THE SONGS OF THE KINGS

The characterization of the heroes in The Songs of the Kings, by Barry Unsworth, is what makes it such a compelling novel to read.  The author’s deft, sparse descriptive style places us inside the camp of the amassed Greeks waiting at Aulis for a good wind to set sail for their invasion of Troy.

They sit there for months, all their battle gear, tents, provisions, lust for loot frustrated, the ships anchored in the bay, and the hot wind endlessly battering into the shore.  Why can’t they get a good wind, one that will shift and let them sail east?

Such is the concern of all those in charge of the mission and of the discordant troops who gradually lose faith in the pretext of the war—the honor of Helen.  Each reveals his character in dealing with the matter of the wind.

First among equals, the man in charge, is Agamemnon.  We learn right away he is in it for the money.  A man of extravagant tastes, he is heavily in debt and faces many political threats back home in Mycenae which a victory would nullify.  He cares nothing for Paris’s snatching of Helen—her husband is a buffoon anyway.  It’s the plunder of the golden city of Troy that beckons him.  But he is oppressed by this wind.  As leader, some how he has caused it, and reflecting on his guilt (his family is not short of crimes) he behaves like a drugged man, paranoid, insomniac, befuddled.  Just as the expedition is stuck in Aulis, he has become mired in indecision, a sign of weakness to the other chieftains.

Into this power vacuum steps Odysseus, willingly.  Ever wily, Odysseus’s sharp practical mind cuts through the king’s miasma.  He is a modern man, in language and outlook.  He knows what drives men and he manipulates them to his ends.  Loving words and excelling in argument, he develops a plan to get things moving:  For Agamemnon to be seen as responsible for the conduct of the war, he must make himself responsible for the waiting, and hence for the cure.  Ever pragmatic, he doesn’t hunt for the cause of the delaying wind but invents one that will be believable and can be used as a rallying cry to unify the motley tribes.  Agamemnon is at fault and his protective god Zeus is withholding a favorable wind because the king's daughter, Iphigeneia, has insulted the god.  Hence, Iphigeneia must die.

To promote this algebra and build resolve among the troops, Odysseus enlists the aid of the Singer, the only source of public entertainment in the camp.  He is “the media.” A Homer-like character, the Singer has great, though indirect, power.  He continually sings his stories of myths and heroes for pay, and after Odysseus both threatens and bribes him, he begins to develop songs that present Agamemnon’s predicament and solution, indifferent to their outcome.  Soon all the camp is talking about how Iphigeneia must die.

There is one character who is more level-headed and given to reason, not blinded by desire for power and personal gain.  Calchas is the king’s advisor as to spiritual matters and portents and omens.  An outsider, he hails from the East where he was a priest of a duel-natured god.  He is a subtle thinker, trained in looking at both sides of an issue.  War, however, does not value subtle thinking, and he is easily marginalized through the machinations of more powerful men and no one is interested in reason any longer.  Iphigeneia must be tricked into traveling to Aulis so she may meet her end.

The means they use on poor Iphigeneia is to promise her marriage to Achilles.  Now, Achilles is the glamour-babe of the ancient world, and the princess can hardly believe her good luck.  Achilles is beautiful, to all the world, and especially to him.  He takes great pains with his clothing to emphasize his best aspects.  He is arrogant, narcissistic, and cruel.  Everything leads “back to his own pride and perfection, to the gestures with which he endlessly celebrated his own marvelous existence.”  Achilles is not appalled to be part of a murderous lie to bring Iphigeneia to her death but angry only at not being consulted at its inception.

We are familiar with the story:  Agamemnon sends for his daughter, she is sacrificed, the wind changes, the Greeks sail to Troy, with resonant tragic consequences.  Unsworth lays aside the 3,000 years of glory and lays out the inner workings of those involved.  In his story the order of events is altered somewhat.  Yes, the wind changes, but just before Iphigeneia is to be slaughtered.  Why go through with it then?  Because the Singer has built up a crescendo of momentum among the camp.  Because Agamemnon needs to be seen in control, even of the elements and the gods.  Because the war chiefs need a symbol of unity to hold together a disparate army.  Under the guise of religious truth innocence is destroyed to accomplish very worldly ends.  Sad then, sad now.

The Songs of the Kings, by Barry Unsicker, is available at the LTCC library.
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