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Trying Walking in a Hero’s Shoes

Recensione a: Elizabeth Cook, Achilles, Methuen Publishing 2001

Elizabeth Thomson

Who are we when we read, listen to anothers story or attend a perfor-
mance? What does it take to be distinct, to be real? What persists when
the body dies? What imprint is left when the soul has gone? Are we
what we do, as Coriolanus fears when he declares (EI will not dot/least I
surcease to honour mine own truth/ and by my bodies action teach my
minde/a most inherent baseness? In her re-working of the Trojan War,
Elizabeth Cook revisits the sites of her predecessors reflections on the
ancient world Statius, Dante, Carey, Chapman and Keats all form lin-
ks between Homer and the author herself, in a symbolic chain of hands
conveying what she herself calls a Echanged and changing thing across
water, mountains and time, as she uses the ancient myth, literature and
history to pose questions about the nature of man and his soul. Hands,
Ewarm and capable, that inevitably are interred and become part of the
earth, and are the site of independent life free of controlling consciou-
sness after all nails continue to grow once the body has ceased to be
a living thing are at the same time symbols of the continuity between
man and man, and between now and the past. The body, once it has cea-
sed to renew itself, becomes the fossil trace of the soul. What persists is
what is durable, intractable and incapable of renewal scar tissue, hair and
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nails. In the final post-modern paragraph of the book, hair, like hands, a
symbol of the vitality of a human being, links the ritual that Achilles per-
forms at the funeral pyre of Patroclus, with Keats ode on Seeing a Lock of
Miltons Hair. The notion that whatever the size of the hand that cuts the
lock of hair, the act is performed in the same way, with the same number
of small bones, and it holds and releases its contents in the same way,
using similar muscles, and is guided by a like heart, prompted by similar
nerves. Although the book is, like the life of Achilles himself, short and
intense, and a faithful revival of Homers hero, it is also a journey from the
origins of classical culture to our own times and an investigation into the
relationship between readers and authors in general. As Cook observes
& We read fine things but never feel them to the full until we have gone
through the same steps as the author. We are what we do, and, as what
we do is imagine, it is possible for us to speak from the soul of a character
we, albeit temporarily, inhabit.
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