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Constructing a  Map

It is generally acknowledged that some Egyptian ideas influ-
enced Greek perceptions of the beyond. But how did this hap-
pen? Was oral tradition responsible? If so, was it not impeded by
language barriers? All these questions will be addressed in turn as
we examine first the coherence of Greek cosmology, and second
its relationship to Egyptian literature and metaphysics. Finally,
we shall look at the historical events in the eighth and seventh
centuries in order to suggest a model for the transmission of
motifs from Egypt to  Greece.

e first question to be asked is what the world looked like to
early archaic Greek poets such as Hesiod and Homer.1 We have no
pictorial map le from this period in Greece, but we are lucky that
a roughly contemporaneous document is known from elsewhere.
It is a clay tablet from Babylon (now in the British Museum),
dated between the ninth and seventh centuries. Fortunately, the
design is accompanied by inscriptions, and the back of the tablet
provides a commentary.2 An adaptation of this Babylonian map is
presented here (Figure 1). 3 In it, the world is rendered as an ele-
gant  star- like geometric design, a circle with an outer rim and trian-
gular projections. e commentary makes clear that the outer rim
is a river, and that this mass of water constitutes a clear boundary
between earth and the beyond. e far side of this river is the
beyond represented by triangular regions called  nagu.4

e most important point about the cosmic river is that it is
not crossable by humans; it was perhaps analogous to the Egyptian
celestial Nile.5 We meet this same watery boundary also in the
Akkadian Epic of Gilgamesh, where it is called “lethal waters.” e
woman Sidouri says to Gilgamesh when he tries to cross  it:

“ere has never been a ferry of any kind, Gilgamesh,
And nobody from time immemorial has crossed

the  sea . . .
The crossing is . . . very difficult,
And in between are lethal waters which bar the

way  ahead.”
(The Epic of Gilgamesh X, ii). 6

With this background in mind as regards the significance and
location of the cosmic river, we now turn to the Greek universe of
the seventh century. If we had a map from this period, which we
unfortunately do not, it is likely that it would have looked much
like its Babylonian counterpart. We may infer this because Homer
gives a verbal description of the cosmos that matches the
Babylonian tablet rather well. In Iliad 18, the poet describes the
shield of Achilles as a veritable model of the universe: it is round
and has various scenes engraved on its surface. In the center is the
sun, moon, and stars; there follow concentric circles with men and
beasts, cities at war and at peace, hunting and dance. e outer rim
is the river Ocean, which encircles the universe (Il. 18.478–608).
In vain have scholars tried to match this description with actual
shields of the Greek Archaic period; it is instead a poetic construc-
tion of the cosmos surrounded by a cosmic river (Figure 2).7

Location of the Elysion Field and
Isles of Makares on the Cosmic  Map

If we were to draw a Greek map analogous to its
Babylonian counterpart, it would be wise to start by locating
the Greek paradise, variously called the Elysion Field or the
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Isles of Makares.8 Both names have an obscure etymology—
 possibly  non- Greek in origin— to which we shall return later.
For the moment, we shall be concerned with the question of
the location of these places on the conceptual cosmic map of
Archaic  Greece.

A passage in Homer’s Odyssey tells us that the Elysion
Field is located at the edges of the world. The story is as follows.
The Spartan king Menelaus is blown off course on his way
home from Troy and ends up in Egypt. There, he meets a super-
natural being called Proteus who assures him he will not die
but will go to the Elysion Field at “the ends of the earth,”
where Rhadamanthys ensures the best possible lives for people.
There is no rain, no snow, no cold; tuneful breezes are sent by
the cosmic river Ocean and refresh (or revive) man’s soul
(anapsychen, Od. 4.565–568). We thus learn that Menelaus
will go to the world’s end, but this will not require death;
rather, he will be miraculously transported there by the gods.
It is perhaps no accident that he gets this information in  Egypt.

Another author who mentions the Greek paradise is
Hesiod, but he gives it another name: the Isles of Makares. In
Martin West’s  translation:

To some [of the demigods] Zeus the father, son of
Kronos, granted a life and home apart from men,
and settled them at the ends of the earth. These
dwell with carefree heart in the Isles of the Blessed

Figure 1. Babylonian cosmological map. After Wyatt 2001,
Figure 81; adapted by Briana  Jackson.

