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It is essential to quote a little from the back cover of The Paths of Survival by Josephine 
Balmer: “[It traces] the few surviving fragments of Aeschylus' lost tragedy, Myrmidons, 
which notoriously depicted the doomed love of the Greek hero Achilles for his fellow warrior 
Patroclus”. We are told, “[ ... ] the volume moves backwards in time across two and a half 
millennia; from a tiny scrap of papyrus in a present-day Oxford library to the dying 
Aeschylus revising his master-piece in fifth-century BCE Sicily. Along the way, the poems' 
dramatic monologues introduce clerks and conquerors, pagans and popes, tyrants and 
tricksters [ ... ] as each one responds to the text [ ... ]”. There are notes at the back of the 
collection, and each note does need to be read both before and after reading the poem it refers 
to, if one is to enjoy and appreciate this engrossing work. 

The first poem, “Proem: Final Sentence” (11), is re-inforced by the note explaining 
that "Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 2256 contains nearly 90 scraps of papyrus; of these, number 55 is 
a barely legible, five-line piece, although its words could read “kata skoton” or “into 
darkness”. We are told these words “might be part of the lover's lament Achilles murmurs 
over Patroclus' dead body in Myrmidons.” (87) Are you still with me? Good. So, "Proem: 
Final Sentence", a sonnet, sees Balmer still “drawn to it like breath to glass. / That ache of 
absence, wrench of nothingness”. 

What makes these poems so compelling for me is that they are delving into a mystery, 
but this is done by a writer who is not only a scholar but also a fine poet. In “The Librarians' 
Power” (14) we are in the National Library, Baghdad, in 2003 (the year, of course, of the 
Invasion) where “We carried what we could to safety” and: 

 
We were asked why we struggled  
to save books while all around us  
so many of our citizens were lost. 

 
The parallelism of war (ancient and modern), the essential effort of preservation, need not be 
laboured by me. Suffice to say that “The vast record of all our knowledge” seems, for some 
in power, to count for little in today's incendiary climate. 

“The Christians' Cheek” (42) takes us back to Alexandria in 391 CE, where pagan 
rites had finally been outlawed by the Christian emperor Theodosius. Newly-converted 
Christians were only too happy to save themselves (wouldn't we all be?) by going with the 
flow: 

We're old hands these days, 
true believers for decades -  
apart, of course, for the break  
effected by Julian the Apostate 
 (when we found it was politic 
 to revert - just for the interim -  
to blood rites, full sacrifice).  
Now we've changed back again. 



“Blood rites” indeed: these new Christians lost no time in attacking pagans and destroying 
many precious works in a Greek temple, the Serapeum. This theme of loss, and the necessity 
to, however difficult, combat it, threads through the whole collection: not only Achilles' loss 
but universal loss too. 

“Erotic Tales" (50) transports us to Samosata, Syria, 200 CE. Lucian tells us “I'd 
thought of myself as the new Homer”. The notes tell us, in “Erotic Tales”, he “debates the 
difference in heterosexual and homosexual love, concluding the latter is superior” (90) but he 
does confess that “My Erotic Tales pay the bills” (going with the flow?): 

  
bring in the hard cash, the boys and/or girls. 
Even Aeschylus, known for his weighty verse, 
dipped his nib in the ambidextrous:  
such sacred communion between the thighs  
sighed his Achilles over pert backside 
 to top my list of things bi-curious. 
 

This poem delightfully reminds us that, although the collection could be said to be about grief 
- Achilles' loss, the disintegration of knowledge through time and violence -, at the heart of 
all literature is a requirement to entertain, to engage. 

Space dictates we move to “Epilogue: Aeschylus' Myrmidons” (78) or at least its 
surviving extract. Achilles, who has suffered so much, is reluctant to engage again in battle. 
The CHORUS seems to sum up this whole collection, both with regard to his own plight, the 
ills of to-day, the losses we are subject to, and those we cause: 

 
CHORUS: 

           ...Do you see, Achilles - 
This is the sweat of war, the way it is;  
We all pay the price of your politics. 


