Ulysses had flocks of sheep, and herds of
swine, and wild goats, deer, and hares lived in the hills and



in the plains. The sea was full of fish of many sorts, which
men caught with nets, and with rod and line and hook.
 
Thus Ithaca was a good island to live in. The summer was
long, and there was hardly any winter; only a few cold
weeks, and then the swallows came back, and the plains
were like a garden, all covered with wild flowers—violets,
lilies, narcissus, and roses. With the blue sky and the blue
sea, the island was beautiful. White temples stood on the
shores; and the Nymphs, a sort of fairies, had their little
shrines built of stone, with wild rose-bushes hanging over
them.
 
Other islands lay within sight, crowned with mountains,
stretching away, one behind the other, into the sunset.
Ulysses in the course of his life saw many rich countries,
and great cities of men, but, wherever he was, his heart was
always in the little isle of Ithaca, where he had learned how
to row, and how to sail a boat, and how to shoot with bow
and arrow, and to hunt boars and stags, and manage his
hounds.
 
The mother of Ulysses was called Anticleia: she was the
daughter of King Autolycus, who lived near Parnassus, a
mountain on the mainland. This King Autolycus was the
most cunning of men. He was a Master Thief, and could
steal a man's pillow from under his head, but he does not
seem to have been thought worse of for this. The Greeks
had a God of Thieves, named Hermes, whom Autolycus
worshipped, and people thought more good of his cunning
tricks than harm of his dishonesty. Perhaps these tricks of
his were only practised for amusement; however that may
be, Ulysses became as artful as his grandfather; he was
both the bravest and the most cunning of men, but Ulysses
never stole things, except once, as we shall hear, from the
enemy in time of war. He showed his cunning in stratagems



of war, and in many strange escapes from giants and man-
eaters.
 
Soon after Ulysses was born, his grandfather came to see
his mother and father in Ithaca. He was sitting at supper
when the nurse of Ulysses, whose name was Eurycleia,
brought in the baby, and set him on the knees of Autolycus,
saying, 'Find a name for your grandson, for he is a child of
many prayers.'
 
'I am very angry with many men and women in the world,'
said Autolycus, 'so let the child's name be A Man of Wrath,'
which, in Greek, was Odysseus. So the child was called
Odysseus by his own people, but the name was changed into
Ulysses, and we shall call him Ulysses.
 
We do not know much about Ulysses when he was a little
boy, except that he used to run about the garden with his
father, asking questions, and begging that he might have
fruit trees 'for his very own.' He was a great pet, for his
parents had no other son, so his father gave him thirteen
pear trees, and forty fig trees, and promised him fifty rows
of vines, all covered with grapes, which he could eat when
he liked, without asking leave of the gardener. So he was
not tempted to steal fruit, like his grandfather.
 
When Autolycus gave Ulysses his name, he said that he
must come to stay with him, when he was a big boy, and he
would get splendid presents. Ulysses was told about this, so,
when he was a tall lad, he crossed the sea and drove in his
chariot to the old man's house on Mount Parnassus.
Everybody welcomed him, and next day his uncles and
cousins and he went out to hunt a fierce wild boar, early in
the morning. Probably Ulysses took his own dog, named
Argos, the best of hounds, of which we shall hear again,
long afterwards, for the dog lived to be very old. Soon the



hounds came on the scent of a wild boar, and after them the
men went, with spears in their hands, and Ulysses ran
foremost, for he was already the swiftest runner in Greece.
 
He came on a great boar lying in a tangled thicket of
boughs and bracken, a dark place where the sun never
shone, nor could the rain pierce through. Then the noise of
the men's shouts and the barking of the dogs awakened the
boar, and up he sprang, bristling all over his back, and with
fire shining from his eyes. In rushed Ulysses first of all, with
his spear raised to strike, but the boar was too quick for
him, and ran in, and drove his sharp tusk sideways, ripping
up the thigh of Ulysses. But the boar's tusk missed the bone,
and Ulysses sent his sharp spear into the beast's right
shoulder, and the spear went clean through, and the boar
fell dead, with a loud cry. The uncles of Ulysses bound up
his wound carefully, and sang a magical song over it, as the
French soldiers wanted to do to Joan of Arc when the arrow
pierced her shoulder at the siege of Orleans. Then the blood
ceased to flow, and soon Ulysses was quite healed of his
wound. They thought that he would be a good warrior, and
gave him splendid presents, and when he went home again
he told all that had happened to his father and mother, and
his nurse, Eurycleia. But there was always a long white
mark or scar above his left knee, and about that scar we
shall hear again, many years afterwards.
 