Figure 2. The Shield of Achilles. Visual rendition by Briana
Jackson based on  eighteenth- century illustration of A. Pope’s Iliad,
London  1760.
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Ones [in Gr. makares] beside  deep- swirling
Oceanus: fortunate Heroes, for whom the  grain-
 giving soil bears its  honey- sweet fruits thrice a year
(WD 167–172). 9

e Isles of Makares and the Elysion Field have some com-
mon characteristics despite the difference in their names: both
are located by the river Ocean, and in both there is beauty, a
good climate, and an abundance of food. As well, men who are
situated there do not  die.

Note that makares is rendered as “blessed” by many scholars
(including West, as quoted above). is is a good rendition, but
there may be a pitfall in it: the misunderstanding could arise that
Elysion is a place where the dead are rewarded for their good
deeds. We shall propose a new rendering for makares  below.

We also meet the (single) Isle of Makares in the work of
Pindar in the fih century. Although he introduces a new type of
theology, this cannot be our concern in this paper for lack of
space; we simply note that he too locates the isle next to the river
Ocean and refers to pleasant breezes as well as blossoms of shining
gold (Olympian 2.70–73). ere is thus little doubt that the para-
dise of the Greeks was imagined by the shores of the river  Ocean.

All this bears some resemblance to Egyptian visions of the
aerlife as depicted on papyri and New Kingdom tombs. But
there is a difference: there is no indication that the souls of the
ordinary dead are destined for the Elysion Field or Isles of
Makares. ese places are rather designated for selected heroes,

such as those who received hero cults or were celebrated in
poetry (e.g., Menelaus and Achilles).10 In our attempt to better
understand the cartography of the  beyond, we shall now take a
look at which other lands lie on the banks of the Ocean.

The Lands of the Beyond and  Immortality

It is clear that Homer and Hesiod imagined the Ocean as
encircling the world: “around [etis’s cave] flowed Ocean” says
Homer in the Iliad (Il. 18.402), and Hesiod says, “Ocean swirls
around the universe” (eog. 790–791; see also Hdt. 2.23,
4.36.2). In the first passage, Homer means that etis is at the
depths of the encircling Ocean. Both poets take this idea for
granted and provide no further commentary; this suggests that
their audience had a clear mental image of the  topography.

e idea of a circular cosmos fringed by geographical regions
of another world is further made clear in the narrative of the
Odyssey.11 Odysseus travels from the Cyclopes to the island of
Circe in the east, then to the island of the sun, finally arriving at
Calypso’s isle in the west (Figure 3). One of the present authors
has argued elsewhere that since Circe is a daughter of the sun
(Od. 10. 138) and Calypso a daughter of Atlas, the journey of
Odysseus, like that of Gilgamesh, seems to follow the course of the
solar path around the cosmos.12 Note, however, that from Circe’s
island, Odysseus crosses the Ocean to Hades and then back; more
will be said on this later (see “Hades”). In all, a Greek cosmic map
based on the model of the Babylonian universe makes perfect

Figure 3. The journey of Odysseus on a reconstructed Greek cosmic map. Reconstruction by Nanno Marinatos; illustration by Briana  Jackson.
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sense of the complex narrative of the Odyssey (Figures 1–4).
Without such a map, the narrative is puzzling: why does Odysseus
need to cross back to Circe aer travelling to  Hades?

Hesiod, in his eogony, gives us further clues as to the geog-
raphy of the beyond through his references to the inhabitants of
the edges of the universe: they are monsters, giants, or demigods,
and they include the generation of heroes. Examples include the
goddesses of the sunset, the Hesperides, said to be on the far side
of the famous Ocean (eog. 215); the monstrous Gorgons
(eog. 274); and Orthros and Eurytion, located across the
Ocean in a “misty station” (eog. 294). 13

Some points of a summary nature are now in order. A first
observation is that there was a clear conception of cosmic geogra-
phy in the seventh century. Along the banks of the Ocean lived
creatures that were either terrifying or kindly, heroes or monsters,
beautiful or ugly— some mortal (like Eurytion and the Gorgon
Medusa), but many immortal (like the other Gorgons and Circe).
is is why the Elysion Field and the Isles of Makares are situated
near the Ocean: they are not places for the dead, but rather repre-
sent a zone between the inhabited world and the completely sepa-
rate world of Hades (Figure 4). Most of the inhabitants there are
timeless and immortal, which could explain why Odysseus will be
deathless if he stays with Calypso (Od. 5.209).

