
like The Clancy Brothers Play Joseph Camp-
bell’s Greatest Hits.

Humez, whose books include Latin for
People/Latina pro Populo, Alpha to Omega: The
Life and Times of the Greek Alphabet, and A B C

Et Cetera: The Life and Times of the Roman Al-
phabet (all with his brother, Alexander

Humez), cites his sources, including Rob-

ert Graves’s The Greek Myths, Herodotus,

Plutarch, Livy, and H.R. Ellis Davidson’s

Gods and Myths of Northern Europe. But the

composer finds unexpected nuances in

the old tales.  “Thirsty work, this killing

of monsters,” he writes of Three Monster-
Slayers in Search of a Single Malt, which nar-

rates the exploits of Perseus, Bellerophon,

and Theseus in the form of a drinking

song. The liner notes warn that the penul-

timate rhyme of this song’s final verse “is

a real groaner,” an ominous portent

fulfilled when it describes the decapita-

tion of the Minotaur:

Clatter-thump!—down to the floor

falls its head

(Much as lead pipes do, bisected by

hacksaws),

Then, steps retracing, sun’s light to

regain, 

Joins Ariadne, but dumps her on

Naxos.

The Olympian Dozen (All Fourteen of ‘Em),
set to a rollicking traditional Irish tune,

unpacks the paradox of how 14 major

Greek deities exist, though only 12 reside

on Olympus. In the process, Humez o≠ers

a prequel that tells how patriarch Cronus

ingested five of his immortal children, but

their mother Rhea hid the sixth,

Little Zeus, who (much quicker), 

when Cronus with liquor

Was drunk, an emetic did slip him, 

and there

Made his dad for to chunder (the

first Jovian thunder!)

And up came five siblings, no worse 

for the wear.

The Oracles swings with a simple, catchy

melody reminiscent of Tom Lehrer ’46,

A.M. ’47, and gives advice on varied oracu-

lar pronouncements and their perils. In

the case of Croesus, beset by Persians, for

example:

So the king sent to the oracle

To ask it, “Win or lose?”

The oracle said, “Great victory,”

But it didn’t say just whose. 

Myth Songs may soon find its way into

classrooms, serenading students and,

Humez hopes, inspiring both smiles and

a love for the ancient stories. But one can

also imagine a Westchester commuter

slipping this disc into the Saab’s CD

player and singing along with these

whimsical retellings, just for the fun of it.

And fun—from an artist who can distill a

Sumerian/Babylonian myth to “Goddess

gets guy, goddess does the katabasis, god-

dess loses guy”—is what it’s all about.

�craig lambert
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Memory Retrieved
Novelist and teacher of writing Nicholas Delbanco ’63 explores a box in the attic in

one of nine essays, “In Defense of Quotation,” from his new collection, Anywhere Out of
the World: Travel, Writing, Death (Columbia University Press, $27.50):

M
y wife and i are cleaning out

our attic, and we found a box

full of maps. Small guides to

Paris and Barcelona and Lon-

don and Rome, large ones of

Spain and Italy and Great Britain and

France all felt well-worn and pliable; less

so were the maps of places visited

decades ago only briefly. There were

ferry schedules from Woods Hole and

Brindisi and Tortola and Oban. There

were brochures from Goteborg and Hong

Kong and Vienna and Bangkok and

Berlin. In the spirit of triage, we unfolded

these sheets, and I started to throw them

away. The roads of Cape Breton and

roads around Athens had penciled-in

markers and arrows; I must have fol-

lowed them once….

Soon enough we were driving down

Memory Lane, attempting to remember

where we’d been, and when, and why.

The Raff les Hotel in Singapore

commended itself; so too did the Hotel

Residence Duc de Bourgogne in Bruges.

We had stayed in them long years before

and could not jettison these markers of

our shared romantic youth. The Restau-

rante-Bar Gran Vitel in Bogota an-

nounced its history and menu, along

with photographs of chefs and rooms

now no doubt remodeled or wrecked. A

card listed room rates for the “Yasa

Samudra” on Kuta Beach in Bali; that hut

on the south Java Sea—“Breakfast and

Service Charge Included”—once cost us

nine dollars a day….

What remains of all of this; how do

the schedules of tram lines convey, in

the present, the past? A printed water-

color illustration of “The Living God-

dess” fairly reeks of Kathmandu. I need

only look at an old map of Rhodes to re-

member the feel of the thick pants I

wore, the light on the sea wall, the fla-

vor of sea urchin eggs. Unfolding a

brochure on a Martello Tower in St.

Johns, I remember the dog in the back

seat and how, when I walked him, he

lunged after sheep. Proust wrote of

these matters at eloquent length, and I

don’t mean to rehearse the obvious:

Kabul is not the place it was, and the

memory of places visited is not the same

as being there. Things change.

But it seems to me quotation is a con-

stant; it’s how we preserve what we

keep. If a menu or hotel brochure can

evoke in its vivid immediacy a place or

time far distant, then what we unfold

when we open old charts is memory re-

trieved. Old letters and journals and

maps and photographs each serve the

same function as guide. It’s a form of

dreaming, really, a return to the experi-

ence of innocence….

Edgar Degas received permission to

make copies at the Louvre in 1853,

when he was eighteen. He copied In-

gres and Poussin, among others, and

traces of their influence would linger

in his brush stroke and palette till old

age. Later he had this to say: “The Mas-

ters must be copied over and over

again, and it is only after proving your-

self a good copyist that you should rea-

sonably be permitted to draw a radish

from nature.” The “radish from nature”

is a box full of maps; the country or

city they point to is referenced by

memory (you have heard that song be-

fore; there was a full moon, that “Old

Devil Moon”; you were standing on a

blanket on the lawn at Tanglewood),

and the reality of such a text or image

is a quotation retrieved.
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