 



ULYSSES, WHEN A YOUTH, FIGHTS THE WILD BOAR AND
GETS HIS WOUND IN HIS THIGH.

 
 
 
 
II
 
HOW PEOPLE LIVED IN THE TIME OF ULYSSES
 
When Ulysses was a young man he wished to marry a
princess of his own rank. Now there were at that time many
kings in Greece, and you must be told how they lived. Each
king had his own little kingdom, with his chief town, walled
with huge walls of enormous stone. Many of these walls are
still standing, though the grass has grown over the ruins of
most of them, and in later years, men believed that those
walls must have been built by giants, the stones are so
enormous. Each king had nobles under him, rich men, and
all had their palaces, each with its courtyard, and its long
hall, where the fire burned in the midst, and the King and
Queen sat beside it on high thrones, between the four chief
carved pillars that held up the roof. The thrones were made
of cedar wood and ivory, inlaid with gold, and there were
many other chairs and small tables for guests, and the walls
and doors were covered with bronze plates, and gold and
silver, and sheets of blue glass. Sometimes they were
painted with pictures of bull hunts, and a few of these
pictures may still be seen. At night torches were lit, and
placed in the hands of golden figures of boys, but all the
smoke of fire and torches escaped by a hole in the roof, and
made the ceiling black. On the walls hung swords and
spears and helmets and shields, which needed to be often
cleaned from the stains of the smoke. The minstrel or poet
sat beside the King and Queen, and, after supper he struck
his harp, and sang stories of old wars. At night the King and



Queen slept in their own place, and the women in their own
rooms; the princesses had their chambers upstairs, and the
young princes had each his room built separate in the
courtyard.
 
There were bath rooms with polished baths, where guests
were taken when they arrived dirty from a journey. The
guests lay at night on beds in the portico, for the climate
was warm. There were plenty of servants, who were usually
slaves taken in war, but they were very kindly treated, and
were friendly with their masters. No coined money was
used; people paid for things in cattle, or in weighed pieces
of gold. Rich men had plenty of gold cups, and gold-hilted
swords, and bracelets, and brooches. The kings were the
leaders in war and judges in peace, and did sacrifices to the
Gods, killing cattle and swine and sheep, on which they
afterwards dined.
 
They dressed in a simple way, in a long smock of linen or
silk, which fell almost to the feet, but was tucked up into a
belt round the waist, and worn longer or shorter, as they
happened to choose. Where it needed fastening at the
throat, golden brooches were used, beautifully made, with
safety pins. This garment was much like the plaid that the
Highlanders used to wear, with its belt and brooches. Over
it the Greeks wore great cloaks of woollen cloth when the
weather was cold, but these they did not use in battle. They
fastened their breastplates, in war, over their smocks, and
had other armour covering the lower parts of the body, and
leg armour called 'greaves'; while the great shield which
guarded the whole body from throat to ankles was carried
by a broad belt slung round the neck. The sword was worn
in another belt, crossing the shield belt. They had light
shoes in peace, and higher and heavier boots in war, or for
walking across country.
 



The women wore the smock, with more brooches and jewels
than the men; and had head coverings, with veils, and
mantles over all, and necklaces of gold and amber, earrings,
and bracelets of gold or of bronze. The colours of their
dresses were various, chiefly white and purple; and, when in
mourning, they wore very dark blue, not black. All the
armour, and the sword blades and spearheads were made,
not of steel or iron, but of bronze, a mixture of copper and
tin. The shields were made of several thicknesses of leather,
with a plating of bronze above; tools, such as axes and
ploughshares, were either of iron or bronze; and so were
the blades of knives and daggers.
 
To us the houses and way of living would have seemed very
splendid, and also, in some ways, rather rough. The palace
floors, at least in the house of Ulysses, were littered with
bones and feet of the oxen slain for food, but this happened
when Ulysses had been long from home. The floor of the
hall in the house of Ulysses was not boarded with planks, or
paved with stone: it was made of clay; for he was a poor
king of small islands. The cooking was coarse: a pig or
sheep was killed, roasted and eaten immediately. We never
hear of boiling meat, and though people probably ate fish,
we do not hear of their doing so, except when no meat could
be procured. Still some people must have liked them; for in
the pictures that were painted or cut in precious stones in
these times we see the half-naked fisherman walking home,
carrying large fish.
 