A second observation is that the primeval creatures are pro-
genitors. Ocean is a progenitor of the world’s rivers
(eog. 337–370; Il. 21.195–197), and in the Iliad is progenitor
of all the gods and the universe (Il. 14.201, 14.246). is implies

that the edges of space are also the edges of time; alternatively, we
may say that time begins at the edges of space. e brilliance of
Hesiod’s conception of eogony is that it combines time and
space into a single narrative: he starts his story with chaos at the
edges of the universe and ends with the reign of civilized Zeus,
whom he places closer to the  center.

e Myth of the Five Races in the Works and Days rein-
forces the hypothesis that the early beings at the edges of space
and time are immortal. Hesiod relates that the first generation of
men was golden, followed by men of silver and bronze, until the
heroes came as the fourth generation. e fih race (which lived
in the poet’s day) was one of iron. e men of gold were similar
to the gods (WD 112), having a life free from toil and misery;
they were, in other words, like the Makares. e earth bore them
abundant crops of its own accord (WD 112ff.), and they lived at
the edges of time, contemporaneous with Kronos (WD 111).

Hesiod refers to the heroic fourth generation as hemitheoi
(WD 159–60). Now, there is an anomaly in this scheme, consid-
ering that the heroes are genealogically linked directly to the gods
(unlike the earlier races), yet precede the generation of iron—
they are de facto immortal, yet they are not gods. e solution for
Hesiod was to place them at the edges of the world, close to the
golden generation that existed at the beginning of space and time.
In this way, the characters of poetry reflect in some way the
heroes who received cults throughout the Greek world.14 is
function was served well by the Elysion Field and the Isles of
Makares next to the river Ocean in the company of fantastic crea-

Figure 4. A Greek cosmic map. Reconstruction by Nanno Marinatos; illustration by Briana  Jackson.
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tures who are neither gods nor men. However, without a visual
rendition of the cosmic map, it is hard to appreciate the coher-
ence of Homer’s and Hesiod’s cosmology (Figures 3 and 4). 15

Egypt and the Idea of  Plenty

ere is another striking feature that characterizes the lands
at the edges of the world, and this one will lead us to Egypt. All
the regions so far considered have plentiful food and abundant
harvests. As regards the Isles of Makares by the river Ocean,
Hesiod explains that  honey- sweet fruit blooms three times a year
and that the land is  grain- bearing (WD 172–3); Homer does not
specify that the Elysion Field is fruitful, but this may be directly
inferred from the fact that life is easy for men there, and that the
climate is temperate (Od. 4.565–8). 16

Also, the lands that Odysseus visits on his cosmic journey are
all exceptionally rich. Circe’s island provides a large deer that
Odysseus hunts upon arrival; he and his men eventually feast on
meat and wine for an entire year (Od. 10.158, 10.467–8). e
island of the Phaecians is equally rich in fruits and vegetables
(Od. 7.114–128), although its land must be cultivated (Od. 6.10,
7.117–8). Zephyr’s breeze enhances the production of the
Phaecians’s crops, which recalls the refreshing breezes on Elysion
(Od. 4.567–8, 7.118–9). e Cyclopes, next to whom the
Phaecians once lived (Od. 6.5), also receive bountiful crops
(Od. 9.108–111). We must conclude, therefore, that the periph-
ery of the world near Ocean is characterized by lands of  abundance.

