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If the world was given to us to explore and master, here 5
tale, a play, a song about that endeavor long ago, by no
means neglecting self-mastery, which in a sense is the whgl,
point. Electronic brains may help us to use our heads by
will not excuse us from that duty, and as to our hearts—

* cardiograms cannot diggnose what may be most ill abour
" them or confirm what may be best. . . . Nor do I suppose

that the pleasure of hearing a story in words has quite gone
out. Even movies and TV make use of words. The Odyssey
at all events was made for your pleasure, in Homer’s words
and in mine.

—Robert Fitzgerald

Odyssey—were composed between 900 and 700 B.c. The

poems describe legendary events that probably can be
traced to.real historical struggles for control of the waterway leading
from the Aegean Sea io the Sea of Marmara and the Black Sea.
These real battles would have taken place as early as 1200 s.c.—
a time that was at least as long ago for Homer's audience as the
Pilgrims’ landing at Plymouth Rock is for us.

Homer's first epic was the /liad, which telis.of a ten-year war
fought on the plains beyond the walls of Troy (a city aiso known
as llion). The ruins of Troy can still be seen today in what is now
western Turkey. In Homer's story, the Trojan War was fought be-
tween the people of Troy and an aliiance of early Greek kings {at-
this time, each island and area of the Greek mainland had its own
king). The /fiad tells us that the cause of the war was the world’s
most beautiful woman, Heten. Helen had left her Greek husband,
King Menelaus, and had run off with a man called Paris, who was
a prince of Troy. The Odyssey, Homer’s second epic, is the story
of the attempt of one Greek soldier, Odysseus, to get home after
the Trojan War. All epic poems in the Western world owe something
to the basic patterns established by these two stories.

The world's most famous epic poems—Homer's /lad and

What Is an Epic?

Epics are long narrative poems that tell of the adventures of heroes
who ermbody the values of their patticular civilizations. The Greeks

for centuries used the fliad and the Odyssey in their schoots to




while admiring the Homeric epics, created their own epics that
imitated Homer's style but conveyed their own value systems.
Stiti, for all the epics that have been written since Homer's time
and for all the ones that might have been composed before if,
when we think of the word epic we think primarily of the {/iad and
the QOdyssay. Rome's Aeneid, France's Song of Rofand, |taly's Di-
vine Comedy, the very ancient Sumerian tale of Gilgarmesh, India's
Mahabharata and Ramayana—all are great poems that happen to
be in the epic tradition. But to discover the heart of that tradition,
we need to examine Homer's epics.

The Hiad is the primary model for the epic of war. The Odyssey
is the model for the epic of the long journey. The theme of the
journey has been the more basic one in Western literature—it is
found in Homer, in fairy tales, and in such later stories as Huckle-
berry Finn, Moby-Dick, and The Hobhit. Thus, it is the Odyssey
that has been the more widely read of Homer's two great stories.

L war epic. The action of the f/iad is set in the tenth and final year
of the Trojan War. According to the /liad, the Greeks had originally
attacked Troy to avenge the insult suffered by Menelaus, king of
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Sparta, when his wife Helen ran off with Paris, a young prines of
Troy. The Greek kings banded together under the ]eadership of
Agamemnon, the brother of Menelaus and the king of Mycenae
In a thousand ships, they sailed across the Aegean Sea and
mounted the siege of Troy.

The audience of the Odyssey would have known this war st
They would have known that the Greeks were eventually Victoripyg
and that they burned Troy to the ground. They would have known
alt about the greatest of the Greek warriors, Achilles, who was fatay
to die young in the final year of the war. The audience woug
probably have heard other epic poems (now lost) that toid of the
homecomings of the various Greek heroes who survived the war
They would especially have known about the homecoming of Aga.
memnan, the leader of the Greek forces, who was murdered by hjg
unfaithful wife upon his return from Troy.

Finally, Homer's listeners might well have been particularly fas.
cinated by another homecoming story—this one about a somewhat
unusual hero, known as much for his brain as for his brawn, |
fact, many legends had already grown up around this hero, whose
name was Odysseus. He was the subject of Homer's new epic, the
Odyssey.

