Truth or Fiction? The Tall Tale of Heinrich Schliemann
or
Is Helen of Troy Really Zeus’ Daughter?

In 1873, one of the luckiest men in history, soon to be called the ‘Father of Mediterranean Archeology,’ while digging out a site in the East, in Turkey, a site he believed to be the ancient city of Troy, came across a large cache of gold he excitedly dubbed ‘The Treasure of Priam’ after the King of Troy in Homer’s epic. For Christmas that year, he had the photo of his wife Sophia wearing the gold diadems, the ‘Jewels of Helen’ made into Christmas cards. 

3 years later, digging in the ruins of a palace in Mycenae, in Greece, ancestor of Western Civilization, he discovered 5 shaft graves, each containing bodies literally covered in gold, including solid gold facemasks. Exuberant, he telegrammed a Greek newspaper, "I have gazed on the face of Agamemnon." And sent a telegram to King George of Greece saying he’d discovered the bodies from that ill-fated feast:

“With great joy I announce to Your Majesty that I have discovered the tombs which the tradition … indicates to be the graves of Agamemnon, Cassandra, Eurymedon and their companions, all slain at a banquet by Clytemnestra and her lover” 

It got great press, and the finds still continue to enthrall us. Unfortunately, it’s just not true.

But who was this lucky archeologist? We know a lot about him because at 20, he started saving his correspondence. Letters he received, as well as sent, because he made copies.

His life can be divided neatly into several 20-year blocks. His first 20 years was in Germany, his second was in Russia, and his third was spent excavating ancient ruins in the Mediterranean. And sandwiched right in between was 4 years in Amsterdam and was 4 years in Paris.

He was born in Germany, in 1822, the 5th child of a Lutheran pastor. He grew up believing in ghost stories of buried treasure. He said of himself:

“My faith in the existence of these treasures was so great that, whenever I heard my father complain of his poverty, I always expressed my astonishment that he did not dig up the silver bowl or the golden cradle, and so become rich.” 

His schoolmaster said he was, ‘industrious, but not clear-thinking’. He left school at 14 and was placed as a grocer’s apprentice. When he was 19, he learned bookkeeping and made it to Amsterdam. There he got a job as a messenger boy. The job wasn’t demanding, so he started educating himself. He had discovered a talent for learning languages. He learned at least 13 different ones, and later in life, wrote often in 6 or 7. He describes his course of study as follows:

This method consists in reading a great deal aloud, without making a translation; taking a lesson every day, writing essays upon subjects of interest for one hour, correcting these under a teacher’s supervision, learning them by heart, and repeating in the next lesson what was corrected the previous day…In order to acquire a good pronunciation quickly, I went twice every Sunday to the English church, and repeated to myself in a low voice every word of the clergyman’s sermon.

After two years of this, he was hired at an Import/Export house. He taught himself Russian, and in January 1846, when he was 24, his company sent him to St. Petersburg as their agent. 

During his Russian years, he was primarily a wholesale merchant. He was very successful at it and amassed a huge fortune. During this time he spent a year in California, started a bank there and bought gold-dust off miners during the gold rush. He made a fabulous profit at it, but wanted to come home. 

“I simply cannot describe how much I love Russia and the Russian people; yes, I would gladly give half of my capital to be living again in Petersburg… When I return to Petersburg, I will marry a pretty Russian woman. She may be poor but she must be a Russian and well-bred…After that I will never again leave Petersburg for I know that there is no better place on earth.” 

A friend wrote him back, 

“You can return to Russia whenever you please and nothing will happen to you – I consulted some people who know how things stand on the matter.” 

So he returned, but before he left, he wrote to Ekaterina, asking for her hand in marriage. She was Russian and daughter of a prominent lawyer in St. Petersburg. This was the second time he’d proposed through the mail. The first was to a childhood sweetheart that he hadn’t seen in 10 years. Too his sorrow, she’d just gotten married. But Ekaterina said yes, they had 3 children together, but it was a bad match. 

She wrote in an early letter: “From the first days of our marriage I saw that I was dealing with an egoist of a kind I have never known before; nor have I seen in you a trace of tact….” 

Business boomed though. At 41, he retired. He took a two-year trip around the world, wrote a book about his travels, and settled in Paris. In 1866, at 44, he enrolled at the Sorbonne and studied languages, literature, and antiquities. He asked his wife to live with him in Paris, but she refused. 

In 1868, he starts touring around the Mediterranean, looking for sites to dig up, and he visits Bounarbashi in Turkey, the site most contemporary scholars believed to be Troy and decides it cannot be. The evidence he used to form that conclusion was from the Homer’s Iliad. 

By chance he met Frank Calvert, the American vice-consul of the area. Calvert owned half of Hissarlik, a small flat hill only 30’ above the adjacent plateau. He had conducted preliminary trench diggings, which indicated a megalithic wall, but didn’t have the funds to pursue it. Hissarlik matched the geography of Troy from Homer better than Bounarbashi. Schliemann is convinced and wants to excavate, but goes back to Paris, writes up his travels and in the spring of 1869, becomes a Doctor of Philosophy. So he went from no formal college training to a doctorate in 2 years.

After failing to reconcile with his wife, Ekaterina, he sails to New York and buys false documents that he is a US Citizen, and gets a divorce. Still wanting a wife, he asked his Greek tutor for recommendations. His requirements were that she be young, Greek, an orphan and most importantly, a fan of Homer. His friend recommended his niece, Sophia. This time, he actually interviewed her before offering marriage! He quizzed her on Homer, she passed, and 3 weeks later, in September, they were married. He was 47, she was 17. In December, his daughter Natalia dies at age 10 in St. Petersburg.