It has been noticed of old that these ideas may be Egyptian.
e Swedish scholar Martin Nilsson made a case in 1927 that
both the Elysion Field and Isles of Makares have an Egyptian ori-
gin. Before him, Sir Wallis Budge and Sir Arthur Evans had asso-
ciated Elysion with the Egyptian Field of Reeds (iaru) in the  so-
 called Book of the Dead. ese scholars were led to make this con-
nection by the similarities in the paradisiacal descriptions of abun-
dance common to both traditions. Evans and subsequently
Nilsson thought that the idea of Elysion had arrived in Greece
through the earlier culture of Minoan Crete.17 is hypothesis,
however, makes the transmission unnecessarily complicated (in
fact, almost impossible) because the Minoans flourished almost
one thousand years before Hesiod and Homer. Even more impor-
tantly, there was a disruption of the literary tradition of the
Aegean during these thousand years; the language changed and
Minoan was gradually obliterated, although relics of the spoken
language may have lingered on Crete. What’s more, the hypothe-
sis of continuity between Minoan and Greek through Mycenaean
ignores the fact that the Eastern Mediterranean was as unified in
the eighth and the seventh century bce as in the Bronze Age
(under circumstances that will be explained in the last section of
this paper); this unification affected artistic conceptions as well as
literature and  religion.

A koine, or common tradition, has been demonstrated for
Greece and the Near East by the works of Walter Burkert and
Martin West, and for Egypt and the Near East by Othmar Keel

and his school. Nicolas Wyatt has added the biblical and Ugaritic
traditions to this koine. Yet the relationship between Greece and
Egypt during the Orientalizing period remains relatively unex-
plored territory.18 We argue for a relationship between Egyptian
and Greek ideas— one that rests, however, not in common meta-
physical beliefs but in the theme of lands of  plenty.

Turning now to an issue of etymology, some scholars link
makar in the name “Isles of Makares” with the Egyptian term
makheru, “the dead who is justified of voice.”19 e problem with
this connection is that the Isles of Makares and the Elysion Field
are not associated with the dead in Hesiod and Homer. is prob-
lem may be overcome by arguing that Egyptian makheru somehow
lost its association with the aerlife when transferred into
Greek— but if this is the case, then one cannot project Egyptian
aerlife beliefs onto Homer and Hesiod, as some scholars have
done.20 Indeed, the only common denominator between the myth-
ical Egyptian and Greek locations is that both are characterized by
abundance. Two passages, one from the Book of the Dead and the
other from Hesiod, compare well. In the Egyptian text, we  read:

I know the Field of Rushes: its wall is of metal; its
barley is five cubits tall— ears two cubits, stalks three
cubits. Its emmer is six cubits. . . . Reap it by the side
of the Souls of the  East.21

is spell recalls the previously cited passage by Hesiod:
“ese dwell with carefree heart in the Isles of the Makares . . . for-
tunate Heroes, for whom the  grain- giving soil bears its  honey-
 sweet fruits thrice a year” (WD 170–173).22 A common tradition
about lands of plenty may be in the background here, but there is
no precise eschatological correspondence between the beliefs of
the Egyptians and Archaic Greeks. Having noted this discrepancy
(to be explained shortly), we continue with more evidence of sim-
ilar literary themes shared between Greece and  Egypt.

An Egyptian tale known as the Tale of the Shipwrecked
Sailor, dated to the Twelfth Dynasty or later, has a curious struc-
tural similarity to the story of Menelaus in the Odyssey. A sailor
is shipwrecked on a strange island and is stranded there alone,
like Menelaus stranded on the coast of the Egyptian delta. The
sailor meets a talking serpent, as does Menelaus in the Odyssey;
Proteus, whose name incidentally means “primeval,” has the
capacity to turn into wild animals, including a serpent
(Od. 4.457). Tellingly, the serpent in the Egyptian story identi-
fies the island as “the island of the spirit [ka]” (SS 115).23 This
suggests the island was located at the edges of the universe, for
where else could the ka be?24 Moreover, the island of ka is
described as being far from the inhabited world, since the sailor
only reaches it after being carried away by an immense storm
(SS 30ff.). Finally, the island is characterized by abundance: the
sailor is told by the serpent that “there is nothing that is not
within [the island], and it is full of every good thing”
(SS 116–117).25 Indeed, after the man promises to offer sacri-
fices and wealth to the serpent (SS 139ff.), it  replies:
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“at malabathrum you speak of bringing is this
island’s plenty. And once it happens that you have
le this place, you will never see this island again,
which will have become water.” (SS 154–157). 26