+

The Odyssej’s Hero

in Homer's day, hesoes were thought of as a speciai class of aris-
tocrats. Their station in life and their general attitudes placed them
somewhere between the gods and ordinary human beings. These
heroes might experience pain and death, but they were always sure
of themselves, always “‘on top of the world.”




he Odyssey is a portrait of a hero in trouble. Wa can relate o
hero because we share with him a sense of being somehow
a world of difficult choices. Like him, we have to cope with
authority figures. Like him, we seem aiways to have to work
hard to get what we want.
he Odyssey is a poem marked by melancholy and a feeling of
= might be called "postwar disillusionment.” Odysseus is a
er whose military prowess is scofied at by the fairy-tale mon-
hat populate the world of his wanderings. Even the people
“his home island, Ithaca, seem to lack respect for him. It is as
ciety were sayirg to the returning hero, “You were a great
once—or 50 they say—but times have changed. This is a
cult world, and we have more important things to think about
your heroics.”
: the years before the great war, Odysseus had married the
tiful and ever-faithful Penelope, one of several very strong
én in the “man’s world" of the Greek epic, (One critic, Robert
es, was so impressed by the unusual importance of women
home and hearth in the Odyssey that he believed Homer must
een a womar.)
etope and Odysseus had one son, Telemachus (ts:lem’s:
e was still a toddier when Odysseus was called by Agamem-
and Menelaus to join them in the struggle against Troy. Rather
pically for a Greek hero, Odysseus was a homebody. He pre-
not to go to war, and even though he was obligated under a
to go, he tried draft-dodging. 1t was said that when Aga-
non and Menelaus came to fetch him, he pretended to be
and acted as if he did not recognize his visitors. Instead of
ftaining them, he dressed as a peasant and began plowing a
But the “draft board” was smarter than the wily Odysseus
case. They threw his baby, Telemachus, in front of his
mmg plow. The hero revealed his sanity by quickly turning the
side to avoid running over his son.

¢ Wooden-Horse Trick

n Tray, Odysseus performed extremely well as a soldier and
nder. It was he, for example, who thought of the famous
n-horse trick that would iead to the downfall of Troy. For ten
5, the ‘Greeks had been fighting the Trojans, but they were
ing outside Troy’s massive walls. They had been unabie to
hrough the walls and enter the city. Odysseus’s plan was to
bulld-an enormous woocden horse and hide a few Greek soldiers
its holiow belly. After the horse was built, the Gréeks pushed
o the gates of Troy and withdrew their armies, so that their
LAMp. appeared io be abandoned. Thinking that the Greeks had
1-up the fight and that the horse was & peace offering, the
s brought the horse into their city. That night, the Greeks
inside the wooden body came out, opened the gates of Troy

whole Greek army, and began the battle that was to win the
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The Ancient World and Ours

The world of Odysseus was a harsh place, a world in which violenga
was all too familiar. In a certain sense, Odysseus and his mep a::t
like mere pirates on their journey home. They think nothing of
entering a town and carrying off all its worldly goods. The “World|y
goods” in an ancient city might well have been such things a5
poits and pans and cattle and sheep. The “palaces” the Greeks
raided might have been [ittle more than elaborate mud ang stone
“farmhouses. Yet, in the struggles of Odysseus, Peneiope, ang Te.
lemachus in their “‘primitive” society—a society that has little iy
tommon with the high Athenian culture that would develop severa|
centuries later—there is something that has a great deal o do With
us. :

Odysseus and his family are people searching for the right re.
lationships with each other and with the people around them, They
want to find their proper places in life. It is this theme that sets
the tone for the Odyssey and determines the unusual way in which
the poem is structured.

Instead of beginning at the beginning with Odysseus’s departure
from Troy, the story begins with his son, Telemachus. Telemachug
is now twenty years old, threatened in his own home by powerful
men who want to rob him of his inheritance, of his mother, and
of his self-respect. He is a young man who yearns for the support
of a father. ‘

Meanwhile, we hear that Odysseus is stranded on an islang,
longing te find a way to get back to his wife, child, and home. it
is ten years since his sailing from Troy, twenty years since his
original departure from Ithaca. 1f Telemachus is in search of the
inner strength represented by the wished-for presence and approval
of his father, Odysseus is in search of a way out of what we might
today call his “mid-life crisis.” He is searching for a way to re-
establish a natural balance in his life. The quests of father and
son provide a framework for the poem and bring us into it as well,
because we all are in search of our real identities, our true selves.