They make a home in Athens, and he goes to Turkey to dig a few trenches at Hissarlik, but the owners of the land run him off. In 1871, his first daughter with Sophia, Andromache is born. They also had a son, and called him Agamemnon.

In October 1871, he finally has official permission to dig. His goal was to go from the topmost point and get to native soil as soon as possible, and he starts to dig out a massive north-south trench. He ran into walls at once, and says:

Unfortunately we were obliged to destroy the foundations of a building, 59’ by 43’ feet long, of large, wrought stones.

The entire hill was full of ruins, a complex strata of cities built upon each other. By the end of his third season, Dr. Schliemann had identified at least 4 levels, though future scholars would identify at least 16, and thought Troy II, the second from the bottom was the Troy of Homer’s Iliad. He was off by 1,000 years. It’s been dated back to 2,200 b.c.

During the second season, he reports he’s found the ‘Great Towers of Ilium’, the tower Andromache was said to have climbed, looking for Hector in the Iliad. It wasn’t. 

During his third season, on the level of Troy II, he struck gold. He called it Priam’s Treasure, and had the treasure smuggled out of Turkey to Athens. Later, he told a friend, 

The greatest difficulty I had was to save [the treasure] in the presence of the Turkish watchman, but I succeeded in doing so by suddenly singing out that it was my birthday, by feigning to drink freely and by making my Turk drink copiously of that famous liquor called ‘cognac,’ a word which hereafter I shall never be able to hear without breaking out in shouts of laughter.

The Turkish Government wanted the treasure back, or at least, their half of it. They sued, and won, but Dr. Schliemann hid the treasure and wouldn’t part with it. They eventually settled out of court. If Dr. Schliemann would pay £400 to the government, he could keep all the treasure. He generously sent a check for £2,000 ($138,492 USD 2001) instead. After a bit he gave it to the German people and in 1945 it disappeared for 50 years. It is now on display in Moscow.

In 1876 he excavated Mycenae and again found gold. However, like Priam’s Treasure, which was found at a level that’s way too early for Homer’s Troy, so too were the shaft graves by about 300 years.

As the years went by, he continued to excavate in Greece and Turkey and publish books. To his American publisher, he wrote: 

“There is no other Troy to excavate…this my present work will remain in demand as long as there are admirers of Homer in the world, nay as long as this globe will be inhabited by men.” 

It still bothered him though, that the site was so small. His excavation only took in about 100 by 80 yards. He had been at it for 20 years, but he was determined to try again. For nearly a year, and up to 3 months before his death, he dug at Troy and finally found pottery with the unmistakable Mycenaean shapes and decorations. He had finally come across evidence of Homer’s Troy. 

In December of 1890, at age 68, he died in Naples due to complications of ear surgery. He died without ever seeing the magnificent walls, just as Homer had described them, that were found 2 years later.

It was his assistant, financed by his widow and the Kaiser that finally struck walls far more magnificent than anything Dr. Schliemann had found.

What do we know for sure about Heinrich Schliemann? He was born poor, died rich, and had a wonderful gift for languages. He was shrewd, perhaps even a genius, and lucky, with a strong streak of the romantic and a flair for showmanship. He knew what would sell. 

“…for, as he himself admitted, ‘my biggest fault, being a braggart and a bluffer…yielded countless advantages.” 

Among his accomplishments can be counted the fact that he filled the museums with marvelous finds of gold, silver, bronze and pottery, demonstrated that Greek civilization had begun about 1,000 years earlier than previous scholars had thought, and found Homer’s Troy. 

We also know he wasn’t perfect. Critics say that the city of Troy was sacked twice, once by the Greeks, and once by Schliemann, and of the two, Schliemann did the most damage. 

In his defense, he did his best. No one had ever before excavated a site as complex as Troy, so he was breaking new ground. The science of archeology as we know it was very new. 

There is also much criticism about his truthfulness. One of his biographers has called him a pathological liar. 

The two main complaints are that he lied about the date he became a US Citizen, and about the finding of Priam’s Treasure. But in both cases, there were logical, if dishonest, reasons to lie.

It’s probably important to say at this point that Dr. Schliemann was not a pirate. He did not keep the treasure to himself, or even sell it. He gave it away, and paid well for the privilege. I’ve estimated the cost of a 4-month dig around £1,800 ($118,706 USD 2001). 

We have much to thank him for, but what does finding the site that matched Homer’s tale of ancient Troy mean? Does it make Helen of Troy daughter to Zeus? Did Paris, Prince of Troy, really judge a Goddess beauty contest? 

What we do know is that there was a city at Hissarlik, matching the details in Homer’s epic, at the right time, and hostile forces destroyed it, and all the people who knew what it looked like were dead in one generation. Yet Homer, 500 years later, could tell a story with details handed down by tradition, details about a city that no one had seen for over 500 years, and still be correct about those details. It is a testament to the power and accuracy of oral history and the power literature has to communicate over time. The power literature has to bring the dead back to life. It may also go down in history as Dr. Schliemann’s finest discovery.

Prior to his starting excavations in 1871, the academic world held that Troy never existed; it was just a tale in a book; as silly to search for as Utopia or Robinson Crusoe’s Island. But he believed Homer’s Troy must have existed. He wanted it to exist, the story had caught his imagination, and he is not alone in his fascination. The Troy Phenomenon has been explained this way, "When Homer created the first epic from the myths handed down to him, he changed the world. It was really because of him that these ruins were so long the symbol of rivalry between East and West.” 