e island of ka has many similarities with the Isles of
Makares and other lands at the edges of the world. It is inhabited
by a fantastic creature, just as the banks of the Greek Ocean are
inhabited by monsters and hybrids. It is characterized by abun-
dance so great that it is said to contain everything, and the serpent
endows the sailor with enormous wealth (SS 162ff.); similarly, in
the Odyssey, the Phaecians, whose great wealth is stressed
(Od. 7.86–102, 7.114–128), offer Odysseus splendid gis when
he departs (Od. 13.10ff.). e sailor is to enjoy a fixed period of
time on the island (SS 118–119), just as Odysseus and his comrades
have a fixed time at Circe’s place (Od. 10.467–468). e island of
the Egyptian tale disappears once the sailor has le; in the Odyssey,
the island of the Phaeceans is enclosed by mountains aer
Odysseus has returned home (Od. 13.170ff.). e numerous paral-
lels between the Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor and the Odyssey give
food for thought. One element that seems to be at the center of this
complex is the relationship between space, abundance, and immor-
tality (ka) at the edges of the universe. One more detail: Menelaus
obtains much wealth in Egypt (Od. 3.300, 4.90). is is further evi-
dence that abundance exists at the edges of the world, and is here
explicitly connected with Egypt. Parkinson, in fact, notes this in his

edition of the Shipwrecked Sailor, and suggests there is wordplay
afoot: “island of ka” or “island of the spirit” is homonymous with

“island of abundance.”27 e feature of abundance no doubt draws
on the background of the Field of Reeds, but the eschatological
dimension is dispensed with in the tale.28 We may thus posit a
motif regarding abundance at the edges of the inhabited world that
does not necessarily entail complex aerlife beliefs, even in  Egypt.

To sum up: a connection between the concepts behind the
Egyptian Field of Reeds/island of ka and the Greek Elysion
Field/Isles of Makares is quite plausible. However, during the
transmission from Egyptian to Greek, the structure and meaning
of the theological premises became confused. We must assume
that the Greek narrators omitted details that did not fit their own
tradition. We shall return to this problem in a later  section.

Presently, we shall test the hypothesis of our map (Figures 3
and 4) by turning to a  fih- century narrative by Herodotus.
Quite unexpectedly, the historian refers to the Isles of Makares
and, rather than placing them by the Ocean, situates them at the
edges of the Libyan continent, beyond Egypt and beyond the
desert, giving them the additional new name of Oasis
(Hdt. 3.26). Although these isles are located within real geogra-
phy, they nevertheless remain at the edges of the world and are
endowed with preternatural abundance (Figure 5).29 It is further
significant that this Oasis is situated at the borders of Egypt, indi-
cating Egypt as a mediator between this world and the regions of
the beyond in Greek  imagination.

Figure 5. The Field of Reeds, Papyrus of Ani. After Faulkner  1998.
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Hades

e theory proposed here— that the Elysion Field and Isles
of Makares are places not primarily intended for the dead, but for
heroes who have skipped death and become immortal— needs to
be tested against the proposed cosmographic map represented in
Figures 3 and 4. On the basis of this map, we see that Hades is on
the far side of the river Ocean, whereas the Elysion Field is on the
near side. Hades is reached by the dead but not by the sun, because
the solar path stays within the boundaries of the  river.

Some points make this conclusion certain. e first is that
Odysseus and his men arrive to Hades only aer they have crossed
the river; the sun has not followed them there, for once they cross,
the world is dark (Od. 11.13). e Kimmerians, on the other side
of the Ocean, are enveloped in a cloud of perpetual mist never pen-
etrated by the sun’s rays (Od. 11.15). A second hint given by the
text is that the souls of the dead suitors pass through the gates of the
sun to go to Hades (Od. 24.10–14). is expression suggests that
the sun’s gates are along the solar path, and that the souls travel
beyond these gates. A third point is that the sun states in unambigu-
ous terms that he does not go to Hades. Only when he gets angry
does he threaten to shine among the dead; Zeus then gets worried
and sees to it that the order of the universe is maintained by imme-
diately granting the sun his wishes (Od. 12.377–388). In short, the
sun in the Odyssey does not cross the river Ocean.