The people were wonderful workers of gold and bronze.
Hundreds of their golden jewels have been found in their
graves, but probably these were made and buried two or
three centuries before the time of Ulysses. The dagger
blades had pictures of fights with lions, and of flowers,
inlaid on them, in gold of various colours, and in silver;
nothing so beautiful is made now. There are figures of men



hunting bulls on some of the gold cups, and these are
wonderfully life-like. The vases and pots of earthenware
were painted in charming patterns: in short, it was a
splendid world to live in.
 
The people believed in many Gods, male and female, under
the chief God, Zeus. The Gods were thought to be taller
than men, and immortal, and to live in much the same way
as men did, eating, drinking, and sleeping in glorious
palaces. Though they were supposed to reward good men,
and to punish people who broke their oaths and were
unkind to strangers, there were many stories told in which
the Gods were fickle, cruel, selfish, and set very bad
examples to men. How far these stories were believed is not
sure; it is certain that 'all men felt a need of the Gods,' and
thought that they were pleased by good actions and
displeased by evil. Yet, when a man felt that his behaviour
had been bad, he often threw the blame on the Gods, and
said that they had misled him, which really meant no more
than that 'he could not help it.'
 
There was a curious custom by which the princes bought
wives from the fathers of the princesses, giving cattle and
gold, and bronze and iron, but sometimes a prince got a
wife as the reward for some very brave action. A man would
not give his daughter to a wooer whom she did not love,
even if he offered the highest price, at least this must have
been the general rule, for husbands and wives were very
fond of each other, and of their children, and husbands
always allowed their wives to rule the house, and give their
advice on everything. It was thought a very wicked thing for
a woman to like another man better than her husband, and
there were few such wives, but among them was the most
beautiful woman who ever lived.
 
 



III
 
THE WOOING OF HELEN OF THE FAIR HANDS
 
This was the way in which people lived when Ulysses was
young, and wished to be married. The worst thing in the
way of life was that the greatest and most beautiful
princesses might be taken prisoners, and carried off as
slaves to the towns of the men who had killed their fathers
and husbands. Now at that time one lady was far the fairest
in the world: namely, Helen, daughter of King Tyndarus.
Every young prince heard of her and desired to marry her;
so her father invited them all to his palace, and entertained
them, and found out what they would give. Among the rest
Ulysses went, but his father had a little kingdom, a rough
island, with others near it, and Ulysses had not a good
chance. He was not tall; though very strong and active, he
was a short man with broad shoulders, but his face was
handsome, and, like all the princes, he wore long yellow
hair, clustering like a hyacinth flower. His manner was
rather hesitating, and he seemed to speak very slowly at
first, though afterwards his words came freely. He was good
at everything a man can do; he could plough, and build
houses, and make ships, and he was the best archer in
Greece, except one, and could bend the great bow of a dead
king, Eurytus, which no other man could string. But he had
no horses, and had no great train of followers; and, in short,
neither Helen nor her father thought of choosing Ulysses for
her husband out of so many tall, handsome young princes,
glittering with gold ornaments. Still, Helen was very kind to
Ulysses, and there was great friendship between them,
which was fortunate for her in the end.
 
Tyndarus first made all the princes take an oath that they
would stand by the prince whom he chose, and would fight
for him in all his quarrels. Then he named for her husband



Menelaus, King of Lacedaemon. He was a very brave man,
but not one of the strongest; he was not such a fighter as
the gigantic Aias, the tallest and strongest of men; or as
Diomede, the friend of Ulysses; or as his own brother,
Agamemnon, the King of the rich city of Mycenae, who was
chief over all other princes, and general of the whole army
in war. The great lions carved in stone that seemed to guard
his city are still standing above the gate through which
Agamemnon used to drive his chariot.
 
The man who proved to be the best fighter of all, Achilles,
was not among the lovers of Helen, for he was still a boy,
and his mother, Thetis of the silver feet, a goddess of the
sea, had sent him to be brought up as a girl, among the
daughters of Lycomedes of Scyros, in an island far away.
Thetis did this because Achilles was her only child, and
there was a prophecy that, if he went to the wars, he would
win the greatest glory, but die very young, and never see his
mother again. She thought that if war broke out he would
not be found hiding in girl's dress, among girls, far away.
 