The Gods in the Odyssey

This brings us to the mythic and religious questions in the-Odyssey.
Myths are stories that use fantasy o express ideas about life that
cannot be expressed easily in realistic terms. Most myths are

-essentially religious because they are concerned with the relation-

ship between human beings and the unknown or spirituai realm.
As you will see, Homer is always concerned with the relationship
between humans and gods: Homer is religious. For him, the gods
control all things. Athena, the goddess of wisdom, is always at the
side of Odysseus in whatever he does. This is appropriate, because
Odysseus is known for his mental abilities. In other words, in
Homer's stories a god can be an aiter ego, a spiritual or psycho-
logical reflection of a hero's best qualities. A hero's bad tendencies
can alsa be mirrored by the divine beings. The god who works



‘against Odysseus is Poseidan, the god of the sea, who is known
forarrogance and a certam brutishness. It might be said that to
‘-fmd inner peace or “‘a way home,” Odysseus must find & means
of feconciling brain and brawn in his own life. Only with Athena's
‘welp-and with Poseidon’s acceptance can he achieve his goal.

eaders have argued that Odysseus and Telemachus are not
icularly admirable as heroes because everything they do de-
ds on the help of the gods. But when you think about it, you

rofc deed because it is seen as “God’s wiil.” We should see

relationship between Odysseus and the gods as a model for
i the greatest of the ancient myth-makers saw as religious

10 Was Homer?

exactly was this famous myrh maker? No one knows for sure
Who Homer was. The later Greeks believed he was a blind minstrel
Who came from the istand of Chios. Some scholars feel there must
. been two Homers; some think he was just a legend. But
iars have also argued as to whether a man called Shakespeare
ever: existed. [t is almost as if they were saying that Homer and
ak espeare are too good to be true. On the whole, it seems most
2ible to take the word of the Greeks themselves and to accept
existence of Homer at least as an ideal model for a class of
dering bards or minstrels iater called “rhapsodes.”
se rhapsodes, or ‘‘singers of tales,” were the historians and
tertainers as well as the myth-makers of their time. There was
ro’EFany no written history in Horner's day. There were cerfainly
vies and no television, and there was nothing like a Bible or
Gk of religious stories. So it was that the minstrels traveled
out from community to community singing of recent legendary
jts or of the doings of heroes, gods, and goddesses. It is as if
the Composer of the Book of Kings in the Bible, the writer of a
'ﬁi}'-;pn Worid War |4, and a famous pop singer were combined in
person. For Homer's people, there was no conflict between
{igion, history, and good fun.

How Were the Epics Told?

rs have found that oral epic poets are still composing today
oslavia and other paris of the world. Work done by scholars
se poets suggests that stories like the /liad and Odyssey
have been told aloud at first by and for peopie who could
ad and write. The stories would have been composed orally
ing to a basic set story line. But most of the actual words
ould:have been improvised—made up on the spot—in such a way
it a particular rhiythm or meter. The singers of these stories
have needed a great deal of talent, and they wouid have had

ze that the religious person of today doesn’t think any less of -

[T
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fo work very hard. They would also have needed an audience Useq
1o listening closely. :

We can see from this why there is so much repetition in 4
Homeric epics. The oral storyteller, in fact, had a store of formuiag
ready in his memory. He knew formulas for describing the arrivg|
and greeting of guests, for the eating of meals, and for the takin
of baths. He knew formulas for describing the sea (it is alwayg
“wine-dark”) and for describing Athena (she is always “‘gray-ayeq
Athena™). '

Formulas such as these had another advantage: they gave the
singer and his audience some breathing time. The audience coyig
relax for a moment and enjoy a familiar and memorable passage
while the singer could think ahead to the next part of his story, '

When we think about the audience that listened to these stories,
we can also understand the value of the extended comparisong
that we call Homeric or heroic similes today. These similes compare
hercic or epic events to simple and easily understandable everyday
events—events the audience would recognize instantly. For ex.
ample, at one point in the /liad, Athena prevents an arrow from
striking Menelaus. The singer compares the goddess’s actions tg
an action that every listener would have been familiar with. '

She brushed it-away from his skin as lightly as when a mother
Brushes a fiy away from her child who is lying in sweet sleep.