We have further testimony from the sixth and fih century
writers Mimnermus and Pherekydes. A fragment of Mimnermus,
for example, narrates how the sun sleeps in a winged barque and
travels along the Ocean from the west, the land of Hesperides, to
the east, the land of the Ethiopians;30 in other words, he travels
along the river from west to east and then climbs upwards, but
does not cross the Ocean (Figure 2–4). It is worth noting, too,
that when the sun sails in the Ocean, he uses a bowl (depas), a
peculiar idea most likely indebted to the Egyptian solar barque.
e parallel with the boat of the sun god, as shown for example
on the Egyptian Papyrus of Ani, is evident (Figure 6).31

In summary, the Ocean is not only the firm boundary
between the living and the dead but also the region where the
sun does not travel; beyond lies dark Hades. e Elysion Field
and Isles of Makares, on the other hand, get sunshine because
they are on the near side of  the Ocean.

We must now confront a paradox: Greek myths of the
beyond have a lot in common with Egyptian lore but have not
absorbed the basic message of Egyptian eschatology, namely the
belief that the sun travels to the netherworld to revive the dead
(Figures 5 and 6).32 Only bits and pieces have been picked up
from Egyptian belief, yet these bits and pieces are the very stuff
of which tales are made; that is, the commonality between
Egyptian and Greek tales consists of themes or individual
motifs rather than coherent systems of thought. e motifs
include the solar barque, the wandering hero, the cosmic river,
the special significance of the lands at the edges, and the pres-
ence of a primeval creature who foretells the future (Proteus or

the shipwrecked Egyptian sailor).33 Evidently a koine did exist,
but it consisted of clusters of motifs rather than coherent escha-
tological theories. To use a biological analogy, the koine was like
a gene pool in which the individual motifs played a role analo-
gous to genes; as genes combine and recombine to form new
individuals and eventually new species, so too do motifs com-
bine and recombine to form new  tales.34

It is now time to consider a possible explanation for just how
contacts between Greeks, Egyptians, and peoples of the Near
East resulted in the koine of the eighth and seventh centuries bce.

Traveling Bards and International  Empires

Let it first be noted that it is by no means  self- evident how
motifs are transmitted from one culture to the next. Trade is not
a sufficient explanation, as it is quite doubtful that traders auto-
matically absorb the literature of the cultures they visit; nor is it
 self- evident that this literature is received in their own  country.

Before we attempt an answer to the questions here posed, we
shall look at the Mediterranean ca. 1200–600 bce. At the end of
the Bronze Age, small  city- states began flourishing around sea-
ports. By the ninth century, the  Syro- Palestinian cities of Tyre and
Sidon conducted extensive trade together with  Greek- speaking
populations from the islands of Cyprus, Samos, Rhodes, and
Crete. All these  city- states and their peoples played a role in estab-
lishing contacts between the Aegean, Western Asia, and  Egypt.

From the ninth century onwards, the picture changed as the
Assyrian empire, with Nineveh as its capital, began expanding
westward.35 King Ashurnasirpal II (883–859  bce) reached the
Mediterranean, unifying the region between Mesopotamia and
the coast.36 Samaria and Cyprus were conquered around 722.
Next came Egypt; in 671, King Esarhaddon captured Memphis,
and by 663, Ashurbanibal sacked the southern capital, the sacred
city of ebes.37 An alliance between Iranians and Babylonians
finally checked the growth of the Assyrians and brought about
the fall of Nineveh in 612.

In this period, the landscape of the Mediterranean was
deeply affected, although the Greeks had the great luck to escape
conquest. Instead of being destroyed, they profited from the uni-

Figure 6. The deceased in the solar barque, Papyrus of Ani. After
Faulkner 1998.
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fication imposed by the Assyrian empire as opportunities for
employment abroad emerged for them. As the empire was organ-
ized by its administrative machinery, traveling was made easier
and safer for traders. Much of the wealth of the Near East made
its way into Greece, and it is hardly an accident that the period
of the Assyrian Empire coincides with the Orientalizing period
of Greece, as both Walter Burkert and Martin West have
explained at  length.38