So at last, after thinking over the matter for long, Tyndarus
gave fair Helen to Menelaus, the rich King of Lacedaemon;
and her twin sister Clytaemnestra, who was also very
beautiful, was given to King Agamemnon, the chief over all
the princes. They all lived very happily together at first, but
not for long.
 
In the meantime King Tyndarus spoke to his brother Icarius,
who had a daughter named Penelope. She also was very
pretty, but not nearly so beautiful as her cousin, fair Helen,
and we know that Penelope was not very fond of her cousin.
Icarius, admiring the strength and wisdom of Ulysses, gave
him his daughter Penelope to be his wife, and Ulysses loved
her very dearly, no man and wife were ever dearer to each
other. They went away together to rocky Ithaca, and



perhaps Penelope was not sorry that a wide sea lay between
her home and that of Helen; for Helen was not only the
fairest woman that ever lived in the world, but she was so
kind and gracious and charming that no man could see her
without loving her. When she was only a child, the famous
prince Theseus, whose story is to be told later, carried her
away to his own city of Athens, meaning to marry her when
she grew up, and, even at that time, there was a war for her
sake, for her brothers followed Theseus with an army, and
fought him, and brought her home.
 
She had fairy gifts: for instance, she had a great red jewel,
called 'the Star,' and when she wore it red drops seemed to
fall from it and vanished before they touched and stained
her white breast—so white that people called her 'the
Daughter of the Swan.' She could speak in the very voice of
any man or woman, so folk also named her Echo, and it was
believed that she could neither grow old nor die, but would
at last pass away to the Elysian plain and the world's end,
where life is easiest for men. No snow comes thither, nor
great storm, nor any rain; but always the river of Ocean that
rings round the whole earth sends forth the west wind to
blow cool on the people of King Rhadamanthus of the fair
hair. These were some of the stories that men told of fair
Helen, but Ulysses was never sorry that he had not the
fortune to marry her, so fond he was of her cousin, his wife,
Penelope, who was very wise and good.
 
When Ulysses brought his wife home they lived, as the
custom was, in the palace of his father, King Laertes, but
Ulysses, with his own hands, built a chamber for Penelope
and himself. There grew a great olive tree in the inner court
of the palace, and its stem was as large as one of the tall
carved pillars of the hall. Round about this tree Ulysses
built the chamber, and finished it with close-set stones, and
roofed it over, and made close-fastening doors. Then he cut



off all the branches of the olive tree, and smoothed the
trunk, and shaped it into the bed-post, and made the
bedstead beautiful with inlaid work of gold and silver and
ivory. There was no such bed in Greece, and no man could
move it from its place, and this bed comes again into the
story, at the very end.
 
Now time went by, and Ulysses and Penelope had one son
called Telemachus; and Eurycleia, who had been his father's
nurse, took care of him. They were all very happy, and lived
in peace in rocky Ithaca, and Ulysses looked after his lands,
and flocks, and herds, and went hunting with his dog Argos,
the swiftest of hounds.
 
 
IV
 
THE STEALING OF HELEN
 
This happy time did not last long, and Telemachus was still
a baby, when war arose, so great and mighty and marvellous
as had never been known in the world. Far across the sea
that lies on the east of Greece, there dwelt the rich King
Priam. His town was called Troy, or Ilios, and it stood on a
hill near the seashore, where are the straits of Hellespont,
between Europe and Asia; it was a great city surrounded by
strong walls, and its ruins are still standing. The kings could
make merchants who passed through the straits pay toll to
them, and they had allies in Thrace, a part of Europe
opposite Troy, and Priam was chief of all princes on his side
of the sea, as Agamemnon was chief king in Greece. Priam
had many beautiful things; he had a vine made of gold, with
golden leaves and clusters, and he had the swiftest horses,
and many strong and brave sons; the strongest and bravest
was named Hector, and the youngest and most beautiful
was named Paris.



 
There was a prophecy that Priam's wife would give birth to
a burning torch, so, when Paris was born, Priam sent a
servant to carry the baby into a wild wood on Mount Ida,
and leave him to die or be eaten by wolves and wild cats.
The servant left the child, but a shepherd found him, and
brought him up as his own son. The boy became as
beautiful, for a boy, as Helen was for a girl, and was the best
runner, and hunter, and archer among the country people.
He was loved by the beautiful Œnone, a nymph—that is, a
kind of fairy—who dwelt in a cave among the woods of Ida.
The Greeks and Trojans believed in these days that such fair
nymphs haunted all beautiful woodland places, and the
mountains, and wells, and had crystal palaces, like
mermaids, beneath the waves of the sea. These fairies were
not mischievous, but gentle and kind. Sometimes they
married mortal men, and Œnone was the bride of Paris, and
hoped to keep him for her own all the days of his life.
 