Epic poets such as Homer would come to a city and would go
through a part of their repertory while there. A story as long as the
Odyssey (11,300 lines) could not be told at one sitting. We have
to assume, therefore, that if the singer had only a few days in a
town, he wouid summarize some of his story and sing the rest in
detail, in as many sittings as he had time for. This is exactly what
will happen in the selections from the Odyssey that are presented
here. We will assume that Homer wants to get his story told to us,
but that he has a limited time in which to do it. We will also
assume that before retiring at the end of each segment of the
performance, Homer's audience, of which we are now a part, will
want to think about and talk about that set of stories. Like most
audiences, this one will have many questions about the stary: Why
is Odysseus crying when we first meet him? How do the gods really
fee! about humans? What does this strange tale have to do with
us?

A Live Performance

We can imagine what it would have been like at a live performance
of the Odyssey because there are many instances in the epic itself
in which traveling singers appear and sing their tales. In the court
of the Phaeacian king, Alcinous (dl-sin‘g-as), in Book 8, for in-
stance, there is a particularly wonderful singer who must make us
wonder if the blind Homer was painting a self-portrait. Let’s piciure
the setfing of a performance before we start the story.

Imagine a large hall full of pesople who are freshly bathed,




bbed with fine oils, and draped in clean tunics. Imagine the
mell of meat being cooked over charcoal, the sounds of cheerful
jices. Imagine wine being freely poured, the flickerihg reflections
‘the great cooking fires; and the torches that light the room. A
rtain anticipation hangs in the air. It Is said that the biind
instrel- Homer is in the'city and that he has new stories about
at long war in Troy. Will he appear and entertain tonight?

haracters in the Odyssey

e following cast of characters includes only those who take part
the sections of the Odyssey included in this book. Note that the
eeks in the Odyssey are ‘often referred to as Achaeans (-k&’onz)
or Argives (3r'givz). Achaesns is the most general term, which also
cludes the people in lthaca, the island off the west coast of
Greece where Odysseus ruled. The word Achaeans is taken from the
iame of an ancient part of northeastern Greece called Achaea.
]he name Argives usually:-refers to the Greeks who went to fight
Troy.
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- Caiypso (ke:'-ﬁp’s{;): a beautifdIf'godd_ess-hymph who lives op
+ Ogygia. She keeps Odysseus for seven years, - :
. Charybdis (ka-rib’dis): a female monster who Sucks in watey

‘three times a day to form a deadly whiripool. (Thought tg pge
a real whirlpool in the Straits of Messina.) -

Circe (siir'sé): the witch-goddess who turns Odysseus’s mery
Into swine. S '

~ Cyciops (sT"kidps): one of the Cyclopes, a race of brutish one.-

eyed giants who live solitary lives as shepherds, Supposediy
on the island now. known as Sicily. .

" Erebus (er'a-bes): the Land of the Dead. )

. Nausicaa (nd-sik’a-a): the beautiful young daughter of King
« Alcinous and Queen Arete of Phaeacia, RRRE ‘
--Ogygia (5-gi'-ja): Calypso’s island, - Lo

* Phagacia (f&-a’sha): an-island kingdom ruled by King Alci-

* naus. The: Phaeacians are shipbuiiders and traders, :
*Polyphemus (pdl's-fé'mas): the Cyclops blinded by Odysseus;
" the son of the sea god .Poseidon, -

Scylla (sfl’a): a female monster with six serpent heads, each

“head having a triple row of fangs. {Thought to be a dangerous
. fockiin the Straits of Messina.) - - I
-8irens: sea nymphs whose beautiful and'njy’sterious Mmusic

lures sailors:to steer their ships toward the rocks.

Teiresias ({1-18sé-as): a famous biind prophet; from the city

of Thebes. Odysseus meets him. in the Land of the Dead.
TheGods: ..
Athena (o-thé'ns): favorite daughter of Zeus; the great god-

dess of wisdom and of the arts of war and peace. She favored

_ the Greeks during the Trojan War. She ig often called Pallas
~ Athepa.- . - . e

‘Hermes. (hur'méz): the messenger god, - - :
. Clympus {0-fim’pas): the mountain home of the gods.
. Poseidon (p5-s’den): brother of Zeus, god of the sea and
-earth. Called “Earth Shaker” because he is believed to cause

" earthquakes. Poseidon. is an enerny of Odysseus,
Zeus (;oos):u_the most powerful god, whose home is on Olympus.