Oddly enough, the expansion of the Assyrian empire
brought the Greeks into closer contact with Egypt under the fol-
lowing circumstances: in the middle of the seventh century,
in 663, the Assyrians conquered Egypt, and shortly thereaer
sacked ebes, the city of Amun.39 It is most likely that Greek
mercenaries were involved in the armies of the two forces; we
may infer this because we find Ionian Greek mercenaries a few
years later in the service of Psammetichus I (664–610 bce), who
rose to power thanks to their help. By subjugating local petty
rulers, this pharaoh reunified Egypt and challenged the Assyrians
by 656 (oddly enough, he had been educated in Assyria).40 As
Herodotus  writes:

To the Ionians and Carians who helped him to gain
the throne Psammetichus granted two pieces of
land, opposite one another on each side of the Nile,
which he named the Camps, and in addition to the
grant of land kept all the other promises he had
made them. (Hdt. 2.154) 41

Moreover, Herodotus reports that Psammetichus found -
ed a bilingual  Greek- Egyptian school: “He even went so far as
to put some Egyptian boys into their charge, to be taught
Greek” (Hdt. 2.154).42 Consider how well this information
matches some narratives in the Odyssey. Odysseus tells two sto-
ries about himself that actually constitute a single story with
two variants; even the language is the same, word for word.
A Cretan sailor and his crew arrive in Egypt and assault the
local population for plunder, clashing with the Egyptian army.
In one variant, Odysseus is sent to Cyprus, but in the other, he
is spared by the pharaoh himself and amasses a fortune
(Od. 14.274–286, 17.431–444). The  pseudo- Odysseus of the
tale in question supposedly meets the pharaoh personally in his
chariot. This narrative takes it for granted that some Greeks
made a fortune in Egypt and that they obtained favors from the
pharaoh  himself.

Turning to the Iliad, we find even more information in the
form of an explicit reference to Egyptian ebes. Achilles speaks
to the envoys of Agamemnon and tells them he is not interested
in Agamemnon’s riches, even if all the treasures of ebes were
offered  him:

As for his gis, I like them as little as the man him-
self. Not if he offered me ten times or twenty times
as much as he possesses or could raise elsewhere, all

the revenues of Orchomenus or of ebes, Egyptian
ebes, where the houses are filled with treasure,
and through every one of a hundred gates two hun-
dred warriors sally out with their chariots and horses;
not if his gis were as many . . . would Agamemnon
win me over. (Il. 9.379–384) 43

Egyptian ebes is here described as a magnificent city full
of wealth, warriors, horses, and chariots sallying out from each
gate. What is remembered most is the treasure; for this reason,
Burkert has argued that the memory refers to the occasion of the
siege and plunder of Egyptian ebes by the Assyrians in  663.44

How did this momentous event become incorporated into
Greek epic? It must have been the case that among the Greek
mercenaries were men who acted as professional storytellers.
They must have come back to Ionia, the islands, or the main-
land of Greece carrying their stories with them. They could
claim to be eyewitnesses or, if they heard the story from some-
one else, could attribute their knowledge to divine inspiration.
Needless to say, once we posit a professional storyteller and
traveler, we may easily assume he would have picked up a vari-
ety of themes and motifs for his repertoire: the edges of the
world, the ends of the Nile, its peoples and their customs.
Bilingualism was evidently possible, as Herodotus testifies in
connection with Psammetichus’s school. The bards could have
learned stories from Egyptians themselves, and may have writ-
ten down notes on scrolls. It was a momentous event in the his-
tory of the Mediterranean when storytelling became a mar-
ketable  commodity.

A close look at the Odyssey from this point of view yields
unexpected payoffs. Phemius is the resident bard of Odysseus’s
house; he declares that he is  self- taught, and that the god has
implanted all kinds of poetry in his mind (Od. 22.347–348).
No doubt Phemius is a provincial man who makes a living on
the remote island of Ithaka and therefore claims that his asset is
divine inspiration. e singer of the Phaecians, Demodocus, is
praised by Odysseus for singing vividly; was he inspired by the
Muse or was he present? Both alternatives are  given:

Demodocus, I admire you above all men. Either
Zeus’ Child, the Muse, or Apollo must have been
your teacher. For it is remarkable how accurately
you sing the tale of the Achaeans’ fate and of all their
achievements, sufferings and struggles. It is almost as
though you had been with them yourself or heard
the story from one who was. (Od. 8.487–491) 45