It was believed that she had the magical power of healing
wounded men, however sorely they were hurt. Paris and
Œnone lived most happily together in the forest; but one
day, when the servants of Priam had driven off a beautiful
bull that was in the herd of Paris, he left the hills to seek it,
and came into the town of Troy. His mother, Hecuba, saw
him, and looking at him closely, perceived that he wore a
ring which she had tied round her baby's neck when he was
taken away from her soon after his birth. Then Hecuba,
beholding him so beautiful, and knowing him to be her son,
wept for joy, and they all forgot the prophecy that he would
be a burning torch of fire, and Priam gave him a house like
those of his brothers, the Trojan princes.
 
The fame of beautiful Helen reached Troy, and Paris quite
forgot unhappy Œnone, and must needs go to see Helen for
himself. Perhaps he meant to try to win her for his wife,



before her marriage. But sailing was little understood in
these times, and the water was wide, and men were often
driven for years out of their course, to Egypt, and Africa,
and far away into the unknown seas, where fairies lived in
enchanted islands, and cannibals dwelt in caves of the hills.
 
Paris came much too late to have a chance of marrying
Helen; however, he was determined to see her, and he made
his way to her palace beneath the mountain Taygetus,
beside the clear swift river Eurotas. The servants came out
of the hall when they heard the sound of wheels and horses'
feet, and some of them took the horses to the stables, and
tilted the chariots against the gateway, while others led
Paris into the hall, which shone like the sun with gold and
silver. Then Paris and his companions were led to the baths,
where they were bathed, and clad in new clothes, mantles of
white, and robes of purple, and next they were brought
before King Menelaus, and he welcomed them kindly, and
meat was set before them, and wine in cups of gold. While
they were talking, Helen came forth from her fragrant
chamber, like a Goddess, her maidens following her, and
carrying for her an ivory distaff with violet-coloured wool,
which she span as she sat, and heard Paris tell how far he
had travelled to see her who was so famous for her beauty
even in countries far away.
 
Then Paris knew that he had never seen, and never could
see, a lady so lovely and gracious as Helen as she sat and
span, while the red drops fell and vanished from the ruby
called the Star; and Helen knew that among all the princes
in the world there was none so beautiful as Paris. Now some
say that Paris, by art magic, put on the appearance of
Menelaus, and asked Helen to come sailing with him, and
that she, thinking he was her husband, followed him, and he
carried her across the wide waters of Troy, away from her
lord and her one beautiful little daughter, the child



Hermione. And others say that the Gods carried Helen
herself off to Egypt, and that they made in her likeness a
beautiful ghost, out of flowers and sunset clouds, whom
Paris bore to Troy, and this they did to cause war between
Greeks and Trojans. Another story is that Helen and her
bower maiden and her jewels were seized by force, when
Menelaus was out hunting. It is only certain that Paris and
Helen did cross the seas together, and that Menelaus and
little Hermione were left alone in the melancholy palace
beside the Eurotas. Penelope, we know for certain, made no
excuses for her beautiful cousin, but hated her as the cause
of her own sorrows and of the deaths of thousands of men in
war, for all the Greek princes were bound by their oath to
fight for Menelaus against any one who injured him and
stole his wife away. But Helen was very unhappy in Troy,
and blamed herself as bitterly as all the other women
blamed her, and most of all Œnone, who had been the love
of Paris. The men were much more kind to Helen, and were
determined to fight to the death rather than lose the sight of
her beauty among them.
 
The news of the dishonour done to Menelaus and to all the
princes of Greece ran through the country like fire through
a forest. East and west and south and north went the news:
to kings in their castles on the hills, and beside the rivers
and on cliffs above the sea. The cry came to ancient Nestor
of the white beard at Pylos, Nestor who had reigned over
two generations of men, who had fought against the wild
folk of the hills, and remembered the strong Heracles, and
Eurytus of the black bow that sang before the day of battle.
 
The cry came to black-bearded Agamemnon, in his strong
town called 'golden Mycenae,' because it was so rich; it
came to the people in Thisbe, where the wild doves haunt;
and it came to rocky Pytho, where is the sacred temple of
Apollo and the maid who prophesies. It came to Aias, the


