
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



INTERVIEW 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Interview with Professor James Diggle, Athens 19 October 2005 
Interviewer: Georgia Sermamoglou-Soulmaidi 

 
 
After the lecture with his collaborators Robert Bittlestone and John Underhill in the hotel Ledra 
Marriot on 19th October 2005, we met James Diggle, Professor at the University of Cambridge, 
Director of Studies in Classics at Queens' College and editor of the Oxford Classical Text of 
Euripides. The reason that brought him to Greece was the recent publication of the book Odysseus 
Unbound that has been co-authored by the three writers mentioned above, which proposes that 
Homeric Ithaca was none other than a region of Cephalonia. 
 
- Let us begin at the beginning... What was the origin of your interest in the work of Euripides, that 
resulted in your researches in this area and your critically acclaimed edition of his work? 

The more I read the available editions of Euripides, the more I realised how unsatisfactory they 
were.  What we see in these editions is an effort to make sense of a text that has been transmitted 
in manuscripts that are very corrupt. The earliest Euripidean manuscripts which have survived date 
from the 10th and 11th centuries AD; but for some plays our manuscripts are dated as late as the 
13th and 14th centuries. For roughly two thousand years, the plays of Euripides were copied by a 
succession of scribes, and this process naturally caused deterioration in the authentic text. What we 
read in the medieval manuscripts is frequently very removed from what Euripides actually wrote. I 
decided that it ought to be possible to improve the text that we now read.   
 
- How could this be achieved?  

To achieve this. one must carefully collate all the available manuscripts. One must also acquire a 
very close understanding not only of the poetry of Euripides but of all the rest of classical Greek 
literature too. Then one has to use one’s intuition and one’s critical faculty while trying to correct 
and improve the text that the manuscripts and editions offer. I spent about twenty years working on 
the text of Euripides. My edition replaced that of Gilbert Murray that had been published between 
1900 and 1910. Now Gilbert Murray characterized the task of editing Euripides as 'disgusting 
drudgery'. This is a shocking remark, because a scholar who regards the enterprise in that light 
ought not to have undertaken it in the first place [laughter]. For me, producing this new text of 
Euripides was an exceptionally enjoyable experience.     
 
- You have come to Greece to deliver the recent lecture in the Ledra Marriot, about the new book 
Odysseus Unbound. Will you tell us something about it? 

I believe that this book will make students look at the Odyssey with very different eyes. It has 
become the conventional classical wisdom to look on the Odyssey as a product of pure imagination, 
and to suppose that the places that are described in it never actually existed. There has also been 
an enormous amount of disagreement over the actual location of Ithaca itself. Because it has not 
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been possible to locate it with certainty, many people believe that the poet of the Odyssey did not 
know anything about a real Ithaca and that his descriptions of its geography come entirely from his 
imagination. 
 
What we believe we have discovered is that the Ithaca of the Odyssey was an absolutely real and 
concrete place, and we are confident that it was the area of Cephalonia that is now called Paliki. 
  
We believe that in the Homeric period Paliki was separated from the remainder of Cephalonia by a 
narrow marine channel. Strabo, the ancient geographer, reports the existence of this channel. He 
was writing at the beginning of the Christian period and he says that there exists in this region a 
narrow isthmus that from time to time is filled by sea water from one end to the other. Clearly this 
isthmus was not navigable at that period, but we believe that over a thousand years before, around 
1200 BC, there did exist a navigable channel of water there which separated Paliki from the 
remainder of Cephalonia.  
 
So we have strong historical evidence in support of the proposal that Paliki was ancient Ithaca. And 
we believe that the geological research that will follow will confirm beyond doubt that this channel 
did exist at that time and that it has now been covered by rockfall from both sides of the adjacent 
mountains, precipitated by seismic activity.  
  
Once we had realised that Paliki is ancient Ithaca, our next step was to ask ourselves whether there 
are any aspects of the landscape of Paliki that correspond to the places that are described in the 
Odyssey. And what we discovered, to our surprise, is that it is possible to map every locality that is 
reported in the Odyssey onto the landscape of the northern part of Paliki. 
    
You can reject this as a coincidence if you wish, and a lot of people will undoubtedly do so, but the 
fact is that there are twenty-six separate locations described in the Odyssey as being near to the 
palace of Odysseus, and every one of them corresponds to some feature of the landscape that can 
be located on Paliki.  
 
- Recently I observed that the scholarships that are provided by NATO for postgraduate study 
abroad include all the relative disciplines such as archaeology and history, but not the classical 
languages. Do you think that this is a symptom of declining interest in them? 

I should look at this way...One does not study classical literature in order to find a job. If one is 
going to invest several years of one’s academic education in studying the classical writers, one 
must have a different reason. One should study classical literature for personal pleasure and for the 
overall benefit that one believes one will acquire from it. Fortunately there are still many people 
who are willing to invest three years of their time in studying this ostensibly unlucrative subject, 
because they recognize what they will gain in terms of their personal satisfaction and enjoyment. 
But the sad fact is that there are fewer sources of funding available nowadays to support students 
who wish to follow this line of study. We at Cambridge are doing what we can to support such 
students financially and in other ways. 
 
- Thank you very much. 

The pleasure was mine. 
  