Odysseus, the traveler par excellence, is himself a bard when
he tells his fictive tales about Egypt (as noted above) or when he
relates his adventures. In the court of Alcinoos, he casts a spell on
the audience: “Odysseus stopped speaking. Held by the spell of
his words they all remained silent and still throughout the shad-
owy hall” (Od. 11.333–334). 46
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Menelaus also becomes a storyteller when he relates what he
has experienced in Egypt. e poet of the Odyssey may be giving
a nod to his own Egyptian source when he has Menelaus receive
the prophecy about the Elysion Field there. Is it an accident that
in both the Egyptian Story of Sinuhe and in Greek literature the
itinerant singer has seen distant  lands?

We must note that the bard was no marginal figure in a
ruler’s retinue; rather, he had an essential role, particularly as an
entertainer for foreign visitors. Such a role might explain the
ready reception of foreign motifs by Greeks and the incorpora-
tion of these motifs into Greek literature. Odysseus remarks to
the Phaecian king that he finds nothing more pleasurable than to
listen to a bard (Od. 9.2–11). e Phaecian bard Demodocus is
so important that nine public officials are in charge of preparing
the court for his song and the ensuing dance and feast. A herald
officially brings him the lyre, and Demodocus becomes the cen-
ter of attention of the entire feast (Od. 8.258–260). Finally, note
an interesting detail in the Odyssey: before setting out for Troy,
Agamemnon entrusts the care of his wife Clytemnestra to none
other than his bard (Od. 3.265–268). us we see how impor-
tant the bard was in Archaic  society.

We suggested above that there were employment opportu-
nities abroad for Greek mercenaries and traders; why not also
for professional singers trading stories and motifs rather than
commodities? In the Odyssey, these men are listed as very wel-
come itinerant crasmen, together with prophets and physi-
cians (Od. 17.381–386).47 In Hesiod’s Works and Days, bards
are mentioned alongside potters and joiners (WD 25–26).
ese are not isolated, provincial individuals but competitive,
innovative artists. Odysseus honors Demodocus, giving him the
choicest cut of boar, and declares that men honor and respect
bards and that the Muse loves their fraternity, or phylon
(Od. 8.477–481); this last term indicates that the storytellers
were organized in guilds or fraternities.48 It is further clear from
the Odyssey that they sang in the rulers’ court. us, they may
well have sung before multiethnic audiences. is is precisely the
situation in Scherie, where Odysseus witnesses the excellence of
the Phaecian singer. As their king  remarks:

When you are banqueting in your own home with
your wife and your children beside you, and the talk
turns to the Phaecian prowess, I want you to be able
to tell your noble friends that Zeus has given us too
certain skills, which we have possessed from our fore-
fathers’ time to the present day. . . . But the things in
which we take a perennial delight are the feast, the
lyre, the dance . . . (Od. 8.242–248). 49

It seems the opportunity for amassing wealth was grasped
by the Greek bards at the right moment. is opportunity was
greatly enhanced by the employment of mercenaries in foreign
armies abroad and by bi- and perhaps trilingualism.50 e koine
was aided by use of writing, which we witness in Naucratis, and

which enabled professional singers to take notes. e Ionic
alphabet was in use in Miletus and Naucratis by the  mid- seventh
century,51 and the reign of Ashurbanibal, ca. 646, was the time
when great libraries were established in palaces, temples, and
even private  houses.52

Conclusions

e hypothesis here proposed is that the connections
between the ancient literatures of Greece and Egypt are far more
extensive than previously thought. But we have also argued that
whereas Greek and Egyptian beliefs are coherent within their
own culture, this coherence is lost when single thematic units or
motifs are transmitted across cultures. It is dangerous to project
Egyptian metaphysics onto Greek thought, as Nilsson and others
did with Elysion. e unity of the Archaic Greek cosmos has been
demonstrated by the construction of maps (Figures 3 and 4), but
there is no evidence that such a Greek version of the cosmos
would have been comprehensible within Egyptian tradition. On
the other hand, the Greek cosmic map has common features with
the Babylonian universe due to the postulated koine, the pool of
common motifs of the Eastern  Mediterranean.
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